Edmonton Oil Kings' Brett Pollock breaking out in NHL draft year  0 
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The Edmonton Oil King's Brett Pollock (39) is stopped by the Saskatoon Blades goalie Troy Trombley (30) and Brett Stovin (38) during third period WHL action at Rexall Place, in Edmonton Alta., on Sunday March 2, 2014. David Bloom/Edmonton Sun/QMI Agency
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Pop quiz.

In modern-day Edmonton Oil Kings history, what three players have notched at least 25 goals and 25 assists during their draft season?

Let’s start with the no-brainer, Michael St. Croix.

Dylan Wruck, that’s also pretty obvious.

So who’s the third?

Here’s a hint: he’s on this season’s team. And it’s not star scorer Curtis Lazar.

Stumped? You’re probably not alone.

Brett Pollock is not a name that’s on the tip of the casual Oil Kings fan’s tounge, but the 17-year-old from Sherwood Park is quietly putting together a fantastic season, scoring his 25th goal and picking up his 27th assist in Regina on Wednesday , giving him 52 points with still six games left to play before Edmonton battled the Wheat Kings in Brandon on Friday night.

Those stats put Pollock him in pretty select company, alongside two of Oil Kings top three all-time scorers, St. Croix (No. 1 with 320 points) and Wruck (tied for 2nd with 256), as the only three Kings that joined the 25-25 club in their draft year (St. Croix and Wruck both did it in 2010-11).

“There are a lot of good players that have come through,” said Pollock, who turns 18 on March 17, one day after the WHL regular season ends. “I’ve just been making the best of my opportunities as they come and that’s just something I’ve been trying to focus on all year.”

With the 2014 NHL Draft now less than four months away, those in the know are starting to take notice. After not even being included on NHL Central Scouting’s Preliminary List of Players to Watch, which was released in November, Pollock ranked No. 71 among North American skaters in Central scouting’s midterm ranking in January.

You can bet the six-foot-two centre’s stock has only risen since, and if he keeps playing as well as he has, it’s quite possible Pollock will share something else special with New York Rangers prospect St. Croix, hearing his name called on draft day.

“I’ve been doing pretty well,” said the second-year forward, who has essentially been a point-per-game player since 2013 became 2014, with 28 in 29 games this calendar year entering Friday.

“It’s good to be recognized and knowing that you’re put on the radar with Central Scouting, but at the same time I know I still have a lot of work to do, and it’s just doing what I’m doing.”

Pollock won Edmonton’s Unsung Hero Award for November, and continues to play the unheralded but indispensable role: Wednesday he made a terrific individual effort to tie the game only 12 seconds after the Pats had taken an early 1-0 lead, then helped set up an insurance goal in the third period by Edgars Kulda, and finished the night plus-three.

As huge as Pollock’s 25th goal of the season was, his team’s 46th win in 2013-14 was even bigger: The Oil Kings moved past Calgary back into first place in the Eastern Conference, one night after they had relinquished top spot by blowing a two-goal third period lead in a 4-3 loss in Swift Current to the Broncos.

“We were disappointed, we all knew that’s a game we should have had and we can’t be blowing leads like that, especially late in the year, so coming into Regina ... we knew it was going to be a battle and it was a game we needed to win,” said Pollock, who combined with linemates Lazar and Kulda for seven points against Regina.

“I know we had a tough night in Swift Current but (Wednesday) night was a good bounce-back night for us.”

brian.swane@sunmedia.ca

@SunBrianSwane

Penguins notebook: NHL veteran has high praise for young Penguins defenseman

March 7, 2014 10:01 PM 

Olli Maatta

Olli Maatta Olli Maatta celebrates during the first period of Thursday night's game against the Sharks in San Jose, Calif.

Marcio Jose Sanchez/Associated Press

Olli Maatta celebrates during the first period of Thursday night's game against the Sharks in San Jose, Calif.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

ANAHEIM, Calif. — Teemu Selanne likely was ramping up his workouts in advance of his third NHL training camp in August 1994 when fellow Finn Olli Maatta was born.

Selanne, an Anaheim Ducks winger and future Hall of Famer, is the oldest active player in the NHL at 43 years-plus. During the Olympic tournament last month in Sochi, Russia, he sure liked what he saw of Maatta, the Penguins’ 19-year-old defenseman.

“It’s unbelievable,” Selanne said before the Ducks and Penguins met at Honda Center late Friday night.

“It’s amazing how these days young guys can come in the league and be ready like that.”

Selanne — the tournament MVP playing in his record-tying sixth Olympics in hockey — and Maatta helped Finland win the bronze medal. Maatta had two goals, three assists in six games.

“Even at the Olympics, when he played best against best, he was so calm,” Selanne said. “He didn’t look like he was a first-year player. It was fun to follow him.

“And also off the ice — how much work he does every day for preparation. It’s truly professional stuff.”

Maatta, selected by the Penguins 22nd overall at the 2012 NHL draft, had two goals Thursday night in a 5-3 loss at San Jose. It was his first multiple-goal game in the NHL and his third multiple-point game in the past five outings going into the game against the Ducks. He has nine goals, 18 assists in his 61 games.

“It’s fun to watch when the young guys are ready like that right away,” Selanne said. “I remember when I was 18, 19, I wouldn’t have been ready.

“Pittsburgh has done a great job with feeding that confidence. He’s so confident and calm. They have done something because not only playing-wise, but the whole package is there.”

Selanne spent some time talking with Maatta in Sochi. He found Maatta to be quiet and respectful, rarely speaking when surrounded by veterans unless he was asked a question.

“But, in a smaller group, he gets in a good conversation,” Selanne said. “He throws some funny lines here and there. You can see how much respect he has for older players.

“But what a great kid. Unbelievable. I met his mom there, too. He comes from a good, solid family. You can see that.”

Maatta took a somewhat unconventional path to the NHL for a Finnish player. When he was 16, he left his native country to play North American junior hockey for the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League. After two seasons there, he made the jump this season to being among the Penguins’ top six defensemen.

“That’s a good example that there are so many different ways to make it in the NHL,” Selanne said. “In Finland, normally we play back home in the top league and the national team and maybe world championships and Olympics before we come [to the NHL], but he took a different road. He learned to play in the smaller [North American] rink right away.

“The Canadian juniors, they play as many games as we do in the NHL. The preparation was very good for him. He got the confidence from there.”

Neither Selanne nor Maatta had a point in the Penguins’ 3-1 home win Dec. 5 against the Ducks. Friday night, however, likely was the last time those two will play against each other unless the Penguins and Ducks meet in the Stanley Cup final this spring. Selanne has announced his intention to retire after this season.

Lovejoy happy in Anaheim

Former Penguins defenseman Ben Lovejoy is 30 now. He celebrated the birth of his first son with two goals — of his three this season before Friday night — for the Ducks Jan. 3 against Edmonton.

Lovejoy considers himself to be living a charmed life in the NHL. He has played for the Penguins, perennially a top team in the Eastern Conference, and now he plays for Anaheim, the top team in the NHL.

“Absolutely,” he said. “I’ve been so lucky to play on such good teams.

“Winning is fun. It makes life better. I’m so lucky to be playing here in paradise for the top team in the West.”

He has mixed feelings, though, about facing the Penguins.

“I look forward to seeing people,” Lovejoy said. “I like a lot of people in that locker room. I don’t think anybody looks forward to playing the Pittsburgh Penguins. They’re a good team for a reason, and they can make even very good defensemen look very stupid.”

Tip-ins

The Penguins did not have a game-day skate Friday after playing and traveling Thursday night. … The Penguins will get a day off in Southern California today, then make a cross-country trek and have an evening practice Sunday in Washington, D.C. They will play the Washington Capitals Monday night in their fifth consecutive road game.

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/sports/penguins/2014/03/08/Penguins-notebook-NHL-veteran-has-high-praise-for-young-Penguins-defenseman/stories/201403080051#ixzz2vPw6Ik5e

6 comments 

The Buffalo News 

 Login   

d

Sort by Newest 

Favorite ★  

Share ⤤ 

Join the discussion…

Avatar

DIVINE Undisputed 2.0  • 5 hours ago   

Im so "happy" that Tallinder the human pylon and pending UFA is on the team and sucking up 21 mins of ice time when someone like McNabb couldve been before his trade! Or make that Weber, McBain or Sulzer prior to his injury. McNabb never got a chance in Buffalo and was constantly jerked around back and forth to Roch. LA got a good prospect and we got "future considerations" because who knows what these guys can do? Plus whoever wants someone on the Sabres w/the 1st name of "Hudson?" His parents are obviously morons. Just gotta love using Last names as first names nowadays, so interchangeable arent we in todays f-ed up US?
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BuffaloFan4Life > DIVINE Undisputed 2.0  • an hour ago   

Listen divine, you may want to google Hudson. Read up the story of his "moronic" parents and what they have had to endure in their lives. Let us know how much of a moron you feel like after you do.
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DIVINE Undisputed  • 5 hours ago   

Laimo was ON FIRE last night! He even got a SHOT on net!!!
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Chet Zeshonski  • 7 hours ago   

DesLauriers was noticeable every time he was on the ice last night, just like Chris Stewart the night before. It's just one game for each, of course, but it's easy to see what Tim Murray liked about these guys.
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Mark Schaffer > Chet Zeshonski  • 6 hours ago   

It is obvious that we are in good hands here ... so tired of watching this team get pushed around year after year, no more.
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Avatar

Rick O'Shea  • 7 hours ago   

I saw the movie son of god last night instead of flying to florida to see the game and now am glad I did

1 △  ▽   

Luongo feels at home on familiar ice; practice report 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

1:49 p.m. EST, March 6, 2014

It was strange to walk into the Panthers IceDen today and see two new goaltenders in net, but there they were, newly acquired backup goalie Dan Ellis, still wearing his green goalie pads and helmet from Dallas, and the re-acquired Roberto Luongo, who was sporting one of his old Panthers helmets from his stint here (2000-06).

There was a very nice fan turnout with plenty of old Luongo jerseys trying to catch a glimpse of one of the most popular players in Panthers’ history.

Also out there was highly touted prospect center Vincent Trocheck, who will make his NHL debut Friday against the Sabres, with plenty of his Pittsburgh-based family en route to the BB&T.

Trocheck said it, “was a dream come true ever since I was 5 years old,’’ and will do everything he can to show GM Dale Tallon that he belongs on this team next season.

Panthers interim coach Peter Horachek, also competing for a job next year, loves Trocheck and recently acquired center Brandon Pirri’s skill, and he teamed them up in the power play during practice. He said Pirri is a shooter and wants to light the lamp.

Luongo, who rents this ice throughout August and early September every summer was certainly familiar with it, but he used to have to change in the threadbare locker room across from the Panthers’ plush dressing room. He was amazed at the amenities on the Panthers' side.

Ellis, who played for Horachek for three seasons in Nashville and signed through 2015 ($1 milllion per) was excited to play behind Luongo. He fully understands his role and said he will do everything he can to help Luongo be the best goalie he can be, while chipping in occasionally.

Winger Brad Boyes, who just re-upped for two years at $5.3 million, believes the Panthers will be contenders very quickly, especially with the addition of Luongo and all the talented youngsters. He said everyone will use the final 20 games to prove they want to be here next year because he knows that Tallon will be doing some serious shopping for free agents this summer.

Horachek clarified that center Drew Shore was sent to San Antonio to make room for Trocheck and because they didn’t want to have to put him through waivers. Assistant GM Mike Santos told me that Shore is five games away from having to go through waivers and the team wants to look at several of their young players.

Horachek raved about Shore, how he made an instant impact when he was called up last month knowing he’d be playing on the fourth line and on the PK.

Santos helped draft Luongo when he was with the Islanders, and he was also familiar with Ellis when they were in Nashville together.

Panthers send goalie Tim Thomas to Dallas and center Marcel Goc to Penguins 
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Roberto Luongo thrilled to be back with Panthers

By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

2:17 p.m. EST, March 5, 2014

Apparently rival goalies Tim Thomas and Roberto Luongo didn't want to share the same sandbox, so the Panthers sent the former Bruins netminder to the Stars for Dallas backup goalie Dan Ellis about half hour before the Wednesday 3 p.m. trade deadline expired.

Thomas, 40, and Luongo, 34, have exchanged barbs since Thomas bested Luongo in the 2011 Stanley Cup finals in a bitter seven-game series won by the Bruins.

Thomas earned a one-year contract worth $2.5 million plus incentives when he came into training camp on a professional tryout basis in September. He sustained several leg or groin injuries early in the season which partially contributed to a 3-9-4 start and the firing of coach Kevin Dineen.
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• Panthers trade for goalie Roberto Luongo  

A healthy Thomas gradually reverted to his two-time Vezina Trophy form, keeping the offensively challenged Panthers in most games. His play has tailed off since about two weeks before the Olympic break, losing four of his last five games while giving up 17 goals in that stretch. He's 16-20-3 with a pedestrian 2.78 goals-against-average.

Thomas will compete with Stars starter Kari Lehtonen, who's 24-16-10 with a 2.48 GAA. The Stars are currently possession of the second wild-card berth in the tightly bunched Western Conference, with three teams within two points of them.

The 6-foot-1 Ellis, 33, is 5-6-0 with a 3.04 GAA this season and 83-71-17 and a 2.75 GAA over an eight-year career with five different teams, including two stints with Dallas. Ellis is under contract through the 2014-15 season at $1 million per. Panthers GM Dale Tallon said that Ellis will be the backup.

They also sent veteran center Marcel Goc to the Eastern Conference-leading Pittsburgh Penguins for a third-round draft pick this April and a fifth-rounder in 2015.

The departure of Goc means the Panthers will be going with four young centers over the final 21 games - not including injured Aleksander Barkov - but Nick Bjugstad, 21, Brandon Pirri, 22, Drew Shore, 23, and Rampage prospect Vincent  Trocheck, 20, who will play Friday against the Sabres, according to Tallon.

Other than the Luongo blockbuster on Monday, the Panthers got noticably younger in the last four days, shedding veterans with expiring contracts in defenseman Mike Weaver, 35, Goc, 30, center Scott Gomez, 34, and Scott Clemmensen, 35.

Clemmensen, who is in the final year of his deal, will be assigned to San Antonio in the AHL after clearing waivers Wednesday. Gomez will remain with the Panthers.

With Weaver now in Montreal, the Panthers need a seventh defenseman, and Tallon said both Alex Petrovic, 21, and Colby Robak, 23, will come up.

Goc, an eight-year veteran who’s one of the best faceoff practioners in the league, had 11 goals and 23 points in 62 games, one less goal than his career high in 2009-10 for Nashville. He leads the Panthers with 576 faceoffs won, 14th in the league, at a solid 52.8 winning percentage.

Panthers new CEO Babich and Tallon press conference 

print 

Email 

Share 

1 

Pinterest 

0 

By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

10:07 a.m. EST, March 4, 2014

Sorry this is late folks. Had to do conference call on train from NYC to Boston, tough to hear or tape. Panthers sent me audio. Here's transcript split up between two.

RORY BABICH

We're very optimistic about the future here. Dale and I have been working together for a number of months and have built up a very close working relationship. Dale and I, together, will be partnering on all aspects of our business. Hockey, business and entertainment as we work on growing the business in Sunrise, Broward County and South Florida.

I've been involved in different sports throughout the years in the New York/New Jersey area. In terms of baseball, basketball, hockey -- there have been different roles over the years. Hockey is a sport I have loved ever since I've been a child. I was a longtime New York Rangers fan, have been a season ticket holder for over 20 years. I've followed the sport very closely. Since joining the Panthers, I've been working with Dale working on our strategy moving forward.

As everyone is aware, Vinnie and Doug purchased this team in September. Really, the vision of this franchise comes right from the top. We've been working closely with Dale since the new owners came in. Me stepping in as CEO doesn't change the vision of the owners or their commitment to build a successful franchise down here, make ourselves a cap team and continue the disciplined mind that Dale has instituted.

On Broward County: Obviously the owners have been part of this process and I'll be stepping in. Doug has met with the commissioners and will continue to interact with them as I get involved. As we look at the situation, I think it's always important to remember, when Vinnie and Doug bought the team and took the approach on going to the county commissioners with their request to help build a stable long-term franchise here, committing their own money as well as asking for additional support from the county to help support these initiatives, everything is meant to be supportive as we deal with the county and local residents. Having a strong hockey franchise here in a county-owned arena that brings in all of the top acts really does benefit the city of Sunrise, Broward County, right from the beaches to the Everglades and all of South Florida. We're looking to be cooperative and continue discussions with the commissioners. Any time something goes before the county in the States, there's always healthy debate. That's part of being in a democracy. We recognize that and welcome healthy debate around the issues and continuing the discussion.

We're incredibly optimistic. When Vinnie and Doug bought the team -- and we've seen this in other areas where franchise have been moved or various commitments made before owners purchased -- Vinnie and Doug bought the team with the belief it can be very successful in South Florida.

Dale and I certainly share that vision. That's why we're both here today.

We really do believe in building a successful franchise both on and off the ice, attracting the top talent and building that supportive fan base. People ask if hockey can really make a go of it in South Florida in a non-traditional market. The reality is South Florida is an incredible sports market. People like exciting sports. The team will be improving and building the bonds with the community. We're looking at a lot of community outreach either youth hockey or other areas where the Viola family and the Panthers can support the community. On all fronts, success on and off the ice, we believe the sky is the limit here.

DALE TALLON

I think this is an exciting time for us. Rory and I have been together since December and have developed a close relationship in a short amount of time. We have the same philosophy. We're partners in this and we're excited about what we're going to do and how we're going to do it. We're going to work together as a team to bring a Stanley Cup to the Florida Panthers and their fans.

On Bill Torrey: He'll have the same role he's had since I've been here; that's right there beside us at all time. He's involved in all decisions. I rely on him heavily because of his great knowledge and experience. He's a champion. Nothing is changed as far as that concerned.

Trade deadline: I think it's a different thing. We're building for the future obviously, but that's a whole different process. This is another stepping stone. First we look at the deadline to see what suits the franchise as far as the future is concerned. Then we'll focus on the draft and after that, free agency. We'll be aggressive in all those areas. Every move we make in the next day-and-a-half will be with regard for what's best in regard for this franchise in winning Stanley Cups.

Brad Boyes: We're still in negotiations. We've made an offer, had discussions today with his agent. We're hopeful we can get something done.

On meeting Rory: I wasn't apprehensive. We've been on the same page since the first day we met. I like Rory's personality and his approach to things. We're very similar in a lot of ways. We agree to disagree on some things, but we're very civil. We've developed a good relationship in a short amount of time. We're going to be partners in all these initiatives on and off the ice. I'm excited about it. I think it's going to be great.

Dale booking concerts?: Why not. A little bit of country, little bit of rock and roll. A little bit of this, a little bit of that.

Michael Yormark out as longtime Panthers CEO 
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Michael R. Yormark, President, Sunrise Sports & Entertainment, Florida Panthers, BB&T Center

Michael R. Yormark, President, Sunrise Sports & Entertainment, Florida Panthers, BB&T Center (Courtesy, Michael Yormark / June 11, 2013) 
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By Harvey Fialkov and Keven Lerner

Sun Sentinel

7:35 p.m. EST, March 3, 2014

New Florida Panthers owners Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu have been methodically restructuring the internal organization of the team on all levels, and on Monday they announced that longtime CEO and president Michael R. Yormark is out and team executive Rory Babich's role has been expanded on the hockey side.

Yormark, who had been with the Panthers since 2003, announced he is resigning to join rapper Jay Z's Roc Nation Sports agency as President & Chief Strategy Officer.

"It is with a heavy heart that I write to inform you that after 11 years of incredible memories, moments and relationships, I am departing Sunrise Sports & Entertainment to open an exciting new chapter in my career," Yormark said. "I am honored and humbled to be joining Jay Z’s Roc Nation Sports. Roc Nation represents a wonderful new adventure for my family and me, and I am thrilled to join an exciting, innovative organization."

Babich was named the team's new CEO and president and will work closely with Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon, who he has developed close friendship since meeting in December. While his background and expertise is in operating businesses and putting multi-million dollar deals together, including the Panthers' sale, Babich is an avid, knowledgable hockey fan. He was brought in by Viola as his executive senior advisor and has been working closely with Cifu.

In his new role, Babich will be responsible for all business and hockey operations.

“We appreciate Michael's many years of hard work and service to the organization and wish Michael much continued success in his new role," Viola said. "While we are sorry to see Michael leave, he has received an offer for a tremendous opportunity."

Yormark had been a driving force in building the Sunrise arena into a major player in the concert and special event's field.

"I had the opportunity to work with so many wonderful people including our staff, partners and fans and I will never forget some of the great memories and challenges that we shared together," said Yormark.

Panthers acquire good young center Pirri from Chicago 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

10:44 p.m. EST, March 2, 2014

Panthers press release on acquiring young center Brandon Pirri from Blackhawks

Florida Panthers Executive Vice-President/General Manager Dale Tallon announced today that the club has acquired C Brandon Pirri from the Chicago Blackhawks in exchange for Florida’s third round draft choice in the 2014 National Hockey League draft and Florida’s fifth round choice in the 2016 NHL Entry draft.

“Brandon is a young and talented player who we are extremely pleased to have acquired,” said Tallon. “He has experienced tremendous success on the American Hockey League level, being named MVP of the All-Star game and winning the league’s scoring title. Pirri further adds to our young depth at center along with Aleksander Barkov, Nick Bjugstad and Drew Shore. We look forward to his contributions to our team.”

Pirri, 22, has played in 35 NHL contests, all with Chicago (2011-2014) scoring six goals with seven assists and six PIM. The Toronto, Ontario, native has played in 26 games with Rockford this season averaging a point-per-game, registering 26 points (11-15-26). Last season, Pirri won the John B. Sollenberger Trophy as the AHL’s leading scorer, recording 75 points (22-53-75) in 76 games played with Rockford. He also was named MVP of the 2014 AHL All-Star game, recording two goals and an assist.

For his career in the AHL, Pirri has played in 212 games, all with Rockford (2010-2014), scoring 57 goals with 117 assists. Pirri was drafted by Chicago in the second round (29th overall) in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft.

Panthers Sean Bergenheim turns down invitation to Olympics 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

3:44 p.m. EST, February 8, 2014

Panthers forward Sean Bergenheim, who was originally passed over for his Finnish Olympic team, turned down a last-minute invitation as an injury replacement, the Panthers confirmed Saturday.

Bergenheim, who turned 30 on Saturday, represented Finland in the World U-18s Championships and World Juniors where he won four bronze medals, but  he has never played for his country in the Olympics.

When he was turned down initially, Bergenheim seemed relieved as he told the Sun Sentinel that he wanted to use the nearly three weeks off to continue rehabilitation of his core after multiple surgeries on his groin and abdomen forced him to sit out the 2012-13 lockout-shortened season.

Finland needed replacements after forwards Mikko Koivu of the Minnesota Wild and Valtteri Flippula of the Lightning pulled out with ankle injuries.

Finland added two players from the KHL, Jarkko Immonen and Sakari Salminen, as the team’s replacements.

Bergenheim has 13 goals and 19 points in 43 games. If he had accepted, Bergenheim would’ve joined Panthers teammate rookie Aleksander Barkov on the Finnish squad.

Prospector Files: OHL draft-eligible All-Star team

Thursday, 03.06.2014 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

A record 22 players representing the Canadian Hockey League were selected in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft at Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.

Of the 22 players, eight were from the Ontario Hockey League, including Sean Monahan of the Ottawa 67's by the Calgary Flames with the sixth pick. It wouldn't be too surprising to see a dramatic increase in first-round picks from the OHL this year when the draft takes place at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27.

Over the next five weeks, Prospector Files will offer a First Team draft-eligible pick six at each position from the four major junior hockey leagues and one All European Team, beginning this week with the talent-laden OHL.

The Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, United States Hockey League, Western Hockey League and international standouts will follow in the coming weeks.

The OHL is stocked with high-caliber prospects across the draft board this season. In fact, 14 of the top 30 North American skaters on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list are from the OHL, and 20 of the 40 players invited to the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15 are also from the league.

Here are the top players at each position from the OHL eligible for the 2014 Draft:

Michael Dal Colle, LW, Oshawa Generals

In 63 regular season games as a rookie in 2012-13, the 6-foot-1.5, 179-pound left wing ranked sixth on the Generals with 48 points, including 15 goals, and fifth in plus-minus at plus-19. It was a season in which the versatile left-handed shot earned valuable experience on a line with captain Boone Jenner (Columbus Blue Jackets) and Tyler Biggs (Toronto Maple Leafs).

He's now fourth in the league with 89 points (36 goals and 53 assists) in 63 games. Dal Colle, who leads the team with 16 power-play goals, is No. 5 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America.

"He gets to open spots, can come off the wall and get to the net," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "He has great speed, so if he adds more size and strength to that frame, he's going to become a force. I see what he's doing now and know that he will only get stronger, that's why I really like

Draft dandy of the week: Nagelvoort

 University of Michigan freshman goalie Zachary Nagelvoort bleeds blue and gold.

 The resident of Holland, Mich., not only attended many games at the university as a youngster but grew up listening to the Red Berenson Radio Show.

 Today, he's playing a big role in Berenson's lineup for the Wolverines. He's 10-7-3 with a 2.24 goals-against average and .927 save percentage in 21 games. The 6-foot-2, 190-pound left-handed catching Nagelvoort is No. 21 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible goalies in North America. He is also one of 19 goalie candidates in the running for the Let's Play Hockey/Herb Brooks Foundation Mike Richter Award.

 He and Boston College freshman Thatcher Demko, who is No. 1 on Central Scouting's midterm list, are the top two 2014 draft prospects among the nominees.

 "To be nominated for the Mike Richter award is a huge honor; I couldn't be any happier to hear that my name is put up there on a list with some of the best goalies in the country," Nagelvoort told NHL.com. "It's a great feeling to be able to contribute in the ways that I have right away my freshman year."

 Nagelvoort played much of the 2012-13 season in the North American Hockey League with the Soo Eagles and Aberdeen Wings before closing out the campaign with the Green Bay Gamblers of the United States Hockey League.

 His big moment for Michigan this season came Dec. 11 when he stopped 29 shots before earning a 2-1 seven-round shootout triumph against Ferris State University.

 "I would describe my game as aggressive and athletic," Nagelvoort said. "My athleticism allows me to make saves that a blocking-style goalie wouldn't be able to make. Also, getting out of my net and playing the puck is a big part of my game."

Favorites: 

NHL team: New Jersey Devils. "I was born in [Ridgewood] New Jersey."

 NHL player: Martin Brodeur. "He was the goalie I always looked up to."

 Glove or blocker: "Glove."

 Most memorable moment: "I would say my first college shootout win over Ferris State."

 Video game: "I don't play video games. I've never been a big fan of them."

 Movie: "The Wolf of Wall Street"

 Actress: "Anna Kendrick; hands down, absolutely beautiful."

 Website: "Twitter. My handle is @znagelvoort94."

 Music: Country. "I enjoy Billy Currington or Eric Church."

 Three you would invite to dinner: Owen Wilson, Vince Vaughn, Will Ferrell

 Sport (other than hockey): "Fishing, golf or tennis."

 Breakfast food: "Big omelette with a little bit of everything in it."

 Superhero: Superman

-- Mike G. Morreale

this kid."

Samuel Bennett, C, Kingstown Frontenacs

The 6-0.25, 178-pound left wing, No. 1 on Central Scouting's midterm list, is third in the league with 90 points on 36 goals and 54 assists in 55 games. He had a league-high 25-game point streak (17 goals, 46 points) snapped on Jan. 30 in a 4-0 loss to the Windsor Spitfires. Bennett was named the OHL player of the week on Monday after notching four goals and six points in three games.

"Sam Bennett is a legitimate, high-end prospect and I would expect him to go top half of the first round pretty easily," Gregory said. "He grew during his underage year. He's one of those guys pushing the top half. He does everything well, has good size and skill."

Nikolay Goldobin, RW, Sarnia Sting

The 5-11.5, 178-pound left-hander, No. 14 on Central Scouting's midterm release, is considered a very creative player with a solid two-way game. He ranks first on the team with 86 points, is tied for first with 35 goals and is second with 51 assists in 62 games.

"[Goldobin] has a high energy and is smooth out there," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He's got good playmaking ability and he probably would have a lot more points if players were able to finish for him. He doesn't always need the puck, but he sets up linemates, competes hard and is dangerous almost every shift.

"He's the type of kid who receives a lot of ice time because he plays a complete game."

Aaron Ekblad, D, Barrie Colts

At 6-4, 217, Ekblad captures the eye of any scout in attendance at any one of his games.

He was the first defenseman and second player since John Tavares to be granted exceptional player status by Hockey Canada to be eligible for the 2011 OHL priority selection draft as a 15-year-old. That's a year younger than the standard age of 16.

He's No. 3 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America, which also makes him the top defenseman on the board. Ekblad, who has 21 goals and 47 points in 52 games, played for Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia, in January, and impressed the coaching staff to the point that he earned top-four ice time at the tournament. He served as captain for Team Orr at the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in January, and is also captain for Barrie this season.

"It wouldn't surprise me one bit if Aaron went No. 1 overall at the draft," Edwards said. "If a team is looking for a defenseman and picking near the top, this is your guy. He's got the skill set and hockey sense needed to play at the next level."

Anthony DeAngelo, D, Sarnia Sting

Compared by some to a young P.K. Subban of the Montreal Canadiens or Ryan Murphy of the Carolina Hurricanes, DeAngelo is having quite the season for the Sting.

The 5-10.75, 175-pound right-handed shot leads all OHL defenseman with 53 assists and 68 points in 48 games. He is 13 points ahead of second place Matt Finn (Toronto Maple Leafs) of the Guelph Storm despite playing 13 fewer games.

"He's a highly skilled player, and every shift he seems to make something happen," Edwards said. "He likes to jump up into the rush and can hit the one-timer. He skates well, has a quick recovery and very rarely comes off the ice.

"He's not a physical presence and gets himself into trouble at times when he handles the puck too much, but that part of his game will come around."

DeAngelo, a New Jersey native, was also one of the last players cut from the United States National Junior Team that competed at the 2014 WJC.

"He has a high skill level, but has to learn to move the puck a little bit quicker," 2014 U.S. Junior Team coach Don Lucia said. "He's playing on a team [in Sarnia] where he probably has the puck a lot and has to make a lot of plays by himself. That's one of the things he'll learn and grow into as a player. I think he can take his game to another level."

Alex Nedeljkovic, G, Plymouth Whalers

Despite the fact his team has struggled this season, Central Scouting's top goalie evaluator, Al Jensen, likes his drive and determination. The Parma, Ohio, native has actually gotten better as the season has progressed.

In 56 games for Plymouth, Nedeljkovic is 23-25-7 with a 2.91 goals-against average, one shutout and .925 save percentage. He was invited to participate in the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Top Prospects Game in Pittsburgh in September and stopped 13 of 16 shots in 30:53 of playing time.

"He's another very quick and athletic goalie," Jensen said. "He battles and has good strength in his crease area, has excellent recovery and lateral quickness. He's got quick reactions, flaring out his pads to make low corner stops. He's very smart and is capable of playing big games consistently."

Richter Award candidates: Demko and Nagelvoort

Freshmen Thatcher Demko and Zach Nagelvoort, two of the top goalie prospects eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft, were announced among the 19 candidates in the running for the inaugural Mike Richter Award honoring the most outstanding goaltender in NCAA men's hockey for 2013-14.

The award will be presented at the 2014 NCAA Men's Frozen Four in Philadelphia. Candidates were determined by nominations from all 59 NCAA Division I men's hockey head coaches, and finalists and the winner will be selected by a committee of coaches, scouts and members of the media.

Demko, a 6-3.75, 192-pound left-hander, is No. 1 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible goalies. He could become the first American-born goalie drafted in the first round since the Dallas Stars selected Jack Campbell with the 11th pick of the 2010 draft. Demko, who won the Eberly Award for sporting the highest save percentage (.966) at the Beanpot Tournament last month, is the youngest player participating in the NCAA ranks. The San Diego native is 13-2-3 with a 1.75 GAA, two shutouts and a .935 save percentage in 18 games.

"He's a huge, strong goalie with excellent net coverage," Jensen said. "He has that NHL presence in the net. He's more of a positional style goalie that relies on his angles and size and he plays big in his stance."

Demko was the second youngest (after 2015 draft-eligible center Jack Eichel) to play for the United States National Junior Team at the 2014 World Junior Championship.

"When he drops in the butterfly, he gets his body in front of a lot of shots. He's smart at reading the play and gets set quickly," Jensen said. "Strength is definitely not an issue with him."

Jensen acknowledged Nagelvoort has relied heavily on his positional play. It's worked out well too, as the 6-2, 190-pounder sports a 10-7-4 record with a 2.24 GAA, one shutout and a .927 save percentage in 21 games for the Wolverines.

"He's got good size and has a good blocking style," Jensen said. "He has a very good extended butterfly and is tough to beat down low. Technically, he moves well, has strong legs and a good stance. He did allow a lot of big rebounds with his pads, but I still like his presence. He's also got a good glove hand."

Born in Ridgewood, N.J., and now living in Holland, Mich., Nagelvoort is No. 21 on Central Scouting's midterm list of draft-eligible goaltenders.

The Richter Award candidates combined for a 2.19 GAA, a .926 save percentage and a grade-point average of 3.12. Criteria for winning the award include skills on the ice and academic achievement and sportsmanship.

For a complete list of nominees for the Let's Play Hockey/Herb Brooks Foundation Mike Richter Award, please visit LetsPlayHockey.com.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. John Quenneville, Brandon Wheat Kings (WHL): The second cousin to Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville was recently upgraded to an "A Watch" on NHL Central Scouting's February players to watch list.

Also the nephew (through marriage) of Boston Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk, the 6-0.5, 182-pound left-handed center has 23 goals (seven power-play goals), 53 points and 51 penalty minutes in 55 games.

"I liked [Quenneville] a lot when I saw him," Gregory said. "He has the pro makeup and is a hard-worker. He makes good plays very quickly and is good at moving the puck. I'd like to see more consistency from him, but I like the way he finds open spaces and his ability to make any kind of pass."

2. Dylan Sadowy, Saginaw Spirit (OHL): The left wing (5-11.75, 183) was upgraded to a "B Watch" on Central Scouting's February players to watch list. He has 26 goals, 35 points and a plus-13 rating in 63 games for the Spirit. A second-round pick (No. 37) by the organization at the 2012 OHL priority draft, Sadowy has 28 goals and 43 points in 124 career games.

3. Liam Pecararo, Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL): The 5-10.5, 164-pound right wing, committed to the University of Maine in 2014-15, has 16 goals, 45 points and a plus-17 rating for the Black Hawks (34-9-4). In 77 career games spanning two seasons, the Canton, Mass., native, added as a "C Watch" player on Central Scouting's February players to watch list, has 24 goals, 58 points and a plus-9 rating.

---
Kapanen the top prospect out of Finland for the 2014 NHL Draft
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Kaapo Kahkonen - Team Finland

Photo: Espoo Blues Junior A goaltender and 2014 prospect Kaapo Kahkonen is considered one of the top goaltending prospects coming out of Europe for this year’s NHL Draft (courtesy of Dave Reginek/Getty Images)

At the midpoint of the season the number of prospects from Finland likely to be drafted in the 2014 NHL Draft — due in part to several top Finnish prospects now playing junior hockey in North America — appears to be down slightly from the past two seasons.

For the fifth straight year, however, it is likely that there will be a first round pick from Finland as KalPa forward Kasperi Kapanan, the son of former NHL forward Sami Kapanen, was recently named as the top European skater in Central Scouting's midterm rankings.

Finland also had the top two European goaltending prospects according to Central Scouting's midterm rankings. HIFK's Ville Husso, who is having a strong rookie season in Finland's Liiga is in the top spot while Kaapo Kahkonen of Espoo Blues' Junior A team is in the second spot.

Other than Kapanen and perhaps Assat left wing Juho Lammikko there is no consensus as to which players from Finland will be drafted and how early they will go. As has been the case the past few drafts it is likely that NHL clubs may take late round fliers on players such as Juuso Ikonen who have passed through previous drafts but have continued to develop.

Four such players, including Husso, are featured in our mid-season Top Ten.

One area that does not appear as deep as in recent years is defense — where there doesn't appear to be a Sami Vatanen, Olli Maatta or Rasmus Ristolainen-type high-end prospect. However, Pelicans' Eetu Sopanen has an intriguing combination of size and skill and HPK's Joni Tuulola is the son of HPK all-time leading scorer Marko Tuulola and offers offensive elements from the blueline.

Among the top prospects from Finland not included in this list since they are now playing in North America is Swift Current Broncos' defenseman Julius Honka, a pair of defensemen playing in the OHL in Alex Lintuniemi (Ottawa 67's) and Jimi Kuronen (Oshawa Generals), and forward Waltteri Hopponen, who is playing in the USHL with the Sioux City Musketeers.

Here are the top 10 Finnish players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft:

1. Kasperi Kapanen, RW, KalPa Kuopio

 6'0”, 180 lbs., 7/23/96

 Kuopio, Finland

For the second straight year, Finland's top prospect is the son of a former pro hockey player. While Kapanen does not have the size of the Florida Panthers' Aleksander Barkov, who was the second player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft, Kapanen's game, like Barkov's, is extremely advanced at a young age.

Kapanen made his pro debut in the SM-Liiga at the end of the 2012-13 season and had the chance to skate alongside his father, a former Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers forward. His first full pro season has been a bit of a challenge as KalPa has languished near the bottom of the league standings and is fighting for the final playoff spot. A shoulder injury in December kept him out of the 2014 World Junior Championship.

Kapanen has been dominant against players his own age, leading Finland to a bronze medal in the 2013 U18 World Junior Championship tournament. While his physical skills aren't overly impressive in terms of shooting velocity or skating speed, he has an impressive feel for the game and can identify chances and put himself into the proper spaces to either create scoring opportunities for his team or prevent the opposition from transitioning the puck.

Kapanan is likely to be the fifth straight Finnish forward taken in the first round following Mikael Granlund (Minnesota, 2010), Joel Armia (Buffalo, 2011), Teuvo Teravainen (Chicago, 2012) and Barkov (Florida, 2013).

2. Juho Lammikko, LW, Assat Pori A Juniors

 6'1”, 168 lbs., 1/29/96

 Noormarkku, Finland

Due to Lammikko's height and the fact that he plays on the same club as Armia did, it would be easy to try to compare the two players. But such assumptions aren't necessarily accurate.

Not yet as developed nor abrasive as Armia was at the same age, the strength of Lammikko's game is his playmaking ability and his work ethic at both ends of the ice. Playing for Finland's U18 team at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in August, he also displayed a scoring touch, finishing with three goals and three assists in four games.

Whether Lammikko can translate the scoring to the pro level is his next challenge. In 11 Liiga games with Assat's men's team this season he had one assist and was minus-1.

Lammikko is ranked 13th among European skaters in the CSS midterm rankings.

3. Kaapo Kahkonen, G, Espoo Blues A Junior

 6'1”, 190 lbs., 8/16/96

 Helsinki, Finland

The latest goaltending prospect to come out of the Blues club, Kahkonen has started a league-high 31 games for Espoo's A junior team and is a front runner for the goaltending spot for Finland's U18 team at the upcoming 2014 World Junior Championship in Lappeenranta and Imatra.

According to one scout, he could displace Husso for the top spot amongst European goalies in Central Scouting's rankings with a strong performance at the upcoming U18 Five Nations Tournament in Dmitrov, Russia in February.

In addition to his durability and high level of conditioning, Kahkonen is sound in all areas of goaltending and his mental game is impressive for a young goalie.

He was rated second among European goaltenders in the CSS midterm rankings.

4. Ville Husso, G, HIFK

 6'2”, 185 lbs., 2/6/95

 Helsinki, Finland

Husso's skills and physical makeup compare favorably with most of the young goaltending prospects, but questions about his mental game likely led him to pass through the 2013 NHL Draft without being selected despite being rated sixth among European netminders.

Husso has seemed to answer some of those concerns with his play this season, seizing the starting job for HIFK from veterans Brad Thiessen and Antti Ore as an 18-year-old and putting up some of the best numbers among goalies in Finland in his Liiga rookie season. In 25 games so far this season, he was 14-8-2 with two shutouts with the league's fourth-best save percentage (.928) and a 1.92 goals-against average.

While there are still technical areas of his game that need refinement, and big numbers in Liiga don't necessarily translate to success against the speed and skill of NHL scorers, Husso's development this season has caught the attention of scouts.

Husso appeared in two games at the 2014 World Junior Championship as a backup to Juuse Saros (NSH) — making preliminary round starts against Sweden and Switzerland (Finland's only two losses in the tournament) — and finished with a 4.68 goals-against and .854 save percentage.

Huuso is the top-ranked European goaltender in the CSS midterm rankings.

5. Eetu Sopanen, D, Pelicans A Junior

 6'3”, 210 lbs., 4/24/96

 Kouvola, Finland

The younger brother of Pelicans forward and former New Jersey Devils prospect Vili Sopanen, Eetu Sopanen is a bit of an uncertainty at this point due to head and neck injuries that have kept him out much of this season. In 14 games with Pelicans A junior team this year he has three goals with six assists and is +3 with 18 penalty minutes.

His obvious attributes are his size and skating ability but he also has some playmaking ability and fluid play that isn't always easier for bigger players. It's difficult to project how much further along his development would be had it not been for the injury situation but he was expected to return soon and should be available for Finland's U18 team at the 2014 World Junior Championship.

While cases can also be made for Tuulola or Sopanen's Pelicans teammate Ville Vainola, Sopanen appears to be the top defensive prospect at this time.

He was rated 42nd among European skaters in the CSS midterm rankings.

6. Joni Nikko, W, Lukko Rauma

 6'2”, 190 lbs., 5/31/94

 Vaasa, Finland

Eligible for the NHL Draft for the third time in 2014, opinions vary widely on the long-term potential of Nikko, so it is as likely that he goes somewhere in the middle rounds as it is that he is not selected at all.

That being said, there were few people who did more to open scout's eyes at the 2014 World Junior Championship as did Nikko, who has also shown a scoring touch as a 19-year old Liiga rookie in domestic play.

The chief knocks on Nikko to this point (and what has likely prevented him from being drafted in previous years) are his choppy skating style and his lack of two-way play.  While his skating is still not a strength, it appears much improved this year.

What stood out in his play at Malmo was his willingness to block shots and play in the hard areas of the ice in a lower line role for Finland. He also contributed three goals in seven games at the tournament, including a key second period goal in the semifinal win against Canada.

Nikko was ranked 84th among European skaters in the CSS midterm rankings.

7. Joni Tuulola, D, HPK Hameenlinna A Junior

 6'2”, 181 lbs., 1/1/96

 Hämeenlinna, Finland

Tuulola has made a smooth adjustment to A juniors in his first season in what has been a challenging season for the defending champions. With Saros now playing in Liiga for the HPK men's team and two other key players now in Mestis, the A junior team recently went a nine-game stretch without a win but Tuulola has been a bright spot.

A likely candidate for Finland's U18 team in Lappeenranta, Tuulola has the ideal size and mobility for an NHL defenseman and has also shown a willingness and instincts to contribute on the offensive end. In 30 A junior games, he's scored four goals with 12 assists and is +17.

While he must add size and strength to compete at the men's level in Finland — let alone in North America — he does have above average skills and could be worth a late round look.

Tuulola was ranked 47th amongst European skaters in Central Scouting's mid-term rankings.

8. Teemu Lamsa, F, TPS A Junior

 6'3”, 200 lbs., 2/6/1996

 Joensuu, Finland

With the height and frame of a prototypical pro forward, Lamsa is a long-term project but does a lot of things that scouts like. While his six goals in five game certainly garnered attention at the 2013 U17 World Hockey Challenge, Lamsa is more of a two-way forward who can play center or wing.

The Turku native represented Finland at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in August before returning to TPS for his first season with the club's A junior squad. Playing primarily a second- and third-line role on one of the top teams in Finnish junior hockey, Lamsa has nine goals with nine assists in 33 games and is +9 with 18 penalty minutes.

He will likely skate for Finland's U18 team in Lappeenranta and is ranked 38th among European skaters by CSS in the mid-term rankings.

9. Atte Makinen, D, Tappara Tampere/ Leki (Mestis)

 6'3”, 205 lbs., 5/17/95

 Tampere, Finland

Not to be confused with the Jokerit forward Atte Makinen — who along with his twin brother Miro is also ranked in Central Scouting's midterm rankings (Atte at #127 and Miro at 82) — the 18-year-old defenseman has split his first pro season between Tappara in Liiga play and Mestis club, LeKi.

In his second year of draft eligibility, Makinen was among the final cuts for Finland's U20 team that won the gold medal in Sochi. While he does not possess some of the offensive skills of players like Ristolainen or Vatanen, he is a big defenseman who uses his size to his advantage and is strong in his own end of the ice.

So far this season he's appeared in nine games with Tappara and is plus-4 with one assist and eight penalty minutes.

An assistant captain for Finland's bronze medal-winning U18 team in Sochi last spring, Makinen has the team intangibles that make him an intriguing late round prospect.

He was rated 89th amongst European skaters in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft and was 70th in the midterm rankings this year.

10. Juuso Ikonen, JyP Jyvaskyla

 5'9”, 170 lbs., 1/3/95

 Espoo, Finland

Ikonen is one of a group of highly-skilled but undersized forwards such as Henrik Haapala and Aleksi Mustonen that have been a big part of Finland's success at the junior level but whose smaller size makes NHL teams leery of taking a chance on drafting them.

As an SM-Liiga rookie in 2012-13, Ikonen scored 13 goals with 13 assists and was +1 for an Espoo Blues team that missed the SM-Liiga playoffs. He then led Espoo's A junior team in scoring in the playoffs with three goals and 10 assists in 10 playoff games but was not selected in the 2013 NHL Draft.

After beginning this season with Espoo he was obtained by JyP just prior to the World Junior Championship in January. Ikonen scored one goal with two assists in seven games for Finland's gold medal-winning team at the WJC and has five assists in 12 games since joining JyP.

He was ranked 23rd amongst European skaters in the CSS final rankings in 2013 and is ranked 105th in the midterm rankings this season.
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2013 NHL Draft - Aleksander Barkov

Photo: Tappara forward Aleksander Barkov should be the highest drafted Finnish player since Mikael Granlund was chosen ninth overall in 2010 (courtesy of Rich Schultz/Getty Images)

The number of players drafted from Finland will likely never again reach the record numbers prior to the 2004-05 NHL lockout. Since that time, NHL clubs have tended to see how players from Finland and other European countries develop and then sign them as free agents rather than drafting youngsters.

But after hitting a post-lockout low of four players in 2007 the number of players drafted from Finland has steadily increased, with at least one Finnish-trained player being taken in the first round in each of the last three drafts.

That trend should continue this year as 17-year-old Tappara forward Aleksander Barkov could be one of the top five players picked, while TPS defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen is expected to follow shortly after. The Hockey's Future staff mock draft has Barkov going to Carolina with the fifth pick and Ristolainen going to Philadelphia with the 11th pick.

As in past years, the prospects after the top two are a bit less clear.

Goalie Juuse Saros is the top-ranked European goalie in Central Scouting's final rankings but at this point there is some conjecture as to whether any goalies are picked in the first round (the HF Mock Draft had no goalies taken in the first round).

Despite his less-than-ideal height for an NHL goaltender, however, Saros should hear his named called sometime during the early rounds of the draft.

KalPa forward Artturi Lehkonen is another player who had success in Finland's SM-Liiga as a 17-year-old and skated in both the 2013 U20 and U18 World Junior Championship tournaments.

Like other European countries, Finland has lost some of its top prospects to Canadian junior hockey, with forwards Henri Ikonen (Kingston) and Jonatan Tanus (Peterborough) both playing in the Ontario Hockey League. Former Espoo juniors defensemen Ahti Oksanen, passed over in two previous drafts, impressed as a freshman at Boston University.

All three are considered "North American" prospects according to the criteria at Hockeys Future.

There are several Finnish players eligible for the draft for the first time who will draw late-round interest while others such as Espoo Blues forward Miro Aaltonen and defenseman Simo-Pekka Riikola of SaiPa could be taken with a late round flier after being passed over in previous drafts.

Here are the top 10 Finnish players eligible for the 2013 NHL Draft:

1. Aleksander Barkov, C, Tappara Tampere

 6'2”, 205 lbs., 9/2/95

 Tampere, Finland

The son of former Russian national team player Alexander Barkov, the big forward suffered a season-ending shoulder injury during the SM-Liiga playoffs which kept him out of the 2013 U18 World Junior Championship. The injury, however, should not affect his draft status.

After appearing in 32 games in Finland's SM-Liiga as a 16-year old in 2011-12, Barkov was Tappara's second-leading scorer in his second season, behind former NHL player Ville Nieminen. Barkov scored 21 goals with 27 assists in 53 games and was +18 with 8 penalty minutes.

Barkov plays with anticipatory abilities and hockey sense that is advanced for his age and has the size and skill level to suggest he can be a top line forward.

He skated for Finland at the 2013 U20 World Junior Championship tournament in Ufa, where he scored three goals with four assists in seven games.

Barkov is the top-ranked European skater in Central Scouting's final rankings and is likely to be the fourth straight Finnish forward taken in the first round, following Mikael Granlund (Minnesota, 2010), Joel Armia (Buffalo, 2011) and Teuvo Teravainen (Chicago, 2012).

2. Rasmus Ristolainen, D, TPS Turku

 6'3”, 205 lbs., 10/27/94

 Turku, Finland

Like Barkov, Ristolainen made his SM-Liiga debut as a 16-year-old in 2011-12 and plays with a poise and maturity that is well beyond his years.

Already possessing the size that suggests he can make the jump to pro hockey, Ristolainen first impressed North American scouts at the 2012 U20 World Hockey Championship, stepping up and playing a key role for Finland after the team's top defenseman, Olli Maatta, was injured in the opening game of the tournament.

This season he was again one of the top defensemen for Finland at the World Junior Championship — scoring two goals with four assists and finishing +5 with 20 penalty minutes in six games — and played a key role for TPS in an otherwise disappointing season for the Turku club.

Ristolainen scored three goals with 12 assists and was -7 with 32 penalty minutes in 52 games. TPS finished 13th in the 14-team league.

Ristolainen is ranked fourth among European skaters in the CSS final rankings.

3. Juuse Saros, G, HPK A Junior

 5'10”, 180 lbs., 4/19/95

 Hameenlinna, Finland

Saros has been the dominant goalie in Finnish junior hockey the past two seasons and was impressive in Sochi, Russia during the 2013 U18 World Junior Championship.

The only European goalie invited to the 2013 NHL Combine, Saros is a bit shorter than prototypical goaltending prospects but his skill level and production are top rate. No goalie has matched his level of play at the junior level and he seemingly never gives up on stopping a scoring chance.

With Saros in the net the past two seasons, HPK's junior team, normally a middle of the pack club, won the bronze medal in 2011-12 and this past season was the top team in Finnish junior hockey. Saros played 43 games in 2012-13 and was 24-13 with four shutouts – posting a 1.86 goals against and .933 save percentage. He was 9-2 in 11 playoff games and had a 2.09 goals-against and .923 save percentage.

Saros is the top-ranked European goaltender in the CSS final rankings.

4. Artturi Lehkonen, W, KalPa Kuopio

 5'10”, 155 lbs., 7/4/95

 Piikkio, Finland

Obtained by KalPa after playing 20 games in the SM-Liiga with TPS in 2011-12 as a 16-year-old, Lehkonen was the club's second-leading scorer, finishing with 14 goals and 16 assists in 45 games and adding two goals with one assist in four playoff games.

Like Barkov, he skated for Finland in both the U18 and U20 World Junior Championship tournaments.

In January at the U20 event he struggled to produce offensively at times, at least partially due to the injury to his linemate Aaltonen, who broke his ankle in the first game against Latvia. That injury forced Lehkonen into more of a checking role and was also a key factor in Finland missing the medal round.

Lehkonen was one of the top playmakers for the bronze medal-winning U18 team, scoring three goals with six assists and was +2 with 12 penalty minutes in seven games.

Lehkonen, at this point, is a highly-skilled offensive player with scoring instincts and the technical skating, stick handling and passing/shooting skills to support his mental game. Still developing physically, he is not overly combative but his high-end talent should attract interest.

Lehkonen was ranked 9th among European skaters in the CSS final rankings.

5. Juuso Ikonen, Espoo Blues

 5'9”, 170 lbs., 1/3/95

 Espoo, Finland

Finland's U17 and U18 teams this past season featured several highly-skilled, speedy but under-sized forwards capable of creating scoring chances and using their passing and skating talents to great affect. No relation to Kingston's Henri Ikonen, Juuso Ikonen is arguably the most talented of this group.

His stature is an obstacle for him at times in small spaces, or in "dirty" area play, though he has shown a willingness on occasion to carry the puck into those areas to create scoring plays. His skill set makes him a valuable power-play asset.

Ikonen made his SM-Liiga debut in 2011-12, and played in 15 playoff games as the Blues reached the playoff semifinals and lost in the bronze medal game. Ikonen got off to a fast start for Espoo in his first full season this year – averaging 14 minutes of ice-time – but faded a bit offensively. He finished the year with 13 goals and 13 assists in 57 games, with 20 of his 26 points coming before January.

Ikonen was an assistant captain for the bronze medal-winning Finnish U18 team. In seven games he scored two goals with five assists. He also led Espoo's U20 team to a silver medal in domestic play – scoring three goals with 10 assists in 10 playoff games.

Ikonen was ranked 23rd amongst European skaters in the CSS final rankings.

6. Janne Juvonen, G, Pelicans Lahti/Peliitat Heinola (Mestis)

 6'1”, 185 lbs., 10/3/94

 Kiihtelysvaara, Finland

Overshadowed by Saros amongst Finnish goaltending prospects, Juvonen split the season between Lahti's men's and junior teams as well as skating for Peliitat in Mestis.

A product of the Jokipojat junior program in eastern Finland, Juvonen moved from Joensuu to Lahti during the 2011-12 season, eventually making his SM-Liiga debut as a 17-year-old. After playing in two regular season games, he was called on to play for the Pelicans in the playoffs due to a nagging hip injury to starter Niko Hovinen. Juvonen was 0-2 in the playoffs, but stopped 42 of 46 shots to finish with a 2.43 goals-against average and .913 save percentage.

According to Erno Laisi, who coached Juvonen during his junior days with Jokipojat, he is a "very calm goalie, good with the puck, and he can clear his mind very fast after a bad play."

With veterans Jere Myllyniemi and Joonas Kuusela handling the bulk of the goaltending for Pelicans, which finished a disappointing 11th in the 14-team SM-Liiga this past season, Juvonen appeared in four games and was 1-3 with a 3.51 goals-against average and a .884 save percentage. In 17 games for Peliitat he had a 3.18 goals-against and a .902 save percentage.

Juvonen was with Finland's U20 team at the 2013 World Junior Championships. He appeared in one game as the backup to Blue Jackets' prospect Joonas Korpisalo, stopping all 15 shot he faced in an 8-0 win over Germany in the relegation round.

Juvonen was not among the ten European goaltenders in the CSS final ratings.

7. Aleksi Mustonen, C/LW, Jokerit/Kiekko Vantaa (Mestis)

 5'8”, 150 lbs., 3/28/95

 Helsinki, Finland

The team captain for Finland's bronze medal squad at the 2013 U18 World Junior Championships, Mustonen would likely be more than a middle-to-late round pick if judged solely on his talent, tenacity, and ability to play in all situations. Like Juuso Ikonen, he is a small player but makes up for that with outstanding skating ability and a willingness to compete all over the ice.

He spent the bulk of the season competing against older players with Kiekko-Vantaa in Mestis, while also skating in three SM-Liiga games for Jokerit and playing for Jokerit's U20 and U18 teams.

Mustonen was scoreless in his brief SM-Liiga stint. He scored five goals with 10 assists in 26 Mestis games for Kiekko-Vantaa and was -6 with 6 penalty minutes. In seven games at the U18 WJC he scored three goals with two assists and was +3. Mustonen played 10 games for Jokerit's U20 team during the regular season and had 14 points in seven playoff games for the Jokerit U18 squad.

Mustonen was ranked 49th among European skaters in the CSS final ratings.

8. Miro Aaltonen, F, Espoo Blues

 5'10”, 165 lbs., 6/7/1993

 Joensuu, Finland

In four of the last five NHL Drafts, clubs have taken a late-round flier on a Finnish player who has passed through the draft at least once. If that is the case once again this year we have a strong feeling it will be Aaltonen.

Aaltonen has passed through two drafts, most likely due to his lack of size, but the two-way forward took his game to another level this season before suffering an horrific ankle injury in Finland's first game at the 2013 World Junior Championship which kept him out of the tournament and the rest of the SM-Liiga season.

A dominant scorer for Jokipojat and with Finland's U17 and U18 teams during his junior days, Aaltonen proved he could score at the professional level, as well, scoring 11 goals in just 32 games for Espoo after seeing limited ice time in 26 games with the club a year earlier. He had five assists and was -2 with 22 penalty minutes, showing an abrasiveness to his game that some scouts felt was lacking previously.

Aaltonen returned for the Blues' U20 team during their playoffs and in eight games scored four goals with nine assists, finishing +6 with four penalty minutes.

Aaltonen, ranked 69th among European skaters by CSS in 2011 and 33rd in 2012, was ranked 22nd in the mid-term rankings this season but slipped to 40th in the final 2013 rankings after the injury.

9. Atte Makinen, D, Tappara Tampere A Junior

 6'3”, 205 lbs., 5/17/95

 Tampere, Finland

Makinen is a no-nonsense, defense-first defender with the size and disposition of a prototypical physical defenseman. The latest in a recent run of big-bodied defenders from Finland, Makinen does not appear to have the offensive components of players like Ristolainen or 2012 first round pick Maatta, but does make smart plays with the puck and can unload a shot from the point

Makinen played in four Mestis games with LeKi (one goal, +3, four penalty minutes), spending most of the season with Tappara's U20 team. An assistant captain, he scored five goals with nine assists in 40 games and was +7 with 71 penalty minutes.

Makinen was an assistant captain for Finland's U18 team in Sochi. He had one assist and was +3 with 8 penalty minutes in seven games as Finland captured a bronze medal.

He was rated 42nd among European skaters in the CSS mid-term rankings but was at 89 in the final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft. .

10. Joose Antonen, C, JyP-Akatemia (Mestis), JyP Jyvaskyla A Junior

 6'2”, 180 lbs., 4/28/95

 Tampere, Finland

Possessing the size that some of the other second-tier Finnish forward prospects lack, Antonen's strengths are his two-way game, skating and all-around play. While not a pure goal scorer or flashy offensive player, he is willing to do all the intangibles like blocking shots and back checking.

A product of the Ilves junior program in his hometown of Tampere, Antonen moved to Jyvaskyla this season, skating in Mestis with JyP-Akatemia and playing for the JyP junior team. In 30 regular season Mestis games he scored five goals with six assists and was +6 with 20 penalty minutes. He had 13 points in 15 regular season games for the JyP U20 team and in six A junior playoff games was +1 with one goal and three assists.

Antonen was part of the bronze medal-winning Finnish U18 team at the World Junior Championship in Sochi, Russia, scoring four goals with one assist in seven games.

He was rated 51st among European skaters in CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Other draft-eligibles (listed in alphabetical order by position)

Goalies

Ville Husso, HIFK Helsinki A Junior

 6'1”, 185 lbs., 2/6/95

 Helsinki, Finland

Saros' backup on Finland's U18 team, Husso possesses the size that the HPK goalie lacks but was inconsistent at times in international play.

He played well in the domestic junior league, appearing in 41 games and finishing with a 2.63 goals-against average and a .909 save percentage. In five playoff games he posted a 2.23 goals-against and a .926 save percentage.

Husso was ranked sixth among the 10 European goalies in CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Ville Runola, TPS A Junior

 6'0”, 165 lbs., 1/4/93

 Raisio, Finland

A bit of a late bloomer, Runola has spent the past two seasons in Turku under the tutelage of top goaltending mentor Urpo Ylonen. He appeared in 29 games for the TPS U20 squad with a goals-against of 2.73 and a .905 percentage and handled the bulk of the goaltending in the playoffs – appearing in nine games.

Not ranked among the 10 European goalies in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Oskari Setanen, Lukko Rauma A Junior

 6' 0", 175 lbs., 4/28/94

 Eura, Finland

The goaltending in Rauma's junior program has generally been a one-man operation in recent years and Setanen was that goalie this year, appearing in a league-high 45 regular season games and 10 playoff contests for Lukko. The 18-year-old also played in five games for Finland's U19 team.

He was not among the 10 European goalies in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Defensemen

Mikko Lehtonen, TPS Turku/ TPS A Junior

 5'11”, 180 lbs., 1/16/1994

 Turku, Finland

Passed over in his first year of draft eligibility in 2012, Lehtonen's 2012-13 season was a mirror image of his previous year. He saw limited ice time on the TPS blueline with Ristolainen, appearing in 13 SM-Liiga games, and was one of the better offensive defensemen in the U20 league.

Ranked 30th in the final rankings by CSS in 2012, he was not among the 130 European skaters in the final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Aleksi Makela, Ilves Tampere/Ilves A Junior

 6'2", 190 lbs., 2/8/95

 Tampere, Finland

Not to be confused with the 20-year-old defenseman with the same name who played for Karpat, this Aleksi Makela played in seven regular season games and three relegation series contests for last-place Ilves in the SM-Liiga and skated for the club's U20 and U18 teams. He had one goal with one assist and was -2 in the regular season and was +2 with one assist in the series against Mestis champion Jukurit.

Makela played 37 games for the Ilves U20 team and skated for the Finnish U18 team in international competition, but did not participate in the World Junior Championship tournament.

Makela was ranked 96th among European skaters in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Janne Palve, Karpat A Junior

 6'2", 185 lbs., 10/8/92

 Oulu, Finland

Another late bloomer, the 20-year-old Palve plays in northern Finland and has never been a part of the Finnish junior national team program. But his size and offensive production make him a candidate for a late round “reach” pick. He led all junior defensemen with 43 points, including 10 goals, and was +21 with 41 penalty minutes in 44 games for Karpat.

Not among the 130 European skaters in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Forwards

Rasmus Kulmala, C, TPS A Junior

 5'8”, 160 lbs., 6/21/94

 Alastaro, Finland

Was highly-ranked but not not selected after an impressive U18 World Junior Championship tournament in 2012. To his credit, the under-sized Kulmala established himself as a professional in Finland's SM-Liiga, appearing in 49 games for TPS as an 18-year-old. His offensive numbers were limited compared to his high-scoring junior totals – three goals with five assists – and Kulmala was +3 with 8 penalty minutes.

Kulmala was not among the 130 European skaters in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.

Thomas Nykopp, LW/C, HIFK Helsinki/HIFK A Junior

 6'3”, 190 lbs., 3/6/93

 Helsinki, Finland

Nykopp returned to Finland after playing for the USHL's Tri-City Storm in 2011-12 and made his pro hockey debut, appearing in 32 games for HIFK as a rookie. While his skating and mobility are issues, he opened eyes, particularly at the 2013 U20 World Junior Championship, with his willingness to do all the dirty jobs, block shots and effectively use his size to his advantage.

Nykopp had four assists in 32 games for HIFK and was -4 with 28 penalty minutes. He played two playoff games and was scoreless and -2. Skating for Finland in Ufa, Russia he had four assists and was +3 with six penalty minutes.

Now 20 years old, he was not among the 130 European skaters in the CSS final rankings prior to the 2013 NHL Draft.
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Kevin Hayes tops this year's list of the best pro prospects in the NCAA.
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For the past four years, we've put together a list of the top 50 NHL prospect playing college hockey in the WCHA/CCHA. This year, we've decided to expand that list to 100 players and include all of college hockey. 

Chris Dilks handled write-ups for the Big Ten/NCHC/WCHA, while Jeff Cox and Evan Sporer split duties for Hockey East/ECAC/Atlantic Hockey. Photos are courtesy of Matt Christians and Matt Dewkett.

Without further ado, here is the first installment of SBN College Hockey's list of the top 100 NHL prospects playing in the NCAA.

1. Kevin Hayes, Forward, Boston College (Chicago Blackhawks)

Bc_nd_dewkett22_medium

His linemate Johnny Gaudreau gets more headlines, but Hayes' 6-foot-2, 200-plus pound frame allows him to play a power forward game. It's something coach Jerry York is trying to get him to do more of, and when he's at his best, he looks a lot like a David Backes.

2. Nic Kerdiles, Forward, Wisconsin (Anaheim Ducks)

After having to sit out the first half of his freshman season, Kerdiles has been a consistent scorer, averaging just over a point per game in his career, and the Badgers are a much better team with him in the lineup. Kerdiles is a bigger winger, listed at 6’1" 201 lbs., and complements that size with incredible hand-eye coordination that should make him an effective scoring wing at the NHL level.

3. Mario Lucia, Forward, Notre Dame (Minnesota Wild)

Screenshot_2014-02-12_at_3

The Notre Dame sophomore has one of the best shots in the country, a fact that even opposing coaches notice. "The goal that Lucia scored might have been the best goal I've ever seen scored. He roofed it in the upper hand corner. It was a pro shot," said UNH head coach Dick Umile after his team beat Notre Dame last month. Lucia has scored 15 goals on the season to lead the Fighting Irish in that category. He is strong on the puck and can play with an edge when called upon.

4. Gustav Olofsson, Defense, Colorado College (Minnesota Wild)

Screenshot_2014-02-09_at_5 

Olofsson has been one of the few bright spots on an otherwise struggling Colorado College team, and acquitted himself very well in helping Sweden win a silver medal at the 2013 World Juniors tournament. Olofsson is an offensive-minded defenseman that moves exceptionally well for a player of his size. He’ll need to get a little stronger and better in the defensive end to play in the NHL, but he has a very high hockey IQ, which bodes well for his development as a player.

 Must Reads  

Full Scouting Report on Gustav Olofsson

5. Jordan Schmaltz, Defense, North Dakota (St. Louis Blues)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1

Schmaltz’s statistics at the college level don’t necessarily jump off the page, but the former first round pick is an extremely effective puck mover, while playing responsible defense in his own zone. He sees the ice very well and moves the puck efficiently. Even if he doesn’t put up a ton of points, Schmaltz will be very valuable in the puck possession-oriented NHL.

6. Shayne Gostisbehere, Defense, Union (Philadelphia Flyers)

Gostisbehere is one of the quickest players in the NCAA, and uses that speed from the blue line to be an exceptionally dangerous offensive threat. He is great at skating the puck out of his own zone, and creating his own shot. He leads all defensemen in the NCAA in shots on goal this season.

 Must Reads  

Full Scouting Report on Shayne Gostisbehere

7. Jake McCabe, Defense, Wisconsin (Buffalo Sabres)

McCabe was one of the stars of the 2013 gold medal-winning US World Junior team, where his steady play and leadership helped lead the US through the medal round. McCabe doesn’t project as a huge offensive contributor at the NHL level, but he should be a steady, reliable player that can eat a lot of minutes with good, honest defensive play.

8. Devin Shore, Forward, Maine (Dallas Stars)

Maine_quinnipiac_dewkett17_medium

The Ajax, Ontario native might be the best two-way player in the entire country. He has good leverage with the puck and has good catch up speed. His hockey savvy is very noticeable when watching the Black Bears this season. Perhaps no player in the country has carried his team more than the Dallas Stars prospect has. He has a good shot, good vision and has excellent leadership abilities. The sophomore wears an "A" for Red Gendron's team.

 Must Reads  

Feature Story on Devin Shore

9. Josh Archibald, Forward, Nebraska-Omaha (Pittsburgh Penguins)

After showing flashes of brilliance at the end of last season, Archibald has emerged this season as one of college hockey’s most dangerous offensive threats. He’s got elite-level speed and good finishing touch. He’s not afraid to play with a little edge to his game either.

10. JT Compher, Forward, Michigan (Buffalo Sabres)

Compher’s ability to be a gritty, high-energy two-way centerman has never been questioned. But as he has adjusted to college hockey through his first half of a season, Compher has also shown more scoring touch than many expected. The Sabres may have gotten a huge steal when Compher slipped out of the first round of last year’s draft.

11. Thatcher Demko, Goalie, Boston College (2014 Draft Eligible)

Watching Thatcher Demko play, many things jump out at you, but none of them would indicate he just turned 18. The true freshman showed up to BC a year early, and walked onto the Chestnut Hill campus as a 17-year-old. While it took a little while for Demko to supplant himself as the Eagles starter, he's now shined in that role, posting a 13-2-3 record with a .935 save percentage. What jumps out about Demko is a rare mix of size and athleticism. He's also a pretty deft puck handler. The undrafted goalie is all but a lock to be a first round pick in the 2014 draft.

12. Jon Gillies, Goalie, Providence (Calgary Flames)

The starting goaltender for the USA at the 2014 World Junior Championship has had a little bit of a sophomore slump, but some of that regression in his play is due to a lingering groin injury that has bothered him since November. Gillies is very strong going post-to-post and is fundamentally sound and rarely, if ever, caught out of position. He has the ability and upside to be a starting goaltender in the NHL.

13. Jimmy Vesey, Forward, Harvard (Nashville Predators)

The son of a former NHLer, Vesey is the offensive catalyst for a struggling Harvard squad. The Nashville prospect could be a power forward at the NHL level, but needs to work on consistency and giving it his all each and every shift. He has good vision and can fit passes in seams as well as having a knack for being in the right place at the right time for goals in the dirty areas.

14. Johnny Gaudreau, Forward, Boston College (Calgary Flames)

Bc_nd_dewkett11_medium 

Johnny Gaudreau will win the Hobey Baker Award this season for the top college hockey player in the country. A supremely skilled and intelligent forward, Gaudreau is currently riding a 29-game point streak, and is scoring at unholy clips. But the 5-foot-7 forward will constantly be questioned for his size when the conversation shifts to his NHL prospects, despite his supreme hockey IQ and creativity. He’s an inch shorter than Martin St. Louis, and is exceptional at creating chances for himself or a teammate.

15. Nic Dowd, Forward, St. Cloud State (Los Angeles Kings)

Dowd is underappreciated and overlooked by many, but he’s one of the most complete players in college hockey. He’s playing center at St. Cloud, though likely projects as a wing in the NHL. He mixes a powerful game, grinding along the boards and playing tough defense, with the skill to score goals and effectively set-up teammates.

16. Brady Skjei, Defense, Minnesota (New York Rangers)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1 

After a rough freshman season, Skjei has looked more like the player that the Rangers were hoping for when they drafted him in the first round of the 2012 Draft. He’s started to harness his incredible skating ability and use it to be a more effective defenseman, rather than running around the ice and constantly finding himself out of position. Skjei has become a leader on the Minnesota blue line, and is still yet to reach his ceiling.

17. Andrew Copp, Forward, Michigan (Winnipeg Jets)

Copp has exploded as a prospect since coming to Michigan as an undrafted walk-on last season. Copp emerged as one of Michigan’s most effective forwards last year, and he’s only gotten better since being drafted by Winnipeg in his second time through the draft last year. He’s already an alternate captain as a sophomore, is leading the Wolverines in goals scored, and earned a spot on the US World Junior team. Copp has the size and athleticism to be a very solid NHL player, and his leadership abilities give him an extra edge over most prospects.

18. Michael Paliotta, Defense, Vermont (Chicago Blackhawks)

The Vermont defenseman has made tremendous strides in his third season in Burlington, as evident by the praise heaped on him by both his coaching staff and teammates. He has good vision and can start the transition. The physically imposing blue liner plays with a mean streak and can also quarterback the power play

19. Michael Matheson, Defense, Boston College (Florida Panthers)

There are moments when Matheson’s true potential blow you away, and show what made him a first round pick in 2012. One of the best defenseman turning the play from his own end up ice, the Panthers prospect is fantastic in transition. His offensive ability isn’t what’s lacking; it’s his play in his own zone that needs improvement. He’s definitely been better this year, but needs to keep making strides.

20. Ian McCoshen, Defense, Boston College (Florida Panthers)

One of the Eagles many talented freshman, McCoshen has fit right in at Boston College blue line, not showing any signs of fear in his first collegiate season. He’s also contributed four goals and eight assists, a welcome sign as he's never been a prospect especially touted for his offensive game. But nonetheless, that area of his game continues to progress, and his 6-foot-3 frame is something that will always give him a legitimate chance in the NHL. McCoshen needs to up his physicality, and continue to progress on offense.

or the past four years, we've put together a list of the top 50 NHL prospect playing college hockey in the WCHA/CCHA. This year, we've decided to expand that list to 100 players and include all of college hockey.

Chris Dilks handled write-ups for the Big Ten/NCHC/WCHA, while Jeff Cox and Evan Sporer split duties for Hockey East/ECAC/Atlantic Hockey. Photos are courtesy of Matt Christians and Matt Dewkett.

This is the second installment of this series focusing on players ranked 21-40. You can find the first installment here.

21. Ben Hutton, Defense, Maine (Vancouver Canucks)

Maine_quinnipiac_dewkett20_medium

Hutton is clearly the horse of the Maine blue line and has often times spent the entire two minutes on the ice during a penalty kill. He has good vision and has the ability to be a one-man breakout. His ability in the offensive end is also something that will help in his quest to make it to the NHL. He has a good shot and is poised with the puck as the quarterback of Maine's top power play unit.

 Must Read  

Canucks prospect plays big role on Maine blue line

22. Brett Pesce, Defense, New Hampshire (Carolina Hurricanes)

The best thing that could be said about a stay-at-home defenseman is that he is rarely noticeable on the ice. That was always the case with the Tarrytown, NJ native, as he rarely ever made mistakes and just went about his business in his own end. Over the past few months he is elevated his game and taken on more responsibilities, especially with offensive defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk out with an injury. He has also become stronger and is very hard to move off the puck. His team mates and coaching staff have been highly complimentary of the sophomore.

 Must Reads  

Feature Story on Brett Pesce

23. John Draeger, Defense, Michigan State (Minnesota Wild)

The first half of Draeger's season was hampered by leg injury, but since returning to the Spartan line-up midway through the season, Draeger has been solid, and played big minutes for Tom Anastos' squad. Draeger has improved his skating since coming to Michigan State and plays an impressive two-way game.

24. Dillon Simpson, Defense, North Dakota (Edmonton Oilers)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1 

Simpson first came to North Dakota as a 17-year-old, and as a result, got a bit lost in the shuffle as he adjusted to playing against much older competition. But over the course of his career, he’s quietly become one of the most effective two-way defensemen in the NCAA, capable of playing in every situation. He’s got excellent hockey sense which should help lead him to a long NHL career.

25. Riley Barber, Forward, Miami (Washington Capitals)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1

Barber is one of the most lethal scoring threats in the NCAA this year. His offensive instincts and heavy shot with quick release make him a threat to score any time he is in the offensive zone. He captained the 2014 US World Junior team, and had a solid World Juniors for the second year in a row.

 Must Reads  

Full Scouting Report on Riley Barber

26. Ryan Dzingel, Forward, Ohio State (Ottawa Senators)

Dzingel does a little bit of everything for Ohio State. A year after posting a more-than-respectable 38 points in 40 games, Dzingel looks poised to blow past that mark this year as his team’s leading scorer. He’s also a defensive terror on the ice while playing the center position, and plays with a grittiness that would allow him to play any role at the pro level.

27. Hudson Fasching, Forward, Minnesota (Los Angeles Kings)

Screenshot_2014-02-09_at_5

A rough draft year dropped Fasching to the fourth round of last year’s NHL Draft, but returning home to Minnesota has done wonders for Fasching’s confidence. Despite his young age, he’s been a beast in front of the net on the Minnesota power play, and wowed many with an impressive performance at the World Juniors, where he played a big role on Team USA’s energy line.

28. Connor Hellebuyck, Goalie, UMass-Lowell (Winnipeg Jets)

The Commerce, Mich. native is a big goaltender that takes up a lot of the net. He is good on his angles and squares up to shooters so he very rarely makes a flashy save as he's already in position. He has a good glove and has quick feet. There has been much debate over whether it's the system or the goaltenders at UMass Lowell as his backup Doug Carr also has extremely good numbers. The answer is probably a little of both, but Hellebuyck more than passes the eye test.
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29. Steve Santini, Defense, Boston College (New Jersey Devils)

Another freshman gem on the Eagles' blue line, Santini plays a physical brand of hockey, combined with a bigger frame that will give him a good shot to play at the next level. The Devils prospect fits the mold of New Jersey’s system pretty well, although his offensive game is really what he needs to work on. He's also the same height as a former Devils' defensive great, although we'll hold off on any Scott Stevens comparisons for now.

30. Chris McCarthy, Forward, Vermont (Free Agent)

The USNTDP product has had to overcome several serious injuries since his arrival in Burlington, but he saved his best for last in his senior campaign. The Collegeville, Pa. native is a power forward that can play both ends of the ice at the next level. He's very strong on the puck, has a good shot and has deceptively good hands. He has two shorthanded goals and has been very effective in his own end killing penalties and taking care of defensive responsibilities.

31. Sean Kuraly, Forward, Miami (San Jose Sharks)

Kuraly isn’t as exciting offensively as teammates Riley Barber and Austin Czarnik, but everything about his game screams ‘future pro’. He’s a big, grinding winger who uses his size effectively on both ends of the ice. His offensive upside is a bit limited, but he’ll be a solid second or third line winger for many years to come.

32. Mike Zalewski, Forward, RPI (Free Agent)

The RPI sophomore is a big-bodied winger that has the potential to be a great bottom six forward at the NHL level. He is very strong along the wall, brings a physical presence to the ice and can really muck it up and grind it. He's scored eight goals this season, including two on the penalty kill, but he has the potential to make a living as a third or fourth line winger in the pros.

33. Mark Jankowski, Forward, Providence (Calgary Flames)

Nate Leaman has often talked about how the former Stanstead College (prep) star is much younger than some of the defensemen he's going up against in Hockey East. That is certainly true, but Jankowski needs to become more of a threat in the dirty areas if he is going to become truly successful at the next level. He showed signs of that early in the season and is certainly driving the net harder than he did a year ago. He should stay at least another season in the NCAA before moving on to the next level.

34. Jaccob Slavin, Defense, Colorado College (Carolina Hurricanes)

Screenshot_2014-02-09_at_5

Slavin was a player that flew under the radar playing on a bad junior team in the USHL, and a struggling Colorado College program, but he opened a lot of eyes by practically forcing his way onto the 2014 US World Junior team with an outstanding camp and a great tournament in Sweden. Slavin skates well and is an outstanding passer. He has tremendous upside as an offensive defenseman.

35. Mike Reilly, Defense, Minnesota (Columbus Blue Jackets)

Screenshot_2014-02-09_at_5

Reilly is a smaller defender, but a beautiful skater that is excellent at rushing the puck up the ice and making plays happen in the offensive zone. He's made tremendous strides forward in his sophomore campaign with Minnesota in terms of picking his spots to join the rush better and becoming more reliable in the defensive zone.

36. Teddy Blueger, Forward, Minnesota State (Pittsburgh Penguins)

The Latvian offensive prodigy has taken advantage of the benefits of NCAA hockey by becoming physically stronger and better along the boards and in the defensive zone in his second year of NCAA hockey. He hasn’t quite reached his full potential as a scorer yet, but could get there with another year to add some more muscle to his slender frame. Blueger is also exceptional in the face-off circle, which increases his value as a centerman.

37. Stephen Johns, Defense, Notre Dame (Chicago Blackhawks)

Screenshot_2014-03-02_at_2

Johns is a defensive defenseman that is an intimidating physical force and punishing hitter. His decision-making sometimes gets him into trouble, but he has the potential to be a reliable second or third pairing defender at the pro level known for crunching opponents with big hits.

38. Andy Welinski, Defense, Minnesota-Duluth (Anaheim Ducks)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_3 

Welinski is a shut-down defensive defenseman that plays his position well and isn't afraid to play a physical game. Minnesota-Duluth has used him on their top pairing this year, including power play duties where he can utilize his heavy, low shot, but his offensive upside remains limited at the pro level. He will, however, be a tough defensive defenseman, with the ability to match-up against nearly anyone.

39. Joakim Ryan, Defense, Cornell (San Jose Sharks)

The Cornell blue liner is a smooth-skating, puck-moving defenseman that can also bring a physical element to the ice. He's terrific as the quarterback on the Big Red power play as the puck goes through him on the blue line. As with most of Mike Schafer's defensemen, Ryan is also responsible in his own end and strong along the boards.

40. Martin Ouellette, Goalie, Maine (Columbus Blue Jackets)

Me_bu_dewkett07_medium

The former Kimball Union star came to Maine as a very young freshman and took a few years to develop. He was terrific down the stretch last season and the first half of this year. He has been more inconsistent in the second half, but some of that has to do with the defense in front of him. He's more of an athletic goaltender who can be acrobatic and make flashy saves.

or the past four years, we've put together a list of the top 50 NHL prospect playing college hockey in the WCHA/CCHA. This year, we've decided to expand that list to 100 players and include all of college hockey.

Chris Dilks handled write-ups for the Big Ten/NCHC/WCHA, while Jeff Cox and Evan Sporer split duties for Hockey East/ECAC/Atlantic Hockey. Photos are courtesy of Matt Christians and Matt Dewkett.

This is the third installment of this series focusing on players ranked 41-60.

41. Rocco Grimaldi, Forward, North Dakota (Florida Panthers)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1 

Grimaldi is one of the fastest, most tenacious competitors in all of college hockey. But generously listed at 5'6", his size continues to be a concern for those projecting him at the next level. Offensively, Grimaldi has averaged nearly a point-per-game in his sophomore season, leading North Dakota in scoring, but still converts on a relatively low percentage of the numerous scoring changes he generates.

42. Vince Hinostroza, Forward, Notre Dame (Chicago Blackhawks)

Screenshot_2014-03-02_at_2

Hinostroza has averaged a point per game as a freshman. He's a smart, versatile player that has had no trouble adjusting to playing center at the NCAA level, and contributing on special teams.

43. Mac Bennett, Defense, Michigan (Montreal Canadiens)

Bennett has been asked to anchor an inexperienced Michigan defense this season and has played big minutes in doing so. His skating remains his best asset, and while he's not a huge offensive threat, he's reliable at moving the puck up the ice to teammates.

 MUST READS  

Full Scouting Report on Mac Bennett

44. Austin Czarnik, Forward, Miami (Free Agent)

Austinczarnik_medium

Czarnik is one of the most exciting, dynamic forwards in the NCAA, but his diminutive size kept him from being drafted into the NHL. Czarnik plays with tremendous speed and has excellent hockey sense, which should allow him to transition to the pro level despite being smaller than most players in the league.

 Must Reads  

Full Scouting Report on Austin Czarnik

Austin Czarnik Feature Story

45. Kyle Rau, Forward, Minnesota (Florida Panthers)

Screenshot_2014-02-09_at_5

Rau is generously listed at 5-8 178 lbs., but he’s a Grade-A pest, and has a tremendous nose for the net. His hockey sense allows him to sneak into soft spots in the defense and score goals from tough areas of the ice, and he's great at taking opponents off their game by getting under their skin.

46. Eric Knodel, Defense, New Hampshire (Toronto Maple Leafs)

A born leader, the Toronto Maple Leafs prospects has gone from not playing his freshman season to logging 25-30 minutes a game this year. He has a booming shot from the blue line and can play a strong, physical game on and away from the puck. He has another year of eligibility left, but will likely head to the Maple Leafs organization when the season is over.

47. Joey LaLeggia, Defense, Denver (Edmonton Oilers)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1

With strong skating and a devastatingly accurate and heavy shot, LaLeggia is almost like a fourth forward from the blue line. His defensive play can be somewhat of a concern at times, but he's got a future as a potential power play quarterback.

 Must Reads  

Full Scouting Report on Joey LaLeggia

48. MacKenzie MacEachern, Forward, Michigan State (St. Louis Blues)

MacEachern was a bit of a project when the St. Louis Blues drafted him in the third round out of Michigan High School hockey. After a year in juniors, MacEachern has made a good, but not great transition to college hockey. His talent is evident though, and with another year or two to develop physically and adjust to his competition, MacEachern could develop into a power forward with silky smooth hands and excellent scoring ability.

49. Kevin Roy, Forward, Northeastern (Anaheim Ducks)

Nu_uml_dewkett17_medium 

The 2013 Beanpot was Roy’s coming out party, registering five goals in the two-game tournament. Roy has recoded 58 points in his 46 games for the Huskies, and is a great skater who can stop on a dime or lace a pass cross-ice onto a teammate’s stick. So what’s stopping Roy from being higher on the list? The Ducks prospect stands a mere 5-foot-10, and isn’t the best player in his own zone.

 Must Reads  

Feature Story on Kevin Roy

50. Bill Arnold, Forward, Boston College (Calgary Flames)

Bc_nd_dewkett_021_medium 

A consistent offensive contributor in his four year’s in Chestnut Hill, Arnold is a solid two-way player who is accountable on the backcheck, Arnold is a player who might be able to make a living at the next level because of that defensive ability, coupled with enough offense punch to contribute.

51. Christian Folin, Defense, UMass-Lowell (Free Agent)

There was widespread speculation that he was leaving Lowell after last season, but he returned for his sophomore campaign. He's got a rocket of a shot and plays Norm Bazin's puck possession style to perfection. He's getting better defensively, but should probably return to get a little more seasoning. He's an older college player so has less upside than some of the other defensemen on this list.

52. Colton Parayko, Defense, Alaska-Fairbanks (St. Louis Blues)

Parayko is a bit of an unknown because he plays in Fairbanks, but there's a lot to like about his as a prospect. He stands at 6-5 218 lbs., and can play with a bit of a mean streak, but is also skilled enough to man the Nanooks' power play, where he has put up some nice offense from the blue line.

53. Tyler Motte, Forward, Michigan (Chicago Blackhawks)

Motte's 5'9" frame caused him to drop to the fourth round of last year's draft, but he's made up for that lack of size with incredible speed and tenacity on the puck to become a very effective for the Wolverines in his freshman year. An illness kept him off the US World Junior team, but he should be a lock for next year's team. Once he gets a little stronger and more mature, he should be an effective two-way player at the pro level.

54. Ryan Haggerty, Forward, RPI (Free Agent)

The RPI junior and USNTDP product started the season off with a bang and still has very solid numbers, but he was averaging a goal per game for the entire first semester. He has a hard shot and plays a bigger game than his frame suggests, but perhaps his best asset is his ability to see the play develop and be in the right spot at the right time. He plays with an edge, but needs to bring it every shift.

55. Dominic Toninato, Forward, Minnesota-Duluth (Toronto Maple Leafs)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_3

Toninato's style of play is a unique combination of power mixed with finesse. He hasn't been a huge scorer in his freshman season, but once he adds a little more weight and adjusts to the speed of college hockey, he has the hands and playmaking ability to be a scoring power forward.

56. Jonny Brodzinski, Forward, St. Cloud State (Los Angeles Kings)

Scsu__mc_-5_medium

A year after a surprising freshman season, Brodzinski has developed into a legitimate star in the college ranks. He's always had a canon for a shot, but his skating and playmaking have really improved since coming to St. Cloud, which has helped him become a more complete player. If he continues that trajectory, he has the potential to become a real scoring threat at the next level.

57. Jordan Samuels-Thomas, Forward, Quinnipiac (Winnipeg Jets)

Samuels-thomas

Quinnipiac's big senior power forward is very strong on the puck and uses his size and strength to muscle through opposing defenders. He's at his best when he's going hard to the net and creating havoc in opposing creases. He could potentially be a very solid fourth line winger at the next level.

58. Zach Tolkinen, Defense, Quinnipiac (Free Agent)

Lost in Quinnipiac's high flying offense is the fact the Bobcats have some very good blue liners. He's a big, bruising defender out of Minnesota who plays a very simple game. He isn't flashy, but he was invited to an NHL Development Camp last summer for a reason. His offensive instincts have progressed, but he's the type of player who could be a fifth or sixth defender at the next level bases on his size and defensive prowess.

59. Anthony Florentino, Defense, Providence (Buffalo Sabres)

The South Kent product is the type of blue liner an observer notices every time he is on the ice. He's flashy, has good puck skills, but also can be very physical in his own end. Like a lot of freshmen, he's had an up and down first season for Nate Leaman's Friars, but more often than not, he's been an impactful presence on the blue line.

Anthonyflorentino_medium 

60. Chase Balisy, Forward, Western Michigan (Nashville Predators)

Screenshot_2014-02-08_at_1

Balisy is a consummate leader that has traded in gaudier offensive numbers to be a more effective and more complete player. He plays a very mature, responsible game and is an excellent driver of possession. He won't be a huge scorer at the next level, but should be an extremely reliable player.

MEN'S HOCKEY NOTEBOOK: Penalty Kill, Demko Pull Through for BC

By Alex Fairchild

Asst. Sports Editor
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Penalty killing is an art. It takes an army of four men to block shots and sacrifice their bodies for the good of their team. No team in college hockey has killed penalties better than Boston College this season. Keeping the opposition from capitalizing on its man advantage requires an effort from the entire team, whether it’s Johnny Gaudreau or Steve Santini. Head coach Jerry York has gotten an exceptional effort out of his team in this campaign, and one of the keys has been defenseman Isaac MacLeod. With 10:15 remaining in the second period of the team’s 3-0 win against No. 7 UMass-Lowell on Friday night, though, the Eagles lost MacLeod to a five-minute major and game misconduct after he toppled a Riverhawk who was away from.

The penalty put the Eagles in a hole during the middle of a crucial second stanza, but BC pulled together to stop the away team’s attack. Patrick Brown took a shot off the inside of his leg before being called to block another attempt. Gaudreau took a shot for the team at the start of the kill as well, while Kevin Hayes worked hard to pressure the Riverhawks when they moved into BC’s zone.

Hayes bolstered the team’s offense, getting multiple shots off in the game’s opening minutes, but the senior forward did not accumulate any points on the night. His play was based more on tracking back to help break up play.

“It was Kevin Hayes’ best all-around performance,” York said. “Playing defense, playing forward, and just the jump Kevin had tonight was really good to see, but I think he’s versatile, you know, he’ll go back and play defense like that. He made some good clears from where he was. That was important for us.”

As the Riverhawks dominated the Eagles in their zone, the shots kept coming at freshman Thatcher Demko, though they were stopped by a defense that totaled nine blocks on the evening.

“We had guys through the rotation just eating pucks the entire time,” Demko said of his power play, which, as of Friday night, had killed 91.7 percent of the penalties it faced this season.

During the five-minute major, BC was able to break forward on two occasions. Gaudreau tried to fool goaltender Connor Hellebuyck, but his breakaway was thwarted by the away team’s defense. Quinn Smith had a similar opportunity moments later, but was stopped by Hellebuyck.

Demko then came up huge on a missed opportunity by Evan Campbell, who had the net at his mercy with 7:31 to play in the second period. The angle was difficult for the Riverhawk to thread, and Demko was able to keep the Eagles’ side of the sheet clean.

Toward the end of the five minute major, Gaudreau, Santini, McCoshen, and Arnold all took to the ice, clearing their zone to keep the visitors from further peppering Demko.

“That was pretty impressive for us—blocking shots and getting clears, because they have a pretty good power play,” York said.

Shortly after the Eagles killed the five minute major, Matthew Gaudreau went to the penalty box for hooking. The kill came up with another stout performance to keep the Eagles’ 1-0 lead intact. Losing Santini for another penalty with less than five minutes to go in the third period produced the same result. Hayes was instrumental in killing the final penalty BC gave up on the evening.

Losing MacLeod was quite the blow for the Eagles, who entered the game without injured sophomore defenseman Michael Matheson.

“It’s tough to have four or five guys back there, but I thought all our D stepped up to the plate when we needed them,” Demko said. “I know that’s hard to do. They just battled through it. They played really strong throughout the game.”

Demko’s play between the pipes was strong as well.

“Thatcher played extremely well and continues to get better over the course of the year,” York said.

The freshman stopped all 33 shots (11 in each period) he faced from UMass-Lowell.

Demko stopped one grade-A opportunity in the first period, as his team pressed the visitors in their own zone. The Riverhawks were limited to shots from long distance on counter attacks, each of which headed straight for the gut of the goaltender. As the game continued, UMass-Lowell had opportunities to attack Demko’s crease more often. The penalties played a part in the offensive uptick of the Riverhawks, and by the time the game came to a close, Demko stopped six more chances from close range, a few of which came from potentially lethal redirects in front of goal.

“Our D did a great job of boxing guys out, so they didn’t get very many second opportunities, which makes my job a little bit easier,” Demko said.
During the winter break, it looked as if junior Brian Billett was a lock to keep the starting job in goal. At the time, Demko was overseas representing the U.S at the World Junior Championship, but since arriving back on campus, the 18-year-old has put in several solid displays, including one in the Beanpot championship game against Northeastern.

“Right now, he’s on top of his game,” York said. MEN'S HOCKEY: In A Battle Of Best Defense And Best Offense, The Eagles Emerged Victorious
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Going into the third period, the Eagles were in an unfamiliar, uncomfortable position. Only Johnny Gaudreau’s goal separated the nation’s top offense from one of the nation’s top defenses in a tight, physical matchup with both goalies making save after save. It was a situation that the Eagles weren’t used to, but it was one that they thrived in.

 The Boston College men’s hockey team has the most productive offense in all of Division I college hockey through 31 of its 34 regular season games. Led by the prolific Gaudreau, Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold line, which has combined for a total of 62 goals so far this season, the Eagles have scored an average of 4.34 goals per game.

 On Friday night, however, the nation’s best offense came head to head with UMass Lowell, whose 1.97 goals allowed per game comes in at a three-way tie for first in the nation. The defensive prowess would show, as the Eagles were held to just one goal through the first two periods. In the third, though, BC opened it up in a more characteristic style, and with help from Thatcher Demko’s shutout, the Eagles came away with their 25th win of the season by a final score of three goals to none.

“I thought tonight may have been as solid an effort for 60 minutes, from the goaltending to the defense to the forwards, that we’ve had this year,” said head coach Jerry York.

 Both teams came out guns blazing in the first period, with the Eagles firing off a total of 19 shots, 14 of which went on goal to challenge Riverhawk goaltender Connor Hellebuyck. UMass Lowell came in just behind BC with 16 shots, 11 on goal.

Hellebuyck was the only net minder to falter, however, when Gaudreau took a no-angle shot to the right from a position next to the left post. The shot hit Hellebuyck in the shoulders, bouncing back for a power play goal and giving the Eagles the 1-0 lead. The goal extended Gaudreau’s point streak to 27 games.

“The first goal was an incredible play by Johnny Gaudreau,” York said. “I think he was almost on the goal line. Then to go top shelf, short side—that’s unbelievable skill.”

The Riverhawks kept pressuring on defense, though, as Gaudreau’s goal came off of one of the only shots in the first two periods from inside the triangle in front of the net between the goal and the two faceoff circles. Of 29 attempted shots by the Eagles in the first two frames of play, just three were from deep in the zone. With UMass Lowell dominating in front of the net, the Eagles were forced to take shots from further out, giving Hellebuyck and the rest of the Riverhawks time to stop all but one through 40 minutes of play.

“We had to earn our goals,” York said. “They don’t give you many chances.”

On the other end, Demko faced his fair share of shots as well, amassing 33 saves on the way to his second shutout as an Eagle. He also had a lot of help from the BC defense, which blocked nine shots on the night.

“I thought all our D stepped up to the plate when we needed them,” Demko said. “I know it’s hard to do, and they just battled through it and they just played really strong throughout the entire game.”

As time went on and the margin stayed at just one goal, the game got more and more physical. Neither team is a stranger to the penalty box—the Riverhawks average 4.6 penalties per game, and the Eagles 5.3 per game—and this game was no exception as the Riverhawks were sent to the box on three occasions and the Eagles were penalized three times as well, one of them a five minute major when Isaac MacLeod earned a game misconduct for contact to the head.

“Issac’s probably our best penalty killer over the course of the season, you know, to kill a five minute major without our best PK guy … that was pretty impressive for us blocking shots and getting clears,” York said.

 The nation’s best penalty kill came through on all three occasions for the Eagles, but the Riverhawks’ early penalty allowed for Gaudreau’s goal.

 Going into the third period, though, it remained close. Just as it appeared that UMass Lowell’s defense was staving off BC, the floodgates opened up as they so often have this season, and BC’s depth showed with goals in quick succession from Adam Gilmour and Austin Cangelosi.

 In the matchup of top defense vs. top offense, the Eagles had to fire on all cylinders but survived the test and left the evening with their 18th straight unbeaten game.

“We weren’t content to just play out the regular season and wait for the playoffs,” York said. “Let’s keep improving and let’s keep getting better.”

MEN'S HOCKEY: Riverhawks Fight Back In Weekend Series With Saturday Night Tie
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The Boston College men’s hockey team took three out of four points from the No. 7 team in the country and extended its unbeaten streak to 19 games over the weekend, but given the Eagles’ high expectations, it didn’t feel like it after the final horn of BC’s 2-2 tie with UMass Lowell on Saturday. The Eagles’ struggles Saturday may have taught them a lesson that will help BC reach those expectations, though: Other elite teams, while maybe not at the Eagles’ level, are elite for a reason, and they won’t fold like so many have in the 18 games previous to this one.

 For most of the game, the Eagles played like they have for most of the year. Both sides were held scoreless in the first period as the Eagles outshot the Riverhawks 11-5 and killed off a late Ian McCoshen penalty. In the second, after Riverhawk forward A.J. White got sent off for tripping, Johnny Gaudreau, as he is wont to do, got himself in the right place at a similar time and, after a short delay, deposited the rebound from Kevin Hayes’ point shot past Riverhawk goalie Doug Ward, making it 1-0 Eagles at 10:56. The goal marked the fourth straight game with a power play goal for Gaudreau and extended his point streak—this time to 28 games. Senior Patrick Brown picked up the other assist, extending his own scoring streak to six games, impressive in itself while illustrating the absurdity of Gaudreau’s tear.

 Less than two minutes later, Brown added another secondary helper when Ryan Fitzgerald redirected Isaac Macleod’s shot pass from the point to double the lead. The goal highlighted what makes BC so frustrating for opponents in a few ways. If the Eagles are tied, or even down, their offense is so potent, deep, and tends to score in clusters—all factors that combine to make any game perpetually capable of turning from competitive to blowout.

 Scoring consecutively, as BC did in this sequence, wouldn’t be possible without that depth. Gaudreau’s line, while it is historic and the best in the country, doesn’t score every goal, and it can’t play every shift. They took to the bench after their goal, and Brown, MacLeod, and Fitzgerald doubled the score. MacLeod, a stay-at-home defenseman, powered down to the inside hashmark from the point and fed Fitzgerald on the tape for the freshman’s 10th goal of the year. Brown’s assist was his 10th point in six games.

 After BC strikes like this, most teams either concede or can’t stop the scoring train—or both. Riverhawks coach Norm Bazin’s team isn’t most teams, though, and he must have reminded his players of that when he called a timeout roughly three minutes after Fitzgerald’s goal. From that point forward, the Riverhawks defended like their nation-best goals-per-game average indicates they can, and punched back. BC outshot UMass-Lowell by just two in the third, and the Riverhawks had all the best chances.

 Thirty seconds into the third period, UMass-Lowell forward Derek Arnold beat Scott Savage and almost did the same to Eagles’ goalie Thatcher Demko, but his sharp-angled shot hit the crossbar and didn’t go down, leaving the Riverhawks scoreless despite Arnold’s misguided celebration.

 Six minutes later, after Chris Calnan was called for high sticking, Riverhawk forward Adam Chapie skated from the left wall to the face-off dot and beat Demko short-side with the help of Josh Holmstrom’s screen to halve the score. The goal was only the second given up on the penalty kill in the last 33 tries against BC.

 UMass Lowell tied the game at 9:09 after the BC defense let the rebound from Riverhawk defenseman Zach Kamrass’ point shot skitter all the way into the slot, and A.J. White swooped in and ripped a wrister by Demko. BC head coach Jerry York called a timeout of his own with 2:33 left, but aside from a McCoshen shot catching iron early in overtime, BC didn’t come close to a deciding lead.

 A game like this one may help York’s team in the long game, and it wasn’t as if the Eagles left their hearts and minds in Chesnut Hill—they played well. That, even for the number one team in the country, isn’t always enough, but it’s a lesson easier learned now than in Boston or Philadelphia, where the trophies York and his players work for will be awarded.

Can Both Hockey Teams Win The National Championship?

By Johnny Carey & Tom Meloro
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Nobody Can Stop Either BC Team

Johnny Carey | For The Heights

It’s no secret that Boston College loves its hockey. It’s also no secret that BC is damn good at its beloved sport this season. With the regular season winding down, it’s trophy season for the Eagles. Both the men’s and women’s teams took home the Beanpot title a week ago and followed that up by wrapping up Hockey East regular season titles over the weekend.

What’s next, however, will define how players, coaches and fans of BC remember the season. Winning the Beanpot is awesome, but it has become somewhat commonplace at the same time. Regular season titles are exciting, but they aren’t enough anymore. At this point, both teams have their eyes set on bringing national championship titles back to Chestnut Hill in the spring. Not only is that lofty goal feasible, it will happen—and here’s why.

The men’s team hasn’t lost since Nov. 29. Yes, you read that right. Nov. 29. Remember when you were sitting on the couch with your belt slightly loosened, still recovering from your Thanksgiving food coma? Well, while you were considering never getting up off the couch again, BC fell to Holy Cross at Kelley Rink by a score of 4-5. Since that shocking loss to the team now ranked 52nd out of 59 division one men’s hockey teams (according to the USCHO Pairwise Rankings), the Eagles have been unstoppable and don’t look like they’re going to slow down any time soon.

The team has a seemingly never-ending list of talent, unmatched by any other squad in the nation. When the candidates for The Hobey Baker Award were announced, the list contained three BC players: Bill Arnold, Kevin Hayes, and Johnny Gaudreau were the names listed, and they just happen also to be three of the nation’s top four scorers this season. Gaudreau, the Hobey Baker Award favorite at this point in the season, is in the midst of one of the greatest individual stretches college hockey has ever seen, registering a point in 26 consecutive games. The dynamic line of Gaudreau, Arnold, and Hayes has been unstoppable, combining for 93 points in the Eagles’ last 17 games. Quite frankly, no one in college hockey has the ability to neutralize that trio.

The only way having such a dominant top line could be a problem for BC would be if it were the team’s only source of scoring. For the Eagles, that is anything but the case, as all four lines the team rolls out on an every game basis have the ability to take over a game. In fact, the teams score an average of 4.39 goals per game. That’s .71 more goals per game than anyone else. It’s safe to say offense won’t deter BC from a national championship.

How about defense and goaltending? Check. The Eagles allow the fifth least goals in Division I this year. Couple that with fresh- man goalie Thatcher Demko, who is 12-1-2 this season with the third-best goals-against average in college hockey, and it’s definitely tough to score on the Eagles.

With a dynamo offense and stalwart defense that has propelled the team go unbeaten for almost three months, it’s hard to bet against BC.

Now that we’ve established that the men’s team will take home the title in Philadelphia this April, here’s why the currently fifth- ranked women will do the same.

Remember Nov. 29? That day you were on the couch and the men’s team lost? Yeah, it just so happens that the women’s team lost that day, too, falling to Cornell. While the men’s team has been just about perfect since, the women haven’t. They’ve slipped up.

Once. Since its loss in Ithaca, the women’s team has been about as impressive as the men’s team, tallying only one loss along the way.

Keeping the puck out of the net is no problem for BC as senior goaltender Corinne Boyles holds a .943 save percentage, good for fifth in the nation.

In terms of offense, the team does not have one dominating offensive player, but instead it employs a balanced attack. Sophomore Haley Skarupa is the team’s leading scorer with 34 points, good for 20th in the nation, despite missing time with an injury. The team does also have four of the nation’s top 42 scorers, however.

With its deep pool of talent and the fact that the team is hitting its stride now, it is hard to imagine the Eagles will not continue their torrid pace over the next couple of months.

Simply put, there is no hotter pair of teams than BC men’s and women’s hockey right now, nor will there be come national championship time. Save the dates, Eagles fans: Mar. 23 and April 12 will be two days for championships.

Two Championships Are Too Unlikely

Tom Meloro | For The Heights

Men’s Olympic hockey is officially in full swing, just as Boston College fans gear up to cheer on both their men’s and women’s teams in their respective NCAA tournaments. It’s only fitting that the Olympics are in Russia this year—the 1980 Miracle on Ice is constantly being referenced, a stark reminder of just how difficult it is to win it all, especially as a favorite. That’s reason No.1 why, though it’s possible for both teams to win the National Championship this year, it won’t happen.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Wins Over Catamounts Clinch Regular Season Title
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Right now, with the current form of the Boston College men’s hockey team, its opponents need to play exceptionally well and be lucky to beat BC. On Saturday at Gutterson Fieldhouse, University of Vermont played pretty well, even better than BC for considerable stretches, and it wasn’t enough. BC won both the game, 5-3, and its third trophy of the season—Hockey East’s regular season title—clinching the top spot in the conference with three games remaining.

“We had to play near perfect to beat these guys and we just didn’t do it this weekend,” said Vermont head coach Kevin Sneddon.

 The win was primarily powered by BC’s, and college hockey’s, top line of Bill Arnold, Johnny Gaudreau and Kevin Hayes. Each of the three scored a goal, and it’s more than fitting that the trio was the primary factor in the game’s outcome, because it was the main reason BC was in the position to lock up the regular season title with two weekends of games left on the conference slate.

 After dropping a home game to Holy Cross the day after Thanksgiving, BC head coach Jerry York put the triumvirate together as BC headed into the bulk of its conference play. After the first game in which the team’s three best forwards skated together, York said, ”there’s a chance they could be a very good line for us.” They have been way, way better than very good, and the Eagles haven’t been beaten during the 17 games that Arnold, Gaudreau and Hayes have been terrorizing defenses together. In those 17 games, they have combined for 91 points and a plus-70 rating.

 After Chris Calnan scored the opener on a shorthanded breakaway, the line scored three consecutive goals that put the game out of reach. At the end of a first period in which the Catamounts outplayed BC, Arnold was in the right place to deposit a goal from Isaac MacLeod at the right post.Vermont finally capitalized two minutes into the second, but Gaudreau scored later in the period to make the score 3-1 and to also extend his point streak to 26 games. Hayes scored a little over five minutes later off an assist to put BC up three. Two Catamount goals in the third period were partially offset by a Scott Savage snipe from the blue line, created by excellent work down low by Chris Calnan and Destry Straight, and the score settled at 5-3.

 For a couple of minutes in the first period, the main storyline emanating from this game was going to be the potential demise of BC’s first line, not its continued dominance. Arnold went down in a heap early in the first period after blocking a Vermont slap shot and had to be helped off the ice. He would return later in the period and was healthy enough to score, but another player critical to BC’s recent and future success, defenseman Michael Matheson, mysteriously left the game and did not return. Matheson, a first-round pick capable of incredible highs and lows, such as his first period interference penalty for tackling a Vermont player in the neutral zone, would be a massive loss for York’s defense corps if he were to miss a significant amount of time.

 Eagles junior goalie Brian Billett, playing in his first game since Jan. 17, when he allowed BU back in the game with shaky third period play, turned away 35 shots. Early in the first period, BC’s defense allowed some of those Vermont shots to be from dangerous areas, but Billett showed why there was a goalie rotation earlier in the season in Conte Forum.

 Freshman goalie Thatcher Demko did not play up to his excellent standard on in Friday’s 4-3 win at “The Gut.” He was good, just not otherworldly. Catamounts captain HT Lenz beat Demko five-hold off a faceoff on a shot that Demko did not appear to see, and the freshman also let in two third period goals that were not unstoppable, the second of which came off a rebound with 18 seconds left. The goal gave Vermont a chance to steal a point, but the Catamounts couldn’t put another one past Demko in the game’s waning moments.

 BC went ahead for the first time Friday night 30 seconds into the second period with a power-play strike from Gaudreau, and the whole sequence encapsulated the season for the Eagles and the weekend for Vermont.

 Aided by the 90-foot width of the ice at Gutterson, Matheson, Hayes and Arnold moved the puck around the Catamount zone expertly. Arnold eventually dropped a pass from the left faceoff dot back to Hayes at the point, who unloaded a one-timer though wide-open lane created by BC’s movement. The puck rebounded off Vermont goalie Mike Santaguida right to Gaudreau alone at the left circle.

 There was nothing Vermont could do about the puck finding its way to the country’s leading scorer’s tape, and there was nothing it could do when Gaudreau ripped a wrist shot past a sprawling Santaguida. The Eagles would lead the rest of the game and the weekend, just as they would lead Hockey East as they have all season.
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With six minutes to go in the Beanpot final, the Huskies still had a chance at bringing down the Goliath that is Boston College. Through 44 minutes of fast-paced, physical, and intense play, they clung to the Eagles, looking to become the first team to upset the reigning champions in the tournament in four years.

“There’s a reason why they’re No. 1 in the country,” said Northeastern head coach Jim Madigan. “I thought our guys battled. We had a chance to win with under five minutes left. Those are the situations, where if you can win as the underdog you want to be in.”

RELATED: Brown Sparks Eagles Fifth Straight Beanpot

In the end, the game would come down to close chances for each team. On those opportunities, though, it was BC that would come through, pulling off a late statement to win its fifth straight Beanpot championship.

“When it comes to big games like this, it’s all about the little plays and you’ve just got to bear down and finish your opportunities,” said Northeastern forward Braden Pimm. “We had the chances, we just didn’t bear down enough to get one by.”

Early in the game, the pieces were coming together. Northeastern goaltender Clay Witt, who boasted the highest save percentage in college hockey entering the night, was on his game.

The game was at full tilt right from the start, and Witt stayed composed, racking up 10 saves in the first period and 14 in the second. With Witt performing well, it looked like the Huskies were going to put up an early lead on the Eagles when, just under seven minutes in, Eagles goalie Thatcher Demko was caught off-guard and Northeastern found the net. After a review of the play, the net was deemed to have been off its bearings, negating the goal and the potential Husky lead. Two minutes later, Kevin Hayes struck first blood for the Eagles.

Hayes’ shot, which came off of a pass from Johnny Gaudreau that was tipped by Bill Arnold, fired into the top left corner of the net before Witt could react.

For 44 minutes, however, that was the only blip on the scoreboard, and Northeastern played its cleanest game—at least in terms of penalty minutes—in 12 years, not sending a single player from the box.

The Huskies finally managed to even the score late in the second period when a bad pass from Scott Savage was intercepted by Northeastern’s star forward Kevin Roy.

Roy hadn’t been much of a presence on the ice during the majority of the first two periods, failing to gain a significant chance on goal through more than 38 minutes of play. Madigan was still happy with his effort, though.

“I thought he played well,” Madigan said. “He was jumping, looking for opportunities to get in and around the net, you know, everyone knows when he’s on the ice, kind of like how we know when 13 and 12 are on for them. And a couple times he had shots blocked, they were stick on puck on him a lot, and they converge on him.”

While the Eagles could control most of Roy’s scoring efforts, this time he charged the net, shooting one at Demko for a near miss that rebounded straight back to teammate John Stevens, who finished the effort, going top shelf.

With that point finally lighting up the scoreboard for the Huskies, they would go into the third period deadlocked with the Eagles.

“I liked the way our team played, competed hard, battled for the whole game,” Madigan said. “Through two periods I liked where we were, being 1-1 or up a goal or down a goal in the third period, you’ve got a chance to win.”

The game was within reach, and the Huskies started out the third period with a breakaway chance that nearly tipped the scales in their favor, but Demko, who would end the night with the Eberly Award for his goaltending performance during the tournament, saved the near chance to keep the game even.

“If we score then it’s 2-1 and they’re chasing us a bit,” Madigan said. “As the game went on, you look at our third periods and our third periods have been our best period, we shortened the bench a little bit but they were relentless.”

The Eagles began to kick into gear, dominating the neutral zone and keeping the Huskies from setting up opportunities on offense. While the Eagles created chance after chance, it was Witt who kept Northeastern in it.

“I thought he played fabulous,” Madigan said. “I thought both goalies played really well tonight, and he gave us a chance to win.”

Witt made save after save, diving through the crease, scrambling, and at one point even batting the puck out of the air with his stick to clear it after nearly a straight minute of attack from the Eagles’ firing squad.

He couldn’t hold on forever, though.

“They kept on coming at us and they’d get us in our own zone and every time we’d get it out we’d be tired looking for a change and they’d be coming again,” Madigan said.

With five and a half minutes remaining to play, Isaac MacLeod managed to get a shot off from the point. Patrick Brown, who had been competing for space in front of the net, had just fallen, but from the ground he managed to get stick on puck for the tip. It was a tiny deflection, a tiny moment, but it was enough to tip the scales in the hard-fought game as the Eagles managed to finish their scoring effort, beating Witt to go up 2-1.

In the third period, we just couldn’t match their speed,” Madigan said. “They came at us and we didn’t have enough response. On that winning goal we did a good job of tying Brown up in front of the net, and he was falling, but somehow we didn’t have his stick and he scored the wining goal.”

From there, the floodgates opened as the blow that was Brown’s goal made way for an empty netter from Gaudreau four minutes later, and a final cherry on top from Brown once again with under a minute to play, after Witt had been put back in goal.

In the beginning of the third period, the stage had been set for an upset, but the little things—a missed opportunity there, a minute deflection there—were what cost the Huskies their first Beanpot title since 1988.

“I’m not walking away happy with a loss,” Madigan said. “But I’m happy with the way our guys competed and battled and they prepared themselves for this game. That’s the part that stings the most, because you walk out of here a little hurt because you didn’t get the job done.”

MEN'S HOCKEY: Cruising In Conte
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Hockey games are not played on paper, but sometimes it would be more efficient if they were. Friday night, Boston College and Merrimack skated for 60 minutes at Kelley Rink to get an unsurprising result. BC won 6-1, powered by three Johnny Gaudreau assists on three Bill Arnold goals. With the win and Minnesota’s losses on Thursday and Friday, the Eagles will likely move up to the country’s top ranking, while the Warriors are headed back to North Andover further entrenched as Hockey East’s bottom feeder.

 BC forward Michael Sit took a penalty 47 seconds into the game, and it provided a platform that showcased the skill discrepancy at hand and foreshadowed how the rest of the night would transpire. About half a minute into the Warrior power play, BC defenseman Mike Matheson hit Gaudreau at the BC blue line with a breakout pass that sent Gaudreau and Arnold on a rare shorthanded 2-on-1 scoring chance. Arnold didn’t have any issue potting the eventual sitter created by Gaudreau, and the senior put BC on the board 1:18 into the game. Gaudreau’s Division I-leading 54th point of the season extended his scoring streak to 23 games.

“What you can’t do against a team like that is—we had some brain farts earlier in the game,” said Merrimack head coach Mark Dennehy after his team’s loss. “We’re on the power play and we have a guy cheat down with two guys going by him, and we got a forward back there, hasn’t played there very long. You know, bad decision. We gave up a 2-on-1 to Arnold and Gaudreau. That’s not great.”

Later in the period, Arnold added his and BC’s second score of the game on another 2-on-1 off a feed from his left winger again, even if Arnold had to work a little harder this time. Merrimack was oh-so-close to breaking out of its zone against the Eagles’ top line, but the puck stayed in Warriors’ zone. Gaudreau gained possession and drew the defense by going to a bad-angle area for a shot, but hit Arnold on his tape who waited out Merrimack net-minder Rasmus Tirronen and elevated the puck over the sprawling Finn.

 Arnold has been on the opposite end of this connection more than several times this season, but he was happy to be on the receiving side Friday. Heading into his final Beanpot appearance on Monday, the alternate Captain now has 11 goals and 41 points on the season while centering college hockey’s top scoring trio.

“Especially this year, they haven’t really been coming easy, but I got Kevin [Hayes] and Johnny on my line and they made it easy for me tonight, some backdoor goals, always nice,” Arnold said.

“Certainly our first line is doing a special job right now,” said BC associate head coach Greg Brown. “It was great to see Billy get the goals tonight because sometimes he does all the little work that goes unnoticed, so it was nice to see him find the back of the net.”

Merrimack’s chances in the second period were of higher quality than the first, but Dennehy’s team didn’t come close to capitalizing because its shots didn’t come close to the net. Forward Mike Collins hit a post, but aside from that, BC goalie Thatcher Demko didn’t have to react often, making 23 saves.

Demko’s frame undoubtedly makes shooters pickier, but Merrimack’s woes probably have more to do with its 6.5 shooting percentage coming into Friday night. For comparison, BC stands at 13.3.

 The only suspense of the game did come in that second frame, when BC captain Patrick Brown’s goal at 6:22 was reviewed for a kicking motion. The goal stood, as did assists for freshman wingers Ryan Fitzgerald and Austin Cangelosi.

 In the third, Merrimack took four penalties and BC capitalized on three, with the power plays highlighted by Arnold hammering in a loose puck after Gaudreau tried to stickhandle through the Merrimack defense but lost the puck near the edge of the crease. Arnold, trailing his linemate from the left wall, took advantage of Tirronen’s over-positioning due to the threat of Gaudreau and capped his hat trick.

 Arnold’s goal was sandwiched by redirected scores off the sticks of Adam Gilmour and Brendan Silk. Merrimack’s Chris LeBlanc put in a rebound off of Demko with less than five minutes to avoid the shutout.

“It’s definitely a really hard game to play in because the Beanpot final is on Monday, so I guess you could call it your typical trap game,” Arnold said. “But I thought the guys and the coaches did a great job of staying focused, and now we can look forward to Monday night.”

MEN'S HOCKEY: Eagles Prepare For Beanpot Final Against Talented Northeastern Team
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The freshman looked unstoppable. As if three goals against Boston University weren’t enough, he put up another two in the Beanpot final, netting the MVP award for himself. That season, he continued on to score 34 points, leading his team.

No, he wasn’t Johnny Gaudreau. He was Northeastern’s Kevin Roy.

Roy made a strong impression during last year’s Beanpot, becoming only the fifth player in Beanpot history to receive the individual accolade while being a member of a losing team. With five goals in two games, though, it would have been hard to argue against him.

Tonight’s Beanpot final could tell a similar story. Northeastern advanced through the first round last Monday with a dominant 6-0 win over Harvard in which Roy had two points, one goal and an assist. While it’s not the same caliber of a performance as last year’s, Roy has not disappointed so far this year. After 28 games played, he is just one point shy of his total from last season, tallying 15 goals and 18 assists.

“We’ve just got to be aware of him when he’s on the ice, you know,” said Boston College head coach Jerry York. “Four on fours, big ice situations … but we’re facing players like him during the course of the year. When 15’s on the ice, we’ll be very aware of that fact.”

Roy is not the only force to be reckoned with on the Huskies’ roster, though. Redshirt junior goalie Clay Witt stopped 27 Harvard shots on the way to his fourth shutout of the year in Monday’s semifinal. The impressive performance went right along with the trend of his season. The starter currently has a record of 14-7-2 to go along with a save percentage of .946, the best in Division I men’s hockey.

This is not the first time that the Eagles and the Huskies will meet this season. Back in the beginning of November, the teams played a home and home, the Eagles coming out of both games victorious, but not nearly by their average margin of victory. When the Eagles have been winning, they have been winning big, with an average margin of 3.57 goals over their opponents in 21 wins so far this season. The games against Northeastern, however, were not the norm, the first going the Eagles’ way by a score of 4-2, and the second coming to an end in overtime with BC scraping through with a 4-3 win.

In the first matchup, on Nov. 1, Witt was a big contributor to the narrow goal margin. While the Huskies only fired off 22 shots at BC goalie Thatcher Demko, who let two of them in, the Eagles’ shot 50 percent more, a total of 33, with Witt letting in only three. The Eagles fourth goal came after Witt left the ice for an extra attacker.

In the even closer game the next evening, it was Brian Billett in net for BC who let in three goals with 31 saves, while Witt had 36 saves and allowed four goals.

“I think we’ve got two very good goaltenders going against each other,” York said. “But our league has very good goaltenders. He’s [Witt] one of the premier ones in our league.”

During those two games in November, the line of Gaudreau, Bill Arnold, and Kevin Hayes had yet to come together, but on their respective lines, the now top-performing trio had four goals and five assists. Since coming together, the line has terrorized goaltenders around Hockey East with 56, 47, and 41 points, respectively, Gaudreau, Hayes, and Arnold currently hold three of the top four spots on the list of the NCAA’s point leaders.

“I think earlier in the season, we needed more balance, but now all four lines are contributing, and that enables us to put that line together,” York said.

While the line is currently not starting BC’s games, it is easily identifiable as the Eagles’ top offensive weapon, even as Michael Sit, Quinn Smith, and Brendan Silk started last Monday’s semi-final.

“I just think that I like the way Michael Sit’s line starts, so we’ve kept that,” York said. “I like the momentum they give us right off the bat.”

While the Sit line may give the Eagles a solid start, it is the high-powered Gaudreau line that is lighting up the scoreboard for the Eagles. Against the Terriers, the line was responsible for two of the Eagles’ three goals, the first a perfect triumvirate with assists from Arnold and Gaudreau on a Hayes goal, and the second being scored on an empty net by Gaudreau with assists from Arnold and, something that isn’t seen every day, Demko.

To go along with his second career point as an Eagle, Demko put up a performance in the semifinal round that rivaled Witt’s for Northeastern. With his spot as starter solidified after starting the season on an alternating schedule with Billet, Demko came through for the Eagles with 27 saves and allowed just one goal from the Terriers, carrying the Eagles through much of the game when they struggled to build a gap on the scoreboard.

“I think he’s improving every week,” York said. “We’re lucky we’ve got two really good goaltenders in Brian Billett and Thatcher.”

Demko will be back tonight to start his first Beanpot final. Notably absent, however, will be freshman defender Ian McCoshen, who is still out with a concussion. Fellow first year Steve Santini will maintain his place in the first defensive pair.

Tonight’s final will feature two teams that have made significant progress since their first meetings. With the Gaudreau-Arnold-Hayes line established as one of college hockey’s best and Demko’s solidified place as the Eagles’ starter, BC has grown into some of its most powerful weapons since November. The same can be said, however, for Northeastern.

“I think, you know, they’re remarkably improved, the Huskies,” York said. “We’ve watched them on tape and they’ve got an outstanding goal tender in Clay Witt, their defenseman Manson is one of the best in the league, and surely they’ve got a special player in Roy. It’s not hard to explaining their success this year, they’ve got some really good players, so we feel we have a really difficult opponent.”
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It should have been a goal. Nine times out of 10, that puck would have been poked, nudged, tipped, slid, or buried in the back of the net. If sports were fair and scoring goals was based on some sort of idealistic karma or merit system, it would have gone in—the Terriers had earned it. Sports are not fair, though, there’s no room for karma in hockey, and instead of counting as a goal for Boston University, that puck ended up trapped on the goal line in the snug captivity of Boston College’s sprawled-out freshman goaltender’s desperate glove.

 BU would get a goal a few minutes later in the third period that would pull the game within one—but the Terriers just couldn’t score that goal, and instead they created a moment that perfectly encapsulated the essence of their 3-1 semifinal Beanpot loss to BC.

 On Monday night, the Terriers played a damn good hockey game, coming extremely close to breaking BC apart at times, but ultimately failing. Despite entering the Beanpot as an 8-14-3 hockey team struggling under the guidance of a new coach, BU came out shooting in the first, fighting in the second, and unwilling to surrender in the third.

 The Eagles struggled heavily at times throughout the game. When the final whistle blew, the shot differential was minimal, 32-28 BC, but one performance stood out as a game-changer.

 Thatcher Demko is living up to the hype.

 Coming into the season as the No. 1 American NHL goalie prospect of his class and the youngest player in college hockey, Demko was expected to be good—and he was, going 4-1-2 in his first seven starts while trading games with junior goaltender Brian Billett.

“He’s been a good goaltender for a lot of years, you know, so I don’t think it’s a surprise that he could handle something like this and play well,” said BC head coach Jerry York after the game.

 After victories against Maine and Merrimack and a solid performance against Penn State on the road, Demko took over as the full-time starter and then posted his first career shutout with a 30-save effort at Providence.

 On Monday night in TD Garden, after coming off four straight starts and four straight wins, Demko’s confidence was obvious as he made 27 saves to send BU to the third-place match.

“I thought we played well, but Thatcher, you know, kept them off the boards,” York said. “We gave them a 2-on-0 break, there was one save, a remarkable save right around the crease area that they made a tic-tac-toe play and—I have to see the tape, I don’t know how it stayed out of the net. I think a lot of our good defense, that was the play of Thatcher.”

In terms of the usual physicality sparked by the BC and BU rivalry, the first period was practically a jaunt in the park on a summer day, but it was a stroll led shot-wise by BU—Demko was forced to make 10 saves in the period, and his efforts combined with Ryan Fitzgerald’s power-play goal to give the Eagles a 1-0 lead going into the second.

 Then, very quickly, what was tame became chaos. It took BC exactly 1:20 to double its lead in the second period. Bill Arnold gifted Kevin Hayes with a pinpoint pass right on top of the crease, and with a quick strike, Hayes smashed it home without hesitation.

 The game turned ugly. At 11:33 BU’s Doyle Somerby checked a defenseless Hayes into the boards. In the blink of an eye, Arnold was there to throw a fist into the BU defender’s face. Another Terrier, Robbie Baillargeon, jumped into the scuffle, and by the time the scrum was cleared, Arnold and Baillargeon were heading to the box for roughing and Somerby’s night was over, courtesy of a game misconduct.

 On the ensuing five-minute major, BC gave up a short-handed 2-on-0. Skating out beyond his crease and standing tall and then dropping back into ideal positioning, 6-foot-3, 192-pound Demko defused the breakaway with the help of a last-ditch effort from defenseman Scott Savage.

“[Demko’s] big, he’s square, he makes a great save at the end of the game where, just because, he’s in great position,” said BU head coach David Quinn. “He understands what his strength is, and it’s his size—he doesn’t waste any movement and he doesn’t waste any energy.”

BC caught up on shots in the second period, forcing BU goaltender Matt O’Connor to make 14 stops, and Demko finished with nine saves of his own.

 Not long into the third period, Demko made the save that would summarize BU’s so-close but so-far plight. BC’s freshman goaltender was knocked out of position, and BU forwards Kevin Duane and Matt Lane had an open net. Each failed to capitalize, but despite their misfires, the puck ended up inches from crossing the line. Flat on the ice, Demko lunged backward and somehow—just barely—succeeded in covering up the puck.

 In a rare mistake, at 6:43, a botched clearance by Demko led to an opportunity and a goal for Baillargeon.

“He hit a trailer and the guy made a good shot, you know, through—I think it was Patrick Brown’s legs—and I just lost it through the screen,” Demko said. “It was a good shot.”

The goal didn’t haunt him. The freshman came up huge to fend off BU’s last-gasp, six-man surge long enough for Johnny Gaudreau to skate in an empty netter and secure BC’s matchup with Northeastern and a chance for a Beanpot five-peat.

“I think Thatcher, as I watch him, he’s getting more confident,” York said. “He handles the puck now, he reminds me an awful lot of Cory Schneider at the same age.”

In three seasons at BC, Schneider never won a Beanpot. Next Monday, Demko will look to win it in one.
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In recent years, the first Monday in February has marked more than the first leg of the Beanpot. It’s also meant that Boston College is a week away from bringing cherished Boston bragging rights home to the western border of the city in Chestnut Hill.

The Eagles have won the tournament the last four years and five out of the last six. Head coach Jerry York’s program is the preeminent one in the country, let alone the city. BC is the clear favorite Monday night at 8 p.m. against BU, and should the Eagles beat the Terriers for the third time this season, BC will be favored against either Northeastern or Harvard next Monday night, regardless of how long senior winger Kevin Hayes’ hip injury keeps him in the press box.

Trophies are the standard for the BC men’s hockey team, and excluding a national title and the Lamoriello trophy, none is more important than this one. Given the nature of the sport, the format of the tournament and the intensity of the rivalries involved, though—nothing is guaranteed when Northeastern, BU, Harvard and BC overtake the TD Garden.

Those factors combined make for an atmosphere that can render any records, rankings, or prior matchups irreverent. Surely, York’s players will be ready tonight for a hard-fought primetime bout between the bitterest rivals in the area, in the region’s biggest college hockey stage.

“We’re not concerned about recent records, it’s how you play [that] night,” York said prior to the most recent game between the Commonwealth Ave. rivals. “The team that plays best [that] night will win 95 percent of the time. Some nights there are crossbars and posts. But it’s not how we played last week or how BU played last week but it’s how each team plays.”

On the surface, York was right. The Terriers, ranked No. 46 in Division I and crippled by injuries and a deficiency in skill, were one last-minute goal away from sending the game to overtime before Eagles forward Johnny Gaudreau’s empty netter sealed the win.

A closer look at that game, though, underscores the real difference between the two clubs. BC took six penalties and was winning for the majority of the game and still outshot BU 44-27. BU goalie Sean Maguire let in five goals, but his stellar play kept the game from blowout territory. Eagles goalie Brian Billett’s shaky play let BU back in the game, and he hasn’t played since. Freshman Thatcher Demko has started the last four games for BC and looks to be the entrenched starter. Demko now has several impressive road wins on his resume, including rock-solid performances at UNH, Penn State, Providence, and BU back in November.

That game was more indicative of how these teams match up. BC led the entire game, took seven penalties, and still outshot BU 40-23, and it showed on the scoreboard that time with a 5-1 win. As York said, Demko was “outstanding,” and only let a fluky power play redirect behind him. This game was also before BC’s power play production matched its talent, a unit that was “the difference” in the second game, according to BU head coach David Quinn. That conundrum seems to have been solved, and Quinn now has to worry about the nation’s best offense at all times.

Quinn was encouraged by his team’s effort in the latter matchup, though, saying it was “a step in the right direction.” Yet the Terriers continue to struggle. BU has only won one out of its four games since it played BC and suffered a demoralizing tie to Hockey East bottom-dweller UMass on Friday due to a blown lead late. Worse, the Minutemen outshot BU 49-22.

If a pattern isn’t clear yet, it should be: BU gets outshot a lot, by a lot, and its puck possession woes lend to its 1-8-2 record since the start of December. Losing its best player, defenseman Matt Grzelcyk, early in January didn’t help, but with or without him, the Terriers see too much rubber going the wrong way. Per Weei.com’s Scott McLaughlin, the Terriers get outshot by over 10 shots each game. Near them in those shot differential rankings are American International and Alabama-Huntsville. Yes, Alabama-Hunstville has a hockey team.

Unless those crossbars, posts, and the ghosts of Jack Parker and Mike Eruzione intervene, BC should advance to the final against either Northeastern or Harvard, who play the earlier first-round game. BC swept Northeastern in an early November home-and-home and clobbered Harvard 5-1 on the road later that month.

Aside from a sleepy start to the second period by the Eagles and a garbage-time power-play goal from Harvard, the gulf between the Crimson and BC was obvious in November, and it likely would be again should 43rd-ranked Harvard get by Northeastern and meet the Eagles in the final—assuming BC makes it that far.

Harvard’s overall record is 6-11-3, and the team has just nine conference points in 15 league games. Head coach Ted Donato, now in his 10th season in charge at Cambridge, brings in quality recruits but hasn’t produced in recent years. Donato’s career winning percentage with the Crimson is .472.

I think we are capable of making a pretty big jump soon,” Donato told CollegeHockeyNews.com. “We have showed signs and we have played in spurts pretty well.”

Donato could take that “big jump” in this tournament by capturing the first Beanpot title for his alma mater since just after he left campus for the NHL. Harvard hasn’t won the late game on the second Monday in February in 21 years, and the last time it played in that game was 1998.

One of Donato’s prominent recruits is now Harvard’s leading scorer Jimmy Vesey. Vesey is a third-round pick of the Nashville Predators and commands the attention of whomever Harvard plays. Another thing to watch for in a potential Harvard-BC matchup is that the last time these teams met, Eagles senior Bill Arnold took a a game misconduct in the third period and the whole team racked up eight total penalties.

Northeastern would present a greater challenge. The Huskies made BC earn its 4-3 OT win at Matthews’ Arena like few opponents have. The Eagles rallied from a two-goal third period deficit and had to fight for everything they got. Head coach Jim Madigan’s team has since rocketed to No. 10 in Division I and is tied with UMass-Lowell for second place in Hockey East, behind BC.

Northeastern has its own possession issues, though. According to McLauglin, only BU is outshot on a per-game basis more than Northeastern in Hockey East (5.42 shots per game). Unlike BU, Northeastern has a game-breaker and a goalie that can bail out the rest of the team. Last year’s Beanpot MVP, now-sophomore Kevin Roy, can fill up box scores as well as anyone in the conference who isn’t on BC’s top line, and senior goalie Clay Witt is tied with Demko for the lead in conference save percentage at .953.

The likely final is the Huskies and the Eagles, and if that occurs, Witt and Roy would probably need to be the best players on the ice that night if the Huskies were to have a good chance of winning, because the TD Garden won’t mimic Matthews Arena’s raucous student section that hangs over the ice in the century-old layout of Northeastern’s home rink.

Anything can happen in two hockey games, especially these particular two. But BC hasn’t lost in the past 12 games for a reason, and it’s the same reason it hasn’t lost at this tournament in four years: the Eagles are the standard for college hockey in this area. Because of that standard and the one they set for themselves, York’s team is the overwhelming favorite to win its second trophy of the season. This one would probably feel a little different than the Three Rivers Classic cup, though. It is the Beanpot, after all.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Shutout From Demko Boosts BC Past Friars In Fifth Straight Win

By Marly Morgus

Assoc. Sports Editor
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Emily Fahey / Heights Editor 

Brendan Silk acquired the puck in the neutral zone and went charging down the ice toward Jon Gillies in net, flanked by Patrick Brown. As Silk coasted in, he waited patiently for his moment against one of the nation’s top goaltenders. Just as he was exiting the left circle, he saw his chance and flicked his shot up glove side, beating Gillies and putting the game’s first tally on the scoreboard.

Silk’s goal came more than 30 minutes into Friday night’s top-10 showdown of Boston College vs. Providence College in Providence’s Schneider Arena, an evenly matched game with very little scoring and strong performances in net on each side. In the end, it was BC that would emerge with a 2-0 victory, Silk’s goal coming as the game winner.

The Eagles started off the first period strong, immediately turning on the offense to take a lead in the shot count, but none of their efforts could get past Gillies, who has a season save percentage of .927 and was the starter for team USA in January’s IIHF World Junior Championships.

Midway through the period, Providence kicked into gear, bringing the shot count even, but the Friars were met by a strong presence in net, this time by BC’s Thatcher Demko.

“I thought Thatcher played extremely well in goal for us,” said head coach Jerry York after the game. “I mean, he’s just getting better and better as he gets more exposed, more games, and he gained some experience. For an 18-year-old player, he’s a pretty special player, so I thought he was pretty outstanding.”

The freshman goaltender has started the last four games for BC, helping to carry the Eagles on the current 12-game unbeaten streak.

Demko stayed steady through the entire first period, and the teams headed into the break in a deadlock—just one shot separating their totals, as well.

The second period started out with a much stronger offensive coming from the Friars as physicality increased with the tie remaining unbreakable. Part of the Friars’ domination on offense could have been due to the absence of BC’s Kevin Hayes, who sustained a hip injury during the first period and did not return for the rest of the game.

“It was a hip pointer,” York said. “He took an awkward fall there, probably will be pretty tender for a few … I probably shouldn’t say. I don’t know how long.”

Austin Cangelosi moved up onto the Gaudreau-Arnold line to fill Hayes’ spot, and York said that he thought the freshman did well in the transition.

On several occasions during the second period, especially during shorthanded situations for either team, plays would end with tussles in front of the net as frustration mounted.

“It was a hard, hard game to play,” York said. “There was a lot of physical contact, a lot of scrums.”

York said that the Eagles will be dealing with more close games of this sort as the season comes to an end.

“The crowd was, they were out there to support their Friars pretty well so it was a good atmosphere to play in,” he said. “It did have kind of a playoff type atmosphere, you know, one-nothing through two periods.”

Then, just over halfway through the second period, Silk finally managed to beat Gillies and was assisted by Brown and Steve Santini, giving BC the 1-0 lead, even as the Eagles were being far outshot during the first half of the period. Spurred on by Silk’s goal, BC managed to put up more offensive efforts, but once again, Gillies maintained his composure, keeping the Friars’ deficit at one.

Demko shined during the second period, especially during the first half when seemingly all of the offensive chances were being produced by Providence. While giving up several dangerous rebounds and getting into trouble in the crease a couple of times, the freshman managed to rally each time and avoid a Providence score, making 12 saves in the second after a 10-save performance in the first.

“He’s a mature kid,” York said of Demko. “He’s played at the [National Team Development Program,] that level, he’s gone from San Diego to Boston for school, and he’s got a lot of maturity for a young kid.”

The Eagles came back out for the third period clinging to their one goal lead, but with Demko finishing off his shutout with eight more saves in the final frame, the slim margin would have proved to be enough. BC didn’t settle, though, as Johnny Gaudreau had unfinished business.

 Just minutes after a shot from Quinn Smith rang off the crossbar and the play was reviewed and confirmed as no goal, Gaudreau made a mark of his own on the scoreboard with an unassisted goal just at a little more than 14 minutes into the third period, extending his point streak to 21 games and giving BC a bigger cushion over the Friars.

Providence would take three penalties during the final frame, but BC failed to capitalize on any of them, and both teams would finish the night without a power play goal, the Eagles going 0-for-4, the Friars finishing 0-for-4.

It was Demko’s first shutout of his career, coming just as the Eagles head into the Beanpot. York, however, did not say whether Friday’s performance would cement Demko as the Beanpot starter.

“I’m just worrying about getting on the bus here,” he said. “I’m not going to… But he’s playing very well for us.”

Will Johnny Gaudreau Win The Hobey Baker?

Is The Junior BC Forward Set To Win College Hockey's Top Award, Or Will Kevin Hayes Steal It?

By Mike Hoff & Connor Mellas
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While Johnny Gaudreau is the early front runner for the Hobey Baker Award with a nation-leading 50 points, his teammate, and linemate, Kevin Hayes is hot on his tail with 45 points of his own. As Hayes' senior-season momentum grows, and Gaudreau's point-scoring exploits continue, the final battle for the Hobey could very well be a contest of Eagles. 

Gaudreauby Baker Is Near-Certainty

Mike Hoff | For The Heights

Boston College junior winger Johnny Gaudreau will most likely win the Hobey Baker Award primarily because he should.

Drew LeBlanc, the player to whom Gaudreau finished as runner-up in last season’s vote, had 50 points the entire season. Rylan Schwartz led the country that year with 53 points. If Gaudreau racks up as many points against Providence Friday night as he did in the last matchup against the Friars—four—he will have passed last season’s leading scorer before the Beanpot.

Perhaps most impressive about Gaudreau’s gaudy numbers are the circumstances in which he has produced. Besides linemate Bill Arnold, there were not many proven weapons for BC heading into the season. The Eagles are the youngest team in Division I, and Kevin Hayes was not a certainty coming off an injury that he said could have ended his career. Teams knew coming into the season that to stop BC, they had to stop No. 13, and none of them have been able to do it. Gaudreau is obviously not big, but any team that has tried to rough him up has failed.

The teams that haven’t taken that strategy have also failed, and that is due to Gaudreau’s consistency—he has had at least a point in 24 of his last 25 games, and in each of his last 20—and he shows continuous improvement.

“He’s at the very top of his game,” said head coach Jerry York after that first Providence game on Jan. 10, in which Gaudreau struggled at times yet still managed two goals and two assists. “He’s improved every year ... You know, people were saying last year, what more can Johnny do? [But] John wants to get better in every facet of his game. I think he’s stronger on the puck, he’s better defensively, he’s shooting the puck better. It’s an awful lot of fun for us to watch him play.”

That game highlighted another argument that furthers Gaudreau’s case: his competition. Excluding BC, Hockey East has seven of the top 22 teams in the pairwise rankings (Providence, Northeastern, UMass-Lowell, Notre Dame, Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire). BC has played eight games against those teams, and Gaudreau has eight goals and 17 points in those games.

Hockey East also boasts the best collection of goalies the country has to offer, but Gaudreau has made fellow Hobey Baker candidates Jon Gillies, Clay Witt, and Martin Ouelette look as helpless as anyone else.

The only possible holes in the New Jersey native’s candidacy are the quality of his current linemates and that, well, stats aren’t everything. Besides that, Gaudreau tore up opposing defenses with freshman Austin Cangelosi on his right wing before Hayes replaced the freshman. BC still does as its best player does: it’s 15-0-1 in games he’s scored a goal.

Gaudreau’s statistics and offensive highlights stand for themselves, but while Gaudreau may resemble the NCAA version of Patrick Kane in the offensive zone at times, he does not in the other two. Gaudreau has even been a regular fixture on college hockey’s best penalty kill all season.

Gaudreau will garner votes for other reasons. For one, his name is possibly the most recognizable of any player in the sport. A runner-up last season for the award, he was an integral part of BC’s 2012 national championship team as a freshman, and his memorable highlights will resonate in a sport in which live coverage is not always easy to find. Plus, voters can vote for Gaudreau without thinking that they are voting for the same player as last year because of his improvement on the stat sheet and the more subtle areas York mentioned.

Finally, no other candidates on top teams will jump off the ballot. The only other comparable name or compelling story that could compete may be Witt, a redshirt junior who played one game last year and now is holding Northeastern with a .943 save percentage in the top 10 despite his team’s getting chronically outshot in front of him. Witt probably will regress, though, and so will Northeastern as a result.

Gaudreau’s play has separated him from everyone else on the ice all season, and the rest of the Hobey Baker field will probably feel similarly on April 11.

Don't Count Out Kevin Hayes 2.0

Connor Mellas | Sports Editor

Right now Johnny Gaudreau is the best forward in Division I college hockey. Through 25 games filled with hair-pin passes, defenseman-shedding breakaways, goalie-dismantling dekes, and lethal finishing, Gaudreau has put up 22 goals and 28 assists for 50 points and averaged a clean 2.0 points per game.

At this point in the season, statistically and otherwise, it’s difficult to argue that anyone is more deserving of the Hobey Baker Award than Johnny Hockey. Come April 11, though, that may not be the story.

Gaudreau’s biggest challenger isn’t one of his opponents on the ice. It isn’t Northeastern’s Clay Witt and his .943 save percentage, St. Lawrence assist-machine Greg Carey, or the current leader in the fan vote, Ryan Faragher of St. Cloud State.

Rather, Gaudreau’s greatest threat to winning the Hobey stems from one of his greatest allies and a fellow Eagle—his linemate Kevin Hayes.

The 2012-13 season was a disappointment for everyone expecting Hayes to live up to his first-round pick potential. His junior-year effort yielded six goals and 19 assists for 25 points in 27 games—respectable numbers, but not for a 24th-overall pick by the Chicago Blackhawks.

Then, in the blink of an eye—following a three-game suspension for violating team rules—Hayes’ career was nearly over. In a matter of hours, nonchalance spiraled into DEFCON 1 as Hayes went from charlie-horsed to hospitalized. Four emergency surgeries left him with a massive scar but saved his career—and his leg.

“I think after the (quadriceps) injury last year—it was real close to being a career-ending injury,” Hayes told ESPNChicago.com in early January. “I was about 10 hours away from them amputating my leg off. I think it kind of made me wake up a little bit and value the game a little more.”

At the start of this season, Hayes returned to the Eagles as a different player. Finally embracing his strength and size, Hayes has become the power forward scouts projected him to be in 2010. Despite having played two fewer games than he did as a junior, Hayes already has 19 goals and 26 assists for 45 points—just five points short of Gaudreau and the national lead.

As the season has progressed and Hayes has adjusted to his new role—and moved onto the Gaudreau-Bill Arnold line—he’s continued to improve. Through the first 13 games of the season, Hayes scored six goals and provided 12 assists for 18 points. Over the past 12 games, the forward has netted 13 goals and 14 assists for 27 points, three goals and one point more than Gaudreau over the same timeframe—Hayes is getting better with age.

Entering trophy season, Hayes seems poised to continue his renewed affinity for point scoring, and the Dorchester native will benefit hugely from one key fact: His first name isn’t “Johnny,” and his last name isn’t “Gaudreau.”

To say Gaudreau is going to stop scoring would be idiotic. Yet, as arguably the most recognizable and widely-known player in college hockey, Gaudreau is the guy that teams are going to continue building their game plans around, and when BC meets opponents with better defensemen and higher quality goalies in the trophy hunt, it’ll be harder for Gaudreau to escape the increased attention. More and more defensemen focused on stonewalling Gaudreau means more and more openings for Hayes. Stopping Johnny Hockey should be every team’s objective, and Hayes only stands to benefit.

Hayes has the sellable story—the life-altering moment followed by the realization of potential. He has the stats—a five-point differential is nothing for players of Gaudreau’s and Hayes’ caliber. If Gaudreau hits a rough patch and begins struggling in a game or two, Hayes could catch up in the blink of an eye. With Gaudreau as opposing defenses’ main focus, he’ll get the opportunities, too. Finally, Hayes has momentum. His numbers are continuing to increase—the forward has six goals and four assists for 10 points in his past three games, the same point total as Gaudreau.

No matter who the finalists are for the Hobey Baker, it’s likely going to be a tight sprint for first place. In the end, there’s a great chance that the race could be decided by who performs better in Conte Forum.  

COLUMN: The BC Men's Hockey Team's Report Card
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Dear Mr. and Mrs. Boston College men’s hockey team,

As you’re certainly aware, at this time of year—with college hockey trophy season lurking just around the corner—it is customary to give the parents of our teams an update on their squads’ progress throughout the season so far. Just as the parents of Boston University, Maine, Providence, and the other Hockey East teams enrolled in our class are eligible for a season review, as the parents of BC men’s hockey, you’re entitled to a full report card of your team’s performance. For your convenience, BC’s progress report has been broken into five sections—offense, defense, special teams, goaltending, and fan appeal—and is graded on a standard A to F, 4.0 scale.

Offense: To be completely honest, the consistently lethal goal-scoring efficiency displayed by your team has exceeded our wildest expectations. Through 25 games, BC has scored 112 times—20 more goals than the No. 1 team in our school, Minnesota.

While many components have led to your team’s success, a few notable players have made huge contributions. Junior winger Johnny Gaudreau—or “Johnny Hockey”—has led the team with 22 goals and 28 assists for 50 points and has built up a 20-game point streak. He’s been playing exceptionally well with his linemates, winger Kevin Hayes, who has dramatically improved from last year, and center Bill Arnold—the seniors have scored 45 and 36 points, respectively. As a trio, your team’s best forwards fill the top-three spots for Hockey East scoring leaders.

The older boys have led your team so far this year, but the freshmen have been settling in quickly and contributing, too. Ryan Fitzgerald and Austin Cangelosi have excelled, scoring 21 and 18 points, respectively. Adam Gilmour has started to come into his own recently, scoring three goals in the month of January, and Chris Calnan, one of his linemates, has recorded nine points on the season and definitely has more to give as he continues to settle into the team.

Going forward, we imagine it will be difficult for the offense to improve on its performance thus far, but continued success will mean maintaining the same rapid goal-scoring pace and finding more goals from other lines. Grade: A

Defense: Coming into the season, we knew transitioning to life without seniors Patrick Wey and Patch Alber would be difficult for your team. This said, an influx of freshman talent has made the process far easier than expected, and the defense has had a fairly solid season. Returners Isaac MacLeod, Michael Matheson, and Teddy Doherty have worked well with freshmen Ian McCoshen, Scott Savage, and Steve Santini, and the defensive pairings have helped hold opponents to 58 goals on the season. Of the defensemen who have played 10 games or more, McCoshen has the highest plus-minus at plus-20, and Doherty has the lowest at plus-7.

Given the youthfulness of the pairings, it’s not surprising—though it is somewhat concerning—that your team’s defense has struggled with focus in some games. Giving up five goals to Holy Cross and four goals to Boston University were low points, and allowing 4-15-1 Penn State two goals on Saturday night nearly blew a 10-game undefeated streak.

Additionally—despite Santini’s plus-19—after being disqualified from two games, the 6-foot-2, 201-pound defenseman has been flagged as someone who has difficulty playing with others.

To improve, the defense needs to work on retaining focus and cutting down on superfluous penalties, and must avoid playing down to other team’s levels. Grade: B+

Special Teams: Earlier in the season, we were extremely concerned about the productivity of BC’s power play. Sluggish, disjointed, and wildly ineffective, one of the most important part of your team’s game was simply not up to par with the rest of the class. Lately, though, with the reshuffling of personnel, the power play has seen a boost and has climbed to a 20.4 percent success rate.

On the other hand, the Eagles’ penalty kill has flourished all season, killing 105 of 116 man advantages for a Division I hockey-leading 90.5 percent kill rate.

With the power play showing improvement as of late and the penalty kill displaying consistency over the course of the season, BC’s special teams can advance their growth through continued scoring when on the man advantage, and by maintaining the same level of stinginess on the kill. Grade: B+

Goaltending: While all the members of your team have been working hard this season, two have been relentlessly competing against each other day in and day out—goalies Brian Billett and Thatcher Demko. Billett’s played more games this season, recording a .920 save percentage and a 2.40 goals-against average (GAA) in 15 appearances. The freshman, Demko, has played 10 games, but is coming on strong, starting the past three games and recording a .919 save percentage and 2.17 goals-against average on the season.

Both goaltenders have had good games and bad games, and looking ahead at the postseason fight, it’s essential for your team’s success that one heats up enough to command the net in the season’s final stretch. Grade: A-

Fan Appeal: Well, your team certainly does have a penchant for the spectacular, doesn’t it? Judging by the noise in Conte Forum against BU a few weekends ago, the fans are certainty being entertained, and from Sports Center Top 10 plays to physics-defying backhanded goals to hat tricks to huge hits to nearly incomprehensible dekes—there’s certainly been a lot to see.

We’re a little bit worried about how all the attention is affecting your team’s brother, the BC men’s basketball team, but regardless, it is our best judgment that the best way to elevate fan appeal to an even higher level and to receive extra credit would be through a tournament rematch with Minnesota. Grade: A

Final notes and observations: The Eagles, the youngest team in school, are No.2 in their grade. To date, they’ve exceeded the expectations we held going into the season, but there’s still room for further improvement. In terms of final projects, a field trip to the Frozen Four would not be out of the question. Cumulative grade: A-

An earlier version of this article listed Cam Spiro as having graduated. The article now accurately reflects that Spiro is a junior forward on the BC men's hockey team.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Battle Of The Green Line Set For Friday
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Back in November, Boston College celebrated head coach Jerry York’s just-announced contract extension through 2020 by dismantling rival Boston University on the road, 5-1. After that game, first-year Terriers boss David Quinn said, “the score was indicative of the game that was played … I want it to sting … we need to feel this pain. It was a mismatch.”

As the rivals prepare to face each other again Friday night in Chestnut Hill, Quinn and his players are feeling more pain than Quinn would probably deem necessary. BU was blown out 7-3 against Maine at Fenway last Saturday, and has lost its past four games.

 Without a win in their last six contests, the Terriers have also recently suffered substantial personnel losses. Wingers Jake Moscatel and Evan Rodrigues have been injured since Jan. 4, and sophomore defenseman Matt Grzelyck—who Quinn called his “best player” at the Frozen Fenway practice press conference—suffered a separated shoulder last Thursday in practice and is “going to be out for a while,” according to Quinn, as reported by SB Nation. Forward Sam Kurker, a former second-round draft pick of the St. Louis Blues, also left the university on Monday.

“We are in that little funk where you fix one hole in the dam and the other one springs loose, and you put your finger in that one and another one springs loose,” Quinn said after the Maine loss, according to The Daily Free Press. “We have to find a way to put all our fingers in all the holes and stop that dam from leaking all over the place.”

If the contrast of the state of each respective program was on display in early November, the Eagles—sitting in first place in Hockey East and moving up in all the national polls—could conceivably obliterate that dam altogether on Friday. One major way in which BC has improved since the first meeting of these two teams is the power play. BC has had the best offense in the country for almost the entire season, but only recently has the power play matched the Eagles’ even-strength potency.

 York and his staff have made some technical adjustments on the power play, such as utilizing more of a 1-3-1 formation with four forwards and one defenseman, as well as some personnel changes, including the utilization of freshman forward Adam Gilmour at the point. The biggest changes that York has noticed are simpler ones, though.

“I think just the cohesiveness, it looks like we’re using each other well, we’re moving pucks, we’re getting more shots to the net,” York said after practice on Tuesday. “So I’d say [we’re] more cohesive as a unit, getting out of the zone, setting up in the zone, and now we’re getting more shots on net.”

Throughout BU’s season to date, penalties and the penalty kill have been an issue. Maine converted its first three man advantages against the Terriers, and Quinn’s squad has committed 18 penalties in its last three games combined.

“Right now we’re in a situation where it’s one thing after another,” Quinn said. “It’s a different problem every game right now, and that’s something we’re going to have to correct.”

The main problem BU faced in the first Commonwealth Ave. showdown was that it could not contain BC’s top line of Austin Cangelosi, Bill Arnold and Johnny Gaudreau. The trio combined for three goals and six points that night, and Cangelosi has since been replaced by power forward Kevin Hayes on that line.

“Ever since we put them on a line together, they’ve been very, very good,” York said of his top unit consisting of Hobey Baker finalists. “I like how they’re playing.”

When asked what role all these divergent factors between the two teams could play Friday night, though, York expressed faith in the rivalry. “I think the rivalry is such a big thing for us, and you need rivals in sports and BU-BC is something our kids really get excited about, and we’re really looking forward to Friday’s matchup,” he said.

“We’re not concerned about recent records, it’s how you play Friday night. The team that plays best Friday night will win 95 percent of the time. Some nights there’s crossbars and posts. But it’s not how we played last week or how BU played last week, but it’s how each team plays on Friday night and we’re [going to] prepare really hard for it.

“You know, it’s a weekend that brings BU here and Maine here, but all our preparation is for BU,” York said. “Saturday morning we’ll wake up and prepare for Maine, but we’re really concentrating on BU here.”

York even went so far as to invoke the Patriots as an example of a team succeeding despite injuries to dispel any notion of a drop off in skill for BU. The Eagles will be focused on getting ready for Friday, and according to York, they will need to be, because the rivalry is real. How powerful the rivalry is remains to be seen until the final horn on Friday, because what is also real is the gap between these two hockey teams.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Demko Is Best For The Eagles' Future
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In 2011, the Boston College men’s hockey team faced an unusual problem. After years of great goaltending from current NHL players Scott Clemmensen, Cory Schneider, and John Muse, the Eagles couldn’t figure out who their No.1 was.  There was a revolving door of goalies made up of then-junior Parker Milner, freshman Brian Billett, and senior Chris Venti. Milner asserted himself as the starter with two solid performances against New Hampshire, and from that time on, BC would not lose another game.

Now, two years later, the Eagles face a similar situation. Sixteen games into the 2013-2014 season, the Eagles boast a 10-4-2 record with the youngest team in the nation, and once again, there is no permanent starting goalie.

For the most part, Billett, now a junior, has been splitting time with freshman Thatcher Demko.  While the strategy has worked to this point, it is time to start giving Demko the bulk of the work.

In terms of raw talent, Demko may be the best goalie BC has seen in a long time. Before coming to BC, Demko spent the 2012 season as the starting goalie for the U.S. National Under-18 team.  He won 30 of the 43 games he started, posted a .910 save percentage, and picked up six shutouts along the way.  Coming into BC this year, he was considered the No. 1 goalie prospect by a wide margin, and the only reason he was not taken in the 2013 NHL draft was because he was too young to be draft-eligible.  While he may not see much live action ahead of Jon Gillies of Providence or Anthony Stolarz of the OHL’s London Knights, it is tough to argue that he does not have a much higher ceiling at BC than Billett.   

The general consensus around BC is that the net is going to be his at some point in the future, so why not sooner rather than later?  This BC team already plays as many as three freshman defensemen on any given night.  Putting Demko between the pipes full time gives the whole unit a chance to grow together. Putting Demko in now is a better move for the future of the Eagles, but it is also the best move for right now.

Both Demko and Billett have put up strong numbers thus far in the 2013 season. Demko has a .911 save percentage and is letting up 2.31 goals per game, while Billet has a .917 save percentage and is letting up 2.58.  While the numbers compare well, Demko may have an edge on Billett in one category.  Demko has already proven that he can go on the road in Hockey East and win games against rival teams as a freshman.  His last two outings on the road came last Saturday at New Hampshire and on Nov. 8, at BU.  In both games, he let up just one goal and led his team to two wins.  In Billett’s last road game, BC was blown out 5-1 by Maine and Billett was pulled after the second period.  Winning on the road in Hockey East is never an easy thing to do, and Demko has already done it in two of the toughest arenas to play in.  

What’s important to consider is that Billett will likely receive the next three or four starts.  With the team off until after Christmas, Demko will be away playing with the U.S. team when the Eagles return to the ice.  However, if Billett is less than dominant in Demko’s absence, then Demko should be starting. He is a goalie who seems to have an abundance of talent and enough confidence not to be rattled in a hostile environment. Sooner or later, the net is going to be his.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Billett Proved Himself, Even Before BC

By Mike Hoff
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I don’t read many student newspapers from other top-flight college hockey schools, but I’m assuming that most, if not all of them, did not do a big feature story on a freshman goalie as part of their hockey season preview. But that’s the buzz that came with Thatcher Demko heading into this season—and deservedly so. Barely 18, he’s projected to be one of the top American goalies taken in the upcoming NHL draft. 

Because of those circumstances, the goalie situation for BC has been mostly framed as waiting for the freshman to take the reins and bring the rest of his young teammates to their fullest potential along with him. 

Those people apparently don’t remember that, two years ago, the Eagles faced the same situation in net—just substitute “Demko” for “Billett.” Billett arrived on campus in 2011 with the following accomplishments: he was elected to the EJHL All-Star Game in each of his three seasons with the New Hampshire Monarchs, he led his team to titles in 2010 and 2011, was the EJHL Goaltender of the Year in 2010, and had a career .935 save percentage with the Monarchs. That was a lot of potential at the time—enough to believe that Billett could have taken a loaded 2011-12 team to the top. 

That team did get to the top, but not with Billett in goal. Junior Parker Milner took hold of the starting job down the stretch and was the last goalie standing when BC was the last team at the Frozen Four. Billett made his case, though, especially with a dominant performance early in the season at Agganis Arena. Sound familiar? If the score of that game was 5-1 instead of 6-1, the parallels would be too overwhelming. 

Billett was somewhat forgotten heading into this season because of a sophomore season that featured concussions and Milner as the entrenched senior starter.

Head coach Jerry York didn’t forget, though, and said he realizes he should have given Billett more of a shot last year.

“Last year we never really had a chance to play him with Parker,” York said after BC’s win at Harvard this season. “When we wanted to play him he had a concussion and missed a full month of the season. Looking back I probably should have played him more, but Parker was just so dominant.”

That night at Harvard, York also added, “Our goaltender [Billett] was the difference in the game ... He was one of the key reasons we won the game tonight.”

Last week at home against UNH,  the Wildcats outshot BC 16-4 in the second period, but weren’t able to put any past Billett. Kept in the game by Billett once again, BC’s inconsistent but explosive offense detonated in the second period, and the Eagles left with a 6-2 win. After the game, UNH coach Dick Umile said, “[BC’s] goaltender won the game tonight.”

Demko can win games for BC, too, and he did the next night at UNH with an excellent road performance for any goalie, let alone a freshman. For a young, erratic team, however, one that has the capability to drop a home game to Holy Cross—a game in which Demko let in five goals on 18 shots—more reliability in net is much needed. 

 As tournament season approaches, York would be best served to follow his blueprint from two years ago.
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After multiple shots from Grayson Downing, Brian Billett was caught out. Screened by a University of New Hampshire Wildcat, he was temporarily blinded. A long-range blast from Trevor van Riemsdyk slipped through the Boston College defense, but the Eagles’ goaltender parried the puck wide with his padding. It was one of many impressive saves from Billett, who finished one save short from his career high of 40 in his team’s 6-2 victory over No.18 UNH.

“At first, they were just throwing shots at the net, I think, to feel me out,” Billett said. “Later in the game, once they saw that we were up by four or five goals, they were parking guys in front and hoping for screens and tips.”

Billett was busy throughout the night protecting BC’s lead, which they gained after 1:07. Bill Arnold split UNH’s two defenders with a chipped pass that was collected by Johnny Gaudreau. The Eagles’ talisman found himself one-on-one with Billett’s counterpart, Casey DeSmith. Gaudreau proceeded to cross up the UNH goaltender, finishing easily on his opponent’s right side.

“They got a breakaway,” UNH head coach Dick Umile said. “Look who got the breakaway. We let him get behind us. That’s not a good plan.”

Despite their slow start, the first period was not all bad news for Umile’s team. The Wildcats plundered Billett and the Eagles’ defense with 16 shots in the first period, though all of those efforts were saved by BC’s goaltender. 

Offensively, the Eagles got off to a slow start due to a large amount of puck possession from the Wildcats. UNH’s control of the game pinned BC into its own zone and made it difficult for it to counter.

A quick start to the second period from the Wildcats made them look likely to threaten the Eagles, as a Jeff Silengo shot that came from just over the blue line beat Billett easily. The senior right-winger cut across the center of the ice from left to right before unleashing his equalizer into the net.

The pores in the Wildcats’ defense opened up later in the second period, though. BC reclaimed the lead less than one minute after Silengo’s goal through Steven Santini’s finish. The goal developed when a nifty backhanded pass from Austin Cangelosi found the on-skating Destry Straight. The junior centered the puck to Santini, who made no mistake from point blank range.

BC was excellent coming forward at the UNH defense with a swift attack, and Umile was displeased with his team’s play in BC’s four-goal second period.

The Eagles would counter throughout the period, but their attacks would prove fruitless until 15:06 when Gaudreau slotted the puck between the stick and legs of van Riemsdyk to find Cangelosi in front of the goal. The freshman chipped the puck over DeSmith’s shoulder, threading the slim margin between the goaltender’s mask and glove.

One minute later, Teddy Doherty notched his first goal of the season. The puck popped over the goal, when Doherty caught it and placed it down for an easy wrap-around finish.

Twelve seconds later, the Eagles’ second period demolition concluded with a Kevin Hayes wrist-shot that rooted DeSmith to his crease. Jeff Wyer replaced DeSmith after Hayes’ goal, which gave BC a 5-1 advantage heading into the final period of play.

Straight would score five minutes into the third to put BC ahead by five goals, one of which was pulled back by van Riemsdyk, who beat Billett from miles out at 6:50 in the third period.

UNH did well to combat the Eagles in the first and third periods, limiting the BC attack to just four shots in each passage of play. In fact, the Wildcats dominated the Eagles throughout the evening, outshooting them 41-21. BC was able to capitalize on its chances, though, and that made the difference.

“We had some chances and we didn’t miss many,” York said. “If we had a good chance, it was a red light, and I thought that was a real plus for us.”
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The only positives that Boston College could take out of its embarrassing loss at home to Holy Cross on Friday were the events of the third period. Hoping for any semblance of life from his team, head coach Jerry York switched up his forward lines, most notably by placing his top three playmakers—seniors Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes, and junior Johnny Gaudreau—on the same line. The move produced three goals, and York stuck with the same trio throughout Friday’s game against the New Hampshire Wildcats, even after a first period in which the Eagles mustered just four shots—one of which was a Gaudreau goal. 

“They are our three most dynamic offensive players,” York said. “Generally I like to split them up, but we were experimenting a little bit, you know. We were coming off two losses in a row. And in the second loss to Holy Cross, we put them together in the third period … There’s a chance they could be a very good line for us.”

York’s forwards rewarded his patience in the final two periods, exploding for four goals in the second period and adding one in the third. While both Gaudreau and Hayes contributed to the output in the last two frames (Hayes with a goal, Gaudreau with an assist), it was three other players—players whose production could have been more than reasonably expected to falter due to such a concentration of talent at the top of the lineup that made the biggest impact. 

Playing without Gaudreau for the first time in several weeks, freshman forward Austin Cangelosi led the attack and finished with a goal and two assists, good for a game-high three points. His two linemates, junior Destry Straight and fellow freshman Ryan Fitzgerald, were playing without their usual center, Hayes, for the first time in several games. With Fitzgerald at center, the trio combined for six points and a cumulative plus-eight rating. 

Their instant chemistry was most evident on BC’s last goal. Leading a two-on-one with Straight into the Wildcats’ end, Cangelosi stopped just below the right faceoff dot violently yet gracefully, and spun back with Gaudreau-esque fluidity, leaving the UNH defense scrambling. Wide-open, Cangelosi fed a trailing Fitzgerald in front of the net. Hooked—even if the officials failed to notice—Fitzgerald could not get a shot off, but all the action left UNH backup Jeff Wyer scrambling and unaware that the puck was at the goal mouth. Straight then did the dirty work and banged home the sitter. 

“[The goal was] just a testament to my linemates,” Straight said. “[Fitzgerald] and [Cangelosi] had a great game. On the goal, [Cangelosi] made a great play, and he got [the puck] to [Fitzgerald], and I was lucky enough to be there and get an early Christmas present.”

The real gift may be York’s, if production can be found throughout the lineup in its current state. 

Santini Steps Up

Before Friday, the last time freshman Steven Santini demolished an opposing player in the neutral zone at Kelley Rink, UMass winger Steven Guzzo was in an immobile heap on the ice and Santini was on his way to the locker room. Not only was it Santini’s second unsportsmanlike conduct penalty in a week—ensuring that he would be suspended for the next two games—the penalty gave way to UMass’ tying power-play goal. After the game, York had to answer for both the disappointing result of his team and his offending freshman blueliner. 

This week has been much kinder to Santini. He was picked for USA Hockey’s preliminarily World Junior roster on Wednesday, and he was BC’s best skater on Friday. The New Jersey Devils prospect finished the night with a game-high plus-four, was a stalwart in his own zone, and set up Kevin Hayes’ goal with a pinpoint two-line pass off of the left boards that sent Hayes on his way to paydirt. 

A physical, stay-at home defenseman like Santini could not be asked to do much more. He did more, though, something that Santini himself reminded his coach, whose press conference was much more lighthearted than it was three weeks ago. 

“And he scored a goal! He reminded me of that,” York joked, referring to the Straight rebound that Santini backhanded in at the back post in the second period. “I thought he played outstanding.”

Evidenced further by his apparent excitement toward York, Santini was feeling confident after his goal. So much so, in fact, that on his next shift, he destroyed another unsuspecting forward at center ice. York said, though, he was able to leverage his strength and physicality just right this time, and lowered his shoulder just enough to stay out of the penalty box.
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Outshot substantially for the second night in a row, on the road, devoid of power plays, and playing its last game before its season’s extended halfway break, Boston College needed some extraordinary performances for a chance to grab any points from Saturday night’s game at UNH’s Whittemore Center. The Eagles got those performances from their top line and goaltender Thatcher Demko, and BC left Durham with a 2-1 win and four more points in the standings than they had Friday afternoon, giving the young Eagles squad a welcome boost into their Christmas respite.

Demko played the biggest of all. On his last day as a 17-year-old, the freshman put forth an effort that dispelled any doubt about head coach Jerry York’s sticking by him after Demko’s poor game against Holy Cross on Nov. 29. It was also an effort that harkened back to another game against UNH, one in which Demko also played superbly, but in which BC didn’t even participate. 

A year ago to the weekend, playing for the USA U-18s, Demko stopped 35 Wildcat shots in front of York and BC assistant Greg Brown. BC offered Demko a position the next day, and then Demko paid the dividends Saturday night.

The goalie sent back all but one of UNH’s offerings, stoning every type of chance. Demko worked quickly to corral all loose pucks, minimize rebounds, and move post-to-post fluidly when faced with odd-man rush one-timers. For a 6-foot-4 goalie, it was extremely impressive.

That size also served him well in more predictable scenarios. In two of these instances, Demko kept his team in the game when many would not have been able to. 

The first came a couple minutes into the second period, when an egregious Eagles defensive breakdown and a saucer pass to UNH forward Collin Bourque left Demko as the only obstacle between Bourque’s point-blank wrist shot from the left slot and the back of the net. Demko calmly kick-slid to his right and ‘played big’—in other words, he came out of his net and left no angle for Bourque to fit his shot in between Demko’s frame and the goal’s. Bourque’s shot was harmlessly swallowed up, and BC retained the lead. 

The second time Demko saved the game by ‘playing big,’ he didn’t need to make a save. In the third period, as BC packed the defense in and UNH fired away from the perimeter, Wildcats forward Jay Camper ripped a missile of a shot from just outside the slot considerably over the crossbar. Camper was not rushed, and his shot was not tipped. On the outskirts of his crease, Demko again relented little daylight from Camper’s vantage point, and Camper couldn’t pick his spot—few could.

 The Wildcat center’s misguided screamer was the epitomization of his team’s third period. Possessing the puck for the majority of the last frame, UNH only came away with seven shots on goal. So while Demko only “saved” 28 shots, he affected many more.  

The Eagles came away with the only goal of the first period, when BC’s star-studded line of upperclassmen pounced on the chance that their young goalie gave them. Down a man three times in the first period, Demko backboned the nation’s No.3-ranked penalty kill and kept the Eagles in the game by staving off all the Wildcats’ chances—many of them quality. Just over 16 minutes into the period, though, junior Johnny Gaudreau and seniors Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes did what they were put together to do. 

“[That line] should [create chances],” York said after Friday’s game. “They are our three most dynamic offensive players.” 

Create they did, Gaudreau specifically. Coming down the left wing, Gaudreau stopped and generated space by sliding farther toward the half-wall in the Wildcats’ zone. As he drew the defense laterally, Hayes drove vertically from the blue line towards the space Gaudreau created, and Gaudreau promptly passed the puck to Hayes. Hayes, sensing a defender coming from the net-front area to fill the area vacated by those that went to Gaudreau, one-timed the puck towards Arnold, who was posting up right in front of goalie Casey DeSmith. After a few hacks, Arnold banged the puck into the back of the net to give BC the first lead of the game.
In the second, the Wildcats’ Matt Willows, a top-liner himself, tied the game with rebound wrist shot from the far post 7:11 into the game. BC’s top guns—the most explosive in Hockey East—responded a little more than 10 minutes later. 

Caught in a line change, senior captain Patrick Brown was in Arnold’s place this time, but filled it well. Just inside the redline, Brown saw Hayes filling the gap behind the UNH forwards and in front of the defensemen near the right side offside faceoff dot. Brown led Hayes and skittered a pass into the Wildcat zone. 

Rarely smooth but ruthlessly efficient, Hayes created space from his defender with a simple right-to-left move at the right hash instantly released his snap shot in stride. DeSmith barely saw it, but not because he was screened. The puck was past UNH’s goalie before he could check which hole the shot beat him through. 

The Eagles’ defense hunkered down after Hayes put them up 2-1, and the score didn’t change the rest of the way. They could only do so much, though, because of the position that their top weapons and Demko’s best outing put them in.
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Down three goals midway through the first period, the Boston College men’s hockey team was looking at a long remainder of its weekend matchup against the University of Maine Black Bears at Alfond Arena.

 With the exception of a lone goal by Scott Savage assisted by Johnny Gaudreau, the Eagles struggled to connect their shots against a very solid Maine goaltender.

 The Eagles entered this one-game road trip having won four of their five Hockey East Conference games, while the Black Bears were 3-2-1 in the Hockey East.

 BC started junior Brian Billett in net again. Given the pressure the Black Bears forced on Billett, he kept the Eagles within fighting range throughout the game, but they still fell to the Black Bears with a score of 5-1.

 The Black Bears came out fast and aggressive against BC’s starting line. Devin Shore scored the first goal of the game for Maine just 37 seconds into the first period. Ben Hutton added to Maine’s lead shortly thereafter with an odd-man rush coming off a failed Eagle forecheck, lifting a backhand over the glove of Billett.

 Savage’s goal at 17:27—an odd-man rush play developed by Gaudreau on the boards who then passed to Savage in the slot—was key to changing the momentum in BC’s favor.

 While BC did not score again, the Eagles played much more evenly with the Black Bears for the duration of the game.

Destry Straight had a good scoring opportunity for the Eagles right away in the second period, but was denied by Martin Ouellette, the Black Bears’ goaltender. Ouellette brought an aggressive game of his own, drawing an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty at 2:12 along with BC’s Adam Gilmour.

 BC worked to create scoring opportunities, often displaying a lot of aggression in front of the Maine net. All of BC’s attempts were shut down by Ouellette.

Billett, too, had great saves in the second period, particularly a high blocker save after a flurry in front of the Eagles’ net with 30 seconds left in the period.  

 Outside of the last minute, play was dominated by the Eagles throughout the second period.

 The only goal of the second period came from Shore with the assist going to Jon Swavely, whose backhand rebound was left in front of a nearly open BC net, allowing Shore to charge in and finish the play.

 Brad Barone replaced Billett in net to begin the third period, and Barone made huge saves right off the bat to keep the score at 4-1.

 The third period was uneventful except for a goal by Hutton at 16:26 that sealed the loss for the Eagles, with his shot going past Barone on his glove side.  

 While BC was outshot 14-10 in the first period, the Eagles outshot the Black Bears 14-7 and 10-8 in the second and third periods, respectively. Neither team scored on the power play, and faceoff wins were tied at 29.

 The Eagles now have a record of 5-3 when scored on first in a game.
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For the first time since 2009, the Boston College men’s hockey team faced off against Harvard in the regular season last night at the Bright Hockey Center in Allston. The layoff did not change much. BC beat Harvard handily, winning 5-1, improving its record against the Crimson in its last 11 games to 8-3. 

A mismatch from the outset, the Eagles outshot the Crimson 17-3 in the first period. Harvard was fortunate to escape the period letting just one of those shots through. The first and only goal for either side in the period came 4:46 in, and it came again from BC’s potent front trio. 

Senior center Bill Arnold, sensing pressure on his back side, fired the puck across the net area to a strangely open Johnny Gaudreau. Gaudreau fed an unmarked Austin Cangolesi in the slot, who one-timed his shot past Crimson goalie Steve Michalek. 

Harvard’s lone flurry came at the beginning of the second period. The Crimson controlled the play for the first several minutes, culminating in a BC penalty from forward Destry Straight 5:58 in. 

Both during and prior to Harvard’s man-advantage, BC goalie Brian Billett continued his steady play and rejected all Crimson offerings. Then, after Straight got out of the penalty box, an Eagle 4-on-2 ended in a goal for Straight. The goal, coming just a minute before the halfway mark in the game, was set up by a beautiful back and forth between defenseman Danny Linell and forward Kevin Hayes. Hayes, just above the right faceoff dot, sent a cross-ice pass that hit Straight’s stick’s tape at  Michaleks backdoor and then found the back of the twine. The goal rewarded the faith of the coaching staff, who promoted Straight to Hayes’ line for the first time in the game. 

BC and its top line would add another one in the second. Cangelosi, with the puck near his own blue line, spotted Gaudreau splitting the defense and sent Gaudreau on his way. Gaudreau caught the puck at the opposite blue line and increased the lead to 3-0 with 5:50 left in the second. 

Gaudreau added to his and BC’s total in the beginning of the third. With the rebound from Teddy Doherty’s point shot skittering into the slot, Gaudreau managed to fit his stick between two defenders and backhanded in his 12th goal of this early season to put BC up 4-0 2:21 into the third.  

Fitzgerald, too, would get in on the scoring just two minutes later, when he one-timed a nice feed from inside the left faceoff dot from Hayes past Girard at 4:22. Doherty, scratched for much of the season, had an assist on this one as well. 

A flurry of late goals led to Harvard’s only goal at 16:06. Luke Esposito banged in a power play score from the slot for his first career goal. It was obviously too little and too late.
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Fans at the William D. Mullins Memorial Center screamed for play to resume. All four referees were watching a video replay of Minuteman Troy Power’s goal that would tie the men’s hockey game against Boston College 2-2 early in the third period. After minutes of careful deliberation, the referees emerged and declared the goal “no good” due to a missed offsides call on the University of Massachusetts. 

In the first of their two scheduled match-ups of the 2013-14 season, the Eagles and the Minutemen underwent a more closely-played game than expected. BC’s strong second period and an illegal review call early in the third ultimately gave the Eagles a 2-1 win in game one of a two-game series. 

Coming off an 11-0 victory over Army, the Eagles were the definite favorites against the Minutemen, who had just lost a two-game series against the University of New Hampshire, with scores of 4-1 and 9-0, respectively. Eagle domination was expected, but the early minutes showed quite the opposite. 

Play was evenly matched throughout the first period, the only excitement coming from three BC power plays and one UMass power play, all of which both teams successfully killed. BC, despite edging the Minutemen in shots 12-8, didn’t produce many scoring opportunities against freshman goalie Mac Haight. 

UMass put the first points on the board with a rebound goal by Branden Gracel from Shane Walsh. Walsh shot from the slot, and the rebound was left in the open in front of BC goalie Brian Billett, allowing Gracel to tap the puck in to create a Minutemen lead. 

BC emerged in the second period showing its speed and skill, moving the puck well and creating better scoring opportunities. Johnny Gaudreau scored the first goal for the Eagles to tie the game at one, with a cross-crease pass from Isaac MacLeod at 9:25.

Gaudreau’s goal further ignited BC momentum, and Kevin Hayes followed up minutes later with a power play goal from Danny Linell at 13:42. The Eagles put 16 shots on net against Haight in the second, ending the period ahead 2-1.

BC’s energy briefly paused after the puck drop that began the third period. The Minutemen dominated play until Michael Matheson drew a high-sticking penalty 2:11 into the third. Shortly after, the Minutemen tied the score at two with a backhand shot by Powers that snuck past the pads of Billett. A penalty was simultaneously called on Scott Savage, who was sent to the box although the penalty whistle was blown before the puck crossed the goal line. 

Head coach Jerry York called the referees to the BC bench, after which all four referees—a rare occurrence for college hockey—went into the video review box to reassess the play. The choice to review was the officials’ decision. The goal was waved off because the Minutemen were offsides. Matheson remained in the box and was joined by Savage, whose penalty stood. The Minutemen went on a brief 5-on-3, but the Eagles killed both penalties. 

Hockey East officials said a day after the game that the review was illegal and that UMass’ goal should have stood. Offsides can only be reviewed in a televised game and when the penalty is “egregious” in nature. The game wasn’t televised, and Hockey East determined the penalty also wasn’t egregious, but, according to the release, “there is no league protocol by which the situation can be overturned.”

The last minute and a half was controlled by BC’s penalty kill, running the clock down for a tripping penalty on Ian McCoshen.
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Readying to receive a pass from his right with his team down 2-1 and with just under three minutes left in the game, UMass left winger Steven Guzzo likely had little idea where BC defenseman Steve Santini was. Santini, though, aggressively made his presence felt. As the puck approached, Santini, coming from the right side of his own blue line, made a bee-line for Guzzo’s left shoulder and completely obliterated him, forcing Guzzo to the ice in an immediate heap. For his efforts, Santini received an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty, as well as a game disqualification. It was the 18-year-old’s second such offense in six days, resulting in a two-game suspension, pending review by Hockey East Commissioner Joe Bertagna.

The play would prove costly in the long run, as the Friday night matchup between Boston College and UMass would end in a draw, the Eagles settling for three points in the home-and-home series.

A little over a minute into the five-minute major, UMass senior forward Branden Gracel’s shot bounced off of Michael Matheson in front of the net and past Eagle goaltender Brian Billett, tying the second leg of the back-to-back at two. Despite a couple of chances for both sides in the overtime period, the game ended with the same score.

UMass was still seething over a gut-wrenching loss at home caused by a late disallowed goal that was illegally reviewed by the officials, and the Minutemen capitalized on that fervor to jump out to an early 1-0 lead. But BC immediately responded with a goal of its own, by a freshman, nonetheless. A three-on-two started by defenseman Danny Linell’s interception of a poor UMass breakout pass at the blue-line ended with Hayes feeding freshman Ryan Fitzgerald for an easy one-timer. The assist was Hayes’ 10th and the goal was Fitzgerald’s fifth.

Less than three minutes later, Gaudreau—college hockey’s leading scorer—sensed the six sets of UMass eyes fixated on his stick and backhanded a pass to freshman Austin Cangelosi across the slot. Cangelosi, able to sneak behind the Minutemen coverage, efficiently deposited the go-ahead goal. It was the freshman’s fifth goal and Gaudreau’s 10th assist.

With the freshmen supplementing the vets on the top two lines, the rest of the Eagle forwards were freed up to grind, kill penalties and sustain offensive zone pressure, and generally perform in their roles without feeling the pressure to be something they are not.

“I thought [forward Quinn Smith] played with a lot of gusto, [forwards Michael Sit, Destry Straight, and Patrick] Brown, that group of players, they played really hard,” York said. “I think we have some good depth up front.”

The forwards all performed in their respective roles, and the Eagles defense corps did too. Matheson and freshman Ian McCoshen laid claim to the ice in front of Billett all game and led the charge in snuffing out any and all Minutemen rebounds or odd man rushes, decreasing the number of scoring chances. Billett grinded through his first back-to-back of the season and gloved several threatening shots from the perimeter. A team-wide, grinding win, it seemed.

Youth serves in different ways, and the whole spectrum was showcased at Kelly Rink on Friday when the Eagles’ rookies showed costly inexperience at times but also made valuable contributions.
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Going into Friday’s game, both the Boston College and Boston University men’s hockey teams were ranked in the top 25 nationally.

Other than that, the two Commonwealth Ave. rivals could not be in more disparate states. Take the respective coaching situations. This past week, BC signed its head coach, Jerry York, the winningest coach in college hockey history, to an extension through the year 2020. BU’s head coach, David Quinn, had eight games of college head coaching experience heading into Friday’s showdown.

The Eagles dominated on the scoreboard, on the ice, and deflated the Terriers en route to a 5-1 throttling at Agganis Arena during Friday night’s game, BC holding BU to just six even strength shots on goal.

“That’s a really good hockey team we just played, [they have] a lot of depth up front, good defense, very good goaltending,” Quinn said. “They beat us in all facets of the game. It was a mismatch as the game went on. I don’t want to say we quit, but I think we got demoralized.”

Dominant from the start, the Eagles controlled the first period. BU was outshot 16-5 in the first frame and gave the Eagles’ top lines chances that the Terriers could not afford in their current state.

The most egregious of these opportunities came when, after a failed BU clearance, the puck found BC forward Johnny Gaudreau who quickly spotted linemate Austin Cangelosi, who calmly slid the puck in between O’Connor’s legs to put the Eagles up 1-0 9:10 into the game.

Less than three minutes later, York showed part of why he deserved that extension. York spotted that Quinn iced his seldom-used fourth forward line, and York responded with the same Gaudreau-Bill Arnold-Cangelosi mix that put BC ahead.

On the ensuing shift, Gaudreau beat O’Connor for his only goal of the night off of a pass from Arnold. The snipe gave BC a 2-0 lead 11:36 into the contest.

“[Gaudreau]’s just a great college player,” Quinn said. “He’s a guy that can create an awful lot of offense and when you go to him and you don’t have 100 percent intent to play the body, you’re [going to] pay a price and we certainly paid a price tonight.”

Arnold’s assist was the 100th point of his BC career, joining Gaudreau as the only active players to reach that milestone.

The only time all game that the Terriers threatened to grab any momentum was 31seconds into the second period, when Arnold was sent off for high-sticking. A minute and 29 seconds into the Terrier power play, forward Robbie Baillargeon’s shot caught freshman Nick Roberto’s stick and the puck fluttered past BC goaltender Thatcher Demko to make the score 2-1.

The blemish would be the only one of the night for Demko and the Eagle defense. Despite six BU power plays, including a five on three late in the second, BC surrendered that sole goal and just 23 shots on net.

“I thought we got outstanding goaltending from Thatcher Demko,” York said. “I thought our ability to defend on the penalty kill was [good], part of that was Thatcher, but also blocking shots and making good plays ... especially on the five on three.”

Any positives gained from Roberto’s goal were quickly retracted when Gaudreau pounced on a loose puck on an Eagle power play.

With a shooting lane available, Gaudreau deked past a Terrier defenseman and saw nothing but white between him and O’Connor. He faked out O’Connor such that O’Connor was flailing on the ice, and then skated behind the net. Gaudreau threw a no-look, behind his back pass to Arnold once O’Connor had risen and skated to the other post. Arnold put it away and BC went up 3-1.

“Johnny’s the only player I’ve ever played with that would know not to shoot it on that kind of mini-breakaway, take it behind the net, curl, and throw it back out,” Arnold said after the game. “It was the easiest goal you’re ever [going to] score. It was just a tremendous play by him.”

In the third period, Kevin Hayes and Fitzgerald tapped into their recently developed chemistry on a neutral zone turnover by BU a little over seven minutes in. Hayes would beat the goalie with a forehand to backhand move for a 4-1 lead with 12:25 left.

Less than a minute later, Hayes topped himself with a no-look cross-ice backhand pass to BC forward Destry Straight who was unmarked and behind the BU defense. Straight, a fourth-liner, easily beat O’Connor for the last goal of the game at 8:27.

While the goal was mostly due to Hayes’ brilliance, Quinn saw mistakes from his squad that were representative of a team that doesn’t get it yet.

“Hayes made a great play but we got three guys around him and everybody’s stick-checking,” he said. “It’s not about impressing the crowd with big hits, it’s about the subtle toughness in this game that ‘Joe Fan’ doesn’t notice. And we didn’t have any of that tonight.”  
Minor Midget - Wood (literally) big addition to Battalion back end 

Submitted By Shawn Dietrich on Monday, January 06, 2014

Waterloo Minor Midget Alumnis Kyle Wood returns to line up for North Bay Battalion after a lengthy time on IR with injury. Read Article Below by Jordan Ercit.

 Sometimes it is hard to remember how young Kyle Wood is and just how far along he's come in the major junior hockey game.At six-foot-five, the 17-year-old defenceman is the tallest player on the ice for the North Bay Battalion. At 229 pounds, he's also a massive blue-line presence, right behind the just-as-solid Marcus McIvor.

Surprise considering his mom, a Manulife Financial employee in Waterloo, is six-feet even and his dad, a warehouse manager at Krug, is a shade under 72 inches tall.

"My mom's dad was about six-five at one point," Wood said. "But I was about six-two my minor midget year and then last year I grew a couple inches, and added about another inch this summer.

"I think my parents were shocked how I kept growing, sprouting up and stuff, but it's good for my hockey career -- how I got bigger and stronger -- and it's worked out so far."

Yet as the new year begins, Wood is still finding his stride in the OHL.

Last weekend, the former third round priority selection pick made his 2013-14 season debut against the Sudbury Wolves, showing decent hands and offensive ability for a young man his size, and is already picking up time on the Battalion power play after suiting up in 21 regular season and playoff games as a rookie.

Not bad for a kid who missed the entire pre-season and 35 games of regular season action to start his sophomore year in the OHL.

But big things are expected of Wood, a right-handed shot who also spent 46 games with the Tier 2 Orangeville Flyers of the Ontario Junior Hockey League last season and five games of playoff action with the Jr. B Waterloo Siskins as a 15-year-old affiliate in 2011-12.

There will be a grace period as he gets back into game shape, but "once he gets going, he'll be a big addition to our hockey team," head coach and director of hockey operations Stan Butler said. "By the time he's 18, 19, he'll be one of the top defencemen in our league. I don't think there's any doubt about that, just as long as he stays healthy."

Wood said that hasn't been an issue up until this year, when he stumbled in Battalion training camp, hit his leg awkwardly on the ice and dislocated his knee cap, which also damaged the bones around his meniscus. It didn't feel too bad at first, he said, but the injury ended up costing Wood 35 games of OHL action after undergoing surgery.

"It was kind of weird," Wood said. "I was going up the ice, I think I was making a play or something, and I just lost an edge -- or stepped on a stick, or a puck or something -- and my leg gave out.

"I think I've missed a couple of game my whole career, just from being sick or a hurt wrist or a bruised bone or something, but that was my major injury."

The wait was tough to handle, Wood said, but his return this week coincides with the lone visit of the season from the Kitchener Rangers -- Wood's hometown team from the Waterloo Region -- who visit Memorial Gardens Sunday at 2 p.m.

Despite growing up in Waterloo and wearing the city's traditional black-and-gold colours -- synonymous with the city's annual Gold Puck minor hockey tournament -- Wood grew up a Rangers fan and attended games with his dad and brother. His grandfather owned season tickets at the Kitchener Memorial Auditorium Complex, the home of the Rangers, too.

So Sunday's game will have some extra meaning for Wood, even though he's played the Rangers before as a rookie in exhibition action.

"It's going to be weird playing against them and looking at the jersey that you've been growing up with," Wood said. "But I've kind of moved past that now and I'm trying to focus on the future. Take things game by game."

This article has been viewed 292 times.
By  Mike Scandura   
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WORCESTER – The Springfield Falcons played Sunday’s game against the Worcester Sharks with one hand tied behind their backs. 

 Though injuries and call-ups by NHL parent Columbus reduced Springfield to five defensemen, it prevailed 2-1 on goals by Jack Skille and Jean-Francois Jacque, plus superb goaltending by Jeremy Smith (28 saves). 

“We were only missing (Tim) Erixon, (Dalton) Prout, (Cody) Goloubef and (Frederic) St. Denis,” coach Brad Larsen said with a smile. “Other than that, we were fine. 

“We haven’t been playing great. Guys knew they had to dig down. We didn’t generate (much offense) for sure. But the one thing we want to be is solid in defending. I think we got better as the game went on. We didn’t give them much.” 

Even though Larsen knew Springfield would be short-handed on the blue line, he didn’t have a magic formula for spacing out minutes to avoid tired legs in the third period. 

“We had Will Weber, who got into a fight and took a penalty in the third,” he said. “On our kill, we had three forwards. Jacque was playing on D. 

“Actually, figure this one out. We’re 2-0 when we go with five defensemen this year. It happened in Syracuse. A guy got sick, so we went with five D there. I don’t think it’s a recipe we’re going to use all the time. But guys found a way tonight.” 

Smith’s play was a major reason. 

 In the third period alone, he made two lightning-quick glove saves that could have resulted in goals. 

“Smitty played real well for us,” Weber said. “That was a huge help. He had some big saves. He made some huge glove saves at the end. Worcester had some Grade A scoring chances, and he stood tall for us. 

“It’s definitely nice to come in here and get a win because we’ve been up and down the last couple of weeks.” 

Skille broke a scoreless tie at 3:29 of the second with help from Lukas Sedlak. 

 Sedlak fed Skille, who sailed down the left wing and beat Harri Sateri (nine saves) with a snap shot to the far right corner. 

 That lasted until 12:18 when John McCarthy tied it. 

 McCarthy skated down the left wing, and when he stopped at the dot in the left faceoff circle, he snapped off a shot that beat Smith to the far right corner. 

 But Jacques gave Springfield a 2-1 lead going into intermission when he finished off a two-on-two rush with Skille. 

 Skille centered the puck for Jacques, who deflected it past Sateri at 17:01. 

 The victory moved Springfield into second place in the Eastern Conference with 74 points, with the top four teams gaining home ice for the first round of the Calder Cup playoffs. 

“This was a must-win,” Larsen said. “Even under the circumstances with the guys out, there weren’t any excuses. It wasn’t perfect. But it’s not about perfect play at times. You have to get desperate at the right time.”
By  Erika Leigh   
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SPRINGFIELD -- The Springfield Falcons dream season is slowly slipping away with a disappointing 3-2 shootout loss to Providence on Saturday night. 

The team is skirting into dangerous territory where they could potentially not make the playoffs despite a five-point lead over Albany heading into Saturday's contest.

The theme of the night was to "fight," with the Falcons hosting "Pink in the Rink" for breast cancer awareness, but the baby B's and the Falcons took the meaning even more literally.

It only took a few minutes for the first scrum of the night to break out between Paul Thompson and Mike Moore and the trend would continue throughout. 

Providence scored first on a goal by Seth Griffith just under three minutes into the game on a power play that resulted from a slashing call against Thompson. 

With dominant possession in the offensive zone, the Bruins looked like they could keep the Falcons at bay heading into the break with a 1-0 lead. Luckily for Springfield, Craig Cunningham went to the box for hooking and Ryan Craig found the net with the man-advantage to tie things up.

Carter Camper, acquired in a trade with Providence for Blake Parlett last month, made his debut with Springfield in Saturday's game. Camper earned an assist on Craig's score.

The second period was all Providence, dominating puck possession across both the attacking zone, as well as the neutral zone. Netminder Malcolm Subban made key stops to keep the Bruins in the game despite being on the wrong side of the man-advantage twice following Springfield's goal.

Providence would score again to regain the lead on a goal by Alexander Khokhlachev that snuck past Mike McKenna just 6:16 into the period. Springfield would have trouble keeping the B's out of their zone for the rest of the period, but would keep them from scoring again. 

Providence would hold the 2-1 lead heading into the second intermission, but not for long. Just over six minutes into the third, Sean Collins found his way around Subban to tie things up and that score would hold until the end of regulation.

Five minutes of overtime wouldn't settle things, but a shootout would have to. Heading into Saturday's score-settler, both teams had eight wins as results of shootouts throughout the season.

It would end with the Bruins improving to a 9-6 record in the shootout.

It took eight rounds to put an end to things, with Camper scoring against his former club in the second round and Griffith settling the score in the fourth round. Eventually, it'd be Justin Florek to end the game, netting one past McKenna for the win.

McKenna and Subban both had excellent performances in a true battle of the netkeepers. McKenna made 27 saves, while Subban stopped 29 pucks of his own. 

The Falcons are back in action on Sunday when they head to Worcester to take on the Sharks in the first game of a four-game road trip. Their next home game is Friday, March 14 when they take on the Albany Devils at 7 p.m.
By  Garry Brown   
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SPRINGFIELD – Three days ago, the Springfield Falcons had nine defenseman. Now they have six. 

Two of them, Dalton Prout and Cody Goloubef, went to the Columbus Blue Jackets on recall now that the National Hockey League’s Olympic break is over. 

Soon after those two left town, the Falcons lost another valuable D-man when Tim Erixon went down with an injury. So, while they await a possible callup from the ECHL, the Falcons could go into Saturday night’s home game against Providence with the bare minimum of backliners. 

Such is life in the American Hockey League, and nobody knows that better than Falcons coach Brad Larsen. 

“Yeah, we lost three in two days, so that’s where we’re at,” he said. 

Still here and ready for duty against the P-Bruins are alternate captain Frederic St. Denis, Patrick McNeill, Will Weber, Austin Madaisky, Thomas Larkin and newcomer Denny Urban. He was acquired in a trade last week, but has been held out of the lineup because he needed practice time to adjust to the Falcons’ system. 

Chris MacFarland, the Columbus assistant general manager who has charge of the Falcons roster, said it was possible that a defenseman could be brought up from Evansville, Springfield’s ECHL affiliate. 

“In any case, this situation presents an opportunity for Thomas Larkin and Denny Urban,” MacFarland said. 

With the NHL trading deadline coming up Wednesday at 3 p.m., MacFarland is in town for player evaluations, both with the Falcons and other teams. 

“I’m going to a game in Hartford (Friday night), then to the Bruins game (Saturday afternoon), then back for our weekend games,” he said. 

After their home game against Providence, the Falcons play at Worcester Sunday afternoon. 

After a big shootout victory Feb. 21 at Manchester, the Falcons frittered away a 3-1 lead and lost to last-place Hartford last Saturday. They also lost Sunday at home against Norfolk, but were encouraged by the way they played. 

“We gave them 10 scoring chances, maybe five good ones, and we had 15-plus. We lost, but I liked the way we played and stuck with the process,” Larsen said. 

Now, as the season heads toward its closing weeks, every game gets tougher for the Falcons because teams trying to get into the playoff race are “playing desperate,” as Larsen says. 

While the Falcons have stumbled after their hot start, St. John’s gained nine of a possible 12 points on a New England swing, and moved into fourth place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference. 

Bridgeport, though still out of the playoff picture, has won six in a row and 11 of its last 13. 

ICE CHIPS:� It will be “Pink in the Rink” Night at Saturday’s game, sponsored by Westfield’s Noble Hospital. Falcons players will wear pink in support of breast cancer awareness and research. The game jerseys will be auctioned, with the proceeds going to cancer research . . . The P-Bruins have won seven of their last 10 . . . Their No. 1 goaltender, Niklas Svedberg, has 20 victories and a 2.71 goals-against average . . . His backup, Malcolm Subban, has a 2.27 . . . The latest AHL suspension for an illegal check goes to ex-Falcons defenseman Theo Peckham, now with Rockford. 

Garry Brown can be �reached at �geeman1918@yahoo.com
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Before I start this blog, I want to thank The Republican's Vern Hill and Ed Kubosiak at MassLive for asking me to continue to write blogs, even though as most people know I have stepped down as president and a minority owner of the Springfield Falcons. I am not retired as a lot of people think, but am staying on to assist in the transition, handle the hockey side of the business with Columbus and continue to work with my corporate partners. As I told a good friend of mine the other day, I have simply reduced my work hours from 70 a week to 40, which to me seems like being retired. The blogs give me a great chance to stay connected with this wonderful community and weigh in on a number of hockey issues, both with the Falcons and other hockey points of interest.

I want to also thank all of the people who reached out to me in one form or another, to wish me well and thank me for my efforts with hockey in Springfield over the years. It was very humbling to hear from so many people, not only throughout the Pioneer Valley, but across the U.S. and Canada who took the time to email, send a card, a text or made a phone call. The hockey family is a close one and I have been privileged to be a part of it for so long. The franchise here in Springfield, under the ownership of Charlie Pompea is in good hands and that certainly makes me feel good.

The NHL trade deadline is March 5 at 3 p.m. and this is always an interesting, but also unsettling, time for teams in the AHL. You never know whether or not the deals your NHL partner may make are going to impact you in any way. Over the course of my time here in Springfield, we have seen it happen both ways. A lot of it depends on whether or not your NHL club is a buyer or a seller. Are they close enough to the playoffs to make a deal that will help them up top, even if it means giving up a prospect or a draft pick? Or are they going to miss out on the playoffs and want to make a deal that will help them in the rebuilding process? The AHL has its own trade deadline of March 12 at 3 p.m. The week between the NHL deadline and ours gives us a chance to make a deal for players who are on AHL contracts. As of 3 p.m. on March 12, all rosters are frozen. 

With seven weeks to go in the regular season, the push is on for a playoff spot and the addition or deletion of a couple of players could make a big difference. 

 Thanks for your continued support and I look forward to seeing you at the Nest.

Bruce Landon is president and general manager of the Springfield Falcons. He can be reached by commenting on this blog or sending him an e-mail at blandon@falconsahl.com. For more information visit the team website.
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�SPRINGFIELD – Ever since the first week of this American Hockey League season, the Springfield Falcons have held first place in the Northeast Division. 

 The question is, can they hold it for the remaining seven weeks of the regular season? And there’s the larger question – how high can they finish in the Eastern Conference, where the playoff seedings will be determined? 

 For the first three months, there seemed to be no doubt about any of this. However, since the new year began, the Falcons’ season has gotten tougher. Their January-February report card shows them to be an under-.500 team – 11-12-0-1. That, after they spent much of the first three months with the best winning percentage in the entire 30-team AHL. 

 The Springfield club’s latest loss – a 4-3 grinder to Norfolk at home – actually had its positive aspects. After that one, coach Brad Larsen noted that his team had done everything except win the hockey game. 

“I liked us. I liked the way we worked hard and kept after it. I wouldn’t count this team out any time,” he said. 

 The AHL schedule gives the Falcons a valuable break this week. For a change, they don’t have a Friday game. That means an extra day of practice, and Larsen intends to take full advantage of it. 

“It’s an important week for a lot of people, including guys coming back from injuries. The intensity has been there for this team in practice, and we have to make sure it stays there,” the Falcons coach said. 

 The injured players in question are center Carter Camper and veteran winger Jack Skille. Camper has yet to play since the Feb. 14 trade that brought him from the Boston Bruins organization. Skille hasn’t played since Feb. 8. 

 In practice Wednesday, Camper centered a line with Skille and Jonathan Marchessault on the wings. That line would seem to have considerable potential, but Larsen can’t be sure about it just yet. 

“We still have to see how they (the injured players) progress, and we won’t have any lineup decisions until game day,” he said, referring to his club’s next start Saturday at home against Providence. 

 Marchessault, one of the important parts of Springfield’s offense, said the team needs to play with consistency. 

“If you don’t play the full 60 minutes, you give the other team a chance. We know what we need to do, and we know we have to keep working hard,” he said. 

ICE CHIPS:� In nine games since joining the Springfield roster from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, winger Paul Thompson has three goals and two assists. He scored twice in the Falcons’ 4-3 shootout win over the Manchester Monarchs last Friday night . . . With defenseman Dalton Prout recalled by their parent Columbus Blue Jackets, the Falcons roster is still stocked with eight defensemen, including newcomer Denny Urban. He hasn’t played since coming here last Thursday in a trade . . . D-man Tim Erixon has a five-game point streak (one goal, five assists) and leads Springfield backliners with 26 assists and 31 points. He has played only 34 games for the Falcons because of two tours with Columbus . . . It will be “Pink in the Rink” night at Saturday’s game. The Falcons will wear specialty pink jerseys to raise money and awareness on behalf of breast cancer research. 

 Garry Brown can be reached � at geeman1918@yahoo.com 
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With the goal of his American Hockey League reassignment reached, Dalton Prout is ready to contribute to the parent Columbus Blue Jackets.

The defenseman, who was recalled from the Springfield Falcons on Monday, is back with Columbus after more than a month logging significant playing time in Springfield. Prout was sent to the Falcons Jan. 14 after returning from injured reserve due to an upper-body injury.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards told the Columbus Dispatch on Wednesday that Prout will be rewarded by getting a chance to compete for a spot on the No. 1 defense pairing alongside Jack Johnson.

"There have been some struggles this season, but we're confident (Prout) can step in and give us big minutes," Richards said. "And Jack's a guy who can chew up minutes, too."

Prout, 23, has two assists, 31 penalty minutes and 41 blocked shots in 25 games with the Blue Jackets this season
By  Garry Brown   
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SPRINGFIELD – Put this one in the “tough loss” column. 

 After falling behind by two goals in the first period, the Springfield Falcons mounted an intense comeback which finally gave them the tying goal at 6:35 of the third period Sunday afternoon. 

 Five minutes later, goaltender Jeremy Smith got screened, and the Norfolk Admirals got the go-ahead goal from Rickard Rakell, a No. 1 draft pick from Sweden. 

 So it was that the Falcons fell to a grinding 3-2 loss, witnessed by an all-out supportive crowd of 3,495 at the MassMutual Center. 

“I know it was a tough loss, but I have to say that I really liked us today,” coach Brad Larsen said. “We didn’t give them more than seven or eight good scoring chances. We were strong on the forecheck all day. Our guys worked hard, and I still like this team. I would never count them out, and I’d go to war with them any time.” 

For the first three months, Larsen’s Falcons played at an unreal pace – 22-5-1-3. Since the turn of the new year, the rest of the American Hockey League has started to play catch-up. The result: an 11-12-0-1 record for January and February. 

 The Falcons still hold command of the Northeast Division, but it’s getting tighter. So is the race for the eight available playoff spots in the Eastern Conference, with 21 games to go. 

 During this tough period, the Falcons have had trouble on home ice. They have lost four of their last five in the Nest, including a sloppy 4-3 setback Saturday night to Hartford, the Eastern Conference’s last-place team. 

 Sunday started with a defensive mistake which led to a goal by Norfolk’s Zack Stortini at the 3:37 mark. With four minutes left in the period, Norfolk’s Chris Wagner came out of a scrum behind the Springfield net and somehow trickled the puck across the line for a 2-0 lead. 

 The Falcons finally fired back at 11:03 of the third when Darryl Boyce scored after snappy passwork by Jean-Francois Jacques and Tim Erixon. 

 In that period, the Falcons mounted an all-out assault that finally brought the tying goal. Sean Collins scored it, with big assists from Andrew Joudrey and Patrick McNeill. 

 Smith has borne some of the burden during the Springfield slump. Despite playing as well as he did early in the season, he has won only once in his last seven starts since Jan. 10, though he maintains an 17-11-3 record. 

ICE CHIPS:� Paul Thompson, a right winger recently acquired in a trade, is the only Falcons player from New England. He grew up in Derry, N.H., and played four seasons for the University of New Hampshire in Hockey East ... Stortini spent two weeks with the Falcons at the start of the 2007-08 season. He played four games, then was promoted for the rest of the season by the Edmonton Oilers, Springfield’s parent club at the time ... Falcons fans are still waiting to see new players Carter Camper and Denny Urban. They haven’t played since coming here in trades ... The Falcons will have plenty of practice time this week. They don’t play again until Saturday, when they host Providence. They’ll be at Worcester Sunday afternoon.

 �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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By IAN CLARK

Special to The Republican

MANCHESTER, N.H. – A battle between two of the top teams in the AHL lived up to its billing.

The Springfield Falcons escaped town with a 4-3 shootout win over the Manchester Monarchs in front of 4,217 fans at Verizon Wireless Arena Friday.

The Northeast Division-leading Falcons improved to 33-15-1-4 and host Hartford Saturday at 7 p.m. and close the weekend with a visit from Norfolk Sunday at 3 p.m. The Atlantic Division and AHL-leading Monarchs dropped to 34-14-2-6.

Springfield was able to beat Manchester goaltender Martin Jones, who will be headed back to Los Angeles in the next few days to rejoin the Kings, for two goals in the shootout while Falcons goalie Mike McKenna stopped all four Manchester shooters he faced.

Andrew Joudrey beat Jones five-hole on the Falcons' first shot and Jonathan Marchessault snapped a shot past Jones’ stick in round three to give Springfield the winning margin in the shootout. 

Both teams had solid chances in the overtime. McKenna robbed Manchester’s Zach O’Brien point-blank with a left pad save with 2:00 remaining and then 40 seconds later Joudrey rang a shot off the left post.

Manchester’s Jordan Weal tied the game at 3-3 with 1:49 remaining Jones started the play, sending the puck to Weal racing up the right side. Weal got to the right faceoff circle and ripped a slap shot past the glove of McKenna and under the bar.

The Falcons broke a 2-2 tie with Paul Thompson’s second goal of the night at 10:42 of the third period. Tim Erixon’s shot from the left point hit a body in front and Jones managed to adjust and make the save, but it bounced around before Thompson was able to bang the rebound home.

Trailing 2-1, the Monarchs came out flying to start the third period, registering solid scoring chances that eventually led to the tying goal at 6:08. Jordan Weal won a faceoff in the Springfield end and Sean Backman got the puck to Nick Shore at the left point for a slap shot through traffic and over McKenna’s shoulder.

Springfield took a 1-0 lead at 4:01 of the first period on a goal from Thompson. Collins carried in on the left side and passed across to Darryl Boyce, who drove to the net before turning to pass back to Thompson in the slot for a shot to beat Jones low.

The Falcons extended to a 2-0 lead at 7:28 on a shorthanded goal from Boyce. Jake Hensen sent Boyce in one-on-one with Monarchs defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk and Boyce left Bodnarchuk behind with a deke in the left circle before cutting to the net and roofing a backhand shot past Jones’ glove.

The Monarchs got one back in the second period, notching the only goal of that frame. Vincent LoVerde’s blast from above the right circle was kicked out by McKenna, but the rebound went to Nick Shore on the left side for a rebound shot off McKenna’s shoulder and in to make it 2-1 at 5:34.
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SPRINGFIELD – As the Springfield Falcons and Manchester Monarchs race for the top spot in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference, they track each other’s progress from afar. 

 They have to, because they have met only twice. The Falcons beat the visiting Monarchs 3-2 in their Oct. 5 season opener, winning on a shootout goal by rookie Broc Little. 

 They met again Nov. 29 at Manchester, the Monarchs prevailing 4-3 in overtime. 

 Finally, they get to see each other again Friday night, when the Falcons make their second and last trip of the regular season to Manchester. The finale of their four-game season series is March 28 in Springfield. 

 Much has changed roster-wise for both teams since their October-November games (including the release of Little by the Falcons), but their race has remained close. 

 For much of the season, the Falcons held the edge in points percentage. That changed over the last 10 games. While Springfield sputtered to a 4-5-0-1 record, the Monarchs put together a 7-2-0-1 run and hold the conference lead both in points and percentage. 

 The Falcons practiced hard Tuesday, going in snow to skate at Cyr Arena while the Springfield Armor and Harlem Globetrotters take turns playing in the MassMutual Center. 

 The Birds know what they’ll be up against in Manchester, starting with their old goaltending friend, Martin Jones. He stands 15-3-7 with a 2.01 goals-against average after an early-season stay with Manchester’s parent club, the Los Angeles Kings. The Falcons got the better of Jones in a five-game first-round playoff series last spring. 

 The Monarchs also have Tyler Toffoli, last season’s AHL rookie of the year. He earned player of the week honors for Feb. 10-16 after firing five goals – two of them game-winners – in three games. 

 Toffoli has played 39 games with LA, and likely will be going back to the Kings after the NHL’s Olympic break. With the Monarchs, he has 15 goals in 18 games. 

ICE CHIPS:� Michael Chaput’s hat trick Sunday marked his first as a pro and the Falcons’ first since Jonathan Marchessault had one Jan. 5, 2013, at Manchester ... Goaltender Jeremy Smith and defensemen Thomas Larkin and Austin Madaisky will be at Tower Square’s second floor Wednesday from 2 to 3:30 p.m. for a free interactive floor hockey event ... Falcons captain Ryan Craig will do a “Stick to Reading” appearance at Springfield’s Mary A. Dryden Memorial School next Tuesday ... Fans who get to the Falcons box office before 5 p.m. Saturday will be able to buy discounted tickets for that night’s game by showing Big Y cards ... In addition to having a 2.03 GAA and three shutouts, Springfield goaltender Mike McKenna has four shootout victories
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SPRINGFIELD – Struggling in a slump, the Springfield Falcons needed a big lift Sunday as they faced off against the Worcester Sharks at the MassMutual Center. 

 They got just what they needed – a hat trick from Michael Chaput, a Montreal-born second-year pro who led a 4-1 victory before a crowd of 3,406. 

 This rangy skater lifted his season total to 15 goals as he scored on laser shots in the first and second periods, then finished off the victory by planting one into an empty net in the closing minutes. 

 After Chaput gave the Falcons a 2-0 lead, Worcester made it close with a second-period goal by Daniil Tarasov. 

 In the third, though, the Falcons did a good job of building their lead – even after being blanked on a four-minute power play in the early minutes. 

 Jonathan Marchessault put the Falcons up 3-1 when he shook loose on a breakaway and fired home a 10-footer at 14:13. It was No. 14 for Marchessault, who’s coming back after a scoring drought. 

 The Falcons also got considerable help from goaltender Mike McKenna, who made 29 saves in raising his record to 14-6-0. 

 The victory enabled the Falcons to avoid the embarrassment of being swept on the only weekend of this American Hockey League season in which they had three games at home. They lost Friday to Hartford and Saturday to Bridgeport, both by 5-2 scores. 

 As for the Sharks, they limped home after going 1-4-0-0 on a road trip that included an 8-0 pasting at Binghamton. 

 Despite their recent slumping, Springfield leads the Northeast Division with a 32-15-1-4 record and stands second to Manchester in the Eastern Conference. 

 Chaput’s first goal came on a power play, with assists from Tim Erixon and Jean-Francois Jacques. Chaput got loose at the right circle and lasered a shot just inside the right post. In the second period, he scored from straight out front, with Trent Vogelhuber assisting. 

ICE CHIPS:� The Falcons played without center Darryl Boyce, who had to sit out Saturday and Sunday after drawing an AHL suspension for a high-sticking match penalty in Friday’s game against Hartford. This marked the first suspension for the Falcons this season ... Springfield fans still haven’t seen Carter Camper, a center acquired last week in a Columbus trade with the Boston Bruins. He’s recovering from an injury ... Worcester’s goaltender, Troy Grosenick, played three seasons as a starter at Union College under the coaching of Springfield native Rick Bennett ... The Falcons play at red-hot Manchester on Friday, then have home games Saturday against Hartford and Sunday against Norfolk ... Gregory Campbell of the Bruins will sign autographs and greet fans at Sunday’s game from 3 to 4 p.m. in the arena concourse.�
By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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SPRINGFIELD - Even the American Hockey League's best penalty-killing unit has its bad days.

For only the third time this season - but the second in the last three games - the Springfield Falcons allowed a pair of power-play goals to their opposition.

The visiting Hartford Wolf Pack capitalized on those opportunities to defeat the Falcons 5-2 Friday before 3,224 at the MassMutual Center. 

J.T. Miller had a hand in all but the last goal, scoring two and assisting on two others. He beat Falcons goalie Mike McKenna for a rare shorthanded penalty shot at 6:57 of the third, the first successful Hartford penalty shot in eight attempts since Oct. 12, 2012. 

Ryan Bourque scored twice, and Dov Grumet-Morris made 30 saves.

"Apparently, the (all-star) break wasn't good for us," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "There's really not much to say about it."

Springfield also had success on the power play, as Jean-Francois Jacques and Michael Chaput scored, with Jonathan Marchessault getting assists on both.

Former University of Massachusetts defenseman Conor Allen assisted on a pair of first-period goals that gave the Wolf Pack the lead en route to their sixth win in the last eight games.

Springfield (31-14-1-4), which has lost two in a row after winning three straight, also allowed two power-play tallies last Saturday at Syracuse. The Falcons' league-leading PK percentage dropped from 88.9 to 88.4.

Jacques put the Falcons on the board first with a power-play goal 11:18 into the game. However, Hartford's Marek Hrivik delivered the knockout blow midway through the second period.

"There are five straight games against them where I didn't like us at all," Larsen said. "You've got to credit them. They're playing well."

Chaput also tallied with the man advantage, bringing Springfield back within two goals with 7:55 remaining. He buried a beautiful cross-crease feed from Marchessault, but Hartford had already done its damage by that point.

With Alex Aleardi serving a five-minute major for spearing to Darryl Boyce, who also received a game misconduct, Hrivik banked a shot off the back of Falcons goalie Mike McKenna's skate for a 3-1 lead at 10:56 of the second. Miller's penalty shot and Bourque's empty-netter simply added salt to the wound.

Springfield last allowed a penalty shot, which was successful, Jan. 11 at Hershey.

 After a first 10 minutes in which they looked virtually unstoppable, the Falcons hit a rut in the second half of the first period. The Wolf Pack (19-24-0-5) outshot them 3-1 in that stretch, with two of those going past McKenna.

"Just sloppy, giving it away," Larsen said. "We had a decent start, an okay first."

With the referee's hand up for a delayed penalty against Springfield, Miller skated in and wristed one past McKenna on the high glove side to tie the game with 5:27 left in the first. Bourque struck next with 45.5 seconds remaining, as he scored while falling down for a power-play marker.
By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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The Springfield Falcons' two representatives in the American Hockey League All-Star Classic were on the winning side Wednesday.

Defensemen Frederic St. Denis and Cody Goloubef were +3 and +2, respectively, for Team AHL in a 7-2 victory over Färjestad BK of the Swedish league at Mile One Centre in St. John's, Newfoundland.

St. Denis was tied for the game-high in plus-minus, along with Rockford IceHogs forward Brandon Pirri (two goals, one assist) and diminutive Albany Devils forward Joe Whitney (two assists). 

Pirri was named the most valuable player.

Bridgeport Sound Tigers forward Ryan Strome also scored twice for the AHL All-Stars. Mike Hoffman of the Binghamton Senators tallied a goal and two assists, while Whitney and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins forward Brian Gibbons also had a pair of assists.

Starter Jake Allen of the Chicago Wolves and backup Dustin Tokarski of the Hamilton Bulldogs made 14 and 20 saves, respectively. Tokarski allowed both third-period goals
By  Garry Brown   

on February 11, 2014 at 6:08 PM 
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SPRINGFIELD – To the average sports fan in the Northeast, Miami University in Ohio would not resonate as a hockey power. Minnesota, Michigan and Wisconsin, maybe. But Miami of Ohio? 

 Well, that perception doesn’t apply to hockey insiders. They know full well Miami has a solid program put together by Enrico Blasi, a respected coach whose teams have reached the NCAA tournament eight years in a row. 

 This season and last, the Springfield Falcons of the American Hockey League have had former Miami teammates on their roster – defenseman Will Weber and forward Trent Vogelhuber. 

 On Saturday, they added another when their parent Columbus Blue Jackets made a trade with the Boston Bruins. The B’s got sterling defenseman Blake Parlett, while the Jackets acquired skilled forward Carter Camper. 

 Weber, Vogelhuber and Camper played together for Miami from 2008-11. Their teammates also included Andy Miele, a forward who won the Hobey Baker Award in 2011 as the top player in the country. He’s now the leading goal-getter for Portland of the AHL. 

 During their sophomore-junior-senior seasons together, the RedHawks went 75-31-18 and won the CCHA tournament in 2011. 

 Having two former teammates with the Falcons should make the transition a little easier for Camper. Meanwhile, as the AHL takes its All-Star break, he will be trying to settle details about relocating his family to a new area. 

 In the trade, the Falcons lost a steady defenseman in Parlett, but gained a skilled centerman in Camper as they head into the late stages of their season. It can be viewed as a good deal for both sides. 

 The Falcons also have another capable new forward in Paul Thompson, whom Columbus acquired when it traded Spencer Machacek to the Pittsburgh Penguins. 

 Machacek played well for the Falcons this season and last, when he came from Winnipeg in a trade for Tomas Kubalik. Why, then, the move for Thompson? 

 It has to do with the AHL’s “veteran rule.” On a given night, teams can dress no more than six players who qualify as veterans, based on their number of games played in the AHL and NHL. 

 The trade of Machacek will ease the burden on coach Brad Larsen when it comes to his decisions as to who must be scratched on game nights. 

 Machacek has played more than 370 AHL games. Thompson has played 170-plus, but that puts him under the “veteran” designation. 

ICE CHIPS: Defensemen Cody Goloubef and Frederic St. Denis will represent the Falcons in the AHL’s All-Star Classic Wednesday night in St. John’s, Newfoundland ... As part of the festivities, the league will enshrine its Hall of Fame Class of 2014. It consists of player and coach Bill Dineen, coach Al MacNeil, goaltender Bobby Perreault and defenseman John Slaney ... Parlett played for Providence Sunday against the Falcons, who had been his teammates only two days earlier ... Vogelhuber and Camper rank as favorite hockey sons in Ohio, both coming from suburbs of Columbus ... As a collegian, Camper posted 183 points in 156 games ... With the league on break, players won’t be reporting back to their teams until Friday. At that point, the Falcons will start a three-game home weekend against Hartford, Bridgeport and Worcester ... With 27 games to play, the Falcons hold a 10-point lead over Albany in the Northeast Division. Springfield’s remaining schedule includes 13 games at home.�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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St. John's goalie makes 42 saves in 1-0 win at Mile One

They weren’t close to being at their best, but the St. John’s IceCaps found a way to win Saturday night.

“The way” wore pads, a mask and jersey No. 33.

© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

St. John's IceCaps  goalie Michael Hutchinson saves a shot from Binghamton Senators forward Darren Kramer during AHL action Saturday at Mile One Centre in St. John's.

Goaltender Michael Hutchinson made 42 saves — many of them outstanding, including a few in the final minute — as the IceCaps won their sixth game in row, blanking the Binghamton Senators 1-0 in American Hockey League action at Mile One Centre.

Eric O’Dell scored the only goal of the night as St. John’s posted their second win over the Senators in as many nights; the IceCaps (34-19-4) started a seven-game home stand by downing Binghamton 6-2 on Friday.

O’Dell scored his 15th goal of the season at 11:41 of the first period, taking an out-of-the corner pass from linemate and IceCaps leading scorer Kael Mouillierat and quickly snapping a shot past B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond.

It was all the home side needed as Hutchinson, making his 17th start in St. John’s last 19 games, posted his second shutout of the season and improved his IceCaps record to 12-4-1.

Hammond made 24 saves for Binghamton (33-19-4), which lost for a fourth straight time.

The Senators arrived in St. John’s with the highest-scoring offence in the league, but were stymied by Hutchinson, who totalled 70 saves in the two games, and was assisted by some fearless shot-blocking by his teammates.

Hutchinson’s best save on Saturday night probably came midway through the second period, as he slid across the crease to make a left-pad save of Corey Cowick’s one-timer on a cross-crease pass. However, when it came to clutch stops, none were better than two diving saves on the B-Sens’ Cole Schneider in the waning moments of the contest, with Binghamton on a power play and Hammond on the bench for an extra attacker.

The result gives St. John’s 72 points, two more than the Senators, but Binghamton officially remains in third place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference standings, with St. John’s in fourth. That’s because the Senators lead the AHL’s East Division, and the division leaders in each conference occupy the top three spots in the standings, regardless of record.

St. John’s is in second place in the Atlantic Division, eight points behind the conference-best Manchester Monarchs. The IceCaps have three games in hand on the Monarchs.

Notes

The IceCaps used the same lineup as they had on Friday, which meant defenceman Cody Lampl and forwards Ryan Schnell, Josh Lunden and Austen Brassard are scratches, along with goalie Eddie Pasquale and defenceman Kris Fredheim, both injured … The biggest change for the Senators saw Hammond getting the start in goal after Nathan Lawson went the distance Friday night … The IceCaps had seven power-play opportunities Saturday, but didn’t generate much offence with the man advantage, include a one-minute, 42-second five-on-three chance in the opening frame. Binghamton went zero-for-six on the PP. In fact, some of the best scoring chances in the two games came from penalty-killers on both sides … St. John’s continues its home schedule with games against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers (farm team of the New York Islanders) Friday and Saturday … The IceCaps hold their annual FanFest 1 p.m.-4 p.m. today at Mile One … The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday: 1. Hutchinson 2. O’Dell 3. Binghamton forward Stephane Da Costa… The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Julian Melchiori.
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© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ John Albert (centre) chases the puck on a scoring chance against Binghamton Senators netminder Nathan Lawson during the teams’ American Hockey League game Friday night at Mile One Centre. Defending for the B-Sens are Fredrik Claesson (right) and Chris Wideman (6). Albert scored on the play and added a second goal as the IceCaps won 6-2. The teams meet again tonight, 7:30, at Mile One.

St. John’s beats Binghamton 6-2, rematch tonight at Mile One Centre

In a game that featured a bit of just about everything — and for the St. John’s IceCaps, almost all of it good — the hometown IceCaps defeated the visiting Binghamton Senators 6-2 in American Hockey League play at Mile One Centre Friday night.

John Albert and Kael Mouillierat each scored twice for St. John’s (33-19-4), which has won five in a row. Adam Lowry and Eric O’Dell, the latter on a third-period penalty shot, also scored for the IceCaps, who will host the Senators (33-18-4) in a rematch tonight at Mile One.

With 20 games remaining in their regular-season schedule, the IceCaps have one more win than they did in the entire 2013-13 campaign, when they finished third-last in the AHL.

Buddy Robinson and Jean-Gabriel Pageau replied with third-period tallies for Binghamton, which continues to lead the AHL’s East Division despite having lost three games in a row.

Albert and Mouillierat each had power-play markers for St. John’s, which enjoyed nine man-advantage opportunities. But even though there were no shorthanded goals, many of the game’s best offensive opportunities came from players on the penalty kill.

The Senators had a series of two-on-one breaks while killing penalties, one which produced a spectacular glove-hand save by St. John’s netminder Michael Hutchinson, one which prompted many fans in the St. John’s end of the ice to stand and applaud.

And although Albert’s second goal officially came with the teams at even strength, it developed with St. John’s defenceman Ben Chiarot n the penalty box. Chiarot had just stepped out of the sin bin when Albert — who leads the AHL with six shorthanded goals — stole the puck from a Binghamton defender, skated around the victim of his thievery and then offered up a juke and deke to Nathan Lawson before slipping a shot past the B-Sens goalie.

Hutchinson made 26 saves for the win, while Lawson had 28 stops.

There were a total of 28 penalties handed out, resulting in 14 total power plays, including five for the Senators.

At one point, the Binghamton penalty box contained five players, so many that defenceman Michael Sdao, the last to arrive, chose to sit on the floor for a while because there was no room on the sin-bin bench.

 Notes: Healthy scratches for St. John’s were forwards Josh Lunden and Austen Brassard, along with defenceman Cody Lampl … Binghamton scratches included defenceman and captain Mark Borowiecki, who is injured and not travelling with the team. Tyler Eckford, another experienced Binghamton blueliner, did not play because of illness  … O’Dell’s penalty-shot goal, awarded when he was sent to the ice by Frederick Claesson on a breakaway early in the third period, was the second such tally for the IceCaps this season. Albert had the other one on Feb. 8 against the Worcester Sharks, a goal that came while St. John’s was shorthanded … Senators' forward Mark Stone drew an assist on his team’s second goal, extending his point-scoring streak to 12 games, the longest in the AHL this season … Goaltender Andrew Hammond, who had made his NHL debut Thursday with 35 minutes of shutout relief work for the Ottawa Senators in a 6-1 loss to Detroit, rejoined Binghamton Friday in St. John's. Hammond had been recalled to the parent team while Craig Anderson was in Florida for the birth of his second child... Friday's Molson Canadian three stars: 1. John Albert 2. Kael Mouillierat 3. Adam Lowry… The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Kyle MacKinnon.
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St. John’s native Shayne Morrissey has been named the Eastern College Athletic Conference (ECAC) West men’s hockey rookie of the year.

The 22-year-old Morrissey recently finished his 2013-14 season with Neumann University Knights, leading the team with 23 points and 14 goals.

Morrissey, who was second in scoring among all freshmen in the NCAA Division III conference, was also named to the ECAC West all rookie team.

A five-foot-nine, 180-pound centre, he had been named the ECAC West rookie of the week three times during the season.

A product of the St. John’s Caps minor system, Morrissey came to Neumann after three seasons playing junior A hockey in Canada with the Battleford, Sask.,North Stars (SJHL), Carleton Place, Ont., Canadians (CCHL) and Prince George Spruce Kings of the BCJHL. He had also played for St. Andrews College, an Ontario prep school.

The Knights’ season ended earlier this week with a 5-2 loss to the Manhattanville College Valiants in the conference quarter-finals.

At Neumann, located in Aston., Pa., southwest of Philadelphia, Morrissey is pursuing a degree in education with a focus on mathematics. He is also a volunteer coach with minor hockey in the Philadelphia area.
IceCaps down B-Sens for fifth win in a row
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In a game that featured a little bit of just about everything — and for the St. John’s IceCaps, almost all of it good — the hometown IceCaps defeated the visiting Binghamton Senators 6-2 in American Hockey League play at Mile One Centre Friday night.

John Albert and Kael Mouillierat each scored twice for St. John’s (33-19-4), which has won five in a row. Adam Lowry and Eric O’Dell, the latter on a third-period penalty shot, also scored for the IceCaps, who will host the Senators (33-18-4) in a rematch tonight at Mile One.

Buddy Robinson and Jean-Gabriel Pageau replied with third-period tallies for Binghamton, which continues to lead the AHL’s East Division despite having lost three games in a row.

Albert and Mouillierat each had power-play markers for St. John’s, which enjoyed nine man-advantage opportunities. But even though there were no shorthanded goals, many of the game’s best offensive opportunities came from players on the penalty kill.

The Senators had a series of two-on-one breaks while killing penalties, one which produced a spectacular glove-hand save by St. John’s netminder Michael Hutchinson, a feat of robbery that prompted many fans in the St. John’s end of the ice to stand and applaud.

And although Albert’s second goal officially came with the teams at even strength, it developed with St. John’s defenceman Ben Chiarot n the penalty box. Chiarot had just stepped out of the sin bin when Albert — who leads the AHL with six shorthanded goals — stole the puck from a Binghamton defender and then skated past him before slipping a backhand shot behind B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson.

Hutchinson made 26 saves for the win, while Lawson had 28 stops.

There were a total of 28 penalties handed out, resulting in 14 total power plays, including five for the Senators.

At one point, the Binghamton penalty box contained five players, so many that defenceman Michael Sdao, the last to arrive, had to sit on the floor because there was no room on the bench.
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IceCaps coach not thinking about winning the playoff race this weekend

With two weekend games against the visiting Binghamton Senators, the St. John's IceCaps will have reached the three-quarter pole in their 2013-14 American Hockey League season, but even though his team may be entering the stretch run, IceCaps' head coach Keith McCambridge isn't close to contemplating the finish line.

IceCaps logo

"There's a lot of hockey to be played and the difference right now between being in the mix and being out of the mix is four points," said McCambridge on Thursday after the IceCaps practised in preparation for tonight's game (7:30 p.m.) against the B-Sens at Mile One Centre.

"To start looking at where we're situated and or where everyone else is situated in relation to us or where we might finish ... it's far too soon. Like I said, there's a lot of hockey left."

St. John's (32-19-4) enter tonight's game in fourth place in the AHL's Eastern Conference, but as McCambridge pointed out, the IceCaps are only four points ahead of the Hershey Bears, who sit in ninth and on the wrong side of the playoff dividing line. And the Bears have a game in hand on St. John's.

What's more, most other teams in the Eastern Conference race haven't fallen off the pace. St. John's has gone 11-3-1 in the last five weeks, but that hasn't been enough to create much in the way of separation. And things can change quickly; the Bears, for example, were in fourth place in the conference before a three-game losing streak dropped them five spots.

Hence McCambridge's cautious attitude towards the standings and what they might mean.

"It's an old cliche, but we're living by it: we're only looking at the next game and playing that game at the level we need to. Period, for me."

McCambridge won't even comment on the importance he attaches to staying in the top four in the conference and thereby earning home-ice advantage in the first round playoffs.

"Not even thinking about it now," he said.

So when might he offer his thoughts on this and other standings-related matters?

"Keep asking me and the day will come when I'll tell you," McCambridge said with a wry smile.

There's a good chance that might be the last day of the regular season.

°°°°°

Binghamton (33-17-4), which is coming off a 4-2 loss to the Toronto Marlies Wednesday afternoon at the Ricoh Centre, leads the East Division and is third in the conference standings (division leaders are seeded 1-2-3.)

The Senators are dealing with the recall of two key players to the parent club in Ottawa. Winger Mike Hoffman (30-37-67) was promoted a few days ago, while goalie Andrew Hammond - who played against the Marlies - found himself with the big club Thursday as Robin Lehner's backup while Craig Anderson was in Florida for the birth of his second child.

Goalie Scott Greenham, who spent a little time with the IceCaps last season, has been called up from Binghamton's ECHL affiliate, the Elmira Jackals. He'll likely be backing up Nathan Lawson, although Lawson hasn't played in five games because of illness.

Also coming in from Elmira is defenceman Troy Rutkowski. The B-Sens had only five blueliners dressed for the game against the Marlies, the most noticeable scratch in that regard being Mark Borowiecki, who has missed the last two games because of injury.

Last season, Rutkowski had 66 points for the Western Hockey League's Portland Winterhawks. That was second amongst WHL rearguards, trailing only Brenden Kichton - now of the IceCaps. Kichton posted 85 points for Spokane Chiefs in 2012-13.

Notes

IceCaps forward Ryan Schnell, who hasn’t played in a month because of injury, is now fully participating in practices. With Schnell coming off the IR along with winger Josh Lunden, who played last week after being out for four months with a concussion, the St. John’s injury list shows defenceman Kris Fredheim and goalie Eddie Pasquale, who will have season-ending hip surgery Monday in Toronto ... With Hoffman in Ottawa, Stephane Da Costa is the leading scorer on the Binghamton roster with 42 points ... Senators forward Mark Stone is working on an 11-game point-scoring streak, the longest in the AHL this season ... At plus-34, Binghamton defenceman Fredrik Claesson is tied with the Manchester Monarchs’ Vince LoVerde for first in the AHL plus/minus rankings ... The IceCaps and Purolator are once again teaming up for a Shut Out Hunger Food Drive, to be held before Saturday’s rematch against the Senators at Mile One. The event, in support the Community Food Sharing Association, will take place 6:30-7:30 p.m. Fans are encouraged to participate by bringing non-perishable food items to volunteers stationed at the Mile One entrances. By doing so, they will be entered into a draw for a replica IceCaps jersey. As well, each time an IceCaps player scores a goal, Purolator will donate 100 pounds of food to the drive  ... The IceCaps and Statoil are seeking nominations of youth volunteers from our community. Fifteen volunteers will be chosen to attend the March 8 game versus the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Mile One. Nominations may be made by visiting the team website (stjohnsicecaps.com) ...
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© — Telegram file photo 

The St. John’s IceCaps Eric O’Dell (left) is backed up by teammate John Albert (16) as he is pursued by the Manchester Monarchs Sean Backman during a game earlier this season at Mile One Centre. O’Dell was assigned to the IceCaps before the Olympic break along with defenceman Zach Redmond.

IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge would like ‘lineup to stay together’ 

If you follow the National Hockey League, it will be difficult to avoid all the analysis and speculation in advance of Wednesday’s NHL trade deadline.

Over the last couple of years, the reality is that actual deadline transactions didn’t have the fizz to come close to matching all the buzz of the lead-up days. But no matter the size or wow factor of a deal, whether it is a blockbuster or barely worth posting on a trade tracker, there is a decent chance it will result in some collateral impact at the AHL level.

For example, if an NHL team is a seller at the deadline, it might receive prospects who will immediately play in its system. Or the sell-off might create vacancies on the big-league club that will need to be filled via promotions from the AHL. If a team is a buyer, there’s a chance the price paid might involve players from the farm club.

Fans of the St. John’s IceCaps, however, can say they’ve never experienced either side of the equation as the parent Winnipeg Jets have been extremely quiet at the trade deadline the last two seasons. Last year, for example, the only deadline move by Winnipeg was to acquire forward Mike Santorelli on waivers.

That’s not to say the Jets won’t be active over the next week, although it’s tough to predict what their role might be if they are; Winnipeg is floating in deadline limbo, having begun its post-Olympic schedule two points out of a playoff spot in the Western Conference.

IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge is not a fretter, but admits he is well aware what could happen in the coming days.

“A move up there certainly could mean a move affecting us here. But it really is the sort of thing we deal with all the time,” said McCambridge. “When you’re in the American league, you always know your job is to provide players to the parent club.

“Things can change quickly. You deal with that possibility every day. You can have your lineup on the board at 1 p.m. on game day and it can change before game time.”

But even as he espoused the “whatever will be, will be” line, McCambridge did express the hope that if some waves are created by Winnipeg between now and Wednesday evening that it won’t have too much of a ripple affect down here.

“Any time there is some player movement, it’s out of our control, he said. “But we’d like for our lineup to stay together. This group has built a lot of chemistry and it shows.”

So far, St. John’s has not been subject to the post-Olympic call-ups that many AHL teams have been experiencing as players who were sent down to get in some action during the NHL shutdown were recalled.

Centre Eric O’Dell and defenceman Zach Redmond were assigned to the IceCaps just before the Olympics, but it looks like they’ll stay put for the time being. The two-week break allowed injured Jets Matt Halischuk, Evander Kane and Jim Slater more recovery time. All three are practising with the team, and Winnipeg needs to activate just two of them to have a full 23-man roster.

The presence of Redmond and O’Dell certainly has strengthened the IceCaps, but the reality is that the team had already begun a mid-season renaissance before their returns. St. John’s (32-19-4), which begins a seven-game home stand Friday night against the Binghamton Senators, has posted a 16-6-2 record since the New Year to move into fourth place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference.

St. John’s forward John Albert uses another date as a point of reference: Jan. 18, when the IceCaps lost 6-0 to the conference-leading Manchester Monarchs at Mile One Centre, a defeat that prompted a players-only, closed-door meeting. In the 16 games since, St. John’s has gone 12-3-1.

“I think every team needs something like that to get them going. It did for us. Ever since that game, guys have had a fire lit under them and we’re climbing in the standings,” said Albert, the reigning AHL player of the week.

“I remember for a while there we were a .500 team and people were asking when we were going to start putting some wins together and I remember doing some of interviews and saying be patient, that once this team figures things out and we get everyone going, we were going to win some games.

 “I think we’ve figured it out and we’re winning games.”

Albert agreed with his coach’s assessment of team chemistry and goes so far as to suggest this IceCaps roster has even more cohesiveness than the group that went all the way too the Eastern Conference final two years ago.

“Yes, I would say that,” he said. “Every guy gets along with every other guy in the locker room. We joke with each other, but when things get serious, we stand up for each other.

“We hold each other accountable and that means you don’t want to let the guy next to you down. Most importantly, guys understand what it takes to win in this league.

“And all of that translates into points. I’m sure of it.

“I love playing for these guys here. I think we have the talent to take it far this year. I’ve been saying that for a long time. I think we have the work ethic and the confidence in the room to take it far, to be a good playoff team.”
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© — Photo by Jeff Parsons/St. John’s IceCaps 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ John Albert wheels away from the net after scoring on a penalty shot in a game against the Worcester Sharks earlier this month at Mile One Centre. Albert was named the CCM/American Hockey League player of the week on Monday after piling up six points (five goals, one assist) in the last four games. Three of Albert’s goals came while the IceCaps were shorthanded, giving him a league-leading six on the season.

IceCaps’ shorthanded goal-scoring phenom earns player of the week honours

Penalty killing doesn’t usually offer an opportunity to add to one’s offensive statistics, but don’t tell that to St. John’s IceCaps’ forward John Albert.

Albert has been named the latest CCM/American Hockey League player of the week after registering six points (five goals and an assist) and going plus-five in St. John’s last four games, all IceCaps’ road wins.

Three of Albert’s five goals in that stretch came while St. John’s was shorthanded. 

In two of those games — wins over the Portland Pirates on Sunday and last Tuesday — Albert was named the game’s first star.

The 25-year-old native of Cleveland, Ohio had five shorthanded markers in his last eight games and six on the season, which is twice as many as any other AHL player.

In 49 AHL games this season, Albert has 15 goals and 30 points, both career highs as a pro. He also made his big-league debut this season, appearing in eight gams with the Winnipeg Jets, registering one goal. 

A 2007 sixth-round draft choice out of Ohio State University, Albert has appeared in 137 career AHL contests, all with St. John’s, and has 27 goals and 35 assists for 62 points.

•••

Every week, we offer a detailed statistical look at the IceCaps (see toned box on this page), and here is a look at some of the stories behind the numbers:

The IceCaps (31-19-4) have 23 games remaining in their regular-season schedule, but need only one more win to equal their total for 2012-13, when they went 32-36-8 and finished third last overall in the AHL.

By comparison, St. John’s had 43 wins in 2011-12. If they keep up their present pace, the IceCaps would likely equal that wins total this season.

•••

Blair Riley’s 116 penalty minutes are the most ever by an IceCaps player in a single season, eclipsing the 112 PIMs picked up by Garth Murray in 2011-12.

Fellow forward Ryan Schnell, who is injured and hasn’t played in a month, has 101 penalty minutes, making it the first time St. John’s has ever had two players on the same team in triple numbers when it comes to penance time. With rookie JC Lipon at 93 PIMs, it’s very likely there will soon be three players in that category.

By the way, centre Patrice Cormier is the club’s all-time leader in penalty minutes, with 229 in 142 games.

•••

St. John’s defenceman Brenden Kichton is often described as a standout rookie, but here’s how much he stands out: So far this season Kichton has 42 points (10 goals, 32 assist), which is 18 points more than any other first-year rearguard in the AHL; Ryan Sproul of the Grand Rapids Griffins has 24 points on eight goals and 16 assists.

•••

With a plus-19 rating, Ben Chiarot leads all St. John’s players in the plus/minus category, and by a fairly wide margin; fellow blueliner Julian Melchiori is next at plus-11.

If Chiarot maintains or improves on his plus-minus, he will set an IceCaps single season record; Arturs Kulda finished at plus-18 in 2011-12.

•••

The IceCaps are plus-30 when it comes to goals for and against, which is the sixth-best differential in the AHL, behind only the Texas Stars and Binghamton Senators (both plus-41), Springfield Falcons (plus-38), Grand Rapids (plus-36), Manchester Monarchs (plus-35). 

East Division-leading Binghamton, which will take on the IceCaps Saturday and Sunday at Mile One Centre has scored 201 goals, more than any other AHL team.

•••

With Tyler Beskorowany having started between the pipes for St. John’s in Sunday’s win over Portland, the IceCaps have used four goaltenders this season, Eddie Pasquale, Michael Hutchinson and Jussi Olkinuora being the others. 

St. John’s has never used more than four different goalies in a season. Compare that with the Charlotte Checkers, the AHL farm team of the Carolina Hurricanes, who have already used nine netminders through 52 games in 2013-14. Those nine are John Muse (30 GP), Mike Murphy (15), Rick DiPietro (5), Cam Ward (2), Antonio Khodubin (2), Justin Peters (2), Allen York (1), Rob Madore (1) and Jesse Deckert (1).

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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© — Photo by The Associated Press 

Winnipeg Jets defenseman Adam Pardy (2) checks Detroit Red Wings center Darren Helm (43) during a game earlier this season in Detroit. The Bonavista native, now in his ninth year of pro hockey, has been putting up solid minutes in a defensive support role with the Jets this season. General Manager Kevin Cheveldayoff says Pardy “plays a very simple, efficient game.”

Bonavista’s other NHLer brings steady, supportive effort to Winnipeg Jets’ blueline

Adam Pardy has always been a hockey player who flies under the radar, an ‘Oh yeah, that guy!’ type.

The sixth Newfoundlander in the National Hockey League. The ‘other guy’ from Bonavista.

But here’s the skinny on the Winnipeg Jets’ player: Pardy is a dependable No. 5 or 6 defenceman, a big body (6-4, 220) who is still young (29), will log up to 15 minutes of ice and won’t get you into trouble. And he comes cheap (he’s making $600,000 with the Jets this season).

So in many ways, Adam Pardy is a valuable commodity.

“He can play the game the way the game is played now,” Winnipeg general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff was saying about Pardy during the recent AHL all-star break.

“He’s got size, he’s got reach, he can skate and he can make a great first pass. He’s big enough and smart enough to kill penalties and because he’s a fit player, he can log minutes.

“When we signed him, it was a depth situation thing (stocking the system with defenceman). Turns out it was a very good move for us.”

This is Pardy’s ninth year as a pro, and the Jets are his fourth NHL organization after stops with Calgary, (which selected him in the sixth round, 173rd overall, in the 2004 Entry Draft), Dallas and Buffalo.

As the Jets resume play following the Olympic break, Pardy has 238 career NHL games to his credit, with four goals and 38 points.

Not bad for a guy who once was told he wasn’t good enough to play junior hockey, let alone pro.

Since landing in Winnipeg, Pardy has been a mainstay for the Jets. There was a stretch when he sat for eight straight games, returned to the lineup for seven and then was scratched for another four straight

Other than that, he’s been playing a solid support role behind defensive minute-munchers Dustin Byfuglien, Toby Enstrom, Zach Bogosian and Jacob Trouba.

But the season certainly didn’t start out promising.

After sitting the first couple of games of the new NHL season, Pardy got the news he hadn’t been looking forward to — he was getting shipped to St. John’s of the American league.

Granted, St. John’s is home in the off-season, but Pardy had been hoping to remain in the NHL. He split last season between Buffalo and Rochester of the AHL, the first time in four years he’s played a game in the minors.
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After clearing waivers, Pardy started three games for the IceCaps, and then his fortunes changed. Trouba got hurt, Pardy was recalled and he’s been in Winnipeg ever since.

“At the start of the year, it was looking pretty bad and mentally it was tough to deal with,” he says. “Sitting and watching games for weeks, and then getting thrown in and having to be sharp is tough, and you don’t want to make any mistakes.

“Sometimes you’re trying to do too much out there because you don’t know if they will keep you in the lineup. In my case, less is more.”

Cheveldayoff agrees.

“He plays a very simple, efficient game,” the Winnipeg GM says. “When things don’t go well for him is when he tries to go outside his boundary.

“When he stays within the boundary of a very smart, economical game, he’s a real perfect fit for us.”

Pardy will be an unrestricted free agent after this season, and chances are some team — if it’s not Winnipeg — will be willing to invest a couple of years into a steady, if not unspectacular, veteran rearguard.

“What’s gotten me to the NHL is simply a lot of hard work and some lucky breaks along the way,” he said. “It hasn’t been a smooth road by no means.

“And being told I wasn't good enough to play junior hockey makes you want to prove everyone wrong. I’ve been through a lot of ups and downs throughout my career and a lot of days where it would have been easy to walk away from the game.

“But it’s not easy to walk away from something you love and something you’ve worked so hard for.”

Pardy won’t have to worry about that for a while.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor.

He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com.

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
IceCaps rally to beat Pirates for fourth straight victory
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Using pure statistical comparatives, it can’t seem surprising that the St. John’s IceCaps beat the Portland Pirates Sunday evening in Lewiston, Me.

After all, heading into the game, the IceCaps were sitting almost 20 points ahead of the Pirates in the American Hockey League’s Atlantic Division and Eastern Conference standings, and had won six of their seven head-to-head meetings, outscoring Portland 34-20 in the process.

IceCaps logo

Nevertheless, IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge was particularly pleased about his team’s 6-5 victory Sunday in the final game of a six-game road trip.

“I’m very proud of this group, very proud of what they did here today,” said McCambridge after the contest, which saw the IceCaps trail 3-1 heading into the third period before scoring five straight goals, beginning with John Albert’s shorthanded tally 16 seconds into the final frame.

“We were playing our third game in three days, with travel (the IceCaps had played Saturday night in Worcester, Mass,) and we had already done pretty well (on the road trip). I knew there was an excuse there (for not winning), but this group wouldn’t use it because they don’t quit.

“They don’t use excuses.”

It was a fourth straight win for St. John’s (32-19-4), which has gone 12-3-1 in its last sixteen games as it works to solidify a playoff position in the Eastern Conference.

Albert scored twice, getting a first-period power-play marker and the goal in the third, his league-leading sixth shorthanded tally of the season (three more than anyone else in the AHL) and his fifth in his last eight games.

Blair Riley, Will O’Neill, Jerome Samson and Kael Mouillierat were they other red-light triggers for the IceCaps.

Mouillierat’s goal at 18:27 of the third made the score 6-3 and simply seemed to be extra insurance at the time. Instead, it turned out to be the official winner as the Pirates got markers from Chris Brown and Tobias Rieder, the latter’s second of the game, in the final minute of the contest.

Brandon Yip and Brandon MacMillan also scored for Portland, which has lost three straight, including a 5-4 setback Saturday night in Manchester, N.H., where the Pirates also held a two-goal lead in the third period only to watch the league-leading Monarchs rally to win on a late marker by St. John’s native Zach O’Brien.

“That’s why that shorthanded goal to start the third was so huge for us,” said McCambridge. “We knew what had happened to them the night before, so we realized that if we could get to within one, that they would probably tighten up a bit.”

Goalie Tyler Beskorowany, making his first appearance for the IceCaps, faced 36 shots as he spelled Michael Hutchinson, who had made seven straight starts and 14 in St. John’s last 15 games prior to Sunday. That included a 3-1 win over the Worcester Sharks on Saturday, when Hutchinson made an IceCaps-record 49 saves.

Beskorowany was signed after Eddie Pasquale opted for season-ending surgery to address a nagging hip injury.

Mark Visentin began the game between the pipes for Portland, but got the hook after St. John’s fifth goal, by O’Neill midway through the third. Louis Domingue came on in relief and ended up taking the loss since he surrendered Mouillierat’s goal.

St. John’s, which sits fourth in the Eastern Conference — two points up on the Albany Devils, three ahead of the Providence Bruins and four in front of the Hershey Bears and Norfolk Admirals —  has 21 games remaining in its regular-season schedule. Thirteen of those are at Mile One Centre, which is where the IceCaps kick off a seven-game home stand Friday and Saturday against the Binghamton Senators.

Notes: Kyle McKinnon had two assists for the IceCaps, giving him nine points (three goals, six assists) in the last four games. He has had at least two points in each of those contests ... Mouillierat returned to the St. John’s lineup after being sidelined for two games by the flu. With Mouillierat back, winger Josh Lunden came out after playing Saturday in Worcester. It marked Lunden first game action in more than four months as he had been recovering from a concussion suffered Oct. 19... Samson’s goal was his 18th of the season, tying him for the team lead with Andrew Gordon ... St. John’s has scored at least six goals in each of its last three trips to the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston ... The Molson Canadian three stars Sunday: 1. Albert, SJs 2. MacKinnon, SJs 3. Rieder, Por … The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Julian Melchiori.
Hutchinson stops an IceCaps-record 49 shots in win over Sharks
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St. John's beats Worcester 3-1, finishes up road trip against Portland today

St. John’s IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson had no trouble keeping busy Saturday night in Worcester, Mass.

Hutchinson made 49 saves, the most ever by an IceCaps goalie, as St. John’s won its third straight American Hockey League game downing the Worcester Sharks 3-1

Kyle MacKinnon had a goal and two assists, John Albert scored his league-leading fifth shorthanded goal and Patrice Cormier was credited with the game-winner as the IceCaps beat the Sharks for a second night in a row. St. John’s had prevailed 5-1 in a Friday-night matchup between the teams at the DCU Center.

The IceCaps close out a six-game road trip with a game this afternoon (5:30 Newfoundland time) in Lewiston, Me., against the Portland Pirates. St. John’s is 3-1-1 so far on this New England swing, including a 7-5 victory over the Pirates on Tuesday night.

Saturday night in Worcester, the Sharks came out firing as they looked to end a four-game road trip. At one point in the first period, they were outshooting the IceCaps 17-1 and they wound up with a total of 22 shots in total in the opening frame, the most ever given up by St. John’s in a period. But Hutchinson stopped all of them and it was the IceCaps who opened the scoring late in the period, when Albert took a pass from MacKinnon, busted into the Sharks zone and swept past a Worcester defenceman before beating goalie Harri Sateri upstairs. It was Albert’s fourth shorthanded marker in the last seven games. 

Sharks leading scorer Freddie Hamilton got the home side’s only goal 21 seconds into the second period, taking advantage of a turnover in the St. John’s zone, but the IceCaps retook the lead for good midway through the period when Cormier scored on a shot that appeared to go off a Worcester defender. 

MacKinnon completed the scoring early in the final period , scoring his third goal, and seventh point, in as many games.

With the win, the IceCaps (31-19-4) move into fourth place in the AHL's Eastern Conference, but have little in the way of breathing room. The fifth-place Providence Bruins are just a point behind, and the Norfolk Admirals, who sit in ninth, are only four points back of St. John’s, with two games in hand.

Notes

Winger Josh Lunden, who has missed all but six games this season because of a concussion, was in the St. John’s lineup Saturday. It was his first game since Oct. 19 ... Kael Mouillierat (flu), Cody Lampl, and Austen Brassard are players who are travelling with the team and were scratches Saturday ... Shots on goal were 50-21 overall in favour of Worcester (23-24-1), which has been outscored 25-4 in a five-game losing streak … St. John’s went 0-for-7 on the power play but was perfect (6-for-6) on the penalty kill … St. John’s native Zach O’Brien scored the winner with 2:29 left in the game as the league-leading Manchester Monarchs completed a comeback from a 4-2 third-period deficit to beat Portland 5-4 Saturday ... The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday in Worcester: 1. Michael Hutchinson 2. Kyle MacKinnon 3. Rylan Schwartz … The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Patrice Cormier ...
Klingberg leads IceCaps over Sharks
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Carl Klingberg scored twice in the first period and Michael Hutchinson made 33 saves as the St. John’s IceCaps downed the Worcester Sharks 5-1 in American Hockey League action Friday night in Worcester, Mass.

IceCaps logo

Jason Jaffray, Blair Riley and Kyle MacKinnon also scored for St. John’s (30-19-4), which takes on the Sharks in Worcester again tonight (8:30 p.m. NT) before finishing up a six-game road trip by facing the Portland Pirates Sunday afternoon in Lewiston, Me.

Defencemen Zach Redmond, who finished the night with a plus-four rating, and Jordan Hill each had two assists for St. John’s

Sean Acolatse’s power-play goal was all the offence mustered by the Sharks (23-23-4), who have lost four straight games and have been outscored 22-3 in that stretch.

The win gives the IceCaps’ 64 points, the same as the Hershey Bears, who sit fourth in the AHL’s Eastern Conference but have two games in hand on St. John’s. The race for playoff positions in the conference is an incredibly tight one, with just two points separating the fourth-place Bears and ninth-place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Notes

IceCaps’ leading scorer Kael Mouillierat missed the game with the flu that has been going around the dressing room. Even though Mouillierat didn’t play, he picked up a couple of points (goal and assist) because of scoring changes in recent games. He how is credited with 15 goals and 29 assists for 44 points… Other IceCaps scratches included defencemen Cody Lampl and forward Josh Lunden, who are travelling with the team. Forward Ryan Schnell and defenceman Kris Fredheim are injured and not on the road trip. Goalie Eddie Pasquale is also listed as a scratch, but is done for the season after opting for hip surgery ... The Molson Canadian three stars Friday: 1. Carl Klingberg 2. Zach Redmond 3. Michael Hutchinson… Brian Rogers’ selection as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Jordan Hill.
Not trigger-happy, but still a big shot
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“Crazy good” Purcell key performer on one of NHL’s best teams

Fifth in a six-part series

Monday: Adam Pardy

The telegram — OTTAWA

He’s tied for fifth in scoring on the third-best team in the Eastern Conference, in his seventh National Hockey League season.

He’s a spark to an electric power play, getting a generous amount of ice time even strength, and is part of the leadership group within the Tampa Bay Lightning locker room.

But, geez, why won’t he shoot the puck more often?

Well, you know he’s living good when all you’ve got to complain about Teddy Purcell’s game is his reluctance to fire the puck. Kind of like grumbling about the price of gas when your ride is a Cadillac.

“I suppose with everything great you can say about people, you can start poking holes in their games elsewhere,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper shrugs. “Teddy’s probably never been one to think shot-first. We’ve got a few guys like that. So one of the things we have to get in his head is when you don’t have the puck, get to those dirty areas of the ice, and when you do have it, it can’t always be pass first.

“Although, he’s one of those upper echelon players who can make the pass that other guys can’t. So you have to give him some leeway.”

For years, Purcell’s been hearing all about his hesitation to wire the puck when it lands on his blade, from the Lightning colour man, Phil Esposito, the Hall of Famer who knows a thing or two about scoring goals, to former Tampa Bay coach Guy Boucher, who tried to beat it into his player’s head to think shot-first more often.

Of course, Boucher might have been a bit too overbearing overall, eventually losing the trust of his players and the support of management when, some insiders say, he went against a direct order from up top to use Steven Stamkos in any and all game situations.

In Cooper, who led the Norfolk Admirals to an American Hockey League championship two years ago, a run which included a win over the St. John’s IceCaps in the conference final, the Lightning have a fresh voice in the room, a player’s coach who didn’t play a lot himself, but was a student of the game and now is an adept teacher.

And he’s quite pleased with the play of his second-line right winger from St. John’s, thank you very much.

“He’s a skill player,” Cooper said, “who has that great ability to see the ice. He sees plays that other guys might not see. He’s got a real high hockey IQ, and as a result, he makes other players around him better just by the way he distributes pucks.

“Sure, we’d like to see him shoot more. The thing is, he’s got a really good shot. It’s not like, ‘Hey Teddy, man, your shot’s really bad. You gotta pass.’ Instead, it’s, ‘You can rope that puck.’ It’s just a matter of continuing to harp on him.”

The Lightning trail only the Boston Bruins and Pittsburgh Penguins in the East at the Olympic break, a far cry from last year when Tampa was ahead of only Florida and Colorado in the league.
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Purcell, however, didn’t miss a beat in the 2012-13 lockout-shortened season, scoring 11 goals and 36 points in 48 games.

That came on the heals of a superb 24-goal, 65-point 2011-12 campaign, when, from Jan. 31 until the end of the season, Purcell notched 38 points in 34 games, a production bettered only by teammate Stamkos, Evgeny Malkin, Ilya Kovalchuk and Joe Thornton.

He wore Canada’s colours for the first time in his career that spring at the world championship in Finland and Sweden.

“It’s crazy how good he is,” said his one-time teammate, Vincent Lecavalier, now of the Philadelphia Flyers. “His hands are unreal, his vision on the ice something else. He just finds you. Even if he’s got nothing, he’ll make that little move to get rid of a guy and he’ll find you backdoor.

“He’s very, very talented.”

But Purcell has slumped a bit this year, with 10 goals and 33 points at the break. It didn’t help that he went through a 17-game stretch in October and November with only one goal.

“I lost my confidence there for a while, and regaining it is always easier said than done,” he said. “It’s a tough game the best of times and to be consistent and be good game in and game out, you have to be at your best. When you don’t see results, and you’re kind of down on yourself.

“But since then,” he said recently before a Lightning-Senators game in Ottawa, “I think our line (with Valtteri Filppula and Alex Killorn) has been contributing.”

No doubt, players like Purcell and Tampa Bay’s captain, Martin St. Louis, felt it was their time to step up when Stamkos suffered a fractured leg on Nov. 12.

While St. Louis came out the next game with a one-goal, two-assist performance against the Anaheim Ducks, and then registered another five points in the next five games, Purcell continued to struggle for the next games before breaking out with two goals and an assist against the New York Rangers.

“I think so,” he said when asked if he felt the pressure to help ease the load with Stamkos on the sidelines. “Any time you’re an offensive guy, you want to help out any way you can.

“As athletes, we’re all competitive and we want to take on that extra role. But at the same time, you can never replace a guy like Stamkos.

“What we have been doing since he’s been out is playing collectively and playing as a group. I think we have the most players in the league on one team (eight) in double digit goals, and that’s pretty hard to defend.”

Purcell took a different route to pro hockey, leaving St. John’s as an 18-year-old to attend Athol Murray College of Notre — the Notre Dame Hounds — in Saskatchewan. He played the next two seasons in the U.S. junior league, in that hockey hotbed known is Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

He was never drafted — about 12 or 13 per cent of the current group of NHLers were never drafted — in part because, as a high school student back at Gonzaga in St. John’s, and high-scoring winger with the St. John’s AAA Maple Leafs midget club, he was three apples high, standing about 5-6.

Teddy Purcell

View the gallery

Despite his obvious skill, Purcell still had his size working against him. It might be one of the reasons he was cut from the provincial under-17 team.

But a funny happened after he left Newfoundland. He grew — today, he’s a solid 6-3 and 200 pounds — and landed at the University of Maine, where he was the Hockey East conference rookie of the year. He turned pro after only one year at Maine, signing with the Los Angeles Kings as a 22-year-old and winning top rookie honours in the American Hockey League.

He would play parts of the next three seasons in L.A., but never really hit it off with Kings coach Terry Murray.

Everything changed when Steve Yzerman dealt Jeff Halpern to the Kings for Purcell and a draft pick.

“Some guys develop a little later,” said Lecavalier, who doesn’t fall into that particular category after going No. 1 overall to the Lightning in the 1998 draft. “But you can see he always had the skills. He was born with them, and worked hard to craft them.

“If you’re going to make the NHL, you’re going to make it. He’s a prime example. He’s got talent, he works hard and that’s why he is where he is.”

The one-time Memorial Stadium rink rat, who rarely missed a St. John’s Maple Leafs game, and was running around the building watching the team practice when he pipped off from school, is not taking his success for granted.

He’s a core player on one of the NHL’s better teams, is in the second year of a three-year contracts that calls for $13.5 million, and plays in Florida where he wears shorts to practice from his downtown Tampa condo.

He could be in Winnipeg.

“When I first came into the league, I was kind of a fan of all the guys,” says Purcell, now 28. “I still respect them, but you know you belong and you can contribute so it’s a different mentality.

“At same time, when you see a guy like Marty St. Louis, who I grew up watching and now you get to work with him, that’s a pinch-you moment.

“During the season, you don’t have a lot of time to think about it because you’re so busy and there’s so much going on. When you have your downtime, you sit back and think, ‘Wow this is pretty special to be able to do this for a living.’”

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
Not just brawn, but brains too
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Greening has parlayed a focus on education into an NHL career with Ottawa Senators

Colin Greening didn’t have grand illusions of a National Hockey League career.

He fantasized about it as a child, to be certain, not unlike any other Canadian hockey-playing youngster. But as he grew older, Greening came to realize the chances of playing pro were slim.

And so the strapping St. John’s lad opted to turn his attention — no doubt at the urging of his parents — to school, while at the same time enjoying a skate when he wasn’t cracking the books.

Education was the priority, and if he could somehow parlay hockey into a college scholarship, hey, all the better.

And so it was that Greening, who enjoyed a pretty decent stint with Rick Babstock’s St. John’s Maple Leafs midget team — he was part of the 2003 squad, along with Teddy Purcell of the Tampa Bay Lightning, which won a bronze medal at the Air Canada Cup nationals — would take hockey’s unconventional route following his minor hockey days.

While many of his midget teammates would go on to play junior hockey (most of the Tier II variety, but some at the major junior level), Greening was off to tony Upper Canada College, a Toronto institution known more for producing academics than athletes.

“When you look back at why we went there — I say ‘we’ as in my family and I decided to go there — we didn’t really think the NHL was a viable option,” says Greening inside the Ottawa Senators locker room.

“We just wanted to open doors for myself so that potentially I could parlay hockey into perhaps a college career. At that point, if I had gotten a college scholarship, we would have been extremely happy.

“When we went to Upper Canada, I knew I was getting a good hockey base and a good education base. Even if nothing happened afterwards, it would have prepared me for life afterwards in a lot of different ways.”

By now, we all know where we’re going with this story. Greening not only made the pros, but won an American Hockey League championship, and for the past three and half years has been a robust winger for the Senators.

It wasn’t planned.

Greening must have impressed somebody during his time at Upper Canada College. But even after he was drafted by the Senators in 2005 — 204th overall, 26 spots from the bottom of the pack — he still had his sights set on landing a college scholarship some place in the U.S.

“It was nice to be drafted, but I had to be realistic,” he recalls. “I was the last pick in the seventh round. It’s the old saying, many are called, but few are chosen.

“I knew I had to improve quite a bit before I played professionally.”

Truth is, Greening was more excited when Cornell University — an Ivy League school, no less — offered him a scholarship in his senior season at UCC.

It was what he’d been planning and hoping for going back to his bantam and midget days in St. John’s, but he would have to wait.
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That’s because the Cornell coaching staff informed him there were a number of recruits coming in for the 2005-06 season, and suggested Greening might be better off waiting for the following year when he was bigger, stronger and generally in a better position to come in and have more of an impact.

And so he headed out west, to Nanaimo, B.C., and the British Columbia Junior Hockey League. The Clippers had supplied a few players to Cornell and both the junior team’s coaches and the Cornell coaches were familiar with each other.

Greening also considered teams in the United States Hockey League as well, going so far as to fly to Lincoln, Neb., to check out the Stars junior team where, interestingly enough, future Ottawa teammate Eric Condra was skating.

“In the end, I just decided Nanaimo was a better fit for me,” he said. “I wanted to stay in Canada one more year before I headed to the United States.”

Greening eventually landed at Cornell in Ithaca, N.Y., becoming a leader on the Big Red, both on and off the ice, in the next four years. He would make the ECAC conference all-star team on three occasions, would wear the “C” on the Cornell jersey, was amongst the team’s top scorers and would immerse himself in off-ice activities, namely helping organize Cornell’s Homecoming Parade and arranging for the hockey team’s visits to school and hospitals. He was also involved in Special Olympics.

All the while maintaining a near-perfect 3.95 grade point average.

It was also during his time in the NCAA that Greening started thinking about the NHL.

“I can’t pinpoint the exact moment or time, but throughout my years, I felt like I was improving and getting better every year in different aspects of my game, and by the time I came to my senior year, I felt I was ready to play pro,” he says.

Today, Greening, at 27, is firmly ensconced as a third-line winger on the Senators in a defensive role, a self-described “meat and potatoes” kind of guy, a big, strong, power forward who is heavy on the foreshock and solid on both ends of the ice.

Soon, however, he will be all about steak and lobster.

After making $700,000 and $800,000 the past two seasons, and 950 grand this year, Greening is set to pocket some big cash beginning next season when his new three-year contract kicks in. It calls for $2 million in 2014-15, $2.75 million in 2015-16 and $3.2 million in 2016-17.

As luck would have it, Greening is having a bit of a tough season in Ottawa just before the contract kicks in, with only five goals and eight assists through 59 games. Earlier this year, he found himself on the Sens’ fourth line.

Colin Greening
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“But I think in the last 30 games, especially, I’m skating better, playing more physical and making better plays with the puck,” he said. “Based on that, I hope my best hockey is yet to come.”

As for the slow start, could it have been the fact Greening was the feeling the pressure of the pending new deal, as much as $8 million can cause pressure?

“I think probably at the beginning I was a little cognizant of it,” he said. “But I came to realize that the contract I signed, I can’t change that right now. That was something that came from play in the past so I cannot focus on the contract itself.

“If we’re always trying to live up to what we sign or what we do, we’re always going to have that in the back of our minds. Instead, the most important thing is to go out and play the way I know how to play, to play for the here and now.

“It’s tough enough as it is to play at this level, but when you have that in the back of your mind, it can be a deterrent to you.”

Say one thing for Ottawa general manager Bryan Murray, he knew he was getting a player who will play when he signed Greening.

That’s because Greening has missed only one game in the past three seasons, and that was last year in the lockout-shortened season.

Part of the reason for his longevity is a simple case of being lucky. More so, however, is that Greening takes care of himself, big time.

He not only has brains, but brawn, too. He’s a beast in the gym — witness his ripped upper body. He’s sometimes been called “Cyborg” by teammates because of his exploits in the gym.

“There are two sides to it,” says the ever-analytical Greening of his games played streak.

“You have to play well enough so you are not a healthy scratch, and that’s what happened last year. The coach has to have confidence in you and you have to be ready to play.

“The other side of it is physical conditioning, which I take very seriously. I think it is so important that you take care of your body. This is a career I have chosen for myself and you want to ensure you give yourself the best opportunity to succeed at it. I think it’s good for me where I had that mentality that I like to go in the gym, I like to learn about the best foods to eat. That’s an interest of mine.

“Sometimes you do have to play banged up, but I think you give yourself the ability to do that if you’re strong overall.”
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And now for the really busy half of the road trip.

After beginning a six-game swing through New England at a nice pace, playing once every two days, the St. John’s IceCaps finish things up on a jam-packed weekend, with three games in less than 70 hours.

The IceCaps (29-19-4) take on the Worcester Sharks tonight (9 p.m. Newfoundland time) and Saturday (8:30 p.m. NT) before heading up to Lewiston, Me., to face the Portland Pirates on Sunday afternoon (5:30 NT).

St. John’s has gone 1-1-1 so far in this trip, losing to the Providence Bruins last Friday and to the Manchester Monarchs in a shootout on Sunday, before downing the Portland Pirates 7-5 Tuesday night.

The Sharks (23-22-4) have lost their last three games, are 10th in Eastern Conference and have 12 fewer points than St. John’s (with three games in hand), but fewer teams have given the IceCaps more trouble this season; in seven head-to-head meetings, Worcester has a 5-1-1 record and a 21-15 advantage in goals scored.

Notes: After having scored three shorthanded goals in the last four games, St. John’s forward John Albert leads the AHL with four “shorties” so far this season ... With so many games in such a short period of time, there’s a good chance goalie Tyler Beskorowany makes his IceCaps debut this weekend. Michael Hutchinson has started five straight games, and 12 of the last 13, for St. John’s. On Tuesday, against the Pirates, he gave up five goals on 29 shots ... If you regularly take in IceCaps’ games at Mile One Centre, you probably can say you saw Latvian goalie Kristers Gudlevskis long before his stellar performance against Canada in Tuesday’s Olympic men’s hockey quarter-final. Gudlevskis, a Tampa Bay Lightning prospect, played for the Syracuse Crunch against the IceCaps at Mile One in December, but wasn’t nearly as good as he was in Sochi, giving up four St. John’s goals in just over 27 minutes ... Another Latvian player who found the spotlight on him in Tuesday’s game against Canada was former IceCaps defenceman Arturs Kulda, who drew an assist on Latvia’s only goal in a 2-1 loss and delivered a second-period check on Canadian forward John Tavares, who suffered a season-ending knee injury on the play ...

bmccarthy@thetelegram.com
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As his career winds down, Daniel Cleary has no regrets leaving big money on the table in Philly

Third in a six-part series

Tomorrow: Colin Greening

Six million dollars???!!! That’s a lot of dough, but in the big money world of professional sports, six million big ones might be considered somewhere in the range of lunch money or a small purchase.

But in the real world, $6 million is, well, six million dollars!!!

Daniel Cleary knows the question is coming. He has to. He knows most of us can’t quite grasp the fact he essentially walked away from a pile of money a couple of months ago, just as National Hockey League teams were readying for training camp.

“There’s more to the story,” he says.

Well, we’re listening ...

It starts last summer, when Cleary — who will be permanently known as the first Newfoundlander to win the Stanley Cup — found himself an unrestricted free agent.

He was coming off his 15th professional hockey season, a 34-year-old bruised and battered Red Wing for the past eight years.

There were reasons not to sign the product of Riverhead, Harbour Grace who, as a 15-year-old wunderkind, moved away from home to Kingston, Ont. to play junior A hockey.

But the upside of having Cleary back in the Detroit fold outweighed the drawbacks. And judging by last spring’s playoffs, he proved he still had game with 10 post-season in 14 games — second only to captain Henrik Zetterberg — as the Red Wings made it through two rounds of the playoffs.

Except ...

The Red Wings didn’t have a lot of wiggle room under the salary cap — today, in the new NHL, it’s the single most determining factor in trades and roster makeup — not to mention the fact Detroit was top heavy in forwards under contract.

As teams were preparing for camp, Cleary was home in the Detroit suburbs questioning himself how it was all going to shake down. Florida was sniffing around, and — let’s be honest — the thoughts of hanging out in Miami’s South Beach in February was appealing.

When the phone rang.

It was his agent, J.P. Barry, with news Philadelphia was more than just interested. The Flyers were prepared to put their money where their mouth is — $8.25 million over three years.

He would, in effect, end his career on Broad Street.

There was a bit of a catch, however. The Flyers, known within the NHL as cowboys when it comes to contracts and trades, were already over the cap by $2 million when the offer to Cleary was made. But the deal was the Flyers could offer no more than Detroit could grant, an invite to camp on a professional tryout.

But Philly’s handshake came with a — wink, wink — guarantee that things would take care of themselves contract-wise when the team broke camp and the Flyers were able to free up cap space.

So the decision was made. Philadelphia it was. Cleary’s wife, Jelena, and daughters Elle, 7, and Lola, 4 — one of whom was in school and the other about to start — would probably remain in Michigan while he headed off to Pennsylvania.

Except ...

Cleary wasn’t happy.

So, he reached out one last time to Red Wings general manager Ken Holland and coach Mike Babcock. He even drove to Traverse City, Mich., where the Wings hold camp, to meet face to face with the two.
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Holland and Babcock are big fans of Cleary’s. They like his character — good dressing room guy, as they call it in hockey. They wanted him in Detroit, and Cleary wanted to remain in Detroit. All they had to do was make it happen.

And they did, to the tune of $1.75 million for one year, with a no-trade clause. Holland would worry about the cap crunch, and Babcock the glut of forwards later.

Done deal. He was staying in Motown.

Except ...

Six million dollars!!!

By opting to remain in Motown, that’s effectively what Cleary was leaving on the table.

“It was a family decision, and a personal decision, too,” Cleary said recently in, ironically enough, Philly, where the Red Wings made their first visit of the year.

“I didn’t want to leave home.

“And I love playing for the Red Wings. I love putting on that jersey. It’s an honour for me to play in Detroit and wear that logo.”

Cleary won’t admit as much, but hints that was part of the deal — the Red Wings might have offered something in the organization when his playing days are done.

Which wouldn’t be unlike Detroit. Steve Yzerman moved into the front office when his brilliant career ended. Mark Howe closed out his career as a Red Wing and is now the director of pro scouting. Jim Nill also joined the Detroit front office and is now the Dallas Stars’ GM. Jiri Fischer, Kirk Maltby, Chris Osgood and Chris Chelios all have jobs in the organization.

Heck, Detroit legend Ted Lindsay still has his own locker in the Red Wings dressing room where he often comes to exercise.

“I can see myself staying in the game in some capacity when I’m done,” he says.

“We’ll see how it unfolds. Obviously, I have a good relationship with a lot of people here. I feel like I have a certain knowledge for the game, a pretty good hockey IQ. I’ve been around a long time, so we’ll see.”

Cleary maintains he has no regrets, even if Detroit is struggling this year, clinging to the eighth and final playoff spot at the Olympic break, two points behind the Flyers, strangely enough.

Besides, he’s made almost $20 million in his career.

Sitting in a small broom closet-like room inside the Red Wings’ locker room in Philly, which subs as goalie coach Jim Bedard’s change area, Cleary speaks of his difficult 2013-14 season.

As he talks, a lump  of chewing tobacco protrudes from his bottom lip.

Fitting, since Cleary’s taken many lumps over the years, and that’s just the small stuff.

There have been a couple of knee injuries, a few separated shoulders, a broken jaw. And in late December, he lost 10 teeth after he was hit in the mouth by the puck in Nashville.

“I took out my mouth guard and I had more teeth sitting inside that,” he said.

Daniel Cleary

View the gallery

To say Cleary is on the back nine of his great career might be an understatement. He’s probably on the 17th green.

He reinvented his game to remain in the NHL in 2005. He may be beyond that now.

He will finish with the most games played in the NHL of any Newfoundlander. He will be able to boast he very nearly put together six straight years of 20 goals — a streak interrupted by a 19-goal 2009-10 campaign. In 2009, he was good enough to be considered on Canada’s long list for the 2010 Vancouver Olympics.

Today, at the Olympic break, he has only four goals and eight points in 52 games.

Against the Flyers, he started on Detroit’s first line with Daniel Alfredsson and Darren Helm, but finished the game skating with a pair of kids up from Grand Rapids of the American league.

In the five subsequent games since, leading up to the break, Cleary has been a healthy scratch each time.

It’s not the first time Babcock — who along with Holland was convinced to give Cleary a tryout way back in 2005 at the urging of his off-season workout partner, Mathieu Schneider — scratched Cleary. That happened back on Nov. 12.

“First time in, what, 10 years? It wasn’t an easy decision for Babs, but you have to be pro about it,” Cleary said.

“It sucks, no doubt about it. But when you play a long time, it’s hard to be consistently good.”

Cleary, of course, isn’t the only banged-up Red Wing. Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk, Johan Franzen and newcomer Stephen Weiss have all missed considerable time.

“Like any other guy who’s been in the league a while,” Cleary says, “I’m starting to feel it in the mornings now, in different areas of the body.

“Yes, for sure, it takes a little while to get warmed up nowadays.”

Despite the fact it’s been a trying season, and the Red Wings are no longer the juggernaut they once were, Cleary still has the passion for the game.

“Oh yeah, for sure. I think the one thing for me is I really get amped come playoff time,” he said.

“That’s where I really burn for it. After winning a Cup, you want to win so bad again and that’s why we all play.

“It’s been a trying season, personally. You’d like to score more, you’d like to be healthy. But we feel we have a good team once everybody is healthy and on board.”

Health, production, Cleary and the Red Wings.

The six-million-dollar question.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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The New Jersey Devils’ Ryane Clowe (29) flips a puck over Phoenix Coyotes’ netminder Mike Smith for a goal during a game last month in Glendale, Ariz. 

Ryane Clowe back to his crashing and banging ways in wake of early-season concussion

So much for easing his way back into the lineup.    

For 32 games in October, November and most of December, Ryane Clowe was in a dark place. A Jacob Trouba elbow to the jaw on a Sunday evening in October would lead the big New Jersey Devils winger into the depths of concussion again, his second in just over six months.

Funny how the body works. Clowe is a 6-3, 225-pound specimen, ripped and tough like the side of beef Rocky pounded on in the movie. Abs and pecs are one thing, however. The brain is another.

And so when Clowe ventured into the Winnipeg Jets’ end of the rink that night in Manitoba, to finish his check on Trouba, the Jets’ rookie defenceman, it made no difference how big and strong he was, how strapping and tenacious he was. When Trouba’s elbow smashed into Clowe’s jaw, nothing could prevent the brain from rattling around inside his head.

“After the hit,” Clowe said recently, “I felt a little off. After the game, the symptoms came on pretty quick.”

His season was all of six games old.

Days stretched into weeks — long, gloomy weeks. He’d feel good for a few days, get his hopes up, only to wake up the next day back to square one.

Worse, for the first time in his life, Clowe — a player who fought and scratched and grappled the honest, if not unlikely, way to reach the National Hockey League — was getting killed on Twitter, Facebook and all the other endless means of social interaction (without exactly speaking to someone) by fans who were complaining that the Fermeuse product was a colossal waste of money, a financial millstone for years to come.

•••••

Ryane Clowe was close to becoming a Montreal Canadien. Real close. He had grown up a Habs fan, played junior hockey at the Bell Centre before the Rocket packed their bags and headed down the road to the Maurice Richard Arena, and, ultimately, P.E.I.

The Canadiens wanted to get bigger up front, making Clowe, who carved out a pretty fine career as a crash and bang winger with the San Jose Sharks and, for a short while, the New York Rangers, an attractive package.

Montreal was prepared to offer up two or three years for the 31-year-old player, and Clowe was all ears.

Until the call came from Lou Lamoriello. The Devils’ general manager, one of the craftiest in all of hockey, came bearing gifts in the form of 24 and a quarter million dollars, or $4.85 million a season, which would make him the third-highest paid player on the team. Best part was the contract was for five years.

Clowe’s reaction was predictable: where do I sign?

Thing is, it was that contract which contributed to Clowe’s physical and mental struggles as he battled concussion early in the season. It didn’t help that he suffered a head injury late last season after the Sharks dealt him to the Rangers. He didn’t play in New York’s first three playoff games, and when he did get back into the lineup, Clowe was hit by big Jason Chimera of the Washington Capitals, slamming his head against the glass, and was done for the year.

Clowe’s an honest player, a player who’s played the game the right way his entire career. It’s his badge of honour.

So, too, is pride.

It hurt to hear the whispers of a bad contract, of Lamoriello making a terrible mistake signing a player with prior concussions to a five-year deal.

“I know what was said. I heard people say, ‘That’s a long deal for him,’” Clowe said recently in New York, where the Devils played the Rangers in one of the NHL’s Stadium Series games at Yankee Stadium.

“You sign a long-term deal, and you want to live up to that contract. Then you play six games and you’re out for 30. It’s not easy.

“To be honest with you, a great deal of help came from Lou. He had a couple of chats with me and he made it a lot easier for me. I was kind of down in the dumps, which concussions do to you from an emotional standpoint. I wasn’t feeling very good every which way. Lou was great, reassuring me I was an important piece to the team.

“I wanted to come back, and I wanted to make an impact.”

Clowe eventually got back in the Devils’ lineup, playing his first game in almost three months against the Columbus Blue Jackets two days after Christmas, logging 10:38 minutes of ice in a 2-1 loss.
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The next night, on Long Island, Clowe started against the Islanders. On his second shift, he dropped the gloves against big, tough Matt Carkner, his former American league teammate with the Cleveland Barons.

So much for taking things slowly.

“We were kind of like, ‘Geez, look at Clowie,’” said linemate Adam Henrique. “I mean, he’s just back from a concussion, and they’re out there throwing bombs. But that’s Clowie.”

“It wasn’t planned or anything,” Clowe said of the tilt with Carkner, a scrap in which Clowe earned the decision (hockeyfights.com). “It just happened. And I was glad to get it out of the way. I was trying to be physical to get the whole concussion thing out of the back of my mind.

“I thought about this one more than the other, just where I had missed so much time. You can be physical in practice, but once you get into a game situation, you can get hit when you’re not ready for it. So far, it’s been pretty good.”

Through 27 games Clowe has three goals, 10 assists and 24 penalty minutes.

However, his value to a team cannot merely be measured by goals and assists. It’s the grunt work that’s acknowledged and appreciated by teammates, like the spadework he did on the Devils’ first goal against the Rangers in the outdoor game, when he fended off a check by Dominic Moore and fed a long pass to Patrik Elias, who scored Jersey’s first goal.

Where Devils’ teammate and first ballot Hall of Famer Jaromir Jagr is an artist on ice, Clowe is a construction worker.

“His physical presence means so much to the team,” Henrique says. “He likes to be the first guy in on the forecheck, hit and create space for everyone else. He’s a big presence in the locker room, too.

“He keeps things loose. But when it comes to game time, he’s serious and a guy who likes to speak up a little bit and take control. He leads by example on the ice. He’s very smart with the puck and when things aren’t going our way, he’ll crash and bang and try to swing momentum.”

Clowe signed with the Devils on the first day of free agency in early July. A couple of hours later, Michael Ryder made a deal with the Devils.

Strange enough to have two Newfoundlanders on the same NHL team. Now the two skate on the same line, with Henrique in the middle.

“Yeah, I got Rydes here protecting me,” Clowe says with a grin.

Clowe likes to crack a joke, but is the beneficiary of a scattered barb, too. Was it Teddy Purcell who wondered how the folks at Pepsi managed to get Clowe’s, ahem, ample nose on the soft drink label after Browning Harvey produced Pepsi tins tattooed with photos of the Newfoundland NHLers?

“Actually, I think it was Teddy who told me Rydes was going to sign with New Jersey,” Clowe recalls. “I didn’t even know. You know what Rydes is like. Then there were rumours (Daniel) Cleary was going to sign here, too.”

It’s an interesting dynamic, the Clowe-Ryder-Henrique trio. Ryder is clearly the shooter, the go-to guy. Clowe is the muscle, strong-arming opponents into turning over the puck. Henrique is dashing around, creating plays.

“I played with Rydes on and off throughout the year, but once Clowie came back, we started on a line right away and we just clicked,” Henrique said.

“Everybody brings a little bit of a different element to the line. I get in on the forecheck, get the puck and find Rydes in the slot. Clowie’s in there banging away, creating space for us. And he’s certainly not afraid to drop the gloves once in a while.

“It’s been nice to have Clowie back.”

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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St. John's sets team record with six goals in middle frame

There was a blizzard outside the Adroscoggin Bank Colisee and a flurry of scoring inside the building Tuesday night as the St. John’s IceCaps set team records for goals in a period and shots in game en route to a 7-5 American Hockey League win over the Portland Pirates Tuesday night in Lewiston. Me.

IceCaps logo

The result snapped a three-game losing streak for the IceCaps (29-19-4), who got two goals each from Andrew Gordon and John Albert in what was a six-goal second period for St. John’s.

The winners also got markers from Kyle MacKinnon, Eric O’Dell and Brenden Kichton.

Gordon had two assists for a four-point night, while Albert picked up a helper for three points. Their linemate, team captain Jason Jaffray, had two assists.

Lucas Lessio with two, Rotislav Kesla, Andy Miele and Brett Hextall had the goals for Portland (19-22-9).

Michael Hutchinson made 24 saves in the St. John’s net, while the IceCaps totalled a team record 49 shots against Mark Visentin and Louis Domingue. Visentin started for Portland, giving up all seven IceCaps goals on 37 shots. He was replaced at the start of the third by Domingue, who stopped all 12 shots he faced.

The game was tied 1-1 after 20 minutes — Kesla and MacKinnon having exchanged first-period markers —  but the middle frame saw St. John’s turn up its offence, scoring a half-dozen times and launching 23 shots, tying an IceCaps record for a single period.

By the time the period was over, St. John’s led 7-3. The Pirates made things a little more interesting with goals by Lessio and Hextall in the final period, but saw their modest two-game winning streak end.

Announced attendance for Tuesday’s game was 1,618, although observers suggested there was less than a quarter of that number actually in attendance as nearly a foot of snow fell in areas of southern Maine.

With their win, the IceCaps have 62 points, the same as the Norfolk Admirals, who sit sixth in the AHL’s Eastern Conference and have a game in hand on St. John’s.

The IceCaps are 1-1-1 on what will be a six-game road trip that concludes this weekend with games in Worcester, Mass., against the Sharks Friday and Saturday, and a return engagement with the Pirates Sunday afternoon in Lewiston. 

Notes

Albert’s first goal came while the IceCaps were killing a penalty. It was the third-year pro’s third shorthanded goal in four games... Kichton’s goal early in the second period came on the power play, snapping St. John’s 0-for-19 futility streak with the man advantage ... With 18 markers on the season, Gordon has taken over the IceCaps’ team lead in goals ... With centre Patrice Cormier suffering from the flu, the IceCaps went with a lineup of 11 forwards and seven defencemen Tuesday ... Including the 22 shots they had in the middle frame of last Sunday’s 4-3 shootout loss to the Manchester, St. John’s has chalked up 45 second-period shots in its last two games ...  Goulds native and rookie defenceman James Melindy was a healthy scratch for Portland ... There were four fights Tuesday, including a couple involving the IceCaps’ Blair Riley and the Pirates’ Darian Dziurzynski ...  Between the IceCaps and Pirates, there was a total of 96 penalty minutes Tuesday, but that was a far cry from the 304 PIMs racked up by Portland and Adirondack Phantoms Sunday afternoon in Lewiston, where the Pirates won 2-0 in a game that featured a two-part brawl in the last minute of the game. The league handed out six suspensions as a result, but just one to a Pirates player — Kyle Hagel got two games and began serving his penance Tuesday. Adirondack players suspended include veteran centre Kris Newbury (four games), goaltender Cal Heeter (three games), winger Zack FitzGerald (two games), centre Ben Holmstrom (one game) and winger Tye McGinn (one game) ... It would be tough to find a hockey fan in St. John’s who won’t be cheering for Canada in its Olympic men’s hockey quarter-final agains Latvia today, but there should be more than a few who will be happy to see Latvian defenceman and former IceCap Arturs Kulda playing on a big hockey stage ... Tuesday’s Molson Canadian three stars: 1. Albert, St. John’s; 2. Gordon, St. John’s; 3. Lessio, Portland ... The Mary Brown’ hardest-working IceCap: JC Lipon ...

 bmcc@thetelegram.com
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Michael Ryder raises his arms in celebration after scoring one of 16 goals he’s tallied for the New Jersey Devils so far this NHL season. Since breaking into the NHL with the Montreal Canadiens in the 2003-04 season, the Bonavista native has scored 229 times — the most of any Newfoundlander.

Don’t let Michael Ryder’s easygoing manner fool you, this sniper loves to score 

Joe Micheletti, perhaps gaining more notoriety these days as an analyst on U.S. hockey broadcasts than for his work as a journeyman defenceman in the old World Hockey Association and later the National Hockey League, recalls a story Claude Julien sometimes shares.

It involves Michael Ryder, the New Jersey Devils’ right-winger, a player about whom Julien knows a thing or two.

First in a six-part series. 

Tomorrow: Ryane Clowe
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Julien was Ryder’s first junior hockey coach, when the latter arrived in Hull, Que., a 17-year-old recruit from rural Newfoundland who didn’t say much, but sure could shoot the puck.

Ryder would play three years under Julien while in Hull, including a trip together to the 2000 world juniors. When the two turned pro in the Montreal Canadiens system, it was Ryder and Julien together again in Hamilton, Ont., with the American Hockey League’s Bulldogs.

Then, when Julien was promoted to the Canadiens after Michel Therrien was fired from his first go-round in Montreal, Ryder cracked the Habs’ lineup and made a bang with a 25-goal rookie season, good enough to make him a finalist for the Calder Trophy.

A few years later, the duo hooked up again in Boston and won a Stanley Cup in 2011, with Ryder, the pride of Bonavista, among the Bruins’ top performers that spring.

So, in a nutshell, Julien can speak with authority when it comes to Ryder, which makes Micheletti’s recount all the more amusing.

“Get Claude to tell you,” laughs Micheletti, the New York Rangers’ colour guy, before the recent Rangers-Devils outdoor game at Yankee Stadium. “Claude would say to him in the morning skate, ‘You know Michael, we got a game tonight, right?’”

Those who don’t know Michael Ryder won’t get it. For those who do, well, Micheletti’s little narrative is bang on.

“Oh yeah,” smiles Adam Henrique, Ryder’s centre on the Devils, “that’s Rydes. He’s a loose guy. Not a lot bothers him.”

It’s safe to say stress will never get the better of Michael Ryder, now in his 14th winter of professional hockey. You might even suggest he marches to the beat of his own drum, which probably helps his approach to each game of the 82-game grind that is the NHL schedule.

It’s that laissez-faire attitude that might also help Ryder get through the lean times. And as a notorious hot and cold scorer, Ryder has languished through his share of scoring slumps over the years.

“That probably may be the case,” Henrique says. “He doesn’t seem to worry about a lot of things, and I guess you could say he’s carefree.

“But I’ll tell you,” adds Henrique, the smile slipping from his face, “when it comes time to play, he’s ready. Rydes wants to be out there a lot, he wants to be on the ice at key points in the game.

“He’s a scorer and he wants the puck.”

During the Bruins’ Cup run — when Ryder had eight goals and 17 points in 25 springtime games — his new golf clubs on order arrived at his downtown Boston condo.

To hear his mother, Debbie, recount the story to The Telegram’s Brendan McCarthy, Ryder was the proverbial kid in the candy store with the new sticks.

Ryder laughs when the subject comes up, probably because it’s half true. Anyone who knows the player knows golf ranks just below breathing on the scale of his priorities.

But that’s not to say hockey’s getting old. Granted, he’s done just about all there is to do. He’ll retire as the highest-scoring Newfoundlander to play in the NHL, he has a Stanley Cup ring, played for two Original Six franchises and — wait now, let’s see … oh yes — he has earned just over $27 million so far in his career, with another $3.5 million to come next year with the Devils.

No, even today, just over a month away from his 34th birthday — getting on in years if you happen to be a pro athlete — Ryder still gets excited coming to the rink.

“Oh geez, yes, obviously,” he says. “I wouldn’t be doing it if I wasn’t.

“I’ve been playing hockey every day of my life since I was a kid, and I still get excited to do this very day.

“I’m not getting any younger, but I still love playing the game. I still love competing and I love winning. I hate losing, and that goes for anything ... golf, whatever.”

Read more special articles:

 Giving a Devil his due 

 Money talked but Cleary walked 

 Not just brawn, but brains too 

 Not trigger-happy, but still a big shot 

Things are changing for Michael Ryder. There’s the new team, of course, after the Devils signed him to a two-year, $7 million free agent contract last summer. Away from the rink, perhaps the biggest change is forthcoming, as his girlfriend, Caroline Mulcahy, will have the couple’s first child.

On the ice, however, it’s business as usual for Ryder. He may be hot and cold — which has a tendency to drive coaches batty — but he’s money in the bank for 20 goals every year.

Consider this: since becoming an NHLer, his yearly goal totals read: 25, 30, 30, 14 (under Guy Carbonneau, a long story), 27, 18, 18, 35 and 16 (in lockout-shortened 2012-13 season).

With 16 so far for the Devils, Ryder is well on his way to another 20-goal campaign.

But what is it with him that makes it look so — dare we say it — darn easy?

Well, it is, in a word, his shot. It’s among the most lethal in all of the NHL, a single facet of his game that’s made him a ton of money.

Ryder is not a bad skater, but he’s probably not up there with the game’s elite. He’s not a drop-the-gloves tough player, but he will venture into the dirty areas of the ice, from the corners to the front of the net.

But it’s his shot, lightning quick and deadly accurate, that sets him apart from others.

“He’s a pure goalscorer, plain and simple,” said Henrique, who centres a line with Ryder and another Newfoundlander, Ryane Clowe of Fermeuse. “When we’re working down low, we know he’s going to find a little hole in the slot and if we can get him the puck, we have a great chance at scoring.

“We’re trying to find that loose area where we know Rydes will be.”

Circling around the ice, helmet low to his brow, almost shielding his eyes from opponents, Ryder is like a predator waiting to pounce, only in this instance, the bait is the puck and opposing goaltenders his prey.

And, in most cases, he needs only a split second to make the kill, or get the shot off, as it were.

“I was always shooting pucks, balls, whatever, when I was younger,” he recalls. “I’d be down in the basement shooting all the time. Then I’d be out in the driveway.

“There were puck marks all over the door downstairs, so my parents finally got me a net for Christmas.

“Then I was shooting at that all day long.”

Ryder has entered the Olympic break on a lengthy scoring skid, empty in his last 13 games. Before that, though, there were five goals in six games and earlier this year, four goals in five games. That came after an 11-game goalless streak.

Of course, that’s been Ryder’s M.O.

But when he’s on, he can be lethal.

“When he’s hot,” Henrique said, “he can carry a team.”

“He’s just gotta keep shooting,” New Jersey coach Pete DeBoer said. “There are a lot of streaky guys in this league. (Ex-Devil) David Clarkson was a similar-type guy. They score in bunches and when the pucks go in, they go in. And when they don’t, they don’t.

“If the chances start to dry up, I’ll be really concerned, but I think he’s getting quality looks.”

“You just try to find the right areas where you’re going to get a shot off,” Ryder says. “You have to think when you’re on the ice, where is the best place to get a shot off? Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t.

“It’s hard to explain. You just read the play and try to anticipate what’s going to happen and get to that spot. Then when I get a chance to shoot … I just use my shot. It’s my bread and butter.”

And for years, he’s feasted on it.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor.

He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com

Follow him on Twitter @telyrobinshort

IceCaps’ road trip continues tonight against Pirates
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St. John’s has won six of seven meetings with Portland so far this season

A few notes and thoughts regarding the St. John’s IceCaps as they continue a six-game road trip with a game tonight in Lewiston, Me., against the Portland Pirates tonight (8:30 p.m. NT):

They dominated a 10-game season series against the best team in the American Hockey League, yet the IceCaps still find themselves in a real tussle just to maintain a playoff position in the AHL’s Eastern Conference. So does that mean St. John’s (28-19-4) is one of those clubs that can be pegged as playing to the level of its opponents? In other words, do they perform well against the better teams and just middling against mediocre ones?

St. John's IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge

“No, I think we’re beyond that stage. In fact, we’re well beyond it,” said St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge after the IceCaps dropped a 4-3 shootout decision to the league-leading Manchester Monarchs Sunday, leaving St. John’s with a 6-3-1 record in their season series with Monarchs.

McCambridge’s answer indicates that even he thinks there was a time the IceCaps’ showing on any given night might be predicted by its opponent’s record. But his insistence things have changed has statistical backup.

In games against teams currently in playoff position  — in other words, the top half of the AHL —  the IceCaps have a 16-13-2 record (for a .548 points percentage) and are 12-6-2 (.650) against teams in the bottom part of the standings. Without getting too scientific, that looks like a comparative difference you might expect.

It does, however, reveal an interesting fact in that the IceCaps have — to date at least — had a fairly tough schedule, at least when it comes to strength of opposition. That’s 31 games against top-half team as opposed to 21 against those sitting below the playoff cutoff.

McCambridge chose not to comment on this split, although if he did, you might expect it would be something in the “every game is a tough one, no matter the record” vein. But for what it’s worth, of the 25 contest remaining on the IceCaps’ schedule, only seven are against teams currently in a playoff position.

•••

The Pirates (19-21-9) have had their struggles this season, but have won two straight games. The latest victory — a 2-0 decision over the Adirondack Phantoms on Sunday — snapped a six-week home-ice winless streak at the Colisee in Lewiston, one that had seen them go 0-6-3.

Like most AHL clubs, the Pirates have been bolstered by player assignments from the parent team during the NHL’s Olympic break, having received forward Tim Kennedy and defenceman Connor Murphy from the Phoenix Coyotes. And centre Brendan Shinnimin is back after being sidelined by an injury that’s kept him out since the New Year.

This will be the seventh of 10 meetings between St. John’s and Portland this year, with the IceCaps having won five of the six games to date.

•••

Michael Hutchinson will make his sixth straight start in goal for St. John’s tonight, his 11th in the IceCaps’ last 12 outings.

When asked when new netminder Tyler Beskorowany, brought in when Eddie Pasquale was lost to season-ending surgery, might expect to see his first action for St. John’s, McCambridge suggested it could be during this road trip, which will end with three games in three days (two in Worcester and one more against the Pirates) this coming weekend.

But McCambridge isn’t specifying which of those games he has targeted for Beskorowany’s St. John’s debut.

“That’s in my head, not in the paper,” he said with a chuckle.

Notes: Goulds native and Pirates defenceman James Melindy has one goal and no assists in 19 games in his rookie pro season. Recent arrivals from Phoenix have left nine rearguards on the Portland roster and Melindy did not dress for the Pirates’ last two games ... Sunday’s game between Portland and Adirondack might not have featured much in the way of scoring, but it had plenty of penalty minutes, 304 in total, most of them resulting from a brawl in the last 30 seconds of the contest. There were 18 game misconducts handed out ... Manchester centre Tyler Toffoli is the latest CCM/AHL player of the week. Toffoli, one of those aforementioned players sent to the AHL during the Olympics, had five goals and two assists in three games, the two helpers coming in Sunday’s win over St. John’s ...

bmcc@thetelegram.com

IceCaps fall to league-leading Monarchs
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St. John’s 4-3 loss Manchester drops team to eighth in Eastern Conference

A post-season berth is far from guaranteed, but should the St. John’s IceCaps make it to the American Hockey League playoffs, they could very well turn out be the biggest threat to the Calder Cup aspirations of the Manchester Monarchs.

IceCaps logo

Yes, the Monarchs defeated the IceCaps 4-3 in a shootout Sunday afternoon in Manchester, N.H., but it was a game in which St. John’s had a 43-25 shot advantage and “deserved a much better fate” according to IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge. It also closed out a 10-game season-series between the two teams, with St. John’s coming away with a 6-3-1 record.

Those half-dozen setbacks to St. John’s represent almost half the losses Manchester (34-14-7) has suffered through 55 games this season.

The fact remains, however, that while the Monarchs sit comfortably atop the league standings, six points clear of the field, the IceCaps (28-19-4) are just barely inside the playoff fence; the single point they gained Sunday puts them in a tie with the Albany Devils for eighth place in the conference ...  and only eight teams make it to the post-season.

In other words, they could have really, really used that extra point Manchester gained in the shootout.

“And we deserved two points,” said McCambridge. “We played with good energy. We played a very strong game against the team with the best record in the league.

“I liked our game a lot more than I liked the result.”

Martin Jones, on assignment from the parent Los Angeles Kings during the Olympic break, made 40 saves for Manchester and stopped all four IceCaps — Jerome Samson, Kael Mouillierat, Eric O’Dell and Jason Jaffray — he faced in the shootout.

Michael Hutchinson faced 25 shots in the St. John’s net, giving up goals by Nick Shore and Jordan Weal in the shootout.

“I thought both goaltenders were good, but Jones obviously was the difference for (the Monarchs) tonight,” said McCambridge.

“I thought he looked like an NHL goalie.”

Carl Klingberg, Adam Lowry and John Albert scored for St. John’s. For both Klingberg and Albert, it was their second goals in as many games; they had provided the IceCaps’ offence in a 3-2 loss to the Providence Bruins Friday as St. John’s began a six-game road trip.

Nick Deslauriers, with two, and Steve Quailer had the goals for Manchester.

The Deslauriers markers might be seen as particularly hurtful daggers, the first because of its timing —  it came with 2.2 seconds left in the middle period to tie the game 2-2 — and the second because of the circumstances.

Seven minutes into the third, with St. John’s up 3-2, the Monarchs’ Tyler Toffoli stepped out of the penalty box after a failed IceCaps power play and pressured Hutchinson into a turnover, with Deslauriers getting the puck and firing it into a wide-open net for the goal that led to overtime and the eventual shootout.

Asked if Sunday’s result came down to those particular plays, McCambridge replied “I think every game comes down to two or three shifts. It’s just that those ones probably stick out a little bit more.” 
Notes: St. John’s continues its road trip Tuesday night in Lewiston, Me., where it faces the Portland Pirates … With rookie forward JC Lipon suffering with the flu, the IceCaps dressed seven defencemen Sunday… Klingberg had eight shots on goal, a season high for St. John’s … St. John’s native and Monarchs forward Zach O’Brien had no points and two shots on goal Sunday ... In 20 AHL games this season, Jones has allowed three or more goals on seven occasions, but four times versus the IceCaps … The Molson Canadian three stars Sunday: 1. Martin Jones, 2. Nick Deslauriers, 3. Carl Klingberg… The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IcCap: Ben Chiarot ...

bmcc@thetelegram.com

IceCaps lose 3-2 in Providence
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Playoff race in AHL's Eastern Conference extremely tight

How tight is the playoff situation in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference?

 Well, the St. John’s IceCaps could have been tied for fourth overall today had they defeated the Providence Bruins Friday. Instead, they could find themselves out of a playoff position as soon as tonight.

IceCaps logo

Friday night in Providence, in their first game of a six-game road trip, the IceCaps gave up three first-period goals and never caught up, falling 3-2 to the P-Bruins.

The result leaves St. John’s (28-19-3) with 59 points and eighth overall in the Eastern Conference. The top eight teams in the conference will advance to the post-season.

The Albany Devils are a point behind the IcCaps, with a game in hand. The Devils can move past St. John’s today as they play the Adirondack Phantoms tonight, while the IceCaps have the day off.

The good news for the IceCaps, who next play Sunday afternoon in Manchester, N.H., is that they are just a point behind the Norfolk Admirals and Hershey Bears and just two in arrears of Providence (27-18-7) and Wilkes-Barre Scranton Penguins. 

In Friday’s game at the Dunkin Donuts Center, the Bruins got goals from Mike Moore, Craig Cunningham and Justin Florek in the opening frame and held on for the victory. 

Carl Klingberg and John Albert replied for St. John’s, with Albert’s second-period goal coming while the IceCaps were shorthanded.

The IceCaps outshout Providence 28-25, including 12-6 in the third period, but couldn’t find a way to get a game-tying goal against Bruins’ netminder Niklas Svedberg.

Michael Hutchinson was in goal for St. John’s.

The IceCaps’ Sunday game in Manchester begins 4:30 p.m. Newfoundland time. It’s the 10th and final regular-season meeting between the two teams. The Monarchs (32-14-7) lead the Eastern Conference, but the IceCaps have won six of their nine meetings to date.

Notes

Scratches for the IceCaps Friday included defencemen Cody Lampl and Kris Fredheim, forwards Austen Brassard, Josh Lunden and Ryan Schnell, and goalie Eddie Pasquale. All are injured, except for Lampl and Brassard. However Lunden, who hasn’t played since October because of a concussion, is travelling with the team … Providence had one power-play goal in five chances, while St. John’s went 0-for-3, leaving the IceCaps without a man-advantage goal in three straight games… The Molson Canadian three stars Friday: 1. Justin Florek. Providence 2. Seth Griffith, Providence 3. Will O’Neill, St. John’s… The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Michael Hutchinson ...

bmcc@the telegram.com

IceCaps return to action tonight against Providence Bruins
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The St. John's IceCaps officially exit the American Hockey League's all-star break when they take on the Bruins tonight in Providence, R.I., although truth be told, four days off between games - the IceCaps last played Sunday at Mile One Centre - is nothing too much out of the ordinary for St. John's.

The IceCaps' return to action will come against a familiar opponent. Tonight's game (8:35 p.m. Newfoundland time) will be their eighth and final regular-season match-up against Providence and the fifth time they'll have met the P-Bruins in their last 10 games; the teams squared off in Providence Jan 24 and 26, with the IceCaps winning both games. They then split a pair of contests Feb. 4 and 5 at Mile One, with the IceCaps' victory coming in a shootout.

IceCaps

Even with two months left in the AHL 2013-14 regular schedule, there's much on the line tonight in this four-pointer. St. John's and Providence each have 59 points (the IceCaps have two games in hand) and are in the midst of a playoff-position logjam in the AHL's Eastern Conference, where the seven teams occupying positions No. 3 (Binghamton Senators, 62 points) to No. 9 (Albany Devils, 57) are separated by just five points.

The top eight teams in the 15-team conference advance to the post-season.

Both the Bruins and IceCaps have seen some notable roster changes since they last met 10 days ago. The Winnipeg Jets sent defenceman Zach Redmond and centre Eric O'Dell to St. John's, at least for the all-star break, while Providence got David Warsofsky, their highest-scoring rearguard, back from the parent team in Boston.

As well, the P-Bruins saw the departure of centre Carter Camper (8-23-31), traded in a deal between Boston and the Columbus Blue Jackets. In return, Providence received veteran defenceman Blake Parlett, who had been with Columbus's affiliate, the Springfield Falcons.

Parlett will help fill the void created by the loss of blueliner Joe Morrow, who will be out at least a month after suffering a knee injury in St. John's last week.

Tonight's game will be broadcast on Radio CJYQ 930AM (This is Newfoundland Labrador) and online at stjohnsicecaps.com and through Steele Communication websites. Brian Rogers' pre-game show will begin at approximately 8 p.m. NT.

The IceCaps have a rare Saturday off, then continue what will be a six-game road trip on Sunday (4:30 p.m.) in Manchester against the Eastern Conference-leading Monarchs. In the Atlantic Division, the Monarchs hold a 10-point lead on the second-place IceCaps and P-Bruins, but have played three more games than St. John's.

Pirri, Strome each net to goals pacing AHL All-stars past Farjestad BK 7-2
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New format AHL All-star festivities draw to a close

The American Hockey League all-stars showed Farjestad BK who’s boss Wednesday night, lighting up the Swedish Hockey League club 7-2 in an unofficial North American-Europe hockey challenge at Mile One Centre.

AHL All Star player Mike Hoffman (27) scores a goal against Farjestad BK goaltender Frederik Pettersson-Wentzel (35) during the AHL All Star game Wednesday night. At left is Farjestad BK player Oliver Kylington. The AHL squad downed their Swedish counterparts 7-2. — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

Brandon Pirri and Ryan Strome both had two goals, and Mike Hoffman had a goal and two assists in what was otherwise the 2014 Assante Wealth Management AHL All-Star Classic played before a sellout crowd of 6,287 in  downtown St. John’s.

In addition to Pirri, the game’s MVP, and AHL player of the game Hoffman, Ben Street and Travis Morin also scored the AHLers.

Magnus Nygren and Rickard Wallin had the Farjestad goals.

The game was a change in format for the American Hockey League, which traditionally went with a Canada vs PlanetUSA or East vs West inter-league all-star format.

It also ended three days of all-star festivities in St. John’s, which began Monday night with the Taste of Newfoundland food, beverage and entertainment event at the St. John’s Convention Centre, and continued Tuesday with a skills competition before a full house at Mile One.

Earlier Wednesday, the AHL inducted four people — Bill Dineen, Al MacNeil, Bob Perreault and John Slaney of St. John’s — into its Hall of Fame at the Convention Centre.

It was all AHL in the first period Wednesday as the host team poured in four goals past Frederik Pettersson-Wentzel.

Hoffman started the onslaught 8:43 in on only the AHLers’ fourth shot on goal, finishing off a nice three-way passing play with Joe Whitney and Pirri. Strome, the fifth overall NHL draft pick in 2011, was alone in front at 10:08, and made no mistake converting a Brian Gibbons pass into the back of the net.

Street and Morin also scored in the first period, giving the AHLers a big lead they would not relinquish.

Pirri netted the only goal in the middle frame, a period in which both teams switched goaltenders. Dustin Tokarski came in to replace Jake Allen, the former St. John’s Fog Devils goalie who stopped all 14 shots he faced.

Pettersson-Wentzel turned aside 13 of 17 shots.

Nygren finally got Farjestad on the scoreboard 25 seconds into the third period, but it was too late as Pirri and Strome each scored their second goals, sandwiching Wallin’s marker.

Tokarski finished with 20 saves. Pekka Tuokkola made 10 saves.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Focus key element in all-star campaign
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Luke Adam leading the way for Rochester Americans’ resurgence

There is little doubt Luke Adam is a talented hockey player. The Rochester Americans’ forward is, after all, back in his hometown of St. John’s as part of the American Hockey League’s all-star team on the strength of his team-leading 20-goal, 34-point effort so far this season.

AHL All Star players Brenden Kichton (8) of the St. John’s IceCaps and St. John’s born Luke Adam (17) of the Rochester Americans turn to chase the puck in front AHL goaltender and former St. John’s Fog Devil Jake Allen during the AHL All Star game Wednesday night. At left are AHL player Colton Sissons (18) and Farjestad BK player Tomas Hyka (28). The AHL squad picked up a 7-2 win in the league’s first-ever international challenge— Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

But Adam, a big forward with soft hands and a scoring touch, isn’t exactly known for his powerful shot.

Yet, Tuesday night, during the league’s skills competition, the centreman found himself in the hardest shot contest.

“That’s not really my forte,” Adam says with a chuckle. “It was seven defencemen and me. It was a blast.”

Well, not really.

Adam’s blast — his third — topped out at 93.7 miles per hour, the seventh slowest of the eight competitors in the event.

Still, Adam, in his second All-Star Classic following a rookie appearance in 2011, didn’t look out of place among his AHL teammates in the skills component or Wednesday’s all-star game against Färjestad BK at Mile One Centre.

The 2013-14 campaign has been a rewarding one for the former St. John’s Fog Devil, both from personal and team perspective.

Rochester entered the all-star break with eight wins in its last 10 games, to sit second in the Western Conference’s North Division behind the Toronto Marlies.

“We’re really starting to come together as a team and get a lot of important players back in the lineup,” says Adam, who collected 11 points over the stretch.

“Hopefully we can keep building on that and keep moving forward going to the playoffs.”

Adam is also leading the Americans in plus/minus (+13), power play goals (10) and game-winners (5). His 20 goals are good for seventh in the circuit.

“The team is winning, that’s my main focus, but personally I couldn’t be happier with the way it’s going. I’m just continuing to work to get to where I ultimately want to be, in the NHL.”

In his one call-up to the parent Buffalo Sabres this season, a nine-game stint last fall, he notched one goal while averaging 15 shifts and 12 minutes of ice-time per game.

But since being sent down in December, the Sabres haven’t called on him again.

Granted, if Adam, who is on a one-year, two-way contract, had played one more game with Buffalo, he would be forced to clear waivers on his next recall.

“I had a feeling I wouldn’t be called up before the Olympic break,” Adam says, who insn’t concerned with his extended stay in upstate New York.

The Kilbride native entered this season, his third as a pro, intent on focusing on playing well in Rochester and not worrying about getting called up to the NHL. At the season’s midway point, he’s sticking to that plan.

“People take notice when you’re stringing wins together and if we can continue to move up the standings, and I can keep playing well and help the team win, that’s all I can control.”

koliver@thetelegram.com

AHL All-Star Classic skills competition
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The following are the results of the skills competition hosted as part of the Assante Wealth Management AHL All-Star Classic festivities being hosted at Mile One in St. John’s on Tuesday night:

AHL All Star Joe Whitney (21) of the Albany Devils makes a nifty spin-o-rama move on Färjestad BK goaltender Fredrik Petterson-Wentzel (35) to score a goal in the Assante Wealth Management AHL All-Star Classic skills competition at Mile One Centre Tuesday night. — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

Event 1:  Sher-Wood Puck Control Relay

• Winning team and player for each race earns one goal for team

Race 1 (Team)

Färjestad BK: Linus Fröberg, Pontus Åberg, Jack Connolly

Race 2 (Team)

AHL All-Stars: Brett Connoly, Frederic St. Denis, Chad Billins

Race 3 (Individual player)

Jason Jaffray, AHL

Race 4 (Individual player)

Oliver Kylington, Färjestad BK

Event score: Färjestad BK 2, AHL 2

Score after first event AHL 2, Färjestad BK 2

Event 2: CCM Fastest Skater

• Team with faster average time earns one goal

• Individual with fastest time earns one goal for his team

AHL

1. Mike Hoffman — 13.990 seconds

2. Brian Gibbons — 14.350

3. Alexey Marchenko — 14.823

4. Brandon Pirri — 14.706

Färjestad BK

1. Tomas Hyka — 14.262

2. Joakim Nygård — 14.434

3. Charles Bertand — 14.882

4. Oliver Kylington — 17.484

AHL Average: 14.467

Färjestad BK Average: 15.266

Event score: AHL 2, Färjestad BK 0

After two events: AHL 4, Färjestad BK 2

Event 3: RBC Rapid Fire

• Team with the most saves earns one goal

AHL

Jake Allen — six saves

Dustin Tokarski — six saves

Färjestad BK

Frederik Pettersson-Wentzel — seven saves

Pekka Tuokkola — six saves

Event score: Färjestad BK 1, AHL 0

After three events: AHL 4, Färjestad BK 3

Event 4: CCM Hardest Shot

• Team with higher average speed earns one goal

• Individual with hardest shot earns one goal for his team

Färjestad BK

1. Pontus Åberg — 99.5 MPH

2. Magnus Nygren — 104.6*

3. Ville Lajunen — 97.7

4. Shawn Belle — 98.2

AHL

1. T.J. Brennan — 101.5

2. Brayden McNabb — 102.6

3. Alexey Marchenko — 92.9

4. Luke Adam — 93.7

Event score: Färjestad BK 2, AHL 0

After four events: Färjestad BK 5, AHL 4

Event 5: Pepsi Accuracy Shooting

• Individual with most hits in fewest attempts earns one goal for his team

• Team with the most total hits in the fewest total attempts earns one goal

Färjestad BK

1. Pontus Åberg — 4/8

2. Milan Gulas — 4/7

3. Magnus Nygren — 4/6

4. Per Åslund — 4/7

Total: 16/28

AHL

1. Ben Street — 3/8

2. Ryan Strome — 4/6

3. Luke Adam — 4/8

4. Jason Jaffray — 4/6

Total: 15/28

Event score: Färjestad BK 2, AHL 1

After five events: Färjestad BK 7, AHL 5

Event 6: Assante Wealth Management

Pass and Score

• Each individual goal scored counts toward the overall team score

Event score: 4-4

After six events: Färjestad BK 11, AHL 9

Event 7: AHL Live Breakaway Relay

• Each individual goal scored counts toward overall team score

Round 1

Färjestad BK: two goals, three saves

AHL: two goals, three saves

Round 2

Färjestad BK: one goal, four saves

AHL: one goal, four saves

Round 3

Färjestad BK: two goals, three saves

AHL: two goals, three saves

Round 4

Färjestad BK: one goal, four saves

AHL: three goals, two saves

Event score: AHL 8, Färjestad BK 6

After seven events: AHL 17, Färjestad BK 17

Tie-breaker

Jason Jaffray scored winner in sudden death penalty shot competition

Final score: AHL 18, Färjestad BK 17

CCM Top Goaltender Competition

• Goaltender with fewest goals allowed in rapid fire, pass and score, and live breakaway relay events

1. Dustin Tokarski, AHL — 15 saves

2. Jake Allen, AHL — 14

3. Frederik Pettersson-Wentzel — 13

4. Pekka Tuokkola — 13

* New AHL All-Star Classic record

Amerks ride hot hand of Nathan Lieuwen

Sal Maiorana, ROC 7:48 p.m. EST February 26, 2014

km 020514Amerksspts7.jpg

(Photo: KRIS J. MURANTE, STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER)

Story Highlights

Rochester Americans goalie Nathan Lieuwen has won eight of his last 10 starts

Lieuwen's hero was Hall of Famer Patrick Roy, father of his Amerk teammate, Frederick Roy

The Amerks begin a four-game road trip to the Midwest on Thursday
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As a kid growing up in Abbotsford, British Columbia, Nathan Lieuwen's hockey hero was Hall of Fame goaltender Patrick Roy.

So imagine how excited the Amerks' rookie goalie was to find out that on the night he made his first start of the 2013-14 season back on Oct. 18, Roy was going to be in the crowd at Blue Cross Arena at the War Memorial.

"What a cool thing to have your NHL hero watching you play," Lieuwen said the other day before the Amerks left town to begin a four-game road trip that starts Thursday night in Iowa, most likely with Lieuwen in goal. "Growing up I loved the guy, he was an amazing goaltender, so that was a cool experience, but I tried not to think about it until after the game."

Of course, the night would have been a whole lot cooler if Lieuwen could have met Roy in person following his impressive 36-save performance that keyed Rochester's 4-1 victory over the arch-nemesis Toronto Marlies.

Instead, his wife Breanne had the honor of meeting Roy, the father of Amerks winger Frederick Roy, who was able to attend that game because the team he is in his first year coaching, the Colorado Avalanche, was in western New York to play the Buffalo Sabres the following night.

"Yeah, I remember when he was here, but my wife got to meet him and I didn't, which was kind of funny," Lieuwen said.

Lieuwen was terrific that night, and he's only gotten better since. The 23-year-old has started a season-high four games in a row, winning three and losing one in a shootout. During this recent hot streak where the Amerks have won 12 of their last 16 games, Lieuwen has started 10 of the games, going 8-2, and his goals-against average now stands at 2.40, his save percentage at a lofty .920 for the season.

"Nathan's played really well, he's been a pleasant surprise," coach Chadd Cassidy said. "He has a great attitude, he's not afraid to do the work, and it's really paid off for him. We have two very capable goaltenders in him and Matt (Hackett), and recently, Nathan has probably played more and better. That doesn't mean Matt can't get more time moving forward, but as of right now, I think it would be hard not to play the hot goaltender and that's been Nathan."

Lieuwen spent almost all of 2012-13 in the East Coast Hockey League with Greenville, and South Carolina was somewhat of a culture shock. It's not very often in his career that he's worn shorts to the rink in the middle of the season.

"I've never been anywhere like that, especially in the winter time to be somewhere warm, so that was a change, but it was good for me for a transition into pro hockey and to learn the ways of the pro hockey life," he said.

Lieuwen went 14-10-2 with a 2.93 GAA for the Road Warriors, then came up to the Amerks briefly at the end of the year and played in four games (he was 1-2 with a 2.65 GAA). "It was great to come up here at the end of the year and get a taste of the AHL and it really prepared me for this year," he said.

Hackett, whom the Buffalo Sabres acquired in a trade from the Minnesota Wild last season, was the clear-cut No. 1 goalie heading into the season, and it stayed that way for most of the first half. But Lieuwen has made big strides, and now, Cassidy is rewarding him for that progress.

"Number one, he's worked on a lot of things technically with (goalie coach Bob Janosz)," said Cassidy. "I would say he's really solidified his movement, playing bigger in the net, and he's very good at plays around the net because he's so big and strong and can manage plays around the net."

Frederick Roy wasn't even aware that his father was Lieuwen's hero, but he sure likes the idea, as does he like the way his teammate has been playing lately.

"That's good, my dad could be a good role model for him," Roy said. "He's played phenomenal, and he deserves everything he's getting. Anyone who works hard like that, you want to play for him."

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

Stevens still sidelined

With Amerks broadcaster Don Stevens still recovering from surgery to repair a broken bone in his leg and unable to travel with the team on its four-game road trip, the Amerks announced that they will utilize the home team play-by-play feed on their WHTK-AM (1280) radio broadcasts.

Stevens will join Rob Sanderson on the air during broadcasts as Sanderson will continue to host the Amerks' pregame show, intermission reports, and postgame shows during the trip, which will see the Amerks play Iowa Thursday at 8:05, Chicago (Friday at 8:30, at Milwaukee at 4 p.m. Sunday and at Rockford at 8 p.m. Tuesday). All Amerks games can also be viewed live on AHLLive.com, with a variety of subscription options available.

Stevens may be able to return to the booth for Rochester's next home game on March 7 against Syracuse.
Amerks’ roster stays intact

Sal Maiorana, ROC 5:45 p.m. EST February 25, 2014
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Story Highlights

The Amerks hit the road for a four-game road trip over the next eight days

The roster remains intact, as the Sabres have not recalled any players

The Amerks are in seventh place in the Western Conference standings, solidly in the playoff picture
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For now, the gang’s all here, but that is subject to change at the whim of the Buffalo Sabres.

The National Hockey League got back to business Tuesday night when the Sabres played a make-up game at First Niagara Center against the Carolina Hurricanes. And they did so without any of the players who have been in the Rochester Americans’ lineup the past few weeks.

There was speculation that several Amerks might get recalled to Buffalo as soon as the Sochi Olympics wrapped up. But during practice Tuesday at Bill Gray’s Regional Iceplex, Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy had his full complement of players, and he thinks that will be the case when the team flies to the Midwest Wednesday morning to begin a four-game road trip.

“I think eventually something probably will happen,” Cassidy said. “With injuries and numbers, I think (the Sabres) only have six defensemen right now, so eventually somebody will probably go up, but for now I think they’re going to keep it like this.”

That seems like a logical conclusion because there was certainly an opportunity to raid the Amerks Tuesday. With defenseman Henrik Tallinder still in time-zone recovery after returning from Sochi, he was a healthy scratch, but Buffalo coach Ted Nolan chose to use forward John Scott on defense.

The Amerks benefited greatly from the Olympic break because several of their best players — defensemen Mark Pysyk, Brayden McNabb and Chad Ruhwedel, and forwards Kevin Porter and Phil Varone — were sent down to Rochester after stints in Buffalo so they could keep playing.

Sabres general manager Tim Murray visited Rochester last week, and he insinuated that to whatever extent he can, he would like to keep the Amerks together for the homestretch of the regular season, and a possible playoff run. Cassidy surely won’t argue that strategy.

His club is playing well, having won 12 of its last 16 games, and sits in second place in the North Division, five points behind front-running Toronto. More importantly, Rochester is securely residing in seventh place in the Western Conference (top eight make the playoffs), three points ahead of eighth-place Milwaukee, and seven clear of both Iowa and San Antonio with 24 games left to play.

“With injuries and trades, who knows what’s going to happen in the next 10 days,” Cassidy said, referring to the approaching March 5 NHL trade deadline which could greatly affect the Amerks roster. “I think it’s very beneficial from our perspective for these guys to get in a winning environment, a competitive environment where they can grow and learn to play in different situations, learn how to win hockey games, and get big minutes for guys who are going to be in Buffalo in the near future. I think that’s going to be invaluable for them.”

The Sabres are also home Wednesday against Boston, and Friday against San Jose, but the good news for the Amerks is that Buffalo is completely healthy as three players — Tyler Myers, Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick — who were out when the Olympic break began are back.

Center Luke Adam, the Amerks’ leading scorer, said the Amerks will just push forward no matter who’s in their lineup.

“I don’t think there’s many guys here worrying about getting called up,” Adam said. “We have a big road trip coming up and we have to continue winning hockey games. We’re playing really well as a team right now. Hopefully we can keep that going this last stretch of the season.”

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

Amerks end home stretch with win over Hamilton

Sal Maiorana 2:21 a.m. EST February 23, 2014

Rochester Amerks Americans

(Photo: File graphic)
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When the American Hockey League schedule was released last fall, the block of 12 games that concluded Saturday night with the Amerks defeating Hamilton 3-2 figured to be critical to Rochester's playoff chances.

With 10 home games during that stretch (nine at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial, one at Buffalo's First Niagara Center), the Amerks needed to pile up some points in their quest to catch the first-place Toronto Marlies in the North Division standings, or at least solidify themselves in the top eight of Western Conference.

They did exactly that.

"You need to play well at home, that's a big part of the season, you have to win those games," said center Kevin Porter, who assisted on Mike Zigomanis' game-winning goal in the third period. "We played well and we got the points, so now we have to continue getting points."

The Amerks split their two road games, and won seven of the 10 home games, earning 17 of a possible 24 points, and they now sit just three points behind the Marlies as they embark on a four-game road trip to the Midwest.

"We found a way all week, we got five out of six points," said coach Chadd Cassidy, referring to the three games in the last four nights. "We really started playing good hockey when we went out on the road and made that southern swing and won in Oklahoma City. We certainly aren't intimidated by being out there, but they're going to be tough games; those teams are all packed together and they're real good."

Cassidy thought his club looked a little tired Saturday, but it did enough things well to hold off the Bulldogs. "We're finding ways to win and that's what you want to be doing at this time of the season," said Zigomanis.

An entertaining first period, during which the teams combined for 27 shots on goal, ended with the Amerks ahead 1-0 as Frederick Roy deflected Rasmus Ristolainen's slap shot past Bulldogs goalie Robert Mayer at 10:42.

The teams matched goals in the second, Luke Adam making a pretty deflection in the slot on a pass from Brayden McNabb at 11:33, and Gabriel Dumont answering for Hamilton at 18:07 on a power play when he blasted one past Lieuwen from the bottom of the left circle off a centering pass from Jarred Tinordi.

The Amerks went back up by two at 5:53 of the third when Porter's attempted cross-ice pass was blocked, but the puck sat right in the slot and Zigomanis was in perfect position to whip it past Mayer. It was his first goal since returning from an upper body injury on Feb. 14.

"We've had tons of chances the last few games, the three of us, and nothing was going in," Zigomanis said of he and his linemates, Porter and Johan Larsson. "It was one of those dirty goals to get the line going. We just have to keep at it, keep it simple, do the job in our own end and the goals will come."

Hamilton pulled within 3-2 on another power play as Dumont scored his second of the game with a wicked wrist shot from the top of the right circle at 12:46. From there, the Amerks locked it down as goalie Nathan Lieuwen — forced to start for a second straight night when Matt Hackett came down with the flu — made 27 saves.

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

Sal's 3 Stars

1. Rasmus Ristolainen, D, Amerks

... Two assists, solid in own end, Sabres are waiting.

2. Gabriel Dumont, C, Bulldogs

... Scored both Hamilton goals with bullet shots.

3. Nathan Lieuwen, G, Amerks

... Found out he was starting 90 minutes before game, was excellent with 27 saves

Quick Shots: Rockford IceHogs now all grown up
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• AHL: Rockford IceHogs must be smart about retaliation 

• Morin, Pirri lead IceHogs to win over Milwaukee 
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Goalie Jason LaBarbera has been on hand for a month and can't believe how the Rockford IceHogs have changed during that time.

"There's been growth, like big-time growth," he said. "From the first time I've been here to now it's not even close how much better we are.

"There's a lot of confidence. Guys are playing fast, with a lot of poise and there's a lot of skill in that (locker) room. There are a lot of young guys who are learning how to be pros and they've made big strides."

Center Brandon Pirri, who has been here since 2010-11, also notices the differences.

"In my four years, we've always started out young and made mistakes like that. We always seem to figure it out by the end of the year. Maybe we're starting a little bit earlier than usual, which is a good thing to see."

Prediction time

If you get something in the mail from the IceHogs concerning the purchase of playoff tickets, go for it. Finally, the team will reach the postseason.

The dreaded asterisk that goes with that proclamation: Provided they don't get ambushed by injuries or call-ups.

As the roster stands, it is a team that knows it can win any game. Not hope it does or thinks it can. It knows and can't wait for the next victim, er, game.

Top trio?

At times, you will see Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Brandon Pirri and Jeremy Morin on the ice at the same time. Power plays for sure.

It would seem to be safe to say that the IceHogs have never had a more talented trio on the ice at the same time. Enjoy it while you can.

Bouchard backer

Brandon Pirri says Pierre-Marc Bouchard "makes NHL plays. It's a lot of fun. It's a trade where we didn't have to give anything up for (other than a fourth-round draft pick), so it's a good thing for down here."

Observation time

Watch how the 'Hogs respond going forward when teammates get boarded hard. See if they use good judgment on retaliation.

Conversely, watch how the opposition handles itself when a Rockford player rams someone hard.

Reed Schreck: reedschreck1@gmail.com

Spirit Spotlight: Luke Cairns has been productive with Saginaw since trade from Belleville
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Luke Cairns scores a goal for Saginaw in a game against Sault Ste. Marie. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)
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Spirit SpotlightSpirit Spotlight: Luke Cairns has been productive with Saginaw since trade from Belleville

Spirit Spotlight: Jimmy Lodge following the Saginaw connection to the NHL and Winnipeg

Spirit Spotlight: Justin Sefton of Saginaw 'Supermanned' into a one-timer

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw rookie Ryan Orban likes the Ottawa Senators

Spirit Spotlight: 'Lone Survivor' is favorite movie of Saginaw's Jacob 'Ringer' Ringuette

The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Luke Cairns

Saginaw Spirit

Resume: Cairns played the first three years of his career with the Erie Otters where he scored 31 goals with 61 assists. He was traded to Belleville in the offseason, and he had six goals and eight assists in 19 games with the Bulls before being dealt to the Spirit. He has seven goals and 14 assists in 36 games for Saginaw.

Position: Forward

Age: 19

Hometown: Stoney Creek, Ont.

Parents: Brenda and Dave Cairns

Nickname: Cairnsy

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? I like playing in front of 5,000 people every night.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? Beerfest

What is your favorite video game? NHL

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Steak and potatoes

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Go to the gym and golf.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Peter Forsberg

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Winning a championship in minors.

If you could play on a line with any two players in NHL history, who would they be? Pavel Datsyuk and Sidney Crosby

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  No

What was your favorite subject in school?  Gym

When did you start playing hockey? 5 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  I'd go forehand, backhand then cheese.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? When I was a rookie we were playing in Kitchener and I fell and slid into their zone.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on March 01, 2014 at 11:18 PM, updated March 01, 2014 at 11:25 PM 

SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit played on equal footing with one of the best teams in the Ontario Hockey League for the last 55 minutes on Saturday.

The first five, not so much.

Erie came to town looking to gain two points and regain the No. 3 seed for the playoffs, and the Otters made quick work of it with two goals from Michael Curtis and another from Patrick Murphy in the first 4:40 of the first period that carried them to a 4-2 win.

“We didn’t come out hard enough,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “We played soft, and that’s been our problem all year.”

The Otters improved to 46-14-2-0 with 94 points, while Saginaw saw its three-game winning streak end as the Spirit fell to 30-27-4-1 with 65 points.

Jake Paterson seemed to be fighting off Erie’s shots, and the Otters took advantage of the rebounds in the first period.

Curtis banged one home two minutes into the game for the early 1-0 lead, but it only last for 26 seconds as the Spirit charged down into the other end where Luke Cairns banged home a rebound off a Jimmy Lodge shot to tie it 1-1.

But the Otters took the lead back at 4:07 when Quentin Maksimovich threw a wristshot on goal and Murphy got his stick in the way to deflect it over Paterson’s glove-side shoulder to make it 2-1, and 33 seconds later Paterson was forced to come out of the goal to block a shot and Curtis banked in the rebound for a goal.

Brendan Gaunce added a power play goal for Erie seven minutes into the second period for a 4-1 lead.

The Spirit fought back with a Jimmy Lodge power play goal late in the second to draw within two.

Despite its slow start, Saginaw game back and showed some intensity in the second period and that culminated in a brawl with 36 seconds left in the second.

Dylan Sadowy was skating through the crease after a loose puck and Erie goalie Oscar Dansk took exception and lashed Sadowy. Justin Kea retaliated against Dansk and it quickly exploded into a brawl that resulted in nine total penalties.

“We were banging away at a loose puck that’s just sitting there,” Gilbert said. “It goes in and it’s waved off. Our guy gets runned from behind, so other guys came in to protect him. As far as I’m concerned, they started that (stuff).”

Another flared up in the third after Dansk cross-checked Jeremiah Addison after the play, but it was quickly broken up.

Paterson finished with 29 saves for the Spirit, and Dansk had 32 for the Otters.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Spirit Insider: More than 4,000 students expected to attend annual Education Day Game
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The Saginaw Spirit are welcoming area students to The Dow Event Center on Tuesday, March 4 for their annual Education Day Game. (File | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit always prefer playing in front of a packed, energetic crowd, and they’ll get their chance Tuesday, March 4, when they host Sarnia in the annual Education Day Game.

Around 4,200 students from throughout Michigan are expected to attend the 10:45 a.m. game to see the Spirit take on the Sting.

“It’s going to be pretty impressive this year,” said Saginaw Spirit Vice President of Sales Kae Pankow. “So many of those students might never have a chance to attend the game if it wasn’t for the sponsors donating those tickets.

“There will be elementary to high school students from as far away as Gladwin, Coleman, Cass City, Clio and Harbor Beach. We’re touching a lot of different areas.”

Various area business, including Dow Chemical Co., Dow Corning Corp., Covenant HealthCare, Duperon Corp., Nexteer Automotive, Consumers Energy and credit unions with Impact Saginaw, joined forces to donate tickets for the students for the game, while providing various opportunities for making the day an educational experience with a little hockey mixed in for fun.

Merrill Technologies is displaying a drone and landing gear, while Nexteer puts on a robotics display. Ronald McDonald is scheduled to be on hand to perform for youngsters.

During one intermission, the United States Army will swear in 25 new recruits on the ice, and during another there will be a dance-off between teachers from the various schools with the winner receiving a free iPad from Fifth Third Bank to use in class.

“It’s a fun-filled atmosphere for everybody that day,” Pankow said.

Standings

At 29-26-4-1 with 63 points, Saginaw sits three games away from securing a playoff spot in the Western Conference. League-leading Guelph is inching closer to the No. 1 seed with a 46-10-2-1 record and 95 points, while West Division leading Sault Ste. Marie is in position to take the No. 2 seed at 38-16-1-4 with 81 points. 

Erie sits in third place in the Western Conference at 44-13-2-0 with 90 points, followed by two-time defending champion London at 42-12-1-4 with 90 points. Windsor is in fifth place at 35-22-3-0 with 73 points. The Spirit are in sixth place and Owen Sound is seventh at 26-26-3-4 with 59 points. Plymouth is in position to secure the final playoff spot at 23-30-0-6 with 52 points.

Oshawa is first in the Eastern Conference at 39-16-0-5 with 83 points, and Sudbury is in a battle for the No. 2 seed at 30-20-3-6 with 69 points. Kingston and North Bay have 68 points apiece, and Barrie has 65. Peterborough is sixth with 57 points with Mississauga sitting in seventh place with 48 points. Ottawa and Niagara are battling it out for the final playoff spot in the East with 46 points apiece.

Spirit Schedule

Kitchener Rangers at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Friday, Feb. 28

Record: Saginaw 29-26-4-1, Kitchener 22-34-2-1

Notes: The Rangers are on the outside of the OHL playoff race looking in, trailing Plymouth by five points for the final playoff spot. But they’ve also beaten the Spirit three times. Buffalo Sabres prospect Justin Bailey leads the team with 25 goals and 43 points, while draft eligible forward Darby Llewellyn has 24 goals. Goalie Jordan DeKort is 9-12-2-0 with a 3.68 goals-against average since coming over in a trade with Windsor.

Erie Otters at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday, Feb. 29

Record: Erie 44-13-2-0

Notes: The Otters have fallen five points behind Guelph for the No. 1 overall seed, but they still have plenty of firepower with the league’s leading goal scorer, point producer and two of the top five goalies. Dane Fox lead all goal scorers with 56 tallies that contribute towards 93 points, while Connor Brown leads all point producers with 41 goals and 72 assists for 113 points. Andre Burakovsky has 32 goals and 36 assists. Oscar Dansk is the No. 1 goalie in the league with a 2.35, while posting a 24-9-1-0 record. But backup and Saginaw native Devin Williams is 20-4-1-0 with a 2.63 goals-against average, and his five shutouts are tied for second in the league behind Dansk and Matt Murray of Sault Ste. Marie.

Sarnia Sting at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 10:45 a.m., Tuesday, March 4

Record: Sarnia 16-38-1-5

Notes: Nikolay Goldobin leads the Sting with 35 goals and 82 points, and Nickolas Latta has 33 goals and 26 assists. Sarnia has the league’s worst defense with 290 goals against, which is 35 more than the Ottawa and Niagara.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Dylan Sadowy 24, Kristoff Kontos 23

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 47, Jesse Graham 33

Points: Kontos 70, Eric Locke 51

Plus-minus: Locke +22, Daniel De Sousa + 19

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 111, Justin Sefton 86

PP goals: Justin Sefton 10, Payne 5, Kontos 6

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (21-16-2-0, 3.39, .908), Nikita Serebryakov (8-10-2-1, 3.55 .897)

— Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season has been frustrating at times for the Saginaw Spirit.

Saginaw has shown it has the ability to beat the best, and has done so many times throughout this season, but the Spirit have struggled to do so consistently..

But without a key group of veterans, it could have been much worse.

The return of Eric Locke from the American Hockey League was one key, as was the return of fourth-year players Jake Paterson and Justin Kea. But trades for overage players Justin Sefton and Kristoff Kontos turned out to be moves that helped the overall production of the team and provided the final piece of the puzzle to its primary leadership group.

“We got caught with the departure of some guys that were kind of unexpected,” Spirit General Manager Jim Paliafito said. “So we brought in some older guys who can provide some leadership.”

Kontos and Sefton have done just that by earning assistant captain positions on their way to career years.

“They’ve both been pretty good players for us,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “(Sefton) has really helped us stabilize our back end. He brings a lot of experience. He’s a strong, competitive guy, and he wants to win. 

“Kristoff has got some skill. He’s got some things he has to work on, but he’s brought that element to us. We didn’t really have a No. 1 centerman coming into the season, and he’s done a good job for us.”

And Saginaw got both of them for a total of three draft picks.

Both players got used to hitting the road after going through multiple trades over the last two years, but each one has found a home in Saginaw playing even strength and on special teams.

Each was named an assistant captain prior to the season. Sefton has put together a dynamite campaign with 15 goals that tripled his previous career high and are tied for third best in the OHL among defensemen, and Kontos has set a new career high in goals (23) and assists (47) — with eight games remaining.

“If you have good leadership, it carries through,” Gilbert said. “We’re trying to build a culture here. When players see how things work and what’s expected, older players can hold younger players accountable for the right reasons.

“I think it’s something that’s a life lesson so one day, hopefully, (younger players) can grow into that position.”

In a twist of irony, Kontos and Sefton are closing out OHL careers together in Saginaw that they started together in 2009 as rookies for Sudbury.

“We played two and a half years together (in Sudbury) and now we’re ending up together,” Kontos said. “We’re pretty good friends in the room and off the ice. 

“It’s been amazing. The coaches and management have been great with me. Teammates have been awesome, especially (Gilbert). He’s put me in every position to succeed.”

Now their goal is to return the favor come playoff time. The Spirit are in position to make the playoffs as the No. 6 seed against the Erie Otters or London Knights in the first round.

“We’re going to need everyone to step up,” Gilbert said. “We’re not a team that relies only on four or five guys. We’ve had everyone contributing all year. We’re a team that needs everyone to do their job and play well.”
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Jimmy Lodge
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Jimmy Lodge

 Resume: Lodge struggled with injuries earlier in the season, but the third-year forward is finding his rhythm heading into the playoffs. Lodge has 16 goals and 26 assists with a plus-8 rating in 52 games. He had 28 goals and 39 assists in 64 games last year, and he was selected by the Winnipeg jets with the No. 84 overall pick in the 3rd round of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft. He's the fifth Spirit player to be drafted by the Winnipeg franchise (first four were while it was in Atlanta).

Position: Forward

Age: 18

Hometown: West Chester, PA.

Parents: James and Dory Lodge

Nickname: Lodger

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? I like the competition and going out and playing a lot of games. I like getting better and getting used to the pro level.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Winnipeg

What is your favorite movie? Happy Gilmore

What is your favorite video game? NHL '14

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Chicken parmesian

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Hanging out with my buddies, going to the gym and fishing.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Claude Giroux (Philadelphia)

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Getting drafted by Winnipeg last June.

If you could play on a line with any two players in NHL history, who would they be? Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  I always like listening to music before the game.

What was your favorite subject in school?  English

When did you start playing hockey? Around 5 years old at an outdoor pond.

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  Come in and fake a shot forehand then go backhand.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? Probably fanning on a one-timer. 

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — With 57 games under their belt, it’s safe to say the Saginaw Spirit know what kind of team they have.

But with 11 games still to go, it’s not the team they hope they’ll be come playoff time.

“We’ve got the ability to play hard and play good against the best teams in the league,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “But we can’t have lapses.”

Lapses have been one of the consistent aspects of Saginaw’s game throughout the season, and they’re what have the Spirit fighting off Owen Sound for the No. 6 seed in the Western Conference.

Guelph, Sault Ste. Marie, Erie, London and Windsor have all secured playoff bids in the West, leaving three spots left to be claimed. At 27-25-4-1 with 59 points, the Spirit currently sit in sixth place in the West, but only two points ahead of the attack. 

What’s frustrating for Spirit players, coaches and fans is that Saginaw has played with and beaten all of the above teams, but it has also suffered letdowns against each one that snatched defeat from the mouth of victory.

“From a coaching perspect, when the individuals aren’t ready to compete from the first shift, it’s a personal preparation thing,” Gilbert said. “We can’t tuck them in, drive them to the rink and give them pep talks all the time. They’re old enough that they know they have to prepare themselves to go to battle.”

Saginaw wasn’t prepared against league-leading Guelph on Saturday, Feb. 15 when it played tentative in the first period, surrendering four goals in what became a 6-4 loss.

“We’ve got leadership in (the lockerroom) to make sure everyone’s ready,” Gilbert said. “And it’s not putting it all on their shoulders, but each individual — they have to understand that if they want to become good hockey players and a good hockey team, everyone has to be prepared and committed to go to battle every night.”

That lesson hasn’t sunk in yet over nearly five months, but everyone in the organization feels it still can with a month yet to go.

Standings

Oshawa and Sudbury are the first two teams to clinch playoff spots in the Eastern Conference with 77 and 69 points, respectively. Kingston and North Bay are nipping at their heals with 66 points apiece for the third and fourth seeds. Barrie is in position to secure the fifth seed with 61 points, and Peterborough appears locked in at No. 6. Mississauga, Ottawa and Niagara are within three points of each other for the final two spots.

The playoff picture in the Western Conference is a little clearer with Guelph holding a three-point lead for the No. 1 seed with 91 points, while Sault Ste. Marie appears destined for the No. 2 as the West Division leader with 79 points. Erie (88), London (85) and Windsor (71) have all secured playoff berths, leaving the final three up for grabs in the West. Saginaw (59) sits two points ahead of Owen Sound for the No. 6 seed, and Plymouth (48) has a three-point lead over Kitchener for the final playoff spot in the West.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at Peterborough Petes

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Thursday

Record: Saginaw Spirit 27-25-4-1, Peterborough 24-27-0-5

Notes: The Petes have lost five straight games, including four in regulation. Nick Ritchie leads the team with 30 goals and 29 assists. Hunter Garlent has been a hit since coming over in a trade with Guelph, recording nine goals and 14 assists in 16 games since the trade. He had 45 total assists. Eric Cornel has 21 goals and 31 assists for 52 points.

Saginaw Spirit at Owen Sound Attack

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Saturday

Record: Owen Sound 25-24-3-4

Notes: The Attack are two points behind Saginaw for the No. 6 seed in the Western Conference. Holden Cook leads them with 23 goals and 27 assists for 50 points. Kyle Platzer had nine goals and five assists in 16 games since coming over in a trade with London. Goalie Brandon Hope is the No. 8-ranked goal in the league with a 2.87 goals-against average. He has a .916 save percentage and 24-16-2-5 record.

Saginaw Spirit at Guelph Storm

Puck Drops: 2 p.m., Sunday

Record: Guelph 44-9-2-1

Notes: The Storm are stacked with a host of scorers on the roster. Scott Kosmachuk leads the team with 39 goals and 81 points. Robby Fabbri and Brock McGinn have 37 and 36 goals apiece, while Zack Mitchell has 24. Justin Smith has a 2.73 goals-against average and 31-5-1-0 record.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Kristoff Kontos 22, Dylan Sadowy 21

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 44, Jesse Graham 33

Points: Kontos 66, Eric Locke 46

Plus-minus: Locke +19, Daniel De Sousa + 17

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 105, Justin Sefton 86

PP goals: Justin Sefton 10, Payne 5, Kontos 5, Jimmy Lodge 5

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (20-15-2-0, 3.38, .908), Nikita Serebryakov (7-10-2-1, 3.62, .895)
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SAGINAW, MI — Nick Moutrey has a special and very unique skill set, and it’s one that the Saginaw Spirit really want to exploit.

At 6-foot-3, 208-pounds, the 18-year-old possesses professional size with an ability to contribute offensively, while providing energy and hustle play And he’s been putting all of it together over the last couple weeks for Saginaw.

“I’m a big power forward,” Moutrey said. “I have to use my size and leadership on and off the ice to get the boys going, and do all the little things and try to help the team win.”

Winning has been a struggle at times for the Spirit who’ve flashed glimpses of elite-level play against the league’s best, but shown an inability to carry it over for 60 minutes.

“We’re a hard-nosed team, but even Coach Gilbert says we don’t give respect to the lower teams and we can’t do that,” Moutrey said. “We have to treat every team well and give it a full 60 minutes, whether it’s a first place team or last place team.”

Saginaw currently sits in position to attain the No. 6-seed at 27-25-4-1 with 59 points, but Owen Sound is a game back at 25-24-3-4 with 57 points. 

Along the way, the Spirit have beaten Guelph, Sault Ste. Marie, Erie and London, but they’ve lost to last place Sarnia and Kitchener. But with the playoffs right around the corner, Moutrey and the Spirit believe there’s enough time to find the consistency that’s eluded them all season.

“There’s still time,” Moutrey said. “We’re still building as a team."

And the play of key veterans like Moutrey is going to be key to that.

Expectations have always been high for the Shelburne, Ont., native, ever since Saginaw picked him in the first round of the 2011 OHL Priority Selection. He started to meet them in his second season when he totaled 16 goals and 27 assists with a plus-2 rating in what was supposed to be a rebuilding year for Saginaw, and he’s up to 14 goals and 19 assists with a plus-7 rating this year.

Moutrey.jpg

Nick Moutrey

The Columbus Blue Jackets saw his production and potential and made him the 105th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft in the fourth round.

But he’s taken the next step this season and made a larger impact not just in stats, but by playing on special teams and making the hustle plays.

In a game against league-leading Guelph, Moutrey was skating hard and finishing checks, and in the second period he came from behind in an odd-man rush on net and banged home an opportunity. Storm goalie Matthew Mancina stopped the initial shot, but Moutrey, who fell to the ice behind the goal, kept at it and knocked in the rebound for a goal from his stomach.

“That’s the way Nick has to play,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “He’s a big boy, and he has to play like a big boy. He can’t play a perimeter game if he wants to get to the National Hockey League. He’s going to have to play with some bite.

“He needs to just play like a big man, finish checks and intimidate people. … His defensive game has gotten better. He’s grasping it and it’s good to see.”

Moutrey said the Blue Jackets stay in touch with him and his agent, offering tips on how to improve his game and build a relationship with the young prospect. 

“They come to a couple games here and there,” he said. “They give a little advice on what you have to keep doing and what you have to change. It’s good to hear from them. It’s really cool (to develop a relationship with them).”
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Justin Sefton

Resume: Sefton spent the first three and a half years of his career with Sudbury before being traded to London at the end of last season where he won an OHL championship. The 6-foot-3, 226-pound defenseman came to Saginaw in a trade prior to the start of the season, and he's had a career year with the Spirit. He leads the team with nine power play goals and his 14 goals are nearly three times his previous career high of five set in 2010-11. He was a third round pick by the San Jose Sharks in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, No. 89 overall, and he's been an assistant captain for Saginaw this year.

Position: Defenseman

Age: 20

Hometown: Thunder Bay, Ont.

Parents: Dave and Debby Sefton

Nickname: Sefty

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? I like the competition to get to the next level.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Chicago Blackhawks

What is your favorite movie? We're the Millers

What is your favorite video game? Grand Theft Auto

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Chicken and pasta

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Golf

Who is your favorite NHL player? Patrick Sharp (Chicago)

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Getting drafted by the NHL (by San Jose in 2011).

If you could pair with any defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Nicklas Lidstrom

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  No

What was your favorite subject in school?  History

When did you start playing hockey? 4 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  I'd go shortside blocker.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey?  I went for a one-timer, toe-picked my skate and went flying forward. I basically Supermanned into a one-timer.
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SAGINAW, MI — Someone forgot to tell Saginaw Spirit their game started at 7 p.m.

The Spirit didn’t show up to play until 8 p.m. and by that time league-leading Guelph has poured in four goals for a commanding first-period lead that turned into a 6-4 win.

Saginaw fell to 26-25-4-1 with 57 points, while league-leading Guelph improved to 43-9-2-1 with 89 points.

Saginaw was dominated in every facet of the game during the first 20 minutes against a Storm team that features 10 NHL prospects and a very real chance at contending for the Ontario Hockey League championship.

“Guelph’s a good team, but I think we gave them too much respect,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “We were just waiting for something to happen.”

Jake Paterson was under siege from the outset, facing 23 shots in the first period and several quality scoring chances.

The Storm came out firing on all cylinders, registering seven shots on goal before Saginaw had its first, and Guelph made one count at 3:34 of the period when Adam Craievich beat Paterson. Guelph kept up the attack and registered goals by Stephen Pierog, Nick Ebert and Robby Fabbri for a 4-0 first-period lead.

The Spirit found a burst of energy heading into the second with rookie Mitchell Stephens notching his sixth goal of the season 22 seconds into the period to make it 4-1. However, another defensive lapse gave Guelph a 2-on-none breakaway and the Storm turned it into a 5-1 lead on Zack Mitchell’s 24th goal of the season.

Nick Moutrey made a nice hustle play midway through the second period when he crashed hard on net for a redirected shot that Matthew Mancina was up to, but Moutrey kept banging away after falling to the ice and snuck it into the back of the net to make it 5-2 at 10:58 of the second.

Saginaw made a valiant effort at a comeback with goals by Stephens and Justin Sefton in the third period to draw within a goal at 5-4, but an empty netter by Kerby Rychel ended the comeback bid.

The loss was a continuing trend that has become the identity for the Spirit who struggle to play a full game at a high level.

“It’s disappointing, because if we played 60 minutes like that who’s to say what happens,” Gilbert said. “There’s never an easy night. There’s never an easy shift, and that’s what we as a group have to learn. It’s surprising we haven’t learned it now because we’ve done it so much.

“How many times do you have to get kicked in the face before you realize you probably don’t want to keep doing the same thing?”

Paterson finished with 39 saves for Saginaw, and Mancina had 36 saves for the Storm.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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Rampage general manager Mike Santos isn’t satisfied with his team’s apparent recovery from first four month doldrums, dealing defenseman Denny Urban to Springfield for forward Tim Miller.

Miller isn’t going to light up the scoreboard, but brings over 200 games of pro experience and, from his profile, a little bit of an edge.

Urban had 10 assists in his limited duty here. He was often a healthy scratch because of the depth of the back line, especially with Alex Petrovic back in San Antonio.

I’m thinking Miller’s game is similar to Jed Ortmeyer’s grit and occasional goal kind of game.

This is an interesting three-games-in-three-cities leg of the trip. That’s the bad news. The good news is the cities are relatively close together in Rochester, Toronto and Hamilton.

Tomorrow night’s game with the Amerks gives the Rampage a chance to avenge their 3-2 loss on Jan. 18, their only setback in regulation in the last 16 games.

It’s also a classic four-point-game. If the Amerks win, they lead the Rampage by eight points. If the Rampage win it, they get to within four points of Rochester for the eighth an final playoff spot in the Western Conference. You take 4 from 8 and you get the four-point game reference.

The Rampage offense has been clicking. Their defense has been stifling. Their goaltending has been amazing. It’s been a great stretch they’re riding.

Wouldn’t it be incredible if they garner all six points this weekend?

As expected, Dylan Olsen has gone back to Florida after one game with San Antonio. He did score a goal in that 4-1 win over Hamilton Monday.

Rampage Loving the Road

Posted on February 17, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski 
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The Rampage are rocking!

And what’s really silly is they are rocking on the road!

The team that had posted just three wins away from the AT&T Center into January, the worst mark in the league, has now gone seven straight road games with standing points, including 5-0-0-1 on the rodeo road trip.

In the past, Rampage teams have found their mojo on the annual odyssey around the AHL in February, but this season it’s getting ridiculous.

Since their shootout loss in Toronto in game one of the trip, the Rampage have outscored the Lake Erie Monsters, Grand Rapids Griffins and Hamilton Bulldogs, 16-4.

On the road!

The man who couldn’t score a goal if it teed up in front of an empty net in December, Drew Shore, returned from Florida and has five goals in the six games, including a goal in four straight contests.

Bobby Butler, Joey Crabb, Vincent Trocheck, and defensemen Matt Gilroy and Colby Robak have been on fire in enemy territory, leading the offense, while Jacob Markstrom, who has allowed only one goal in two games — and that one went in off his own defenseman — and Michael Houser have been spectacular in the pipes.

Tom Rowe has been saying all along this team is talented and ready to rock.

His faith has been rewarded with some impressive numbers.

The Rampage have the longest point streak in the AHL this season with 11 straight games with points. That is also a franchise record.

The Rampage have gone seven straight on the road with points, another franchise mark.

This five-game winning streak is the team’s best in two years.

And they have lost only once in regulation over the last 16 games, going 10-1-3-2 during this stretch. The only setback, a 3-2 loss to Rochester, was on the 18th.

The only negative is that Rockford and Oklahoma City are also red hot.

The Rampage are four points out of the eighth playoff spot right now. Should they continue to play as they are now, an extension to the season is not out of the question.

WBS 2, Albany 1 3/1

March 1st, 2014

5 Comments

Four a.m. in Atlantic City can be ugly. It can be great too, don’t get me wrong, but more often than not, you’ve got the losers who finally gave up on breaking even mingling with the overserved. It can be a bad scene.

It was ugly for the WBS Penguins at 4 Saturday morning too, but for different reasons. That’s when their bus pulled in after a 4-0 loss in Syracuse on Friday night. The Penguins were in a state of peril. Before Friday, they had played pretty well for three straight games, losing to Binghamton in overtime and Providence in a shootout before snapping a six-game winless streak with a victory over Hershey.

But was it hard to believe a decisive loss in Syracuse followed by some tough travel and a 5 p.m. start the next day would send them into another tailspin?

That didn’t happen thanks to a third-period comeback. Brendan Mikkelson and Tom Kostopoulos scored in the last seven minutes of the game and Peter Mannino made 19 saves in his first AHL start since Nov. 8, and the Penguins beat the Albany Devils 2-1 to improve to 3-0 all-time at Boardwalk Hall.

“We had a tough drive last night, getting in here at 4 in morning, getting ready to play a good team that was rested. It could have been an easy excuse. We could have lost two games in a row easily,” Kostopoulos said. “For the guys to dig it out and regroup after last night’s beating in Syracuse, it was a good game for us.”

Although the big stuff happened at the end, let’s tackle this one chronologically.

The Penguins took three penalties in the first 11 minutes of the game, which has been a problem in the past month or so. The back-breaker was an unsportsmanlike conduct minor on PL3 at 10:41 while the Penguins were already killing an offensive-zone trip on Andrew Ebbett. Mike Sislo shoveled in a backhand on the 5-on-3.

Even more than being down 1-0, the penalties prevented the Penguins from getting any kind of offensive rhythm together. They only had four shots in the first period and didn’t really start to threaten Keith Kinkaid until the last six or eight minutes of the second.

At that point, Scott Harrington hit a post and a power play buzzed around the net, but the score remained 1-0 heading into the third. Coach John Hynes thought that was a key point in the game. It let the Penguins know that if they kept playing the way they were, they’d probably get a goal or two eventually.

But first, the Penguins had to kill some penalties. Ebbett was given a double minor for high-sticking Mattias Tedenby and Mike Carman was whistled for delay of game for clearing a puck over the glass with 3 seconds left in the kill. They basically spent six of the first seven minutes of the third period shorthanded. In a key juncture in the game — and at the risk of being melodramatic, who knows, maybe a key juncture in the season — the Penguins allowed only three shots in the six minutes, giving themselves a chance to stay in the game.

Mikkelson tied the score with 6:27 left. Harry Zolnierczyk tried to dig out a puck on the forecheck and Mikkelson kept it in at the right point with his skate. He drifted toward the middle of the ice, patiently waited for a shooting lane to develop and scored through traffic.

Less than two minutes later, Albany’s Corbin McPherson was called for tripping Zolnierczyk on the corner. Kostopoulos scored on the power play with 3:52 to go. Nick Drazenovic found Spencer Machacek wide open at the right post, well behind Kinkaid, but Machacek couldn’t get a handle on the puck to shoot it into an empty net. Instead it bounced out to Kostopoulos on the goal line and he scored from a bad angle.

It was Kostopoulos’ 20th goal of the season, the fourth time he hit that mark with the Penguins. The third time came 11 years ago. No one else has done it more than twice.

Mannino’s impact shouldn’t be overlooked as well. He didn’t have to make a ton of saves, but he was solid. Hynes’ comments sum up his game pretty well.

“When the pucks went to him, plays died,” Hynes said. “He made key saves when we needed them and kept it at 1-0. Even though it wasn’t a barrage of chances, he didn’t give up a soft goal.”

Overall, the Penguins didn’t take a giant step forward tonight. They still had too much trouble getting out of their own zone. Too many of their trips into the offensive zone end quickly with a deflected pass or blocked shot. Albany’s defense had something to do with that, of course. But if they had played in the second and third periods tonight like they did in the first, taking a bunch of penalties and not generating any offense, they would have taken a big step back. That they didn’t is significant, I think.

A quick personnel note before I go. Anton Zlobin and Tom Kuhnhackl were called right back up today after a one-game stint with the ECHL’s Wheeling Nailers for a trip to Elmira. They were both scratched tonight.

Expect the next blog update after practice Tuesday, though at this time of year, with the trade deadline looming on Wednesday, expect the unexpected.

Bye for now,

jb
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Syracuse 4, WBS 0 2/28

February 28th, 2014

0 Comments

During the first 15 minutes of today’s Penguins Pit Podcast, Michael Cignoli and I discuss whether the WBS Penguins were out of the woods now that they snapped a six-game losing streak with a win over Hershey earlier this week.

I said yes. The schedule was softening and the defense was playing better for three games now.

I was wrong. Matt Taormina scored twice and rehabbing NHL goalie Anders Lindback made 30 saves as Syracuse routed the Penguins 4-0 tonight.

Syracuse took advantage of a neutral zone turnover before the game was three minutes old, with Richard Panik springing Tanner Richard down the middle, and the Penguins trailed most of the night. Panik took a hit from Reid McNeill in the neutral zone to spring Taormina up the right wing for a goal in the final minute of the first.

Taormina scored on a deflected shot and Evan Rankin found Drew Olson alone in front in a two-minute span of the second period to turn the game into an easy Crunch win.

The Penguins could make plenty of somewhat valid excuses for this one. They actually outshot Syracuse 9-2 early. Harry Zolnierczyk had a shot hit the post on a breakaway just after Syracuse made it 1-0. Dana Tyrell looked to be offside on Taormina’s first goal. Deslauriers wasn’t sharp. Lindback was. Bottom line, though, the Penguins didn’t play anywhere near well enough to win. So it’s back to the drawing board.

Plenty of personnel moves today as well. The headline is rookie Eric Hartzell sent down to Wheeling and veteran Peter Mannino called up in his place. Also, Anton Zlobin and Tom Kuhnhackl, frequently scratched lately, were sent to Wheeling to get some playing time.

Those guys had an interesting first game with the Nailers tonight. Elmira took a 4-0 lead two minutes into the second period. The Nailers scored five in the last 16 minutes of the period and rallied for a 6-4 win. Zlobin had a goal and an assist. Peter Merth netted the gamer winner in the final minute of the second. Hartzell finished the game, which is something he did only twice in his last six WBS starts. It would stand to reason that his play improved in the second half of the game, given the box score, but I can’t say that for sure.

Mannino, meanwhile, was pretty good in relief of Deslauriers, stopping 18-of-19 shots. The way this season is going, with the playoff race so bunched up in the Eastern Conference, the Penguins couldn’t afford to let Hartzell work out his problems in games. It was either a trip to Wheeling or a stint as a third goalie in practice. The Penguins chose A. It’s hard to argue the point.

Early 5 p.m. start tomorrow as the Penguins face Albany in Atlantic City. More then.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 2/28

February 28th, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit. This week, however, it’s a special edition of the podcast.

Hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming weekend slate against Syracuse and Albany, the latter of which will be played in Atlantic City, N.J.

They’re also joined by former Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Ryan Lannon, in town recently for the induction of his former teammates Dennis Bonvie and Alain Nasreddine into the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Hall of Fame. Lannon, who spent the first three years of his professional career in Wilkes-Barre and was a key member of the team that went to the Calder Cup Finals in 2008, spends about an hour talking about a range of topics — including some can’t miss stories about his career on and off the ice.

A few excerpts from the conversation with Lannon: What it was like to get called up to the NHL twice and not get to play in a game, what former Penguins coach Michel Therrien bluntly told him only a few weeks into his rookie season, what food item he brought to a Wilkes-Barre restaurant and insisted the chef include in his meal and a teammate’s confusion about U.S. geography and history.

There’s a lot more inside, including thoughts on rookie Eric Hartzell’s recent struggles, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit022814
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Sill, Dumoulin, Hartzell and more 2/27

February 27th, 2014

0 Comments

Some notes from today’s WBS Penguins practice, some of which touch on topics discussed in the comments lately:

– Brian Dumoulin (lower body) and Zach Sill (upper body) are ramping up hockey activities and are getting closer to returning to the lineup. Coach John Hynes said Dumoulin is more or less day-to-day at this point. He said Sill isn’t that close, but he has resumed skating.

– Hynes said the option of sending rookie goalie Eric Hartzell to Wheeling has been discussed.

“As a group, the coaching staff and management, we’re still trying to figure out along with Eric what’s the best thing to get him in order.”

– Hynes also said calling up Peter Mannino, who is 3-3 with a .926 save percentage after deciding to the report to the Nailers in late January, is an option.

“It could be. One of the reasons why he was here was to be in situations like this. There are a lot of things in play.”

– I don’t know what the right answer is for Hartzell. I’m no goalie coach or sports psychologist, so this could be way off the mark, but it looks to me like there’s a little bit of hesitation in his game right now, like he’s thinking instead of playing. I know the Penguins can’t just keep trotting him out there if his game isn’t getting back on track. Would he be better served by working it out in practice or in games in Wheeling? I really don’t know. Every goalie is different. He was outstanding in January. The talent is there. Maybe call up Mannino to share time with JDD during this five-game road trip, let Hartzell work in practice, then reassess from there?

– I asked Hynes about the playing time young prospects Anton Zlobin, Tom Kuhnhackl and Harrison Ruopp have been getting. Zlobin has been scratched for 4 straight games, Kuhnhackl for 3 of the last 6 and Ruopp for 5 in a row.

“Anyone in that locker room has contributed to the team and is a real good player. Right now, it’s trying to find the mixes and the matches. We’ve got to win some games here. It’s about, on any given night, trying to put together the lineup that, at this point, gives us the best chance to remain strongly competitive in the playoff race.”

– Also check out my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook tomorrow online and in the paper for some thoughts from PL3 on playing in Atlantic City. Also tomorrow, be on the lookout for the latest Penguins Pit Podcast, which includes an entertaining chat I had with former Penguins defenseman Ryan Lannon.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 6, Hershey 5 2/25

February 26th, 2014

7 Comments

Often, when a team finally puts its foot down and stops a losing streak, it does so with grit and determination, hitting and blocking shots. The WBS Penguins did it by scoring a whole bunch of goals. Whatever works, I guess.

The Penguins got goals from Brendan Mikkelson, Andrew Ebbett and Spencer Machacek in a three-minute span in the third period and held on to beat the Hershey Bears 6-5 tonight. The win had all kinds of repercussions for the Penguins. They stopped a six-game losing streak overall, they stopped a five-game skid against Hershey, they won the 12-game season series against the Bears 15-13 in terms of points gained, and they jumped from ninth to sixth in the Eastern Conference standings.

The Penguins took three minor penalties in the first period and Hershey scored once on the power play and once two seconds after a power play ended. Bobby Farnham made sure the Penguins wouldn’t fall behind, though. At 2:38 of the first, he tried a wraparound that didn’t go in, but Mike Carman jumped on the loose puck to make it 1-0. At 9:11 of the second, Farnham and PL3 tipped an Ebbett shot from the blue line and Farnham cleaned up the rebound to make it 2-2. Farnham has three goals and five points in 11 games against Hershey and two goals and four points in 33 games against the rest of the league.

A seven-goal third period has a way of making you forget what happened earlier in the game, but for the Penguins, what happened earlier in the game was a strong performance from the fourth line.

Hershey opened the third period with a Dane Byers goal in the first minute. Byers scored twice in the game. He has five goals and 10 points in 11 games against the Penguins and five goals and 13 points in 40 games against the rest of the league.

The Penguins answered with three goals in a three-minute span in the middle of the third.

Mikkelson skated into the offensive zone shorthanded, took a pass from Jayson Megna and scored from the top of the right faceoff dot to make it 3-3 at the 5-minute mark. Dustin Gazley got a double minor for high-sticking at 7:10 and the Penguins cashed in on both ends of the four-minute power play, scoring 23 seconds apart.

Nick Drazenovic threw a puck from the right dot to the crease and Ebbett jammed it in at 7:30. The Penguins tried the same play seconds later, but this time, David Leggio poked it away from Ebbett. Unfortunately for him, it went right to Tom Kostopoulos in the left circle. His shot banked in off Machacek’s skate at the far post to make it 5-3.

Hershey got goals off offensive-zone faceoffs from Jeff Taffe and Nicolas Deschamps in the final 10 minutes to twice pull within a goal. The Penguins did two things to counter that comeback bid.

First, John Hynes pulled Eric Hartzell after the Taffe goal made it 5-4. Hartzell stopped 12-of-16 shots. Then Machacek scored on a shot from the top of the right circle to make it 6-4.

Machacek said he was starting to feel like he was bad luck. A few days after he got traded to the Penguins, they began a six-game losing streak. He has two goals in each of his last two games and probably doesn’t feel like a jinx anymore.

I don’t know if you can draw any significant conclusions about the Penguins and how they’re playing after this game. Officiating was shaky. Goaltending, for both teams, was too. I think the biggest thing the Penguins get out of this game, aside from all those repercussions I mentioned in the second paragraph, is that they can hit the road this weekend without carrying a seven-game losing streak with them in their luggage.

One thing that might have long-term ramifications is Hartzell’s slump. After winning AHL goalie of the month honors in January, he’s been pulled from four of six starts in February. I asked Hynes how he planned to handle the Hartzell situation. “That’s something we’ll have to talk about with him and with Mike Buckley, our goaltending coach, and see if we can get some consistency and some normalcy back to his play,” Hynes said.

The Penguins have an optional practice tomorrow in the middle of a stretch of three games in five days, so expect the next blog update after Thursday’s practice.

Bye for now,

jb
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Post-Olympic Reset 2/24

February 24th, 2014

2 Comments

With the Olympic break over, it appears Beau Bennett, Chris Conner, Kris Letang and Paul Martin remain on the shelf in Pittsburgh, so a couple of call-ups were required today. Brian Gibbons and Simon Despres got the nod.

Let’s look at the individual stats for the whole roster over the last two weeks (six games) and see where Gibbons and Despres stacked up.

FORWARDS G-A-PTS  +/- 

KOSTOPOULOS 2-4-6  -3 

DRAZENOVIC 2-3-5  -4 

MACHACEK 3-1-4  +2 

GIBBONS 2-1-3  E 

ZOLNIERCZYK 2-0-2  -3 

MEGNA 2-0-2  +1 

FARNHAM 2-0-2  -1 

EBBETT 0-2-2  E 

UHER 0-2-2  -1 

CARMAN 0-1-1  +2 

ZLOBIN 0-1-1  E 

KUHNHACKL 0-0-0  -1 

PAYERL 0-0-0  -1 

LEBLOND 0-0-0  -1 

DEFENSEMEN  

DESPRES 0-3-3  -1 

SAMUELSSON 0-2-2  +2 

MIKKELSON 1-1-2  -7 

MCNEILL 0-0-0  +1 

HARRINGTON 0-0-0  -3 

D’AGOSTINO 0-0-0  +2 

RUOPP 0-0-0  -1 

WBS has lost all six of those games, so there aren’t any really impressive stat lines there. You could make a case that, taken as a stand-alone, Machacek and Samuelsson have been the best forward and best D of the last two weeks, but taking everything else into consideration — role that needs to be filled in Pittsburgh, NHL experience, etc. — Gibbons and Despres are perfectly logical choices.

While I was adding stuff up, I didn’t stop there. Figured it might help make some sense of the six-game losing streak WBS is on. So here are goaltending stats and some miscellaneous team numbers.

GOALIES W-L-SOL GAA SV% 

DESLAURIERS 0-3-1 3.53 0.868 

HARTZELL 0-2-0 5.25 0.857 

 LAST 6 SEASON 

GOALS FOR 2.67 2.81 

GOALS AGAINST 4.17 2.59 

POWER PLAY 19.2 13.6 

PENALTY KILL 64.7 82.9 

What I take from that is that the PK is probably a big reason for the recent struggles. Even though the Penguins have actually been pretty decent on the PP during the losing streak (5-for-26), they’ve been outscored pretty dramatically by the opposing PP (12-for-34). And nothing kills a goalie’s numbers quicker than a couple of power-play goals against.

Not sure I’m breaking any new ground with that analysis. Anyone watching the games could have probably come up with the same conclusion. But it’s worth noting at any rate.

Meanwhile, the Penguins wrap up their 12-game season series with Hershey tomorrow night. The Penguins won five of the first six meetings, then the Bears reeled off five straight. Add it all up, including loser points, and the season series is basically dead even.

WBS has scored 29 goals in the 11 games. Hershey has scored 27. The Penguins are 5-3-3 against the Bears, and the Bears are 6-4-1 against the Penguins. That’s 13 points for each team. Tomorrow’s game, then, is a winner-take-all of sorts, which should add some intrigue.

In keeping with the theme of the post-Olympic reset, I also sketched out the depth charts in Pittsburgh and WBS right now as I see them. They’re after the jump.

Bye for now,

jb

Read more…
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Providence 4, WBS 3 (shootout) 2/22

February 23rd, 2014

1 Comment

The WBS Penguins are having a hell of a time snapping this losing streak they’re on.

They played pretty decent hockey tonight. They got two huge breaks too. But they still lost 4-3 in a shootout to the Providence Bruins.

They’ve lost six in a row (0-3-3), tied for the longest skid since John Hynes took over as coach in 2010.

When the Penguins are on a losing streak like this one, I think they put a focus on spending time in the offensive zone. Get pucks behind the D, establish a forecheck, work the cycle, no hope plays to the front of the net.

That’s exactly what they did in the first period, spending big chunks of time in the P-Bruins end and taking a 9-4 shots advantage and a 1-0 lead on an unassisted Jayson Megna goal. Megna flew up the right wing, roasted defenseman Ben Youds, went behind the net and wrapped a shot inside the far post.

Remember when they made the nets shallower before the start of this season? I think that helped Megna’s cause significantly here.

Anyway, the second period was considerably more eventful. Three goals. More penalties. A violent heavyweight fight between PL3 and Bobby Robins. A handful of big saves by Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers.

The Penguins goal came courtesy of the Zamboni door in the northwest corner of the rink. Nick Drazenovic sent a dump-in around the left boards and it caromed at a 45-degree angle out to Spencer Machacek for a goal before goalie Niklas Svedberg knew what hit him. Exactly like the Zach Sill goal in the playoffs against Hershey in 2012.

Providence got goals from Craig Cunningham seven seconds into its first power-play chance of the game to tie it 1-1 and from Alexander Khokhlachev off a Anthony Camara centering pass into Philip Samuelsson’s skates to tie it 2-2.

Machacek scored his second goal of the game in the first minute of the third period when Andrew Ebbett stole a pass from Youds and quickly centered. Providence tied the score with 7:45 left when Justin Florek got some open ice in a 4-on-4 situation and rang in a shot off the crossbar.

With 2:57 left, Florek looked to have scored off a faceoff. The Penguins caught a break when the referee ruled it came after a bad drop. Apparently, the puck hit a glove on its way to the ice.

If the P-Bruins were flustered by the controversial call, it didn’t bother them in the shootout. They scored on 3 of 4 attempts while Niklas Svedberg stopped 3 of 5 Penguins shooters.

Sell-out crowd tonight, incidentally, with Dennis Bonvie, Alain Nasreddine and Kevin Blaum getting being inducted into the Hall of Fame pre-game, a Brian Gibbons all-star poster giveaway and lots of groups in the building. Pretty good atmosphere.

I’d like to close with a comment Machacek made to me after the game. “We’re building every game,” he said. “We knew this stretch would be hard. All the teams are really good teams. It’s unfortunate, but it’s pro hockey. Now we have to start getting some wins here.”

It’s an interesting comment because it’s easy to forget the strength-of-schedule component of this losing streak the Penguins are on.

All six losses came against Hershey, Binghamton and Providence. Hershey is 12-3 in its last 15. Binghamton is 10-4-1 in its last 15. Providence is 8-2-1 in its last 12.

After facing Hershey on Tuesday, the Penguins’ next three games are against Syracuse, Utica, Albany and Hamilton. In other words, if a winning streak follows this losing streak, don’t be surprised. Players and coaches would never admit it. Fans probably wouldn’t either. But the fact remains. Sometimes the schedule giveth and the schedule taketh away.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 2/21

February 21st, 2014

1 Comment

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming week of games against Providence and Hershey.

Their guest this week is Penguins all-star center Brian Gibbons, who discusses a range of topics from his first taste of the NHL and playing on Sidney Crosby’s wing to his lack of goal celebrations. Gibbons says he and Harry Zolnierczyk are planning something special for a big goal, and Jonathan and Michael have some fun discussing what that might entail.

Also on the docket this week: What’s been going wrong with the Penguins, who find themselves on a five-game losing streak entering Saturday night’s game. Plus, predictions for today’s Olympic semifinal games between the United States and Canada and Finland and Sweden, what’s planned for the Penguins first hall of fame induction ceremony on Saturday night and which Penguins might be getting called up to the NHL when the Olympic break officially comes to an end.

There’s a lot more inside, too, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit022114
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Scoring 20 2/20

February 20th, 2014

0 Comments

Interesting that we were talking about even-up calls last night after the women’s goal medal game today. That slashing call on Jocelyn Lamoureaux is overtime is one of the worst even-up calls I’ve ever seen.

Anyway, the Penguins had an optional today, so there’s no post-practice update. Check out my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook tomorrow for a note on Tom Kostopoulos. With his next goal, he will become the first player in team history to record four 20-goal seasons. No one else has more than two.

If you’d like to see the whole list, I made up this Sporcle quiz.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Binghamton 4, WBS 3 (OT) 2/19

February 19th, 2014

3 Comments

Sometimes when players or coaches on a team that’s on a losing streak go with the old step-in-the-right-direction line, it’s right to be skeptical. When some in WBS Penguins camp said that after tonight’s game, though, I think I believed them.

All they needed was one more penalty kill or one more call to go their way and the losing streak would have ended tonight. Instead, it was a 4-3 overtime loss to Binghamton.

One thing I’m interested in is the concept of calls evening out tonight. The Penguins led 3-2 after two periods. They were 2 for 5 on the power play while Binghamton was 0 for 1. If those numbers had been reversed, would the box score for the third period still have read, “Penalties – Machacek, WBS (tripping), 4:42; Despres, WBS (high-sticking), 10:13; Machacek, WBS (high-sticking), 19:37?” I’m not sure. What do you think?

Anyway, the B-Sens have the third-best power play in the league and they capitalized. In the third period, Jean-Gabriel Pageau threw a puck into the crease from the right half-wall and Mark Stone cleaned it up to make the score 3-3. Thirty seconds into overtime, on a 4-on-3 advantage, Chris Wideman floated in a point shot past a Stone screen and there’s your ballgame.

For most of the first two periods, the Penguins were doing a lot of things right.

For one thing, the reunited Tom, Nick & Harry Line showed some spark. A tic-tac-toe passing play from Tom to Nick to Harry made it 1-1 in the first period.

For another thing, the power play looked dangerous. In the first period, Kostopoulos won a puck on the wall and Brian Gibbons made a cross-ice pass to set up Drazenovic for a one-timer to make it 2-1. In the second, Brendan Mikkelson scored on a deflected point shot off a Drazenovic faceoff win.

Also, Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers looked really good, making a couple of five-star saves. No one has blamed the goaltending for the losing streak the Penguins are on, but due to the nature of the position, no one player is more capable of ending it than a goaltender. For two periods, it looked like he might steal one.

Finally, the top four defensemen looked a lot better than they did last weekend, starting the transition game and slowing down the Mike Hoffman line.

All those positive developments didn’t add up to two points, of course, so there’s no reason to start planning the parade. But they do provide some evidence that when the Penguins start talking about moving in the right direction, you can probably go ahead and believe them.

Bye for now,

jb

Rough waters 2/18

February 18th, 2014

2 Comments

Talking to coach John Hynes after today’s practice, it became clear he’s taking a methodical approach to getting the Penguins out of the four-game losing streak they’re in.

Before last weekend, at the end of the all-star break, the Penguins had an influx of players (Gibbons, Megna, Payerl, Machacek) and the new lineup did not have success Friday and Saturday to put it mildly.

Sunday, there was a pre-game team meeting. The Penguins played better but lost 3-1 to Hershey anyway. Monday was a day off after three games in three days. Tuesday was a very stern, all-business practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena. Very serious.

Tomorrow, in a game against first-place Binghamton, the Penguins will see if they’re on the way back or still on the way down.

Mike Carman didn’t practice due to an illness. He could play tomorrow. Haven’t posted line combinations here in a while, so here’s what they looked like during the drill where I took notes:

Payerl-Drazenovic-Kostopoulos

 Kuhnhackl/Zlobin-Gibbons-Megna

 Uher-Ebbett-Machacek

 Leblond-Zolnierczyk-Farnham

Despres-Samuelsson

 Harrington-Mikkelson

 McNeill-Ruopp/D’Agostino

It’s a good opportunity for Payerl to make an impact. It’s also a great spot for whichever young scoring winger, Kuhnhackl or Zlobin, gets the nod next to Gibbons and Megna.

I’ve seen a few criticisms of D’Agostino in the comments. I don’t necessarily disagree. He’s in that stage of development many rookie defensemen go through where they look like the game is moving way too fast for them, especially when they have the puck. But I don’t think that’s a big reason why the team is struggling, just based on ice time alone. I think the top four defensemen have struggled pretty significantly the last two weekends, and that impacts the bottom line more.

Bye for now,

jb
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Hershey 3, WBS 1 2/16

February 16th, 2014

5 Comments

The WBS Penguins played their best game of the weekend Sunday. Which, given their decisive losses on Friday and Saturday, is like being the best cross-country skiier in Nepal. Not all that impressive.

On Friday and Saturday, the Penguins took a bunch of penalties, especially early, and committed big, ugly turnovers that ended up in the back of their net. None of that tonight. Neither team made many mistakes in the first two periods.

Hershey got the all-important first goal, though, on a Casey Wellman shot from the point that changed directions twice midway through the third period, and the Bears never trailed.

Brian Gibbons scored on a shorthanded breakaway with 4:03 left to make it 2-1, but Hershey killed that rally with a Peter LeBlanc goal 49 seconds later, and the Penguins were left to digest an 0-3 weekend.

The Penguins have played three games in three days 27 times since John Hynes took over as coach in 2010. This is just the second 0-3 weekend.

If you’re a Penguins fan looking for a silver lining tonight, I’ve got one for you. After the last 0-3 weekend, in October of last season, the Penguins went 13-3 in their next 16 games.

Am I predicting that this time? No. While the Penguins played better tonight, they still look out of whack in the defensive zone — I don’t know how many times I’ve written about an opposing player getting a step on a Penguins defender and scoring this weekend, but it was more than once — and the transition game is still misfiring. Plus, Binghamton is coming to town Wednesday and that’s no team to get well against.

I’m not predicting a second-half tailspin or anything either. I’m just saying I think it’s going to take more than a decent effort in a loss tonight to turn things around. Still some work to do.

On the personnel side, Hynes is trying some things. Harry Zolnierczyk and Anton Zlobin were healthy scratches tonight. “There are certain things we want in our team and a certain way we want to play and we felt like we were in a little bit of a rut this weekend and we had fresh bodies,” Hynes said.

Check back for the next update after Tuesday’s practice.

Bye for now,

jb
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Hershey 5, WBS 4 2/15

February 15th, 2014

Comments Off

Don’t let the final score fool you. The WBS Penguins got beat pretty good by the Hershey Bears tonight.

After suffering a blowout loss in Binghamton the night before, the Penguins opened the game Saturday with some fire. They took a 10-5 edge in shots and went ahead 1-0 on a Bobby Farnham goal off a nifty pass from Brendan Mikkelson.

That was it for the fiery start, however, and Hershey dominated the next 40 minutes or so, scoring five unanswered goals.

The first of those five was a big momentum changer. In the final minute of the first period, Spencer Machacek was called for high-sticking and Casey Wellman scored on a power-play one-timer to make it 1-1.

Hershey owned the second period especially, scoring in the first minute, when Dustin Gazley got behind the Penguins defense, and the last minute, when Ryan Potulny scored on the rebound of a Julien Brouillette point shot.

In the middle of the third period, Hershey ran its lead to 5-1 when the rebound of a Patrick Wey shot went in off the skate of Dane Byers and Gazley scored on a power-play one-timer.

The Penguins put a scare into the Hershey with three goals in the last five minutes, Nick Drazenovic with 6:26 left, Brian Gibbons on a 5-on-3 power play with 5:17 left and Jayson Megna from the goal line to the right of goalie Philipp Grubauer with the extra attacker on with 16.6 seconds to go.

The game ended with the Penguins trying to center a puck from the right-wing corner of the Hershey zone.

Eric Hartzell was pulled after Byers’ goal made it 4-1. He had been tended to by the trainer after an acrobatic stop on Gazley a few minutes earlier. After going 5-2-0 with 1.33 goals-against average and .944 save percentage in January, Hartzell is 1-3-0 with a 4.35 GAA and .853 save percentage in February. He hasn’t finished three of his five starts in the month.

I’m not sure the third-period rally is really that significant in the grand scheme of things. It showed the Penguins didn’t give up, but no one expected they would. The question is what went wrong Friday night in Binghamton and for most of Saturday’s game. I know they took too many penalties and spent big chunks of time in the defensive zone. Hard to win that way.

Meanwhile, after starting the weekend one point out of first place in the division, the Penguins are now in fourth place, and in the conference, they’re only two points ahead of ninth-place St. John’s. Tomorrow’s home game with Hershey is starting to look pretty important.

Bye for now,

jb
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Binghamton 6, WBS 2 2/14

February 14th, 2014

2 Comments

Having watched AHL hockey closely for more than a decade, I’ve become convinced of something. There is absolutely no correlation between a team getting players back from the NHL (or the injured list) and that team’s performance in the next game.

The WBS Penguins added four key forwards to the lineup tonight — Brian Gibbons, Jayson Megna, Adam Payerl and Spencer Machacek — but made a mess of the first period and were blown out 6-2 by Binghamton.

Early penalties and turnovers put the Penguins in a deep hole. They were shorthanded three times in the period and Binghamton scored two power-play goals. Shane Prince finished a backdoor pass from Andre Petersson to make it 1-0 and Mike Hoffman scored on a deflected shot from the left circle to make it 4-1.

In between, a Brendan Mikkelson turnover in his own zone led to a Corey Cowick goal on a two-on-one with Mark Stone and Jean-Gabriel Pageau collected a puck in his defensive zone, flew past Simon Despres up the left wing and scored on a shorthanded breakaway. It was Binghamton’s 15th SHG of the season. No other AHL team has more than eight.

Eric Hartzell was pulled after stopping 10-of-13 shots. No goal was his fault — a backdoor pass, a two-on-one and a breakaway — but after winning AHL goalie of the month honors in January, Hartzell has been pulled from two of his four starts in February.

While you’d get nowhere pinning the blame for this one on goaltending, you could make a case that officiating made the final score uglier than it would have been otherwise. Dave Lewis went whistle-happy. At one point, Binghamton had eight power plays to one for the Penguins. Pretty much every time someone touched Hoffman, Lewis’ arm went up.

Here’s a good example of the over-officiousness of it all, on a play that had no impact on the outcome of the game whatsoever. Reid McNeill and Darren Kramer broke out of a late-game post-whistle scrum and fought. Here’s how that play was called: McNeill, WBS, major-misconduct (fighting, continuing altercation), 18:49; Kramer, Bng, minor-major (roughing, fighting), 18:49. Is all that crap necessary? Just give them both fighting majors and send them to the locker room.

Anyway, I’m getting off on a tangent. The real story is the sloppiness of the first period and the further bunching of the East Division standings. If the Penguins had won, they would have been in first place all alone. Instead, it’s Binghamton with 64 points, WBS with 61 and Hershey and Norfolk with 60. And the Penguins play the Bears twice and the B-Sens once in their next three games, so buckle up.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 2/14

February 14th, 2014

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming week of games against East Division foes Hershey and Binghamton.

Also, in a Penguins Pit first, Jonathan and Michael welcome an in-studio guest, Josh Richards of the Dallas Stars. The Wilkes-Barre native and Penguins alumnus is back  for the Olympic break, and discusses a variety of topics from his playing career to life in the NHL as an assistant equipment manager. He also weighs in on the skate blade injury to Zach Sill, and what players might do to protect themselves. Jonathan and Michael also welcome via taped interview John Slaney, the former Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman who is now an assistant coach with the Portland Pirates and was inducted this week into the American Hockey League Hall of Fame.

Also on the docket this week: How the Olympic Break has affected rosters throughout the East Division, what the return of Brian Gibbons, Harry Zolnierczyk and Jayson Megna does for the Penguins lineup, injury updates and a review of the AHL All-Star Game’s new format, which saw a team of the AHL’s finest hand Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League a 7-2 defeat on Wednesday night.

There’s a lot more inside, too, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit021414

Penguins edge Devils in Atlantic City

 March 01. 2014 10:48PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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When goaltender Peter Mannino was suspended in late November after refusing to report to the Wheeling Nailers, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins had no choise but to move on.

On Saturday against the Albany Devils in Atlantic City, they were happy to have Mannino back.

After giving up 34 goals over the last eight games — and losing seven — Mannino stopped 19-of-20 shots in his first start since Nov. 8 to lead the Penguins to a 2-1 win over the Devils.

Trailing 1-0 going into the third period, the Penguins received goals from Brendan Mikkelson and Tom Kostopoulos to complete the comeback. The win was crucial as it allows the Penguins to pass Albany for the sixth spot overall in the Eastern Conference.

On Saturday, a day after being shutout by the Syracuse Crunch, the Penguins offense struggled again, totaling just nine shots through the first two periods without a goal. Albany got on the board midway through the first period after Andrew Ebbett was called for tripping, followed by Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond for unsportsmanlike conduct. That allowed the Devils to go on their third power play, this time a 5-on-3, and Mike Sislo connected to give them a 1-0 lead.

Penalty trouble would continue to haunt the Penguins throughout the game, including the first half of the third period when Ebbett was given a double minor for high-sticking and Mike Carman was called for a delay of game after shooting the puck over the glass with three seconds left on the four-minute power play.

That gave the Devils almost six minutes of power-play time, but the Penguins held fast to kill it all off and prevent Albany from extending the lead.

After that the offense surfaced for the Penguins.

Mikkelson gained the puck at the blue line, waited for a spot and fired a shot through traffic and past Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid to tie it up, 1-1.

Then it was the Penguins turn to connect on the power play. With less than four minutes remaining in the game, Kostopoulos scored his 20th goal of the season to put the Penguins up 2-1.

After Albany pulled Kinkaid for the extra attacker, Mannino and the Penguins staved off a last-minute attack to preserve the win.

After posting a 3-5-2-1 record in February, the Penguins open March with a win and a valuable two points to move one ahead of Albany in the conference. The win is Mannino’s second with the Penguins. He posted a 3-3 record with the Nailers after he reported to Wheeling in January.

Notes

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), F Tom Kuhnhackl, F Anton Zlobin and D Barry Goers were scratched for the Penguins.

• Kostopoulos’ goal marked his fifth AHL season with at least 20 tallies. He has four 20-goal seasons with the Penguins. Kostopoulos is also tied for third in the AHL with 12 power play goals and five game-winners.

• The Penguins had 14 shots on the night, their lowest total of the season.
Goal scorer, agitator or both?

Pens’ Farnham adding an offensive element to his game

 March 01. 2014 10:21PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins winger Bobby Farnham had two goals before scoring three in a nine-game span in February. While he says agitating is the main component of his game, Farnham is working to add an offensive side.
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Penguins winger Bobby Farnham had two goals before scoring three in a nine-game span in February. While he says agitating is the main component of his game, Farnham is working to add an offensive side.

Bobby Farnham said his increase in goal production in February doesn't mean he is abandoning the physical side of his game.
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Whenever Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins winger Bobby Farnham delivers a big hit or drops the gloves in front of the home crowd, fans erupt into a chant of “Bobby, Bobby.”

Farnham hears them loud and clear, and said the chants are “probably one of the coolest things I’ve experienced in my career.”

But lately, Farnham has given the home crowd something else to chant about — goals.

Heading into Friday, Farnham had scored three goals in nine games through February and also set up another. Before February, he had scored only twice.

So is the Penguins’ popular agitator ditching the physical side of his game for one with more offensive flair.

Not hardly.

“I’m not going to lose that edge that makes me the player I am,” Farnham said. “I still see myself as an agitator, but when you can make offensive plays as well, it goes along with becoming an overall better player.”

When it comes to making offensive plays, Farnham’s recent goals have been nice but a pass he made to set up Mike Carman in last Tuesday’s 6-5 win over Hershey was just as sweet. Battling for the puck and gaining possession behind the Hershey net, Farnham turned and peeled off a defender and feathered a beautiful pass out in front for Carman, who banged home a one-timer.

The play reaffirmed that Farnham not only has the ability to hit and bang, but also a sense for the offensive game as well.

“He has it,” head coach John Hynes said. “It’s a part of his game that he’s worked hard on all year.”

Offense has always been a part of Farnham’s game, even though it has just recently surfaced at the pro level. During his four years at Brown University, Farnham’s point totals increased each season. As a senior, he scored eight goals and 21 points in 31 games, and saw extensive time on the power play. His 21 points were tied for second-most on the team.

Farnham said his yearly improvement in college was the result of learning from his mistakes and a coaching change after his freshman season. The new staff, he said, emphasized working on offensive zone play, something Farnham said he never thought much about until then.

“Everything I learned while playing college is paying off now,” he said. “I learned from my mistakes, got better each year in college, and now I’m taking that same approach with the pro game.”

Ironically, those same attributes that make Farnham such an effective agitator — speed and hard work — are also making him an offensive threat.

Hynes said for the first half of the season Farnham used his speed and work ethic primarily to disrupt opponents. Now, as the Penguins enter the stretch run with the playoffs on the line, Farnham’s focus has shifted to being a productive player offensively as well.

“What you’re seeing now is he’s able to blend that hard work and speed into more productivity. There’s hard work with productivity now,” Hynes said.

But when the productivity wasn’t there, Hynes sent Farnham a clear message by making him a healthy scratch.

That’s what happened on Feb. 22, when Farnham sat out against the Providence Bruins after going scoreless and posting a minus-2 in the prior two games.

For Farnham, sitting out a game conjured up memories of his early college days when he was a healthy scratch for two straight games.

“You never want that to happen to you again,” he said. “When you get to the pro level and it does happen again, it makes you want to comes out stronger and play well that first game back.”

That’s exactly what Farnham did when he came back for Tuesday’s contest against the Bears. Not only did he set up Carman’s goal, but he also added one himself to record his third multi-point game this season.

While Farnham’s five goals eclipsed last season’s total of three, he is also two points away from equaling last season’s career mark of 11 points.

And just for good measure, Farnham’s penalty minute total of 119 is second on the Penguins, proving that he still likes to play the role of agitator.

But if he had to choose… “I’ll always be an agitator and drawing a penalty on an opponent is great, but there’s nothing like scoring a goal,” he said. “That is the best feeling in the world.”
Syracuse blanks Penguins

 February 28. 2014 11:44PM

By Lindsay Kramer For The Times Leader 
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SYRACUSE, N.Y. — The best thing that the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins saw as their bus pulled away from the Onondaga County War Memorial on Friday night was February in the rear-view mirror.

That tough month was capped with a 4-0 loss to the Syracuse Crunch, which rode a 30-save performance by Tampa Bay goalie Anders Lindback and two goals from defenseman Matt Taormina to a convincing win.

The loss left the Penguins limping out of February with a 3-5-2-1 mark. The momentum of a 6-5 win over Hershey on Tuesday – which snapped a six-game winless streak – was sapped by a sub-par effort against the Crunch.

“It was a tough month. But it was a learning month for us,’’ said Penguins captain Tom Kostopoulos. “I think we learned more in February than we did all year. We put ourselves behind the eight-ball not getting wins. But I feel like it was one of those things we had to do to make us better as a team.

“We need everyone going every night. We have to play hard, a dirty style every night. If we’re not playing that way, we’re not going to win games.’’

Syracuse sunk the Pens with two goals in the first and two more in the second. The Crunch knocked out starting goalie Jeff Deslauriers early in the second after he allowed three scores on eight shots.

Deslauriers was replaced by Peter Mannino, who was recalled by the Pens from Wheeling of the ECHL earlier Friday. Goalie Eric Hartzell was sent to Wheeling in return.

Taormina knocked out Deslauriers with his second goal of the game, at the 5:23 mark of the second. Taormina put a shot on net that deflected off two Penguins out front and past Deslauriers for a 3-0 Syracuse edge.

“You get down by three, we felt like (Mannino) would be able to come in at the time and give a change to the team,’’ Penguins coach John Hynes said.

But just 1:27 after Mannino made his entrance, Syracuse’s Drew Olson slammed a behind-the-net pass from linemate Evan Rankin into the left side of the Penguins net to pump the lead to 4-0.

“We made some mistakes and they wound up in the back of our net,’’ Hynes said. “I give a lot of credit to Syracuse. They played strong throughout the game.’’

Syracuse scored on its first bid of the game, at the 2:02 mark of the opening period. Crunch forward Richard Panik took a neutral zone turnover and served up an offering from along the right boards to Tanner Richard breaking down the middle of the Pens’ zone.

Richard was all alone and had plenty of time to line up Deslauriers before solving him high stick side.

“We were loose in some areas tonight. They took advantage of it,’’ Pens defenseman Brendan Mikkelson said. “Things didn’t go our way in that first period.’’

Panik also set up the Crunch’s second goal of the first. He chased down the puck in the neutral zone and flipped it to Taormina cruising into the Pens’ end. Taormina snapped a shot from the right side that caromed off Deslauriers and hit paydirt with 41.5 seconds left in the period.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton pushed to respond to the Crunch’s tone-setting. The Penguins outshot Syracuse 11-6 in the first but Lindback, on a weekend conditioning assignment from the Lightning, refused to give them a sniff.

“I felt it could have easily been 2-0 for us 10 minutes in, but he was playing well,’’ Kostopoulos said. “Their goaltender frustrated us pretty good. They played solid. The chances we did get, they didn’t give us any second chances.’’
Pens send down Hartzell

Peter Mannino recalled from Wheeling

 February 28. 2014 11:31PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins recalled goaltender Peter Mannino from the Wheeling Nailers on Friday. In addition, goaltender Eric Hartzell has been assigned to Wheeling by the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Mannino has appeared in three contests this season for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, going 1-1-0 with a 3.40 goals against average and a .877 save percentage. In six games this year with Wheeling, he has posted a 3-3-0 record, a 2.29 GAA and a .926 save percentage.

A sixth-year pro, Mannino has played a total of 162 AHL contests and compiled a career record of 82-53-8 with four shutouts, a 2.84 GAA and a .905 save percentage. The 30-year old has also appeared in six NHL games with the New York Islanders, Atlanta Thrashers and Winnipeg Jets and skated in 37 ECHL games with the Utah Grizzlies, Chicago Express and Wheeling.

Hartzell, 24, began the 2013-14 season with the Nailers and went 2-2-1 with one shutout, a 2.58 GAA and a .922 save percentage. Assigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Oct. 30, the rookie netminder has since registered a record of 10-7-1 with a 2.30 goals against average, a .908 save percentage and three shutouts. He was named AHL/CCM Goaltender of the Month in January.

Hartzell was named USA Hockey College Player of the Year in 2013 as he helped Quinnipiac reach the NCAA championship game after leading the Bobcats to the school’s first-ever Frozen Four appearance this past spring at Consol Energy Center. The native of White Bear, Minn., was also a finalist for the Hobey Baker Award after posting a 30-7-5 record, 1.57 goals-against average and .933 save percentage in 42 starts.
Pens ready to start a different streak

 February 27. 2014 11:47PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

UP NEXT

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (29-19-3-4, 65 points, 3rd place in the East Division) at Syracuse Crunch (20-23-4-5, 49 points, 5th place in the East Division)

7 p.m. today, War Memorial at Oncenter, Syracuse, N.Y.

Radio: Sports Hub, 102.3-FM

Players to watch

Syracuse: Cedric Paquette is Syracuse’s active leading scorer, and he has two goals and four points in seven games against the Penguins.

Penguins: Harry Zolnierczyk is a prime candidate to get back on the scoresheet against a Syracuse team he has torched for three goals and six points in six games.
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Mike Carman admits that he and his Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin teammates feel like a weight has been lifted off their shoulders. That’s because the team’s six-game winless streak was erased by Tuesday’s victory over the Hershey Bears.

But now, he said, it’s time to start a new streak.

“We can’t relax too much. We had been so frustrated with not being able to get a win, but it was just one game,” Carman said. “Now we need to string a bunch together.”

The Penguins will look to make it two straight wins tonight in Syracuse against a Crunch team that they’ve beaten five out of seven times this season.

Aside from doing away with the burden of losing, head coach John Hynes said his team is in a good spot heading into the weekend.

“We like our mentality right now and where our game is at,” Hynes said. “We learned some lessons last week, but even before we got the win we felt we were playing well enough to win. We put it all together.”

After tonight’s game against Syracuse, the Penguins will travel to Atlantic City to face the Albany Devils, who are battling for first place in the Northeast Division. The Devils also lead the Penguins by a point in the conference standings.

NOTES

• After being pulled early in four of his last six starts, Hynes said the organization is still considering ways to break goaltender Eric Hatzell out of his February slump. One of those options could be some time in Wheeling to get Hartzell’s game in order.

“It’s something we discussed,” Hynes said.

In Wheeling, goaltender Peter Mannino, who had been suspended for much of the season for refusing to report to the ECHL after being demoted by Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, has been playing well. In six games with the Nailers, Mannino has a 2.29 GAA and a .926 save percentage.

Hynes said Mannino’s strong play could factor into any goaltending decision the club makes.

“There’s always consideration,” he said. “We have to make some decisions, and the good thing is we have players available and good situations, whether it’s here or Wheeling.”

• Forwards Anton Zlobin and Tom Kuhnhackl have been healthy scratches of late, the result of what Hynes said are tough lineup decisions down the stretch.

“It’s not easy to sit anyone. Right now it’s trying to find those mixes and matches,” Hynes said. “We got to win some games here. It’s about putting together a lineup at this point to remain strongly competitive in the playoff race.”

• Defenseman Brian Dumoulin, who has been out with a lower body injury, has resumed some hockey activity and is considered day-to-day, Hynes said. Injured center Zach Sill, who has been out with a cut on his forearm, has also started skating but is not close to returning.
Penguins snap skid with wild victory

 February 25. 2014 11:48PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins winger Bobby Farnham, left, fights through a check by Hershey's Jeff Taffe on Tuesday night at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins center Mike Carman, right, celebrates after scoring the opening goal against rival Hershey on Tuesday at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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Penguins center Mike Carman, right, celebrates after scoring the opening goal against rival Hershey on Tuesday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins winger Bobby Farnham, left, fights through a check by Hershey's Jeff Taffe on Tuesday night at Mohegan Sun Arena.

More 

 Story Tools  PrintPrint | E-MailEMail | SaveSave |    Hear   Generate QR Code QR 

Send to Kindle

Font size:  

Get E-Mail AlertsGet Text Alerts

WILKES-BARRE TWP. — Three goals in less than three minutes. A two-goal lead with half of the third period to go. The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins seemed to be in a pretty good spot during Tuesday’s matchup against the Hershey Bears.

As it turns out, the Penguins needed just a little bit more.

Spencer Machacek scored twice in a third period that saw both teams combine for seven goals. The Penguins scored four times, including twice on the power play and once shorthanded to snap a six-game losing streak and beat the Bears 6-5.

The win stops a five-game skid against the Bears, gives the Penguins the season series against Hershey based on points and catapults them up three spots to sixth overall in the Eastern Conference.

So which is most important?

“It’s all huge,” said Bobby Farnham, who had a goal and an assist in the first two periods. “Hershey is our rival and it was huge to win that season series and hopscotch them in the standings.”

Farnham made a nifty pass from behind the net to Mike Carman in front to put the Penguins on the board first less than three minutes into the game. The Bears added two goals later in the period to take a 2-1 lead.

Farnham took matters into his own hands in the second, backhanding home a rebound past Bears goaltender David Leggio to even things up 2-2 heading into the third period.

And that’s when things got even more interesting.

In the opening seconds, Dane Byers powered down the right side and beat Eric Hartzell with a shot just inside the post to give Hershey 3-2 lead.

The goal was Byers’ fifth against the Penguins out of nine goals total on the season.

The Penguins weren’t about to pack it in, however.

“There was no let up after that,” head coach John Hynes said. “We didn’t back down after we gave up that goal.”

Minutes later, Brendan Mikkelson evened things up when he gained the puck, and with plenty of time in the slot, ripped a wrist shot past Leggio inside the far post for a shorthanded goal.

There was plenty more to come.

Hershey’s Dustin Gazley was given a double minor for high-sticking, and the Penguins quickly took full advantage of the four minutes of power play time.

Twenty seconds into the first half of the power play, Andrew Ebbett shoveled in a rebound at the corner to make it 4-3.

And just 23 seconds later, on the second half of the power play, Machacek put a shot in through traffic to make to give the Penguins a two goal lead, 5-3.

“That power play was really a key point in the game,” Hynes said. “It was critical.”

Still, the Penguins weren’t comfortable with the lead.

“When you’re on a six-game skid like we were, I don’t think any of us thought it was a safe lead,” Farnham said. “Hershey’s a very opportunistic team.”

Jeff Taffe brought the Bears to within one at the midway point to make it 5-4, but Machacek answered two minutes later with a blast from the left side to give the Penguins their second two-goal lead of the period.

After Taffe’s goal, Hynes pulled Hartzell in favor of Jeff Deslauriers. On the night Hartzell stopped 12 of 16 shots.

Thirty seconds after Machacek’s goal, Hershey scored again on a shot by Nicolas Deschamps to make it 6-5 with seven minutes to play.

“It was one of those games where we score one, and they score one. A ping-pong match,” Machacek said. “It was a pretty crazy game.”

In the end, the Penguins came out on top of a seven-goal third period to snap their losing streak and gain a critical two points in a tight Eastern Conference.

“We’ve been so close the last few games, the win is something that we needed,” Hynes said.

NOTES

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), RW Tom Kuhnhackl, LW Anton Zlobin and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.

• Hynes said it was a difficult decision to pull Hartzell in the third period. Hartzell has struggled in February, winning one and losing four.

“That’s something we’ll have a talk about with him and goaltending coach Mike Buckley to see if we can get some normalcy back into his play,” Hynes said.
Shootout dooms Penguins

Three blown leads gives the Pens sixth straight loss

 February 22. 2014 10:54PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton controlled much of Saturday’s game against the Providence Bruins.

All except the end when it mattered most.

After allowing the Bruins to tie it three times in regulation, the Penguins lost in a shootout 4-3, gaining a point but giving two to a Providence team they are chasing for a playoff spot.

The loss is the sixth straight for the Penguins, who drop to 28-19-3-4 but move one point ahead of Norfolk for the final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference.

The Penguins gained had the lead three times in the game powered by a pair of goals from Spencer Machacek.

But it was Jayson Megna who got the Penguins on the board late in the first period just as the Providence penalty killers exited the ice.

Megna took advantage of the change and sped down the ice into the Bruins end, carried the puck behind the net and tucked it in the far post for a wraparound goal and a 1-0 lead.

Providence did answer early in the second period just seven seconds into their first power play of the night when Craig Cunningham buried a pass in front to tie it up.

But the Penguins did manage to retake the lead at the midway point thanks to some help from the Mohegan Sun Arena boards.

Nick Drazenovic dumped the puck into the Providence end and goaltender Nicolas Svedberg skated behind the net to gather it up. Before it got there, however, the puck hit the Zamboni doors and bounced out in front where Machacek slammed it into the open net.

With a 2-1 lead, the Penguins faced another challenge when Providence got their second power play of the night. Jeff Deslauriers came up big to keep the Bruins off the board, making a diving save at the post to stop Cunningham and flashing the glove to snare a shot from Ryan Spooner.

With less than two minutes remaining in the period, the Bruins did connect when Alexander Khokhlachev shoveled in a loose puck in front to make it 2-2.

The Penguins didn’t waver and regained the lead within the first minute of the third period thanks again to Machacek. With Andrew Ebbett holding the puck behind the Providence net, Machacek got open in front and buried Ebbett’s pass for a 3-2 lead.

But for the third time in the game, the Bruins battled back to tie it again. This time it was during a 4-on-4 situation at the midway point. Providence’s Justin Florek used the open ice to place a wrister from the high slot under the crossbar to make it 3-3.

The Penguins almost lost the lead for the first time when Florek appeared to score his second goal of the game off a faceoff to make it 4-3 with less than three minutes remaining. The goal was waived off due to a faceoff violation and the two teams headed to overtime.

During the shootout, Andrew Ebbett and Nick Drazenovic scored for the Penguins, but it wasn’t enough to match the three goals the Bruins put past Deslauriers for the win.

Notes

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), LW Anton Zlobin, D Harrison Ruopp and LW Bobby Farnham were scratched for the Penguins.

• Machacek now has four goals and four points in six games since being acquired from Springfield for Paul Thompson. Thompson has three goals and five points in eight games for Springfield.

• Deslauriers is 1-3 in shootouts this season.

• Before the game the Penguins inducted Kevin Blaum, assistant coach Alain Nasreddine and Dennis Bonvie as the first class into the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Hall of Fame.
Cool hand Hartzell

 February 22. 2014 10:52PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

WBS Penguins goaltender Eric Hartzell got his first taste of playing at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh when he led Quinnipiac to the Frozen Four last April.
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Eric Hartzell doesn’t crack under pressure.

In fact, he really doesn’t feel it.

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins rookie netminder isn’t fazed by the expectations to live up to a stellar January, where he was named the AHL’s goaltender of the month after posting a 1.33 goals against average and a .944 save percentage.

Nor does he dwell on his slumping February that resulted in two early exits and a 4.35 GAA and .853 save percentage through five games.

Why?

Perhaps because Hartzell, 24, has faced pressure throughout his career, beginning when he was teenager playing under his father, Kevin, in juniors.

The pressure, however, didn’t come from playing for his dad.

“If you had a bad game, maybe you’d get ripped a little bit more by the media,” Hartzell said. “There were some pros and cons to having your dad as your coach.”

Even when Hartzell embarked on his college career with Quinnipiac University, he encountered a different kind of pressure — trying to get in a game.

Hartzell appeared in only six games as a freshman and the following season earned a split in the goaltending duties.

Despite wanting the starting job, Hartzell remained patient.

“Regardless of what you do or what your job is, when you’re new, you have to show that you can at least compete for a position,” he said. “Going into college, I knew it was going to be tough. It’s an ongoing progression and you have to keep proving yourself every day.”

Hartzell more than proved himself in his final two seasons with Quinnipiac, posting a 2.18 GAA and a .913 save percentage in 30 games as a junior. In his senior season, Hartzell played in 42 of 43 games, recorded 30 wins with a 1.57 GAA and a .933 save percentage while being named the ECAC Hockey’s Player of the Year.

Now, in his first season of pro hockey, Hartzell finds himself back to splitting time again with Jeff Drouin-Delauriers.

But as before, the timeshare doesn’t bother him.

“It’s very similar to coming up through college,” Hartzell said. “You’re going to have your ups and down. You just have to keep your mind stable and remember that even though this is your job, it’s still just a game. We do it because we love it.”

Not only is Hartzell keeping his mind stable, he needs to do the same thing with his game to break out of the February slump, according to Pittsburgh goaltending development coach Mike Buckley.

Buckley describes Hartzell as an athletic, intense goaltender.

“You can see the focus in his eyes when someone’s going to shoot the puck,” Buckley said.

The key is to control that intensity and find a balance between not getting too high or low.

“It’s the unnecessary thinking and the unnecessary explosiveness in net,” Buckley said. “Usually a goalie’s strength is his weakness. There’s a lot of stamina involved in Eric’s style of play, and that’s one thing we’re addressing right now.”

In all fairness, Hartzell’s bumpy February has come in three games against Hershey and Binghamton — two hot teams with dangerous offenses.

Facing those teams hss highlighted the biggest difference between college and pro hockey, Hartzell said.

“Every single guy can shoot the puck. I’m able to practice everyday with teammates who are great shooters and that helps,” he said. “You need that, especially when you’re in a game and you have (Mike) Hoffmans and (Stephane) Da Costas coming down ripping one-timers at you.”

The previous month, Hartzell was the model of consistency — winning five of his seven starts and not allowing more than two goals in any contest.

That’s what head coach John Hynes wants to see again, and soon.

“We’d like to see him play better,” Hynes said. “Eric has shown he has the ability to be more consistent and play better. Our expectations of where he needs to be and working through some of the growing pains are part of being a young player.”

Still, it doesn’t equate to pressure in Hartzell’s eyes.

“This game is very mental. One of my attributes is I don’t let pressure get to me. I don’t really feel any pressure,” Hartzell said. “I deal with it by going back to work, remembering its just a game and having fun.”
Pens ready for a Hall of Fame night
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By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Hershey's Eric Fehr attempts to get the puck past Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's Alain Nasreddine, and goalie, Marc-Andre Fleury at the Wachovia Arena during a game on Oct. 8, 2005. Nasreddine will be part of the first Penguins Hall of Fame class with Dennis Bonvie and legislator Kevin Blaum.
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Hershey's Eric Fehr attempts to get the puck past Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's Alain Nasreddine, and goalie, Marc-Andre Fleury at the Wachovia Arena during a game on Oct. 8, 2005. Nasreddine will be part of the first Penguins Hall of Fame class with Dennis Bonvie and legislator Kevin Blaum.

Up next…

Providence Bruins (28-18-1-6, 63 points, 2nd place in the Atlantic Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (28-19-3-3, 62 points, 4th place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Providence - Bobby Robins has a goal in two games against the Penguins this year, along with nine penalty minutes.

Penguins - Harry Zolnierczyk scored a goal in his last game and has three points (goal, two assists) in two games against the Bruins this season.

More 
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Kevin Blaum was one of the first supporters of bringing pro hockey to northeastern Pennsylvania. During his years as a state legislator, Blaum spearheaded the movement to get an arena built in the area and ultimately land the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Tonight, Blaum is looking forward to being part of another “first” with Penguins.

Blaum, 61, will join former players Dennis Bonvie and Alain Nasreddine as the first class to be inducted into the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Hall of Fame. The ceremony will take place before tonight’s game.

Blaum led the effort to secure funding to build the arena — which was originally named the Northeastern Pennsylvania Convention Center, in 1994. But he didn’t quit there.

Blaum went on to oversee construction and management of the arena while serving as the chairman of the Arena Authority for 11 years.

“This is a special weekend for me because of what it means and because of my respect for this organization,” said Blaum, who will be inducted in the builder category. “It means so much.”

Bonvie, 40, joins the inaugural class as the most popular player in team history. Through parts of five seasons he appeared in 285 games with the Penguins, totaling 1,284 penalty minutes. He holds the record for most penalty minutes combined in the AHL and NHL with 4,493 and currently serves as a scout for the Chicago Blackhawks.

Former NHL player Bill Guerin, who currently serves as the player development coach for Pittsburgh, was Bonvie’s teammate for a 27 NHL games. He said Bonvie’s penalty minute total are a reflection of what it was like to have him as a teammate.

“I only needed one (game) to realize what kind of teammate I had. He was there every single night for everyone of his teammates,” Guerin said. “No other player in the history of hockey has stood up for his teammates more than Dennis Bonvie.”

Bonvie said the feeling is mutual.

“I had great teammates that went to bat for me the same way,” he said. “It’s been an unbelievable ride in Wilkes-Barre. This is an absolute honor.”

Nasreddine also spent five seasons with the Pittsburgh organization and was the captain for two years in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. He played in 249 games with the AHL Penguins along with 57 postseason contests, which is tops in franchise history.

Nasreddine is the Penguins assistant coach, a position he held for the last three seasons.

“Being a part of the first Hall of Fame class is a true honor,” Nasreddine said. “I owe thanks to so many people and I am very grateful to be a part of this.”

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton CEO Jeff Barrett said the first Hall of Fame class represents both past and present contributions to the Penguins and area.

“They all played pivotal roles in the success of this franchise and where we are today,” Barrett said. “Kevin Blaum fought for over a decade to get the facility built. Dennis Bonvie came here in the early days and showed this community through his hard work ethic what hockey was about. Alain Nasreddine was here for five seasons, took us to two Calder Cup finals and now he’s pivotal in the development of future NHL stars.”
Payerl happy to be back

 February 20. 2014 11:38PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Adam Payerl didn’t like seeing the game from the stands.

For two-and-a-half months, that’s where Payerl watched his Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin teammates while he was out with an injury. From Nov. 30 until he returned on Feb. 14, Payerl could only sit and watch.

“It felt like forever,” he said.

But rather than mope about the situation, Payerl tried to find a positive. Because all he could do was watch, he figured he might as well learn something at the same time.

“It’s frustrating being in the stands, but I tried to use the situation as a learning experience because the game looks so different from that perspective,” Payerl said. “One thing I noticed is you have more time than you think. You still have to make quick decisions, but sometimes you have that extra half-second to make that play.”

Aside from watching, Payerl underwent a vigorous rehab process to make sure when he did finally return, there would be no rust and conditioning wouldn’t be an issue.

When Payerl returned on Feb. 14 for a road game in Binghamton, he said the conditioning was fine, but he still felt a little “off.”

“There was a bit of an adjustment of getting used to playing the body in the corners and doing those things again. But after that first game I felt better,” Payerl said.

Penguins coach John Hynes didn’t hesitate to use Payerl in a variety of situation upon his return to the lineup, playing him on several lines and giving the big center time on the power play and penalty kill.

“He really looks like he picked up where he left off,” Hynes said. “You can play him on any line because he plays the same way regardless of who he’s playing with. His niche is a power forward game, and when he’s physical, he has an impact. Adam can leave a mark on a guy that he hits.”

NOTES

• The Penguins held an optional practice on Thursday at Mohegan Sun Arena. With no game tonight, they are expected to practice in full during the day before hosting the Providence Bruins on Saturday in what will be an eventful night. The team will hold its annual Military Appreciation Night and offer autographed camo pucks for $10.

The players will also be wearing red, white and blue jerseys to pay homage to the 1980 U.S. Olympic team. The jerseys will be auctioned off after the game.

The highlight of the night will be the inductions of Kevin Blaum, Alain Nasreddine and Dennis Bonvie into the Penguins Hall of Fame. A pregame ceremony will honor the first class of inductees.

• Speaking of the Olympics, the performance of the U.S. team has impressed Hynes, who used to coach in the U.S. Hockey development program. The U.S. team will face Canada in the semifinals today, and while the team’s performance has been stellar so far, Hynes said there still remains one goal.

“Ultimately, for the U.S., you want to come home with a medal,” he said. “The U.S. team has played a very exciting style this year and that will increase the interest in hockey here. Now, the next step is to win a medal for the country.”
Late penalties doom Penguins

 February 19. 2014 11:22PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Something loomed over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins as they went into the third period of Wednesday’s game against the Binghamton Senators with a 3-2 lead.

The Penguins had five power plays to Binghamton’s one through the first two periods. In the end, they knew things were bound to even out.

Three consecutive Penguins penalties in the third period allowed the Senators’ power play to gain a tie and eventually an overtime win, 4-3 as they scored the game-winner on a call that carried over into the extra frame.

The loss is the fifth in a row for a Penguins team that did manage a point as it tries to cling to the final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. After last night, the Penguins are tied with St. John’s at 62 points each and have a two-point lead over Albany for the eighth spot in the conference.

On Wednesday, the Penguins scored twice on the power play, kept up with Binghamton’s potent offense and held the lead for much of the game. Those were the bright spots.

“The point is nice, but in the long run we were playing more to how we want to play,” head coach John Hynes said. “We have to continue to build.”

After Binghamton jumped out to an early lead in the first period, the Penguins responded with a Harry Zolnierczyk one-timer from down low to finish off an inspired effort in the Senators’ end. It began when Nick Drazenovic had his pass picked off and the Senators began a rush out of their zone. Before they could escape, Tom Kostopoulos stole the puck from Michael Sdao in the slot and passed it over to Drazenovic, who found Zolnierczyk down low for the shot.

“I think we came out and played well,” Drazenovic said. “Played like we can for most of the game.”

Drazenovic gave the Penguins the lead later in the period when he ripped a one-timer past Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond during a power play to make it 2-1.

Carrying a 2-1 lead into the second period, the Penguins connected on the power play again thanks to a Brendan Mikkelson wrister from the point to make it 3-1.

While the goals were coming easier than they had been, Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers was a wall in goal. He stopped top scorer Mike Hoffman on a breakaway in the first period and denied Shane Prince from point-blank range in the second.

The Senators did manage to get a second goal, however, when Matt Puempel blasted a one-timer to make it 3-2 heading into the third period.

And that’s when the penalties began to even out, as the Penguins were sent to the box three times. The Senators power play tied it 3-3 after Spencer Machacek was sent to the box for tripping at 4:42.

With 23 seconds left in the period, Machacek gave Binghamton their fourth power play of the night when he was called for high-sticking.

The penalty carried into the overtime period and Binghamton’s Chris Wideman placed a shot through a screen just 30 seconds in for the 4-3 win.

Machacek didn’t dispute the call or the fact that the penalties were bound to even out.

“It seems like it happens,” he said. “My stick did hit him in the helmet. I’m not known for taking too many minors and it’s a bad break. I feel bad.

“But we are taking steps and we can still be better.”

Notes

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), C Mike Carman, LW Anton Zlobin and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.
Starters

Binghamton – D Mark Borowiecki, D Daniel New, LW Mike Hoffman, C Jean-Gabriel Pageau, RW Mark Stone

Penguins – D Philip Samuelsson, D Simon Despres, LW Bobby Farnham, C Andrew Ebbett, RW Spencer Machacek

Three Stars

1. BNG, Chris Wideman (game-winning goal) 2. WBS, Nick Drazenovic (goal, two assists) 3. WBS, Tom Kostopoulos (two assists)

Referee – Dave Lewis, David Banfield. Linesmen – Trent Knorr, Jud Ritter
Penguins happy for a hard practice

 February 19. 2014 12:55AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Binghamton Senators (31-15-1-3, 66 points, 1st place in the East Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (28-19-2-3, 61 points, 4th place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Binghamton - Shane Prince recorded his first goal against the Penguins on Friday and appears to be back on track.

Penguins - Brian Gibbons scored his trademark goal on Sunday - a breakaway. With a full day of practice, he should be ready to add to it against the Senators.

More 
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Aside from a few stern words from head coach John Hynes, Tuesday’s practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena wasn’t that much out of the norm.

A lot of hard work, attention to details and a heavy focus to improve in certain areas.

But after losing three games over the weekend, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins actually looked forward to getting back on the practice ice to take a step toward rectifying their game.

“It’s good when you’re struggling like this to get back on the ice and sort things out,” said Andrew Ebbett. “The day off on Monday helped and now it’s time to start fresh. The weekend’s over and Wednesday begins a new week.”

That’s when the Penguins will look to snap out of their losing streak against one of the teams that contributed to it — the Binghamton Senators. On Friday the Penguins lost to the Senators 6-2 in Binghamton, followed by a pair of losses to the Hershey Bears.

The losses dropped the Penguins to fourth in the East Division and seventh in the conference, and only one point spares them from being out of the playoffs.

That’s why Hynes took a moment during Tuesday’s practice to tell his team they have to get better, and now.

“You’re going to hit rough water,” Hynes said. “Last year it was early in the year and right now this is probably the roughest stretch we had. To beat a team like Binghamton you have to be at your best. We weren’t at our best over the weekend.”

For the Penguins’ veteran leaders, it’s a time to make sure their teammates understand Hynes’ message and apply it. They do that both vocally in the room and by example on the ice.

“Our coaches do a good job of teaching and letting guys know what the situation is. I can give it to the guys again in a subtler tone so it sinks in,” said captain Tom Kostopoulos. ‘We’re all aware of the situation and we realize hard work is going to get us through it.”

Against Binghamton, the Penguins will be facing the top team in the East Division and a familiar rival. It won’t be easy, but the Penguins don’t want to have anything handed to them.

“It’s an opportunity to play against a real strong opponent, and that’s motivating,” Hynes said. “It’s a challenge that we want to face.”

NOTES

- Brian Gibbons and Jayson Megna don’t necessarily have their ticket punched for a return trip to Pittsburgh one the Olympic break ends. “There’s no guarantees those players that were sent down by Pittsburgh will be back up,” Hynes said. “They’re here to perform, and no one is under the impression that it’s just to get in a couple of games and they’ll automatically be recalled.”

- Mike Carman missed practice with an illness. Hynes said he should be fine for tonight’s game.
Penalties haunt Penguins

Binghamton scored four times on nine power plays to win 6-2

 February 15. 2014 12:00AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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BINGHAMTON, N.Y. – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton achieved a few season highs in Friday’s game against the Binghamton Senators.

But they weren’t the good kind.

The Penguins allowed a total of 37 shots, 17 shots in a period, nine power plays, four goals in a period and four power play tallies – all high marks for the season.

It all added up to a 6-2 loss to Binghamton in a game with first place in the East Division on the line.

Coming into the contest, the Penguins trailed division-leading Binghamton by a point. At the end of the night, they trailed the Senators by three and allowed Norfolk and Hershey, who won their games, to close within one point for second place.

Penalty trouble that put the AHL’s second-ranked power play on the man advantage nine times was one reason that did the Penguins in, but it wasn’t the main factor, according to head coach John Hynes.

“We were just outplayed in every situation. Not enough discipline, not good enough in any area at all,” Hynes said.

Still, the first half of the opening period wasn’t too bad for the Penguins. After Binghamton scored on the power play at 8:17 to make it 1-0, the Penguins answered a minute later on a goal by Spencer Machacek to even things up.

The goal was Machacek’s second in two games with the Penguins.

With the score tied 1-1, the wheels fell of for the Penguins in the next 10 minutes.

Binghamton regained the lead when Brendan Mikkelson turned the puck over along the boards, leading to a Corey Cowick goal to make it 2-1. A minute later, with the Penguins on the power play, Binghamton’s Jean-Gabriel Pageau picked up a loose puck in the neutral and raced on a breakaway to beat Eric Hartzell for a 3-1 lead.

After the goal, Hartzell was pulled for Jeff-Drouin Deslauriers. Hynes said the 3-1 deficit wasn’t necessarily all Hartzell’s fault.

“Some of them weren’t his. Down 3-1, at that point you get shell-shocked and it was a combination of things,” Hynes said. “Some of it’s goaltending, some of it’s our team.”

During the last minute of the period another Penguins penalty gave the Senators their fourth power play of the period, and Mike Hoffman threaded a wrist shot past Deslauriers to make it 4-1.

Still, down 4-1 in the second period the Penguins felt they could chip away at the Binghamton lead if they stayed out of the penalty box.

“We talked about trying to get back into the game, but we didn’t give ourselves a chance,” Hynes said.

While neither team scored in the period and the Penguins allowed only two Binghamton power plays, things unraveled again in the third.

The Penguins did get back on the board in the final period with a power play goal from Tom Kostopoulos - his 11th of the season, but penalties continued to haunt them as the Senators went on the power play three more times, scoring twice.

Cole Schneider poked in a bouncing puck and Hoffman scored his second to give Binghamton two more power play tallies for a total of four on the night.The six goals marked the 18th time this season that Binghamton has scored five times or more in a game.

With first place on the line, it clearly wasn’t the showing the Penguins wanted.

“It’s tough. It was a big challenge,” Machacek said. “We knew how dangerous their power play was and we know there’s a lot of skill on that team. We just didn’t play our game.”

Of the nine Binghamton power plays, four were caused by tripping penalties and two by high sticks.

“For us to take trips, slashes and high sticks - soft penalties, it’s unacceptable,” Hynes said. “We weren’t disciplined.”

Notes

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), RW Tom Kuhnhackl, D Nick D’Agostino and RW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond were scratched for the Penguins.

• C Adam Payerl, who has been sidelined with an injury, played in his first game since Nov. 30.

***Penguins – D Philip Samuelsson, D Simon Despres, LW Anton Zlobin, C Andrew Ebbett, RW Tom Kostopoulos

Binghamton – D Mark Borowiecki, D Daniel New, LW Mike Hoffman, C Cole Schneider, RW Stephane Da Costa

Three Stars

1. BNG, Mike Hoffman (two goals, assist) 2. BNG, Andrew Hammond (two goals allowed, 33 saves) 3. BNG, Stephane Da Costa (two assists)
Pens ready to ice a loaded lineup

 February 13. 2014 8:14PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (28-16-2-3, 61 points, 2nd place in the East Division) at Binghamton Senators (29-15-1-3, 62 points, 1st place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Broome County Arena in Binghamton

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Binghamton - Despite ranking third in the AHL with 25 goals, Mike Hoffman has yet to find the back of the net in three games against the Penguins this season.

Penguins - Eric Hartzell has won both of his starts against the Senators, allowing one goal and posting a 0.50 goals against average and a .980 save percentage.

More 

 Story Tools  PrintPrint | E-MailEMail | SaveSave |    Hear   Generate QR Code QR 

Send to Kindle

Font size:  

Get E-Mail AlertsGet Text Alerts

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes will have some tough choices to make as the team prepares for another three-game set this weekend.

And that’s a good thing.

For the first time in quite a while, Hynes has an abundance of forwards to choose from as he sets the roster for tonight’s game in Binghamton. Brian Gibbons - fresh off his all-star appearance, and Jayson Megna are back from Pittsburgh and will play this weekend.

In addition, Adam Payerl and the newly-acquired Spencer Machacek are both recovered from their injuries and will be ready to play.

The new additions, along with Thursday’s reassignment of Denver Manderson, Zach Torquato and Carter Rowney to Wheeling, give Hynes 14 forwards to choose from.

“It’s always a good thing as a coach when you have tough lineup decisions,” Hynes said. “It’s nice to have options to choose from.”

That abundance of choices will put plenty of players on the bubble, such as Tom Kuhnhackl, who hasn’t registered a point since Jan. 11.

And there are other decision for Hynes, such as where to play his top forwards against a Binghamton team that is currently one point ahead of the Penguins for first place in the East Division.

The Penguins are 2-0-0-1 against the Senators this season and haven’t seen them since Jan. 5. Beginning tonight, the Penguins will face Binghamton six more times this season.

Hynes said facing a division rival so many times late in the season is a good thing.

“I like these challenges at this point in the year because you want to be in tough games and be tested,” he said. “You have to be at your best.”

That goes for the Saturday and Sunday games against Hershey as the Penguins play their fifth three-in-three this year.

While playing three games in three days is demanding, Hynes said it’s really only an issue when a lot of travel is involved. Considering the Penguins will travel to Binghamton and Hershey before coming home on Sunday, it shouldn’t be much of an issue this weekend.

“At this point in the season guys are used to three-in-threes and as the year goes on they know how to prepare for them,” Hynes said.

NOTES

- Gibbons had two assists in Wednesday’s AHL All-Star game. Hynes wasn’t surprised by Gibbons’ success. “He’s been very consistent in the way he plays, whether it’s here, with Pittsburgh or in the all-star game. He’s playing the game the right way,” Hynes said.

-The AHL All-Star team defeated Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League 7-2 on Wednesday, the first international contest in AHL All-Star history. Hynes said he wasn’t sure how the game would go at first, but added the level of play was outstanding. “It’s nice to see the AHL come out on top and it was a good test,” he said. “These players are very competitive and you could see they took this game seriously.”

- Eric Hartzell leads the league with a 1.93 goals against average (1.93). His string of 10 straight starts of allowing two goals or less came to an end on Sunday in Hershey.

- The Penguins overtime loss to the Bears on Sunday was their first all season when leading after the first period.
NHL draft: Grab a defenseman early

Kyle Woodlief, Special for USA TODAY Sports 7:54 p.m. EST March 2, 2014

The lines of demarcation at the top end of this year's draft are starting to come into sharper focus at Red Line Report, and as we dissect our list, unfortunately there are two unmistakable conclusions that we have drawn: First, this is not a particularly deep draft class. Or at least it's not deep compared to last year — or next year for that matter, looking ahead to a terrific 2015 crop.

And second, if you want a top defenseman, you'd better get him early because there aren't that many.

While we might equivocate slightly on drawing the line between the first and second tiers, essentially we have six guys that Red Line feels have created some distance between themselves and the rest of the pack.

The top tier consists of three — maybe four — players, depending on how we feel on a given day. Aaron Ekblad, Leon Draisaitl and Sam Reinhart are in for certain, though their final draft order is still up for grabs. Depending on what day you ask us, Sam Bennett might join the group as well. It's so close, sometimes it just comes down to our last impression at our most recent viewing.

TRADES: Who's in play before deadline

The next tier includes perhaps Bennett, and then Michael Dal Colle, and William Nylander in a tightly bunched group of forwards.

There's a bit of a dropoff after the top six, and our third tier consists of a varied mix of skilled forwards and a big rearguard. In loose order, we have Jake Virtanen, Haydn Fleury, Nick Ritchie, Robby Fabbri, and Nikolay Goldobin.

Beginning with Goldobin at No. 11, it becomes a United Nations list, with three Russians (Goldobin, Nikita Scherbak and Ivan Barbashev), a Czech (David Pastrnak), a Swiss (Kevin Fiala), and a Dane (Nikolaj Ehlers).

After another dropoff to a group of about eight to 10 guys, things start to get pretty thin. We are particularly struck by comparing the players we had ranked in the 20s right on through the mid-40s in 2013 to the corresponding group this year. It's not a pretty comparison for this year's group. Once you get past the mid-20s in 2014, there are a lot of warts and no sure bets.

That's Red Line's read on things, anyway. And it's all just part of the cyclical nature of this business, where not every year is going to be a home run.

No.  Player Pos. Ht., Wt. Shoots Date of birth Tean 

1 Aaron Ekblad D 6-3, 212 Right Feb. 7, 1996 Barrie 

2 Leon Draisaitl C 6-1, 209 Left Oct. 27, 1995 Prince Albert 

3 Sam Reinhart C 6-1, 182 Right Nov. 6, 1995 Kootenay 

4 Sam Bennett C 6-0, 178 Left June 20, 1996 Kingston 

5 Michael dal Colle LW 6-2, 171 Left June 20, 1996 Oshawa 

6 William Nylander LW 5-10, 170 Right May 1, 1996 S�dertalje 

7 Jake Virtanen LW 6-1, 203 Right Aug. 17, 1996 Calgary 

8 Haydn Fleury D 6-3, 204 Left July 8, 1996 Red Deer 

9 Nick Ritchie LW 6-3, 232 Left Dec. 5, 1995 Peterborough 

10 Robby Fabbri C 5-10, 165 Right Jan. 22, 1996 Guelph 

Rising

Travis Sanheim (Calgary): Has been a revelation of late. Huge, rangy blue-liner's confidence has been soaring, and we love his combination of size, skating, puck skills and shot.

Andreas Englund (Djurgarden): Big baggage smasher on the blue line has been playing nasty all year, and recent Five Nations was more of the same.

Mason MacDonald (Charlottetown): Last month's trade gave him a new lease on life, then he went out and dominated the Canadian Hockey League's best shooters at the Prospects Game.

Aaron Irving (Edmonton): Skills and confidence are just busting out all over. Has come from far up the track to surpass every d-man out west not named Fleury.

Thatcher Demko (Boston College): Has only lost one of his first 14 college starts, and has earned co-No. 1 status on the nation's best team as a true freshman.

Falling

Brycen Martin (Swift Current): What happened here? His performance in the Prospects Game was an utter embarrassment, and he looks indecisive and tentative in league play.

Blake Clarke (Saginaw): OK, we're officially done waiting for him to turn the corner. Did zero in North Bay this year, and has only been marginally better since the trade to Saginaw.

News and notes from around the scouting community

It's easy to dismiss a good hockey player playing at a lower level as excelling because of inferior competition. But it's hard not to come away impressed with Warren Foegele of St. Andrews College.

Passed over twice in the Ontario Hockey League draft, Foegele turned to the unlikely route of Ontario high school hockey. This late bloomer, who went from 5-8 as a minor midget to 6-1 today, is making some noise that will likely intensify as the draft nears.

His impressive offensive numbers speak for themselves. But there's more to his game than numbers. He plays a full 200-foot game, working as hard defensively as offensively. Foegele has excellent speed with his long, strong stride. He has excellent puck skills and soft hands. His lower body strength is exceptional and he gets very low when he has the puck on his stick, making him tough to check. His grit/compete level is very high, and while he doesn't run players over, he does finish checks hard.

Still, Red Line staff members are split on Foegele's eventual offensive upside. While we like that he isn't afraid to go to the middle of the ice in heavy traffic to create scoring chances, we're not fully convinced about his offensive instincts and natural hockey sense. Those are the facets of his game we'll be focusing on as his season winds down over the next month.

-We would like to dispel one myth this month: Folks who take a cursory look at stats and automatically conclude Nikolaj Ehlers is merely riding Jonathan Drouin's coattails couldn't be more wrong. While it's true they have been playing together a bit more of late and are also on Halifax's No. 1 power-play unit, they are apart most of the time.

The fact is, both players prefer to carry the puck and control the play. That rarely lends itself to good linemate compatibility. And it's easy to mistake one for the other if you take a quick glance at the ice. The two forwards have similar size and skating styles, both handle the puck like it's glued to their stick and usually look to pass before they shoot.

That said, don't misinterpret that optical illusion to mean Ehlers is in Drouin's class. He's not quite at that elite level, but it's also reasonable to suggest he's a poor man's version, and a pretty safe bet to go in the top 20 in Philadelphia this June.

-It's hard not to notice 6-6, 210 Hunter Smith of the Oshawa Generals. And it's especially hard not to notice now that he is showing some offensive prowess. His 13 goals and 31 points so far this year dwarf his grand total of one point last season. And some buzz has started to build for this late blooming '95 birthdate.

His skating is a work in progress — more the fluidity than a lack of straight line power — but it's improving steadily. Smith's work along the boards, which he controls with enthusiasm, is especially noticeable. He's very tough to knock off the puck. And of course, the question many ask about prospects that big: What happens when he drops the gloves? Well, as many OHL opponents can attest, he can throw with the best of them.

The total power forward's package is just too much to ignore. Smith made a big surge in our rankings this month, and we've marked him as one of Red Line's sleepers to watch down the stretch, particularly in the playoffs when we expect the Gens to make a deep push.
CBJ Trade Deadline Primer

Posted Mar 3, 2014 by Aaron Portzline | 0 comments 

It's hard to recall a more unpredictable trade deadline for the Blue Jackets.

With roughly 48 hours to go before NHL rosters take their final form, the Blue Jackets are in the thick of the Eastern Conference playoff race but not currently in a playoff spot. They are seventh in the NHL in scoring, but 19th in goals-against. They play best when they're in a desperate situation, but tend to let their foot off the gas.

So what is this team's biggest need?

Here's our short list:

1. A stabilizing, veteran presence on defense.

THE ISSUE: The Blue Jackets' blue line has been called the best in franchise history, and that's a fare assessment. But that doesn't necessarily mean it's good enough to survive in the stretch drive, much less the playoffs. Jack Johnson and James Wisniewski have reverted back to early-season form in the first two games coming out of the Olympic break. Fedor Tyutin's injury must be a worry, especially if it is a little higher up in the ankle area than we're led to believe. Ryan Murray has had a wonderful rookie season, David Savard has been a bright spot and Dalton Prout seems a simple, heavy player again after coming back from Springfield. Tim Erixon and Cody Goloubef are capable as the No. 7/8 mix. But who can say how Murray, Prout, Savard, Erixon or Goloubef will hold up under the stress and fast-forward play of the playoffs.

THE REMEDY: It's not a great market for defensemen ... at least what we know publicly. Christian Ehrhoff could very well be part of the firesale in Buffalo, and don't let his contract scare you. It was 10 years, $40 million when he signed it three summers ago, but $18 million was paid in the first two years of the contract. Roughly $21 million is off that total now, and the cap hit of $4 million is reasonable. "A bargain," is how one NHL exec put it. Ehrhoff has a limited no-trade clause. He must inform the Sabres of up to eight franchises to which he wouldn't approve a trade. Other possibilities: Chris Phillips, Ottawa; Stephane Robidas, Dallas; Andy McDonald, NY Islanders; Alex Edler, Vancouver; Chris Butler, Calgary; Tyler Myers, Buffalo; Mike Weaver, Florida; Lubomir Visnovsky, NY Islanders.

2. Size, snarl at forward

THE ISSUE: Yes, the Blue Jackets have scored at a record pace for the franchise, good enough for seventh-best in the NHL. That's something. But scoring this time of year -- stretch drive + playoffs -- is a different beast. Manchild Ryan Johansen between Boone Jenner and Nathan Horton makes for an intriguing first line, although Johansen and Jenner would be getting their first taste of the playoffs and Horton still appears to finding his way after major shoulder surgery. He might not be "right" until next season. Other than that line, the Blue Jackets don't have a line that is physically imposing. Brandon Dubinsky is game for anything, and Nick Foligno, Matt Calvert and Derek MacKenzie get spitting mad in a hurry. But we're talking about players who physically overwhelm opponents. You don't need 12 of them, especially in the lighter, faster Eastern Conference. But if you're going to battle with Pittsburgh or Boston in a possible first-round match-up, it's a must-have.

THE REMEDY: It's remarkable how quickly Vancouver has come undone, and some lean years would appear in the offing. Ryan Kesler wants out, and the Blue Jackets are most certainly interested. Kesler was born surly, but this is not considered a character flaw in certain NHL dressing rooms. He's been through Stanley Cup playoff battles and has played both center and wing. He's only three years removed from a 41-32-73 season with the Canucks, but has had more than his share of injuries and may be slowing down. Other possibilities: Chris Stewart, Buffalo; Ryan Callahan, NY Rangers; David Legwand, Nashville; Tuomo Ruutu, Carolina.

WHAT ABOUT GABORIK?

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said in November that contract talks with Gaborik would not begin until such time that Gaborik proved to be more of a leader on an off the ice, not just a Ferrari-style player who scores goals. No contract talks have commenced with Gaborik's agent, Ron Salcer.  On week ago, Kekalainen said he thought Gaborik could be "exactly what we need" during the stretch drive.

It's only been two games since the Olympic break, and Gaborik should be afforded some "up-to-speed" time coming back from two substantial injuries. But not once has Gaborik and his skill set appeared to be a fit with the Blue Jackets' collection for forwards.

The Blue Jackets are 8-10-2 with him in the lineup this season. They're 22-15-3 when he doesn't play.

To be clear: Gaborik seems to genuinely like Columbus and he has used the word "love" to describe how he feels about his teammates. He's not the most charismatic guy in the room, but seems genuinely liked by teammates.

But here's where I think this is going ...

The Blue Jackets have no doubt taken or initiated calls on Gaborik in the weeks leading up to the deadline. The possible return is probably rather underwhelming for a player who has been hurt most of the season and is an unrestricted free agent. So, instead of a paltry return, why not keep Gaborik and see if something, finally, might click with him in the lineup.

But the market could very well change in the next 48 hours. If Kesler is traded to a Cup contender -- say, Pittsburgh -- other teams will look upon Gaborik in a new light. The Blue Jackets would certainly benefit from an arms race.

Kekalainen may well have had seven cards in his right hand when he spoke of Gaborik being "exactly what we need." (I wouldn't play poker with Kekalainen.) If they can't trade him, might as well try to make it work, right?

But I think the intent is to trade him for the right offer.

Gaborik has a no-trade clause in his contract -- it may or may not be a full NTC -- so he would have at least some control.

MONEY MATTERS

The Blue Jackets are currently carrying 23 players, with defenseman Fedor Tyutin and right wing Jared Boll on injured reserve. If they don't put a player on waivers by noon today, one can surmise that any trade they make will be an even swap of players or for a commodity that doesn't require an immediate roster spot (draft pick, prospect, etc.)

The Jackets have about $600K in cap space (yes, really), but since contracts are pro-rated, they can afford to add a little more than $2 million worth of salary.

Another way to say this: if somebody of significance is coming, somebody of significance (or two) is going. With 15 NHL forwards, and, they feel, eight NHL defensemen, the Blue Jackets are looking to swap bodies, not add bodies.

MUSINGS

Could Ryan Kesler and R.J. Umberger learn to co-exist? That's a dicey one. These guys were long-ago friends, who had a major falling out somewhere between Ohio State and Vancouver, which drafted both players. Umberger held out one year in a contract dispute with the Canucks. Kesler, drafted a year later, accepted such a contract instead of staying in lockstep with his college and NHLPA friend Umberger. The two have no sugar for each other. They've fought. Umberger swears the fighting is over and done, but Kesler just kind of grumbled a few years back when I asked him where it stood. The NHL is filled with stories of guys who have buried the hatchet. This one wouldn't be easy. But I also don't think Kekalainen would avoid a Kesler trade to keep one player in his room happy. ... Don't be shocked if Cam Atkinson is on the move should the Blue Jackets land a top commodity. They don't want to move Atkinson, but lots of teams have called on him because of his goal-scoring ability (on pace for 25 this season) and his $1.15 million cap hit the next two seasons. He's still RFA after that. If the Jackets want to get bigger and tougher, something's got to give, but it's a risky proposition trading young goal-scorers. ... Ruutu will likely be on the move, and it could well be Columbus. But the Hurricanes would need to eat part of Ruutu's ($4.75 million) contract. ... According to TSN's Bob McKenzie, Callahan is lowering his contract numbers. Looks like a deal with the Rangers will get done. ... Would the Canucks take Anisimov, Atkinson and a first-round pick for Kesler? Would they take Dubinsky, Atkinson and a first-round pick? I bet one Canuck -- coach John Tortorella -- would take that second offer. ...

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
By  Shawn Mitchell  
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The Blue Jackets have taken an unconventional approach to their power-play personnel for much of this season, using three different forward lines rather than the usual two when playing with a man advantage.

The decision to go with three lines, coach Todd Richards said, was not difficult.

“The reason why we have three is that we didn’t like the way the other two were going,” Richards said. “It’s trying to spark, to get some motivation. It’s ice time that a lot of guys want. If you can create that internal motivation, I think that has helped us.”

The Jackets ranked 14th with a 19.4 percent conversion rate as of yesterday, a day after matching their season high with three power-play goals in a 6-3 win over Florida.

It’s a rate of success that is hardly elite, but it is a tremendous improvement over last season, when the Jackets ranked 28th (14.2 percent). The club record is 18.2 percent in 2009-10. The Jackets have never finished a season ranked higher than 12th in power-play percentage.

“There may come a point when (using three units) starts to detract a little bit because guys are missing reps on the power play,” Richards said.

But that won’t happen any time soon.

“Not the next game, probably not in the next week,” Richards said. “But we’ve had success with three. It’s competition for ice time, and if one group is going well they’re going to get a majority of looks until another group happens to step up and find success.”

Pack your bag

Right wing Jared Boll (ankle surgery) is expected to begin traveling with the team on Wednesday in advance of a three-game trip that begins in Chicago on Thursday.

Boll has not played since suffering a torn tendon in his left ankle on Nov. 22 but has skated every day for the past week. He said he hoped to be ready to return to the lineup within 21/2 to three weeks.

“Any morning skate or practice I can get into, that’s what I’m going to do,” Boll said. “It’s still a little sore and tender, but you’re going to have those days. It feels like it’s getting better and I’m getting stronger.”

Not the same

The Blue Jackets have outscored Toronto 11-2 in two wins over the Maple Leafs this season, but Richards said he expects a far different opponent tonight in the series finale.

“I think they were searching for an identity and we caught them at an opportune time,” Richards said of the last meeting, a 6-0 Jackets win at Toronto on Nov. 25.

“But I think we’re going to see a much, much different team this time.”

smitchell@dispatch.com

@smitchcd

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2014/03/03/richards-opens-up-power-play.html#sthash.RuOrQTtk.dpuf
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Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 02, 2014

Share 1 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

© Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

Prince Albert Raiders forward Leon Draisaitl checks Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart on Saturday evening at the Art Hauser Centre in Prince Albert, The two are both certain to be top icks in the next NHL draft. 

While Saturday's tilt between the Raiders and Ice had its playoff implications, there was much hype surrounding two players specifically.

While Sam Reinhart and Leon Draisaitl squared off against each other for the fourth time this season, the top prospects are no strangers to one another.

Having played against each other on both the WHL and World Junior Hockey Championship stages, the pair who are both projected to be top-five picks in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, offered their scouting report on one another as they squared off man-to-man on Saturday.

"All I know is he's a great player," Draisaitl said of Reinhart. "He's one of the best players in the league. He's a complete player and that's all I can say about him. His stats and his rankings are true."

Though he is aware of the hype the matchup between himself and Reinhart creates, Draisaitl doesn't put much stock into it.

"It's just a game," Draisaitl said. "It's not about him or me, it's about the team winning. People get excited about the game and they should, it's a great game."

Reinhart, who is projected by many to be selected first overall in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, said playing against Draisaitl is always a battle.

"He's (Draisaitl) a tough player to play against," Reinhart said. "He's strong down low especially. He's a big strong player, it's hard to knock the puck off him, there are  few players in the league that when you are up against them, you know their strength."

Clouston said he thought his team did a good job of containing Reinhart, who entered Saturday's game riding an explosive 22-game point streak.

"When you play against players like that you try and defend in numbers," Clouston said. "You have to create a situation where your team structure is your best defence and I thought we did that."

As the Raiders wrapped up the season series with the Ice at two games apiece on Saturday, Draisaitl took the upper hand in terms of offensive production.

In four meetings with the Ice this season, Draisaitl has tallied a goal and four assists while Reinhart has a trio of helpers.

Reinhart currently sits fourth overall in league scoring with 94 points while Draisaitl is not too far behind with 88 in 57 games this season.
Streaking Johan Franzen providing timely boost for Detroit Red Wings
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The Red Wings delight in seeing Johan Franzen fired up, never mind how the flame is lit.

As the Wings take aim at extending a 22-season playoff streak, they are in better shape because of Franzen’s resurgence. He has come out of the Olympic break with five points in two games, a pace — at this early point, anyway — reminiscent of spring 2008, when he injected 20 points into the last 16 games of the regular season. He followed up that breathtaking pace with 18 points in 16 games to help the Red Wings win the Stanley Cup.

Franzen, 34, is a textbook example of a streaky scorer — he can score five goals in one game, as he did Feb. 2, 2011, after which he scored just two goals the remainder of that regular season. Or he can go on a tear as in 2008, when he provided the Wings with 15 goals from March to the end of that regular season.

He is at his most productive when he plays with emotion, something teammates have been frank about not knowing how to stoke. But it seems another February game at Ottawa has done the trick. Franzen came through with a hat trick last week at Ottawa, in Detroit’s second game after the Sochi Olympics, to give the Wings a 6-1 victory. Franzen followed that with a give-and-go takedown of Ottawa tough-guy Chris Neil via the press.

The Red Wings need Franzen at his fiercest all the more because captain Henrik Zetterberg is out at least through the end of the regular season after undergoing back surgery. No one in the locker room has figured out how to make Franzen play at an emotional peak, but he seems to be there, and that bodes well for the Wings.
The NHL is closing in on it’s spring-time shopping event, with the trade deadline looming in a matter of days. As intriguing as it might be to tinker up front, the Detroit Red Wings’ biggest need is to bolster their back end.

Searching for a veteran defenseman this time of year is a nearly-league wide competition, because every team in the playoff hunt wants more depth in that area. The Wings have a solid core in Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson and young Danny DeKeyser, but would be well served in the top four by someone more experienced than Kyle Quincey or Brendan Smith.

As Wednesday’s 3 p.m. buzzer nears, there’s been a great deal of focus on Livonia’s Ryan Kesler. He’d be an excellent second-line center behind Pavel Datsyuk — but at what price? Kesler, 29, is Vancouver’s third-best player. For Detroit to get him, it’d likely cost Justin Abdelkader, either one of Gustav Nyquist/Tomas Tatar/Tomas Jurco, and either a first-round pick or a high-end prospect like Ryan Sproul, Calle Jarnkrok or Teemu Pulkkinen. Weigh that price against Kesler, whose history includes the 2011 Selke Trophy but also significant time missed because of various injuries.

The Islanders — one of five teams with no chance of climbing into the playoff picture — may sell off Thomas Vanek, but he’d require high-end draft picks in return, and general manager Ken Holland has been adamant he’s done trading first-round picks. If Holland does anything, he wants it to be player-in for player-out.

The Sabres — who got terrific return Friday when moving elite goaltender Ryan Miller, could next sell off Matt Moulson, but again the price would be high. Martin St. Louis has asked out of Tampa Bay, but as gifted as he is offensively, he’s also 38 — and the Lightning may well opt to keep him. There aren’t a whole lot of defensemen in play — Buffalo’s Christian Ehrhoff, but he’s got a billion years left on his contract (through 2021, at $4 million). Edmonton’s Nick Schultz brings nothing offensively, but he’d been a good depth guy. The Islanders’ Andrew MacDonald is another top-four option.

For planning purposes, the Wings are operating with a budget of $1.8 million in salary cap space headed into the trade deadline; technically there’s more, but the assumption is Stephen Weiss will soon be removed from long-term injured reserve. Henrik Zetterberg was put on LTIR Tuesday, a few days after undergoing back surgery that will sideline him at least through mid-April.

Losing Zetterberg is tough, but the Wings are still well-stocked up front. There’s Datsyuk. There’s Johan Franzen, who based on the last two games appears headed for one of his hot streaks. Veteran Daniel Alfredsson is always dependable. Add in Nyquist, Tatar, Jurco, Abdelkader and Darren Helm, and the Wings are better off than many competitors. If anything, they should look to see if they can move any of their unused veteran forwards, like Patrick Eaves, Mikael Samuelsson and Jordin Tootoo, for any draft pick offered.

Holland likes to tell his team: Get into the playoffs, and anything can happen. The Wings could use help, but they’ve strode out of the Olympic break on a confident note, and gambling on a game-changer might be too costly. They might do something before Wednesday, but it seems unlikely to be anything dramatic.

Contact Helene St. James:  hstjames@freepress.com  . Follow her on Twitter  @helenestjames  .
The Mule is hungry.

He wants to eat up more ice time. He wants more points. More wins.

But it’s what Todd Bertuzzi said after his return on Wednesday night in Montreal that points to the Detroit Red Wings getting the Johan Franzen they know and love back on a day-to-day basis.

“He commanded the puck,” Bertuzzi said. “And when Mule wants the puck, that’s when he’s effective, and he did a heck of a job tonight.”

After missing six games and the Olympics with concussion-like symptoms, Franzen tallied two assists — one to Bertuzzi — in the Wings’ 2-1 overtime win over the Canadiens.

“If I’m playing on the top line and I’m getting a lot of time on the power play, I’m supposed to score goals and get assists, and I’m going to try my best to do that,” Franzen said.

He logged 16:54 of ice time, playing mostly with Bertuzzi and Pavel Datsyuk.

“I felt good,” Franzen said. “Everyone except the Olympic guys has been having a break so it was a good time to come back so that it doesn’t show I missed that many weeks. It gave me a little bit more fair of a fight.”

Franzen hadn’t played since Jan. 26 and admitted he grew worried about the head injury.

“You try to get back, and you start feeling bad again. I’ve never had that before,” he said. “But I felt good (tonight) and it’s just great to be back. I missed being back.”

And as the Wings fight to get into the playoffs, a productive Franzen will make the task at hand that much easier.

Detroit is 10-6 this season when Franzen records a point, and 5-2 when he records multiple points.

He has nine goals and 16 assists in 32 games this season with a plus-seven rating and should expect to get more ice time as he gets his legs back under him.

“The Mule’s gotta feel good,” coach Mike Babcock said. “He’s had a long time off. Mule’s a real high-end player, and it’s going to take him some time to get that tempo he’s capable of playing at.”

And if Wednesday night’s game was any indication, it could come sooner rather than later.

“I thought he was great for us,” goaltender Jimmy Howard said. “He made some great plays along the wall, he was using that big body out there and we’re going to need that out of him.”

Contact Anthony Fenech: afenech@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @anthonyfenech.
Ah, Olympics.

The spectacle. The majesty. The grandeur.

“Yeah, I’m not going to talk about the Olympics,” Red Wings and U.S. Olympic goaltender Jimmy Howard said Tuesday.

Nothing?

“No.”

Well, the Americans did get trounced by Finland, 5-0, in the bronze-medal game.

So then, how about Pavel Datsyuk? Surely, as the captain of Russia’s hockey team, he had a favorite experience or memory from the Sochi Games in his homeland.

“No,” Datsyuk said flatly.

Nyet, huh?

Understandable. The Russians didn’t even make it to the medal round.

Then there’s coach Mike Babcock. He’s now officially the toast of the Great White North after leading Canada to a second straight gold medal.

One reporter kidded Babcock after practice that he might never pay for another meal in Canada.

“Oh, I’m sure I will,” he said. “Obviously it was a thrill for me, just like it was for all the athletes, and to get to work with quality athletes like I did and the quality people is very special.”

Only athletes are supposed to receive medals, but Babcock said the powers circumvented that rule after the 2010 Vancouver Games.

“They gave us a medal last time,” he said. “They found a way to give us a medal last time and a nice ring, and I’m sure they will again this time. So I’m not that concerned.”

Babcock did seem to downplay the importance of the physical token.

“Everything I’d say to you is you win, you win,” he said.
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The good news for the Detroit Red Wings is that forward Johan Franzen has been cleared to return from his concussion, and plenty of his teammates returned to the ice for today’s practice at Joe Louis Arena.

The not-so-good news is that it’s unclear how available Franzen, Pavel Datsyuk, Jakub Kindl and Stephen Weiss will be as the team begins its playoff push over the final 24 regular-season games. The Wings play their first game since the Olympic break Wednesday at Montreal.

“He’s cleared,” coach Mike Babcock said of Franzen. “I don’t know if he’ll play tomorrow.”

That was, more or less, Babcock’s stance on most players’ availability.

“I’ll make lineup decisions tomorrow,” Babcock said. “But obviously, it’s a critical time for our team. We’ve got a find a way to get in (the playoffs).”

The only certainty is Weiss, whom Babcock ruled “unavailable” for the Canadiens game and for Thursday’s contest at Ottawa. Weiss is recovering from December surgery on his sports hernia.

Weiss said he needs more practice time but is not sure whether he’ll require a conditioning game with Grand Rapids before playing for the Wings.

Kindl, who has a sprained medial collateral ligament in his knee, said he also does not expect to play in either of the next two games. He is targeting next Tuesday’s game at New Jersey for his return.

“It feels good, but I had a sprained MCL,” Kindl said. “So every time I turn, I feel, like, a tweak — and also when I get involved (with contact) in the corners. I wouldn’t say it hurts, but I know it doesn’t feel strong.”

The Wings called up Ryan Sproul from Grand Rapids, which gives them seven healthy defensemen if Kindl isn’t available.

Datsyuk, who has been dealing with a leg injury, skated well and seemed to encourage his coach.

“He was out there at practice today and he looked fine,” Babcock said.

Life without Z: Babcock said Henrik Zetterberg, who is out at least two months after having back surgery, was flying back to Detroit today. They have exchanged texts but have not spoken about how Zetterberg is handling being sidelined.

“Obviously, you can’t replace those kinds of players,” Babcock said. “Injuries are part of the game. We’ve been dealing with it all year. There’s nothing we can do. He ain’t coming back, so let’s get on with it.”

‘Dead Wings’: Babcock noticed more than a little rust among players while running his first practice since the Olympic break.

“There’s no question,” he said. “They were dying fast.”

It didn’t hurt to give the players a little reminder about effort and urgency.

“I don’t know about pushing (them), but there’s an expectation about how things are done,” Babcock said. “And you’ve got to do it at a certain level and you’ve got to commit to it, and when you start getting fatigued, you start to fall off. We can’t accept that.”
The Detroit Red Wings have 24 games left in the regular season in which to try to qualify for the NHL playoffs.

The task was difficult enough before the Wings lost captain Henrik Zetterberg for the remainder of the regular season. Zetterberg had back surgery and is out at least two months.

The Wings were hoping Johan Franzen (concussion) would be cleared Monday. Stephen Weiss, recovering from sports hernia surgery in December, also is due back soon, possibly Wednesday when the Wings visit Montreal in their first game since the Olympic break.

Associate coach Tom Renney acknowledged the difficult road ahead, yet he tried to remain positive.

“There’s no question we have to embrace this as only an opportunity to continue to prove that we can win under any circumstance,” Renney said. “What that requires, though, is an extraordinary effort by everybody. I don’t think it’s anything that’s beyond them.

“But we have to make sure that every single day we’re really dialed in and prepared to do everything it takes to get our wins. Try to win 1-0. So be it. I don’t think we’re as decimated as maybe some would like to believe.”

Justin Abdelkader, who had been playing well on a line with Zetterberg and Gustav Nyquist before the break, said the team has to rally from within.

“Gotta find ways to win some games,” Abdelkader said.

Abdelkader said Pavel Datsyuk and Franzen can be a huge lift for the team.

“No one is going to fill it themselves,” Abdelkader said. “It’s going to have to be as a group.”

After Wednesday, the Wings visit Ottawa on Thursday.

“Our first two games are against division opponents,” Abdelkader said. “We’ve got to find a way to get points. We want to get off to a quick start. … It’s going to go by quick.”
March 3, 2014 at 1:00 am

Red Wings' Riley Sheahan is thriving in the pro game

Ted Kulfan The Detroit NewsComments  Riley Sheahan has 12 points in 20 games this season. 

Riley Sheahan has 12 points in 20 games this season. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)Detroit — You hear about football and basketball players who tend to excel at the pro level more than the college game.

More offensive freedom, fewer restrictions, the physical play of the pro style might be suited for them.

On occasion it’s the case in the NHL, too. Riley Sheahan is showing it to be true with him.

The 2010 first-round draft pick is developing the offensive game the Red Wings envisioned was there — but was never there consistently at Notre Dame.

“The pro game is a little different than the college game. It’s a little more open, playing with players like Tats (Tomas Tatar) and (Tomas) Jurco is a lot of help,” said Sheahan of his linemates, a young line that has produced offensively.

The Red Wings envisioned Sheahan being the type of big, two-way center who put points on the board yet is capable of containing opponents on the other end of the ice.

At 6-foot-2, 212 pounds, he has the size up front the Red Wings haven’t been blessed with generally in the organization.

Offensive consistency was an issue at Notre Dame, where Sheahan topped off at 25 points (nine goals, 16 assists) in 37 games in the 2011-12 season before signing with the Red Wings.

In the pros — last season with Grand Rapids (16 goals, 20 assists) and currently with the Red Wings (12 points in 20 games) — the offensive potential has been evident.

“The game is better suited for me in terms of the way you think,” Sheahan said. “The systems are a little different. I’ve enjoyed it so far.

“Confidence is an issue. In college when you get down on yourself, it’s such a short season and and you don’t get time to regroup. Here, it’s so far been good. You keep working on staying focused and being effective on every shift. If points aren’t coming, you concentrate on being solid defensively and keep using my body, focus on things like that.”

Sheahan’s effectiveness this season has been a pleasant surprise for coach Mike Babcock, who wouldn’t mind seeing Sheahan — and the rest of his line — shoot the puck more.

“All three have to shoot the puck,” Babcock said. “None of them, on first instinct, shoot the puck. They’d have more offense if they shot it.

“He (Sheahan) can shoot the puck way better (than Babcock thought). I just wish he’d do it once in a while. The only time he shoots it, it goes in the net.”

Streaky FranzenWith five points (three goals, two assists) in these first two games after the Olympic break, there’s a distinct possibility Johan Franzen could be going on one of his patented offensive streaks.

Franzen has been a streaky player often in his career, balancing red-hot offensive explosions with mystifying droughts.

But Babcock isn’t worried about any streaks as much as he’s simply pleased Franzen is healthy.

“That’s the key for me is, he’s healthy,” he said of Franzen, who missed 22 of 23 games before the Olympic break because of a concussion. It’s hard to do anything when you’re in the press box.”

He missed 22 games, he’s back. Obviously he’s an important player for us. He has the ability, he has the touch.

“A lot of guys play real hard but don’t score. Mule can score.”

  ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan
February 28, 2014 at 7:52 pm
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 Tomas Tatar has 14 goals and 12 assists in 51 games while averaging 14:12 of ice time this season. 

Tomas Tatar has 14 goals and 12 assists in 51 games while averaging 14:12 of ice time this season. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — The kids are (still) all right.

This deep into the season, with the pressure mounting and every game so important for the Red Wings, the line of Tomas Tatar, Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco is producing.

Meanwhile, Gustav Nyquist has 15 goals, and Luke Glendening has solidified the fourth line.

Yes, the Red Wings’ young forwards continue to make an impact beyond expectations.

Take Thursday’s 6-1 rout in Ottawa.

Somewhat lost amid Johan Franzen’s hat trick was the production of the Jurco-Sheahan-Tatar line.

Each had a goal, while Tatar and Jurco were credited with an assist.

That’s five points for a trio of players who have played so well they’ve alleviated greatly the need for general manager Ken Holland to acquire a forward at the trade deadline.

“I feel good with the way the young forwards have played,” Holland said. “The development of Tatar, (Gustav), Nyquist, and Jurco and Sheahan ... hopefully some of the good things that have happened over the last six weeks pay dividends.”

Tatar has 14 goals and 12 assists, capitalizing early in the season after earning his spot in the lineup, which he has not lost.

Sheahan has four goals and eight assists in 20 games, and Jurco four goals and five assists in 21 games, both having come aboard in December when injuries decimated the roster.

But instead of fading in the standings, the Red Wings persevered with the help of Nyquist, Sheahan and Jurco.

“We know what everybody in the organization is capable of,” goalie Jonas Gustavsson said. “We believe in everyone who we put on the ice.”

Back in the win columnThursday’s victory was Gustavsson’s first since Jan. 24. He hadn’t played since Feb. 3, when he left after 20 minutes because of dizziness.

Gustavsson was on the Swedish Olympic team but didn’t play, so there was definitely some rust to knock off when Gustavsson took the ice against the Senators.

“I got ready the way I always do,” said Gustavsson, who stopped 37 Ottawa shots, 16 in the first period. “It was a while since I played. I put a lot of focus in and tried to have a good first 10 minutes and tried to get myself in the game.

“It was a lot of fun to see us score a lot of goals. That’s always nice for a goalie when that happens.”

Teammates credited Gustavsson as a big key in Thursday’s win. He stifled the Senators early in the first period.

“He seems to read the plays really well,” forward Johan Franzen said. “He’s so quick moving over and he’s smart in net. He reads the shots.”

Ice chipsThe start time of the Sunday, March 9 game against the Rangers at Madison Square Garden has been moved from 7:30 p.m. to 12:30 p.m. to accommodate NBC Sports’ national broadcast.

… The Red Wings were off Friday after playing back-to-back games coming off the Olympic break. They’ll resume practice today.

… Jakub Kindl (sprained knee) is expected to return to the lineup this week. Kindl hasn’t played since getting hurt Feb. 3 against Vancouver.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140228/SPORTS0103/302280123#ixzz2uv6eGjys
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 Red Wings general manager Ken Holland doesn't anticipate making an impact trade ahead of the deadline. 

Zoom 

Red Wings general manager Ken Holland doesn't anticipate making an impact trade ahead of the deadline. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Montreal, Quebec — The Red Wings definitely won’t be sellers at the March 5 trade deadline.

As for buyers, it sounds like they could be, but only for non-rentals — which usually makes finding a trade partner more difficult. So don’t be shocked if the Red Wings basically stand pat.

For sure, with the Red Wings only holding a one point lead in the wild-card standings, general manager Ken Holland wants to hold on to his prospects and first-round draft picks going forward.

“When you’re one point up on the last playoff spot, it’s hard to trade top prospects or high draft picks to rent a player,” Holland said. “At the same time, we’re always looking to upgrade if there’s a hockey trade out there. I call a hockey trade one that affects your team into next season (a non-rental player). I’m open to it.

“I don’t see us paying a big price for a rental. I don’t believe that’s the direction we should go. But you never know when you get to Wednesday.”

Holland then added:

“We’re not selling.”

The Red Wings would like to add another experienced defenseman.

“On defense, beyond the seven (on the NHL roster) we have a lot of kids in Grand Rapids,” said Holland, adding defenseman Alexey Marchenko will be out six to eight weeks in Grand Rapids with an ankle injury. “We’re set in goal.

“With the development of (Tomas) Jurco, (Gustav) Nyquist, (Tomas) Tatar, and (Riley) Sheahan, and you have a healthy (Johan) Franzen and (Pavel) Datsyuk, and we expect (Stephen) Weiss back next week, I don’t know if I can make a deal for many forwards out there that will be better than those forwards.

“This time of year you’re always looking for defensemen, but obviously there are a lot of teams looking for defensemen.”

Holland views this season similarly to last season, when the Red Wings stood pat at the trade deadline, got healthy, and still reached the playoffs.

“We weren’t a buyer or a seller,” Holland said. “I felt if we could get our team together, we could play our way in which we did. Unfortunately we were a goal short from going into the Final Four.”

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140226/SPORTS0103/302260079#ixzz2uv6oByCm
February 26, 2014 at 1:00 am
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 Sidney Crosby 

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock now has to worry about beating Sidney Crosby instead of coaching him, as he did in the Sochi Olympics. (Nathan Denette / Associated Press)

Detroit — The Red Wings boarded a flight bound for Montreal Tuesday, hitting the road to begin the home stretch of the NHL season with a playoff berth — and their treasured postseason streak — hanging in the balance.

Red Wings captain Henrik Zetterberg, meanwhile, was scheduled to fly home from New York, his season effectively ended by microsurgery on his back this week.

That kind of polarity has come to define the star-crossed Red Wings season, full of comings and goings that have left coaches and players alike chasing their collective tail.

But this latest shot, losing their leading scorer and emotional leader just when he’s needed most — losing him while he played for another team, no less — is a potentially devastating blow. And as the team gathered for its first full post-Olympic practice Tuesday at Joe Louis Arena — minus a handful of Swedes, four resting, one convalescing — there was no hiding from that.

“It’s huge,” goaltender Jimmy Howard said of Zetterberg’s absence. “He’s our leader. He’s the one who drives the train in here. It’s gonna be tough without him. But it’s no excuse. There’s still a lot of great hockey players in this dressing room.”

Maybe so, but don’t bother with comparisons to 2002, when then-captain Steve Yzerman opted to play for Team Canada despite a degenerative knee injury that’d eventually require microfracture surgery. Because that was a different team and a different era.

Olympic aftermathThe Canadian team that just won gold in Sochi — with Yzerman as general manager — is being hailed as arguably the greatest hockey team ever, but that Red Wings team in 2002 might’ve been the best in NHL history. With a bloated payroll and plenty of room for error, the Red Wings won 10 of their 20 games after the Olympic break and still easily won the Presidents’ Trophy.

It was a different story in 2010, with Howard going 16-2-2 down the stretch in his rookie season to backstop the Wings’ playoff drive. (“We sort of limped into the Olympic break and we came out of it playing our best hockey of the year,” he said.) Yet that was with a healthy Pavel Datsyuk and Zetterberg in the lineup, not to mention a blue line anchored by Nicklas Lidstrom with Brian Rafalski and Brad Stuart.

This time, it’s a much taller order. And Howard, who sat idly in Sochi the past two weeks as Team USA’s third goaltender, knows he’ll be counted on heavily as Mike Babcock’s team tries to emulate the style his Canadian squad used to stifle the competition in Russia. (Easier said than done with Jonathan Ericsson in your top pairing instead of Shea Weber, of course.)

The Red Wings weren’t exactly an offensive machine before the break — 19th in the NHL at 2.53 goals — and beyond Zetterberg’s absence there are serious concerns about just what they’ll get from top scorers Datsyuk (knee), Johan Franzen (concussion) and Stephen Weiss (hernia surgery) in these final 24 games.

Datsyuk, still downcast after captaining the host country’s disastrous finish in Sochi, practiced Tuesday but said the injured knee that sidelined him for more than a month before the Olympic break is still, um, injured. And when I asked him if he expected it to stay that way until season’s end, he didn’t say no.

“I hope one day the pain is (gone),” Datsyuk said. “Now it’s still the same.”

Franzen, who stayed home from the Olympics, says he’s cleared to play again after missing 22 of the last 23 games with post-concussion symptoms.

But he’ll wait to see how he feels after today’s morning skate. And given his history, that’ll be a daily question for some time.

Weiss, the team’s biggest free-agent acquisition last summer, made the trip to Montreal but won’t play until next week at the earliest. He says it’s a “night-and-day” difference the way he feels on the ice before and after surgery, but with four points his first 26 games in Detroit, it’s hard to know what to expect whenever he does return to the lineup.

“I’m just champing at the bit to come back and help the team out,” Weiss said. “It’s been a long, long wait.”

Trade deadlineThere’s not much time for Ken Holland, the Red Wings general manager, to decide what, if anything, he can do to help. The youth movement that kept this team afloat the first 50-plus games was essentially thrust upon him. Now, Holland must decide if he’s a buyer or seller — or both, or neither — with the trade deadline looming a week from today.

The Red Wings aren’t interested in making a deal for a high-priced rental, and I wouldn’t be, either. Not with a team that’s barely a 50-50 bet to make the playoffs, even in the Eastern Conference.

But a “hockey deal” for a player that’d help now and later, and particularly one for a top-four defenseman — someone like Vancouver’s Alex Edler, perhaps — makes a lot more sense.

The Wings appear to have a surplus of good, young prospects, and with Zetterberg out indefinitely, they’ve finally got some wiggle room under the cap, too.

For now, though, they’ve got a razor-thin margin for error, and plenty on the line.

“We’ve been dealing with it all year — there’s nothing you can do,” said Babcock, who planned to give his pep talk at a team meeting Tuesday night after the team arrived in Montreal. “He ain’t coming back. So let’s get on it. …

“There’s no sense worrying about it. We’ve got to find a way to get in. That’s what we’re gonna do.”

If he does, he’ll deserve another medal. And one hefty contract extension.

Stanley Cup odds

Odds Team 

9-2 Pittsburgh 

6-1 Anaheim, Chicago, St. Louis 

7-1 Boston 

10-1 San Jose 

15-1 Los Angeles 

20-1 Colorado, Tampa Bay 

25-1 N.Y. Rangers 

30-1 Columbus, Montreal,Toronto 

50-1 Carolina, Detroit, Minnesota, Philadelphia, Washington 

60-1 Vancouver 

65-1 Ottawa 

75-1 Dallas, Phoenix 

100-1 New Jersey 

250-1 Nashville, Winnipeg 

1,000-1 Florida, N.Y. Islanders 

5,000-1 Calgary, Edmonton 

9,999-1 Buffalo 
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Detroit's Pavel Datsyuk said Tuesday he's not feeling any better than he was before he headed to Sochi for the Winter Olympics. (Streeter Lecka / Getty Images)

Detroit — Pavel Datsyuk wasn’t feeling great before the Olympics began.

And, evidently, he’s still not.

Datsyuk, bothered with what’s believed to be a knee injury, said he’s not feeling any better despite playing in all four Olympic games for his home country, Russia, over the past two weeks.

And, he wasn’t sure if he would be able to play tonight in Montreal.

“I’m hoping one day the pain (would go away),” Datsyuk said Tuesday after his first workout with the Red Wings since the Olympics ended. “Now, it’s still the same.”

Coach Mike Babcock, who led Canada to the gold medal, also wasn’t sure about Datsyuk’s availability tonight.

The Red Wings had their entire roster on the ice except for the Swedes — Daniel Alfredsson, Niklas Kronwall, Gusav Nyquist and Jonathan Ericsson — and Henrik Zetterberg.

Sweden played Canada in the final last weekend, so those players rested, and Zetterberg is recovering from back surgery.

The loss of Zetterberg, likely for the remainder of the season, is the worst. “It hurts a lot,” Datsyuk said. “You’re missing the captain. He’s a leader. It’s a big miss. We need to stick together.”

Ice chipsThe Red Wings will be without forward Stephen Weiss (sports hernia) and defenseman Jakub Kindl (knee sprain) tonight and Thursday against the Senators.

“I’m feeling good and having no setbacks,” Weiss said. “It’s a matter of getting your conditioning and your legs to where they need to be to play in a game this time of year.”

The Red Wings recalled defenseman Ryan Sproul from Grand Rapids to take Kindl’s spot on the roster.

Sproul has 24 points (eight goals) in 53 games for Grand Rapids.

... Forward Johan Franzen (concussion) has been cleared to play, but the Red Wings will wait and see how he feels after the morning skate.

“It’s probably just the history of having come back and stuff like that,” Franzen said of the team being cautious. “Let’s get this last practice in and we’ll decide after.”

Sochi 'classy'Babcock had nothing but positive things to say about Sochi.

“Home run,” Babcock said. “The Russian people were fantastic, the place was beautiful, and the event was well-run. Classy, classy place.

“It’s interesting the message that was sent by the media prior, and what was reality. Night and day different.”

Red Wings at CanadiensFaceoff: 7:30 Wednesday, Bell Center, Montreal 

TV/radio: FSD/1270 

Outlook: The first for both teams after the Olympic break. ... The Red Wings are 1-0 against the Canadiens. ... G Carey Price, who started last weekend’s gold medal game for Canada, will not play. ... D P.K. Subban (39 points) leads the Canadiens.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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 Henrik Zetterberg, who is expected to miss the remainder of the regular season after undergoing back surgery, leads the team in scoring with 16 goals and 32 assists for 48 points. 

Henrik Zetterberg, who is expected to miss the remainder of the regular season after undergoing back surgery, leads the team in scoring with 16 goals and 32 assists for 48 points. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — The race for the playoffs begins now for the Red Wings.

And they’ll be short a player, or a few.

When the Red Wings reconvene today for their first post-Olympics practice, they’ll do so without their Swedish players, who will be resting after playing in the gold medal game Sunday.

More importantly, the Red Wings will be without their captain, Henrik Zetterberg, who had back surgery last week.

Zetterberg likely will miss the remainder of the regular season, but could return in the playoffs — if the Red Wings are in the playoffs.

“It’s going to be hard,” Red Wings forward Tomas Tatar said. “We knew it was going to be hard even with Z here, and now it’s going to be harder.”

As much as Zetterberg’s offense will be missed, his leadership and character will be difficult to replace.

“His leadership in the locker room, in my opinion, will be an important loss,” assistant Bill Peters said. “It’s a substantial loss, let’s not kid ourselves. It’s your captain, your leading scorer, a point-a-game player.

“But now we’ll get our heads wrapped around it and move on and find a way to play where we can be successful as a group.”

With 24 games remaining, the Red Wings have a one-point lead on the Blue Jackets, Senators and Capitals, with the Hurricanes and Devils three back.

The Red Wings will bank on the return of a couple players, and the health of Pavel Datsyuk, to compensate for Zetterberg’s absence.

Datsyuk (knee) returned for the final two games before the break, then captained Russia during the Olympics.

Johan Franzen (concussion) could return for Wednesday’s game in Montreal, while Stephen Weiss (sports hernia) is expected to play one or two conditioning games in Grand Rapids before returning next week.

Franzen has played one game since Dec. 15 because of recurring concussion symptoms. Weiss last played on Dec. 10 before having surgery.

“Losing Z is a huge loss for us,” Weiss said. “I’m not thinking about coming in and replacing him. I have to come in and do my own thing and play my own game.

“But we’re going to need guys to step up and fill the void. I haven’t been able to show my best yet. I’m hoping to come back and have a strong push to the end.”

Stretch runThe Red Wings have 24 games remaining in the regular season: 

Home games (11): Colorado, New Jersey, Edmonton, Toronto, Pittsburgh, Minnesota, Montreal, Tampa Bay, Boston, Buffalo, Carolina 

Key road games (13): Montreal (twice), Ottawa, New Jersey, N.Y. Rangers, Columbus (twice), Chicago, Minnesota, Toronto, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, St. Louis 

Notable: Six sets of back-to-backs

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140224/SPORTS0103/302240103#ixzz2uv7wHYEK
February 21, 2014 at 8:14 pm
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 Red Wings captain Henrik Zetterberg has been bothered by a herniated disc since December. 

Red Wings captain Henrik Zetterberg has been bothered by a herniated disc since December. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — The Red Wings might be without captain Henrik Zetterberg for the rest of the regular season.

Zetterberg underwent surgery Friday to remove part of a disc and could be out for as much as two months.

A part of the disc had been rubbing against, and irritating, a nearby nerve.

Losing Zetterberg will be a blow to the Red Wings’ offense. He leads the team with 48 points, 16 goals and 32 assists in only 44 games.

The loss of Zetterberg for any length of time could largely impact the Red Wings' chances for a playoff berth.

The Red Wings have reached the playoffs for 22 consecutive seasons, the fifth-longest streak in NHL history and the longest active streak in North American professional sports leagues.

At the current Olympic break, the Red Wings own the second wild-card spot with 64 points. But Columbus, Ottawa and Washington all trail by one point (63), with Carolina and New Jersey two points behind (61).

Thirteen of the Red Wings' remaining 24 games are on the road.

Ryan Martin, Red Wings assistant general manager, said the estimate for Zetterberg returning to the lineup is approximately six to eight weeks.

The NHL regular season resumes Wednesday and concludes April 13.

"Everything went very well," Martin said of Zetterberg's procedure. "This was something that needed to be done for the short-term and long-term, and should benefit Henrik. It's going to relieve him of the symptoms that he had been experiencing.

"It was basically what they thought the problem was (all along)."

Zetterberg has been bothered by a herniated disc since December. He missed 11 games in December with pain in his back, but returned in time to play two games before the Jan. 1 Winter Classic.

Zetterberg consistently stayed in the lineup until missing two games in late January.

He was named captain of Team Sweden for the Winter Olympics, and played the first game in Sochi, Russia, before experiencing what he called pain "20 times worse" than before.

Zetterberg, 33, has had issues with his back before.

He missed 19 games in 2006-07 with an inflamed disc, seven games in 2007-08 with back spasms and a sore back, and three games in 2008-09 with back spasms.

"They (the doctors) feel this procedure will help in alleviating any long-term issues," Martin said. "Everyone is real confident."

Zetterberg flew back Thursday from Sochi.

Zetterberg will be placed on the long-term injured reserve list, which could help the Red Wings in terms of acquiring someone before the March 5 trade deadline, freeing up salary cap room.

What roster decisions loom with Zetterberg out of the lineup remain to be seen.

The Red Wings hope Stephen Weiss (sports hernia) and Johan Franzen (concussion) will both be ready when the NHL regular season resumes for the Red Wings on Wednesday in Montreal.

Both players have practiced with the team this week, but neither has yet been cleared to play. Weiss will play for the Red Wings' minor league affiliate Grand Rapids Griffins on Sunday on a conditioning basis.

The availability of Franzen and Weiss largely will dicatate what the Red Wings do with Luke Glendening, Tomas Jurco and Riley Sheahan, all of whom will practice with the Red Wings for now, but could be bound for Grand Rapids.

Martin said Pavel Datsyuk will return to practice with the Red Wings on Tuesday.

Datsyuk had been bothered with a knee injury up until returning for the last two regular season games in Florida, before departing for the Winter Olympics in his native Russia.

Datsyuk, who captained Russia, played well in the tournament despite Russia being eliminated in the quarterfinals.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140221/SPORTS0103/302210099#ixzz2uv88OTph
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 Riley Sheahan, 22, has 11 points (three goals, eight assists) in 18 NHL games this season. 

Riley Sheahan, 22, has 11 points (three goals, eight assists) in 18 NHL games this season. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — Back to work.

At least for the Red Wings who aren't playing in the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. They’ll resume practicing Wednesday afternoon at Joe Louis Arena.

They'll have a few new players to skate with, too, and will need them, with nine players still in Russia.

The Red Wings on Wednesday recalled forwards Riley Sheahan, Cory Emmerton and Teemu Pulkkinen and defenseman Adam Almquist from Grand Rapids.

Sheahan, 22, has 11 points (three goals, eight assists) in 18 NHL games this season and 18 points (eight goals) in 30 games with Grand Rapids.

Emmerton, 25, has 31 points (11 goals, 20 assists) in 36 games with Grand Rapids, and two assists in 11 games with the Red Wings.

Pulkkinen, 22, leads Grand Rapids and is 15th in the AHL with 42 points (19 goals, 23 assists) in 51 games with the Griffins.

Almquist, 22, has 33 points (including 31 assists) in 48 games with the Red Wings. He made his NHL debut Nov. 4 with the Red Wings and scored the next game against Dallas.

No decision has been made as to whether Sheahan will return to Grand Rapids once the NHL regular season resumes.

The three other Griffins will return to Grand Rapids in time for Friday's game.

Still, for Pulkkinen this is an opportunity to skate at the NHL level.

"It's great for me, my first time here with the big boys," Pulkkinen said. "I'm enjoy it."

The Red Wings will have not have forward Henrik Zetterberg (herniated disc) when the NHL season resumes Feb. 26, and may not have Pavel Datsyuk (lower body), depending on his health.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140219/SPORTS0103/302190094#ixzz2uv8LMFyL
February 7, 2014 at 3:15 pm
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The Red Wings' Riley Sheahan, left, and the Panthers' Scottie Upshall battle for the puck during the first period Thursday. (J. Pat Carter / Associated Press)

Tampa, Fla. — When people were saying the Red Wings’ season was disintegrating last month, nobody in the locker room was paying attention.

There was a sense of belief that once they got healthy, once they got to playing their type of hockey, everything would be fine.

In case you haven’t noticed, the Red Wings are 6-2-2 over their last 10 games, 3-0-1 over their last four. They’re in a wild-card spot, just four points from third place in the Atlantic Division.

They’ve gotten healthy and they’re playing their type of hockey.

“When we play the right way and have all of our pieces, we’re a good team,” Niklas Kronwall said. “What other people think and feel about it doesn’t concern us. We know what we have in here.

“We believe in each other and the structure that we have. When we do it right, we’re a real good team, and we’ve shown that at times. It’s just a matter of doing it night after night.”

Whether it be the Winter Classic on Jan. 1, or the five-game road trip that followed, the Red Wings point to that time frame as a turning point.

They only went 2-3-1 in those six games, but the Red Wings saw some hope.

“We played a little better, kept it a lot simpler,” Henrik Zetterberg said. “It took a little while, but we figured out how we should play and what works and what doesn’t.”

Ericsson should playJonathan Ericsson sat out Friday’s practice at St. Pete Times Forum.

“Just a maintenance day,” said Ericsson, who returned Jan. 22 from a rib injury, although this isn’t related.

“It’s been bugging me for a little bit. It should be good.”

Ericsson and coach Mike Babcock both felt Ericsson would be able to play.

Ice chipsRed Wings players felt for former teammate Valtteri Filppula, who fractured his right ankle this week and will miss the Olympics. “I feel bad for him, nobody wants to miss the Olympics,” Kronwall said. “It’s a bad break for him. But overall this season, he’s had a huge impact (20 goals, 21 assists) for his team (Lightning).”

… Pavel Datsyuk said some of his friends and family were attending the Opening Ceremonies, which were being telecast in the locker room after Friday’s practice. “It’s a little strange,” said Zetterberg, knowing the Olympics have officially started while the Red Wings have one more game to play before the break.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140207/SPORTS0103/302070106#ixzz2uv8TpuZ7
Logan Shaw, Colin Campbell score milestone hockey goals

Staff ~ The Cape Breton PostPublished on February 28, 2014

Share 83 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

Published on February 28, 2014

Logan Shaw

• Congratulations to Glace Bay’s Logan Shaw, who recently scored his first American Hockey League goal with the San Antonio Rampage. Shaw scored an insurance tally in a 3-1 win over the Lake Erie Monsters on Feb. 8.

The 21-year-old, in his first pro season, has a goal and five assists in 26 games with the Rampage. He started the 2013-14 season in the East Coast Hockey League with the Cincinnati Cyclones, where he put up eight goals and 10 assists for 18 points in 20 games. Shaw was drafted by the Florida Panthers in the third round of the 2011 NHL draft. It’s nice to see Shaw working his way up the ladder. Here’s hoping he’ll take the next step to the Panthers once he gets some seasoning in the minors.

• Another hockey milestone went to Colin Campbell of Bateston. He scored his 98th career goal with the Yarmouth Mariners of the Maritime Hockey League this week to tie a franchise record. Campbell, the team’s captain, netted the goal on Feb. 23 in a 3-2 overtime win over the Amherst Ramblers. The goal, which came in Campbell’s 200th game as a Mariner, tied Justin d’Entremont for the team record. Campbell has three regular-season games remaining this weekend to break the mark. I’m sure his Mariners teammates will be feeding him the puck as much as possible.

• Glace Bay golfer Brett McKinnon put in a strong showing at the John Hayt Collegiate Invitational on Tuesday at the Sawgrass Country Club in Ponte Vedra Beach, Fla. McKinnon, a member of the Jacksonville University Dolphins men’s golf team, carded rounds of three-over 75, three-under 69 and a one-under 71 to finish in a tie for 10th place at one-under par. McKinnon, a junior at JU, was the top player for his team.

• We received news about a Reserve Mines native who passed away recently who was a member of the storied Glace Bay “Cinderella” Miners hockey team of 1955-56. Frank Finlayson died in Wabush, N.L., on Jan. 25 at the age of 75 after a brief battle with pancreatic cancer.

Finlayson skated for the Miners, but made the move to Newfoundland to play for another Miners club, the Buchans Miners of the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League, as an import player from 1959 to 1970. He then played for the Grand Falls Cataracts from 1970-73. Frank moved to Wabush in 1973. In 1996, Finlayson was inducted in the Newfoundland and Labrador Hockey Hall of Fame.

• The organizing committee for the Nova Scotia Atom ‘AAA’ Championship is looking for volunteers. The tournament will be held in New Waterford, March 27-30. Seven teams from across the province will take part, with the New Waterford Sharks acting as host. For more information on volunteering for the tournament, contact organizing committee chair Vernon O'Quinn, at 577-1401 or email nwatomaaasharks@gmail.com.

Got a note of interest with an accompanying photo if possible you would like to see appear in this weekly column? Send it to sports@cbpost.com along with a name and number.
If you want Kuznetsov, root against Traktor 
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Capitals fans hoping to see top forward prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov for the stretch run will need to start rooting against his KHL team, Traktor Chelyabinsk.

Here’s why:

The Capitals cannot sign Kuznetsov, their first pick of the 2010 NHL draft, until the KHL season is over.

The KHL regular season ends on Tuesday and Traktor holds the eighth and final playoff spot in the East Conference with a record of 18-21-2 for 74 points [three points are awarded for regulation wins].

Two points behind Traktor in ninth place is Admiral with a 19-23-1 record. Both teams have two games remaining and if Admiral can overtake Traktor on Tuesday, Kuznetsov will be free to sign with the Capitals.

[RELATED: Grabovski grounded again]

If Traktor holds onto the eighth spot, the Caps will need to wait at least another 10 days for Kuznetsov, who is likely to commit to play in the KHL playoffs.

Traktor closes its regular season with games against Torpedo [24-16-2] on Sunday and Akbars [26-13-1] on Tuesday. Admiral closes its regular season with Sibir [21-17-1] on Saturday and Amur [8-28-1] on Tuesday.

To simplify, Caps fans who want Kuznetsov wearing a Capitals uniform ASAP need to root for Traktor to lose to a pair of teams above them in the standings, while rooting for Admiral to beat either Sibir on Saturday or last-place Amur on Tuesday.

Get that chant ready: “Let’s Go Admiral!”

Never mind. …

Assuming the Caps can make enough room under the cap to sign Kuznetsov [believed to be $900,000], where would you put the playmaking, left-handed shooting forward, who in 29 games for Traktor has seven goals, 13 assists and is a minus-9?

Assuming Marty Erat is moved by Wednesday’s NHL trade deadline, how do these forward combinations strike you?

Kuznetsov – Backstrom – Ovechkin

Laich - Johansson –Brouwer

Chimera – Fehr – Ward

Volpatti - Beagle – Wilson

Of course, once Mikhail Grabovski is fully recovered he could slide onto the third line and Fehr could drop to fourth line left wing.

What are your thoughts?

Plymouth Whalers peaking at the right time to continue their OHL-record playoff streak

By George Sipple 

Detroit Free Press Sports Writer 
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The Plymouth Whalers are 7-3-0-1 this month and host a pair of games this weekend at Compuware Arena. The Whalers (24-30-0-6) have a seven-point lead over Kitchener for the final playoff spot in the Ontario Hockey League’s Western Conference and are five points behind Owen Sound for the No. 7 seed, with eight games remaining. The Whalers host Barrie (31-25-1-2) at 7:05 tonight and Windsor (35-22-3-0) at 7:05 p.m. Saturday.

The Barrie Colts are led by Detroit Red Wings draft pick Andreas Athanasiou (41 goals, 41 assists, 82 points) and defenseman Aaron Ekblad, who could go No. 1 in the 2014 NHL draft.

Whalers coach and general manager Mike Vellucci spoke to the Free Press about his team’s play this month.

■ On the Whalers playing their best at the end of the regular season: “We’ve been on the road a lot. We just got done with six games in nine nights and went 4-2. Usually, our teams do come together at the end. We’re playing smart hockey. The difference is we had 15 new kids at the beginning of the year that weren’t used to the system. Now they’re getting more comfortable. It’s coming together at a good time.”

■ On what it would mean to extend the club’s OHL-record playoff streak to a 23rd consecutive season: “It means a lot. It’s a very proud thing for our team and our ownership, Mr. (Peter) Karmanos. It means a great deal about stability, that the program can continue to put out a good product every year. The other thing is it’s great for the young guys. We only lose four guys from our lineup next year.”

■ On Alex Nedeljkovic’s 2.18 goals-against average and .945 save percentage this month: “We give up a lot of shots, but not all are great scoring chances. ... He’s just solid. He makes that first save. Down the stretch, he’s made the big save when we needed it.

“We’re in Kitchener the other night, and they tie it up, 2-2, in a tough building. ... He makes three outstanding saves, and we come down and score on the other end and win the game, 4-2.”

■ On Ryan Hartman leading the team with eight goals and seven assists in 11 games this month: “I told him the Kitchener game was his best game he’s probably played here in two years for me, from a technical standpoint. He made great decisions with the puck. He helped teammates get pucks out of his own end. He was a calming influence and set up some big goals.

“As a whole, I think we’re still the lowest-scoring team. We’ve scored more goals of late. From an offensive standpoint, if he’s going and making plays, he makes his linemates better, he makes us better as a team.”

■ On Ekblad being a top NHL pick: “He’s definitely top five, for sure, maybe even top two. Very gifted offensively, but he’s 6-4, gotta be at least 215 pounds. He’s just a really solid player. He’s going to be a very good player in the National Hockey League.”

■ On Athanasiou, who was drafted by the Wings in the fourth round of the 2012 NHL draft: “His speed is dynamic. As a defenseman, you’re always going to know when he’s on the ice. The second he gets that puck, he’s going be behind you. He’s a very good player. I think he’s a great pick for the Wings where they got him.”

■ On the final eight games of the regular season, which ends March 15: “We need wins. Owen Sound is only five points ahead of us, and we play them one more time. If we can string some wins together and catch them, that’s good motivation.”

Top 10 QMJHL Prospects 

February 27, 2014 4:50 pm·0 comments 
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The QMJHL has always produced some phenomenal talent.  This year may not be nearly as impressive for the QMJHL in terms of bonafide talent, but the first few names on the Top 10 list are as good as anyone in the draft.  To date, this year’s draft prospects coming out of the Q are a nice mix of high-end talent, and bottom-six two-way forwards.  Here is a quick look at the Top 10 QMJHL prospects for the upcoming 2014 NHL Entry Draft:

1. Ivan Barbashev – Forward – Moncton Wildcats

Although he hails from Russia, with the exception of his finesse, his style of play is anything but.  Barbashev has an average build, but plays as if he’s a 6’4” 240 lbs. forward.  Not the prototypical Russian forward, Barbashev isn’t afraid to throw his weight around and even scrap every once in a while.  A forward who sees, all over the ice, his best assets are his stickhandling and his passing ability.  Barbashev feasts on defenses by crashing through the high-traffic areas with the puck and creating chances for his teammates.

2. Nikolaj Ehlers – Forward – Halifax Mooseheads

I came away from the Top Prospects game with a greater appreciation for Nikolaj Ehlers.  The Denmark-native is arguably one of the fastest players in this year’s NHL draft.  An agile skater, Ehlers’ bread and butter is ability to control the pace of the game when the puck is on his stick.  He possesses fantastic acceleration to beat defenders and doesn’t have a problem scoring goals either.  He currently sits Top 10 in scoring in the QMJHL as a rookie.  A truly dynamic offensive threat, Ehlers has a promising career in front of him.

3. Vladimir Tkachev – Forward – Moncton Wildcats

Tkachev was put on the map during the Subway Series when he put on a dazzling display of stickhandling.  He cut through two defenders, made them look absolutely silly, and netted a goal for Team Russia.  He finally decided to come to the QMJHL mid-season this year, and posted four points in his first game.  He’s a real joy to watch because he can dangle his way out of a phonebooth.  A tad bit undersized, Tkachev doesn’t benefit against physical play.  Be that as it may, he’s a wizard with the puck and some NHL team will draft him high on skill alone.

4. Vaclav Karabacek – Forward – Gatineau Olympiques

Karabacek has made a nice shift from the Czech Republic to the smaller North American surface.  As a rookie, he sits 4th in points for the Gatineau Olympiques.  When watching Karabacek you’ll see very little flashiness like you will with the aforementioned prospects.  He’s a very smart player with great hockey sense and positioning.  Vaclav does the little things right that helps his line put up points.  He also doesn’t shy away from using his body.

5. Daniel Audette – Forward – Sherbrooke Phoenix

Being the son of a famous hockey player comes with its own expectations.  Daniel Audette is quashing them each and every game.  The son of Donald Audette, Daniel has grown leaps and bounds with Sherbrooke since last season.  Standing 5’9”, Audette is one of the smaller forwards in the Q, however he is also one of the quickest and has great center of gravity.  His speed an edge work give him an advantage and it’s beginning to show on the scoresheet.  Although there will always be teams that won’t pick him due to size, Daniel is showing that talent trumps lack of size.

6. Alexis Vanier – Defense – Baie-Comeau Drakkar

Alexis Vanier of Baie-Comeau Drakker fights Connor Moynihan of the Halifax Mooseheads. [photo: David Chan]
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A bruising defenseman on the blueline, Alexis Vanier is a hulk of a player.  At 6’5”, Vanier has made great strides offensively and defensively in his game from last season.  A tough opponent to play against, Vanier can clear players from in front of the net with ease.  He battles hard in the corners and and is sound positionally.  Since the season began, he continually joins the rush and has a booming slap shot from the point.  One slight problem may be his skating, but with thorough practice, he should have no problem with it.  If he continues to play at this pace his draft stock may rise much like Samuel Morin’s did last year.

7. Daniel Walcott – Defense – Blainville-Boisbriand Armada

Another defenseman who makes the Top 10 list is Blainville-Boisbriand’s Daniel Walcott.  An over-ager in CHL terms, Walcott has been somewhat of a surprise after playing in the ACHA last season.  He’s tied for defenseman in scoring for the Armada.  He’s a player who doesn’t have a great size advantage by any means, but he’s impressed with his cool, calm, and collective poise with the puck.  Boasting tremendous vision down the ice and above average speed, Walcott will be a nice commodity to an NHL team come draft day.

8. Nicolas Aube-Kubel – Forward – Val-D’or Foreurs

Although he hasn’t been overly spectacular, I feel there is more potential than Aube-Kubel may get credit for.  He’s been a bit overshadowed by Anthony Mantha this season, but Nicolas has displayed great foot speed, tenaciousness, and work ethic to be a steady point producing winger.  If he continues to work hard, he can find himself in a 2nd/3rd line role at the NHL level.

9. Clark Bishop – Forward – Cape Breton Screaming Eagles

Cape Breton found a solid two-way forward in Clark Bishop.  Far from the most skilled guy on the ice, Bishop’s game is a bit reserved as he prefers to make the smart play as opposed to the fancy play.  Brian Burke would label him a player with “truculence”.  A meat-and-potatoes centerman, he is a difficult forward to play against because of his defensive awareness and physicality coupled with his offensive instincts and hockey sense.

10. Julien Nantel – Forward – Rouyn-Noranda Huskies

Nantel’s style of play is very similar to that of Clark Bishop’s.  Also a two-way forward, Nantel has a tendency to disappear for shifts here and there and his consistent play has been a major question.  However, when he creates separation between himself and the defender while using his dangerous wrist shot, Nantel becomes a very effective player.  I feel at the NHL level, Nantel can be utilized in every situation due to his defense, poke-checking, and gritty play.

- See more at: http://thehockeywriters.com/top-10-qmjhl-prospects/#sthash.Gix2858a.dpuf
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The 19th week of the season was one of the most challenging for the Providence Bruins, and they rose to the occasion, taking seven of a possible eight points. After a win and shootout loss in St. John’s, the P-Bruins beat Manchester and Springfield, the top two teams in the Eastern Conference. It doesn’t get much better than that. Here’s my take on the good, the bad and the ugly.

Good

*** After starting the week in ninth place, the P-Bruins moved up to sixth place in the Eastern Conference by the end of the day on Sunday.

*** Breaking a 55-game goal-less streak, Tyler Randell scored a Gordie Howe hat trick in St. John’s on Wednesday, then netted the game-winner at home against the Falcons on Sunday. In between, he won a clear decision in a fight with Manchester’s Andrew Campbell on Saturday.

*** Alex Khokhlachev had a strong week with 2-3-5 in 4 games. He is now third on the team in scoring with 12-19-31 and plus-12 in 41 games.

*** The P-Bruins received excellent goaltending from Nik Svedberg and Malcolm Subban. Svedberg saved the P-Bruins’ bacon in Manchester with 31 stops.

*** With a goal in Manchester, Matt Fraser snapped a 10-game goal-less streak.

*** Mike Moore scored goals in two straight games, including the winner in Manchester.

*** Anthony Camara had 1-3-4 in 4 games.

*** Rob Flick was credited with assists in two straight games.

*** Balanced scoring is a strength for Providence, which is tied for third in the AHL with 163 goals. The P-Bruins have 10 players with 24 points or more.

*** Providence added a dependable, steady defenseman in Blake Parlett.

*** Alex Fallstrom is expected to return from his shoulder injury this weekend.

Bad

*** Carter Camper was traded to Springfield. He will be missed not only on the ice — especially on the power play — but in the dressing room.

*** Nick Johnson, Zach Trotman and Andrew Cherniwchan were lost to injuries.

*** Jared Knight remains out with a neck/shoulder injury.

Ugly

*** Joe Morrow is out for four to six weeks after hurting his left knee in St. John’s. The only positive is that the injury could have been much, much worse.

Lake Erie Monsters defeat Texas Stars, 3-2, in shootout
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Monsters center Colin Smith, a nightmare for opposing goalies in shootouts this season, made Cristopher Nilstorp of the Texas Stars his latest victim Wednesday night.

Smith and winger Michael Schumacher converted their attempts as the Monsters defeated the Stars, 3-2, in front of 4,935 at The Q. Schumacher also scored a goal.

The Monsters (23-25-0-5) played well for the second straight day against one of the AHL's best clubs. On Tuesday at The Q, they gave up two power-play goals and lost, 2-1.

West Division-leading Texas is 33-16-3-5.

Smith, Lake Erie's second shooter in the five-round regulation phase, chipped a backhander over Nilstorp's glove. Schumacher, Lake Erie's fifth shooter, went five-hole. Lake Erie goalie Calvin Pickard denied all four Texas attempts.

Smith improved to 7-for-10 in shootouts this season. He entered Wednesday ranked tied for first in the AHL with six successes.

"Sometimes they go in, sometimes they don't,'' Smith said. "I just try to do my thing.''

If it were that simple, more players would be 7-for-10. Smith's speed and puck-handling skills help immensely. As has been the case on most of his attempts, Smith initially skated hard toward the goalie. Then Smith slowed, danced and found the back of the cage.

"Each guy has his own strategy,'' Smith said. "(Nilstorp) was staying deep, and he has long legs. I wanted to go with a few fakes and see what happens. Luckily, I got it by him.''

Nilstorp had been -- still is -- in a groove. In his previous seven starts, he was 5-1-1 with a 1.81 goals-against average and .942 save percentage.

Lake Erie was out-shot, 13-7, in the first period but led, 1-0.

As part of a slow start, the Monsters managed one shot on their first power play. But they did not let their overall lack of offense affect their defense. The Stars feature numerous skill players with speed; those players failed to get good looks at Pickard because of Lake Erie's physicality.

At 6:28, Monsters center Brad Malone went to the box for interference. His teammates picked him up with a terrific penalty kill, then turned the momentum into a goal. Defenseman Gabriel Beaupre ignited the play and passed to winger Paul Carey, who carried the puck up the right side. Carey flipped a pass across the slot to Schumacher, who used his 6-5, 210-pound frame to create enough space to beat Nilstorp.

Schumacher, 20, from Sweden, has three goals in 22 games with Lake Erie. Earlier this season, he had eight goals in 21 games with Denver of the CHL.

"Schumacher had a really strong game,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said.

Texas tied it at 14:34 of the second period. Right winger Colton Sceviour controlled the puck behind the Lake Erie cage, looped around to the lower left circle and shoved it toward Pickard. The puck got a piece of Texas winger Curtis McKenzie before crossing the line.

McKenzie has 20 goals in 56 games. He entered Wednesday ranked seventh in the AHL with 52 points. Sceviour ranked third with 58 points.

Early in the third, Texas had been on the power play for 10 seconds when Monsters winger Guillaume Desbiens was whistled for unsportsmanlike conduct and misconduct/abuse of officials. The Monsters bench reacted angrily, but it did not matter: The Stars had a 5-on-3 for a maximum of 1:50.

Texas needed half of that time to take a 2-1 lead. Center Travis Morin, from the right circle, found forward Chris Mueller at the back post at 3:41. Mueller notched his 24th goal in 55 games. Morin entered Wednesday ranked first in the AHL with 71 points; Mueller was eighth with 50.

Lake Erie tied the score at 7:24. Morin's elbowing penalty set up a power-play opportunity for defenseman Stefan Elliott. Using a wrister from the left circle, Elliott went top-shelf for his eighth.

The Monsters dictated terms for the remainder of the third.

The goalie matchup was the same as the previous day's. In the Tuesday game, which began in late morning, Nilstorp made 32 saves and Pickard 21.

The Monsters' four-game week continues Friday night at Hamilton and concludes Sunday at Toronto. Their next home game is March 7 against Toronto.

"We did some good things, things we can build off when going up to Hamilton and Toronto,'' Chynoweth said.

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters more than held their own against the powerful Texas Stars at even strength Tuesday. Their problem came on special teams.

The Stars, who entered with the AHL's top-ranked power play, went 2-for-7 with the man advantage in a 2-1 victory at The Q. The Monsters were 0-for-6.

The Monsters' annual school day game featured an opening faceoff of 10:45 a.m., give or take a minute. Attendance was 5,283, the majority being youngsters with plenty of enthusiasm.

Lake Erie (22-25-0-5) lost despite a 33-23 advantage in shots. Texas (33-16-3-4) has won three in a row. It benefited from a questionable second goal.

"I really liked our game 5-on-5," Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "I actually didn't mind our penalty kill. But we definitely need to stay out of the box. We can't take the penalties we took."

The Monsters dominated early, holding an 8-0 advantage in shots as of 12:28 of the first period. The Stars withstood the mismatch, then opened the scoring.

At 14:31, Lake Erie forward Garrett Meurs was penalized for tripping. During the attempted kill, Lake Erie winger Andrew Agozzino lost his stick. Dallas defenseman Derek Meech sent a pass to winger Mike Hedden, who shot from a tight angle in the right circle. Goalie Calvin Pickard thought he had made the save, but the puck squirted between his legs and fluttered across the line at 15:12.

Hedden knows how to score goals -- he has 20 in 55 games -- but this one amounted to a gift from Pickard.

The Monsters answered at 18:47. Meurs carried the puck up the left side, darted across the slot and flipped the puck inside the right post for his sixth.

The game turned when each club had a 5-on-3 for more than one minute in the second period. Lake Erie failed to capitalize; Dallas made it work.

Early in the second, the Monsters did next to nothing on their 5-on-3 and the remaining 5-on-4. They appeared to be skating in mud.

"I thought we had some decent momentum prior to that,'' Chynoweth said. "I haven't seen it in a long time where you can't stay in the zone with two extra guys. They iced the puck against us three times.

"Depending on the time, I might take a timeout. I didn't take one because we had just practiced that. I'd like to think we could grasp it."

Midway through the period, the Stars had their turn and were denied by Pickard and his skaters for 1:23. But just as the 5-on-3 turned into a 5-on-4, Stars center Travis Morin passed to winger Colton Sceviour, who miss-hit an attempt from the slot. The puck floated toward Pickard and in front of winger Curtis McKenzie, who bunted it into the cage at 12:57 for his 19th.

The Monsters insisted that McKenzie used his glove. Chynoweth said the play is not reviewable.

"Originally, it looked like a high stick,'' Chynoweth said. "The high stick was iffy, but it easily looked like, from the way the puck came off, that it was off the Texas guy's glove. That's the way it looks on video."

Chynoweth discussed the play with the officials after the period.

"(The official) missed it,'' Chynoweth said. "He was on the backside of the call. They can't review that portion of the call.''

The Monsters spent the remainder of the game frustrated by Stars goalie Cristopher Nilstorp.

"He smothered the puck pretty well,'' Chynoweth said. "Not a lot of rebounds.''

The Stars are the final opponent that the Monsters see for the first time. The teams play Wednesday night at The Q and April 4 and April 6 in Texas.

Notable: Monsters goalie Sami Aittokallio, who has split time with Pickard this season, was struck in the head by a shot in practice Monday, Chynoweth said. When Aittokallio will return is uncertain.

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   

Follow on Twitter 

on February 22, 2014 at 10:19 PM, updated February 22, 2014 at 10:20 PM 
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters, knowing plenty of eyes were upon them Saturday night, did not disappoint.

In front of 15,258 fans at The Q and a Fox Sports Ohio viewership, the Monsters played hard and fast in a 3-2 victory over the Iowa Wild. Center Colin Smith, in particular, excelled.

The Monsters (22-24-0-5) have won two of three. They snapped a four-game winless streak at home.

Iowa (22-20-6-4) finished 3-1 in the season series. It had won, 2-1, in a shootout Friday night at The Q.

The Monsters have drawn well all season; they entered the night ranked third in the AHL with an average of 7,810 fans for 26 dates. The attendance received a boost Saturday because of a Joe Haden bobblehead giveaway. Haden, Browns standout cornerback and Monsters supporter, wore a hockey sweater on the bobble and to the game.

The crowd of 15,258 is a season-high and ranks fourth in franchise history. Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth and his players were appreciative.

"Unbelievable,'' Chynoweth said of the number and the noise. "It was like the seventh man. You could hear the fans all the time.''

Smith said: "From the first shift, you could feel the energy. We fed off it.''

The Monsters out-muscled and out-hustled the Wild in the first period. They held an 11-7 advantage in shots and led, 2-0.

Early in the period, Lake Erie right winger J.T. Wyman settled the puck in the left circle and located defenseman Matt Hunwick topside. Hunwick's slapper found a piece of left winger Andrew Agozzino in front of the cage and eluded goalie Johan Gustafsson.

Agozzino opened the scoring for a second straight game. He has 12 goals in 51 games and one point in four straight.

The Monsters made it 2-0 with a power-play tally at 10:54. Smith maneuvered through the Wild defense and created space in the right circle. He eschewed the shot and unselfishly slid the puck to Michael Schumacher, who was true from the slot.

Iowa broke through at 9:06 of the second. Monsters goalie Calvin Pickard stopped Iowa winger Kris Foucault's shot near the right post, but Foucault gathered the rebound, moved out several feet and scored.

Smith's perseverance and speed enabled the Monsters to re-establish a two-goal lead late in the second. After Gustafsson denied Smith's wrap-around, the puck was cycled to the top, where Smith controlled and found the back of the cage with a low snapper.

"Colin had a very strong game,'' Chynoweth said. "His quickness and ability to get from point A to point B created chances."

Iowa pulled within 3-2 early in the third on a goal by defenseman Brian Connelly.

The Monsters withstood several Wild flurries the rest of the way.

"In my 1 1/2 seasons here, we haven't had a lot of success in front of the larger crowds,'' Chynoweth said. "We've tended to lay the egg. So it's nice to be on the winning side of it.''

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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on February 21, 2014 at 10:59 PM, updated February 21, 2014 at 11:06 PM 
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters' recent struggles on home ice continued Friday night against the Iowa Wild.

Defenseman Steven Kampfer scored in regulation and clinched the shootout in Iowa's 2-1 victory in front of 11,055 at The Q.

The Monsters (21-24-0-5) are winless in their last four at home and 1-5-0-1 since Jan. 23. They are 13-11-0-2 overall at The Q.

The Wild (22-19-6-4) has just three victories in its last 10 games. It improved to 3-0 in the season series against Lake Erie.

The Monsters entered the night 15th of 15 teams in the Western Conference in points. The Wild was ninth. The regular season consists of 76 games.

"One point is better than nothing,'' Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth said, "but it's tough giving points away in your own conference. It's frustrating.''

After Iowa took three shots and the Monsters two in the five-minute overtime, the Monsters and goalie Sami Aittokallio were in a shootout for the second straight game. However, they failed to duplicate the success of the previous Saturday in Oklahoma City, when they prevailed, 5-4.

Carson McMillan, Iowa's second shooter in the five-round regulation phase, beat Aittokallio for the first tally by either side. Each of the next five shooters missed, putting the puck on Kampfer's stick with the opportunity to win. Kampfer made a hard-luck loser of Aittokallio, who stopped a combined 34 shots in regulation and OT.

Iowa goalie John Curry made 32 saves and factored heavily in the Monsters going 0-for-4 in the shootout. One of Lake Erie's shooters, Colin Smith, entered 6-of-8 on shootout attempts.

The score was tied, 1-1, after one period. Iowa held a 15-12 advantage in shots.

Monsters left winger Andrew Agozzino opened the scoring at 8:58. Agozzino created a play for himself along the left boards, beat his man to the spot and beat Curry with a wrister from the left circle. Agozzino has 11 goals in 50 games.

Iowa answered at 11:45, Kampfer scoring on the power play. The goal occurred 14 seconds after Gabriel Beaupre went to the box for tripping.

The Monsters out-shot Iowa, 10-8, in the scoreless second period.

Midway through the third period, Aittokallio made several superb saves on shots from short range. Iowa applied tremendous pressure in the final minute, only to be denied by Aittokallio and his skaters.

The final 40 minutes of regulation, for the most part, featured a strong all-for-one performance by Lake Erie.

"In the second and third periods, we gave them some headaches in their end,'' Chynoweth said.

The season series concludes Saturday night at The Q. Another large crowd is expected in part because of a Joe Haden bobblehead giveaway.

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio – Lake Monsters defenseman Duncan Siemens chats with The Plain Dealer's Dennis Manoloff:

DUNCAN_SIEMENS1_16259997.JPG

DUNCAN SIEMENS

Born: Sept. 7, 1993, Edmonton, Alberta.

Ht/Wt: 6-4, 192. Shoots: Left.

Acquired: First round (11th overall) in 2011. 

Courtesy Lake Erie Monsters

PD: You spent the previous four full seasons with the Saskatoon Blades of the WHL. Summarize the experience.

DS: I really enjoyed it. I was able to build a lot of relationships that should last the rest of my life. The organization opened a lot of doors for my career. I can walk away saying I was proud to be a member of the Saskatoon Blades. I was put in a very good situation, and if I put the work in, it was going to allow me to succeed. 

PD: How close is Saskatoon to where you grew up?

DS: About a 4 ½-hour drive.

PD: What do you need to improve to get to the NHL?

DS: Consistency in all areas. Specifically, my puck skills need to get better.

PD: You played three games with Lake Erie in 2011-2012 but none last season, when you were with Saskatoon for 70 regular-season games and four playoff games. What happened?

DS: We were hosting the Memorial Cup, so my season went longer than the Monsters’ season. I didn’t have an opportunity to come.

PD: What have you learned in your first full season of pro hockey?

DS: Everybody’s a good player. Everybody’s big and strong and knows how to skate. Everything happens one or two seconds faster, so you need to be that second or two faster. It might not sound like much, but a second in a game can be the difference between winning and losing. And you know going in that you need to bring it every night. You can’t take any nights off.

PD: What did you do away from the ice while growing up in the Edmonton area?

DS: I loved a lot of sports – football, volleyball, track-and-field. My family enjoyed going to the lake in the summer. Then, over the years, I’ve developed a hobby of hunting.

PD: What do you hunt?

DS: I won’t take any game that I won’t eat. I have taken part in a bear hunt, though. I wasn’t hunting but I got to see how the experience worked, and it was cool. I’d hunted deer and bird earlier in the year.

PD: Sell me on venison.

DS: If you like beef jerky, you like deer. That’s how I always tell it. Beef jerky is essentially venison. It’s hit or miss, just like anything else.

PD: Biggest animal you’ve seen on a hunt?

DS: A moose – by far. It was a bull moose, and it was massive. And moose are mean, regardless.

PD: Were you in position to shoot it?

DS: Moose weren’t in season at that point. We just kind of watched it and admired the size. You realize how much respect you need to give something like that. If you hit a moose in a car, the chances of you living are slim.

PD: The name Duncan has a nice ring to it, especially for a defenseman.

DS: I never really asked what went into my name. But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve come to appreciate it more because it’s kind of a unique name in North America.

PD: You wear No. 25. Anything behind it?

DS: It was the number I was given. Typically, I like to wear No. 5, but that was taken in Colorado. They want you to be able to wear the same number when you get called up. I don’t have a problem with No. 25.

PD: Favorite part of living in Northeast Ohio?

DS: Learning different lifestyles. Meeting people and learning their stories.

PD: Preferred place to eat in Northeast Ohio?

DS: Chipotle. 

PD: Where would you first direct visitors to the Edmonton area?

DS: You have to see the West Edmonton Mall, one of the biggest malls in the world.

PD: What has it been like to play for coach Dean Chynoweth?

DS: He knows the game. He expects the best from you and pushes to get the best out of you. He has a good balance of emotion and control. He’s been very honest and open, which is what you want as a player.

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- For the Monsters, a week that began with a resounding road victory ended with two Texas-sized duds on home ice.

The Monsters, out-shot in the first and third periods by a combined 28-10, fell to the San Antonio Rampage, 3-1, Saturday night in front of 9,775 fans. On Friday night against the Rampage, the Monsters were out-shot 34-20 overall in a 4-1 loss in front of 8,332.

So much for building momentum from a 4-0 conquest of the defending Calder Cup champion and first-place Grand Rapids Griffins last Wednesday at Van Andel Arena.

The Monsters limp into the AHL All-Star break at 20-23-0-4. They have 29 games remaining in the regular season and are outside of the potential playoff pool.

Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth, asked to assess his team's season to this point, said: "Brutally inconsistent. It's frustrating for everyone involved. We need to play a certain way and we don't do it consistently enough. The learning curve for certain guys is greater than for others. We're at that point in the second half when you hope some of them start to figure that out.''

San Antonio is much better than its 19-21-3-5 record, as evidenced by recent performances. The Rampage has one regulation loss in the last 13 games.

For the second straight night, San Antonio out-hustled and out-muscled the Monsters in the first period en route to a 1-0 lead. On Friday, the Rampage held a 16-4 advantage in shots; this time, it was 15-6.

San Antonio entered Saturday with 547 shots in the opening period -- 100-plus more than that of 10 AHL teams.

The goal occurred at 3:24 when Rampage center Drew Shore received a cross-crease pass from Bobby Butler and scored from the right circle. Butler's pass eluded Monsters defenseman Brett Clark; Shore's shot glanced off goalie Calvin Pickard's arm/glove.

Pickard prevented the deficit from growing in the first by making several superb stops. At 5:45, San Antonio swarmed the Lake Erie cage. Later, Rampage winger Greg Rallo controlled the puck in space in front of the crease but had no answer for Pickard.

"We addressed a lot of things from (Friday),'' Chynoweth said, "and we came out, again, not willing and committed to pay a price. The American League is a great league, a hard league. To play physical, to eliminate guys, is hard.''

The Monsters improved considerably in the second period. They took 12 shots and allowed five -- but the Rampage scored the only goal.

At 17:54, San Antonio winger Joey Crabb carried the puck into the right circle and spotted teammate Jared Gomes zipping through the crease. Gomes, a stride clear of Lake Erie defenseman Matt Hunwick, converted a wobbly pass near the left post as he fell to the ice. Credit Gomes with an athletic play.

"I liked our second period,'' Chynoweth said. "They had one chance against and it ended up in the net.''

The Monsters pulled within 2-1 at 5:10 of the third. After San Antonio committed a turnover in the neutral zone, Lake Erie center Garrett Meurs gained possession and skated into the right circle. Meurs waited patiently, then slid a cross-crease pass to center Michael Sgarbossa, who beat goalie Jacob Markstrom from tight left.

Sgarbossa has two goals and 10 assists in 21 games. Last season, his first in the AHL, Sgarbossa totaled 19 goals and 25 assists in 57 games for Lake Erie and was scoreless in six games for the NHL's Colorado Avalanche.

San Antonio effectively sealed the outcome at 19:05, winger Logan Shaw scoring from the point. The Rampage seemingly spent minutes in the Lake Erie zone.

"You don't have guys on the ice you want because you ice the puck,'' Chynoweth said. "Then we get hemmed in in our end. Before you know, it's in the back of the net.''

Lake Erie's next game is Friday at Oklahoma City.

February 28. 2014 10:32PM

College Hockey: Wildcats can't get it done

       ShareThis  

By ALLEN LESSELS

New Hampshire Union Leader 

NORTH ANDOVER, Mass. — The University of New Hampshire hockey team got the help it needed to move up in the Hockey East standings on Friday night. Problem was, the Wildcats didn't take care of their own business and lost a 4-2 game at Merrimack College at Lawler Rink.

"It's frustrating," said senior forward Dalton Speelman. "We got a little bit of help tonight? The hockey gods were looking out for us tonight, that's for sure. We had a good opportunity, but we didn't do what we needed to do."

UNH fell to 18-17-1 overall and 10-9-0 in Hockey East and slipped into sixth place in the league standings.

The Wildcats can still grab a top-four spot in the league and home ice for the league playoffs.

To do that, they need to win a rematch with Merrimack back at Lawler tonight and then get more help, too.

If they win, one way they can get fourth place is if Providence College beats or ties Maine and Boston University wins at Northeastern. BU beat Northeastern 4-1 at home on Friday and Providence won 4-2 at Maine.

Merrimack improved to 8-20-3 and 3-14-2.

The Warriors took it to UNH in the second period.

Down 2-0 to start the third period, the Wildcats finally got on the board with a five-on-three power-play goal.

Sophomore defenseman Brett Pesce scored it 2:29 into the period on a blast from out front, off a pass from Kevin Goumas. Eric Knodel also assisted.

Speelman converted a pass from Jeff Silengo for 2-2 at 8:05.

The tie lasted for less than a minute.

Kyle Singleton led a Merrimack charge and Casey DeSmith stopped his shot. But the rebound sat in the crease and Quinn Gould got to the puck and put it behind the goalie at the nine-minute mark.

"It was a two-on-two play and they got to the net and banged away at it and found the back of the net," said UNH coach Dick Umile.

"We had the excitement of the second goal and once they scored, it's like we put all this energy in and now we have to do it again," Speelman said. "It's frustrating, for sure."

The Warriors held the Wildcats off from there.

Connor Toomey hustled to the UNH end to finish off the scoring with an empty net goal with nine seconds left.

DeSmith, a junior from Rochester, had 24 saves for UNH.

Junior Rasmus Tirronen made 23 for the win.

After a scoreless first period, the Wildcats had a rough time of it in the second.

Merrimack defenseman Justin Mansfield got in deep and redirected a pass from Quinn Gould past DeSmith 6:24 into the period to open the scoring.

The Warriors upped their lead to 2-0 with 8:50 left in the period when Brian Christie put in the rebound of a power-play shot by Mike Collins.

The Wildcats managed only two shots in the period and were outshot 17-12 through two periods.

Down 1-0 and shorthanded, they had a good scoring chance when Speelman jumped on a loose puck in front of Tirronen. But the goalie turned away his backhander and Merrimack went the other way and in short order scored its second goal.

"We didn't get it done," Umile said. "We have to come back and find a way to pull out a 'W' here."

February 27. 2014 10:12PM

Virginia is for the Monarchs this weekend

       ShareThis  

By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

The red-hot Manchester Monarchs will hit the road this weekend for two games at Norfolk. 

The Monarchs play at Norfolk tonight at 7:30 p.m. and Saturday at 7:15 p.m.. Manchester is 6-0-1 in its past seven games and leads the AHL in points with 80 thanks to a record of 36-14-8.

The Monarchs have not faced Norfolk (28-17-8) since beating the Admirals twice at Verizon Wireless Arena in November. 

“There is unfamiliarity from both ends. Coming out of the Olympic break, I suspect that they’re probably feeling out their own team chemistry just as we are,” Monarchs head coach Mark Morris said. “I think the healthiest way to go about it is to really focus on our game. We’ll get some looks at video and try and make the necessary adjustments.”

Morris said practice went well this week as his team adjusts to life without the top scoring line of Tanner Pearson, Linden Vey and Tyler Toffoli, all of whom were called up to Los Angeles last week. 

“I think the attitude (in practice) was real positive,” Morris said. “I think a lot of guys that have been chomping at the bit to get into the lineup are ready to go. After having a couple of successful weekends back to back, it was a good week.”

Aside from the missing pieces, the rest of the roster is in fine shape heading into the final push for the playoffs. 

“We’re pretty healthy at this juncture and we’ve got an extra forward and one extra (defenseman),” Morris said. “Hopefully, we can stay healthy and continue on the track we’re on right now.”

Following the trip to Norfolk, the Monarchs will enjoy a four-game homestand that starts next Friday when Adirondack visits. 

iclark@unionleader.com

Admirals 9, Wild 1: Rinne returns, so does offense

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 28, 2014  

No, Pekka Rinne, Milwaukee does not always make it this easy for its goaltender.

The Admirals matched the most lopsided margin of victory in an American Hockey League game this season by cruising to a 9-1 victory over Iowa Friday in front of 6,492 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee's nine goals also matched a season-high in the AHL and was three more than the Admiral's previous best this year.

It made for an easy night for Rinne, the Nashville Predators' goalie in town this weekend on a rehab assignment and playing his first game with Milwaukee since 2008.

"I'll take that," said Rinne, recently voted the top Admiral of all time. "It's a good way to come back. Guys really made it easy for me. I can't remember when I've been in a game like that. It was a crazy game with a little bit of everything."

Playing his first game since Oct. 22 because of an E. coli infection, Rinne finished with 16 saves and was staked to a 9-0 lead when Iowa's Zach Miskovic scored on a shot from the right circle with just 4 minutes 25 seconds left.

"I'm happy that I got to make at least a few good stops," Rinne said. "Playing the full 60 minutes, that was the main goal. Get that game conditioning, even though it was quite an easy game for myself."

Rinne was the spark Milwaukee was looking for, especially considering Milwaukee scored a total of only six goals on its season-high five-game winless streak that finally came to an end.

The Admirals also avoided their first six-game home losing streak since they played at Wilson Park in the 1987-'88 season.

"It was a combination of the way we played our last game (a 5-1 loss to visiting Grand Rapids Wednesday) and him being here, for sure, energized the group," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We had a great crowd because of Pekka being here. We had a lot of energy, played with a lot of passion ... yeah, to state the obvious, it certainly was what our hockey club needed."

Milwaukee scored four times in a 10 minute-1 second span in the first period, and added four more in the second period.

Defenseman Joonas Jarvinen entered the game with two goals but doubled that total with one in each of the first two periods.

Scott Valentine, another defenseman, scored his first goal of the season, and center Mark Van Guilder picked up his first power-play goal of the year.

Milwaukee's final goal was a shorthander by forward Joonas Rask, whose only other goal came on Dec. 13.

Miikka Salomaki finished with three assists and Colton Sissons provided a goal and two assists.

"We got timely goals from different people that normally don't score," Evason said. "We sensed it (Thursday), and lots built around Pekka being here. But (Thursday) are practice was real good. We really were passionate. We really competed, were intense and I think that carried over. The combination of him being here plus the way that we played (Wednesday in a 5-1 loss to Grand Rapids), the guys were motivated and it showed early in the game."

Roster update: With Rinne in town, Milwaukee assigned goalie Scott Darling to Cincinnati. Forward Zach Budish was also sent to the Cyclones. 
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Game preview: Pekka Rinne returns to Admirals against Iowa

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 28, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Iowa at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

IOWA (22-22-6-4)

Against Milwaukee: 1-3-1-1

Standings: 5th in the Midwest (4 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: L 3

Away rank: 13th (12-7-3-3)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.0%), PK 23rd (79.6%)

Scoring leader: Brad Winchester - 30 points in 56 games (16 g 14 a)

Other notes: Iowa was 0-5 against Milwaukee when it beat the Admirals, 3-1, at the Bradley Center Feb. 14. Goalie Johan Gustafsson is 0-3-1 with a 3.39 goals-against average in the series. ... The Wild have have allowed 11 goals in its last three games and have just one win in the last seven outings. ... Winchester was acquired from Rockford this week and will appear in his second game with Iowa. Brian Connelly, who was the team's leading scorer, was traded to the IceHogs.

MILWAUKEE (23-19-6-6)

Against Iowa: 5-1

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (7 points behind third-place Rockford)

Streak: 0-4-0-1

Home rank: 15th (14-7-3-2)

Special teams: PP 18th (16.3%), PK 13th (83.0%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 34 points in 52 games (19 g 15 a)

Other notes: Nashville goalie Pekka Rinne is here for the weekend on a rehab assignment. He was voted the top Admiral of all-time last year after spending three seasons here (2005-'08). Rinne is one of just two Milwaukee goalies to have won at least 30 games twice. He hasn't played for Nashville since Oct. 22 thanks to an E. coli infection. ... Milwaukee not only has lost its last five home games by a combined score of 19-7, the team has just one win in its last eight games at the Bradley Center. Going back to the 2005-'06 season, the Admirals have not lost six in a row at home. ... They have six goals on their current season-high five-game winless streak and 13 goals in winning once in the last nine tries. ... Sissons and Austin Watson each have three goals in the series. ... Milwaukee holds the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference, two points ahead of San Antonio and four ahead of Iowa. ... With Rinne in town, Milwaukee assigned goalie Scott Darling to Cincinnati. Forward Zach Budish was also sent to the Cyclones.
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Griffins 5, Admirals 1: Milwaukee avoids consecutive shutouts for first time since '05

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 26, 2014  

Milwaukee's offense continues to struggle, and as a result, the losses keep coming.

The Admirals suffered a 5-1 loss to Grand Rapids Wednesday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center, just three days after they were blanked by the host Griffins, 1-0, in a shootout.

"It was our entire game," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We were as flat and as dead as our group has been."

Granted, Grand Rapids is the reigning AHL Calder Cup Champion and leads the Midwest Division, 13 points ahead of fourth-place Milwaukee.

But the Admirals have scored a total of only six times during its season-high five-game winless streak, and they have 13 goals in winning just once in the last nine contests.

"What I've known from them is they are always very well structured," said Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill after his team beat Milwaukee for the sixth time in the last seven meetings. "I think every team goes through ups and downs when it comes to scoring. I know they're always hard to play against and they were hard again tonight. I don't think the score indicates how close the game was to a large degree."

At least Milwaukee wasn't shut out in consecutive games for the first time since Feb. 19-20, 2005, thanks to Kevin Henderson's goal with 8 minutes 29 seconds left in the final period.

"Lately, it's just been very frustrating," said Henderson, whose goal snapped a team stretch of 127:18 without one. "We need (points). The season is coming to an end. These points are huge for us. Losing games like this can't happen."

Grand Rapids already held a 1-0 lead not even 5 minutes into the game on a goal by Andrej Nestrasil.

With 4:43 remaining in the first period, Milwaukee went on a 5-on-3 power play for 1:04 but came away empty.

"Our confidence level, you could just feel it on the bench, it just was a sag," Evason said. "If a team that can't score, all of a sudden can't score on a five on three, then it really compounds your psyche, or our psyche, right now. The littlest thing is hurting our mental outlook right now. And that wasn't a little thing."

Grand Rapids took a 3-0 lead on goals by Calle Jarnkrok and Trevor Parkes in a span of 1:49 late in the second period.

And then the Griffins added two more goals, both by Teemu Pulkkinen, in a span of just 9 seconds early in the third.

It was the most goals allowed by Milwaukee's Marek Mazaec this season, as he has just one win in his last six starts.

"We let teams walk into great scoring opportunities and it's difficult for him," Evason said. "We'll have to evaluate the big picture here with the scoring chances and see where we're at. He probably didn't have his best night but nobody did."

RINNE HEADED TO TOWN: Nashville goalie Pekka Rinne was sent to Milwaukee on a conditioning assignment earlier in the day but will not get to town until Thursday.

He'll start Friday against visiting Iowa for the first time with the Admirals since wrapping up his three-year career in Milwaukee in 2008.

Rinne was a two-time AHL all-star and helped Milwaukee to the 2006 Calder Cup Final.

The Finland native appeared in nine games with Nashville this season but has not played since Oct. 22 because of an E. coli bacteria infection.
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Game preview: Grand Rapids Griffins at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 26, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Grand Rapids at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

GRAND RAPIDS (32-17-2-3)

Against Milwaukee: 5-3

Standings: 1st in the Midwest (1 point ahead of Chicago)

Streak: W 2

Away rank: 11th (14-7-2-1)

Special teams: PP 10th (19.6%), PK 4th (86.5%)

Scoring leader: Teemu Pulkkinen - 42 points in 54 games (19 g 23 a)

Other notes: Grand Rapids beat Milwaukee, 1-0, in a shootout on Sunday. The team has won five of the last six games in the series. Match Callahan has five goals against Milwaukee and Cory Emmerton has seven points despite playing in just six of the games. Goalie Petr Mrazek is 3-1 with a 1.21 goals-against average. He had 29 saves on Sunday. ... Grand Rapids begins a stretch of playing 10 of the next 13 games on the road.

MILWAUKEE (23-18-6-6)

Against Grand Rapids: 3-3-0-2

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (7 points behind third-place Rockford)

Streak: 0-3-0-1

Home rank: 15th (14-6-3-2)

Special teams: PP 17th (16.4%), PK 14th (82.8%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 34 points in 51 games (19 g 15 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee's four-game winless streak is a season high. The team has a total of only five goals during that time, and it has just one victory in its last eight contests. ... In the last seven home games, the Admirals have just one win. ... Against Grand Rapids, Sissons has four goals in seven games. Milwaukee is 2-0-0-1 at home against the Griffins. ... Nashville goalie Pekka Rinne was sent to the Admirals on a conditioning assignment this morning but will not play tonight. He'll start Friday against Iowa and could also play Sunday against Rochester. Fortunately for fans, who voted Rinne the top Admiral of all-time to commemorate the club's 35th anniversary, both weekend games are at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.
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Pekka Rinne to play for Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 26, 2014  

Pekka Rinne The greatest Admiral ever will return to Milwaukee this weekend.

Nashville goalie Pekka Rinne has been sent to the Admirals on a conditioning assignment but will not play in the game tonight against visiting Grand Rapids. He'll start Friday against Iowa and could also play Sunday against Rochester. Fortunately for fans, who voted Rinne the top Admiral of all-time to commemorate the club's 35th anniversary, both weekend games are at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Rinne played for Milwaukee from 2005-'08 and had a 2.54 goals-against average and a .911 save percentage. He was a two-time AHL all-star and helped the team to the 2006 Calder Cup Final.

The Finland native appeared in nine games with Nashville this season but has not played since Oct. 22 because of an E. coli bacteria infection.

Rinne became Nashville's full-time starter in the '08-'09 season and the two-time Vezina Trophy finalist ranks second in team history with 157 wins. Tomas Vokoun has 161.
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Admirals' Moser recalled by Predators

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 24, 2014  

Forward Simon Moser has been recalled by Nashville this morning.

He returned from Sochi where he competed for Switzerland and played in Milwaukee's last two games but did not get any points.

The rookie, who has 25 points in 42 games with the Admirals, has appeared in three games with Nashville earlier this season. 
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Friday leftovers: Darling returns for Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 22, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-2 loss to Abbotsford on Friday ...

DARLING RETURNS: Goalie Scott Darling finished with 26 saves in his first game with Milwaukee since Jan. 12 because of an injury. He made three rehab starts with Cincinnati last weekend.

"He was scrambling a little bit," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It's been awhile since he's played at this level. He had the three games (with Cincinnati), but we thought his timing was probably a little bit off. That's my unintelligent view as a non-goalie guy. But we thought he was fighting it a little bit."

HOME WOES: Milwaukee has lost four straight home games, with the only point coming in a 4-3 shootout loss to Chicago on Feb. 9. In the last seven games at the Bradley Center, the Admirals have just one victory and a total of five points.

RED-HOT ROCKFORD: The third-place IceHogs, who host Milwaukee at 7 tonight, are four points ahead of the Admirals in the Midwest Division thanks to an eight-game point streak. The IceHogs have a six-game point streak at home, including five victories. But Milwaukee is 3-1-1-1 against Rockford this season.

PLAYER UPDATES: Simon Moser, who played for Switzerland in the Olympics, is expected to play tonight. ... Scott Ford did not play yesterday and Evason says he will not be available for the game today and the one tomorrow at Grand Rapids. Goalie Marek Mazanec, who was injured in practice this past week, could possibly return.
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Heat 4, Admirals 2: Milwaukee's lead on final playoff spot continues to shrink

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 21, 2014  

Milwaukee's hold on the eighth and final playoff spot dropped to just three points after the Admirals suffered a 4-2 loss to Abbotsford in front of 10,277 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee is trying to reach the playoffs for the 12th year in a row but the Admirals' lead over ninth-place Iowa in the Western Conference continues to shrink after winning just once in the last six games.

"We're not happy with our situation here," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "If we want to get to the playoffs - forget about winning the playoffs - we have to play smart. And we clearly have not done that as of late."

Western Conference-leading Abbotsford has points in 13 of its last 15 games to rank second in the American Hockey League with 71 of them.

After getting outshot, 30-14, after two periods, the Heat took 13 of the first 15 shots of the final period which included the go-ahead goal.

"It just took us awhile to get our legs," Abbotsford coach Troy G. Ward said. "We were kind of skating in quicksand the first period and maybe even the first two. We've got a good skating team and we just didn't move."

After a Milwaukee turnover, Blair Jones sent the puck from the left circle to Markus Granlund in the right circle. After a few steps, Granlund found a wide open Max Reinhart at the left crease and easily lifted the puck in over the right leg of Darling for a 3-2 lead with 7 minutes 57 seconds left.

"We continually shot ourselves in the foot - or all over - and it's very difficult to win hockey games like that," Evason said.

Milwaukee had a great chance to tie the score late on a power play when Anthony Bitetto took a close shot that hit off the right post. The puck floated in the air when the defenseman swatted it off the crossbar and over the net.

"If I'm going to take a positive out of it, I haven't been getting those chances lately," Bitetto said. "Hitting the post, earlier in the year that probably goes in. But unfortunately in a game like that, it doesn't."

Abbotsford's Brett Olson added an empty-net goal with 0.8 seconds to go, as the Heat had 16 third-period shots compared to six for Milwaukee.

One minute into the first period, Abbotsford took a 1-0 lead on a goal by Sven Baertschi.

Milwaukee tied the score on a goal by Vinny Saponari with 16:20 left and finished with 20 shots in the period, one shy of a season high.

The Admirals took their only lead when Taylor Beck scored for a 2-1 advantage with 16:34 to go.

Abbotsford tied the score on a power-play goal by Ben Street after his breakaway shot bounced off the left arm of Darling and then the crossbar before ricocheting in off the back of his right leg with 8:00 remaining.

Darling played his first goal in net for Milwaukee since Jan. 12 as a result of an injury and finished with 26 saves.

ROSTER UPDATE: Captain Scott Ford missed the game with an upper body injury after appearing in the previous 29 contests. ... Simon Moser returned from representing Switzerland in the Olympics but did not play.
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Game preview: Abbotsford Heat at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 21, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Abbotsford at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

ABBOTSFORD (32-15-4-1)

Against Milwaukee: 2-0-0-1

Standings: 1st in the West

Streak: 1-0-1-0

Away rank: 4th (16-9-1-0)

Special teams: PP 3rd (23.0%), PK 28th (78.6%)

Scoring leader: Markus Granlund - 42 points in 47 games (23 g 19 a)

Other notes: Manchester is the only team in the AHL with more points than Abbotsford's 69, and the team has just two regulation losses in its last 14 games (9-2-3-0). ... The Heat is 4-1-1-0 in its last six road games. ... Abbotsford is 1-0 in Milwaukee after a 4-3 overtime victory Nov. 19. ... Granlund is third among rookies in the AHL with 42 points.

MILWAUKEE (23-16-6-5)

Against Abbotsford: 1-0-2-0

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (2 points behind third-place Rockford)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 10th (14-5-3-2)

Special teams: PP 16th (17.0%), PK 14th (82.7%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 33 points in 49 games (12 g 21 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has scored nine goals in winning just one of its last five games. ... At home, the team has one victory in its last six outings. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec has two wins in his last nine games. ... The Admirals are in the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference with a five-point cushion over No. 9 Iowa.
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Scott Darling returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 18, 2014  

Scott Darling has been recalled by Milwaukee after he went 2-1 with a .908 save percentage in three games with the Cincinnati Cyclones.

Darling was sent down last week because he hadn't played since Jan. 12 as a result of an injury.

He is 8-3 with a 2.18 goals-against average for the Admirals this season and was named the AHL's goalie of the month in December. 
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Iowa Wild 3, Milwaukee Admirals 1: Comeback bid lasts 25 seconds

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 14, 2014  

Public address announcer Matt Moore couldn't even finish telling the BMO Harris Bradley Center crowd who was credited with the goal and assists in Milwaukee's comeback bid Friday when Iowa got the goal back to beat the Admirals, 3-1, for the first time this season.

Filip Forsberg scored Milwaukee's only goal to trim the deficit to 2-1 midway through the final period, but Iowa's Erik Haula needed just 25 seconds to regain the two-goal lead and drop the Admirals' record to 5-1 against the Wild.

"Obviously we've got all the momentum and we feel good," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We struggled to find scoring chances and you get one, you want to continue that momentum. Certainly that goal hurt us. We should've had more scoring chances earlier and didn't. We had a lot of turnovers and giveaways. Not finding lanes, not getting pucks into areas where we can have success. And then when we did get the pucks down low, we just threw them away and panicked with them, and didn't hold our composure."

Milwaukee wrapped up its season-high five-game homestand with just one victory and holds just a four-point lead over last-place Iowa in the Midwest Division.

The Admirals were outshot, 23-12, in the first two periods and managed just one shot on a power play early in the third.

"They play pretty solid team defense and they were blocking a lot of shots," Forsberg said. "We couldn't really get shots from the blue line through and that was a big reason that we didn't score more than one goal."

The margin was 2-0 when Forsberg scored just 13 seconds into a power play and with 10:27 left in the game.

Forsberg scored on a shot from the middle of the left circle that went in over goalie John Curry as he was falling back for his seventh goal - and fifth on the power play.

But Haula quickly won the ensuing faceoff and said it looked like Milwaukee had a broken forecheck which allowed him to "get it full speed in the middle."

Haula skated with the puck through the slot with Milwaukee's Charles-Olivier Roussel on defense and was able to extend his stick and swat the puck in from the front of the crease just as goalie Marek Mazanec tried to reach out and swipe it away.

"I kind of luckily got it by the defenseman and was able to get a whack on it," Haula said. "I don't think (Mazanec) thought I had such a long stick. I had full speed and got a hold of it."

Milwaukee outshot Iowa, 16-7, in the final period, but also failed to score on a power play that began with 8:10 remaining and another that started with 2:09 to go.

On the final one, Mazanec was pulled for a 6-on-4 advantage with 1:58 left. And Taylor Beck also failed to score on a penalty shot with 28.6 seconds left to play.

In the first two periods, the only goal came with 2:41 left in the first when Jim McKenzie scored over the left shoulder of Mazanec.

Haula's first goal was on the power play and made it 2-0 with 13:39 left in the third.

ROSTER UPDATE: Goalie Scott Darling was reassigned to Cincinnati on Friday. He hasn't played in a game since Jan. 12th because of an injury and was 8-3 with a 2.18 goals-against average. Darling was named the AHL's goalie of the month in December and will return when the time warrants.

"We'll just monitor where he's at and see his progress with his play, and then make a decision from there," Evason said. 
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Game preview: Iowa Wild at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 14, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Iowa at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

IOWA (20-17-5-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-3-1-1

Standings: 5th in the Midwest (six points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: L 1

Away rank: 16th (10-6-2-3)

Special teams: PP 16th (17.2%), PK 23rd (80.1%)

Scoring leader: Brian Connelly - 30 points in 43 games (4 g 26 a)

Other notes: The only other time the Wild played in Milwaukee resulted in a 4-3 shootout loss Jan. 6. Iowa has scored a total of seven goals in the series and was shut out twice. Johan Gustafsson has appeared in four of the games and has a 3.39 goals-against average. ... Iowa has one win in its last five games and is coming off an 8-3 loss at Rockford Saturday.

MILWAUKEE (22-14-6-5)

Against Iowa: 5-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (4 points behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: 0-1-0-1

Home rank: 9th (14-4-3-2)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.6%), PK 14th (82.9%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 32 points in 46 games (12 g 20 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee wraps up its five-game homestand by wearing black jerseys with pink trim to support breast cancer awareness. There will be a live jersey auction and money raised will be distributed to various American Cancer Society organizations. ... Goalie Scott Darling was reassigned to Milwaukee this morning. He hasn't played in a game since Jan. 12th because of an injury and was 8-3 with a 2.18 goals-against average. Darling was named the AHL's goalie of the month in December. ... Bryan Rodney has a team-high five points (2 g 3 a) against Iowa and Marek Mazanec is 2-0 with a 1.94 GAA. ... In the last 13 games, the Admirals have gained at least one point 10 times.
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Five games in five days for Admirals' radio announcer, including Sims' NHL debut

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 10, 2014  

It started Wednesday and ended Sunday.

And Aaron Sims loved every minute of it - well, almost every minute.

Sims, in his ninth season as the Admirals' radio broadcaster, called five games in five days in three different cities. The highlight was making his NHL debut on Thursday.

"It was probably the most exciting professional experience I ever had," Sims said. "It was phenomenal. It was great. I'd do it again."

After Sims worked Milwaukee's game Wednesday, he received a phone call Thursday morning that he was needed to call Nashville's game that night in Minnesota because the Predators' Pete Weber suffered a heart attack.

As a result, Willy Daunic replaced Weber on the television broadcast and Sims was taking his place on the radio. But he had about 90 minutes to catch his flight to Minneapolis.

"The only real stressful part was the anticipation," Sims said. "Once the game started, it was OK. I know most of the Nashville guys because most of them have been here. And Minnesota is my hometown team, so if I'm not watching a Predators' game I'm watching a Wild game. ... I think it went pretty well."

Sims caught a 7 a.m. flight back on Friday, and quickly went to the Admirals' practice to get his pre-game radio interview with Milwaukee coach Dean Evason done.

After Sims called the Milwaukee game Friday night, he had to fly to Nashville to call the Predators' home game Saturday night.

Sims' 7 a.m. flight to Chicago was delayed, however, which meant he would miss his connection flight from O'Hare to Nashville. The next flight at O'Hare was oversold, but fortunately he got on it after a volunteer gave up a seat.

After calling his second NHL game, Sims woke up at 4:30 a.m. Sunday for his return flight to Chicago and then Milwaukee.

That's when things got interesting.

Sims was flying back with rookie Colton Sissons, who was reassigned to Milwaukee after he was called up to Nashville for the game Saturday.

So the two fly to Chicago around 7 a.m. and realize the flight to Milwaukee is already delayed. That's not good, considering the Admirals' game starts at 1 p.m.

Nashville had given Sims clearance to spend whatever it took to find whatever way to get to Milwaukee if such a problem arose.

The two decided to, but Sissons had to get his equipment first. And of course the people at the baggage counter did not know where it was.

As Sissons is being told to be patient by an airline employee, Sims was thinking of renting a car to drive back.

He was also texting Ryan Miller, who was going to replace Sims on the radio if need be. That's when Miller tells Sims to ask the Chicago Wolves' announcers to give him a ride.

"It was sort of like a ha-ha thing," Sims said.

But Sims actually got in contact with Chicago's television broadcaster Jason Shaver - yes, Wolves' games are on TV - and asked him if he could pick them up at the airport.

Shaver does, but Sissons never gets his equipment.

It turns out Sissons' pads and skates ended up on the plane to Milwaukee - not his sticks - so Milwaukee's hockey operations coordinator, Ryan Costello, had to retrieve his stuff from the airport.

Sims and Sissons arrived at the rink a little after 11 a.m. and had less than two hours before game time.

Naturally, the game ends up in a shootout. And afterward, Sims couldn't even go home yet.

He had to tape a couple of segments for his Center Ice Show that is broadcast every Monday, and then his wife had to drive him back to Mitchell International to get his car.

Sims went to bed around 9:30 that night, about three hours earlier than he usually does.

"Get well Pete Weber," Sims said, "I have chores to do."
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Chicago Wolves 4, Milwaukee 3 (SO): Admirals blow two-goal lead

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 9, 2014  

Milwaukee leads the American Hockey League with a total of 11 losses after regulation, and coach Dean Evason wasn't pleased after suffering a 4-3 shootout loss to visiting Chicago Sunday afternoon at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"I think it sucks," Evason said. "Clearly we work on it all the time. Clearly we need saves, but clearly we need guys to at least look like we're going to score goals. Today fortunately we looked like we were going to score a couple of goals. ... I hate the shootout but it's in our game. I know it's exciting or fans and stuff. But as a coach, you certainly don't like the game to be decided on individual one-on-one skill.

"But having said that, we work on it - not daily - but on a very consistent basis and clearly we have to get better at it. Because we're going to have more down the stretch, and if we continue to not win these hockey games, then we'll find ourselves in a real tough spot. If we do, we'll be in a position where we can have a little bit of comfort."

Milwaukee (22-14-6-5) has lost six times in overtime and five in the shootout, and enters the all-star break four points behind second-place Chicago in the Midwest Division.

The Admirals held a 3-1 lead with 17 minutes left in the third period but nothing went right after that.

"Maybe they sat on the lead a little bit," said Chicago coach John Anderson after his team improved to 5-0-0-1 against Milwaukee this season. "They came out the first period and they were flying. They were really coming hard. We kind of rope-a-doped a little bit and hung in there. We made some bad decisions with the puck. Fortunately we played well enough to come back."

Evason, however, had a different take on the game.

"I don't think we let up at all," Evason said. "I thought we made unintelligent decisions. But as far as the group letting up? No. I totally disagree with that. We just didn't manage the puck correctly in a 3-1 hockey game. Every puck should go deep and and we should just grind the game out. We gave them the game. They didn't take the game. We gave them the hockey game because of our unintelligent hockey plays. Simple as that."

After Milwaukee's Filip Forsberg and Charles-Olivier Roussel had great opportunities to score late in overtime, Miikka Salomaki, Vinny Saponari, Patrick Cehlin and Taylor Beck were shut out in the shootout.

Chicago failed on its first three shots but got goals by Sebastian Wannstrom and Adam Cracknell to increase its streak with at least a point to five games in a row.

"I don't know if we put our foot down or took the pedal off the gas or whatever, it's just frustrating playing a team like that because we play them so many times," Milwaukee's Keven Henderson said. "We've got to find a way to get two points."

Milwaukee took a 3-1 lead on a goal by Henderson with 17:00 left in regulation. Mathieu Tousignant's shot from the right post bounced off all-star goalie Jake Allen through the crease. Henderson was able to beat two Chicago players for the puck and immediately shot it in past the right leg of Allen.

But after Keith Aucoin scored on a penalty shot between the legs of Milwaukee goalie Marek Mazanec with 16:08 remaining, Cade Fairchild's second goal of the season tied the score at 3-3 with 12:34 to go.

In the first period, Milwaukee held a 1-0 lead after a goal by Salomaki. It became 2-0 on Cehlin's power-play goal 55 seconds into the second period.

But Chicago began it's comeback on a short-handed goal by Nathan Longpre with 2:29 left in the second.

"We have five guys and they have four," Evason said. "That's just a typical example of us unintelligently giving them a goal." 
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Game preview: Chicago Wolves at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 9, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Chicago at Milwaukee game at 1 this afternoon:

CHICAGO (26-16-3-2)

Against Milwaukee: 4-0-0-1

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest

Streak: 3-0-1-0

Away rank: 7th (13-9-2-2)

Special teams: PP 30th (11.5%), PK 5th (84.8%)

Scoring leader: Ty Rattie - 30 points in 46 games (18 g 12 a)

Other notes: The Wolves won their straight and then lost in overtime, 4-3, at Iowa on Friday. They have six wins and two overtime losses in their last 10 games. ... Chicago is playing in Milwaukee for the fifth time. The team hosts the Admirals Saturday and Sunday. ... Mark Mancari has three goals and an assist in the five-game series.

MILWAUKEE (22-14-6-4)

Against Chicago: 1-2-2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (3 points behind Chicago)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 8th (14-4-3-1)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.4%), PK 15th (82.6%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 31 points in 45 games (11 g 20 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee's four-game point streak came to an end after a 3-0 loss to visiting Utica on Friday. It was just the second time in the last nine games the Admirals failed to get at least one point. ... The team will try to avoid losing back-to-back home games in regulation for the first time this season. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec has yet to face Chicago. ... Milwaukee was 10-2 against the Wolves last year.
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Utica Comets 3, Milwaukee Admirals 0: A rare clunker at home

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 7, 2014  

 For the first time this season, Milwaukee turned in a total clunker at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

And its 3-0 loss came against Utica, which entered the game with the second-fewest points in the American Hockey League.

"We didn't have to say anything (afterward)," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "There were a few guys speaking pretty vocally when we walked in the (locker) room, so we just went right back to our office. We've got a good group in there. They addressed what happened tonight. We heard some of the stuff they said and it was the right things. We got out-worked, out-competed. ... We've just got to throw this one away."

How rare was the dismal performance by Milwaukee (22-14-6-4) in front of 5,771 fans?

It was the 22nd home game for the Admirals and just their fourth loss in regulation. In fact, those three losses as well as three in overtime and one in a shootout were all decided by one goal.

It was also just first time at home - and fourth of the season - Milwaukee allowed an opponent to score the first three goals.

And the Admirals' six-game point streak at the Bradley Center came to an end as well, as Utica (18-22-2-4) won for the seventh time in its last 10 games.

"They worked extremely hard and I don't know if we were tired or didn't match their energy level," said Milwaukee's Taylor Beck, who was reassigned by Nashville before the game after appearing in five games with the Predators. "They out-worked us for sure each period. I don't think we ever got it going. We didn't have sustained pressure at any point of the game. ... Overall we've just got to be a lot better as a whole, as a team."

Milwaukee's troubles began when its leading scorer, Miikka Salomaki, was called for a 5-minute major and game misconduct for boarding with 2 minutes 7 seconds left in the first period.

Although the Admirals kept Utica off the scoreboard during its extended power play, the Comets took a 1-0 lead shortly after when Darren Archibald scored with 16:05 left in the second.

The lowlight of the evening then came with 11:52 to go when defenseman Kent Huskins scored his first goal of the season.

Huskins, who had just two assists in his first 35 games, beat Milwaukee's Anthony Bitetto through the slot for an easy goal and 2-0 lead.

There was also a defensive lapse on Archibald's second goal that gave his team a 3-0 lead with 4:59 left.

He was uncovered in front of the crease when he deflected in a shot from Alex Biega from the left wing, making it just the third time in 15 games Admirals' goalie Marek Mazanec allowed more than two goals.

"We just came out of the (penalty) box on the last one," Evason said, "and didn't read the situation very well. The two defensemen actually did. The two forwards didn't as far as collapsing. As far as the other breakdowns, we just think it was just effort. Their willingness to take it to the net, to get through the neutral zone. They were crisp. They made real good plays. We wanted our group to execute tonight and we focused on getting our execution and we forgot to bring our work ethic. It doesn't happen to our group very often. Our group usually plays like they played against us. They did it a heck of a lot better than we did."

The third period wasn't much better, as the team also failed to get a shot on goal during a its only power play of the night midway through the frame to lose in regulation for just the third time in its last 10 games.
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Game preview: Utica Comets at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 7, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Utica at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

UTICA (17-22-2-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 5th in the North

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 23rd (9-10-1-1)

Special teams: PP 17th (17.0%), PK 28th (77.9%)

Scoring leader: Benn Ferriero - 36 points in 45 games (17 g 19 a)

Other notes: Only one team (Hartford) has fewer points than the Comets, who replaced the Peoria Rivermen franchise this year. However, Utica has won six of its last nine games. ... The Comets are 4-1 in their last five road games. ... Former Admiral Cal O'Reilly is third on the team with 19 points.

MILWAUKEE (22-13-6-4)

Against Utica: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (2 points behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: 2-0-1-1

Home rank: 8th (14-3-3-1)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.5%), PK 15th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 31 points in 44 games (11 g 20 a)

Other notes: Taylor Beck was reassigned this morning. He was recalled on Jan. 22 and did not get a point in Nashville's last five games. At the time of his recall, Beck was leading Milwaukee with 27 points and had 11 of them in his last seven games. ... Milwaukee has gained 11 of a possible 16 points in its last eight games, and the team is 4-0-1-1 in its last six games at the Bradley Center. The Admirals are averaging 3.3 goals per game at home. ... Marek Mazanec has played in 14 games for Milwaukee this season and has given up two goals in 12 of them. ... Milwaukee is trying to extend its point streak to five games in a row, which would be the most since opening the season with an eight-game streak. ... Salomaki has a four-game point streak (1 g 5 a).
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Taylor Beck returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 7, 2014  

Taylor Beck has been reassigned to Milwaukee after he failed to get a point in Nashville's last five games.

He was recalled on Jan. 22 for the second time this season. At that time, Beck was leading Milwaukee with 27 points and had 11 of them in his last seven games.

Beck also played in two games for Nashville in November and did not get a point. 

.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2uilIRuAW 

Follow us: @JournalSentinel on Twitter

Admirals start homestand with win over Charlotte

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© February 27, 2014


NORFOLK

Viktor Fasth gave up a goal on the first shot he saw Wednesday night, a blue-line blast by Charlotte's Philippe Cornet.

Fasth gave up another goal on the 22nd shot he saw, a puck that glanced in off the Checkers' Brett Sutter with 3:12 to play.

In between, Fasth turned back 20 shots, and then he added two more saves late in the Admirals' 3-2 win at Scope.

Norfolk got goals from Antoine Laganiere, John Kurtz and Rickard Rakell.

"That's all my goal. It was a bad goal," Fasth said of Cornet's shot. Then he laughed. "After that, I felt pretty good. I mean, it could only get better, you know?"

He has given up goals on the first shot he has seen in successive games, including Saturday at Albany.

Fasth got sent down by Anaheim to determine if he has recovered from injuries that have kept him off NHL ice since Nov. 8. If he's still in town, Fasth will play Friday against Manchester in the first game of a two-game weekend series, Norfolk coach Trent Yawney said. That means No. 1 goalie John Gibson will continue to sit and watch.

"He was good when we needed him to be," Yawney said of Fasth. "He didn't see a lot of pucks the first two periods (when Charlotte had only 12 shots), but when he did, he was solid. At the end, when we were on the (penalty kill), the goalie's got to be your best penalty killer."

That penalty kill came when Dave Steckel got assessed four minutes for a protested high-sticking call. Charlotte, which struggled on the power play to that point, picked up Sutter's fluke goal, but nothing else from five shots over the man advantage.

Cornet's goal was equaled in the second period by Norfolk's Laganiere, who tipped in Alex Grant's shot. The goal should have come as no surprise. Four of Laganiere's seven goals in this, his rookie season, have come against Charlotte.

"I don't know why," he said of his success against the Checkers. "It just happens that way. I don't know if it's style of play... it just happens."

The Admirals took the lead later in the period on a goal by Kurtz, who took a pass from behind the net by Steckel and fired the puck past goalie Justin Peters from the left faceoff circle.

It became 3-1 when Rakell tipped in Grant's shot on a third-period power play.

The extra goal made Fasth a winner for only the second time as an Admiral. He is 17-8 with the Ducks, but only 2-4 over parts of two seasons with Norfolk.

On Wednesday, Fasth pronounced himself closer to being ready to return to Anaheim, even after being run over by Charlotte's Danny Biega, who got pushed by Norfolk's Garnet Exelby.

"It's been a long time since I've been hit like that," said Fasth, who got up slowly. "I just wanted to take some time to get a breath."

Shots were at a premium, checking was tight and the win moved the Admirals into the tie for fifth place in the East.

A loss would have dropped them to ninth, a step out of the playoff dance.

And it was a good way for Norfolk to start a stretch of six games in 11 days, all at home. How many Fasth will play is yet to be determined.

"(Gibson)'s been working hard and he's a competitive guy," Yawney said. "It's just that we've got to deal with this situation right now. It allows a guy like Gibby (and backup Brad Thiessen)... a chance to get some good quality rest and get ready for the stretch. We're going to need them both."

Admirals allow 85-foot goal but rally to defeat top team

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

The Norfolk Admirals' Rickard Rakell tries to flip a shot past Manchester goalie Mathias Niederberger in the second period Friday, Feb. 28, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk Admirals teammates celebrate with Emerson Etem (16) after Etem scored a late second-period goal to tie the game against Manchester 1-1 Friday, Feb. 28, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Emerson Etem (16) celebrates with teammates after he scored a late second-period goal to tie the game against Manchester 1-1 Friday, Feb. 28, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' John Kurtz (12) hits the ice after being tripped by a Manchester defender in the first period Friday, Feb. 28, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

The Norfolk Admirals' Rickard Rakell tries to flip a shot past Manchester goalie Mathias Niederberger in the second period Friday, Feb. 28, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 4 photos: The Norfolk Admirals' Rickard Rakell tries to flip a shot past Manchester goalie Mathias Niederberger in the second period Friday, Feb. 28, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)
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By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© March 1, 2014


NORFOLK

It took a fluke to break the dam.

A shot from 85 feet by Andrew Bodnarchuk glanced off Norfolk defender Nolan Yonkman and turned into a knuckleball that goalie Viktor Fasth fanned on to give Manchester a lead.

And then, the deluge followed.

The Admirals got goals from Emerson Etem, Sami Vatanen and Rickard Rakell within 3:26 of each other spanning the end of the second and start of the third periods Friday night, then hung on to beat Manchester 3-2 in the opener of a two-game weekend series at Scope.

“Anytime you can have a barometer against the best team in the league, the guys should be ready to play,” Admirals coach Trent Yawney said of Manchester, which leads the AHL with 80 points.

“They were. We did a lot of good things. There’s just some things that we need to tighten up going into (tonight’s game). They’re not in first place because they’ve been lucky. It will be a good game for us (tonight), just to see where we’re at.”

Etem’s goal came on a backhand shot through the pads of Manchester goalie Mathias Niederberger. Norfolk’s Max Friberg set it up with a backhanded pass through the legs of the Monarchs’ Jeff Schultz.

The play tied it 1-1 and was only the second goal in 17 games for Etem, who preceded that drought with a five-game scoring streak.

“That’s the way I was playing in my first 15 games here,” Etem said of his six-shot effort Friday that yielded the goal and an assist on Vatanen’s goal.

“For the last stretch here, I haven’t been shooting enough.”

Vatanen’s goal was more fundamental than Etem’s. It came with 42 seconds to play in the second period when Rakell pried a puck from a Manchester player on the left boards, then sent a pass to Etem, who spotted Vatanen alone with an empty net in front of him.

Six days earlier, Vatanen was earning assists for Finland’s bronze-medal winning Olympic team in Sochi. Since helping the Finns beat the United States for third place, Vatanen has zipped back halfway around the world to Anaheim, dropped off his medal, then traveled to Norfolk, where on Friday, his goal broke a 5-on-3 power- play drought that had lasted for months.

“The power play either has to give momentum or score goals,” Yawney said. “They’ve been working on some things to get more movement. … Our power play had ended up giving us the winning goal both nights (Wednesday against Charlotte and Friday).”

Both of those game-winners came from Rakell, who added them to a goal he scored to beat Springfield on Sunday.

His goal Friday came 52 seconds into the third period with the Admirals owning a 5-on-4 man advantage.

Rakell, who also assisted on Etem’s and Vatanen’s goals, scored on a pass from Devante Smith-Pelly to make it 3-1. A pass from Alex Grant started the tic-tac-toe play.

Still, the lead was threatened by some sloppy work on an Admirals power play. The puck ended up on the stick of Manchester’s Brian O’Neill, who sailed down the ice with teammate Nick Shore on his right wing and Grant between them. O’Neill fed Shore, who scored with 2:31 to play to make it 3-2.

“We decided that we wanted to take some penalties and give him some extra work, I guess, today,” said Yawney of three third-period Manchester power plays, none of which yielded goals.

The win was the Admirals’ second in a row to begin a six-game homestand. It was their ninth in 12 home games since Jan. 1 (9-1-0-2).

“You’ve got to win your home games,” said Yawney. “It’s the same for all 30 teams in the league.”

OKC Barons: Tyler Pitlick scores game-winner, Barons top Rockford in OT

Oklahoma City never leads game until Pitlick buries a shot 46 seconds into overtime. The Barons are back at the .500 mark for the season.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 28, 2014  

The Barons’ only lead Friday night at the Cox Convention Center was the only time it mattered.

Tyler Pitlick’s goal 46 seconds into the extra period lifted Oklahoma City to a 5-4 overtime win over the Rockford IceHogs in an American Hockey League game before a crowd of 3,853.

With the win, Oklahoma City is riding a season-high six-game, regulation “unbeaten” streak at home. The Barons’ only home loss in February was a shootout setback to Lake Erie two weeks ago.

“This was a huge win to be trailing the entire game and find a way to get it done,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson after his club improved to 24-24-7 on the season. “Rockford has been the hottest team in the league. This will give our team a huge boost of confidence.”

Pitlick scored the game-winner on a one-timer off an overtime draw. But Matthew Ford factored in all four regulation goals to help force the extra period. Ford set up Ben Eager’s game-tying goal with 2:46 left in regulation.

“Ben has so much speed,” Ford said. “He came down and almost used their own defenseman as a screen. I don’t think (Rockford goaltender Jason) LaBarbera ever saw it.”

Nelson said the tying goal was an example that good things happen when you fire shots instead of looking for the perfect pass.

“He backed off the defenseman and gave our other guys time to get to the net,” Nelson said. “With trailers coming late, we instruct them to throw the puck at the net. That’s what Benny did. He has a heavy shot. It was a huge goal for us.”

The IceHogs owned 2-0, 3-2 and 4-3 leads, but Oklahoma City stayed within striking range.

Rockford entered the game 11-1-1 over the past five weeks. The Chicago Blackhawks affiliate didn’t lose a game in regulation in February. Friday night, the Hogs (29-21-8) watched the Barons continue to rally.

“This was big,” said Barons forward Mark Arcobello, who recorded a goal and an assist. “It doesn’t matter how you win as long as you get two points in the end.”

It was a matchup between two goaltenders with NHL experience. Richard Bachman was making his 11th consecutive start for OKC dating back to Jan. 24. The IceHogs countered with LaBarbera, who started the season with the Edmonton Oilers and even played in two games for Oklahoma City before he was traded.

“If you told me before the game those two goalies would give up nine goals, I wouldn’t have believed you,” Nelson said. “But Rockford is a very explosive team, and we’ve been playing well for more than a month now.”

The Barons have undergone 107 roster transactions this season. One change was Edmonton sending Arcobello back to Oklahoma City. He is the Barons’ all-time scorer.

Since he was reassigned to OKC, Arcobello has 14 points in seven games.

“Having Arco come down gives us a lot more depth,” Nelson said. “The biggest thing the past couple of months is the same group of guys has been together. We’re finding some continuity, jelling together.”

OKC Barons: Mark Arcobello might be headed back to NHL soon

The Barons’ all-time scorer could be making his final appearance at the Cox Center this weekend. Oklahoma City hosts Rockford at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday and San Antonio at 4 p.m. Sunday.

Oklahoman   Published: February 27, 2014  

photo - Edmonton Oilers center Mark Arcobello (26) slips between Tampa Bay Lightning center Tyler Johnson (9) and right winger Brett Connolly during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Thursday, Nov. 7, 2013, in Tampa, Fla. (AP Photo/Chris O'Meara) 

Edmonton Oilers center Mark Arcobello (26) slips between Tampa Bay Lightning center Tyler Johnson (9) and right winger Brett Connolly during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Thursday, Nov. 7, 2013, in Tampa, Fla. (AP Photo/Chris O'Meara)

Oklahoma City Barons forward Mark Arcobello is a rarity, a hockey player who has played with the same Triple-A team four consecutive seasons.

The Barons’ all-time scorer, Arcobello might be making his final appearance this weekend at the Cox Convention Center when Oklahoma City plays Friday and Saturday night against Rockford and Sunday afternoon against San Antonio.

After spending most of the season with the Edmonton Oilers, Arcobello is one of the top candidates to get promoted after the NHL trading deadline next Wednesday. The Oilers are expected to dump a few big-money veterans to free up cap space for the off-season, which might open a few roster spots.

“Every year it’s interesting to see what teams do,” Arcobello said. “At the end of the day the only thing I can control is how I play. Right now I’m in Oklahoma City, and I want to contribute here.”

Arcobello, 25, has been on all three Barons playoff teams. The Milford, Conn., product played a key role when Oklahoma City advanced to the American Hockey League’s Western Conference finals in back-to-back seasons.

“He’s a great story, a player who was highly effective for us,” said Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish. “He was getting squeezed (for playing time) there at the end, so we thought we’d send him down to let him play.

“He does everything well. He’s a highly productive player. We have a lot of players similar to Mark Arcobello, players we’ll need to evaluate late this season.”

The knock on Arcobello is he’s small (5-foot-9, 165 pounds) but he held his own with Edmonton, scoring 18 points in 41 games. The biggest adjustment was the speed of the game, but Acrobello got off to a hot start.

“It was big for my confidence going forward,” Arcobello said. “Now I know I can play at that level. I proved it when I was up. Now I’m hoping to get another chance to go back up.”

Last spring’s Game 7 classic of the Western Conference finals with Grand Rapids was almost Arcobello’s final Barons game. He made the Oilers’ roster out of training camp and remained with Edmonton until he was sent down earlier this month.

“Arco pretty much was the go-to guy in the playoffs the past two years,” said Oklahoma City center C.J. Stretch. “When he plays at this level he has even more confidence. He knows our system and has a lot of skill.”

OKC compiled its hottest streak of the season when Arcobello returned to Oklahoma City, although he had to sit out two games while NHL players were playing in the Olympics. Since he was re-assigned to the Barons, Arcobello has scored 12 points in six games, including eight assists.

Richard Bachman, the Barons veteran goaltender, was a backup in the NHL with the Dallas Stars the previous two seasons. He earned a brief call-up before a groin injury sidelined him. He can sense Arcobello is playing with hunger to return to the NHL.

“Everyone here knows him,” Bachman said. “He’s a great player, a great guy. He hasn’t been here all year, but it wasn’t like he was a new face because he’s played here a lot. He jumped right in and really gave our power play a lift, brought us some momentum on the road.”

Arcobello has scored 180 points in 206 games with the Barons, which includes 35 points in 37 playoff games.

“He’s a guy who proved the doubters wrong,” said defenseman Taylor Fedun. “He’s had success at every level. That’s a testament to the kind of player he is, a player who gets the job done even though he’s not the ideal size.”

A classic underdog story, Arcobello wasn’t drafted. He signed a two-year, entry-level contract with Edmonton in 2011 after scoring 116 points in four years at Yale.

“He’s a great skill player,” said Barons team captain Anton Lander. “He makes so many smart plays. He’s been here before so he knows what these coaches want. He jumped in and helped us right away.”

This season, the Barons have undergone more than 100 roster transactions. Arcobello has accounted for only one but would log a second transaction if he’s recalled by the Oilers.

“Oklahoma City is where it all started,” Arcobello said. “This place is special for me. It’s a great city and a great coaching staff to play for.

“It doesn’t seem like it’s been four years. It’s gone by pretty quickly. I still have a lot of good friends here. I’ll always have fond memories of Oklahoma City.”

OKC Barons: Brad Hunt, Mark Arcobello keep Barons on a roll

Arcobello returns from Olympic break, assists on two Hunt goals as Oklahoma City wins its seventh game in the last eight starts.

FROM STAFF REPORTS •  Published: February 21, 2014  

GRAND RAPIDS, Mich. — Brad Hunt scored two goals, and Mark Arcobello added two assists Friday night during the Oklahoma City Barons' 4-2 American Hockey League win over defending champion Grand Rapids. A crowd of 10,834 in Van Andel Arena watched the Barons continue their run as one of the league's hottest teams, winning their seventh game in the last eight starts.

Oklahoma City, which lost to Grand Rapids in seven games last spring for the Western Conference championship, moved above .500 for the first time this season. The Barons (23-22-7) welcomed the return of Arcobello on Friday night. The team's all-time scorer assisted on both Hunt's goals, including a go-ahead-for-good power play score with 2:19 left in the second period.

Arcobello was sent to Oklahoma City by the Edmonton Oilers shortly before the Olympic break. He made an immediate impact for Oklahoma City, scoring seven points in three games. But he was required by NHL rule to take time off during the Olympics since he spent the majority of this season with the Oilers. Arcobello was eligible to return Friday night, and he played a big role in the Barons' victory over a first-place Grand Rapids (30-17-5) club.

Oscar Klefbom and Roman Horak each added a goal for the Barons.

OKC goaltender Richard Bachman made 23 saves while improving to 15-12-2.

Calle Jarnkrok gave the Griffins a 1-0 lead early in the game on a power-play goal, and then David McIntyre tied it 2-2 midway through the second period.

Oklahoma City and Grand Rapids play again at 6 p.m. Saturday. The Barons then wrap up a three-games-in-three-days stretch at 3 p.m. Sunday in Toronto.

OKC Barons: Barons start road trip Friday at Grand Rapids

Grand Rapids is the defending American Hockey League champion. The Griffins needed seven games to eliminate OKC from the Western Conference finals last season.

FROM STAFF REPORTS •  Published: February 20, 2014  

Barons vs. Grand Rapids Griffins

When: 6 p.m. Friday and Saturday

Where: Van Andel Arena, Grand Rapids, Mich.

Radio: KXXY-FM 96.1

Scouting report: The Barons (22-22-7) are one of the American Hockey League's hottest teams, winning six of their last seven games. They'll play the defending Calder Cup champion in Grand Rapids, which needed seven games to eliminate Oklahoma City in last spring's Western Conference finals. The Griffins have maintained a championship pace this season; they're 30-16-5 and first in the Midwest Division. Oklahoma City has been rebuilding throughout the season, although it appears the Barons are ready to contend for a playoff berth. OKC is 11th overall in the Western Conference, six standings points behind Milwaukee for the eighth and final postseason slot. ... Barons forward Mark Arcobello might return for the weekend, which includes another 6 p.m. game Saturday at Grand Rapids and then a 3 p.m. game Sunday at Toronto. Arcobello, who has seven points in three games with the Barons, was required by NHL rule to take time off during the Olympic break since he saw extensive playing time this season with the Edmonton Oilers. ... The Barons will return to the Cox Convention Center at 7 p.m. Feb. 28 vs. Rockford.

Oklahoma City Barons: Lake Erie Monsters snap OKC's winning streak

Anton Lander's late goal forced overtime but the Lake Erie Monsters escaped with a 5-4 shootout win Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center, ending the Barons' six-game winning streak.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 15, 2014  

Team captain Anton Lander scored two “lucky-bounce” goals but it wasn't enough for the Oklahoma City Barons to match the franchise-record winning streak.

Lander's late goal forced overtime, but the Lake Erie Monsters escaped with a 5-4 shootout win Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center, ending the Barons' six-game winning streak.

Scoring his team-leading 15th and 16th goals of the season, Lander tied the game it with 3:36 remaining when his shot deflected in off a Lake Erie defenseman's skate. Lander also scored 30 seconds into the game when his shot caromed off a stick and floated over Monsters goalie Sami Aittokallio's shoulder.

“I think that last one deflected off several things, a skate and a stick,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “Now we're getting a few bounces go our way. At the end of the year it usually evens out. We just happened to go through it early in the season.”

The game was tied 2-2 before the Monsters took control with third-period goals by Garrett Meuers and Brad Malone. Brad Hunt and Lander got it tied with goals the final six minutes.

“We're playing the right way,” Hunt said. “When you do that it seems bounces start to go your way. We just need to continue to build off this. We'd like to have won but we still got a (standings) point. We just have to get back on the train and keep going and make a push for the playoffs.”

The Barons were attempting to tie the 2011-12 team's seven-game winning streak, but the Monsters scored three times in the shootout while Roman Horak was the only OKC player to light the lamp in the shootout.

It continued a franchise trend. The Barons are 1-6 in shootouts this season, 15-29 all-time.

“This was a weird game,” Lander said. “We had a great push there at the end and came back. We've got to figure out the shootouts.”

After starting 5-5 in shootouts their first season, the Barons have lost 24 of their last 34 shootouts.

“We've never been over .500 in shootouts in any of the four seasons,” Nelson said. “I guess that's a trait of the Barons. Hopefully that changes in the future.”

The Barons, 8-2-1 the past month, salvaged a standings point by overcoming a 4-2 deficit late in the game.

Involved in all four Barons goals with a goal and three assists, Hunt got the Barons within striking range on OKC's third power-play goal with 5:33 remaining.

“We can take a lot of positives out of this game,” Nelson said. “We played a lot better than we did (Friday) night. Both teams elevated their play. The intensity was a lot higher. It was a fantastic game to watch.”

Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Edmonton Oilers GM Craig MacTavish weighs in on Barons' roster

With the NHL on a two-week break due to the Olympics, Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish was in Oklahoma City for a two-game weekend series with Lake Erie, which gained a split Saturday night with a 5-4 shootout win over the Barons.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 15, 2014  

With the NHL on a two-week break due to the Olympics, Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish was in Oklahoma City for a two-game weekend series with Lake Erie, which gained a split Saturday night with a 5-4 shootout win over the Barons.

All but assured of missing the playoffs for the eighth consecutive season, the Edmonton Oilers reportedly will trade a few veterans before the NHL March 5 trade deadline which could impact Oklahoma City's roster.

“There are a lot of guys here deserving of an opportunity to play in the NHL,” MacTavish said. “We want to make sure to get a look at some of these guys that could be a big part of our future. They're sending a message to the organization they're ready for that opportunity.”

Possible call-ups include: forwards Mark Arcobello, Anton Lander and Roman Horak, plus defensemen Oscar Klefbom and Taylor Fedun.

HUNT NOTCHES CAREER HIGH

Veteran defenseman Brad Hunt scored a career-high four points, factoring in every Barons' goal. Hunt scored his sixth goal of the season to tie the game 2-2 in the second period and recorded his 21st, 22nd and 23rd assists.

“It's kind of cool anytime you get a career high but it would have been nice to have gotten a win,” Hunt said. “When things start going your way you gain more and more confidence. You almost feel invincible and start doing some things you normally may not do.”

SPECIAL TEAMS ARE SPECIAL

Teams that dominate special teams usually win, but that wasn't the case Saturday night. The Barons were 3-of-4 on power plays and killed off all four penalties when Lake Erie had the man advantage.

“Our special teams were excellent,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “The PK was tested early but we got through that first period when we were taking some penalties. It was good to see our power-play come to life. We needed that tonight to come back.”

OIL SPILLS ...

Curtis Hamilton will participate in full-contact practice sessions this week. Tyler Pitlick also might be ready to return to the lineup when the Barons play three road games in three days against Grand Rapids (Friday and Saturday) and Toronto (March 2). ... Fans cheered when a replay appeared to show forward Kale Kessy scored the tying goal in the second period. Evidently, it was an optical illusion. Barons coaches said the puck hit the crossbar.

OKC Barons: Anton Lander scores with 19.8 seconds left, Barons extend win streak to six

Oklahoma City can move above .500 with another victory over Lake Erie on Saturday at Cox Convention Center. Faceoff is 7 p.m.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 14, 2014  

Earlier this season the Oklahoma City Barons appeared in serious jeopardy of missing the American Hockey League playoffs for the first time in their four-year history.

With two months left in the regular season, the Barons are still slightly below the playoff cutoff line, but they are back in the Western Conference chase after they posted their sixth consecutive win Friday night, a dramatic 2-1 win over Lake Erie.

Anton Lander, the Barons team captain and leading scorer, beat Lake Erie goaltender Sami Aittokallio from 40-feet with 19.8 seconds left off a pass from Brad Hunt. The Barons were on the power play after Lake Erie's Karl Stollery was called for hooking with 2:03 left in the game.

“I was going for a one-timer,” Lander said. “I was just trying to put the puck on net. Maybe this time I got lucky. It was a big win.”

The Barons (22-22-6) can match the franchise's longest winning streak with another victory Saturday night over Lake Erie (20-24-4) at the Cox Center. The Barons won seven in a row two years ago.

“If you go back to earlier in the year, a couple of bounces cost us a few games,” said Oklahoma City goaltender Richard Bachman. “We're now playing a full 60 minutes, playing the game the right way. Now those kind of bounces are going our way. For it to continue, we have to work hard.”

It also was Bachman's sixth consecutive win. He stopped 39 of 40 shots to improve to 14-12-3.

“When we won (four) games on that road trip, we gave Richard a lot of goal support,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “On the road, he made key stops when we needed him. Tonight, he was spectacular.”

Bachman spent the past two seasons as the Dallas Stars backup goalie. After starting this season in Oklahoma City, Bachman spent three weeks with Edmonton before he was sidelined by a groin injury. He's been back with the Barons the past two months.

“He was like he always is; he was great,” Lander said. “He saves us so many times. He played awesome. When he makes those big saves, I don't know how he does it. ”

Bachman and the Barons haven't lost since the Charlotte Checkers romped to 9-3 and 4-0 wins two weeks ago in North Carolina.

“I actually was fighting it a little in the first period,” Bachman said of Friday night's game. “I wasn't catching it clean with the glove. But as the game went on I settled in. After the break it takes a little time to get your legs back under you.”

It was the first game back for both teams following the AHL All-Star break earlier in the week.

“I expected this type of game from both teams because of the time off,” Nelson said. “When they're off three days, they're going to be rusty. You saw that tonight. I expect a better game (Saturday) night. It was a typical game after an All-Star break.”

Nelson said the 9-3 loss at Charlotte could prove to be the turning point of the season. Refusing to give up in an unwinnable game, Nelson said was a good omen.

“That was a game we were embarrassed. This is a very proud group,” said Nelson, who has guided OKC to back-to-back Western Conference finals appearances. “In that game, those guys went out scrapping. Literally. I think that brought our team together. It was a growing moment for this hockey team.”

C.J. Stretch gave OKC a 1-0 lead at the 4:41 mark of the second period. The Monsters tied it about 14 minutes later on Matt Hanwick's goal.

OKC Barons: Barons extend win streak to six, reach .500 mark

Oklahoma City might be getting ready for a second-half roll similar to last season, when it made the Western Conference finals.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 14, 2014  

The Barons extended their winning streak to six Friday night with a 2-1 American Hockey League win over Lake Erie. With two months left in the regular season, Oklahoma City (22-22-6) has 50 standings points, four behind Rochester and Rockford, who currently hold down the final two playoffs spots in the Western Conference.

“It's kind of like last year when we put a roll together,” said Barons forward C.J. Stretch, who scored his ninth goal of the season. “We put together that huge push at the end of the year and rolled into the playoffs. We're trying to do the same thing this year.”

ARCOBELLO RETURNS NEXT WEEK

After he was sent down earlier this month by Edmonton, Mark Arcobello, the all-time leading scorer in Barons history with 140 points, including 53 goals, had seven points in his first three games back with Oklahoma City.

Arcobello is prohibited from playing or practicing with the Barons during the Olympics, a rule designed to prevent NHL teams with non-Olympic players from practicing while NHL stars represent their countries in Sochi, Russia.

Arcobello can return Feb. 19, eligible to play all three games on an upcoming road trip (Feb. 21-23) in Grand Rapids and Toronto. Because of Arcobello's temporary hiatus, the Barons had only 11 forwards for Friday's game.

“It actually gives me the latitude to double-shift two different lines,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “It sometimes can give you four lines that are stronger.”

HOCKEY STICK NIGHT

The first 2,000 fans attending the Barons' game Saturday night receive Barons hockey sticks. The policy is the first 2,000 fans receive coupons they can redeem for a stick after the game. One fan also will win a Chevrolet Equinox during the “Drive Away Every Saturday” promotion.

OIL SPILLS ...

With the NHL on hiatus for the Olympics, Edmonton general manager Craig MacTavish is spending the weekend in Oklahoma City to scout the two games against Lake Erie. ... Arcobello is the 17th player this season to play for both the Oilers and Barons this season. ... The Barons have undergone 103 roster transactions this season

OKC Barons: Research says OKC remains a hockey market

Prodigal Hockey, which operates the Barons for the Edmonton Oilers, continues to work on filling the seats. “It's going to take time, a little more time than we anticipated,” said Prodigal CEO Bob Funk Jr.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 13, 2014  

Even though the Barons remain near the bottom of the American Hockey League in attendance, Prodigal CEO Bob Funk Jr., who operates the franchise for the Edmonton Oilers, remains committed to Oklahoma City having a Triple-A team.

“It's going to take time, a little more time than we anticipated,” Funk said. “One positive is we're seeing a younger demographic attending our games. Now we need to build on that and continue to improve our group sales.”

The Barons are 27th in attendance, averaging 3,238 fans. The average for the 30-team league is 5,184.

Decisions will have to be made on how to spend marketing/advertising dollars. By the end of this season, the Barons will have given away 27 new vehicles. Giving away $820,000 worth of cars and trucks over two years is an unheard figure in minor league sports.

“The car giveaway helped our branding, but it didn't put (fans) in the seats,” Funk said of the Saturday night promotion. “We're not afraid to try something different like we've done the past four years.”

Fridays will remain $1 hot dog and $2 beer nights.

The Barons most likely will reduce ticket prices in several areas throughout the Cox Convention Center.

“We're reviewing everything, ticket prices, our entire promotional schedule for next year,” said Barons vice president Jon Beilstein.

More than 9,000 fans attended the NHL preseason game between the Edmonton Oilers and Dallas Stars in late September. But that game had little carry-over for the Barons.

“It reaffirmed there's interest in hockey,” Funk said. “To be honest, I'm a little perplexed. We've pretty much thrown the kitchen sink at them. But we'll continue to explore everything. All our research indicates there is interest. We have to figure out a way to get them in the arena.”

AHL attendance figures can be misleading. Some teams flood the market with free tickets. The Barons give away the third-fewest complimentary tickets in the AHL. The Barons are producing more revenue than some teams above them in the attendance standings.

“There's a lot more work to be done. That's just the facts,” Beilstein said. “We would all like to see things progress a little faster, but we see indicators we're moving in the right direction.”

OKC Barons: Despite attendance numbers, Oilers remain pleased with OKC

Edmonton Oilers and Prodigal Hockey expected to renew affiliation before current contract expires.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 13, 2014  
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When Glens Falls, N.Y., mayor John Diamond announced last month he's been actively involved in negotiations to land an American Hockey League team, a rumor surfaced the Oklahoma City Barons might be the franchise Diamond was referring to.

It was a bogus rumor, only speculation based on the Barons' attendance totals ranking near the bottom of the 30-team AHL. Attendance, though, is only one of several variables NHL teams consider when deciding where to place their Triple-A affiliate.

Because the Barons are below a required attendance total (4,000) in the contract, the Edmonton Oilers could move the franchise they own.

When the Barons' five-year contract with Edmonton expires after the 2014-15 season, because of many positives in Oklahoma City, multiple sources told The Oklahoman they will be shocked if the Oilers don't sign an extension with Prodigal CEO Bob Funk Jr. who operates the Barons for Edmonton.

“The most important thing for us from a hockey operations side is we want a great place to develop our players,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott, who is paid by the Oilers. “Our players absolutely love living in Oklahoma City, a thriving city, a clean city, a family friendly city.”

Several factors work in Oklahoma City's favor for keeping the AHL team here.

Bricktown offers a wide array of choices, including upscale living arrangements, numerous restaurants and a movie theater. Another plus is the Cox Convention Center's facilities are among the best in the league.

“They take care of us really well here,” said Barons captain Anton Lander. “We have a great weight room area, a great locker room. They help us get really nice apartments. The weather is good. You can golf during the season when you have a day off. This is a great city to play hockey.”

Compared to some AHL cities, Oklahoma City is a major market, the sixth-largest city in the league behind Chicago, Toronto, Charlotte, San Antonio and Milwaukee.

“Attendance is a factor in our business, but that's offset by all the positive things,” said Edmonton general manager Craig MacTavish. “The main thing is you want your players to be happy. Players really enjoy playing in Oklahoma City.”

During last year's NHL lockout, Oilers stars Jordan Eberle and Taylor Hall raved about their four months with the Barons. Word is spreading around the league OKC is a great place to play.

“That helps attract good veteran players looking for a place to play,” MacTavish said. “Oklahoma City has a leg up attracting those role models that are so essential for young players to help give them a road map on what professionalism looks like.”

Todd Nelson, who has been the Barons coach all four seasons, is from Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, located approximately 350 miles north of the Montana/Canadian border. Nelson and his family live year-round in Edmond.

“I really enjoy it here,” Nelson said. “It's a city that's growing. I like it a lot. It kind of reminds me of back home. It has that western feel. There are a ton of things to do in the downtown area where most of the players live, which is really great for the young players.”

The one negative: the Barons average 3,238 fans, which ranks 27th in the league. Albany, N.Y. (3,006); Abbotsford, British Columbia (2,766); and Portland, Maine (2,454) are the cities that rank behind Oklahoma City. The league's average attendance is 5,184.

Funk is frustrated. It has been an uphill challenge to attract new fans. But team officials are discussing several options, including lowering ticket prices in several sections, including the lower bowl.

Current ticket prices are $38, $28, $25, $23, $16 and $10.

Some NHL teams consider moving their Triple-A affiliate if the minor league team is drowning in red ink. That's not an issue in Oklahoma City. If the Barons lose money it's out of Funk's pocket.

“The risk is on us,” Funk said. “Our partners in Edmonton love the city, love the facilities. They love our players getting involved in the community with programs like Special Olympics. Barring any surprises, I don't know why there wouldn't be a renewal.”

It's hard to know how much backlash remains from people who were hard-core fans of the Blazers of the Double-A Central Hockey League. Many die-hards were angry when Funk suddenly disbanded the popular Double-A team, although the Barons are a higher brand of hockey.

The negative trade-offs? Ticket prices are higher. Rosters fluctuate.

No AHL player who scored goals at the rate of former Blazers great Joe Burton would be in Triple-A very long at all. Maybe a month.

The pint-size Burton spent 11 seasons in Oklahoma City.

NHL-AHL negotiations vary. Sometimes extension talks continue throughout the final season of the original contract. Several people familiar with the Oklahoma City/Edmonton partnership anticipate the two sides might agree on an extension before Thanksgiving.

John Diamond, the Glen Falls mayor, is seeking an AHL team because the Philadelphia Flyers next season will move their Triple-A team, the Adirondack Phantoms, from Glen Falls to Allentown, Pa.

Like Oklahoma City, the Glen Falls area has a hockey tradition that dates back to the 1930s.

Diamond last week said he's spoken with five AHL teams since last April about relocation. He has narrowed his search to one team. He insinuated a contract proposal has been exchanged. It's uncertain which city Diamond is negotiating with.

But it's not Oklahoma City.

“When a player gets traded or changes organizations, they talk to other players,” said Nelson, who has guided Oklahoma City to the Western Conference finals the last two seasons. “Word gets around. Everybody likes it here. Ask any of our guys. When guys get traded away, even to a good situation, it's tough on them because they really do enjoy it here. This is a great city to play hockey.”

OKC Barons: Roman Horak shines again, keeps Barons on a roll

Horak's overtime goal gives Oklahoma City a 4-3 win at Charlotte. The Barons have won five straight with a two-game home series Friday and Saturday against Lake Erie.

FROM STAFF REPORTS •  Published: February 9, 2014  

CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Roman Horak completed a successful trip to Charlotte — personally and for the team — Sunday afternoon, scoring the winning goal as the Oklahoma City Barons trimmed the Checkers 4-3 in overtime before 8,168 fans at Time Warner Cable Arena. The American Hockey League victory capped a two-game sweep of the Checkers, and Horak finished with four total goals against a team that previously had Oklahoma City's number this season.

Oklahoma City entered the two-game series 0-6 against Charlotte, but Horak starred with a Friday night hat trick and then added the winning goal with 1:32 left in OT on Sunday. He grabbed a Brett Sutter turnover in the Checkers' zone and whipped a shot over the glove of goaltender Mike Murphy. Horak has 15 goals since he was acquired in an early season trade from the Calgary Flames organization.

The Barons (21-22-6) have won five consecutive games, including four away from the Cox Convention Center. Charlotte (22-23-2) lost its fourth straight and fell two standings points behind third-place Oklahoma City in the West Division.

Austin Fyten, Jack Combs and Will Acton scored regulation goals for Oklahoma City. Charlotte's Brody Sutter forced overtime, tying the game 3-3 with 38 seconds left off a rebound.

Mark Arcobello, who had seven points in three games for the Barons since being sent down by the Edmonton Oilers, did not play Sunday. Since Arcobello was on Edmonton's roster for 75 percent of its games before the Olympic break, he is entitled to the time off. It is not known if Arcobello will sit out the entire Olympic break, which ends Feb. 19.

Oklahoma City returns to the Cox Center for 7 p.m. games Friday and Saturday against Lake Erie.

More Substance Than Stats to Plymouth Whalers' Nick Malysa

By  Pete Krupsky   

on February 11, 2014 at 9:19 AM, updated February 11, 2014 at 9:24 AM 
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Plymouth Whalers captain Nick Malysa

Rena Laverty

When Plymouth Whalers captain Nick Malysa took his first shift on Sunday in London before a near-sellout of 8,999 at Budweiser Gardens, he set the Whalers mark for career regular season games played.

Sunday's game was Malysa's 280th regular season game, eclipsing Joe Gaynor's mark of 279 set between 2005-10.

Even the London media - usually focused entirely on their hometown team - took note before getting back to their regularly scheduled duties.

And Malysa played his typical game, blocking shots, getting in the dirty areas of the ice and crunching London right wing Brett Welycka with a heavy check along the end-wall. Although the London fans demanded a penalty on the hit, Malysa - and referees Jason Goldenberg and Sean Pinder - skated away.

Malysa may skate away from Plymouth at the end of the season because he has to, but he's left an indelible mark on the franchise.

Plymouth associate coach Joe Stefan works with Whalers defensemen and appreciates Malysa's style.

“On the ice, it’s been amazing that he’s played so many games, because he plays so hard," Stefan said. "He blocks a lot of shots and is always in the thick of the battle. He rarely misses a game. It’s a credit to Nick that he’s such a great competitor.

“He brings so much to the team off the ice and in the dressing room. He works his tail off the practice and that’s happened every day since Day 1. He goes about things the right way. He gets along well with his billet family (Glenn and Christine Patton) and they love him. They’re going to be sad to see him go at the end of the year.'

Malysa has taken a lot of bus rides and bruises over five seasons. His team-first approach came through even when he spoke about setting the games-played record. 

“It’s been a great experience to be here for 280 games," he said. "Hopefully – if I stay healthy – it will be 295 games. Just the experience of playing with the guys I’ve played with in my time here has been phenomenal.”

Malysa was asked if he had any expectations after the Whalers selected him in 5th round (99th overall) of the 2009 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selection.

“It was something I didn’t think about," he said. "I came in here and tried to work hard and get into the lineup every day and just stay in the lineup.”

Malysa probably doesn't remember his first blocked shot in the OHL, but quickly recounted other milestones:

First fight? "It was my first year in Kingston - Derek Froats." November 22, 2009.

First point? "It came in my first year, too, against Saginaw." December 12, 2009.

First goal? “First goal took awhile. I got it in Windsor during my second year. It was a tip off Tyler Brown, the puck hit him in the shin pad and it went in. I got the credit for it." January 6, 2011.

Stefan was asked if Malysa's example will have a positive influence on this year's younger edition of the Whalers down the road.

“It’s so easy to watch a guy like Nick," Stefan said. "When he’s out there blocking shots on a five-on-three and taking hits to make plays - our (younger) guys on the bench get pumped up. They see that and hopefully, next year and the year after that, they’ll be doing the same thing."

The Whalers believe in developing hockey players on the ice while trying to help shape good citizens off the ice. Although there's no statistic to measure a quality individual, Malysa fits the Whalers' template well.

"Nick is a super kid off the ice," Stefan said. "He’s a model citizen. He one the people you’d like all your kids to look up to and aspire to because he’s been a great citizen for our team."

Malysa has 15 games left in the regular season with the playoffs coming. If you haven't had a chance to meet Malysa, please take the opportunity to do so. You'll be glad you did.
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UMaine hockey: Black Bears fall to Providence 

Maine loses at home for just the second time this season, 4-2.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — The Maine men’s hockey team played its worst game of the season Friday, and yet there’s this silver lining:

The Black Bears essentially were granted a do-over for Saturday’s season finale.

Maine was flat, tight and no match for Providence Friday, losing 4-2 before an announced crowd of 4,200 at Alfond Arena.

But when New Hampshire and Vermont also lost, it meant that the Black Bears have one more chance to clinch a top-four seed in Hockey East, which would mean a first-round bye in the playoffs and the chance to host a quarterfinal series in two weeks.

“We just got a Christmas gift by virtue of how the other scores played out,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said. “Now our team will be in precisely the same situation that we were in tonight, mentally. So how lucky are we? An opportunity to come out better and stronger with the exact same scenario. Personally, I’m looking forward to it.”

The victory moved Providence (18-9-6, 10-7-2 Hockey East) into a tie for third in the conference standings. Maine (15-12-4, 10-7-2) fell to fifth place but can repass the Friars with a win Saturday.

But things will have to be dramatically different for the Black Bears. Maine center Devin Shore conceded as much after seeing his team lose for only the second time at home this season.

“Since we’ve done so well at home, sometimes we think it’s just going to happen. That can’t be the mentality,” he said.

“They had a ton to play for tonight, just like we did, and they executed. They brought their intensity and played like it was end-of-February hockey, and we didn’t.”

Providence built a 2-0 lead before Maine had its one flicker of hope midway through the second period. Freshman Blaine Byron glided across the slot under heavy pressure and fired a backhander past South Portland native Jon Gillies.

Any momentum quickly withered after Maine’s Brice O’Connor took a holding penalty a minute later. Providence’s Derek Army fired a shot that Martin Ouellette couldn’t keep in his glove, and Nick Saracino batted in the rebound to restore the two-goal lead.

The Black Bears never threatened again, mustering just a late goal from Jon Swavely after pulling Ouellette.

Gendron called it the most disappointing performance of the season.

He said his team, playing for the first time this season with all of its goals laid out clearly before it, came out tight. He said its best players, including Shore, didn’t make an impact.

Gendron blamed himself for not getting them in the right mind-set to overcome the nerves and the realization that there’s no next weekend to make up for a bad outing. If Maine slides to sixth in the final standings, a likely occurrence with a loss Saturday, it would be forced to host a one-game playoff next week before going on the road in the quarterfinals.

One game will determine so much, for both teams. And Gendron knew late Friday that he had to come up with a different message to get a better reaction from his players.

What will that be?

“I’m not exactly sure right at this moment. I wish I knew,” Gendron said. “I have to calm down a little bit, because right now I would love to hit something. But I can assure you this, I will have the answer by tomorrow (Saturday).”

Faceoff is at 7 p.m.

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH

Yesterday at 12:01 AM 

UMaine hockey team has much on the line as season winds down

The Black Bears are fighting for a bye and home-ice advantage in the Hockey East playoffs.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — Maine men’s hockey coach Red Gendron began the final, pivotal week of the regular season with an email to his players.
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Brothers in arms and by birth, Jon Swavely, bottom left, and Steven Swavely sometimes play on the same line for UMaine, though center is their regular position. 
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BLACK BEAR BROTHERS

Jon and Steven Swavely are the 11th set of brothers to play hockey at UMaine. The others:

• David* and Jack Capuano*

• Chris* and Peter Ferraro*

• Barrett* and Chris Heisten

• John and Keenan Hopson

• Paul,* Steve* and Martin Kariya

• Anders and Magnus Ludback

• Mike* and Matt Lundin

• Jason and Shawn Mansoff

• Jim and John Tortorella

• Eric* and Jason Weinrich

* — Went on to play in NHL

“I laid it out for them what the weekend means in terms of playoff positioning and told them other things about how to handle the distractions,” Gendron said.

On Tuesday, he sent a letter to the team’s fans, urging them to pack Alfond Arena for the Friday-Saturday series against Providence. Students are heading out on spring break and Maine has enjoyed one of the starkest home-ice advantages in college hockey. At Alfond the Black Bears are 12-1, including the lone conference defeat for Boston College. On the road they are 1-10-3.

“When this place is full, it’s a place that gives us energy,” Gendron said.

No. 18 Maine is 15-11-4 overall, 9-6-3 in Hockey East. That puts the Black Bears in fourth place, but they can finish anywhere from second to seventh when the season ends Saturday. The top five teams will get a first-round bye in next weekend’s playoffs. The top four earn home ice in the quarterfinals the following weekend.

No. 12 Providence (17-9-6, 9-7-2) lurks one point behind Maine and faces the same urgency. In addition to the Hockey East implications, both teams are on the bubble of making the NCAA tournament. A sweep for either would be a huge step toward that goal.

None of this is lost on the players, even before Gendron’s email. But for centers Jon and Steven Swavely, the final games of this season are particularly meaningful. The brothers from Reading, Pa., are seeing their precious playing days together winding down.

“It’s a sad thing. These have been the greatest four years of my life,” said Jon, a senior.

“I don’t want this to be the last weekend I play here, and I’ll do everything I can on the ice to make sure that doesn’t happen. But it’s my time. It’s in the back of your head. It’s definitely going to be an emotional weekend.”

Jon Swavely has played in 113 games at Maine, but only the past two seasons alongside Steven, a sophomore. Jon, at 5-foot-9, 175 pounds, has found himself centering the Black Bear checking line and proved vital on the penalty kill. He has just six goals in his career, which is not nearly how he envisioned it.

“I’ve honed a part of my game that I didn’t foresee coming in,” he said.

“I’m happy with what I’ve done. I feel like I’ve put it all on the ice, and that’s the most important thing.”

He also paved the way for his brother’s success. The boys grew up in a basketball family, but a relative played football at Maine, so there was a Black Bear jersey hanging in Jon’s bedroom from age 7. One day their father, Gary, took their mother, Susan, to a hockey game and fate soon took over.

The Swavelys learned the sport together, playing on the same line whenever they could, one year in high school, one on a travel team. When Jon played juniors with the New Jersey Hitmen, Steven followed in his footsteps. When Jon chose to attend Maine, Steven’s future was set, too.

“There’s nothing like playing with your brother at this level,” Steven said. “I knew this is where I wanted to be from the beginning, as soon as he committed here.”

Steven is 6-1, 190 pounds, and has displayed his versatility this season. He’s centered his own line, played forward on Devin Shore’s top line, been on the power play and the penalty kill. Steven has eight goals this season.

(Continued on page 2) (Continued from page 1)

click image to enlarge

Brothers in arms and by birth, Jon Swavely, bottom left, and Steven Swavely sometimes play on the same line for UMaine, though center is their regular position. 

2013 File Photo/The Associated Press 

Select images available for purchase in the

Maine Today Photo Store

BLACK BEAR BROTHERS

Jon and Steven Swavely are the 11th set of brothers to play hockey at UMaine. The others:

• David* and Jack Capuano*
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• Anders and Magnus Ludback

• Mike* and Matt Lundin

• Jason and Shawn Mansoff

• Jim and John Tortorella

• Eric* and Jason Weinrich

* — Went on to play in NHL

But it was the first goal of his career, in last year’s opener against Quinnipiac, that may have set the tone for his career.

The Swavelys were on the same line then, with Steven at center. On the first shift of his college career – feeling nervous and scared – Steven stepped into the faceoff circle … and promptly got kicked out by the official.

Jon stepped in, won the faceoff, putting the puck on Steven’s stick. Little brother shot and scored.

Assist Swavely. Goal Swavely.

“You couldn’t have written it up any better than that,” Steven said. “He’s paved the way for me in my career. I wouldn’t be here without him. He’s taught me everything.”

Jon said his brother hasn’t needed much coaching but that it’s been an honor to play with him.

“He’s going to be something special. I’m happy for him and where his career is headed,” Jon Swavely said.

“He’ll be in my shoes soon. I think he understands maybe better than I did that you only have four years here, you make the most of your time. Because he has me here and he sees me moving on as a senior. It’s bittersweet, for sure.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

February 22 

UMaine men’s hockey falls to Northeastern 4-3 

The victory allowed the Huskies to leapfrog the Black Bears into third place in Hockey East with two games remaining.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

BOSTON – The Maine men’s hockey team paid for a couple of defensive lapses and lost 4-3 to Northeastern on Saturday at Matthews Arena.

The victory allowed the Huskies to leapfrog the Black Bears into third place in Hockey East with two games remaining.

Northeastern (18-10-4, 10-6-2 Hockey East) took a quick 2-0 lead. Kevin Roy fed Zach Aston-Reese from behind the net and he slammed the puck past Martin Ouellette at 3:41 of the first period. Three minutes later, Aston-Reese took a shot from a sharp angle below the right circle that Mike Szmatula tipped into the net.

Maine (15-11-4, 9-6-3) was on its heels for much of the period, until Ben Hutton changed the tenor of the game on a power play late in the frame. Hutton first sent Szmatula heels over head and onto the ice with a collision near the red line. Szmatula was tended to for an apparent knee injury and left under his owner power. Then, Hutton skated slowly from the blue line into the left circle, finding a clean path to the net and rifling a wrist shot past Clay Witt at 16:46 to cut the Huskies’ lead to 2-1.

The Black Bears carried that momentum into the second period with a goal by Devin Shore that was similar to Hutton’s. Shore took the puck from the right boards, found himself with plenty of time and space, and walked it into the circle for a wrist shot to tie the score 2-2 at 3:18.’

By Northeastern capitalized on a power play and a Maine defensive gaffe at 14:41. Braden Pimm took a pass alone in front of Ouellette and lifted the puck into the net for a 3-2 lead.

Aston-Reese scored again at 10:56 of the third when he gathered a rebound in front of Ouellette and had plenty of time to make a move on the goaltender and put the puck past him for a 4-2 lead.

Maine pulled Ouellette with 2:47 remaining and Hutton needed only 6 seconds to sneak another wrist shot past Witt to cut the margin to 4-3. Ouellette vacated the net again with 54 seconds remaining and the Huskies took a penalty with 19.9 seconds left, giving man a six-on-four advantage to close the game. Hutton sent another shot through heavy traffic that nearly found the net, but Northeastern held on to win.

Maine concludes the regular season with a home series against Providence next Friday and Saturday.
February 21 

UMaine hockey: Black Bears settle for tie at Northeastern 

Maine again is unable to protect a late lead on the road and plays to a 4-4 draw.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

BOSTON -- The Maine men’s hockey team moved into sole possession of third place in Hockey East on Friday, playing to a 4-4 tie with Northeastern at Matthews Arena.

The Black Bears stayed one point ahead of the Huskies, even though they couldn’t make a late one-goal lead hold up.

No. 17 Maine (15-10-4, 9-5-3 Hockey East) took the lead at 17:05 of the first period when Steven Swavely found Connor Leen alone in front. Leen had time to think about how he wanted to attack Northeastern goaltender Clay Witt. He turned his back to Witt, shielding the puck, and whistled a backhander past him for a 1-0 lead.

The second period brought an offensive onslaught. Swavely gave Maine a 2-0 lead 24 seconds in when Conor Riley’s shot dribbled off his stick and rolled slowly toward the left side of the crease. Swavely was in perfect position to one-time it past a startled Witt.

No. 9 Northeastern (17-10-4, 9-6-2) pounced for the next three goals. Defenseman Colton Saucerman fired a blistering slap shot from straightaway that breezed over the right shoulder of Martin Ouellette for a power-play goal. Saucerman set up the next goal with a rising shot from the left point that Kevin Roy tipped past Ouellette.

John Stevens put the Huskies in front at 14:14, emerging from a scrum in front to stuff the puck past a suddenly shaky Ouellette.

The Black Bears answered at 15:52 when Blaine Byron, celebrating his 19th birthday, converted a two-on-one break by tipping a backhander past Witt.

Mark Anthoine put Maine back on top at 13:52 of the third, shortly after the Black Bears killed off a Devin Shore penalty. Shore emerged from the box and his shot was stopped by Witt, but Anthoine was trailing the play and put home the rebound.

But Northeastern forced overtime when Braden Pimm took a Mike Szmatula drop pass in the left circle and one-timed a shot past Ouellette at 18:49.

The teams meet again at 7 p.m. Saturday at Matthews Arena.

Mark Emmert can be reached at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH

February 15 

UMaine beats Merrimack 2-1 on the ice 

Maine men’s hockey team got a needed win over last-place Merrimack on Friday.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — The standings reveal that Merrimack is in last place in Hockey East.

THE REMATCH

WHO: Maine (14-10-3, 8-5-2 Hockey East) vs. Merrimack 7-17-3, 2-11-2)

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: Alfond Arena, Orono

But the reality is that the Warriors will test your resolve and your patience, as the Maine men’s hockey team discovered Friday.

The Black Bears emerged with a 2-1 victory before an announced crowd of 3,638 at Alfond Arena. But it took a lot of stick-to-itiveness, two gritty goals from Ryan Lomberg and another solid performance from goaltender Martin Ouellette.

“When you win a game against them, you earn it,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said. “They play physical. They don’t give you anything. They challenge everything.”

It was a needed win for a Black Bears team that entered play tied for fourth in the league. And it easily could have swung the other way.

Gendron, with his team on its heels and repeatedly icing the puck at the outset of the second period, had to call his timeout to give the players a rest and a stern message.

“We were turning the puck over, not playing as smart as we needed to. They’re a pretty good grinding team. They work hard and they can possess the puck,” Gendron said.

“You want to be solid, make them have to come 200 feet. I don’t think even they would describe themselves as a rush team, you know, a team that scores on the initial attack.”

Indeed, Merrimack (7-17-3, 2-11-2 Hockey East) is last in the league with 20 goals in 15 conference games. Once Maine determined not to let the Warriors park in its zone, its fortunes turned.

Lomberg scored his second goal at 11:26 of the second period, picking up the puck in heavy traffic out front after Mark Anthoine had rushed to the net and had his initial shot blocked by Warrior goaltender Rasmus Tirronen.

Lomberg’s shot slid through several skates and into the net for the game-winner.

His first goal was also off a rebound of a Devin Shore shot.

“Just going to the net with my stick on the ice,” Lomberg said.

“Me and Anthoine drove the net. The big boy Anthoine is, no one could really move him from out front, and he was banging away and luckily I was there again. The puck popped right out and I slid it home.”

Lomberg now has 10 goals.

Merrimack Coach Mark Dennehy wished his team would have made similar attempts. He said his forwards seemed hesitant to try to create scoring opportunities, and pointed to the winning goal as an example his players need to emulate.

“Pucks and bodies,” Dennehy said.

“Think about the goals that were scored today. Anthoine takes it to the net, and takes it right to the paint, and it’s three yards and a pile of dust.”

Ouellette made 23 saves to earn the victory, including some key ones in a second period that Merrimack mainly controlled. In the third period, the Black Bears (14-10-3, 8-5-2) were disciplined enough to keep Merrimack away from the net without searching for their own offense.

The result was a third victory in four games, with a rematch against Merrimack at 7 p.m. Saturday.

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com.

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH

February 14 

UMaine's Ben Hutton’s developed pro skating skills to become NHL prospect

The UMaine defenseman struggled as a youth with his skating, but has come a long way on the ice.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — There is a piece of family lore that Ben Hutton only recently learned.

click image to enlarge

Ben Hutton 
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Apparently, as a beginning hockey player he was struggling with his skating, even when using a chair for assistance. Things came to a head one day when Hutton threw a tantrum while exiting the ice, smashing his stick.

“I guess after the Christmas break, I came back and something clicked. The hockey gods helped me out and I was one of the better skaters on the ice,” Hutton said.

“I don’t remember it. My parents told me this when I was home for Christmas.”

It’s certainly hard to conceive of a time when the Maine sophomore was sluggish on his skates. Hutton’s 10 goals are more than any other defenseman in the nation. Six have come on the power play. Two have been game-winners. And he’s added 12 assists to become one of the most potent scorers at his position in school history.

He’ll be key to the Black Bears’ efforts again as they host Merrimack at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday.

Hutton has come a long way from the wobbly toddler in Prescott, Ontario, to 2012 draft pick of the Vancouver Canucks. Even his blue-line partner at Maine, senior Brice O’Connor, admits he’s sometimes in awe.

“He’s younger than me but he’s still someone I look up to with the things he can do on the ice,” O’Connor said. “He has an NHL future, no question. It’s really just how much he wants to put into it, and the sky’s the limit for him.”

KNOWS THE SCORE

Hutton grew up playing forward, and it shows. He didn’t make the switch to defense until age 16, when his junior team, Kemptville of the Central Canada Hockey League, was underperforming. Hutton told his coach that he thought he could be a bigger factor on the blue line, and the coach agreed.

“I make a good first pass out of the zone. I can help out both offensively and defensively,” Hutton said. “My heart’s a defenseman now.”

By 2012, Hutton was helping his new CCHL team, Nepean, win a title. He scored 13 points in 18 playoff games.

He had committed to Maine already, and wasn’t overly hopeful of being selected in the NHL draft after being passed over the first year he was eligible.

So when draft day arrived, he grabbed a couple of buddies and headed out on a fishing excursion.

“Sure enough, after I reeled in a bass, I got a call from Vancouver saying, ‘Hey, listen, we just drafted you,’” Hutton recalled. “And then my phone just started blowing up. My parents were watching. And then when I got back, there was a nice celebration waiting for me.

“I was already having a good day, because I caught the bass. It’s what every kid dreams about, just getting the opportunity to go to an NHL camp.”

Hutton was the Canucks’ fifth-round pick.

He has since attended two of their prospect camps, gaining confidence in his ability to compete at the pro level while also garnering tips from the Canucks’ coaching staff about what he needs to improve on at Maine. The team occasionally sends a scout to a Black Bears game for further instruction.

“They’ll say, ‘Hey, really work on your first three steps,’ or ‘Work on that first pass out of the zone,’” Hutton said.

“After the game you’re like, ‘You know what? Now that you think about it, I should have done that better.’”

POWER POINT PRODUCTION

Hutton was thrust into a prominent role immediately at Maine, scoring 15 points as a freshman and even seeing time on the power play.

(Continued on page 2)

He battled a severe case of nerves in his college debut, at home against Quinnipiac. But it was eased on his first shift, when he found himself with the puck in the neutral zone and prepared to dump it in and head back to the bench.

“There’s a guy coming right at me, and I shoot it in to try to take the hit. I don’t know what happened, if he caught an edge or something, but he came into me, he just went flying down, and I heard the crowd, They all went crazy,” Hutton said. “I was like, ‘All right, this is college hockey.’ ”

Hutton stands 6-foot-3, 200 pounds, and he’s capable of delivering big hits. But he gets much more notoriety for his offense. His coach, Red Gendron, doesn’t think that is necessarily fair.

“He’s got a great stick, and he’s got a great feel for the game. Obviously, he can skate,” Gendron said. “But there have been moments this year, on the penalty kill and other defensive situations, he’s been incredible. Basically, most nights he and Brice O’Connor play against the other team’s best players.”

Hutton and O’Connor were paired briefly at the beginning of last season, before the former wound up with senior Mike Cornell. This year, he and O’Connor have been practically joined at the hip from the outset of camp.

O’Connor, the team captain, is constantly described as “reliable.” He is more of a traditional stay-at-home defenseman, although his offensive skills may be just as overlooked as Hutton’s defense. But it is O’Connor’s steady play that has allowed Hutton some freedom to roam, to join rushes with a clear conscience.

“Hutts is more creative and can pull some of those moves that I couldn’t pull off. But it’s all about reading each other. When you can do that, that’s when defensemen can really elevate their game,” O’Connor said.

“He’s impressive, though. Some stuff, like in the defensive zone, he’s coming around the net and picking the puck out of the scrum and he’ll do a spinorama between the legs and make a soft, easy pass right up to the wing. I always think if I was in that situation, I would have just went hard off the glass. But he’s got the poise and that confidence to stay calm, stay composed and sort of work his way out of a situation, make the smart play.”

Hutton has been working on getting stronger especially in the lower body. He can feel the difference when he’s battling for the puck in the corners of the rink. But he still wants to be a more explosive skater, to accelerate faster.

Gendron said he would like to see Hutton add some velocity to his slapshot, and to get it off quicker. Gendron has no doubt that Hutton will put in the work.

All hockey players have superstitions. Hutton has two. He kisses the inside of his jersey as he’s putting it on, and he and fellow sophomore Devin Shore have a ritualistic handshake they perform just before they step onto the ice.

It’s working out for Hutton and the Black Bears this season. They stand 13-10-3, tied for fourth in Hockey East with six games remaining. They finally earned a road victory last weekend at Notre Dame, just in time for a key series at Northeastern next weekend.

Hutton predicted the breakthrough against the Fighting Irish, and said he is happy to prove people wrong. Like those who still doubt his skills as a defender.

“If people think that way, I’m going to surprise them when they come down on me and we’ll have the puck going the other way,” Hutton said.

“I don’t mind that.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at: memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH

February 27 

AHL: Pirates hang on to defeat Sharks, 6-4 

Portland ends a four-game losing streak, but not without shaky moments.

By Paul Betit 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates got a little shaky at the start of the third period but avoided a complete collapse and snapped a four-game losing streak Thursday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates at Hartford

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

Brendan Shinnimin and Tobias Rieder each scored two goals and Mark Visentin made 35 saves to lead the Pirates to a 6-4 win against the Worcester Sharks before 1,731 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

The Pirates, who blew two two-goal leads and one three-goal lead in their last three games, gave up most of a three-goal lead less than five minutes into the third period before buckling down and hanging on.

“It wasn’t the way you’d write it up, but at this point to find a way to get the win was important just from a confidence standpoint,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. “Obviously the first shift of the third period wasn’t good enough, but we found a way to stop the bleeding, which was nice.”

“For a second there, it looked like it was going to be another one of those nights, but we stayed positive on the bench and we stuck together,” Shinnimin said. “We knew we were not going to let this one slip away. We chipped away and chipped away and found a way to get those two points.”

With the win, the Pirates (20-25-1-7) climbed out of last place and moved into a tie with the Syracuse Crunch for 12th place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference.

For the fifth consecutive game, the Pirates scored first. Brett Hextall scored on their first shot of the game less than six minutes in. Hextall’s ninth goal of the season came 22 seconds after he helped complete the Pirates’ first penalty kill.

Two minutes later, Travis Oleksuk made it 1-1 with his 11th goal of the season.

The Pirates regained the lead less than 12 minutes into the game when Shinnimin put in a rebound from the slot after Troy Grosenick stopped a shot by Brandon Yip.

The rest of the first period belonged to Visentin and the Pirates’ penalty killers, as the Sharks were on the power play for nearly six consecutive minutes, including a 1-minute, 36-second segment when the Sharks skated with a two-man advantage. Visentin made 10 of his 19 first-period saves while the Pirates were short-handed.

The Pirates stretched their lead to 5-2 in the second period.

Rieder made it 3-1 when he scored on their second power play of the game, 11 minutes into the period.

With less than five minutes left in the period, Konrad Abeltshauser of the Sharks scored a short-handed goal to cut the Pirates’ lead to one, but Andy Miele scored his team-high 22nd goal and Shinnimin scored his eighth goal over the next two minutes to send Portland to the locker room with a three-goal lead.

Worcester got goals from James Livingston and Rob Davison in the first five minutes of the third to cut the lead to one.

“The first half of (the third) period we were scrambling, but we calmed down and began to communicate a lot better,” Shinnimin said. “Once we did that, we started getting pucks back in their own end.”

With 29 seconds left, Rieder scored his 20th goal of the season into an empty net.

February 23 

IceCaps overwhelm Pirates 

St. John’s surges in the third period to beat Portland.

By Paul Betit 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates blew a two-goal lead in the third period for the second consecutive game Sunday afternoon and paid the price for it.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Hartford Wolf Pack

WHEN: 7 p.m. Tuesday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

The St. John’s IceCaps scored five unanswered goals in the first 18½ minutes of the third period to pull out a 6-5 win before an announced crowd of 1,946 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

The latest loss followed a 5-4 setback in Manchester Saturday night, when the Pirates took a 4-2 lead into the third period.

On Sunday, the Pirates led 3-1 after two periods before suffering a general collapse during the third.

Portland Coach Ray Edwards took the blame for his team’s third-period swoon.

“For whatever reason, whatever I’m saying or whatever we’re drawing up, whatever system we’re playing, you know, whatever situation we’re in, we’re not doing the right thing,” he said. “They’re not getting the job done, (and) I’m the one who is responsible.”

Momentum took a giant shift 16 seconds into the third, when John Albert scored a shorthanded goal.

“We just had to win a battle,” Edwards said. “We’re light. They came at us and we just weren’t ready to play. It’s unacceptable.”

Blair Riley, Will O’Neill, Jerome Samson and Kael Mouillierat scored goals over the next 18 minutes as the IceCaps, 7-1 against the Pirates this season, opened a 6-3 lead and finished their six-game road trip with a 4-1-0-1 record.

Chris Brown and Tobias Rieder scored for Portland in the final minute, but their goals came too late to prevent the Pirates’ third straight loss.

“I don’t know what else to say,” Edwards said. “It’s not good enough. We’re not very good, right now.”

The score was tied at 1 at the end of the first period.

Reider, who has 18 goals in his rookie season, redirected defenseman David Rundblad’s blast from center point for a power-play goal 11 minutes into the game.

Albert tied with a minute left in the period on a power-play tip-in of his own.

The Pirates scored twice in the second period.

Less than four minutes in, veteran left wing Brandon McMillan scored his 11th goal of the season on the Pirates’ second power play of the game. It was McMillan’s third goal in two games.

Brandon Yip made it a two-goal lead at 17:33, scoring his sixth goal on a wide-angle shot from the right corner after intercepting a pass inside his own blue line and carrying the puck the length of the ice. His goal came 30 seconds after he stepped out of the penalty box.

NOTES: Veteran left wing Kyle Hagel returned to the Portland lineup after serving a two-game suspension for his actions during a Feb. 16 brawl with the Adirondack Phantoms. … Rundblad had two assists in his second game since being sent to the Pirates by the NHL parent Phoenix Coyotes on a conditioning assignment. … It was the first AHL start since 2012 for St. John’s goalie Tyler Beskorowany, who has split this season between the ECHL’s Orlando Solar Stars and the now defunct San Francisco Bulls.

February 18 

IceCaps beat Portland Pirates again, 7-5 

St. John’s is 6-1 against the Pirates this season.

By Paul Betit 

LEWISTON — The St. John’s IceCaps scored six goals in the second period Tuesday night for a 7-5 win, ending the Portland Pirates’ two-game win streak.

COMING UP

SATURDAY: Pirates at Manchester Monarchs, 7 p.m.

SUNDAY: St. John’s IceCaps at Pirates, 4 p.m.

Eric Gordon and John Albert each scored two goals as the IceCaps snapped a two-game losing streak before a crowd of 1,688 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

St. John’s, which is 6-1 against the Pirates this season, finishes a six-game trip Sunday against the Pirates at the Colisee. In those seven games the IceCaps have outscored the Pirates, 34-20.

“They’re just a good team and we haven’t played well against them,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “I went through the games and I think five of the games we haven’t played well. That’s a big credit to them. They force you to play fast and we weren’t fast tonight. They beat us to every puck.”

St. John’s broke open a close game in the second period.

“We got dominated,” Edwards said. “They were really, really good and they were fast. They executed and we had no answer for it.”

The score was 1-1 at the end of the first period.

Rostislav Klesla, a veteran NHL defenseman from the Czech Republic who was assigned to the Pirates in November, opened the scoring nine minutes into the game by putting in a blistering shot from the top of the left circle for his second goal in 15 games.

Less than three minutes later, Kyle MacKinnon scored the tying goal by putting in a rebound for his fifth goal of the season after goalie Mark Visentin stopped a shot from Blair Riley during a scrum in front of the net.

The IceCaps took a 3-1 lead when Gordon and Zach Redmond converted the first two shots of the second period into goals.

After Andy Miele scored his team-high 20th goal on a power play, the Pirates went more than 11 minutes without a shot on goal.

During the spell, St. John’s moved into a 5-2 lead when Eric O’Dell and Gordon scored goals.

With fewer than seven minutes left in the period, rookie Lucas Lessio finished off a rush down the left side with a goal to make it 5-3, but Albert closed out the period with a pair of goals to send the IceCaps into a 7-3 lead.

Eight minutes into the third period, Lessio scored his 16th goal to make it 7-4.

The Pirates’ Brett Hextall put in a shot from the top of the slot for his eighth goal with fewer than six minutes left.

NOTES: The Pirates played without veteran left wing Kyle Hegal, who was handed a suspension for two games for his actions during a brawl during the final 22 seconds of the Pirates’ 2-0 victory at home in a game against the Adirondack Phantoms on Sunday.

The AHL also suspended Adirondack center Kris Newbury for four games, Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter for three games, Adirondack left wing Zack FitzGerald for two games, and Adirondack forwards Ben Holmstrom and Tye McGinn for one game each.

The teams combined for 299 penalty minutes – 179 against Adirondack.

February 17 

Pirates again beat Phantoms 

Portland beats Adirondack for the second time in three days.

By Paul Betit 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates snapped a six-week winless streak on their home ice Sunday afternoon with their second victory in three nights over the Adirondack Phantoms.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. St. John’s IceCaps

WHEN: 7 p.m. Tuesday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

Chris Brown and Brendan Shinnimin put in rebounds in the third period to lift the Pirates to a 2-0 win before 2,251 people at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

It was the first time the Pirates had won on their home ice since New Year’s Eve and the first time they’d won consecutive games since Dec. 21 and 26.

Friday night, in their first game back from the All-Star break, they pulled out a 3-2 shootout win over the Phantoms at Glens Falls, N.Y.

“We know we’ve got to play like we played tonight and like we played on Friday night in Adirondack,” said Shinnimin, back in the Portland lineup after missing the last six weeks because of a variety of injuries.

“We stuck together as a team and kept things simple. We followed pucks to the net and that’s how we’re going to generate offense.”

In their last nine games at the Colisee, the Pirates, who came into Sunday’s game with the AHL’s worst home record, had gone 0-6-0-3.

“We’ve had our fair share of missed opportunities, but we’ve got some time, and I think the push is definitely on,” Portland defenseman Chris Summers said.

“We’ve been playing well and not winning, and we’ve won some games we shouldn’t have. It’s just one of those seasons so far, but we’re fine-tuning the details and it’s evident in practice. Hopefully, it will show up in games, and I think it did tonight.”

The game was marred by an on-ice brawl that resulted in a record 304 penalty minutes, including 18 game misconducts to players from both teams during the last 21 seconds of play.

“It was a joke,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “I’m proud of my guys for sticking up for each other, but the whole thing was a joke.”

The previous high for penalty minutes in a Pirates game was on Nov. 25, 2006, when Portland and the Providence Bruins chalked up 273 at the Cumberland County Civic Center.

It took the Pirates more than 41 minutes to get the puck past Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter.

Their first goal came early in the third period when Brown slid a rebound into the right side for his 13th goal after Heeter stopped defenseman Brandon Gormley’s blast from the top of the slot six seconds into the Pirates’ seventh power play.

With less than seven minutes left, Shinnimin scored his sixth of the season by sweeping in a rebound into the left side while the Pirates had the man-advantage.

“It’s been a long road, but I was excited to get back and fortunately I was able to help the team out and get a big goal there,” he said.

Portland goalie Louis Domingue stopped all 28 shots he faced, but didn’t get credit for the shutout. He was one of 18 players who finished the game in their locker room.

February 25 

Pirates again weak to the finish 

Portland hits a new low with a late loss to Hartford.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Maybe this whole head-to-Lewiston thing wasn’t such a good idea.

The Portland Pirates may have reached bottom Tuesday night, blowing a third-period lead for the third game in a row as the Hartford Wolf Pack scored four unanswered goals for a 4-3 victory that sent the Pirates into the AHL basement for the first time this winter.

Jesper Fast scored with 3:30 remaining to cap Hartford’s comeback from a 3-0 deficit. The two points earned by the Wolf Pack left them one ahead of the Pirates, who are tied with Adirondack for last place in the the AHL’s Eastern Conference and remain the only team still searching for its 20th victory.

A crowd of less than half the listed 1,358 at a quiet Colisee saw the Pirates jump to a 3-0 lead in the first period, only to extend their losing streak to four games.

“It’s frustrating,” said Coach Ray Edwards. “I’ve never been through a stretch like this, where we’ve been leading three games in a row going into the third period and haven’t found a way to close it out.

“The positive is we’re leading going into the third. The negative is we’re not finding a way to win the game. Obviously that’s a concern.”

Wearing their red jerseys normally reserved for the road (because of a communications error involving the Hartford equipment manager, who packed only white jerseys for the Wolf Pack), the Pirates came out flying. David Rundblad sprung Lucas Lessio on a breakaway and Lessio made a nifty fake before tucking the puck past the stick side of goalie David LeNeveu to make it 1-0.

Andy Miele doubled the lead 11 seconds after the expiration of a Pirates power play. Tobias Rieder broke up a Hartford breakout attempt and sent a pass in deep to Miele, who flicked the puck over LeNeveu’s glove for his team-leading 21st goal of the season.

With two minutes left in the period, Rostislav Klesla converted from the high slot to make it 3-0 at the first intermission. Tim Kennedy and Randy Jones assisted.

The second period belonged to Hartford, which replaced LeNeveu in net with Dov Grumet-Morris and pulled to within a goal. Grumet-Morris, a 2005 Harvard graduate turned minor league journeyman, cut his teeth in the AHL on the 2006-07 Pirates.

“I appreciate the meritocracy that Kevin (Dineen) tried to run,” said Grumet-Morris, who shut out his old squad in the second and third periods with 16 saves.

“He judged me on my performance on the ice and not on my (tryout) contract, which unfortunately happens in every organization on every level.”

Darroll Powe scored the tying goal for Hartford with 7:18 remaining on a shot from the top of the right circle. Fast’s game-winner came just after an extended Portland offensive opportunity.

“If we bury that, we win the game,” Edwards said. “That’s kind of the way things have been going.”

Pirates goalie Louis Domingue finished with 24 saves and protected a one-goal lead through nearly four minutes of a Hartford power play late in the second period.

When asked about the sparse attendance and somnolent scene inside the Colisee, Edwards was honest.

“There’s zero atmosphere in here,” he said. “That’s not the reason (for the losing streak), but there’s no energy in this building. ... There’s nothing to help you get going when the going gets tough. I’m not saying that’s an excuse. It adds to the frustration, I guess.”

The Pirates, who will return to the Cumberland County Civic Center next season, have won only seven of 26 games in Lewiston this winter. They return to action Thursday night at home against Worcester.

February 26 

Portland Pirates hit new low with another late loss

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Maybe this whole head-to-Lewiston thing wasn’t such a good idea.

The Portland Pirates may have reached bottom Tuesday night, blowing a third-period lead for the third game in a row as the Hartford Wolf Pack scored four unanswered goals for a 4-3 victory that sent the Pirates into the AHL basement for the first time this winter.

Jesper Fast scored with 3:30 remaining to cap Hartford’s comeback from a 3-0 deficit. The two points earned by the Wolf Pack left them one ahead of the Pirates, who are tied with Adirondack for last place in the the AHL’s Eastern Conference and remain the only team still searching for its 20th victory.

A crowd of less than half the listed 1,358 at a quiet Colisee saw the Pirates jump to a 3-0 lead in the first period, only to extend their losing streak to four games.

“It’s frustrating,” said Coach Ray Edwards. “I’ve never been through a stretch like this, where we’ve been leading three games in a row going into the third period and haven’t found a way to close it out.

“The positive is we’re leading going into the third. The negative is we’re not finding a way to win the game. Obviously that’s a concern.”

Wearing their red jerseys normally reserved for the road (because of a communications error involving the Hartford equipment manager, who packed only white jerseys for the Wolf Pack), the Pirates came out flying. David Rundblad sprung Lucas Lessio on a breakaway and Lessio made a nifty fake before tucking the puck past the stick side of goalie David LeNeveu to make it 1-0.

Andy Miele doubled the lead 11 seconds after the expiration of a Pirates power play. Tobias Rieder broke up a Hartford breakout attempt and sent a pass in deep to Miele, who flicked the puck over LeNeveu’s glove for his team-leading 21st goal of the season.

With two minutes left in the period, Rostislav Klesla converted from the high slot to make it 3-0 at the first intermission. Tim Kennedy and Randy Jones assisted.

The second period belonged to Hartford, which replaced LeNeveu in net with Dov Grumet-Morris and pulled to within a goal. Grumet-Morris, a 2005 Harvard graduate turned minor league journeyman, cut his teeth in the AHL on the 2006-07 Pirates.

“I appreciate the meritocracy that Kevin (Dineen) tried to run,” said Grumet-Morris, who shut out his old squad in the second and third periods with 16 saves.

“He judged me on my performance on the ice and not on my (tryout) contract, which unfortunately happens in every organization on every level.”

Darroll Powe scored the tying goal for Hartford with 7:18 remaining on a shot from the top of the right circle. Fast’s game-winner came just after an extended Portland offensive opportunity.

“If we bury that, we win the game,” Edwards said. “That’s kind of the way things have been going.”

Pirates goalie Louis Domingue finished with 24 saves and protected a one-goal lead through nearly four minutes of a Hartford power play late in the second period.

When asked about the sparse attendance and somnolent scene inside the Colisee, Edwards was honest.

“There’s zero atmosphere in here,” he said. “That’s not the reason (for the losing streak), but there’s no energy in this building. ... There’s nothing to help you get going when the going gets tough. I’m not saying that’s an excuse. It adds to the frustration, I guess.”

The Pirates, who will return to the Cumberland County Civic Center next season, have won only seven of 26 games in Lewiston this winter. They return to action Thursday night at home against Worcester.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH

February 22 

Pirates suffer late defensive collapse in Manchester

Portland squanders the lead and then the game.

By Kevin Gray 

 Special to the Telegram

MANCHESTER, N.H. — Three goals in the final 10 minutes lifted the Manchester Monarchs to a 5-4 victory, leaving the Portland Pirates with a jaw-dropping defeat Saturday night.

Zach O’Brien gave Manchester its first lead with 2:29 remaining, and the first-place Monarchs held on before 5,085 at the Verizon Wireless Arena. Midway through the third period, goals by Jordan Weal and Monarchs newcomer Colin Fraser knotted the contest at 4-apiece.

Portland was perfect on its first three power plays, including a pair of goals from Brandon McMillan in the second period as the Pirates held a two-goal advantage. Louis Domingue made 32 saves as the Pirates dropped to 19-23-2-7.

Manchester goalie Martin Jones stayed on the move as Portland seemed to widen the cage on the man-advantage, but it wasn’t enough as the Monarchs improved to 35-14-2-6.

“That’s been the story of the year. Our specials have been good but the 5-on-5 stunk up the joint,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “It’s a commitment level to play 5-on-5. Our group refuses to play the right way 5-on-5. It’s that simple.”

Portland’s Daine Todd set up the game’s first goal with a floater from the right point. The shot seemed rather harmless until Jones (23 saves) lost vision of puck and was beaten to the glove side with 13:02 on the clock.

The Pirates pressured Jones during a power play, taking a 2-0 lead on Lucas Lessio’s wrister from between the circles. The Monarchs outshot the visitors in the period (15-7) but couldn’t sneak anything past Domingue until early in the second period.

Nick Deslauriers, parked at the net, redirected a pass from Scott Sabourin for his team-leading 18th goal. Sabourin whistled a pass from deep in the right corner, hitting the tape on Deslauriers’ stick for an easy goal under Domingue’s glove.

Portland made it 2-for-2 on the power play with 11:55 remaining in the second period. McMillan, on a feed from Chris Brown, roofed a shot past Jones for a 3-1 advantage.

Midway through the second period, the Pirates went ahead, 4-2, with yet another power play goal. McMillan again found the net after charging through the right circle and scoring his eighth goal. Manchester, however, finished the night with three unanswered goals.

“Somebody has to lead our group in those situations,” Edwards said. “There are goals and mistakes being made in those situations when you hope someone can make a play. It’s too bad. There were portions of the game that I really liked, but we couldn’t find a way to win that game, and it’s disappointing. We need players to be much better than they are.”

NOTES: Jones is expected to rejoin the parent-club Los Angeles Kings as early as Sunday ... Portland defenseman David Rundblad, who has played a dozen games for Phoenix this season, joined the Pirates on a conditioning assignment and provided a boost on the blue line. Rundblad stayed busy, serving on the penalty kill and helping keep the Monarchs scoreless in the first period. Portland’s penalty kill was perfect on the night in five attempts ... Missing again from the lineup was Kyle Hagel, serving the second and final game of a suspension, the result of last weekend’s fracas against the Phantoms.

February 18 

IceCaps beat Portland Pirates again, 7-5 

St. John’s is 6-1 against the Pirates this season.

By Paul Betit 

LEWISTON — The St. John’s IceCaps scored six goals in the second period Tuesday night for a 7-5 win, ending the Portland Pirates’ two-game win streak.

COMING UP

SATURDAY: Pirates at Manchester Monarchs, 7 p.m.

SUNDAY: St. John’s IceCaps at Pirates, 4 p.m.

Eric Gordon and John Albert each scored two goals as the IceCaps snapped a two-game losing streak before a crowd of 1,688 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

St. John’s, which is 6-1 against the Pirates this season, finishes a six-game trip Sunday against the Pirates at the Colisee. In those seven games the IceCaps have outscored the Pirates, 34-20.

“They’re just a good team and we haven’t played well against them,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “I went through the games and I think five of the games we haven’t played well. That’s a big credit to them. They force you to play fast and we weren’t fast tonight. They beat us to every puck.”

St. John’s broke open a close game in the second period.

“We got dominated,” Edwards said. “They were really, really good and they were fast. They executed and we had no answer for it.”

The score was 1-1 at the end of the first period.

Rostislav Klesla, a veteran NHL defenseman from the Czech Republic who was assigned to the Pirates in November, opened the scoring nine minutes into the game by putting in a blistering shot from the top of the left circle for his second goal in 15 games.

Less than three minutes later, Kyle MacKinnon scored the tying goal by putting in a rebound for his fifth goal of the season after goalie Mark Visentin stopped a shot from Blair Riley during a scrum in front of the net.

The IceCaps took a 3-1 lead when Gordon and Zach Redmond converted the first two shots of the second period into goals.

After Andy Miele scored his team-high 20th goal on a power play, the Pirates went more than 11 minutes without a shot on goal.

During the spell, St. John’s moved into a 5-2 lead when Eric O’Dell and Gordon scored goals.

With fewer than seven minutes left in the period, rookie Lucas Lessio finished off a rush down the left side with a goal to make it 5-3, but Albert closed out the period with a pair of goals to send the IceCaps into a 7-3 lead.

Eight minutes into the third period, Lessio scored his 16th goal to make it 7-4.

The Pirates’ Brett Hextall put in a shot from the top of the slot for his eighth goal with fewer than six minutes left.

NOTES: The Pirates played without veteran left wing Kyle Hegal, who was handed a suspension for two games for his actions during a brawl during the final 22 seconds of the Pirates’ 2-0 victory at home in a game against the Adirondack Phantoms on Sunday.

The AHL also suspended Adirondack center Kris Newbury for four games, Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter for three games, Adirondack left wing Zack FitzGerald for two games, and Adirondack forwards Ben Holmstrom and Tye McGinn for one game each.

The teams combined for 299 penalty minutes – 179 against Adirondack.

February 18 

AHL: Pirates’ Hagel suspended along with five Phantoms 

A total of six players are disciplined in the wake of two brawls during Sunday’s game.

From Staff Reports 

Portland Pirates right winger Kyle Hagel and five players from the Adirondack Phantoms have been suspended as the result of their actions in the final minute of Sunday’s game at the Colisee in Lewiston.

Hagel received a two-game suspension, while Adirondack’s Kris Newbury (four games), Cal Heeter (three games), Zack FitzGerald (two games), Ben Holmstrom (one game) and Tye McGinn (one game) were also suspended after two brawls near the end of Portland’s 2-0 victory.

The teams combined for 299 penalty minutes - 179 against Adirondack. Most of those resulted from two altercations in the last 21 seconds of the game. Heeter, Adirondack’s goalie, twice left the bench to join the fray during the first brawl, which started moments after he was pulled for an extra skater. FitzGerald drew 40 penalty minutes, including three game misconducts, after his fight with Hagel, who received a match penalty for slashing.

Hagel will miss Tuesday night’s game against the St. John’s IceCaps and Saturday’s game against the Manchester Monarchs.

February 17 

Pirates again beat Phantoms 

Portland beats Adirondack for the second time in three days.

By Paul Betit 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates snapped a six-week winless streak on their home ice Sunday afternoon with their second victory in three nights over the Adirondack Phantoms.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. St. John’s IceCaps

WHEN: 7 p.m. Tuesday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

Chris Brown and Brendan Shinnimin put in rebounds in the third period to lift the Pirates to a 2-0 win before 2,251 people at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

It was the first time the Pirates had won on their home ice since New Year’s Eve and the first time they’d won consecutive games since Dec. 21 and 26.

Friday night, in their first game back from the All-Star break, they pulled out a 3-2 shootout win over the Phantoms at Glens Falls, N.Y.

“We know we’ve got to play like we played tonight and like we played on Friday night in Adirondack,” said Shinnimin, back in the Portland lineup after missing the last six weeks because of a variety of injuries.

“We stuck together as a team and kept things simple. We followed pucks to the net and that’s how we’re going to generate offense.”

In their last nine games at the Colisee, the Pirates, who came into Sunday’s game with the AHL’s worst home record, had gone 0-6-0-3.

“We’ve had our fair share of missed opportunities, but we’ve got some time, and I think the push is definitely on,” Portland defenseman Chris Summers said.

“We’ve been playing well and not winning, and we’ve won some games we shouldn’t have. It’s just one of those seasons so far, but we’re fine-tuning the details and it’s evident in practice. Hopefully, it will show up in games, and I think it did tonight.”

The game was marred by an on-ice brawl that resulted in a record 304 penalty minutes, including 18 game misconducts to players from both teams during the last 21 seconds of play.

“It was a joke,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “I’m proud of my guys for sticking up for each other, but the whole thing was a joke.”

The previous high for penalty minutes in a Pirates game was on Nov. 25, 2006, when Portland and the Providence Bruins chalked up 273 at the Cumberland County Civic Center.

It took the Pirates more than 41 minutes to get the puck past Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter.

Their first goal came early in the third period when Brown slid a rebound into the right side for his 13th goal after Heeter stopped defenseman Brandon Gormley’s blast from the top of the slot six seconds into the Pirates’ seventh power play.

With less than seven minutes left, Shinnimin scored his sixth of the season by sweeping in a rebound into the left side while the Pirates had the man-advantage.

“It’s been a long road, but I was excited to get back and fortunately I was able to help the team out and get a big goal there,” he said.

Portland goalie Louis Domingue stopped all 28 shots he faced, but didn’t get credit for the shutout. He was one of 18 players who finished the game in their locker room.

Southern Tier’s Jerry D’Amigo on a roll

Posted on February 26, 2014 by mverderame


Many fans of the Binghamton Senators probably had conflicting feelings on Wednesday morning during their team’s 4-2 loss against the Toronto Marlies.

On one hand, Binghamton dropped its second consecutive game, never something to take lightly in the tight East Division of the American Hockey League. However, the Marlies won due in large part to Jerry D’Amigo, the Johnson City native making good in the large Canadian city.

D’Amigo assisted on Toronto’s first tally and scored a power play goal in the victory, helping to keep him on perhaps the hottest tear of his AHL career. Over his past nine games, D’Amigo has 11 points (8 goals, 3 assists).

Without question, the 2013-14 campaign has been D’Amigo’s best for a multitude of reasons. The forward has scored 22 points in 36 games with the Marlies this season, after totaling a previous high of 41 in 76 games with the squad back in the 2011-12 season. Last year, D’Amigo scored only 29 points in 70 games.

The 23-year-old also broke into the National Hockey League for the first time, getting called up by the Toronto Maple Leafs back on Dec. 5. He stayed with the parent club for 19 games, tallying a goal and an assist before returning to the Marlies.

Should he keep up his torrid pace in the AHL, it seems only a matter of time before his phone rings again.

  | | |  

Matt Puempel takes Mike Hoffman’s spot on Binghamton Senators top line

Posted on February 25, 2014 by mweinste


Matt Puempel will get his shot on the top line, replacing the recently promoted Mike Hoffman.

The Binghamton Senators’ first week without leading scorer Mike Hoffman comes at a pivotal point in the season.

Hanging on to a six-point lead in the American Hockey League East Division, the B-Sens play three road games in four days against top competition beginning at 11 a.m. Wednesday against Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo and the Toronto Marlies.

The B-Sens then travel east to St. John’s, Newfoundland, to play the IceCaps for two games.

Hoffman is second in the American Hockey League in scoring with 67 points (30 goals, 37 assists) but was promoted to Ottawa on Sunday. Matt Puempel took his spot on the top line with Stephane Da Costa and Mark Stone at practice on Tuesday.

Puempel has a productive season playing mostly outside the top two lines because of the team’s depth. The first-round pick by Ottawa in 2011 is tied for fourth among rookies with 19 goals in 51 games. He also has 10 assists.

Here are what the forward lines looked like at practice on Tuesday:

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Andre Petersson

Cole Schneider-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson/Wacey Hamilton

Corey Cowick-Jim O’Brien-David Dziurzynski/Darren Kramer

Defenseman and captain Mark Borowiecki was absent from Tuesday’s practice and his status for the weekend is questionable. He suffered a lower-body injury last Friday and then missed the game on Saturday.

Here are the defensive pairings on Tuesday:

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

Tyler Eckford-Danny New

Goalie Nathan Lawson practiced fully and could see action this weekend. He has missed the past five games with an illness.
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Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo tearing it up for Toronto as Binghamton Senators roll into town

Posted on February 24, 2014 by mweinste


A nice Jerry D’Amigo highlight package set to Van Halen, created by a Youtube user.

Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo is certainly making a case for another callup to the National Hockey League.

D’Amigo and his Toronto Marlies host the Binghamton Senators on Wednesday morning at 11, and D’Amigo has been lighting it up recently. He has seven goals and two assists in his past seven games, including four multi-point games.

The Marlies have a 5-2-0-0 record in its past seven games are in first place in the American Hockey League North Division with a 31-17-2-2 record.

D’Amigo, a sixth-round pick by Toronto in the 2009 draft, has 20 points (14 goals-6 assists) and a plus-3 rating in 35 games with the Marlies this season. He got his first taste on NHL action when he was called up to the Toronto Maple Leafs on Dec. 5.

D’Amigo scored a goal and had an assist in 19 games with the Maple Leafs, mainly playing on the fourth line and helping out on the penalty kill. He also had the opportunity to play in the Winter Classic at the University of Michigan on New Year’s Day against the Detroit Red Wings.

His scoring has picked up since he was sent back to the Marlies on Jan. 13. He had eight points in his first 19 games to start the season, but has 12 points in 16 games since returning from the NHL.

  | | |  

Best and worst potential road trips

Posted on February 22, 2014 by mverderame


Going to see the Binghamton Senators is always fun, and for most fans of the Southern Tier, the experience is limited to home games.

At the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena, the experience is pleasant and convenient. However, it can be fun once in a while to pack up the family and hit the road for a different venue.

Below, I’ll rank a few of the easiest and hardest trips to make to see the B-Sens play some of its regional rivals:

EASIEST TRIPS TO MAKE

1. Wilkes-Barre: First of all, the trip is a breeze. Once you get on Interstate 81, it’s a straight trip South until you hit the exit for Mohegan Sun Arena. It’s almost impossible to get lost and if you enjoy the mountains, it has some scenery on the way. Second, the stadium has its own massive parking lot and there is no cost to park. The stadium itself has a nice feel to it, with a fun atmosphere and some very knowledgeable hockey fans to watch with.

2. Syracuse: The stadium is not as nice as Mohegan Sun Arena, but it is very easy to find off the Adams Street exit. Again, it is no sweat to make the trip as you get on I-81 North and keep driving for an hour or so. The War Memorial at Oncenter is old, but it certainly has a hockey charm to it. Additionally, Binghamton and Syracuse have been longtime rivals. For a quick trip to see a B-Sens game, it’s tough to beat.

HARDEST TRIPS TO MAKE

1. Albany: Getting to the state capital is a very long, boring ride up Interstate 88. It’s not a difficult trip, but it seems to take forever. Once you get to Albany and have to get off the Hudson Street exit, there are a plethora of little turns to get to the Times Union Center. Parking can be a pain and will cost you $5, depending on the lot you choose. The Times Union Center is very nice, but usually empty due to a lack of fan support. The Devils average 3,075 fans in attendance per game, ranking 28th in the American Hockey League, per the Sports Network. The capacity for hockey games is listed as 6,000, meaning the average night fills out 51.2 percent of the seats. It feels at times like you are watching a practice.

2. Adirondack: The drive is the toughest part, with a few road changes and 180-mile distance. Once you get to Glens Falls – which is a very nice little town – it can be hard to navigate some of the side streets. The Glens Falls Civic Center is older and doesn’t have much of an atmosphere, nothing more than a concrete bowl with little window dressing. The fans know the team is leaving after this season, perhaps why attendance can be spotty. The Phantoms rank 24th in the AHL with 3,795 fans per game on average, also according to the Sports Network, 79.1 percent of the stadium’s capacity.
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B-Sens top Penguins 4-3 in overtime

Posted on February 20, 2014 by mverderame


Chris Wideman scored 30 seconds into overtime on a power play, giving the Binghamton Senators a 4-3 win over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Wednesday night at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Entering the third period down 3-2, Binghamton went to work and tied the score on another power play goal. Mark Stone picked up a loose puck in the slot and flipped the puck toward Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goaltender Jeff Deslauriers, beating him inside the left post.

After both teams played even the rest of the way, the East Division foes entered overtime with Binghamton still holding 1:37 of a man-advantage following a high-sticking call on Spencer Machacek.

In overtime, the B-Sens made quick work of the Penguins, with Wideman’s seventh goal and second overtime game-winner of the season.

Binghamton will be in action next on Friday in Montreal against the Hamilton Bulldogs.

SECOND PERIOD

With 40 minutes in the books, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins lead the Binghamton Senators 3-2 at the Mohegan Sun Arena on Wednesday night.

Coming out of the dressing room with a 2-1 advantage, the Penguins played back-and-forth hockey with the B-Sens until Mike Hoffman was called for both slashing and unsportsmanlike conduct minors at 11:48.

After killing off the slashing call, Binghamton caved under Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s pressure. On a faceoff to B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond’s left, Penguins defenseman Brendan Mikkelson gained control at the blue line and beat the screened goalie up high for a 3-1 lead.

Nick Drazenovic picked up the assist, his third point (1 goal, 2 assists) of the night.

However, Binghamton would draw closer before the second period ended. Forward Derek Grant corralled the puck behind the Penguins net before firing a pass to a streaking Matt Puempel. Puempel made no mistake, burying a one-time blast over the glove of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goalie Jeff Deslauriers at 16:11.

Shots are 24-22 in favor of the Penguins going into the third period.

FIRST PERIOD

After one period, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins lead 2-1 over the Binghamton Senators on Wednesday night at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Binghamton took an early lead at 2:39 of the opening period when Corey Cowick beat Penguins goaltender Jeff Deslauriers with a wrist shot that deflected off Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman Scott Harrington.

For Cowick, the goal is his 11th of the season ans was assisted by Wacey Hamilton, who was a late addition to the lineup after Stephane Da Costa was scratched with a minor injury.

The Penguins tied the contest at 8:43 when the B-Sens showcased poor defensive play. After failing to clear its zone multiple times, Binghamton turned the puck over to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton forward Nick Drazenovic, who found Harry Zolnierczyk at the edge of Andrew Hammond’s crease for an easy tap-in.

Following a hooking minor to B-Sens defenseman Tyler Eckford, the Penguins took a 2-1 lead. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton set up in the Binghamton zone before Brian Dumoulin found Drazenovic for a one-timer from the right circle. The blast bested Hammond, giving Drazenovic his second point of the contest.

B-Sens lines:

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Andre Petersson

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Cole Schneider

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Buddy Robinson

B-Sens defense:

Mark Borowiecki/Danny New

Fredrik Claesson/Tyler Eckford

Chris Wideman/Michael Sdao
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Binghamton Senators familiar with Latvia’s breakout goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis

Posted on February 20, 2014 by mweinste
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Goalie Kristers Gudlevskis gets some help from a teammate to keep Latvia and Canada tied at 1 in the third period on Wednesday. GETTY IMAGES

Binghamton Senators fans watching Canada play Latvia in a tight Olympic quarterfinal men’s hockey contest may have heard a familiar name between the pipes for the underdogs.

Syracuse Crunch rookie goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis was brilliant in the 2-1 defeat, stopping 55 shots as Canada held a 57-15 advantage. The 21 year old was drafted in the fifth round (124th overall) by the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2013. Tampa Bay’s general manager, Steve Yzerman, serves the same role with the Canadian national team.

Gudlevskis kept Latvia tied with Canada for much longer than most goalies could, allowing the go-ahead goal by defenseman Shea Weber with 6:54 remaining. Seconds before the 100 mile-per-hour shot from the point hit the twine, Gudlevskis was down on the ice trying to catch his breath between whistles.The score was tied since the first period.

His performance was the opposite of what B-Sens fans have seen of the young goaltender.

Gudlevskis has made three appearances against the B-Sens this season, compiling an 0-2 record with a 5.13 goals-against average and .841 save percentage. He allowed four goals on 35 shots in a 5-2 loss to the visiting B-Sens on Dec. 20. His second appearance he came in to relieve Cedrick Desjardins and allowed three goals on 17 shots in a 6-5 overtime loss on Jan. 4 in Binghamton. His third appearance only lasted a period, getting the hook after allowing three goals on 11 shots in a 6-3 loss in Syracuse on Jan. 18.

Gudlevskis is 11-8-2 with a 2.69 GAA and .900 save percentage this season for Syracuse. He also has four shutouts in 22 games. He began the season with the Florida Everblades of the ECHL, earning a 7-4-0 record with a 1.83 GAA and .925 save percentage in 11 games.
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Numbers to watch: Binghamton Senators attendance roughly the same as 2012-13

Posted on February 18, 2014 by mweinste


Binghamton's Danny New skates past Worcester's Lane Scheidl during Saturday night's game at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Binghamton’s Danny New carries the puck down the ice Saturday against Worcester.

The Binghamton Senators are seeing the same success in the standings as they had the past season, but that has not translated into a higher average attendance.

The B-Sens averaged 3,559 fans in 38 home contests at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena in 2012-13, the second lowest total in the American Hockey League. That average is up significantly this season with 3,960 fans per game, but that number is inflated by the 14,869 fans that saw the B-Sens play Hamilton in Ottawa two weeks ago.

Taking away that number, the B-Sens are averaging 3,540 fans through 26 contests. That number would rank the sixth lowest in the AHL but even that number does not provide the full picture since Binghamton has one of the smallest arenas in the league.

Here are a few other numbers to chew on from this season:

34 - Shorthanded goals over the past two seasons for the B-Sens. Binghamton led the AHL with 19 shorthanded tallies in 2012-13 and are on a pace to equal that mark with 15 so far this season, which is almost double the amount (8) of the three teams tied for the second most goals. Despite the success, the team’s penalty killing unit ranks in the bottom half of the league this season (21st at 80.6 percent). They were the sixth best penalty killing unit in the league in 2012-13 (85.6 percent).

3.82 - Goals per game for the B-Sens. The Syracuse Crunch led the AHL in goals per game last season at 3.25. Averaging nearly four goals per game is very impressive at this level. Binghamton has scored 191 goals in 50 games (Texas has 192 in 53 games).

3.06 - Goals allowed per game by the B-Sens. It’s a good thing their offense is the best in the AHL because their defense is not. Of the 12 teams who are allowing three or more goals per game, only the B-Sens and Rockford (3.28) are currently in a playoff position.
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In-game report (2-15-14): Binghamton Senators blow out Worcester, 8-0

Posted on February 16, 2014 by mweinste


Embedded image permalink

Cole Schneider gives the B-Sens a 3-0 lead in the second period.

The Binghamton Senators scored eight goals in a game for the first time in over two years in an 8-0 victory over the Worcester Sharks on Saturday.

The last time they scored eight goals was Dec. 26, 2011 – an 8-3 victory over Albany. Andrew Hammond made 29 saves to earn his first professional shutout and the team’s first shutout of the year. Hartford, Rockford and San Antonio are the only AHL teams without a shutout this season.

Michael Sdao finished a 3-on-1 early in the third period for his second goal of the night to give the B-Sens a 7-0 lead. Matt Puempel added a power-play goal later in the period.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators added three more goals in the second period and lead the Worcester Sharks, 6-0, after 40 minutes on Saturday.

Cole Schneider made it a 3-0 game with 15:12 left in the second period. Schneider picked up a loose puck in the neutral zone after a Worcester defenseman was caught pinching and broke down the ice on a 3-on-1. He kept the puck and beat Sateri with a wrist shot from the right circle.

Embedded image permalink

Michael Sdao throws a Superman punch at Jimmy Bonneau in the second period.

Michael Sdao scored on a blast from the point to give the B-Sens a 4-0 lead 6:42 into the second. He then fought Jimmy Bonneau as soon as the puck dropped at center ice. Bonneau looked to get the best of Sdao but the B-Sens toughguy regrouped and finished the fight with the advantage.

Shane Prince scored for the third straight game, cleaning up a rebound in the low slot to give Binghamton a 5-0 lead with 3:47 left in the second.

Mark Stone finished a cross pass from Corey Cowick with 27 seconds remaining in the second to make it a six-goal lead.

FIRST PERIOD: Stephane Da Costa and Jim O’Brien each scored goals as the Binghamton Senators took a 2-0 lead over the Worcester Sharks into the locker room after 20 minutes on Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens took a 1-0 lead following a bad turnover by Worcester near its own net during 4-on-4 action. Da Costa intercepted a pass from behind the net in the low slot, and then passed to the left-wing circle to Hoffman, who drew goalie Harri Sateri out of position and passed right back to Da Costa for the goal.

Hoffman has 22 points (11 goals-11 assists) in his past 13 games and is second overall in the American Hockey League in scoring with 62 points (27-35) in 48 games. Da Costa has nine points (1-8) in his past five games and i second on the team with 41 points (12-29).

The B-Sens took a 2-0 lead 16:49 into the first period after Danny New made a great play to keep the puck in the offensive zone. The Sharks made a hard clear around the boards but New gloved it at the left point, gathered the puck and fired a shot to the net. Sateri made the save after a Buddy Robinson deflection, but the rebound went right to Jim O’Brien in the right circle for the goal on the half-open net.

PREGAME: Goaltender Nathan Lawson continues to recover from an illness and did not dress for the second straight game. The scratches included forwards Darren Kramer, Wacey Hamilton and David Dziurzynski, defenseman Ben Blood, and Lawson.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Andre Petersson

Shane Prince-Derek Grant-Cole Schneider

Corey Cowick-Jim O’Brien-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Tyler Eckford

Chris Wideman-Mike Sdao
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In-game report (2-14-14): Binghamton Senators rout W-B/Scranton Penguins

Posted on February 15, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators added a couple more goals in the third period as they defeated the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, 6-2, on Friday.

The B-Sens have a three-point lead over the Penguins for first place in the American Hockey League East Division.

Mark Stone added a power-play goal with 15:04 remaining in regulation to give the B-Sens a 5-1 lead.

The Penguins cut the lead to 5-2 less than a minute later on a power-play goal by Tom Kostopoulos.

Hoffman added a power-play goal, his second goal of the game, with 11:53 left to give the B-Sens a 6-2 lead. He leads the B-Sens with 27 goals and 61 points.

SECOND PERIOD: It was  a quiet second period as both teams were held scoreless, and Binghamton held on to a 4-1 lead over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins after 40 minutes.

Binghamton leads in shots, 29-25.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators showed no all-star break hangover as they lead the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, 4-1, after a period Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

After their first power-play opportunity fizzled early in the first period, the B-Sens made their next one count as Shane Prince scored his 15th goal of the season to give the team a 1-0 lead 8:17 into the first. Danny New had the puck inside the blueline in the offensive zone and sent a pass to Andre Petersson on the right wing. Petersson held for a moment then found Prince with a pretty backdoor feed for the goal on a half-open net.

The Penguins tied the score 68 seconds later on a goal by Spencer Machacek after some traffic in front of the net. Simon Despres sent the puck toward the net and Machacek swatted it in after Binghamton’s Wacey Hamilton swiped and missed a clear opportunity.

Mark Stone, playing in his first game back from a wrist injury differed with Ottawa last month, made a great defensive play in the offensive zone to set up Binghamton’s next goal. Stone stole the puck along the right-wing boards from a Penguins defender and broke in on a 2-on-1 with Corey Cowick, who buried the feed past goalie Eric Hartzell in the low slot with 6:27 left in the first.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau scored the team’s league-leading 15th shorthanded goal of the season with 5:20 remaining in the first. He poked the puck free at the top of the defensive zone then used his speed to skate past the Penguins defenders and in on goal, beating Hartzell on the backhand to give the B-Sens a 3-1 lead. Hartzell was pulled for Jeff Deslauriers after the goal.

Mike Hoffman added a power-play goal with 51 seconds remaining in the first to give the B-Sens a 4-1 lead. It was his team-leading 26th goal of the season.

PREGAME: Goalie Nathan Lawson and forward Matt Puempel were out with the flu and forward Derek Grant is still working back from an upper-body injury. Defenseman Michael Sdao and forward Buddy Robinson were healthy scratches.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-David Dziurzynski

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Tyler Eckford

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson shows he still has it at practice

Posted on February 13, 2014 by mweinste
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Coach Luke Richardson, center, celebrates after scoring during 3-on-3 scrimmages on Thursday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The Binghamton Senators officially return from the American Hockey League all-star break on Friday when they host the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins in a key divisional battle, but about half the team were in town Thursday for an optional practice at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens had just 10 players on the ice, including one goalie (Andrew Hammond). After the players warmed up a bit , on to the ice came head coach Luke Richardson in full pads wearing a white practice jersey with the No. 3 on the back of his black helmet.

20140213 153055

The 10 skaters divided themselves into three teams and they rotated in and out of 3-on-3 half-ice scrimmages. The teams were:

Black: Michael Sdao-Shane Prince-Tyler Eckford

White: Richardson-Buddy Robinson-Ben Blood

Red: Andre Petersson-Fredrik Claesson-David Dziurzynski-Darren Kramer

The red squad (with one man always sitting) won the first match up against the black, but then the white team ran the table. Richardson looked light on his feet and while the players weren’t going all out, the 45-year-old coach was more than holding his own, even lighting the lamp a couple times.

Mike Hoffman and Chris Wideman were spotted watching practice from the other side of the glass.

Hoffman reacts

With about half of his teammates on the ice for an optional practice Thursday, Hoffman took a well-deserved day off.

The team’s lone all-star scored a goal and had two assists to earn the American Hockey League’s player of the game award at the AHL All-Star Game Wednesday in St. John’s, one day after winning the fastest skater contest at the skills competition.

“It was a fun experience and I was able to play with some great players,” Hoffman said as his teammates practiced at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. “When you can put a talented group of guys like that together it comes easy in that type of game.”

The AHL all-stars defeated Färjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League, 7-2. Färjestad had trouble stopping the combination of Hoffman and Rockford IceHogs forward Brandon Pirri, who was named Most Valuable player of the game with two goals and an assist. Hoffman is second in the AHL in scoring with 58 points (25 goals, 33 assists) in 46 games. Pirri, who won the league scoring title in 2012-13, has 15 points (5-10) in 18 games.

Hoffman won the fastest skater award and also scored in the breakaway challenge to give his team two big points in the skills competition. The AHL won in sudden death, 18-17. Hoffman, in his fourth season with the B-Sens, appeared to dive for the finish line on his way to winning the fastest skater, but said he actually fell.

“I actually caught a toe as I was sprinting toward the finish,” he said.

With the break behind them, the B-Sens begin the final 28-game stretch of the season tonight against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. Binghamton (29-15-1-3, 62 points) leads the Penguins (28-16-2-3, 61) by a point for first place in the East Division.

Binghamton has lost three of their past four games despite scoring 13 goals. It has allowed five goals in each of those losses, including a 5-4 overtime loss to Hamilton before the break on Saturday in Ottawa. The B-Sens led 3-0 in the first period and 4-3 late in regulation, but could not hold on to either lead.

Binghamton ends the weekend at home on Saturday night against the Worcester Sharks.

  | | |  

Do It For Daron night

Posted on February 13, 2014 by mverderame


Valentine’s Day is normally an occasion filled with the color pink, usually reserved for hearts and cards. This Friday, the Binghamton Senators are asking their fans to think with those same pink hearts, and wear purple.

Friday’s contest at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins will have special meaning, as it is Do It For Daron night. D.I.F.D. is an organization that tries to raise awareness for mental health, helping those struggling to have hope before it is too late.

The organization is inspired by the late Daron Richardson, daughter of B-Sens head coach Luke Richardson, who was lost to suicide in 2010. The B-Sens are asking that fans wear purple to the game, the favorite color of Daron.

As usual, the game will start at 7:05 p.m. and feature a battle of the top two teams in the American Hockey League’s East Division. Binghamton currently leads Wilkes-Barre/Scranton by one point despite having played one less game.

  | | |  

Binghamton Senators’ Mike Hoffman wins fastest skater contest at AHL All-Star Skills Competition

Posted on February 12, 2014 by mweinste


Embedded image permalink

Binghamton Senators forward Mike Hoffman speaks following his victory in the fastest skater competition at the American Hockey League skills competition on Tuesday in St. John’s.

With the American Hockey League going with a different format for the 2014 All-Star Game, forward Mike Hoffman was the lone Binghamton Senators representative despite the team having the third best record in the Eastern Conference.

The AHL picked one team to represent the league against Färjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League. The skills competition is Tuesday and the game is Wednesday at the Mile One Centre in St. John’s, Newfoundland, Canada.

Hoffman did not disappoint by winning the fastest skater competition, completing the full lap around the ice in 13.990 seconds. Hoffman’s time was not immediately available because he dove under the sensors. His actual time may have been even faster after pausing the replays but Hoffman said he may have gotten a break too.

Embedded image permalink

Mike Hoffman dives through the red line to end his winning lap around the ice. His time was 13.990 seconds, but may have been slightly faster. The dive caused the sensors to malfunction.

“(The dive) fooled the sensors a little bit there,” Hoffman said following the event on the live television broadcast. “I might have been lucky to get the win but it’s all good.

“The turn is the most important part of the whole race; if you have a good coming around (the final net) there, you should be OK.”

Hoffman earned a point for the AHL team with the victory. He also participated in the breakaway relay challenge, scoring on his only attempt.

Hoffman is second in the AHL in scoring with a career best 58 points (25 goals-33 assists) in 48 games.

Embedded image permalink

Mike Hoffman is announced to the crowd during introductions before the skills competition on Tuesday.
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Binghamton Senators get more offensive help with returns of Stephane Da Costa, Mark Stone

Posted on February 7, 2014 by mweinste


Mark Stone, right, celebrates his first NHL goal with Jean-Gabriel Pageau earlier this month against the Montreal Canadiens.

Not that the Binghamton Senators were in need of more scoring, but it doesn’t hurt to add more scorers to the roster.

The Ottawa Senators re-assigned center Stephane Da Costa to the B-Sens on Friday, a day after sending forward Mark Stone back to Binghamton.

Da Costa was among the top 10 scores in the American Hockey League before getting re-called to Ottawa on Jan. 20. He is currently tied for 19th in scoring with 37 p0ints (12 goals, 25 assists) in 37 games. He has three goals and an assist in 12 games with Ottawa this season.

Da Costa was promoted to Ottawa because of a wrist injury to Stone, who was re-called to the National Hockey League club on Dec. 31. Da Costa could return to Ottawa following the Olympic break after forming a productive fourth line with Cory Conacher and Erik Condra.

Stone, 21, scored a goal and had an assist in seven games with Ottawa. He has nine goals and nine assists in 19 games with Binghamton.

Stone and Da Costa will likely be put on the top line again with B-Sens leading scorer Mike Hoffman. The three formed a potent trio in December.

The B-Sens have scored 173 goals this season, second to Texas (175).

Da Costa and Stone won’t have much travel to do as the B-Sens are already in Ottawa to play the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday night at the Canadian Tire Center. Binghamton (29-15-0-3, 61 points) have a five-point lead over Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Norfolk for first place in the East Division. The Penguins and Admirals have played one less game, but will make it up tonight.

  | | |  

Mika Zibanejad shows well for Senators

Posted on February 6, 2014 by mverderame


Mika Zibanejad has been a top prospect since the day he was drafted by the Ottawa Senators back in the first round of 2011.

This season, Zibanejad is showing why. The Stockholm, Sweden native had a nice week to begin February, notching three assists in four games to accompany an even rating. In those games, Ottawa went 2-1-1-0.

Zibanejad has been solid in 47 games this season since being called up in October to the parent club from Binghamton. With 11 goals and 12 assists, Zibeanjad has helped the Senators stay alive in the Eastern Conference race, currently sitting 10th in the standings but only one point out of a playoff spot.

Also playing well in Ottawa is veteran Chris Neil. Neil is known more for his fists and tough-guy image, but every once in a while he can make an impact offensively.

This week, Neil had a huge game against the Toronto Maple Leafs, scoring two goals and an assist. For the season, Neil has eight goals and two assists in 50 games.

Forward Colin Greening showed up this week and amassed a goal and an assist. The former Cornell star now has five goals and 13 points on the season. Greening also played well in the defensive end, earning an EVEN rating.

Defenseman Jared Cowen is playing solid hockey after taking some heat from the fans to begin the season. Cowen earned a pair of assists this week in four games, including one on Tuesday in Ottawa’s 5-4 shootout win over the St. Louis Blues.

In the game against St. Louis, backup goaltender Robin Lehner got some game action and earned his seventh win of the season. Lehner was excellent, making 46 saves to beat one of the top teams in the Western Conference.

Jakob Silfverberg (Anaheim Ducks): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 31 games, 6 goals, 9 assists, plus-2, 8 PIM.

Stephane Da Costa (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 0 assists, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 11 games, 3 goals 0 assists, plus-1, 2 PIM.

Jason Spezza (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, 1 goal, 4 assists, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 52 games, 15 goals, 27 assists, minus-21, 34 PIM.

Eric Gryba (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, o goals, 1 assist, minus-1, 6 PIM. Season: 32 games, 1 goal, 7 assists, plus-6, 35 PIM.

Mark Stone (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 7 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, minus-1, 2 PIM.

Cody Ceci (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, EVEN, 2 PIM. Season: 25 games, 1 goal, 5 assists, plus-3, 6 PIM.

Patrick Wiercioch (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 2 PIM. Season: 37 games, 3 goals, 12 assists, plus-2, 12 PIM.

Chris Phillips (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 49 games, 1 goals, 12 assists, minus-6, 20 PIM.

Anton Volchenkov (New Jersey Devils): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-2, 4 PIM. Season: 44 games, 0 goals, 7 assists, EVEN, 18 PIM.

Ray Emery (Philadelphia Flyers): 0 games, 0-0, 0 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 20 games, 6-9-1, .897 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.03 GAA.

Ben Bishop (Tampa Bay Lightning): 3 games, 1-2, 4 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 42 games, 27-8-4, .933 sv. percentage, 4 shutouts, 1.98 GAA.

Andre Benoit (Colorado Avalanche): 4 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 55 games, 2 goals, 17 assists, minus-4, 12 PIM.
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After surrendering 16 goals in three games, Hershey Bears focus on tightening defense

All Stories | All Videos

Fans who attend Sunday's Charlotte Checkers-Hershey Bears game at Giant Center will be part of an experiment.

The game is scheduled to start at 4 p.m. instead of the normal 5 p.m. Sunday start time.

“We have two games that we've dedicated to a 4 o'clock start just to see, first of all, fan reaction,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said. “Do they like 4 better than 5?”

The March 16 game against the Norfolk Admirals at Giant Center also is scheduled for a 4 p.m. start.

“Will it increase group sales, because it's earlier and kids go to school Monday?” Yingst said. “We're just looking at it philosophically if it's something we want to look at doing in the future.”

A Feb. 2 Sunday game against Norfolk started at 2 p.m., but that was because of the Super Bowl.

NOTEBOOK

It has been a vagabond season for former Bears defenseman Zach Miskovic, who was traded for the second time this season on Wednesday. Along with forward Brad Winchester, Miskovic was traded from the Rockford IceHogs to the Iowa Wild in exchange for defenseman Brian Connelly.

On Jan. 17, Miskovic was traded from the San Antonio Rampage to Rockford in exchange for future considerations. Miskovic, who also has played six games in 2013-14 for the ECHL's Cincinnati Cyclones, made his Iowa debut Thursday night in a 4-2 loss to the Rochester Americans.
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It is the roster you finish with, not the roster that you start with, that counts most in the AHL.

With NHL and AHL trade deadlines looming in March, the Hershey Bears are mulling potential roster tweaks as they continue to jockey for Eastern Conference playoff position.

“You're always looking to upgrade your team,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Maybe, for me, maybe a guy up the middle. I think we could always get stronger up the middle. I like the makeup of the team. I think you can always use a guy who's good on draws. And maybe a little speed up the middle can't hurt.

“It's nothing against our centers. I just think if you can get stronger in the middle, you've got more options. You can move guys to the wing.”

The NHL trade deadline is scheduled for March 5. The AHL trade deadline is scheduled for March 12.

Deals by the Washington Capitals could affect Hershey's roster. The biggest question from a Hershey perspective is whether the Caps, who have NHL depth at the position with Braden Holtby, Michal Neuvirth and Philipp Grubauer, might trade a goalie to fill a perceived need.

In addition, the Caps will have to reassign defensemen Connor Carrick and Dmitry Orlov at the NHL trade deadline, at least on paper, to make them eligible to play for Hershey in the Calder Cup playoffs. Julien Brouillette and Nicolas Deschamps, each recalled on Wednesday, figure to be reassigned before the trade deadline.

Following the NHL deadline, where NHL teams also can broker deals for their AHL affiliates, AHL clubs will have another week to make deals. Bears winger Derek Whitmore, who has been limited to 25 games this season as a frequent veteran scratch, would seem to be a potential trade candidate.

“We would like to look at one productive forward, an offensive forward, and a power play defenseman,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said.

NOTEBOOK

Bears games March 7 at Norfolk at 7:30 p.m., March 8 at Norfolk at 7 p.m., March 14 at Syracuse at 7 p.m. and April 6 at Bridgeport at 3 p.m. will be televised in conjunction with WHTM-TV. The broadcasts will be available on WHTM-TV's RTV Channel 27.2, Comcast Channel 246, Verizon Fios Channel 461, Blue Ridge Cable Channel 152 and Kuhn Communications Channel 67. Bears broadcaster Scott Stuccio and WHTM-TV sports director Gregg Mace will handle the broadcast duties.

Yingst coaches the Hershey Jr. Bears Quebec Team and this month led the squad on its annual trip to the Quebec International Pee-Wee Tournament in Quebec City. The Jr. Bears, who went 4-1, advanced to the semifinals in the Pee-Wee AA Elites division before losing 5-2 Saturday to eventual champion Columbus. “They're really good,” Yingst said of the Columbus team. “We did outstanding. I'm really pleased with the kids.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
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During their 17-4-1-0 standings-climbing run from Dec. 28-Feb. 16, the Hershey Bears allowed an average of just 2.22 goals per game.

In the last three, they have allowed an average of 5.33. That has resulted in a season-high, three-game losing streak.

“We have to tighten it up in our own end,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “The other end will take care of itself. We have enough offensive guys.”

Thus, defense was the focus of Thursday's practice at Hersheypark Arena before the Bears departed for Friday night's game at Hartford.

“That was the emphasis today was some drills of getting in some lanes and blocking some shots,” Haviland said. “We really worked on tightening it up in our D-zone.

“It's not just the goalies and the D. It's everybody – all five guys making the commitment.”

Defenseman Cameron Schilling's absence the last three games with an upper body injury has played a role in the increase in goals against.

Schilling participated fully in practice Thursday but isn't necessarily good to go for the Hartford game.

“Just talking to him after, we may have to give him another day here,” Haviland said.

“Just doing some of the battle stuff today, I don't know if he's at 100 percent and we have some guys that are.”

Top-pair fixture Schilling played in the first 51 games and ranks second on the team in plus-minus (plus-13).

“He plays a lot of minutes, plays against the best guys all year long,” Haviland said. “He's a valuable part of it. One guy doesn't make your team, but certainly he's a big part of the defensive side of the puck for us. He's had a really good year.

“When you lose a guy who does what he does and shuts people down, other guys have got to step their game up. Certainly we miss him, for sure.”

NOTEBOOK

Nate Schmidt (upper body), sidelined the last two games, fully participated in practice and has been cleared to return to the lineup, Haviland said.

Michael Latta (upper body), who didn't play in Tuesday night's loss at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, practiced in a non-contact jersey. “I don't foresee him making the trip,” Haviland said.

Haviland said he hasn't gotten any advisement on whether Nicolas Deschamps and Julien Brouillette, each recalled by the Washington Capitals Wednesday, might be reassigned before the Hartford game.

Deschamps and Brandon Segal, slated to serve the second game of a two-game suspension Friday, are Ryan Stoa's usual linemates. He centered Nathan Walker and Stan Galiev on a practice line Thursday.

Lines:

Byers-Wellman-Watkins

Taffe-Potulny-Gazley

Walker-Stoa-Galiev

Whitmore-LeBlanc-Rechlicz

J. Mitchell-Latta-Segal

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Genoway-Kolomatis

Schmidt-Oleksy

Wellar-Wey
With center Marcus Johansson’s return from the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia, delayed by immigration issues, the Washington Capitals recalled left winger Nicolas Deschamps from the Hershey Bears on Wednesday.

Also Wednesday, defenseman Jack Hillen returned to the Caps after playing one game for the Bears as part of an NHL conditioning assignment. Hillen, who was sidelined by a broken leg since Oct. 3, saw action in Tuesday night's 6-5 loss to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. He did not record a point but had five shots on goal. 

The 24-year-old Deschamps has never played in an NHL regular-season game in his career. It’s uncertain how quickly he would return to Hershey when Johansson’s visa issues are ironed out. The Caps play their first post-Olympic game Thursday night in Sunrise, Fla., against the Panthers.

Deschamps has played 47 games for the Bears this season and has 29 points (13 goals, 16 assists), good for fourth place in team scoring. In 266 career AHL games with Iowa, Syracuse, Toronto and Hershey, he has 136 points on 50 goals and 86 assists. 

According to a Caps news release, Deschamps has been assigned jersey No. 94 and according to reports, skated on a line with former Bears Jay Beagle and Tom Wilson at practice Wednesday morning in Arlington, Va.
With a combined seven goals in the third period, Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre became a virtual casino Tuesday night.

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins scored four of them to emerge with a 6-5 victory over the Hershey Bears.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

After a short-handed goal by WBS's Brendan Mikkelson tied the game 3-3 at 5:00, the Baby Pens followed by converting both ends of a high-sticking double minor assessed to Dustin Gazley with power play goals from Andrew Ebbett and Spencer Machacek to take a lead they wouldn't lose.

Bears captain Dane Byers, scoring a second goal after a first-period power play goal, started the period with a goal at the 28-second mark. Jeff Taffe and Nicolas Deschamps also scored in the third for Hershey. After Taffe scored, Machacek tallied a second goal that stood as the game-winner.

The loss was season-high third straight in regulation for Hershey, which has allowed a combined 16 goals during the losing streak.

The Pens (65 points), who ended a five-game losing streak to Hershey and a six-game winless streak overall, reclaimed second place in the East Division by moving a point ahead of Hershey (64) and Norfolk (64).

Hershey's Casey Wellman and WBS's Mike Carman and Bobby Farnham also scored.

WBS goalie Eric Hartzell, who surrendered four goals on 16 shots, was replaced by Jeff Deslauriers after Taffe scored at 10:01 of the third.

NOTEBOOK

WBS (6-3-2-1) claimed the season series against Hershey (6-5-1-0) by virtue of earning more points (15-13). 

Hershey has allowed 11 short-handed goals, third most in the AHL.

Former Bears centerman Carman has scored three of his six goals this season against Hershey.

Eleven goals tied a Hershey season high for combined goals in a game. Binghamton beat Hershey 7-4 on Dec. 14.

Michael Latta was sidelined by an upper body injury.

Patrick Wellar is closing on a career milestone. The defenseman played his 598th pro game.

Hershey 2 0 3 - 5

W-B/Scranton 1 1 4 - 6
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Washington Capitals defenseman Jack Hillen has endured more than his share of injury woes the last two seasons.

In the wake of a shoulder injury that sidelined him for 25 games in 2012-13, Hillen suffered a tibial plateau fracture in his right knee in his second game of 2013-14.

“I didn't think like woe is me or anything,” Hillen said. “It happens. Those are the breaks. I feel good now and I'm trying to make the best of it.”

Hillen joined the Hershey Bears Tuesday on a conditioning assignment from Washington and took part in the team's morning skate at Giant Center. The veteran of 255 NHL games is scheduled to play for the Bears in Tuesday night's game at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

“I'm really anxious to get back out there,” Hillen said. “The last week has progressed a lot better for me than I anticipated. I felt good in practice. The next step was to see how I felt in a game. You just can't get the game situations in practice. You can't get the contact and the speed.

“I'm trying to get acclimated to speed, acclimated to taking some hits again and really see if I feel as good in a game as I do in practice.”

Hillen, 28, said the plan is for the conditioning stint to last one game before he returns to the Caps.

“It's been tough sledding for him a little bit,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I had a little chat with him this morning. He's excited to get back playing a game. It would be really nice to see him just go forward with his career here. I'm sure he would love that, too.

“He hasn't played in a while. I think he's trying to get his timing. That's what the American League's for. He's played here a long time ago. Certainly, a guy who can skate and should certainly help us on the back end going into a tough building.”

Hillen played 33 games for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in 2008-09 during his tenure with the New York Islanders organization. Ironically, the last game he played in the AHL was at WBS in a 2008-09 first-round playoff series.

Hillen, who wasn't allowed to walk for 10 weeks to keep his kneecap from moving, said he was initially concerned that his career might be over when he suffered the knee injury in early October. 

“Playing this game is going to be tougher for me mentally than physically, I think,” Hillen said. “Physically, I feel ready to go. But mentally I need to get over that hurdle that I can take a check and I can still play the game, because it's been a long time.”

NOTEBOOK

Cameron Schilling, Nate Schmidt and Michael Latta all have minor upper body injuries and are listed as day-to-day, Haviland said. Schmidt practiced in a non-contact jersey but has been ruled out of the WBS game along with Schilling. Latta playing will be a game-time decision, Haviland said.

Tuesday night's game is Hershey's last regular-season meeting with WBS in 2013-14. “When you play a team that plays the way they play – just a sound, hard-fought game – it may be a good remedy for us coming back,” said Haviland, whose team is riding a two-game losing streak.
In the wake of the end of their 12-game home winning streak, the Hershey Bears will get a chance to begin a new streak this weekend.

The Bears are scheduled to visit Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Tuesday night and Hartford Friday night before hosting a pair of games against Charlotte on Friday and Saturday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Tilt Tuesday. The game against WBS, which Hershey has beaten five straight times, is the only Tuesday contest of the season for the Bears.

2. Skid stoppers. The Bears will carry a two-game losing streak into WBS, but they haven't lost three in a row in regulation all season. 

3. Slow starters. Hartford has been outscored a collective 59-37 in the first period. The Wolf Pack has surrendered more first-period goals than any team in the AHL.

4. Alumni relations. Former Bears defenseman Danny Syvret, who had two assists in Hartford's 4-3 win over Hershey on Oct. 26 at Giant Center, is tied for No. 13 in AHL scoring among defensemen (6-22-28).

5. Scion homecoming. Charlotte forward Brendan Woods, son of former Bears head coach Bob Woods, will make his first Hershey homecoming as a pro when the Checkers visit. The rookie has produced 5-3-8 in 42 games.
The Hershey Bears saw more than enough of Syracuse Crunch winger Richard Panik during the weekend.

After scoring a goal in Saturday night's shutout win at Giant Center, Panik followed with a goal and three assists Sunday night to spearhead Syracuse's 5-2 victory over Hershey at Verizon Center in Washington.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Winger Dana Tyrell added a goal and two assists for Syracuse, which outscored Hershey a collective 10-2 in the two wins.

“Right now, we're cheating a little bit, especially in the D-zone, maybe looking for a little bit too much offense and leaving the zone at times," Bears head coach Mike Haviland said at his postgame press conference. "When you cheat the game, you're not going to get success. I think right now we're cheating a little bit in our details and it's ended up in the back of our net.”

Vlad Namestnikov, Mike Angelidis and former Bears winger Jon DiSalvatore (5-on-3 power play) also scored for the Crunch. Namestnikov produced back-to-back two-point games against the Bears.

Hershey, losing consecutive games in regulation for the first time since Dec. 26-27, got goals from Jeff Taffe (power play) and Nicolas Deschamps. Taffe's goal at 1:57 of the second period ended an 89:29 shutout streak at the hands of Syracuse.

Norfolk, which defeated host Springfield 3-2 Sunday, moved into a tie with Hershey for second place in the East Division.

“We have to get back to playing our desperate hockey," Haviland said. "We only have 23 games left.”

NOTEBOOK

Deschamps' goal was his first since Jan. 11 against Springfield.

Hershey went 1-for-7 on the power play and has gone 1-for-13 (7.7 percent) in the last three games.

Stan Galiev played his first game since getting injured on Dec. 21 against Worcester and recorded two shots on goal. "He's only going to help us," Haviland said. "He's got world-class skill. If he can continue to challenge himself and we challenge him for his compete level, I think Stan's got a bright future.”

Steven Oleksy returned to the lineup after being a healthy scratch in three straight games.

Nate Schmidt was sidelined by an injury suffered Saturday night.

Syracuse last won consecutive games in mid-January.

The game provided a chance for the Bears to play in the home arena of the parent Washington Capitals. “We looked a little nervous to start,” Haviland said. “I told them at the end of the first to kind of take a deep breath and kind of get back to our game, but it really didn't go that well for us tonight.”

Hershey 0 2 0 - 2

Syracuse 1 2 2 - 5
The ultimate goal for every Hershey Bears player is to get promoted to play at Verizon Center, home of the Washington Capitals.

The Bears will get to play in the building Sunday against the Syracuse Crunch. Syracuse defeated Hershey 5-0 Saturday night at Giant Center.

“I'm more looking at the redemption now more than anything,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Yeah, it's nice to go and play in front of the bosses and get a chance to get up there and do that. For me, it's how we come back and respond now after what happened tonight.”

The Bears haven't lost consecutive games in regulation since Dec. 26-27.

“We've got three more periods with them,” Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “It will be a different game tomorrow.”

NOTEBOOK

Defenseman Cameron Schilling (upper body) missed his first game of the season. “It's day-to-day,” Haviland said. “Just thought it would come along better than what it did.” Taffe and Peter LeBlanc are the only Bears who have played in all 52 games.

Winger Derek Whitmore, who again was the veteran scratch, practiced with the Capitals Saturday.

Syracuse ended Hershey's 12-game home winning streak. Hershey's last home loss before beginning the streak was 3-2 to Syracuse on Dec. 27.

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer's five-game winning streak ended.

Despite the loss, Hershey maintained sole possession of second place in the East Division.
The law of averages and the law of slow starts caught up with the Hershey Bears Saturday night.

Amid a 12-game home winning streak tied for the longest in the AHL this season, the Bears hadn't lost at Giant Center in calendar year 2014. They'd also won five straight overall.

Both streaks came to an emphatic end in a 5-0 loss to the Syracuse Crunch.

“I give them credit,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “You lose the game in the first 10 minutes. You're on your heels right away and you're playing from behind.

“You can't come out like that. You should come out with more passion and fire than what we did, for sure.”

Syracuse scored twice in the first 9:26 en route to sending Hershey to its most lopsided defeat of the season.

The Bears practiced Thursday and Friday without forwards Ryan Stoa, Casey Wellman and Michael Latta, who were recalled to practice with the Washington Capitals before being reassigned to Hershey.

That affected three lines, but Haviland said it was no excuse for a flat start in which Hershey didn't record its first shot until 10:47 of the first.

“We've played long enough together here,” Haviland said. “Yeah, we had two days of practice without them, but they're all excuses for me. We can't do what we did.

“I told the guys I've got to take some onus on that. It's my job to prepare them. Certainly, we weren't ready the first 10 minutes.”

<br>

NEW YORK: Syracuse goalie Allen York has had a vagabond season, playing for Texas, Rockford, Charlotte and now Syracuse. He summoned an often spectacular 39-save shutout against Hershey to improve to 4-4-3.

“When you have Yorkie playing completely solid, shutting it down like that, that's what it takes to win,” said Crunch winger Jon DiSalvatore, who played for Hershey last season.

“Sometimes you need that. I thought we played good from the net out. I thought everyone was pretty good. I thought Hershey did a pretty good job pushing in the second period.”

The Bears recorded 20 second-period shots. York stopped them all.

“We had chances in the second to make that game a close game,” Haviland said. “A lot of chances we felt. Their goalie made some great saves.”

HIGH HOPES: Defending East Division champion Syracuse is mired in last place, 16 points out of an Eastern Conference playoff spot. 

“We still believe,” DiSalvatore said. “Everyone can look at the standings and think that it's just such a long shot for us to get in, but every guy on our team believes.

“We paid the price this week in practice. We are motivated, because we feel like we're as good as any team in the league. We come out with a good effort, we get to the net, we can beat any team in the league and we can still get into the playoffs.”

DiSalvatore has produced 3-2-5 in five games against Hershey.

“That always happens when you play against your old team, it seems like,” Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “He enjoyed his time here and said he likes playing there as well.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Former Hershey Bears defenseman Sami Lepisto earned a medal Saturday when Finland beat the U.S. 5-0 in the men's hockey bronze medal game in Sochi, Russia.

Lepisto, who played for Hershey from 2007-09, recorded an assist, a shot on goal and finished plus-two.

Former Bears defenseman John Carlson (2008-10) recorded a shot on goal and finished even for the U.S.

Lepisto was the only former Hershey player to earn a medal in the Winter Olympics. Goalies Semyon Varlamov (Russia) and Peter Budaj (Slovakia) also represented their countries.

Canada and Sweden are scheduled to play for the gold medal on Sunday. 

Lepisto, playing in the KHL for Yekaterinburg Automobilist in 2013-14, was Hershey's leading scorer among defensemen in 2007-08 (4-41-45).

He also was Hershey's leading scorer among defensemen in 2008-09 (4-38-42), but an injury sidelined him during the team's run to the Calder Cup.
After practicing with the Washington Capitals the past two days, centermen Michael Latta, Ryan Stoa and Casey Wellman were reassigned to the Hershey Bears on Friday.

The Caps summoned the three to flesh out their practice numbers with players absent while participating in the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia.

The trio won't be away from Washington for long. The Bears are scheduled to play the Syracuse Crunch Sunday at Verizon Center.
NHL teams returned to practice after their Olympic break ended Wednesday, and with several Washington Capitals still participating at the Winter Games in Sochi, Russia, the Caps found themselves a little thin at forward.

Because of that, Washington recalled centers Michael Latta, Ryan Stoa and Casey Wellman from the AHL’s Hershey Bears on Thursday morning.

In addition, winger Dane Byers, though not formally recalled, was expected to practice with the Caps.

The 22-year-old Latta has a goal, three assists and 12 penalty minutes for the Caps in 17 NHL games this season. In 29 games with the Bears, he’s posted 24 points (seven goals, 17 assists) and 99 penalty minutes.

This is the second recall to Washington this season for the 26-year-old Stoa, who hasn’t played an NHL game since the 2010-11 campaign, when he suited up for 24 games in a Colorado Avalanche uniform. He has 10 goals, 19 assists and 45 penalty minutes this season in 45 games for Hershey.

Wellman, 26, has two goals and an assist in nine games with the Capitals this season. In 41 games for Hershey, he has 26 points on 13 goals and 13 assists to go along with eight penalty minutes.

Ryan Stoa 13-14

Ryan Stoa 
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The Bears (29-16-3-3) have picked up at least a point in 17 of 21 games since Jan. 1, including 16 victories in that span. Mike Haviland’s team has won five straight overall and 12 in a row at Giant Center heading into Saturday night’s home game against the Syracuse Crunch.

Once buried in the AHL’s East Division standings, Hershey sits four points behind the first-place Binghamton Senators. WashingtonCapitals.com senior writer Mike Vogel reported that the four are scheduled to rejoin the Bears after Friday's Washington practice.

The Caps are still without forwards Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson, who will play for Sweden in its Olympic semifinal game Friday vs. Finland, and defenseman John Carlson, who will play for Team USA against Canada in the other Final Four match-up.

Casey Wellman 13-14

Casey Wellman
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Forward Alexander Ovechkin’s Russian team was eliminated from medal contention with Wednesday’s quarterfinal loss to Finland, but his exact return date to Washington is uncertain. 

The Caps don't play their first post-Olympic game until a week from Thursday against the Florida Panthers in Sunrise, Fla.
Tomas Kundratek has rejoined the Hershey Bears.

The defenseman is a presence in the locker room and the weight room. He won't be a presence on the ice in the wake of ACL surgery on his right knee.

“I'm done for the season, definitely,” Kundratek said. “It takes six months. I just got it done Dec. 11.”

Initially, there were long-shot hopes Kundratek might make it back before the end of 2013-14 after suffering the injury in a Nov. 10 game against the Binghamton Senators.

“I don't want to rush it because I don't want to be at the end of the season getting hurt again and then the next season be out,” Kundratek said. “I don't want to risk any injury. I still have one year on my contract with the Washington Capitals. I want to be ready for the next year.”

Kundratek, 24, produced 1-0-1 in seven games with Hershey this season. In 2012-13, he was the team's leading scorer among defensemen (16-15-31 in 49 games) and was selected to represent the Bears in the 2013 AHL All-Star Classic, though he didn't participate due to a recall to Washington.

“We want him to be around the guys and be part of the team, which is what he's doing already,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He's got to continue to do rehab and look forward to next year and really get that thing as back to 100 percent as he can.

“Obviously, it was a tough thing for him and it's a whole year. But he's been in great spirits. He's had a tough road here. He's been in Washington [for rehabilitation]; now he's back here. He's just got to continue to do what he needs to do to make himself ready for training camp next year for the Washington Capitals.”

Kundratek said his knee damage was limited to the ACL.

“Everything is going good,” Kundratek said. “There's a couple speed bumps with the knee. There's a little bit of swelling still, but it's usual with a knee like that.

“It's awesome to see them doing well, but it's tough. You want to be there with them and playing with them and playing those games.”
Stan Galiev and Adam Comrie were teammates with the ECHL's Reading Royals in 2012-13.

The pair reunited in less friendly fashion on Dec. 21, when the Worcester Sharks played the Hershey Bears at Giant Center.

A check by 6-4, 205-pound Sharks defenseman Comrie injured Bears winger Galiev's shoulder.

“I didn't see him coming and I wasn't ready,” Galiev said Tuesday. “But it's a clean hit. It's part of the game. I'm not mad at him. I feel like one guy was on my right side, so I didn't check my left side. And I wasn't ready.

“He's a great guy and I'm not mad.”

Nearly eight weeks later, Galiev has been cleared to return to Hershey's lineup. The injury didn't require surgery.

“It's great to be back and great to skate with the boys finally,” Galiev said. “I feel like part of the team now. It's been a tough two months for me, but it's all behind me.”

The second-year pro, a 2010 third-round draft pick (86th overall) by the Washington Capitals, had found his most productive Hershey groove right before the injury.

After starting the season in Reading, Galiev trumped his 2012-13 Hershey totals (0-1-1 in 17 games) in eight games (3-1-4). 

Now the task is to recapture that momentum in the wake of an injury interruption.

“Everybody is going to have to realize, when you sit out for this long his timing right away isn't going to be that great,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “This week he's going to have to really do a lot of battling drills and game-simulated stuff. It's still not going to do it. He's going to have to play games.”

With Hershey riding a five-game winning streak, the lineup is pretty set right now. Haviland said he plans to discuss the possibility of a Reading stint for Galiev with assistant coach Ryan Mougenel and Bears President-GM Doug Yingst.

“Maybe down for a game or two to get some conditioning,” Haviland said. “I don't know. He's played pretty good for us.

“I think as the week progresses here, we'll see what we're going to do with him. He definitely can make us better. We're going to see where we can put him in at times. He just adds to our depth here.”

Moscow native Galiev, 22, is proud of the job Sochi, Russia, is doing hosting the Winter Olympics. 

“I think they did an amazing job,” Galiev said. “My grandparents live three or four hours away drive.

“I've been there once when I was probably 12: nothing there, nothing there. They did a great job to build everything.”

However, he is not as pleased with Russia's fitful performance so far in the Olympic men's hockey tournament.

“Such a great team and it feels like they try to do too much,” Galiev said. “When they have a chance to shoot, they make an extra pass. Maybe because it's big ice and every team sits back. But it should be an interesting quarterfinals.”
Defenseman Cameron Schilling and centerman Ryan Stoa, who each suffered what Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland termed minor injuries Sunday at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, sat out Tuesday's practice at Giant Center.

“Just a maintenance day,” said Haviland, whose team doesn't play until Saturday. “Just precautionary with the week we have. I'd rather just make sure with both of them.”

Stan Galiev (shoulder) participated in full-contact practice. And Tuesday's workout marked Haviland's on-ice return to conduct practice in the wake of a medical issue that sidelined him for a Jan. 26 game against WBS.

“I was moving a little slow out there,” Haviland said, “but it was good.”

NOTEBOOK

Defenseman Steven Oleksy was a healthy scratch the past two games. 

“I think he was trying a little too much out there,” Haviland said. “We have some guys, too, here that have played pretty well and some tough, tough decisions on the back end. I definitely want to see his game get better and he knows that.

“He needs to simplify his game, and that's what I told him. I know he will. I don't think he's been really bad or anything. I just think he needs to simplify his game. When you have some healthy guys, we decided to put some guys in ahead of him.”

Lines:

Deschamps-Latta-Segal

Taffe-Wellman-Gazley

Byers-Potulny-Watkins

Walker-LeBlanc-Rechlicz

Whitmore-J. Mitchell-Galiev

D-pairs:

Brouillette-Wey

Schmidt-Kolomatis

Genoway-Strachan

Wellar-Oleksy

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Having extended their home winning streak to 12 games, the Hershey Bears will get a chance to increase it to 13 with one home game during a two-game weekend against the Syracuse Crunch.

The Bears are scheduled to play Syracuse Saturday night at Giant Center and again Sunday at Washington's Verizon Center.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Crunch Olympians. Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis (Latvia) and Richard Panik (Slovakia) are representing their countries at the Winter Olympics. 

2. Spiraling Syracuse. Since Jan. 18, defending division champion Syracuse has gone 1-9-1-1 to fall off the pace in the East Division. The Crunch are in last place, 17 points behind fourth-place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

3. Verizon Center. Sunday's game will be played at the home of the Washington Capitals, where the Bears technically will be the visiting team but will have de facto home team status. Hershey beat the Norfolk Admirals 2-1 on Dec. 6, 2012, at Verizon Center.

4. Will flying 2014 continue? The Bears have won 16 of 21 games in 2014. It is Hershey's best start to a calendar year since it won 18 of 21 in 2010 during the 2009-10 Calder Cup season.

5. Suspension watch. Suspensions figure to come out of Sunday's Adirondack-Portland game in which the teams combined for 299 penalty minutes.
Earning a maximum six points last weekend and stretching their winning streak to five games, the Hershey Bears moved into sole possession of second place in the East Division.

The Bears beat Albany 3-2 in a shootout Friday night in Atlantic City, defeated Wilkes-Barre/Scranton 5-4 Saturday night at Giant Center and beat WBS 3-1 Sunday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. Dane Byers. The captain produced 1-4-5, including a Gordie Howe hat trick Saturday, and was plus-4 while extending his point streak to five games.

2. Michael Latta. The forward produced 1-3-4 and was plus-3 while extending his point streak to four games.

3. Casey Wellman. The forward produced 1-2-3 and also scored the decisive shootout tally against Albany.
Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre has been a school of hard knocks for the Hershey Bears, who were winless in their first four visits to the building in 2013-14.

Erupting for three third-period goals Sunday, the Bears skated away with a 3-1 victory over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins that extended their winning streak to five games.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

After combining for nine goals Saturday night at Giant Center, the teams were scoreless until Jeff Taffe gave Hershey a 1-0 lead at 9:05 of the third period.

Ryan Potulny, scoring for the second straight game, followed at 12:52 to make it 2-0. Brian Gibbons drew WBS within one with a short-handed goal at 15:57, but Peter LeBlanc sealed it with another Hershey goal at 16:46.

Hershey, which has beaten WBS five straight times, took over sole possession of second place in the East Division and moved within two points of first-place Binghamton, which has a game in hand. The Bears also claimed sole possession of fourth place in the Eastern Conference.

Bears goalie David Leggio made 26 saves to improve to 15-13-2.

NOTEBOOK

Hershey, which evened its season road record (10-10-2-0), has gone 1-3-1-0 at Mohegan Sun Arena. Hershey's last win in the building was a 3-2 victory on March 1 last season.

By each recording two assists, Dane Byers (five games) and Michael Latta (four) extended their point streaks.

Hershey has gone 12-2-0-0 in its last 14 games.

Gibbons' short-hander was the 10th allowed by Hershey this season.

WBS is mired in a four-game winless streak (0-3-1-0).

Hershey 0 0 3 - 3

W-B/Scranton 0 0 1 - 1
T.J. Oshie grabbed a spotlight on the world stage Saturday when his shootout heroics lifted the U.S. to a win over Russia at the Winter Olympics.

Matt Watkins 13-14

Matt Watkins 
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The performance made two Hershey Bears especially pleased and proud. Winger Matt Watkins and defenseman Chay Genoway were college teammates with Oshie at the University of North Dakota.

“That was pretty awesome,” Watkins said. “He's definitely got some good moves. That was pretty impressive. The thing I loved about it was he was smiling the whole time. He looked like he was really enjoying it and having a lot of fun with it.”

Oshie converted four of six shootout bids. Watkins said he is an ideal player to put in a pressure-packed situation.

“He's the type of guy that he likes a challenge, but he's a care-free type of guy and has a lot of fun with the game,” Watkins said. “He's always playing around.”

Watkins and Genoway both are Canadian. Might Genoway still root for Oshie should the U.S. play Canada?

“No, absolutely not,” Genoway said. “Definitely, Canada. But it would be fun to have a Canada-U.S. final, for sure.”

NOTEBOOK

Dustin Gazley produced his first two-goal game for Hershey. The Bears have gone 7-0-0-0 when the winger scores. “It feels good to do what I can to help the team here,” Gazley said.

Dane Byers extended his point streak to four games and Michael Latta extended his point streak to three.
Maintaining their 2014 calendar year home mastery, the Hershey Bears continued their East Division ascension Saturday night at Giant Center.

Hershey, running its home winning streak to 12 and its overall winning streak to four, defeated the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 5-4.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

With the victory, Hershey passed WBS in the East Division standings and is tied with Norfolk for second place. The Bears and Admirals are four points behind first-place Binghamton.

Hershey (19-6-1-3 at Giant Center) surpassed its 2012-13 home victory total (18-15-3-2) while recorded its fourth straight win over the Baby Pens.

The Bears broke open a game tied 1-1 at first intermission with a two-goal second period in which they outshot WBS 12-6.

Dustin Gazley scored 32 seconds into the period and Ryan Potulny scored with 25 seconds left on goalie Eric Hartzell.

WBS's Bobby Farnham and Hershey's Casey Wellman (power play) traded first-period goals. Wellman's tally came with 20.9 seconds left.

LINK TO PENNLIVE GAME UPDATES

Dane Byers and Gazley (power play) added third-period goals to stretch Hershey's lead to 5-1. Hartzell, shaken up earlier in the period, was replaced by Jeff Deslauriers after Byers scored at 10:16.

Down four goals, WBS got goals from Nick Drazenovic, Brian Gibbons (5-on-3 power play) and Jayson Megna (6-on-5) in the final seven minutes to draw within one. Megna's tally came with 16.6 seconds left.

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer (31 saves) recorded his fifth straight win to improve to 11-5-1.

W-B/Scranton 1 0 3 - 4

Hershey 1 2 2 - 5
Casey Wellman has been money for the Hershey Bears in Atlantic City.

Wellman, who had a four-point game (2-2-4) at Boardwalk Hall last season and scored a goal in a Jan. 12 win in the building, recorded the decisive tally Friday night in a 3-2 shootout win over the Albany Devils.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Wellman and leadoff shooter Ryan Stoa both beat goalie Scott Wedgewood in a shootout Hershey claimed 2-1 after twice rallying from one-goal deficits in regulation.

Michael Latta's rebound goal at 9:23 of the third period tied the game 2-2. Matt Watkins also scored for the Bears, who have won three in a row and moved within one point of second-place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the East Division.

Reid Boucher (power play) and Stefan Matteau scored for Albany, which has lost eight of its last 10 games.

Goalie Philipp Grubauer (10-5-1) reached double digits in wins for the second straight season for Hershey with a 33-save effort.

NOTEBOOK

Watkins (2-2-4) and Peter LeBlanc (1-2-3), who assisted on Latta's goal, are riding three-game point streaks. 

Stoa (6-for-8) leads the AHL in shootout goals.

Hershey has gone 6-3 in shootouts.

Hershey 1 0 1 0 - 3

Albany 1 1 0 0 - 2
Jeff Taffe had a busy AHL All-Star Classic break in 2013, traveling to Providence, R.I., to represent the Hershey Bears.

With no Bears selected to participate in the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic in St. John's, Newfoundland, Taffe got to enjoy the four-day break for this year's event as a civilian.

The veteran forward had the opportunity to take the family on a trip to warmer climes. And he went to tropical … Hartford, Conn.?

Indeed, Taffe made a trek to Hartford for a visit to the home of good friend and former Bears winger Jon DiSalvatore, who now plays for the Syracuse Crunch.

“It's always nice to have a break,” Taffe said. “It's a huge honor any time you can go to something like that [AHL All-Star Classic].

“But I think at the same time, you see where that game was being played. That's a full day of travel there and back. It can wear on you a little bit. I'm sure the guys had a great time, but it's also nice to take a breath of fresh air and relax for a few days.”

Taffe and the Bears, scheduled to play the Albany Devils Friday night at Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City, returned to work with Friday's morning skate at Giant Center.

Hershey, also scheduled to host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Saturday night and visit WBS Sunday, has a mathematical chance to exit the weekend in first place in the East Division.

“It's important to remember what works for us, and what works for us is simplicity,” Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel said. “That's going to be kind of our motto here in the next three is let's keep it simple. Let's work. Let's make teams come 200 feet and manage the puck and do all those things that we talk about.”

The Bears have won three of their last four games. They headed into the Christmas break having won three of four and then lost their first two coming out of the break.

Jeff Taffe 13-14
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“I think our struggles after Christmas were because we were struggling as a team in general,” Taffe said. “It fit with how we were playing at the time. I think we've got a confident group right now.”

Since Dec. 28, the Bears have staged a standings rise by going 14-4-1-0. One of the reasons is Taffe, who is Hershey's second-leading scorer (13-19-32).

After enduring a scoring slump, Taffe has produced 6-11-17, with five multi-point games, during the current 19-game roll.

“Games right after the break are always interesting, and the games before,” Taffe said. “You never know if guys' heads are in it. But I think everybody is here for the right reason right now and I think we're excited to keep going.”

The visit to Atlantic City – Hershey's second this season – will be nostalgic for Mougenel. He played for an Atlantic City Boardwalk Bullies team, coached by Bears head coach Mike Haviland, that won the ECHL's Kelly Cup in 2002-03.

“It was awesome walking in and seeing the walls,” Mougenel said of Hershey's Jan. 12 visit to Boardwalk Hall. “There's a big picture of the championship team there.

“It was the last year of my career. It was a ton of fun. I had a lot of fun playing for Havy and his assistant, Matt Thomas, who is a real close friend of mine. We had a lot of great laughs and great memories in Atlantic City. I'll tell you what, it's a great place to play.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Extreme weather hit during the AHL All-Star Classic break, but all Hershey Bears players made it back to participate in Friday's return to practice at Giant Center.

The Bears are scheduled to play the Albany Devils Friday night at Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City.

Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel, who runs the morning practice on game days, got the team back into the swing after four days off.

“They need to get up and down,” Mougenel said. “Not a lot of thinking, but they need to get up and down and get their legs going again and get thinking a little bit, not too much. This is a team we understand our strengths and weaknesses, and one of those things is simplicity works best for us.

“I was really surprised. I thought we were actually pretty good. Usually it's not the case, and I think every coach will tell you. As a coach, you kind of nitpick a little bit, too. You have the tendency to do that. I thought the guys were right on point.”

NOTEBOOK

Though still wearing a non-contact jersey, Stan Galiev (shoulder) participated vigorously in practice. “Hold him out this weekend,” Mougenel said, “but I would think next weekend he would be good to go.”

Philipp Grubauer was the first goalie off the ice at the end of practice, which is an indication that he is scheduled to start against Albany.

Lines:

Deschamps-Stoa-Segal

Taffe-Wellman-Gazley

Byers-Potulny-Watkins

LeBlanc-Latta-Walker

Whitmore/Rechlicz-J. Mitchell-Rechlicz/Galiev

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Brouillette-Wey

Schmidt-Oleksy

Wellar-Kolomatis

Wellar-Genoway

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Julien Brouillette didn't get a parade down Hersheypark Drive in his honor when he rejoined the Hershey Bears on Sunday, but the conquering NHL hero did get a warm and rousing reception from his teammates.
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“The guys were giving it to him pretty good as he walked in today,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They're happy for him.”

Brouillette, who made a long, undrafted climb up from the ECHL, earned his first NHL recall last week when the Washington Capitals summoned him from the AHL.

The defenseman recorded an assist in his first NHL game. In his second NHL game Saturday night against the New Jersey Devils, he scored a goal.

“The team was like a lot of smiles and laughing,” Brouillette said of his Hershey return. “We all knew it was two games [in the NHL] with the break coming for the Olympics.

“Obviously, it happened and made the best out of it. The guys were happy for me. I've been through a lot of games, a lot of teams, and it was definitely a feel-good moment.”

Brouillette was reassigned to Hershey on Sunday and played in the 4-3 overtime win over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Giant Center. 

He said a lot of friends, coaches and teammates reached out after his recall. One of them was former Bears assistant coach Troy Mann, who coached him in the ECHL and AHL.

“I talked to Manner a little bit,” Brouillette said. “He was my coach for probably three of the last six years. We texted a bit. It was lot of fun. I did think of him when I got called up. He was part of my career.”

The recall sparked reflection on how far he has come in his pro career.

“I thought I did most of it Wednesday when I was driving down there [to Washington],” Brouillette said. “But it seems like Friday was another one after the assist. After the game [Saturday], it was another one for the goal. 

“Overall, I appreciate all the chances I got there and I'm definitely going to enjoy it the next few days.”

Brouillette's parents, Alain and Lucy, who run a poultry and dairy farm in St. Esprit, Quebec, made it to Washington to see him play in the NHL. They also attended the WBS game, he said.

“I thought it was awesome,” Haviland said of Brouillette's NHL goal. “He was so excited. I watched his interview after. He had the same smile when he came into the office to know that he was going up.

“I don't know if his feet have hit the ground yet since his little four-day adventure. He came back and he played a good game again tonight. He's got a lot of confidence in his game right now and he should.”

NOTEBOOK

Hershey has gone 6-0-0-0 in games when Dustin Gazley scored a goal.

Hershey, which leads the Eastern Conference in home wins, improved to 18-6-1-3 at Giant Center. The Bears matched their 2012-13 home win total (18-15-3-2).

The Bears have gone 8-1-0-3 in Sunday games.
Competitiveness, consistency fuel Granlund's rise

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 19, 2014 9:00 AM 

Updated: February 19, 2014 10:40 AM     

Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward, quizzed as to what improvements his star pupil Markus Granlund might need to make in order to nail down full-time NHL employment, takes the question in a different direction.

All Granlund really needs, in Ward's opinion, is a chance at the NHL level.

"Nothing more, nothing less," he asserted.

"He needs a chance, and he needs experience. And how can you get experience until you get a chance? And then I think all those things will fall into place."

Indeed, based on his remarkably consistent and prodigious offensive production in his first season in North America, the 20-year-old centre from Oulu, Finland appears ready to step in as soon as the NHL parent Calgary Flames have an opening.

Through 47 games, Granlund leads the Heat in goals (23) and points (42), and he's already shattered the team's rookie points record of 34, previously shared by T.J. Brodie (2010-11) and Dustin Sylvester (2011-12). He's tied for the team lead with eight power-play goals, but his +9 rating suggests he's also effective at even strength.

Granlund is third in points among rookies and 13th overall in the league, and he's tops among AHL freshmen in goals. He also leads the circuit in shootout game-winners with three.

The Flames' second-round selection in the 2011 NHL entry draft has been particularly hot of late, racking up seven goals and seven assists over the last nine games. He's had six multi-point outings during that span, and failed to register a point in just one game.

"Of course, it's surprised me a little bit," Granlund said, reflecting on his smashing debut on this side of the pond. "But I knew that I can play here and that I can be a good player."

Granlund's instant success is less of an eyebrow-raiser in light of the fact he spent the past two seasons playing against men with HIFK Helsinki in Finland's SM-liiga, where he was second in team scoring in 2012-13 with 10 goals and 20 assists in 50 games.

The rap on Granlund as a young prospect was his foot speed, but he hasn't struggled in the least to keep up to the pace of play in the AHL – in fact, he's dictating it.

"I've never seen his foot speed as an issue," Ward noted. "It just doesn't behoove you to listen to a scouting report or listen to anything until you get somebody and you're with them every day."

Granlund's rapid development has received crucial assists from teammates Joni Ortio and Max Reinhart.

Ortio, a goalie from Finland who is having a tremendous season in his own right, has helped his countryman (and former HIFK Helsinki teammate) adjust to North American culture off the ice. Granlund's English was rudimentary when he arrived last fall, but he's much more comfortable conversing now, and it's noticeable in his interactions with media.

"That was the biggest thing (in transitioning to North America) – English and everything like that," he said. "But I think Ortio helped me a lot. Now I know what's going on, and I'm even more comfortable."

Granlund has forged a terrific chemistry with Reinhart, who has been on his left wing for over a month now. They've been joined in recent weeks by veteran sniper Blair Jones on the right.

"He (Reinhart) is a good player, and we think about the game the same," Granlund analyzed. "We try to find each other, and we can both score and pass the puck. It's fun to play with those guys."

Granlund's brother Mikael, one year older, is already a full-time NHLer at this point. The ninth overall pick in the 2010 draft split last season between the AHL's Houston Aeros and the Minnesota Wild, and he's established himself with the Wild this season, registering five goals and 23 assists in 46 games.

Mikael is currently playing at the Olympics in Sochi, Russia, and he's been a fixture on Finland's top line with Teemu Selanne. On Wednesday, he notched a goal and an assist as Finland knocked host nation Russia out of the tourney with a 3-1 quarter-final win.

Markus said he and his older brother generally chat two or three times a week during the season, and he's enjoyed watching him play in Sochi.

"I'm mad because Canada beat Finland," he said with a wry chuckle, referencing his nation's 2-1 overtime defeat on Sunday. "But it's fun to watch."

The same could be said of Granlund himself – his high-end skill has been readily apparent.

But Ward has been most impressed with the centre's tremendous competitiveness.

"He's just a really competitive dude," Ward said. "He doesn't go off the rails like other young players, and he doesn't have outside focuses like other players. You put all those things together over a period of time, and you get a lot of consistency.

"A lot of rookies are just young kids that are, just being truthful, into a lot of stuff that they shouldn't be into. Their focus is friends and their focus is tweeting, playing video games – stuff that he (Granlund) quite frankly just doesn't have over here. He's just a hard-working guy who doesn't know a lot of people – he just keeps his nose to the grindstone and he wants to improve.

"He's more competitive than most of our rookies, almost more than any rookie, from Sven (Baertschi) on down. He just doesn't have a lot of other things that interfere with his development."

Heat shake bus legs, earn three points vs. Checkers

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 18, 2014 4:00 PM 

Updated: February 18, 2014 4:59 PM     

The Abbotsford Heat weathered a nightmarish travel scenario last weekend in rather impressive fashion – they just ran out of gas in the end.

Coming out of the AHL all-star break, the Heat had to fly cross-continent to face the Charlotte Checkers. But due to a major snowstorm on the Eastern seaboard, their connecting flight out of Chicago was cancelled.

That forced the team to take a 20-hour bus ride from Chicago to Charlotte, and their Friday game was rescheduled to Saturday.

The Heat showed no sign of bus legs, though, crushing the Checkers 5-1 on goals from Markus Granlund, Blair Jones, Sven Baertschi, Ben Street and Ben Hanowski.

They got off to a terrific start to Sunday's rematch, opening a 4-1 lead before the first period was up, with Granlund, Jones, Josh Jooris and Derek Smith scoring. But Charlotte took over at that point, rallying to win 5-4 in overtime as Chris Terry notched two goals and an assist and ex-Heat forward Brett Sutter got the OT winner.

"(The bus ride) had an impact more mentally than it did physically," Heat head coach Troy Ward analyzed. "Any time you arrive late at a rink in any form of sport, you usually play pretty well in the first game. It's the second game that costs you.

"And that's just the way it went. We just didn't manage a real good second game. I didn't mind our structure, we just didn't have real good mental aptitude to play the game. We made a lot of mental mistakes."

The Heat (32-15-5) still sit first in the Western Conference, and they continue the road trip vs. the Milwaukee Admirals on Friday. Stars score six unanswered, rout Heat 7-2

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 09, 2014 7:00 PM 
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The Abbotsford Heat kept the Texas Stars' high-powered offence under wraps for one night, but they couldn't do it for two.

The Stars, coming off a 3-2 shootout loss to the Heat on Saturday evening, carved up hosts with surgical precision on Sunday, winning 7-2 at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The Heat held a 2-1 lead on Shane O'Brien's shorthanded goal early in the second period, but Texas staged a hostile takeover at that point, reeling off six goals in a span of 10:25 to drain any suspense from the proceedings.

It was a jaw-dropping display from a highly skilled team – the Stars came in with the best power play (27.0 per cent) and second-best overall offence (3.61 goals per game) in the AHL – and Abbotsford did themselves no favours by having to kill off five penalties in the middle frame.

"It's one you kind of want to erase," Heat forward Carter Bancks said afterward.

"We got in some penalty trouble, and we know the book on them – they can score a bunch in a hurry.

"We knew we couldn't put them on the power play . . . but we did that. It was a matter of time before they were going to get one, and then they kind of got their feel going, and that really stung us."

Prior to Sunday's blowout, the Heat were 16-5-4 at the AESC and hadn't lost by more than two goals at home.

But their second-period penalty spree, combined with some lax defending, sunk them vs. the Stars.

"We let it snowball on us, and give them credit – they smelled some blood and they took advantage," Heat defenceman Shane O'Brien summarized.

In the first period, Colton Sceviour of the Stars and Max Reinhart of the Heat exchanged goals – Sceviour opened the scoring 57 seconds in when Dustin Jeffrey's centring pass went in off his skate, and Reinhart equalized at the 11:19 mark when he tapped the puck in on a goalmouth scramble.

The Heat had to kill off two straight penalties to open the second period, but appeared to be in good shape when O'Brien dropped a pass to Markus Granlund, then headed to the net to clean up the rebound after Granlund's shot hit the post.

It was the Heat's fifth shorthanded goal in the last nine games, after opening the season without a shorthanded marker in their first 41 contests.

But then the wheels fell off.

Brett Ritchie ignited the explosion, wiring home a wrist shot from a sharp angle during a man advantage.

Scott Glennie then notched two in a row – a shorthanded strike and an even-strength marker less than three minutes apart.

That prompted Heat head coach Troy Ward to remove goalie Olivier Roy, who had allowed four goals on 23 shots, in favour of Joni Ortio, who had been the Heat's No. 1 keeper prior to a recent recall by the Calgary Flames. With the Olympic break taking effect after Saturday's NHL games, he'd been reassigned to Abbotsford.

He received a rude welcome from the Stars – the first shot he saw was a top-corner wrist shot from defenceman Jyrki Jokipakka from the left faceoff dot, and it blew past his blocker.

Texas would go on to score three times on their first six shots on Ortio, the other two both coming on the power play courtesy Mike Hedden and Sceviour.

“We were able to get a goal early and we buried our chances,” noted Sceviour, whose AHL-leading 28th and 29th goals bookended the blowout. “In yesterday’s game, Roy made some big saves and we weren’t able to capitalize. Today we were able to capitalize and that was the big difference.”

Stars goalie Cristopher Nilstorp picked up the win with a 33-save outing, including a number of crucial stops when the game was still close. Most notably, with the score tied 2-2 in the second period, he had an absurd left-pad robbery on Reinhart, who had taken a backdoor cross-crease pass from Corban Knight and thought he had a sure goal on the one-timer.

Heat head coach Troy Ward said Glennie's shorthanded goal "changed the complexion of the game," but felt the next two Stars strikes were the real daggers.

"Goals four and five were the absolute backbreakers for me and our team," he said. "The ones that were on the power play after, that's a frenzy of wolves feeding. . . . They just smelled blood, and they went for it and they got it.

"We're just learning lessons, you know? You learn a lot of lessons in life at different times – sometimes you learn them when you're winning and sometimes you learn them when you're not playing so well."

The Heat now disperse for the AHL all-star break, and reconvene in North Carolina on Thursday. They open a five-game road trip vs. the Charlotte Checkers on Friday and Sunday.

Forward Ben Street and defenceman Chad Billins are off to St. John's, Nfld for the all-star festivities. The skills competition goes on Tuesday, followed by the all-star game itself on Wednesday.

Sunday's result was the first game in an eight-game homestand where the Heat didn't manage at least a point – they finished the stint with a 5-1-2 record. O'Brien said they should carry some positive vibes into the break – they are, after all, first in the Western Conference at 31-15-4.

"It's a disappointing feeling right now," O'Brien said, "but hopefully over the break the boys will look at the homestand and where we are the standings and mentally get refreshed and physically get some rest."

ICE CHIPS:

• O'Brien said his goal was probably the first shorthanded tally of his career.

"It was a great play by Granny – he saw me go to the net, and I actually got a little tip on it, and it just laid in front for me so I banged it in," he said.

• Defenceman Chris Breen, like Ortio assigned to Abbotsford during the Olympic break, drew into the lineup in place of Brady Lamb.

Baertschi, Roy among the heroes as Heat edge Stars in shootout

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 09, 2014 12:00 AM 
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In the Abbotsford Heat's most dramatic home game of the campaign, Sven Baertschi seized a leading role.

And that's a great sign for the Heat, the NHL parent Calgary Flames and for Baertschi himself.

The 21-year-old left winger from Switzerland, the Flames' first round draft choice in 2011, had been demoted to Abbotsford in mid-December with the directive to improve his all-around game.

It was a stinging rebuke for the highly touted youngster, and he struggled initially with the Heat, mustering just four points in his first 15 games and looking like a shadow of the electric talent who posted 26 points in 32 games in Abby during the 2012-13 NHL lockout.

But he's been slowly turning things around of late, and he authored his best outing yet on Saturday in a highly entertaining clash between the Heat and the Texas Stars, two of the AHL's high-octane offences.

Baertschi set up Josh Jooris's goal with a neutral-zone steal – running his personal points streak to five games with the assist – and notched the game-winner in the seventh round of the shootout as the Heat edged the Stars 3-2 at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

"It’s nice to have points and everything but in the end you just want to play well," Baertschi reasoned afterward. "There were nights before where I felt I was playing really, really well but the points weren’t there.

"In the end, if you get in that groove, you feel well and your game is going, then the points come automatic.”

Baertschi's performance was one of the keys for the Heat in a crucial battle with a fierce West Division rival.

Abbotsford (31-14-4) came in three points ahead of Texas (28-15-6) for first in the division, and managed to grind out the extra point and extend their win streak to five games despite being outshot 36-28.

The two teams renew hostilities on Sunday (4 p.m. start, AESC).

The Stars boast the second-best offence in the AHL, scoring 3.65 goals per game prior to Saturday, and they dominated in the early going.

The Heat remained unscathed until the 10:22 mark of the first period, when Brett Ritchie got behind Chad Billins and blew a blocker-side wrist shot past Abby goalie Olivier Roy.

The Heat found more traction in the middle frame, and scored twice in 57 seconds to grab the lead.

After Texas was whistled for too many men on the ice, the Heat took just three seconds to cash in – Ben Street won the faceoff back to Derek Smith, and he hammered a top-corner slap shot past Stars keeper Cristopher Nilstorp.

Shortly thereafter, Jooris finished off a pretty three-way passing play with linemates Corey Locke and Baertschi, dropping to one knee for a one-timed slapper.

But less than three minutes later, the Stars drew even as Hubert Labrie tipped in Maxime Fortunus's point shot.

The third period was scoreless, though not for lack of scoring chances for both teams, and Roy did his best work in OT.

Heat centre Corban Knight had been assessed a minor penalty for a faceoff violation – contacting the puck with his hand to win the draw – with 2.3 seconds left in regulation, giving Texas a four-on-three man advantage to begin the extra session.

The Heat managed to keep the puck out thanks to a series of heroic shot-blocks – including a kamikaze effort by Tyler Wotherspoon – and several tremendous stops from Roy. Among the highlights were a quick left-to-right move to stone Chris Mueller on a one-timer, and a massive pad save on Derek Meech's point-blank slapper from the hashmarks.

"He's not a prototypical pro goalie . . . he's small," Heat head coach Troy Ward said of the 6'0" Roy, who has won all three of his starts since being recalled from the ECHL two weeks ago. "You can see the other guy in the other end (6'3" Nilstorp), he stood a couple crossbars above (Roy).

"But he battles, he's quick, and I think he makes really good reads. . . . I think the guys are playing hard for him and they're excited for him."

In the shootout, the Stars' first two attempts – by Dustin Jeffrey and Mueller – eluded Roy, but he denied the next five.

The Heat, meanwhile, got a goal from leadoff man Knight, then needed their fifth shooter Blair Jones to convert to extend the affair, which he did.

That set the stage for Baertschi, and he aimed a shot at Nilstorp's five-hole that caught a piece of the keeper's stick and trickled in.

“When I looked at the goalie, he has really long legs," Baertschi said, breaking down his shootout strategy. "The move I try most of the time is to go between the legs and it worked out perfect."

Baertschi's recent surge, Ward said, is partially due playing alongside a veteran playmaker in Locke.

But the Heat bench boss also believes that in terms of mindset, Baertschi is taking a greater level of personal responsibility for his career.

"I think he's getting to that point in life . . . where it's time to make hay," Ward said.

"When your opportunity's there, you've got to capitalize and go for it. Today's kids, the new millenniums, they like to be patient (and) say there's another tomorrow. That's not the way this business works.

"There's some resiliency in his game, there's a little bit of swagger in his step, and there's a little bit of confidence. But I also think it comes to a point where every player down here in the American league has to have the ability to say, 'That's enough. It's time for me to step forward. This is my time.' And I think that's kind of happening to Sven."

The Stars came in with the AHL's top power play by a wide margin – their 27.6 per cent efficiency easily outpaced the second-place Heat (23.2 per cent). But Abby managed to win the special-teams battle, going 1-for-6 with the man advantage compared to 0-for-5 for the Stars.

“It all starts with sacrifice (on the penalty kill)," analyzed Smith, who was named the game's first star and registered four shots along with his goal. "Guys were getting into shot lanes and blocking shots, and when Roy had to he came up big."

ICE CHIPS:

• With the NHL on hiatus during the Olympics, the Heat got goalie Joni Ortio and defenceman Chris Breen back from the Calgary Flames on Saturday. Both should arrive in time to suit up for Sunday's rematch with Texas. Ward said he's not sure at this point whether he'll give the starting nod to Ortio or Roy, given how well the latter is playing.

• Linesmen Ryan Gibbons and Nathan Vanoosten seemed to take an unusually long time to drop the puck on faceoffs on Saturday, with centremen frequently thrown out of the circle. Their eventful evening included getting an earful from Ward in the third period, and calling the faceoff violation on Knight.

Ward said the Knight penalty was "the right call", but acknowledged a bit of friction with the linesmen throughout the game.

"People don't realize how competitive it is at ice level, and the verbiage," he said. "When the puck isn't dropped well or there's an offsides that's questionable, it's game on. The linesmen don't like to be told certain things, and the players don't like to be told certain things back. I got into it with the linesmen tonight a little bit.

"But I thought in the end, the linesmen did a nice job of communicating with our players. There was no hostility towards the end, and I thought likewise, our guys were better to them down the stretch. Because they're trying to grow too, that's what they're here (in the AHL) for."

• Heat rookie centre Markus Granlund had his five-game goal-scoring streak snapped. He registered three shots on net with a -1 rating.

• The Heat's lone lineup change on Saturday saw Ben Hanowski in on the fourth line for Lane MacDermid.

Phantoms hope for positives out of brawl
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The Phantoms may be missing five players after brawling with the Pirates on Sunday, but they are hoping some positives come out of the melee also.

Terry Murray said he was happy with how his team played in the game overall, except for taking penalties - both Portland's goals came on power plays. He was also happy with the brawl overall.

"They're playing as a hockey team now, not just a bunch of individuals," Murray said. "That's a big part of the whole deal. You have to compete and battle for your ice and your space. Then you have to support your teammates when there's something going on. If you don't play for your teammates, why are you playing?"

Murray said the suspensions cannot affect the Phantoms continuing to play that style. No matter who is on the ice, you have to play that way. It's a fox-hole mentality, he said, play for your teammates.

"Everybody feels good about it," Murray said. "I think we've established a bar here. We have to keep it where it is and push it up even higher."

Players said the fight brought them together. The mood on the bus after the 2-0 loss was upbeat, even. Players referenced goaltender Cal Heeter stepping in when Portland goaltender Louis Domingue injected himself. A goalie fight is another level of a line brawl and showed that he was going to stand up for his teammates.

Kris Newbury, no stranger to hockey fights, said it's always good to see a goalie willing to get involved.

"I thought we did a good job of sticking up for each other," Newbury said. "We need to find ways to win games so hopefully we can build off that."

He even referred the the Flyers' controversial line battle with the Washington Capitals and goalie fight between Ray Emery and Braden Holtby on Nov. 1.

"You see in Philly this year, when Emery beat the other goalie up they won seven (of the next 10)," Newbury said. "So hopefully we can start something like that."

Wellwood: Coaching was good experience
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Wellwood returns to Phantoms, but not to games

GLENS FALLS -- Eric Wellwood does not go a single day without pain. Read more

Wellwood may have to change playing style

Eric Wellwood is skating at 70-75 percent, working his way to a return to the AHL game and then the NHL game. Read more

UPDATED: Wellwood undergoes surgery to assess, repair damage to right leg

Eric Wellwood suffered a cut to the lower right leg, just above the inside of his ankle, in the Phantoms 4-1 loss to Bridgeport on Sunday and … Read more

While recovering from four cut tendons, a severed artery and nerve damage in his ankle and foot, Eric Wellwood practiced with and coached his former juniors team.

Wellwood said coaching the Windsor Spitfires was a good experience. For one, it helped him feel like part of a team, even if it wasn't the same thing as playing. But it also helped Wellwood see the game differently.

"I got to see that side of the game," Wellwood said. "Some guys want to fight with coaches and stuff, but now that I've been a coach for a brief period of time, I know where a coach is coming from a little bit better and I think that's going to help me if I'm able to play."

The 24-year-old said he wouldn't be allowed on the bench but he was "the eye in the sky."

Going into it, Wellwood wasn't sure how he would be accepted by players not that much younger than he is. Would they take him seriously or just brush what he had to say aside?

"But I actually felt like they respected everything I had to say," he said. "I was going through the same thing they are as far as trying to play in the NHL. I gave them some pointers and they would listen."

Coaching gave Wellwood a taste of what life after playing would be like. He will probably look to coach full-time when he retires, but he isn't ready to give up yet.

He's still trying to come back from partially slicing his Achilles tendon, completely severing three other tendons and an artery and nicking a nerve 10 months ago.

Coaching may have helped that also, seeing "that side of the game" taught him more about the little things players need to do.

"With the time that I had off, I got to learn a lot about myself, the way I play and the way I can improve," he said. "Especially, if I'm telling kids what to do, I have to be able to demonstrate it on the ice."

Wellwood may have to change playing style
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UPDATED: Wellwood undergoes surgery to assess, repair damage to right leg

Eric Wellwood suffered a cut to the lower right leg, just above the inside of his ankle, in the Phantoms 4-1 loss to Bridgeport on Sunday and … Read more

Wellwood returns to Phantoms, but not to games

GLENS FALLS -- Eric Wellwood does not go a single day without pain. Read more

Wellwood: Coaching was good experience

While recovering from four cut tendons, a severed artery and nerve damage in his ankle and foot, Eric Wellwood practiced with and coached his … Read more

Eric Wellwood is skating at 70-75 percent, working his way to a return to the AHL game and then the NHL game.

Doctors have told him that his surgically-repaired tendons will likely only get to 80 percent of what they were. Read the story in today's paper for more on his recovery process. 

When, if, he does play, Wellwood may well have to change his game. Before the injury, Wellwood relied largely on his speed, but he's not sure that he will have that anymore.

"I think if I am able to play, my game is going to have to change," he said. "It's not going to be just speed anymore, that's what it's always been. That's something I'll have to figure out for myself."

DJ Smith, Wellwood's former coach with the Windsor Spitfires, said it's always hard for a player to change his game, but many players have to do it. 

"At the end of their careers, they have to come up with a different way to stay in the game," Smith said. "It's unfortunate that he has to make this change this early and that may be something that weighs on his decision to continue on or not. He is a speedy guy, that’s certainly his thing. It’s going to be tough, but if I know Eric, he’s persevered through everything and he’ll find a way to find a new niche."

Wellwood spent time with his former junior team, no longer coached by Smith, helping coach them while he recovered. Wellwood said he learned to look at different things players do.

He sees "all of the little things that need to be done in a hockey game that most people don't see," Wellwood said. "I think that will help me. Other than that, I am just going to have to figure it out. I'll have to see where my physical body is at."

Five Phantoms suspended after brawl
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Kris Newbury, Cal Heeter, Zack FitzGerald, Ben Holmstrom and Tye McGinn have all been suspended for their parts in Sunday's brawl in Lewiston.

Newbury, who was put in the box as the brawl appeared to be winding down and then left as it heated up again, will be out for four games.

Heeter was given a game misconduct for leaving the bench, but no one had come on to replace him yet. Because Heeter didn't create uneven numbers, instead of six games, as laid out in rule 70.10, he will be out for three games.

FitzGerald got three game misconducts (unsportsmanlike conduct, cross-checking and a third that wasn't specified). He has been suspended two games for spitting at Kyle Hagel during their fight.

Holmstrom had a match penalty for a high stick on Connor Murphy as the melee started. He will be out for one game.

McGinn only had a game misconduct for secondary altercation in the game. He said he gave Murphy the chance to throw the first punch, but once Murphy appeared done, McGinn dragged him like a rag doll to center ice. McGinn has been suspended for one game.

Brandon Manning was the only Phantom who received a fighting major and game misconduct, but was not suspended.

Hagel received a match penalty for slashing FitzGerald and has been suspended for two games.

Newbury is the Phantoms' second-leading scorer with 33 points. Manning said after practice, before the suspensions were announced, that losing him would be a big hit. McGinn is the third-leading scorer. Without those two, the Phantoms are missing two-thirds of their top line.

Holmstrom is next on the list with 24 points. 

Heeter is 15-19 with a 2.48 goals against average and .916 save percentage. Manning also pointed out that when Danis was hurt, Heeter stepped up. Heeter played his best games at that time. Playing a few games in a row, could have a similar effect on Danis.

A three-game suspension means Heeter will miss both games this weekend and the first game of next weekend's three-in-three. That might mean Carsen Chubak doesn't get a start after all. Heeter and Danis should be able to split the three-in-three next weekend.

The Phantoms' next four games are against Albany, Bridgeport (in Philadelphia), at Utica and at Syracuse. The next time they will have everyone available is March 2 against Syracuse at home.

Phantoms and Pirates engage in line brawl and then some
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When the Phantoms and Pirates met on Friday it had the feeling of bad blood from the start. The game was physical, chippy and featured a whole lot of jawing (more than just chirping).

You wouldn't have guessed it was the teams' first meeting. And it only increased in the rematch Sunday in Lewiston.

With 22 seconds to play, a brawl broke out. Trailing behind the play, Ben Holmstrom turned on Connor Murphy, Tye McGinn quickly piled on and it quickly escalated into a line brawl.

Cal Heeter, who had been pulled with the Phantoms trailing by two, left the bench in order to engage with Pirates goaltender Louis Domingue.

Heeter, Holmstrom, McGinn, Kris Newbury and Brandon Manning all received fighting majors for the Phantoms. Heeter, Manning, McGinn and Newbury received game misconducts for secondary altercations. Heeter received a second game misconduct for leaving the bench as did Newbury for leaving the penalty box. Holmstrom received a match penalty for high-sticking and a game misconduct for being the aggressor.

After all of the penalties had been sorted out - 105 for the Phantoms and 87 for the Pirates - play resumed. It took all of three seconds for another scrum to break out.

Zack FitzGerald and Kyle Hagel dropped the gloves while Derek Mathers and Phil Lane were given misconducts for unsportsmanlike conduct.

FitzGerald was given two majors (fighting and cross-checking) as well as three game misconducts (cross-checking, unsportsmanlike conduct and a third that was not labeled).

Hagel was given a match penalty for slashing in addition to the fighting major.

“(The Pirates’) clown coach over there puts Hagel on the ice with 21 seconds to go,” coach Terry Murray told Justin Pelletier of The Lewiston Sun Journal, reporting for The Post-Star. “That’s what happened.”

The league has not yet announced any supplemental discipline, but anyone who receives a match penalty (Holmstrom and Hagel) is suspended pending league review. The league may also decide to review others' actions. 

The Phantoms have uploaded a video of the fight to their official YouTube channel.

Phantoms' Bourdon making progress, again
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GLENS FALLS -- Marc-Andre Bourdon skated up behind Rob Bordson lining up for a drill. He said something to the forward and laughed, not a small chuckle but a real laugh. There were a lot of smiles from Bourdon on Thursday; it was a good day. But they aren’t all good days.

Two weeks after making a remarkable recovery from a 14-month battle with a concussion and post-concussion symptoms, the Adirondack Phantoms defenseman is once again sidelined with concussion issues.

Bourdon hit his head on the glass while trying to check someone during the Feb. 8 game at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. He got cut above the eye and the hit brought on more issues. Head coach Terry Murray said Bourdon is out indefinitely. He has been practicing more this week, though.

After being unable to skate a few days last week due to headaches, Bourdon has participated in most or all of each practice this week. But he isn’t ready to play.

“I don’t think there’s been any opinion by the doctor as to if there’s anything wrong,” head coach Terry Murray said. “I think it’s just his own body telling him some things are not right.”

Bourdon declined to comment, saying he didn’t know what he could say.

This is not a matter of needing to pass a baseline test to play again. Murray said, “There’s no protocol he has to go through, it’s just a matter of getting on the ice when he feels good. I haven’t had that conversation with him, but obviously things are improving.”

Bourdon’s recovery has largely been through uncharted territory; no one involved could recall seeing a player come back after 14 months. When he returned, he said he felt better than ever before and was ready to resume his hockey career.

No one knew, however, how his body would respond to a hit to the head. Bourdon said he wasn’t worried, that now he knew what to do and where to go if he needed help. But, as the athletics and medical worlds have learned, there’s no predicting head injuries.

Matt Konan is also dealing with his second concussion in as many seasons. Konan was hurt Dec. 21 at Norfolk and has not returned to the ice. Not only is he not skating, he is barely active.

Murray said he would call what Konan is doing “very, very light exercise.”

“(Konan was) getting on the bike and pedaling with slight resistance,” Murray said. “I think it’s even backed off of that, but there is a some exercise being done, moderate to little.”

Like Bourdon, no one can really know what Konan’s recovery time frame is. It’s a matter of waiting to see how his body responds and heals. Once he can do the light exercise without any symptoms, it gets bumped up a bit. That’s all he can do.

February 17, 2014 5:09 pm
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Cousins, Straka, Alderson all scratched 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The all-rookie line of Nick Cousins, Petr Straka and Brandon Alderson was missing from Sunday's game against Portland. All three were healthy scratches.

A message of some kind could be expected after the Phantoms' dismal 16-shot showing in a 4-1 loss at Albany on Saturday.

Cousins, a highly-touted 2011 third-round draft pick, has not lived up to the hype so far this season. After recording 101 points in 64 OHL games last year, Cousins has 13 in 48 games this season.

At the beginning of the season, Cousins gave himself until January (about halfway though the season) to be fully adjusted to the professional game. In January, he said he wasn't there yet and Terry Murray said he needed more out of the rookie. 

Straka is the leading rookie and fifth on the team with 22 points. He has one goal in six games in February. Straka scored a goal and an assist Feb. 9 in a 5-4 loss at Bridgeport.

Early in the season, Murray scratched Straka when he didn't think the rookie was living up to his potential. Straka said at the time that the wake-up call was what he needed.

Alderson, like Straka, was signed as a free agent following his over-age year in juniors. This season, Alderson has 13 points, seven goals and four assists, in 45 games. He has one goal in six games in February and one in 12 games in January.

February 16, 2014 4:00 pm
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Game 49 rewind: Devils 4, Phantoms 1 

The Phantoms were slow and lackluster. The night after a record-setting 55 shots, they only put 16 shots on net.

February 15, 2014 4:15 pm

(0) 

Game 48 rewind: Pirates 3, Phantoms 2 (SO) 

Despite an Adirondack-Phantoms-record 55 shots on net, the Phantoms could only score twice and only managed one point from the shootout loss.

Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, VandeVelde-Bordson-Holmstrom, Straka-Cousins-Alderson, Brown-Flanagan-Mangene.

February 15 at 4:34 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Alt, Matczak-Delisle.

February 15 at 4:35 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Brown left last night's game after getting cut in the lip. He had to go to the hospital for stitches. He is back in the lineup tonight.

Bordson, Eddy and VandeVelde (who were still traveling this morning) are all on the ice for warmups.

February 14 at 6:30 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms scratches: Clarkson, FitzGerald, Mathers, Matczak, Bourdon (injury), Konan (concussion)

February 14 at 6:35 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

They were all at morning skate MT @EHeels10 : @dianacnearhos How many of those guys are actually in Glens Falls as opposed to stuck en route?

February 14 at 6:36 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, VandeVelde-Bordson-Holmstrom, Straka-Cousins-Alderson, Brown-Flanagan-Mangene.

February 14 at 6:38 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

The Phantoms have an extra forward out for warmups.

February 14 at 6:59 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Add Noebels to the scratches.

February 14, 2014 6:15 pm
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Phantoms fight through snow to return from break 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The four-day AHL all-star break ended with over a foot of snow being dumped on upstate New York. More than a few players had some issues getting back to town.

Cullen Eddy, Rob Bordson and Chris VandeVelde couldn't even make it back in time for morning skate on Friday.

Eddy was on a train, en route from Detroit. He started the 11-hour ride at 3:30 a.m.

Bordson was dealing with delayed and cancelled flights, working his way from Minnesota to Albany; he finally arrived in Glens Falls about 4 p.m.

VandeVelde took a red-eye flight from Phoenix to Boston and then drove to Glens Falls from there, arriving around noon.

All three got back in time for the game and took warmups; Bordson and VandeVelde played.

Terry Murray said he came back on Wednesday, after checking the Weather Channel. Kris Newbury did the same coming from the Hartford area. Yann Danis took the four-hour drive from north of Montreal early on Thursday, adjusting for the weather report.

Some players managed to get back just in time for skate. Cal Heeter rented a car to drive through whiteout conditions from Cleveland to Albany (and tweeted a photo). 

Petr Straka flew from Florida to JFK, where he arrived in the snow without a coat. He then drove four hours, stopped to sleep for two hours at a Super 8, and then drove two more. He got to Glens Falls just in time for skate and planned on a nap.

Many other players had longer drives than usual or diverted flights. The Portland team said the normally five-hour drive took eight in the snow, but all of the Pirates returned to Maine on Wednesday, before the storm hit.

Wellwood returns to Phantoms after 10 months
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Ten months ago, Eric Wellwood severed 70 percent of his Achilles tendon when he hit the wall awkwardly and caught himself with his own skate.

There was concern if he'd ever walk properly again. 

Friday, Wellwood returned to the professional ice for the first time, joining the Phantoms for morning skate.

He had been skating with his former OHL team, the Windsor Spitfires in his hometown, and acting as a coach for them. Wellwood said he was keeping up with them and wanted to see what he could do at the AHL level. 

"It hurts me still," Wellwood said. "I still notice it everyday doing daily activities, like walking or if I try to work out or try to run, I can't do that so well."

Wellwood said he's actually most comfortable skating because he can lace the boot up tight enough to stabilize his ankle, but it still hurts every stride. 

He wishes he were healing faster, but there's nothing he can do.

Both Wellwood and Terry Murray repeated that they have no timeline for Wellwood returning to game action. Murray said there's still a ways to go.

Wellwood said he wasn't sure he would be able to practice for a few days after Friday's skate. There's no routine for when he can skate, just how he feels on a given day.

Phantoms mix up lines again
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Coming off a 4-1 loss to Hartford on Tuesday, the Phantoms changed the lines twice in two days of practice.

In the past, Terry Murray said he has changed up the lines to send a message, try to spread out the scoring and just get a different result.

Now, he's doing some of all three.

On Wednesday, the lines were:

Chris VandeVelde-Kris Newbury- Jason Akeson

Tye McGinn-Rob Bordson-Petr Straka

Tyler Brown-Ben Homstrom-Brandon Alderson

Marcel Noebels-Kyle Flanagan-Nick Cousins-Matt Mangene

Zack FitzGerald-Doug Clarkson-Derek Mathers.

On Thursday, Clarkson and Brown were missing and the whole lineup had changed.

Straka-Newbury-Akeson

McGinn-VandeVelde-Holmstrom

Noebels-Bordson-Alderson

Mangene-Cousins-Mathers

FitzGerald-Flanagan.

Bordson is one of the Phantoms' best defensive forwards, which could be the reasoning of moving him back to the third line.

VandeVelde is coming off almost two months with the Flyers and thus made sense on the first line if McGinn is not there, but Murray has opted with Straka.

Cousins has not produced as expected. The rookie who scored 103 points in 64 games in the OHL last year, has just 13 through 44 games with the Phantoms. The move from the third to fourth line could be intended as a challenge.

What did not change, and has not changed except for injuries, was the defensive pairings. Those remain Bruno Gervais and Brandon Manning, Oliver Lauridsen and Mark Alt, Marc-Andre Bourdon and Steven Delisle.

Murray said he plans on sticking with those six, even now that Cullen Eddy is healthy. He likes the pairs as they are playing.

"I'm trying to be very objective in how they're playing," he said. "I know we've lost a  couple of games, but I'm trying to identify the areas that need to be executed better. I don't look at our back end right now as the biggest concern for me."

Throughout the season, there have been very few changes to the defensive pairings. Murray changed it up for a few games, but quickly went back. He said he's been happy with their play in general.

Injury update: Brown, Clarkson out again
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February 08, 2014 12:16 am  •  By Diana C. Nearhos
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Just when it looked like the Phantoms were finally down to one injured scratch, they added two more.

Tyler Brown re-injured his right shoulder. He separated it Dec. 28 and was out for over a month before returning Jan. 31. 

Doug Clarkson is sick, dealing with a bug that has been going around the Phantoms.

Cullen Eddy is healthy, however, though has not yet returned to the lineup. 

Matt Konan is still dealing with a concussion and the resulting symptoms. He has been out since Dec. 20. He has not been cleared for physical activity beyond light cycling.

Albany ends Sunday rut, gets weekend sweep

Devils tally six points in three days for first time this season

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:05 pm, Sunday, February 23, 2014 
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Albany

On the seventh day the Albany Devils didn't rest, and they finally got rewarded for it.

The Devils on Sunday, for the first time this season, finished a three-game American Hockey League weekend sweep. Mike Sislo and Reid Boucher scored second-period goals for the second straight game as the Devils tripped the Utica Comets 2-1 at Times Union Center.

"Not having a Sunday win was eating us a little bit," said goaltender Scott Wedgewood, who made 15 saves. "It could have separated us from the pack during the year had we had a couple of more of them."

Sunday for the Devils had become a holey day, denoted by the big goose egg in their record. The next step would have been to join the Mormon church so they wouldn't have to play Sundays.

Of their seven Sunday losses, five had capped three-games-in-three-days stretches. In three of those situations the Devils had won the first two games, only to fritter away their opportunity for a six-point weekend.

"I didn't want to curse us and talk about it too much," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said, "but this is our third or fourth opportunity to get the trifecta here. I just said we're due. We're due to win on a Sunday, and based on how we played last night, we wanted to reproduce that."

The Devils, who began the weekend in a three-way tie for seventh in the Eastern Conference, moved into fifth place. They beat Norfolk 4-1 at home on Saturday.

The Comets, whose lone goal was scored by former Union College star Jeremy Welsh, had a four-game winning streak end.

"We gave ourselves a chance," said Utica coach Travis Green, whose team had a 6-on-4 skater advantage over the final 50 seconds. "That's a good hockey team over there. They play well."

Six of the Devils' seven previous Sunday games had been away from their home building, where they are 17-8-2. 

"Being at home, three-in-three like this," Kowalsky said, "certainly plays in the home team's favor."

Albany played without Adam Larsson and Eric Gelinas, defensemen who have spent a majority of the season in the NHL.

Gelinas had just come back from a week off because he was ineligible to play in the AHL during the NHL's Olympic break. Larsson had what Kowalsky described as lower-body soreness.

"Playoff game, he probably dresses," Kowalsky said.

Rookie defenseman Reece Scarlett, seeing his first action of the weekend, got the Devils started. He stole the puck at the right point on a clearing attempt by Utica goalie Joe Cannata and fired a shot, which Sislo tipped in. It was Sislo's fourth goal of the weekend.

"It's tough sitting for a couple of days and jumping in there, but I'm a young guy," said Scarlett, who turns 21 next month. "I've got to make the best of my opportunities when I get them."

Boucher piled on 91 seconds later on a power play. The Devils' special teams had four goals on the weekend, and the penalty-killing unit hasn't allowed a goal in eight games, dating back to Feb. 4 — covering 37 times short-handed.

"We won the special teams battle all weekend," Kowalsky said. "Even though Friday the power play looked really ugly (0-for-4), we got two short-handed goals. The PK Friday was our penalty-kill and our power play."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, COMETS 1

Utica 0 1 0 — 1

Albany 0 2 0 — 2
Albany passes foe with win

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:53 pm, Saturday, February 22, 2014 
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Down on the ice, Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne, at right, can only watch as Albany Devils' # 28 Dan Kelly drives past during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Down on the ice, Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne, at right, can only watch as Albany Devils' # 28 Dan Kelly drives past during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Albany Devils' goalie Keith Kincaid stops a shot by Norfolk Admirals' #9 Dave Steckel, at left, during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Albany Devils' #26 Mike Hoeffel takes a shot during Saturday's game against the Norfolk Admirals at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Albany Devils' #9 Joe Whitney and #18 Stefan Matteau get the better of Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne and #3 Nolan Yonkman during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Albany Devils' #18 Stefan Matteau, left, is congratulated by team mate #9 Joe Whitney after Matteau's goal during Saturday's game against the Norfolk Admirals at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A
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Albany

Only one team claimed to have cared that the Albany Devils and Norfolk Admirals were tied in the American Hockey League standings entering Saturday's game at Times Union Center.

For the Devils, what you know doesn't necessarily hurt you.

Fully aware of the situation, Albany broke out of a seventh-place Eastern Conference tie with Norfolk with a 4-1 victory.

"We know where we stand and talk about it a lot," said Stefan Matteau, who got the Devils started with a goal 4:38 into the game. "We've got to get those points, big points, this time of the year."

The day began with six teams separated by two points from fourth through ninth place.

That didn't seem to faze Admirals coach Trent Yawney.

"Why would you look at the standings now? " he said. "There's 25 games left. It's a quarter of the season. Things are going to change once the NHL starts. There are going to be injuries."

The Admirals dropped two points behind the Devils. Norfolk has 24 games remaining, Albany 23.

"These are still four-point games now," said coach Rick Kowalsky, whose Devils split their four-game season series. "You take a step above them. That's our last shot at them."

Albany got its first victory against a team other than Bridgeport or Adirondack since Jan. 17, winning for only the fifth time in 14 games.

Keith Kinkaid made 26 saves to record back-to-back victories after not playing for 13 days because of a groin strain.

"We want to ride the hot hand," Kowalsky said. "With the injury, we probably have to look at giving him tomorrow off and not push him too much here. These games are getting important. We're going to go with the guy we think is going to win that night. He proved us right."

Second-period goals by Mike Sislo, on a power play, and Reid Boucher, off a turnover, broke a 1-1 tie. Sislo added to his career-high total with his 16th goal.

Boucher, who had 62 goals in junior hockey last season, scored only his third in 13 games since returning last month from the New Jersey Devils. He had goals in five straight games when he was called up to the NHL in early December.

"He had some hits early," Kowalsky said. "He was involved physically. He was moving his feet. It's the way the game works. You do the little things. Your play away from the puck improves, those chances come."

"You can't do nothing," Boucher said. "You can't not score and then let them score a bunch of goals on you. You have to clean up your end and do the little things to get those chances."

The Devils improved to 14-7-2-0 at Times Union Center. After Sunday's game against Utica, they won't see Albany ice again until March 17.

"As a group," Kowalsky said, "from the net out, we were focused to a man and did a lot of good things." 

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 4, ADMIRALS 1 

Norfolk 1 0 0 — 1

Albany 1 2 1 — 4
Albany takes advantage of shorthanded Phantoms

Devils top Adirondack team missing several suspended players

By Pete Dougherty

Published 12:15 am, Saturday, February 22, 2014 
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Facing a team whose roster was absent five suspended players, the Albany Devils decided to play shorthanded themselves for a while Friday night against the Adirondack Phantoms.

It wound up being to their advantage.

The Devils' penalty-killing unit not only shut down the Phantoms' power play, it scored twice in the second period to produce a 4-2 victory at Glens Falls Civic Center.

Adirondack was missing five players — including three of their top four scorers and their No. 1 goaltender — who were suspended following a brawl Sunday against Portland.

"We knew about it," said Devils forward Mike Sislo, who scored twice, including one shorthanded. "We also knew that it was going to be opportunities for other guys on their team. They were going to play hard. They wanted to prove themselves."

The Phantoms outshot the Devils 32-23 and drew seven penalties, but the difference was that Albany did its biggest damage during Adirondack's power play.

With the game tied 1-1 early in the second, Sislo stole the puck at his own blue line and had a breakaway to give the Devils the lead for good. Before the period was over, Rod Pelley stripped the Phantoms' Jason Akeson and backhanded with puck into the net.

"They're a better team than what we are," Phantoms coach Terry Murray said. "They've got some really good players that capitalized on opportunities."

"We knew they were going to have energy," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We knew they were going to have hungry guys in their lineup. They at times certainly took it to us. Those were all pretty timely goals. We got into way too much penalty-killing."

Sislo scored at even strength in the third period, giving him career high totals of 15 goals and 28 points for the season.

"I have personal goals that I set that I keep to myself," said Sislo, in his third pro season. "I wanted to contribute more offensively, and getting to that 20-goal mark would be nice. Every game I try to contribute offensively. At the end of the day the numbers will take care of themselves."

"That's a typical Sislo goal," Kowalsky said of the shorthanded score. "A lot of his goals come off the rush because of speed. It was good to see him score one in zone. I'd like to see him score a couple of more rebound goals and get into those dirty areas. If he can heat up for us, he can alleviate a little pressure on (Joe) Whitney and (Reid) Boucher and some of the guys who are maybe squeezing a little."

Whitney, the Devils' top point producer, has gone pointless in six of 10 games since a one-game NHL stint last month. Boucher has one point in his past seven games.

The offense may be less significant if goaltender Keith Kinkaid rounds into form. Playing his first game in nearly two weeks because of a groin strain, he was sharp. Shortly after Sislo's go-ahead goal, Kinkaid made a sparkling save on a back-door play by Adirondack's Bruno Gervais.

"I felt a little refreshed," he said. "I'm a little tired because of two weeks off, but they got me ready this week."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 4, PHANTOMS 2

Albany 1 2 1 — 4

Adirondack 0 1 1 — 2
Helgeson the busiest of Devils

Defenseman only one on Albany roster to play every game this season

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:04 pm, Thursday, February 20, 2014 
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Coach Rick Kowalsky appeared to be stumped when asked to name the only Albany Devils player who hasn't missed a game this season.

"It's not (Rod) Pelley. (Scott) Timmins ... no. It's not (Mike) Sislo. (Tim) Sestito? You've got me. Somebody on the back end?"

The back end means defensemen, which triggered Kowalsky's memory just before he waved the white flag: "Oh ... Helgeson."

Seth Helgeson enters the weekend as the only player to have appeared in all 51 A-Devils games. A rookie playing a position that is the team's deepest wouldn't be the first choice.

"Credit to him," Kowalsky said, "being a young guy. (Even) with nine D here, we haven't seen a reason to take him out."

"I was told that a couple of weeks ago," Helgeson said. "It does surprise me a little. Coming from college, you don't play as many games. It's new to me."

Helgeson, 23, averaged 37.5 games per season in four years at the University of Minnesota. A Faribault, Minn., native, he played 58 games in each of two seasons at Sioux City of the U.S. Hockey League.

Coaches generally worry about first-year pros, especially those coming from American colleges, "hitting the wall" as the number of games pile up. 

"He brings a lot of energy to the rink every day," Kowalsky said. "We're going to have to be smart. This is a lot of hockey for him. He may be a guy (who needs a rest), but he hasn't shown any signs for us to take him out."

"The coaches do a great job of maintaining our energy and making sure we're ready for the weekend," Helgeson said. "Maybe I've gone through the wall a little bit, knowing that there are plenty more games left. You have to keep on going and keep giving it your all."

Helgeson's all is a frame measuring 6-foot-5 and 215 pounds. He isn't as adept offensively as teammates Adam Larsson, Eric Gelinas and fellow rookie Reece Scarlett, but he capitalizes on his size to be adept physically.

He is among the team leaders with a plus-6 rating and carries a team-high 74 penalty minutes.

"At Minnesota, I played on an Olympic sheet (15 feet wider than a pro rink) for four years," he said. "Playing on the smaller rink helps my game. I can play a lot more physical. There's not as much room out there in the corner and below the goal line.

"It's the way I'm going to have to play. I have to use my size to my advantage, play physical and keep the puck out of the net. That's the way I like it."

Devils' weekend games

Friday: at Adirondack, 7 p.m., Glens Falls Civic Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Saturday: vs. Norfolk, 5 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)

Sunday: vs. Utica, 3 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)
Goalie Kinkaid back, others on move

Hedberg given release; Merrill returns to N.J.; Gelinas cleared to play

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:28 pm, Wednesday, February 19, 2014 

.

Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) stops a Syracuse Crunch shot during the second period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) stops a Syracuse Crunch shot during the second period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports 
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Goaltender Keith Kinkaid, who missed four games with a groin strain, was back at Albany Devils practice on Wednesday, meaning that Johan Hedberg's brief return to the American Hockey League is over.

Hedberg, a 12-year NHL veteran who was signed to a professional tryout agreement last week, was released by the Devils.

Scott Wedgewood, who has been Kinkaid's backup, wound up starting all three games last weekend, resulting in a victory, a loss and a shootout loss.

"Our original intention was never to do that," coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We changed our thought process based on how the games went."

Hedberg, 40, had been expected to start one of the three games, but he wound up playing only a relief role Sunday in a 7-3 loss at Bridgeport. He allowed two goals on 13 shots in 37:41.

"We're about trying to develop these kids, and that has nothing to do with Hedberg," Kowalsky said. "I didn't think he (Wedgewood) was tired. It didn't work out. ... Hindsight's 20/20, right?"

Meanwhile, the Devils also lost the services of rookie defenseman Jon Merrill, although they never actually had them. Merrill was recalled Wednesday by the New Jersey Devils.

Merrill was reassigned Feb. 9 after New Jersey's final game before the Olympic break. He never reported to Albany — Kowalsky said last week that the organization wanted to give him a break — and practiced Wednesday with the NHL Devils in Newark.

Third-year defenseman Eric Gelinas was on the ice Wednesday for Albany. Gelinas, sent down by New Jersey on Jan. 31, was forced to sit out last weekend's games because he had spent too much time on the NHL roster to be eligible to play AHL games during the Olympic break.

"When they sent me down, I was pretty sure I wasn't going to be able to play," Gelinas said, "so it wasn't really a big surprise. It was a little weird two weeks."

Gelinas played three games for Albany before the Olympic break began, picking up an assist and compiling a plus-5 rating.

In 44 games for New Jersey, he had six goals and 16 assists.

"The three games I played here, I really focused on playing defense," said Gelinas, who is eligible to play Friday for Albany. "I think I played well. I'm not worried about the points. I proved I can provide some offense at both levels, so I'm not really worried about that. It's just the little details I need to work on."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty
Devils feeling right at home

Albany cruises to victory in return to its home arena

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:31 pm, Saturday, February 15, 2014 
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Albany Devils' goaltender Johan Hedberg takes practice before an AHL hockey game against the Adirondack Phantoms in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Albany Devils' goaltender Johan Hedberg takes practice before an AHL hockey game against the Adirondack Phantoms in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP 

Albany Devils' goaltender Johan Hedberg takes practice before an AHL hockey game against the Adirondack Phantoms in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Albany Devils' goaltender's Johan Hedberg and Scott Wedgewood talk during a time out against the Adirondack Phantoms' during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP108 Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Adirondack Phantoms Mark Alt moves the puck against the Albany Devils' during a AHL Hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP109 Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Adirondack Phantoms' Chris VandeVelde,left, and teammate Oliver Lauridsen, right, battle with Albany Devils' Reid Boucher ,center, for the puck during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Photo Credit / Hans Pennink ) ORG XMIT: HP105 Photo: Hans Pennink

Albany Devils' Rod Pelley (10) scores againstthe Adirondack Phantoms' during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014. (Photo Credit / Hans Pennink ) ORG XMIT: HP107 Photo: Hans Pennink
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According to the American Hockey League schedule, the Albany Devils played back-to-back home games this weekend. The problem is that they were in two rinks, 267 miles apart.

The Devils returned from a "home game" Friday night in Atlantic City, N.J., at 3 a.m., but they found the comforts of their own beds and Times Union Center to their liking Saturday.

They won for only the third time in 11 games, beating the neighboring Adirondack Phantoms 4-1 in front of 4,815.

"We were talking on the bench. It feels like we haven't been here in forever," said Devils captain Rod Pelley, who scored the tie-breaking goal in the second period. "Whoa, we're back at home. With the (all-star) break and only playing once before the break, it has felt like awhile."

The Devils hadn't played at home, where they are 14-6-3, since Jan. 31. Of course, that's not including Atlantic City, where they have lost twice this year and won only two of 10 games in four seasons.

"It was nice they had the ice painted in Albany colors," said Pelley, trying to paint a happy face on the Atlantic City picture. "That made it feel like home."

The fact that the Devils had to travel more than 200 miles further than the Phantoms, who played at home Friday night, didn't seem to matter.

Adirondack, which fired a franchise-record 55 shots in a 3-2 loss to Portland a night earlier, managed just 16 against Albany goaltender Scott Wedgewood.

AHL players were permitted to go home during a three-day break for the all-star game.

"We have guys who were scrambling for travel to get in," Phantoms coach Terry Murray said. "We had guys coming in 4, 4:30, 5 o'clock last night getting ready for the game because of all the weather. We look right now very tired — emotionally, mentally and physically."

The Phantoms scored 2:06 into the game on a 2-on-1 break, but Wedgewood, playing the second straight game for injured Keith Kinkaid, shut them down after that.

Wedgewood (8-10-3) snapped a personal six-game losing streak.

"There are games where we can't score or bounces don't go our way," Wedgewood said. "I feel like I've been playing well. I have the opportunity to get in the net a little more with Keith getting a little time off. It's an opportunity I want to take a chance on and make the most of it."

With the Devils traveling to Bridgeport on Sunday for their third game in three days, Wedgewood likely will give way to NHL veteran Johan Hedberg, 40, who was signed to a professional tryout contract this week.

"We are definitely going to have that discussion now," said Devils coach Rick Kowalsky, hinting but not committing that Hedberg would play.

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 4, PHANTOMS 1

Adirondack 1 0 0 — 1

Albany 1 2 1 — 4
Whitney goes extra miles for Devils

Winger scores a goal after 'epic' return trip from All-Star Classic game in Newfoundland

By Kyle Schnitzer

Published 10:29 pm, Saturday, February 15, 2014 

.

Albany Devils' #9 Joe Whitney, left, during Saturday's game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at the Times Union Center Nov. 30, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00024825A

Albany Devils' #9 Joe Whitney, left, during Saturday's game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at the Times Union Center Nov. 30, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 
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The way Joe Whitney started telling the story about his troubles travelling after Wednesday's AHL All-Star Classic, you expected to hear something epic.

"This is an epic story," Whitney said. "I could be here for days."

Whitney played with the AHL All-Stars against Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League in St. John's, Newfoundland. And Whitney and the All-Stars had no trouble on the ice, winning 7-2. 

His trip back to Albany was another story.

"I felt like I was in a movie with the snow," Whitney said.

Thursday's snowstorm delayed flights and forced Whitney to miss the Devils loss against Hersey on Friday in Atlantic City, N.J. 

Because Whitney wasn't with the Devils in Atlantic City, he was on his own trying to get back to Albany.

"We could not get out to Newark," he said. "We flew out to Toronto yesterday and drove from Toronto (to Albany) late last night."

Albany Devils head coach Rick Kowalsky didn't think Whitney was going to play in Saturday's 3-1 victory over the Adirondack Phantoms, a game in which the much-travelled left wing scored his team-high 18th goal of the season into an open net. 

Kowalsky said Whitney arrived later than the Devils did after travelling back from Atlantic City. 

"We called him and asked him; we were not sure we were going to play him," Kowalsky said. "He wanted to make sure he got back into the lineup and got back with the team." 

Although Whitney admitted Saturday was not his best performance, he played well in the All-Star Classic. The 25-year-old had two assists and two shots on goal while playing on a successful line that included former RPI star Brandon Pirri, who's a member of the Rockford Icehogs.

"I was pretty excited when they put the lineup on the board," Whitney said. "I was playing with two very good players, and we had some good chemistry right off the bat."

So far, 2014 has been a rewarding year for Whitney. In January, called up to the New Jersey Devils and appeared in one NHL game.

"This year has been good," Whitney said. "You come into the year, work hard, and hope good things happen, like call-ups, and if you're lucky enough, to get into an all-star game."

Kyle Schnitzer is a freelance writer.
An old hand coming to the rescue

AHL team calls on 40-year-old Hedberg as fill-in backup goalie

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 6:09 pm, Thursday, February 13, 2014 
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New Jersey Devils goaltender Johan Hedberg, of Sweden, makes a save during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the Philadelphia Flyers, Wednesday, March 13, 2013, in Newark, N.J. (AP Photo/Bill Kostroun) Photo: Bill Kostroun / FR51951 AP

New Jersey Devils goaltender Johan Hedberg, of Sweden, makes a save during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the Philadelphia Flyers, Wednesday, March 13, 2013, in Newark, N.J. (AP Photo/Bill Kostroun) 

NEWARK, NJ - APRIL 25: Winning goaltender Johan Hedberg #1 of the New Jersey Devils makes a pad save against against the Pittsburgh Penguins at the Prudential Center on April 25, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Andy Marlin/NHLI via Getty Images) Photo: Andy Marlin / 2013 NHLI

NEW YORK, NY - APRIL 27: Johan Hedberg #1 of the New Jersey Devils waits for play to begin against the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden on April 27, 2013 in New York City.The Rangers shutout the Devils 4-0. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) *** Local Caption *** Johan Hedberg Photo: Bruce Bennett / 2013 Getty Images
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An injury to their starting goaltender had the Albany Devils beating the bushes for a replacement. Their search landed on a 40-year-old who has played 373 career NHL games.

Johan Hedberg, who had been working as a special-assignment scout with the New Jersey Devils, practiced Thursday morning at Times Union Center.

With goalie Keith Kinkaid out at least the weekend because of a groin injury, Hedberg after practice boarded a bus bound to Atlantic City, N.J., for Friday night's game against Hershey.

Scott Wedgewood, Kinkaid's backup, is expected to play, but Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said Hedberg is the likely starter Saturday when Albany returns home to face Adirondack.

"As I told him, last year me and Keith were chasing him," Wedgewood said with a laugh. "Now he's chasing us."

The Devils, coming off a three-day all-star break, have 800 miles in travel as they play three games in 48 hours. Their other goaltending option, prospect Maxime Clermont, is on the injured list in the ECHL.

"Travel under good conditions is enough to force us to use two guys," said Kowalsky, referencing a storm that hit the northeast on Thursday. "In these circumstances, potentially hitting weather a couple of times, we're prepared to use him for a game."

Hedberg was bought out of his New Jersey playing contract after the team traded for Cory Schneider in the summer.

He is not permitted to play for the NHL Devils this season but could suit up for another team. While Kowalsky classified this simply as the goalie doing the organization a favor, Hedberg didn't rule out trying to find an NHL job over the final two months of the season.

"We'll see," Hedberg said. "I'm going to have as much fun as I can these days and see how it feels. If I feel that this is something I want to do, I'll deal with that then. For now, I want to get through this weekend and try to make the most of it."

The A-Devils enter the weekend outside of a playoff position in the Eastern Conference. They haven't beaten any team other than Bridgeport since Jan. 18, dropping seven of nine.

Kinkaid, injured in last Friday's 3-0 victory at Bridgeport, will not return to the ice until next week. Wedgewood, who has made 18 starts, will get his chance to show what he can do.

Hedberg, who has worked with Albany's young goalies in the past, provides a fairly competent backup.

"That guy — everybody's probably said it about it, but I'll say it again — he's one of the nicest guys I've ever met," Wedgewood said. "You can talk to him about anything on the ice."

Hedberg was 6-10-3 with a 2.76 goals-against average last season as Martin Brodeur's backup. In a 12-year NHL career with the Penguins, Canucks, Stars, Thrashers and Devils, he is 161-143-36 with a 2.82 GAA.

"I thought it was going to be just practice, but they might need me over the weekend," Hedberg said. "At the same time, I was excited. It's going to be a lot of fun to play if that happens."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils' weekend

Friday: vs. Hershey, 7 p.m., Boardwalk Hall, Atlantic City, N.J. (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Saturday: vs. Adirondack, 5 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)

Sunday: at Bridgeport, 3 p.m., Webster Bank Arena, Bridgeport, Conn. (WTMM 104.5 FM)
Local connections lead AHL

Pirri, Whitney spark league to win in All-Star Game

Staff reports

Published 11:50 pm, Wednesday, February 12, 2014 
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Brandon Pirri has spent most of this season in the NHL, but he made an impact Tuesday night in the American Hockey League's showcase game.

Pirri, who played one year at RPI before turning pro, had two goals and an assist to lead the AHL All-Stars to a 7-2 victory over Farjestad BK at St. John's, Newfoundland.

He earned MVP honors in the annual AHL All-Star Classic, which ventured away from its traditional intra-league format and invited Farjestad of the Swedish Hockey League.

Farjestad was on its heels from the start, thanks to the line of Pirri (Rockford Icehogs), Joe Whitney (Albany Devils) and Mike Hoffman (Binghamton Senators).

Whitney, on pace to lead the Devils in scoring for a third consecutive season, set up Hoffman for the game's first goal at 8:43 of the opening period. He finished with two assists, two shots and a plus-3 rating.

"My linemates were great," said Pirri, who has played 28 of his 46 games this season for the Chicago Blackhawks. "Hoff's a great player. He skates like the wind. Whit just created space, and he's got skills."

Christian Berglund, the second-leading scorer for the 2002-03 Albany River Rats, was selected Farjestad's Player of the Game. A 1998 second-round draft choice of the New Jersey Devils, Berglund, 33, led Farjestad with five shots on goal.

Farjestad seemed to struggle adjusting to the smaller North American ice surface, falling behind 4-0 after the first period.

"It's been a great few days," AHL president Dave Andrews said, "and we think there's some future for this international play for our league, in this event and perhaps in other ways."

AHL 7, FARJESTAD 2 

Farjestad////0//0//2//—//2

AHL////4//1//2//—//7
Whitney lifts AHL in Skills event

Devils scoring leader helps all-stars score 4 points in victory

Staff reports

Published 10:21 pm, Tuesday, February 11, 2014 
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His first American Hockey League all-star appearance produced a memorable moment Tuesday night for Albany Devils scoring leader Joe Whitney.

Whitney played a role in four points to help the AHL All-Stars salvaged an 18-17 victory over Farjestad BK of Sweden in the Skills Competition at St. John's, Newfoundland.

Despite losing control of the puck in the Breakaway Relay — a series of penalty shots — Whitney managed to score. He spun 180 degrees to regain control and backhanding the puck past Farjestad goaltender Fredrik Petterson-Wentzel.

The skills is a prelude to the All-Star Classic between the AHL and Farjestad, the eighth-place club in the Swedish Hockey League.

Captain Jason Jaffray of the St. John's IceCaps forged a tie by scoring on the final attempt of the Breakaway Relay, then won it on the third round of a shootout.

Whitney helped the AHL to a point in the Puck Control Relay, and two points in the Pass and Score event.

Former RPI forward Brandon Pirri of the Rockford Icehogs helped the AHL to a point in the Fastest Skater event but failed in his Breakaway Relay attempt.

Magnus Nygren of Farjestad set an AHL all-star record for fastest shot at 104.6 mph. The NHL record is 108.8 by Zdeno Chara of the Boston Bruins.

AHL All-Star Classic

When: 6:30 p.m. Wednesday

Where: Mile One Centre, St. John's, Newfoundland

TV: MSG+2, Time Warner Cable SportsChannel (Chs. 50, 323); same-day tape, NHL Network (10 p.m.)
Whitney unsure what to expect

New format leaves the level of play up in air for league's showcase

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:21 pm, Monday, February 10, 2014 

.

Albany Devils Joe Whitney takes a shot on goal during the game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, Saturday night at the Times Union Center, Dec. 8, 2012 in Albany, N.Y. (Dan Little/ Special to the Times Union). Photo: Dan Little / Dan Little

Albany Devils Joe Whitney takes a shot on goal during the game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, Saturday night at the Times Union Center, Dec. 8, 2012 in Albany, N.Y. (Dan Little/ Special to the Times Union). 

.. 

 0  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

 Latest News  .

Wind chill warning  

Man admits jail assault, robbery  

Troopers: Lewd man arrested at State Museum  

Convention center authority buys land for $4.05M  

The scores of the past five American Hockey League all-star games have been 7-6, 8-7, 11-8, 10-9 and 14-11.

Who won? Who cares? Some years it was Eastern Conference vs. Western Conference. Others it was Canada vs. PlanetUSA. Defense was discouraged.

Left wing Joe Whitney, who will represent the Albany Devils in this year's revamped All-Star Classic on Wednesday at St. John's, Newfoundland, isn't sure what to expect.

Instead of playing an intraleague game, the AHL will pit its all-stars against Farjestad BK, nine-time champion of the Swedish Hockey League.

"It's only one team," Whitney said. "I don't know how they're going to take the game, if it's going to be all-out like a regular-season game or more like your typical all-star game."

By "typical" Whitney refers to scores closer to what you see in lacrosse. You have to go back nine years for an AHL all-star game with fewer than 13 goals.

Body-checking is nonexistent. A penalty in last year's game was the first since 2005.

"It may actually be worth watching this year," said Devils coach Rick Kowalsky, whose team is given a mandatory three days off during the all-star break. "That's an elite team over there. It may have less of an all-star game feel to it. That team's going to want to show well and sees it as a challenge.

"If I'm coaching that all-star team, you want to win that game. We like to think we're the top development league to the NHL, and you want to show well in that game. It makes it a little more intriguing to scouts, as well, than the usual all-star no-hitter."

The game will be preceded Tuesday by a skills competition.

"I'm not sure what I'm going to be in," Whitney said. "Not the fastest skater, and not the hardest shot. Anything else I could do all right."

A late addition to the all-stars, Whitney is leading Albany in scoring for the third consecutive season. He has been as high as fourth in AHL scoring until a recent slump, during which he has two points in his past nine games.

He entered the all-star break tied for 18th in the AHL in goals (17) and points (38).

"It's more of an honor to put on your resume," Whitney said. "The team we have out there is looking to get into the playoffs, and that's why you play the game and work hard all season. It was a nice acknowledgement and I'm looking forward to it, but I'm also looking forward to getting back with the team."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Albany Devils' all-stars

Players who have represented the Albany Devils in the AHL All-Star Classic:

2013-14: Joe Whitney

2012-13: Bobby Butler

2011-12: Matt Taormina (did not participate), Alexander Urbom

2010-11: Matt Anderson
Devils clarify recall of Clermont, who is sent to Orlando

Posted on February 24, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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The New Jersey Devils today clarified what seemed to be a mysterious transaction involving goaltender Maxime Clermont.

Clermont was reassigned from ECHL Elmira to the Albany Devils, who already have two healthy goaltenders, creating some confusion among those who follow the organization. Clermont today was sent from Albany to ECHL Orlando.

“A player must be called up from the ECHL to AHL before being assigned to another ECHL team,” a Devils spokesman explained. “Clermont could not have been assigned from Elmira right to Orlando.”

The mystery arose when Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said after Sunday’s game, “I don’t have any comment on that. That’s for Chris (Lamoriello, Albany general manager). I just actually found that out, so I don’t know what’s going on.”

It seems that in the Devils’ organization, Kowalsky is the next-to-last to know what’s going on. We’re the last to know.
Goaltender assigned to Albany, but no one knows why

Posted on February 23, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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ALBANY — The NHL’s Olympic break officially ends at 11:59 p.m. today, at which point teams have 10 days to make any moves before the trading deadline. So what does that mean for the Albany Devils?

In a transaction that was never announced by the club but was posted on the AHL website, goaltender Maxime Clermont was assigned to Albany from ECHL Elmira. The A-Devils currently have two healthy goaltenders: Keith Kinkaid, who played in victories Friday and Saturday, and Scott Wedgewood, the winning goalie today as Albany defeated Utica, 2-1.

When I asked A-Devils coach Rick Kowalsky after the game about Clemont, he said, “I don’t have any comment on that. That’s for Chris (Lamoriello, Albany general manager). I just actually found that out, so I don’t know what’s going on.”

Speculation among New Jersey Devils fans is that a goaltending move in imminent, perhaps involving a trade of Martin Brodeur. (As a longtime NHL fan but not necessarily that of the Devils, I still don’t want to see him in any other uniform. Remember Joe Montana with the Chiefs?) If that happened, Kinkaid could get recalled, making the Clermont move necessary.

During this afternoon’s game, I also was getting messages concerning defenseman Adam Larsson getting scratched. I chose not to read too much into it, as this was the A-Devils’ third game in a 47-hour span.

“Larsson, lower body, just sore,” Kowalsky said. “Playoff game, he probably dresses tonight. We wanted to be smart with that.”

Eric Gelinas, who missed four games because he was ineligible to play in the AHL during the NHL’s Olympic break, also sat out today. “Three-in-three, coming off the break, we wanted to make sure we’re resting him,” Kowalsky said.

Kowalsky had said after Saturday night’s game that he might rest a couple of defensemen, since the A-Devils currently are carrying nine, and the team was playing a three-in-three. Raman Hrabarenka and Reece Scarlett both played for the first time this weekend.
Devils notes: Kinkaid, Gelinas in; Hedberg, Merrill out

Posted on February 19, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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LANSINGBURGH — This weekend’s defensive plans became clearer Wednesday as the Albany Devils returned to practice Wednesday at the Knickerbacker Recreational Facility.

Goaltender Keith Kinkaid, who has missed the past four games because of a groin strain, practiced today, enabling the Devils to release 40-year-old Johan Hedberg from his professional tryout contract.

Defenseman Jon Merrill, who was reassigned to Albany on Feb. 9 but never reported, was recalled by the New Jersey Devils today. Defenseman Eric Gelinas, assigned to the A-Devils on Jan. 31, was back on the ice after missing last weekend’s game because he was ineligible to play AHL games during the NHL’s Olympic break.

Coach Rick Kowalsky on Kinkaid:  “He felt good over the weekend. He skated yesterday, looked pretty good today. Maxime Clermont (injured goalie with ECHL Elmira) has been skating. We have some options now.”

Merrill was expected to come to Albany and get some playing time during the Olympics. Kowalsky said last week that the organization wanted to give him a break, which extended into not having him play at all. Merrill practiced with New Jersey today, the first day NHL players are permitted back on the ice.

The Devils would have liked to have had Gelinas last week, but he spent too many days on the NHL roster (more than 87) to be eligible. He played three games for Albany after he was reassigned to the AHL but missed the past four because of the elgilibility rules.

Gelinas, who was not allowed to practice with the A-Devils last week, returned home to Montreal and said he skated alone four or five times.

“I was getting good skates out there, skating a lot, just by myself, hard skates,” Gelinas said. “I’m ready to go again.”

Kowalsky said: “The way he’s played for us and in New Jersey, as well, he’s a guy that can help us, even if he isn’t at 100 percent.”

No regrets about goalie decision

Kowalsky expressed no regrets about giving Scott Wedgewood three consecutive starts over the weekend, even though he had said previously he didn’t want to do that because of the time span (three games in 47 hours) and the travel involved.

Wedgewood was shelled Sunday in a 7-3 loss at Bridgeport, removed after giving up five goals on 11 shots in 22 minutes, 19 seconds. Hedberg got his only A-Devils action in relief that day, stopping 11 of 13 shots.

“It’s easy to look back on it,” Kowalsky said. “Hindsight’s 20-20, right? Unfortunately, it didn’t work out the way we had planned, but it was more for his (Wedgewood’s) confidence moving forward, give him three games the opportunity to play well, the opportunity to get five out of six points. He looked good in the first two. Unfortunately, it didn’t go well as a team. I can’t put it all on him.”

With Wedgewood in goal, the Devils lost 3-2 in a shootout to Hershey on Friday night in Atlantic City and defeated Adirondack 4-1 Saturday at home.

Shorthanded Phantoms

The Devils return to action Friday night against Adirondack in Glens Falls, and the Phantoms will be without five players who were suspended this week for their actions on a melee Sunday against Portland in Lewiston, Maine.

Centers Kris Newbury and Ben Holmstrom, left wings Zack FitzGerald and Tye McGinn, and goaltender Cal Heeter all will sit out the game. Holmstrom and McGinn were suspended for one game. The others received longer sentences: Newbury (four games total), Heeter (three) and FitzGerald (two).

Newbury, McGinn and Holmstrom are three of the Phantoms’ top four scorers. Heeter (15-19-0) is Adirondack’s top goalie.

Injury report

Left wing Chris McKelvie, who suffered a lower-body injury Friday night in the Devils’ loss to Hershey, has been ruled out of this weekend’s game.

The only other player definitely out because of injury is center Darcy Zajac, who has missed all but five games this season with a lower-body injury and is still a few weeks away from a potential return.
Merrill recalled without ever reporting to A-Devils

Posted on February 19, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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LANSINGBURGH — Defenseman Jon Merrill, who was reassigned last week to the Albany Devils but never reported, has been recalled by the New Jersey Devils.

Merrill, a rookie, was sent to the AHL team — at least on paper — after New Jersey’s final game before the NHL’s Olympic break. He was not at practice last week as coach Rick Kowalsky said the organization wanted to give him a break, and Merrill was not at A-Devils practice today at the Knickerbacker Recreation Facility.

New Jersey sent out a transaction notice at 2:15 p.m. today saying that Merrill has been recalled.
Devils notes: Trying to avoid the late-season swoon

Posted on February 13, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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ALBANY — The midway point of the Albany Devils’ regular-season schedule was 10 games ago, so what they face now, after the three-day mandated American Hockey League all-star break, is virtually the home stretch.

For the first time since early in the season, the Devils do not occupy one of the Eastern Conference’s top eight slots, symbolizing the playoff berths. True, they’re only four points out of fourth place, and they have three games in hand on Providence, which is only two points ahead of Albany.

The Devils have 28 games to play over these final nine weeks of the season, beginning Friday night against seventh-place Hershey in Atlantic City, N.J.

“We just talked this morning about how quick this is going to go,” Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said after practice this morning. “Twenty-one of our last 28 games are three (games) in three nights. The pair games that we do have makes up six. We have one midweek game at home. That’s your 28 right there. Even the back-to-back games all involve travel.

“We were fortunate enough to have a good schedule the first half and did a pretty good job of taking advantage of it, but now guys have got to man-up here and throw the excuses out the window. I don’t want to say we’re right in the home stretch, but we certainly have to start playing harder, desperate hockey because every point from this point on is going to be very important.”

The Devils were resting comfortably in fourth place as recently as three weeks ago. They have lost seven of their past nine. The only team they have beaten in that stretch is Bridgeport.

“We needed that little break,” goaltender Scott Wedgewood said. “Things weren’t going our way as of late, so it’s a fresh start. We’ve got to get our foot on the gas here and gain points back quickly and get ourselves back into this really tight conference.”

Each of the past two seasons Albany entered March near playoff position before stumbling mightily down the stretch. The Devils won only four of their final 18 last year, four of their last 20 in 2012.

“We’ve been sitting here in March anywhere from four to six points out,” Kowalsky said. “For us, this (Hershey) is a team we’re now chasing right away here the first night. It’s important that we live in the present and focus on the next game and not look too far ahead. You can’t watch the standings every day because of how tight it is, but it’s important that we realize that these last two months are going to go real quick here.”

Zajac back on ice

Darcy Zajac, who has missed all but five games after an upper-body injury, participated in practice today. He was skating on his own last week.

No timetable has been given for his return, but he likely won’t see game action until well into March.

“We made sure that nobody was running into him out there,” Kowalsky said. “He certainly was excited to get into practice and involved.”

Merrill taking a break

Rookie defenseman Jon Merrill, reassigned to Albany just before the NHL Olympic break, was not at practice today.

“They wanted to give him a break,” Kowalsky said, “but he’ll most likely be available for at least one (game) this weekend.”

Defenseman Eric Gelinas, who played both games last weekend for the A-Devils, is not permitted to practice or play until Feb. 19, when the NHL resume practicing. He spent more than 87 days on the New Jersey roster, making him ineligible to play in the AHL during the break.
RPI needs victory to clinch home ice

J.S.Carras/The Record Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Ryan Haggerty (39) is one of the few Engineers who hasn’t had trouble putting the puck in the net this season. Haggerty has scored 24 of the team’s 91 goals.  

By Ed Weaver, Troy/The Record 

Posted: 02/27/14, 9:43 PM EST | 

TROY >> Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s hockey team controls its fate entering the final weekend of the regular-season. The Engineers visit Brown University tonight (7) and Yale University Saturday night (7) needing only one victory to clinch eighth place in ECAC Hockey and thus a home-ice berth in the preliminary round of the playoffs next week.

That’s right, eighth place.

After finishing in second place last season, the Engineers had planned to be playing for a top-four finish this weekend, if not already clinched one.

Injuries and an offense that simply never was as productive as virtually everyone expected has the Engineers further down in the ECACH standings that they had planned. Recent losses to Princeton and St. Lawrence, teams behind RPI in the standings, and an overtime loss to Yale and a 2-2 tie with Clarkson — both games RPI should have won — collectively ended the Engineers’ shot at a top-four finish. 

They are in seventh place with a 7-8-5 league record and are 13-13-6 overall.

Brown is 8-11-1, 11-13-3 and occupies eighth place. So, they’ve got their sights on the preliminary round’s final home-ice berth, as well.

Yale, the league’s fifth-place team, takes records of 9-7-4, 14-8-5 into tonight’s game with regular-season champion Union. Win or lose against the 3rd-ranked Dutchmen, the 15th-ranked Bulldogs can still move up to fourth place if they beat the Engineers on Saturday night, so they figure to be at the top of their game.

The top four finishers in the ECACH — Union, Colgate, Quinnipiac, and either Clarkson or Yale — will get a bye past the preliminary round and into the quarterfinals March 14-16.

Rensselaer is 5-3-2 since their 0-5-1 slide in December-January but failed to win at home last week, losing 4-0 and playing the tie with rival Clarkson.

That ever-returning problem — a lack of goal-scoring — has returned. After scoring four goals three times in six games in victories over Dartmouth, St. Lawrence and Brown, RPI has totaled just six goals in its past four games. In half of their 32 contests, the Engineers have totaled two or fewer goals, including 12 times in their past 16 games.

On the other hand, Rensselaer has held the opposition to two or fewer goals 17 times, including 10 times in 20 ECACH games. The Engineers are 6-2-2 in those 10 games.

Rensselaer coach Seth Appert said it wasn’t necessary to discuss with the players that they control whether or not they open the playoffs at home.

“The guys know that, they’re pretty bright kids in that room,” Appert said. “We know what’s at stake and what’s in front of us,” Appert said, “and most importantly, we’ve got to have a real high will to be a miserably hard team to play against and be commited to playing the way we need to play to be successful.”

Brown, who twice in the past four years has beaten the Engineers in a three-game playoff series at Houston Field House, has not enjoyed much success against RPI during the regular season, winning only one of the past 20 regular-season games (1-16-3). In the past eight games between the two teams in regular-season play, the Bears are 0-7-1 and have totaled just seven games.

All that likely won’t mean much tonight.

“They’re a tough team,” RPI coach said of the Bears. “They’ll be desperate and they’ll play hard. They’re trying to catch us in the standings. They’re after home ice, we’re after home ice. It’ll be a tough game.”

Center/left winger Matt Lorito (10 goals-19 assists-29 points) was a preseason All-ECACH selection. His linemates, when he’s playing win, are having outstanding seasons — center Mark Naclerio (16-18-34) and right winger Nick Lappin (12-19-31).

The trio has combined for 54 percent of the Bears’ goals and 44 percent of their assists.

The Engineers beat the Bears 4-1 on Feb. 8. It was one of RPI’s better games of the season and Appert was asked what worked well that night.

“It was (Big Red) Freakout, there was a big crowd (4,820) and we score on the first shift of the game (Mike Zalewski at 34 seconds), so that gets the crowd going,” Appert said. “It was really electric in here that night (and) I just thought we did a nice job that night of being hard to play against. We blocked a lot of shots, something that’s going to be real important this weekend and then into the playoffs — you will to sacrifice and give more than your opponent is going to give; shot-blocking, finishing checks and backchecking, those types of areas.

“I thought we defended hard (against Brown), we blocked a lot of shots (19), so therefore we limited their number of shot attempts on net (the Bears had only 19 shots on goal) and that gave us a great opportunity to win that game.”

Except for All-ECACH goaltender Jason Kasdorf, who’s been out virtually all season, the Engineers are injury free.

“We’ve been fighting that all year,” Appert said. “This is probably the healthiest we’ve been, which is a good sign right now.”

The Bears have won two of three — including a 4-2 decision over Quinnipiac — since a four-game losing streak.

Rensselaer outplayed Yale for two periods and had the lead in the third on Feb. 7 but defenseman Tommy Fallen’s second goal of the game tied the score 2-2 with 12:03 remaining, then freshman Mike Doherty scored the game-winner 59 seconds into overtime to hand RPI a gut-wrenching defeat.

Two of Yale’s four goals came on the power play. Rensselaer’s penalty killing has been sharp since, killing 18 of 19 shorthanded situations.

The Bulldogs have scored 15 goals in their past three games.

Rensselaer has won at Yale in three of the past four years, outscoring the Bulldogs, 14-6.

Senior assistant captain Brock Higgs said the Engineers will “control our own destiny in every game going forward. We don’t want to let things slip out of our hands.”

And while the Engineers want to end their string of four straight playoffs defeats at home, assistant captain Johnny Rogic evoked the “one game at a time” cliché and noted that the Engineers must first earn the home-ice berth.

“We’re just trying to get better every game and be the best playoff team we can.”
When: Tonight, 7 p.m.

Where: Meehan Auditorium (3,059), Providence, R.I.

Radio: WRPI-FM, 91.5

Tickets: $10

Records (ECACH, overall): Rensselaer, 7-8-5, 13-13-6. Brown, 8-11-1, 11-13-3. 

Last outing: RPI played 2-2 tie with Clarkson. Brown won at Harvard, 2-0.

Previous meeting: RPI won 4-2 at Houston Field House

Past 5, 10 outings: RPI is 2-1-2, 5-3-2. Brown is 2-3-0, 4-6-0.

Last season: Teams played 2-2 tie at Brown. RPI won 5-1 at HFH. In ECACH playoffs quarterfinals, Brown won 2 games to 1 (3-1, 2-6, 3-2) at HFH.

Past 5 meetings: RPI leads, 6-2-2.

All-time series: RPI leads series, 58-24-7.

Leading scorers (goals-assists-points): Rensselaer — Jr. RW Ryan Haggerty (24-14-38), Sr. C-LW Brock Higgs (14-15-29), Jr. LW-C Jacob Laliberte (5-18-23), Jr. LW-C Matt Neal (10-12-22), So. C Mike Zalewski (8-14-22), Sr. LW-RW Matt Tinordi (7-6-13), So. D Scott Bradley (2-9-11), Jr. D Curtis Leonard (1-9-10), So. C-RW Milos Bubela (4-5-9), Jr. C-LW Mark McGowan (3-6-9), Jr. RW Zach Schroeder (0-9-9), Sr. D Bo Dolan (0-9-9). Brown -- So. C Mark Naclerio (16-18-34), So. RW Nick Lappin (12-19-31), Jr. C-LW Matt Lorito (10-19-29), Sr. D Dennis Robertson (6-11-17), Sr. RW-LW Garnet Hathaway (5-7-12), So. D Brandon Pfiel (1-9-10), Jr. C-RW Massimo Lamacchia (6-3-9) Jr. LW Matt Harlow (4-4-8), Sr. D Matt Wahl (2-4-6), Fr. LW-RW Zack Prysbek (2-4-6).

Goaltenders (W-L-T, goals against avg., saves %): Rensselaer — Jr. Scott Diebold (12-12-6, 2.44, 91.4%). Brown — Fr. Tyler Steel (8-7-3, 2.72, 90.9%), or Sr. Marco DeFillipo (3-6-0, 2.55, 92.4%).

Power play: Rensselaer, 21-for-120, 17.5%. Brown, 18-for-108, 16.7%.

Penalty killing: Rensselaer, 109-of-132, 82.6%. Brown, 84-of-113, 74.3%.

RPI Notes: Engineers need one victory, or two ties, to clinch a home-ice berth in the preliminary round of the ECACH playoffs. The Engineers are 5-1-1 in their past seven visits to Meehan Auditorium. ... RPI coach Seth Appert has a 14-5-2 record against Brown. ...With two games remaining in the season, five Engineers have played in every game -- the three senior forwards -- Higgs, Tinordi and senior center Johnny Rogic -- as well as Neal and Leonard. ... When scoring a game’s first goal, RPI has a 12-3-3 record. ... Rensselaer is tied for third nationally with seven shorthanded goals. ... The Engineers have outscored the opposition 39-18 in the first period, 23-12 in ECAC games. They’ve been outscored 36-24 in the second period ... Rensselaer has scored two or fewer goals in half of their 32 games ... Neal has been held without a point for 10 straight games. ... Haggerty has 11 points (5-6-11) in his past 10 games.

Brown Notes: Brown, in eighth place, can still be home for the ECACH prelims but may need to sweep RPI and Union should St. Lawrence win both its games against Quinnipiac and Princeton. ... The Bears had a 3-6-1 record over their first six weeks of the season, then went six games without defeat (4-0-2) but since then, they are 4-7-0. They’ve lost five of their past seven games but blanked Harvard, 2-0, in their last outing. ... Brown averages 2.63 goals and 30.6 shots per game. They Bears allow 2.78 goals and 31.4 shots per game. ... Bears are 2-2-3 when scoring exactly three goals in game. They’ve scored less than three 13 times (2-11-0). ... Between them, the Engineers have played six ties by a 3-3 score. ...Bears are 5-7-2 against nationally-ranked teams.
DeCock: Road trip holds key to Carolina Hurricanes' season

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Feb. 24, 2014
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Finland forward Tuomo Ruutu hits the ice Saturday as he challenges USA defenseman Brooks Orpik for the puck during the second period of the men’s bronze medal game at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Ruutu plays for the Carolina Hurricanes. 
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RALEIGH The Carolina Hurricanes have been gone for two weeks during the Olympic Break, and now they’ll leave town for another week to start the final stretch. By the time they finally return to PNC Arena on March 7, their playoff fate may be all but decided.

With 25 games to play, the Hurricanes resume the schedule with a five-game, continent-spanning road trip that looms as particularly pivotal. It’s long, difficult, grueling and, potentially, season-deciding. Maybe more than that. 

Given the absolute imperative that the Hurricanes end their four-year playoff drought this season, and the potential consequences for the roster and the front office if they fail, it may not be hyperbole to say these five games could go a long way toward determining the future of the franchise.

“I don’t think it’s productive to view things in that scope,” Hurricanes defenseman Jay Harrison said. “It gets a little too macroscopic. We have to focus on what we can control and play five one-game road trips, so to speak.”

As one five-game trip or five one-game trips, it’s the most important road swing the Hurricanes have embarked upon in years, without question. And it’s a nasty one.

At Buffalo on Tuesday.

At Dallas on Thursday.

At Los Angeles on Saturday.

At Anaheim on Sunday.

At San Jose on March 4.

Five games, eight days, from one side of the continent to the other and back again.

Of the five opponents, only the Sabres are not currently in playoff position. The Ducks have the best record in the NHL, and the Hurricanes will play them as the second half of a back-to-back, with the Ducks sitting in Anaheim waiting for them.

It would have been a difficult trip even before the Hurricanes’ Jan. 7 game at Buffalo was wiped out by a blizzard and rescheduled for Tuesday, a day technically still part of the NHL’s Olympic break. That put it over the top.

“It’s a good challenge for us,” Hurricanes captain Eric Staal said. “Right off the bat we’re in some key games. Hopefully, for our group, we’ve had a good couple days of practice now and we can ramp it up and catch some teams that are maybe trying to get their feet wet and back into it. We’ll be raring to go and playing our structured game and be able to take advantage of that. And it starts in Buffalo.”

There are five of these five-game segments left in the season, but this first one has the potential to make or break the Hurricanes.

If they survive, they’ll be in good position down the stretch, the toughest part of their schedule safely behind them. If they come home from the West Coast empty-handed, or close to it, they’ll have almost no shot at making up the ground in the remaining 20 games.

Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller figures it will take 94, maybe 95 points to make the playoffs, a fair estimate. The Hurricanes have 61. The math involved isn’t exactly calculus.

Fortunately, the Hurricanes feel like they’re in a good place coming out of the break. 

“I think we’re on the cusp of something really good,” Harrison said. “We’re at a point where we’ve seen our potential, although it has been in a limited scope and capacity, and we’ve brought it some nights and come up short. We’re at a point where we know, and we can see it, and it’s within our grasp. We have to take it, seize it, take that step collectively as a team.”

There’s no better time than now. By the time they return home, they’ll know exactly where they stand. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/24/4721708/decock-road-trip-holds-key-to.html#storylink=cpy

Close call, but another victory

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Tuesday, Feb. 18, 2014

What looked like an easy victory for the Checkers turned into 4,913 Charlotte fans holding their breaths as the final 60 seconds ticked slowly off the clock on Tuesday night at Time Warner Cable Arena.

After taking a 4-1 lead four minutes and 58 seconds into the third period, Charlotte goaltender John Muse suffered a leg injury and had to leave the game. This opened the door for the Norfolk Admirals, who had only put one of their 27 shots in the back of the net to that point. 

On the Admirals’ third shot against Muse’s replacement, Mike Murphy, Norfolk cut the lead to two. Eight and a half minutes later, the Admirals scored again, setting up a tense final minute of play before the game finally ended 4-3 in favor of the Checkers. 

“I’m not crazy about the goals against,” said Charlotte coach Jeff Daniels, whose squad won its second in a row. “I thought we made it more interesting than it should have been.”

Murphy stopped 10 of the 12 shots he faced, but looked far from steady during his second straight outing. 

Asked if he felt the injury changed the game’s momentum, Daniels kept his reply short.

“Yeah,” he said. 

Pushed to explain, Daniels added, “We’ll just leave it at that.” 

On the offensive side, the Checkers (24-24-2) turned in a solid performance, with Chris Terry (1 goal, 1 assist), Michal Jordan, Zach Boychuk (1 goal, 2 assists) and Sean Dolan each finding the back of the net. 

After a scoreless first period in which the Checkers outshot the Admirals 14-7, Charlotte successfully carried momentum into the second period, scoring three goals to take a 3-1 advantage entering the third.

Terry got the scoring started during a Checkers power play with his third goal in the past two games, with Boychuk and Aaron Palushaj assisting. 

Norfolk 0 1 2 — 3 

Charlotte 0 3 1 — 4

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/18/4706208/close-call-but-another-victory.html#storylink=cpy
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Ryan Murphy learning with Charlotte Checkers to work way back to Canes

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Feb. 17, 2014

RALEIGH Ryan Murphy easily could be disgruntled and disappointed about playing for the Charlotte Checkers.

Murphy started the season with the Carolina Hurricanes. He was getting a lot of ice time. At 20, he was comfortable being an NHL defenseman, competing against the best forwards in the world and enjoying the major-league lifestyle.

But Murphy was bright enough to realize all of that was about to change. He had been an occasional scratch by the Canes, but then in mid-January was held out of four straight games.

On Jan. 24, Murphy was assigned to the Checkers, the Canes’ American Hockey League affiliate. That was the NHL deadline for sending players down and having them eligible to play in the AHL during the NHL’s Olympics break.

“I think I kind of sniffed it out when I didn’t play in the last four games,” Murphy said. “It’s obviously not the news you want that close to the break, but you’ve got to deal with it, you’ve got to play hard.

“Going into the Olympic break, there’s no reason why a guy like me shouldn’t be playing. I was fresh, and with those two weeks off, who knows what it would have done to me.”

Murphy has been productive for the Checkers. He picked up three assists as Charlotte split the two weekend games against the Abbotsford Heat at PNC Arena, giving him nine assists in nine AHL games.

“He’s handled it fine,” Checkers coach Jeff Daniels said. “He’s no different from anyone else who gets sent down. It’s obviously a disappointment, especially after spending the first half of the season (with Carolina). As much as you want to be (in the NHL), you need to just work on your game and push yourself in practice. His attitude has been good.”

Murphy logged a lot of minutes for the Canes early in the season. In 14 games from Oct. 13 to Nov. 15, he topped 20 minutes eight times, with a season high of 25 against the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

With a surplus of healthy defensemen, Canes coach Kirk Muller then elected to sit Murphy from time to time. After the Jan. 13 game against the Calgary Flames, and a 2-0 loss by the Canes, Murphy sat out the four games.

While his speed and offensive skills and instincts have not been questioned, the Canes wanted him to concentrate on his defensive-zone play while at the AHL level. At 5-foot-11 and 185 pounds, he often is in the position of battling bigger forwards for the puck.

“He’s not going to be a big, physical guy but he needs to be able to shut guys down one on one and read situations,” Daniels said. “It’s a little different (in the AHL). You can get away with a mistake here and there, whereas (in the NHL) one mistake can cost you the game. One thing about the American Hockey League is guys are down here to play and learn from mistakes.”

Murphy was the Canes’ 2011 first-round draft pick. He got into four games last season before being sent back to the Kitchener Rangers, his junior team in the Ontario Hockey League, and played eight regular-season and playoff games for the Checkers.

When Murphy made the Canes’ roster out of training camp last fall, it appeared he might stick in the NHL. But after 39 games, it was off to Charlotte.

“There are areas I definitely need to get better at,” Murphy said. “Sometimes, I try too hard. I’ve just got to … stick to the little things and focus on defense. And when I get my chances to play offense, take advantage of that.”

And get back to the Canes.

“It’s obviously tough from being in the NHL to go to the AHL, but I’m a 20-year-old kid and hopefully I have a long, bright future in store for me,” he said. “I have to take this as a learning experience, play hard down here, try to contribute, be a solid defenseman, contribute on the power play. And when I get my shot to put on the Hurricanes jersey again, I’m going to do my best to stick in the lineup and not come back down.” 

CANTLON: PACK RALLY FROM BEHIND FOR SECOND STRAIGHT WIN

Posted on February 25, 2014 | Leave a comment 

Gerry-Cantlon1-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

The ever confounding Hartford Wolf Pack did it again…on the positive side of ledger.

The team rallied for a second game in a row, this time coming from a 3-0 first period deficit to beat the Portland Pirates on the road no less, 4-3 and in the process, lifted themselves out of last place in the Northeast division, Eastern conference and last overall in the AHL for the first time in almost two months.

The Wolf Pack are now 21-26-0-6 for 48 points and leapt over both Portland, at 19-25-2-7 and the Adirondack Phantoms. Hartford is now one point behind the Syracuse Crunch in the conference standings.

For the Pack, the game winning goal was a thing of beauty.

Rookie right Justin Vaive started the play in the Wolf Pack end delivering a thundering hit to a Pirates’ player separating him from the puck. Vaive then took the loose puck up the ice, down the right wing side and feathered a soft pass along the ice that was redirected by Swedish rookie forward, Jesper Fast past Pirates goaltender Louis Domingue at 16:30.

For Fast, it was his tenth goal and third game winner of the season. Meanwhile, Vaive has put up points in three straight games.

The Wolf Pack trailed 3-2 entering the third period and nearly tied it early in the frame when Micheal Haley was stopped just fifteen feet out by Domingue’s right pad. The Wolf Pack persevered and veteran Darroll Powe got a cross-ice pass from defenseman Conor Allen coming off the left point and the veteran forward got all of it, drilling his eleventh of the season on a forty foot blast through a screen to even game at three at 12:42.

The Wolf Pack scoring rally continued on the powerplay in the second with Allen blasting a shot from dead center of the offensive zone that went past Domingue at 5:42. Powe was screening Domingue on the play. Allen’s goal was his sixth with a rejuvenated Marek Hrvik’s fourth point in six games and Oscar Lindberg assisting now has fifteen points in his last thirteen games.

The revived powerplay has helped the Wolf Pack get eight wins in the last 12 games.

The second goal was another thing of beauty.

Andrew Yogan took a perfect pass from Kyle Beach just inside the Pirates blue line and turned on the jets. Yogan got behind the defense and fired the puck on the short, stickside for his fifth of the  season and scored for a second game in a row.

The first period was simply all Pirates as the hosts outshot the visitors by a count of 14-7.

Lucas Lessio started the Pirates scoring with a breakaway goal after receiving a perfect pass from David Rundblad that broke him into the Wolf Pack zone.  Lessio caught Wolf Pack captain defenseman Aaron Johnson flat footed and beat starter David LeNeveu with a great forehand move at 8:50 for his 18th goal.

Andy Miele, Portland’s leading scorer, doubled the Pack deficit with his twenty first of the year at 12:21. Shortly thereafter, the Wolf Pack finished killing a penalty.  Powe had his clearing attempt blocked near the Hartford blue line, and Tobias Rieder sent a pass to a wide open Miele, off the right wing boards. Miele fired a snapshot top shelf on LeNeveu’s glove side for the 2-0 Pirates lead.

The Pirates extended their lead to 3-0 at 18:01. Defenseman Rotislav Klesla scored through a screen from the top of the right wing circle.  Ex- CT Whale Tim Kennedy played the puck from right-wing half wall to Klesla, whose shot appeared to hit Wolf Pack defenseman Tommy Hughes in front of the net and skipped past LeNeveu.

That was it for LeNeveu as head coach Ken Gernander inserted Dov Grumet-Morris in to replace him at to start the second period. That gesture helped the Wolf Pack start their rally. Grumet-Morris stopped all 16 shots he faced.

Shawn O’ Donnell help the cause with a scrap late in the first period with Randy Jones that seemed to ignite his teammates after a listless period of play.

CANTLON: WEEKEND PREVIEW STARTS TONIGHT

Posted on February 25, 2014 | Leave a comment 

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to HowlingsGerry-Cantlon1-150x150

Hockey seasons always have turning points, and for the Hartford Wolf Pack, the last best chance they have to salvage this difficult regular season starts tonight in Lewiston, Maine.

The Wolf Pack begin a critical schedule as they play the Pirates at the Andoscroggin Bank Colisee, the temporary home of the Portland Pirates. The two teams will meet in three-of-the-four games the Pack play this week.

The two will knock heads Saturday in Hartford then Sunday afternoon back in Lewiston. Between those two games, Friday the Hershey Bears will make their only appearance of the season in Hartford.

Going for 4-0 this week is more than hoped for; it’s required for the serious point gap that exists for the Wolf Pack.

The team currently has 46 points putting them 18 behind the Norfolk Admirals who hold the final playoff spot. That 46 points ranks them last in the conference playoff standings. However, there are just nine points separating six teams Bridgeport, Worcester, Syracuse, Adirondack, Portland and Hartford.

Four wins, especially three against Portland, would improve their chances to a level that a 2-2 split just won’t do.

Things didn’t get any easier for the Pack with the late recall by the New York Rangers Tuesday of center J.T. Miller. They are also short forward Ryan Bourque, out with a upper body injury. In order to deal with that, the Wolf Pack recalled rookie forward Michael St. Croix from their ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, to fill the roster spot.

St. Croix is the second leading scorer among ECHL rookies with 40 points. In 37 games with Greenville, St. Croix has 13 goals and 27 assists. Those are impressive numbers. In his three recalls, St. Croix has played in nine games and is pointless for the Wolf Pack. A 20-year-old rookie, St. Croix hails from Winnipeg and also ranks second on the Greenville club in assists and tied for third in points.

The loss of Bourque came in Saturday’s come-from-behind win in Springfield. It’s difficult and helpful for the team.

“It is a double edged sword. You never want to lose a guy like him, but it presented us with opportunities for more ice time. We stayed disciplined and with the extra ice time you’re gonna get in more situations. It was a strong effort and it worked out for us and we responded very well,” T.J. Hensick said.

Looks like the test gets a bit harder starting tonight in Portland.

NOTES:    

◾Hershey is like a Wolf Pack/CT Whale alumni team led by captain Dane Byers, who leads the team with 171 pm; Jeff Taffe is the second leading scorer, but has an ugly minus-14; Casey Wellman, Julien Brouillette, who before the break got his first NHL goal – a game winner – and two points, Tomas Kundratek, who’s out for season after knee surgery and the Bears leading scorer, Brandon Segal with 38 points. Segal is serving the second game of a two game suspension for an illegal check to the head in Syracuse last Saturday.

◾On the topic of ex-Wolf Pack on the Bears, how about throwing in three ex-Bridgeport Sound Tigers? Steve Olesky, Joel Rechlicz and defenseman Jack Hillen are on the Hershey roster. Hillen will begin a conditioning stint with the Bears after getting injured in the second game of the season with the parent Washington Capitals. Hillen’s only time in the AHL was a half-season with the Sound Tigers in 2008-2009. The game with The Pack and the Bears will certainly have a Homecoming feel to it.

◾This report indicates that Adirondack’s bid to bring an AHL team next season for the departing Phantoms has fallen through. 

◾Former Providence Bruin, Lane MacDermid, son of former Hartford Whaler Paul MacDermid, has been suspended by Calgary for his failure to report to Abbotsford.

◾Sound Tigers took a tough hit losing their three best players – all forwards from their top line – to recall. Ryan Strome, Anders Lee and Mike Halmo are now with the Islanders.

◾Springfield lost defenseman Dalton Prout who’s going up to Columbus as a result of the injury to ex-Wolf Pack/NY Ranger, Fedor Tyutin, who was hurt while playing on the Russian Olympic team.

◾Former CT Whale defenseman Jeff Woywitka has signed a one year contract extension with Augsburger of German DEL league.

◾Former Wolf Pack Akim Aliu is being rumored to sign potentially with AIK in the Swedish Hockey League.

Olympic wrap-up for Connecticut-based players, comprised of ex-Wolf Pack, ex-Sound Tigers, ex-New Haven Beast and ex-Springfield Falcons. 

Columns are:

Player Name / (Team affiliation) / Games Played / Goals / Assists / Pts / PIM

USA 

◾Ryan Callahan (HWP) 6-0-1-1-0   SOG 5

◾Ryan McDonagh (HWP) 6-1-1-2-0   SOG 9

◾Max Pacioretty (New Canaan/Taft Prep) 5-0-1-1-4-   SOG 9

◾Keith Shattenkirk (Greenwich/Brunswick Prep) 6-0-3-3-0   SOG 13

◾Jonathan Quick (Hamden/Avon Old Farms) 5 GP 2-3 2.17 GAA

Sweden-Silver

◾Carl Hagelin (HWP) 6-2-0-2-0   SOG 13

Finland-Bronze

◾Lauri Korpikoski (HWP) 6-2-2-4-2  SOG 11

◾Jarko Immonen (HWP) 5-2-0-2-2  SOG 8 

Austria

◾Thomas Pock (HWP) 4-0-1-1-0  SOG 4

Slovakia

◾Ivan Baranka (HWP) 3-0-0-0-0  SOG 4

◾Tomas Zaborsky (HWP) 3-0-1-1-0  SOG 7

◾Marcel Hossa (HWP) 4-0-0-0-0  SOG 4

◾Branko Radivojevic (SPR) 4-0-0-0-0 SOG 4

◾Tomas Marcinko (BST) 1-0-0-0-2

Russia

◾Artem Anisimov 5-0-0-0-2  SOG 8

◾Fedor Tyutin (HWP) 5-0-0-0-2    SOG 2

◾Alexander Svitov (SPR)   0 GP

Switzerland

◾Andres Ambuhl  (HWP)  4-0-0-0-0  SOG 13

◾Mark Streit (BST) 4-0-1-1-2   SOG 5

◾Nino Neiderreiter (BST)  4-0-0-0-2  SOG 10

◾Tobias Stephan (BST)  0 GP

Latvia

◾Herbie Vasiljevs (New Haven)  3-1-0-1-0   SOG 3

Norway

◾Mats Zuccarrello (HWP) 3-0-0-0-2   SOG 10

KRISTO GOES ALL THE WAY FOR CHARITY

Posted on February 25, 2014 | Leave a comment 

mitch-headshot-10-13t-150x126BY: Mitch Beck, Editor, Howlings

The Hartford Wolf Pack‘s recently held their annual, “Tip-A-Player” event to benefit Gaylord Hospital. This year, the event raised $10,000 for the incredible charity.

One of the things that the players did was take on, “challenges,” for “Puck Bucks.”  The puck bucks went dollar-for-dollar, so a $50 puck buck challenge cost $50 US dollars to the person offering it to do.

20140218_202014

 There were a ton of challenges that went on. We challenged Michael Haley and captain Aaron Johnson to a winner-take-all $100 puck buck chicken wing eating contest. Johnson won by the way. He ate four in a minute…not exactly going to win you a food eating contest, but it was fun to watch. Haley downed three.

The highlight of the evening was when forward Danny Kristo stepped up to a $1,000 puck buck challenge t o put on a tutu and lipstick.  The assist to the scoring forward went to Haley who applied the lipstick.

Congratulations to Kristo who, “manned-up” to dress up like a girl to make money for such a terrific charity…

Watch Below.

HAWK’S EYE: STAMLER “DEFENDS” HIS WAY TO HARTFORD

Posted on February 25, 2014 | Leave a comment 

Stamler Action ShotBBob-Crawford3-150x139Y: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford Wolf Pack defenseman Bretton Stamler is a hard-edged type of player, the kind of guy who consistently brings a “lunch bucket” mentality to his on-ice work.

Off the ice, however, the 26-year-old Edmonton, Alberta native, who joined the Wolf Pack on a Professional Tryout January 4th from its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, is of a distinctly intellectual bent.

Stamler already has a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration from the University of New Brunswick, and his ambition is to attend law school, with the goal of becoming a player agent when his own playing career is done.

When asked recently what motivated him to consider that path, Stamler responded, “Following the (NHL) lockouts, in particular the one (in 2004-05) with (then-NHL Players Association head) Bob Goodenow, and then reading up on some of the resumes of (former NHL GM) Brian Burke, (GM Peter) Chiarelli in Boston, and then also following the careers of (Detroit Red Wings head coach) Mike Babcock and (former Tampa Bay Lightning head coach) Guy Boucher, both educated guys, made me think that once I got my BBA from UNB., pursuing something beyond that when my career’s over and allowing me to transition into something different.”

Stamler played four seasons of Canadian University hockey at UNB while getting his bachelor’s, after a five-year Major Junior career in the Western Hockey League with the Seattle Thunderbirds, Edmonton Oil Kings and Swift Current Broncos.  Throughout all those years of hard-battling hockey, he always strove to keep academics and intellectual pursuits a priority.

“I think my parents instilled that in me when I was in grade school, that followed up through high school,” Stamler said.  “I didn’t take a ton of classes in Junior, and then going into college, I had good grades and had a high GPA, and that academic environment is something I really enjoyed, especially in my third and fourth years.  And I looked at a lot of different avenues beyond hockey, as far as doing a Masters in Finance or an MBA or going into law school, and those are all things that I’m still interested in, but I’ve narrowed my focus more so towards law school once I’m done playing.”

Academic interests and intellectual stimulation are obviously a big part of the university experience, but Stamler has found that he has been able to broaden his non-athletic interests in all of his various playing situations.

“It’s more difficult, in Major Junior and in pro, because the focus isn’t based upon your grades or that’s really not part of it whatsoever,” he said.  “In saying that, there’s definitely guys, on all teams that I’ve played on, that you can have conversations with them beyond hockey, or even on the business aspect of hockey, and that’s refreshing too.  It’s always nice to find a guy or two on each team that shares the same interests or is willing to talk about things other than X’s and O’s on the ice.”

With his bachelor’s work complete, the next step for Stamler will be to take the LSAT, the universal “entrance exam” for law school, which he hopes to do this June.  If he scores well enough, he will be qualified to begin law studies any time in the following five years.

“I don’t have a timeline where I want to go to law school specifically,” Stamler said, “but I do know hypothetically, worst case, say I was to sustain an injury and couldn’t play hockey, without the LSAT I still can’t apply to law school.  So if I get the exam out of the way, I can still continue to play hockey, but at some point if I want to return to law school, I can submit my application without having to wait a full year to write the exam and then get all my marks in.”

Once he accomplishes passing the LSAT, Stamler does not have a specific law school targeted as his top choice.

“Most likely it would be in Canada, because in the U.S. I’d be considered an international student,” he said.  “I’d like to go back to the west, maybe the U of C (Calgary), a lot of good contacts out there and it’s a good school too.  U of A (Alberta), back to UNB, U of T (University of Toronto) is the top school in Canada, but tuition is extremely high, so that one I would have to wrestle with a little bit.  And Dalhousie, in Halifax (Nova Scotia), is another strong school and I really like the Maritimes.”

Throughout his hockey career Stamler seems never to have been intimidated by anything that happens on the rink, despite his fairly rough-and-tumble playing style.  One might well wonder, though, is the prospect of three years of challenging law school work intimidating?  According to Stamler, there is not an intimidation factor to the coursework itself, but there definitely is to another element.

“More so the financial commitment,” he chuckled, “because there’s a lot of outflow and not much inflow, but I’ve lived on a student budget for a while.  And I’ve actually tried to do that even in pro, because it helps you save money for later on.  So the financial commitment is probably the biggest deterrent to going back.”

The time commitment is huge as well, making it unlikely that Stamler will attempt to duplicate the feat of Hall of Fame goaltender Ken Dryden, who completed much of his law school work while simultaneously tending goal for the great Montreal Canadiens teams of the early 1970s.  That is not to say, though, that Stamler might not try to mix some academic work into his pro hockey routine.

“If my career were to be prolonged, I would definitely welcome the opportunity to take classes while playing,” he said, “because, as busy as we may tell people we are, we’re great at wasting time sometimes.  So I think I could fit some time into my day to take a few classes every semester.”

Assuming that Stamler does get through all the rigors of attaining a law degree, he would be excited to bring his varied experience into the field of player representation.

“In my opinion, and obviously I’m just a player at this point, in comparing the resumes of agents who are NHLPA certified, with a lot of them, there’s either agents that have the academic background, or there’s agents that have the playing background but don’t have the academic background,” Stamler said.  “So I think it would be a nice mix to be able to have some playing experience as well as having some academic background, meaning my law degree, because then I could relate to the player, obviously to their on-ice experiences, but could also serve them well with regards to contract negotiations and understanding the CBA and best representing my clients that way.”

It’s not hard to imagine that many high-level athletes would be eager for their agent to have that sort of nuanced perspective, and to have an individual like Bretton Stamler bring the same kind of battle level that he now shows on the ice, to the negotiating-table scrums at contract time.

(Photo by Chris Rutsch)

Hartford Wolf Pack defenseman Bretton Stamler is a hard-edged type of player, the kind of guy who consistently brings a “lunch bucket” mentality to his on-ice work.

Off the ice, however, the 26-year-old Edmonton, Alberta native, who joined the Wolf Pack on a Professional Tryout January 4th from its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, is of a distinctly intellectual bent.

Stamler already has a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration from the University of New Brunswick, and his ambition is to attend law school, with the goal of becoming a player agent when his own playing career is done.

When asked recently what motivated him to consider that path, Stamler responded, “Following the (NHL) lockouts, in particular the one (in 2004-05) with (then-NHL Players Association head) Bob Goodenow, and then reading up on some of the resumes of (former NHL GM) Brian Burke, (GM Peter) Chiarelli in Boston, and then also following the careers of (Detroit Red Wings head coach) Mike Babcock and (former Tampa Bay Lightning head coach) Guy Boucher, both educated guys, made me think that once I got my BBA from UNB., pursuing something beyond that when my career’s over and allowing me to transition into something different.”

Stamler played four seasons of Canadian University hockey at UNB while getting his bachelor’s, after a five-year Major Junior career in the Western Hockey League with the Seattle Thunderbirds, Edmonton Oil Kings and Swift Current Broncos.  Throughout all those years of hard-battling hockey, he always strove to keep academics and intellectual pursuits a priority.

“I think my parents instilled that in me when I was in grade school, that followed up through high school,” Stamler said.  “I didn’t take a ton of classes in Junior, and then going into college, I had good grades and had a high GPA, and that academic environment is something I really enjoyed, especially in my third and fourth years.  And I looked at a lot of different avenues beyond hockey, as far as doing a Masters in Finance or an MBA or going into law school, and those are all things that I’m still interested in, but I’ve narrowed my focus more so towards law school once I’m done playing.”

Academic interests and intellectual stimulation are obviously a big part of the university experience, but Stamler has found that he has been able to broaden his non-athletic interests in all of his various playing situations.

“It’s more difficult, in Major Junior and in pro, because the focus isn’t based upon your grades or that’s really not part of it whatsoever,” he said.  “In saying that, there’s definitely guys, on all teams that I’ve played on, that you can have conversations with them beyond hockey, or even on the business aspect of hockey, and that’s refreshing too.  It’s always nice to find a guy or two on each team that shares the same interests or is willing to talk about things other than X’s and O’s on the ice.”

With his bachelor’s work complete, the next step for Stamler will be to take the LSAT, the universal “entrance exam” for law school, which he hopes to do this June.  If he scores well enough, he will be qualified to begin law studies any time in the following five years.

“I don’t have a timeline where I want to go to law school specifically,” Stamler said, “but I do know hypothetically, worst case, say I was to sustain an injury and couldn’t play hockey, without the LSAT I still can’t apply to law school.  So if I get the exam out of the way, I can still continue to play hockey, but at some point if I want to return to law school, I can submit my application without having to wait a full year to write the exam and then get all my marks in.”

Once he accomplishes passing the LSAT, Stamler does not have a specific law school targeted as his top choice.

“Most likely it would be in Canada, because in the U.S. I’d be considered an international student,” he said.  “I’d like to go back to the west, maybe the U of C (Calgary), a lot of good contacts out there and it’s a good school too.  U of A (Alberta), back to UNB, U of T (University of Toronto) is the top school in Canada, but tuition is extremely high, so that one I would have to wrestle with a little bit.  And Dalhousie, in Halifax (Nova Scotia), is another strong school and I really like the Maritimes.”

Throughout his hockey career Stamler seems never to have been intimidated by anything that happens on the rink, despite his fairly rough-and-tumble playing style.  One might well wonder, though, is the prospect of three years of challenging law school work intimidating?  According to Stamler, there is not an intimidation factor to the coursework itself, but there definitely is to another element.

“More so the financial commitment,” he chuckled, “because there’s a lot of outflow and not much inflow, but I’ve lived on a student budget for a while.  And I’ve actually tried to do that even in pro, because it helps you save money for later on.  So the financial commitment is probably the biggest deterrent to going back.”

The time commitment is huge as well, making it unlikely that Stamler will attempt to duplicate the feat of Hall of Fame goaltender Ken Dryden, who completed much of his law school work while simultaneously tending goal for the great Montreal Canadiens teams of the early 1970s.  That is not to say, though, that Stamler might not try to mix some academic work into his pro hockey routine.

“If my career were to be prolonged, I would definitely welcome the opportunity to take classes while playing,” he said, “because, as busy as we may tell people we are, we’re great at wasting time sometimes.  So I think I could fit some time into my day to take a few classes every semester.”

Assuming that Stamler does get through all the rigors of attaining a law degree, he would be excited to bring his varied experience into the field of player representation.

“In my opinion, and obviously I’m just a player at this point, in comparing the resumes of agents who are NHLPA certified, with a lot of them, there’s either agents that have the academic background, or there’s agents that have the playing background but don’t have the academic background,” Stamler said.  “So I think it would be a nice mix to be able to have some playing experience as well as having some academic background, meaning my law degree, because then I could relate to the player, obviously to their on-ice experiences, but could also serve them well with regards to contract negotiations and understanding the CBA and best representing my clients that way.”

It’s not hard to imagine that many high-level athletes would be eager for their agent to have that sort of nuanced perspective, and to have an individual like Bretton Stamler bring the same kind of battle level that he now shows on the ice, to the negotiating-table scrums at contract time.

CANTLON: YOGAN GOAL CAPS WOLF PACK HUGE WIN
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SPRINGFIELD, MA, February 22, 2014 - Andrew Yogan’s first goal in over a month capped a three-goal third period as the Hartford Wolf Pack rallied from a two-goal deficit to defeat the Springfield Falcons 4-3 at the Mass Mutual Center Saturday night.

The win was the Wolf Pack’s sixth of the season when trailing after two periods.

Yogan’s game-winner came when he found a loose puck and was able to veer away from the Falcons’ Andrew Joudrey and ripped a low, short-side shot on goaltender Mike McKenna capping the Wolf Pack’s three goal outburst over a 2:57 span.

For Yogan, it was his fourth of the season and first since a January 17 tally against the Adirondack Phantoms. All four of Yogan’s goals have been game winners and in this case earned him the games First Star honors.

“It was exciting to get that goal,” Yogan said afterwards. “We talked about it between periods (two and three). We knew we were better than we were (in the second) and we knew we could do it.”

Head coach Ken Gernander challenged his team between periods and the team responded.

“We got back to commitment to forechecking,” Gernander said. “We created some turnovers and fortunately, we were able to capitalize. When you make that commitment, you get the extra half-step on the guy and it’s a snowball effect. Its cliche we got one, lets get two and we did.” The Pack’s winningest coach was certainly in a more relaxed state than he was 24 hours earlier.

Yogan added, “We knew we got away from our forecheck in the second period and we came right back at them and figured they might not be ready for us or handle us. We went back to the basics worked hard and got rewarded.”

He got a little assist from his goalies too.

Dov Grumet-Morris and starter David LeNeveu played in the ECACHL at Harvard and Cornell respectively and knew McKenna from St. Lawrence quite well.

“He always comes out at ya’ and you gotta shoot quick and low,” Yogan said of the advice he’d been given. “We got a good scouting report from our goalies.”

Grumet-Morris took ownership quickly. “I told him where to shoot. He has to listen to his goalies,” he said jokingly.

LeNeveu had a smile about it as well. “We go back to our college days and were all friends off the ice, but we want to be the guys winning at the end.”

The Wolf Pack caught a break in getting their second goal of the rally as Justin Vaive made a perfect lead pass to T.J. Hensick for a breakaway.

Hensick shielded the puck from Joudrey on the back-check and was able to slip his fifth of the season right along the ice past McKenna at 5:17.

Then 2:26 later another break followed which tied the game at three. Hensick was involved in that one as well, picking up a loose puck and spotting Marek Hrivik down low as he got the inside position on CT Whale, Jonathan Audy-Marchessault. For Hrivik, it was his ninth of the season.

Gernander targeted Hensick between periods and it paid off.

“Sometimes you need a kick in the butt. I didn’t play a good second period. Credit my linemates and credit (Gernander) for challenging me. Coming off last night, it was so disappointing. The weekend could have been special, but that is in the past. We got (a win) tonight,” remarked Hensick.

However, despite the good news of a big win, it came at a high price as the Pack lost one of their best forwards in the past dozen games, Ryan Bourque, at 13:50 of the first period.  While cutting across the middle at the Falcons blue line to accept a pass from team captain, Aaron Johnson, Bourque collided with three Falcons and was hunched over and skated slowly to the bench.

The extra ice time from Bourque’s absence went to Yogan, Hensick and Hrivik and each benefited greatly from it.

The Wolf Pack got on the board with some good down low work after a play stoppage in the second period.

Yogan fed Kyle Beach who circled around the net up the left wing side, and the right-hander fired it back toward the net and got the puck past McKenna at 7:32.

It was Beach’s sixth of the season but only his second since being acquired in a trade for Brandon Mashinter. For Beach, it was his second point in as many night. Meanwhile, for Yogan, a healthy scratch of twelve games before paying the last three elsewhere due to a rash of Olympic hockey injuries, only his third point since November 16.

The Falcons got the next two goals.

On the powerplay, Springfield got three men down low and one was Tim Erixon, who was patient with the puck in the faceoff circle rookie Conor Allen through himself down in an attept to bock his pass,but Erixon slid past and fed a wide open J.F. Jacques who put it in the back of the net his 9th of the season.

The two gaol margin came courtesy of a loose puck made available by Falcons forecheckinbg found Austin Madaisky at the right point and he drilled an 55 foot blast that deflected off a Wolf Pack defender in front and sailed past LeNeveu screened by the Falcons Sean Collins.

It was Madaisky’s third of the season.

The shots of 16-7 told the story as the Falcons had the puck the majority of the period.

Falcons in a period of few quality chances for either team pounced on a Wolf Pack turnover as Ryan Craig zoomed in off the left wing and drilled a 35 foot slapper past LeNeveu for his 8th of the season at 13:42 for the Falcons captain.

The Pack got the game’s first odd man break at 7:21 as with TJ Hensick and Marek Hrivik on a two on one,but Hensick waited too late to pass and the quality chance went awry.

The best chance for the Wolf Pack didn’t count as a shot on their first powerplay Conor Allen at the right point fired a hard wrist shot that hit the inside of the left post at 8:49.

The game had a feisty start as J.T. Miller and Daryl Boyce renewed acquaintances from the last game a mere two seconds in with a spirited scrap with Boyce earning the decision. Last game Boyce got a major penalty for high sticking on Miller in a goal crease scrum help propel the Pack to a 5-2 win.

Tuesday is the next game on the schedule for Hartford as they will travel to Lewiston, Maine to face the Portland Pirates before returning home next Friday to face the Hershey Bears.

NOTES:

◾This was the last game for the Wolf Pack in Springfield this season. The three remaining games will all be played in Hartford.

◾Congrats to the Finnish team and two ex-Wolf Pack players Lauri Korpikoski and literal last minute addition Jarkko Immonen in capturing the bronze medal Saturday with dominant 5-0 shutout win over the United States.

◾The gold medal game is Canada vs. Sweden tomorrow at.

◾John Davidson, forever, “JD” to NY Rangers hockey fans, was in the house. The President of Hockey Operations for Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets,  was likely looking to find a defenseman to replace ex-Wolf Pack Fedor Tyutin. The one-time NY Ranger played for the Russian Olympic team and sustained a leg injury that will sideline him for two to three weeks once the NHL season resumes next week.

CRAWFORD: STRENGTH AND TRAINING THE WOLF PACK WAY

Posted on February 19, 2014 | Comments Off 
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Not long ago, it was relatively rare for an NHL team to have a full-time strength and conditioning coach, and it was virtually unheard of in the AHL. Nowadays, however, virtually every NHL team has a staff position dedicated to strength and conditioning, and Hartford Wolf Pack strength and conditioning coach Mark Cesari is an example of the extension of that trend to the AHL level.

Cesari_MarkNow in his fourth season with the Wolf Pack, Cesari also has experience as a strength and conditioning maven at the Division I college level, at RIT, and in the WNBA and ECHL. Since getting into the field in the early 2000s, the Montreal native has seen the attitude of professional and college athletes toward conditioning and strength training undergo a sea change.

“When I started at the college level, we tried to do whatever we could to make sure that the players were stronger and faster than the opponents,” Cesari said last week. “And that’s changing every day, players are taking it upon themselves to make sure that they’re in the best physical condition, and they’re always looking for an edge. They’re approaching me, asking me questions about how to get to the next level, and not me necessarily imposing these demands on them, which is, first of all, the sign of a great athlete, someone who wants to try to get better. And second of all, that keeps me on my toes, to make sure that I’m up to speed with what they’re asking.”

That process of keeping abreast of the latest trends and knowledge in his line of work is a big challenge, according to Cesari.

“It’s hard enough to try and stay ahead with the research in strength and conditioning, and then you have to worry about other aspects, like nutrition and supplementation,” he said. “Fortunately enough, I have kind of a long-standing drive to always want to learn. In order to do that, I completed my first Master’s in 2006 and I’m currently doing a second one, to really try to stay up with that research and make sure that I’m staying with the times.”

One of the biggest areas of progress that Cesari has seen in his experience working with athletes is in the area of nutrition. With so much money to be made in pro sports, and the competition ever more intense, players have become much more attuned to the value of eating right.

“In the last ten years it’s changed dramatically, especially when it comes to learning how to eat, and the players’ awareness of learning how to eat,” Cesari said. “In the old days it wasn’t necessarily an issue, but today that’s certainly not the case. Guys are trying to get every edge possible over the competition, and to do that, nutrition is a big part. That being said, the influx of organic supplements and organic food has really changed the way that we approach our nutrition plans. Whole Foods and those types of places are really places that our players tend to migrate to a little bit. That’s where the organic foods are, it’s a little healthier, a little more natural. Our nutritionist with the New York Rangers, Cynthia Sass, she does a really great job with our athletes, making sure that they know what to take in and what not to take in.”

Many, if not most, hockey fans have seen an on-ice practice and have an idea of what kind of drills and workouts are involved in that framework. Almost all of Cesari’s work, though, is done out of sight, in the environs of the Wolf Pack weight room. Though an off-ice workout obviously looks significantly different than an off-ice practice, it takes no measure of a back seat in terms of importance.

“On a daily basis, the gym is usually the first place the guys go,” Cesari said. “A lot of them will use that time to get warm and to get prepped for on-ice. So a lot of the time before practice is what I call activation. I use that time to make sure that the players are ready to get on to the ice, their muscles are ready to get on the ice, and they’re ready to work. Some guys will even do a workout before, and that’s a really good time to get a really solid workout in. Most guys, once they leave my weight room before practice, they’re already sweating and they’re ready for practice. Once practice is over, then they’ll come back up, depending on the day, we always have some kind of workout or recovery workout. They spend a lot of hours around the rink, whether it’s on the ice or in the weight room.

“They’re working so hard on the ice, day in and day out, so for me it’s more of a recovery tool, using those workouts, some people will call it ‘prehab’, really making sure that we’re maintaining the gains that they made in the offseason and the gains that they’ve made through this point, and just try to keep them injury free.”

To hear Cesari tell it, his job is as much about injury prevention as it is about improving in-game performance. In addition to his strength and conditioning background, he is certified as an athletic trainer, and works closely with Wolf Pack athletic trainer Damien Hess on tailoring workout programs to minimize injury risk.

“We’ve changed our approach a little bit, but the percentage of weight training that we perform in the season, it’s really dependent on the strength and conditioning coach, and how well he knows his players and how well he feels he can push his players,” Cesari said. “My approach really hasn’t changed all that much. Obviously there’s a huge emphasis on maintaining and rehabilitation and prehab. Being an athletic trainer, I really take pride in that side of my game, but I think the biggest thing is just to really understand what is going on at the physiological level. And if we can understand physiologically what’s happening with the body, we can adjust to that throughout the season, weight training, conditioning, whatever the case may be.

“I go to Damo (Hess) several times (daily), just to make sure that we’re on the same page when it comes to players and where they’re at physically, so that when I do push my athletes, I know where their end-point is.”

In addition to pushing, it is just as important for Cesari to know when to back off, to emphasize to the players the necessity of allowing their bodies sufficient time to rest and recharge. A prime example of that was his message to the team going into the recent AHL All-Star break, during which the players had four days completely off from any team practice activity.

“When you’ve got four days to really get away from hockey, the biggest thing, with the long season, is to make sure that they take the rest and they use the time to recover,” Cesari said. “So that was my advice to them, take some time, go home, enjoy those four days. Nutrition is a key part of that, making sure that they’re not getting out of their usual routine, but other than that, rest and recovery.”

Cesari had few worries about this year’s crop of Wolf Pack players ever neglecting the necessary commitment to taking care of themselves. The man responsible for ensuring that they maximize their conditioning has been impressed with their self-motivation.

“We’ve got a really good group, a young group, which makes it easy for me to push them,” Cesari said. “They all know what it takes to get to the next level, and they’ve seen it from the older players that we have. That makes it easy for me to know that these players understand the intensity level that needs to be in the gym. There’s one thing about coming in and going through the movements, and there’s another about actually coming in and training and getting prepped for the next day. These guys, as a group, have really done a great job with that.”

(Photo by Christ Rutsch)

CANTLON: IT’S MILLER TIME IN SPRINGFIELD

Posted on February 15, 2014 | Comments Off 
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

SPRINGFIELD, MA - It was Miller-time in Springfield Friday night.

J.T. Miller with two goals and two assists paced the Hartford Wolf Pack to a 5-2 win over the Springfield Falcons at the Mass Mutual Center.

After losing the first six to the Falcons, The Pack have won the last two and have six of their last eight games overall.

The Wolf Pack are now (19-24-0-5) for 43 points one point behind Syracuse out of the last spot in the conference. The Falcons are (31-14-1-4) atop the Northeast Division.

The Wolf Pack host league leading Manchester (71 points) from the Atlantic Division Saturday night at the XL Center. The puck drops at 7pm.

The Wolf Pack got a strong performance in their net from Dov-Grumet Morris (30 saves) and Ryan Bourque was strong with two goals.

In the third period, Miller capped his four-point night, the first for anyone on the team this season, with an incredibly rare shorthanded penalty shot goal. Miller’s tenth was the first successful penalty shot in the last nine attempts by a Wolf Pack player, Miller, using a gorgeous forehand to backhand move, put the puck past goalie Mike McKenna at 6:57.

The play seemed to be suspect as Cody Golobeuf got his stick on him, but he did get the shot off. However, referee Terry Koharski ruled otherwise.

The last successful penalty shot was scored by Kyle Jean on October 12, 2013 in Hartford against Kevin Poulin, then of Bridgeport, now with the New York Islanders.

“I just tried to be creative I guess. We practice the shootout.” said Miller.

In net, Grumet-Morris was the difference raising his game to a different level over the last six minutes of regulation He took a shot literally off his neck/shoulder area off a cannon of a slap-shot from the left point by Falcons’ defenseman Patrick MacNeill that left him in agony.

He stayed in and on the next shift got nailed on his other shoulder.

“Dov was literally taking bullets for this team. He made key timely saves and battled hard for us to preserve our lead, “ remarked Gernander.

Miller said his effort was not missed by his teammates.

“He played his heart out and was all banged up taking shots in the head. He did a great job keeping the puck out of the net making 30 saves. He’s a big reason for this win,” Miller said.

Grumet-Morris stopped Jonathan Audy-Marchessault off the left wing with 4:49 left and Tim Erixon from the right circle with 3:23 left.

The Falcons did make a late run on the powerplay as Michael Chaput was all alone on the right wing went top shelf off a cross crease pass from the left wing by Audy-Marchessault at 12:05.

It was Chaput’s 12th of the season.

The Wolf Pack’s revived powerplay helped them stake a two goal lead as they took advantage of a five minute major for high sticking to the Falcons’ Darryl Boyce in a scrum with Miller.

From behind the net, Marek Hrivik was able to jam the puck off the McKenna’s goalie skate for his seventh of the year at 10:56. The play was started by Miller feeding Jesper Fast, whose shot was stopped, before Hrivik banged it in.

The second period had no flow because of the creative officiating of referees Mark Lemelin and Koharski who seemed to invent calls that were clearly not happening. It looked almost like it was a competition to see who could call more penalties.

In a span of 2:19 late in the second period the dynamic duo whistled five penalties including an unsportsmanlike conduct on Golobeuf for smashing the puck at the boards after he failed to keep onside.

The Wolf Pack were able to take advantage of the two plays to get both of their goals and overtake Springfield’s 1-0 lead. The Falcons scored courtesy of the powerplay which they have used effectively against the Wolf Pack this year.

Just 12 seconds into a weak call on Dylan McIlrath, J.F. Jacques was parked on the right wing side of the side and one-timed a pass from former CT Whale, Audy-Marchessault and smacked in his eighth of the season at 11:18.

The Wolf Pack answered right back on a delayed penalty set to go against Lukas Sedlak for hitting Conor Allen behind the play. Oscar Lindberg picked up the loose puck as the extra attacker at center ice  and spotted an open Miller on the right wing.

Miller sped down and from the right wing faceoff dot fired a hard rising snapshot that sailed over McKenna’s glove side shoulder to even the game at one at 14:33.

“That was  great answer to that first goal after we gave up that powerplay goal. We didn’t have to linger on it long and it was good effort by the guys,” remarked Ken Gernander.

It was Miller ninth goal and has 23 points in 22 games.

“I just tried to cross him up a bit. He seemed pretty far out actually, so I thought I had hit him, but guess I had a special puck,” joked Miller.

He realized though how important that goal was.

“You’re on the road, you don’t want to fall behind. We got the two goals and (Bourque’s) goal was key. It reassured us more going into the second,” said Miller.

The Pack used the powerplay to gain the lead on another weak call on the Falcons Alex Aleardi by Koharski.

This time Miller found Conor Allen coming off the left point, but Allen couldn’t control the puck initially and spotted an open Bourque. His pass went off the Chaput’s stick shaft, right to Bourque who put a nice on the ice backhander into the back of the net with 45.5 second left in the first frame.

It was third time this season the Falcons have given up two powerplay goals and the second game in a row.

“It came down to second effort and it was some puck luck there,but second efforts make your own puck luck,” said Gernander.

 It was Bourque’s 11th goal of the year  and his third in the last seven games.

The Falcons had some earlier quality chances, but Grumet Morris kept the Falcons off the scoreboard.

Grumet-Morris stopped Andrew Joudrey on a shorthanded  bid at 5:12, then at 10:02 on another Danny Syvret turnover  Sedlak was denied. His best was knocking down a Cody Golobeuf right point rocket with his glove hand at 12:13.

The Pack had one early chance by Bourque at 5:28 and one that didn’t count as a shot when Danny Kristo hit the post.

NOTES:

◾Scratches included Andrew Yogan (healthy), Michael Kantor (upper body injury), Cody Beach (healthy), Stu Bickel (surgery) Arron Asham (veteran scratch) and Bretton Stamler .

◾Quote of the night from Vancouver pro scout Lou Crawford on Miller’s first goal. “He looked like Mark Messier going down the right wing.” alluding to Messier’s famous Game 6 goal against New Jersey. To be honest it did look like it.

In Olympic action so far ex-Wolf Pack and others making contributions.

◾The biggest was for Finland as literally a last minute replacement, Jarkko Immonen, scored twice in an 8-4 over Austria. Lauri Korpikoski scored twice Friday in a 6-1 win over Norway.

◾Amazing Thomas Pock for Austria was a plus three in an 8-4 loss.

◾Switzerland has one goal in two games not for lack of trying. Former Wolf Pack Andres Ambuhl has nine shots in two games to lead the Swiss. Right behind him ex-Sound Tiger Nino Neiderreiter has eight.

◾On Team USA  Max Pacioretty (New Canaan/Taft)  and Kevin Shattenkirk  (Greenwich/Taft) each have one assist each.

◾Hamden’s Jonathan Quick (Hamden High/Avon Old Farms) will start for Team USA against Russia Saturday morning at 7:30am (NBC Sports Network). Waffles and hockey – It doesn’t get any better.

◾Sound Tigers made essentially an ECHL trade sent Mike Dalhuisen to San Antonio for Adam Brace playing in Cincinnati (ECHL) and assigned him to Stockton (ECHL).

◾Veteran goalie Johan Hedberg who has not played all year signed a PTO with Albany.

EX-ROADIE and EX-WOLF PACK BROUILLETTE MAKES IT TO THE SHOW

Posted on February 7, 2014 | Comments Off 

action_brouilletteBY: Andy Zilch, Greenville Road Warriors

Greenville, SC: Former Greenville Road Warriors defenseman, Julien Brouillette, played in his first NHL game last night for the Washington Capitals. Brouillette collected an assist and was on the ice for total of 15:02 in the Capitals 4-2 win over the Winnipeg Jets.

Brouillette played in 25 regular season games with Road Warriors in the inaugural 2010-11 season. During that time, he posted an impressive 11 goals, 12 assists and a +16 rating. He was voted to represent Greenville as a starter in the 2010-11 ECHL All-Star Game.

The St. Esprit, Quebec thrived after his stint in Greenville with the Hershey Bears of the AHL. Brouilette skated in 29 games this year with Hershey amassing nine goals and five assists. His 14 points are tied for second among the Bears defenseman.

The 5-foot-11, 185 pounder joined the professional ranks in 2007 with the ECHL’s Columbia Inferno. He has also played in the ECHL with the Charlotte Checkers and one game with the Reading Royals. Brouillette’s other AHL stops are with the Providence Bruins, the Hartford Wolf Pack, the Charlotte Checkers, and the Lake Erie Monsters.

The Road Warriors play the South Carolina Stingrays tonight at 7 p.m. to kick off a key three-game series against the South Division leader. Fans can hear the game by clicking the Listen Live link on the Road Warriors homepage or watch via America One. The team returns home on Sunday at 3 p.m. Sunday is Family Fun Day with the faceoff slated for 3 p.m. Enjoy a $5 kids meal during the game and skate with all your favorite Road Warriors players after the game. Use your BI-LO BONUSCARD to receive up to four free tickets while supplies last in the BI-LO Family Fun Section when you show your BONUSCARD at the Box Office two hours before game time.

Comeback Kids

February 25, 2014  

The Wolf Pack are acquiring quite the comeback personality all of a sudden, after pulling out their second straight come-from-behind win Tuesday night, beating Portland 4-3 in Lewiston, Maine after trailing 3-0 coming out of the first period.

That was after the Pack wiped out a 3-1 third-period deficit in Saturday’s visit to Springfield, which also ended as a 4-3 triumph.

In an interesting statistical tidbit, a full one-third of the Wolf Pack’s victories on the year, seven out of 21 total, have come in games that they trailed after two periods.  And the Pack played with a short roster in Tuesday’s win, after J.T. Miller was recalled to New York late in the afternoon.  That left Ken Gernander & Co. with only 17 available skaters, as they could not dress Arron Asham due to the AHL’s veteran restriction.

Andrew Yogan

Andrew Yogan

The Pack are doing a nice job of spreading out the offense in a recent run that has seen them pick up at least a standings point in nine of their last 13 games (8-4-0-1).  Conor Allen chipped in a goal and an assist for the blue line on Tuesday, Andrew Yogan scored for a second straight game and both Kyle Beach and Justin Vaive extended their first Wolf Pack point-scoring streaks to three straight games.  Darroll Powe also scored a huge goal for the Pack Tuesday, as Marek Hrivik did in Saturday’s win, for his fourth tally in a span of six games.

Meanwhile, the two-headed veteran goaltending monster, so to speak, of Dov Grumet-Morris and David LeNeveu is combining to ensure that the team has confidence that enough big saves are coming at big times.  LeNeveu got the win in his old stomping grounds in Springfield on Saturday, and then Grumet-Morris came on in relief Tuesday night and shut the door for the final two periods, after a wretched first in which LeNeveu could have sued for non-support.

Tuesday’s game finished a stretch in which the Pack played six out of eight games on the road, and their road record recently has been eye-opening.  With Tuesday’s win, the club now has points in five straight away games and seven of its last nine (6-2-0-1).
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Stamler a Gritty Worker on the Ice, Serious Student off of it

February 25, 2014  

This is a feature I wrote for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on defenseman Bretton Stamler’s post-hockey aspirations:

Hartford Wolf Pack defenseman Bretton Stamler is a hard-edged type of player, the kind of guy who consistently brings a “lunch bucket” mentality to his on-ice work.

Off the ice, however, the 26-year-old Edmonton, Alberta native, who joined the Wolf Pack on a Professional Tryout January 4th from its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, is of a distinctly intellectual bent.

Stamler already has a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration from the University of New Brunswick, and his ambition is to attend law school, with the goal of becoming a player agent when his own playing career is done.

When asked recently what motivated him to consider that path, Stamler responded, “Following the (NHL) lockouts, in particular the one (in 2004-05) with (then-NHL Players Association head) Bob Goodenow, and then reading up on some of the resumes of (former NHL GM) Brian Burke, (GM Peter) Chiarelli in Boston, and then also following the careers of (Detroit Red Wings head coach) Mike Babcock and (former Tampa Bay Lightning head coach) Guy Boucher, both educated guys, made me think that once I got my BBA from UNB., pursuing something beyond that when my career’s over and allowing me to transition into something different.”

Stamler played four seasons of Canadian University hockey at UNB while getting his bachelor’s, after a five-year Major Junior career in the Western Hockey League with the Seattle Thunderbirds, Edmonton Oil Kings and Swift Current Broncos.  Throughout all those years of hard-battling hockey, he always strove to keep academics and intellectual pursuits a priority.

“I think my parents instilled that in me when I was in grade school, that followed up through high school,” Stamler said.  “I didn’t take a ton of classes in Junior, and then going into college, I had good grades and had a high GPA, and that academic environment is something I really enjoyed, especially in my third and fourth years.  And I looked at a lot of different avenues beyond hockey, as far as doing a Masters in Finance or an MBA or going into law school, and those are all things that I’m still interested in, but I’ve narrowed my focus more so towards law school once I’m done playing.”Action Shot for Blog - 02-25-14

Academic interests and intellectual stimulation are obviously a big part of the university experience, but Stamler has found that he has been able to broaden his non-athletic interests in all of his various playing situations.

“It’s more difficult, in Major Junior and in pro, because the focus isn’t based upon your grades or that’s really not part of it whatsoever,” he said.  “In saying that, there’s definitely guys, on all teams that I’ve played on, that you can have conversations with them beyond hockey, or even on the business aspect of hockey, and that’s refreshing too.  It’s always nice to find a guy or two on each team that shares the same interests or is willing to talk about things other than X’s and O’s on the ice.”

With his bachelor’s work complete, the next step for Stamler will be to take the LSAT, the universal “entrance exam” for law school, which he hopes to do this June.  If he scores well enough, he will be qualified to begin law studies any time in the following five years.

“I don’t have a timeline where I want to go to law school specifically,” Stamler said, “but I do know hypothetically, worst case, say I was to sustain an injury and couldn’t play hockey, without the LSAT I still can’t apply to law school.  So if I get the exam out of the way, I can still continue to play hockey, but at some point if I want to return to law school, I can submit my application without having to wait a full year to write the exam and then get all my marks in.”

Once he accomplishes passing the LSAT, Stamler does not have a specific law school targeted as his top choice.

“Most likely it would be in Canada, because in the U.S. I’d be considered an international student,” he said.  “I’d like to go back to the west, maybe the U of C (Calgary), a lot of good contacts out there and it’s a good school too.  U of A (Alberta), back to UNB, U of T (University of Toronto) is the top school in Canada, but tuition is extremely high, so that one I would have to wrestle with a little bit.  And Dalhousie, in Halifax (Nova Scotia), is another strong school and I really like the Maritimes.”

Throughout his hockey career Stamler seems never to have been intimidated by anything that happens on the rink, despite his fairly rough-and-tumble playing style.  One might well wonder, though, is the prospect of three years of challenging law school work intimidating?  According to Stamler, there is not an intimidation factor to the coursework itself, but there definitely is to another element.

“More so the financial commitment,” he chuckled, “because there’s a lot of outflow and not much inflow, but I’ve lived on a student budget for a while.  And I’ve actually tried to do that even in pro, because it helps you save money for later on.  So the financial commitment is probably the biggest deterrent to going back.”

The time commitment is huge as well, making it unlikely that Stamler will attempt to duplicate the feat of Hall of Fame goaltender Ken Dryden, who completed much of his law school work while simultaneously tending goal for the great Montreal Canadiens teams of the early 1970s.  That is not to say, though, that Stamler might not try to mix some academic work into his pro hockey routine.

“If my career were to be prolonged, I would definitely welcome the opportunity to take classes while playing,” he said, “because, as busy as we may tell people we are, we’re great at wasting time sometimes.  So I think I could fit some time into my day to take a few classes every semester.”

Assuming that Stamler does get through all the rigors of attaining a law degree, he would be excited to bring his varied experience into the field of player representation.

“In my opinion, and obviously I’m just a player at this point, in comparing the resumes of agents who are NHLPA certified, with a lot of them, there’s either agents that have the academic background, or there’s agents that have the playing background but don’t have the academic background,” Stamler said.  “So I think it would be a nice mix to be able to have some playing experience as well as having some academic background, meaning my law degree, because then I could relate to the player, obviously to their on-ice experiences, but could also serve them well with regards to contract negotiations and understanding the CBA and best representing my clients that way.”

It’s not hard to imagine that many high-level athletes would be eager for their agent to have that sort of nuanced perspective, and to have an individual like Bretton Stamler bring the same kind of battle level that he now shows on the ice, to the negotiating-table scrums at contract time.

And…some additional quotes that I did not use in the story:

On his parents, who encouraged him to prioritize academics:

“My mom is a speech and language pathologist, and she works in Edmonton, and my dad is a retail manager.  So he works with a lot of corporate properties and essentially fills them with tenants, and does some real estate and developing.”

On whether he has an agent:

“I’m working with a young man right now, we haven’t signed anything yet, but when you’re playing in the [ECHL] or coming out of school, you don’t really necessarily need an agent, just because you’re making so little.  If an agent’s only making three percent (commission), and if you’re making less than $20,000 a year in the East Coast Hockey League, they’re not exactly getting a huge cut,

 so the incentive for them to work hard for you is pretty slim.  So you have to find a pretty loyal person to be able to help you out at that level.”

On whether he has done any internships, or other summer work, in the legal or business world:

“Not a ton, just because of where I live.  I live in the Maritimes in the summer, so they’re smaller centers.  This past summer I lived in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, which is a lobster-fishing town, so my BBA’s not going to go too far in Yarmouth.  But if I were to go back to a bigger center, like Edmonton or Calgary out west, then I would definitely look at doing something like that, potentially with a firm that’s representing pro athletes.”

On doing what Ken Dryden did, going to law school while playing pro hockey:

“I’ve heard of it actually once recently.  I teammate of mine was from the Czech Republic and his dad did that when he played in the

 Czech.  But currently I don’t know.  There was a player, I think one of the Sweatt brothers, they were both in the American League, and I read that the younger one, Bill, he was working on his MBA while he was also playing.  I’ve looked at something like that, but you typically have to have quite a bit of work experience, at least in Canada, before you can undertake a program such as that.  And I haven’t been working for five years for a large corporation in a management position, so I probably wouldn’t fit the criteria.  So I think that avenue’s closed for now.”

Wolf Pack in Lewiston Tonight

The Wolf Pack play the first of four games in six days tonight in Lewiston, Maine, the temporary home of the Portland Pirates while the Cumberland County Civic Center in Portland is being renovated.

The Pack come into the game only a point behind the Pirates and Adirondack in the Eastern Conference standings, so a regulation win would leapfrog Hartford past both of those teams.  Portland has lost three straight and five of its last seven, and, while they are .500 on the road, the Pirates have the worst home record in the league, at 7-12-0-6, as they battle the challenge of shuttling the nearly 40 miles north from Portland to Lewiston for each home game.  Still, the Pirates have an excellent power play, clicking at better than 21% on the year, and a host of dynamic young offensive players, led by the likes of Andy Miele, Chris Brown, Tobias Rieder and Lucas Lessio.  So the Wolf Pack’s attention to their two-way game is going to have to be thoroughgoing tonight.

Michael St. Croix will go in for the injured Ryan Bourque, and it sounds like St. Croix will get an opportunity to show what he can do in a top-six role 16 points in 11 games with Greenville vaulted him up into second place in ECHL rookie scoring.  David LeNeveu gets his second straight start in net.
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Cesari Helps Strengthen Wolf Pack

February 19, 2014  

Here’s a feature I posted today on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on Wolf Pack strength and conditioning coach Mark Cesari:

Not long ago, it was relatively rare for an NHL team to have a full-time strength and conditioning coach, and it was virtually unheard of in the AHL.  Nowadays, however, virtually every NHL team has a staff position dedicated to strength and conditioning, and Hartford Wolf Pack strength and conditioning coach Mark Cesari is an example of the extension of that trend to the AHL level.

Now in his third season with the Wolf Pack, Cesari also has experience as a strength and conditioning maven at the Division I college level, at RIT, and in the WNBA and ECHL.  Since getting into the field in the early 2000s, the Montreal native has seen the attitude of professional and college athletes toward conditioning and strength training undergo a sea change.

Cesari Headshot

Mark Cesari

“When I started at the college level, we tried to do whatever we could to make sure that the players were stronger and faster than the opponents,” Cesari said last week.  “And that’s changing every day, players are taking it upon themselves to make sure that they’re in the best physical condition, and they’re always looking for an edge.  They’re approaching me, asking me questions about how to get to the next level, and not me necessarily imposing these demands on them, which is, first of all, the sign of a great athlete, someone who wants to try to get better.  And second of all, that keeps me on my toes, to make sure that I’m up to speed with what they’re asking.”

That process of keeping abreast of the latest trends and knowledge in his line of work is a big challenge, according to Cesari.

“It’s hard enough to try and stay ahead with the research in strength and conditioning, and then you have to worry about other aspects, like nutrition and supplementation,” he said.  “Fortunately enough, I have kind of a long-standing drive to always want to learn.  In order to do that, I completed my first Master’s in 2006 and I’m currently doing a second one, to really try to stay up with that research and make sure that I’m staying with the times.”

One of the biggest areas of progress that Cesari has seen in his experience working with athletes is in the area of nutrition.  With so much money to be made in pro sports, and the competition ever more intense, players have become much more attuned to the value of eating right.

“In the last ten years it’s changed dramatically, especially when it comes to learning how to eat, and the players’ awareness of learning how to eat,” Cesari said.  “In the old days it wasn’t necessarily an issue, but today that’s certainly not the case.  Guys are trying to get every edge possible over the competition, and to do that, nutrition is a big part.  That being said, the influx of organic supplements and organic food has really changed the way that we approach our nutrition plans.  Whole Foods and those types of places are really places that our players tend to migrate to a little bit.  That’s where the organic foods are, it’s a little healthier, a little more natural.  Our nutritionist with the New York Rangers, Cynthia Sass, she does a really great job with our athletes, making sure that they know what to take in and what not to take in.”

Many, if not most, hockey fans have seen an on-ice practice and have an idea of what kind of drills and workouts are involved in that framework.  Almost all of Cesari’s work, though, is done out of sight, in the environs of the Wolf Pack weight room.  Though an off-ice workout obviously looks significantly different than an off-ice practice, it takes no measure of a back seat in terms of importance.

“On a daily basis, the gym is usually the first place the guys go,” Cesari said.  “A lot of them will use that time to get warm and to get prepped for on-ice.  So a lot of the time before practice is what I call activation.  I use that time to make sure that the players are ready to get on to the ice, their muscles are ready to get on the ice, and they’re ready to work.  Some guys will even do a workout before, and that’s a really good time to get a really solid workout in.  Most guys, once they leave my weight room before practice, they’re already sweating and they’re ready for practice.  Once practice is over, then they’ll come back up, depending on the day, we always have some kind of workout or recovery workout.  They spend a lot of hours around the rink, whether it’s on the ice or in the weight room.

“They’re working so hard on the ice, day in and day out, so for me it’s more of a recovery tool, using those workouts, some people will call it ‘prehab’, really making sure that we’re maintaining the gains that they made in the offseason and the gains that they’ve made through this point, and just try to keep them injury free.”

To hear Cesari tell it, his job is as much about injury prevention as it is about improving in-game performance.  In addition to his strength and conditioning background, he is certified as an athletic trainer, and works closely with Wolf Pack athletic trainer Damien Hess on tailoring workout programs to minimize injury risk.

“We’ve changed our approach a little bit, but the percentage of weight training that we perform in the season, it’s really dependent on the strength and conditioning coach, and how well he knows his players and how well he feels he can push his players,” Cesari said.  “My approach really hasn’t changed all that much.  Obviously there’s a huge emphasis on maintaining and rehabilitation and prehab.  Being an athletic trainer, I really take pride in that side of my game, but I think the biggest thing is just to really understand what is going on at the physiological level.  And if we can understand physiologically what’s happening with the body, we can adjust to that throughout the season, weight training, conditioning, whatever the case may be.

“I go to Damo (Hess) several times (daily), just to make sure that we’re on the same page when it comes to players and where they’re at physically, so that when I do push my athletes, I know where their end-point is.”

In addition to pushing, it is just as important for Cesari to know when to back off, to emphasize to the players the necessity of allowing their bodies sufficient time to rest and recharge.  A prime example of that was his message to the team going into the recent AHL All-Star break, during which the players had four days completely off from any team practice activity.

“When you’ve got four days to really get away from hockey, the biggest thing, with the long season, is to make sure that they take the rest and they use the time to recover,” Cesari said.  “So that was my advice to them, take some time, go home, enjoy those four days.  Nutrition is a key part of that, making sure that they’re not getting out of their usual routine, but other than that, rest and recovery.”

Cesari had few worries about this year’s crop of Wolf Pack players ever neglecting the necessary commitment to taking care of themselves.  The man responsible for ensuring that they maximize their conditioning has been impressed with their self-motivation.

“We’ve got a really good group, a young group, which makes it easy for me to push them,” Cesari said.  “They all know what it takes to get to the next level, and they’ve seen it from the older players that we have.  That makes it easy for me to know that these players understand the intensity level that needs to be in the gym.  There’s one thing about coming in and going through the movements, and there’s another about actually coming in and training and getting prepped for the next day.  These guys, as a group, have really done a great job with that.”

Skills Testing Day for Wolf Pack

Cesari and the Pack coaches put the Wolf Pack players through a bevy of fairly sophisticated skills tests today, skating at Trinity College’s Koeppel Community Sports Center.  The roster was divided into three groups for the testing, with each group on the ice for roughly an hour.

Michael Kantor remained off skates, as did Stu Bickel, who has undergone the same sports hernia surgery that Micheal Haley had, and Danny Kristo.  Also out was defenseman Brendon Nash, who suffered a wrist injury in Sunday’s 3-2 shootout loss in Providence.
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Wolf Pack Take Positive Vibe into All-Star Break

February 8, 2014  

It’s still an awfully steep hill to climb, but the Wolf Pack went into the All-Star break definitely headed in a positive direction, winners of three out of four games, five out of seven and seven out of 11.

That was after a 3-1 win in Norfolk Saturday evening gave the Pack a split of a two-game series against the Admirals, who eked out a 1-0 shutout victory over Hartford on Friday night.  The Wolf Pack could have easily had four points on the weekend, having outshot Norfolk 25-14 in Friday’s loss, but Admiral rookie goaltender John Gibson was not to be beaten.  The Pack turned the tables on Gibson Saturday, chasing him from the game by just past the midway point of regulation with three goals on 16 shots.

It was the Pack’s goaltender, Dov Grumet-Morris, who held sway in Saturday’s game, taking a shutout into the third period and allowing only a power-play goal to Kevin Gagne on 22 Norfolk shots.  Grumet-Morris has now won his last four decisions, and is 6-4-3 since joining the Wolf Pack.

“The first couple of shifts, I thought they had some pretty good pressure, he made some good saves,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said of Grumet-Morris after Saturday’s game.  “And then again late in the game, when they started to mount their comeback, I thought he made some timely saves as well.”

T.J. Hensick

T.J. Hensick

In addition to Grumet-Morris’ work, T.J. Hensick had easily his best game in a Wolf Pack uniform Saturday.  Hensick had a nifty assist on a Marek Hrivik goal, and had a good finish of his own off a beautiful, behind-the-back pass from Jesper Fast.  Hensick now has four goals and 14 points in 13 Pack games.

The Wolf Pack as a team are now off until Thursday, when they will return to practice for a Friday-night resumption of action in Springfield.  The Pack’s 41 points had them still 16 points out of a playoff spot coming out of Saturday’s action, but the recent results had the group in an upbeat mood as the team bus began its long ride back from Virginia.

“I hope we’ve started to swing the pendulum the other way,” Gernander said, in reference to the team’s play going into the break.  “It was a rough first half, but I think we’re kind of coming together right now, and it’s been some pretty good hockey, especially this weekend.”
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Wolf Pack Play Well Enough to Win, but…

February 7, 2014  

It was a classic good news/bad news situation for the Wolf Pack tonight in Norfolk.

The bad news first…the game ended in a 1-0 loss to the Admirals, a team that is now only three points off the lead in the East Division and has lost only three times in regulation in 18 games (12-3-0-3) since December 21.  The good news is, the Wolf Pack continued to play well, allowed a season-low 14 shots on goal to a very successful team on the road, including a 5-2 advantage in the third period.

David LeNeveu

David LeNeveu

I spoke briefly with Pack goaltender David LeNeveu in the locker room after the game, and despite the loss, his overall outlook on the evening was positive.

“If we play like that on a consistent basis all year long, you’ve got to be happy with the result,” the veteran netminder said.  “You’re not happy with the result tonight, but you’ll be happy with the overall performance of the team.  And that’s what it comes down to.  I know we need wins, we all recognize that, but just getting to play on a consistent basis at a high level is a big step forward for this team, and wins will come along with that.”

LeNeveu matched Norfolk rookie sensation John Gibson nearly save for save, beaten only by a Chris Wagner redirection with 6:29 left in the third period.  Wagner lost the puck in the left-wing circle, but then headed to the front of the net and had Kevin Gagne’s heave from the left point go off of him and get by LeNeveu.  An ugly, greasy goal, to be sure, but it ends up making the difference.

“I think it hit him in the side of the pants, or in the back of the pants,” LeNeveu said.  “I’m not exactly sure, but it hit him somewhere and changed direction.  The puck was going to miss the net.”

Seems like, for a lot of this year, if it weren’t for bad luck, the Wolf Pack would have no luck at all, as the old saying goes.  A strong effort went for naught tonight, so it will be very interesting to see how the group responds in tomorrow night’s rematch with the Admirals at Scope, before they get four days off for the AHL All-Star break.
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Lindberg Coming into his Own

February 7, 2014  

Posted a feature today on the Wolf Pack’s Oscar Lindberg on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com.

The Hartford Wolf Pack certainly didn’t coddle Swedish centerman Oscar Lindberg in his first North American pro hockey experience.

The 22-year-old Lindberg was installed as the Wolf Pack’s number-one pivot from the first drop of the puck this season, and the Pack coaching staff continued to count on him in that spot throughout the club’s first-half struggles.

Lindberg, who came to the AHL this year with 178 games of experience in Sweden’s top league over four seasons certainly did not wilt under the responsibility of that assignment.  He displayed a strong and consistent work ethic, and showed flashes of explosiveness offensively, scoring seven goals and adding ten assists for 17 points in the season’s first 35 games.Action Shot for Blog - 02-07-14

Since mid-January, however, when the Ranger organization acquired veteran center T.J. Hensick off of AHL waivers and top-drawer prospect J.T. Miller, also a centerman, returned from a stint in the NHL, Lindberg’s offensive production has taken off.  Starting January 12, Lindberg reeled off a run in which he had at least a point in eight out of ten games, totaling six goals and seven assists for 13 points, including a five-game point-scoring streak that featured five goals and nine points.

According to Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander, the Wolf Pack’s newfound depth in the middle was a key to Lindberg’s unlocking his offensive potential.

“It’s a pretty important position, and for a large part of the season he was our really only one bona fide center,” Gernander said this week.  “And now that we have three, you can spread the workload around a little bit, it doesn’t enable the opposition to check his line on such a regular basis.  And with a couple of extra players, we now have a full complement of lines we’re comfortable with, and everybody can kind of complement one another.”

“I think we’ve got four good centers,” Lindberg said, “but two top guys who can produce take a little pressure from me.  It’s nice to get some guys to produce, not just have the pressure on me to do it.”

Being able to get into a rhythm with a steady set of linemates is something that Lindberg identified as making life easier for him.

“I think we play with more consistency with the lines, having the same lines for a couple of weeks,” he said.  “And I feel more and more comfortable too.  It’s just been happening, and I’m trying not to think about it too much.”

Lindberg’s improved offensive stats have largely coincided with his being put on a line with veteran banger Micheal Haley as his left-winger.  Kyle Beach occupied the right side on that line for several games, giving Lindberg a strong physical presence on both wings, and Danny Kristo slid into that spot in the Wolf Pack’s last game.  That was a 4-1 home win over Adirondack on Tuesday, in which the Haley-Lindberg-Kristo created two first-period goals.

“I think he’s intuitive enough to read off them,” Gernander said of Lindberg and his recent linemates.  “They create turnovers, can make space for him to make plays in behind them, those types of things.  And it just seems to complement his game.

“Danny’s an offensive player, and Lindberg’s a little bit of each (offensive and defensive), but if he can get some guys who think along the same lines, and he can maybe play some give-and-go hockey with, it should help his overall game.”

For Lindberg’s part, it’s not so much whom he is on the ice with, but rather being together long enough to get used to each other.

“I think as long as we keep the lines and not change too much, it’s easy to find chemistry,” he said.  “It doesn’t matter who you play with, as long as you’ve got some consistency.  And I think I’ve been doing that lately, and we’ve been getting a lot of wins too, so that’s been nice.

“Haley, he’s an aggressive guy who wins a lot of battles in the corners, and now playing with Kristo, he’s a playmaker.  So I think we complete each other in a good way.”

Lindberg enters the weekend only one point behind Kristo for the team leadership in points, with Lindberg having 13-17-30 in 45 games and Kristo 17-14-31 in 42 outings.  Clearly Lindberg’s confidence is on a high, and it seems likely that the tougher times earlier in the year made him grow and mature as a player.

“I think the experience was good for him,” Gernander said.  “I think he now has a good understanding of how competitive the American Hockey League is, how hard you’re going to have to work to create your offense and to get your opportunities.  It was a little bit of trial by fire for him, but I think the overall experience will help expedite his career.”

It may be, too, that the full adjustment from the bigger rinks of European hockey, and the different style of play in Sweden, took half of an AHL season to complete.

“The ice surface is a lot different,” Lindberg said.  “It’s more stop-and-start (in North America), not just swinging around, and not a lot of dumping (the puck) and stuff like that.  But I’m learning, and I think it’s been better the last couple of weeks, for sure.”

That better stretch for Lindberg has mirrored the Wolf Pack’s improvement as a team, and it is quite likely that the young Swede’s play will be a key indicator of how far the Pack can climb before the AHL season draws to a close.

Wolf Pack Back in Action Tonight

The Pack begin a two-game series in Norfolk this evening, against an Admiral club that has been among the hottest in the league since the Christmas holiday.

Norfolk lost its last game, 3-1 in Hershey Super Bowl Sunday, but that was the Admirals’ first regulation loss in nine games (5-1-0-3) and only their third in 17 games (11-3-0-3) since December 21.  Head Coach Trent Yawney’s club had its co-leading point-scorer Emerson Etem (11-17-28 in 25 GP) recalled by their Anaheim Duck parent club on Wednesday, but received center Dave Steckel and his 425 games of NHL experience in return.  Also, word is that Swedish-born rookie Rickard Rakell, who is tied with Etem for the team points lead with 10-18-28 in 32 games, is ready to return from an eight-game injury absence.

On the Wolf Pack side, it looks like Shawn O’Donnell is set to return to action, after missing 13 games with an upper-body injury.  If he is back in, the Pack will have to change the lineup that beat Adirondack 4-1 Tuesday night at the XL Center.  Seven defensemen dressed in that game, so Ken Gernander & Co. could simply take a blueliner out and go back to four full lines, but according to the depth chart the obvious candidate to come out would be Bretton Stamler.  All he’s done is go +5 in his ten games since joining the Wolf Pack, and he scored his first career AHL goal in Tuesday’s game.

All indications are that David LeNeveu will get his third straight start in goal.
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Bourque Thriving in Offensive Role

February 5, 2014  

Here’s a feature on Ryan Bourque that I wrote for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

Ryan Bourque’s work ethic, effort and tenacity have stood out from day one of his career with the Hartford Wolf Pack, but until recently he has never been looked to as a source of consistent offense.

Bourque contributed six goals and 14 points in 69 games his rookie year of 2011-12 and then had eight goals and 15 points in 53 games last season.  This year the son of Hall of Fame defenseman Ray Bourque has already fired home ten goals and added seven assists for 17 points, with the season only just past the halfway point.  His newfound offensive production began to blossom around the turn of the New Year, and recently he has thrived playing left wing on a line with J.T. Miller at center and Jesper Fast on the right side.  That has been the Wolf Pack’s top offensive line as of late, and being expected to fill a major offensive role has made all the difference for Bourque.Action Shot for Blog - 02-05-14

“Going through the first half of the season, it was kind of a defensive role, and PK (penalty-killing), and still getting an opportunity here and there in an offensive role, but I think as it’s progressed, it’s quickly developed into kind of a two-way role,” Bourque said this week.  “And I’m definitely relishing it, and trying to make everything of the opportunity I’ve been given.”

His two linemates, both of whom have been more well-known for their offensive potency throughout their development than has Bourque, have relished having his brand of hustle and desire on their left flank.

“His work ethic shows the most,” Miller said of Bourque.  “He provides energy for our line, and there’s always kind of a positive vibe when he’s around.  He’s pretty even-keeled, and obviously he’s been putting the puck in the net lately.  He’s doing it all, really.”

“It’s been awesome,” Bourque said.  “When you have the opportunity to play with two guys like that, it’s pretty simple out there.  You’ve just got to get in on the forecheck, hustle and try and get in the right areas, because they’ll find you.  Both of them have played in the NHL for long periods of time this season, and I think J.T., if he were in a lot of different areas in the league, he’d be in the NHL, he’s definitely that caliber of a player, and (Fast) is the same way.  He’s just so quick, and he gets in there and he gets the puck and he wins his one-on-one battles in the corner.  And he’s got the skill and the playmaking abilities to find you out there.  When you’re playing with guys like that, you’ve just got to go in and work hard and you’ll have success, night in and night out.”

Gernander added, “He (Bourque) forechecks, so he gets in and creates turnovers, and puck recovery he’s been very good at.  He just enables that line to have more puck possession, and allows them to use their skills more offensively.”

That element of forechecking is an interesting calling card for Bourque, as his small stature (5-9, 178 pounds) does not put him in the category of a typical crashing, banging power forward.  Bourque is truly relentless on the forecheck, though, and tirelessly works the hard areas of the ice, often turning the tables on bigger defenders.

“I think that a guy his size can be extremely effective against bigger players, if he uses his quickness and he’s willing to get in underneath those players,” Gernander asserted.  “If you stay on the perimeter, it often allows those bigger players to use their reach and their size to their advantage, but if you get right in their kitchen and you’ve got body position and leverage and you’re using your quickness, I think you can be even more effective.”

Bourque feels that both he and Fast, who is only slightly bigger than Bourque at six feet and 185 pounds, have been consistent in causing problems for bigger opponents.

“It’s definitely just trying to make the most with what you have,” Bourque said.  “We’re both smaller guys, but we both have the assets of quickness.  And we’re short in stature, but it’s not like we’re small in strength or anything like that.  I think we have the strength that you need to play in this league at a smaller size, but with that quickness you need to go in the corners and enjoy winning those battles, and not be afraid to mix it up.  And fortunately for me and Jesper, we share that quality, and if you can use your size to your advantage, it helps out a lot.  You have the ability to be a little more slippery out there, and also to get lower on guys, and it almost makes it harder for them to be able to move you.  So as long as you’re doing the right things and making the most with what you have, then I think that’s why we can have the success we have.”

Bourque’s success has always gone back to his consistent effort.  He never takes a shift off on the ice, and, according to Gernander, his energy level is the same in practice as well.

“He tries to win every drill,” the Wolf Pack bench boss said, “or he’s first in line, usually one beat before the whistle blows.  But that’s part of his makeup or part of his character, one of his assets that he can draw upon.”

For Bourque, that is a way to motivate both himself and his teammates.

“It’s not only the games that you’re competing in,” he said.  “If you have a competitive attitude, you definitely want to make the players around you, and your teammates, the best that they can be too.  And it’s not only that, it’s trying to be the best that you can be on a daily basis.  I hate losing to those guys.  Obviously I hate losing more in the real competition, but in practice if you can try and set those things in place, day in and day out, it’s not only going to make you better, but it’s going to make everyone around you better.”

Now that Bourque has latched on to a spot among the Wolf Pack’s top six forwards, the challenge now is to hang on to that role, and solidify the notion that he has turned a corner in his career.

“At this level, I definitely think it’s just that once you get that opportunity, once you get comfortable and are doing it on a daily basis, if you have the right attitude and work ethic with it, you can definitely fit in and make the most of it,” he said.  “I’ve gotten more and more comfortable with it.  At first it was kind of newer to me because I was doing things that I really haven’t done since Junior, but it’s definitely the most fun I’ve had as a pro, and I’m just trying to make the most of it.”

As far as those things that hadn’t been part of his role since his Junior days in the Quebec League, Bourque elaborated, “In some situations in the past, you’re always thinking defense first, but while still having that responsible attitude, and definitely that responsibility in your game, you can still try to take a few more chances because you know you’re going to have that leeway offensively.  And sometimes when you make a read or two offensively it can definitely go in your favor, and if you have the hustle and the work ethic to get back if you do make a mistake, then that makes up for it a lot too.”

Furthermore, it’s not a situation of leaving one identity behind and assuming another.  Bourque is acutely aware that being a diligent defensive player and a source of energy is what got him to where he is, and he has no intention of forgetting that, no matter how many offensive numbers he manages to put up.

“That’s something definitely that I’ll always carry with me, and I know I won’t ever leave that side of my game behind,” he said.  “I think I’ve grown up being responsible defensively, with that work ethic, and I know that if I’m going to have the opportunity to play at the next level, it’s definitely going to be with those assets, with penalty-killing and the energy that I provide, and being responsible in both zones.  And although I can chip in offensively, it’s definitely with the responsibility of being a very good defensive forward, but also having that offensive capability as well.”

That, clearly, is just what Gernander has in mind, as the organization continues to foster Bourque’s rapidly accelerating development.

“The offensive play is always a benefit, regardless of who the player is,” Gernander said.  “We have to have some minimum requirements as far as forechecking, defensive responsibility, those types of things, but some excel at it, and I think he’s one that leads the way in those areas, as far as defensively responsible, penalty-killing, provide some energy, provide some forecheck.  And now, I think with just a change of linemates or a little bit more offensive opportunity, you’re starting to see more output from him.”

“I still think his future as far as an NHL career will be more of a third, fourth-line guy, penalty-killer, and he still has to be diligent in all those tasks, but any time you can get someone from that portion of your lineup that can score goals when the opportunity presents itself, that makes him that much more valuable of a tool.  He’s proving that, given the opportunity, he can be a significant part of our offense, and I think it’s been a great progression for him.”

Wolf Pack off to Norfolk

Today’s snowstorm wiped out Wolf Pack practice, and accelerated the team’s departure for its trip to Norfolk.  The Pack, as they have done the last few years, are splitting the long ride up on the way down, going as far as Voorhees, NJ, just outside of Philadelphia, today, staying overnight and skating at the Flyers’ practice facility tomorrow morning, and then riding the rest of the way to Virginia after that.

Michael Kantor, who has been out the last three games with an upper-body injury, is on the trip, as is Shawn O’Donnell, who had now been on the shelf for 13 games, also with an upper-body issue.  Stu Bickel, out with a lower-body injury, did not make the trip.
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Fast Cranking at Healthy Scoring Pace

January 30, 2014  

Here’s a feature on Jesper Fast that I just posted to the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

A Hartford Wolf Pack offense that was among the least potent in the AHL for much of the first half of the season has suddenly broken out for a total of 18 goals in its last four games, and the one individual who has been the biggest contributor to that is Swedish-born rookie Jesper Fast.

Fast has only played in 19 of the Wolf Pack’s first 42 games, due to the fact that he started the season with the parent New York Rangers, suiting up for eight NHL contests, and then suffered a high ankle sprain in his third game with the Wolf Pack, missing 14 games.  After his return December 20, the 22-year-old winger managed only two goals and five points in his first ten games, but then went on a run that saw him score six times in the next five games, including back-to-back two-goal outings.Action Shot for Blog - 01-30-14

“We thought we’d have a good player in Jesper Fast when he came to us, and then unfortunately he got injured right away,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said earlier this week.  “And everybody thinks when you’re cleared to play (after being injured), you’re a hundred percent and firing on all cylinders, and the reality is, he missed six weeks, and it’s not like you have a training camp and you get to build to a return to the lineup.  It took him a little bit of time to get his feet underneath him, but now he’s returned to form.”

Fast agreed with his coach’s assessment that being back to full health was the biggest single factor in his hot streak, saying, “My body feels good, I’ve been working hard to get back.  It’s just having a good time out there and playing with some good guys.  It’s good to start to get some points.”

Those “good guys” are linemates J.T. Miller and Ryan Bourque, with whom Fast has formed a trio that has combined for 13 points in the Pack’s last four games, three of which have been wins.  According to Gernander, Fast’s hockey smarts are one of the biggest keys to the line’s success.

“I think Jesper Fast is someone that always makes his linemates better,” the Pack bench boss said.  “He does all the little things, he’s very intuitive, has real good hockey sense.  So I think he’s kind of a stabilizing influence for that line, and his chemistry with J.T. gives J.T. a little bit more liberty to try things offensively, knowing full well that you’ve got a guy that can read off you, both offensively to jump into holes, and also defensively if need be.”

Miller said of Fast, “He’s a tremendous player, he’s got a lot of upside.  He’s not very big, but he definitely makes the most of it, and he plays like a big guy.  He’s always being physical and initiating the contact, and obviously he’s pretty hot right now, we’ll try to keep getting him the puck.  He’s a big part of our offense right now and a big part of the team’s success.”

That physical part of the game has always been a strength for Fast, despite his relatively slight stature, at six feet and 185 pounds.  He has scored most of his AHL goals from the high-traffic area right around the net, and that was the case for him on the bigger ice surfaces in Europe as well.

“I’ve always tried to be around the net, where it all happens,” Fast said.  “That’s where you have to be if you want to score goals.

“There are more battles here (in North America).  It’s a smaller rink, so there are a lot of battles out there.  I think it fits my style pretty well on the small rink.  Of course it’s an adjustment here, but I’m starting to feel pretty comfortable out there.”

As far as his synergy with Miller, Fast’s comment was, “I like playing with him, he’s a really skilled player, he can protect the puck.  I think he brings a lot of attention on himself, so it gives me some extra space when he gets the puck.”

“We have a good forechecking line, with speed, with Bourquie and Jesper,” said Miller, “and I try to get in there and use my size and just try to find people open, and obviously the power play’s been really good lately.  We’ve just got to make sure we keep capitalizing on those chances, but I think most of our success comes off the rush and the forecheck.

“We have a little bit of everything on the line right now.  Everybody can play, with their skill, and everybody can shoot the puck and play offense, but they’re (his linemates) both defensively responsible and it makes it easier on me, and that’s a huge part, when you’re spending less time in your zone.”

Fast summarized, “We all three work hard.  I think we know each other, what we’re good at, just work hard and use what we’re good at.”

Gernander has counted on the Bourque-Miller-Fast line in all situations, but Fast has been particularly dangerous on the power play.  Three of his six goals in his recent run have come in man-advantage situations, part of a Pack power play streak of six goals in three games.

“We talked a little bit about it, and we can’t just let the puck go around, we have to shoot the puck and create second chances from the rebounds,” Fast said of the power play.

The right-handed-shooting Fast has found home in the left circle in the Wolf Pack power-play setup, looking either to get open for cross-slot passes from Miller, or get to the net for tips and rebounds.

“I don’t have to stay and wait for the puck, I feel comfortable there (on the left side),” Fast said.  “I have to be ready for the shot and find a spot to get open, but those guys make some good plays out there, so it makes it a lot easier for me.”

Fast’s scoring exploits lately have made things much easier on the Wolf Pack as a team, leading to the club’s most positive streak since the first two weeks of the season.  If the gritty Swede can sustain his current level of play, his ascent back to the NHL should be, well, fast.

Sound Tigers put it together in defensive zone

Michael Fornabaio

Published 12:15 am, Friday, February 28, 2014 
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BRIDGEPORT -- Part of it may be a simple coming-of-age story. Some comes from familiarity, knowing your teammates and communicating.

And goaltending and help from the forwards are essential for a team in the defensive zone. But wherever it has come from, through the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' hot streak, they've slashed their goals against by almost one a night.

"Guys are getting a little more comfortable every day. There's a lot of (comfort) and confidence," said Matt Donovan, who as a third-year pro has been one of the team's more experienced defensemen.

"We're getting better as a group every day." 

Bridgeport has won 11 of its past 13 games, including the past six. In the 41 games before the hot streak, not counting bonus goals awarded for shootout wins, Bridgeport was outscored 133-98. In these 13 games, the Sound Tigers have outscored opponents 47-30.

"We're staying tight," said Aaron Ness, another third-year pro. "We're putting more pressure on forwards all over the ice."

Though Bridgeport sent its top forward line to the NHL on Monday, it has been getting healthier on the blue line, getting Joe Finley and Andrey Pedan back from long-term injuries in the past couple of weeks.

Some younger players, even some who were sent back to the ECHL, have shown improvement.

"Good stick position, good gaps, getting up in the play: We've harped on it," coach Scott Pellerin said. "You see defensemen kind of hit their stride later than forwards because it's a very difficult position to play." 

It's just as well, Pellerin said, for a defenseman to keep his game simple. When Pellerin was coaching with Manchester, he said, Los Angeles Kings director of pro development Mike O'Connell projected video onto a whiteboard of a shift by Nicklas Lidstrom, future Hall of Fame defenseman.

He traced Lidstrom's path with a marker; it left marks in pretty much a narrow oval on one side of the rink. Then he projected a young defenseman's shift, filmed from a similar angle, and traced that, leaving zig-zag lines all over the board.

"Sometimes it takes a while," Pellerin said. "They try to do more. Sometimes, you have to do less." 

With Anders Nilsson and Kenny Reiter making big saves, and with contributions from the forwards in both ends of the rink, the team has put together its best stretch in over two years and its best 13-game defensive stretch in almost as long.

"We're playing hard and smart," Donovan said. 

When Donovan was first with the Sound Tigers in December before returning to the NHL for a stint, "We had hard-working guys, but sometimes we weren't working smart. Now we've really come together." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sound Tigers signed Mercier, Martin to fill holes, maybe even roles

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- A new start in the AHL came just as Justin Mercier thought he was going back to the ECHL, crossing paths briefly with his wife. Joey Martin, meanwhile, gets his chance after leading the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' ECHL affiliate in scoring all year.

Bridgeport signed both players to pro tryouts on Wednesday, filling the holes (if not necessarily the roles) left when the New York Islanders recalled the Sound Tigers' whole top line Monday.

"I'm just looking for them to work hard, to really keep it simple and play their game," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "They bring an element of speed and hard work and creativity."

The two newcomers -- giving Bridgeport seven players on pro tryouts out of 22 skaters -- practiced on a line with Joey Diamond. That left the other lines the same as they were over the weekend, when the team won its sixth straight and its 11th in the past 13. Martin, 25, who has had a couple of short AHL stints the previous two seasons, comes up after scoring 51 points in 52 games for Stockton (ECHL). 

"I'd say I'm a hard-working, two-way forward," Martin said. "I've been able to produce, helped put up some points, but I've been effective on the penalty kill as well. I take pride in my (work in the) defensive zone." 

He arrived to a couple of familiar faces, teammates with Andrew Clark earlier in the year and Andrey Pedan for a few weeks earlier this month.

Mercier, 26, knew a few former Sound Tigers in previous stops; just three days ago he and Jon Landry were Iowa Wild teammates. His pregnant wife, Chelsea, had been in Idaho, where he started the season. She was driving home with her mom and their two dogs to Erie, Pa., earlier this week.

"She got four or five hours from Iowa when (the Wild) said, `we're sending you down,'" Mercier said. "My wife was almost in Des Moines. My coach in Idaho was really understanding; I asked to spend a day or two with her. And then I got a call from Bridgeport to come here." 

Mercier is a fifth-year pro (he's actually the current roster's only official AHL veteran) who played nine games for the Colorado Avalanche in 2009-10. He played last year in Wolfsburg, Germany, with former Sound Tigers Tyler Haskins and Greg Moore.

"Justin's a little more experienced," Pellerin said. "We're looking for a little bit of leadership and solid play out of his game. He's able to play a complete game. Joey Martin, Rich (Kromm, Stockton coach) said, has played very, very well on both sides of the puck." 

Bridgeport sent Anders Lee, Ryan Strome and Mike Halmo, the team's top three scorers, to the Islanders earlier this week. Newsday reported Halmo is expected to make his NHL debut Thursday.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio +

Following callups, Pellerin eager 'to see the next wave' on forward line

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:29 am, Wednesday, February 26, 2014 

 0  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Lauralton Hall beats Kolbe Cathedral to win SWC girls basketball title

Chris Elsberry: For SHU, Pape a humble superstar

Heavyweight division at State Open loaded with regional talent

BRIDGEPORT -- The day was coming, so there were subtle moments the past few weeks when the Bridgeport Sound Tigers prepared for life without their top forward line. 

Different lines saw time on the power play. Players who hadn't killed penalties in a while got a few shifts. Anders Lee, Ryan Strome and Mike Halmo were called up to the New York Islanders on Monday. On Tuesday, Bridgeport got back to work to prepare for what comes next.

"They deserved an opportunity to get called up. Now we have to see the next wave," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's going to show the character of the guys."

For now, the other forward-line combinations remained as they were over the weekend. Bridgeport will likely call at least a couple of players up from the ECHL, though it doesn't play again until Friday; one appeared to be Joey Martin, scoring a point a game for Stockton. 

"We've all just got to pick up the slack," John Persson said. "Everybody's just got to come together."

Persson has seen power-play time before and could again. He also picked up some time on the penalty kill, at times with Johan Sundstrom. 

Sundstrom has been a penalty-kill mainstay through most of his two-year Bridgeport tenure. He's been eased back into that role since returning earlier this month from a two-month absence due to illness.

He could see lots more of it now. 

"There are new opportunities, new possibilities for everyone," Sundstrom said. 

Scooter Vaughan stepped in alongside Chris Langkow a couple of weeks ago and has done well on the top penalty-kill forward pair. Lee and Halmo usually followed them. 

But Pellerin said Joel Broda and Matthew Pistilli, the team's two newest forwards, have killed penalties before and could get a chance. Andrew Clark and Alan Quine have done so here at times. The team could bring in others who've killed penalties. 

"A guy like Sundstrom has got to continue to play his strong game," Pellerin said. "He's starting to find his game after being out for so long. A guy like John Persson, a second-year guy, taking his game to another level."

Lee-Strome-Halmo have combined for about a third of the team's goals and points. They had 21 of the team's 65 points during the team's current six-game winning streak.

"We expect a lot out of our younger players and our new guys," Pellerin said. "It's an opportunity for a lot of guys to make a name for themselves, not only individually, but as a group. We've got a good thing going here. We don't expect to slow down."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers lose top line to Islanders

Michael Fornabaio
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When they've all been Bridgeport Sound Tigers, they've been inseparable since Halloween. They weren't separated on Monday night, either: The New York Islanders called up the Sound Tigers' whole top forward line.

Missing two injured centermen, the Islanders recalled rookies Ryan Strome and Anders Lee and second-year forward Mike Halmo. They'd been the Sound Tigers' top line through November into December and again after Strome came back down in mid-January.

The move costs Bridgeport, winners of 10 out of 12, its top three scorers. It's Halmo's first call to the NHL; Lee played two games last spring after signing out of Notre Dame.

Despite spending a month in the NHL, Strome was still 10th in the AHL with 49 points in 37 Bridgeport games. Lee had 22 goals and 19 assists while playing all 54 games; Halmo had 17 goals and 20 assists in his first full season in a regular role.

They combined for almost a goal a game for the Sound Tigers, 36 percent of the team's 145 non-shootout goals and 33 percent of its points.

That leaves Bridgeport, which doesn't play until Friday, with 10 healthy forwards, though Justin Johnson (lower body) was set to resume skating after missing a couple of weeks.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers, Reiter stay hot

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- Under siege Sunday in his first game in four weeks, Kenny Reiter kept making saves.

He made 40 in all, most early and late after shaking off an early goal, in the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' 2-1 win over the Providence Bruins at Webster Bank Arena. Bridgeport has won six in a row and 11 out of 13.

"Give Kenny credit. He battled back," coach Scott Pellerin said. "He's a competitor. He wanted to really get the team back in the game. He really closed the door." 

Reiter allowed a power-play goal to Justin Florek at 2:34 of the first period. He stopped Simsbury's Tommy Cross on a bad-angle shot from the left side, but he put the rebound right into the slot to Florek.

One other shot went just wide soon after, but Reiter made two quick saves after that and was never beaten again in his first game since Jan. 26.

"To be honest, it was just normal," Reiter said. "I approached it like I do every day. ... That one (goal) I'd like back; I played it incorrectly, but I regrouped." 

Reiter stopped 16 shots in the third, about half of them in the Bruins' desperate last five minutes and a couple of them on a pinballing puck in the last few seconds.

Attendance was 6,407.

Providence spent most of the first period in the Bridgeport end, reflected in its 21-6 edge in shots after the period.

"Their breakout speed is something we haven't seen in a while," Pellerin said. "They really came at us hard. We didn't have a really good response most of the first period." 

Pellerin said he got on the bench to change that at the last promotional time-out of the period. Bridgeport scored on the next two shifts.

Ryan Strome chipped the puck ahead to Mike Halmo, who drew a defender and led Anders Lee into the zone with speed. Lee drove hard to the net from the right wing and beat Malcolm Subban at 17:35.

Matthew Pistilli then took the puck away from Providence defenseman Blake Parlett behind the net and centered to Joel Broda, who said he didn't get all of his shot but still got a bounce off a defenseman to score 26 seconds after Lee's goal.

"It took the first period to figure out what they're about," Halmo said. "We had a good response." 

They'll need another, as the teams meet again Friday in Providence. Bridgeport could have a different look by then, though.

The New York Islanders play their first game after the Olympic break on Thursday and have a few holes to fill up front. Strome and Lee seem logical candidates, but they and Pellerin had heard no news about a call-up.

Bridgeport's six wins in a row have all come in regulation, only the third time the team has done that in its 13 seasons. The Sound Tigers are nine points out of a playoff position with 22 games remaining.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. KENNY REITER, BRIDGEPORT: Shook off early rust to make 40 saves, earn a big win.

2. ANDERS LEE, BRIDGEPORT: Hard drive to the net got the first goal.

3. JUSTIN FLOREK, PROVIDENCE: Went to the net to score the goal.

UNSUNG HERO: Matthew Pistilli won a battle to set up Joel Broda's goal.

UP NEXT: Friday at Providence, 7:05 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Providence 1 0 0--1

Bridgeport 2 0 0--2
Sound Tigers find groove in beating Phantoms

Michael Fornabaio

Published 11:39 pm, Saturday, February 22, 2014 
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PHILADELPHIA -- The Bridgeport Sound Tigers' identity, as Johan Sundstrom told it after their 3-2 win over Adirondack on Saturday, is getting all four forward lines going and contributing.

When constant penalties interrupt that flow, though, it's a different game, with different combinations and a different pace.

"(The penalty killers) did a huge job there," said Sundstrom, who has eased back into that role at times after a two-month layoff due to illness. "The lines, when it's not flowing, it's frustrating sometimes, but it's the game. You handle it and move on." 

Aaron Ness' goal on a late-developing three-on-two turned out to be the winner with 10:39 to play in a game that included 16 power plays at Wells Fargo Center, an NHL-arena game with the Phantoms' parent club, the Flyers, still on the Olympic break.

Bridgeport faced 10 of those 16 power plays and killed nine, victimized only on a five-on-three that gave Adirondack a 2-1 lead 1:35 into the third period.

Scooter Vaughan and Chris Langkow combined for a Langkow goal on a short-handed two-on-one 22 seconds later to tie it.

"We respond well when we get scored on," Ness said. "We're going to win a lot of games if we can do that, kill a lot of momentum for other teams." Bridgeport has won 10 of its last 12 games, getting back to .500 with 23 games to go.

It's been a mountain to climb, with young players making progress and different combinations because of injuries, illness and call-ups, but they've continued to win through February.

"We've been getting good goaltending, no matter who's in net," coach Scott Pellerin said; Anders Nilsson made 26 saves Saturday. "Defensively, guys are really solidifying our defensive habits. We've gotten production with more versatility throughout our lineup." 

Sundstrom scored the first goal with assists from newcomers Joel Broda and Matthew Pistilli. After Nick Cousins scored from the right circle and Chris VandeVelde got that five-on-three goal, Langkow tied it driving to the net.

Then Ness jumped into the play on the left side to make it a three-on-two rush. He one-timed Andrew Clark's feed off goalie Carsen Chubak and in with teammates driving to the net.

"Clarky made a heck of a pass," Ness said.

"We'd kind of focused for a while on jumping in. It's tough for the defense when there's a second attack, a second layer."

Attendance was 17,585 in the NHL building, the largest announced crowd ever to see a Bridgeport game. That mark had been 16,297 at a sold-out Nassau Coliseum during the 2004-05 NHL lockout.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. ANDERS NILSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Solid again, 26 saves.

2. AARON NESS, BRIDGEPORT: Jumped into the play to score the game-winning goal.

3. NICK COUSINS, ADIRONDACK: Nifty play got his team on the board.

UNSUNG HEROES: Scooter Vaughan and Chris Langkow killed penalties all night and scored the big, tying short-handed goal.

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Providence, 3 p.m.

--MICHAEL FORNABAIO 

Bridgeport 1 0 2--3

Adirondack 0 1 1--2
Lee rallies Sound Tigers past Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:24 am, Saturday, February 22, 2014 
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HARTFORD -- A bad-bounce, potentially deflating goal gave the Hartford Wolf Pack a lead with under five minutes to go Friday. The Bridgeport Sound Tigers' coaching staff looked around the bench and found they didn't need to say a thing. 

"(Assistant Eric Boguniecki) mentioned it in the locker room," coach Scott Pellerin said, "it's almost like the guys weren't going to be denied."

Anders Lee's power-play goal tied it with 2:25 to go. His goal with 30.2 seconds left gave Bridgeport a 4-3 win at the XL Center, the team's ninth win in 11 games. 

"We all kind of stood up (and said) don't worry, we're fine, keep going, keep putting pucks on net," Lee said. 

Lee did that, scoring his 20th and 21st goals in support of Anders Nilsson's 30 saves. 

Those stops were almost for naught. 

Marek Hrivik's power-play centering pass went off Scott Mayfield's right leg and caromed up and over Nilsson as he moved across to play the pass, giving Hartford a 3-2 lead with 4:52 left. 

But a similar carom at the other end of the ice cost Hartford and goalie Dov Grumet-Morris on Lee's game-winner, which began as a pass across the crease from the right side. 

"I saw Stromer (Ryan Strome) out of the corner of my eye," Lee said. "I thought, `I'll throw it to him,' but I didn't get enough sauce on it."

A defenseman blocked the pass, but it bounced straight back to Lee as Grumet-Morris moved toward Strome. 

That left Lee enough room to put it away. 

Nilsson held the fort in the first period as Hartford peppered him with 16 shots. 

"I saw what I needed to see," Nilsson said. "I made a couple of saves early and got in the game right away. I felt fine."

He said he caught some breaks when Hartford had open looks but couldn't bury them (Matt Donovan blocked one), but he made some sharp saves throughout. The other Wolf Pack goals came straight off a failed clear with 2.3 seconds left in the first period, and on a carom off the endboards right to the right post. 

"(Nilsson) has done a lot of work this past week," Pellerin said. "I talked to him coming off the ice. He felt confident. He was in great position all game. He made it look easy."

Brett Gallant scored his first goal since Dec. 28, 2011, in the first period off a turnover to give Bridgeport a lead. It trailed 2-1 when Joel Broda, playing his first game with the Sound Tigers, tied it on a power play off Strome's feed to the right post.

Four wins in a row matches Bridgeport's longest winning streak of the season. At 23-24-1-4, the team is one game below AHL-.500 for the first time since it was 9-10-1-3 on Dec. 7. 

"We've been resilient," Lee said. 

"When Anders is standing on his head, we've been making sure we get the goals for him."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

BRIDGEPORT 1 0 3--4

HARTFORD 1 1 1--3
3 stars

1. ANDERS LEE, BRIDGEPORT: Two goals in the last 2:25 win it. 

2. ANDERS NILSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Big saves early kept Bridgeport in it. 

3. JUSTIN VAIVE, HARTFORD: Scored his first goal for the Wolf Pack. 

UNSUNG HERO: Aaron Ness kept the puck in the zone to set up Lee's tying goal. 

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Adirondack at Philadelphia, 7:30 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Sound Tigers provide an opportunity for Pistilli, Broda

Michael Fornabaio

Published 12:48 am, Friday, February 21, 2014 
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BRIDGEPORT -- Both Matthew Pistilli and Joel Broda knew what they were getting themselves into with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

They had over 300 games' AHL experience behind them when they signed pro tryouts with the team over the past few weeks. 

They know the AHL game well, if mostly from a Western Conference perspective. 

But they also know what they're getting here: a chance to impress. A chance, maybe, to earn a longer-term job over the last 25 games of Bridgeport's season. 

"It's a very, very big opportunity for me, and I've got to take advantage of it," said Pistilli, who has fit in on Bridgeport's second line and scored a goal Sunday. 

As for Broda, "I want to come here and do everything they need me to do," said Broda, a point-a-game player and a captain in the ECHL who has played 132 AHL games for Houston and Oklahoma City.

There could be jobs available. 

The New York Islanders went into the Olympic break with 12 forwards and eight defensemen. The night of their last game, Frans Nielsen suffered a broken hand. Captain John Tavares injured a knee Wednesday at the Olympics and is expected to miss the rest of the year. 

That's two holes at forward that will probably need to be filled from Bridgeport. And if they trade impending free agents Thomas Vanek and Andrew MacDonald, two more holes open on Long Island. 

That trickles down to Bridgeport. The Sound Tigers have seen what players like Riley Wetmore, Mike Keenan and Mike Cornell, all sent to the ECHL this week, can do, coach Scott Pellerin said. They want to see others, too. 

"It's the same scenario with a guy like (tryout defenseman Jake) Newton," Pellerin said. "If you look at the (ECHL), names keep popping up of solid players."

Names like those of Pistilli, 25, who'd spent his career with Carolina Hurricanes affiliates, and Broda, 24, who'd spent the past three years in the Minnesota Wild organization. 

"I definitely want to reestablish myself at this level," said Broda, a distant relative, he said, of Hall of Fame goalie Turk Broda.

"I went down to the ECHL and worked on my game and got my confidence back." 

The Sound Tigers, winners of eight out of 10, play Friday at Hartford, Saturday against Adirondack in Philadelphia, then Sunday at home to Providence (the first 2,000 fans get Matt Martin bobbleheads). 

After that, the Islanders' return to action is just four days away. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Finley's return from hand injury: 'It's just not possible'

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:19 am, Thursday, February 20, 2014 
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BRIDGEPORT -- Injured players wear red at Bridgeport Sound Tigers practices: no contact allowed. Regular defensemen wear blue.

When Joe Finley departed in October after five games needing an operation on his left hand, nobody was really counting on him wearing blue again this year, let alone playing a sixth game.

But that time at home helped it happen: He took the red jersey off and took the full practice, full contact, on Wednesday. Even better, doctors tell him the circulation problems that have now affected him twice won't happen again.

"It's just not possible," Finley said. "It gives me that peace of mind." 

Finley, 26, didn't want to go into the details, but he said it was similar to the aneurysm that cost him most of the 2009-10 season.

He went to Dr. Scott Levin at Philadelphia's Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania and had surgery on Nov. 12.

Finley credits New York Islanders general manager Garth Snow for letting him find the right fit medically, and the team's staff for allowing him to rehab at home in Minnesota.

Being around the team, around the game, dying to get back on the ice, could have been distracting over such a long haul. Instead, he did his work, and he helped coach at Academy of Holy Angels in Richfield, Minn.

"There's something to be said for being able to mentally check out ... and focus on rehab," Finley said. "At the end of the day, it's a big reason I'm able to come back as fast as I have." 

Up next is getting back to action for the first time since Oct. 20. Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said it's possible Finley plays this weekend, when Bridgeport plays three games in three days.

The middle game is Saturday against the Adirondack Phantoms. It'll be played at Wells Fargo Center, home of the Phantoms' parent club, in Philadelphia. Finley hopes, perhaps, to see some of the doctors at the game who got him back on the ice.

His impending return is part of a shuffle on Bridgeport's defense, including Marc Cantin's return from a four-game AHL suspension.

The Sound Tigers sent Mike Keenan to Stockton (ECHL) and Mike Cornell to Florida (ECHL) and, according to the ECHL's transactions report, is bringing Andrey Pedan back after two weeks with Stockton.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Nilsson, Sound Tigers hold off Devils

Michael Fornabaio
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The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Chris Langkow takes a fast break toward the Devils goal during an ice hockey game against the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Chris Langkow takes a fast break toward the Devils goal during an ice hockey game against the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad 

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Andrew Clark watches as the puck gets by Albany Devils goalie Scott Wedgewood during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Albany Devils Joe Whitney tries to control the puck in front of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers goal during an ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. In goal for the Sound Tigers was Anders Nilsson. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Albany Devils goalie Scott Wedgewood reaches for the puck on a shot by Bridgeport Sound Tigers Ryan Strome during an ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson tries to see where the puck is while Sound Tigers Johan Sundstrom an the Albany Devils Scott Timmins are in front of him during an ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Albany Devils Mike Hoeffel and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Dallas Jackson go after a loose puck in front of the Sound Tigers goal during an ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Albany Devils goalie Scott Wedgewood reaches for a shot just wide of the goal during an ice hockey game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Brett Gallant checks the Albany Devils Adam Larsson during an ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Johan Sundstrom with the puck during an ice hockey game against the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson stops a shot on goal during an ice hockey game against the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Ryan Strome takes a shot on goal during an ice hockey game against the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Matt Donovan tries to clear the puck out from behind the Sound Tigers goal during an ice hockey game against the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

Members of the "Star Catcher" syncronized skating team from Shelton , CT perform between the first and second period of an ice hockey game between the Bridgeport Sound Tigers and the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

Members of the "Star Catcher" syncronized skating team from Shelton , CT perform between the first and second period of an ice hockey game between the Bridgeport Sound Tigers and the Albany Devils played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers against the Albany Devils during a ice hockey game played at the Webster Bank arena, Bridgeport, CT on Sunday, February, 16th, 2014. Photo: Mark Conrad / Connecticut Post Freelance
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Lauralton Hall beats Kolbe Cathedral to win SWC girls basketball title

Chris Elsberry: For SHU, Pape a humble superstar

Heavyweight division at State Open loaded with regional talent

BRIDGEPORT -- There was a split second when Anders Nilsson lost focus Sunday, and the Albany Devils put one by him.

He put the play behind him in a hurry. Before and after that, Nilsson made big saves for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in a 7-3 win over Albany at Webster Bank Arena.

"You have to," said Nilsson, who finished with 33 saves. "It wasn't like it was the first shot in the game; it was late in the first period. I knew right away why I let it in. ... I knew I had to get back on track and get back in the zone." 

Bridgeport led 3-1 at that point and made it 5-1 with goals 16 seconds apart early in the second. Nilsson stopped an assortment of Albany's offensive standouts to keep it an easy win, the Sound Tigers' eighth in 10 games.

"He's played some really solid games," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "And some games that weren't his best, he really battled through."

Nilsson started the season struggling with the rest of the team. When the New York Islanders called him up in November, he had an ugly 3.57 goals-against average and .880 save percentage. By the time they called on him again in early January, he'd cut the GAA to 3.04 and boosted his save percentage to .893. 

In the six games since he came back, he has won four, improving his season averages to 2.87 and .898.

"His stints up top have absolutely helped," said Anders Lee, one of Bridgeport's seven different scorers Sunday. "He always comes back confident. He's seeing the puck really well right now. 

"(Goaltending) is another reason we've had such success lately." 

Thirteen of Bridgeport's 18 skaters earned at least one point in front of a crowd of 4,709. Matt Donovan had two assists to take over ninth place on the team's all-time scoring list with 117.

Donovan pulled up on a 3-on-2 break and saw trailer Matthew Pistilli, setting up Pistilli's first goal as a Sound Tiger at the 5:47 mark of the first period. Not a minute later, Aaron Ness caught Albany goalie Scott Wedgewood with a wrister to make it 2-0. Ryan Strome added a goal later in the first.

"There were some really good things we did this weekend," Pellerin said. "There were times we got a little sloppy. We were up, but I didn't think we were playing our game." 

That's when Nilsson took over, making point-blank saves and keeping the Devils from ever really making a game of it.

Bridgeport's Johan Sundstrom got credit for a goal in the second on a Scott Mayfield shot, and Andrew Clark cleaned up a rebound for a goal 16 seconds later. Albany pulled goalie Scott Wedgewood for Johan Hedberg.

Hedberg, 40, had been working for the New Jersey Devils since they bought out his contract in the summer. He dressed as Wedgewood's backup this weekend with Keith Kinkaid (groin) out.

Lee and Scooter Vaughan (short-handed) scored on short breakaways in the third.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. ANDERS NILSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Made 33 saves and kept it from being a game.

2. SCOTT MAYFIELD, BRIDGEPORT: A couple of assists, continued improvement.

3. RAMAN HRABARENKA, ALBANY: Defenseman scored two goals.

UNSUNG HERO: Lots of Bridgeport candidates, but how about 40-year-old Johan Hedberg going from the Devils' front office to the crease in four days?

UP NEXT: Friday at Hartford, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Albany 1 1 1--3

Bridgeport 3 2 2--7
All-Star experience good one for Sound Tigers' Strome

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:00 pm, Friday, February 14, 2014 

.

Sound Tiger Ryan Strome. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Sound Tiger Ryan Strome. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds | Buy this photo 
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Lauralton Hall beats Kolbe Cathedral to win SWC girls basketball title

Chris Elsberry: For SHU, Pape a humble superstar

Heavyweight division at State Open loaded with regional talent

BRIDGEPORT -- Not many flights got out of St. John's, Newfoundland, on Thursday with winter storms bombarding the East Coast. Ryan Strome managed to get on one of them, to Toronto, then back here. 

He came back with good memories of the AHL All-Star Game and the skills competition the night before in front of a raucous sellout crowd at Mile One Centre. 

"The people were really nice," Strome said. "They sell out their games ... and the skills competition. 

"It's pretty crazy. They take their hockey seriously. It seems like it'd be a good place to play."

That crowd gave hometown boy Luke Adam a standing ovation both nights and cheered hard for their IceCaps players against Sweden's Farjestad BK. 

Strome shared a win in the accuracy competition Tuesday, then scored two goals in the All-Star Game itself Wednesday -- the first Bridgeport player to do that in the team's 13 seasons -- to help the AHL's team to a 7-2 win. 

"It was a good time," Strome said. "It was an honor to be there."

Strome returned to his usual spot between Anders Lee and Mike Halmo on Friday at the Wonderland of Ice. 

The NHL remains dark for another week and a half with a slew of stars in Russia for the Olympics, so Strome, with 43 points in 32 AHL games, looks to keep playing well, and maybe carrying those couple of all-star goals into regular-season play. He scored one in the last game before the all-star break.

"From now to the end of the Olympic break I want to prove myself, prove I can get called back up," Strome said.

TIGER NOTES: Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said defenseman Joe Finley is expected back on the ice Saturday. Finley, who spent last year with the New York Islanders, has been out since late October after surgery for a circulation problem in his hand. ... The Sound Tigers traded Mike Dalhuisen, signed to an AHL contract last spring out of Quinnipiac, to the San Antonio Rampage for rookie forward Adam Brace. Both players had been playing in the ECHL for the past couple of months and will remain there for now. Dalhuisen had played only four games for Bridgeport.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers rebound from poor start, overtake Phantoms

Michael Fornabaio

Published 11:34 pm, Sunday, February 9, 2014 
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Sound Tiger Joey Diamond fights for a loose puck with Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter in the second period of their AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Sound Tiger Joey Diamond fights for a loose puck with Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter in the second period of their AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds | Buy this photo 

Adirondack's Oliver Lauridsen, left, battles for the puck with Sound Tiger Matthew Pistilli in the first period of their AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Adirondack Phantoms AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, February 9, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

.

 . 

 .

 . 

 0  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Lauralton Hall beats Kolbe Cathedral to win SWC girls basketball title

Chris Elsberry: For SHU, Pape a humble superstar

Heavyweight division at State Open loaded with regional talent

BRIDGEPORT -- For the second night in a row, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers got off to a terrible start. Unlike the last one, though, they rebounded to win.

It wasn't pretty, but they earned their sixth win in eight games Sunday with a 5-4 win over the Adirondack Phantoms at Webster Bank Arena.

"We all felt we had to take our game to another level," said John Persson, who had three points, including two on the pivotal first shift of the third period. "We did that. We were skating, forechecking." 

Persson and Ryan Strome won a battle behind the net to set up Matt Donovan's go-ahead goal 28 seconds into the third period. Persson scored 28 seconds later, following up Strome's shot on a two-on-one that hit the post, to make it 5-3.

Persson was only in that spot because Anders Lee had been given a misconduct with 3:12 left in the second period, a penalty call that Bridgeport wasn't thrilled about as he and Brandon Manning clinched up out of a scrum.

"We put Johnny up there, and he responded," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We showed him some video between periods regarding how he needs to play. He has to be physical, skating, moving." 

Petr Straka cut the lead in half midway through the third on a feed from Jason Akeson, but the last of Anders Nilsson's 27 saves preserved the win.

Attendance was 4,803.

Bridgeport lost 3-0 to Albany on Saturday night, a lackluster defeat against a Devils team that dealt the Sound Tigers their only two losses in the past eight games.

But the Phantoms took it to the Sound Tigers as well to start Sunday's game, generating odd-man rushes galore in the first few minutes. Kris Newbury scored on the first of them, a breakaway 23 seconds into the game.

"When that first shift happened, we were like, holy (crow)," Strome said. "It was good to get a win. A lot of us got challenged and responded." 

Strome, who left after the game for the AHL All-Star Game in St. John's, Newfoundland, scored off a Phantoms turnover and Bridgeport trailed 2-1 after one period.

But the Sound Tigers took a 3-2 lead on Mike Halmo's short-handed goal (Chris Langkow stole the puck from Akeson to set it up) and a goal credited to Persson, ricocheting in off Dallas Jackson's shot from the left-wing boards. Oliver Lauridsen tied it on a short-handed goal from the left half wall with Akeson in front of the net.

Then came the scrum, which gave Bridgeport another power play, which led to the first shift of the third period and two goals that sent Bridgeport happily into the four-day all-star break.

"We've got great conditioning," Persson said. "You play our style, we're getting in, forechecking, getting in the dirty areas, that's where we need to go. We're in the best shape in the league. If we play like that, not a lot of teams are going to stop us." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Adirondack 2 1 1--4

Bridgeport1 2 2--5
3 stars

1. JOHN PERSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Scored two goals, added an assist.

2. RYAN STROME,

BRIDGEPORT: Off to the all-star break with a three-point game.

3. PETR STRAKA, 

ADIRONDACK: Had a goal and an assist.

UNSUNG HERO: Mike Halmo had a couple of points in big spots.

UP NEXT: Saturday at Springfield, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Haggerty, Paliotta rising with U.S. national hockey teams

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:23 am, Sunday, February 9, 2014 
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ST PAUL, MN - JUNE 25: 70th overall pick Michael Paliotta by the Chicago Blackhawks poses for a portrait during day two of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft at Xcel Energy Center on June 25, 2011 in St Paul, Minnesota. (Photo by Nick Laham/Getty Images) Photo: Nick Laham, ST / 2011 Getty Images

ST PAUL, MN - JUNE 25: 70th overall pick Michael Paliotta by the Chicago Blackhawks poses for a portrait during day two of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft at Xcel Energy Center on June 25, 2011 in St Paul, Minnesota. (Photo by Nick Laham/Getty Images) Photo: Nick Laham, ST 

Michael Paliotta of Westport, University of Vermont defenseman. Photo: Contributed Photo, Univ. Of Vermont Contributed Pho / Westport News
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Connecticut Olympucks

Olympic hockey players from Connecticut, 

according to USA Hockey's hometowns list:

Men's

Greg Brown (Hartford), 1988, 1998

Chris Drury (Trumbull), 2002, 2006, 2010

Frank Farrell (Ansonia). 1932

Donald Geary (Hamden), 1948

Craig Janney (Hartford), 1988

Matt Martin (Hamden), 1994

Bob McVey (Hartford), 1960

Max Pacioretty (New Canaan), 2014

Jonathan Quick (Hamden), 2010, 2014

Herbert van Ingen (Greenwich), 1948

Women's 

Caitlin Cahow (Branford), 2006, 2010

Julie Chu (Fairfield), 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 

Sue Merz (Greenwich), 1998, 2002

Helen Resor (Greenwich), 2006

Gretchen Ulion (Marlborough), 1998 

------

Note: Going by the hometowns listed leaves out players like A.J. Mleczko (Nantucket born/New Canaan raised, 1998, 2002), Ted Drury (Boston/Trumbull, 1992, 1994), Kevin Shattenkirk (born in Greenwich/raised in New York, 2014), Scott Lachance (born in Virginia, grew up in Bristol, 1992) and most notably Brian Leetch (born in Texas, raised in Cheshire, 1988, 1998, 2002).

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO  
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Lauralton Hall beats Kolbe Cathedral to win SWC girls basketball title

Chris Elsberry: For SHU, Pape a humble superstar

Heavyweight division at State Open loaded with regional talent

When USA Hockey announced its Olympic men's hockey team on national television on New Year's Day, young players skated into view wearing a jersey with the name of each player.

A college defenseman from Westport watched it along with hockey fans around the country. And sure, it was in the back of his mind that someday one of those kids could be wearing "Paliotta." 

"I think it's every kid's dream, aspiration to play in the Olympics," said Michael Paliotta, a junior at Vermont.

"You see how many great players were left off the USA, Canadian teams. It's so, so tough." 

Paliotta has a lot in common with a lot of those guys, though.

Three players on the U.S. men's team have Connecticut roots, goalie Jon Quick (Milford and Hamden), defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk (born in Greenwich, played at Brunswick) and forward Max Pacioretty (New Canaan).

"Quick, Pacioretty ... Shattenkirk, those three guys: A forward, a defenseman, a goalie," said Ryan Haggerty of Stamford, a junior forward at RPI who's a nominee for this year's Hobey Baker Award.

"It shows it's not just a lucky guy here and there. They're three real high-end NHL players. There are multiple guys throughout the Northeast playing in the NHL." 

The state has been represented on the men's team at every Olympics since 1988, when there were also three state-tied players: Hartford-born Greg Brown and Craig Janney, plus Cheshire-raised Brian Leetch.

Since then, the sport has grown in numerous ways. This year's three men's Olympians grew up playing for Mid-Fairfield's youth program.

Julie Chu of Fairfield, playing in her fourth Olympics for the women's national team, grew up at the Wonderland of Ice. Branford's Caitlin Cahow, a two-time Olympian, isn't playing but is part of the nation's delegation at the games; three members of the 1998 gold-medal women's team were from Connecticut, including New Canaan's A.J. Mleczko and Greenwich's Sue Merz.

Programs have sprouted at all levels around the country, including junior teams like Norwalk's Connecticut Oilers.

Bridgeport Sound Tigers assistant coach Eric Boguniecki, who grew up in West Haven, sees lots of growth in youth programs since he was young, playing for the Greater Bridgeport Youth Hockey Association and winning the pee-wee national championship in 1989 with future three-time Olympian Chris Drury.

"When we won the national championship, there was one team," Boguniecki said. `You made the travel team, or you played house league. Now there are five different travel teams at every level. I look at it as a good thing. Good hockey continues to grow all over." 

That's the thing: Hockey in the United States has grown to where this year's 25-man Olympic roster is missing a traditional hotbed, Massachusetts, and there's not really a blink.

There are eight from Minnesota, the team's traditional cradle. But there are also six from New York (mostly upstate, but also including Shattenkirk, whose given hometown is New Rochelle, N.Y., where he grew up), three apiece from Wisconsin and Michigan, and two from New Jersey.

But there's a bit of a rising tide around the country, too. Part of it comes from the program that helped nurture Haggerty and Paliotta.

USA Hockey began the National Team Development Program in 1996 in Ann Arbor, Mich., drawing 16- and 17-year-olds from around the country to train together. The U.S., which hadn't won a World Junior Championship since the tournament began in 1976, has won three times since 2004.

"As soon as you get there, they make it pretty clear you're there to win," said Paliotta, a 2011 draft pick of the Chicago Blackhawks. "Your first year might be a development year, but you're playing other countries, tournaments: You're there to represent the United States and win gold." 

And those Fairfield County guys did, both years, winning world championships and an assortment of international tournaments.

The NTDP alumni list in the media guide includes over 450 players (including nine of this year's Olympians, Shattenkirk among them) with hometowns in 34 states plus Washington, D.C.; from Mesa, Ariz., and Flower Mound, Texas; from Canyon Country, Calif.; and Winter Park, Fla.

The list includes 10 players from Connecticut (not counting New Rochelle's Shattenkirk), most recently Greenwich's John Hayden, who's now at Yale. The most notable are probably Greenwich native/Canadian-raised Colin Wilson, who's now with the Nashville Predators; and Bolton's Ron Hainsey, a veteran of over 600 NHL games.

Just Saturday in Dmitrov, Russia, the U.S. Under-18 team won the Five Nations Tournament.

"It was a great opportunity to play multiple times a year overseas against other countries," Haggerty said, and the experience has helped him as he moved on to college hockey, the intensity of tournaments in which one game could be the difference between winning the whole thing or going home early.

"The big thing I took away is how important it is to represent your country," Haggerty added. "It's one of the highest honors in any sport. You play against Sweden, play against Canada, play against Russia: It's going to be very intense and emotional." 

They've seen that type of environment, and Haggerty and Paliotta know this year's Olympians, with whom they train and practice in the summer, will represent their state and country well in Russia.

"You look at a state like Connecticut, not really known a while ago, being, I'm not sure you'd say, a hockey hotbed, but (it has) a lot of guys playing in the NHL," Paliotta said.

"It's pretty cool to see." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers' 1,000th game a forgettable loss to Albany

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:49 pm, Saturday, February 8, 2014 
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Chris Elsberry: For SHU, Pape a humble superstar

Heavyweight division at State Open loaded with regional talent

BRIDGEPORT -- While their franchise celebrated a memorable milestone, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers played a game to forget Saturday night.

Albany shut down the Sound Tigers in a 3-0 Devils win at Webster Bank Arena, Bridgeport's 1,000th regular-season game, its 500th home game, and its 24th regulation loss in 48 games this season.

"The word I used was `embarrassment,' " Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It all comes down to consistency. I told them it comes down to making a good first pass, having good position, having all the habits you need to have to play against a good hockey team." 

They weren't much in evidence. Passes didn't work, turnovers happened at bad times, and the Devils beat Bridgeport for the sixth time in eight tries this year.

"We didn't play the way we need to play to win games," said defenseman Matt Donovan, sent down from the New York Islanders in the morning for the NHL's Olympic break. "We lost most, or all, of the one-on-one battles, the battles to the net, getting shots to the net."

It happened right from the start. A majority of the first five minutes or so was spent in the Albany zone, but not much of it was spent very close to goalie Keith Kinkaid.

While the Sound Tigers waited over six minutes to put their first shot on net, Albany used its speed and aggressiveness in transition to put shots on Anders Nilsson, eventually earning a Chris McKelvie short-handed penalty shot midway through the period that Nilsson stopped.

Things never turned much better for Bridgeport, which has still won five of its past seven; the two losses are against the Devils.

The Devils scored on the rush with 4:20 remaining in the first; Stefan Matteau finished it, off the post and in.

Kelly Zajac's power-play goal extended the lead at 14:26 of the second; McKelvie finally scored on a partial break, getting ahead of Dallas Jackson and potting his own rebound, less than three minutes later.

"They're a good, hard-working team," Pellerin said. "We have to find a way to play our game. Tonight, it wasn't even close. Players have to look in the mirror and find a way to respond." 

Kinkaid left the game with the Sound Tigers on a power play and 1:19 left in the second period; Albany coach Rick Kowalsky had no information beyond that it was a lower-body injury.

Scott Wedgewood came in, faced just one shot (Donovan's, at the buzzer) the rest of the period, and stopped 11 in the third to complete the combined shutout.

Attendance was 5,766 as Bridgeport marked its 1,000th game with short video tributes from six alumni on the New York Islanders, plus former coaches Steve Stirling and Jack Capuano.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. KELLY ZAJAC, ALBANY: A goal and an assist.

2. ALEX URBOM, ALBANY: Two assists and part of a defense that stifled Bridgeport.

3. STEFAN MATTEAU, ALBANY: Scored the first Devils goal on the rush.

UNSUNG HERO: Johan Sundstrom returned after missing almost two months, ill.

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Adirondack, 3 p.m.

--MICHAEL FORNABAIO 

Albany 1 2 0--3

Bridgeport 0 0 0--0
So they’ve won 12 of 14*

Posted on February 27, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

0

Not a bad start to the NHL career. A few big hits (four in all in 9:01), a few plays almost made, and Mike Halmo’s an NHLer. 

Anders Lee scored his second NHL goal on a third-period power play to tie the game at 3. Toronto took the lead, and then Lee scored his third NHL goal with 2:40 to play, off Strome’s centering feed, to tie it again. Lubomir Visnovsky won it in OT. 

*-Well, Strome missed a win, so… never mind.
Refreshers: Thursday notes

Posted on February 27, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print
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Same cast today; same array, generally. Lots of systems work; some refreshers, some tweaks, it sounded like. 

Justin Johnson should be available. (By the way, that line — he was with Gallant-Langkow-Vaughan — usually has worn gray practice jerseys. The past two days? A purple we’ve never seen before. Makes you wonder what else Leni’s got in the back. The Mercier-Diamond-Martin group got orange, leaving the “Argentina” jerseys in reserve for now.)

So: 22 games to go, Bridgeport is in 10th in the Eastern Conference, 10 points out of eighth as always, but now 13 out of fourth (and 16 out of the division lead). At this rate, they’ll be closer to fourth than eighth soon. 

Two months after the change in ownership and following the new lease, a Portland’s management. 

CTE in a soccer player. In what feels like a previous life, did a story about concussions in high school soccer. If I recall correctly, back then lots of people talked more about the incidental collisions as a key factor than they did about headers. It’s a sadly fascinating topic. 

And apparently there was baseball on WFAN today. For the first time in over a quarter century… didn’t care. But tomorrow, WOR/SNY… different story.
Two newcomers: Wednesday notes
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The remade Sound Tigers lineup includes Joey Martin, as was made apparent yesterday, and Justin Mercier, a left winger who’d been with Iowa until just a couple of days ago. 

They skated together today with Joey Diamond, keeping the other lines intact as they were this weekend. Scott Pellerin reiterated what he said yesterday about expecting to keep things going, line missing or not. 

(Mercier had an interesting week. If the whole story doesn’t fit into tomorrow’s story for the paper, will relate it here instead. He’s also an honest-to-God AHL veteran: 264 NHL/AHL/DEL games played before this year.)

One week to the NHL deadline. Arthur Staple recaps where the Big Club stands.

Pekka Rinne will rehab with Milwaukee.

And “The Americans” returns tonight. Liked it a lot last year. If Alan Sepinwall says it’s even better this season, well then.
Don’t cry for me, Argentina: Tuesday notes (updated)
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EDIT: Meshing with the gossip of the day (on- and offline): ECHL transactions say Stockton’s Joey Martin’s heading to Bridgeport. Martin’s been a point-a-gamer this year for Stockton. The PTO will presumably come on arrival. 

First question: “Anything new?” Scott Pellerin was all business, though. Figures on a couple of players coming but didn’t have any firm names yet. Would imagine we’ll see some in the next 24 hours or so. 

What type of players will fill the holes in the lineup left by the departure of the top line: That was one question I’d tossed around in my head last night. (To be determined.) We’ve seen two of the remaining lines on the power play at times, and it’s easy to imagine they stop splitting time and just become the top two PP forward groups; what do the call-ups mean for the penalty kill, losing one of the top two forward pairs? (We’ll write about that for tomorrow’s paper, probably.) Biggest question: Who inherits the light-blue “Argentina” practice jerseys? No one, yet. They practiced in the same combinations they played in this weekend, with Joey Diamond joining the Clark-Quine-Persson line, with Justin Johnson, back on skates, joining the Gallant-Langkow-Vaughan line. 

Elsewhere: Glens Falls says its mystery team isn’t coming. Jack Hillen’s playing for Hershey tonight on a conditioning assignment. 

And RIP, Harold Ramis.
Recalls in units: Top line goes up

Posted on February 24, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

1

In every game in which Ryan Strome has played for Bridgeport since Oct. 30, the top line has been Anders Lee-Strome-Mike Halmo. 

The New York Islanders have the option of deploying that line together on Thursday: They recalled the three of them tonight. It’s Halmo’s first call-up. It’s a group that has worked well together for a long time. 

So there go Bridgeport’s top three scorers, including a third of their goals. They’ve been getting contributions from further down the lineup through this hot streak. They’ll obviously need it even more. This leaves them with 10 forwards, not counting Justin Johnson, who works his way back from that lower-body injury this week. 

Edit: Release said all three were emergency recalls; the three appear to be Tavares and Nielsen, obviously, plus Matt Martin, day-to-day (lower body).
‘Tigers are hot’: Providence postgame
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Shots were something like 17-3 at one point in the first, all Providence. There are times that doesn’t say much about the territorial game, but tonight, yeah, it did. Totally. 

The first was the Bruins’, except for Kenny Reiter, who shook off four weeks’ rust after a couple of minutes and was brilliant the rest of the night, holding the fort while his teammates got a handle on the Bruins. 

They’re quick, Mike Halmo said, good defensively. They took it to the Sound Tigers early and had a lead. 

“We’ve been there before,” Halmo said. “We just had to regroup and find a way.”

In two shifts, they had a lead, and they had a much better rest of the afternoon. And Reiter made sure they kept that lead. 

..

 ..

 .

(Header quote was Ryan Strome’s, for the record.) 

Reiter’s other 40-save game this year was in Providence, 42 saves on 45 shots in a shootout loss. Similar start: 19 saves in the first that night. (His only other 40-save AHL game was his second AHL start, last season at Worcester, the night Kirill Kabanov got hurt. Kabanov had a goal in that Nov. 22 game at Providence this year, just 18 seconds after a Halmo goal. Tommy Cross was instrumental in the first goal both nights. The coincidences are almost eerie. I said ‘almost.’) 

Strome and Lee said they weren’t thinking about tomorrow, and there was no official or unofficial indication that they’re on their way up. It seems the way to bet. 

Joel Broda has a point in three in a row; Matthew Pistilli has a point in four in a row. It’s not about points, Scott Pellerin is always glad to remind you; they’re still getting acclimated to the system, and there’ll be a glitch now and then, but they’ve stepped in and done a good job on that line, seizing an opportunity. “It’s a good system to be able to play in. You’ve got to go out and work hard,” Broda said. 

Recent Bridgeport acquisition Adam Brace had three points in Stockton‘s win. (So did former future Sound Tiger Corey Trivino, who has six points in two days.) 

And from a press release, there’s a lot of hockey going into the Notre Dame-Fairfield athletic hall of fame on March 1; along with Patricia Stramoski Hajducky and Jeff Bevino, there’s longtime scorer and statistician George Burr, and there’s one Bill Garfield, who’s also an off-ice official here.
Same lineup for now: Providence pregame
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So one more day with this lineup (a swap in goal at the end of the three-in-three, and looks like Dallas Jackson gets back in) before the NHL’s trade freeze ends tonight at midnight. The organization’s next game after this one is the one Thursday night on the Island. You figure at least two-thirds of the top line is there by then. And then they’ll go from there. An interesting week and a half to come. 

But in the meantime, Bridgeport’s won 10 out of 12 and begins a home-and-home with the Broons. Malcolm Subban for the visitors, fresh off his brother’s gold medal this morning. Both have one to scratch. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Broda-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 A.Clark-Quine-Persson

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Donovan-Finley

 Pedan-Jackson

(Newton-scratch)

 G: Reiter

 Nilsson

PROVIDENCE

 F: Lindblad-Cunningham (A)-Knight

 Florek (A)-Khokhlachev-Griffith

 Camara-Spoponer-Robins

 Flick-Campbell-Randell

 D: Warsofsky-Parlett

 Moore (C)-Casto

 Cross-Youds

(Lavin-scratch)

 G: Subban

 Svedberg

R: Leblanc. L: Redding, Baker.

First Bridgeport game for referee Fred Leblanc. 

Scott Campbell back in the house again. With the home-and-home, and with Utica in next weekend, and with Bridgeport off to the Rock the weekend afterward, that’s five out of the next six games potentially against guys who made up that Brandon DeFazio-Scott Campbell-Blair Riley line that was such a mainstay for the Sound Tigers last year.

Killers: Adirondack postgame
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Flow? No.

The box at this instant says 14 power plays, but it ignores the Halmo rough in the second as well as the Sundstrom board in the third that made it a five-on-three. So it’s 16* power plays, 10 of them Adirondack’s. That meant lots of work for Chris Langkow and Scooter Vaughan (who lost their even-strength linemate with 3.3 seconds left in the first to an aggressor game misconduct). Lots of work for Anders Nilsson, too. Lots of work for a variety of others killing penalties. 

They got it done, except for that five-on-three, and then Langkow scored off Vaughan’s feed on the next shift and it was a new game again. 

“(Vaughan and he) have a lot of speed,” Langkow said. “We just kind of use it to our advantage, catch them off-guard.”

The team tried to use its speed in other ways, not getting the offensive-zone time it’d like with all the penalties and disrupted flow of the game. Aaron Ness jumped into a rush almost midway through the third. Alan Quine and John Persson went up the middle to go to the net as Andrew Clark carried on the right side.

“We’d talked about that,” Scott Pellerin said. “We’d gotten some neutral-zone speed, but we weren’t getting the speed we were looking for. If we continued with the middle drive, we’d open a second layer for the D to join.”

Join, Ness did. Andrew Clark gave him a pass, Ness put it off a diving-back Carsen Chubak and in, and Bridgeport somehow is back to .500. 

…..

They’re 10 points out of eighth and 13 out of fourth with 23 to play. No, I really did not think I could write that with a straight face at any point, but “so there’s that.” (The odds are still ridiculous; SportsClubStats has them up to 1.45 percent after tonight. But hey.) 

The Broda-Sundstrom-Pistilli line was involved again and scored the first goal; Broda has a point in both games, and Pistilli now has a point in three in a row. “It’s been really fun,” Sundstrom said. “I don’t know those guys that well, two new guys, but Broda’s a hard-working, lefty, makes good plays. Pistilli skates well, a big righty.”

Justin Johnson was cleared to resume skating. Then he drove himself to Philly to be with the team. He’ll skate Sunday morning. 

Brett Gallant got his second instigator penalty of the year and was tossed as an aggressor in a fight with Brandon Manning. Manning, I only half-joked at the second intermission, might have been a star had Adirondack won, if only for the 40 (at least) penalty minutes he drew. He completed a hat trick of Bridgeport top-liners in the first 13:20, fighting Lee 28 seconds in and getting roughing minors out of Halmo and Strome. (Didn’t ask, but imagine that’s in particular what caught Gallant’s attention.) 

Announced 17,585 here. Largest attendance ever at a Sound Tigers game, topping the first lockout game, Feb. 18, 2005. (The Cup-clincher at Chicago had been the top road game, over 15,000.) 

Riley Wetmore had two assists in his ECHL debut Friday night. His Game 2 is a Stockton win with Parker Milner in net (and I think the first pro goal for Mathieu Gagnon). Mike Cornell’s scoresheets are quieter in his first two back with Florida.

And the NBC Lokomotiv film is online now. You’ll need to log in with your cable information. 

*-”Sixteen? Jeez.” –J.Sundstrom, speaking for all of us

Live From Broad Street: Adirondack pregame
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Feb 22s are crazy. We’ll see. 

They had a Villanova game here this afternoon and got the last pallets off for the changeover at 6:33 p.m. Finished flooding about four minutes before warmup. It’s not exactly frigid out there. We’ll see how the ice does. But whatever. It’s Philly. A big crowd’s expected. The Phantoms ran some neat nostalgic videos on the Philly Phantoms’ championships and highlights. Brian Smith and Brian Boucher are calling the game on TV. 

Looks like the same lineup for Bridgeport, with one to scratch (that appears to be Jackson again). Carsen Chubak gets the start for Adirondack. I messed up their lines completely; apologies. (Getting old, and orange on white from this distance is tough. Apparently.) What’s below is my best guess at a reconstruction. I’ll try to correct if possible/necessary.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Broda-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 A.Clark-Quine-Persson

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Donovan-Finley

 Pedan-Newton

(Jackson-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

PHILADELPHIA ADIRONDACK

 F: McGinn-VandeVelde-Akeson

 Straka-Bordson-Holmstrom (C)

 Mangene-Flanagan-Brown

 Noebels-Cousins-Alderson

 D: Manning-Gervais

 Lauridsen-Alt

 Matczak-Delisle

 G: Chubak

 Danis

R: J.Koharski, R.Murphy. L: Goodman, Murray.

Started coming here in 2001-02, when the hole in the skyline about halfway here was fresh and sharply felt. Kept coming here until 2009, when there was more anger at what wasn’t there than anticipation for what was. There’s something there now, and it feels good.

Much more mundanely: Yes, it looks really weird here without the Spectrum.

Broken plays: Hartford postgame
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What the… 

Great night for Anders Nilsson, who held the fort, did lots of extra work this week in practice, and made big saves. And it still looked as if he and the team might get beat on a bad bounce, not that there weren’t plenty of those to go around tonight. 

“We scored back right away,” Nilsson said. “It shows what grit the guys have. … It shows a lot of character.”

Hartford couldn’t clear on the PK, Aaron Ness keeps it in, tic-tac-toe: tied. Hartford leaves Lee open again, Halmo leads him in, he carries wide up the right wing, he tries a pass, it doesn’t work and bounces right back to him: Ballgame. 

What the… 

…..

Not that anyone’s counting, but Bridgeport, 9-2 in the past 11, is still 11 points out of a playoff spot. 

But it’s also 13 points out of fourth. 

So there’s that. 

Joe Finley stepped into a regular shift at even strength and on the power play. “It’s a start,” Finley said. He felt good with the pace, he said; glad to be back in the room, and especially to win. He said he sees lots of progress in the guys he left four months ago. At the end of the second period, he got back to the dressing room and found himself bleeding from his right leg. “I came off and saw it and said ‘you’ve got to be kidding me,’” Finley said. “They looked at it, and I said, ‘I’m getting back out.’” Six stitches later, he returned about five minutes into the third period. 

Andrey Pedan returned, too. “They bring a lot of size and strength on the back end,” Scott Pellerin said. “We were more worried about timing … It’s a step in the right direction.” And a solid start for Joel Broda, with a power-play goal. 

Andrew Clark’s PTO expired with tonight’s game; nothing official on what follows, but would guess another one. (We’ve passed the point where, for Bridgeport, new ones expire during the regular season. Pistilli’s would expire April 11, Vaughan’s and Newton’s April 13, Broda’s at the end of the season.) 

Sixth-latest regular-season game-winning goal, if I haven’t missed one. The record remains Jack Hillen’s, 9.3 seconds left on Nov. 1, 2008, at Binghamton… even though it never went in. (Sean Bentivoglio’s, 10.0 left at Wilkes-Barre on Oct. 10, 2009, did go in.) 

Prescout, suspension-depleted.

Brandon Sugden fights different opponents in retirement, from Lindsay Kramer. 

And RIP, Garrick Utley and Tony Wilmot.

Returns on D / Lokomotiv
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Joe Finley and Andrey Pedan appear to be in for the first time in a long time; over three months for Pedan, a day past four for Finley (yet still earlier than most people expected). Marc Cantin and, it appears, Dallas Jackson sit out on defense; Joel Broda makes his Bridgeport debut in the spot Joey Diamond had last weekend. Otherwise, similarish to last week. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Broda-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 A.Clark-Quine-Persson

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Donovan-Finley

 Pedan-Newton

(Jackson-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

HARTFORD

 F: Bourque-Miller-Fast

 Hrivik-Hensick-Powe (A)

 Haley (A)-Lindberg-O’Donnell

 Vaive-Yogan-Beach

 D: Johnson (C)-Hughes

 Allen-Stamler

 Syvret-McIlrath

 G: Grumet-Morris

 LeNeveu

R: Lewis. L: Briggs, Redding.

…..

Sometime between 3 and 6 p.m. on Saturday during its Olympics coverage, NBC plans to air a piece on Lokomotiv Yaroslavl, on those lost in the crash on Sept. 7, 2011, on those left behind and on those who’ve followed. It’ll be well worth your half-hour.

Got a sneak preview: It’s beautiful, for one thing, scenes around the city outside the rink. There’s lots from Tom Rowe and Dmitri Yushkevich, who took over behind the bench in 2012-13; lots from the families of Brad McCrimmon and Ruslan Salei; and pieces on Ivan Tkachenko, the fan favorite whose secret charity came out after he died, that run the gamut of emotions.

The timing isn’t pinned down, as far as I know. It’ll likely appear online at some point, and I’ll try to toss up a link when it does. But if you catch it on the air, it’s worth it.

Loans and assignments: Thursday notes
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Between trades, loans and reassignments, it’s been a wacky week or so. The latest came this morning, when Riley Wetmore appeared on the AHL transactions; he skated this morning, then started out for Stockton. Similar reason given as was with most of the other guys who’ve been sent to the Coast this year: He’s got to play. “Stockton’s got three games with Colorado this weekend. It’s an opportunity to get him playing,” Scott Pellerin said. 

So let’s see if we can sum it up. Wetmore, Mike Keenan to Stockton. Mike Cornell to Florida (ECHL). Andrey Pedan up from Stockton. PTOs for Jake Newton and Joel Broda. Greg Miller and Mike Dalhuisen* traded separately for Nicolas Tremblay and Adam Brace. 

Wetmore had been playing more of a third/fourth-line role, so bringing in the likes of Broda and (less recently) Matthew Pistilli, who appear to be aimed higher up the lineup, it’s less of a surprise to see them playing over Wetmore. On the other hand, even as well as Newton played this weekend, it’s a bit more surprising to see Cornell and Keenan depart.

Call it an audition, for him and for the forwards. “We’ve seen both Mikes play all year,” Pellerin said. “It’s an opportunity to see another player.” 

How much? Packed house: With Joe Finley appearing good to go, Marc Cantin sprung from suspension and Pedan flying in today, Bridgeport has its opening-night top-seven defense back, with Matt Donovan playing the role of Calvin de Haan. Newton makes eight. 

Besides, the specter of the return of the NHL hangs… especially with John Tavares now out for the year, Arthur Staple reports. 

Same forward lines as last weekend, though Broda was a fourth man today on Sundstrom’s line rather than Quine’s. 

Fun fact that didn’t quite fit in today’s Finley story: The coach at Holy Angels, where he helped out while he was rehabbing, is Trent Palm, who was part of the Minnesota Duluth team that won the NCAA title with Kenny Reiter in net (and that went through Bridgeport on the way). 

Tweeted yesterday (well, retweeted @JChaimo) but neglected the link here: an oral history of the Albany bus crash, early in the morning of five years ago Wednesday. 

And at this writing the women’s gold medal game is through two periods. Quite a game so far… as expected. 

*-We’ve gone from three Mikes on the Bridgeport defense to none. I don’t like this trend. 

Categories: Stockton, The Big Club, Wetmore
Ups, downs, across (CAN-USA Fri.): Wednesday notes (updated)
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Edit2: ECHL transactions report says Andrey Pedan is coming back up from Stockton. So make it eight again.

Edit: Bridgeport sent Mike Cornell down to Florida (ECHL) this afternoon. Presumably a further casualty of the numbers (see below), though interesting as one of the only two righty shots left (if you count Scooter Vaughan as a forward). Not that it ever bothered Bridgeport before. As also noted below, a lot can change over the next few weeks.

Another new face at Sound Tigers practice this morning: Joel Broda, non-veteran veteran of 132 AHL games (most with Houston, except eight this year with Oklahoma City). A point-a-game guy in the ECHL this year with Bakersfield, a guy apparently developing his two-way game. 

He was a fourth man on the Clark-Quine-Persson line for today, with 14 forwards on the ice. A little more depth can’t hurt at this time of year, with the trade embargo lifted Sunday night and the deadline coming swiftly after that, and especially with Frans Nielsen recovering from a broken hand and John Tavares out at least for this week. The Islanders returned to practice this afternoon, but all hands were still on deck here in their usual combinations. 

Joe Finley had his first full-contact practice. He was champing at the bit last weekend, and that hasn’t changed. Scott Pellerin termed him day-to-day at this point. Finley was paired with Donovan. 

So that means eight defensemen, including Finley and Jake Newton, at the moment, part of why Mike Keenan went to Stockton yesterday. “Mike played very well. He was an important part of our team for a long time,” Pellerin said. “When we had injuries in the early part of the season, he was in Stockton, and he jumped in and played an important role. He wasn’t in the lineup (last weekend), he missed two games, and I didn’t see him getting back in this weekend.”

A scoring change from Sunday swapped out a goal (was Sundstrom’s, now Mayfield’s) and added an assist, giving Scott Mayfield a three-point game. 

A few other moves around Stockton: Bridgeport reassigned Nick Larson from the Thunder to South Carolina, then traded Greg Miller to Oklahoma City for Nicolas Tremblay, a Boston draft pick who’s had but cups of coffee in the AHL. He’ll remain in the Coast with Stockton, while Miller goes to Bakersfield (whence came Broda. And round and round they go).

And sorry to see Latvia go out. A tough out. (Did enjoy seeing a few people on Twitter talking about how the Sound Tigers put six by Gudlevskis last month, ignoring that he shut them out in October.) But it yields one of the matchups we’ve all been waiting for Friday at noon. (Discovered last night: If you put “‘United States’ Canada” into Google, the autocomplete is “Mexico Panama.”)
Keenan to Stockton: Tuesday notes
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Bridgeport has sent Mike Keenan back to Stockton after scratching him the past two games. Would get you more, but was a touch under the weather (no pun intended) this morning and didn’t make the trip. They’ve got Marc Cantin coming back from suspension, for one, and Joe Finley will be back at some point here. Depending how things go with the Islanders over the next two weeks, it could be crowded on D, and toss in the wild card that Jake Newton seemed to play fine this weekend. 

Of course, if we’ve learned anything in 13 years, it’s that things can change, especially on defense, in a blink. 

(One bummer in that move: Keenan’s old high school, Catholic Memorial, plays Fairfield Prep at Wonderland tomorrow with his brother, Sean.)

Was told there wasn’t anything else drastically different on the ice today. Hopefully back tomorrow. 

New Canaan’s Jack Downing was released from his Iowa PTO. 

Russia established a hockey hall of fame. Its inaugural class had… 146 members. Making up for lost time. Meanwhile, via Sean Leahy in Puck Daddy, the IIHF plans to change that dislodged-net rule that cost the Russians a lead on Saturday.

Phil RT’d this nice story on Dan Kelly. Hard to believe he’s gone 25 years, and just how young he was when we lost him. Diametrically opposite, an amazing piece from the amazing Roger Angell on growing old. Two lives lived to the fullest in different quantities.

Categories: International, Keenan, Southern CT: Taking over hockey one player at a time

Full weekend: Albany postgame
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The Devils had moments where they were coming pretty hard — “Albany always comes hard, finishes checks,” Matt Donovan said; “you’ve kind of got to match it” — but Anders Nilsson made sure they weren’t really in this. Bridgeport scored goals less than a minute apart twice and finished with 12 goals in two games this weekend. 

Nilsson, aside from Raman Hrabarenka’s kind of ugly first goal from above the right circle on Joe Whitney’s cross-ice pass — Nilsson said he let his focus slip for a split-second, all Hrabarenka needed — had a fine afternoon. Stopped shots in bunches on the power play. Mike Sislo and Whitney were among those stopped point-blank. 

From when he returned a few weeks ago, Nilsson talked about the confidence he gained in the NHL. Donovan and Anders Lee both mentioned that today as well. This isn’t easy to isolate as his own numbers; the team has made progress in different areas at different paces as well. But thought it was worth dividing up: 

Stint

MP

GAA

SP

First (through 11/16)    605:02   3.57   .880   

Second (12/14-1/4) 541:16 2.44 .910 

Current (1/31-) 357:42 2.35 .913 

The old immortal “so there’s that.” 

…..

First Bridgeport goal for Matthew Pistilli, found by Donovan on the rush, which helped update this little table: 

Place 

Name

Years

GP

G

A

Pts

7 Trent Hunter 2001-03 150 60 76 136 

8 Justin Mapletoft 2001-05 240 47 83 130 

9 Matt Donovan 2010-14 174 31 86 117 

10 Ben Walter 2007-09 133 40 76 116 

11 Rhett Rakhshani   2009-12 120 44 69 113 

12 Jesse Joensuu 2007-11 177 42 69 111 

13 Mark Wotton 2006-11  368  22  88  110 

Got a Moose sighting anyway, as it turned out, after Bridgeport got Scott Wedgewood five times on 11 shots. Johan Hedberg came in to stop 11 of 13. “I was a little stiff, but it was fun,” Johan Hedberg said. Hedberg, whose contract was bought out over the summer, had been working for the New Jersey Devils, doing some scouting, helping out in Albany. They asked him to help out this weekend by dressing. “I wasn’t really counting on getting into any games,” Hedberg said. “It happened to be like that. Whatever I can do to help out the team.”

Didn’t want to come off as the guy asking if all Swedish guys know each other, but I’m pretty sure I did when I asked if Hedberg was a guy that meant anything to Nilsson, if he grew up watching him or anything. Ah well. But Anders said he’d spoken to Hedberg a few times when they were both in the NHL, chatting across the red line in warmup. 

Scott Campbell’s back up to Providence. 

Holy cro, the last 30 seconds in Lewiston. At this writing, they’re at 299 combined penalty minutes overall, and by a quick and probably wrong add-and-subtract, 237 of those at either 19:38 of the third or 19:41 of the third. Two match penalties. Game misconducts for leaving the bench and leaving the penalty box. Abuse of officials. Zach FitzGerald has 40 PIM at the moment. 

That actually vaults Bridgeport over Adirondack into 11th place in the conference. The Sound Tigers actually gained ground: They’re 11 points behind eighth-place St. John’s, which lost in a shootout to move a tiebreaker ahead of Albany. (So, yes, they’ve won seven out of nine since I did that stats-post a few weeks ago, and they’ve fallen a point further behind. Hell Is Other People, especially when they’ve got games in hand.) 

If you didn’t see the Olympics post earlier (went up in-game), Julie Chu will reportedly play in the morning for the U.S. in the semifinals. And an interesting story from the Boston Globe that I didn’t finish but would recommend just for the map: on endangered languages in the area around Sochi. 

Team’s off tomorrow and gets back at it Tuesday, next playing Friday. If I recall correctly the Islanders can begin reassembling on Wednesday. Bridgeport has a three-in-three on the weekend, at Hartford, in Philly, home. More Tuesday, unless warranted.

No Moose: Albany pregame
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Scott Wedgewood goes three-in-three. Aw. No Johan Hedberg. What can you do. 

Looks like Bridgeport goes with the same 20 that won convincingly last night. Albany’s just one defensive swap from a lineup that won last night. Assuming the scratches are as apparent, anyway. Edit: They are.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 A.Clark-Quine-Persson

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Donovan-Cornell

 Jackson-Newton

(Keenan-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

ALBANY

 F: Matteau-Timmins-Whitney

 Boucher-K.Zajac-Tedenby

 Pesonen-Sestito (A)-Sislo

 Wohlberg-Pelley (C)-Hoeffel

 D: Kelly (A)-Larsson

 Helgeson-Scarlett

 Burlon-Hrabarenka

(Urbom-scratch)

 G: Wedgewood

 Hedberg

R: Chmielewski, Mayer. L: Briggs, Simeon.

Friday notes: Finley on the way
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Everybody who’d been here before the break apparently made it back travel-wise; some had dicey connections, but they made it. The only absence noted: Justin Johnson, who’ll be out about 10 days, lower-body, said Scott Pellerin. 

There’s another player expected tomorrow, though, who would’ve been in today if not for the weather: Joe Finley, out since October with the circulation issue in his hand. He’s cleared to skate, earlier than they expected, Pellerin said; no immediate timetable, but they’ll get him back on the ice and see how things go. Chris Bruton, meanwhile, has made some progress and has been working out. 

So Marc Cantin serves the last two games of his suspension this weekend. Finley nears a return. And Jake Newton’s in town. Andrey Pedan remains in Stockton. Pellerin said he’s mostly traded texts with Thunder coach Rich Kromm, with Stockton up in Alaska the past week, so he’ll look forward to more information about Pedan’s progress (his state line in four games, for what it’s worth: no points, minus-4, 4 PIM, six shots). “Right now, after being out so long, he has to play hockey games,” Pellerin said. “For a guy to go to Stockton is not a negative thing.” Pedan can play there, build up confidence, play in a lot of situations: “I couldn’t guarantee he was going to do that here after that injury,” Pellerin said. “It’s a great league. There’s no hesitation. We’re taking it day by day, obviously, but it’s a great situation for him to play an important role.”

Newton brings offense, a big shot and some size, not to mention a decent amount of AHL experience. “Those two years didn’t go the way I wanted,” Newton said. But he’ll use that experience here. He beat the weather across the country Wednesday, leaving his wife and baby daughter, who turns a month old today. (They’ll be visiting his wife’s family.) 

Springfield is home to Hartford tonight before Bridgeport gets up there tomorrow. (When it’ll snow again.)

Friday night notes: ice is slippery

Posted on February 13, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

0

The Sound Tigers are supposed to return to practice Friday afternoon. We’ll see how weather affects all of that. Went out this afternoon to get rid of the first half of this mess. Can’t wait to do the second half. 

Albany has signed veteran Johan Hedberg to a PTO; spelling the injured Keith Kinkaid. (Seriously almost called him Anders Hedberg. Different position and more veteran.) Pete says Hedberg could play Saturday, with Scott Wedgewood likely for the other two games this weekend, tomorrow against Hershey in Atlantic City and Sunday up here. Darcy Zajac has also resumed skating, the team reported today. 

Corey Trivino was let go from his PTO in Portland. Linus Omark didn’t report to Rochester. 

Missed this Puck Daddy post a while ago, but caught a snippet of the video on the rerun of the Russia-Slovenia game this afternoon. Almost 18 years ago at the World Cup for USA-Russia, sat with my brother in the greens at the Garden next to a couple of kids from Brighton Beach chanting that all night long. Don’t think I’d heard it again. Neat memories. 

And RIP, Doug Jarrett, 13-year NHLer and onetime New Haven Nighthawk (h/t: Bob McKenzie on Twitter), and Ralph Waite.

Two goals for Strome: Wednesday notes
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There’d been four Sound Tigers to score more than a point at the AHL All-Star Game, but if I’ve not misrecorded, Ryan Strome tonight became the first to score two goals. (First one reminded me just a little of his goal Sunday against Adiondack. Turnover, capitalized, high glove. Just a different kind of pass, a teammate more directly involved, moved about 30 feet to the left.) Brandon Pirri had two goals and an assist to take the MVP as the AHL beat Farjestad 7-2. 

The AHL break ends Friday, so players would be trickling back to town Thursday. We’ll see how that goes around here tomorrow. Meanwhile, the ECHL transactions reveal that Bridgeport will evidently sign defenseman Jake Newton to a PTO. (He’s been around a bit the past couple of years.) Tough read at this moment exactly what that’d mean; there are a few possibilities, some considering the breaks ongoing. We’ll see Friday, presumably, if we don’t hear earlier. 

There’s this postcard from Alaska: 

Sat in gum at Shelton tonight for my second game (well, its third period). Yep, on the edge of the seat, sat down, missed it, all over the back of the pantleg. Sending Howard the bill. (I’m blaming that for the Twitter typo. Sorry, Tommy.) Before that, quite the eclectic mix of music at my first game at Milford Ice Pavilion. All over the map; recent, oldies, all kinds of stuff in between, including “We’re Not Gonna Take It.” I can only assume that’s a tribute to the impending retirement of the last remaining mid-’90s Yankee.

And RIP, the legendary Sid Caesar.

Accurate: skills contest plus Tuesday notes

Posted on February 12, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 
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Ryan Strome hit two posts, then hit four targets in succession to set the bar with a 4-for-6 in the accuracy competition. Then Magnus Nygren and Jason Jaffray matched him. He still gets a share of the title, joining Trent Hunter (same event, 2003 at Portland) as Sound Tigers to win an individual event at all-star skills contests. Team American came from behind to beat Farjestad overall; Strome scored in the final relay. Neat pregame moment as hometown boy Luke Adam felt the love from the crowd. 

Tonight, Arthur Staple’s saying Frans Nielsen could miss a month with that broken hand. That’d probably firm up the need for a call-up come the end of the Olympics. 

I’m not all that intimately familiar with CIAC rules anymore, but I think Colin McDonald is ineligible to play for Wethersfield for an assortment of reasons, not the least playing with another team after the start of the high school season. 

McDonald’s college alma mater was on the wrong end of a big one tonight: UConn won its first game ever against a top-10 team, beating No. 9 Providence 3-2 on the road. Goalie Matt Grogan made a routine 58 saves. 

Injury disclosure, what are the odds: Lou Lamoriello tells Tom Gulitti that Keith Kinkaid suffered a groin pull Saturday in Bridgeport.
Late-Breaking: Adirondack postgame
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It’s kind of the story of the night: “We said let’s go and play in their end,” John Persson said. 

Backstory might be nice, I guess. There was a shift in the second period where Vaughan-Quine-Persson got pinned deep. Adirondack got some shots, kept it deep. Adirondack got a change, kept it deep. Adirondack forced a turnover, kept it deep. 

Then a lot of crazy stuff happened: another penalty shot, a Bridgeport penalty, a short-handed goal. The next time those three forwards were together… Dallas Jackson put a shot from the left-wing boards off Persson in front, and they had a lead. 

That’s what Persson said; they had spent enough time in the Bridgeport end, so go turn the tables. They did. 

“I always use the expression ‘bend but don’t break.’ It’s something coach (Mark) Morris used all the time in Manchester,” Scott Pellerin said. “We weren’t able to get the puck out, but we were able to get a save, a faceoff, a chance. Those are times when you have to have that belief you’re going to do whatever you have to do.

And pretty much that’s what happened all night. An awful start, with a couple of breakaways and a couple of two-on-ones in the first few minutes alone for the Phantoms. Then they played in the Phantoms’ end and forced a turnover. They fell behind, then forced a turnover. They went up. They gave up a short-handed goal of their own. 

And then came one big shift to start the third, with Persson (in Anders Lee’s spot because of a misconduct) playing the key role. “We got in his kitchen,” Pellerin said, getting on him to play a more physical game and skate. Persson helped Strome win a battle to set up Matt Donovan’s goal, then joined a two-on-one with Strome (Halmo led it) to score the eventual game-winner. 

Didn’t look like this would happen after the first 23 seconds, but here they are, winners of six in a row against teams not from Albany. 

“Give credit to our guys,” Pellerin said. “They continued battling back.”

…..

Scooter Vaughan re-upped on another PTO. 

Ryan Strome had the bag packed and the sticks taped up to head to St. John’s; leaving tonight. 

With that Donovan goal: 

Place 

Name

Years

GP

G

A

Pts

7 Trent Hunter 2001-03 150 60 76 136 

8 Justin Mapletoft 2001-05 240 47 83 130 

9 Ben Walter 2007-09 133 40 76 116 

10 Rhett Rakhshani   2009-12 120 44 69 113 

11 Matt Donovan 2010-14 172 29 84 113 

12 Jesse Joensuu 2007-11 177 42 69 111 

13 Mark Wotton 2006-11  368  22  88  110 

You’re probably sick of “it was 50 years ago today” stuff, so I’ll just say I’m going home to watch “A Hard Day’s Night.” Team’s off until Friday; we’ve got some stuff going on during the week, so we may or may not be watching the all-star festivities, but we’ll toss some notes up here as we’re moved. More as warranted.
One to the break: Adirondack pregame
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They went at the same time, naturally, so I may be a bit off on the top of the Adirondack lineup. Think it’s close. 

Wetmore and, it appears, Clark come out; Diamond and Johnson go back in. One to scratch for each. Edit: Bourdon is Adirondack’s, which looks like a lateish change.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 Vaughan-Quine-Persson

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Johnson

(A.Clark-scratch)

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Donovan-Cornell

 Jackson-Keenan

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

ADIRONDACK

 F: Straka-Newbury-Akeson

 McGinn (A)-VandeVelde-Holmstrom (C)

 Mangene-Bordson-Alderson

 FitzGerald-Cousins-Mathers

 D: Manning (A)-Gervais

 Lauridsen-Alt

(Bourdon-scratch)-Delisle

 Eddy

 G: Heeter

 Chubak

R: Skilliter, J.Koharski. L: Baker, Galvin.

Far from the most exciting we’ve seen, but the teams came together for a chat at the end of line rushes. We’ll see.
Happy 1000: Albany pregame
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Rich Stieglitz and family in the house. Must be a special occasion. 

The return of Matt Donovan from the NHL means that Scooter Vaughan can move back up front. Appears Chris Langkow can play; Justin Johnson looked to be the odd man tonight (and was, by one report at least, a bit under the weather himself). Matthew Pistilli makes his Bridgeport debut in No. 36, first to wear it since Tim Wallace. 

And Johan Sundstrom returns. His first game since Dec. 14. 

Some pregame stuff is expected to honor Game 1,000 in franchise regular-season history. Should be fun. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Persson-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 Vaughan-Langkow-Wetmore

 Gallant (A)-Quine-A.Clark

 Johnson

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Donovan-Cornell

 Jackson-Keenan

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

ALBANY

 F: Boucher-Timmins-Whitney

 Matteau-K.Zajac-Hoeffel

 Pesonen-Sestito (A)-Sislo

 McKelvie (A)-Pelley (C)-Janssen

 D: Kelly-Larsson

 Helgeson-McPherson

 Urbom-Gelinas

 G: Kinkaid

 Wedgewood

R: Chmielewski, D.Banfield. L: Colby, Harper.

Andrey Pedan didn’t play in Alaska last night; word from up there was that was just a day to get acclimated after a full day of travel, arriving late Thursday. He got a full skate in this morning and most likely plays tonight.
Griffins all-star and top Detroit defensive prospect Alexey Marchenko lost for the season

alexeymarchenko1.jpg

Alexey Marchenko, one of Detroit's top defensive prospects, is expected out for the season with an ankle injury. (MLive file photo)
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI –Alexey Marchenko, who made the AHL All-Star Classic with the Grand Rapids Griffins and is one of Detroit’s top defensive prospects, is expected to miss the rest of the season following an ankle injury.

Ryan Martin, the Red Wings assistant general manger, said Wednesday that Marchenko will have surgery "in the next couple days" for a severe high ankle sprain that occurred in Sunday’s game with the Griffins at Milwaukee.

"I don't think it's anticipated he will be able to do much of anything for the first six to eight weeks (following surgery), and so we're planning that he is done for the year," Martin said.

The 22-year-old rookie was hurt late in the second period, and had to be helped off the ice.

Surgery for a sprain is unusual, but necessary in Marchenko's case, Martin said, to hold two bones in place with a screw and enable the damaged ligament and tissue to heal properly.

"He is a significant loss for us," Martin said. "He was having a tremendous year, and has been one of those guys who was improving every week and always making smart, simple plays."

Marchenko, Detroit’s ninth choice (205 overall) in the 2011 draft, has impressed in his first season with the Griffins. He has 18 points (3-15-18) and plus-11 rating in 49 games. He also spent just over a week with the Red Wings in January, and played in one game.

Martin expects Marchenko to heal and be ready for next season. 

The 6-foot-2, 183-pounder played the past four seasons playing in his native Russia for CSKA Moscow of the KHL.

This season he became just the third rookie defenseman with the Griffins selected to the AHL all-star game. 

The Griffins play at Milwaukee tonight.
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MILWAUKEE, WI -- Three-point games by Teemu Pulkkinen and Calle Jarnkrok helped the Grand Rapids Griffins defeat the Milwaukee Admirals 5-1 and earn vital points in the Midwest Division on Wednesday at BMO Harris Bradley Center.

The win helped the Griffins (33-17-2-3, 71 pts.) extend their lead over the second-place Chicago Wolves and third-place Rockford IceHogs in the Midwest Division, in which only 6 points separate the top three teams.

The game marked the second consecutive meeting between the Griffins and Admirals. Grand Rapids picked up the win Sunday with a 1-0 shootout victory.

An early tally by Andrej Nestrasil ensured the game wouldn’t mirror Sunday’s matchup, in which neither team scored in regulation. Nestrasil netted the puck into the upper right corner off a cross-ice pass by Jarnkrok at 4:14.

Adam Almquist was sent to the box for hooking at 14:21, and was joined by Cory Emmerton less than a minute later to provide the Admirals with 1:04 of five-on-three play. The Griffins didn’t allow the Admirals any opportunities, and Grand Rapids didn’t have to use its penalty killing unit again.

At 15:24 of the second period, Nestrasil and Jarnkrok struck again to double the Griffins’ lead. A forced turnover at the Grand Rapids’ blue line led to a breakout play, and Nestrasil found an open passing lane and sent the puck to Jarnkrok in front of Marek Mazanec’s net. Jarnkrok buried his 14th goal of the season in the lower left corner.

Trevor Parkes made it 3-0 when David McIntyre sent a shot from the left circle and Parkes was alone at the edge of the crease to pop in the rebound at 17:13.

Just 59 seconds into the third period, Pulkkinen slammed a slapshot from the right circle and the puck banged off the right post into the net. Nine seconds later, Pulkkinen scored a nearly identical goal from the exact same position after stealing the puck from the faceoff. Pulkkinen’s two markers tie him with Mitch Callahan as the team’s leading goal scorer (21).

Kevin Henderson spoiled Petr Mrazek’s hopes at a second-straight shutout when he tucked a wrister into the right goal post at 11:31. Mrazek finished with 20 saves, while Mazanec turned away 23 shots.

The Griffins will take on the Abbotsford Heat at 10 p.m. EST on Friday at Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre in the first matchup of a two-game series.
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DETROIT – Who’s in and who’s out of the lineup when the Detroit Red Wings return to action Wednesday at Montreal following the Olympic break?

General manager Ken Holland expects to have a better handle on his team’s injury situation on Tuesday, when it returns to practice.

Center Stephen Weiss and defenseman Jakub Kindl might not be ready to play Wednesday.

Weiss, who had surgery for a sports hernia on Dec. 23, practiced with the club’s non-Olympians during the break but might need a game of conditioning with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

“It appears Weiss is not ready to go; he felt some soreness, trainers decided to hold him back,” Holland said. “We wanted to get him a couple of games in Grand Rapids. Not sure if he’ll play in Montreal or play in Milwaukee with Grand Rapids on Wednesday.”

Kindl suffered a sprained MCL on Feb. 3 vs. Vancouver. He practiced during the break.

“Kindl is very questionable for Wednesday,” Holland said. “If he doesn’t play Wednesday, then he won’t play Thursday (at Ottawa).”

Holland said the club recalled defenseman Ryan Sproul from Grand Rapids to assure they’ll have at least five defensemen for practice Tuesday. 

Niklas Kronwall and Jonathan Ericsson, as well as forwards Daniel Alfredsson and Gustav Nyquist, were given the day off Tuesday after playing in the gold medal game for Sweden on Sunday (3-0 loss to Canada). But they will be ready to play Wednesday.

Holland said it hasn’t been determined if Sproul will return to Grand Rapids after practice or accompany the team on the trip as the seventh defenseman.

Holland had no update on Johan Franzen, who was hoping to be cleared on Monday after missing 22 of the past 23 games with a concussion.

Pavel Datsyuk was scheduled to land in Detroit on Monday and practice Tuesday after being given a few days off to spend in Russia after the Olympics. Datsyuk played in all five games for Russia, after appearing in two games for the Red Wings before the break, but it’s not a given that he’ll be ready for Wednesday.

“He wasn’t 100 percent before the Olympics,” Holland said. “I want to see how Pav is feeling.”

Datsyuk missed 14 games after the Winter Classic due to a knee injury.

Henrik Zetterberg is expected to return to Detroit on Tuesday after having back surgery in New York on Friday.

“Z, we anticipate, is out of the regular season,” Holland said. “After 6½ weeks the doctors will see where he’s at. If we qualify for the playoffs, we’re hoping, if all goes well, to have a conversation about him coming back in the first round.”

Right wing Mikael Samuelsson is on injured reserve with a shoulder injury suffered in Grand Rapids.

-- Download the Detroit Red Wings on MLive app for iPhone and Android  

-- Follow Ansar Khan and Brendan Savage on Twitter

-- Like MLive's Detroit Red Wings Facebook page
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – After Petr Mrazek and Milwaukee’s Scott Darling posted identical 29-save shutouts through the conclusion of overtime, the Grand Rapids Griffins used an unconventional shootout lineup to clinch an important 1-0 win in a thriller on Sunday at Van Andel Arena.

 Rookie Martin Frk converted his first pro shootout attempt to kick off the Griffins’ 4-for-5 performance in the skills competition, and defenseman Brennan Evans closed things out in round five on the first shootout try of his 11-year career, deking Darling and putting a forehand shot just inside the post to hand Grand Rapids its second straight win.

 Although each team was playing its third game in less than three days, the action was spirited from beginning to end. Energized by a boisterous crowd of 8,451 – which brought the total attendance for the Griffins’ rare three-in-three at home to a robust 27,539 – Grand Rapids maintained its one-point lead in the Midwest Division race over Chicago, which beat conference-leading Abbotsford 2-0.

 The Griffins (32-17-2-3), who will play 14 of their final 22 regular season games on the road, will commence a three-game swing with a rematch against the Admirals (23-18-6-6) at 8 p.m. EST Wednesday in Milwaukee. 

 Grand Rapids’ penalty killers stood strong in the opening period to ensure a scoreless game at intermission, denying three Admirals power plays, including 1:17 of a 5-on-3. Grand Rapids didn’t allow a shot during the first advantage and Mrazek came up big on several occasions over Milwaukee’s extended chance, stopping a total of 11 shots during the frame.

 The Griffins’ penalty killers reprised their act during the second period, stifling another two Milwaukee power plays that surrounded a 14-second, two-man advantage, while the Admirals were similarly tested in the third by a pair of Grand Rapids power plays, including 24 seconds of a 5-on-3.

 However, Milwaukee enjoyed the best scoring chance of that third period. After exiting from the penalty box with just over 12 minutes remaining, Austin Watson was left alone in front of Mrazek, who made a brilliant save on the shorthanded blast to keep the game scoreless.

 In the shootout, Frk and Adam Almquist converted in the first two rounds along with Cory Emmerton in round four, while Mathieu Tousignant, Filip Forsberg and Taylor Beck beat Mrazek in succession in rounds two through four. Mrazek recovered to turn back Simon Moser in the fifth stanza, setting the stage for Evans’ heroics.

 Notes: The 1-0 shootout win was the first for Grand Rapids since Jan. 24, 2009 against Quad City…It marked just the ninth game in franchise history that was scoreless at the end of overtime. The Griffins now own five shootout wins, three shootout losses and one tie in those contests…AHL all-star defenseman Alexey Marchenko was lost to an undisclosed lower-body injury late in the second period and did not return after being helped to the locker room…Each team finished 0-for-5 on the power play.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- Mitch Callahan scored a pair of power play goals and Adam Almquist chipped in three assists to lift the Grand Rapids Griffins to a 4-3 victory over the Oklahoma City Barons on Saturday at Van Andel Arena.

 The Griffins (31-17-2-3) broke a six-game winless streak at home with their first win in friendly territory since Jan. 17, while avenging Friday’s 4-2 loss to the Barons and maintaining their first-place status in the Midwest Division by one point over the Chicago Wolves.

 Grand Rapids will complete a rare home three-in-three on Sunday by hosting the Milwaukee Admirals at 5 p.m.

 The scoring started just 18 seconds into the game when Oklahoma City’s C.J. Stretch deflected David Musil’s shot from the point, bouncing the puck past Petr Mrazek. It marked the fastest goal surrendered by Grand Rapids in a game this season.

 The Griffins forged a short-lived tie on Callahan’s team-high 20th tally of the season at 7:02, as he set up in front of the Barons’ net and redirected Calle Jarnkrok’s shot through Richard Bachman. But Oklahoma City jumped right back on top at 8:30 when Mark Arcobello’s centering feed from the left boards was tipped home from the doorstep by a hard-charging Steve Pinizzotto. 

 Grand Rapids notched the only two goals of the second period to carry a 3-2 advantage into the final 20 minutes. Callahan scored his second power play tally at the 9:32 mark, backhanding a rebound into a gaping cage, before Trevor Parkes gave the Griffins their first lead by deflecting Almquist’s point shot at 12:36.

 Arcobello netted the equalizer for the Barons 7:45 into the third period, launching a straight-on shot from just inside the blue line that eluded Mrazek’s glove.

 With 7:40 remaining, Callahan took off down the ice on a shorthanded breakaway attempt, trying to secure his second hat trick of the season, but Bachman denied him with a left pad save to keep it a 3-3 game. However, less than a minute later and soon after the Griffins’ penalty expired, Cory Emmerton one-timed a shot into the top left corner of the net from the high slot to again put Grand Rapids up by one goal.

 After pulling Bachman for an extra attacker with 90 seconds left, the Barons (23-23-1-6) held the puck in the Griffins’ zone for the next minute but could not get a good scoring chance on Mrazek, despite Jeff Hoggan having to defend the 6-on-5 attack without a lost stick.

 Mrazek finished with 36 saves and earned the 35th victory of his Griffins career, tying Pokey Reddick for eighth on the franchise’s all-time list. Bachman answered with 33 stops for the Barons.

 For the first time since Dec. 7 against Rochester, the Griffins scored multiple power play goals and enjoyed a perfect penalty-killing performance, as they converted two of their eight opportunities and kept Oklahoma City scoreless in five tries.
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DETROIT – Detroit Red Wings center Stephen Weiss has been skating for several weeks but isn’t ready for the fast pace, high intensity and full contact of a game, so he won’t be playing for the Grand Rapids Griffins Sunday, as was originally planned.

Weiss, who had surgery for a sports hernia on Dec. 23, needs more practice time before playing a game.

“I practiced twice last week with the (Plymouth) Whalers and three times (this week) with the (Red Wings), so I’m starting to feel really good but it hasn’t been that much practice time,” Weiss said. “First day with some contact today, just start ramping that up tomorrow and Monday and see what happens next week.”

Weiss didn’t rule out being cleared for the first game following the Olympic break, Wednesday at Montreal.

“That’s what we’re shooting for,” Weiss said. “Obviously, that’s not going to be my decision. I might still have to play a game or two (in Grand Rapids) next week. By then I’ll be more ready to play a game.”

Not having played since Dec. 10, Weiss feels he needs to see how he responds to more physical play.

“I just think (he needs) to get to more contact, keep getting these high-tempo practices, keep getting banged around a little bit,” Weiss said. “Do some more contact drills more than one day before playing a game might be smart.”

Assistant coach Bill Peters said Weiss looks like he has progressed well.

“He got a little bit sick there early in the Olympic break but his last two skates have been excellent and him and Pete (trainer Van Zant) obviously communicated and (not playing in Grand Rapids) is probably a good decision where he’s at right now.”

Peters said it’s too soon to know if Weiss will be ready for Wednesday’s game.

“Another good skate (Sunday) and then he’ll skate with the team (Tuesday) and we’ll know a lot more,” Peters said. “Slow and steady wins the race in his situation coming off the surgery he had, but he’s getting real close.”

Tomas Tatar: Slovakia’s Olympic performance a letdown

The Red Wings’ non-Olympians were joined on the ice Saturday by Tomas Tatar and Tomas Jurco, who returned from Sochi, Russia, after Slovakia’s disappointing showing in the Olympics.

Tatar said it was a great experience but hugely disappointing to not at least reach the quarterfinals.

“I just feel bad for people back home, they were depending on us a little more,” Tatar said.

Slovakia lost all four of its games, including a 5-3 defeat against the Czech Republic Tuesday in the qualifying game for the quarterfinals. Slovakia scored only five goals in four games.

“We kind of let down our people back home so I feel bad,” Tatar said. “We were expected to be at least in the quarterfinals but we just couldn’t time it well. We came there and we didn’t really score a goal, we have lots of trouble. 

“I felt bad we didn’t make it to the quarterfinals and obviously people home were a little upset about it.”

The NHL might not participate in the 2018 Winter Olympics, so this might have been the only chance for Tatar and Jurco.

“It’s a pretty big disappointment for us, especially losing against Slovenia (3-1 in group play),” Tatar said. “It’s tough, but we got to take it and be better this year at the (World Championship) and in four years (if the NHL takes part in the next Olympics).”
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins are getting the crowds, but they’re getting cooked at home, and it has cost them their once comfortable lead in the Midwest Division.

The Griffins allowed three goals in the second period and lost 4-2 Friday to Oklahoma City, their sixth consecutive home loss. Grand Rapids has dropped five of its last six games overall. 

The loss has the Griffins (30-17-2-3) barely holding on to first, which they've held since Nov. 1 – the 10th game of the season. They are one point ahead of Chicago (29-17-4-2) in the Midwest Division. 

"Am I concerned? Yeah, because we're not generating enough and we're giving up too much," said coach Jeff Blashill. "So anytime you do that, it's a bad combination.

"... Losses don't bother me as much as when the process doesn't seem to be good enough, and right now it's just not good enough."

It hasn’t affected attendance at Van Andel Arena. Friday’s crowd of 10,834 was the second sellout in the past five games and the third game in five with a crowd of more than 10,000. The home average of 7,868 is now second in the AHL.

The team's last home win was Jan. 17, and the Griffins have been outscored by 15 goals – or three a game - during the skid. They have not scored more than two goals in any of them.

"The biggest concern that I have right now, is we have to show a way better ability to have a resilient nature, and we haven't been," Blashill said. "Every time we get down we seem to slump our shoulders and feel sorry for ourselves instead of go out and keep playing."

Oklahoma City (23-22-1-6), facing Grand Rapids for the first time since a seven-game loss in the Western Conference championships last season, erased a 1-0 deficit with three goals in the second period – two coming on power players – and converted on six shots against Tom McCollum.

The Griffins got goals in the first period by Calle Jarnkrok and in the second by David McIntyre.

McIntyre thinks one area the team can improve on is in communication.

"It feels to me that we're not talking enough out there," said the fifth-year veteran. "When you're not talking, it makes the game so much harder and obviously it's complicating the win department a little bit." 

It was the first game in a while for forwards Jordin Tootoo and Triston Grant. Tootoo had missed the past four games, while Grant was out six games. Grant assisted on McIntyre’s goal, while Tootoo picked up a couple minor penalties.

The Griffins also had four players miss Thursday’s practice in order to practice with the short-handed Red Wings due to the Olympics. Cory Emmerton, Teemu Pulkkinen, Riley Sheahan and Adam Almquist returned. Sheahan is expected to head back to Detroit on Saturday.

Captain Jeff Hoggan said the recent struggles could actually help the team, which led Chicago be as many as 16 points in mid-December.

"This is a test for us," he said. "Things have been pretty easy - we earned it - but this will be a challenge, a chance to see what we're made of and a challenge for us to dig out of it and get better."

Notes

 The Griffins wore red camouflage jerseys along with helmet stickers that read “No bad days” in support of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy. In conjunction with it, coach Jeff Blashill is giving $100 of his own for each Griffins goal Friday and Saturday, when the teams meet again … Between periods, the Griffins’ third annual diaper derby was won by Shae Sattler.
By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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DETROIT -- The Detroit Red Wings recalled four players today from the Grand Rapids Griffins -- forwards Riley Sheahan, Cory Emmerton and Teemu Pulkkinen and defenseman Adam Almquist.

The Red Wings, those players who did not go to Sochi, Russia, for the Olympics, will resume practicing at 2 p.m. today at Joe Louis Arena.

These players were recalled just for practices. They will return to Grand Rapids this weekend.

Defenseman Jakub Kindl, who missed the final two games before the Olympic break due to a lower-body injury, is expected to skate today. The club isn't sure if Johan Franzen (concussion) will be on the ice.

Sheahan, 22, has split his second professional season between Detroit and Grand Rapids, registering 11 points (three goals, eight assists) in 18 NHL games and 18 points (eight goals, 10 assists) in 30 AHL contests.

Emmerton, 25, has appeared in 36 games with Grand Rapids this season, recording 31 points (11 goals, 20 assists). He has also skated in 11 games with the Red Wings, notching two assists. 

Pulkkinen, 22, leads the Griffins and is tied for 15th in the AHL with 42 points (19 goals, 23 assists) in 51 games. He has not made his NHL debut.

Almquist, 22, ranks second on Grand Rapids and sixth among AHL defensemen with 33 points (two goals, 31 assists) in 48 games. Almquist made his NHL debut with Detroit on Nov. 4 at Winnipeg and scored his first NHL goal the following game on Nov. 7 vs. Dallas.
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Luke Glendening, who has been on a transactional roller coaster all season, finds himself still with the Detroit Red Wings but uncertain how long that will last.

The center was originally expected to be sent to Grand Rapids following a break due to the Winter Olympics, but instead he will be with the Red Wings when practice resumes today. The Griffins are off today.

How long he stays, or if he could be exchanged for center Riley Sheahan with the Griffins, depends on the progress of Stephen Weiss (due back from a sports hernia) and Johan Franzen (concussion), salary cap decisions as well as the direction the team wants to take following Henrik Zetterberg’s injury.

“Honestly, I have no idea what will happen,” said Glendening, who has moved between the two teams five times this season. “I would imagine if everyone’s healthy, I’ll probably get sent back to Grand Rapids. But I haven’t been given any indication, so I’m just taking it day by day.”

LukeGlendeningmug.JPG

Glendening has played in 24 of the past 25 games for the Red Wings, 33 overall this season, and is still looking for his first NHL goal. He has four assists and a plus-minus rating of minus-seven. 

“I’m trying to learn as much as I can and get better every day,” Glendening said. “It’d be nice to put the puck in the net every once in a while because that’s getting a little frustrating and a little old really quick.”

With the Griffins, he has 12 points (5-7-12) in 18 games. He has been in Detroit since Dec. 31.

If he had not played in the Red Wings' last game before the break, he would have been eligible to practice with the Griffins, like what happened with Sheahan. But because he played in more than 16 of the previous 20 games, he had the mandated rest and cannot be returned Grand Rapids until after Sunday, Feb. 23.

During the break, Glendening said he spent time with family and friends in East Grand Rapids, and then worked out the past two days with the University of Michigan team.

“It was nice to be in Ann Arbor and see some of the guys and the coaches and staff,” said Glendening, a former captain with the Wolverines. “I enjoyed every minute of it.”

It was also nice to spend time at home. 

“I’ve been living in a hotel in Detroit (his last call up came Dec. 31), which can have its bonuses, but it’s also nice to come home and sleep in my own bed and spend time with family and friends.”
By  MLive.com   
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Grand Rapids Griffins goalie Petr Mrazek reacts to a shot during his team's 3-0 loss to San Antonio on Saturday, Feb. 15.

Courtesy Grand Rapids Griffins Mark Newman

GRAND RAPIDS, Mich. – The San Antonio Rampage extended their point streak to a franchise-record 10 games and finished a weekend sweep of the Midwest Division-leading Griffins with a 3-0 whitewash of Grand Rapids on Saturday at Van Andel Arena.

 Jacob Markstrom made 28 saves to record San Antonio’s first shutout of the season while Petr Mrazek countered with 22 for the Griffins (30-16-2-3), whose five-game winless streak at home (0-4-0-1) is their longest since a seven-game drought that concluded in December 2010. 

 Personally, Mrazek has suffered three straight losses on the heels of a career-high 10-game winning streak. His teammates scored a total of one goal in those three games and have tallied only five goals during the Griffins’ current home skid.

 Grand Rapids will try to break out of its recent doldrums next Friday through Sunday when it stages just the ninth three-in-three at home in franchise history, beginning with a visit by the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday at 7 p.m. It will mark the first meeting of the clubs since the Griffins defeated the Barons in seven games in the Western Conference Finals en route to their 2013 Calder Cup championship.

 After the teams played a scoreless opening period for the second time in as many nights, a partial breakaway early in the second resulted in a 1-0 lead for the Rampage. John McFarland sped down the left side and took a shot from the doorstep that Mrazek denied, but two defenders were unable to clear the rebound from the slot, allowing Matt Gilroy to pop the puck home at the 1:46 mark. 

 San Antonio (21-21-3-5) pushed its advantage to two less than six minutes later. With the Griffins struggling to gain possession of the puck in their zone, Bobby Butler sent a feed into the slot to a wide-open Garrett Wilson, whose shot got a piece of Mrazek on the way into the net at 7:29. 

 Drew Shore made it a 3-0 game 3:49 into the third with his second goal in as many nights, standing uncontested in front of Mrazek to redirect Butler’s centering pass.

 Notes: The Griffins continued to play without the services of Slovakian Olympian Tomas Jurco, Detroit Red Wings callup Luke Glendening, and injured forwards Triston Grant and Jordin Tootoo. 

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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Grand Rapids Griffins center Cory Emmerton battles with a San Antonio Rampage player in a 2-1 shootout loss on Feb. 14, 2014.

Courtesy Grand Rapids Griffins Mark Newman

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The San Antonio Rampage, stuck in the bottom of the West Division, had the Grand Rapids Griffins just were they wanted them Friday. 

In a shootout.

The Rampage converted on two of three attempts en route to a 2-1 victory to hand the Griffins their fourth consecutive home loss before 6,724 at Van Andel Arena.

Adam Almquist, Louis-Marc Aubry, Cory Emmerton and Calle Jarnkrok were shut out in the Griffins first shootout at home. Bobby Butler and Drew Shore scored on the first and third attempts for the Rampage against Tom McCollum.

Playing in their first game in four days following the all-star break, the Griffins outshot the Rampage 33-23 but could only get a second-period goal from Teemu Pulkkinen.

But the number is deceiving, Griffins coach Jeff Blashill said.

“I didn’t think we were tight enough defensively as you need to be to limit chances,” he said as the Griffins fall to 30-15-2-3 and 2-3 in shootouts.

San Antonio, which is 20-21-3-5 and entered just 6-14-0-3 on the road, improved to 8-5 in shootouts. They also defeated the Griffins 6-5 in overtime Jan. 26.

“Last time we were up and they just kind of came back on us,” said defenseman Ryan Sproul. “This time I think we were more tight but just didn’t get the win.”

The only scoring in regulation came 56 seconds apart in the second period.

ryansproul.jpg

Ryan Sproul

The Griffins scored at the 15:30 mark thanks to a quick reaction by Sproul. After he had a big slap shot turned aside outside the circle, he got a second chance moments later from 10 feet closer. He wound up, which pulled out goalie Michael Houser, then slipped a pass to Pulkkinen, who had an open net. 

It was Pulkkinen’s 19th goal on the season, tying him with Mitch Callahan for the team lead.

The lead was short lived. A turnover in the Griffins’ zone was converted into a quick shot by Bobby Butler that bounced off the chest of Drew Shore and over the left shoulder of McCollum.

The Griffins also had just one power play opportunity.

Riley Sheahan played with the Griffins for the first time since Jan. 8. He played on a line with Landon Gerraro and Cory Emmerton. He had two shots. 

The Griffins continue to play without wingers Jordin Tootoo and Tristen Grant. Tootoo left the Feb. 5 game against Lake Erie with a lower body injury, and has missed the past three games. Blashill said he should return to practice Monday. Grant has missed five consecutive games with an upper body injury and will be back playing next weekend, Blashill said.

NOTES

 Coach Jeff Blashill and defenseman Alexey Marchenko missed Thursday practice as they traveled back from the All-Star Classic in St. John’s … Dan “Sarge” O’Hara, who serves as the penalty box attendant was honored between periods for his last game. He is retiring after 10 years with the Griffins … The teams meet again Saturday night.

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Riley Sheahan is in a predicament as he returns to the Grand Rapids Griffins.

On one hand, the 6-foot-2, 212-pound center has earned a spot on the Detroit Red Wings based on his play the past month.

But with Detroit and the rest of the NHL on hiatus until the end of the month for the Winter Olympics, Sheahan was eligible to return to Grand Rapids. He practiced Thursday and is expected in the lineup tonight and Saturday when the Griffins host San Antonio.

Therein lies the rub. There are no guarantees Sheahan will rejoin the Red Wings when play resumes Feb. 26 at Montreal. Grand Rapids is fine for staying fit, but Sheahan could find himself hard pressed to impress enough to return after the break.

“Obviously I’d like to be up there, and so I like to keep in the back of my mind that I can play there,” Sheahan said. “Now that I’m down, I just have to keep working hard and doing what I’ve been doing. 

“If I don’t get called up right away after the Olympic break, I’ll just keep working.” 

Red Wings Kings Hockey.JPG

Riley Sheahan, right, reacts with teammate Tomas Tatar after scoring his first NHL goal on Jan. 11 against Los Angeles.

AP file photo

Some of it is out of his control. The injury statuses of Stephen Weiss (sport hernia) and Johan Franzen (concussion) will play a role in the decision, as will cap space and roster decisions. Weiss is conditioning with the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL, and is targeted to play in Grand Rapids for three games Feb. 21-23.

Sheahan, who earlier joined the Red Wings for stint in December, has played well the past 14 games in Detroit with four goals and seven assists in 18 games overall. He has played much of it on a line with Tomas Jurco and Tomas Tatar.

“I think that line played pretty well,” said Sheahan, who played with both in Grand Rapids. “I don’t want to say it’s easy to play (in the NHL), but when you’re playing with good players and have that familiarity with them, it makes it a lot easier.”

Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill liked what Sheahan was doing when recalled - he had 18 points (10-8-18) in 28 games - and he doesn’t expect that to change with his return, no matter the length.

“When Riley left, he was really, really emerging as a real good offensive player in the American Hockey League,” Blashill said. “I think that carried over in Detroit. So coming back, he’ll play in a top six role offensively, be on the power play, be on the penalty kill and be one of our go to guys.”

Sheahan’s season is far cry from last year when the former top pick of Detroit in 2010 played one game for the Red Wings in April. Afterward, coach Mike Babcock assessed Sheahan this way: “"He's going to be a player for us, but he's got to get quicker and he's got to have more pace to his game. When you're ready and you come here, you show you're ready.”

“The biggest thing now is confidence and feeling comfortable up there,” Sheahan said. “With that, I’m holding onto the puck a little longer and controlling it a little more in the offensive zone.”

Sheahan was sent to Grand Rapids on Sunday along with Luke Glendening and Jurco. Those two are in different situations. Glendening has played in at least 16 of the Red Wings’ 20 games prior to the Olympics, prompting NHL mandated down time during the Olympics. He will rejoin the Griffins on Feb. 19, when NHL teams can resume practicing.

Glendening has four points (0-4-4) in 33 games in Detroit. He last played for the Griffins on Dec. 30 in the outdoor game at Comerica Park, and has 12 points (5-7-12) in 18 games. 

Jurco, meanwhile, will rejoin the Griffins once he is done with the Olympics in Sochi, where he is playing for Slovakia. The forward has seven points (3-4-7) in 14 games in Detroit, and was the Griffins’ leading scorer (13-19-32) when he last played Jan. 11.

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on February 12, 2014 at 10:00 PM, updated February 13, 2014 at 7:07 AM 

0 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Four goals in the first period was more than enough for Grand Rapids Griffins coach Jeff Blashill and the stars of the American Hockey League to control Färjestad BK at the AHL All-Star Classic on Wednesday.

The all-stars, which included Griffins defenseman Alexey Marchenko, scored five unanswered goals and dominated the Swedish pro team in a 7-2 win before 6,287 at Mile One Centre in St John’s, Newfoundland.

MORE: Marchenko helps AHL win skills competition

Brandon Pirri from Rockford and Ryan Strome from Bridgeport each scored twice. Pirri also had an assist. 

Beginning about eight minutes into the first period, the AHL all-stars scored four times in a 10-minute stretch and were never challenged from there. 

“It was probably a closer game than the score indicated,” Blashill said. “Both teams had some chances early, but I thought Jake Allen (goalie from Chicago) made some big saves and our players made some good skilled plays that resulted in some goals.”

Marchenko had a plus-minus of zero and had one shot on goal.

alexeymarchenko.JPG

Alexey Marchenko

“Alexey did what he normally does,” Blashill said. “He defended very well and he was efficient with the puck and made good outlet passes and was a really steady influence for our D.”

Blashill, who’s in his second year as head coach after leading the Griffins to the Calder Cup championship last season, enjoyed the experience.

“Having a chance to work with Rob Zettler was really fun and I learned a lot,” Blashill said of his Calder Cup final counterpart from the Syracuse Crunch. “It was great to work with such a talented group, and the passion here for hockey is just unbelievable.”

Blashill and Marchenko will miss practice with the Griffins on Thursday, but both are expected back for Friday’s home game against San Antonio.

Note: The AHL All-star Classic will be re-broadcast 10:30 p.m. Thursday on Fox Sports Detroit.

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.

AHL All-Stars 7, Färjestad BK 2

 Wednesday, February 12, 2014 - Mile One Centre

Färjestad BK 0 0 2 - 2

 AHL All-Stars 4 1 2 - 7
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Grand Rapids Griffins defenseman Alexey Marchenko was involved in three events during Tuesday’s AHL All-star Classic Skills Competition, including fastest skater.

A squad of 21 all-stars defeated the Swedish pro team Färjestad BK 18-17 in the series of events held at Mile One Centre in St. John’s, Newfoundland.

The AHL all-stars will take on Farjetad BK at 6:30 tonight. Jeff Blashill, coach of the defending Calder Cup champion Griffins, will coach the AHL team. A number of networks will carry the game live. Fox Sports Detroit will have a tape-delay broadcast 10:30 p.m. Thursday.

MORE: Jeff Blashill faces balancing act as coach of AHL squad

2014allstar_assante.jpg

Marchenko, the lone skater from Grand Rapids, won his heat in the fastest skater competition to help the AHL win the event. In the event, skaters were positioned side by side on the start line, both skaters race towards the same end zone, both turn outward, skate to the opposite end zone, turn back and skate past center ice to the finish line.

Marchenko was timed in 14.823 seconds, just ahead of Charles Bertrand’s 14.882.

The first-year AHL pro from Moscow, Russia, also competed in the hardest shot (registering 92.9 mph) that was won by Farjetad, and was part of the breakaway relay that won.

Marchenko, who played last season in the KHL for CSKA Moscow, has 18 points (3-15-18) in 44 games with the Griffins. He also spent nearly two weeks with the Detroit Red Wings, and played in one game.

The Griffins will resume play with home games Friday and Saturday against San Antonio.
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Grand Rapids Griffins coach Jeff Blashill will spend the AHL all-star break doing a balancing act.

The coach of the defending Calder Cup champions will coach the AHL All-Star Classic on Wednesday in what will be a new format for the league. Instead of conference vs. conference, Blashill will coach one group of stars against Sweden’s Farjestad BK at Mile One Centre in St. John’s, Newfoundland. 

That presents a challenge since Fargestad BK isn’t traveling to play just for fun, Blashill said, so he expects it to be more competitive than recent AHL all-star games.

How does he do that with one practice and one pregame skate with 22 players from around the AHL?

“We need to make sure that we prepare ourselves in a very quick time without overdoing it,” Blashill said. “So we want to have fun. We will keep it light enough, but we have to stay focused at the times when we’re playing and practicing.”

The biggest test, he added, “is to get a group of very smart and very talented players on the same page in a short amount of time so their talents can shine through.” 

MORE: The AHL all-star roster

Fargestad BK has 18 Swedish Championship final appearances, winning nine times since 1975 in the 12-team Swedish Hockey League. Fargestad BK is currently eighth in the league standings. Joakim Hillding leads the teams with 35 points (14-21-35).

It will mark the first time that a Swedish Hockey League team has competed in North America.

ark_grgvschi_26.JPG

Defenseman Alexey Marchenko has 18 points and a plus-14 rating in 44 games with the Griffins. 

Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com

Blashill will be joined by Griffins defenseman Alexey Marchenko, who was selected to the team as an AHL rookie. Marchenko, who spent nearly two weeks with the Detroit Red Wings and played in one game earlier this season, has 18 points (3-15-18) in 44 games with Grand Rapids. He has a plus-minus rating of plus-14.

Marchenko is expected to compete in the skills competition Tuesday.

“Alexey can do both – he’s a very good defender and can also add offense,” Blashill said. “He’ll be the complete player that he is, and like every other player, he’ll be expected to do what he does best.”

The opportunity to coach the all-star team does not take away time from the Griffins, said Blashill, whose team doesn’t play again until a two-game home series Friday and Saturday against San Antonio. He and Marchenko will, however, miss Thursday’s practice. 

“(Assistant coach) Jim Paek will run that, and I think sometimes it’s good for the guys to have a change of pace and sometimes that’s not a bad thing at all,” Blashill said.

The Griffins (30-15-2-2) lead the Midwest Division by five points and are second in the Western Conference, two points behind Abbortford.
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A Bulldog performance worthy of a medal

LOOSE PUCK 

Scott Gardner,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs Louis Leblanc chases a loose puck as Greg Rallo of San Antonio tries to tie him up during AHL action between the Hamilton Bulldogs and the San Antonio Rampage at First Ontario Centre Sunday afternoon.

By  Ken Peters  

Hamilton hockey fans awoke Sunday morning looking forward to the biggest victory by their on-ice heroes in close to two weeks. 

And they got the winning, gut-check, complete effort performance they were hoping for. 

Team Canada? Sure, Sidney Crosby and the lads won gold in Sochi. But the real Hamilton hockey heroes were Marty St. Pierre and the Bulldogs, who awoke to find themselves in the western conference basement. St. Pierre's two-goal effort helped the Dogs snap a four-game winless skid with a gritty 3-1 victory over the San Antonio Rampage. The win came before a Sunday afternoon matinee crowd of 3,854, many adorned in Team Canada garb, at FirstOntario Centre. 

The Bulldogs were playing their third contest in less than 45 hours after games in Montreal and Rochester on Friday and Saturday nights. The win was crucial. The Bulldogs entered the game eight points in arrears of a playoff berth. That's worst than being tied 1-1 late in the third period to a red-hot goalie from Latvia in the Olympic hockey quarter finals. 

With the victory, the canines improved to 23-25-1-4 

St. Pierre said the team likely found inspiration from what Crosby and company did earlier in the day. 

"It was definitely inspiring and I think maybe it definitely gave us a little motivation," he said of the gold medal win. "They (Team Canada) stuck to their game plan game by game and I think that's what we did period by period tonight," the Bulldog captain said. 

Bulldog coach Sylvain Lefebvre was pleased by the weekend effort. With a couple of bounces his club could have won all three. 

"Guys battled hard tonight. And I told them after the game we could have had six points this weekend with a little luck. We hit four posts (in Rochester). All in all I have to be happy with the guys' effort," he said. 

Lefebvre also gave kudos to his team's net presence. The Dogs crowded the crease in front of the 6-foot-6, 196-pound San Antonio netkeeper Jacob Markstrom, the pride of Gavle, Sweden. 

"We need that. We don't score too many highlight reel goals. We score grind it out goals and that's our trademark. Some nights when we don't want to pay the price as much, it shows. This weekend we did pay the price," he said of his players' penchant for screening the keeper. 

Team Hamilton started strong, out-shooting the Rampage 5-0 to start. The Dogs were rewarded for their effort when St. Pierre collected the rebound of a Greg Pateryn blast and one-timed it past Markstrom. The marker, St. Pierre's ninth of the season, came at 7:25 of the first period. 

The Rampage, playing their ninth contest in a 10-game road trip, tied the affair on the power play at the 8:06 mark of the second period. With Louis Leblanc in the penalty box, Quinton Howden collected a rebound in front and spun and fired it behind Dustin Tokarski. It was Howden's ninth of the season. 

But St. Pierre would get it back about four minutes later. The Bulldog centre pounced on the rebound of a Nathan Beaulieu point blast and backhanded it into the cage from a sharp angle as he was falling. The tally came at 12:15. 

Mike Blunden scored an insurance marker with a third period power play tally. Pateryn's blast from the blue line was stopped. But with Nick Tarnasky parked in front Blunden collected the rebound and put it in the open side for his 11th of the campaign. 

On Saturday night two goals by Gabriel Dumont weren't enough as the Bulldogs fell 3-2 to the Rochester Americans. The Dogs lost 4-1 Friday night in Montreal to the Binghamton Senators before making the six-hour trip to Rochester. The Rampage players, who played in Toronto Saturday night, were tucked into their Hamilton hotel beds when the Bulldogs arrived home by bus early Sunday morning. 

The Bulldogs are next in action Friday night when they host the Lake Erie Monsters. Game time at FirstOntario Centre is 7:30 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388
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AHL: Bulldogs serve up Family Day fun and futility 

Not me! 

John Rennison,The Hamilton Spectator

San Antonio Rampage's Ryan Whitney, left, reacts as he is called for interference on Hamilton Bulldogs' Christian Thomas, preventing him from getting to the puck on Sunday in American Hockey League action. The Dogs lost, 4-1.

By  Ken Peters  

It was the Family Day holiday and goodness gracious, my, oh, my, the Hamilton Bulldogs served up a heaping helping of wholesome fun for everyone. 

Especially the San Antonio Rampage who took advantage of the homey Hamilton hospitality by pocketing two points with a rather easy-peasy 4-1 American Hockey League victory Monday afternoon before 5,505 at FirstOntario Centre. 

It was the Bulldogs' fifth consecutive loss at home. Yikes. 

The Bulldogs looked like they were playing against family with the amount of intensity, effort and aggression they showed at the start of this one. With the Dogs currently sitting in 12th place in the Western Conference — seven points away from missing the playoffs for the third straight season — this was one Sylvain Lefebvre's crew badly needed. Especially facing another three-in-three ordeal next weekend. 

Whatever. 

The Dogs had four power plays early and mustered just four shots on net. That's just not going to get it done, bro. With the loss, the Bulldogs dropped to 22-23-1-4 with just 26 games left in the regular season. 

San Antonio opened the scoring midway through the first period. With Bulldogs' Justin Courtnall in the penalty box, Rampage defenceman Colby Robak loaded up at the blue line and let fire. The blast through traffic might have hit a Bulldog. It beat goalie Robert Mayer. 

But the Dogs got it back. Captain Marty St. Pierre centred the puck from behind the Rampage net and it bounced in off Patrick Holland's skate behind San Antonio netminder Jacob Markstrom. The goal, just Holland's fifth of the season, was the winger's first in 24 games. He'll take it. 

San Antonio, which entered the contest having rampaged to four straight wins, outshot the hosts 25-15 through two periods. The Dogs picked it up in the third period, firing 16 shots, but Markstrom put in a strong final 20 minutes. 

The Rampage took the lead at the 23-second mark of the second frame. Bobby Butler's shot from the right faceoff circle was saved by Mayer but the greasy rebound popped up in front and Drew Shore found the twine for just his fifth of the season. It was Butler's fourth assist in four straight games. 

Less than two minutes later, the Rampage struck again with a softy. With Mayer deep in the crease, Rampage defenceman Dylan Olsen scored his first goal of the season when his innocent-looking foray from the left faceoff circle found purchase five-hole. That one came at the 2:01 mark. 

It wasn't an entertainment extravaganza, although Bulldogs' Darren Dietz's big hit on Rampage forward John McFarland proved a crowd pleaser. 

Lefebvre pulled Mayer with 1:55 to go in the final period. Vincent Trocheck fired an empty-netter at 18:24 to seal it. 

Lefebvre said his club's start was "not unacceptable." 

"The first two periods were not good enough for us," he said, adding the reason for the club's poor starts remains somewhat of a mystery. 

"Guys need to wake up a different way," Lefebvre said. 

Lefebvre wasn't happen with his club's net presence. 

"There were too many shots that the goalie could see because there wasn't someone in front of the net," he said. 

Holland said the flat start has been a problem. 

"There were a lot of things wrong with our game the first two periods. We weren't sharp or playing well together and he (Lefebvre) came in (during the second intermission) and told us to bring some enthusiasm," he said. 

As for the troubles at home, Holland said the Dogs just have to muster more-consistent team efforts. 

Team Hamilton entered Monday's contest having gained points in their past three contests. The canines picked up one point in a 3-2 overtime home loss to the Texas Stars on Saturday night. 

The Bulldogs are back in action this weekend with another three-games-in-three-nights stint. The Dogs face Binghamton on Friday night at the Bell Centre in Montreal. Hamilton travels to Rochester on Saturday night before returning for a Sunday afternoon matinee against the Rampage. Game time at the FirstOntario Centre is 3 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388
Here he lowers teenage star

"Pain in the head, neck and spine"

Södertälje - Karlskrona 1-0 E Str

The goalkeeper Sebastian Idoff great played for Sodertalje against Karlskrona.

But SSK's penalty victory was dearly bought: teenage star David Pastrňák, 17, was sunk by a nasty challenge by Nick Angell.

- I hope it went well for him, says Idoff to Sportbladets S24.

Karlskrona had a chance to take in on series leader Vasteras - but could bet against a big gambling Sebastian Idoff.

SSK-keeper took everything when the bottom team took two important points via a 1-0 victory on penalties on Saturday night.

- It was very much needed points, not the most well-played 60 minutes but still two important points, says Idoff.

Robin Press became the match only scorer against a Karlskrona who simultaneously had obvious problems with their offensive.

The team's top scorer Alexander Bergström and Jordan Smotherman was on the injured list.

Nasty challenge

It was a marathon match in pursuit of a goal - and ultimately could thus Robin Press few holes on Patrick Galbraith and arrange the bonus points.

- It's trench warfare and questionable decisions from the referee but we needed to score, continues Idoff.

"He is in pain"

But it was a hard-won victory for Södertälje - 17-year-old David Pastrňák was paid in the third period after a nasty challenge by Karlskronas captain Nick Angell.

- I do not know, but I hope it went well for him, says Sebastian Idoff.

The head seemed to take the worst blow on Pastrňák who might be headed out to the locker room before the extension began.

- He has headaches and neck and back, says CCF's sports Per Nygård Sportbladet.

Sewing the eyelid

Angell escaped deportation. A correct decision by Judge Pierre Schilken, says Ulf Rådbjer examiner who ruled for lt.se .

- As I see it, it's up to each player on the ice to be on tackles. Karl Krona player inserts a nice challenge. A breast heater. Then it's up to SSK maker to keep your head up. The unfortunate thing is that he loses the puck in the state, he said.

SSK's physiotherapist Thomas Aven Fire also provides reassurance.

- Under the circumstances, I think it's good. He got a real kiss in the back. Eyelid we have sewn, but it was helmet shoved. So I do not think there is any danger. He dropped the air and was exhausted, so there was no reason to play, said CCF's physiotherapist Thomas Aven Fire.



Troja / Ljungby took an important victory in the home meeting against Rogle. Smålanders won 5-3. Henrik Eriksson settled in open rejection by 51 seconds left in the third period.



Mora accounted for a hefty crushed against Timra won the whole 6-1. The home team got thaw in the final period and won 4-1. Backen Alexander Ribs Beach became two-goal marksman.



Malmö Redhawks hooks on the top teams Vasteras, Karlskrona and Karlskoga when away defeated Asplöven with clear 4-1. Robin Alvarez decided in open bag and goalie Pontus Sjogren accounted for 31 saves.
Prospector Files: Sarnia's DeAngelo looks to move on
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo realizes he made a mistake at a time when emotions were high. Now he's determined to learn from it and help his team close out the season on a positive note.

The offensive-minded DeAngelo, No. 10 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm ranking of the top North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, was suspended eight games by the Ontario Hockey League earlier this month for violation of the league's harassment and abuse/diversity policy.

He was eligible to return to the lineup Saturday and had two goals, one assist and a plus-3 rating to help the Sting snap an 11-game losing streak with a 6-1 victory against the Ottawa 67's at RBC Centre in Sarnia.

"I made a mistake in what I did and know I was wrong for the comment I made," DeAngelo told NHL.com. "I was deserving of disciplinary actions. It was my fault so I served it and am just ready to play again."

According to the league report, DeAngelo made "a most inappropriate statement to a teammate" on Jan. 31 against the Guelph Storm to incur his suspension.

"The most important thing I learned out of this is that I didn't just hurt myself for being suspended, but I hurt a teammate and the organization," DeAngelo said. "I've realized that letting my emotions get to me isn't the best thing for me or the team. I'm a very passionate person and player, and I learned that I need to control that into more positive instead of letting it be negative like it was in that situation. I let the frustration get the best of me and realize it was wrong."

The win Saturday was the first for the Sting since Jan. 25, and first home triumph since Jan. 10.

"It's very important for the team and me personally that I'm back out there," DeAngelo said. "When I'm not playing I can't help the team win games or improve my own game.

"My teammates and I are normal just as usual; I have a great relationship with the guys."

Sarnia coach Trevor Letowski was pleased with DeAngelo's performance in his first game back.

"Anthony has been through a lot the last few weeks and all he could do was respond," Letowski told reporters after the game. "I'm sure there were a lot of people watching to see how he would play. He made the smart plays, played solid hockey and had a three-point game."

It's also important for DeAngelo to continue what has been a stellar season thus far. The 5-foot-10.75, 175-pound right-handed shot leads all OHL defenseman with 49 assists and 64 points in 45 games. He is nine points ahead of second place Matt Finn (Toronto Maple Leafs) of the Guelph Storm despite playing 12 fewer games.

"I'm very anxious about the draft," DeAngelo said. "I've been looking forward to it my whole life. But right now I'm just focused on getting back and playing hockey to help the team."

Sarnia is currently last in the Western Conference with 38 points and eight regular-season games remaining. DeAngelo had one assist in a 6-2 loss against the Windsor Spitfires on Sunday.

NHL Central Scouting's Chris Edwards feels DeAngelo's suspension shouldn't necessarily alter his draft status.

"To be honest, I'm not sure any of the scouts really thought anything different because of the suspension," Edwards said. "He's a highly skilled guy. I'm not going to change my mind due to a suspension, especially one that really has nothing to do with hockey. He's a heck of a hockey player and he's going to move past this."

USHL SPOTLIGHT

Four of the top 2014 draft-eligible prospects from the United States Hockey League were honored during the league's midseason All-Star selections made last week.

Forwards Nick Schmaltz of the Green Bay Gamblers and Karson Kuhlman of the Dubuque Fighting Saints and defensemen Joshua Jacobs of the Indiana Ice was named to second team from the Eastern Conference, and Mark Friedman of the Waterloo Black Hawks was named to second team in the Western Conference.

The picks were determined via a polling of USHL coaches and general managers.

Schmaltz, who turned 18 on Sunday, leads his team with 34 assists and 45 points in 41 games. The University of North Dakota recruit also leads the USHL with four shootout goals in five attempts. The 30th goal of his USHL career was the game-winner for the Gamblers against the Youngstown Phantoms in a 3-0 victory Saturday.

"He's a dynamic offensive player," NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "He's really good at making you think the puck will be taken away from him, but he has such quick hands and can skate with it at full speed and then pull it away from you at full speed."

The 5-11.5, 172-pound Schmaltz, No. 19 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America, became the youngest member of the USHL All-Rookie Team in 2012-13 after posting 18 goals and 52 points in 64 games.

"He's got special hands, skill and vision, and that makes him one of the top offensive players," Gamblers coach Derek Lalonde said. "I certainly understand all of the talk of him entering this season as one of the top players to watch. What separates him from the rest is his ability to create offense and those quick hands in tight areas. He makes his linemates better and he relishes those moments playing in tight games."

Jacobs (6-1.75, 193), who will attend Michigan State University in 2014-15, is ninth in the league with a plus-24 rating. He has five goals and 19 points in 42 games. Jacobs is No. 41 on Central Scouting's midterm list.

"Josh is a solid two-way defender," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He can defend and also will produce points from the back end. He's a solid skater in all directions, has solid puck play. With core strength development, I feel that he'll only improve."

Kuhlman (5-10, 175), No. 92 on Central Scouting's midterm rankings, has 17 goals, 32 points and a plus-15 rating in 40 games for the Fighting Saints. The University of Minnesota-Duluth recruit scored seven goals in a stretch of seven games earlier this season.

Friedman (5-10.5, 185), committed to Bowling Green State University, is fourth among all defensemen in the league with 32 points in 41 games. Ranked No. 133 on Central Scouting's midterm report, the Toronto native has two game-winning goals, 26 assists and 13 power-play points.

MR. HOCKEY HOPEFULS

It's been five years since a defenseman was last presented the Mr. Hockey Award as the best player in the state of Minnesota (Eden Prairie's Nick Leddy in 2009).

Leddy, in fact, was the fifth straight defenseman to be named Mr. Hockey. Since then, four forwards have been given the nod. Leddy, a first-round pick (No. 16) of the Minnesota Wild in 2009, is now in his fourth season with Chicago Blackhawks.

There are four defensemen among the 10 nominees this year, including three who are ranked on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. In the running are forwards Tyler Cline (Blaine), Spencer Naas (Benilde-St. Margaret's), Avery Peterson (Grand Rapids), Mitchel Slattery (Hill-Murray), Steven Spinner (Eden Prairie) and Zach Yon (Roseau), and defensemen Phil Beaulieu (Duluth East), Tyler Nanne (Edina), Luc Snuggerud (Eden Prairie) and Nick Wolff (Eagan).

Nanne, Slattery, Spinner, Snuggerud and Wolff are all ranked on Central Scouting's midterm list.

Snuggerud, a 6-0.25, 180-pound left-handed shot, is the highest-rated player on Central Scouting's list at No. 61. He has 17 goals and a team-best 39 points in 25 regular-season games and one goal and seven points in two playoff games, including four assists in a 6-2 victory against Holy Family Catholic on Feb. 22. He will attend the University of Nebraska-Omaha in 2014-15.

"It's a dream to be named a finalist," Snuggerud told Mnhockeyhub.com. "Obviously it's a salute to my teammates. They've been there all year long and making great plays to allow me to make some plays, so it's a testament to them as well."

Spinner (5-11.5, 196), who is Snuggerud's teammate in Eden Prairie, is ranked No. 70 on the midterm list. The right wing is second in scoring behind Snuggerud with 38 points (eight goals) in 25 regular-season games, and two goals and six points in two postseason games. Spinner will join Snuggerud at Nebraska-Omaha in the fall.

"Just seeing all the people who succeed after being a finalist, not even winning it, just being a finalist, it's a huge honor and I'm lucky," Spinner said.

The duo led the Eagles (16-8-3) into the Section 6AA championship Wednesday against Benilde-St. Margaret's School at Mariucci Arena.

Slattery (5-11.5, 185), who is committed to St. Cloud State, is No. 67, Wolff (6-3.5, 200) is No. 97, and Nanne (5-10, 174), the grandson of former Minnesota North Stars general manager Lou Nanne, is No. 168. Nanne is committed to Ohio State University.

Eden Prairie Eagles veteran coach Lee Smith feels fortunate Snuggerud and Spinner have remained with his team all four years.

"We're fortunate that they're here," Smith said. "With all the talk of kids leaving high school, [Snuggerud and Spinner] are unselfish enough to stay and try to win a title for their community and for their buddies. That just tells you what kind of character they have."

The Mr. Hockey Award is given to the outstanding senior high school hockey player in the state of Minnesota and is selected by a panel of NHL scouts, Division I coaches and selected media members from around the state.

The 30th annual Mr. Hockey Awards banquet will be held March 9 at the St. Paul RiverCentre, the day after the conclusion of the Class 2A and 1A state tournaments at the neighboring Xcel Energy Center.

Grant Besse, a 2013 fifth-round pick (No. 147) of the Anaheim Ducks, was the 2013 winner. Previous Mr. Hockey Award winners include longtime NHL player Tom Chorske (1985), Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Paul Martin (2000), New York Rangers defenseman Ryan McDonagh (2007), Chicago's Leddy (2009) and Florida Panthers center Nick Bjugstad (2010).

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Adam Helewka, Spokane Chiefs (WHL): The 6-1, 194-pound left-handed shot was recently upgraded to a "C watch" on NHL Central Scouting's February players to watch list. Helewka is having a productive second season in Spokane with 21 goals, 46 points and a plus-6 rating in 53 games. He has 31 goals and 73 points in 113 career games in the Western Hockey League.

2. Hannes Björninen, Pelicans Jr. (FIN): A "C watch" on Central Scouting's February list, the 6-1, 183-pound center serves as captain for the Pelicans' Under-20 team. He has 12 goals, 39 points and a plus-1 rating in 34 games. He's considered a late bloomer who has improved throughout the season. NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb believes the 18-year-old has a good chance to earn a roster spot for the Finnish National Junior Team at the 2015 World Junior Championship.

"He's a hard-working, smart playmaker," Stubb said. "He's not flashy and you hardly notice him until you look at the score sheet because he's always there. He's got smooth hands, great puck control and good vision. He's an excellent passer."

3. Kevin Reich, Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL): The 6-1.25, 198-pound goalie is 6-1-2 with a 2.09 goals-against average and .927 save percentage in 10 games this season. Reich, born in Iserlohn, Germany, is in his first season in North America. Considered a "C watch" on Central Scouting's February players to watch list, Reich spent six games with EC Salzburg earlier this season and had a 2.64 GAA and .913 save percentage.

---

Draft dandy of the week: Eric Cornel

Don't look now, but Peterborough Petes center Eric Cornel is quietly rising up the draft board.

A skilled offensive player with good vision and skating ability, Cornel earned a No. 23 ranking on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. The 6-foot-1.5, 186-pound right-handed shot has 21 goals and 54 points in 59 games for the Petes this season.

"He struggled a bit with confidence early in his career but returned this year with renewed confidence," Peterborough coach Jody Hull told NHL.com. "He worked hard in the offseason and got stronger, and he's become a more consistent player for us. It says a lot about his makeup to be able to do it and hold his own in this league as a 17-year-old. He has some versatility too, since he can play center or right wing; that's been a luxury for me to have."

Cornel was selected in the first round (No. 3) of the 2012 Ontario Hockey League priority draft and is just now realizing how to live up to those lofty expectations. It certainly helps to be playing alongside power forward Nicholas Ritchie, who has had a dominant second half of the junior season. Ritchie is No. 7 on Central Scouting's midterm ranking.

"It's great [skating with Ritchie]," Cornel said. "He's really a good player; he makes a lot happen when he's out there and creates space. He can put the puck in the net. I think we complement each other really well."

Favorites: 

NHL team: Ottawa Senators

NHL player: Claude Giroux

Shootout move: "Deke to the backhand."

Goal celebration: "Put my stick in the air, high five and hug teammates." 

Video game: Tiger Woods PGA Tour

Movie: "Caddyshack"

Actor: Will Ferrell 

Website: OHL.com

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Wayne Gretzky, Chevy Chase, Alexandre Bilodeau

Sport (other than hockey): Soccer

Breakfast food: "French toast."

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

Prospector Files: USNTDP preps next Olympians
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

It's pretty safe to assume the future of USA Hockey will remain in good standing no matter where the U.S. Olympic men's team finishes at the 2014 Sochi Olympics.

The American stars leading the way for the U.S. overseas have been laying the groundwork for the teenagers currently working their way up the ladder with aspirations of one day donning a red, white and blue jersey at the Olympics. U.S. National Team Development Program under-18 team coach Danton Cole can sense the impact each Olympic event has had on players going through the program.

"I watch a lot of hockey with my two daughters and there's always two or three guys on almost every NHL team who have come through the program; I always point out if I coached a player," Cole told NHL.com. "The first question asked when we heard the players announced to the Olympic team was, 'Dad, did you coach any of them?' I told them that there weren't any guys I coached on this year's team but that there may be a couple 1994 birth years [Seth Jones, Jacob Trouba] in the mix at the next Olympics if NHL guys are still in it.

"That's one of the things about coaching in the program; the level of talent within USA Hockey is good enough where guys are having an impact in the NHL or Olympics at some point. It's a pretty interesting and rewarding position to be in."

Cole, a former collegiate and NHL player, is in his fourth season as a coach at the USNTDP. He most recently led the U-18 team to the championship of the Five Nations Tournament in Russia with victories against Russia, Finland, Sweden and Czech Republic by a combined score of 20-9.

"This team had a tough time winning games outside their age bracket last year and it would have been easy for them to feel a little demoralized or lose sight of the plan entering 2013-14, but these guys stuck with it and put in a lot of work to improve," Cole said. "There's always a big jump from Year 1 to Year 2, but these guys have been able to continue to prove it throughout the season. We talked about there being eight more weeks until the [IIHF U-18] World Championship, so we need to make sure our mindset is right."

Here's a look at the top five skaters starring for the USNTDP U-18 team this season and who might be playing a role for the U.S. at future international events. The number next to each player is the ranking given that player by NHL Central Scouting on its midterm ranking of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Sonny Milano (No. 16): The Boston College-bound left wing plays on the top line with right wing Alex Tuch and 2015 draft-eligible center Jack Eichel. He leads the team with 58 points and seven power-play goals in 39 games. He has 17 goals, 41 assists and a plus-24 rating.

"Everyone knows he has the hands, hockey IQ and offensive ability," Cole said. "But what has impressed us even more is his commitment to backchecking and the defensive zone. He's finding a lot of time on the penalty kill now and he's made himself a very complete hockey player."

Dylan Larkin (No. 17): The second-line center has 22 goals, 38 points and a plus-11 rating in 41 games. Larkin, committed to the University of Michigan, also has five power-play goals and is considered one of the finest skaters in the 2014 draft class.

"He has the offense, can score and skate, but he's also learned the little subtleties needed to play the center position," Cole said. "He's taken an unbelievable mature approach; kind of an NHL-repertoire approach to practices and games. He's training to be really good at it and his progress has been great."

Alex Tuch (No. 21): The 6-foot-3.5, 213-pound forward has rounded out his game since the start of the season. He skates surprisingly well for a big player and has 24 goals and 45 points in 41 games. The Boston College recruit had two goals and four points in his team's four-game sweep to the Five Nations Tournament title.

"He's always been a big body and has skated well but I think he's just starting to realize how big and strong he is," Cole said. "He imposes his will on the game sometimes, and that's a good compliment. If he makes it to the second round a lot of [NHL] people made a mistake."

Jack Glover (No. 27): Committed to the University of Minnesota, the 6-3.25, 190-pound defenseman plays a strong, physical game. He has one goal, 20 assists and a plus-6 rating in 41 games.

"He's another one who has made a really big jump over the last month and a half," Cole said. "We throw a lot at the guys from the outset and it takes a while for everything to come together, but he's played outstanding hockey for us. He's been assertive."

Jack Dougherty (No. 29): The 6-1, 186-pound defenseman joined the NTDP this season and has impressed with five goals, 15 points and a plus-23 rating in 38 games. The Minnesota native is committed to the University of Wisconsin in the fall.

"Jack has good offensive instincts and little bit of a mean streak in him which we like and encourage," Cole said. "He's going to be a good hockey player."

NEW REBEL IN RED DEER

Red Deer Rebels forward Connor Bleackley hopes to follow the path of former standouts and first-round NHL draft picks Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Matt Dumba.

Nugent-Hopkins, a center, spent two-plus seasons in the Western Hockey League with the Rebels and totaled 57 goals and 177 points in 141 games. He was chosen by the Edmonton Oilers with the first pick of the 2011 NHL Draft.

Dumba, a defenseman selected by the Minnesota Wild with the seventh pick of the 2012 draft, spent three-plus seasons in Red Deer before his trade to the Portland Winterhawks in December 2013. He has 51 goals, 131 points and 245 penalty minutes in 201 WHL games.

This season Bleackley appears to be the next strong prospect coming out of Red Deer. He's No. 31 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top 2014-draft eligible skaters in North America.

"I'm a two-way center who creates offense with my speed and strength, with a hard accurate shot," Bleackley told NHL.com.

The 6-0.5, 192-pound center leads Red Deer in goals (26), power-play goals (10), assists (37) and points (63).

"He's a smooth-skating center with deceptive speed and quickness and he has a very effective two-way game," Director of NHL Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "He's reliable and responsible enough to be used in all situations."

Bleackley was asked if he has followed the careers of Nugent-Hopkins and Dumba.

"Matt and I have become pretty good friends and we always keep in touch over text messaging or even Xbox," Bleackley said. "I'm always watching Oilers games and Ryan is a very exciting player to watch."

With 12 regular-season games remaining, the Rebels are teetering on a WHL playoff berth as the eighth-place team in the Eastern Conference.

"It's been exciting to say the least, and there have been a lot of ups and downs; we're really trying to make a push to get into the playoffs and improve on our eighth position," Bleackley said. "And once you get into the playoffs you never know."

TOP MIDWEST PREP PERFORMERS

The Midwest Prep Hockey League playoffs are slated to begin this weekend at Ridley College in St. Catharines, Ontario.

There are two players competing in the postseason tournament, which runs Feb. 21-23, listed on NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings of the top 2014-draft eligible players in North America: goalie Sean Cleary of Lake Forest Academy in Illinois and left wing Warren Foegele of St. Andrew's College in Ontario.

Cleary is No. 19 on Central Scouting's list of the top goalies in North America. His combination of solid technique and good size (6-2.25, 185 pounds) is an attractive package for NHL scouts. Cleary is 5-3-1 with a 1.98 goals-against average, three shutouts and a .922 save percentage in nine games for Lake Forest. He was 4-0-0 with a 1.93 GAA and .913 save percentage in 2012-13, his first season with the team.

"Sean has good overall net coverage and spreads out his body very well on initial shots," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He has a strong and well-balanced stance, is good on his skates and moves his feet well; he also has good coverage in his butterfly. Overall he's a good goalie but he's been a bit inconsistent with his play this year."

Foegele (6-0.75, 178) is No. 62 on Central Scouting's midterm ranking of North American skaters. Considered a power forward, Foegele leads the Saints with 29 points (12 goals, 17 assists) in 13 games. The University of New Hampshire recruit had seven goals and 17 points in 13 games last season.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Joel Daccord, Cushing Academy (HIGH-MA): Taken by the Saint John Sea Dogs in the 11th round (No. 185) of the 2013 Quebec Major Junior Hockey League draft, the 6-1, 165-pounder is opening some eyes as a junior at the Massachusetts prep school this season.

Daccord, who attended North Andover (Mass.) High School prior to transferring to Cushing for the 2012-13 season, is 17-8-0 with a 2.40 GAA, four shutouts and .920 save percentage this season. His father, Brian Daccord, played at Merrimack College and is a former goalie coach for the Boston Bruins. Daccord was added as a C-ranked player on NHL Central Scouting's February players to watch list.

As a sophomore Daccord went 9-2-0 with a 1.95 GAA, four shutouts and .926 save percentage. He hasn't yet determined his hockey plans for 2014-15.

"He's a very good positional goalie who plays a quiet, calm and relaxed style," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He spreads out well and plays the top of the paint on most shots, has excellent balance in his stance and lateral movements. He's got great instincts, reads and reacts very well and reminds me a lot of the way Curtis Joseph played."

2. Leon Bristedt, Linkoping Jr. (SWE-JR.): The forward from Waxholm, Sweden, will attend the University of Minnesota in 2014-15. He has 20 goals and 37 points in 26 games as an alternate captain for Linkoping's under-20 team in the SuperElit league. Bristedt was upgraded to a B player on Central Scouting's February players to watch list.

"He's a small (5-8, 180), stocky sparkplug," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said. "He's an excellent skater, good passer and gives it 100 percent on every shift. He's also a sniper. A great player to watch."

3. Jordan Papirny, Brandon Wheat Kings (WHL): Recently added as a C player on Central Scouting's February players to watch list, the 6-foot, 166-pounder is 18-11-6 with a 3.14 GAA, one shutout and .899 save percentage in 37 games. The Edmonton native is in his first full season in the WHL.

---

Draft dandy of the week: Starrett

Edmonton Oilers amateur scout and Boston College hockey legend Scott Harlow believes left wing Beau Starrett of the South Shore Kings of the United States Premier Hockey League has what it takes to one day become an effective professional hockey player.

Harlow would know. He not only worked as an amateur scout for the Oilers the past four years but he's also the coach and GM of the Kings. It's there Harlow has had the benefit of evaluating the 6-foot-4.75, 195-pound Starrett the past two seasons.

"I don't see why he couldn't get himself up into the early rounds of the draft," Harlow told NHL.com. "I coached Kevin Hayes for years and he reminds me a lot of Kevin. He probably doesn't have the goal-scoring ability that Kevin has, but he does have more jam and works very hard. Kevin was a first-round draft choice [No. 24, Chicago Blackhawks, 2010] and I feel Beau is one of those players who could be exceptional in five to six years."

He has 10 goals, 42 points and 80 penalty minutes in 44 games this season for the Kings.

Starrett is committed to Cornell University for the 2015-16 season; he'll play one more season of junior hockey next season. He was selected by the Minnesota Magicians in the ninth round (No. 168) of the 2013 North American Hockey League draft, but Starrett said he isn't sure where he'll play next season.

Starrett has attracted the attention of NHL Central Scouting, which has him No. 83 on its midterm ranking of the top 2014 draft-eligible skaters in North America.

"I have great size and a great reach," Starrett said. "My playmaking ability combined with my hands and vision create a lot of scoring chances. Not many players have the size I have or the stickhandling and poise to top it off. I'm also responsible defensively with playing through bodies."

"I think that Beau has proven to people that he has great work ethic and he has a very consistent compete level," Starrett said. "These were concerns going into the season. Everyone knows he has great size, skates very well and has very good hockey sense."

FAVORITES

NHL team: Boston Bruins

NHL players: Pavel Datsyuk

Shootout move: "Backhand, toe drag."

Goal celebration: "One knee fist pump."

Video game: NHL 14

Movie: "The Town"

Actor: Will Ferrell

Website: YouTube

Music: Country

Three you would invite to dinner: Alex Ovechkin, David Ortiz, Tom Brady

Sport (other than hockey): Football

Breakfast food: "Bacon, egg and cheese."

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike Morreale

Lots of internationals

Published: 2014-02-06 15:00

Despite being off period for junior teams, it is still full activity within Frölunda Academy. Julius Bergman and Fredrik Bergviksgatan is only tw o of the total of eleven players who are away on various national assignments around Europe.

-We are both pleased and proud of our players, but of course that our business works so well that many of our players are current. To represent the national team is still the finest available and it is certainly something that we encourage.

-Firstly, it provides the players with valuable experience, and rubs it off to all the other players on the Academy. At the same time it is obviously extra confidence for the guys who are off and we definitely encourage their participation, says Michael Power, Development Manager Academy and Youth.

Actually it would have been 12 players who would have gone away but Anton Blidh is left at home and running with the first team. Of the other eleven, besides Julius Bergman and Fredrik Bergviksgatan who is with Sweden U19, Sonny Hertzberg debuted in Denmark's National Team. Thomas Olsen plays with Denmark U19 and his teammates from Frölunda, Andreas Karlsson, William Lagesson, Pierre Engvall and Kevin Elgestål, is with Sweden U18.

In addition, three players with Sweden U17, John Dahlstrom, Oliver Erixon and Jacob Larsson, so Frölunda is undeniably well represented in the hockey world, as Michael Power is very satisfied with:

That of course gives extra power even in the daily activities and shows that we are doing many things right. There is an incentive for us to continue to develop the business so that more people can have the chance in the future.

Joachim Aronsson 

writer 
Frölunda worked for the third straight 

 Editor Alexander Millner 
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 Frölunda won Superelit South and has also got a good start to the Top 10, which means that the expectation of the people of Gothenburg begin to rise even more for the upcoming SM playoffs.  Today they won against Djurgården with 4-3 and thus took his third victory in a row. 

 - We're better trained than they are so we worked them down and did it over 60 minutes.  We did not give up but had a dip in the match.  We continued to drive on, says Julius Bergman, back in Frölunda. 

 Just Bergman accounted for the game-winning 4-3-goal in the power play.  From their back room he placed the puck in behind an inconspicuous Linus Soderstrom in Djurgården goal. 

 - We scored powerplay before and had confidence with us into the second powerplayet where we settled.  I got a fit of Robin Söderquist that opened up a lot.  Then I found online then Pontus Widerström darkened keeper.  A textbook example of a powerplaymål explains Bergman. 

 Frölunda has thus won the first three games and has together with HV71 and Brynäsgatan swept clean so far.  This suggests that the preparation has been good and the Frölunda really was ready when the puck was released. 

 - We have been training hard and is a good practicing law.  It produces results when it is not really true, because we are not really happy with how we played during the games.  Then it's always nice to win by the odd goal, they are the most wonderful benefits.  We take with us that we will win even though we do not play 100, says Bergman. 

 This weekend awaits new challenges for Frölunda who may travel north for games against Brynäsgatan and Leksand.  Just Brynäsgatan, just like Frölunda, not yet lost some points which either team forced to do on Saturday. 

 - It will be fun to try out new teams and see where you stand as a team and as a group.  There will be a new experience for the group, says Julius Bergman. 

 MATCH STATS 

 Frölunda - Djurgården 4-3 (1-1, 1-1, 2-1) 

 First Period 

 6:08 0-1 Albin Lundin (Robin Kokkonen) EQ 

 19:14 1-1 Pontus Widerström (David Stenbacka, Julius Bergman) PP1 

 Second period 

 4:39 2-1 Robin Weimén (David Stenbacka, Ludwig Hällesjö) EQ 

 18:22 2-2 Hampus Sjödahl (Linus Carlsson, Mattias Kalin) EQ 

 Third period 

 02:51 2-3 James Wallin (Tobias Liljendahl, Oskar Andren) EQ 

 3:30 3-3 Mark Söberg (Robin Söderquist) EQ 

 10:31 4-3 Julius Bergman (Robin Söderquist) PP1 

 Fired 

 31-20 (15-2, 11-10, 5-8) 

 ***** 

 New impressive victory of HV71 

 Skellefteå would lose two home games the same weekend did not advance.  But today saw HV71 that it became fact when an impressive 2-5 victory salvaged.  HV71 led by 0-5 and two of the goals were scored by Jesper Öhrvall before the figures were neat to a smattering of Skellefteå.  Additionally, Max Örnskog again hot with three målgivande passes.  HV71 is so far, just as Frölunda and Brynäsgatan, unbeaten in the Top 10. 

 MATCH STATS 

 Skelleftea - HV71 2-5 (0-1, 0-3, 2-1) 

 Goalscorers Skelleftea: Jesper Öhrvall (2), Jacob Bruggeman, Philip Ahl, Victor Romfors 

 Goalscorers HV71 Patrik Enberg, Sebastian Man and mountain 

 ***** 

 Färjestadsvägen still unscored 

 Neither Rögle or Färjestadsvägen had won before they met in Ängelholm today.  Rögle won the match with 5-4 and gathered his first score while Färjestadsvägen still have a zero in point protocol.  Score Best in the game was rogles Jesper Adolfsson with his two goals and an assist.  Meanwhile, also Erik Santesson three points but by a goal and two assists. 

 MATCH STATS 

 Rögle - Färjestadsvägen 5-4 (1-1, 2-0, 2-3) 

 Scorers Rögle: Ahlbin Hernod, Erik Santessonsgatan, Jesper Adolfsson (2), Philip Magnusson 

 Goalscorers Färjestadsvägen: Felix Arnqvist, Hampus Sirugo, Rasmus Asplund, Victor Ejdsell 

 ***** 

 MODO punished for their first win 

 MODO had not taken any points for Sunday's game against Linkoping, which in turn won against Skellefteå yesterday.  But MODO picked their first victory when they won on penalties 3-2.  Great match winner was Victor Olofsson representing your penalty Association single goal while goalkeeper Markus Olsson did not let any of Linköping three penalties. 

 MATCH STATS 

 MODO - Linkoping 3-2 ps (1-0, 0-1, 1-1, 0-0, 1-0) 

 Goalscorers MODO: Oskar Soderberg, Christopher Bengtsson, Victor Olofsson 

 Goalscorers Linköping: Daniel Håkansson, Victor Lindman 

 ***** 

 New victory for Brynäsgatan 

 Brynäsgatan won the season premiere and hit today with a new scalp then Leksand defeated at home in Läkerol Arena.  The match ended 4-3 to Brynäsgatan after two goals from Jonathan Bjorklund.  Even Leksand Fredrik Forsberg scored twice, which was not enough to win today. 

 MATCH STATS 

 Brynäsgatan - Leksand 4-3 (2-1, 2-1, 0-1) 

 Scorers Brynäsgatan Jonathan Bjorklund (2), Oskar Lindblom, Adam Brodecki 

 Goalscorers Leksand: Oskar Lang, Fredrik Forsberg (2)
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 #  PP Name  Club  Country  Born  Place of Birth  Ht Wt  L / R 
 1 YC Ward Samuel  Luleå HF  ENG  19/01/95 Nykoping  181 76  L 

 30 GK Bergviksgatan Fredrik  Frölunda HC  ENG  14/02/95 Stockholm 186 83  L 

 2 D Lang Viktor  Bofors IK Karlskoga  ENG  22/04/95 Linkoping  190 89  L 

 4 D Norberg Fabian  MODO Hockey  ENG  07/13/95  179 81  L 

 5 D Andersson Jacob  Skellefteå AIK  ENG  17/03/95 Umeå  181 76  L 

 7 D Bergman Julius  Frölunda HC  ENG  02/11/95 Stockholm  185 85  R 

 8 D Borgman Andreas  Timra IK  ENG  18/06/95 Stockholm  181 85  L 

 16 D Westlund David  Brynas IF  ENG  05/02/95 Ostersund  191 94  L 

 25 D Pilut Lawrence  HV 71  ENG  30/12/95 pontoon  176 70  L 

 27 D Hansson Niklas  Rogle BK  ENG  08/01/95 Helsingborg  183 78  R 

 10 F Lindberg Tobias  Rangers  ENG  22/07/95 Stockholm  190 90  L 

 12 F Ejdsell Victor  Detroit Red Wings  ENG  06/06/95 Karlstad  195 97  L 

 13F Liljendahl Tobias  Rangers  ENG  01/10/95 Stockholm  187 88  R 

 15 F Olsson Hampus  Rogle BK  ENG  20/04/95 Ängelholm  195 96  L 

 18 F Kovacs Robin  AIK  ENG  16/11/96 Stockholm  182 76  L 

 19 F Bergkvist Oscar  Rangers  ENG  10/05/95 Stockholm  180 82  L 

 20 F Bristedt Leon  Linköping HC  ENG  14/03/95 Stockholm  172 83  L 

 22 F Öhman Victor  MODO Hockey  ENG  01/07/95 Örnsköldsvik  176 76  L 

 23 F Edstrom Elias  Skellefteå AIK  ENG  04/19/95 Glommersträsk  180 81  L 

 24 F Eriksson Anthon  Luleå HF  ENG  25/02/95 Haparanda  190 90  L 

 26 F Olofsson Victor  MODO Hockey  ENG  18/07/95 Örnsköldsvik  171 71  L 

 29 F Bystrom Robin  MODO Hockey  ENG  03/03/95 Örnsköldsvik  175 81  L 

 Average Height 

 183 cm 

 Team Manager 

 Fransson Jonas 
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 83 
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 Head Coach 
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 Assistant Coach 
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 Equipment Manager 
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Russian teen chasing dream with Phantoms

January 30, 2014

By MATT WAGNER - Tribune Chronicle (mwagner@tribtoday.com)   , Tribune Chronicle | TribToday.com  

While the people all around the globe turn their eyes to Sochi, Russia, for the Olympics, one Russian is chasing his dreams on the other side of the planet.

The Youngstown Phantoms' Maxim Letunov left his home country three years ago to pursue a hockey career with the ultimate goal of reaching the National Hockey League. After a couple of years in Dallas, which included a stint with the Dallas Stars Elite Under-16 team, the left winger moved to Youngstown for the 2013-2014 United States Hockey League season and has thrived.

Letunov ranks third on the team in points with 29 and goals scored with 14. Half of his goal total has come on the power play, where he sits tied for seventh in the USHL with seven. Considering this is his first year playing at the Tier I junior hockey level, the Moscow native said he's happy with his performances.

"I'm really not looking on scoreboard and stuff," Letunov said. "Just trying to do my work, but it's pretty good to be third on the team because it's my first year in USHL. I still will keep working hard, will try to make first place."

Whether he's first on the team in points or not, Letunov has definitely turned the heads of the Youngstown coaching staff with his technical ability.

Youngstown coach Anthony Noreen compared the 17 year old to former Phantom Sam Anas, who recorded 97 points in 115 career games over two seasons in Youngstown. Known for his puck-handling skill and creativity, Anas not only played a huge role during the Phantoms' run into the Eastern Conference finals last season, but he's also making a splash at Quinnipac University, where he leads the team and the nation's freshmen with 32 points.

"As far as thinking in the game, as far as just overall hockey sense, I think those two are the most special we've had," Noreen said. "(Letunov) thinks the game on such an elite level that he makes guys around him better. Whoever you put on his line, they're going to be better that game because of the way he plays, because of the way he distributes the puck, and he's a guy who's got a very bright future here and beyond."

It seems like the Russian has a bright future in the sport, as he's caught the attention of NHL scouts. On Jan. 13, the NHL Central Scouting midterm ranking list of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft-eligible prospects came out, and Letunov was ranked as the 68th overall North American-based skater, which is a third-round projection.

With this being his entry draft year, hearing his name called on June 27 or 28 in Philadelphia sits on atop of Letunov's list for the end of this season.

"First thing, I have to be drafted," Letunov said. "It's my draft-year this year, so I will do everything to be drafted. Next step probably I'll say, go to college for a couple of years. Then, I will try to make NHL."

Despite all the hype surrounding Letunov, there are some questions about the Russian's size and whether it will translate at the next level. Standing at 6 feet, 2 inches, Letunov doesn't have a ton of muscle mass, weighing just 150 pounds.

Unlike the NHL scouts, Noreen doesn't think this will be a problem.

"The question on Max from the NHL guys in the stands is strength-wise," Noreen said. " 'How much weight can he put on? Can he be strong enough?' If you know Max, he's so determined to be a pro that if you told him he had to run through that brick wall there to play in the NHL, he would do it. So, he's going to put the strength on, he's going to put the size on."

While his chances on representing his county won't come this time around, Letunov expressed excitement about the Olympics in Sochi, which lies 1,622 kilometers (or more than 1,000 miles) to the south of his hometown in Moscow.

As for the hockey tournament, Russia and the U.S. will square off in the second group game on Feb. 15. When asked whether there has already been trashtalk about Letunov and his American teammates, Noreen said Letunov might already side with the Americans.

"I think if you would ask Max, I think even he would be rooting for the Americans," Noreen said. "He came over here with his family, I think this is what they call home and I would venture to say that if you asked him who he'd be rooting for, I bet you he'd say Team USA." 
OVECHKIN APOLOGIZES FOR RUSSIA'S HOCKEY PERFORMANCE
THE CANADIAN PRESS

ARLINGTON, Va. -- Alex Ovechkin apologized for Russia's hockey performance at the Olympics, a sentiment put in perspective by the encouraging news that his father was on the way home after heart surgery.

Far more upset was Nicklas Backstrom, who remains clearly miffed that an allergy medication he's taken for years cost him a chance to play for a gold medal.

The Washington Capitals held their first post-Olympics practice Tuesday, a session overshadowed by residue from the Winter Games even as they tried to focus on the resumption of their NHL schedule.

Ovechkin was one of the faces of Sochi, bent on winning the gold on home ice. Instead, the Russians were eliminated in the quarterfinals for the second consecutive Olympics.

"First of all, I want to say sorry to the fans," Ovechkin said. "Because it's once in a lifetime opportunity to represent your country in the Olympics, and you didn't get the results, you didn't get any medal. Of course the fans, the media and the people who support Russia, family, was upset, but life goes on."

Ovechkin took the Olympic disappointment especially hard four years ago, but this time he had to immediately turn his attention to his family. His father, who has a history of heart problems, became ill following one of his son's games and required surgery. Ovechkin wasn't told until three days later, after Russia had been eliminated.

"Soon as I found out that he's in hospital and he's feeling not that good and he could be dying, I just forget the game that we lose against Finland. ... Just go there and spend time with him and saw him," Ovechkin said. "It was great feelings to see what's happening and how he's feeling. That's most important thing."

Ovechkin said his father, mother and brother were flying home to Moscow on Tuesday.

Ovechkin said he understands the criticism he received for his play during the Olympics -- "I didn't score lots of goals out there" -- but the 28-year-old three-time league MVP appears ready to refocus on the Capitals, who resume play Thursday at Florida.

"This is a very tough loss for me and for Russia, but I'm almost 30," Ovechkin said. "I have to handle it. I have to fight through it."

The lingering Olympic sting was more evident on the face of Backstrom, who helped lead Sweden to the gold medal game but was pulled from the lineup shortly before faceoff because he had failed a doping test. Without one of its top players, Sweden lost 3-0 to Canada.

"I've had allergies for seven years, since I got here," Backstrom said. "Everyone that lives in the Washington area knows how bad it is here. I've been taking Zyrtec-D for the last seven years and I haven't been doing anything differently. I've been playing internationally, in the world championships (and) Olympics before, and so I haven't done anything differently."

An ingredient in the allergy medicine is on the list of banned substances for Olympic competition, but Backstrom said he was told by the Sweden team doctor that he could take one pill a day without triggering a positive test.

"Who do I blame?" Backstrom said. "Well, I followed the doctor's recommendation."

Backstrom said he expects a two-week wait to find out whether he will be awarded his silver medal, which is being held at the International Ice Hockey Federation offices in Zurich.

"Obviously, it's not fun to deal with," Backstrom said. "I don't wish no one to have to go through this, if I'm going to be honest with you. It's not fun. But I've got to look forward to play next game on Thursday. I've got to focus on Washington right now."

Backstrom's teammates, much like the international hockey community in general, were shocked at how his situation was handled.

"It's just ridiculous that it can happen at a big tournament like this," forward Martin Erat said, "at the Olympics just before the finals when everybody is ready to go and you just want to enjoy the sport. It just happened because of some stupidity, and it's just unbelievable that this can happen in the Olympics."

The Capitals sent five players to Sochi, and four of them have dealt with some sort of unexpected life event that has derailed an attempt to return to normalcy after the Olympics. Ovechkin had the health scare with his father, Backstrom has the fallout from the doping test, Swedish forward Marcus Johansson is stuck in Stockholm because of an visa issue -- the Capitals expect him to join them in Florida for Thursday's game -- and Erat returned to his family in Nashville, Tenn., as soon as he could after the Czech Republic was eliminated.

"We just finished our quarterfinal game, and I went for my phone, and our friend had called me and said your baby girl, Victoria Bella, is born," Erat said. "First we lost in the quarterfinal, it was hard to swallow, and when I got the news, it brought back a smile on my face."

Francis Perron takes stripes  

 By Jean-François Vachon 

 Published on:  Saturday, October 5, 2013 5:37:02 p.m. EDT 
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 Francis Perron takes lace in his second season with the Huskies.

 Jean-François Vachon 

 Francis Perron takes lace in his second season with the Huskies. 
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 QMJHL | Rouyn-Noranda Huskies

  Rouyn-Noranda - 

 In his second season with the Huskies, the attacker 17 years, Francis Perron, begins to move up the ranks. 

 He has started his second season in the major junior hockey in Quebec (QMJHL).  If last year, he took 21 games before reaching the milestone of 8 points this season, he reached the milestone in just 7 games. 

 "It is true that the statistical side, things are going well, but I still have progress to make.  I still have to work to get better, "stated Francis Perron. 

 He was particularly successful first hat trick in the QMJHL last week against the Drillers Val-d'Or and added an assist.  He was glad to have realized this, but it would have much preferred achieve this feat in a first victory in his words. 

 Which helped to know such a good start to the season is the experience last year.  "I'm not bothered by details.  For example, I do not leave my family for the first time, I'm the same pension.  Having spent the season here last year has been good, "he has argued. 

 Training that relates 

 During the off-season, the Husky has gained weight.  In his draft year, he weighed only 145 pounds.  Currently, he is listed at 163 pounds on the site of the QMJHL.  He has also grown a little, now measuring 6 feet. 

 "I was serious in my training this summer.  I kept the same trained and I pushed hard.  We worked together 6 days a week, "he said. 

 Contribute more 

 Hockey player wants to contribute a little more this year.  "I'm not waiting at my production.  I just want to play an important role and help the team win as many games as possible while contributing offensively. " 

 Francis Perron finds his friend, Julien Nantel, Rouyn-Noranda.  Both have played a few games on the same line since the beginning of the season.  "I'm really glad he's there.  We are friends since we were young and it's fun to see them perform as well. "
Francis Perron gives the following  

 By Jean-François Vachon 
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 Francis Perron in the company of young people who received a pair of shoes this morning.

 Rouyn-Noranda 

 Francis Perron in the company of young people who received a pair of shoes this morning. 
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 QMJHL | Rouyn-Noranda Huskies

  Rouyn-Noranda - 

 The attacker Huskies Francis Perron, booked a surprise to a dozen young Rouyn-Noranda.  Through its foundation, Husky gave them a new pair of skates. 

 "We had kept the surprise.  Young people were wondering what was happening.  When they entered the room they saw a pair of shoes with their names, they were very happy, it was really fun, "he told the Husky. 

 Perron was accompanied by Julien Nantel and Steven Mercier.  The three spent time skating with children.  "When I asked them, they immediately said yes, he has reported.  In our team, all players are good people.  He would have done the same thing if he had thought. " 

 The striker 17 is seen in his youth.  "I saw myself in their place, I was happy for them.  At the same time, it gives a good boost to parents. " 

 For Husky, it was important to help young Rouyn-Noranda.  "This is the team that represents, so it was important for me," he said. 

 A discussion with his father 

 The idea of ​​this foundation has germinated in the mind of Francis Perron after a discussion with his father.  "In the summer, he played in several golf tournaments and there was always a lot of people.  We thought it would be a good idea to pick up on and help young people. " 

 Francis Perron has talked to Charles Hudon who had been drafted by the Montreal Canadiens at this time.  "This is a good boyfriend and he was super interested.  It really well for our first edition. " 

 A little brother 

 A priority of the Husky was to help a young his hometown, Rosemere.  "I was focused and we went to meet him.  We bought him a pair of shoes and panties.  Currently, he plays in the Peewee AAA ", said Francis Perron. 

 "It's like a little brother.  We talk by Facebook, I often take from him, how it's going to hockey or school.  He asks me questions.  It's great fun, "said he added. 

 If the purpose of the foundation is to assist children, attacking the pack grows through this.  "It is certain that it allows me to set foot on earth, but my goal is to help children.  I do this for him and it is based on him ", he reported.

Francis Perron eyeful 
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 With the Rouyn-Noranda 

 The Rosemerites Francis Perron has gone upmarket in Rouyn-Noranda, who is used to all the sauces, in addition to playing on the first line with Jean-Sébastien Dea and Marcus Power. 

  Photo © Sylvain Charest 

 Francis Perron is becoming more and more in Rouyn-Noranda and hopes to widen the eyes of recruiters. 

 Last year, he could have taken the decision to play in the AAA midget, even more than the previous year, he had only played a couple of parts because of injuries, but he decided to remain in the QMJHL, knowing he would have a limited playing time. 

 Under the guidance of André Tourigny, No. 27 Huskies grew and gained confidence. "I became a more complete player, even if there is still room for improvement, said Perron. I'm happy to have made ​​the jump to 16.  Adaptation is already done.  I arrived in Rouyn-Noranda and I knew I would be ready. " 

 Perron took part in 24 games of his art and the second-best team scoring with eight goals and 17 assists for an average of a little more than a point per game. 

 "It leaves a lot of confidence.  I feel I have the confidence of the coach and I also played with two great players.  I also have a more offensive role, while last year there was not much room on the first two lines. " 

 If players QMJHL full one takes the Rosemerites finds 34th level scorers.  Teammate Marcus Power climbs to sixth. 

 NHL Entry Draft 

 Perron was the sixth overall pick of the auction of the QMJHL in 2012, despite the fact he has not played much.  The Huskies are aware of potential and it seems they got it right. 

 In June, he will be in his first year of eligibility for the NHL draft.  Central Scouting NHL released its second list of top prospects last week.  For now, the players are rated.  No rank projection is advanced. 

 The name of Francis Perron was listed early in the season and it is still there.  In September, he had a C rating and it still has the same rating in November. "Even if you do not want to think too much, it is sure that we always hike a bit in the head, said Perron. I give my best on the ice and I hope that recruiters will like what they will see. " 

 Other area players on the list 

 The Blainvillois Daniel Audette is the player in the region with the highest ranked side B. He certainly earned points on Wednesday when he scored a goal and an assist against the Russians as part of the Subway Series, which led him to be named player of the match. 

 Boisbriannais the defender and teammate Audette in Sherbrooke, Carl Neill, was also listed, but with a C rating 

 In November, other players in the region or the Armada have found there name.  Swedish Armada, Emil Aronsson is rated B, as Audette, who was unknown at the beginning of the season.  Defender Blainvillo-Boisbriannais Guillaume Beaudoin sees the letter C next to his name, who had been ignored in September. 

 The name of the defender Bois-des-Filion Kevin Laliberté is also included with Exhibit C. The defender is in his second year with the Charlottetown Islanders.
Two other major challenges for the Voltigeurs

Jonathan Jonathan HabashiPublished February 7, 2014
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Voltigeurs thrive on challenges since the beginning of the season. The Drummondville course for you this weekend, which will renew them with the action after a week of respite facing rapid succession two powers of the QMJHL.

This is a very convenient calendar Voltigeurs expected by the end of the regular season. (Photo: Marc Joyal)

Involved in a thrilling race in first place in the West division, the Voltigeurs (32-16-1-2) will first stop at the Pepsi Coliseum Friday evening, when they cross swords with the Quebec Remparts (30 -14-3-5). The fourth in the overall standings will be at stake. Troop Martin Raymond accuses a point behind that of Philippe Boucher, with a game in hand.

This confrontation will be of particular character Ryan Culkin and Francis Lambert-Lemay. For these two former captains, it is a first duel against their former teammates from the mega-transactions there one month and will conclude by Nikolas Brouillard transfer next summer. There will be many distractions for both teams as a full house is expected to highlight the application of Quebec in the race to obtain the MasterCard Memorial Cup in 2015.

"It will be special for Ryan and Francis, but our approach is different from other games. Rather we focus on our performance on the ice. Our transition game will be at its best, as in the great Remparts against attack, "argued Martin Raymond.

The Voltigeurs will try to sign a fourth consecutive victory and extend their sequence to six games with at least one point. The meeting will take off on the stroke of 19 pm.

Sunday the Voltigeurs will visit the Baie-Comeau (36-13-1-3), current leader overall in the QMJHL. This match will start at 16 pm.

An inconvenient schedule

Looking beyond the weekend, this is an awkward schedule awaits the Voltigeurs before the end of the regular season. During the next 17 games, the Drummondville will be involved in 14 duels between the clubs part of the top ten overall. It is all opponents with great aspirations for the playoffs.

Protected Martin Raymond have appointments twice with Quebec, Baie-Comeau, Blainville-Boisbriand, Val-d'Or, Rouyn-Noranda and Victoriaville and once with Rimouski and Gatineau. The other three games to oppose their rivals Sherbrooke, at the heart of the race for a playoff spot.

Donnelly back, Landry takes better

Recovered from an injury to a hand that caused him to miss the last two games, Matthew Donnelly should be back to the game tonight, against the Remparts.

Having undergone surgery there three weeks after suffering a broken wrist on January 12, Felix Landry takes better. The striker 18 always wear a plaster. The doctors had him insert steel rods to secure his bones. As his rehabilitation should last two months, Landry will not be eligible to return to the game before the upcoming playoffs.

Reportedly, several players Voltigeurs hang injuries in recent weeks, a usual situation at this point in the season. Important elements such as Jerome Verrier, Matthew Boudens and Frédérick Gaudreau continue to play even if they are not in top form, as well as Sergei Boikov Dexter and Weber were sounded by body checking to the head during last game.
NHL: three Voltigeurs under surveillance 

 Jonathan Habashi  Published November 14, 2013 
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 Three-color door Drummondville Voltigeurs appear on the list of players to watch for the 2014 draft released Thursday by the Central Scouting National Hockey League (NHL). 

  Sergei Boikov (Photo archives, Ghyslain Bergeron) 

 Russian defenseman Sergei Boikov 17 years, the 18 year old defenseman Nikolas Brouillard and guardian 18 Louis-Philip Guindon have been given a rating of C, indicating that they are candidates to be claimed in round four six. 

 In his first skated in North America, Boikov stands out for its robustness and reliability defensively.  Fog shines more by its offensive prowess, especially in the power play, while Guindon has one of the best goals-against average.  We know that Fog and Guindon were ignored in their first year of eligibility for the draft last year. 

 Note also the absence of the Latvian striker 18 Georgs Golovkovs, yet one of the most productive recruits through the QMJHL this season.
Golovkovs and Boikov, beating heart of Voltigeurs 

Jonathan  Jonathan Habashi  Published July 3, 2013 
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 Published July 3, 2013 

 Georgs Golovkovs, an original center of Latvia, was the favorite heart Voltigeurs at the last world championship under 18 played in Russia. 

 Published July 3, 2013 

 Sergei Boikov was part of the team under 17 years of Russia during last season. 

 The staff said Voltigeurs have targeted players "potentially dominant" during his recruitment mission in the world championship hockey age of 18 last spring, in Sochi.  The Drummondville organization has on hand two gems she coveted claiming Georgs Golovkovs and Sergei Boikov in the European draft of the Canadian Hockey League on Wednesday. 

 Holding the 30th selection of the first round, the Voltigeurs bet on Golovkovs, a Latvian striker 18 very talented.  In Russia, center left 5 feet, 11 inches and 175 pounds was the favorite heart of CEO Dominic Ricard and his advisor André Ruel. 

 "It was the player that was.  Championship Under-18 Golovkovs playing for a bad team, but he was the best player on the ice.  Seen at work in miserable conditions during a match between Latvia and Russia.  It was David against Goliath, but he was able to compete against the Russians.  I found impressive, "said Ricard. 

 "It is dangerous to make comparisons, but at times it reminded me of Derick Brassard," replied the CEO when asked about it. 

 During this competition, where he was captain of the Latvian training Golovkovs has three points (1-2) in six games.  He also represented his country at the age of 20. 

 When the Voltigeurs seek a return among the powers of the QMJHL in 2013-2014, Golovkovs will be given a leading role in the Drummondville alignment.  It remains to be seen whether Latvian will better meet the expectations Switzerland Lukas Balmelli, this center 18 years has been a great disappointment during the last campaign. 

 "We wanted to improve our center line and this is managed.  Christophe Lalancette will drive our top line and Golovkovs our second.  It is expected to generate the attack from this season, "said Ricard. 

 Last season Golovkovs has defended the colors of HK Riga, in the MHL, a junior circuit pitting players belonging to the KHL teams.  The new striker Voltigeurs currently amassed 24 points (9-15) and 40 penalty minutes in 57 games.  He also played a few professional players face in the Latvian league. 

 "Golovkovs is a true center player in the sense that it can accomplish several things on the ice.  Offensively, he has good vision, he carries the puck well and makes accurate passes.  Powerplay, it is able to install the game in the offensive zone.  Defensively, he descends deep to help his defenders.  We also love his work ethic on the ice.  He still has to work on his physical strength and explosion, "said Ricard. 

 According to Ricard, Golovkovs has the talent and the tools to make the leap into the professional ranks in North America one day. 

 "It was not claimed in the last NHL draft, but he was a victim of the fact that he played in Latvia.  In Drummondville, it will be exposed to recruiters, "he has argued. 

 By the voice of his agent, former NHL player Igor Larionov, Golovkovs confirmed the Voltigeurs in Drummondville it evolves in 2013-2014.  Person whose rights belong to Dinamo Riga in the KHL will include learning to speak English, a language he does not yet mastered perfectly. 

 Note that Golovkovs is not the first player Voltigeurs originating from the Baltic countries.  During the 2003-2004 season, the Latvian goalie Ervins Mustukovs had defended the Drummondville net. 

 Sergei Boikov compared to Denis Gauthier 

 In the second round, where they held the 90th choice, the Voltigeurs Boikov called Sergei, a Russian defender 17.  During last season, the 6-foot, 190-pound played a few tournaments in the Russian national team under 17.  He also played in the MHL. 

 According to Ricard, Boikov possesses qualities which enable it to contribute in both ends of the ice.  As Golovkovs, it could make its way into professional hockey in a few years. 

 "Boikov is a very strong supporter physically.  There are not many flashes, but it is very stable.  He moves the puck well and he uses his physical strength to win in the corners of ice.  His agent compares his style to that of Denis Gauthier, "revealed the hockey man who has just signed a contract extension with the Voltigeurs five years. 

 Due to an injury, Boikov was not able to accompany his team to World Under 17 years last winter, Drummondville and Victoriaville.  Despite his absence, the Russians won the silver medal. 

 "Boikov however, was one of the best defenders in the Four Nations tournament in April in the Czech Republic.  I have seen especially on DVD, but according to reports I recruiters, it has the potential to be called the next NHL Entry Draft, "said Ricard. 

 Starting this season, will be one of six Boikov regular defenders Voltigeurs. 

 "He must still gain experience, but with Louis Robitaille and Denis Gauthier to lead our defense, you're driving.  According to its adaptation, I expect he will challenge the guys in front of him during the season, "said Ricard. 

 Over the years, the Voltigeurs have relied on some Russian skaters to their blue line, which Evgueni Nurislamov (2000-2003), Kirill Alexeev (2001-2002) and Dmitry Kulikov course (2008-2009).
Guillaume Beaudoin does not put pressure 

 Sébastien Lacroix  Published on January 17, 2014 
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 He finds himself on a list of the top prospects for the NHL Entry Draft 

 Guillaume Beaudoin, is tipped among the best hopes to be eligible for the next draft of the National Hockey League. 

  © Courtesy 

 Guillaume Beaudoin at the QMJHL draft. 

 In mid-season, the Central Scouting ranks 144th on the list with 210 North American skaters.  However, it excludes 200 hopefuls from around the world. 

 The Central Scouting produce another ranking by the end of the season.  The Bécancourois which is only in his first full season in the QMJHL, thus potentially improving its rank in the hope of being claimed by one of the 30 NHL teams. 

 If dream to hear his name at the draft to be held in June in Philadelphia, he remains focused on what to do with the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada.  "I hope to prove that I belong among the 210 players who will be drafted, but I try not to think too much.  I'll believe it only when I put my hat and I have a sweater on the back, "said he commented 

 "I do not put pressure on myself.  I go day by day.  I défoncerai and give my maximum.  I know there will be good things at the end of the line, "says one who hopes first help his team go as far as possible. 

 Objective: Memorial Cup 

 The Armada is also the team to beat since the beginning of the season in the QMJHL and it has figured prominently in Canada for several weeks.  That is why Bécancourois is confident to raise the President's Cup and bring the Memorial Cup in Quebec. 

 Especially since the organization has just fetch depth to the trade deadline, with the addition of Dominic Talbot-Tassi and Matthew Bursey.  "If the performance is good, it has a good chance to go through," he warns. 

 "We lead from the first week of activity.  What is difficult is to maintain the pace, because everyone wants to be your place, "he says. 

 Down for better ride 

 In his first year of eligibility in the QMJHL in 2012-2013, the Armada had no place to Guillaume Beaudoin due to a surplus of defenders. 

 That is why he returned to Trois-Rivières to play another season in League Midget AAA Hockey Quebec.  He made a living than a dozen games in the QMJHL during the holiday season, before returning with booms. 

 By his own admission, this additional season in Midget AAA was beneficial.  "I had more responsibilities within the team.  I played a leadership role and it allowed me to win a Dodge Cup, "he says. 

 Not "I would have felt much better perhaps remaining in the Major Junior.  It is harder to grow when you are left out and that was more common in the stands than on the ice, "he admits. 

 This season, injuries early in the season allowed Guillaume Beaudoin to have the chance to promote themselves and it has earned its place in the lineup.  It is now used in all sauces, whether its regular turn on the second wave of the power play or shorthanded. 
U17 5-Nations

Czech Republic

Team Roster 

No 

Name

Birthdate

Position

 L/R 

Height

Weight

Club 

Youth club

2 Stezka, Ales 1997-01-06 GK L 190 79 Bílí Tygři Liberec Bílí Tygři Liberec 

3 Hájek, Libor 1998-02-04 LD L 185 83 HC Kometa Brno HC Kometa Brno 

4 Kalina, Petr 1997-07-09 RD L 178 68 HC Sparta Praha HC Sparta Praha 

5 Zajíc, Josef 1997-07-22 LD L 180 76 HC Kladno HC Kladno 

6 Krenzelok, Daniel 1997-07-29 RD L 191 78 HC Vítkovice HC Vítkovice 

7 Durac, Ivan 1997-07-17 RW R 177 74 BK Mladá Boleslav BK Mladá Boleslav 

8 Kanak, Lukas 1997-03-05 RD L 172 68 HC Plzeň HC Plzeň 

9 Chlapík, Filip 1997-06-03 CE L 185 82 Bílí Tygři Liberec Bílí Tygři Liberec 

10 Kezsi, Vincent 1997-04-16 LW L 175 70 HC Kladno HC Kladno 

11 Gago, Michal 1997-11-11 RW L 181 72 PSG Zlin PSG Zlin 

12 Budík, Vojtech 1998-01-29 LD L 184 84 HC Pardubice HC Pardubice 

13 Svoboda, Martin 1997-03-18 LW L 170 75 HC Sparta Praha HC Sparta Praha 

14 Snajnar, Rostislav 1997-01-21 RD R 181 80 HC Kometa Brno HC Kometa Brno 

15 Guman, Tomás 1997-06-02 RW R 171 75 HC Davos HC Ústí Nad Labem 

16 Dvorák, Filip 1997-03-09 CE R 186 76 HC Kometa Brno HC Kometa Brno 

17 Dymácek, Roman 1997-01-06 CE L 185 75 HC Kometa Brno HC Kometa Brno 

18 Suchý, Filip 1997-12-16 LW L 175 73 HC Plzeň HC Plzeň 

20 Dufek, Jan 1997-02-20 LW L 182 80 HC Kometa Brno HC Kometa Brno 

21 Furch, Ales 1997-12-24 RW L 179 78 HC Slavia Praha HC Slavia Praha 

22 Jasek, Lukas 1997-08-28 CE R 185 82 Södertälje SK HC Trinec 

23 Stránský, Simon 1997-12-21 LW L 181 72 HC Vítkovice HC Vítkovice 

30 Vladar, Daniel 1997-08-20 GK L 192 80 HC Kladno HC Kladno 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

  16.1   181.1 76.4   

Team Officials 

 Title 

 Name 

Head Coach Arnost, Pavel 

Team Manager Studnicka, Petr 

Equipment Manager Vejvoda, Václav 

Doctor Budos, Miro 

Physiotherapist Ríhova, Tereza 

Goalie Coach Prusek, Martin 

Finland

[Top]

Team Roster 

 No 

Name

Birthdate

Position

 L/R 

Height

Weight

Club 

Youth club

3 Järvinen, Ville 1997-01-03 RD L 192 92 Ilves Tampere  

6 Välimäki, Juuso 1998-10-06 LD L 184 84 Ilves Tampere  

7 Juolevi, Olli 1998-05-05 LD L 187 78 Jokerit Helsinki  

8 Ruuskanen, Waltteri 1997-07-23 LD R 192 84 KalPa Kuopio  

9 Saarijärvi, Vili 1997-05-15 LD R 174 73 Kärpät Oulu  

11 Björkqvist, Kasper 1997-07-10 CE L 183 82 Blues Espoo  

13 Nylund, Jimi 1997-04-09 LW L 185 80 Kärpät Oulu  

15 Palmu, Petrus 1997-07-16 LW L 166 71 Jokerit Helsinki  

16 Ruotsalainen, Arttu 1997-10-29 CE L 173 72 Kärpät Oulu  

18 Heikkinen, Jaakko 1997-03-17 RW L 185 70 Jokerit Helsinki  

19 Tammela, Jonne 1997-08-05 LW L 177 79 KalPa Kuopio  

20 Tavernier, Sami 1997-04-25 LW R 181 75 HIFK Helsinki  

21 Puljujärvi, Jesse 1998-05-07 LW R 187 82 Kärpät Oulu  

23 Andersson, Eetu 1997-05-25 RD L 176 65 TPS Turku  

24 Vainio, Veeti 1997-06-16 RD R 184 74 Blues Espoo  

25 Nättinen, Julius 1997-01-14 LW L 187 85 JYP Jyväskylä  

26 Embrich, Erik 1997-02-23 LW L 182 77 HIFK Helsinki  

27 Laine, Patrik 1998-04-19 LW R 192 91 Tappara Tampere  

28 Mattila, Julius 1997-10-09 RW L 177 68 Ilves Tampere  

29 Lönnros, Niko 1997-10-01 LW L 174 70 Jokerit Helsinki  

30 Heljanko, Christian 1997-04-02 GK L 177 68 HIFK Helsinki  

31 Viksten, Nico 1997-03-29 GK L 182 73 Ilves Tampere  

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

  15.9   181.7 77.0   

Team Officials 

 Title 

 Name 

Head Coach Kaskinen, Kalle 

Assistant Coach Laine, Anssi 

Team Manager Kolu, Max 

Equipment Manager Tapani, Salmi 

Doctor Vuorinen, Ville-Pekka 

Goalie Coach Sampakoski, Lasse 

Russia

[Top]

Team Roster 

 No 

Name

Birthdate

Position

 L/R 

Height

Weight

Club 

Youth club

1 Kolesnikov, Nikita 1997-01-07 GK L 188 76 Torpedo Nizhny Novgorod  

2 Platonov, Alexey 1997-01-20 LD L 195 92 Atlant Mytishi  

5 Fatkullin, Timur 1997-02-10 RD R 189 86 Traktor Chelyabinsk  

7 Rykov, Egor 1997-04-14 LD L 187 87 SKA St. Petersburg  

8 Kozyrev, Aleksandr 1997-03-20 RD L 184 83 CSKA Moscow  

9 Vladimirov, Artem 1997-03-04 LD L 192 90 Sibir Novosibirsk  

11 Smolin, Mikhail 1997-09-04 LW R 180 81 Torpedo Nizhny Novgorod  

12 Ivanyuzhenkov, Artem 1998-03-24 LW L 186 91 Vityaz, Podolsk  

13 Tyanulin, Artur 1997-01-20 RW R 174 73 Ak Bars, Kazan  

14 Byakin, Mikhail 1997-02-08 LW R 177 72 CSKA Moscow  

16 Volkov, Egor 1997-04-30 RD L 185 87 Traktor Chelyabinsk  

17 Nesterov, Andrei 1997-02-17 LD R 195 93 SKA St. Petersburg  

18 Alekseev, Denis 1997-10-01 RW R 182 85 Lokomotiv Yaroslavl  

19 Kashtanov, Ivan 1997-02-24 LW R 178 93 CSKA Moscow  

21 Volkov, Alexander 1997-08-02 RW L 183 80 SKA St. Petersburg  

22 Bannikov, Andrei 1997-06-14 RD L 187 90 Gornyak, Uchaly  

23 Bobylev, Vladimir 1997-04-18 LW L 189 90 Atlant Mytishi  

24 Emets, Ivan 1997-07-05 RW R 181 72 Metallurg Novokuznetsk  

25 Gurianov, Denis 1997-06-07 LW L 189 83 Lada Togliatti  

27 Zhukenov, Dmitry 1997-03-24 RW R 180 72 Avangard Omsk  

28 Mitiakin, Evgenii 1997-12-24 LW L 190 84 Avtomobil Ekaterinburg  

30 Samsonov, Ilya 1997-02-22 GK L 190 85 Metallurg Magnitogorsk  

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

  16.1   185.5 83.9   

Team Officials 

 Title 

 Name 

Head Coach Rumyatsev, Yuri 

Assistant Coach Mikhaylov, Andrey 

Team Manager Sarapkina, Anastasia 

Equipment Manager Raspopov, Sergey 

Doctor Borodin, Alexander 

Physiotherapist Vorobyev, Yan 

Sweden

[Top]

Team Roster 

 No 

Name

Birthdate

Position

 L/R 

Height

Weight

Club 

Youth club

1 Werner, Adam 1997-05-02 GK L 193 82 Färjestads BK Mariestad BoIS HC 

3 Alftberg, Philip 1997-01-19 RD R 173 75 Brynäs IF Wings HC Arlanda 

4 Younan, Alexander 1997-03-14 LD L 181 81 HV 71 HV 71 

5 Carlsson, Lucas 1997-07-05 LD L 184 83 Brynäs IF Hille/Åbyggeby IK 

7 Larsson, Jacob 1997-04-29 RD L 188 82 Frölunda HC IF Troja/Ljungby 

8 Léman, Jonathan 1997-04-15 RD L 184 84 MODO Hockey Almtuna IS 

10 Dahlström, John 1997-01-22 LW L 182 83 Frölunda HC Hanhals IF 

11 Ahl, Filip 1997-06-12 LW L 191 94 HV 71 HV 71 

12 Asplund, Rasmus 1997-12-03 CE L 178 76 Färjestads BK Forshaga IF 

14 Davidsson, Jonathan 1997-03-12 RW R 181 78 Djurgårdens IF IF Tyresö HK 

15 Emanuelsson, Einar 1997-04-03 LW R 176 72 Luleå HF Kiruna IF Ungdom 

16 Erixon, Oliver 1997-04-09 CE L 179 77 Frölunda HC Kungälvs IK 

17 Grundström, Carl 1997-12-01 RW L 180 80 MODO Hockey IF Björklöven 

19 Ölund, Linus 1997-06-05 CE L 180 80 Brynäs IF IK Huge 

20 Lööke, Jens 1997-04-11 LW R 184 79 Brynäs IF Valbo HC 

22 Kalte, Anton 1997-10-26 CE L 167 69 Timrå IK Huddinge IK 

24 Magnusson, Philip 1997-01-07 LW L 182 84 Rögle BK Rögle BK 

24 Wiberg, Jesper 1997-11-09 LW L 187 83 Timrå IK Huddinge IK 

27 Lindgren, Jesper 1997-05-19 RD R 179 66 MODO Hockey Tegs SK 

28 Ek Eriksson, Joel 1997-01-29 CE L 185 83 Färjestads BK Färjestads BK 

29 Carlsson, Gabriel 1997-01-02 LD L 192 80 Linköpings HC Örebro Hockey UF 

30 Hedström, Rasmus 1997-02-10 GK L 186 81 AIK IF Bålsta HC 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

  16.2   182.4 79.6   

Team Officials 

 Title 

 Name 

Head Coach Sundström, Peter 

Assistant Coach Lindström, Lars-Eje 

Team Manager Lindström, Peter 

Equipment Manager Frost, Yngve 

Physiotherapist Karlsson, Ulf 

Goalie Coach Öhman, Jan 

USA

[Top]

Team Roster 

 No 

Name

Birthdate

Position

 L/R 

Height

Weight

Club 

Youth club

31 Lackey, Michael 1997-05-06 GK L 188 93 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

33 Opilka, Luke 1997-02-27 GK L 183 85 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

34 Matthews, Auston 1997-09-17 RW L 183 90 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

36 White, Colin 1997-01-30 LW R 183 81 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

37 Bracco, Jeremy 1997-03-17 LW R 175 70 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

38 Greenway, Jordan 1997-02-16 RW L 193 96 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

39 Werenski, Zach 1997-07-19 RD L 185 91 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

40 Warren, Brendan 1997-05-07 RW L 183 82 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

41 Mcavoy, Charles 1997-12-21 LD R 180 86 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

42 Masonius, Joseph 1997-02-17 LD L 180 80 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

44 Kirwan, Luke 1997-09-23 RW L 185 105 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

45 Boka, Nicholas 1997-09-08 LD R 185 89 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

46 Kunin, Luke 1997-12-04 CE R 178 83 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

47 Tkachuk, Matthew 1997-12-11 RW L 180 83 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

48 Roslovic, Jack 1997-01-29 LW R 183 78 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

50 Floodstrand, Michael 1997-01-06 CE R 173 73 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

51 Evers, Christian 1997-05-25 RD L 188 91 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

55 Hanifin, Noah 1997-01-25 RD L 188 91 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

56 Jones, Caleb 1997-06-06 RD L 180 83 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

57 Yan, Dennis 1997-04-14 CE L 183 84 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

58 Fitzgerald, Casey 1997-02-25 LD R 178 78 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

60 Fischer, Christian 1997-04-15 LW R 183 91 U.S. National Under-17 Team  

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

 Avg. 

  16.2   182.6 85.6 

Scoring Leaders 

Last update: 2014-02-09 16:42

 Rk 

 No 

Name

Team

 Pos 

 GP 

 G 

 A 

 TP 

 AVG. 

 PIM 

 +/- 

1 27 Laine, Patrik FIN LW 4 8 3 11 2.75 4 3:6 

2 25 Nättinen, Julius FIN LW 4 1 8 9 2.25 2 3:6 

3 34 Matthews, Auston USA RW 4 1 6 7 1.75 2 6:3 

4 19 Kashtanov, Ivan RUS LW 4 4 1 5 1.25 29 4:1 

5 36 White, Colin USA LW 4 3 2 5 1.25 33 7:3 

6 12 Asplund, Rasmus SWE CE 4 2 3 5 1.25 0 5:1 

7 15 Palmu, Petrus FIN LW 4 2 3 5 1.25 4 3:6 

8 9 Chlapík, Filip CZE CE 4 2 3 5 1.25 6 2:5 

9 55 Hanifin, Noah USA RD 4 0 5 5 1.25 4 6:2 

10 19 Ölund, Linus SWE CE 4 2 2 4 1.00 0 6:1 

11 47 Tkachuk, Matthew USA RW 4 2 2 4 1.00 25 4:1 

12 13 Tyanulin, Artur RUS RW 4 1 3 4 1.00 2 3:6 

13 37 Bracco, Jeremy USA LW 4 0 4 4 1.00 2 7:3 

14 48 Roslovic, Jack USA LW 4 3 0 3 0.75 0 3:1 

15 44 Kirwan, Luke USA RW 4 3 0 3 0.75 2 4:3 

16 17 Grundström, Carl SWE RW 4 3 0 3 0.75 2 3:1 

17 46 Kunin, Luke USA CE 4 2 1 3 0.75 2 2:1 

18 17 Dymácek, Roman CZE CE 4 2 1 3 0.75 8 2:2 

19 39 Werenski, Zach USA RD 4 2 1 3 0.75 27 7:3 

20 20 Lööke, Jens SWE LW 4 1 2 3 0.75 0 5:0 

21 41 Mcavoy, Charles USA LD 4 1 2 3 0.75 2 8:2 

22 40 Warren, Brendan USA RW 4 1 2 3 0.75 4 4:4 

23 9 Saarijärvi, Vili FIN LD 4 1 2 3 0.75 6 2:7 

24 11 Ahl, Filip SWE LW 4 0 3 3 0.75 0 3:0 

25 10 Dahlström, John SWE LW 4 0 3 3 0.75 2 2:1

Leading Goalies by Saves Percentage 

Last update: 2014-02-09 16:42

 Rk 

 No 

Name

Team

 GP 

 GPI 

 MIP 

 SOG 

 GA 

 GAA 

 SVS 

 SVS% 

 SO 

 W 

 L 

1 30 Hedström, Rasmus SWE 4 2 120:00 39 1 0.50 38 97.44 1 2 0 

2 1 Werner, Adam SWE 4 2 120:00 75 4 2.00 71 94.67 1 1 1 

3 33 Opilka, Luke USA 4 3 149:01 53 5 2.01 48 90.57 0 2 0 

4 2 Stezka, Ales CZE 4 2 120:00 83 8 4.00 75 90.36 0 0 2 

5 30 Heljanko, Christian FIN 4 4 199:14 122 12 3.61 110 90.16 0 1 2 

6 30 Samsonov, Ilya RUS 4 2 124:15 71 7 3.38 64 90.14 0 1 1 

7 1 Kolesnikov, Nikita RUS 4 2 120:00 77 9 4.50 68 88.31 0 0 2 

8 30 Vladar, Daniel CZE 4 2 120:00 65 8 4.00 57 87.69 0 1 1 

 31 Lackey, Michael USA 4 2 90:59 37 7 4.62 30 81.08 0 2 0 

 31 Viksten, Nico FIN 4 2 44:36 19 6 8.07 13 68.42 0 0 1

Czech Republic

[Top]

Playing Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 Pos 

 GP 

 G 

 A 

 TP 

 PIM 

 + 

 - 

 +/- 

 GWG 

 PPG 

 SHG 

 SOG 

 SG% 

 FO+ 

 FO- 

 FO 

 FO% 

1 9 Chlapík, Filip CE 4 2 3 5 6 2 5 -3 0 2 0 11 18.18 28 20 48 58.33 

2 17 Dymácek, Roman CE 4 2 1 3 8 2 2 0 0 1 0 10 20.00 16 20 36 44.44 

3 22 Jasek, Lukas CE 4 2 0 2 2 1 2 -1 0 1 0 6 33.33 16 11 27 59.26 

4 21 Furch, Ales RW 4 1 1 2 0 2 1 1 1 0 0 3 33.33 1 5 6 16.67 

5 5 Zajíc, Josef LD 4 0 2 2 4 2 4 -2 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

6 15 Guman, Tomás RW 4 0 2 2 4 1 6 -5 0 0 0 4 0.00 1 3 4 25.00 

7 16 Dvorák, Filip CE 4 1 0 1 4 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 100.00 13 23 36 36.11 

8 13 Svoboda, Martin LW 4 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 3 0.00 2 1 3 66.67 

9 3 Hájek, Libor LD 4 0 1 1 2 2 3 -1 0 0 0 8 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

10 23 Stránský, Simon LW 4 0 1 1 2 1 3 -2 0 0 0 3 0.00 4 2 6 66.67 

11 6 Krenzelok, Daniel RD 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

12 2 Stezka, Ales GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

 30 Vladar, Daniel GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

14 4 Kalina, Petr RD 4 0 0 0 0 1 4 -3 0 0 0 3 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

15 10 Kezsi, Vincent LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 -4 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 1 1 0.00 

 18 Suchý, Filip LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 3 -3 0 0 0 5 0.00 21 21 42 50.00 

17 12 Budík, Vojtech LD 4 0 0 0 2 1 4 -3 0 0 0 2 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

 11 Gago, Michal RW 4 0 0 0 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 3 0.00 2 8 10 20.00 

 8 Kanak, Lukas RD 4 0 0 0 2 1 5 -4 0 0 0 1 0.00 1 0 1 100.00 

 14 Snajnar, Rostislav RD 4 0 0 0 2 1 2 -1 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

21 20 Dufek, Jan LW 4 0 0 0 4 0 3 -3 0 0 0 9 0.00 0 3 3 0.00 

 7 Durac, Ivan RW 4 0 0 0 4 0 1 -1 0 0 0 3 0.00 1 2 3 33.33 

Sorted by higher Total Points, Goals, Assists, lower Games Played, Penalty In Minutes and higher positive participation (+). 

Goalkeeping Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 GPT 

 GKD 

 GPI 

 MIP 

 GA 

 SVS 

 SOG 

 SVS% 

 GAA 

 SO 

 W 

 L 

1 30 Vladar, Daniel 4 4 2 120:00 8 57 65 87.69 4.00 0 1 1 

2 2 Stezka, Ales 4 4 2 120:00 8 75 83 90.36 4.00 0 0 2 

Sorted by lower Goal Against Average per 60 minutes and higher Saves%

Finland

[Top]

Playing Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 Pos 

 GP 

 G 

 A 

 TP 

 PIM 

 + 

 - 

 +/- 

 GWG 

 PPG 

 SHG 

 SOG 

 SG% 

 FO+ 

 FO- 

 FO 

 FO% 

1 27 Laine, Patrik LW 4 8 3 11 4 3 6 -3 0 5 0 18 44.44 0 6 6 0.00 

2 25 Nättinen, Julius LW 4 1 8 9 2 3 6 -3 1 1 0 11 9.09 48 33 81 59.26 

3 15 Palmu, Petrus LW 4 2 3 5 4 3 6 -3 0 2 0 11 18.18 3 1 4 75.00 

4 9 Saarijärvi, Vili LD 4 1 2 3 6 2 7 -5 0 1 0 7 14.29 0 0 0 N/A 

5 24 Vainio, Veeti RD 4 1 1 2 0 1 3 -2 0 1 0 8 12.50 1 1 2 50.00 

6 7 Juolevi, Olli LD 4 1 1 2 2 1 7 -6 0 1 0 5 20.00 0 0 0 N/A 

7 19 Tammela, Jonne LW 4 0 2 2 4 1 1 0 0 0 0 4 0.00 2 1 3 66.67 

8 20 Tavernier, Sami LW 4 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 3 33.33 1 0 1 100.00 

9 11 Björkqvist, Kasper CE 4 1 0 1 4 0 4 -4 0 1 0 6 16.67 2 3 5 40.00 

10 21 Puljujärvi, Jesse LW 4 0 1 1 0 0 2 -2 0 0 0 9 0.00 0 3 3 0.00 

11 16 Ruotsalainen, Arttu CE 4 0 1 1 4 0 3 -3 0 0 0 5 0.00 35 43 78 44.87 

12 8 Ruuskanen, Waltteri LD 4 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

13 23 Andersson, Eetu RD 4 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 N/A 0 0 0 N/A 

 18 Heikkinen, Jaakko RW 4 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0.00 16 9 25 64.00 

15 26 Embrich, Erik LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 2 -2 0 0 0 4 0.00 11 9 20 55.00 

 29 Lönnros, Niko LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 3 -3 0 0 0 6 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

 13 Nylund, Jimi LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 1 -1 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

 31 Viksten, Nico GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

19 30 Heljanko, Christian GK 4 0 0 0 2       0 0 0 0 N/A         

20 28 Mattila, Julius RW 4 0 0 0 4 0 3 -3 0 0 0 0 N/A 18 30 48 37.50 

 6 Välimäki, Juuso LD 4 0 0 0 4 0 1 -1 0 0 0 1 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

22 3 Järvinen, Ville RD 4 0 0 0 8 1 6 -5 0 0 0 5 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

Sorted by higher Total Points, Goals, Assists, lower Games Played, Penalty In Minutes and higher positive participation (+). 

Goalkeeping Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 GPT 

 GKD 

 GPI 

 MIP 

 GA 

 SVS 

 SOG 

 SVS% 

 GAA 

 SO 

 W 

 L 

1 30 Heljanko, Christian 4 4 4 199:14 12 110 122 90.16 3.61 0 1 2 

2 31 Viksten, Nico 4 4 2 44:36 6 13 19 68.42 8.07 0 0 1 

Sorted by lower Goal Against Average per 60 minutes and higher Saves%

Russia

[Top]

Playing Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 Pos 

 GP 

 G 

 A 

 TP 

 PIM 

 + 

 - 

 +/- 

 GWG 

 PPG 

 SHG 

 SOG 

 SG% 

 FO+ 

 FO- 

 FO 

 FO% 

1 19 Kashtanov, Ivan LW 4 4 1 5 29 4 1 3 0 0 0 16 25.00 7 14 21 33.33 

2 13 Tyanulin, Artur RW 4 1 3 4 2 3 6 -3 1 0 0 8 12.50 2 3 5 40.00 

3 18 Alekseev, Denis RW 4 1 1 2 0 2 6 -4 0 0 0 6 16.67 33 30 63 52.38 

4 21 Volkov, Alexander RW 4 1 1 2 2 3 3 0 0 0 1 7 14.29 0 5 5 0.00 

5 7 Rykov, Egor LD 3 0 2 2 25 5 1 4 0 0 0 6 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

6 23 Bobylev, Vladimir LW 3 0 2 2 35 3 0 3 0 0 0 7 0.00 13 29 42 30.95 

7 12 Ivanyuzhenkov, Artem LW 4 0 2 2 6 3 0 3 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

8 27 Zhukenov, Dmitry RW 3 1 0 1 33 2 2 0 0 0 0 13 7.69 32 25 57 56.14 

9 25 Gurianov, Denis LW 4 1 0 1 0 2 5 -3 0 0 0 9 11.11 0 0 0 N/A 

10 11 Smolin, Mikhail LW 4 1 0 1 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 7 14.29 1 1 2 50.00 

11 5 Fatkullin, Timur RD 4 1 0 1 6 3 2 1 0 1 0 10 10.00 0 0 0 N/A 

12 16 Volkov, Egor RD 3 0 1 1 27 1 2 -1 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

13 22 Bannikov, Andrei RD 4 0 1 1 4 3 2 1 0 0 0 1 0.00 1 1 2 50.00 

14 14 Byakin, Mikhail LW 4 0 1 1 4 1 0 1 0 0 0 5 0.00 27 47 74 36.49 

15 24 Emets, Ivan RW 4 0 1 1 25 1 2 -1 0 0 0 14 0.00 0 3 3 0.00 

16 17 Nesterov, Andrei LD 3 0 0 0 31 3 1 2 0 0 0 1 0.00 1 1 2 50.00 

17 30 Samsonov, Ilya GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

18 1 Kolesnikov, Nikita GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

19 9 Vladimirov, Artem LD 4 0 0 0 0 2 6 -4 0 0 0 5 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

20 8 Kozyrev, Aleksandr RD 4 0 0 0 0 1 4 -3 0 0 0 2 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

21 28 Mitiakin, Evgenii LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.00 0 1 1 0.00 

Sorted by higher Total Points, Goals, Assists, lower Games Played, Penalty In Minutes and higher positive participation (+). 

Goalkeeping Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 GPT 

 GKD 

 GPI 

 MIP 

 GA 

 SVS 

 SOG 

 SVS% 

 GAA 

 SO 

 W 

 L 

1 30 Samsonov, Ilya 4 4 2 124:15 7 64 71 90.14 3.38 0 1 1 

2 1 Kolesnikov, Nikita 4 4 2 120:00 9 68 77 88.31 4.50 0 0 2 

Sorted by lower Goal Against Average per 60 minutes and higher Saves%

Sweden

[Top]

Playing Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 Pos 

 GP 

 G 

 A 

 TP 

 PIM 

 + 

 - 

 +/- 

 GWG 

 PPG 

 SHG 

 SOG 

 SG% 

 FO+ 

 FO- 

 FO 

 FO% 

1 12 Asplund, Rasmus CE 4 2 3 5 0 5 1 4 0 0 0 8 25.00 16 6 22 72.73 

2 19 Ölund, Linus CE 4 2 2 4 0 6 1 5 1 0 0 6 33.33 39 29 68 57.35 

3 17 Grundström, Carl RW 4 3 0 3 2 3 1 2 0 1 0 11 27.27 0 0 0 N/A 

4 20 Lööke, Jens LW 4 1 2 3 0 5 0 5 0 0 0 9 11.11 0 1 1 0.00 

5 11 Ahl, Filip LW 4 0 3 3 0 3 0 3 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 2 2 0.00 

6 10 Dahlström, John LW 4 0 3 3 2 2 1 1 0 0 0 9 0.00 0 1 1 0.00 

7 27 Lindgren, Jesper RD 4 1 1 2 0 3 1 2 1 0 0 9 11.11 1 2 3 33.33 

8 15 Emanuelsson, Einar LW 4 1 1 2 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 10 10.00 0 0 0 N/A 

9 22 Kalte, Anton CE 4 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 0 0 0 6 16.67 26 27 53 49.06 

10 5 Carlsson, Lucas LD 4 0 2 2 0 3 1 2 0 0 0 3 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

11 8 Léman, Jonathan RD 4 0 2 2 2 6 0 6 0 0 0 3 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

12 28 Ek Eriksson, Joel CE 4 1 0 1 0 2 0 2 0 0 0 8 12.50 19 19 38 50.00 

 24 Wiberg, Jesper LW 4 1 0 1 0 2 0 2 1 0 0 6 16.67 2 2 4 50.00 

14 16 Erixon, Oliver CE 4 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 3 0.00 35 22 57 61.40 

15 7 Larsson, Jacob RD 4 0 1 1 8 6 1 5 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

16 30 Hedström, Rasmus GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

17 1 Werner, Adam GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

18 29 Carlsson, Gabriel LD 4 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

 14 Davidsson, Jonathan RW 4 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 10 0.00 5 2 7 71.43 

20 24 Magnusson, Philip LW 4 0 0 0 0 0 1 -1 0 0 0 4 0.00 0 1 1 0.00 

21 4 Younan, Alexander LD 4 0 0 0 2 3 1 2 0 0 0 8 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

22 3 Alftberg, Philip RD 4 0 0 0 6 0 1 -1 0 0 0 3 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

Sorted by higher Total Points, Goals, Assists, lower Games Played, Penalty In Minutes and higher positive participation (+). 

Goalkeeping Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 GPT 

 GKD 

 GPI 

 MIP 

 GA 

 SVS 

 SOG 

 SVS% 

 GAA 

 SO 

 W 

 L 

1 30 Hedström, Rasmus 4 4 2 120:00 1 38 39 97.44 0.50 1 2 0 

2 1 Werner, Adam 4 4 2 120:00 4 71 75 94.67 2.00 1 1 1 

Sorted by lower Goal Against Average per 60 minutes and higher Saves%

USA

[Top]

Playing Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 Pos 

 GP 

 G 

 A 

 TP 

 PIM 

 + 

 - 

 +/- 

 GWG 

 PPG 

 SHG 

 SOG 

 SG% 

 FO+ 

 FO- 

 FO 

 FO% 

1 34 Matthews, Auston RW 4 1 6 7 2 6 3 3 1 0 0 21 4.76 36 34 70 51.43 

2 36 White, Colin LW 4 3 2 5 33 7 3 4 0 0 1 17 17.65 48 31 79 60.76 

3 55 Hanifin, Noah RD 4 0 5 5 4 6 2 4 0 0 0 16 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

4 47 Tkachuk, Matthew RW 4 2 2 4 25 4 1 3 0 0 0 7 28.57 2 0 2 100.00 

5 37 Bracco, Jeremy LW 4 0 4 4 2 7 3 4 0 0 0 13 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

6 48 Roslovic, Jack LW 4 3 0 3 0 3 1 2 0 0 0 5 60.00 16 20 36 44.44 

7 44 Kirwan, Luke RW 4 3 0 3 2 4 3 1 1 0 0 19 15.79 0 0 0 N/A 

8 46 Kunin, Luke CE 4 2 1 3 2 2 1 1 0 1 0 14 14.29 34 21 55 61.82 

9 39 Werenski, Zach RD 4 2 1 3 27 7 3 4 1 2 0 11 18.18 1 0 1 100.00 

10 41 Mcavoy, Charles LD 4 1 2 3 2 8 2 6 1 0 0 6 16.67 0 0 0 N/A 

11 40 Warren, Brendan RW 4 1 2 3 4 4 4 0 0 0 0 9 11.11 1 1 2 50.00 

12 60 Fischer, Christian LW 4 1 1 2 25 7 2 5 0 0 1 7 14.29 1 1 2 50.00 

13 38 Greenway, Jordan RW 3 0 2 2 31 2 3 -1 0 0 0 3 0.00 2 5 7 28.57 

14 50 Floodstrand, Michael CE 4 1 0 1 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 8 12.50 1 0 1 100.00 

15 58 Fitzgerald, Casey LD 3 0 1 1 25 3 2 1 0 0 0 2 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

16 57 Yan, Dennis CE 4 0 1 1 6 2 1 1 0 0 0 10 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

17 56 Jones, Caleb RD 3 0 0 0 27 3 1 2 0 0 0 2 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

18 33 Opilka, Luke GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 0 N/A         

19 31 Lackey, Michael GK 4 0 0 0 0       0 0 0 2 0.00         

20 42 Masonius, Joseph LD 4 0 0 0 0 4 4 0 0 0 0 9 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

21 51 Evers, Christian RD 4 0 0 0 4 1 2 -1 0 0 0 1 0.00 0 0 0 N/A 

22 45 Boka, Nicholas LD 4 0 0 0 6 1 2 -1 0 0 0 7 0.00 1 0 1 100.00 

Sorted by higher Total Points, Goals, Assists, lower Games Played, Penalty In Minutes and higher positive participation (+). 

Goalkeeping Statistics 

 Rk 

 No 

Name

 GPT 

 GKD 

 GPI 

 MIP 

 GA 

 SVS 

 SOG 

 SVS% 

 GAA 

 SO 

 W 

 L 

1 33 Opilka, Luke 4 4 3 149:01 5 48 53 90.57 2.01 0 2 0 

2 31 Lackey, Michael 4 4 2 90:59 7 30 37 81.08 4.62 0 2 0 

Sorted by lower Goal Against Average per 60 minutes and higher Saves%

 A worn-out group after “mini-camp” starts, what the break means for Dan Boyle, recruiting a goalie — and curling!

Posted by David Pollak on February 19th, 2014 at 6:06 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – The Sharks were a tired group Wednesday after a practice that began a five session mini-camp between now and Feb. 25 when they fly to Philadelphia for the re-start of their NHL season two nights later.

But Todd McLellan balked a little when I referred to the hour-long session as rigorous.

“Actually it wasn’t overly rigorous. That’s how long it’s been since we worked hard,” he said. “It was a lot of skating, but not a lot of battles, not a lot of competitive situations. They obviously rested — rested well, which was a goal we wanted them to accomplish. Now it’s time to get back to work and today was kind of a wakeup day, wake the body up and make it aware again that it has to go back to the level that it came from 10 days ago.”

Part of that quote appears in the print edition story available online shortly. 

That story attempted to both give a flavor of today’s session as well as set the stage for the 23-game stretch run that follows. Which meant I got to save a few things for Working the Corners. Here goes:

****You may recall reading after the Feb. 7 Columbus game that Dan Boyle had been playing the previous five games with an injured thumb that would hopefully be 100 percent by the Feb. 27 game against the Flyers.

So is it 100 percent now?

“Not quite yet,” Boyle said, “but we still have another week or so before we play so hopefully another week should make a significant difference.”

Boyle has been in the spotlight since the season began – first because he’s in the final year of his contract, then because of the nasty hit that gave him a concussion it took months to completely get past even as he played. Then the thumb.

The prevailing wisdom has been that Boyle would be one of the players who would benefit most because of the Olympic break with a little more time to get his ailments behind him. When the question came up today, he got a little defensive – but all of it good-natured.

“I read the articles that this is going to be really good for me and how I’ve been struggling all year, so you guys tell me,” Boyle said. “I’m 37 now, it’s not about individual points. I’ve been telling you guys that for years now. 

“Statistically,” he continued, “things weren’t really good last month, but oddly enough I think I played pretty well. You guys are going to disagree because statistically it was horrible. I think a break is good for everybody. I definitely did have a rough couple of months after the head injury, but hopefully I’ll benefit from a break just like everybody else.”

For the record, Boyle only had one goal and two assists in the 19 games since Jan. 1.

 McLellan was also asked about Boyle and weighed in with the same thought that he should be among those benefiting from the break.

“I think it’s a great thing for Dan,” McLellan said. “He’s a player that’s played a lot of games throughout his career and to have the rest that we just had has to be beneficial to him both physically and mentally. He’ll regroup, he’ll come back and he’ll be the Dan Boyle that we know.”

And what does the coach want to see from Boyle?

“Just to get to the point where he is completely healthy and he is close to that right now,” McLellan said. “When you’re counted on as much as Dan is. When you have a skill game, the creative game, the game that he has to play, when you have to man the power play and run it and make it efficient, you have to be healthy. You have to be healthy mentally and physically. This break will certainly help him in that area.”

Boyle said he welcomed what he described as Wednesday’s tough practice.

“I think you could tell everybody is pretty tired,” he said. It was one of the hardest practices that I’ve had in a long time. We’ve got to get back to speed here and this was a good start.”

For what it’s worth, Boyle said he survived his Olympic break trip to Disneyland with his two daughters, 3 and 5.

****Most of the attention is focused on the return of Logan Couture and Raffi Torres, but I also checked with both Tyler Kennedy (groin pull) and Matt Nieto (bruised foot) and both said they’re ready to return to the lineup, too.

****With Antti Niemi still in Sochi with Team Finland (and, yes, I thought he would have at least seen the puck in a preliminary game though Tuukka Rask was the apparent No. 1 overall), the Sharks had to recruit a goalie to absorb shots in practice.

 That job went to David Guy and he called it the “opportunity of a lifetime.”

“I’m 40 years old and I get to play with these guys,” said Guy, who owns a motorcycle repair shop in Santa Clara.

Guy said he’s filled in with the San Francisco Bulls and Stockton Thunder before and got to know the some of the Sharks when he skated with them in the captain’s practices that take place each August.

****Couture was asked about the Sharks’ performance while he was out of the lineup as the team went 10-6 in the games without him.

“Really good,” he said. “It was nice to see guys step up. When (Joe Pavelski) was going real well there, it was unbelievable to watch, night in and night out. Even as a fan I felt just to see him play that well was pretty cool. A lot of guys stepped up and helped the team win games when we weren’t necessarily playing our best. We found ways and it’s good to see.”

He was also asked how much it helped him to have this mini-camp of five practices over a six-day stretch.

“It’s good for me and I hope it’s good for our team as well,” Couture said. “There’s been times when we went through these mini-training camps . . . We’ve always seemed to come out of it and play well and hopefully we can do that again.”

****Final note: Curling fever?

If so, you might want to head out to Sharks Ice around 1:30 p.m. Thursday when members of the Sharks and San Jose Earthquakes will get out the brooms and see what they can do when it comes to positioning stones on the sheet.

No work on which players on either team will be giving it a go.
As Sharks about to open “mini-camp,” Wilson’s thoughts on season so far — and speculation here on what comes next

Posted by David Pollak on February 18th, 2014 at 6:20 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – Before anything else, many thanks to Mark Purdy and online producer Jon Becker for the updates that have been appearing here over the past five days. Makes me feel a little less guilty for the disappearing act.

Hoping there’s still more to come, but I know the demands of Olympic coverage increase as the games go on.

Anyway, the Sharks are back on the practice rink tomorrow and I’m officially back on the clock then, too. 

But I figured before there is new material to deal with, maybe it makes sense to set the stage today.

Assuming that Matt Nieto has had enough time for his foot to heal after blocking a shot in that last game against Columbus, the Sharks now will be closer to the team Doug Wilson envisioned for this season than at any time since the first puck dropped on 2013-14. With Raffi Torres, Logan Couture and Tyler Kennedy all expected to be good to go, that leaves only one hole – and admittedly, it’s a big one in Tomas Hertl – in the lines that were on the chalkboard back in September.

Yet despite having as many as seven forwards injured at the same time, the Sharks reached the Olympic break with 80 points in 59 games – project that out and it’s 111 points for the season. Not bad.

Those weren’t Doug Wilson’s exact words when he assessed 2013-14 to this point in a recent sitdown, but they do come close.

“To me, the players and coaches have done an excellent job in this type of season and schedule, to get through some of the challenges that we faced,” Wilson said. “It’s not excuse making. It’s kind of the reality.”

With regulars out of the lineup, Wilson said he and the coaching staff were able to test the team’s depth. Players such as Bracken Kearns and Eriah Hayes were given an opportunity and helped San Jose get through the rough spots. But it was also an indirect test for veterans such as Joe Thornton, Joe Pavelski and Patrick Marleau.

“This is why your key players are so important – they all elevated their game and got us through this time frame,” Wilson said. “Look what Pav did, look what Jumbo did, look what Patty did, look what Pickles did. It puts even more onus on them. Do you worry that it drains their tank a little bit? Yeah, you do. And you know at some point it’s going to rear its head a little bit.”

So with almost everybody coming back, what should the Sharks lines look like going forward? 

Nothing will be set in stone, of course, but don’t be surprised if Joe Pavelski is back in the spot where Todd McLellan thinks the Sharks have the best chance for success: third line center.

For one thing, the hot line of Pavelski-Thornton-Burns had cooled off with Pavelski notching one goal in his last six games before the Olympics. For another, the idea all along has been to provide three lines of scoring balance – the same way the Sharks had things rolling last spring and through their sweep of the Vancouver Canucks in the first round of the playoffs.

What to expect then? Consider:

Nieto-Thornton-Burns

 Marleau-Couture-Wingels

 Torres-Pavelski-Kennedy

 Desjardins-Burish-Brown

Missing from that set-up, of course, is Marty Havlat. McLellan and Wilson seem determined to re-establish that up-tempo, hard-hitting brand of hockey and Havlat’s ability to play that style for an extended period is still to be determined. Don’t rule him out of the lineup, but don’t pencil him in just yet. James Sheppard can play that style, of course, but at this point the commitment seems elsewhere. Again, that could change.

Wilson didn’t equivocate when it came to that fourth line. And he gave those three players the responsibility of setting the tone for the game he wants to see from everyone. Their minutes may be few, but the impact extends beyond their time on the ice, according to Wilson.

“Desi, Bur and Brownie to me are the type of fourth line you want – energy, bite, PK, some speed,” Wilson said. Later, he elaborated: “When you have a fourth line built like that and you have Raffi (Torres) back in, it changes the whole personality of your team. We want a tough team, we want to go after people. Brownie makes Desi and Bur tougher.”

And with Brown on that line, the general manager added, Burish can do even more yapping and chirping without having to be the one dropping the gloves (though Burish would contend he’s fine with that if and when it happens).

Anyway, that’s the general manager’s perspective. As far as the March 5 trade deadline, never rule anything out entirely, but if everyone’s healthy (Hertl excepted), Wilson sees a healthy Torres as the equivalent of a late season roster bump for the second year in a row. Along with Couture’s return, maybe the old faces become the most important new ones.

****Not to rain on anybody’s parade, but the return of key players to the lineup isn’t always a guarantee of instant success. In fact, there could be a bit of an adjustment period. Just ask Todd McLellan.

“Two ways it can go,” McLellan said of having multiple players cleared to play at once. “It can give you a boost and guys just fit right in and away you go. Or it can disrupt things sometimes when you bring a lot of players back from injury, especially when players arrive at a similar time. But we’ll have to manage that heading into the post-Olympic situation.”

****With the Olympic quarterfinals starting Wednesday as well, Sharks fans – and a lot of others – are more than a little hosed because both USA-Slovakia and Canada-Latvia get under way at 9 a.m. PST. Watch Pavelski or Marleau-Vlasic, but not both? Sure, there’s the DVR, but my guess is it’ll be impossible to watch one game on delay without knowing what direction it’s going. And that does make it less dramatic.

****A nice look, by the way, at Team Canada Coach Mike Babcock’s assessment of Vlasic’s play so far at nhl.com. You’ll find the story here . 

****In case anyone was wondering, the Sharks mini-camp that begins Wednesday is open to the public. The first session is at 2 p.m. per terms of the CBA. Those on Thursday, Friday, Sunday and Monday begin at 11 a.m.
Another Sharks update from Sochi

Posted by Jon Becker on February 18th, 2014 at 2:23 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

Our columnist Mark Purdy provides Sharks fans with the latest on the four San Jose players playing in the Olympics.

By Mark Purdy

Bay Area News Group

ADLER, Russia

Roundup of news and game schedules for the four San Jose Shark players at Sochi 2014.

ANTTI NIEMI – Practiced with Team Finland team as it prepared for a quarterfinal game against Russia. Toward the end of practice, Niemi seemed to be having fun working one-on-one with former Shark forward Teemu Selanne as he took a series of slapshots. Niemi has yet to see action for Finland and it seems very unlikely he will do so in an elimination game. The only question is whether he’ll serve as backup goalie or sit out the game in street clothes. He dressed for two of the three round-robin games. NEXT: Finland plays in a quarterfinal game against Russia on Wednesday at 4:30 a.m. Pacific time. 

 JOE PAVELSKI – Participated in a crisp practice for Team USA in preparation for the quarterfinal round. Afterward, Pavelski said he feels good about the way the team is playing, but said there still areas of possible improvement: “I think we’re moving the puck all right but I think we can still play faster. We’re too patient at times.” Pavelski’s four points (one goal, three assists) tie him as the USA’s second leading score behind the seven points of lineman Phil Kessel. No way that USA coach Dan Bylsma is going to break them up. NEXT: USA plays a quarterfinal game against Czech Republic on Wednesday at 9 a.m. Pacific Time.

PATRICK MARLEAU – Team Canada also held a practice and Marleau participated, though he played with different line combinations so it’s difficult to say where he’ll end up playing in Wednesday’s game. Canada coach Mike Babcock keeps shuffling all his lines – but he obviously loves playing Marleau a lot. The Shark winger averaged 15:13 of ice time in Canada’s three round-robin games, third most among forwards behind only Sidney Crosby and Jonathan Toews. Marleau had no goals but four assists in the three games. NEXT: Canada plays a quarterfinal game against Latvia on Wednesday at 9 a.m. Pacific Time.

 MARC-EDOUARD VLASIC – He also participated in the Team Canada practice and will continue to be paired with Drew Doughty. After the workout, the two were paid a compliment by Babcock, who said: “Vlasic and Doughty look like they’ve played the whole year together.” Vlasic had no goals or assists in the three round-robin games but stands at plus 2 in the plus-minus stat and has not taken a penalty. He’s averaging 15:13 of ice time, oddly the same exact number of minutes and seconds as Marleau. NEXT: Canada plays a quarterfinal game against Latvia on Wednesday at 9 a.m. Pacific Time.
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Pavelski helps U.S. upset Russia(171 Comments)

By Jon Becker

.

APTOPIX Sochi Olympics Ice Hockey Men 

Courtesy of our Mark Purdy in Russia:

By Mark Purdy

Bay Area News Group

ADLER, Russia

Roundup of how the four San Jose Shark players at the Olympics performed in Saturday’s round-robin games at Sochi 2014.

ANTTI NIEMI – Finland was idle but had an optional practice, giving players a chance to freshen their legs after two games in the first two days of the tournament, with Sunday’s game against Canada looming. It was unclear if Niemi practiced because the session was closed. Niemi was in uniform for Finland’s 6-1 victory over Norway on Friday but still has not seen action in Sochi, while Kari Lehtonen and Tuukka Rask have each started a game. Niemi’s only quote on the situation: “We have great goalies, so we’ll see what happens. I just try to do my best.” Next: Finland plays Canada at 9 a.m. Pacific Time on Sunday.

JOE PAVELSKI – He had a busy and exciting day. Pavelski scored a go-ahead power play goal in the third period for the USA before Russia again tied up the game and then was part of the shootout (but missed his attempt) in a thrilling 3-2 victory over Russia. Pavelski continues to have a heavy workload. He had the second most shifts of any USA forward (27) in Saturday’s game, (Ryan Kesler led with 31) as he continues to be used 5-on-5, on the penalty kill and on the power play as a point man. He won eight of 15 faceoffs against Russian centermen. Next: USA plays Slovenia at 4:30 a.m. Pacific time Sunday.

PATRICK MARLEAU – Canada called off its practice Sunday. Players were free to rest and attend other Olympic events. Next: Canada plays Finland at 9 a.m. Pacific Time on Sunday.

 MARC-EDOUARD VLASIC – Canada called off its practice Sunday. Players were free to rest and attend other Olympic events. Next: Canada plays Finland at 9 a.m. Pacific Time on Sunday.
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Sharks update from Sochi(33 Comments)

By Jon Becker

.

Courtesy of our Mark Purdy in Russia:

By Mark Purdy

Bay Area News Group

ADLER, Russia

Roundup of how the four San Jose Shark players at the Olympics performed in the first round-robin games at Sochi 2014.

 ANTTI NIEMI – Niemi was in uniform for Finland’s 6-1 victory over Norway on Friday but did not see action. Kari Lehtonen started in goal and Tuukka Rask (who started in the tournament opener and beat ) stayed in street clothes. Does that mean Niemi might be in net for the Finns’ final round-robin game against Canada, the toughest match for both teams in their round robin bracket? Seems unlikely,e. Next: Finland plays Canada at 9 a.m. Pacific time Sunday.

 JOE PAVELSKI – The USA team was idle Friday but held a practice session. Pavelski is expected to stay on a line with Toronto Maple Leaf players Phil Kessel and James van Riemsdyk for the big game against Russia, which is being hyped here as a revenge match for the 1980 “Miracle On Ice” upset by the USA in Lake Placid — even though none of the players in either uniform are old enough to remember watching that game. Next: USA plays Russia at 4:30 a.m. Pacific Time on Saturday.

 PATRICK MARLEAU – He played a significant role in Canada’s 6-0 rout of Austria and is having a great tournament through two games. Canadian coach Mike Babcock has been experimenting with Marleau on several lines. Friday he was nominally alongside Rick Nash of the New York Rangers and Jonathan Toews of the Chicago Blackhawks. But as Babcock kept mixing and matching, Marleau found himself assisting on all three goals scored by Jeff Carter of the Los Angeles Kings. He only had one shot on net Friday but in Canada’s games, Marleau has now accumulated four assists. Next: Canada plays Finland at 9 a.m. Pacific Time on Sunday.

 MARC-EDOUARD VLASIC – Vlasic had 16:16 of ice time against Austria, fourth most among the seven defensemen dressed by Canada. Once more, Vlasic didn’t make the scoresheet but he was a plus two on the night and continued to contribute well on the penalty kill and was able to put a couple of shots on the net. In other words, it was the same sort of solid Vlasic game that Sharks fans see on a regular basis. Next: Canada plays Finland at 9 a.m. Pacific Time on Sunday.

A 3-2 win for the road: Boyle’s injured thumb, McLellan on milestone game — plus a few odds and ends

Posted by David Pollak on February 8th, 2014 at 9:12 am | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — The Sharks already are on their break. Mine begins in a few more minutes.

Yes, there were those two giveaways. And the 0-for-4 power play continues to be a cause for concern. But overall, the Sharks went out on a high note Friday night with that 3-2 victory over the Columbus Blue Jackets. A lot of hard work and two points pulled San Jose within five of the Anaheim Ducks (who do have one more game before their break) and just maybe there is a shot at the Pacific Division title after all, especially with the return of Logan Couture, Raffi Torres and crew. Maybe.

And that would make those final 23 games a lot more interesting.

Anyway, there was one bit of news after the game. Dan Boyle, it turns out, again has been dealing with an injury, this one to his thumb. It occurred Jan. 29 in Edmonton, wasn’t serious enough to sideline him, but should be 100 percent healed by the time the puck drops Feb. 27 in Philadelphia.

Now, back to the Columbus game and who said what afterward. We’ll start with Todd McLellan since, after all, it was his franchise record-setting 435th game. And 257th win, adding to the lead he already holds in that category.

McLellan was asked if he enjoyed the ovation he got from the crowd when his accomplishment was recognized on the video board, and the satisfaction in getting a win in the milestone game.

“I didn’t notice. Kind of just zero right in on the game,” he said of hte video tribute.

“For me it’s almost like a teacher. I don’t think the teacher ever goes home and is really satisfied with their performance. They’re always satisfied with the classroom’s performance. That’s what it’s all about. It’s nice to stand behind there and see guys execute and play the way they need to play, play for each other. That’s where the satisfaction comes from and tonight was one of those nights.

“Wins are hard to come by. I know you guys have asked me in the past are you happy with that win or the way you won. A win’s a win in this league. It’s tough. The parity is so close. You’ll take them any way you can get them.”

McLellan, by the way, is taking what used to be called a busman’s holiday at the start of the break as he and his wife are heading to Waterloo Iowa to watch their 17-year-old son, Tyson, play for the Black Hawks of the USHL.

****Tommy Wingels now has goals in each of his last two games after getting only one in the previous 23.

Someone in the scrum noted that new linemates Wingels and Marty Havlat have different styles — “You noticed that?” Wingels interjected — and asked him to talk about how that works on the ice.

“Guys complement each other like that,” Wingels said. “When you have a couple of the same players on the same line, maybe both guys try and do the same thing. Marty and I are different players, but I think the last couple games we’ve complemented each other well. A couple week break here and then we’ll try to find that chemistry again.”

****A couple other quick things. Yes, John McCarthy gets to keep his frequent flier miles so something was gained in that long cross-country trip to Worcester and back even if he didn’t get a chance to play a game there. And, no, Patrick Marleau didn’t mind when the SAP Center crowd gave Joe Pavelski (and Team USA) the loudest cheer when the Olympians were recognized. I figured maybe the home team’s representatives on Team Canada and Team Finland might have felt slighted. “No,” Marleau said. “It’s normal.”

****What’s also normal is that the beat guy disappears at this point, too. There’ll be one more story in the print edition Sunday on how the coaching staff deals with this lengthy break during the season (hint: There’s a five-day mini-camp starting at 2 p.m. Feb. 19th), but until then, I’m pretty much off the clock.

And I’m starting to get this vision of a drink with a tiny umbrella in it.

First Columbus, then break: Niemi in net, McLellan’s longevity mark, where players are heading — and a memorial service for Sharks scout

Posted by David Pollak on February 7th, 2014 at 1:26 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE — Antti Niemi gets the start in net tonight as the Sharks try to go into the Olympic break on a modest two-game win streak.

But anybody who thinks the Columbus Blue Jackets are an easy mark hasn’t been paying attention lately AND has memory issues.

Columbus did drop a 2-1 overtime decision in Los Angeles on Thursday night, but had won its three previous games and has gone 12-4-1 since January 1. And don’t even bring up last season, when the Blue Jackets swept three-games from San Jose by a collective 14-5 margin.

The Blue Jackets are the only team San Jose hasn’t faced yet this season, and the rematch is March 13 at Nationwide Arena.

****It was an optional skate this morning, so no solid information on how the lines will shape up without Matt Nieto, who won’t be in the lineup after blocking that shot at the end of the second period Wednesday night. But Marty Havlat was wearing the white jersey signifying a Top Six spot and John McCarthy is up from Worcester for a bottom six role. It’s just a question of who fits where.

Todd McLellan did say that Jason Demers will be back in the lineup unless the training staff says there’s still a risk his lower body injury (groin pull, in this case) is at risk of a setback.

****Tonight’s game is McLellan’s 435th behind the San Jose bench, breaking Darryl Sutter’s franchise longevity record. Ron Wilson? This will put McLellan 50 games ahead of him.

McLellan’s accomplishment and his thoughts on setting the new standard were the subject of the online story I filed earlier and available here .

****This, of course, is the final game before the Sharks scatter for the 20-day Olympic break. We all know where Joe Pavelski, Patrick Marleau, Marc-Edouard Vlasic and Antti Niemi are going. But what about everybody else. A random survey:

“We’re going to take the kids to Disneyland,” Dan Boyle said, “and then we’re going to do some relaxation time – we’re taking the kids though, so I don’t know how relaxing it’ll be. Cabo – it’s not set in stone yet, but the Disneyland thing is.”

First time for Disneyland?

“First time, yeah. I’ve been avoiding it for five years now,” he said. “I don’t know that they’re ready – the five-year-old’s ready, the 3-year-old might be a little interesting. I haven’t had a break like this in a long time. We better take advantage of it.”

If Boyle does get to Cabo San Lucas, he may run into Andrew Desjardins and his wife as well as Tommy Wingels and his fiancee. Desjardins was also planning to visit with family and friends in Palm Springs before heading back to San Jose, while Wingels was going to his hometown of Chicago.

Logan Couture said he was heading back to London, Ontario to spend time with his family. Matt Irwin, too, was going straight back to his hometown of Victoria, B.C.

Others? Justin Braun and his fiancee are heading to Wine Country while Brad Stuart is staying home.

So how long does Stuart plan to stay away from all things hockey-related?

“Probably about two days maybe,” he said. “Then I’ve got to stay in shape and workout. The kids will be in school so I’ll have time to do that sort of thing.”

****Finally, there was a gathering of NHL scouts in Boston earlier this week to pay tribute to one of their own, a memorial service for Sharks scout Jack Gardiner, who died Jan. 12 after a long bout with cancer.

Sharks director of scouting Tim Burke said about two-thirds of the NHL teams were represented at the event held just before opening night of the Beanpot college tournament in Boston on Monday night.

Among the current players Burke credited Gardiner with bringing to the team’s attention: Justin Braun and Matt Nieto.

What they were saying after 2-1 OT win over Dallas: Power play concerns, Nieto’s injury, Stalock’s save on Benn — and more

Posted by David Pollak on February 5th, 2014 at 11:56 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE — We’ll keep this simple. Just a few of the leftover quotes after the Sharks managed to skate away with a 2-1 overtime victory over the Dallas Stars.

The fact that two guys who haven’t been on the scoresheet too much lately — Tommy Wingels and Marty Havlat — provided all the offensewas the focus of the print edition gamer and you can read it online here .

Beyond that, here’s what the Sharks were talking about afterward:

 ***Todd McLellan on:

The Sharks 0-for-3 power play — “As far as the power play goes, it needs some work obviously, but it’s a bit reflective of some of our players right now. They’re not as sharp as they need to be. We’ve got one more game. We’ll try and put it back together and get it to where it needs to be. The break will certainly help us because we’ll get some practice time with it. But for us to have success from this point forward, it’s going to be a lot better than it’s been.”

The return of Adam Burish to a 4th line with Andrew Desjardins and Mike Brown — “That line with Bur in the middle — was nice to see him back. I thought they were energetic. They played physical, were responsible defensively. Ten minutes of good hockey.”

Matt Nieto’s status after he missed third period — “Blocked a shot and was sore. So didn’t come back. Probably not a good sign for the next game, but we’ll know more tomorrow.”

Marty Havlat on:

Whether or not it felt nice to get that goal — “It feels nice to win the game. That’s the most important thing. I don’t really care who scored the goal. (pause) You’re right, it’s nice to score goals.”

Alex Stalock on:

The fact much of the third was played in his end — “I guess. I mean, we obviously had power play chances too, where we had the puck in their zone, but they needed a goal and they ended up getting one. We ended up scoring the last one, and that’s what our job tonight. We needed the two points and we got it.”

His first period save on Jamie Benn — “I thought Peverley was going to pass it, which he did. He was on his backhand, Peverley there. I didn’t think he was going to beat me with a shot. He made a good pass. I’ll go back and look at it on video. Obviously it was kind of a desperation save where I had to make a big save. Those are saves it would be nice to maybe look a little simpler. It’s something to work on.”

Mike Brown on:

His second period hit on Antoine Roussel — “I kind of saw that play happening. He saw me coming, too, so I’m not sure what he was thinking there. I just came around the other side and got a piece of him.”

Adam Burish on:

His first game back — “It was good. Desi and Brownie they were great. It was fun to play with those guys. I just had fun out there. . . . I felt like I was laughing and smiling the whole time. I played in Dallas for a couple of years so I know some of those guys. I had a blast out there.”

Jawing with Roussel after he was hit by Brown — “To be honest, I wanted to get in a fight right away and really get into it, but a couple of guys didn’t want to. He plays hard, he’s a good player. He plays hard, he plays mean and I wanted to match it with him. That’s the fun part of the game for me.”

Previewing Dallas: Burish good to go and says it’ll be full speed ahead, Stalock geting third start in six games

Posted by David Pollak on February 5th, 2014 at 12:39 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — They appear to be having technical difficulties in the home office, so I’ll quickly post a copy here of the online story I just filed. 

Of the injured Sharks whom we mentioned yesterday, looks like Adam Burish is the only one who will be back in the lineup tonight against his more recent former team, the Dallas Stars. Todd McLellan said Tyler Kennedy suffered a little setback and Jason Demers needs a little more time. Oh, and Alex Stalock gets his third start in six games.

Here’s the story:

SAN JOSE – Barring the unforeseen, the Sharks will have forward Adam Burish in the lineup for the first time all season when they face the Dallas Stars on Wednesday night.

Burish injured his back in the exhibition opener last September, then underwent surgery for a herniated disc. He said it was important to him to get back in action before the 20-day Olympic break that begins Saturday.

“It’s a feel-good for me that I put the work in and I’m ready,” said Burish, who is expected to be on the fourth line with Andrew Desjardins and Mike Brown. “I want to get a couple games in and I guess some of it is that peace of mind, that I did it.”

Burish, who is in the second year of his four-year contract, struggled at times last season with only three points in 46 games, then finished strong in the playoffs. Coach Todd McLellan suggested that his less-than-ideal play makes Burish even hungrier now, and he didn’t disagree.

“Going into this year I was hungry. I wasn’t happy with the way the year went last year,” Burish said. “Then getting injured in the first preseason game and having to watch the first 50-something games, there’s a lot of hunger there.”

Burish said he doesn’t plan to ease into the game, but will try to bring the high energy and passion that have characterized his playing style.

“I’m not going to come in here and light the world on fire and be somebody I’m not,” he said. “I’m just going to do the things I’ve always done here, what the guys expect of me.”

Backup goalie Alex Stalock will be in goal for the Sharks against Dallas, he third start in the past six games.

McLellan said forward Tyler Kennedy suffered a slight setback in his recovery from a lower body injury and isn’t ready to play. Defenseman Jason Demers will sit out a third game with a groin pull.

****One thing to add here. The always-quotable Burish had interesting takes on both what he missed most about not playing as well as the problem with listening to his mother’s advice.

“You know, when you’re out, it may sound weird, but one thing I always miss is hurting. You miss that time after a game when yuou’re exhausted and your foot hurts from blocking a shot and you’ve got a cut on your face,” Burish said.

“Yeah, you miss the crowd, you miss trying to score a goal, you miss making a play, you miss trying to kill a penalty, all those things. But I miss hurting – that pain, that exhaustion after a game when you know you just gave all you got for the guys next to you.”

Burish brought up his mother when he was asked if he’d be coming back at full speed.

“Nah, I’m not really good at that,” he said. “Trainers kind of say you’re going to ease your way into it. Don’t tell me that. Anything I do, I don’t ease into much. That first shift I’m going all out.

“My mom’s in my ear, ‘take it easy, you’ve got a bad back.’ I’m not taking it easy. I’m going out there and it’s on,” he continued. “I don’t think you win (taking it easy), I don’t think you help anybody like that. I’m sure not going to go easy stickhandling through everybody nice and slow. It’s all out 100 percent. I’m not holding anything back.”

****McLellan wasn’t ready to let go of his team’s most recent game, that 5-2 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers. Asked what it would take to help the offensively challenged

 Sharks find success against a tight defensive-minded Dallas team that is 5-1-1 in its last seven starts, here’s what the Sharks coach had to say:

“The first decision we have to make is whether … we want to work because we didn’t make that decision against Philly,” he said. “I know it’s a different day and a new opponent, but until that decision’s made and we decide we all want to compete together for a full 60, it really doesn’t matter what else we have as far as game plan goes.”

****Couple deals with the Minnesota Wild involving minor league players. First, the Sharks pick up Chad Rau for Curt Gogol, then they traded Riley Brace to the Iowa Wild.

The Bay Area’s Tikhonov connection: At 25, Viktor pursuing family legacy of Olympic gold in memory of his father

Posted by David Pollak on February 5th, 2014 at 8:01 am | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – On the front page of Wednesday morning’s Mercury News you’ll find a story that my colleague Mark Emmons and I teamed up for on the Northern California connection to Russian hockey royalty.

Viktor Tikhonov — the grandson of the legendary Soviet coach with the same name who had three Olympic gold medals as well as the ‘Miracle on Ice’ loss to Team USA in 1980 on his resum — grew up in Los Gatos. At 25, he now plays for St. Petersburg in the KHL and, starting next week, the Russian national team at Sochi.

“It’s kind of funny to think about it, but the last time Russia won was 22 years ago, when he was the coach,” Tikhonov said when I talked with him late last month. “Maybe it’ll come full circle and we can go from Tikhonov to Tikhonov. That would be kind of cool.”

That quote appears in the story, which you can read online here .

The back story is that I’ve gotten to know the Tikhonov family over the years, going back to the 1993-94 season when Vasili Tikhonov, son of the Soviet legend and father of the current Olympian, was an assistant coach with the Sharks.

I was writing a Fan in the Stands column at the time and because the Sharks lineup featured Igor Larionov and Sergei Makarov, someone was posting signs written in the Cyrillic alphabet. I tracked down Vasili to translate what they said; it turned out to be nothing more complicated than “Go Sharks.”

At the time, of course, I knew Vasili’s father’s reputation as a hard-edged, no-nonsense coach who ruled with the classic iron fist. Vasili was nothing like that. He had a warm, engaging smile. He was eager to help me anytime. He couldn’t have been friendlier – one reason why news of his death in Moscow this summer in an accidental fall from his apartment’s window hit very hard.

In 2006, when Vasili’s son was eligible for the NHL draft and considered a potential pick, Vasili, Viktor and I three of us sat down for a story I did at the time. Viktor was an impressive kid, self-confident but totally down-to-Earth. He talked about showing up at the scouting combine in Toronto and meeting with teams who were shocked that he spoke English at all and stunned there wasn’t a hint of a Russian accent. He had the Tikhonov name, but he was all California.

Viktor didn’t get drafted until two years later, when the Phoenix Coyotes made him their first-round pick and the 28th player taken overall at age 20. He bounced around the Coyote organization, mostly in the minors but playing 61 games in the NHL where he scored eight goals and eight assists. We’d run into each other several times over the years, either at a Sharks-Phoenix game or during the summer when he was back in Los Gatos and skating at Sharks Ice with the other players who live here year-round. 

Eventually, Viktor decided that his best path back to the NHL was in the KHL, not the minors here. This season, he is playing most of his games on a line with Ilya Kovalchuk and earned a spot on Team Russia., and he still sees himself back in the NHL as soon as 2015.

****The story in the paper focuses heavily on the family history and the death of Viktor’s father, giving short-shrift to the hockey side of the saga. Using the Q&A format, we can get into that a little more here with Viktor, who has 17 goals and 31 points in 48 with St. Petersburg this season.

Q: Did you know you were under Olympic consideration or did it catch you by surprise?

A: “Here, the main stars pretty much knew they were going, but the spot I was kind of fighting for was still up in the air. We had a few little tournaments that kind of decide which players they were going to take from Russia. We had 10 or 15 guys going for the couple spots that they had and I got picked. I was pretty anxious until they let me know.”

Q: At the time, did you feel you played well in those tournaments?

A: “Yeah, those tournaments were definitely a faster game than our season play. That helped show that I had the speed and the experience to play on the international level so that helped me a little bit.”

Q: Talk about your decision to play in the KHL the past three seasons.

A: “The goal was always to play in the NHL and that first year, three or four young guys, we got sent down to the minors and it seemed there plan for us was to play a year in the minors. But I had an out in my contract that said if I wasn’t in Phoenix, I could go to Russia and play there. I decided to go to Russia to get better experience in what I thought was a stronger league, the KHL. Then the year after I came back and played in the AHL so it was kind of like back and forth.

“There was also the thought that my GM at the time was also the GM of the Russian national team and they kind of said if you want to have a better chance of making the Olympics, you should come back and play in front of our coach and in those national team tournaments.

“That kind of helped make the decision so I decided to stay for two more years and after that make another push to come back to the NHL. The Coyotes also have my rights for two years so after that I become a free agent.”

Q: Getting back to your grandfather, how often do you get to see him?

A: “He comes to all the games that our team has in Moscow and this year he’s made four or five trips to St. Petersburg from Moscow to watch our games. He flies in and then after the game flies out. It’s really cool. He keeps in touch and we call each other a couple times each week. We know what’s going on in our lives.

Q: Obviously he’s had much Olympic success, but everyone in U.S. remembers the one he didn’t win in 1980, the ‘Miracle on Ice.’ Does he ever talk about that?

A: “No, we never really talked about that — but we never really talked about the ones he won either. He’s actually more fond talking about his success starting up. I’m sure we’ll get around to the point where we’ll talk about it but I’ll let him bring it up. I think in part, most of the Olympic stuff is a lot more well-documented and how he got started is kind of a little bit forgotten. Not forgotten, but usually things people don’t know. I actually find it really cool.”

****Viktor’s mother, Tatjana, and his grandfather will be in Sochi for the games. His sister, Tiki, stayed behind in the Los Gatos home where the family still lives, though she left open the possibility of a hurried trip if her brother ends up going for the gold.

Three injured Sharks could return against Dallas, Brent Burns on his goal drought — plus Joe Pavelski on his special day in Plover

Posted by David Pollak on February 4th, 2014 at 4:26 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – The Sharks could have as many as three previously injured players back in the lineup Wednesday night against the Dallas Stars.

Most likely to be back is Tyler Kennedy after missing the past three games with a lower body injury. Todd McLellan said that it turned out Kennedy wasn’t ready to return for that 5-2 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers, but should be good to go now.

The next two may be a little more iffy. Jason Demers has missed the last two games with a groin pull, but was back on the ice Tuesday and pronounced himself ready to play.

“Whatever the coaches decide, it’s their decision,” the defenseman said. “But I told them I’m ready to go and whenever they need me, I’ll jump in.”

He said he played a couple games with a sore groin, then felt it became a bigger problem near the end of the loss in Calgary last Thursday night.

“We were just a little bit worried,” Demers said. “We’ve got some of the best trainers in the league and they took good care of me. Took a couple days and today it feels pretty good so I’m ready to go. Just tested it out today and it was good all practice. I want to help the team in the next few games before the break for sure.”

Todd McLellan was a little more cautious.

“First skate today. Skate again in the morning and we’ll see how he is,” the coach said.

Adam Burish has not played a game this season after suffering a back injury during an exhibition game. But he was at a doctor’s appointment today, seeking final clearance after surgery to repair a herniated disc.

If he gets the green light from his doctor and the training staff, Burish could be in the lineup.

Normally on the fourth line, Burish would be likely to get limited minutes, but McLellan said he welcomed the presence of a veteran player who won a cup with the Chicago Blackhawks.

“I don’t think his year last year was the best that he’s had and I think he’s extremely hungry,” McLellan said. “I’ve seen it in his work ethic and commitment level to come back from this injury. I think he gives us an energetic boost, I think he gives us a right-handed faceoff guy and he gives us another penalty killer. He gives us an element of grit and tenacity when he’s playing well.”

****The gist of all that is in the Sharks notebook I filed for the print edition and you can find it online here .

That story, however, focused more heavily on Brent Burns, who now has gone exactly a month – 14 games — without a goal.

Burns recognizes he needs to score, but also sounded as if he’s staying as upbeat as he can. Part of that is because of all the chances he’s been getting with 25 shots on net in the last four games alone. Part of it may be because of creative passes like the one to Matt Nieto that led to San Jose’s second goal.

Oh, and – almost unconsciously – I actually did ask Brent Burns of all people if he felt snakebit. For his answer, follow that link a few paragraphs up.

****Finally, in case you missed the news 24 hours ago, Friday will be Joe Pavelski Day in his hometown of Plover, Wis. The Sharks forward can’t be there, of course, as the Sharks have their final game before the Olympic break against the Columbus Blue Jackets that day before Pavelski heads off to Sochi with Team USA.

 Still, he said he was honored by the recognition and his parents are enjoying it, too.

“My parents are already going around to different schools during the week and different occasions here and there,” Pavelski said. “It’s been nice. They’ve had fun with interviews and just the whole Olympics.”

He said he wasn’t sure whose idea it was to have a Joe Pavelski Day, but he had nothing but good things to say about Plover and the people who live there – including his brothers and sisters as well as extended family of aunts, uncles and cousins.

“It’s a great town, it’s a great place to grow up,” Pavelski said. “People are proud from there and work hard. It’s really nice of them to make this day and it’s a tremendous honor. You don’t really expect anything like that.”

And, yes, he does get back there on a regular basis.

“As much as we can,” Pavelski said. “Different trips, different parties and holidays.”

When you get outworked and you get outnumbered all over the rink, you’re going to lose. It’s as simple as that’ — Todd McLellan

Posted by David Pollak on February 3rd, 2014 at 11:43 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — Maybe nobody saw the bang-bang-bang manner in which it happened, but the Sharks weren’t feeling particularly good about themselves even before the third period began Monday night.

Not even with a 2-1 lead. Listen to Todd McLellan:

“Even in the first I didn’t think we were sharp as we needed to be. We broke the cardinal rule. When you get outworked and you get outnumbered all over the rink, you’re going to lose. It’s as simple as that. I don’t have any other explanation or excuse for it. 

“I thought they were harder than they were in all facets of the game. The goaltender, the blue line, five-on-five, special teams. They were just the better team. It’s disappointing. I thought we could bounce back after playing against, Chicago, and have a really good, hard effort against a team that competes hard. We didn’t get it. Back to work tomorrow, and we better get it the next two.”

Monday night’s 5-2 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers was a case where you could see the train wreck coming a mile away. The Sharks were on their heels most of the second period and the wheels came off early in the third on those goals by Matt Read, Michael Raffl and Claude Giroux in a 2:45 span.

It wasn’t just the goals. It was the giveaways and just-a-step-behind play that preceded them.

Most of that is covered in the print edition story available online here .

But a few voices weren’t heard from there.

***Here’s what Dan Boyle had to say when someone suggested maybe it was just one of those nights.

“Nobody wants to hear that. Coaches don’t want to hear that, players don’t want to say that or hear that. It was definitely one of those nights we would have needed to grind it out. Find a way to get some ugly goals and just kind of get through it, get a win, and turn the page. Obviously, it wasn’t. We didn’t do enough.”

***We did talk with Antti Niemi about the three goals that did the most damage, starting with Matt Read’s, the one that clipped Matt Irwin’s stick on the way to the net. That one, Niemi said, he expected to be a little higher but it found its way into the net. As for Raffl’s goal, Niemi said it “was a quick play off our skates, straight to their tape. Too quick.” And the last one by Giroux? “A quick shot through the feet. I got a piece of that but not enough.”

***Matt Irwin owned up to his mistake on the Giroux goal (see print edition story), but here’s what he had to say about the problem the Sharks had getting the puck out of their own zone.

“They were pressing hard and they were forcing us to make plays and we weren’t executing. That’s what we’ve got to do, get pucks up to the forwards and let them get it out of the zone, use our speed to get it behind their guys and go to work. That’s what we do and when we’re doing that well we’re a hard team to play against. We just weren’t doing that well tonight.”

Nope, they didn’t. Two games to go before the Olympic break. At best now, before that point the Sharks are on a two-game winning streak and have victories in three of their last four. At worst, they’ve lost six of their last seven.

McLellan on getting two of his top forwards back on track, blending of bottom lines, preparing for Flyers — and more

Posted by David Pollak on February 3rd, 2014 at 1:15 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – The Sharks face the Philadelphia Flyers tonight with lack of scoring still a concern.

That’s the gist of the online story filed a little earlier and you can find it here .

But it definitely didn’t exhaust the topic so let’s get back to Todd McLellan’s thoughts on the fact two of the players he has been able to count on the most aren’t getting on the board lately. For Joe Thornton, it’s only a four-game streak without a point, but it is his longest in what has been a stellar season. For Brent Burns, it’s been 13 games without a goal now – his longest stretch since being converted back to forward – and six games without a point. But Burns does have 20 shots in his last three games.

“I think Joe’s get-going part is going to come off of what the others do,” McLellan said. “He’s such a good passer that he sets people up to score. If they accomplish the finish part, Jumbo will be on the board quickly. The power play’s a big part of it and we’ve talked about that. The last couple games it’s been dangerous, provided us with a lot of momentum and we ask that of it. Now it’s the finish part – can we get one or two on it?”

Burns, McLellan added, “has also improved his game over the last three or four, being in the right spot, the ability to shoot and getting shots off. It’s a matter of time for those two.”

****These days, it’s not always easy to distinguish San Jose’s third line from it’s fourth – though the limited minutes to Mike Brown is a clue. But it is obvious that the gap in ice time between the two lines is less than usual.

This morning, for example, McLellan had Brown on a line with a returning Tyler Kennedy and Andrew Desjardins while Bracken Kearns skated between James Sheppard and Marty Havlat. Against Chicago, Kearns had 11:56 ice time and Desjardins had 10:30.

The coach doesn’t challenge the idea there’s not much of a distinction these days.

“It’s whoever’s playing and the game dictates,” McLellan said. “Until we get healthy and established again, it’ll likely be that way.”

Kearns doesn’t put too much stock into which line is considered the third or fourth.

“You just have to deal with whatever’s thrown at you,” he said. “With me it’s just my mindset. It doesn’t matter fourth line, third line or playing with Joe on those occasions. I’ve got to be good or I’m out of the lineup. That’s my focus.

“I think it’s a trust thing with Todd,” Kearns continued. “When you do get minutes in a game, it’s because you’ve had a good start and you’ve earned a little bit of trust, at least for that time period. But you’ve got to re-focus every game. You’ve got to earn that. It’s not something that’s given to you.”

****That online story also noted that the Flyers haven’t beaten San Jose since Dec. 21, 2000 – a streak of 13 games that McLellan said had absolutely no bearing on what takes place tonight.

That also highlights the fact the teams don’t meet all that frequently. So what does the coaching staff hope to convey in its prescout report?

“Clear, concise information – we like to paint them a picture of what we expect to happen, what the game will feel like, what the sense of timing will be like, how much space and give them an idea of what some of their individuals will do,” McLellan said. “What they’ll do collectively as lines. Power play and penalty kill tendencies.”

Then he shifted gears a little.

“I do think at this point in the season, in the last week before the break, it’ll be real important to focus on our game as much as we possibly can, but that doesn’t mean we don’t zero in on trying to share information with our players about our opponent.”

Nifty shootout move by Thornton gives Sharks 2-1 win over Chicago and ends losing streak at three

Posted by David Pollak on February 1st, 2014 at 11:51 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — This one warrants a quick post-game posting after the Sharks’ 2-1 shootout win over the Chicago Blackhawks if only for the slick move by Joe Thornton that ended San Jose’s three-game losing streak.

After both Joe Pavelski and Patrick Marleau scored while Antti Niemi stopped Patrick Sharp in the shootout after giving up a goal to Jonathan Toews, the game was over if Thornton, too, could beat Corey Crawford.

The Sharks captain did, with a toe-drag that thwarted Crawford’s poke check and left the net wide open.

“That must have been in his bag for a long time because I’ve been here for six years and I hadn’t seen that,” Todd McLellan said. “It’s nice that it came out.”

This is what Thornton himself had to say about the shot.

“I just practice on Al Stalock all year,” he said. “I don’t know if it worked against him. I tried once against him. I was just lucky enough that it went in tonight.”

The goal kept Thornton perfect in shootout at 3-for-3 this season after not even getting a shootout opportunity in the previous three. Overall, he’s now 5-for-12 over his career.

More on the game? You can find Sunday’s print edition story here .

****Jason Demers missed the game with a lower body injury. McLellan said it became apparent later in the day that he wouldn’t be in the lineup, but that’s about all we know for now.

Niemi in net against Chicago, closer look at the goal drought, Handzus’s return, Pavelski on his mini-mini-slump — and more

Posted by David Pollak on February 1st, 2014 at 12:56 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Back on the clock.

First, the closest thing to news from the morning skate. Antti Niemi will be in goal for the Sharks while Corey Crawford will be in net for Chicago. And while John McCarthy did clear waivers and was reassigned to Worcester, nobody came off IR to replace him. In fact, it looks less and less likely that Logan Couture will play before the Olympic break rather than risk a setback to his recuperating hand.

Here’s how the lines shape up against the Blackhawks:

Nieto-Thornton-Burns

 Marleau-Pavelski-Wingels

 Havlat-Kearns-Hayes

 Sheppard-Desjardins-Brown

On defense, it looked as if Brad Stuart might be the odd-man out as he was taking rushes with assistant coach Larry Robinson.

****The Sharks have managed to score only one goal in losing their last three games. But the scoring slumps of several of the players that are counted on to generate offense go back longer than that.

Brent Burns, for example, is without a goal in his last 12 games. Dan Boyle has one goal in his last 12 games, too, and only one assist in his last 10. Tommy Wingels has just one goal in his last 21 games. Tyler Kennedy, who is still out with a lower body injury and will not face Chicago, has one in his last 26 while Marty Havlat, who has played the last two games after recently returning from an injury, has one in his last 11.

****Both teams should be well-rested. The Blackhawks (1-2-2 in their last five) spent the last two days in Las Vegas without lacing up the skates once. The Sharks had Friday off after traveling home from their 0-for-Alberta trip that extended their losing streak to three games.

The premise of the online story I filed earlier was that counter-intuitive as it may seem, this might be a good time for the offensively challenged Sharks to be facing one of the NHL’s elite teams and Matt Nieto saw it the same way.

“Yeah, definitely,” he said. “We want to win the season series against thend we know that if we’re going to go for the cup, we’re going to have to face these guys. It’s an important test for us and it’ll show our character. We are struggling right now and if we get a win, it’ll show a lot about our team.”

McLellan acknowledged it was “probably a good thing for our group” to be facing a top team like the Blackhawks at this point because of the challenge they present. But he didn’t want his team sacrificing defense while doing a better job of finishing.

“We had a message delivered today that while we’re looking for offense, which obviously we are, we can’t lose sight of some of the other areas of the game,” the coach said. “When you’re not scoring three or four a night, you better be preventing. And we’re not doing that the last three or four nights as well.”

As for generating goals, McLellan said his team needs to do a better job of taking advantage of breakaways and odd-man rushes.

“ Do we have to score on all of them? No,” he said, “but at least the goaltender has to do his part and work.”

More of his thoughts on his team’s current drought:

“From our blue line, we’re much more capable of generating offense whether it’s jumping in at the right time, creating secondary opportunities at the net,” the coach said. “We’ve had far too many shots blocked the last four or five games. Those are areas that have to improve. And the power play.”

****Veteran forward Michal Handzus was back in San Jose for the first time since being traded to Chicago on April 1. Handzus had struggled with the Sharks, scoring only one goal and one assist in 28 games, but found himself playing an integral role with the Stanley Cup-winning Blackhawks.

“I hadn’t played those last six games before I got traded so I knew something was going to come up,” Handzus said. “Obviously I wasn’t happy the way I played and that I didn’t play. I’m sure they were unhappy with my playing so we just parted ways. That’s how it is.”

So can he explain how he found his game again in Chicago, becoming an integral part of a Stanely Cup-winning team, scoring three goals and eight assists in the post-season?

“It’s tough to explain sometimes, but sometimes it’s about the fit, I guess,” Handzus said. “It’s nothing against the Sharks. I know I hadn’t played my best here. But it was a good fit for me right away in Chicago and I just took off. You get confidence back and I played with really good players, too. Obviously it was a lot of fun.”

****Tyler Kennedy skated and said he is getting better, but not yet good-to-go after suffering a lower body injury during that 3-0 loss in Edmonton.

“Right after they won a draw and dumped it in, I went in and felt I pulled something,” Kennedy said, adding it wasn’t a long-term thing.

****Joe Pavelski, like the rest of his teammates, has cooled off — four games without a goal after scoring seven in the previous four.

“Kind of one of those streaks,” Pavelski said when asked about the team in general. “It’s on us, too. Obviously if you’re not scoring, it’s mainly on you. So you get some chances and when you get your good look, we have to finish.”

Is Pavelski — who, not surprisingly, was named the Sharks player of the month for January — getting the chances he had been while racking up 12 goals last month?

“I’m getting the chances,” he said. “They should be going in.”

Sharks vs. Edmonton pre-game: Hannan, Havlat look ready to go, and the improved Oilers

Posted by cpashelka on January 29th, 2014 at 2:34 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

Hi everyone. Just filling in for David Pollak for a couple days here on the road with the Sharks, as they play Edmonton tonight and Calgary tomorrow.

Looks like there will some adjustments tonight as it appears Scott Hannan, who came off IR a couple days ago, gets back in the lineup, taking the place of Matt Irwin. It also looks like Marty Havlat is back in for the first time since suffering a lower body injury Dec. 21. He’s been ready to play for a week, and but has been a scratch for the last six games. In the midst of a five game stretch in eight nights, coach Todd McLellan said he’ll be looking for fresh legs.

On being ready to play and not playing, Havlat said, “It’s not easy, but you just have to focus on what you do during the practices, try to get better every day to do in practices and wait until you get a chance.”

Hannan hasn’t played since Jan. 11 as he recovered from a concussion. But his time away also helped heal some of the body’s bumps and bruises

“The body feels good, I was able to get it back to where it needed to be. The coaches are great at getting you ready, keeping you sharp.”

The Sharks are 2-0 against the Oilers this season, but McLellan noted that this is a different Edmonton team than the one they beat 5-1 at home on Jan. 2. For one, Ben Scrivens and Ilya Bryzgalov are splitting time in net, with each recording a win in Edmonton’s last two games.

“They’re confident, they’re feeling better about themselves,” McLellan said. “Their goaltending has changed and they’re not giving up as much. As the season goes on, you tend a play a little more free, if you will. … But they do look like a more dangerous team than they were a month ago. That’s a good sign for Edmonton.”

Wingels says he challenged Brown twice — and a reminder of the long distance Stalock traveled to set shutout streak record

Posted by David Pollak on January 28th, 2014 at 6:10 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – The Sharks are off for Southern Alberta and this is another trip I’ve sacrificed.

I know what you’re thinking: What a weather wimp to give up Edmonton and Calgary at the end of January. But, again I’ll mention that my colleague @CurtisPashelka hails from Calgary and welcomes the chance to see family and friends. So if they want me to give up a roadie, or two this season to stay fresh for the playoffs, well, this kind of becomes a win-win.

The drama of last night seems to have already played itself out in these parts. The only thing I’ll add to the conversation up here, in case you missed it, is Tommy Wingels advising us today that, yes, he tried to get Dustin Brown to tangle twice – both times unsuccessfully. 

One was in full view after the scrum the ended with roughing penalties to Brent Burns and Colin Fraser. At that point, you could see Wingels tug on Brown’s jersey and exchange a few words before Brown skated away. The other encounter came earlier in the same shift, Wingels said.

“I guess he didn’t want to own up to it,” Wingels said, adding there would be other opportunities. 

****With Alex Stalock breaking the franchise shutout streak in the loss (his reached 178:55, all of 7:37 longer than Evgeni Nabokov’s in 2009), we decided it was time to revisit the injury that almost ended Stalock’s career and remind casual fans what it has taken for him to come this far back.

Let’s just say everybody else decided the same thing, so there’s a lot of Stalock material online and on CSNBayArea as well. You’ll find the story I filed earlier for the print edition online here . Do me a favor and read it before proceeding so I don’t have to rewrite everything here, too.

Because of space constrictions, that story compressed into one paragraph what could be a full-length magazine article. No, wait, somebody else already did that and if you want the detailed and well-written account on espn.com, you can find it here .

But there are a few things left in the notebook to add to the sense of what Stalock went through after a skate blade severed a nerve in his leg during a scrum in front of the Worcester Sharks net on Feb. 4, 2011.

 The skate that did the damage, by the way, was worn by Dwight King, then with the Manchester Monarchs, now with the Los Angeles Kings. No one has ever suggested it was anything but a terrible accident.

For instance, Stalock said he still feels some aftereffects of the injury.

“Here and there,” he said. “Not as much on the ice, maybe sometimes away from the rink a little bit. Strength-wise, I think we’ve done a great job in getting that back. Obviously with the surgery, it’s not going to be the same as before. The only thing I can do is work to keep on strengthening it. I don’t want to let up on it and havfe it go back.

But what about the after-effects? Are we talking serious pain?

“No, I think the biggest thing for me is balance,” Stalock said. “It’s always been balance with that nerve and the sensation in my foot. It catches on uneven surfaces sometimes and catches me off guard. On the ice, I feel really comfortable and I’m lucky that it’s on my outside edge and not my inside edge.”

Upon request, Stalock pointed out the point of surgical incision, right behind his left knee. It has healed very well and you hardly notice it’s there unless you’re looking for it.

****Todd McLellan noted that the Sharks were in Boston at the time of Stalock’s injury in Worcester, and that several people from the trip made the 90-minute drive to see him.

“We were really concerned about the individual,” the coach said. “We have to think about the human side of our business and Alex was a young player that had a tremendous college career, was blossoming into a good pro and has that tragic accident. 

“He ends up in the hospital and it just so happens we’re out there at the time so we had a chance to visit him,” McLellan continued. “You could sense that he was going to be very determined to overcome the injury. It wasn’t an easy process and it took some time. We’re excited for him that he’s fought his way back.”

****I may drop back in over the next couple days, but as I said earlier, @CurtisPashelka is handling Merc coverage over the next few days. Give him a follow on Twitter and look for his updates here as well.

Stalock gets the start against Kings — and Dustin Brown says he understands why Sharks upset over hit he tried to avoid

Posted by David Pollak on January 27th, 2014 at 1:52 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – No shortage of material to pass along today before the Sharks face off against the Los Angeles Kings. Reminder that it’s a rare 7 p.m. start, presumably because it’s a national game carried on NBCSports.

The Sharks are going with Alex Stalock in net and, initially at least, Todd McLellan is keeping Matt Nieto on a line with the two Joes, Thornton and Pavelski, while Brent Burns drops a notch to play alongside Patrick Marleau and Tommy Wingels.

More on all that in a minute.

Those of us who cover the Sharks also got our first chance to talk with Kings captain Dustin Brown about the knee-on-knee hit that tore of Tomas Hertl’s knee on Dec. 19. That became the subject of the online story I filed earlier that you can read here .

Brown repeated the same point he made to the Kings web site shortly after the hit, that he had tried to avoid the contact and failed. But he also said he understood why the Sharks were riled about the play, acknowledging the reality of life in the NHL.

“There’s two sides to every story. They’re going to be upset,” Brown said. “If that was reversed, the Kings would have been upset. I don’t know how they would have handled it.”

The video shows that Brown did not go out of his way to make knee contact with Hertl; the question is whether he did enough to avoid the contact and he doesn’t waver on that point: He tried to avoid the hit and failed.

“I think everyone needs to realize the game is going pretty quickly and collisions are going to happen,” Brown said. “When someone gets hurt, it gets magnified. If he’s fine, are we even talking about this?”

Later he added: “Whenever a player gets hurt, it ruffles some feathers and that’s fine. That the nature of the beast — probably moreso with the Sharks because we have the rivalry of the playoffs.”

****Now, back to the more mundane topics. Like the decision to start Alex Stalock, who has pitched shutouts over the Florida Panthers and Winnipeg Jets in his last two starts.

It marks the second time Stalock will be facing a top Western Conference team as he also was in net Jan. 5 for the 3-2 shootout victory over the Chicago Blackhawks in the United Center.

Stalock agreed that it was maybe a little different when you face a team “you’re going to have to go through in the playoffs at some point” and McLellan said that was a factor in going with Stalock.

“He’s played in Chicago, he’ll now play against Los Angeles, he’ll get a chance to play against some of the other teams down the stretch we potentially could meet if we’re lucky enough to get to the playoffs,” McLellan said. “I think it’s important for the goaltenders to experience that a little bit in case you have to go there.”

Stalock did face the Kings in relief last season, facing six shots and allowing one goal in a 5-2 loss last March.

****McLellan talked about the decision to move Burns off the Thornton line in the middle of Saturday night’s 3-2 overtime victory against the Minnesota Wild and how things may play out tonight.

“It was a wakeup thing really, to tell you the truth,” McLellan said, noting the Sharks started strong then faded after giving up a goal to the Wild. “For the next 20, we were lethargic, we didn’t get much done. It was just time to shuffle things around a little bit. We also did it with the third and fourth lines, mixing guys in and out.

“We had gone quite awhile with lines that were familiar and you could feel it on the bench,” McLellan continued. “We were stale. Things weren’t going well so we had to shuffle it a little bit. 

Then he concluded: “Where we go from here, I don’t know. We’ll start a certain way and we could be flipping back to where we’ve been, but we have a starting point anyhow.”

A nod to 3-2 OT win over Wild, then a look at how the Sharks and Kings have gone in opposite directions since that hit on Hertl

Posted by David Pollak on January 26th, 2014 at 4:23 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – A quick mention of Saturday night’s 3-2 overtime win over the Minnesota Wild, and then we can move on to one of the two most anticipated game before the Olympic break.

Suffice to say anytime the Sharks can avoid going to a shootout, the beat guy is happy strictly because of deadline issues. And when every Sharks goal comes from the two guys who signed those three-year contract extensions just 24 hours earlier, you don’t have to waste a lot of time figuring out the story line.

Anyway, if you haven’t read it yet, you’ll find the game story addressing all that here . Thank you, Mr. Thornton and Mr. Marleau.

Now, looking down the road to Monday night . . . .

The Los Angeles Kings are in town for the first game between the teams since Dustin Brown’s hit that tore up Tomas Hertl’s knee. This in-state rivalry was already pretty heated before that and the damage from that play can only intensify things.

Strangely, as the story I’ve already written points out, it’s the Kings, not the Sharks, who have gone sliding down the standings since that Dec. 19 game. Despite losing Hertl and later Couture (whose hand injury, we are told, occurred in the same game as Hertl’s), the Sharks have gone 13-4 while the Kings are 5-10-2 since that night. Trailing Los Angeles by four points, San Jose now finds itself 10 points ahead of the Kings.

That’s covered in the print editions story for Monday and you can read an online version here .

It was an optional skate Sunday morning, but we did manage to talk with three players – Marc-Edouard Vlasic, Tommy Wingels and Matt Irwin – as well as Todd McLellan about how the team has responded to its injuries and maybe what to expect Monday night.

Nobody, of course, was vowing physical vengeance. This is the post-modern NHL. It’s all about the two points and earning those, the Sharks say, will be the best payback. But, as Tommy Wingels noted, the Sharks and Kings always play each other tough. That isn’t likely to change.

There were some eyebrows arched when the Sharks didn’t do more in response to the Hertl hit the night it happened. Dustin Brown wasn’t around, of course, having been given a game misconduct. But still . . .

The standard response is that the Sharks want to make the other team pay on the power plays that follow a nasty nit, not pound the bejeebers out of the guy. That worked in St. Louis after Dan Boyle was hurt and San Jose got two quick power-play goals en route to a win; that didn’t work in Los Angeles when Hertl went down.

So should the Sharks have gotten more physically involved that night?

“Agree and disagree,” said Wingels, who had a career-high 11 hits that night. “There is different ways of sticking up for your teammates. We’ve always said here, one way of doing that is capitalizing on the power play that ensues. That affects their team. They don’t want to take liberties if they’re going to get scored on. 

“That being said, this team is capable of sticking up for each other, and has shown that, I think,” he continued. “Can you do it immediately? In that situation, he’s kicked out of the game. It’s tough to really have something happen there. Yeah, you can go take a run at one of their skilled guys, but you’ve got to be smart about it. Be within the rules. If something happens, it does, but we’re really focused on winning the game and continuing our streak of getting points here.”

Marc-Edouard Vlasic had an interesting way of describing the relationship between the Sharks and Kings.

“We’ve played them in the playoffs last year, and I thought the two teams hated each other, with respect,” Vlasic said. “Don’t like playing each other, but those games create rivalry and create a great game. It should be the same tomorrow.”

Matt Irwin talked about the ability of the team to keep winning even without two of its top six forward, Hertl and Logan Couture, who has said his hand injury occurred in the Los Angeles game, too, though he tried to play through it for nearly three weeks.

“Obviously it’s devastating to lose Hertl and then shortly after that lose Cooch. Those are big parts of our team,” Irwin said. “To come together and continue to find ways to win games, that’s our job. We’ve got to do that regardless of who’s in the lineup.”

So are players consciously thinking each night of what they’re doing without the likes of Couture and Hertl?

“You don’t really. You just worry about who’s in the lineup on any given night,” Irwin said. “Everyone’s got to step in and contribute and we’ve been able to do that.”

Finally, McLellan is hoping the back-and-forth nature of the series between the Sharks and Kings holds true for one more game. The home team has won each of the last 15 regular season and playoff meetings. And, he didn’t want anyone to think that the two points might not be as important as usual because of the gap in the standings at the moment.

“The most important thing are the points,” McLellan said. “When you look at it now heading in, there’s a 10-point gap that could be 12 or eight. Twelve is a big gap, eight’s not a very big one so that’ll be our goal and that’s what we’re focused on.”

****If you’re a regular reader of the comment section (not a requirement, of course), you may have discovered that someone has taken a deeper statistical look at the Kings’ performance since Hertl was injured and calls the connection between the two, #TOMASCURSL. You can find that effort here : 

****There was no update on the likelihood of Hertl being back in the lineup before the end of the season. He isn’t skating yet, but is taking part in limited exercises as part of the rehab work on his knee.

I’ve asked Raffi Torres and Adam Burish over the last few days if they know yet whether they’ll be playing before the Olympic break and both said that hasn’t been determined yet. 

****The Sharks did send Taylor Doherty back to Worcester and they are not bringing anyone else up. That tells me Scott Hannan has been given the green light to play and when I ran my logic past him he praised me for my ability to scope out the situation.

More from McLellan on his two goalies and Minnesota well aware of that hot streak that Pavelski is on

Posted by David Pollak on January 25th, 2014 at 12:36 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Very little news coming out of the morning skate.

Antti Niemi gets the start in goal tonight against the Minnesota Wild (as telegraphed in previous posting), and it looks as if James Sheppard is again the odd-man-out on the fourth line. Todd McLellan didn’t confirm, but Sheppard was the last healthy player skating with the corps of injured Sharks long after others had left the ice. And McLellan did say that it was a coach’s decision not to play Sheppard last game against Winnipeg, so health not a factor.

McLellan was asked whether Alex Stalock’s recent play was making the nightly goaltending decision difficult (again, see previous posting) and this is how he responded:

“In September when he made the team he made it difficult,” the coach said. “He had a very good skill level there and we were confident. We don’t take making goaltender decisions lightly. We talk about it. We consult the goaltending coaches. We look at the lineup and, believe it or not, we do have a plan and we’re executing it as we go forward.”

Then came the question about Niemi’s workload as he’s played more games than all but one NHL netminder. Niemi has played in 43; Mike Smith of the Phoenix Coyotes has played in one more.

“You have to know Nemo,” McLellan said. “I have more concern when we rest Nemo than when we play him.”

Even before the shutouts, McLellan had said Stalock would be getting more starts at this point in the season because of Niemi’s Olympic commitments. And Saturday, Niemi said he was OK with that.

But he also said the coaching staff had not mentioned that to him.

So is Niemi at all surprised by the recent success Stalock has had.

“Not really, the way he is in practice and how hard he practices,” Niemi said. “He wants to be out there and he doesn’t want to take the easy road out there.”

****Expect the Wild, who have won three of their last four games and beat the Chicago Blackhawks in their latest outing, to be aware when Joe Pavelski is on the ice tonight. That little streak of seven goals in the last four games, including three straight game winners, or the bigger streak of 19 goals in the last 21, warrants that.

“When a guy’s feeling it like that, you have to expect that he’s going to be getting himself into positions and certainly he’s going to be shooting pucks every opportunity he gets,” Wild Coach Mike Yeo said. “So it won’t be enough for us to be close to him. We’re going to have to make sure we’re on him and on him tight.

“But at the same time,” Yeo continued, “if he’s on a streak like that it’s because he’s getting a lot of help and support as well so there’s other players on the ice we have to make sure we’re aware of. And we have to make sure we’re focused on our game defensively. If we do that, focus on ourselves, then it shouldn’t matter who we play against.”

****Had a chance to catch up with ex-Shark Torrey Mitchell, currently playing on Minnesota’s fourth line. He’s averaging 10:20 ice time this season and has a goal and eight assists. Maybe more significantly, he and his wife, Brindy, are expecting their first child, a baby girl, over the Olympic break. Good timing.

Back to the more routine: Will McLellan ride Stalock’s hot hand? And a progress report on Couture

Posted by David Pollak on January 25th, 2014 at 8:07 am | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – All that big Friday news out of the way, maybe it’s time to take a step back and return to the day-to-day routine.

The Sharks face the Minnesota Wild tonight. Todd McLellan stopped tipping his hand on goaltending choices 24 hours in advance awhile ago, but I did ask him Friday if the fact Alex Stalock has pitched shutouts in two consecutive starts might alter the plan he has in place as far as who starts when. McLellan has said he will be giving Stalock more starts at this point in the season because Antti Niemi will be on Team Finland at the Sochi Olympics, but I thought maybe the coach also would decide to ride Stalock’s hot hand until it cools off.

“I think we have a hot hand in both,” the coach responded. “When you’re on whatever streak we are, six of the last seven, I know Nemo’s been part of that, too. It takes the whole team, it takes everybody to be involved. There’s no reason for Nemo to be punished just because Alex gets his shutouts. 

“We’ll continue with the plan we have in place,” McLellan added. “You’ll see both of them play from now until the Olympic break. It’s just what we’re doing.”

That said, the Sharks indicated earlier this month that they’d like to see Stalock in different situations – one of which, perhaps, includes consecutive starts. So while it sounded as if McLellan was ready to go back to Niemi for a bit, then maybe turn to Stalock again next week in Alberta, could be there’s a little wiggle room there.

****Logan Couture’s progress from hand surgery has reached the point where he’s testing it with a few shots during practice.

“I know the guys were ribbing him,” McLellan said. “I know some of the guys told him it looks like he was almost all the way back with his shot already. That’s them playing games with him obviously, but he looks better every day.”

Couture had the surgery Jan. 8 and was expected to return in three or four weeks, and nothing appears to have changed on that timetable.

“We’re not going to put him in a situation where we hurry him back and he runs the risk of hurting himself in that spot again or anywhere else,” McLellan said. “He’s got to be completely ready when it’s time to play. . . . When he’s ready, he’s ready. And obviously we’re going to put him in as soon as we can, but not before that.”

Those new contracts for Thornton-Marleau, where Boyle’s talks stands — and the possibility of a Sharks’ outdoor game

Posted by David Pollak on January 24th, 2014 at 6:32 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Not that it was really a surprise, but the news that Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau had new three-year contract extensions did make this a pretty eventful day.

Once the NHL disclosed the salary cap was likely to rise to $71 million next season, it did seem that GM Doug Wilson had room to maneuver on contracts for his cornerstone forwards as well as defenseman Dan Boyle (more later on status of his negotiations).

The basics of the situation are covered in the Saturday print edition story available online here .

But that didn’t come close to covering the territory today. So here’s more, as well as look later on the Sharks’ hopes to get on the ‘short list’ for the next round of outdoor games, presuming there is a next round:

****Wilson’s strategy – and that of ownership – has been clear for years now. Keep the team competitive, put yourself in position to win it all at some point. Part of that involves some sacrifices on the part of the players who could go elsewhere for more money, but are convinced that things are on the right track here.

The general manager credited Thornton and Marleau with buying into that approach, and both sure sounded sincere in explaining why they didn’t test free agency. The story gets into the fact both wanted to be sure the other was staying as well, all part of keeping together a group they still have confidence in. But it also had to do with the culture here.

“I think everybody who knows me knew I was going to stay and knew Patty was going to stay,” Thornton said. “This is where home is and this is where I want my family to grow up. This is where I wanted to be.”

And from Marleau:

“It’s very exciting to get it done and to be here for another three years. It’s a great place to play. My family loves it here, and I really think that each and every year we have a team that can contend for the Stanley Cup. That’s the main goal.”

That does sum it up. 

****So what about Dan Boyle?

“As far as they go, I couldn’t be happier for them,” the defenseman said. “They deserve it. I’m glad they’re going to be a part of this team moving forward. As for myself, I don’t have anything to report.”

Did Boyle think his head injury changed anything from preseason discussions?

“No. Honestly I haven’t been in this situation for six years and it hasn’t really been an ongoing thing with me. My agent, I just let him do his job. Obviously, for a couple months there it was a struggle for me on the ice, but I don’t worry about the stuff off the ice until I need now. And, now is not the time.”

And he still wants to come back?

“Of course, I want to be here. I’ve said it. In this business you never know what’s going to happen. There is a business side to it, but nothing has changed on my end as far as wanting to be back here. We’ll see what happens, man.”

I talked with Boyle’s agent, who said talks were taking place, then asked Wilson if there was any update on Boyle’s status.

“Dan is in a different situation than Joe and Patty and it would be a different type of contract, but we certainly will be exploring and continuing negotiations to try and get Dan signed,” the GM said.

Would he elaborate on that “different” situation.

“The age difference and the type of contract you can enter into,” Wilson responded.

The CBA has a provision for all players who are 35 or over when a contract kicks in. Basically, it means the full value of the contract applies toward the cap regardless of where (or even if) the individual is playing. A later ruling did clarify that the “over 35” rule does not apply in compliance buyouts.

****We talked with Todd McLellan about the new contracts for Thornton and Marleau.

“Really happy for them, really happy for our organization and really happy for our city,” he said. “They’ve been great ambassadors for many years and they’ll continue to do that. When I use the word ambassador, obviously on the ice and the way they carry themselves, but also in the community. They’ve been really good that way. We’re real proud of both of them and happy to have them.”

Maybe it was a leading question, but McLellan was asked if he could explain why both players are having more success this season than in the recent past. After all, there is that “contract year” factor.

McLellan went a different direction.

“Last year, at about this time, we made a philosophical change in the organization,” he said. “We wanted to become a faster team. And I think that’s benefited them twofold – one, they play faster, and the people around them are a little bit quicker. They’re capable of capitalizing maybe more now than they were in the past.”

****Changing the subject . . . Until the Thornton-Marleau news broke, I was working on a story for Saturday’s paper on how the Sharks’ hopes for an outdoor game in the Bay Area are linked to the success or failure of the game at Dodger Stadium on Saturday night.

Well, I was able to produce both stories, though the outdoor story didn’t go into the details I otherwise would have due to the restrictions of time and space.

No harm, though. The basics made it into the story – how the Sharks are looking at AT&T Park, Stanford Stadium and Levi’s Stadium as possible sites, what they’ve heard from the NHL – and you can read it all online here . 

Some of the material can wait for whatever follow-up story gets written at a later date, but I’m always curious about those reports that say players really get up for the outdoor games so I asked Tyler Kennedy, who has played in two of them with Pittsburgh, if that was really the case.

“For sure you get jacked up,” Kennedy said. “That’s another fun thing that happens during the year and it helps break up the year, too. It’s like a different kind of game being outdoors, a lot more exciting. Usually guys have family in.”

Keying on the Saturday night game, can he imagine it happening in California?

“Yeah, that’ll be a little different,” Kennedy acknowledged. “I’d like to see what the weather’s like, how hot it’s going to be and stuff like that. But it should be fun for those guys for sure.”

Thornton and Marleau sign three-year extensions with Sharks that carry a slight drop in salary cap hit

Posted by David Pollak on January 24th, 2014 at 9:55 am | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

Breaking news this morning as Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau have signed three-year contract extensions. Here’s a copy of the story I’ve filed for online use.

SAN JOSE – Sharks general manager Doug Wilson has signed Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau to three-year contract extensions six months before they could become free agents.

Both players took slight pay cuts to stay with the team through the end of the 2016-17 season with Thornton’s contract carrying a $6.75 salary cap hit and Marleau’s at $6.66 million.

The two players, now 34, were the first chosen in the 1997 draft with Marleau taken by San Jose after Thornton was selected by the Boston Bruins as the first overall pick. Thornton was acquired by San Jose in November 2005.

A third Shark veteran, defenseman Dan Boyle, is also eligible to become a free agent on July 1. Wilson said before the season began that he hoped to be able to keep all three players in the fold, and the three said they wanted to return. But the question was always at what price. There was no immediate update on Boyle’s status.

Both players signed Friday are having strong seasons. Thornton leads the NHL in assists this season with 47 and the Sharks with 53 points; Marleau has 21 goals and 26 assists and is on Team Canada’s roster for the Sochi Olympics.

Thornton’s current contract had a $7 million cap hit, just above the $6.9 million for Marleau’s existing deal.

Previewing Sharks-Jets: Stalock gets start, Brown back in lineup, Byfuglien gets another shot at forward – and more

Posted by David Pollak on January 23rd, 2014 at 1:14 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Todd McLellan said he would be giving backup Alex Stalock more frequent starts at this point of the season because of Antti Niemi’s upcoming Team Finland commitment, and the Sharks coach is doing just that tonight against the Winnipeg Jets.

Normally, Stalock goes has gone four to eight games between starts. But this time there’s only been two since he shut out the Florida Panthers a week ago on the road. The backup’s numbers: A not all shabby 6-2, .938 save percentage, 1.80 goals against average.

The one other lineup change has Mike Brown returning to action after missing the past three games. In his last appearance, Brown and Washington Capitals forward Aaron Volpatti threw a flurry of punches, bloodying the ice and each other. Brown disclosed today he ended up with pretty stiff neck in that fight and has stayed on the sidelines since then because of it.

Nothing official from McLellan, but it looks as if Brown’s return means James Sheppard gets scratched. Sheppard stayed on the ice very late this morning when only the players recovering from injuries were still out there and that’s usually a tell-tale sign.

Anyway, that’s covered in the online story filed earlier and available here .

Now, let’s move on:

****First, one more look backward at that Brown-Volpatti fight. It was a doozy and had everybody thinking there must’ve been history between the two combatants. Not the case.

“No, just another fight,” Brown said, adding it was the first time the two traded punches. “I never played with him or anything. I know some people thought we played together with the (Manitoba) Moose or something, but we never played together and he came to Vancouver after I left. It was just another fight trying to get things going.”

Lots of blood on the ice that night. Whose?

“He got me a few times, but I think it was more his nose,” Brow said. “I don’t know what happened. He could have just caught something. I know my jersey was covered and I had to get a new one.”

Now, looking ahead.

****Winnipeg became the first team to leave the Honda Center with a regulation win this season when they beat the Anaheim Ducks, 3-2 on Tuesday night. The Jets got terrific goaltending from Ondrej Pavelec, who made 40 saves. But Winnipeg also blocked an impressive 36 shots.

So does that stat come up when McLellan talks to his players before the game? Maybe they need to be more careful as far as plays going the other way in a hurry?

“I sure don’t want to use the word careful, because you know what happens right away. You’re on your heels,” McLellan said. “They did block a number of shots in Anaheim, but 40-some also got through. If you’re not prepared to take that shot, or run the risk of it, pretty soon you’re only getting 20 through and that’s not enough to beat a goaltender of this quality. 

“There’s ways around it,” he continued. “We’ll talk about it as a team. That’s a reflection of their commitment level now, too. They’re prepared to get in the lanes.”

****The Jets are 4-0 since Paul Maurice replaced Claude Noel behind the bench. On the game before that happened, Dustin Byfuglien was moved from defense to the forward line and that’s where he’s stayed since. The Sharks know Byfuglien as a forward only too well from their 2010 playoff series against Chicago as he was instrumental in the sweep of San Jose.

When the Sharks moved Brent Burns to forward last season, there were comparisons drawn between the two and that continued Thursday.

“They understand the reward system up there, too,” McLellan said. “If you do certain things up there you’ll get rewarded, with their size and their strength. It will be interesting to see our guys play against Byfuglien tonight. We practice against Burnzie all the time. Will that happen against Dustin Byfuglien? I’m not sure.”

****Former Shark forward Devin Setoguchi is one of Byfuglien’s linemates for Winnipeg, with Olli Jokinen the other. Setoguchi is in a cold spell at the moment, with only one goal in the last 22 games, but said the new line is coming together.

Setoguchi said he may be looking for a house in the San Jose area in a little while as his fiancée is from here. The wedding isn’t until summer 2015, however, so there doesn’t seem to be any hurry.

Yes, he said, you always want to play well against your former team. And, yes, he knows how good the Sharks are in this building.

****So what does McLellan expect to see from the Jets in this meeting between teams that have each won four in a row?

““Probably a pretty fast game when we look at their lineup and the way they’ve been playing the last four or five games,” he said. “We know our opponent is confident, fast, they’re going to play an aggressive game. I think we’ll see that type of night.”

The morning skate was an optional one and McLellan explained why.

“We’re at the point in the season where our pregame skate or our morning skate is purely for an individual to get ready for the game,” the coach said. “He can make that decision without all of us going on the ice. Some would prefer not to, some would prefer to. Earlier in the year where we’re still working on our game we’re still using it as practice, now it’s time to conserve energy to get to the Olympic break. We still have nine games left in a short period, so we’re not going to overdo it morning days.”

This, that, the other: Pavelski’s 18 in 20, Doherty up from Worcester, Hannan close — and a ‘West Side Story’ revival

Posted by David Pollak on January 22nd, 2014 at 6:16 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Back after back-to-back maintenance days (upper body and general soreness).

Focused most of the energy today on Joe Pavelski’s rather remarkable run of 18 goals in the past 20 games. As I type this, only one NHL player has more than Pavelski’s 27 for the season and that’s Alexander Ovechkin with 35.

That topic gets covered in the print edition story now available online here .

But there a few other things worth noting after a Sharks practice that had so many players on the ice that Eriah Hayes wore the orange jersey that generally means “no contact” even though he wasn’t hurting.

“It felt like training camp out there today,” Todd McLellan said. “We had so many players we didn’t know what to do with him.”

Some of those players were indeed those still rehabbing injuries, Logan Couture among them. Yes, he’s making progress recovering from his hand surgery. No, it hasn’t reached the point where he’s firing the puck yet.

***The Sharks brought defenseman Taylor Doherty up from Worcester after sending Matt Tennyson the other direction 24 hours earlier. 

“Just a switch,” McLellan said. “Both of them have played well — a reward for Taylor’s play in the minors, a chance for Matty Tennyson to get back into the lineup. We don’t like to have players sit for too long.”

The 6-foot-7 Doherty has three goals, five assists and 85 penalty minutes in 37 games this season. He’s likely more of an insurance policy at this point as it’s unlikely McLellan wants to tinker with his blue line while on a four-game winning streak, but Doherty said he hadn’t been given his role when we talked earlier today.

“Haven’t had too much time with the coaches yet,” said the 22-year-old whose next NHL game will be his first. “Just got here last night and I’m sure I’ll find out more later on.”

After two and a half season in Worcester, Doherty said, “I think my game’s got to the point where I’m ready for the next level and that’s what I hope to do now.”

***Scott Hannan said he’s passed the NHL’s required test after a concussion, but probably not yet ready to jump back into the lineup.

“Better every day, but not something fun to go through,” he said of his experience since taking a Dan Cleary elbow to the jaw on Jan. 9.

Hannan played the next game against Boston before his concussion symptoms hit, then stayed home while the Sharks went on their three-game road trip.

“Sometimes you show up and you think you’re OK, and then something shows up a couple days later,” Hannan said.

And he hadn’t mellowed on the fact Cleary escaped any supplemental discipline for the hit to the head.

“It’s funny how that happens,” Hannan said. “Those are the plays you want to take out of the game. You can’t really consider that a hockey play and I think everybody would agree with that in most dressing rooms.”

****The Sharks will try to stretch their winning streak to five games Thursday night against the Winnipeg Jets, the team that handed the Anaheim Ducks their first regulation loss at home on Tuesday night.

McLellan didn’t think his players needed that to take the Jets seriously, not after a shootout loss in Winnipeg back in November – a game that stuck in San Jose’s collective craw because an apparent game-winner by Patrick Marleau was disallowed.

On top of that, the Jets are now 4-0 since Paul Maurice replaced Claude Noel behind the bench. What difference has Maurice made in the team?

“You just see a team that’s a little livelier than it was a couple weeks ago and that’s the impact that a coaching change has,” McLellan said. “Systematically, there’s likely a few little things, but he hasn’t had time to put it into play. It’s more about the presentation and the approach than anything.”

Sharks and Jets. The opening notes of that great “West Side Story” overture/soundtrack already reverberating in my ears.
Monday pregame: The SF Bulls, Bob Hartley and Tyler Kennedy’s resurgence

Posted by cpashelka on January 20th, 2014 at 2:51 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

Some tidbits to pass along in the hours before the Sharks host the Calgary Flames, hoping to extend their win streak to four games.

News broke this morning that the San Francisco Bulls’, the Sharks ECHL affiliate, is close to leaving after a year and a half of losing money at the Cow Palace. Either the franchise folds or they find another arena to play in, such as Oracle Arena in Oakland or possibly the Save Mart Center in Fresno. The Sharks are waiting to see what happens, but don’t figure the upheaval will have much effect in San Jose.

However, there’s a petition being set up by a San Francisco resident, addressed to San Francisco mayor Ed Lee, to save the Bulls.

Sharks coach Todd McLellan appeared ready for the inevitable question about the Flames line brawl against Vancouver on Saturday, and whether he’s concerned about Calgary coach Bob Hartley starting his tough guys Monday night.

“What happens if Doug Wilson signs Wayne Gretzky or Bobby Orr today? Like, where do I play them?” McLellan said. “I can’t worry about hypothetical situations. They get to start their lineup. We get to start ours.”

You can read the web story on the matter here.

His team is on a three-game win streak, but nevertheless, McLellan was asked what things he’d like to see his team do better now that they’re home for four games. “Our starts on the road trip, the first 5-7 minutes, we’ve given up more scoring chances there than we have in the whole period. So getting off to a quick start and establishing our game is something we’ll look at doing. Our penalty kill was exceptional until the last game in Tampa where they scored a couple nice goals. … I could give you a check list of things, but I’m going to sound like every other coach in the league — trying to get better in every area.”

Tyler Kennedy carries a three-game point streak (1G, 2A) into Monday. McLellan said he believes Kennedy, who missed the first four games of January with the flu, is refreshed now. “After being sick and having some time off, he looks a little more energized. He’s making better decisions on the ice too, and sometimes when you’re clearer up top between the ears, the fatigue factor doesn’t exist, you make better plays.

“You have to remember, he’s played his whole career out East, the travel is significantly different. The taxing part of the game is significantly different out there. The rest helps.”

Kennedy said he’s been trying to keep things simple.

“Just trying to focus on the little things. … When I focus on the little things instead of the goal, it helps me out a lot. Try to stay on it. My linemates have been playing great and have really helped me out through the things I went through.”
Recapping that wild 5-4 victory: Pavelski’s first career hat trick, Stuart’s own goal and McLellan’s reaction to it all

Posted by David Pollak on January 18th, 2014 at 9:13 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

TAMPA, Fla. — Joe Pavelski picked a pretty good time to finally get that third goal of the night.

After 22 previous two-goal games without triggering a cascade of baseball caps from the stands, Pavelski finally got his first career hat trick Saturday afternoon and that elusive third goal held up as the winner in a wild 5-4 victory over the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Of course the three or four hats that hit the ice at Times Forum did not constitute a cascade, but by the time the winning goal was finally awarded to Pavelski instead of Matt Irwin or Brent Burns, more than 20 minutes had passed and the moment was lost.

All that’s in the game story for Sunday’s print edition and available online here . Pavelski ended up with one fewer goal than Marty St. Louis, but the Sharks were the team that left with the two points. Note to self: Check to see if anybody has previously scored four goals in a losing effort.

But the print edition story does have a finite amount of space and here’s what you won’t find in there:

****Brad Stuart may have been the happiest Shark of them all when San Jose came back from a 4-2 deficit. After all, his own-goal was the second of St. Louis’s four as Antti Niemi had stopped the Lightning forward on a breakaway only to have Stuart tap the puck into his own net as it sat in the crease.

“Obviously I’m not trying to do that, but it happened,” Stuart said. “I was frustrated about it and I probably owe Nemo dinner about it. Luckily we were able to pull it out and now I can laugh about it a little bit.”

So what went wrong?

“I was trying to clear it into the corner and it was just a handcuff-ed type play,” Stuart said. “I’d like to do it again and try to play it on my backhand.”

Stuart also had a role in St. Louis’s third goal, but that was a lot less direct as the puck was pinballing all over the place before going into the San Jose net. On that one, the shot hit Stuart’s stick, bounced off Justin Braun’s shoulder and found its way into the net.

Todd McLellan wasn’t hanging his defenseman out to dry on either play, however.

“We talked about that between the first and second period,” the coach said. “We talked about puck luck and we sure didn’t have any. Even the first goal on the power play goes underneath his stick and we usually have that taken care of. He taps one in the net. I’m not sure if the third one went in off his body or Braun’s but it was tough one for him.

“But you can’t just reference that point,” McLellan continued. “You have to go back five or ten seconds and see what’s happening there. We made a few mistakes and he was the unfortunate guy it showed up more on. But it wasn’t about Stuey at all.”

**** Overall, McLellan was a lot happier about his team’s play in a scoreless third period than the 40 minutes leading up to it.

“It was a sloppily played game, at least by our group,” he said. “A lot of turnovers, which created a lot of skating up and down for nothing. It got better in the third. We talked about it more. But after experiencing it for two periods and getting the lead, I’d hoped we would respond and we did.”

So how forceful did the coaches have to be before that third period?

“It wasn’t overly forceful,” McLellan said. “Again, they’re not dumb. They watched it, they hear it on the bench, they’re talking about it. Sometimes you just need to reset it. Tampa Bay is a very aggressive team in the neutral zone. They create a number of turnovers and they spring lilnemates going the other way and we played into it for a while.”

****Niemi took a cryptically philosophical approach to the way things played out.

“Crazy game for the goalies,” he said, “but it almost feels even better getting a game like this.”

****Sharks have Sunday off and I take a couple flights home. @Curtis Pashelka picks up our coverage of Monday’s game against Calgary. See you in a few days.
Jimmy Vesey points way

Sophomore sensation leads Harvard
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It’s almost too bad that Harvard has been struggling this season and playing under the radar in many respects, because fans who have stayed away from Bright-Landry Hockey Center have been missing out on what has truly been a banner campaign for star-in-the-waiting Jimmy Vesey.

The North Reading product, a sophomore left winger who was drafted by the Nashville Predators in the third round (66th overall) of the 2012 NHL draft, has been the Crimson’s offensive catalyst. The 20-year-old paces the team in goals (13), points (22), game-winning goals (five) and shots (130). Vesey is tied with forward Kyle Criscuolo, also a sophomore, in power-play goals (four).

“I think Jimmy (Vesey), obviously, is very dangerous offensively for us,” Harvard coach Ted Donato said. “I think he leads the charge most nights with the offensive opportunities and he’s putting a lot of pucks on the net. I think he had eight shots (against Brown on Saturday), so Jimmy is a guy that we believe in and he’s a big part of what we’re trying to do and what we’re trying to become. I think he has really worked on his all-around game and continues to be a guy that is becoming a complete player.”

The 6-foot-1 Vesey is noticeably faster this season and anticipates the play better than in his freshman year. Like many great players, it almost appears as if the game slows down for Vesey at times.

Some of Vesey’s hockey instinct may be owed to pedigree. His dad, Jim, played in the NHL for the St. Louis Blues and the Bruins, and he remains Merrimack College’s all-time leading scorer. But, just as much of the younger Vesey’s game comes from sheer sweat and toil in daily practice.

“I went into this past summer with the mindset that I was going to come in this year in a lot better shape, and I think I worked hard this summer,” Jimmy Vesey said. “I came in this fall in way better shape than I did last year and I think that has a lot to do with how I’ve improved. The (on-ice) vision part, I think I’ve always had that. I think I’ve been able to adjust better from my freshman year to my sophomore year. I’m more adjusted to the pace. The game has slowed down to me so I’m able to make more plays than I did last year.

“I think I have an other big summer coming up. I think I still have a lot of ways to go in terms of potential and I think I can make even more strides this summer than I did last summer. I think I’ve just scratched the surface in terms of my development. I’m going to go in the summer and work my hardest again.”

Quiz of the week

Four Harvard men’s players made two Olympic Games appearances. John Garrison (1932, ’36), Bill Cleary (1956, ’60) and Scott Fusco (1988, ’92) are three of the four. Name the fourth player.

Answer below.

Slap shots

Sophomore forward Andrew Gladiuk leads Bentley with 22 goals. More amazing is the fact that 16 of the goals have come on the power play, which leads the nation.

Falcons junior Steve Weinstein leads all defensemen in assists with 33.

Bentley senior forward Brett Gensler is closing out his college career with a flourish and has garnered his third straight 40-plus points season. Gensler is fifth in the country with 43 points (17 goals, 26 assists) this season and has 157 (69 goals, 88 assists) in 140 career games. . . .

The Maine single-season record for goals by defenseman (13) was tied over the weekend by sophomore Ben Hutton. Dwight Montgomery set the mark in 1979-80, and it was equaled by Jack Capuano in ’87-88 and Jeff Tory in ’94-95. . . .

Boston University was blanked twice by host Notre Dame over weekend, marking the first time in 72 years that the Terriers suffered consecutive shutout losses.

Quiz answer

Ted Drury played in the 1992 and ’94 Olympics.

Drop the puck!
Ice players attracting NHL interest for 2014 Draft

by  Trevor Crawley - Cranbrook Daily Townsman

posted Jan 15, 2014 at 1:07 PM

Five members of the Kootenay Ice made the mid-season NHL Central Scouting rankings released on Monday, with Sam Reinhart occupying the highest spot at fourth overall.

The Kootenay Ice captain was surpassed only by Sam Bennett (Kingston Frontenacs, OHL), Leon Draisaitl (Prince Albert Raiders, WHL) and Aaron Ekblad (Barrie Colts, OHL).

Reinhart is currently in Calgary, where he will showcase his skills in front of NHL brass at the CHL BMO Top Prospects game on Wednesday evening. Reinhart was named captain of Team Cherry while Ekblad will lead Team Orr in a game that features the best talent across the CHL.

While it's no surprise that Reinhart is in the top of the Central Scouting rankings, other Kootenay Ice players have also made the scouts sit up and take notice.

Import defenceman Rinat Valiev, who cracked the same lists last season, was ranked 106th, while Jaedon Descheneau and Luke Philp were separated by only three at 122nd and 125th, respectively.

Despite his long-term injury, Tanner Faith still has some NHL interest under the Limited Viewing category, joining other injured players such as Joe Hicketts (Victoria Royals) and Taylor Vickerman (Tri-City Americans).

Valiev has been a solid addition to the blue line since his arrival in October, where he's contributed three goals and collected 13 assists.

Valiev, who attended an NHL camp with the Dallas Stars in September, adds some size to the blue line and has settled into a steady role with the team.

Descheneau leads the Ice in goal production at 28, and sits in sixth place in the WHL scoring race with 57 points.

"Yesterday morning, I didn't even know the rankings were coming out," said Descheneau. "It's nice and an honour, now I just have to play well and move myself up in the rankings."

Philp agreed, noting it was the first time he's cracked the Central Scouting lists.

He has had a solid season, stepping up to the top line while Reinhart left for the World Junior Championship. Philp has tallied 15 goals and 29 assists for 44 points this season, needing only one more to surpass his 2012-13 total.

"All in all, I'm just happy to see that my name was on the list and happy for the other guys who where named, too," Philp said.

Even though they're all happy to see themselves individually ranked, there is still a lot of work to be done as a team leading up and into playoffs.

"I'm just worried about the team here and going far in the playoffs and whatever happens on draft day, happens," said Descheneau.
Lightning goalie Kristers Gudlevskis not ready for NHL yet 

Damian CristoderoDamian Cristodero, Times Staff Writer 

Saturday, February 22, 2014 7:42pm
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Kristers Gudlevskis' stupendous 55-save effort for Latvia on Wednesday in a 2-1 loss to Canada in the Olympic quarterfinals made him the talk of the hockey world.

What it did not do — despite the Twitter chatter — is make the Lightning prospect an NHL-ready goalie.

Gudlevskis, 21, is a great story. Drafted last summer without anyone really noticing with the 124th overall pick (fifth round), Gudlevskis went from ECHL Florida to AHL Syracuse to nearly pulling off one of the greatest upsets in Olympic history.

Related News/Archive

Lightning to determine starting goalie today 

3 Weeks Ago

Yzerman counts on AHL players to boost Lightning 

7 Months Ago

Bishop fight adds spark to Lightning-Canadiens 

3 Weeks Ago

Bishop injury gives Lindback an opportunity 

4 Months Ago

Putting torque on leg still tough for Stamkos 

1 Month Ago

But to think that one game automatically opens a spot for him on Tampa Bay's roster — especially considering he has played just 33 games as a North American pro — is shortsighted.

As Lightning goaltenders coach Frantz Jean explained: "You hear me often talk about the process. It's not because it's a cliche. It's because it's a reality. There is a process for goaltenders. There's a number of games a guy has to play before getting to the NHL. There's a number of games a guy has to play before becoming a bona fide NHL goaltender, a guy who can stick.

"We have to keep with the process and make sure we're building him in the right direction."

Gudlevskis will begin the post-Olympic break with the Lightning, but that is just insurance in case backup Anders Lindback, rehabbing a sprained left ankle, isn't ready when games resume Thursday at Nashville.

Ultimately, though, Gudlevskis will return to Syracuse, and he likely will be there next season.

Gudlevskis is wildly competitive, fearless and has explosive athleticism that gets him quickly from point A to point B. But he has a lot to learn.

His stats for Syracuse are just okay: 11-8-2 in 22 games with a 2.69 goals-against average and .900 save percentage. In his past five games he is 1-3-0 with a 3.95 goals-against average and .838 save percentage.

He also needs to improve at stick-handling the puck.

Not that the game against Canada should be dismissed.

"(Wednesday) was probably a revelation for him to realize, 'I'm not that far away,' " Jean said. "Kind of getting that extra jump for the last stretch of the season (at Syracuse), knowing, 'I'm a difference-maker here.' "

Just not with the Lightning — not yet.

A BUST: Goalie Riku Helenius, the No. 15 overall pick of the 2006 draft, is on unconditional waivers in order to terminate his contract.

Helenius, 25, who has played just seven NHL minutes, is 2-5-0 with a 4.31 goals-against average and a .848 save percentage in nine games this season with Syracuse and Florida. Lightning assistant GM Julien BriseBois described efforts to trade Helenius as "aggressive."

Helenius is in the final year of a two-year deal that this season pays $650,000. Terminating it will save about $160,000.

PRACTICE: On Saturday the team wrapped up three days of workouts in Orlando. Practice resumes Monday at the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

Damian Cristodero can be reached at cristodero@tampabay.com.
Late arrival Philippe Gadoury impresses Mooseheads

February 18, 2014 - 10:52pm WILLY PALOV SPORTS REPORTER 

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on linkedin

More Sharing Services

Poor

Okay

Good

Great

Awesome

. 

    . 

Share on email

Share on print

Forward, 19, came aboard as free agent in January, doing ‘great job,’ says Ducharme 

Forward Philippe Gadoury has seven goals and three assists in nine games since joining the Halifax Mooseheads as a free agent on Jan. 10. (ADRIEN VECZAN / Staff)

Forward Philippe Gadoury has seven goals and three assists in nine games since joining the Halifax Mooseheads as a free agent on Jan. 10. (ADRIEN VECZAN / Staff) 

.

There’s less than a month left in the QMJHL season, but Halifax Mooseheads fans are still getting acquainted with Philippe Gadoury.

The 19-year-old forward joined the team on Jan. 10, three days after the league trade deadline. He had been playing tier 2 junior in Ontario with a plan in place to pursue his hockey career at Northeastern University in Boston.

But when a glitch in his NCAA eligibility came up around Christmas time, Gadoury decided to explore his options. A connection with the Mooseheads through his adviser Matt Ebbs was one possibility and it quickly became clear that was his destination of choice. The parties worked hastily to get him into a Halifax uniform just ahead of the Q’s roster deadline, getting a free-agent contract signed with little time to spare.

Nobody was really sure who Gadoury was or what to expect. He had good stats with the Nepean Raiders junior A team and the Mooseheads touted him as a possible top-six forward with enough talent to play with star forwards such as Jonathan Drouin, Nikolaj Ehlers and Darcy Ashley. But that’s a tall order for a player with no major junior experience, especially with the season already more than half over.

“There are always little things players have to learn but the main thing we wanted him to do when he got here was just to play,” said Halifax head coach Dominique Ducharme. “We didn’t want him to get on the ice and start thinking too much. We brought him in and we went slowly with him about the systems and the way we play.

“But he improved every day on that and he’s doing a good job getting adjusted to the league, a new team and new teammates. He’s been doing a great job and I think he’s going to keep improving.”

Gadoury’s early results quickly proved the advance scouting reports were accurate. He stood out right away because of his speed and skill, and he established immediate chemistry with the Mooseheads’ top scorers.

“He seemed comfortable right away,” said Halifax general manager Cam Russell. “A lot of guys would come in and be put on a line with the CHL player of the year (Drouin) and be nervous and always want to get rid of the puck. But he’s comfortable with the puck and I like his speed. He’s obviously got excellent hockey sense, slick hands and a great shot.”

Gadoury’s addition to the team was a huge bonus, to say the least. Russell said he shopped for a sniper during the trade period but didn’t find anyone he liked enough to overpay.

“It was great for us,” Russell said. “It was a guy who could play top six right away and we didn’t have to make a trade to get him. He’s skilled and creative enough to play with guys like Drouin and Ashley. It was a perfect fit for us.”

But after scoring five goals and three assists in his first eight games, Gadoury was literally stopped in his tracks. Cape Breton Screaming Eagles defenceman Justin Hache slammed into him head-on at the blue-line during a Jan. 25 game at the Metro Centre, knocking him out of the lineup for seven games with a concussion.

Gadoury returned to action on Sunday against the Bathurst Titan and promptly scored two goals.

“You always want everyone healthy when you’re starting the playoffs,” Ducharme said. “It was nice to get him back and there are some other guys we’re hoping will come back soon, too. Even though he hasn’t been here a long time, he’s helping us a lot.”

The Mooseheads (37-18-0-3) host the Charlottetown Islanders (18-33-1-4) tonight at the Metro Centre. Halifax is riding a three-game winning streak, while Charlottetown just snapped a 12-game losing skid on Thursday with its first win since Jan. 10.

Mooseheads’ Philippe Gadoury feeling better after big hit

January 27, 2014 - 3:15pm WILLY PALOV SPORTS REPORTER 
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Rookie could be back in the lineup later this week 

Halifax Mooseheads Philippe Gadoury is attended to by therapist Diane Ouimet after a hit against the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles during their game in Halifax on Saturday. (ADRIEN VECZAN / Staff)
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The news so far on Philippe Gadoury is all good.

The Halifax Mooseheads winger took a heavy open-ice hit from Cape Breton Screaming Eagles defenceman Justin Hache during Saturday’s game at the Metro Centre. He needed assistance from Mooseheads athletic trainer Diane Ouimet to gather himself and make it to the dressing room, and he missed the rest of the game with what looked like a certain concussion.

But Halifax general manager Cam Russell said the 19-year-old rookie has responded amazingly well since then.

“He rode the bike today and was feeling good,” Russell said on Monday afternoon. “It’s a day by day process and it’s obviously a great sign that he rode the bike and felt fine, but all you can do with these things is wait and see. We’ll see how he responds from that and then see what happens the next day. That’s all you can do.”

Russell said Gadoury hasn’t experienced any symptoms since the hit and isn’t ruling out putting him back in the lineup at some point this weekend when the team travels to Quebec for a three-game swing. The Mooseheads face the Quebec Remparts on Thursday, the Shawinigan Cataractes on Friday and the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada on Saturday.

“That’s something I’ll talk to Diane about,” Russell said. “We have to figure out where he is at that time and make a decision based on his prognosis. You can’t just say after a hit like that ‘it’s a concussion and he’s out a specific amount of time.’ It’s a process but there have been a lot of positive signs so far. And no matter what, we’ll be careful. That’s what we always do.”

Further to that point, Russell said the only mindset you can have with these situations is caution and patience. He has seen enough of his players suffer head injuries to know there are no certainties.

“It’s different with every player.,” Russell said. “Diane told me he felt surprisingly good that night and she pulled him out of the game mostly for precautionary reasons. But you’re always going to play it safe after a hit like that. He’s been doing well ever since so we’ll just see how it goes from here.”

Gadoury signed with the Mooseheads on Jan. 10 and has five goals and three assists in eight games, playing mostly on the team’s top line with Jonathan Drouin and Darcy Ashley.

Hache has been suspended indefinitely by the league and is waiting for a final ruling on how many games he will serve. He missed Cape Breton’s game against the Chicoutimi Sagueneens on Sunday.
Moose sign free-agent forward Gadoury

January 10, 2014 - 7:06pm  By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter  
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Halifax turns to Nepean Raiders scorer after QMJHL trade market fizzles 

.

128455
It turns out Cam Russell had a Plan B all along.

The Halifax Mooseheads general manager signed free agent forward Philippe Gadoury on Friday, just days after he stood pat at the QMJHL trade deadline.

“We were looking at this for the last couple of weeks,” Russell said. “When the trades didn’t go our way, this became our best option. We concentrated our efforts on that and he’s a player I’m excited to get here. Everything we hear about him is really positive.”

According to Russell’s scouting reports, Gadoury is a highly skilled 19-year-old who should be able to play on one of Halifax’s top two lines. Gadoury was the leading scorer for the Nepean Raiders of the Central Canada Hockey League with 25 goals and 30 assists in 42 games, putting him in a tie for third in the league scoring race.

“Some people I’ve talked to say he’s got some of the best hands they’ve ever seen,” Russell said. “Everything I hear makes him sound pretty special. We’ll get him here and time will tell, but when you get an opportunity to bring in a free agent with reports like that, it’s exciting.

“He’s got a great skillset. He’s a great skater and a good finisher. He has 25 goals and I think the next closest player on his team has 13, so he’s a guy that can score some goals and give us more skill up front and more offensive depth.”

Gadoury had a scholarship offer to Northeastern University but had to explore his options after hitting a snag with his NCAA eligibility. Russell wasn’t entirely sure what the glitch was but was more than happy to accommodate Gadoury after being approached by his adviser Matt Ebbs. Ebbs is an uncle of Mooseheads defenceman MacKenzie Weegar and also represents Halifax blue-liner Jesse Lussier. Weegar and Lussier are friends with Gadoury.

“That’s something else that will help his transition,” Russell said. “I think part of our success last year was that we had good depth, but in that depth we had lots of skill. We felt that bringing him in would give us three really skilled lines that we could put out there. It was important for us to find the right guy.”
The Progression flashing Alex Pawelczyk

Samuel Samuel Duranceau-CloutierPublished February 20, 2014
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Then it was used in a supporting role last year, forward Alex Pawelczyk against the best trios opposing this season. Why such an increase?

 © The Weekly Photo / Samuel Duranceau-Cloutier 

Forward Alex Pawelczyk has become an important part of the cast of Martin Bernard.

When Anthony Mantha, Jonathan Drouin and Anthony Duclair is on the ice, head coach Martin Bernard does not hesitate to call on Alex Pawelczyk services. The attacker giant size (6'06, 218 lbs) is very effective against the best opposing elements, it has tripled its production in the attack. "I'm a good example that when you work hard, it pays. I always believed in my abilities and I trained very hard this summer. Last year, I have not really had a chance to prove myself and this season, I managed to prove that I could play against the best trios enemy. If I score a goal, it's like the cherry on the sundae. If I want to play at the professional one day I will be strong defensively. My job is to neutralize the big trios and I think my trio with Bergy and Hodge did a good job in this regard. We are good friends and we love to play together, "he told the number 63. 

The Shawinigan Cataractes will play the first of a series of important meetings in the playoff race tonight, so they will be on the side of Saint John. "It will be number seven games for us. They will be very important because if we lose, we could miss the series shortly. We managed to beat big teams in recent weeks and we will do the same in the coming weeks. Miss the playoffs, this is really not a good feeling. I think we deserve to be there this year because it would be good for fans and our young players. I know we can do it, "commented the man nicknamed" Pawa ".

A family spirit

Even in difficult times, men have remained united Bernard Martin. "When you win, the atmosphere in the dressing room is always better. Even if we had a more difficult start, we have always remained positive and I would say that we are closer than at the beginning of the season, "recalled Alex Pawelczyk. 

The last long trip of the season in the Maritime could have a positive impact on the representatives of the City of energy for the final stretch of the season. "It's really nice to be able to spend much time with the guys, especially over such a long period. We are in the hotel or restaurant together. Personally, I prefer to travel a day before our game, if I have to have a good warm up to get back into it. It is sure that the return trip will not be easy, but it's part of our long trips. "
Alex Pawelczyk the footsteps of Vincent Arseneau 

Samuel  Samuel Duranceau-Cloutier  Published on September 10, 2013 
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 The attacker giant size Pawelczyk Alex has trained hard in the offseason, returning to Shawinigan with a clear improvement in his skating.  The American 18 wants to follow in the footsteps of Vincent Arseneau in itself as a physical presence for the cast of Martin Bernard this season. 

  © The Weekly Photo / Samuel Duranceau-Cloutier 

 Forward Alex Pawelczyk is satisfied that the Shawinigan Cataractes know a good season. 

 "I agree with Martin Mondou.  In my opinion, something other than the top 10 would be a failure, "did not hesitate to launch Alex Pawelczyk the next season, which will begin Friday in Victoriaville. 

 The nice guy of 6'06 and 218 lbs is satisfied that each player will put the interests of the team before all this season.  "Whether you're a player of 16 or 20 years, it does not matter.  You must give your best in every game, so do not give a reason for the coach to put you in the stands.  Personally, I want to play every game as if it was one of my career.  I hope all the guys feel like that, because it represents the attitude of a winning team. " 

 In 47 meeting last year, one was nicknamed Pawa tallied five points (2b, 3a).  "I want to play the first three lines and bring a physical aspect to the team, as did Vincent Arseneau last year.  I know my role, which is to hit and to position myself in front of the keeper.  If I can get points, it will be most, "he said. 

 An improvement 

 When he was sometimes difficult to keep pace with last year, Alex Pawelczyk has taken steps to establish itself in the offseason.  "I trained twice a day on ice and Powerskating than usual in the gym.  We also practiced stickhandling, throws and more with my coach Kyle Christensen.  During the summer, I felt better when I was faster.  I knew my efforts would pay, "he has said. 

 Read more special items: 

 Defensive up 

 Tommy Lemay wants to play next year in Shawinigan 

 "The first win will be good," Martin Bernard 

 Jason Pominville broke the bank! 

 Despite the advent of several young, the great number 63 managed to impose on the ice during training camp.  "I came with a lot of confidence.  I am not concerned about the fact that there were many young people.  I knew that to get more ice time, I was going to perform at the camp. " 

 A better team spirit 

 Upon his arrival in the City of Energy, Alex Pawelczyk found a change in the team in the locker room.  "Last year, it was not as good as this year.  Each player is there for each other and we're all friends.  In pre-season, we were ready.  I liked the lines put on ice by Bernard Martin, that worked well.  Personally, I played with D'Aoust and Phelan.  Everyone knows where to position themselves and be ready for Friday's game. " 

 Head coach Martin Bernard develop individual skills of the players during practice Monday, then return to class for the rest of the week.  "I feel it will help.  Working more your skills and I'm sure it'll be a plus for the team.  I feel the team spirit is really better than last year.  I think we will be able to know a very good season, "commented Pawelczyk.

"It was a great awakening"-Alex Pawelczyk 

Samuel  Samuel Duranceau-Cloutier  Published January 13, 2014 
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 Forward Alex Pawelczyk learned this morning that he was ranked 192nd among North American skaters by Central Scouting for the National Hockey League.  L'Hebdo du Saint-Maurice discussed with the top scorer of the Shawinigan Cataractes in the early afternoon. 

  © The Weekly Photo / Samuel Duranceau-Cloutier 

 Forward Alex Pawelczyk be found at 192nd among the best North American skaters for the upcoming NHL Entry Draft National Hockey League. 

 After a season of five points (2b, 3a) last year, forward Alex Pawelczyk has already amassed 15 points (8b, 7a) since the beginning of this campaign.  His efforts have earned him listed by Central Scouting for the National Hockey League.  "I was not surprised, because I knew it was a possibility.  With the way I played the last few weeks, I think I deserved to be here on this list.  I feel that I've improved a lot since last year.  I trained very hard this summer and every day I feel that I am improving my game, "he told the principal party. 

 Number 63 wants to continue to impress recruiters by the end of the season.  "I think I must demonstrate that I am a physical player who works hard every shift.  The other teams should be scared of me when I'm on the ice.  I demonstrate good skills, but above all, it is my physical game I want to make my way.  I'm not a fighter, but I think sometimes it is important to do. " 

 Even though he was very happy to be on the list of Central Scouting, Pawelczyk said he will not change his style of play, "I will not become the Sidney Crosby with extraordinary abilities.  I must continue to play my way in being effective in the defensive zone, finishing my hits and working hard.  This is the way I pointed out to me. " 

 During the trip to the sea, the American company has evolved Alexis D'Aoust and Jeremy Auger.  "They helped me a lot.  I think it was mutual.  When stepped on the ice, we were always in the face of the enemy.  By playing with the same players helps a lot to build chemistry.  It can help the team to four trios good and perform well. "
Canada captures hockey gold with shutout over Sweden  

ERIC DUHATSCHEK 

SOCHI, Russia — The Globe and Mail
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History is rarely on the minds of players at the precise moment they win something as significant as an Olympic gold medal in men’s hockey. The experience is too fresh, too new, and really just too much fun in the here-and-now to think about its significance or long-term impact.

In a decisive win marked by an immediate if unexpectedly muted celebration, Canada’s men’s Olympic hockey team won its third gold medal in the last four Olympics and they did it in their most convincing style yet. In defeating Sweden 3-0 in Sunday’s final, Canada complete an undefeated 6-0 run to the championship, becoming the first team since the Soviet Union in 1984 to do so.

More Related to this Story

•  Sweden’s Backstrom misses Olympic final due to positive drug test  

•  Duhatschek: Why the Olympic MVP should go to a defenceman  

•  Alfredsson is last grey beard left standing in Olympic hockey tournament  

Canada forward Sidney Crosby scores a goal on Sweden goaltender Henrik Lundqvist during the second period of the men's gold medal ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 23, 2014, in Sochi, Russia.    

In pictures

Canada and Sweden battle for Olympic hockey supremacy

Hockey fans across the country gathered around televisions in bars and office buildings to watch the Canadian men's hockey team eliminate the U.S. in Sochi. Canada will face Sweden in the gold-medal game Sunday.    

Video

Video: Fans celebrate as Canadian men closer to Olympic gold

Hayley Wickenheiser says the Olympic gold medal win in Sochi was the hardest game ever encountered by the Canadian women's hockey team. Wickenheiser says she believes it's the most exciting women's game ever played.    

Video

Video: Hayley Wickenheiser calls Sochi win most exciting women's game ever

Ultimately, each of the Canadian men’s hockey gold medals resonates in its own unique way.

In Salt Lake City (2002), a tournament that started badly but ended well, Canada ended a 50-year gold-medal drought in men’s hockey. In Vancouver (2010), Canada overcame the intense pressure of competing in a hometown Olympics, and the palpable need to win our game in our place.

In some ways, the effort in Sochi proved something different again – that they could win on the road, on the international-sized ice, playing against whatever opponent they faced, playing any style they wanted to play. It might be the most remarkable of the three. Canada had the puck on its stick for pretty much the entire tournament.

Before Sunday, Sweden had been perfect in the tournament, but they were overmatched by Canada’s skill and will – and never really in the game.

Canada’s goal scorers were Jonathan Toews, Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz, all of whom scored for the first time in the 2014 Olympics.

If the tournament wasn’t perhaps the masterpiece that those who want the NHL to stay in the Olympics hoped for – more mucking and grinding actually than is necessary, when players of this skill level hit the ice together – no one on the Canadian side was all that concerned about putting on a show, just in getting a result.

And the moment in history that the 2014 team may eventually reflect upon is this: Not since Canada won in Oslo, Norway in 1952 – 62 years ago – have they won an Olympics outside of the Americas. So that is the singular achievement that makes this gold medal distinct from the last two.

The gold medal reinforces the roster decisions made in early January by Canadian executive director Steve Yzerman and his team of NHL general managers. It reinforces the line-up decisions that coach Mike Babcock and his staff made – which on Sunday, involved getting Martin St. Louis back into the mix up front after he didn’t get a single shift in the semi-final victory over the Americans.

St. Louis played mostly on the fourth line with Rick Nash and Matt Duchene, and they were an energetic unit that created lots of offensive pressure deep, especially in the second period.

In goal, Carey Price played every game but one, and was stingy throughout, surrendering just three goals in the five games he started.

Twenty years ago, Canada lost a memorable if heart-breaking gold-medal game to Sweden during the Lillihammer Olympics, Peter Forsberg scoring the winner in an extended shootout against Corey Hirsch.

If you filled Babcock with truth serum, he might tell you his favorite player on the team is Toews, who scored the first goal for Canada, redirecting a pass from Jeff Carter, in the opening period. Toews is a heart-and-soul type who, all tournament long, kept reminding people that the defence-first style adopted by Canada would be the winning style, and of course, he was correct. Defence wins championships – and Canada surrendered just three goals in six games during the tournament.

Crosby’s second-period goal followed a turnover outside the Canadian blue line, in which he steamed away from the Swedish defence, got into the clear and deked goaltender Henrik Lundqvist with a great move to the backhand.

Crosby’s linemate, Kunitz, then scored a third-period unassisted goal to put the game away.

The game featured the last two teams to win gold at the men’s ice hockey tournament – Canada in 2010, Sweden in 2006. Eleven Canadian players returned from that championship team.

Sweden played the game without centre Nicklas Backstrom, who was an 11th-hour scratch because of migraine headaches. Gustav Nyqvist stepped into the top 12 as a result of Backstrom’s condition and he actually produced the best Swedish chance in the early stages of the game, getting a shot off the post that stayed out. Canada also hit a first-period post – Patrice Bergeron, as the Crosby line put on most of the first-period pressure; and in the third, Drew Doughty rifled a point shot off the post as well.

The final period lacked the crackling excitement and tension of previous matches, and it was clear as time ticked off that Sweden didn’t have another gear left.

Sweden played the tournament without Henrik Sedin and Johan Franzen and lost Henrik Zetterberg to injury early on. Canada played the tournament without Steven Stamkos and lost John Tavares to injury against Latvia. But Canada’s depth made it possible to overcome the losses, whereas Sweden’s offence – save for Erik Karlsson’s work from the blue line and an effective power play in the first five games – never really came around.

The medal ceremony followed immediately, the injured Tavares joining his teammates in street clothes to accept his medal. PK Subban was there as well as Mike Smith, both putting on their equipment for the ceremony.

The atmosphere was completely different from four years earlier, when Crosby scored in OT to win the gold medal at home. There was a contingent of Canadian fans behind the bench, which Toews saluted with applause as he took his sport behind the blue carpet, during the medal ceremony.

Metaphorically, the celebration almost reflected the business-like manner in which Canada played, in which they didn't permit a goal in the final 164 minutes and 19 seconds of play. Canada outscored the opposition 17-3 in all.

Some of the Swedish players who play or have played for Canadian-based NHL teams - Daniel Alfredsson, Daniel Sedin, Alex Edler - received nice ovations, but the larger applause was left for the Canadian team. It began with Roberto Luongo and continued to Duncan Keith, Dan Hamhuis, Shea Weber, Drew Doughty and the rest of Team Canada, with captain Crosby receiving the loudest ovation.
.

Moncton Wildcats’ Vladimir Tkachev impresses in QMJHL debut
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Vladimir Tkachev had 4 points in his first game for Moncton (Marc Grandmaison photo)

Moncton Wildcats head coach Darren Rumble was ready for a good night of hockey after leading his team through the paces of an energetic practice Thursday.

The team was on a four-game losing streak, but they finally got the gift they ordered back in September and placed him on the top line. He'd be lying if he said that didn't have anything to do with it.

“You could really feel it in practice,” Rumble said. “I said to the other coaches and staff that it’s the best vibe we’ve had from our team since we’ve been on our skid. I knew we were going to come out and have a good performance.”

Vladimir Tkachev finally arrived last night after a half-season of delays and wasted no time at all with a four-point debut and first star honours in the Wildcats’ 7-4 thrashing of Chicoutimi. He drew high marks from his head coach in his first game.

“He put on quite a show tonight,” Rumble said. “He’s an elite player. He gave our team a really big boost.”

He even earned some comparisons to a certain number 99 from his coach.

“I’ve only had a one-game sort of viewing, obviously,” Rumble said. “He sees the ice well. He’s got that change of pace that Gretzky used to have, where he’s got different speeds to buy himself time through the neutral zone. He’s very wiry, and sees other people well.”

Fellow Russian forward Ivan Barbashev, linemates with Tkachev in the World under-18 last summer and on Wednesday, could feel the energy as well. He also had four points in the win, to give him 37 points in 29 games on the season.

“It’s awesome,” Barbashev said. “We understand each other on the ice. It’s great to play with him and to have him on the team.”

Tkachev was drafted 39th overall in the 2013 CHL Import Draft, and was hoping to come over in September, but a government strike led to a visa backlog, preventing the pint-sized speedster from joining the Wildcats.

In the meantime, he earned practice time with Avangard Omsk in the KHL, and impressed enough to earn a contract, complicating matters further. Tkachev dressed in two games for Avangard, followed by 19 points in 16 games for Omskie Yastreby in the MHL, Russia's top junior league.

It took until December for Omsk to release Tkachev to the Moncton Wildcats, and then another few weeks for his passport to be mailed back so he could fly to Moncton, but he finally made it Wednesday.

Playing on a line with countryman Barbashev and overager J.C. Campagna, and less than 24 hours after arriving in the city, Tkachev earned his first two points in the first period en route to a four-point night.

“I’m really tired,” Tkachev said, using Barbashev as a translator. “I didn’t practice for two or three weeks so it was difficult today.

“I was waiting for a long time. I’m very excited to be here.”

Rumble said that it was obvious to pair up the two Russian players together.

“I felt like it was a natural fit,” he said. “He just got off the plane and doesn’t speak a lick of English, so I felt that, if I went to Russia and had a buddy on the team, I would assume that someone would put me on the team with the guy who speaks English. I could see Barbashev speaking with him on [who to take on] line changes, and he helped us out with some translation of our systems.

“Is that line set in stone the rest of the way? Nothing is set in stone, but obviously, I will be playing those two together again next game and if they continue to have chemistry, why not let them play together? They had a great chemistry and they looked like they had a lot of fun out there.”

Barbashev knows the difficulties of moving to Canada to play in the CHL. Last season, he was a rookie, knowing next to nothing of what to expect from playing in Moncton. He set himself up well, compiling 62 points in 68 games.

“My first month was really hard in Canada, and my English wasn’t good,” Barbashev said. “There were new teammates and new friends. It was really hard for me, so it will be hard for him too.

“He doesn’t know English at all. When I came here, I knew some, but for him it will be hard to learn it right now.”

Tkachev said he’ll do what it takes to play and learn in Canada.

“I’m ready to learn, but it will be hard, I know,” Tkachev said. “It’s really hard for me to be on the ice since I haven’t been on for a while. The language makes it interesting too.”

Last season, Barbashev had a fellow rookie to lean on and learn from, St. Louis Blues prospect Dmitrij Jaskin. Barbashev said he wants to be the “big brother” to Tkachev like Jaskin was to him.

“Jaskin was helping me a lot last year, and now I change the role,” Barbashev said with a smile. “I will be helping him a lot.”

Rumble really liked the energy and the play of Tkachev on Wednesday, and found that Barbashev and Tkachev play complimentary styles to one another.

“They’re different players,” Rumble said. “Barbs is a North American player. He likes the physical play. Tkachev is a smaller body. He actually did finish a couple of hits, which I liked, but is he going to have the same physical impact as Barbashev? Probably not, but I wasn’t disappointed in that, especially when I saw his urgency in a couple of the backchecks, as the first forward back.”

Rumble added that there were a few things he noticed that he would like to work on with Tkachev.

“At first glance, I think we can up the velocity of his shot; of course he did score a couple of nice goals. Just some strength and conditioning will go a long way to making him an even better player than he already is.”

Dec 29, 2013 

Vladimir Tkachev Now a Member of the Moncton Wildcats

Press Release

For Immediate Release                                                                          December 29th, 2013

Vladimir Tkachev Now a Member of the Moncton Wildcats

Moncton NB – The Moncton Wildcats are pleased to announce that the IIHF transfer has been complete and 18 year old Russian player, Vladimir Tkachev, is now a member of the Moncton Wildcats. Vladimir is now awaiting his Canadian Visa to travel.

The last hurdle is to complete his paperwork and details with the league and Hockey Canada.

Roger Shannon, Director of Hockey Operations for the Moncton Wildcats said, “We are hopeful that Vladimir will arrive and suit up in early January.  This will be an exciting day to see this young superstar in a Wildcats Jersey”
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Vladimir Tkachev’s mission to Moncton begins with 4-point night: Thursday’s 3 Stars
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Tkachev is NHL Central Scouting's 14th-ranked European skater, but is now in Moncton (OHL Images)

No. 1 star: Vladimir Tkachev, Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL)

For someone who just got off a plane 24 hours ago, Tkachev made out semi-halfway decently in his debut with the 'Cats. The dazzling, diminutive Russian and his compatriot Ivan Barbashev each had four-point nights to help Moncton snap a four-game skid with a 7-4 win over the Chicoutimi Saguenéens.

Tkachev (2G-2A, +2), who just received his visa to play in Canada earlier this month, got his first QMJHL point in the eighth minute of the game on a goal by Barbashev (1G-3A, +2). That was just an appetizer for the main course, as Tkachev scored twice on one-timers off perfect passes from Barbashev to help Moncton build a 5-1 lead by the middle of the second period. The Sags made a run before the 18-year-old Russians capped off a memorable night at the old Coliseum by getting the helpers on Christoph Lalonde's sealer with 1:06 left.

No. 2 star: Anthony Duclair, Quebec Remparts (QMJHL)

A player named Anthony leads the Q with 40 goals, and he does not play for Val-d'Or. Duclair has played eight fewer games than Anthony Mantha, granted, but the New York Rangers third-rounder is having a sensational post-draft season with 40 goals over 45 games. Duclair (3G-1A, +1) was dominant in the third period when the Remparts scored five consecutive goals to pull away for a resounding 6-2 road win over the rival Gatineau Olympiques. (None of the five goals in that decisive third involved a certain Mikhail G.; no, too obvious ... M. Grigorenko.)

Duclair had eight dangerous shots on the night at Centre Robert-Guertin — where the stat crew tends to be about as generous as Monty Burns — so evidently he just didn't get hot for one period. The Remparts were still down 2-1, but an Olympiques too-many-men penalty opened the door just a crack. Duclair buried the tying goal off a setup from Tampa Bay Lightning second-rounder Adam Erne. With 7:39 left, he scored the winner with an assist from Toronto Maple Leafs prospect Fabrice Herzog.

The Olympiques took some late frustration penalties and Duclair capitalized by getting an assist and then by hitting the big four-oh in the goal column.

No. 3 star: Hunter Garlent, Peterborough Petes (OHL)

Garlent (3G-2A, +2) kept up his torrid scoring pace since swapping Guelph Storm red for Peterborough maroon. The 18-year-old, reunited with his old lacrosse buddy Nick Ritchie (1G-3A, +2), got his first OHL hat trick during the 7-4 Petes win over the Central Division-leading Sudbury Wolves. Their right wing, sophomore Eric Cornel, also earned two assists as the Petes improved to 5-1-0-0 since their big trade for Garlent. The Thorold, Ont., native already has 16 points across those six games, compared to his 39 in 37 games with Guelph.

The Garlent-Ritchie combo factored into two first-period goals as the Petes built a quick 4-1 lead. Garlent also sniped a goal 2:52 from the end of the second to restore a three-goal cushion, which loomed large in the grand scheme when Sudbury rallied to within 5-4. Peterborough's big guns also did some grunt work, playing shutdown hockey and scoring two last-minute empty-netters. Garlent's hat trick goal came with three seconds left.

The Petes have won their last three games by 7-4 scores.

Honourable mention Tyson Fawcett, Barrie Colts (OHL)

The overage Fawcett (3G-1A, +3) also had his first hat trick, leading his hometown Colts to a 7-2 romp over their interconference rival Owen Sound Attack. The 5-foot-6, 170-pound forward's second goal was his best, as he stickhandled through traffic in the high slot and snapped a shot past Attack goalie Jack Flinn. Fawcett, who's having a productive OA season with 19 goals, also scored and drew an assist when the Colts scored four times in a 7:03 stretch of the second period.

Honourable mention: Zach Bratina, North Bay Centennials Battalion

As if there was any way North Bay would lose to former North Bay while decked out in Centennials' black and gold. The Battalion thumped the Saginaw Spirit 5-1 to pull even for third place in the Eastern Conference as they made it look like it was 1994 at the Memorial Gardens. Bratina (2A, +2) was third star in the building, but his two primary assists came when North Bay broke the game open in the second period and it was his first time facing his former team. That merits some recognition.

Battalion goalie Jake Smith (28 saves) received first-star honours during the game.

Potent notables — Detroit Red Wings pick Andreas Athanasiou (2G-1A, +2) scored his 30th for Barrie ... Niagara sophomore Anthony DiFruscia got his 20th during the IceDogs win over Mississauga ... In the QMJHL, Montreal Canadiens pick Jérémy Grégoire scored with 30 seconds left in OT to give Baie-Comeau a 1-0 win over Acadie-Bathurst. Titan goalie Miguel Sullivan made 42 saves in a losing cause; Philippe Cadorette got an 18-save shutout for the league-leading Drakkar.

Neate Sager is a writer for Yahoo! Canada Sports. Follow him on Twitter @neatebuzzthenet.
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Moncton Wildcats pick Vladimir Tkachev scores unreal goal in Subway Super Series (VIDEO)
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Here is a proof the Moncton Wildcats made the right pick but now have to work on getting the player.

The talker emanating out of the Subway Super Series opener on Monday was the breathtakingly beautiful goal that Russia's sprightly speedster Vladimir Tkachev scored to tie the game in the third period. In one burst starting from his own blueline, the 18-year-old whom Moncton is hoping to bring to the Quebec League next season burned three high NHL picks to score.

First Tkachev slipped by Laurent Dauphin, a second-round selection of the Phoenix Coyotes. Then he made the feet of Philadelphia Flyers first-rounder Samuel Morin look like a croquet wicket, slipping the puck through before recollecting it and zipping a shot past Team QMJHL goalie Zach Fucale. The Montreal Canadiens, of course, made Fucale the first goalie taken in the 2013 NHL draft.

The mind reels at what Tkachev, whose October birthday puts him in the 2014 NHL draft player pool, might do in the QMJHL against everyday competition. Moncton selected him in last summer's Canadian Hockey League import draft. The skilled forward is currently shuffling between Avangard Omsk in the KHL and its junior-aged affiliate team. In Moncton, he would have a chance to collaborate with Ivan Barbashev, who is the top-ranked QMJHL-based prospect for the draft and scored Russia's other goal on Monday. People in North America would definitely like to see more of Tkachev than just occasional snippets.

Neate Sager is a writer for Yahoo! Canada Sports. Follow him on Twitter @neatebuzzthenet. Please address any questions, comments or concerns to btnblog@yahoo.ca (videos: Sportsnet, International Ice Hockey Federation).
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Carpenter creating his own legacy at Austin Prep 

By Bill Kipouras

 sports@eagletribune.com    

Austin Prep hockey player Bobo Carpenter of North Reading is one sibling of a former National Hockey League star who doesn’t have to rely on his father’s reputation. Bobo has created one of his own.

The 16-year-old sophomore center is one of the centerpieces who have led the only once-beaten Cougars on a surprising journey into the Super 1-A Division semifinals of the MIAA playoffs.

Bob Carpenter, Bobo’s father, has three Stanley Cup rings which he shares with his children from his playing and coaching days with the New Jersey Devils. 

Bob Carpenter was Sports Illustrated’s “Can’t Miss Kid” on the cover during his senior year at St. John’s Prep, a first-round pick in the amateur draft who logged 18 years in the NHL. He also is the first American to score 50 goals in the NHL and a member of the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame.

Bobo Carpenter faces his father’s alma mater at Tsongas Arena in Lowell today at 7:45 p.m. 

Bobo has evolved into one of the most promising sophomore talents in Division 1 in what has been a stunning year for him.

“He’s one of the hardest-working kids I’ve ever coached,” Austin Prep’s Louis Finnochio said. “Bar none. He goes and goes and goes. Bobo’s relentless. (He’s) already a leader as a sophomore and he’s got one of the hardest shots I’ve seen from a schoolboy. From afar, up close, anywhere on the ice he’s a threat.” 

Bobo played a half season at Governors Academy last season, just 13 games, because he suffered a concussion. The doctors felt it was serious enough to take him off skates for six months. 

“I transferred to Austin because I wanted a smaller school, to be closer to home, and Governors had that private school rule that a student had to participate in three sports.”

Bobo, whose sister Alex Carpenter is the top scorer for Boston College women’s hockey, is leading the Cougars in scoring with 16 goals and 16 assists for 32 points — two points more than Jim Vesey, son of Merrimack College Hall of Famer Jim Vesey, an ex-Bruin. 

A former two-time Salem State captain, Steve McAdam, who now directs, the Valley Warriors program, is one of Bobo’s major boosters.

“He shoots it like a pro, like Louis mentioned, and that’s no exaggeration,” McAdam said. “He’s still young. But you’ve got to see him fire that puck. He’s not always accurate, but he’s getting there in a hurry.”

McAdam said Bobo would have 20 goals with any luck. He’s hit at least 15 crossbars.

“He’s probably 5-10, 5-11, 185, and strong,” McAdam said.

“He’s also a great faceoff man,” McAdam added. “I’m sure his father taught him that skill, since he was great at that. Just a great kid, a coach’s dream. Always doing the extra work and skates forever. He’s a great teammate as well. Never negative. He’s what you look for. A very determined kid who has a great disposition.”

Guess who handed Austin its only loss this season?

Right on. St. John’s Prep, a 5-1 defeat midseason.

Will St. John’s overlook Austin?

“There’s always a chance,” Bobo said.

Finnochio added, “They were the better team that night.” 

“But we’ve improved considerably,” Bobo assured. “Actually, the Cougars gave up two quick goals and the Prep’s experience was a huge factor in the outcome. 

Austin has nine freshmen who have gained a ton of experience in the second half of the season.

“That was our worst game without a doubt,” Bobo said.
Letunov Commits To Boston University

letunov_bu_web copy

YOUNGSTOWN, Ohio – The Youngstown Phantoms take great pride in announcing that forward Maxim Letunov has committed to play college hockey at Boston University following his USHL career. Letunov, 17, is the 12th player on the Phantoms’ current roster earn a scholarship to play NCAA Division I hockey, joining teammate JJ Piccinich as a Terrier recruit.

“We’re extremely happy and proud of Max,” assistant coach Brad Patterson said. “He was highly sought after and that shows in his decision to choose BU, one of the top programs in the nation.”

Maxim Letunov

Maxim Letunov

A native of Moscow, Russia, Letunov is currently third on the Phantoms in scoring with three goals, eight assists and 11 points through 14 games this season. The 6-foot-2, 155-pound center recorded a point in each of his first six games and leads all USHL rookies under the age of 18 in scoring.

Youngstown’s second-round pick (19th overall) in the 2013 USHL Phase II Draft, Letunov led the Dallas Stars Elite Under-16 AAA team in scoring last season with 29-37-66 in 40 games. Prior to the start of the 2013-14 campaign, he was included on NHL Central Scouting’s “Players to Watch” list for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

“Every day he touches the ice he gets better and that’s all you can ask,” Patterson said. “He’s made leaps and bounds since his first game with us.”

Boston University is one of the most storied college programs in the nation and plays in the powerhouse Hockey East Association. The five-time national champion Terriers are currently 4-4-0 this season and are second in the Hockey East standings with a 2-1-0 conference record.

Youngstown’s all-time wins leader Matthew O’Connor (2010-12) is the current starting goaltender for BU.

The Phantoms return to action this weekend when they host the Fargo Force. Puck drop is set for 7:05 p.m. Friday, Nov. 8 and Saturday, Nov. 9 at the Covelli Centre.

Season tickets for the 2013-14 season are on sale now starting at the low price of just $8 a game. Benefits include invitations to exclusive season ticket holder events, discounts at the Phantoms Team Shop and much more. Call 330.747.PUCK (7825) for more information or to reserve seats today. For all the latest news, visit www.YoungstownPhantoms.com, follow the Phantoms on Twitter (@YtownPhantoms) and ‘like’ them on Facebook (www.Facebook.com/YoungstownPhantoms).

Headquartered in Chicago the USHL now prepares for its 12th season as the nation’s only Tier I junior hockey league in 2013-14. With 19 NHL Draft picks on team rosters and more than 300 players already committed to NCAA Division I schools this season, the USHL has emerged as the world’s foremost producer of junior hockey talent.  For more information, visit us on the web at www.USHL.com. Fans can also watch USHL action all season long, live or on-demand via FASTHockey (ushl.fasthockey.com).

It’s not just hockey. It’s the USHL.

Christensen, Letunov Lead Deep, Skilled Phantoms Phase 2 Draft Class

phase2picks

YOUNGSTOWN, Ohio – After stocking up for the future Monday night, the Youngstown Phantoms got to the business of reloading for another deep Clark Cup Playoff  in 2013-14 Tuesday during Phase 2 of the USHL Draft.

But even after months of scouting and compiling a comprehensive draft board, assistant general manager and director of player personnel Jason Koehler was caught off guard when the Phantoms went on the clock at ninth overall – not because he wasn’t prepared. He simply never thought forward Blake Christensen would fall into his lap.

Blake Christensen

Blake Christensen

“You’re not going to get everybody you want, but in the same breath, it’s a pleasant surprise on draft day that some players you want are there,” Koehler said. “We had a lot of those – guys who were surprisingly available when we were up to pick. We’re ecstatic with the group that we got here at this draft.”

The Phantoms made Christensen the first of 28 players selected – 20 forwards, six defensemen and two goaltenders – all expected to compete for a spot on the Phantoms’ 2013-14 roster.

“Our entire staff is extremely excited about what we were able to get in Phase 2 of the draft,” head coach and GM Anthony Noreen said. “One of things we talked about was not rebuilding, but reloading. I think we did a great job of that. We filled some holes and got some guys we believe will take this team to the next level.”

Christensen, a 17-year-old from Rochester Hills, Mich., played the past two seasons with Detroit-based Little Caesars Under-18 AAA team. He led little Caesars in goals (27), points (62) and penalty minutes (82), while finishing second on the team with 35 assists in just 46 games this last season. The 5-foot-10, 155-pound Christensen also played 29 USHL games with the U.S. National Under-18 team putting up 3-2-5 and 57 penalty minutes.

“Blake Christensen, hands down, was one of the most dynamic, competitive and gritty players in Midget Major hockey this year,” Koehler said. “He was certainly if not the best, one of the best players in U18 AAA hockey.”

The Phantoms added one of the most skilled players available in forward Maxim Letunov with the 19th overall selection, which they acquired from Sioux City in November as a piece of the Cam Brown-JT Stenglein trade. Originally hailing from Moscow, Russia, Letunov, 17, led the Dallas Stars Elite U16 AAA team with 29-37-66 in 40 games.

Koehler said his mix of size (6-foot-2, 150 pounds) and high-end offensive abilities make Letunov a top-tier NHL prospect.

“Letunov has size and he has the skillset, hands and the scoring ability of a Sam Anas,” Koehler said. “There’s no doubt in my mind that NHL teams and colleges are going to be salivating over Letunov on our program next year.”

Five picks later they nabbed 6-foot-2, 200-pound defenseman Truman Reed from Shattuck St. Mary’s. An Anchorage, Alaska, native, Reed recorded 38 points in 2012-13 and a combined 23-44-67 in 108 games over the past two seasons at the Minnesota prep school powerhouse.

Youngstown added another Alaskan and former Shattuck standout in the third round in forward Ryan Schwalbe, who spent the past season playing with the Salmon Arm Silverbacks of the British Columbia Hockey League.

“We’ve got a ‘D’ core to reload and Truman Reed is player who can walk in and give us a big, experienced defenseman, who despite the fact he hasn’t played junior hockey, is as close to ready as possible,” Koehler said. “Ryan Schwalbe’s a competitor and a winner and somebody who fits the way we play.”

The Phantoms tabbed forward Sebastian Vidmar of the Malmo Firebird junior team in Sweden’s SuperELIT league with their fourth-round selection. Last season the 6-foot-2, 185-pound Vidmar finished second in goal scoring in SuperELIT with 26 goals, and was teammates with Youngstown center Alfred Larsson at Malmo from 2010-12.

The Phantoms dealt the rights to Phase 1 selection Sam McCormick to the Sioux City to get back into the sixth round, where they took forward Josh Melnick out of the Delbarton School. A skilled and scrappy center, Melnick becomes the third player Youngstown has selected from the perennial New Jersey high school state champion, following in the footsteps of former captain Mike Ambrosia and defenseman Tommy Davis.

“We didn’t want to move a prospect like McCormick, but we also knew that we had a chance to get another elite-level player from Delbarton in Josh Melnick,” Koehler said. “He was the No. 1 center on a team that won a state title and is committed to Princeton, and we’ve had some success with that connection.”

For the second straight year, Youngstown drafted a pair of players with Ohio ties when it selected forwards Trey Bradley (ninth round), son of former NHLer and 500-point scorer Brian Bradley, and Grant Meyer (12th round) out of the Cleveland Barons U18 AAA team.

Additionally, the Phantoms were one of just six USHL teams to select a player from the 1998 birth year when they tabbed Jakob Chychrun out the Little Caesars U16 team in the 10th round. A 6-foot-2, 180-pound defenseman, Chychrun, who recently turned 15 and whose father Jeff played more than 250 NHL games, registered 11-7-18 in 25 games last season.

“Chychrun was a standout as a young man playing up at the U16 level,” Koehler said. “He’s young, but you’d never know it watching on the ice. He’s physically advanced, he’s a competitor and his skillset is elite. He’s a special player.”

The 28 players drafted Tuesday will join the Phantoms’ seven Phase 1 selections, as well as 10 affiliate players on Youngstown’s 45-player Initial Protected List. Koehler said that with such a deep and extensive IPL and a strong core of returning Phantoms veterans it will make for an extremely competitive Selection Camp, which gets underway June 6.

“We have some good players back in the program with a year under their belts with the Phantoms, and the players we selected here in the two days of the draft are obviously players we feel have the ability to play in Youngstown – our type of players,” he said. “We’re very excited. It should be a great camp. We’ve got a lot of tough decisions to make.”

FULL LIST OF PHANTOMS USHL DRAFT: PHASE 2 SELECTIONS

Round 1 (ninth overall):          Forward Blake Christensen – Detroit Little Caesars AAA (U18)

Round 2 (19th overall):            Forward Maxim Letunov – Dallas Stars Elite AAA (U16)

Round 2 (24th overall):            Defenseman Truman Reed – Shattuck St. Mary’s (Minn. Prep)

Round 3 (39th overall):             Forward Ryan Schwalbe – Salmon Arm Silverbacks (BCHL)

Round 4 (54th overall):             Forward Sebastian Vidmar – Malmo Firebirds (Sweden SuperELIT)

Round 6 (90th overall):            Forward Josh Melnick – The Delbarton School (N.J. High School)

Round 8 (114th overall):          Forward Conor Lemirande – Janesville Jets (NAHL)

Round 9 (129th overall):          Forward Trey Bradley – Cleveland Barons AAA (U18)

Round 10 (144th overall):        Defenseman Jakob Chychrun – Detroit Little Caesars AAA (U16)

Round 11 (159th overall):         Forward Ryan Conlin – Team Comcast AAA (U18)

Round 12 (174th overall):         Forward Grant Meyer – Cleveland Barons AAA (U18)

Round 13 (189th overall):         Defenseman Carson Vance – Kenai River Brown Bears (NAHL)

Round 14 (204th overall):        Forward Tyler Spezia – Port Huron Fighting Falcons (NAHL)

Round 15 (219th overall):         Forward Craig Pefley – University of Detroit Jesuit (Mich. High School)

Round 16 (234th overall):         Forward Mitchell Vanderlaan – Rothesay Netherwood School (Canada)

Round 17 (249th overall):         Forward Joseph Drabin – Buffalo Jr. Sabres AAA (U18)

Round 18 (264th overall):         Goaltender Tyger Howat – Detroit Victory Honda AAA  (U18)

Round 19 (279th overall):         Defenseman Colin MacGillivray – New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs (EJHL)

Round 20 (294th overall):         Forward Gunnar Lindblad – Chicago Young Americans AAA (U16)

Round 21 (309th overall):         Goaltender Sam Tucker – Choate (Conn. Prep)

Round 22 (324th overall):         Forward Tiernan Seningen – Philadelphia Jr. Flyers AAA (U16)

Round 23 (339th overall):         Forward Derian Plouffe – Kanata Stallions (CJHL)

Round 24 (354th overall):          Forward Eric Carreras – Philadelphia Jr. Flyers AAA (U18)

Round 25 (369th overall):         Defenseman Riley Bruce – Ottawa Valley Titans AAA (U16)

Round 26 (384th overall):         Forward Charley Borek – Choate (Conn. Prep)

Round 27 (399th overall):         Forward Garrett Jenkins – Detroit Compuware AAA (U16)

Round 28 (414th overall):          Defenseman Andrew Holcombe – TPH Thunder AAA (U16)

Round 29 (429th overall):         Forward Michael Merulla – Team Comcast AAA (U18)

Russian teen chasing dream with Phantoms

January 30, 2014

 By MATT WAGNER - Tribune Chronicle (mwagner@tribtoday.com)   , Tribune Chronicle | TribToday.com  

Save |          

While the people all around the globe turn their eyes to Sochi, Russia, for the Olympics, one Russian is chasing his dreams on the other side of the planet.

The Youngstown Phantoms' Maxim Letunov left his home country three years ago to pursue a hockey career with the ultimate goal of reaching the National Hockey League. After a couple of years in Dallas, which included a stint with the Dallas Stars Elite Under-16 team, the left winger moved to Youngstown for the 2013-2014 United States Hockey League season and has thrived.

Letunov ranks third on the team in points with 29 and goals scored with 14. Half of his goal total has come on the power play, where he sits tied for seventh in the USHL with seven. Considering this is his first year playing at the Tier I junior hockey level, the Moscow native said he's happy with his performances.

"I'm really not looking on scoreboard and stuff," Letunov said. "Just trying to do my work, but it's pretty good to be third on the team because it's my first year in USHL. I still will keep working hard, will try to make first place."

Whether he's first on the team in points or not, Letunov has definitely turned the heads of the Youngstown coaching staff with his technical ability.

Youngstown coach Anthony Noreen compared the 17 year old to former Phantom Sam Anas, who recorded 97 points in 115 career games over two seasons in Youngstown. Known for his puck-handling skill and creativity, Anas not only played a huge role during the Phantoms' run into the Eastern Conference finals last season, but he's also making a splash at Quinnipac University, where he leads the team and the nation's freshmen with 32 points.

"As far as thinking in the game, as far as just overall hockey sense, I think those two are the most special we've had," Noreen said. "(Letunov) thinks the game on such an elite level that he makes guys around him better. Whoever you put on his line, they're going to be better that game because of the way he plays, because of the way he distributes the puck, and he's a guy who's got a very bright future here and beyond."

It seems like the Russian has a bright future in the sport, as he's caught the attention of NHL scouts. On Jan. 13, the NHL Central Scouting midterm ranking list of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft-eligible prospects came out, and Letunov was ranked as the 68th overall North American-based skater, which is a third-round projection.

With this being his entry draft year, hearing his name called on June 27 or 28 in Philadelphia sits on atop of Letunov's list for the end of this season.

"First thing, I have to be drafted," Letunov said. "It's my draft-year this year, so I will do everything to be drafted. Next step probably I'll say, go to college for a couple of years. Then, I will try to make NHL."

Despite all the hype surrounding Letunov, there are some questions about the Russian's size and whether it will translate at the next level. Standing at 6 feet, 2 inches, Letunov doesn't have a ton of muscle mass, weighing just 150 pounds.

Unlike the NHL scouts, Noreen doesn't think this will be a problem.

"The question on Max from the NHL guys in the stands is strength-wise," Noreen said. " 'How much weight can he put on? Can he be strong enough?' If you know Max, he's so determined to be a pro that if you told him he had to run through that brick wall there to play in the NHL, he would do it. So, he's going to put the strength on, he's going to put the size on."

While his chances on representing his county won't come this time around, Letunov expressed excitement about the Olympics in Sochi, which lies 1,622 kilometers (or more than 1,000 miles) to the south of his hometown in Moscow.

As for the hockey tournament, Russia and the U.S. will square off in the second group game on Feb. 15. When asked whether there has already been trashtalk about Letunov and his American teammates, Noreen said Letunov might already side with the Americans.

"I think if you would ask Max, I think even he would be rooting for the Americans," Noreen said. "He came over here with his family, I think this is what they call home and I would venture to say that if you asked him who he'd be rooting for, I bet you he'd say Team USA."
Phantoms Come Up Short on Wednesday Morning Matinee

January 22, 2014

YOUNGSTOWN, Ohio – Despite a quick start that saw the Phantoms jump out to a 2-0 lead in the first period, the Indiana Ice prevailed with a 7-4 victory on a chilly Wednesday morning at the Covelli Center.

Maxim Letunov and Kiefer Sherwood scored goals 24 seconds apart in what appeared to be a great start for Youngstown, but the Ice responded with five unanswered goals to take a 5-2 lead to the dressing room after one period of play.

“I’ll be honest, it was great that we got the goals, but I still don’t think it was a great start,” said Phantoms head coach Anthony Noreen. “We don’t judge it by goals; it’s a lot of using the first period to figure out what kind of game it’s going to be.”

Conor Lemirande

Conor Lemirande

Not too long after the Phantoms had gone up by two, Conor Lemirande and Ice forward Dwyer Tschantz engaged in a fight near the team benches, earning major penalties for fighting. Even though the altercation occurred at a time where the Phantoms were ahead, Coach Noreen was pleased at the fact that Lemirande stood up for himself.

“Absolutely. Even though it was 2-0, I don’t think we had a great start,” said Noreen, when asked if he liked that Lemirande engaged with Tschantz despite the Phantoms’ lead. “We wanted more, and we wanted to have an energy shift. We’re not going to back down from challenges. Some teams, if they’re up a few goals, they back down. We will never do that as long as I’m here.”

Noreen added that he does not necessarily believe in the value of fighting from a momentum standpoint.

“I’ve never been a guy who’s thought of it as that. I think of it as more of a way to police the game. Conor Lemirande’s a guy where, if he’s going to play at the next level, he needs to do that. There’s a lot of [scouts] sitting in the stands. If Conor backs down from that, it might hurt him in the long run.”

Dwyer Tschantz scored the fifth goal for the Ice in the dying seconds of the first period on the power play. Austin Kosack and Denis Smirnov picked up assists on what was a rather nice passing play at the very last moment of the frame, a backbreaking goal that capped off the Ice’s five-goal rally.

The second period saw the Phantoms get back to a two-goal deficit thanks to a great individual effort by forward Tyler Spezia. After entering the opponents’ zone, Spezia charged to the goalmouth and was able to wrap the puck around goaltender Jason Pawloski while getting upended.

“I don’t think our quit is ever questioned by anyone,” said Noreen. “Our character in the room is as good as anyone’s. It’s not a matter of want, desire, or passion; it’s the growing pains of going through this league with a young team.

“[Indiana] is made of men, they’re big, strong, and pretty doesn’t work against them. If you watch today’s game, the guys that had success were our bottom six. They kept it simple and made strong plays. The high-end, skilled guys kind of showed their youth against this team.”

The Phantoms kept fighting, as Kiefer Sherwood scored a power play goal about five minutes into the third period to get Youngstown within one.

“We always believe in each other, so we thought that we were starting to get things going and ready to make a comeback,” said the future Miami University Redhawk. “We had a couple of bad bounces, and obviously weren’t able to recover, but the mentality is to remain positive and look forward.”

Coach Noreen alluded to the immaturity factor involving his players during these types of situations.

Kiefer Sherwood

Kiefer Sherwood

“I think it’s a sign of what we talked about, and that’s not letting the scoreboard dictate our emotions. Coming out in the second period, we could’ve very easily folded up against a good team. We did a good job in the second, and in the third, we gave ourselves a chance right to the end. There was an unlucky bounce at the end, but we gave ourselves a chance. It’s just a matter of growing up, and hopefully growing up quick.”

For Sherwood, the five-on-three goal to bring his team within one was his second goal of the game. It was the first time Sherwood had scored twice in a USHL contest, something he described as bittersweet given the outcome.

“It [stinks], because we all can’t stand losing. But I’ve been trying to shoot the puck more, and work harder lately. Luckily, two of them went in today.”

The Phantoms now look ahead to Friday, as they will host Team USA at the Covelli Center.

“We need to have a solid first period and not let off the gas pedal,” said Sherwood. “If we keep playing our system and our style of play, we’ll be successful.”

Phantoms by the Numbers

Shots – 20

Saves – 39

Power Play – 1/7

Penalty Kill – 6/7

Goals – Letunov (14), Sherwood 2 (8), Spezia (6)

Assists – Melnick (10), Reed (6), Letunov (15), Connor (26)

Next on the Slate

The Phantoms will play Team USA on Friday night, and it will be Second Harvest Food Bank Night at the Covelli Centre. Fans who bring three non-perishable food items can receive a Purple Level ticket for just $3. Following the contest, Youngstown will hit the road to face the Chicago Steel on Saturday night.

Single game tickets are on sale now for all Phantoms’ home games at the Covelli Centre. Phantoms 10-Game Flex Plans are also available starting at the low price of just $89. Call 330.747.PUCK (7825) for more information or to reserve seats today. For all the latest news, visit www.YoungstownPhantoms.com, follow the Phantoms on Twitter (@YtownPhantoms) and ‘like’ them on Facebook (www.Facebook.com/YoungstownPhantoms).

Headquartered in Chicago, the USHL now prepares for its 12th season as the nation’s only Tier I junior hockey league in 2013-14. With 19 NHL Draft picks on team rosters and more than 300 players already committed to NCAA Division I schools this season, the USHL has emerged as the world’s foremost producer of junior hockey talent.  For more information, visit us on the web at www.USHL.com. Fans can also watch USHL action all season long, live or on-demand via FASTHockey (ushl.fasthockey.com).
October 30, 2013 

Juniors Journal: South Shore's Starrett is a star

By Shawn Hutcheon

The South Shore Kings' Beau Starrett (Bellingham, Mass.) caught the eye of his coach, and then he caught the eye of NHL scouts and Cornell University, where he'll play his college hockey starting in 2015.

The player is always chasing the dream of playing at the highest levels of the sport, and for Beau Starrett (Bellingham, Mass.) of the South Shore Kings, climbing the ladder to a college scholarship and beyond is his dream – one that he’s already achieving.

Starrett was in the process of making a name for himself last season while playing for the Kings’ under-16 team. He played on the half-season split team, whose season ends in November in order for players to play for their high school and prep school teams. After enjoying a successful high school season with Catholic Memorial, Starrett had planned to play for South Shore’s under-18 team, but as Kings junior team head coach Scott Harlow (East Bridgewater, Mass.) tells it, people around the organization thought he could play at the junior level.

“Beau was going to play for our 18-Under team this season,” Harlow said. “I knew he went to a [United States Hockey League] camp and made that team but he came home and was working out at the training center in Foxborough (Mass.) where we play our home games and everyone was telling me to take another look at him. We invited him to our junior camp in July and he was the best player at camp and we elevated him to our junior team.”

Harlow’s decision to put Starrett on his club was proven to be a very good one, as the forward’s name appeared on the National Hockey League’s Central Scouting preseason list of players to watch in September.

“Beau’s upside is tremendous,” Harlow explained when asked to describe the youngster’s style of play. “He has size (6-foot-4), good hockey sense, great hands and can really shoot the puck. He has great offensive ability. He does need to increase his compete level but I think that will come as the season progresses.

“Of course, we’re talking four or five years down the line when it comes to the NHL but I think Beau has the potential to be drafted in the top three rounds of the upcoming draft.”

According to the coach, Starrett is an asset off the ice, as well.

“He works hard in the gym,” Harlow said. “That hard work is paying off. Overall, his teammates love him and he’s a pleasure to have on the team.”

According to Harlow, Starrett does not put pressure on himself to perform for the scouts, who pack the stands to watch him. The forward agreed.

“I don’t like to think about the draft,” Starrett said. “I just play the games and block that out and hopefully, everything will work out (at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft).”

Up to now, it is working out just fine as Starrett is third in team scoring with four goals and 10 assists in 16 games. He prides himself on his playmaking abilities and tries to pattern his game on that of San Jose Sharks centerman Joe Thornton.

“He’s (Thornton) a good playmaker with great on ice vision. He knows where his teammates are on the ice, he wins draws and plays good defense.”

Recently, Starrett saw the fruits of his labor help him make another step up the ladder in the form of a college scholarship offer from Cornell University. He quickly accepted the offer and will become a member of the Big Red in the fall of 2015.

“I chose Cornell because it’s an Ivy League school and education is very important to me,” He said, “Also, hockey is like a religion there and when I visited the school, I could see myself playing there.”

And while Beau Starrett can see himself playing for Cornell University and scouts can see him playing in the NHL, Scott Harlow and the Kings are happy to see the budding star play for South Shore.

Game of the Week

The schedules of the USPHL and EHL have many games to look forward to this week but the tilt that had fans and scouts anticipating came on Wednesday, Oct. 30, between USPHL league leader Boston Jr. Bruins and the second-place South Shore Kings.

The Kings are led by scoring leader Nolan Vesey, whose 18 points leads the USPHL.

The Jr. B’s had Sean Lawrence in goal. He leads the league in wins (11), goals against average (1.91), and save percentage (.937).

The puck dropped at the New England Sports Center in Marlborough, Mass., at 2:30 p.m.

New England Junior Power Rankings:

1) New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs (12-2-0-0) – The Monarchs added to their win column last week with a victory over the Boston Jr. Bandits. The Monarchs continue to stand atop the Eastern Hockey League standings.

2) Boston Junior Bruins (12-2-0-1) – BJB picked up two big wins over the weekend in Exeter, N.H., by defeating the Islanders Hockey Club and the Jersey Hitmen. The Junior Bruins remain in first place in the United States Premier Hockey League.

3) South Shore Kings (9-5-1-1) – The second place club in the USPHL is in the midst of a four-game win streak. The Kings trail the Jr. Bruins by five points in the standings.

4) Connecticut Oilers (10-2-1-1) – Last weekend, the Oil played three games in three nights and emerged 2-1-0 to continue leading the EHL’s Central Division by five points over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights.

5) Northern Cyclones (8-2-0-0) – Northern registered two victories over the weekend to extend its win streak to seven games. Coach Bill Flanagan’s squad sits in second place in the EHL’s North Division trailing the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs by eight points but Northern has four games in hand on NH.

6) Bay State Breakers (6-5-3-1) – A 1-1-0-0 weekend and the misfortune of other USPHL teams saw the Breakers move into fourth place in the standings. Bay State is two points in arrears of the Jersey Hitmen in the race for third place, however, Jersey has two games in hand on the Breakers.

7) Connecticut Yankees (6-6-0-0) – With recent additions to its playing personnel, the Yankees are beginning to surprise some observers with wins over the USPHL’s heavyweights. The currently occupy seventh place after spending the first part of the season in the league’s basement (ninth).

8) Boston Junior Bandits (6-3-1-1) – The Bandits dropped a tough one last week to New Hampshire. It was the only tilt on the schedule for Boston, who resides in third place in the EHL’s North Division. This week, the Bandits, who have won only once in their last six contests, will take to the ice three times in an effort to regain its winning ways.

9) Islanders Hockey Club (6-8-1-0) – The IHC is unaccustomed to being under .500 but a recent 1-5-0 stretch has seen the Islanders slip to sixth place in the USPHL.

10) Portland Jr. Pirates (5-8-1-1) – An 0-3-0 week saw the Jr. Pirates sink to eighth place in the USPHL. They have a six-point lead on the last place P.A.L. Islanders but that Islanders club has three games in hand on Portland.

11) Valley Jr. Warriors (4-5-0-1) – Valley did not play last week and remained in fourth place in the EHL’s North Division.

12) Walpole Express (3-4-3-1) – Although the Express dropped their only tilt over the weekend, they are fifth in the EHL’s Central Division and have a two-point lead on the Hartford Jr. Wolfpack.

13) Boston Jr. Rangers (4-7-1-0) – A 2-1-0 weekend, saw the Rangers move into a fourth place tie with Valley in the EHL’s North Division. Boston’s next five games will be played at their home arena in Tewksbury, Mass.

14) Hartford Jr. Wolfpack (4-6-0-0) – The ‘Pack picked up its fourth win last weekend after losing seven consecutive games.

Twitter: @ShawnHutcheon

Email: feedback@hockeyjournal.com

Thoughts: NHL Central Scouting’s NCAA Prospects

September 23, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Thoughts 
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Hello there! If this is your first time visiting Over The Boards, consider subscribing for updates on this topic and many others.

NHL Central Scouting came out with their updated list of players to watch for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia. Taking a page from Elliotte Friedman’s thirty thoughts column yet again, I’ve thrown some of my immediate reactions down onto paper (word document) below, but first – a poll, because I’m curious: With a bit of meaningful play in the books now, do you think this is a strong year for amateur hockey or an off one?

Is this a strong year for Amateur Hockey prospects?

 Yes, especially within my region

 Yes, all over North America

 No

View Results

Loading ...

1) To survey the entire world and project pro potential, even with a full team of scouts, is not an enviable task but CSS does a great job of identifying and evaluating a lot of guys with some serious accuracy. Their Wikipedia entry says they typically see over 3000+ games per year, collectively.

2) From the USHL, Green Bay pivot Nick Schmaltz (North Dakota) and two forwards from the NTDP, Sonny Milano (Notre Dame) and Dylan Larkin (Michigan) were the only ‘A’ ranked prospects. An ‘A’ from central scouting indicates a potential first rounder.

3) Seven more from the NTDP were ranked ‘B’ skaters, including top uncommitted defenseman and program newcomer Jack Dougherty. Another seven were ranked ‘C’.

3) In the nets, both NTDP U-18 netminders Edwin Minney and Blake Weyrick were also rated as ‘B’ prospects.

4) And from the NTDP by extension, NTDP alum (and our top uncommitted goaltender) Hunter Miska (Penticton), was rated a ‘C’ prospect. We had the Minnesota prospect rated 19th among all uncommitteds when we last refreshed our rankings.

5) More on the goalies – one especially interesting trend: American goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic is the top rated goaltender in the OHL, while two Canadian NCAA commits are the USHL’s top non-NTDP prospects between the pipes. Tri-City Storm goaltender Hayden Lavigne, an Ontario-born prospect committed to Michigan, was the only other ‘B’ prospect in the crease from the USHL. Fellow Ontarian and a Cornell commit, Cam Hackett, was rated ‘C’, as was recent MSU Mankato commit Jason Pawloski (Indiana Ice).

6) Wenatchee Wild goaltender Chase Perry was ranked a ‘B’ and tops in the NAHL. When we last saw the Andover (MN-HS) goaltender, he had size (6’3) and made a few fantastic sequences of stops, but we came away a little concerned and noted that we thought “[Perry's] going to need to add quickness to his lateral movement and a calm base to his game to progress past juniors.”

7) From the New England prep ranks, Salisbury defenseman James Gobetz, who we ranked #34 on our May Select 70, is a big defenseman with some pro upside and was rated a ‘C’ by CSS. Gunnery defenseman Mike Lee (UVM), a major riser in the prep circuit as well, was also rated ‘C’. So was Westminster’s big man on the blue Will Brophy and Salisbury’s twin Yale committed forwards Evan and Mitchell Smith, giving the Crimson Knights a nice bit of publicity here.

8) Choate goaltender Sam Tucker (Yale) was rated a ‘C’ also. Top uncommitted (#5) Ryan Donato (Dexter) is ranked a ‘B’, no doubt thanks to a really strong showing at the Beantown Classic where Central Scouting were seen taking serious note, as were we – Donato moved up 11 spots on our rankings thanks entirely to his outstanding play there. Forward-turned-defenseman Miles Gendron (UConn) was rated a ‘B’ as well.

9) Speaking of Beantown, 6’4 uncommitted goaltender Robert McGovern, who allowed no goals throughout the entire showcase, was rated a ‘C’. Other top performers in our eyes that got ranked here were fellow ‘C’ ranked skaters JC Brassard (Nobles) and BU committed forward Bobo/Robert Carpenter (Austin Prep BU commit).

10) A trio of KUA skaters identified here, receiving the only nods from CSS for the entire state of New Hampshire. They are JD Dudek (BC), Tyler Bird (Brown), and Dom Franco (Uncommitted). All named ‘C’ ratings, and all completely different types of forwards. As is huge KUA junior AJ Greer (PSU), who will likely be an ‘A/B’ rating this time next year.

11) From New Jersey, only Delbarton’s Chad Otterman was ranked. Otterman, a top lacrosse prospect as well, was considering Harvard and Notre Dame for the fastest sport on land, but we loved the big forward pushing the tempo on the ice at Beantown. Otterman is a smart, huge forward with a lot of upside. Tough to play against and finishes his checks, which when combined with his high tempo style of play, really makes him an asset. His hand-eye and inherent athleticism are regularly used on the rush and when Otterman is on, he’s simply uncontainable. If he can raise his compete level and stamina to bring it on every shift, Otterman should be a weapon at the D1 level and beyond.

12) Three from SSM Prep made the list, but we won’t get a look at them until this Wednesday. Alex Falconer last year was a lanky, high-end skater with a lot of upside, rated ‘B’, alongside fellow ‘Alex’, Alex Rodriguez, who we liked last year as well. On Rodriguez, we noted: “Rodriguez, a visibly hard worker, is an effective back-checker because of his elite speed. He battles ferociously for loose pucks and uses his 5’11, 180 frame to protect the puck extremely well below the goal line, which fits beautifully into the SSM mindset. In addition, Rodriguez shows great poise with the puck and high-end puck distributions with his impressive awareness on the ice. Rodriguez, along with current line-mates Nathan Noel and Anthony Petrella, have combined to create some stellar offense. Wins critical battles in all three zones, time and time again.” Also from Shattuck, Top Uncommitted Chase Phelps (#11) is rated a ‘C’.

13) We were excited to see some pretty accurate rankings for the Minnesota High Schoolers, in our eyes at least. Eden Prairie’s Luc Snuggerud (UNO) has raised his stock big time over the summer. We hear he may have injured his wrist (maybe while throwing one of his trade-mark bullets from the blue), so at least Central Scouting got a chance to see him before that and accurately rank him. As has Tyler Nanne, who is riding a bit of a cold streak in Elite League offensively, though we’re still very high on him. You’ll see that reflected in our soon-to-come refresh of our uncommitted rankings. Nanne’s teammate Dylan Malmquist (Notre Dame), whose tires we’ve pumped quite a bit, is a ‘B’ as well.

14) Burnsville’s uncommitted (#15) heart-and-soul forward Tyler Sheehy gets a well-deserved nod here from NHL Central Scouting after telling MN Hockey Hub’s Loren Nelson that he “doesn’t have any scholarship offers,” but “has lined up recruiting visits to Western Michigan, Denver and Minnesota-State.”

15) Eden Prairie’s Steven Spinner, who absolutely killed it at our first Elite League viewing this year, got a nod as a ‘B’ as well. His goalie Jake Kielly makes it three ranked here for the Twin Cities suburb. Hill-Murray’s Mitch Slattery got a ‘B’ as well – Slattery and fellow H-M teammate Willie Brown (not ranked here) really caught our eye that weekend as well. Nicky Wolff from Eagan rounds out the MN-HS group.

16) CSS pretty much looks to have pegged it from what we saw of the Team Wisconsin outfit, ranking top defensive talent and Wisconsin commit Matt Berkovitz the only ‘B’ from the state. Four were ranked ‘C’s – Chuck Bennis, a big d-man, and his Eau Claire (WI-HS) teammate Charley Graaskamp, a big forward with what could be some dormant high-end potential. Forward Michael Wilson, a power scorer from Fond Du Lac and one of our until-now-unannounced ‘Leagues of Their Own’ featured players made the cut as a ‘C’ as well. Cooper Watson of Appleton North, brother of Michigan Tech (and Sharks draft pick) defenseman Cliff Watson also made the list.

17) Lake Forest Academy (IL-Prep) goaltender Sean Cleary was listed 6’4 (and looked it) at Beantown, but is a 6’2.25 ‘C’ rating by CSS, who I would wager have the more accurate numbers. Either way, it’s an intriguing name to throw out there. We pegged him as our 10th best netminder from Beantown, and he can really front a puck.

18) Really confuses me when guys go from U16 hockey to their draft eligible year sometimes. Case in point: Youngstown’s 6’2.25, 155 lb offensive lynchpin Maxim Letunov, who skated for Dallas Stars Elite U16 outfit last year. Caleb Jones (NTDP U17) and Johan Steen (Lone Star, NAHL) were two other stand-outs from that team for us.

19) Just from a quick glance, Chris Wilkie, Austin Poganski, and Ryan Mantha got ‘B’ rankings, while Green Bay forward Nick Schmaltz garnered the ‘only’ A for North Dakota’s class of 2018. Penticton Vees (BCHL) forward Ryan Gropp could very well get an ‘A’ for himself during his freshman year as he isn’t eligible this season. From the AJHL, Rhett Gardner was rated a ‘C’. Ed. Note, initially had Shane Gersich as a ‘B’. The former Holy Family (MN-HS) star is rated a ‘C’.

20) A token ‘new guy’ that I haven’t seen, uncommitted Waterloo Black Hawks forward Lawton Courtnall (Omaha AAA and California Titans AAA product) garnered a ‘B’ rating.

21) Now for the ‘bad’ news from an NCAA perspective: Seven ‘A’ ranked prospects from the WHL alone – more than tripling the NTDP’s count. One is California-born forward Chase De Leo, who skates for the Portland Winterhawks. Looks to be a really good draft year for the WHL.

22) The QMJHL’s only ‘A’ this year, in contrast, isn’t even domestic after a hell of a season for QMJHL draft eligibles in 2012-13. It’s late 95 forward Ivan Barbashev, a 6’3 scorer from Moscow. They’ve got more than their share of prospects in the lower tier rankings, though.

23) And of course, the OHL has a flat-out scary group of ‘A’ ranking skaters including some ‘new’ names to me and plenty of familar ones: Aaron Ekblad, Michael Dal Colle, Josh Ho Sang, Roland McKeown and American talent Blake Clarke. Their ‘B’ and ‘C’ tiers are pretty well filled as well – and the names are good too: Pius Suter, Nikolai Goldobin, and a few that are probably tougher to pronounce than they are to evaluate, like Damir Sharipzyanov.

23) Twenty-eight guys from the USHL (who aren’t playing with the NTDP right now) certainly holds it’s own as one of the world’s best developmental circuits. Add the NTDP’s nineteen guys and that’s a formidable group.

24) Boston College committed forward Tanner MacMaster made it as the only ‘B’ from the Alberta League, skating for his Camrose Kodiaks.

25) Defenseman Jared Walsh, a (now) former Michigan commit who made his exit from the amateur ranks to the OHL recently, is still listed under his OJHL team here. A college coach who caught Walsh in the OJHL summed him up (via text) to us the other day as: ‘a STUD’, so that looks to be a bit of a loss for the Wolverines..

26) The NCAA has a few draft eligibles of their own as well – namely one ‘A’ prospect in Boston College’s top recruit Thatcher Demko, a 6’4 goaltender out of the NTDP this past year. Michigan has two in freshmen Evan Allen and Alex Kile, while RPI’s Parker Reno hails straight out of Edina – all three were ranked ‘C’s. Bemidji State’s Brendan Harms earned a ‘C’ for the WCHA, and another one for the ECAC is NTDP alum Clint Lewis (Cornell).

27) The NAHL’s Logan Von Ruden, who skipped his senior year for Northfield (MN-HS) to skate for the Minnesota Magicians, gets a deserving nod here as a clearly high-upside blue liner, but more curious, how often does a (currently) third pairing defenseman in the NAHL get ranked by central scouting?

28) The USPHL get their first three ranked prospects (ever!!), all predictably in the Premier division, all ‘C’ ranked. James Winkler (Northeastern) could have been argued up to a ‘B’ ranking in my eyes as a guy who has ‘pro potential’ printed in bold on his back if you can read fast enough to see it before he charges down the ice. Brendan Robbins is a forward out of New Hampshire whose been skating in juniors since tearing it up for Nashua North as a sophomore.

28) Meanwhile, Beau Starrett is a 6’4 winger – brother of big BU committed netminder Shane Starrett – skating for the South Shore Kings, and he takes the final ‘C’ for the ‘P’.

29) Ran out of things to say at 28. Edit: No I didn’t – How did Michigan State commit and Des Moines Buccaneer Marcel Godbout not get rated here?

30) Just kidding. From an international perspective, I’m pretty clueless, but I would wager that the ‘A’ rated guys from across the pond would be worth keeping an eye on for those really into prospects. I’ll name them here, but I’m solely going to note the program they’re skating for – not whether they’re with the Jr. team or pro outfit. They are all from Sweden, save one from Finland: Kasper Kapanen (KaiPa). The Swedes? William Nylander (Rögle), David Pastrnak (Södertälje), Adrian Kempe (MODO) and Jakub Vrana (Linköping). All are forwards. German forward Leon Draisatl is an ‘A’ plying his trade in the WHL.
Shane Starrett worked his way onto NHL radar

By Emily Kaplan |  Globe Correspondent      June 29, 2013
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Goaltender Shane Starrett’s late-night workouts with fellow prospect Anthony Florentino boosted his game.
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Goaltender Shane Starrett’s late-night workouts with fellow prospect Anthony Florentino boosted his game.
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Bellingham native Shane Starrett never really thought about getting drafted by the NHL — until he realized he was off the radar.

When the league released a “players to watch” rankings in September, the goalie wasn’t listed.

Starrett’s South Kent School teammate, Anthony Florentino, was rated highly. At least four college or NHL scouts attended each game to see the high-scoring defenseman. 

Another South Kent skater, Jason Salvaggio, was ranked, too.

“Once I saw my teammates were ranked, I started thinking about it a lot more,” Starrett said. “I realized this was something I really wanted. I wanted to be there too.”

So began a nine-month stretch in which Starrett became singularly focused. He initiated individual sessions with a goalie coach, had late-night workouts, and endured a few close calls with his boarding school’s strict 11 p.m. curfew. 

“All in the name of hockey,” Starrett said with a laugh.

With the NHL draft set to begin Saturday in New Jersey, Starrett is the 15th-ranked North American goalie. He has committed to Boston University for the 2014-15 season, and hopes that getting claimed by an NHL team will launch his hockey career.

“The hard work he put in over the last year put him here,” said South Kent coach Matt Plante. “He really put himself on the map.”

Starrett attributes his ascent to the nightly workouts with Florentino, a 6-foot-1-inch, 205-pound defenseman from West Roxbury. 

Florentino, the draft’s 75th-ranked North American skater, has been the big man on campus ever since he enrolled at South Kent in 2010. He committed to Providence after his sophomore season, played for the Under-17 national team, and was featured in a Hockey News article as the face of South Kent’s resurgent program. 

When Starrett enrolled at South Kent after three years at Catholic Memorial, Florentino was a familiar face.

Florentino was a childhood friend of Beau Starrett, Shane’s younger brother. Along with Starrett’s elder brothers — Pete, now 24, played for Harvard while Troy will captain Babson’s team next fall — the group often played street hockey in Bellingham. 

The Starrett driveway is painted white and has nets with blue lines and circles painted in. 

“Everyone in the neighborhood knows which house is ours,” said Anna Starrett, Shane’s mother. 

At South Kent, Florentino lived on the floor above Starrett.

“But one day he just showed up at my door with all his stuff,” Florentino recalled. “And he moved in with me for the last four months of school.”

Convenient, because the two spent most of their time together anyway.

Starrett said Florentino “was looked at by pretty much every pro team since his freshman year. And I just wanted to get on his level. We both wanted to get better, so we knew we needed to work hard.”

At 9:45 every night, the duo would go to the campus gym for a regimented workout combining cardio and weightlifting. They hated not finishing their sets.

“So sometimes we would go up to the very last minute before the gym closed,” Florentino said.

At South Kent, an adult lives on each floor and checks in on students at 11 p.m. Sometimes, Florentino and Starrett were still at the gym. 

“We were lucky because [Florentino] is in this kind of leadership position at our school,” Starrett said. “So we would abuse that and tell them we were helping clean up at the gym.”

Said Florentino, “Sometimes we would actually be helping clean up. But mainly, we were just finishing our workout.”

Throughout the year, Florentino noticed that Starrett’s legs were getting stronger. He also gained weight, from 170 pounds to about 180. He ran longer.

“The core and leg workout really helped him control the puck more,” Florentino said. “I noticed he had a lot more control of his body.”

On the ice, the improvements were tangible.

In 42 games last season, Starrett boasted a 1.96 goals against average with a .915 save percentage.

“There’s no question [Florentino] had a positive influence on Shane,” Plante said. “They really pushed each other. And by Christmas, you really saw an upswing in Shane’s performance.”

The scouts who were there to see Salvaggio and Florentino started to pay a little more attention to the goalie.

“All of the sudden some of the scouts and coaches I talked to started asking questions about him,” Florentino said.

“The guys know when there’s scouts in the stands — it’s hard to ignore,” Plante said. “But Shane never really got distracted by it. He just kept playing well.”

During the draft, Florentino will be on site in New Jersey to hear which team calls his name. Starrett, meanwhile, will watch at home in Bellingham, with a few close family members. It will be low-key. His name will likely be called at some point, but he isn’t too concerned about when.

Throughout it all, he’ll be texting Florentino. They are excited to see where they end up.

  Emily Kaplan can be reached at emily.kaplan@globe.com. Follow her on Twitter at @emilymkaplan.
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Must-Read

Just a few days before North Dakota’s top recruit Ryan Gropp bolted for the WHL, UND’s beat writer Brad Schlossman gave the hockey world the best written look at the modern recruiting landscape yet, which he calls ‘controlled chaos’. Long-story short? Major Junior drafts prospects at the age of 15 (WHL) and 16 (OHL/QMJHL), meaning these players are often asked to make decisions that could have major ramifications to their careers earlier than they probably should, as they lose NCAA eligibility if they sign. If colleges haven’t at least entered the fray for these younger players, realistically, it’s going to be hard to keep a top 14-15 year old aged prospect open to the NCAA route if he’s being told he has a chance to make his NHL career a reality very quickly if he heads (or stays) north of the border – and that sell gets easier when he doesn’t even have to do that.

This has an adverse effect on college hockey recruiting – when a team like Michigan State is jumping on four 1998 players from one team, it means there is going to be a serious dearth of college-aged top talent ready for those schools that wait to commit kids by senior year, let alone juniors. That isn’t to say there won’t be any, but it’s going to be a serious race for those older skaters with the yearly CHL defections putting the impetus on the major programs to get in the game for those players, too. You can read the full piece here at the Grand Forks Herald site.

Some of the more telling quotes:

“Initially, early recruiting and the guarantee of future scholarships appeared to help steer more top-end prospects to college hockey than ever before.

The first five years after Johnson arrived at Michigan, there were at least 16 first-round NHL picks every year playing college hockey, a drastic rise from a decade earlier, when no more than five first-round picks played college hockey in any given year. That number has since tailed off, in large part due to players de-committing to go to Canadian major juniors. The parity in today’s college hockey world also may be, in part, due to the new world of recruiting. The big schools used to pick out the top players who were ready to come to school in six months. They are now making more mistakes because of the larger error factor in projecting 15-year-olds.

Consider: The three years before Johnson arrived at Michigan, No. 1 seeds were 12-0 against No. 4 seeds in the first round of the tournament. The four years after his arrival, top seeds were just 9-7 in the first round.“

“But for every Kristo and Mattson, there’s a Garrett Clarke and Mike Fink.

Clarke was a highly touted defenseman who committed at age 15 to UND. He backed out of his commitment and went to major juniors within a year. Fink was a highly sought-after forward from Hopkins, Minn., who chose UND after his sophomore year. Fink’s development stalled in junior hockey and he ended up at Bowling Green for two years. By age 21, he was out of hockey. These are the stories college coaches won’t talk about, but they are happening everywhere. They are much more highly publicized at the bigger schools like North Dakota, Minnesota and Wisconsin, but it is occurring at the smaller schools just as often.”

“Most of the coaches don’t believe much will change in the coming years. Enough of the young recruits are panning out to be stars, and nobody wants to miss out on them. If a coach doesn’t dip into young recruiting, he’s unlikely to end up with any top-end players.

“You’re damned if you do, you’re damned if you don’t,” Eaves said.

So coaches will continue to wade through the murky recruiting waters, for better or worse.”

Three Big Commitments

This week saw Connecticut jump on two seriously high-upside forwards after committing a potential pro prospect in Jeff Wight out of the BCHL and another high-risk, high-reward forward-turned-defenseman in Miles Gendron out of Rivers (NE-Prep). In the modern recruiting landscape where top young prospects are being picked up all over the country, UConn is faced with a situation – three years down the line, say – that there may not be many talents who are college-ready and more importantly, Hockey East ready, left on the board. With recruiting giants Boston College, Notre Dame and Boston University all pushing hard, Providence and Northeastern sharpening their blades moving forward, and the rest of the conference bringing the heat as well, there’s almost no way to jump into this environment and stay competitive early without going for these marquee, younger guys.

1. 98 F Liam Murphy commits to Connecticut

2. 98 F Hugh McGing commits to Western Michigan

3. 96 F Ben Freeman commits to Connecticut

Five Rising Uncommitteds 

1. 95 F Tyler Sheehy – Burnsville High School

Sheehy’s been on an absolute tear all season, but lately it’s like he can do no wrong. Entering the high school season red-hot and ready to compete, this is going to be another good year for the Burnsville captain.

2. 95 F Alex Rodriguez – SSM Prep

Rodriguez has been impressive all season long and he continues to turn on the jets, playing with impressive poise and consistency. Makes SSM slippery and smarter, but tougher to play against too. Can’t say enough good things about the SSM veteran.

3. 98 G Eric Schuch – Michigan Nationals U16

Schuch is a talented young netminder who quietly stood on his head against Shattuck’s U16 outfit and was key to a 2-2 tie to close out his Nationals weekend set against the U16s.

4. 96 D Tyler Rockwell – SSM Prep 

Rockwell had caught our eye a few times at the beginning of the season, but the nature of a smart, effective defenseman is that you often don’t notice them until they mess up, especially on a star-studded roster like his, which can zip the puck out of the zone with pace and mask any mistakes. Not only does Rockwell bring a consistent, sharp effort on a nightly basis, he’s also really smart. Cool under pressure, especially noticeable on puck retrievals under duress.

5. 98 F Ben Lown – SSM U16

There’s a lot of uncommitted talent on this U16 team, but it’s clear Lown is the key to the ignition here. Graham McPhee (and the entire D corps) may have more long-term ‘upside’, but with only one spot left, it’s hard to deny Lown this – elite offensive vision, lots of agility and sparks on the offensive, every play.
Head Coach Mike Cavanaugh Announces Men's Hockey Early Signings

UConn Welcomes 7 New Huskies
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STORRS, Conn. – Head coach Mike Cavanaugh and the University of Connecticut men’s hockey program announced that seven student-athletes have signed National Letters of Intent during the fall early signing period to play for the Huskies.  Jeff Wight (Coquitlam, British Columbia), Corey Ronan (Franklin, Mass.), Will Golonka (Carlisle, Mass.), Jesse Schwartz (Toronto, Ontario), Miles Gendron (Shrewsbury, Mass.), Derrick Pratt (Mount Hermon, Mass.) and Karl El-Mir (Greenfield Park, Quebec) have all committed to attend UConn.

“We are tremendously excited about this group of student-athletes that make up our first recruiting class,” stated Cavanaugh, currently in his first season at the helm of the UConn hockey program.  “This is a talented group that will help lead us in our transition to Hockey East.”

Jeff Wight is a 6-2, 180 pound forward from Coquitlam, British Columbia.  Wight was selected to play for Team Canada West in the 2013 World Junior A Challenge and was recently named to the NHL Central Scouting’s November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.  In 2012-13, he played his rookie season in the British Columbia Hockey League, scoring 13 goals with 10 assists.  This season, he has 12 goals and 11 assists through 24 games for the Merritt Centennials.

Corey Ronan will come to UConn by way of St. Sebastian’s School where he played for head coach Sean McCann.  The Franklin, Massachusetts native is a 5-7, 150 pound forward and son of Ed Ronan, former Boston University standout and draft pick of the Montreal Canadians, winning the Stanley Cup in 1993.  Ronan played for the US at the 212 U18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.  He scored 11 goals with 19 assists in 2012-13 and had 14 goals and 18 assists as a sophomore in 2011-12.  His USHL rights are owned by the Muskegon Lumberjacks.

UConn Huskies - Mobile App  

 Miles Gendron is a 6-2, 175 pound defenseman from Shrewsbury, Massachusetts and the Rivers School.  Gendron was named to the NHL Central Scouting's November 2014 players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.  He had 28 points on 12 goals and 16 assists as a junior in 2012-13 playing for head coach Shawn MacEachern at Rivers School.  As a sophomore he posted a 16 point season in 2010-11.  Gendron also played for the Neponset Valley River Rats U18 team and was drafted by Lincoln Stars in the USHL Entry Draft.  He was picked in the 2013 QMJHL Draft by the Moncton Wildcats.

Jesse Schwartz hails from Toronto, Ontario and is a 6-0, 180 pound forward currently playing for the Victoria Grizzlies in the British Columbia League.  Schwartz has played in 23 games in 2013-14 and is third on the team in scoring with 10 goals and 17 assists.  He has five game-winning goals.  In 2010-11 he played for the Mississauga Chargers in the OJHL and scored 12 goals with 20 assists in 46 games.        

Derek Pratt is a 6-0, 185 pound defensemen from Mount Hermon, Massachusetts.  Pratt is currently playing with the Waterloo Blackhawks in the USHL and has appeared in 20 games this season.  In 2012-13, Pratt recorded seven points on a goal and six assists for the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs in the EJHL.

Will Golonka is a 5-10, 165 pound forward from Carlisle, Massachusetts who will come to UConn from the Belmont Hill School.  In 2012-13, Golonka posted 23 goals, 18 assists and 41 points in 28 games for Belmont Hill.  As a sophomore, he scored 20 points on 8 goals and 12 assist in 2011-12.

Karl El-Mir is from Greenfield Park, Quebec and is a 6-0, 150 pound forward.  He currently plays for Selects Hockey Academy U16 at South Kent School.  El-Mir was drafted in 2013 by Indiana Ice in USHL Entry Draft.
December 11, 2013 

Preps 2014: Five players to watch

By Arielle Aronson

From left, New England prep school standouts Cal Burke, Ryan Donato, Miles Gendron, Ted Hart and JD Dudek. (Photos: Dave Arnold/New England Hockey Journal)

Hockey always has been such a big part of 17-year-old Ryan Donato’s life that he used to tell people his name was “Ryan Hockeynato” when he was younger.

The nickname fits considering the family history: Ryan is the son of former NHLer and current Harvard coach Ted Donato (Dedham, Mass.). Uncle Dan Donato played college hockey at Boston University and now coaches at the Dexter School, where Ryan is the hockey team’s star forward.

Donato is one of many exciting prep players to watch this year across the New England prep scene. He enters his junior season with 96 points in 53 career games and tallied 60 points in 27 games last season. His results on the ice are a tribute to both his natural skill and high expectations from his father and uncle.

“We set the bar so high for him because we’re pulling as hard for him as anyone,” Dan Donato said. “Once a game, you kind of think to yourself, ‘Wow, that was incredible what he just did.’ There isn’t a game that goes by that he doesn’t wow you in some way. He seems to make the right play an awful lot.”

Ryan said that his uncle’s tendency to be harder on him than other players is the best and worst thing about having him as a coach, but while he is Coach Donato at school, he is still Uncle Danny at home.

“It kind of separates with my uncle. He’s good with that stuff,” Ryan said. “Hockey is a part of my family’s entire life. It’s always about school and hockey and family. That’s all we do.”

Donato has yet to commit to a college program, but Ted Donato will let Ryan play at Harvard only if it is good academic fit for him. If not, Ryan said he hopes to play college hockey somewhere else in Boston.

Donato was one of two Massachusetts high school players named to the NHL CSS preliminary watch list for the 2014 draft as a B skater. The other is Miles Gendron, a senior at Rivers who excelled despite converting from forward to defense in the middle of last season after injuries depleted Rivers’ blue line.

“I just wanted to help the team in any way I could,” Gendron said. “I’m still working on the defensive zone and gap control. The speed coming at you, you don’t really realize how fast guys are coming at you, and you’re skating backwards, so to turn with them was a hard part, but I think I’m starting to get the hang of it.”

Although Gendron (6-foot-2) has decent size, he models his game after smaller defenseman such as Boston University sophomore 5-foot-9 Matt Grzelcyk (Charlestown, Mass.) and Bruin Torey Krug (5-foot-9) because he likes the way they skate.

Skating is one of Gendron’s strengths after he took the initiative to work on it outside of standard practice starting in seventh grade. His work has clearly paid off; in addition to drawing attention from NHL scouts, Gendron has committed to play hockey for the University of Connecticut.

“He’s an elite skater,” said Rivers coach Shawn McEachern (Waltham, Mass.). “He has great speed. He skates with his head up. He sees the ice really well, makes a great first pass coming out of the zone. He’s just a good hockey player.”

Kimball Union Academy boasts another future Hockey East player in JD Dudek, a Boston College commit. The son of College Football Hall of Famer Joe Dudek, JD did not start playing hockey until he was 8 years old, but he caught up quickly. Now Dudek participates with some of the best players in the country in national team camps, and he will serve as a senior co-captain (along with junior AJ Greer) for KUA this season.

Dudek credited his fast learning curve to his parents’ insistence that he play for the best coaches rather than the best teams. Dudek said his best attribute is his ability to see plays develop before they happen, and his 42 points in 29 games last year prove he has the skill to make the most of those plays. 

“He’s a guy that has that poise and patience under pressure and that’s not something that all players have, even at the highest level,” said first-year KUA coach Tim Whitehead. “That’s his game, speed and puck control and strength.”

This season will test Dudek’s character as much as his skill as his squad attempts to recover from losing 16 players from last season’s NEPSAC Elite 8 quarterfinalist team.   

“We’re looking forward to the challenge,” Dudek said.

One of the newest Hockey East recruits in prep hockey is Noble and Greenough junior Cal Burke, who committed to Notre Dame over the summer. Last season, Burke was one of the few constants in an injury-depleted Nobles lineup, and he led the team with 34 points, 24 of which were assists. Burke’s selfless style isn’t surprising considering his favorite player is Patrice Bergeron.

“If you look at Bergeron, he can score goals and make assists,” Burke said. “If you’re a goal scorer who can’t set anything up, that’s not a good thing. If you can’t finish, that’s not a good thing either. I’d want to be somewhere in the middle, be a complete hockey player.”

Nobles coach Brian Day said he looks forward to seeing what Burke and the team can do this year with players like Miles Wood (Brown University) and Cody Todesco returning.

“He’s going to have a lot more help this year, and I think that’s going to elevate their play, being able to play with Cal, but I think also having those guys with him is going to help Cal elevate his game,” Day said.

While Burke will play his third season of prep hockey this year, junior Ted Hart will be a newcomer on the prep scene, despite a familiar name. Hart is the third of three brothers to play for Phillips Exeter Academy. His oldest brother, Kevin, is now a captain at Providence College, while his other brother, Brian, plays for Harvard and was drafted by Tampa Bay in the second round (53rd overall) of the 2012 NHL Draft.

But Hart’s style of play differs from his brothers. Kevin is a defenseman and Brian is a natural scorer. According to Exeter coach Dana Barbin (Exeter, N.H.), Ted is a playmaker.

“He’s a centerman looking to make a play,” Barbin said. “It’s not that he’s not going to shoot the puck and try to score goals. It’s more that he’s that center iceman that’s going to be a good set-up guy as well. His skating is good, very good. He sees the ice well. He’s a (heck) of a good player.”

After playing in the Fall Prep Hockey League and earning a spot on the league’s All-Star team, Hart said he is not concerned about the jump from playing Maine public school hockey last year to prep school hockey this year. He said he looks forward to joining a team overflowing with offensive firepower, as he projects to be one of six highly talented forwards on the team.

And just like Donato, Gendron, Dudek and Burke, Hart’s unique perspective and skill set should help his team as it battles against the plethora of top-notch players and teams in the region on its quest to return to the tournament.

This article originally appeared in the December 2013 issue of New England Hockey Journal.

Twitter: @aharonson28

Email: feedback@hockeyjournal.com
Rivers Defenseman Miles Gendron Commits to UCONN

By Jeff Cox  @JeffCoxSBNation  on Sep 3 2013, 5:53p +  

Mike Cavanaugh (far right) picked up a verbal commitment from defenseman Miles Gendron. - Douglas Jones-US PRESSWIRE

Miles Gendron is coached by former Boston University star and NHL veteran Shawn MacEachern during the prep school season at the Rivers School.

The University of Connecticut has picked up a verbal commitment from the Rivers School defenseman Miles Gendron. The Shrewsbury, Mass.native also plays for the Neponset Valley River Rats' U18 Team in split-season midget action.

Gendron is a six-foot-two offensive-minded left-shot defenseman who previously played center. He will play one more season for former Boston University star and NHL veteran Shawn MacEachern at the Rivers School, a prep school located in Weston, Mass.

The Lincoln Stars drafted Gendron in the 13th round of the 2013 USHL Draft. The plan is for Gendron to play one year of juniors after finishing up at Rivers. According to the Lincoln Stars Blog, Gendron didn't show up for the tryout camp this summer and was not protected by the team. Therefore, he will go back into the draft pool or might look to play out east in the USPHL.

The 1996-born prospect is expected to arrive in Storrs for the start of the 2015-2016 season. Gendron was also selected by the Moncton Wildcats in the 2013 QMJHL Draft, but is committed to going the college route.

UCONN is coached by longtime Boston College associate head coach Mike Cavanaugh who is entering his first season behind the bench for the Huskies. He is assisted by former UNH forward and Brown assistant Mike Souza and former BU forward Joe Pereira.
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AROUND THE LEAGUE

Lucky Number 13...The Waterloo Black Hawks won a two-game weekend series against the Fargo Force to extend their winning streak to 13 games, setting a new team record.  Eight of the wins during the streak have come on the road and the Black Hawks currently lead the USHL with 15 total road wins this season.  Cal Petersen made 19 saves in Friday's 3-1 victory to earn his 10th consecutive win and collect the 45th win of his USHL career.  Cam Johnson then made 20 saves in Saturday's 6-2 win against his former team to push the Waterloo winning streak to 13.  It was also gave the Black Hawks points in 19 straight games (18-0-1) which ties the USHL Tier 1 era (2002-present) record for consecutive non-regulation losses that was set by the Fargo Force in the 2009-10 season (16-0-3).

Road Rules...The Indiana Ice earned a 7-1 victory against the Des Moines Buccaneers on Friday to push their winning streak on the road to 10 consecutive games.  It established a new team record for the Ice and is the longest road winning streak in the USHL since the Green Bay Gamblers won 11 straight away from home during the 2009-10 season.  Jacob Pritchard scored a pair of goals while Hayden Stewart made 17 saves to improve to 2-0-0 since being acquired by the Ice.  The Ice would have their road streak come to an end in Saturday's 2-1 overtime loss to the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders, but Indiana has still earned points in 19 of their last 20 games (16-1-3).

Saints in Seventh Heaven...Two weekend victories plus another on Tuesday night extended the win streak for the Dubuque Fighting Saints to seven games, their longest win streak since opening the season with seven consecutive victories.  They have outscored the opposition 29-12 during the win streak, including 9-2 over the two weekend victories.  Five of the victories during their streak have come on the road, and the Saints are now first in the Eastern Conference with 24 total victories this season.  Max McHugh had a goal in both weekend games, giving him five tallies over a span of seven contests, while Jacob Benson scored two goals, including the game-winner, in Saturday's 3-1 victory against the Omaha.  Seamus Malone has tallied a goal in four of the last five games, including his League-leading fourth shorthanded score on Tuesday.  Seven different Saints have scored the game-winning goal during their seven-game win streak.

Home Cooking...The Cedar Rapids RoughRiders extended their home win streak to five games when Frederik Tiffels netted the winner in overtime of the 2-1 win over the Indiana Ice on Saturday.  Tiffels now has seven points (3g, 4a) in six games since being acquired by the Riders.  It was the 20th win of the season for the Riders, 13 of which have come on home ice.

Rallying on the Road...The Des Moines Buccaneers earned a 3-2 win against the Lincoln Stars on Saturday as the first goal of the season for defenseman Connor Schmidt proved to be the game-winner.  The Bucs are now 3-1-1 over their last five road games after losing their previous six away from home.

Mr. Clutch...Forward Connor Hurley netted a goal in overtime for the Green Bay Gamblers in Saturday's 2-1 victory against Team USA.  The Buffalo Sabres 2013 NHL Draft pick has recorded 12 points (6g, 6a) in 11 games since being acquired by the Gamblers, including points in each of the last nine contests.  Three of his six goals with the team have been game-winners.

Just in Time...Chicago Steel forward Robbie Payne broke a 2-2 tie with only 46 seconds remaining in regulation to give his team a 3-2 victory over the Youngstown Phantoms.  It was his first USHL game-winning goal and 11th overall tally of the season.

Leading Lancer...Omaha Lancers forward Tyler Vesel scored his League-leading 28th goal of the season in Saturday's 3-1 loss to Dubuque.  It is the most goals by a Lancers player since the 2009-10 season whenMatt White tallied 35 goals and teammate Erik Haula also scored 28.

The Goal Standard...One week after tying the Muskegon Lumberjacks team record for goals in a season, Matt Iacopelli netted two more on Sunday to move into first place with 27 goals through 37 games this season.  It was his sixth multi-goal game of the year and second over the last three contests.  His 27 goals are the second most in the USHL this season.

He's Got the Power...Youngstown Phantoms forward J.J. Piccinich scored a goal on the power play in both weekend contests for his team.  He leads the USHL with 12 power play goals this season and has already tied the team record set last season by Sam Anas.  The 21 total goals by Piccinich are tied for third most in the League this season.

Noteworthy...Defenseman Jordan Klimek netted his first USHL goal for the Dubuque Fighting Saints in their 6-1 win over Cedar Rapids on Friday...Mathias Israelsson made a season high 49 saves in his debut with the Fargo Force on Friday.  It came during a 3-1 loss to his former team, the Waterloo Black Hawks...Green Bay Gamblers forward Matt Weis scored two goals in the 6-0 win over Chicago on Friday.  The second goal was the 30th of his USHL career...Anthony Angello scored two goals, including the game-winner, for the Omaha Lancers in Friday's 3-1 victory over Sioux City.  It was the League-leading 15th home win for the Lancers...Cedar Rapids RoughRiders forward Judd Peterson netted the 25th goal of his USHL career in Saturday's 2-1 overtime win against Indiana...Anders Bjork scored two goals for Team USA in Saturday's 7-0 win against Muskegon.  He now has eight goals through 16 USHL contests, equaling his goal total in 38 USHL games last season...Ludvig Hoff scored his first USHL career goal for the Lincoln Stars in Tuesday's 4-3 shootout loss to Tri-City...Waltteri Hopponen scored the lone goal for the Sioux City Musketeers in their 3-1 loss to Omaha on Friday.  It was his fifth goal over the last five games, all of which have come on the road...Tony Calderonehas scored a goal in three straight games for the Sioux Falls Stampede after tallying just one goal over the previous 12 contests.

Headquartered in Chicago, Illinois, the USHL celebrates its 12th season as the nation's only Tier I junior hockey league in 2013-14.  A record 32 players selected in the 2013 NHL Draft and over 300 players on team rosters last season committed to NCAA Division I schools this season, further establishing the USHL as the world's foremost producer of junior hockey talent.  For more information, visit us on the web at www.USHL.com or visit the League's social media platforms, including Facebook (www.facebook.com/ushlhockey), twitter (www.twitter.com/ushl), and YouTube (www.youtube.com/ushlinteractive).  Fans can also watch USHL action all season long, live or on-demand via FASTHockey (ushl.fasthockey.com).
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Springfield Jr. Blues 2013 Tenders 

  “Our scouts have worked hard to find the players that fit our program” stated General Manager Tony Zasowski “The process started last year and I am excited about our recruiting class.”

Here are this year’s tenders:

Stefanios Lekkas 6’ 165 lbs  1996 Goaltender Chicago Mission 

Lekkas went 16-2-0 last season with a 1.21 and .935 SV% for the Mission.  He also played two games with the Jr. Blues as an Affiliate Player going 2-0 with a 1.92 and .933 SV% against the Michigan Warriors.  Stefanios went the USA Hockey Select 16 and 17 Festivals.

Lester Lancaster 6’ 175 lbs 1995 Defenseman Detroit Victory Honda 

Lancaster is an offensive defenseman that played 40 games registering 10 goals and 11 assist last season.  Lester is a Division I commit of Mercyhurst for 2014

Joseph Carney 6’3” 195 lbs 1995 Defenseman Team Michigan

Carney is a two-way defenseman that played Michigan High School Hockey last season and was selected to play on Team Michigan as one of the top defenseman in Michigan. 

Will Scherer 6’ 190 lbs 1996 Defenseman St. Louis Amateur Blues

Scherer is an two-way defenseman that played on the Central District Champions registering 3 goals and 14 assists.  Will represented the Central District at USA Hockey’s Select 15 and 16s.

Matt Iacopelli 6’2” 180 lbs 1994 Forward Detroit Belle Tire

Iacopelli is a skilled forward who scored 26 goals and 22 assists in 45 games last season with Belle Tire.  He scored 3 goals and 1 assist as an Affiliate Player with the Jr. Blues.  Matt was a 2nd round pick of Muskegon in the USHL Draft.

Josh Lammon 6’ 190 lbs 1995 Forward Detroit Victory Honda

Lammon is a solid-two way center that scored 18 goals and had 18 assists in 43 games last season.  He was drafted by Muskegon in the USHL draft.  Josh is a Division I commit with Mercyhurst for 2014.

Craig Pefley 5’11” 180 1995 Forward University of Detroit Jesuit HS

Pelfley is a skilled forward that scored 26 goals and 37 assists in 29 games.  He played on Team Michigan this spring.  Craig was drafted by Youngstown in the USHL Entry Draft.

Matt Woodley 6’2” 185 lbs 1995 Forward San Jose Jr. Sharks

Woodley is a power forward that scored 13 goals and 20 assists in 26 games last season.  Woodley is a former teammate of current Jr. Blues Ji Li and Oliver Takacsi-Nagy on Coach Zasowski NAPHL Regular Season Championship team in 2012. 

JJ Huerena 5’9” 200 lbs 1995 Forward Colorado Rampage

Huerena posted 16 goals and 16 assists in 36 games last season.  He also played 3 games as an Affiliate Player for the Jr. Blues last season.  JJ went to the USA Hockey Select 14, 15, and 16 Festivals. 

Brendan Jacques 5’11” 175 1995 Forward Calumet HS (MI)

Jacques scored 21 goals and 25 assists in 25 games last season.  He was also selected for Team Michigan during the spring.  Brendan is an NCAA Division I commit of Northern Michigan for 2014.

Garrett Elmore 6’4” 180 lbs 1996 Forward TPH Thunder 

Elmore is a power forward who registered 11 goals and 9 assists this season.  Garrett was a standout at this year’s Jr. Blues Pre Draft Camp and was offered a tender during the camp. 

Kyle Schreve 6’2” 210 lbs 1994 Forward Metro Jets

Schreve is a skilled wing scoring 13 goals and 11 assists in 24 games for Metro Jets in the NA3HL and scored 10 goals and 11 assists in 26 games with Belle Tire this season.

The Jr. Blues will round out this year’s recruit class with the NAHL Entry Draft on June 4th.  

Sioux City win streak extends to eight games

11/07/2013, 5:30pm EST

By Tom Robinson - Special to USAHockey.com

.The Sioux City Musketeers won three times last week to extend the United States Hockey League’s longest winning streak of the season to eight games.

Trevor Olson scored goals in each game last week while Kyle Hayton got the victories in goal. Hayton posted a 1.33 goals-against average and .952 save percentage during the week to run his personal winning streak to six games. Olson, meanwhile, has connected five times in a four-game, goal-scoring streak.

Sioux City beat the Fargo Force 4-1 Oct. 30 and then beat the only USHL team with a better record when it topped the Omaha Lancers 3-2 Friday night.

Brandon Hawkins scored the game-winner against Omaha and added his ninth goal, tied for fourth-best in the league, the next night in a 6-1 win over the Tri-City Storm.

Sioux City (9-2-1) is second in the USHL, allowing 1.92 goals per game.

USHL ROUNDUP: Chris Nell had a 40-save shutout for the Chicago Steel in Friday’s 4-0 win in Fargo.

Andrew Poturalski and league co-scoring leader Jason Kalinowski are each on nine-game scoring streaks for the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders

Matt Iacopelli of the Muskegon Lumberjacks scored goals in eight straight games, the longest streak in the league since the 2009-10 season, before being stopped Saturday in a 3-2 loss to Cedar Rapids.

BACK ON TOP: The defending USA Hockey Tier II Junior A national champion Amarillo Bulls are back on top of the North American Hockey League’s South Division. The Bulls have posted shutouts in three of their last four games, including Wednesday’s 7-0 romp over the Lone Star Brahmas on Paul Berrafato’s second straight shutout.

Matt Sieckhaus scored two goals and added two assists against Lone Star to take sole possession of the league scoring lead with 25 points.

STREAK BUSTER: Jimmy Tich had two goals and two assists for the Yellowstone Quakes Friday in a 5-1 win over the Bozeman Ice Dogs in an American West Hockey League game. The Quakes broke an eight-game losing streak with the win.

Tich had the game-winning goal against Bozeman. He has scored or assisted on 16 of the 21 goals in Yellowstone’s four wins.

ON FIRE: Northern Pacific Hockey League scoring leader Mason Wade had points on seven of 10 goals by the Bellingham Blazers in a 5-0, 5-4 weekend sweep of the Eugene Generals. Wade had two goals and an assist in the first win and then a hat trick and another assist Sunday.

The second-place Blazers have won three straight to improve to 9-3. Wade has 12 goals and 17 assists on the season.

NEW LEADER: The Sugar Land Imperials took over first place in the NA3HL South Division with a weekend sweep of the Topeka Capitals. Austin Givens had a goal and two assists Saturday and then added another goal and assist Sunday as the Imperials won both games 5-4.

COLLEGE COMMITMENT: Erik Baskin, a second-year forward with the NAHL’s Aberdeen Wings, has committed to play for the Air Force Academy. The 20-year old from Minnetonka, Minn., has eight points in 11 games this season.

Joe Widmar of the Connecticut Oilers of the Eastern Hockey League has committed to the University of Maine. Widmar is tied for fifth in the EHL in scoring with 21 points.

Evan Ritt, a forward for the Jersey Hitmen in the United States Premier Hockey League, has committed to Denver University in time to join the team for the second semester of this season. Ritt had a goal and four assists in 14 games with the Hitmen this season.

ONE-TIMERS: The Dells Ducks did all their scoring in the final 6:18 of regulation and first 1:16 of overtime to defeat the Hudson Crusaders 3-2 Sunday and improve to 16-2 in the Minnesota Junior Hockey League. … Team captain Nick Gnagni had six points, including a game-winning goal and an assist on another game-winner, to help the Flint Junior Generals win twice and improve to 16-0-1 in the NA3HL.

Story from Red Line Editorial, Inc.

Minnesota Wild call forward, defenseman up from Iowa

Pioneer Press

Posted:   02/19/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   64 min. ago

Minnesota&#8217;s Jonathon Blum (7) and Colorado&#8217;s Cody McLeod skate after the puck as Colorado&#8217;s John Mitchell falls to the ice during the

Minnesota's Jonathon Blum (7) and Colorado's Cody McLeod skate after the puck as Colorado's John Mitchell falls to the ice during the first period of their game on January 11, 2014 at Xcel Energy Center. (Hannah Foslien/Getty Images) 

The Wild have called up defenseman Jonathon Blum and forward Jake Dowell from their AHL team in Des Moines, the team said in a statement. 

Blum, 25, has 25 points (6-19--25) in 42 games with Iowa and averaged 12:13 of ice time in four appearances with Minnesota. He leads Iowa with six power-play goals and ranks second in scoring. Dowell, 28, has 14 points (6-8--14) in 40 games with Iowa. He skated in two games with Minnesota last season has played NHL games with Dallas and Chicago. 

They play the same positions as U.S. Olympians Zach Parise, a forward, and Ryan Suter, a defenseman. If the U.S. makes it to the gold medal game, they would play Sunday in Sochi, Russia, before having to be in Edmonton for the Wild's next game on Tuesday. 

Also, the Wild sent goaltender John Curry, 29, to Iowa after he cleared waivers. Curry, of Shorewood, signed a two-way contract with Minnesota on Monday.

Minnesota Wild add goaltender John Curry as insurance

By John Shipley

jshipley@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   02/18/2014 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   02/18/2014 10:24:15 AM CST

Goalie John Curry celebrates with the Stanley Cup after the Pittsburgh Penguins defeated the Detroit Red Wings 2-1 in Game 7 of the 2009 Finals at Joe

Goalie John Curry celebrates with the Stanley Cup after the Pittsburgh Penguins defeated the Detroit Red Wings 2-1 in Game 7 of the 2009 Finals at Joe Louis Arena on June 12, 2009 in Detroit. (Jim McIsaac/Getty Images) 
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After signing John Curry to a two-way contract Monday, the Wild have five goalies under NHL contract. Don't read too much into that, general manager Chuck Fletcher said. With Josh Harding and Nik Backstrom sidelined for much of the season, it's something Fletcher said they "could have done a few months ago." 

"All we're doing now is protecting ourselves a bit," he said. 

The Wild won't know exactly what to expect from veteran goaltenders Harding (illness) and Backstrom (lower body) until Wednesday, when players not on Olympic rosters report back from break. In their absence, rookie Darcy Kuemper has become the Wild's No. 1 goaltender. 

Backstrom, the former all-star, has been bothered all season by a lower body injury related to offseason hernia surgery. Harding, one of the NHL's best goaltenders early this season, has been on injured reserve since taking time to adjust to the medication he takes for multiple sclerosis. He hasn't played since Dec. 31, a 2-1 loss to St. Louis at the X. 

Fletcher said Monday that he expects Backstrom to be ready for the stretch run, which begins Feb. 27 at Edmonton. 

"Our expectation is that Nik is fine, and certainly the time off has been beneficial for him, as it has been for a lot of our players," Fletcher said. 

Harding's status is less clear. 

"With Josh, there has been no change to his situation," Fletcher said. "We'll try to update that a little more on Wednesday. That's when he reports back, and we'll be able to give you a better update. But as of now, there is no change in his status." 

Curry, a Shorewood native who played four games for the Pittsburgh Penguins from 2008-10, essentially had become AHL Iowa's goalie because the Wild kept recalling Kuemper and Johan Gustafsson. In 12 games in Des Moines, Curry, 27, is 6-3-2 with a 1.95 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. 

Initially on a two-way contract that allowed the Wild to move him between the AHL and ECHL, where he was 10-2-0 with Orlando, Curry is now on a two-way between Minnesota and Iowa. 

After the March 5 trade deadline, NHL teams won't be able to add players to their active rosters. 

"Because of injuries, we've been forced to use many different goaltenders, and this gives us a little more depth," Fletcher said. "More important, (Curry) has really played well in Iowa. He's earned the contract." 

Follow John Shipley at twitter.com/johnDshipley.

January rally put Wild in good position for playoff berth
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Nate Prosser celebrates with teammate Nino Niederreiter the winning goal during overtime Jan. 18 to beat the Dallas Stars 3-2 at

Minnesota Wild's Nate Prosser celebrates with teammate Nino Niederreiter the winning goal during overtime Jan. 18 to beat the Dallas Stars 3-2 at the Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 
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It will take a few days -- maybe three, Mike Yeo estimated -- before the Wild coach will able to sleep through the night without dreaming about hockey, or wake up in the middle of the night to write down a note about systems or lineups. 

But at some point in the coming weeks, Wild coaches and players will get away -- "shut it down mentally," in Yeo's words -- as the team takes three weeks off for the NHL's Olympic break. 

Considering the bleak outlook they faced as 2013 came to a close, the Wild have put themselves in a remarkably solid position to earn a playoff spot before they enter the stretch run: 23 games in 45 days starting Feb. 27 at Edmonton. 

It could very well have all derailed in late December, when the Wild lost six straight games in regulation, a franchise record.

Minnesota&#8217;s Zach Parise scores his second goal of the game past Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov during the third period on Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014

Minnesota's Zach Parise scores his second goal of the game past Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov during the third period on Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014 in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez) 

 Jobs were on the line as the team began 2014. 

But without several key players, including injured top-liners Mikko Koivu (ankle) and Zach Parise (foot), the Wild enjoyed a fruitful January and enter the break with an 11-4-2 record in 2014. 

Still, it's far from over. The Wild are seventh in the competitive Western Conference, six points up on eighth-place Vancouver and seven up on ninth-place Phoenix -- though both those teams had one game remaining before the break. 

"I hope we get to the point where we start looking ahead," Yeo said. "Obviously, it's been tough with the way the team's been winning, but I think we've got a group that can look ahead." 

Yeo's tenure, fairly or unfairly, has been defined by late-season collapses. 

Two seasons ago, a Wild team that sat atop the Western Conference in December failed to make the playoffs. Last season, the Wild entered the final month of the season third in the West but finished eighth, forced to play top seed and eventual NHL champ Chicago in the first round -- a 4-1 series loss. 

As dramatic as the Wild's recent turnaround has been, this season will be defined by what happens in the two months after the team returns from the Olympic break. 

To look ahead, as Yeo said, rather than behind, the Wild need to start leap-frogging conference opponents in the standings. They're only a point behind seventh-place Los Angeles, but to really feel better, they'll have to catch Colorado, in sixth place and eight points ahead of the Wild -- with two games in hand. 

"I don't think we should feel too good about our cushion," Yeo said. "We've got a grind coming when we come back, and it's going to be intense and there's going to be pressure. But I always believe that the real competitors and winners love that pressure and they want to play in those games and perform their best in those games. I think with the experiences we've had, we should be ready for that." 

Of all the story lines from the season's first 59 games -- such as losing goaltender Josh Harding to illness and the play of rookie replacement Darcy Kuemper -- the most impressive is probably the way Yeo kept his team from bottoming out. 

"Oh, it was a piece of cake; I slept like a baby," Yeo joked. "For me, personally, all I wanted to do was for our players to look at me and say, 'Well, he's got confidence so we should have confidence.' That was the one thing I wanted." 

The Wild enter the break ranked ninth in average goals against in the NHL but 25th in goals scored. 

"You can never be good enough offensively," Parise said. "I think sometimes we can do a better job in the zone of holding on to the puck and making plays and cycling." 

Despite that, the back end might be the biggest concern for the Wild, largely because of the inconsistent health of their goaltenders. They've been lucky, in a sense. In an injury-plagued, three-goalie rotation, the healthy one has generally been playing well. 

The Wild expect to finally have two healthy goaltenders by their next game, but if veteran Niklas Backstrom isn't recovered from issues related to a summer sports hernia surgery, they might have to look at trading for a netminder before the March 5 deadline. 

Management will use the break to evaluate the team's needs, knowing it's entirely possible they have what they need to make the playoffs. The question then becomes, what do they need to advance deeper in the postseason? 

"We've got ourselves in a good position," Yeo said, "but there's a lot of work to do still." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Minnesota Wild right wing Nino Niederreiter, center, is swarmed by teammates after scoring the game-winning goal in overtime against the Nashville Predators on Thursday, Feb. 6, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

Minnesota Wild right wing Nino Niederreiter, center, is swarmed by teammates after scoring the game-winning goal in overtime against the Nashville Predators on Thursday, Feb. 6, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

Minnesota Wild right wing Nino Niederreiter shoots the game-winning goal past Nashville Predators defensemen Roman Josi, left, and Shea Weber. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

A faceoff in the first period. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

Nashville Predators defenseman Shea Weber struggles for the puck. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

A referee picks up a broken stick early in the game. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)
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Over the past five weeks, a period in which the Wild have salvaged their season without several key players, the team answered several questions coach Mike Yeo posed to them. 

Thursday, in their final game before a three-week break from NHL play, they answered one last question. 

Yeo had a simple challenge for them: Don't overlook the struggling Nashville Predators before taking off for vacations or the Olympics. 

Once again, the Wild answered Yeo's plea. They earned their second consecutive win with a 3-2 overtime victory over the Nashville Predators. 

"I asked them for a playoff-type mentality coming in, and that's a lot to ask for in February when you're going on a long break," Yeo said. "But they brought it." 

Thursday's win capped an incredible turnaround. The same team that lost six straight games in regulation to close 2013 and nearly vanished from the playoff race enters the Olympic break with a strong hold on seventh place in the tough Western Conference thanks to an 11-4-2 start to 2014. 

Thursday was just another step in getting there. 

In a game that 12th-place Nashville needed more than Minnesota, the Wild held a 38-18 shot advantage. 

"That's an important quality," Yeo said of his team's ability to put distractions aside. "We're going to need that the rest of the way." 

Nino Niederreiter, on his way to Sochi, Russia, on Sunday for his first Olympic Games with Switzerland, scored the game-winner in overtime. The victory provided cushion in the playoff hunt on a night in which sixth-place Colorado, eighth-place Vancouver and 11th-place Winnipeg all lost. 

After enduring a scoring slump, Niederreiter scored in his second straight game. 

"Nino's been really impressive," Yeo said. "Obviously to have an opportunity to go to the Olympics, but to put everything that he has into our team I think says a lot about him." 

The Wild got contributions from two lines, and defenseman Jonas Brodin opened the scoring with his first goal since Dec. 29. Minnesota improved on a puck possession game that had been crumbling of late. 

More importantly, the Wild found a way to win a game that could have gone the other way. 

"I thought we responded the right way," Jason Pominville said. "It was kind of a playoff atmosphere. We were able to bounce back and find a way to win. That was a really solid overall win." 

Darcy Kuemper, starting in his 15th straight game, didn't play his best and allowed his softest goal of the season five minutes in, which erased the lead the Wild built behind Brodin. But the team played a tight game in front of Kuemper and allowed just 10 shots in the final 42 minutes. 

"It wasn't my best outing, I wouldn't lie about that," Kuemper said.

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper makes a stop in overtime against the Nashville Predators on Thursday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper makes a stop in overtime against the Nashville Predators on Thursday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

 "But the team played well, and as a whole group we did a really good job of focusing on the task at hand. Obviously, the guys played a hell of a game in front and (the first goal) didn't faze them. I was just trying to do my best to battle." 

Zach Parise, in his last game before captaining the Americans in the Olympics, put the Wild up 2-1 with a power-play goal. It wasn't the team's prettiest game, he admitted. But when they needed two points before taking three weeks off, they found a way to win. 

"Sometimes you've got to play those types of games and that type of style," Parise said. "I think that we're all mature enough that we understood we had a game still before. I don't think that was ever a concern of guys thinking about their flights tomorrow." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

RECAP: Nino Niederreiter scored off a rush in overtime to give the Wild a big win heading into the Olympic break. Craig Smith had done his best to beat the Wild, erasing Minnesota's first two one-goal leads with goals for Nashville. 

Zach Parise gave the Wild a 2-1 lead with a power-play goal from Dany Heatley, and the Wild scored first on a Jonas Brodin wrister from the point. 

MEANING: The Wild enter the Olympic break riding a two-game winning streak and with some breathing room in the playoff race. After improving their home record to 21-7-2, they have a seven point lead over the ninth-place team in the Western Conference. They are 31-21-7 overall and have righted themselves after a six-game losing streak at the end of December. 

ETC.: With his first-period power-play goal, Parise has the third-most power-play goals in the NHL despite missing 15 games with a foot injury. ... Brodin's goal was his first since Dec. 29. ... The Wild outshot the Predators 26-18. 

-- Chad Graff 

UP NEXT: at Oilers, 8:30 p.m. Feb. 27, FSN 

, KFXN-FM 100.3

Coach Mike Yeo paused for a moment when asked how he evaluates the performance of his team's penalty kill, which ranked 20th in the NHL as the Wild entered their final pre-Olympic break game Thursday against Nashville. 

He nearly said it's been average but stopped himself. 

"I would say that we've underachieved on the PK this year," Yeo said. 

The Wild entered the season with high expectations for a middle-of-the-road penalty kill that seemed improved with the offseason addition of Matt Cooke. Instead, they struggled early before playing better of late. 

Still, the Wild entered Thursday having killed off just 80.4 percent of opposing power plays. 

"It's been something we've been working on," Yeo said. "I feel like we've been trending upward, but we've got to stay on it for sure. 

"We've got the players to have one of the top penalty kills, and it's a place where we've usually been strong. I feel like we've been trending the right way, and had a better identity as far as the way we've been doing it. ... I just want to make sure we stay on top of it." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

When Marco Scandella went down awkwardly early in the first period of the Wild's 2-1 win over Tampa Bay on Tuesday night, coach Mike Yeo thought he knew exactly what happened to one of his surging defenseman. 

He feared a blown out knee. 

But the Wild got pleasant news Wednesday when they learned Scandella suffered only a sprained knee, a far better diagnosis than they feared after he had to be helped off the ice. 

Scandella will miss around three weeks, but with the three-week Olympic break starting Friday, he might miss only Thursday night's game against Nashville at Xcel Energy Center. 

"If you're going to (get hurt), now's the time to do it for sure," Yeo said. "We'll just have to make sure we stay on top of it. He's had a really strong season for us, and obviously he's a very valuable piece. Coming out of that break, we're going to need him. But we've been faced with this (before) and guys have stepped up, and we'll need it again." 

Scandella has been a pleasant surprise for the Wild. After playing in just six regular-season games last season, he's been one of the Wild's best defensemen, recording 16 points in 55 games to go with a plus-10 rating. 

"It's good news as far as what it looked like," Yeo said. "I'd have to think that this would be time wise a good (thing and) we could have him coming back out of the break." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

The Wild have completed a minor league trade, sending 27-year-old Chad Rau of Eden Prarie to the San Jose Sharks in exchange for Curt Gogol, a 22-year-old winger. 

Gogol has recorded three goals and one assist in 40 games with the American Hockey League Worcester Sharks this season. His 149 penalty minutes rank seventh in the AHL. 

Rau was drafted by the Wild in the seventh round of the 2005 NHL draft and appeared in nine games with the team during the 2011-12 season. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

A day after Wild coach Mike Yeo said rookie center Erik Haula played his best NHL game he sent the fourth-liner a message: 

Your job isn't over. 

On a team with plenty of young players, Yeo said he has too often seen dips in the youngsters' play following strong games. So after he saw the cameras in Haula's face after the Wild's victory over Tampa Bay on Wednesday, Yeo made his feelings clear. 

"I'll make sure I grab him and say, 'Let's go, because we've seen it,' " Yeo said. "There's many times where you get feeling really good about yourself and the next game you come back with a letdown." 

Haula's challenge is building on his Tuesday game in the Wild's final pre-Olympic break game Thursday against the Predators at Xcel Energy Center. Barring injury, it will be Haula's last NHL game before heading to the American Hockey League for a few weeks. 

Haula could be the lone Wild player headed to the AHL to continue playing. 

"I would look at that as a huge plus," Haula said. "I'd get to go down there and get a lot of ice time and stay in shape. Hopefully after break I get to come back." 

Briefly 

The Wild placed veteran winger Stephane Veilleux on waivers Wednesday and would send him to the American Hockey League if he clears waivers. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

SOCHI SCENE: Russia dejected, Finland hungry
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Russia forward Yevgeni Malkin lies on the ice in the closing... ((AP Photo/David J. Phillip ))

SOCHI, Russia—After Russia's men's hockey loss in the quarterfinals to Finland, most of Russia's players rushed through a mixed zone with TV cameras and reporters without stopping, waving off requests to verbalize their disappointment in losing their medal chances in the Sochi Games. 

The players who did stop were brief. And Finland, not surprisingly, had a little more to say, with many sentiments summed up by forward Teemu Selanne: 

"The experts are wrong many times—and I love it." 

Still, as happy as the Finns were, they did show some sympathy for a Russian team that was carrying such high expectations. Here are some more reactions by players on both teams to Finland's 3-1 win Wednesday night: 

— Alex Ovechkin, Russia: "No emotion right now." 

— Selanne: "I'm a little bit sad, also for them. Obviously, they had a big dream to win the gold medal here and then it doesn't work so it's kind of disappointing in many ways because that would be a great story. But again, it's proving to the hockey world that you never know." 

— Sergei Bobrovski, Russia: "It's hard to say something now, just emptiness." 

— Olli Jokinen, Finland: "I think they were a little bit tired, to be honest. ... Leading up to the tournament you read papers how they kind of were talking about everybody's afraid of them and stuff like that. It gives motivation to countries like us." 

— By Oskar Garcia—Twitter http://twitter.com/oskargarcia 

——— 

Associated Press reporters are filing dispatches about happenings in and around Sochi during the 2014 Winter Games. Follow AP journalists covering the Olympics on Twitter: http://apne.ws/1c3WMiu

SOCHI, Russia—A Russian hockey team with immense expectations lost its shot at an Olympic title Wednesday at a Winter Games tempered by violence both in the host city and in nearby Ukraine. 

Finland beat the Russians 3-1, knocking them out of the quarterfinals and ending their chances of winning a hockey gold medal in front of their own fans. Russian and Soviet teams have won eight gold medals in hockey, but none in the last 22 years. 

Ted Ligety of the United States won gold in men's giant slalom, the first American man to win two Olympic medals in Alpine skiing. And American-turned Russian snowboarder Vic Wild won the men's parallel giant slalom, just minutes after his Russian wife, Alexa Zavarzina, won bronze in the women's competition.

Men&#8217;s snowboard parallel giant slalom gold medalist Russia&#8217;s Vic Wild, center, celebrates with women&#8217;s snowboard parallel giant slalom

Men's snowboard parallel giant slalom gold medalist Russia's Vic Wild, center, celebrates with women's snowboard parallel giant slalom gold medalist Patrizia Kummer of Switzerland, left, as his wife and bronze medalist in the women's snowboard parallel giant slalom final, Russia's Alena Zavarzina also celebrates at right, at the Rosa Khutor Extreme Park, at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Wednesday, Feb. 19, 2014, in Krasnaya Polyana, Russia. ((AP Photo/Andy Wong))

In downtown Sochi, at least 10 Cossack militiamen attacked the Pussy Riot punk group with horsewhips and removed members' trademark ski masks. The confrontation lasted less than three minutes and no one was arrested. 

Earlier, Sergei Bubka, the pole vault great who heads the Ukrainian Olympic Committee, urged both sides in Ukraine's political crisis to halt the violence that left at least 25 people dead and 240 injured in Kiev on Tuesday. The crisis centers on divided loyalties in Ukraine between Russia and the West. 

"I'm shocked by what is happening in my native country—especially because the violence is taking place during the Olympic Games, the world's most peaceful and democratic event," Bubka said. 

On Day 13 of the Sochi Olympics, Norway won gold in the women's cross-country team sprint and Finland won the men's title. Medals also were being awarded in three other sports—speedskating, biathlon, and bobsled. 

——— 

ICE HOCKEY: Finland's win over Russia was not an upset. The Finns had advanced to the semifinals as the 4th seed, while Russia had to win a consolation round game to advance to the final eight. Sweden continued its undefeated run, beating Slovenia 5-0 to advance to the semifinals. Finland and Sweden meet Friday for a shot at the gold medal. 

——— 

ALPINE SKIING: Ligety was just 21 when he won his first gold medal in the combined at the 2006 Turin Games. The only other American to win two Olympic golds in Alpine skiing was Andrea Mead Lawrence, who took the women's slalom and giant slalom at the 1952 Oslo Games. In Wednesday's race, Steve Missillier of France took the silver and teammate Alexis Pinturault the bronze. 

——— 

CROSS-COUNTRY: Marit Bjoergen captured her fifth career Olympic gold medal when Norway won the women's team sprint. Bjoergen opened a sizeable lead in the first half of the race, and then turned it over to teammate Ingvild Flugstad Oestberg to maintain. The Norwegian duo finished 9.09 seconds ahead of Finland, which took silver. Sweden took bronze. In the men's race, Finland took advantage of a fall that slowed its two closest rivals in the final. Russia finished second for the silver, while Sweden's won the bronze. 

——— 

SNOWBOARDING: Wild grew up in White Salmon, Wash., and applied for Russian citizenship after marrying Zavarzina in 2011. He then joined the Russian snowboarding team. Nevin Galmarini of Switzerland finished second for the silver, and Zan Kosir of Slovenia won the consolation race for the bronze. In the women's race, Patrizia Kummer cruised to victory—and Switzerland's sixth gold medal of the games—when Japan's Tomoka Takeuchi missed a gate midway through the second run of the finals. 

——— 

CURLING: Canada and Sweden will play for the gold medal in women's curling after winning semifinal games that went to the final shot.

SOCHI, Russia—The prospect of missing out on the medal stand in men's hockey in Sochi is starting to set in on Russia fans and players. 

Long faces could be seen throughout the crowd Wednesday as Finland led midway through the third period, 3-1. 

Spontaneous chants of "Ro-ssi-ya" were quieter and less frequent, and a group of about a dozen fans in one corner of the arena failed at starting the wave. 

On the ice, play is getting more aggressive, with unnecessary checks and obvious trash talk between players. Olympic rules have probably stopped at least two fights from starting. 

At a break with just under 7 minutes left, only about one-quarter of fans joined in the rhythmic clapping urged by an organ. 

The only two things getting louder: Finland fans and unmistakable muttering that in any language translates roughly to: "Is this really happening?" 

— By Oskar Garcia—Twitter http://twitter.com/oskargarcia

Oshie in Sochi becomes an overnight sensation

By JIM LITKE AP Sports Writer

Posted:   02/18/2014 11:17:39 AM CST

Updated:   02/18/2014 11:17:40 AM CST

SOCHI, Russia—His cover is blown. 

T.J. Oshie, the mild-mannered forward who morphed into Superman and single-handedly outscored Russia in a shootout for the ages, won't sneak up on anyone again soon, let alone against the Americans' next opponent in Wednesday's Olympic quarterfinals. 

In the days since the win over Russia, Oshie has become the hottest U.S. import here since the iPad. He got a shout-out from President Barack Obama as part of his star turn on Twitter, talked to the "Today" show and met what he called "some pretty influential people." 

Just as his teammates let up on the needling and things began to slow down, his jerseys started flying off store shelves and his agent's phone nearly blew up. Small wonder Oshie spent the time in between hoping one of his teammates did something spectacular or silly enough to siphon off some attention. 

"He takes it all in stride," said David Backes, who is Oshie's teammate back with the NHL's St. Louis Blues. "He came back to the room last night after doing the interviews and NBC put makeup on him and he's like, 'I think they're blowing this a little out of proportion.'" 

So no one who knows Oshie was surprised when he told reporters to quit throwing the word "hero" in his direction and reserve it for U.S. servicemen instead. He's a 27-year-old who was born in Washington state and became a prep star in hockey-mad Warroad, Minn., barely a half-dozen miles from the Canadian border. It's a tiny town (pop. 1,770, though the town's rink seats "only" 1,454), but also a tough place to get a big head. 

The Warriors hockey team collects state championships like a dryer gathers lint. Oshie won two in his four-year stint there, and not only is current U.S. women's team forward Gigi Marvin from there—she and Oshie were crowned Queen and King of the Frosty Festival their senior year—both of the previous U.S. Olympic gold medal-winning hockey teams featured members of the same Warroad family: Bill and Roger Christian in 1960; Dave Christian in 1980. 

That's just one reason why he comes by his humility honestly. And here's another: check out how Oshie spent what might have been the biggest night of his life: 

"I was very calm until I got back. I talked to some family members, and that was pretty special for me. Kind of got the heart going a little bit. I talked to my fiancée, Lauren (who is pregnant and stayed back in St. Louis), and tried to go to bed. Didn't work too well. Sat there and listened to some music." 

Oshie might have been a fan favorite in St. Louis, but he seemed like an afterthought on the U.S. Olympic roster. On a team this deep and talented, he figured to get little more than a few shifts with the fourth line, which is exactly what happened against Russia until the shootout began. He took the first shot and scored, then took the last six and cashed in four—one more than the Russians. 

"It's something you practice at the end of practice all the time, just kind of messing around. I had to go back and maybe think of some different moves that I can do and maybe go back to some that I already did," Oshie said. "It was a fun end." 

For him, maybe. Oshie came into the game with more shootout goals in NHL games—seven—than any of his teammates. For many of the guys who play with or against him, it was just another night's work. Based on their testimonials, he sounds less like a secret weapon than a trump card. 

"Once his name got called three or four times," recalled U.S. teammate Joe Pavelski, "we knew the next five, six, seven it was probably going to be him." 

"When he was going to shoot the first one I told the guys in the locker room that's a guaranteed goal," said Sweden's Patrik Berglund. "He just went in and put it in as he always does. 

"That," Berglund added a moment later, "was a real show to watch." 

"Pretty amazing with that pressure to send that same guy out six times," said Jonathan Toews, who stars for Canada and played college hockey alongside Oshie at North Dakota. "Even if the guy's automatic, it takes a lot of confidence from the coaches to put a guy like that over the boards that many times. Great kid and pretty cool moment in his career, I'm sure." 

What that shootout did for the rest of Oshie's career remains to be seen. Matt Oates, his Chicago-based agent, told The Associated Press in a phone interview he admired the way Oshie reacted after the game-winner—a quick fist-pump before turning to point back in the direction of U.S. goaltender Jonathan Quick, the other U.S. shootout star. 

But Oates said the reaction back in the States suggests Oshie's profile won't remain modest for much longer. 

"It has been a frenzy," Oates said. "I'm not getting into names (of potential sponsors) at this point, though, because we'll sort through that and take our time after T.J. gets back." 

How about Energizer batteries for starters? Like the mascot bunny, he just keeps going and going and going.

Kopitar's Slovenia tops Austria, advances in Sochi

By LARRY LAGE AP Hockey Writer

Posted:   02/18/2014 04:35:04 AM CST | Updated:   a day ago

Click photo to enlarge

Slovenia forward Anze Kopitar (11) celebrates with teammates after... ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))
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SOCHI, Russia—Anze Kopitar gets to keep playing for his father in the Olympics for at least another game. 

The Los Angeles Kings forward scored 5:29 into the first period Tuesday to help Slovenia beat Austria 4-0 in the qualification round of the Sochi Games, extending the experience of playing for his father, Matjaz, on the world's stage. 

Slovenia, in the Olympic hockey for the first time and with only one NHL player, is among the final eight teams in the tournament. It will face top-seeded and 2006 gold-medal winning Sweden on Wednesday. 

"Let's say it is a miracle because this is really amazing," goaltender Robert Kristan said after a 30-save shutout. "Small Slovenia, playing in the quarterfinal of the Olympic Games?" 

And, the fact that a father is coaching his 26-year-old son just adds to the feel-good story. 

Matjaz Kopitar, though, can't fully celebrate the family angle. His 21-year-old son, Gasper, who was a candidate to make the team, is nearly 7,000 miles away, playing for the Ontario (Calif.) Reign in the East Coast Hockey League. 

"As a father, it's not easy for me because my other son is not here with us," Matjaz Kopitar said. "We're going to enjoy this moment. But hopefully, all three of us will be together for the next Olympics." 

Slovenia earned a surprising spot in the Sochi Games by knocking off Belarus, Ukraine and Denmark in last year's qualification tournament. That alone was quite an accomplishment for the team ranked 17th in the world. 

The country has fewer than 2 million people, just seven hockey rinks—two of which its coach said are not fully enclosed—and only one professional team. 

In the preliminary round, Slovenia upset usually steady Slovakia 3-1 to improve its seeding for the quarterfinals. 

Coach Kopitar acknowledged being surprised to see his team still standing. 

"In the beginning it was mission impossible," he said. "But we played well." 

He hopes that success at the Olympics will help advance the sport back home. 

"I wish we could get five more ice rinks," the coach said. "I want to see more ice rinks. I want to see more organizations going on. This is the message to the people." 

The person the coach knows best on the team, his son, scored on a shot from the slot early in the game. 

During and after games, it's virtually impossible to tell there's a personal connection between the two, and that is by design. 

"It's the same for me as for everybody else on the team," Anze Kopitar said. 

The two-time NHL All-Star and Stanley Cup champion grew up playing for his father and said he is enjoying every minute of doing it again at the Olympics. 

During the game, Slovenia's goalie, Kristan, got plenty of support offensively. 

Jan Urbas scored a short-handed goal midway through the first period, and Sabahudin Kovacevic's slap shot put Slovenia up 3-0 early in the second. 

Austria called a timeout late in the game to add an extra skater and Slovenia's Jan Mursak took advantage with an empty-net goal. 

"We had a rough start," Austrian defenseman Andre Lakos said. "They had a couple of chances, and they got a couple early, and we couldn't get anything past their goalie. Their goalie won the game." 

The Austrians, who share a border with Slovenia, were eliminated with one victory and three lopsided losses. They lost the first two games by a combined score of 14-4 to Finland and Canada before beating Norway 3-1 in their final game of the preliminary round. 

In a game that Austria was expected to at least be competitive, it got routed. 

"Very disappointed, very disappointed," coach Emanuel Viveiros said somberly. "Not to take anything away from Slovenia, I'm not sure why we didn't come to play. We had the chance to go to the quarterfinals, and we did not start the game." 

——— 

Follow Larry Lage on Twitter: http://twitter.com/larrylage
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Edina players celebrate their 4-2 win over Hill-Murray for the 2013 Class AA State Championship at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Sherri
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•High school boys hockey: Class A boys sectional previews

SECTION 1 

Tournament seeds 

1. Lakeville North (20-4-1) 

2. Farmington (21-3-1) 

3. Lakeville South (8-17) 

4. Rochester Mayo (16-8-1) 

5. Owatonna (14-9-2) 

6. Rochester Century (12-12-1) 

7. Rochester John Marshall (8-15-1) 

8. Dodge County (9-13-3) 

Outlook: Lakeville North, the defending section champion, is perhaps the hottest team in the state, having gone on an 18-0-1 run from Dec. 10 to Feb. 8 before losing its regular-season finale 1-0 to Prior Lake. Farmington finished the season on a 16-0-1 tear but has not played a ranked Class 2A team all season. Darkhorses are Lakeville South, which has plenty of offensive talent, and Rochester Mayo, which put together a 16-win season. 

Our pick: Lakeville North over Lakeville South 

SECTION 2 

Tournament seeds 

1. Edina (20-4-1) 

2. Burnsville (18-6-1) 

3. Bloomington Jefferson (13-10-2) 

4. Prior Lake (10-13-1) 

5. Chanhassen (11-11-3) 

6. Holy Angels (10-13-2) 

7. Shakopee (9-15-1) 

Outlook: Edina has won the sectional championship each of the past seven seasons, and the Hornets are the favorites to make it eight in a row. Edina and Burnsville split games this season, so a third meeting would make for a terrific sectional final. Jefferson also split with the Blaze, winning in overtime thanks to Johnny Panvica's hat trick, and Jefferson can play with anyone when healthy; Panvica is coming off an MCL sprain. Prior Lake turned heads with its 1-0 season-ended win over Lakeville North late, but can the Lakers keep that up? 

Our pick: Edina over Burnsville 

SECTION 3 

Tournament seeds 

1. Cretin-Derham Hall (16-6-3) 

2. Eastview (17-6-1) 

3. St. Thomas Academy (18-6-1) 

4. Eagan (15-9-1) 

5. East Ridge (10-14-1) 

6. Hastings (10-13-2) 

7. Woodbury (8-17) 

8. Rosemount (7-16-2) 

9. Apple Valley (5-19) 

10. Park (3-21-1) 

Outlook: Cretin-Derham Hall, which finished second to White Bear Lake in the Suburban East Conference, earned the top seed by going 10-0 against section foes this season. Eastview's Zach Driscoll is among the best goaltenders in the state, and the Lightning have given up just 47 goals all season, which ranks them fourth in the state in Class 2A behind Edina (46), Eagan (45) and Wayzata (32). St. Thomas Academy's 138 goals lead all Class 2A teams. Each of the top four teams is strong enough to advance to the state tournament. 

Our pick: Eastview over Cretin-Derham Hall 

SECTION 4 

Tournament seeds 

1. Hill-Murray (22-3) 

2. White Bear Lake (18-6-1) 

3. Stillwater (13-10-2) 

4. Roseville (14-7-3) 

5. Mounds View (9-14-2) 

6. Tartan (15-9) 

7. North St. Paul (10-14-1) 

8. Irondale (3-19-2) 

Outlook: Either Hill-Murray or White Bear Lake has represented its section every year since 1982 except for one, 2004. Both teams are loaded again: The Pioneers shared the Classic Suburban championship with St. Thomas Academy, and the Bears won the Suburban East by beating Cretin-Derham Hall on the final day of the regular season. Hill-Murray edged White Bear Lake 5-4 in overtime four weeks ago. Stillwater is one team that could prevent a sectional final between the two longtime rivals; the Ponies are in White Bear Lake's side of the draw. White Bear needed overtime to beat Stillwater 6-5 on Jan. 30. 

Our pick: White Bear Lake over Hill-Murray 

SECTION 5 

Tournament seeds 

1. Blaine (20-4-1) 

2. Maple Grove (14-8-3) 

3. Centennial (13-10-2) 

4. Anoka (12-12-1) 

5. Rogers (18-6-1) 

6. Champlin Park (9-15-1) 

7. Osseo (4-20-2) 

8. Coon Rapids (2-22) 

Outlook: Blaine and Hill-Murray were second in the state in scoring among Class 2A schools with 137 goals, one behind St. Thomas Academy. With 15 seniors, the Bengals have lots of experience. In a battle between the section's top two seeds, Blaine beat Maple Grove 5-1 last week in the final game of the regular season. A wild card in the field could be the No. 5 seed, Rogers, which has had an impressive season in its first year in Class 2A. 

Our pick: Blaine over Maple Grove 

SECTION 6 

Tournament seeds 

1. Wayzata (19-5-1) 

2. Eden Prairie (14-8-3) 

3. Holy Family Catholic (19-5-1) 

4. Benilde-St. Margaret's (13-8-3) 

5. Hopkins (8-15-2) 

6. Minnetonka (8-17) 

7. Robbinsdale Armstrong (9-14-2) 

8. Robbinsdale Cooper (8-17) 

Outlook: Wayzata is the team to beat, having allowed only 32 goals all season. Nine of the Trojans' 19 wins have been shutouts. But there's plenty of talent elsewhere. A couple of teams in this section have multiple Division I commits on their roster: Eden Prairie with Mr. Hockey finalists Luke Snuggerud and Steven Spinner, and Benilde-St. Margaret's with Johnny Austin and Spencer Naas. 

Our pick: Wayzata over Holy Family Catholic 

SECTION 7 

Tournament seeds 

1. Duluth East (18-6-1) 

2. Elk River/Zimmerman (18-6) 

3. Andover (17-8) 

4. Grand Rapids (17-8) 

5. Forest Lake (15-6-4) 

6. St. Michael-Albertville (13-11-1) 

7. Cloquet/Esko/Carlton (8-14-2) 

8. St. Francis (9-16) 

9. Cambridge-Isanti (4-21) 

Outlook: This is one of the most wide-open sections in the state -- and one of the most talented. Duluth East's Phil Beaulieu, a Mr. Hockey finalist, leads a power play that scores 42 percent of the time. Grand Rapids is led by Avery Peterson, a Minnesota Wild draft pick, and goalie Hunter Shepard. Elk River has a top goalie in Mac Berglove. And Tyler Tomberlin has 65 points (26 goals, 39 assists) for Andover. 

Our pick: Duluth East over Andover 

SECTION 8 

Tournament seeds 

1. Roseau (17-7-1) 

2. Moorhead (11-12-1) 

3. Brainerd/Pillager/Pierz (15-7-2) 

4. Bemidji (10-12-3) 

5. Buffalo (15-8-2) 

6. Monticello/Annandale/Maple Lake (14-11) 

7. St. Cloud Tech (11-13) 

8. River Lakes (8-17) 

9. Becker/Big Lake (13-11) 

Outlook: Roseau or Moorhead have won the sectional tournament every year since 1996, and it looks as if the section is in for more of the same this season. Roseau is unbeaten (6-0-1) against sectional foes, with Moorhead going 5-2-1. A sleeper team is Brainerd, which went 7-3-1 in sectional games during the season. 

Our pick: Roseau over Brainerd/Pillager/Pierz
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SECTION 1 

Tournament seeds 

1. New Prague (18-4-3) 

2. Mankato West (23-2) 

3. Rochester Lourdes (8-18-1) 

4. Albert Lea (14-10-1) 

5. Northfield (10-14-1) 

6. Faribault (11-11-1) 

7. Le Seur-Henderson/St. Peter (15-7-2) 

8. La Crescent (16-5-4) 

9. Red Wing (3-22) 

10. Mankato East/Loyola (8-17) 

11. Austin (3-21-1) 

12. Winona (3-20-2) 

13. Waseca (6-15-1) 

Outlook: In the largest boys hockey section in the state, top-seeded New Prague finished 8-0 against sectional foes, and second-seeded Mankato West went 18-0 in Big Nine Conference games. New Prague beat Mankato West 2-1. Third-seeded Rochester Lourdes has been to the past five state tournaments, but the Eagles struggled to an 8-18-1 record playing a tough independent schedule. 

Our pick: Mankato West over New Prague 

SECTION 2 

Tournament seeds 

1. Breck (19-5-1) 

2. Orono (16-8-1) 

3. Bloomington Kennedy (12-11-2) 

4. Delano/Rockford (14-10-1) 

5. Blake (15-10) 

6. Mound-Westonka (12-11-2) 

7. Chaska (10-13-2) 

8. St. Louis Park (9-14-2) 

9. Waconia (9-15-1) 

10. Minneapolis Novas (8-15-1) 

11. Richfield (10-15) 

Outlook: Breck has dominated the section lately, winning the past five titles. Blake won three straight before that. Bloomington Kennedy is an up-and-coming team, earning the No. 3 seed. This is a deep field, as evidenced by the fact that the No. 11 seed, Richfield, has 10 wins. 

Our pick: Breck over Bloomington Kennedy 

SECTION 3 

Tournament seeds 

1. Luverne (24-0-1) 

2. New Ulm (15-10) 

3. Willmar (11-12-1) 

4. Hutchinson (10-13-1) 

5. Marshall (12-12) 

6. Litchfield/Dassel-Cokato (5-18-1) 

7. Windom (9-13-1) 

8. Morris/Benson (8-16-1) 

9. Fairmont (3-19-1) 

10. Redwood Valley (4-14) 

11. Worthington (2-16) 

Outlook: At 24-0-1, Luverne is the only team in the state to get through the regular season unbeaten. The Cardinals have scored 183 goals and allowed 29. Among the talented players on a deep roster is eighth-grader Jaxon Nelson, who has 52 points on 25 goals and 27 assists. 

Our pick: Luverne over New Ulm 

SECTION 4 

Tournament seeds 

1. Totino-Grace (14-10-1) 

2. Mahtomedi (14-10) 

3. St. Paul Academy (17-8) 

4. South St. Paul (10-14-1) 

5. Minnehaha Academy (12-12) 

6. Simley (10-14) 

7. Achiever Academy (16-7-2) 

8. Como Park (11-14) 

9. Henry Sibley (5-18-2) 

10. Johnson (4-19-2) 

11. Highland Park (1-22-1) 

Outlook: With three-time Class A state champion St. Thomas Academy moving up to Class 2A this season, a new champion will emerge from a balanced field. Totino-Grace was 8-0 in North Suburban Conference game but just 1-1 against section foes. St. Paul Academy is 8-1 in the section and Mahtomedi 6-1. 

Our pick: Mahtomedi over Totino-Grace 

SECTION 5 

Tournament seeds 

1. Chisago Lakes (16-8) 

2. Princeton (13-11) 

3. Spring Lake Park (18-7) 

4. Proctor (7-18) 

5. Providence Academy (6-19) 

6. Mora/Hinckley-Finlayson (15-9-1) 

7. Legacy Christian (11-12) 

8. Pine City/Rush City (5-19) 

9. North Branch (3-20) 

10. Moose Lake (5-18) 

Outlook: Lots of changes in the section with perennial champion Hermantown returning to Section 7, Rogers moving up to Class 2A and St. Cloud Cathedral shifting to Section 6. Poised to take advantage is Chisago Lakes, which is 6-0 in section games. 

Our pick: Chisago Lakes over Spring Lake Park 

SECTION 6 

Tournament seeds 

1. St. Cloud Cathedral (16-7-1) 

2. Alexandria (16-5-3) 

3. St. Cloud Apollo (15-10) 

4. Sauk Rapids-Rice (17-8) 

5. Sartell-St. Stephen (12-12-1) 

6. Fergus Falls (9-13-1) 

7. Prairie Center Area (15-10) 

8. Little Falls (3-20-2) 

9. Northern Lakes (9-16) 

10. Wadena-Deer Creek (4-20-1) 

11. Breckenridge/Wahpeton (3-13-2) 

Outlook: Any of the top four teams -- St. Cloud Cathedral, Alexandria, St. Cloud Apollo and Sauk Rapids-Rice -- could emerge from this balanced field. 

Our pick: St. Cloud Cathedral over Alexandria 

SECTION 7 

Tournament seeds 

1. Hermantown (19-4-2) 

2. Duluth Marshall (16-8-1) 

3. Virginia/Mountain Iron-Buhl (17-7-1) 

4. Duluth Denfeld (13-10-2) 

5. Hibbing/Chisholm (10-13-1) 

6. Eveleth-Gilbert (14-10-1) 

7. North Sore (14-9-2) 

8. International Falls (6-17-1) 

9. Greenway (6-16-3) 

10. Ely/Northeast Range (1-17) 

Outlook: Hermantown, the Section 5 champion the past four years, faces new challenges in Section 7, starting with a tough Duluth Marshall team that plays a difficult schedule against high-end Class 2A teams. Virginia/Mountain Iron-Buhl posted a 9-1-1 record against sectional foes. 

Our pick: Hermantown over Duluth Marshall 

SECTION 8 

Tournament seeds 

1. East Grand Forks (22-2-1) 

2. Warroad (20-4-1) 

3. Thief River Falls (14-10-1) 

4. Kittson Central (16-5-2) 

5. Detroit Lakes (16-7-1) 

6. Park Rapids Area (17-6-3) 

7. Crookston (6-15-4) 

8. Lake of the Woods (5-17-3) 

9. Bagley/Fosston (2-20) 

Outlook: East Grand Forks enters the postseason on a 14-game winning streak during which the Green Wave have not given up more than two goals in a game. A rare blemish was East Grand Forks' 4-4 tie with Warroad, which features the state's top three point producers in Kobe Roth (40 goals, 45 assists, 85 points), Jared Bethune (31-53--84) and Kyle Sylvester (36-47--83). 

Our pick: East Grand Forks over Warroad
Russia survives shootout with Slovakia 1-0

By GREG BEACHAM AP Sports Writer

Posted:   02/16/2014 09:15:20 AM CST | Updated:   3 days ago
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Russia forward Alexander Radulov reacts after scoring a goal in a... ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey))
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SOCHI, Russia—With miserable memories of T.J. Oshie still fresh in their minds, the Russians were right back in another shootout. 

An unknown Slovak goalie had blanked their powerful offense for 65 minutes, and Russia was one Oshie-esque moment away from a second straight Olympic loss. 

Although Ilya Kovalchuk and Alexander Radulov were hobbled, they wouldn't let it happen. 

Semyon Varlamov stopped 27 shots, Radulov and Kovalchuk scored in the shootout, and Russia beat Slovakia 1-0 on Sunday, bouncing back from that shootout loss to the U.S. one day earlier. 

After Varlamov stopped both Slovak attempts in the shootout, Kovalchuk beat Jan Laco to seal the Russians' second win in the preliminary round.

Russia forward Alexander Ovechkin brings the puck around the back of the goal against Slovakia in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the

Russia forward Alexander Ovechkin brings the puck around the back of the goal against Slovakia in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey))

 Kovalchuk, who missed the final minutes of the second period with a right leg injury, kissed his index finger as he skated back to his teammates through deafening cheers. 

"That's every game here. It's very intense," Kovalchuk said. "Even if you play against Slovenia or the USA, or today against Slovakia, it doesn't matter. We couldn't find a way how to score, but we found a way to win." 

Kovalchuk didn't appear to steal any tactics from Oshie, whose four shootout goals turned him into the hero of the preliminary round. After Radulov beat Laco with a diabolical top-shelf backhand, Kovalchuk deked Laco to the ice and beat him easily to the stick side. 

A day after the Russians' 3-2 shootout loss to the unbeaten U.S. team, they barely emerged from a tense, defense-dominated game with Slovakia, which lost its first two games in Sochi in embarrassing fashion. Another boisterous sellout crowd at Bolshoy Ice Dome grew increasingly nervous as the deadlock stretched deep into the third period, but the Russian stars delivered—barely. 

"Yesterday's game definitely had an effect, because we spent a lot of energy and emotions," Russian coach Zinetula Bilyaletdinov said through a translator.

Russia defenseman Alexei Yemelin trips over Slovakia goaltender Jan Laco in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics,

Russia defenseman Alexei Yemelin trips over Slovakia goaltender Jan Laco in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

 "Guys found it difficult to play today, but I must say Slovakia was very hard to play against." 

With one win, one overtime win and one overtime loss in the preliminary round, Russia failed to earn an automatic berth in the quarterfinals and must play a qualifying elimination game against winless Norway on Tuesday. The Russians finished fifth in the 12-team field in preliminary-round play—not bad, but not what their eager fans expected. 

But perhaps the Russians shouldn't be worried: After all, Canada was forced to play a qualifying game in its home Olympics four years ago, eventually rolling through four elimination games in Vancouver to win gold. No team that went unbeaten through the preliminary round has won gold medals since the NHL arrived at the Olympics in 1998.

Slovakia goaltender Jan Laco and Russia defenseman Alexei Yemelin look for the rebound on a shot in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at

Slovakia goaltender Jan Laco and Russia defenseman Alexei Yemelin look for the rebound on a shot in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

Russia also got a stellar game from Varlamov, who started the opener, but sat behind Sergei Bobrovsky for the loss to the U.S. Varlamov stopped Milan Bartovic twice on a breakaway chance late in the second period, and Slovakia's shootout attempts from Michal Handzus and Tomas Tatar went nowhere against the Colorado goalie. 

"It does not matter if we will have to play an extra match," Varlamov said. "The end result is that we will have to play against a good team eventually." 

The result was practically welcomed by the winless Slovaks, who have struggled in Sochi: They fell 7-1 to the Americans before allowing tiny Slovenia to record its first Olympic victory. Slovakia must face the Czech Republic in the qualification round Tuesday.

Russia goaltender Semyon Varlamov blocks a shot by Slovakia forward Tomas Tatar during a shootout of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter

Russia goaltender Semyon Varlamov blocks a shot by Slovakia forward Tomas Tatar during a shootout of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. Russia won 1-0. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez ))

Laco was a surprise starter in place of his winless team's two NHL goalies, and the Kontinental Hockey League backup nearly stole a win over the powerful Russian offense by making 36 saves. 

"I really thought we had good bounce-back after yesterday," Slovak captain Zdeno Chara said. "We just have to build on that and get ready for our next opponent. You always have a chance in this tournament no matter what you do in your first games. You can still move along if you win that do-or-die game. We have to get ready for that." 

The Russians had no time to stew over their narrow loss to the Americans—or that disputed call on a disallowed Russian goal in that game.

Slovakia goaltender Jan Laco reacts after the end of the third period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game against Russia at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday,

Slovakia goaltender Jan Laco reacts after the end of the third period of a men's ice hockey game against Russia at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. The game ended in a shootout with Russia winning the game 1-0. ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey))

 Slovakia immediately mired the Russians' beautiful offensive game in a tight-checking positional contest that magnified every scoring chance and resulted in several injuries. 

Russia's desperation increased in the third period, outshooting Slovakia 15-2 and barely missing on numerous scoring chances. Laco turned them all away, and defenseman Andrej Meszaros saved the game early in overtime by blocking a rebound shot by Alex Ovechkin, who hasn't scored a goal since the opening minutes of Russia's first game. 

"It mattered to us," Meszaros said. "We wanted to prove to ourselves we could play better hockey than we showed in the first two games. I think we showed everybody that we can play with anybody."
Phil Kessel scores 3 to help US rout Slovenia 5-1

By LARRY LAGE AP Hockey Writer
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USA forward Phil Kessel take the puck away from Slovenia forward Ziga... ((AP Photo/Matt Slocum))
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SOCHI, Russia—Phil Kessel is the first American in more than a decade to score a hat trick in an Olympic hockey tournament. 

He's more interested in something no American has accomplished on Olympic ice since 1980—winning a gold medal. 

Kessel scored two of his three goals within the opening five minutes to lead the U.S. to a 5-1 win against Slovenia on Sunday. The U.S. is undefeated through three games and if it can win three more, the nation will celebrate its first Olympic championship in hockey since the "Miracle on Ice" at the Lake Placid Games. 

"It's about the wins, right?" Kessel asked, rhetorically. "We just want to win games." 

No members of Team USA were alive when the U.S.

USA forward Phil Kessel celebrates his goal against Slovenia during the 2014 Winter Olympics men&#8217;s ice hockey game at Shayba Arena Sunday, Feb. 16,

USA forward Phil Kessel celebrates his goal against Slovenia during the 2014 Winter Olympics men's ice hockey game at Shayba Arena Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Petr David Josek))

 beat the Soviet Union in 1980 in one of the biggest upsets in sports history. But if they end up with gold around their neck on Sunday, this title won't be regarded as a miracle. 

Kessel and his teammates earned an automatic spot in the quarterfinals of the 12-team tournament by routing Slovenia and Slovakia, and outlasting Russia in a shootout, to finish atop their group. They've scored 15 and allowed only four goals so far. 

The U.S. won't play again until Wednesday, when they'll face the winner of the Czech Republic's qualification-round game against Slovakia for a spot in the semifinals and the chance to play for medals. 

Kessel scored 1:04 after the puck dropped, removing any thought the Americans would have a hangover after their much hyped victory against the host Russians on Saturday. 

"I was certainly concerned after the emotional game," said coach Dan Bylsma. "We were fortunate that we got right out of the gate with a couple great plays." 

Kessel's third goal midway through the second period made him the first U.S. player to score a hat trick at the Olympics since John LeClair did it on Feb. 15, 2002, against Finland. 

"I was saying right before the game, I hope somebody does something pretty cool, so that some of the focus gets off of me and onto someone else," said T.

Slovenia goaltender Luka Gracnar looks back at the puck after USA forward Phil Kessel scored period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter

Slovenia goaltender Luka Gracnar looks back at the puck after USA forward Phil Kessel scored period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Martin Rose, Getty Images Pool))

J. Oshie, who scored on four of six attempts in an eight-round shootout against Russia. "He didn't need six shots in the shootout to do it. He did it in regular time." 

Slovenia's Marcel Rodman scored with 17.6 seconds left in the game, denying U.S. goalie Ryan Miller a shutout. Miller made 17 saves in his Sochi debut. 

"Yeah, I definitely had some nerves," Miller said. "It was an important game to ensure that we're at the top of our pool." 

With plenty of support at the other end of the rink, the 2010 silver medal winner didn't need to worry. 

"They were stronger on the puck," Slovenia coach Matjaz Kopitar said. "They're strong. They're fast." 

Ryan McDonagh scored about a minute after Kessel's third goal to put the Americans up 4-0.

USA forward Phil Kessel, right, watches as his third goal sails past Slovenia goaltender Luka Gracnar during the third period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey

USA forward Phil Kessel, right, watches as his third goal sails past Slovenia goaltender Luka Gracnar during the third period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Matt Slocum, Pool))

 David Backes gave them a five-goal cushion early in the third. 

Kessel is the first American to score four goals in the three-game preliminary round of the Olympic tournament since Bill Cleary and Roger Christian in 1960. Fittingly, the native of Madison, Wis., and his teammates were sporting throwback jerseys in the style Cleary and Christian wore at the games in Squaw Valley—"USA" from right shoulder to left hip. 

"We've got grit and determination throughout the lineup, but that's the type of speed and skill we need," Bylsma said. 

The U.S. also has two goalies, Quick and Miller, who are potentially great, and a good one in Jimmy Howard. Who will be in net for the quarterfinals, when it's win-or-go-home? 

"I'm not going to tell you that now," Bylsma said after Sunday's game. 

Luka Gracnar made 23 saves for Slovenia, who will face Austria in the qualification playoff round Tuesday after beating Slovakia and losing to the U.S. and Russia in preliminary play. 

Even if Slovenia doesn't win another game, it has been a successful appearance for a country that earned a surprising spot in the Olympic hockey tournament for the first time. 

Slovenia has just one NHL player, Anze Kopitar of the Los Angeles Kings, and he didn't play in the third period of Sunday's game because of flu-like symptoms, according to his father and coach. 

Anze Kopitar later announced he was feeling much better and looking forward to Slovenia's next game. 

"He don't feel good, because he has something with the stomach," Matjaz Kopitar said. "He didn't feel well. He was without the power. Hopefully, he's going to be better." 

Slovenia was also without another key player, forward Sabahudin Kovacevic, who was suspended for one game for swinging his left elbow and landing it on the head of Slovakia's Tomas Kopecky
Russia forced into must-win hockey game

By DAVID PACE Associated Press
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Russia forward Ilya Kovalchuk, right, is congratulated by Russia... ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))
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SOCHI, Russia—Russia is having a tough time winning on the Olympic ice, and the Netherlands can't seem to lose. 

The Russians were forced into a second straight shootout on Sunday and now must play an extra game to reach the men's hockey quarterfinals. The Dutch speedskaters have fared much better, earning a third sweep of the podium at the Sochi Games. 

With hockey-crazed Russian crowds packing the arenas, Canada, Sweden, the United States and Finland advanced to the hockey quarterfinals. They'll be joined by the winners of a four-game qualifying round next Tuesday among the eight remaining teams. 

Russia lost its chance to skip the qualifying round when it was forced into a shootout by Slovakia, winning 1-0.

ADDS IDS OF OTHER BOARDERS - Czech Republic&#8217;s Eva Samkova, bottom right, leads the field in the women&#8217;s snowboard cross final at the Rosa

ADDS IDS OF OTHER BOARDERS - Czech Republic's Eva Samkova, bottom right, leads the field in the women's snowboard cross final at the Rosa Khutor Extreme Park, at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Krasnaya Polyana, Russia. Samkova went on to win the gold medal. The other boarders are, from left, Italy's Michela Moioli, Bulgaria's Alexandra Jekova, Canada's Dominique Maltais, France's Chloe Trespeuch, and United States' Faye Gulini. ((AP Photo/Luca Bruno))

 That allowed Finland to claim the bye on goal difference. Canada, Sweden and the U.S. all finished the qualifying round undefeated. 

At the Adler Arena, Dutch skaters swept the podium in the women's 1,500 meters. Overall, the Dutch have won an astounding 16 speedskating medals in Sochi out of 24 awarded so far, smashing the Olympic record of 13 set by East Germany at the 1988 Calgary Games. 

Two snowboarders were taken off the slope on stretchers Sunday following crashes during qualifying rounds for the snowboardcross finals. One suffered a concussion, the other an injured knee. It was the same slope where Russian skicross racer Maria Komissarova fractured a vertebra in her back during a training crash Saturday. She was airlifted to a German hospital Sunday for further treatment. 

Elsewhere on Day 10 of the Sochi Olympics, Norwegian skier Kjetil Jansrud earned his country's fourth consecutive Olympic title in men's super-G; Czech snowboarder Eva Samkova won her country's first gold medal of the games; and Sweden took gold in the men's 4x10-kilometer cross-country relay. 

——— 

ALPINE SKIING: Jansrud continued Norway's dominance in super-G, outracing two Americans and a Canadian for the Scandinavian country's fifth gold in the event in the past seven games. Andrew Weibrecht earned the silver medal, while American teammate Bode Miller and Jan Hudec of Canada tied for bronze. It was Miller's sixth Olympic medal, moving him two behind all-time Alpine leader Kjetil Andre Aamodt of Norway. At 36, Miller is the oldest Alpine skier to medal. 

——— 

SNOWBOARDING: Samkova won the women's snowboardcross, the first gold of the games for the Czech Republic. Samkova led from start to finish in all three qualifying and elimination races. Lindsey Jacobellis of the U.S. crashed while leading her semifinal, the third straight disappointing Olympic finish for the eight-time X Games winner. Jacobellis had gold in hand in Turin in 2006 only to fall with a big lead in the final while attempting a fancy grab. She recovered for silver. Four years ago in Vancouver, she washed out early in her semifinal run. 

——— 

CROSS-COUNTRY: Sweden's win in the 4x10-kilometer relay came one day after the Swedish women had won gold in the same race. No country has won both relays since the old Soviet Union did it 42 years ago. Swedish anchor Marcus Hellner skied alone for the entire fourth leg and grabbed a Swedish flag to wave as he entered the stadium. Russia took silver in front of President Vladimir Putin. France finished third. 

——— 

SPEEDSKATING: Jorien ter Mors earned the gold in the Dutch sweep of the women's 1,500. Pre-race favorite Ireen Wust settled for silver, with bronze going to Lotte van Beek. If there had been a medal for fourth place, the Dutch would have won that, too, with Marrit Leenstra finishing just after Van Beek. Ter Mors turned in a stunning time of 1 minute, 53.51 seconds, an Olympic record and the second-fastest ever at sea level. 

——— 

CURLING: Sweden and Canada became the first men's teams to qualify for the semifinals. Norway, Britain and China are battling for the other two spots. The Swedes and Canadians also advanced to the semifinals in the women's tournament. China, Britain, Switzerland and Japan still have a chance for the remaining two semifinal spots. 

——— 

HOCKEY: Phil Kessel became the first American player in 12 years to score an Olympic hat trick in the 5-1 U.S. win over Slovenia. Canada defeated Finland 2-1 in overtime, while Austria won its first men's Olympic hockey game in a dozen years, defeating Norway 3-1. In the women's preliminaries, Finland topped Germany 2-1 and Russia beat Japan 6-2. All four had already been eliminated from medal contention.
Grabner's 2 goals lead Austria past Norway 3-1
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SOCHI, Russia—Michael Grabner's goal-scoring spree in Sochi has propelled Austria to its first Olympic hockey win in 12 years. 

Grabner had two goals and an assist and Mathias Lange made 34 saves as Austria held off Norway 3-1 on Sunday for its first victory in the Sochi Games. 

Michael Raffl scored in the first period for Austria, which finished third in its group at 1-2. Austria and Norway both lost to powerful Canada and Finland, who met later in the day to decide the group winner. 

Grabner, the New York Islanders forward, has five goals in his first three Olympic matches after scoring early and late against Norway. Grabner had a hat trick in his Olympic debut three days earlier, and his breakaway goal against Norway with 1:37 left secured the victory.

Austria forward Michael Rene Grabner, right, celebrates with forward Daniel Welser after scoring a goal against Norway in the third period of a men&#8217;s

Austria forward Michael Rene Grabner, right, celebrates with forward Daniel Welser after scoring a goal against Norway in the third period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. Austria won 3-1. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

That's better than he's doing back home on Long Island, where Grabner has just nine goals in 56 games. 

"I should have probably 20, but I didn't score as many goals over there as I want yet," Grabner said. "It's nice to get some here, and maybe get the confidence when I go back." 

Austria's reward for its victory is a matchup with Olympic newcomer Slovenia in the qualification round on Tuesday. 

Austria is in its first Olympic tournament since 2002, and six players from that Salt Lake City team are still in the lineup. Grabner was too young to play back then, but his speedy partnership with the Philadelphia Flyers' Raffl has been dynamic in Sochi. 

"I think there's a lot of guys here with speed and skill," Grabner said. "Michael Raffl, I've been playing with him all tournament, and he's doing a great job of finding me. He's a great playmaker." 

Per-Age Skroder scored and Lars Haugen stopped 24 shots for Norway, which hasn't won an Olympic hockey game since its home Lillehammer Games in 1994. 

The challenge is only getting tougher: After going winless in the preliminary round, Norway must take on the host Russians on Tuesday. 

"Obviously, we're going to be meeting better opponents," Norway captain Ole-Kristian Tollefsen said.

Austria forward Michael Rene Grabner, right, celebrates with forward Daniel Welser after scoring a goal against Norway in the third period of a men&#8217;s

Austria forward Michael Rene Grabner, right, celebrates with forward Daniel Welser after scoring a goal against Norway in the third period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. Austria won 3-1. ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey))

 "It was a big carrot for us in this game to meet Slovenia in the next game, but we couldn't pull the effort off. We just didn't play good enough." 

Both teams played hard-nosed, physical hockey that culminated in a shattered pane of glass next to the penalty box when Austria's Andreas Nodl and Norway's Jonas Holos collided in the second period. Play continued while workers swiftly repaired the broken glass, which wasn't directly on the ice. 

Lange got his first start in place of Bernhard Starkbaum after Austria yielded 14 goals in its first two games at the Olympics. Coach Manny Viveiros also shook up his roster. 

Norway launched 17 shots at Lange in the first period, but Austria went ahead less than five minutes in when Thomas Pock threaded a clever cross-ice pass to Grabner, who tipped it home.

Austria forward Michael Raffl is nudged by Norway forward Martin Roymark as he scores in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014

Austria forward Michael Raffl is nudged by Norway forward Martin Roymark as he scores in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Bruce Bennett, Pool))

During a power play just 2:25 later, Raffl walked in untouched from the corner and beat Haugen in front for his first goal in Sochi. 

Norway failed to score during 73 seconds of a 5-on-3 advantage later in the first period, but Skroder trimmed the lead in the second period with a one-timer in front of Lange on a slick pass from Patrick Thoresen. 

Norway pressed in the third period, but Lange was solid until Daniel Welser found Grabner behind the defense for his second goal. 

With this victory, Austria avoided the most daunting matchups of the first elimination games on Tuesday. 

"It might give us somebody on our own level again, rather than the Russians or the Swedes or whoever is not going to get that second spot," Pock said.

Austria forward Andreas Nodl is checked by a trainer in the second period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game against Norway at the 2014 Winter Olympics,

Austria forward Andreas Nodl is checked by a trainer in the second period of a men's ice hockey game against Norway at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Sunday, Feb. 16, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

 "We knew that going into the game. There's a few teams here that are on our level."
Olympic men's hockey: Slovenia stuns Slovakia 3-1

By LARRY LAGE AP Sports Writer
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Slovenia forward Tomaz Razingar reacts after scoring a goal against... ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

1

2

3

4

»

SOCHI, Russia—Slovenia is not satisfied with just showing up to play hockey at the Olympics for the first time. Its players want to win. 

They made that very clear Saturday. 

Anze Kopitar scored the third of three goals in a six-minute stretch of the third period for Slovenia's surprising 3-1 victory over usually steady Slovakia. 

"Everybody thought we were going to just have fun here, but the boys really responded well," said Matjaz Kopitar, who is the Slovenian coach and Anze's father. "They want to be a competitive team, and we were rewarded." 

Slovenia (1-1) earned a spot in the Sochi Games by beating Belarus, Ukraine and Denmark in last year's qualification tournament.

Slovenia defenseman Blaz Gregorc reacts to hockey fans after Slovenia beat Slovakia 3-1 in a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics,

Slovenia defenseman Blaz Gregorc reacts to hockey fans after Slovenia beat Slovakia 3-1 in a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

It was quite a feat for a hockey team ranked 17th in the world from a nation with fewer than 2 million people, seven hockey rinks and only one professional team. 

"I'm kinda speechless," said Anze Kopitar. "So happy. This is going to stick with Slovenia for a long time." 

If the Slovaks (0-2) don't suddenly start playing better, they won't be sticking around in the tournament much longer. 

Slovakia, with 12 NHL players including St. Louis Blues goaltender Jaroslav Halak and Chicago Blackhawks star Marian Hossa, finished fourth and fifth at the last two Olympics. 

The Slovaks lost to a team with only one NHL player, Anze Kopitar of the Los Angeles Kings. 

"It's hard to lose a game like this," Hossa acknowledged. 

The Slovaks were routed by the U.S. in their Sochi opener and face Russia on Sunday—perhaps without a key player. Tomas Kopecky left Saturday's game after getting hit in the head in the first period and didn't return. 

The two-time Olympian and Florida Panthers forward was standing near the opposing team's net when Slovenia defenseman Sabahudin Kovacevic landed his left elbow on Kopecky's head to clear him out of the way. 

The hit is scheduled to be reviewed Sunday for possible discipline.

Slovenia forward Anze Kopitar, left, hugs goaltender Robert Kristan after Slovenia beat Slovakia 3-1 in a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter

Slovenia forward Anze Kopitar, left, hugs goaltender Robert Kristan after Slovenia beat Slovakia 3-1 in a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Saturday, Feb. 15, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey ))

Slovakia's coach, Vladimir Vujtek, said he didn't know yet if Kopecky would play against the Russians. 

After two evenly played periods Saturday, Slovenia was stronger and seemed more inspired in the third. 

"We were playing nose to nose. But starting with the first goal, we saw that they were going to win," Vujtek said. 

Slovenia's Rok Ticar broke a scoreless tie 3:23 into the final period. Teammate Tomaz Razingar scored midway through the third and Kopitar had a goal 23 seconds later. Halak finished with 28 saves. 

Slovenia's goaltender, Robert Kristan, stopped the first 27 shots he faced before Tomas Jurco scored with 17.8 seconds left in the game to spoil his shutout bid. When the game ended, Kristan's teammates skated toward him in the net with ear-to-ear grins, and they hugged. 

"It's definitely a big thing for Slovenian hockey," Anze Kopitar said. "I guess now that we have beaten Slovakia, maybe they're not going to mix us up anymore." 

Slovenia, which plays the United States on Sunday, clearly showed that it belonged in this tournament. It was competitive for more than two periods against host Russia before losing 5-2 on Thursday, And now it has beaten one of the teams expected to contend for a medal. 

"The game against Russia—we lost, but it was big for us because it showed us we could challenge the big teams in the tournament," Razingar said.
Gophers men's hockey: U heads into break on a roll after sweeping Michigan
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Minnesota head coach Don Lucia reacts after beating the Ohio State Buckeyes at TCF Bank Stadium in Minneapolis on Jan. 17. The Gophers head into a two-week

Minnesota head coach Don Lucia reacts after beating the Ohio State Buckeyes at TCF Bank Stadium in Minneapolis on Jan. 17. The Gophers head into a two-week break after winning again Saturday against Michigan. "The break comes at a good time," Lucia said. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 
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A two-week break is the reward for the University of Minnesota men's hockey team for completing a sweep of Michigan. 

But do they want to kick back at this juncture of the season, especially on the heels of playing so well in front of more than 20,000 fans over the course of two games at Mariucci Arena? 

The Gophers are answering with a resounding "yes.'' 

"The break comes at a good time," coach Don Lucia said following Minnesota's 4-1 victory over Michigan on Saturday night in front of a crowd of 10,495. 

"The (break) will be great for us,'' said senior Nate Condon, who had a goal in the finale of Minnesota's first-ever series with the Wolverines. "It is something you run with. It is a good time to heal up.'' 

Minnesota plans to recharge physically and mentally before returning to play the first of three Big Ten Conference series to end the regular season. The Gophers (21-4-5, 10-2-2 Big Ten) play host to Penn State on Feb. 28 and March 1. Then they are on the road on successive weekends at Ohio State (March 7-8) and Michigan (March 14-15). 

It wouldn't have been surprising if the No. 2-ranked Gophers had wanted to keep playing. After dropping consecutive games to Wisconsin last weekend, Minnesota rebounded impressively, creating opportunistic goals and playing staunch defense anchored by sophomore goalie Adam Wilcox. He made 28 saves Saturday, including 14 in the second period when the No. 10 Wolverines (14-9-3, 6-5-1-1) played with offensive fury and caught the Gophers on their heels at times. 

The Gophers aren't concerned, however, about Wilcox cooling off. 

"It will be a good break for Adam at this point,'' Lucia said. "The whole team can kind of take a deep breath right now.'' 

Minnesota, coming off a 5-3 victory Friday, received another boost from the fourth line of Connor Reilly, Gabe Guertler and Vinni Lettieri. Reilly scored what proved to be the winner on a powerful blast from the left circle that gave the Gophers a 2-1 lead early in the second period. It was his first goal since Jan. 4. 

Guertler, who scored his first collegiate goal Friday, had an assist on Reilly's goal and Lettieri ended with up with two assists. 

"We had to get to pucks and bring energy,'' Reilly said on behalf of this linemates. 

Condon, playing in his 147th consecutive collegiate game, gave Minnesota a 3-1 lead late in the second period with a sizzling shot from between the circles, a goal that was a major lift in the wake of Michigan's offensive surge. 

"Our offense has been struggling. Guys found their touch this weekend,'' Condon said. "Hopefully, it is something we can get back to.'' 

While Michigan wasn't able to manufacture any goals after Andrew Sinelli scored 91 seconds into the game, the Wolverines did leave an impression with their physical play. 

Michigan's Michael Downing was ejected early in the third period after drilling Minnesota's Sam Warning in the head with his elbow along the boards. Downing was assessed a five-minute major penalty for contact to the head and a game misconduct. The Gophers, who initially didn't look like they were on an extended power play, eventually cashed in on Hudson Fasching's 11th goal of the season. 

Minnesota forged a 1-1 deadlock with 2:14 left in the first period on a redirected shot by Warning for his 11th goal of the season. Seconds earlier, Kyle Rau zipped down the right side and flipped a shot toward the Michigan goal that was one-timed by Warning past Wolverines goalie Steve Racine. 

It was Warning's first goal since he recorded a hat trick in a 4-2 victory over Ohio State on Jan. 18 during the Hockey Day in Minnesota festivities. 

"We give up goals too easily and goals were precious this weekend,'' Michigan coach Red Berenson said. "We just gave up goals too easily.'' 

Briefly 

Berenson played his first collegiate game for Michigan at Minnesota on Feb. 5, 1960. ... Michigan and Minnesota have played 261 times, with the Gophers holding a 130-117-4 all-time edge. 

Follow Tim Leighton at Twitter.com/Preps_Now.

Good thing the Minnesota Gophers moved back indoors Saturday night or there would have been dozens of frozen noggins in the seats after Sam Warning's virtuoso performance against Ohio State. 

Warning bagged a hat trick to lead the No. 1-ranked Gophers to a 4-2 comeback victory at Mariucci Arena and two-game series sweep of the Buckeyes. It was the first three-goal game without an empty-netter in Big Ten play and first such natural hat trick by a Minnesota player since October 2010. 

And Warning's first three-goal game since playing peewee hockey in suburban St. Louis. 

"It was a pretty special moment," he said. 

A night after the teams played across the street at TCF Bank Stadium before a record crowd of 45,021, it was business as usual entertaining a much warmer indoor audience of 9,972. 

Despite opening an 11-4 shots advantage, the Gophers fell behind in the first period when Nick Oddo and Drew Brevig made it 2-0 Ohio State after 14:40. But Warning answered 24 seconds later. His tap-in completed a nifty tic-tac-toe rush with Mike Reilly and Nate Condon that started behind the Buckeyes' net. 

"That was crucial," said Minnesota coach Don Lucia. "All of a sudden, you go down two zip and the very next shift you come back and score and we were back in it. And it was a great play." 

Ohio State coach Steve Rohlik was pleased with his team's showing this weekend against the nation's best, but any notion of an upset Saturday went poof once Warning got rolling. 

"We would have liked to have held on to that 2-0 lead a lot longer, for sure," said Rohlik, a St. Paul native. 

Warning, a junior forward who played two years with Cedar Rapids of the USHL, scored his second at 1:34 of the second period. He completed the trick by banging in a rebound on the power play at 8:24 as Gophers fans showered the ice with a variety of baseball and stocking hats. 

Warning did not collect any of the freebies. 

"I wish," he said. "There were a couple of pretty good ones on the ice." 

Seth Ambroz added an insurance goal at 7:13 of the third to support goalie Adam Wilcox, who made 25 saves for the victory. 

The Gophers (17-2-3, 7-0-1 Big Ten) freestyled more comfortably on Mariucci's larger Olympic-sized rink than the plodding, cautious approach they used in Friday's 1-0 win at TCF Bank Stadium, where solid but unpredictable ice hampered crisp passing. 

Minnesota extended its winning streak to 8-0-2 since losing to Minnesota-Duluth on Nov. 24. The Buckeyes (11-8-1, 1-4-1) fell to 1-14 against Minnesota since their last series victory on Dec. 28, 1999. 

Follow Brian Murphy at twitter.com/murphPPress.

Mike Brodzinski tried to work Friday afternoon at his Blaine hockey equipment store. He didn't have much luck -- not with all the distractions leading to his evening appointment. 

There were 50 texts and tweets before noon, one reading, "Are those your kids?" Then his wife, Kathy, came in to the shop and said, "I can't even think." 

The butterflies were for the premiere matchup between their elder sons: forward Jonny Brodzinski and fifth-ranked St. Cloud State against defenseman Michael Brodzinski and top-ranked Minnesota in the second semifinal of the college hockey state (and sibling) tournament at the Xcel Energy Center. 

Jonny Brodzinski forced in his own rebound to tie the score at 1-1 in the second period, but Minnesota scored three unanswered goals to win 4-1 in a semifinal of the inaugural North Star College Cup.

Jonny (from left), Bryce, Easton and Michael Brodzinski pose for a Christmas photo. Jonny is a forward with St. Cloud State and Michael is a defenseman

Jonny (from left), Bryce, Easton and Michael Brodzinski pose for a Christmas photo. Jonny is a forward with St. Cloud State and Michael is a defenseman with Minnesota. They played against each other Friday night. (Photo courtesy the Brodzinski family) 

 The Gophers (18-2-3) will play Minnesota-Duluth (10-9-2) in the championship game at 7 p.m. Saturday. 

Gophers sophomore goalie Adam Wilcox stopped a career high 38 shots. 

"Adam was our best player (Friday), especially in the first period," Gophers coach Don Lucia said of his goalie's 16 saves in the first 20 minutes. "We turned a few pucks over. They are a good team. They skate very well. He was able to kind of right us and allow us to get going. And he was the difference and the reason we won the game." 

Six of Wilcox's saves came on Jonny Brodzinski's game-high seven shots. 

"He's a good player," Lucia said. "He is so strong. Physically, he has a heavy stick and he can shoot it a ton." 

Minnesota led 1-0 on a goal from Travis Boyd at 8:58 of the first period. Minnesota was up despite being outshot 16-9 by the Huskies. In the second period, Nate Condon and Hudson Fasching answered after Brodzinski's goal. 

Before being rivals, Jonny and Michael Brodzinski were teammates at Blaine High School. Michael said about 75 percent of his assists his sophomore year were on goals from Jonny, then a senior. 

"It was a fun time," Michael said. 

What wasn't enjoyable was the time, Michael says, Jonny kicked him off a chair when they were toddlers.

Minnesota goalie Adam Wilcox, center, is surrounded by teammates after they beat St. Cloud State 4-1 during the North Star College Cup hockey game Friday

Minnesota goalie Adam Wilcox, center, is surrounded by teammates after they beat St. Cloud State 4-1 during the North Star College Cup hockey game Friday in St. Paul. Wilcox stopped 37 shots on the night. (AP Photo/Paul Battaglia) 

 Michael identified a scar in the middle of his forehead as proof of the incident. 

Michael, however, said he and Jonny are best friends -- although that didn't stop Michael from sending the pregame message that his older brother should be on the lookout for elbows in Friday's game, especially in the corners. 

Father Mike said his two elder sons, 20-year-old Jonny and 18-year-old Michael, are opposites and that he could imagine Michael seeking out Jonny. 

"I wouldn't put that by Michael," he said. "He is more that way. ... Jonny will tell Michael, 'Good luck,' and Michael will say, 'Keep your head up.' " 

Mike, who played at both Minnesota and St. Cloud State in the 1980s, laughed. 

"They are two different kids, but ever since they grew up, they have been best friends," Mike said. "They love each other." 

Mike tore away from Hockey Central, the store he owns near the National Sports Center, to join Kathy, their other boys, Easton, a 17-year-old junior at Blaine, and Bryce, a 13-year-old bantam player, at the X. 

Also in attendance were Mike's parents, Francis "Bing" and Carole Brodzinski, who drove from the Brainerd area, and about 15 other family members. 

"It's more than just another game," Mike said.

Short-handed Sweden beats Switzerland 1-0

By LARRY LAGE AP Hockey Writer
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Sweden forward Daniel Alfredsson (11) scores a goal against... ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey))
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SOCHI, Russia—Sweden isn't looking for sympathy. 

The short-handed Swedes beat Switzerland 1-0 on Friday, hours after they announced Henrik Zetterberg will miss the rest of the Sochi Olympics. 

The win came on Daniel Alfredsson's goal with 7:21 left and Henrik Lundqvist's 26-save shutout. 

"We are among those teams who can win this tournament anyway," Sweden coach Par Marts said. 

The Swedes (2-0) moved into a favorable position to earn a spot in the quarterfinals as the only undefeated team in Group C. With a victory over winless Latvia on Saturday, they would be among the final eight in the 12-nation tournament. 

Zetterberg will miss the rest of the tournament because of a herniated disk, taking a third key player off their roster.

Switzerland forward Morris Trachsler fights for the puck against Sweden forward Marcus Johansson in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at

Switzerland forward Morris Trachsler fights for the puck against Sweden forward Marcus Johansson in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Friday, Feb. 14, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey))

"We all know what he goes through on a daily basis to be able to play, and for him to sit out, you know, it's pretty bad," said Olympic and Detroit Red Wings teammate Niklas Kronwall. "In saying that, we can't feel sorry for ourselves." 

The Swedes were medal favorites a month ago, but since then the 2006 Olympic champions have lost three of their best forwards due to injuries: Zetterberg, Henrik Sedin and Johan Franzen. 

Lundqvist, their three-time Olympian goaltender, still gives them a chance to win any game. 

"We all know if we're going anywhere, we need our goalie to be the best goalie in the tournament," Kronwall said. 

And having five-time Olympian Alfredsson on the ice helps Sweden as well. 

The 41-year-old forward skated hard down the ice on the game-winning goal to put himself in the right position to score easily off a rebound created by Erik Karlsson's shot. 

"I just tried to bust my own rear end as much as I could to get to the neutral zone and I think I was able to lose my guy and get open," Alfredsson said. "It's a fortunate bounce, but I'm happy the goalie didn't see it before me and swipe it out, and I was able to tap it in.

Sweden forward Patrik Berglund collides with Switzerland forward Kevin Romy in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter

Sweden forward Patrik Berglund collides with Switzerland forward Kevin Romy in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Friday, Feb. 14, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

" 

Swiss forward Roman Wick didn't appear to aggressively backcheck to keep Alfredsson away from the front of the net after defenseman Raphael Diaz pushed forward Alexander Steen off to the right side. 

Switzerland coach Sean Simpson insisted it was not Wick's responsibility to get back to defend Alfredsson, but wouldn't reveal who made the costly mistake. 

"I'm not going to rip my guys," Simpson said. 

The Swiss (1-1) may have to win in the qualification round to reach the quarterfinals even if they beat the Jaromir Jagr-led Czechs on Saturday to finish second in their group. 

Swiss goalie Reto Berra stopped 30 shots, starting in place of Jonas Hiller.

Sweden forward Carl Hagelin is knocked to the ice by Switzerland defenseman Severin Blindenbacher in the first period of a men&#8217;s ice hockey game at

Sweden forward Carl Hagelin is knocked to the ice by Switzerland defenseman Severin Blindenbacher in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Friday, Feb. 14, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

Simpson said Hiller will face the Czechs in both team's final preliminary-round matchup, adding he'll make his choice in net on a game-by-game basis. 

In the second game for both teams, the Swiss got off to a strong start. They outshot Sweden 13-5 in the first and didn't have anything to show for it after the scoreless period. 

Sweden bounced back with a better second period with almost twice as many shots as the Swiss in the period, but it was still scoreless. In the end, the Swedes made the saves and skated hard. 

Marts said Alfredsson's game-winning goal showed why he's on the roster even though he's one of the oldest athletes in Sochi. 

"He's one of the most-skilled players I've ever seen," Marts said.

Sweden goaltender Henrik Lundqvist blocks a shot by Switzerland forward Denis Hollenstein as Sweden forward Marcus Kruger defends in the first period of a

Sweden goaltender Henrik Lundqvist blocks a shot by Switzerland forward Denis Hollenstein as Sweden forward Marcus Kruger defends in the first period of a men's ice hockey game at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Friday, Feb. 14, 2014, in Sochi, Russia. ((AP Photo/Julio Cortez))

 "He's so smart and his hands are still really good."
Captain Datsyuk is healthy, will play for Russia

By GREG BEACHAM AP Sports Writer
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FILE - In this Nov. 7, 2013 file photo, Detroit Red Wings center... ((AP Photo/Paul Sancya, File))

SOCHI, Russia—Pavel Datsyuk won't allow a nagging injury to keep him out of the biggest event of his hockey life. 

The Russia captain and Detroit Red Wings star on Tuesday said he is healthy for the Olympics after joining the home team for its second full practice. 

"I'll play in the first game," said Datsyuk, who has barely played in the NHL since New Year's Day. 

The 35-year-old center said he has been waiting for these Olympics "all of my life." 

He almost wasn't ready: Datsyuk has struggled through the last several weeks with an apparent left knee injury in Detroit, missing more than a month after the Winter Classic. He played limited minutes for the Red Wings in two games right before the Olympic break. 

He missed Russia's first practice session Monday after the charter flight to Sochi, but centered a line with KHL stars Ilya Kovalchuk and Alexander Radulov at practice Tuesday morning. He intends to play in the Olympic opener against Slovenia on Thursday. 

"Yeah, this Olympics there is much more pressure," Datsyuk said. "Usually, there's lots of pressure, but this is much more, playing at home, in front of our fans." 

Datsyuk's presence will be a key for a Russian team loaded with scoring talent, but needing steady veteran leadership for its secondary lines and a young defense. 

Datsyuk is among Russia's most respected players from a generation with limited international success. The once-dominant Russians have failed to win Olympic gold since 1992, and they have no medals at all since winning bronze in Salt Lake City in 2002. 

Datsyuk is a two-time Stanley Cup champion, a three-time Selke Trophy winner as the NHL's best defensive forward, and a four-time NHL All-Star. He also teamed up with Evgeni Malkin and goalie Semyon Varlamov during Russia's unbeaten run through the 2012 IIHF world championships. 

Although Datsyuk clearly is still coming back from injury, he isn't worried about being limited on the ice over the next 12 days, saying he "can do everything." 

"The one thing I can't do is talk to the media too much," Datsyuk deadpanned. "It takes lots of my energy."

Boston College wins 5th straight Beanpot

By KEN POWTAK Associated Press
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BOSTON—Boston College coach Jerry York had seen all kinds of goals during his storied career. None of them were quite like Patrick Brown's game-winner that sent the Eagles to their school-record fifth straight Beanpot title Monday night. 

Brown scored the tiebreaking goal with 5 1/2 minutes left, tipping a shot while sitting on the ice to lift BC to a 4-1 win over Northeastern in the 62nd annual Beanpot. 

"That's a skill he works at in practice and something he's very good at," said York, the NCAA's winningest coach with 957 victories. "But, in the heat of the moment, that's a special play to be able to reach out and tip the puck, and I'll remember that for a very, very long time." 

The Eagles (22-4-3) extended their unbeaten streak to 15 games (14-0-1) on the same day they took over the No. 1 spot in the national rankings. 

Brown added another goal in the final minute. Johnny Gaudreau, the leading scorer in the country, extended his nation-best point streak to 24 games with an empty-net goal and an assist. Tournament MVP Kevin Hayes also scored for BC. 

"It's awesome. It's always nice to bring (the Beanpot) back to campus," Brown said. 

John Stevens scored for No. 12 Northeastern (16-10-3), and Clay Witt made 37 saves. 

The tournament, which dates to 1952, pits the Boston area's four Division I hockey programs against each other on the first two Mondays in February. 

Boston College won its 19th Beanpot, second-most behind Boston University with 29. 

Northeastern was seeking its fifth Beanpot title—by far the fewest among the four schools—and first since 1988. BC and BU have combined to win every one since 1994. 

Boston College's five-year streak is the second-longest in Beanpot history to the run of six in a row by rival BU from 1995-2000. 

This was the second straight year BC and Northeastern played for the championship. Boston College won 6-3 last season. 

Brown, who was jostling in front of the net with Stevens, tipped defenseman Isaac MacLeod's shot from the point a split second after he fell to his backside, reaching his stick to his right and deflecting the puck with the blade. The puck changed direction and slid inside the right post. 

"I thought we did a good job on their winning goal, tying up Brown down at the net," Northeastern coach Jim Madigan said. "He was falling. We had his stick and somehow he scored the winning goal." 

Brown couldn't hold back a smile when asked if he'd ever scored one like the tiebreaker. 

"Probably not as big as that," he said. "Tips, but nothing like that." 

Witt seemed surprised Brown was able to get his stick on the shot. 

"(Stevens) actually got him to the ground and the guy made a good tip," he said. 

With Northeastern trailing 1-0 late in the second period, Kevin Roy intercepted a pass from defenseman Scott Savage near the right circle and broke in alone. BC goalie Thatcher Demko made a pad save, but Stevens backhanded the rebound past his glove inside the left post at 18:36. 

Demko made 29 saves. 

Boston College grabbed a 1-0 lead 8:40 into the first period when Hayes beat Witt with a wrister between the pads from the slot. Gaudreau broke in down the right wing and centered a pass that linemate Bill Arnold tipped back to Hayes. Gaudreau has 25 goals and 33 assists. 

Witt made a couple of stellar stops in the opening period, dropping for a pad save on Hayes' clean breakaway late in the period. He also waved his stick across the crease, knocking Gaudreau's shot just wide at the last second before it appeared to be heading inside the left post. 

The Huskies appeared to gain a spark from Witt's strong play, registering 11 of the final 14 shots on goal in the first. 

Harvard (7-12-3) won the third-place game 6-2 over Boston University (8-16-3).

Duchene scores twice, Avs beat Islanders 5-2

By JOE DePAOLO Associated Press
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Colorado Avalanche's Gabriel Landeskog (92) crashes into New York... ((AP Photo/Kathy Kmonicek))
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UNIONDALE, N.Y.—Matt Duchene scored a pair of goals 2:44 apart in the second period, and the Colorado Avalanche beat the New York Islanders 5-2 on Saturday night. 

Nathan MacKinnon scored and Gabriel Landeskog and Paul Stastny each had empty-net goals for Colorado. Jean-Sebastien Giguere stopped 30 shots to help the Avalanche snap a two-game skid. 

The Islanders scored two goals during a wild sequence in the third period in which the Avalanche committed four penalties over a 3:34 span. Islanders captain John Tavares got his team on the board with 8:43 remaining. Then, 57 seconds later, Lubomir Visnovsky got New York within one. Both goals were scored as part of 5-on-3 advantages.

Colorado Avalanche goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere (35) defends as Andre Benoit (61) falls to the ice against New York Islanders&#8217; Kyle Okposo (21) in

Colorado Avalanche goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere (35) defends as Andre Benoit (61) falls to the ice against New York Islanders' Kyle Okposo (21) in the second period of an NHL hockey game on Saturday, Feb. 8, 2014, in Uniondale, N.Y. ((AP Photo/Kathy Kmonicek))

But the Avalanche regained their composure when the play returned to even strength, and were able to hang on in what was the final contest for both teams before the Olympic break. The Avalanche finished their four-game northeastern swing 2-2. 

Duchene's first goal was the 100th of his career. He followed that up just 2:44 later, on an outstanding wrist shot from an odd angle at the front of the right circle. 

The Islanders recorded 10 of the first 11 shots, but were unable to capitalize. Their offense was stagnant for much of the way after that, until the frenzied third period sequence. 

Landeskog added an empty-net goal with 47 seconds remaining and Statsny scored into an empty net with 2 seconds remaining. 

NOTES: Landeskog extended his point streak for the Avalanche to nine games. He assisted on MacKinnon's first period goal, in addition to the empty netter. ... PA Parenteau was held without a point in his return to the Nassau Coliseum. Parenteau spent two seasons with the Islanders before signing with the Avalanche in the summer of 2012. ... The Avalanche had dropped six straight against the Isles. . Travis Hamonic returned to action for the Islanders. He missed the previous 12 games while recovering from a concussion he sustained on Jan. 12.

A lot to like about first part for Blackhawks

By JAY COHEN AP Sports Writer
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CHICAGO—The Chicago Blackhawks head into the NHL's Olympic break in prime position to defend their Stanley Cup title. 

Now comes the part that really matters. 

The Blackhawks (35-11-14) were shut out for the first time this season when they lost 2-0 at Phoenix on Friday night. 

But their six-game trip leading up to the break included impressive wins at Los Angeles and Anaheim that helped them move within three points of the NHL-leading Ducks. 

"It was really important before getting the two weeks off. You always want to go into the trip with a little momentum and gain some points before you have a long break like that," goaltender Corey Crawford said after the loss to the Coyotes. 

Led by high-scoring Patrick Kane, the Blackhawks lead the league with 207 goals. They have shown the ability to win all kinds of games and have played their best against some of the NHL's top teams. 

But there are some concerns for the last part of the season. Here are five things to watch for the Blackhawks with just 22 games left in the season: 

OLYMPIC EFFECT: The Blackhawks have 10 players headed to Sochi, matching Detroit and St. Louis for the NHL lead. The list includes five of the team's biggest stars: forwards Kane, Jonathan Toews, Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa, to go along with defenseman Duncan Keith. 

It's more high-intensity minutes for a group of players who shouldered much of the load during Chicago's run to the title last year. How they come out of those Olympic games could have a dramatic effect on the rest of the season. 

"We are happy for the guys and it is a great accomplishment and we will be rooting for them," coach Joel Quenneville said. "I just think the concern is how are they going to come and how are they going to feel when they get back to the team and the lineup. We will keep an eye on that going through the stretch." 

Hossa, who turned 35 last month and will play for Slovakia in the Olympics, is a particular concern. He was hampered by a back problem during the Stanley Cup, and Quenneville smartly gave him more rest in the run-up the break. 

SECOND-LINE CENTER: Michal Handzus, Andrew Shaw and Brandon Pirri each have taken a turn at second-line center, but it remains an issue. 

Pirri was recalled from Rockford of the AHL on Jan. 27 and then sent down after he went scoreless in four games. It looks as if it could be Handzus' role for now. 

It's unlikely that touted prospect Teuvo Teravainen will be ready in time to help the Blackhawks this season, so general manager Stan Bowman could take a long look at the trade market ahead of the March 5 deadline. He added some depth on Thursday night by acquiring Peter Regin and Pierre-Marc Bouchard in a trade with the Islanders. 

WHERE'S BRYAN BICKELL: Bickell stepped up during last year's playoffs, finishing with nine goals and eight assists. The big postseason led to a new four-year contract for the rugged forward. 

Everything was in place for a big season for the 27-year-old Bickell, but the first part of this year has been a struggle. He hits the Olympic break with eight goals and two assists in 43 games after missing time with a lower-body injury and getting benched at one point by a frustrated Quenneville. 

The Blackhawks need Bickell to return to what he does best; providing a strong, physical presence right in front of the net. Getting the 6-foot-4 winger back on track before the playoffs is one of the biggest keys for Chicago down the stretch. 

MISSING POINTS: For a team with so many accomplished scorers, the Blackhawks have been awful in games decided in overtime or a shootout. 

Chicago is still looking for its first OT win of the season, dropping each of its six games that were decided in the extra session. It has five wins in 13 shootout games, and its 14 losses in overtime or shootouts leads the NHL. 

That's a lot of points to leave on the board in the bunched Western Conference, where the road to the Stanley Cup finals assuredly will be more difficult than the East. All those overtime and shootout losses could come back to haunt the Blackhawks at the end of the season. 

WHO'S IN GOAL: The Blackhawks began the season with a goaltender tandem of Crawford and Nikolai Khabibulin. Then Crawford and Khabibulin got hurt, clearing the way for rookie Antti Raanta to prove he was ready for the NHL. 

Raanta stepped up while Crawford was out and is 12-2 with a 2.40 goals-against average at the break. Crawford, who was sidelined by a lower-body injury for about a month, also appears to be rounding into form after a slow start. 

With Khabibulin probably out for the rest of the season following right shoulder surgery, it's likely going to be Crawford and Raanta in goal the rest of the way. But Raanta has made only four starts since Crawford returned, and Quenneville might need to spread out the work over the last part of the season to make sure his top goaltender is fresh for the playoffs.
Finland captain, Minnesota Wild's Mikko Koivu, out of Olympics

By Chad Graff
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Wild center Mikko Koivu checks the tape on his stick during the first period before a face off against Tampa Bay on January 4, 2014, at the Xcel Energy

Wild center Mikko Koivu checks the tape on his stick during the first period before a face off against Tampa Bay on January 4, 2014, at the Xcel Energy Center Arena in St. Paul. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

Mikko Koivu, scheduled to captain the Finnish hockey team in Sochi, Russia, will not participate in the Olympics because of lingering problems from an early January ankle injury, the Wild captain said Friday. 

Instead, Koivu will rest with the hope of being healthy for the Wild's next practice, Feb. 19. "That's definitely the goal," he said. 

Koivu had maintained over the past three weeks that he would be ready to play for his country in Sochi, and he had started skating on his own. But the injury didn't heal as quickly as he hoped, and the Wild said they didn't want Koivu playing in the Olympics if he wasn't completely healthy. 

It was the worst possible timing, Koivu said. Doctors told him that had the injury occurred a week earlier, he would be joining fellow NHL players on chartered planes Sunday headed to Sochi. 

"I just don't feel healthy enough to feel that I can play at the level that I want," Koivu said. "I really think it's not fair for my teammates with Minnesota, with Team Finland, the management in Team Finland and, most important, it's not fair for myself, either." 

Koivu said it became clearer in the past week that playing in the Olympics was going to be a stretch. He had been skating with strength and conditioning coaches but found the pain would worsen after 10 or 15 minutes on the ice. 

"I'd have a good day, then the following day it would be worse," Koivu said. "I haven't been practicing with my team that's here, and I just don't think it's fair to anyone to play for Team Finland." 

Koivu has missed 15 games since he fractured his ankle blocking a puck in a Jan. 4 game. He had surgery on Jan. 6. Despite appearing in just 44 of the Wild's 59 games, he is third on the team in points with 35. 

"I thought I would be going to Sochi right now if you asked me that three weeks ago," Koivu said. "Now I'm just going to go day by day and make the plan with the doctors and the trainers, and then keep working on it and try to get better and stronger each and every day." 

Koivu was set to take over the captaincy for Team Finland, the position previously held by his brother, Saku. But he also is the captain of the Wild, and he acknowledged that his responsibility to his NHL club played a role in his decision to pass on the Olympics. 

Had Koivu gone to the Olympics and aggravated his injury, there would've been a backlash within the organization. 

"For sure, it was one of the things that I thought about," Koivu said. "I want to make sure that I'm 100 percent healthy and be ready to go as good as I can be when the puck drops here after the Olympics. 

"There's lots of things that you have to go through before you make the call, but that was definitely one of them." 

The NHL's participation in 2014 Games was never a slam dunk, and the owners and players will have to agree to split the 2018 before commiting to the next Games. That made the decision it more frustrating. 

"It's hard," Koivu said. "Obviously we've (Finland) been having lots of success in the past, and the feeling to represent your country, especially in the Olympic Games, it's something as an athlete that doesn't happen very often and who knows if it's going to happen again?" 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Smith and Coyotes shut down Blackhawks, 2-0

By JOHN MARSHALL AP Sports Writer
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Phoenix Coyotes' Keith Yandle (3) tries to keep the puck away from... ((AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin))
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GLENDALE, Ariz.—Mike Smith stopped 30 shots and the Phoenix Coyotes became the first team to shut out the Chicago Blackhawks this season with a 2-0 victory Friday night. 

Coming off a disappointing loss to Dallas, the Coyotes charged at the Blackhawks following a pregame ceremony honoring the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team. 

Keith Yandle scored 69 seconds in and had an assist on Radim Vrbata's goal late in the second period. Smith made it stand up with some tough saves late in the third period, closing out his second shutout of the season after rocker Alice Cooper played a three-song set during intermission. 

Antoine Vermette extended his career-high point streak to nine games on Yandle's goal in front of a raucous, sold-out crowd. 

Chicago had impressive victories in sweeping the two Southern California teams this week, but struggled offensively without leading scorer Patrick Kane, who left to attend his grandfather's funeral. 

The Blackhawks allowed two power-play goals after killing off 32 of 33 penalties the previous 10 games. They couldn't solve Smith and now head into the Olympic break off their first shutout since Game 3 of the Stanley Cup finals against Boston last June. 

The Coyotes have been agonizingly inconsistent, playing well against good teams and struggling against teams further down the standings. 

Phoenix beat rival Los Angeles 3-0 in one of its best games of the season and followed that with a loss to Buffalo, which has the league's worst record. The Coyotes bounced back to beat Pittsburgh, then lost on Tuesday to Dallas, a team they are jostling with for a playoff spot. 

They got off to a fast start against the Blackhawks, which came to the desert with 84 points, second-most in the NHL. 

Yandle triggered it. 

He was fired up by the 1980 U.S. Olympic team's appearance, fist-bumping every player as they went by the bench. Yandle, left off the current U.S. Olympic team, used that energy to score a power-play goal 69 seconds into the game on a hard slap shot from near the blue line. 

After one shot in the opening 14 minutes, the Blackhawks turned up the pressure late in the first period and early in the second. 

Smith stood his ground during Chicago's flurries and had stellar sequence late in the second period, when he slid over to stop a redirected shot by Jonathan Toews, then stopped a point-blank shot by Patrick Sharp, who stood in disbelief for a few seconds before looking back at the Coyotes' goalie. 

A few minutes later, Smith ended up on his backside in the net with his mask lying in front of him after being run over by Brandon Saad. Defenseman Michal Rozsival was called for an unsportsmanlike after the play to give Phoenix a 5-on-3 and Vrbata capitalized quickly, beating Corey Crawford with a wrister from the slot. 

Cooper kept the vibe going during the second intermission with "I'm 18," "No More Mr. Nice Guy" and "School's Out," and Smith made the shutout stand with some tough stops, including a nifty glove save on Saad after Chicago pulled Crawford for an extra attacker. 

NOTES: Ten members of the Miracle on Ice team were present for the pregame ceremony and current Olympians on the Coyotes and Blackhawks also were recognized. ... Coyotes C Martin Hanzal missed the game due to an illness. ... Chicago D Johnny Oduya missed his second straight game with a lower-body injury. ... Vermette has eight goals and four assists during his point streak.
Rangers beat Penguins 4-3 in shootout

The Associated Press
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New York Rangers' Benoit Pouliot, center, celebrates his goal with... ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))
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PITTSBURGH—The Eastern Conference-leading Pittsburgh Penguins have been stellar at home this season and unbeatable in shootouts for two years. 

The New York Rangers brushed all that aside and played well enough to head into the Olympic break on a winning note. 

Brad Richards and Mats Zuccarello scored in a shootout, and the Rangers beat Pittsburgh 4-3 on Friday night to hand the Penguins a rare loss in the tiebreaker. 

"We deserved this win with the way that we played the whole game," said New York goalie Henrik Lundqvist, who stopped two of three shots he faced in the shootout. "I don't know if it was desperation, but we understood how important this game was. We have a long break here and you definitely want to end it the right way.

Pittsburgh Penguins&#8217; Evgeni Malkin (71) celebrates his goal with James Neal (18), and Sidney Crosby (87) during the second period of an NHL hockey

Pittsburgh Penguins' Evgeni Malkin (71) celebrates his goal with James Neal (18), and Sidney Crosby (87) during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the New York Rangers in Pittsburgh, Friday, Feb. 7, 2014. ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))
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Benoit Pouliot scored twice in regulation for the Rangers, who bounced back from a home loss to Edmonton the night before and won for the fifth time in six games. 

The Penguins had won all four of their previous shootouts this season and 14 of the past 15 overall. Their most recent loss was two years ago to the day against Montreal. 

"It's not something that happens very often with our group—our shooters and (Marc-Andre Fleury) in net," Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said. "But Henrik is almost as good, and was tonight." 

Zuccarello, the second New York shooter in the tiebreaker, tucked a backhand under the pads of Fleury—who had not allowed a shootout goal all season. Evgeni Malkin beat Lundqvist to extend the game before Richards flipped a shot past Fleury to end it. 

Lundqvist made 26 saves, running his winning streak to five games. 

"We played a real solid game," Richards said. "We played hard. They're going to get goals sometimes, that stuff happens, but we gave ourselves a chance to win." 

James Neal tied it for Pittsburgh with 2:56 left in regulation. It was Neal's 20th goal of the season and third in three games.

A Pittsburgh Penguins fan holds a sign for Penguins defenseman Kris Letang, who was diagnosed as having suffered a stroke, during an NHL hockey game

A Pittsburgh Penguins fan holds a sign for Penguins defenseman Kris Letang, who was diagnosed as having suffered a stroke, during an NHL hockey game between the Penguins and the New York Rangers in Pittsburgh, Friday, Feb. 7, 2014. According to the Penguins, Letang's condition is not life-threatening, and he will be out of action for at least six weeks. ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))

Olli Maatta and Malkin also scored for the Penguins, who lead second-place New York by 16 points in the Metropolitan Division. 

The final game day before the Olympic break for both teams began on a somewhat somber note when the Penguins announced that Kris Letang will be out at least six weeks because of a stroke. Letang, who has been put on blood thinners, also was found to have a small hole in his heart. 

"No one expects to hear something like that," said Penguins captain Sidney Crosby, who like the rest of his teammates was informed Friday morning about Letang's condition. "It's not something you typically hear about a guy who takes as good care as he does of himself. It was a surprise, but from what we heard, he's well taken care of and has got it under control.

Pittsburgh Penguins&#8217; Olli Maatta (3) gets the puck past New York Rangers&#8217; Anton Stralman (6) and goalie Henrik Lundqvist (30) for a goal in the

Pittsburgh Penguins' Olli Maatta (3) gets the puck past New York Rangers' Anton Stralman (6) and goalie Henrik Lundqvist (30) for a goal in the first period of an NHL hockey game in Pittsburgh, Friday, Feb. 7, 2014. ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))
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Without their top defenseman for the fifth straight game, Pittsburgh allowed 41 shots on goal and had a rare weak penalty-killing effort. The Penguins lost for only the second time in their last 18 home games, ending a five-game home winning streak against the Rangers that dated to 2012. 

"Not a good game for us," Malkin said. "We need to play better; we were lucky to take one point. The last 10 minutes we played, I think, better than the Rangers. But we need to play 60 minutes, and for 60 minutes we weren't that great." 

Pouliot gave New York a third-period lead when he capped his first multigoal game in almost a year with 10:38 left.

Pittsburgh Penguins&#8217; Tanner Glass (15) checks New York Rangers&#8217; Ryan Callahan (24) into the boards during the first period of an NHL hockey

Pittsburgh Penguins' Tanner Glass (15) checks New York Rangers' Ryan Callahan (24) into the boards during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Pittsburgh, Friday, Feb. 7, 2014. ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))

 Pouliot wristed a rebound of Dan Girardi's shot up under the crossbar from close range past Fleury for the Rangers' second power-play goal of the game—the first two goals Pittsburgh's NHL-best penalty kill allowed at home in a span of 10 games (30 chances). 

Girardi also scored on the power play, in the opening minute of the second period. 

It took the Rangers 64 seconds to take a 1-0 lead. Zuccarello extended his point streak to six games when he earned an assist after Pouliot shoved a puck in that Fleury had pinned between his skate and the right post. 

Maatta answered 11 minutes later with the first of two goals on the night for Pittsburgh's NHL-leading power play, slamming home a rebound of Crosby's shot into an open net for the rookie's sixth of the season.  

Malkin added a power-play goal in the second period, a one-timed slap shot from outside the right circle off a feed from Neal. The goal, Malkin's 18th of the season, extended his point streak to five games. 

That tied it 2-all at 8:29 of the second after Girardi had scored during the period's opening minute. 

"We definitely played better than we did (Thursday)," Rangers coach Alain Vigneault said. "I thought we played with more energy and more focus and more purpose to our game. And we had to—we're playing against such a strong opponent that we had to bring our 'A' game to the table. And I thought 5-on-5 we played a real solid game." 

The Rangers improved to 4-2 in shootouts this season. Pittsburgh had won 22 of 25 shootouts dating to Feb. 26, 2011. 

Fleury stopped Pouliot on the Rangers' first attempt, extending the goalie's streak to 12 unsuccessful shootout tries by opponents this season. 

NOTES: The Penguins fell to 14-1-1 this season when scoring a power-play goal at home. ... Pittsburgh has scored a power-play goal in three consecutive games for the first time since doing so in six straight from Nov. 27 to Dec. 7. ... The Rangers' previous win in Pittsburgh was on Jan. 6, 2012.
Merrill's 1st goal lifts Devils over Oilers in OT

By TOM CANAVAN AP Sports Writer
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New Jersey Devils' Andy Greene (6) checks Edmonton Oilers' Taylor Hall... ((AP Photo/Bill Kostroun))
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NEWARK, N.J.—Devils defenseman Jon Merrill scored his first NHL goal 2:34 into overtime, and New Jersey defeated the Edmonton Oilers 2-1 on Friday night. 

Cory Schneider made 19 saves and Andrei Loktionov scored in regulation as the Devils snapped a two-game skid. 

Taylor Hall had the goal for the Oilers, who lost for only the second time in seven games (5-1-1). Ilya Bryzgalov made 22 saves for Edmonton, which was playing its final game before the Olympic break. 

New Jersey had blown leads late in the third period of its last three games. In the past two, Nashville and Colorado tied the score after pulling their goalies for an extra skater.

New Jersey Devils goaltender Cory Schneider, left, dives to cover the puck as Edmonton Oilers&#8217; Matt Hendricks (23) attempts to get a stick on it

New Jersey Devils goaltender Cory Schneider, left, dives to cover the puck as Edmonton Oilers' Matt Hendricks (23) attempts to get a stick on it during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, in Newark, N.J. ((AP Photo/Bill Kostroun))

This time, Adam Henrique and Michael Ryder won a battle in the corner during overtime, and Ryder found Merrill all alone for a shot from above the left circle. 

The Devils hit three posts in the game, with Ryder clanging a shot off the crossbar with 9:20 to play. 

Both teams went for the win in the final minutes of regulation. Henrique had two chances in close with just more than 4 minutes to go, and defenseman Andrew Ference and Matt Hendricks had chances for Edmonton a minute later. 

Schneider stopped a chance in close by Jordan Eberle early in overtime. 

With the Devils struggling to score, coach Pete DeBoer shook up his lines for the game and that led to the team's first goal. 

Loktionov, who was put at center on Jaromir Jagr's line, opened the scoring at 11:01 with his first goal since Dec. 4. 

Jagr and defenseman Bryce Salvador set up the goal. Jagr carried the puck into the Oilers zone and found Salvador on the other side of the ice. He skated toward Bryzgalov and sent a cross-ice pass to a wide-open Loktionov for a shot into an open net. 

Jagr's assist was the 1,039th of his career, putting him one behind Marcel Dionne for ninth in NHL history. 

The public address announcer had not finished giving out the assists when Edmonton tied the game 29 seconds later. 

Hall skated the puck into the Devils end and worked a perfect give-and-go with Nail Yakupov for his 20th goal of the season. Schneider never had a chance to stop the shot into an open net. 

New Jersey had plenty of opportunities to take the lead in the second period. Devils defenseman Marek Zidlicky hit the post on a power-play shot and Ryane Clowe hit a post on a breakaway after an Oilers turnover. 

Mark Fayne's shot from the point was past Bryzgalov and heading into the net when Ference swept it away from the crease. 

The Devils have a game left at Washington on Saturday night before the Olympic break. 

NOTES: Oilers D Justin Schultz played in his 100th NHL game. ... Martin Brodeur has been the Devils' backup goalie for the past five games. He has not played since giving up six goals in two periods during the outdoor game against the New York Rangers at Yankee Stadium. ... Devils D Anton Volchenkov missed his second straight game with a lower-body injury. ... Russian Olympian Anton Belov did not play on the road trip.

Nolan gets message across to Latvian hockey team

By JOHN WAWROW AP Sports Writer

Posted:   02/07/2014 03:45:24 PM CST | Updated:   12 days ago

BUFFALO, N.Y.—Three years ago, Ted Nolan needed a map to locate Latvia. 

Now he's speaking their language. 

Thanks to hockey, Nolan has become well-acquainted with the small, proud Baltic nation since taking over Latvia's national team, which he will be coaching at the Sochi Winter Games. 

"Yeah, I learned the language, and the people on the street taught me a couple of terms," the Buffalo Sabres' interim coach said this week. "I've learned a few words in Latvian to get by, how to shoot and work and compete." 

These are among the phrases Nolan required to get across his message to players, a majority of whom compete in the Russian-based Kontinental Hockey League. 

And yet, Nolan's desire to learn the language went beyond bridging a communication gap. 

As a First Nations' Ojibwa growing up in Sault St. Marie, Ontario, Nolan is drawn to how a nation identifies itself through culture and language. In Latvia, that, in part, means speaking the native tongue after the country spent much of the past century under the control of the former Soviet Union. 

As a result, one of the first rules Nolan established was having only Latvian—not Russian, Swedish or English—spoken in the locker room. 

"When you're a group that's kind of been put down and under certain rule, sometimes it's tough to find your identity," said Nolan, who leans on former Latvian NHLers Arturs Irbe and Sandis Ozolinsh to translate when necessary. 

"It's Latvia, so let's use your language. I think you should be proud to be a Latvian. You should be proud to be a Canadian. You should be proud to be from whatever nation you're from. And in Latvia, they're a proud people. And to be a part of that, I'm just thrilled." 

The feelings are mutual given what Nolan has accomplished since succeeding Olegs Znaroks, whose contract was not renewed after Latvia finished 13th in the 2011 world championships. 

Last year, the Latvians earned their fourth consecutive Olympic berth and fifth overall, by winning a four-team round-robin qualifying tournament. They did so in dramatic fashion, earning the one-point required by overcoming a 2-0 deficit in a 3-2 overtime loss to France in their final game. 

Latvia, ranked 11th, opens against Switzerland on Wednesday, and is in a pool rounded out by the Czech Republic and Sweden. 

Nolan doesn't discount his team being the underdog. And yet, he notes, anything is possible in a short tournament. 

"You never know. We took Finland to overtime at the world championships last year," he said. "We're a hard-working team. And now they're starting to believe. And that's a deadly combination once in a while." 

Nolan would know something about that. 

In his first stop in Buffalo, his Sabres were billed as "the hardest working team in hockey." It was a rough and tumble squad that led to Nolan being named NHL coach of the year in 1997. He left the team that summer over a contract dispute. 

He then spent two seasons coaching the New York Islanders, and led them to the playoffs in 2006-07, before being fired after the following season. 

Nolan is back for his second stint with the Sabres, after being hired in mid-November as part of a shake-up that included Pat LaFontaine taking over as president of hockey operations. Nolan just happened to be waiting to board a connecting flight in Germany, while traveling back from Latvia when LaFontaine called him with the job offer in Buffalo. 

The Sabres feature one of Latvia's rising stars, hard-hitting rookie forward Zemgus Girgensons. He was chosen 14th overall in the 2012, the highest ever by a Latvian-born player. 

Girgensons got a kick out of his coach, when Nolan started speaking Latvian to the Sabres and had the player interpret. 

"He's a motivating coach," Girgensons said. "He gets guys' mindsets in the right place. I think that's the strongest part of him." 

Foreign as his Latvian players' names might be, Nolan has an easy time listing them off. They include Ozolinsh, Martins Karsums, who was drafted by Boston, and former NHL defensemen Oskars Bartulis and Arturs Kulda. In net, there's Kristers Gudlevskis, who was drafted in the fifth round by Tampa Bay last year.  

"There's some hidden gems over there that like anything else in life, people need opportunity," said Nolan, who can relate after getting another chance in Buffalo. "When I'm coaching a hockey team, I try to have that belief. You know: 'Why can't we win?' And when you grab a group of people, ordinary people, you can do extraordinary things."
Penguins D Kris Letang out after having stroke
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PITTSBURGH—Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Kris Letang will be out for at least six weeks because of a stroke. 

Penguins general manager Ray Shero announced Friday that Letang had a stroke last week. 

"Kris had one brief episode of dizziness and nausea last week," Shero said. "We held him out of the Los Angeles game Thursday night, and when he continued to feel ill, tests conducted in Phoenix on Saturday gave us the first indication of his condition. 

"Further testing then was conducted when he returned to Pittsburgh, and he continued to undergo a battery of tests here this week." 

Letang will be treated with blood thinners and the stroke is not expected to threaten his career. 

"I hope that by making my condition public at this time, I can help other people by encouraging them to seek medical help if they experience some of the symptoms associated with a stroke—regardless of their age or general health," the 26-year-old Letang said. "It obviously was a shock to get the news, but I'm optimistic that I can overcome this and get back on the ice." 

Letang's most recent game was Jan. 27 against Buffalo. 

After being a Norris Trophy finalist last season, he has 10 goals—matching a career high—and 18 assists in 34 games this season for the Eastern Conference-leading Penguins. 

Letang has 54 goals and 227 points in 419 games since making his NHL debut with the Penguins during the 2006-07 season. 

The Montreal native signed a $58 million, eight-year contract extension last summer. 

"The most important thing right now, of course, is Kris' health," Shero said. "We're not thinking about hockey right now. We want to make sure he gets the best possible care and gets better. After six weeks of treatment, doctors will re-evaluate Kris."

Flyers chairman Snider slams NHL's Olympic break

By DAN GELSTON AP Sports Writer

Posted:   02/07/2014 02:16:48 AM CST | Updated:   12 days ago

PHILADELPHIA—Steve Mason and the Flyers are playing their best hockey of the season heading into the Olympic break. 

It's a break team chairman Ed Snider would love to abolish. 

Mason stopped 38 shots, and Mark Streit and Michael Raffl scored goals, leading the Philadelphia Flyers past the Colorado Avalanche 3-1 on Thursday night. 

Mason blanked Detroit 5-0 on Jan. 28 and stopped the Los Angeles Kings 2-0 on Feb. 1. He was only 2:50 away from his fourth shutout of the season, and third in five games, when Nathan MacKinnon beat him for his 21st goal of the season. Mason stopped his first 33 shots. 

Mason, who signed a three-year extension last month, has been the key reason the Flyers have been able to hang around in the Eastern Conference playoff race. 

With one game left before the break, the Flyers' recent spurt could stall because of the Olympics. 

"I hate them," said Snider, the Flyers founder. 

He added: "It's ridiculous, the whole thing is ridiculous. I don't care if it was in Philadelphia, I wouldn't want to break up the league. I think it's ridiculous to take three weeks off, or however long it is, in the middle of the season. It screws up everything. .. How can anybody be happy breaking up their season. No other league does it, why should we? There's no benefit to us whatsoever. If anything, I can only see negatives." 

Reminded the Flyers reached the Stanley Cup finals during the last Olympics in 2010, Snider laughed. 

"Maybe I like them," he said. "I forget about that." 

Claude Giroux, who scored an empty-netter with 20 seconds left, has plenty of time to rest during the break. He was snubbed Thursday by Hockey Canada when Martin St. Louis was picked as an injury replacement for his Tampa Bay teammate Steven Stamkos. 

Steve Yzerman, the Canadians' executive director and Tampa Bay's general manager, chose St. Louis over Giroux and Pittsburgh's James Neal. 

"It's a farce," Snider said. "He's one of the best players in the game. It's ridiculous. He's better than half the guys on that team. 

"Anybody that thinks that Claude Giroux doesn't belong on the Canadian team, they don't know anything about hockey as far as I'm concerned. It's politics, to a certain degree. He had to pick his own guy. His own guy is good, but Claude is better." 

The Avalanche, who lost 5-1 to the New York Rangers on Tuesday, couldn't solve Mason until it was too late. 

The Avalanche called timeout with 1:27 left and pulled goalie Semyon Varlamov in a last-gasp effort at the tying goal. It didn't work. 

The Flyers scored in the second period, when Streit's shot from the blue line was deflected by a defenseman and wobbled past Varlamov for his eighth goal. Streit is heading to his fourth Olympics for Switzerland. 

The Flyers got a scare when center Brayden Schenn was checked from behind into the boards by Patrick Bordeleau. Schenn quickly got on his skates, and his teammates went after Bordeleau behind the net. Bordeleau threw his right elbow into Schenn's back and the Flyer thumped the board, and then hit the ice. 

Bordeleau was hit with 5 minutes for checking from behind and a game misconduct. Colorado coach Patrick Roy was red faced and furious as he argued with the officials that the hit didn't merit an ejection. 

Mason's play picked up after a recent pep talk from Hall of Fame goalie Bernie Parent. Mason stopped 14 shots in the first period and made the save of the night in the second when he robbed Gabriel Landeskog with a glove save from his rear. 

"I think we didn't make it hard enough for him in the first 55 minutes," Landeskog said. "I think the last five, we were in his face, banging rebounds, and trying to bang one home there and made it hard on him. We started throwing pucks from different angles and tough angles and what not." 

Mason posted a 1.51 goals-against-average over his last four starts, stopped 95 percent of his shots and had two shutouts. 

"The job as starting goalie every night is to make sure we provide stability back there, and that's what I'm trying to do," he said.  

Raffl's seventh goal of the season, off a nice pass by Sean Couturier from behind the net, early in the third was the insurance the Flyers needed to win their third straight. 

Notes: The Flyers had a video tribute and a moment of silence for former coach and general manager Keith Allen. Allen died Tuesday. He was 90. "I love Keith Allen," Snider said. ... Lauren Hart, the daughter of longtime former Flyers broadcaster Gene Hart, sang "God Bless America," alternating lyrics with Kate Smith, who was on a video image. Smith's rendition of the song has been a rallying anthem for the Flyers since the mid-1970s.
Grant Besse: Wisconsin-Minnesota series offers freshman unique test

By Andy Baggot

Wisconsin State Journal
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Then-Benilde-St. Margaret&#8217;s forward Grant Besse strikes a pose after scoring his fourth goal in the third period of the Red Knights&#8217; 5-1

Then-Benilde-St. Margaret's forward Grant Besse strikes a pose after scoring his fourth goal in the third period of the Red Knights' 5-1 victory over Hill-Murray to win the Minnesota Class AA championship game on Saturday March 10, 2012. (Pioneer Press: Richard Marshall) 

In many respects, winger Grant Besse has had a typical rookie season for the University of Wisconsin men's hockey team. 

He's looked assertive and tentative, comfortable and distressed, dynamic and invisible. Those variances have been known to occur in the same shift, period, game or series. 

"He's a freshman," UW coach Mike Eaves said. "It's all part of the process." 

Besse is still getting the hang of his defensive assignments. He's still figuring out how to best create his shot. He's still learning that what worked for him during a brilliant career at Benilde-St. Margaret's (Minn.) High School probably won't anymore. 

Slowly but surely, the learning curve seems to be flattening out. Asked this week what he liked most about his evolving game, Besse thought for a moment and cracked a small smile. 

"I think I'm becoming more and more consistent," he said. 

It will be interesting to see where Besse plots out on the educational graph tonight and Friday night when the 12th-ranked Badgers play host to No. 1 Minnesota in a Big Ten Conference series at the Kohl Center. 

In 23 games, Besse has 10 points (6 goals, 4 assists) while ranking fourth on the club with 59 shots. He's seen spot duty on the top line and the No. 1 power-play unit. He's mostly played left wing but has seen action on the other side as well. 

In short, Besse hasn't been asked to do a lot of heavy lifting amid a lineup heavy with veterans -- nine forwards have played 80-plus career games for the Badgers, including seven with 100 or more -- but he's been exposed to a lot nonetheless. 

"We're doing what we have to do with him, and I think he's doing fine," UW assistant coach Gary Shuchuk said of the plan to bring Besse along slowly. 

In the next breath, though, Shuchuk said the coaching staff has begun to challenge Besse to become more of a force. 

Some of that is driven by circumstance. UW (14-8-2, 5-4-1 with 16 points in the Big Ten) hasn't been at full strength at forward since the end of December. That reality will hold true against the Gophers because senior right winger Tyler Barnes, the No. 2 active career goal scorer who has 10 conversions this season, is out with a shoulder injury. 

Then you have one of the most intense rivalries in the college game on deck. Minnesota (19-2-5, 8-0-2, 26 points) sits atop the Big Ten standings thanks in part to a sweep of the third-place Badgers in Minneapolis in November. 

The Gophers owe much of their dominance to an eight-member freshman class that has accounted for 36 goals and 89 points. Besse, named Mr. Hockey in Minnesota in 2013 after accounting for 163 goals and 272 points in his career, knows them all well. 

"Obviously there might be a little more weight to the games emotionally and, on top of that, it's a big six points for us that we need to come away with," Besse said of the series. 

"I think he'll have a little spur in his rear when he plays Minnesota," Shuchuk said of Besse. "All those guys he played high school against, he's better than those guys. I know that for a fact. I think he'll have a little chip on his shoulder and he'll want to show these guys what he's capable of doing." 

Eaves said Besse, chosen by Anaheim in the fifth round of the NHL Entry Draft last summer, has one of the premier shots on the team, right up there in terms of accuracy and velocity with sophomore center Nic Kerdiles. The challenge for Besse is creating space to get it off. 

"In high school, you could take your time to look around and see where you want to put it," he said. "Now you have to know what you're going to do with the puck before you get it, whether you're going to pass it or take a shot." 

Shuchuk said Besse, listed at 5-foot-10 and 178 pounds, is one of the best skaters on the club. The challenge is getting him to maximize that gift. 

"I still don't think he trusts how fast he is, that he has this extra gear," Shuchuk said. 

It seems just a matter of time before Besse brings his shot, skating ability and on-ice awareness to the same page. 

"Sometimes his shot's good, but he's not skating and he's not thinking when he should shoot," Shuchuk said. "Other times, he's skating too much and he's taking himself into the corner (and out of the play). He has to bring everything together. He's shown glimpses of it." 

Although Besse has one goal in his past nine games, he's right behind three front-line veterans on the overall shot list -- senior right winger Michael Mersch (102), junior center Joseph LaBate (76) and senior center Mark Zengerle (60) -- and lends a sense of good karma to the scene. The Badgers are 9-0 in games in which Besse has a point. 

"Overall, I've been happy with the amount of offense I've been able to create," Besse said. "As long as you keep getting them (scoring chances), they're going to go in eventually."
Jake McCabe scored the tiebreaking goal at 13:47 of the third period to lift Wisconsin past Minnesota 2-1 Thursday night in a men's hockey game at the Kohl Center in Madison, ending the Gophers' 14-game unbeaten streak. 

Minnesota suffered its first loss in Big Ten play, dropping to 19-3-5 overall and 8-1-2-0 in the conference. 

Wisconsin (14-8-2, 5-4-1-0) took a 1-0 lead in the first period when Frankie Simonelli scored his sixth goal of the season during the game's first power play at 14:47. 

Gophers freshman Taylor Cammarata responded with a goal at 17:20 of the period, scoring his sixth of the season off Kyle Rau's feed from behind the Wisconsin net. 

Minnesota, which outshot the Badgers 32-19, had a scoring opportunity in the third period, but Mike Reilly's shot on a power play rang off the post. 

Reilly and Minnesota's Hudson Fasching both saw their five-game point-scoring streaks end. Gophers goalie Adam Wilcox lost for the first time in more than two months, dropping to 18-3-5 for the season. 

The teams meet again at 7 p.m. Friday in Madison, their fourth and final meeting of the regular season.

Chicago blanks Ducks 2-0 in meeting of NHL's best

By GREG BEACHAM AP Sports Writer
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Chicago Blackhawks center Jonathan Toews (19) attacks as Anaheim Ducks... ((AP Photo/Reed Saxon))
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ANAHEIM, Calif.—Chicago and Anaheim had the NHL's two best records and a combined 15 Olympians on the ice at Honda Center. 

Before all that world-class talent heads to Sochi this weekend, the Blackhawks demonstrated why they're still the team to beat when the NHL gets back to work in three short weeks. 

Corey Crawford made 29 saves in his first shutout of the season and Chicago pulled within one point of Anaheim for the overall NHL lead with a 2-0 victory over the Ducks on Wednesday night. 

Marian Hossa scored in the second period and captain Jonathan Toews added a late goal for the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks, who improved to 3-0-2 on their six-game trip before the Olympic break.

Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller (1), of Switzerland, deflects the puck as Chicago Blackhawks center Michal Handzus (26), of the Czech Republic, skates

Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller (1), of Switzerland, deflects the puck as Chicago Blackhawks center Michal Handzus (26), of the Czech Republic, skates past during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Anaheim, Calif., Wednesday, Feb. 5, 2014. ((AP Photo/Reed Saxon))

Chicago followed up its victory in Los Angeles two days ago with another solid effort against the Ducks, suggesting the defending champs are hitting their stride right before Sochi. 

"The last handful of games on this trip, we've got back to the way we need to play," Toews said. "That's a tough team to do that to, and we have to feel good about what we were able to accomplish." 

After keeping the Ducks off the scoreboard in a fast, well-played game, the Blackhawks also won the Western Conference powers' season series, taking two of three from Anaheim. Chicago (35-10-14, 84 points) is right behind Anaheim (40-14-5, 85 points) with one game left before the break. 

"(Crawford) made some key saves, and we had some breaks and some fortunate bounces," Chicago coach Joel Quenneville said. "(Anaheim) had that run there, 19 of 20 (wins), but I think this trip really put us in a spot where we're back in the mix. We played the right way, and we're getting some good points." 

Quenneville also announced Patrick Kane won't be with the Blackhawks when they wrap up their trip in Phoenix. The American Olympian's grandfather, Donald, died two days ago, and Kane is going back home to Buffalo before heading to Sochi.

Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson (4), of Sweden, and Anaheim Ducks center Andrew Cogliano (7) tangle during the second period of an NHL

Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson (4), of Sweden, and Anaheim Ducks center Andrew Cogliano (7) tangle during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Anaheim, Calif., Wednesday, Feb. 5, 2014. ((AP Photo/Reed Saxon))

Jonas Hiller stopped 23 shots for the Ducks, who have lost four of five. Anaheim also has lost three straight home games after starting the season 20-0-2 at Honda Center. 

"We will overcome this," Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said. "I thought we put in a great effort. We just didn't score goals. We're not going to cry about it. We're just going to get back to work and put another big run together." 

Chicago mostly beat the Ducks with defense, a minor surprise in a meeting between two of the NHL's highest-scoring teams. Crawford turned away every chance generated by the Ducks, who hadn't been shut out in their first 56 games this season before getting blanked twice in their last three games by Dallas and Chicago. 

Anaheim improved its effort from recent games, yet struggled mightily to get clean scoring chances. The Ducks had a 15-3 shots edge early on, but couldn't score during 40 seconds of 5-on-3 play in the scoreless first period. 

"We were doing a lot of things right, but unfortunately we can't buy a goal right now," Ducks defenseman Cam Fowler said. "All we can do is continue to push, continue to work on it." 

Both rosters are dotted with Olympic talent, including five key members of the Canadian team headed to Sochi. In addition, two members of the Swedish team—Chicago's Johnny Oduya and Anaheim's Jakob Silfverberg—were scratched. 

Just 39 seconds into the second period, Hossa sneaked into Anaheim's defense and beat Hiller for his 24th goal. The Slovak Olympian also had two goals in Chicago's win over the Ducks last month. 

The Blackhawks matched the Ducks' effort after the midway point of the game. Anaheim's Daniel Winnik had an outstanding short-handed chance in the slot in the third period, but couldn't settle a bouncing puck in time. 

Toews wrapped it up with 2:31 to play with a slippery move off the wall. After Hossa grabbed a turnover by Fowler, Toews went toward the middle and put a shot past Hiller's left arm for his 19th goal. 

NOTES: Oduya missed his first game of the season with a lower-body injury. Quenneville said the injury shouldn't prevent Oduya from playing in Sochi. ... Hossa has scored in five consecutive games. ... Ducks C Nick Bonino missed his third straight game with an apparent wrist injury. Before the game, Anaheim recalled F Emerson Etem for his first game with the Ducks since Dec. 9.
Kuemper, Spurgeon help Wild beat Lightning 2-1

The Associated Press
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Minnesota Wild players congratulate right wing Nino Niederreiter as... ((AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt))
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ST. PAUL, Minn.—Darcy Kuemper made 34 saves, Jared Spurgeon had two assists in his return from injury and the Minnesota Wild defeated the Tampa Bay Lightning 2-1 on Tuesday night. 

Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley scored for the Wild, who are 6-3-2 in Kuemper's 11 straight starts—a franchise record for rookie goalies. 

Valtteri Filppula scored his 20th of the season for the Lightning, who got a strong showing from goalie Ben Bishop in a losing effort. 

Minnesota welcomed Spurgeon back to the lineup after the defenseman missed 14 games with an injured left foot. But just 2 minutes into the game, the Wild had another setback on the blue line when defenseman Marco Scandella left the game after getting tangled up with Tampa Bay's Tyler Johnson.

Tampa Bay Lightning center Valtteri Filppula, right, of Finland, and Minnesota Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin (25) vie for the puck during the second period

Tampa Bay Lightning center Valtteri Filppula, right, of Finland, and Minnesota Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin (25) vie for the puck during the second period of an NHL hockey game in St. Paul, Minn., Tuesday, Feb. 4, 2014. ((AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt))

Scandella skated off the ice with assistance, favoring his right leg, and did not return. 

The Wild struck first when Niederreiter scored his fifth of the season 9 seconds into a power play. 

With Victor Hedman in the penalty box for boarding Jason Pominville, Minnesota controlled the faceoff and cycled the puck to Spurgeon in the left circle. Bishop stopped Spurgeon's shot, but Niederreiter got his stick on the rebound and slid it under Bishop's glove before the goalie could cover it. 

Bishop, who finished with 24 saves, was tested often throughout the first two periods, stopping Zach Parise on a breakaway with 5 minutes to play in the first period and stoning Mikael Granlund on a point-blank backhand early in the second. Bishop was shaken up midway through the second when Parise fired a slap shot that hit the goalie in the head, but he remained in the game. 

Meanwhile, Kuemper kept it 1-0 with a nifty glove save to stop Johnson on a breakaway late in the second. 

After a scoreless second period, Minnesota struck in the first minute of the third to double its lead. Spurgeon stole the puck in the Lightning zone, muscled it down the right boards and centered it to Heatley, who redirected it past Bishop for his 11th of the season.

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper, left, and defenseman Ryan Suter (20) keep their eyes on a deflected puck as Tampa Bay Lightning center Valtteri

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper, left, and defenseman Ryan Suter (20) keep their eyes on a deflected puck as Tampa Bay Lightning center Valtteri Filppula (51), of Finland, shoves Suter during the third period of an NHL hockey game in St. Paul, Minn., Tuesday, Feb. 4, 2014. The Wild won 2-1. ((AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt))

The Lightning pulled within a goal with just more than 6 minutes to play when Filppula tipped in Martin St. Louis' pass at the goalmouth. 

Tampa Bay buzzed around the net the rest of the way, but Kuemper stopped Alex Killorn and St. Louis from in close, and a Lightning shot hit the crossbar in the final 30 seconds. 

NOTES: Filppula returned after missing Saturday's game at Montreal with a lower-body injury. ... St. Louis' assist gave him 966 points, moving him past former Canadiens great Maurice Richard into 85th place on the NHL's career list.
Shutout for Nabokov as Islanders top Capitals 1-0

By JOSEPH WHITE AP Sports Writer
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New York Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov (20), from Russia, watches the... ((AP Photo/Alex Brandon))
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WASHINGTON—The left half of the net was wide open for Troy Brouwer. When he missed badly, putting his shot wide, he was so exasperated that he slumped his shoulders and looked to the rafters as play continued. 

It was that kind of game for both the Washington Capitals and New York Islanders, who seemingly tried to top each other in trying to find the best way to waste a scoring chance. Players whiffed on open one-timers, several shots hit the goal frame, and all 11 power plays had fruitless outcomes. 

Andrew MacDonald was the only player to find the target, scoring early in the third period Tuesday night as the last-place Islanders broke a five-game losing streak with a 1-0 win. 

"We're a desperate team," New York coach Jack Capuano said. "I thought our guys really worked hard right from the start. ... We've been playing hard; we haven't been getting results." 

MacDonald's slap shot from the point went past screened goalie Michal Neuvirth and just under the crossbar with 17:44 to play. Evgeni Nabokov, making his third start since returning from a groin injury, stopped 22 shots for his 57th career shutout. The Islanders scored only one goal for the third straight game—but at least this time it was enough to win. 

"There was a lot of special teams. It was kind of a weird one," MacDonald said. "You don't really want to play with fire too much against these guys and give them too many power plays, but fortunately we were able to draw a couple while they were on the power play and negate them." 

Neuvirth made 27 saves for the Capitals, who have lost 10 of 13 to tumble toward the bottom of the Metropolitan Division, only seven points ahead of the Islanders. Washington has been shut out four times this season, all at home. 

"It's not acceptable, the way we played tonight. That's for sure," Capitals center Nicklas Backstrom said. 

Washington's Eric Fehr hit the right post in the first period, not long before teammate Brouwer's frustrating misfire. New York's Cal Clutterbuck hit the intersection of the crossbar and right post on a short-handed attempt midway through the second, and teammate Kyle Okposo put one off the right post later in the period. The Islanders were granted a rare short-handed penalty shot in the third period, but Michael Grabner's attempt was saved by Neuvirth. 

Most significantly, the Capitals' talented power play went 0 for 6. Alex Ovechkin had three shots on goal for the game, with four other attempts blocked. 

Washington coach Adam Oates said perhaps his team had "a little fatigue" and that veteran players need to stop taking unnecessary penalties. He also noted it wasn't the greatest performance by the Islanders. 

"I don't think they executed, either," Oates said. "Both power plays were pretty ineffective." 

NOTES: Capitals D John Carlson played in his 271st consecutive game, tying Calle Johansson for the longest streak by a defenseman in franchise history. ... Washington D Mike Green missed his third consecutive game with a concussion, and LW Aaron Volpatti sat out with an upper-body injury.
Iginla, Lucic lead Bruins to 3-1 win over Canucks

By DOUG ALDEN Associated Press
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Boston Bruins left wing Daniel Paille (20) shoots and scores on a... ((AP Photo/Elise Amendola))
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BOSTON—Jarome Iginla and Milan Lucic each had a goal and an assist for the Boston Bruins in a 3-1 win Tuesday night over the slumping Vancouver Canucks, who lost their fifth straight. 

Daniel Paille also scored for Boston and Tuukka Rask made 27 saves against the road-weary Canucks, who were coming off 2-0 loss in Detroit the night before. 

Zdeno Chara and Johnny Boychuk added assists as Boston won for the sixth time in seven games. 

Roberto Luongo stopped 29 shots for Vancouver, which played its second game since coach John Tortorella came back from a 15-day suspension. His return hasn't halted Vancouver's slide—the Canucks lost for the sixth time in seven games. 

Raphael Diaz pulled Vancouver to 2-1 in the second period, one day after coming over from Montreal in a trade. 

The Canucks kept it close until Paille scored on a breakaway late in the second period, then Boston controlled the final 20 minutes. 

Vancouver had won the last two meetings since the Bruins beat the Canucks in seven games in the 2011 Stanley Cup finals. 

Boston appeared to take a 3-1 lead just 2:21 after Diaz scored, but Brad Marchand's goal was waved off after officials ruled Boston's Torey Krug interfered with Luongo. The goalie immediately protested and gave Krug a shove, which led to a crowd in front of the net but nothing further. 

Luongo had no argument after the next goal. Paille took a long pass from Boychuk at the blue line for a breakaway and beat Luongo on a backhand with 2:54 left in the period. 

Rask stopped a pair of short-handed chances during Boston's first power play, then another Vancouver opportunity in the second that led to the Bruins' second goal. Chara slipped a crossing pass to Iginla for a one-timer past Luongo on the glove side with 12:01 left in the second. Lucic also got an assist on the play. 

Lucic gave Boston a 1-0 lead 5:12 into the game with his 16th goal of the season. 

NOTES: Iginla's assist on Lucic's goal in the first period was the 600th of his career. ... Diaz made his Vancouver debut after he was obtained from Montreal for forward Dale Weise on Monday. ... The Bruins improved to 27-3-0 when leading by two or more goals this season. ... Chara played his final game for the Bruins before leaving for Russia to carry Slovakia's flag during the opening ceremony at the Olympics on Friday.

Callahan nets 2, Rangers beat Avs for 4th straight

By IRA PODELL AP Sports Writer
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New York Rangers' Ryan Callahan (24) celebrates with teammates... ((AP Photo/Frank Franklin II))
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NEW YORK—Rangers captain Ryan Callahan shook off trade talk and scored two first-period goals to lead New York to its fourth straight win, 5-1 over the Colorado Avalanche on Tuesday night. 

With Callahan's future with the Rangers unsettled just before he heads to the Sochi Olympics, Callahan staked New York to a 2-0 lead with goals 3:19 apart. Defenseman Anton Stralman added his first of the season in the second period, and Derick Brassard and Brad Richards scored in the third—with an assist from Callahan—in the Rangers' 10th win in 13 games. 

After Callahan was stopped with a chance at a hat trick, Brassard made it 4-1 at 1:58. Richards finished the scoring with 1:36 left. 

Henrik Lundqvist made 27 saves for his 297th win, four shy of Mike Richter's club record. 

Gabriel Landeskog, Lundqvist's teammate with Sweden in the Olympics, scored in the second, and Russian Olympian Semyon Varlamov stopped 38 shots, but the Avalanche had a four-game winning streak snapped. 

For a while it appeared the Rangers would have nothing to show for their dominant first period. The shots were 16-2 in New York's favor but the game was still scoreless. Callahan took care of that in a hurry. 

Carl Hagelin chipped the puck away from defenseman Jan Hejda in the Rangers zone and raced up left wing. Hagelin sent a crisp pass across the Avalanche zone to Callahan, who took it at the bottom of the right circle, shifted to his backhand, and slid a shot in with 5:44 left in the first. 

The Rangers continued their shot barrage—and gave up two—before Callahan connected again. 

Brad Richards made a pass from the right circle into the slot to Callahan for a quick one-timer past Varlamov. Callahan raised both arms over his head and then dropped them to his waist as he let out an emphatic yell to celebrate his 11th goal of the season with 2:25 remaining in the frame. 

New York finished the period with a 20-4 edge in shots. 

Colorado briefly cut the deficit in half when Landeskog turned a faceoff win in the Rangers end into his 17th goal. Lundqvist had kept the Avalanche at bay with a save on a hard shot by Nathan McKinnon during a power play. But following the faceoff, McKinnon sent a pass from below the goal line out front to Landeskog for the goal at 6:37. 

The Avalanche were down 31-11 in shots but trailed only 2-1. Yet 53 seconds later, the Rangers went back in front by two. 

Stralman took a pass from Mats Zuccarello and wristed a shot from just inside the blue line through traffic and past Varlamov for his first goal in 60 games, dating to April 19, 2013. 

Colorado had a great opportunity to get back into the game late in the second when back-to-back penalties gave the Avalanche a two-man advantage for 1:50. They spent plenty of time with the puck in the Rangers end, but put very few shots on Lundqvist. When they did, he turned them aside. 

Colorado mustered three shots on that double penalty and 14 overall in the second period, but still faced a two-goal deficit entering the third. 

NOTES: It was Callahan's second two-goal game this season. He had scored only twice in his previous 19 games. ... Landeskog extended his point streak to seven games (three goals, six assists). ... Avalanche LW Alex Tanguay (knee) missed his third straight game. He sat out 36 games earlier this season with a knee injury.

Canucks coach Tortorella returns from suspension

By LARRY LAGE AP Hockey Writer
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DETROIT—Vancouver Canucks coach John Tortorella returned from his 15-day suspension against the Detroit Red Wings on Monday night. 

Tortorella was punished without pay for his conduct after a brawl in a game against the Calgary Flames. He went to Calgary's locker room following the first period, which began with several fights. 

"I apologize first and foremost to the players for the situation I put them in, to the organization for my stupidity, to the league," Tortorella told reporters after the team's morning skate. "It's been embarrassing and not just for me, but for everyone around me." 

NHL senior executive vice president of hockey operations Colin Campbell said Tortorella's actions were "dangerous and an embarrassment to the league" when the suspension was announced. 

Tortorella previously blamed Flames coach Bob Hartley for starting his fourth line, saying he couldn't put Canucks stars Daniel and Henrik Sedin at risk just to deflate the situation. Hartley was fined $25,000 by the NHL, but Tortorella was very contrite after his absence. 

"What's happened was deserved," he said. "I hope it makes me a better coach, but it certainly doesn't stop the situations I've put a lot of other people in, especially my other coaches." 

Vancouver lost 2-0 to the Red Wings on Monday night, spoiling Tortorella's return. 

During the suspension, which lasted six games, Tortorella wasn't allowed to interact with the Canucks before, during or after games. 

"It's been very embarrassing for my family and for myself and more importantly, everybody around me that I'm supposed to represent," he said. "As far as the nonsense I caused, I want to move by it. I think too much focus has been put on this. We need to worry about our hockey club right now." 

Tortorella was suspended for Game 6 of the 2009 playoffs when he was coaching the New York Rangers for throwing a water bottle into the stands in Washington. 

Clearly, Tortorella sounded as if he regretted his second suspension. 

"I put a lot of other people in a precarious situation," he said. "I'm glad I'm back with our guys. I'm looking forward to trying to grow more as a coach with them. More importantly, get our team growing together again to be a competitive team."

Wild 2, Lightning 1: Darcy Kuemper makes 34 saves in victory

Pioneer Press
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Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper deflects a shot by Tampa Bay Lightning right wing J.T. Brown as the Wild&#8217;s Keith Ballard, left, defends during

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper deflects a shot by Tampa Bay Lightning right wing J.T. Brown as the Wild's Keith Ballard, left, defends during the second period Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt) 

Nino Niederreiter scored his first goal in 12 games to get the scoring started in the first period, and goalie Darcy Kuemper did the rest. Kuemper made 34 saves, rebounding from back-to-back games in which he surrendered four goals in each. 

Jared Spurgeon, who returned to the Wild lineup for the first time in 14 games, set up Dany Heatley at the doorstep for a 2-0 lead. Valtteri Filppula deflected the only Tampa Bay goal past Kuemper with 6:07 to play in the third. 

MEANING: The Wild responded nicely from a two-game losing streak and one-win road trip. They improved to 20-7-2 in St. Paul and moved into sixth place in the Western Conference, leapfrogging the Los Angeles Kings. 

ETC: Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin played in his 100th career game; he has averaged more than 24 minutes per game. ... The Wild have scored a power-play goal in four straight games. ... Heatley is riding a three-game point streak, his longest of the season. 

-- Chad Graff 

UP NEXT: vs. Predators, 7 p.m. Thursday, FSN, KFXN-FM 100.3

Minnesota Wild: Darcy Kuemper, unshaken after two poor starts, stars in victory

By Chad Graff
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Minnesota Wild right wing Nino Niederreiter scores on Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Ben Bishop as Lightning defenseman Sami Salo tries to stop him during the first period of the Wild's 2-1 victory Tuesday, Feb. 4, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Minnesota Wild right wing Nino Niederreiter scores on Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Ben Bishop as Lightning defenseman Sami Salo tries to stop him during the first period of the Wild's 2-1 victory Tuesday, Feb. 4, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Minnesota Wild left wing Dany Heatley tries to keep Tampa Bay Lightning center Tyler Johnson off the puck during the first period. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Minnesota Wild players congratulate right wing Nino Niederreiter as Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Ben Bishop looks away after Niederreiter's power-play goal during the first period. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Tampa Bay Lightning center Tyler Johnson and Minnesota Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin get tangled as they chase the puck during the first period. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Tampa Bay Lightning center Valtteri Filppula and Minnesota Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin vie for the puck during the second period. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

‹›

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter can see a clear difference in Darcy Kuemper's game compared to last season and even earlier this season. It's not hard to spot, really. 

There are mannerisms in his game, Suter said, that become apparent after he gives up bad goals or comes off a bad game. 

Earlier, the miscues seemed to rattle him. He wasn't able to put them behind him. 

"He'd let one in and maybe wouldn't be as solid," Suter said. 

But in the biggest test of his young career, Kuemper followed two shaky starts with a great one Tuesday night as the Wild secured a 2-1 home win over the Tampa Bay Lightning at the Xcel Energy Center largely backed by the 23-year-old goalie's efforts.

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper deflects a shot by Tampa Bay Lightning right wing J.T. Brown as the Wild&#8217;s Keith Ballard, left, defends during

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper deflects a shot by Tampa Bay Lightning right wing J.T. Brown as the Wild's Keith Ballard, left, defends during the second period Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt) 

"He was really impressive," coach Mike Yeo said a day after calling Tuesday's game "a big opportunity" for Kuemper. 

Yeo began to say it's easy to play well when you're riding a winning streak the way Kuemper had been in January. He stopped short and explained that the challenge is trying to keep from getting too high. 

But Tuesday, Kuemper faced a different challenge -- a more difficult one. With the Wild now one game away from the Olympic break -- a period in which they'll evaluate their roster leading to the NHL trade deadline -- Kuemper needed to show he can be a No. 1 goalie. 

Tuesday's game was his 11th straight start, and he hadn't yet gone through struggles and shown he could overcome them. 

Following eight goals surrendered in his previous two games -- one of which he was pulled from -- Kuemper stopped 34 shots Tuesday to help deliver a much-needed win. 

"How do you come back to the rink the next day (after struggling) and be mentally tough enough to come in and perform at the level that you need to?" Yeo said of the challenge Kuemper faced. "That was very impressive about him tonight. I liked his game an awful lot." 

The Wild's task in front of Kuemper multiplied 55 seconds into the game when Marco Scandella went down awkwardly and appeared to injure his ankle. Yeo said it's doubtful Scandella will play Thursday. 

Without him, the Wild were forced to play with five defensemen, including Jared Spurgeon, who was playing in his first game in a month. But Spurgeon showed no rust and made up for the absence of his defensive partner, Scandella. 

After missing 14 straight games, Spurgeon received the primary assist on both Wild goals. 

In the first period, his drive from the point on the power play set up Nino Niederreiter's to give the Wild a 1-0 lead. 

In the second period -- in perhaps the best play of the night -- Spurgeon never gave up on a tough play and pickpocketed a Lightning defenseman in the Wild's offensive zone before twirling and feeding an open Dany Heatley at the doorstep to put the Wild up 2-0. 

"I was just trying to get in there and make sure I didn't ruffle any feathers with the chemistry going on," Spurgeon said. 

Without Scandella, more emphasis, naturally, was placed on the remaining five defensemen. But Yeo noted the way the forwards backchecked to take some pressure off the blue liners. 

With only five defensemen rotating in front of him, Kuemper turned in one of his best games in his biggest test. Had he suffered another tough night heading into the Olympic break, the need for another goalie would've been amplified. 

Instead, Kuemper showed the makings of a true No. 1 goalie, which involves not just playing well but responding from poor games. 

As he likely enters his 12th straight start Thursday, there's no time to think about the run he's on. 

"Maybe when the season is over I'll do that," he said. "But right now, you just go out there and try to do your part and try to help the team get wins every night. You can't really look at the level you're playing against; you just treat it like any other game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Spurgeon returns, with skate guards
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Minnesota Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon missed 14 games with a foot injury. (Photo by Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

Minnesota Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon missed 14 games with a foot injury. (Photo by Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

For a few days early in January, Jared Spurgeon couldn't walk. But after 14 missed games and a month of rehab and three full practices with the Wild, the defenseman is set to make his return from a foot injury. 

Spurgeon, one of the Wild's best defensemen, is scheduled to play tonight against the Tampa Bay Lightning. 

"We're anxious to see where his game is at and if he can step in and be close to the level that he was at before he got hurt," coach Mike Yeo said. 

Surpgeon's return is right in line with the target date the team set.He suffered the injury when he blocked a shot in a Jan. 2 game against Buffalo. 

Spurgeon will wear a clear guard around his skate that snaps together below the boot. 

After losing Spurgeon, Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu to blocked-shot foot injuries, Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher brought in a specialist from Montreal to take molds of the skates of each Wild player. 

The clear, newly-formed protection was worn for the first time Tuesday by several Wild players, including Spurgeon. 

It's supposed to be an improvement on the skate guards Wild players tried last season, which weren't form-fitted. Players complained those guards were bulky and limited their ability to stop quickly and turn sharply. 

"The ones we had last year weren't molded to a foot, and it felt like it would slip out," Spurgeon said. "I haven't felt anything so far (with the new ones). I'll be trying them out and make sure I wear one." 

With Spurgeon re-joining the lineup, Clayton Stoner was chosen as a healthy scratch despite playing fairly well in Spurgeon's absence. 

"I talked to Stoner this morning and let him know that it's not really about him," Yeo said. "We're not unhappy with him, we're not disappointed in his game." 

The move signifies a change in the Wild's seventh-defenseman for the first time this season. 

Nate Prosser, of Elk River, had always been the player scratched when all blue liners were healthy. But Prosser took Spurgeon's spot on the second defensive pairing and played well in his first full-time opportunity. 

"I guess that comes with confidence, knowing that you're going to be in the lineup game after game and knowing that you feel good playing more minutes," Prosser said. "It lets you get in the game a little more mentally, and physically you're a little more engaged and you get feeling good about your game and that's what was happening." 

Prosser's play was the reason Stoner was scratched. 

"He took advantage of his opportunity," Yeo said. "We had many conversations with him (telling him) to just stay patient and that's what happens. Things play themselves out, and there's no guarantees to any of our players that what happens today won't change for the next game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Foligno's 2 goals help Blue Jackets beat Ducks 4-2

By JOE RESNICK Associated Press
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ANAHEIM, Calif.—For a team that once appeared almost invincible at home—and dominated the NHL for two full months—the Anaheim Ducks suddenly have slipped into mediocrity. 

By contrast, the Columbus Blue Jackets have become one of the league's hottest teams. 

Sergei Bobrovsky made 34 saves, Nick Foligno scored twice in the third period and the inspired Blue Jackets also got goals from Ryan Johansen and R.J. Umberger in a 4-2 victory over the Ducks on Monday night. 

"We are really playing to our identity right now," Umberger said. "We are working hard. We are a gritty team. We let our forecheck do the work for us. We don't score too many pretty goals. We're just kind of a team that grinds it out.

Anaheim Ducks defenseman Ben Lovejoy, left, and Columbus Blue Jackets right wing Cam Atkinson, battle for the puck during the first period of an NHL hockey

Anaheim Ducks defenseman Ben Lovejoy, left, and Columbus Blue Jackets right wing Cam Atkinson, battle for the puck during the first period of an NHL hockey game, Monday, Feb. 3, 2014, in Anaheim, Calif. ((AP Photo/Gus Ruelas))

 We got rewarded with some rebounds and some deflections tonight. And we get big saves from Bob when we need them." 

The Blue Jackets are 11-0-3 since Jan. 6, a stretch that began with a franchise-record, eight-game winning streak. Bobrovsky, last season's Vezina Trophy winner, is 10-2-0 with a 2.17 goals-against average in his last 12 starts after missing 14 games because of a groin strain. 

"They're playing good hockey," Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf said. "I mean, if you watch the game tape, every time they touch the puck in their zone they chip it out and they go skate onto it. That was a solid road game they played. Right now we're playing teams that are fighting for that last playoff spot, and those are things we've got to notice and take into account." 

Getzlaf and Mathieu Perreault scored for Anaheim. Frederik Andersen stopped 29 shots. 

The Ducks, who started 22-0-2 on home ice and enjoyed a comfortable lead atop the overall standings about two weeks ago, are 4-5-0 since Jan. 15 and have lost three of four on their five-game homestand. But they still lead Chicago by three points for the league's best total with two games left before the Olympic break. 

"If we were a .500 hockey club, this would be the norm. But it's not," coach Bruce Boudreau said. "It all boils down to will and want, and they wanted it a lot more than us. You could see it on the loose pucks. They were getting them and we weren't. And anytime there was a 1-on-1 confrontation, I didn't see us winning the battles. That's a pure indicator, to me, that we didn't have a sense of urgency." 

The Ducks host the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks on Wednesday night, less than three weeks after Chicago ended Anaheim's phenomenal 18-1 surge with a 4-2 win at United Center. 

"It's never good to see Chicago because they're a great team, but it's probably great that Chicago's coming in," Boudreau said. "That's maybe what we need, because if we don't play up to our best level against a team like that, then we're going to get our butts kicked." 

Bobrovsky's best save came at 5:25 of the second period, when he flicked out his right leg at the last instant to thwart Andrew Cogliano at the end of a 2-on-1 rush with Corey Perry. The Ducks got on the board at 5:45 of the third when Perreault converted a centering pass from Patrick Maroon at the edge of the crease to trim Columbus' lead to 2-1. 

"We haven't had a lot of emotion lately. We're just going through the motions," Perreault said. "We've been winning so much that we kind of got into a lull right now. We have to find a way to get out of it." 

Foligno got that goal back with 11:12 remaining, popping the puck over Andersen's shoulder after the Ducks' goalie stopped Umberger's wide-angle shot from the right corner. The other assist went to Artem Anisimov. 

Foligno added his 15th goal with 6:53 to play, converting a rebound with 17 seconds left on a 5-on-3 advantage after Saku Koivu and defenseman Hampus Lindholm were sent off simultaneously for high-sticking and cross-checking. 

Johansen won all six faceoffs he took in the first period and opened the scoring at the 11:10 mark with his team-high 23rd goal, sending a one-timer between Perry's legs and over Andersen's glove from 25 feet out after Nathan Horton set him up in the left circle.  

"It's frustrating, as far as the start of the game. We weren't ready to play," Getzlaf said. "They came out and played hard and did their thing. Their goaltender played well early, and we just didn't respond. We kind of showed 5 minutes here and 5 minutes there, but we didn't play a complete game. We're not focused. We're not playing the way we can and doing the things we do well." 

Umberger made it 2-0 at 16:43 of the second with his 15th of the season, after Ducks defenseman Bryan Allen was sent off for tripping him. Former Anaheim defenseman James Wisniewski got the puck at the top of the left circle from Mark Letestu and took a slap shot that ricocheted into the net off Umberger's right skate. 

NOTES: Andersen came in 7-0 with a 1.50 goals-against average at home. ... Anaheim is 4 for 26 on the power play since scoring six times in 11 opportunities against Vancouver on Jan. 15. ... D Sami Vatanen played his first game with the Ducks since Jan. 17. He spent the past 1 1/2 weeks with Norfolk of the AHL, but was recalled Monday when D Mark Fistric was placed on injured reserve with a lower-body injury.
Neal scores in OT, lifts Penguins to win

By DAN SCIFO Associated Press
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Pittsburgh Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury (29) makes a save on a... ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))
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PITTSBURGH—The Pittsburgh Penguins are continually refining their game with the playoffs approaching. 

They looked ready Monday night. 

Marc-Andre Fleury robbed former Norris Trophy winner Erik Karlsson with a sparkling third-period glove save and James Neal scored at 3:05 of overtime, giving the Penguins a 2-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators 2-1. 

"I just tried to get my leg, my glove over there and try to stop it," Fleury said. "I was glad it went in my glove." 

Neal netted his 18th of the season and his first goal in nine games for the Penguins, who won for the 16th time in 17 home games and are now 23-4 at Consol Energy Center. Pittsburgh also avoided back-to-back regulation losses for the first time since dropping three straight in early November.

Pittsburgh Penguins&#8217; Sidney Crosby, left, battles for the puck against Ottawa Senators&#8217; Erik Karlsson (65) in the second period of an NHL

Pittsburgh Penguins' Sidney Crosby, left, battles for the puck against Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson (65) in the second period of an NHL hockey game in Pittsburgh, Monday, Feb. 3, 2014. ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))

"When you don't score you sometimes try to pick corners and be a little too cute," Neal said. "I was able to find one tonight. It was a good feeling." 

Ottawa goalie Craig Anderson stopped Robert Bortuzzo from the slot in overtime, but the rebound popped out to Neal, who dragged the puck around a Senators' defender before dumping a shot past an out-of-position Anderson and into an empty net. 

"I was trying to be patient with the puck and wait for an opening," Neal said. "I knew their D-man was going to go down and Anderson was kind of far out when (Bortuzzo) got the puck to the net." 

Ottawa's Stephane Da Costa and Pittsburgh's Brian Gibbons scored in the first period. 

Ottawa's best chance to take the lead in regulation came midway through the third period, but Fleury robbed Karlsson with a dazzling glove save. Fleury, while pushing from post to post, reached high above the cross bar, snagging the fluttering wrist shot from Karlsson, who had a partially wide open net to shoot at. 

"I don't know if there's a save that beats it," Penguins head coach Dan Bylsma said. "It was going high to the right corner and he had to get up there and get it.

Ottawa Senators&#8217; Patrick Wiercioch (46) gets his glove in the face of Pittsburgh Penguins&#8217; Sidney Crosby (87) in the second period of an NHL

Ottawa Senators' Patrick Wiercioch (46) gets his glove in the face of Pittsburgh Penguins' Sidney Crosby (87) in the second period of an NHL hockey game in Pittsburgh, Monday, Feb. 3, 2014. ((AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar))

"It was an open cage, he pushes over, and gets the glove up to make the save. I hope we see this one over and over again." 

Karlsson might see it in his sleep. The Senators' leading scorer fell to the ice in astonishment after Fleury's stop. 

"I just smiled at him," Karlsson said. "There's nothing I can really say. He knows he made a good save and unfortunately I'm going to be on the highlights for quite some time with that one." 

Fleury stopped 24 shots for his league-leading 30th win of the season, while Anderson turned aside 46 shots for the hard-luck loss. 

Penguins' captain Sidney Crosby, who leads the NHL with 75 points, was held without a point and hasn't scored a goal in five games, his longest drought since a seven-game slump earlier this season. 

"He's 100 percent," Bylsma said. "He was our best player on both sides of the puck and I thought he played an excellent game regardless of whether he got a point or not." 

The Penguins, who lead the Eastern Conference with 80 points, went 6-3-1 their previous 10 games, looking dominant during impressive wins against Montreal and Los Angeles but struggling in losses against Edmonton, Florida, Dallas, and Phoenix, all teams out of playoff contention. 

The Senators handed the Penguins arguably their worst loss of the season Dec. 23 in Ottawa, shutting them out 5-0 in a physical contest that saw Pittsburgh forward Pascal Dupuis tear his anterior cruciate ligament on a hit from Marc Methot. 

Ottawa, in the mix for an Eastern Conference wild-card spot, allowed three goals in the final 5:58 during a 6-3 loss at Toronto on Saturday, the second time in four games the Senators allowed six goals. 

The improved, hardened defensive effort Monday was certainly enough to help the Senators a win but they couldn't take advantage of their opportunities. 

"We played hard," Anderson said. "We gave ourselves the opportunity to be there. Just unfortunate we didn't come out with two points." 

Ottawa broke through at 5:56 of the first period, Da Costa scoring his third of the season after he lifted a short-side wrist shot over Fleury's shoulder from the top of the crease.  

Ottawa's Zack Smith took a boarding call 29 seconds later and the league's top power-play unit capitalized with the man advantage winding down, tying the game after Gibbons tipped Olli Maatta's shot from the point past Anderson. 

That was all until Neal's goal in the overtime won it for Pittsburgh. 

NOTES: Penguins D Kris Letang, who leads the team defensively with 10 goals, missed his third straight game with an undisclosed illness. ... Penguins' F Taylor Pyatt left with a lower body injury after the game's first shift. ... Pittsburgh is 14-1 at home when it registers at least one power-play goal. The Penguins' penalty kill is perfect in a season-high nine straight home games dating back to Dec. 19. ... Ottawa concludes a three-game road trip Tuesday at St. Louis, while Pittsburgh visits Buffalo on Wednesday. ... Ottawa D Chris Phillips missed his fourth straight game with a lower body injury, while Matt Kassian and Joe Corvo also sat out for the Senators. Forwards Andrew Ebbett and Jayson Megna were healthy scratches for Pittsburgh.
Hendricks lifts Oilers to 3-2 win over Sabres

By JOHN WAWROW AP Sports Writer
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Buffalo Sabres goaltender Jhonas Enroth, of Sweden, gets beat for a... ((AP Photo/Gary Wiepert))
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BUFFALO, N.Y.—Matt Hendricks' short-handed goal 57 seconds into the third period lifted the Edmonton Oilers to a 3-2 win over the Buffalo Sabres in a matchup of the NHL's two worst teams Monday night. 

Justin Schultz and Jeff Petry also scored for Edmonton, and David Perron had two assists. Ilya Bryzgalov stopped 42 shots in helping Edmonton snap an 0-5-1 skid against the Sabres dating to a 4-1 win on Oct. 16, 2003. 

The Oilers (19-33-6) earned their fourth win in five games and bounced back from a 4-0 loss at Boston on Saturday. 

Drew Stafford and Steve Ott scored for the Sabres (15-32-8), who dropped six points behind the Oilers in the overall standings. 

Buffalo, coming off a 7-1 loss at Colorado on Saturday, dropped to 4-8-4 in its past 16 games—and 0-4-3 in its last seven at home. The seven-game skid in Buffalo is the team's longest since opening the season 0-8-1. 

Sabres forward Marcus Foligno had a potential game-tying goal waved off with 10:25 left when referee Gord Dwyer ruled the whistle had blown before the puck went in. Foligno drove in from left side and got a shot off that Bryzgalov appeared to glove. Foligno followed up by poking the puck in. 

Dwyer, parked at the left post, immediately waved it off and then confirmed the call following a video review. 

Bryzgalov was sharp in the final minute when the Sabres pulled their goalie for an extra attacker. He gloved Alexander Sulzer's shot from the right circle that went through a crowd. 

Sabres backup goalie Jhonas Enroth stopped 25 shots, dropping to 1-11-5 this season and 0-9-4 in his past 13 starts. 

Enroth gave up a soft goal on the first shot he faced when Petry opened the scoring on a weak backhander 32 seconds in. But Enroth had little chance on Hendricks' go-ahead goal, which came 14 seconds after Edmonton's Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was penalized for hooking Stafford from behind to foil a scoring chance. 

Following a turnover inside the Oilers blue line, Boyd Gordon threaded a pass through the middle to hit Hendricks, who had sneaked in behind Buffalo's defenders. Breaking in alone, Hendricks backed Enroth into the crease and lifted a shot inside the left post. 

The Oilers overcame a 2-1 deficit after Schultz evened the score with 3:15 left in the second period. 

It came on a transition rush after Buffalo's Tyler Ennis had his shot go off Bryzgalov's mask. Perron carried the puck up the left wing, cut toward the middle and found Schultz jumping into the play. Schultz drove into the right circle and snapped in a shot off the far post. 

The Oilers are 2-1 in their past three despite being outshot by a combined 144-80, including 44-28 by the Sabres. 

Buffalo's special teams scored both goals. 

Ott tied it 1 with a power-play goal by converting a rebound after Bryzgalov stopped Tyler Myers' hard shot from just inside the right circle. 

Stafford then scored on a short-handed 2-on-1 break. Faking a pass through the middle to Zemgus Girgensons, Stafford turned and snapped a shot that beat Bryzgalov over his left shoulder with 53 seconds left in the period. 

Stafford was playing his first game after missing four with an upper-body injury, and he picked up where he left off. Stafford has four goals and two assists in his past five games. 

NOTES: To make room for Stafford, the Sabres placed LW Matt Moulson (upper-body injury) on injured reserve. LW Ville Leino was a healthy scratch. ... Oilers LW Ryan Smith is tied with Wayne Gretzky for second on the franchise list with 125 power-play goals, one short of Glenn Anderson. ... The Oilers continue their four-game, pre-Olympic break road trip at the New York Rangers on Thursday. ... The Sabres became the last NHL team to reach 100 goals this season when Ott tied it at 1. By comparison, Buffalo has allowed a combined 110 goals in the first two periods.

Wild want Koivu to sit out Olympics if he's not healthy
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Wild center Mikko Koivu had surgery Jan. 6 to repair a broken ankle. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)

Wild center Mikko Koivu had surgery Jan. 6 to repair a broken ankle. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

For the first time since undergoing surgery to repair a fractured right ankle on Jan. 6, Mikko Koivu's ability to play in the Winter Games at Sochi, Russia, later this week is in jeopardy. 

At least by the Wild's estimation. 

The surgery was expected to keep Koivu, the Wild's captain and points leader, out of the lineup for four to six weeks, but team and player soon predicted he would return for the Wild before leading Team Finland at the Games. 

Koivu told the Pioneer Press two weeks ago that there was "no doubt" he'd be ready to represent Finland in the Olympics. 

But Koivu has yet to practice with the Wild, and coach Mike Yeo said Monday that if he's not healthy before Finland's first game Feb. 13, the Wild don't want him to play in the Olympics. 

"First and foremost, if he's not physically capable, then of course we wouldn't want him to go," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "But at the same time, we would be very proud and honored for him to go over there." 

Koivu has been skating on his own for more than a week, but has yet to re-join Wild teammates in practice. After missing practice on Monday, it's unlikely he'll return for the Wild's final pre-Olympic break game against the Nashville Predators on Thursday in St. Paul. 

" 'Highly in doubt' would probably be the best way to put it," Yeo said. "He skated on his own again (Monday) and it felt better. He's doing everything he can. He's in great shape, he's doing everything he can." 

The decision as to whether Koivu plays in the Olympics will come down to whether he is medically cleared and feels comfortable. 

"It's got to come from the player," Yeo said. "Even if he's medically cleared, but the pain is too much to bear, then (we don't want him there). 

"And I don't want to put words in his mouth. I just know that he wants to play, he wants to be over there, he wants to represent his country, and he also wants to look out for the best interest of our team. So there's a lot on his mind right now." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Former Gopher Thomas Vanek turns down Islanders' $50 million offer
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The Islanders&#8217; Thomas Vanek celebrates a goal against the Carolina Hurricanes at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on Jan. 4, 2014, in Uniondale,

The Islanders' Thomas Vanek celebrates a goal against the Carolina Hurricanes at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on Jan. 4, 2014, in Uniondale, N.Y. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

Newsday reported Monday that former University of Minnesota star Thomas Vanek turned down a long-term contract extension with the New York Islanders for seven years and $50 million. 

The Islanders acquired Vanek, a 30-year-old left wing from Austria, in an October trade from the Buffalo Sabres and likely would try to trade him if he doesn't sign a long-term contract before the trade deadline. 

Vanek is an unrestricted free agent at the end of this season and has long been linked to the Wild, who have the cap space to sign him and certainly could use a goal-scorer of Vanek's ability. 

While the Wild are unlikely to trade for Vanek during the season because of the steep price likely needed for the free-agent-to-be, they are very much in the mix of teams he could sign with this summer. 

He lives at his home in the Twin Cities during the offseason. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Olympics hockey: Wild's Nino Niederreiter leading Swiss surge
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Minnesota&#8217;s Nino Niederreiter, left, gets ready to start the third period against Chicago on Thursday, Janurary 23, 2014, at the Xcel Energy Center

Minnesota's Nino Niederreiter, left, gets ready to start the third period against Chicago on Thursday, Janurary 23, 2014, at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

Neutrality defines Switzerland's geopolitics, but its hockey rivals would be wise to defend their flank in Sochi against a Swiss uprising. 

No country has pulled off more international upsets in the past decade than Switzerland, which finished second at the 2013 world championships to earn its first medal in 50 years. 

Minnesota Wild winger Nino Niederreiter is among eight Swiss NHL players ticketed for the Olympics, the most ever from the tiny landlocked country. Among the others are defensemen Raphael Diaz of the Montreal Canadiens, Vancouver's Yannick Weber, Mark Streit of the Philadelphia Flyers and Nashville's Roman Josi.

Backstopped by goaltender Jonas Hiller, who reeled off 14 straight victories this season for the NHL's top team, the Anaheim Ducks, Switzerland is poised to torment the elite international hockey programs competing in Russia. 

"I think we have a great team, actually," said Niederreiter, 21, who is among the Wild's top five players in points and plus-minus rating. "We have a lot of strong defensemen and two great goalies. It definitely helps our confidence, and the experience, there's going to be nothing like it." 

Switzerland plays Sweden, Latvia and the Czech Republic in the preliminary round before the 12 teams are reseeded for a single-elimination playoff. 

The Swiss defeated the United States in the semifinals at last year's world championship before losing the gold-medal game to Sweden. The silver medal was the Swiss' first podium finish since 1953. 

"I feel like we found a way to play and stuck with it through the whole tournament," said Niederreiter, who tied for the team scoring lead with five goals among eight points. "We knew if we played that (style), we knew that could happen." 

Switzerland stunned Canada and the Czech Republic at the 2006 Olympics. Hiller made 43 saves to fry Canada's nerves during a shootout loss at the 2010 Vancouver Games before bowing to the United States in the quarterfinals. 

Despite Niederreiter's relative youth, the flashy forward nicknamed "El Nino" has 45 games of international experience as an amateur and professional. 

"In the past we were always good for an upset and played great against strong countries, but whenever we play countries that are equal to us we always dropped," Niederreiter said. "We were waiting for something to happen instead of just going out there and playing our game." 

Niederreiter, whom the Wild acquired from the New York Islanders for Cal Clutterbuck and a third-round draft pick in June, joins Damien Brunner of the New Jersey Devils as Switzerland's only NHL forwards. The past year has been quite an emotional roller coaster for Niederreiter, whom the Islanders drafted No. 5 overall in 2010. 

Banished to the minors after a disappointing 2011-12 season in which he recorded just one point in 55 games and was a minus-29, Niederreiter has resurrected his career in Minnesota and fulfilled a lifelong ambition to represent his country on the sport's largest stage. 

"It's always been my dream since I was little to play in the Olympic Games. I'm just really excited to have this opportunity," he said. 

Follow Brian Murphy on twitter.com/murphPPress. 

SWISS WATCH

Minnesota Wild right wing and Swiss Olympian Nino Niederreiter: 

Born: Sept. 8, 1992 

Birthplace: Chur, Switzerland 

Size: 6 feet 2, 209 pounds 

Acquired: June 30, 2013, from New York Islanders for Cal Clutterbuck and third-round draft pick 

Drafted: First round, (5th overall) 

International experience: World championship: 2011-13; world junior championship: 2007-09
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Calgary&#8217;s Mark Giordano and Mikael Backlund, far right, celebrate Backlund&#8217;s third period goal as Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper reaches for his

Calgary's Mark Giordano and Mikael Backlund, far right, celebrate Backlund's third period goal as Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper reaches for his water bottle at Scotiabank Saddledome on Saturday, February 1, 2014, in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. The Flames defeated the Wild 4-3 in overtime. (Photo by Derek Leung/Getty Images) 

Wild goaltender Darcy Kuemper laughed Monday while talking about getting pulled in Thursday's loss at Colorado. 

It's not that he thought being removed was funny. But when asked about putting the past two games, and eight combined goals, behind him, he couldn't help but laugh at the number of times he's had to rebound from tough games. 

"It's happened to me before," the 23-year-old rookie said. "I've been playing goalie for a long time, so it wasn't the first time I've been pulled." 

But it's different this time. Kuemper's play has earned him the Wild's top job, which is why he will start again Tuesday night against Tampa Bay at the Xcel Energy Center, and this will be the first time he has had to rebound from consecutive shaky starts. 

"This is a huge growing moment; this is a huge growing opportunity," coach Mike Yeo said. 

Kuemper took over the starting job in mid-January and was a big reason why the Wild were able to turn around their season after their six-game losing streak to close out 2013. Tuesday will mark Kuemper's 11th straight start; in his first eight, he allowed four goals just once. 

He allowed four in each of his past two starts, both Wild losses. Now, with his team just two games from the Olympic break, much is on the line. Not only do the Wild need to keep pace in the ultra-competitive Western Conference, but general manager Chuck Fletcher and his staff will use the break to assess the team's needs and determine a course of action for the March 5 trade deadline -- just eight days after the Olympic break ends. 

Kuemper started playing because of injuries to Josh Harding (illness) and Niklas Backstrom (sports hernia) but until last week had played so well that Backstrom became the backup. Yeo admitted he would have liked to start Backstrom before the break, but with two games remaining, both starts will go to Kuemper, as long as he plays well Tuesday. 

Backstrom, who has admitted he's not completely healed from summer surgery, might benefit as much as any player from the long Olympic break. Still, he said, he'd rather start a game this week than continue riding the bench. 

"You want to play all the time," Backstrom said. "It's up to the people who make the decisions. When you get a chance to play, you want to be at your best. You just come to the rink every day and try to get better, and you don't focus too much on tomorrow." 

During Kuemper's hot streak, the defense was terrific. Even when he allowed a few juicy rebounds, defensemen were quick to clear pucks and forwards sustained a solid forecheck, limiting chances the other way. 

But in the past two games -- a 5-4 loss in Colorado and 4-3 OT loss in Calgary -- the Wild have struggled on the back end. 

Tuesday, Kuemper will be asked to bounce back whether his defense is solid or porous. 

"That's the challenge," Yeo said. "If you're the starting goalie, you can't just all the time be going into a game saying, 'OK, I'm at my best; I'm on top of my game.' You have to find it; you have to find that confidence in a game. And that's the challenge for any starting goalie. 

"The one thing that I like about (Kuemper) is he wants that opportunity and he wants the net. I've been impressed with that." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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NICK BATTIS  

School: Simley 

Sport: Hockey 

Year: Senior 

The forward had eight points in three games last week. He started with an assist in a 5-2 loss to North St. Paul, had a goal in a 4-1 loss to Mahtomedi and then finished with three goals and three assists in a 10-4 win over Richfield. 

SYDNEY BRODT 

School: Mounds View 

Sport: Hockey 

Year: Sophomore 

The forward had a hat trick and two assists in a 6-3 victory over White Bear Lake that clinched the Suburban East Conference championship for the second consecutive season. She also was a dominant force on both ends of the ice in a 2-0 victory over Hastings. She has 21 goals and 18 assists this season. 

JOSH FRENCH 

School: Hill-Murray 

Sport: Hockey 

Year: Senior 

The forward had five goals and four assists in three games for the Pioneers. He had two goals and two assists in a 6-0 victory over North St. Paul, two goals and an assist in a 5-2 win over Mahtomedi, and a goal and an assist in a 10-1 victory over South St. Paul. 

JUSTIN HEROLD-PLAKUT 

School: Woodbury 

Sport: Wrestling 

Year: Senior 

The 152-pounder reached the 200-victory mark for his prep career while leading the Royals to six team wins in their past seven duals. He is Woodbury's all-time leader in victories. 

J.P. MACURA 

School: Lakeville North 

Sport: Basketball 

Year: Senior 

The shooting guard and Xavier recruit continued his banner season with 35 points in a 78-71 victory over Bloomington Kennedy and 38 in an 81-58 win over Eastview. In the two games, he was 19 of 25 shooting from the field, including 6 of 13 from three-point range, and he was 17 of 23 from the free-throw line. He also had nine rebounds, six steals and seven assists. He is averaging a metro-best 33.4 points per game. 

HANNA NORMAN 

School: Hastings 

Sport: Basketball 

Year: Junior 

The co-captain had 19 points, five rebounds, three steals and two assists in a 50-48 victory over Woodbury. It was the first Suburban East Conference victory for Hastings since Jan. 25, 2011. She is averaging 12 points and five rebounds per game. 

NICK REIS 

School: Cretin-Derham Hall 

Sport: Hockey 

Year: Junior 

The wing had two goals, including the winner with a minute remaining, in a 4-3 victory over St. Thomas Academy. He also had three goals in an 8-2 victory over Woodbury, and had Cretin-Derham Hall's only goal in a 1-1 overtime tie with Mounds View on Saturday. He has 23 goals and 18 assists this season.

Minnesota Wild's Zach Parise honored as NHL's first star

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   02/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

Minnesota&#8217;s Zach Parise, center, celebrates his goal against the Colorado Avalanche with teammates Mikael Granlund, left, and Jason Pominville during

Minnesota's Zach Parise, center, celebrates his goal against the Colorado Avalanche with teammates Mikael Granlund, left, and Jason Pominville during the third period on Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez) 

Two weeks after returning to the Wild lineup from a foot injury, Zach Parise was named the NHL's first star for last week, capping an impressive stretch for the left winger. 

Parise was named America's Olympic hockey captain Friday, and recorded eight points in three games that week to earn the NHL's latest weekly honor. 

The Wild were 1-1-1 in those games, all on the road, led by Parise's three goals and five assists. 

"I feel a lot better now than I did in December when I was playing," Parise said. "You just have those games where you feel like you have the puck on your stick a lot and you get rebounds on your stick." 

Parise enters Tuesday night's game on a line with center Mikael Granlund and right winger Jason Pominville. 

Toronto right winger Phil Kessel, a former Gophers star, was honored as the NHL's second star, and Calgary center Mikael Backlund was third star. Blacklund scored the winning goal in the Flames' 4-3 overtime victory over the Wild on Saturday night. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild's Jared Spurgeon could return to lineup Tuesday

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   02/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

Jared Spurgeon has missed 14 games since he was injured in a Jan. 2 game. (Photo by Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

Jared Spurgeon has missed 14 games since he was injured in a Jan. 2 game. (Photo by Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

After his third straight practice with Wild teammates, there's a "very good chance" defenseman Jared Spurgeon returns to the Wild lineup Tuesday, coach Mike Yeo said. 

The defenseman, who plays a big role with the Wild, has missed 14 straight games with a foot/ankle injury after he blocked a shot on Jan. 2. 

"I felt a lot better (Monday)," Spurgeon said. "Game shape and gym shape are just different. I had been skating with Mikko, but we weren't really going that fast. So to get out there and work on timing was good." 

Spurgeon, upon re-entering the lineup, will play in a top-four role and work the point on the second power-play unit. 

If he returns Tuesday, one player from among Nate Prosser, Keith Ballard and Clayton Stoner would have to exit the lineup as a healthy scratch. 

"We'll put off that (decision) until (Tuesday)," Yeo said. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild's Justin Fontaine making the most of his opportunity

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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Minnesota&#8217;s Justin Fontaine, right, smiles as the gets a hug from teammate Nino Niederreiter after Fontaine notched his third score of the night for

Minnesota's Justin Fontaine, right, smiles as the gets a hug from teammate Nino Niederreiter after Fontaine notched his third score of the night for a hat trick against the Phoenix Coyotes on Jan. 9 in Glendale, Ariz. (AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin) 

Justin Fontaine never stuck out. 

Coming from a small town in Alberta, about three hours northeast of Edmonton, that wasn't a surprise for Fontaine, who was overlooked at every level on his path to the NHL. 

Fontaine played junior hockey in his hometown. 

He didn't start working out every day until his sophomore year at the University of Minnesota-Duluth when he realized how far he was behind players who grew up in extensive training programs. 

He played four years at Duluth but went undrafted largely because he is 5-foot-10, 177 pounds. In 2011-12 and 2012-13, he finished second and then first in points on the Wild's then-AHL affiliate Houston Aeros, but wasn't given much of a big-league chance until this season. 

But just as he did on his way to the NHL, Fontaine has made the most of this opportunity. 

Entering February, Fontaine has become one of the Wild's most reliable forwards. His 12 goals are third-most on the team despite being a healthy scratch for seven games and playing a defensive role. His plus-7 rating is second-best among Wild forwards. 

"You talk about a guy who was undrafted and comes to the organization and you don't really know what you're going to get with him," coach Mike Yeo said. "Even when he was having success in the minors, you don't really know until you give him a chance because he's a smaller guy. 

"But then you see physically that he's capable of handling it, but just how intelligent he is on the ice and how he's able to use his strengths. He's been a great find for us." 

The 26-year-old rookie, who didn't earn a call-up in two seasons in the AHL, is often the smartest player on the ice. 

Extra games in college on a vaunted top line in Duluth taught him about playing in a skilled role and on the power play. Extra games in the AHL taught him about positioning and the importance of structure in the professional game. 

"Well, you can definitely see what our scouts and management saw in him," said Kyle Brodziak, who has played with Fontaine on the third line this season and grew up 20 minutes from his hometown. "He's a very smart player. He's always in the right spot. He knows where the puck is, where it's going and where it's coming in from. He's just a good all-around player." 

But that's part of why it took so long for Fontaine to get his chance. Speed like Jason Zucker's jumps out. The size of Charlie Coyle jumps out. The playmaking ability of Mikael Granlund jumps out. 

But it's harder to make an immediate impact by being an intelligent hockey player. 

Fontaine is a rookie, but he's closer in age to Zach Parise than Zucker, Coyle or Granlund. He's tied for the sixth-most goals by an NHL rookie, but is at least three years older than those ahead of him. 

For Fontaine, it took longer. But he got to the next level. 

"You can look at it that way," he said. "I feel like for everyone there's an adjustment period unless you're the elite of the elite. 

"For me, it was a process I'm glad I took that route. I think it formed me into a better all-around player and helped get me where I am today." 

This season might have been Fontaine's last chance to become an everyday NHL player. 

He is in the final year of his contract with the Wild and if he didn't make the team this season, it's hard to imagine many teams would have given a legitimate chance to a would-be 27-year-old without NHL experience. 

But after being passed over on midseason call-ups -- something he admits was frustrating -- Fontaine opened the season on the Wild's roster. He hasn't been back to the AHL. 

Yeo points to Fontaine's "hockey IQ" as one of the biggest reasons for his success this season. But what Yeo said he likes most is that he's able to put Fontaine in a variety of roles because of that intelligence. 

Fontaine has spent time on the top line this season and on the power play. 

Most recently -- as Parise returned from injury and the Wild prepare for Mikko Koivu's return -- Fontaine has been moved to the fourth line, a rare place for a team's third-leading scorer. 

That's fine with Fontaine, though. He believes he will get an opportunity for more ice time. 

And when he gets a chance, he will take advantage of it. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild stumble in Calgary to conclude road trip

By Chad Graff
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Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper, center, kicks the puck away from Calgary Flames' Lance Bouma, left, with the help of teammate Stephane Veilleux during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Calgary, Alberta, Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh)

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper, center, kicks the puck away from Calgary Flames' Lance Bouma, left, with the help of teammate Stephane Veilleux during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Calgary, Alberta, Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh)

Minnesota Wild Justin Fontaine, left, dumps Calgary Flames' TJ Brodie during second period of an NHL hockey game in Calgary, Alberta, Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh)

Minnesota Wild's Matt Cooke, left, fights with Calgary Flames' Chris Butler during first-period NHL hockey game action in Calgary, Alberta, Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh)

Minnesota Wild Matt Cooke is restrained by a linesman after fighting with Calgary Flames' Chris Butler during first period of an NHL hockey game in Calgary, Alberta, Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh)

Reto Berra #29 of the Calgary Flames defends net as Mikael Granlund #64 of the Minnesota Wild attempts a wrap-around during an NHL game at Scotiabank Saddledome on February 1, 2014 in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. (Photo by Derek Leung/Getty Images)

‹›

CALGARY, Alberta -- Keith Ballard stood next to Darcy Kuemper in front of the Wild's net. 

A few feet away, the entire Flames team was huddled in celebration along the boards. 

Ballard and Kuemper, though, had their heads tilted up watching the replay of Calgary's sudden-death goal in the Wild's 4-3 overtime loss here Saturday night. 

After dominating play for the final 20 minutes, the Wild still found a way to lose their second straight game despite playing their best hockey late. 

The Wild were outhit 10-2 in the first period, outshot 18-4 in the second period and trailed 3-1 with 10 minutes left thanks to a lackluster forecheck that yielded little. 

"Every time we got the puck in the offensive zone," coach Mike Yeo said, "we threw it away and gave it to them and broke it out for them.

Calgary Flames&#8217; Mikael Backlund, right, celebrates his goal with teammate Mark Giordano during the third period. Backlund also scored the game

Calgary Flames' Mikael Backlund, right, celebrates his goal with teammate Mark Giordano during the third period. Backlund also scored the game winning goal. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh) 

" 

Once again, though, the Wild stormed back with strong play late and this time earned a point behind a power play goal from Dany Heatley and a tally from Keith Ballard with 4:05 remaining in regulation. 

Thursday night in Colorado, the Wild nearly erased a three-goal deficit with strong play in the third period, but came up just short after digging themselves too big of a hole. The same thing happened Saturday night. 

"The first two periods the last two games have been wait-and-see," Heatley said. "And when we're like that we're not going to have success." 

For all of the Wild's momentum-building play in the third period, multiple defensive breakdowns led to the game-winner from Mikael Backlund, his second goal of the night. 

"I think we were looking for easier stuff and not harder stuff," Yeo said. "Later in the game we recognized that." 

Similar to Thursday night, the Wild waited too long before mounting much of a comeback. They allowed a shorthanded goal early in the third period and trailed 3-1. 

Largely because of a better forecheck, though, they maintained control of the play leading to the goals from Heatley and Ballard. 

"It was great that the guys battled back, but we've got to be ready to play 60 minutes," Yeo said.

Minnesota Wild Zach Parise, center, gets slammed into the net by Calgary Flames&#8217; Ladislav Smid, right, during the first period of Saturday&#8217;s

Minnesota Wild Zach Parise, center, gets slammed into the net by Calgary Flames' Ladislav Smid, right, during the first period of Saturday's game in Calgary, Alberta. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh) 

 "If you're content to stay on the outside, then that's what you'll get." 

They still have two more games before the long break. And they're still playing without top defenseman Jared Spurgeon and captain Mikko Koivu. 

But a road trip filled with optimism and opportunity following a huge win in Anaheim didn't yield the results hoped. 

The Wild earned a point in San Jose, a place they struggle against a good team. The following game was their best of the season, a 4-2 victory over the NHL-leading Anaheim Ducks. 

But they lost the next two after failing to start properly in each. 

"It depends how you want to look at it or how you want to write it," Yeo said. "You could say that our guys at the end of a long road trip battled back when you're down 3-1 with 10 minutes left. You could point to that as quite a positive. Obviously when you lose a game in overtime it's frustrating and disappointing, but our guys did battle back and that's a good sign." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Dan Ellis, Stars shut out NHL-leading Ducks 2-0

By GREG BEACHAM AP Sports Writer
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Dallas Stars' Rich Peverley (17) and Cody Eakin (20) congratulate... ((AP Photo/Alex Gallardo))
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ANAHEIM, Calif.—Dan Ellis learned a few things about the Anaheim Ducks' top scorers during 1 1/2 seasons as the team's backup goalie, and he put all that knowledge to work in a breakthrough victory for the Dallas Stars. 

Ellis made 26 saves against his former team in his 14th career shutout, and Trevor Daley scored in the Stars' 2-0 victory over the Ducks on Saturday night. 

Ellis played in 23 games as a backup in Anaheim from February 2011 to 2012, but did his best work while absorbing innumerable shots in practice from Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Teemu Selanne. 

Ellis used that familiarity throughout his second victory over the Ducks this season, even denying Perry's point-blank chance in the final minute by getting an outstretched pad in front of an open net.

Dallas Stars center Shawn Horcoff (10) battles Anaheim Ducks defenseman Hampus Lindholm (47), of Sweden and defenseman Francois Beauchemin (23) for the

Dallas Stars center Shawn Horcoff (10) battles Anaheim Ducks defenseman Hampus Lindholm (47), of Sweden and defenseman Francois Beauchemin (23) for the puck in the first period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014, in Anaheim, Calif. ((AP Photo/Alex Gallardo))

"I've practiced with them, and I understand some things they like to do," Ellis said with a smile. 

Captain Jamie Benn added an empty-net goal with 28 seconds left for the Stars, who snapped a five-game road skid with one of their biggest wins of a mediocre season. 

Ellis had sat out the Stars' previous nine games since Jan. 12, and he acknowledged a bit of game rust in his return. But Kari Lehtonen's veteran backup posted Dallas' third shutout victory in its last six games, and coach Lindy Ruff said Ellis probably will get more playing time in the final week before Lehtonen and Ruff head to the Olympics. 

"He gave us a rock-solid game," Ruff said of Ellis. "We only had a couple of big breakdowns, and he was there for us." 

After the game, Ellis met up in the hallway between the dressing rooms with Jonas Hiller, the Ducks' starter during Ellis' time with the club. 

"I loved my time here," Ellis said. "It's still the best place I've ever played and lived in, but it was good to get these two points for us." 

Hiller stopped 25 shots for the NHL-leading Ducks, who were shut out for the first time all season. Anaheim has lost three of five at Honda Center after opening the season 20-0-2 at home.

Anaheim Ducks defenseman Francois Beauchemin (23) pushes on Dallas Stars right wing Valeri Nichushkin (43), of Russia for control of the puck with Ducks

Anaheim Ducks defenseman Francois Beauchemin (23) pushes on Dallas Stars right wing Valeri Nichushkin (43), of Russia for control of the puck with Ducks center Saku Koivu, left, of Finland trailing in the first period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014, in Anaheim, Calif. ((AP Photo/Alex Gallardo))

At the start of a four-game stretch over eight days before the Olympic break, the grind of the regular season is finally hitting the Ducks after two spectacular months. Anaheim is 4-4 since Jan. 15, but still five points ahead of defending champion Chicago atop the overall standings. 

"We didn't have any sustained pressure," Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said. "Against a team like Dallas, you have to win the board battles. If you don't win them, their speed is so good, it's going to be a real tough game for you." 

The Ducks played without third-leading scorer Nick Bonino after the versatile center injured his wrist. Boudreau also scratched healthy offense-minded forwards Dustin Penner and Kyle Palmieri. 

While Anaheim's roll has slowed, Dallas is looking to build momentum into the break during a three-game West Coast trip over the next five days. The Stars began the day in an 11th-place tie in the Western Conference. 

After a scoreless first period, Daley got his fourth goal of the season early in the second on the rebound of a shot by center Cody Eakin, who blew by Patrick Maroon to create the chance. 

Only Hiller kept the score close with a handful of stellar plays in the final two periods, including a post-to-post toe save on Rich Peverley late in the second. Hiller has lost his last three home starts after his franchise-record 14-game winning streak ended last month. 

"It seems like one game we play pretty good, then the next game it seems like we've lost everything again," Hiller said. "We don't have that consistency. You can't just always think you can come back in the third period to win a game." 

Anaheim had several decent chances in the final minutes, but was shut out for the first time since last March 27. 

The Ducks also lost defenseman Mark Fistric to a lower-body injury early in the game. 

NOTES: Along with Bonino, the Ducks had three prominent healthy scratches who have combined for 90 points this season: Penner, Palmieri and D Bryan Allen. ... Just 41 seconds in, Eakin skated to the Stars dressing room with a bloody cut on his face after he got hit by the puck. He returned for the second period. ... Daley has three goals in his last 10 games after scoring just once in his first 31 this season.

Rare Michalek goal helps Coyotes beat Penguins 3-1

By BOB BAUM AP Sports Writer

Posted:   02/01/2014 09:36:56 PM CST | Updated:   18 days ago
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Phoenix Coyotes' Connor Murphy (5) collides with Pittsburgh Penguins... ((AP Photo/Ralph Freso))
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GLENDALE, Ariz.—Two nights after losing to the Eastern Conference's worst team, the Phoenix Coyotes handled the best. 

Zbynek Michalek scored against his former team, his first goal in 83 games, and the Coyotes became the first Pacific Division team to beat the Pittsburgh Penguins in regulation this season with a 3-1 victory on Saturday night. 

Mike Ribeiro had a goal and an assist for Phoenix. Radim Vrbata scored the third goal for the Coyotes, who were coming off perhaps their worst loss of the season, 3-2 at home to the Buffalo Sabres on Thursday night. 

"I think we had something to prove," Michalek said. "We believed in this room that when we play the right way, we can play against any team.

Phoenix Coyotes goaltender Mike Smith (41) makes a diving glove save on the shot by Pittsburgh Penguins&#8217; Brian Gibbons (49) during the first period

Phoenix Coyotes goaltender Mike Smith (41) makes a diving glove save on the shot by Pittsburgh Penguins' Brian Gibbons (49) during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014, in Glendale, Ariz. ((AP Photo/Ralph Freso))

 I think tonight was a great effort by everybody." 

Evgeni Malkin scored for the Penguins, who entered 8-0-1 against Pacific Division foes. 

Michalek's previous goal was scored on March 5, 2012, for Pittsburgh against Phoenix. 

"It's been almost two years," he said. "Hopefully I don't have to wait that long for the next one." 

Michalek acknowledged that he had extra motivation for this one. 

"For sure," he said. "This one feels good, and for me even sweeter. Anytime you play against your former team, you want to show up, you want to win." 

The Penguins, who had won three straight over the Coyotes, made their first appearance in Arizona in 3 1-2 years. 

Mike Smith, back in goal after Phoenix had gone with Thomas Greiss the previous two games, made 23 saves. Pittsburgh's Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 27 shots. 

With just 24 shots, the Penguins' offense was off its usual form. 

"Tonight was a tough-fought game. There wasn't a lot out there," Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said. "That's the kind of games we expect. We have to be able to play a patient game, not be taking chances with the way we play or the way we play with the puck." 

Playing in front 17,362, the Coyotes' second-largest home crowd this season, Pittsburgh fell behind 2-0. The Penguins made it a one-goal game before Vrbata's shot on a 2-on-1 rush slipped through Fleury to make it 3-1 with 15:47 to play. 

The Penguins fell to 2-10 in games in which NHL scoring leader Sidney Crosby fails to get a point. 

"They play good team defense as a group," Crosby said. "I think we didn't make it tough enough on them. We didn't hold the puck in their zone. They're pretty good at blocking shots and getting their stick on pucks. 

"You have to give them credit, but I don't think we did a good enough job of creating, either. I think we could have done more there." 

Coyotes coach Dave Tippett credited the defense of Oliver Ekman-Larsson against the Crosby line. 

"Ollie was all-world there," Tippett said. "That's an unbelievable game by him." 

Ekman-Larsson called it "a good challenge for me and Z (Michalek)." 

"I think we did a pretty good job all night," he said. "So it was fun." 

Ribeiro put Phoenix ahead 1-0 with his 14th goal of the season and 200th of his career. 

His wrist shot from the left circle got past Fleury's left side and rattled in with 7:18 to play in the opening period. David Schlemnko and Antoine Vermette had assists. 

Vermette extended his career-high point streak to seven games. 

Ribeiro's goal came just after Pittsburgh killed a penalty. 

After Pittsburgh's prolific power play failed to score, Phoenix made it 2-0 on Michalek's slap shot past Fleury with 9:50 left in the second. Ekman-Larsson and Ribeiro got the assists. 

The Penguins made it one-goal game when Malkin scored his 16th of the season, from the right side of the net off a pass from James Neal. Jussi Jokinen also got an assist on the goal. 

NOTES: Pittsburgh is 11-4-1 against the Western Conference. ... The Penguins are 10-13-1 when their opponent scores first. ... Pittsburgh's Olli Maatta left the ice after taking a puck to the face in the third period. ... The only other Pacific Division team to beat Pittsburgh was Edmonton 4-3 in OT on Jan. 10. ... The Penguins last played in Arizona in November 2010.

Flyers beat Kings 2-0 behind Mason's 3rd shutout

By JOE RESNICK Associated Press

Posted:   02/01/2014 05:46:28 PM CST

Updated:   02/01/2014 07:09:16 PM CST

Click photo to enlarge

Philadelphia Flyers goalie Steve Mason (35) waits as Los Angeles KIngs... ((AP Photo/Reed Saxon))
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LOS ANGELES—Steve Mason didn't care that the Los Angeles Kings were having trouble lately putting the puck in the net. 

He was more concerned about getting himself back in a groove. 

Mason posted his second shutout in three games with 35 saves and Wayne Simmonds scored his 100th NHL goal, leading the Philadelphia Flyers to a 2-0 victory on Saturday. 

It was the 22nd career shutout and third this season for Mason, who stopped 33 shots in a 5-0 win against Detroit last Tuesday after getting pulled by coach Craig Berube in two of his previous three starts. 

"You've got to have a short-term memory," the six-year veteran said. "People like to talk about negative things, and as players, you've just got to put it behind you and move on.

Philadelphia Flyers right wing Wayne Simmonds, left, scores on Los Angeles Kings goalie Jonathan Quick, upper right, as defenseman Jake Muzzin looks on

Philadelphia Flyers right wing Wayne Simmonds, left, scores on Los Angeles Kings goalie Jonathan Quick, upper right, as defenseman Jake Muzzin looks on during the second period of an NHL hockey game, Saturday, Feb. 1, 2014, in Los Angeles. ((AP Photo/Reed Saxon))

"It was pretty much a 1-0 game the whole way, so there's not room for error. They have some big forwards up front and guys who can come to the net hard." 

Claude Giroux added his 17th goal on a power play with 1:58 left, converting a cross-ice pass at the left of the crease from Scott Hartnell while Matt Greene was serving an interference penalty. The Flyers have had a power-play goal in six straight games. 

The Kings have scored fewer than three goals in 16 of 20 games since their 25-8-4 start, and are 5-13-2 during that stretch with five shutout losses. When they score more than two, they are 19-3-0. 

Los Angeles has only three goals in its past six games combined—all of them by Anze Kopitar. Mason got a huge break with less than 3 1/2 minutes left, when Justin Williams tried a wraparound and hit the left post. 

"We just need that dirty goal," Kings forward Tyler Toffoli said. "I think we had chances to bury them tonight and couldn't finish them, so we've really got to bear down. It's time to get back on track. It's just two games before the (Olympic) break, so we've got to get ourselves going in the right direction." 

The Flyers had managed only five shots on net before Simmonds got his 18th goal at 7:48 of the first period. Jonathan Quick, who faced only 13 shots, overplayed Vincent Lecavalier at the right of the crease along with Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin following a turnover by the Kings in their zone, and Simmonds slammed the puck into a wide-open net. 

"I've been sitting on 99 for five games, so it felt good to get it," Simmonds said. "I got my first one here and my 100th in this building, so it was pretty nice. I've been playing with great linemates and I've been really determined this year." 

Simmonds and teammate Brayden Schenn returned to Staples Center for the first time since the Kings swapped them for Mike Richards in June 2011. 

"It was a little bit difficult, obviously, not knowing anything else in the NHL," Simmonds said. "The Kings gave me an opportunity to play in this league, and I'm forever grateful for that. But once you get traded, it's a business and immediately you've got to try and forget about it. 

"I gave my heart to the Kings, and now my heart's with the Flyers. I bleed orange now, and that's the way it's going to be. It was nice to see some familiar faces, but there are no friends when you lace up the skates." 

The Kings' Robyn Regehr played in his 1,000th NHL regular-season game, becoming the 98th defenseman in NHL history to reach that plateau, and the club marked the occasion with a pregame ceremony. Regehr's first game was Oct. 28, 1999, with the Calgary Flames at Ottawa. Among those taking part in Saturday's ceremony were former Calgary teammate Craig Conroy and Regehr's grandmother, who wore a Flames jersey with his old No. 28. 

Kings coach Darryl Sutter appreciates what Regehr has gone through to get this far. They were together for three seasons in Calgary—including 2003-04, when the Flames came within one victory of winning the Stanley Cup. 

"With the injuries he's had and the way he trains, you have to give him a lot of credit for him to continue to play the same way and continue to be a really good role model for young players," Sutter said. 

"He's obviously not the player he was, because that's just what happens as you get older. But the role model part is really good—especially for the young players to see that." 

This was the first meeting between the Kings and Flyers since Oct. 15, 2011, when Los Angeles won 3-2. It also was a reunion for Kings center Jeff Carter, whom the Flyers traded to Columbus on June 23, 2011—the same day they dealt Richards to Los Angeles. 

Eight months later, the Kings acquired Richards by sending Jack Johnson to the Blue Jackets. Carter and Richards led Los Angeles to its first Stanley Cup title in 2012, two years after helping the Flyers get to the finals. 

NOTES: Richards has one goal in his past 32 games, and that one came on the power play. Carter has no goals in his past six games, following a four-game goal streak. ... Kings C Colin Fraser is one of seven forwards in the league to have played 30 or more games this season without scoring a goal—and average at least nine minutes of ice time. ... Among the numerous Kings-Flyers connections is fan favorite Ian Laperriere, who played eight-plus seasons with Los Angeles and is now an assistant coach with Philadelphia.
Minn.'s Ramsey carries on family hockey tradition

By BETSY HELFAND Minnesota Daily
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MINNEAPOLIS—When Jill Ramsey first saw her oldest daughter, Rachel, suited up in hockey gear, she cried. 

Jill Ramsey is a former dancer. Her husband, Mike Ramsey, was a member of the 1980 U.S. Olympic team and a former NHL player. 

The Ramseys let their three children choose their own paths—two chose hockey, one chose dance. 

Rachel took after her father, despite the lack of opportunities for girls in hockey at the time. 

"I imagined both girls would probably be in dance or other sports, but not hockey," Jill told the Minnesota Daily (http://bit.ly/1ftrjc8). "But literally within six months of (Rachel) actually playing, I just knew it was her passion, and I've been her biggest fan ever since." 

Rachel is now a junior defenseman for the University of Minnesota's back-to-back national champion women's team, and she is a key piece of the Gophers' defensive corps like her dad once was. 

Her younger brother, Jack, currently plays for the Penticton Vees in British Columbia and signed a National Letter of Intent in November to play for the Gophers men's team. 

When he hits the ice with the maroon and gold on his chest, he will be the third person in his immediate family to do so. 

Hannah, the family's middle child, is a sophomore at the University of St. Thomas. She had the option to play hockey as well but instead decided to dance competitively. 

Still, hockey is ever-present in the Ramsey family. Hannah said that between carpools, picking up her siblings and going to their games, she felt like she spent about as much time at the rink as they did. 

"It's definitely a family thing whether you're on the team or not," she said. 

Rachel started her hockey career in upstate New York, where Mike Ramsey was an assistant coach with the Buffalo Sabres. The family moved to Minnesota after her father took a job as an assistant coach with the Minnesota Wild. 

While girls' youth hockey in the late 1990s wasn't as popular as it is today, Rachel had the unique opportunity to grow up skating at the Xcel Energy Center. 

Rachel said it was just her and Jack skating at the Xcel for the most part, but Hannah would also occasionally come and swing her stick around at her brother and sister. 

The siblings had the opportunity to learn the ins and outs of the game from NHL players and coaches. But there was one coach whose advice they didn't always seek out—their father. 

"(Former Wild head coach) Jacques Lemaire taught the kids a lot. At that age, your parents really don't know anything," Jill Ramsey said. "Now, looking back, they probably would acknowledge that their dad knew a little bit about what he was telling them." 

Rachel said she didn't always take her father's advice, so he would send others to teach her. 

"They just said what he wanted them to say," she said. 

As young kids, Rachel said, she and her brother would skate around the rink before the Wild held open practices. 

"A few fans would trickle in, and we used to skate around and pretend the fans were there for us," Rachel said. "We'd get so excited when there were people in the stands." 

Now, fans fill arenas to see them play. 

Mike Ramsey played for Minnesota for a season, winning a national title under Herb Brooks before leaving for the 1980 "Miracle on Ice" U.S. Olympic team and, eventually, the NHL. 

He went on only one college visit. 

"For me, it was a no-brainer," he said. 

Rachel and Jack went on a few more visits than their father, but for the kids who grew up in the area, Minnesota was the logical choice. 

"You grow up watching the Minnesota Gophers," Jack said. "It's a childhood dream, so being able to make that a reality is just obviously a dream come true." 

For Rachel, two pivotal points growing up impacted her decision. 

In her under-12 season, a few members of the Gophers women's roster came to talk to her team. 

"I thought it was the coolest thing in the world," Rachel said. "I was like, 'I want to be just like those girls.' And it stuck." 

Around the same time, her grandparents took her to her first Gophers women's hockey game.  

Her mouth was open the entire time. 

"My grandma kept reaching over and tapping my jaw shut and telling me to close my mouth because flies were going to get in," Rachel said. 

In both college decisions, Mike largely removed himself from the equation, letting his children make their own choices. 

After Rachel committed to Minnesota, she said, she could see her dad getting a little teary-eyed. 

"I've always been a Gophers fan, and so to have your kids be able to play in your hometown, your home state, for your home team, it's pretty special," Mike said. 

The name "Ramsey" might be on the back of both a Gophers women's and a men's jersey next season. 

Rachel will be a senior, and Jack could be a freshman, though that's still up in the air. 

Gophers head men's coach Don Lucia said if he retains much of his current roster, the plan is for Jack to spend another year in juniors. 

"I think right now, he's still in the developmental curve," Lucia said. "He has to continue to get stronger." 

Freshman forward Vinni Lettieri, Jack's former teammate at Minnetonka High School, said he thinks Jack has a bright future ahead of him. 

"He has great speed, great hands and can really shoot the puck well," Lettieri said. "He has tall stature, which helps him out tremendously." 

At 6 feet, Rachel is the tallest player on the women's team, and her height plays to her advantage. 

So does her background. 

"When you grow up in a hockey family . you probably understand the game better than most," Gophers head women's coach Brad Frost said. 

Frost said he thinks one of Rachel's greatest strengths is her understanding of the game, and teammate senior defenseman Baylee Gillanders said Rachel has a lot of "hockey sense." 

Growing up with a coach certainly contributed to that for both Rachel and Jack. 

"I have my coaches in my locker room, and obviously, they do a ton for me, and then I get off the ice and there's a coach waiting for me," Jack said. "Sometimes he's brutally honest with me, but it's all for the best." 

These days, more so than when they were younger, the Ramseys are apt to take their father's hockey advice. 

"He catches all of my games online," Jack said. "I'll get out of the rink after every game and wait for a phone call or text. He critiques my game. It's really nice." 

When her kids were growing up, Jill Ramsey said, she used to clock her miles every week. 

With Rachel and Jack's hockey, Hannah's dance and her husband often on the road with his busy coaching schedule, she said she usually averaged between 400 and 500 miles per week. 

"She was up at the 5 a.m. practices getting us to and from, always running the carpools," Rachel said. "She was a big factor in the success of all of us." 

Now, two of her kids are about 25 miles from home, and eventually her third will be, too. 

And after all that driving, Jill said it's an "absolute blessing" that her three kids will be close. 

"(It's the) icing on the cake," she said. "It's wonderful." 

It allows for a lot more family time—and family dinners, where the topic of conversation is often—what else—hockey. 

"There (are) definitely times at the dinner table where my mom or I will be like, 'OK, can we stop talking about the game for a minute?'" Hannah said. "(It's) always out of a place of love." 

For the Ramseys, hockey is "kind of a way of life," Hannah said. 

"We have a lot of different things going on," he said, "but it always seems to come back to hockey." 

——— 

Information from: The Minnesota Daily, http://www.mndaily.com/
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Torrey Mitchell warms up before the first period against the Florida Panthers at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Friday, November

Minnesota Wild's Torrey Mitchell warms up before the first period against the Florida Panthers at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Friday, November 15, 2013. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 

CALGARY, Alberta -- At the beginning of each season, Wild coach Mike Yeo has an idea of the point production he hopes to get from his players. 

Naturally, the hopes aren't always met -- for better or worse -- but he likes to have an idea of where players will be at in terms of point production. 

Saturday, after Yeo admitted winger Torrey Mitchell wasn't on pace for what he hoped, Mitchell was set to be a healthy scratch for the first time this season. 

Mitchell entered this season averaging a goal every 10 games. This season, though, Mitchell has recorded just one goal in 53 games. 

"At the beginning of the year, you're hoping for certain numbers from certain players," Yeo said earlier in the week. "And we're not on track with him right now." 

Mitchell has still recorded eight assists this season and has provided speed to the fourth line. 

"There's no question he's been playing hard, he's been focused on the defensive part," Yeo said. "But we need everybody to find a way to contribute at some point. We definitely are a team that needs to rely on everybody." 

Mitchell's role has primarily been in a high-energy defensive position this season, spending much of it on the fourth line. Because of that, naturally, his numbers aren't expected to be high. His lone goal this season came when he was briefly put on the top line. 

But as Jason Zucker returned to the lineup Saturday night, Mitchell was the odd forward out for the first time this season. 

"I don't know that we're demanding that he goes out and scores goals every night," Yeo said. "Certainly we want everybody to contribute. If you're part of the lineup, then there's going to come a time where we want you to produce. But more than anything else, what are you doing as a player that fits in with your game and how are you helping the team bring momentum and be effective on the ice." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Maroon and gold sweaters set up camp near the Michigan State net in the first period Saturday night at Mariucci Arena. It was obvious Minnesota wanted swift revenge. 

After Friday night's 2-2 tie, the Gophers outshot the Spartans 17-4 in the period and took a 1-0 lead. But Michigan State didn't yield and gave Minnesota all it could handle all night. 

The Gophers attacked for 38 shots, and Spartans goalie Jake Hildebrand stopped all but one in Minnesota's 1-0 win. 

The top-ranked Gophers are 2-0-2 in their first four Big Ten games against the Spartans, with both wins by one goal. 

"They have all been tight, and that is what we expected," said Gophers coach Don Lucia. "That was one of my messages. I don't care if it's 1-0 or 2-1, whatever it takes.

 We have to find a way to win." 

The Gophers (19-2-5, 8-0-2 Big Ten) started the game with a flurry of shots. Junior center Kyle Rau beat Hildebrand at 6:44 of the first period, but it didn't seem like it would be the only goal. 

"It was a huge first period," said Gophers goalie Adam Wilcox, who recorded his third shutout of the season. "We haven't had a first period like that in a while. We knew we were rolling from the start, and we didn't stop the whole 60 minutes." 

It was Rau's seventh goal of the season, with assists from Mike Reilly and Hudson Fasching, who has a point in five straight games. 

"He has been steady," Lucia said. "He is playing his big, strong, power hockey, which he has done most of the year, and he was very effective for us." 

Rau, Reilly and Travis Boyd each had five shots. 

"I liked the way we played tonight," Lucia said. "I thought that it was hard fought whistle to whistle. We had a lot of good energy tonight. We blocked shots and played with good tempo and pace throughout the game." 

Wilcox had averaged 35 saves in the previous three games, but the Gophers limited the Spartans to 19 shots Saturday. Michigan State (8-13-4, 2-5-3) outshot Minnesota 30-28 Friday. 

"Adam didn't have to make a lot of saves," Lucia said. "That is something that we talked about. We had given up a lot of shots recently, and we had to play better defensively and take away more time and space." 

Lucia cited the return of defenseman Ben Marshall from a one-game NCAA suspension as a helpful addition to the defense. 

"It's all about how well you play without the puck and defensively," Lucia said. "We did a much better job of that tonight." 

Offensively, Lucia said he was pleased with the quality scoring chances even though the Gophers scored only one goal for the third time this season. 

"We hit a couple of pipes tonight and had a couple of good, clean looks," Lucia said. "Even if we had lost tonight, I would have been disappointed, but not upset." 

Briefly 

About 15 coaches and players from the 1974 national championship team were honored during the first intermission. The Gophers went 22-11-6 and beat Michigan Tech 4-2 for the title. The Gophers were coached by Herb Brooks and became the first of five Minnesota teams to win a national title. Center Mike Polich led the team with 19 goals and 52 points.

Olympic hockey: Wild captain Mikko Koivu could wear the 'C' for Finland
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Mikko Koivu of Finland handles the puck Feb. 27, 2010, during the bronze medal game between Finland and Slovakia of the Vancouver 2010 Winter Olympics.

Mikko Koivu of Finland handles the puck Feb. 27, 2010, during the bronze medal game between Finland and Slovakia of the Vancouver 2010 Winter Olympics. (Photo by Harry How/Getty Images) 

Cracking the stoicism of Wild captain Mikko Koivu can be a fool's errand. Broaching the notion of assuming that title from his older brother and leading his native Finland at the Sochi Olympics, however, reveals a deep reservoir of national pride within the nine-year NHL veteran. 

"Whew," Koivu says, pausing briefly when asked about wearing the "C" for his country. "Obviously, it's a huge honor, especially in the Olympics." 

Saku Koivu has captained four Finnish Olympic teams since 1998, more than any of his countrymen, including International Ice Hockey Federation hall of fame defenseman Timo Jutila. 

Saku withdrew from the Games last month because a concussion he suffered in October while playing for the Anaheim Ducks disrupted his season. The younger Koivu, too, has been nicked, sidelined since undergoing ankle surgery on Jan. 6. He vows, however, to be ready for Sochi. 

The Finns have not yet named a captain, but the obvious choice is 30-year-old Mikko, the versatile, fiercely competitive two-way center who has captained Minnesota since 2009-10 and is poised for the role of a lifetime. 

"You look at the players that had it," he said, "you realize what kind of players and people they are. ... It's the best way for any individual to realize how big an honor and responsibility it is." 

The Finns never have won an Olympic gold medal, but they have been the most consistent country in the quadrennial tournament since NHL players started competing 16 years ago. 

They finished fourth at Salt Lake City in 2002 but medaled the other three times, winning silver in the 2006 Games at Turin in Mikko Koivu's Olympics debut. 

That team posted an impressive five shutouts and allowed just three even-strength goals in eight games, losing to archrival Sweden 3-2 in the gold medal match. Koivu won bronze at Vancouver in 2010 and also played on Finland's 2011 world championship team. 

He has almost 100 games of international experience spanning 14 years.

Finland&#8217;s Teemu Selanne (8) talks with Mikko Koivu (9) and Saku Koivu (11) after beating Germany 5-0 in a preliminary round men&#8217;s ice hockey

Finland's Teemu Selanne (8) talks with Mikko Koivu (9) and Saku Koivu (11) after beating Germany 5-0 in a preliminary round men's ice hockey game Feb. 19, 2010, at the Vancouver 2010 Olympics. (AP Photo/Julie Jacobson) 

"There's no secrets. I guess there is (but) even the players don't know what they are. It just clicks," Koivu said, snapping his fingers. "In Torino, we had it from Day One all the way to the end. The way we played was something I was never part of (before). It's going to be tough to be that dominant as a team, being good in every single game." 

After finishing third behind the United States and reigning champion Canada, the Finns return 10 Olympians from Vancouver, including veteran playmakers Teemu Selanne of Anaheim, Winnipeg's Olli Jokinen and San Jose goaltender Antti Niemi. 

Second-year Wild center Mikael Granlund headlines a new generation that includes a pair of teenagers in Florida Panthers forward Aleksander Barkov and Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Olli Maatta. 

"I don't think anyone talks about Finland when you talk about the gold, but we believe that we always have a chance to do good in a tournament," Koivu said. "You can't push it. You can't say, 'Now, we're going to be a good team.' It just has to happen. There's going to be some adversity you face in the tournament; you just have to get over it, get tight as a team and grow each and every day." 

The venerable Selanne will become just the second hockey player to participate in six Olympics, joining countryman Raimo Helminen (1984-2002). The 43-year-old winger debuted at Albertville in 1992, playing his final game of the tournament four days before Granlund was born. 

"That guy is unreal," Granlund said. "He's such a legend. And he's such a nice person; 43 years old and he still can play in this league and really do well. That's something not too many guys can do. It's awesome." 

Granlund already has 56 games of international experience for Finland's junior and national clubs, equaling more than half of his NHL resume. His lacrosse-style, scoop-and-score goal against Russia at the 2011 world championship helped Finland win gold and made Granlund a teenage legend. 

"It's the Olympics, so you always want to be there, to represent your country. I'm just so excited about that," Granlund said. "I played in world championships and stuff. I know it's such a big deal in Finland. It's the biggest sport there." 

Finland's population of 5.4 million would nestle the Nordic country between Wisconsin (5.6 million) and Minnesota (5.2 million) among the top-20 U.S. states. 

Fiercely independent after fighting off invading Soviet troops during World War II, Finland modernized from a mostly agrarian society to a sophisticated, self-sustaining country that coalesced around its national hockey program. 

Over the past 20 years, Finland has won four Olympic medals and 11 world championships. The last world title in 2011 touched off a delirious celebration in the streets of its capital, Helsinki. 

International hockey matters to the Finns. 

"Big time," Koivu said. "It comes from the success. That's how you create expectations. We're proud of our country, our independence and the way we got it. It's a long time ago but not that long. Our grandparents were there during the war. I think that has something to do with it. 

"Our generation, our moms and dads, were raised by grandparents who went through the war. You hear the stories, you know the history. Hockey is a huge part of that." 

Koivu wants to write a new chapter, this one with a Russian dateline. 

Follow Brian Murphy on twitter.com/murphPPress. 

WORLDLY, WILDLY POPULAR FINNS 

Minnesota centers Mikko Koivu and Mikael Granlund have a wealth of international hockey experience 

                        Age        GP        G        A        Pts.        Notes 

Koivu                30        97        16        48        64        3-time Olympian, silver and bronze medalist; 2011 world champion 

Granlund        21        56        22        53        75        Olympics debut; 2011 world champion, bronze medalist 2009 world junior championships
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Minnesota&#8217;s Jason Zucker celebrates his Jan. 4 second period goal against Washington at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)

Minnesota's Jason Zucker celebrates his Jan. 4 second period goal against Washington at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

CALGARY, Alberta -- Against big teams on the road, Wild coach Mike Yeo has noticed a different game from his team when Jason Zucker is in the lineup. 

The 22-year-old winger doesn't provide the grit and strong play along the walls that some other players, Mike Rupp included, do. 

Because of that, Zucker sat out the last three games -- all on the road against good teams -- as a healthy scratch, before returning to the Wild lineup here Saturday. 

"We've seen a different game from our team and from him playing against some of these heavy teams on the road," Yeo said. "And that was why we went with the different lineup." 

Zucker's streak of sitting out games started when Zach Parise returned from injury. 

He played one game on the fourth line, which was a different role for the highly-skilled speedster. 

"It's pretty obvious when a guy like Zach Parise comes back somebody has to go and obviously I've been the call-up this year so it made sense for me to be that first guy," Zucker said. "I've just got to play my game. I've got to eliminate all mistakes in my game. I've got to be strong defensively, got to be strong on the wall. Until I do that consistently, I may be up and down." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild have decisions to make when Spurgeon returns, maybe Tuesday
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Minnesota&#8217;s Jared Spurgeon waits during a faceoff against the Anaheim Ducks at Honda Center on Dec. 11 in Anaheim, Calif. (Photo by Jeff Gross/Getty

Minnesota's Jared Spurgeon waits during a faceoff against the Anaheim Ducks at Honda Center on Dec. 11 in Anaheim, Calif. (Photo by Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

CALGARY, Alberta -- Defenseman Jared Spurgeon participated in Wild practice for a third straight day in the final stages of a return from a foot/ankle injury, but wasn't healthy enough to play here Saturday night. 

His return is likely Tuesday night against Tampa Bay, the Wild's next game. 

Without him, the Wild have benefited from a resurgence in Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner's game. 

When Spurgeon returns, coach Mike Yeo will have to decide which player (likely between Keith Ballard and Stoner) comes out. 

"We would've had a tough decision today for sure if he was coming into the lineup because guys have elevated their game," Yeo said. "Stoner has been playing a physical game, and Ballard has taken his game to another level, and Prosser obviously what he's come in and done." 

Captain Mikko Koivu, recovering from ankle surgery, is a "long shot" to play Tuesday Yeo said, but didn't speculate whether Koivu could play Thursday in the Wild's final game before the Olympic break. 

Follow Chad Graf at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild find right top line combo in Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville
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Minnesota&#8217;s Zach Parise, center, celebrates his goal against the Colorado Avalanche with teammates Mikael Granlund, left and Jason Pominville during

Minnesota's Zach Parise, center, celebrates his goal against the Colorado Avalanche with teammates Mikael Granlund, left and Jason Pominville during the third period Thursday in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez) 

CALGARY, Alberta -- For the first time, the Wild are set to enter a game with Mikael Granlund centering a top line alongside Zach Parise. 

While top center Mikko Koivu (ankle) has been sidelined, Parise had been playing on a line centered by Charlie Coyle. But after mixing up lines in the third period of Thursday's 5-4 loss at Denver, coach Mike Yeo found a winning combination in Parise, Granlund and Jason Pominville, who combined for three goals -- one from each. 

Yeo plans to go with that top line for Saturday's late game against the Flames at the Saddledome. 

"They were doing it the right way, and they were a threat every time they were on the ice," Yeo said. "Certainly those guys are leaders and guys we count on, so we'll get them together and see if they can keep rolling." 

After sitting three consecutive games, Jason Zucker appears primed to re-enter the lineup on the second line with Coyle and Dany Heatley. 

Nino Niederreiter moved to the third line for practice Friday, and Justin Fontaine was on the fourth. 

On the back end, defenseman Jared Spurgeon could return to the lineup after missing 13 straight games with a foot/ankle injury suffered when he blocked a shot Jan. 2. 

Spurgeon participated in full-contact practice Friday for the second straight day and, if all goes well Saturday morning, likely will play against the Flames. 

"I thought he looked really good moving the puck and showed no problems whatsoever working the 'D' zone," Yeo said. "It looked like he had some strong battle and some strength in it." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

One point might not come back to haunt the Gophers in their quest for the inaugural Big Ten Conference men's hockey championship, but if it does, they might remember Friday night. 

Top-ranked Minnesota opened a regular-season-ending stretch of a dozen games against Big Ten opponents by taking on Michigan State at Mariucci Arena. 

Creating some distance from the rest of the field was the game plan, but it got off to a stumbling start. 

Officially, the Gophers and Spartans played to a 2-2 overtime tie in front of 9,848, with each team receiving a point. But Michigan State earned a bonus point in the conference standings after a 2-1 edge following six shootout rounds. 

While Minnesota (18-2-5, 7-0-2 Big Ten) still leads the conference with 23 points, eight more than second-place Wisconsin, the Gophers weren't happy about surrendering a point to the unranked Spartans (8-12-4, 2-4-2). 

"We don't take that as a (tie),'' said Hudson Fasching, an Apple Valley native. "I think we will be motivated (for Saturday's rematch). They took points away from us, and we aren't happy about that. We will get the job done.'' 

The tie stretched the Gophers' unbeaten string to 13 games. Their last loss was a 6-2 drubbing by Minnesota-Duluth on Nov. 24. 

The Gophers were without three key players: forward Tom Serratore and Michael Brodzinski were out with lower-body injuries, and defenseman Ben Marshall was serving a one-game NCAA suspension for receiving a third game misconduct. Those missing pieces, however, weren't in the forefront during a tense shootout, Minnesota's second shootout loss to Michigan State this season. 

On the Spartans' third shootout attempt, Joe Cox initially was credited with a goal after the puck slid under Minnesota goalie Adam Wilcox while the net was dislodged. On television replays, it appeared that Wilcox pulled an old goalie trick by kicking the net away with his right leg, but officials reviewed the play and the goal was disallowed. 

Gophers coach Don Lucia said he didn't dwell on the play during the review. 

"It didn't have any bearing because they won eventually,'' he said. 

Michigan State's Matt Berry and Minnesota's Taylor Cammarata scored in the fifth round. In the sixth, the Spartans' JT Stenglein easily beat Wilcox on a wicked wrister, but Minnesota's Sam Warning couldn't answer. 

"They were a lot of fun, but a little stressful,'' Fasching said of the shootout. 

Overtime and a shootout didn't seem as though it would be necessary the way the Gophers generated scoring chances in the third period, especially in the final minute, when they controlled the puck with crafty play. 

"We had chances,'' Lucia said. "(Michigan State) did a good job of deflecting us away from their net.'' 

The Gophers opened with a flurry in the third period, and their sudden burst was rewarded with just more than five minutes elapsed. Minnesota climbed into a 2-2 tie when former Lakeville South standout Justin Kloos streaked toward the crease and deflected in a wrist shot by teammate Brady Skjei, who was a few strides inside the blue line. 

The goal, with 14:33 left in regulation, was reviewed to confirm that Kloos didn't kick the puck into the net. 

Fasching cut a two-goal Minnesota deficit in half on a power-play goal with 56 seconds remaining. His ninth goal came on a short-range shot from in front of Spartans goalie Jake Hildebrand and defender Dean Chelios. 

But Minnesota couldn't carve into the deficit any more in the second period despite outshooting Michigan State 13-9. The Gophers came close, though, on a shot by Kloos from the right circle that hit both pipes. 

The Spartans, in fourth place in the Big Ten, jumped to a 2-0 lead in the first period with goals 90 seconds apart by Michael Ferrantino and Villiam Yanakeff.

Carolina caps 10-win month by beating Blues 3-1

By JOEDY McCREARY AP Sports Writer
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Carolina Hurricanes' Jiri Tlusty, second from right, of the Czech... ((AP Photo/Gerry Broome))
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RALEIGH, N.C.—Jeff Skinner scored the go-ahead goal in the second period and the Carolina Hurricanes beat the St. Louis Blues 3-1 on Friday night. 

Alexander Semin added an empty-netter with 1:04 left and Nathan Gerbe scored on an early power play. 

They helped the Hurricanes win their fifth in six games to remain in the mix in the crowded Metropolitan Division. 

David Backes scored on the power play for St. Louis. 

The Blues, who average 3.36 goals per game, missed a chance to pull even with Chicago atop the Central Division by losing just their fourth game against an Eastern Conference team. 

Anton Khudobin stopped 26 shots for the Hurricanes. 

Jaroslav Halak made 28 saves in his fourth straight start, but had his four-game winning streak snapped. 

Khudobin stopped all 10 shots he faced in the third period, including a nifty leg save on Alex Pietrangelo with about 1 1/2 minutes left. 

And, he got some help from the goal post after two Blues—Jaden Schwartz and Jay Bouwmeester—each rang it in the final 2 minutes. 

Semin then tacked on his highlight-reel empty-net goal that capped the Hurricanes' best month in a while. 

They went 10-4 in January—their most since winning 10 in March 2009 on the way to their most recent playoff appearance. 

Skinner put Carolina up 2-1 off a draw 1:51 into the second. After Jordan Staal won a faceoff, the puck found Skinner's stick and he beat Halak with a wrist shot from the slot for his seventh goal of the month. 

That turned out to be enough support for Khudobin, who earned the decision in every game this month for Carolina. 

He helped the Hurricanes leapfrog idle Columbus and Philadelphia in the division standings, with 59 points. When the night started, only 11 points separated second place from the cellar in the Metropolitan. 

The Hurricanes never trailed on Friday, taking advantage of some sloppy play early by the Blues—who were whistled for three penalties in the opening 11:25. Carolina went up 1-0 when Gerbe one-timed a slick cross-ice pass from Andrej Sekera 3:46 in. 

The Blues, who have the league's second-best power-play unit, tied it at 9:23 when Backes beat Khudobin high for his 150th career goal with St. Louis. 

NOTES: St. Louis finished the month 9-5-0. ... The Blues entered with 37 points on the road, the second-best total in the league, but have not won in Raleigh since 2009. ... Carolina G Cam Ward, out all of January with an unspecified lower-body injury, made a conditioning start Friday night with Charlotte of the AHL.
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Colorado Avalanche's Gabriel Landeskog (92) and Minnesota Wild's Jonas Brodin (25) vie for possession in the corner during the first period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

Colorado Avalanche's Gabriel Landeskog (92) and Minnesota Wild's Jonas Brodin (25) vie for possession in the corner during the first period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov (1), of Russia, makes a save against the Minnesota Wild during the second period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

Colorado Avalanche's Paul Stastny gets control of the puck against the Minnesota Wild during the second period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

Minnesota Wild's Zach Parise, second from left, gets hugged by teammates Dany Heatley, left, and Mikael Granlund, of Finland, after scoring a goal on Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov, right, of Russia, during the first period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper makes a save against the Colorado Avalanche during the first period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014, in Denver. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

‹›

The Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Mikael Granlund scores on Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov during the third period. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez)

The Minnesota Wild's Mikael Granlund scores on Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov during the third period. (AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez) 

DENVER -- There were still 24 minutes and 34 seconds remaining when Kyle Brodziak lifted his glove and pressed it against his face. 

Brodziak had accidentally put a puck past his own goalie, and the Avs had just scored their third goal of the second period. Brodziak shook his head in disbelief. 

It was a moment symbolic of the Wild's shoulder-shrugging, face-palm of a 5-4 loss Thursday night, a game that directly followed the Wild's best win of the season, a 4-2 victory in Anaheim on Tuesday. 

It's a sequence that's become all too familiar for the Wild, who have made a habit of following up big wins with losses. 

It happened in October in a home-and-home with Chicago. It happened after the Wild beat the Blackhawks in December, then were shut out by Columbus. It happened this month when the Wild won in Phoenix before falling at home to the Avalanche. 

And it happened again Thursday. 

"We're not in a position to be able to do that, so I hope that's not the case," Jason Pominville said. "Hopefully winning a big game against one of the best teams in the league had nothing to do with us taking a couple periods off." 

Everything that the Wild were Tuesday -- crisp, physical, focused -- they weren't for the first two periods Thursday night, and dug a 4-1 hole. 

After coach Mike Yeo switched the lines to enter the third, the trio of Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Pominville built chemistry and scored three times to cut the deficit to one. But the Wild couldn't find the equalizer. 

"The best part about (tonight) is when started to play the right way, we started getting rewarded," Yeo said. "We looked like a different team." 

By then, though, it was too late. 

On Colorado's fourth goal, the Wild couldn't clear a rebound, and Brodziak accidentally pushed the puck into the net. 

Brodziak's line, the one Yeo relies on to shut down top opposition lines, played poorly. Brodziak was a big part of that. 

"That's a line that we need," Yeo said. "We can't have them being minus-3 in a game, let's be honest. I'm not going to single out one or two guys because it was kind of a weird game. We had guys that had great games and others who were below average for sure, and we didn't have a whole lot of in between. We had a number of guys that weren't good enough tonight." 

After the fourth Avs goal, Yeo pulled rookie goalie Darcy Kuemper, who was making his ninth straight start. 

"I just let him know it wasn't him," Yeo said. "I was just trying to change the momentum at that point." 

The Wild had moved into seventh place in the Western Conference after beating Anaheim and were closing in on sixth place. But Thursday's loss halted the climb, and the Vancouver Canucks have a chance to reclaim seventh place Friday. 

If there was a silver lining, though, it was the play of the new first line with Parise, Granlund and Pominville. Parise recorded nine shots on goal, scored twice and assisted on two other goals. 

That line will remain intact Saturday in Calgary. 

But the first 40 minutes did the Wild in. 

"When you get behind the eight ball like that, it's tough to come back," Pominville said. "We got away from what we do best." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Perry, Getzlaf lead Ducks over Flyers 5-3
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Anaheim Ducks center Mathieu Perreault (22) gets an assist on this goal by Patrick... ((AP Photo))
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ANAHEIM, Calif.—Ryan Getzlaf has been shooting the puck more this season, and it's been paying off for himself and his teammates. 

Getzlaf put Anaheim ahead to stay in the final minute of the first period with his career-high 26th goal, and Corey Perry, Patrick Maroon and Daniel Winnik also scored as the Ducks beat the Philadelphia Flyers 5-3 Thursday night. 

Getzlaf, in the first season of an eight-year, $66 million contract extension he signed last March, scored 25 goals during the Ducks' 2006-07 Stanley Cup championship season and matched that total in 2008-09. 

"If he shoots the puck, he's going to score. And he shoots the puck a lot—a lot more than he's done in the past. So consequently, he's getting goals," coach Bruce Boudreau said in reference to Getzlaf's 136 shots on net. 

The Ducks' captain also recorded his second career "Gordie Howe hat trick"—a goal, an assist, and a fight with Steve Downie. 

"He said to me earlier that I owed him one from that first game of the season when we fought and he was with Colorado," Getzlaf said. "So he asked me to go, and I thought it an OK time for me to do it." 

Saku Koivu added an empty-net goal and Frederik Andersen made 27 saves, helping the Ducks improve their NHL-leading record to 40-11-5 and their home mark to 22-2-2. They have won 22 of their last 26 games, and are off to the best start in franchise history. 

Winnik gave Anaheim a 4-2 lead with a short-handed goal, the ninth allowed this season by the Flyers—tying Edmonton for the league lead. 

Koivu broke up a pass in the Ducks' zone and went off on a 2-on-1 break with Winnik, who beat Steve Mason to the glove side with 7:34 remaining while teammate Hampus Lindholm was off for high-sticking Claude Giroux. 

"The way they play on the power play, they get four guys down below the hash marks after a shot," Winnik said after his first goal since Oct. 10. "It was something we knew going into the game, so we felt there could be chances that way and we were fortunate to get one tonight. It felt really good. It was a long time coming. It's nice to get that pressure off me." 

Andersen is 13-2-0 in his first 15 NHL starts, and hasn't allowed more than three goals in any of them. He has a 1.94 goals-against average, including a two-period relief stint in his NHL debut on Oct. 20, when he earned a 6-3 win in relief against Dallas by stopping all 24 shots he faced after Jonas Hiller left with a 3-1 deficit. 

"Our depth at goaltending has been outstanding, and when Freddie's played he's been unbelievable," Getzlaf said. "He's a big kid and for a young guy, he plays really calm in the net. He's not too active, and that's a good sign. He's a goalie that settles things down back there." 

Vincent Lecavalier, Matt Read and Michael Raffl scored for the Flyers, and Mason stopped 23 shots following his 33-save shutout against Detroit on Tuesday at Philadelphia. The Flyers are 3-6-2 in their last 11 games following a 7-1-0 stretch. 

"It was a pretty physical game," Boudreau said. "They were trying to push us around, but I thought we did a pretty good job of standing up for ourselves." 

Philadelphia came in averaging a league-worst 15.9 penalty minutes, but it was the Ducks who couldn't stay out of the box during the first period as the Flyers cashed in on one of three power plays. Lecavalier beat Andersen through the pads with a 25-foot wrist shot from the right circle, tying it at 1 with 3 seconds left on Matt Beleskey's interference penalty. 

Getzlaf regained the lead for Anaheim parking himself at the edge of the crease and redirecting Lindholm's 50-foot slap shot past Mason with 36 seconds left in the period. 

Perry made it 3-1 at 10:29 of the second, beating Mason to the glove side from the low slot after getting a cross-ice pass from Getzlaf. The Ducks are 9-0-1 this season when Getzlaf and Perry score goals in the same game, and 23-3-4 under those circumstances since Feb. 1, 2010. 

"There wasn't a single clean shot from the point the entire night," Mason said. "They did a great job of getting sticks on it, bodies in front. When you have a team like that, it makes it difficult to stop pucks. We controlled a lot of the play, but they were able to get two deflections in there. For the most part, we did a pretty good job." 

Read scored his 14th goal with 14:12 remaining, after Mark Streit's sharp-angle shot from the left corner struck Andersen in the chest and bounced into the net off Read's right leg. 

NOTES: C Nick Bonino, one of four players to appear in all 56 games for Anaheim, went to the dressing room with an upper-body injury after an open-ice hit from C Zac Rinaldo at 12:38 of the opening period. He played four shifts in the second period before calling it a night. ... Rinaldo returned to the lineup after missing 10 games with a high left ankle sprain. ... Lindholm leads all rookies with a plus-minus figure of plus-25. He was a plus-2 against the Flyers. ... Winnik's goal was his second this season and third in his last 96 games. ... The Flyers have connected on the power play in five straight games and 11 of the last 14. ... The Flyers are 26-20-6 since Craig Berube replaced Peter Laviolette as head coach following the team's second consecutive 0-3 start. ... The Ducks are 32-1-2 when scoring three or more goals, and 31-0-2 when allowing fewer than three. They also are 30-1-2 when leading after two periods.
Flames beat Sharks 4-1 to win fourth straight
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Calgary Flames' Sean Monahan, right, celebrates... ((AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh))
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CALGARY, Alberta—Two weeks after a seven-game home losing streak, the Calgary Flames are giving their fans something to cheer about. 

Mark Giordano scored the winning goal and Karri Ramo made 27 saves as the Flames knocked off the San Jose Sharks 4-1 on Thursday for their fourth consecutive victory - all of them at the Scotiabank Saddledome. 

The win over San Jose comes two nights after Calgary knocked off the reigning Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks. 

"I would say tonight, by far, is probably our best team win of the season," Flames coach Bob Hartley said. "As a coaching staff, we cannot be more happy than we are right now. Those guys deserve the credit. We beat quite a hockey club tonight.

Calgary Flames&#8217; Mark Giordano, right, celebrates his goal with teammate Jiri Hudler, from the Czech Republic, during second period NHL hockey action

Calgary Flames' Mark Giordano, right, celebrates his goal with teammate Jiri Hudler, from the Czech Republic, during second period NHL hockey action against the San Jose Sharks in Calgary, Canada, Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014. ((AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh))

 From Karri Ramo to the six D to the four lines, everyone is chipping in." 

San Jose has dropped three in a row, scoring one goal in that stretch. The Sharks (34-15-6) lost 1-0 to Jonathan Quick and the Los Angeles Kings on Monday, and 3-0 in Edmonton on Wednesday, thanks to Ben Scrivens' record-setting 59 saves. 

"It's a big concern of ours right now," Sharks coach Todd McLellan said. "In our last eight games, we've only scored 13 goals and 10 have them have come from three players. Obviously with injuries and every team goes through them, you need others to pick up the slack and we've got to find that." 

Giordano was in the right place at the right time to help the Flames increase their lead to 2-0 at 3:38 of the second. Mikael Backlund's shot missed the net but the puck caromed sharply off the end boards and out the other side, where Giordano rifled it in the short side as goaltender Alex Stalock scrambled across. 

"There wasn't much room for Backs and I knew he was going to shoot it so you're just trying to read the rebound," Giordano said, "and with the new nets with them being a bit shorter, it comes out at different angles and the goalie doesn't really have a chance to get across.

San Jose Sharks goalie Alex Stalock, center right, keeps his eyes on the puck as Calgary Flames&#8217; TJ Galiardi crashes into him during first period NHL

San Jose Sharks goalie Alex Stalock, center right, keeps his eyes on the puck as Calgary Flames' TJ Galiardi crashes into him during first period NHL hockey action in Calgary, Canada, Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014. ((AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh))

" 

It was the ninth goal of the season for Giordano, who extended his career-high point streak to eight games (four goals, four assists). 

"I wouldn't have believed it (was possible). It just seems like I'm getting a couple of bounces," he said. "I'm trying to be aggressive and it seems the puck's coming to me at the right spot." 

Lee Stempniak and rookie Sean Monahan also scored for Calgary (20-27-7), and Jiri Hudler added an empty-net goal. Backlund and Dennis Wideman each had two assists. 

The Flames, who are enjoying their longest winning streak since reeling off five victories in a row in March 2012, are 4-0-0 with one game to go on a five-game homestand. 

"Sometimes it goes this way," Ramo said.

San Jose Sharks goalie Alex Stalock juggles the puck during first period NHL hockey action against the Calgary Flames in Calgary, Canada, Thursday, Jan.

San Jose Sharks goalie Alex Stalock juggles the puck during first period NHL hockey action against the Calgary Flames in Calgary, Canada, Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014. ((AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jeff McIntosh))

 "The main thing is we kept working and nobody gave up when things were bad. Everybody learned from those and we started to do the right things." 

Eriah Hayes scored his first NHL goal for the Sharks. 

San Jose was held to eight shots in the first period but racked up 13 in the second, including multiple chances to score on Ramo. In one mad scramble around the Flames' net, Hayes nearly scored only to have the puck cleared off the goal line by Giordano. 

The Sharks finally cashed in 46 seconds into the third. After Chris Butler lost the puck in front of his net, a quick passing sequence with Tommy Wingels and Patrick Marleau set up Hayes less than 15 feet away and he buried a quick shot over Ramo's glove. 

"We're getting tons of chances, great opportunities right in front like that," said Hayes, playing his 13th NHL game after being recalled from Worcester of the AHL on Jan. 4. "It's a little frustrating right now that the bounces aren't going our way. Once the bounces start going our way, we're going to be scoring a lot of goals." 

Hayes' score ended a drought of 160 minutes, 36 seconds for the Sharks. 

"I think we just need to get back to finishing," captain Joe Thornton said. "We haven't finished particularly well in the last three games and it's definitely shown on the scoreboard. You've just got to concentrate in that last half-second to see where you're going to shoot and put it in." 

The Flames restored their two-goal cushion after Ladislav Smid's shot went wide and bounced out the other side for Joe Colborne, who directed it in front for Monahan. The rookie redirected it out of the air for his team-leading 15th goal. 

"Obviously, it's a different feeling in the room right now," Monahan said. "We have confidence as a group, we're sticking together, working hard and we're having fun doing it." 

NOTES: The Sharks' record scoreless drought is 190:22 set in February 2007. ... Calgary LW Mike Cammalleri (concussion) missed his ninth game. He is back practicing with the team and hopes to play Saturday against Minnesota. ... Tyler Kennedy (lower body) did not play for San Jose. He was hurt Wednesday night in Edmonton.
Sabres rally to beat Coyotes 3-2
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Phoenix Coyotes' David Schlemko (6) and Buffalo Sabres' Cody Hodgson (19) skate... ((AP Photo))

1

2

3

4

»

GLENDALE, Ariz.—Zemgus Girgensons scored a short-handed goal in the third period and had an assist, and the road-weary Buffalo Sabres knocked off the Phoenix Coyotes 3-2 on Thursday. 

The Sabres had plenty of energy in their third game in four nights, scoring the first goal and rallying from a 2-1 deficit in the third period. Tyler Ennis and Steve Ott scored, and Girgensons put Buffalo ahead with his goal early in the third. 

Ryan Miller made some tough stops after giving up two quick goals in the second period, finishing with 38 saves in Buffalo's second win in 10 games. 

Phoenix followed one of its best games of the season with a shaky performance. 

Antoine Vermette scored his fifth goal in three games to extend his point streak to six games, and David Moss scored his first goal in 17 games for the Coyotes. 

Phoenix played perhaps its best game of the season at a critical juncture of the season on Tuesday, kicking off a five-game homestand with a 3-0 victory over the Los Angeles Kings behind Thomas Greiss' second shutout in three starts. 

Coming off a game like that, the Coyotes needed to avoid a slipup against the NHL's worst team. 

The Sabres began the day with an NHL-low 14 wins and 36 points—six fewer than anyone else—and had allowed 31 goals while losing eight of nine. Buffalo also came in as the NHL's lowest-scoring team with 101 goals, which was 23 fewer than the next closest team. 

The Coyotes had added incentive after losing to Buffalo in overtime on Dec. 23, when a shot by defenseman Mark Pysyk caromed into the pants of Phoenix goalie Mike Smith, who fell back into the net for the deciding goal. 

Despite being outshot 21-12 in the first period, the Sabres scored first by getting traffic in front of Greiss, leading to Ennis' 12th goal of the season on a rebound. 

The Coyotes quickly snapped out of their funk. 

Vermette scored his team-leading 20th goal of the season on a power play, one-timing a rebound past Miller. Moss scored 18 seconds later, swiping in a backhander on another rebound. 

But Buffalo fought right back. 

Ott tied it in the second period on a power play, punching a rebound under Greiss' arm as he dove, the first allowed by Phoenix after 14 straight penalty kills. 

Girgensons put the Sabres up early in the third period with the Coyotes on the power play, poking the puck away from Coyotes defenseman Keith Yandle and past Greiss in the same motion. 

Buffalo held on behind some big saves by Miller in the closing minutes to sweep the season series over Phoenix. 

NOTES: Referee Trevor Hanson left late in the second period after a shot by Coyotes D Oliver Ekman-Larsson caromed off the crossbar and hit him in the face. He was back on the ice for the start of the third period... The Sabres placed F Drew Stafford on injured reserve and activated F Matt D'Agostini from IR. ... Coyotes RW Radim Vrbata played his 400th career game. ... Buffalo D Christian Ehrhoff did not play due to an illness.

Senators beat Lightning 5-3

The Associated Press

Posted:   01/30/2014 09:29:13 PM CST

Updated:   01/30/2014 10:42:36 PM CST

Click photo to enlarge

Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson (65) celebrates... ((AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Fred Chartrand))
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OTTAWA, Ontario—Ben Bishop's return game in Ottawa didn't last long. 

The Tampa Bay goaltender left the game after a couple minutes after getting accidentally kicked in the head by a teammate, and the Senators went to beat the Lightning 5-3 on Thursday night. 

Bishop, who has been outstanding for Tampa this season, hopes to be back in action soon. 

"I had a little bit of a headache, but it's gotten better as the game went on," said Bishop. "Hopefully I'll wake up (Friday) and feel better and be able to practice." 

Bishop, who was playing his first game in Ottawa since being traded to the Lightning last April, came way out of his net to play the puck and ended up getting kicked by teammate Nikita Kucherov.

Ottawa Senators&#8217; Kyle Turris (7) scores past Tampa Bay Lighting goaltender Anders Lindback during the second period of an NHL hockey game, Thursday,

Ottawa Senators' Kyle Turris (7) scores past Tampa Bay Lighting goaltender Anders Lindback during the second period of an NHL hockey game, Thursday, Jan. 30, 2014 in Ottawa, Ontario. ((AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Fred Chartrand))

The goalie lay on the ice motionless, silencing the 19,757 on hand before he was able to leave the game on his own. 

"It was very disappointing," said Bishop. "It's almost sad. I was happy to be back and excited to play and then that happens right away." 

On the play, the Senators' Marc Methot scored into a wide-open net picking up his fifth of the season for a career high. 

Erik Karlsson, Zack Smith, Kyle Turris and Bobby Ryan also scored for the Senators (24-20-10) as Craig Anderson stopped 35 shots. 

The win allowed the Senators, with 58 points, to move into a tie with the Columbus Blue Jackets for the eighth and final playoff spot, but the Blue Jackets hold the tie-breaker with more wins (27). 

"You have to take care of the games you have and we did that (Thursday)," said Ryan. "If you don't, you're going to be on the outside looking in and that's not where we want to be." 

Alex Killorn, Tyler Johnson and Victor Hedman scored for the Lightning (31-18-5), who have lost two straight. Anders Lindback faced 27 shots. 

"It was a tale of two different teams," Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said. "The one thing that concerned me was we didn't play desperate. There's one thing about competing really hard, but we just didn't seem to have that desperation. Whether that was because of the way the game started, but at some point you have to turn the page." 

Ottawa made it 2-0 with 25 seconds remaining in the period as Jason Spezza took a stretch pass from Milan Michalek, froze the Lightning defense, and found Karlsson all alone in front of a wide-open net. 

The Lightning cut the lead in half as Killorn beat Anderson cleanly, but it wasn't enough as the Senators went on to score two more by the end of the period to take a 4-1 lead after 40 minutes. 

Smith made it 3-1 as he grabbed a loose puck at the side of the net, moved in front and put a shot off the crossbar that bounced off Lindback and in. Turris then picked up his 18th late in the period as Ryan fought off Victor Hedman and left the puck back for Turris who buried it. 

Ryan made it 5-1 early in the third as he picked up his team-leading 20th of the season. It was his first goal in six games. 

"You hope there'll be a domino effect (from the goal) and I can move forward with it," Ryan said. 

Johnson made it 5-2 scoring a short-handed goal late in the third. 

Tampa pulled Lindback with over three minutes remaining in regulation and made the most of the man advantage as Hedman made it 5-3. The Lightning made the final minutes exciting as they kept Lindback on the bench, but were unable to complete the comeback. 

"I thought we battled really hard in the last few minutes," Martin St. Louis said. "I guess the desperation came in too late I guess." 

In addition to losing Bishop, the Lightning also lost leading scorer Valterri Filpulla early in the second. Filpulla returned briefly, but then left the game with a lower body injury. 

Cooper had no update on Filpulla and said he would be re-evaluated Friday. 

Notes: Michalek picked up his 200th career NHL assist on Ottawa's second goal. D Chris Phillips missed his second straight game with a lower body injury. ... D Joe Corvo and LW Matt Kassian were healthy scratches for Ottawa. ... D Keith Aulie and C Tom Pyatt were healthy scratches for the Lightning. ... With an assist on the Lightning's third goal St. Louis, with 965 career points, moved into a tie with Maurice Richard for 85th place in the NHL's all-time scoring leaders. It was also St. Louis' 600th NHL assist.
Elias scores in OT to push Devils past Stars 3-2
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New Jersey Devils' Travis Zajac (19) is congratulated by teammate... ((AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez))
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DALLAS—The way the New Jersey Devils' defense played on Thursday night, they didn't need much offense. What they did need, the Devils got from Patrik Elias. 

Elias scored a power-play goal 40 seconds into overtime to give the New Jersey Devils a 3-2 victory over the Dallas Stars. 

"It always comes back to bite you when you play that poorly and take a penalty," Stars coach Lindy Ruff said. 

New Jersey allowed only 16 shots and scored twice on the power play. 

"Huge, two power-play goals," New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer said. "It probably didn't need to get to overtime if we could have buried some of our chances, but we did on the power play and that was critical." 

The Stars tied the score on Tyler Seguin's goal with 52 seconds remaining in regulation play. 

Dainius Zubrus scored in the first period and Travis Zajac added a goal in the second to give New Jersey a 2-0 lead. 

Jamie Benn scored on a backhand at 10:52 of the second to cut the deficit to 2-1. 

The Devils, allowing the fewest shots per game of any NHL team, held Dallas to its season low. Cory Schneider made 14 saves for his second victory over the Stars this season. 

Elias and Zajac each had an assist and Jaromir Jagr assisted on two goals for New Jersey. 

Seguin added an assist for Dallas. Kari Lehtonen made 21 saves. He has allowed only six goals in losing three of his last four games against New Jersey 

The Devils dominated early. Dallas didn't put a shot on goal until a 5-on-3 advantage more than five minutes in. Even during that 75-second stretch, the Stars had only one shot. 

"I'm embarrassed myself with that," Seguin said. "That's unacceptable." 

Ruff said: "It was just a killer." 

DeBoer called the 5-on-3 penalty kill "huge." 

"It would have been easy there to lose our focus. We didn't. We buckled down. To get out of the first period up was key." 

New Jersey scored first, at 10:59 of the first period. Zubrus sent a slap shot from the right faceoff circle over Lehtonen's glove and into the right corner. 

Dallas had its best scoring chance a minute and a half before the end of the first period. Cody Eakin took a pass in the slot but shot the puck into Schneider's body. 

For the period, New Jersey outshot the Stars 7-4. The four shots tied Dallas' season low for a period. 

Lehtonen prevented another Devils goal three minutes into the second period when he made a glove save on Zajac while prone on the ice. 

Zajac did score on a power play at 9:50 of the second, when he tipped Damien Brunner's drive past Lehtonen. 

Barely a minute later, Dallas broke through for its first goal against Schneider in more than 90 minutes this season. Benn took a pass from Seguin with his back to the goal and backhanded the puck into the net. 

New Jersey again had an advantage in shots, 7-6, with the Devils' final two shots short-handed 

NOTES: Schneider has the only shutout against Dallas this season, with 26 saves in a 1-0 victory Jan. 9. . The Devils' season low in shots allowed for a game is 15 ... In the Stars' previous seven games they averaged 33 shots on goal ... Dallas' fewest shots in a game this season had been 18 in a 4-3 victory at Chicago Dec. 3. ... New Jersey won both games between the teams this season ... The Stars' streak of scoring a power-play goal in eight consecutive games ended ... Play was stopped during the third period because a panel of glass broke above the boards ... Dallas recalled C Dustin Jeffrey from Texas of the American Hockey League Thursday, but he was inactive for the game.
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Tuesday, 02.18.2014 / 11:39 AM / News

NHL.com

1 

18 

19 

Email 

Comment

Print

Rimouski Oceanic goalie and Dallas Stars prospect Philippe Desrosiers established a Quebec Major Junior Hockey League record when he extended his shutout streak to 231:15 while recording his fifth shutout of the season on Monday, a 5-0 victory against the Victoriaville Tigres in Rimouski.

Desrosiers, who was selected in the second round (No. 54) by the Stars at the 2013 NHL Draft, made 31 saves Monday to notch his second straight shutout and third in four games.

The previous mark was set earlier this season by Francois Brassard of the Quebec Remparts, a 2012 Ottawa Senators draft pick, who had a 212-minute streak.

Desrosiers is 22-20-0 with a 2.80 goals-against average and .900 save percentage in 42 games. Rimouski next plays Wednesday against the Sherbrooke Phoenix.

He last allowed a goal in a game Feb. 7 in a 4-2 victory against the Saint John Sea Dogs. He also is undefeated in February, posting a win in all five appearances.
Blades' Scherbak has plenty to play for

Elimination looms, but still 'no stop'

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix February 19, 2014  
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Blades' Scherbak has plenty to play for

Saskatoon Blades right winger Nikita Scherbak returned to the lineup on Friday, and extended his point streak to seven games over the weekend. The Blades host the Regina Pats on Wednesday night.

Photograph by: Liam Richards, The Starphoenix , The Starphoenix

Without much time left to improve his NHL draft stock, Nikita Scherbak is a man on a mission.

"I want to finish good season," he said. "I want to play better than before injury."

If early returns are any indication, the Saskatoon Blades' top-scoring winger has picked up right where he left off before being sidelined with a shoulder injury. After sitting out six WHL games, Scherbak returned to the lineup Friday and posted a goal and an assist in a 6-5 overtime loss against Calgary.

A night later, the potential first-round pick had two helpers - extending his point streak to seven games - as the Blades skated to a 4-1 win over Red Deer.

The Blades (16-39-2-3) return to action Wednesday when they host the East Division-leading Regina Pats (31-22-3-3).

The Blades are looking for their first win in the eighth and final meeting of the head-to-head matchup this season.

A loss means they are officially eliminated from postseason contention. "Season no done. We have 12 games," the 18-year-old Russian said.

"We no make playoffs, but no stop."

Scherbak arguably has as much riding on these final dozen contests of the 2013-14 WHL campaign as any Saskatoon Blade. The sixfoot-two, 174-pound winger caught the attention of NHL and independent scouts at the start of the season, and he leads the Blades in every major offensive category.

In fact, the Blades' second-and third-leading scorers are Nathan Burns and Collin Valcourt, two players that were moved at the trade deadline.

Scherbak has 26 goals and 42 assists - the most among WHL rookies - in 53 games this season. He's also plus-6, the only Blade with a plus rating, and has eight power play goals.

"He's the guy," Blades head coach Dave Struch said. "He's a real asset to the organization. He understands that. He's taken advantage of that."

Scherbak was rated 24th among North Americabased skaters in NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings.

North American Central Scouting pegged him as the 34th-best draft-eligible player in their latest rankings, released last Monday. International Scouting Services tabbed Scherbak as the 24th pick last Friday.

The last Blade to be selected in the first round of the NHL draft was defenceman Duncan Siemens (Colorado, 11th overall, 2011).

"First half season I very think about draft rankings," Scherbak said. "It's very bad for me. It's thinking about what I do tomorrow."

Struch has noticed a real commitment on Scherbak's part to get better.

The offensive numbers have always been there. Struch says Scherbak's creativity and vision open up the ice for younger linemates Cameron Hebig and Ryan Graham.

But now Scherbak is showing more desire aside from creating and finishing scoring chances.

"At the start of the year, he was losing that puck and he wasn't stopping on it or he wasn't working to get it back," Struch said. "He's come a long way in the second half of the year here. When he loses, it he wants it back. And he gets it back." That's important to prove, especially to those NHL personnel thinking ahead to the draft in June.

"This weekend we saw a new level of wanting the puck all the time," Struch said. "Scouts are looking for that. They know that he's a gifted offensive player.

"The little details in his game that the scouts can see him improving on just adds to his game with the puck."

Scherbak said he plans go back to Moscow after the season to renew his visa. He then anticipates going to Calgary to train for the NHL draft combine, to be held May 25 to 31 in Toronto.

Until then, Scherbak still has a little more work to do.

"It's his time to shine," Struch said. "He's been a real star for us this year. He has to maintain that.

"It's really important that he stays consistent with that and keeps showcasing himself for the remainder of the games."

BLADE BITS: D Nelson Nogier (shoulder), D Ross Hnidy (lower body), RW Connor Sanvido (upper body), C Nick Gomerich (illness) and LW Cory Millette (upper body) are all not expected to play Friday ... G Alex Moodie (groin) backed up both games last weekend and will likely start either Wednesday or Saturday against Victoria ... Radio broadcaster Les Lazaruk will be honoured Wednesday for calling his 1,500th Blades game, which he did last Saturday. Lazaruk has been calling Blades games since 1994-95.
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  Steven-Spinner
 

Soon enough, Minnesota’s loss will be Nebraska’s gain.

Steven Spinner and Luc Snuggerud are the top two scorers for the Eden Prairie Eagles, a high school team in Minnesota that produced Stanley Cup winner Nick Leddy and plays in one of the most competitive conferences in the state. Both players are nominated for the Mr. Hockey Award, which goes to the top senior in the state, both plan on playing for the United States League’s Omaha Lancers once the high school season finishes and both are committed to the University of Nebraska-Omaha after that.

In a year where the vaunted high school circuit does not look to have a top-50 player for the NHL draft and locals are worried that about the talent level due to an exodus of players to the junior ranks before players become seniors, the two Eagles stand out. So why did they stick around?

“I get the question a lot,” Spinner said. “Minnesota high school hockey is so good. Maybe not as good as the USHL, but it’s good to stay home and mature and obviously try to win State.”

Yes, the Minnesota state high school tournament is legend in the hockey world, selling out the Minnesota Wild’s Xcel Center for the annual event. Eden Prairie won it all in 2011 thanks to a heart-stopping overtime goal by Kyle Rau, now a Florida Panthers prospect at the University of Minnesota. The chance to get another title for the school is pretty enticing.

“Growing up and going to the state tournament every year as a kid, that’s been the goal since I first put on skates,” Snuggerud said. “The development I need and the areas I need to work on, I can do that at Eden Prairie and I get to play with my friends.”

Snuggerud, whose uncle Dave played for the Sabres, Sharks and Flyers, is an offensive defenseman with quick feet who makes great passes and is confident with the puck. “He’s really good at beating the first forechecker,” said coach Lee Smith. “He’s got the vision of Leddy when he left us for college.”

Scouts see him as a “fourth forward” kind of offensive blueliner and the youngster knows that he can’t rely on skill alone if he’s going to make an impact at the next level.

“I gotta let the game come to me,” Snuggerud said. “Keep the game simple, play defense first.”

Spinner is the ace up front for the Eagles, tallying 17 goals and 38 points through 23 games. Scouts see him as a dynamic, shoot-first scorer with a wicked, accurate shot. And then there’s the speed.

“Steven is probably the fastest skater in the state,” Smith said. “He’s got another gear, that explosive acceleration that you can’t coach.”

While Snuggerud is slated to hit college next season, Spinner will play a full season in the USHL first. He actually played three games for Muskegon before Eden Prairie’s season began, notching three points, but his rights were recently traded to Omaha, a city he’s going to become very familiar with in the near future. Asked why he chose the University of Nebraska-Omaha as his college of choice, Spinner was definitive.

“That was pretty easy,” he said. “When I heard Dean Blais was coaching there, it shifted my decision. There’s a bunch of Minnesota guys heading there, too.”

Indeed, future Mavericks from the Gopher state include not only Spinner and Snuggerud, but also Minnesota Wild draft pick Avery Peterson and leading USHL scorer Jake Randolph.

Early exits to junior have certainly taken a bit of the sheen off the Minnesota high school ranks, but the playoffs and state tournament will still feature some great match-ups. The Eagles will have to beat some great teams just to get out of regionals, as conference rivals Edina and Wayzata both rank top five in the state (Eden Prairie comes in at No. 9). But they’ve got two great draft prospects and a great attitude.

“It’s going to be tough, but that’s why it’s fun,” Snuggerud said. “Every game is a battle.”

Photo courtesy of Steven Spinner.
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Alexander Wennberg is the runaway boy in this year’s Future Watch. That’s one nugget that emerged in the early stages of feedback from NHL scouts.

Future Watch is one of our most popular issues each year because it ranks the top prospects in each NHL team’s system. Then we get a committee of scouts to rank the top 50 NHL-affiliated prospects in the game.

Wennberg, I must admit, wasn’t on my radar as a top 10 or even top 20 guy heading into the project. But as ballots come back from our scouts, it looks as though he might make the top five on a strong list of future NHL regulars. He’s already first on one ballot and second on another.

This is what I’ve learned about Wennberg, the 14th overall selection by the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2013.

As one of the oldest players available in the 2013 draft, Wennberg plays a very mature game and his hockey sense with or without the puck is off the charts. At 19, Wennberg leads Djurgarden in the Swedish League with 16 goals in 44 games. In his second WJC with Sweden, he had three goals and seven points in seven games.

“He knows what to do when he has the puck and that doesn’t mean just scoring goals,” one scout said. “He’ll be a top-six forward not just for his offense, but because he plays a smart game.”

Wennberg is a natural center and it’s not hard to imagine him and Ryan Johansen locking down the top two lines in Columbus for the next decade-plus when the Swede comes to North America.

That could be as soon as next season. At 6-foot-1, 190 pounds, Wennberg isn’t huge, but one scout calls him “hockey strong.”

The Blue Jackets made Wennberg the first of three first-round picks in last year’s draft. The others are Kerby Rychel (19th) and Mark Dano (27th). They’re also part of the Columbus top 10 list, which will rank among the top two or three team lists in the league.

We still have a few more ballots coming in before finalizing our top 50 list for Future Watch 2014, but it’s almost a certainty Wennberg will surpass four or five prospects selected ahead of him in the 2013 draft.

That’s how the scouting community at large sees it right now.

Of course, how that translates at the NHL level in the seasons to come is up in the air.

Brian Costello is The Hockey News’s senior editor and a regular contributor to the thn.com Post-To-Post blog. For more great profiles, news and views from the world of hockey, subscribe to The Hockey News magazine. Follow Brian Costello on Twitter at @BCostelloTHN
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  Tyson-Baillie-KEL
 

It may be an Olympic break for the NHL, but all the prospect circuits are still playing and some of the games are biggies. First and foremost, Boston College beat Northeastern 4-1 Monday night to clinch the school’s fifth straight Beanpot tournament, with Harvard taking a 6-2 consolation win over Boston University in the other match. Also, Sweden’s Farjestad team will take on the American League’s finest at the AHL All-Star Game in St. John’s this Wednesday. With all that in mind, here’s a look at some of the players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Tyson Baillie, C – Kelowna Rockets (WHL)

You would think the second-highest scorer on the best team in the nation would get a little more love, but Baillie has fought an uphill battle for respect all season long. Central Scouting has him ranked just 90th among North American skaters for the draft and he wasn’t included in the CHL Top Prospects Game. But he won’t let the snubs get him down.

“My coaches have talked to me about it,” he said. “I just use it as motivation to work harder.”

Scouts from NHL teams are a lot more positive on Baillie, an offensive player with decent hands. He has 22 goals and 55 points in 56 games, including three in his past two outings. A big fan of L.A.’s Mike Richards, Baillie tries to be gritty around the net and bring goals to his team. Playing for the CHL’s No. 1-ranked Rockets has helped him grow as a player, too.

“You learn that it’s team first,” Baillie said. “We don’t have any superstars, it’s not like Portland or the London Knights. We’re a four-line team.”

A late 1995 birthday, Baillie is already in his third year with Kelowna and the experienced squad is ready to shoot for a title. Last season offered a good lesson when the team almost lost to underdog Seattle in the first round before rallying.

“Being down 3-0 in that series and coming all the way back, we learned a lot in that series,” he said. “We figured out how to win.”

And while teams such as Portland and London will stand in their way, the Rockets have a great shot at the Memorial Cup – with Baillie being a crucial piece. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nick Ritchie, LW – Peterborough Petes (OHL)

A power forward that can play both skilled and snarly, Ritchie had an incredible weekend, tying a franchise record (and older brother Brett, the Dallas pick from Niagara) by scoring five goals in a game. The big-bodied winger earned Ontario League player of the week honors for his efforts. Draft eligible in 2014.

Josh Ho-Sang, RW – Windsor Spitfires (OHL)

Like Ritchie, Ho-Sang went off on the weekend. The incredibly skilled winger factored in on every Windsor goal in a 6-5 win over North Bay and he’s now top-15 in OHL scoring with 70 points in 56 games. When Kerby Rychel was traded away, the season became sink-or-swim for Ho-Sang and he has chosen to swim. Draft eligible in 2014.

Jonathan Diaby, D – Victoriaville Tigres (QMJHL)

Hard-hitting and physically imposing, Diaby has also shown off his offensive chops from the blueline lately, with five points in his past four games. In fact, Diaby is nearly a point-per-gamer this season after coming back from summer shoulder surgery. Drafted 64th overall by Nashville in 2013.

Johnny Gaudreau, LW – Boston College Eagles (Hockey East)

It’s hard to conceive of a future in which ‘Johnny Hockey’ does not walk away with this year’s Hobey Baker Award, especially since the junior just won his third Beanpot in as many tries. The compact dynamo is averaging two points per game this season on a dynamite Eagles team. Drafted 104th overall by Calgary in 2011.

Christopher Brown, C – Cranbrook Kingswood Cranes (Mich. HS)

If you’re up for the draft and playing on a smaller circuit, you have to dominate. Brown seems to have that covered as the gifted pivot has thrashed the Michigan high school ranks for 18 goals and 66 points in 22 games. Yep, he’s averaging three points a game. The Boston College commit has a sweet release on his shot and doesn’t mind taking the body. Draft eligible in 2014.

Ryan Mantha, D – Indiana Ice (USHL)

The behemoth 6-foot-5, 225-pound defenseman is better known for his shutdown abilities, but Mantha also popped in two assists for his second multi-point effort of the year shortly after joining the Ice via trade from Sioux City. The University of North Dakota commit is a great crease-clearer and penalty killer. Draft eligible in 2014.

Oliver Kylington, D – Farjestad (SHL)

It’s pretty neat that a Swedish club team is the opponent for the AHL all-stars, but the fact Farjestad is bringing along Kylington really makes the event sizzle. A phenom 16-year-old thanks to his skating ability, the blueliner already has six points and a plus-6 rating through 26 games against men in the Swedish League. Draft eligible in 2015.

Brendan Burke, G – Portland Winterhawks (WHL)

At 6-foot-4, Burke certainly has the modern netminder’s frame, plus the pedigree – his dad is former NHL goalie Sean Burke. The son is shining right now, ripping off nine straight wins for the Hawks, including three by shutout. Drafted 163rd overall by Phoenix in 2013.

Matt Berkovitz, D – Ashwaubenon Jaguars (Wisc. HS)

An effortless skater that doesn’t waste a lot of motion out there, Berkovitz is a big-bodied kid who has five points in his past three games and 35 through 22 games overall. The University of Wisconsin recruit needs to be more aggressive, but he’s got time to work that out. Draft eligible in 2014.
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  Gustav Olofsson
 

The big prospect news of the week is Boston’s Beanpot tournament, where the four schools from the city compete for one coveted trophy. Harvard, Northeastern, Boston U. and Boston College take this very seriously and with the semifinals finished, Boston College and Northeastern will meet to win the prize. Boston College has won the past four Beanpots. Here’s a look at some of the key players from there and all around the world of prospects.

Gustav Olofsson, D – Colorado College Tigers (NCHC)

 Swedish born, but having spent many of his past few years living in Colorado, Olofsson had a unique take on this year’s world juniors in Malmo, where he helped the hosts to a silver medal.

“Off the ice it was really nice, just the food and stuff,” he said. “Chocolate, ice cream…just so much to choose from. Maribou chocolate.”

Hopefully the smart, puck-moving defenseman stocked up, because back in Colorado his Tigers have gone through a tough season, where they’ve been pushed around in the first year of NCHC conference play, winning just three games out of 24 in regulation.

“It’s been up and down,” Olofsson said. “Individually it’s been good, but for the team we’ve struggled. But we’re getting on track and all the guys are nice and I’m developing well.”

Just a freshman, Olofsson will be a big part of the CC blueline from here on out, with fellow NHL picks Jaccob Slavin (Carolina) and Teemu Kivihalme (Nashville), the latter of whom comes in next year. In the meantime, the Swede is already getting the full college experience, taking a Bollywood dance class to ease up his course load.

“It was a little ‘fill’ class, just get my mind off school,” he said. “I started out with American history and a lot of writing, so dancing was a nice change. It helped with co-ordination. It was something fun to do, have a laugh at the guys – there were a couple of us from the team in the class.”

And bonding on a team is never a bad thing, especially when brighter days are still in the future. Drafted 46th overall by Minnesota in 2013.

Anthony Duclair, LW – Quebec Remparts (QMJHL)

 Creeping up on Anthony Mantha of Val-d’Or in the Quebec League scoring race, Duclair hung seven points on Halifax Saturday, then followed it up with three more in a loss to Blainville-Boisbriand. Skilled and creative, Duclair has been a frequent QMJHL star of the week. Drafted 80th overall by the New York Rangers in 2013.

Thatcher Demko, G – Boston College Eagles (Hockey East)

 The freshman had a great start to his Beanpot career, turning aside 27 of 28 Boston University shots as his Eagles flew by their hated rivals 3-1. A big netminder who looks to be Team USA’s goalie at the next world juniors, Demko hasn’t lost a game since late November and rocks a 1.90 goals-against average. Draft eligible in 2014.

Robby Fabbri, C – Guelph Storm (OHL)

 Quick, skilled and creative, Fabbri has a bit of jam to his game and has been lighting it up for the Storm this season. The slight pivot just hit the 30-goal mark and has 57 points overall through 40 games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Adrian Kempe, RW – Modo (Swe.)

 A big kid with a goal-scorer’s touch, Kempe is working his way up Modo’s depth chart and potted two in a recent win over HV 71. The teen is actually so valued by his club team that he won’t be participating in an upcoming international under-18 tourney. Draft eligible in 2014.

Kevin Roy, LW – Northeastern University Huskies (Hockey East)

 The Huskies wiped out Harvard 6-0 and as usual, Roy was in the thick of it all. The gifted scorer had a goal and a helper and continues to make beautiful music with freshman center Mike Szmatula. If Northeastern is going to upset Boston College in the final, Roy will be the key. Drafted 97th overall by Anaheim in 2012.

Matt Murray, G – Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (OHL)

 An athletic goaltender with a great 6-foot-5 frame, Murray has led the Hounds to an early playoff spot, clinching with 16 games to go. One of the top netminders in the league, Murray sports a 2.44 GAA and six shutouts to go with his 27-8-1 record. Drafted 83rd overall by Pittsburgh in 2012.

Vladislav Kamenev, C – Stalnye Lisy (Rus.)

 Big, talented and not afraid to throw his weight around, Kamenev has three points in his past two games for Stalnye Lisy. The 6-foot-2 pivot has split his time between the Russian junior club team and the KHL’s Metallurg Magnitogorsk this season, getting in 16 games with the big squad. Draft eligible in 2014.

Julien Nantel, C – Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (QMJHL)

 Though he didn’t make the team, Nantel reportedly impressed Canada’s Ivan Hlinka tournament coaches over the summer and scouts love his high energy, straight-ahead game. He’s a good skater who can kill penalties and on a deep Huskies team, he has four points in his past five games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Dmitry Sinitsyn, D – Regina Pats (WHL)

 Playing in his first Western League campaign after a season with UMass-Lowell (he red-shirted before that), the Russian blueliner is coming into his own, with five points in his past four games, not to mention a fight where he more than held his own. A big kid with some great offensive pieces to his game, Sinitsyn is helping the Pats get hot. Drafted 183rd overall by Dallas in 2012.
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  Weyrick_Blake-USA
 

One of my frequent activities during the work week is perusing College Hockey Inc.’s commitments page. The organization is a booster group of sorts that promotes NCAA hockey and keeps an exhaustive list of which prospects are going where. Let’s take a look at some of the more prominent names that have made recent commitments to different hockey schools.

Blake Weyrick, G, Brown University Bears

One of the top-ranked netminders for the 2014 draft, Weyrick is a California native playing for the U.S. National Team Development Program in Ann Arbor, Mich. He’s slated to join the Bears next season where he’ll push for playing time thanks to his big frame. The Bears have had trouble recruiting big names in the past, but with Weyrick joining power forward Tyler Bird (who will head to the campus for 2015-16), things are beginning to look more promising.

Dylan Pavelek, RW, Michigan State Spartans

A mid-sized speedster who plays with Weyrick at the NTDP, Pavelek is slated to head to Michigan State next year alongside the other Team USA netminder, Ed Minney, and highly-touted defenseman Joshua Jacobs of the United States League’s Indiana Ice. In the arms race that is the Big Ten, the Spartans are beginning to build something promising.

Brandon Hickey, D, Boston University Terriers

Coming out of the Alberta Jr. A League, Hickey is a smooth-skating defenseman with the Spruce Grove Saints on track to join B.U. next year. A good bet to go in the second or third round of the NHL draft this summer, Hickey plays a calm game and has a nice offensive upside to his game.

Kasimir Kaskisuo, G, University of Minnesota-Duluth Bulldogs

Besides the awesome name, Kaskisuo also happens to be pretty good at stopping pucks. The 20-year-old native of Finland is tied for the best save percentage in the North American League at .948, while boasting a 1.35 goals-against average, just a fraction off the leader. The current member of the Minnesota Wilderness will join the Bulldogs next season.

Ted Hart, C, Providence College Friars

The youngest of the Hart brothers, Ted will follow in Kevin’s footsteps at Providence while Brian, a Tampa Bay pick, continues his career at Harvard. Ted is a great athlete who also excels at soccer and on the ice he uses his hands and 1-on-1 skills to dazzle. He’ll join Providence in 2015-16.

Tyler Nanne, D, Ohio State Buckeyes

The stereotypical Minnesota high school blueliner is a skilled, rush-happy player in the Jake Gardiner mold and Nanne can fit into that category. Brother Louie is a Minnesota Wild pick, while grandfather Lou is a state legend thanks to his long tenure with the NHL’s old North Stars. Tyler will head to Columbus for 2015-16.
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  Brendan Perlini
 

A Hot List road trip took me to Niagara last week to see the IceDogs host Mississauga and the hosts were all over the Steelheads, winning an easy one 4-1. Meanwhile, the Quebec League’s Moncton Wildcats got a lot more dangerous thanks to the addition of Ivan Barbashev’s buddy from back home, while there’s a new goalie to know over in Sweden. Here’s a look around the world of prospects and some of the players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Brendan Perlini, LW – Niagara IceDogs (OHL)

 One of the highest-scoring draft prospects in the Ontario League, Perlini has been making magic on a line with Toronto Maple Leafs pick Carter Verhaeghe. Ironically, that’s the franchise his father, Fred Perlini, had a couple cups of coffee with back in the early 1980s before becoming a star in Great Britain. So that’s where Brendan spent his winters until age 11, falling in love with both Manchester United soccer and the world of puck.

“Obviously it’s not the biggest hockey market,” Perlini said. “But growing up there gave me an international perspective to my game, playing in Sweden, Finland and Russia. It definitely contributed to my play today.”

Unorthodox, sure. But very effective. Perlini has 28 goals and 61 points through 46 games and has really come along after getting traded to Niagara from Barrie midway through last season.

“My skill sets are the biggest part of my game: skating, stickhandling and shooting,” he said. “I’m a big guy out there and I bring a lot of speed. I tend to create a lot of plays and I try to make my linemates better.”

Already 6-foot-3 and 205 pounds, Perlini will only be getting stronger and that’s a scary thought given his other attributes. Right now the IceDogs are holding on to one of the East’s final playoff spots, but next year will see a young lineup hit a sweet spot that will ramp up expectations when the team moves into a brand new home arena.

“It’s going to be good,” Perlini said. “We’re developing, our line is clicking pretty well and we’re only getting better for the future.”

A future that is looking very bright, indeed. Draft eligible in 2014.

Vladimir Tkachev, LW – Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL)

 You can forgive Tkachev for going scoreless on Sunday; it was his third game in four days since arriving in Canada to play for the Wildcats. In his first two appearances, the gifted offensive talent was all over the scoreboard with four points in his debut and another helper the next night. Draft eligible in 2014.

Linus Soderstrom, G – Djurgarden (Swe.)

 Only one goalie in Sweden’s junior North circuit has faced more shots than Soderstrom, who is playing for a middling Djurgarden squad and standing tall. Big, quick and calm, Soderstrom doesn’t overplay in net and has a .915 save percentage, good for third overall in the North. Draft eligible in 2014.

Kasperi Kapanen, RW – KalPa Kuopio (Fin.)

 It’s practically universal knowledge in the scouting world that Kapanen’s team is hurting him this year. KalPa is near the basement of Finland’s top league and the youngster is taking on a lot of pressure. A quick competitor with a nose for the net, Kapanen has points in two of KalPa’s past three games and the squad was shut out in the other contest. Draft eligible in 2014.

Aaron Haydon, D – Niagara IceDogs (OHL)

 Haydon’s season literally got off on the wrong foot when he broke his while stepping out of a golf cart at a team function, but the big defender has moved on. Haydon has a great edginess to his game and some decent puck skills. The blueliner moves well and mans Niagara’s top penalty killing unit. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nikita Scherbak, RW – Saskatoon Blades (WHL)

 Scherbak came out of nowhere this season and is still the star on a suffering Blades team. And even though Saskatoon shipped out four of its top six scorers in the past month, the Russian continues to blaze. Highly intelligent on the ice, Scherbak has great hockey sense and is riding a four-game point streak. Draft eligible in 2014.

Ryan Dzingel, C – Ohio State Buckeyes (NCAA Div. I)

 A gifted operator who also plays a responsible game, Dzingel has been a driver for the Buckeyes this season. The pivot leads the conference with 14 goals and 30 points in 22 games and four of his markers have been game-winners – also best in the Big 10. Drafted 204th overall by Ottawa in 2011.

Nick Wolff, D – Eagan Wildcats (Minn. HS)

 Scouts have a very definitive book on Wolff’s playing style: Rough and tumble. Coming in at 6-foot-4, 205 pounds, the Minnesota high schooler is a brawny blueliner in a circuit historically known for finesse defensemen such as Jake Gardiner and Aaron Ness. Having said that, Wolff does have 17 points through 18 games for the Wildcats. Draft eligible in 2014.

Marcus Pettersson, D – Skelleftea (Swe.)

 One scout said Pettersson has the most upside of any European in the draft. A big kid who covers a lot of ground, Pettersson has an edge to his game and can move the puck pretty decently. He has a ways to go, but he’s already playing up with the men in Skelleftea after a successful start to the campaign in junior. Draft eligible in 2014.

Daniel Audette, C – Sherbrooke Phoenix (QMJHL)

 Small in stature but hard to contain, Audette is on a roll in Sherbrooke, posting 14 points in nine games this month, moving himself into the top-15 of all ‘Q’ scorers. His Phoenix squad isn’t exactly rising right now, but if Audette and his mates can hang on to their playoff spot, anything can happen. Draft eligible in 2014.
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  Notre Dame v Boston College
 

College hockey fans can be part of the process in helping select this year’s winner of the Hobey Baker Memorial Award. But in reality, the award doesn’t belong in anyone’s hands other than the player they call Johnny Hockey.

Johnny Gaudreau is a Calgary Flames fourth-round pick from 2011 and is averaging two points per game, registering a point in all but one outing this season. And that was way back in October against Minnesota.

The 5-foot-8, 159-pounder was the 50th-ranked prospect in Future Watch 2013 and should crack the top 20 this year. (We’re working on the Future Watch project now.) Gaudreau is expected to forsake his fourth year at Boston College and turn pro with the Flames this spring. Quite frankly, he has nothing left to prove at the college level other than to complete his degree, which he can do during the next few summers.

In fact, Gaudreau considered turning pro last summer, but the opportunity to play on the same team with freshman brother Matt Gaudreau was too irresistible.

It’s been a dominating show of force for Johnny Hockey and the second-ranked Eagles. (Minnesota Golden Gophers are firmly secure in the No. 1 spot.)

Gaudreau is the centerpiece of easily the best line in the NCAA this season. The Boston College trio of center Bill Arnold and wingers Gaudreau and Kevin Hayes are among the top five scorers in the U.S. college game.

Arnold was a fourth round pick of Calgary in 2010, the same year Chicago made Hayes the 24th overall selection.

Arnold is the two-way playmaking center and Hayes the power forward triggerman. Gaudreau can do it all, controlling the puck on his stick as though it’s attached to the black tape. Check out a couple Gaudreau highlights from this season.

“That Eagles line has been so dominating,” one scout told me, “coach Jerry York sometimes shortens the bench late in one-sided games giving them less ice time, so not to run up the score. You should really fly down there and catch a game if you get a chance.”

There’s a pipe dream among Calgary fans that the Flames should seek to acquire Hayes from the Blackhawks as both he and Arnold are completing their senior seasons. Then all three could turn pro on a line together.

Fans can vote as part of the Hobey Baker Award selection process. NCAA coaches nominate the top three players in their league and the top three players in the nation. At this time, fans can now vote online to help determine the top 10 candidates.

Then there’s another selection process to narrow the field from 10 to three. The committee is a geographically balanced group of 27 coaches, officials, scouts and media. Fans can also vote as part of this process, but the weight of their influence is a fraction compared to the committee. That’s due to the fact the online voting becomes more a popularity contest by school students rather than a true measure of merit.

A winner is then named from the three finalists during Frozen Four festivities in Philadelphia April 11.

There are 68 players currently on the ballot. Here are the top 10 vote-getters followed by a handful more on the bubble. Fans can vote online once every 24 hours.

Past winners of the Hobey Baker Award include Ryan Miller (2001), Jordan Leopold (2002) and Matt Carle (2006).

HOBEY BAKER AWARD FAN BALLOTING

Rk, Player, NCAA team, Votes

1. Ryan Faragher, St. Cloud, 7,610

2. Shayne Gostibehere, Union, 7,311

3. Ben Hutton, Maine, 7,168

4. Johnny Gaudreau, Boston College, 6,988

5. Adam Wilcox, Minnesota, 4,049

6. Ross Mauermann, Providence, 2,955

7. Ryan Haggerty, RPI, 2,902

8. Michael Mersch, Wisconsin, 2,734

9. Trevor van Riemsdyk, New Hampshire, 2,719

10. Dillon Simpson, North Dakota, 2,708

–

11. Devin Shore, Maine, 2,678

12. Jimmy Vesey, Harvard, 2,344

13. Connor Jones, Quinnipiac, 2,179

14. Josh Archibald, Nebraska-Omaha, 1,645

15. Andrew Copp, Michigan, 1,634

16. Bill Arnold, Boston College, 1,569

Brian Costello is The Hockey News’s senior editor and a regular contributor to the thn.com Post-To-Post blog. For more great profiles, news and views from the world of hockey, subscribe to The Hockey News magazine. Follow Brian Costello on Twitter at @BCostelloTHN
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  New York Islanders v Colorado Avalanche
 

We’re just starting work this week on our annual Future Watch issue, which lists the top 10 prospects in each organization, then ranks the top 50 league-wide.

The process takes just over a month to complete because there’s a lot of back-and-forth communication between ourselves, a large network of NHL scouts and our web of NHL writers. It will be available to subscribers and on newsstands in early March, right around trade deadline time.

We soon realized the list of young NHL players who completely bypass the Future Watch project is rather large this year. They are, of course, the players who go directly from the 2013 draft to NHL duty the same year, with nary a sniff more time in development leagues. It’s typically three or four players every year, but this season it’s six.

They include fab freshmen Nathan MacKinnon (first overall to Colorado), Aleksander Barkov (second to Florida), Seth Jones (fourth to Nashville), Elias Lindholm (fifth to Carolina), Sean Monahan (sixth to Calgary) and Valeri Nichushkin (10th to Dallas). We’re kind of sad they don’t pass through the Future Watch turnstile, but their fast track to the big league is obviously well-earned and better for the player, team and fans.

A few others, such as Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov in Buffalo, got brief NHL stints before returning to their development leagues.

Among the other early 2013 first-rounders who remain in development levels, Jonathan Drouin (third to Tampa Bay), Darnell Nurse (seventh to Edmonton) and Bo Horvat (ninth to Vancouver) are expected to rank quite high on our Future Watch top 50 list. We’ll see in the coming weeks.

How do the number of fast-trackers this year (six) compare to previous seasons? It looks to be the best since 2008.

Here are the players who jumped directly from the draft to the NHL in the past decade.

2012 draft (two): Nail Yakupov (1st to Edmonton) and Alex Galchenyuk (3rd to Montreal). Mikhail Grigorenko played 25 games with Buffalo, Stefan Matteau played 17 games with New Jersey and Scott Laughton played five games with Philadelphia.

2011 draft (four): Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (1st to Edmonton), Gabriel Landeskog (2nd to Colorado), Adam Larsson (4th to New Jersey) and Sean Couturier (8th to Philadelphia). Mark Scheifele played seven games with Winnipeg.

2010 draft (five): Taylor Hall (1st to Edmonton), Tyler Seguin (2nd to Boston), Jeff Skinner (7th to Carolina), Alexander Burmistrov (8th to Atlanta) and Cam Fowler (12th to Anaheim). Nino Niederreiter played nine games with the Islanders.

2009 draft (five): John Tavares (1st to Islanders), Victor Hedman (2nd to Tampa Bay), Matt Duchene (3rd to Colorado), Evander Kane (4th to Atlanta) and Ryan O’Reilly (33rd to Colorado).

2008 draft (six): Steven Stamkos (1st to Tampa Bay), Drew Doughty (2nd to Los Angeles), Zach Bogosian (3rd to Atlanta), Luke Schenn (5th to Toronto), Mikkel Boedker (8th to Phoenix), Josh Bailey (9th to Islanders) and Viktor Tikhonov (28th to Phoenix).

2007 draft (three): Patrick Kane (1st to Chicago), Sam Gagner (6th to Edmonton) and David Perron (26th to St. Louis).

2006 draft (two): Jordan Staal (2nd to Pittsburgh) and Phil Kessel (5th to Boston).

2005 draft (one): Sidney Crosby (1st to Pittsburgh).

Part of the reason why only one player made the immediate jump in 2005-06 is because the 2004-05 lockout delayed 2004 draft picks from fast-tracking, which strengthened the rookie class of 2005-06.

Four players from the powerful 2003 draft made the immediate move to the NHL (Eric Staal, Nathan Horton, Nikolai Zherdev and Patrice Bergeron), plus another four (Marc-Andre Fleury, Dustin Brown, Brent Burns and Ryan Kesler) played between 21 and 36 games.

As for Future Watch 2014, we’re talking to the scouts right now and we’re as eager as you are to see where prospects fall among the top 50. We’re not sure who our cover boy will be either. Perhaps Drouin or Chicago prospect Teuvo Teravainen? I’ll keep you posted.

Brian Costello is The Hockey News’s senior editor and a regular contributor to the thn.com Post-To-Post blog. For more great profiles, news and views from the world of hockey, subscribe to The Hockey News magazine. Follow Brian Costello on Twitter at @BCostelloTHN
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The NHL Prospect Hot List: Julius Honka golden for Broncos
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With major junior trade deadlines behind us, teams are heading into the home stretch and the Ontario League in particular is looking crazy. Memorial Cup hosts London are in a rough patch and just lost starting goalie Anthony Stolarz for a month to a bad leg injury. With Erie and Guelph in the same conference, that second OHL bid for the final tournament might be gone before the Eastern teams even get a sniff. Here’s a look around the world of prospects and some of the prospects we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Julius Honka, D – Swift Current Broncos (WHL)

Honka arrived in Swift Current this fall and immediately went to work, piling up points from the blueline thanks to his puckhandling skills and excellent skating ability. His vision and escapability make him a prototypical offensive defenseman and his 12 goals and 39 points through 38 games put him second among all Western League rookies. Needless to say, the move from Finland has worked out.

“It’s been great, the culture is awesome,” Honka said. “It’s a little bit different, Swift Current is a small town but it doesn’t matter: I play hockey there. There’s a lot of nice people there.”

A newly-minted gold medalist thanks to his Finnish team’s shocking victories over Canada and Sweden at the world juniors, Honka was more of a depth player on the squad, but will be key to any chance of a repeat next year. In the meantime, heading over to the ‘Dub’ for his draft year has opened his eyes and helped his study of the game.

“I’ve learned about how to play Canadian hockey, like North American style,” he said. “The rink is a little different from Europe so that’s the biggest thing. But it hasn’t affected my game. I try to play my game no matter what kind of rink I’m in.”

And that’s a high skill game. Expect to see Honka taken in the first round of a draft that isn’t flush with blueliners. His physicality is a work in progress, but playing over in Canada has at least given him some basics to go off.

“Maybe a little,” Honka said. “But I still keep my focus on my strengths and how I can play hockey.”

That tends to be with a lot of skill and confidence. When the defensive side of the game catches up, he’ll be a load to handle. Draft eligible in 2014.

Shane Eiserman, LW – Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL)

With his 6-foot-2, 200-pound frame, Eiserman is shaping up to be a potent power forward and sometimes those kids take a little longer to get going. The University of New Hampshire commit had a slow start to the campaign, but now he’s buzzing with five points in his past three games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Scott Kosmachuk, RW – Guelph Storm (OHL)

As part of a murderers’ row of forwards in Guelph, Kosmachuk has more than pulled his weight, leading the attack with 33 goals and 63 points in 46 games. Skilled and quick, Kosmachuk has been held off the scoresheet just three times in the past 20 games. Drafted 70th overall by Winnipeg in 2012.

Josh Archibald, RW – University of Nebraska-Omaha Mavericks (NCHC)

A hardworking player with nice speed, Archibald has been a great offensive producer in Omaha, as well. He’s ahead of his sophomore point pace right now and a hat trick that paced the Mavs to a recent win over Miami didn’t hurt. Drafted 174th overall by Pittsburgh in 2011.

Jack Glover, D – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

Size and skating ability are two of Glover’s best attributes and the 6-foot-3, 190-pounder has also been a prime playmaker for the NTDP. A University of Minnesota commit, Glover is a right-shot ‘D’ who can rush the puck and just needs to let the game come to him. Draft eligible in 2014.

Michael Prapavessis, D –Toronto Lakeshore Patriots (OJHL)

A two-way blueliner with decent size, Prapavessis is a deft playmaker, particularly on the power play. The RPI commit leads the Ontario Jr. A League in scoring by a defenseman with three goals and 41 points in 38 games and has six points in his past five appearances. Draft eligible in 2014.

John Quenneville, C – Brandon Wheat Kings (WHL)

A point-per-game player for the Wheaties, Quenneville is riding a five-game streak that has seen the pivot pick up eight points. Detail-oriented, Quenneville is big, strong and has a nose for the net. He distributes the puck and sees the ice well, meaning second cousin Joel Quenneville, the Chicago coach, should keep tabs on the kid. Draft eligible in 2014.

Fabrice Herzog, RW – Quebec Remparts (QMJHL)

Switzerland’s top goal-scorer at the world juniors with three in five games, Herzog is a big, power forward-type with a nice offensive touch and a solid battle level. He’s heating up in the Quebec League, with eight points in his past five games for the Remparts. Drafted 142nd overall by Toronto in 2013.

Oscar Dansk, G – Erie Otters (OHL)

Dansk just had a 10-game winning streak snapped by the Guelph Storm and even in defeat, he surrendered only one goal. Fantastic at the world juniors for the silver medal-winning Swedes, Dansk can really take away the bottom of the net and his 1.97 goals-against average is tops in the OHL. Drafted 31st overall by Columbus in 2012.

Miles Gendron, D – Rivers Red Wings (Mass. HS)

A converted forward now playing defense, Gendron is a great skater with a fluid stride playing for former NHLer Shawn McEachern. The University of Connecticut commit has three goals and 12 points in 15 games, meaning he has been in on nearly half of Rivers’ goals. Draft eligible in 2014.
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  Goldobin-Billia-Top-Prospects
 

The CHL held its annual Top Prospects Game in Calgary last night, with Team Orr winning 4-3 over Team Cherry in thrilling fashion on a goal by Sault Ste. Marie’s Jared McCann. This was a showcase game for 2014 draft prospects and because it’s so packed with future picks, not everybody has a chance to shine. Talk to scouts and they’ll tell you the game can’t hurt a kid’s stock, but it can help. So who did themselves a solid last night? Here’s a rundown.

Nikolay Goldobin, RW – Sarnia Sting (OHL)

Goldobin was buzzing all night, showing off an array of weapons in his offensive arsenal. That included excellent playmaking vision and quick hands. He scored on a nice wraparound and drew two penalties due to his speed, one resulting in a penalty shot that he rang off the post.

Sam Reinhart, C – Kootenay Ice (WHL)

Having dropped from his No. 1 perch on a few draft rankings (including mine), Reinhart played like a guy who wanted to prove everybody wrong. The team captain was constantly involved, did well on draws and always seemed to be in the right place to make something happen. He also scored.

Aaron Ekblad, D – Barrie Colts (OHL)

The other captain for the night, Ekblad was a key set-up man from the blueline with two assists for Team Orr and demonstrated why he is the top defenseman available in this draft. He’s so strong and can do a bit of everything back there.

Brendan Lemieux, LW – Barrie Colts (OHL)

Ekblad’s housemate back in Barrie, Lemieux was stirring the pot all night long. He opened the scoring by planting himself in front of the net and was constantly agitating. The left winger looks like he could be a Ryan Hartman type of prospect and based on who his dad is and the style he plays, I would like to coin the nickname Brendan “The Spawn of Claude” Lemieux.

Mason McDonald, G – Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL)

This is a tough game for goalies, but McDonald was the best of the night, giving up just one goal and really holding Team Orr in the game early when the Cherry boys were dominating possession time. A big netminder who recently joined the rebuilding Islanders, it was good to see how McDonald could play in a meaningful game.

Nick Ritchie, LW – Peterborough Petes (OHL)

A huge kid who has no problem throwing his weight around, Ritchie was a force on the night, banging and crashing around the rink. With his size (6-foot-3, 229 pounds) and nasty disposition, we may just have to start calling him “Juggernaut.”

Alex Peters, D – Plymouth Whalers (OHL)

Along with goalies, this game isn’t always the best for defensive defensemen, but Peters made his statement with a big hit on Guelph’s Robby Fabbri, defusing a rush by blowing up the Storm center. The shutdown capabilities were evident with Peters.

Jake Virtanen, LW – Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

Playing on his home ice, Virtanen comported himself well, showing off a complete game that included great backchecking and some nice offensive opportunities.

Michael Dal Colle, LW – Oshawa Generals (OHL)

Dal Colle had one of the prettier goals on a laser shot and nearly had another one soon after in the second period. It’s clear why he’s one of the top scorers in the OHL.

Other players that looked solid included Windsor’s Josh Ho-Sang, Halifax’s Nikolaj Ehlers, Saginaw’s Blake Clarke, Saskatoon’s Nikita Scherbak and Prince Albert’s Leon Draisaitl.

And of course, every year there is at least one fight at the game and 2014 was no exception, with Ottawa’s Jacob Middleton taking the ‘W’ over Niagara’s Aaron Haydon.

2014 NHL Draft Rankings: Draisaitl takes over No. 1
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  Leon-Draisaitl-Draft
 

For me, the most important opinions on the NHL draft come from the team scouts and execs, the people who will actually be making the picks come June 26 in Philadelphia. To that end, my mid-term pick for No. 1 overall may shock you, but this is based on input from the decision-makers themselves. There’s still a lot of hockey to be played, but here’s a look at how the draft may pan out.

1. Leon Draisaitl, C – Prince Albert Raiders (WHL)

The German pivot is blowing scouts away right now. One thought the kid had some Anze Kopitar in him thanks to a combination of size and playmaking. The latter is where Draisaitl really shines. A complete player with great awareness, he makes players around him better and has great anticipation. Makes plays equally strong on both his forehand and backhand.

2. Aaron Ekblad, D – Barrie Colts (OHL)

Is it mean to put Ekblad second based on the assumption Edmonton will be picking in this slot? Just kidding, Oilers fans. But hey, Ekblad would be a welcome addition. The Colts star played quite well as an underager on a weirdly shaky Canadian blueline at the world juniors and he can do it all. Ekblad is big, strong and can contribute at both ends of the ice.

3. Sam Bennett, C – Kingston Frontenacs (OHL)

A very versatile player, one scout noted that you don’t usually find players who can play a variety of roles in the top five of the draft. Bennett has a great motor and competes hard, but he’s also an excellent producer and hasn’t been held off the scoresheet since Nov. 2. Speed, hands and the ability to change the tempo of a game also help his cause.

4. Sam Reinhart, C – Kootenay Ice (WHL)

Someone has to fall when others rise and Reinhart is that guy right now. Though my scouts nixed the idea his skating needs work (a flaw in the minds of some others), there was a minor question about how deep he digs sometimes. Otherwise, Reinhart does everything well and thinks the game on an elite level.

5. Michael Dal Colle, LW – Oshawa Generals (OHL)

A big dude who can really put up numbers, Dal Colle is a creative winger with great hands who has been scorching all year long for the Generals. He’s been one of the top scorers in the Ontario League for most of the season and his 6-foot-2 frame has only 171 pounds on it right now, meaning he will get heavier and harder to play against in the near future.

6. Kasperi Kapanen, RW – KalPa Kuopio (Fin.)

Playing on a line with his dad, former NHLer Sami Kapanen, Kasperi has pushed through a couple injuries this year, one of which unfortunately meant we didn’t see him at the world juniors. But the kid has a pro demeanor and knows where he needs to be on the ice. A smart player who distributes the puck and reads off his teammates.

7. Brendan Perlini, LW – Niagara IceDogs (OHL)

Don’t be surprised if Perlini goes higher than this, depending on which teams are picking where. A power forward in the making, Perlini has the size and the skill, while working on the snarl. Nevertheless, he’s one of the highest scorers in the OHL on a rebuilding Niagara team, using his release and skating to cash in offensively.

8. Willie Nylander, RW – Sodertalje (Swe.)

Now on his third team of the season, Nylander has raised some eyebrows because of this unsettling situation, but scouts I’ve talked to said he has enough skill to make up for any issues in that realm. Tremendously gifted offensively, the son of Mikael Nylander has been on fire since joining Sodertalje’s third line, with eight points in six games.

9. Haydn Fleury, D – Red Deer Rebels (WHL)

In a draft thin on top-end defensemen, Fleury will be a beacon of light once Ekblad has gone off the board. Strong, quick and willing, his puck skills are still being investigated by scouts, but everything else about his skills package sings. A poised blueliner who also has great hockey sense.

10. Jake Virtanen, LW – Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

Another versatile player, Virtanen is the type of guy you could stick on a number of lines and still get an effective performance. He’s real nasty on the ice and definitely competes, using his strength to romp around the rink. Virtanen also has decent offensive numbers for a great Calgary team.

11. Ivan Barbashev, C – Moncton (QMJHL)

12. Roland McKeown, D – Kingston (OHL)

13. Nick Ritchie, LW – Peterborough (OHL)

14. Anton Karlsson, RW – Frolunda (Swe.)

15. Jared McCann, C – Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

16. Sonny Milano, LW – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

17. Conner Bleackley, C – Red Deer (WHL)

18. Alex Tuch, RW – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

19. Nick Schmaltz, RW – Green Bay (USHL)

20. Adrian Kempe, C – Modo (Swe.)

21. Julius Honka, D – Swift Current (WHL)

22. Jacob Middleton, D – Ottawa (OHL)

23. David Pastrnak, LW – Sodertalje (Swe.)

24. Brycen Martin, D – Swift Current (OHL)

25. Nikolaj Ehlers, LW – Halifax (QMJHL)

26. Josh Ho-Sang, RW – Windsor (OHL)

27. Jakub Vrana, RW – Linkoping (Swe.)

28. Dylan Larkin, C – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

29. Thatcher Demko, G – Boston College (HE)

30. Anthony DeAngelo, D – Sarnia (OHL)
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  Kevin-Fiala-Draft
 

The NHL’s Central Scouting bureau made waves this week, naming Kingston’s Sam Bennett and Prince Albert’s Leon Draisaitl its top two North American skaters, despite the fact this year’s No. 1 overall debate had centered around Aaron Ekblad and Sam Reinhart. The latter two will captain the CHL’s Top Prospects Game Wednesday in Calgary. Now, Central Scouting has missed on two of the past four No. 1 selections overall (They had Tyler Seguin and Seth Jones), so take the listing with a grain of salt. But it is an interesting debate point. Let’s take a whirl around the world of prospects to catch up with some of the players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Kevin Fiala, LW – HV 71 (Swe.)

A Swiss national playing in Sweden, Fiala is a dogged competitor who was one of the more noticeable players in Canada’s world junior win over Switzerland in the quarterfinal. It was interesting to see him stand out, particularly since he also played well against the Canucks in the summer’s Ivan Hlinka tournament.

“I was pretty good, but I can always be better,” he said. “Gotta keep on going.”

A top-10 scorer in Sweden’s junior South Division, Fiala posted 10 goals and 24 points in his first 26 games. While he probably could have dominated back in Switzerland, he wanted the extra challenge at HV 71.

“The level is much better and gives me more confidence,” he said. “I thought it was a better organization and I wanted to try something new.”

The son of former European coach Jan Fiala, Kevin learned from his dad all through his career, playing his entire youth under the elder Fiala. Now the left winger is on his own and showing off what he can do.

“I try to throw hits, I try to do everything,” Fiala said. “I would like to get better in the defensive zone. It’s something I work on in practice.”

Look for Fiala to be a standout for the Swiss next year at the world juniors and one to watch on NHL radars. Draft eligible in 2014.

Sam Bennett, C – Kingston Frontenacs (OHL)

It’s been more than a month since Bennett was last held off the scoresheet, though an undisclosed injury will keep him out of the CHL Top Prospects Game. No matter – scouts already know about his crazy hockey sense, elite offensive talent and complete game. He may be a surprise No. 1, but it’s hard to discount the move when you consider the player in question. Draft eligible in 2014.

Brayden Point, C – Moose Jaw Warriors (WHL)

Bennett’s replacement at the Top Prospects Game is an undersized pivot who brings excellent vision and playmaking to the table. Point gets his offense in bunches and with seven points in his past four games with the Warriors, he’s currently on one of those great runs. Draft eligible in 2014.

Blake Heinrich, D – Sioux City Musketeers (USHL)

Originally committed to the University of Minnesota-Duluth, Heinrich just changed course and will instead suit up for the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks next season, though he may get in a couple games at the end of this campaign. Hard-hitting and nasty in his own end, Heinrich will help fill out the Hawks’ blueline next year. Drafted 144th overall by Washington in 2013.

Ted Hart, C – Phillips Exeter Big Red (New Hampshire HS)

Impressed scouts at this summer’s Beanpot invitational. Hart has two older brothers; Tampa Bay pick Brian (Harvard) and Kevin, a senior at Providence College. That’s where Ted recently committed to as well, where he’ll bring great hands and 1-on-1 skills. Also a star soccer player, Hart has five goals and 16 points through 14 games with the Big Red. Draft eligible in 2014.

Jonas Johansson, G – Brynas (Swe.)

A big netminder at 6-foot-4, 198 pounds, Johansson has started the past two divisional games for the Brynas junior squad, despite being one of the younger backup on the team. He gave up just two goals in each of those games and has posted an overall goals-against average of 1.83 – best in the circuit. Draft eligible in 2014.

Brandon Hickey, D – Spruce Grove Saints (AJHL)

Hickey brings a skill that all scouts love and that’s skating. The 6-foot-2 D-man has improved his offensive production with the Saints, totaling four goals and 16 points through 37 games after notching just seven all of last year. Draft eligible in 2014.

Devin Shore, C – University of Maine Black Bears (Hockey East)

You can’t get much hotter in the college game than Shore, who is pacing the Black Bears with 26 points in 20 games. But the offensively gifted pivot has done most of his damage lately, putting up an 11-game point streak, including five multi-point efforts. Drafted 61st overall by Dallas in 2012.

Brett Lernout, D – Swift Current Broncos (WHL)

A tough defenseman with great balance who is more than willing to drop the gloves, Lernout has also been on a bit of an offensive tear, with four points in his past five games for the Broncos. The late 1995 birthday now has 18 points overall after notching just two in 41 games last season. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nicolas Aube-Kubel, RW – Val-d’Or Foreurs (QMJHL)

This is a very thin year for Quebecois talent and Aube-Kubel is one of the few prospects slated to go in the top-50. Speedy and smart, Aube-Kubel has five points in his past five games and is the first Quebec-born player in Central Scouting’s rankings at 46th among North American skaters. Draft eligible in 2014.
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  Charles-Hudon-Draft-Getty
 

Major junior’s three leagues all held their trade deadlines within the past day and though many deals were swung, only a few could be considered “blockbusters” by anybody outside the deepest rungs of local fandom.

But there were a significant amount of NHL picks and prospects who found new addresses, so in the interest of covering off both the landscape of the leagues and how your favorite NHL team may have been affected, here’s a CHL deadline wrap-up. Note that some deals occurred in the days leading up to the deadline, so not all of these moves are super-fresh news.

QMJHL

The most obvious takeaway from the Quebec League is that Charlottetown has thrown in the towel and is looking ahead to the future. Considering the worst two teams in the ‘Q’ also won two of the past three Memorial Cups (Saint John and Shawinigan), this is not a bad strategy: Junior hockey is intensely cyclical.

Toronto Maple Leafs goalie prospect Antoine Bibeau was sent to Val-d’Or just before New Year’s, while 2014 draft prospect Mason McDonald was brought in to replace some of that crease time from Acadie-Bathurst. Phoenix Coyotes prospect Pavel Laplante had been dealt the week before to Victoriaville and 2014 prospect Alexis Pepin, a big power forward who has struggled with conditioning at times but won gold with Canada at the under-18 Ivan Hlinka tournament this summer, is now in Gatineau.

William Carrier, a goal-scorer for Cape Breton and a St. Louis Blues selection, is now heading to Drummondville, where he will be joined by Calgary Flames property Ryan Culkin, a good-sized defenseman with some offensive punch who was playing for the Quebec Remparts.

But the biggest name to move was Montreal Canadiens pick Charles Hudon. Fresh off a stint at the world juniors, the two-way forward was shipped to Baie-Comeau from Chicoutimi.

OHL

The Ontario League is interesting this year because the West is so much better than the East, but also features the Memorial Cup host London Knights. So the West could have two teams in the continental tournament, assuming a squad such as Erie or Guelph knocks off London in the playoffs. In order to fortify, the Knights added speedster Gemel Smith, a Dallas Stars prospect, from Owen Sound, with Edmonton Oilers pick Kyle Platzer going the other way.

Not to be outdone, Erie bolstered its blueline by adding Owen Sound’s Kurtis MacDermid, who signed as a free agent with the Los Angeles Kings last season. MacDermid brings both size and toughness.

With the East looking wide open, the Sudbury Wolves made some bold moves, adding Dallas Stars first-rounder Radek Faksa from Kitchener and Carolina Hurricanes blueline prospect Trevor Carrick from Mississauga. Faksa looked great for the Czechs at the world juniors, while Carrick has a nice offensive dimension to his game.

One earlier trade to keep an eye on involved 2014 prospect Blake Clarke, who struggled with both injuries and production in North Bay this year. Now he’s with Saginaw and his two points in five games nearly surpasses the three points he had in 21 contests with the Battalion. A change of scenery may have been just the thing to save Clarke’s draft year, since he has the size and pedigree to be selected.

WHL

Nothing gets college hockey fans crowing than players leaving their ranks for major junior, so when Adam Tambellini scored as many points in his first game as a member of the Calgary Hitmen as he did in 16 outings at the University of North Dakota (four), the knives came out. But while NCAA fans screamed about inferior competition, Calgary was no doubt pleased they got the New York Rangers prospect’s rights from Portland shortly before Tambellini left Grand Forks.

Not that Portland is crying poverty. The Winterhawks landed Matt Dumba’s rights from Red Deer and after a woozy world juniors, the talented defenseman was sent back to junior by the Minnesota Wild, so now he can shoot for a WHL title.

One team that might get in the way is Kelowna. The Rockets are in fact the best squad in the country right now and added to their ranks by landing Detroit Red Wings selection Marek Tvrdon from Vancouver. The right winger can put up offense, which the Rockets will need as they fend off Victoria, which added Chicago Blackhawks defensive prospect Travis Brown in a deal with Moose Jaw.

Kelowna, Portland and Victoria are the top three teams in the West, while Calgary rules the East.

Top NHL draft prospects Ekblad and Reinhart will face off
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From teammates to adversaries in the span of a week. Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad and Kootenay Ice center Sam Reinhart were named the captains for Team Orr and Team Cherry, respectively, for the upcoming CHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15.

The pair just returned from Malmo, where both played for Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championship, finishing fourth after playoff round losses to Finland and Russia. Although they came home without medals, they at least got some experience.

“We learned a lot of harsh lessons,” Ekblad said. “It’s an unfortunate thing to happen, but one of the positives is being prepared so it doesn’t happen again.”

Reinhart, who got to play with older brother Griffin in the tourney, echoed that sentiment.

“Definitely a lot to take away,” he said. “You know the level of competition going in was going to be a lot different. It’s not a full season, there are many Game 7s to win in a tournament like that.”

Reinhart also noted that with many players eligible to return for next year’s WJC in Montreal and Toronto, Canada will be able to build off this year’s experience.

But to be honest, neither he nor Ekblad will likely be available. As the consensus top two picks in this year’s NHL draft, both players are certainly capable of jumping right into a role with whichever franchise selects them, meaning they might have been one-and-done with the world juniors.

“Sam is an exceptional player with off-the-charts hockey sense,” said NHL Central Scouting director Dan Marr. “He always seems to know where the puck is going to be.”

Marr had a similarly glowing review for Ekblad.

“You’re getting a building block for any team,” he said. “He plays the game with authority and he can move the puck.”

Now the two will showcase their very different skill sets on a big stage. Alternate captains for the game include Roland McKeown (OHL Kingston), Ivan Barbashev (QMJHL Moncton), Jake Virtanen (WHL Calgary) and Nikolaj Ehlers (QMJHL Halifax).
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Coach Tim Whitehead of Kimball Union Academy in New Hampshire thinks he has a pretty good trio playing for him this season. In fact, the combination of Tyler Bird, J.D. Dudek and A.J. Greer might just be the most dangerous line in all of prep school hockey.

“The three of them are lighting it up,” Whitehead said. “You can’t really intimidate them out there. They’re fun to work with.”

Kimball Union is already 6-0-1 and their top line has a lot to do with that success. Bird and Dudek are both 2014 draft prospects while Greer, a 6-foot-3, 180-pound man-child from Montreal, has a late birthday and won’t be available to NHL teams until 2015. But all three will be worth the wait.

Whitehead, Bird and Dudek are all hired guns in their own way. The coach actually helmed the University of Maine Black Bears for more than a decade (and UMass-Lowell before that). His landing at KUA is quickly becoming a family affair, with his wife a teacher, his daughter a student and a son coming to the school in the near future. More importantly for his players, Whitehead has instilled a college-style program to the hockey team. That means lifting weights in the winter, watching video and playing more games than the team had in the past – the Wildcats now have an NCAA-style schedule.

“We’re trying to do as much as we can to prepare these kids for college,” he said. “And hopefully, for some of them, the pros.”

Bird, a 6-foot-2, 202-pound right winger, looks to be in both categories. Committed to Brown University, he has seven goals and 14 points through seven games, using his size to his advantage. The youngster began his high school career at St. John’s Prep in Massachusetts, but was looking for a new challenge this season.

“I felt the competition at SJP wouldn’t be as good as it would be at KUA,” Bird said. “And the players I could surround myself with could be better too.”

In Dudek, he found that foil. Dudek also started off his high school career elsewhere, at Pinkerton Academy with 2013 Washington Capitals draft pick Zach Sanford, where the duo won a title together. Like Bird, the skilled pivot was looking for a new challenge. Now they’re making magic together.

“We both go to the dirty areas, but I like to go in there and get him the puck,” Bird said. “He has unbelievable hands and vision and he can get it back to me.”

Dudek has elite poise with the puck according to Whitehead and is trusted enough as a center that he plays the point (and sometimes the half-wall) on the power play. He has four goals and 16 points already. The coach loves how Dudek’s playmaking complements the power game of Bird, who is more than just a basher.

“I’ve been very impressed,” Whitehead said. “Tyler’s a complete player who can play physical and put the puck in the net. He wears all the hats and he’s improving.”

One area Bird has been working on with Whitehead is his poise and quickness with the puck. But when he gets to Brown University for 2015-16, he will surely get the opportunity to make things happen, as the Bears haven’t had many recruits like him in the past. So why give Brown a shot?

“It’s hard to explain,” Bird said. “The coaches liked me and they’re building a strong program with some good recruits, like Miles Wood (Nobles prep) and my teammate, Jack McCarthy. I just had a gut feeling.”

Next season Dudek is heading to Boston College, a school that never really needs explaining when it comes to hockey.

“I grew up in New Hampshire, so Hockey East was a dream of mine and that was one of the teams that stood out,” Dudek said. “That was a dream school and when they were interested in me, I was definitely interested in them.”

Scouts are going to be very interested in Kimball Union this season and while the isolated campus wreaks havoc on cell phones, it’s the chaos inspired by the big bodies of Bird and Greer, not to mention the hands and mind of Dudek, that will make the trip worth it.

Photo of Bird (No. 14) and Dudek (No. 15) courtesy of KUA.
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Zach Fucale wasn’t tested very much in Canada’s only exhibition game before the team headed to Europe. In fact, other than a quick flurry that saw Ryerson’s Andrew Buck get two prime cracks at the Halifax Mooseheads netminder, Fucale (and Jake Paterson, who took over for the final 30 minutes of play) had a boring day at the office on Saturday. So what kind of preparation was that for the world juniors?

“All situations can happen over there,” Fucale said. “You’ve gotta be ready for anything.”

Indeed, when the Canucks take on Germany and to a lesser extent Slovakia, the Canadian netminder of record may get a little bored. But if Canada is going to break its gold medal drought of four years, Fucale and Paterson must be on point. That’s because a quarterfinal matchup (the bye to the semifinal is now gone) could draw Finland, while the semi opponent will undoubtedly be a fellow power country such as the U.S., Sweden or Russia. That’s when the pressure gets amped up and that switch in mindset can be tough for a goalie. Luckily for Fucale, he’s played in both situations.

When the Herd was young and he was a rookie, Fucale faced nearly 30 shots a night in the post-season. During the Memorial Cup year that followed (and aided by the presence of dynamic forwards such as Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin at peak performance), his workload in the playoffs dropped by nearly 5.5 shots a night. And the Montreal Canadiens second-rounder was great both times.

Sean Burke, who knows a thing or two about goaltending from his NHL days, is no doubt on board with Fucale’s experiences. As part of Hockey Canada’s new management team, Burke is part of the brain trust now responsible for the under-20s and one of his first duties in the summer was answering questions about the perception Canada has become light on net talent.

“I don’t think there’s a crisis,” Burke said. “The gap has been closed. When I was playing in the Olympics back in 1988, or if you go back to ’87, ’86 – the one advantage Canada had was that you could play a team that was more talented, but our goaltending was usually stronger. That all changed.”

Recent letdowns have made scapegoats of youngsters such as Malcolm Subban and Mark Visentin, though Burke tried to put things in perspective.

“If you have one bad game it can make a difference,” he said. “And in the past few years the goaltending has been great, but unfortunately a bad game here or there has been the difference. We have to continue to develop our goalies.”

What Burke would like to see is young netminders getting more work. The controversial CHL ban on European goalies will help that a bit, but some of the best teen stoppers are American, so getting the Canadian kids minutes isn’t always a slam dunk.

“Junior hockey has become a big business and it’s not just about development – everybody wants to win,” Burke said. “The biggest part of developing a goalie is that you have to play them. If you look back over years and years at a lot of goalies that became successful in the NHL, they weren’t real successful in junior, but they played a lot. They played when they were tired, they played on not very good teams, they played in a lot of different situations.”

Luckily for Canada, Fucale has been a three-year starter in Halifax. And to his credit, he seems undaunted by the challenge in front of him in Malmo. Having Mooseheads teammate Drouin around has helped, since the Tampa Bay first-rounder was there in Ufa last year.

“Everyone’s been saying it’s a great experience and you have to enjoy it and soak it all in,” Fucale said. “We just have to work hard and play as a team.”

But as true as that may be, the individual wearing the pads and blocker may have to carry that team at some point.

The Hot List: Canadian world junior hopeful Taylor Leier
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This will be the last Hot List until I touch down in Sweden for the world juniors and there’s a lot to cover. First off, Carolina has lent Elias Lindholm to the Tre Kronor for said tournament, making the Swedes even more of a favorite. Toronto is still on the fence about sending Morgan Rielly to play for Canada, but either way it’s going to be a star-studded affair. Meanwhile, the CHL named its rosters for the annual Top Prospects Game in Calgary, so there’s a lot to get to on our look at players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Taylor Leier, LW – Portland Winterhawks (WHL)

As a bit of an underdog at Canada’s world junior camp, Leier has made sure that his quickness and attention to detail are on point, because he won’t necessarily be counted on for big goal-scoring should he make the final cut. Which is funny, because the Portland winger sits eleventh in league scoring with 43 points through 31 games. Instead, he played on a defensive line with Scott Laughton and Felix Girard in Canada’s exhibition game against a select group of CIS (Canadian university) players.

“Everyone knows what their role is coming in here,” Leier said. “It’s fine to shut down the other team’s top line. I’m willing to play any role.”

Thanks to his time with the Winterhawks, Leier is used to pressure situations and has used past WHL experience to calm himself during the tryout process.

“I’ve been to the final every year I’ve played in the WHL,” he said. “Those are big stages. Last year the Memorial Cup was a big stage too. All the experience helps in the long-run.”

Coming from a team that frequently graduates players into the NHL has also been an eye-opener for the Saskatoon native, whose growth in the PDX earned him the captaincy on the U.S. Division-leading team this season.

“When I was 17 I played with guys like Sven Baertschi and Ty Rattie,” Leier said. “You look up to those guys and they were a bonus for me.”

While he wants to improve on his skating, Leier is already pretty speedy out there and being able to score as well as prevent can only help his case, as Canada decides which two forwards won’t make the final roster for Malmo. Drafted 117th overall by Philadelphia in 2012.

Zach Sanford, LW – Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL)

The power forward-in-the-making has been hot for the Hawks, knocking in eight points in his past four games in a span where the team went 3-0-1. The Boston College recruit still needs to fill out his 6-foot-4 frame, but once he does, Sanford has the hands and puck possession skills to make a difference. Drafted 61st overall by Washington in 2013.

Damon Severson, D – Kelowna Rockets (WHL)

In Canada’s 3-0 win over the CIS Selects, Severson once again killed penalties effectively, but also moved the puck with poise and purpose on a pairing with Portland’s Derrick Pouliot. Back home, he’s a point-per-gamer with the Rockets. Drafted 60th overall by New Jersey in 2012.

Jack Eichel, C – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

The youngest kid in camp is certainly getting an opportunity to shine. Eichel was a surprise addition to USA’s final world junior camp roster, but the Boston University commit has size and hands, so putting him on a line with Adam Erne and Ryan Hartman indicates coach Don Lucia is serious about giving him a shot. Draft eligible in 2015.

Markus Granlund, C – Abbotsford Heat (AHL)

Don’t look now, but Mikael’s little brother is en fuego for Abbotsford. Granlund has an 11-game point streak going, with seven in the past four games. A highly skilled producer known for his playmaking, Granlund has actually turned up his goal-scoring acumen with the Heat. Drafted 45th overall by Calgary in 2011.

Josh Ho-Sang, RW – Windsor Spitfires (OHL)

Losing Kerby Rychel as a teammate may actually be a blessing for Ho-Sang, who now gets to prove what he can do as The Man on this rebuilding Windsor team. Mad puck skills were never the issue with the right winger, who has 10 points in seven December games, but responsibility was. To that end, Ho-Sang is getting much more dependable and that will boost his stock. Draft eligible in 2014.

Thatcher Demko, G – Boston College Eagles (Hockey East)

Unfortunately the goalie of record when the Eagles fell to Holy Cross for the first time since 1946, Demko rebounded to take a key conference win over New Hampshire. The freshman boasts a 4-1-1 record with a stellar 2.31 goals-against average and .911 save percentage, using his athleticism and big frame to his advantage. Draft eligible in 2014.

Pavel Buchnevich, LW – Severstal Cherepovets (KHL)

Big, fast and in possession of a dangerous shot, Buchnevich is making noise in his first full KHL season with six goals and 12 points in 31 games, despite not getting top-six minutes. The world juniors will be a great stage for the young winger, as Russia boasts a nice array of talent. Drafted 75th overall by the New York Rangers in 2013.

Patrik Koys, RW – HK Orange 20 (Svk.)

Once hailed as the Next Big Thing out of Slovakia, Koys never found his footing as a rookie in the Quebec League with Shawinigan and returned home for his draft year. He’ll get a crack at Slovakia’s world junior team and has been playing with the nation’s version of the U.S. NTDP – though this squad plays men’s teams. Quick and dynamic, he has nice individual skills. Draft eligible in 2014.

Clark Bishop, C – Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (QMJHL)

A smart player who skates well and excels in the defensive end, Bishop is one of seven Quebec Leaguers slated to play in the CHL Top Prospects Game. Though he’s not known for his offense, the youngster does have two goals in his past three games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Who will make Canada’s final world junior roster?
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With Canada cancelling its final practice and also announcing all 25 members of the final world junior camp will travel over to Sweden before final cuts are made, there are more questions than answers in the wake of the team’s 3-0 win over a group of Canadian university players from the University of Toronto, Ryerson and York. The CIS team actually got excellent goaltending in the first period, making this game closer than it should have been, but what will the WJC look like? Here are some plot points.

The Scratches: Jonathan Drouin (concussion), Griffin Reinhart, Nic Petan, Josh Morrissey and Bo Horvat did not play Saturday. Drouin and Reinhart are locks, assuming Drouin is healthy, while it seems as if the other three had done enough to make it, with others fighting on-ice to prove their worth.

The Wing Man: Hunter Shinkaruk, the Vancouver Canucks first-rounder, played on a line with Sam Reinhart (2014 draft) and Connor McDavid (2015 draft) and had at least four incredible scoring chances, but couldn’t convert any. So how does this affect his status as a scoring winger? Is it great that he had such chances, or a strike against him that he couldn’t bury such glorious opportunities? McDavid (who scored on the power play) and Reinhart have great chemistry dating back to last year’s world under-18s, where they won gold. Adding Petan (Winnipeg) would create a great scoring line. If Shinkaruk didn’t prove himself, he may be one of the cuts – though, again, Drouin’s health is a huge X-factor.

The best part of the Reinhart-McDavid tandem is that they won’t be the No. 1 line, but they will be super-dangerous, so they’ll miss the competition’s best checkers.

“It’s good to get success early on,” Reinhart said. “It seems like we picked right up from the U18s. He’s an easy player to play with. He creates so much offensively and he’s a good defensive player so it’s nice playing alongside him.”

For the Defense: Matt Dumba, the NHLer with the Minnesota Wild, is obviously the team’s No. 1 blueliner, so it was interesting to see him paired with Colorado pick Chris Bigras. In the summer, Canada’s Ivan Hlinka under-18 team gave bubble players a chance to succeed in the final intersquad game, with Joe Hicketts playing on the top pairing with Aaron Ekblad (a 2014 prospect who is also vying for a WJC spot). So was Bigras getting his chance to make a final impression? I can definitely see Dumba and Morrissey (Winnipeg) as a top pairing when things actually get settled. Bigras brought his game on Saturday, playing calm, poised and basically mistake-free. That may put pressure on Adam Pelech (NY Isles), who played on a third pairing with Ekblad.

Derrick Pouliot (Pittsburgh) and Damon Severson (New Jersey) were a solid pairing and I wouldn’t be surprised to see them remain together. Griffin Reinhart (NY Isles) will miss the first three games due to a carry-over suspension from last year’s world juniors.

Star of the Show: Other than McDavid, the best player on the afternoon was Columbus prospect Josh Anderson, who scored a goal and imposed his will throughout, using his great size and speed to bully his way around the ice.

“I wanted to be that big power forward,” he said. “You want to be noticed out there and if you get noticed, good things will happen.”

So here comes the next question: How much grit does Canada bring? Taylor Leier (Philadelphia) was also effective using his speed, while Felix Girard Nashville), a gritty faceoff ace, actually played wing on the same line with Scott Laughton (Philly) down the middle. Horvat (Vancouver) seems to be a lock, while Kerby Rychel (Columbus), like Horvat, brings both physicality and high skill.

What About Curtis Lazar? The Ottawa first-rounder played on a line with Charles Hudon (Montreal) and Anthony Mantha (Detroit), but they will almost certainly be centered by Drouin if everything works out for the Tampa Bay first-rounder. McDavid’s got his lineys it would seem and Frederik Gauthier (Toronto) was effective between Rychel and Anderson. Lazar can be both a scoring threat and a penalty-killer/shutdown guy, so he might be a nice swingman for Canada.

Goaltending: Both Zach Fucale (Montreal) and Jake Paterson (Detroit) posted shutouts in half a game’s work each, but were not tested very often. Still, you can only face the shots that come at you and both looked confident in net.
Frozen Four tabs Boston, Tampa Bay, Chicago and Minnesota
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The NCAA released its list of the next four hosts for the Frozen Four national championship tournaments and really, they went with no-brainers. Thankfully, the chosen cities are good spots for a variety of reasons and stretch out nicely in terms of geography.

Boston will host in 2015; Tampa in 2016; Chicago in 2017 and Minnesota (St. Paul) in 2018. This year’s tournament will be in Philadelphia, which also put in a new bid, as did last year’s hosts from Pittsburgh. Other unsuccessful suitors include Buffalo, Brooklyn, Columbus and Washington.

Starting with Boston, you have a city that lives and breathes college hockey. Boston College, Boston U., Harvard and Northeastern all vie for the Beanpot trophy each year and some of the NHL’s best players cut their team within city borders. Most excitingly for organizers, I’m sure, is that Boston College is a perennial contender to win the national championship, while Boston U. is not far behind. Having a home team play in the Frozen Four would only ratchet up the hype surrounding the tourney even further. And for fans, you have a great tourist city with tons of amenities and a lot of history.

Tampa may be the strangest winner on the list to outsiders, but as a recent host in 2012, the home of the NHL’s Lightning has been lauded ever since for putting on a great show. The Tampa Bay Times Forum is loved as an arena, the fans can sit poolside when they’re not at games and the sport itself is growing in the state. There may not be a college hockey team eligible to play in the tournament, but the annual Florida College Classic in Estero (two hours away) attracts big schools such as Cornell and New Hampshire. Florida native Brian Ferlin, a Boston Bruins prospect with Cornell, told me that he’s seen the grassroots tournaments affiliated with the FCC grow quite a bit recently. So there’s an upshot for hockey itself by keeping Florida on the NCAA map.

Chicago, you may be surprised to hear, has never hosted the Frozen Four. Perhaps the shadow of Bill Wirtz kept more than just NHL lovers away for all those years, but now it’s a new era and the Blackhawks have reinvigorated the city’s passion for puck. Like Boston, Chicago is one of America’s biggest cities and brings all the great restaurants, hotels and touristy things that come with such a designation. The rink is beautiful and there’s also a nice Big Ten tie-in for the Midwestern location. True, the host school is Notre Dame, a Hockey East school, but just bringing attention to the college game in a state that shockingly does not have a team (c’mon Northwestern or Illinois…) can’t hurt.

Then there’s St. Paul, in the heart of Minnesota. The no-brainer of no-brainers, St. Paul has the excellent Xcel Center, home of the NHL’s Wild and the state’s vaunted state high school tournament. Like Boston, this is a traditional hotbed for college hockey, where fans may be more passionate for the NCAA game than anywhere else. Another similarity to Boston is the fact the University of Minnesota Golden Gophers are a consistent threat to win it all, so seeing the Maroon and Gold in the Frozen Four is a very good bet. Not that locals will need extra incentive to show up, but it would certainly make the stakes higher.

There were no bad choices for the NCAA in these bids, but with the selections made, an interesting slate has been created for the future.
The Hot List: Answering Dal Colle
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For a second there, it looked like Team Canada was cursed. First, defender Chris Bigras was hit hard in a game against Guelph, then Jonathan Drouin was concussed when U.S. hopeful Adam Erne of the Quebec Remparts slammed him into the boards from behind. But Bigras recovered from his bump and Drouin sounds like he’s in decent shape, even if he needs a bit more recovery time. Bullet dodged? Canadian brass probably just hopes things don’t come in threes this time. Here’s a look at some of the other players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Michael Dal Colle, LW – Oshawa Generals (OHL)

 The Ontario League has been a bastion for high draft picks in recent years and the Greater Toronto Area has done more than its fair share of producing talent, from John Tavares and Steven Stamkos to Sean Monahan. Dal Colle is part of this year’s wave and coming from the northern Toronto suburb of Woodbridge, he’s obviously keen on the idea of the NHL expanding to nearby Markham.

“That would be pretty awesome, they’d get a great fan base,” he said. “When you look at Connor McDavid and Sam Bennett coming out of that area, there’s some pretty good players being developed up there.”

Currently third in OHL scoring with 22 goals and 54 points in 32 games, Dal Colle is a big winger with great hands and a strong creative streak. Improving on his rookie year physique was a big goal for him over the summer.

“I was determined in the off-season to get stronger,” he said. “Being a winger, I need to win the board battles and I’ve done a good job of doing that this year.”

And though he was producing right from the get-go, Dal Colle has been very happy that Philadelphia returned Scott Laughton to junior, as the pair has made sweet music on the ice together. That, in turn, has lifted up the Generals to first place in the Eastern Conference.

“We’ve got a good amount of creative players that I can play with,” Dal Colle said. “Obviously getting ‘Lotty’ back was a huge addition for us, not only on the ice, but off it as well. I found some chemistry with him early and hopefully we can keep going.”

With an extra spot available for the Memorial Cup in the OHL this year, Dal Colle and crew can go really far. Draft eligible in 2014.

Vladislav Gavrikov, D – Loko Yaroslavl (Rus.)

 A defensive defenseman who plays with an edge, Gavrikov is one of only two 2014 draft prospects to make Russia’s final world junior camp (Moncton’s Ivan Barbashev being the other). Gavrikov brings nice size to the table at 6-foot-2, 194 pounds and has represented Russia internationally on numerous occasions. Draft eligible in 2014.

Gustav Olofsson, D – Colorado College Tigers (NCHC)

 A rare NCAA player up for the Swedish world junior team, Olofsson would bring a great dimension to the Tre Kronor should he make the final cut. Poised with the puck and smooth as a skater, the Tigers freshman has four points in his first 11 college games while also earning power play time. Drafted 46th overall by Minnesota in 2013.

Maxim Lazarev, RW – Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (QMJHL)

 His major junior career was pre-empted by a lower body injury, but Lazarev has been soaring since getting into the Cape Breton lineup. The skilled teen has great vision and is clutch in the shootout; he’s already 2-for-2. Lazarev has put up nine points in his first 12 games with the Eagles. Draft eligible in 2014.

Shane Gersich, C – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

 A phenom with Holy Family of the Minnesota high school ranks last year, Gersich is now plying his trade in Ann Arbor and has fit in seamlessly. His shot and his speed are two big assets and he helped the NTDP knock off the University of Michigan last Thursday: Gersich had points on the team’s last two regulation goals in a comeback that ended with an OT victory. Draft eligible in 2014.

Luc Snuggerud, D – Eden Prairie Eagles (Minn. HS)

 The nephew of former NHLer Dave Snuggerud also played forward growing up, so it’s no surprise he has some playmaking talent. The University of Nebraska-Omaha commit has five assists and six points in his first three games for Eden Prairie, while also spending time with USHL Muskegon before the high school season began. Draft eligible in 2014.

Julius Honka, D – Swift Current Broncos (WHL)

 With Olli Maatta in Pittsburgh for good and Rasmus Ristolainen injured and no sure thing for the world juniors, Honka is looking a lot more important to the Finns than in the summer. Fortunately, his freshman season in Swift Current has been a dream, with 11 goals and 34 points in 32 games. That ranks him second in the ‘Dub’ among blueliners and rookies. Draft eligible in 2014.

Devin Williams, G – Erie Otters (OHL)

 As a rookie, Williams faced a ton of shots on a rebuilding Otters team, but now he and starter Oscar Dansk are reaping the rewards. Williams is a late 1995 birthday, giving him a little more time to develop in front of NHL scouts, but they’ll love his results this year: The young American boasts three shutouts, a 2.44 goals-against average and just one loss in 13 games so far. Draft eligible in 2014.

Jeff Wight, C – Merritt Centennials (BCHL)

 A playmaking pivot who sees the ice well and excels at distribution, Wight is essentially a point-per-game player in the B.C. League this season. The UConn commit had the bronze-medal winning goal for Canada West at the World Jr. A Challenge and brings a nice 6-foot-2 frame to the table. Draft eligible in 2014.

Jason Fuchs, LW – Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (QMJHL)

 Fuchs isn’t big, but he is quick and smart. The Swiss national is vying for a spot at the world juniors and his first year in the ‘Q’ has offered promising glimpse. The 5-foot-9 winger has five goals and 25 points through 31 games for the Huskies. Draft eligible in 2014.
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  Sprong
 

Look way, way up in the Quebec League rookie scoring race and you’ll find Charlottetown’s Daniel Sprong. Second only to Halifax’s Nikolaj Ehlers, Sprong is a full year younger than the Mooseheads import and won’t be draft eligible for the NHL until 2015. Though like Ehlers, Sprong has European roots.

Born and raised in Amsterdam, Holland, Sprong was a phenom the likes of which the Netherlands has never seen. The right winger’s youth teams were frequently winning games by 20 or 30 goals thanks to his prowess, even when he was playing with older competition.

“The hockey in Amsterdam is not high level,” Sprong said. “I came to Canada because my parents decided to give me a chance to make my dream come true.”

His father was a trainer, coach and GM back home, so Sprong’s family knew what his passion was all about. Daniel had played summer hockey with the Montreal Ice Storm and living in the legendary hockey mecca during those months helped convince the Sprongs to make the trip over permanently when he was seven. Things got even better for Daniel once the snow fell.

“We had a big backyard, so we made a rink,” he said. “We got about 10 friends and dads to help out, so it went up pretty quick.”

Sprong has also spent time training with Darryl Belfry over the years, giving the youngster the opportunity to learn from a skills master whose clients include Patrick Kane and John Tavares. And the teacher is just as stoked to have the Dutch prodigy as a student.

“He could play on a line with an usher and a cheerleader and still get his points,” Belfry said. “He has a feel-based learning style, but he also processes things intellectually. Daniel has an intense desire to take the puck to the net and he also has puck patience. That’s a unique skill set.”

For the Islanders, who lost several top scorers to age attrition over the summer, Sprong has been a revelation. He leads Charlottetown with 14 goals and 33 points in 31 games, showing no signs of slowing down.

“He arrived as advertised,” said coach Gordie Dwyer. “Exceptional talent level, but he’s also driven – he’s got that inner fuel. He wants to stand out every game.”

Dwyer acknowledged Sprong’s interesting back story and the kid’s close relationship with his family. Moving all the way across an ocean for a shot at playing a sport professionally that only a small fraction of hopefuls get to realize is daunting, but Sprong clearly doesn’t mind putting in the work. Off the ice, the 16-year-old loves to research to get ahead.

“I’ve been really studying my teammates’ strengths and weaknesses,” he said. “I watch a lot of video. If a player likes to use his speed and go wide on the defense, I know where to go to get the pass.”

Playing on a major junior team has also given him insights into what he needs to do with his body if he’s going to withstand the rigors of the Quebec League all season long. That means sleeping well on the road, having a big breakfast and making sure he feels good during morning skates.

Sprong likes to take parts of his favorite players’ games and morph it into his own: Patrick Kane (whom he met once after a session with Belfry) has incredible poise with the puck and is “amazing off the half-wall,” in Sprong’s words, while Ilya Kovalchuk is a fave because of his shot and the speed he drives into the offensive zone with.

“It’s going to be really interesting to see his game develop,” Belfry said of Sprong. “His early days were all about individual skill learning.”

You’d think that would be great news for the Dutch world junior team, which is currently in Division II Group A, three rungs down from the big boys. But since Sprong is living the Canadian dream, he wants to make it whole.

“I got asked,” he said. “But I want to play for Canada. Hopefully I get that opportunity one day.”

Based on his early returns, it probably won’t be that long before he does get that chance.
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  Fitzy
 

The Americans have released their 26-man final camp roster for the world juniors and through the additions and subtractions, it very much looks like a meritocracy.

Anthony DeAngelo, an early cut from the summer’s evaluation camp in Lake Placid, is back on the radar thanks to his amazing numbers with the Ontario League’s Sarnia Sting. The puckrusher leads the league in scoring among defensemen with nine goals and 39 points in 27 games.

Then there’s Ryan Fitzgerald, the Boston College freshman who has been excellent for the Eagles with a point per game on a loaded team. The son of Pittsburgh Penguins assistant to the GM Tom Fitzgerald also brings a great mind to the game.

But the most intriguing name on the list of 26 is center Jack Eichel. A member of Team USA’s National Team Development Program under-18 squad, the Boston University commit is not eligible for the NHL draft until 2015. He is, to make a lazy comparison, the Americans’ Connor McDavid.

Though he won’t usurp McDavid in either hype or draft rankings, Eichel will go very high in 2015 and is already showing off his elite hands and power forward makeup amongst older competition. He currently sits first on the squad with 17 goals and second in points with 35 in 19 games, trailing only Sonny Milano – a potential first-rounder in this year’s draft.

Is Eichel only in camp for the experience? Perhaps. But in looking at some of the players omitted from the roster, maybe not. Michael McCarron, who famously chose the OHL’s London Knights over Western Michigan University after he was drafted 25th overall and signed by the Montreal Canadiens this summer, did not make the cut. The power forward and NTDP alum has been great internationally in the past, but has struggled mightily in his first OHL campaign. McCarron has nine points in 25 games this season and only four in all of November. Cristoval ‘Boo’ Nieves, another big forward, was also snubbed. The University of Michigan sophomore is actually on pace for fewer points this year than he accrued as a freshman, so that may have been a factor.

Or perhaps there was just too much overlap of skill. Adam Erne, the Tampa Bay second-rounder, was a revelation in Lake Placid and showed great initiative. He’s a thick scorer from the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec League and a lot for opposition defenders to handle. Similarly, big forwards Nic Kerdiles and Hudson Fasching are playing great for Wisconsin and Minnesota, respectively.

In net, Team USA went with the status quo. Collin Olson was the first cut in Lake Placid and was not invited back (the fact he left Ohio State over playing time probably didn’t help his cause). Providence College sophomore Jon Gillies, a Calgary Flames pick, is the likely starter. Not only is he having a phenomenal year with the Friars, but he was also the backup to John Gibson on last year’s gold medal squad.

Gillies will be one of the few Americans back from that team, especially since fellow Flames pick Pat Sieloff is injured. Agitator Ryan Hartman is also on the shelf and may not be available, but he was included on the final roster, while Sieloff was not. That just leaves Riley Barber of Miami University with experience up front, though Boston U. defenseman Matt Grzelcyk did travel with the team to Europe before becoming a late cut for last year’s tourney.
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  McGinn
 

Canada’s final WJC camp roster is out, with just three cuts to go – two forwards and a defenseman. That means the pressure is off goalies Zach Fucale and Jake Paterson (at least until the tournament starts). More announcements from Team USA and Sweden are coming this week, so you know the world juniors are close. Let’s take a look around the prospect world at some of the players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Brock McGinn, LW – Guelph Storm (OHL)

Though he didn’t get an invite to Canada’s WJC camp, McGinn has been one of the breakout players in the Ontario League this season. His Guelph Storm squad has outscored opponents 144 to 86 and if it weren’t for division mates Erie, Guelph would be the best crew in the league.

“We’re definitely a fast team,” McGinn said. “When you play good defensively, the offense comes and we’re getting our breaks on 3-on-2’s thanks to that defense.”

The youngest of three elite brothers, Brock has seen Jamie put down roots in Colorado and Tye jump out to a great start in Philadelphia before being sent down to the American League. Though the youngest stereotypically takes the brunt of abuse, McGinn can’t complain about his situation.

“It helps out a lot,” he said. “We train together in the summer and we communicate almost every day during the season, just helping each other out. We feed off each other.”

The Carolina prospect blends speed, skill and creativity to create space for his linemates and offensive chances for himself. His 45 points in 28 games has him tied for fourth in OHL scoring and the lessons he learned in Carolina over the summer gave him new direction.

“Going to my first NHL camp, I definitely felt that helped,” McGinn said. “You go out every shift and you can’t make any mistakes, so I wanted to bring that back here.”

McGinn may not have gotten a chance to represent Canada over the holidays, but don’t be surprised if he helps Guelph contend for an OHL title a few months later. Drafted 47th overall by Carolina in 2012.

J.T. Compher, LW – University of Michigan Wolverines (Big Ten)

Team USA’s final WJC camp roster comes out Wednesday and it’s a good bet Compher will be on it. He was one of the squad’s most impressive players at the summer evaluation camp in Lake Placid, combining grit and smarts, plus he’s been lightning as a freshman for the Wolverines. In 13 games, Compher has posted five goals and 14 points. Drafted 35th overall by Buffalo in 2013.

Juuse Saros, G – HPK (Fin.)

Saros may be the Cory Schneider of Finland this season – great individual efforts that aren’t getting rewarded in the win column. The youngster is playing in Finland’s top league and has the SM-Liiga’s second-best goals-against average (1.83) and fourth-best save percentage (.924). But his HPK squad can’t score in front of him, giving Saros a 4-4-9 record overall. At least he can look forward to battling Joonas Korpisalo for Finland’s crease at the world juniors. Drafted 99th overall by Nashville in 2013.

Anthony Mantha, RW – Val-d’Or Foreurs (QMJHL)

His chemistry with Charles Hudon and Jonathan Drouin during the CHL-Russia series was just another checkmark on Mantha’s WJC resume. But with 30 goals and 62 points in just 28 games with the Foreurs, it’s pretty obvious what the big kid can bring to the table in Malmo. Drafted 20th overall by Detroit in 2013.

Sebastian Aho, D – Skelleftea (Swe.)

After a successful stint in juniors, where he was nearly a point-per-game player from the blueline, Aho was promoted up to the Swedish League, the nation’s top circuit. An undersized offensive D-man, Aho is comfortable with the puck and can be a top power play contributor. Draft eligible in 2014.

Felix Girard, C – Baie-Comeau Drakkar (QMJHL)

Team Canada fans may be wondering who Girard is after he cracked the world junior team’s final camp roster and here’s the best stat to prove his worth: The Baie-Comeau pivot is winning nearly 66 per cent of his faceoffs this year, leading the Quebec League in draws won. Think that might come in handy late in a game? Drafted 95th overall by Nashville in 2013.

Taylor Leier, LW – Portland Winterhawks (WHL)

Another surprise entry for Canada’s WJC final camp roster, Leier showed off his speed and skill on a shorthanded goal versus the Russians at the CHL Super Series, showing off a nice dimension to his game. After winning the Western League title with the Hawks last season, Leier has returned with force, potting 19 goals and 38 points in 28 games. Drafted 117th overall by Philadelphia in 2012.

Matt Berkovitz, D – Ashwaubenon Jaguars (Wisc. HS)

The Jags haven’t exactly been tested in their first two contests, outscoring opponents 25-0, so Berkovitz’s plus-11 rating may be a bit misleading. The five points so far are nice, but the University of Wisconsin commit can do a lot more out there and is just as good in the defensive end as he is when he has the puck on his stick. The cerebral Berkovitz is just one of several Wisconsin high schoolers to watch this season. Draft eligible in 2014.

Maxim Letunov, C – Youngstown Phantoms (USHL)

The Russian-born Letunov played some minor hockey in Dallas before hitting up the United States League and though it’s obvious he needs to bulk up his 6-foot-2, 155-pound frame, there’s a lot to like about the kid. The Boston University commit skates well and has great hands around the net, helping him to nine goals and 18 points in 21 games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nikolay Goldobin, RW – Sarnia Sting (OHL)

Consistency has been an issue with Goldobin, but not lately. The superbly skilled Russian has been on fire with a seven-game point streak, not to mention a nice showing at the CHL-Russia series, where he and his homeboys won both games against the OHL for the first time ever. Draft eligible in 2014.
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  Domi
 

Darnell Nurse and Max Domi look like they will be excellent NHLers and may play in the league as soon as next year. But that doesn’t automatically make them ideal for the Canadian world junior team.

Nurse and Domi were two of the surprise omissions from Canada’s final camp roster, a streamlined group of 25 that will require only a couple cuts before the team tries to get back on the podium in Malmo, Sweden. Though I do understand the snubs. Both Nurse and Domi (former teammates with minor midget’s Don Mills Flyers, ironically) play aggressive games and in the international arena, may have been liabilities when it came to penalties.

Nurse’s physicality is a huge asset in the Ontario League and will be to Edmonton when the Oilers’ first pick in 2013 (seventh overall) hits NHL ice. But in international junior hockey, inevitably one of his bone-crushing hits would land him in the box, even if it was clean by North American standards. Similarly, Domi (Phoenix, 12th overall in ’13) has been suspended in the OHL for over-the-line hits in the past and has a temper. Coach Brent Sutter appreciated when Domi stuck up for Connor McDavid this summer in Lake Placid when Domi felt the teen phenom was besmirched by Sweden’s Tobias Tornkvist, but that was in a meaningless exhibition game that Canada won easily.

Given that Canada will already be without the services of defenseman Griffin Reinhart for the first three games of the tourney thanks to a laughably unjust suspension carried over from the 2013 WJC in Russia and the Canucks can’t afford to run afoul of IIHF officials anymore.

The other big surprise of today’s announcement was the fact both goaltenders have already been determined. Zach Fucale (Montreal, 36th overall in 2013) and Jake Paterson (Detroit, 80th overall in 2013) are the tandem. That means no Eric Comrie, no Tristan Jarry. I’m cool with this. Fucale was my starter all along; he’s got a Quebec League title and a Memorial Cup championship under his belt, so he knows how to win under pressure. He’s got the right personality for the job (just a real fun kid to talk to) and has learned how to win in Halifax whether he’s facing a lot of shots or hardly any at all. That’s important in a tournament where the level of competition will veer wildly.

One remaining question: How many undrafted players make the final cut? Aaron Ekblad (2014) would appear to be on the bubble, since Canada is so strong on defense. Connor McDavid (2015) has the game-breaking skill up front to make an impact, while Sam Reinhart (2014) can kill penalties, as well as play a headsy, skilled two-way game.

The best thing for Canada is that the team is nearly set already. Sutter and his brass clearly have a vision and now they have nearly a month to hone it.
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  Milano
 

Sonny Milano really wanted a pair of Bauer skates. The Long Island native was about 14 at the time and read about a contest on the equipment titan’s website where he could win the company’s APX blades by filming his own commercial about how he would change the game.

The result was impressive. Not only did Milano’s incredible stickwork win him the skates, but the video now serves as an early indicator of just how dangerous the young left winger is when he has the puck. The only casualty was a laptop that Milano accidentally busted while filming.

“Just the screen, though,” he said.

Now up for the NHL draft, Milano is one of the top talents available from the United States and is honing his craft with Team USA’s National Team Development Program.

“Exceptional speed,” said one scout. “Pretty skilled, pretty dynamic offensively. He has the ability to make things happen by himself, but other times you can see he works well with others.”

Originally committed to Notre Dame, Milano recently made a switch and now plans on joining Boston College next season. Like NTDP teammate Jack Dougherty (who swapped an Ohio State commit to Wisconsin), the left winger felt he may have rushed into his original decision.

“Notre Dame is a great program, but I feel that I committed too early,” Milano said. “I always wanted to be a Boston College Eagle, my whole life. I’ll be closer to home, too.”

A big fan of Chicago’s Patrick Kane, it’s not hard to see the similarities between the two players. At 5-foot-11, 185 pounds, Milano is slightly heavier than Kane (who also played at the NTDP) and credits Team USA’s great off-ice program for helping him develop. He likes to create offense and cites his hands as his best asset and is trying to round out his game now.

“I want to work on moving without the puck and getting open,” he said. “I also need to forecheck more.”

In the meantime, his contributions to the NTDP’s under-18 squad are obvious. Milano leads the team in scoring with 23 assists and 35 points in 21 games and has played well in international competition. At a recent Four Nations tournament, he tallied eight points in three games, helping the U.S. to a second-place finish behind Sweden. There, he got to see an old friend in action: top Euro pick Willie Nylander.

“He’s got the moves,” Milano said. “We played on a bunch of summer teams together.”

Now they may see each other on the first night of the draft. Nylander is looking like a top-5 pick, while Milano will have to wait a little longer, but is impressing enough to be a first-rounder himself.

While Notre Dame certainly would have been a fine destination for the youngster, he will be joining an incredible freshman class with the Eagles when Milano hits Chestnut Hill next season. Along with NTDP teammate Alex Tuch (also a potential first-rounder this season), Milano will come in to Boston College alongside New England prep star J.D. Dudek, the dynamic Tanner MacMaster from the Alberta Jr. A ranks and big Washington Capitals draft pick Zach Sanford, currently in the United States League.

And if Milano’s reputation for offense and flair hasn’t already preceded him in Boston, he can just direct his fans and new teammates to the video he made as a 14-year-old:
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  Gaunce
 

The arms race is on in the Ontario League’s toughest division and the Erie Otters have made it nuclear. Connor McDavid’s squad added Vancouver Canucks first-rounder Brendan Gaunce to the lineup last night in exchange for left winger Stephen Harper and four draft picks.

The Otters also get a pick in return, but this trade is all about the present. Gaunce, one of Vancouver’s top prospects, was taken 26th overall in 2012 and though he has dealt with some injury problems in the past, is healthy and effective now. A two-way center who plays a power game and has even been projected as a future Ryan Kesler type, Gaunce has been a point-per-game player three seasons running; no easy feat on a Bulls team that succeeded in the past thanks to defense and goaltending.

But with star netminder Malcolm Subban leaving for the pros this year, Belleville’s bottom dropped out. They are last in the OHL, while the Otters are a surprise first overall.

The phenom McDavid is a reason, but not the only one. His linemates, Dane Fox and Maple Leafs prospect Connor Brown, are 1-2 in league scoring, while Swedish import Andre Burakowsky (Washington) and rookie Dylan Strome have provided excellent secondary offense. Oscar Dansk (Columbus) and Devin Williams have both been great in net, while the defense has been better than expected, led by New York Islanders pick Adam Pelech.

According to Erie beat writer Victor Fernandes, Gaunce is projected to anchor the second line between Burakowsky and Michael Curtis, a former Belleville Bull himself (bit.ly/IhPVK2). Along with the chance to win an OHL title, Gaunce may also boost his world junior stock. Canada’s forward corps is a wide-open competition and perhaps playing in more meaningful games now will give the big pivot momentum heading into December’s pre-tourney camp.

With the London Knights hosting the Memorial Cup, the Otters still have a big challenge ahead of them. Since both the Knights and Otters play in the murderous Midwest Division, Erie can’t simply get to the OHL final in order to grab that second Memorial Cup berth; they’ll need to win it all.

But they have set the trade standard early for other contenders. Dallas Stars first-rounder Radek Faksa will be one to watch, since his Kitchener Rangers are last in the Midwest and he’ll be turning pro next season.
The Hot List: Tkachev shines on the big stage
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For the first time ever, Russia took both games of the CHL-Russia Super Series against the Ontario League. Overall, the series is tied 2-2 thanks to a Quebec League sweep, but the OHL result was surprising, since the Russians left a lot of talent at home and had only beaten the OHL once ever. With an eye on that showdown and the rest of the prospect world, here’s a look at some of the players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Vladimir Tkachev, C – Omskiye Yastreby (Rus.)

 One of the early stars of this year’s CHL-Russia series, Tkachev leads his team in scoring with two goals and four points in four games. To say Tkachev is slight is an understatement; listed at 5-foot-8, 139 pounds, he is downright skinny. But he’s comfortable on the ice and uses a dynamic skill package to make things happen. While he wouldn’t reveal what he thought he did well, Tkachev did relay through journalist/translator Andrey Osadchenko what he can improve on.

“I want to work on my defense and the physical aspect of my game,” he said.

Taken by Moncton in the CHL Import Draft, Tkachev was expected to report this season, where he would have played with fellow draft-eligible Russian Ivan Barbashev. But he stayed on with the KHL’s Avangard Omsk organization and is now playing for their junior team, where he has six goals and 13 points in 12 games. Tkachev was great at the Junior Club World Cup, where his host team took bronze gold and that helped his exposure with the KHL team (he played two games for Avangard this year), but he insists that showing wasn’t a factor.

“Not really,” he said. “That was just a competition for me. We understood what we needed to do and we did well. As for why I didn’t come to Canada, it wasn’t just my decision. I talked to my agent, my parents and we decided that for now it would be better for me to stay in Omsk.”

After the Super Series, the next time NHL scouts will see him play North Americans will likely be at the world juniors in Sweden. And Tkachev is pretty good on big stages. Draft eligible in 2014.

Charles Hudon, LW – Chicoutimi Sagueneens (QMJHL)

 Playing on a huge line with Jonathan Drouin and Anthony Mantha, Hudon was excellent for the QMJHL in the two Super Series wins. Combining offensive talent with a great two-way game, Hudon is practically a lock for the world junior team and finding chemistry with Drouin now is a great boon for the winger, who missed last year’s tourney due to injury. Drafted 122nd overall by Montreal in 2012.

Kerby Rychel, LW – Windsor Spitfires (OHL)

 One of the few bright spots for the OHL in the Oshawa game of the Super Series, Rychel brings an excellent combination of physicality and skill to the table. One second he’s putting an opponent through the boards, the next he’s wiring a wrist shot home for a goal. He would be an excellent addition to Canada’s world junior team. Drafted 19th overall by Columbus in 2013.

Vincent Trocheck, C – San Antonio Rampage (AHL)

 Leading the Rampage in scoring as a rookie pro, Trocheck is continuing the fine offensive play that he honed with Saginaw and Plymouth in the OHL. The hardworking center has nine goals and 18 points through 19 games. Drafted 64th overall by Florida in 2011.

Curtis Lazar, C – Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

 The final challenge for the visiting Russians in the Super Series will come from the Western League, where Lazar will captain the locals for one of two matchups. Lazar was an excellent penalty-killer for Canada at the Lake Placid summer camp and has the offensive hops to contribute at both ends of the ice. Drafted 17th overall by Ottawa in 2013.

Jayce Hawryluk, C – Brandon Wheat Kings (WHL)

 A hardworking kid who was a surprise addition to Canada’s Ivan Hlinka team in the summer, Hawryluk clearly took those gold medal experiences and put them into practice back in Brandon. The Manitoba native can really throw his weight around, but also has some nice offensive flair, which has given him a team-high 25 points in 26 games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Adam Wilcox, G – University of Minnesota Golden Gophers (Big Ten)

 No one in the Big Ten has played as many minutes in net as Wilcox, who is proving that his excellent frosh campaign was no fluke. The local kid from South St. Paul leads the conference in wins with eight, has faced more shots than anyone and is rocking a sturdy 2.25 goals-against average and .924 save percentage. Drafted 178th overall by Tampa Bay in 2011.

Daniel Audette, C – Sherbrooke Phoenix (QMJHL)

 Playing in front of his home crowd in Sherbrooke, Audette paced the ‘Q’ in Game 2 of the Super Series with a goal and an assist in a 4-3 win. Though he’s on the smaller side, Audette has great quickness and offensive prowess. Draft eligible in 2014.

Ryan Mantha, D – Sioux City Musketeers (USHL)

 A big, stay-at-home defenseman, Mantha actually has two points in his past four games, but it’s the 6-foot-5, 225-pound frame that entices scouts. The University of North Dakota commit is a crease-clearing presence and an ace on the penalty kill. Draft eligible in 2014.

Connor Hellebuyck, G – UMass-Lowell RiverHawks (Hockey East)

 Lowell got off to a slow start, but now the preseason fave is rolling and Hellebuyck is in the fighting form that got the team to the Frozen Four last year. The big sophomore leads to conference in both GAA (1.57) and save percentage (.951). Drafted 130th overall by Winnipeg in 2012.
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  Zads
 

Nikita Zadorov is always happy to play for his country, even if it means getting the call late the night before. Zadorov, who was just sent back to the Ontario League’s London Knights by the Buffalo Sabres, suited up for Russia at the CHL-Russia Super Series in Oshawa, Ont., last night. His inclusion was so sudden that his No. 16 sweater didn’t even have his name on the back. But in the end, it wasn’t necessary: Everyone knew who the 6-foot-5, 220-pound mountain of a defenseman was, especially when he put up three assists in Russia’s 5-2 victory over the OHL contingent and blew up 6-foot-4, 217-pound Aaron Ekblad with a big hit.

Though the affable 18-year-old was recently sent down by new Sabres coach Ted Nolan and president of hockey operations Pat LaFontaine, Zadorov wasn’t mad.

“I’m happy because it’s London,” he said. “That’s the best place to play junior hockey and we host the Memorial Cup. It was a great experience for me, I got to play seven games in the NHL with the best of the best in the world. Now back to junior to do my job, try to be a leader on the team and play in the world juniors and Memorial Cup.”

Still, you get the sense the Russian blueliner would have liked the opportunity to prove himself to new coach Ted Nolan.

“It was a surprise for me,” Zadorov said. “I thought he would really like me because I play physical hockey like he wants. It’s his and Pat LaFontaine’s decision. I just listen to them and they told me to have fun in junior hockey, come back next year and be a leader in the NHL.”

At least Zadorov goes back to a steady situation. Fellow Russian teen Mikhail Grigorenko is going through a roller coaster right now because the Sabres can’t send him to the American League, while his former junior team, the Quebec Remparts, already have the maximum two import players on their roster. An attempt to buy time by sending Grigorenko to the AHL on a “conditioning assignment” was nixed by the NHL. Instead, he was back with the Sabres, playing 12 minutes in a loss to Philadelphia.

Zadorov was going to check in on his buddy’s progress after his interviews last night.

“We were friends in minor hockey and junior and everywhere,” he said. “He’s a great guy and he helped me a lot. He was like an idol for me, probably. We have worked together a lot.”

Now Zadorov’s challenge is to help pull London up in the OHL’s ultra-competitive Midwest Division. He’s coming back with some nice experience, to be sure.

“The NHL is different,” he said. “When you’re playing against Stamkos, St-Louis, Duchene, Corey Perry – you have to stay with those guys pretty tight. Here, maybe it’s different hockey.”

But he’ll still be a formidable beast to get by on the Knights blueline, even if his attackers are a bit younger once again.
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With the Pat LaFontaine/Ted Nolan takeover in Buffalo, the pair quickly established they were not going to let the organization’s teens drown in the suffering that was the Sabres’ season. Defenseman Nikita Zadorov was sent back to the London Knights of the Ontario League, while Rasmus Ristolainen was sent to American League’s Rochester Americans. As I noted on the blog two days ago, these were simple and smart moves. But the fly in the ointment was center Mikhail Grigorenko, who had to go back to junior because he was drafted out of the CHL and he was too young for the minors. Except his team, the Quebec Remparts, already filled his import slot.

So yesterday the Sabres tried to buy themselves some time by assigning Grigorenko to the AHL for a two-week “conditioning assignment,” which is a nice little loophole teams have used in the past with teenagers they’re not sure what to do with. The Los Angeles Kings did it with Brayden Schenn, for example, before returning him to junior. He was promptly traded from Brandon Wheat Kings to the Saskatoon Blades, as the Blades thought they might win the Western League that season and wanted to bulk up. They didn’t, but Schenn got to dominate at the world juniors for Canada and the next year he was a full-time NHLer, albeit with the Philadelphia Flyers.

Today, the NHL said nope, not falling for that one again: the conditioning assignment was rejected.

So Grigorenko is back with the Sabres, his immediate future muddy.

The Pittsburgh Penguins faced a similar dilemma with defenseman Olli Maatta this year, but they decided to go all-in and are reaping the rewards.

The reasons for sending Maatta back to OHL London were easy: The Knights are hosting the Memorial Cup this year, so Maatta was guaranteed to play in at least a few pressure-packed, character-building games and may have even won a CHL title. Plus, coach-GM brother tandem Dale and Mark Hunter (also owners of the team) have a fantastic reputation for developing talent. Maatta could have also helped Finland at the world juniors in Sweden over the holidays.

But the Penguins knew they had their man early on and told Maatta he’d be sticking around.

“This kid is not your typical 19-year-old,” said Penguins assistant to the GM Tom Fitzgerald. “He’s got ice in his veins; there’s no panic.”

Maatta wasn’t getting overmatched in the corners and he wasn’t getting star struck when he had to make a play up to Evgeni Malkin or any of the Penguins’ other stars. What most impressed Fitzgerald is how Maatta came into his first NHL camp, since last year’s edition was wiped out by the lockout.

“Olli, Brian Dumoulin and Derrick Pouliot – they got screwed last year,” he said. “We knew what we had coming into camp and we knew the decision would be hard.”

And while Pouliot is back with the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks and Dumoulin is in the AHL, Maatta’s strength, maturity and poise with the puck kept him up with the big club. Not only that, but the Penguins are comfortable enough with him that they are willing to see him forego a third straight Memorial Cup appearance (London did not win the previous two).

“We see him as a viable player in the NHL playoffs,” Fitzgerald said. “Does he make us a better team? The answer is ‘yes.’ ”

While Grigorenko has played more than 15 minutes in a game just once this season (a win over lowly Florida), Maatta has been given and earned steady minutes with the Pens. He’s averaging more than 15 minutes per contest, but has played even more recently.

Ironically, Buffalo’s Zadorov will play for that Memorial Cup and with German blueliner Tim Bender replacing Maatta, the Knights are at their import limit as well. But that’s of no concern to the Penguins; they’ve got their kid and they’re hanging on to him.
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The CHL-Russia Super Series has begun, with the Quebec League first up for the visitors. This showdown has become much more competitive in recent years and with a lot of players trying to prove their worth for the upcoming world juniors, expect the best from all involved. The last prospect leagues worth following also kick off their schedules this week as high school hockey in Minnesota and New England take to the ice. That and more in our look at players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day. 

Sven Andrighetto, RW – Hamilton Bulldogs (AHL)

 Inked into Andrighetto’s left arm is a tattoo of a guardian angel and script writing dedicated to his family back home in Switzerland.

“Family is very important to me,” he said. “They’re not here right now but I talk to them pretty much every day.”

The tattoo is a reminder, but the player himself has already left a huge mark in Hamilton, pacing the Bulldogs with seven goals and 11 points through 15 games. Andrighetto flirted with 100 points in his last year of junior with Rouyn-Noranda in the ‘Q’ and also played well for Switzerland at the world juniors. The adjustment to the pro ranks has been pretty seamless, though the Bulldogs are struggling overall.

“I’m a skilled forward,” Andrighetto said. “On the offensive side I’m creative and can make things happen. Lately I’ve been scoring goals but we’re losing games. It’s always hard to look at yourself when you’re losing. I still have work to do in the defensive zone. If I’m going to get to the NHL I need to develop into a two-way forward.”

Undersized at 5-foot-9, 183 pounds, the Swiss national is nonetheless making the Montreal Canadiens look smart for snapping him up in his second year eligible for the draft and they’re also smart for giving him a chance to succeed in Hamilton.

“I play a lot,” Andrighetto said. “The coach trusts me and I’ve played with great players. The only thing that counts for me is hockey. I want to get to the NHL and it’s perfect here.”

With his skills and production, Andrighetto may be moving back to Quebec sooner than later. Drafted 86th overall by Montreal in 2013.

Jonathan Drouin, C – Halifax Mooseheads (QMJHL)

 The captain of the QMJHL team that takes on the Russians first, Drouin has gotten back on track with Halifax after his quick demotion from NHL training camp. The incredibly gifted scorer is once again wrecking nets with 13 goals and 39 points in just 17 appearances. Drafted third overall by Tampa Bay in 2013.

Bo Horvat, C – London Knights (OHL)

 A very strong candidate for Canada’s world junior team, Horvat has been on a tear for the Knights. How much of a tear? Well, if the game was played in November, Horvat had at least one point in it. The dynamic two-way force has 15 points through eight contests this month and leads the Memorial Cup hosts with 28 in 19 overall. Drafted ninth overall by Vancouver in 2013.

Joel Armia, RW – Rochester Americans (AHL)

 Playing in his first season in North America, Armia just recently returned from a hand injury and looked excellent in his American League debut with the Amerks. His skating ability and confidence with the puck are two of his strongest assets and three games in, he’s got two points already. Drafted 16th overall by Buffalo in 2011.

Slater Koekkoek, D – Windsor Spitfires (OHL)

 Competition for a spot on Canada’s blueline at the world juniors is going to be fierce, but Koekkoek is right in the mix. You can’t knock his combination of size, drive and ability to play at both ends, while his 20 points through 20 games ranks fourth among all Ontario League D-men. Drafted 10th overall by Tampa Bay in 2012.

Sonny Milano, LW – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

 Exceptionally skilled and very quick, Milano can make a lot of things happen by himself and leads the NTDP with 10 goals and 31 points through 19 games. He’s also pretty good at making headlines: Milano just switched college commitments from Notre Dame to Boston College. Draft eligible in 2014.

Ryan Donato, C – The Dexter School (Mass. HS)

 Perhaps the best player available in the New England prep ranks this season, Donato was a star at the summer Beanpot Tournament and boasts an incredible set of hands. Dangerous anytime he’s on the ice, Donato is the son of ex-NHLer Ted Donato and is uncommitted right now. Draft eligible in 2014.

Mitch Slattery, LW – Hill-Murray Pioneers (Minn. HS)

 The Pioneers start off the season with a toughie against Burnsville, but look for Slattery to do his best to make a difference. The dynamic winger, who is committed to St. Cloud State, has great hands and creativity. Draft eligible in 2014.

Tristan Jarry, G – Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

 Jarry, along with Winnipeg prospect Eric Comrie, will tend the nets for the ‘Dub’ in the CHL-Russia series and the timing couldn’t be better. The Oil Kings starter has been hot of late and hasn’t surrendered more than two goals in a game since Oct. 5. The competitive keeper now rocks a 2.08 goals-against average and .921 save percentage. Drafted 44th overall by Pittsburgh in 2013.

Shayne Gostisbehere, D – Union College Dutchmen (ECAC)

 Union is riding a three-game win streak and wouldn’t you know it? Gostisbehere has points in all three of those contests. The junior D-man has an impressive four goals and 12 points through 11 games for the Dutchmen, who are 5-1 in the conference. Drafted 78th overall by Philadelphia in 2012.
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  Anthony and Martin Brodeur (Bill Wippert/NHLI via Getty Images)
 

It was a Saturday afternoon in Winnipeg. Martin Brodeur set up camp in his hotel room and fired up his laptop to watch his son play hockey two provinces and almost 2,000 miles away. You have to wonder what was going through his mind. On one hand, modern technology had allowed him to connect with his son in a way he couldn’t possibly conceive when he began his Hall of Fame career 20 years ago. On the other, that day would have been his father’s 83rd birthday and for the first time in Martin’s life, that connection was gone.

There aren’t many NHL players who find themselves in those kinds of life circumstances. None of them, save Gordie Howe 34 years ago, has ever shared a dressing room with his progeny during training camp. To be sure, none has ever experienced the thrill of announcing the draft selection of his own son by the same team with which he has won three Stanley Cups and compiled more wins, losses, ties and shutouts than any goaltender in NHL history.

But losing a parent? If we live long enough, that happens to all of us and we all have our own ways of dealing with it. Martin has his own hockey career to keep him occupied. And when that doesn’t provide enough comfort, he can turn his attention to his two goaltending sons, 18-year-old Anthony and 17-year-old Jeremy. (Jeremy’s twin brother William is a grinding winger who plays midget AAA and is the obvious black sheep of the family.) But when things are so raw and fresh, sometimes there is nothing that can quell the melancholic feelings. “I’m pretty strong about it, but it’s definitely difficult,” Martin says. “After a game, for 20 years my first instinct was to get on the bus and call my dad. I still call my mom, but it’s not the same.”

Denis Brodeur was a goaltender, too, a darn good one in the days when there were only six teams and none carried a backup. He bounced around the minors and played a lot of high-level senior hockey before winning a bronze medal with the Canadian Olympic team in 1956. Denis went on to forge a legendary career as a photographer for the Montreal Canadiens and Expos, often working with his young son, Martin, serving as his lighting assistant. But this is a story about a family of goaltenders, about a man who passed on his love for the game and the position to his son, who many would argue became better at it than anyone who has ever played the game, before passing the torch to two of his sons. Anthony is platooning this season with the Gatineau Olympiques in the Quebec League and Jeremy, drafted last spring by the Ontario League’s Oshawa Generals, is putting up some absolutely gaudy numbers with the prep team at the hockey factory known as Shattuck-St. Mary’s in Faribault, Minn.

Only time will tell whether Anthony or Jeremy, or both, will follow in their father’s crease shavings to the best league in the world. But even if neither ever plays a game, their father will never be dead as long as they are alive, as the saying goes. Anthony bears a remarkable resemblance to his dad physically and talking to Jeremy is tantamount to having a conversation with a teenaged Martin. But most of all, the three of them are as comfortable in their own skin and as well adjusted as any human could possibly be. Perhaps it’s easy to be that laid back when you are the best goaltender in the world and have made enough money to secure the futures of your children and grandchildren, but Martin was that way long before he became a big deal. And if there is one thing he has ingrained in his sons, far more than playing the angles and handling the puck, it’s the importance of a positive attitude and treating others with the respect you would like afforded to yourself.

Martin has done a good job being a hockey parent without being a stage parent. Part of that has to do with the fact his kids had to leave home at 14 to pursue a higher level of hockey and Martin couldn’t be there for every game and practice. But that humble, almost too-good-to-be-true demeanor has a way of transcending generations with the Brodeurs. And Melanie, Martin’s ex-wife, is on board on that front as well. Tom Ward, who coached Anthony last season and coaches Jeremy at Shattuck-St. Mary’s this season, said the two have been remarkable in their hands-off approach to their sons’ hockey careers. And Ward has seen instances where Melanie has made it clear to her sons having Brodeur as a last name “doesn’t mean s— and that you still say please and thank you and treat people with respect.”

But one thing Martin can’t do is play hockey for his sons, nor would he want to. It’s difficult to watch his sons play now, but only a little bit. He can see almost all of Anthony’s games through the QMJHL’s live streaming and occasionally Jeremy’s when Shattuck-St. Mary’s provides a podcast of their games against teams made up of the best high school players in Minnesota. He might take issue with Jeremy going into his butterfly a little too often, but there never has been, nor will there ever be, pressure for the boys to approach the standard set by their father. “I tell them that when somebody asks about that, you have one answer,” Martin says. “ ‘Probably no one is going to follow what my dad did and I don’t expect myself to do it.’ And I tell them not to be afraid to say it and don’t dream about it because it’s going to be a tough one to live up to.”

And true to form, Anthony says, “To be honest, it’s not fair to put anyone up to that task. It’s never been done. I can try my best to do it, but it won’t be the end of the world if I don’t because nobody else has either.”

David Conte is New Jersey’s executive vice-president and the director of scouting and was the man most responsible for the Devils taking Martin 20th overall in the 1990 draft. He describes what happened at the 2013 draft in June at the Prudential Center as, “one of the most heartwarming things that has ever happened to me in hockey. It gave me chills.”

The Devils had made their sixth-round selection and didn’t own a seventh-rounder. Right around the time Anthony wondered whether he should quietly exit the arena, he received a two-word text from his father that said, “Don’t leave.” As it turned out, Devils GM Lou Lamoriello made a trade for a seventh-rounder and with the fourth-last pick of the draft, allowed Martin to announce that the Devils had selected Anthony. Was it a favor to the iconic goaltender? Perhaps, but if it was, it was well earned. Now let’s fast-forward to late this season. Let’s say, for argument’s sake, the Olympiques are finished their season and the Devils, the last team in the league to earn a victory this season, are playing for nothing substantial down the stretch. Wouldn’t it be wonderful for Lamoriello to sign Anthony to an entry-level deal, then play him as a backup in one game, spelling off his famous father halfway through the game? Hey, we can dream, can’t we?

Father and son didn’t see much of each other through training camp, but Dad was impressed with the way his son comported himself during his short stay with the Devils in the pre-season. Martin acknowledges it was a little awkward. He wanted to give his son space, but Anthony understandably wanted to have his father close to him at times. After all, Anthony grew up in the Devils dressing room, so there was undoubtedly a comfort level there. The Brodeur kids have ridden in Stanley Cup parades, been to All-Star Games and watched their father win Olympic gold medals, so they’re probably a little more prepared than your garden variety wide-eyed rookie. But really, what do you do when you see your father in the workplace. Do you call him by his first name or the one you’ve used since you were in diapers? “It was weird having him call me Dad in front of all my teammates,” Martin says. “But other than that, it was like he was there forever, not like he was taking liberties or anything, but he was comfortable. I wasn’t comfortable when I first came in. I wouldn’t even look anyone in the eye.”

Martin and Anthony never crossed paths on the ice and, truth be told, neither can remember the last time he was on the ice with the other. The Devils haven’t won the Cup since 2003, so it has been quite some time since there have been any summer ball hockey tournaments in the streets of Saint-Leonard, not far from where Arena Martin-Brodeur stands. And it’s rather difficult to get a family game going when three of them are goalies and only one is a skater. “We’re pretty talented forwards, too,” Anthony says.

Somewhere along the line, Martin’s twin sons fell off the rails. William became a forward and Jeremy became a butterfly goaltender, eschewing the stand-up, square-to-the-shooter style that made his father famous and that his older brother had the good sense to adopt. But Anthony has carved his own path by taking No. 39 in Gatineau and abandoning his father’s No. 30. Jeremy is proving to be his own man by playing the percentages and being more of a 21st-century goaltender. “My dad and my brother see my games on podcast and they’re always on me about that,” Jeremy says. “My dad will say, ‘You played well, but why were you on your knees all game?’ The only thing he really ever said to me and my brother growing up was, ‘Stop the puck.’ ”

Jeremy Brodeur (Photo by Ken Campbell)

Jeremy Brodeur (Photo by Ken Campbell)

That would be a little like Archie Manning telling Peyton and Eli to just throw the ball or tantamount to Bobby Hull telling Brett to simply wind up and crank it. And who knows, maybe that’s all they ever did. After all, despite the proponents of the 10,000 Hour Rule, athletic talent cannot be taught. In many cases, you have it or you don’t and it’s clear the Brodeur sons have some of their father’s natural ability to stop pucks and read the game in their DNA.

Like his older brother, Jeremy has done a remarkable job of not allowing the Brodeur name to create any undue pressure. His father refers to Jeremy as incredibly laid-back and, “the nicest kid you’ll ever meet,” something Martin thinks might have to change a little if his son ever hopes to make it to the NHL. When Jeremy steps on the ice, the last thing that enters his mind is living up to the legacy created by his father. “There’s no reason why it should bother me,” Jeremy says. “It’s not like it’s something I chose. It’s something I live with.”

And aside from the genes and the occasional advice to his son to stay on his feet, Martin has had little to do with the eye-popping numbers his son has posted this season. Jeremy, who won’t be eligible for the NHL draft until 2015, has done that by himself. And while there is a connection from the Generals to the Devils through New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer, it won’t get him an automatic job in the OHL. In fact, Jeremy went back to Shattuck-St. Mary’s this season because the Generals had two veteran goalies and though Jeremy would have been able to practice with the team, he likely wouldn’t have played more than a handful of games. The younger Brodeur left to maintain his eligibility for U.S. college hockey, but his stated preference is to go back to camp in Oshawa next season and earn a starting spot on the Generals.

So you could say things are going rather swimmingly for the Brodeurs these days. Martin’s legacy and his place in the Hall of Fame are secure regardless of how this season turns out or whether he continues his career beyond 2013-14. Being one of the three goalies for the Canadian Olympic team is a longshot, but Martin already has two gold medals. His sons’ careers are just blossoming and it’s exciting to think about the possibilities that might lie ahead. “Now if the Devils could just start winning some games,” Jeremy cracks.

Kids these days.

This feature originally appeared in the November 4 edition of The Hockey News magazine. Get in-depth features like this one, and much more, by subscribing now.
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Team USA had another great weekend of international play, finishing second in the Four Nations in Finland and winning the World Jr. A Challenge in Nova Scotia. The latter featured a star-studded lineup of United States Leaguers, while the former was an NTDP affair. With an eye on those gatherings and the rest of the prospect world, here’s a look at some of the players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Linus Arnesson, D – Djurgarden (Swe.)

 Hard to believe the world juniors are coming up in a month and a half, but it’s true. Sweden was a surprise silver medallist in Russia last year and the Tre Kronor will parlay the youth of 2013 into an experienced 2014 squad on home ice in Malmo. Look for Arnesson on the blueline – and for him not to shy away from physical play.

“It’s fun to play rough hockey, but maybe I’m biased,” he said. “I’m a two-way defenseman and I try to use my mobility and my rough game.”

Taken by the Bruins with their first selection (at the end of the second round) in 2013, Arnesson did not attend the draft in New Jersey.

“I thought I was going to go in the late second or beginning of the third,” he said. “Me and my agents agreed that I would stay home and get ready for training camp, that was my goal.”

Playing back home for Djurgarden in Sweden’s second-best circuit, the HockeyAllsvenskan, Arnesson is part of a rebuild, but is happy to be on a young team. His contract ends this season, so he may come over to North America next year. In the meantime, he’s happy to be a member of the Bruins organization.

“It’s an Original Six team, a real cool team,” Arnesson said. “I’ve watched them since I was a kid. They suit my personality on the ice too; a rough machine.”

Well he’s certainly done his research. Drafted 60th overall by Boston in 2013.

Nick Schmaltz, C – Green Bay Gamblers (USHL)

 As expected, Team USA rolled through the World Jr. A Challenge thanks to a posse of the best players from the United States League. Schmaltz, who one scout recently told me might be the most skilled player up for the draft this year, did the most damage, leading the tourney with four goals and 12 points in just four games. He’s committed to the University of North Dakota, where older brother Jordan (St. Louis Blues) plays. Draft eligible in 2014.

Vladislav Kamenev, C – Stalnye Lisy Magnitogorsk (Rus.)

 His tournament ended on a sour note, as Kamenev went a little nuts in the gold medal loss to Team USA at the World Jr. A Challenge, but the skill set is tantalizing. A big body with great elusiveness when he has the puck, Kamenev has some serious playmaking skills and ended the tourney with a goal and seven points in five games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Alex Tuch, RW – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

 Talk about timing. Just the other day I had a scout tell me Tuch may be the best player on this year’s NTDP team. The 6-foot-3, 215-pound Boston College commit obviously has size, but he augments it with a really good shot off the rush, meaning he has both sides of the power forward equation in his arsenal. At the Four Nations, Tuch was a force with three goals and six points in three games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Martin Reway, LW – Gatineau Olympiques (QMJHL)

 By his own admission, Reway got a little off track last season, but he’s rectifying that as a sophomore in the ‘Q.’ The dynamic winger has eight points in his plast two games and 26 in 18 overall. Diminuitive yet dangerous, Reway has amazing 1-on-1 skills and can make people look silly. Drafted 116th overall by Montreal in 2013.

Oscar Dansk, G – Erie Otters (OHL)

 Fear the Otters! Not only is Erie 16-3-1 and battling for the top spot in the OHL, but the Otters are doing it with both offense and goaltending. Dansk is in charge of the latter and the Swedish national is piling up nice numbers with a 2.31 goals-against average and .914 save percentage. Drafted 31st overall by Columbus in 2012.

Darnell Nurse, D – Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (OHL)

 Canada’s world junior team will be stacked with blueliners from out west, but Nurse will represent the Ontario League thanks to his great combination of size and skating. He’ll have to rein in his nasty side for the international game, but his 20 points through 18 games puts him third amongst all D-men in the league. Drafted seventh overall by Edmonton in 2013.

Chase De Leo, C – Portland Winterhawks (WHL)

 Speaking with a scout the other day, De Leo was compared to elder teammate Nic Petan. Both players are offensive forces in smaller packages and though Petan has a quicker stick, De Leo is stronger and harder to play against. The California product has 13 goals and 23 points through 21 games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Eduard Nasybullin, D – Bars Kazan (Rus.)

 Like Kamenev, Nasybullin’s World Jr. A Challenge ended a little poorly with some dirty play, but prior to that he was lightning. Despite coming in at just 5-foot-9, Nasybullin is no typical offensive defenseman. He’ll throw big hits (including hip checks) to keep opponents honest and when it’s time for goals he can contribute, earning a goal and four points in five games for Team Russia. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nic Kerdiles, LW – University of Wisconsin Badgers (Big Ten)

 The Badgers missed Kerdiles for the first portion of last season due to a suspension (the infraction wasn’t nefarious; it was a mix-up involving a hotel bill and his family advisor), but he had a clean slate coming into this campaign and is making it count. The power forward and potential star for Team USA at the world juniors has four goals and eight points through six games. Drafted 36th overall by Anaheim in 2012.
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The World Jr. A Challenge is coming up on Nov. 4-10 in Nova Scotia and Canada’s contingent is broken up into two teams, East and West. I checked out the East’s camp in Oakville, Ont., on Wednesday, where the kids vying for spots played off in two games. While the Jr. A Challenge will feature players in their late teens, a couple of 1997 birthdays caught my eye in the first game.

The most obvious was goaltender Ben Blacker, who spent the whole contest matching fellow netminder Darren Smith in the heroics department. Both goalies registered shutouts, despite numerous good chances and Blacker was particularly adept with his glove hand. In the end, the game went to a shootout and even that proved difficult for the shooters. After about a dozen rounds, Matthew Cruickshank finally just blasted a slapshot past Smith to win it for Team White, meaning Blacker went 65 minutes and a dozen shootout attempts without surrendering a single goal. The most impressive stop came in the shootout when Aaron Spivack tried a spin-o-rama, but was denied by a quick leg. So what was the youngster thinking when Spivack began to turn?

“Just flashbacks to all those NHL videos,” Blacker said. “I stuck the pad out and got really lucky there.”

But that’s a move most NHL goalies have trouble with and Spivack executed it perfectly (other than the fact it didn’t go in). Blacker prides himself on his lateral movement and it was apparent in the game. At a shade under 5-foot-10, he doesn’t have ideal size, but he’s still young and is hoping for one last growth spurt. Canada East wasn’t concerned, as he ended up making the squad, while another team that’s not worried about his size is Western Michigan; he’s already committed to the NCAA’s Broncos and excited to join in a couple years.

“They have a great track record and one of the best coaching staffs with Andy Murray,” Blacker said. “They have a great track record with schooling too, a lot of players are coming out with great educations and either playing professional or going into the business world. I’m really looking forward to playing for them.”

Currently suiting up for the Ontario Jr. League’s Milton Icehawks, Blacker may be back there next season too and was quite content with his Canada East camp.

“Playing with the older guys really motivates you,” he said. “You want to push harder and be better. Learning from them has been a huge part of this experience.”

Another 1997 birthday with a bright future is defenseman Kris Myllari. The 6-foot-2, 185-pounder is already committed to Penn State and proved to be a studious defender on the day, getting the puck out of trouble with his passing ability and keeping attackers covered. While he already has seven assists in 14 games for the Central Canada League’s Kanata Stallions, Myllari played more of a stay-at-home role for Team White and the youngster said that was by design.

“I’m a two-way D-man,” he said. “I was probably more defensive here because I was playing against these great guys and if you make mistakes, it’s in the back of your net. I was probably a little overcautious, but you gotta prioritize. You don’t win games 8-7.”

Though the Ontario League’s Kingston Frontenacs own his rights and are putting together a super squad for both this year and next, Myllari was quite excited about committing to Penn State and joining a program he believes fits his style of play. Getting a chance to develop in a famous conference didn’t hurt, either.

“It’s the Big Ten, nothing gets bigger,” he said. “You’re on the big stage and that’s key.”

While Myllari didn’t make the final cut, that big stage will be waiting for him in the near future.
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On Friday, I reported that the London Knights were looking into bringing German defenseman Tim Bender over as a replacement for Olli Maatta, the Finnish import who had earned an NHL job in Pittsburgh. Well, the deal is done now and Bender is a Knight, meaning London gets some talent back and the German kid gets an opportunity to show NHL teams they shouldn’t have passed him up in last year’s draft. Now let’s take a look at some of the other players we’re excited to see in the big time one day.

Conner Bleackley, C – Red Deer Rebels (WHL)

 The line of legacy in Red Deer is such that the top kids learn from each other. Matt Dumba played with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, while Bleackley, this year’s top prospect from the Rebels, has played with Dumba. The fact a battle-hardened hockey mind such as Brent Sutter is behind the bench has played a big role in that lineage for Bleackley.

“It’s been huge,” he said of his coach. “He’s won at every level. I try to soak up knowledge and ask him questions whenever I can.”

So far, that studious nature has been a boon for Bleackley, whose 19 points through 14 games has him top-20 in the Western League, tied with NHL first-rounders such as Curtis Lazar and Morgan Klimchuk. A big fan of the Bruins’ David Krejci, Bleackley prides himself on his quick release and has worked on his skating in order to foment some deceptive speed.

Off the ice, he faced adversity when his hometown of High River, Alta., was devastated by flooding.

“We had to be evacuated for two weeks,” Bleackley said. “We had four feet of water in the basement and a lot of mud. But it could have been worse.”

That positive attitude also came into play when recovering from the flood and Bleackley is very proud of his town.

“The community really came together and the response was phenomenal,” he said. “We even had people from the States come up to help. My brothers and I would help some of the older folks, too.”

With 11 assists and counting, Bleackley has been helping out his hockey team in Red Deer a lot, too. Draft eligible in 2014.

Willie Nylander, C – Rogle (Swe.)

 Sweden’s hottest prospect coming into the season is beginning to heat up with four points in his past four games, largely playing a bottom-six role. Offensively gifted with a great hockey mind and the ability to either dish or bury, Willie has sometimes played alongside dad Mikael, the former NHLer now with Rogle. Draft eligible in 2014.

Anthony Florentino, D – Providence College Friars (Hockey East)

 The Friars fended off a dangerous Miami squad with a win and a tie over the weekend and Florentino is part of a solid Providence product. The freshman has three points in four games, but more importantly was trusted with penalty-kill time and shifts against the RedHawks’ insane Riley Barber line. Drafted 143rd overall by Buffalo in 2013.

John Gibson, G – Norfolk Admirals (AHL)

 Gibson is starting to heat up and that’s trouble for opposing shooters. In his past four appearances he’s given up just three goals, bringing the big netminder’s numbers to a fiendishly low 1.44 goals-against average and stout .953 save percentage. Drafted 39th overall by Anaheim in 2011.

Joshua Jacobs, D – Indiana Ice (USHL)

 Though he’s known more for his defensive prowess, Jacobs has put up offense in the past and has three points in two games, giving him six in 10 on the year. The Michigan State commit brings great size and a sharp defensive mind, using his stick to fend off attackers. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nikolaj Ehlers, LW – Halifax Mooseheads (QMJHL)

 A wizard with the puck and a player not afraid to make a mad dash up the ice with it, Ehlers has been on fire lately with five points in his past three games. The Danish national earned a Quebec League three stars accolade this week and leads all rookies with 22 points in 19 games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Colton Parayko, D – University of Alaska-Fairbanks Nanooks (WCHA)

 The Nanooks are off to a surprisingly good start and Parayko has pulled his weight and then some. The towering 6-foot-5, 218-pound defender is adept at disrupting enemy attacks, but has also shown his offensive hops early with five points through six games. Drafted 86th overall by St. Louis in 2012.

Dylan Malmquist, C – Edina Hornets (Minn. HS)

 Playing in autumn’s all-star Upper Midwest Elite League, Malmquist potted what turned out to be the game-winner for Team Southwest as they romped 7-2 over Team Wisconsin for the league title. The Notre Dame commit, a quick and talented offensive threat, also notched an assist on the evening. Draft eligible in 2014.

Nikita Scherbak, RW – Saskatoon Blades (WHL)

 Combining vision, a wicked shot and physical play has been the key to Scherbak’s early success in Saskatoon, as the Russian import has been a revelation for the Blades. The right winger leads the team – and all WHL rookies – with nine goals and 23 points in 15 games. Draft eligible in 2014.

Robby Fabbri, C – Guelph Storm (OHL)

 Incredibly skilled and blessed with a sizzling shot, Fabbri has a slight frame, but that hasn’t slowed him down yet this season. The sophomore center has six goals and 19 points through 15 games, helped by the fact that two of his past three outings have netted him three points each. Draft eligible in 2014.

Bleackley photo courtesy Dave Brunner Photography.
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The Ontario League’s London Knights have won the championship two years in a row and as the hosts this season, they are guaranteed a spot in a third straight Memorial Cup.

But this year, they’re going to have to do it without one of their best players, Finnish defenseman Olli Maatta. The 19-year-old beat the odds to make the Pittsburgh Penguins, who have decided to keep him for the year, rather than return him to junior. Though it blows a hole in the London defense, GM Mark Hunter isn’t freaking out.

“We take a different spin on it,” he said. “They have seven ‘D’ on one-way contracts, so it’s a credit to Olli that he earned a spot up there.”

London could be dealt another setback if the Buffalo Sabres decide to keep big blueliner Nikita Zadorov, another Knights product. The Russian teen has only played two games so far due to a finger injury and will have nine before his entry-level contract is activated. Hunter didn’t have a sense either way as to what Buffalo will do, but he’s already been working on contingency plans.

Not only are Maatta and Zadorov excellent players, but they’re both imports, of which a junior team can only have two. London selected German defenseman Tim Bender in this year’s CHL Import Draft and he might be an option.

“I have talked to Tim,” Hunter said. “It’s a work in progress.”

A skilled blueliner who can move the puck and contribute to the power play, Bender went undrafted last year by the NHL and is playing against men in Germany’s top league.

The Knights are still a powerful team thanks to their forwards, but don’t be surprised to see them make a big move or two before the deadline this year. After all, with the Memorial Cup in sight, they want to be good hosts.
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My esteemed colleague Ken Campbell, and many others in the hockey world, sometimes make statements such as these when it comes to sending players back to junior hockey:

Campbell: “There has never been a player in the history of hockey whose career was ruined by being brought along too slowly, but hockey’s scrap heap is littered with players who were put into situations they weren’t capable of handling.”

He wrote that recently in a blog about junior players remaining with NHL teams while they still have junior eligibility remaining. His departure point was 19-year-old Sean Monahan and how the best option might be the American League, though that’s not open to him. The Calgary Flames announced today they’re keeping Monahan. Decisions on other teenagers on other NHL teams are forthcoming.

But I don’t buy into the claim that there’s never been a career ruined by being brought along slowly. How can that be proven? There’s no alternate universe whereby we can see what happens under a different scenario.

All I can think of is what might have happened to the career of Marc Habscheid back in 1981 had the Edmonton Oilers decided to keep him as an 18-year-old. Habscheid was a late draft pick (113th overall) who had an exceptional training camp and pre-season. His five goals and 10 points in nine exhibition games ranked behind only Mark Messier and Wayne Gretzky on the Oilers.

The Oilers crushed his dream on the eve of opening night by sending him back to Saskatoon of the Western League. Habscheid was choked up. Here’s what he told Dick Chubey of the Edmonton Sun. “They said I played good enough. I know I never expected to go this far, but once you get a taste of it… I’m disappointed. Come to think of it, I had forgotten about my junior team.”

Habscheid tore up the WHL upon his return, scoring 64 goals and 151 points in 55 games. But did he pick up bad habits along the way? Did he learn the game defensively? How might his development have been altered playing in a lineup of Gretzky, Messier and a handful of other future Hall of Famers?

This is what Oilers GM Glen Sather said at the time: “We didn’t send him down because he didn’t play well, but he’s going to play a helluva lot more – say, 40 minutes a game – than he would in four or five shifts per game here. He’s a legitimate first pick as far as I’m concerned. He may be 18, but he’s certainly not playing like an 18-year-old. He’s showing more poise than Mark Messier did when he was that age.”

It took until Habscheid was 25 to make the NHL on a full time basis with the Minnesota North Stars. He did end up playing 345 big-league games, but he was never really a high impact player and finished with 72 goals and 163 points.

Habscheid spent two seasons with the Canadian national team in his quest to crack the NHL and I remember talking to him at that time. He harkened back to that magical pre-season he had as an 18-year-old in Edmonton and how things might have unfolded differently. He wasn’t bitter or angry. He just wished he was given the opportunity to advance his game playing with and against the best.

Monahan will stay with Calgary. He has earned that right. Sending him back to junior so he could develop more slowly would have been a mistake.
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The biggest news out of the prospect world in the past week was 2015 draft eligible Ryan Gropp signing with the Western League’s Seattle Thunderbirds. Originally committed to the University of North Dakota, Gropp is a highly skilled forward who will join a suddenly burgeoning movement in Seattle alongside Mathew Barzal and Ducks pick Shea Theodore. While the CHL-NCAA recruiting war continues, let’s take a look at some of the other players we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Alex Nedeljkovic, G – Plymouth Whalers (OHL)

 With Tom Wilson officially staying in Washington and Connor Carrick also bound to the pros, Plymouth has lost two of its top players for the year. If the Whalers are going to maintain their high standards of excellence, Nedeljkovic will be a big reason. After all, he did go 19-2-2 last season before leading the team throughout the playoffs. Not bad for a kid who had just turned 17 that January.

“I felt really comfortable,” Nedeljkovic said. “Being a rookie, the guys weren’t sure what to expect, but they gained confidence and I gained confidence. There was a lot of trust.”

This season, Nedeljkovic (Na-Dell-Kovitch) is facing a lot more rubber. In his past two games, the Ohio native has made 84 saves and though the Whalers have struggled, the second-year netminder still boasts a .923 save percentage.

“I try to approach every game the same way,” he said. “I want to stop as many pucks as I can.”

And though Nedeljkovic would surely like more wins this year (he’s 6-6-0), he does like the rhythm of playing in games where he’s been peppered. He wants to work on his depth in net and challenge shooters more, though he’s not a stay-at-home goalie.

“Playing the puck is one of my strongest assets,” he said. “The communication between me and the defense is really important.”

Considering his calm manner has kept Plymouth in many games, some of that communication coming from the defense should probably be “thank you.” Draft eligible in 2014.

Kevin Roy, C – Northeastern Huskies (Hockey East)

 He was sensational as a freshman, so there’s really no surprise that once again the talented Roy is leading the Huskies’ offensive attack. The sniper leads the conference with five goals and nine points in four games, all wins for Northeastern. Drafted 97th overall by Anaheim in 2012.

Derrick Pouliot, D – Portland Winterhawks (WHL)

 His poise and command with the puck helped Pouliot get a long look from the Pittsburgh Penguins this fall, but ultimately it was back to Portland for one more season. Pouliot hasn’t let that slow him down and has registered an impressive nine assists and 11 points in seven games. He’ll be key to Canada’s world junior team. Drafted eighth overall by Pittsburgh in 2012.

Hudson Fasching, C – University of Minnesota Golden Gophers (Big Ten)

 Maybe Fasching just needed to realize his dream. Though he was underwhelming in his draft year, the Minnesota native has gotten off to a great start as a college man with the hometown Gophers, registering two goals and six points in four games to tie him for second in the conference. The budding power forward has hit the scoresheet every match so far. Drafted 118th overall by Los Angeles in 2013.

Danny Kristo, RW – Hartford Wolf Pack (AHL)

 A prolific scorer in college with North Dakota, Kristo has now brought his speedy and skilled game to the pros. The right winger finds himself second in American League rookie scoring with four goals and seven points in six games. Don’t be surprised if the Rangers call him up at some point this season. Acquired by New York from Montreal in 2013.

Johan Gustafsson, G – Iowa Wild (AHL)

 Highly decorated back in Sweden, Gustafsson was a frequent national team star who won world junior gold in Calgary. Now he’s making his North American debut and the early returns are great, as the rookie boasts a 0.50 goals-against average and .984 save percentage through two games. His big frame and smooth movements certainly help. Drafted 159th overall by Minnesota in 2010.

Kevin Fiala, LW – HV71 (Swe.)

 Fiala is a Swiss national with Czech roots, so of course he’s playing in Sweden, right? Playing in the northern nation’s junior ranks, the left winger has five goals and 14 points through 13 games, using his devastating shot and excellent vision to make up for his smaller 5-foot-9 frame. Draft eligible in 2014.

Juuse Saros, G – HPK (Fin.)

 In a battle with Joonas Korpisalo for the rights to Finland’s net at the world juniors this year, Saros was excellent on the international stage last season and is playing incredible in his nation’s top home league now. Currently ranked third overall with a 1.64 goals-against average, he may not have ideal size, but his fire and athleticism make up for it. Drafted 99th overall by Nashville in 2013.

Sonny Milano, LW – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

 A wizard with his stick, Milano is one of the most exciting players to watch this year, not only on the NTDP, but throughout the prospect world. In United States League play, he’s been on fire with two goals and nine points in just five games. The New York state native is committed to Notre Dame and also stood out at the All-American Prospects Game. Draft eligible in 2014.

Jeremy Gregoire, RW – Baie-Comeau Drakkar (QMJHL)

 One of the youngest players drafted last season thanks to his early September birthday, Gregoire doesn’t play like a kid. His hallmarks are grit and character, though he’s also off to a great offensive start for the Drakkar, posting 12 goals and 22 points in just 13 games. Drafted 176th overall by Montreal in 2013.

(Photo by Rena Laverty)
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If Sean Monahan suits up for the Calgary Flames tonight in Los Angeles and Tuesday night in Phoenix, he will have played nine games this season and the Flames will face a crucial, possibly franchise-altering decision whether to keep him in Calgary this season or send him back to junior hockey.

But Aleksander Barkov in Florida could go down to the American League if the Panthers think that’s what would be best for his development. Stefan Matteau and Patrick Sieloff, meanwhile, are two 19-year-olds who are currently playing in the AHL and not junior hockey.

So what’s the difference between players such as Monahan and guys like Barkov, Matteau and Sieloff? Well, it all has to do with the agreement between the NHL and the Canadian Hockey League, an agreement that is on the verge of being renewed for another seven seasons. And for any of you who are expecting the rules for underage juniors to change, you’re going to be disappointed because all signs point to things remaining status quo, where basically the CHL dictates to the NHL and the tail wags the dog.

“(Changes have) been discussed from time to time,” deputy commissioner Bill Daly said in an email to thn.com, “but I don’t think it’s something that most GMs feel is ‘broken’ or a problem that needs to be ‘fixed.’”

Tell that to Monahan or Olli Maatta or Morgan Rielly or Mathew Dumba, who face the prospect of being sent back to junior hockey, where they get the privilege of riding buses and making $50 a week for their efforts. Of course, the NHL and the NHL Players’ Association have a long and illustrious history of throwing teenagers under the bus. Let’s start with the rookie salary cap, something negotiated by the NHLPA on behalf of people who aren’t even their members.

Then there’s this. Of course it’s a very cozy and beneficial relationship for both parties. By keeping young, talented players out of the American League, the NHL not only has a partner willing to develop its players for free, but it also avoids having to burn years off a player’s entry-level contract for the purposes of free agency. And junior hockey operators maintain their death grip on the best teenaged players, whom they use to fill their buildings and those of their fellow owners.

In an equitable world, the NHL would tell the CHL that once a player is signed to a professional contract, the new employer, not the old one, makes the decision concerning that player’s development path. That’s what people such as Carolina Hurricanes GM Jim Rutherford wants to do when it comes to first-round picks who have played three years of junior hockey.

After all, what would be best at this point for Monahan’s development? 1. Staying in Calgary to avoid going back to junior hockey and playing for a losing team? 2. Going back to the Ottawa 67s where he’ll dominate and possibly pick up some bad habits? 3. Going to the AHL and learning how to be a pro playing against men? It’s probably No. 3, but that option is not open to him.

Guys who are drafted out of Europe, though, once the team signs them to a contract, it has full control over where that player plays. And players such as Matteau and Sieloff, who were drafted out of the U.S. National Team Development Program, then played major junior hockey, well it’s just fine for them to play in the AHL without having to be returned to junior.

How does that make any sense? It doesn’t, unless you think protecting the CHL at all costs is the best way to develop players.

My guess is the Flames will keep Monahan up for longer than nine games, which means they will burn a year off his entry-level contract. However, they have until 40 games into the season to decide what to do with him for purposes of using up a year when it comes to free agency. And that just might be more important to them anyway. But here’s the hitch, the 40-game stipulation is for games on the team’s roster, not just games played. That means if Monahan plays 15 games then gets his Achilles tendon severed or gets drilled into the boards and has a season-ending concussion, all the games he spends on the injured list will stand as accrued games, meaning the Flames will have blown both a year on his contract and a year toward free agency.

There has been a lot of debate over whether players such as Monahan, Maatta, Dumba and Rielly should be sent back to junior hockey this season. And the only response your trusty correspondent has to that is there has never been a player in the history of hockey whose career was ruined by being brought along too slowly, but hockey’s scrap heap is littered with players who were put into situations they weren’t capable of handling.

Only time will tell what effect the handling of those players will have on their careers long-term. It’s always best to go slowly rather than quickly, but the problem is the scenario that would be best for these players isn’t where they’ll end up this season.

Omaha Lancers goalie Cole Bruns starts USHL season on historic shutout streak
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The USHL’s Omaha Lancers are off to quite a start this season. Through five games they have a perfect 10 points and average 4.4 goals per game. That’s pretty good. What’s better? Goalie Cole Bruns has kept the goals-against average at 0.

The 19-year-old Bruns, an undrafted native of Prairie Grove, Ill., has played 300 minutes without allowing a goal. That’s 117 shots and a brand new USHL record for consecutive goose eggs. In fact, he’s already only one shutout shy of tying the Lancers Tier 1 era (2002-present) record of six shutouts in an entire season, which was set by Jeff Lerg in 2004-05.

Bruns’ impressive mark is still 161 minutes and 29 seconds shy of the longest NHL shutout streak, set by Alec Connell of the Ottawa Senators in 1927-28. But he’s 32 minutes and one second away from Brian Boucher’s modern NHL mark.

Well, hey, the Edmonton Oilers need a goalie…

Bruns and the Lancers play Waterloo (4-1), Chicago (0-6) and Indiana (1-3-2) on Thursday, Friday and Saturday.

Big thanks to reader Chris Cox.

Photo by Rob Brouillette, courtesy the Omaha Lancers.
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The Washington Capitals got an unexpected surprise when defenseman Connor Carrick stepped up and earned a place in their lineup this fall and even though the 19-year-old was sent to AHL Hershey today, that in itself is a confidence booster.

See, Carrick was slated to play for the Ontario League’s Plymouth Whalers this year, but his play dictated that the pros were within his skills. Drafted out of Team USA’s National Team Development Program in 2012, Carrick does not have to go back to major junior; only teenagers drafted out of the CHL are forced back, based on an agreement with the NHL.

That’s the situation Morgan Rielly faces, should the Toronto Maple Leafs decide he needs more game time. Rielly will head back to the Western League’s Moose Jaw Warriors, because that’s the squad he played for when the Leafs tabbed him with the fifth overall pick the same year Carrick went 137th. Bit of an unfair advantage.

Major junior boosters will tell you the CHL is still the best level of amateur competition in hockey and they’re right: Nearly every top-3 pick in the past five drafts has come from their ranks (Sasha Barkov and Victor Hedman are the only two exceptions). But that draft origin loophole is pesky.

Tommy Vannelli was the first player taken by the St. Louis Blues this summer. The Minnesota-bred defenseman went 47th overall out of Minnetonka high school, with an impending commitment to the University of Minnesota. But the combination of books and pucks proved a bit tricky and Vannelli soon left college, setting up shop with the WHL’s Medicine Hat Tigers instead. Through six games, he has three goals and seven points. Should his development accelerate, the Blues could send him to the AHL next year instead of Medicine Hat, something they can only do because he was drafted out of a high school, not the CHL.

Montreal’s Louis Leblanc and Buffalo’s Zemgus Girgensons also played in the AHL as teens, so it’s not just Americans getting a leg-up on the pro game. But the CHL-NHL agreement this loophole subverts seems like it needs an update.

Off to Sochi

Just wanted to give the faithful blog readers a heads up that I'm on assignment covering the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia.

The Record will continue to cover the Rangers in my absence. And I'll most likely be popping in here regularly to update things too.

In the meantime, feel free to follow my Olympic escapades over at my other blog Sochi Stories.
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February 17, 2014

Kitchener 6, Erie 3

And the points streak continues.

This time Kitchener's 6-3 double up of Erie was an honest two for downing one of the top teams in the league.

And that's without three of its top players in Justin Bailey, Dominik Kubalik and Brent Pedersen. A real character win for the lads.

Plymouth wast trounced 9-3 by the Guelph Storm so we're talking three points shy of the last playoff spot now for the Rangers.

Said it earlier, if they want to make the dance, they have to knock off a few top dogs. Monday's win keeps in step with that theory.

Give the Rangers nine points of a possible 10 in the past five games. A dozen games to go. Next up is Windsor on Thursday.
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Plymouth 2, Kitchener 1 (OT)

These Rangers are turning into overtime kings.

Make it three trips to the extra frame in the past four games. Two of them went to a shootout. Last night, in Plymouth, the Whalers ended it in OT.

So the Whale gain a point on the Rangers in the playoff push and are now five up on the Blueshirts.

But one point is better than two.

Sounds like playoff-type games are already being showcased.

What's better is that the goaltending is really settling down. In the past five games, the Jordan DeKort-Matt Greenfield combo has allowed a maximum of three tallies in one match. That's a great sign.

It's a day off then a Family Day affair against the league's second best team in the Erie Otters. Puck drop is 2 p.m.

Saturday's summary.
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Swiss timing just off

SPORTS_OLY-HKO-SWE-SUI_8_MCT

More ex-Rangers in the spotlight at the Sochi Games.

This time it's former blueliner Yannick Weber, whose Swiss squad almost upset Sweden before losing 1-0. (that's him in the photo being guarded by Gabe Landeskog).

Nonetheless, the loss was a big stepping stone for Switzerland, proving that it's program is headed in the right direction.

I had a chance to catch up with Weber, who talked about the game and the state of hockey in his homeland Friday.
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Kitchener 5, Mississauga 0

It's turning out to be a nice little February for the Rangers.

A 5-0 win over Mississauga puts Kitchener at 4-2 this month.

Some interesting stats from the affair. A first OHL goal for Doug Blaisdell. A first career shutout for Jordan DeKort (though if I'm reading it right Missy had 13 shots for the entire game). Still, a nice feat.

And the entire squad finished on the right side of the plus-minus margin.

The gap to that playoff spot is getting smaller too. Make it four points after Plymouth managed to snag one point by taking Saginaw to the shootout.

The nice thing is that this is a game Kitchener should have won. And if they are going to make the post-season dance, they have to beat the teams on their level or lower as well as knock off a few of the big boys.

Some streaks also got extended - Mason Kohn points in five straight, Matia Marcantuoni eight points in last eight games and Justin Bailey nine points in past seven games.

Massive game tonight in Plymouth. Win this and we're in for a wild ride the rest of the way.
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No love lost

Happy Valentine's Day to all the faithful blog readers.

Thought I'd show some love from Sochi by dipping back into the Rangers' beat while at the Olympics.

I'll be back soon bringing you all the Blueshirts news, but in the meantime here's a story - in keeping with the holiday theme - about Rangers' assistant coach Mike McKenzie and goalie coach Kain Tisi.

It was eight years ago today that the pair, then playing for the St. Mike's Buzzers, took part in a game straight out of the movie Slapshot.

Check out the totals from the third period in this one. Just insane.

Needless to say, it’s one of the most memorable games for McKenzie and Tisi from their minor hockey days.

Posted at 06:56 AM  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

  Reblog (0)   

February 12, 2014

Landeskog fulfills dream

6c00f59cd3194106a984109340ad0b3f-6c00f59cd3194106a984109340ad0b3f-0.CPT635Some more Rangers' related news from Sochi that I thought I'd pass along.

I had time to catch up with former captain Gabriel Landeskog with team Sweden earlier this week and he's obviously pretty pumped to be here.

He has dreamed of representing the Tre Kronor since seeing them win Olympic gold in Turin, Italy in 1996. In fact, after the victory, the 13-year-old clipped a photo from the local newspaper of the team celebrating the win.

He has kept the momento with him ever since. He brought it to Kitchener and now it's in Denver.

It was pretty funny doing the interview. I was one of two non-Swedish media there. The other was from the Detroit Free Press. The Swede's have six Red Wings on the squad - Daniel Alfredsson, Jonas Gustavsson, Jonathan Ericsson, Niklas Kronwall, Gustav Nyquist and Henrik Zetterberg.
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February 10, 2014

Kitchener 3, Sudbury 2 (SO)

The Aud jinx continues for Franky Palazzese.

The former Kitchener Rangers goalie - now with Sudbury - hasn't won in Kitchener since being traded to the Wolves last year.

Though he came close Sunday. The Rangers hammered him for 47 shots plus the ones in the shootout in their 3-2 win.

A huge two points for Kitchener over one of the top teams in the east. 

Mason Kohn extended his point scoring streak to four games while Justin Bailey and Matia Marcantuoni kept up their hot hands.

Plymouth lost to London so the gap is back to five points for that playoff spot. Fifteen games to go for each club. It's shaping up to be a great finish.
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February 09, 2014

Kitchener 2, Owen Sound 1 (SO)

Anyone got a harpoon?

Just as the Kitchener Rangers show some grit by grinding out a 2-1 shootout win over the Attack, in the Lumley nonetheless, Plymouth goes and beats a much higher rated North Bay squad 5-1.

It's starting to look bleak on the playoff front.

But here are a few good news items for Rangers' fans with vision.

First, that's back to back solid performances in net. And let's face it. Moving forward the team is going to need to get good goaltending on a consistent basis. A strong finish - which ever way it goes post-season wise - is key going into next season when the club is poised to take a big step forward.

Second, Mason Kohn is developping nicely. A lot of rookies hit the Christmas wall and fade down the stretch. Kohn has been getting better. He has five points in his last five games which might not sound like much but consider that he only has 14 all year and it's a good sign. I think a lot of people forget that, unlike other rookies on the team, he's just 16. Darby Llewellyn version 2.0 perhaps.

So let's see how it plays out.

Either way, the future looks bright.

On a side note, how tough is it to be in the west this year? Four teams have already clinched the playoffs. None have done it in the east. To quote Jim Morrison "the west ... is the best."
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February 08, 2014

Oshawa 3, Kitchener 2

Sounds like a heartbreaker for the Rangers Friday night.

A tough one goal loss to a top team. A win no doubt would have been a big boost of confidence.

And what's this? Plymouth upsets the Soo 5-1? Not good.

Another point for Matia Marcantuoni, that's seven points in the past six games. Justin Bailey has a nice run going to - seven points in his past four games.

So let's peer at the standings. The Rangers are now seven back of Plymouth for the last playoff spot with 17 games to go.

Chances of the post-season dip to 9.7 per cent. But it's still a chance. The magic number for the Whalers to make the end of the year dance is now 14 - Plymouth wins and/or Rangers losses.

It's off to Owen Sound on Saturday.

Meanwhile, here's some Rangers' news from Sochi.

Brianne Jenner, whose dad Dave played net for the Blueshirts in the mid 1970s, is a forward with the women's hockey team. Yesterday, we chatted about her old man and the influence he's had on her.
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February 05, 2014

Storm rages over Kitchener

The Guelph Storm simply own the Rangers this year. There is no other way to put it.

The disparity between the two clubs was on display Tuesday in Guelph’s 10-4 pasting.

The Rangers have yet to beat the Storm in six meetings this season. And the club hasn’t held Guelph to fewer than four goals a contest.

On the bright side, Justin Bailey kept up his hot hand. The Buffalo area winger potted his first OHL hat trick and now has six points in his past three games.

Matia Marcantuoni also extended his point scoring streak to five games by notching a goal.

The Rangers have two more tries to avoid the season sweep against Guelph.
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February 02, 2014

An unlikely hero

Maybe there has been a shootout wizard hiding inside Curtis Meighan all along.

After all, the veteran role player scored on his first ever OHL shootout attempt to lift the Rangers to a 5-4 victory over the Niagara IceDogs Saturday in St. Catharines.

And it was an important win as Plymouth rallied in the third period to beat Belleville 4-3. That means the Rangers keep pace with the Whalers for the last playoff spot in the west. The club is currentl five back of U.S. squad.

The win also moves Kitchener into 9th in the conference ahead of the Sarnia Sting who appear to be doing a Tank Nation for the first overall pick after dressing just 13 players in last night's loss.

To catch Plymouth, the Rangers are going to need to upset a few top dogs in the coming weeks as their schedule isn't kind.
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February 01, 2014

Kitchener 5, Niagara 4 (SO)

Another full slate of action in the OHL on this snowy Saturday.

The Rangers, fresh off a 6-4 loss to the Barrie Colts, head south to St. Catharines to take on the IceDogs in the last game for them ever at the Gatorade Gardens.

Next year, if all goes as planned, the Poochies will be playing in new arena.

The 'Dogs are losers of three straight while Kitchener has dropped its past two games. It'll be former Ranger Eric Ming's first contest against his ex-mates.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

James Mense-Dietrich-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Logan Schmidt-Dmitrii Sergeev

Matt Greenfield (6-13-0-1) starts.

Niagara:

Mitch Fitzmorris-Carter Verhaeghe-Anthony DiFruscia

Hayden McCool-Graham Knott-Eric Ming

Matt Gillard-Ben Hughes-Cody Caron

Jake Gilmour-Johnny Corneil-Alexander Protapovich

Aleksander Mikulovich-Blake Siebenaler

Vince Dunn-Aaron Haydon

Zach Wilkie-Brian Brosnan

Blake Richard (3-4-0-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Czech import Dominik Kubalik, who left last night's game with a lower body injury, is back in his natural spot on the third line alongside Matia Marcantuoni and Darby Llewellyn.

- Ex-Ranger Eric Ming had 19 goals before the game. Three different people - including Ming - predicted he'd get his 20th tonight.

- Think Kitchener is young? Niagara has five 16-year-olds on its roster, four dressed Saturday.

- Lots of Rangers' sweaters in the crowd at the Double G. Justin Bailey and Mike Davies have family in the area. Saw a few Blaisdell jerseys as well.

- Rangers' rookie James Mense-Dietrich saw some ice time on the Marcantuoni-Kubalik line in Kohn's place at times in the game. JMD picked up his first OHL point, assisting on Darby Llewellyn's 22nd of the season.

- Matia Marcantuoni has four points in his past three games.

- Matt Greenfield stopped six of seven shootout attempts and has one of the highest shootout save percentages in the OHL.

- Plymouth also won tonight, so Kitchener keeps pace with the Whalers and remains five points back of that elusive playoff spot.

- Kitchener rallied three times in the game to get it to a shootout.

- Curtis Meighan gets the eventual shootout winner on his first ever OHL attempt in the saw-off.

- Justin Bailey hit a post in OT after scoring the game-tying goal in the third.

- Niagara's Carter Verhaeghe's hat trick goal was a thing of beauty. Only saw two hats hit the ice though.

JB's top three Rangers: Curtis Meighan, Matt Greenfield, Ryan MacInnis
Edmonton Oil Kings coach expects rookie forward Lane Bauer to start reeling in more goals

Alaskan notched first WHL lamplighter in recent game vs. Regina Pats

By Norm Cowley, Edmonton Journal November 4, 2013  

Edmonton Oil Kings coach expects rookie forward Lane Bauer to start reeling in more goals

Edmonton Oil Kings rookie Lane Bauer had several fish stories to tell about the ones that got away this season before he finally hooked his first Western Hockey League goal recently at Regina.

The fishing references are appropriate, since Bauer fishes every day during the summer at home in Anchorage, Alaska.

“I broke free, got a beautiful saucer pass over the defenceman’s stick from (Brett) Pollock and I just put it five hole on the backhand,” Bauer said about his wide-open breakaway from the blue-line for his only point in 15 junior hockey games.

“That move, I’ve been good at for a while. I practised it a lot in practice.”

Bauer, 17, was used to scoring a lot of goals in Alaska. He was the leading scorer on the Alaska Jr. Aces midget AAA team last season, with 34 goals in only 29 games. In 2011-12, he scored 23 goals in 26 high school games and 43 goals in 41 games with the 16-year-old midget AAA South Central Wolves.

But it’s a big jump from midget hockey in Alaska to the WHL, where the game is a lot faster, more physical, defensive positioning is critically important, and players have to adjust to the daily grind of playing or practising.

“It’s taken him a while to get up to speed, but he’s getting there now,” said Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal, whose club starts a four-game trek through British Columbia Tuesday night against the host Vancouver Giants. “We expect him to be a point-producing guy for our hockey club. He’s got great vision, moves the puck well.

“The last road trip, he had about two or three Grade A scoring chances per game. You knew (the first goal) was going to come, and he made a nice move on the goal, but we expect him to probably contribute a little bit more.”

For now, Bauer is just hoping he doesn’t have to wait another 10 games for his next goal.

“I was getting a little frustrated, but hopefully, this boosts me a little bit,” he said.

His best chances for a goal before he actually scored was at Moose Jaw, Sask., on Oct. 23.

“I had two opportunities from the slot,” he recalled. “I missed the net on one and put it into the goalie’s pads on the second one.”

The five-foot-11, 187-pound centre plays on the Oil Kings’ fourth line and the second power play unit “because he’s got such high offensive skill,” according to Laxdal.

“We expect him to be a top-nine forward or a top-six forward the next couple of years,” said Laxdal, who pointed out that Bauer “is not a timid kid. He goes in the corner hard and finishes hits.”

A Grade 12 student, Bauer had options to play in the United States Hockey League and a verbal scholarship agreement with the University of Alaska Fairbanks, but opted this summer to try out for the Oil Kings, who were impressed with his play in the Mac’s midget AAA hockey tournament at Calgary last Christmas.

“I’ve been here a few times. I’m comfortable with Edmonton because I have family (an uncle) here,” said Bauer, who had never seen a WHL game before he played in one.

Bauer is so passionate about fishing that he would go out for as much as 10 hours a day on weekends. His biggest catch was “about an 80-pound halibut” that took 40 minutes to reel into a boat. His best story is when “a big trout” pulled the rod out of his father’s hand.

“I cast my pole out, hooked his pole and got the fish in,” Bauer said with a laugh.

The Oil Kings even benefited from his hobby recently, when his parents brought 30 pounds of salmon that he caught for his uncle, billets and an Oil Kings’ team-building cooking challenge a couple of weeks ago.

“We did it like Iron Chef. We had five teams set up and had a winner,” said Laxdal. “They had to put a menu together and they had a budget to shop and buy their groceries and put their meal together.

“He actually cooked salmon for us. I think they were second (in the cook-off).”

The Oil Kings, who have already played four consecutive away games since Oct. 23, face off with the Giants at 8 p.m.

ncowley@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter:@StorminNormC
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Dartmouth produces solid NHL players
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Anaheim defenseman Ben Lovejoy’s first contract was an AHL deal.
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Anaheim defenseman Ben Lovejoy’s first contract was an AHL deal.
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Thirty teams said no to drafting Ben Lovejoy. The Anaheim defenseman’s first contract was an AHL deal. Lovejoy required an invitation to attend his first pro training camp.

The player who fought his way into an NHL uniform once chose not to play. That decision may have been the best Lovejoy ever made.

After his freshman season in 2002-03, Lovejoy transferred from Boston College to Dartmouth, his hometown school. Lovejoy is from Orford, 10 minutes north of Hanover, N.H. The NCAA requires transfers to sit out one season.

In Hanover, Lovejoy found a program that gave him a bigger role. He earned a degree in history from an Ivy League school, and he met his future wife. Four years at Dartmouth gave Lovejoy a lifetime of benefits.

Related

Graphic: Top teams before and after the Olympic break

Lovejoy is not alone. He is one of five former Dartmouth players in the NHL. Lee Stempniak, David Jones, T.J. Galiardi, and Tanner Glass are the others. All five played on the 2006-07 club that went 20-11-3. The Bruins have two ex-Big Greeners in Providence: Nick Johnson and Matt Lindblad. The college is known for producing future Masters of the Universe. Nick Lovejoy, Ben’s younger brother, is in that category. Nick, a senior defenseman, will work for GE Capital in Stamford, Conn., after graduation.

Dartmouth’s other business is preparing charges for pro hockey. The Big Green have not qualified for the NCAA Tournament since 1980, when coach Bob Gaudet was a Big Green junior. Entering Saturday’s game at Clarkson, Dartmouth was 5-16-3. Tyler Sikura, Dartmouth’s junior captain and most skilled center, returned Friday night after missing nine games because of a knee sprain.

But Dartmouth’s history of producing pro players is just as good, if not better, than its ECAC and Ivy League counterparts. Lovejoy skates on Anaheim’s top pair, serving as Cam Fowler’s stay-at-home security blanket. Stempniak projects to be a double-digit goal scorer. Jones (9-8—17) and Galiardi (2-10—12) are dependable NHLers. Glass (4-7—11, 57 penalty minutes) is an energetic and abrasive forward.

Providence’s former Dartmouth players have defined roles. Johnson is an offensive-minded right wing. Lindblad, who would have been a senior this season, is a smart and dependable two-way forward. Gaudet and lead recruiter Dave Peters pick from an abridged list of players. Not every future pro can get in to Dartmouth, which doesn’t offer athletic scholarships. Small-town Hanover life is not for the collegian seeking city energy. Gaudet, Class of 1981, doesn’t view these as deterrents. Gaudet’s wife is also a 1981 graduate. His two sons are Dartmouth alums. His daughter is a Dartmouth freshman. 

“They’re really, really hard-working, driven kids,” Gaudet said. “They want to be the best in what they do. To a man, they’re all really good students. That’s what we’re looking for.” 

Peters starts the process. The assistant coach is well known for his ability to identify players who don’t catch the eye of other recruiters. 

“If I go out on the road, I actually screw things up more than I help,” Gaudet said with a laugh. “He’s really in tune with what a 16-year-old hockey player looks like now, and what he’ll look like in three or four years.”

The process continues with development. Gaudet emphasizes smarts, hard work, and hands. Even in off-ice training, players are encouraged to use their sticks. The brains that helped them get into Dartmouth are expected to be applied at the rink. Among the current NHLers, nobody fits this profile more accurately than Glass. Sidney Crosby drives Pittsburgh’s bus. Glass, the Penguins’ bottom-six irritant, is Gaudet’s example of a lug nut. But players like Glass keep the wheels from falling off. Before his freshman year, Glass was picked by Florida in the ninth round of the 2003 draft. He projected to be a fringe NHLer. Ten years later, Glass has 353 NHL games on his résumé. That’s more than former college teammate Hugh Jessiman, Robert Nilsson, Marc-Antoine Pouliot, Anthony Stewart, and Jeff Tambellini, all 2003 first-round picks. Glass is a tenacious forechecker and penalty killer. Deryk Engelland fights Pittsburgh’s heavyweight battles. But Glass is willing to drop his gloves with bigger opponents. 

“What he had when he came here was what made him as a hockey player, his attitude,” Gaudet said. “He was not going to be denied. He came to the rink every single day with a smile on his face. He was just a passionate guy who was infectious and tough as nails. I knew he was going to be a coach’s dream, because he was here. When he left here, did I think he was going to jump to the NHL? I thought he had potential, but he wasn’t the guy who would just jump out at you.”

Gaudet will turn 55 next month. This is his 26th season as a head coach. Yale won the NCAA championship last year. Cornell, Harvard, and Princeton have combined for 15 NCAA appearances since 1997, the year Gaudet assumed his current position. Gaudet hasn’t won like some of his peers. But he’s proud of the lives he’s touched. His ex-players send pictures of their kids. They send him their marriage announcements. 

“It’s not like I’m Jack Parker or Red Berenson. I haven’t had that success,” Gaudet said. “But to be in this business for 30 years of my life, I’m not sure I’m the right guy to look at. I have so many of my friends that were great at this business. But they’ve gone by the wayside. It’s a tough business to stay in.”

THEY HAD THEIR CHANCE 

Battered Canucks have seen better days

The Canucks ticked off seven straight losses to stagger into the Olympic break. They are in 10th place in the Western Conference, 1 point behind No. 8 Dallas. The Canucks might have to get familiar with this type of gear-grinding.

Injuries have rocked the Canucks. The pre-break limpers included Henrik Sedin, Kevin Bieksa, Dan Hamhuis, Chris Tanev, Mike Santorelli, and Andrew Alberts. 

But good teams absorb injuries. Good players pull the rope. Depth players assume bigger roles. Pittsburgh, Anaheim, Boston, and Tampa Bay have been banged up. They’re still among their conferences’ best. The Canucks are graying at the wrong time. The Sedins are 33. Their four-year extensions start next season. Their most productive days are over. 

That wouldn’t be a problem if the Canucks had young players rising, layers to their roster structure, and flexibility to make deals. Entry-level players such as Jordan Schroeder and Zack Kassian aren’t consistent NHL players yet. Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, and Brendan Gaunce, their top prospects, are teenagers.

Bieksa, Hamhuis, Ryan Kesler, Alex Burrows, Alex Edler, and Jason Garrison are signed through 2016 and beyond. Even if general manager Mike Gillis wanted to move any of his core players, he’d have to work around their no-trade clauses. Of the Canucks’ assets, only Tanev and Jannik Hansen are signed to reasonable deals free of no-trade clauses. John Tortorella is a good coach. He will get the most out of his charges. But the Canucks, at their best, are just good. Roberto Luongo is 34 with a contract that cannot be moved. The Sedins have about two good years left in their legs. Kesler is a handful to play against. They have smart, experienced veterans. 

But there are no game-breakers. And none on the way. In the Pacific Division, with Anaheim, San Jose, and Los Angeles assembled for greatness, the Canucks are treading water, which is no way to proceed in the NHL.

ETC. 

Dream of Olympics worth keeping alive

In one week, the Olympics will cease being about Jaromir Jagr, Pavel Datsyuk, Ryan Miller, and the other NHL graybeards. Their time is over. In 2018, the Olympics will be about Tyler Seguin, Seth Jones, Valeri Nichushkin, and the next generation of hockey’s best players. For this group, NHL participation in the Olympics is all they’ve ever known. It must stay that way.

There is talk about this being the NHL’s Olympic bow. In four years, when the Winter Games commence in South Korea, the NHL might not be present. Instead, the NHL would participate in a World Cup, like the league last did in the late summer and early fall of 1996.

There is already another version of the World Cup. It’s called the World Baseball Classic. Stick salute if you recall its last winner. You’re the one.

The NHL and the rich men who wield its power have legitimate Olympic gripes. Their buildings go dark for two-plus weeks in the middle of the season. Their best players are at risk of injury. The stars return with fatigue weighing heavier than their equipment bags. 

But since 1998, when the NHL gave its blessing to Olympic participation, it’s all the players have ever known. Consider the example of 20-year-old Dougie Hamilton, the Bruins’ youngest player. Hamilton was four years old when the Czech Republic struck gold in Nagano, Japan, in the NHL’s first five-rings year. Hamilton would like nothing else than to pull on a Canadian jersey in 2018. It is one of the carrots set before every young NHLer.

For the NHL, Olympic participation is a halo product. On its own, it doesn’t make sound business sense. Ford fills its checking account via the F-150 pickup, which hardly qualifies as glamorous. But the brand became a whole lot shinier last decade when the Blue Oval built the Ford GT, its $150,000, 550-horsepower supercar. 

Olympic hockey is not a perfect product. The NHL is a game of conflict. On the 100-foot-wide sheet, puck battles are fewer. Big hits are risky to throw. Fights don’t happen. The NHL’s bottom-six plumbers, whose hard work gives the game a gap-toothed beauty, are not welcome. But it remains a dream for its best players. They want to be there. Their fans consider these games must-see television. At odd hours, in our slippers and sweatpants, we watch and cheer and marvel. It’s a nice ritual to have every four years.

Remembering former Bruin Mohns  

Doug Mohns last pulled on a Black and Gold jersey in 1964. Half a century later, fans recalled the former Bruin with fondness upon his death Feb. 7. Mohns appeared in 1,390 career games for Boston, Chicago, Minnesota, Atlanta, and Washington. Mohns, who played both up front and on defense, scored 248 goals and 462 assists. In Boston, Mohns had his best season in 1959-60, scoring 20 goals and 25 assists for coach Milt Schmidt. In Chicago, Mohns played on a line with Stan Mikita. Mohns might be best remembered as being an early adopter of the slap shot.

BC’s Demko has a bright future  

Boston College freshman Thatcher Demko is likely to be the first goalie picked in the 2014 NHL draft. Demko was the top-ranked North American goalie in Central Scouting’s midterm rankings. The Eagles are coming off two excellent college puck-stoppers in Parker Milner and John Muse. But every NHL team passed on both goalies. Neither of the two projects to be a big leaguer. It’s a different story for the 6-foot-3-inch, 192-pound Demko, who could be a first-round pick in June. Demko, 18, has the size and technique NHL teams prefer. In the Beanpot final, Demko didn’t make the flashy saves like Northeastern counterpart Clay Witt, who is undrafted. That’s partly because Demko is good at positioning himself so pucks thump off his body. Demko doesn’t scramble and lean heavily on his athleticism. In that way, he is more like ex-Eagle Cory Schneider, Vancouver’s first-round pick in 2004. 

Schedule will assist tired Blackhawks  

The Blackhawks have 10 players in the Olympics: Jonathan Toews, Patrick Sharp, Duncan Keith, Johnny Oduya, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Marcus Kruger, Marian Hossa, Michal Handzus, Patrick Kane, and Michal Rozsival. Chicago and Detroit are tied for most Olympians on their rosters. That’s especially taxing for the Blackhawks considering their deep playoff run last season. But Chicago’s post-break schedule is generous. Nine of the Blackhawks’ 15 games in March will be at the United Center. They will have only two sets of back-to-back games. Compare that to the Bruins, who have six sets of back-to-back games in March. Chicago will start the stretch run in third place in the Western Conference, three points back of Anaheim. The Blackhawks should be in good shape to ease into the playoffs. 

Dupuis’s surgery was a long time coming  

Pascal Dupuis underwent surgery on Wednesday to repair a torn ACL in his right knee. Dupuis, Pittsburgh’s No. 1 right wing, hurt the knee Dec. 23. Dupuis had to wait for more than a month to undergo the procedure because of swelling. In comparison, Dennis Seidenberg tore the ACL and MCL in his right knee four days after Dupuis’s injury. But Seidenberg had surgery Jan. 7, more than a month earlier than Dupuis. Seidenberg is well into his rehab, which should have him ready to start the 2014-15 season.

Legwand could move up in the world  

Career Predator David Legwand has a no-movement clause. But Legwand and the Predators are four points out of the eighth spot in the Western Conference. Legwand, who will be an unrestricted free agent after this season, would be a great addition for division rivals St. Louis or Chicago. The Blues are without Vladimir Sobotka because of a leg injury. Chicago needs a No. 2 center behind Toews. By landing in either city, Legwand would have a good chance to chase his first Cup. 

Loose pucks  

Plenty of star power missing in the Olympics: Henrik Sedin and Johan Franzen (Sweden), Mikko Koivu and Valtteri Filppula (Finland), Marian Gaborik and Lubomir Visnovsky (Slovakia), and Steven Stamkos (Canada). No, hockey’s not dangerous or anything . . . It’s imperative for all Olympic teams to roll four lines because of the international ice surface. That extra 15 feet of width adds up . . . The Panthers have a surplus of forwards who could be complementary additions for playoff contenders. The issue for Florida is that five in this category (Tomas Fleischmann, Tomas Kopecky, Sean Bergenheim, Scottie Upshall, and Shawn Matthias) are under contract through 2014-15. With so many playoff teams facing cap issues this year and next, it will be hard for them to assume term beyond this season. If the Panthers want to deal any of those players, they’ll probably have to eat some of their salaries, like they did in the Kris Versteeg trade with Chicago . . . Interesting Olympic rule: All players must wear helmets during pregame warm-ups. Their chin straps must also be properly fastened. In the NHL, some players go without helmets in warm-ups. Those who wear helmets sometimes don’t bother to fasten their straps . . . Former Harvard standout Lane MacDonald is now reporting directly to the Johnsons, the family behind Fidelity Investments. MacDonald was a Harvard teammate of Mark Carney, who is better known as the governor of the Bank of England. The rumor is that both MacDonald and Carney are shadow consultants for former Crimson teammate Peter Chiarelli on all salary-cap matters. Helps to have powerful friends.

  Fluto Shinzawa can be reached at fshinzawa@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @GlobeFluto. Material from interviews, wire services, other beat writers, and league and team sources was used in this report.

A late bloomer, NHL prospect begins journey to the pros

August 1, 2013 · 5:07 PM
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Not everyone in Cranbrook, population 20,000, may have heard the name Betker, but it’s likely they soon will.

Ben Betker was never the biggest or fastest kid growing up, but no one could deny his love for the game. Back when we were all kids we played for the purest of reasons—fun. However, if someone would have told me back then that Ben Betker would get drafted to the NHL’s Edmonton Oilers, I would have been the first person to doubt it.

When we turned 13, we put down the mini-sticks and picked up the weights. This also marked the first time in my hockey career that I did not play with Ben. He was cut from the Bantam “A” team, but spent a year with the “B” team working hard and practicing every chance he could get. I  believe getting cut that year still motivates him.

The next year, 2009,  was, at the time, what we all thought to be the most important year of our young lives—the WHL Bantam Draft. Throughout that year, scouts from every WHL team scrambled to find kids they thought would have the best potential in a few years time. This can be a daunting task when the players are only 14 years old.

The draft came and went, and like hundreds of kids across the country, Ben’s name was not called.

Looking back at the draft, it’s all about what you do after your name is either called or not called, and I think that is where Ben set himself apart from other players.

“It didn’t come as a surprise,” he said about the draft afterwards. “I was too small, although, I was still motivated to prove myself.”

Ben spent the following year playing Midget “AA” hockey in Cranbrook under the same coach who cut him back in Bantam.

It wasn’t until the year after that Ben’s development as a player took off. Playing for the Kootenay Ice of the  British Columbia Major Midget League (BCMML) under the watchful eye of Simon Wheeldon, a former pro hockey player and Olympian. During practices Ben would always want to do drills against the best skaters on our team, which included, Luke Bertolucci (now with Edmonton Oil Kings), Jesse Knowler (Trail Smoke Eaters), and Dryden Hunt (Regina Pats).

The year went by quickly and Ben improved steadily, becoming one of, if not the best, defensemen on our team. He didn’t just improve on the ice, but off the ice Ben’s body was finally starting to grow. After years of being passed up by teams because he was average sized and skinny, he finally got his big break.

During that summer Ben was in contact with the Westside Warriors of the BCHL (now known as the West Kelowna Warriors). Standing at just over six feet tall, Ben was poised to step into one of the best Junior “A” leagues in Canada and shut down the opposing team’s best players night after night.

While his coach in Westside pushed him to take the NCAA route, Ben chose to get listed by the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks.

“My coach pressured me a little bit too go to the NCAA, but that is their job to try and get kids to go to school,” he said.

Now Ben had a choice—does he take the quickest route to the NHL, or get a scholarship and play hockey while continuing school? He chose the WHL and signed with the Winterhawks. He finished the year in Kelowna and once the summer started, he began training for the step up to the WHL.

I still remember sitting in Grade 12 Law class next to Ben when he broke the news to me—he and a number of  young players had been traded to the Everett Silvertips in exchange for the 4th overall pick in last June’s NHL entry draft, Seth Jones.

“It was pretty shocking to say the least,” he said about the trade. “But I wasn’t disappointed. I knew I would play more and get better development with a younger team.”

As it turned out, he ended up scoring one goal, adding five assists, and compiling 100 penalty minutes in 68 games. He also had a minus 21 rating to go along with it, which is quite impressive for a rookie going up against the top players every night.

Both the WHL and the NCAA routes have their perks and flaws, but both choices are viable options. Ben chose the WHL and it seems to be working for him so far. Even though he has been drafted, it’s like he’s at the base camp of Mt. Everest—the uphill battle only gets more difficult from here.

Derek Georgopoulos is a Cranbrook native who grew up playing hockey with Ben Betker and is currently with the Fernie Ghostriders in the KIJHL.
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Dyrden Hunt's luck turns

Pats forward Dryden Hunt during practice at the Brandt Centre in Regina.

Photograph by: Don Healy , Regina Leader-Post files

Dryden Hunt's faith in the hockey gods has been restored.

The Regina Pats forward was starting to wonder if they had abandoned him after missing almost all of last season with concussion problems, followed by a major scoring slump to open the 2013-14 campaign.

Hunt was held to just three assists in his first 18 games this season before finally getting on the board with a goal Nov. 10 against the Portland Winterhawks.

Since then, Hunt has broken free of his offensive shackles, recording six goals and three assists in the past eight games.

"I guess patience pays off," said Hunt, whose team faces the Moose Jaw Warriors tonight at Mosaic Place. "I didn't get the start I wanted. As it went on I kind of stuck to my game, stuck to the system, stuck to the plan the coaches gave us. As I've been producing more, I've got more opportunities. It has been going really well."

Despite his recent success, Hunt's early struggles are still fresh in his memory. There was a period of time when, if it wasn't for bad luck around the net, he wouldn't have had any luck at all.

"Frustrated would be a good word," he said with a smile. "Some of the chances I had were just unbelievable. I'm so surprised they didn't go in."

So what changed? Head coach Malcolm Cameron believes the credit goes to Hunt rather than a higher power.

"I just think he's doing the detail work a little better," noted Cameron. "He's stopping in front of the net, he's getting to the dirty areas and he's getting rewarded. He's getting his timing back, plus he's in better shape. When you lose a whole year of hockey, no matter what you do, you're just not in shape."

Hunt also believes confidence was an issue, noting that he felt like a huge weight was lifted when the puck finally started to go in. The latest was a garbage-style goal in front of the net on Saturday in a 6-1 win over the Warriors.

"That goal would have never gone in the first month or two," he noted. "Something would have happened. Now that I got a few, those easier ones are starting to come."

Hunt always believed his luck would eventually turn, although it was difficult to maintain a positive outlook after sitting out all but two games last season due to a pair of concussions.

The Pats felt Hunt was poised for a breakthrough season before the injuries, but it took some time for him to regain that form.

"We knew he had potential from what we saw as a 16-year-old," noted Cameron, who's deploying Hunt on a line with veterans Dyson Stevenson and Boston Leier. "It was just a matter of being a little bit patient with him. Now that he got going, he's playing with some more skilled guys and he's cashing in some opportunities."

As a result, Hunt can finally put the past in the rear-view mirror.

"It's tough missing that amount of time," he said. "(Assistant coach) Josh (Dixon) helped me a lot. Every time I came off the ice he was saying what I could do better or where I could be better to score goals. Me and (Cameron) were working in practice quite a bit, just moving around, finding places to score. I have a pretty good shot. It was just finding the open space to finish."

The Pats have followed Hunt's lead, playing some of their best hockey during his recent breakthrough. Despite some mixed results since returning from a successful West Coast road trip, the team remains in the thick of the Eastern Conference playoff race at 15-13-1. "To be doing well personally and to have the team doing well, it's awesome," added Hunt. "Winning is fun, scoring is fun. There's nothing better."

NOTE: Pats captain Kyle Burroughs is expected to miss tonight's game as he goes through the WHL's concussion protocol. He took a big hit in the first period of Wednesday's 5-4 loss in Brandon and didn't return. Jayce Hawryluk received a two-game suspension for the unpenalized hit that injured Burroughs.

gharder@leaderpost.com
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Owen Sound winger Kyle Hope tries to deflect a shot past Kingston Frontenacs' goalie Lucas Peressini during the Attack's 4-0 win on Friday in Ontario Hockey League play.
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KINGSTON - Jaden Lindo's learning a hard lesson for an 18 year old.

And that's the fact that life doesn't always go as planned when it comes to hockey.

The Brampton native was poised for a big Ontario Hockey League season on a rebuilding Owen Sound Attack squad.

The plan was to lead the Attack on the road to the playoffs and to use that as a springboard into this summer's National Hockey league draft.

But two minor injuries over three weeks have kept the right winger off the ice.

"It was really tough especially this year," Lindo said in an interview prior to returning to action in the Attack's 4-0 win in Kingston on Friday.

"Coming back from an injury, I worked really hard to get back and then then the next game I got injured again."

Lindo was injured on New Year's Day against Guelph. And he was off until Jan. 19 when he suffered a minor injury in a five-shift effort against Sault Ste. Marie.

"My spirits were really low at the start ... it's hard when you work so hard to get back and then have another set back," said Lindo.

"The guys really helped me out ... the trainer and coaches. They got my spirits back up and I just got back to rehab and getting ready."

Attack coach Greg Ireland said Lindo has done well to handle how his season has unfolded.

"I think the way the year has gone hasn't been the way he'd hope and as a young man that can be deflating," said Ireland.

"There's a lot of expectations on Jaden from last year. He hasn't been able to get any traction and get it going but he's got a lot of games left. We know what he can do."

Time went slowly for Lindo but he realized that he had to be patient.

"It's tough because you really want to be out there but you just have to stay focused and know that these things happen and you can't control them. You just have to trust your body and be patient and don't rush it.

Lindo was ranked 96th on the most recent NHL Central Scouting list.

"I've been looking forward to this year but the draft isn't the only thing I'm thinking about, said Lindo who has nine goals and nine assists in 42 games this season.

"This team is the main focus. I'm not playing to get drafted. I'm playing to help the team and contribute as much as I can."

Ireland noted that the pressure of the draft may have been getting to Lindo.

"I think before the injuries Jaden was trying to hard to please everyone and he let the pressure of the draft get into his head," said Ireland.

"Combined with the time off the ice he's frustrated and he's hungry and he's got a chip on his should like he's got something to prove here. A focused, physical big man with a chip on his shoulder can be a guy to be reckoned with."

Kyle Platzer scored twice while Kurtis Gabriel and Jeffrey Gilligan added singles for the Attack (24-23-3-4, fourth in the Midwest Division).

Owen Sound goalie Brandon Hope made 41 saves en route to being named the game's first star while Lucas Peressini stopped 16 shots for Kingston (30-20-2-2, second in the East).

The Attack continues its Eastern road swing with stops in Belleville tonight and Ottawa on Monday.

Owen Sound visits Kitchener on Friday and then returns home to host the Saginaw Spirit on Feb. 22.

Game time at the Harry Lumley-Bayshore Community Centre is 7:30 p.m.

SLAPSHOTS: The Attack have recalled goalie Michael McNiven from junior-A Georgetown and served as the backup on Friday. McNiven started the season with the Attack but was sent down when Jack Flinn joined the lineup.
Toronto Maple Leafs prospect Connor Brown playing beyond expectations
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Up until a year ago, he was considered anything but a top prospect.
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Even now, almost three weeks after Connor Brown became the first player in the Canadian Hockey League to reach the 100-point mark after just 48 games, it doesn’t seem quite real.

Why NHL coaches are worried about a Sochi hangover

.

When the season started, Brown had set some pretty high goals for himself. But he didn’t expect this. No one could.

If they said they did, they were lying.

Related

Jonathan Bernier, Toronto Maple Leafs finish strong in big road win over Tampa Bay Lightning

Maple Leafs’ Nikolai Kulemin ‘would love to stay’ despite trade rumours

.

“I had some people tell me what a great draft pick he was,” said Erie Otters GM Sherry Bassin. “Well, if he ended up being this good then why’d we wait until the 13th round to take him?”

* * *

In the NHL, the 100-point mark is reserved for the giants of the game. In the last six years, only six players — Nicklas Backstrom, Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Alex Ovechkin, and Henrik and Daniel Sedin — have scored in the triple-digits.

In junior, it is more hit-and-miss. While John Tavares, Steven Stamkos, Patrick Kane and other No. 1 picks reached 100 points while in the OHL, the list is also long with players like Justin Azvedo, Corey Locke and Ernie Godden who barely even had a cup of coffee in the NHL.

Dave Sidaway/The Gazette
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Which camp will Brown fall into? No one knows. But up until a year ago, he was considered anything but a top prospect.

When Brown first arrived in the Ontario Hockey League in 2011, he was a skinny 17-year-old straight out of Tier-II. He weighed maybe 140 pounds. As Bassin likes to joke, “my dog Newman was bigger.” A year later, the Toronto Maple Leafs took a gamble and selected the playmaking winger in the sixth round of the NHL Entry Draft.

At the time, Brown was coming off a rookie season in which he scored 25 goals and 53 points in 68 games. But he was closer to reaching 100 with his negative plus-minus. “It’s not a misprint,” Leafs director of amateur scouting Dave Morrison had said of Brown’s minus-72 rating.

Matt Mead/Matt Mead Photography
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In two years, the 5-foot-11, 170-pound Brown has grown an inch and packed on significant muscle. But his biggest growth has come on the ice, where the 20-year-old Otters captain has gone from scoring 69 points last season to becoming the top junior scorer in the country. Heading into Friday night’s game against the Barrie Colts, Brown had 39 goals and 107 points. With 20 more games to play, he is averaging two points per game, has a 17-point lead on the next-highest scorer and is on pace for more points than Tavares or Stamkos ever scored in junior.

The question now becomes whether any of this will translate to the next level.

“Is he a legitimate top-six forward? That’s a tough thing,” said Mark Seidel, chief scout for North American Central Scouting. “There’s been a lot of guys who have put up big numbers in the OHL at that size. But I think it’s certainly something Leafs fans should be excited about. He’s taken giant, giant steps.”

Those steps are the reason why the Leafs believe Brown will avoid the same fate as former Leafs prospects, like Kyle Wellwood and Jeremy Williams, who peaked as 100-point scorers in junior.

Dave Sandford/Getty Images

Dave Sandford/Getty ImagesKyle Wellwood skates with the puck against the Buffalo Sabres in 2003..

In the off-season, the Toronto-born Brown worked out at the Leafs practice facility and trained with power skating instructor Barb Underhill. He will never become a power forward. But he knew if he could become more explosive with his first stride and stronger when fending off checks, he would create more room to maneuver in the offensive zone. The result is Brown is scoring goals from places on the ice he never used to.

“The main thing is I’ve been consistent this year,” said the late-blooming Brown. “I’ve tried to go hard every game, every practice and I found that’s the best way to keep your game up, through practice habits. It’s paid off across the board.”

One month into the season, the Leafs signed Brown to a three-year, entry-level contract. In The Hockey News’ upcoming Future Watch magazine, which polls general managers and head scouts from around the league, he is listed as the organization’s fourth-best prospect.

Matt Mead/Matt Mead Photography
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“I can’t say for sure 100% he’s going to become that player,” said Morrison. “But I think he’s going to give himself to be that player, because you see the determination along with the talent.”

As far as long-term potential, Brown is not considered the most talented forward in the OHL this season. On a team that includes the projected 2015 top pick and two previous first-round selections, he might not even be the most talented on the Otters.

Therein lies the biggest criticism of what he has been able to do this season. Some have suggested Brown’s jump in productivity is the byproduct of playing alongside 17-year-old Connor McDavid. But if that were the case, McDavid should have more than just 66 points.

“Through the season, [Brown and McDavid] have probably been on the same line for only half the games,” said Otters head coach Kris Knoblauch, who has played Brown with Dane Fox (90 points) and Brendan Gaunce (57 points).

Frank Gunn/The Canadian Press 
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“So Connor’s been able to put up extremely high offensive numbers with McDavid and without him.”

“They’ve got a talented team there, no question,” said Morrison. “But most guys who win scoring titles have good players to play with as well. You don’t win a scoring title without support.”

* * *

It was in a 4-1 win against the Belleville Bulls when Brown scored a goal and added an assist to become the first player of the season to reach 100 points. He received the obvious congratulations from his teammates and coaches. Someone from the Leafs even called to acknowledge the remarkable feat.

But once again, it was the Otters GM who put the situation in its proper context.

“After he got his 100th point,” said Bassin, “I went in the room and said, ‘we were pretty smart drafting you in the 13th round, weren’t we Brownie.’ “

Brown just laughed. It was yet another way of saying that no one expected this.

ISS Hockey Releases ISS Top 30 For February, Ranking The Top Prospects For 2014 NHL Draft

>PRWEB.COM Newswire 

Guelph, ON (PRWEB) February 14, 2014 

ISS Hockey has released its new monthly rankings of the top prospects eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft. This month's rankings include the top 200 skaters, along with the top 15 goaltenders, as evaluated and ranked by ISS Hockey’s worldwide network of scouts.

Below is the ISS Top 30, highlighting the rankings for the top 30 prospects. An interactive page where the ISS Top 30 can be viewed, sorted, commented on, and where users can interact with our scouts can be viewed at: http://ISShockey.com/iss-top-30

Rank-Name-Position-Team-League

1 - Ekblad, Aaron - D - Barrie - OHL 

2 - Reinhart, Sam - C - Kootenay - WHL 

3 - Bennett, Sam - LW - Kingston - OHL 

4 - Dal Colle, Michael - C - Oshawa - OHL 

5 - Nylander, Willie - C - Modo - SweE 

6 - Perlini, Brendan - LW - Niagara - OHL 

7 - Virtanen, Jake - LW - Calgary - WHL 

8 - Fleury, Haydn - LD - Red Deer - WHL 

9 - Ho-Sang, Joshua - RW - Windsor - OHL 

10 - Ritchie, Nicholas - LW - Peterborough - OHL 

11 - Draisaitl, Leon - C - Prince Albert - WHL 

12 - Kapanen, Kasperi - RW - Kuopio - FinE 

13 - Goldobin, Nikolay - RW - Sarnia - OHL 

14 - Tuch, Alex - RW - USA Under18 - NTDP 

15 - McKeown, Roland - RD - Kingston - OHL 

16 - Bleackley, Conner - C/RW - Red Deer - WHL 

17 - McCann, Jared - C - S.S. Marie - OHL 

18 - Milano, Sonny - LW - USA Under18 - NTDP 

19 - Barbashev, Ivan - C - Moncton - QMJHL 

20 - Ehlers, Nikolaj - LW - Halifax - QMJHL 

21 - Karlsson, Anton - LW - Frolunda - SweJE 

22 - Kempe, Adrian - C - Modo - SweJE 

23 - Larkin, Dylan - LW - USA Under18 - NTDP 

24 - Scherbak, Nikita - LW - Saskatoon - WHL 

25 - Deangelo, Anthony - RD - Sarnia - OHL 

26 - Peters, Alex - D - Plymouth - OHL 

27 - Fabbri, Robby - C - Guelph - OHL 

28 - Lindblom, Oskar - RW - Brynas - SweJE 

29 - Pastrnak, David - LW - Sodertalje - SweAl 

30 - Dougherty, Jack - RD - USA Under 18 - NTDP

February’s release of the ISS Top 30 presented big movers throughout the rankings. Nikolay Goldobin was the biggest gainer of the month by rising 12 positions, from #25 to #13. Joshua Ho-Sang also impressed our scouts and he raised 10 positions, from #19 to #9. 

“Russian forward Goldobin is an elusive player who plays a cerebral game and is dangerous with the puck,” comments ISS Hockey Director of Scouting Dennis MacInnis. “What he lacks for in size, he makes up for with skill and smarts.”

The full monthly ISS Hockey rankings are available within RinkNet, software technology tailored for the general manager, scout, coach, player agent or super fan that wants in-depth information on prospects for the upcoming NHL and CHL drafts. They are published approximately on the 15th of each month during the hockey season, along with detailed player scouting profiles and game reports. To find out more about RinkNet, please visit http://www.RinkNet.com. 

About ISS Hockey 

ISS Hockey (International Scouting Services) is the world’s leading independent scouting and information provider on hockey prospects. Founded in 2002, ISS scouts, evaluates, analyzes and ranks players internationally on behalf of its many clients. All ISS products are widely utilized in the hockey world, building an industry leading reputation for the best and most comprehensive scouting information. The key to the success of ISS is the incredible worldwide network of ISS Hockey scouts. ISS scouts are within reach of every young hockey player in the world, and attend every major hockey tournament, in addition to thousands of league games. Game and player reports are input into ISS's sister company RinkNet’s state-of-the-art systems and evaluated to assure reliability and consistency. All players that we rank will have been seen and evaluated many times by several ISS scouts.

Get free ISS Hockey membership at: http://ISShockey.com/register

Follow ISS Hockey on Twitter: @ISShockey

Like ISS Hockey on Facebook: Facebook.com/ISShockey

Read the full story at http://www.prweb.com/releases/2014/02/prweb11583516.htm

Read more: http://www.digitaljournal.com/pr/1739092#ixzz2tQq6KPQV
Nothing comes easy on St. Louis’ Olympic journey
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TAMPA — Every step throughout his career, every door that opened in front of him, Marty St. Louis pushed his way through.

After being passed over by major junior programs, he went on to be a Hobey Baker finalist at the University of Vermont. After being passed over by NHL teams, he became a two-time league scoring champion.

So, it wouldn’t surprise many if the Lightning captain, initially passed over by Team Canada for the 2014 Olympic squad before being named an injury replacement for Tampa Bay teammate Steven Stamkos, forces his way into the lineup and makes an impact when Canada opens today against Norway at Bolshoy Ice Dome in Sochi, Russia.

As usual, St. Louis will have to do it the hard way. He is expected either to dress as the 13th forward or be a healthy scratch to start the tournament after rotating in and out of fourth-line duties during initial practices in Sochi.

“Reality is, it doesn’t matter how you get there. You get there and then you grab your chunk of cheese by how well you play and how hard you play,” Team Canada head coach Mike Babcock said. “That determines on a nightly basis who gets to play.

“But if you go through his career, he’s been called out lots of times, that, ‘Hey, you’re too small to do this.’ And he’s just been determined. ... So, be a pro, be a real good teammate and battle your butt off in a competitive environment to get as much as you can to help your team. It’s not going to be about any one player.’’

St. Louis never hid his emotions when he was left off the initial Canadian roster on Jan. 7, even if he rarely discussed them in public. Instead, he helped pick up the Lightning, producing points in 14 of the next 16 games, including a career-high and franchise record-tying four goals against San Jose on Jan. 18.

Once Stamkos was not cleared medically to play 12 weeks after breaking his right tibia, St. Louis was the unanimous choice among the Canadian management staff and coaches to replace him on the team.

After telling Team Canada and Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman he needed a night to sleep on the decision, St. Louis accepted the invitation to compete in his second Olympics. St. Louis was also a member of the 2006 team that lost in the quarterfinals to Russia.

“As upset as you can be sometimes, it’s hard to turn down these opportunities,’’ St. Louis said. “You’ve got to realize you only get a few kicks at the can. You’ve got to put the emotion aside and realize the experience and the opportunity.

“However you get there, people don’t really care at that point, you’re just there. That’s kind of my mentality. I’m going to go there and bring what I can bring, do the things I’ve been doing in this league, play the game I play and try to make a difference.’’

Those who know him best, and have played with him, have no doubt St. Louis once again will find a way to factor into any success Canada enjoys during the Olympics.

“Marty is going to go over there and play whatever role possible,” Stamkos said. “I personally think he’s going to play a big role with the character that he has the way he has played in big game situations in the past.

“He’s won championships, he’s been in those situations, so it’s not like it’s a young guy that has never been in these situations coming in to fill in for someone.

“This is a guy that can step in and play any role asked and I think he’s going to play a big role in Canada doing very well.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO
Bolts shuffle roster, recall goaltender

 Tribune staff 

 Published: February 13, 2014 

The Lightning made a goalie shuffle on Wednesday, recalling goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis from Syracuse of the American Hockey League and reassigning goalie Cedrick Desjardins. 

During the Olympic break the team is required to have two active goaltenders on the roster. By sending Desjardins to Syracuse, he will be able to play for the Crunch starting this weekend. 

Gudlevskis, meanwhile, is currently in Sochi, Russia, representing Latvia for the Olympics.

Lightning players honored to be Olympians

Photos

Sami Salo (6) will be in his fourth Games when Finland begins play. 

FILE, JASON BEHNKEN / STAFF

Sami Salo (6) will be in his fourth Games when Finland begins play.

Sami Salo (6) will be in his fourth Games when Finland begins play.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: February 11, 2014   |   Updated: February 12, 2014 at 02:02 PM 

TAMPA — With all the luxuries afforded professional athletes, the wealth acquired and the lifestyle that comes along with it, one stage offers a humble experience — the Olympics.

From wide-eyed 20-somethings to those who have experienced the biggest stage of international athletic competition multiple times, being a part of the Olympics, to be called an Olympic athlete holds special meaning.

“It’s a huge honor, it’s the highest that you can have to represent your country,’’ said Lightning defenseman Sami Salo, who will participate in his fourth Olympics with Finland, which opens play Thursday against Austria.

“It’s very exciting, not just to be playing in the Olympics but to see the other athletes in the Village and to talk with them about their experiences and the sports that they are participating.’’

The Lightning organization has six players competing in Sochi: Salo, forward Marty St. Louis for Canada, forward Ondrej Palat and defenseman Radko Gudas for the Czech Republic, forward Richard Panik for Slovakia and goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis for Latvia.

Two others, forwards Steven Stamkos (Canada) and Valtteri Filppula (Finland) were named to their national teams, but could not play because of injury.

Palat and Gudas, a pair of Lightning rookies, were introduced to the Olympics when both were elementary-school age watching the 1998 Nagano Olympics. Their native Czech Republic defeated Russia to win the gold medal, sparking aspirations of being Olympians.

Both will do so in Sochi as members of the Czech Republic team, which opens play Wednesday against Sweden.

“It’s always been my dream to represent my country in the Olympics in hockey ever since 1998 when they won the gold medal,’’ said Palat, who ranks third in NHL rookie scoring with 34 points for Tampa Bay this season. “I love to watch the Olympics. I watch it all, the Summer Games, so it’s going to be awesome to be there and be a part of it.’’

For Gudas, the Olympic experience goes a little bit deeper than watching the 1998 Czech Republic team. His father, Leo, won a bronze medal with the Czech Republic during the 1992 Olympics in Albertville, France.

“When I was chosen, my dad told me, ‘You are going to enjoy it, this is unbelievable,’” Gudas said. “And he’s going to be (in Sochi) to support me.”

Gudas also is a fan of the Olympics, especially the Summer Games, and played in Everett, Washington, not far from the 2010 Winter Games in Vancouver. Now, being a part of the experience is rewarding.

“It’s unbelievable, it’s the dream of dreams,’’ Gudas said. “I wanted to play in the NHL, that was my dream. But playing for the Olympics, that’s a whole different level. To play for my country, it’s definitely an achievement and I hope it’s not a once-in-a-lifetime chance.’’

Lightning forward Ryan Malone won a silver medal with Team USA at the 2010 games in Vancouver, but was not chosen to represent his country this time around.

Growing up in Pittsburgh, where his father, Greg, was part of the Penguins organization, Malone had the chance to know Herb Brooks, the legendary coach of the 1980 USA squad famous for its Miracle on Ice. When Malone was selected for the 2010 team, he knew how special it was to be called an Olympian.

“I would have never dreamt of that situation, so to have the opportunity to represent your country, play the game at the highest level, I appreciated every moment,’’ Malone said. “I soaked it all in and it was obviously one of the best memories of my career.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO

Bolts notes: Namestnikov latest new face to play

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning pipeline continues to supply promising prospects to the parent club.

The next to get a taste at the NHL level is 2011 first-round draft pick C Vladislav Namestnikov, who made his NHL debut on Saturday against Detroit. He is the 11th different Lightning player to make his NHL debut since the start of last season.

Namestnikov, 21, was called up from Syracuse of the American Hockey League on Friday when C Valtteri Filppula was diagnosed with a non-displaced fracture in his right ankle. Namestnikov joined the team on the ice for the morning skate and played between RW Nikita Kucherov and LW J.T. Brown, which formed the top line in Syracuse at the start of the season.

“We have chemistry, so that will help a lot,’’ Namestnikov said. “I’m familiar with them, so I’m comfortable. We use our speed, we pass a lot, so that helps a lot.’’

Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper said Namestnikov was called up because the Lightning are in a need of a skilled center with Filppula and Steven Stamkos on injured reserve, and putting trio back together made the most sense.

“They had a lot of chemistry down there so hopefully that translates,’’ Cooper said. “He’s coming in here to do what he does, he’s earned his spot.’’

In his second pro year, Namestnikov has 13 goals and 30 points in 31 games for Syracuse this season after missing six weeks with a broken hand. Last year he had seven goals and 21 points in 44 games, while missing time with a broken collar bone. In 18 playoff games with Syracuse last year Namestnikov scored two goals and seven points helping the Crunch to the Calder Cup Finals.

On Saturday, he made his debut against the Red Wings, a team he followed closely growing up outside Detroit and spent plenty of time around while his uncle, Slava Kozlov, played for the Wings.

“It’s extra special, growing up in Detroit, having them as my favorite team, it’s special,’’ Namestnikov said.

Mixing it up: For the first time since Dec. 14 the Lightning dressed a lineup with six defensemen and 12 forwards, which is the normal compliment of four lines and three defensive pairings. Tampa Bay had dressed a seventh defenseman for 25 consecutive games before shuffling the lineup against Detroit.

Heading into the game, the Lightning had a record of 13-10 when dressing 12 forwards and 19-10-5 when dressing seven defensemen.

Goaltending mystery: With uncertainty regarding the status of G Ben Bishop, who left Thursday’s game against Toronto with an upper body injury, forced Tampa Bay to call up G Kristers Gudlevskis from Syracuse on Friday.

Bishop took part in Saturday’s optional morning skate, spending time taking in-close shots from RW Marty St. Louis and then point shots from D Keith Aulie. After holding conversations along the bench with both the team trainers and Cooper, Bishop left the ice after about 20 minutes and was classified as a game-time decision by Cooper, who indicated that all three goaltenders — including Cedrick Desjardins — might take warmups.

But when warmups began, Bishop led the team on to the ice while Gudlevskis was the second goaltender. Desjardins did not take the ice and was scratched when Bishop was able to start.

Gudlevskis, who will be the starting goaltender for Latvia at the Winter Olympics, dressed for his first NHL game.

Heading to Russia: Several members of both the Lightning and Red Wings will be departing for Sochi, Russia, on Sunday to participate in the Olympics.

Players and staff of both teams will depart from Tampa on Sunday morning and travel to Atlanta, where they will board a charter plane set up by the NHL and NHL Players Association later in the evening for a 12-hour flight to Sochi. The charter flight is one of four provided for the players and staff, with the other three scheduled to depart from the New York area.

All of the Lightning’s Olympic participants were honored on the scoreboard during the first period.

Nuts and Bolts: D J-P Cote cleared waivers on Saturday and was reassigned to Syracuse. ... D Keith Aulie was scratched. ... Detroit played the 6,000th game in franchise history. ... Red Wings C Pavel Datsyuk collected his 800th career point. ... Tampa Bay ended an 0-for-17 stretch on the power play in the second-period with a goal by Ondrej Palat. ... C Tom Pyatt scored his first goal since April 4, 2013. ... RW Marty St. Louis finished with points in 14 of 16 games leading into the Olympic break.
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Fennelly: Timely win for Bolts before break
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Has a team ever needed a break, Olympic or otherwise, like the Tampa Bay Lightning do?

Well, they earned one Saturday.

They beat back the Detroit Red Wings and very loud Red Wings fans at the Forum, 4-2.

Alex Killorn’s late game-winner, under four minutes left, stopped the bleeding.

We think.

The Lightning needed these points in the standings, both of them.

Detroit seemed poised to come within just three points of the Bolts in the Atlantic Division — and Montreal and Toronto were ready to move past Tampa Bay into second and third, respectively. It would be the wrong way to go into the break. There was no hiding the Bolts’ slide, four losses in five games going into Saturday.

Wasn’t it just yesterday that they were jostling with Boston atop the Atlantic?

Now they’re waiting on the next CT scans.

There’s Olympic-less Steven Stamkos’ right tibia, which isn’t quite healed. There’s Olympic-less Valtteri Filppula’s brand new non-displaced ankle fracture Thursday, which wiped out his trip to Sochi.

And there was goalie Ben Bishop, team MVP and Vezina contender, who left after the second period of Thursday’s loss to Toronto. 

On to Saturday.

“We were just seeing how it went,” Bishop said.

Bishop played, and won, as he has all season, 31 saves.

Now this team gets a break it needs.

First, it needed a win.

“It was real big,” Bishop said.

We should be used to it by now with this bunch: Someone goes down, someone steps up.

It happened after Stamkos’ injury.

Saturday, there was no Stamkos or Filppula.

“We were without two big players. And there was some uncertainty in the goal before the game,” Lightning defenseman Victor Hedman said. “We came out and played real well. There was a lot of effort that third period. And Alex put it away.”

On Friday, Lightning coach Jon Cooper said the Detroit game demanded his team’s undivided attention.

“We have to play like it’s either make the playoffs or bust,” Cooper said.

I’m not sure Cooper got all of that, but his players did storm the final period.

This has been an incredibly resilient team.

Yes, the cushion in the standings has been shrinking.

“You just don’t sail through seasons,” Cooper said the other day.

Saturday, the Bolts pushed back on Montreal and Toronto, which had won.

And they pushed Detroit back to seven points behind. They’re 4-0 against the Wings this season.

They came back from 1-0 and 2-1 down.

Olympian Ondrej Palat scored to tie it at 1. Tom Pyatt scored to tie it at 2.

The Lightning nearly took the lead, but Detroit goalie Jimmy Howard stopped Hedman. Bolts winger Nikita Kucherov later hit the post.

They kept pushing.

And Killorn delivered.

So what if the cushion isn’t what it was?

If you’d said before the season that this team would be 33-20-5 after 58 games, heading into the break, who wouldn’t have taken it?

If you’d said 33-20-5 on Nov. 12, the day after Stamkos went down, you’d think it was crazy.

But this slump needed to be put to rest.

Now there’s the Olympic break.

First came a break with losing.

Know something?

It was real big.

Bolts go into Olympic break with win over Red Wings
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning entered gut-check territory Saturday in the final game before the two-week Olympic break.

No one gutted things out more than goaltender Ben Bishop in a 4-2 victory against Detroit in front of an announced sellout crowd of 19,204 at the Forum.

Alex Killorn scored the game-winning goal with 3:11 left in the third period to snap a tie, while Ondrej Palat scored his second of the game into an empty net with 63 seconds left to seal the victory.

Tom Pyatt also had a goal and an assist on the game-winner in just his second appearance in the past eight games to help Tampa Bay improve to 4-0 this season against the Red Wings.

The Lightning (33-20-5) enter the break with just two wins in the past six games, but they hold the second spot in the NHL Atlantic Division, one point ahead of Montreal and Toronto and eight points ahead of the ninth-place team in the Eastern Conference with 24 games remaining once the season resumes.

“For everybody, I think a little bit of a cloud was lifted,'' Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said of entering the break with a victory. “When you drop a few in a row, you start looking through the rearview mirror and the cars are speeding on you pretty quick. So now it's a little bit of a weight off your shoulders. ... And I know it was just one game, but the taste of winning lasts for two weeks, and that's a good taste to have and puts a stop to the bleeding a little bit.''

Bishop epitomizes the effort Tampa Bay on Saturday after the Vezina Trophy candidate played banged up. Three times in the past month, Bishop has left a game before it ended because of injury, including after two periods on Thursday. After Saturday's morning skate, his status was up in the air up until game time, when he decided he could give it a go before finishing with 31 saves for his 28th victory of the season. It was the 35th time this season he's allowed fewer than three goals.

“We were just seeing how it went. There was some doubt (about playing),'' Bishop said. “I felt all right.''

His effort did not go unnoticed.

“He's in a lot of pain, that kid,'' Cooper said. “But Bish has been our guy, and I didn't want any favors and didn't want him to sit here and say, 'Put me in coach and I'll play half the game for you.' I told him, if you go in there, do you think you can gut this one out, and he said he could. And I know how much pain he's been in, and tonight was an unreal, gutty effort by him.''

Detroit took a first-period lead on Daniel Alfredsson's shot from the right circle. Palat answered that with a power-play goal 1:44 into the second, but the Red Wings answered on a backhand shot by Tomas Jurco at 11:19. Then Pyatt threw a backhand pass from the right circle toward Sami Salo charging the net, and the puck took a deflection and ended up behind goalie Jimmy Howard with 2:46 left in the second to tie the game headed into third.

“We said we needed to stick with it, look for those greasy goals and get the puck to the net,'' Pyatt said of the second-intermission discussion.

That's exactly how the winning goal occurred, as Pyatt and Killorn did the hard work along the wall and in the corners behind the net. Pyatt sent a puck toward the crease, where it bounced off the skate of Teddy Purcell and ended up on Killorn's stick, and he buried the winner with 3:11 to play.

“I was pretty fortunate,'' Killorn said. “The past few games have been pretty tough. We've gone through some adversity with some injuries, but this game was huge against a division opponent that had been playing really well. This is good for our confidence.''

And it leaves a better feeling heading into the time off.

“We finish with a win, and it's something we wanted to do, and it was a big team effort,'' captain Marty St. Louis said. “I don't know many players that play 100 percent healthy ... so it's about finding ways, and Bish stood tall and found a way for us.''

Bolts C Filppula injures ankle, to miss Olympics

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: February 7, 2014   |   Updated: February 7, 2014 at 05:56 PM 

TAMPA — Shortly into his third shift of the third period on Thursday, Tampa Bay Lightning center Valtteri Filppula felt something pop in his right foot.

That “pop’’ turned out to be a non-displaced fracture in Filppula’s right ankle that will keep him out for at least three weeks and force him to miss the Olympics.

The injury comes three days before Filppula was scheduled to depart for Sochi, Russia, and compete for Finland at the Olympics.

“I was really looking forward to going to the Olympics and play,’’ said Filppula, who won a bronze medal with Finland at the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver. “It’s tough right now, but something positive is that it’s not too bad of a break and I should be back soon after the Olympics, so that’s a good thing.’’

Tampa Bay will enter Saturday’s game against Detroit — the final game for both teams before the Olympic break — without its top two centers in Steven Stamkos and Filppula, who ranks second on the team with 20 goals and 41 points.

With Filppula out, the team called up 2011 first-round draft pick center Vladislav Namestnikov from Syracuse of the American Hockey League. Namestnikov has 13 goals and 30 points in 31 games for the Crunch this season. He missed two months with a shoulder injury suffered in November.

The Lightning also could be without Vezina Trophy candidate goaltender Ben Bishop, who left Thursday’s game after the second period with an undisclosed upper-body injury and missed practice on Friday.

The team listed Bishop’s status as day-to-day, but goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis was called up from Syracuse of the American Hockey League on Friday and will be available to backup Cedrick Desjardins in the event Bishop is unable to play.

Anders Lindback, Tampa Bay’s No. 2 goaltender, is out with an ankle injury.

“I don’t know if Bish is going to be able to go for us,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But if there has been a team that has found a way when we have lost guys, this has been the team.

“The win-loss side of things are not going our way right now and that really hasn’t happed to us to this extent this year as it is right now. But we have one game before the break and we have to do everything in our power to win this game and then regroup, get healthy and prepare for the second season.’’

The hope is Filppula will be ready to return when the Lightning resume their season after the Olympics on Feb. 27 in Nashville.

“It’s unfortunate that I will miss the Olympics, but the good news is that I won’t miss too many games here,’’ Filppula said. “That’s really important for me, as well. It’s tough, to say the least, but there is still a lot of hockey left to play this year.’’

Filppula said he took a puck off his right foot during the first period of Thursday’s loss to Toronto, but was able to continue playing. It was in the third period when he took a stride, felt the pop in the ankle and lost the strength in his leg as he made his way back to the Lightning bench.

The non-displaced fracture is similar to the injury suffered by Lightning forward Ryan Malone when he took a puck off his foot on Nov. 22 that kept him out until Jan. 1.

“I guess you could say we are going through some extra adversity right now, the injures we’ve had and the tough games we’ve lost on top of it,” center Nate Thompson said. “But you can look at it with an open mind that some teams get better because of this. We have an opportunity (Saturday) night to win a game and go into the break feeling good about ourselves and rest up.’’

That’s the emphasis Cooper put on the last game before the NHL takes a break for two-plus weeks.

“We have our backs against the wall, and we are shorthanded now as well,’’ Cooper said. “But we have been a reslient group ... and when your boat has a leak in it you have to find ways to plug it without other leaks popping up. We are kind of in the process right now of tryng to plug these holes.

“And I think that one of the things that is going to help us out right now is the Olympic break. I’m sure there are teams that are cringing that this break is coming up. We are not one of them.’’
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Bolts' St. Louis to replace Stamkos at Olympics
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TAMPA — From dreams dashed to redemption reached, the 24 hours between Wednesday and Thursday played out like a two-act story featuring a pair of Lightning all-stars in the starring roles.

Steven Stamkos figured to be on the road to recovery and lacing up his skates for a return to the lineup against Toronto on Thursday. Instead, Stamkos stood behind microphones addressing his disappointment at not be able to participate for Canada at the Olympics.

With Stamkos not medically cleared to play 12 weeks after breaking his right leg, teammate and Tampa Bay captain Marty St. Louis was named as Stamkos' replacement on Team Canada after being left off the original roster announced Jan. 7.

“I feel terrible for Stammer that he's in that situation, and Canada is going to miss him,'' said St. Louis, a Quebec native who will participate in his second Olympics. “I think if you asked Stammer if anyone could replace him, he'd want me. So, I'm going to try and go there and do the best I can. It's a great opportunity for me. I've worked hard for this.''

St. Louis, 38, was informed Wednesday night when Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman, also the executive director of Team Canada, called to extend an invitation for St. Louis to represent Canada. The hockey tournament in Sochi, Russia, begins next week, the Canada's first game scheduled for Thursday against Norway.

St. Louis also played in the 2006 Olympics in Turin, Italy, where Canada finished out of the medals. St. Louis most recent international competition was in 2009, when he had 15 points in nine games at the IIHF World Championship.

Since being left off Canada's initial 2014 roster, St. Louis has he has eight goals and 16 points in 14 games, including a career-best four-goal game against San Jose on Jan. 18. In the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season, St. Louis became the oldest player to lead the NHL in scoring with 60 points.

“After naming a team, we continued to watch players,'' Yzerman said. “We had a list of (players) who didn't get named to the original roster and we continued to watch them. Marty's the first person we contacted, so obviously he's the first person on the list.

“Clearly, Marty has played extremely well, and we're looking for a right winger. He was the right fit and the right player for the spot.''

For Stamkos, the events of the previous two days were sobering.

Early in the week, Stamkos appeared on track for a return to the Lightning lineup no later than this weekend while awaiting medical clearance. When he met with team medical personnel on Wednesday to review the results of a three-dimensional CT scan, he was not expecting disappointing news.

“It was a little shocking, to be honest,'' said Stamkos, who had surgery Nov. 12 to insert a titanium rod in the broken bone in his lower right leg. “Going into the meeting I was probably expecting to play (Thursday) based on how I was feeling and how the previous X-rays had went.

“But at the same time, when you're dealing with bones you can never be 100 percent until you see it. And we did the CT scan. So, if anything maybe I wish we would've done that a little bit sooner so I didn't have my hopes as high as I did heading into the meeting.''

Though Stamkos did not receive the news he expected, it won't slow down his recovery process. He now has an eye on returning to the Lightning lineup when Tampa Bay resumes play after the Olympics, on Feb. 27 in Nashville.

“We want to keep pushing, keep loosening up those muscles and make sure you're still putting pressure on the bone so it's going to continue to heal,'' Stamkos said. “Not going to the Olympics is tough, but now having a break, that is going to help me physically get better and stronger and get ready for a big playoff push for our organization.

“This is a big year. We've had a tremendous year up to date and I can't wait to jump back in and help this team finish strong.''

Stamkos had 14 goals in 17 games before the injury. Without him, the Lightning have stayed near the top of the standings in the Atlantic division thanks to increased scoring from St. Louis, center Valtteri Filppula and defenseman Victor Hedman, plus the emergence of several talented rookies.

With Stamkos unable to join Team Canada, he was happy Yzerman chose St. Louis.

“I'm very excited for Marty,'' Stamkos said. “If there was going to be anyone that deserves a spot on that team, I think everyone in our locker room can attest to that, that he probably deserved to be on that team since Day One. ...I don't see this as Marty replacing me. I see this as Marty deserving a spot on this team and going over and hopefully bringing back a gold medal.''
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Fennelly: Once again, St. Louis takes stage via back door
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TAMPA — Marty St. Louis is a Winter Olympian, like he should have been all along.

So, Marty:

Cheer up!

You made it!

But, passed over no more, St. Louis couldn't quite completely forget that once he was overlooked, even as he smiled today over the honor of playing for Canada in Sochi, replacing teammate Steven Stamkos.

Yes, I bet it was an interesting phone call when St. Louis spoke Wednesday night with Hockey Canada executive director — and Lightning GM — Steve Yzerman, and Yzerman told St. Louis he'd been added to Canada's roster.

Yzerman could have said, “Happy?”

St. Louis could have said, “No thanks.”

No such thing happened to end this month-long mini-drama.

This isn't the time for wounded pride.

It's Olympics time.

It's time to get over it and go, go, go.

Surely, St. Louis must have thought of his legacy, 10, 15 years down the road, having no regrets, or about playing for his country and his family, especially his sons Ryan, Lucas and Mason, 10, 8 and 6.

“Whenever you get a chance to win a gold medal, it's an experience that you remember for a long time,” St. Louis said. “And for me, my kids being older, just to see their dad on that stage …”

He'd rather not be going in place of his friend and teammate.

“I feel terrible for Stammer that he's in that situation. Canada is going to miss him,” St. Louis said. “I'm just happy I'm getting the opportunity. I feel my whole career, of how I came into the league, kind of a backdoor entrance; (this is) kind of the same way.”

I don't know if you can be chosen for the Olympics, at any time, and still talk about when you weren't chosen.

Marty knows that, or should.

I get it, though. St. Louis thought he was through with back doors — that is, until he was left off the original Canada roster.

“As upset as you can be sometimes, it's hard to turn down these opportunities,” St. Louis said. “You've got to realize you only get a few kicks at the can, you've got to put the emotion aside and realize the experience and the opportunity.”

I don't know how much credit Yzerman gets for adding a guy who only has the most points in the NHL since the 2010 Vancouver Olympics (Stamkos is second), but he does deserve some. I think he was the driving force in getting St. Louis added.

Yzerman carefully laid it out: Canada needed a new right winger and Marty was Next Man Up.

“This was a decision we made without hesitation, without a lot of discussion,” Yzerman said. “He was the right fit and the right player for the spot.”

Yzerman dismissed the notion that he was mending fences or worried about the heat if he'd left St. Louis off again.

“That had no impact on it, no impact whatsoever.”

St. Louis' play over the last month, that had impact.

A few hours after the Canadian roster was first announced, he scored a pair of third-period goals at Winnipeg, including the game-winner. He added a four-goal game. He didn't pout. Rather, he played his way onto a team he always deserved to be on.

“Of course I was bitter,” St. Louis said. “I've answered those questions before. Was I motivated? I don't think it's motivation. I've been motivated the past four years, the past 10 years. … Production wise, I produced quite a bit. For a lot of us that play the game, I think going on the ice is the best therapy.”

St. Louis is the 14th Canadian forward. He'll have to fight for ice time. I don't know if Canada coach Mike Babcock is a huge Marty guy, no matter how Babcock spun it Thursday.

“He goes in as a group of one of 14, and then he's got to carve out whatever he can carve out for himself, just like the rest of the guys,” Babcock told media. “We're thrilled to have him.”

Babcock also coaches the Red Wings, who are at the Forum on Saturday.

Can't you just see Marty carving the Wings?

And if he gets a real kick at the can in Sochi, watch out.

He might just find a way, even through the back door.

Lightning lose Bishop in 4-1 loss to Toronto
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TAMPA — As the Lightning turns added another couple of pages to the script Thursday.

With all the drama surrounding the possible return of star Steven Stamkos and his sudden reversal of fortune while recovering from a broken leg and Marty St. Louis’ inclusion to the Canadian Olympic roster in place of Stamkos, Tampa Bay now adds this to the mix – starting goalie Ben Bishop left Thursday’s game due to injury while second leading scorer Valtteri Filppula left during the third period and did not return in a 4-1 loss to Toronto in front of an announced sellout crowd of 19,204 at The Forum.

Bishop left after making 21 saves through two periods and did not return with what the team called an upper body injury. Bishop missed a week in early January with a sprained right wrist and left early in the first period on Jan. 30 in Ottawa after being hit in the back of the head by the skate boot of teammate Nikita Kucherov, but did not miss a game.

Cedrick Desjardins allowed two goals in the opening 10 minutes of the third period and finished with 11 saves to take the loss.

Filppula, second on the team with 20 goals and 41 points, left four minutes into the third period with a lower body injury and did not return. Filppula missed Saturday’s game at Montreal with a lower body issue, believed to be his hip or leg. 

Tampa Bay has one game remaining before the two-week Olympic break.

“The soap opera continues of crazy things that happen in a period,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “So I suppose if the break is good timing, it’s probably decent timing for us, but this is a one-game season for us (on Saturday) and we have to play that like it’s make the playoffs or bust, that’s the type of game it is for us, then we can take a breath for a couple of weeks and hopefully get some guys back.’’

The loss was the fourth in the past five games for Tampa Bay, which has seen its lead for second place in the Atlantic Division trimmed to one point ahead of Toronto and Montreal. Tampa Bay has lost twice to Toronto in the past 10 days.

The Lightning have scored a total of four goals in the past three games.

“Right now we are leaking oil a little bit,’’ Cooper said. “For the first time in a long time I could see the frustration building on our team on the bench, and it wasn’t where guys are mad each other, they are mad at themselves. When things aren’t going well sometimes you tend to come out of your comfort zone and try things that you normally wouldn’t and they usually don’t work. We’ve kind of jumped into that trap a little bit.’’

That was evident in the opening 15 minutes of the game when the Lightning had complete control of the game, buzzed in the Toronto zone while creating several scoring chances while building an 8-1 shot advantage, while actually generating 24 shot attempts (including missed shots and blocked shot attempts). But after not scoring, the Leafs turned the momentum after a Radko Gudas interference call and out shot Tampa Bay 8-1 on the final five minutes of the first period.

“We are just missing a little, oomph,’’ St. Louis said. “We played well at times and we are just missing that killer instinct and we are not very opportunistic. ... We had that good start and couldn’t get the lead. I felt we were getting good chances.’’

The Leafs would grab the lead as Mason Raymond found a seam behind Alex Killorn to create a breakaway chance and converted with a backhander over Bishop 7:57 into the second, a goal that held up through the end of the second period. When Bishop didn’t come out to start the third, Toronto capitalized on a Jay McClement goal at 2:19 and James van Riemsdyk batting in a rebound at 8:10 to build a 3-0 lead. Only Ondrej Palat’s goal with 9:12 remaining ended the shutout bid for Jonathan Bernier, who finished with 33 saves.

Nuts and Bolts

Desjardins left his crease during a late-game scrum behind the net after J.T. Brown was pushed into Bernier with 1:43 left in the game. Desjardins was assessed a minor for leaving the crease. ... C Tom Pyatt and D Keith Aulie were scratched. ... Tampa Bay is now 0-for-16 on the power play in the past seven games. ... The Lightning won 44-of-66 faceoff attempts (67 percent).
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Fennelly: Stamkos was easy call, now replace him with Marty
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More Information

REPLACING STAMKOS

With Steven Stamkos forced to skip the Olympics while his broken leg mends, Team Canada GM Steve Yzerman and coach Mike Babcock have a few options to replace him. Among those mentioned:

Marty St. Louis, Tampa Bay – Sentimental favorite who has been on a tear since being snubbed

James Neal, Pittsburgh - Size and a big shot and familiar with line mate Sydney Crosby

Claude Giroux, Philadelphia – Six goals, 17 points in 15 games since being left off team

Taylor Hall, Edmonton – Speedy, big-time scorer at even strength

Joe Thornton, San Jose – Veteran playmaker among NHL leaders in assists

Eric Staal, Carolina – Great size, streaky scorer, big-time shot

The Show's over.

At least this one.

It was an easy call.

It was the doctor's call.

Steven Stamkos' Olympic dream is broken.

He isn't going to Sochi.

Marty St. Louis should replace him.

Make it Marty.

Stamkos wasn't medically cleared to play Olympic hockey for Canada.

“It was a pretty clear-cut decision, no gray areas at all,” Tampa Bay Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said in a statement.

Yzerman, as GM of Team Canada, can now move on to new business, like finding a replacement for Stamkos — and being a sitting duck.

“Wait, you're going to leave Marty off again?”

Make it Marty.

Will Stamkos make it back on the ice for the Lightning this season?

That's the new sign post.

But there is no guarantee.

Ever since he was injured Nov 11, Stamkos' progress had amazed, to the point that Wednesday's news stunned some people when it really shouldn't have. Dig: Guy broke his leg. But Stamkos' five-rings determination made you think it was really, truly possible. His proposed return Saturday night, a dry run against the Red Wings, with a packed Forum hopping, suddenly seemed a certainty.

To me, it seemed risky all along.

This was an easy call.

He isn't 100 percent. His right tibia hasn't completely healed.

And 100 percent is everything to the Lightning.

And more important, much more important, to 91's future.

So that's that.

And it should be.

This never felt right, Stamkos' Olympics push, Stamkos going in cold for gold.

Sochi was never worth taking even the slightest chance.

And now:

Make it Marty.

Here's Stevie Y's second chance, or is it his third, since he left St. Louis off the Canadian team in 2010?

Take control here.

Make it Marty.

Look, I have no doubt that Yzerman was a St. Louis advocate in the room with his Canada staff, maybe the only one. Maybe he thinks he's saving Marty from wasting away on the end of the Canada bench, unused.

Make it Marty.

He's been playing like a maniac since he was snubbed.

Probably just a coincidence, right?

Stevie Y needs to get Detroit and Canada head coach Mike Babcock in a room Saturday.

Enough with committee rule here.

Make it Marty.

Who wasn't looking forward to seeing Stamkos back Saturday? But, admit it, you would have been holding your breath every time Stamkos pushed off, or went into a corner or someone hit him. And you would have worried all Olympics long.

Same goes for the Bolts.

It's crushing for 91. He's only 23, but there now exists a real chance that he'll never play for his country in an Olympics, if the NHL pulls the plug on sending its players to South Korea four years from now, or for good.

But he knows this always had to be about his health, his future, more than Olympics for Canada.

He can take some more time, keep working, get ready.

After Saturday's game, the Lightning won't play again until Feb. 27.

That's three weeks.

How Stamkos' right tibia looks by then is everything right now.

Nothing is worth this kid getting injured all over again.

If the next evaluation doesn't look good, then he works some more. If the one after that doesn't look good, then maybe we start talking about March, or April, or playoffs, or even a shutdown until next season. They're all possibilities.

Wednesday was an easy call, as hard as it was on Stamkos. He'll have the same seat as we do for the Sochi Games, in front of the TV.

But it's truly the only place for him in the name of this Lightning season, and all the seasons he has in front of him.

It was always the right call.

So's this: Make it Marty.

Stamkos not cleared to play, will miss Olympics
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TAMPA — A week before potentially fulfilling a dream to play for Team Canada at the Olympic Games, Steven Stamkos removed his name from the Canadian roster on Wednesday.

He will not be back in the Lightning lineup until the end of February, at the earliest.

Just 12 weeks after breaking  the tibia in his right leg on Nov. 11 in Boston and having a titanium rod inserted during surgery the next day, Stamkos did not receive medical clearance to play after a checkup on Wednesday. The latest check-up included a three-dimensional CT detailed scan of the tibia, which revealed the bone has not sufficiently healed to play, and the decision was made after consultation with team doctors.

“Dr. (Ira) Gutentag was pretty firm in his assessment,'' Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “He was not comfortable enough to clear him to play. The bone is not sufficiently healed to play in the NHL, to play at that level yet, so he's looking out for Steven's best interest and his long-term health.''

Stamkos was not immediately available, but will hold a news conference on Thursday morning to address the situation. The team released a statement on his behalf.

“Today is obviously very disappointing for me,” Stamkos said in the statement. “I honestly believe that we did everything possible in order to have my injured leg ready in time for the Olympics, but I realize you can't force healing.

“I know, in the best interest of my long term health, I cannot represent Canada in Sochi, as much as I would like to. I would like to thank the training staff for their dedication and hard work and I look forward to returning to the Lightning once cleared by the medical team.”

Team Canada did not immediately name a replacement for Stamkos, though Yzerman, also the executive director for Team Canada , said a decision is expected in the next 48 hours. Lightning captain Marty St. Louis is among those under consideration.

As recently as Tuesday, Stamkos participated in some battle drills along the wall with teammates without any issues or unexpected pain in his right leg. There was hope he would get the medical clearance to clear the path for his return to the Lightning lineup Saturday against Detroit.

But with Wednesday's announcement, that idea has been shelved, along with his participation for Team Canada, which opens play in Sochi, Russia on Feb. 13 against Norway.

Not being cleared to play, however, should not be viewed as step back in the recovery process.

“There is no setback that's one thing we want to make clear,'' Yzerman said. “(The doctors) were very pleased with what they see at this point. They are very happy with what he's doing and functioning on the ice and off the ice, how the fracture looks, the bone healing, they couldn't be happier. They admire how hard Steven has pushed and it has helped the process.

“But there's only so much you can do. This takes time and unfortunately it's going to take more than 12 weeks.''

Stamkos will take advantage of the extended time off during the two-week Olympic break to continuing training and strengthening the bone and muscle with team trainers, with an eye toward returning to the Lightning lineup on Feb. 27 at Nashville, though that is not considered a target date at this point. He will be re-evaluated on the same 2-3 week timetable that has been the case throughout the recovery process.

After experiencing so much optimism in the previous days, Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said he was disappointed for Stamkos.

“I truly wanted stammer to play in the Olympics, I really did . . . you cheer for your guys for this to happen and that's the part that I'm really sad for,'' Cooper said. “But I guess in the end, this whole scenario was black-and-white; are you healthy enough to play or are you not. Right now he is not healthy enough to play and unfortunately for Stammer and Team Canada he won't be able to go.''
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Bolts end road trip with 2-1 loss in Minnesota
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ST. PAUL, Minn. — The Tampa Bay Lightning stumbled at the finish line of a four-game road trip.

Tampa Bay dropped a 2-1 decision to Minnesota on Tuesday in front of an announced crowd of 18,454 at Xcel Energy Center.

Ben Bishop made 24 saves to try to keep the Lightning in the game, while Valtteri Filppula scored his 20th goal of the season, three short of his career high.

Dany Heatley and Nino Niederreiter scored for Minnesota while Darcy Kuemper, who allowed four goals in each of his past two starts, made 33 stops for the victory. The lost is just the sixth this season in regulation Tampa Bay has dropped to a Western Conference opponent in 20 games.

The Lightning ended the road trip 1-3 but remain three points ahead of Toronto for second place in the Atlantic Division standings with two games in hand after the Leafs lost at Florida. Tampa Bay has two games remaining before the Olympic break, both at home against divisional opponents.

“I can't sit here and say, they guys gave an effort, and we worked harder we just didn't work smarter,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

Tampa Bay had issues getting through the neutral zone that stymied the transition game as the Lightning committed turnovers by trying to get through the middle zone with side-to-side passing instead of going straight forward and getting pucks into the Minnesota zone.

“In the first two periods we didn't play to our strengths, too much east-west instead of north-south,'' defenseman Victor Hedman said. “When we don't play the way we should, we are not at our best. Our game is about speed and we didn't have it in the first two'' periods.

Tampa Bay was on its heels early as the Wild had the Lightning chasing the puck early on, Niederreiter hitting the post on a backhand rebound chance and Zach Parise misfiring on a 2-on-1 to keep the game scoreless. The Lightning started to push back after the first television timeout, getting the next eight shots on goal, but Kuemper came up with a stop on a Marty St. Louis wraparound chance at 7:59, Valterri Filppula's wrist shot at 8:53 and then J.T. Brown at 9:30 to keep Tampa Bay off the board.

Parise then had a breakaway chance but Bishop came up with the stop at 15:06. But the Wild would get a power play chance shortly after when Radko Gudas was called for boarding at 15:55. It didn't take long for Minnesota to capitalize on the chance as nine seconds into the man advantage, Bishop stopped Jared Spurgeon's shot but just as he went to cover the puck with his glove, Niederreiter was able to get his stick on the puck and push it into the net at 16:04 for the 1-0 lead.

Bishop did his best to keep the Lightning in the game early in the second period, stopping Mikael Granlund all alone in front at 1:31 and followed that up with a stop on Kyle Brodziak moments later. Jason Zucker then had a breakaway chance he misfired on at 2:15.

Early in the third period, a hustling backcheck by Brown disrupted a Wild rush. But Brown tried to hand the puck off to Hedman, where it got caught up in his skates. That allowed Spurgeon to collect the puck and zip a pass across the ice to a cutting Heatley who tapped the puck past Bishop 34 seconds into the third period.

“I backchecked the puck on Spurgeon and knocked it off, and then when it came off the boards, it was sort of between both of us (Hedman),'' Brown said. “We kind of fumbled it, it hopped over a stick and (Spurgeon) picked it back up.''

And even when the Lightning did beat Kuemper, they couldn't put the puck in the net as Ondrej Palat put a rebound chance through the legs of Kuemper and had his arms ready to be raised in celebration, but defenseman Ryan Suter was in perfect position behind Kuemper to clear the puck off the line and preserve the shutout at 9:55 of the third period.

It wasn't until Filppula had a backhanded redirect of a St. Louis pass with 6:07 left in the third that Tampa Bay was finally able to put a puck past Kuemper. Johnson had an open look to tie the game in the final minute, but his rebound chance went off the post with 38 seconds remaining.

“It was kind of bang-bang play, I had net and just hit the post,'' Johnson said. “It's one of those things where more times than not I put that in, but for some reason this time it just didn't go in.''
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Bolts' Stamkos eyes return Saturday against Red Wings
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ST. PAUL, Minn. — After missing three months of action due to a broken leg, Steven Stamkos seems set to make his return to the lineup.

While that won't come on Tuesday when the Lightning play at Minnesota, Stamkos said after a full practice on Monday that included some battling drills along the wall that he expects to play on Saturday against Detroit in the final game before the Olympics. If all goes off without incident, it could clear the path for Stamkos to head to Russia on Sunday to join Team Canada for the Olympics.

“We've talked a little bit about that I'd love to be able to play the last game before the break,'' Stamkos said. “There is no secret in me trying to get back and get into at least one game before the break, so today was probably the most upbeat practice. It was a lot of up-and-down the ice some battle drills and a big step for me.''

Even if Stamkos does play on Saturday, participating with Canada is still not a certainty.

“I kind of told myself that if I didn't think I had a chance to play that I wouldn't go, so I'm still going to base it on that,'' Stamkos said. “If I am going over (to Russia) it's because I feel I can play at that level and if I don't it's because I feel that it's not ready. Again if I play Saturday and it doesn't feel great, that's going to be another conversation that we are going to have to have. At this point right now I can sit here and say that this is the best it has ever felt on the ice especially for the work load that I had on it today.

“I think (the Olympic decision) is going to come down to the wire. If I don't feel like I can play at that level, I'm not going to just go over there for the sake of going over there and possibly take someone else's spot that is healthy and can go over. So it's going to be a close call but I've said it before I keep progressing and doing everything I can to feel good and today was a great day.''

Perhaps the next step is to actually get his teammates to provide some of that physical play he needs to experience to get ready for game action. Stamkos has been cleared for that contact since last Tuesday in Toronto, when he began to wear blue- or white-colored jerseys. But on Monday, there was some tentativeness from teammates to hit him too hard as he wore a white practice jersey.

“I could see that every time he had the puck nobody wanted to go near him, so I said, 'Hey he's wearing a white jersey but he's not an egg, please somebody go ahead and hit him so let's see what we have here, ' “ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “So I think that probably helped out a little bit, I don't know how much, but at least guys bumped into him now.''

After taking two days off from skating, Stamkos made it through the entire practice on Monday, expects to skate again during Tuesday's morning skate and will get his 12-week X-ray performed on Wednesday as the final reaffirmation that the bone is healed and he can return to the ice.

“Even my last X-ray there was enough there that once I feel good I can get back to play,'' Stamkos said. “It's healed to a point now where it's strong enough to play. In talking to the doctors, it's still going to be healing for another year and it's just going to get stronger and stronger and stronger with that (titanium) rod in there.''

Though Stamkos intends to play on Saturday, there are still steps that need to be completed before that is to happen.

First he has to make it through additional practices and workouts for the next four days without incident and he has to receive final clearance from team doctors.

“We just have to differentiate where his mind is and what the doctor says,'' Cooper said. “So if the doctor says you're cleared to play then have at it, I can't write his name down fast enough. But that's what we have to wait for and I think he even knows himself that that's the protocol that has to happen. So we have to wait for that to happen, it could happen and if it does that would be awesome.''
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Bolts notes: Decision day for Stamkos approaches
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ST. PAUL, Minn. — The clock is ticking on Steven Stamkos for his possible participation at the Olympics, which get under way this week in Sochi, Russia.

The first hockey game will take place Feb. 12, so there is about 10 days to decide whether Stamkos is going to be able to play for Team Canada — and if he will even be a part of the roster. Stamkos has said he wants to be able to play in a game for the Tampa Bay Lightning before deciding whether he is well enough to make that happen.

With three games left for Tampa Bay before the break — Tuesday at Minnesota, and home games against Toronto and Detroit on Thursday and Saturday — the deadline is closing in quickly.

So when the Lightning hit the ice for practice today, Stamkos figures to take more contact to test his right leg and how it responds.

“Basically I’m going to have to make a decision: Am I ready to play at that level?’’ Stamkos said. “Some guys are saying, ‘You look pretty good out there.’ (But) I don’t feel where I need to be in order to play in a game yet, but it’s getting there.’’

That’s the feeling around the team’s decision-makers, as well.

“I think he is getting closer,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said, before cautioning, “I think in all of our minds we are trying to push him further ahead than he really is, but if you look at the medical reports, he is so far ahead of what any medical doctor would say you should be right now.

“So I think we should look at it that way. Is he going to be ready for the Olympics? Well, he’s already been a superhuman to get to the point where he is right now. I don’t know if he will be ready for the Olympics. We all hope he is, but the fact that we are having a conversation and talking about it is pretty remarkable.’’

Penalty kill uptick: After allowing 13 power-play goals in 37 penalty kill attempts during a 10-game span from Jan. 5-Jan. 23, Tampa Bay’s penalty kill has turned its fortunes around in the past four games.

The Lightning have killed off 12 consecutive power plays in the past four games, while scoring three short-handed goals in that span.

That included a key penalty kill late in Saturday’s game at Montreal, when Eric Brewer was called for interference with 65 seconds left in regulation, and carried over into overtime before Tampa Bay pulled out the victory.

“We’ve just been way more dedicated the last four games that we kill these penalties,’’ D Victor Hedman said. “Blocking shots, dedicated to those details that are going to win hockey games.’’

It all comes down to those details getting back into the Lightning’s special teams unit.

“I think we really went back to the fundamentals,’’ C Nate Thompson said. “You have to do the right things and I think the biggest thing is communicating, so everyone is on the same page. Everyone is talking out there and then the rest is just little things. We are winning faceoffs, we are blocking shots, we are getting in lanes, doing the little things that you have to do to be able to do well on the PK.’’

First-timer: According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Thompson became the first player in franchise history to record a multi-goal game in which he scored all the team’s goals, including the overtime winner when he netted his second of the game with 24.1 seconds remaining in Saturday’s 2-1 victory against Montreal.

Thompson is the second player to accomplish the feat this season, joining Montreal D Andrei Markov, who had both of the Canadiens’ goals in a 2-1 overtime victory against Chicago on Jan. 11.

Bolts’ goalie scramble ripples through minors
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MONTREAL — What a wild and wacky weekend it was for the Lightning goaltenders, and Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois.

Ben Bishop left Thursday’s game in Ottawa with an injury, but Anders Lindback ended up the injured netminder after suffering an ankle sprain and will be out for at least a month. Riku Helenius, the one-time first round pick, informed the Florida Everblades of the East Coast Hockey League on Wednesday that he was leaving the team to return home to Finland, was thereby resulting in a suspension from the Lightning for breach of contract.

Meanwhile, BriseBois, also the general manager for Tampa Bay’s American Hockey League affiliate in Syracuse, spent several hours on the phone in Montreal trying to manage the organization’s goaltending situation in order to have two healthy netminders to play for Syracuse on Saturday afternoon while Tampa Bay had the top four goaltenders in the organization inside Bell Centre.

All the uncertainty had BriseBois scrambling to find replacements.

Following Friday’s Syracuse game in Utica, N.Y., both Cedrick Desjardins and Kristers Gudlevskis hopped into a car to make the four-hour drive to Montreal to join the Lightning around 3 a.m. as Bishop’s status was up in the air, with a determination of his status not known until after warmups when Bishop declared he was fine and could play.

Meanwhile, BriseBois had been working to find one replacement in Syracuse as early as Thursday after Bishop left the game, and had a player lined up on loan from an East Coast Hockey League team only to be informed that an injury situation occurred for that team as the plan fell through.

Then BriseBois was able to secure Allan York on loan from South Carolina of the ECHL on Friday morning, and eventually sign him to a tryout contract. As BriseBois arrived to the Bell Centre for Lightning practice Friday afternoon, he learned of the injury to Lindback and immediately started working the phone to find a second goaltender to get to Syracuse for a 3 p.m. home game on Saturday.

That was to be Grant Rollheiser, who was playing for the Brampton Beast in the Central Hockey League, a step below the ECHL, after he was signed to a tryout agreement. Rollheiser made a five-hour drive to Chicago, slept a few hours in his car at the airport before getting on a plane bound for Rochester, N.Y., where he would then drive to Syracuse. But after some mechanical problems in flight, the plane was forced to land in Cleveland leaving Rollheiser unable to get to Syracuse in time for the game.

So BriseBois was back on the phone Saturday morning with those back in Syracuse asking, “Who is the best men’s league goalie” in town? That led to the Crunch signing 46-year-old John Parks to an amateur tryout. Parks, who sometimes fills in during Crunch practices, offered to pay BriseBois in order to dress for Syracuse, “But I told him how about we pay you $300 and you can keep the jersey.” Parks served as the backup to York on Saturday against Norfolk.

The situation figures to finally settle down – provided nothing else happens –after Bishop was able to make it through Saturday’s game against Montreal.

Gudlevskis is expected to be returned to Syracuse while York will remain with Syracuse at least through the Olympic break. Gudlevskis will represent Latvia during the Olympic games while Desjardins is will return to Syracuse after next Saturday’s Lightning game.
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Bolts Notebook: Bishop mixes it up with Prust
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MONTREAL — A television timeout turned into must-see TV late in the second period Saturday.

With the cameras away during a stoppage in the action and both teams assembled around their benches, a near melee broke out, sparked by a confrontation between Tampa Bay G Ben Bishop and Montreal RW Brandon Prust.

Bishop was skating around in the Lightning zone as Prust approached him and shared a few choice words with the Tampa Bay goaltender. Bishop engaged with Prust, who then put the blade of the stick in the lower region of Bishop’s abdominal area. Bishop remained engaged as Prust delivered a cross check to Bishop’s chest, which was followed by Bishop delivering a couple of haymakers at Prust as teammates quickly rushed to the scene to intervene.

“He came down and started chirping and one thing led to another,’’ Bishop said. “I don’t even know what I did in the game that made him so mad but he came down and started yelling.’’

Prust said after the game that Bishop was complaining to the referees throughout the game.

“I’d heard him yapping all game so I just told him to quit whining and shut up,’’ Prust said. “He didn’t like that, so he started yelling at me and I yelled at him, then he came at me.’’

By the time it was all sorted out, Prust was handed an unsportsmanlike call, Bishop and Montreal G Carey Price received minors for leaving the crease, and Radko Gudas and George Parros were handed 10-minute misconduct penalties.

The Montreal crowd then began chanting Bishop’s name the rest of the game and booed him every time he touched the puck.

“That’s just two guys competing,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I guess it’s fun for everyone (and) it didn’t have any effect on the game the way it was played down the stretch. So no harm, no foul.’’

Short-handed touch

For the third time in four games Tampa Bay scored a short-handed goal as C Nate Thompson notched his second of the season. It was the sixth short-handed goal on the season for the Lightning, tied for fourth in the league.

Thompson and Tyler Johnson each have two short-handed goals, while D Victor Hedman has assisted on four of the six.

Family reunion

The timing for the call-up for Montreal rookie Christian Thomas could not have been better. He made his Canadiens debut in his second NHL game with his father, Lightning assistant coach Steve Thomas, on the opposing bench.

“I haven’t seen him since Christmas,’’ Steve Thomas said. “For him it’s just another really good opportunity. You don’t want to put any pressure on yourself, but you don’t want to squander it, either. So we’ll see what happens.’’

Christian Thomas finished the game with 8:16 of ice time with one shot attempt, one takeaway and one blocked shot.

Return home

Lightning D J-P Cote was on the ice as part of the starting lineup Saturday, facing the team that he played his first eight career games with and near his hometown.

“I spent some time in this building. It’s the first team that I played for and it’s in my backyard, basically, so obviously it’s something special,’’ Cote said of returning to Bell Centre. “I get to see my family and things like that. It’s those little things that make it a lot more fun.’’

Nuts and Bolts

C Valtteri Filppula (lower body) missed Saturday’s game but is considered probable for Tuesday’s game at Minnesota. ... D Keith Aulie was scratched. ... G Kristers Gudlevskis was sent to Syracuse after the game. ... Tampa Bay improved to 16-12-2 on the road. ... Hedman played a season-high 28:33 of ice time. He has 10 points in his past five games. ... LW Ondrej Palat had his five-game scoring streak snapped. ... The Lightning have killed off 12 consecutive power plays against.
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Bishop bounces back, helps Bolts beat Montreal
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MONTREAL — With a cloud of uncertainty surrounding Tampa Bay leading into Saturday’s matinee, the Lightning once again showed they know how to emerge from the fog.

Nate Thompson scored his second goal of the game with 23.1 seconds left in overtime to give Tampa Bay a 2-1 victory against Montreal in front of an announced sellout crowd of 21,273 at Bell Centre.

Ben Bishop stopped 28 shots, including five in overtime, to pick up his 27th victory of the season as the Lightning snapped a two-game losing streak. Victor Hedman had a pair of assists in a sixth consecutive one-goal game against Montreal, and third this season that went to overtime.

Tampa Bay moved five points ahead of Montreal in the Atlantic Division standings.

Heading into the game, the Lightning were unsure who was going to play in goal, having already lost Anders Lindback to an ankle injury after he came in relief on Bishop, who was hit on the head, during Thursday’s game in Ottawa. Cedrick Desjardins and Kristers Gudlevskis were both recalled from the minors and were in the building after arriving in Montreal around 3 a.m. Saturday morning, unsure if one or both would dress for the game.

But Bishop declared himself ready to play after taking warmups after showing no lingering effects of taking a skate boot to the back of his head, even getting into an altercation with Montreal’s Brandon Prust late in the second period. The Lightning came out with a strong, focused game despite everything that was going on around them, which included the absence of second-leading scorer Valtteri Filppula due to injury.

“We weren’t really too worried about what was going to happen with the lineup,’’ said Thompson, who had his second career two-goal game. “We were just focusing on the task at hand, focus on tonight, focus on this game and make sure that we go out and play the right way the matter who was in the net or who was in the lineup. I thought everyone played great tonight, everyone contributed, everyone did the right things and we were rewarded for it.’’

Coming off back-to-back losses in Toronto and Ottawa, the Lightning looked to get back on track early, coming out playing a physical game - staring with J-P Cote’s hit on Brendan Gallagher on the opening shift - using a strong forecheck and putting pucks on net.

“We’ve done a really good job this year of stopping the bleeding,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “So for us to lose three in a row would be rare. I think the guys knew it, they now what to do when times get tough and it was a big one for us tonight.’’

It was big to have Bishop back in net, as well, after he made several key stops in allowing fewer than three goals for the 31st time in 41 starts on the season.

“I felt good, I woke up (Saturday) feeling a lot better than (Friday),’’ Bishop said. “I felt good yesterday but I wasn’t great; today I woke up with nothing and I was ready to go.’’

Though Tampa Bay came out strong, which included Nikita Kucherov being denied on a penalty shot early in the first period, it wasn’t until the second period that the first goal was scored when Thompson threw a puck toward the net while shorthanded that deflected off the stick of Montreal defenseman P.K. Subban past Price at 5:58.

Daniel Briere would tie the game 7:25 into the third, taking a cross-ice pass from Brian Gionta and beating Bishop shortside to tie the game. Tampa Bay would then have to kill off a Montreal power play with 1:05 left that carried into overtime.

Alex Killorn would then take the puck away from Gionta from behind in the neutral zone, sent a puck wide of the net in the Montreal end, with the carom coming over to Hedman, who quickly passed to an open Thompson for the winner.

“I lifted (Gionta’s) stick and went the other way,’’ Killorn said. “On the play I just kind of tried to just throw something on the net, I kind of missed and it went wide right to Heddy’s stick and he passed to Thompson.’’
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Goalie situation worse than expected
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MONTREAL — The Lightning will be without at least one goaltender for this afternoon’s affair with Montreal, but maybe not the one many figured to be injured.

Tampa Bay lost goaltender Anders Lindback to an ankle injury suffered on Thursday in Ottawa, when he played in relief of starter Ben Bishop, who left less than two minutes into the game when he was hit in the back of the head by teammate Nikita Kucherov.

That leaves the Lightning with the possibility of facing the Canadiens without its top two goaltenders, as well as second-leading scorer Valtteri Filppula, who left Thursday’s game early in the second period with a lower-body injury and is doubtful for today.

With the potential that both top goalies could be unavailable, the Lightning called up both Cedrick Desjardins and Kristers Gudlevskis from Syracuse on an emergency basis to join the team in Montreal. Syracuse played in Utica, N.Y., on Friday night, which is about a four-plus-hour drive away. Desjardins, who has five career NHL appearances all with Tampa Bay, including a victory against Montreal in his first career start on Dec. 30, 2010, would likely get the call if Bishop doesn’t play.

“We will have a goalie in there (today) I just don’t know what league his last game was from,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “We got a little depth in goal. Is it ideal? No. Bishop has been a big part of our team this year, but if he can’t go then there are 19 other guys that are going to have to step up for whoever is in net. They have done it before, and I know we can do it again.’’

After Thursday’s game, Bishop said he had a slight headache but passed his baseline concussion test and was on the ice for practice Friday at Bell Centre after feeling no effects from Thursday night. Though Bishop said after practice he was feeling fine and good enough to play today, he could be held out for precautionary reasons. It is not unusual for concussion symptoms to show up a few days after a blow to the head.

“It was nice to be able to wake up and not have a bad headache or anything like that and be able to practice,’’ Bishop said. “So we’ll just have to see how it feels in the morning (today) and go from there.’’

If Bishop doesn’t play today, Cooper said he would expect Bishop to be ready for Tuesday’s game in Minnesota.

“It certainly could’ve been a lot worse,’’ Bishop said. “He kind of skimmed me. If he would have hit me direct on, I don’t know what would’ve happened, so I feel lucky.’’

Lindback, meanwhile, wasn’t as fortunate, as he is expected to be out until at least after the Olympic break after suffering a left ankle injury in the early stages of the second period when former Lightning forward Cory Conacher ran into him. Lindback said his left leg was pinned against the post as Conacher fell back on top of him, taking the brunt of weight of both players. Lindback remained in the game, allowing three goals after suffering the injury, but he knew right away that something was wrong and it affected his play the rest of the game.

“I could tell, it was exactly like last year (when I had a right ankle sprain), something popped, and I couldn’t really put any weight on it,’’ Lindback said. “It wasn’t great (to have to finish the game), but there weren’t too many options, I guess.’’

Lightning defenseman J-P Cote, who was on the ice when Lindback was injured, said while he had contact with Conacher that appeared to create the collision with the goaltender, Cote did not push the Senators’ forward into Lindback.

“He ends up bumping into me, and I haven’t seen the replay, but I really didn’t push him into Lindy,’’ said Cote, who won a Calder Cup with Conacher in Norfolk in 2011-12. “(What) he’s trying to do, he’s trying to stir things up. ... I don’t know if it was something on purpose or whatever, but it’s something that really bothers a defenseman and especially goaltenders.’’
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Bolts lose game, goalie Bishop in Ottawa
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OTTAWA — Two key losses led to the Lightning’s second consecutive loss.

Tampa Bay played most of Thursday without starting goaltender Ben Bishop and top line center Valtteri Filppula before falling 5-3 to Ottawa in front of an announced crowd of 19,757 at Canadian Tire Centre.

Bishop went down to injury in the opening two minutes of the game while Filppula was lost in the early stages of the second period.

The Senators took advantage of the absences and pulled away before Tampa Bay closed the gap with a pair of late third-period goals - a shorthanded goal by Tyler Johnson as well as a goal from Victor Hedman.

Lightning captain Marty St. Louis registered his 600th career assist on the final goal, while his 965th career point pulled him into a tie for 85th on the all-time scoring list with Rocket Richard.

The back-to-back regulation losses mark the first time the Lightning have dropped consecutive regulation games since Nov. 29 and Dec. 3 when they were shutout in back-to-back games by Pittsburgh and Columbus. Tampa Bay’s lead over Toronto for second place in the Atlantic Division was cut to three points.

Both Bishop and Filppula said after the game they were feeling better, leaving more concern for how the game transpired.

“We lose a couple of pretty important players on our team, but that’s not why we lost the game. We just got outplayed,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

It didn’t help that Ottawa scored the first goal of the game when Marc Methot scored into an empty net 1:49 into the first period as Bishop lay prone on the ice inside the right circle. As Bishop came out to poke a loose puck away from a charging Mike Zibanejad, the goaltender dove forward onto his stomach, which forced teammate Nikita Kucherov to try to jump over him. But Kucherov appeared to make contact with his left skate boot to the back of Bishop’s head, leaving Bishop down on the ice for several minutes before getting up and skating to the locker room under his own power.

After being initially stunned, Bishop said he felt better by the end of the game and said he passed the concussion protocol, while complaining of a minor headache that had begun to diminish.

“It didn’t feel very good, a little bit of a headache, but it’s gotten better as the game went on,’’ said Bishop, who reported he has never been diagnosed with a concussion. “No dizziness, but I felt a little weak after I got hit. Hopefully I’ll wake up (Friday) and feel good and be able to practice.’’

Kucherov said he tried to leap over Bishop as best he could.

“I saw him almost in the last second, I didn’t know what to do, I tried to go on my right leg and lift my left leg,’’ Kucherov said. “I didn’t know I hit him because I didn’t feel it. Then they score a goal and I looked around and see him lying there.’’

Anders Lindback came on in relief and held the fort as Ottawa surged before the Senators made it 2-0 when Erik Karlsson scored with 24.7 seconds left in the period. Alex Killorn made it 2-1 at 3:10 of the second, but Ottawa would pull away with three consecutive goals after Filppula was injured after a collision in the offensive zone on the opening shift of the second period. Filppula returned briefly, but took only one shift at the 6:25 mark of the second period and did not return with an unspecified lower-body injury.

“I didn’t feel good and I was concerned it might get worse, so I felt the smartest thing was to come off,’’ Filppula said. “We’ll see, the next few days will tell more about how I’m feeling, but I hope I can come back right away. It’s too early to say right now, we’ll know more in the morning on how I feel.’’

Tampa Bay mounted a bit of a late comeback, firing 23 shots on goal - a single period season high - and scoring twice but were unable to overcome poor play from earlier in the game.

“We were desperate the last few minutes, but we need that desperation from the start,’’ St. Louis said.
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OTTAWA — The Steven Stamkos rolling media tour hit Canada’s capital city on Thursday as the watch is on for his possible return to the Lightning lineup, which in turn would indicate his availability for Team Canada at next month’s Olympics.

Just past the 11-week mark since Stamkos had surgery on a broken right tibia, the two-time Rocket Richard Trophy winner was back on the ice for Tampa Bay’s morning skate ahead of Thursday night’s game against Ottawa.

The 23-year-old participated in most of the drills, sitting out the power play practice, and remained on the ice for an extended session with the team’s scratches.

Stamkos sat out a scheduled practice with the team on Monday and came off after about 20 minutes during Tuesday’s morning skate in Toronto. The team did not practice on Wednesday.

After speaking to the assembled media on Tuesday in Toronto, Stamkos opted not to talk Thursday about any changes or differences the past two days.

But there were plenty of cameras at ice level to record his every move during the skate, and head coach Jon Cooper was asked if there was any update on Stamkos.

“He’s battling to get through and you can’t rush the genetics and the process of everything that goes on,’’ Cooper said. “But every day he gets another day closer. Eventually ... he’s going to have to start battling guys along the boards to see how those instinctive moves go and if he can feel it.

“He can do all the crossovers and go up and down and have the fun, but it’s those battles that will come in to play and that’s going to have to happen soon. But we’ve said it all along, he will not put his health at risk to go to the Olympics.’’

Though Stamkos has been wearing a normal blue-colored jersey, indicating he has been cleared to try those battle drills, he has not done so. With so much scrutiny and attention on Stamkos and his availability for Team Canada while the Lightning make their way through three Canadian markets, it’s likely he would begin more advance battle drills at Monday’s scheduled practice in Minnesota.

Cooper would not have an issue with Stamkos’ first game back coming with Team Canada.

“He’s going to have to play his first game at some point, and I don’t think it matters where he plays that game,’’ Cooper said. “And if you think about it, his first game (for Team Canada) is going to be surrounded by skilled players on a bigger ice surface where hitting probably isn’t as prevalent.

“So, it may be easier for him to play his first game over there. Everything is going to start with the doctors and then it’s going to be up to Steven, who will have to determine if he is ready or not.’’

Cut for the Cure

D Mark Barberio will get to keep his shoulder-length hair a little longer.

Barberio made a deal that when he scored his first NHL goal, he would go for his first haircut in more than two years. But instead of just heading to the barber shop, Barberio will instead be a part of the Cut for the Cure charity event tied to the Vincent Lecavalier Foundation’s fundraiser for Pediatric Cancer and Blood disorder.

More details will be released at a later date, but Barberio will take part along with other teammates to have his head shaved at an event in March.

“I get to keep it for another month,’’ Barberio said.

Nuts and Bolts

D Keith Aulie and C Tom Pyatt are scheduled to be scratched. ...G Ben Bishop is expected to start for Tampa Bay.
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OTTAWA — When one falls off that metaphorical saddle, one must get back up and ride again.

That’s precisely the philosophy for Lightning coach Jon Cooper and his staff, with the saddle being a costly mistake and ice time being the ride he wants players to get back on again.

“You don’t want to sit here and say, ‘Go get to the end of the bench’ and have a pity party for him,” Cooper said. “‘Get back out there and help try to get us that goal back.’ That’s how we do things. You can’t hang your head about this.’’

That response came after the defensive-zone turnover committed by Radko Gudas late in Tuesday’s 3-2 loss in Toronto. Gudas tried to spin and send a pass to defensive partner Matt Carle, but he was stripped of the puck by Tyler Bozak. The turnover led to James van Riemsdyk’s wining goal seconds later.

But instead of the old-school approach of getting into a player’s face and putting him on the bench, Cooper or an assistant offers a quick word and throws him right back on the ice. That’s exactly what happened on Tuesday, as Gudas was on the ice for the faceoff after Toronto’s go-ahead goal.

“When mistakes like that happen, your confidence goes down and he’s like, ‘Don’t worry about it. Play your game and you’re back out there,’ ” Gudas said.

“It’s obviously a big confidence-builder. It gets you right back up.’’

The same approach happened earlier in the game. Trying to get the puck into the offensive zone, defenseman Mark Barberio’s pass was intercepted by Toronto center Nazem Kadri just outside the blue line. Kadri raced into the Lightning zone and fired a long wrist shot over the shoulder of goaltender Ben Bishop for a 1-0 lead early in the second period.

Instead of allowing Barberio to dwell on the play, Cooper had him on the ice for the faceoff.

“When mistakes happen out there, sometimes players tend to get down on themselves,” Barberio said. “And for a coach to get down on you, too, maybe it snowballs.

“But when you have a coach that just wants you to forget about it, wants you to move on and you know that he’s going to put you back out there, you play a little more confident.’’

That’s a far cry from those times where mistakes are costly and the offending player is put in a “timeout’’ situation at the end of the bench for an extended period of time.

Barberio experienced that while playing junior hockey in the Super Series that pitted top players from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League against those from Russia. He made two mistakes in the opening period that led to goals for Russia, then didn’t see the ice the rest of the period.

“You’re sitting there and just dwelling on what you did wrong,” Barberio said. “Whereas, if you go back out there, you almost sometimes don’t have time to think about it because you are playing right away and you have to go back to making decisions again.

“So, I think when you are being sat for a mistake or something like that, you tend to just think about that and negative thoughts start to creep in. So, it’s hard to stay in the game at that point.’’

That’s a big reason Cooper likes to get players right back out on the ice. He doesn’t want them to lose confidence or show that the coaching staff has lost confidence.

It also gives the player a chance to atone for the mistake, as Barberio did on Tuesday when he scored the second goal to help Tampa Bay erase a 2-0 deficit.

“Our thing is, ‘Hey, get back out there,’ ” Cooper said. “If you do the same mistakes on a consistent basis, well, then we have to sit down and have a little talk about this. But our guys play hard. The odd mistakes they do make, they make them by commission and they are working out there.

“We have anywhere from eight to 10 rookies play every night, and they are going to make mistakes. So, sometimes you have to live with them. There have been a lot more good than bad for us.’’

Yzerman honored

Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman was among three people named to the Order of Hockey in Canada for his accomplishments, which include winning gold medals for Team Canada as a player in the 2002 Olympics and as executive director for the 2010 Games. Yzerman is also executive director for the 2014 team that will participate in the Olympics next month in Russia. Yzerman will be honored at a ceremony in June.
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Toronto hands Lightning a setback in points race
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TORONTO — Finite games often come down to the subtle, little differences to determine the outcome.

Other times, it’s the glaring moment there for everyone to see.

The Lightning experienced the wrong end of both of those scenarios on Tuesday in a 3-2 loss to Toronto in front of an announced crowd of 19.475 at Air Canada Centre.

James van Riemsdyk scored the game-winning goal with 4:03 left in the third period, moments after Radko Gudas had the puck taken away from him by Tyler Bozak in the defensive zone to set up a 2-on-1.

The late gaffe squandered Tampa Bay’s comeback from down two goals in the second period and allowed the Maple Leafs to pull within five points of the Lightning in the Atlantic Division standings while Montreal closed to within six points of Tampa Bay. The Lightning now trail Boston by four points for the division lead after starting out a four-game road trip with just their third loss in the past 12 road games.

Nazem Kadri scored twice for Toronto while Jonathan Bernier finished with 40 saves and received some help from the iron behind him as Tampa Bay hit the post or crossbar on five occasions. Ondrej Palat finished with a pair of assists while Mark Barberio and Matt Carle scored for the Lightning.

“I thought we played really well, and it’s unfortunate that we make one grave error there at the end, they have their top line out on the ice and the guy makes a good read on Gudas, so that’s a tough one to give up with under five (minutes) to play in a tie game,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But let’s rewind the clock a little bit, and I don’t know how many two-on-one (breaks) we had, but I bet it was four or five and didn’t get a shot on most of them. I don’t know how many posts we hit, but there was bunch. So we have a chance to give ourselves a lead or extend the lead, we don’t do it and they hung around and it’s a tie game, they get the break.’’

That break came when Gudas tried to turn back in his own zone near the right circle and send a backhand pass to his partner, Carle, in the center of the ice. But Bozak read the play and disrupted the pass to steal the puck, feed Phil Kessel who then fed van Riemsdyk for a one-timer that beat Bishop over his left shoulder.

“He just stopped the puck, I was trying to get it to Matty and he stopped the D-to-D (pass) as they were on a good forecheck,’’ Gudas said. “They made a good play after that, and we were not in a position to have guys on the backcheck to get numbers back. Obviously there were a number of things that I could have done different, but that’s the best decision at that time, and it’s just too bad it didn’t work.’’

Bernier also proved to be a big difference, stopping 40 shots including robbing Marty St. Louis on a one-timer with 3:18 left to play.

“He was the difference maker out there tonight, making some big saves, some key saves,’’ Barberio said of Bernier. “Especially one on the one-timer by Marty at the end there, he made an unbelievable save. That happens sometimes, you run into a hot goalie, but I still think we played a pretty solid game.’’

After a scoreless first period, Kadri scored twice in eight minutes, first taking an errant pass attempt by Barberio in the neutral zone before zipping a wrist shot past Bishop 1:49 into the second period then making a quick toe-drag around Victor Hedman in the slot before cutting across the crease to beat Bishop at 9:47. Goals by Carle and Barberio 3:59 apart late in the second period pulled Tampa Bay even heading into the third where the near misses allowed the one big mistake to prove costly. “It’s tough because I felt we played better than to walk out of here with zero points,’’ Cooper said.
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TAMPA — Steven Stamkos needs to play his way into the Olympics.

If he can’t go for the Lightning in a game before heading to Russia, he shouldn’t go.

I’d rather break his heart than have him break something else, even in the name of Canada.

We’re officially in a weird area.

It’s just three weeks until hockey begins in Sochi.

The Lightning appear playoff bound.

Lightning GM Steve Yzerman can’t listen to Stamkos’ heart.

It’s complicated, since Yzerman is also GM for Team Canada. By the way, Y needs to drop one of those gigs after these Games. We’ve seen from the Marty St. Louis Olympic snub that Yzerman is in an awkward position. Now it’s stranger still with Stamkos’ situation.

I think Yzerman, with the doctors, will make the right call.

Stamkos’ heart can’t be the tiebreaker.

The Lightning played the Maple Leafs on Tuesday night, not far from where Stamkos grew up and where every hockey head in a hockey nation needs to know: Is Stammer going?

Tuesday morning, Stamkos skated with his teammates for about 15 minutes. Then he broke some news. He doesn’t necessarily think he has to play in any Lightning games before the Olympic break to play in Sochi.

Sochi? Going in cold?

This doesn’t feel right.

It was always play for the Lightning, then the Olympics ...

This doesn’t feel right.

I’d want to see him in a game or two before Sochi. Doesn’t Stamkos need to get knocked around in an NHL game, full tilt, for him to know? For the Lightning to know?

This after what you can’t call anything but a setback — Monday, when Stamkos tested his surgically repaired right tibia and something didn’t feel quite right.

If Stamkos was injured in Sochi ... if it was his leg ... or if he suffers any setbacks ... or even if he doesn’t, without first playing a game for his employer ...

The Lightning can’t get this wrong.

Stamkos’ head and heart must be swimming. He wants these Olympics, badly. It doesn’t look like the NHL will close shop and send its players to South Korea in four years, or maybe to any Olympics after that. This might be Stamkos’ only shot.

But the Olympics can’t be the start line.

Understand: Stamkos isn’t doing anything that hasn’t been cleared by doctors. His progress has been amazing.

So what’s the harm of him going to Sochi and practicing and playing with the best in the world for a few weeks? A sort of training camp, with medal rounds.

Maybe there’s no rush. Yzerman and his Canadian staff have more than two weeks, until 24 hours before Canada’s first Olympic game, on Feb. 13, to decide whether or not to replace Stamkos on Canada’s roster. There’s time. And there will be more X-rays.

I just don’t think the Olympics should be Stamkos’ warm-up act.

It’s time for cool heads, not warm hearts.

Monday, after his leg didn’t feel quite right, Stamkos said, “At this point, you want to err on the side of caution.”

Indeed.

Early Bolts notes: Stamkos is center of attention
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TORONTO — With Steven Stamkos present at the Air Canada Centre Tuesday morning the media assembled in the building watched his every movement on the ice, followed every drill he participated in and rushed to the bowels of the arena as soon as Stamkos came off the ice to get in some question-and-answer time.

With the Olympics set to begin in just over two weeks, the one question surrounding Team Canada leading into the tournament is whether Stamkos will be able to play for his country three months after suffering a broken leg on Nov. 11?

That question remains unanswered.

“There’s going to be a lot of discussion and a lot of conversation over the next couple days in regards to how it’s feeling,’’ Stamkos said after skating for about 20 minutes with the team Tuesday morning.

“The goal was, I would like to get at least in one game if I’m going to play in the Olympics, so we are still on that track right now. We’re on the road here for nine days and I’ll get an opportunity to skate with the guys as much as I can and do the stuff off the ice that I need to. So, we’ll see where it goes from there.’’

Although the goal has been to appear in games with the Lightning at some point next week, in the final three games before the Olympic break, Stamkos said on Tuesday that there remains a chance he could head to Sochi, Russia, and potentially participate in the Olympics even if he does not appear in an NHL game.

“It’s going to be about how my body feels. If I feel like I can compete to that level whether it’s two games, one game or even if I don’t play a game and feel great heading into the tournament, that’s a discussion that we are going to have to have,’’ Stamkos said.

“The objective is to play a game, that would be something that I would really love to do. But if that’s not the case then it’s going to be another discussion about whether or not I’m still going to be on that team if I can’t play a game. We have not had a discussion about that yet, we’ve had brief discussions about it, but it’s more of let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.’’

Some panic set in on Monday when Stamkos did not skate with the team, as was previously planned, after feeling some pain in the leg. On Tuesday, however, he was back out on the ice, this time wearing a regular blue jersey instead of a red no-contact or gold light-contact jersey.

“I felt a lot better today,’’ Stamkos said. “Yesterday I took the day off of the ice, I did an off-ice workout and I felt a lot better today. Obviously we were smart with it and it paid off.’’

Ranger returns

Former Lightning D Paul Ranger returned to the NHL this season, signing with Toronto in the offseason four years after leaving the Lightning for personal reasons.

Ranger played parts of five seasons with Tampa Bay, but eight games into the 2009-10 season left the team and did not return afte back-to-back summers in which he had surgery on each shoulder. He returned to hockey last season with the Toronto Marlies in the American Hockey League before signing with the Leafs.

Ranger has never discussed the reasons he left the Lightning and stated again on Tuesday that “my personal life is my personal life.’’

As far as his return to the NHL, the transition has not gone as well as he hoped. He was scratched Tuesday for the 11th consecutive game. 

“The game has changed a little bit,’’ Ranger said. “But what I can control is my effort and when I get my chance to play, play the best I can and play the way they want me to play. ...So, it’s tough and it’s a mental challenge. I just look forward to my next opportunity.

“Overall things are going well, I’m happy where I’m at.’’

Nuts and Bolts

G Ben Bishop makes his seventh consecutive start since returning from a wrist injury. ...G Jonathan Bernier is scheduled to start for Toronto. ... C Tom Pyatt and D J-P Cote will be scratched for Tampa Bay.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com 

(813) 259-7835

twitter: @erlendssonTBO

Barberio steadily earning place in Lightning lineup
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TAMPA — The path Mark Barberio cut throughout his entire career looks very similar.

Though each step along that path has seen the 23-year-old defenseman climb higher and higher, the route to get to that next step looks familiar.

Never considered a high-end prospect, Barberio always had to bide his time, work his way into the lineup and prove himself to the point where he couldn’t be taken out of the lineup.

His rookie year in the NHL has followed right in line.

A healthy scratch for 10 of the first 12 games of the season, in and out of the lineup for the following two months, Barberio again had to watch and wait. Now, Lightning head coach Jon Cooper has a hard time taking him out of the lineup.

“He kind of had a nervous game to him probably for the first 25 or 30 games, but I think he’s gotten a little bit of that attitude where ‘I actually think I belong in this league, I can play here’,’’ Cooper said. “So I think the game is slowing down for him a little bit, which you hope it does for a lot of the rookies and clearly he is taken advantage of it. So it’s really hard to pull him out of the lineup right now.’’

When Barberio turned pro, after a successful three-year run with Moncton in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, the 2008 sixth-round pick didn’t find his way into the lineup right way in Norfolk, going through the same routine - watch and wait for his turn. By his second year he was named the AHL defenseman of the year after scoring 13 goals and 61 points helping lead Norfolk to a Calder Cup championship.

Though the process has been a bit slower in his first NHL season, it’s following the same route.

“I was in and out (of the lineup) that first year in Norfolk, but that process when by a lot faster,’’ Barberio said. “I would say by November or December I found myself becoming a regular that year. This year it’s taking a bit more time, which makes sense because we have a lot of good defenseman on this hockey team and we’ve been winning games. So when I did get my chance I just needed to try to stay in the lineup as best as I can.’’

While not necessarily a regular on the blue line at this point as the Lightning currently carry eight defensemen on the roster, Barberio definitely looks like a different player at this juncture of the season than he did in the early stages. He’s more active with the puck in the offensive zone, looks more comfortable while doing so and is making plays.

Barberio scored his first career goal in Carolina on Jan. 19 jumping down low on the power play and added a second in that same game with a one-timer from the center slot. In Saturday’s victory against Colorado he found the back of the net again for his third goal in three games.

“He is completely engaged in the game,’’ Cooper said. “He’s not letting the game come to him, he’s going after the game. He’s really been kind of back to the Barbs that we knew the last couple of years, really jumping into plays, his timing is right and he has command when he has the puck.’’

It’s been a noticeable difference.

“Barbs is coming into his own, he’s one of those guys this was bound to happen to,’’ center Tyler Johnson, a teammate of Barberio for three years. “He’s a great player and meant so much for us in the AHL the last two years and has a tremendous amount of skill. It was just a confidence thing and it’s great that he’s getting that, now he’s wheeling and playing well.’’

Throughout this trek, Barberio always believed in himself and he would find a way.

“I’ve never really doubted my ability, I know I can play the game of hockey, but it just takes time to get used to this level and try to get comfortable with the level,’’ Barberio said. “I think that as the weeks have gone by here I feel like I’ve been improving and that’s the biggest thing.’’
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Johnson wins battle of rookies; Bolts top Avalanche
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TAMPA — Tyler Johnson’s noteriety flew under the radar for a good portion of his first NHL season.

Now, however, the Lightning rookie might very well be on everybody’s screen when it comes to the Calder Trophy race.

Johnson registered his first career hat trick on Saturday in Tampa Bay’s 5-2 victory against Colorado in front of an announced sellout crowd of 19,204 at The Forum.

The Lightning have won three consecutive games for the first time since before Christmas and kept pace with Boston for a share of the lead in the Atlantic Division. Victor Hedman had his secodn consecutive three assist night, Valtteri Filppula had a goal and an assist while rookie defenseman Mark Barberio had his third goal in the past three games. Marty St. Louis extended his scoring streak to 10 games and Ben Bishop finished with 25 saves for his 26th victory of the season.

But the star of the night was Johnson, who became just the second rookie in franchise history to record a hat trick, joining Steven Stamkos who did it on Feb. 17, 2009 against Chicago.

With his three-goal night, the undrafted free agent acquisition pulled into a tie for the rookie scoring lead (34 points) with Colorado center Nathan MacKinnon and with 16 goals trails MacKinnon by one for the rookie goal-scoring lead.

“It feels pretty good,’’ said Johnson, who extended his scoring streak to a career-best five games. “It’s better to get the win. But I’m glad that’s over with, I have one of those (hat tricks), so it’s good.’’

Just pretty good?

“It’s one of those things you have to get lucky to get, and tonight was a good night for me,’’ Johnson said. “I couldn’t have done it without my linemates, and I just happened to be in the right spots.’’

Johnson was the trailer at the right post on his first goal, putting in a Hedman rebound that hit the post to open the scoring at 7:15 of the first period. He found another rebound of a Hedman shot, pouncing on a loose puck with 5:22 left in the third period to give Tampa Bay a 4-2 lead and finished off the night by tipping in another Hedman shot with 3:05 left in the game to send the hats flying to the ice.

“You’re sitting there watching two of the best rookies in the league (including MacKinnon) so it was fairly decent timing on Tyler’s part to net three in this game,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “And he was on it tonight. For him to get three against (the Colorado top line) it’s a pretty impressive effort. He was playing a helluva game on both ends of the ice.’’

Johnson’s third-period goals proved pivotal, as well. After Barberio and Filppula scored following Johnson’s first goal to extend the Lightning lead to 3-0 late in the second period, the Avalanche surged and scored twice in 30 seconds in the final two minutes - one by John Mitchell at 18:33 and one by Tyson Barrie at 19:03 - to make what looked like a blowout in the making into a tight game.

But the Lightning came out in the third regaining their composure, stayed disciplined and eventually added the insurance from Johnson late to secure the victory.

“In the third, we pushed the pace, pushed pucks forward and stayed on them on the forecheck,’’ Barberio said. “And it’s awesome (for Johnson to get the hat trick. It’s been coming, he’s been playing great and this is sort of a big breakout game for him. It’s nice to see.’’
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Bolts Notes: Stamkos takes another step toward return
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TAMPA — The return of Steven Stamkos seems all but imminent these days.

The injured Lightning all-star, who broke his right tibia on Nov. 11, took another step in that direction on Saturday, joining the team on the ice in a gold colored jersey indicating he has been cleared for light contact drills. Stamkos had been skating in a red no-contact since he started joining the team for practices and morning skates on Jan. 2.

The 23-year-old was cleared for light contact following his 10-week X-ray and consultation with team medial director Dr. Ira Guttentag on Thursday. Stamkos is still aiming to get back in the lineup prior to the Olympic break in order to be able to play for Canada at the Olympics.

“I would say we are trying to get into one of those two home games (Feb. 6 or Feb. 8) if everything continues to progress well and if we are keep going like we are,’’ Stamkos said.

Prior to taking the ice Saturday morning, Stamkos was working with assistant athletic trainer Mike Poirier off ice running some football drills which had Stamkos make sudden starts and stops as well as quick cuts to put some stress on the right leg. Stamkos took part in all the drills on the ice and did some light pushing with Marty St. Louis along the boards as well as practicing faceoffs against Tyler Johnson.

Despite all the signs, head coach Jon Cooper said it’s not time to get too excited about a possible return to the lineup for Stamkos, a two-time 50-goal scorer.

“He’s getting better but there’s still lots of things that have to go on,’’ Cooper said. “He is still a ways away from being cleared (for full contact), he hasn’t done any battling so it’s just the process that is slowly going on here. But in saying that, I think when you take the minimum/maximum of what the injury was he’s closer to coming in at the minimum time frame than at the maximum time frame, so obviously that’s good for all of us.’’

The next step in the process for Stamkos will be to engage in more battles along the wall, testing not only how the leg holds up, but also how Stamkos holds up mentally to those situations.

“We will have to see what kind of strides he takes here,’’ Cooper said. “Then there’s always the mental part of it because you can’t go into a corner being afraid to get hurt or hit or anything like that, so those are other hurdles that he will have to overcome here soon. ... We haven’t really had a lot of practice time so we haven’t had situations where we’ve had to put him through much battling. So we’ll see what happens on Monday, maybe we will have a little energetic skate and see how he can do during that one.’’

No Panik

RW Richard Panik was sent down to Syracuse on Friday, which opens up a roster spot for a potential Stamkos return.

But the move was not made just for that purpose. Panik has played sparingly in the past month and Cooper said Panik is better served playing games in the American Hockey League instead of watching from the press box in the NHL.

“We just need to get him games and this is by no means a permanent thing, this is more of a situation of we have to get him some game time,’’ Cooper said. “Instead of sitting in the stands here for the next week why not go down there and play and kind of get your mojo back so when he does come back here he’s ready to play. That’s the whole point of the development system.’’

Nuts and Bolts

D J-P Cote and C Tom Pyatt are scheduled to be scratched. ... With veteran G J-S Giguere out with back spasms, Colorado coach Patrick Roy said the Avalanche will start 20-year-old Sami Aittokallio, who appeared in one game with Colorado earlier this season. ... G Ben Bishop is scheduled to start for Tampa Bay.
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Jon Cooper’s confidence in Tyler Johnson keeps growing and Tampa Bay’s productive rookie keeps justifying that faith with a string of solid efforts.

Johnson assisted on two goals by Marty St. Louis in Saturday’s 5-4 loss to San Jose, giving the 23-year-old center 29 points for the season. Johnson leads all NHL rookie forwards in average ice time (18:30) and he has at least one point (four goals, seven assists) in 10 of his past 13 games.

“The one thing about Johnny is he’s never going to cheat,’’ said Cooper, who played Johnson for 25 shifts against the Sharks. “I think that’s what separates guys from making it in this league. You know what you’re getting all the time. He may not make the right play every single time, but he’s going to do it working as hard as he possibly can.’’

Johnson wasn’t drafted and he signed with the Lightning as a free agent on March 7, 2011. Less than three years later, he’s playing with St. Louis on Tampa Bay’s top line while Steven Stamkos recovers from a fractured tibia.

“Tyler’s got that heart in him,’’ Cooper said. “He’s been pushed down so many times, undrafted, not this, not that, yet he finds himself winning championships on every team he goes to. There’s no quit in the kid and he’s a winner. You can’t have enough of those guys around.’’

St. Louis adds another chapter

In tying Chris Kontos’ franchise record with four goals, St. Louis posted his eighth career hat trick.

“I don’t think he’s done. It’s pretty impressive,’’ Cooper said. “That’s what’s really disappointing about tonight, for him to have the type of game he had and for us to come out on the losing end is always going to have a little sting. He’ll probably be the first one to tell you it doesn’t mean quite as much because we didn’t win the game. It’s pretty remarkable what he’s done in his career ... and the book’s not done being written.’’

When Kontos heard that St. Louis had already scored four goals with almost 38 minutes remaining against the Sharks, he began cheering for the Tampa Bay captain.

“I was hoping he would get the fifth one and they (Lightning) would get the win on top of it.’’ Kontos said.

St. Louis has posted at least 25 goals in 10 of his past 11 seasons with Tampa Bay, leading the league in scoring twice in that span.

Rare lapse

Lightning G Ben Bishop boasted impressive credentials coming into Saturday’s matchup, leading the league in save percentage while ranking second in goals-against average.

But with San Jose’s big bodies in front creating problems, Bishop was beaten five times in 32 shots.

“They keep it simple,’’ said Bishop, who had allowed more than two goals only once in his previous 17 starts. “They get the puck on net and all their goals are scored from in close. They get the rebounds and they know each other so well.’’

With Bishop facing San Jose G Antti Niemi, fans and players had every reason to expect a low-scoring game instead of a 60-minute shootout.

“This game was there for the taking,’’ Cooper said. “Ben’s human. He’s going to have nights like this. We’ve got to bail him out. It was a weird game, the way the bounces were going.’’

Was the unusual starting time a factor?

“When you get a 2 o’clock game,’’ St. Louis said, “you never know what to expect.’’

Johnson stepped up when Stamkos went down
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Lightning rookie center Tyler Johnson (9), celebrating his short-handed goal vs. Ottawa with Victor Hedman and Ondrej Palat, is in the Calder Trophy conversation.
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TAMPA — Watching Tyler Johnson race down the right-wing side on a short-handed odd-man rush Thursday night, flashbacks from earlier in the season fluttered into view.

During the first two months of the season, Johnson seemed to get breakaways on a regular basis only to be turned aside or miss the net as he rushed his shot. But Thursday, Johnson came in on Craig Anderson, made a quick, subtle move, and as soon as Anderson dropped to his knees, he roofed the puck over the goaltender’s left shoulder for his first career short-handed goal.

“At the beginning of the season I might have shot it right away,’’ Johnson said. “If I was to have shot that right away (Thursday) I knew there was no way it would go in, so I just took an extra second, and that’s kind of a confidence thing.’’

In his first full season in the NHL, the 23-year-old rookie has begun to draw some eyes in his direction. In the wake of the loss of Steven Stamkos, who went down with a broken leg Nov. 11, Johnson has seen his role increase as he stepped in as a top-two center. He carries a career-best-tying four-game scoring streak into tonight’s game against Colorado and he is second in scoring among rookies with 31 points, trailing only Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon, the first overall pick in the 2013 draft.

Johnson, undrafted out of juniors and signed as a free agent by Tampa Bay, has started to garner attention for his play and he has entered the conversation for the Calder Trophy, chosen by both The Hockey News and Yahoo Sports as one of the top three finalists at the season’s midpoint.

“The fact that his name is in this conversation means that he has developed into a player well beyond what anybody ever thought, and that’s a testament to him,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

A few weeks after Stamkos went down with his injury, Johnson and fellow rookie Ondrej Palat were paired on a line with captain Marty St. Louis, and the trio has remained together since Dec. 5.

“I think he’s getting more comfortable out there,’’ St. Louis said. “The game has probably slowed down a little bit in his head. I think he reads the ice a little bit better. It takes time, you need reps in the trenches, you learn from your mistakes and from your success and all that makes you grow.’’

Johnson has grown into a player counted on in all situations by Cooper — taking faceoffs, killing penalties, perched on the top power-play unit and key defensive responsibilities.

The 5-foot-9, 180-pound center leads all rookie forwards in ice time, averaging 18 minutes, 37 seconds per game, while no other rookie forward averages more than 17:01. Johnson has also taken 823 faceoffs, the most of any rookie, and plays nearly two minutes per night on the penalty kill. Johnson’s plus-14 rating is third among rookies, and his six goals on the road are second-most by a rookie.

Then there was the game against Pittsburgh in November when Johnson was handed the task of going head-to-head against Sidney Crosby, showing how far Johnson has come in his first year in the NHL.

“When you come into this league, it’s a way different mentality playing against the best players in the world, it gets in your head a little bit,’’ Johnson said. “I think at the beginning of the year you do more of the simpler play, maybe you’re clutching your stick a little too tight, but now I’m just trying to play my game.’’

Stamkos update

Stamkos took part in a full practice Friday, participating in all drills including taking line rushes. Though he was still wearing a red no-contact jersey, Stamkos said his 10-week X-ray continued to show his broken right tibia is making progress and he is expected to begin light contact during today’s morning skate.

“I got the X-ray last night, we had a good chat with the doctors and they are very pleased with how the bone is healing,’’ Stamkos said. “I think it’s pretty close to a point where it’s probably going to come down to how I’m feeling out there. Now we are probably going to progress to light contact and try and gauge it a little more. For the most part, the skating and crossovers feel fine and that’s a positive, so probably the next step would be engaging in some light contact.’’
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TAMPA — Steven Stamkos has been up on skates for more than a month now, so he was bound to fall at some point.

That happened on Thursday during the Lightning’s morning skate.

Stamkos has worn a red no-contact jersey the past week while participating in game-day practices. It has been 10 weeks since he had surgery to insert a titanium rod after the tibia in his lower right leg was broken on Nov. 11.

While going through a drill on Thursday, Stamkos took a spill near the boards. And though nobody exactly held his breath wondering if the two-time 50-goal scorer would get back up on his skates, it served as another mental hurdle for Stamkos to move past.

“I was kind of laughing,” Stamkos said of falling, “but it was kind of nice, mentally, to fall because it’s the first time I’ve fallen in 10 weeks. So, I had a good streak going.

“But just knowing everything was fine, I got right back up and didn’t feel any pain whatsoever. So, that was nice. And the next step will probably be doing some bumping with some guys into the boards and stuff like that. I still feel little tweaks here and there, but that’s more scar tissue that is breaking down.’’

There continues to be no target date for Stamkos to return to the lineup. He had his 10-week X-ray update Thursday night.

Throughout his recovery process, his goal has been to get back in the Lightning lineup before representing Canada next month in the Olympics in Sochi, Russia. After Thursday’s game against Ottawa, the Lightning have seven games remaining before the Olympic break, so a return would have to happen in the next three weeks.

Each day he steps on the ice, he feels is getting him closer to that return.

“Today was the most crossing over and keeping up with the play; I felt really good today,’’ Stamkos said. “A lot of this is mental, and I’ve learned that a lot through this process, just trusting that the bone is good. ...I know it is, but still certain movements you feel a little tweak and are a little cautious.

“Today was a big step in that. I did every drill and I could keep up, the pace was good. I thought today was a great day.’’

Barbershop calling

D Mark Barberio, who promised he would cut his hair when he scored his first NHL, is still working out the details to arrange his first visit to the barbershop in two years.

Barberio scored his first two career goals during Sunday’s victory at Carolina, but is working on a tie-in to a charitable organization before deciding when to get his hair cut and how much to take off after letting it grow for two years.

“I’ve got a few more days with it,’’ Barberio said. “We’ll figure out what is best with the charity. And if that means all of (the hair) then we’ll take all of it off.’’

Aulie back in

After missing six weeks with a broken hand, D Keith Aulie was back in the lineup for the second consecutive game. Aulie saw 11:42 of ice time in Carolina on Sunday, his first game since breaking his hand Dec. 5 against Ottawa.

“I thought it was a good game for him to come back because he had to play in his own zone and do a lot of things that you kind of want as he gets back into playing (defense) and battles,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “So, that was probably six practices worth in one game. I thought he did well and earned his right to get back into (a second game).’’

Nuts and Bolts

D Victor Hedman (leg) returned to the lineup after missing one game. The 23-year-old surpassed his previous career high (26) in points... D J-P Cote, C Tom Pyatt and RW Richard Panik were scratched. ... C Tyler Johnson extended his scoring streak to four games while recording his first career shorthanded goal, the fourth this season for Tampa Bay. Hedman has assisted on three of the four shorthanded goals.
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Related Links

•Tonight’s Game: Senators at Lightning

TAMPA — Teammates say the goaltender gabs during games.

Get up!

Gap up!

Get in there!

“He keeps us on our toes,” Tampa Bay Lightning defenseman Radko Gudas said. “If he sees something going on in our zone, he tells us what to do. If somebody gets a little lost, he tries to lead a little.”

Ben Bishop, the tallest, clearest reason the Lightning are hockey's biggest surprise, has yet to let up. Go back all those years, his mother shouting for him to go easy on his kid brother, even something as innocent as a ball catch.

“I'd be throwing it as hard as I could,” Bishop said with a smile.

The guy still brings it. He'll do just that if he goes tonight against the Ottawa Senators, his old team. That it's Ottawa, which traded Bishop to the Lightning last April, probably doesn't matter at this point, since Bishop has already faced the Sens twice since the trade (2-0). Besides, when Bishop goes against anybody, he goes.

“I don't like losing, especially when you have a team that can win every night,” Bishop said. “A switch turns on in me when I come to the rink. ... I guess there's a little anger in my game.”

There's speculation that Bishop could be added to the U.S. Olympic team roster as a replacement now that Detroit's Jimmy Howard has re-injured his knee. As of Tuesday, Bishop, 27, hadn't heard from USA Hockey.

“Who knows what the list is?” he said. “There might be more guys in front of me. Who knows? It's not anything for me to think about. It would be something special, obviously, but it has nothing to do with me right now.”

Nor does Bishop being an open threat to win the Vezina Trophy, awarded to the NHL's top goaltender. Big Ben has cleaned clocks: first in save percentage (.935), third in goals-against (1.93) and wins (24), second in shutouts (4).

“If you're giving that award out right now, I think you have to give it to him,” Lightning center Nate Thompson said.

What Bishop has done has been so startling that after a while we actually stopped asking when Steven Stamkos was coming back. He has been so good we're reminded what Lightning coach Jon Cooper said this season when asked about his success at all his coaching stops.

“My wife would tell you that it takes one understanding spouse, a loyal dog and one hell of a good goaltender,” Cooper said.

Lightning players and coaches marvel at Bishop's consistency, at just how he smooth he looks in net in his first full season as an NHL starting goalie.

“When he makes certain saves, it's almost like he's not trying,” Thompson said. “There's a calmness to him. It's infectious. It builds confidence for the rest of the team.”

There's more than calm. There's anger sometimes, and the competitor, always.

Last Saturday, pucks flew past Bishop in a loss to San Jose at the Forum, five goals off a guy who has rarely (just seven times in 36 games) coughed up more than two scores. Bishop responded the next day in Carolina. He wanted that start in a way that didn't invite discussion.

“The one thing about Ben is, when he gets pushed against the wall, the fire really comes out,” Cooper said.

Bishop made a club-record 48 saves in a win over the Hurricanes.

“He has an ability to park a bad moment,” Lightning goaltending coach Frantz Jean said. “But he hasn't had to park many of them. He's been that good.”

Having burst into flower, can Bishop handle the stretch, and the stretch that might follow that? He has never played in the NHL postseason.

“It's still the same game,” Bishop said. “I've played games in March and April. I was in Ottawa. We were in the playoff race after I got traded there. I think I played eight games in a row when we were in seventh, eighth place, and I played real well. It doesn't get any bigger than that, playing Toronto and Montreal and “Hockey Night in Canada”.

“It's still kind of in my first year as a starter, so I'm not looking ahead to anything. If you think about the rest of the season, about the Olympics, it's just a waste of time.”

Then come the games.

Switch on.

Everybody, on your toes.

Bolts' St. Louis has 50 points in 50 games
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning reached the 50-game mark during the weekend, and — to the surprise of many — sit in second place in the Atlantic Division.

There are many great stories to account for why the Lightning have been able to overcome the loss of Steven Stamkos, including Ben Bishop’s play in goal, the rookies who have helped carry the team, and defenseman Victor Hedman coming into his own.

“It’s been a bunch of rookies and wily vets that have just bound together, and that’s why we are where we are,” coach Jon Cooper said. “But Marty (St. Louis) is the leader of that group and helps make this team tick.”

St. Louis continues to be the engine that pushes it all — on the ice and off.

With 50 points in 50 games, St. Louis is tied for seventh in league scoring, tied for fourth with 25 goals and tied for eighth with eight power-play goals. The 38-year-old two-time NHL scoring champion carries an eight-game scoring streak into Thursday’s game against Ottawa, the longest active streak in the league. He was named the NHL first star of the week after compiling five goals and eight points in five games, highlighted by his franchise-record-tying four-goal performance on Saturday against San Jose.

“I feel good about my game,” St. Louis said. “I’m getting rewarded for some goals and just trying to do my part.”

As usual, St. Louis has done more than his part, and that goes beyond what shows up in the box score. Just as many people counted the Lightning out after the loss of Stamkos to a broken leg in November, many didn’t believe St. Louis could maintain his elite level of play, even coming off a season in which he won the Art Ross Trophy.

Yet he continues to be the hardest worker on the ice and in the gym, setting the tone and the example for everybody else in the locker room.

“Marty is Marty,” said rookie Tyler Johnson, who has been the center on a line with St. Louis since Dec. 5. “He might not get the number of points that he is getting right now, but he’s always the same kind of player. He’s going to work his butt off out there and tries to do everything for the team. He’s such a skill guy that it really makes it a lot easier to play with him.”

Perhaps it’s only coincidence, but St. Louis’ current eight-game scoring streak began Jan. 7, the day he was left off the Canadian Olympic team. Though St. Louis might say the omission is unrelated to his recent production, Cooper said at the time of the omission that St. Louis likely would be motivated by it.

“He’s not Superman, he’s Marty St. Louis. He’s got aspirations and dreams and goals, and not saying he’s given up on that goal (of playing in the Olympics again) yet, because who knows,” Cooper said. “But he has had that ability to separate his day job from what would have been a part-time job, and he’s put our team ahead and he’s done a hell of a job under what I would consider some tough circumstances for him.”

That ability to compartmentalize the situation — and not only prevent the snubbing from affecting his game, but being the example for others to follow — continues to show what type of player, and person, St. Louis can be, especially now as the team captain.

“It’s crazy. The guy is 38 years old and he’s the fastest guy and has the most energy every night,” Bishop said. “It’s good for these young guys to see that, because when he comes out and works hard every night, plays well every night, we have nine rookies out watching him out there, it’s good for our team. When you have a chance to play with someone like that, it’s something special.

“Marty does an unbelievable job as our captain, and as our leader. Coming out to practice, he works that hard, and in games he’s working that hard. It’s really fun to watch as a goalie.”
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Lightning’s St. Louis is NHL’s first star of week
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TAMPA — Tampa Bay Lightning captain Marty St. Louis was named the NHL’s first star for the week that ended Sunday.

St. Louis, 38, had five goals and eight points, including a four-goal game against San Jose on Saturday, to lead all skaters for the week. St. Louis had at least one point in each of the team’s five games.

Kings goaltender Jonathan Quick was the week’s second star and Chicago goaltender Corey Crawford the third star.

St. Louis leads the Lightning and ranks seventh in the NHL with 50 points (25 goals, 25 assists) in 50 games, including 12 points during an eight-game point streak, the longest active point streak in the league.
Lightning go 6-4-1 in grueling 19-day stretch
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TAMPA — When the wheels of the Lightning’s chartered airplane touched down at Tampa International Airport shortly after 10 p.m. Sunday night, the most grueling stretch of the season came to a conclusion.

In the span of 19 days starting on Jan. 1, Tampa Bay played 11 games in nine cities spanning four time zones. Along the way, the team traveled nearly 9,600 miles. Though luxuries such as first-class flights and five-star hotels are enjoyed, playing that many games in a compacted period of time takes its toll.

That showed in the final game on Sunday, when Tampa Bay allowed a franchise record 51 shots on goal at Carolina, which finished with 97 attempted shots — 51 on net, 28 blocked and 18 missed — compared to Tampa Bay’s 40 attempts. Despite the 5-3 Tampa Bay victory, there were plenty of signs of fatigue as the final seven days of the Lightning’s venture included five games, including two sets of back-to-backs.

“I could just tell we were a tired team,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “And it’s not just that we are tired physically, we are tired mentally.

“The mistakes that were being made, there were too many in too short of time. It’s not coincidence. This has been a lot of hockey and these guys have gamed it out. Just look at our January schedule, that takes its toll. ...We made some mental errors that I attribute to a team that is at the end of a long road trip.’’

For the rookies on the Lightning, the grind of an NHL schedule is a new experience in a season full of them. And though in the American Hockey League many players are used to playing three games in three days over the weekend, this was a different situation to go through.

“It’s not so much on your body, it’s more mentally fatigued that wears on you,’’ rookie center Tyler Johnson said. “You are always in a new spot, you are living out of a suitcase a majority of the time, playing in different arenas against different teams doing different situations, and it is mentally fatiguing.

“But I think the guys have played well throughout this time and hopefully it’s made us a better team.’’

During the stretch of 11 games, eight of which were on the road, Tampa Bay went 6-4-1. Along the way, the Lightning continued to play without All-Star center Steven Stamkos, lost Vezina Trophy candidate goaltender Ben Bishop and most recently saw top defenseman Victor Hedman go out with a bruise on his right leg after blocking a shot.

Of the five losses, four were by one goal. Twice Tampa Bay gave up the winning goal in the final three minutes of a game, thereby leaving points on the table. Yet, the Lightning woke up Monday with 66 points, tied with Boston atop the Atlantic Division standings.

“You go 6-4-1, if you did that all throughout the year, you probably can make the playoffs, and that’s what we need to do,’’ Cooper said. “Considering who we have played, the miles we have put on our body, I’m happy for our guys.’’

Now, Tampa Bay has a needed three-day break before getting back to action on Thursday at home against Ottawa. The players participated in a charity golf tournament on Monday, but the mini-break between games must feel like a vacation compared to the 19-day stretch the team just went through.

“Five games in seven days, that’s pretty tough, traveling, (this stretch) is tough,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “Everybody goes through it, and we’ve found a way. What’s our record, 6-4-1? I’ll take that.’’
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Lightning beat Hurricanes, tied for lead in division
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RALEIGH, N.C. — As Tampa Bay played its second set of back-to-back games in less than a week, Ben Bishop proved to be the team’s backbone on Sunday.

The Lightning used an opportunistic offense and a career-high 48 saves from Bishop to knock off Carolina 5-3 in front of an announced crowd of 16,760 at PNC Arena, Tampa Bay’s sixth consecutive victory in the Hurricanes’ home venue and seventh in the past trips. The win pulls the Lightning into a tie with Boston atop the Atlantic Division standings as Tampa Bay improved to 6-1-1 in the second half of back-to-back games this season.

Tampa Bay won for the ninth time in the past 11 road games to improve to 15-10-2 away from home, tied for second most road wins in the league.

Bishop was backed by rookie defenseman Mark Barberio, who scored his first and second career goals, and fellow rookie Ondrej Palat, who had a career-high three points with a goal and two assists. Nikita Kucherov and Teddy Purcell also added goals while Tampa Bay survived a night in which they allowed a franchise record 51 shots on goal.

“Clearly we were on our heels from start to finish, we were opportunistic, the guys stayed true to some good habits in what we preach and our goaltender bailed us out,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “Every game is not going to be a Picasso, but ultimately you are going to wake up in the morning and we’ll see we had two more points than we did yesterday and we’ll take it. Things like tonight haven’t happened too often this year, and obviously we feel fortunate to get out of here with two points. . . . but we are not giving them back.’’

In three career starts at PNC Arena against the Hurricanes, Bishop is 3-0 with a 1.00 goals against average and has stopped 124-of-127 he’s faced (.976 save percentage) with two shutouts. In four career starts against Carolina, Bishop is 4-0 with a 1.24 GAA, stopping 149-of-154 shots (.968 save percentage). Sunday’s performance may have been his best showing, facing 17 shots in each period.

“It was one of those games where you get a lot of shots, and sometimes that’s nice, and I felt good all game,’’ Bishop said. “I’m sure (the Hurricanes) were frustrated, but that’s what I’m supposed to do.’’

Carolina came out putting Tampa Bay back on its heels from the opening faceoff and held an 8-1 shot advantage in the opening minutes of the game until the Hurricanes took a penalty to give the Lightning a power play. Barberio was able to cash in, when he noticed Patrick Dwyer vacate the left wing side trying to get a stick from the bench, allowing Barberio to jump unopposed to the front of the net where he tapped-in a behind-the-back pass from Alex Killorn at 6:09 for his first career goal. Just over a minute later, Palat finished off a quick rush started by a Tyler Johnson one-touch pass to the far boards to Marty St. Louis over to Palat coming down the slot for a quick one-timer at 7:32. Kucherov made it 3-0 at 15:07 for a three-goal cushion.

The Hurricanes would keep pushing, even after Purcell’s goal 24 seconds into the second period, and cut the lead to 4-2 on goals by Alex Semin and Eric Staal four minutes apart. After calling a timeout following the second Carolina goal, Tampa Bay answered that with Barberio’s second of the game as he sent a slap shot that ramped off the stick of Andrej Sekera and past Anton Khudobin, who replaced starter Justin Peters in the first period, at 8:12 to regain the three-goal cushion, and Bishop made it stand up.

“I don’t think we played our best game tonight, Carolina was really on top of us as you can see from the shot total, but sometimes you need your goalie to come up big and that’s what Bish did it again tonight,’’ Barberio said. “And it wasn’t just the saves, it was also him coming out and playing the puck as their forecheck was really hard on us, so he was huge tonight.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

twitter: @erlendssonTBO

Bolts notes: Barberio vows to keep promise
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RALEIGH, N.C. — Rookie D Mark Barberio made a deal with himself a few weeks ago that when he scored his first career goal, he would cut his hair, which he has let grow for two years.

But there was no such deal if he wound up scoring his first two career goals in the same game, as he did Sunday during Tampa Bay’s 5-3 victory against Carolina.

“Two years ago I just decided I was going to let it go, and I think it’s maybe gotten a little too long, so it might be good to clean it up a little bit,’’ Barberio said. “I’ll consult my teammates on how much (to cut) to see what they think, but it’s got to go. I made a promise.’’

With his two-goal performance, Barberio became the first defenseman to score his first two career goals in the same game since Slava Voynov did so with Los Angeles on Oct. 27, 2011, against Dallas, according to the Elias Sports Bureau. 

The 2012 defenseman of the year in the American Hockey League when he finished with 13 goals and 61 points, Barberio has been in and out of the lineup this season.

In 31 games, he has two goals and six points.

But about that upcoming haircut?

“I’d like his hair to be the exact length it is now,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “Whatever this length is, it’s good for me, and it was good today.’’

Historic day

When RW Marty St. Louis notched four goals in 22 minutes in Saturday’s 5-4 loss to San Jose, the Lightning captain became the oldest player in league history to record three goals in a period (St. Louis scored three goals in the first period) at 38 years, 7 months, 1 day. Moreover, he became the second-oldest player in league history to score four goals in a game, behind Johnny Bucyk, who was 38 years, 238 days old when he scored four times for the Bruins against the Islanders on Jan. 5, 1974, according to the Elias Sports Bureau.

St. Louis is also the only player in franchise history to score three goals in one period, having accomplished the feat twice, with the other coming Jan. 15, 2004, against Carolina.

Saturday’s game also marked just the fourth time in NHL history two players recorded a natural hat trick (three consecutive goals by the same player) in the same game, as San Jose’s Joe Pavelski scored three straight goals in the second period. The only other times that occurred: 

Oct. 12, 2006: Ryan Smyth for Edmonton and Jonathan Cheechoo for San Jose. 

Jan. 16, 1919: Jack Darragh for Ottawa and Didier Pitre for Montreal.

March 6, 1918: Frank Nighbor for Toronto and Cy Denneny for Ottawa.

Catching a break

D Victor Hedman missed Sunday’s game after taking a puck off his right leg during Saturday’s game against San Jose. Hedman had to be helped off the ice as he was unable to put any weight on the leg and was seen walking with crutches after the game.

But X-rays came back negative and Hedman is day-to-day with a bruise.

“We have a little rest coming up here, so who knows, but I’m not sure if he will be ready for Thursday or not,’’ Cooper said. “But it’s definitely day-to-day and not week-to-week.’’

With Hedman out, D Keith Aulie returned to the lineup for the first time since suffering a broken hand on Dec. 5.

Nuts and Bolts

RW Richard Panik and LW B.J. Crombeen were scratched. ... C Tom Pyatt was in the lineup for just the third time in the past 11 games. ... C Tyler Johnson extended his scoring streak to three games. ... LW Ondrej Palat snapped a six-game scoreless streak with his sixth multipoint game of the season. ... Carolina C Manny Malhotra played in his 900th career game. ... Tampa Bay has power-play goals in a season-long five consecutive games.
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•Sunshine, cool temperatures for Saturday events

TAMPA — While snowmobiling with friends Saturday afternoon outside Toronto, Chris Kontos noticed his phone start to ping repeatedly sometime shortly before 3 p.m.

About 20 minutes later, it started to light up again, right around the time Lightning captain Marty St. Louis scored his fourth goal of the game in a 5-4 loss to San Jose.

With his four-goal effort, St. Louis tied the team record set by Kontos in the inaugural game in franchise history on Oct. 7, 1992, a 7-3 victory against the Chicago Blackhawks at Expo Hall at the Florida State Fairgrounds.

“I started to hear (on the radio what was going on) and then all of a sudden I started to hear all this blip, blip, blip. And I think he got his third so friends and family were letting me know, like every other time once Stammer (Steven Stamkos) would do it or whoever,’’ Kontos said. “Then I got a bunch of texts saying that he tied it and a bunch of calls on top of that.’’

Kontos’ mark stood for more than 21 years until St. Louis added his name to yet another record in Lightning history.

“I’m thrilled. I’m glad. I was hoping he would break it,’’ Kontos said. “Usually it was Stamkos that every time he would get three goals my text and stuff would start to light up, ‘Oh get ready, he’s going to break your record.’ And it has taken 21 years or whatever but it hadn’t happened and finally it’s happened now. (Records) are made to be broken and I was even pulling for Marty (to break it).

“I’m ticked that he wasn’t picked for the (Canadian) Olympic team. He’s a veteran guy that’s putting up the kind of numbers to be there and I’m pulling for him.’’

Though Kontos finally has some company next to his name in the team record book, he will remain a big part of the history of the franchise for what he did on the memorable first night in franchise history.

“To be a part of an inaugural season and start it off with a bang, knowing the seeds that we laid eventually turned into a Stanley Cup,’’ Kontos said. “Hockey is alive and doing well in Tampa with the new ownership. It’s just great to know that I was a part of it.’’
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St. Louis ties record, but Bolts lose to Sharks
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TAMPA — Although Martin St. Louis needed only 22 minutes to tie a franchise record that had stood for almost 22 years, the Tampa Bay Lightning continued their home woes in a Saturday matinee loss that coach Jon Cooper termed “disastrous.’’

San Jose’s Joe Pavelski scored three times late in the second period to erase a two-goal deficit and lift the Sharks past the Lightning 5-4 as Tampa Bay suffered its fifth consecutive home setback, each by one goal.

Patrick Marleau added a goal and two assists for the Sharks, who fell behind 4-2 at the 2:07 mark of the second period when St. Louis posted his fourth goal of the game, tying the club mark set by Chris Kontos in 1992 during the inaugural regular-season game in franchise history.

“When you score the first one, it gives you a boost and I rode the wave,’’ said St. Louis, who fired six shots at Antti Niemi. “I don’t think you play this game to have franchise records -- you play this game to win. I appreciated scoring the four goals ... right until the game was over.’’

In falling to 28-16-5, the Lightning also saw their top defenseman, Victor Hedman, helped off the ice with 15:20 remaining after taking a puck off his foot. Despite being on crutches after the game, Hedman traveled with the team to Raleigh for Sunday’s matchup against the Hurricanes.

It was a frustrating day for Lightning goaltender Ben Bishop, who entered the rink with a league-leading .938 save percentage before yielding five goals in 32 shots.

“It was one of those days,’’ said Bishop, who was screened on at least two San Jose goals, including Pavelski’s game-winner with one minute left in the second period. “The bounces were weird, for both teams, and it’s good for us we have another game in 24 hours. They might have gotten one more bounce than we did. We checked out for about a 10-minute stretch of the second period and it cost us the game.’’

St. Louis scored a pair of power-play goals from the right circle off deft feeds from Tyler Johnson and Teddy Purcell. In between, Tampa Bay’s 38-year-old captain was credited with goals that eluded Niemi with the help of San Jose defensemen during scrums in front that featured bouncing pucks.

“I thought we put ourselves in a good spot, up 4-2,’’ said St. Louis, who has eight goals and three assists during a 7-game points streak. “There was still a lot of game left, but I like our chances against anybody up two goals. But we didn’t keep pushing and the next thing you know, we come in down a goal. It’s definitely deflating.’’

Pavelski’s one-timer during a delayed penalty call against the Lightning sliced Tampa Bay’s advantage to 4-3 with 7:12 left in the second period. Only 21 seconds later, Pavelski scored on a power-play rebound to forge a tie in front of a sellout crowd of 19,204.

On the winning score, defenseman Matt Irwin shot from the left point and Pavelski, lurking in front, was credited with his 25th goal.

“I thought a couple of our guys could have stepped in front of that shot,’’ Cooper said. “They got gritty goals today and that was the difference in the game.’’

The Sharks are 25-1-2 when leading after two periods and they limited Tampa Bay to only six shots in the final 20 minutes, including a power play when the Lightning failed to muster a shot at Niemi.

“It’s not like we’re laying eggs at home, but we’re having lapses and when we do, the puck has been ending up in the back of our net,’’ said Lightning center Nate Thompson, who won 10-of-16 faceoffs. “San Jose is big, fast and strong and they’ve got a bunch of core guys who have played together for awhile. Give them credit, they shut it down on us in that third period.’’
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Bolts Beat: Ignore all the talk of Stamkos leaving town
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TAMPA — Well, it has started.

You know the story around these parts, the young superstar player below the Sunbelt wilting away in the heat just biding his time to return home to a starved hockey market. No way these kind of players would actually want to play in a non-traditional hockey market.

No, this is not another retread story about former Lightning captain Vinny Lecavalier and the allure of returning to Montreal to play for his beloved hometown Habs.

Instead, this is about the future captain of the Lightning, Steven Stamkos, and the presumed intention he will return home to Toronto to play for the Maple Leafs, the team he grew up watching and idolizing.

It started with a column in The Toronto Star last week laying the groundwork for a pursuit of Stamkos in the summer of 2016, when he is scheduled to become an unrestricted free agent. 

This feeling, apparently, comes from the presence of Tim Leiweke, who left a high-profile position in Los Angeles to take over as president of Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment, a position that comes with a specific sort of glare in Canada’s largest city and sports market.

Leiweke, the brother of Lightning CEO Tod Leiweke, already has made a splash in the city by bringing in U.S. soccer star Michael Bradley on a costly transfer agreement to play for MLSE-run Toronto FC of Major League Soccer.

With the stir created around David Clarkson returning to his hometown team last summer — Clarkson left New Jersey as an unrestricted free agent — can you imagine what kind of splash would be created in Toronto if Stamkos did the same?

Well, you will only be able to imagine it, because just like in the summer of 2011, when Stamkos was a restricted free agent and hit the market on July 1, he’s not going anywhere.

In that three-week period, which became known in social media circles as Stammergeddeon, Toronto fans went to bed each night dreaming of an offer sheet from the big-market Leafs that Tampa Bay would refuse to match and allow the high-scoring Stamkos to return home.

There was talk of Stamkos heading to Philadelphia, as well, as the Flyers contemplated extending an offer sheet for Stamkos.

Of course, who wouldn’t want to have Stamkos on their team? He’s a tremendous talent on the ice but is a better person off the ice, and that adds up to somebody who can be an ambassador for the game and his team. Just as we’ve seen for five years in Tampa.

But you can take this one to the bank, and I’m 99.91 percent sure on this: Steven Stamkos will not reach the free-agent market.

In January 2015 — as soon as it is allowed — negotiations for a contract extension will begin in some capacity. They might drag on a bit, and something might not be done before the season is out, but by the time Tampa Bay opens training camp in September 2015, the ink will have dried on a long-term extension that will keep Stamkos in a Lightning uniform for a long time.

That means Stammergeddeon 2.0 will never reach the market.
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Bolts’ Kucherov becoming king of breakaway
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BRANDON — Whether it’s a slight nod, a quick glance to make eye contact or some sort of magic mind meld Nikita Kucherov has with teammates, the 20-year-old rookie has a knack for finding an open seam up the ice to create a breakaway.

Seemingly once per game, the crafty Kucherov takes a pass up the middle for a one-on-one chance against the goaltender, and he’s become the Wizard of Breakaway Lane.

“We kind of joke around, because it’s almost like it’s a skill for him to be able to find himself to get open and have that many breakaways,” linemate Nate Thompson said. “We joke around that he’s hiding in the visiting bench or coming out of the penalty box or wherever he’s coming from, but he finds his way.”

Since scoring his first career goal on his first shot in his first NHL shift against the New York Rangers on Nov. 25, Kucherov’s confidence has steadily risen. The 2011 second-round pick looks more comfortable on the ice, is more familiar with his surroundings and looks more and more like he’s in the NHL to stay.

Kucherov enters today’s game against San Jose with seven goals and 10 points in 25 games.

His three game-winning goals are tied for third among rookies, with his most recent winner coming on a breakaway attempt Tuesday against the Rangers just nine seconds after a Victor Hedman goal.

Off the faceoff, Kucherov was supposed to head for the side boards to help chip the puck deep into the offensive zone. Instead, Kucherov made a read, rolled away from the defense and split the seam down the middle to take a pass from Radko Gudas.

Kucherov beat goaltender Henrik Lundqvist between the legs.

“He’s usually good for one or two of those a game, so you have to know when he’s on the ice, because something like that might happen,” Gudas said. “Sometimes it’s like, ‘Oh, OK, him again.’ So, that’s how it’s going to be. He’s very good at that.”

The goal Tuesday proved pivotal for Tampa Bay, and might be the pinhole that will burst open the dam that has prevented Kucherov from having more than seven goals. Though he’s had a multitude of breakaway chances, converting them has been a learning experience.

“I’ve tried to do everything in breakaways, and nothing has worked,” Kucherov said. “I’m glad I did something to score a goal. ... I’ve had so many breakaways, it was like, ‘Whew.’ ”

His penchant for creating those opportunities has caught the attention of his teammates.

“He’s so fast and so sneaky that you have to be aware when he is on the ice,” Hedman said. “He’s extraordinary, how he can find those open seams.”

While those offensive plays stand out, his play defensively has made him a fixture in the lineup. Before being called up, Kucherov had 24 points in 17 games for AHL Syracuse, which still ranks second on the Crunch. So, when he first arrived in Tampa, head coach Jon Cooper told Kucherov if he wanted to stay in the NHL it would be from playing defense.

Through 25 games, Kucherov is plus-8, tied for 11th among rookies, and has been an even- or plus-player in 22 of his 25 games.

During Thursday’s shootout loss to the New York Islanders, a back-checking Kucherov broke up a scoring chance by lifting the stick of a New York player to prevent a would-be goal on the open side of the net.

“He’s a special talent, and that’s why you can use words like innate or ‘it’ factor or all those adjectives, that’s what separates those guys,” Cooper said.

“But that’s just one facet of his game, and he can’t rely on that. It’s great to have, because it separates you from other players, but you still have to back-check hard, play (defense) and have awareness away from the puck. That’s what he is learning right now, and that’s the stuff that will keep him in the league, not the ‘innate’ ability to get a breakaway. ... But it is nice to have a guy on your team that can do that.”
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Lightning lose to Islanders in shootout 2-1
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TAMPA — During his morning session with the media on Thursday, Jon Cooper eluded to the difficulties involved when facing the New York Islanders.

By the end of a 2-1 shootout loss, Cooper sounded like a prophet forecasting the night’s outcome.

Both teams locked down defensively and in what looked like a statistical anomaly - both teams had 30 shots on goal, registered 21 hits, split the faceoffs 50/50 and traded power play goals - that came down to a roll of the dice in a shootout decided on Frans Nielsen’s lone conversion to give New York the extra point in a more grind-it-out style of game that tends to show up this time of year.

“We played a solid defensive game . . it was an even game and it was probably fitting it came down to a shootout, but I’m not going to fault our guys, I thought they played hard,’’ Cooper said.

The setback extended Tampa Bay’s winless stretch at home to four games (0-2-2), though the point picked up for getting to overtime kept the Lightning a point behind Boston - which beat Dallas - for the Atlantic Division lead.

Ben Bishop finished with 29 saves, marking 11 consecutive starts in which he has allowed fewer than three goals. Marty St. Louis had a first-period power play goal to provide the only goal for Tampa Bay.

New York goaltender Kevin Poulin also made 29 saves and stopped all three Lightning attempts in the shootout while Thomas Vanek scored a late second-period goal for the Islanders, his 25th career goal in 35 games all-time against Tampa Bay.

New York has proven to be a difficult team for Tampa Bay to play the past few years, and the Islanders’ 4-0-1 record against the Lightning shows that, because they are a team than can match Tampa Bay’s team speed.

“They are a fast team they throw a lot of pucks at you and when you turn and get in a puck race they have some guys that can fly,’’ said St. Louis, who extended his scoring streak to six games. “I thought both teams traded chances and it could have gone either way.’’

The teams played to a draw through two periods, with St. Louis finding an open net to shoot in at 5:45 of the first when Tyler Johnson’s attempted pass for Valtteri Filppula at the top of the crease fluttered off Filppula’s stick right to St. Louis. Vanek tied it up, also on a bit of a broken play, five seconds into a power play chance when both Nate Thompson and J.T. Brown lost their footing off the faceoff, setting up a 2-on-1 down low. That allowed Nielsen to slide a pass over to an open Vanek who pushed the puck past a diving Bishop with 1:38 left in the second period.

The Lightning made a push in the third, controlling the puck for good portions of the final period of regulation and creating quality scoring chances while outshooting New York 8-3 in the final frame. But there were also a few too many good shooting opportunities passed up for lower percentage plays.

“We had our chances to put them away and we didn’t,’’ Bishop said. “Their goalie played all right (but) we’ve got to put them away when we have the chance. We let them hang in there. They score a goal there late in the second, and we have chances in the third, but we can’t score. I thought we played a pretty good game, but we’ve got to learn to put teams away.

“We had a lot of chances and missed the net, we let their goalie get a break by not shooting so it’s tough when you only score one goal.’’

Though Cooper mentioned the number of shots passed up in the third period, he liked a lot of what he saw on Thursday against a team that has given Tampa Bay fits in recent meetings.

“I thought we played pretty well tonight,’’ Cooper said. “If we are going to play like that every single night at home, we are going to win some games. Their goaltender played, ours played well. We gave up one goal and you should get points out of that, if not win the game . . . we get one point, we didn’t get the two, and that’s the tough part, but I can’t sit here and say we didn’t play well.’’

After the game, rookie defenseman Andrej Sustr was reassigned to Syracuse of the American Hockey League.
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Fennelly: Lightning foes must beware the Beard
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TAMPA — Last week, before a Tampa Bay Lightning game at the Forum, a young Bolts fan, no doubt a science honors student, held a homemade sign touting one of Newton's laws. We think it was Newton, anyway.

A player in motion tends to stay in motion unless acted upon by Gudas.

Meet Radko Gudas, 23, the Lightning's new law man. The rookie defenseman has quickly made a reputation as a thumper, the kind of punisher who makes opponents pass around his name and general description (beard) before games and keeps their heads up during them.

Beware the Beard.

“I'm not a dirty hitter at all,” Gudas says. “I'm just a hitter.”

Meet Radko Gudas, who generally plays clean, but will lay you out just the same. He ranks third in the NHL with 156 hits. He's the hippest hip checker in hockey, bodies flying everywhere. Some of hockey's brightest lights have been momentarily dimmed by Gudas hits, from John Tavares to Jeff Skinner to Jarome Iginla to Teemu Selanne. Iginla fought Gudas twice. Gudas held his own.

“It goes with the territory,” Gudas said.

He doesn't take up a lot of territory, not like some redwoods on NHL back lines. Gudas is 6 feet tall and weighs slightly more than 200 pounds. But Lightning center Tyler Johnson played against Gudas in juniors. He knows.

“If you've ever been hit by Gudas, you think he's 7 feet tall,” Johnson said.

“He's like brick,” said Bolts winger and Gudas friend and countryman Ondrej Palat. They'll play for the Czech Republic at next month's Sochi Olympics. Don't look now, but somebody is going to get it right between the Slovenia and Slovakia.

Palat has known Gudas since they were teenagers.

“And he already had a beard,” Palat said.

Gudas plays bigger and older than he seems. He'll make things hairy in a hurry. There was the time in November when Gudas took out Selanne in a Lightning-Ducks game at the Forum, knocking the Finnish great from here to Helsinki with a (clean) pulverizing frontal hit.

“Gudas plays the game honest,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “Gudas doesn't go and try to hurt guys. He's not dirty.”

It's a delicate line. So it is that Gudas is beloved at the Forum, where children make posters, and reviled on the road.

At the Panthers this season, Florida's Scottie Upshall squirted water on Gudas as the G Man lay on the ice near the home team's bench. Gudas smashed his stick on top of the boards in front of the Panthers. Referees ejected him. A week after Gudas drilled Selanne, the Ducks hunted him in Anaheim. Gudas suffered a concussion in a fight and missed two weeks.

Goes with the territory.

Gudas has taken 96 minutes in penalties, sixth-most in the league, and some of them very dumb. It's always a roller coaster with him.

Plus he's a marked man, which always catches up with you.

His hitting obscures some of his skills. Gudas has two goals and 12 assists. He grew his game in the minors and has become a top-four Bolts defenseman. He has a heavy shot when it's not getting blocked. He brings more than hits, as evidenced by his pass that set up Nikita Kucherov's game-winner at the New York Rangers on Tuesday night.

Plus ...

“He's a teddy bear off the ice,” Johnson said.

He's a Grizzly on it.

At least Gudas comes by it honestly.

“A lot of red meat,” he said. “And my father.”

Leo Gudas was a rugged defenseman. He never played in the NHL, though he was taken by Calgary second to last in the 1990 draft. Leo played for the Czech national team that won bronze at the 1992 Winter Olympics, then professionally for more than a decade in Europe. Dad loved when opponents had their heads down.

“He's my hero with hitting,” Radko Gudas said.

Always, Leo told Radko: You never want to hurt anyone.

“You just make sure he's on his butt and he doesn't know what happened and where it came from,” Radko said.

Gudas' Law of Motion.

Bishop's back in stellar form in Bolts' win over Rangers
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NEW YORK — With pucks zipping around the boards, bodies flying around the crease and chaos ensuing all around, Ben Bishop took a small stride to slide out to the top of his crease to snare a 52-foot slap shot from Derrick Brassard with his glove.

In a moment of serenity, Bishop stood there, glove outstretched with the puck protected in the webbing, calmly and confidently making sure everybody around him knew he had the situation under control as the Rangers made a late power-play push.

In his first game back since suffering a sprained wrist on Jan. 5, Bishop took on the staring role for the Lightning against the Broadway Blue Shirts stopping 33 shots as Tampa Bay knocked off the New York Rangers 2-1 in front of an announced crowd of 18.006 at Madison Square Garden.

Victor Hedman scored his 10th goal of the season, tied for the league lead among defenseman, while rookie Nikita Kucherov scored on a breakaway nine seconds after Hedman for his third game-winning goal of the season, tied for third among rookies.

The victory ended a stretch for Tampa Bay in which it played eight games in eight different cities - including one at home - with the Lightning coming out of the two-week span with a 5-3 record. With points in 14 of the past 20 games, Tampa Bay is tied with Boston atop the Atlantic Division standings, though the Bruins have a game in hand.

Bishop is a big reason the Lightning are in that position, with a 23-5-3 record, 1.83 goals against average and league-leading .937 save percentage. He improved his all-time record against the Rangers to 5-0 with a 0.91 goals against average and .970 save percentage, with that third-period save on Brassard a indication that Bishop was on top of his game in his first game back in over a week.

“He was probably our best player tonight,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “He was feeling it, and I think when you talk any coach, your bench feels it as well. Goaltending matters, and we needed him tonight and he helped us.''

It didn't take long for Bishop to get into the game, making a glove save on Ryan Callahan at 5:05 of the first and then making a left pad stop on a breakaway chance by Chris Kreider 43 seconds later.

“This is a fun building to play in, you can't come in here and not be ready to play,'' Bishop said. “The training staff and the medical staff did a good job of getting me ready.''

The Rangers would eventually find a way to beat Bishop when Brad Richards converted a Callahan feed from behind the net at 1:55 of the first period. Tampa Bay then received a bit of a scare when Hedman's skate was tangled up with the stick of Brian Boyle sending the Lightning defenseman awkwardly into the boards and forcing him off the ice for the remainder of the period.

But he returned to start the second period and wired home a slap shot 1:10 into the period for a power play goal. Off the ensuing faceoff, Kucherov split the seam up the middle as he took a pass from Radko Gudas and beat Henrik Lundqvist to convert the breakaway, after missing out on numerous similar chances since he was called up.

“It was such a good feeling for me, I had so many breakaways and it finally goes in . . . I was like, “Wheeeew'','' Kucherov said as he moved his hands down to symbolize a sense of relief.

From there it was all about Bishop, who stopped 23 shots over the final two periods, including four on two power play chances for the Rangers in the third period as he remained calm despite all that was going on around him.

“You have to give him credit,'' Lundqvist said of Bishop. “We did a lot of good things and created a lot of big chances in front, but even when he doesn't see the puck his body is so big that pucks hit him. He played a really strong game.''
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Hotel appears to be part of Vinik’s development plan
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TAMPA — Tampa Bay Lightning owner Jeff Vinik’s initial plans for developing his massive Channel District land holdings appear to include a new hotel next to the Forum, public documents show.

Meantime, other documents suggest the team owner is considering major roadwork a few blocks away in the Channel District to allow for more real estate development and better traffic flow.

Vinik and his Colorado partners have been buying up swaths of land surrounding the Forum for more than two years. Today they own at least 21 acres stretching from Florida Avenue in the west to Meridian Avenue in the east. Vinik also has shown an interest in buying the struggling Channelside Bay Plaza shopping center.

What he’ll do with his land has become the most talked-about topic in downtown Tampa real estate. That intrigue only grew in September, when Hillsborough County Commissioner Ken Hagan acknowledged asking Vinik to consider a Tampa Bay Rays stadium on the property.

So far, Vinik has acknowledged that he’s studying how to develop the area, but kept any plans secret.

Documents filed with two public agencies, Hillsborough Area Regional Transit and the Tampa Hillsborough Expressway Authority, give some clues into his thinking.

A diagram sent to HART shows a proposed hotel on three acres of land owned by one of Vinik’s entities, Lightning Properties Ltd., at the corner of Florida Avenue and Old Water Street. Now used for parking, the land is west of the Forum and just north of the Tampa Marriott Waterside hotel.

On Monday, Lightning spokesman Bill Wickett told the Tribune Vinik and his partners are considering asking the city to rezone the Old Water Street land to allow for a taller building. However, he wouldn’t say what that building might be.

On Tuesday, Wickett said he couldn’t comment when told that the Tribune had a diagram showing a proposed hotel on the site.

A few blocks away, Vinik and his partners appear to be contemplating some roadwork that could open up the Channel District’s streets.

Vinik and his partners own several large pieces of land along Cumberland Avenue, which is a bit north of the Forum. The roads there are little used because they dead-end at some CSX railroad tracks that bring trains to and from a nearby ConAgra flour mill plant. Those train tracks and the flour mill for years have prevented good traffic flow in the area.

In a letter to the expressway authority, Bob Abberger of the development firm Trammell Crow Co. proposes building a new rail crossing and extending Cumberland Avenue all the way to Meridian Avenue. In his letter, Abberger says he is working with the Lightning on a real estate venture.

On Tuesday, Abberger acknowledged chatting with the expressway authority. Extending Cumberland to Meridian would improve traffic circulation in that part of downtown, he said, but he declined further comment.

Getting the OK to extend the road would require an amendment to the expressway authority’s contract with ConAgra, said expressway authority general counsel Patrick Maguire.
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Bolts notes: Stamkos eyes pre-Olympic return
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NEW YORK — Step-by-step, day-by-day Steven Stamkos inches ever closer to a return to the ice.

But there are still plenty of steps for Stamkos to take as he eyes a return to the lineup at some point before the Olympic break begins on Feb. 9. Stamkos has stated he would like to be back in the Lightning lineup for at least a couple of games in order to participate with Team Canada at the 2014 games in Sochi, Russia.

He cannot offer a target date, however, even as he continues to join teammates on the ice at various times, testing how far he can push himself just more than two months after breaking his right tibia on Nov. 11.

“Your first five weeks, there’s so much progression that you just expect it to keep going like that,” Stamkos said. “It’s unrealistic to expect that much progression every week, but it’s still progressing.

“I try to do certain movements that bug me and try to keep doing them. And obviously there is still some discomfort in the area, but even when I’m back playing there might be some discomfort in there. It’s just a matter of having to deal with it. Each time I’ve been on the ice, for the most part, I felt better each time.’’

The eight-week X-ray done last week showed things continue to improve as the bone heals. The off-ice workouts have accelerated as he puts more weight on the leg to improve the strength.

But there still are certain movements he can’t comfortably perform on the ice.

“It’s obviously the torquing and knowing when all that weight is on your leg and you’re turning, like that is the stuff that bothers me the most,’’ Stamkos said. “But it’s a pass (on the ice) that’s a little bit in front and I make a sudden movement, stuff like that obviously I’m not at a point where I’m one-hundred percent comfortable with that right now. But it’s getting better and I’m feeling stronger. And off the ice it’s even more of a progression working out and stuff like that.’’

Quick strike

D Victor Hedman and RW Nikita Kucherov scored goals nine seconds apart in the second period to tie the franchise mark for quickest two goals in team history. Hedman scored on a slap shot for a power play goal at 1:10 and off the ensuing faceoff, D Radko Gudas hit Kucherov with a perfect pass up the middle for a breakaway goal at 1:19.

The previous mark was sent on Jan. 9, 2004, when Dave Andreychuk and Fredrik Modin scored nine seconds apart during the third period of a 4-1 win at New Jersey.

Tight schedule

Monday’s game in Columbus began a stretch of five games in seven days, which includes a pair of back-to-back games. Tuesday’s game in New York marked the end of what essentially was an eight-game road trip as Tampa Bay played eight games in eight cities in a span of 14 days — including one in Tampa.

The stretch can be taxing, but head coach Jon Cooper has tried to manage things by building in time away from the rink.

“Rest is a weapon, that’s about all you can do,’’ Cooper said. “You want to try to get everyone in the lineup, hopefully rotate your goalies a little bit. You have to look at the fact that you play so many games in a short amount of time, but also have to think what is the best chance for us to win a game tonight.

“Every team goes through it. I suppose you look at it and try to plan around it, but you can’t worry about it. You just manage your team, and we have some extra bodies right now, so hopefully you can get guys in during this little stretch.’’

Nuts and Bolts

C Nate Thompson was scratched with the flu. ... LW B.J. Crombeen and D Sami Salo (ankle) were also scratched. ... C Tom Pyatt and RW Richard Panik returned to the lineup. ... D Eric Brewer wore the second “A’’ as alternate captain with Thompson out. ... Tampa Bay has scored a power play goal in nine of the past 13 games.
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Columbus power play goals sink Lightning, 3-2
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Lightning goalie Anders Lindback blocks a shot by Matt Calvert during the second period. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Lightning forward Alex Killorn shoots past the Blue Jackets' Fedor Tyutin during the first period. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
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COLUMBUS, Ohio — The series of unfortunate events that led to the Tampa Bay Lightning's 3-2 loss to Columbus on Monday night felt like something out of a fiction novel.

But the sequence of Victor Hedman breaking his stick on a shot attempt, followed moments later by Tyler Johnson taking a hooking call before B.J. Crombeen whiffed on an open clearing attempt on the penalty kill led to the reality of Mark Letestu tipping a Jack Johnson point shot for the decisive power-play goal with 2:38 left, handing Tampa Bay just its second loss in 19 games this season when leading after two periods.

“When you have the puck in the zone and are about to get a shot on goal, obviously it's frustrating that (the stick) breaks like that,'' Hedman said. “That's tough, it ends up costing us the game. That (stinks) when stuff like that happens.''

The Lightning lost for just the second time in the past nine road games while falling to 10-6-4 in one-goal games.

Anders Lindback, making his fourth consecutive start in goal in the absence of Ben Bishop, finished with 25 saves to take the loss and fall to 2-2 since Bishop was injured. Alex Killorn and Hedman scored for Tampa Bay, while Columbus goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky made 26 stops for the victory.

The Blue Jackets struck twice on the power play in the third period against the struggling Tampa Bay penalty kill to rally for the victory. Nathan Horton scored 3:09 into the period to tie game before Letestu won it late.

The two third-period power-play chances gave Columbus six opportunities in the game against a Lightning penalty kill that has allowed 11 power-play goals on 31 chances in the past eight games, a success rate of just 64.5 percent.

“This has been a tough stretch because usually with our PK when it goes down, it's just a one-gamer,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “It just seems like we are giving up a power-play goal to a team each game now and that's unacceptable. We are going to have to figure that out, change what we are doing or change the personnel.

“You can't sit here and say we are going to stake them one power-play goal per game. We can't be thinking like that. We have to kill those off, and this last one is at a big moment in the game, just three (minutes) to play and we need a kill and we didn't get it.''

Tampa Bay did not start off well, getting hemmed in its own end for a good portion of the opening 10 minutes as Lindback bailed his teammates out, stopping a Horton 2-on-1 chance 3:08 into the game and finishing the period with 10 saves as Tampa Bay killed off three power-play chances.

Columbus took the lead when Ryan Johansen's shot from the top of the center point zipped past a screened Lindback 3:46 into the second period.

Tampa Bay answered that with goals 57 seconds apart, Killorn tipping a Matt Carle shot for a power-play goal and Hedman pushing in a pass from Tyler Johnson as the trailer on the play coming down the slot.

But in the third, when the Lightning have been so strong for most of the season protecting leads — they held a plus-11 goal differential heading into the game — special teams proved to be the difference. Columbus capitalized on its two power-play chances while Tampa Bay's two opportunities with the man-advantage went to waste with the game still tied.

“Ultimately, way too many penalties and it turned into a special teams game,'' Cooper said. “Their special teams were better than ours.''

It's the second time in the past three games Tampa Bay has given up a goal in the final three minutes of regulation to lose a game.

“It's a disappointing way to lose a hockey game any way you draw it up,'' Carle said. “We had the lead going into the third period and our penalty kill had been good the whole game, and to give up two in the third and to not come away with even a point.

“It just seems like we've said that a handful of times this year where we get into games late and then we are not managing the game. That's what it came down to.''
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Bolts notes: G Bishop activated, ready to return
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COLUMBUS, Ohio — After missing three games with a sprained wrist, Tampa Bay Lightning G Ben Bishop returned to uniform Monday night against Columbus on the bench serving as the backup to Anders Lindback.

Bishop was activated from injured reserve after missing three games and provided there are no setbacks, Bishop expects to start Tuesday in New York against the Rangers.

“The trainers and the medical guys have done a great job, I’ve been working hard the last three days,’’ said Bishop, who is 22-5-3 with 1.86 goals against average and league-leading .936 save percentage. “It feels good and I’m ready to go.”

On Jan. 5 in Edmonton, Bishop left five minutes into the first period after getting his stick tangled in the legs of teammate Tyler Johnson while sliding across his crease to try to stop a Jordan Eberle shot. After the play, Bishop went to the bench to speak with head medical trainer Tom Mulligan before leaving the ice.

Bishop also said he was struck with a puck on the same area during warmups and the play where his stick was caught “spiked’ the pain in the arm.

In the past week, Bishop iced the wrist area and had some electrical therapy to stimulate the wrist.

“He’s definitely a possibility for (Tuesday),’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

Reunited

When G Cedrick Desjardins was called up to join the team in Winnipeg last week, his pads and equipment never made it. The past three games, Desjardins used different pads, including an old pair that he had left in Tampa.

On Sunday, his regular pads finally arrived when the Blue Jackets brought the equipment to Columbus after playing Saturday in Winnipeg.

Desjardins finally used his regular pads during Monday’s morning skate, but with Bishop activated off injured reserve, Desjardins was reassigned to Syracuse of the American Hockey League.

Meanwhile, a parody account on Twitter — @CeddysPads — “documented’’ some of the travels of the pads, including photo-shopped pictures of the pads on top of Mount Rushmore, in the stands at the Winter Classic and on the red carpet with actress Jennifer Lawrence during Sunday’s Golden Globes.

Salo OK

D Sami Salo received a bit of good news when tests came back negative on his left ankle after the veteran took a shot off the ankle during the first period on Saturday in Philadelphia.

Salo was still limping around the locker room and wearing a walking boot, but is considered day-to-day and could be back before the end of the week.

“It’s not the best, but it’s making small progress,’’ Salo said. “Today was a little better than yesterday and hopefully tomorrow will be better than today.’’

Streaking

D Matt Carle extended his scoring streak to seven games, the longest active scoring streak in the league.

According to Elias Sports Bureau, Carle also tied a franchise record for consecutive games with a point as well as consecutive games with an assist, both at seven games. Dan Boyle set the original mark, twice having seven-game scoring streaks (October 2002 and November/December 2005) as well as the the assist streak, set in November/December 2005.

Nuts and Bolts

RW Richard Panik, C Tom Pyatt and Salo were scratched. ... Prospect G Kristers Gudlevskis was named the AHL Player of the Week after posting a 2-0-1 record that included back-to-back shutouts over the weekend, a 0.65 goals-against average and .973 save percentage in three starts. ... D Keith Aulie skated on Monday without a red jersey. He has been out since Dec. 5 with a broken hand.
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Bolts’ rookie Palat earning his way
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Ondrej Palat is starting to work his way into the rookie of the year conversation.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: January 12, 2014   |   Updated: January 13, 2014 at 06:54 AM 

More Information

Tonight’s Game

WHO: Lightning at Blue Jackets

WHEN/WHERE: 7 p.m./Nationwide Arena, Columbus, Ohio

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970 AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), D Keith Aulie (broken hand), D Sami Salo (ankle) out; G Ben Bishop (wrist), questionable. Blue Jackets — C Blake Comeau (knee), RW Marian Gaborik (broken collar bone), LW Jack Skille (upper body), RW Jared Boll (ankle), out.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the second of three meetings. The Blue Jackets won the first game 1-0 on Dec. 3 in Columbus. ... Tampa Bay is 8-5-1 all-time against the Blue Jackets, 2-4-1 at Nationwide Arena. ... D Matt Carle has eight assists during a career-long six-game scoring streak. ... G Ben Bishop is eligible to come off injured reserve today. ... Tampa Bay has won seven of eight on the road. ... Columbus is 10-9-2 at home. ... The Blue Jackets are 5-for-49 on the power play (10.2 percent) in the past 16 games. ... The Lightning have allowed at least one power-play goal in four consecutive games. ... Columbus has won three consecutive games and seven of the past 10. ... Tampa Bay is 2-3-1 in the front half of back-to-back games. ... RW Marty St. Louis has seven goals and 13 points in 13 career games against Columbus. ... Blue Jackets G Sergei Bobrovsky is 1-1 with a 4.33 goals-against average and an .816 save percentage against Tampa Bay.

Erik Erlendsson

COLUMBUS, Ohio — When Ondrej Palat steps on the ice, opponents don’t exactly take notice.

He’s not Radko Gudas, Marty St. Louis or Steven Stamkos. Palat doesn’t force teams to keep an eye on him.

But they should.

Palat is like a silent scorer. He’s not flashy, he doesn’t stand out, he just shows up and does his job the right way.

“He’s just one of those quiet guys, he’s zero maintenance, he works his tail off and he’ll probably kill me for saying this but he could make an instructional video for how to play the game the proper way,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

With nine goals and 22 points heading into Monday night’s game against Columbus, Palat is creeping his way into the conversation for the Calder Trophy as the rookie of the year.

He ranks seventh in rookie scoring and is second among all rookies with a plus-14 rating. His eight-game scoring streak, which was snapped Saturday in Philadelphia, set a franchise record for a rookie and is the longest scoring streak by a rookie this season.

Since being put in a top-six role, playing alongside fellow rookie Tyler Johnson and St. Louis, Palat has taken off, accumulating 15 of his 22 points in the 18 games since the new line was formed.

“He plays the game the right way,’’ St. Louis said. “He works extremely hard for his linemates. He’s a big reason our line has had success, and those aren’t lucky goals or points he’s getting. He’s earned them all.”

It’s been a quick progression for Palat, who led all scorers in the American Hockey League playoffs last season with Syracuse, after being a seventh-round pick in 2011 out of Drummondville in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League as a 19-year-old. Once Palat became acclimated to the pro game, he rocketed up the organizational depth chart and was recently named to the Czech Republic’s Olympic roster.

“I think I’ve seen an accelerated progression and I’ve been fortunate and had the luxury to coach him for the last how many years,’’ Cooper said. “He just takes a little time to figure it out and when he does, he adapts. He just gets better. It took him a little bit longer to just figure out that step between junior and pro and when he did, it’s just the NHL step and that was a smaller step for him.

“And what’s really impressive is how advanced his play has gotten. I’m pretty sure he was always looked at as maybe a third-line type of forward, but he’s proven that he can play on any line and not miss a beat and that’s a pretty nice luxury to have — to have somebody in the lineup who can excel at what they do. So I guess the biggest surprise to me is that he has done it this quickly.’’

What allows Palat to stand out, is not standing out. He does things on the ice in an unassuming way, which matches his personality, and he does it all the right way. He doesn’t take shortcuts, he doesn’t cheat the game. Palat doesn’t know any other way.

“I just try to prepare the same way for every game. I just try to play hard and do the best for the team,’’ Palat said. “It’s just been a process. I feel every game I’ve gotten better.’’

Cooper said it all comes from Palat processing the game, playing it the right way and adapting to the NHL.

“He just knows what side of the puck to be on all the time,’’ Cooper said. “It’s almost like he plays the percentages. He knows the right play to make and makes that play and if anything, when you play the percentages, usually you are going to come out on top, and he does that.

“I think as he’s done that, he’s got a little bit more confidence in his game. To a lot of these young guys, you can see it. The league starts to wear off any intimidation and all of a sudden they say, ‘I think I can play in this league.’ And I think that has happened with Palat.’’
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Lightning top Flyers on the road, 6-3

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 
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PHILADELPHIA — One-on-one, down low in the defensive zone, Radko Gudas battled Claude Giroux, pushing the Flyers captain off the puck on four different occasions. Gudas eventually won the puck, wheeled around the back of the net and sprung Tyler Johnson up the ice.

Moments later, Johnson fed Marty St. Louis across the ice for a one-timer that tickled the twine late in the second period to give Tampa Bay a two-goal lead for the third time in the game.

It was that kind of afternoon for the Lightning, answering every challenge Philadelphia tried to throw at them before coming away with a 6-3 victory to snap the Flyers’ 10-game home winning streak in front of an announced crowd of 19,987 at Wells Fargo Center. 

Tampa Bay won for the seventh time in the past eight road games, is 9-4-1 in the past 14 overall and has points in 14 of 18 games to move into a temporary tie with Boston atop the Atlantic Division standings, pending the Bruins’ late game at San Jose.

“The one big thing for us tonight is every time they kind of made that push ... we answered,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

Ryan Malone had two goals, including an empty-netter, while Valtteri Filppula, Teddy Purcell and Alex Killorn each had a goal and an assist.

B.J. Crombeen had two assists, while Matt Carle also had two helpers and set a franchise record with a plus-6 rating to help Tampa Bay improve to 10-2-1 against the Flyers in the past 13 meetings.

Anders Lindback was a big part of Saturday’s victory, coming up with 35 saves, including all 15 shots he faced in the first period, for his second victory in the past three games filling in for injured starter Ben Bishop.

“First time in a while I really felt like I came up to where I should be playing,’’ said Lindback, who is 5-9-1 this season.

After Killorn gave the Lightning the lead 4:33 into the game, intercepting a Nicklas Grossman pass up the middle for an unassisted goal, the Flyers started to build momentum and gained a two-man advantage for 1:46 when Victor Hedman fired the puck from inside his own end over the end boards at the far end.

But Lindback came up with some big saves, stopping all five shots Philadelphia had on the 5-on-3 power play, and he preserved the lead with a stop of Wayne Simmonds with 18.2 seconds left.

“He was arguably one of the best players tonight,’’ Cooper said of Lindback. “For all of the bad breaks he’s received, and I’d never say he’s played poorly for us, he’s just had some bad breaks, today it went his way.

“If you work hard enough, eventually things are going to turn around and go your way.”

Purcell scored on a bad-angle wrist shot that went through the legs of Steve Mason for a 2-0 lead 5:21 into the second period before Jakub Voracek converted a breakaway at 6:44. But Malone answered that 44 seconds later, converting a 2-on-1 pass from Nate Thompson to regain the two-goal lead.

The Flyers tied the game on a power-play goal from Simmonds at 11:14 and another Voracek goal, this one at 11:14.

Filppula answered that, however, 1:06 later with a backhand goal to regain the lead at 15:41 before St. Louis made it a 5-3 game with 56.2 second left in the second period.

Tampa Bay shut down the Flyers in the third, getting some help from Andrej Sustr, who pulled a puck off the line.

“I was lucky enough to be right there in a good position. As I saw it scramble in the crease, I went for it and tried to save it from the goal,’’ Sustr said.

“We battled through and played a good game in the third and came out with the win.’’
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PHILADELPHIA — One game after Lightning captain Marty St. Louis committed a costly turnover in a last-minute loss, he answered that with a big late-minute goal in the second period to reach the 20-goal plateau on the season.

“He doesn’t put himself in those positions but he is a man about it, he is a pro,’’ coach Jon Cooper said of the costly turnover on Thursday. “So we come here less than 48 hours later, we get a big road win against a team that has won 10 straight here and he’s one of the guys that puts on the board and scores a big insurance goal for us.

“You can’t say enough him, but that’s the one thing about pros that make them rise above the rest, they are the guys that can turn the page. It’s a long season, he had a hiccup, came out and did what he does best and I thought he was really good for us tonight.’’

With his 20th goal, St. Louis reached the mark for the 10th time in the past 11 seasons, with only his 17-goal campaign in last year’s lockout shortened season keeping it from being 11 consecutive seasons. Hitting that mark still holds meaning for the 38-year-old.

“You try to prepare yourself for the best year you can have to help your team win,’’ St. Louis said. “You reach 20 goals and it’s something I’m proud of, and I’ll try to keep going.’’

One down, one likely out

D Victor Hedman threw his stick in frustration before turning around and flinging his helmet in the opposite direction against the boards moments after being struck in head by Flyers’ RW Scott Hartnell with 4:51 left in the game.

Hartnell hit Hedman from the blindside, drawing an illegal check to the head penalty, which will no doubt draw the attention of the NHL Player Safety Department. Hedman, who has suffered two concussions in his career, said he never saw the hit coming, but felt fine after the game. His stick and helmet throwing was out of frustration.

Hedman was similarly hit by Toronto’s Joffrey Lupul last season, a play which resulted in a two-game suspension for Lupul.

“Obviously everyone knows I’ve had problems with concussions before so I was probably a little scared and frustrated at the same time. But I feel fine and it’s not going to bother me,’’ Hedman said.

The hit came late in a game in which Tampa Bay had already lost D Sami Salo in the first period after the veteran took a shot off his left ankle. Salo was on crutches and in a walking boot after the game and is expected to get further testing - either an MRI or X-ray - to determine the extent of the injury.

“It could be a bruise or a break, hopefully it’s just a bruise,’’ Cooper said.

Franchise mark

D Matt Carle enjoyed a franchise-breaking day, as the former Flyer was on the ice for all six goals the Lightning scored and finished the afternoon with a team record plus-6 rating. The previous mark of plus-5 was accomplished by eight players - Cory Cross, Pavel Kubina, Brad Lukowich, Dan Boyle, Vinny Lecavalier, St. Louis, Steven Stamkos and Salo.

“It’s one of those things, where it was probably more coincidence than anything else,’’ said Carle, who also increased his scoring streak to career best six games with a pair of assists. “There were a couple of line changes were a part of them and guys were making good plays off rushes.’’

Cooper said the plus-6 rating was a topic of conversation in the locker room after the game.

“There were some chirps that it’s a good season for some people. So plus-six without a shot on goal,’’ Cooper said. “But he was a horse and you can say whatever you want about the plus-six, but he was outstanding on the 5-on-3 (Flyers’ power play in the first period).’’

Nuts and Bolts

D Mark Barberio, RW Richard Panik and C Tom Pyatt were scratched. ... LW B.J. Crombeen tied a career high with two assists. ... RW Teddy Purcell had his first goal in 10 games. ... LW Ryan Malone had his first multigoal game since Jan. 25, 2013. ... LW Ondrej Palat had his franchise rookie record eight-game scoring streak snapped.
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Bolts Beat: Friction from St. Louis snub won’t go away
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PHILADELPHIA — Just when it seemed the Lightning’s mettle had been tested to the max this season, that needle will be pushed further.

Hard to believe that after the long-term loss of Steven Stamkos to injury, dressing as many as 11 rookies at a time, having nine players out because of injury and now the short-term loss of goaltender Ben Bishop, that Tampa Bay could be tested any more this season.

Then along comes snub-gate.

In theory, the exclusion of Marty St. Louis from Team Canada’s Olympic roster should not really have an impact on what takes place in Tampa Bay. But it will. I just don’t see how it won’t.

It’s been a few days since the announcement by Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman, also the executive director for Team Canada, and St. Louis has not publicly addressed the situation, only saying after Tuesday’s game in Winnipeg that “You can imagine how I feel, I’m obviously disappointed’’ and left it at that. He hasn’t fielded any questions regarding the Olympics since.

On the day Team Canada announced the 2010 Olympic team, St. Louis did speak about his exclusion, saying he thought he had been building up to a point in his career — to play for Canada on Canadian soil in Vancouver — only to be disappointed. It was a crushing blow then, I can only imagine the disappointment he’s feeling this time around. Especially when you consider the final say came from his NHL general manager who sees him play night in and night out, who has seen St. Louis raise his level of play in the absence of Stamkos and leading Tampa Bay to the upper echelon of the Eastern Conference standings. Yet Yzerman chose not to take St. Louis to Sochi next month.

Yzerman, who also assembled the 2010 team before taking over the Lightning, had the final trump card and chose not to play it, even though no other members of the executive committee — Peter Chiarelli, Doug Wilson, Ken Holland, Mike Babcock, etc. — would have to deal with the fallout of excluding St. Louis on a national and local level. In a poll on TSN.ca on Wednesday, St. Louis had more than 49 percent of more than 4,500 votes cast to determine the biggest snub for Team Canada.

As colleague Martin Fennelly wrote the day the announcement was made, “This isn’t some charity case. There’s no need for home-team bias. Marty stood out on his merits. This isn’t a lifetime achievement award, some sort of present. The man deserves it.’’

What has to cut even deeper is hearing leaks about some of the rationale for why some others were chosen:

There were concerns St. Louis did not have the speed to keep up with the group Team Canada assembled, yet St. Louis can skate alongside Stamkos and pushes the 23-year-old to keep up at times, while Rick Nash makes the team solely on previous international tournament experience.

Chris Kunitz was chosen because of his “spirit of compete,’’ yet find me somebody who competes harder on a nightly basis than St. Louis.

Team Canada wanted to find some instant chemistry, hence Sidney Crosby and Pittsburgh linemate Kunitz; Anaheim teammates Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf; St. Louis Blues defensive pairing Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo yet the committee didn’t think taking Stamkos and linemate St. Louis would add to the chemistry.

Now, with all that out there, how can St. Louis, the Lightning captain and emotional leader for a decade, hold a conversation with Yzerman and not have all those thoughts running through his mind? How can the relationship between general manager and captain ever be the same again?

And what effect will that have on the Lightning going forward?

St. Louis is the ultimate professional and a champion at heart, so he will continue to do what he does best.

But at the end of the day, all those times in his career St. Louis has been told no, he had the chance to prove others wrong. This time around, he can’t.

That has to weigh on his mind, and it will be present any time he sees or speaks to Yzerman.

That will be a major test of this team going forward.
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Filppula picking up slack for Lightning
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TAMPA — Six months after targeting Valtteri Filppula in free agency, the Tampa Bay Lightning are convinced they’ve scored a bull’s-eye.

And with the team headed to Philadelphia for today’s matinee matchup against Vinny Lecavalier and the Flyers, Tampa Bay’s 29-year-old center has exceeded expectations as a younger, cheaper replacement for the former Lightning captain.

“Val’s been exceptional,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “He grew as a player during his years in Detroit, and now we’re reaping the benefits.’’

Given more ice time after Steven Stamkos’ fractured tibia, Filppula has responded with more production.

He enters Saturday’s game second on the team to Marty St. Louis in goals (17) and points (34) and has 14 points in his past 12 games — while raising the level of play for linemates Alex Killorn and Teddy Purcell.

“He’s obviously a pretty easy guy to play with,’’ said Killorn, who is driving to the net at every opportunity to give Filppula more room to showcase his stellar stick-handling skills. “Val’s a playmaker who can also shoot the puck very well. He’s so patient with the puck on his stick, and I think our line has developed some nice chemistry.’’

In his eight years with the Red Wings, Filppula learned patience while playing with a veteran roster teeming with skilled forwards. His best season came in 2011-12, when he set career highs with 23 goals and 66 points while averaging 18:15 of ice time.

Now, he’s averaging almost 20 minutes and has emerged as a fixture on Tampa Bay’s power play, scoring four goals when the Lightning has a manpower advantage.

“When Steve got hurt, I didn’t change my game,’’ he said. “The difference is, I’m getting more time on the power play. I think we’ve been playing well since his injury and our line is getting better all the time.’’

While a fracture in his lower back has limited Lecavalier to 17 points in 31 games, Filppula continues to provide the Lightning with a solid return on their five-year, $25-million investment.

In Detroit, under the watchful eye of Red Wings executive Steve Yzerman, Filppula learned the importance of winning faceoffs and being responsible in the defensive zone.

When Filppula became available last summer, Yzerman pounced as general manager of the Lightning, wrapping up the two-time member of Finland’s Olympic team to a long-term deal on the first day clubs could sign free agents.

One of the most impressive aspects of Filppula’s game is his determination to maintain puck possession.

Cooper’s tolerance for mistakes is tested whenever a Lightning player makes a sloppy pass that leads to a turnover, but Filppula prides himself on minimizing giveaways. Thanks to his lengthy apprenticeship with the Red Wings, Filppula is determined to make smart decisions with the puck.

“Absolutely, we miss him,’’ Detroit coach Mike Babcock said. “You always remember good players when they move on.’’

A third-round pick in the 2002 NHL Entry Draft, Filppula has made a smooth transition from the Motor City to the Sunshine State.

“I’m happy,’’ he said. “It’s been a great start for me here in Tampa. We’ve been playing well as a team — and that’s the main thing. But I’ve been happy with my decision as well.’’

Although Filppula had played only 17 games with the Lightning when Stamkos was carted off the ice in Boston on Nov. 11, Cooper knew immediately his new center would have to meet an impending challenge.

“He was a young kid in Detroit, playing behind guys like (Henrik) Zetterberg and (Pavel) Datsyuk,’’ Cooper said. “Val just had to wait his turn. Here in Tampa, he’s kind of taken the bull by the horns, so to speak, since Stammer went down. He knows his role and he knows he’s going to be counted on to play against top lines and be on our power play. Looking back, he’s done nothing to disappoint us.’’
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Lightning lose to Capitals on last-minute goal
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TAMPA - For the majority of Thursday night's home game against the Washington Capitals, the Tampa Bay Lightning were doing everything right.

The defense, and especially Victor Hedman, held the league's leading scorer, Alex Ovechkin, in check and the Lightning's offense had an advantage in shots throughout.

In those few moments in between, however, the game slipped away.

Veteran Marty St. Louis turned the puck over with just over a minute to play, and despite Ovechkin and Mikhail Grabovski seemingly being offside, Washington's Eric Fehr scored the winning goal, his second goal of the game, with 51.5 seconds left to give the Capitals a 4-3 victory, handing Tampa Bay its second loss in the last three games before an announced crowd of 19,204 at the Times Forum.

“We've done a hell of a job managing games, especially down the stretch and in the third period,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “We talked about it at length, but we did not manage the last minute of the game. You just can't turn pucks over like that, keep giving them more chances to score. It started in their end and ended up in our net, and those are tough.”

Cooper didn't think St. Louis' turnover ultimately led to the final score.

“I'm sure he'll be the first to tell you he'd want that back,” he said. “Even though we turned those over, I still didn't think we were in grave danger. We needed a blocked shot or save in that situation.”

Lightning goalie Anders Lindback stopped 16 of 20 shots, with at least two of Washington's goals being deflected in and Marcus Johansson's power-play goal with 11.1 seconds left in the first period sliding through Lindback's pads.

“It's amazing some of these poor goals that go in on the guy,” Cooper said. “Just deflections and tips that end up in some weird situations. He's been battling for us. He's just been on the wrong side of the ledger in a few of these wins and losses.”

Lightning rookie Ondrej Palat tied the game with 5:30 remaining in the third period when he redirected a shot by Matt Carle.

“We battled hard back, we scored, but then we give up a goal,” Palat said. “We lost the game, so it's disappointing. We deserved at least one point today.”

Palat had an opportunity to tie the game earlier in the third period on a two-on-one with Tyler Johnson, but Washington goalie Philipp Grubauer made arguably his best save of the night for the stop, fully extending his right leg just as Palat attempted the wrist shot.

“Tyler gave me a nice pass, and he made a really good save,” Palat said. “I just hit the wrong side of the net.”

Tampa Bay outshot Washington 36-20 overall and 13-5 in the third period.

“I thought our line was buzzing, we moved the puck well, created a lot of chances, just need to bury more,” Johnson said.

Tampa Bay's BJ Crombeen made it a one-goal game at 3-2 with his first goal of the season in the second period off an assist from Hedman. Later in the period, Palat tried to tie the game on a rebound shot, but the goal was waved off by officials, who determined Palat kicked the puck into the net.

Johnson gave the Lightning a 1-0 lead when he scored on a one-on-one against Grubauer four minutes into the first period. Johnson's goal was assisted by Palat, who initiated the goal with a takeaway at the blue line. Palat extended his point streak to eight games Thursday with his goal and assist, and his streak is the longest by an NHL rookie this season. The streak also sets a Lightning franchise record for longest by a rookie.

Washington, however, scored three unanswered goals in the first period, two of which were on the power play. Washington was 2-of-3 on the power play for the game.

To add to the loss, defenseman Radko Gudas sustained a lower-body injury in the first period and did not return. Gudas played 6 minutes, 22 seconds. After the game, Cooper didn't seemed too worried about Gudas' condition.

“We just broke down at the end, and we really haven't done that all year,” Cooper said. “At some point, I suppose it was bound to happen.”

Bolts notes: Bishop eligible to come off IR on Monday
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning learned Thursday that goalie Ben Bishop (sprained right wrist) is eligible to come off the injured reserve list Monday.

Bishop, who is 22-5 in the net and one of the league’s best this season, injured his hand during the first period of Sunday’s loss at Edmonton. Bishop ranks tied for first in the NHL for shutouts (4) and is also first in save percentage (.935).

The news came as a relief to Bishop, whose 10-game win streak in regulation ties the second-best in franchise history.

“Yeah, it’s good,” Bishop said Thursday. “I just have to tape it and see how it feels, moving forward. (It’ll be) a couple days before I can play again, so we’ll have a good gauge before Tuesday.”

Bishop said he took a shot off the arm during warm-ups Sunday and may have aggravated it when his stick got tangled in the legs of teammate Tyler Johnson.

“I dropped my stick and I couldn’t grab and I was just hoping it wasn’t broken,” Bishop said.

Bishop said he will continue to ice his wrist and rest it. Lightning coach Jon Cooper wasn’t as quick to say Thursday’s news was a sigh of relief.

“The concern will end when he comes in and says, ‘Coach, I’m ready to go,’ ” he said.

Bishop would be eligible for the Lightning’s road game at the New York Rangers.

“Hopefully by that time he’s ready to go,” Cooper said.

Aulie returns to ice; Brown day-to-day

D Keith Aulie participated in Thursday’s morning skate, the most action he’s seen since breaking his hand Dec. 5 against Ottawa.

“(With a) hand injury, you kind of keep your legs in shape, but nothing compared to getting out there and practicing with the guys,” Aulie said. “It feels good right now to be with the guys.”

Aulie, who has missed the last 15 games, said he feels no pain in the hand.

“It’s one of those injuries when you’re waiting for the doctor to say it’s healthy,” he said. “It’s one of those things where it feels great but it’s not quite healed yet. You just got to give it time.”

Meanwhile, RW J.T. Brown was scratched from Thursday’s game as he continues to recover from a shoulder injury he sustained at Edmonton. Brown was also held from Tuesday’s game at Winnipeg.

“It feels good, just waiting a little longer, making sure,” Brown said. “But most definitely feeling better than it did at first.”

Cooper said Brown should be ready to play Saturday against the Flyers.

Zettler, Connolly in AHL All-Star game

Head coach Rob Zettler and RW Brett Connolly of the Lightning’s AHL affiliate Syracuse Crunch have been selected for the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic on Feb. 11-12 at the Mile One Centre in St. John’s, Newfoundland.

Zettler will coach the AHL All-Stars when they face off against Färjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League. Connolly ranks third on the Crunch among active players in scoring with nine goals and 14 assists in the 24 games he appeared in this season. He has also appeared in 11 games with the Tampa Bay Lightning where he recorded one point

Lightning friends Gudas, Palat sharing Olympic journey
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TAMPA — Radko Gudas and Ondrej Palat were born nearly a year apart and grew up in cities 3 1⁄2 hours apart in the Czech Republic.

The paths that led them to next month's Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia, however, are very similar.

Gudas left his hometown of Kladno, outside of Prague, to play junior hockey for the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League after being passed over in his first draft year. After one season in Everett, the Lightning selected him with the 66th pick in the 2010 draft.

In his third pro year, Gudas established himself as an NHL player, appearing in 22 games with Tampa Bay.

Palat left his home of Frydek-Mistek to play junior hockey in North America and Drummondville in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. After being passed over in his initial draft year, Tampa Bay used its final pick of the 2011 draft to select the 6-foot, 190-pound winger.

Now in his third pro year, Palat has established himself as an NHL player and enters tonight's game against Washington on a seven-game scoring streak, the longest by a rookie this season and tied with Brad Richards for the longest rookie streak in franchise history.

Now the pair of Lightning rookies — Gudas in a top-four role on defense and Palat in a top-line role up front — will continue on the same path toward representing their country at the Olympics.

When asked who he was most looking forward to playing with in Sochi, Gudas did not mention Czech Republic hero Jaromir Jagr first.

“I'm looking forward to playing with Ondrej,'' Gudas said. “We lived together in Norfolk, and we are good buddies. We hang out a lot. So it's fun to see us have the same success, so I'm looking forward to that.”

Said Palat of playing in Sochi with Gudas: “That's awesome. We played together in the AHL, so it's a dream and an honor.”

Getting the chance to play in the Olympics didn't hit home for either player until last summer at the Czech Republic orientation camp.

“I was invited to that short camp, and I was on a big roster of like 60 names,'' Palat said. “I thought, well, if I can make the team in Tampa and I could play good, it could happen.''

It has also been a treat for Lightning coach Jon Cooper, who has coached both since they turned pro.

“They have come to this organization, they have developed and won,'' Cooper said. “A lot of individual accolades can come when you play in winning environments like these guys have done, and the reason we've had some winning teams is because of guys like Gudas and Palat.''
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Fennelly: Yzerman delivers cruelest 'No' of all
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A few weeks ago, I spoke with Tampa Bay Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman. The subject turned to the Olympics, Team Canada. Yzerman is again executive director, having helped build the gold-medal team that won in Vancouver. The subject turned to the selection for the 2014 Games in Sochi, Russia. Yzerman knew precisely what would happen when the team was announced.

“The first 20 questions will be about players who weren't selected,” Yzerman said.

Make it 26 questions, Stevie Y, in big block letters.

How do you leave No. 26, Marty St. Louis, off the Olympic team?

Hasn't this man been told “No” enough in his career?

It was one thing when Hockey Canada, Yzerman in charge, left St. Louis off the Vancouver roster. That crushed Marty — and Yzerman wasn't even one of his bosses yet. Yzerman joined the Lightning after that. He learned about Marty first hand. That he's a champion, ageless, that he's heart and soul.

He stays home.

“I understand where you're coming from,” Yzerman said. “I don't take any joy in this whatsoever, as you can imagine.”

Yzerman broke the news to the Lightning team captain and leader. Yzerman was in Toronto for the team announcement. St. Louis was with the Lightning in Winnipeg, where Tuesday night the projected low was minus-22 degrees.

I bet it was colder on that phone call.

No Marty — again?

“I'm not going to elaborate on how we reach our decisions,” Yzerman said,“but ultimately we come down to 14 forwards who we think give us the best chance to win ...”

I still don't know how these two carry on business as usual. This is beyond awkward. How does Yzerman look St. Louis in the eye? It has to affect their working relationship, right?

“Potentially, yes,” Yzerman said. “All I can do is treat all our players with respect, regardless of the situation, and be straight with them. I'm hopeful that we can overcome this.”

Good luck.

I don't think Yzerman and his selection committee arrived at decisions lightly. And it would be wrong for Yzerman to put St. Louis on the team simply because they both worked for the Lightning. Yzerman is, after all, deciding for a whole country.

I still think this was a bad call.

This isn't some charity case. There's no need for home-team bias. Marty stood out on his merits.

This isn't a lifetime achievement award, some sort of present. The man deserves it.

Marty led the league in scoring last season. Led the league. He's averaging nearly a point a game this season. And there's this: Marty St. Louis has the most points of any Canadian-born player since the 2010 Vancouver Games.

This season, St. Louis picked up his game after Steven Stamkos went down with an injury. Stamkos, provided he is cleared by doctors, will play for Canada.

What team wouldn't be better with Marty on its side? What chemistry set couldn't use Marty in the mix? When it comes to intangibles, Marty is, well, the gold standard.

He has made a living proving people wrong. First it was no, he was too small. Then it became no, he was too old. He was old indeed — the oldest NHL scoring champ. But now he has been told “No” again, and this might be the cruelest No of all.

Maybe doctors won't clear Stamkos or someone else gets injured and St. Louis is added to the Canadian roster. Don't count on it, or on the St. Louis-Yzerman relationship ever being the same, though I'd be shocked to see it spill into St. Louis' play. Like Yzerman, Marty is a professional. He should have been an Olympian.

To me, it isn't even a question.

Snubbed stars lead Bolts past Winnipeg
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More Information

Tribune's 3 stars

1. Lightning RW Marty St. Louis - Had two goals, including winner in third

2. Lightning LW Alex Killorn - Two assists, plus two

3. Jets G Ondrej Pavelec - Kept Winnipeg in the game with 29 saves

WINNIPEG, Manitoba — On what must have been an emotional, roller-coaster day, Marty St. Louis ended it in the most fitting way possible.

St. Louis had the winning goal in the third period and added the empty-netter with 26 seconds left to seal a 4-2 victory against Winnipeg on Tuesday, hours after he was left off the Canadian Olympic roster.

The Tampa Bay Lightning ended a four-game road trip through Western Canada with six out of eight points. Defenseman Victor Hedman, a surprise to be left off the Swedish Olympic roster, set up the winner for St. Louis.

Ondrej Palat and Valtteri Filppula also scored for Tampa Bay. Anders Lindback stopped 12 shots for the victory.

“I felt I was getting a lot of looks ... and the guys played well,” St. Louis said. “It was a big win for Lindy, and I’m just glad to finish the trip on a high note.”

Dustin Byfulgien had a goal and an assist, while Olli Jokinen also scored for Winnipeg. Ondrej Pavelec kept the Jets in the game with 29 saves.

It didn’t take long for the Lightning to strike when Filppula, earlier in the day named to the Finnish Olympic team, took a pass from Teddy Purcell before putting an inside-out move to get around Byfuglien and firing a wrist shot past Pavelec 1:20 into the game on Tampa Bay’s first shot of the night.

The Lightning defensive play was grounding the Jets’ offensive attack throughout most of the first period, limiting Winnipeg to one shot on goal through the opening 16 minutes. But with Filppula in the penalty box for slashing, Lindback flipped a puck over the glass to put his team down two players for a span of 1:47.

Just 13 seconds into the man advantage, the Jets tied the game when Byfuglien fanned on a one-timer attempt, allowing the puck to trickle down low to Mark Scheiffele, who found Jokinen across the crease for an open net at 16:43 on Winnipeg’s second shot of the period.

Hedman’s hooking call 3:31 into the second period put the Lightning on the penalty kill again, and Byfulgien cashed in with a wrist shot that beat Lindback to the short side, a shot Lindback no doubt would want back, for the second power-play goal of the night at 4:45.

The Lightning pulled even on a perfectly executed odd-man rush that started when Matt Carle poked the puck off the stick of Chris Thorburn in the Tampa Bay end. Alex Killorn pushed the puck forward and collected it to start the break up the ice. Killorn pulled up as a defender went by, and he found Nikita Kucherov, who quickly spotted Palat across the ice for his eighth goal of the season at 15:37. The goal extended Palat’s scoring streak to seven games, the longest in the league by a rookie this season.

In the third period, the Lightning took the lead on a power-play goal, and it was set up by the two players regarded to have been snubbed by their Olympic contingents. Hedman, at the center point with the puck on his stick, saw St. Louis down low raising his stick and calling for the puck. Hedman obliged and fired a slap pass that St. Louis directed into the net to gain a 3-2 lead at 8:39 for his 18th goal of the season.

“That’s why he is a champion that’s why he has a Stanley Cup ring, and that’s why he is our captain,” coach Jon Cooper said. “To go through something like that and respond the way he did, we can’t say enough about him.”

NOTES: G Ben Bishop remains day-to-day with an upper-body injury, and he will be evaluated further when the team returns home. ... J.T. Brown missed the game with an upper-body injury sustained at the end of Sunday’s loss in Edmonton. ... G Cedrick Desjardins endured several travel delays out of Toronto on Monday, and he didn’t take off until Tuesday at 4 a.m. He arrived in Winnipeg without his equipment. Desjardins wore the skates of goaltending coach Frantz Jean and used borrowed pads and gear.
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Bolts’ St. Louis awaits Olympic team fate
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba — At some point, around the time the Tampa Bay Lightning head to the MTS Centre ahead of today’s morning skate, most of Canada will be glued to a television set as Team Canada, led by Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman, reveals its Olympic roster.

Seconds later, that roster will be dissected, discussed and debated by millions of armchair general managers.

One way or the other, Tampa Bay captain Marty St. Louis figures to be a prominent part of those conversations.

Some teams have already announced their rosters, including the Czech Republic, which named Lightning defenseman Radko Gudas and forward Ondrej Palat to their squad. But no roster will be scrutinized as much as Canada’s for who’s in and who’s out.

After being a part of the 2006 team that finished outside of medal contention in Torino, Italy, St. Louis was left off the 2010 team that won gold on Canadian soil in Vancouver, an omission St. Louis has called one of the biggest disappointments of his career.

But the fact that at age 38 St. Louis is still in the mix to be included on the roster for the deepest hockey nation in the world is a testament to the level of play the former league MVP continues to show with 17 goals and 38 points in 42 games this season.

The possibility of another Olympic chance has been on his mind as the roster announcement gets closer.

“You want to give yourself the best chance and I feel that I’ve done that,’’ St. Louis said. “But we’ll see where the chips fall. The last little while everybody is making a push. A lot of good players playing really good hockey. You feel you’re constantly being watched, judged on how you play. It’s hard to not think about it.”

For Steven Stamkos, who will have his name called as part of the roster even as he recovers from a broken leg suffered Nov. 11, St. Louis is a lock to be on the Canadian roster.

“I think Marty deserves a spot on that team regardless of any player whether they are injured or not,’’ Stamkos said.

Gudas and Palat, meanwhile, received a resounding ovation of stick taps from their Lightning teammates as the team stretched at the end of practice at MTS Centre on Monday afternoon as the pair of 23-year-old NHL rookies will represent the Czech Republic alongside the likes of Jaromir Jagr, Patrick Elias and David Krejci.

“It’s just a testament to what they have accomplished in their short pro careers,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “The reason we’ve had some winning teams (in the organization) is because of guys like Gudas and Palat. They are part of the reason we have won and they are being rewarded for it. So the powers to be for the Czech team will be really happy with what they see.’’

Both Gudas and Palat were a part of the Czech Republic summer orientation camp.

“Two years ago I would have never thought this would be possible,’’ Gudas said.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO

Bolts’ Bishop eyes quick return
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba — For the time being, Tampa Bay Lightning goaltender Ben Bishop doesn’t think he’ll be out of the net for too long.

Bishop left Sunday night’s game at Edmonton after facing just one shot — a goal by Jordan Eberle — 4:18 into the game and did not return with an injury to his right arm or hand.

Bishop will be unavailable for tonight’s game at Winnipeg — he was not originally scheduled to play — forcing the team to call up Cedrick Desjardins from Syracuse of the American Hockey League to back up Anders Lindback.

Bishop is tied for the league lead with four shutouts, is tied for second in the league with 22 victories and is second among goaltenders with at least 20 starts with a 1.86 goals-against average.

“Deep down I’m not feeling this has got serious implications,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But the second you do that, you know that saying, once you assume you make a bleep out of you and me.’’

Bishop is expected to undergo an MRI in the next few days to determine the exact nature of the injury, which is unrelated to a puck he took off his hand earlier this season that led to a lost fingernail on his thumb.

The latest injury occurred before Sunday’s game when Bishop said he took a shot off the arm during warm-ups, though he left the game after sliding to his left as his stick tangled in the legs of teammate Tyler Johnson.

“It wasn’t that bad (after warm-ups),’’ Bishop said. “It was a shot and I don’t know if it was from before that or what but it was nothing. I got off after warm-ups and I was fine and on that play (involving Johnson) it just really spiked it.’’

Bishop said he is able to grip his stick but is unsure of how effective he would be playing the puck or how it would hold up for a full 60 minutes. Unless additional testing reveals something otherwise, Bishop doesn’t believe he’ll miss much time.

“Just take it day by day (and) maybe I’ll feel much better (today), but we will see,’’ Bishop said.

In the meantime, Lindback (3-8-1 with a 3.21 goals-against average in 13 appearances) will get the chance to play in consecutive games for the first time this season.

“This is a chance for Lindback to get into another game and do what he is required to do and that’s help us win hockey games, and he has all the talent in the world to do it,’’ Cooper said.
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Bishop hurt in Bolts' loss to Oilers
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More Information

Tribune's 3 Stars

1. Oilers LW Jordan Eberle - Scored twice on a game-high six shots

2. Oilers LW Taylor Hall - Goal, assist and four shots

3. Lightning D Matt Carle - Two assists, three blocked shots

EDMONTON, Alberta — The Tampa Bay Lightning had their five-game road winning streak end Sunday, but it might not be the most notable loss of the night.

Edmonton scored twice in the third period to break a tie en route to a 5-3 victory in front of an announced crowd of 16,839 at Rexall Place, ending Tampa Bay's longest road winning streak in more than five years.

Victor Hedman, Nikita Kucherov and Valtteri Filppula scored for the Lightning, while Edmonton got two goals from Jordan Eberle as well as goals from Boyd Gordon, Luke Gadzic and Taylor Hall. Ilya Bryzgalov stopped 24 shots for the win.

But of greater concern for the Lightning is the health of top goaltender Ben Bishop, who left the game less than five minutes in with an apparent injury to his right hand or arm. The Lightning will hold their collective breath awaiting word as to the seriousness of Bishop's injury.

With Tampa Bay ahead 1-0 on a power-play goal from Kucherov, replays appeared to show Bishop injuring himself as Eberle came cutting across the top of the crease and possibly twisting Bishop's right arm. Moments later, Eberle scored his first of the night to tie it at 4:18.

During the stoppage of play, Bishop skated over to the Lightning bench to talk to head medical trainer Tom Mulligan while trying to take off the blocker glove on his right hand.

After a short conversation and unable to remove the glove, Bishop skated off the ice and to the Lightning locker room after facing just the one shot on goal. He was replaced by Lindback, who allowed four goals on 25 shots to take the loss.

Edmonton television reported that Bishop went for X-rays, but Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman said he was unaware if X-rays were required. Officially, the team said Bishop suffered an upper-body injury and will be re-evaluated today, though no further testing is expected to be required.

“We don't know (the extent of the injury) and it's hard to speculate but I don't think it's going to be major, serious ... I hope not, anyway,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

“But if it is, (Lindback) is a proven goaltender in the league and he'll be fine. We can't sit here and say that, 'Ben Bishop is out and here we go again (with injuries).' We'll just make that determination when we find out what the injury is. It's way too early to speculate.''

With Bishop, a leading candidate for the Vezina Trophy at the midway point of the season, heading off the ice, the Lightning stumbled through much of the remaining first period as the Oilers grabbed a 3-1 lead.

“The first period wasn't good, and you don't want to see a guy go down like that, especially with how well he has been playing,'' Hedman said. “But even before that (first) goal, I think we were flat.”

Lindback made no excuses after coming in cold: “It's my job. I have to be ready and unfortunately it didn't go my way.''

After being outshot 12-4 in the first period, the Lightning regrouped in the second and started to be more aggressive and forced turnovers.

Tyler Johnson did just that, picking the puck off a stick at his own blue line and feeding Ondrej Palat up the left wing. Palat found Hedman for a snap shot for his eighth goal at 8:47 to make it 3-2.

Filppula pulled the Lightning even at 14:25 of the second, wiring a wrist shot from the right circle past Bryzgalov.

But the Oilers regained the lead for good when Gordon picked up his own rebound and put it past Lindback, who was scrambling back to his feet, at 8:20 of the third. The Oilers made it 5-3 during four-on-four play when Hall was alone at the right post to redirect an Andrew Ference shot at 10:30.

“We get it back to the tie and we couldn't get the next one, and we had ample chances,'' Cooper said.
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Bolts notes: Salo’s return gives defense a boost
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EDMONTON, Alberta — Veteran D Sami Salo returned to the lineup on Sunday after missing the past four games with an undisclosed upper-body injury suffered Dec. 23 during a victory at Florida.

In Salo’s absence, the Tampa Bay Lightning had a blue line that consisted of three true rookies plus J-P Cote, who appeared in his 16th career NHL game on Sunday. 

Inserting Salo back in adds nearly 850 games of experience to the defensive corps.

“You get a wily vet back in there and you can’t have enough of those guys,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “The Salos, and even when he and (Eric) Brewer were out, that’s tough because that’s a lot of experience on the back end and that’s what he brings.’’

But even while he was out, Salo said the blue line was in good shape because of how much the young defensemen — Victor Hedman, Mark Barberio, Radko Gudas and Andrej Sustr, all of whom are 23 years old — in the lineup have performed during the first half of the season.

“It’s great to see,” Salo said. “The organization has a lot of future in these young guys and they’ve shown it this year. They’ve grown a lot in the time they’ve been here. It’s promising for the organization, for sure.’’

Rookie leaders

Entering Sunday, the Lightning had five of the top 10 rookies in plus/minus rating as Barberio and Sustr, along with forwards Ondrej Palat, Nikita Kucherov and Tyler Johnson, find their names on the list.

On a team that fields eight or more rookies in the lineup each night, it’s a testament to the team’s success during the first half that Barberio and Palat are tied for fourth at plus-11, Kucherov and Johnson are tied for eighth at plus-8 and Sustr is 10th at plus-7.

“We’ve proven to be a pretty good 5-on-5 team through the year and with the injuries we’ve had these guys’ ice time goes up and their responsibilities go up and they’ve all handled it extremely well,’’ Cooper said. “When you are playing well 5-on-5, usually that will translate to some wins. But to me, (plus/minus) is a team stat, and the guys are a plus, that means your team is doing well, and I’ll take that.’’

World Juniors

Lightning G prospect Andrey Vasilevskiy finished his World Junior career with a third medal, helping Russia defeat Canada 2-1 in the bronze-medal game on Sunday, the second consecutive year Russia beat Canada for the bronze. Vasilevskiy was also part of the 2012 silver-medal winning team. The 19th overall pick in the 2012 draft finished this year’s tournament with a 4-2 record, 1.83 goals-against average and a .933 save percentage.

Jonathan Drouin, the third overall pick in the 2013 draft, finished with three goals, six assists and a plus-5 rating, second best on Team Canada. Drouin’s nine points were second on the team.

Finnish F Henri Ikonen won gold as Finland defeated Sweden 3-2 in overtime. Ikonen finished with a goal and three points in seven games.

Adam Erne, the 33rd overall pick in 2013, had one assist and was a minus-1 in five games for Team USA, which was eliminated by Russia in the quarterfinals.

Nuts and Bolts

C Tom Pyatt, LW B.J. Crombeen and Barberio were scratched. ... Kucherov has goals in three consecutive games. ... Palat picked up an assist to extend his scoring streak to six games, tied for longest this season by a rookie in the NHL. ... RW Teddy Purcell extended his scoring streak to four games. ... D Matt Carle has assists in three consecutive games

Season’s first half encouraging for Bolts
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EDMONTON, Alberta — The curtain on the second half of the Tampa Bay Lightning schedule rises tonight in Edmonton, and if the second act proves anything like the first, Tampa Bay is on track for a strong finish.

In the first full season under coach Jon Cooper, the Lightning closed out the first 41 games of the regular season with Friday’s 2-0 victory in Calgary to improve their record to 25-12-4 for 54 points, the best record in franchise history at the midway point of the season, one point better than 2010-11 (24-12-5).

Despite the absence of star center Steven Stamkos for 24 games in the first half — Stamkos suffered a broken leg on Nov. 11 — the Lightning have found ways to win.

Led by goaltender Ben Bishop, who is a Vezina Trophy candidate with a 22-5-3 record and 1.83 goals-against average, Tampa Bay is third in the Eastern Conference standings and eighth overall.

So how did a team that finished 28th in the league last season, with eight rookies in the lineup on a regular basis, turn things around so suddenly?

“I’ve watched this team grow from an offensive-minded sort of juggernaut, as the organization has been for a while, to a team that says you better get more than two goals on us to beat us,’’ Cooper said. “It’s a formula you can win with, and then naturally, looking at a bunch of kids and a few wily vets that had every reason in the world to say ‘Steven Stamkos is down and nobody is really going to feel bad if we lose some games or pass the excuse on that we’ve had some injuries and we are not going to push through this season,’ and they have taken ownership of themselves and put themselves in the conversation to be relevant at the end of March and into the start of April.’’

Now, as the second part of the season gets ready to kick off, the key is to stay in that conversation and not let a strong first half turn into a second-half slump.

“If you would have told us where we are at, with all the injuries we’ve had, I think we would have paid for that, and we are working hard and getting rewarded for putting in that work,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “We just have to go out there and earn it every night. We are going to face teams that don’t look good in the standings, and if you don’t want to go out there and earn the win, you are going to get caught on the wrong side of things because there are no easy games in this league.’’

Top 5 moments of the first half

Oct. 10 - After going without a goal in a three-game road trip to start the season, Stamkos delights the home fans by registering a hat trick — one shorthanded goal, one at even strength and one on the power play — in a 7-3 rout of the Florida Panthers.

Oct. 24 - Facing defending champion Chicago for the second time in three weeks, a Stamkos goal with 2:29 left in the game erases a third-period deficit to give Tampa Bay a 5-4 lead, but a harmless-looking back pass by Matt Carle deflects off the skate of Radko Gudas and past Bishop 40 seconds later. With a St. Louis goal 1:16 into overtime, Tampa Bay still picks up the victory.

Nov. 9 - Teddy Purcell’s overtime goal gives Tampa Bay a 3-2 victory in Detroit, the second Lightning victory at Joe Louis Arena and the first since Jan. 12, 1994.

Nov. 11 - Lightning fans, Canadian Olympic fans and everybody else hold their breath watching Stamkos fly into the post, struggle to get to his feet and eventually get taken off on a stretcher after breaking his right tibia in the second period of a 3-0 loss at Boston.

Nov. 25 - Tampa Bay returns home from a 0-3-1 road trip to celebrate St. Louis for appearing in his 1,000th career game during a pre-game ceremony. In true St. Louis fashion, the captain goes out and scores a pair of goals in a 5-0 victory against the New York Rangers.

5 bold predictions for the second half

1. Stamkos stuns the hockey world to return ahead of schedule and is back in the lineup by the end of January, registering a hat trick in his first game back

2. Bishop continues to shine while playing in front of general managers who are part of USA Hockey, shutting out Nashville, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia and Florida at various times.

3. Rookie Nikita Kucherov remains with the team after Stamkos returns and goes on to reach the 20-goal mark.

4. Center Tyler Johnson gets the recognition he deserves as he reaches the 20-goal mark and is the rookie leader in plus/minus while being named a Calder Trophy finalist.

5. St. Louis, fresh off a run with the Canadian Olympic team, pairs back up with Stamkos in the Lightning lineup and finishes in the top 10 in scoring.
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Bolts Beat: Leaguewide respect still elusive
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EDMONTON, Alberta — Following the Tampa Bay Lightning around almost from the start of training camp until the end of the season — whenever that happens to be — offers a unique and up-close perspective.

Watching how the coaching staff runs practices, seeing how players work on and off the ice, how they interact with each other, how all of them handle wins, how they handle losses.

It's all part of being a beat writer, covering the ins and outs of the team on a daily basis and getting to know and understand the personalities involved. All of it allows an insider's perspective of how things take shape throughout a season.

All of that also makes it interesting to see how others view the team, which obviously comes with a much different perspective from seeing the team in snippets, either from the few times Tampa Bay plays other teams, watching a few games on television or checking out the standings.

Seeing how others view this year's version of the Lightning one might think would raise some eyebrows and the team would have gained respect for what it has accomplished, particularly for playing most of the season without prominent goal-scorer Steven Stamkos.

But after clicking on a link Thursday afternoon while in Calgary, the day after Tampa Bay knocked off Vancouver, the description of the Lightning was ... strange.

After the Lightning knocked off the Canucks 4-2, the Vancouver Province used this line in describing the game: “For the Canucks, it was an embarrassingly listless 4-2 loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning. They were fed a cupcake, and most Eastern teams qualify, and choked trying to get it down.”

A cupcake? The No. 3 team in the Eastern Conference, a team with more victories than the Canucks, is considered a cupcake?

Talk about earning no respect.

Maybe it's just the fact that the Canucks are supposed to be a powerhouse in the NHL and the Lightning are still just that team that plays in Florida. Perhaps it's because Tampa Bay finished 28th in the league last year, and perception of last year's team acts as reality.

Or maybe, as referenced in the above line, that the West has dominated East vs. West matchups this season allowed the author to ignore Tampa Bay's 8-3-2 record against the West heading into Thursday that included victories against St. Louis, Chicago, Anaheim and Los Angeles.

But maybe in reality, the Lightning were just the better team that night, or in general.

This wasn't the 1993 version of the Lightning that came in and stole a game from the Canucks. It was just a dominating performance by a Tampa Bay team that has been at the top of the East standings since the beginning of the season, and has stayed there.

Sure, this team won't dazzle you, and it doesn't have a high-octane offense full of electrifying players — especially without Stamkos — with a “wow” factor.

The players don't often show up on the highlight reels. And for the most part, there are not any household names on this team.

All the Lightning do is win games.

But most certainly, they are not “cupcakes.”
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Bishop, Lightning put out Flames
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More Information

Tribune's 3 Stars

1. Lightning G Ben Bishop - Stopped 19 shots for his fourth shutout of the season

2. Lightning RW Marty St. Louis - Had team high six shots on goal, sparkplug all night

3. Lightning LW Ondrej Palat - Goal and an assist, plus-two

CALGARY, Alberta — Two days after being left off the USA Olympic roster, goaltender Ben Bishop had the perfect answer — shut out the team run by one of USA Hockey's executive members.

With Calgary acting general manager Brian Burke watching from above the Saddledome ice surface, Bishop led the Tampa Bay Lightning to a 2-0 victory against Calgary, pitching his league-leading fourth shutout of the season (tied with Boston's Tuukka Rask) and earning his 22nd victory, which is tied for second overall. Bishop has allowed two or fewer goals in eight consecutive starts and 26 of his 31 starts this season.

Ondrej Palat had a goal and an assist, while Nikita Kucherov scored for the second consecutive game as the Lightning (25-12-4) have won a season-best five consecutive road games, the longest road winning streak since they won six straight from Jan. 8 to Feb. 7, 2008. Tampa Bay improved to 7-1-1 in the past nine and has points in 12 of the past 14 games

Former Tampa Bay net-minder Karri Ramo kept the Flames in the game, making 27 saves as Calgary was shut out for the third time in four games.

Bishop, who said he is not using the Olympic omission as motivation, did have a bright smile on his face when asked about the shutout with Burke watching.

“There are seven (general managers) out there (on USA Hockey Olympic committee), so I'm not trying to show every single one,'' Bishop said. “I'm just trying to play my game, and I thought the guys did a great job in front of me and made it easy on me.''

Lightning coach Jon Cooper said Bishop's play on Friday was not any kind of an answer to the Olympic decision process.

“I think Ben has been the answer for 41 games so far this season, so hopefully he can continue to play the way he's been playing,'' Cooper said.

Tampa Bay was in control most of the game, allowing a season-low-tying 19 shots on goal, maintaining a majority of the puck possession.

Despite being turned aside by Ramo, who stopped 13 shots in the first period and was the benefactor of two shots that struck iron behind him, the Lightning kept plugging away in the second and eventually broke through.

Palat took a feed from Teddy Purcell and ripped a wrist shot past Ramo at 5:23 for his seventh goal of the season. Tampa Bay extended the lead less than five minutes later on a goal from Kucherov for the second consecutive game. Palat worked a give-and go, faking a shot before finding Kucherov across the crease for a tap-in at 10:20 for the rookie's fifth goal of the season.

“I thought we played well, we pushed the pace, and when we made mistakes, Bish was there,'' said Marty St. Louis, who had two third-period shorthanded chances turned aside that could have broken the game open. “It was a good road win.

“It could have a lot worse than it was, Karri was good for them. But we'll take it.''
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CALGARY, Alberta — Every time Steven Stamkos makes an appearance on the ice these days, the talented Lightning forward appears that much closer to stepping back into the lineup.

When he joined the team at the conclusion of practice on Thursday, Stamkos wore full gear for the first time and a red no-contact jersey instead of his usual warmup suit. Stamkos took part in some post-practice shooting drills.

With Tampa Bay on a four-game road trip through Western Canada, it only fuels the notion Stamkos could be back in the Lightning lineup ahead of schedule and represent Canada at the Olympics next month in Sochi, Russia.

“It’s like a different level for him every week,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “He just seems to wow everybody with every step. He’s a pretty remarkable human being ... but I would temper everybody’s expectations.

“That kid is a go-getter. And whether it was on crutches, you would see him put that equipment on. But ... it’s good for his mental makeup just to keep pushing the envelope to get him back.’’

Tuesday, the day Team Canada’s roster is announced, will mark eight weeks since Stamkos had surgery to insert a titanium rod in his right tibia, which broke on Nov. 11 when he slid hard into the goal post in Boston.

He’s had x-rays biweekly, with the next one to be taken when the team returns home on Wednesday. That should “give us a better indication of where he is at in the healing stage,’’ Cooper said.

International accolades

Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman was named Friday as one of five inductees for the International Ice Hockey Federation Hall of Fame 2014 class.

Yzerman first played for Canada in an IIHF event in 1983. He was on the gold-medal team at the 2002 Olympics in Salt Lake City and was executive director for 2010 Olympic gold-medal team in Vancouver. Yzerman also is executive director for Team Canada for the 2014 Olympics next month in Sochi, Russia.

Yzerman’s former Detroit teammate, D Nicklas Lidstrom, will also be a part of the IIHF Hall of Fame inductions, which will be held in May in Belarus.

Salo still out

D Sami Salo, who has been out with an upper-body injury suffered Dec. 23 at Florida, expects to miss his fourth consecutive game on Friday, though a return Sunday in Edmonton seems likely.

“He’ll play at some point in Alberta, I’m just not sure which city,’’ Cooper said.

Though Cooper indicated Salo might take warmups, Salo took line rushes with J-P Cote and was the last skater off the ice during the morning skate, generally an indication of a player who will be scratched.

“It’s day-to-day, I have a few more things I’ll work on (Friday) night and then we’ll see about the next game,’’ Salo said.

Nuts and Bolts

Former Lightning goaltender Karri Ramo will start for Calgary. Ramo played the past years in Russia. ...Ben Bishop starts in net for Tampa Bay. ...C Tom Pyatt and LW B.J. Crombeen are scheduled to be scratched for the second consecutive game.
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Lightning's Bishop shakes off U.S. roster snub
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CALGARY, Alberta — The level of play by Ben Bishop this season has seen the 27-year-old goaltender raise his stock in the minds of many.

If the season ended right now, he would be a finalist for the Vezina Trophy as the top goaltender in the league and likely considered to be the front-runner for the award. Bishop is second in the league with 21 victories, second among goaltenders with at least 20 starts with a 1.89 goals-against average, his .935 save percentage is tops among goaltenders with at least 20 appearances, and he has allowed two or fewer goals in seven consecutive games heading into tonights’ game at Calgary. Overall, Bishop has allowed fewer than three goals in 25 of his 30 starts this season.

That resume, however, was not enough to impress the brass at USA Hockey, who left Bishop off the Olympic roster that was announced on New Year’s Day, choosing instead to take Ryan Miller (Buffalo), Jonathan Quick (Los Angeles) and Jimmy Howard (Detroit) to Sochi, Russia, next month.

But as has been the case with Bishop this season when faced with adversity, he didn’t let that bit of news bother him, not even on a game day, as he went out and stopped 28 shots in a 4-2 victory at Vancouver on Wednesday.

“It’s a tough decision for those guys; obviously I’m a little upset, but those are three really good goalies and I wish them nothing but the best of luck,’’ Bishop said. “I did everything I could to put myself in that position to get chosen; they thought otherwise, but I wish those guys and the team nothing but the best.’’

To be able to digest that bit of news, push those feelings aside and then go out and win a game under difficult circumstances in a tough environment shows just how far Bishop has come since being acquired from Ottawa at the trade deadline in April.

“That just shows you the professionalism of the kid,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “To hear that you are not on the team, and then four hours later you have to go play a hockey game, just to have that composure that he had. But that’s what makes good goaltenders, it’s no different than having a goal scored against you, you have to turn the page. This is your job, this is the team that comes No. 1 to you, and that’s why he’s been our guy, he seems to be able to handle any kind of adversity, and that’s what has made him great so far.’’

But just because Bishop was left off the Olympic roster does not mean the book is closed on his joining the team next month in Sochi.

Bishop received a call from Dale Tallon, a member of the USA executive committee, on Thursday to explain the situation.

“They explained that they wanted to go with guys that have a little more experience,’’ Bishop said. “As much as I wish I was on that team, you can understand why they went with those guys. They had a tough decision, and I tried to make it as hard as I could on them. I probably wasn’t even on much of their radar at the beginning of the season, and it came down to the last guy between Howard and I, so they went with the guy that has a little more experience. And with that being said, some guys are still hurt, you never now what is going to happen. So just keep playing well and you never know.’’

Just as Bishop has learned to quickly move past in-game situations — a bad goal or bad play — he’s learned to keep moving forward when dealing with disappointment.

“You kind of get used to it ... I thought I was going to make the AHL All-Star game a few years ago when I thought for sure I was going to make it and, I thought I was going to make St. Louis (Blues) out of camp one year and I didn’t,’’ Bishop said. “It’s just one of those things that, whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. You have to deal with it and just keep working hard, keep a good attitude.’’

STAMKOS UPDATE: C Steven Stamkos took another step forward in his recovery Thursday from a broken right tibia suffered Nov. 11. Stamkos took to the ice at the end of practice in full gear while wearing a red no-contact jersey, the first time he has skated while wearing all of his equipment. The 23-year-old took part in some post-practice shooting drills before coming off the ice.

Stamkos called it another “baby step’’ in his recovery process and that Thursday’s step is not an indication he is close to returning. When he had surgery Nov. 12 to insert a titanium rod in the leg, he was told it would be a 10- to 12-week process for the bone to heal, and his eight-week X-ray is scheduled for next week when the team returns home from the four-game road trip.

“It’s more about getting back to skating pain free and getting back to certain movements, and I’m not at that point quite yet,’’ Stamkos said. “Sometimes I have to remind myself that it’s only been seven weeks.’’
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The Tampa Bay Lightning resemble rubberized teflon - they bounce back from just about everything while having very little stick with them.

Coming off two subpar performances at home, Tampa Bay rebounded for an impressive 4-2 victory in Vancouver to start a stretch of seven out of eight games on the road in the next two weeks.

Valtteri Filppula and Alex Killorn each had a goal and an assist while Tyler Johnson and Nikita Kucherov also scored for Tampa Bay, which earned just a second victory all-time in 13 games in Vancouver, improving to 2-8-3.

Tampa Bay also ended a two-game winless streak coming out of the Christmas break and improved to 8-2-3 in its last 13 games.

Ben Bishop finished with 28 saves for his 21st victory of the season while allowing two or fewer goals in his seventh consecutive start, which came a few hours after learning he was left off the United States Olympic roster.

“This is a pretty big win for us. We were not happy with our last two games in Tampa,’’ Bishop said. “So to come on the road, in a tough building against a good team and get two points, that’s big for us.’’

The Lightning won a season-best fourth consecutive game on the road and improved to 9-3-2 against Western Conference opponents.

“We just didn’t play a full 60 minutes (in the previous two games), but I thought tonight we answered all night,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I thought we played a solid road game. We were able to regain the lead and then hang on to it. And if you want to be able to make the playoffs you have to be able to find ways to win on the road and hold leads in the third period.’’

Brad Richardson and Zac Dalpe scored for Vancouver while Eddie Lack finished with 29 saves.

After an uneventful opening 20 minutes, the game went back and forth during a second period in which five goals were scored, including three in a 34-second span.

Vancouver missed a chance to open the scoring when Dale Weise was in alone but Bishop closed the 5-hole just enough to steer the puck wide and Tom Sestito’s rebound chance went wide at 6:45. But the Canucks eventually grabbed the lead when Richardson was open down the left wing side and beat Bishop with a short-side wrist shot at 11:25.

Then the game opened up, first when Filppula took a cross-ice pass from Teddy Purcell, hesitated for an instant to clear a defender before zipping a wrist shot past Lack at 15:27. On the next shift Ondrej Palat won a battle along the wall in his own end, pushed the puck forward to spring a 2-on-1 before feeding Johnson across the crease 20 seconds after Filppula tied the game.

Vancouver pulled even 14 seconds later, on what looked to be an icing call on the Canucks, but as play continued Sestito found Dalpe in front for a tap-in to make it 2-2.

“The second one ... they get the second one on a call that I disagreed with, but I though we deserved the lead to go to the third (period),’’ Cooper said.

Tampa Bay was able to get that lead with a late power play chance. Vancouver had a chance to clear the zone in the dying seconds, but the soft attempt off the boards was kept in play by Radko Gudas, who got the puck down to Matt Carle.

Carle then found Kucherov across the ice and his blistering shot from the left circle got past Lack with 2.6 seconds left in the period.

“I knew we only had a few seconds left, so I wanted to get a shot off, so I just shot it,’’ Kucherov said. “I didn’t really think too much about it.’’

Killorn gave the Lightning a two-goal cushion when he got a stick on Victor Hedman’s shot from the left point, deflecting the puck past a helpless Lack at 7:28 of the third period.

“We had a lot of things that we wanted to work on, and we had a good stretch of games before Christmas but those few days off, we may have been a little too confident coming out of the break,’’ Killorn said. “But we are happy with the way this game went.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO
Bolts have coastal connection with western Canada

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: January 2, 2014 

VANCOUVER, British Columbia — The Tampa Bay Lightning are about as far away geographically from Vancouver as any two teams in the NHL.

But there are plenty of connections between teams from the largest city in Canada’s Pacific Northwest region and the Gulf Coast of Florida.

Lightning head coach Jon Cooper is a native of Prince George, British Columbia, and spent time in Vancouver as a kid while visiting his grandparents. Assistant coach Rick Bowness spent the previous seven seasons as a member of the Canucks’ coaching staff before being let go at the end of last season.

And for veteran defenseman Sami Salo, he made a return to a city that he called home for nine seasons while a member of the Canucks.

Cooper had plenty of friends and family make the trip from Prince George for Wednesday night’s game, which he said filled at least two suites inside Rogers Arena, to see his first game in Vancouver as an NHL head coach.

“I grew up here, so it was just a feeling of home,’’ Cooper said of landing in Vancouver on Monday. “I don’t get to come back here very often, so when I do it’s fond memories. We do come back in the summer, but I know a lot of people are coming. ... There might be a few Lightning jerseys in the crowd.’’

Coming back as an NHL coach for the first time holds as much meaning for Cooper as it does for a player returning home to play in front of friends and family.

“For people who have not been able to see me coach (in the NHL) except for on TV, this is a big one,’’ Cooper said. “Being born and raised in Prince George and knowing the people that are coming down, it’s a little surreal, actually.’’

For Salo, his “homecoming” did not go as planned as an upper-body injury kept the defenseman out of the lineup. But judging by the number of hugs and handshakes that greeted the 39-year-old in his return to Rogers Arena, it didn’t take away from the experience of coming back to town for the first time since joining the Lightning.

“I have a lot of really good memories from the city and the organization,’’ Salo said. “I was fortunate to be able to play here for a long period of time and I am very thankful for those times.’’

In addition to all the games played in Rogers Arena, which included an appearance in the 2011 Stanley Cup finals, Salo also won a bronze medal during the 2010 Olympics in the building while playing for Finland.

“The Stanley Cup final, and really all the playoff times, and winning the bronze medal in this (visiting team) locker room, stand out,’’ Salo said. “And obviously my kids growing up in this city. My family and I were fortunate to spend time in this city and really thankful for our time here.’’
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VANCOUVER — Tampa Bay Lightning goaltender Ben Bishop was not chosen as part of the U.S. Olympic team, which was unveiled at the conclusion of the Winter Classic.

The 25-man roster included three goaltenders - Buffalo’s Ryan Miller (the hero of the 2010 Silver Medal-winning team), Los Angeles Kings Jonathan Quick and Detroit’s Jimmy Howard - but not Bishop, who represented the U.S. at the World Championships in May.

This comes despite Bishop having the best statistics of any American goaltender in the NHL this season.

Bishop entered Wednesday’s game at Vancouver third in the league with 20 victories, third in goals against (1.89) among goaltenders with at least 15 games played and second in save percentage at .935. In 29 games played, Bishop had allowed more than two goals only five times and entered Wednesday having allowed fewer than three goals in six consecutive starts.

In an article on ESPN.com by Scott Burnside, who was embedded with the selection committee thorughout the process, Bishop’s name did not even enter the conversation among the group until November as Bishop started to show some consistent play in net for Tampa Bay.

“Fabulous record. And we’re not really giving him much love at all,” Team USA general manager David Poile said at the time.

Former Atlanta general manager Don Waddell (now with Pittsburgh) who frequents Lightning games in Tampa, added his support to Bishop having seen him play live several times and said he would put Bishop fourth on the list of six candidates - which included Corey Schneider (New Jersey) and Craig Anderson (Ottawa). But in the end, the committee settled on Howard as the No. 3 guy, citing his playoff experience over Bishop’s lack of big-game experience as well as a disappointing showing at the World Championships when he lost his spot to 20-year-old Josh Giboson.

“I know what Jimmy Howard can do and he got a spot on Team USA based on his body of work,’’ Poile said Wednesday.

Salo sits

D Sami Salo was unable to return to the lineup while dealing with an upper body injury, denying the veteran blue liner from suiting up in his only return to Vancouver this season since leaving the Canucks before last season.

Salo played nine seasons in Vancouver before signing a two-year contract as a free agent with Tampa Bay following the 2011-12 season. Due to the lockout shortened season in 2012-13 Tampa Bay did not face Vancouver last season.

“This is a date that you have circled on your calendar,’’ Salo said. “It’s disappointing, I have a lot of great memories . . . this is obviously a special place that I wanted to play, but that’s obviously not going to happen.’’

Pyatt scratched

C Tom Pyatt missed most of the first two months of the season while recovering from a broken collar bone suffered on Oct. 8. He returned to the lineup Dec. 21 against Carolina but after appearing in four games, Pyatt will be scratched for Wednesday’s game against Vancouver as LW Ryan Malone returns after missing the past six weeks with an ankle injury.

“I feel for (Pyatt) . . . he’s slowly getting better,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “In his absence we found some other guys who can kill penalties. He’s been valuable for us in that area, he wins faceoffs for us. He’s a depth player for us and he’s just going to need more games to get back in. But we are getting healthier now so there is a little bit more competition to get into our lineup now.
Captain rises to occasion for Bolts
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VANCOUVER — Times of adversity often serve as a test of team character.

When those challenging times hit, eyes tend to drift toward team leaders. For the Tampa Bay Lightning, the gaze of many in the Tampa Bay locker room zeroed in on captain Marty St. Louis when All-Star center Steven Stamkos suffered a broken leg on Nov. 11.

In his first year with the “C” on his jersey, St. Louis has proven he is up to the task.

“I think if you look at all the challenges he's had in his past, this has got to be one of his biggest ones,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “To take a young, inexperienced bunch of kids and put us where we are now, especially without somebody (like Stamkos) who has been a staple with him for years, it's a little bit of a testament to what he has brought.''

As St. Louis and the Lightning get set to face former Tampa Bay coach John Tortorella in Vancouver, the Lightning have posted a record of 11-7-4 without Stamkos in the lineup, and they enter tonight with a 7-2-3 record in their past 12 games to sit in second place in the Atlantic Division. On a team that features eight rookies and a total of 12 players with fewer than 100 games of NHL experience, St. Louis knew many were going to look in his direction.

“When things are going bad, you definitely look at the leadership,'' St. Louis said. “You don't want to see them panic, it's almost like a reassuring feeling that they are OK, they are under control. So it's a reassurance that just allows you to dig in and get out of the little hole that you put yourself in. Every team goes through stuff like that, you have to find ways, and that's what we have done.''

St. Louis has proven to be a calming influence in the locker room and on the ice, which has been an important factor with such a young lineup. That has been evident with the 38-year-old playing the past few weeks primarily on a line with Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat, two players who were in the American Hockey League at this time last year.

“Marty has been just kind of a catalyst of everything the last few years here, so you kind of look up to Marty,'' Johnson said. “He's a tremendous leader, he wears the C, and he puts it upon himself to play that much better and to get the team going. You can see that in his play. He's been unbelievable for us, he does the little things right, shows the young guys what to do and it's helped us out a lot.''

Embracing the assignment of playing with a pair of linemates 15 years younger than St. Louis is a testament to the leadership he provides, according to Cooper.

“He goes from playing with Steven Stamkos to two rookies, and did he sit there and gripe about it? No, all he did was go out and perform and make these two guys better,'' Cooper said. “I think there are a lot of players that would sit there and say 'I'm getting put out there with two wet-behind-the-ears American League kids,' but he has risen to the occasion, and we have been better off for that.''

That has shown up in his stats column, as well.

When Stamkos was lost for an indefinite amount of time, many figured St. Louis would suffer on the score sheet not playing with the top goal-scorer in the league. Instead, the 2013 Art Ross Trophy winner has been a point-per-game player with 38 points in 39 games. In 17 games with Stamkos in the lineup. St. Louis had seven goals and 16 points. In the 22 games since Stamkos was injured, St. Louis has 10 goals and 22 points.

“When Stammer went down, we had a two-game moment of exhilarating panic or whatever it was, and we played probably above our means, and then reality sunk in and we all went down, including Marty,'' Cooper said. “He had to reinvent himself, and all he has done is play like a champion the last 10 games. So we all went down, but somebody had to pick us up, and that's what captains do. He picked us up and led us the way ever since.''
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Opportunistic Rangers hold off Lightning
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TAMPA — Normally poised under pressure, the Tampa Bay Lightning on Sunday looked more like a jittery bunch handing over pucks like party favors at midnight on New Year’s Eve.

Tampa Bay’s unusual sloppy puck management gave the New York Rangers ample opportunities on the way to a 4-3 Lightning loss in front of an announced crowd of 19,204 at The Forum.

Henrik Lundqvist finished with 37 saves while Mats Zuccarello had a goal and two assists as the Rangers scored three times on three power-play chances: Rick Nash, Chris Kreider and former Lightning winger Benoit Pouliot, who had the eventual game-winner.

Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat and Valtteri Filppula scored for the Lightning, who suffered just their second regulation loss in the past 12 games (7-2-3) and just the fourth regulation loss on home ice this season. Anders Lindback made 25 saves in the loss.

But, oh those turnovers, as Tampa Bay was credited for eight giveaways while the Rangers registered nine takeaways.

“That was the old, work smarter not harder,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I think the guys worked hard, but we did not work very smart. That was painful to watch, to be honest. We’ve played 39 games so far and I don’t think I’ve seen us mismanage pucks more in 39 games than I did tonight.

“That was extremely disappointing to see the way we managed the puck in the first two periods and it ultimately cost us the game.’’

It started early when Radko Gudas sat with the puck on his stick inside his own zone, and as Tampa Bay was going through a line change, he tried a cross-ice pass that was intercepted by Derek Stepan, who skated in before feeding an open Nash at 4:30 of the opening period.

“I have to be better myself, for the team to help out as much as I can,’’ Gudas said. “It’s hard to have a turnover like this that costs a goal.’’

Tampa Bay was able to rally, getting a power-play goal from Johnson at 10:41 to tie the game and then Palat pounced on a rebound of a Gudas shot to give the Lightning a 2-1 lead at 16:05.

But Filppula took a penalty for playing the puck with his glove late in the period and New York capitalized when Zuccarello’s attempted cross-crease pass went off the skate of Gudas and past Lindback with 1:35 left. Then early in the second period, Tom Pyatt failed to get a puck out of the defensive zone.

That forced Dmitry Korobov to take a holding penalty, which led to Kreider’s power-play goal at 4:35 to give New York the lead for good.

“It just seems that since the (Christmas) break, we’ve lost our identity a little bit for 60 minutes,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “I don’t know if it’s the kind of pond hockey game we played a little bit in Florida (on Dec. 23), but it wasn’t pond hockey until Florida gave in a little and we earned that ice to play on.

“That’s something you have to do throughout a game, you can’t just go out there because it worked in one game. Teams are battling and when you turn the puck over like that it’s kind of pond-hockey attitude.’’

The Rangers carried a 4-2 lead into the third on Pouliot’s tap-in goal at 7:51 of the second, which came moments after another failed clear attempt.

Tampa Bay came out with a strong third period, peppering Lundqvist with 16 shots on goal, but only Filppula’s between-the-legs deflection of a Purcell pass at 8:14 eluded Lundqvist.

“This was not a lack of effort, it was a lack of execution,’’ Cooper said. “Our guys have proven that they can make plays better than they did tonight. ... You have to tip your hat to them a little bit, but I think we could have been much better.’’
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TAMPA — For the Tampa Bay Lightning’s upcoming four-game road trip through Western Canada, head coach Jon Cooper will take a page out of Joe Maddon’s playbook with a team theme for the players.

Maddon has been doing theme trips for the Rays in recent seasons — hockey jersey, college jerseys, Johnny Cash — with everybody dressed in that theme.

“I haven’t spoken with Joe (Maddon) in a while but I’ve picked up a few ideas from some wily veterans,’’ Cooper said.

With the Lightning departing today for Vancouver to start a nine-day trip through Canada, players will wear a jersey from a previous junior, college or youth team in which they played for on their path to the NHL.

“It is recognition of where guys have played and going through a sort of hockey hotbed of North America, we give a little recognition for where these guys came from and some of the teams they played for,’’ Cooper said. “I think it’ll be fun for the guys, you get to find out about teams you probably never even knew existed or guys ever played for, so it will give an opportunity for guys to talk about their teams, where they came from.’’

For some players finding a jersey has been a bit of a challenge, but for others all it took was a quick phone call, such as Tyler Johnson, who will be wearing a sweater from the Spokane Chiefs. Johnson played four seasons with his hometown junior team from 2007-08 to 2010-11, helping Spokane win a Memorial Cup in 2008.

“I was lucky, I called my old junior general manager and he was able to send one down for me,’’ Johnson said. “I’m excited to be able to wear it again. I was 20 (the last time) and it’s been a couple of years. So it’s great to be able to put it back on.’’

Panik returns

RW Richard Panik returned to the lineup Sunday after sitting out the previous two as a healthy scratch.

The 23-year-old sat out four of five earlier in the month — two due to suspension — before getting back in for four consecutive games, which included notching his second goal of the season on Dec. 19 against Nashville.

It’s all part of the process for getting Panik to play at a consistent level.

“He’s a rookie and this is his learning curve,’’ Cooper said. “I don’t think he played poorly (in recent games) but he didn’t play great and it’s my job to probably get him some more minutes because is a more effective player when he gets more minutes. But we’ve seen progression from him in the last couple of games. ... I still have immense faith in Richard, I know what he can do and I know he’s going to help us.’’

Nearing return

Cooper said he expects LW Ryan Malone (ankle), D Eric Brewer (upper body) and D Sami Salo (upper body) to be ready to play at some point during the upcoming four-game road trip.

Malone has been out since Nov. 22 and has been cleared for full contact while he works his conditioning level back up.

Brewer skated for the third consecutive day, while Salo skated Sunday morning for the first time since Dec. 23.

Dmitry Korobov, who collected his first career point, was reassigned to Syracuse after the game, a sign that either Brewer or Salo, or perhaps both, will be ready to return Wednesday in Vancouver.

On the board

Prospect Adam Erne, the 33rd overall pick in the 2013 draft, notched his first point of the World Junior Championships on Sunday, picking up an assist for U.S.A. during an 8-0 rout of Germany to improve to 3-0 atop Group A. The U.S. will next take on Canada — which plays Slovakia today — and Jonathan Drouin on New Year’s Eve in the final game of group play before the quarterfinals begin on Thursday.

Nuts and Bolts

LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie and LW B.J. Crombeen were scratched. ... Members from Outback Bowl participants Iowa and LSU were in attendance. ... Tampa Bay allowed at least three power-play goals for the third time this season.
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offense shows rust in shootout loss
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TAMPA — There was more rust than rest for Tampa Bay on Saturday.

But The Lightning picked up a point for the sixth consecutive game and remained in second place in the Atlantic Division ahead of Montreal after dropping a 2-1 shootout to the Canadiens in front of an announced sellout crowd of 19,204 at the Forum.

Lars Eller had the only goal in the shootout to give Montreal the extra point. Tampa Bay fell to 6-2 in shootouts this season.

Marty St. Louis scored for the fourth consecutive game and Ben Bishop stopped 20 shots, allowing two or fewer goals for the sixth consecutive game.

Tomas Plekanec had a goal for Montreal, while Carey Price finished with 23 saves, including 13 in the third period.

After anticipating there would be no rust in the Lightning’s game, save perhaps for the goaltending, coming out of the three-day break, it turned out to be just the opposite for Tampa Bay, particularly in the first period.

Coming off three consecutive dominant performances, the Lightning looked off in the opening period, giving up a breakaway chance and a 2-on-1 break in the opening 10 minutes while taking a pair of penalties, including one for having too many men on the ice early in the first.

Bishop was sharp in the early going, showing that focus with a snatching glove save to stop Plekanec at 9:35 of the period.

At the other end, Price had yet to see any action as Tampa Bay went 11:02 into the game before Nate Thompson put a backhand shot on goal for the first shot for the Lightning.

With the teams combining to allow 38 first-period goals coming into the game, it wasn’t a surprise to see the game scoreless after the first period, with the Canadiens holding a 7-3 shot advantage heading into the first intermission.

Montreal finally broke through to open the scoring, as Plekanec found some wiggle room coming down the slot to get half a step on Killorn before fighting off a hold and flipping a backhand under the arm of Bishop at 5:15 of the second period.

The Canadiens nearly took a two-goal lead three minutes later, but Rene Bourque’s shot caromed off the goal post at 8:14 to keep the Lightning deficit at a goal.

After failing to convert on a power-play chance, Tampa Bay found a way to pull even as St. Louis took a pass from Tyler Johnson and wired home a wrist shot to the inside of the near post at 11:43 to extend his goal-scoring streak to four games and increase his scoring streak to six games.

Though Tampa Bay had just nine shots on goal through 40 minutes, the Lightning started to find their game in the third period.

But Price was strong when Montreal needed him to be, stopping St. Louis all alone in front at 5:51, then coming up with a sliding stop on Nikita Kucherov’s power-play chance before stopping Radko Gudas on a 3-on-2 rush at 11:00.

Montreal defenseman Andrei Markov rung a point shot off the post at 12:14, while Bishop ensured the game would get to overtime by coming up with a save on Max Pacioretty at the top of the crease with 1:27 left in regulation.
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Bolts Beat: 2013 a roller coaster year for Bolts
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TAMPA — The 2013 calendar year led hockey fans through a myriad of emotions.

From the lockout that started the year without games on the ice, the elation when the teams returned to the ice and the exhaustion of playing a condensed schedule — for the 48-game shortened season and the first half of an Olympic schedule — hockey fans experienced it all.

The same could be said for Lightning fans, who went through an even wider range of emotions that ran the gamut.

So with the calendar year closing out on the Lightning following tonight’s game against the New York Rangers, here’s a look back at some of the moments that stood out since the lockout was resolved and the season opened Jan. 19 with a 6-3 victory against Washington.

Feb. 1: The Lightning erupt for eight goals in an 8-3 rout of Winnipeg to give Tampa Bay a 6-1 start to the season and have many envisioning a return to the postseason with the quick start in a shortened season. But that proved to be a facade, as it would take the Lightning until March 16 — a span of 21 games — to pick up the next six victories after enduring two separate losing streaks of at least five games, leaving them with a 12-15-1 record at the time.

March 24: With Tampa Bay in Winnipeg to face the Jets, general manager Steve Yzerman announces that head coach Guy Boucher has been fired, less than two years after leading the Lightning to Game 7 of the Eastern Conference finals.

March 26: With newly hired head coach Jon Cooper sitting upstairs, the Lightning defeat Buffalo 2-1 behind goals from Marty St. Louis and Steven Stamkos.

April 3: On trade deadline day, Yzerman sends promising forward Cory Conacher to the Ottawa Senators in exchange for goaltender Ben Bishop. And in a sign of things to come for the 6-foot-7 netminder, Bishop shuts out Carolina with a 45-save performance in his Lightning debut one night later.

June 27: The final seven years on the contract of team captain Vinny Lecavalier are bought out by the team, ending a 13-year run for Lecavalier in a Lightning uniform. Since being the first overall pick in 1998, Lecavalier was the face of the franchise, helping lead the team to a 2004 Stanley Cup championship.

June 29: With the third overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft at Prudential Center in New Jersey, the Lightning select highly skilled forward Jonathan Drouin, adding another highly touted prospect to the stable of talent in the farm system.

July 5: With a void at center, the Lightning sign free agent Valtteri Filppula to a five-year contract worth $25 million with the idea of slotting him in as the second-line center behind Stamkos on the depth chart.

Nov. 9: Already off to the best start in franchise history with an 11-4 record, the Lightning add one more victory to that total with a 3-2 overtime win in Detroit. The victory is just the second in 20 years at Joe Louis Arena.

Nov. 11: The hockey world watches in horror as Stamkos is taken off the ice on a stretcher at TD Garden in Boston during the second period after suffering a broken right tibia during a 3-0 loss to the Bruins. He would have surgery the next day to insert a titanium rod to help stabilize the bone.

Nov. 25: Less than two weeks after surgery, Stamkos walks under his own power into a news conference for his first meeting with the media since undergoing surgery, bringing expectations of a quicker than anticipated recovery from what is a normal four- to six-month recovery.

Dec. 14: Just a month past surgery, Stamkos takes to the ice at Prudential Center, doing some light skating before the team’s morning skate while primarily doing stick work.

Dec. 23: Tampa Bay scores six unanswered goals en route to a 6-1 victory at Florida for a fifth consecutive victory, the longest winning streak since Jan. 21-Feb. 1, 2013.

Judging from how the latter half of 2013 went, 2014 looks to be a year that has plenty of promise.

Happy New Year.
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TAMPA — During his first call up, D Dmitry Korobov spent two weeks with the team, practicing, traveling and getting his first look at life in the NHL while making his NHL debut on Nov. 19 in Los Angeles.

“Just to get your first NHL game out of the way, that’s the big thing, so . . . he’s a vet now,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

Korobov was recalled from Syracuse of the American Hockey League on Friday for his second stint with Tampa Bay this season. Though the 24-year-old appeared in just the one game, logging 13:21 of ice time, being around the team, getting acclimated to a new situation and being on the ice with NHL players proved a beneficial opportunity.

“How can it not (be a benefit),’’ Cooper said. “And the one thing is, it’s not like he doesn’t know me, he played for me last year, so he knows the style of play, he knows what to expect and what we expect from him, so from that aspect it was OK for him. But the one thing is when you walk into the room with Marty St. Louis, Steven Stamkos, Victor Hedman, and just go down the list and get acclimated to these guys and not walk into the room and say “Wow, I watched these guys on TV forever and now I’m in the same locker room as them’. That’s the one thing you have to get over when you come into our room. So I think pretty much our guys are past that now.’’

BREWER SKATES

D Eric Brewer skated with the team during Saturday’s morning skate while wearing a red jersey, indicating an injured player. Brewer was placed on injured reserve retroactive to Dec. 21 after suffering an undisclosed upper body injury which makes him eligible to be activated from IR as soon as Sunday.

After skating before the team on Friday, Brewer took part in drills during the skate on Saturday morning, and though he’s not expected to be ready to play on Sunday against the New York Rangers, he is expected to join the team for the upcoming four-game road trip to Western Canada which begins New Year’s Day in Vancouver and could be ready to return at some point during the trip.

“It’s good, we are just trying to feel it out,’’ Brewer said. “It’s better, it’s just not there yet. When I’m close, I’ll not be wearing a red jersey.’’

NUTS AND BOLTS

D Sami Salo (upper body) did not skate with the team and remains day-to-day. Salo was injured during Monday’s game at Florida. ... Cooper said he was undecided as to the lineup for Saturday and planned to skate 21 players during warmups before decided who would be scratched, though LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie was on the ice late and is expected to sit out.
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Break over tonight for Lightning
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More Information

Tonight’s game

WHO: Canadiens at Lightning

WHEN/WHERE: 7 p.m./The Forum, Tampa

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970 AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), D Keith Aulie (broken arm), LW Ryan Malone (fractured ankle), out; D Eric Brewer (upper body), D Sami Salo (upper body), questionable. Canadiens — D Davis Drewiske (shoulder), LW George Parros (concussion), out; D Josh Georges (lower body), probable.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the second of four meetings. Tampa Bay won the first meeting 2-1 in a shootout at Montreal on Nov. 12. ... The Lightning are 32-34-12 all-time against Montreal, including 16-15-7 at home. ... The Canadiens have been off since a 4-3 overtime victory at Nashville on Dec. 21. ... The Canadiens are 3-for-29 on the power play in the past 10 games. ... Tampa Bay has scored a power-play goal in three consecutive games for the first time since Oct. 26-29. ... Montreal has scored fewer than two goals in five of its past seven games. ... The Canadiens are 13-for-56 (23.2 percent) on the power play on the road, fourth-best in the league. ... Tampa Bay has registered 30 or more shots on goal in four consecutive games, a season best. ... RW Marty St. Louis has goals in three consecutive games and has four goals and seven points during a five-game scoring streak. ... C Valtteri Filppula has three goals and eight points during a five-game scoring streak. ... Tampa Bay recalled D Dmitry Korobov from Syracuse in the American Hockey League.

TAMPA — The three-day holiday break allowed for time away from the rink to spend with friends and family.

But instead of sitting back in a recliner munching on pretzels and chocolate-chip cookies, the three-day break included some active rest in order to avoid the potential for rust to set in with the extended time away from the ice.

For Tampa Bay Lightning forward Nate Thompson, that meant in addition to kicking up his feet, he spent time shoveling snow in Minnesota and getting out on the sledding slopes.

“I got a pretty good sweat out of that,” Thompson said. “You want to make sure you get your rest, that’s important, maybe a couple of days you want to rest and relax ... but you have to move around a little bit so you are not just sitting there and not moving any muscles.”

The Lightning look to shake off any rust that may have occurred during the mini-break tonight when they host the Montreal Canadiens, a team that has not played since Dec. 21 and had five days off.

Though three days off the ice is an extended time for any team, Lightning coach Jon Cooper said there is no real concern the team will be stale, and he expects the team to pick up right where it left off, entering the break with five consecutive victories.

“Everybody is in the same boat, and actually I think it’s good for everybody and the games will be good,” Cooper said. “And these guys are in way too good of shape that three days isn’t going to take them down. And we had a pretty good skate (Friday) and they were fine, and I think they actually looked pretty good. The game (tonight) should be played at a pretty fast pace.”

The Canadiens come to town for their first visit this season sitting two points behind second-place Tampa Bay in the Atlantic Division standings.

It may be too early to start talking about a potential playoff matchup — the teams would face off in the first round if the season ended today — or trying to send any sort of message to the opposing team, but somewhere in the background is the fact this is a division game between teams separated by only two points in the standings.

“We’d all be naive not to look and know that we are pretty close in the standings,” Cooper said. “For me, beating a divisional opponent is the ‘four-point game,’ but with the way the schedule is, everybody plays everybody, and gone are the eight games against your division. Are they important points? Yes, they are, but it’s just a matter for us of getting points. We have to keep point munching.

“We can’t sit here and it’s Montreal and it’s more important to win than (Sunday’s) game. It’s really not. You want to win them both, and Montreal is the next opponent, so that’s who we are focusing on.”

Part of Tampa Bay’s success in the first half of the season has been the ability to not look beyond the task directly in front of them. The focus is on who is up next on the schedule and who’s going to be in the lineup to try to help the team pick up a victory. That is what is most important heading into the first game coming out of the three-day break.

“You just take it a day at a time,” defenseman Matt Carle said. “We were going pretty good before the break, and we hope to keep some of the same swagger we had, because guys are feeling pretty good in here because of the way things are going. ... You just want get out and have a good start off the break.”
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Bolts go back to work after rare holiday break
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TAMPA — After bolting out of South Florida with a lopsided victory Monday night, the Tampa Bay Lightning zipped back home to take a well-earned deep breath.

Tampa Bay captured a fifth consecutive victory with a 6-1 rout of the Panthers, ensuring the break would be enjoyed just a little bit more.

“It’s nice to take a three-day breather,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “This is my favorite time of the year, but I couldn’t even tell you it’s Christmastime. It’s either been game day, off day or practice day.”

The past three days — Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday — were complete off days for the Lightning, with no team activities of any kind. But the three-day hiatus ends as the Lightning return to practice before hosting Montreal on Saturday.

The four days between games is the first time Tampa Bay has gone more than three days between games since Nov. 3-6. It also marks the last time they will go this long between games, except for the two-week break for the Olympics in February.

It offered a rare chance to step away from the rink before getting ready for the next two months, when the team will play 21 games in a 43-day span before the Olympic break.

“You just want to take a breath and enjoy this,’’ Cooper said. “And it’s pretty cool going in to the break zipping off five in a row.’’

The Lightning have been rolling of late, sporting a 7-1-2 record in the past 10 games. In that time, Tampa Bay out-scored opponents 28-19 while holding the opposition to fewer than three goals eight times. And in the past three games, it dominated with strong puck possession and puck retrieval, keeping the opposition hemmed in.

Tampa Bay is second in the Atlantic Division, two points ahead of Montreal, and third overall in the Eastern Conference.

“We are really happy with what we have done up to this point and it’s something to be proud of,’’ left wing Alex Killorn said, “but we realize especially coming back that we have a few hard games starting with Montreal right away. So, we are going to make sure we take care of ourselves over the break.’’

Riding a wave of positive momentum makes it easier to enjoy the time away from the rink, with the challenge being finding a way to maintain that momentum coming out of the break.

“When you are playing good, you wish you could play again tomorrow,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “We are going to take care of ourselves, enjoy this. But we have to pick back up where we left off.’’
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Lightning’s Cote grateful for chance to start anew
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TAMPA — The road through professional hockey sent J-P Cote on many an adventure.

From the early days in Quebec playing junior hockey, then to Hamilton in the American Hockey League, a brief stint in Montreal, back to Hamilton, off to Pennsylvania for a year, two years in Germany, back to Norfolk followed by a move to Syracuse.

Through it all, Cote, now 31, refused to let go of the thought that a return to the NHL would happen once again after last playing appearing with Montreal on Feb. 6, 2006. There were times, however, when an understanding that it may never happen again started to creep into the thought process.

“I would say I definitely started to have the philosophy that I was accepting my role as a veteran in the AHL,’’ Cote said. “And even prior to that, not having a contract during the summer while working out and seeing my friends go off to training camp. So my mindset was just, let’s go to the gym tomorrow and see what happens. I would get some calls, get into some training camps and end up going to the East Coast, and I always said let’s see where I am at the end of the year and make decisions whenever I have to make a decision.

“This was my mindset, take it one day at a time and make the best out of it.’’

On Thursday, Cote finally made it back to the NHL, one day after signing an NHL contract with the Lightning. When he suited up and took to the ice against Nashville, it marked 2,875 days since his previous NHL game with the Canadiens. And on his very first shift, Cote registered a hit – the trademark of his game – and picked up an assist on the opening goal of the game. Cote was on such a high, during an intermission interview when rinkside reporter Paul Kennedy presented Cote with the puck from his first career point, Cote promptly gave Kennedy a hug on the air.

“I was excited getting the call up, this all happened and it was all surreal, you think about it and talk about it, but for it to actually happen ... it’s just great,’’ Cote said.

His teammates were just as excited for him.

“I’m so happy for him because I know how much he’s worked for this,’’ Lightning defenseman Mark Barberio said. “He’s just a guy that you want to be around. He’s got that positive presence about him that really rubs off on everybody. I think for know J-P you become a better person.’’

The road back to the NHL had plenty of bumps and detours along the way for Cote and his wife, Valerie.

After five seasons in the Montreal organization playing almost exclusively with Hamilton and playing only eight games with the Canadiens during the 2005-06 season, Cote moved to the Pittsburgh farm system playing the full 2008-09 season with Wilkes/Barre-Scranton in the AHL. With the uncertainty of another contract from the Penguins, the next step was off to Germany where he played one season for Kassel and the next with Hamburg, an experience he will always remember.

“Me and my wife decided to go over for the experience, and that’s exactly what we did,’’ Cote said. “We traveled a lot, there were some breaks in the season, we lived the European way of living, a different style and definitely an experience. And I think it definitely contributed to where I am right, and helped me with my skills.’’

But with Valerie wanting to work in politics back home, the couple left Europe to return to North America, and that’s when Cote received the call from Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois to join the Lightning AHL team in Norfolk where he helped the Admirals capture the Calder Cup championship. Now in his third year with the Lightning organization, after being on an AHL only contract, Cote landed a two-year, two-way deal and found his way back to the big leagues.

“There are players (in the AHL) who have been to a bunch of training camps, they have been there and done that and they come back to the American League and you can see the light at the end of the tunnel is dimming for those guys,’’ said Lightning head coach Jon Cooper, who coached Cote in Norfolk and Syracuse. “Then there are guys like J-P, where every day is like the first day of his rookie season, and he treats every day that there is potential for him to be called up, or make his team better or make his life better. It doesn’t pay off for everybody, but you give yourself a chance and he falls right into that. Now he’s got that second chance and so far he’s making the best of it.’’

But Cote knows that, now that he’s back in the NHL, he has to work even harder to stay.

“You have to keep things in perspective, this happened three or four days ago and it’s nice that family members still text me, and that’s awesome, but the emotion is behind me,’’ Cote said. “I can’t live on a bubble, I have to play hockey. The way I play hockey is simple, hard-working hockey and I have to focus on that. As great as (the story) is, seven years or whatever, blah, blah, blah, I’m just trying to find a way to stay here.’’
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Lightning top Florida, 6-1, ride five-game winning streak
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Lightning right wing Martin St. Louis is denied by Panthers goalie Scott Clemmensen during the game Monday in Sunrise. 
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SUNRISE — Left by many to be nothing more than fodder for teams to pass on the way up the standings when Steven Stamkos went down to injury, the Lightning instead are riding into the three-day Christmas break with a five-game winning streak.

Captain Marty St. Louis has been a major catalyst to the charge, picking up a goal and two assists on Monday to lead the way to a 6-1 rout of the Florida Panthers in front of an announced crowd of 15,942 at BB&T Center.

Tampa Bay has won all three meetings with Florida this season by a combined 16-6 score and improved to 6-0-1 in the past seven games at Florida.

Victor Hedman finished with two assists and was a plus-four, J.T. Brown scored twice for his first career multigoal goal while Valtteri Filppula had a goal and assist. Rookie Nikita Kucherov had a pair of assists while Alex Killorn and Tyler Johnson also scored as the Lightning won a third consecutive game on the road. Matt Carle recorded his 200th career assist.

Ben Bishop won his fifth consecutive game, allowing fewer than two goals for the fifth game in a row, stopping 28 shots. Bishop allowed fewer than three goals for the fifth consecutive game to pick up his 20th victory of the season.

But it’s been St. Louis who has picked up the pace since Stamkos went down on Nov. 11 with a broken tibia. In the 20 games Tampa Bay has played without Stamkos, who was leading the league in goals and points at the time, the Lightning are 11-6-3 and head into the break second in the Atlantic Division, three points behind Boston.

“I think as a team, when 91 (Stamkos) went down, we kind of had that little sense of shock, we win a couple of games and then reality set in,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I think Marty went through a little bit of a funk during that time when Stammer was gone, but I don’t think we’ve had a better player on our team in the last eight games than 26 (St. Louis). He’s been the captain and he’s led the way and been outstanding for us. ... Marty has clearly put the team on his back a little bit here of late and it’s been great to see.’’

Since Dec. 5, when Tampa Bay was coming off consecutive shutout losses, St. Louis has six goals - including goals now in three consecutive games - and seven assists in 10 games. The captain has three multipoint efforts in that span, including a pair of three point efforts, and now has points in five consecutive games.

“You know you are counted on and you want to deliver,’’ St. Louis said of adding more responsibility since the Stamkos injury. “I felt everybody was going to be watching our team, everybody is going to be watching me and I definitely took it as a challenge. I know there is still a lot to do, but I’m glad the way we have responded as a team, I’m glad how I’ve responded personally and we want to keep pushing.’’

Tampa Bay really pushed the pace in the second period, which was spurred on by Killorn’s late first-period goal, which came 19 seconds after a gift goal scored by Florida when Matt Carle flubbed a clearing attempt on the penalty kill leading to Sean Bergenheim’s one-timer with 1:04 left to play in the first period.

“With their goal, it was a little fluky and one you would like to have back,’’ Killorn said. “But to get back so quick, especially at the end of the period to head back in to the locker room is pretty huge.

The Lightning took over from there, scoring three times in the opening 12:07 of the second period, with St. Louis getting a hand in all three goals, and drawing the penalty that led to Filppula’s 5-on-3 power play goal at 8:01. With the comfortable lead, the Lightning got a little sloppy in their own end, which forced Bishop to come up with some key saves to keep the three-goal lead, before a pair of Brown goals in the third period ensured the rout.

“I thought we really pushed the pace (in the second) and our defensemen were getting us the puck pretty quick, so we were quick upping it and to catch them on changes,’’ St. Louis said. “We were able to push the pace on gaps, so were hard to play against in the second and we took the game over.’’
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Bolts notes: With Brewer out, D Barberio to play
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SUNRISE — The up-and-down rookie campaign for D Mark Barberio went back on the upswing Monday.

With D Eric Brewer out of the lineup with an upper-body injury, Barberio returned to the lineup after sitting out the previous two games as a healthy scratch.

“What we talk about with Mark is watch and learn and digest,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “He’s still a rookie in this league in one of the tougher positions to play.

“So, when you watch upstairs a little bit, you know how fast the game is, but you can look at situations and say that maybe this will work a little bit better, or this would work, or realize there is more time in this area. So, you just hope he’s digesting all that when he’s upstairs.’’

Barberio sat out 10 of the first 12 games of the season, appeared in seven of the next 10, then played in 10 consecutive games before sitting out three of the next five. It’s all part of the process for a 23-year-old getting his first NHL experience. In the 20 games he has played Barberio has a pair of assists and is plus-5.

Sitting out games has been a learning experience just as much as playing.

“When you sit out you get to watch the game from a different standpoint and a different view, and you get to see the game differently,’’ Barberio said. “You get to see how much time you have in certain situations, which is good to get a different perspective, but of course you always want to be playing.’’

Brewer out, Salo leaves

Brewer left Saturday’s game with an undisclosed upper-body injury and did not return. He went for tests on Sunday, though when asked about it on Monday Cooper did not offer any details as to the nature of the injury or the time Brewer will miss.

“It’s not long term, and hopefully (Monday) is the only game he will miss,’’ Cooper said.

With Brewer out of the lineup, Victor Hedman paired with Andrej Sustr, Sami Salo worked with Barberio and Radko Gudas and Matt Carle remained together. J-P Cote will dress as the seventh defenseman.

“(Brewer) is a top-pairing (defenseman) for us, plays those hard minutes on the (penalty kill) and is a physical guy back there, so we definitely miss that,’’ Cooper said. “He has size and bite, but that’s why we have a little bit of depth.’’

With Brewer already out of the lineup, Tampa Bay lost Salo to an undisclosed upper-body injury sustained in the first period.

Salo played 5 minutes, 19 seconds in the first and did not return.

Moving up

RW Marty St. Louis moved into 90th place on the all-time scoring list, moving past Hall of Fame D Chris Chelios, who finished his career with 948 points. Next on the list for St. Louis to climb past is former Tampa Bay head coach Rick Tocchet, who is 89th with 952 career points.

Faceoff woes

Much has been made of the Lightning’s woeful power play in the past two months, but one area in which Cooper wants to see improvement is the faceoff circle.

On Saturday, Tampa Bay won just five of 13 faceoffs (38 percent) while on the power play. The team was below 40 percent on power play faceoffs in four of the past five games.

“It was atrocious (on Saturday),’’ Cooper said. “The problem is our centers are just losing them clean. And it’s a little frustrating when the power play is already struggling to begin with. And it makes that much worse when you have to go 200 feet every single time.

“So it’s almost like they should just throw the puck down, give us those extra 10 or 12 seconds and we’ll just start in our own end. But all joking aside, we have to be better at that. It’s been addressed. ... You are given a break starting the power play with a faceoff in the offensive zone, so if you don’t start with the puck, you are just hurting yourself.’’

Nuts and Bolts

RW Richard Panik and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were scratched. ... C Valtteri Filppula extended his scoring streak to a season-long five games. ... Tampa Bay has scored a power play goal in three consecutive games for the first time since Oct. 26-29.
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Bolts’ Hedman taking play to new heights
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SUNRISE — The saying goes, you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone.

For the Tampa Bay Lightning, they knew exactly what they were missing when Victor Hedman was out.

And in the two games Hedman has been back in the lineup since missing two weeks with a lower-body injury, the just-turned 23-year-old has shown exactly how far his game has come.

“If you look at our last two games in particular, I would say we have played extremely well, and though the score might not be indicative, we were in control of both of those games,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “And I would say that it’s no coincidence that both of those games are also the two games that Victor Hedman has been back.’’

Tampa Bay managed Hedman’s absence from the blue line by posting a 4-1-2 record (including the game Hedman was hurt in the first period), but in the past two games the Lightning have dominated in puck possession

In his return Thursday against Nashville, Hedman logged 21 minutes of ice time, picked up an assist and was a plus-2 in a 4-2 victory. 

In Saturday’s overtime victory against Carolina, Hedman scored his seventh goal of the season and his play from the point set up the third-period tying goal on the power play, and he played a little less than 28 minutes.

As well as Hedman was playing before the injury, the 6-foot-6, 230-pounder does not appear to have missed a beat — and he might be playing even better as the second overall pick in the 2009 draft continues to make strides toward becoming a true No. 1 defenseman. 

With seven goals Hedman has already surpassed his career best and is on track to shatter his career-high of 26 points.

But it’s not just about his offensive numbers, it’s how he carries himself on the ice, an understanding of what to expect after playing in the league for four seasons and how that all adds up what Hedman is putting on display.

“I find he has gained more and more confidence, he’s playing in all situations, his minutes are up and he’s playing against the best players in the league,’’ Lightning associate coach Rick Bowness said. “His confidence is starting to grow. And it takes a while for guys to realize how good they can be in this league, and there comes a maturity that comes with that. You are a much more mature person at (age 23) than you are at 18, and you are growing off the ice and growing on the ice.’’

As Hedman’s defensive game has matured in his own end since his rookie year, his offensive game has blossomed. He’s more active in the offensive zone, jumping up in the rush and jumping in to holes such as he did on Saturday cutting down the left point to take a pass from Valtteri Filppula and flipping a wrist shot into the net.

“I feel very confident with the puck, confident I can make plays and still play well at both ends of the ice,’’ Hedman said. “And the way we play suits the way I like to play.”

Should he keep going the way he is, and Tampa Bay continues to stay in a playoff position, at some point Hedman is going see his name start to enter into the conversation as a potential Norris Trophy candidate as the league’s best defenseman. 

“You always hoped that he would turn into this type of defenseman, but I wasn’t sure we were going to see it this soon,’’ Cooper said. “That’s what has been great for us, and maybe this was his growth chart and this was the year he was supposed to take off. Maybe it’s the system we play that helps him. I don’t know what all the factors are, because if you look at his first 15 games of the year, he was not even in the same stratosphere as he is now. ...

“Now he’s like, ‘Coach, that’s it, you’ve given it to me and I’m not giving it back,’ and he’s given me no reason to take it away from him.’’
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Gudas, Bolts rally past Carolina in OT
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning kept firing shots on Saturday, and Justin Peters kept turning them away.

But on Tampa Bay’s 50th shot of the game, Radko Gudas blasted a slap shot past Peters 2:16 into overtime to give Tampa Bay a 3-2 victory in front of an announced sellout crowd of 19,204 at the Forum.

Gudas’ second goal of the season gave the Lightning a fourth consecutive victory, tied for the longest winning streak this season for Tampa Bay.

“We were on a 3-on-1, I saw (Peters) was cheating on the pass, and I wasn’t 100 percent sure I could make the pass, so I decided to shoot and it went in ... awesome,’’ Gudas said.

Ben Bishop stopped 25 shots to collect his 19th victory of the season, second-most in the league, as he allowed two or fewer goals for the 22nd time in 27 starts this season.

Marty St. Louis scored his team-high 15th goal to tie the game in the third period, Valtteri Filppula had two assists, and Victor Hedman had a goal and an assist as Tampa Bay registered at least 50 shots on goal for the fifth time in franchise history, but won for the first time while hitting that mark.

For most of the game, it appeared Tampa Bay was going to skate back to its locker room shaking its collective heads at the performance Peters put on, as the Lightning never led in regulation.

Of the 18 Lightning skaters on the ice, 14 had at least two shots on goal. Many of the chances were of the high-quality variety, as well, with Peters putting on a show to keep Carolina in the game.

“I have to tip my cap to that kid,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I coached against him in the American Hockey League, and he was a pain in the butt then, and now he’s become a pain in the butt in the NHL. He was outstanding tonight.

“But I thought, our guys, you couldn’t ask too much more from them tonight. Sometimes the goaltender is the best player on the ice, and he was tonight, but fortunately for us we got that extra one by him.’’

Tampa Bay was in control of the puck for almost the entire game, putting on a puck possession clinic and forcing the Hurricanes — who played at home Friday — to defend for long stretches of time.

But Carolina grabbed the lead on its first shot of the game at 4:35 of the opening period when Jiri Tlusty fired a long-range wrist shot through a screen and past Bishop.

It took until 3:48 left in the first before Hedman solved Peters to tie the game as Tampa Bay finished the opening 20 minutes with 19 shots, a season high for a period.

Carolina struck again on its first shot of the second period when Tlusty outskated Ondrej Palat and came in on a short-handed breakaway to beat Bishop five-hole at 10:11 for the Hurricanes’ league-leading seventh short-handed goal of the season — and fourth allowed by Tampa Bay.

Peters then kept Tampa Bay at bay, making several highlight-reel stops, including a glove save on Filppula that appeared to be in the net but was upheld as no goal after review with 1:04 left in the second.

TXT Body: The Lightning finally broke through with a power-play goal at 7:56 of the third when a Hedman shot/pass found the stick of St. Louis at the right post to tie the game, marking the first time Tampa Bay has scored power-play goals in consecutive games since Oct. 27-29.

Only Peters’ brilliance kept the game tied through regulation to steal Carolina a point and get the game to overtime.

“He was unbelievable tonight,’’ Hedman said of Peters. “We knew we had to keep wearing them down, keep shooting the puck and finally our (power play) got the goal, got us into overtime and then Guddy with the blast ended it.

“But we had to just keep shooting pucks. We knew sooner or later it’s going to go in.’’
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Bolts Beat: NHL players must police themselves
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TAMPA — Let’s hope the players figure things out, and soon.

Because at the rate the NHL is handing out suspensions, it sure does not appear that the message is getting through.

Since the start of the season, there have been 22 suspensions handed out by the NHL Player Safety Department, adding up to 108 regular-season games, which is already more than were handed out in the 48-game shortened season last year. Nine of those suspensions came during the first 15 days of December. There were also seven suspensions handed out during preseason play.

On one hand, some of this comes as a result of the NHL cracking down on dangerous hits, specifically hits to the head, in order to curb the number of concussions plaguing the league. 

The standard has certainly changed, and for the better, in order to send a message that players need to be more aware and be responsible for their actions.

But that message may not be stern enough.

Or the players simply don’t have the respect for each other on the ice to care.

And that’s where it really needs to start, from within.

The media can point it out all the time — and we do — and the league can hold hearings by telephone or in person and hand down suspensions all it wants. At the end of the day, it has to come down to the players.

There is a bit of irony involved here because of the notion that players can trade punches on the ice for 60 minutes and go out and laugh about it over an adult beverage after the game.

I recall Matthew Barnaby and Bill Guerin — good friends off the ice — trading punches off the opening face-off on at least on occasion.

So that shows there is respect among the players.

Why doesn’t it translate on the ice? 

Does the win-at-all-costs mentality translate into injuring as many opposing players as you can and be the last man standing just to win?

Hockey is a tremendous game to watch, with the skill, finesse and speed these athletes display while skating with 2-inch blades of steel strapped to their feet. 

And it is a physical sport. That’s always been part of the appeal, and nobody should want to see that eliminated from the game.

But when it starts to border on violence, that’s where the players need to understand where the line is and not cross it.

The players are bigger, stronger and faster than they have ever been, which means when hits occur, they inflict more damage. 

Sort of like going from driving a Volkswagen Beetle to a Hummer — when an accident occurs, the larger vehicle is going to cause the bigger dent.

If that message doesn’t get across — soon — it’s going to take something truly traumatic to force a change in mentality.

Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.
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TAMPA — Every year it seems Ryan Malone seeks to avoid the injury bug, only to be stricken at some point.

It found him this season when a puck went off his ankle during the Nov. 22 game in Anaheim, which resulted in a non-displaced fracture that has kept him out for a month after appearing in the first 23 games.

“I keep saying things happen for a reason and being positive,’’ Malone said. “The only good thing is that it’s not a half-season this year, we have a full season this year, so there is lots of time to get back and make an impact. It’s frustrating watching games, but it’s nice the boys are playing well and it makes it a lot easier.’’

At the time of the diagnosis, Malone was expected to miss 3-4 weeks, but he just resumed skating late in the week and the fracture is not 100 percent healed. There is some pain still involved, he said, and he has yet to begin skating with the team, which would be the next step in his recovery. Once he’s cleared to resume skating with the team, he will need some additional time to get his conditioning level back up after not being able to skate for the past four weeks.

“You can’t really lift your legs or anything like that, so (Saturday) was just kind of like, and I keep joking that it’s the first day of summer where you can’t really walk or sit down because your legs are really sore (after the first workout),’’ Malone said. “It’s been a while, so it’s nice to try to get that strength back and get that hop back sooner rather than later.’’

Tampa Bay Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said he expects Malone to be out at least one more week but indicated a return could come at some point during the four-game swing through Western Canada that begins New Year’s Day in Vancouver.

“Conditioning is going to be his biggest thing now, but he’s healing and I don’t think he’s too far off in the distant future,’’ Cooper said.

Back in the lineup

Tom Pyatt’s ice time this year in game action equals 13 minutes, 15 seconds.

His time on the ice, however, has equated to hours and hours.

After missing the past 33 games while recovering from a broken collarbone suffered Oct. 8, Pyatt was back in the lineup Saturday skating on the fourth line.

“It’s been so long, it’s felt like forever,’’ Pyatt said. “It’s nice to be out there with the guys and get back in. ... It’s almost like a first game.’’

Last season, Pyatt finished with eight goals and 16 points in 43 games, and likely would have easily exceeded his career high in both categories if not for the lockout-shortened season. This season he was on the bubble heading into training camp and was a healthy scratch the first two regular-season games before suffering the injury.

Now he will be a welcome addition back to the lineup.

“He’s a pretty versatile player. He can play in the middle, which we have been lacking since (Steven Stamkos) has gone down,’’ Cooper said. “If you need a guy to jump in on the power play, or somebody to jump in on the (penalty kill), he can do it all. He’s got some speed so he’ll help with our attack.’’

Nuts and Bolts

D Eric Brewer suffered an undisclosed upper-body injury in the second period and did not return. ... The Lightning held a video tribute for D Pavel Kubina, who announced his retirement Friday. ... D Mark Barberio, LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie and LW B.J. Crombeen were scratched.

Erik Erlendsson
Fennelly: Bolts’ Stamkos still goal-oriented
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TAMPA — Last week, he went on his first Tampa Bay Lightning road trip since the November day in Boston when his season, and his team’s season, seemed lost.

But here are the Lightning, staying in the hunt — more than that, really, near the top of the Eastern Conference. Here is Steven Stamkos, on the ice, making progress, always that smile, back on the road with his brothers. So, the first trip, he gets to the jet center. Security wands him.

“That was pretty funny,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

There’s the surgically inserted titanium rod in Steven Stamkos’ broken right tibia.

Then there’s the steel will that goes with it.

“The rod is in there and it’s stable,” said Stamkos, 23. “I’ve got age on my side. I’ve got motivation. ... Now you can kind of see the light at the end of the tunnel.”

His teammates have made some light themselves. Heading into Saturday’s game with Carolina, the Lightning were 9-6-2 without their all-world sharpshooter. Naturally, scoring is down. The Bolts have been shut out four times in 18 games without Stamkos. But the defense has tightened, and goaltender Ben Bishop has been exceptional.

“We’re scrapping,” captain Marty St. Louis said.

And now it doesn’t seem as improbable that the Lightning could make a real season of this — No. 91’s progress has been remarkable. In Forum halls, people are smiling over Stamkos’ smile, moving from “if” he can make it back this season to “when.” It’s another kind of buzz.

Maybe it was the first news conference after the injury. In late November, Stamkos surfaced publicly two weeks after Boston. And he walked into the room. It was a regular revival tent: he’d thrown away those crutches. He hasn’t used them since, or a protective boot.

“It was big for me,” Stamkos said.

It was big for everyone.

He was on the ice a month after the operation. Who is this, Wolverine?

“We’re waiting for him to do flips down the hall,” Cooper said.

There’s still no timetable. A setback is always possible. But Stamkos’ brass rings are Olympic rings: playing for Canada in the Winter Games in Sochi in February. If that seems unrealistic, or risky, not to worry. Lightning GM Steve Yzerman also is executive director of Canada’s men’s team.

“His future is what matters,” Yzerman said. “We won’t take any chances.”

“I’m hoping (the Olympics) being out there is a good thing, motivation,” Stamkos said. “But I’m not going to rush back and be a liability for Tampa or for Canada.”

On Saturday morning, he was on the Forum ice before the Lightning’s pregame skate. He has been on the ice six times since his surgery, light skating, stick-handling, shooting one-timers. The real rehab is seven days a week, three to four hours a day.

“I’m not having any pain at all,” Stamkos said. “Obviously, we’re cautious with certain movements. We use the underwater treadmill up at the university, USF. We’re there two or three days a week. It’s great — low impact on the joints and the foot. We’re working out in the gym here, starting to do lower-body stuff ... some light body weights, some squats, holding maybe a 25-pound plate. Every two weeks we’ve been doing X-rays. Last week was the four-week X-ray. Things look great.

“Pushing off on that (right leg), full torque, we can’t. The bone isn’t completely healed. Any kind of torque (action) would obviously be a setback. I feel good, but I know I can’t push it too much.”

His teammates have pushed it just fine.

“I couldn’t be more proud of the way we’ve played,” Stamkos said. “It’s not just me. We’ve had a lot of significant injuries: Victor (Hedman), (Eric) Brewer, (Ryan) Malone. Those are world-class players. Guys have stepped up, Marty leading the way, Bish leading the way in goal. The young guys have gotten more ice time. They’re learning. They’re thriving. Coop has said it a bunch of times: We’re going to be a better team because of this.”

Every week the Lightning rack up points is one week closer to still being relevant if Stamkos should return. He might become the rough equivalent of added firepower a contender picks up at a trade deadline.

“It would be the best move I’ve made,” Yzerman said with a grin.

“I’d love to go to the Olympics,” Stamkos said. “But that’s the icing on the cake. The priority is to get back for this team. But you have to be goal-oriented. You have to be passionate. You have to be hungry and always want more.”

A man of steel, inside and out.
Bolts’ Bishop in line for big role
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More Information

Tonight’s game

WHO: Hurricanes at Lightning

WHERE/WHEN: The Forum, Tampa; 7 p.m.

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/ 970-AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), D Keith Aulie (broken hand), LW Ryan Malone (fractured ankle), out; C Tom Pyatt (broken collarbone), probable. Hurricanes — G Anton Khudobin (ankle), D Joni Pitkanen (heel), out.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the second of three meetings. ... Tampa Bay won 3-0 in Carolina on Nov. 1. ... The Lightning are 48-44-15 all-time against the Hurricanes/Whalers franchise, including 29-19-4 at home. ... Tampa Bay has won three consecutive games. ... RW Marty St. Louis has 37 goals and 85 points in 74 career games against the Hurricanes. ... The Lightning are 12-6 against Carolina in the past 18 meetings. ... The Hurricanes, who hosted Washington on Friday, are 2-3-2 in the second half of back-to-back games. ... C Valtteri Filppula has two goals and two assists in the past three games. ... Tampa Bay is 13-3-1 at home. ... The Hurricanes are 7-7-3 on the road.

TAMPA — Entering this season, plenty of questions surrounded the Tampa Bay Lightning’s goaltending situation.

That’s not exactly a revelation with this franchise.

But nearly halfway through the season, Ben Bishop has been a revelation. In what figures to be his 27th start of the season tonight against Carolina, the 27-year-old is tied for the league lead with three shutouts, he is second in the league with 18 victories, third with a .934 save percentage and fourth with a 1.96 goals-against average.

Bishop heads into tonight’s meeting have shut out the Hurricanes twice in two outings, stopping 76 consecutive shots. In 21 of his 26 starts this season, Bishop has allowed two or fewer goals.

“He’s been our best player,’’ Lightning defenseman Eric Brewer said.

The timing of Bishop’s breakout season could not be better.

Of course he has been brilliant for the Lightning and might finally be the answer after the team’s 8-year search for a No. 1 goaltender.

But Jan. 1, Team USA will announce the 25 players who will represent the United States at the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Though Bishop might not have the resume of 2010 U.S. Olympic hero Ryan Miller or Conn Smythe Trophy winner Jonathan Quick or the pedigree of Corey Schneider, the Lightning netminder is having the best season to this point of any American goaltender.

That has put Bishop’s name squarely in the sights to be one of the three goaltenders named to the roster on New Year’s Day after the Winter Classic.

“Every position is going to be difficult, and we have depth at all positions,’’ said Team USA general manager David Poile. “We have a goaltender that has won a Stanley Cup and Conn Smythe award (Quick), our 2010 Olympic goalie (Miller), and we have other goalies that are doing unbelievable this year, and that includes Ben Bishop. So I’m sure we are going to be making decisions that are going to upset some people at the end of the day, but we are just trying to do the best we can.’’

Bishop said he hasn’t given the Olympics much, if any, thought and he has been concentrating solely on the task at hand — playing well and helping the Lightning win games.

“I wasn’t ever guaranteed a spot (on the Olympic roster), so it’s more of just take care of your game here with the Lightning and if you play well enough that will come into consideration,’’ Bishop said. “So it’s one of those things where there’s (four) more games left until the selection, so if I play well in those games then I’m sure that flight to Vancouver (on Dec. 30) will be on my mind a lot.

“But I have to take care of business here, so it’s easy to focus on this knowing that if I don’t play well here that it’s not going to happen.’’

There are more things to take into consideration than just statistics this season as Team USA officials start making their selections for the roster, and that’s why Miller and Quick (who has been out with a groin injury) appear to be assured spots. But if basing those selections on how all the candidates have performed to this point in the season, then Bishop would seem to be a logical choice to make the team.

“If you are going on complete merit and statistics, and if that’s your gauge of 2013 this season, it’s hard not to think he’s one of the top three U.S. goalies,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “There are arguments to be made for other players, but the one thing I think that is battling Ben is he didn’t have any NHL game experience.

“I’m not part of management, so I’m just speaking for what I feel, but would I take a goalie with 40 games of experience in the NHL and run right through the Olympics? I don’t know if that’s the thinking, but if it’s based solely on this season you have to take them.’’

Bishop isn’t fretting over it at this point, though there is an understanding that his play has kept him in the conversation right up until the end.

“Absolutely, I hear all the talking and everything,’’ he said. “I’d like to think that I’ve done all that I can do, so there’s a few games left to keep rolling here and make it as hard of a decision on them as possible.’’
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“He’s been our best player,’’ Lightning defenseman Eric Brewer said.

The timing of Bishop’s breakout season could not be better.

Of course he has been brilliant for the Lightning and might finally be the answer after the team’s 8-year search for a No. 1 goaltender.

But Jan. 1, Team USA will announce the 25 players who will represent the United States at the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Though Bishop might not have the resume of 2010 U.S. Olympic hero Ryan Miller or Conn Smythe Trophy winner Jonathan Quick or the pedigree of Corey Schneider, the Lightning netminder is having the best season to this point of any American goaltender.

That has put Bishop’s name squarely in the sights to be one of the three goaltenders named to the roster on New Year’s Day after the Winter Classic.

“Every position is going to be difficult, and we have depth at all positions,’’ said Team USA general manager David Poile. “We have a goaltender that has won a Stanley Cup and Conn Smythe award (Quick), our 2010 Olympic goalie (Miller), and we have other goalies that are doing unbelievable this year, and that includes Ben Bishop. So I’m sure we are going to be making decisions that are going to upset some people at the end of the day, but we are just trying to do the best we can.’’

Bishop said he hasn’t given the Olympics much, if any, thought and he has been concentrating solely on the task at hand — playing well and helping the Lightning win games.

“I wasn’t ever guaranteed a spot (on the Olympic roster), so it’s more of just take care of your game here with the Lightning and if you play well enough that will come into consideration,’’ Bishop said. “So it’s one of those things where there’s (four) more games left until the selection, so if I play well in those games then I’m sure that flight to Vancouver (on Dec. 30) will be on my mind a lot.

“But I have to take care of business here, so it’s easy to focus on this knowing that if I don’t play well here that it’s not going to happen.’’

There are more things to take into consideration than just statistics this season as Team USA officials start making their selections for the roster, and that’s why Miller and Quick (who has been out with a groin injury) appear to be assured spots. But if basing those selections on how all the candidates have performed to this point in the season, then Bishop would seem to be a logical choice to make the team.

“If you are going on complete merit and statistics, and if that’s your gauge of 2013 this season, it’s hard not to think he’s one of the top three U.S. goalies,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “There are arguments to be made for other players, but the one thing I think that is battling Ben is he didn’t have any NHL game experience.

“I’m not part of management, so I’m just speaking for what I feel, but would I take a goalie with 40 games of experience in the NHL and run right through the Olympics? I don’t know if that’s the thinking, but if it’s based solely on this season you have to take them.’’

Bishop isn’t fretting over it at this point, though there is an understanding that his play has kept him in the conversation right up until the end.
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Related Links

•Retirement letter from Lightning’s Pavel Kubina

 TAMPA — Former Tampa Bay Lightning defenseman Pavel Kubina announced his retirement on Friday, officially ending his 13-year career.

Kubina spent eight seasons with Tampa Bay, including the 2004 Stanley Cup championship year, after being drafted by the Lightning in the seventh round of the 1996 draft.

A 2004 NHL All-Star, Kubina was also a three-time Olympian for the Czech Republic (2002, 2006, 2010) winning a bronze medal in 2006.

The 36-year-old still resides in St. Petersburg with his wife, Andrea, and their two children, Tereza and Victoria.

He signed as a free agent with Toronto following the 2005-06 season and was traded to Atlanta for the 2009-10 season. Kubina signed a two-year contract with the Lightning, helping Tampa Bay reach the 2011 Eastern Conference final, but was dealt to Philadelphia before the trade deadline in 2012, appearing in 17 games with Flyers, his final NHL team.

Kubina released a letter upon his announcement thanking his parents, the Lightning, former Tampa Bay general manager Phil Esposito and all his former teammates. Kubina said in his retirement letter that he will always have a special place in his heart for Lightning fans, as well.

“Although I did not have the opportunity to play my final game in front of the same fans that I played my first game, which I desperately wanted to do, rest assured my heart, my skates, my No. 13 jersey and my home will always be here among you in Tampa Bay,” Kubina said in the letter.

“Your cheers and your support throughout my career gave me fond memories that I will cherish for a lifetime. This marks the end of a journey that started as a six-year-old boy in a tiny town in the Czech Republic and carried me through 970 games in the National Hockey League, many playoff games and a Stanley Cup Championship, three Olympics, and four World Championships over my 13-year NHL career.''
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Lindback gets help as Bolts keep rolling, 4-2
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Lightning right wing B.J. Crombeen, right, lands a punch on Predators center Matt Hendricks during a first period fight.
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TAMPA — Staring at an open net 180 feet down the ice, Anders Lindback dropped the puck to his stick, turned his hands over and fired a shot toward the opposite goal.

The puck flew through the air, hit the ice and skidded to halt just inside the blue line and well short of the vacated Nashville Predators goal.

The attempt to score by the Tampa Bay Lightning net-minder was about the only thing that did not go his way Thursday in his first start against his former team.

Lindback finished with 28 saves to help lead Tampa Bay to a 4-2 victory against the Predators in front of an announced crowd of 17,254 at the Forum.

“It’s always nice to get a win, and especially in these games against your old team, it’s always a little special,” Lindback said.

His teammates provided some offensive support — the team averaged 1.63 goals per game in Lindback’s previous eight starts this season — as Alex Killorn, Richard Panik, Teddy Purcell and Marty St. Louis all scored, with St. Louis notching his 350th as a member of the Lightning.

Tampa Bay has won three consecutive games for the first time since winning four in a row from Nov. 1-9 while improving to 13-3-1 on home ice as the Lightning moved into second place in the Atlantic Division standings, three points behind Boston.

Lindback, acquired from Nashville on June 15, 2012, improved to 3-6-1 this season.

“We knew this was a game he had circled on the calendar, and he played awesome,’’ Killorn said. “We were happy to do that for him.’’

The victory was the feel-good moment of the season for Lindback, whose numbers and record are not indicative of how the 25-year-old has played in his limited starts this season. Lindback has not received the offensive support in front of him — the team has been shut out twice with him in net and been held to one goal on three other occasions — while he’s been the victim of some bad breaks.

“He’s deserved better from us, and for us to get four (goals) for him, and for him to shut the door like he did ... he’s deserved this,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “He was on today. He has played extremely well for us, it just that (with Ben) Bishop, it’s been like A and A-plus. Hopefully we can continue to give him some goal support, because he’s played way better than his record.’’

Lindback was also able to play from ahead, as Killorn scored 2:25 into the game, marking the first time Tampa Bay has opened the scoring with Lindback in net since Oct. 27 at Florida. After withstanding a barrage of Nashville shots — which had six in a span of 1:49 after going without a shot on goal for 10 minutes, 47 seconds — St. Louis fired home a power-play goal with 54 seconds left to give Lindback a two-goal lead.

And other than Nashville’s dangerous-looking power play, which accounted for both Predators goals (one technically did not register with the man advantage as the power play expired at the same time the goal was scored), the Lightning were in control of the game and had Nashville back on its heels for good portions of the game, particularly in the third period, in five-on-five play.

“Since I can remember, that’s one of the best games we have played at even strength,’’ said Killorn, who also had an assist on the night. “We didn’t give them too much, we controlled the puck a ton. Just in the third period, the amount we had the puck was huge, it’s tough for them to score, obviously, when they don’t have the puck much and playing defense the whole time.’’

When Nashville did score, the Lightning answered on both occasions to regain their two-goal lead, with Purcell answering 1:51 after a Craig Smith goal at 6:36 of the second period and Panik tipping an Eric Brewer point shot at 13:51, just 49 seconds after Smith’s second goal.

It proved to be the support Lindback needed to cap his night.

“It’s what I’m working for every day, to try to prove myself, and I thought we played a really good game all through it,’’ Lindback said. “And it’s always relieving when they score a couple of early goals. So it feels good.’’
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Nearly 8 years since last appearing in an NHL game, D J-P Cote returned to the big leagues Thursday night, one day after signing a two-year contract with the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Cote was originally selected by Toronto in the ninth round of the 2000 draft and made his NHL debut with Montreal during the 2005-06 season, appearing in eight games. Since then, the 6-foot-3, 215-pound defenseman has played primarily in the American Hockey League, though he spent 2 years playing in Germany. He signed with the Tampa Bay organization on a minor-league-only contract in 2010-11, helping Norfolk win a Calder Cup championship.

Now, the 31-year-old feels like a rookie getting back to the NHL, even with all of his experience.

“Definitely, have the butterflies in my stomach for sure,’’ said Cote, who last played an NHL game Feb. 4, 2006, against Boston. “I’ve obviously been here before, but it’s been a long road in between the last time I was up in the NHL. So, it feels, not unreal, but it’s nice to be here.’’

Cote brings a physical style of play and a stay-at-home mentality. He’s a solid shot blocker, according to Lightning coach Jon Cooper, and will make opposing players think twice about coming near the Tampa Bay crease.

“I think we are looking for a little bit more size back there, a little bit defense-minded, a little bit more bite, and he’s kind of got that. ... He plays a man’s game back there,’’ Cooper said. “I think he’s going to be somebody who could potentially make it harder on opposing forwards, and we want to see if he can do it at the NHL level. ... He has been a true soldier for this organization for almost three years, and he deserves a shot.’’

On his first shift, Cote registered a hit on Nashville RW Matt Hendricks and picked up his first career point with a secondary assist on Alex Killorn’s goal 2:25 into the game.

Hedman back: The Lightning welcomed the return of D Victor Hedman to the lineup after he missed six games with a lower-body injury.

“Obviously, it’s frustrating to be on the sidelines, but I’m back in and I’m very excited about that,” Hedman said. “These are three big games before the Christmas break, and it’s good to get back before that.’’

Hedman said his conditioning is good, but the biggest thing to get back will be his timing. Thursday’s morning skate was just his second full practice with the team since being cleared for contact.

“I’ll go out there to play simple the first period to get into it and go from there,’’ said Hedman, who got an assist on his second shift.

Pyatt cleared: C Tom Pyatt was on the ice Thursday morning in a regular jersey after receiving clearance for full contact more than two months after breaking his collarbone. Expected to be out eight to 10 weeks, he was pushed back another two weeks when a bone scan revealed the break had not fully healed.

Pyatt did not play Thursday, but he is expected to be in the lineup Saturday against Carolina.

“It tends to drag on and on, especially when you think there is a time you are going to get back on,’’ Pyatt said of the lengthy rehabilitation process. “To finally get that (red injured) jersey off ... I can get back to practicing full with the team, get going and get into the lineup.’’

Rare comeback: According to Elias Sports Bureau, Tuesday’s late rally against the Islanders from down two goals marked the first time in franchise history Tampa Bay won a game when trailing by two with three minutes to play. The Lightning picked up a point in similar situations on four occasions, most recently in a 4-3 shootout loss to Montreal on Feb. 12, 2013.

Valtteri Filppula’s goal with 3.8 seconds left in regulation was the first time Tampa Bay tied a game with a goal in the final five seconds since Alexander Selivanov scored at 19:57 against Vancouver on Nov. 18, 1995.

Nuts and Bolts: D Mark Barberio and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were scratched. ... LW Ryan Malone skated with C Steven Stamkos before Thursday’s morning skate. ... The holiday roster freeze went into effect at midnight Friday and remains in place until Dec. 27. Teams may not make trades or send players to the minors, though players may be called up. ... D Eric Brewer picked up his 250th career point.
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TAMPA — An important date on a calendar often finds a red circle surrounding the day. For a player traded from one team to another, the first meeting with the former team tends to end up with red ink around it.

Even if that date is more than a year later.

That day for Anders Lindback comes tonight, when Tampa Bay hosts Nashville in the first meeting between the teams since the goaltender was acquired by the Lightning from the Predators on June 15, 2012. And indications are Lindback will get the chance to start against his former team.

“Of course it’s special playing against teammates,’’ Lindback said. “For me, obviously, I want to get in and play as much as I can. And it would be nice to play against them, but I do think you just try to approach every game the same and be at your best level all the time.’’

Lindback has yet to establish himself as the No. 1 goalie Tampa Bay envisioned when it gave up two second-round picks and a third-round selection in the 2012 draft. A high ankle sprain set him back midway through the lockout-shortened season last year, while Ben Bishop, acquired from Ottawa in April, has taken hold of the top spot this season for the Lightning.

“It’s been a little up and down,’’ Lindback, 25, said of his two seasons with Tampa Bay. “In some ways I feel that I’m a way-better goalie now than I was when I got here. It’s a little frustrating right now, because I feel like I’m really getting better every day and I want to get in there more.

“But, obviously, Bish is playing unbelievable. So, it’s a tough situation again for me. I’m just trying to look for every opportunity to prove myself.’’

The lack of playing time for Lindback is more a testament to Bishop’s play this season than any sort of admonishment of Lindback. His numbers are not completely indicative of how he has played this season.

In 10 games, including eight starts, Lindback has a 2-6-1 record with a 3.12 goals-against average and .883 save percentage. Hardly flattering numbers, but in those eight starts they are slightly better, with a 2.78 goals-against average, more than one-third lower than his overall goals-against mark. In those eight starts, Lindback faced Boston twice, San Jose and Pittsburgh.

“People do look at wins and losses and statistics like that, and the one thing about Lindback is he has given us a chance to win every night,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “We have all the confidence in the world in Anders, and if we didn’t have that confidence we would not play him.’’

Lindback has also been hurt by a lack of goal support from the team in front of him. 

In his eight games, and taking empty-net goals out of the equation, he has received a total of 13 goals of support, an average of 1.63 per game. That compares to 2.73 per game when Bishop is in goal.

Tampa Bay has been shut out twice with Lindback in net and has been held to one or no goals in five of those eight starts.

“I just have to focus on my part of the game, and I can’t really change the way the game is going to end up,’’ Lindback said. “All I can do is just try to focus on my thing and stop the puck and help the guys in the defensive zone.

“Obviously, it gets frustrating, but I have to look beside that and just try to focus on my part of it. But I am a big believer that if you play well, you do the right things, that with time the right numbers and the wins will be there.’’

Cooper equated it to a team that is playing well, but not finding the right results. Eventually things begin to turn around.

“The one thing about this is what comes around goes around, and I truly believe that you make your own breaks. And Anders is making his breaks,’’ Cooper said. “Anders has played too well not win games, and eventually the numbers are going to turn for him.’’

Noteworthy

The Lightning signed veteran defenseman J-P Cote to a two-year, two-way contract on Wednesday and called him up from Syracuse of the American Hockey League. He is expected to make his Tampa Bay debut tonight against Nashville.

The 6-foot-3, 213-pound blue-liner last played in the NHL in 2005-06, when he appeared in eight games with Montreal. The 31-year-old has played on an AHL contract in the Lightning minor-league system for three seasons and was a member of the 2011-12 Calder Cup championship team in Norfolk.
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More Information

TRIBUNE'S 3 STARS

1. Lightning C Valtteri Filppula – Scored twice to rally the offense and converted shootout chance

2. Lightning G Ben Bishop – Kept team in the game with his 32 saves

3. Islanders C Josh Bailey – Two breakaway chances, assists and three shots

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — Looking down and nearly out, the Tampa Bay Lightning found a way to fight back on Tuesday.

Tampa Bay stormed back with two goals in the final three minutes from Valtteri Filppula to force overtime in a 3-2 shootout victory against the New York Islanders in front of an announced crowd of 13,618 at Nassau Coliseum.

“The boys stuck with it ... but let's be honest, you are down two (goals) with four (minutes) to go, we probably stole a couple of points tonight,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

Ben Bishop stopped 32 shots while allowing two or fewer goals for the 21st time in 26 starts this season. He saw his career-best shutout streak of 129 minutes, 57 seconds come to an end early in the second period.

Kyle Okposo and Frans Nielsen scored for New York, while Evgeni Nabokov stopped 34 shots.

Filppula ensured the game would get to overtime when he snapped home a wrist shot with 2:53 left in the third then hovered around the top of the crease during a goal-mouth scramble to backhand the puck past Nabokov with 3.8 seconds left in regulation.

“There were a lot of guys in that pile, and I was just standing there hoping the puck would come out,'' Filppula said. “Sometimes it stays there and sometimes it comes out.''

Filppula also scored in the shootout, while Nikita Kucherov had the shootout-deciding goal, pulling off another highlight-reel attempt. Bishop stopped tow of three shooters to secure the victory as Tampa Bay snapped a four-game losing streak at Nassau Coliseum and ended the road trip with a 2-1 record to pull to 8-8-2 on the road.

“I don't think we played as well as we wanted to, but I think at the same time we didn't get down and we were trying, sometimes were trying a little too hard,'' Filppula said. “But we were able to get a couple of goals at the end there, so it was nice to be able to come back and get the two points.''

The Islanders, who have one victory in the past 15 games, gave Tampa Bay's defense fits at times, getting in behind the Lightning defense for odd-man chances, including two breakaway attempts from Josh Bailey in the first period. Then, after Okposo fired a one-timer from the center point off a John Tavares feed 11 seconds into the second period for a power-play goal, New York followed with a 2-on-0 break, but Bishop stopped Nielsen. Bishop came up with another big save when a deflected shot landed near the top of the crease, where Tavares was able to whack at it, but Bishop was again able to slide over and managed to knock the shot down at 3:44.

“I was just trying to make a save here and there to keep the team in the game, and it just happened to be a couple there early in the second,'' Bishop said.

Tyler Johnson nearly pulled Tampa Bay even, but a pass from Ondrej Palat jumped over Johnson's stick as he was alone in front, and his rebound chance seconds later did not have enough elevation to get over Nabokov at 9:54.

Less than a minute after the missed chance, the Islanders took a two-goal lead, getting another odd-man rush as Grabner fed Nielsen on the left wing side for a quick shot over Bishop at 10:21 that appeared to be the knockout blow, as the Lightning have had difficulties scoring goals of late.

“Scoring has been tough for us, but I felt like that even though we were down, we didn't get down, we were trying to still play,'' Filppula said. “I felt that we over-trying things at time, but you also need a little bit of luck when you are coming back like this, and I'm glad luck was on our side tonight.''
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Bolts notes: Hedman could play in Thursday’s game
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. — After missing six games with an unspecified lower-body injury suffered on Dec. 5, D Victor Hedman participated in a full practice during Tuesday’s morning skate as he eyes a possible return to the lineup later this week.

Hedman leads Tampa Bay Lightning defensemen with six goals and 15 points while averaging 21 minutes of ice time per game. At the time of his injury, Hedman was starting to become more of an offensive threat and was playing as the team’s top defenseman until he was hit into the side boards in the first period against Ottawa.

But after going through a full practice for the first time, participating in all team drills, Hedman has an eye on possibly returning Thursday when Tampa Bay hosts Nashville.

“That would be awesome if I could play then, but I don’t know,’’ Hedman said. “I have to be smart too. I’m not going to go back and risk anything, so I have to make sure that I’m 100 percent. But today felt good, and if nothing happens (Tuesday) or tomorrow, then obviously that’s something that I want to do is play as soon as possible, so we’ll see.’’

Lightning coach Jon Cooper said that while Tampa Bay has been able to manage the blue line in Hedman’s absence, the void is noticeable.

“Take your best defenseman out, a guy that plays 25 minutes a night, that’s almost half the game, and he’s a horse for us back there, so of course we’ve missed him, but you can’t complain,’’ Cooper said. “We have to find a way to win with guys like Hedman and (Steven) Stamkos out. 

“Is it ideal? No, but we can’t have any excuses. We have to find a way.’’

Power play woes

Tampa Bay headed into Tuesday in a 6-for-66 streak on the power play in the previous 21 games, though four of those power-play goals came in two games. That means in 19 of those games, the Lightning have scored twice on the power play.

The coaching staff has penciled in power-play drills into nearly every practice, personnel has been rotated and players have been put in different positions, yet there has been no sense of sustaining success with the man advantage.

“You watch us in practice and we look pretty good, like the ’76 Russians,’’ Cooper said.

But that has not translated to the games, at least not since starting the season on a 12-for-50 run in the opening 12 games. 

So, for Tuesday’s game against the Islanders, the units were switched around and the difficulties the team has experienced on the power play have been discussed.

“It’s coming, you can feel it,’’ Cooper said. “I think we’ve been getting our chances, and our problem has been getting into the zone, I think that is what has hurt us. So we have a pretty good mindset, we talked about it at length the last couple of days, so I like where our heads are at.’’

RW Teddy Purcell said the team has to be better at moving the puck, concentrate on getting shots to the net and having better puck support when under pressure.

“Teams probably know that our power play has been struggling, they’ve been scouting us and see that we’ve been slipping in the standings that way,’’ he said. “When teams are struggling, you just pounce on the puck and leave guys on an island. 

“So we have to do a better job of supporting each other and making those poised plays under pressure.’’

24/7

A film crew from Video Art Productions has been following the team during the three-game road trip capturing behind-the-scenes footage of what the team experiences while on the road, from the training staff moving the team from city to city in a back-to-back game situation to some of the travel issues the team experienced traveling through the Northeast.

The footage will be part of an upcoming “Inside the Lightning” special to air on Sun Sports in January.

Nuts and Bolts

LW B.J. Crombeen returned to the lineup after being scratched Sunday in Detroit. ... RW Dana Tyrell and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were scratched. ... Tampa Bay is scheduled to practice at noon today in Brandon.

Erik Erlendsson
Lightning's Alex Killorn aiming for net gain
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. — It seems the only way Alex Killorn is able to score goals these days, is not to actually score one.

Late in Sunday's 3-0 Tampa Bay Lightning victory at Detroit, Killorn stared at an empty net with the puck on his stick. But as he was hooked from behind by Jakub Kindl, Killorn fell forward while attempting a shot.

As his recent luck would have it, the puck went wide, caromed off the end boards right to Teddy Purcell, who promptly put the puck in the vacated net to seal the victory.

But because Killorn had a clear path to the net, and a penalty was being called on Kindl, the goal was awarded to Killorn.

After not hitting the back of the net in nearly a month — and technically Killorn failed to do so Sunday as well — Killorn will take any reward for his effort.

“I figured that because I had a clear lane that it would be a goal,” Killorn said. “But, still, when you miss the net, you don't know what is going to happen.

“As the games keep going by when you keep not scoring, as much as you try to stay focused, it does start to wear on you a little bit. And as long as you get one like that — and I've hit three or four posts in the past five games — so to get one like that it can boost your confidence even though I didn't really score.”

Killorn's last goal before Sunday came Nov. 16 in Phoenix, a late goal in a 6-3 loss to the Coyotes. In the next 12 games, Killorn registered a lone assist in a Nov. 25 victory against the New York Rangers. In those 12 games, Killorn registered 23 shots on goal, so it's not as if he wasn't getting chances or in the right spots to score.

And that doesn't count the posts he hit, including an overtime breakaway chance against Winnipeg on Dec. 7 when he cleanly beat goaltender Al Montoya and struck the inside of the left post only to have the puck cross through the crease and out the other side.

Earlier in Sunday's victory against Detroit, he hit a post and had another go off the crossbar. In the second period Saturday in New Jersey, he found iron once again when a goal would have given Tampa Bay a lead in an eventual 3-0 loss.

“You can see he's been in position because he's had the best chances on our team,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “In the ultimate cliche of, 'It's a game of inches.' If his puck goes a couple of inches to the right, we win the Winnipeg game. And who knows what we are doing in the Jersey game because we would have had the lead.

“So I can never fault the guy. He's trying as hard as he can. He's putting them in positions to score. But these guys have pride, they start getting these chances and they don't go in for them, it starts to weigh on them because they don't see the production. But what these guys don't realize is they are getting the chances and if you keep getting these chances, they will eventually go in.”

Killorn was flourishing earlier this season playing left wing on the top line with Steven Stamkos and Marty St. Louis. Shortly after Stamkos suffered a broken leg, Cooper tried Killorn at center — a position Killorn played at Harvard. But Killorn eventually switched back to the wing, which seems to be a more natural position for him at the NHL level.

“Killorn did a great job on the defensive side of the puck for us when he played center, but I just felt he didn't have enough left in the tank on the offensive side of things,” Cooper said. “He's a big, power forward on the wing that is hard to play against, and if you do that at one end of the ice, it's hard to do that at both ends of the ice. So he can play center, and did an unreal job for us, but I just think he's better for us at the wing.”

Playing the middle helped Killorn with his defensive game, but the wing might be a more natural position for him.

“Since I've turned pro I've played (wing), so it's a lot more natural to me; I feel more comfortable with certain things,” Killorn said. “But now that I've played center at certain points, when I have to play down low I know it's not a problem.”

Maybe being back on the wing on a consistent basis will lend itself to Killorn putting more pucks in the net and scoring the more conventional route.
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Bishop, Lightning top Red Wings again

Photos

Lightning goalie Ben Bishop stops a Tomas Jurco shot in the second period of Sunday's game. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

Lightning goalie Ben Bishop stops a Tomas Jurco shot in the second period of Sunday's game. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

1

 of 

3

Lightning goalie Ben Bishop stops a Tomas Jurco shot in the second period of Sunday's game. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Tampa Bay's Valtteri Filppula and Detroit's Jonathan Ericsson battle for the puck during the first period. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Tyler Johnson opens the game's scoring with this shot past Red Wings goalie Petr Mrazek during the third period. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: December 15, 2013   |   Updated: December 16, 2013 at 12:37 PM 

DETROIT — Apparently all Tampa Bay needed to enjoy success against Detroit was to put the teams in the same division.

Heading into this season, the Tampa Bay Lightning had five victories all-time against the Red Wings, and only one at Joe Louis Arena.

After Sunday’s 3-0 victory for Tampa Bay, the Lightning improved to 3-0 this season against Detroit, including 2-0 at the Joe, as the two now play in the Atlantic Division.

Ben Bishop finished with 28 saves for his third shutout of the season and sixth of his career. Tyler Johnson and J.T. Brown scored for the Lightning, which snapped an 0-5-2 stretch on the road. Alex Killorn added an empty net goal with 1:15 left.

The Lightning have two victories against the Red Wings in four days after two wins against Detroit in the previous 10 years to improve to 8-24-3 all-time against the Red Wings.

“I don’t know if you can look at old stats, they can be pretty worthless,’’ said Bishop, who has allowed two or fewer goals in seven of his past eight starts. “We have a new team, a new coach and a bunch of new guys here, so you throw that out the window.”

? We’ve played fairly well against them, I think, and the guys played well in front of me again tonight.’’ ? With weary legs on both sides after both teams played less than 24 hours the previous night, it was the Lightning who came out with some energy and jump, pushing the pace in the first period, though they caught a break when an apparent Gustav Nyquist goal was waved off at 2:02 when official Paul Devorski blew the play dead.

? “I think I had it covered, he poked it free after I had it, but I’m pretty sure I had it covered,’’ Bishop said. ? Richard Panik had the best chance of the first period, sitting on the right wing side as Nikita Kucherov dangled into the zone before sending a pass over to Panik. But Petr Mrazek came up with a save to keep it scoreless at 17:34 of the period.

The second period proved to be a parade to the penalty box as teams combined for five penalties in the first half of the period. But not even special teams play was enough to break the scoreless affair as Tampa Bay failed to generate a shot on goal during two abbreviated power-play chances, which included a 22-second 5-on-3.

The Lightning were credited with just three shots in the second period, and didn’t have their first until 10:09 of the period, on a third power-play chance of the period.

With Tampa Bay held off the scoreboard through two periods, it marked six consecutive periods the Lightning had gone without a goal.

“It was one of those games where we went into the room, it’s 0-0 and there are two points on the table,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “We said to just turn it into a 20-minute game, with a day off on (Monday), so there is no reason we can’t leave this on the table. You didn’t have be a brain surgeon to say that whoever gets the first goal here is going to have a really good chance to win this game.’’

Tampa Bay was able to come up with that first goal when Johnson scored at 3:13 of the period, after he forced Tomas Tatar to turn the puck over high in the zone. Ondrej Palat collected the puck, swung around the left circle, where he tried to feed Marty St. Louis in the slot. St. Louis fanned on his shot attempt, and the puck carried over to Johnson, who pushed it into the open net for his eighth goal of the season. That ended the Lightning goal-less drought at 123 minutes, 57 seconds.

Tampa Bay took a two-goal lead at 9:16 when Nate Thompson collected a puck along the boards and sent a cross-crease pass right onto the stick of Brown, who charging the net at 9:16. The goal was the second of the season for Brown, who snapped a 12-game goal scoring drought.

“That felt good to know that some of the hard work is paying off,’’ Brown said. “But that’s what you have to do, get yourself into the right positions to get the puck.’’

Killorn would seal the victory when he was awarded a goal after being hooked with the net empty in front of him.
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Bolts notes: Travel woes won’t be used as excuse
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DETROIT — After playing Saturday night in New Jersey, Sunday’s late afternoon meeting with Detroit was already going to make for a quick turnaround for the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Travel delays getting out of Newark following the game against the Devils made the turnaround even shorter.

The team plane sat on the tarmac at Newark International Airport for more than two hours awaiting clearance to leave following a full day of snow in the area that turned to freezing rain by the time the team headed for the airport.

With all the delays, the team arrived in Detroit on Sunday at 2:45 a.m. and showed up to the downtown hotel just before 4 a.m., or 13 hours before the puck dropped for Sunday’s game.

“I think it obviously changes a few things, as your routine is going to be different, you are getting to sleep at a later hour, but you’re also getting to sleep in a little bit more,’’ LW Alex Killorn said. “So it’s just part of it, you realize that during the season there are going to be times like this that you just have to maybe drink a little bit more water just be a little more prepared, but it’s nothing that’s too out of the ordinary for us.’’

Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said the Lightning have already endured other travel-related issues this season — coming out of Montreal, Columbus and Washington — so they are accustomed to dealing with such issues. And with many of the players on the team having played in the American Hockey League, where three games in three days during the weekend is a common occurrence (with the third game generally starting mid-afternoon), it’s not out of the ordinary.

“It’s part of the deal, and it’s what we signed up for,’’ Cooper said. “(Saturday’s travel) is unfortunate ... but we are playing a team that also played (Saturday) and maybe got a few more hours of sleep in their own bed than we do. But we will never use that as any excuse.’’

Big block 

RW Dana Tyrell came up with what turned out to be a big shot block early in the third period when he stepped in front of a Brian Lashoff shot at 5:18 with the net partially empty behind him. With Tampa Bay up 1-0 at the time, it preserved the lead, and four minutes later the Lightning took a 2-0 lead.

“The puck kind of went out to their D man, he had a lot of time and he made a good shot, so I just had to lay down and block that one,’’ Tyrell said.

When he returned to the bench, Tyrell received plenty of praise for the play.

“We score a couple of goals and guys come back to some pats on the back, but when Dana made that block, everybody got up off the bench and came to give him a pat on the back,’’ Cooper said. “So that tells you a little bit about our team when a play like that happens.’’

Familiar foes

Sunday’s game featured 15 combined players who squared off in last season’s Calder Cup finals between Syracuse (Tampa Bay’s affiliate) and Grand Rapids. The series was won in six games by Grand Rapids, denying back-to-back championships for the Lightning’s top farm system.

There were eight Lightning players — defensemen Radko Gudas, Mark Barberio, Andrej Sustr and Mark Barberio along with forwards Tyler Johnson, J.T. Brown, Ondrej Palat and Richard Panik — and seven Detroit players — goaltender Petr Mrazek, forwards Gustav Nyquist, Joakim Andersson, Tomas Tatar, Tomas Jurco and Luke Glendening plus defenseman Brian Lashoff.

“Going to the Calder final, we knew a bunch of those players were going to be up in Detroit, and a lot of them were up during the year, they are great players,’’ Johnson said. “It’s kind of a cool thing to having been able to play against them before knowing what they can do and have a little bit of confidence that way.”

Nuts and Bolts

RW Panik returned to the lineup after sitting out two games due to suspension, playing 9:09 of ice time with one shot on goal. ... LW B.J. Crombeen and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were scratched. ... Entering the game, the two teams combined for 10 players on injured reserve. ... Red Wings LW Johan Franzen did not return to the game after taking an elbow from Gudas early in the second period.

Erik Erlendsson
Bolts can’t solve Brodeur, New Jersey

Photos

New Jersey goaltender Martin Brodeur, left, celebrates with Jaromir Jagr after Saturday night's win over the Lightning. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

New Jersey goaltender Martin Brodeur, left, celebrates with Jaromir Jagr after Saturday night's win over the Lightning. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

New Jersey goaltender Martin Brodeur, left, celebrates with Jaromir Jagr after Saturday night's win over the Lightning. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: December 14, 2013   |   Updated: December 15, 2013 at 08:05 AM 

NEWARK, N.J. — Martin Brodeur still has it.

The 41-year-old New Jersey goaltender stymied the Tampa Bay Lightning’s offense to post his NHL-record-extending 124th career shutout in the Devils’ 3-0 victory Saturday night in front of an announced crowd of 13,832 at Prudential Center.

Brodeur finished with 33 saves for his sixth career shutout against Tampa Bay to improve to 39-16-8 all-time against the Lightning, including 2-0 this season. Dainius Zubrus scored twice for New Jersey, and Damien Brunner also scored.

Anders Lindback made 16 saves to take the loss as Tampa Bay allowed a season-low 19 shots on goal.

But the difference was Brodeur, who continues to defy his age in his 20th full NHL season — all with New Jersey.

“Marty was Marty. He played extremely well,’’ Lightning captain Marty St. Louis said of Brodeur.

Tampa Bay fell to 0-5-2 in the past seven road games and was shut out for the fifth time in the past 10 games.

“I think you definitely need to be able to win on the road, and we haven’t played as well as we would like on the road,’’ center Valtteri Filppula said. “We’ve been able to play pretty well at home (11-3-1), but you have to be able to carry that game over onto the road.’’

The Lightning had their legs early and had a great opportunity on the opening shift when Tyler Johnson had an open chance from 12 feet out 21 seconds into game, but he was turned aside by Brodeur. Nate Thompson followed on the next shift with a redirect that was stopped by Brodeur at 52 seconds.

That would become the theme of the night as goals, as usual when facing New Jersey, were at a premium at both ends of the ice. The game was scoreless through the first period.

Brodeur made sure it stayed that way early in the second period when St. Louis was alone with the puck between the circles for a wrist shot, but Brodeur flashed the glove and swiped the puck out of the air at 5:45.

Alex Killorn had a chance a few minutes later from the left circle, but his shot hit the post at 9:54.

“There’s a reason their (goaltender) is going to pass go and go right to the Hall of Fame. He’s a really good goaltender, and he made those saves early and a bunch in the second period that kept his team with the lead,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

The power play did little to help provide any offense for Tampa Bay, and all the missed chances proved costly when Eric Gelinas found a streaking Brunner up the middle of the ice. And with Lightning defensemen Matt Carle and Radko Gudas allowing too large of a gap, Brunner was able to skate in nearly untouched on Lindback, make a quick move to his backhand before turning to his forehand and beating Lindback at 15:37 of the second.

“We played well, but we made some colossal errors that cost us,’’ Cooper said. “The first one is just a bad line change. That can’t happen, and they capitalized. That was basically the one chance they had.’’

A third power play of the night late in the second period that carried over into the third provided one shot on goal for Tampa Bay.

As the Lightning started pressing, the Devils started to get more chances, and Lindback was able to keep New Jersey at bay, stopping Brunner 59 seconds into the third period, denying a Jaromir Jagr breakaway at 4:57 and then a Michael Ryder breakaway chance at 5:35.

But New Jersey finally broke through when Eric Brewer slipped a back pass behind his own net that went right to Jagr, who found Zubrus alone at the post for a quick shot as Brewer was unable to recover in time to cover Zubrus at 6:54 of the third.

Zubrus increased the lead to 3-0 when he found a loose puck after Lindback made a save on Jagr and was able to poke the puck past the sliding goalie at 9:36.

Brodeur capped his night by stopping Nikita Kucherov on a breakaway at 11:01 and a few more shots after Tampa Bay pulled Lindback with 4:36 remaining to preserve the shutout.

“We played well, but it’s a tough league and when you make mistakes, there are good players in this league,’’ St. Louis said. “I thought we generated a lot of chances, and I liked our chances down one going into the third, but we give up that second and third, it’s tough.’’
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Bolts Beat: Suspension too light for Thornton
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NEWARK, N.J. — Whether Shawn Thornton plays the game honestly or not, the Boston Bruins forward got off easy Saturday.

A week after his slew-foot takedown of Pittsburgh defenseman Brooks Orpik and subsequent pummeling of Orpik while he was on the ice, resulting in Orpik being taken off on a stretcher, Thornton was handed a 15-game suspension.

It should have been more.

In no way, shape or form is the act Thornton committed acceptable. He didn’t like the hit Orpik laid on the Bruins’ Loui Eriksson and wanted a piece of Orpik as payback.

Orpik, within his right, opted not to have a go with Thornton. So seconds after James Neal did a skate-by with his knee to the head of a fallen-over Brad Marchand, Thornton apparently had enough and snapped.

During a bit of a scrum, Thornton came all the way down the ice, put his foot behind Orpik’s while simultaneously grabbing Orpik by the back of his jersey and pulling him to the ice. A dirty play by any definition.

But that wasn’t enough justice for Thornton, who dropped to the ice and began delivering punches to Orpik, eventually leading to the Pittsburgh defenseman being knocked out.

By all accounts, Thornton is a great human being actively involved in many charities in the Boston area, and by many who know him on the ice, he is considered an honest player.

Aren’t we judged by the actions we take, however?

So it shouldn’t matter when judging his action that he has no history of supplemental discipline in his 11-year NHL career. It shouldn’t matter that many around the league consider Thornton to be an honest player.

There was nothing honest and nothing fair about what he did to Orpik, and the minimum suspension should have been 20 games, or perhaps making him sit out until after the Olympic break.

Sure, this would be considered a first-time offense, and that generally lends itself to some sort of leniency in the justice system. But the best way to make another player — and Thornton, for that matter — think twice before committing such an act is to make the suspension severe enough that such acts are weeded out of the game.

Fifteen games is not a measly suspension; it does send a message. But it needed to be more stern.

The same could be said for Neal, who deserved more than the five-game suspension he was handed for his accidental/on-purpose knee to the head of Marchand that preceded the Thornton incident.

Though under the current terms of the collective bargaining agreement Neal is not considered a repeat offender, he does have a history of suspensions and some sneaky dirty plays. Those penalties have not been severe enough for Neal to curb the way he plays, and quite frankly, I’m not sure this one will, either, especially considering Neal told reporters after the game he wasn’t sure which part of his body struck Marchand and he was just skating by and didn’t have time to avoid the contact, even though the video shows he stuck out his knee and made no attempt to avoid the contact as he skated by.

The only way Matt Cooke, a noted cheap-shot artist who ended the career of Marc Savard with a blind-side hit to the head, changed his game is when he was suspended for the final 10 games of the 2011 regular season as well as the first round of playoffs. That came after he was suspended on seven previous occasions, none of which was longer than four games.

The NHL Player Safety Department has come a long way under Brendan Shanahan in the decisions made when it comes to player suspensions. They just need to be more stern when it comes to certain situations, especially with what happened with both Thornton and Neal.
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Less than five weeks removed from surgery for a broken right tibia, Tampa Bay Lightning center Steven Stamkos was back on skates Saturday morning toiling around the ice.

Before the team’s morning skate at the practice facility inside Prudential Center, Stamkos stepped on the ice wearing a track suit and a baseball cap for a light on-ice workout. He mainly did some stickhandling work, dangling the puck around and over a stick and in between pucks set up on the ice. Stamkos finished by taking shots, including some one-timers with feeds from D Victor Hedman.

Though no target date has been established — Stamkos has a goal of being ready by the beginning of February — the recovery feels as if he’s ahead of schedule after breaking the leg on Nov. 11.

“Medical advances I guess,” Stamkos joked. “But I’m feeling good, everything is on track, our four-week X-ray looks good. So just starting to progress and make sure that there are obviously no setbacks but I’m feeling really good.”

He rejoined his teammates for the road trip, but that doesn’t mean he’s any closer to rejoining his teammates for a practice.

“There is healing taking place in the bone but by no means is it close to being fully healed, only time will tell,” Stamkos said. “But we’ve definitely ramped up the rehab. Now on the ice, and this stuff is really not so much for my leg, it’s more so for keeping my hands loose, shooting some pucks in that regard. 

“Obviously I’m not going out there skating around and doing stuff like that, but we’ll see. Everything has been great so far. I couldn’t be more pleased with the treatment that I’ve been getting from the medical staff and the progression that I’m seeing. So everything is pointing in the right direction.”

But again, any excitement about seeing Stamkos continue to show improvement must be tempered.

“I guess the hope of him coming back has turned into, ‘We know he’s coming back, now it is just a matter of time,’ ” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “Just the fact that we know he is going to come back is really exciting for us, but he still has time. He still needs to heal. But it’s just great to see him out there.”

Hedman skates

Hedman also spent time on the ice before Saturday’s skate, his first time since suffering an undisclosed lower-body injury on Nov. 27 against Philadelphia. He also stayed on with his teammates for the morning skate, but he did not take part in all of the drills.

“It’s just one step forward and I’m really excited about that,” Hedman said. “So hopefully I will keep making progress and keep taking steps going forward and we’ll see.’’

Cooper said Hedman is “very, very doubtful” to return on the road trip, but he could be ready when Tampa Bay returns home on Thursday against Nashville.

Taormina returns

D Matt Taormina returned to Prudential Center on Saturday for the first time since leaving the Devils’ organization, where he spent three seasons and appeared in 47 games with New Jersey before signing as a free agent with Tampa Bay last season.

“They gave me my first shot. It was my first initial contract, so I owe a lot to them and the organization,’’ said Taormina, who had four goals and eight points with New Jersey.

Nuts and Bolts

LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie was activated off injured reserve after missing seven games with an arm injury. ... D Mark Barberio was a healthy scratch. ... RW Richard Panik is eligible to return to the lineup today after serving a two-game suspension for a boarding call on Tuesday.
Bolts’ Kucherov starting to impress
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NEWARK, N.J. — In his first shootout attempt in the NHL, 20-year-old Nikita Kucherov pulled off the Peter Forsberg to perfection in Washington.

The move was made famous by Forsberg when he introduced it to the hockey world during the 1994 Olympic gold medal shootout win against Canada. It is pulled off when the shooter gets the goaltender to slide one way while the puck is pushed back with one hand by the shooter in the opposite direction and slowly slides into the net.

“If you have any indication of what is going on in that kid’s head, just watch his shootout goal,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “Not too many guys are going to pull that off, especially in their first 10 games of their career, and he did it with ease and grace and confidence.

“And then there was no rah, rah, rah. He just skated right back to the bench and sat down. I like that it indicated that he can just spew that kind of confidence. The sky is the limit for him.’’

By all accounts Kucherov probably should not be playing at the NHL level at this point, and Tampa Bay’s injury situation perhaps forced the call-up sooner than planned. It’s not that he’s incapable, but seven months ago he was in junior hockey and Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman wants the team’s top prospects to develop properly by playing in the minors to cut their teeth.

But despite just 17 games of pro experience at the American Hockey League level to start his first season in the professional ranks, the former second-round draft pick has shown his progress is accelerated more than most.

His offensive instincts and hockey IQ are described as “off the charts’’ by those who have watched him play at lower levels. Though he has not taken the NHL by storm — despite scoring a goal on the first shot of his first NHL shift Nov. 25 — he has shown plenty in his eight games since being called up to indicate he will be a regular contributor in the very near future.

Kucherov has three goals to his credit, including goals in back-to-back games heading into tonight’s game at New Jersey. He may have hit a bit of a wall after his first few games, not uncommon with many first-year players, but he is starting to feel more comfortable with his surroundings and is confident on the ice.

“I feel more comfortable each game,’’ Kucherov said. “I have some really good support from the guys and the coaching staff and I think that helps the nerves go away for me. I have more confidence with the puck in the (offensive) zone and in the (defensive) zone and I feel pretty comfortable right now.’’

In the past two games, Kucherov has been reunited with J.T. Brown after the two were part of the top line in Syracuse to start the season, when Kucherov had 13 goals and 24 points in 17 games. Despite being recalled Nov. 24, Kucherov still leads the Crunch in scoring and still ranks in the top 15 in the AHL.

During practice Friday, Kucherov also did some work with the top power-play unit.

“He seems to have some scoring chances every game. He’s got a great set of skills and he’s dangerous in front of the net,’’ Lightning captain Marty St. Louis said.

After Kucherov was promoted, Cooper’s first conversation with the rookie essentially was that if he wanted to stay at the NHL level, play good defense and the offense will come. In the early going, that has been a reason Kucherov has seen his ice time consistently hover around 13-14 minutes per night. And now the offense is starting to come.

“I’ve said all along when he shoots pucks they have eyes,’’ Cooper said. “He just has to get that mentality of most of the time that any shot he can take is not a bad shot. I think he’s been doing that and he’s also been playing the full 200 feet of the ice and backchecking really hard.

“When you tend to do that, you tend to get offensive chances because you’re playing well defensively and I think that’s what has really helped him out.’’
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TAMPA — The play of the Tampa Bay Lightning’s Richard Panik this season has been up and down.

At times he looks every bit the part of a high second-round pick. During other times, he’s earned a spot in the press box as a healthy scratch.

Now, he will sit out two more games after he was handed a two-game suspension for his boarding penalty assessed Tuesday in Washington for hitting Capitals D Karl Alzner from behind into the boards.

It’s all just part of the learning curve Panik is enduring during his rookie season in the NHL. Tuesday’s game was Panik’s first back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch the previous two games.

“He’s played some really, really good hockey for us at times, and he’s struggled a bit at some times,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “By no means did he mean to hit Alzner the way he did, and I don’t think it was a play of frustration, I just think it’s the way that it’s going for him right now. But he has to get more involved. He’s a really talented player. 

“He probably has a top-three shot on our team, and for him to have less than 30 shots (29 through 27 games) for a guy who gets quite a bit of ice time and is put in key situations, he has to be better at that. And when he gets better at that, he’ll get back in the lineup.”

Panik, who has one goal and 10 points but is a team-worst minus-7, is eligible to return Sunday in Detroit. The two-game suspension came as a surprise to the 23-year-old, who has no history of supplementary discipline.

“I didn’t expect to get two games, but I’m just really glad that (Alzner) is OK,” Panik said. “But you have to accept (the suspension), and go from there.”

Panik has gone through some similar struggles with his game during his first year in the minors under Cooper with Norfolk of the American Hockey League. The talented Slovakia native was a frequent healthy scratch at the start of the season before landing a regular spot in the Admirals’ lineup.

“I think it’s a similar beginning, but in Norfolk I got better pretty much every day, so I’m going to try to focus on that here,” Panik said. “I just need to focus on myself, get back to good habits and hopefully everything will turn around.”

Injury updates: Cooper said D Victor Hedman is expected to miss at least another week with an undisclosed lower-body injury, which occurred when he was hit into the side boards against Ottawa on Dec. 5. Hedman is not expected to travel with the team for the upcoming three-game road trip, which begins Saturday in New Jersey, and the indication is that he is not ready to begin skating.

C Tom Pyatt, out since Oct. 8 with a broken collarbone, said he is scheduled to have a bone scan Wednesday and is hoping to be cleared to return against Nashville on Dec. 19. Pyatt had hoped to return two weeks ago before an initial bone scan revealed the fracture had not completely healed. He has been practicing with the team since Nov. 15.

Lack of Ovechkin coverage: Cooper was asked about the possibility of Washington LW Alex Ovechkin joining the 50 goals in 50 games club after the 2013 league MVP scored four against the Lightning on Tuesday — three on one-timers from the left circle.

“There are probably two guys in the league that have the skill to be able to put the puck in the net like that. One is on a training table (Steven Stamkos) in the back room and the other is up in Washington,’’ Cooper said. “But if you are going to play (defense against Ovechkin) the way we did the other night, he may have 80 (goals) in 50 (games).”

Nuts and Bolts: There were 12 players (eight for Tampa Bay) in the lineup who faced off in the Calder Cup championship last season, won by Grand Rapids in six games over Syracuse.
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TAMPA — Meet the Heart Line.

Or, with 2004 league MVP Marty St. Louis included on Tampa Bay’s revamped top line, perhaps the Hart Line.

Either way, the line of Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat and St. Louis has been pumping in pucks and providing a boost to a sometimes anemic Tampa Bay offense.

Since being put together last week against Ottawa, the trio has combined for five goals and 13 points in three games, accounting for more than half of the nine goals the team scored in those games. In Tuesday’s shootout loss in Washington, the line accounted for three of the five goals.

Small in stature — Palat is the biggest of the three at 6-foot, 180 pounds — they have made up for that in other areas in the short time together.

“They may not be the biggest in size, that line, but there’s a lot of heart,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “They know where to be, they know which side of the puck to be on, they use their speed and quickness to get to those areas and they have a little chemistry going.’’

All three players have high-end speed, smarts and tenacity. They have utilized those assets to their advantage to become the Lightning’s most effective line since being placed together.

“Our speed is probably our biggest asset that we have to use and rely on that heavily,’’ said Johnson, an MVP himself after winning the award in the American Hockey League last season. “It’s just playing with our speed, be in the right position at all times, and just try to battle hard.’’

And it’s not just skating fast.

“We have to play fast, we have to play quick, we have to battle harder and that’s how it works,’’ Palat said. “We have to be active. We have to be hard in the corners.’’

For Johnson and Palat, both in their first full NHL season, getting the opportunity to play alongside St. Louis has been a thrill. Enjoying some success while doing so, that’s even better.

“He’s a future Hall of Fame player. He’s awesome,’’ Johnson said. “He just demands so much respect from everybody and everything that he has done. Being able to be on the same ice with him is truly special and being on the same line is even that much better.’’

St. Louis is somebody Palat always looked up to while growing up in the Czech Republic.

“When I was young I was kind of small, too, so I looked up to him,’’ Palat said. “He was one of my favorite players, so he’s awesome.’’

But that doesn’t mean the two rookies are star-struck playing alongside a two-time league scoring champion. Instead they are thriving and gaining an up-close, crash-course education from St. Louis, who often acts like an extended member of the coaching staff. 

Coming back to the bench after a shift often turns into a quick conversation, going over what just took place and what to look for the next time a similar situation arises or correcting something for the next time.

“I don’t know if we’ve had a shift yet where we’ve gone off and not heard something, and it’s really good though,’’ Johnson said. “Palat and I have a lot to learn and being able to learn from Marty is just probably the best thing we can do. He’s the smartest guy on the ice and for us to learn from him and to be able to get some guidance here and there is awesome.’’

That would describe their game in the past week, as well, which provided a needed lifeline to the offense.

“They have a little chemistry going,’’ Cooper said. “They are also going to those areas in which you need to score and we clearly needed this ... and we’re going to need that. And I guess we need more lines to score than just them.’’

Panik suspended for two games

Right wing Richard Panik received a two-game suspension for his hit on Washington defenseman Karl Alzner during Tuesday’s game. 

Panik received a five-minute major boarding call for the second-period hit, and the Capitals scored twice on the power play to tie the game at 4 before going on to win in a shootout.

Panik will miss tonight’s game against Detroit and Saturday at New Jersey while forfeiting $7,589.74 in salary that goes to the Players’ Emergency Assistance Fund. He is eligible to return Sunday in Detroit.
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WASHINGTON — After hosting a successful Frozen Four championship in 2012, Tampa hopes to land another NCAA hockey championship in the near future.

The Tampa Sports Commission submitted a bid to host the tournament and is one of the finalists to host the Frozen Four in either 2016, 2017 or 2018. The announcement will be made by the NCAA this afternoon, with 10 cities having been named as finalists for four championships (2015, 2016, 2017, 2018).

The other finalists are Boston, Brooklyn, N.Y., Buffalo, N.Y., Chicago, Columbus, Ohio, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Paul, Minn., and Washington.

When Tampa hosted the event at the Forum in April 2012, it was widely regarded as a success. Many participants came away from the weekend impressed with how well it was run as well as the support despite the event being held in a market without a Division I college hockey program.

“I think the city of Tampa really — it was amazing coming here and seeing how much support there was around this event,” Boston College G Parker Milner said after the 2012 championship game. “I think they did a great job with it.”

The host school that worked in conjunction with Tampa in 2012 was the University of Alabama-Huntsville, the closest Division I program to Tampa. But this time the University of Wisconsin would serve as the host school.

Tampa is hoping the impression left by the 2012 tournament will still be fresh in the mind of the host selection committee.

“We truly enjoyed our experience hosting the Frozen Four in 2012 and we would love nothing more than to welcome the event back to Tampa Bay in the near future,” said Rob Higgins, executive director of the Tampa Sports Commission, who was a part of the last successful bid to bring the Frozen Four to Tampa. “The NCAA selected 10 very strong finalists for the four years they are awarding and it would be an incredible moment for our sports community if we’re honored with the opportunity to host again.”

No bid was submitted to host the 2015 Frozen Four as the Forum will host the NCAA Women’s Final Four in basketball.

Yzerman to skate

After stating on several occasions he had not thought much about participating in the Winter Classic Alumni Game, Tampa bay Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman committed to participating with the Detroit Red Wings alumni team on New Year’s Eve at Comerica Park in Detroit.

The Red Wings alumni will face off against a group of alumni players from the Toronto Maple Leafs, which will include former Lightning captain Dave Andreychuk and current Tampa Bay assistant coach Steve Thomas.

The Red Wings made the announcement on Tuesday.

“It’s a big event and I feel it is a great celebration of the history, not only of the Red Wings, but of the Toronto Maple Leafs as well,” Yzerman told the NHL Network while attending the Board of Governors meeting in California.”Having played in Detroit for such a long time, I felt that it was appropriate to be a part of that.’’

Nuts and Bolts

RW Dana Tyrell was scratched for Tuesday night’s game against the Capitals, and RW Richard Panik returned to the lineup after being a scratch the previous two games. ... LW Pierre-Cedrick Labrie did not skate Tuesday after feeling ill. He remains on injured reserve with an upper body injury. ... Tampa Bay scored a first-period goal on the road for the first time since Nov. 12 in Montreal. ... The Lightning recorded multiple power-play goals in the same game for the fifth time this season. ... RW Alex Ovechkin became the Capitals’ all-time leading power-play scorer, passing Peter Bondra. ... Washington has scored three or more goals in the second period eight times this season.
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The Tampa Bay Lightning did a lot of good on Tuesday, but it was not enough to overcome one bad penalty that resulted in one ugly loss.

Tampa Bay scored a season high for goals on the road, but Alex Ovechkin enjoyed a four-goal night as Washington rallied from deficits of three goals, two goals and one goal before taking a 6-5 shootout decision in front of an announced crowd of 18,506 at Verizon Center. 

Troy Brouwer scored the deciding goal in the fifth round as Washington won the shootout 3-2.

The Lightning are winless (0-4-2) in the past six road games. After starting the season 6-0 in overtime/shootouts, Tampa Bay has lost the past three games that have gone past regulation.

Ovechkin notched his 13th career hat trick and his fourth goal tied the game with 32.4 seconds left in regulation. Nicklas Backstrom finished with a goal and five points.

Marty St. Louis and Tyler Johnson each had a goal and two assists for Tampa Bay. Ben Bishop finished with 26 saves, allowing a season-high tying five goals.

But despite holding leads of 3-0, 4-2 and 5-4, the Lightning failed to slow down Ovechkin, who scored two of his goals during a five-minute continuous power play after Richard Panik was called for a boarding major at 16:31 of the second period with the Lightning up by two goals.

“This is a game we should have won. We had that game ... a bunch of times we had that game and we just couldn’t close it,’’ St. Louis said. “Everybody in the building knows where the puck is going, No. 8, that’s his shot. Obviously we didn’t do a good enough job of taking it away from him.’’

Tampa Bay built an early 3-0 lead in the first 12 minutes, getting power-play goals from St. Louis and Nikita Kucherov before Nate Thompson scored on a 2-on-1 rush at 11:07, 18 seconds after Kucherov scored, for the three-goal lead before the Capitals registered a shot on goal to chase starter Braden Holtby, who was replaced in net by rookie Philipp Grubauer. St. Louis’ power-play goal at 2:26 ended Tampa Bay’s scoreless drought on the road at 139 minutes, 39 seconds.

Ovechkin then scored off a one-timer from a faceoff win by Backstrom at 14:14, which came on Washington’s third shot of the game. 

Backstrom scored a power-play goal 6:24 into the second to make it 3-2. But Johnson found a rebound to regain a two-goal lead at 12:41 to stifle the Capitals’ momentum.

But Panik, back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch the two previous games, hit Karl Alzner from behind and into the boards for the major penalty at 16:31. Ovechkin scored twice on the ensuing continuous power play — including seven seconds into the man advantage on a backdoor play coming down the left side — to tie it at 4 heading into the third period.

“I was backchecking and I tried to finish the (check), but I was a little behind and it’s a bad penalty,’’ Panik said. “I feel really bad. I put the team in a bad spot, a bad situation. I feel really bad about it. ... it can’t happen in a game, and hopefully it’s not going to happen again. I should have just taken a couple of more strides, hit him clean and then everything would be OK.’’

Even with the game tied, the Lightning remained aggressive (they outshot Washington 15-7 in the third), regained the lead on Palat’s goal at 8:36 and looked primed to get out of town with the victory. 

But Ovechkin once again set up shop at the left circle and fired home a one-timer with 32.4 seconds left to tie it at 5.

“Let’s face it, you can’t leave No. 8 in that area. ... He didn’t even have to work for his goals,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “He didn’t move on the first one, he didn’t move on the last two. So if you are going to let that guy take shots, this sometimes is going to happen. And that’s the disappointing part.”

Ovechkin was finally stopped in the shootout, but Eric Fehr, Mikail Grabovski and Brouwer converted their attempts. Kucherov and Teddy Purcell scored on their shootout attempts.

“We did good things, but good things don’t mean much if you can’t close it out.’’
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Bolts’ Purcell searching for scoring touch

Photos

Teddy Purcell scores during a November game against the Rangers at the Forum. JASON BEHNKEN/STAFF 

Teddy Purcell scores during a November game against the Rangers at the Forum. JASON BEHNKEN/STAFF

Teddy Purcell scores during a November game against the Rangers at the Forum. JASON BEHNKEN/STAFF

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: December 9, 2013   |   Updated: December 9, 2013 at 11:42 PM 

More Information

Tonight’s Game

WHO: Lightning at Capitals

WHERE/WHEN: Verizon Center, Washington/ 7 p.m.

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970 AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), D Keith Aulie (broken hand), LW Ryan Malone (fractured ankle), C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone), D Victor Hedman (lower body), out; LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie (arm), questionable. Capitals — D Jack Hillen (broken tibia), G Michal Nuevirth (groin), D John Erskine (upper body), out; C Brooks Laich (groin), questionable.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the first of three meetings between the former Southeast Division opponents. ... Tampa Bay is 36-61-13 all-time against the Capitals, including 14-32-9 in Washington and 0-2-3 in the past five at the Verizon Center. ... RW Marty St. Louis has 28 goals and 76 points in 72 career games against the Capitals. ... RW Alex Ovechkin has 31 goals and 66 points in 51 career games against Tampa Bay. ... Washington’s power play is 17-for-62 (27.4 percent) at home, which ranked fourth heading into Monday’s action. ... Since starting the season 12-for-50, Tampa Bay’s power play is 4-for-51 in the past 17 games. ... Washington has killed 11 of 12 power plays in the past five games. ... The Capitals lead the league with six shootout victories in eight tries. ... The Capitals have allowed 48 goals at home, tied for third-most entering Monday, while the Lightning’s 23 road goals were second fewest.

WASHINGTON — When Teddy Purcell plays with the puck, the Tampa Bay Lightning winger can be a potent player.

In the past two months, however, Purcell’s point production has come to a virtual pause. And for a team struggling to score goals, seeing Purcell get on track offensively would be a welcome sight.

“When he doesn’t have the puck, sometimes that’s when he’s not involved and he can be ineffective. But when he has (the puck), really good things happen on the ice,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I just think he’s in a situation right now where he’s not seeing the puck much and then when he does get it, I think he’s trying to do a little too much.

“He can’t always depend on guys to get the puck for him. He’s going to have to go get it himself sometimes. When he is sitting back that’s when he has a tough time. But when you see him skating and being aggressive, when he is demanding the puck, I don’t know if there are many guys better that can do something with it.”

Purcell, who is in the first year of three-year, $13.5 million contract extension, started the season by showing exactly what he is capable of when he’s playing with confidence, scoring four times and adding four assists in the first six games. But since Oct. 17, Purcell has just three goals and eight points, with two of those goals and three of the points coming in a Nov. 25 victory against the Rangers.

Purcell, 28, knows he needs to show the same form from the 2011 postseason — six goals and 17 points in 18 games — and his 2011-12 regular season, when he finished with a career-high 24 goals and 65 points.

“I’m not a young guy here anymore,” Purcell said. “When they signed me to a long-term extension, they put their trust in you, and you want to step up. And sometimes you try to do too much and that doesn’t work either.

“So you have to try to find the right balance working hard with poise but at the same time not trying to do too much. So it’s tough. It eats at you for sure.”

Under previous head coach Guy Boucher, Purcell was scratched and demoted to the lower lines in an effort to motivate him. Purcell is beyond that at this point in his career, however, and Cooper doesn’t have issues with Purcell’s compete level, though he’d like to see Purcell get involved in fighting for more pucks.

“Guys will grade themselves on all those stats and they have to understand that we don’t grade them on just stats,” Cooper said. “It’s our job that they understand that it’s not always about how many points you put up on the board, it’s are you playing the game the right way and eventually the stats will come.”

Because Purcell has been through these stretches before, he understands the situation.

“I always talk about consistency and it’s always been my downfall throughout my career,” Purcell said. “But you just have to try to do the right things, try not to get scored on. So, if you’re doing those things, you are not a liability out there and you are helping your team in other ways. Then eventually they’re going to start going in for you.”

Lightning captain Marty St. Louis said what Purcell is going through is a mirror for the rest of the team. The Lightning are struggling to score goals during a 5-6-2 stretch, with fewer than two goals in five of the past eight games.

“I don’t think anybody’s game is where it should be,” St. Louis said. “Nobody is playing with a lot of swagger or confidence, you have to build it up. So, I think once we start playing with some more confidence, guys will start scoring a little bit and they will start feeling good about themselves.

“And then boom, boom, boom, boom. When he feels good about himself, he is going to help somebody else probably score a goal because he’s playing with a little bit of confidence. It’s a trickle effect.”
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Bolts notes: Lack of shots still a concern
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TAMPA — Shoot the puck.

It seems like a simple act, but the Tampa Bay Lightning struggle with it at times. Such was the case Saturday, when Tampa Bay had nine shots on goal midway through an eventual 2-1 overtime loss to Winnipeg.

Though the Lightning ended the game with 29 shots, head coach Jon Cooper was understandably vocal after the game about the difference between the first and second halves, particularly with the lack of offense in the past two weeks.

“Disappointing,” Cooper said. “You preach it, you practice it and you see a little bit of success with it the previous game (a 3-1 win against Ottawa) and you see no success against Columbus and no success against Winnipeg in the first 30 minutes and you just have to keep trying to learn from it.’’

It’s not an issue that has recently crept up. It’s been an issue for good portions of the season, starting with the second game when Tampa Bay failed to register a shot on goal during the first period in Chicago.

In 18 games this season, the Lightning were held under 30 shots on goal, including 12 times under 25 shots. Tampa Bay was held to fewer than 10 shots in eight periods during the past six games.

“I think the game would change if the only goals that were shown on highlight shows were the ones that go off skates and butts in the net,” Cooper said. “If those were the only ones they showed and didn’t show the ‘cool guy’ goals, you would see completely different players.

“But everybody wants to be that guy. He wants to score that type of goal. And there are only a few guys who score those kind of goals, and they don’t do it all the time. And the really, really, really, really great players, they score those goals along with the dirty ones.”

Last-second hustle

Tampa Bay’s last-second goal from Nate Thompson at the end of the second period against Winnipeg might not have happened if not for a subtle play by D Radko Gudas.

Gudas was on his way back to gain an icing call on Winnipeg when he picked up speed to earn the whistle with 2.6 seconds left. Thompson scored, officially, with 1.1 seconds left on the clock.

After the game, Gudas said he heard one of the on-ice officials start to count down the amount of remaining time.

“I figured I better pick it up,” Gudas said.

That allowed just enough time for Marty St. Louis to win the faceoff back to Gudas, who sent a puck toward the goal that was shot in by Thompson.

Little support

G Anders Lindback, who kept the Lightning in the game on Saturday, has received little offensive support in his seven starts this season. Lindback has just one regulation victory, two overall.

Only twice has Tampa Bay scored more than three goals in Lindback’s seven starts, while the Lightning have scored one or fewer goals on four occasions. Tampa Bay has 14 goals with Lindback in goal, an average of two per game.

“You have to tip your hat to Anders Lindback, he was exceptional when we needed him,” Cooper said of Saturday’s effort. “If Winnipeg gets that second (goal) we probably are standing here with less of a point. But he kept us in it . ... Our defense was there, our goaltender was there again and our inability to get shots to the net cost us a point.”

Erik Erlendsson
Bolts fall 2-1 in overtime to Winnepeg
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TAMPA — In a tale of two games within on Saturday, the Lightning lost the first half, won the second half only to secure half of the two available points.

Mark Scheifele scored 1:06 into overtime, out battling Mark Barberio in the front of the net to tip in a Blake Wheeler pass, to lift Winnipeg to a 2-1 victory in front of an announced crowd of 18,354 at The Forum. The winning goal came 20 seconds after Alex Killorn had a shot go off the inside of the post and trickle across the crease.

“I thought it went in, but it just rolled behind him . . . I thought I had scored, so it’s frustrating,’’ Killorn said.

Anders Lindback stopped 34 shots to suffer the setback while Nate Thompson scored the only goal for Tampa Bay, which lost in overtime for the second consecutive time after going 6-0 in overtime to start the season.

Wheeler had the first goal for Winnipeg. Al Montoya stopped 28 shots, including all 12 in the third period to pick up the victory.

But it wasn’t the way the game ended which had the Lightning searching for answers, it was how the game started.

Tampa Bay had just five shots on goal in the first period and it took until the 12:08 mark in the second to reach 10 shots. The Jets, by comparison, had 27 shots on goal at the time Eric Brewer sent in a 54-foot slap shot for the 10th Tampa Bay shot of the night. And for a team that has scored one or zero goals in four of the past six games, getting pucks on net wouldn’t seem to be an issue.

“Nine shots through 31 minutes . . . and it’s not like we didn’t have our legs, we didn’t shoot pucks,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “So when you only play 130 feet of the ice, and you just want to sit there and play keep-away, not shoot pucks, it’s not going to work for you.’’

While Tampa Bay wasn’t shooting, the Jets were shooting from everywhere, peppering Lindback with long range shots through traffic as much as possible. That was the cause of Winnipeg’s first goal as Jacob Trouba fired a shot from the right point that was deflected by Wheeler in the low slot area and over Lindback 5:25 into the game.

Lindback, however, was able to keep Tampa Bay in the game stopping 26 of the 27 shots he faced midway through the game. That’s when the Lightning started to turn up the tempo, win more battles for puck and started to generate some scoring chances.

But it wasn’t until late - about as late as it could be - in the second period before Tampa Bay found the tying goal.

After Radko Gudas hustled down ice to gain an icing call with 2.6 seconds left, Thompson was kicked out of the faceoff dot on the ensuing draw. Marty St. Louis then took the faceoff, won it back to Gudas who put a puck toward the net that Thompson was able to get a whack at and put it past Montoya with 0.2 seconds left on the clock, though after review the goal officially came with 1.1 seconds remaining.

“I was actually a little mad when I got kicked out of the faceoff circle, but it worked out for me,’’ Thompson said.

But it didn’t work out for Tampa Bay the rest of the game. Despite outshooting the Jets 12-6 in the third period, and generating several quality scoring opportunities the Lightning did not capitalize on the momentum of the last-second goal from the second period to find the go-ahead marker.

“There was a clear distinction between the first 30 minutes and the last 30 minutes,’’ Cooper said. “In the last 30 minutes, we got everybody involved, we were shooting pucks from everywhere. Even the ones we missed, we missed a boatload and it was the difference in the game.

“It was a tale of two games. I thought we had ample chances to win the game in regulation and obviously one chance in overtime and we didn’t. ... . It all came down to shooting pucks and we just didn’t. We just didn’t shoot enough in the first 30 minutes of the game.”
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Bolts Notebook: Yzerman likes what he’s seeing from youngsters
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TAMPA — Although the Lightning’s training room continues to resemble an overcrowded infirmary at times in recent days, Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman said it won’t force his hand into finding a way to get help outside the organization while players are out.

Before Saturday’s game against Winnipeg, the Lightning had nine players listed as having injuries, a list that includes No. 1 center Steven Stamkos and top defenseman Victor Hedman. Though that list was reduced by two as Eric Brewer and Radko Gudas were back in the lineup, the Lightning are far from fielding a full lineup.

Of the 20 players who dressed on Saturday, seven are considered rookies, with Richard Panik — a healthy scratch — making it eight first-year players on the active roster. There are also 13 players on the roster who have fewer than 75 games of NHL experience under their belt, with many of them playing prominent roles because of all the injuries.

“We always said that we wanted our young guys playing. Well, they are playing,’’ Yzerman said.

For the most part, they are playing well and handling the added responsibilities given to them by the coaching staff.

“We’re giving them valuable experience, and for the most part they are doing really well,’’ Yzerman said. “And it doesn’t lessen the burden from the veteran guys, either. They’re asked to carry more of a load, and it’s just added to the burden on everybody. So that’s good for them, everybody likes to play, everybody likes the challenge, and if we can continue to collect points and hang in there as we gradually get guys back, we will be better off for it.’’

So unless the right offer comes along, don’t expect conversations to increase just because of the number of players out because of injury.

“I would just as soon go with our young guys and we will re-evaluate when we get to a point later on,’’ Yzerman said. “I don’t want to jeopardize anything or any of our good future assets like first- or second-round picks. I’m not opposed to it if it’s for a player that’s going to be with us for a long time, but I don’t want to give up something good for a rental, because eventually we are going to get our guys back.’’

Hedman update

Lightning coach Jon Cooper, who was pessimistic regarding Hedman’s status on Friday, was more upbeat when asked about the situation Saturday.

“I did hear him say that he was feeling better today, but I also heard (Keith) Aulie (broken hand) say that, and he’s out for two months,’’ Cooper said. “But (Hedman) was feeling better but is definitely not playing (Saturday).’’

Aulie, meanwhile, was sporting a cast on his left hand and had his left arm in a sling. He said when he went in to hit Ottawa’s Zack Smith on Thursday he heard his hand “snap like a twig’’ and knew it was broken right away.

Panik sits again

Panik was a healthy scratch for the second consecutive game as the rookie continues to struggle with his full-time role with the team.

At times Panik looks like a first-line forward; at others he fails to maintain a solid consistency level. In 26 games, he has one goal and 10 points but is a team-worst minus-7.

“He’s just not playing the way we know he can play,’’ Cooper said. “And he’s probably being critiqued a little bit harder because I’ve been his coach for the last three years and I know what he is capable of and I know what he is doing and what he’s not doing. Unfortunately, these are the tough lessons that all coaches and players go through.’’

Nuts and Bolts

LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie remains out with an arm injury, but he is expected to be cleared to return next week. ... RW Marty St. Louis has points in six consecutive games against Winnipeg. ... St. Louis moved into sole possession of 91st place on the all-time scoring list.

Erik Erlendsson
Bolts Beat: Can top prospects patch things up?
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TAMPA — What a strange situation that developed Friday night in Halifax, Nova Scotia, which reverberated all the way down to Tampa.

As Halifax hosted Quebec at the Metro Centre, the billing was supposed to be a meeting between a pair of top Lightning prospects — Jonathan Drouin for Halifax and Adam Erne for Quebec. Drouin was selected third overall by Tampa Bay in the 2013 draft, while Erne was the Lightning’s second pick in the 2013 draft at 33rd overall.

Early in the game, Erne delivered, notching a breakaway goal less than three minutes into the contest. But he delivered in a much different way later in the game when he came in and hit Drouin from behind, knocking his head into the boards.

Drouin left the game and did not return, while Erne received a five-minute major and was ejected from the contest.

According to Halifax general manager Cam Russell, Drouin was diagnosed with a concussion.

“You always hesitate to call anything a minor concussion, because we all know how these things go, but his symptoms are fairly minor,” Russell told the Chronicle Herald. “He still has a headache, so you can never say he feels good or better, because you never know with these things. They just don’t know enough with concussions to really make any kind of a call on a timeline.’’

Drouin will go through the normal concussion protocol, which involves incremental workloads as long as he remains symptom free.

Erne, meanwhile, received no further punishment for his actions and was somewhat defensive when asked about the play after the game, accusing Drouin of taking a dive.

“He wasn’t far from the boards and I pushed him pretty hard,” Erne told Metro News. “I thought it was a dive, and I thought everybody else did, too. I wouldn’t have even gotten a penalty if he didn’t dive into the boards.”

Erne added that Drouin should have stayed on his skates and absorbed the hit.

“If he dives and goes head first he’s going to hurt himself,’’ Erne said.

The fact that Erne escaped suspension came as a bit of a surprise to many. Even Drouin’s agent, Alan Walsh, weighed in on the decision.

“The QMJHL has to assume responsibility of protecting its players from dangerous and intentional hits from behind meant to injure.’’ Walsh wrote on his Twitter account. “Any person who observes a video of the hit on Drouin can see Erne drive Jonathan face first into the glass. ...

“The QMJHL has failed in it’s responsibility to protect its players with this decision. What will it take? For a player to die on the ice?’’

The controversial play aside, there are other factors at play in the aftermath.

Drouin is expected to be a big part of Team Canada’s roster for the World Junior Championships, which begin Christmas Day in Sweden, and he is scheduled to report next week to preliminary training camp in Toronto.

Erne, meanwhile, will represent Team USA in the same tournament, and assuming both are healthy on New Year’s Eve when Canada and U.S. face off, the two will meet again.

But the fact that both players were drafted high by the same organization — and both made positive impressions during training camp in September — means there is a good chance that the two will be teammates, and potentially even line mates, in the not-so-distant future.

You have to wonder, however, how this will play out when/if these two wind up on the same team.

No doubt Drouin believes the play was dirty and uncalled for. But the fact Erne failed to take responsibility for the hit, laying the blame on Drouin by accusing him of taking a dive, can’t be sitting well with Drouin.

Hockey players have the ability to battle and fight — sometimes literally — during a game and laugh about it over an adult beverage a few hours later.

But one has to wonder if this incident between two players playing for opposing teams, yet considered to be a big part of the future of one NHL franchise, will be able to put this incident aside. 

Will they be able to shake hands on it and move on, or will it be something Drouin is reminded of each time he sees Erne on the ice — whether they are wearing the same jersey or not?

It’s something worth keeping an eye on when the two report to training camp for the 2014-15 season.
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Injury bug really harassing Lightning
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BRANDON — The current number of Tampa Bay players sidelined by injury amounts to nearly half of the team’s NHL roster as the Lightning get set to host the Winnipeg Jets tonight.

Tampa Bay lost two players — defensemen Victor Hedman and Keith Aulie — during Thursday’s victory against Ottawa to bring the total of players out with injuries to nine, with more than half of those out for a significant amount of time.

Hedman, the team’s top defenseman, is expected to miss at least a week with an unspecified lower-body injury sustained when he was knocked into the side boards late in the first period Thursday. Aulie, who broke his left hand delivering an open-ice hit to Zack Smith in the defensive zone during the second period, had surgery Friday and is out indefinitely.

The injuries mean Tampa Bay now has nine players in the lineup who ended last season with Syracuse in the American Hockey League and four who started this season in the minors.

“They are going to start calling us the Syracuse Lightning here pretty soon,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “Literally, right now there might be more guys in the training room ... we are going to have to move the locker room to the training room, because it’s getting tough to see.

“It’s just unfortunate that we are not getting a break, because they keep coming and coming and coming. But eventually it has to stop, right?”

It hasn’t in recent weeks. Tampa Bay went through the first month of the season relatively injury-free, but has seen seven players go out of the lineup since Nov. 11, including five in the past two weeks.

Of the nine players, four have a broken bone of some variety — Steven Stamkos (broken tibia), Tom Pyatt (broken collarbone), Ryan Malone (non-displaced fracture in his ankle) and Aulie.

Brian Lee has been out all season after having knee surgery, which required a second arthroscopic procedure that will keep him off the ice longer than originally expected.

Pierre-Cedric Labrie will miss his fourth consecutive game after injuring his left arm in a fight with Derek Dorsett on Nov. 25 and has yet to be cleared to return to the lineup.

There does appear to be some good news, however, as defensemen Radko Gudas and Eric Brewer appear on track to be back against the Jets. Gudas has been out since taking a hard punch during a fight on Nov. 22 in Anaheim, while Brewer missed the past two games with an unspecified lower-body injury.

Through it all, Tampa Bay has managed to stay afloat, putting together a 5-5-1 record since losing Stamkos. The Lightning were third in the Atlantic Division heading into play Friday with a 17-10-1 record.

“You have to control what you can control; you can’t control that nine guys are out,” captain Marty St. Louis said. “You can control how hard you are going, and that’s what we have to focus on right now. ... We have to lead by example, stay upbeat. And it’s easier said than done sometimes, and sometimes that’s tough. But you have to stay enthusiastic, because your job becomes more important.”

That’s because it’s not just the number of players out of the lineup, it’s the quality and their roles.

Stamkos is the team’s No. 1 center and was leading the league in goals and points at the time of his injury. Hedman leads all Lightning defensemen in goals and ice time. Gudas was in a top-four pairing. Brewer provides veteran stability on the blue line. And Malone was in a top-six forward role.

That forces others into more prominent roles and increases the responsibility of the younger players.

“The guys that are in the lineup have to pick up for the guys who are out,” defenseman Matt Carle said.

NOTE: Lightning prospect Jonathan Drouin, the third overall pick in the 2013 draft, suffered concussion-like symptoms after being hit into the boards by Adam Erne, Tampa Bay’s second-round pick, during a game Friday.

Drouin was held out for precautionary purposes according to Halifax general manager Cam Russell and will be evaluated. Drouin plays for Halifax while Erne is with Quebec in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.
St. Louis rises to challenge, leads Bolts over Ottawa
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TAMPA — Coming off consecutive shutout losses, the Lightning went on the lookout to find the dirty areas on the ice on Thursday to create scoring chances.

Marty St. Louis zeroed in those areas and cleaned up, scoring twice from the crease to lead Tampa Bay to a 3-1 victory against Ottawa in front of an announced crowd of 16,562 at The Forum.

Ondrej Palat, playing on a line with St. Louis for the first time, assisted on both of the goals while former Senator’s goaltender Ben Bishop stopped 32 shots against his old team for his 15th victory of the season as the Lightning snapped a two-game losing streak and improved to 11-3 on home ice. Bishop allowed two or fewer goals in his fifth consecutive start.

Valtteri Filppula notched is first goal in seven games to provide the final margin of victory.

Robin Lehner stopped 19 shots and Patrick Wiercioch scored for Ottawa, which fell nine points behind Tampa Bay in the Atlantic Division standings.

After Tampa Bay’s most recent loss in Columbus on Tuesday, Lightning head coach Jon Cooper asked some of the team’s veteran players to take the reigns offensively by showing more grit and determination to find the high-traffic areas of the ice to help generate some offense. St. Louis did just that, scoring both of his goals from the top of the crease both on passes from Palat that came from behind the goal line.

“If you look at most of my goals, I’m not the kind of guy that is going to score from outside the circles, that’s just not my game,’’ St. Louis said. “I try to get free, go to the net and that’s what I did tonight and the puck came. I was opportunistic.’’

Palat was a big part of that, holding the puck behind the net and finding St. Louis perched out at the top of the crease on both goals.

“Everybody has to go to the net, if the (defense) has the puck, we have to go to the net, and Marty was there today,’’ said Palat, who also registered nine hits. “That’s how it works, if he’s going to get there, he’s going to get the puck and he’s probably going to score.’’

After getting off to a bit of a slow start and seeing a suddenly anemic power play stifle any chance of creating momentum in the first period, Matt Carle pinched down the boards, fed the puck to Palat down low before circling behind the net to find St. Louis, who collected the puck with his skate before shoveling the puck past Lehner at 16:45 of the first period.

The goal was the first for Tampa Bay since late in the third period against Philadelphia on Nov. 27, snapping a team scoring drought at 137 minutes, 19 seconds. It ended a drought of 151 minutes, 45 seconds for Tampa Bay scoring with a goaltender in the net.

“We hadn’t scored in a few games, so it was nice to play with the lead a little bit, that’s always a good feeling,’’ St. Louis said.

After Wiercioch tied the game with a power play goal 6:11 into the second period, St. Louis and Palat went to work again. After Tyler Johnson threw the puck into the corner, St. Louis went into the corner to deliver a hit to free up the puck and immediately made his way to the net. Palat, once again from behind the goal line, found St. Louis in front for his second of the night at 13:19 of the second period for his 47th career multi-goal game and move him into a tie for 91st on the all-time scoring list.

“Look where the goals were scored, right there in those areas we need to go to,’’ Cooper said. “That line was really good tonight. We had life, we had our legs going and played a north-south game, and those guys were humming. It was really good to see.’’

Tampa Bay carried that lead into the third period despite playing short to defensemen after the loss of Victor Hedman and Keith Aulie to injury. But when Filppula scored his 10th of the season - surpassing his total from last season in Detroit - on a wrist shot at 10:56, the game was all but sealed.

“This was a big effort from an extremely shorthanded team for most of the game,’’ Cooper said.
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TAMPA — Tampa Bay Lightning star Steven Stamkos said no date has been set for his possible return because there is still too much unknown as he recovers from a broken right tibia, even as it appears his rehabilitation is ahead of schedule.

Reports of a possible Feb. 6 return date for Stamkos continue to be floated around, but Stamkos said no such date has been set.

“There is no timetable,” he said. “You can set goals, you could hope to be back by certain dates, but it’s all up to how fast the bone is healing. So, that’s why it’s a little tricky.’’

There is no question Stamkos would like to be back on skates and in the Lightning lineup by early February and also have the chance to represent Canada in the Olympics later that month. While that is his goal and nobody has said he can’t do it, there is still a long road of recovery before anything is determined.

“It’s really up to the bone,” Stamkos said. “You have no say in that and getting clearance just to skate or have contact and obviously be cleared to play if the bone is fully healed. For some people it’s less time, for some it’s more.

“That’s why we can’t have the guessing games of when I will be back. If everything goes well and the bone heals the way it’s supposed to, I would love to be back by (early February), but we won’t know until we get close to that point.’’

As Stamkos continues to rehab, he’s been around the locker room as much as possible, even going out of his way to make sure he’s at the rink at the same time as the rest of the team. He’s even been with the team “virtually’’ in the locker room for road games via Skype.

“I know he is a young by age, but a lot of the players in this room look up to him,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “So, for him to make an appearance around here, he wants to win, he wants to be a part of it and I know it’s killing him not to be. But the more he’s around us and we’re around him it’s just better for all of us.’’

At the end of the month, Stamkos intends to fly to Toronto to spend some time with family during the holidays, but also to continue his workout program with former teammate Gary Roberts, whom Stamkos works with during the summer. Perhaps that will help to break up some of the monotony of his days right now.

“It’s a little bit of Groundhog Day,’’ Stamkos said. “The first two weeks you’re excited, you’re coming to the rink and you’re seeing a lot of progression. Now that you’re walking around, you are stable, you are fine now it’s kind of a daily thing doing a lot of the same exercises.

“...I think I’ve gotten to that stage now you just have to remind yourself that it’s going to be a long road and you just have to work hard and keep focused and do what you can.’’

Injuries still mounting

Tampa Bay started Thursday with seven defensemen dressed, but by the end of the second period only five remained after Victor Hedman and Keith Aulie both left the game with injuries sustained.

Hedman suffered an unspecified lower body injury at some point during the first period and did not come back out for the second. Aulie missed the final 7:14 of the second period and did not come out for the third period after suffering what is believed to be a hand injury, though the team reported it as an upper body injury.

That adds to a list that already includes defensemen Radko Gudas (upper body) and Eric Brewer (lower body) as well as Brian Lee, who has missed the entire season with a knee injury. The Lightning are also without forwards Stamkos, Ryan Malone (broken ankle) and Tom Pyatt (broken collarbone).

Brewer missed his second consecutive game with an unspecified lower body injury he said he suffered during practice last week. But after skating briefly on Thursday, he said getting back into the lineup on Saturday is a possibility.

“It was just something that was not feeling as well as it should have, but it’s feeling much better now,’’ he said. “I’ve noticed a big difference each day, so (Friday) we’ll try to do more of the same and do as much as I can without being stupid.’’

Gudas is also expected to be ready to return on Saturday after missing give games with an upper body injury sustained during a fight in Anaheim on Nov. 22.

Nuts and Bolts

D Matt Taormina made his season debut after being called up from Syracuse after being called upon Wednesday. ... RW Richard Panik was a healthy scratch.
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Lightning looking to get offense on track
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More Information

Tonight’s game

WHO: Senators at Lightning

WHERE/WHEN: The Forum, Tampa/7:30 p.m.

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970-AM

INJURIES: Lightning - D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone), LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie (arm), LW Ryan Malone (fractured ankle), D Eric Brewer (lower body), out; D Radko Gudas (upper body), doubtful. Senators - None reported.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the first of five meetings. ... The Lightning are 27-43-7 all-time against Ottawa, including 16-20-3 at home. ... Tampa Bay won two of three meetings last season. ... The Lightning are 2-5-1 in the past eight games. ... Ottawa is 3-6 in the past nine games, allowing four or more goals in seven of those games. ... Tampa Bay has gone 135 minutes without scoring on a goaltender, has been shut out in consecutive games and three times in the past five games. ... Senators’ captain Jason Spezza has 19 goals and 42 points in 31 career games against the Lightning. ... Former Tampa Bay forward Cory Conacher has two goals and five points in 28 games this season. ... Ottawa allows 34.8 shots per game, fourth most in the league, and 3.18 goals per game, fifth most in the league. ... The Lightning have allowed two or fewer goals (not counting empty net goals) in five consecutive games. ... D Matt Taormina was recalled from Syracuse of the American Hockey League.

Erik Erlendsson

TAMPA — For a few brief moments late Wednesday afternoon, Steven Stamkos stood at the edge of the Lightning bench, stick in hand, firing pucks into an open net.

The sight of the top goal scorer in the game putting the puck in the net was welcomed three weeks after he broke his right leg. But it also served as a stinging reminder of what the Lightning are missing with Stamkos out of the lineup and the team struggling to score goals.

“Watching the games, knowing that you really can’t do anything, especially with this tough stretch that we are in right now, struggling offensively, that’s tough to watch,” Stamkos said.

For the first time in 10 years, the Lightning have been shut out in consecutive games as they get set to host Ottawa tonight. Take away an empty net goal at the end of last week’s victory against Philadelphia, and Tampa Bay has been kept off the scoreboard for 135 minutes of play.

Twice in the past two weeks the Lightning have lost a game 1-0. They have been shut out three times in five games, and despite allowing only seven goals in the past five games, they only have a 2-2-1 record to show for the defensive effort.

“It’s frustrating — you obviously want to score, and you realize that when a team only scores one goal, you figure you could at least score one and get it to overtime or something,” forward Alex Killorn said. “But most of our troubles are not necessarily because we are not scoring, it comes from certain different things.”

So as the team took to the ice late Wednesday, after arriving back in Tampa from Columbus around 3:30 a.m. because of mechanical issues with the team plane, Lightning coach Jon Cooper did some serious line shuffling for practice hoping to shake things up offensively.

Rookie Tyler Johnson centered a line with Marty St. Louis and Ondrej Palat, Valtteri Filppula was between Killorn and Nikita Kucherov, Nate Thompson worked with Teddy Purcell and J.T. Brown, while Dana Tyrell centered the fourth line with Richard Panik and B.J. Crombeen.

“Any time you get shut out twice in a row, the coach has to do something to shake things up and mix things up,” said Purcell, who has three goals and five assists in the past 20 games.

From the outside looking in, it’s easy to point at the absence of Stamkos as the reason the Lightning are struggling to score goals. While losing the production from Stamkos is a factor, there is much more at play than the absence of one player from the lineup. 

The power play is in a 4-for-46 slump, the veteran players have slowed production, and most of the quality scoring chances being generated by the team’s rookie talent have not found the back of the net.

And then there is the one element at play which is easily controlled by those on the ice — showing the right urgency on a more consistent basis.

“Our work ethic is something that you can control, and I’m not sitting here and saying the guys didn’t work hard (Tuesday in Columbus), but there’s been more zip in their game than there was (Tuesday) night,” Cooper said. “It’s one of 82, and I think we have much more in us than we brought (Tuesday) night. A lot of the things that were lacking right now are not X’s and O’s. It’s inside and we have to pull that out of them.”

During the current scoring drought, not enough forwards are driving to the net, taking up space in front of the goaltender and creating traffic. For the most part, the Lightning have skated away from or around the dirty areas of the ice, where scoring chances are often created and goals are often scored.

That’s the basic mindset Cooper wants his team to regain.

“We are actually taking short cuts and cheating the game a little bit to get results, thinking that is what is going to work, and it doesn’t work,” Cooper said. “We kind of have to get back to a little bit more sandpaper to get pucks into the net. ... We just have to cut down a little bit on the skill and throw in a little bit more will and we’ll be fine.”
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COLUMBUS, Ohio — The injury bug continues to take its toll on the Tampa Bay Lightning roster.

D Eric Brewer is the latest to join the list after he was scratched Tuesday with an unspecified lower-body injury.

Brewer took part in the morning skate and took regular rushes with normal defensive partner D Mark Barberio. Brewer, however, was not on the ice for pregame warm-ups after the team said he “tweaked” something during the morning skate and was unable to play. D Keith Aulie took Brewer’s spot in the lineup.

“He tweaked something, so we’ll see,” coach Jon Cooper said. When asked if there is concern the injury will keep him out more than one game, Copper responded, “Yes, there’s lots of concern.’’

Brewer will be evaluated before Thursday’s game against Ottawa. Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman said the team will have to make a call-up from Syracuse if Brewer is unable to play.

The Lightning are already missing D Radko Gudas (upper body), LW Ryan Malone (fractured ankle), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), C Tom Pyatt (broken collarbone) and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie (arm).

Malone, who took a puck off his foot on Nov. 22 in Anaheim, joined the list of those who are expected to miss significant time after Yzerman revealed Malone has a non-displaced fracture in the ankle and is expected to miss three to four weeks.

Gudas, who was also injured in Anaheim during a first-period fight, remains out, but Cooper said the hope is Gudas could be ready to return Saturday against Winnipeg. Gudas traveled with the team but did not skate.

Labrie, who has missed three games with an arm injury sustained during a fight on Nov. 25, traveled with the team and took part in the morning skate Tuesday while wearing a red non-contact jersey. Labrie was taking shots and has shown steady improvement and is targeting the end of the week as a possibility to return, though he has yet to take part in any battle situations.

“The last three days have been awesome,” Labrie said. “Christian (Rivas, massage therapist) has been working with needles and electricity, and stuff has been progressing. I feel like Iron Man now.’’

Dynamic Drouin: Lightning prospect Jonathan Drouin, the No. 3 overall pick in the draft last summer, was named the player of the month in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League for November. Drouin, among the final cuts at Tampa Bay training camp, registered 12 goals and 19 assists in 10 games for Halifax while registering at least three points in seven games. The 31 points in the month tied a Halifax team record.

Drouin also was named Monday to the 25-man preliminary roster for Team Canada’s World Junior camp, which will open next week in Toronto. The U-20 championship will begin Christmas Day in Sweden.

In addition to Drouin being named to the World Junior initial roster, 2012 first-round pick G Andrey Vasilevskiy was named to the preliminary roster for Russia on Tuesday. This would be the third World Junior championship for Vasilevskiy, who is in the final year of his contract with Ufa in the Russian Kontinental Hockey League.

The U.S. is expected to announce its roster Wednesday, with 2013 second-round pick Adam Erne expected to be named to that list.

Nuts and Bolts: Columbus C Brandon Dubinsky returned to the lineup after missing six games with a foot injury. ... RW J.T. Brown and LW Nikita Kucherov, which made up two-thirds of the top line in Syracuse to start the season, were reunited on the third line with C Alex Killorn. ... Columbus had failed to reach double digits in shots in 23 of 24 periods before firing 13 in the second period on Tuesday.
Bolts scoring drought continues in loss to Columbus
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COLUMBUS, Ohio — The offensive play of the Lightning looks lost in a deep winter freeze.

For the third time in the past five games, and second in as many games, Tampa Bay failed to get on the board, dropping a 1-0 decision to Columbus on Tuesday in front of an announced crowd of 10,223 at Nationwide Arena.

Sergei Bobrovsky stopped 18 shots before leaving with an injury while Curtis McElhinney stopped all eight shots he faced to preserve the shutout as Tampa Bay lost a 1-0 game for the first time since Nov. 4, 2010, at Los Angeles.

Nick Foligno scored the only goal of the game in highlight reel fashion while Ben Bishop took the hard-luck loss while making 20 saves, marking his fourth consecutive game of allowing two or fewer goals with only one victory to show for it in that span.

But without any offensive support for the goaltenders, Tampa Bay has dipped to a 2-5-1 record in the past seven games. In the six losses, Tampa Bay has scored a total of six goals.

“You can’t win in this league if you don’t score goals,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “Our commitment to go to those areas you need to score, is not there, it’s just not. ... It’s unfortunate but we are going through a little stretch right here, and it’s an 82-game season, and stuff like this is going to happen. But the problem is that it’s happening in real time and they are learning by watching teams pass us in the standings. And we are not going to get these games back.’’

The back-to-back shutouts mark the first time the Lightning have been held without a goal in consecutive games since Nov. 23-25, 2003, in 0-0 tie against Carolina and a 2-0 loss to the New York Rangers.

Not counting an empty net goal by Tyler Johnson in Wednesday’s victory against Philadelphia, Tampa Bay has gone 115 minutes without putting a puck past a goaltender.

The scoreless streak on the road, meanwhile, was extended to 137 minutes, 13 seconds dating back to the third period in San Jose. The franchise record without scoring a road goal is 157 minutes, 29 seconds, which was set in March, 1996.

“If you are not (ticked) or frustrated, something is wrong with you right now,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “We have to win battles in the offensive zone. If it’s off the rush, we are done, we have to be able to sustain offensive pressure and that usually starts with winning a battle. And when you do that, you get more offensive zone time. When we don’t, it’s coming the other way and you have to go defend.’’

Tampa Bay started the game spending a majority of time in the Columbus zone, limiting the Blue Jackets to just eight shot attempts.

But in the second period the tide turned quickly as Columbus capitalized on three defensive zone turnovers by Tampa Bay, the first by Teddy Purcell along the boards, the second by Andrej Sustr and finally by Valtteri Filppula who was stripped of the puck by Ryan Johansen near the right faceoff circle. Johansen was able to feed Foligno who cut across the crease, put the puck between his legs before pulling his stick back and flipping the puck over Bishop 4:30 into the second period.

“He poke-checked it away from me . . . I thought I had him but he made a good play and then it was a really nice goal,’’ Filppula said. “But obviously that’s a turnover that you are not supposed to have, and that’s on me.’’

The goal was one of 28 shot attempts Columbus took in the second period after attempting just eight in the opening 20 minutes of play.

“We both went to the dressing and I think our guys got a little taste thinking that it wasn’t going to be that hard of a game physically,’’ Cooper said. “It was almost a rope-a-dope because they came out charging in the second period and we had zero answer. For a lot of the season there has been a lot of fight in the dog and for one game there wasn’t. And it will be our job to get that fight back.’’

Tampa Bay did have its chances in the third period to try and get even in the game, but J.T. Brown was robbed on a breakaway with a glove save by Bobrovsky at 4:13 of the third period, the same play in which Bobrovsky had to leave the game with an injury as he was helped to the locker room without being able to put any weight on his left leg.

“He was quicker with his glove than I was with the shot,’’ Brown said. “I thought I could beat him, but I didn’t’’

The Lightning also had a late power play chance on a phantom tripping call on Jack Johnson, but could only muster one shot on goal as the slump with the man advantage fell to 4-for-46.

St. Louis had a backhand chance off a nice play from Victor Hedman, but St. Louis was unable to get enough lift on the puck to get it over McElhinney with 1:23 left in the game.

“I tried to get it up as fast as I can, I was in tight, but I couldn’t get it up fast enough,’’ St. Louis said. “Maybe I should have tried to go around, but I don’t know. I’ve tried to replay that 15 times already, and I just didn’t get it done.’’
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More Information

Lightning at Blue Jackets

WHERE/WHEN: Nationwide Arena, Columbus, Ohio; 7 p.m.

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970-AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone), LW Ryan Malone (ankle), out; D Radko Gudas (upper body), LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie (arm), questionable. Blue Jackets — RW Nathan Horton (shoulder), RW Marian Gaborik (knee), LW Jared Boll (bruised foot), C Derek MacKenzie (back), out.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the first of three meetings. ... Tampa Bay is 8-4-1 all-time against Columbus, including 2-3-1 in Columbus. ... The Blue Jackets are 5-7-1 at home, but 2-1-1 in the past four. ... The Lightning are 6-6-1 on the road. ... Columbus entered Monday ranked 22nd in penalty kill (79.1 percent) but 10th at home (85.1 percent). ... Tampa Bay is 5-for-43 (11.6 percent) on the power play on the road. ... The Lightning have been shut out twice in the past four games, but have allowed six goals (not including empty net goals) in that span. ... Radko Gudas did not practice and has missed the past three games with an undisclosed upper body injury, though coach Jon Cooper said the belief is Gudas should be ready to return by Saturday. ... Tampa Bay is 4-for-41 on the power play in the past 14 games. ... Reigning Vezina Trophy winner Sergei Bobrovsky has struggled to this point with a 9-11-2 record with a 2.81 goals-against average and .906 save percentage. ... G Ben Bishop is 1-1-1 in his past three games with a 0.97 goals-against average and .972 save percentage.

COLUMBUS, Ohio — The calendar turns to December for the Tampa Bay Lightning tonight in Columbus after the team enjoyed the best two-month start in franchise history with a 16-9-1 record and 33 points.

So after two months, exactly what is it that led Tampa Bay to the best start in team history? What is the best way to describe their team identity?

“Speed obviously is our strength,” captain Marty St. Louis said. “I think our collective play is probably our strength right now and ... we have to really fall back on that, so I think it's about how we play inside our system that has been our strength.”

On just about any given night, the Lightning hold an advantage when it comes to overall team speed. They like to try to utilize that speed by pushing the pace of play up the ice, getting behind the defense and trying to grind teams down with a quick pace.

“Right from the start we talked a lot about speed and playing fast, and that's something that we talk about on a daily basis,” forward B.J. Crombeen said. “A lot of teams that we are playing against we feel that we have a lot more speed, especially up front. So we talk about moving the puck quick, get up ice and going after them. That's something that we have shown that when we play well, that's what we do well.

“And we have beaten top teams by being able to do that, not necessarily by matching their size or their weight up front, but we can play fast and our speed has given some of those teams trouble.”

Every team has flaws, some more glaring than others. And in recent seasons, Tampa Bay's defensive play has been glaring, finishing last in goals allowed combined over the past two seasons. In last year's lockout-shortened campaign, the Lightning allowed 3.06 goals per game, and the year before that it ranked last overall allowing 3.4 goals per game.

Yet under Jon Cooper, through 26 games, that has been cut down to 2.5 goals per game.

“We came in to play defense and I think for the most part we've done that this year,” Cooper said. “As a coach you can pick apart everything, even the so-called perfect game, but aside from a few lapses, I really like the way we have played team defense.

“And you can never predict you are going to lose your top goal scorer (Steven Stamkos) but once that did happen, it just tested what our game plan was from the get-go. And if we want to be in the playoff hunt come March and April we have to stick to that plan, and it's been so far so good.”

Without Stamkos, that point of emphasis has been stressed a little bit more, knowing the offensive output might be just a tad less without the top goal scorer in the game sidelined.

“It's maybe a little more of our mindset, but our game plan hasn't changed,” Cooper said. “We have to bear down and play D and so far it's worked.”

Another area Tampa Bay wanted to improve upon is puck possession as Cooper instills the idea that sometimes the best defense is to keep the puck away from the other team. The Lightning are not immune to going back with the puck if it means maintaining possession as opposed to a dump-and-chase approach all the time. But when Tampa Bay does go back they want to be able to come forward with speed into the offensive zone.

“I think we are (but) sometimes we try to be too much of a puck possession sometimes,” St. Louis said. “Sometimes I think we do too much of that instead of just playing more like pushing the pace, pushing the pace, pushing the pace. But when we push the pace with our speed ... really moving the puck and getting 200 feet in a hurry, that's when we are tough to play against.”
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BRANDON — When J.T. Brown signed with the Tampa Bay Lightning as a college free agent, he looked the part of an NHL player while appearing in the final five games of the 2011-12 season.

In his first real stint with Tampa Bay 19 months later, the 23-year-old is an NHL player.

Brown was called up on Nov. 12, the day after Steven Stamkos broke his right tibia. Though there is no way to fill Stamkos’ void, Brown has been used almost exclusively in a top-six role while seeing time on the first power-play unit. And for a few games, he played on the top line with Marty St. Louis and Valtteri Filppula.

“I’ve been real impressed; he skates real well and always when you skate well you have a good chance to make things happen,’’ Filppula said. “He’s first to pucks, he beats his guys and gets scoring chances.’’

In his third game after being called up, Brown registered his first NHL goal. Though he has not scored his second goal, it is not for a lack of chances.

In his nine games since being called up, Brown has failed to register a shot on goal only once — Nov. 19 at Los Angeles — and averages 2.7 shots per game. No other player on the team has more than 19 shots in that period. Of Brown’s 24 shots, 15 came in the past four games.

“I haven’t added up the number of shots he’s had the last while, but eventually they are going to go in when you put yourself in the right positions and you work,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

The chances Brown has generated have not been of the 50-foot wrist shot variety, either. The 5-foot-11, 175-pound forward has a penchant for finding space just above the crease, where he gets quality redirect opportunities and in-close chances.

Getting into those areas, logic would dictate, should eventually lead to more pucks getting behind the goaltender.

“If you are getting the opportunities, you’re doing something right,’’ Brown said. “You’re putting yourself in the position, obviously, to get a shot on net to get that chance. Right now, it’s not going in, but you just have to keep doing the same thing and getting the opportunities and eventually one will go in for you.’’

Brown ended Friday’s game against Pittsburgh lined up with rookie Nikita Kucherov, with whom Brown played on the top line in Syracuse to start the season, and center Alex Killorn. The same trio was together during practice on Saturday and figures to start as a line on Tuesday when Tampa Bay travels to Columbus.

But no matter who Brown plays with — he’s bounced around on a few line combinations — he’s shown he’s on the cusp of being an NHL regular.

“I’m really happy with the way Brownie is playing,’’ Cooper said. “He works his tail off and he is eventually going to get rewarded here.’’
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BRANDON — Two months into the season, the Lightning unexpectedly sit in second place in the Atlantic Division and third in the Eastern Conference.

Tampa Bay has done so with star C Steven Stamkos missing the past three weeks with a broken leg, with depth C Tom Pyatt out for most of the season with a broken collarbone and with LW Ryan Malone on injured reserve and expected to miss two more weeks since blocking a shot on Nov. 22.

That has left the lineup, already filled with a handful of rookies at the start of the season, utilizing six players with fewer than 65 games of NHL experience, including five rookies.

And, should the lines run during practice on Saturday hold true for Tuesday’s game in Columbus, those six players — Alex Killorn (64 games), J.T. Brown (14), Tyler Johnson (40), Ondrej Palat (40), Richard Panik (50) and Nikita Kucherov (three) — will comprise two of the top three lines.

“These guys have been good pros and they’ve won, and there is a lot to be said about knowing how to win,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And these guys have helped us get where we are, but we also have a veteran group of players that allows them to play the way they have because they take away the top defensive pairings, so that puts them in a position to succeed. But I also like how they have seized that opportunity, and that’s why they have enjoyed success.’’

Those nine players have combined for 17 goals and 30 assists through 26 games this season.

A little longer

Pyatt, who was expected to be out six to eight weeks after breaking his collarbone on Oct. 8 in Buffalo, hoped to receive clearance for full contact by Tuesday but instead could miss up to another month.

The change in prognosis came after Pyatt said a bone scan preformed earlier in the week revealed a gap remained in the fracture, which requires more time to fully heal.

“If it wasn’t such a contact sport I would be back already. But if I take a hit along the boards it can break again and I’m right back to where I started,’’ Pyatt said.

On a string

In only three NHL games, and just 20 as a professional, Kucherov has been impressive to this point.

After picking up his first career goal on his first shot, which came on his first shift in the NHL on Monday against the New York Rangers, the 20-year-old has had several more opportunities to add to his total, including breakaway chances among his nine shots on goal while showing plenty of confidence in the offensive zone.

“It’s like a yo-yo (on his stick). He’s pulling the string, walking the dog and the puck is right behind him, so that’s cool to watch,’’ Cooper said.

But it’s Kucherov’s play at the other end of the ice that has allowed him to keep getting the ice time to be in those offensive situations.

“I like his offensive instincts, but people are going to look at his chances for and his shots and the chances he is getting, but what impresses me the most is how hard he is backchecking,’’ Cooper said. “As I told him, ‘I’m not so worried about you putting the puck in the net. If you want to stick around, show me how you can play without the puck and that will make a statement.’ And he has responded. And I have no doubt in my mind the pucks will start going in for him.’’

Nuts and Bolts

D Radko Gudas (upper body) and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie (arm) missed practice on Saturday and remain listed as day-to-day. ... Tampa Bay finished November with an 8-5-1 record, tied for the most wins in November in franchise history and one point short of the 8-5-2 mark (18 points) set in 2006-07. ... Tampa Bay’s 16-9-1 record through 26 games is the best start in franchise history in regards to wins and points. The previous record for wins (14) was set in 2010-11 and points (31) was set in (2003-04 and 2010-11).

Erik Erlendsson
Bolts Beat: Gudas lost while defending clean hits
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BRANDON — Late last week, during the first period in Anaheim, Lightning defenseman Radko Gudas accepted the challenge of Ducks defenseman Lucas Sbisa and engaged in a fight.

The fisticuffs came shortly after Gudas laid a perfectly clean hit on Anaheim center Mathieu Perreault in the corner. Sbisa came in looking to defend his teammate. Of course, it could also have been in response to another perfectly clean hit Gudas laid on Anaheim right wing Teemu Selanne a week earlier when the teams met in Tampa.

Either way, Gudas executed clean and legal hits on both Anaheim players, yet he had to answer a challenge from the opposing team.

Now Gudas is out of the lineup and it’s unclear when he might be back (though in a bit of irony, Sbisa is out up to two months with torn ligaments in his hand). Nobody with the Lightning has said Gudas has a concussion, but based on the punch he took to the chin and the vagueness in the answers when asked about what is ailing Gudas, it’s hard to believe it is anything else.

And again, all because he delivered textbook, hard hits.

It’s something that I’ve had a hard time fully comprehending in a game filled with unwritten “codes,’’ one of which is to always stand up for your teammates.

I completely get backing up your teammate when somebody lays a dirty hit on a player, serving as a form of payback for somebody taking liberties on the ice. I also understand, when an opposing player continues to target a certain player time after time, trying to put an end to it. Both those situations have been an accepted part of the game and remain the biggest argument that fighting needs to remain a part of the game.

But neither of those scenarios involve a guy having to answer the bell for one clean hit.

Even watching Eric Brewer take on Philadelphia’s Scott Hartnell on Wednesday, after Hartnell took a run at rookie defenseman Mark Barberio in what could have been called charging, didn’t have a good feel.

At ice level, those situations are not black and white.

“I think it’s a gray area, depending on the game,’’ center Nate Thompson admitted. “But in my opinion, on a clean hit, there does not always have to be a fight. A clean hit is a clean hit and it’s hockey. You get up and brush yourself off. I have no problem with the guy who gets hit going after the guy because he is sticking up for himself. I don’t necessarily think a teammate has to do the job for him.’’

Yet you continually see a teammate stepping in time after time for a clean hit.

I’ve heard the argument that, let’s say it was Steven Stamkos who was the recipient of that hit and even it if was clean, teams would want to send the message that hitting a superstar like that will not be allowed. Perhaps that is what the Ducks had in mind, looking to let Gudas know that hitting Selanne was not acceptable even if that payback came a week later. 

And maybe that was a message being sent, not only to the Lightning, but to the rest of the league that do doubt saw Selanne get knocked down in countless highlight reels.

“It’s two willing combatants going at it, and this has been in the game for a hundred years,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “There are your marquee players and players who police the sport to protect those guys. It’s not the first and it won’t be the last time that happens, and I have no problem with it.’’ 

I get the rationale, and on some levels I understand the reasoning.

I just don’t like it.
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TAMPA — The Penguins may not be a mental hurdle for the Tampa Bay Lightning to push past.

But it sure feels that way.

In recent years, Pittsburgh has had its way with Tampa Bay, and though the gap may have narrowed a bit this year, the Lightning still have not found a way to beat the Penguins.

Friday's matinee 3-0 loss to Pittsburgh in front of an announced crowd of 19,065 at The Forum was the eighth consecutive game Tampa Bay has lost to the Penguins in the past three seasons, including two this year. Tampa Bay's last victory against the Penguins came Nov. 17, 2011.

Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 21 shots for his 26th career shutout, while Chris Kunitz scored twice and Sidney Crosby had three assists as Tampa Bay saw its seven-game home winning streak snapped, one short of a franchise record. Ben Bishop stopped 26 shots in the loss, allowing two or fewer goals for the 16th time in his 20 starts.

Despite playing a sound defensive game, keeping Pittsburgh's top players from having the run of play, the Lightning did not do enough to find a way to come away with a positive result, something that has happened frequently in recent matchups.

“They're one of the top teams in the East and have been for a number of years for a good reason. ... For us to be a top team, you have to beat the top teams,'' center Tyler Johnson said after the Lightning were shut out for the fourth time this season and second in four games. “... I thought we played pretty well. We stuck to our game plan. We just didn't score enough goals.''

It was Tampa Bay's third loss on home ice in 13 games, with two of those coming against the Penguins, the first a last-second 5-4 setback Oct. 12 in another game in which the Lightning played well enough to win only to do just enough to come away with a loss.

The past two results, however, have shown that the Lightning appear to have closed the gap against the Penguins.

“If you're watching these (past two meetings) I think anybody (could have) won these games. So I think we've taken huge steps and I like the fact that our guys were (ticked) off in the room that they lost the game,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But I don't think there's any sort of mental block about playing Pittsburgh. They are a good team. I don't think anybody picked us to be a good team, nobody did, and I think we have become a pretty good team.

“So I wouldn't sit here and say Pittsburgh has our number or anything like that. It was two good hockey teams, they just happened to come out on top.''

Tampa Bay was forced to play from behind after a quick transition play in the neutral zone allowed Crosby to find Kunitz on a cross-ice pass for a quick-snap shot past a sliding Bishop 6:53 into the game.

Though Tampa Bay had more shots either miss the net or get blocked (30 total), there were some quality chances among the 21 shots. Nikita Kucherov had a breakaway chance turned aside 8:34 into the second period and Richard Panik had a chance alone from above the crease on the power play with one second remaining in the second period only to see Fleury — who was pulled in his previous start — turn them aside.

“I just tried to shoot it right away,'' Panik said. “It's easy to look at it now, but I probably should go high. I tried to go five-hole and it's too bad it didn't go in.''

Brandon Sutter increased Pittsburgh's lead to 2-0 when he came around the net looking to make a pass out front, but instead the puck bounced off the skate of Victor Hedman and caromed into the net at 8:27 of the third before Kunitz iced the game with an empty-net goal with 1:43 remaining.

“I didn't think we gave them much,'' Hedman said. “I thought we matched them pretty well. We were on top of them the whole game. We have some chances, they have some chances, so I thought it wasn't even matchup. They put their chances away.''
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notes: ‘Kid Line’ handles tough task

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: November 29, 2013 

TAMPA — Imagine asking a trio of NHL rookies to go head-to-head against Sidney Crosby for an entire game.

That’s exactly what Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat and Richard Panik were asked to do on Friday as Tampa Bay Lightning coach Jon Cooper stuck the trio on the ice as much as possible when Crosby and his linemates came over the boards.

Though the so-called “Kid Line’’ was on the ice for the first goal, which turned out to be the game-winner, the three performed well for what might have been considered a monumental task for most lines in the league.

“For them to be in a situation, it was a huge responsibility for them, but I thought they did extremely, extremely well,’’ Cooper said.

Crosby finished with three assists — one came on a power play and the other on an empty-net goal — but he was held in check for the most part as he, Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis combined for five shots on goal, one of which was on Kunitz’s empty-netter.

Johnson, Panik and Palat finished with three combined shots on goal, and Johnson was 8-for-12 (67 percent) against Crosby in the face-off circle.

“It was probably the biggest challenge of my life,’’ Johnson said of being handed the responsibility. “It was a lot of fun playing against them. We gave up that one goal there, so you want to take that away, but I thought we played pretty well besides that. ... That makes us better players, and I’m definitely a better player at the end of the game than I was at the start playing against those guys.’’

The one mistake the trio made came on the goal 6:53 into the game when Panik was hesitant on a backcheck just enough for Crosby to find Kunitz.

“I stop skating for a second and he got past me, so I couldn’t get him,’’ Panik said of Kunitz. “It was hard. They are really good players, but it was exciting. At the same time, you have to focus on every shift and be aware of those guys.’’

Tyrell debuts

RW Dana Tyrell made his season debut Friday after being a healthy scratch Wednesday. The former second-round pick had 9:17 of ice time and two hits while playing on the fourth line with Nate Thompson and B.J. Crombeen.

“I would’ve liked to have got him some more ice, but he had his legs moving and I thought that line was effective,’’ Cooper said. “They had a lot of offensive zone time. They were not rewarded for anything, but I thought he was solid.’’

Injury updates

D Radko Gudas missed his third consecutive game with an undisclosed upper-body injury suffered in his first-period fight on Nov. 22 in Anaheim. The team has not classified the injury as a concussion, and when asked about it on Friday, Cooper was noncommittal.

“That one I don’t know, but I’m mildly surprised he has not come back,’’ Cooper said. “But whatever it is, he’s not ready to go.’’

LW Ryan Malone, who blocked a shot on Nov. 22, also remains out. Though Cooper said it’s not expected that Malone will miss an extended amount of time, he said it figures to keep him out at least a couple of weeks.

C Tom Pyatt, who has been out with a broken collarbone since Oct. 8, could be cleared for full contact by next week, though that’s not a given at this point. 

“We’ll see. He has to get one more tests on this, and then they will determine if he is cleared,’’ Cooper said.

Cyber Monday

The Lightning are holding a 36-hour ticket sale beginning Monday at 12:01 a.m., for all ticket levels to Thursday’s home game against Ottawa. All tickets, with the exception of VIP seating, are discounted 40 percent and available either at the box office between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. or at tampabaylightning.com.

Nuts and Bolts

D Keith Aulie was a healthy scratch. ... Crosby reached 700 career points with his third-period assist, attaining the milestone in his 497th career game. ... G Ben Bishop has stopped 104 of 107 shots (.972 save percentage) in his past three starts but has won only one of those games. ... The team will practice today at 11 a.m at the Ice Sports Forum in Brandon.

Erik Erlendsson
Near misses not a worry for Bolts’ Johnson
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TAMPA — Tyler Johnson knows how to score goals.

Right now, it’s not happening like the Tampa Bay Lightning rookie center is accustomed.

The chances, however, continue to pile up for the 2012 American Hockey League MVP.

On Nov. 22 at Anaheim, he had two partial breakaways and a 2-on-1 opportunity. On Nov. 16 at Phoenix, he had a breakaway in the first period. There was the third-period chance he had in Detroit in early November, and the breakaway against Martin Brodeur in New Jersey in late October. And the open net he stared at during a power play at home against Anaheim on Nov. 14, only to see his one-timer from the left circle strike the post.

Not that he’s keeping track.

“I try not to,” Johnson said. “Obviously, there’s some guys on the team that might keep track of them for me, but I try not to. ... It’s tough to say you don’t get frustrated, but at the same time I realize I am getting those chances and they are bound to go in at some point.”

Entering today’s game against the Penguins, Johnson ranks fifth among rookies with six goals. With a little more luck, perhaps he would be closer to rookie leader Tomas Hertl of San Jose, who has 12, and be in the conversation for the Calder Trophy as a potential rookie of the year.

But nobody is sweating over his missed opportunities — least of all Johnson. His track record suggests he’ll figure it out.

In his last three seasons with Spokane in the Western Hockey League he scored 26, 36 and 53 goals, respectively. In his first season in the AHL with Norfolk he finished with 31 goals. And last year, with Syracuse, he led the league with 37 goals and was named MVP.

Johnson has not forgotten how to score. He’s just learning how to do it at the NHL level.

“My first year in Norfolk, at the start of the season I was snake-bitten for almost half the year up until January or February,” Johnson said. “Even last year I had a whole month where I didn’t score. It’s just one of those things — they come and go sometimes. So as long as you keep working hard and get those chances, they are bound to go in eventually.”

It’s similar to what Marty St. Louis experienced when he found a regular role with the Lightning in 2000-01. St. Louis seemingly had a breakaway on a nightly basis, using his speed to create chances, but he failed to convert. Eventually, St. Louis began to put those chances in the net.

“He’s putting himself into those situations, so that’s a positive,” St. Louis said of Johnson. “All you need sometimes is for one of those to go in and then the floodgates open. I wouldn’t worry about it so much. He’s getting the breakaways and he’s in good positions. You keep getting those opportunities, eventually they will go in.

“You just have to stay the course, and as frustrating as it is, you are putting yourself in good positions.”

Johnson has scored twice in the past four games, including an empty-netter at the end of Wednesday’s victory against Philadelphia.

“It’s a start,” coach Jon Cooper said. “But I don’t worry about his game at all. I’ve watched this kid’s game get better and better. Goal scorers go through this all the time, and sometimes they get hot, sometimes they are not. You are looking for consistency, and for the most part you are seeing that. He’s still a rookie in this league and figuring things out.”

But there is more to Johnson’s game than scoring, as his all-around game keeps him on the ice in all situations. Even playing on a line with fellow rookies Ondrej Palat and Richard Panik, Johnson is counted on late in games to protect leads.

His value to the team goes beyond his scoring ability.

“He’s a young player that is learning his way and experiencing a lot of things for the first time,” Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “Generally I’m pretty pleased with how Tyler has played. His speed and his hockey sense and his competitiveness have made him a valuable player.”
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Bolts notes: Team honors Lecavalier upon return
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Flyers Vincent Lecavalier, seated center, waves to the crowd as he is honored by The Tampa Bay Lightning during the first period Wednesday night at the Forum. 
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TAMPA —Former Tampa Bay Lightning captain Vinny Lecavalier returned for the first time on Wednesday to the rink he called home for 14 years.

Lecavalier appeared in 1,037 career games with Tampa Bay after being selected with the first overall pick in the 1998 draft. His 383 goals are a franchise record. Tampa Bay bought out the remaining seven years of his contract in June and he signed with the Flyers days later.

After an emotion-filled night on Monday, when Marty St. Louis was recognized for his 1,000th career game, Wednesday proved to be another night filled with emotional tributes and loud ovations in appreciation for Lecavalier’s time in Tampa. 

During the first television timeout Lecavalier, now a member of the Philadelphia Flyers, was welcomed back to town with a 60-second video montage highlighting many of his memorable moments in a Lightning uniform from the day he was drafted, his first career goal, lifting the Stanley Cup in 2004 and his 50th goal of the 2006-07 season.

The video tribute ended with picture of Lecavalier on the video screen with “Thanks for the Memories’’ followed by a shot of Lecavalier on the bench, which elicited a wave of appreciation out of Lecavalier and a loud ovation from the crowd.

During the second television timeout, reserved the awarding of the Community Hero, it was Lecavalier’s time once again to be honored as he was selected to receive the $50,000 award given to his charity foundation in recognition for his work with All Children’s Hospital and the Vincent Lecavalier Pediatric Cancer and Blood Disorder Center at ACH. Lecavalier was presented the check by St. Louis and Lightning owner Jeff Vinik while the spotlight was on him again during the timeout.

“It’s unreal, I don’t even know what to say, it’s just a great honor,’’ Lecavalier said when told he was being named the Community Hero. “Everybody knows how I feel about Tampa, it’s just a great community a lot of good people here. So it’s definitely a great honor and for sure I have to thank the Lightning for that.’’

Tested depth

The Lightning’s injury list is starting to look like something out of Santa’s workshop. With the addition of Ryan Malone on Wednesday, five players are on injured reserve — Steven Stamkos, Tom Pyatt, Brian Lee and Mattias Ohlund — while Radko Gudas and Pierre-Cedric Labrie are out due to injury.

There was a bit of a scare during the morning skate, as well, when G Ben Bishop took a puck off his hand and left the ice yelling expletives down the hallway to the locker room, although Cooper said there are no concerns regarding Bishop, who served as the backup to Anders Lindback against Philadelphia.

Tampa Bay recalled RW Dana Tyrell from Syracuse of the American Hockey League to help fill the void, while D Keith Aulie is expected to be activated off IR and dress as the seventh defenseman.

Gudas could return “within the next week’’ and Labrie’s status is uncertain after he “tweaked’’ something in his arm during a first-period fight on Monday, according to Cooper.

Malone may have a bone chip in his ankle after blocking a shot Friday in Anaheim.

“We are definitely getting to use (that depth) right now and we definitely have to prove and earn every game again,’’ St. Louis said. “Every team goes through injury and we are fortunate to have depth.’’

First time back

Flyers RW Steve Downie faced the Lightning for the first time since he was dealt to Colorado at the trade deadline in 2012. Downie, who appeared in 214 games with the Lightning between 2008-2012 and had 14 points in 17 playoff games in 2011, was dealt to Philadelphia earlier this season.

“I loved Tampa, I was here for 4 1/2 years and there were some great times for me and my career,’’ Downie said. “But (being traded) is part of the business, it’s a job and that’s the way I look at. 

“Obviously I was little surprised but it was a long time ago in my career. There are no hard feelings. I had a good time here.’’

Nuts and Bolts

Tyrell was a healthy scratch. ... Tampa Bay has allowed three first period goal in 12 home games this season. ... C Tom Pyatt continues to practice in a red (injured) jersey but is expected to be ready to return sometime next week. ... The Lightning have three shorthanded goals this season; they had one the past two seasons combined.
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Hedman takes spotlight in Bolts win
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Philadelphia Flyers Vincent Lecavalier checks on Tampa Bay Lightning Martin St. Louis after Lecavalier stick hit St. Louis' face during the second period.

Ondrej Palat, center, celebrates with Victor Hedman and Tyler Johnson after his second-period goal
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TAMPA — On a night in which the Lightning celebrated the past accomplishments of former top pick Vinny Lecavalier, Tampa Bay’s future was on full display.

Lecavalier was honored for returning to Tampa on Wednesday for the first time in an opposing jersey, but it was Victor Hedman night as the defenseman was in on all the offense in a 4-2 victory against the Philadelphia Flyers in front of an announced crowed of 19,204 at The Forum.

Hedman, the second overall pick in the 2009 draft, had a career-best two goals and added an assist to tie a career high with three points as the Lightning won their seventh consecutive game on home ice.

Tampa Bay improved to 6-0-1 in the past seven meetings with Philadelphia.

Tampa Bay’s 16-8-1 record and 33 points is a franchise best to start the season through 25 games, better than the 2003-04 and 2010-11 playoff teams.

The victory for Lindback is his first in regulation this season in six starts, second win overall, while finishing with 19 saves. Ondrej Palat scored a shorthanded goal while Tyler Johnson had a goal and an assist.

Lecavalier scored a power play goal in his return and was greeted by plenty of well wishers who lined the glass at the Philadelphia end during warmups.

“I had a great experience just skating on the ice and the fans were supportive of me, it means a lot,’’ he said. “I was a little nervous before the game, stepping out, the butterflies and that whole thing, but just being out in warmups seeing people with my jersey and seeing cards saying they missed me, it really got me and it really meant a lot.’’

It was Hedman that meant a lot to the Lightning on Wednesday as he enjoyed his third multi-point outing in the past seven games and has set a new career high with six goals on the season.

“That’s part of my game, jumping into plays and being an offensive defenseman,’’ said Hedman, who was on the ice for all four Lightning goals. “I want to be contributing at both ends of the ice. You know you are not going to score two goals every night, but you want to be able to create plays and create some confusion in their end as the second wave. So that’s the big thing for me, playing at both ends of the ice.’’

In a first period in which Tampa Bay had control of the puck for most of the time, it was the Flyers who had the best scoring chance when Wayne Simmonds broke free up the ice on a breakaway chance. Hedman caught him from behind and appeared to legally disrupt the shot attempt, but Simmonds was awarded a penalty shot on the play. But Lindback stayed patient on the attempt, didn’t bite on the first move from Simmonds and was able to get his right pad out for the stop at 16:46 and keep the game scoreless through the opening 20 minutes of play.

“I don’t know about the call there, but then I just read him right and he didn’t elevate the puck so I was able to get my pad down there,’’ Lindback said.

It was a moment Lightning head coach Jon Cooper called an early turning point in the game.

“If we go down one there, who knows how this game transpires,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “He looked calm in the net all night . . . and I really liked his game.’’

Instead it was Hedman who got the Lightning on the board at 9:15 when his bad angle shot from the far side of the left circle somehow found a hole through.

It was Hedman again sparking the Lightning attack, jumping up to create a 2-on-1 shorthanded rush with Palat after Nate Thompson blocked a Kimmo Timonen shot. Hedman came down the left wing side, fired a shot off the far pad of Emery, allowing Palat to swoop in for the rebound and deposit into the open net at 12:16 for a 2-0 lead.

Hedman finished his offensive night as the down-low presence during 5-on-3 power play chance for 1:31 in the third period. The 6-foot-6 defenseman was in the low slot and was able to use his long reach to turn around to collect a rebound on Teddy Purcell’s shot and whip the puck past Emery at 5:00 of the third period.

After Philadelphia scored two quick goals to make it 3-2, Johnson scored an empty net goal with 34 seconds left in the game to ensure the victory.

“It was a little troubling we gave up those two and had to sweat it out at the end,’’ Cooper said. “But I was so glad (Lindback) got the win at the end because he’s been stuck with losses when he’s played well and we haven’t played well in front of him. Tonight we played well defensively in front of him.’’
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Fennelly: Young cancer patients have reason to cheer Vinny
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Joel Adamski, a 6-year-old who has leukemia, enjoyed taking about soccer and girls when Vinny visited the All Children's Hospital pediatric cancer center that bears the former Lightning star's name. Vinny contributed $3 million to help fund construction of the wing.
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MaKayla Muir, 16, admired Vinny and found her own way to give back after fighting a rare from of cancer.

Will Dewhurst, who was diagnosed with leukemia when he was 3, found out that Vinny liked golf, so he suggested they play. Vinny and Will, who is now 6, shared a cart.

Lindsey Rose Belcher just turned 13, but she was diagnosed with cancer when she was 7. Lindsey Rose has walked the runway with Vinny at a charity fashion show, and she will attend tonight’s game.

James Harris, 10, has battled leukemia, but he said Vinny helped him cope with the fight. “Without Vinny, this all would have been harder,' said James, who helped cut and shave Vinny's hair at a “Cut for the Cure” charity event.
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Related Links

•On ice, things just not the same for Vinny

TAMPA — Stand and cheer.

Vinny Lecavalier is at the Forum tonight, where he made so many goals and points, where he helped win the Stanley Cup banner that hangs from the ceiling.

Stand and cheer tonight as the Lightning do what would ordinarily be unthinkable: honor a Philadelphia Flyer. But it's fitting. As part of the Lightning Community Heroes program, team owner Jeff Vinik will present a $50,000 donation to a charity of Vinny's choosing, to his kind of place, his kind of cause. It's not just about the hockey. It never was.

“Vinny was more than that,” Vinik said. “Vinny was important to this whole community.”

Talk to Will Dewhurst. He's 6. He's from Brandon and is battling leukemia. He'll be at tonight's game. Vinny is Will's guy.

“I like him because he's my buddy,” Will said.

Vinny has buddies all over Tampa Bay. They're his heroes. They have names like Will Dewhurst and Joel Adamski and Lindsey Rose Belcher, names like James Harris and MaKayla Muir. There are so many more. They're all fighters, up against diseases with clinical names that are long and hard to pronounce. “Vinny” is easy to say.

He has touched their lives and they've touched his. The place where they first hang out is on the seventh floor at All Children's Hospital in St. Petersburg — Vinny's wing.

The Vincent Lecavalier Pediatric Cancer and Blood Disorders Center at ACH is a healing place, a hopeful place, named for a man who hoped to do the right thing.

It goes beyond the money, the $3 million commitment Lecavalier made in 2007 to help build the center, a commitment he intends to honor. It goes the heart of the matter: Vinny's heart.

Will Dewhurst has been coming to All Children's since the day he was diagnosed in December 2010. It also was the day he met Vinny. Will was 3. Vinny was 30. Jill and Bob Dewhurst were with Will on the seventh floor — 7 South, as it's known.

“Vinny was coming around to do his Christmas rounds,” Jill said. “Bob and I had been in tears all day. Our son is 3, it's right before Christmas and this might be our last Christmas with him.

“Vinny comes through the door. Will has no idea who Vinny is. Vinny kneels down to get eye to eye with Will. He hands him a couple of toys … and then he sits there and plays with him for half an hour. Will was so excited to have someone to play with. We'll always love Vinny.”

The cancer wing that Vinny and others helped build has 28 beds — and Vinny has sat on the edge of most of them while talking to children. The rooms are private, with pull-out couches and reclining chairs so families can stay overnight. The TVs are flat screens and the kids can pick up a phone to order ... room service. There's a play room, with a juke box even. Vinny's wing can rock.

“He wanted children to have the best of care in a family setting,” said Genevieve Bale, Vinny's sister and executive director of the Vinny Lecavalier Foundation.

Vinny had cousins who battled cancer. His dad was a firefighter. Yvon and his wife, Christiane, taught their children to give back. On 7 South, Genevieve has volunteered. So have Vinny's folks.

“Vinny has done a fantastic job connecting with these kids,” said Dr. Greg Hale, ACH's medical director of pediatric hematology/oncology. “You can't measure it, and you can't forget it.”

Talk to Gene Adamski, whose 6-year-old, Joel, has leukemia. The first time they met, Joel and Vinny talked soccer and girls. The Adamskis will be at tonight's game.

“I don't think people realize all the good that Vinny has done,” Gene said.

Talk to Channel 13 newscaster Charley Belcher. His daughter Lindsey Rose, who turned 13 this month, was diagnosed with cancer when she was 7. Lindsey Rose has walked the runway with Vinny at a charity fashion show. She'll be at tonight's game.

“Vinny's heart is pure and true,” Charley said.

Talk to James Harris, 10, another battler, leukemia again. James helped cut and shave Vinny's hair at a “Cut for the Cure” charity event.

“Without Vinny, this all would have been harder,” James said. “He took a scary thing and made it not as scary.”

Talk about Vinny with Sylvia Ameen, executive director of the All Children's Hospital Foundation.

“He's a champion for these children,” she said.

Talk to Kristin Maier, ACH director of Child Life. She'll tell you about the young girl who was near the end. Vinny sat with her and her family and spoke to her, softly, then softer.

Talk to MaKayla Muir, 16, an 11th-grader at Alonso High School. She was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer when she was 13. She and Vinny hit it off.

“They played air hockey together,” said MaKayla's mom, Sheri. “It made her feel so special. Vinny became a hero to her.”

Vinny and MaKayla walked together at a charity fashion show. Last July, after Vinny had joined the Flyers, he still remembered to text MaKayla on her 16th birthday, Sweet 16. She'll be at the game.

“He means the world to me,” MaKayla said. “He's just someone I look up to and admire. He's inspired me to give back to the community.”

Talk to Vinny about his heroes.

“When I go to the hospital and meet these kids, they teach you just by being with them,” he said. “Just how strong they are. They've been through so much and they're still smiling.”

Will Dewhurst once found out that Vinny liked golf. Will loves golf.

“Let's play golf,” Will told Vinny.

“OK!” Vinny said.

So they did, sharing a cart.

MaKayla Muir has a horse named Stanley Cup (and a dog named Bolt). Every few months, she helps organize “MaKayla's Hands on Horses,” an equine program designed to improve the quality of life for pediatric cancer patients, survivors and their families. MaKayla wants to give back.

Vinny Lecavalier was a kid himself when he arrived in Tampa all those years ago. Now, he and his wife and three young children. And there's his other family, the one at 7 South.

Stand and cheer tonight. For hockey memories. And for a heart pure and true.

“Vinny made a difference,” MaKayla said.

Here's to their buddy.
On ice, things just not the same for Vinny
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Vinny Lecavalier, practicing Tuesday with his new team, said he has gotten used to wearing a Philadelphia jersey.
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TAMPA — In the late days of August, Vinny Lecavalier flew to Tampa from Montreal in preparation for the start of training camp.

For 14 years, that seemed a simple act for Lecavalier.

But his arrival earlier this year was nothing like before. That drive past the Forum to his Tampa home felt different, knowing that less than 24 hours after arriving, Lecavalier would be back on a plane heading for his new team in Philadelphia.

“When I was driving over to the house I was like, 'Wow,' ” Lecavalier said. “Looking at the arena, that's just when you realize, 'OK, well, I'm here but I'm leaving tomorrow and I won't be back.' That's really when it kind of hit me, and that was probably the toughest day, for sure.''

Tonight, Lecavalier will be hit with whole new range of emotions as he returns to Tampa for the first time as a member of the Philadelphia Flyers.

Lecavalier, 33, spent 14 years with the Lightning, which selected him with the No. 1 pick in the 1998 draft. But the Tampa Bay organization cut ties with its former captain in June when it bought out the remaining seven years of Lecavalier's contract.

Under the amnesty buyout provision in the new collective bargaining agreement, the Lightning saved $7.7 million in salary cap space for each of the seven years left on Lecavalier's contract. Tampa Bay agreed to pay Lecavalier two-thirds of the contract's remaining value over twice its remaining term, or $32 million over 14 years.

Lecavalier soon signed with the Flyers for $22.5 million over five years. And once the NHL schedule was released, Lecavalier circled this day on the calendar.

“I can't predict how I'm going to feel (today), but it's definitely going to be weird,'' Lecavalier said. “Just to put on the Philadelphia Flyers jersey for the first time was kind of weird. And you get used to it, but to actually play against the Lightning, I don't know how I'm going to feel. But it's going to be a special night. I'm really excited about it.''

Lecavalier worked through some of those feelings on Tuesday, when he arrived at the Forum for an afternoon practice with the Flyers. He walked down the hallway to the visitor's locker room for the first time, reunited with the Tampa Bay training staff and exchanged handshakes with a few of his former Lightning teammates who were around while the team enjoyed a day off.

But that will not take away from the feelings Lecavalier will experience during his first game against his former team, something Brad Richards remembers well from his first game in Tampa after a 2008 trade to the Dallas Stars.

“It was very emotional; it was a tough day, a bittersweet day,'' Richards said. “You're coming back and excited, but also knowing that all your success and so much time was here and you never really wanted to go. So, you're happy to (return), but it happens so quick and you're gone back on the road.

“And it's a little sad because you know that you're only there once or twice a year instead of that being your home.''

Emotion will fill the building throughout tonight. And it will be hard to escape for Lecavalier, the Lightning organization, the fans and his former teammates.

There will be a video tribute for all that Lecavalier did for the team on the ice, including winning the 2004 Stanley Cup championship and the 2007 Rocket Richard Trophy as the league's leading goal scorer. He also will be honored as part of the Community Hero program for the work he does in the Tampa Bay area off the ice, with Lightning owner Jeff Vinik presenting a $50,000 check that will go to Lecavalier's charity.

And then there will be that first on-ice meeting with current Lightning captain Marty St. Louis, a teammate and frequent linemate for the previous 12 years.

“That's going to be weird, just playing against him,'' Lecavalier said. “I remember in practice we would play one-on-ones and we just couldn't stop laughing. It was just the way it was.

“So, to play in a real game, it's going to be different, but we are definitely going to play hard against each other. I'm excited to play.”
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TAMPA — Marty St. Louis appreciation night saw St. Louis squarely in the spotlight.

Like so many times before, with so many eyes watching him, he found a way to deliver.

After brushing aside an emotional pregame ceremony to honor St. Louis for appearing in 1,000 career games, the captain promptly went out and scored a pair of goals and added an assist to help lift the Tampa Bay Lightning to a 5-0 victory against the New York Rangers in front of an announced sellout crowd of 19,204 at The Forum.

“It was pretty emotional, the whole presentation,'' St. Louis said of the celebration. “Seeing my parents, my wife, my kids, and then when they started the video, I couldn't watch and I kind of lost it (emotionally). It was a special night with all the messages on the JumboTron, from people who helped me along the way — players, coaches, GMs. It was a special night. And to be able to win the game and contribute ... I felt like myself tonight, like a flash from the past.''

Rookie Nikita Kucherov ended up with the game-winning goal, scoring his first career goal, which came on his first career shift and his first shot. Teddy Purcell scored twice and added an assist, and Valtteri Filppula had a pair of assists to help Tampa Bay snap a four-game winless streak.

Ben Bishop stopped 37 shots to record his second shutout of the season and fifth of his career as the Lightning won their sixth consecutive game at home while snapping New York's six-game road winning streak. Bishop improved to 4-0 all-time against the Rangers, posting his second career shutout against New York, and has allowed three goals in four games against the Rangers.

Since suffering back-to-back losses for the first time this season, Bishop has responded in the past two games, stopping 76 of 77 shots while allowing one goal.

But not even Bishop's performance was enough to take the spotlight away from St. Louis.

“Guys like that rise to the occasion and sure enough he goes out there and scores two goals after that ceremony, and I guess we should expect nothing less from him,'' Bishop said. “He worked a lot of years to get to here, so one little shutout (from me) is not going to overlook that.''

Kucherov, called up Sunday to make his NHL debut after being second overall in scoring in the American Hockey League, wasted no time showing what he can bring, getting a wrist shot off a feed from Purcell from the end boards that eluded New York goaltender Henrik Lundqvist 2:12 into the game.

“I was just in the right spot at the right time, and Teddy made a good pass to me and (Alex Killorn) was in front, so I just needed to shoot the puck on net,'' Kucherov said. “I didn't see it go in, I just saw Killer with his hands up. (But I thought) cool, it went in. I was just so happy to score a goal.''

St. Louis quickly added to that, getting behind the defense and lifting a wrist shot over Lundqvist 58 seconds later, which led to an outburst of emotion that was followed by a stumble to the ice while he celebrated.

“I was so excited, and then I take a nice fall, but I really didn't even care,'' St. Louis said with a grin. “I was so excited to score, and I don't know what happened because I've done that pump a few times, but maybe it was a little too hard this time.''

Bishop ensured the score would stay 2-0 after the first period, stopping all 17 shots he faced in the opening 20 minutes before St. Louis would again get behind the defense early in the second period and just like his chance in the first period, lifted the puck over Lundqvist 3:12 into the second period.

From there, the Lightning managed the game efficiently even after Lundqvist, who allowed four goals on 22 shots, gave way to Cam Talbot to start the third, to ensure that the special night for St. Louis would end the right way.

“You can't measure the man, you have to measure the size of his heart, and it's just great watching him play,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “He deserved everything he has received and more. You have events like this, you never know how the game is going to go, and for us to pull out the game the way we did, for him to contribute the way he did, there is a little story book in it.''
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TAMPA — With injuries mounting and looking for any kind of an offensive spark, the Tampa Bay Lightning called up rookie RW Nikita Kucherov to make his NHL debut on Monday against the New York Rangers.

Kucherov is second in scoring in the American Hockey League with 13 goals and 24 points for Syracuse, which leads all rookies.

The 20-year-old was a second-round pick in 2011 and finished last season with 29 goals and 63 points in 33 games with Quebec and Rouyn-Noranda in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

“I'm so excited, it's like a dream come true,'' Kucherov said. “They called me and said I was getting a call-up, but I said 'what?' I was nervous, so I was like 'are you sure?' ”

Kucherov opened on the second line Monday, playing with Alex Killorn and Teddy Purcell, and he delivered on the hype, picking up his first career goal on his first shot while taking his first NHL shift to become the seventh player in Lightning history to score in his debut.

“He is one of these guys that has that uncanny ability to put the puck in the net,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “I've watched him develop, and he's kind of turned the corner a little quicker than most guys. And that's not predicting what he's going to do (Monday) or in the future, but the game slows down for him, and just in the short time that I've been around them you can see the hockey IQ is pretty high. Now after this little 60-second barrage your are probably thinking this guy's going to have six tonight, but he's just good player. The kid can play.''

Though the Lightning have shown patience with the team's prospects, letting them develop with more games in the minor leagues before bringing them up to the NHL level, Kucherov might be ahead of the learning curve with his development.

“Is it ideal that he is playing now after only playing (17) games in the American League, no it's not,'' Cooper said. “But on the other side of things, he's probably earned his stripes a little quicker than most other guys and he deserves a chance.''

Kucherov has been lauded for his skill set, superb hockey intelligence and penchant for piling up points.

J.T. Brown started the season playing on the top line with Kucherov in Syracuse, and he is confident Kucherov will adapt to the NHL.

“He is a highly skilled player, and he knows what to do when he gets the puck,'' Brown said. “He has a great shot, and he knows where to put it, and he usually ends up putting it in the back of the net.''

Injury stockpile

LW Ryan Malone and D Radko Gudas sat out Monday's game with injuries sustained Friday in Anaheim.

Malone hurt his ankle blocking a shot and is listed as day-to-day with a lower-body injury. Gudas suffered what the team is calling an “upper-body'' injury, potentially stemming from a first-period fight with Anaheim D Lucas Sbisa. Gudas came back to start the second period but left after three shifts and did not return. Sbisa suffered torn ligaments in his hand and will miss significant time for the Ducks.

Cooper said neither injury is considered serious.

“I'm not saying they both won't play by the end of the week,'' Cooper said.

LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie joined that list when he left after the first period on Monday with an undisclosed upper-body injury, one shift after a lengthy fight with Derek Dorsett, and did not return.

Nuts and Bolts

D Dmitry Korobov was scratched. ... D Keith Aulie and C Tom Pyatt remain on injured reserve. ... Former Tampa Bay C Dominic Moore faced the Lightning for the first time since being traded to San Jose in 2012. Moore sat out last season after the loss of his wife, Katie, to cancer. ... Former Lightning assistant Dan LaCroix is on the Rangers' staff.
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TAMPA — Flanked by family and surrounded by 19,000-plus friends in the stands, Tampa Bay Lightning captain Marty St. Louis was honored before Monday's game for playing in 1,000 career games.

St. Louis reached the milestone Nov. 19 in Los Angeles, but Monday was the first home game for Tampa Bay since St. Louis reached the mark. St. Louis promptly scored at 3:10 of the first period.

Before the ceremony, a video tribute was played highlighting his career while Lightning television voice Rick Peckham handled the introductions before the gifts were handed out.

Former Lightning captain Dave Andreychuk and former teammate Brad Richards, now with the Rangers, presented an illustrated framed timeline of St. Louis' first 1,000 games.

Former NHL official Don Koharski, who was on the ice for St. Louis' first NHL game with Calgary in Tokyo, Japan, presented a Tiffany crystal on behalf of the league.

Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman handed out the commemorative silver stick

Owner Jeff Vinik presented St. Louis with a Rolex watch

And in the surprise of the evening, Steven Stamkos walked to center ice less than two weeks after surgery to repair a broken right tibia, and gave St. Louis a hug before offering a commemorative book filled with newspaper articles and other mementos from his 1,000 games.

“He's brought a lot of memories to hockey fans, especially Lightning fans,'' Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said. “For him to survive and excel the way he's done, it's unreal. I'm happy and really excited for him.''

Richards, who played on a line with St. Louis for most of the 2004 championship season, was happy to be able to attend the celebration.

“I'm thrilled it worked out this way that I'm here,'' Richards said before the game. “I still talk to him pretty much weekly on the game and things we're doing, whether its stick length or how the game is played. We still pick each other's brains.

“He's helped me a lot and I still look up to him and love how he competes. He's a good inspiration to me.''

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO
Bolts look to regroup after dismal trip

Photos

The Lightning had their struggles on their winless road trip last week. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

The Lightning had their struggles on their winless road trip last week. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Lightning had their struggles on their winless road trip last week. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: November 23, 2013   |   Updated: November 24, 2013 at 09:28 AM 

ANAHEIM, Calif. — Four games, three losses, one point.

It didn't turn out to be the worst-case scenario for the Lightning on their four-game tour of the southern portion of the Pacific Division, but it was close.

Only a 1-0 overtime loss with 5.2 seconds left on Friday night in Anaheim managed to salvage at least one point out of the eight possible on the trip through Phoenix, Los Angeles, San Jose and Anaheim. And it was a stellar 41-save performance from goaltender Ben Bishop, who came within five seconds of posting a shutout, that helped the Lightning salvage something from the final game of the trip to finish 0-3-1.

Bishop did so while battling dehydration, which he said started in the second period and kept him in the trainers' room for nearly an hour after the game to replenish his fluids.

The Lightning also played the final period and a half Friday without defenseman Radko Gudas, who suffered an undisclosed upper-body injury late in the first period, though Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper said Gudas was held out for precautionary reasons.

Before the trip started, Tampa Bay sat atop the Eastern Conference standings. But without top center Steven Stamkos in the lineup, many wondered how the Lightning would fare on a trip dubbed by some as the “Quadrangle of Death'' as the top four teams in the Pacific have combined for four regulation losses at home this season.

The trip figured to be a tough task, even if Stamkos was healthy.

“You look at the schedule, these are good teams. All four are good teams and where they are in the standings you knew it was going to be a tough trip,” Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said.

A 6-3 loss in Phoenix appeared to be one bad game, but cause for some alarm went off during a similar effort in a 5-1 loss in Los Angeles.

But in the final two games of the trip, Tampa Bay regained some of its form, found its puck-possession game to a certain extent and started to tighten up in the defensive zone, allowing the one goal in Anaheim after letting in 16 in the first three games of the trip.

“I take some very positive things out of these games, believe it or not,” Yzerman said. “We have to play tighter games. We can't give up five or six a night, that goes without saying. In (Thursday) night's game, I thought the effort was outstanding. The energy and pace of the game was good. In our own zone we were not good, and that was with the puck and without the puck, against the Sharks and their top guys capitalized on any gaps in coverage.

“There were just too many Grade A chances. So it's a good lesson for us to realize how much better we have to be.”

On Friday, to a degree, that lesson was put to use, although Bishop was there to mask the breakdowns the Lightning did have, including three short-handed breakaway chances by the Ducks.

“We came in having given up 16 goals in three games, and then we give up one in 64 minutes, 55 seconds,” Cooper said. “So that's more of our identity of let's get some goaltending, let's clear the rebounds and not give them second chances, keep them to the outside.

“And for the most part, I thought we did that.”

What did Cooper learn about his team during the four-game slide before heading into a three-game homestand that begins Monday against the New York Rangers?

“I learned that our guys have some guts in them,” Cooper said. “We get to go home now to our fans and build on this on our home ice.”
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TAMPA — The realization that Steven Stamkos was not going to be in the Tampa Bay Lightning lineup, on the bench or in the locker room for an extended period of time was bound to set in at some point.

You don’t lose a player of his caliber and not feel his absence.

It’s pretty clear that reality hit home during Tampa Bay’s four-game road trip to the West Coast.

Of course the Lightning miss the offense Stamkos provides, which feels like a goal a game, although coach Jon Cooper equated the void as three-quarters of a goal per game that has to be made up either offensively or defensively. That was painfully absent for Tampa Bay on the road.

And quite honestly, that is exactly where the Lightning will feel the loss the most — on the road.

With Stamkos in the lineup, he draws the opposing team’s top defensive pairings and faces the top lines every night. Teams know they have to keep a close eye when No. 91 is on the ice. He draws that much attention from the opposing teams on a nightly basis — and deservedly so.

Now when teams game plan against the Lightning, it changes their focus.

Because the coaching staff has to shuffle the Lightning deck, it slots guys into different spots and into roles they were not expected to have to fulfill.

That makes a big difference when an opposing team looks to line match and they can send their second line out against a line centered by an Alex Killorn or a Brett Connolly — and that’s not a knock on either of those players. Or seeing Valtteri Filppula, brought in to be the second-line center, on the top line. Again, that’s not a slight on Filppula, but rather an understanding of the difference opposing teams look at the Lightning lineup without Stamkos in it.

What it also does is make real estate on the ice a bit more difficult to come by, particularly for right wing Marty St. Louis, who has played alongside Stamkos for the better part of the past four years. Since teams don’t have to keep an eye on Stamkos, their focus shifts to the next most dangerous player on the ice for Tampa Bay, and that’s St. Louis.

A lack of space is something St. Louis is well aware of, even with Stamkos on the ice.

“We are in an era right now where it’s very difficult to create space by yourself,” St. Louis said. “Even when you are one-on-one, there is not much space — you are in a phone booth, then you have to try to work your way out of it. It’s hard to do and you rely on the players that you are out there with. I believe you have to work hard for your teammates to create space for them and it’s vice versa — they have to work hard for you.”

Without Stamkos, that’s even more difficult to find. And with a team that currently has five forwards who played more games in the American Hockey League last year than in the National Hockey League, opposing teams will want to make the established stars beat them by throwing out their best matchups.

In the long term while Stamkos remains out, that will be a situation to monitor to see how the Lightning look with a reshuffled lineup, especially when on the road.
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ANAHEIM, Calif. — Ben Bishop salvaged the finale of the Tampa Bay Lightning’s four-game road trip.

Bishop stopped a season-high 42 shots but couldn’t come up with the last one in a 1-0 overtime loss to Anaheim in front of an announced crowd of 16,648 at Honda Center. It was Tampa Bay’s first loss in seven overtime/shootout games this season.

Jonas Hiller, who was not scheduled to start until Viktor Fasth was injured during warm-ups and unable to play, was stellar for Anaheim himself in stopping 31 shots to pick up the shutout.

After starting the road trip with three consecutive losses and being outscored 16-6 in the process, the Lightning found a way to keep the puck out of the net for nearly 65 minutes on Friday.

“Getting one point is better than getting none,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “But we did a lot of good things. I thought we played extremely for playing our third game in four nights against a conference leading team. ... We get one (point) and you take it and move on.’’

The Ducks won the game when an offensive zone turnover by Victor Hedman allowed Ryan Getzlaf to come down the left wing. His initial shot was stopped by Bishop, but Getzlaf got enough of his stick on the follow-up shot that popped into the air and behind Bishop, who just missed getting his glove on the puck behind him before it went in the net with 5.2 seconds left in the overtime.

“I made the save. He just whacked at it and flicked it through the air, and I got a piece of it, but it was sitting on the goal line,’’ said Bishop, who battled dehydration during the game and was required nearly an hour of treatment to replenish fluids after the game. “I thought I had it. That’s very, very, very frustrating.’’

Tampa Bay closed out the four-game trip with a 0-3-1 record.

During the game the Lightning lost defenseman Radko Gudas to an undisclosed upper-body injury in the first period. Gudas attempted to come out for the second period but left after three shifts and did not return. Gudas was involved in a first-period fight with Lucas Sbisa and went to the locker room after coming out of the penalty box.

“I think he’s OK,’’ Cooper said. “I don’t know exactly what happened but he got cut on the chin and somewhere on his face. But we had seven (defensemen) and there was no reason to play him, so we sat him for precaution.’’

The game was scoreless heading into overtime, primarily because of the play in net at both ends of the ice.

“If you watched that game and where the shots came from, but you never saw a puck go in the net you would have thought that game was going to be 7-6,’’ Cooper said. “It was a pretty entertaining (1-0) game if you ask me. The fans got their money worth tonight.’’

Bishop, who allowed eight goals in his previous two starts on the trip, bounced back in a big way as he allowed fewer than three goals for the 14th time in 18 starts this season.

Less than two minutes into the game, Bishop was called upon when Getzlaf stripped Victor Hedman of the puck and raced up the ice for a shorthanded breakaway chance that was turned aside. Bishop did it again less than two minutes into the second period when Andrew Cogliano broke in for a partial shorthanded breakaway after Cogliano made a move around Marty St. Louis at 1:57 of the second for the open look. Cogliano had another shorthanded breakaway midway through the second period, but was again turned away by Bishop at 9:47 to keep the game scoreless.

While the Lightning kept handing out shorthanded chances, the power play failed to come through at the other end against the 28th-ranked penalty kill unit in the league, coming up empty on six chances.

“I think we had one that was little bit of a disappointment, but other than that ... ,’’ Cooper said. “I don’t think our momentum got killed and we had our chances.’’

At the other end, Hiller was coming up with some quality saves of his own when Tampa Bay was creating chances. Tyler Johnson, the most frequent Lightning attacker, was turned aside twice in the third period when he came with speed on open looks.

“That was probably as good a goaltending display from both goaltenders I’ve seen in a very long time,’’ Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said.

Even when Bishop was caught out of position, the puck stayed out when Sami Salo was able to get his stick in the way just as Kyle Palmieri came around the net on a wraparound chance.
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ANAHEIM, Calif. — After 10 games playing up and down the lineup, the Tampa Bay Lightning sent RW Brett Connolly back down to the American Hockey League on Friday.

Connolly was called up on Oct. 31 with the opportunity to play in a top nine role and provide some offensive spark after leading the team in goals during the preseason. In the 10 games since then, the former No. 6 overall pick in the 2010 draft had one goal - the game winner against St. Louis on Nov. 2 - and was a minus-five.

When the Lightning lost No. 1 center Steven Stamkos to a broken leg, Connolly was placed in the role of top line center. But after struggling in Los Angeles on Tuesday, Connolly started Thursday’s game in San Jose on the fourth line.

“We’ve played him actually in all three forward positions, which isn’t necessarily ideal, but we’ve using been a top nine and he’s gotten probably around 12 to 13 minutes a game and he is just struggling to find his game,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “He is just not getting things accomplished so we feel it’s better for him to go back and play a lot of minutes. He’ll play in all situations and continue with his development.’’

Last season with Syracuse Connolly was named a second team All Star after scoring 31 goals and finishing the season with 63 points. He added six goals and 11 points in the run to the Calder Cup Final while also picking up a goal during a five-game call up toward the end of the season.

While the lack of offensive production is what stands out, Yzerman said there is still more Connolly needs to learn at the NHL level.

“I believe the goal scoring comes from being in the right spots and doing the right things,’’ Yzerman said. “When you are not scoring, you are thinking about where you should be and you are not just playing the game. So I want him to get there and stop thinking, go out there and play. There are specifics to his game that we want him working on and really all parts of this game, just getting better, getting back to last year. He’s a strong powerful, guy and he was able to get to the net and make plays. Right now not much is happening.’’

Connolly understands the decision.

“You have to obviously play better,’’ he said. “I wasn’t getting as much accomplished as I know I can. It’s just a matter of me going back and finding my game. I have to better, I understand their reasoning.’’

Stamkos update

Stamkos has begun rehabilitation back in Tampa less than two weeks after undergoing surgery to insert a titanium rod in his leg to help repair a broken tibia bone in his right leg. There continues to be no established time table for Stamkos to return.

“He’s doing good,’’ Yzerman said. “He’s up and moving around reasonably well so things seem to be (fine), and it’s only 10 days (since the surgery), but he’s doing fine.’’

Nuts and Bolts

LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie was a healthy scratch. ... D Andrej Sustr returned to the lineup after being scratched the previous two games as Cooper dressed seven defensemen and 11 forwards. ... Tampa Bay will be off on Saturday before returning to practice on Sunday. ... Nine players on Tampa Bay’s active roster were not born when Anaheim RW Teemu Selanne was drafted by Winnipeg in 1988. ... The Ducks honored D Scott Niedermayer before Saturday’s game for his induction into the Hockey Hall of Fame.
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ANAHEIM, Calif. — When Alex Killorn arrived with the Tampa Bay Lightning early in the lockout-shortened season last year, it was evident right away he belonged in the NHL.

After four years at Harvard University, Killorn signed with the Lightning and joined Tampa Bay’s farm team in Norfolk for the 2011-12 run to the Calder Cup championship.

Last season, due to the lockout, Killorn spent the first half of the year in Syracuse and was not among those summoned to attend abbreviated training camp once the labor situation was resolved. But a month in, Tampa Bay brought Killorn up and he’s been a fixture in the lineup ever since, finishing last season with seven goals and 19 points in 38 games.

A month into this season Killorn, 24, was promoted to first-line left wing playing with Marty St. Louis and Steven Stamkos, and fit right in by picking up two goals and five points in the first two games on the top line.

It seems every situation has been a seamless transition for Killorn, as he entered Friday’s game at Anaheim fourth on the team with six goals and 15 points.

Now, necessitated some by the loss of Stamkos, Killorn hopes to slide right into another new spot — playing center, which he did for the first time at the NHL level Thursday in San Jose.

“I felt pretty good out there,” Killorn said.

Killorn played center in college as well as part of the time last season in Syracuse while Jon Cooper was still coaching the Crunch. But while it’s not a new position for him, there are some obvious adjustments.

“I wasn’t completely unfamiliar with it and I just have to be a little bit more aware (in the defensive zone),’’ he said. “You have to have your head on a swivel a lot more in the defensive zone but other than taking faceoffs — I just haven’t taken that many faceoffs — I felt good out there.”

Killorn finished the night 3-for-8 in the faceoff circle, but overall Cooper said he was pleased with how Killorn handled playing in the middle for the first time at the NHL level.

“I actually thought he was not too bad,’’ Cooper said. “This is a tough league to play center and we are lacking a little depth at that position right now ... but he’s a big boy, he can handle himself down low. Is it ideal for us to have him there right now? Probably not, but you get to find out about a lot of guys when they play and where they can play, and I believe he passed the test so far (Thursday).”

One of the other aspects Killorn must make is the amount of skating involved at the position. Centers do a lot more starting and stopping in the defensive zone, which could lead to quicker fatigue if not managed the right way. At this point, Cooper sees no cause for concern.

“You have to be really efficient in your ice time (because for centers) it’s the whole 200 feet of the ice,’’ Cooper said. “He’s never going to be able to replace (Stamkos) but he’s got the body mechanics and the mentality to play the position for us.’’
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SAN JOSE, Calif. — With D Mark Barberio back in the lineup Thursday after missing two games with an upper-body injury, Tampa Bay reassigned D Dmitry Korobov to Syracuse of the American Hockey League one day after he made his NHL debut Tuesday in Los Angeles.

But Korobov, signed as a free agent last summer, made an impression while he was up with the Lightning, virtually assuring it won’t be his last time up with Tampa Bay.

Though Korobov played in only one game, he was with the team for eight days and practiced with the Lightning every day.

In the game at Los Angeles, Korobov logged 13 minutes, 21 seconds of ice time while skating 18 shifts, registering one hit and an even plus-minus rating in a 5-2 loss.

“I like Korobov. He is definitely an NHL prospect, there is no doubt about it,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “Experience is the only thing that he is going to need. Eventually at some point he’s going to end up. If he continues his development, he’s going to end up taking somebody’s (roster) spot.”

The 6-foot-3, 230-pounder brings a physical element — he landed a big hit on Kings captain Dustin Brown during Tuesday’s game that caught Cooper’s attention — but also has a well-rounded defensive game that eventually will land him more NHL time as he continues to develop.

“Those heavy bodies that make guys aware to come around the net, that’s what he is,” Cooper said. “So he just has to work a little bit on his puck skills and has gapping and all those other things that, when you play your first NHL game, they pretty much go out the window anyway because you were so nervous. But I thought he did a good job.”

Back where it began

D Matt Carle started his career with San Jose, and though he left the organization in 2008, returning to face the Sharks continues to hold meaning for the 29-year-old.

“I only played here for two years and a lot has changed, so it wasn’t that long, but it’s still kind of a special place,” Carle said. “It’s the first place that I played, I played my first game, I scored my first goal. I had all those firsts as a pro, so it’s one of those things that I will always remember.”

New travels

In addition to having a handful of players experiencing new situations and new buildings — particularly against Western Conference teams — Cooper is also finding his way around arenas for the first time in his first full year in the NHL.

But the first-year head coach has a subtle game plan when it comes to finding his way back to the visiting team locker rooms.

“Basically I have to get off the bus and pretend I’m on my phone and then wait until (the veteran players) get off to walk back to show us where the dressing room is,” Cooper said. “But it’s fun coming to these rinks. ... It’s almost like a different league coming to the West, and aside from dropping our first two games on the trip, it’s been fun to come out here.”

Moving around

LW Ryan Malone started the season on the top line, then was bumped down to the fourth line for a while. But Thursday he started playing on the second line with C Alex Killorn and RW J.T. Brown.

“You just want to do whatever you can to help out,” said Malone, who had three goals and nine points entering Thursday. “If there’s a little bit more opportunity coming up, I’m excited for it. I’ll just try to make the best of it.”

Nuts and Bolts

Cooper did not commit to starting G Ben Bishop tonight at Anaheim. ... LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie and D Andrej Sustr were scratched. ... C Tom Pyatt and D Keith Aulie continue to practice in red non-contact jerseys. ... Lightning RW Marty St. Louis (933) and Sharks D Dan Boyle (534) rank 1-2 among active undrafted players in scoring.
Bolts' West Coast woes continue in 5-1 loss to Sharks
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More Information

TONIGHT'S GAME

WHO: Tampa Bay Lightning at Anaheim Ducks

WHERE/WHEN: Honda Center, Anaheim, Calif./10 p.m.

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970 AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), D Keith Aulie (upper body), out. Ducks — D Sheldon Souray (wrist), RW Jakub Slifverberg (broken hand), C Saku Koivu (head), out; D Francois Beauchemin (upper body), day to day.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the final of two meetings. Tampa Bay won the first matchup 5-1 in Tampa on Nov. 14. ... The Lightning are 4-5-3 all-time in Anaheim. ... This is Tampa Bay’s first trip to Honda Center since Nov. 3, 2010. ... The Ducks are 8-5-3 against Eastern Conference opponents. ... Anaheim is 8-0-1 at home. ... The Lightning are 3-0 in the second half of back-to-back games. ... The Ducks are 0-3-2 in the past five games. ... Anaheim is ranked 25th in power play (13.2 percent) and 28th in penalty kill (75.0 percent). ... Ducks RW Corey Perry has no goals in six career games against Tampa Bay, the only team besides Anaheim he has not scored against. ... G Ben Bishop is 2-0 with a 0.58 goals-against average and a .978 save percentage in two career games against the Ducks.
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 Erik Erlendsson

SAN JOSE, Calif. — Tampa Bay left home a week ago for four-game trip to the West coast sitting atop the Eastern Conference standings.

Three games later, any California dreaming the Lightning may have had has turned into a nightmare following Thursday's 5-1 loss to San Jose in front of an announced crowd of 17,562 at SAP Center.

Tampa Bay has lost a season-high three consecutive games and have been outscored 16-6 in losses at Phoenix, Los Angeles and San Jose to fall to second in the Atlantic Division. The Lightning finish up the four-game trip Friday in Anaheim.

“Six points have been on the table and we have yet to find one so to me that's a rough trip,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

Anders Lindback, making his first start since Nov. 11, did everything he could to keep the Sharks at bay early in the game before the floodgates opened, finishing with 31 saves. Tyler Johnson had the only goal for the Lightning.

Tommy Wingels scored twice for San Jose, Patrick Marleau had a goal and three points and Logan Couture had three assists. Brent Burns and Brad Stuart also scored for the Sharks while Antti Niemi made 36 saves.

“We just have to be a little bit better defensively,'' Johnson said. “We are just giving up too many goals. It doesn't matter how many you score when you're giving up for five goals a night, you are not going to win too many games.''

Despite the lopsided result, the game was easily Tampa Bay's best of the road trip to this point. There were times on Thursday when the Lightning had the better of the play, created scoring chances and had more puck possession. After more of a lackluster effort in the previous two games, the showing against San Jose was a move back to the way the team wants to play.

“The last two games against Phoenix and LA we were there but not really there,'' defenseman Victor Hedman said. “Work ethic and dedication everything was there tonight. It doesn't look like that on the scoreboard when you lose 5-1 but I think it was a step in the right direction.''

Added Cooper: “I think if we can bring that effort that we brought tonight, and I know people to sit there and think well they lost 5-1what kind of an effort was that, but we did a lot of good things . . . you have to have games like this to work yourself out of it and if we continue to play like we did tonight, moving forward we're going to come out of this.''

The game started familiarly for the Lightning, struggling to assert themselves and getting hemmed in their own end for extended periods of time. And just like the previous two games on the road trip, Tampa Bay fell behind early when Logan Couture won a battle along the wall and feed an open Wingels inside the left circle for a quick shot 3:39 into the game.

The Lightning then found their composure and started to look like the more dangerous team, keeping San Jose in its own end and creating scoring chances, including a 3-on-1 shorthanded opportunity for Tyler Johnson. Then Tampa Bay went on the power play and spent the entire two minutes in the Sharks zone, getting three shots on goal and showing solid puck retrieval to create chances.

But San Jose took over the rest of the period from there, using their speed to keep the Lightning on their toes in the zone, with Lindback doing all he could to keep the puck out of the net, including a sliding pad save to rob Dan Boyle with 2:35 left in the period. But moments after that, with Tampa Bay collapsing down low, the puck went back to Stuart at the left point who sent a low slap shot through traffic to the inside post with 1:57 left for a 2-0 lead for San Jose.

“That second one can't go and we need to do a better job of blocking a shot and getting in the way,'' Cooper said. “That was right on the ice.''

The Lightning allowed 18 shots on goal in the first period, a season high allowed for a period.

Tampa Bay came out in the second looking more composed, controlling the puck and spending extended time in the Sharks' zone and outshooting San Jose 8-3 in the opening 10 minutes of the period. Still unable to capitalize on their chances to cut into the lead, Tampa Bay fell behind by three when Patrick Marleau picked up the puck behind the net, and just as Lindback went to cover the right post, Marleau found Wingels at the left post for an easy tap-in at 11:47.

“They are a good team, their forwards are big bodies, they cycle the puck well they create that space with so we just have to do a better job,'' Johnson said. “There are times when they took advantage of us a little bit and we just can't let that happen.''

The floodgates began to open up in the third period with two San Jose goals 19 seconds apart to pull away.

After Richard Panik inexplicably sent a puck from the wall across the top of his own crease, and though it didn't do any damage at the time, the puck came to Scott Hannan on the other side of the ice where he sent a shot-pass toward the net that deflected off the stick of Joe Thornton and then the skate of Brent Burns for a 4-0 lead at 4:23. On the next shift, Marleau got behind the Tampa Bay defense for a partial breakaway and after losing control of the puck briefly, he was able to collect it and backhand it past a sprawled out Lindback at 4:42.

The Lightning spoiled the shutout bid at 7:39 when Ondrej Palat found Johnson coming down the slot for a one-timer for his fifth goal of the season.

“We just have to move on to Anaheim and just turn the page and forget about tonight,'' Cooper said. “Let's go try and salvage two points.''
St. Louis, Boyle were key members of Bolts’ title team

Photos

Former Bolts defenseman Dan Boyle is in his sixth season with the Sharks. 

Former Bolts defenseman Dan Boyle is in his sixth season with the Sharks.

Former Bolts defenseman Dan Boyle is in his sixth season with the Sharks.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: November 21, 2013   |   Updated: November 22, 2013 at 06:38 AM 

SAN JOSE, Calif. — For five years, the Lightning have tried to fill the void left behind when former Tampa Bay ownership dealt defenseman Dan Boyle to San Jose on July 4, 2008.

That search still continues.

Boyle was a main component of the Lightning’s turnaround from league doormat to championship team in 2004, part of the four cornerstones that also included current Tampa Bay captain Marty St. Louis, Brad Richards and Vinny Lecavalier.

“He was a big part of our offense but I think the thing about Boiler is that he’s really tough to play against defensively, too,” St. Louis said. “He’s not a big guy but he’s annoying in the corners, he’s got quick hands and his stick is always in there, and he digs and he makes it hard on the opponents. No doubt he was a big part of our transition.

“When Boiler got traded I think we used 22 defensemen that year for us. I don’t think you can replace a Dan Boyle.’’

Boyle, now in his sixth season with the Sharks, never held back his feelings about being traded a short time after signing a six-year, $40 million extension prior to the trade deadline in 2008. Though the bitterness of how the situation was handled by that ownership group has faded through the years, his memories of Tampa Bay’s championship run remain strong nearly 10 years later.

“I appreciated it so much that it’s hard to appreciate it more (now),’’ Boyle said. “I wasn’t one of those guys that was 21 and didn’t really know what I was getting into. I knew how hard it was to not only make it into the NHL for one, but to play and win. But it’s been 10 years and it’s kind of flew by. It’s been pretty fast.”

St. Louis, the only remaining player from the 2004 championship team, and Boyle both rose to prominence through similar paths. Both were undrafted and considered undersized. Both played four years of college hockey before signing free agent contracts with other organizations — St. Louis with Calgary and Boyle with Florida — before being given up on. Both wound up with the Lightning and went on to become All-Star caliber players as well as champions.

“I see a lot of him in me and vice versa. We are both fierce competitors and we had to fight our way to get here,’’ Boyle said. “Marty is the ultimate competitor, I respect him so much. His accomplishments speak for themselves. He’s an amazing hockey player and to see what he is doing still is not surprising to me because I know how hard he works. He’s just awesome. He’ll be in the Hall of Fame for sure and he deserves it.’’

Just as St. Louis’ success opened doors for undersized players to make it in the NHL, St. Louis said Boyle did the same for smaller defensemen.

“For Boiler it was probably even tougher because playing defense, there were not any smaller players,’’ St. Louis said. “Now I think he might’ve been one of the guys that helped buck the trend to bring speedy puck movers who will battle you defensively as well. I think he is definitely one of the best.’’

Boyle has been slowed this season from the effects of a concussion suffered when he was hit into the boards by St. Louis forward Max Lapierre that kept him off the ice for two weeks. But even now, at the age of 37, when Boyle is at the top of his game, he continues to be a key cog for the Sharks.

“Dan can control the speed of our game. He can either make it fast or slow it down and we like when it goes fast with him,’’ San Jose coach Todd McLellan said. “He’s a very good offensive player with the ability to jump in as a rover from the blue line in the offensive zone. He runs a very good power play most nights. So when you take those characteristics and you put them in order like that, that’s a pretty darn good player and we are fortunate to have him.’’
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Kings cruise past sloppy Lightning, 5-2
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LOS ANGELES — The Tampa Bay Lightning have hit their first valley in the season.

Tampa Bay's 5-2 loss to Los Angeles Tuesday in front of an announced sellout crowd of 18,118 at Staples Center marked the first time this season the Lightning have lost back-to-back games.

The Kings were dominant in handing the Lightning their seventh loss of the season in 21 games, as Tampa Bay was outshot 31-21, a margin that was closer than the shot clock made it appear as Tampa Bay had just nine through two periods.

Anze Kopitar, Matt Frattin, Justin Williams, Dwight King and Dustin Brown all scored to help the Kings build a big lead, allowing Ben Scrivens to pick up his fourth consecutive game in net in the absence of Conn Smythe winner Jonathan Quick.

“Coming out West is a tough trip,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I'm sure L.A. was licking their chops for this game after what happened in Tampa (a 5-1 Lightning victory on Oct. 15).''

Valtteri Filppula and Victor Hedman scored for Tampa Bay, which fell to 7-2 on the season against Western Conference opponents. Ben Bishop allowed all five goals, matching a season high, while finishing with 26 saves.

“I can't sit here and say our guys didn't try. We tried, it's just that we've hit a little bit of a rut,'' Cooper said. “Where our goalie was making the saves and we were tipping pucks and pucks were going in for us, now they are not going and they are hitting posts or not hittin the net. And pucks that weren't going in our net are now going in our net.

“Everything evens itself out. But I look for work ethic and our guys worked. I felt we did a lot of good things out there tonight, we just did not get any bounces.''

Tampa Bay started off the game in good shape, getting the first three shots on goal. But Los Angeles started to exert its will on the Lightning for most of the remainder of the opening period, getting the next six shots including Kopitar's goal at 14:58, and 10 of the next 11. Along the way the Kings build up a two-goal lead when Slava Voynov's shot from along the right wall was redirected off the stick of Frattin to the near post at 16:49 for a power play goal.

Tampa Bay received its first power play chance with 2:34 left in the period, but failed to cut the deficit in half, though Teddy Purcell put one off the crossbar with 36 seconds left for the best scoring chance.

The second period pretty much picked up right where the first ended as Los Angeles went on to another power play chance 38 seconds into the period when Brett Connolly went off for goaltender interference. As the penalty time ticked off, Drew Doughty stick-handled his way through the right faceoff circle. Doughty then slipped a pass to Williams, who tried to backhand a pass into the slot, but the puck first deflected off the skate of Matt Carle right into the past of a sliding Killorn who pushed it into the net at 2:38. The Kings' second power play goal of the game was credited to Williams.

“I thought the first 10 minutes we played great. We were getting pucks deep and we were playing well,'' Bishop said. “They got a lucky bounce there to end the first and they got a lucky bounce to end the second.''

Pierre-Cedric Labrie, playing his first game since Oct. 29, then took a double minor for high sticking at 3:50 to put the Lightning back on the penalty kill. But Tampa Bay managed to hold the Kings off the board and keep the game within distance before getting a chance to get back in it with a four-minute power play after Jake Muzzin swung his stick around to catch Marty St. Louis across the bridge of his nose.

Instead of building momentum, however, the Lightning fell into a deeper hold. Bishop tried to clear a puck around the boards, which was void of any Tampa Bay teammates, and instead found Linden Vey who fired a puck on net that was deflected by King for a shorthanded goal at 15:08 and a 4-0 Kings lead.

“We get a big kill and then let them right back in with a short-handed goal there,'' Bishop said. “That's unacceptable and we just have to play better. We can't expect to win games if we are not playing our best, especially against a team like that.''

Filppula pulled one back for the Lightning as Victor Hedman made a nice cross-ice pass to him for an open-net goal at 16:17, which ended the shutout streak for Scrivens at 191 minutes, 19 seconds. The goal for Filppula was his nith of the season, surpassing his total from last season with Detroit.

With an assist on the play, St. Louis, playing his 1000th career with Tampa Bay, moved into a tie with Lightning assistant coach Steve Thomas for 92nd on the all-time scoring list with 933 points.

More sloppy play gave the goal right back, however, when a soft pass by Connolly inside the defensive zone was put right on the stick of Frattin, who found Brown alone down low for an easy goal and a 5-1 lead with 2:45 left in the period.

In the opening minutes of the third, Tampa Bay pulled back a goal as Hedman kept the puck in at the blue line and fired off a quick wrist shot that deflected off Los Angeles defenseman Alec Martinez and past Scrivens 1:22 into the final period to make it 5-2. The goal was the fourth of the season for Hedman, one short of his career high, and his third multi-point game of the season, one more than last year. The goal also marked the 100th career point for Hedman.

But Tampa Bay would get no closer.

“We are getting some unlucky bounces, a little bit, so that makes this look worse,'' St. Louis said. “I don't think this was a 5-2 game, but we've had some good bounces go our way this year and right now it's not. I believe if you work hard enough you will get some of those bounces, but it probably all washes out in the end.

“Right now we are not getting those bounces, so we have to go out and get them.''
Bolts notes: Korobov makes debut
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LOS ANGELES — Looking to add some size to the lineup, Tampa Bay Lightning head coach Jon Cooper inserted rookie D Dmitry Korobov into the lineup for his NHL debut Tuesday night against the Kings.

Korobov, 24, was signed as an undrafted free agent on Aug. 2, 2012, and quickly became one of the top defensemen for Cooper last season in Syracuse of the American Hockey League. The 6-foot-3, 230-pound defenseman was a plus-20 while adding three goals and 22 points in 65 games with the Crunch last season.

In 13 games this season with Syracuse, Korobov had six assists and his plus-7 rating still leads the team.

Korobov was called up on Nov. 12 when D Sami Salo and D Keith Aulie were injured. After being scratched for the first three games following his recall, Cooper felt Tuesday was a good time to give Korobov a look.

“We think he is ready,’’ Cooper said. “He had a great preseason for us and we’ll see what we have in him. So you might as well throw him into the fire now and see what we have.’’

Cooper said Korobov’s strength is his strength.

“We are playing a team that is big, strong and forechecks,’’ he said. Korobov “can kill penalties, block shots and he’s just a big body down there. So I think it would behoove us to have just another defender back there against these guys.’’

In addition to Korobov drawing into the lineup, Cooper added 6-foot-3, 236-pound LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie to the lineup after the winger was scratched for the previous eight games. Labrie, with zero points and a minus-3 rating in 10 games, played in place of B.J. Crombeen, who was scratched for the third time in the past six games.

“We are a team and we have to keep some guys fresh and we have to keep some other guys on their toes,’’ Cooper said.

TXT Subhead: Purcell’s points

RW Teddy Purcell entered Tuesday’s game with one goal and three assists in the previous 14 games, though he had assists in consecutive games and his line has been productive. With 28 shots in the previous 10 games, however, Purcell feels the chances are there even if the points are not piling up.

“I think . . . our line is getting a lot of chances all the time, so I guess it would be more frustrating if you didn’t,’’ Purcell said. “But the last five games we have really started to develop some good chemistry.’’

In the previous three games, after rookie J.T. Brown was called up and put on the second line with Purcell and Valtteri Filppula, the line combined for three goals and seven points to go with 25 shots on goal.

“Would we like to see him get more points? Sure we would, but I think that line with Fill and Brownie has been really effective for us,’’ Cooper said. “More often than not when they are on the ice, they have the puck. So I think (while) we would like everybody to step up, he has been contributing. My concern would be if his play was going down . . . but I feel that he’s been good.’’

No Panik attack

RW Richard Panik felt a sense of relief after notching his first goal Saturday in Phoenix in his 19th game of the season.

“I feel like the pressure is off now and maybe I can play a little bit more loose,’’ Panik said. “Things just were not going my way but I got that first one. Hopefully more are coming.’’

Cooper said he’s encouraged by the way Panik has been playing of late.

“We know what Richard has in him and he has stuck with it here,’’ Cooper said. “He’s probably playing his best hockey of the season.’’

Nuts and Bolts

D Mark Barberio participated in the full morning skate on Tuesday, his first since injuring in arm on Thursday against Anaheim. ... Aulie (upper body) and C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone) continue to skate with a red no-contact jersey. ... D Andrej Sustr, Barberio and Crombeen were scratched. ... Tuesday’s game was Tampa Bay’s first at Staples Center since a 1-0 loss on Nov. 4, 2010.
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Bolts’ St. Louis reaches 1000th career game
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LOS ANGELES — The first step on a 1,000-game journey through the NHL for Tampa Bay Lightning captain Marty St. Louis started more than 5,000 miles away from where he took the ice for his milestone moment Tuesday night.

As an undrafted, undersized rookie with the Calgary Flames, St. Louis began his career at Yoyogi Arena in Tokyo on Oct. 9, 1998. As he sat inside the locker room Tuesday morning at Staples Center, getting set to face the Los Angeles Kings in his 1,000th career game, St. Louis reflected on his NHL start more than 15 years ago.

“It was a small venue. It was really weird playing hockey in Tokyo,’’ St. Louis said before the Lightning’s 5-2 loss to the Kings. “I couldn’t settle down, it was too surreal. I wasn’t supposed to be there so it took me a while to get over that mentally. I think I had the ability to be there, I just wasn’t ready. I was too in awe of the league. I feel that I was just still a fan. I was too impressed by the players that I was playing with and against.

“For me it was an exciting moment but I remember walking away after my first game thinking I could’ve done more.’’

Now, 999 career games later, not much has changed as he became only the 16th undrafted player in league history to appear in at least 1,000 games and the 286th overall.

At the age of 38, with two scoring titles to his resume, an MVP award, a Stanley Cup title and now wearing the captain’s “C” on his jersey, St. Louis’ desire to do more for his team night in and night out remains unwavered. 

It’s that determination and desire to want to be better that have fueled a career that could eventually land him in some hallowed circles.

“That kid wants to win at everything he does, whether it’s being in line first at the team meal — that’s what he does, he wants to be first,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. 

“In drills he wants to be the first guy to put the puck in the net and that’s a desire. He’s got that fire burning in him as strong today as it did 1,000 games ago and it’s pretty impressive.’’

St. Louis spent parts of two seasons with Calgary, appearing in 69 games from 1998-2000. But after his option was picked up by the club following the 1999-2000, he was left unprotected in the expansion draft and, after he was not selected, the contract was promptly bought out by new Flames general manager Craig Button, a move that proved to be the launching point for his potential Hall of Fame career.

“Of course, I’m still battling the size problem,’’ St. Louis told the Calgary Sun at the time of his buyout. “Maybe it will be good for me looking at a new organization. ... But what can I do? I’m used to dealing with it. I’m not going to pout — I’m going to go out and get a contract and hopefully prove to them they made a mistake.’’

A call from then Lightning general manager Rick Dudley led to a two-year contract for the league-minimum salary. But there were no guarantees of playing time. As usual, he had to earn it.

After being a healthy scratch four times in the first 16 games that season, and with only two assists to his credit, he began to wonder.

“I was very thankful for that opportunity, but even when I got here it wasn’t like a guarantee to be on the team,’’ St. Louis said Tuesday. “I had to fight and I was scratched the first year, in and out of the lineup for a team that was so not in the playoff picture. At that point you’re like, ‘If I can’t play for this team, where can I play?’ But things turned for the better for me and I haven’t looked back.’’

Two games after getting back into the lineup that season, on Oct. 22 at home against Atlanta, St. Louis scored his first goal in a Lightning uniform — it came short-handed in an 8-2 romp — and has been a mainstay ever since. 

His desire and durability have been a trademark of his success, rarely missing time due to injury — a broken leg in 2002, a fractured finger that kept him out two games in 2005 and an eye injury sustained during a morning skate in 2012 in what was to be his 500th consecutive game played — are the only ailments to keep him off the ice during his time with Tampa Bay.

“It’s a remarkable accomplishment,’’ Cooper said. “For him, at the level he’s continued to play, 1,000 games is crazy. But it just goes to show what hard work, desire, work ethic and a want to be the best (can do). That’s what happens when you prepare like that every single day. You can play 1,000 games and beyond.’’

It’s an accomplishment that someday St. Louis will hold in high esteem.

“I feel that I’ve accomplished a lot more than I could ever imagine,’’ he said. “In terms of playing 1,000 games, that thought never even crossed my mind. Do I feel I have more to give? I think I do but I think the 1,000-game mark, with all the things I have done in this league, I think it’s one of those that I’m going to hold up there.’’
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More Information

Tonight’s Game

WHO: Lightning at Los Angeles Kings

WHERE/WHEN: Staples Center, Los Angeles/ 10:30 p.m.

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/970 AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone), C Steven Stamkos (broken leg), D Keith Aulie (upper body), out; D Mark Barberio (upper body), questionable. Kings — G Jonathan Quick (groin), C Jeff Carter (foot), D Matt Greene (upper body), LW Kyle Clifford (upper body), out.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the final of two meetings. Tampa Bay won 5-1 on Oct. 15 in Tampa. ... The Kings are 7-3 at home. ... D Victor Hedman did not practice on Monday because he feeling under the weather, the team said. ... The Lightning, who lost to Phoenix on Saturday, have not lost consecutive games this season. ... RW Marty St. Louis is scheduled to appear in his 1,000th game. ... Kings G Ben Scrivens has posted back-to-back shutouts for a scoreless streak of 155 minutes, 2 seconds. Scrivens has stopped 86 of 88 shots in his past three games since taking over for injured Jonathan Quick. ... The Lightning are 7-1 against Western Conference opponents. ... Tampa Bay is 10-2-2 all-time in Los Angeles... The Kings average 25.9 shots allowed per game, fifth fewest in the league entering Monday. ... Los Angeles leads the legue with a team faceoff winning percentage of 55.5 ... The Lightning average 2.0 goals per game on the road and give up 2.4.

LOS ANGELES — Being the second overall pick often carries lofty expectations.

For a defenseman, those expectations might carry a bit more weight.

For Lightning defenseman Victor Hedman those expectations have followed him since being selected second overall in the 2009 draft.

“I think it's hard for anybody to live up to (being the second overall pick), but probably a little bit more so for defensemen because they will never have the points to show like a forward,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

Now in his fifth season, Hedman is beginning to showcase the complete package that made him the No. 2 pick.

“When I come into a situation like (this) I don't look at them as the No. 2 pick overall. I look at them as what kind of a player is he now. What can you do to help the hockey club,'' said Lightning associate coach Rick Bowness, who spent the previous seven seasons in Vancouver and rarely saw Hedman play in person. “So from my perspective and looking through those eyes, I've been very, very impressed with everything this kid does.''

Entering tonight's game at Los Angeles, Hedman has three goals — two short of his career high — to lead Lightning defensemen and is second in average ice time at 21 minutes, 23 seconds per game while taking on top lines on a nightly basis. His all-around game is starting to come into focus, something the 22-year-old feels he has been developing during his first four seasons in the league while playing under three different coaching staffs. But the belief he could become the player he is starting to show never wavered.

“You hear a lot of comments that you haven't scored enough points or stuff like that but you have to make sure that you don't listen too much about that and you focus on developing your game and work into being a player that you know you can be,'' Hedman said. “The team has never doubted me, which I have felt they have always supported me in the way I play and I developed. I know that it takes time for defensemen usually to develop into their full potential. So that's just been my approach every year and all these years. You always want to contribute and it feels like this is the year that I have been contributing in both ends of the ice.''

In recent weeks Hedman has really stepped up his game.

Since a minus-5 night against Boston on Oct. 19, Hedman has been a plus or even player in eight of 12 games. All three of his goals have come in that span as well as a pair of multi-point games, matching his total from last season.

“He makes good plays, he's improved defensively (and) he plays really hard,'' veteran defensemen Sami Salo said. “I think he's getting up there among the league's best defensemen. He's a young guy, he's a big body but skates like the wind.''

That speed is one of the strengths Cooper wanted to see Hedman utilize more often, an area Cooper has seen improvement by leaps and bounds. “He's a one-man break out when he gets (the puck) and he rarely has to worry about a guy picking his pocket from behind because they can't catch him,'' Cooper said. “I think when these guys start to trust their speed they become better players and more reliable players. And Heddy jumping into plays, that was an easy one for us but it's just timing when to jump into the holes because he can be so fast he can almost catch our rush. Sometimes we don't want him to catch the rush, we want him to be that second wave coming in. But he's been great for us especially these last five or six games. He's just playing at a different level right now.''

Hedman has also recently started playing on the top power play unit, perhaps symbolizing his arrival as a true all-around presence.

“I want to play in all situations every time, every game,'' Hedman said. “It's something I work for every day, every game, every practice. I always want to get better and that's always going to be my approach every year that I play.

“But it does feel good when you contribute at both ends of the ice. It doesn't have to be points or anything like that but you feel like you are making a difference out there. That's what I want to be every night, I want to be a force, I want to be a difference maker.''
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GLENDALE, Ariz. — Whatever it is, the Tampa Bay Lightning were missing it on Saturday.

Tampa Bay started slow and never recovered in a 6-3 loss to Phoenix in front of an announced crowd of 12,562 at Jobing.com Arena.

The loss is the first this season for the Lightning against a Western Conference opponent in eight games, and the six goals allowed is a season high.

“We just really didn’t have it tonight, for whatever reason,” captain Marty St. Louis said. “It could have been many things, our execution, our effort at times, it can be a lot of things. We just didn’t have it.”

Martin Hanzal had a goal and three assists while former Lightning forward Radim Vrbata had three assists. Former Tampa Bay goaltender Mike Smith stopped 27 shots for his first victory against the Lightning since leaving as a free agent following the 2010-11 season.

Ben Bishop allowed three goals on 14 shots before leaving after taking a shot up high while Anders Lindback was saddled with the loss, allowing two goals on 15 shots. Richard Panik scored his first of the season, J.T. Brown notched his first career goal, and defenseman Andrej Sustr had his first career two-point game with a pair of assists. Alex Killorn scored a late goal for his sixth of the season as Tampa Bay’s record fell to 14-6.

Despite the setback, head coach Jon Cooper was upbeat about his team after the game.

“We’ve played 20 games and I am the farthest thing from disappointed,” he said. “This game could have happened in game one, game six, game 10 or game 20, so I’m looking at the big picture. We’ve pretty much hit the quarter pole (of the season) and I like the way we’ve played. Did I like the way we played tonight? No. But I’m not disappointed in our team.”

The Coyotes scored twice in the first period, the first on a power play goal — the first allowed by Tampa Bay on the road since Oct. 8 — by Michael Stone and the second on an unfortunate bounce.

After Bishop played the puck behind the net up the wall to Radko Gudas, Hanzal stepped in front of the puck. As he was falling to the ice, Hanzal sent the puck into the crease where it caromed off the right skate of Bishop and into the net 57 seconds after the first goal for the 2-0 lead.

Early in the second, with Phoenix on a two-man advantage, Bishop took a shot to the mask off the stick of Oliver Ekman-Larsson and stayed hunched down on the ice for a second, which was enough time for the puck to squirt over to Mike Ribeiro for an open net goal 1:48 into the second period. Team trainer Tom Mulligan came out to check on Bishop, who then left the game after allowing three goals on 14 shots, though he would come back to the bench a short time later.

“You take a 90-mile-per-hour shot to the side of your face, it takes a second to get your bearings, and you would like a whistle there, but I guess not,” said Bishop, who allowed more than two goals for the third time in 16 starts. “It doesn’t feel good getting hit in the head. ... And it was just one of those nights. They are not always going to be good nights, and tonight wasn’t good.”

The Lightning started to skate better after falling down by three goals and looked to get back in the game when Panik notched his first of the season off a feed from Tyler Johnson at 16:19 of the second period. But Phoenix answered 46 seconds later when defenseman Connor Murphy, called up earlier in the day to make his NHL debut, regained the third-goal lead.

“Every time I thought we were seizing a little bit of momentum, we make it 3-1 and the next shift they score to make it 4-1, and that’s unacceptable,” Cooper said.

Brown zipped a wrist shot past Smith for his first career goal 50 seconds after Murphy’s first career goal to make it 4-2, but Phoenix made it 5-2 at 1:37 into the third to squelch any thought of a Lightning comeback.

“There were a lot of factors that went into us not playing well, and it was tough,” Cooper said. “We just didn’t have it tonight. Some games the puck is on your stick, some games it hops over your stick. Sometimes your stick is in the lane, sometimes it’s not. Most of the time your goalie makes the save and sometimes they don’t. And if things are going to go wrong for us, I’d rather they all go wrong in one game.”
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Bolts notes: Brown getting more acclimated

Photos

Lightning right wing J.T. Brown (center) has blended in well so far this season. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

Lightning right wing J.T. Brown (center) has blended in well so far this season. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Lightning right wing J.T. Brown (center) has blended in well so far this season. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: November 17, 2013   |   Updated: November 18, 2013 at 07:10 AM 

LOS ANGELES — Tampa Bay Lightning F J.T. Brown slid back to the hash mark inside the right circle, waiting for Teddy Purcell to find him.

Purcell gave a quick peek over his shoulder, retrieved the puck in the corner and backhanded a pass onto the tape of Brown's stick. Brown corraled the puck and in an instant snapped off a wrist shot that zipped past Phoenix G Mike Smith with 2:05 left in the second period of Saturday night's 6-3 loss at Phoenix.

The goal was the first of Brown's NHL career in his eighth game, and third since being recalled from American Hockey League affiliate Syracuse on Tuesday.

Though Brown would have liked to enjoy the goal in a victory, the 23-year-old was excited to find the back of the net for the first time in an NHL game.

“I was just looking for an open area and found it, and Teddy saw me in the slot so I tried to get it off quick,'' Brown said. “It gives you a lot more confidence to get that first one under your belt. Now, maybe you have a little more confidence to shoot the puck instead of making a pass when you have the shot.''

Brown was summoned from the minors after C Steven Stamkos broke his leg. Brown has played primarily on the second line and received time on the top power-play unit, put in position to showcase his offensive talents. In the three games since arriving, he has a goal and two points.

“J.T. has gotten better with each game; I've been really happy with the way he's played,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said.

Pyatt skates

C Tom Pyatt rejoined the team this week for the first time since breaking his collar bone on Oct. 8 in Buffalo. Pyatt practiced Saturday wearing a red no-contact jersey, but he is not expected to be ready to play until after Thanksgiving.

“I was skating on my own for a while there, so it's definitely nice to get in the some drills and be around the team again,'' he said.

While the bone is sufficiently healed, it will take an additional two weeks to ensure it is strong enough to withstand contact. Tuesday is the six-week mark since the injury, and Pyatt said the doctors told him it would be eight weeks before he is cleared.

Points for Sustr

Rookie D Andrej Sustr enjoyed his first career multi-point game with a pair of assists on Saturday in Phoenix. The 6-foot-8 blue liner has been a healthy scratch at times as the team looks to find playing time for the eight defensemen it is carrying, but he remained paired with Victor Hedman for most of Saturday's game despite the return of Sami Salo from injury.

“When he starts physically to mature you are going to see this kid jump leaps and bounds, but that doesn't take away from how heady of a player he is, how smart he is being in the right positions,'' Cooper said.

“He is not afraid to try and make a play, even if it's at the cost of a mistake, because we are encouraging that. So, all those aspects of the game are there, it is just ultimately his physical strength that needs to get better. But he can dictate that, that's not a hockey-sense thing. So, he's going to be a much better player here in the coming years.''
Bolts Beat: Extended OT option appealing
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GLENDALE, Ariz. — One of the main topics to come out of last week’s general managers meetings in Toronto involved finding a way to reduce the number of shootouts that ultimately end up deciding games.

This can’t happen fast enough.

I fully understand and accept that shootouts are part of the game. I accept the fact that ties are no longer an option in the game, that a “winner’’ has to be decided.

I still do not like the idea that the “winner” is determined by an individual skill competition. Hockey is a team sport, always has been and always will be. So why should one guy who has mastered a one-on-one skill be the determining factor in the outcome of the game?

This debate is nothing new and will no doubt continue as long as the shootout remains a part of the game. The shootout is not likely to go away anytime soon.

But if there is a way to reduce the number of games that go to a shootout, I’m all for it.

The two main ideas that continue to be bantered around both involve an extended overtime session to 10 minutes.

One of the ideas is simply to keep the 4-on-4 format that has been in place and extend overtime beyond the five minutes to play a total of 10 minutes.

The other idea is to play five minutes of 4-on-4 and if no winner is determined, go to 3-on-3 for the final five minutes.

Both ideas retain the shootout if nobody scores in the overtime.

I’ve long been an advocate for expanded 4-on-4 overtime and I hope it happens soon.

Watching overtime under this format is fun and exciting hockey. There is more than enough open ice for players to work and create scoring opportunities. Under those parameters, one would think a winner would be established during team play with the additional five minutes of overtime. Plus this would make it more difficult for teams that firmly believe they have an advantage in a shootout from sitting back and trying to kill the five minutes wanting to get the game to the skills competition.

Give me this option over the 3-on-3 because I believe that with only six skaters on the ice, there is too much open ice.

“Less guys on the ice does not mean more scoring,” Tampa Bay Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I’m not going to say that I’m for or against (3-on-3) but if we are going to do it for overtime, people come to watch a hockey game and I’d rather have 10 minutes of 4-on-4 than a 3-on-3, which becomes one guy logging the puck around. There is more room on the ice but it becomes a one-on-one game, so you might as well just go to the shootout because that’s a one-on-one game, too.

“We would adapt to whatever rule there is, but I don’t consider, personally, for 3-on-3 to be a more exciting brand of hockey.’’

So let’s go 4-on-4 for 10 minutes before getting to the shootout. Sure, it might add additional time to the game and five extra minutes throughout the course of a season could add up, but I’m a firm believer that more games would then end in overtime in a more exciting format and not require a shootout. Because nothing takes the excitement out of a tightly contested, entertaining hockey game than watching the Zamboni come out for a few slow drives up the middle of the ice for a shootout that normally takes only a few minutes to complete.

Let’s get more games decided in the expanded overtime format. Anything to avoid shootouts being the determining element.
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GLENDALE, Ariz. — Among the myriad movements created by the loss of C Steven Stamkos to injury is a revamped power play.

Tampa Bay Lightning head coach Jon Cooper has shuffled the two units, which has given a different look to each in the two games since Stamkos suffered a broken leg.

With Sami Salo missing the previous two games with a lower body injury — he returned on Saturday — Cooper put D Victor Hedman on the top unit with Marty St. Louis, Teddy Purcell, J.T. Brown and Valtteri Filppula, who was on the second unit since the start of the season. The second unit consisted of Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik, Alex Killorn, Brett Connolly and Salo.

The shuffled units have offered a different look and feel for both.

“You take off a few of the guys that may get the puck — Sami is a shooter and Stammer is a shooter — and all of a sudden now we have a little bit more creativity in the sense that now there is not really a go-to guy who we are going to,’’ Cooper said. “Now we have to make plays and there was a lot more movement.’’

That paid off with a pair of power play goals Thursday against Anaheim with St. Louis putting in a rebound from the left post, instead of being positioned at his normal spot along the right wall where he was situated for most of the season on the top unit.

“You probably would not have seen them in that part of the ice (by the post) in prior games, now he’s going from the opposite side right on the doorstep,’’ Cooper said. “So I have to give Marty a lot of credit because we’ve discussed this at length about moving guys around and putting guys in different situations and being a little bit more unpredictable, and it’s been working for us so far.’’

For the second unit, it’s more about trying to be a bit less creative and develop a shooting mentality.

“We have to rely on shots and get pucks to the net,’’ Killorn said. “We don’t want our plays to be pretty because we know it’s tough in this league to pass through guys, so we are looking to get shots from Sami and make some rebounds.’’

Getting a look

Cooper did not rule out the possibility of rookie D Dmitry Korobov finding some ice time at some point on the West Coast trip.

Korobov was called up on Tuesday when Keith Aulie and Salo suffered injuries the previous day. Though there was some discussion on whether to send Korobov back to Syracuse, with D Mark Barberio now banged up the decision was made to keep Korobov for the road trip.

“We’ve got them here, he’s a prospect and he had a really good preseason with us,’’ Cooper said. “We are in a situation where we’re probably going to need him at some point so you might as well get him into these games while you have him up here. I can’t say that for sure but I’d like to be able to get him into one of these games on this trip just to give him a little taste of playing a regular season.

“Experience is everything and the more you can get the better you’re going to be.’’

Injury updates

While Salo returned to the lineup after missing two games, Barberio missed Saturday with an upper body injury, believed to be his left arm as he was on the ice Saturday morning doing limited drills with only his right hand on his stick.

Aulie, who has missed the past three games with an undisclosed injury to his right arm, also skated briefly Saturday.

In addition Tom Pyatt, out since Oct. 8 with a broken collarbone, is traveling and practicing with the team, though he has not been cleared for contact.

Cooper said all but Pyatt could be ready to return before the four-game road trip ends Friday at Anaheim.

Nuts and Bolts

LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Korobov and Barberio were scratched. ... Jonathan Drouin, the No. 3 overall pick, will serve as captain for the Super Series event this week involving the top players from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League against a team from Russia. Drouin entered Saturday with 12 goals and 36 points in 17 games with Halifax, tied for third in league scoring. ... The first period power play goal for Phoenix was the first allowed on the road by Tampa Bay since Oct. 8 in Buffalo.
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GLENDALE, Ariz. — Picture a hockey team as a group of rowers in a boat. When one of them goes down, somebody else steps in to grab the oar to make sure everybody remains pulling in the same direction.

Even if one of those seats used to be occupied by one of the strongest rowers in the boat.

That’s the mentality the Lightning have assumed in the absence of Steven Stamkos heading into tonight’s game against the Phoenix Coyotes.

“It’s been said many times that no one can replace Stammer. That’s impossible,’’ center Nate Thompson said. “But we are still a team. You win and lose as a team, and I think the last two games we have really responded.

“We’ve played the right way and it takes everyone. Guys are stepping up, whether it’s (Ryan Malone) getting the goal in Montreal or Val (Filppula) picking up a couple of goals (Thursday). Guys are contributing, whether it’s in little ways, things can add up. And we are doing that right now and we have to continue to do that.’’

In the two games since Stamkos went down with a broken leg, the Lightning have responded with a pair of victories.

On Tuesday in Montreal, the Lightning swarmed the Canadiens for most of the game, firing a season-high 45 shots on net, and if not for the play of Carey Price in net for Montreal, a shootout would not have been needed to pick up the two points.

On Thursday against Anaheim, though the Ducks were clearly not at their best, Tampa Bay was and it showed in a 5-1 victory.

“The train does not come off the tracks, it just keeps going with different passengers,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “That’s kind of where we are at, and you can say whatever you want. ‘Rally the troops’ or pick any cliche you want to use, but I’m feeling pretty good about our group. And for two games, anyway, we have proven that regardless of who is in there, the train keeps on going.’’

That was apparent to Cooper in the game in Montreal, which took place a little more than 24 hours after Stamkos went down with a broken leg. Whatever emotions anybody on the team might have experienced Monday night were not apparent when the puck dropped the next night.

“Guys were not looking down the bench to say, ‘We’re OK, 91 (Stamkos) or 26 (Marty St. Louis) will take care of this eventually.’ Everybody kind of took ownership from the morning skate right on down to the game. It was we are up next and it’s time to do our job,’’ Cooper said.

“And that’s what I felt has gone on ... the team took ownership of themselves, every single line. It was great to see.’’

But that is in the short term. The trick is to find a way to sustain that mentality and success moving forward because though the expectation is Stamkos will make a return at some point this season, there’s a good chance that won’t be until after the Olympic break in February.

“In the short term I’m sure they’re going to be fine because everybody overachieves,’’ Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said. “What’s going to happen is the long-term effects. When you lose a great player, you are losing a big part of your team. Like I said, usually for short periods of time they usually can overcome it through emotion, through adrenaline, through young guys getting more the opportunity.

“But if you didn’t miss him, then really he is not as great as you think and we all know Steven Stamkos is one of the top three players in the NHL.’’

In the eight periods since Stamkos was injured, Tampa Bay has registered double digits in shots six times. The only two times without reaching 10 shots on goal came in the final two periods on Thursday, when the Lightning had built a substantial lead against the Ducks and managed the game differently. And in the past two games, the opposition has been kept under 26 shots on goal in regulation time.

That mentality and a trust in the structured system the team plays allows a belief that the boat — or train — will continue to move forward as the season goes along.

“We are playing our system, we are confident in playing the game we need to play, we play fast and we want to wear teams down,’’ Thompson said. “We know when we play that way, and are getting results, it brings you a lot of confidence.

“When you have that combination and everybody is on the same page, the goalie is making saves, it’s fun.’’
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Bolts maintain dominance over West with 5-1 win over Anaheim
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Lightning goalie Ben Bishop (30) reaches for a shot as left wing Ryan Malone (12) moves in during the second period.

Tampa Bay Lightning right wing B.J. Crombeen (19) fights Anaheim Ducks left wing Patrick Maroon (62) during the first period. Both players received major fighting penalties.
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TAMPA — The best from the West continue to be turned aside by the Lightning this season.

Tampa Bay remained perfect against Western Conference opponents after knocking off the top team in the opposite conference with a 5-1 victory against Anaheim in front of an announced crowd of 17,763 at the Forum.

Valtteri Filppula had a pair of goals and three points while Marty St. Louis had a goal and two assists to improve the Lightning’s record to 7-0 this season against teams from the West. Those seven victories have come against teams with a collective 64-22-15 record entering the night.

“That’s a good question,’’ Filppula answered when asked why Tampa Bay has been dominant this season against the West while other Eastern Conference teams have not fared nearly as well. “I think we’ve been playing well all year, we have been skating well and tonight we skated really well. That gave us a lot of chances in their zone.’’

Alex Killorn and Victor Hedman also scored as Tampa Bay capitalized on its dominant puck possession time on Thursday while Ben Bishop stopped 24 shots for his league leading 13th victory of the season, allowing fewer than three goals for the 13th time in 15 starts this season.

The Lightning improved to 14-5 and lead the Eastern Conference with 28 points.

Playing its second game without injured All-Star Steven Stamkos, Tampa Bay played with a defensive mind set by controlling the puck, minimizing turnovers and staying in the Anaheim one for extended periods of time.

“That has been pretty much our blue print since the start of training camp,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “We have to have the mentality of, we are not scoring every night. And when 91 (Stamkos) goes down, it’s not who is going to score that extra goal that we are missing, we have to keep the extra goal out of our net. And that’s kind of become our mantra now.’’

For the opening 11 minutes the blue print worked to perfection as Tampa Bay had the Ducks hemmed in their own zone, we giving very little opportunities when Anaheim did get into the Lightning zone before building the lead at 11:52 with some good puck work in Anaheim’s zone that led to Teddy Purcell finding Filppula with a cross-ice pass for his seventh goal of the season.

At the time Anaheim did not have a shot on goal, though the Ducks made up for that on their first power play chance at 13:14, getting six shots on goal with the man advantage, all of which were stopped by Bishop. Then on Tampa Bay’s first power play chance, Filppula sent a shot-pass through the crease that was deflected by J.T. Brown before St. Louis found the loose puck at 16:25 to snap an 0-for-22 drought on the power play. The goal was the first for St. Louis since Oct. 27 and his first point since Nov. 1.

“It feels good to score,’’ St. Louis.

Filppula scored a power play goal early in the second as Tampa Bay’s special teams help build the lead, but it was the Lightning’s play at even strength that proved the difference. Entering the game Anaheim led the league with 54 goals during 5-on-5 play and had a plus-24 goal differential on the season at even strength.

On Thursday Tampa Bay outscored the Ducks 3-1 at even strength.

“Special teams help, but if you can play 5-on-5, and you can outscore the other team 5-on-5, you are really helping your chances of winning,” Cooper said. “I thought we played a good game tonight. It was good to see us play sound defensively, we had the puck for a good portion of the night.’’

That’s the model for team success put in to play in training camp and being put into action thus far in the season.

“We have been using our speed, getting pucks 200 feet, great forechecking and not afraid to mistakes,’’ Hedman said. “We know we are off to a really good start and we just beat one of the best teams in the league. But it’s a long season, so we have to stay focused and pay attention to the details.’’
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Bishop has another solid showing as Bolts outlast Montreal
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MONTREAL — In the aftermath of the loss of Steven Stamkos, Lightning captain Marty St. Louis said Tuesday morning it was time for Tampa Bay to go to work.

That's exactly what the Lightning did, finding a way to squeeze out a 2-1 shootout victory against the Montreal Canadiens in front of a sellout crowd of 21,273 at Bell Centre.

Valtteri Filppula scored the only goal in the shootout, while Ben Bishop stopped 28 shots in regulation and all three Montreal attempts in the shootout to improve to 12-2 on the season, 3-0 in shootouts. Ryan Malone scored the lone goal in regulation as Tampa Bay moved to 13-5 on the season, having won eight of the past 10 games to remain at the top of the Atlantic Division standings.

Montreal goaltender Carey Price did all he could to stifle the Lightning offense, stopping 44 shots as Tampa Bay fired a season-high 45 shots on net. Only a Danny Briere goal with 4:38 left in the game salvaged a point for Montreal.

“This is a team sport, and we are going to move forward, obviously it's a tough spot, but I thought we played well tonight and we could have easily scored more goals, but Carey Price was great,'' said Bishop, who has allowed two or fewer goals in 12 of his 14 starts this year. “We hung in there until the end. We get a big goal by (Filppula) in the shootout and get a big two points.''

With so much focus on the loss of Stamkos, who led the league with 14 goals and 23 points entering the night, the Lightning did their best to put that behind them and concentrate on the task of pushing forward. At least for one night, they were able to accomplish that and come out with a victory.

“We understand this is not a one-game absence (of Stamkos) for us, this is one of many, but we do need to bring this type of effort,'' Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said. “But we've pretty much brought this all year, and this was a big step in overcoming what we know is going to be a big challenge for us. But this is a big step for us in understanding that we can overcome it.''

Malone was able to give Tampa Bay the early lead, as he was on the seat of his pants to deflect an Eric Brewer shot past Price at the 5:00 mark of the game for his second goal in three games.

That was a sign of things to come for the Lightning in terms of putting forth an effort to get to Price and keep the pressure in the Montreal zone. During one shift in the second period, Tampa Bay had 2:07 of continuous possession in the Montreal end, getting three shots on goal during that process. Despite that, Price was nearly perfect in turning aside so many other chances until Radko Gudas appeared to give Tampa Bay a 2-0 lead with 17:16 with a point shot through traffic. The play was ruled no goal on the ice and play continued for 34 more seconds before it went to a review.

During the review process, the puck clearly went into the net, but the on-ice official ruled there was incidental contact by Tyler Johnson with Price and the goal was disallowed.

“The referee informed the Situation Room that he observed incidental contact in the crease by Lightning forward Tyler Johnson on goaltender Carey Price, if in fact the puck crossed the goal line,'' according to a league statement.

So Tampa Bay continued to hold the one-goal lead into the third period and looked to be in position to make it stand until a hard rim around the boards by the Lightning was intercepted by Max Pacioretty, and he threw a puck toward the net that deflected off Briere to tie the game with 4:38 left in regulation.

The Lightning then had a chance to regain the lead with two power-play opportunities in the final 3:33 of the game, but failed to score after Rene Bourque was called for high sticking and Lars Eller was called for a face-off delay with 1:06 left in regulation. In the overtime, Tampa Bay had another opportunity, including 15 seconds of a two-man advantage but Price turned away 22 shots in the third period and overtime to send the game to a shootout.

“We told ourselves that we had to go out there and not feel sorry for ourselves,'' defenseman Victor Hedman said. “We had to step up and play better, tonight was a good test for us, and I thought we played real well. We easily could have had the win in 60 minutes, but Price played really well. They got a goal in the end, but fortunately we got the two points we came here for.''
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BOSTON — Beating the Bruins is a difficult task for the Lightning.

Trying to do so while losing the league’s leading scorer in the middle of the game made the task that more difficult.

For the second time in as many meetings, Tampa Bay was blanked by Boston, this time a 3-0 loss at TD Garden on Monday in front of an announced crowd of 17,565.

Tuukka Rask stopped all 28 shots he faced, while Patrice Bergeron, Daniel Paille and Jarome Iginla scored for Boston, which improve to 3-0 against Tampa Bay this season — allowing one goal in those meetings.

Monday’s game proved more difficult when Steven Stamkos left the game in the second period on a stretcher after breaking his right tibia bone while crashing into the post while back-checking on a play with 7:11 remaining.

The game was scoreless at that point, but the Bruins quickly took a 2-0 lead as Bergeron and Paille scored 20 seconds apart with 2:51 and 2:31 left in the period.

While there may have been some initial shock after seeing Stamkos leave the ice on a stretcher, the Lightning didn’t play the rest of the game looking dazed. During the final two periods, Tampa Bay outshot the Bruins 21-14 and had opportunities to get on the scoreboard but couldn’t solve Rask.

“For sure (there’s some shock). Obviously he’s a big part of our team. But I thought we battled,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “We just couldn’t get the puck in the net.’’

In three games against the Lightning this season, Rask is 3-0 with a 0.33 goals-against average while stopping 83 of 84 shots for a .988 save percentage.

“Rask is obviously one of the best goalies in the league, so we have a hard time finding the net,’’ said Lightning G Anders Lindback, who stopped 23 shots in the loss. “And they are really good protecting the lead, so once they got up they kind of backed off and they manage the game really well. We had a couple of looks but we didn’t manage to get anything.’’

Two more down

The Lightning finished the game with just 15 skaters on the bench after the loss of D Sami Salo and D Keith Aulie, along with the injury to Stamkos.

Salo left late in the second period after being hit behind the net. Salo struggled to get to his skates and was unable to put weight on his right leg, getting aid for the referee, on his way back to the bench. He did not return.

Salo was diagnosed with a lower-body injury and is not expected to play tonight in Montreal, though GM Steve Yzerman said the injury is not considered severe.

Aulie took two shifts in the third period before heading down the hallway to the team locker room and did not return. Yzerman said Aulie suffered an unspecified upper-body injury and his status for tonight was unknown.

“We went 16 games without anybody getting hurt, and the snowball went down the hill today,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “It was a little tiny guy and it ended up a mountain when it got to the bottom of the hill. I don’t know the prognosis on all of these guys, but you lose nobody for 16 games and then you lose three guys in one. That’s tough.’’

Tampa Bay is expected to announce at least one call-up ahead of tonight’s game in Montreal.

Nuts and Bolts

C Valtteri Filppula appeared in his 500th career game. ... Tampa Bay scratched D Mark Barberio, LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie and RW B.J. Crombeen. ... The Lightning have killed off 38 of 40 power-plays against in the past 12 games. ... Tampa Bay has gone five consecutive games without a power-play goal. ... Boston has handed Tampa Bay three of its five losses this season. ... St. Louis is scoreless in the past four games.
Bolts’ Stamkos has surgery to repair broken tibia
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Steven Stamkos had surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston to reset a broken tibia bone in his right lower leg.
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MONTREAL — As the locker stalls were put together in the visiting dressing room at Bell Centre Tuesday afternoon, realization set in for the Tampa Bay Lightning — no jersey hung for Steven Stamkos.

The Lightning took to the ice on Tuesday to face the Montreal Canadiens and for the first time since Jan. 27, 2009, Stamkos was not in the Tampa Bay lineup.

Earlier in the day, Stamkos had surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston to reset a broken tibia bone in his right lower leg suffered during Monday’s afternoon loss at Boston.

The surgery was performed without complications and Stamkos is expected to make a full recovery, general manager Steve Yzerman told reporters at the NHL general managers’ meetings Tuesday afternoon in Toronto.

The team issued a statement Tuesday evening that Stamkos underwent successful surgery and “is expected to return to Tampa on Thursday to begin rehabilitation immediately. A prospective timetable has not yet been set for his return to the ice.”

A rod was inserted in the leg to stabilize the bone.

The injury could sideline Stamkos until at least March, keeping one of the game’s top players out for an extended period of time.

“I don’t care whether he’s on another team or not, a player like that is what people pay to come and watch,’’ Boston head coach Claude Julien said after Monday’s game. “You don’t like seeing that, even as an opposing coach.’’

Stamkos entered Tuesday’s games tied for the lead league with 14 goals and 23 points. He also had taken on more responsibility this season, as leader in the locker room and in his commitment to playing better defense.

“Stammer has been playing the best hockey of his career; he’s a dominant player every night and you don’t replace those players,’’ Yzerman said. “There’s no good time for this, but he has been playing the best hockey he has ever played and just gone to another level.’’

Now the Lightning must move forward knowing Stamkos will not be filling up the net as he recovers from a serious injury.

“There’s no sugar coating it, he’s a huge part of our team,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “You can make an argument here that if you were going to hand out the MVP of the league right now, you’d be hard pressed not to give it to him.

“So, in saying that, is that a hole in our team? It is. But one thing I can say is Steve (Yzerman) has done an unreal job of building this organization from the bottom up. Now it’s that old cliché — somebody’s got to step up. We’ve just got to pick ourselves up here and we’ll see what we’re made of.

“But it’s a tough one for the game because you want to see guys that have ‘it.’ Steven Stamkos has ‘it.’’’

Tampa Bay has been a surprise in the standings, entering Tuesday’s action atop the Atlantic Division with 12 wins in the first 17 games. But there are questions about whether the Lightning will keep pace without their top player.

“That is why everybody in that room is like, ‘Let’s prove to everybody that we are not a fluke,’ ” Cooper said. “We are up near the top of the standings for a reason.’’

The Lightning remain confident.

“Obviously, Stammer’s goals are going to be missed,” captain Marty St. Louis said. “But other guys are going to have to score and it starts with me; I have to be better. Hopefully, I’ll be able to lead the way.

“It’s not going to be one guy, it’s going to be everybody. But this is the time where you want to play well for a guy that has given everything to this organization. So, it’s time to go to work.’’
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MONTREAL — In the aftermath of the loss of Steven Stamkos, Lightning captain Marty St. Louis said Tuesday morning it was time for Tampa Bay to go to work.

That's exactly what the Lightning did, finding a way to squeeze out a 2-1 shootout victory against the Montreal Canadiens in front of a sellout crowd of 21,273 at Bell Centre.

Valtteri Filppula scored the only goal in the shootout, while Ben Bishop stopped 28 shots in regulation and all three Montreal attempts in the shootout to improve to 12-2 on the season, 3-0 in shootouts. Ryan Malone scored the lone goal in regulation as Tampa Bay moved to 13-5 on the season, having won eight of the past 10 games to remain at the top of the Atlantic Division standings.

Montreal goaltender Carey Price did all he could to stifle the Lightning offense, stopping 44 shots as Tampa Bay fired a season-high 45 shots on net. Only a Danny Briere goal with 4:38 left in the game salvaged a point for Montreal.

“This is a team sport, and we are going to move forward, obviously it's a tough spot, but I thought we played well tonight and we could have easily scored more goals, but Carey Price was great,'' said Bishop, who has allowed two or fewer goals in 12 of his 14 starts this year. “We hung in there until the end. We get a big goal by (Filppula) in the shootout and get a big two points.''

With so much focus on the loss of Stamkos, who led the league with 14 goals and 23 points entering the night, the Lightning did their best to put that behind them and concentrate on the task of pushing forward. At least for one night, they were able to accomplish that and come out with a victory.

“We understand this is not a one-game absence (of Stamkos) for us, this is one of many, but we do need to bring this type of effort,'' Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said. “But we've pretty much brought this all year, and this was a big step in overcoming what we know is going to be a big challenge for us. But this is a big step for us in understanding that we can overcome it.''

Malone was able to give Tampa Bay the early lead, as he was on the seat of his pants to deflect an Eric Brewer shot past Price at the 5:00 mark of the game for his second goal in three games.

That was a sign of things to come for the Lightning in terms of putting forth an effort to get to Price and keep the pressure in the Montreal zone. During one shift in the second period, Tampa Bay had 2:07 of continuous possession in the Montreal end, getting three shots on goal during that process. Despite that, Price was nearly perfect in turning aside so many other chances until Radko Gudas appeared to give Tampa Bay a 2-0 lead with 17:16 with a point shot through traffic. The play was ruled no goal on the ice and play continued for 34 more seconds before it went to a review.

During the review process, the puck clearly went into the net, but the on-ice official ruled there was incidental contact by Tyler Johnson with Price and the goal was disallowed.

“The referee informed the Situation Room that he observed incidental contact in the crease by Lightning forward Tyler Johnson on goaltender Carey Price, if in fact the puck crossed the goal line,'' according to a league statement.

So Tampa Bay continued to hold the one-goal lead into the third period and looked to be in position to make it stand until a hard rim around the boards by the Lightning was intercepted by Max Pacioretty, and he threw a puck toward the net that deflected off Briere to tie the game with 4:38 left in regulation.

The Lightning then had a chance to regain the lead with two power-play opportunities in the final 3:33 of the game, but failed to score after Rene Bourque was called for high sticking and Lars Eller was called for a face-off delay with 1:06 left in regulation. In the overtime, Tampa Bay had another opportunity, including 15 seconds of a two-man advantage but Price turned away 22 shots in the third period and overtime to send the game to a shootout.

“We told ourselves that we had to go out there and not feel sorry for ourselves,'' defenseman Victor Hedman said. “We had to step up and play better, tonight was a good test for us, and I thought we played real well. We easily could have had the win in 60 minutes, but Price played really well. They got a goal in the end, but fortunately we got the two points we came here for.''
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Lightning center Steven Stamkos lies on the ice after skating into the post of a goal during a game against the Bruins in Boston. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Steven Stamkos, backchecking against Boston's Dougie Hamilton, slides into the net, banging his leg against the post during the second period. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
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BOSTON — Tampa Bay Lightning star Steven Stamkos could miss the remainder of the regular season after breaking the tibia bone in his lower right leg during Monday's 3-0 loss to the Boston Bruins at TD Garden.

Stamkos will undergo surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital on Tuesday and is out indefinitely, Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said.

According to the American Academy of Orthopedic Surgeons website, the normal recovery takes 4-6 months, which under the long-term scenario would run into May.

“The medical staff in Boston, in consultation with our team physicians, has made the decision to surgically repair the injury,'' Yzerman said in a statement. “The procedure is expected to take place (Tuesday) morning. The biggest concern for me, and the rest of the Lightning, is that decisions are made in Steven's best long-term interest, and we feel this is the appropriate course of action.''

According to AAOS.org, the lower leg is comprised of two bones: the tibia and fibula. The tibia, known commonly as the “shinbone” is the larger of the two. It supports most of a person's weight and is an important part of the knee joint and ankle joints.

While a report from Sportsnet in Canada suggested Stamkos did not suffer an “overly complicated'' break and could return before the Olympics in February, a team spokesperson said more would be known after the surgery is performed.

With Tampa Bay playing in Montreal on Tuesday night, and the team also losing defensemen Sami Salo and Keith Aulie to injury during Monday's game, the Lightning are expected to make a call up from Syracuse in the American Hockey League.

Despite the injury, Stamkos appeared in good spirits Monday night, sending out a message via his Twitter account: “Thanks to all my family, friends, and fans for all the well wishes! I will be back as soon as possible !!''

Stamkos was injured with 7:11 left in the second period when, skating toward the Lightning goal on a defensive backcheck, he became tangled with Boston defenseman Dougie Hamilton and he lost an edge on his skate blade near the crease. As Stamkos fell with his feet toward the net, his right leg crashed into the post with his shin taking the brunt of the blow.

Replays showed his lower leg bent back as he made contact.

Stamkos tried to get back on his skates, but was in immediate distress. He fell face first back to the ice in front of the Lightning net and pounded his fist into the ice.

“He was obviously in pain,'' said Lightning goaltender Anders Lindback, who was closest to Stamkos. “I kind of just saw that he tried to get back up and then went down. You could tell it was not good.''

Lindback immediately waived for Lightning medical trainer Tom Mulligan, who rushed onto the ice. After a few moments, a stretcher was brought out. Mulligan tried to immobilize Stamkos' right leg before Stamkos was placed on a long board. Mulligan kept the leg raised until assistant medical trainer Mike Poirier found something to prop the leg up as Stamkos was taken by stretcher to an ambulance, which transported him to Massachusetts General.

“He was back-checking really hard and flying, beat me right to the net,” Hamilton said. “I don't know what happened, but when you're going that speed into anything, something's bound to happen like that. ...It's unfortunate and kind of sad to see that happen.''

During the play that led to the injury, Stamkos was directing defensemen Victor Hedman and Sami Salo to take the two attacking Boston players along the boards while racing to catch Hamilton on his way to the net. Stamkos looked to be attempting to stop near the side of the crease and was bumped from behind by Hamilton.

“It's an unfortunate accident,'' Yzerman said. “He bumped with Dougie Hamilton and got off-balance trying to stop and ran into the goalpost and, unfortunately, for whatever reason at that certain angle, the post didn't come off.''

Stamkos, the No. 1 overall draft pick in 2008 and a two-time Rocket Richard Trophy winner as the league's leading goal scorer, entered Monday's game tied for the league lead with 14 goals and 23 points and riding a six-game goal-scoring streak, one game short of tying his career high. His 14 goals accounted for 26.9 percent of the team's total through 17 games.

Stamkos has not missed a game since Jan. 29, 2009, a streak of 344 consecutive games that will end Tuesday in Montreal.

“It's a big loss, but you know, we've been winning as a team and we're going to have to find a way to continue doing that,'' Lightning captain Marty St. Louis said. “We're going to have to raise our game collectively. You don't replace Stammer, but the guys are going to have to step up.''

Stamkos in a ‘zone’ as Bolts face Bruins today
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BOSTON — Athletes at every level talk about being in the zone.

It’s this zen-like state where just about everything feels perfectly aligned and the focus is intensely narrow.

Everything just clicks.

“It just feels like it’s coming off the sweet spot of the stick every time,’’ Tampa Bay Lightning center Steven Stamkos said.

It’s all been coming up sweet for Stamkos of late as he enters this afternoon’s affair with Boston riding a six-game goal -scoring streak.

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, this is his sixth goal-scoring streak of five or more games since the start of the 2009-10 season, twice as many as any other player in the league during that time.

So Stamkos been in this kind of a zone before and knows the feeling.

“When a baseball player hits a home run, they say they don’t even feel the ball come off the bat, so it’s kind of similar to that,’’ he said. “When you are getting the shots off, it’s just coming off the stick and it’s coming hard and it’s coming quick and accurate. So when you’re in a zone like that, it just seems like you’re able to pick those corners and you don’t really feel the puck leave your stick.’’

But this one has a bit of a different feel for Stamkos, who is tied for the league lead with 14 goals and 22 points. The team is winning games, he’s playing better defense than maybe he ever has and he finds himself lined up against the opposition’s top defensive pairing.

Finding the success he has during this stretch — his 14 goals have come in the past 13 games — raises the confidence level.

“The scary thing is I probably should’ve had even more goals in this stretch,’’ Stamkos said. “I’m getting a lot of chances, so that’s encouraging. And it’s good because sometimes you’re going through a stretch where you are getting a lucky bounce here and there, but this one feels a little different because I’m getting multiple chances game in and game out. So it feels good and we just want to ride it as long as possible.’’

Going up against the Bruins, however, has proven to be like hitting a brick wall.

Through 16 games this season, Stamkos has been held without a point three times. Two of those have come against Boston, which is able to use the shutdown pairing of defensemen Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg as well as perennial Selke Trophy candidate Patrice Bergeron for nearly every shift against Stamkos and Marty St. Louis. That’s a tough matchup for any team to face, even the top scorer in the league.

“It’s probably a little challenge here for our quote, unquote top line to see if they can penetrate Boston’s defense,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “So it’s our challenge to score some goals against them. We have one in two games and one of the lines that we lean on to score goals is Stammer’s line and I think it’s going to be a big challenge for them.

“But I think we are in a better spot going into this game against them, so I’m actually really looking forward to see how this game goes.’’

That’s because Stamkos is in another one of those zones and he’s capable of being the difference in the game, even if he only has one chance with the puck on his stick. With the way things are going, odds are the puck is going in the net.

“You sit there and put him in the lineup and you know you have a pretty good chance of at least getting one during the night, and that’s a good way to start the mentality of a game,’’ Cooper said. “I’ll tell you, though, he has earned everything he is getting right now. I think he’s just playing both ends of the rink, he’s on the right side of pucks all the time and eventually it pays off for you.’’

It certainly is right now.

“He scores every game it seems,’’ teammate Valtteri Filppula said. “It’s impressive, definitely, when you have a shot like that and he has a lot of chances in games. He gets himself in the right position and he finishes. It’s fun to watch.’’
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Lightning end skid at Detroit, win in overtime
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DETROIT — Throughout the existence of the Lightning franchise, Tampa Bay rarely stood a fighter’s chance at Joe Louis Arena.

But the Lightning knocked that history to the mat on Saturday, knocking off Detroit 3-2 in overtime for just the second ever victory in Detroit.

Tampa Bay had been 1-13-1 all-time at Joe Louis Arena, with the only previous win coming more than 19 years ago on Jan. 12, 1994. Saturday was just the third time the Lightning earned a point in Detroit.

“We sit there as a staff and look that the organization has not won here very often,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But moving forward, they are a division opponent now so we are going to be playing here a lot more than we have in the past, so we have to win games here if we have any chance of making the playoffs and tonight was a good start for us.’’

Tampa Bay’s penalty kill unit thwarted off four Detroit power plays in the second period and Teddy Purcell ensured the victory, notching the winner with 1:09 left in overtime, taking a pass out of the corner from Richard Panik and wristing a shot past Jimmy Howard for his first goal since Oct. 15 to end a 10-game goalless drought. 

“Any time you can play and beat the top teams in the league, that’s what it takes to be a good team,’’ Purcell said.

Ryan Malone also scored his first goal in 11 games while Steven Stamkos scored for the sixth consecutive game to move into a tie for the league lead with 14 goals. Ben Bishop made 25 saves to improve to 11-2 on the season, allowing two or fewer goals for the 11th time in his 13 starts.

“We looked like a hockey team tonight,’’ said captain Marty St. Louis, who saw plenty of setbacks in Joe Louis Arena through the years. “You play these teams in their building and you really get a chance to gauge yourself, and we looked like a team tonight.’’

The Lightning are now two points ahead of Detroit in the Atlantic Division, having won seven of the past eight games to move to the top spot in the Eastern Conference with a 12-4 record.

For most of Saturday, Tampa Bay looked the part.

After overcoming an early Henrik Zetterberg goal at 3:51, the Lightning started to assert themselves and take the play into the Detroit zone and ended up tied after the first period on Malone’s second goal of the season at 10:11.

But in the second period, the Lightning penalty killers were put to the test as Tampa Bay took four consecutive penalties. After the Lightning killed off an Andrej Sustr hooking call at 5:09, Tampa Bay took a too many men on the ice penalty. Nate Thompson followed that with a four-minute high sticking penalty, which gave Detroit 36 seconds of a 5-on-3, which resulted in a total power play time of 6:48 for the Red Wings that Tampa Bay had to kill off.

Four seconds after surviving that sequence, Stamkos put Tampa Bay ahead 2-1 with a wrist shot off a Victor Hedman feed.

“That was the turning point of the game,’’ Stamkos said. “You look at a team like that with that skill, probably more times than not they are going to score on a 5-on-3, and maybe another one on the extended power play. So we knew to be in that game we had to kill that off. Then a big momentum swing to get a goal right when it expires.’’

Though Tampa Bay looked to lock it down in the third period limiting Detroit to just three shots on goal 15 minutes into the third. But Zetterberg scored his second of the game, collecting a hard around dump in by Danny DeKeyser and was open for a slot shot at the right circle to tie the game with 4:12 left to send the game to overtime.

In the overtime, however, the Lightning had all four shots on goal and found the winner in a building they rarely happen.

“Our team can play with the big boys, and that was a really good hockey game but I thought, when that little adversity hit (in the second period), the boys kill it off,’’ Cooper said. “For us to come out on top, and they have some big time players, but every time they pushed on us, we pushed back.

“So I was really happy with our effort.’’
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DETROIT — LW Ryan Malone suited up in his 600th career game on Saturday, a milestone that takes on meaning the later he gets into his career.

“Growing up you always dream about playing in this league, but you never think about the number of games you will play,’’ Malone said. “So it’s a good feeling, and it is a privilege to play in this league so it’s nice to have those little milestones.’’

Malone started the season playing on the top line with C Steven Stamkos and RW Marty St. Louis, but finished Thursday’s game on the fourth line, where he is skated Saturday. But where he plays doesn’t matter to Malone.

“As long as the team keeps winning, that’s always the goal from day one,’’ Malone said. “I think I’m pretty versatile and can play in different situations, so it’s my job as a player to be ready and bring what I can bring. And whatever coach sees fit, that’s where and what I will do.’’

When Lightning head coach Jon Cooper was hired for the final month of last season Malone was coming off an injured shoulder and returned for the final eight games of the season. What Cooper has learned about Malone is the veteran winger can play up and down the roster in different roles.

“He has the skill to play with the top guys and has the brawn to play with the fourth line guys,’’ Cooper said. “I’m not worried when Bugsy is on the ice. He’s big for our morale, he’s big in the locker room with the guys and he keeps other teams honest.’’

Malone also entered the game with just one goal and on a 10-game goalless streak, which he ended with a first period goal.

“It’s definitely been a while since you score and contribute that way, so it’s a little frustrating that way,’’ Malone said before the game. “The team is winning and that’s the most important thing, but you definitely want to be able to contribute on the scoreboard a little bit more.’’

Return

Valtteri Filppula, who spent eight seasons with the Red Wings, had the chance to exchange plenty of hellos with former teammates prior to Tampa Bay’s morning skate.

“It’s definitely a little weird to be on this side (of the locker room) and I guess I’ll have to be focused so I don’t go to the wrong bench,’’ Filppula said.

With six goals on the season, Filppula is two short of his total from the lockout-shortened season a year ago. But with a well-rounded game and versatility to play in all situations, the 29-year-old has been a key free agent acquisition.

“I can’t say enough about his versatility and what he has brought to our team,’’ Cooper said. “I have to give a lot of credit to Steve (Yzerman) and the scouting staff because I wasn’t sure what we were getting when he came in. And for us it’s a home run. He’s been a home run.’’

Sitting out

LW B.J. Crombeen sat out Saturday as a healthy scratch for the first time this season. While it’s not something he wants to do, he will not be a distraction.

“I don’t think any player would be cool with not playing, obviously you want to be playing and contributing to the team, but you are always putting the team first,’’ said Crombeen, who has two assists and is an even plus/minus in 15 games. “And if the coach feels that is what is best for the team, you understand it, work hard and wait for your opportunity.’’

Sitting out?

Lightning GM Yzerman continues to field questions as to whether he will participate in the alumni game between Detroit and Toronto as part of the NHL Winter Classic festivities. The alumni game is scheduled to take place at Comerica Park on Dec. 31.

But to this point Yzerman has not committed to the event, or if he will even show up.

“I haven’t given it a lot of thought,’’ Yzerman said. “We’ll have to see what my schedule is at that point, but I haven’t looked that far ahead.’’

Yzerman said he has only skated less than a handful of times since and joked that he doesn’t even own a pair of skates.

“Maybe they’ll have to start up a collection,’’ he said.

Nuts and Bolts

C Steven Stamkos has goals in six consecutive games, one off his career long. He also has points in eight consecutive games. ... D Keith Aulie and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were also scratched. ... C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone) has begun skating on his own but remains limited in his upper body work. Pyatt has been out since Oct. 8, with the original diagnosis six to eight weeks to recover. ... 
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Bishop leads Lightning over Edmonton, 4-2
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TAMPA — Not since his college days at the University of Maine has Ben Bishop heard his name chanted by the hometown fans.

On Thursday, the announced crowd of 18,695 at The Forum began a chorus of “BISH-OP, BISH-OP'' as the Lightning goaltender put on a show in a 4-2 victory against Edmonton.

Steven Stamkos scored twice, Tyler Johnson added the eventual winner and Valtteri Filppula provided the insurance with an empty net goal as Tampa Bay won for the sixth time in the past seven games. The Lightning improved to 11-4 on the season and sit atop the Atlantic Division standings while improving to 6-0 against teams from the Western Conference.

But without Bishop's 38-save performance on Thursday, the Lightning likely wouldn't have had a chance.

“He's the only reason why we won the game, I think everyone knows that,'' said Stamkos, who has goals in five consecutive games. “If not, then they probably were not watching the same game.''

Bishop was called on to stop three breakaway chances, including two from 2010 top overall pick Taylor Hall. There also was a 2-on-1 chance from Boyd Gordon that he got a glove on late in the third to keep the Lightning in the lead.

Then there was the late second-period flurry during which Bishop made three clutch saves in a span of 14 seconds — Hall at 16:29 and Ales Hemsky at 16:38, then he got his left pad out to stop a redirect from Sam Gagner at 16:43.

It was right after that, with Tampa Bay holding a 2-1 lead at the time on a pair of Stamkos first-period goals, when the chants praising Bishop began to echo across the arena.

“I heard it, they have been great all year,'' Bishop said of the fans. “It's always nice to hear that, we have some of the best fans in the league, they show up every night and when you hear that stuff, it's awesome.''

Then, less than two minutes after Bishop kept that lead intact with the game-saving sequence, Richard Panik made an inside-out move to get around an Edmonton defenseman at the right circle before setting up Johnson for his fourth goal of the season with 1:27 left in the second period, ensuring Bishop's effort would not go unrewarded.

“You want your goaltender to make the saves he should, and if he can make a few that he shouldn't then you probably have a good chance of winning,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “The problem was, he made a lot that maybe he shouldn't. I don't think that we've given up scoring chances like that in our last six games combined, and that is what is really disappointing.''

Whether it came from playing down to the Oilers' 4-10-2 record coming into the game or just not playing well, Tampa Bay allowed Edmonton scoring chance after scoring chance with some poor decisions that led to turnovers and provided Edmonton with the opportunity to use their team speed to create those chances.

“You are going to turn pucks over like we did, you are just adding fuel to the fire, and that's what we did,'' Cooper said. “We started the first five or six minutes of each period, we had control of each period. Then all of a sudden it turned into pull-up, backhand passes, not deep, turn it over, and if you are going to do that against those speedsters over there, this is what is going to happen and you need a Herculean effort from Bishop to save the game for us when it should have never gotten to that point. So in saying that, we have two more points than we did three hours ago, and you can never be disappointed after a win. So I am glad for the two points, I'm just a little bit rattled the way it ended up coming out.''

Hall, who finished the game with eight shots on goal, finally put one past Bishop for a power-play goal with 9:37 to play in the third to make it 3-2, but Bishop made it stand up as he allowed two or fewer goals for the 10th time in his 12 starts.

“Without Ben, the score could have ended up being 7-3 or 7-4, can't say enough about the way he played tonight,'' defenseman Sami Salo said. “We left him out to dry quite a few times, and he bailed us out.''
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Bolts notes: Panik not making his own breaks
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TAMPA — If Tampa Bay Lightning F Richard Panik didn’t have bad luck this season, he’d have no luck at all.

There was that time he was staring at an empty net with the puck on his stick, only to see teammate Alex Killorn fill the crease and end up blocking the would-be goal.

But sometimes you have to make your own luck, as well, and with just eight shots in 13 games — four of which came in one game — entering Thursday, Panik has short-changed his chances. The 23-year-old rookie hopes to turn that all around.

“There are games where I think I play good, but I know that I can play way better,’’ said Panik, who had his third multi-shot game of the season and his second even-strength point on Thursday. “I just have to keep it simple, start over again, do the simple things like shoot the puck on net, I need to do that more. So it’s kind of frustrating right now, and I just have to work hard in practice, and eventually the chances will come and I will be fine.’’

In 25 games with the Lightning last season, the 2009 second-round pick scored five goals, including some highlight-worthy plays that showcased his skill level. But with no goals and five assists — and only one even-strength point — that part of his game has yet to show up this season.

Panik was also a team worst minus-9 heading into Thursday’s game against Edmonton.

“I think he has much more in him than he has shown,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And you have to feel for him, because it seems like every time he steps on the ice a puck ends up in our net. He’s been a little unfortunate for him, and things will come around for him. But my one beef with him right now is (shots).

“And if you polled the guys, he’s probably a top-three shot on our team and he needs to use it. I think he gets caught in that he wants to make an extra pass, like so many players do, and in this league you can’t do it, you don’t have the time. The opportunities to score are minimal, and when you get there you have to take advantage of it.’’

Panik has bounced between the second and third lines most of the season. But with the promotion of RW Brett Connolly last week, Connolly moved into the top nine, while Panik has skated on the fourth line with C Nate Thompson and LW B.J. Crombeen.

“His effort is there, he’s plugging away,’’ Cooper said of Panik. “Guys go through this, especially rookies, and this isn’t the time to lose faith him. I know what he can do.’’

Sitting out

At the start of the season, Pierre-Cedric Labrie was a staple in the lineup on the fourth line. But Thursday he sat out as a healthy scratch for the third consecutive game and fourth in the past six.

“I think he’s just a product of the way our team has been playing and why he hasn’t been in lately,’’ Cooper said. “We weren’t scoring, we need a little bit more speed and skill, per se, in the lineup that I thought maybe it would invigorate us a little bit. ... And we’ve been rolling. So, it’s hard to break that up. 

“So it’s not anything about his play, he deserves to be here, he’s going to be here. It’s we are just at that stage right now where we are on a bit of roll, we’ve gone with some of these guys and we’ll continue to go with them.’’

Military Night

The Lightning wore camouflage jerseys during warm-ups as part of Military Appreciation night.

The jerseys will be autographed and will be put up for auction on tampabaylightning.com and through NHL.com. The auction will run through Nov. 18 at 5 p.m., with all proceeds to benefit the Lightning Foundation.

Nuts and Bolts

D Keith Aulie, D Andrej Sustr and Labrie were scratched. ... C Steven Stamkos has goals in five consecutive games, two short of tying his career high. Stamkos has 39 career multi-goal games. ... Tampa Bay has outscored its opposition 13-5 in the first period. ... The Lightning have been outshot 159-134 in the second period this season.
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Lightning’s special teams getting job done
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TAMPA — In a segment of the sports world, number crunchers like to set up indexes and charts to try to tell a story of why a team or individual is or is not successful.

As with most numbers, some tell a true tale, while others defy the logic presented.

One of the standards in hockey, which was around long before Corsi rankings or any other new numbers concept, is the special teams index.

For a pretty straightforward explanation, add a team’s power-play percentage and penalty kill success rate. While 100 is generally the threshold in which the index is defined, anything over 105 is at an elite level.

Just don’t expect NHL teams to pay too much attention to the number, even if the Tampa Bay Lightning’s power-play index number is 106.8, which ranked seventh in the league entering Monday. Moreover, Tampa Bay was one of only eight teams topping the 105 mark.

“I just look at it as a personal gauge, it’s not something I go over the team with or anything like that,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “Numbers, you can look at statistics a lot of different ways. I look at it in the situation of, are you going 1-for-4 or 1-for-5 in the game on the power play? If you are going 0-for-3, did you spend two minutes in the zone and really keep the momentum going, or was it two minutes of continuous breakouts where you suck the life out of your team?

“That’s how I look at it because ultimately it’s not always the goal being scored. It’s hard to convince the players that because they base it all on results, where I think it’s about momentum swings.”

The final result in a game and how that result came about is the extent that many players take when looking at numbers beyond the basics.

“I’m sure coaches pay more attention to it, and I can only speak for myself, but I really don’t,” said center Valtteri Filppula, who is a staple in the penalty kill rotation and on the second power-play unit. “They are really important, and it’s tough to score five-on-five, so if you can chip in a power-play goal, that’s huge and you can win a lot of games that way.

“At the same time, if you can play well on the penalty kill, it gives you a huge advantage. So we don’t talk about the numbers as much, but do focus on our special teams and if they are working, it’s going to be good for us.”

For the most part this season, both special teams have been getting the job done.

The penalty kill, which started the season allowing seven power-play goals in 22 attempts — including three in a 5-4 loss to Pittsburgh on Oct. 12 — has been off the charts since that defeat. Heading into Thursday’s game against Edmonton, Tampa Bay has killed off 31 of 32 power plays against in the nine games since that Pittsburgh loss, including 16 in a row in the past five games.

That has moved the Lightning to seventh overall in the league at 85.4 percent.

The power play, meanwhile, has been steady since going 0-for-5 on opening night. Since that loss on Oct. 3, Tampa Bay is 12-for-51 (23.5 percent) with the man advantage, scoring at least a power-play goal in nine of the 13 games since. Only once has the Lightning gone consecutive games without scoring on the power play, which is ranked ninth in the league.

Though the two percentages combined may put the Lightning in some elite company around the league, internally the special-teams units are looked at as two different entities.

“I wouldn’t say we judge the two combined, and I have heard of that stat (power-play index) and being around the 100 mark is pretty solid,” center Steven Stamkos said. “I know we are doing well on special teams. They are both improving, but I don’t think we look at it collectively like that. They are individual things that guys have to take care, but when both are going well it usually leads to winning games.”
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Bolts notes: Connolly finally gets his reward
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TAMPA — At one point early in the second period Saturday night, Tampa Bay Lightning RW Brett Connolly wanted to throw his stick far into the stands.

That moment came after he had a sure goal on his stick, only to see St. Louis G Jaroslav Halak flash almost out of nowhere to rob Connolly of his first goal. Connolly had been staring at a wide-open net after Halak gave the puck away to Steven Stamkos behind the net.

The near-goal just added to the frustration for Connolly, who started the season with only one assist in six games with Syracuse in the American Hockey League and failed to score in his first two games with Tampa Bay.

“I have no idea (how Halak got there),” Connolly said. “I got a lot on the shot, put it where I wanted to put it and he just kind of got a paddle on it.”

Connolly didn’t let his frustration get the better of him, however, and came back to get the game-winning goal midway through the third period, deflecting a Radko Gudas point shot past Halak.

“I think the hockey gods gave me a break for missing that first one,’’ Connolly said. “It was nice to see that one go in.’’

Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper called the goal a just reward for the work Connolly has put in.

“I had a talk with him (Saturday) that, clearly, he is not here because of his point production in the minors,” Cooper said. “But he’s had tons of chances, had shots, he’s played extremely well and he had a great training camp with us. He’s got speed, he’s got skill and he can put the puck in the net, so for him to get the game winner ... And I don’t know what will happen in the future here, but I don’t think that is the last goal Brett Connolly is going to score in the near future. Sometimes you just have to get the monkey off your back. And he did it and usually when that happens, they usually start to come in bunches.’’

West is Best

In the early part of the season there have already been 94 matchups between Eastern and Western conference teams entering Sunday. Of those games, the Western Conference has won 58, or 61.7 percent of those meetings (58-26-10). And of the possible 188 points available, Western Conference teams have earned 126, or 67 percent.

Given the disparity in the records and the dominance shown by the West, the fact Tampa Bay is a perfect 5-0 against the West is certainly impressive. With two victories over Chicago as well as wins against Los Angeles, Minnesota and St. Louis (a combined 33-14-8 record), the Lightning are the only team in the East with a perfect record against the West. The East has a combined 35-50-9 record against the West.

Tampa Bay will face Western Conference opponent Edmonton on Thursday.

“I definitely think we are a good team, but it’s still early in the season, we haven’t played a whole lot of games against Western teams,’’ left wing Alex Killorn said. “I think if we keep playing this way, we’ll be fine. But it does give us a measuring stick of where we are in the league right now.’’

Nuts and Bolts

Since allowing three power-play goals in a 5-4 loss to Pittsburgh on Oct. 12, the Lightning have killed 31 of 32 power plays in the past nine games. ... The Lightning power play was 0-for-3 against St. Louis, marking the first time this season Tampa Bay has not had a power-play goal in back-to-back games. ... Tampa Bay’s 19 third-period goals are tied for second most in the league.

Lightning stay hot, handle first-place Blues
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TAMPA — When facing the best of the West, the Tampa Bay Lightning tend to bring their best.

Tampa Bay again stared down one of the top teams in the league, knocking off the St. Louis Blues 4-2 on Saturday in front of an announced crowd of 18,885 at The Forum.

Former Blues’ goaltender and St. Louis native Ben Bishop stopped 28 shots in net in his first career game against his former team while Alex Killorn set a career high with three points, scoring a goal and adding two assists. Brett Connolly notched the game-winner in the third, Valtteri Filppula added a goal and two points, while Steven Stamkos scored for the fourth consecutive game.

Tampa Bay improved to 10-4 on the season, marking the quickest into a season in franchise history the Lightning have recorded their 10th win. With 20 points in 14 games, Tampa Bay is off to the second-best start in team history bettered only by the 9-2-2-1 start in 2003-04.

And in the early part of the season, when the Western Conference has dominated the East, Tampa Bay improve to 5-0 against teams from the West.

“I think anytime you face a challenge you want to conquer it,’’ said Stamkos, who is second in the league with 11 goals. “Any time we play teams that are known to be very good in this league we come out with a great effort. We have to start to find a way to do that with consistency, and I think we are starting to get that. This was probably our most consistent effort of the year so far.”

It also proved to be a memorable night for Bishop, a third-round pick by the Blues in 2005, who made his NHL debut with St. Louis in 2008-09 and spent parts of four seasons in the Blues’ organization. Even after playing the night before in Carolina, Bishop wanted to get the call against his former team.

“It was definitely special,’’ said Bishop, who improved to 9-2 on the season. ? and has allowed more than two goals only twice. ? “My first time ever playing against them, I grew up rooting for them, going to games, drafted by them, played for them. I have a lot of friends over there, so it was definitely special.’’

Bishop recovered from allowing a 60-foot point shot from Alex Pietrangelo at 7:50 of the first period, making a stop on a Chris Stewart breakaway chance at 18:41 that kept the game tied thanks to Killorn’s goal at 10:44, the first even-strength goal allowed by St. Louis in 225:55.

The teams traded goals in the second, Stamkos scoring at 1:43 and Jaden Schwartz answering at 3:45, before entering the final period in a 2-2 deadlock.

Then at 8:37, three seconds after a Lightning power play expired, Connolly got a stick on a center point shot from Radko Gudas for his first of the season to give Tampa Bay a 3-2 lead. Filppula added an insurance goal with 3:59 left when his backhand shot caromed past Jaroslav Halak, who had 21 saves.

“I like to say that good teams rise to certain occasions and these are certain games where, I don’t think we circle, but they come in with good records like St. Louis,’’ said Killorn, who has five points in the past two games. “I don’t know if we get up for them more, but you want to measure yourself against these teams because these teams are always in the playoffs, so it’s nice to get a win against them.’’

Another challenge the Lightning has found a way to answer.

“We’ve got a great bunch of guys in the room. Are we the perfect hockey team?,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper asked. “Not even close, but are we a team that responds to challenges? They do.”
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TAMPA — At various points last season, Tampa Bay Lightning LW Alex Killorn played on the top line with C Steven Stamkos and RW Marty St. Louis. While that might have been an intimidating assignment then, it’s a role the 24-year-old now feels comfortable filling when asked to play with two of the top players in the game.

“Last year was a different situation, because I was trying to stay up (in the NHL) and prove myself,’’ Killorn said. “This year I have more confidence, and when you play with those guys you always want to get them the puck and do certain things. But with the confidence this year, it’s not too intimidating playing with them.’’

Though Killorn has been bumped up to the top line during a couple of games this season, Friday in Carolina was the first time Killorn started a game with that line, and the trio combined for two goals, three assists and 19 shots in a 3-0 victory.

Using Killorn on the top line is an idea coach Jon Cooper had flirted with since before the season, but he did not want to make the move at the beginning of the year. But as the offensive production started to get a little stale and he thought the lines needed juggling, Cooper made the move. He had the confidence that Killorn would no longer get too caught up in trying to get the puck to Stamkos and St. Louis.

“One of the things is to say to him, because of who those players are, I don’t want you to feel obligated to pass to them,” Cooper said. “You make hockey plays, you don’t make Marty and Stammer plays, because Stammer and Marty make enough of those plays for us. We need Killer to use his speed, his strength and his playmaking ability to get those guys the puck and then get into areas where he can score.’’

The line was responsible for the first goal on Saturday, with Killorn scoring his fourth of the season in the first period.

Big Ben

G Ben Bishop became the first goaltender in franchise history to record eight wins in his first 10 decisions, according to Elias Sports Bureau.

Bishop, originally drafted by St. Louis and acquired from Ottawa, picked up his eighth win in shutout fashion, stopping all 31 shots he faced Friday. It marked the second shutout (out of four in his career) that Bishop has posted at PNC Arena in Raleigh. Bishop made his Lightning debut on April 4 in Carolina with a 45-save performance.

Heading into Saturday, Bishop had allowed two or fewer goals in eight of his 10 starts this season.

Bishop started on consecutive nights for the first time this season, with a four-day layoff in the schedule factoring into Cooper’s decision, among other thoughts.

“How do you take a goaltender out that has been hot, coming off a great game the night before and we haven’t played a ton of games this week,’’ Cooper said. “There is some rest coming up, he’s done this before in the American (Hockey) League, so it’s nothing new to play multiple games in a row.’’

Research project

St. Louis coach Ken Hitchcock was asked Saturday morning if he had any previous knowledge or relationship with Cooper, who used to coach the St. Louis Bandits in the North American Hockey League. Said Hitchcock: “No. I had to look at a video to see what he looked like, to be honest with you.”

Nuts and Bolts

D Victor Hedman’s winning goal on Friday in Carolina was the first of his career. ... D Mark Barberio collected his first career point with an assist on a second-period goal by Stamkos. ... D Keith Aulie, D Andrej Sustr and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were scratched. ... Ryan Malone, Teddy Purcell and Nate Thompson are serving as captains for this year’s Movember movement, growing a mustache to help raise money for prostate and testicular cancer research. Fans can join a team of their choice at www.tampabaylightning.com/movember. The top 25 fundraisers will receive a pair of tickets to the Nov. 29 game. A contest will also be held via photo submission on Twitter @TBLightning and Facebook, with a pair of season tickets for the rest of the season to the winner, to be announced on Nov. 29.

Bolts Beat: Fight fight in Philly unnecessary
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TAMPA — What an embarrassment Friday’s game between Philadelphia and Washington turned out to be, and it has nothing to do with the 7-0 victory for the Capitals.

Actually, on second thought, it does have something to do with the score. That’s because Flyers goaltender Ray Emery, who skated the length of the ice and started pounding on the back of the head of an unwilling combatant in Washington goalie Braden Holtby, said his actions came as a result of being embarrassed on the ice. So he took his frustrations out on Holtby.

How about stopping a few pucks? How about letting those actions speak for your frustration? If you don’t like what the Capitals are doing on the scoreboard, keep them off of it.

It’s no doubt been a frustrating start for a Flyers organization that always thinks it’s a Stanley Cup contender, as the loss to Washington dropped Philadelphia’s record to 3-9. In those 12 games, Philadelphia has scored a total of 12 goals. There has already been a change behind the bench and a trade — Max Talbot for Steve Downie — to shake things up.

Nothing the Flyers have done has turned around the slow start. But just when you thought it couldn’t get more embarrassing for Philadelphia, you have Friday night’s scene and the “If you can’t beat them, might as well beat them up” mentality.

And it’s just wrong that such a mentality is still accepted.

After the game Philadelphia general manager Paul Holmgren said the fights were the result of being slapped around on the ice and it was simply a “response” and he probably didn’t have a problem with it. Emery, meanwhile, knew that Holtby was not willing to drop his gloves but told him he better “protect himself because he didn’t have much of a choice.”

That sort of action should no longer be tolerated, especially in Philadelphia where that sort of culture has been fostered since the mid-1970s and the days of the Broad Street Bullies.

What that mentality provided for the Flyers is the loss of two players to injuries sustained in fights.

Vinny Lecavalier — who was involved in a fight during the early third-period fisticuffs — is out for an undetermined about of time with a facial laceration. And earlier in the game Downie, in his first game with the Flyers since the trade, took a punch to his left eye that eventually led to him being taken out of the building on a stretcher and rushed to the hospital after the game was over, where he remained Saturday night for observations.

This is not an argument against fighting — that’s a debate for another time — but rather a call for a change in mentality. In what other sport, when you are getting lit up on the scoreboard, is it acceptable to start throwing haymakers at an opponent for the sake of venting frustration? And to add an extra dose of embarrassment to the situation, Emery was named the game’s No. 3 star — in a game in which he allowed four goals on 15 shots in relief for a save percentage of .733 — solely for his actions with his fists while Holtby, who pitched a 30-save shutout, was not among the three stars.

The game of hockey is evolving, leading more and more toward a reduction — if not full out elimination — of fighting in the game.

But Friday’s actions show there is still a long way to go.

Not natural

On a side note, could the folks over at 401 Channelside Dr. let the fans’ reactions be more organic?

Why are they trying to start a signature chant after the home team scores in which public address announcer Paul Porter will announce the goal and finish it with “BE THE” hoping the fans will respond with “THUNDER,” which happens to be the team’s marketing slogan.

There are some very passionate and loyal fans at Lightning home games, why not just let them erupt in a loud, unprompted, enthusiastic cheer when the goal is announced.

Anything else — and there are other rinks that have something similar — just seems forced and to me, takes away from the atmosphere.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835
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Stamkos, Bishop lead Bolts past Carolina
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RALEIGH, N.C. — The Tampa Bay Lightning needed a jump start to get going on Friday, and Steven Stamkos provided the boost.

Stamkos picked up his 10th goal of the season among his season-high nine shots on goal as Tampa Bay picked up a 3-0 win against Carolina in front of an announced crowd of 14,828 at PNC Arena. Victor Hedman and Alex Killorn also scored for the Lightning, who improved to 9-4 on the season. Ben Bishop stopped 31 shots for his fourth career shutout and second against Carolina. Bishop has stopped 76 consecutive shots against Carolina at PNC Arena after he made his Lightning debut with a 45-save shutout last season, and Tampa Bay has won five consecutive games at Carolina and eight of the past nine.

Justin Peters, the No. 3 goaltender on the Hurricanes’ depth chart, made several big saves among his 29 stops.

“It was a big win for our team,’’ Bishop said. “We had a lot of chances throughout the game, their goalie played really well, keeping them in it, and I knew if we keep getting those chances one of them was going to go in.’’

The chances were not coming early, however, and this came after the team spent two days harping on getting shots on net after Tuesday’s loss in New Jersey. In the first period, Tampa Bay registered just three shots on goal, the third time in a span of four periods that the Lightning had fewer than five shots on goal.

“We had a long, heartfelt talk between the first and the second period about getting pucks on net,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And it wasn’t just a one-sided conversation in the room, we just had to have a little discussion on why we aren’t getting pucks to the net.’’

The Lightning’s first shot of the game came 7:12 into the first period, but Tampa Bay did not get its second shot until there was 2:09 left in the period, a span of 10:39 between shots.

It took a little while into the second period to get things rolling, but the spark came courtesy of a Stamkos breakaway, which was stopped by Peters at 7:18. Then luck stepped in on the opening goal, as Hedman sent a puck from the left point intentionally wide looking for some sort of a carom. What he got was a puck that found the outside of the near post then hit Peters’ stick before it was pushed into the net by Peters’ pad as he tried to locate the puck at 9:54. The play was not a registered shot on goal until it went in the net.

“That’s not the result you are looking for when you do that, but we’ll take it,’’ Hedman said. “That was a big goal for us, and I think it gave us a spark.’’

The momentum gained more fuel during a power play just after the goal when Tampa Bay had the puck in the Carolina zone for the full two minutes and generated six shots. Though none got past Peters, who had a terrific end to the period after the fluke goal got by him.

Stamkos was stoned on three occasions in the third to go along with his breakaway chance earlier in the period.

It wasn’t until midway through the third that Stamkos finally broke through, sitting on the left post to find an open net in front of him as Alex Killorn’s backhand shot went off Peters right to Stamkos for a 2-0 lead at 11:38.

“I think I’ve learned through my career you can’t be frustrated, and I was actually joking with the guys on the bench, that was fun,’’ Stamkos said of his numerous scoring chances. “When you are getting that many chances, you know you are doing something right, and I felt great tonight. I think our whole team responded well after the first period. And when you keep at it, you get rewarded.’’

Killorn finished the scoring, completing a passing play with Marty St. Louis — who finished with two assists — for the insurance goal with 2:46 left.

“Guys were missing the net, and I thought we just had chance after chance, but they stayed with it, and that was the difference, I thought,’’ Cooper said. “The message was, if you keep getting these chances you are going to get more, and they did, and finally in the end they capitalized.’’
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Bolts notes: Connolly gets chance to spark offense
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RALEIGH, N.C. — When Brett Connolly received a call-up last month, it was because of the uncertain injury status of Tampa Bay Lightning captain Marty St. Louis.

After one game and nine minutes playing on the fourth line, Connolly was sent back to Syracuse in the American Hockey League.

This time around, however, Connolly figures to get more minutes and more of an opportunity.

The Lightning called up the 19-year-old on Thursday and will insert him into the lineup on Friday against Carolina. Connolly took rushes during Friday’s morning skate with C Tyler Johnson and LW Ondrej Palat.

In addition to putting Connolly on the third line, the Lightning bumped LW Alex Killorn up to the top line with Steven Stamkos and St. Louis, while LW Ryan Malone will start the game with Valtteri Filppula and Teddy Purcell. Rookie Richard Panik will skate with Nate Thompson and B.J. Crombeen.

In the past three games, the Lightning scored seven goals, with four coming from either Stamkos or St. Louis. Johnson and Palat were the only other forwards to record a goal in that span.

“Aside from scoring two goals on the first three shots against Florida (on Sunday), we’ve pretty much been a little stagnant for the last five-plus periods,’’ Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper said of scoring two goals in those five periods. “So, you just want to get a little bit more speed and skill up there and see how things work out.’’

With the circumstance of Connolly’s recall different this time around, the sixth overall pick in the 2010 draft figures to be around for more than just one game and expects to be put in more situations to provide some offense.

“I know that they don’t want me up here playing the minutes I was playing the last time I was up,’’ Connolly said. “But I’m just going to try to come up here and play the way that I play, keep building on the things that I have been doing.’’

In six games with Syracuse this season, Connolly has just one assist while being double shifted in many games. But Lightning officials think Connolly has played better than the stat line shows.

“The last time we brought Connolly up here we didn’t really give him a fair shake; he didn’t get a ton of ice,’’ Cooper said. “I think he has played really well in the minors, he just doesn’t have the statistics to show for it right now. But getting him up here, I think it’s just going to give our team a little jump.’’

Barberio back in

D Mark Barberio will also be inserted into the lineup while making just his third appearance of the season.

The rookie played opening night in Boston on Oct. 3 when Sami Salo was unable to play, but did not get back into the lineup until Oct. 26 when he dressed as one of seven defensemen. Against Carolina, however, he will be in the regular rotation on the blue line.

“I thought the last game he played, I thought he was really good and I thought that was a good sign because he had a little time off and then stepped right in and contributed,’’ Cooper said. “He deserves to be in and I like his jump, somebody else that brings a little offense jumping into plays, to shoot the puck and contributes in that kind of area.

“We have to start getting our shot totals to go up. We can’t sit here and languish in the teens and think we’re going to keep winning hockey games.’’

Nuts and Bolts

G Ben Bishop will start in net against Carolina, and though G Anders Lindback is expected to start on Saturday against St. Louis, Cooper did not commit to splitting up the back-to-back nights. ...LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie, D Keith Aulie and D Andrej Sustr are scheduled to be scratched. ...Carolina will start G Justin Peters.
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Photos

Coach Jon Cooper's Bolts rank 29th in the league averaging 26.3 shots per game. 

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Coach Jon Cooper's Bolts rank 29th in the league averaging 26.3 shots per game.

Coach Jon Cooper's Bolts rank 29th in the league averaging 26.3 shots per game.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: October 31, 2013   |   Updated: October 31, 2013 at 07:08 AM 

Related Links

•Bolts hope to build on fast start

RALEIGH, N.C. — The math seems pretty simple: 100 percent of all shots not taken don’t go in the net.

The issue is not that bad for the Lightning, but it seems that way at times.

Through the first month of the season Tampa Bay ranks 29th in the league averaging 26.3 shots per game. That number is well below expectation level for head coach Jon Cooper and was a particular point of emphasis after Tuesday’s one-goal loss in New Jersey in which Tampa Bay finished with 17 shots on goal, with eight of those coming during a seven-minute spurt at the end of the second period.

“We have a game plan in place and sometimes it gets a little frustrating when we don’t execute our plan,’’ Cooper said. “We’ve pulled out games before when this has happened but you’re not going to pull them all out and you are just limiting your chances to win hockey games by continuing to enter a zone and turn the puck over or try to make too cute of the play.’’

Three times this season the Lightning have registered fewer than 20 shots in a game: Oct. 5 at Chicago, Oct. 14 vs Pittsburgh and Tuesday in New Jersey. And six times Tampa Bay has registered five or fewer shots in a period, including a shotless first period against Chicago and two periods Tuesday in which the Lightning only mustered four shots on goal.

Though Tampa Bay is among the top scoring teams in the league, ranked seventh at 3.17 goals per game, it’s flirting somewhat with danger by failing to generate more shots on goal, which theoretically should increase scoring chances and therefore increase offensive production.

“It seems pretty simple, right,’’ right wing Teddy Purcell said. “You’re not going to score a lot of goals on 20 shots ... so if we get into bad habits of not getting a lot of shots, it’s going to hurt us.

“So we have to get back to our mentality of getting 10 shots a period. That’s what we have to strive for. Sometimes we’re trying to make the perfect pass but sometimes the best plays are just to get the puck on net, retrieve it and get back on that again. That makes us harder to play against.’’

During the first 12 games of the season, and through an 8-4 record which sets a franchise record for wins in October, Tampa Bay has responded to nearly ever challenge put forth by the coaching staff. Whether it was improving the penalty kill, bearing down on the power play, improving power-play faceoffs or getting more goals from the defense, the call has been answered.

To this point, however, this is one issue that has not been resolved by the players and therefore still a work in progress.

“It’s just a mentality and it’s so easy to say, it’s tougher to do,’’ center Steven Stamkos said. “This is a tough league and teams are going to try to take away time and space and prevent good shots, but we have a lot of skill ... and sometimes guys are looking for each other to make those nice plays.

“Sometimes it is kind of dumbing the game down to get shots (and) if you look our percentage is not bad, but it should be a lot better. We should be creating more chances; it seems like we are scoring but not getting the timely ones or the momentum builders by generating shots and I think especially in that area we can improve for sure.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com 

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssontbo

Bolts hope to build on fast start

Photos

“We are not satisfied. We are sitting (near) the top of the standings, but it's not like we are sitting here having that feeling that we are the best team," Steven Stamkos says.. JASON BEHNKEN / STAFF 

“We are not satisfied. We are sitting (near) the top of the standings, but it’s not like we are sitting here having that feeling that we are the best team," Steven Stamkos says.. JASON BEHNKEN / STAFF

“We are not satisfied. We are sitting (near) the top of the standings, but it's not like we are sitting here having that feeling that we are the best team," Steven Stamkos says.. JASON BEHNKEN / STAFF

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: October 31, 2013   |   Updated: November 1, 2013 at 12:21 AM 

Related Links

•Tonight: Lightning at Carolina

•Shots remain in short supply for Bolts

•Devils roll over sluggish Lightning

RALEIGH, N.C. — One month and 12 games into the season, the Tampa Bay Lightning have exceeded expectations.

With eight wins and 16 points, Tampa Bay is tied for third in the Eastern Conference.

But that doesn’t mean the Lightning are one of the top teams in the league. After all, through seven games last season, Tampa Bay was 6-1 and looked like one of the top teams in the league before it all unraveled and the team finished 28th in the league standings, making a coaching change along the way.

“It’s not like we are sitting here thinking we are the best team in the league,” center Steven Stamkos said. “We want to be, but we have a lot of work to be that.

“We are not satisfied. We are sitting (near) the top of the standings, but it’s not like we are sitting here having that feeling that we are the best team. We have to earn that by being consistent, and it’s done by playing like that for the full year. We know what happened last year and the way we started, so we have to make sure that doesn’t happen again.”

One of the challenges to finding consistency is avoiding those dips during the season that can lead to losing streaks. Heading into today’s game at Carolina, Tampa Bay has not lost consecutive games. Coming off Tuesday’s loss in New Jersey, the Lightning hope to continue that early-season trend.

“That’s the mindset that we have going to the game that we never lose two in a row,” defenseman Victor Hedman said. “That’s a pretty great mindset to have that after we lose a game, we never lose two in a row, so we are going to keep that up going into (today) against Carolina. We want to make this an excellent road trip, and to do that, we need to win the next one and it’s going to be huge for us.”

Though it’s early in the season and the schedule has yet to kick into high gear, one of the strengths of the Lightning appears to be a resilient attitude and a strong penchant for responding well to adversity. Whether the team has blown third-period leads, suffered a last-minute loss, fallen behind by two goals in a game or just flat-out lost, the Lightning have put it behind them and moved forward.

“I think part of what has gone on is the guys don’t like to lose, so you like to have that inside,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “They’ve just responded and recognize what went wrong, why did we take a step back and then we take two steps forward.

“I think, as a group, what we’ve just talked about is we need to keep munching points. And this group, they’ve responded to every challenge.”

Cooper hopes to kick-start that process by getting back to playing a game that utilizes the team’s speed, something it failed to do in the loss to New Jersey.

“If we don’t do that consistently with the potential players that we have, it is frustrating,” right wing Teddy Purcell said. “It is early (in the season), but it does stink to have two days off to kind of sit here and think about (Tuesday’s) loss. But we had a good practice and want to get back to that speed game, that quick game.

“Hopefully we can apply that to (today’s game).”

CALLED UP: The Lightning recalled RW Brett Connolly from Syracuse of the American Hockey League on Thursday, and he is expected to join the team for today’s game at Carolina. Connolly, who tied for the team lead with four goals during the preseason, started the season in the AHL, but was called up for one game earlier this season. In six games with Syracuse, he has one assist, but general manager Steve Yzerman noted Connolly has played well “even without putting up numbers.”

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO

Devils roll over sluggish Lightning

Photos

New Jersey's Jaromir Jagr fires past Lightning goalies Ben Bishop during the second period Tuesday night. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

New Jersey's Jaromir Jagr fires past Lightning goalies Ben Bishop during the second period Tuesday night. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

New Jersey's Jaromir Jagr fires past Lightning goalies Ben Bishop during the second period Tuesday night. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: October 29, 2013   |   Updated: October 30, 2013 at 07:06 AM 

Related Links

•Bolts hope to build on fast start

NEWARK, N.J. - Two future Hall of Famers did enough to put an end to the Tampa Bay Lightning's winning ways.

Jaromir Jagr moved to second all-time in game-winning goals with the 119th of his career, surpassing Phil Esposito and putting him two behind Gordie Howe, while Martin Broduer came up with saves at key moments to stymie what little offense the Lightning could muster, finishing with 16 saves in a 2-1 New Jersey victory in front of an announced crowd of 13,501 at Prudential Center.

Steven Stamkos had the only goal of the game for the Lightning as they had their three-game winning streak snapped, and their 17 shots on goal were one off a season low.

“If you are going to get less than 20 shots in a hockey game, that's not very hard to play against,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “I know Marty Brodeur is a first-ballot Hall of Famer, but he could have had a cigarette and a cup of coffee and played that game, and that's what is frustrating.”

The Lightning started the game as if they were out in the city too late the night before.

Showing little energy, and with nothing going on to wake them up, the Lightning were outshot 10-4 in the opening period while Tampa Bay only attempted seven shots total (two were blocked and one missed the net).

“We weren't ready to start the game,” Stamkos said. “We weren't making good plays, we weren't poised with the puck and a couple of uncharacteristic turnovers. You can't afford to do that.”

Tyler Johnson had a chance to provide some energy when he took a pass from Ondrej Palat that squeezed between two New Jersey defenders to spring him for a breakaway, but Brodeur was able to get a piece of the puck and send the shot wide at 16:07.

Early in the second, Tampa Bay had the chance to grab some momentum when Anton Volchenkov was called for interference 21 seconds into the second period. Instead, it wound up leading to a goal for the Devils. Matt Carle's attempted pass in the New Jersey zone was intercepted by Adam Henrique, who finished off a cross-ice pass from Patrick Elias for a one-timer past Bishop at 1:36.

That wasn't enough to wake up the Lightning, as another turnover, this time by Marty St. Louis just inside the offensive zone as he whiffed on a pass attempt. That allowed Jagr to skate in alone on a breakaway, and he was able to roof a shot over the glove of Bishop at 10:54. It was the ninth turnover of the game for the Lightning.

“It's a simple play, a D to D pass and it went under my toe (of the stick), I fanned on it, and it's a nothing play that changed it to a pretty big play for them,” St. Louis said. “I was praying that Bish could come up with the save, he's made some pretty big saves for us this year, but it just didn't happen on that one.

“So that one's on me.”

That led to Cooper letting his team know he was not pleased with how things were transpiring to that point with a forceful discussion at the bench.

That proved to be a jolt the Lightning needed to come alive, as just after Alex Killorn was robbed in front by Brodeur, the Tampa Bay winger drew a hooking call to put the Lightning on their second power play of the game. Just over a minute into the man advantage, Stamkos redirected a Teddy Purcell pass that Brodeur stopped but failed to corral, allowing Stamkos to poke the rebound in while on the seat of his pants at 15:23 to make it 2-1. The goal was the ninth of the season for Stamkos and his fourth in the past four games.

Tampa Bay closed the period with an 8-1 shot advantage following the Jagr goal, which accounted for nearly half of Tampa Bay's final shot total.

That momentum did not carry over into the third period, however, as the Lightning failed to generate many scoring chances, finishing with just four shots on goal in the third.

“All (Brodeur) had to do (in the third) was make four stops and win a hockey game, seems simple enough to me,” Cooper said. “We sustain pressure (late in the second) we get back into the game and we could have had the lead. So why can't we do that for more than six minutes a game? That's the frustrating part. And the guys are working hard, and in their heads they are trying to make plays, and I get that. But sometimes making a play is making the simple play, and we've gotten away from that.”
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NEWARK, N.J. — Tampa Bay  Lightning D Radko Gudas wants to move on from his involvement in the Squirt-gate incident that ended with his ejection during the second period of Sunday's game at Florida.

After missing on a hit in front of the Florida bench, Gudas was sitting on the ice when Scottie Upshall squirted Gatorade from his bottle at Gudas. The act resulted in Gudas slamming his stick and breaking it over the top of the boards in front of Upshall. While Upshall received a two-minute minor for unsportsmanlike conduct, official Tim Peel handed Gudas a slashing minor, a 10-minute misconduct and a game misconduct, which carries an ejection.

“Obviously, I didn't want to get kicked out of the game, but that's the ref's call and that's what happened,” Gudas said. “I was surprised the ref made that call, and there's nothing I can do about it now. ... I'm trying to move on from that.”

Three game misconducts would result in an automatic one-game suspension, but the league has since rescinded the game misconduct call assessed to Gudas, which clears his record.

“In the heat of the game, calls get made and coaches disagree with calls all the time, and it's just human nature,'' Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “I respect the call he made, I understand partially why he made it but ... it's the 24-hour rule, sleep on it, and I think everybody got it right in the end so it's good.''

Longevity

D Eric Brewer appeared in his 900th career game on Tuesday against New Jersey, a milestone he was reminded of when he received a phone call from home last week.

“My mom actually called me the other day and said you're almost there, so that was kind of neat,” Brewer said before the game.

Along the path of his career, the former fifth overall pick in the 1997 draft has been slowed by injuries that limited him to 32 games in 2005-06 and 28 games in 2008-09 while with St. Louis. But since joining the Lightning in a trade with the Blues on Feb. 18, 2011, Brewer has not missed a game, appearing in all 82 games in 2011-12 and all 48 games in last season's lockout-shortened schedule.

“I think anytime you start getting a few more games than the average career, I think it's certainly something to just reflect on a little bit, have your cup of coffee and enjoy it, and from there you kind of carry on,'' Brewer said. “But I'm happy, I enjoy coming to the rink, going to work and I enjoy being with the guys.''

Brewer has taken on a bit of a reduced role this season, playing on the third pairing, which has seen his ice time drop to 16:27 per game, down from 20:30 last season. The 34-year-old is plus-4 to this point, the best among Tampa Bay defensemen.

“I think Brewer, he's been a horse his whole career,'' Cooper said. “Ultimately in the end he may not be entirely happy about (less minutes) but he's, I think playing as good a hockey as I've seen him play in years. I think part of that success is he had a great summer, he came in in great shape, he's hungry, he wants it and I think less minutes has helped him.''

While Brewer would like to play more, he likes how things are developing on the blue line.

“It's a good mix, I think we have some good balance on the back end and I'm respectful of anything they want me to do,'' he said.

Nuts and Bolts

RW Marty St. Louis and C Steven Stamkos entered Tuesday having combined for points together on 11 goals this season, the most of any duo in the league. ... Tampa Bay's three shorthanded goals allowed are tied for the most in the league. ... ... RW Richard Panik entered Tuesday with a team-worst minus-9 rating, but according to Cooper, “You know that saying, what comes around goes around? The minuses are coming around, now eventually the pluses are going to come around.”

Lightning quietly climb atop Eastern Conference
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More Information

Tonight's game

WHO: Lightning at New Jersey Devils

WHERE/WHEN: Prudential Center, Newark, N.J.; 7:30 p.m.

TV/RADIO: NBCSN/970 AM

INJURIES: Lightning — D Brian Lee (knee), 

C Tom Pyatt (broken collar bone), out. Devils — G Corey Schneider (lower body), LW Ryan Clowe (head), D Bryce Salvador (foot), out.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the first of three meetings. ... Tampa Bay is 23-43-13 all-time against New Jersey. ... G Ben Bishop is 2-1 with a 1.27 goals-against average and a .960 save percentage in three career games against the Devils. ... C Steven Stamkos, the No. 1 star of the week, has three goals and seven points in the past three games. ... The Lightning have successfully killed 23 of 24 power plays in the past six games. ... The Devils rank sixth, allowing 26.9 shots per game. ... New Jersey is 27th in team faceoff percentage (44.6 percent). ... Tampa Bay is 4-for-13 on the power play in the past three games. ... The Devils have been short-handed a league-low 29 times.

NEWARK, N.J. — Shhhhhhh.

Steven Stamkos doesn't want to let out the secret that the Tampa Bay Lightning are off to one of the best starts in franchise history.

“Probably the quietest 8-3 record in the league and we like it that way,'' said Stamkos, named the league's No. 1 star of the week on Monday with a league-best seven points last week.

The eight victories in October mark a Lightning franchise record, one more than the previous mark of seven, done three times (2002-03, 2006-07 and 2010-11). The 16 points in the opening month ties a franchise record, which can be broken tonight against New Jersey at Prudential Center.

The start has gone unheralded around the league as more attention has been given to the starts by other upstart teams such as Colorado (10-1) and Toronto (8-4). But when newspapers are opened or Internet links clicked on, it shows Tampa Bay sitting atop the standings in the Eastern Conference.

The Lightning arrived at that point after navigating through a schedule that included two games each with Chicago and Boston as well as matchups with Pittsburgh, Los Angeles and Minnesota. Along the way, Tampa Bay has found all sorts of ways to pick up victories — blowout wins, comeback victories, overtime outcomes as well as blowing leads only to come out on top.

“It's kind of sounding cliché now that we are finding a way,'' defenseman Matt Carle said. “It seems like every game we are saying that and we are getting points.''

In the past three games, all victories, the Lightning have surrendered third-period leads. Already twice this season, Tampa Bay has been down by two goals before rallying for a win. There have been two overtime victories, two shootout victories and a couple of lopsided wins along the way.

“Seems like we are kind of comfortable in different situations,'' Stamkos said. “You don't want to give up two late goals (on Sunday in Florida) but it's nice if it does happen and it's probably going to happen a couple more times throughout the year, but you don't panic in those situations.

“We don't want to put ourselves in those situations, we want to close out more games ... in regulation. But if it does happen, if there's a lucky bounce, if we take a penalty and they tie up, it's nice to know that we do have confidence in overtime and shootout situations.''

In the previous two seasons, the Lightning have been among the top scoring teams in the league, and that hasn't changed — Tampa Bay ranks third in the league, averaging 3.36 goals per game.

There has been a turnaround, however, in the goals against. While Tampa Bay is allowing 2.82 goals per game, which ranks tied for 18th in the league, the Lightning have allowed fewer than three goals six times. It's only 11 games into the season, but that's a significant drop from last year's 3.06 and the 3.39 allowed during the 2011-12 season.

“I'm not really surprised that we are 8-3 because there's so much potential . It comes down to us. If we play well defensively, we have a great chance and that's what we've been doing since the beginning of the year,'' defenseman Sami Salo said. “We have to keep it going because last year we obviously started 6-1 and didn't pay a lot of attention to the defensive side of the game and it cost us last year.''

After that quick start a season ago, the Lightning dropped the next six games and never recovered. It led to a coaching change and since Jon Cooper has taken over, the emphasis has been placed on playing better defensive hockey. And it's that reason Salo believes the Lightning are capable of sustaining the start this season.

“Absolutely,'' he said. “That's been the emphasis from the coaching staff and that's the look everybody is taking a lot of pride in, rather than taking the offensive zone chances. We aren't doing that anymore. It's been a conscious thing and it's been working.''
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SUNRISE — With one squirt of water, Florida RW Scottie Upshall nearly triggered an uproar.

Instead the veteran forward found a way to get Tampa Bay rookie D Radko Gudas ejected from the Lightning's 4-3 shootout victory Sunday.

Midway through the second period, shortly after Gudas' power-play goal gave the Lightning a 3-1 lead, Gudas was sitting on the ice in front of the Florida bench after missing a hit along the boards. With the play stopped on an offsides call, Upshall pulled out a bottle and squirted water at Gudas, who then raised up to his knees and slashed his stick against the top of the boards, snapping the stick in half.

Gudas ended up with a slashing minor, a 10-minute misconduct penalty and a 10-minute game misconduct, which carries an ejection, at 12:51 of the second period. Upshall received an unsportsmanlike minor, but remained in the game and had the assist on the game-tying goal.

Gudas declined to discuss the situation after the game, but his absence forced Tampa Bay to play nearly half the game with five defensemen while playing the second half of back-to-back games.

“These guys are competitors, so if something is going to happen, naturally our guys are going to react, so it's a savvy little play on their part,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “They ended up knocking a defenseman out of the game for us and I guess good on them. But in my opinion, and my opinion doesn't count for much, I would not have kicked (Gudas) out.”

While losing Gudas put the team in a bit of a bind having to play the rest of the game short a defenseman, watching the rugged blue liner's reaction was understood by many.

“I think he plays best when he plays with emotion and that's when things happen,” defenseman Sami Salo said. “I don't want him to try to control that. I think that's when he plays his best and I wouldn't blame him for that.”

Shootout selections

When Cooper handed in his lineup sheet with the top three shootout participants, the final two selections were D Victor Hedman and Salo to follow Valtteri Filppula.

While Filppula, who is now 2-for-2 on the season, was no surprise to kick things off for the Lightning, choosing a pair of defensemen might have had some scratching their heads for the rationale behind the move. But Tampa Bay often ends practice with shootout drills, and Salo and Hedman have been among the more successful participants in recent weeks, though both missed their chances to close out the game Sunday.

“There was probably a few eyebrows raised as a couple of defensemen go, but ... shootouts you judge so many different ways,” Cooper said. “And to me, ... I thought Sammy and Victor had good games, they have been good in shootouts for us at practice, so I don't see any problem with letting them go.”

The kids are all right

The trio of C Tyler Johnson, LW Ondrej Palat and RW Richard Panik started out the season as the third line, a combination that enjoyed plenty of success in the American Hockey League the previous two seasons.

But a few games into the season, Cooper broke up the trio, swapping Panik with RW Teddy Purcell. In the third period Saturday against Buffalo, however, the three were back together and came up with a big play as Palat scored the game-winning goal.

“Sometimes you just have to go with what you feel and we had a lot of shots on goals from everybody without results,” Cooper said. “And the Johnson-Panik-Palat line has had a lot of success together, and it was just time (to reunite them) I guess.

“Stuff like that makes the coach look really good but ultimately it wasn't about that, honestly. We had one goal in 50-plus minutes and we needed to shake things up and it just fortunately worked out for us.”

Cooper kept the line intact for Sunday's game, and though Panik picked up an assists on Gudas' power-play goal, the three were on the ice for both third-period goals against the Lightning.

Nuts and Bolts

D Keith Aulie and D Mark Barberio were scratched. ... Florida LW Tomas Fleischmann was scratched with the flu. ... Tampa Bay has killed off 23 of the past 24 power plays against.

Bolts stay hot with shootout win over Florida

Photos

Steven Stamkos gets the puck past Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom during the shootout of Sunday's game in Sunrise. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

Steven Stamkos gets the puck past Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom during the shootout of Sunday's game in Sunrise. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Steven Stamkos gets the puck past Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom during the shootout of Sunday's game in Sunrise. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: October 27, 2013   |   Updated: October 28, 2013 at 06:29 AM 

SUNRISE - Steven Stamkos knows a thing or two about putting the puck in the net with the game on the line.

Being tapped on the shoulder in the shootout, well that's not exactly his comfort zone.

But in the fourth round of Sunday's shootout against Florida, Stamkos swung wide to his left, did a little shake-and-back and pushed a forehand shot past Jacob Markstrom for the deciding goal in the Tampa Bay Lightning's 4-3 victory in front of an announced crowd of 12,336 at BB&T Center.

Anders Lindback made the goal stand up by stopping Dmitry Kulikov for his first win of the season as the Lightning won for the third consecutive game and for the fifth time in the past six games, getting goals from Marty St. Louis, Radko Gudas and Stamkos, who has four goals in two games against Florida this season and 21 in 30 career games against the Panthers.

With an 8-3 record through 11 games, Tampa Bay set a franchise record for wins in October, and the victory was the fifth in a row at Florida, a building the Lightning notoriously have trouble picking up points in.

It only made sense, then, that a player who has enjoyed little success in a certain situation — Stamkos was 5-for-27 in shootouts in his career entering the game — finds a way to get it done.

“Obviously it's something that I've struggled with in the past, and practice does help just getting to try certain moves coming in,” Stamkos said. “So it was nice to see one go in and even nicer to help your team win in that situation.”

It also helped the Lightning overcome two blown two-goal leads, including entering the third period.

“We played a pretty solid road game (but) it's tough to cough up a two-goal lead in the third,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But that's just something we have to work on.”

Tampa Bay was also forced to play nearly half the game with only five defensemen after Gudas was ejected with 7:09 left in the second period for breaking his stick across the boards in front of the Florida bench after he had water squirted in his face from the Florida bench by Scottie Upshall. Playing the second game of a back-to-back and starting less than 24 hours after the start of Saturday's game may have contributed to losing the two-goal lead as in addition to the additional ice time played by the remaining defensemen, the pairings were different nearly every time somebody went over the boards.

“Certainly it is a tough spot,” said Matt Carle, who finished with a game-high 29 minutes, 24 seconds of ice time. “We are all comfortable playing with each other, but you're playing different positions as well. Some of us lefties end up on the right so it does make it a little bit harder.”

The game seemed like it was going to be easy from the start for Tampa Bay.

St. Louis scored his seventh of the season 41 seconds into the game, converting a cross-ice pass from Stamkos for a tap-in past Markstrom. Stamkos then made it a 2-0 game with his eighth of the season at 4:35, putting in a rebound from the top of the right circle after Markstrom kicked out a shot from Ryan Malone.

Florida coach Kevin Dineen used his timeout to get things under control, and the Panthers started to make a push before cutting the Tampa Bay lead in half when Shawn Matthias finished off a scramble around the net at 13:48. Gudas would regain the two-goal lead when his wrist shot from the point deflected off Florida defenseman Mike Weaver for a power-play goal at 9:58.

The Panthers pulled even with goals 3:12 apart, with Nick Bjugstad deflecting an Upshall backhand shot at 5:39 of the third and Brad Boyes taking advantage of Ondrej Palat losing the puck deep in his own end, allowing Boyes to skate to the top of the crease alone before slipping the puck under the pads of Lindback at 8:51.

“They worked hard, they had a couple of looks and put it in,'' Lindback said of the third period. “We got a little unlucky on one there where Palat lost the puck, but that happens. The important thing is how you respond and I think after that we really shut it down and didn't give them any more opportunities to score.”

The Panthers did have a couple more prime scoring opportunities, but Lindback stopped Matthias from in close at 10:28 and another by Kris Versteeg 40 seconds later to keep the game tied and set the stage for his first victory since March 13 as he stopped three of the four shootout attempts, improving to 7-for-9 in shootouts in his career.

“He was stellar for us tonight,” Cooper said. “He stopped some big guys that they sent out in the shootout and that's what you need, you need your goalie to stand up for you to win the game and he did that for us tonight.''
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Bolts notes: Cooper pleading for more shots on goal
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Lightning center Tyler Johnson (9) celebrates with Steven Stamkos, Ryan Malone and Marty St. Louis after scoring a first-period power-play goal. 
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TAMPA — With the first month of the season nearly complete, the Tampa Bay Lightning entered Saturday averaging just 25.8 shots per game, second-lowest in the league.

This despite the fact Tampa Bay averaged 3.4 goals per game, third in the league heading into the weekend.

While Lightning head coach Jon Cooper certainly likes the team’s shooting percentage to this point, getting more shots on goal is an area he wants improved upon moving forward.

“Shooting the puck has got to be a little bit more of a priority and I know that sounds probably the most redundant thing that I’ve been saying all year,’’ said Cooper, whose team responded with 39 on Saturday night. “But we have to be better at that. Our shots on goal on the power play and five on five are not nearly where I think they should be. Our goals for are fine, but we are getting them on minimal shots. I just think the more you shoot, the more chances pucks have to go in the net.’’

Part of that has come from players looking for the pretty play instead of the better play.

“Sometimes you have to be selfish and I think our guys can be too unselfish. They would rather tic-tac-toe it and set up their buddy the whole time,’’ Cooper said. “Whereas sometimes you have to make the selfish act and shoot yourself.’’

How does Cooper break that habit?

“Aside from walk around with them for 24 hours telling them ‘shoot, shoot, shoot, shoot,’ I don’t know what else to do,’’ he joked. “You just have to keep hammering it in their head.’’

Fine to laugh now

The own goal in the final two minutes of Thursday’s game against Chicago no doubt will be shown more times than anybody with the team would like to see, though the Lightning were able to put the gaffe behind them with the overtime victory.

But the backpass from Matt Carle at center ice to Radko Gudas that hit a rough patch of ice, hit the heel of his stick and deflected off Gudas’ skate and past G Ben Bishop was not easy to deal with at the moment.

“I wanted to throw up when I saw the puck go in,’’ Carle said. “That was real sickening but it’s just one of those things (and) we were able to end up winning the game so we are able to laugh about.’’

When Carle sent the pass back into his own zone, it was such an innocent play that the thought of what ended up being the end result never entered Carle’s thought process.

“I think I made a play earlier in the game back to Bishop when we were on the power play and ended up passing the puck back to him and I was actually more worried about that,’’ Carle said. “It never even crossed my mind (the play to Gudas) was going to go in the net or that it even had a chance. I have the puck in the neutral zone and I see they are changing so I didn’t want to just turn around and dump the puck and just give it back to them. I was hoping to lag a few seconds off the clock there and it goes in the net. So it’s a weird, wacky play.’’

Suiting up

After sitting out for three weeks, defensemen Keith Aulie and Mark Barberio — who had each played only one game this season — suited up Saturday as Cooper opted to dress 11 forwards and seven defensemen for the first time this season. D Andrej Sustr and LW Pierre-Cedric Labrie were scratched.

Barberio had not played since opening night (Oct. 3 in Boston) and Aulie had sat out the past six games.

“We’ve had some guys sitting out and we have games coming up, so we have to get these guys in and get them some reps because our schedule tightens up so much in November,’’ Cooper said.

Nuts and Bolts

Buffalo has allowed the first goal in 12 of 13 games this season. ... The Sabres have been outscored 16-1 in the first period this season. ... C Tyler Johnson’s third goal of the season matched his total from last year. ... RW Marty St. Louis needs 11 points to tie Lightning assistant coach Steve Thomas for 92nd on the all-time scoring list. ... The Sabres played without RW Patrick Kaleta and LW John Scott, who are each out due to suspension.

Lightning rally to end homestand in style
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Two late quick-strike goals Saturday jolted the Tampa Bay Lightning to victory.

Marty St. Louis and Ondrej Palat scored less than two minutes apart late in the third period to rally Tampa Bay to a 3-2 victory against Buffalo in front of an announced crowd of 18,088 at The Forum.

Tyler Johnson also scored and added an assist, while Ben Bishop made 20 saves to help the Lightning finish a seven-game homestand with a 5-2 record.

“I think we are resilient and that’s nice to see,’’ St. Louis said. “The good teams always find a way to win. It’s not always going to be perfect. We’re not looking for perfection, we’re looking for results.’’

The result against Buffalo was there, but how the Lightning got there was far from perfect even while firing a season-high 39 shots on goal — Tampa Bay was credited with 15 giveaways.

But despite being stonewalled by Buffalo goaltender Ryan Miller for most of the night and falling behind 2-1 on Thomas Vanek’s goal with 7:16 left, the Lightning remained on task and found a way to not only get the goal back, but also find the winning marker in the final six minutes.

Radko Gudas sent a pass from the center point to Steven Stamkos at the left circle. Stamkos then zipped a pass across the ice to St. Louis, who shimmied back into an open spot in the slot for a one-timer just past a sliding Miller at 14:09, which came 83 seconds after the Sabres took the lead.

Two shifts later, Johnson and Palat won the puck in the corner before Palat found Johnson at the top of the crease, but his shot attempt was blocked. That allowed Palat to kick the rebound up to his stick before pushing the puck past a sprawled-out Miller for his second-career game-winning goal with 4:05 to play.

“The big thing on the bench was, they got one and we have to get the next one, and it’s big-time players making big-time plays. ... That pass Stammer makes to Marty,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And then the kids went to work. That was just a 100 percent blue-collar, work-ethic goal and they deserved every ounce of that.’’

For Palat, it was a just reward for a strong, unassuming game in which he did a little bit of everything — from playing solid defense, delivering four hits, protecting the puck on his stick and finishing with four shots on goal to go along with his game-winner to earn top-star billing.

“You are doing almost everything but give the kid a cape,’’ Cooper said. “He’s one of those guys that unless you are behind the bench to see what he does for you, he kind of goes unnoticed. The last three games it would be hard to argue who the best player on the ice has been. He’s extremely dependable.’’

That includes coming through in a clutch situation, helping Tampa Bay rescue a victory from what could have been a difficult defeat to one of the bottom teams in the league.

“We believe that we can score those two goals when we were down, and we did it. ... That’s just a good feeling,’’ Palat said.

Johnson opened the scoring for the Lightning, converting a rebound of Valtteri Filppula’s shot for a power-play goal 12:48 into the first period.

But Tampa Bay failed to convert on three power-play chances in the first 10 minutes of the second period, and only a strong backcheck by Teddy Purcell to strip the puck off the stick of Steve Ott on a breakaway chance prevented the Sabres from scoring short-handed. A poor turnover by Richard Panik in the defensive zone allowed the Sabres to get even at 12:58 of the second as a scramble around the crease saw the puck squirt to an open Brian Flynn at the left post for an easy tying goal.

“We battled, and there were a couple of times where we didn’t play our best but we bounced back and came back,’’ Johnson said. “Anytime you can do that it shows good character and I think our team showed it pretty well tonight.’’
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Streaking Lightning looking to avoid trap
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TAMPA — In the past five games during a seasonlong seven-game homestand, the Lightning faced the four teams that won the past five Stanley Cup championships.

They came out of the tough stretch with three wins.

During that stretch, which also included a victory against Minnesota, Tampa Bay knocked off Chicago (2010 and 2013 champ) and Los Angeles (2012) while dropping a last-minute decision to Pittsburgh (2009) and a blowout loss to Boston (2011).

All things considered, as the Lightning conclude their lengthy homestand tonight against Buffalo, they feel good about their play — as well as the results — during a difficult two weeks.

“We have a good feeling, but we are not satisfied with that,’’ Lightning center Steven Stamkos said. “We’ve been saying the last couple of years against those teams we’ve had tight games or one-goal losses that, ‘Hey, it’s nice to stick around with those guys.’ But that saying gets old quick and you have to find a way to beat them.’’

Through the first nine games of the season, Tampa Bay has earned 12 of a possible 18 points with a 6-3 record. Things have not exactly gone perfectly. But as Lightning head coach Jon Cooper continues to instill in players the way he wants them to play, the team is picking up points.

“We are really happy with what has gone on so far and we sit here 6-3 after nine (games); we’ll take that all day,’’ Cooper said. “But as we talk to the guys, we can’t just rest on this.’’

Looking at the upcoming schedule, the next challenge is to avoid a potential trap.

In the past five games, the combined record of Tampa Bay’s opponents heading into Friday’s action was 32-12-6. The combined record of the Lightning’s next four opponents — Buffalo, Florida, New Jersey and Carolina — was 9-23-9.

While competing against the top teams proved the process is moving in the right direction, a peek at the standings heading into this weekend, with back-to-back games against Buffalo and Florida, lends itself to a natural letdown.

“That’s the thing in this league, you have to be ready to go every night,’’ defenseman Matt Carle said. “I think it’s more or less about focusing on the way we want to play and how we want to play and not who we are playing against.

“It’s easy to get up for those games where you are playing against teams that won a Stanley Cup or were in the Stanley Cup finals, so this is going to be a good test for us to be consistent.’’

Under the league’s new alignment that brings back a divisional playoff format, this weekend’s games against divisional opponents Buffalo and Florida might provide enough motivation to ensure Tampa Bay maintains the same level of play on display the past two weeks.

“We consider ourselves a good team, so you have to beat the teams that are fighting for the playoffs with you,’’ Stamkos said. “So, this is an important test for us. You can’t be too high and you can’t be too low.’’

Finding that consistency starts by playing with a consistent effort night in and night out, regardless of the opponent on the other side of the ice.

“We’ve seen you can’t just throw your sticks in the middle and win a hockey game,’’ Cooper said. “You never know what is going to happen in the game. We just have to bring a consistent effort every single night and, for the most part, we have.

“But that is our focus. It doesn’t matter who we are playing — do what we do best, play as hard as you can and let’s see where the chips fall.’’
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TAMPA — Ten years ago G Nikolai Khabibulin was in the midst of his third full season with the Lightning, blazing a path toward a Stanley Cup championship.

Tonight, Khabibulin will make just his second start against Tampa Bay on the same ice he helped the Lightning win a championship. Nearly 10 years since leading Tampa Bay to a Game Seven victory, returning to the Forum to face his former team stirs up the emotions of the Stanley Cup run.

“I had such a great experience here,’’ Khabibulin said. “I think the whole team and how we were really together a lot of guys stepped in obviously the star players played great and to me the biggest memory was winning the last game at home.’’

Lightning captain Marty St. Louis is the only remaining member of that 2004 championship team still with Tampa Bay, but he remembers how much Khabibulin’s presence was a major factor in helping turn the Lightning in a contending team.

“I remember when we first got him (via trade from Phoenix) I couldn’t believe how good he was in practice just fighting for every puck, it was tough to score on him and made us better,’’ St. Louis said. “At times he was just the backbone of our team and without Khabby I don’t think we are celebrating the Stanley Cup.’’

The most memorable save Khabibulin made came in the final minutes of Game 7 against Calgary when he pushed to his left to stop a rebound chance from Flames’ defenseman Jordan Leopold, which would have tied the game. At times Khabibulin finds himself thinking about that stop.

“As time goes by less and less but yes sometimes you look at that shot you think “what if?’, so it feels good,’’ he said.

No O from the D

Tampa Bay entered Thursday’s game with only one goal coming from a defenseman, and that came courtesy of a Sami Salo 141-foot shot into an empty net on Oct. 17.

Cooper preaches that the defense join the rush and become part of the offense when the puck is in the offensive zone. While Cooper is pleased with the way the defesemen have jumped in the play, getting goals from that position is an area he wants to see improved upon.

“Yes it is a concern,’’ Cooper said. “The problem is two-fold. First we are not shooting the puck and we are bailing on plays as defenseman instead of walking (with our) head up, just getting it by the first guy and see what happens. Two, our forwards are not getting the D the puck enough. ... we are just trying to make that point of emphasis that it’s five guys on offense. You have to get those guys involved because ultimately you just become an easy team to scout.’’

D Victor Hedman said that point has been discussed throughout the past few days.

“We want to contribute with goals and that’s the type of game that we need to start playing,’’ Hedman said. “We have to get open for our forwards to make sure that we can get the puck and get pucks to the net. It’s going to be even more important as we go on you need the D to score goals and make plays to win hockey games. We need to be accountable in that part of the game.’’

Back to Bishop

G Ben Bishop was pulled in his last start after giving up four goals, but for Thursday’s game against Chicago Cooper will go back to Bishop, who was a big reason the Lightning beat the Blackhawks in Chicago on Oct. 5.

“He’s been very consistent for us this year and we don’t get the two points out of Chicago without him,’’ Cooper said. “So if you think about it if you look at the perspective of the other team, I’m sure they would rather see somebody that didn’t stymie them than somebody that has so hopefully they are thinking twice and Bish has the spewing confidence and it works out for us.

“But he is been great for us all year and the fact that he played really well against Chicago helped get him in tonight.
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St. Louis, Bolts top Blackhawks in OT
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TAMPA — Wild, wacky, crazy and zany.

The Tampa Bay Lightning found a way to overcome all of it Thursday night when Marty St. Louis scored 1:16 into overtime to give Tampa Bay a 6-5 victory against defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago in front of an announced crowd of 18,820 at The Forum.

“It was like little, mini games,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “It was just mountains of setbacks in the game where they could have folded but they didn’t, and that says a lot about the guys in the room.”

Steven Stamkos scored twice, giving him nine goals in seven career games against Chicago, and ending with four points. Nate Thompson added a short-handed goal, Victor Hedman and Matt Carle also scored, and Ben Bishop made 38 saves as the Lightning improved to 6-3.

Tampa Bay knocked off Chicago for the second time in three weeks despite the Blackhawks again controlling much of the game, finishing with a 43-25 shot advantage. In the two meetings, both won by Tampa Bay past regulation, the Lightning were outshot 82-41.

Tampa Bay overcame losing a two-goal lead in a span of 96 seconds, gave up a late tying goal in the second period, fell behind in the third, rallied to take the lead and then were victimized by a fluky goal with less than two minutes remaining to pull Chicago even again.Stamkos had scored on a power play at 17:31 for a 5-4 lead. But on a harmless back pass from Matt Carle to Radko Gudas, the puck took a bounce off the ice, struck the shaft of Gudas’ stick and caromed off his leg past Bishop with 1:49 left.

“I’ve never seen that before, so it was a first for me,” Bishop said. “But the whole game was like that. They were tipping everything. Every goal kind of had something happen.”

In that moment, the game slowed for many on the Lightning bench.

“I’m not so sure I’ve seen something like that happen. It almost happens in slow motion when I see that tying goal go in the net,” Cooper said. “We’d rather be looked at than looked over, and I think in the last minute and a half we would have definitely been looked at tonight.”

Fortunately for Tampa Bay, that goal only tied the game and didn’t give Chicago the lead, and the Lightning collected themselves and found a way to win it in overtime.

Gudas put a shot on net and Stamkos fished out the rebound from goalie Nikolai Khabibulin to keep the puck alive. St. Louis grabbed the puck just before Khabibulin covered it with his glove, and the Lightning captain put it in the net for his fifth goal of the season.

“It got pretty crazy toward the end, but I think we just stuck with it,” St. Louis said. “This is four points that I don’t think many teams in the East are going to get from the Blackhawks, so we are very happy with the results.”

Tampa Bay grabbed a 2-0 lead on Carle’s power-play goal 6:28 into the game and Thompson’s third career short-handed goal 1:24 into the second — the Lightning’s second short-handed goal this season after they produced one in the previous two seasons combined. The Blackhawks then scored twice in 96 seconds, on a rebound goal from Bryan Bickell and a deflection by Marian Hossa.

Stamkos regained the lead at 17:21 with a wrist shot from the right circle, but Patrick Kane pulled Chicago even on a breakaway goal with 1:07 left in the second.

Andrew Shaw scored another deflected goal, getting a piece of Kane’s shot on a power play 1:33 into the third period, the Blackhawks’ first third-period goal since their season opener Oct. 1.

Bishop came up with a big save on an in-close tap-in by Jonathan Toews at 8:07 to keep it a one-goal game, and Hedman scored his first of the season to tie it at 11:03. Toews was credited with the Chicago goal that went in off Gudas.

“We battled tonight,” Stamkos said. “We are finding ways to win, and tonight wasn’t the nicest win by any means, but we played the game like we had to play with the scenarios that we were in, and we showed a lot of character coming back after that lucky goal, so we will take the two points.”.

Lightning host Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks tonight
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Related Links

•Tonight’s Game: Chicago Blackhawks at Tampa Bay Lightning

TAMPA — Following a four-day mini-vacation away from game action, the Tampa Bay Lightning return to the ice tonight looking for a double dose of redemption.

With the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks in town, Tampa Bay wants to erase the bad taste left behind from Saturday’s 5-0 loss to Boston as well as put forth a better effort than they did in the first meeting on Oct. 5 in Chicago, even though the Lightning left town with a shootout victory.

“Those two games come to mind with regards to not playing well this year,’’ center Steven Stamkos said.

The Lightning entered into the four-day break having to sit on the blowout loss on home ice to the defending Eastern Conference champions that dropped their record to 5-3. In the days since, Tampa Bay went through a hard practice on Monday followed by a light day of fishing and a family cookout before another practice on Wednesday.

“On Monday, we knew that was going to be a tough (practice), but guys came out and really worked hard to get better on the things that we need to and I think you saw that again (Wednesday),’’ forward B.J. Crombeen said. “I think that’s the sign of a good team. If you are practicing like that, it’s going to translate into a game.

“It’s something that we have been preaching all year, you kind of play how you practice. So if we can bring that same intensity and the same attention to detail, we like our chances just about every game.’’

The hope and belief is the lopsided loss to Boston was a bump on the radar. For the most part through eight games, Tampa Bay has brought the type of compete level needed to give the team a chance to win.

Perhaps the only other time the Lightning looked outclassed came on Oct. 5 in Chicago. For the first 50 minutes, the Lightning were outplayed on many levels as Chicago held Tampa Bay without a shot for the first period and had a 25-6 shot advantage and a two-goal lead through two periods.

Despite finding a way to erase that two-goal deficit before escaping with a shootout victory, there were no style points handed out to the Lightning.

“We won the game so that was a positive to what happened in Chicago, but it was just how we got there wasn’t ideal,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “ I really, really liked the result. I’m not sure I really enjoyed how we got there during the first 50 minutes. So I’m looking more (at tonight) and it’s not really so much the opponent, it’s how we come out and play and turn the page from Saturday night.’’

That is the ultimate goal, to move past the games that don’t go well and avoid too many lulls.

Consistency is the objective.

“You know you’re probably not going to play your best game every game and you have to limit those, especially on home ice. We know what we did wrong and we’re going to fix that,’’ Stamkos said. “It’s just about not getting too high when things are going well and not get too low when you have a game like (Saturday).

“You have to realize that that was a pretty uncharacteristic game and just try not to do that again.’’

It starts with showing a consistent compete level and refocusing on the details of the game.

“We need to get back to our habits that we’ve been preaching all year,’’ Cooper said. “We had arguably our two best practices of the short year this week. Guys had good jump and I’m really confident that they will come out and play hard.’’
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Bolts D Gudas grows into more than hit machine
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TAMPA — Looking like a hunter stalking prey, Radko Gudas lined up Minnesota’s Kyle Brodziak and delivered a text book hip check, sending Brodziak head-over-heels into the side boards.

The play elicited a roar from the crowd and a retaliation penalty from Wild defenseman Marco Scandella.

When executed properly, the hip check is a lost art form capable of giving a lift to the bench and forcing opposing players to be on alert and keep their heads up.

Gudas might be the best around right now at doing just that.

“He picks his spots, his timing is down and sometimes he does put himself out of control, but he is one of those guys that has an innate ability to know when you are coming,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

“It’s not going to be long until everybody in the league realizes when he is on the ice. And that’s one of those guys that you are really happy is on your bench and not the other.’’

That imposing physical element used to be the only part of Gudas’ game he liked to play. The 6-foot, 205-pound defenseman would go on a seek-and-destroy mission each time he jumped over the boards, looking to deliver the big hit.

Often, however, that came with a sacrifice — taking himself out of position and exposing his defensive partner to odd-man rushes.

Having just that physical part of his game would have kept him in hockey for a long time and he would have been a fan favorite wherever he landed. But it wouldn’t have resulted in his ascension to a regular spot in a National Hockey League lineup.

So, as the Lightning rookie, who appeared in 22 games with Tampa Bay last season, made his way up the depth chart in the American Hockey League, he started to round out his game. He learned poise with the puck in the defensive zone. He became better at making decisions to get out of his own end.

He became a reliable defender the coaching staff can count on.

“You just have to play more and more (to learn that) and I’ve been playing big minutes the last two years in the minors and that has helped me a lot,’’ Gudas said. “And last year when I came up, I played with (Eric) Brewer and Matt Carle, and they helped me out.

“And sometimes that is hard, you start to panic when there are a lot of guys around, but once you start knowing you have a little more time, somebody talks to you. It takes a little while.’’

That’s what landed Gudas in the top four with the Lightning, without eliminating the physical prowess from his game. He is tied for sixth in the league with 34 hits entering Tuesday.

“It’s all part of his growth process where he was just kind of a blue-collar, nuts-and-bolts, ham-and-egger that would hit you and get of the ice,’’ Cooper said.

“Now, he still does that, but he makes plays and that’s what is turning him into a bona fide NHL defenseman. He’s really rounded out his play away from the puck and his play with the puck, instead of just a defenseman that hits you.’’

With a more well-rounded game, Gudas has been paired consistently with Carle. Eight games into the season, each averages more than 20 minutes per game.

“He is a fun player to play with who is very capable of making plays,’’ Carle said of Gudas. “I think we have a good chemistry, so it’s been good here early on.’’

With that more reliable style now part of his game, Gudas figures to stick around, imposing his on-ice presence for a long time.

“That’s what is going to keep me playing at this level, knowing when to go hit and when not to,’’ Gudas said. “It’s the type of hockey I like to play and I’m enjoying it.’’
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Bolts bonding during lull in schedule
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning will swap their hockey sticks for fishing rods and trade in their gloves for grill mitts today.

With a four-day break in the schedule — Tampa Bay is not back in action until Thursday — the players and staff will step away from the rink for some off-ice activities and team bonding, starting with a fishing trip in the morning and ending with a family barbecue at MacDill Air Force Base.

“We have been at the ice rink here coming on a month and a half, and this is kind of the only situation you get to be around each other and see each other, and sometimes I believe you have to get guys out in a different light,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said after Monday’s practice. “I think it’s actually a good time for us, as we have been pretty pleased with the way our season has started.’’

Such activities are common among hockey teams as a way to bring players closer together by getting to know teammates in a social atmosphere.

“I’m a big believer in bringing a team together, having a close team,’’ Cooper said. “You can’t force that to happen but you can put teams in situations where that may percolate a little bit, and I think these are some of the ways to do this.

“If there is any way that we can have a hand in pulling this team closer together, I’m all for that stuff and this is one of those times.’’

The past several seasons in the minor leagues, Cooper’s teams had fishing trips, played in a bowling league and did paint ball outings.

Though there no tangible way to measure the effect such activities have on a team’s on-ice success, it’s more about fostering an atmosphere in which the hockey team feels like a second family and the rink feels like a home away from home.

“From my experience in the minors, I’ve always felt like the closer the team is off the ice away from the rink, the closer you can be on the ice,” said defenseman Mark Barberio, in his fourth season playing for Cooper.

“And the more you get to know a guy off the ice, you tend to get to know them on the ice better, as well. The last two years in Norfolk and Syracuse, we had successful teams and we built a family, and that’s what these are and what they give us a chance to do.’’

Today’s outing won’t be the last bonding activity the staff will put together, Cooper said. But the schedule allows for few opportunities during the season. Tampa Bay has only one other four-day break in the schedule this season, Nov. 3-6, not counting the December holidays and the Olympic break in February.

There will be some chances while the team is on the road, though.

“I think they are awesome,’’ defenseman Radko Gudas said. “You get to know the players, get to know the families by doing stuff off the ice. When you do something together, you get to know them, you get to trust them better, you feel more like family on the ice.

“I’m basically new here still, so it’s always fun to get to know the players better and I think it helps a lot.’’

No matter where the activities take place, or in what manner, Cooper said that family-atmosphere goal will remain the same.

“I don’t even know if I’ve ever had a conversation with any of these guys outside the walls of the arena,’’ he said. “And you kind of take the player (or) coach hat off a little bit and find out a little more about these guys and their families.

“Ultimately, in the end, you get to see some of the guys a little less guarded, a little less on edge and they let their hair down a little bit and have a little fun.’’
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Bolts’ Bishop calm, cool and collected in goal
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TAMPA — At one point during Thursday’s game, Ben Bishop made a save where the puck caromed into the air a short distance in front of him.

The Tampa Bay Lightning goaltender then calmly proceeded to use the blade of his stick to swat the puck back in his direction, and it landed softly in his glove for a stoppage of play.

The calm, confident act was a product of his calm, confident play.

“I think he’s feeling the vibe right now,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “I like it. He is calm in the net ... and I think probably at that moment he let everybody know. He’s just feeling it, and it’s fun to watch. You want your team to be like that, you want to have a little swag going on. I’m a big fan of it.”

Bishop is winning over a lot more fans, as well.

Though the plan heading into the first month of the season was to split starts between Bishop and Anders Lindback, Bishop’s early play has forced the plan to be altered.

Heading into tonight’s game against defending Eastern Conference champion Boston, Bishop has won all five of his starts and has yet to allow more than two goals in a game. He is expected to start against the Bruins, which would be his sixth start in eight games.

His 1.57 goals-against average ranks fourth in the league among goalies with more than one start — just behind Boston’s Tuukka Rask — and he has stopped 124 of 132 shots for a .943 save percentage.

Bishop is the first Lightning goaltender to start the season with five consecutive wins since Nikolai Khabibulin at the beginning of the 2003-04 Stanley Cup season.

But Bishop doesn’t want to get ahead of himself. He is maintaining a day-to-day approach, but thinks his preseason performance has carried over into the regular season.

“I played three games, and we won all three games, and it’s kind of a contagious attitude,” Bishop said. “I just think that’s a big thing, whenever you can get out there and win games. ... Right now I’ve won a few games in a row, so I have (played a) couple more games. It’s a long season, so just take it one game at a time, and when I get a chance to play I want to play well.’’

That certainly has been the case in the early going as Bishop has kept his team in games and made key stops at key times. He has not allowed a first-period goal, stopping all 42 shots faced in the opening 20 minutes of the game.

“He put in a lot of work this summer, working on his game and preparing off ice, and obviously on the ice, and the same thing in training camp,” goaltending coach Frantz Jean said. “He really bared down and paid attention to little details, and all of this has been a build-up to all that work. So he’s put in the time to play like this.”

His teammates have taken notice, as well.

“You knew what he was capable of, but he’s still a pretty young guy and hasn’t played that many games,” defenseman Matt Carle said. “So, it’s good to see him get this confidence early on. Hopefully he runs with it.”

So far, Bishop is off and running while taking a big lead in the goalie competition with Lindback. 

For the time being, expect Bishop to carry a majority of the workload. It’s not the result of anything Lindback has done wrong, but rather what Bishop has done right.

“Ben has played extremely well and Ben is winning, so we would be foolish not to continue with what has been working,’’ Cooper said. 

“You have to stick with that right now, because he is the hot guy.’’

NOTABLE: RW Marty St. Louis and C Valtteri Filppula did not practice Friday for maintenance reasons.

St. Louis played Thursday despite a sore foot that has the captain wearing a protective walking boot. 

Filppula “tweaked” something during Thursday’s game, and he was held out of practice for precautionary reasons, Cooper said.

Both are expected to be in the lineup against the Bruins.
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OHL announces disciplinary action for DeAngelo 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

Friday, February 14, 2014 9:10:54 EST PM  

The OHL has come down hard on Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo for violating the league’s Abuse/Diversity policy.

The suspension is his second under the policy this season, although this time it was for comments directed at a teammate.

The 18-year-old draft eligible defenceman has not played for the Sting since the second period of an away game against the Guelph Storm on Friday, Jan. 31.

The Sting issued internal discipline against DeAngelo for, what was at the time unspecified reasons, before notifying the Ontario Hockey League of the situation.

The league spent over a week investigating before releasing a statement at 3:43 p.m. on Friday, Feb. 14.

“The matter reviewed was that of allegations of a Sarnia Sting player violating the league’s Harassment and Abuse / Diversity Policy.

“Based on such review, it is the position of the League that player Anthony DeAngelo of the Sarnia Sting Hockey Club did in fact make a most inappropriate statement to a teammate and shall be suspended for eight (8) games, dating from but not including the game of Friday, Jan. 31, 2014.”

Sting VP of Hockey Operations Bill Abercrombie said that while he believed eight games was a little much, it is not a matter the league takes lightly.

“The league checks into it thoroughly and talks to both parties involved. It always seems long to me, but it's not just cut and dry. They review it and look at the history and all that comes in to play,” he said.

And while it is DeAngelo's 2nd suspension of the year for also violating the Abuse/Diversity Policy, this time it comes with comments directed towards a teammate.

According to Paul Krotz, the OHL's Manager of Media and Information services, the league's Abuse/Diversity Policy has been in place for over 20 years, and in that time, DeAngelo's suspension is the first involving two teammates.

And while that could cause tensions moving forward, head coach Trevor Letowski said he believes it has been handled well and both parties involved are comfortable with the situation.

“There's been constant communication with the player involved and Anthony, and I think that it is our job to try to get past it,” he said while acknowledging that it was a mistake by DeAngelo.

“I think time will tell, (DeAngelo) hasn't come back yet, but I think up to this point it has been handled well and we will continue to monitor it closely.”

DeAngelo's suspension will expire on Saturday, Feb. 22 when the Sting host the Ottawa 67's.

The questions around DeAngelo, who is the OHL's highest scoring defenceman with 60 points in 43 games, will now turn to how much impact the suspension will have on his draft stock, which has undoubtedly dropped over the last week.

But for Letowski and the Sting, their only concern is moving forward.

“It's a relief that it is officially announced and there is some closure on the situation. We fully support what the league came up with and Anthony has paid a pretty big penalty.”

Letowski said that DeAngelo will be returning to the line up once the league's suspension expires.
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Vladislav Kodola of the Sarnia Sting (in black) gets ready to fire off a wrist shot in the first period of action between the Sting and the London Knights on Thursday, Feb. 13 at the RBC Centre. Kodola was named the game's hardest working player, in an 11-0 loss to London. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

Vladislav Kodola of the Sarnia Sting (in black) gets ready to fire off a wrist shot in the first period of action between the Sting and the London Knights on Thursday, Feb. 13 at the RBC Centre. Kodola was named the game's hardest working player, in an 11-0 loss to London. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Sarnia Sting

The Sarnia Sting did two things they haven't done all year on Thursday night.

They were shutout and gave up double digit goals, both seasons' firsts, in an 11-0 loss to the London Knights at the RBC Centre.

In a contest that head coach Trevor Letowski said was not the result of a lack of effort, the Sting were outclassed by the Knights in every facet of the game.

At times it seemed as if the 4th place Knights, who now have 79 points in 54 games, were just toying with Sarnia.

10 different goal scorers notched the Knights' 11 goals, with Matt Rupert being the only player to tickle the twine twice.

And they did it all in the game's final 48 minutes, as the teams played a scoreless first 12.

“I felt like we came out with the right intention,” Letowski said, adding “we're a very vulnerable group right now and as soon as we bent a little it was game on for London.”

At 12:04 of the first period London found the back of the net for the first time when Bo Horvat finished off a gorgeous passing play from Chris Tierney and Max Domi, a goal that opened the flood gates.

The Knights scored three more times in the first to take a 4-0 lead into the second, a period in which they scored three more goals to increase their lead to seven.

Brodie Barrick started the game in net for Sarnia and made some highlight reel saves on the night, but was victimized by London's high octane offence seven times on 26 shots, prompting Letowski to bring Taylor Dupuis on in relief.

Dupuis gave up four tallies on 18 shots against and Letowski said he will be the one to start Sarnia's game on Friday night which is against the same London Knights.

“It's not fun, especially at home, to stand on the bench and watch that and as far as (Friday), it's not going to get easier,” said Letowski.

“But no one is going to come in and save us. What we have is right here and we have to try to work and grind through it and it obviously hasn't been easy,” he said.

The Sting played with 16 skaters on the night due to injuries and got help from Lambton Shores Predators' players Brendan Trottier and Kyler Keating in order to bolster their line up.

However with the Predators playing on Friday night as well, the Sting will be back down to nine forwards and five defenceman as Anthony DeAngelo is still not expected to return to the line up.

“We're looking forward to some closure on this (on Friday), and we have been told that that is what we're going to get,” said Letowski.

“It's been hanging over our heads for a while and it's been a distraction. It's not an excuse for the product on the ice, but it's certainly been a distraction and we're hoping for some closure.”

After Thursday night's loss, which was Sarnia's 8th in a row, and a 5-3 Belleville victory over Peterborough, the Sting officially sit in last place in the OHL with 13 games left in the season.

With the playoffs all but mathematically out of the question, Letowski wants the message to his players to be one of resiliency.

“As individuals they have a lot to play for, even the guys who are graduating. No one has a job next year,” he said.

“When I took this job I knew it was going to be tough to win this year and to do that you need character players who play hard and you can trust and that's what I'm going to look for down the stretch when the chips are down.”

Sarnia's next game is in London on Friday night with puck drop scheduled for 7:30 p.m.

The Sting then return home on Monday, Feb. 17 to play the Saginaw Spirit at 2:00 p.m.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting on Thursday night were Anthony DeAngelo, Patrick White (upper body), Alexandre Renaud (sick), Daniel Nikandrov (upper body), and Nikita Korostelev (upper body).

First star of the game went to London's Matt Rupert with two goals and one assist. Second star was awarded to Max Domi who had one goal and two assists. Third star was Mitchell Marner with a goal and an assist.
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Anthony DeAngelo (right) returned to Sarnia Sting practice on Wednesday, Feb. 12 ahead of Sarnia's game against the London Knights on Thursday evening. DeAngelo, who was facing internal discipline, has been a healthy scratch for the Sting since their game against the Guelph Storm on Friday, Jan. 31. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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A pair of familiar faces returned to the ice at Sarnia Sting practice on Wednesday, Feb. 12.

Alexandre Renaud hit the ice for the first time since being diagnosed with mononucleosis in early January.

Renaud has missed 15 games with the illness, and the Sting are hopeful he will return to the line up next weekend.

Also back at practice was Anthony DeAngelo, who was absent from the team since their game against the Guelph Storm on Jan. 31, facing disciplinary issues.

“He's practicing but we don't know if he's going to play,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

What began as an internal disciplinary issue with DeAngelo turned into a league one, and it is expected that the OHL will make an announcement regarding the issue at some point this weekend, and possibly as early as Thursday.

Letowski wouldn't comment any further on the matter, saying that the team is focused on the task at hand right now, which is a double header against the London Knights.

“We've tried to draw the positives out of things lately, and if anyone watched us play Kingston they would know we played a good solid hockey game. We need to try to replicate that,” he said about the impending match up with their rivals.

“We're in tough with our roster, and with London on back to back nights it's not going to be an easy task, but the only thing we can control is our effort,” he said.

Letowski noted that because of injuries and roster adjustments, the Sting may only have five defenceman on Thursday night with Jeff King skating on a forward line.

“We need to play a little more conservative in regards to defence,” he said, adding “we need to protect the middle of the ice. They can have all the zone time they want but if we can limit the scoring chances they have that will go a long way.”

Others on the injury list include Nikita Korostelev, who will be out of the line up indefinitely with an upper body injury, Patrick White who is still out with an upper body injury, and Alexandre Renaud who is regaining his conditioning.

The Sting have brought in Brendan Trottier from the Lambton Shores Predators to play on Thursday night, and are also hoping to have Nick Sproviero slot into the line up for added depth.

Sarnia enters the Family Day weekend schedule in 10th place and nine points back of the Plymouth Whalers for the Western Conference's final playoff spot.

Letowski says that the team's standing should not be the focus right now for the players.

“There is a lot to play for at this time of the year but playoffs are just one piece of the pie. There is a lot to play for for each individual.”

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. London Knights

Thursday, Feb. 13, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

On Wednesday the CHL released its' latest edition of the BMO Top 10 Rankings.

The London Knights improved from 9th to 8th in what was their 15th week inside the country's top 10 junior hockey teams.

They have already clinched a playoff berth with 77 points in 53 games and hold the 4th overall position in the Western Conference.

With a 7-3-0 record in their last 10 games the Knights are playing good hockey when it matters.

The battle of the 402 is always a competitive match up, but right now the London Knights seem to overpower the Sting.

Players to watch:

Max Domi

18, LW, 26G, 49A, 47GP in 2013-2014

Domi started the year off slowly, missing time at the Phoenix Coyotes' training camp and then getting suspended shortly after re-joining the London Knights.

Since December though Domi has returned to the play that watched him become the 12th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

If he keeps up the scoring pace that has given him 75 points in 47 games, Domi could finish with 98 points this season.

He has a true knack for playmaking and a great shot that makes him a threat from anywhere on the ice.

Alex Basso

20, D, 9G, 23A, 53GP in 2013-2014

Alex Basso is not producing points at the rate that he did while a member of the Sarnia Sting.

In fact he has 12 less points through 53 games than he did in 57 games last year.

But the London Knights don't care. That's because the overage defenceman is not being asked to do as much for the Knights as he was while patrolling the Sting blueline.

And more importantly, to this point of the season he has done something he's never done in the OHL before: stay healthy.

Basso has appeared in every single game for the Knights so far and looks to be on pace to play a full season for the first time in his career.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Playoff chances becoming bleak after 7th straight loss 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Sunday, February 9, 2014 4:55:37 EST PM  

Travis Konecny #17 of the Ottawa 67's falls to the ice after making a pass in front of Zachary Core #23 of the Sarnia Sting during an OHL game at Canadian Tire Centre on February 7, 2014 in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. (Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photography/Getty Images/AFP)

Travis Konecny #17 of the Ottawa 67's falls to the ice after making a pass in front of Zachary Core #23 of the Sarnia Sting during an OHL game at Canadian Tire Centre on February 7, 2014 in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. (Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photography/Getty Images/AFP)
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The special teams play of the Kingston Frontenacs powered them to a win over the Sarnia Sting on Sunday afternoon in Kingston.

Powerplay goals from Robert Polsello and Mike Moffat as well as shorthanded markers from Sam Schutt and Henri Ikonen were all the offense Kingston would need to take down the Sting 4-2.

Ikonen's goal, which was Kingston's 4th of the game came on a rare shorthandede penalty shot.

Hayden Hodgson and Jeff King tallied the goals for the Sting in a game that was Sarnia's 7th defeat in a row.

However despite the loss and the overpowering on special teams, head coach Trevor Letowski said that they game may have been Sarnia's best effort at even strength all year.

“Special teams was the difference but there were so many positives to take away from that game,” he said, adding “it was arguably the best game we've played all season 5-on-5. Guys really dug in and we got a great effort overall from our team.”

Effort was going to be key on the day, as the Sting were again playing with just 15 players. Davis Brown was serving a one game suspension due to a slew footing penalty in Saturday night's contest against Belleville.

And they went down yet another body early in the first period when forward Nikita Korostelev was injured. Letowski did not have an update on the severity of the injury after the game.

“When Korostelev got hurt we were down to eight forwards and Jeff King had to step in. We were pretty thin and against a high octane team like Kingston, keeping them off the board 5 on 5 it's a good effort,” Letowski said.

“To a man, when we evaluate that game we had everybody going tonight and that's why we had a chance to win,” he added.

A big part of that chance were a number 10 bell saves goaltender Taylor Dupuis made on the night. Dupuis turned away 42 of the 46 shots he faced in what Letowski called his best game in a few starts.

“He took a big positive step forward after a few starts where he was off,” Letowski said.

With the loss, the road to the playoffs becomes even harder for the Sting who have just 14 games left in the regular season and are 9 points out of a playoff spot.

Letowski said that the team needs to not focus on the that playoff race, but on bringing a solid effort every night.

“At this stage it's not a focus. Our focus is about playing better hockey,” he said, adding “we have to look at this game (against Kingston) as the way we want to play for the rest of the year, and if we do that we'll be happy with the effort.”

Sarnia returns to action on Thursday, Feb. 13 when they host the London Knights.

Puck drop is set for 7:05 p.m.

--- --- ---

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sarnia Sting on Sunday were Anthony DeAngelo (healthy), Patrick White (injured), Davis Brown (suspended), and Alexandre Renaud (sick).

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net and made 42 saves on 46 shots on net,

The Frontenacs swept all three stars of the game. 1st was awarded to Robert Polsello with a goal and an assist, 2nd was given to Mike Moffat with a goal and an assist, and 3rd went to Even MacEneny.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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NHL prospect was a healthy scratch for disciplinary reasons 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, February 7, 2014 7:21:20 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting goaltender Taylor Dupuis watches a puck bounce off of his pads during a drill at practice on Wednesday, Feb. 5. The team is gearing up for an Eastern Conference road trip that begins Friday night with a trip to Ottawa. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting goaltender Taylor Dupuis watches a puck bounce off of his pads during a drill at practice on Wednesday, Feb. 5. The team is gearing up for an Eastern Conference road trip that begins Friday night with a trip to Ottawa. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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An Eastern Conference road swing might be coming at just the right time for the Sarnia Sting.

With the team looking to get players back from suspension and injuries, comes news that Anthony DeAngelo is not even travelling with the team.

After being benched with what the team said was disciplinary reasons last week, DeAngelo is not travelling with the team on their Eastern Conference road trip.

More details are expected to be unveiled regarding his absence.

The squad begins a three-game in three day stretch with a trip to Ottawa on Friday night that will allow for team bonding time after a rough stretch of events on and off the ice.

The Sting will have at least one more body to add to their line up on Friday night.

Forward Hayden Hodgson, who was suspended for the past 10 games, is now eligible to return.

The team is also hoping to get defenceman Zach Core back into the lineup as well after missing time with an upper body injury he suffered during Sarnia's last contest in Oshawa.

“It's looking good. He skated (Tuesday), and I'm hoping he will be back in,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

Connor Schlichting has one game left in a suspension and will be able to return to the line up on Saturday night.

Letowski said the road trip comes at a good time.

“We had a real tough time last weekend, starting with the Belleville game and this is good to get on the road. We eat our meals together, the guys are pretty close but it always helps to be on the road.”

However, Letowski was hoping to take some positives away from the weekend that saw the team ice units of 15 players and 13 players on Friday and Saturday night.

“It's tough with the bodies but there were some good things we took away from the Guelph game and even the Mississauga game,” he said.

“We had a couple days off this week to get a mental refresh and get ready for this last push and to play some meaningful games,” Letowski said, alluding to the hotly contested race for the last playoff spot in the Western Conference.

The Sting currently sit in 10th place in the West with 36 points through 51 games. The Kitchener Rangers also have 36 points, but have played one less game than the Sting.

Both teams trail the 8th place Plymouth Whalers by five points.

“This will be a big test this weekend. If we don't get fight here it's going to be tough, especially if Plymouth gets points to widen the margin,” Letwoski said.

“But right now I believe we have fight,” he added, noting “time will tell with this weekend's effort.”

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sting not being shopped, owner says

The Sarnia Sting Hockey Club is up for sale.

As outlined in a report coming to council on Monday, the franchise will finally be placed on the market following years of shrinking revenue, financial losses and frustration from owners and fans alike.

Sarnia Sting director of hockey operations Bill Abercrombie said it is the goal of owners Rob and Larry Ciccarelli to keep the team in Sarnia.

“They have had some offers and turned down some offers in the past year,” Abercrombie said, noting nothing is imminent in terms of a sale.

One offer that was turned down was an out-of-town offer, he said.

Speaking on behalf of the organization, with the Ciccarellis currently out of the country, Abercrombie said the owners have listened to offers on the team but things have been more serious in the last year because of the arena situation.

“The Ciccarellis’ goal is to keep the team in Sarnia. If there are no local buyers they will have to look elsewhere.”

The franchise has endured financial losses in recent years, as well as some fan backlash over the product on the ice.

The Ciccarellis are currently in discussions to turn over management of the RBC Centre back to the City of Sarnia.

The Sarnia Sports and Entertainment Centre, the name of the company that operates the arena and controlled by the Ciccarelli family, has been losing roughly $250,000 a year, Rob Ciccarelli told The Observer is a previous interview.

He said he and his brother were growing frustrated with the mounting losses on the ice and financially.

The owners have been operating the RBC Centre since 2005, and contributed more than $6 million into covering operating costs, Ciccarelli said.

During an interview last year, Ciccarelli said “The RBC Centre is a unique building where the operator pays for the principal payments and the interest payments … But because we're paying on a debt of $10 million, we're paying all the interest payments and principal payments, it's a significant challenge.”

He said at the time that the hockey club alone suffered about $1.4 million in losses in the previous four years.

When the team was purchased and brought to Sarnia in 1994, its operating budget was $495,000. In 2011-12, that figure was $2.3 million.

“I'm starting to think we're cursed to be honest with you,” Ciccarelli said in an October 2012 interview.

Sarnia Mayor Mike Bradley said there are already several interested potential buyers.

But, the possible sale of the Sting adds to the complexity of the decision on operating the RBC Centre.

The new owner may wish to keep on operating it, he noted.

"I approach this in a very positive manner — that if the owner decides to sell, we will work with the new ownership to craft an agreement and continue to have the Sarnia Sting in the building," Bradley said.

He has heard from the current Sting owners that they are interested in keeping the team local. Several parties have shown interest, he noted.

City council is expected to have a report on the ownership of the Sarnia Sting and the operation of the RBC Centre on March 3. A few weeks later, council is expected to make a decision on taking over operation of the RBC Centre, and the possible closures of Germain Arena and the second RBC rink as ice surfaces.

Bradley admitted it will be a tight deadline to have all the information in place to make an informed decision.

"I'm not guaranteeing everything will be done on the 24th, especially with the complications of the sale of the team," he said.

Despite having more than three-dozen former players go on to play in the NHL, including high-profile players Steven Stamkos, Nail Yakupov and Alex Galchenyuk, success on the ice has eluded this franchise.

The Sarnia Sting club has only made it past the first round of the playoffs on three occasions. The team failed to make the playoffs during the 2004-05, 2005-06, 2009-10, and 2010-11 seasons.

The Sting currently sits three points behind Plymouth for the final playoff berth this season.
Sarnia routed by league's bottom feeder 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, January 30, 2014 10:22:17 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defender Connor Schlichting (in black) tries to slow down Belleville Bulls forward David Tomasek on a Bulls forecheck during the 2nd period of their game on Thursday night. Belleville walked away with a 7-2 win. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting defender Connor Schlichting (in black) tries to slow down Belleville Bulls forward David Tomasek on a Bulls forecheck during the 2nd period of their game on Thursday night. Belleville walked away with a 7-2 win. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Sarnia Sting

The weekend did not get off to a favourable start for the Sarnia Sting.

After a crushing 8-7 shootout loss last Sunday, the struggling Sting hosted the league worst Belleville Bulls on Thursday night only to see Belleville walk away with a 7-2 win.

Sting head coach Trevor Letowski said overall the game was extremely disappointing.

“First shift they score a goal and we get on our heels and couldn't recoup,” he said.

The Bulls entered the game last place in the OHL with a 13-30-2-2 record for 30 points.

However with the Sting having a record that gives them only 36 points, Letowski said they can't take anyone lightly.

“It doesn't matter who we play. Sure Belleville doesn't have a lot of wins but we're not good enough to play (the way we did). We would get blown out by anybody and they proved that.”

Belleville's star defenceman Jordan Subban got the scoring started just 38 seconds into the contest with a nifty fake around Anthony DeAngelo before roofing a shot over Taylor Dupuis' shoulder and in.

Davis Brown tied the game with a great defensive effort to cause a turn over before snapping a shot by Bulls goaltender Charlie Graham.

Belleville responded to take a 2-1 lead into the second period and never looked back.

Three goals in the middle frame for Belleville gave them a 5-2 lead going into the third, with Sarnia's second goal coming from Nick Latta who put home a quick snapshot off of an offensive zone draw.

Brodie Barrick came on in relief for Taylor Dupuis for the third period, after the starting netminder gave up five goals on 23 shots.

“I pulled Dupes out to try and get some momentum,” Letowski said, adding “was he great? No. But it wasn't his fault. We just didn't have enough fight which is really, really disappointing.”

Barrick made 16 saves on 18 shots in relief.

Letowski expanded on the lack of fight the team showed, saying that maybe they took the lowly Bulls too lightly.

“There is no excuse. We have so much to play for. Belleville fell off a bit in the (Eastern Conference) and we have more to play for than them,” he said, adding “it was a real important game and we just didn't have it on a tough night to not have it.”

Despite the loss Sarnia remains three points back of the Plymouth Whalers, who were idle on Thursday night, for the last playoff spot in the Western Conference.

The Sting are right in the hunt for the post-season, but their journey doesn't get any easier as they travel to Guelph to take on the league best Storm on Friday night.

“(Friday) is a tough test obviously, especially after that,” Letowski said.

However he did note that there would be no head hanging for his team.

“We can't feel sorry for ourselves, we have to rally around each other and we have been able to do that in the past. Guelph is a big test and we have two more games this weekend and we have to be a lot better,” he said.

The Sting return home on Saturday night to host the Mississauga Steelheads, with puck drop scheduled for 7:05 p.m.

--- --- ---

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Hayden Hodgson, Patrick White, Alexandre Renaud, and Zachary Core.

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net for the Sting and made 18 saves on 23 shots. Brodie Barrick came on in relief in the 3rd period and made 16 saves on 18 attempts in 20 minutes of action.

Belleville swept the game's three stars. Jake Worrad was 1st star with three assists, Stephen Harper the 2nd with one goal and two assists, and Jake Marchment 3rd with a pair of goals.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Guelph Storm

Friday, Jan. 31, 7:30 p.m @ Sleeman Centre

How they're doing

There is no one better in the OHL than the Guelph Storm.

With 20 games left in the season, the Storm have already clinched a playoff spot becoming the first team in the league to do so.

Their 77 points in 48 games is just one point ahead of the Erie Otters though, and just four points in front of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

The Storm are currently on an eight game winning streak with their last victory being a 4-2 win over Saginaw.

The Storm hold a 1-0 season series record over the Sting this year and have a 22-2-0-1 record at home.

Players to watch

Robby Fabbri

18, C, 29G, 25A, 38GP in 2013-2014

In the Central Scouting Service's midterm rankings, Fabbri was ranked as the #25 North American skater ahead of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

The former 6th overall pick in the OHL Priority Selectiom Fabbri is enjoying an extremely successful sophomore campaign with a strong Guelph team.

While smaller, Fabbri brings intangibles and high skill set to the game.

The Sting would do best not to leave him alone in the offensive zone, there's a reason he has 29 goals this year.

Brock McGinn

19, LW, 31G, 27A, 38GP in 2013-2014

McGinn's play this year is a large part of why the Guelph Storm are doing so well.

The 2012 2nd round pick of the Carolina Hurricanes has already surpassed his previous career high in points in 30 less games.

McGinn isn't just a one trick pony though. His physical play in the corners wears teams down defensively and gives himself and his teammates the opportunities that they need to score goals.

Josh Chapman and Jimmy McDowell will have their hands full trying to shut down Guelph's high powered offence.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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League worst Bulls roll into SarniaThursday 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 29, 2014 7:01:02 EST PM  

Sarnia Legionnaires forward and frequent Sarnia Sting call-up Ryan Vendramin fires a pass up the ice to teammate Daniel Nikandrov (21) during practice on Wednesday, Jan. 29. The Sting take on the Belleville Bulls at the RBC Centre on Thursday night, and Vendramin is expected to slot into the line up. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Legionnaires forward and frequent Sarnia Sting call-up Ryan Vendramin fires a pass up the ice to teammate Daniel Nikandrov (21) during practice on Wednesday, Jan. 29. The Sting take on the Belleville Bulls at the RBC Centre on Thursday night, and Vendramin is expected to slot into the line up. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting open another full weekend with an important home game on Thursday night.

The league worst Belleville Bulls roll into town in what might as well be a must win game for the Sarnia Sting.

“It's a very important game regardless of the opponent,” said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski.

“Yeah they're at the bottom of the league, but we have no right to take anyone lightly, that's for sure,” he said, noting that Belleville pushed the Erie Otters in their last game out.

“We have to be ready to go right from the start. We've had a good few days of work, watched some tape and we know how important this is. We have to be ready to go,” Letowski said.

It's the first meeting between the two teams this year, with Belleville looking to end a four game losing streak.

The two squads met twice last year, with the Bulls sweeping the season series.

With the Sting just three points out of a playoff spot in the West, a game against an Eastern Conference opponent opens up a chance to gain ground on the Plymouth Whalers and distance themselves from the Kitchener Rangers.

However Sarnia's head coach says the points matter regardless of their opponent.

“At this stage, two points is two points,” said Letowski, “it doesn't matter if it's out of conference or within, it's just a game we need to win. Everyone needs to dig in and give a big effort.”

The Sting will again be going into a weekend of games with a less than complete line up, as Patrick White and Zach Core are sidelined with injury alongside Alexandre Renaud who has not yet recovered from mono.

Hayden Hodgson will also be sidelined for three more games before his suspension for a hit to the head of Liam Dunda expires.

“Whitey and Core are week to week at this point and we'll reevaluate that on Sunday or Monday,” said Letowski, who noted that the team will be using some more call ups to bolster the line up.

“I think the plan is we'll get Ryan Vendramin for (Thursday) and then Saturday we'll call up Nathan Mater,” he said.

Vendramin has played in nine games so far with the Sting this year, scoring one goal in the OHL to go along with his 20 goals and 23 assists in 38 games played with the Sarnia Legionnaires.

Mater has been a recent call-up with the Sting after playing 19 games with the club two seasons ago, and has added two goals and one assist in four games this year.

“It's tough. We've only got nine forwards right now so it's important that we add that 10th one in case someone gets hurt or someone gets a misconduct or into a fight or something,” Letowski said.

Sarnia's game on Thursday night kicks off a weekend that will see the team travel to Guelph on Friday to take on the only team in the OHL to have already clinched a playoff spot before returning home on Saturday to play the Mississauga Steelheads.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. Belleville Bulls

Thursday, Jan. 30, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

HOW THEY'RE DOING

The Belleville Bulls are the OHL's worst team this year, with a 13-30-2-2 record.

And while the Sting only have two more wins than the Eastern Conference bottom dweller, Sarnia is six points clear of them in the standings.

The Bulls only have five road wins on the year and are currently riding a four game losing streak,

With both squads having gone through rough patches lately, they will both be looking at this game as a chance to get back on track.

PLAYERS TO WATCH

Jordan Subban

18, D, 9G, 23A, 46GP in 2013-2014

The former OHL first round selection is not performing at the same level he performed at last year, he is still a game changer on the back end.

Subban brings a high level of intelligence to his game and is good at jumping up into the rush to create offence, much like Anthony DeAngelo.

With the Bulls struggling and looking to get some valuable out of conference points, look for him to be leaned on quite heavily.

Remi Elie

18, LW, 17G, 23A, 40GP in 2013-2014

Another one of Belleville's NHL draft picks is having his best season in the OHL to date.

After being picked 40th overall by the Dallas Stars last summer, Remi Elie's game has taken off.

The big, hard working winger has been tasked with most of the grunt work for the Bulls this year, but has translated to point-per-game production.

Having been acquired by Belleville earlier this year from the London Knights, Elie is very familiar with the Sarnia Sting.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Hounds turn up the heat in Sarnia 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, January 17, 2014 10:32:10 EST PM  

Former Sarnia Sting, and current Sault. Ste. Marie Greyhounds forward forward Bryan Moore takes the puck wide on Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo early in the first period of their game on Friday, Jan. 17 at the RBC Centre. Moore scored on the play, the first goal in a 6-2 win for the Greyhounds. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY

Former Sarnia Sting, and current Sault. Ste. Marie Greyhounds forward forward Bryan Moore takes the puck wide on Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo early in the first period of their game on Friday, Jan. 17 at the RBC Centre. Moore scored on the play, the first goal in a 6-2 win for the Greyhounds. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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Friday night was likely one the Sarnia Sting would like to forget.

A goal 35 seconds into the game by former Sting forward Bryan Moore got the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds going, and they never looked back en route to a 6-2 win.

Letowski said that he knew his team was going to be in tough with a depleted lineup against an extremely good Greyhounds squad.

“We talked about it before the game. We had to play a perfect game to beat this team. They're really clicking right now,” he said.

However defenceman Anthony DeAngelo, who was benched for an almost 10 minute stretch in the second period, didn't agree with that analysis.

“I don't buy that we had to do everything perfectly. I don't think we have to underestimate ourselves that much, but (Friday) we were just terrible. I was terrible, our whole team was terrible and that's unacceptable,” he said.

DeAngelo noted that he took full responsibility for the goal Moore scored at the beginning of the game that started the Soo rout.

The Hounds would make it a 2-0 lead at the 7:49 mark of the first period before taking that lead into the first intermission.

Teams traded goals late in the second with the Soo scoring with just under three minutes to play in the middle frame before Nikita Korostelev took a slick feed from DeAngelo and danced around two Greyhounds defenders before tucking the puck into the net.

However Sarnia couldn't capitalize on that momentum in the third, as another former Sting player also scored when Tyler Hore made it 4-1 just under two minutes into the last stanza.

Sault Ste. Marie would score twice more before Daniel Nikandrov made it a 6-2 hockey game, but with just under five minutes left in the game it was too little, too late.

The Sting get back onto the wagon on Saturday night when they travel to Peterborough to play the Petes, and the quick turnaround is something that Letowski thinks will benefit the Sting.

“It's great that we get to play tomorrow not. We're going to be missing bodies again, and to get points at this stage with the lineup we have we need everything going. We can't have any passengers and it'll be a big challenge for our group,” he said.

For DeAngelo, the message to his teammates would be simple on Saturday night.

“It's simple. We just have to be better. We have to execute our systems, do the right things for the whole game.”

Game time in Peterborough is scheduled for 7:05 p.m.

STING NOTES

Sarnia scratched Josh Chapman and Patrick White with injuries, Alexandre Renaud with an illness, and Noah Bushnell and Hayden Hodgson with suspensions. Bushnell is eligible to return to the line up on Saturday night, while Hodgson will have eight games remaining on his 10 game suspension.

Taylor Dupuis started in net for the Sting and made 36 saves on 42 shots.

The night's three stars were swept by Greyhounds players. Sergey Tolchinsky was first with two assists, Tyler Gaudet second with a goal and an assist, and Bryan Moore third with a goal and an assist.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, January 16, 2014 5:38:42 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting goalie coach Dave Rook instructs his charges, Brodie Barrick (standing) and Taylor Dupuis prior to practice on Thursday, Jan. 16. The Sting have gotten very solid goaltending over the last stretch of games, and it is something head coach Trevor Letowski hopes will continue this weekend. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting goalie coach Dave Rook instructs his charges, Brodie Barrick (standing) and Taylor Dupuis prior to practice on Thursday, Jan. 16. The Sting have gotten very solid goaltending over the last stretch of games, and it is something head coach Trevor Letowski hopes will continue this weekend. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting have a depleted line up heading into a weekend that will see them play three games in under 72 hours.

With their rivals the Sault Ste. Mare Greyhounds coming into town on Friday night, the Sting will be in tough.

The Hounds are currently ranked #10 in the CHL Top 10 rankings, but that doesn't matter to head coach Trevor Letowski, who says the Sting have a good handle on the squad from the Soo.

“We know what they are. They're a fast team that always player hard and we're going to have to be very good to beat them,” he said.

The Sting will be without four of their regular players against the Soo due to injuries and suspensions. Defenceman Josh Chapman and forward Patrick White are both expected to miss the game with upper body injuries, while forwards Noah Bushnell and Hayden Hodgson will be serving suspensions.

Bushnell received a one game suspension for removing the helmet of his opponent during a fight in Owen Sound, while Hodgson will be serving his second game of a 10 game suspension for a head check to Plymouth forward Liam Dunda.

Letowski said that the Sting will be calling up forwards Ryan Vendramin and Nathan Mater from the Sarnia Legionnaires for the weekend, as well as Lambton Shores forward Nick Sproviero.

And despite the depleted lineup, he said their preparation wouldn't really change.

“It is what it is. As a group that's what we have and we have to try to prepare to win a hockey game,” he said, adding “It's important that we keep pushing and grinding right now. Points are really important at this time of year.”

Captain Nick Latta echoed those sentiments.

“We just have to focus on us. If we play hard and have a solid game we'll be okay,” he said.

Letowski noted that there were a few things he was looking for in particular in the game against the Soo, regardless of who was in the line up.

“Last weekend we got 5 out of 6 points largely because of our goaltending and special teams. I think we can be better 5-on-5 and that's what I'll be looking for,” he said.

“We're missing guys and it's tough sometimes with a young defence and a depleted line up but we need more urgency in our zone, and we have to be better at even strength.”

The game against the Greyhounds will also double as the opening ceremonies for the International Silverstick Finals that are being played in Sarnia this weekend, with a special ceremonial puck drop before the contest.

Also of note is that the Players of the Game from Wednesday night's BMO CHL Top Prospects Game will be both be on the ice.

Sarnia's Nikolay Goldobin was named the Player of the Game for Team Cherry with a goal and an assist, while Sault Ste. Marie's Jared McCann was named Team Orr's Player of the Game after scoring the game winning goal.

Sarnia's Anthony DeAngelo also participated in the game, notching an assist.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

Friday, Jan. 17, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Hounds had recently fallen off of the wagon slightly, losing three straight games before claiming a shootout victory against the Sarnia Sting last Wednesday.

Since then they have picked up three straight wins and moved back into the CHL's Top 10 Rankings.

The Hounds will be a tired group on Friday night, as they have a match up with the Windsor Spitfires on Thursday, but games between the two teams are always entertaining.

Sarnia is 1-2-0-1 against Sault Ste. Marie this year, but all of the Soo's wins have come on home ice, while the Sting were victorious in a Nov. 1 meeting at the RBC Centre.

Players to watch:

Jared McCann

17, C, 20G, 23A, 42GP in 2013-2014

The hero for Team Orr in the 2014 BMO Top Prospects game, Jared McCann is coming into the contest against Sarnia on a hot streak.

The London native is ranked 11th in the latest NHL draft rankings for North American skaters, one spot behind Anthony DeAngelo and three spots ahead of Nikolay Goldobin.

As of Thursday afternoon he was also just one point shy of his rookie point totals from last season, despite having only played 42 games so far this year.

He has an extremely dangerous shot and will be a threat to the young sting defence whenever he is on the ice.

Matt Murray

19, G, 2.51GAA, .920SV%, 34GP in 2013-2014

The Pittsburgh Penguins prospect is currently ranked 3rd in goals against average and 3rd in save percentage in all of the OHL.

His 22-7-1-4 record and improved play this season is one of the biggest reasons the Hounds have seen the success that they have.

The tandem of Murray and rookie goalie Brandon Halverson have proved to be a good one for Sault Ste. Marie and, regardless of who plays on Friday night, will give Sting shooters an extreme challenge.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Fans should be excited about future of Sting 
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Newly acquired Sarnia Sting defenceman Kevin Spinozzi, shown during the national anthem at Sault Ste. Marie, is one of numerous young players the Sting will be counting on for rebuilding into a competitive team. (QMI Agency)
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For quite some time now the Sarnia Sting have seemed like a club without direction.

Decisions made by former general manager Jacques Beaulieu left the team in disarray, and set this year's edition of the team up for what at times has felt like a very long season.

But now that the OHL's trade deadline has passed, the Sting have presented their fans with a concrete plan.

The acquisitions of 17 year olds Brandon Lindberg, Kevin Spinozzi, and Hayden Hodgson solidified that plan.

And while some people will claim the Sting have always said that “we'll be good down the road”, this time they are trying to make good on that promise by making conscious, calculated moves.

The Sarnia Sting now carry nine players born in 1996 on their roster, and have a potential 11 for next season when you add in defenceman Alex Black and goaltender Justin Fazio, both of whom are gaining valuable experience in junior 'B'.

The emergence of Nikita Korostelev as one of the league's most skilled rookies bodes well for the future of the club, as well as the growth that rookie defenceman Connor Schlichting has shown.

Noah Bushnell is the other 1997-born player on the roster this year, and the season of OHL experience he is gaining now will only benefit him as he continues down the path to being what many hope is a Matt Martin-type player.

The Sting have acknowledged that they are looking at potential high picks in both the first round of the OHL's Priority Selection and the European Import Draft, but that only adds to the potential of consciously building around a youth movement.

Right now the Sting have 23 players on their roster when you include Nick Sproviero and Ryan Vendramin, both who have seen time with the club this year. Twenty-one of those 23 players are eligible to return to the team next season.

With that depth of admittedly young players, the Sting have the ability to go with a largely veteran OHL team, rather than having to inject it with more youth.

That means more experienced players, making less and less mistakes.

In fact, if the Sting wanted to, next year they could ice a 20-man team based entirely of players that have played in OHL games this year.

That would mean using two overage cards on goaltenders, which likely won't happen, but the possibility is there.

But one thing that it takes to build responsibly is the right combination of players.

It is not enough to just say “okay, let's get young players.”

The management group appears to be obtaining the right combination of assets at the OHL level, while letting players who fit certain roles develop where needed.

On the back end, Kevin Spinozzi, Zach Core, and Connor Schlichting show the potential to develop into large, physical rearguards. Jeff King is a young, puck moving defenceman that plays very similarly to Anthony DeAngelo (who could potentially be in a Sarnia Sting uniform for two more years).

Add in the veteran leadership of an overage Josh Chapman next year, and the Sting have a more than competent defensive core.

As was noted above, Justin Fazio is being developed properly at junior 'B' and will have a more than capable mentor in either Taylor Dupuis or Brodie Barrick next year.

Where the Sting show the most potential is up front.

Nikita Korostelev is a future star for the Sting and is supported by the slick hands of Vladislav Kodola.

Nikolay Goldobin, like DeAngelo, could also be in a Sting uniform for two more seasons and Ryan Vendramin has shown the ability to pile up points with the Sarnia Legionnaires.

The Sting have brought in big utility players in Brandon Lindberg and Hayden Hodgson, who could turn into a very fearsome duo up front, as well as a number of other players who are starting to excel.

When you add the youth and potential of the current Sting roster to the hard working mentality that rookie head coach Trevor Letowski has brought to the club, there is a budding recipe for success.

And Bill Abercrombie and the rest of Sting management have seen that.

It may be a year or two away from developing, like Abercrombie said in the preseason, but the potential is there.

This is a rebuild that Sting fans should get behind and be excited about.
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Newly acquired defenceman Kevin Spinozzi lugs the puck up ice at Sarnia Sting practice on Thursday, Jan. 9. The Sting, who are prepping for a game against Plymouth on Friday night, watched the overage player trade deadline pass without making a deal involving either of their 20 year old players. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY
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The OHL's overage trade deadline came and went at 12:00 p.m. on Thursday without Sarnia moving either of their 20 year old players.

While the organization was happy to retain Nick Latta and Jimmy McDowell for the rest of their OHL career's, there was still an air of uncertainty around the RBC Centre ahead of Friday's trade deadline.

“There's a weird vibe in the air with the deadline looming. I think everyone will be relieved to show up at the game (Friday night) knowing that that's our group moving forward and we can rally around that,” said head coach Trevor Letowski, who didn't hide his happiness at keeping Latta in a Sting uniform.

“We lean on him a lot, so to keep him here I think it's important knowing we have a few guys we can count on for leadership,” Letowski said, noting that the team got younger and a bit more inexperienced when they traded away Bryan Moore and Tyler Hore.

Standing between a match up between the Sarnia Sting and the Plymouth Whalers on Friday is the non-overage trade deadline, and director of hockey operations Bill Abercrombie said the Sting may make some moves before then.

“We've got a few things going on, nothing finalized though,” he said, adding that the team really doesn't have much left to do as far as they're concerned.

“We were really looking at moving Nick but it had to be the right spot and the right team, and we weren't going to do anything less,” he said.

“He's a big part of our team, a big leader on our team, and we're quite happy to have him here.”

Latta himself was relieved to not be going anywhere at the deadline.

“I heard the rumours and I'm not going to lie and say I wasn't worried. Now that the deadline has passed I'm happy to be finishing off my OHL career in Sarnia,” he said.

With the OA deadline over, the Sting are turning their attention to the direction they set forth with the acquisitions of Brandon Lindberg and Kevin Spinozzi – youth.

“It's tough. Nobody wants to give (younger players up). There are some good players out there and everyone wants to get them, but you don't want to give up a good player,” said Abercrombie.

And while the market might be a hard one, he noted that the Sting like their bargaining position.

“The best part about it is that there are some teams that are loading up and competing against each other. We've got some pieces (that they want) but if it's not right we won't do anything.”

Trade talk around the league had quieted down somewhat on Thursday afternoon, but the Sting front office didn't expect it to stay quiet for long.

“No question (more traction as we get closer to noon).All the big guys are firing at each other. Sudbury has picked up players, Erie has picked up players. You know Guelph is not done yet so we get to sit back and wait.”

And while the Sting war-room deliberated various trade possibilities, recently acquired defenceman Kevin Spinozzi had his first practice with the Sting, and said he immediately felt comfortable here.

“I'm excited. First game went well. I just want to help the team get as many W's as possible. We're a young squad and we're all in this together,” he said.

And while so much of the focus right now is on the noon deadline, Letowski was trying to keep tunnel vision on the match up against the Whalers, who sit in 8th place in the Western Conference.

“It's a big game points wise for us to fight our way back into the race, and you can say it's almost a must win for us.”

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. Plymouth Whalers

Friday, Jan 10, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Whalers are the Western Conference's only below .500 team to currently hold a playoff spot.

And despite a down year from the traditionally powerful Whalers, Plymouth is on a small winning streak, having been victorious in their last two games.

Also likely to be affected by the trade deadline, Plymouth is unsure if Chicago Blackhawk's draft pick Ryan Hartman will be suiting up for them on Friday night.

Just five points ahead of Sarnia in the standings, this Western Division battle will certainly be an exciting one.

Players to watch:

Carter Sandlak

20, LW, 18G, 12A, 37GP in 2013-2014

Sandlak was acquired by Plymouth prior to the season when they were still deciding if they had the pieces to make a deep playoff run or not.

Obviously unable to find a trade partner at the deadline, the Whalers will lean heavily on him for his leadership down the stretch as they make a push for the playoffs.

Sandlak has already set career high numbers for points, and will be playing with the edge he has known for as he looks to land a pro contract after this year.

Alex Nedeljkovic

18, G, 3.24GAA, .915SV%, 36GP in 2013-2014

The sophomore phenom has been one of the few bright spots for Plymouth this year.

Highly regarded as a first round draft pick in the upcoming NHL entry draft, Nedeljkovic has been playing lights out this year on a Plymouth team that has struggled, and his stats speak for themselves.

As the Whalers look to get important playoff points against the Sting, look to him to get the nod in net.
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Sarnia Sting defenceman Jeff King braces himself as the puck heads toward him and Sarnia String goaltender Brodie Barrick during first-period action Wednesday, Jan. 8, 2014 at the Essar Centre in Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. The Sting would fall 3-2 to the Greyhounds in a shootout. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY
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Despite dropping their sixth straight game, the Sarnia Sting walked away with a point in enemy territory on Wednesday night.

And even on the wrong end of a 3-2 loss to the Soo Greyhounds, head coach Trevor Letowski was extremely happy with his team's performance, one that he called a good, gritty road effot.

“We all pulled the rope, we pulled together as a team, there was a good atmosphere on the bench. Guys cared and they did the little things so it's hard to be disappointed,” he said.

The Sting got off to a quick start on the road, something that Letowski wanted the team to do, when Nikolay Goldobin scored on a slick little breakaway move at the 9:42 mark of the first period.

The goal was set up by Kevin Spinozzi, who was playing in his first game as a member of the Sarnia Sting after being acquired from the Greyhounds just 24 hours before.

Spinozzi was traded to Sarnia for defenceman Tyler Hore and forward Bryan Moore, and in what Letowski said was one of the most unique situations he had ever seen, Hore and Moore rode the Sting bus to the Soo for the game.

“I don't know if that had ever happened before. It was a pretty unique situation how it worked,” said Letowski with a chuckle.

He added “It was pretty unique but they were good. They were both professional about it and prepared for the game the just like our guys did.”

Also in a unique situation was Spinozzi, who had to show up at the arena and meet his new teammates just over an hour before the game.

“That's a tough situation for him to come and meet us just before the game. I thought he handled it really well,” said Letowski who noted that Spinozzi's hard-nosed, physical game was evident for the Sting right away.

Bryan Moore also made an immediate impact with his new club, assisting on Sault Ste. Marie's first goal that came at 6:53 of the third period.

Both clubs would trade goals after the game was knotted at one apiece, Sarnia's coming courtesy of Patrick White.

While the game was sent to overtime, it might never have gotten there if it wasn't for the play of goaltender Brodie Barrick.

“Brodie was our best player. He was outstanding, especially on the penalty kill. They had some grade A chances and he really stood tall,” Letowski said, adding “it's been tough mentally on him not playing a whole lot of hockey lately, and it said a lot to us for him to come in, bear down and give us a solid start.”

However, Barrick's heroics were not enough to seal a win, as the Hounds outscored Sarnia 3-2 in a five round shootout.

Sarnia returns home to play the Plymouth Whalers on Friday night at the RBC Centre. Puck drop for that game is scheduled for 7:05 p.m.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Anthony DeAngelo, who served the last game of a five game suspension, and Alexandre Renaud who is out indefinitely with mononucleosis.

Brodie Barrick got the start in net for Sarnia and made 42 saves on 44 shots

First star of the game went to Barrick, second star went to Sault Ste. Marie's Blake Speers with one goal, and third star went to Bryan Moore with an assist.
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On Tuesday night the Sarnia Sting acquired 17 year old defenceman Kevin Spinozzi from the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in exchange for forward Bryan Moore and rearguard Tyler Hore. Pictured above is Spinozzi in a game against the Saginaw Spirit on Dec. 31, 2013. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting got the ball rolling three days ahead of the OHL trade deadline.

Around 7:00 p.m. on Tuesday night, the Sting traded second year forward Bryan Moore, and sophomore defenceman Tyler Hore to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds for sophomore defenceman Kevin Spinozzi.

The deal is part of a Sarnia initiative to build a team around 1996 and 1997 born players.

In a press release, Bill Abercrombie, Director of Hockey Operations for the Sting, said “Kevin is a player we have coveted for quite some time. He is a high character player who will play valuable minutes for us immediately and for the next two seasons after this. We have a very strong group of young players which Kevin certainly adds to. We wish both Bryan and Tyler all the best and we are very excited to welcome Kevin into our organization.”

Spinozzi was the Hounds second round pick in the 2012 OHL priority selection.

In 63 career OHL games, Spinozzi has three goals and 12 assists and is a +17.

Tyler Hore, who was acquired by the Sting from the Oshawa Generals last season, said the trade caught him off guard.

“It was kind of mind boggling. After being picked up just last year I wasn't really expecting to be traded this season,” he said.

Despite his surprise, Hore said he was excited for the chance to go to Sault Ste. Marie, who is an honourable mention in the CHL's latest Top 10 rankings.

“I want to wish the boys here the best of luck, I'll really miss them, but right now I'm looking forward to getting onto a new team and trying to win a championship.”

Bryan Moore was not immediately available for comment.

The Sting travel to Sault Ste. Marie on Wednesday to take on the Greyhounds. Puck drop for that game is scheduled for 7:07 p.m.
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The Sarnia Sting are sticking to a plan at the OHL trade deadline, as speculation swirls around the future of overage forward Nick Latta, pictured holding off an Owen Sound Attack defender during a game in Sarnia on Friday, Oct. 18. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting are going into the 2014 OHL trade deadline with a plan.

And that plan revolves around a specific group of players.

“Our plan is surrounding the (players born in 1996). We feel like we had a very strong '97 draft, and now with Spinozzi, we like our 96 core,” said assistant general manager Mark Glavin.

Just prior to the Christmas break, the Sting acquired Brandon Lindberg, a 1996 born forward, to add to their class of 1996 born players that now includes Spinozzi, Vladislav Kodola, Patrick White, Matteo Ciccarelli, Zach Core, Jeff King, and Alexandre Renaud.

However, the Sting will be without the services of Renaud for an indefinite period of time.

The 17-year-old forward has mononucleosis it was announced on Tuesday and is out indefinitely, according to Glavin.

The Sting sent forward Bryan Moore in the trade to acquire Spinozzi and were blindsided with the loss of Renaud, but won't change their trade plans around it.

“We have a plan and we're not going to deviate from it based on a player having mono,” said Glavin.

And as of 4 p.m. Tuesday afternoon, that plan was in the tire kicking stages.

“I don't want to say we're just waiting around, but we're happy to get (the Spinozzi) deal done and if something else comes about then it happens,” Glavin said.

And as rumours swirled about Nick Latta being traded to Oshawa picked up, Glavin tried to quiet them.

“Right now there is nothing concrete on Nick. Like a number of our veteran players, talks are ongoing but at this time there is nothing concrete with Lats,” he said, but didn't hesitate to add “however, with just under 24 hours (until the overage deadline) who knows what will happen.”

The market for an overage forward is a dicey one according to Glavin.

“With an OA it's about finding the right fit. You're limited to the number of teams that are buying, as well as the number of teams that have an open spot or are looking to upgrade.”

While Oshawa is one of those teams, having just waived overager Brian Hughes, it is still not a certainty that a deal between Sarnia and Oshawa will happen.

With just less than 48 hours left in the OHL's trade deadline, any number of scenarios involving Sarnia are possible, not least of which is staying put.
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London Knights' forward Brett Welychka (number 27) looks for a lane to pass to teammate Michael McCarron during the third period of the Sarnia Sting vs London Knights game on New Year's Day in Sarnia. The Knights won the contest 8-6, and the Sarnia Sting are looking to rebound back against Kitchener on Friday night. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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2014 is barely 48 hours old and the Sarnia Sting have already acknowledged their in a dog fight.

Head coach Trevor Letowski said that, on the eve of their match up with the Kitchener Rangers, the Sarnia Sting need to know how important the points are becoming.

“This is a big hockey game for us if you look at the standings and we need to try to get some wins up on the board,” he said, adding “we watch the standings and know where we're at and it's us, Kitchener, and Plymouth battling right now.”

The Sting have travelled to the Kitchener Memorial Auditorium once already this year and fell 4-1 to the Rangers, in a game that Letowski says the Sting got worked over.

And while Kitchener may be behind the Sting in the standings, he doesn't want that to fool anyone.

“They're a good hockey team, especially in their own building and if we're not ready to play, that's what happens,” he said, referring to Sarnia's previous loss to the Rangers.

The Sting do have a win of their own against the Mid-West division basement dwellers, a 5-0 stomping in the RBC Centre.

The Sting have shown all season that they are an inconsistent hockey club, and their season series against the Rangers proves that.

“Our work ethic has to be more consistent,” said Letowski. “When we're going good we can be a pretty effective team, but we have trouble playing for 60 minutes.”

Letowski noted that may be hard for the young Sarnia team, as the Aud is one of the hardest rinks in the league to play in.

“It's a great rink, they get big crowds. It's a tough place to play in and we have to be ready to go right from the start,” he said.

One way the Sting can get off to a good start is by using their lethal special teams.

“It takes a lot of things to go right to get points, and a big part of our wins is our special teams,” said Letowski.

The Sting started off the year poorly on the powerplay but have since jumped up to 8th in the league and are operating at a 22.2% clip.

But the Sting can't rely just on their special teams Letowski said.

“We've figured out that we need a good effort from special teams, our goaltending and five on five. We can't have anybody as a passenger because when we do, it doesn't end well and that happened last time we were in Kitchener,” he said.

With the race to the playoffs growing shorter and shorter with every game, the Sting will need to have all of those things clicking now, especially against an opponent like Kitchener.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Kitchener Rangers

Friday, Jan. 3, 7:30 p.m. @ Kitchener Memorial Auditorium

How they're doing:

The Kitchener Rangers are the only team in the Western Conference with less points than the Sarnia Sting.

However, with two games in hand on Sarnia, the Rangers can pass them with a win on Friday night and will surely have that as motivation.

The Rangers may be without star Radek Faksa who was away with the Czech Republic at the World Juniors. However, with the Czech's losing to the Finns in the quarter finals on Thursday, there is a chance -albeit very, very minute – that he could be back in the line up against the Sting.

Players to watch:

Justin Bailey

18, RW, 14G, 11A, 36GP in 2013-2014

The Buffalo Sabres' second rounder in 2013 has struggled offensively for most of the year, but may have turned it around.

Bailey has four goals in Kitchener's last four games and is now just three goals away from tying his career high which he set last year.

Tied with Faksa and rookie Nick Magyar for the Rangers' points lead, Bailey will be trusted heavily with getting his squad past the Sting.

Nick Magyar

17, RW, 10G, 15A, 36GP in 2013-2014

Magyar has surprised people in his rookie campaign with the Rangers.

Very few thought he would leave a scholarship on the table and report to the OHL, but the draft eligible winger has certainly made the correct choice.

At 6'2 and 191 pounds he has a good sized frame that will fill out over time. With that and his obvious offensive skills, he is a player the Sting will definitely need to keep their eye on.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Sarnia loses to 402 rivals on New Year's Day 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 1, 2014 10:29:25 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Davis Brown (in yellow) and London Knights forward Ryan Rupert get tied up off of a draw in the third period of their game in Sarnia on New Year's Day. Despite Brown's first career hat trick, the Sting fell 8-6. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting forward Davis Brown (in yellow) and London Knights forward Ryan Rupert get tied up off of a draw in the third period of their game in Sarnia on New Year's Day. Despite Brown's first career hat trick, the Sting fell 8-6. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting rushed out to a 4-1 lead against the London Knights on New Year's Day.

Unfortunately for them, the final score would be much different.

For the second time in just over 24 hours, the Sting found themselves defeated by the London Knights, this time by a score of 8-6.

“That's obviously a frustrating loss,” said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski. “Any time you have a three goal lead at home you hope you can close that out.”

London opened the scoring in the second game of the home-and-home between the clubs with a powerplay tally from Matt Rupert, one of his four goals on the night.

After the London goal, the Sting reeled off four straight, forcing the Knights to yank start Jake Patterson before the first period was over. The team appeared to be motivated to avenge the loss in London on New Year's Eve, and Letowski said that “we came out ready to play again.”

However, London's Michael McCarron would get the Knights back within two before the period expired and the Sting entered the break with a 4-2 lead.

“That second goal when we were up 4-1 seemed to change the momentum of the game,” said Letowski.

London continued their momentum push early in the second period, with Chris Tierney scoring just 21 seconds in.

After London's third goal, it was Letowski's turn to switch goalies, with Taylor Dupuis going into the game for Brodie Barrick who gave up three goals on 12 shots.

London would tie the game at four before the teams traded goals to enter the third period all square at five.

Letowski said that because the Sting were not used to having three goal leads, that the team may have become a little bit complacent in the second period.

“That was a new experience for our guys and maybe to an extent (we got complacent). We're not used to having the lead early and that may have set in a little bit,” he said.

London opened the scoring in the 3rd to take a 6-5 lead and then wore the Sting down with a relentless forecheck and puck movement, going up 7-5 on Matt Rupert's 4th goal of the game before Davis Brown capped off his first career hattrick to bring the score to 7-6.

Brown was one of the few bright spots for the Sting in the game, and Letowski praised the small sniper saying he has the tools to turn into a consistent goal scorer.

A Chris Tierney empty net goal would finish off the scoring, in a game that Letowski said he couldn't be completely disappointed with.

“We weren't consistent for 60 minutes and you want to put points up so we're not happy about it, but we've got a young team so we just have to keep grinding away. We're not thrilled with the outcome (these past two games) but we were in both of them and had opportunities to get points,” he said.

Sarnia will have a day of practice on Thursday before returning to action on Friday night when they travel to Kitchener to take on the Rangers, who are just one point back of the Sting in the OHL's Western Conference Standings.

STING NOTES

Scratched for Sarnia was Anthony DeAngelo who was serving the third of a five game suspension.

First star of the game was London's Matt Rupert who had four goals. Second star went to Davis Brown with a hattrick, and third star was Michael McCarron who had a goal and three assists for the Knights.

Brodie Barrick got the start in net for Sarnia and made 9 saves on 12 shots. Taylor Dupuis game on in relief and stopped 19 of 23 shots.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia squad exceeding most pre-season prognostications 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Monday, December 23, 2013 2:26:57 EST PM  

Bryan Moore attempts to block a pass from an Oshawa Generals forward during the Sarnia Sting home opener on Friday, Sept. 20. That game marked the beginning of the Sting season, and at the Christmas break they sit with a 12-20-1-2 record and in 8th place in the OHL's Western Conference. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

Bryan Moore attempts to block a pass from an Oshawa Generals forward during the Sarnia Sting home opener on Friday, Sept. 20. That game marked the beginning of the Sting season, and at the Christmas break they sit with a 12-20-1-2 record and in 8th place in the OHL's Western Conference. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Sarnia Sting

The Sarnia Sting have entered the OHL's Christmas break in a spot not very many people expected them to be in — a playoff spot.

But head coach Trevor Letowski wasn't one of the doubters, even though he realizes the team has some holes.

“It's been challenging. We've lost some key players and our depth isn't that great to begin with,” he said, adding that they've been in tough some games.

However, the team has also showed glimpses of hope.

“Some nights I've been very happy with the team. We've also beaten some very good teams and I'm happy with that,” he said.

Assistant general manager Mark Glavin feels similarly about the club.

“I think the year has gone somewhat how we've expected,” he said, noting that in junior hockey you never really know what you'll get on any given night.

“We knew we were going to be a young team, and with the exception of a few nights we haven't been completely out of games,” he said.

The Sting have quite a bit of work to do over the second half of the season, especially in a tough Western Conference, but are in a position to make a push for the playoffs.

While some teams will do that by making big trades, the Sting are not going to go down that road.

“We're certainly not buyers,” Glavin said, adding “I don't think it's fair to classify us as sellers either. We're still looking to bring in quality players, but it makes sense for those players to be 17 years old, not 19.”

While some may see that as a team being okay with building for the future, Letowski says that is not the case.

“We always want to win more and that's why Andy (Delmore) and I do this job,” he said.

“As former players we have a tough time losing hockey games and overall there are positives to draw from and I hope we can keep developing these guys.”

Sarnia returns to action on Dec. 29 when they host the Owen Sound Attack. Puck drop for the Sunday game is 4:05 p.m.

Players to watch:

Anthony DeAngelo

18, D, 9G, 39A, 33GP in 2013-2014

Sarnia's stud defenceman has jumped up to number 16 in TSN's draft rankings for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Despite being recently released by Team USA's World Junior squad, DeAngelo is still one of the best junior defenders out there.

His offensive ability and skating are enough to wow anyone, and not only is he leading the league in points by a defender, he is 14th overall in the scoring race.

DeAngelo's quick temper has come to the forefront recently, and he will be facing a five-game suspension after the Christmas break.

Nikolay Goldobin

17, RW, 25G, 28A, 35GP in 2013-2014

Another draft eligible Sting player, Goldobin finds himself sitting at number five in the OHL's scoring race with 53 points.

When you consider that he had 68 as a rookie last year and is already approaching that number, it is easy to see why he is so highly thought of.

Goldobin ranks 35th in TSN's draft rankings, but could climb higher.

The biggest knock on him is his two-way play, but that can be overcome if he continues to put up lights out numbers.

By the numbers:

Record: 12-20-1-2

Points: 27

Place: 8th in Western Conference

Transactions:

Sept. 17 – Sixth-round draft pick in 2015 to Sudbury for Taylor Dupuis

Sept. 19 – Alex Basso to London for two third-round (2014) picks and a second-round pick (2015)

Oct. 29 – Brett Hargrave to Owen Sound for fourth-round pick (2014), third-round pick (2017) and a conditional second-round pick (2016)

Nov. 13 – Craig Duininck and a tenth-round pick (2014) to Sudbury for Jim McDowell and a second-round pick (2014)

Dec. 16 – Fourth-round pick (2014) and a tenth-round pick (2017) to Saginaw for Brandon Lindberg

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia Sting's Jeff King is overtime hero 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, December 18, 2013 10:24:03 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting's Zachary Core checks Owen Sound Attack's Holden Cook into the side boards during first period OHL hockey action at the Lumley Bayshore on Wednesday in Owen Sound. Jeff King scored the winner in a 3-2 overtime victory for Sarnia. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).

Sarnia Sting's Zachary Core checks Owen Sound Attack's Holden Cook into the side boards during first period OHL hockey action at the Lumley Bayshore on Wednesday in Owen Sound. Jeff King scored the winner in a 3-2 overtime victory for Sarnia. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).
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Jeff King couldn’t have picked a better time to score his first career OHL goal.

With 13.8 seconds left in overtime, the rookie defender scored to give Sarnia a 3-2 win over the Owen Sound attack on Wednesday night.

“Defencemen don’t score a lot of goals in overtime so for him to get his first of his career in such an important situation is great for a young player,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

The game started slowly, with neither team scoring until the third period, when Sarnia’s Nick Latta pocketed his 21st of the year on a powerplay.

Owen Sound responded less than two minutes later thanks to the first of a pair of goals by Gilbert Gabor.

Down 2-1, Nikolay Goldobin tried to feed the puck cross ice to Nick Latta, but it bounced off of an Attack defender and into the net for the Russian’s 24th goal of the year.

Goldobin, who led all OHL rookies in scoring with 68 points last season, had two assists on the night as well to bring his Sting leading point total to 52 through 34 games.

Letowski said that there were many positives to take out of the game on Wednesday night, arguably the most important being the level of compete everyone on the team showed.

“That is the way we want our team to play. We want them to get to that level every night,” he said, adding “we had everyone going and it’s not easy to get that on the same night. We felt we didn’t have passengers (Wednesday) and we got rewarded for it.”

The game against Owen Sound saw two fresh faces in Sarnia’s line up. Bryan Moore returned from a suspension and chipped in with an assist, while newly acquired sophomore Brandon Lindberg made a big impression the coaching staff.

“I really liked his game. He played very hard for us,” Letowski said, noting that his fight against Gabor and his overall physical play was exactly what the team was looking for.

Sarnia will continue their road swing with their final game of the season against Barrie on Thursday night, and will get an extra boost to the line up.

Anthony DeAngelo was released from Team USA’s World Junior Camp on Wednesday, and will travel to Barrie to take on the Colts with Sarnia.

While the Sting get a stud defender back, the Colts will be without theirs in Aaron Ekblad – a trade off Letowski is glad to take.

“Anthony is such an important player for us and getting him in their obviously helps us,” Letowski said.

He also added “for our team it is important to play hard, and we’ve had a tough time backing up big wins so that will be the challenge on Thursday.”

The Sting will get a seven day break after the game against Barrie before returning to action against Owen Sound on Sunday, Dec. 29 in Sarnia.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Matteo Ciccarelli and Ryan Vendramin. Ciccarelli is still out with a shoulder injury but was cleared for contact on Tuesday, Dec. 17.

Alex Carnevale cleared waivers after being placed on them Wednesday.

Taylor Dupuis started in net for Sarnia and made 38 saves on 40 shots.

First star of the game was Owen Sound’s Gilbert Gabor with two goals. Taylor Dupuis was second star, and former Sarnia and current Owen Sound netminder Brandon Hope was third star.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Barrie Colts

Thursday, Dec. 19, 7:30 p.m. @ The Barrie Molson Centre

How they’re doing:

The Colts currently sit in 4th place in the weaker Eastern Conference, but are a team that should be feared at all times.

Fortunately for the Sting, the Colts will be without captain and stud defenceman Aaron Ekblad while he is away patrolling the blueline for Team Canada prior to the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championships.

Barrie has struggled a little bit recently, going just 4-5-0-1 in their last 10, but are coming off of a win and will be looking to get valuable points against an out-of-conference opponent.

Players to watch:

Garret Hooey

19, C, 16G, 12A, 32GP in 2013-2014

The Barrie Colts acquired the highly sought after forward from Belleville for a fairly cheap cost.

While Hooey only has one point in his three games so far for Barrie, he is big physical player that can chip in offensively when asked to.

Hooey was originally a draft pick of the Sarnia Sting in 2010 but only played his rookie season for the club before being traded to the Bulls.

Andreas Athanasiou

19, LW, 15G, 26A, 31GP in 2013-2014

Athanasiou has been one of three former London Knights players that is seeing a big role on his new team.

Like Hooey, he was a 2010 draft pick, and is in a position to really help the Colts in a run to the playoffs this year.

Barrie’s trip to Sarnia earlier in the season saw Athanasiou make plays that seemed far, far too easy but were indicative of his elite skill set.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sting have two games left before OHL break 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Tuesday, December 17, 2013 3:10:35 EST PM  
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The Sarnia Sting are entering the home stretch before the OHL’s Christmas break.

They have two games left, and both are on the road, starting in Owen Sound on Wednesday night.

The Sting, reeling from a rough loss at home to Kingston on Saturday night, are going into the games fresh off of a pair of transactions.

On Monday, the Sting acquired second year forward Brandon Lindberg from the Saginaw Spirit in exchange for a pair of draft picks, and on Tuesday, the team released overage forward Erik Robichaud.

Assistant general manager Mark Glavin said the releasing of Robichaud, whom he called a stand up player, was done in order to get their younger players more ice time.

The Sting will also see the return of Bryan Moore to the lineup. Moore finished serving his eight-game suspension on Saturday night and is expected to immediately go back to his spot on the top line with Nick Latta and Nikolay Goldobin.

Head coach Trevor Letowski said he was excited about the new look line up after some shuffling of players and the return of Moore.

“It’s going to be different. Lindberg is a kid that we’re pretty excited about,” he said, adding that getting Moore back will significantly help the team.

Sarnia travels to Owen Sound on Wednesday to face off against the Attack for the first time since the Sting traded former first round pick Brett Hargrave to them.

Letowski is focusing solely on the match up against the Attack though.

“They play hard in their building. It’s a small ice surface and they play physically and fast. It’ll be challenging for us,” he said.

Letowski said he and the coaching staff are hoping to get the most of their players this week, by reinforcing that the break is just a few days away and they get a mental rest soon.

“We’ve talked about it. A lot of times when I speak to the team I try to put myself in their shoes, and I remember in junior how much I looked forward to going home,” he said.

“It’s on their mind but we just have to find a way mentally to finish strong.”

Game time for Wednesday’s contest is scheduled for 7:00 p.m.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Owen Sound Attack

Wednesday, Dec. 18, 7:00 p.m. @ Bayshore Community Centre

--- --- ---

HOW THEY’RE DOING:

The Attack sit in 6th place in the Western Conference with 39 points in 34 games, and are playing exceptionally well as of late.

7-2-0-1 in their last 10 games have them on a roll going into the OHL’s break, and will put them in a good position just before the trade deadline.

13 points ahead of 8th spot in the West, Owen Sound has all but secured a playoff spot already.

PLAYERS TO WATCH

Brett Hargrave

17, RW, 3G, 6A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Hargrave has seen a limited amount of success in Owen Sound since demanding a trade from Sarnia.

The big right winger still plays a fairly soft game for his size and is getting much the same ice time he was while a member of the Sting.

In his first game against his opposing team, he will either step up, or have former teammates step it up against him.

Gemel Smith

19, C, 23G, 15A, 34GP in 2013-2014

Gemel Smith is easily Owen Sound’s best player.

In his fourth season with the club, Smith is well on his way to having his best year points wise, and has made himself very attractive to teams looking to upgrade for a playoff run.

He almost single handedly burned Sarnia in Owen Sound’s visit to the RBC Centre earlier this year, and will be the focus of the Sting defence on Wednesday.
HOCKEY: Gritty two-way forward on his way to Sarnia

Sting acquire centre from Saginaw 


Observer staff

 Monday, December 16, 2013 1:32:50 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo, left, rips a slap shot while Saginaw Spirit forward Brandon Lindberg looks on Thursday, March 14, 2013 at the RBC Centre in Sarnia, Ont. (QMI Agency file photo)

Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo, left, rips a slap shot while Saginaw Spirit forward Brandon Lindberg looks on Thursday, March 14, 2013 at the RBC Centre in Sarnia, Ont. (QMI Agency file photo)
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The Sarnia Sting have traded a pair of draft picks for a young centre from the Saginaw Spirit.

Director of Hockey Operations Bill Abercrombie announced that the hockey club sent a 2014 fourth round pick (Owen Sound's) and a 2017 tenth round pick to the Spirit for Brandon Lindberg.

The 17-year-old centre registered 14 points in 61 games last season.

“We like Brandon a lot. He scored eight goals and had 14 points as an underage and we feel he was the victim this year of playing on a very deep veteran Spirit team," Abercrombie said.

"He is a gritty centre who we project to be a very good two-way player for us. We are looking to build this team with talented young players and he fits that bill for us.”

Lindberg was originally Saginaw’s fifth round pick out of the Waterloo Wolves AAA program in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.
Last second goal seals victory 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, December 13, 2013 10:39:50 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Nikita Korostelev has a backhand shot tipped by Plymouth Whalers forward Danny Vanderwiel during the third period of their game on Friday, Dec. 13 in Sarnia. The Sting won 3-2 on a last second goal by Nikolay Goldobin. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting forward Nikita Korostelev has a backhand shot tipped by Plymouth Whalers forward Danny Vanderwiel during the third period of their game on Friday, Dec. 13 in Sarnia. The Sting won 3-2 on a last second goal by Nikolay Goldobin. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The hockey gods were seemingly smiling on the Sarnia Sting on Friday night.

After enduring a bevy of last minute losses early in the season, Sarnia got a lucky goal with just 8 seconds left to secure a 3-2 victory over the Plymouth Whalers.

“It was an exciting way to end that game,” said Sarnia head coach Trevor Letowski.

“The first forty minutes were a quiet, boring game with not a lot of scoring chances and they just happened to be up,” he added.

Ryan Hartman got the Whalers on the board first with an unassisted marker 7:25 into the game. It would be only goal of the opening period and of the game until Connor Chatham increased the Plymouth lead at the 11:31 mark of the second frame.

Sarnia came out with a bit more energy in the third, and scored all three of their goals in the game's final stanza.

“After the second we wanted to push the pace and get more aggressive. I thought we played a solid third period,” said Letowski, who noted that the team's resiliency showed again on Friday night.

Sarnia's scoring got started when Alexandre Renaud tipped a Josh Chapman shot that fooled Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic just over three minutes in to the period.

Sarnia wouldn't score again until the final minute, when the Sting pulled goaltender Taylor Dupuis for an extra attacker, and Nikolay Goldobin found the back of the net with a quick snapshot.

Things appeared headed to overtime after Goldobin's goal with 55 seconds remaining, but a broken play turned into the game winner.

Goldobin fired the puck out front of the net looking for a tip and he got one – off of Plymouth's Gianluca Curcuruto. With just eight ticks left on the clock Sarnia found themselves up 3-2, which would be the game's final score.

Letowski said he was happy with getting the win, but was not happy with the game as a whole.

“I wasn't happy after the first. I wasn't happy after the second, but we have to give our guys credit. We were down by two and it says a lot about the group to get the win,” he said.

The win put Sarnia into 8th place in the OHL's western conference with 25 points. Plymouth also has 25 points, but have played one more game than Sarnia.

Letowski is cognizant of that and said that the team needs to continue to push forward on Saturday night when they are home to Kingston.

“We have to build on that third period and play on our toes. We need to play with pace and if we do that we can get some momentum going,” he said.

STING NOTES

First star of the game was Nikolay Goldobin with two goals. Second star went to Plymouth's Connor Chatham who had one goal, and third star went to Alexandre Renaud who scored his second of the season to spark the Sarnia comeback.

Taylor Dupuis started in net for the Sting and made 14 saves on 16 shots.

Scratched for Sarnia were Bryan Moore, Matteo Ciccarelli, Nick Sproviero, and Ryan Vendramin.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs Kingston Frontenacs

Saturday, Dec. 14, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Frontenacs jumped out to an unbelievable start to the season but have since cooled off slightly.

They sit in 3rd place in the OHL's Eastern Conference with 35 points through 29 games.

This is a team loaded with young talent that will be looking to make a push for the Eastern Conference title this season and next.

Their roadtrip started with a 5-4 overtime loss against Niagara on Friday and will continue in London on Sunday.

Players to watch:

Sam Bennett

17, C, 18G, 25A, 29GP in 2013-2014

Bennett is one of the more highly touted prospects for the upcoming NHL entry draft and is considered a playmaking pivot.

In his second year in the OHL, he already has three more points than he did in his rookie season in 31 less games. The Fronts rely heavily on a skilled attack and a fast paced game, and Bennett leads this from the front along with linemates Spencer Watson and Henri Ikonen.

Roland McKeown

17, D, 4G, 15A, 30GP in 2013-2014

Another projected first round pick on the Frontenacs roster, McKeown leads their defensive core much the same way Anthony DeAngelo leads the Sting.

Although he stands 6'2 and tips the scales at just under 200 pounds, McKeown is an agile skater plays a significant role in the Frontenacs breakout.

He, like many Fronts players, is still young though and the Sting can wear him down with an aggressive forecheck.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Goaltender excelling in new role for Sarnia Sting 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, December 13, 2013 2:55:49 EST PM  

Goaltender Taylor Dupuis leads the Sarnia Sting onto the ice for their game against the Guelph Storm on Dec. 8, 2013. The Sting had an uncertain goaltending situation at the start of the season, and Dupuis has come in and provided some stability for the club. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

Goaltender Taylor Dupuis leads the Sarnia Sting onto the ice for their game against the Guelph Storm on Dec. 8, 2013. The Sting had an uncertain goaltending situation at the start of the season, and Dupuis has come in and provided some stability for the club. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY
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At the start of the season the Sarnia Sting had two goaltenders that had played a combined 26 games in the OHL.

To say there were some concerns about the net would be an understatement.

Taylor Dupuis has put those concerns to bed.

“There were a lot of unknowns about (Dupuis). He just hadn't played a lot of games and we made that acquisition to make it competitive for Brodie (Barrick) and him to earn playing time,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

At the 31-game mark of the season, Letowski says Dupuis has exceeded expectations.

“He's come in and done everything we ever could have asked and even more. He's proven to be a number one goalie in the league.”

Dupuis was acquired by Sarnia on Sept. 17 from the Sudbury Wolves for Mississauga's 6th round pick in the 2015 OHL priority selection.

Before arriving in Sarnia, he had played 18 games for the Wolves and posted a 3.99 goals against average and an .881 save percentage.

As the Sting's number one goalie, he has already played 22 games this season and has backed it up with a .907 save percentage, good for 11th in the league. And this on a team that has a combined save percentage of .890.

Dupuis says that while he was surprised about the trade it has given him an opportunity that he wouldn't have had in Sudbury.

“I was upset at first because of the guys I was leaving in Sudbury, but I was also excited. I knew about the goalie situation here and that there would be a chance to play a big role,” he said.

“There weren't too many expectations and I was hoping to prove that the Sting picked up a good goalie.”

On a young Sarnia team, Dupuis says development is something the squad is focusing on and acknowledges that his development has taken a huge leap forward this season, thanks in large part to goalie coach Dave Rook.

“It's amazing what he's done (for me),” said Dupuis. “The biggest thing with Dave is I'm able to talk to him about anything. Overall he's been huge.”

Rook says that Dupuis ascension to the spot of starting goalie is due in large part to his competitive nature.

“Dupes is a very mature kid and has a ton of focus. But the biggest thing is his compete level. He battles on every shot, even if he's out of it but he finds that last bit of effort to make the save,” he said.

Letowski echoed Rook's statement about his netminder's competitiveness.

“Even in practice he doesn't like to get scored on, and I like that about him,” said Letowski.

While Dupuis has settled into his role as Sarnia's number one netminder, he says that he hasn't become complacent.

“That's the thing with having a partner like Brodie. He's never going to stop working, and knowing that he's pushing to get better will make me become better. It's going to benefit both of us,” he said, something that Letowski agrees with.

“It's tough sometimes because Brodie has given us some quality starts. He's working hard and we notice that,” the head coach said.

For now though, it's Dupuis' net and the second year goaltender has certainly earned it.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia Sting beat North Bay on the road 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, December 5, 2013 9:56:47 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting goaltender Taylor Dupuis makes a late period save against North Bay Battalion defender Miles Liberati in the first frame of their game on Thursday, Dec. 5. The Sting would win the game 5-3. PJ WILSON/QMI AGENCY 
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Sarnia Sting head coach Trevor Letowski wanted his team to get out to a quick start on their weekend set of three games in four nights.

With a 5-3 victory over the North Bay Battalion on Thursday night, they did just that.

“That was a great effort from that line up against a good phyiscal team. We showed a lot of resiliency,” said Letowski.

Sarnia was missing two of their top line forwards in Nick Latta and Bryan Moore, both in the midst of suspensions, as well as a key defender in Josh Chapman who is also serving a suspension.

Despite the depleted the line up, the Sting battled hard all night as Letowski put it.

They trailed twice in the first period, and gave up a game tying goal with just under four minutes to play, but were able to find a way to win in regulation thanks in large part to the play of Nikolay Goldobin, Daniel Nikandrov, and Nikita Korostelev.

Goldobin and Korostelev both had two goals on the night, while Korostelev also had a pair of assists to go along with his stellar performance.

“Nikita was a horse for us. He's a dangerous player and looked very comfortable there,” Letowski said of his rookie forward.

Korostelev and Nikandrov were thrust onto the first line with Goldobin in the absence of Moore and Latta, and the coach said that they rose to the challenge, combining for 10 points between the three of them.

“You don't ever expect a huge night (like they had), but they're all good players on their own and when you put three good players together you hope for the best,” he said.

Goldobin had both of his goals in the first period, while Korostelev scored his at timely points in the third before Nikandrov cemented the win with an empty netter.

The win comes at a good time, as the Sting were coming off of back to back losses, and now head into a Friday night match up against Sudbury with some momentum.

“Hopefully we can get some confidence and go into (Friday) and sneak one out there. Sudbury is a tough place to play, they're a skilled team and we'll need a big effort from everyone to get some points,” Letowski said.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Joshua Chapman (suspended), Nick Latta (suspended), Bryan Moore (suspended), and Matteo Ciccarelli (upper body injury).

Latta and Chapman's suspensions were not made official by the league, but the Sting said they were expecting them to each be three games, meaning they would both return on Sunday against Guelph.

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net for the Sting and made 41 saves on 43 shots.

Nikita Korostelev was the game's third star with two goals and two assists. The second star went to North Bay's Nick Paul, who had two goals. Nikolay Goldobin was the first star of the contest with two goals and an assist.

ON TAP:

Sarnia Sting @ Sudbury Wolves

Friday, Dec. 6, 7:30 p.m. @ Sudbury Community Arena

How they're doing:

The Sudbury Wolves sit atop the Eastern Conference's Central Division with 32 points. This puts them in second place in the East overall, trailing the conference leading Oshawa Generals by nine points.

Sudbury is currently on a three game winning streak, with wins over bottom feeders Ottawa and Niagara coming after a close 3-2 shootout win over the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

Sudbury beat Sarnia 6-3 in their match up in Sarnia earlier this year.

Players to watch:

Craig Duininck

20, D, 7G, 12A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Sarnia's captain to start the year, Duininck has only played in eight games for the Wolves, but has three goals and six assists for his new team, which is impressive when you consider he only had four goals and six assists in 20 games for the Sting.

Duininck's offensive ability has somewhat come out of nowhere, but the Wolves have to be excited about it and will look to take advantage of it against the Sting.

This game may also be a chance for overage defender to body around some of his former teammates the way he did to other teams' players.

Matthew Campagna

19, C, 9G, 35A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Never drafted to the NHL, Campagna is looking for a free agent contract with his point production this year. The pass-first player is taking full advantage of Nathan Pancel and Nick Baptiste's shoot-first mentality.

Sudbury's first line has combined for 124 points this year, and with the Sting missing key parts of their line up, the Wolves big line may pounce.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun
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Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo was named to Team USA's World Junior Championship selection camp roster on Tuesday, Dec. 4. He's pictured here warming up for practice, while assistant coach Andy Delmore works on drills with goalie Taylor Dupuis in the background. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY

Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo was named to Team USA's World Junior Championship selection camp roster on Tuesday, Dec. 4. He's pictured here warming up for practice, while assistant coach Andy Delmore works on drills with goalie Taylor Dupuis in the background. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Sarnia Sting

In a week where the Sarnia Sting were waiting to hear the extent of the suspensions to Joshua Chapman and Nick Latta, they instead got some good news.

Assistant captain, and the OHL's leading point scoring defenceman Anthony DeAngelo was one of 26 players named to Team USA's selection camp for the upcoming World Junior Hockey Championships.

The announcement came early Wednesday morning, and both DeAngelo and Sting coach Trevor Letowski said they couldn't be happier.

“I'm pretty excited,” said DeAngelo.

“I didn't play very well in the summer camp but I knew if I played the right way I could get back on the team's radar and it seems I did that. Now I just want to go and earn a final spot.”

Letowski, who won a World Junior gold medal with Team Canada in 1997, said DeAngelo's summer disappointment was a good thing for him.

“He probably remembers the disappointment of being let go, and it's a credit to (Anthony). He's done everything he possibly could to get back into this position and he's earned everything,” Letowski said.

Before DeAngelo leaves for the camp, which begins Sunday, Dec. 15 in Minneapolis, Minnesota and ends on Dec. 23 in Sweden, he says his focus is solely on the Sarnia Sting.

“I'm thinking about our games on Thursday, Friday and Sunday. I won't think about it until next week when I leave (for camp).”

Also on Wednesday, DeAngelo was named the OHL defenceman of the month for November.

The Sting have a mini road trip this week, with a jaunt up to North Bay to play the Battalion on Thursday night before travelling to Sudbury to take on former Sting captain Craig Duininck and the Sudbury Wolves on Friday night.

“North Bay has been struggling a little bit, and we don't see them a lot. It's a little different going up there and we need to worry about our identity, plugging away and being tight defensively,” said Letowski.

He added that the team has been in the mindset of every game is a must win game for a while now, and needs to take that same approach to the games this weekend.

DeAngelo said the Sting need to remember their last loss against the Battalion and use it as motivation.

“Last time they played us they outworked us. We're similar teams and we have to play the way we played in the third period against Windsor for 60 minutes to win the game,” he said.

Sarnia's next home game is on Sunday against the Guelph Storm at 4:05 p.m.

The game is Sarnia's 16th annual Teddy Bear Toss, where fans are encouraged to bring a stuffed animal to throw on the ice after the Sting's first goal.

The Salvation Army will donate all stuffed animals to various charities throughout Sarnia-Lambton.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ North Bay Battalion

Thursday, Dec. 5, 7:00 p.m. @ North Bay Memorial Garden

How they're doing:

Despite being two games below .500, the Battalion are in sixth place in the weaker Eastern Conference.

They blanked Kitchener 4-0 in their last outing to snap a losing streak, and will be eager to continue that against the Sarnia Sting.

Both teams have been struggling as of late, and an out of conference match up is important, but for the Battalion – who sit in a playoff spot – the chance to gain points will be huge.

Sarnia ought to come out fired up, as it will be there first trip to the legendary North Bay Memorial Garden since the team moved to Brampton in 2002.

Players to watch:

Barclay Goodrow

20, RW, 13G, 12A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Goodrow is the Battalion captain and for good reason. The overager has been a steady producer and leader while spending his entire career with the Battalion franchise.

He is currently on pace for 61 points this year, which would be nine more than his career best, but despite being North Bay's leading scorer, he brings mostly a physical presence to the squad.

At 6'2, 215 pounds, Goodrow will be hard to handle for a Sarnia team that is reeling from suspensions.

Blake Clarke

17, LW, 1G, 1A, 14GP in 2013-2014

Clarke has largely been a disappointment for the Battalion this year.

After being a first round pick in the 2012 OHL priority selection, he exploded for 51 points as rookie last season, but has not come even close to that this year.

However, he is still ranked at 37th on TSN's 2014 draft watch, and has the ability to start producing at any time.

While in the midst of the sophomore slump, Clarke is still a dangerous asset for the Battalion.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun
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COLLEGE HOCKEY: Hutton makes his mark at Maine 

The Ontario-born defenseman has the most goals at his position in the nation.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — There is a piece of family lore that Ben Hutton only recently learned.

Apparently, as a beginning hockey player he was struggling with his skating, even when using a chair for assistance. Things came to a head one day when Hutton threw a tantrum while exiting the ice, smashing his stick.

“I guess after the Christmas break, I came back and something clicked. The hockey gods helped me out and I was one of the better skaters on the ice,” Hutton said.

“I don’t remember it. My parents told me this when I was home for Christmas.”

It’s certainly hard to conceive of a time when the Maine sophomore was sluggish on his skates. Hutton’s 10 goals are more than any other defenseman in the nation. Six have come on the power play. Two have been game-winners. And he’s added 12 assists to become one of the most potent scorers at his position in school history.

He’ll be key to the Black Bears’ efforts again as they host Merrimack at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday.

Hutton has come a long way from the wobbly toddler in Prescott, Ontario, to 2012 draft pick of the Vancouver Canucks. Even his blue-line partner at Maine, senior Brice O’Connor, admits he’s sometimes in awe.

“He’s younger than me but he’s still someone I look up to with the things he can do on the ice,” O’Connor said. “He has an NHL future, no question. It’s really just how much he wants to put into it, and the sky’s the limit for him.”

KNOWS THE SCORE 

Hutton grew up playing forward, and it shows. He didn’t make the switch to defense until age 16, when his junior team, Kemptville of the Central Canada Hockey League, was underperforming. Hutton told his coach that he thought he could be a bigger factor on the blue line, and the coach agreed.

“I make a good first pass out of the zone. I can help out both offensively and defensively,” Hutton said. “My heart’s a defenseman now.”

By 2012, Hutton was helping his new CCHL team, Nepean, win a title. He scored 13 points in 18 playoff games.

He had committed to Maine already, and wasn’t overly hopeful of being selected in the NHL draft after being passed over the first year he was eligible.

So when draft day arrived, he grabbed a couple of buddies and headed out on a fishing excursion.

“Sure enough, after I reeled in a bass, I got a call from Vancouver saying, ‘Hey, listen, we just drafted you,’” Hutton recalled. “And then my phone just started blowing up. My parents were watching. And then when I got back, there was a nice celebration waiting for me.

“I was already having a good day, because I caught the bass. It’s what every kid dreams about, just getting the opportunity to go to an NHL camp.”

Hutton was the Canucks’ fifth-round pick.

He has since attended two of their prospect camps, gaining confidence in his ability to compete at the pro level while also garnering tips from the Canucks’ coaching staff about what he needs to improve on at Maine. The team occasionally sends a scout to a Black Bears game for further instruction.

“They’ll say, ‘Hey, really work on your first three steps,’ or ‘Work on that first pass out of the zone,’” Hutton said.

“After the game you’re like, ‘You know what? Now that you think about it, I should have done that better.’”

POWER POINT PRODUCTION 

Hutton was thrust into a prominent role immediately at Maine, scoring 15 points as a freshman and even seeing time on the power play. 

(Continued on page 2)
Continued from page 1)

He battled a severe case of nerves in his college debut, at home against Quinnipiac. But it was eased on his first shift, when he found himself with the puck in the neutral zone and prepared to dump it in and head back to the bench.

“There’s a guy coming right at me, and I shoot it in to try to take the hit. I don’t know what happened, if he caught an edge or something, but he came into me, he just went flying down, and I heard the crowd, They all went crazy,” Hutton said. “I was like, ‘All right, this is college hockey.’ ”

Hutton stands 6-foot-3, 200 pounds, and he’s capable of delivering big hits. But he gets much more notoriety for his offense. His coach, Red Gendron, doesn’t think that is necessarily fair.

“He’s got a great stick, and he’s got a great feel for the game. Obviously, he can skate,” Gendron said. “But there have been moments this year, on the penalty kill and other defensive situations, he’s been incredible. Basically, most nights he and Brice O’Connor play against the other team’s best players.”

Hutton and O’Connor were paired together briefly at the beginning of last season, before the former wound up with senior Mike Cornell. This year, he and O’Connor have been practically joined at the hip from the outset of camp.

O’Connor, the team captain, is constantly described as “reliable.” He is more of a traditional stay-at-home defenseman, although his offensive skills may be just as overlooked as Hutton’s defense. But it is O’Connor’s steady play that has allowed Hutton some freedom to roam, to join rushes with a clear conscience.

“Hutts is more creative and can pull some of those moves that I couldn’t pull off. But it’s all about reading each other. When you can do that, that’s when defensemen can really elevate their game,” O’Connor said.

“He’s impressive, though. Some stuff, like in the defensive zone, he’s coming around the net and picking the puck out of the scrum and he’ll do a spinorama between the legs and make a soft, easy pass right up to the wing. I always think if I was in that situation, I would have just went hard off the glass. But he’s got the poise and that confidence to stay calm, stay composed and sort of work his way out of a situation, make the smart play.”

Hutton has been working on getting stronger especially in the lower body. He can feel the difference when he’s battling for the puck in the corners of the rink. But he still wants to be a more explosive skater, to accelerate faster.

Gendron said he would like to see Hutton add some velocity to his slapshot, and to get it off quicker. Gendron has no doubt that Hutton will put in the work.

All hockey players have superstitions. Hutton has two. He kisses the inside of his jersey as he’s putting it on, and he and fellow sophomore Devin Shore have a ritualistic handshake they perform just before they step onto the ice.

It’s working out for Hutton and the Black Bears this season. They stand 13-10-3, tied for fourth in Hockey East with six games remaining. They finally earned a road victory last weekend at Notre Dame, just in time for a key series at Northeastern next weekend.

Hutton predicted the breakthrough against the Fighting Irish, and said he is happy to prove people wrong. Like those who still doubt his skills as a defender.

“If people think that way, I’m going to surprise them when they come down on me and we’ll have the puck going the other way,” Hutton said.

“I don’t mind that.”

Boston will be without Chara tonight against Blues
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St. Louis Blues left wing Brenden Morrow (left) reacts after scoring as referee Marc Joannette signals in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Ottawa Senators on Tuesday, Feb. 4, 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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There will be a little something missing when the Blues meet the Boston Bruins tonight at Scottrade Center.

Well, actually, a big something.

Boston's 6-foot-9, 255-pound defenseman, Zdeno Chara, will not be in the Boston lineup. He has already headed to Sochi, Russia, where he will carry the Slovakian flag at the Olympic's opening ceremonies.

“We are really happy for him," Bruins forward Jarome Iginla told the Boston Globe in this story. "Love to have him in the lineup, but we are glad to see him have that moment. It’s really once in a lifetime."

Suffice it to say that the Blues are happy as well — or should we say "in favor" of the former Norris Trophy winner making the trip.

"Yeah, really in favor," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock joked. "We talked about that...first of all, it's a really classy move. I think it speaks volumes of the organization to allow a player to do that. It also show you why the Olympics means so much to players, because it's the first and only time an NHL player gets to feel like he's an athlete, not an entertainer. And the players yearn for that. They want to just go and play hockey, want to be part of a team.

"And for a guy like Chara to be able to go and carry his flag, that's one of the biggest honors you can get as an athlete. The Bruins allowing him to do that is pretty significant. I think it goes a lot ways."

There is a St. Louis angle to this story: In Chara's absence, Boston will turn to defenseman David Warsofsky, a fourth-round draft pick of the Blues in 2008. He was traded to the Bruins in 2010 in exchange for Vladimir Sobotka.

Warsofsky has spent the past three seasons playing in the American Hockey League. His first NHL action came earlier this season, playing in four games, including his last on Dec. 28.

"He's been good," Boston coach Claude Julien said. "Every game he's played for us so far this year, he's gotten better and better. He's a good skater, a great puck-moving defenseman. His mobility is good. He's a young player that we think is up-and-coming and it's just a matter of time before he sets himself up in the NHL for good."

Warsofsky's next opportunity comes tonight. So will he step in and fill the minutes of Chara, who ranks No. 14 in the NHL in ice time with 24 minutes, 57 seconds?

"Yeah, I don't think I can count that high, how many minutes he usually plays," Warsofsky said. "I just want to play my game and I think the whole (defensive) core will step up. I'm looking forward to it."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-Chris Stewart

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-T.J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Derek Roy-Dmitrij Jaskin

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

BRUINS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Loui Eriksson

Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Defensemen

David Warsofsky-Dougie Hamilton

Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Goalie

Tuukka Rask

***

TARASENKO QUESTIONABLE

Blues forward Vladimir Tarasenko did not practice this morning and will be a game-time decision due to flu-like symptoms, according to Hitchcock.

Tarasenko was banged up in Tuesday's game against Ottawa and it's not known whether that is also playing a role in his absence.

"Tarasenko has got flu-like symptoms so he was left at home ... I don't think he'll play tonight," Hitchcock said. "We haven't lost Tarasenko yet. He's still got the rest of the day."

With or without Tarasenko, the Blues plan to insert Dmitrij Jaskin into the lineup tonight. If he suits up, Jaskin will be playing his first NHL game in front of his father, Alexey, and his brother, Mikhail.

Both his dad and brother were at Tuesday's game and let's just say that the 6-foot-3 Jaskin looked undersized standing next to them. His dad is similar in height, but has a broad shoulders and his brother is 6-5.

Is Dmitrij done growing?

"I hope so," Dmitrij said. "I don't want to be tall. I think it's enough. I didn't really grow the last couple of years. It's hard to handle the puck and hard to handle your legs. I don't want to change anything."

 ***

MORROW'S MILESTONE

Blues forward Brenden Morrow will play in his 900th career NHL game tonight. 

"I've fooled a lot of people for a long time when you've got that many games here," Morrow said. "They all kind of blend into each other, but I'm just happy to get one in this league and to be around this long, it's just gravy on top."

After neck and knee injuries kept him sidelined in recent years, Morrow has been relatively healthy with the Blues, leading him to believe that he can reach 1,000 games.

"I think I can," he said. "If you would have asked me a couple years ago, I thought I would have been ready to hang 'em up, but the body's starting to feel a lot better now. I feel pretty good." 

***

SPECIAL REPORTER

This morning, 6-year-old Aiden Howard-Maul asked the first question at Hitchcock's post-practice news conference.

"Are you going to win tonight?" Aiden asked.

"That's a lot of pressure, Aiden," Hitchcock replied. "I sure hope so."

Aiden is in a battle with cancer. He has been dealing with Wilms' Tumor, a cancer of the kidney, and it has led to a pulmonary relapse in the lungs.

Aiden, who is set to undergo an aggressive schedule of chemotherapy, was invited to Scottrade Center for the day to help take his mind off his fight. Little did Hitchcock know that Aiden was going to turn the tables and ask the toughest question of the media scrum.  

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Blues defenseman Roman Polak left practice this morning after being struck in the face by a puck. Hitchcock said afterwards that Polak was OK.

• With a win tonight, Hitchcock would tie Scotty Bowman for fourth place on the Blues' all-time list of coaching victories with 110.

• Boston has won its last three visits to Scottrade Center. The Blues haven’t beaten the Bruins at home since October 12, 2006.

Blues raise their expectations for Reaves
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St. Louis Blues right wing Ryan Reaves takes a shot in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Anaheim Ducks on Saturday, Jan. 18, 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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If not for a broken hand he suffered in November, Blues forward Ryan Reaves would be well on his way to a career-high in games played in a single season.

The injury cost him 17 potential starts, and instead of heading into his 36th game tonight against the Ottawa Senators, Reaves would soon be eclipsing the 60 he played in 2011-12.

Reaves is seemingly beyond his days as a question mark in the lineup, his status as a regular cemented when he signed a four-year, $4.5 million extension on Jan. 10.

But Reaves is coming a stretch in which he was a healthy scratch in back-to-back games, against New Jersey and Carolina. And it was more than a numbers' game on those nights; the club wanted more from the hulking forward.  

"What's changed for 'Revo' and us is our expectations for him are really high," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "Our expectations for him ... he was an OK player and did some good things, but our expectations are that he is a top-nine forward now, not a fourth-line player.

"We really feel like based on foot speed, size, hockey sense, we expect him to act and play like a third-line player, not a four. From a physicality, puck-management standpoint, we have really high expectations for him.  We really think that he has the potential to be an impact player, so we want to see more."

Reaves, who averages 8 minutes, 21 seconds of ice time this season, has a plus-minus rating of -6 in his last nine games. For the season, however, he's a plus-1

"I wasn't very happy with myself starting right after Detroit (Jan. 20)," Reaves said. "If I'm not happy, I can't really expect them to be happy. It was a tough week, but hit the reset button and back on it now."

Reaves said recently that he's been "running out of position, trying to force getting the energy going. I think by me doing that, I was just kind of sucking energy out of my line. So I think not trying to chase it and letting the hits come to me by playing positionally, I think that's going to help out the line, help out the team."

Before Reaves spent two games as a healthy scratch, staying composed was the area in which Hitchcock said the forward had made the most progress.

"The game's slowed down in his head, and all of the sudden he wasn't chasing the game anymore," Hitchcock said. "His reads on the game, his hockey sense and his intelligence are good. When the game slows down in your head, you're able to keep up mentally. Then you really have a chance to do good things."

That's why the standard for Reaves has been increased.

"It's always good when the expectations are going up," he said. "As it goes up, obviously my expectations are going up." 

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Derek Roy-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Patrik Berglund-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

SENATORS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Milan Michalek-Jason Spezza-Mika Zibanejad

Clark MacArthur-Kyle Turris-Bobby Ryan

Colin Greening-Zack Smith-Chris Neil

Cory Conacher-Stephane Da Costa-Erik Condra

Defensemen

Jared Cowen-Erik Karlsson

Marc Methot-Eric Gryba

Patrick Wiercioch-Cody Ceci

Goalie

Robin Lehner

***

LEOPOLD REMOVES SPLINT

Blues defensemen Jordan Leopold will be back in the lineup tonight, and for the second straight game, he will be playing without a splint on his right index finger.

After missing 26 games following surgery to repair ligament damage in the finger, Leopold returned Jan. 4 and wore the splint inside his glove. He removed it against Carolina last Friday and says he's shed it for good.

"That hasn't been great," Leopold said of the splint. "Last game against Carolina, I didn't have it on and it was quite a difference. It's a mental challenge when you have a piece of equipment that doesn't make things as easy. I have a finger that's fixed in a certain position. It's my top hand. Instead of having four fingers, I have three fingers on the stick.

"It doesn't affect your legs, it doesn't affect your mind, but it's a mental hurdle in a way. It's no excuse by any means. I'm the one who said that I can (play with the splint). It is what it is and sometimes when you come back, you find yourself on the outside looking in, trying to get in that position that you were before."

***

SMITH HIT ON STEEN

The last time the Blues and Senators, a 3-2 overtime loss for the Blues on Dec. 16, there was a controversial hit just 24 seconds into the game.

Ottawa's Zach Smith was whistled for an illegal check to the head on the Blues' Alexander Steen. Steen left the game, but did return. But after at least more hits in the games that followed — against Montreal and Edmonton — he would sit 11 games with a concussion.

The Blues believed that the hit by Smith triggered the sequence.

"I didn't like it," Hitchcock said. "It was a double-back hit. I didn't like it but part of the game. I'm a big believer whether it's Alex Steen or (Kyle) Turris or (Jason) Spezza or guys like that. You want to play them hard ... that's why people come to see the game. They come to see those players.

"You don't want to see the skill guys control the hockey game, but I don't think you want them out of the game where you've got to double-back hit where the guy's not ready for it. That's a little bit on us. This was new ground for Alex to be thought of as an offensive player. He's going to have to get used to it. I think that was a wake-up call for our whole team because that was the first time people went after our skill guys, so we've just got to be ready for it."

Does Hitchcock think his club will retaliate against Smith tonight?

"Nah, I don't think so," he said. "I think if it was a Western Conference opponent, we might look at it differently, but these are two games ... we might never see these guys again. Points matter more than anything right now. That's our focus right now. We're not prepared to be distracted by that right now."

***

 ODDS & ENDS

• Robin Lehner gets the start in goal tonight for the Senators. Starter Craig Anderson faced 48 shots Monday night in a 2-1 overtime loss to Pittsburgh. Since beating the Blues 3-2 in OT on Dec. 16, Lehner has a record of 1-3. In his last outing, Jan. 25 against Carolina, he gave up five goals on 22 shots.

• Ottawa defenseman Erik Karlsson leads all NHL blueliners with 51 points this season, but has gone pointless in his last two games.

Blues prepare for final week of games before Olympic break
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Alexander Steen, Vladimir Sobotka, Vladimir Tarasenko, Alex Pietrangelo
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St. Louis Blues' Alexander Steen (20), Vladimir Sobotka (17), Vladimir Tarasenko (91) and Alex Pietrangelo (27) celebrate with teammates after their 4-3 win in a shootout over the New York Islanders in an NHL hockey game on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, in Uniondale, N.Y. (AP Photo/Kathy Kmonicek)
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The Blues returned to practice Monday, beginning the final week of their schedule before the Olympic break. The club has three games remaining and then will be off from Feb. 9-26.

The Blues, who have set a goal of leading the Central Division at the break, have 79 points, trailing first-place Chicago by one point.

In the big picture — the 82-game schedule — the Blues have three games in-hand on the Blackhawks. But looking at the teams' schedules before the Olympics, both the Blues and 'Hawks each have three games remaining.

"It's a big week," Blues forward Alexander Steen said. "We have a good chance to take over first in the division, so that's got to be our goal and our mindset for the week."

The Blues are hosting Ottawa, Boston and Winnipeg, while Chicago is visiting L.A., Anaheim and Phoenix.

The Blues have played a total of five games against their three upcoming opponents and each of the five games has been decided by one goal. That includes Ottawa's 3-2 overtime win over the Blues on Dec. 16.

"Fortunately we have three tough opponents coming in here," Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk said. "Ottawa, there's a little bit of a bad taste in our month from them. We know who Boston is, they're obviously a monster. And Winnipeg is a divisional opponent. We have a chance to gain some games on Chicago and move up in the standings and I think that that's our goal."

The Blues have 10 Olympians preparing to head to Sochi, Russia, and GM Doug Armstrong and head coach Ken Hitchcock are also involved.

None of the Blues want their pending plans to affect them in their last three games. But while it might seem like a distraction, Hitchcock said it can be a positive learning experience.

"I can tell you one thing, it's going to take a lot of focus to remain focused," Hitchcock said. "This is like, to me, a little bit like playoffs. There's a lot of elements tugging at you that are non-hockey related, non-team related and you're going to have to park some of them or get help from other people, or put them in their right place so you can focus on competing and playing.

"I told the players, the division is in reach, but there's another team that's joined the fray. Colorado's got great focus right now. They're winning, they're playing really well, they're part of the mix right now. These are going to be points that we're going to look back and said, 'Man, did we ever do a great job that we got them,' or 'This was the area that hurt us."   

***

STEEN PRACTICES

Alexander Steen hasn't missed a game since suffering a fractured toe Jan. 23 against the New York Rangers.

Steen, though, has been sitting out of practices and game-day skates, allowing the injury to heal. On Monday, he did join the Blues on the ice, perhaps an indication that he's improving.

"Yeah, I feel better," Steen said. "Still aching and stuff, but it's good."

***

JASKIN RECALLED 

Blues forward prospect Dmitrij Jaskin was recalled from the American Hockey League affiliate Monday morning.

Jaskin tweeted that the call-up was exciting because of the fact that his father, Alexei, and his brother, Mikhail, were visiting from Europe. The three jumped on a plane together to St. Louis and both family members will get their first chance to see Dmitrij play in the NHL if he gets into the lineup for any of the Blues' remaining three games.

"They work for the KHL team in Slovakia," Dmitrij said. "They stay in Bratislava for the whole hockey season. They were able to come over right now because it's the Olympic break. They've never been here before, so I'm pretty excited if I can make the lineup. We'll see what happens."

Hitchcock said that he expects Jaskin to suit up at some point this week.

"He's playing really well right now," Hitchcock said. "I think every second that Jaskin plays up here, every time he can practice with us, every time he gets a chance to play ... is doing nothing but enhancing his career. He's earned the right to be here. We have no issue in playing him in an situation here at all. He's going to get in the lineup this week."

***

MISSING SOBOTKA

The focus of the Blues' article in today's Post-Dispatch was the effect of Vladimir Sobotka's absence in the team's lineup.

Hitchcock elaborated further after today's practice on the loss of Sobotka, highlighting the fact that the Blues won only 40 percent of their face-offs in Saturday's 4-3 shootout win over Nashville.

"You can always replace skill, but you can't replace what he does in winning hockey games," Hitchcock said. "It's going to have to be divvied up. I thought it was really evident how much we missed him in the game against Nashville.

"We lost a lot of key face-offs. We were making mistakes down low that we don't normally make. All the little things that he has, that are part of his fabric and demeanor, are going to be missed here. We miss a lot of the details that he can put in place."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Jaroslav Halak will get the start in net for the Blues Tuesday against Ottawa.

• Jordan Leopold will draw back into the lineup, replacing Ian Cole. Cole had a turnover that led to Nashville's first goal Saturday, allowing the Predators into back into the game. But on Monday, Hitchcock took Cole off the hook, saying that he made the right play and didn't have the proper support from his teammates. "Everybody sees the give-away, but the play was there and we weren't there for him," Hitchcock said. "The play to the front of the net is an option we use all the time. We left the front of the net with our defenseman and we weren't there with our forward. Two guys were standing beside (Cole). We only needed one there. We weren't in position to exit, or for coverage, and the puck went right where a player should have been standing."

• In Monday's practice, Brenden Morrow climbed onto a line with Patrik Berglund and T.J. Oshie. Hitchcock said that Morrow and Magnus Paajarvi will rotate in that spot, depending on the opponent and matchup.

Update: Blues place Sobotka on IR
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Jordan Staal, Vladimir Sobotka

Carolina Hurricanes' Jordan Staal (11) and St. Louis Blues' Vladimir Sobotka fall to the ice while chasing the puck during the third period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Friday, Jan. 31, 2014. Carolina won 3-1. (AP Photo/Gerry Broome)
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4:30 p.m. Saturday update:

In addition to a 3-1 defeat at Carolina on Friday, the Blues left town with a serious injury.

After listing Vladimir Sobotka as "day to day" on Saturday morning, the Blues announced in the afternoon that Sobotka has been placed on injured reserve with an injury to his left leg. It's believed to be a broken kneecap.

Sobotka will be re-evaluated in four weeks and he's already been ruled out for the upcoming Olympics after being named to the Czech Republic roster. 

With 1 minute, 22 seconds left in regulation, Sobotka was hunting down a puck behind the Carolina net and was inadvertently tripped by the stick blade of Hurricanes' Justin Faulk.

Sobotka crashed into the boards awkwardly, banging his left knee into the wall. After being tended to by Blues trainer Ray Barile, Sobotka took a seat on the bench, but then needed help from teammate Derek Roy skating off the ice at the end of the game. He wasn't putting pressure on his left leg.

"We'll evaluate him and have a further update," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said Saturday morning. "So he won't play tonight ... and then we'll let everybody know where he's at after we get a further evaluation."

The result of that evaluation confirmed what the Blues did not want to hear.

Sobotka, who has seven goals and 25 points in 46 games, is one of the Blues' most dependable forwards on both ends of the ice. His plus-minus ratio of plus-17 is tied for third on the club.

Hitchcock believes that the sequence leading to Sobotka's injury was a "hockey play gone bad," meaning there was no ill-intent on Faulk's part.

"It happens," Hitchcock said. "The player that he went up against the boards, that's not that player's personality at all."

Ryan Reaves will take Sobotka's spot in the lineup tonight against the Nashville Predators. There has been no word yet of the Blues making a minor-league call-up. The club has four games remaining before the Olympic break, all at home.

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Derek Roy-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Brian Elliott

***

PREDATORS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Gabriel Bourque-David Legwand-Craig Smith

Patric Hornqvist-Mike Fisher-Eric Nystrom

Simon Moser-Colin Wilson-Taylor Beck

Rich Clune-Colton Sissons-Paul Gaustad

Defensemen

Roman Josi-Shea Weber

Michael Del Zotto-Seth Jones

Mattias Ekholm-Ryan Ellis

Goalie

Devan Dubnyk

 ***

STEWART PROMOTED

Blues forward Chris Stewart, the subject of trade speculation this week, made an impressive jump in the lineup during Friday's loss.

Stewart started the night on the fourth line, but by the second period, he was on the team's top line with Alexander Steen and David Backes.

"He deserved to go up there," Hitchcock said. "He was strong on the puck, he made plays ... he had patience in the offensive zone, he wasn't panicking with the puck. It's like anything else, you reward good play and he played well yesterday."

Stewart saw 14 minutes, 48 seconds of ice time and had three shots. According to the coaches' charts, he was on the ice for four scoring chances for and two against.

Stewart will be back on the top line tonight, but Hitchcock wasn't ready to say that Stewart has yet climbed out of his recent hole.

"I think we need more body of work," Hitchcock said. "I think if he continues to show puck patience and gets better with checking ... he obviously looks like a top-six forward who can really help you. But we've got to continue to see him get back to the level that he was at at the start of the year."

***

COLE BACK IN

In the continued rotation between Ian Cole and Jordan Leopold, Cole will be back in the lineup tonight. 

Leopold was a minus-1 in 13:52 of ice time Friday night.

Asked what he's looking from both, Hitchcock said: "Better play would be an easy term to use. I think it's Leo getting back up to speed and Coler continuing to grow and making fewer mistakes and continuing to use his mobility and size as a real tool. Cole's improved a lot, but then there's times when he falls back in old habits. I think our experience in playing Leo when he's come back from long-term injury on back-to-back hasn't been great. He played OK yesterday, but we'll put Cole in today off back-to-back, get fresh legs."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues are 7-1 in their last eight games against Nashville.

• Captain David Backes will tie Keith Tkachuk for 12th on the franchise's all-time list of games played tonight with No. 543.

• If Devan Dubnyk is indeed in goal tonight for Nashville, he will enter the game with a career record of 0-7 with a 4.72 goals-against average and .843 save-percentage against the Blues.

Hitchcock looking for more from his top players
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Blues coach Ken Hitchcock and (from left) David Backes, T.J. Oshie and Patrik Berglund. (Photo by Chris Lee / clee@post-dispatch.com)
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Hockey Guy: At least the Canes have won a Cup

The Carolina Hurricanes have been a largely futile franchise. And yet that team has won a Stanley Cup. Read more

As the Blues prepared to play the Carolina Hurricanes at PNC Arena tonight, coach Ken Hitchcock was looking for a little more from his top line.

The “Backes Bunch” was one of the best lines in the NHL before injuries to both Alexander Steen and center David Backes got in the way. The line has not been quite as dynamic since. Backes has gone 10 games without a goal, although he has four points in his last four games.

After one scoreless game, Steen has seven points in five games, no quarrels there. At the same time, T. J. Oshie has bounced off the line, moving to Patrik Berglund's bunch. Oshie's spot was taken by Jaden Schwartz on Tuesday as the Blues beat New Jersey 3-0.

Schwartz had an assist in the win, but he has slowed down a bit, production-wise, with one goal in his last 11 games. Once tied for the league lead in plus-minus for forwards, Schwartz is minus-3 over that same span.

That's not to suggest those players are struggling or their value can be measured only in points. On a regular basis, Backes, Steen, Oshie or Schwartz are among the team's hardest workers and top performers. But Hitchcock suggested that core group has another level.

“Quite frankly, we need our top-end guys to play a little bit better,” Hitchcock said. “I think the Backes line has been OK, but they could be a little bit better.”

“The combination of what Oshie does and what that top line does is going to have a big impact on whether we win the hockey game or not.”

Hitchcock put the group's performance in context with the entire lineup. He believes the Blues are still trying to get back a formula where their commitment to work superseded their efforts to create offense.

“There has to be a balance between risk and reward, and I think we're on the wrong side of the balance,” he said. “And we are going to get on the right side here, hopefully in the next five games, so we can get playing better than even we thought we could.”

***

The Blues have no injury issues right now, which means Hitchcock will have to continue to spot healthy players in and out off the lineup. Recently, that has featured a platoon with defensemen Ian Cole and Jordan Leopold.

At Carolina, Leopold will back in the starting lineup, Cole will be back out. At the same time, defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo has not played since a Jan. 2 game with Los Angeles – in which he was a plus-1. So, the question was asked, with five games in the nine days ahead, will any of the other defensemen be rested.

“We've considered it, yeah, but that would be more based on play than it would be energy,” Hitchcock said. “We have veteran defensemen who know how to play at 80 percent, and play well. One of the problems you have is that we use primarily three guys and four guys to kill penalties.

“Even at 80 percent they can kill penalties and win games for you. Any of these guys who have hit a wall, we want them to hit the reset button and get playing again.”

Hitchcock was not tipping his hand on which forward would sit against the Hurricanes, insisting it will be a game-time decision. It was an optional skate this morning, so conclusions were hard to draw.

***

Hitchcock created a cottage expression during the 2012 playoffs. After an incensed Roman Polak pounded San Jose's Justin Braun, Hitchcock suggested one might be wise not to “open the Roman Polak door.” Blues fans have had a lot of fun with it since.

No question, Polak is strong as an ox. But the truth is, he rarely fights and is not as practiced in the art as the expression would suggest. That was evident in a fight with Ryane Clowe on Tuesday, in which the New Jersey forward scored an early knockdown.

Clowe employed a tried and true method in hockey fighting, that is the “he who hesitates is lost” method.

“(Polak) was fighting by the Marquess of Queensberry rules and the other guy wasn't,” Hitchcock said. “I think he was not thinking it was going to be a fight and then it was over. He wasn't ready for it.”

Oshie is Blues' man for all reasons
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St. Louis Blues v Los Angeles Kings

St. Louis Blues right wing T. J. Oshie in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Los Angeles Kings on Thursday, Jan. 16, 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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NHL Daily Scoreboard

Depth and flexibility have been calling cards for the Blues this season. They have several forwards capable of playing different roles and the coaching staff has taken advantage on numerous occasions.

Perhaps no player exemplifies the diversity more than T. J. Oshie. He plays both power-play and penalty-kill minutes, and for most of the season Oshie was affixed to a top line with David Backes and Alexander Steen.

But on a recent road tip, the coaching staff toyed with using him at times next to Patrik Berglund. And in Tuesday's win over New Jersey, Oshie started and played predominately on the line with Berglund and Magnus Paajarvi. In kind, Jaden Schwartz skated with Backes and Steen.

“It doesn't matter too much to me,” Oshie said. “I like playing with a lot of the guys out here.”

Berglund had two assists in the game, breaking a seven-game scoreless spell, and coach Ken Hitchcock felt the the Berglund line was outstanding.

“I think, depending on the game, depending on the score, that's the flexibility we work with,” Hitchcock said. “We did it against the Islanders a little bit, we did it a couple of shifts against the Rangers. I think you're going to see constant movement there all year."

The wild card is Oshie.

“Oshie is the guy who can play left, right and center,” Hitchcock said. “He can play in a checking role or a scoring role. Oshie's the guy who can provide us with flexibility.”

***

Jaroslav Halak will get his fourth consecutive start at Carolina, while Brian Elliott will be in goal against Nashville.

Halak got his fourth shutout in the 3-0 win over New Jersey on Tuesday. The performance added to his franchise record of 20 career shutouts with the Blues. He has 22 career shutouts overall, including two with Montreal.

Halak is 7-1-1 in his last nine starts, dating back to Dec. 19. During that stretch, he has a 1.77 goals-against average and .940 save percentage.

***

Forward Ryan Reaves will be back in the lineup at Carolina, but Hitchcock did not commit to which forward would come out. He also plans to play defenseman Jordan Leopold on one of the next two nights, as the Blues play back-to-back game at Carolina and against Nashville at home on Saturday. With five games remaining before the break for the Olympics, the lineup soup will continue.

“There's going to be movement every game,” Hitchcock said. “Unless it's based on poor play, other guys are going to sit out. We're going to use everybody until the end of the break and keep everybody fresh. It's not going to make some players happy, but it's going to keep the team energized.

“We have five games in nine days, which is a lot of hockey, and we're going to try to bring as much energy and good play as we can.”

***

Defenseman Jay Bouwmeester collected his 26th assist of the season on Tuesday. That gives Bouwmeester 30 points and makes the Blues the only team in the league to have nine players with at least 30 points.

Jaden Schwartz had his 20th assist in the New Jersey game, he is now one of seven Blues with at least 20 assists.

Devils won't catch Blues by surprise this time
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Tarasenko making big strides

Russian winger in his second season has 17 goals, tying him for second on the Blues with captain David Backes. Read more

Blues Notebook: Brodeur recalls first game here

Future Hall of Fame goalie learned never to give up after 6-6 tie with Blues in 1993. Read more

Hockey Guy: Yes, Devils still seeking offense

The Devils are not an offensive juggernaut, despite that 7-1 victory over the Blues. In fact, the team is shopping for offensive help. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Halak, Blues silence Devils

The Blues hope to avenge a 7-1 loss in New Jersey when they play host to the Devils at Scottrade Center tonight.

Winger Brenden Morrow said the Note should have learned a valuable lesson from last week's lopsided loss. That is, the Devils are a little bit different.

“We were aware of it, and the coaching staff made us aware of it, but their style of play is different than 98 percent of the league,” Morrow said. “The way they forecheck and defend, it is a little bit different than what we're used to.

“Usually, you can hit the repeat button on the homework you do for the rest of the league. But this is a little different.”

Morrow emphasized it wasn't a question of the Blues not doing homework. But watching and playing are two different things. And when you're playing a team on the tail end of back-to-back nights, which is what the Blues were doing against New Jersey last week, there's not much time to adapt.

“It's one thing to play the game from the press box or on video, and another to be out on the ice,” Morrow added. “It's the same thing (in preparing). When you're out there, you're used to bodies being in certain place and used to being being checked from certain angles.

“Then they throw a wrinkle in and they're coming in waves, from different angles. It takes a little bit to adjust and we didn't have the mental capacity or compete level in Jersey that night to do it. We have to change that tonight.”

***

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said, while it wasn't perfect, the Blues recovered well to post a 3-1 road trip. But they can't afford to have a lull at home.

“All in all, if you look at the road record, 3-1 is pretty good,” Hitchcock said. “But now, as I said to the players, five of the next six are at home. We have a chance to catch Chicago for the division lead. It's right in front of us and we just have to play well and take advantage of it.”

***

After playing 5 minutes 32 seconds against the Islanders on Saturday, Chris Stewart skated on the fourth line during Tuesday's morning skate.

“It's obviously a message,” Stewart said. “So, the message has been delivered and it's how you respond. I can't worry about who I'm playing with or all that other stuff. I have to worry about what I can control, and that's how I play. So I have to stick with it here and try to raise my level of play.”

***

Blues equipment manager Bert Godin will be celebrating his 2,200th NHL game behind the bench tonight.

“It means I'm old,” joked Godin, 57. “I've just been fortunate. I love what I do and I've been lucky to be around the game all these years.”

Godin began his carer in Detroit, where he was the equipment manager for three seasons. He was out of the NHL for several years and worked in construction before returning to hockey. He has been with the Blues for 14 seasons.

***

Tonight's lineups:

BLUES

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz, David Backes, Alexander Steen

Vladimir Tarasenko, Vladimir Sobotka, Derek Roy

Magnus Paajarvi, Patrik Berglund, T. J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow, Maxim Lapierre, Chris Stewart

Defense

Jay Bouwmeester, Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman, Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole, Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

DEVILS

Forwards

Dainius Zubrus, Patrik Elias, Damien Brunner

Michael Ryder, Adam Henrique, Ryan Clowe

Jacob Josefson, Travis Zajak, Jaromir Jagr

Ryan Carter, Stephen Gionta, Steve Bernier

Defense

Andy Greene, Mark Fayne

Bryce Salvador, Marek Zidlicky

Eric Gelinas, Anton Vulchenkov

Goalie

Cory Schneider

Blues say they're not looking for revenge against New Jersey
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St. Louis Blues right wing Ryan Reaves takes a shot in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Anaheim Ducks on Saturday, Jan. 18, 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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HIGHLIGHTS: Halak, Blues silence Devils

The New Jersey Devils are headed to town Tuesday, the same Devils' squad that dealt the Blues a 7-1 loss a week ago.

The club allowed a season-high seven goals against on 23 shots, including one from the red-line.

As ugly as the loss was, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said that there will be no "revenge factor" when New Jersey visits at 7 p.m.

"No," Hitchcock said. "It's the 'Play better' factor. You can have all the revenge you want. We've got to play better. They just ate us up when we didn't manage the puck well. If we manage the puck well, we'll be fine."

The Blues responded from the defeat to the Devils with two tight victories — a 2-1 win over the New York Rangers and a 4-3 shootout win over the New York Islanders.

"We got a lot better against the Rangers with (puck management), and then really played well in the second and third against the Islanders," Hitchcock said. "New Jersey is such a good counter-attack team. They're so good at making you pay for mistakes because they make plays and score off the rush. We need to have one of the best puck-management games we've had in a long in a long time if we expect to beat them."

Blues captain David Backes indicated it would be a futile process watching the game film from last week's loss.

"I did not," Backes said. "I wanted to move past that game as soon as we could and focus on the next task at hand. I think our ability to do that led to a good performance in Madison Square Garden and then another hard-fought battle for 65 minutes on Long Island.

"Learning some lessons is a good idea, but to sit and watch that video for hours and try to nit-pick it apart, I think you're staying in the past too long."

***

TARASENKO'S SHOT

In Saturday's win over the Islanders, Blues forward Vladimir Tarasenko showed off his wicked shot to Islanders goalie Kevin Poulin.

Tarasenko scored goal Nos. 16 and 17 this season, seemingly surprising Poulin both times.

"I don't think it's different between last year and this year," Tarasenko said. "I just work on my shot in every practice. Last season, I was a little bit scared to shoot it. I tried to make some other ... in the open ice, tried to beat somebody. People told me, my teammates and coaches, told me to shoot more. I don't have a good slap shot, but we work on my wrist shot every summer and spend a lot of time with it." 

Tarasenko has 109 shots on goal this season — 2.22 per game — ranking third on the club behind Alexander Steen (138) and Kevin Shattenkirk (117). Tarasenko had 75 shots last season, an average 1.97 per game.

Taking more attempts and having a deceiving shot has led to his success.

"It's a lot like Hull, it's heavy ... it's fast," Hitchcock said. "I think the biggest thing he has going is it's unpredictable. When you're shooting with your blade that square to the net, I don't think any goalie can tell you where it's going. I don't think any goalie can read off that blade because it's flat.

"Very similar to the way Mark Recchi's was. Mark had the same thing, where he squared up his blade, so you didn't know if it was going glove, stick, low, high...you had no idea. I don't think anybody can tell on Tarasenko. He scores (Saturday) high glove on the first one and then he scores 18 inches on the second one. Both times the blade is square and I don't think you can tell where it's going."

***

REAVES ON TOP LINE?

Alexander Steen did not practice Monday, resting his fractured toe, but he is expected to be available when the Blues host the Devils.

With Steen not on the ice, Ryan Reaves skated on the Blues' top line in practice, alongside Backes and Jaden Schwartz.

"I was trying to run plays and make sure that (Backes) was in the right spots, where I wanted him," Reaves joked.

Said Schwartz: "Anything offensive we had was because of him."

Kidding aside, Reaves enjoyed himself, even if the assignment only lasts one practice.

"It was fun, trying to make a few more plays and play up to their skill level," he said. "I'm sure it's not a long-term thing, but it was fun."

Told that Reaves understood it probably wasn't a long-term move, Hitchcock smiled and said: "I would say that's really accurate."

***

PAAJARVI BACK IN

When Steen surprisingly suited up Saturday against the Islanders, the Blues surprisingly made Magnus Paajarvi a healthy scratch.

Paajarvi, who netted his fourth goal of the season in the Blues' 4-1 win over Detroit, has been one of the team's top players lately.

"He didn't deserve to come out the last game," Hitchcock said. "But somebody had to and it was my decision to make the change. But he's going right back in tomorrow. He deserves to play and he's played really well."

Meanwhile, Chris Stewart played just 5:32 in Saturday's win over the Islanders. He has one point, an assist, in his last eight games.

In Monday's practice, Stewart worked on the fourth line, where Reaves would normally play if he weren't stepping up in the lineup to fill in for Steen. Occasionally that means a player such as Reaves would return to his spot for the game, and Stewart could potentially be a healthy scratch. But Hitchcock said after practice that Stewart would not come out of the lineup.

***

MILLER TIME?

Dan O'Neill wrote a story in today's paper about the long-rumored possibility of the Blues' acquiring Buffalo goalie Ryan Miller. Click here for the story. 

Here's what I know: the Blues are very interested. I don't have any information that leads me to believe that a trade is imminent; however, these types of situations are fluid and can change any moment.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Jaroslav Halak will be in goal against New Jersey on Tuesday. Hitchcock said that Halak will play despite being under the weather again.

• Ian Cole practiced with Roman Polak in the Blues' third defensive pair Monday, so it's expected that he will make the start Tuesday.

• The Blues are 8-0 against the Eastern Conference at Scottrade Center this season.

Defensive duo of Pietrangelo and Bouwmeester looking to be better
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St. Louis Blues v Los Angeles Kings

St. Louis Blues right wing Vladimir Tarasenko reacts after scoring in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Los Angeles Kings on Thursday, Jan. 2 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. In background is defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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HIGHLIGHTS: Shattenkirk lifts Blues

NEW YORK • The Blues will be looking for improved performances out of many players in tonight's game against the New York Rangers, and the No. 1 defensive pairing of Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester is no exception. 

In the last four games, Pietrangelo and Bouwmeester are each minus-4. They've been on the ice for five of the 10 even-strength goals scored against the Blues in that stretch.

Granted, the two average the most ice time on the club — Pietrangelo (25 minutes, 24 seconds) and Bouwmeester (24:11). And keep in mind that plus-minus can be a cruel statsitic, as Pietrangelo and Bouwmeester each received a minus for Eric Gelinas' goal from the red-line Tuesday. Still, Pietrangelo admitted that they need to be better.

"We've had a little bit of a bump in the road," he said. "But some of the goals have been a little bit strange. We know that we carry a lot of the load and we lead the way back there, play a lot of big minutes. I thought we made some strides in Detroit, but for everybody to have that game in New Jersey, it's kind of hard to swallow. We've got some games here we can get things back on track."  

Added Bouwmeester: "I think it's just the way everything has been going. You don't feel any different or anything like that. There's certain plays that creep into your game that, if you had to do it over, you'd do it differently. But it is what it is...when you play 82 games, you're going to have ups and downs and really this is our first extended period where we've been in a little bit of a whole. It's not fun for anybody, but you've got to work your way out of it."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock is looking for steady production from his group of six defensemen. In his six games back from a broken ankle, Roman Polak has been hitting a bit of a wall, and meanwhile, the Blues have been rotating back and forth between Ian Cole and Jordan Leopold.

"It's not one pair, it's not one individual," Hitchcock said. "They do their thing, and they play big minutes, but I think if you look at the way we play ... when we play well, it's a group of six and when we lose, you can pick apart anybody. But we made just as many mistakes on a third pair as we did on our first pair."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-Alexander Steen

Chris Stewart-Patrik Berglund-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

STEWART CHANGES SIDES

Chris Stewart has strictly played right wing during his entire career with the Blues, but based on practice lines this morning, he will be on his off-side tonight against the Rangers.

"I've played a few times in my career," Stewart said. "It'll take a little getting used to but I'm ready for the challenge. If you're a winger, you've got to be able to adjust."

***

STEEN SETS CAREER-HIGH

Lost in the Blues' dreadful performance Tuesday in New Jersey was the fact that Alexander Steen netted his 25th goal of the season, establishing a new career high.

As he's done in the past, Steen dismissed the personal accomplishment and put the emphasis on how he's playing now, specifically his three games back from a concussion.

"Honestly, I never cared about (the stats)," Steen said. "It's all about how I feel and the last three games, I haven't been very proud of myself."

 ***

SIGHTSEEING IN NYC

The Blues arrived in New York City late Tuesday night, and with the day off Wednesday, the players have been taking in many sights.

Not all of them, however, are completely familiar with the historic monuments as Ian Cole and Adam Cracknell learned while taking a walk with teammate Jaden Schwartz.

"We were going up 5th Ave., and we walked by the Empire State Building," Cole said. "We were talking about New York landmarks and 'Schwartzy' said, 'Oh, where's that thing that you know holds the thing?'

"We were like, 'Uh, the Statue of Liberty?' He said, 'Uh, yeah, I think that's what it's called.'... Just the way he says it. 'The thing that holds the thing,' rather than, 'Hey what's the island with the green statue?' 

Tonight, Cole and Schwartz will each being playing in their 100th career NHL games tonight at Madison Square Garden.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Forwad Maxim Lapierre has been activated from IR and is expected to play in tonight's game. The Blues were at the maximum limit of 23 players on their roster, so they assigned forward Adam Cracknell to their American Hockey League affiliate.

• Vladimir Tarasenko makes his return tonight after missing two games with an illness. "I feel much better, much better," Tarasenko said this morning.

•  They Blues' last game at Madison Square Garden was Nov. 7, 2010. Former Blues goalie Ty Conklin recorded the franchise's first-ever shutout over the Rangers, 2-0. The club hasn't lost at MSG since January 20, 1998.

• The Blues' penalty-killing unit, which allowed New Jersey three power-play goals Tuesday, has given up five man-advantage markers on their last 13 attempts.

• New York Rangers winger Rick Nash, a noted Blues' killer going back to his days in Columbus with 20 goals in 49 career games against the club, has been sparked by his selection to Team Canada's roster for the upcoming Olympics. Nash had seven goals in his first 26 games, but in the Rangers' last two games, he's had two goals in each.

Armstrong weighs in on Blues' recent struggles
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Armstrong Halak

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong introduces goaltender Jaroslav Halak at a press conference in September 2010. (David Carson photo / Post-Dispatch) 
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Blues Bytes: Anxiety over the goaltending

Blues' goaltenders don't inspire confidence right now, but that can change. In the modern NHL, goalies fluctuate like the weather. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Shattenkirk lifts Blues

NEW YORK • Per rules of the NHL's collective bargaining agreement, teams are required to take four days off per month. Several weeks ago, the Blues scheduled today as one of those days.

The mental break probably came at a good time, following Tuesday's 7-1 loss to the New Jersey Devils.

"We had an awful game against New Jersey," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "I mean right from the opening face-off for 60 minutes, I haven't seen our team that consistently poor. But maybe it's good to have it all in one night and now we can refocus and get going."

The Blues will be back on the ice Thursday, as they continue their four-game trip against the New York Rangers.

There is plenty to fix on the heels of the Blues' fourth regulation loss in their last six games. The club gave up seven goals on 23 shots Tuesday, and while goaltending appears to be an issue again, many would agree that there are issues across the board.

"I think that we've lost our focus," Armstrong said. "We're a team that is the sum of all of our parts and we need the collective 'buy-in' as Ken (Hitchcock) likes to call it. We haven't been as sharp as we have been in the past. I don't want to over or under react to it. You never like to go through stretches like this, but they do happen in a season.

"Hopefully we're going to learn from it and come out stronger and better at the end because we're going to play some very difficult teams from now till the end of the season and obviously in the playoffs. We have to be able to overcome adversity maybe a little bit better than we have in this stretch."

BERNIE: ANXIETY OVER BLUES' GOALTENDING

Here are few more thoughts from Armstrong, and I will have more in tomorrow's Post-Dispatch...

On the root of the Blues' problems lately: "I think part of it is, when we're not having success, the guys take a lot of pride in it, and then they try to play outside of what we need them to do. Sort of the harder they try individually, it's a detriment to the overall success of the team. We just need the guys to feel comfortable, and if they do their job, the guy beside them will do his. That's what makes a good team, not trying to do other people's job. I think they want to have success and they're trying to worry more about what's happening around them. They just need to focus on their own games." 

On whether he needs to respond to the recent downslide with any movement: "I understand the frustration from the fans, but Chicago went on a downturn, and Pittsburgh got pumped the other night by Florida. I don't think you can react as management on a game-to-game basis. You win a few and people think the Stanley Cup is just a matter of getting to that point in the season, it's going to happen. You lose a few and people react that you're never going to win. You have to find balance and our balance is putting a good game on the ice day after day. We have to get back to that....I think you have to trust that the leadership group is going to take charge of this. It's not a coaching issue. This now becomes on the fabric of the leadership to grab a hold of the team and get it going. Ken can give them the game plan, but he can't give them the desire and the drive. That has to internally. The desire to compete for the guy beside you, that has to come from inside the room."

On the performance of the goaltending: "I think we're a strong team when we defend well and we haven't defended as well as we need to. And obviously you need timely saves. I know the guys want to give us better games than we've gotten in the last week and I'm comfortable that they will."

On whether he's considering bringing up Jake Allen from the minors: "As I said, you don't want to overreact on a game-to-game situation. We know that we have very good players in the American Hockey League, whether it's Allen or (Dmitrij) Jaskin and (Chris) Porter. So we have replacement players if needed. But I think right now, we're going with this group. They've put themselves in a good position this year. We're going through a downturn. I can't act like it's not happening. We're not getting the results that are needed to be a successful team. But I don't think every time you hit a bump in the road you want to reinvent the wheel."

Paajarvi may see increased ice time against New Jersey
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St. Louis Blues v San Jose Sharks

St. Louis Blues v San Jose Sharks

San Jose Sharks defenseman Brad Stuart (left) competes for the puck against St. Louis Blues left wing Magnus Paajarvi in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the San Jose Sharks on Tuesday, Dec. 17, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Stuart was penalized for holding Paajarvi on the play. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

Enlarge Photo

NEWARK, N.J. • Based on his performance in Monday's game in Detroit, left winger Magnus Paajarvi could find himself elevated in the Blues' lineup when the club faces the New Devils tonight.

Paajarvi scored his fourth goal of the season, nearly had another, and finished with two hits in 12 minutes, 31 seconds of ice time.

"Paajarvi was excellent," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He showed great speed, he was on top of people, put a lot of pressure on people. He's really gaining confidence and if the coach was a little smarter and played him a little more, we'd be better off."

Paajarvi could get that opportunity tonight, but it may depend on whether Vladimir Tarasenko (sick) suits up against New Jersey. He is listed as a game-time decision.

"If he plays, then we want to put Paajarvi up with Tarasenko and (Vladimir) Sobotka and see what that looks like," Hitchcock said. "That would be interesting, a lot of speed there."

After suffering an injury to his sternum Oct. 26 in Nashville, causing him to miss nine games, the speedy Paajarvi seems to be adjusting his skills to Hitchcock's style.

"I still feel (the injury) a little bit, but it's nothing that bugs me anymore," Paajarvi said. "Sure it took some steam off. I felt good before the injury too. Then I got off for a month, and I'd never been off for a month. It was hard but hopefully I'm back now so to speak.

"I feel like I fit in this system. I feel like I'm getting to know more what I need to do. When you go out there and know more what you need to do, that's when you have confidence in what you're doing. It's definitely getting there."

Paajarvi remains the only player on the roster with a plus-minus ration in the minus (-5), but Hitchcock says that he's seen a better all-around performance over the past month.

"He was really good, then he got hurt and then he was really tentative," Hitchcock said. "The injury he got was really significant and it was an injury that not many guys come back in the same year. So he was not very good. Now he's playing like he did before he got hurt. So he's going to be a real asset for us."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-Alexander Steen

Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Sobotka-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Adam Cracknell-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Brian Elliott

***

DEVILS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Reid Boucher-Travis Zajac-Jaromir Jagr

Damien Brunner-Patrik Elias-Dainius Zubrus

Michael Ryder-Adam Henrique-Ryane Clowe

Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

Defensemen

Andy Greene-Mark Fayne

Marek Zidlicky-Jon Merrill

Anton Volchenkov-Bryce Salvador

Goalie

Cory Schneider

***

SIXTH DEFENSEMAN

After rotating between defensemen Jordan Leopold and Ian Cole the last few games, the Blues are sticking with Leopold tonight against New Jersey.

"He's taking advantage of the situation right now," Hitchcock said. "(Cole) has got to wait his turn, and when it's his turn, he's got to jump forward. It's kind of like the tryouts are over. Whoever grabs the job gets to keep it. (Leopold) played very well last night, so he's got a chance to grab it."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The over/under on shots on goal tonight is 50. New Jersey allows the fewest in the NHL at 25.4 and the Blues are No. 2 at 25.8.

• The Blues had four goals in Monday's 4-1 win over Detroit and three of them came from defensemen Barret Jackman, Kevin Shattenkirk and Jay Bouwmeester. That marked only the second time in the last 12 years that the Blues have had three goals from defensemen in the same game.

• New Jersey forward and St. Louis native Cam Janssen will not be in the lineup tonight for the Devils. He was placed on waivers Monday so that the club could make a roster spot for injured forward Damien Brunner. Janssen cleared waivers and was assigned to New Jersey's AHL affiliate in Albany.

• New Jersey forward Jaromir Jagr enters tonight's game with 696 career goals, recently passing Mark Messier for No. 7 on the NHL's all-time scoring list. He has netted seven goals in 25 games against the Blues in his career.

Blues will search for offense, perhaps without Tarasenko
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues cruise past Red Wings

DETROIT • The Blues will be looking to rediscover their offense tonight, while perhaps playing without one of their scoring weapons.

Vladimir Tarasenko missed today's morning skate due to sickness and is questionable for tonight's 6:30 game against the Detroit Red Wings. 

The Blues are attempting to avoid their first three-game losing streak since March 2013.

The potential absence of Tarasenko, who is tied for fourth on the club with 15 goals, won't be a help to an offense that has struggled lately.

The Blues rank No. 2 in the NHL with 3.45 goals per game, but they haven't netted more than two in their last four outings.

"We don't want to force things," said winger Jaden Schwartz, who is third on the club with 16 goals. "We just want to stick to what we're doing. In an 82-game schedule, you're probably going to go a few games without scoring three or four. But in saying that, we've still got to find ways to win when we're not scoring as much."

In Thursday's 4-1 loss to Los Angeles, only a goal on a penalty shot by T.J. Oshie prevented the Blues from being shutout for the first time this season.

This is coming on the heels of a stretch in which the Blues scored at least five goals in four consecutive games, and 21 total in that span.

"I think we're just getting away with what got us those goals, and that's our forecheck, getting pucks deep and good defensive play that leads to turnovers that leads to odd-man rushes," Oshie said. "I think we maybe got a little overconfident on play-making ability, not that we can't make plays.

"But we do it a little too early in games and just kind of dig ourselves and the other teams defending picks up. We've still got the scoring obvious — we've proven that — we've just got to do it the right and it will come." 

In back-to-back loss to Los Angeles and Anaheim, the Blues have combined for 15 shots in the first period and and 33 in the third period. By then, both opponents had built sizable leads.

"I just think we're trying to do too many things," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We're not simplifying it, we're complicating it up. All of our chances we look to get are off the rush and we're not getting that grind going until we get down. Then we're getting the grind game like we did the second and third period against LA and the third period against Anaheim.

"We're not grinding early enough. We're trying to look for chances off the rush. So every chance we get is a good one, but they're only one-and-done. We've got to get back on the grind again." 

***

PROJECTED BLUES' LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-Alexander Steen

Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Sobotka-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Adam Cracknell-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

PROJECTED RED WINGS' LINEUP

Forwards

Gustav Nyquist-Henrik Zetterberg-Justin Abdelkader

Tomas Jurco-Riley Sheahan-Todd Bertuzzi

Tomas Tatar-Darren Helm-Drew Miller

Daniel Cleary-Luke Glendening-Patrick Eaves

Defensemen

Niklas Kronwall-Brendan Smith

Kyle Quincy-Danny DeKeyser

Brian Lashoff-Jakub Kindl

Goalie

Jimmy Howard

***

RENEWED RIVALRY

In this morning's newspaper, several Blues players discussed renewing acquaintances with the rival Detroit Red Wings tonight. (Click here for the article).

Well, the Blues aren't the only ones who miss not playing their former Central Division foes. The Wings themselves are looking forward to tonight's game.

"It's one of those ones where you definitely miss it," Detroit goalie Jimmy Howard said. "Every game feels like a playoff game. Between playing them and Chicago not as much, that's the only bummer about not being in the East."

After hosting the Blues tonight, the Red Wings will get their first look this season at the Blackhawks Wednesday at Joe Louis Arena.

***

SOBOTKA STRONG

Blues center Vladimir Sobotka went 14-6 (70 percent) on face-offs Saturday against Anaheim, stretching his lead in his NHL.

Sobotka is now 62.1 percent on the season, ahead of second-place Patrice Bergeron (60.2 percent) of the Boston Bruins.

"He takes pride in it," Schwartz said. "If he doesn't win them, or it's not going his way, he gets rattled. He wants to be the best on face-offs and he's done a good job of that. It's a lot easier when you're on the ice when you start with the puck. Sometimes when you keep losing draws, you're chasing it and he does a good job of going in and getting control. He manages to out-muscle them more times than not."

The Blues were 41-34 on face-offs Saturday against Anaheim, so if Sobotka's record of 14-6 was removed, the club would have been 27-28.

On the season, the Blues rank 11th in the league on draws at 51.3 percent. Taking away Sobotka's mark of 305-186, the rest of the roster is 49 percent. 

***

ODDS & ENDS

• With Alexander Steen back in the lineup, the Blues returned him to the point on the power play. In this morning's practice, Steen and Kevin Shattenkirk manned on point spots on one unit, while Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester were back together on the top on the other unit.

• Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak is 3-4-1 with a 3.77 goals-against average and .880 save-percentage against Detroit in his career. 

• The Blues have won two straight games at Joe Louis Arena and are looking to make it three in a row for the first time since 2009.

• Blues forward Maxim Lapierre is on the four-game road trip with the team. Lapierre stepped onto the ice toward the end of today's morning skate and stayed on afterwards. He says that he's closer to returning, but there remains no timetable.

Blues hopes to out-rebound Ducks
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Anaheim's eight game winning streak was snapped in a 4-2 loss at Chicago on Friday night. The outcome also ended a streak one-loss play that included 18 wins in 19 games It was the longest such stretch since the 1967-68 Montreal Canadiens won 20 of 21.

The Blues had a day off on Friday after losing to Los Angeles on Thursday. They will be rested when they face the Ducks tonight, while Anaheim will be playing its second game in as many nights, third in four nights.

That's the good news.

The bad news is, the previous time the Ducks lost a game during their recent 20-game stretch, they bounced back by winning the next eight.

“I don't know if that's going to happen again, but I think they want it to happen,” Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said during his team's skate this morning.

As for the fatigue factor …

“We got a group here where, I try to keep them off the ice and they won't stay off the ice,” Boudreau said. “If they were tired, you wouldn have 15 or 16 guys on for an optional right now.

“But they love to go on the ice and they love to play. Yesterday was a bad one and hopefully they'll pick it up again.”

***

Boudreau was asked what impressed him most about the Blues.

“Everything is impressive about them,” he said. “I was just looking … their six defenseman are six experienced, veteran defensemen. I mean, when you've got Derek Roy on your fourth line, you got something going here.

“So there's no weakness in their team. They're big, they're phsysical, they do so many good things. You have to be at your absolute best. And hopefully you catch one of their goalies on not one of his best nights.”

Here are the lines:

BLUES

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T. J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Ryan Reaves

Defense

Jay Bouwmester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goal

Brian Elliott

ANAHEIIM

Forwards

Dustin Penner-Ryan Getzlaf-Corey Perry

Andrew Cogliano-Saku Koivu-Jakob Silfverberg

Matt Beleskey-Nick Bonino-Kyle Palmieri

Pat Maroon-Mathieu Perrault-Tim Jackman

Defense

Bryan Allen-Sami Vatanen

Cam Fowler-Ben Lovejoy

Francois Beauchemin-Lindholm

Goal

Frederick Andersen

***

Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk indicated the challenge tonight is less about Anaheim and more about his team, which suffered a disappointing 4-1 loss to LA.Blues and

“The thing we kind of realize is that we can get away with it against other teams, but against these championship teams, they hang around,” Shattenkirk said. “They don't deviate from the game plan. When you play in those games, that's who winds up winning, the team that just stays with it the longest.”

Shattenkirk said teams tend to naturally stay more within themselves and adopt a more resolute posture in road games. The game tonight will be a standing-room-only affair at home.

“It's easy to do on the road, it's hard to have that mentality at home,” he added. “And I think we need to get that into our game a lot more against these teams and then, obviously, the first periods, the first 10 minutes, just have to be much, much better.”

***

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock expects the Ducks, who have the most points in the NHL (77), to be swarming tonight. He called the loss to LA on Thursday a “learning curve.” He is anxious to see tonight if his team absorbed the lesson.

“I want to see some semblance of our team game,” Hitchcock said. “And what I didn't see in the third period (against LA) was a semblance of out team game, I didn't see that.

“What good teams do is they check really well. And (the challenge) is, can you maintain your competitive focus when you're being checked well, as in hard, physical somewhat but positionally strong, great sticks, all that stuff.

“We wanted to see a better response at fighting through their checking, but we got off the page and paid for it. This is an even tougher game, so it's a big challenge to see.”

Hitchcock will give Jaskin a chance to play with Sobotka tonight
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Ken Hitchcock

Ken Hitchcock

St. Louis Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock watches his team during the first day of NHL hockey training camp for the St. Louis Blues Sunday, Jan. 13, 2013, in St. Louis. The Blues will open their season at home Jan. 19, against the Detroit Red Wings. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)
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One of the more intriguing designs of the Blues' line changes tonight will be the insertion of Dmitrij Jaskin alongside center Vladimir Sobotka and Vladimir Tarasenko.

After a taste of the top line last month, Jaskin has been relegated to fourth-line duty lately. But against the LA Kings, Jaskin will get an opportunity to play with two players who have made others around them better, particularly Sobotka.

"I like playing with 'Sobi,' too," Jaskin said. "I like his style of game. He's a really good player, so I'm excited about tonight."

Sobotka, who is returning to the lineup after missing Tuesday's game with the flu, is a native of the Czech Republic and will play on his country's Olympic team in Sochi, Russia, next month.

Jaskin, 20, a 2011 second-round draft pick of the Blues, was born in Russia but grew up in the Czech Republic, where his father played. Jaskin has competed nationally for the Czech Republic and said he has looked up to Sobotka — or looked down if you consider Jaskin is 6-foot-2 and Sobotka is 5-10.

"I was watching him when he played for the same team (Slavia Praha HC) as me," said Jaskin, who played for the Czech club three years after Sobotka. 

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said Wednesday that he was re-configuring his lines to bring balance against the Kings. So what drew him to put Jaskin and Sobotka together?

"I don't know," Hitchcock said. "I'd definitely bring our lineup with a pencil and eraser today. It looked good at practice (Wednesday), but we are not going to hesitate going with (Patrik Berglund at left wing with Sobotka).

"We know Jaskin can play center ice, so there's a position for him to play there (between Magnus Paajarvi and Chris Stewart). We won't have a long hook on this one. If we feel that we're not going as well as we can, we know that the Berglund, Sobotka, Tarasenko line has been great.

"I don't know if it's going to work or be successful long-term. We're hopeful based on a couple of practices and a few shifts together. They seem to have great chemistry. They're three really strong guys, but we're not going to wait very long."

Fortunately for Jaskin, he doesn't take long to get going once the puck drops. In just five games, he has had 11 hits, including three in Tuesday's win over Phoenix.

"You have to get in the game, and that's the only way to get in the game, give a couple of hits and get a couple of hits," Jaskin said. "Then after you get a couple of opportunities, use my skill."

In the game against the Coyotes, the Blues charted themselves for 12 scoring chances and Jaskin was involved in five of them.

"He's a really determined offensive player," Hitchcock said. "His game is more mature now, he's dominant at the American Hockey League level. He comes in, he gives us energy, he helps us. What level he plays at, how much he fits? We don't know.

"But the experience, every game he gets to play makes him a better player. I think his tempo is better now, he's able to keep up to the pace. He's a little more comfortable. But man this guy can compete for pucks like nobody. He's an awful determined guy on the puck."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Dmitrij Jaskin-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

KINGS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Dustin Brown-Anze Kopitar-Jeff Carter

Matt Frattin-Mike Richards-Justin Williams

Dwight King-Jarret Stoll-Trevor Lewis

Kyle Clifford-Colin Fraser-Jordan Nolan

Defensemen

Jake Muzzin-Drew Doughty

Willie Mitchell-Alex Martinez

Robyn Regehr-Slava Voynov

Goalie

Jonathan Quick

***

MAJOR PLUS

With a plus-1 rating in Tuesday's game against Phoenix, Jaden Schwartz is now a +25 on the season, ranking second in the NHL behind Pittsburgh's Matt Niskanen (+26).

Schwartz has been an even- or plus-player in 38 of of his 43 games this season. He currently has a streak of 23 consecutive games as an even- or plus-player.

"You definitely never want to get scored on, and you want to be responsible in all three zones," Schwartz said. "Five on five is tough in this league to generate but you want to do as much as you can, and it feels good when you're seeing yourself on the plus-side more nights than not. It's something I've definitely been more focused on the past couple of years playing with 'Hitch.'"

Schwartz is aware that he's near the top of the NHL leader board in the category, but only because he's been told by others.

"I honestly don't look at it, but obviously buddies will tell me," Schwartz said. "I usually don't look at the stats or the standings too much ... you get caught thinking too much and worrying about that. It's definitely nice, but like I said, you've got to move on."

***

FUTURE TEAMMATES

The Blues have faced the Kings twice this season, dropping a 3-2 decision on Dec. 2 in LA and bouncing back with a 5-0 win on Jan. 2.

Tonight, however, will be the first time this season the Blues see goaltender Jonathan Quick, who recently returned from a groin injury.

In five games back, Quick is 3-1-1 with a 1.39 goals-against average and a .942 save-percentage.

"He's an all-world goalie, my teammate in a couple of weeks," said Blues captain Backes, who will be joined by Quick on the Team USA roster competing at the Olympics. "Glad to have him as my teammate in a couple of weeks, but tonight we've got to find ways to beat him.

"There's no secrets between his style and what we do. We've just got to find ways to bury pucks. He's a great goalie, but we've got great players on this team, too, that need to find ways to get those opportunities and finish them off."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Hitchcock on the Blues' preparation for the LA Kings: "Our meetings when we play this team now are short now and brief. Just get ready. It's all about your competitive level."

• Jaroslav Halak will be looking for his 20th victory of the season tonight against LA. That would give Halak 20 wins in all three of his "full" seasons with the Blues. He had just six in an injury-plagued, lockout-shortened 2012-13 season. Click here for a story I wrote this morning about the Blues' dynamic duo in net.

• The alumni teams for the Blues and Chicago Blackhawks squared off Wednesday in Peoria, Ill., raising money for those affected by the EF-4 tornado that devastated that area last November. In front of 4,500 spectators at Carver Arena, the Blues edged the 'Hawks 10-9. Click here for the story in the Peoria Journal-Star.

• The Blues will be playing the 3,600th game in franchise history tonight. Defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk hasn't quite played in all of them. Tonight will be his 200th.

Looking for balance, Blues mix up forward lines
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With the Los Angeles Kings coming to town Thursday, an opponent that requires the Blues to roll four lines, head coach Ken Hitchcock mixed up his forward combinations at today's practice looking for more balance.

Vladimir Sobotka, who missed Tuesday's 2-1 win over Phoenix with the flu, was back on the ice Wednesday. His return pushed Adam Cracknell out of the starting lineup:

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Dmitrij Jaskin-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Ryan Reaves

In Tuesday's 2-1 win over Phoenix, the Blues' top line of Schwartz, Backes and Oshie played 20-plus minutes. The Blues generated only 18 shots in the game and seven were by taken by those three. On the fourth line, Reaves and Cracknell saw less than eight minutes of action.

"We're better when we have four lines that can build minutes," Hitchcock said. "We're not a three-line team, we showed that last night. We get tired when we play three lines. We don't play our game, we played way too cautious, too tentative, back on our heels.

"When we play four (lines), we seem to get after it more. This gives us more balance, it gives us an ability to put anybody out against anybody ... so it gives us the good stability that we have when (Maxim Lapierre) is in there."

Lapierre, who is on injured reserve with a lower-body injury, skated on Wednesday but left the ice when the Blues began the drill portion of their practice.

***

GOALIE ASSIGNMENTS

Despite Brian Elliott's 30-save shutout against LA the last time the Blues faced the Kings two weeks ago, Jaroslav Halak will get the nod Thursday.

What led to that decision?

"I'm not sure," Hitchcock said. "It was just kind of ... it felt good, so we did it. Brian had the shutout (against LA), Brian has played well, Jaro has played really well, both guys deserve to keep playing so we're going to keep playing both guys.

"We looked at this week and we looked at next week. With so many hockey games — this is six in 10 nights — and we know each guy is probably going to have to play three games. So we just felt like Jaro played very well, let's keep that one going, and we want to see how Brian looks against Anaheim. It's going to be a significant game for both teams."

As Hitch mentioned, Elliott will receive the start Saturday when the Blues host the Ducks.

***

LEOPOLD BACK IN

A change in the Blues' defensive lineup is expected when the team faces LA Thursday, with Jordan Leopold replacing Ian Cole.

Cole played 12 minutes, 59 seconds in Tuesday's game against Phoenix. With eight healthy defensemen, Leopold was a healthy scratch.

"I had a great practice ... I think I was the best player out there," Leopold joked Wednesday. "No, I'm just kidding. I had a good practice, just getting back to the little things that can be a difference in being in the lineup. As long as you're progressing, that's a good thing."

The switch would end a streak of 13 straight games for Cole. He was a plus-6 in that stretch and is a plus-13 this season.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Alexander Steen (concussion) did practice Wednesday with the team, but said afterwards that there remains no timetable on his return.

• The Blues gathered their 10 Olympians for a group photo after Wednesday's practice. It will turned into a poster and handed out before the Blues' Feb. 4 game against Ottawa.

• Former Blue Jamie Langenbrunner officially announced his retirement from the NHL on Wednesday.

Sobotka sick, will be game-time decision
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St. Louis Blues v Phoenix Coyotes

St. Louis Blues v Phoenix Coyotes

St. Louis Blues left wing Vladimir Sobotka (left) tries to keep possession of the puck against Phoenix Coyotes defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday, Nov. 12, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

Enlarge Photo

Bernie Bytes: Blues' depth paying off

Blues haven't missed a stride since Steen went down. Also: Where does Scottrade rank for the hockey-watching experience? Read more

Preview: Blues vs Coyotes

The Coyotes edged the Blues 3-2 in overtime on Nov. 12 at Scottrade Center. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Oshie, Blues drop Coyotes

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues fall to Kings at home

Blues Talk: Fans discuss trade rumors

NHL Standings

NHL Daily Scoreboard

The Blues have set several new records in 2013-14 and they could be on the verge of another: most sick players in one season.

Vladimir Sobotka became the last Blue to feel blue this morning, missing the team's tune-up for tonight's game against Phoenix.

"He's got the flu, so we left him at home," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "Hopefully he's ready for tonight."

If Sobotka can't play tonight, it would break up the Blues' and one the NHL's most productive lines of late. Sobotka, along with Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko, have 17 points and plus-18 rating in the past four games.

The group has three goals in its past three games, which according to Leftwinglock.com, is more than Pittsburgh's line of Chris Kunitz, Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin and Chicago's Marian Hossa, Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp.

In Tuesday's practice, with Sobotka unavailable, the Blues assembled a line of Magnus Pajaarvi with Berglund back at center and Tarasenko on the right side.

The club is also without Maxim Lapierre, who suffered a lower-body injury in Friday's game in Vancouver. He has been placed on IR retroactive to Friday, which means the earliest he could return is Saturday against Anaheim.

With no Lapierre at Tuesday's morning skate, the fourth line was made up of defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo at left wing, Adam Cracknell in the middle and Ryan Reaves on the right side. 

Colaiacovo has filled in at left wing previously this season, but that won't be the case tonight. The club announced that it has recalled Dmitrij Jaskin from the American Hockey League and he will be in the lineup if Sobotka is unable to suit up.

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Adam Cracknell-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

COYOTES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Shane Doan-Mike Ribiero-David Moss

Lauri Korpikoski-Martin Hanzal-Radim Vrbata

Rob Klinkhammer-Antoine Vermette-Mikkel Boedker

Paul Bissonnette-Jeff Halpern-Jordan Szwarz

Defensemen

Keith Yandle-Derek Morris

Oliver Eckman Larsson-Michael Stone

Rostislav Klesla-David Schlemko

Goalie

Mike Smith/Thomas Greiss

***

POLAK RETURNS

Defenseman Roman Polak will return to the lineup tonight after missing 10 games with a fractured ankle. As written in this morning's article, Ian Cole will be Polak's defensive partner.

Hitchcock said this morning that Cole deserves a chance to stay in the lineup.

Addressing Cole's improvements, Hitch said "just everything...physicality, composure with the puck, the game has slowed down in his head so he's able to read things defensively. He really took advantage of the opportunity here. He's earned the right to keep playing. We understand that we're going to get everybody in at times, but Cole quite frankly if you're looking at eight healthy guys, he's earned the right to play."

***

BERGLUND PLAYS NO. 400

Tonight, Blues forward Patrik Berglund will play in his 400th NHL game.

Berglund, who is the Blues' longest-tenured Swede, has missed just 21 games in his career with the club.

"It's been a really good run," Berglund said. "The team's getting better and better every year. That's obviously nice to be a part of actually, developing every year. We're getting better here every year and it's nice to be a part of this kind of from the beginning to now."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues are in a stretch of six consecutive games against the Pacific Division. Their 2-1 loss to Vancouver dropped their record against the Pacific to 5-6-3. The club is 26-2-2 versus the other three divisions. 

• The Coyotes, who dealt the Blues a 3-2 overtime loss on Nov. 12, come to town having lost five of their last six games. That includes a 5-1 defeat at Winnipeg Monday night. The Coyotes are 2-2-1 on the second night of back-to-back games this season, but have lost their last three.

• The Blues have allowed two or fewer goals in seven consecutive games. Goalie Jaroslav Halak returns to the net tonight, following his 33-save shutout in a 5-0 victory over Calgary last Thursday.

• Phoenix is the only team in the NHL without a shorthanded goal this season.

Steen returns to practice with the Blues
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St. Louis Blues v Montreal Canadiens

St. Louis Blues left wing Alexander Steen reacts after scoring his second goal of the first period against Montreal Canadiens goaltender Carey Price during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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For the first time since he left the Blues' lineup Dec. 21 with concussion symptoms, Alexander Steen skated with his teammates at practice Monday.

Steen was wearing a blue-colored jersey — not an off-colored, "no-contact" jersey as injured players often wear — and he was taking some shifts on the top line. Those are both good signs, but afterwards, the left winger emphasized that there remains no timetable for his return.

"Just feeling better, so I thought I'd try (to practice)," Steen said. "Basically, it's just try stuff and analyze and see how you feel and go from there."

Despite missing the past nine games, Steen is still tied for fifth in the NHL with 24 goals. The Blues realize they won't have their leading scorer for Tuesday's game against Phoenix, or the foreseeable future for that matter, but the club was glad to have him back at practice.

"It's day one," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He's been skating on his own, but (now) he joins the team. As time moves forward, we'll see when he's ready to play. It's a good sign. He had good energy and I think the guys were really happy to have him on the ice."

Steen shared a spot with Jaden Schwartz on the Blues' top line, skating with David Backes and T.J. Oshie. Backes joked that Steen "may have even gotten faster over the past couple of weeks somehow."

Steen laughed.

"It doesn't feel that way," he said. "It feels harder."

Steen was in a jovial mood Monday, perhaps part of his approach to recovering from his second concussion with the Blues. He missed 39 in 2011-12 with the same injury.

"I think the thing I learned from last time is not over-analyzing myself hour to hour," he said, "letting (the media) stress me by questioning every day if I'm going to play or practice ... what are the symptoms. I'm kind of taking it at my own pace and seeing how I feel. It's basically the only way to go about it."

Steen said he's also been seeking advice from ex-teammates, including Andy McDonald, Paul Kariya and Scott Nichol, who went through the concussion process.

"Just using them as walls," Steen said, "bouncing things off them about how you're feeling, what they've gone through, how they feel afterwards."

Steen said he doesn't know what is next for him. He may skate Tuesday, and then again he may not.

"Basically do what I feel comfortable with," Steen said. "There's no timetable. Up until today, I've just been going day by day. I haven't planned a week in advance or anything like that. I've just gone by how I feel in the mornings and the nights, especially the nights after I've done stuff.

"Tonight I look at how I feel and maybe go harder tomorrow or take a step back and just chill. Even if you don't see me out there tomorrow, it's not the end of the world. It's not like I sat at home just competely crushed. It's just another day and you're looking at the long-term plan to get me back."

Monday was one more step toward that goal.

"I don't think you want to read anything into it until he's declared a player," Hitchcock said. "You could go through this for days, you could go through it for weeks. You don't really know. It's kind of how he feels."

***

POLAK READY TO PLAY?

Defenseman Roman Polak was a full participant in Monday's practice and could make his return to the lineup Tuesday.

Polak has missed the last 10 games with a partially fractured left ankle.

"I think I'm pretty close," Polak said. "I think I have the green light to go. I don't know when ... if it's going to be tomorrow, the day after. I'm going to do whatever I can to get back in the lineup and we'll see what the coaches decide."

Hitchcock said that Polak will be re-evaluated Tuesday morning.

"Hopefully if he continues to feel good, then he's going to get clearance tomorrow to be able to play," Hitchcock said. "That'll be really good for us, too. He's going to give us a real added boost of energy and physicality that I think we need in our lineup right now."

Polak will also give the Blues eight healthy defensemen, forcing another one to the pressbox — either Ian Cole or Jordan Leopold. In Monday's practice, Polak practiced with both players.

"We used them both," Hitchcock said. "They were switched up halfway through the practice. Both played on the power play. Whether one guy plays on Tuesday, probably the next guy will play on Thursday. We're going to use them both. They're both playing well and it gives us the depth that we need."

***

LAPIERRE IS INJURED

Blues center Maxim Lapierre did not practice Monday after leaving Friday's game in Vancouver with an apparent lower-body injury.

Lapierre was the recipient of a hit late in the game by the Canucks' Dan Hamhuis. Hitchcock said that Lapierre did not return.

"Don't know yet (about Lapierre's status)," Hitchcock said. "He took that hit late in the game, that low hit there. He's been exercising full, but not able to skate on a full-time basis. So we'll evaluate him tomorrow and see if he can play tomorrow."

The fourth line in Monday's practice was made up of Brenden Morrow, Ryan Reaves and Adam Cracknell.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues have a record of 31-8-5 this season. After Friday's 2-1 loss in Vancouver, five of the team's 13 loss this season have now come on the second night of back-to-back games.

• In a recent ranking conducted by Stadium Journey, Scottrade Center finished fourth among NHL arenas for top experience. Judges based the venues on food and beverage, atmosphere, neighborhood, fans, access, return on investment and extras. Click here for the entire report on Scottrade Center.

• Jaroslav Halak will get the start in goal Tuesday against Phoenix. Halak will be coming off a 5-0 shutout over Calgary in his most recent start.

Oshie ready to go tonight
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Blues make it 7 in a row

Six more Blues invited to play in Olympics

The Blues have 12 people participating in the Olympics, including 10 players. Read more

Related Links

Blues chat: Read the Jeremy Rutherford Q-&-A

CALGARY, Alberta • T.J. Oshie will be in the lineup tonight when the Blues play at Rogers Arena.

Initially, that seemed problematic when Oshie banged knees with Edmonton's Taylor Hall late in the third period on Tuesday. As he laid on the ice, even Oshie was thinking the worst.

“Usually I'm able to get up and at least get to the bench, so out there it was … a little painful,” he said. “But I've been icing it a lot, doing some rehab with the trainers and it feels pretty good.”

Oshie took a regular shift with the David Backes and Jaden Schwartz during practice.

There are no lineup changes from Tuesday's win at Edmonton, with the exception of Jaroslav Halak starting in goal.

***

The Blues will start Jaroslov Halak in goal against the Flames. Halak has not played since being relieved after one period of the 6-5 shootout win over Chicago on Dec. 28. In between, he has been sick with a lingering flu bug.

But he is ready to go and with the Blues playing back-to-back nights in Calgary and Vancouver (Friday), coach Ken Hitchcock elected to get Halak in tonight.

“It wouldn't be fair to have him come back on a game like tomorrow,” Hitchcock said. “We want to give him a full day and the usual preparation time in order to get back, so we wanted to get him in there tonight.”

***

Roman Polak continues to participate in full in practice and appears ready to return. Polak is on injured reserve, however, and is not scheduled to come off until Jan. 13, so he will not play tonight or tomorrow but should be back in time for the home with Phoenix on Tuesday

Six more Blues players selected for Olympic teams
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues win sixth straight

EDMONTON - If the Blues aren't the official sponsor of the 2014 Olympic hockey tournament, they certainly are the chief facilitator.

Six more Blues got word on Tuesday morning that they will be representing their country in the games. Defensemen Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo were selected to the Canadian team. Forwards Alexander Steen and Patrik Berglund were named to the Swedish team. Forward Vladimir Tarasenko was named to the Russian squad, while netminder Jaroslav Halak was tapped to play for Slovakia.

All that news came on the heels of forwards David Backes, T. J. Oshie and defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk being selected to the U.S. Olympic hockey team last week, and forward Vladimir Sobotka getting a call from the Czech Republic on Monday.

Toss in Blues coach Ken Hitchcock and general manager Doug Armstrong, who are part of Team Canada's administrative staff, and the Blues are sending 12 people to the Olympics in Sochi, Russia, which commence on Feb. 7.

Depending on which country you're rooting for, “Let's go Blues!” will be an appropriate alternative cheer.

“As a team we've gotten off to a good start this year, and that reflects on everybody,” said Bouwmeester, 30, who was surrounded by Canadian press as the Blues arrived at Rexall Place for practice Tuesday morning. “I think we have quite a few guys who will be going to that tournament.”

As for all the attention in Edmonton: “It's kind of a strange day, that way,” Bouwmeester added. “Usually, for most guys, you wouldn't be in Canada. You'd get a phone call and that's the end of it. But obviously, it's a big deal in this country. So it's a fun day and you just have to enjoy it.”

Pietrangelo was among a number of Blues players who gathered around a television in the hotel lobby during breakfast on Tuesday morning, watching the announcements. The 23-year old defenseman acknowledged it will be difficult to separate Blues from Olympians next month.

“It's pretty special and you include Armie and Hitch in there too,” he said. “It's going to be special to be a part of it. You know, 10 guys off one team, it's going to make for a fun atmosphere when we get over there, especially if we get the chance to play against each other.

“I guess now I'll know what it's like to play against some of the guys on our team. It's not going to be easy, but hopefully I'll be up to the challenge.”

Bouwmeester played in the 2006 Olympics for Team Canada. This will be Pietrangelo's first opportunity. The two have been the anchor pairing on the Blues defense since Bouwmeester arrived in a trade late last season. They likely will remain together for the Canadian team, as well.

“Obviously, Jay's game on the ice speaks for itself,” Pietrangelo added. “He's been an older guy that I can lean on for advice off the ice and a leader on. Certainly, this year we seem to have taken our game to the next level in terms of a partnership.

“We've found a way to jell. To be able to go through this, with the success we're having in St. Louis and now to carry it over into the Olympics, it's pretty awesome. The atmosphere is going to be pretty special. It's something you dream about, obviously.”

*** 

Steen is not with the team on its Canadian trip, which starts with the game tonight against the Oilers, and includes games in Calgary (Thursday) and Vancouver (Friday).

Roman Polak is on the trip and has skated the past two days. He is close to returning from an ankle fracture.

“It felt better than I expected,” Polak said. “As far as the pain and conditioning, it was pretty good. I think I'm pretty close. I'd say a week.”

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock has been pleasantly surprised by Polak's participation level.

“I didn't know he was going to participate as much as he did, had no idea on that," Hitchcock said. “So I was really impressed. He's been excellent.”

Blues are fastest to 30 wins in franchise history
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Blues Bytes: The goals keep coming

The Blues continue to receive goals from an impressive array of players, and that should help them in the postseason.  Read more

Related Links

Video highlights: Blues crush Flames

CALGARY, Alberta • The Blues had a partial skate on Wednesday morning, fresh off a 5-2 win at Edmonton on Tuesday night. The team has won six in succession and scored five or more goals in the last three of those wins and four of the six. They lead the NHL with 15 wins by three or more goals.

The victory was No. 30 for the Blues in their 42nd game, their fastest arrival at 30 wins in franchise history.

The 1998-99 team got to 30 wins in 44 games. The Blues team that won the President's Trophy in 1999-2000 didn't get to 30 wins until the 50th game.

Then there was the 2005-06 team - which never got to 30 at all. Its tank ran dry at 21 wins during a deplorable 21-46-15 campaign.

Informed of those numbers, coach Ken Hitchcock says his team will have to play better if it's going to get to 31 wins. They play in Calgary on Thursday and Vancouver on Friday.

“We didn't have the focus (in Edmonton) that we've had in recent games,” Hitchcock said, “and we're going to have to get it back here on this road trip.”

He only saw 18 shots, but give credit to goaltender Brian Elliott for Tuesday's positive outcome. Edmonton's 18 shots included some beauties and Elliott made big saves during a second period when the Blues were trading blows with the Oilers.

“He was good when he had to be,” Hitchcock said. “He made a couple of big saves when it was 2-2 and allowed us to make it 3-2 and 4-2.”

As for Elliott, he improved to 13-1-2 this season and continued his stretch of outstanding play since relieving Jaroslav Halak in a 6-5 shootout win over Chicago on Dec. 28.

He has seven wins in a row and the Blues have points in 10 consecutive games in which Elliott has played (not all starts).

Elliott has allowed nine goals in his last 19 periods – which includes two overtime segments. He has a .938 save percentage in during that time.

And he insists the groove can be credited to the help.

“Sometime you get that feeling,” Elliott said. “What's really big in allowing you to get that feeling is the guys playing around you. They take away options and allow you to just focus on the shot. You don't have to focus on guys on the back-door play, or last-minute passes because you trust the guys around you to take that away. ”

***  

Hitchcock said forward T. J. Oshie is "literally day to day" after colliding knee to knee with an Edmonton player late in Tuesday's game.

However, Oshie walking to the bus, added, "I'm fine, it's just sore, but it's OK."  

***

Patrik Berglund got his third goal in two games as a left winger on Tuesday, albeit into an empty net. Still, the line of Vladimir Sobotka centering Berglund on left wing and Vladimir Tarasenko on the right had more good moments in Edmonton.

Tarasenko had a goal and assist, Sobotka had two assists and the trio was a collective plus-6. That makes for 11 points in two games for the newly-formed threesome.

“It's obviously an adjustment to play wing,” Berglund said. “I do feel more comfortable. Also, I feel like I have more energy to keep going in the shifts and all of that. So, it's been fun and I feel like we have a good line going.

“I mean, Sobie's having a great, great year and Vladie is really creative with the puck. I think we're helping each other out. I thought, especially in the first period, we had really good down-low play. It was a little back and forth after that, but overall I think it's been pretty good.”

***

Maxim Lapierre got his 61st career goal in his 500th NHL game on Tuesday. The Saint-Leonard, Quebec native played his first game with the Montreal Canadiens on Nov. 15, 2005. He had no points and was a minus-1. On Tuesday, he had his sixth goal of the season and a plus-1.

“It's a good feeling,” Said Lapierre, 28, who has six goals on the season and two in his last two games. “When you're young, you never believe you're going to play in the NHL, and you never believe you're going to play 500 games.

“It's nothing, really, but it means a lot to me.”

Not enough, however, to keep a puck from his goal or the game.

“No, I don't keep any of that stuff,” he said.

Hitchcock more impressed with home performances than first-half mark
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Bernie: Blues could have fans dreaming big

Team is sending the right signals by overcoming obstacles. Read more

Blues may have to wing it with Berglund

A center by trade, Patrik Berglund scored two goals against Columbus while playing left wing. Read more

Related Links

Video highlights: Blues crush Flames

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues win sixth straight

The Blues will begin the second half of the season in Edmonton tomorrow night, carrying with them the best first-half record in franchise history. But coach Ken Hitchcock knows they don't give out trophies for first-half records.

“I don't really look at it from the first-half standpoint,” Htichcock said. “I look at the homestand. I think we played our best hockey in this homestand, and really good hockey in the last four games at home."

A 6-2 victory over Columbus on Saturday improved the Blues' mark to 17-3-2 at Scottrade Center and they lead the Western Conference in home wins. The Blues have gone 51-0-1 in their last 52 home games in which they score at least three goals.

All six Blues goals came at even strength, making them the only NHL team with three such performances this season. More important to Hitchcock, all six goals were the result of hard work.

Interspersed with three wins in four road games, the Blues beat Montreal, Chicago, Los Angeles and Columbus over their last four games at home, the last three wins coming in front of sold out crowds.

At the same time, the Note scored five or more goals in each of those four home wins. Meanwhile, they spliced in games Dallas and Minnesota where they got two wins out of five goals. In short, they were able to win in low-scoring style, as well.

“Our players are starting to buy in again,” Hitchcock added. “We created all our scoring opportunities based on our checking, not on offensive creativity. When we play like that, I think our players are starting to believe we can control the hockey game.”

HERE AND GONE

The Blues sent goaltender Jake Allen back to Chicago on Sunday. Sick with a bug in recent days, Jaroslav Halak has improved enough to go on the three-game trip to western Canada.

Allen, 23, has dressed in 23 games for Chicago this season. He ranks fourth among all American Hockey League goalies with 14 wins (14-7-2) while his 2.17 goals against average ranks third and his .922 save percentage is 10th best.

The 6-foot-2, 203-pound goaltender appeared in 15 games for the Blues last season, leading rookie goalies with nine wins (9-4-1) and a 2.46 goals against average. He was back-and-forth twice in the last week, serving as an alternate goalie to starter Brian Elliott. But Allen was strictly a spectator.

THREE AMIGOS

With points from Shattenkirk (31), Alex Pietrangelo (28) and Jay Bouwmeester (27) on Saturday night, the Blues have three defensemen with at least 27 points in a season for the first time since Steve Duchesne (56), Al MacInnis (49) and Chris Pronger (36) in 1997-98.

Backes, Leopold will return as Blues face Columbus
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues torch Blue Jackets

One by one, and in some cases two by two, the injured Blues are returning to the lineup.

On Thursday, it was forward Ryan Reaves returning from a broken hand to help the Blues defeat the Los Angeles Kings. When the Blues face Columbus tonight at Scottrade Center, forward David Backes and defenseman Jordan Leopold will be among the skating.

Leopold has missed 26 games fater having surgery on his right hand. Backes has missed three games with an undisclosed upper body injury.

Both will be back, with defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo coming out of the lineup to accommodate Leopold. The Blues also have sent forward Chris Porter back to their American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago and recalled goaltender Jake Allen.

Netminder Jaroslav Halak did not skate this morning and is not feeling well enough to play. Allen will back up starter Brian Elliott in goal.

Blues coach Ken Hithcock will plug Backes back into his center spot on the first line, with Jaden Schwartz and T. J. Oshie. Backes has 16 goals and 14 assists. Vladimir Sobotka – who was filling in for Backes - will move to a line with Patrik Berglund and Magnus Paajarvi.

Hitchcock fully expects Backes and Leopold to play the same kind of minutes they were playing before they departed.

"It's just business as usual," Hitchcock said. "We expect Backes to play 17-20 ninutes again, no different. And we'll just absorb the rest of the minutes throughout the lineup.

The Blues have been playing so well, including wins in four straight, it has allowed the team to be patient about bringing players back until they are fully ready to resume.

“You're not going to diminish a guy's minutes," Hitchcock added. "He earned the ice time before he got hurt and we want to give it right back to him.”

***

Ian Cole said his nine blocked shots against Los Angeles were not the result of a concerted effort to block shots, per se.

"Obviously, I was just trying to get in the way as much as possible to help (Brian Elliott),” Cole said. “But I mean, there's a lot of games where you kind of block four or five shots and get credit for two or three.

“It's just one of those things, you know. I mean, it's a great stat but it's not like I was diving head-first in front of the opposition to block shots. It's just kind of the way it was that game.”

A reporter suggested it certainly would be impressive if Cole was diving head-first in front of shooters.

“Yeah, it would be more impressive," he agreed, "but I probably would have fewer teeth.”

Blues' Leopold taken off IR, could play Saturday
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St. Louis Blues v Los Angeles Kings

St. Louis Blues v Los Angeles Kings

St. Louis Blues goaltender Brian Elliott (right) stops a shot by Los Angeles Kings right wing Matt Frattin in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Los Angeles Kings on Thursday, Jan. 2 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues torch Blue Jackets

The Blues have activated defenseman Jordan Leopold from injured reserve and he may be in the lineup Saturday against Columbus.

Leopold played 13 games before suffering a ligament injury in his right hand on Nov. 7, requiring surgery that has kept him out the past 26 games.

The Blues are on a four-game winning streak and are 6-0-1 in their last seven games, but head coach Ken Hitchcock indicated Friday that when Leopold was cleared, he would play.

That will mean the breakup Ian Cole and Carlo Colaiacovo, a defensive pair that has held its own for the Blues recently.

In 26 games this season, Cole has one goal, seven points and a plus-minus rating of +10. He had nine blocked shots in Thursday's 5-0 win over Los Angeles. In 10 games, Colaiacovo has two assists with a +1 rating.

"If we get the clearance, then (Leopold) is going to go in and play," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "But yeah, it bought us more time. They made themselves a good pair. It gives us a lot of confidence that (including the injured Roman Polak), we've got eight defensemen here who can play in the National Hockey League. 

"You look at any of the good teams that are doing well right now, they've got eight guys. They don't have seven; they've got eight guys that can come in and play. You look at Chicago, they rotate those three guys in that one position all the time. Everybody gets a game, so they're staying sharp. I think we'll do some of that same stuff. We'll keep all eight guys on the move here."

***

HALAK IMPROVING

Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak did not practice Friday, but he is expected to back up Brian Elliott Saturday night. 

The club, in fact, has reassigned Jake Allen to the American Hockey League. 

The move allows Allen to suit up for the Chicago Wolves tonight in an important Western Conference game at Grand Rapids. But the Blues wouldn't have made it without the confidence that Halak will be well enough to play if needed.

"He is feeling better," Hitchcock said. "He should be fine to back up tomorrow."

It's too soon to know when Halak will get his next start with the Blues, who begin a three-game road trip Tuesday in Edmonton.

"He's missed quite a bit here lately," Hitchcock said. "We'll get through tomorrow's game and then we've got two or three days to get ready for Edmonton and go from there."

***

REAVES IS SOLID

Ryan Reaves saw 9:01 of ice time in his first game back from a broken hand Thursday against LA and had a team-high four hits.

"Really good," Hitchcock said. "I mean, that's the first time we've had energy from that line in a little while. It's a good sign."

***

CRACKNELL ON WAIVERS

The Blues have placed forward Adam Cracknell on waivers and will know Saturday if he's been claimed.

Cracknell, 28, has two assists and is a plus-2 in 14 games this season. He in a one-year, $600,000 contract that is a one-way NHL deal.

The Blues may not assign Cracknell to the AHL even if he clears waivers, but the move gives the club flexibility when others are ready to return from injuries.

If for example, the Blues keep eight defensemen on their roster, they'll be limited to just 13 forwards.

***

BACKES UPDATE

Blues captain David Backes skated again Friday and could be available Saturday. Hitchcock said the club will check on his status in the morning and see if he's able to play against the Blue Jackets

Three Blues named to Team USA Olympic roster
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St. Louis Blues v Toronto Maple Leafs

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock and (from left) David Backes, T.J. Oshie and Patrik Berglund. (Photo by Chris Lee / clee@post-dispatch.com)

David Backes is going back and he's taking Kevin Shattenkirk and T.J. Oshie with him. 

Team USA announced its 25-man roster for the upcoming Olympic Games, and the Blues held three spots with the selections of two of their forwards and one defenseman.

Backes, the Blues' captain, will be making his second trip to the Olympics, after helping the Americans win a silver medal in Vancouver in 2010. Shattenkirk and Oshie will be making their Olympic debuts.

"It's something that I've always kind of dreamed of," Shattenkirk said before the announcement. "It's just going to be a great experience if I have that opportunity. I really am looking forward to it. Anytime you can wear that USA jersey, it's always been something pretty special to me and this has been the ultimate goal to get there."

Backes, who is a member of Team USA's leadership group, has 16 goals and 30 points in 35 games with the Blues this season. Oshie has a team-high 27 assists in 39 games. Shattenkirk has six goals and 28 points, which ranks fourth among all NHL defensemen.

"The thing I'm proudest of, on the American side, the guys that we have that are qualified have done everything they can to make this hockey club," said Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, who will be an assistant coach with Team Canada. "Backes, Oshie and Shattenkirk have all had really, really good first halves of the year."

The Blues could have as many as 11 players participating in the Olympics for their respective countries. In addition to Backes, Shattenkirk and Oshie, the list includes: Alex Pietrangelo (Canada), Jay Bouwmeester (Canada), Jaroslav Halak (Slovakia), Roman Polak (Czech Republic), Vladimir Sobotka (Czech Republic), Alexander Steen (Sweden), Patrik Berglund (Sweden) and Vladimir Tarasenko (Russia).

Halak can be backup against Wild; Backes still not ready
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ST. PAUL, Minn. - The Blues conducted a partial skate this morning at Excel Energy Center, in advance of a 5 p.m. game against the Minnesota Wild.

Jaroslav Halak participated in the practice and will serve as the backup goalie. Blues coach Ken Hitchcock originally planned to start Halak tonight, but the netminder has been under the weather for several days.

Hitchcock suggested on Monday the team might have to call up goaltender Jake Allen from the American Hockey League Chicago Wolves to back up starter Brian Elliott. But Halak practiced fine and will be available in emergency.

Halak said he has not felt 100 percent since the Blues' trip to Edmonton-Calgary on Dec. 21-23.

Blues center David Backes skated for the second day in succession, but Backes will not be in the lineup this evening.

"He's feeling better and better, but he's not able to play," Hitchcock said. "We're not prepared to risk it right now."

Backes also did not play at Dallas on Sunday after sustaining an injury in a 6-5 victory over Chicago on Saturday.  

Furthermore, Hitchcock was not sure exactly who would play tonight, given several of the Blues are still battling the flu bug.

You might say the lineup is  flu-id.

"We'll give you 12 forwards tonight, I can't tell you who they're going to be right now," Hitchcock said.

***

Former Blues forward Jamie Langenbrunner was at the morning skate, visiting old teammates. Langenbrunner lives some 120 miles away with his wife and three children.

He said he thought about trying to play this season but when things didn't develop early on, he decided it was time to place fatherhood ahead of hockey.

***

Hitchcock said the Blues have to continue a fundamental approach against the Wild, who are like a wounded animal right now. Minnesota has lost five in a row and local stories suggest coach Mike Yeo is in danger of losing his job.

Hitchcock said the Blues have to focus on themselves, not the opposition.

"The roster we're icing right now, we have to keep it simple," he said. "We can't talk in terms of matching certain elements of what they've got. We have to keep our own game in perspective. 

"For us right now, simple is better. When we complicate it, when we force offense, that's when we get ourselves in trouble."

At the same time, Hitchock acknowledged the injuries and illness that have impacted the Blues' roster have allowed them to learn positive things about other players.

"The bigger factor for us is this has afforded us new people to step up and play prominent roles," he said. "So all of a sudden, defensemen who play 12 minutes are now playing 20. Forwards that play 12-14 minutes are playing 18-20.

"And I think all of these guys who have stepped up and added time to their play have shown they can handle it."
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Blues keep finding ways to win
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Shattenkirk gets it done again for Blues

Blues 3, Stars 2 • Defenseman has three game-winners. Read more

Elliott back in goal, but no shake-up in store

DALLAS • Officially, the weary Blues did conduct a morning skate before the late Sunday afternoon game with the Stars at American Airlines Cen… Read more

The Blues will play a Minnesota team on Tuesday that has lost five in a row and seven of nine. The Wild blew a three-goal lead in losing 5-4 to the Islanders on Sunday.

For their part, the Blues keep "finding ways" to win, according to coach Ken Hitchcock, with “different heroes every night.”

True that, although Kevin Shattenkirk and goaltender Brian Elliott have been obvious heroes for the past two nights. Shattenkirk scored the game-winner in the 3-2 win at Dallas on Sunday, a one-time blast with 10.4 seconds to play.

Shattenkirk also scored the decisive shootout goal in the 6-5 win over Chicago on Saturday. The SO goal aside, Shattenkirk officially has three game-winning goals this season, which shares the lead among NHL defense men.

But for Shattenkirk, the real key on Sunday was a successful overtime penalty kill just moments before his goal.

“I really think we owed it to our penalty kill," Shattenkirk said. "It was a tough call there on (T. J.) Oshie, but we were able to deal with it.”

After overcoming the flag on Oshie, the Blues got a power play with 35 seconds remaining in the game. They took advantage before the clock ran out. They also got a power-play goal from Jaden Schwartz earlier in the game.

“We came back and when we saw the opportunity that we had,” Shattenkirk said. “We knew that it was our time to try and capitalize on it. We go out with the mentality that we're going to bury them (on the power play) and we did it twice tonight."

The other obvious hero on Sunday was Elliott, who kept the Blues solvent over the first two periods, when they were out-shot and out-played for the most part. Elliott wound up with 28 saves, many of them high quality. That came after he backstopped the win over Chicago, stopping Jonathan Toews on a breakaway in overtime.

Elliott moved to 9-1-2 overall and 4-1-2 on the road. In addition, he is 5-0-1 in December. 

*** 

The Blues are not disclosing the injury suffered by David Backes on Saturday night, listing it simply as "upper body."

But for those who are speculating, it is not concussion-related.

***

Hitchcock didn't know until game time whether Vladimir Sobotka would be ready to play at Dallas. Sobotka had missed six games with a muscle-related injury. But after skating in per-game warmups, he made the lineup against the Stars, and made his presence felt.

Sobotka assisted on the goals by both Shattenkirk and Schwartz and played vital minutes during penalty-kill situations.

“ 'Sobie' did a lot of work with that (overtime penalty kill), he did a lot of work creating the (overtime) penalty and did obviously a great job on (Shattenkirk’s) goal," Hitchcock said.

***

Blues veteran Brendan Morrow was the captain in Dallas from 2006-13 and ranks eighth in franchise history with 528 points. Morrow returned to his old stomping grounds on Sunday, started the game and received a brief video tribute during the first period. The moment drew warm applause from the 15,678 on hand that did not have Cowboys tickets.

Morrow was traded to Pittsburgh late last season, signed by the Blues as a free agent over the summer. He acknowledged it was strange to be back for the first time.

“It's odd coming in here on a bus, not sleeping in your bed, walking to a different locker room," Morrow said. “Everything was a little bit strange. You're used to being on the other side. At the other end for warm-ups, everything was a little bit strange.

“The different-colored (Dallas) jerseys, maybe that helped a little bit. It's a different green than I'm used to.”

***

Our Own Oddities: Minnesota's quarterback defenseman Ryan Suter, he of the gigantic contract, scored his first goal of the season in the Wild's 5-4 loss to the Islanders on Sunday. He also played more than 33 minutes in the game.

Asked about Suter having only one goal, Hitchcock referenced Suter's playing time in explaining why he hasn't scored more. “His arms are too tired,” Hitchcock said.

***

Blues assistant coach Brad Shaw, who handles the defensemen, spread the love against Dallas. Ian Cole played more than 20 minutes. Carlo Colaiacovo played 17:18 and led the team with four blocked shots. The Blues blocked a season-high 25 shots against the Stars.

***

Oshie broke a 16-game goal scoring drought on Sunday, He also got his 27th assist and is eight assists shy of his career high (35), set during the 2011-12 season

Blues' Steen out indefinitely with concussion
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St. Louis Blues v Montreal Canadiens

St. Louis Blues center Derek Roy (right) congratulates left wing Alexander Steen after he assisted on Steen's second goal in the first period during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues top Blackhawks in SO

Alexander Steen will be out indefinitely as he recovers from a concussion, the Blues announced at Saturday's morning skate. 

The club confirmed what had been been reported in recent days, after Steen left last Saturday's game in Edmonton. He has been placed on injured reserve.

So what has been storybook season for Steen, who ranks second in the NHL with 24 goals, will miss his second straight game tonight when the Blues host the Chicago Blackhawks at Scottrade Center and his return is unknown.

"I say indefinitely because it could be day to day or week to week," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "With a concussion, there's no set timetable. He's not going to be going on this road trip that is coming up, but he is exercising and we hope he has a speedy recovery. But concussions, I don't feel comfortable putting a timetable on."

This marks Steen's second known concussion with the Blues, after missing 39 games with a head injury during 2011-12. He was injured Dec. 23, 2011, and played two more games before leaving the lineup with symptoms. He returned to the team on March 25.

This time, Steen might have also played a few games while being concussed. 

Armstrong said Saturday that the club believes Steen's last concussion is the culmination of several recent hits, starting with an illegal check to the head by Ottawa's Zach Smith on Dec. 16.

"The initial contact was the hit to the head in the Ottawa game," Armstrong said. "Then a couple of other ones — in the Montreal game, (Douglas) Murray) got him pretty good after that offside. And then the Edmonton game, I think he got hit in the corner (by David Perron)."

After leaving the Edmonton game early, Steen returned to St. Louis for a few days. On Dec. 26, he traveled to Ann Arbor, Mich., to meet with University of Michigan neurologist Jeffrey Kutcher for a diagnosis. 

"He came back with the report and the report is that he is suffering from concussion-like symptoms or a concussion," Armstrong said.

Steen returned to St. Louis and at Scottrade Center Saturday, where he met with Armstrong and Blues trainer Ray Barile in the morning. He was not available for comment.

"None of us really knew what was going on," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "That's why we weren't prepared to make any statements, because we needed him to get the information. He wasn't feeling 100 percent and we wanted to make sure we had the information. So when he saw the doctor and came back...we knew he wasn't going to play today, so we were already prepared moving forward."

Several of Steen's teammates said Saturday that they are hopeful for a quick return.

"Everybody knows what he's done this year," Magnus Paajarvi said. "He's been bubbling all these years and now it feels like it's exploding for him. So it's been awesome for him and awesome for us. Obviously with him gone, it's a big piece missing. Hopefully he'll be back soon."

Armstrong said that Steen was in good spirits.

"He's doing much better today," Armstrong said. "I think he's very comfortable with what he heard from the specialist. He's very comfortable with the process of training and just waiting to see how he feels to get better. Obviously he's disappointed. He's having a storybook year and he wants to continue that.

"But as I've said, we have a longer-term view on this injury and his importance on our team than any one day, any one week or any one month for that matter. He's a big part of our team, and we want to make sure that when he's back he's like he was when he came back last time — a force."

An NHL source said that the league did review the hit by Smith, but no further discipline was deemed necessary.

"I think what happens, when it's your own player, you see it differently than when it happens to other players," Armstrong said. "I think hits to the head are very serious in our game, and I think it's something that the league takes serious, the (NHLPA) takes series and we take serious." 

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Vladimir Sobotka-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Dmitrij Jaskin

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Carlo Colaiacovo

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

BLACKHAWKS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Patrick Sharp-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

Kris Versteeg-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

Bryan Bickell-Andrew Shaw-Brandon Saad

Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Ben Smith

Defensemen

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

Niklas Hjalmarsson-Johnny Oduya

Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Goalie

Antti Raanta

***

SOBOTKA RETURNS

Vladimir Sobotka will be back in the Blues' lineup tonight against Chicago, after missing five games with an undisclosed upper-body injury that happened while reaching for a puck in the Columbus game.

"It came out of nowhere," Sobotka said. "I didn't get hit. I felt pain and after that, I couldn't really move."

Sobotka was placed on IR and did not make the Blues' road trip to Edmonton and Calgary. He's had only one practice with the club in the last two weeks, and that was on Friday.

"So he's had a couple of skates and one hockey practice, so we're going to have to pay respect to that and manage that," Hitchcock said.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Tonight's game will feature two of the top eight winningest coaches in NHL history. Chicago's Joel Quenneville ranks No. 4 with 687 regular-season victorie, including 307 that came with the Blues, and Hitchcock is No. 8 with 629, including 96 with the Blues. Quenneville and Hitchcock have met 54 times in the regular season in their careers. Quenneville has 28 wins, Hitchcock has 22 and there have been four ties.

• Chicago has at least one power-play goal in 12 of its last 13 games and has converted 16 of 51 opportunities in that stretch (31.4 percent).

• Blues forward Chris Stewart enters tonight's game with eight goals and 11 points in his last seven games.

• USA Hockey announced Saturday that it will unveil the 25-man roster for the 2014 men's Olympic team on Jan. 1, at the conclusion of the Winter Classic. The Blues have three candidates to make the club in David Backes, Kevin Shattenkirk and T.J. Oshie.

Elliott will start but Hitchcock unsure about rest of Blues lineup against Stars
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St. Louis Blues v Chicago Blackhawks

St. Louis Blues goaltender Brian Elliott stops a shot as Chicago Blackhawks right wing Patrick Kane (left) looks for the rebound in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Chicago Blackhawks on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues close out Stars in OT

DALLAS • The Blues conducted a morning skate on Sunday, although attendance was limited. A handful of players participated with the main goal to let goaltender Brian Elliott see some shots prior to a 5 p.m. game with the Stars.

Elliott will get the start after coming out of the bullpen to backstop a 6-5 overtime-shootout victory over Chicago last night.

Between injuries and bouts with illness, coach Ken Hitchcock was not sure what the rest of his lineup would look like today.

Vlad Sobotka, who was planning a return against Chicago, tweaked his injury during the Saturday morning skate and had to be scratched.

"'Sobie' hurt himself right at the end of practice, and we just felt rather than risk it, we pulled him out," Hitchcock said. "He had cleared everything, but he stayed on the ice a little longer and something happened. We decided that he didn't feel comfortable going all out and we didn't want him playing at 85 percent."

David Backes took a hit during the game on Saturday night and did not return for overtime action. The skipper had no further word Sunday morning on captain Backes, who suffered an “upper body” injury as a result of a hit. 

Derek Roy missed Saturday's thriller with flu-like symptoms, and several others are not feeling well.

The team that takes the ice in Dallas will be the few, the proud … the Blues.

“We're not going to know until we show up to play,” Hitchcock said. “You could just say the lineup is very fluid right now.”

While Hitchcock offered little enlightenment on his roster woes, he indicated rookie Sergey Andronov likely would play against the Stars.

The “Andronov Strain” played well in training camp with the Blues before going to the American Hockey League Chicago Wolves. In 28 games for the Wolves, Andronov, 24, has 13 points, with seven goals and six assists and 20 penalty minutes. He is a native of Penza, Russia, selected in the third round of the 2009 Entry Draft.

The Blues likely would have called on Chicago center Keith Aucoin to fill the roster void, in that Aucoin has lots of NHL experience. But the 34-year old Aucoin has had injury issues.

The Blues enjoyed a miraculous shootout victory last night, but the Stars will present a huge and well-rested challenge. Dallas (19-12-6) opened a five-game homestand with a 4-1 victory over Nashville on Friday. The Stars are 4-0-1 in their last five and have a three-game winning streak at home.

***

This will be an emotional event for Brenden Morrow. This will be the first time the former Stars captain has played in Dallas since being traded by the Stars last season. Morrow was dealt to Pittsburgh, then signed with the Blues as a free agent in September.

***

The Blues' victory Saturday was their third over the Blackhawks this season and their fourth in a row against the 'Hawks. It marks their first four-game winning streak in the series since March 3, 1998-Jan. 7, 1999.

"I think it's hard to evaluate (the win) because this wasn't our team," Hitchcock said. "We're missing six-seven guys. I think what this does is it gives younger players confidence.

"I think (Magnus) Paajarvi being able to play in this game, (Vladimir) Tarasenko being as good as he was, (Jaden) Schwartz being as good as he was...(Patrik) Berglund stepping up again. That's the confidence that those guys needed to play in these type of competitions to find out if they could keep up with some of their top players, and they did."

With the win, the Blues also improved to 11-0-1 against the Central Division this season.

***

With his shootout goal, Kevin Shattenkirk improved to three for nine in his career, and all three goals have been game-winners. He also had an assist to extend his point streak to five games (2 goals, 3 assists).

Blues return to the ice without Steen
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St. Louis Blues v Montreal Canadiens

St. Louis Blues left wing Alexander Steen takes a shot in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

The Blues returned from their three-day holiday break, but without leading scorer Alexander Steen.

Steen, who is out with an upper-body injury that is believed to be concussion-related, did not participate in Friday's practice at Scottrade Center.

Steen left Saturday's game against Edmonton in the second period and did not return. He sat out of Monday's game in Calgary, and the hope was that he could would make enough progress to return to the ice when the club reconvened Friday. But he remained out and won't play Saturday against the Chicago Blackhawks.

"Anybody that didn't skate today is out," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He's out — upper body."

Asked if it was a bad sign that Steen wasn't healthy enough to practice after three days off, Hitchcock answered: "Not really. I wouldn't assume anything with him and (defenseman Roman) Polak. This was a full practice and they're not ready for that. We're not going to do any 'testing skates' out here. Either you can go full practice or you can't. We decided that with anybody that's not a full participant, we'll leave them off the ice today."

Meanwhile, Vladimir Sobotka did return to practice Friday. He is on the team's injured-reserve list with an upper-body injury and has missed the last five games.

"Sobotka is going to be a game-time decision (Saturday)," Hitchcock said. "He made it through practice fine. He stayed the distance. If he's able to come back tomorrow and feel good, then we'll put him as a player."

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

Blues giving Jaskin a prime-time opportunity
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Demitrij Jaskin

ST. LOUIS, MO - SEPTEMBER 12: Demitrij Jaskin of the St. Louis Blues poses for his official headshot for the 2013-2014 season on September 12, 2013 at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis, Missouri. (Photo by Mark Buckner/NHLI via Getty Images) *** Local Caption *** Demitrij Jaskin

CALGARY • Blues prospect Dmitrij Jaskin spent nine hours at O'Hare International Airport in Chicago on Sunday, as inclement weather forced several delays. When the plane finally did take off, he had to fly through Toronto to get to Calgary.

Jaskin eventually arrived at the Blues' team hotel at 2 a.m. this morning.

"If that's what it takes to get to the NHL, I'll take it," Jaskin said after the morning skate. "I'm just excited to get back to the NHL."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said Sunday that if Jaskin arrived in time, he would play in tonight's game against Calgary and receive an assignment among the top-six forwards. Hitchcock held true to both, penciling Jaskin in on the team's top line with David Backes and T.J. Oshie.

"Well, don't cast that in stone, but he's going to play with one of the two (lines)," Hitchcock said. "He's going to play with Backes or (Patrik) Berglund, and we'll just see how it looks. If you're going to bring a player of his stature in, you've got to give him a chance to play the role he plays down there."

Jaskin (6-foot-2, 196 pounds) joined the Blues at the end of the regular season in 2012-13. He played in just two games, but spent the better part of a month with the club.

"He was good enough to play for us last year in a pretty intense environment at the end of the year and he's elevated his game a lot since then," Hitchcock said.

Jaskin was impressive in the Blues' training camp last September, but he was assigned to the Chicago Wolves of the American Hockey League. He had nine goals and 17 points in 20 games before his recall.

"I learned a lot," Jaskin said. "It's the pros, so a lot of systems and be focused every minute of every shift."

Hitch said that his decision to play Jaskin, who is a plus-9 with the Wolves this season, was made easier because the forward is accountable defensively.

"So you're not at risk at all putting him in a top role...not at risk one bit," Hitchcock said. "Whether it's top six or top nine. If you're playing him 10 minutes, it doesn't work. If you're playing him 13-14 minutes, now you're doing him a service.

"He's not the quickest skater, (but) he's a powerful skater. He's a good player to play with because he manages the puck better than most people. He manages it, he protects it, he doesn't give the darn thing away, he's good that way."

Jaskin may be a bit fatigued from his trip, but he'll be running on adrenaline tonight.

"It should be exciting for him," Oshie said. "I think the biggest thing for him is just to play his game. He's going to be a little nervous, and that's to be expected. Just not try to do too much, but to still use his skill and strength and size to make some plays out there."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Dmitrij Jaskin-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Carlo Colaiacovo

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

FLAMES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

T.J. Galiardi-Matt Stajan-Lee Stempniak

Mike Cammalleri-Mikael Backlund-Paul Byron

David Jones-Joe Colborne-Jiri Hudler

Lance Bouma-Sean Monahan-Brian McGrattan

Defensmen

Chris Butler-T.J. Brodie

Mark Giordano-Derek Smith

Christopher Breen-Shane O'Brien

Goalie

Reto Berra

***

SHUTOUT RULE

Hitchcock has dwifted away from his "shutout rule" over the past two seasons and he'll do so again tonight.

When Hitchcock arrived in St. Louis, it was automatic that if a Blues goalie posted a shutout, he received the next start. But following Brian Elliott's 23-save shutout in a 6-0 win over Edmonton Saturday, Jaroslav Halak will be in net against the Flames.

"We have a schedule that we think is working," Hitchcock said. "We're looking at all of the games that we're going to play. We feel like we want both guys playing well.

"All I know is we are at our best when both guys are playing well, and that's what we want to focus on. So keeping both guys going in the next month is going to be important."

The Blues are off four days for the Christmas break following tonight's game. If they played another game sooner than Saturday against Chicago, it's considered likely that Elliott would have received the start tonight and Halak the next one. 

***

BERGLUND EARNING CHANCES

Blues center Patrik Berglund had 45 shots on goal in his first 31 games this season (1.45 per game).

In Saturday's game against Edmonton, he had a season-high six shots on goal, including his third goal of the season on a misplay by goalie Ilya Bryzgalov.

"We talked to Bergy three or four days ago," Hitchcock said. "What got me going was, I wanted to see some of his good games from the playoffs last year. A couple of things really stuck out that we talked to him about, and he's really adopted it.

"He wasn't driving the net enough. He wasn't going to the net before the puck was there. He was getting covered over by people. By the time he finished handling the puck and trying to make a play, he was already covered over.

"The second thing for us, he wasn't skating on the cycle. He was stick-handling the puck first, rather than skate first. So I think he's done the things we've wanted him to do, and his offensive chances are a reflection for me."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Blues forward Chris Stewart has been named the NHL's No. 1 star of the week. He had six goals, including his third-career hat-trick, and an assist in four games. Pittsburgh's Sidney Crosby and Colorado's Matt Duchene were the Nos. 2-3 stars, respectively.

• Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester will play in his 800th NHL game tonight against his former team, the Calgary Flames. Bouwmeester will be suiting up for his 50th regular-season game with the Blues, following 279 with the Flames.

• The Blues have scored six or more goals six times this season. In the last full NHL season (2011-12), the club netted six goals just once.

• T.J. Oshie is celebrating his 27th birthday today.

• Calgary defenseman Kris Russell, a former Blue, will not be in the lineup tonight because of injury. He ranks second in the NHL with 105 blocked shots.

Polak will miss at least two weeks with ankle injury
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St. Louis Blues v Montreal Canadiens

St. Louis Blues defenseman Roman Polak covers up as play continues after Polak was injured in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Polak was assisted by a trainer off the ice. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

EDMONTON • The Blues announced Saturday morning that defenseman Roman Polak has been placed on injured-reserve with a lower-body injury and he will be sidelined at least two weeks. 

Polak suffered what is believed to be a broken ankle in a second-period spill in Thursday's 5-1 victory over Montreal.

With about 7 1/2 minutes remaining in the middle period, Polak was backskating near the Blues' net. Montreal's Michael Bournival gave Polak a shove and he appeared to get his feet tangled with teammate Barret Jackman, causing Polak to fall to the ice, clip his head on the post and crash awkwardly into the boards.

"That just happens in hockey...it's unfortunate," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "He's going to be re-evaluated in two weeks. We want to get him back as quickly as possible. I know that he has our team, and I know he has the (Czech Republic) Olympic team that he's focused in on too. So we want to get him back up and running as quick as we can."

Interestingly, Polak was back up and playing after sustaining the injury in Thursday's game. He remained down for several minutes before skating to the bench under his own power. He remained in the game and finished with 15:24 of ice time.

"Just by the way he went in, first smacking his head on the post and then I could see his leg was twisted up behind him as he went into the boards...it looked bad," defenseman Ian Cole said. "So I was really worried at first, but then he came back out and started playing again. Then he was flying around and said he was feeling good. You could tell he was still hurting, but you didn't think it was anything that serious. It shows how tough that guy is."

The Blues held an optional skate Friday, so Polak's absence wasn't noticeable and his injury was not discussed by the club.

Polak has played in all 34 of the Blues' games this season. He has three goals, seven points and a plus-minus rating of plus-7.

With Polak not available, the Blues are down to seven healthy defensemen. The team doesn't have plans to call up a blueliner, so Carlo Colaiacovo is back in the lineup for tonight's game against Edmonton.

"I think we're lucky we've got Carlo," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "Carlo played well the last game he played. I think it's going to increase the minutes of Ian Cole. Ian's had two great games back-to-back here, so hopefully he keeps it up."

If the Blues choose at some point to recall a defenseman from their American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago, the likely candidates would be Taylor Chorney or Cade Fairchild. 

Chorney has five goals and nine points in 25 games with the Wolves, while Fairchild, who had a late start following knee surgery, has 11 assists in 14 games.

Backes closer but not ready yet; Sobotka doesn't make trip
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The Blues conducted an optional skate at St. Louis Outlet Mall before heading to the airport and departing for Edmonton, where they face the Oilers on Saturday.

Among those participating was David Backes. The Blues captain has missed two games with concussion symptoms, an injury he sustained during the second period at Ottawa on Monday. Backes will make the trip to Edmonton, but he will not be in the lineup on Saturday.

“There's been a little improvement every day and that's a positive sign,” Backes said. “We'll see how things transpires here in the next little while. Hopefully I'll be an ice hockey player again in the near future.”

About the hit by Ottawa's Colin Greening. “It's a helmet in my face,” Backes said. “Optimal, no. But kind of a freak thing. Stuff like that happens during a game and you move on.”

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock added that Vladimir Sobotka is not making the trip, so he will miss at least two more games with an upper body injury.

***

The game in Edmonton will be a stroll down memory lane for forward Magnus Paajarvi, who the Blues acquired from the Oilers for David Perron back in July. It has been a stop-and-start season for Paajarvi, who has been slowed by injuries. He has two goals in 15 games, but he has no regrets about coming to St. Louis.

“I've come to a really great team and it's really nice and a lot of fun to be on this team, so I have no hard feelings or anything like that against Edmonton,” Paajarvi said. “It'll be fun. I mean I had been there for three years. I know a lot of people there, one of my best friends (Anton Lander) is on the team. So it will be a lot of familiar faces. It'll be fun.”

The presence of a number of promising young players notwithstanding, the Oilers are struggling again this season, with just 11 wins thus far.

“I've been there, I know how hard it is,” Paajarvi said. “I know they're doing everything they can. It's no fun, that's for sure. But I'm sure they're going to be good in the future.”

***

For his part, David Perron also looks forward to seeing his old team. Perron is a native of Sherbrooke, Quebec, which is basically a suburb of Montreal. And before the trade last summer, he was an adopted son of St. Louis.

“As soon as the schedule came out, that's one thing I looked at for sure,” Perron said. “I always look at when we're going to play Montreal. But this year I probably looked even more at when we're going to play St. Louis.”

“It's going to be special in a way, probably more so when we go to St. Louis. But … I don't know what it's going to be like, to be honest with you. I don't know if I'm going to be nervous or it's just going to be another game. But that's the mentality I'm going to try to bring - I'm going to try to make it as normal as possible.”

***

Forward Ryan Reaves and defenseman Jordan Leopold, both out with hand injuries, are making the trip to Edmonton and Calgary. The two injured players are still a long way from re-joining the active roster. But they have reached the point where they can interact with other players for practice purposes.

Schwartz rejoins Blues' lineup, will play on top line
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St. Louis Blues v Edmonton Oilers

St. Louis Blues v Edmonton Oilers

Blues left wing Jaden Schwartz during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Edmonton Oilers on Friday, March 1, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Steen, Blues worked quickly on contract extension

Negotiations that began with a breakfast meeting in Ottawa were finalized just a few days later. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues too much for Canadiens

Jaden Schwartz will not only be back in the Blues' lineup tonight against Montreal, he's returning on the team's top line.

Schwartz is ready to play after missing two games with an undisclosed muscle injury. With David Backes still ailing, he will line up alongside Alexander Steen and T.J. Oshie.

"I'm excited to play with those two," Schwartz said. "I've played with them before, so I'm a little bit familiar. They work hard and I want to add to that and obviously be responsible defensively. But I want to create offense as much as I can, and read off of them. I'm excited and hopefully they are, too."

Schwartz and Steen played together in last season's playoff series against Los Angeles.

"I know how him and Steen play together," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "This is the first time we've played them together since the playoffs, so I'm really curious and excited to see if they've got that chemistry they had in the series against L.A.

"They're going to have a big task playing against the line we hope we get to match them up against. If we keep those two guys (Schwartz and Steen) playing together, and we'd like to, I think we're going to see great tempo."

Meanwhile, Backes and Vladimir Sobotka are not ready to return — just yet.

Backes skated before the rest of the Blues took the ice for Thursday morning's practice. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong called it a positive development.

"I’m going to wait and talk to the training staff and Ken (Hitchcock) after, but it’s always a good sign," Armstrong said. "This was how we saw it moving forward because we didn’t put him on IR. I’m not surprised to see him skating and we hope to see him back in there soon. Hopefully he’s a player in the very near future."

Sobotka, meanwhile, skated with the Blues on Thursday, but he's still dealing with an undisclosed upper-body injury and not ready to play. 

"He's probably 50 percent of where he needs to be," Hitchcock said.

The Blues would like to have called up a forward from their American Hockey League affiliate, but their roster is maxed out at 23, and they hope to get Backes and Sobotka back soon.

"You’d like to have called a guy up from Chicago so you have the proper number of defensemen and forwards," Armstrong said. "But because the guys we have injured aren't out for seven days, we had to do with seven defensemen and 11 forwards."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-Alexander Steen-T.J. Oshie

Chris Porter-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

CANADIENS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Max Pacioretty-David Desharnais-Brendan Gallagher

Alex Galchenyuk-Tomas Plekanec-Brian Gionta

Rene Bourque-Lars Eller-Michael Bournival

Travis Moen-Brandon Prust-Ryan White

Defensemen

Josh Gorges-P.K. Subban

Andrei Markov-Alexei Emelin

Douglas Murray-Raphael Diaz

Goalie

Carey Price

***

REAVES' UPDATE

Blues forward Ryan Reaves, who has been out since November with a broken hand, has resumed skating and hopes to be cleared to start shooting soon.

That clearance could come at his next doctor's appointment, which is tentatively scheduled after Christmas.

"I'm feeling good, hands feeling good, there's no problems where the break is," Reaves said. "It's just staying conditioned till the docs clear me to shoot. I'm hoping (his return to the lineup) will be the first week of January, maybe after that."

The Blues were 16-3-3 when Reaves was in the lineup. They are 6-4-1 without him.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues are 5-0-1 in their last six games against Montreal.

• The Blues have been outscored 35-33 in the first period this season. The 35 goals given up in the first period are the fourth-most in the NHL this season.

• The Blues have reunited Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester after splitting them up for part of the Ottawa game. Meanwhile, Montreal recently split up its top pair of Andrei Markov and P.K. Subban and will stick to that plan tonight against the Blues.

Steen, Blues worked quickly on contract extension
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Alexander Steen, Nate Schmidt

Alexander Steen, Nate Schmidt

St. Louis Blues left wing Alexander Steen (20) scuffles with Washington Capitals defenseman Nate Schmidt (88) in the second period of an NHL hockey game, Sunday, Nov. 17, 2013, in Washington. (AP Photo/Alex Brandon)

Enlarge Photo

Schwartz rejoins Blues' lineup, will play on top line

Backes and Sobotka skated Thursday but are not ready to play. Read more

Hockey Guy: NHL teams take stock at Christmas

Once the NHL gets past the holidays, trade talks could heat up again. Many teams are falling out of the playoff hunt, causing some GMs to lose… Read more

Steen's strong season leads to big raise

Blues’ leading scorer would have been unrestricted free agent in June. Instead, he'll sign 3-year, $17.4 million extension. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues too much for Canadiens

Earlier this week in Ottawa, Blues forward Alexander Steen met general manager Doug Armstrong for breakfast to discuss the team. Steen wears an "A" on his sweater, and as one of the club's leaders, these types of meetings are common.

But in the back of his mind, Armstrong had hoped the conversation would eventually lead to Steen's expiring contract, and whether he would listen to the Blues' offer. Steen had previously indicated that he preferred to wait until after the season to begin negotiations.

"We were always working under the timetable that when Alexander was ready to talk, we would be there," Armstrong said. "The breakfast was more just a state of the union with Alexander's part of our leadership group. I felt it was going to get into his situation.

"As soon as he said he was interested, I called and talked to (Blues owner) Tom Stillman. He talked to his ownership group and gave us the go-ahead. We called, made one offer and (Steen's new agent) made a counter. It happened in two days. I wish they could all go this way — they do all go this way when you have joint interest, and that's 'We want the player here and the player wants to be here.'"

So after it appeared that Steen, who has 22 goals in 33 games this season, would wait until the end of year to focus on his future, he and the Blues wrapped up talks Wednesday on a three-year, $17.4 million contract extension.

The deal breaks down like this: $5.1 million in 2014-15, $5.8 million in 2015-16 and $6.5 million in 2016-17. It includes a full no-trade clause.

Steen said today that he had been postponing negotiating with the Blues because last summer had been a "sensitive time" for him, after losing his longtime agent, Don Baizley, to lung cancer in July at age 71.

"I don't even want to call him my agent," Steen said. "He was a very close friend of mine. We decided at the moment that we wanted to focus on other things, take the time to remember Don ... and moving forward things like this would take care of itself.

"Then when the season started, we wanted to wait until the year was over. We've always had an honest relationship here. Doug and I happened to have a meeting over breakfast in Ottawa and really it was just very quick. Both sides wanted to get it done and we got it done."

Although Steen would have been an attractive player on the free-market next July, he said that he never entertained the idea.

"I haven't really thought of things like that," Steen said. "I was really very honest when I said I was focused on the season... As far as things like that go, I think it's more speculation that goes on in the media more than it does in my own home. We obviously love the city here in St. Louis and are comfortable."

The Blues provided Steen with multiple offers, in which the dollar amount slid up or down based on the length of term that Steen accepted. The club did not make a maximum-term offer of seven or eight years, Armstrong said.

"We have an outlier in Alex Pietrangelo (seven years, $45.5 million)," Armstrong said. "I just don't believe that’s the way to go ... having too many players on extended deals into seven and eight years."

Steen's side negotiated the financial numbers on the three-year offer, and they settled.

"As far as the term goes, we feel that three years is a long time," Steen said. "After that, we'll probably quietly start discussing things again."

Steen is a unique player to slot salary-wise because he is responsible defensively and he's involved in both special teams, and this year he's turned into one of the NHL's most proficient goal scorers. Armstrong said that Steen's comparable player was San Jose's Joe Pavelski, who signed a six-year, $30 million contract.

"I felt if (Steen) got to July 1, he was going to be an attractive player, but not just based on his goal total this year," Armstrong said. "When you play 20 minutes a night, when you play power play, penalty killing, 5-on-5 play, he was going to be an attractive player. He’s obviously more attractive at the goal pace.

"But we believe if he settles into a 25-30 goal scorer and a 60-point player over the next three years, because of all the other elements he brings, it's going to be a great value for us and he'll be a great benefit to our team."

Steen said that he was thrilled to have the deal done.

"It was a tough summer," he said. "Don has been a huge part of my life since I was little. He was my father's agent ... everybody would say the same thing about him. I think he'd be extremely proud of where I am today and I wouldn't be where I am if it wasn't for him. Going through that was difficult and I think now having gotten this done, it's just a great feeling. Now I'm just able to focus on playing and enjoy that part of it."
Steen, Blues agree to 3-year extension
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St. Louis Blues v Toronto Maple Leafs

St. Louis Blues v Toronto Maple Leafs

St. Louis Blues left wing Alexander Steen (right) takes the puck from Toronto Maple Leafs right wing Phil Kessel in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Toronto Maple Leafs on Thursday Dec. 12 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Bernie: Blues were smart to lock up Steen

Tenacious forward was eligible to explore free agency after the season, and undoubtedly would have drawn major interest. Read more

Related Links

Alexander Steen's career stats

NHL Goal-scoring Leaders

Blues Talk: Fans discuss the Steen extension

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues too much for Canadiens

The Blues and Alexander Steen have reached an agreement on a contract extension, keeping one of the NHL's best all-around players in the fold.

Steen, who would have become an unrestricted free agent next June, has agreed in principle to a three-year, $17.4 million extension ($5.8 million annual average value). He is expected to sign the deal Thursday morning, when the club will also host a press conference at Scottrade Center.

Neither Steen nor Blues general manager Doug Armstrong will comment on the contract until the press conference.

Steen, 29, leads the Blues with 22 goals and 36 points and he's tied for second on the club with a plus-minus rating of plus-13.

His 22 goals places him in a tie for second place in the NHL, trailing only Washington's Alex Ovechkin, who has 28. The Blues' forward is just two off his career high of 24 goals, which he established in the 2009-10 season.

ALEXANDER STEEN'S CAREER STATS

While Steen has improved his offensive numbers, he has remained a consistent contributor in many areas of the game.

On the team's power-play unit, which ranks No. 5 in the NHL (23.1 percent), Steen has five goals and nine points. He averages a team-high 3 minutes, 2 seconds of ice time on the man-advantage.

And on the Blues' penalty-killing unit, which ranks No. 9 in the league (84.5 percent), Steen comprises one of the club's top forward pairs. He averages 2:04 of shorthanded ice time, which is tops among forwards.

A former first-round draft pick of Toronto, Steen was acquired by the Blues in November 2008 in a trade with the Maple Leafs. He has played 570 NHL games and has 145 goals and 339 points.
Status of Blues' injured forwards remains uncertain
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A strong possibility exists that the Blues will have none of their injured forwards back in the lineup Thursday night when the club hosts Montreal at Scottrade Center.

Vladimir Sobotka and Jaden Schwartz, who are both nursing muscle injuries, skated at the team's practice facility Wednesday. But that wasn't necessarily a sign of their pending availability.

"I wouldn't say that," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "If the game was today, neither one are ready. We'll see how they feel the rest of the day and see how they feel in the morning skate (Thursday). I think our situation is pretty fluid right now.

"If the roster that played against San Jose is there, then that's the way we'll play. If we can add a player or two, we'll see ... but neither one would have been ready today."

Blues captain David Backes, meanwhile, isn't expected to play anytime soon. He's listed as day to day, while the club continues to monitor him for concussion symptoms.

Backes left Monday's game in Ottawa in the second period after a collision with the Senators' Colin Greening. He didn't return to the game and hasn't since participated in any activity.

"He's out — period," Hitchcock said. "He hasn't skated yet, hasn't been cleared to do anything yet, so he's out."

The Blues are unable to recall a player from their American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago unless they put one of the forwards on injured reserve, and for the moment, the club isn't ready to do so.

The NHL requires players put on IR to sit out a minimum of seven days, retroactive to their last game. In the case of Schwartz and Sobotka, if they were placed on IR, both would be forced to miss Thursday's game against Montreal and Saturday's game in Edmonton. In Backes' case, he would have to sit out those two games and Monday's game in Calgary.

But at some point, the Blues must decide if it makes more sense to put one of the players on IR and have the flexibility to recall a forward from the Chicago Wolves.

The likely call-up would be Dmitrij Jaskin, who had a goal and an assist in the Wolves' 5-2 in over Hamilton Wednesday morning. However, Ty Rattie had two goals in the victory and now has five goals in his last four games. 

***

COLAIACOVO ON WING

Being somewhat handcuffed with their roster, the Blues were forced to play defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo at left wing on the fourth line Tuesday against San Jose.

The last time that Colaiacovo played forward was a couple of games in junior hockey. In his first taste of it in the NHL, he had nine shifts and 5:40 of ice time against the Sharks.

"I thought I did pretty good," Colaiacovo said. "The thing that was pretty tough was just trying to get used to the different skating routes and different positionings. But my linemates communicated with me real well and I felt really comfortable out there, especially not having any practice at it.

"If that's something I can practice a little more, I'm comfortable there. But obviously I'm a defenseman first. Whatever provides me with an opportunity to be in the lineup. If that's what it takes, I'll be willing to work my hardest to be good at it."

Hitchcock said of Colaiacovo's brief performance, "I think he did alright. As the game went on, he did fine."

***

HALAK IN 1ST PERIOD

Perhaps the numbers of Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak in the first period are just a reflection of the overall club, which has endured many slow starts over the past couple of weeks. 

But it is worth noting that in his last five starts, Halak has allowed 10 goals on 50 shots in the first period and just four goals on 64 shots in the other two periods combined.

Asked about Halak's first-period save percentage of .800, Hitchcock said: "It's not one group, not one player, it's collective. It's defense, goaltending, forwards, everything."

Hitchcock confirmed that Halak will get the start in net Thursday against Montreal. He helped defeat the Canadiens 3-2 in a shootout on Nov. 5 in Montreal. 

***

SHOOT MORE

Blues forward T.J. Oshie and Patrik Berglund each finished with just one shot on goal in Tuesday's loss to San Jose. After Wednesday's practice Hitchcock said that both players need to put more pucks on net.

Oshie, who has played on the Blues' top line all season, ranks 11th on the team with 53 shots in 33 games (1.6 per-game average). Berglund, who has been on the second and third lines this year, ranks 12 on the roster with 42 shots in 30 games (1.4).

Oshie has four goals and Berglund has two, and both know that they're going to have to produce more scoring while players such as Backes, Schwartz and Sobotka are out of the lineup.

"I passed up a couple of shot opportunities against last night that I think had a good chance ending up in goals," Oshie said. "I've got to get the puck to the net. That's one of the keys to our success, funneling the puck, and I've got to get it there."
Blues skip morning skate, await word on injured players
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues fall prey to Sharks

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues too much for Canadiens

The Blues arrived to the airport early this morning after a 3-2 overtime loss at Ottawa on Monday. They play again in a few hours when they host the San Jose Sharks at 7 tonight at Scottrade Center.

Thus, there was no morning skate, as the team tried to recharge the batteries and catch its breath. Coach Ken Hitchcock is awaiting word from the medical staff on the availability of several players, including captain David Backes, who left Monday's game in second period after taking the brunt of a hit from Ottawa's Colin Greening in the head or jaw area.

A woozy Backes appeared to struggle with his equilibrium as he went straight to the locker room. Backes has missed only three games in the past six seasons, but he was listed as day-to-day after the game and the Blues are waiting to see if his absence will be extended.

Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Sobotka missed the Ottawa game with upper body injuries and they're availability for tonight remains uncertain. Certainly, the Blues' depth – to say nothing of their stamina - could be tested tonight. The Sharks have won the two previous meetings this season by a combined score of 12-5.

***

With his pair of second period goals, Chris Stewart has nine goals and his first multi- goal game of the season. He is riding a three-game goal streak, his first since March 12-16, 2013.

Stewart has four goals in his last three games, matching his total from his previous 17 games.

***

Derek Roy assisted on both of Stewart's goals, extending his point streak to four games (1-4-5). An Ottawa native, Roy has 20 points (7-13-20) in 22 career games in his hometown, including nine (4-5-9) in his last seven.

***

The Blues matched their season high with 31 hits in the game at Ottawa. Backes (seven) and recent call-up Chris Porter (five) led the assault. Meanwhile, Vladimir Tarasenko played a career high 19:23, almost two minutes more than any other game in his career.

***

Netminder Jaroslav Halak will in goal tonight, after Brian Elliott played last night against Ottawa
Blues may be without Schwartz, Sobotka tonight
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Vladimir Sobotka, Ryan Getzlaf

St. Louis Blues' Vladimir Sobotka (17) keeps the puck away from Anaheim Ducks' Ryan Getzlaf (15) in the second period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Dec. 7, 2013, in St. Louis.(AP Photo/Tom Gannam)

Enlarge Photo

OTTAWA • The Blues are likely to be without two of their hardest workers and top producers when they face the Ottawa Senators tonight.

Vladimir Sobotka, who leads the Blues with a 61.8 winning face-off percentage, and Jaden Schwartz, who has 12 points in his last 12 games, are both nursing muscle injuries.

Sobotka left Saturday's game against Columbus at the end of the second period and Schwartz struggled to cross the finish line. Neither player skated at the Blues' morning today, and although Hitchcock wouldn't rule them out, it's doubtful they will be in the lineup.

"They're both banged up like a lot of guys on our team," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "'Sobi' obviously didn't finish the (Columbus) game and 'Schwartzy' was tired at the end and didn't play very well in the third period because he was just exhausted.

"It's not starting the game ... it's finishing the game. If we want them to finish the game, then we're going to give them as much rest as we can, so that they're ready to go. We opted not to skate them this morning. We gave them all day (Sunday) off. If we come tonight and feel like they can't go from start to finish, then we won't play them."

The other Blues will need to increase their grit level in the absence of Schwartz and Sobotka, two of the team's battlers.

"It's tough," T.J. Oshie said. "Those are two guys that show up every night. They may not look the biggest on the ice, but they make big plays for us. They're working hard every shift. Without them tonight we're going to have some other guys that are going to have to step into big roles and play hard."

The Blues would insert Magnus Paajarvi and Chris Porter into the lineup if Sobotka and Schwartz don't play.

Paajarvi has been a healthy scratch the past three games. Porter was recalled Saturday from the Blues' American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago.

"If I play, I'm ready, I'll contribute anyway I can," Porter said. "Having those two guys out of the lineup, that's a void to fill, so I'll try my best to bring energy and some checking." 

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Defensemen

Barret Jackman-Alex Pietrangelo

Jay Bouwmeester-Roman Polak

Carlo Colaiacovo-Kevin Shattenkirk

Goalie

Brian Elliott

***

SENATORS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Clarke MacArthur-Jason Spezza-Erik Condra

Cory Conacher-Kyle Turris-Bobby Ryan

Colin Greening-Jean Gabriel Pageau-Chris Neil

Milan Michalek-Zack Smith-Mika Zibanejad

Defensemen

Jared Cowen-Erik Karlsson

Chris Phillips-Cody Ceci

Joe Corvo-Patrick Wiercioch

Goalie

Robin Lehner

***

 DEFENSIVE SHAKE-UP

Blues' defensemen are putting up plenty of points this season, as I wrote about in this morning's Post-Dispatch. But Hitchcock said today that his defensive group isn't playing well enough in its own end, so the team is shaking up the lineup tonight.

The Blues finished Saturday's game in Columbus with Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester separated and they will begin tonight's game that way.

Pietrangelo will partner with Barret Jackman, Bouwmeester will play with Roman Polak and Kevin Shattenkirk will play with Carlo Colaiacovo, who is replacing Ian Cole in the lineup.

"We weren't playing very good defensively and we needed to make some adjustments," Hitchcock said. "I thought the adjustments that (associate head coach Brad Shaw) made were good and we're going to continue those adjustments.

"We've got to get more continuity and better play back there. Our transition game from our exits was too inconsistent. That's the first game in a long time where we've given the puck away, turned it over and created odd-man scoring chances. I thought changing the pairs gave them a different focus."

Although the Blues finished Saturday's game with the pairs juggled, the defensemen didn't know until arriving at the rink today that the coaching staff would stick to the new pairs.

"It's the coach's decision, but I've said all along anybody can play with anybody on this team," Pietrangelo said. "That's why we have the depth that we do. When (Jordan Leopold) comes back (from injury), we've got eight guys that can play big minutes.

"It's a good thing for the coaching staff to be able to change it like that. We'll see how it goes tonight. Certainly we're excited to have the new pairings, but it's not going to be that much of an adjustment. We're all pretty familiar with how each other plays."

Colaiacovo will be making just his third appearance of the season and his first in the last six games. Asked about replacing him for Cole, Hitchcock said: "Better puck movement, better transition, less big errors." 

***

BACKES' OT WINNER

Blues captain David Backes has scored 148 goals in his NHL career, but his game-winner in Saturday's 4-3 win over Columbus was the first of his career in overtime.

"One every 525 games," Backes joked.

With Backes rarely used in the shootout, scoring a goal in OT is the only way for him to end the game in walk-off fashion. 

He's only taken four shootout attempts in his career and is 0-for-4. This year, eight Blues' players have been sent to center-ice for shootout 15 shootout attempts, and Backes hasn't heard his name called once.

"I've tried to decode where I am on that shootout list, but I don't know if I'm in single digits or double-digits," Backes said.

How far back does Hitchcock have to go in his shootout list to find Backes?

"The second page ... he's second page," Hitchcock joked.

The win for the Blues, who trailed 3-1 at one point against Columbus, marked the first time this season they've have overcome a two-goal deficit and won.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Ottawa Senators are one of four teams in the NHL the Blues have yet to shutout in their history. The others are the New York Rangers, the Washington Capitals and the Winnipeg Jets.

• Alex Pietrangelo ranks 12th in the NHL in defensive scoring with 20 points, but he enters tonight's game without a goal in his last 19 games. He scored for the fourth straight game Nov. 2 against Tampa Bay and hasn't lit the lamp since. "It's coming," Pietrangelo said. "I'm just trying to shoot the puck, get the puck toward the net and eventually it'll go in."

• Ottawa native Derek Roy returns home tonight and is looking to continue his success here. Roy has 18 points (7, goals, 11 assists) in 21 games in Ottawa during his career. He is currently riding a three-game point streak (1 goals, 2 assists).
Blues' Stewart is working overtime to find his game
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St. Louis Blues v Toronto Maple Leafs

St. Louis Blues v Toronto Maple Leafs

St. Louis Blues center Derek Roy (right) reacts after scoring on an assist by right wing Chris Stewart in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Toronto Maple Leafs on Thursday Dec. 12 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Backes OT goal gives Blues win over Blue Jackets

COLUMBUS • Blues right winger Chris Stewart has been watching extra video recently, and the re-enforcement from assistant coach Ray Bennett on how the staff wants Stewart to play appears to sticking with him.

"I'm trying to get some answers in my game and build on stuff," Stewart said. "It's been working lately."

After leading the Blues with 18 goals and 36 points in 48 games last season, Stewart has six goals and 13 points in 30 games this year. He went five games without a point before producing a goal, an assist and a plus-3 rating in Thursday's 6-3 win over Toronto.

"Huge (improvement)," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "It's always tough as a player when you're coming into the coaches' office on a daily basis. Stewy has had a great attitude toward it. They don't show a lot of clips, but they focus on three or four key areas. I think his improvement in his game, his disposition on the ice is a direct reflection of these two guys working together.

"Both guys deserve a lot of credit. We have an identity that we want Stewy to play with and he starting to show it again. I think him and Ray have forged a real good partnership, where Stewy is more than willing to look at the good and the bad and grow from there. I think it's been very good for us."

Bennett, who has been with the Blues for six years, credited Stewart.

"With Stewy, it's no different than anybody else," he said. "Players go through go through phases where strengths of their game don't appear as often as you'd like. So Stewy is a great big man who should have tremendous puck-protection skill. Sometimes he doesn't feel he's good with the puck, which is inexplicable...but that's what happens.

"We show him situations where he's been really good with it, controls it, possesses it. The goal (by Derek Roy against Toronto) is a reflection of that. He gets the puck, he knows he's 1 on 5, but he's not willing to give it up until he wants to give it up. That should be his mentality.

"It's the same thing with his checking. When he checks and his stick isn't on the ice, then (opponents) pass through. It doesn't matter how strong you are, how big you are, how much contact you get. If the puck continually goes by you as you check somebody, that's a problem. Those are just little things that we focused on and it seems to be re-appearing in his game."

Stewart said the positive results are proving to him the importance of Bennett's teaching points.

"You're trying to get into corners and win those battles," Stewart said. "I think it's really about working on your body position. Sometimes you go for those big hits and you get your stick caught up in the air. If you play with your stick on the ice, you can create more turnovers, and it's going to get you more offensive-zone time.

"Once you find something (that helps), you stick to that mold. That's going to be my game, and I'm going to try to bring it every night."

Stewart has 10 goals in 23 meetings against tonight's opponent, the Columbus Blue Jackets.

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Derek Roy-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

COLUMBUS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Nick Foligno-Ryan Johansen-R.J. Umberger

Matt Calvert-Brandon Dubinsky-Cam Atkinson

Blake Comreau-Artem Anisimov-Boone Jenner

Derek MacKenzie-Mark Letestu-Corey Tropp

Defensemen

Fedor Tyutin-Jack Johnson

Nikita Nikitin-Dalton Prout

Ryan Murray-David Savard

Goalie

Mike McKenna

***

CRACKING LINEUP

Blues forward Adam Cracknell will suit up for his third consecutive game and for the fourth time in the team's last six games.

Cracknell has no points and only two shots on goal in the recent stretch, but he's delivered five hits, helping the Blues' fourth line before more of a physical force.

"It's got weight, it's size and it's got tenacity on it," Hitchcock said. "They're a factor in the game. They set a tempo, which is what's been missing here when the big guy (Ryan Reaves) went down."

Meanwhile, Magnus Paajarvi, who had been playing on that line, will be a healthy scratch for the fourth time in six games. 

"It's not the way he's playing, it's the way we're lined up," Hitchcock said. "If it was a top-six or nine guy, he'd be a good fit. But putting him on the fourth line and then saying, 'Go bang bodies,' that's not his game. He's a skilled guy that does a lot of good things off the rush, so when that opening comes, I'm sure he's going to jump all over it."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The NHL's Player Safety Department announced a two-game suspension for Toronto's David Clarkson for his illegal check to the head on the Blues' Vladimir Sobotka Thursday. Clarkson received a two-minute minor penalty for the hit in the second period. In case you missed it, click here for the video.

• As a follow-up to today's notebook, Columbus goalie and St. Louis native Mike McKenna will have some family and friends in the crowd tonight at Nationwide Arena to watch him face the Blues. His parents, Terry and Bev McKenna, made the trip from St. Louis and did arrive safely Friday night.

• The Blues have held opponents to 23 or fewer shots in five straight games. Opponents have not reached double figures in shots in a period in 14 consecutive frames.
St. Louis native McKenna will be in net for Columbus Saturday
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Cal Clutterbuck, Jaroslav Halak

Cal Clutterbuck, Jaroslav Halak

New York Islanders' Cal Clutterbuck (15) watches as a puck flies wide of St. Louis Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak, of Slovakia, during the first period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Dec. 5, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)
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COLUMBUS • Injuries in the Columbus net have created an interesting story-line going into Saturday's game between the Blues and Blue Jackets at Nationwide Arena.

St. Louisan Mike McKenna, whose grandfather Bill was one of the founding fathers of hockey in the city, and father Terry, who is currently an NHL off-ice official at Scottrade Center, will be facing his hometown team.

Columbus starter Sergei Bobrovsky suffered an injured groin last week, forcing the Blue Jackets to recall McKenna from the American Hockey League. Then a lower-body injury suffered by backup Curtis McElhinney in Thursday's game in New York have suddenly placed McKenna in the spotlight.

McKenna, 30, who spent the 2012-13 season with the Blues' organization in Peoria, Ill., was forced into action against the Rangers when McElhinney left following the first period. McKenna didn't get the victory because the Blue Jackets were winning 3-1 behind McElhinney, but he made 17 saves to close out the win.

"I just tried to approach it as another game," McKenna told the Columbus Dispatch. "I'm at my best when I'm calm, even joking around a little bit. Once the puck drops it's total focus at all times, I have to be loose and comfortable."

McKenna has played with 18 games in the NHL, including games with New Jersey and Tampa Bay. He carries a career record of 5-9-1 with a 3.40 goals-against average and an .890 save-percentage. 

He never made an appearance for the Blues, but he has played against them. On Nov. 20, 2010, playing New Jersey, McKenna started against the Blues and stopped 24 of 27 shots in a 3-2 loss at Scottrade Center.

"It's my hometown," he said. "As you get older and move around, I think you lose that emotional attachment. There will be a lot of people watching back home, but that was a big stage in New York (on Thursday), too. It's the NHL: it's all a big stage."

***

ST. LOUIS CLASSIC

Fox Sports Midwest will be hosting the annual St. Louis Classic Saturday night at Steinberg Ice Rink in Forest Park.

Blues fans are invited to come out to skate and watch the team take on the Columbus Blue Jackets at the outdoor viewing party.

The event runs from 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. The live broadcast starts at 5:30 p.m. and the puck drops on the game in Columbus at 6 p.m. It's open to the public and there is no cost to come and watch.

Steinberg Ice Rink will have skate rentals, food, hot chocolate, beer and wine for sale. Hall of Famer Bernie Federko will be in attendance.

***

MAYERS RETIRES

After 14 seasons in the NHL, Jamal Mayers officially announced his retirement Friday. 

A fourth-round draft pick of the Blues in 1993, Mayers played 10 seasons in St. Louis before stops in Toronto, Calgary, San Jose and Chicago. He won a Stanley Cup with the Blackhawks last season.

Mayers finished with 915 games, 90 goals, 219 points and 1,200 penalty minutes.

“It really has been an amazing experience to have had the chance to play 14 seasons in the NHL, and finish it all off last season as a part of the Chicago Blackhawks winning the Stanley Cup," Mayers said in a statement. “Thank you to my mother Doreen, who gave me every opportunity to play this game while doing a remarkable job as a single parent of two in Toronto, my brother Allan for everything he did and gave up for me, and my stepdad Alan Crosswell.

"I would also like to thank my teammates, friends and fans, as well as Larry Pleau, Pat Brisson, Jim Nice and each of the five organizations I was fortunate enough to play for in my career. Certainly, those who sacrificed the most for my career were my wife and kids, and I can’t express enough how much their love and support has meant to me.”
Blues counting on Schwartz as they face visiting Leafs
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Jaden Schwartz, Anders Nilsson, Travis Hamonic

St. Louis Blues' Jaden Schwartz, left, watches as a shot by teammate Jay Bouwmeester slips past New York Islanders goalie Anders Nilsson, center, of Sweden, and Travis Hamonic, right, for a goal during the first period of an NHL hockey game Thursday, Dec. 5, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)

Enlarge Photo

The Blues face the Toronto Maple Leafs tonight, fresh off an encouraging 2-1 victory at Winnipeg on Tuesday. They had a lot of good players at Winnipeg and they hope the same number against the Leafs tonight.

It's getting to the point they need not wonder about at least one of them – Jaden Schwartz. The second-year forward was arguably the team's best player in Winnipeg and has become one of the standard-bearers each night.

Against the Jets, Schwartz had three shots, one block, one hit and one takeaway. He also was a key penalty-kill forward, playing two minutes 13 seconds of shorthanded time.

“You just come to expect it now,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “I think if it was anything less we'd be disappointed. He's really playing at a high level right now. It's good to see.”

Schwartz has 19 points and is a plus-11. He is tied with T. J. Oshie for second among Blues forwards in plus-minus; Alexander Steen leads at plus-12.

***

Despite firing 38 shots at rookie goaltender Martin Jones, the Leafs lost to the Los Angeles Kings 3-1 last night in Toronto. The Leafs have won just two regulation games in their last 18 starts. They're record is 6-9-3 in that run.

“It's like pushing that snowball,” Toronto coach Randy Carlyle said afterward. “It seems every time you lose, it gets bigger.”

Hitchcock sees anything but a struggling opponent.

“They played exactly the way they had to play to beat LA and couldn't beat the goalie,” Hitchcock said. “If that's the game they bring, that's a heckuva game. That's going to be a really good match for us. I think it will be heckuva hockey game. Both teams like to play the same way.”

***

Brian Elliott is back in goal tonight, his second consecutive start and eighth start overall. Elliott has a 2.04 goals-against average and .919 save percentage.
Blues tweak lines, prepare for tough test in Winnipeg

Print  

December 10, 2013 11:35 am  •  By Dan O'Neill doneill@post-dispatch.com

Loading…

Ken Hitchcock, Adam Cracknell

St. Louis Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock talks with right wing Adam Cracknell (79) during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Florida Panthers, Friday, Nov. 1, 2013, in Sunrise, Fla. The Blues won 4-0. (AP Photo/Lynne Sladky)

WINNIPEG, Manitoba • The Blues will stick with the lines they practiced with on Monday in St. Louis when they play in Winnipeg tonight.

That means Chris Stewart will be on right wing with center Vladimir Sobotka and left wing Jaden Schwartz. Patrik Berglund will center Derek Roy and Vladimir Tarasenko.

The No. 1 line of David Backes, Alexander Steen and T. J. Oshie will stay intact, while Adam Cracknell gets a start, playing on a line with Maxim Lapierre and Brenden Morrow.

The defensive pairings will remain unchanged. The healthy scratches will be forward Magus Paajarvi and defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo.

Cracknell is playing just his seventh game of the season, but his third against Winnipeg.

“I'm the Jets killer,” Cracknell joked.

Brian Elliott will start in goal, where he hopes to have more success than the Blues have experienced in nets lately. Over the last four games, which includes starts and relief appearances for both Elliott and Jaroslav Halak, Blues goalies have a .868 save percentage.

That is a reflection of the quality of the chances the Blues have been allowing, as much as the goaltending. The team is 1-3 over that stretch.

***

The Jets are playing at home for the first time in 16 days, having completed a six-game trip with a 4-2 record. First games after a long trip can be difficult, but Winnipeg has had a good record in that regard. The team was 6-2 last season in their first home games following trips of two or more games.

“We don't mention too much about the road trip and coming back,” Jets coach Claude Noel said. “We don't bring that up anymore. We know the opponent. They're a well-coached team,

“Hitch's teams are always well-coached. They defend well and play a heavy game, so it'll be a good game and we have to be ready for it.”

As for the Blues' recent struggles, Noel added: “I think the fact they've hit a bump in the road just makes them more ornery.”

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock knows the atmosphere will be infused tonight, with fans getting out for the first time in more than two weeks. That's to say nothing of the cabin fever in a town where the temperature was minus-20 at noon today.

“We just have to play the right way earlier in the game and not dig ourselves a hole,” Hitchcock said. “Every team has its lulls, we seem to be having them in the first period.

“But we won't have a choice with Winnipeg having its first game back after a long break, and with the fans the way they are here. I don't think we'll have a choice but to get engaged early.”

***

The Blues played the Jets twice in October. They lost a 4-3 overtime shootout in Winnipeg on Oct. 18, a game in which Steen had two goals and a shootout goal. The Note then beat the Jets 3-2 in St. Louis on Oct. 29, as Steen scored the game-winner with a minute to play.

Steen is a native of Winnipeg, as is injured forward Ryan Reeves.

“I grew up with worse than this,” Steen said of the temperature. “To us, we didn't even think about it, you just went out and played on the outdoor rinks and lakes and stuff. You just put more clothes on.

“But it's special coming back. The Swedes (Berglund and Paajarvi) and I had a traditional Christmas dinner last night. We brought along Schwarzie. He was a little honorary Swede.”
Hitch uses battle drills to rediscover Blues' missing traits
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Frederik Andersen, Patrik Berglund

Anaheim Ducks goalie Frederik Andersen, left, misses the shot from St. Louis Blues' Patrik Berglund (21) in the third period of an NHL hockey game, Saturday, Dec. 7, 2013 in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Tom Gannam)
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As the Blues look to locate their checking game, the club went through a series of drills in Monday's practice that should help.

The Blues have lacked speed, battle strength and five-man continuity recently, so the coaching staff patterned the workout to force those results from the players.

"A lot of checking, a lot of checking drills," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "It's an element of our game that's got to get better, so we're going to work on it."

The practice began with one-on-one, length-of-the-ice competition with the puck. After each of the players took a turn, it was changed to 2-on-2, then 3-on-3 and finally 5-on-5.

"That's the game," Hitchcock said. "We brought it down to individual tactics, and then we amped the intensity. I expected probably a little bit more at the start, a day off (Sunday) and everything. But from the 20-minute mark on, guys really got engaged.

"The first 20 was really slow for me, kind of like 'What's going on, what are we doing, we've got a game tomorrow.' And then once the players realized the practice was going to run that way, they really amped up their competitiveness."

Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said the theme made sense considering the issues that have been ailing the club.

"Everything was tailored toward battling and working together," Jackman said. "You go from one end of the ice to the other, staying connected as a forecheck. And playing with speed, too. That's something that we've kind of got away from and something we've got to get back to."

***

TODAY'S PRACTICE LINES

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Derek Roy-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Note: Magnus Paajarvi also skated with the fourth line in today's practice, but afterwards, Hitchcock said that he was "leaning towards" giving Cracknell the start in Winnipeg.

***

BERGLUND ON WING?

The line of Derek Roy, Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko is a never-before-seen line combination that fans should expect to see against the Jets.

Berglund netted his second goal of the season Saturday, snapping a 22-game scoring drought. He opened Monday's practice at center, but at times on rushes was skating along the wall, with Roy in the middle. That's interesting because Hitchcock has wondered aloud in the past about putting Berglund at left wing.

After practice, though, Hitchcock downplayed the probability.

"No," Hitchcock said. "(Berglund) is the center. Roy's the winger. There might be a time (to have Berglund at winger) on face-offs. Derek is really good on one side of the ice on face-offs. So Bergy might start on the wall on those face-offs. We'll see."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Brian Elliott will get the start in goal Tuesday night against Winnipeg. The plan is for Jaroslav Halak to be back between the pipes Thursday against Toronto.

• Hitchcock had this to say on Monday's announcement that former Cardinal manager Tony La Russa will be going into the baseball Hall of Fame: "He's a champion because he's so prepared. He should have been a hockey coach, to me. He has that mentality. I think the world of him. We've developed a great friendship. There's great support from either side.

"For me, he is a great coach because he's one step ahead of it every time. He's developed a coaching method where he can see around corners and that's his biggest strength. He knows what's going to happen before it happens. His ability to predict, I think, has really helped his teams win championships. When it's on the line, he's made the right move at the right time. I think that comes from a combination of experience and preparation. He's just way ahead of the curve. Like I said, he should have been a hockey coach." 

• Hitchcock purposely bumped into Blues captain David Backes in the hallway after practice and said "That's what it's like hitting a brick wall."

• Backes, by the way, apologized to reporters for not talking after Saturday's loss to Anaheim. He said that he didn't have anything constructive to say, so thought it was best to keep quiet.
Steen sits out practice, may miss tonight's game
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12 Days of Sochi

Blues left winger Alexander Steen was absent from today's morning skate and will be a game-time decision tonight against the Anaheim Ducks.

According to Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, Steen was not feeling well, and Hitchcock even linked it to the team's lingering bout with the flu-like symptoms.

"Same rules, stay at home, stay away from the rest of us," Hitchcock said. "We'll see how he feels later in the day. But rather than infect the rest of us, he didn't feel well and just stayed home."

Not having Steen in the Blues' lineup would be significant. He leads in the Blues with 20 goals, which ranks No. 2 in the NHL behind Washington's Alexander Ovechkin (21).

Steen's spot on the club's top line would be filled by Jaden Schwartz. Schwartz has six goals and 18 points in 27 and he had a seven-game point streak snapped in Thursday's 5-1 win over the New York Islanders.

"He's a similar player (than Steen) with more speed probably," Hitchcock said. "Not the size that Alex brings to the table ... Alex is a big player. But if we have to go this way, the lines you saw today are the ones we'll play and if Steener is back in, the ones we finished with (Thursday), those are the ones we'll play with."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Vladimir Sobotka-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

DUCKS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Dustin Penner-Ryan Getzlaf-Corey Perry

Emerson Etem-Nick Bonino-Kyle Palmieri

Daniel Winnik-Saku Koivu-Andrew Cogliano

Matt Beleskey-David Steckel-Pat Maroon

Defensemen

Cam Fowler-Ben Lovejoy

Bryan Allen-Sami Vatanen

Mark Fistric-Hampus Lindholm

Goalie

Frederik Andersen

***

MAROON FACES BLUES

Anaheim Ducks forward and St. Louis native Pat Maroon was hoping to get a chance to face the team he watched growing up last season. But before a meeting between the Blues and Ducks in St. Louis, Maroon was sent back to the American Hockey League.

The former standout with Oakville High, the St. Louis Jr. Blues and the St. Louis Bandits won't be denied his dream opportunity tonight.

Maroon, 25, will be in the Anaheim lineup tonight, mostly likely taking the place of NHL star Teemu Selanne. 

"It's very exciting," Maroon said. "My family and my son (Anthony, 5) get to watch me. It will be my first time playing against the Blues. It's going to be fun for me. Growing up, having season tickets at the old Arena, watching some Hall of Famers, and now I get the chance to play against my hometown, the St. Louis Blues, I'm very excited about that."

Maroon's son Anthony was in the Ducks' locker room Saturday morning, sitting in the stall next to his proud dad.

"He gets really excited about this kind of stuff," Maroon said. "He obviously knows who everyone is. His favorite player is (Corey) Perry, so hopefully he'll get to meet him tonight."

***

BACKES' OLYMPIC VIDEO

With the Olympics approaching, NBC has begun promoting its coverage of the Winter Games in Sochi, Russia, and a video to surface recently includes Blues captain David Backes.

Backes, who was a member of the Team USA roster that captured a silver medal in Vancouver in 2010, will be back with the team in February.

Backes was one of several American athletes to participate in the video, which is titled "12 Days of Sochi."

"It's one of those things where you're having fun with a bunch of hopeful Olympians," Backes said.

Backes, though, can expect some jabs from teammates. In a deep, gruff voice, he announces the 3rd day of Sochi while holding an instrument called a "keytar," a cross between a keyboard and guitar.

"You can't do anything around here without expecting a little ribbing," Backes said. "Whatever comes, it comes."

The search for commentary from Backes' teammates Saturday morning came up dry. "No I haven't seen it yet, but I'm going to," defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk said. "He knows he's going to hear about it from us."

If you haven't seen it yet, the link to the Sochi video is at the top of page.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Anaheim's last three games have all gone to a shootout. After falling 4-3 to San Jose and 3-2 to Los Angeles, the Ducks topped Chicago 3-2 on Friday.

• The Blues are 6-0-1 against Anaheim in the teams' last seven meetings at Scottrade Center. The Ducks are 9-7-3 on the road this season.

• The Blues had 26 shots on goal against the Islanders Thursday, only nine until Derek Roy scored a power-play goal in the second period. The club currently averages 30 shots per game, ranking 16th in the league. "We're not good enough there, not close," Hitchcock said. "We still want to make the next play. We pound (the message) every day."

• Anaheim's top line of Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Dustin Penner are all streaking coming into tonight's game. Getzlaf enters the night with a 12-game point-streak (9 goals, 18 points), followed by Perry at six games (5 goals, 8 points) and Penner (5 goals, 8 points).
Blues teammates react to Berglund's funny mishap
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Related Video

Patrik Berglund chinstand on slapshot NY Islanders vs St. Louis Blues 12/5/13 NHL Hockey.

Brenden Morrow has seen his share of funny stuff in the NHL. But when Patrik Berglund wound up for a slap shot and instead did a face-plant in the second period of Thursday's win over the Islanders, Morrow couldn't help himself.

Seated on the Blues' bench looking on, Morrow spit out his mouth-guard.

"I mean, I've seen some funny (stuff) I guess, but that was ..." Morrow said. "He was playing so hard. It was at the end of his shift and I think he had two or three opportunities. It was just priceless. I was trying to contain the laugh but (the mouth-guard) came out strong."

Blues backup goalie Brian Elliott was trying to contain himself after the mishap, but lost it when he witnessed Morrow's reaction.

"It was like the spit-water bit, but he spit out his mouth-guard into the boards," Elliott said. "I tried to look away, but I saw that and I couldn't help myself. Those things happen — you don't want them to happen to you — but they happen."

Berglund walked into the Blues' locker room Friday morning as media and players were poking fun of the incident and said with a smile: "Is this a (funny) joke or what?"

According to Berglund's biased version of the play, he was all set to tee up the puck and "obviously there was some ice problems, or something like that. Maybe my skates were broken.

"It was really funny. There was 20,000 people laughing...kind of hard (not to laugh). I thought it was funny."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock got a good laugh out of it too. 

"It was a 'Happy Gilmore' moment," Hitchcock said. "It was good he laughed about it ... it took the tension away."

If you missed the play, the Youtube clip is included in this blog. 

***

PETRO'S CLOSE CALL

The Blues had a scary moment in the first period Thursday when defenseman Alex Pietrangelo dropped to the ice to block a shot by the Islanders' Andrew MacDonald and took it in the head.

Pietrangelo began to bleed, went to the locker room for stitches and returned.

"It was a close call," Pietrangelo said. "That's why we wear helmets. I got off the ice and grabbed my head and saw the blood. It kind of scared me at first. You never know what's actually going on back there. But the docs calmed me down and I was fine. I feel OK today, just a little bit stiff."

Hitchcock said the Blues dodged a bullet.

"Oh man," Hitchcock said. "Usually when the trainer doesn't come and talk to you, that's a good thing. When he comes and talks to you, it's a bad thing. (Trainer Ray Barile) didn't talk to me, so I was hopeful, but man to see a guy get a shot like that...then you hear the helmet is smashed and everything.

"If that thing is six centimeters either side, we're dealing with a lot different injury today. So we caught ourselves a break today."

***

REAVES UPDATE

Ryan Reaves, who had surgery on his broken right hand on Nov. 25, says that he is progressing nicely.

Reaves has been placed on IR and will be re-evaluated after the first week of January.

"Doing well," Reaves said. "Got a couple of workouts in the last two days. I see the doctor on Monday and hopefully I can get on the ice next week and start my conditioning back up."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Jaroslav Halak will get the start in goal Saturday against Anaheim, Hitchcock confirmed today.

• Magnus Paajarvi, Patrik Berglund and Maxim Lapierre were put on a line together in the second period of Thursday's game. Hitchcock liked the results, which included a goal by Paajarvi, and said the group will stick together Saturday.

• Defenseman Ian Cole, who was a healthy scratch Monday in Los Angeles, had an assist and two shots on goal in 16:10 of ice time Thursday. "Played well again," Hitchcock said. "Just hit the reset button. I just think with young players, you have got to be careful. Sometimes just getting a chance to catch your breath can be a good idea. We're lucky we've got an experience player (Carlo Colaiacovo) who can come in and take his place. We don't want to be doing this all year, but we feel like we've got a good situation going on right now."
Blues move Lapierre to right wing, hoping to fill void
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Maxim Lapierre

Maxim Lapierre

St. Louis Blues' Maxim Lapierre watches the puck during the third period of a preseason NHL hockey game against the Tampa Bay Lightning Friday, Sept. 20, 2013, in St. Louis. The Lightning won 4-3. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)

Enlarge Photo

The Blues have been without Ryan Reaves for four games and already his absence is evident.

The club was overmatched in the forechecking department in back-to-back losses to Los Angeles and San Jose on its recent road trip.

The Blues won't get Reaves back for at least another month, when the broken right hand he suffered in a fight with Dallas' Brenden Dillon will be re-evaluated. In the meantime, they are moving Maxim Lapierre to Reaves' former spot on the fourth line, the right wing, beginning tonight against the New York Islanders.

"We've missed Reaves...he's been a big factor at the energy level," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We're kind of restructuring that by moving Lapierre onto the wing now, to try and get that tenacity back on the boards that we had before. So we're rebuilding the fourth line today to see if we can get some speed and tenacity back on that line."

Lapierre has played center much of his eight-year NHL career, including 21 games with the Blues this season, but he has experience on the wing. He admits that the switch will be an adjustment at first.

"You're going to think about everything you have to do," Lapierre said. "It's the first time in a while, but I like it on the wing. I can use my size and use my speed well. You've got to think a little more at center. You have a little less to think about (right wing) and you just think about being a hunter."

The move comes after Hitchcock used the fourth line sparingly in the final two games of the road trip.

In Colorado, Lapierre had 10:53 of ice time, followed by Brenden Morrow and (10:05) and Magnus Paajarvi (8:51). 

But in Los Angeles and San Jose, the fourth-line players were all limited to under 7:21 of ice time in both games. (Morrow was bumped up to the third line in LA and played 10:06). As a group, they gave up too many odd-man rushes.

"We didn't have any punch-back from the line and we've got to get that punch back," Hitchcock said. "We didn't build good minutes on our third and fourth lines on the road trip. We did in Colorado — we did a great job in Colorado — but when we played against the other two teams, we just gave up too many scoring chances when we were on the ice."

Derek Roy has played on the fourth line this season, but he was on the left wing. Tonight, he'll be at center.

"I think his natural position is center," Hitchcock said. "He can use his speed a little bit more, he can use his smarts a little bit more...At the start of the year, he had to get his level up, and he's got his level up. He's playing very well for us right now. He's tenacious on the puck, he's playing with a real edge to his game. So I can put him pretty much anywhere now and feel comfortable." 

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Maxim Lapierre

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

ISLANDERS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Thomas Vanek-John Tavares-Kyle Okposo

Michael Grabner-Frans Nielsen-Josh Bailey

Pierre-Marc Bouchard-Matt Carkner-Cal Clutterbuck

Matt Martin-Casey Cizikas-Colin McDonald

Defensemen

Andrew MacDonald-Travis Hamonic

Thomas Hickey-Calvin de Haan

Aaron Ness-Matt Carkner

Goalie

Anders Nilsson

***

SCHWARTZ-BRIND'AMOUR CONNECTION

Blues forward Jaden Schwartz will carry a career-high, seven-game point-streak into tonight's game against the Islanders. He has three goals and five assists in that span. 

The seven-game streak makes Schwartz, who is 21 years old, the youngest Blue since Rod Brind'Amour to have one of that length. Brind'Amour was 20 when he had an eight-point point-streak with the club from Nov. 13-29, 1990.

As it turns out, Schwartz has more than that in common with Brind'Amour. The two went to the same high school: Athol Murray College of Notre Dame in Wilcox, Saskatchewan.

"I know of him," Schwartz said. "I haven't met him personally, but I watched a little bit of him growing up. I know he's a good leader and a good player. I watched him. If I could model anything after him, I'd be pretty happy with it, whether it was his work ethic or his leadership qualities."

***

WEIGHT RETURNS

Doug Weight was back on the ice at Scottrade Center this morning, but instead of taking orders, he was giving them.

Weight is a senior advisor to New York Islanders general manager Garth Snow and an assistant coach who is on the Isles' bench during games.

“I get to be on both sides of the fence," Weight said. "I get to coach and I get to sit in the office with Garth and help him build the team. I’m learning a lot and working with great people. Jack (Capuano) is a great coach and empowers me and Garth does the same. We’re striving to get better. We’re not where we want, but we’re close. It’s fun to come to work every day and try to win.”

Weight, who was inducted into the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame on Monday, acknowledged that returning to St. Louis rekindles some strong memories.

Speaking of his 19-year career which saw him play for six teams, Weight said: “If there is any regret, it’s here because I think we were good enough to go further. We had some teams that had our number and we had a couple really great opportunities. You know, 2003 is something that haunts me, having that lead on (Vancouver) and really having the West open up.

"Taking nothing away from Minnesota and Anaheim, that would have been our road to the Stanley Cup. That eats (at him). Obviously we had trouble beating that red and white team (Detroit) down the road. I felt like I had more to give to this organization in those years, that’s for sure. I was coming off the best hockey I’ve ever played and it seemed as though for whatever reason — not to get into anything else — I wish I would have had a little more responsibility here. But it was a great place. It was a great place to play. I enjoyed playing for Joel (Quenneville). Larry (Pleau) has always been great to me.”

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues are 11-1-2 at Scottrade Center this season, trailing only Boston for the most wins in the NHL on home ice.

• Blues defenseman Barret Jackman played a season-low 11 minutes, 11 seconds in Monday's 3-2 loss to LA. Much of that had to do with the Blues chasing the game offensively.

• The Islanders began the season with a mark of 3-2 on the road, but they have dropped seven in a row away from home.

• Jaroslav Halak is 5-1-1 with a 1.41 goals-against average and a .955 save-percentage in his career against the Islanders.
Hitchcock has concerns after Blues' two-game losing skid
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Ken Hitchcock, Adam Cracknell

St. Louis Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock talks with right wing Adam Cracknell (79) during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Florida Panthers, Friday, Nov. 1, 2013, in Sunrise, Fla. The Blues won 4-0. (AP Photo/Lynne Sladky)

After taking Tuesday off, the Blues were back on the ice Wednesday at the IceZone, looking to address the issues that have led to a two-game losing streak.

No. 1 on that list is the club's recent starts. After surrendering 20 first-period goals in 24 games this season, the Blues allowed six in back-to-back losses to Los Angeles and San Jose.  

"It's a concern, yes. It's a big concern, it's a large concern," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said Wednesday. "No coach is happy when your team is the one that does not initiate and set the tempo. No coach is happy. Especially when you do all the prep work and you get your team ready and you know what's coming, and then they kind of almost throw their sticks on the ice and say, 'OK, we're going to wade our way into this game.'"

Hitchcock said that LA used physicality to bully the Blues, while San Jose utilized speed and numbers. But both proved to be effective at stymieing the Blues.

"They popped us right in the schnoz, they gave us a good one right in the nose," Hitchcock said. "Both times we were a little overwhelmed by some of the checking that went on and weren't ready for it. It was the highest level of checking we've had against us all year."

The Blues tried to play around their opponents' checking, Hitchcock said, instead of through it.

"When you get beat off the boards, that's a sign of 'Are you ready to compete?'" he said. "There's making plays on the boards, but when you get skated off, where the guy absorbs the check and skates right off the boards, that's (disappointing)."

The Blues held a brief, but heavy and competitive practice Wednesday. They'll be attempting to regain their regular identity before Thursday's game against the New York Islanders.

"We're just slow out of the gates, getting our feet moving and making hard plays," Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. "We're just trying to be a little bit too cute. You've just got to get your nose dirty and get yourself (engaged) physically."

Teammate Kevin Shattenkirk said the Blues didn't expect to play out the entire 82-game schedule without a two-game losing streak.

"Here we are now and it's a chance for us to grow as a team and work on some things that need fixing and turn in a good effort tomorrow night," Shattenkirk said. "I think we just need to stick with what we know best. We've gotten away from our team game a little bit, and the hard work that makes us such a hard team to beat."

***

LINE CHANGE

Hitchcock liked Brenden Morrow's competitive spirit on the Blues' road trip and thus made a line change in Wednesday's practice.

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Derek Roy-Maxim Lapierre-Magnus Paajarvi/Adam Cracknell

***

PAAJARVI OK

Blues forward Magnus Paajarvi was back at practice Wednesday after missing Monday's game with the flu.

Paajarvi said he's available if called upon Thursday against the Islanders.

"I'm better, that's for sure," Paajarvi said. "Fortunately it got over pretty quick. Yesterday I had way more energy and today even more. It's getting there."

***

ODDS & ENDS

- Jaroslav Halak will get the start in net Thursday against the Islanders. Hitchcock didn't regret starting Brian Elliott against the San Jose Sharks, believing that some teams may be overusing their starting goalies.

- Defenseman Ian Cole is expected to be back in the lineup against the Isles, after sitting as a healthy scratch against LA. Cole struggled against the Sharks and the team felt that he needed to hit the re-set button. Carlo Colaiacovo, who played against the Kings, will likely be out Thursday.
Blues have to regroup, master winning formula
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Hockey Guy: Kings remind Blues they still need work

The Kings reminded the Blues that they may be a good team, but they have yet to become a great team. There is still work to do. Read more

Blues go home with unfinished business

Kings 3, Blues 2 • Win in Los Angeles remains elusive as trip ends in loss.  Read more

Related Links

Box score: Kings 3, Blues 2

HIGHLIGHTS: Toffoli, Kings edge Blues

There's a formula to winning in the NHL, easily pinpointed, not so easily mastered. It goes something like this — don't fall behind.

The Blues are 15-1-2 when they score first, 10-0-1 when they lead after one period, 11-0-1 when they lead after two. They are 8-1-0 when tied after one, 6-1-0 after two.

Take a look at the winning teams in the league and you will see the same kind of statistics. Playing from behind is a recipe for disappointment, and playing from several goals behind is suicidal. In San Jose last Friday, the Blues spotted the Sharks a four-goal cushion before getting the engine to kick over.

They have skill, these Blues, and they were able to make it a 4-3 game. But they were chasing their tail in a 6-3 loss. The scenario was similar last night in Los Angeles, as the Blues trailed 3-0 before trimming it to a 3-2 outcome.

“We're more confident offensively, and sometimes when you are more confident offensively, you do give up odd-man rushes,” coach Ken Hitchcock said. “Because you are playing with a little bit more risk.

“If you're going to create more offense, you have to play with more risk and I think sometimes we've been caught doing that. We've been caught trying to make plays that we haven't been capable of making before.”

About the slow starts, Blues captain David Backes added, “It's a mindset in general, home or road: 'Let's bring our best game and lets' build that lead instead of the other way around.' ”

* * *

The Blues flew through the night and did not arrive back in town until 5 a.m. today. As a result, there is no practice.

* * *

Kevin Shattenkirk had a goal and an assist in the loss on Monday to climb over the 100-point mark as a member of the Blues. Shattenkirk has two goals and 16 assists this season.

Vladimir Tarasenko also had a two-point night, with his ninth goal and fifth assist. Meanwhile, Jaden Schwartz assisted on Shattenkirk's goal, extending his scoring streak to a career best seven games. Schwartz has six goals and 12 assists on the season.

* * *

Statistics are sometimes in the eye of the beholder. To wit: the stats keepers at Staples Center had the Kings out-hitting the Blues 52-31 on Monday. Accordingly, the Kings enjoyed a 22-8 advantage in the hits during the first period, with Anze Kopitar registering five of those hits.

The Kings also must get credited for hits if they bump into each other on the bench.
Blues must arrive on time for meeting with Kings
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The Blues hope they have learned a lesson by the time they take the ice at Staples Center to play the Los Angeles Kings on Monday. That is, show up on time.

The team was not-very-fashionably late to arrive with their best form for the 1 p.m. start in San Jose on Friday, and it paid the price. By the end of the first period, the Note trailed 4-0. Thanks to netminder Jaroslav Halak, it remained just a four-goal deficit until a goal by Ian Cole started a rally in the second period.

But in the end, the late-starting Blues couldn't dig out of the hole in a 6-3 loss. The Blues have lost only four games in regulation this season, two of them to San Jose by a combined score of 12-5.

“You can't really look at the odd starting time, conditions were the same for both teams,” defenseman Barret Jackman said. “There's no excuses. They came out prepared and we didn't. We have to be ready to play.”

The explanation for the uncharacteristic initial 30 minutes against the Sharks is hard to find. But the lesson is plain as day – it can't happen Monday in Los Angeles.

“Tough to say what happened, one way or the other,” said defenseman Ian Cole, who scored his first goal of the season in the loss. “But it's obviously not acceptable, regardless of what time of day it is or what holiday was the day before.

“It's not acceptable to come out with the start we did and we know we can't play that way against LA.”

***

The Blues, who have lost to the Kings in the playoffs that last two seasons, will be looking at themselves in the mirror on Monday.

In other words, the Blues are built in the image of the Kings, a team they know they must neutralize to take the next playoff step. They are about to find out how closely they stack up.

“We're a mirror-image of LA, more so than San Jose,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “Both are significant challenges, because those teams don't beat themselves. The challenge when you play these teams is which team is going to crack first..When you win a lot and win often and have success like (the Kings) have, you don't crack easily.”

Hitchcock said Monday's game will be a measuring stick, especially in LA where the Blues have not won in eight consecutive visits. They are 0-7-1 in that time, with the only point coming in a 1-0 shootout loss.

“You're looking at how do your top guys stack up against their top guys, your depth against their depth,” Hitchcock said. “The biggest challenge is the details, are your details up to speed against their details.”

***

The Blues have scored at least three goals in six consecutive games. They are 35-4-2 when scoring that many goals over the past two seasons. They were 15-0-1 when scoring three goals or more this season, until the “Siege at San Jose.”

***

With regular goaltender Jonathan Quick out with a groin injury, Kings backup netminder Ben Scrivens has been outstanding. Scrivens was acquired from Toronto over the summer and he is 5-1-3 in nine starts since Quick went down. He leads the NHL with a 1.52 goals-against average and .944 save percentage.
Lapierre prepared for a rough greeting in San Jose; Hitchcock and Roy exchange words
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock behind the bench during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche on Tuesday, April 23, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. In front are Blues right wings Chris Stewart (25) and Ryan Reaves (75). Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

Blues roll to rare win in Denver

Blues' 4-1 victory over the Avs is the club's first win at the Pepsi Center since April 2009. Read more

Blues notebook: Shattenkirk back in lineup

Defenseman had missed a game with flu.  Read more

The Blues flew into San Jose late Wednesday night and will play the Sharks in a rare afternoon game at 3 p.m. Friday.

With San Jose coming off a thrilling eight round shootout win over Los Angeles on Wednesday, Friday's game figures to be difficult. But it may be especially challenging for Maxim Lapierre.

This is the first time the teams are meeting since Lapierre's hit on Sharks defenseman Dan Boyle during an Oct. 15 game at Scottrade Center. That play left Boyle motionlesson the ice and required him to be removed on a stretcher. Lapierre was supended five games for the hit.

Boyle is back up and running and had one of the shootout goals on Wednesday for the Sharks. Lapierre knows what might be waiting for him on Friday.

"Obviously I think it will just be a normal thing for the fans to react to that," said the Blues forward. "I'm ready to face the music.

"At the of the day, I'm just happy that he's playing and I think he's doing good. That's all that matters."

After the game, Lapierre attempted to call Boyle several times but the Sharks' defenseman never answered his phone. Lapierre finally exchanged text messages with Boyle.

"Yeah, I called him for a few days and he didn't answer. After that, I texted him and we explained what we were thinking, both sides and I can't say he's happy with it. But this is what it is, what we were thinking."

Of course, the Blues would like to make things easier for Lapierre by playing better than they did in a 6-2 loss to San Jose on that particular night.

***

There were some harsh words spoken between the coaches after the Blues' 4-1 win at Colorado. Avalanche coach Patrick Roy took aim at Blues skipper Ken Hitchcock.

“You know what, I was very mad at the end because I have been jabbed by different coaches around the league, especially Hitchcock when he said that was junior stuff, talking to players, talking to the referees,” Roy told The Denver Post.

“But I saw a guy on the other side who was talking to players and then was also talking to the referee and got the referee (mad).

“Seems to me that there’s different rules for everybody in this league. I guess the old guys are allowed to do whatever they want and I guess us, because we are younger, we are not allowed to say anything. I am a little (mad) about that.”

Informed of Roy's comments, the 61-year old Hitchcock offered some terse advice.

 “Oh, give me a break," he told the messenger. "Tell Patrick to shut the (expletive) up.”

Colorado versus St. Louis. It's not just for breakfast anymore.
Blues will be forced to play well in Colorado
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

St. Louis Blues goaltender Jaroslav Halak and defenseman Roman Polak defend in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche on Thursday, Nov. 14, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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The Blues play the first installment of a three-game trip in Colorado tonight. The team is 6-2-1 on the road and with a win tonight, would fashion the best record for the initial 10 road games in franchise history.

“A big challenge for us is to try to find a way to play this well on the road,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said of his 17-3-3 team, which has the best winning percentage in the NHL.

That said, the Blues have not won in Colorado since Hitchcock was hired in January, 2011. They should be hard pressed tonight by a Colorado team that has a chip on its shoulder after losing to the Blues 7-3 two weeks ago.

“I still haven't seen us play well in this building,” Hitchcock added. “This is a perfect time for us to play a good game. We're going to be forced to, because they're going to play a good game. That's why I'm looking forward to seeing how we respond in this building.”

***

The Blues leave Denver immediately after the game and travel to San Jose, where they play the Sharks at 3 p.m. (Central). (Central) on Friday. The busy schedule has created a shift in the team's practice routine.

With 15 games in November, playing nearly every other day, the team is using the in-between day for rest and optional skating. In contrast, the “morning skate” on game days has become the more legitimate practice session.

“Our pregame skates have changed dramatically,” Hitchcock said. “We've actually run them like practices. They haven't been that long, but we've got a good 20-25 minutes out of guys.”

***

Colorado forward Matt Duchene was not expected to play in the game, having missed four games with an oblique strain. But Duchene participated in the morning skate with the Avs and will be a game-time decision.

Duchene acknowledged the Avs have not forgotten the 7-3 loss in St. Louis 13 days ago.

“We owe them one,” Duchene said. “They definitely embarrassed us in their building.”

Defenseman Cory Sarich participated in a fight with Chris Stewart during the last meeting. Afterward, some of the Avs were unhappy with Stewart's crowd-pumping antics. Sarich acknowledged the circumstances are not necessarily water under the bridge.

“It depends,” he said. “It usually kind of sets the tone for games going forward. You don't easily forget stuff like that. I don't easily forget losses where we get blown out of the building.

“But we'll take from that. We just have to focus on sticking to our game plan. I think we kind of played right into their hands last time. And it obviously didn't work, so we better try something different.”

***

Colorado is a remarkable 15-0-0 when it scores first; the Blues are 14-1-2. Colorado coach Patrick Roy said he doesn't pay a lot of attention to stats like the Avs' score-first success.

“I think every team loves to have the lead,” Roy said. “Fortunately for us, it seems like when we have the lead, we play with a lot of confidence …

“I don't pay attention as much to those stats. At the same time, when you look at that, it's obviously been helpful (to have the lead).”

***

Jaroslav Halak will be in goal for the Blues tonight, with Brian Elliott likely to play Friday in San Jose. Defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk will be back in the lineup, after missing the Minnesota game with the flu.

Defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo will be the odd man out, with forward Adam Cracknell being the other healthy scratch.

Interesting stat: Elliott, i.e. the “backup” goalie, has 13 shutouts and is just three shutouts shy of catching Glenn Hall for second place on the Blues' career list.
Armstrong visits AHL affiliate, offers impressions on Blues prospects
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Jake Allen

St. Louis Blues goalie Jake Allen (34) blocks a shot during the third period of an NHL pre-season hockey game against the Dallas Stars Sunday, Sept. 15, 2013, in Dallas. The Blue won 6-5 in an overtime shootout. (AP Photo/LM Otero)

Payback for 'Slaughter at Scottrade'?

Avalanche (17-5-0) ready for a rematch with visiting Blues (17-3-3), who pummeled their new division rival in a three-fight rumble on Nov. 14. Read more

Preview: Blues at Colorado

BLUES AT COLORADO Read more

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong recently returned from a trip to watch the club's top prospects play with the organization's American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago.

Armstrong was in attendance for the Wolves' 3-2 shootout loss to Milwaukee on the road Friday and their 2-1 regulation loss to Iowa at home Saturday.

Chicago has a record of 9-7-2 (20 points) and sits in eighth place in the AHL’s Western Conference.

“I try to get up there once a month if I can,” Armstrong said. “Our scouting staff is in there quite a bit … Kevin McDonald, Dave Taylor and Timmy Taylor. But I like to see it for myself.

“We didn’t get the results that we wanted (Friday and Saturday). I thought we played much better than the one point that we got. But there are a lot of bright lights going on there right now. They got off to a rocky start, but things seem to be moving ahead.”

Armstrong especially wanted to get an up-close look at forwards Dmitrij Jaskin and Ty Rattie, defensemen Joel Edmundson and Jani Hakanpaa and goalie Jake Allen.

Jaskin, the No. 41 overall pick of the Blues in 2011, has three goals and seven points in 10 games. He missed eight games with an upper-body injury, but has returned strongly.

Jaskin recently had a game in which he produced 10 shots on goal, and despite the missed time, he is tied for second in the Wolves’ lineup with 42 shots. He has a plus-minus rating of plus-3.

“I certainly like the play of Jaskin,” Armstrong said. “He has come back from an injury and played very well. He has a nose for the net. He funnels the puck to the net. He’s got excellent puck protection skills down low, very tough to get the puck from. His pace, I think he needs to continue working on his pace, and improve his quickness. But he certainly looks like a really good NHL prospect.”

Rattie, the No. 32 overall pick in 2011, has five goals and seven points in 18 games. He’s a minus-2.

“Rattie is finding his game at that level,” Armstrong said. “He finds his scoring opportunities. Each game he probably gets three or four good chances. He just has a knack for the net. The other areas of the game, he still has to work on. The other part of the ice (defense) is still a work in progress, but we knew that coming in and so did Ty.

“I know that he’s working hard at that, and the coaches are playing him a lot and putting him in good defensive responsibilities, where he’s going to have to grow. To be successful, we’re going to need him to be a good player down there, and as I said, for his first year pro, we’re really seeing some positive things.”

Edmundson (No. 46, 2011) and Hakanpaa (No. 104, 2010) are in the midst of a long development process. Edmundson has one goal and is a minus-1 in 16 games. Hakanpaa has one goal, too, and is a plus-4 in 14 games.

“They are going through those first year growing pains,” Armstrong said. “But you see progress there.”

The Blues’ prospect closest to playing regularly in the NHL is Allen. He has played 13 games and has a record of 8-3-2 with one shutout. He owns a 2.28 goals-against average and a .928 save-percentage.

“Jake Allen played one of the two games and was very good in a shootout loss,” Armstrong said. “He’s been the backbone of that team so far, and it looks like he’s really on the right track. Right from training camp, he got down there, got settled in. He plays a majority of the games down there and has earned that right. He looks very, very comfortable.”

Allen has a one-way NHL contract with the Blues in 2014-15, so it’s fairly solidified that he’ll be with the parent club next season. But with Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott playing well this season, it is looking less likely that Allen will see action in the NHL this season, unless Halak or Elliott begin to under-perform or there’s an injury.

“Jake understands the situation that we’re in here and he’s worrying and controlling what he can control, which is his play on the ice,” Armstrong said. “Every time we see him, we keep saying the same thing: ‘You’re on the right track, keep going. You’re more a victim of circumstance right now than anything. It’s not going to hurt you to play every night down there this year, either.’”
Colaiacovo inserted into Blues lineup tonight against Minnesota
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Kevin Shattenkirk, Tomas Kopecky

St. Louis Blues' Kevin Shattenkirk (22) skates around Florida Panthers' Tomas Kopecky (82), of Slovakia, during the second period of an NHL hockey game on Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)
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HIGHLIGHTS: Toffoli, Kings edge Blues

On November 24, 2008, Carlo Colaiacovo came to St. Louis in a trade with Toronto. Five years later, almost to the day, the defenseman will make his return to the Blues' lineup.

Colaiacovo will be on the ice tonight when the Blues face the Minnesota Wild at 7 p.m. at Scottrade Center.

"It's ironic ... it's exciting," said Colaiacovo, who re-signed with the Blues on Nov. 12. "I've done a lot of hard work off the ice to keep myself in the best shape possible for a situation like this. I feel really good on the ice. I think for me, it's just the excitement of finally getting back in a game."

Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk was absent from Monday's morning skate. He stayed home sick, but head coach Ken Hitchcock did not rule him out tonight. Whether or not Shattenkirk does suit up, Colaiacovo will play either way.

"He's been ready for a week," Hitchcock said. "He's a great puck distributor, he's smart, he plays sneaky good minutes. He's a real complementary player. He can play minutes killing penalties, he can play on the power play ... he can add to the group."

***

BLUES' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Derek Roy-Patrick Berglund-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Magnus Paajarvi

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Carlo Colaiacovo

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

WILD'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Jason Zucker-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

Michael Rupp-Zenon Konopka-Dany Heatley

Defenseman

Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon

Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser

Goalie

Niklas Backstrom

***

FLU SHOT

Shattenkirk is the fifth Blues' player in the last week to battle flu symptoms. 

On the Blues' recent road trip, Chris Stewart missed the morning skate in Buffalo, but played that night and had two assists. Three other unnamed players also experienced symptoms on the trip, but didn't miss any game or practice time.

Most NHL clubs have their players take the flu shot. There are folks, however, who are skeptical if the vaccination even helps.

"I don't even know," Hitchcock said. "I just know our preference is, as soon as a guy calls in sick, we just tell him to stay home. Every team goes through it. We've been lucky that guys have come back and played the same day that they've been sick or the night before. So you just manage it properly.

"The other four all came back and played in the game, so we expect that to be happening again (with Shattenkirk). But you never know. We're not going to risk one hockey game to add another six or seven players (to the flu list) because a guy is in here, the infirmary." 

***

PAAJARVI ON RIGHT WING

In seven appearances with the Blues, Magnus Paajarvi has played strictly on the left wing. But with Ryan Reaves out for the next month after breaking his right hand, Paajarvi will be on the right wing tonight.

"It doesn't matter for me, none whatsoever," Paajarvi said. "Left or right, if I end up on either side, it doesn't really matter for me."

While Paajarvi sounded indifferent, Hitchcock said that "right wing is more comfortable for him, so this is a real opportunity for him. We were happy with the game he played in Boston. If he's going to build on that, that's good stuff. We'd like him to stay healthy here because the way we play, and the energy that he brings, I think is really going to be positive for us. We need him to get back where he was before the injury because he was a really effective player for us."

***

BERGLUND IS BACK

Blues center Patrik Berglund played 16 minutes, 25 seconds Saturday against Dallas, his first action after missing three games with an upper-body injury.

"I felt pretty good," Berglund said. "Conditioning-wise, I got tired a little quicker than I expected. But I felt good. The injury didn't bother me. It was nice to be back."

In the second period Saturday, Berglund got tangled up with a Stars' player and hit the wall awkwardly. He stood up slowly, but stayed in the game.

"That kind of stung me a little bit, but I'm a very tough Swede!" Berglund quipped. 

Berglund is stuck on one goal this season and has gone 17 without one. He has one goal and two assists in his last four games against the Wild.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Minnesota goaltender Josh Harding (lower-body injury) flew from St. Louis back to the Twin Cities Sunday and will not be in uniform tonight. The Wild backup will be Darcy Kuemper.

• The Blues are 13-0-1 this season when scoring three or more goals. They are 12-1-1 when netting one or more power-play goals.

• The Blues are 7-0-3 in their last 10 games against Minnesota at Scottrade Center. In the past three meetings, the Blues have outshot the Wild by 18 or more shots (117-60 overall).

Blues lose enforcer Reaves to a broken right hand
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St. Louis Blues v Dallas Stars

St. Louis Blues v Dallas Stars

St. Louis Blues right wing Ryan Reaves (right) fights with Dallas Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Dallas Stars on Saturday, Nov. 23, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Blues enforcer Ryan Reaves didn't know anything was wrong with his hand when he headed back to the locker room after a fight with Dallas' Brenden Dillon Saturday night.

Moments earlier, on a play that triggered Dillon to drop the gloves, Reaves sent the Stars' Valeri Nuchushkin into the Blues' bench and cut himself during the sequence.

Dillon took exception and they fought it out. Reaves, who was bleeding from the cut before the fight, landed a couple of haymakers and pumped his arms as he went off the ice.

"I was just coming off to get zipped," Reaves said, referring to the stitches he needed. "I wasn't even thinking about (his hand) until they put the ice on there."

Reaves winced upon the application of the ice bag, leading to an X-ray and the determination that he had a broken right hand.

"I asked them if they could just tape it and they said 'OK, sure,'" Reaves said. "Another doctor said, 'No, it's probably not smart.'"

The club has announced that Reaves will miss at least a month, the bad news on otherwise positive night, which saw the Blues finish off the Stars 6-1.

He will meet with Blues' physicians Monday to see whether surgery is required, but his absence is expected to be about the same either way.

"It's a tough time, especially when I finally kind of established myself on the team, somebody who can play every night," Reaves said. "I've just got to make sure I take care of myself over the next couple weeks. When I am ready to play, just come back hot and make sure I'm doing all the things I was doing before."

***

ELLIOTT SHINES AGAIN

Even though the Blues won a lopsided game Saturday, backup goalie Brian Elliott was a big reason for the victory.

Elliott finished with 34 saves, improving his record to 4-0-1 with a 1.79 goals-against average and a .932 save-percentage.

He won his fourth start in a row Saturday, and if not for a late team collapse against Winnipeg on Oct. 18, blowing a 3-1 lead with seven minutes remaining, Elliott could be a perfect 5-0 this season.

"He's just a good goalie," Hitchcock said. "I see it at practice, I see it all the time. He's just a good goalie. We're lucky, we've got two good goalies who are really on top of their game right now, and we need them both.

"Both are going to play quite a bit here in the next month, because we're playing every second night, darn near. It's like pick your poison. Brian is going is going to get either Colorado or San Jose and Jaro has got Minnesota."

Morrow says facing Dallas tonight 'is going to be strange'
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Highlights: Blues destroys Stars

For the first time in his 14-year career, Brenden Morrow will be facing the Dallas Stars tonight. 

The 34-year-old veteran forward played 13 years in Dallas and was the captain for seven, before being traded to Pittsburgh last season. In all, he's played 835 of his 865 NHL games in a Stars' uniform.

"It's going to be strange," said Morrow, who's expected to be in the Blues' starting lineup for tonight's 7 o'clock face-off at Scottrade Center. "I think there's nine or 10 fresh faces over there, so it's not like I know the whole team but it's still some great memories of that franchise and I'm still real close with a lot of the players there. It's going to be a strange game."

Morrow's best memory in Dallas was playing in the Stanley Cup finals in his rookie year and "getting to play with my hockey idol Brett Hull was pretty special for me."

In St. Louis, Morrow wears the same No. 10 that he wore in Dallas. He chuckled when someone asked if he requested Hull's No. 16 when he signed with the Blues.

"Nope, I don't think that one was coming down (from the rafters)," Morrow said. "It's a pretty big coincidence that he's here and part of this franchise. I've been able to spend some time with him and get closer over the years."

Morrow had dinner with a few of his ex-teammates Friday night, but said that "once the puck drops tonight, I know who's team I'm on."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, who coached Morrow in Dallas, said that he isn't worried about the new Blue slipping passes to former teammates, such as good friend Jamie Benn.

"I don't think Brenden is going to have that problem," Hitchcock said. "I think there's going to be a couple of guys on the other side who hopefully have to keep their head up." 

It may help Morrow that the Stars changed their logo and color scheme of their jerseys this season.

"There's a lot of change, and I'm hoping that helps," he said.

***

PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Brian Elliott

***

STARS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Valeri Nichushkin

Erik Cole-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel-Vernon Fiddler-Rich Peverley

Shawn Horcoff-Dustin Jeffrey-Ryan Garbutt

Defensemen

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Alex Goligoski-Trevor Daley

Jordie Benn-Sergei Gonchar

Goalie

Kari Lehtonen

***

BERGLUND'S STATUS

Center Patrik Berglund, who has missed the past three games with an upper-body injury, will be a game-time decision for tonight's game.

"We put him through the paces again today," Hitchcock said. "If he feels fine, then a good chance he plays, yeah.”

After a few days off the ice, Berglund skated in Boston and again today.

"I've felt much better," he said. "The rehab has been good and the skating and shooting has been much better. Hopefully I can be out there and playing.

"It feels pretty good now. I felt like I could be out there and shoot the puck the way I wanted to, so that's good news. We'll see."

Hitchcock reiterated that the Blues have missed Berglund in the lineup.

“He’s really competitive on the puck," Hitchcock said. "I think when you play against teams like Washington and Boston, you get a real good look at what happens when you don’t have size in the lineup…because they do. I thought it really showed on the road trip.”

Hitchcock wouldn't speculate on which player would come out of the lineup if Berglund played. "I've got to have a pre-game meal on that one," he replied.

***

ELLIOTT IN NET

Backup goaltender Brian Elliott gets the assignment tonight against the Stars. 

It will mark only the fifth start this season for Elliott, who is 3-0-1 with a 1.94 goals-against average and a .921 save-percentage.

“We need to reward good play," Hitchcock said. "Heck, he’s played great. He’s played great every game. We need to reward good play. He’s deserved probably to play more just based on his play, so this is an opportunity with us playing every second night for four more games here, an opportunity for him to get a couple of more starts.”

***

VICTORY HANGOVER

In the Blues' game immediately following their 2-1 win over Pittsburgh on Nov. 9, the club had a slow first period against Phoenix, and eventually lost 3-2 to the Coyotes in overtime.

Hoping to prevent a similar letdown after Thursday's 3-2 shootout win over Boston, Hitchcock kept Saturday's morning skate loose.

"We’re in that time where you just can’t practice," Hitchcock said. "You have to save your energy for games. Boy, we would love to have a couple of hockey practices. We’re a literal team not a visual team, and when we practice, we really play well. We’re not getting that opportunity right now so we’re going to have to do it with energy. This is going to be a big challenge for us because Dallas plays with high energy.”

***

ODDS & ENDS

• In case you missed it, NHL officials have changed the scoring of the Blues' first goal in Boston. Originally, it was rewarded to Derek Roy, but on Friday, the league recognized that the puck hit Schwartz's skate before going in. "My parents told me (about the change)," he said. "A couple of people told me that they thought it went off my skate. I was getting mauled in front, so I had no idea."

• In the Blues' six losses this season — three in regulation, two in overtime and one in a shootout — the club has outshot its opponents a combined 192-154.

• Dallas enters tonight's game with a record of 8-5 on the road, but impressively, the Stars have won their last six away from American Airlines Center. The wins were over Ottawa (shootout), Boston (shootout), Detroit (overtime), Edmonton (regulation), Calgary (regulation) and Vancouver (regulation).

Blues buzzing about matchup with Boston

Print Email 

November 21, 2013 12:43 pm  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135

0

St. Louis Blues v Phoenix Coyotes
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St. Louis Blues left wing Vladimir Sobotka (left) tries to keep possession of the puck against Phoenix Coyotes defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson in first period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday, Nov. 12, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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BOSTON • Chris Stewart is feeling much better. Two days after playing with the flu, he let out a big scream when the Blues ended their morning skate Wednesday.

"Ready to play!" Stewart said.

There was a distinct buzz at TD Garden today, and it has everything to do with the fact that tonight the Blues are facing Boston. The Bruins lead the Eastern Conference with 29 points and are 5-0-1 in their last six games.

"We're two teams that are built similar and we're looking forward to the challenge," Stewart said. "It's going to be my first time playing in this building and just by the morning skate, you can just feel the tradition in the air. You're just high-stepping today — excited!"

T.J. Oshie acknowledged that the Blues have been looking forward to this matchup.

"I remember in the past, this is probably the most physically checking team that I've played," Oshie said. "It's not just one guy. It's everyone and it keeps coming at you, and that's the style that we like to play. It's going to be intense and it's going to be fun.

"I think we've been looking ahead to this one as a challenge and it'll be a good test to see where we're at. In my eyes, it's going to be like a one-game playoff tonight." 

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said that Boston is one of five or six teams in the NHL that plays "through you."

"They force mistakes, they make you play in uncomfortable areas and you've just got to go in there and compete," Hitchcock said. "I think both teams live in a little fear of each other. We can do to them what they do to us and to other teams and vice versa. I think it'll be a well-played game. Both teams play a little bit different style but I think in my opinion, both teams play the right way.

"It's a big test for us, we'll see where we're at. Whatever happens, we'll have a good evaluation moving back when we get those teams from the West. The big guns are coming down now with Dallas and Minny and Colorado. We've got some tough games ahead of us. I think this getting more information about our team is going to be helpful." 

***

PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

BRUINS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Defensemen

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Goalie

Tuukka Rask

***

TRADES REVISTED

Both the Blues and the Bruins have a player on their team that they'd probably like to have back on their roster.

In separate trades, the Blues acquired Vladimir Sobotka from the Bruins for the rights to defensive prospect David Warsofsky. Sobotka is arguably one of the Blues' best players, while Warsofsky is toiling in his fourth season with Boston's American Hockey League affiliate. 

Sobotka called his trade a career-changer.

"Yeah, definitely, it really helped me a lot," he said. "I think I found my game and I feel more useful for the Blues. I didn't get that chance here. It really helped me a lot."

The Bruins, however, have Carl Soderberg, whom the Blues dealt to them in exchange for goalie Hannu Toivonen. Soderberg, who was taken by the Blues in the second round of the 2004 NHL draft, has two goals and eight points in 15 games this season. Toivonen played 23 games with the Blues in 2007-08 and was 6-10-5 with a 3.44 goals-against average and an .878 save-percentage. He spent some time with Peoria before leaving the organization.  

***

CELEBRITY SIGHTING

When the Blues arrived in Boston Tuesday night, a few of them met actor John Travolta at the team hotel.  

Blues TV analyst Darren Pang spotted Travolta, who spent time talking to some of the guys and took a picture with them.

"It was cool," Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk said. "We didn't even realize that he was there until 'Panger' mentioned something and he came over and chatted with us. He was just a very, very nice guy, very humble. It's always cool to meet someone like that.

"We mentioned we were big fans of his and hopefully he said he's going to try to switch over to the Blues and root for us a little bit. Hopefully he'll jump on the bandwagon."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Patrik Berglund (upper-body injury) skated today but will not play tonight. The Blues are expecting him to return on Saturday.

• The Blues have won their last five games at TD Garden in Boston, dating back to 2001.

• The Blues come into the game with the No. 1-ranked power play in the NHL, a unit that has scored a goal in four straight games (6-for-17 in that stretch). The Bruins, however, enter the night with the league's No. 3-ranked penalty-killing unit (86.6 percent). The group recently killed off 34 straight PPs. 

• Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester brings in a five-game point streak tonight (1 goal, 5 assists).

• Alexander Steen had his only career hat-trick in Boston in 2007, while playing with the Toronto Maple Leafs. He also had two assists for a career-best five-point night.

Blues battling the flu as they prepare for Buffalo
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Chris Stewart celebrates goal

Teammates hop over the boards as Blues winger Chris Stewart celebrates a game-winning goal in overtime against Anaheim on March 16, 2013 at Scottrade Center.
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BUFFALO, N.Y. • After arriving in Buffalo Monday, a majority of the Blues didn't practice on their off day. As it turns out, several of them were asked to remain in their hotel rooms because they were battling flu symptoms.

On Tuesday morning, Chris Stewart missed the Blues' morning skate because of the bug, but he is expected to be in the lineup when the club faces Buffalo at 6 o'clock tonight. 

"He is in the middle of what is kind of going through our room here — the flu bug," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "But we're hopeful that he can play tonight. We asked him to stay back at the hotel. He said about (11 a.m. eastern time) that he'll he able to go, no problem."

If Stewart can't play, Adam Cracknell would replace him in the Blues' lineup. Cracknell skated with Derek Roy and Brenden Morrow Tuesday morning.

The remainder of the Blues experiencing flu symptoms, players whom Hitchcock did not name, made enough progress to be at the rink Tuesday morning and they will be in the lineup tonight.

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

SABRES PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Matt Moulson-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford

Steve Ott-Ville Leino-Tyler Ennis

Marcus Foligno-Zemgus Girgensons-Brian Flynn

John Scott-Cody McCormick-Corey Tropp

Defensemen

Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers

Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk

Mike Weber-Jamie McBain

Goalie

Ryan Miller

***

EYES ON THE POWER PLAY

Hitchcock had a brief on-ice meeting with several of his players Tuesday morning before the team began practicing its power play, which ranks No. 1 in the NHL (25.4 percent).

Opposing coaching staffs always watch and take notes from the Blues' morning skate. In addition, it's common for reporters to send out information via Twitter regarding the club's personnel grouping, style, changes, etc.

So Hitchcock had a short chat with T.J. Oshie, Alexander Steen, David Backes, Derek Roy and Kevin Shattenkirk about disguising the look of the unit.

"With everything that's done electronically now, when you have success, people watch what you do on the power play," Hitchcock said. "So it's our job to stay one step ahead of the curve. That's what we were doing, stay one step ahead. Don't be predictable where everybody can write and read about you. So I said, 'There's little tweaks that we want to make and let's be ready for the tweaks.'" 

***

JACKMAN PASSES UNGER

Tonight, Blues defenseman Barret Jackman will play in his 663rd career game, climbing ahead of Garry Unger into fourth place on the franchise's all-time games played list.

"It's awesome, especially with those names ahead," Jackman said. "With Bernie (Federko), (Brian) Sutter and Brett (Hull), it's surreal that I'm playing in the NHL, let alone this amount of games and in St. Louis. Each time you hear something about me passing another guy, it's a real eye opener for myself." 

The Blues' career leader in games played is Federko with 927, followed by Sutter (779) and Hull (744).

Jackman, who is in the second year of a three-year, $9.5 million contract, could conceivably pass Hull and Sutter. There are 62 games remaining this season and including the final year of his current deal, that's a potential of 144 games. He needs 81 to catch Hull and 116 to reach Sutter.

Federko is a different story, as Jackman would need another 264. 

"You guys have me retiring before I get Bernie," he said, smiling. "You don't take anything for granted. You never know what could happen from day to day. But you go out there and play hard every night. I have that many more games in a Blue Note and I wish I could reach those guys."

***

ROY RETURNS

Blues center Derek Roy is back in the city that drafted him 32nd overall in 2001 and where he spent the first eight seasons of his career.

Roy admitted today that he had hard feelings when Buffalo traded him to Dallas for Steve Ott and Adam Pardy in 2012. 

"I had a meeting with (former Buffalo GM Darcy Regier) and told him that I didn't want to be traded and I wanted to stay here," Roy said. "I had some unfinished business, winning a Stanley Cup or at least making a good playoff run. I thought we had a great team, but then a couple of weeks later, I got traded."

Roy made stops in Dallas and Vancouver before signing a one-year, $4 million free-agent contract with the Blues.

"In the offseason, I wanted to go to a team where I thought I had the best chance to win the Stanley Cup," Roy said. "Me and my agent talked it over and found that St. Louis was a great fit. As you can see, we have a ton of skill, ton of talent, work hard, good goaltending, good defensemen, good goaltending. It's just a matter of playing well every night."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Since 1999, the Blues have a record of 12-2 against the Sabres, including 7-1-0 in Buffalo.

• Patrick Berlgund did not skate with the team this morning and will not play tonight. This will be his second game missed with an upper-body injury.

• The Sabres have been outscored by a combined total of 29-3 in the first period this season. In fact, they have not held a lead in the first period.

Blues glad to be receiving secondary scoring lately
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BOSTON • In Tuesday's 4-1 win over the Buffalo Sabres, the Blues picked up two goals from Brenden Morrow, one from Vladimir Tarasenko and another from Magnus Paajarvi.

It marked the club's highest-scoring game of the season in which none of the goals came from the top line of Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie.

The Blues were glad to finally receive secondary scoring against Buffalo, as Morrow netted Nos. 3 and 4 this season, Tarasenko contributed his seventh and Paajarvi his first. In addition, Chris Stewart added two assists, setting up both Morrow goals.

In Sunday's 4-1 loss to Washington, Vladimir Sobotka scored the Blues' only goal. But his line accounted for 16 of team's 47 shots on goal, including nine by Sobotka and six from Tarasenko.

"We've had different guys step up," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We had (Derek) Roy's line step up in Buffalo and we had Sobotka's line played very well in Washington. We've had some good performances from other people.

"I think getting those two goals from Morrow (against Buffalo), especially that third one, helped ease the tension of being in a close hockey game."

Morrow scored in a 3-2 win over Winnipeg but then missed five games with an upper-body injury. He acknowledged Wednesday the good feeling that comes with contributing again.

"I've scored some pretty big goals over the years," Morrow said. "Every part of hockey is fun, but there's nothing more enjoyable than scoring goals. Everyone wants to score goals and it feels good and I don't think that's something that I've lost over the years.

"You go through slumps and you're scared to death that you may never score another goal. But it's something I don't feel like I can't do anymore."

The win in Buffalo was only the sixth time in 20 games this season that the no one from the Blues' top line had a goal, although Oshie did set up Tarasenko's power-play goal with an assist.

"We still need (Backes') line to be effective and to create scoring chances," Hitchcock said. "There's going to be nights that they don't get them, but as long as they keep creating the scoring chances, then good things are going to happen." 

***

HALAK BACK IN NET

Following his 23-save victory over Buffalo Tuesday, Blues goaltender Jaroslav Halak will be back in net Thursday against Boston.

Halak improved his goals-against average to 2.38 and upped his save-percentage to .903. Thursday will be Halak's sixth start in the team's last seven games. 

"He was solid (against Buffalo)," Hitchcock said. "He was competing again, he was positionally strong, very good at outleting the puck. He really moved the puck well out of traffic areas. Back engaged where he was before.

"We'll see in Boston... he's going to get a great test. He's going to see more heat against the Bruins, more traffic, more tenacity around the net than he's seen in a while. So it's going to be a game where we really need our goalie."

***

BERGLUND OUT

Center Patrik Berglund didn't skate again Wednesday and will not play against the Bruins Thursday. He's missed the last two games with an upper-body injury. 

The Blues are hoping to have Berglund back for Saturday's game against Dallas at Scottrade Center.

"He feels better again today," Hitchcock said. "Didn't skate. We'll see tomorrow morning if he's able to skate tomorrow, then that's Step 1. But he definitely won't play against the Bruins and we're hopefully scheduling him for when we get back home."

Blues will turn back to Halak against Buffalo
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BUFFALO, N.Y. • After being pulled in the first period of the Blues' 4-1 loss to Washington, Jaroslav Halak will be back in between the pipes Tuesday against Buffalo.

It will be an important start for Halak, who has allowed three goals in each of his last three starts. On Sunday, those three goals came on only six shots by the Capitals, a development that prompted the Blues to bring in backup Brian Elliott. 

"It was one of the nights for me where everything seemed like it went in," Halak said. "We all have them. Life brings you challenges and throws you obstacles. That was one of the obstacles. There's the next game and still plenty of hockey left, so I can't let that one affect me. I just have to let it go."

Halak will get a chance to move on. While Elliott played well against the Caps, stopping 13 of the 14 shots he faced, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock will go back to Halak against the Sabres.

"He'll jump back and play well," Hitchcock said. "We need him, especially on the road...your goalie has got to be your best player. We'll need him to have a good game."

Halak is 10-3-2 with a 2.48 goals-against average and a .900 save-percentage. But after a hot start, he has cooled off of late.

Following a 2-1 win over Pittsburgh on Nov. 9, Halak carried a 2.19 GAA and .913 save-percentage. However, in his last three starts, he is 1-1-1 with a 3.95 GAA and .816 save percentage.

"I think everybody needs to look at themselves, and it starts with me," Halak said. "I need to look at myself and ask myself if I did my best. I know I can play better."

In the meantime, Elliott is putting together quite a resume. He is 3-0-1 with a 1.24 GAA and a .921 save-percentage. In his last four appearances, he's 3-0 with a 1.34 GAA and .921 save-percentage.

"Brian has played very well," Hitchcock said. "He's given us a chance to win every night. Now it's Jaro's turn."

***

INJURY UPDATE

Patrik Berglund, who sat out of Sunday's game with an upper-body injury, did not skate Monday and is not expected to play against Buffalo Tuesday night.

Paajarvi will replace Berglund in Blues' lineup
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

St. Louis Blues center Patrik Berglund (left) reacts after assisting on a goal by Vladimir Tarasenko in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche on Thursday, Nov. 14, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. At right are Colorado Avalanche goaltender Semyon Varlamov and center Paul Stastny. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

WASHINGTON, D.C. • Patrik Berglund's lengthy streak of games played will come to an end Sunday when the Blues face the Washington Capitals.

Berglund is day-to-day with upper-body injury according to the club. He will be replaced by Magnus Paajarvi, who is returning from an injury of his own.

Berglund's streak of 171 straight appearances in the lineup, including 15 postseason games, will be snapped. The last game missed by the veteran center was March 24, 2011, against Edmonton, a game he sat out because of a hip injury.

Following the Blues' 4-2 win over Carolina Saturday night and early Sunday arrival in Washington, the Blues did not skate this morning, so the details surrounding Berglund's condition aren't known at this time.

But the break perhaps comes at a much-needed time for Berglund, who has one goal and five assists in 18 games. He has not scored in 16 games and he has just two assists in his last 13 games.

On Saturday, Berglund passed up a prime scoring chance with two seconds remaining in the first period of a game that was still scoreless. He saw 14 minutes, 25 seconds of ice time, finishing with one shot and a plus-minus rating of minus-1.

On Sunday, Paarjarvi will return to the lineup after missing nine games with an upper-body injury. He was knocked out of the team's game Oct. 26 in Nashville and has been battling his way back into the lineup. He has no points in four games this season, but Sunday Paajarvi will get the chance to play again.

The Blues weren't certain how they would construct their lines based on the Sunday's lineup changes. Jaden Schwartz could potentially move to the middle, centering Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko. The team could always move Derek Roy back to center as well.

***

STEEN VS. OVECHKIN

Alexander Steen would never allow Sunday's matchup to be about himself, but the matchup with Washington does pit the Nos. 1-2 scoring leaders in the NHL.

Steen scored his league-leading 17th goal of the season in Saturday's win over Carolina. He also ranks first in points with 26. On the other side of the ice today will be Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin, who is second in goals with 15.

Much has been made of Steen's shooting percentage this season. He has scored on 17 of 64 shots (26.6 percent), compared to Ovechkin's total of 15 goals on 105 shots (14.3 percent). But Steen dismissed any relevance in that stat late Saturday night.

"Everybody is making a big deal about shooting percentages," Steen said. "Honestly, I would put zero emphasis on shooting percentages...to be completely honest."

Steen's rationale was just because he's scored on one out of every four shots this season doesn't mean he has a one-in-four chance of scoring when he releases a shot. In hockey, rarely is a shot attempt taken from the same spot on the ice. In basketball, Steen says that a players' 3-point shooting percentage, for example, may be more relevant because players are shooting from the same distance every time.

Meanwhile, with a goal and assist Saturday, Steen extended his point streak to 13 games. It's the longest by a Blues player since 1999-2000, when Pierre Turgeon recorded at least one point in 15 consecutive games. It’s the longest by any NHL player since 2011-12, when Pittsburgh’s Pascal Dupuis had a 17-game streak.

***

SOLID PAIR

Defensemen Roman Polak and Ian Cole will play their fifth consecutive game together Sunday against the Capitals.

On Satuday, Polak played 18:38 and Cole played 15:35 and both were a plus-2. Polak added a goal, an assist and a season-high six hits, while Cole had his first point of the season, an assist.

"For me, the pair has been outstanding," Hitchcock said. "(Saturday) was the best game they've played as a pair. They're getting better and better — their puck management, their continuity with each other. There's no hesitation in the transition and they're two big guys that are hard to play against.

"I think (associate head coach Brad Shaw) is doing a great job with keeping the game for Ian where the play is in front of him, not trying to hit home runs. I think Ian is really responding to it. That's a good pair for us because we're now able to play that pair against top players. I don't think there's any fear putting that pair out against top players."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• With his 618 NHL coaching victory Saturday, Hitchcock climbed into sole possession of No. 9 on the league's all-time list, surpassing Jacques Lemaire. Hitchcock is two away from catching Bryan Murray for No. 8. 

• After a 5-7 start, Washington is 6-1-1 in November. Three of those six wins came in shootouts and one was won in overtime.

• The Blues have allowed a goal to Ovechkin in the teams' last four meetings. Ovechkin has a combined 14 shots in that stretch.

Stewart not concerned about Colorado criticism
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Chris Stewart celebrates goal

Teammates hop over the boards as Blues winger Chris Stewart celebrates a game-winning goal in overtime against Anaheim on March 16, 2013 at Scottrade Center.

If you missed it, some members of the Avalanche took exception to forward Chris Stewart after the Blues beat Colorado 7-3 on Thursday.

The Blues were leading 5-1 when Stewart and Colorado's Corey Sarich engaged in a fight, which Stewart won handily. As officials stepped in, Stewart responded to the adoring Scottrade Center crowd with some arm pumps. He got an additional unsportsmanlike conduct penalty for the antics.

After the game, Avs defenseman Jan Hejdi gave the Denver Post an opinion on Stewart, “There is no brains. He is just a guy who fights his whole life.”

At this point, this reporter is compelled to present that Stewart led the Blues in scoring last season. He has collected 103 goals and 105 assists in 336 NHL games, in addition to some fights.

Embattled Colorado netminder Jean-Sebastien Giguere also offered a take on Stewart's performance. “It’s a little gutless by him,” said Giguere, who also qualified his remarks with "it's an emotional game."

An optional skate on Friday made Blues players scarce. But after a this morning's skate to prepare for tonight's game with Carolina, Stewart was asked if he had any counter points he would like to make to his Colorado critics.

As for Giguere's thoughts: “Yeah, he says it's gutless, and this is the same guy who ratted on his team about a Vegas trip. So I don't really care about his opinion, to be honest,” Stewart said.

Stewart then explained the confrontation with Sarich. The Colorado player had attempted to deliver a big hit on Stewart, was off his mark, then tried to adjust by targeting his knee. That did not sit well.

“I'm the kind of guy who is not going to let guys take any liberties on me,” Stewart said. “I definitely didn't force him to fight. I asked him, there was probably a good 10 feet between us at the time. And he accepted the challenge.

“I mean, he's a veteran in this league and I have the utmost respect for him, by far. It was nothing personal against him in the aftermath. It's just emotions got the better of me and that was it. We handled it.”

Stewart relented he was not particularly proud of the post-fight celebration, but he was caught up in the moment.

“It's nothing I had planned, that's for sure,” he said. “But when you see the fans and they're all fired up after that happens, you can't really explain that feeling inside. It's not something I'm going to do every time, but it just happened.”

The 26-year old Stewart began his career in Colorado. He came to the Blues in the February, 2011 trade that sent defenseman Erik Johnson to the Avs. Since the trade, some snippy residue has seeped down from Colorado where Stewart is concerned. He takes it to heart.

“You're obviously going to be fired up to play that team and showed them what they missed out on,” said Stewart, who also had a goal on Thursday. “But I've been here for three years now and it's been the best move of my career.

“I'm here, we're winning and I'm not looking back. I'm looking forward.”

In terms of looking forward, the Blues play the Avs again on Nov. 27 in Denver, while the animosity is still fairly fresh.

Could be fun.

“I read a couple of things on Twitter that I'm this new WWE wrestler and stuff like that, or this 'big goon,' ” Stewart said. “They had some choice words for me, but it's no reason to lose sleep over.

“I'm not really thinking about (the game in Denver). I'm not that hard to find out there, so ...”

Blues place Porter on waivers
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Blues host the L.A. Kings

Blues host the L.A. Kings

St. Louis' Chris Porter (left) reaches for a shot against Los Angeles goalie Jonathan Quick (right) in Game 2 of the NHL Western Conference quarterfinal series on Thursday, May 2, 2013, at Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com
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The Blues have placed veteran Chris Porter on waivers for a period that ends on Saturday.

Any NHL team can claim Porter, who has 129 games, 10 goals and 24 points of NHL experience. The 29-year old left winger got the short end of the roster stick this season when the Blues signed free agent Brenden Morrow.

Porter played well for the Blues down the stretch last season. When Scott Nichol was injured, Porter moved from the wing to center the fourth line and the “CPR Line” of Adam Cracknell, Porter and Ryan Reaves was impacting during a six game playoff loss to Los Angeles.

Both Porter and Cracknell were rewarded with one-way NHL contracts after the season ended. But as the new season approached, the Blues took an opportunity to add experienced depth by signing Morrow.

Porter wound up with the Chicago Wolves, the team's American Hockey League affiliate. He recently joined the Blues for two games, but returned to Chicago when Morrow came off injured reserve. Porter has no goals and five assists in eight games for Chicago.

The Blues are up against the leagues' salary cap. If Porter is claimed, his two-year deal and $675,000 cap hit comes off the books. But general manager Doug Armstrong emphasized there is more to Porter's situation than budget keeping. He believes Porter belongs in the NHL and deserves the opportunity elsewhere if it's out there.

“He played well while he was here,” Armstrong said of Porter's recent contribution. “And he played very well for us last season. He's done everything we have asked of him and we believe he's an NHL player. We're not an organization that wants to hold a player down and deny him that opportunity if it's there.”

***

The Blues have scored the first goal in nine consecutive games, and in 14 of their first 17 games. It's somewhat of an odd statistic, given the team has experienced a number of slow starts with its fore-checking game.

“For us, when we're leading or the game's tied, we feel very confident in playing the depth of our roster,” Ken Hitchcock said. “And I think the depth of our roster is our advantage. It's not the top, top end stuff that we've got, it's the depth that we can compete at.

“It's not so much the first goal, it's the lead. Whether it's early in the game or at the end of the first period, I think we play and stay in a much better rhythm (with the lead) than when we're chasing games. We're not able to bring our weight and our physicality when we're chasing it.”

***

The Blues scored two power-play goal directly off of faceoffs last night. That makes 10 such goals this season. The team have up to No. 1 in the league in power-play efficiency, 26.2 percent overall and 30.8 percent at home.

Colaiacovo returns to Blues, wearing 'lucky' No. 13
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Carlo Colaiacovo

Carlo Colaiacovo battles Lee Stempniak of the Coyotes for control of the puck during a 2010 game. Colaiacovo, who played for the Blues from 2008-12, re-signed with the team today. (AP Photo) 

Related Links
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HIGHLIGHTS: Sharks double up on the Blues

There's a No. 13 on their Blues' roster for only the sixth time in club history. 

On Thursday, the Blues made official the signing of defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, who has chosen to wear the unlucky, or lucky as he wants to believe, No. 13. (More on that in a minute).

The Blues needed an extra defenseman after the injury to Jordan Leopold and recently contacted Colaiacovo, a free-agent who was skating back home in the Toronto area with a local junior team. The club signed him to a one-year, one-way contract that will pay him a pro-rated portion of the league-minimum salary ($550,000). He can make an extra $66,000 every 10 percent increment he plays in the team's remaining games from 70 to 80 to 90 percent.

“A couple of weeks ago, I gave (his agent) the go-ahead to start finding me some teams to play," Colaiacovo said. "We were in talks with a few teams and then out of the blue, we get a phone call from St. Louis and I just put everything on hold because the opportunity that presented itself seemed too good to be true. ... To me, it was a no-brainer and I’m glad we got it done.”

Colaiacovo said that he feels "great" conditioning wise but needs a couple of practices with the team to get up to speed. The Blues' plan is keep Ian Cole in the lineup and use Colaiacovo as a seventh defenseman.

“I'm going to come to the rink every day, work my hardest both on and off the ice, and when I get there, do the best I can and hopefully stay in there," Colaiacovo said. "But at the same time, I’m going to be a great teammate, a great person and a guy that’s cheering us along the way ... whatever that means.”

Colaiacovo isn't taking Cole's spot in the lineup, and he isn't taking his number No. 28 either, the number he wore in his previous stint with the Blues.

“My old number is taken by Ian and the last thing I want to do is come in and start demanding stuff and asking for things," Colaiacovo said. "I’m coming in on a fresh slate and that’s the best way to look at it. It’s his number, he can keep it. I wouldn’t want to ask him for it back. No. 13 was just a number that was presented to me and people say it’s lucky, so let’s make it lucky.”

Only five players in Blues' history have worn the No. 13. Beginning most recently, the list is: Dan Hinote, Bill Guerin, Valeri Bure, Ray Ferraro and Juri Khmylev.

***

BLUES PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarsenko

Derek Roy-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

AVS PROJECTED LINEUP

Forward

Ryan O'Reilly-Matt Duchene-PA Parenteau

Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon

Jamie McGinnJohn Mitchell-Maxime Talbot

Cody McLeod-Marc-Andre Cliche-Patrick Bordeleau

Defensemen

Jan Hejda-Erik Johnson

Nick Holden-Nate Guenin

Cory Sarich-Andre Benoit

Goalie

Jean-Sebastien Giguerre

***

JOHNSON RETURNS

In today's Post-Dispatch, former Blues defenseman Erik Johnson had some great things to say about the direction of his career in Colorado in today's Post-Dispatch.

Johnson, the No. 1 overall pick in 2006, also reflected on his time in St. Louis. He played three seasons with the Blues — missing the 2008-09 season with a torn knee ligament — before his trade to the Avalanche in 2011.

“I had a ton of fun in St. Louis," Johnson said. "I really enjoyed playing here. It was a great place for me to start my career, and then with the trade to Colorado, there were some rough patches there, but that’s part of the evolution that you go through as a player.

"Obviously I didn’t want it to be as rough as it went, but sometimes that happens. But time has come full circle. I’m playing great hockey on a great hockey team and sometimes you’ve just got to put the extra time in. Right now, I’m just really happy to be in Colorado and having things going well for myself and the team.” 

***

OVERTIME UNDER REVIEW

NHL general managers recently convened in Toronto and one of the items on their agenda was overtime.

Detroit GM Ken Holland has been a proponent of extending the length of OT to 10 minutes from five minutes. Under that plan, the number of personnel on the ice would drop to five minutes of 3 on 3 following five minutes of 4 on 4.

"We talked in there and we're going to talk again in March," Holland told NHL.com. "There seems to be some interest in maybe expanding overtime another couple of minutes. Whether it remains 4-on-4 or goes from 4-on-4 to 3-on-3, certainly seems to gaining some traction and we're going to have a long conversation about it in March."

Blues GM Doug Armstrong stands in favor of extending overtime to lessen the number of shootouts, but he prefers keeping it 4 on 4 as opposed to 3 on 3.

"If we have to extend 4-on-4 play, I would understand that," Armstrong told NHL.com "I'm not sure about 3-on-3 yet because I don't see it enough in regular 60 minutes or the overtime to see what effect that would have.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock echoes an idea today that has been discussed by GMs. If OT stayed 4 on 4, he pointed out that games would likely be decided before the shootout more often if the league forced teams to defend the net furthest from their bench, as clubs do only in the second period currently.

"I'm a real proponent of just changing ends (after the third period), making a long change in overtime like you would in the second period," he said. "It includes the goalies and way more activity. You have tired people making long changes. It just seems like there's a ton of odd-man rushes.

"I think right now, when you look at 4-on-4 hockey, it's pretty much in-zone play, very little odd-man rushes. When you get a long change, it just changes the game. People know when to hang out, when to catch tired people on the ice, the goalie becomes a really active participant in the game." 

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Avalanche and Blues have two best winning percentages in the NHL going into tonight's game. The Avs (14-3) are at .823, followed by the Blues (11-2-3) at .781.

• Patrik Berglund, who has one goal this season, could get get on track against Colorado. He has five goals and 12 points in his last 13 games against the Avs. 

• Colorado center Paul Stastny, a St. Louis native, has seven goals in his last 10 games. He is in the final year of a five-year, $33 million contract.

Blues lament missed offensive chances in loss to Coyotes
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Patrik Berglund, Scott Gomez

Patrik Berglund, Scott Gomez

St. Louis Blues' Patrik Berglund (21) reaches around Florida Panthers' Scott Gomez (23) during the second period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)
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Colorado’s Roy is passionate as coach

In his first year behind and NHL bench, Hall of Fame goalie has Avalanche out to a 14-3 start. Read more
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HIGHLIGHTS: Sharks double up on the Blues

The Blues were back on the ice Wednesday morning, trying to figure out how they outshot Phoenix 39-19 Tuesday night and yet fell 3-2 to the Coyotes in overtime.

The scoring chances were approximately 18-8 in the Blues’ favor. But Phoenix capitalized on its opportunities, with David Moss converting after a turnover by T.J. Oshie to tie the score 1-1 and Mikkel Boedker finishing a snappy transition for a 2-1 lead.

“The first goal was a turnover by us because we didn’t skate with the exit,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “The second goal was kind of holding on offense too long. I think the whole first period was not skating, not skating to check, not skating to recover, not skating to backcheck, not skating on the cycle. Then in the second and the third, we did the things we needed to do, but probably didn’t have the traffic that we needed to, which allowed the goalie to outwork us.”

“We had a lot of scoring chances, but I think anytime you allow a team who plays a very patient style to get into their set early in the game and you don’t get them out of their rhythm, I’ve always found that ends up being a little bit uncomfortable. We’re trying to grab the game back rather than have them chase us.”

Still, the Blues almost caught the Coyotes.

With 8:53 left in regulation, with the score tied 2-2, the Blues’ Patrik Berglund couldn’t turn a trick in front of the net and put his club ahead. Berglund remains stuck on one goal, which came in the second game of the season. He has not scored in his last 14 games and he has just one point in his last 11.

“I think he’ll score when he gets the release a little bit quicker,” Hitchcock said. “I think he’s kind of double-clutching right now. Yesterday, he had three no-brainers and shot two of them in the (goalie’s) belly. I think he’s just got to calm down when he’s in those delicate positions to score.

"But he’s getting all of those chances, he’s creating all of those turnovers. (The line) is earning them, they’re plus on scoring chances every night. I know he’s frustrated, but not to the point where he’s not working and not competing.”

***

BLUES PRACTICE LINES

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Derek Roy-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

***

ROY DEMOTED

Derek Roy signed a one-year, $4 million contract with the Blues this summer, with the idea that he’d be the play-making center the club needed. Well, he was moved to left wing recently and late in Tuesday’s loss he was dropped to the fourth line.

In Wednesday’s practice, Roy remained on the fourth line, playing alongside Maxim Lapierre and Ryan Reaves.

“I’ve just got to keep working,” Roy said. “I think I missed a few chances … one in overtime, one 5 on 5 late. Those are chances I have to put away.”

Roy, who played left wing for Hitchcock for Team Canada in the past, said that he’s still making the adjustment after starting the season in the middle.

“It’s tough when you get pucks to the wall, when you’re not used to getting them,” Roy said. “Guys are barreling on you and coming with speed. Those little things, I’ve just got to get better at. It takes a while, but there’s no excuse. I’ve got to play better.”

Roy started the game on the second line with Vladimir Sobotka and Chris Stewart before Hitchcock made the switch. Roy finished with just 11:27 of ice time, his third-lowest total of the season.

“He’s a guy for me that we need him not to play the score … don’t play the score,” Roy said. “He’s always a good player for us when the game is on the line, which is what happened yesterday. The game is on the line, he’s got the two 4 on 4 chances, he’s got the best chances in the third period for anybody.

“I think he’s working at building the minutes. He’s way better than he was a month ago … just continue to improve and keep going. We like what he does on the power play. We like what he does when the game is on the line. But I think we need to build more minutes early in the game with him. The way he is at the end of the game, if he’s that at the start, he’s going to be a good player for us.”

***

GAME-WINNING GOAL

Jaroslav Halak will be back in net when the Blues host the Colorado Avalanche Thursday night at Scottrade Center. He allowed three goals on 19 shots in Tuesday’s loss to Phoenix.

After Wednesday’s practice, Halak acknowledged that he didn’t see the shots that gave the Coyotes their first and third goals. The third one was Oliver Eckman-Larsson’s game-winner just 56 into overtime.

“The first one, I didn’t see it at all,” Halak said. “The third one, I saw him getting the puck, faking a slap shot and that’s where I stopped seeing the puck. The next thing you know, it’s in the net.”

***

POLAK SCORES

Defenseman Roman Polak notched his second goal of the season, converting a heads-up pass from Alexander Steen for a 2-2 tie early in the third period.

Polak and Steen had good communication on the play, as Polak slid through the backdoor and Steen threaded the puck between three Coyotes players.

“I made eye contact with the ‘Big Swede,’” Polak said. “It was a great pass. Good patience by him. I kind of looked at Steener and he saw me there. We just looked at each other, I just jumped there and he made a great pass.”

Polak now has two goals in 16 games this season, half of the total of his career-high, which he did in 78 games in 2009-10.

Not necessarily one to keep track of his personal stats, Polak responded to the trend by saying: “My career high is four? Yeah, I don’t really care.”

***

COLAIACOVO ON HIS WAY

There was no sign Wednesday of defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, who will sign a one-year, $550,000 contract with the Blues if he passes a physical. 

Colaiacovo is expected to take the physical as soon as he wraps up his immigration issues and arrives in town.

"He's a known guy," Hitchcock said. "We need the kids to play (in Chicago) rather sit up here as the seventh (defenseman). I think when you're looking at two months (the expected absence of Jordan Leopold), you're looking at 32 hockey games, that's a lot of hockey. That's almost half the season. We looked and said, 'We need to have an NHL player.' When you're missing a guy for two months minimum, that's why we need an NHL player."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues have posted 10 or more shots in five consecutive periods.

• Alexander Steen’s assist on Roman Polak’s goal Tuesday night extended his point-streak to 11 games, which is currently the best in the NHL.

Blues sign Colaiacovo for defensive depth
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Carlo Colaiacovo

Carlo Colaiacovo battles Lee Stempniak of the Coyotes for control of the puck during a 2010 game. Colaiacovo, who played for the Blues from 2008-12, re-signed with the team today. (AP Photo) 

Blues Bytes: So far, so good for the Note

The Blues have passed the key tests so far. But there is work to be done — including filling up Scottrade Center.  Read more

Blues believe Cole is up to the challenge

Young defenseman joins regular lineup after team loses Leopold for two months to injury. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Coyotes knock off Blues in OT

In need of blue line depth after the injury to Jordan Leopold, the Blues have signed defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, 30, to a one-year contract, pending a physical.

A former No. 1 pick of the Toronto Maple Leafs in 2001, the 30-year old Colaiacovo played 259 games with the Blues from 2008-2012. Colaiacovo had 96 points and a plus-13 during his four previous seasons in St. Louis, including seven goals and 25 assists in 2009-2010.

He signed a two-year deal with Detroit as a free agent before last season, but played only six games for the Red Wings after suffering a shoulder injury in a game against the Blues. The Red Wings put Colaiacovo on waivers over the summer and when he wasn't claimed, they bought out his contract on July 4.

The Blues recently lost Leopold for at least two months with ligament damage in his right hand. The team was down to six healthy defensemen.

***

Vladimir Sobotka has been to the faceoff what Edwin Moses was to the hurdles. He wins them all, or so it seems.

Sobotka had a 79 percent faceoff success rate on Saturday when the Blues beat the Pittsburgh Penguins. It was Sobotka's third game above 75 percent this season. He leads the NHL in faceoff efficiency with a 65.8 percent success rate for the season.

Like a golfer, Sobotka uses a “swing thought” that he brings into each faceoff. He envisions the faceoff dot is a ball and it is attached to a rope anchored away from him on the wall. He then tries to yank the ball from the rope.

“It helps you with the movement, to think of it like that,” Sobotka said.

There's a bit more to it than simple thought process. Sobotka spends a lot of time watching video, studying opposing players and their faceoff techniques. At the same time, he focused a lot of his training last summer on improving his upper-body strength.

“I try to learn a little bit about every center in the league,” Sobotka. “I try to see what they try to do and be prepared for every game.

“And I worked all summer on my strength in my shoulders. I feel so strong, it helped me a lot.”

***

With a goal and a fight against the Penguins, Ryan Reaves made quite the impact for his seven minutes 15 seconds of playing time. Reaves has had busier nights in his hockey career. During last year's lockout, he played 13 games for the Orlando Solar Bears in the East Coast Hockey League.

In the ECHL, teams only play three forward lines. But Orlando's third line was playing so poorly, coach Drake Berehowsky decided to bench the line entirely and “rolled” two lines for a game. Reaves played more than 40 minutes.

“I've never been so tired in my life,” Reaves said. “He said he was going to bench them for half a period and he wound up benching them for two. I had a goal and an assist, so … But I mean, playing 40 minutes, I would hope so.”

Fortunately for Reaves — before he dropped — the NHL lockout ended shortly after that game. Reaves also had two shorthanded goals in a game for Orlando. He wound up with six goals and nine points in Solar Bear 13 starts - and he didn't fight once.

“I was playing power play, I was penalty killing, it was good,” Reaves said. “It helped me a lot with my confidence.”

***

The Blues (11-2-2) have a chance to set a franchise record for the best start to a season tonight. This is the third time the team has posted 11 wins in its first 15 games – also reaching the mark in 1997-98 and 1993-94. In both of those previous seasons, the Blues lost their 16th game.

A win against Phoenix would mark the first time in team history it has 12 wins in the first 16 games.

***

After missing five games with an injury, Brenden Morrow rejoins the lineup tonight and coach Ken Hitchcock plans to use him on secondary power-play units.

“Brenden is great in front of the net,” Hitchcock said. “He has great ability to show his stick, to release pressure and hunt the puck. We need more mobility in the middle of the ice with our power plays.

“I thought for the last couple of games we looked very stiff and static. I think with the same structure, this allows us to be way more unpredictable.”

***

Blues starting lineup for tonight:

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T. J. Oshie

Derek Roy-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Vladimir Tarasenko-Patrik Berglund-Jaden Schwartz

Brenden Morrow-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defense

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

Blues' Leopold needs surgery, out two months
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Jordan Leopold, Tommy Wingels

Jordan Leopold, Tommy Wingels

St. Louis Blues' Jordan Leopold (33) and San Jose Sharks' Tommy Wingels (57) vie for the puck during the second period of an NHL hockey game Tuesday, Oct. 15, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues edge Penguins

Blues defenseman Jordan Leopold will have surgery to repair tendon damage on the knuckle of his right index finger this week, and he's expected to miss at least two months.

Head coach Ken Hitchcock made the announcement following the team's practice today at the IceZone.

"In eight weeks we'll take a re-evaluation of the hand and go from there," Hitchcock said. "He has a ligament issue, need to get it solved right now, so that he's back playing during the season. We'll get him looked at here and have that operation done as quickly as possible and then he'll get back playing in hopefully two months."

Leopold was injured in the third period of the Blues' 3-2 win over Calgary Thursday.

Originally, the club believed that the injury happened when Leopold blocked a shot with his hand, but on Monday Hitchcock wasn't sure if that was the root of the problem. Leopold took a hooking penalty six minutes into the third period that came after he had trouble handling the puck because of the injury.

"Probably in the next couple days, we'll let him explain what happened on that one," Hitchcock said.

So now defenseman Ian Cole will have a permanent spot in the Blues' lineup. With Leopold out Saturday, Cole saw 13 minutes, 43 seconds of ice time in the team's 2-1 victory, in which he was a plus-1.

“I thought it was very good," Cole said. "Hitch always talks quality over quantity. I didn’t play a ton, especially toward the end of the game, but I thought what I did play, it was very solid, very strong.

"Playing with (Roman Polak) definitely makes it a lot easier, being able to watch him and kind of model my game after him … just trying to shut their guys down, which I thought we did a pretty good job at. I was very happy with how it went.”

Hitchcock was impressed too.

"He's a good player," he said. "He's really helped himself here by his attitude and everything. He's ready to go. I don't see us missing a beat."

The Blues are down to six defensemen on their 23-man roster, meaning they'll looking to add one soon.

It's not yet known whether the club will look outside the organization, or make a call-up from their American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago.

Among the Wolves, the top candidates are likely Taylor Chorney (3 assists, 11 games, -1) and David Shields (3 goals, 4 assists, 13 games, +1). Cade Fairchild has played only two games after returning from a knee injury. Prospects Jani Hakanpaa and Joel Edmundson are not considered to be ready at this point.

The Blues took a pass on Florida veteran Ryan Whitney, who cleared waivers last week.

General manager Doug Armstrong is headed to Toronto for Tuesday's GM meetings, and wasn't immediately available for comment on the situation Monday.

"We'll look at what we're going to do for the seventh," Hitchcock said. "There's a couple guys in Chicago really starting to play well. We're going to look at that and go from there. This one will be up to Doug and the scouting staff and stuff like that."

***

MORROW SET TO RETURN 

Left winger Brenden Morrow said that he expects to be in the lineup Tuesday against Phoenix. He has missed five games with an upper-body injury.

“I’m already feeling pretty comfortable with it out there," he said. "Did some battle drills and haven’t had any recurring problems with it.”

Morrow practiced on a line with Maxim Lapierre and Ryan Reaves, and that's where he'll likely play if he's in the lineup against the Coyotes.

***

ODDS & ENDS

• T.J. Oshie left practice early Monday, but Hitchcock said he's fine. "He was down a little bit energy-wise, so once we got through all the power play stuff, we ... we chased him off," Hitchcock said.

• Jaroslav Halak will get the start in goal for the Blues against Phoenix.

• Phoenix enters Tuesday's game with a record of 12-4-2 this season, including a 8-2 in their last 10 games. "It looks like they've got a lot of energy," Hitchcock said. "They're never out of a game. They've got a lot of veteran leaders who know how to play and play the right way. They're going to be a hard opponent because they've got so much experience on their hockey club throughout their lineup. It's going to be a tough team to play all year."

Blues lose Leopold to a hand injury
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues edge Penguins

The Blues will be without defenseman Jordan Leopold Saturday night against the Pittsburgh Penguins and perhaps longer.

Leopold suffered a hand injury while blocking a shot in Thursday's 3-2 win over the Calgary Flames. He had two assists in the game, his first two points of the season.

"We'll know a little bit better on Monday how long he's going to be out for," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "Right now it's just day to day and we'll see how he feels. Whether it's a week or two, we'll see how it feels. We'll know more on dates on Monday."

The Blues will insert Ian Cole into Leopold's spot in the lineup tonight against the Penguins and perhaps moving forward. He has played just two of the team's 14 games this season — at Winnipeg Oct. 18 and at Tampa Bay Nov. 2. He has no points and is a plus-1 with two penalty minutes.

"We've liked him a lot," Hitchcock said. "This is a big step up for him, but he's matured. He's matured as a person, he's matured as a professional. I think there's a lot of trust and confidence from the coaching staff that he's going to be a really good player.

"He brings a different element than Leo, very effective though. He brings a real physicality, he brings a real tenacity on the puck. He's a big guy that's got great mobility. Once he calms down and gets to play a few games in a row, I think he's going to end up being a real good asset for us." 

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Derek Roy-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

PROJECTED PENGUINS LINEUP

Forwards

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Beau Bennett

Tanner Glass-Brandon Sutter-Matt D'Agostini

Jayson Megna-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Defensemen

Brooks Orpik-Deryk Engelland

Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

Olli Maata-Robert Bortuzzo

Goalie

Marc-Andre Fleury

***

FAMILY DINNER

The Pittsburgh Penguins spent the evening in Sunset Hills Friday, the guests of Sam and Mary Anne Vitale. Their son Joe Vitale, who won three state championships at CBC while growing up in St. Louis, is a center for the Pens.

With the off night in town, Vitale invited about 40 members of the Penguins' organization to break bread Italian-style at his childhood home.

“It was great," Vitale said. "It was my parents, my family, my wife, my mother in law. Everyone pitched in and they just did a wonderful job. They all made something and my dad was in his element for sure with all the guys there, serving up pasta and meatballs and bread.

"It was a great thing. I’m really glad it went well. It was pretty short — in and out — but guys ate well. Hopefully we didn’t eat too much. We’ll be sinking in the ice tonight.”

The food was made from scratch, but Vitale admitted that they leaned on "The Hill" for a few ingredients.

“We’re frequent stoppers down at The Hill," Vitale said. "My brother and I, we used to have a house of Daggett down on The Hill during high school and college. That’s where my (grandparents) immigrated to in the ‘30s when they came over here. A lot of great memories there, so we try to get down there whenever we can.”

Several of the Penguins players gave the night a thumbs-up.

"It was great," captain Sidney Crosby said. "I don't think you really get that opportunity to do that ... have it work out where he's that close to the city and that we could go over to his house. It was great to meet everyone in his family and it was a nice spread. We had the whole Italian deal ... we had it all. It was a good night, good to get all the guys together and fun to see where Joe grew up."

Vitale admitted that it was a little bizarre seeing his teammates at his house.

“It was different because as a hockey player, you have two different worlds ... your hockey world and your family world," he said. "Whenever those come together, it was a pretty weird thing. But guys were great. Everybody just settled in right away. The food came out good. Obviously the drinks were good.”

***

OLYMPIC IMPRESSIONS

The Blues have three players bidding for spots on Team USA's Olympic roster. 

Kevin Shattenkirk, David Backes and T.J. Oshie are only concerned about bringing the Blues a victory tonight, but it won't hurt to play well in front of Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma, who is the head coach for Team USA in 2014 in Sochi, Russia.

"It's an opportunity to kind of showcase your stuff," Shattenkirk said. "I know he's familiar with our games, but ... he's got a pretty darn good team over there and it would be nice to see how we play against some of their big-end guys."

Likewise, Hitchcock, who will be an assistant coach for Team Canada, will get an up-close look at Crosby. Something says, though, Crosby already has a pretty good shot at making the team.

 ***

ODDS & ENDS

• A win tonight would allow the Blues to equal their best start in franchise history after 15 games. They were 11-2-2 in 1993-94 and '97-98.

• The Blues and the Blackhawks are the only two teams left in the NHL this season who have scored two or more goals in every game.

• Alexander Steen enters tonight's game with a nine-game point streak, which currently leads the NHL. Kevin Shattenkirk has a seven-game assist streak, which leads the NHL, and ties him for the second-longest point-streak in the league.

Blues want to stay in win column, stay out of penalty box
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues edge Penguins

The Blues were whistled for eight more penalties — 19 minutes worth — in Thursday's 3-2 win over Calgary.

The club is now averaging the second-most penalty minutes in the NHL with 18.2 per game. Only Philadelphia averages more (19.6).

In Montreal, the Blues had only four penalty minutes, including the two-minute minor assessed to David Backes for dislodging the net, so the parade to the penalty box hasn't been a persistent problem every night.

But even with a penalty-kill unit that ranks No. 13 in the NHL, and is a perfect 15-for-15 on the road, the Blues are aware that they need to eliminate the needless infractions that take them away from their commanding 5-on-5 game.

The Blues have the fifth-best ratio in the NHL regarding 5-on-5 goals for and against (1.57).

"I think we were OK in Montreal, but last night was a tough one," Blue defenseman Alex Pietrangelo said. "We can't be taking that many penalties in a game. It's going to happen sometimes, where you take penalties that you don't really want to take, but if we can avoid the ones that we should, it's going to make it easier for us. It's a lot of wear and tear on the guys that kills (penalties), especially when you're taking that many consecutive in a row."

Beginning late in the first period, with a holding call against Patrik Berglund, the Blues made six consecutive trips to the box. Berglund also had a cross-checking penalty, Derek Roy went off for high-sticking, Jaden Schwartz and Jordan Leopold for hooking and Vladimir Sobotka for a face-off violation (covering up the puck).

"Some of the calls yesterday were like, 'Wow!'" Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "I look at it in two areas. I don't like reaching-in fouls and I don't like fouls 200 feet from your net. And we took two 200 feet from our net and we had another one that was a reaching-in four. Those three probably concern us the most. Those are the ones we need to avoid.

"On the flip side, it's giving our penalty killing lots of practice and they're really competing at a high level now, so that's nice to see also. But you just don't like to make things harder than they have to be."

Especially against a Pittsburgh team coming to town that ranks No. 9 in the NHL on the power play (20.7 percent).

"They have some pretty creative players who have a pretty good chance of capitalizing,” Pietrangelo said.

***

ELLIOTT STAYS SHARP

Blues goaltender Brian Elliott made only his third start of the season Thursday, but the team's backup netminder once again was sharp.

Elliott made 18 saves for win No. 100 in his NHL career.

He entered Thursday's game following a 4-0 shutout over Florida in his last outing. He had another shutout going against the Flames before they potted two goals in the third period.  

"He's been really sharp," Hitchcock said. "He's been on the mark, he's been tight in net, he's been really consistent and the thing that has really impressed me is his puck play."

Elliott is 2-0-1 with a 2.05 goals-against average and a .925 save-percentage.

Keep in mind that the season was 15 days old before he made his first start, he went another 14 days before his next start and there were six days between his shutout against Florida and Thursday's start against Calgary.

"It's just going out and practicing every day, trying to treat every shot that you face like it's a game," Elliott said. "I think the guys see that and hopefully it kind of resonates ... like they're trying to score on every shot. That's the way we should try to practice every time, not take any days off."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Brenden Morrow and Magnus Paajarvi were among a handful of skaters on the ice for today's optional skate. Neither will play against Pittsburgh. Morrow is closer to returning after waking up pain free Friday morning. Paajarvi is still experiencing some discomfort.

• The Blues are 6-1-1 at Scottrade Center, matching their home-ice start in 2011-12, when they finished 30-6-5.

• The Blues won again Thursday when Alexander Steen scores a goal. They are 52-20-6 when Steen shows up on the scoreboard, dating back to his arrival from Toronto in November 2008.

Blues want Stewart to become 'difference-maker'
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues extinguish Flames; Elliott gets 100th career win

When the Blues faced the Canadiens in Montreal on Tuesday, Chris Stewart briefly traded places with T. J. Oshie as the coaching staff tried to spread the wealth.

Their top threesome of David Backes centering Alexander Steen and Oshie had accounted for 43 points coming into the game. Then Steen got his 13th goal from Backes to open the scoring at Montreal.

Stewart was noticeable playing with Backes and Steen, but he became even more noticeable when coach Ken Hitchcock moved him again, putting him with Vladimir Sobotka and Derek Roy. Stewart scored his first goal of the season — the second Blues goal of a 3-2 shootout win — as defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk and Sobotka assisted.

Hitchcock explained the musical chairs:

“We're not disappointed in his game at all, we're trying to get (Stewart) to the next level where he's an impact player every night and he doesn't fall into the woodwork of the game,” Hitchcock said. “We want him to become a difference-maker.”

“We put him with Backes' line, he was good. When we put it back with Sobotka, he was really good, and that's what we need. He can make a difference rather than just kind of meld into the game.

“That's what we're trying to do is get people who we think are difference-makers to play to that ability rather than just be kind of good players in the game.”

Thus, as the Blues prepared for Calgary tonight at Scottrade Center, Stewart was back with Sobotka and Roy, while Oshie was back with Backes and Steen.

And there was peace and harmony in the Land of Pucks.

“I'm not worried about the goals,” Stewart said. “Over the last five games, I'm getting the most chances probably that I've had in my career. So any time you're getting the chances, you just have to stick with it and, as you saw the last game, you eventually you're going to get a bounce.”

***

Stewart added that the Blues are looking forward to playing the next five at home.

“We definitely love playing in this building, the fans support us and the energy in the building is always great,” Stewart said. “So, any time you can get home for a good amount of time, you definitely want to use it to your advantage.”

Worth Note-ing for tonight:

•Steen has a career best eight-game points streak.

•Shattenkirk has a career best six-game assists streak.

•Backes had nine hits in the Montreal game, the most by a Blues player since Ryan Reaves registered 10 hits March 19, 2011 against San Jose.

•The Blues hope to improve to 6-1 in their first eight home games, which would match their start in 2011-12, when they set a club record with a 30-6-5 home record.

•The Blues have won four of their last five with the Flames, including three in a row at Scottrade. In those three at the Scotty, the Blues outscored Calgary 11-3 and won 58.6 percent of the faceoffs.

•Reaves had two goals and a fight the last time these teams met, otherwise known as a “Sudsy.” The Blues are 11-4-0 when Reaves gets a point, 26-8-3 when he has at least five penalty minutes.

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED BLUES LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Derek Roy-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Vladimir Tarasenko-Patrik Berglund-Jaden Schwartz

Adam Cracknell-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Brian Elliott

PROJECTED FLAMES' LINEUP

Forwards

Michael Cammalleri-Joe Colborne- T. J. Galiardi

Lance Burma-Matt Stajan-David Jones

Jiri Hudler-Sean Monahan-Tim Jackman

Max Reinhart-Mikael Backlund-Brian McGrattan

Defensemen

Chris Butler- T.J. Brodie

Kris Russell-Dennis Wideman

Chad Billins-Shane O'Brien

Goalie

Reto Berra

Pietrangelo takes goal-scoring streak into Montreal
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Alex Pietrangelo, Daniel Sedin

Alex Pietrangelo, Daniel Sedin

St. Louis Blues' Alex Pietrangelo (27) looks to pass as Vancouver Canucks' Daniel Sedin (22), of Sweden, comes in behind during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Friday, Oct. 25, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)

Enlarge Photo

MONTREAL • When was the last time an NHL defenseman scored a goal in five consecutive games? The Blues' Alex Pietrangelo was asked that question at today's morning skate.

"Al (MacInnis) has probably done it at some point, right?" Pietrangelo said. "I'll go with Al or (Chris Pronger)."

No, the last NHL defenseman to reach five games with a goal was Frederik Olausson, who did it with Anaheim in January 1999.

"It's a good trivia question — I got it wrong," Pietrangelo said, laughing.

Tonight, Pietrangelo could become the first since Olausson with a goal against Montreal. The puck drops against the Canadiens at 6:30 p.m. at the Bell Centre.

Pietrangelo has scored in four consecutive games and also has two assists for six points in that span. In his last five games, he has 13 shots on net.

"I'm just trying to shoot the puck a bit more, trying to keep it simple, trying not to force the offense," Pietrangelo said. "I mean, when you've got guys like (Alex Steen) and (David Backes) that are as hot as they are on the offensive side of the game, it certainly makes it easier. But just shooting seems to be the thing right now. It seems the more I shoot, the more I score, which makes sense."

MacInnis has been in attendance on the Blues' recent three-game road trip and said he's noticed a difference in Pietrangelo's approach.

"I think he's doing a much better job getting pucks to the net," MacInnis said. "He's a guy that plays with his head up. He can avoid the shot blockers. It's a lot tougher to get pucks through the net now.

"Every team and all the players are committed to get in the shooting lanes and it's hard now. You have to be mobile, you have to adjust the angle, and you have to be ready to shoot the puck if you do get it. 

"I think he's worked on his shot. He seems to have a little bit more velocity on it since he first came here, and I think that's helped too. There's no question that he's going to get his share of goals and points."

MacInnis was told that he was Pietrangelo's guess as the last defenseman to score in five straight games.

"Nah," MacInnis said. "That's unreal. It's hard enough for the forwards to do that with the few chances you do get. But that's the way it sometimes goes. You can go nine or 10 games, and it feels like you're never going to score again and all of the sudden you get on a little bit of a roll, and things open up for you and you get a good look.

"The other night when he went in there and  (T.J.) Oshie gave him a little pass on the side of the net ... it's just one of those things...you get on a roll and things happen. It doesn't come very often, but when it does, it's nice."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-Chris Stewart

Derek Roy-Vladimir Sobotka-T.J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Adam Cracknell-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

PROJECTED CANADIENS LINEUP

Forwards

Max Pacioretty-Alex Galchenyuk-Brendan Gallagher

Michael Bournival-Tomas Plekanec-Brian Gionta

Rene Bourque-Lars Eller-Louis Leblanc

George Parros-Ryan White-Martin St. Pierre

Defenseman

Andrei Markov-P.K. Subban

Josh Gorges-Raphael Diaz

Douglas Murray-Franis Bouillon

Goalie

Carey Price

***

TOP-YOUNG TALENT

Two of the top three defensive scorers in the NHL this season will be on the ice tonight. In addition to Pietrangelo, Montreal's P.K. Subban will be in uniform for the Canadiens.

Among defensemen, Ottawa's Erik Karlsson leads the league in points with 15, following by Subban (14) and Pietrangelo (12).

"We both grew up in Toronto," Pietrangelo said of he and Subban, "so we're familiar with each other. We know each other well. It's always good to see a guy like him have success like he is. He's a great player and he didn't win win the Norris (Trophy) for no reason. We're going to have our hands full with him tonight. We'll play him hard and play him honest and try and take away his time and space."

While it's the Blues vs. Montreal, the spotlight will be on Pietrangelo vs. Subban regarding their resumes for the 2014 Olympics. Officials for Team Canada, including Blues general manager Doug Armstrong, are putting a lot of stock in the matchups going on during the NHL regular season.

Pietrangelo is considered to have a legitimate shot at making Canada's roster, while Subban is said to be a "bubble" guy at the moment.

"It's every kid's dream, especially growing up in Canada, is to play in the Olympics," Pietrangelo said. "You watch it growing up. You want to be in that conversation, be in that mix. I can probably speak for (Subban), it's extremely special to be part of that group (under consideration). If we both got the opportunity, it would be something special."

***

STEEN STILL STREAKING

Blues forward Alexander Steen was a popular interview with the Montreal media today. He has a seven-game point streak (8 goals, 2 assists) going into tonight's game.

"I think the thing that has impressed me, the thing that's impressed me more than anything is his conscience," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He almost sees the game as a coach now. He gets the right read. He's an easy guy for me to just give the mic to and say, 'Tell the team what you think.' He's right on the mark.

"He says the right thing, he plays the game the right way, he doesn't cheat the game ... he sees all the little things that a coach sees, which is really impressive." 

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Including his shutout in Montreal on Jan. 10, 2012, Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak is 2-0 against his former team. He has stopped 46 of 47 shots and hasn't allowed a goal in 107 minutes, 30 seconds.

• Montreal leads the NHL with 267 blocked shots this season. The Blues rank 26th in the league with 162.

• Tonight's game marks a return to Montreal for Halak, but it's also a homecoming for Blues forward Maxim Lapierre. A Montreal native, Lapierre was selected by the Canadiens in the second round of the 2003 NHL draft (No. 61 overall). He played five seasons with the Habs.

• The Blues were 0 for 3 on the power play against Tampa Bay in Saturday's 4-2 loss. The unit has scored in 9 of 12 games this season and hasn't gone two games without a goal.

• The guest host for our weekly chat this Thursday will be Blues vice president Brett Hull. Hull will take your questions beginning at noon central time. Stay tuned for a link.

Hitchcock rearranges Blues' top lines
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Alex Pietrangelo, T.J. Oshie, David Backes, Jay Bouwmeester, Dustin Byfuglien

St. Louis Blues' Alex Pietrangelo, T.J. Oshie, David Backes and Jay Bouwmeester surround teammate Alexander Steen after his goal against Winnipeg last Tuesday. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)

Enlarge Photo

Related Links

Blues Talk: Sound off about the Bruins game

Blues statistics

MONTREAL • When the Blues face the Montreal Canadiens on Tuesday, it’s likely that the team’s top line, which has been by far its best combination of the season, will not be together.

Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie have totaled 43 points together through 12 games – albeit some on special teams – but the Blues aren’t getting much else from their other three lines.

So in Monday’s practice, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock did some re-arranging. He has moved Chris Stewart to the top line with Steen and Backes and moved Oshie onto the No. 2 line with Derek Roy and Vladimir Sobotka.

While Hitchcock warned reporters “don’t read too much into it,” it’s likely that those practice lines will turn into game lines when the puck drops at the Bell Centre at 6:30 p.m. (St. Louis time) Tuesday.

“I liked what I saw at practice, but I have to sleep on it … but I really liked it,” Hitchcock said. “I’m going to say it again, for us to get better, we need more participants. So sometimes it doesn’t matter how good you have one line, you need more participants. Possibly it’s the time that they use their impact to help other people play better. We need that. We need more people playing better.”

By playing better, Hitchcock doesn’t necessarily mean more scoring. He says that the goals will come if the offense properly executes the way he wants it to play.

“We need to create more tenacity on the puck, we need more (offensive) zone time, way more o-zone time,” Hitchcock said. “We don’t spend near enough time in the offensive zone … it’s not even close to what we need to do to be successful.

“When you don’t create enough o-zone play, it’s usually a case of you’re not stopping and competing enough. You don’t play good enough defensively because we spend too little time in the offensive zone. So all of our scoring chances come off the rush.”

Hitchcock believes the new lines offer a player who fits the "stop on the puck" description on each line: Steen, Oshie and Jaden Schwartz.

“Alex Steen is one of the best players in the world at stopping on the puck,” Hitchcock said. “Whoever plays with him, he influences that player to play like that. Whether it’s David Backes who needs to stop on more pucks, or Chris Stewart, who needs to stop on more pucks, he has that influence … as does T.J. Oshie. They stop on pucks, they compete, they don’t play on the move, and when they play like that, it has a real positive impact. That’s Jaden Schwartz. He has an impact wherever he goes because he stops and works.”

So it will be Stewart, who has one goal and four points on the season, now saddled on the top line with Backe and Steen.

“I don’t think it’s a good thing that they’re breaking up the top line because those guys earned it,” Stewart said. “I think it’s trying to get some other guys going, giving it a different look and making the best of it.

"I played with them a little bit last year, with Steener and Backes. I thought we had some good chemistry. It’s definitely going to be a working line. I’m excited for the opportunity and I look forward to the challenge.”

EARLY RISERS

Following Saturday’s 4-2 loss to the Lightning, the Blues stayed in Tampa Bay through Monday morning before flying to Montreal.

The Blues wanted to practice in Tampa Bay before departing, and with the Lightning having their own practice at 9:30 a.m., the only available ice time was at 8:30.

Most of the players grew up playing on youth teams that required 6 a.m. practices and perhaps even earlier. But now in the NHL, none could remember such an early skate.

“It’s been a while actually, but it was a fun practice,” Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak said.

Halak, who recently became a father for the first time, said he didn’t have to worry about rubbing the sleep out of his eyes before taking the ice.

“Well you know with a baby now, you don’t get much sleep anyway, so I’m used to it now,” he said.

RETURN TO MONTREAL

The Blues’ last trip to Montreal was a memorable one, particularly for Halak. He recorded a 3-0 shutout over the team that traded him to the Blues in 2010.

The sellout crowd at the Bell Centre stuck around after the game and applauded Halak, who remains a popular figure in Montreal after leading the Canadiens to the Eastern Conference finals the previous season.

“It was my first game back after I got traded,” Halak said Monday. “It’s always nice to remind myself that it was a great game, but it’s the past. They’ve got a different team now and it’s a different challenge, every game for us and for them, so I’m sure it’s going to be a big game tomorrow.

“But I had a great time there, made a great run in the playoffs. It’s always great to go back and play in Montreal. It’s such a great building, great fans, and I really enjoy the game we played there, especially the end. It was really nice to see the people, they gave me a really nice ovation at the end.”

INJURY UPDATE

Magnus Paajarvi, who is on the road trip with the Blues, is making progress in his return from an undisclosed upper-body injury but will not be available Tuesday against Montreal.

Paarjarvi was placed on injured reserve list last week and is eligible to come off the list any time, but a after some initial thought that Tuesday would be the earlier he could return, he’s simply not ready.

“I could shoot (Saturday) a little bit, and it’s gradually getting better every day,” Paajarvi said. “It’s not much better, but it’s a little better. It’s a matter of when I can battle, when I feel like I can win battles because that’s what you do the whole game. That’s what I need to do to be effective in my game. I haven’t come to the battling yet, but hopefully I’ll get there soon.”

The injury came at a difficult time for Paajarvi, who had finally cracked the Blues’ lineup and earned some praise from Hitchcock.

“It is what it is,” Paajarvi said. “I felt better for every game. In Nashville, I felt really good with that line, and of course (an injury) happens. It is what it is and you’ve just got to move on.”

Meanwhile, Brenden Morrow remains in St. Louis, recovering from an upper-body injury. Hitchcock said at one point that Morrow may rejoin the Blues in Montreal, but he has not even resumed skating yet.

“We’ll see when we get back to St. Louis,” Hitchcock said.

Hitchcock climbs into Top 10 in all-time NHL coaching wins
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Practice begins for St. Louis Blues

Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock watches players during practice on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013, at Scottrade Center in downtown St. Louis. Photo by Erik M. Lunsford elunsford@post-dispatch.com
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HIGHLIGHTS: Lightning strike Blues

TAMPA BAY, Fla. • With a Blues' win tonight, head coach Ken Hitchcock will hold the 10th spot on the NHL's list of all-time coaching victories by himself.

On Friday, with the Blues' 4-0 win over Florida, Hitchcock tied former St. Louis coach Jacques Martin with 613 career victories.

"Besides his age, I think it says a lot about the success he's had in this league," Blues captain David Backes said. "He's a guy that really lives the game every day and is as well-prepared of a coach as I think you can really have."

Hitchcock, 61, agreed with Backes' original assessment.

"He's right, that's the only reason that you get that high, you either coach 1,000 teams or you get old," Hitchcock said. "One of the reasons that you're able to do well in this league is you get to work with really good people. I've been really lucky.

"I've had some great stops, working with good people, who get you through the rough patches, and that's why you have success and longevity. It's not about the good times. It's about getting you through the rough patches."

Backes said having Hitchcock's name on that list backs up what the Blues already believe about him.

"To climb that list, he maybe won't tell you, but he's a proud man with what he's been able to do in this game," Backes said. "Not just at the NHL level, but he helps grows the game wherever he goes. He wants to give back to the community ... and to have that success and stay humble and try to give back says a lot about the character of Hitch."

Hitchcock, who has 80 of his career wins with the Blues, should climb into No. 8 on the all-time list in the coming weeks and he has the potential of jumping into No. 7 by the end of the regular season. He would need 36 wins in the Blues' final 71 games to jump above Ron Wilson and trail No. 6 Joel Quenneville, who is the only other active coach on the list. 

Here's the group ahead of him:

ALL-TIME COACHING VICTORIES

1. Scotty Bowman (1,244)

2. Al Arbour (782)

3. Dick Irvin Sr. (692)

4. Pat Quinn (684)

5. Mike Keenan (672)

6. Joel Quenneville (660)

7. Ron Wilson (648)

8. Bryan Murray (620)

9. Jacques Lemaire (617)

10. Ken Hitchcock, Jacques Martin (613)

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J.Oshie

Derek Roy-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

TAMPA BAY'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forward

Alex Killorn-Steven Stamkos-Martin St. Louis

Ryan Malone-Valtteri Filppula-Teddy Purcell

Brett Connolly-Tyler Johnson-Ondrej Palat

Richard Panik-Nate Thompson-B.J. Crombeen

Defensemen

Radko Gudas-Matthew Carle

Sami Salo-Victor Hedman

Eric Brewer-Mark Barberio

Goalie

Ben Bishop/Ander Lindback

***

REST FOR THE WEARY

In recent days, the Blues made it a point to say that they wanted to tone down the ice time for the team's top line of Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie.

That was especially the goal Friday night in Florida, with another game scheduled tonight in Tampa Bay. Well, the Blues were fortunate to be leading the Panthers 4-0 in the third period, and they were able to trim some minutes off the top.

In the third period, Steen played just 6:08 and finished the game with 20:03 of ice time; Backes played 5:55 and finished with 18:36; Oshie played 6:42 and finished with 18:41.

Meanwhile, every forward played 10 minutes or more, including Adam Cracknell (10:07), Max Lapierre (12:31) and Ryan Reaves (10:42). 

"I don't know if it was rest, but we got to roll four lines," Backes said. "Last night, we were able to do that, so tonight hopefully we can have quality minutes when we're out there and make sure we're making an impact every shift."

***

ROY MOVES OVER

After signing with the Blues as a free-agent center, Derek Roy has spent the past two games on the left wing. 

Roy played for Hitchcock with Team Canada at the World Championships and was successful at the spot. With Vladimir Sobotka toting a 69.5 percent face-off percentage, and deserving of a promotion, Hitchcock recently decided to have Sobotka center the No. 2 line and move Roy to the left side.

Sobotka and Roy, however, will be interchangeable during the game in the middle.

"We'll flip it both ways, but we'll use them both," Hitchcock said. "My experience with Derek is he plays as well on the left side as he does at center. I want to see him on the left side — when we played in the World Championships, that's all he played — so we'll keep him there right now. Sobotka has been hot on face-offs, and we want to take advantage of that, starting with the puck on that line."

Roy said the change is fine by him.

"It doesn't matter," Roy said. "I've played it throughout my career. It just takes a couple of games getting back used to it and get back in the flow. I've got some good linemates so it's an easy transition."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Tampa Bay did not practice Saturday morning, following its 3-0 win at Carolina Friday night. In that game, St. Louisan and former Blue Ben Bishop tossed a 31-save shutout. It seems the original plan was for Tampa Bay to start Anders Lindback tonight against the Blues, but that may have changed with Bishop's performance Friday. He is now 8-2 with a 2.17 goals-against average and a .924 save-percentage for the Lightning, who have the next four days off following tonight's game. "If (Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper) doesn't call on me, it's not going to be the end of the world," Bishop told the Tampa Bay Times. "But it's something you would enjoy." 

• Alexander Steen will carry a six-game goal streak and linemate T.J. Oshie will carry a six-game assist streak into tonight's game.

• The Blues have not allowed an even-strength goal in 215 minutes, 11 seconds heading into tonight's game against Tampa Bay. The streak covers three-plus games (Florida 4-0 win, Winnipeg 3-2 win, Nashville 6-1 win, Vancouver 3-2 OT loss). The last even-strength goal allowed by the Blues belongs to Vancouver's Ryan Kesler, dating back to 9:34 of the second period. Since then, the Blues have allowed four goals (Ryan Kesler, power-play; Nick Spaling, shorthanded; Blake Wheeler, 5 on 3, and Bryan Little, shorthanded.)

Hitchcock warns Blues that Florida has improved
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Blues host the L.A. Kings

St. Louis' Chris Porter (left) reaches for a shot against Los Angeles goalie Jonathan Quick (right) in Game 2 of the NHL Western Conference quarterfinal series on Thursday, May 2, 2013, at Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Expectations have grown for Blues' Reaves

Forward has worked to become leaner but not necessarily meaner. Read more

Injured Morrow misses trip, Blues recall Porter

Chris Porter played in 29 games last season and will join the team in Florida tonight. Read more

Related Links

Blues Talk: GDT vs. Panthers

SUNRISE, FLA. • This is not the Florida Panthers team that the Blues beat 7-0 on Oct. 5. At least that's the message Ken Hitchcock was preaching Friday morning as his club prepared for tonight's rematch.

In the second game of the regular season, the Blues picked up goals from seven different players and blanked Florida behind goalie Jaroslav Halak.

In 10 games since, the Panthers are just 2-6-2, but they have added a few players that the Blues didn't see in the earlier meeting. 

Center Nick Bjugstad was out with a concussion, left winger Sean Bergenheim missed the game recovering from a sports hernia and defenseman Matt Gilroy was a healthy scratch.

"The way their team is built now is completely different," Hitchcock said. "Our players know that now after seeing the comparison of the two lineups — it's completely different. They've got four lines that can skate and have skill and present a lot of problems. We've got to be ready for that."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J.Oshie

Derek Roy-Vladimir Sobotka-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Adam Cracknell-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Brian Elliott

***

FLORIDA'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Jonathan Huberdeau-Aleksander Barkov-Tomas Fleischmann

Sean Bergenheim-Nick Bjugstad-Kris Versteeg

Scott Gomez-Brad Boyes-Jesse Winchester

Shawn Matthias Marcel Goc-Tomas Kopecky

Defensemen

Dmitry Kulikov-Brian Campbell

Tom Gilbert-Mike Weaver

Erik Gudbranson-Matt Gilroy

***

GOALIE PLAN

The Blues on back-to-back nights tonight in Florida and Saturday in Tampa Bay.

They have decided to go with Brian Elliott in goal tonight and Jaroslav Halak tomorrow.

This will mark Elliott's second start of the season. He was on the losing end of a 4-3 shootout defeat at Winnipeg.

There are two schools of thought when splitting the games between the two goalies on back-to-back nights:

The Blues could have used Halak, their starter who has played seven more games, against the lesser opponent in Florida (3-7-2) and perhaps given themselves the best opportunity at securing two points. They would then be taking their chances with Elliott against the better of the two opponents in Tampa Bay (8-4) on Saturday.

Of course, the other way of looking at it for the Blues is playing their backup against the struggling Panthers and saving Halak for the Lightning.

"It's Elliott's turn," Hitchcock said. "I don't know...I don't look at it that way. When you play on the road, every opponent is tough. I looked at it from (the standpoint) that every day we don't play Brian is another day he's going to get further from it. We need him involved and we need him playing.

"I also look at it, to me, you could flip a coin. It doesn't matter which guy. They're going to have a difficult challenge. I look at it as I think Brian is going to have just as much of a challenge as Jaro is tomorrow."

***

DEFENSIVE CHANGE

The Blues are inserting defenseman Ian Cole into the lineup, replacing Jordan Leopold.

Cole will be making only his second appearance of the season. He had three shots and was a plus-1 in 15:26 of ice time on Oct. 18 in Winnipeg.

Leopold has no points and is a minus-3 in his last six games.

"On back-to-backs, we want to keep Ian part of it," Hitchcock said. "He's practicing well, he's playing well, so just keep going. Got to keep him sharp."

***

PORTER RETURNS

Blues forward Chris Porter, who was assigned to the AHL at the start of the season, met the team in Florida.

The Blues needed an extra forward on the road trip with injuries to Magnus Paajarvi (upper-body) and Brenden Morrow (upper-body).

Porter had been playing with the Blues' new AHL affiliate, the Chicago Wolves. He had four assists in seven games.

A minor-league assignment is tough for any player to swallow, but it especially was for Porter, who had signed a two-year, $1.35 million and was married this summer.

"You never want to get that phone call from your GM saying you're going to be sent down," Porter said. "But I understand the business side of hockey. It was just another test to take down in Chicago. I've gone down and nothing changes with me, I'm always going to work hard and help the team. And while I'm here, I'm always going to do what I can to help the team win here."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The NHL today named Blues forward Alexander Steen as the league's No. 1 star for the month of October. Pittsburgh's Sidney Crosby was No. 2, followed by San Jose's Antti Niemi at No. 3.

• In the last game between the Blues and Florida, Jaden Schwartz and Kris Versteeg dropped the gloves late in regulation. Teammates have been ribbing Schwartz as the Blues get ready to face Versteeg and the Panthers again, asking if there are plans for Round 2. Schwartz jokingly said that people are afraid of him, to which Alex Pietrangelo responded: "Nobody is afraid of Schwartzy."

• The Blues are 2-0 against the Eastern Conference this season and since the 2010-11 season, they are an NHL-best 27-6-5 against the opposite conference.

• Maxim Lapierre returns to the lineup tonight after serving his five-game suspension. "I think I feel like today is the day we turn the page," Lapierre said. "Now I just want to go back where I was in my career, which is working hard and trying to help my team win."

• Magnus Paajarvi skated today for the first time since leaving last Saturday's game at Nashville. Hitchcock said the earliest he would play is Tuesday in Montreal and even that sounded doubtful. "We're not even going to try to have him shoot pucks until Monday when we practice in Montreal," Hitchcock said. "The earliest he'll play is Tuesday and I think that will be a challenge."

Blues travel without injured Morrow; Elliott to start
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The Blues had a vigorous practice on Thursday morning at St. Louis Mills before catching a 12:30 p.m. plane to Florida.

They will play the Panthers on Friday and the Tampa Bay Lightning on Saturday, but they will be without Brenden Morrow. The left winger took a cross-check to the rib area early in the third period against Winnipeg on Tuesday.

Morrow did not skate during an optional day on Wednesday and was not on the ice again Thursday. With the forward Max Lapierre's suspension officially ended on Tuesday and with Adam Cracknell already in the lineup, the Blues have12 forwards to occupy four lines. But chances are they will make a roster move later today to add an extra body.

“Morrow's going to just stay here and we're going top evaluate him on Monday to see if he can join us in Montreal,” coach Ken Hitchcock said.

The Blues placed Magnus Paajarvi on injured reserve, which is retro-active to Saturday when he was injured at Nashville. Paajarvi is making the trip and will skate with the team tomorrow. He would be eligible to come off IR and play on Saturday at Tampa Bay, if he was ready. But that seems unlikely.

***

Some might suggest Alexander Steen is a throwback-type of player, both in the way he plays and the way he approaches the profession. Another aspect of that is his use of the backhand shot.

Steen's backhand shot beat goalie Ondrej Pavelec on Tuesday night, netting a game-winning goal with 59 seconds remaining. He has used the backhander – aka the Red Berenson special - quite often this season.

“I've always had a pretty straight stick,” said Steen, who has 11 goals in 10 games “I wouldn't say it's straight, but it's straighter than a lot of sticks. I have a little bit of curve on the toe - I need something - but there's not much to it. It helps when it comes to catching passes or shooting a backhand shot.”

Steen said Pittsburgh star Sidney Crosby uses a straight stick.

***

The Blues will start Brian Elliott in goal against the Panthers tomorrow night. Jaroslav Halak will get the call in Tampa Bay.

***

With his 11 goals on 31 shots for a 35.5 percent success rate, Steen leads the NHL in the dubious category of shooting percentage. With six goals, David Backes (27.3 percent) is fifth, while four-goal scorer Vladimir Tarasenko(22.3 percent) is 19th.

So all the Blues have to do is have those guys shoot more, right? Not exactly.

“I think it's a misleading stat,” Hitchcock said. “I think what shooting percentages don't tell you is how you create your offense. Like some teams like San Jose, and ourselves and Detroit, we create our puck possession game off shots on goal. So, we take a lot of long shots to create puck possession, and that's why you see the distribution of shots throughout our lineup is pretty significant.

“We don't have guys that are getting eight, nine, 10 shots on goal. I think it's a little bit of a misleading stat, so I wouldn't put too much into it.”

That said, the Sharks lead the NHL in average shots on goal, with 36.5. The Blues are 13th, with 30.4 shots.

“What I would put into it, though, is when we're not getting 40 shots on goal, which is our goal every game, then we're not doing our job,” Hitchcock added. “Our goal is to get close to 40 shots on goal because it sets up the rest of our puck possession game.

“We're not doing that enough. We're still trying to play at times a different game than we're going to have to play if we're going to win. We've had success playing that funnel hockey game and using it to set up puck possession.

“I've always said the more you shoot it, the more you're going to get it back. But we're still trying to make the next play a little bit too much right now.”

Backes' line piling up minutes; Morrow injured
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The Blues had an optional skate on Wednesday, following a 3-2 win over Winnipeg on Tuesday night.

Three of the players who did not skate were David Backes, Alexander Steen and T. J. Oshie – mainly because they have been doing more than their share of skating.

The Blues' captain played 24 minutes 47 seconds against Winnipeg, including 3:32 of penalty-kill time. Steen put in over 23 minutes and T. J. Oshie was at in 22:45. IN a 3-2 loss to Vancouver last week, Backes was over 25 minutes, while Steen and Oshie were both over 23.

That's more than your average bear, or your average NHL forward.

“It's OK now and then, but I think over an 82-game season to expect 25 minutes is going to be taxing on our bodies,” Backes said. “We're a team that is built on depth and our strength is to be able to roll four lines. I think getting back to that is our ideal situation, and the coaching staff has acknowledged that.

“I think as a line, we've said we can give more quality minutes if we can get that number right around the 20 mark, which is ideal. A little less one night, a little more another night, that's great. But it comes down to doing what it takes to win games and we've got a couple of days to recover here.”

That's going to change soon. The Blues will play 15 games in November.

* * *

Brenden Morrow was the recipient of a cross-check early in the third period on Tuesday and did not play after. He is day-to-day with an upper-body injury. Likewise, forward Magnus Paajarvi, aka “Magnum P.I.,” is still day-to-day with an upper-body issue. He has been placed on injured reserve.

The Blues will determine on Thursday whether Morrow is available for the upcoming trip through Florida and Montreal. Whether they make a roster move remains to be seen. Forward Maxim Lapierre will become eligible on Friday at Florida, having completed his five-game suspension.

“I've been training hard since Day 1, I can't wait to play,” Lapierre said. “Whatever you do, it's not like a game situation. But I'll just have to be sharp mentally, be good in my positioning and I'll be fine right away.”

***

More on Steen: The Blues left winger is leading the NHL with 11 goals. Two of those have won games with less than a minute to play, against Chicago Oct. 9 and against Winnipeg last night. Steen has a five-game goal-scoring streak, the longest of his career.

He is only the third player in the last 20 NHL seasons to have 11 goals in the first 10 games. He has scored those goals with 31 shots. In contrast, Alex Ovechkin has 10 goals in 78 shots.

In 1990-91,. when Brett Hull scored 86 goals, he had a hat trick in his 10th game to get to 13 goals

Blues hope to apply lesson vs. Jets; Stewart returns
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock. (Chris Lee photo / clee@post-dispatch.com)
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues skate past Jets

A couple of weeks ago, the Blues followed up their most exhilarating win of the season with their most frustrating loss. A night after beating the Blackhawks in Chicago on Oct. 17, the Note took a 3-1 lead into the late stages of a game at Winnipeg..

But the Jets scored twice in less than seven minutes to tie in regulation, then won in a shootout.

Hopefully, coach Ken Hitchcock said, his team has learned from the experience when they host the Jets (5-6-2) tonight at Scottrade. In Hitchcock's assessment, the Blues played one of their best games on that in Winnipeg – or least 40 minutes of it. But when they took their foot off the gas, the roof caved in.

“It's funny because some of the best games that we've lost we haven't given up much,” Hitchcock said. “I think for us to get to the next level … Our record's good, but when you look at the really top teams like San Jose, they give up nothing.

“That's where we want to get to. We want to contest every puck, offensively and defensively. We show real flashes of that, we'll do it for 40 minutes, and then we'll just kind of play.

Case in point - Winnipeg. “We got a little bit sloppy with the puck and paid for it,” he added. “Winnipeg is a team that has a lot of transition in their game and they transitioned it down and got those two goals.”

Getting his first start of the season, Blues goaltender Brian Elliott got the “L” despite a solid, 24-save performance.

“I was disappointed for Ells,” coach Ken Hitchcock said. “Because we had four or five chances to win it in the shootout. So, hopefully we can give a good account of ourselves and play for 2 ½ hours tonight.”

Elliott won't get the second chance, though. Jaroslav Halak will start in goal for the Blues.

***

When the Blues signed Derek Roy over the summer, much was made about pairing him with power forward Chris Stewart. But Stewart is still looking for his first goal nine games into the season.

The big right winger will be back in the lineup tonight – returning from a hit that knocked him out of Saturday night's game in Nashville. And he will be back with Roy, but there will be one added element. Vladimir Sobota will be on the left side.

“We like (Stewart) with Roy and we like him with Sobotka,” Hitchcock explained. “He was getting a ton of odd-man rushes (previously). In the Winnipeg game he had three 2-on-1s alone.

“He was getting discouraged because he was getting some quality chances off the rush, but that's not his game. He wasn't getting the quality O-zone chances that he was last year. By putting him back with (Patrik Berglund in Nashville), it forced Stewie back into his game, and he was very, very effective.

“We can go back and add that element with Sobotka now. It really helps us solidify a second line.”

***

Blues president and hockey Hall of Famer Brett Hull attended a World Series game the other night, spending time in a box with baseball Hall of Famers Bob Gibson, Ozzie Smith and Lou Brock.

Hull said he had a blast and laughed as he recalled the conversation the group had over the bearded players in Boston's lineup.

“I'd shave those things right off,” said Gibson, who was renowned for pitching inside. “I'd come right up under their chins.”

***

Here's the lineups for tonight:

BLUES

FORWARDS

Alex Steen, David Backes, T. J. Oshie

Vladimir Sobotka, Derek Roy, Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz, Patrik Berglund, Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow, Adam Cracknell, Ryan Reeves

DEFENSE

Jay Bouwmeester, Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman, Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold, Roman Polak

GOAL

Jaroslav Halak

WINNIPEG

FORWARDS

Andrew Ladd, Bryan Little, Devin Setoguchi

Evander Kane, Mark Scheifele, Blake Wheeler

Chris Thorburn, Olli Jokinen, Michael Frolik

Eric Tangradi, James Wright, Matt Halischuk

DEFENSE

Dustin Byfuglien, Grant Clitsome

Tobias Enstrom, Zach Bogosian

Mark Stuart, Adam Pardy

GOAL

Ondrej Pavelec

Stewart returns to practice; Paajarvi is day to day
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The St. Louis Blues played the Calgary Flames in St. Louis, Mo.
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April 1, 2011 -- Blues right wing Chris Stewart during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Calgary Flames at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis, Mo. Chris Lee clee@post-dispatch.com
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The Blues received some good news Monday when Chris Stewart returned to the ice, and the update on Magnus Paajarvi wasn't as bad as first feared.

Two days after both players exited early in the Blues' 6-1 win over Nashville with upper-body injuries, Stewart skated in Monday's practice and will play tomorrow night against Winnipeg; Paajarvi won't suit up against the Jets, but he is listed as day-to-day. 

"Stewy feels fine, no issues, ready to go," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "Magnus ... we'll just evaluate him on the road trip and see how he feels. It's not long-term with Magnus, but he's certainly not going to be ready for Tuesday."

The update was positive regarding Paajarvi considering that Blues coach Ken Hitchcock labeled the injury as "pretty significant" following Saturday's game.

Paajarvi was injured on a hit in the first period against Nashville. The play-by-play from the official score sheet shows that Paajarvi was run into by the Predators' Victor Bartley. He played another shift or two, but did not return for the second period.

"It was in the offensive zone," Hitchcock said. "I'm not sure who hit him, but he got hit into the boards there. It's not that serious. Hopefully he's back up and running in a couple of days."

Blues center Adam Cracknell will step into Paajarvi's spot in the lineup Tuesday against Winnipeg. Cracknell has played one game this season, and it was also against the Jets, a 4-3 shootout loss.

"A guy like Cracknell can play anywhere in your lineup," Hitchcock said. "He can play up or he can play down — it's a good thing for us. Adam is a really smart guy. He's a real pro and he can come in and fit in, and we know he's going to help us.

"The game he played in Winnipeg, he was one of our better players in Winnipeg. So, I don't think it's going to change. He's a good player for us right now."

***

PRACTICE LINES

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Vladimir Sobotka-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Brenden Morrow-Adam Cracknell-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

STEEN A STAR?

The Blues' light schedule last week and the overall consistency of Blues forward Alex Steen may have cost the left winger an accolade Monday.

The NHL announced its three stars for the past week, and despite being tied for lead in the league in goals (10) and tied for third in points (15), Steen was not among them. 

The No. 1 star of the week was Tampa's Steven Stamkos, followed by Toronto's Phil Kessel at No. 2 and Vancouver's Ryan Kesler at No. 3. 

The Blues had only two games last week, in which Steen posted three goals and one assist. He has now scored in four straight games.

"I'm with (fans) in that lobbying effort," Blues captain David Backes said. "He's been awesome for us. I've been waiting for it. I think he's well deserving for it. But he's the kind of guy that that stuff doesn't matter to him. He's about the team. He's more proud about the team's record than his goal streak for sure."

***

JACKMAN IS OK

Defenseman Barret Jackman left practice early Monday, but Hitchcock said that it was pre-planned.

"He had kind of a scheduled short practice," Hitchcock said. "He blocked a shot and we wanted to get him up and running for a little bit. He'll be good to go tomorrow."

***

ODDS & ENDS 

• Jaroslav Halak will get the nod in net Tuesday against Winnipeg. Halak did not play against the Jets in the teams' earlier meeting. Brian Elliott was in goal for the Blues' shootout defeat.

• Hitchcock said that right wingers Chris Stewart and Vladimir Tarasenko may flip lines depending on the situation in the game. "I told Vlad today that depending on the opponent, depending on the matchup, he's probably the one guy that's going to move...him and Stewy," Hitchcock said. "So don't be too surprised if him and Stewy flip a little bit during the game or even from game to game."

Paajarvi will not practice after being injured against Nashville
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Blues home opener
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Chris Stewart (left) keeps away from Predator Kevin Klein in the first period of the Blues' home opener at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com
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The Blues lost two forwards in Saturday's 6-1 win over the Nashville Predators.

Magnus Paajarvi and Chris Stewart left the game with upper-body injuries.

Paajarvi's injury is considered significant and is expected to keep him out of the lineup. Stewart's injury, while serious, may not cause him to miss any games.

The Blues host Winnipeg Tuesday at Scottrade Center at 7 p.m.  

Paajarvi was hit by a Predators' player in the first period. He stayed in the game briefly, but then headed to the Blues' locker room and did not return for the second period. He finished with 3 minutes, 34 seconds of ice time.

"(Paajarvi) got whacked into the boards there," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He's got a pretty good upper-body injury right now."

The Blues were off Sunday and will return to practice Monday at the IceZone. But Paajarvi will not be on the ice, as he continues to be evaluated by the club.

Stewart, meanwhile, is considered questionable moving forward.

In the second period of Saturday's game, he was sent into the wall by Nashville's Patric Hornqvist, who received a minor boarding penalty. 

Stewart lay on the ice, receiving attention from the Blues' medical staff, before being led to the club's locker room.

Stewart actually returned later in the second period and took umbrage with Hornqvist. He cross-checked Hornqvist and punched him, leading to 14 minutes in penalties, including a 10-minute misconduct.

“(Stewart) was angry,” Hitchcock said. “I probably shouldn’t have put him out there. When he came back to the bench, I thought he was all right, but I probably shouldn’t put him back out there.”

Stewart finished with 7:14 in ice time. He will be re-evaluated Monday and his status for Tuesday's game against the Jets, at this time, is considered questionable.

"That was really significant on Stewy, that injury," Hitchcock said. "Hopefully he's going to be all right."

Blues looking for early intensity against Predators
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Blues home opener

Vladimir Sobotka scores against Predator goalie Pekka Rinne to go up 2-0 in the first period of their home opener at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

NASHVILLE, Tenn. • How long will it take for the Blues to get back into the their pre-break form?

Some may suggest that it took two periods and that based on the final 20 minutes in Friday's 3-2 overtime loss to Vancouver, they are re-engaged. They rallied from a 2-0 deficit and lost on a power-play goal with 14 seconds left in OT.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said late Friday and again on Saturday morning that he felt the team deserved a better result for its finish against the Canucks. But he also said the Blues may not be through the woods yet as they attempt to recover the zip that led them to a 5-1-1 record before their schedule forced them to take a week off.

The team is in Nashville tonight to take on the Predators at 7 p.m.

"We're not going to come close to winning if we don't get engaged at the start," Hitchcock said. "Hopefully (the Vancouver loss) is a good wake-up call. We're back in the league and playing and we can really get engaged from the start to the end.

"It's going to be a challenge, getting back up to speed. I don't think it's going to happen overnight. I think it's like starting all over again. It's just the way it is, but I think we're real lucky that we've got a game (Saturday) ... we can get going again."

The Blues held an optional practice this morning at Bridgestone Arena. It appeared that about half the players went on the ice. One of them was center Derek Roy, who said the players were trying to overcome the disappointment of their performance against the Canucks. 

"It was tough," Roy said. "We knew not playing for a week that we were going to be a little sluggish, and we wanted to come out real strong. We felt that we didn't come out and strong as we wanted to, but as the game went on, we got better as a team. I think we can take from the second and third period how we played and move that forward into tonight."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Vladimir Sobotka-Vladimir Tarasenko

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

PROJECTED PREDATORS' LINEUP

Forwards

Colin Wilson-Mike Fisher-Patric Hornqvist

Gabriel Bourque-Matt Cullen-Craig Smith

Filip Forsberg-David Legwand-Nick Spaling

Matt Hendricks-Paul Gaustad-Eric Nystrom

Defensemen

Seth Jones-Shea Weber

Mattias Ekholm-Kevin Klein

Victor Bartley-Ryan Ellis

Goalie

Carter Hutton 

 ***

SOBOTKA IS SOLID

Blues forward Vladimir Sobotka saw 16 minutes, 14 seconds of ice time Friday against Vancouver. He finished with a goal, five shots on goal, five missed shots, three hits and was 6-1 in the face-off circle.

The only downside of the night was that he didn't play the other 48:32 of the OT game. Hitchcock would have played Sobotka the entire game if it were possible.

"He was the best player on the ice for both teams," Hitchcock said. "That's why he's moving up the ladder today."

Sobotka started the season on the Blues' fourth line, but Hitchcock said Saturday morning, "enough is enough." The Czech Republic native, as noted above, will center Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko against the Predators.

"If I start on the fourth line, I'll say, 'You have to earn those minutes on the ice and play good to hopefully get on the second line or third line,'" Sobotka said. "It doesn't really matter. I'm playing 16-17 minutes every night. I don't feel like I'm playing on the fourth line."

Sobotka has now won 47 of 66 face-offs (71.2 percent) this season.

***

A LOT TO LIKE ABOUT JONES 

Nashville defenseman Seth Jones, who was the No. 4 overall player taken in last summer's draft, is making quite an impression as a rookie.

He played 28:33 in Thursday's 3-2 overtime win over Winnipeg and is averaging 24:43 per game this season — that's 3:28 more than any other first-year player in the league.

"At 19 years old, I like the fact that he's 6-foot-5, he's 210 pounds and he's very poised," Nashville coach Barry Trotz said. "He skates very well, plays a mature game and he's mature off the ice. He's only going to get better, so that's what I like about him."

***

ODDS & ENDS 

• The Blues had a season-low 24 shots on goal Friday against Vancouver, including just 12 in the first two periods.

• Derek Roy will play in his 600th NHL game tonight against Nashville. "It's a lot of years in this league, a lot of battles," Roy said. "I've had to fight through a lot of things and injuries and everything that comes with it."

• The Blues had their best game of the season on face-offs Friday against Vancouver, winning 61.4 percent of the draws. Tonight, they will be facing the No. 1 face-off team in the NHL in Nashville, which wins 56.7 percent of its draws.

• Blues forward Alexander Steen is tied for second in the NHL with eight goals, trailing Washington's Alex Ovechkin by two. "Right now, everything is going in for him and he is one of the most complete players in the league," Trotz said.

• Roy saw only 11:10 of ice time Friday against Vancouver and his assignment on the fourth line tonight could be seen as a demotion. But Hitchcock said this morning that the Blues are going into tonight's game thinking that they will be constantly rolling four lines against the Predators if the game stays even-strength.

Blues expect to see plenty of Vancouver's No. 1 line tonight

Print  

October 25, 2013 12:37 pm  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135

Loading…

St. Louis Blues v Vancouver Canucks

Vancouver center Henrik Sedin (right) passes the puck as Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester (left) and goaltender Brian Elliott defend in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Vancouver Canucks on Tuesday, April 16, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

Matchup: Blues vs. Canucks

Tonight's game will be the Blues' first since a 4-3 shootout loss to Vancouver last Friday. Read more

Related Links

Blues Talk: GDT vs. Canucks

NHL Standings

NHL Daily Scoreboard

The Blues could see plenty of Vancouver's top line of Henrik Sedin, Daniel Sedin and Ryan Kesler tonight.

The Canucks played Thursday night in New Jersey, winning 3-2 in a shootout. They started the game with 11 forwards and finished with nine, losing Dale Weise and David Booth to injuries. After the game, the Canucks called up minor-league forwards Pascal Pelletier and Darren Archibald.

Pelletier and Archibald are expected to be in Vancouver's lineup tonight, and the Canucks could also get back Alexandre Burrows, who has been sidelined the last 11 games with a bruised foot.

But even with the additions, the line of the two Sedins and Kesler, who each played 25-plus minutes Thursday, should get a load of ice time tonight despite it being the second night of back-to-back games.

"I think the probably like that," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "Good players want to play a lot. When you've got top players like they do, and you're playing 20-plus minutes every night, I think they like that. They've got people that can absorb those minutes."

One can bet the sight of Vancouver's top line will lead to a ton of ice time, too, for the Blues' No. 1 defensive pair of Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester. 

Bouwmeester said the Blues are preparing for that.

"They always seem to play a lot," Bouwmeester said. "I know their coach now (John Tortorella), he likes to play their top guys. So I know they played last night, but when you're short guys like that, maybe you rely on those guys a little bit more. We'll see how the game goes." 

Currently, Pietrangelo is averaging 25:46 per game (8th-most in the NHL) and Bouwmeester not far behind him at 24:21 (23rd). Pietrangelo is a plus-6 and Bouwmeester is a plus-5.

“This is how we envisioned it," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "They both can play 30 minutes a night and I think that both come as advertised.

"'Bouw' is off to a very good start. He just plays the game that is there. He can play the game either way, whether it’s a strong defending game, if it’s territorial game. Or he’s got the skating to play a transition game. I think Petro ... he's playing to prove that he’s an elite defenseman and he’s well on his way of doing that.” 

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Vladimir Tarasenko

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Vladimir Sobotka-Ryan Reaves 

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

VANCOUVER'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Daniel Sedin-Henrik Sedin-Ryan Kesler 

Chris Higgins-Mike Santorelli-Alexandre Burrows

Brad Richardson-Jeremy Welsh-Zach Kassian

Tom Sestito-Pascal Pelletier-Darren Archibald

Defensemen

Alexander Edler-Jason Garrison

Dan Hamhuis-Christopher Tanev

Ryan Stanton-Kevin Bieksa

Goalie

Eddie Lack

***

BIRTHDAY BOY

Blues radio color analyst and former enforcer Kelly Chase turns 46 today but could probably still carry his own.

Chase ranks second in Blues' history in penalty minutes with 1,497, and of course much of that stemmed from dropping the gloves. He was in 174 NHL fights, according to hockeyfights.com.

Current Blues enforcer Ryan Reaves, 26, was asked Friday who would win in a fight today between him and Chase — 20 years his elder. (Reaves, by the way, has been involved in 29 scraps in the NHL, or 145 less than Chase).

"I think once he hits 46, I get the win now," Reaves said. "I know he's a legend in St. Louis, but I've got a little more youth in me now. This is the cutoff. Up until today, he could whoop me up, but I don't know about now."

Asked if that were true, Chase replied: "I'm going to give him the edge. I've seen him walking around here with his shirt off. But I will tell you what: the problem with it is, once you're done with me, now it becomes a best-of-seven and now that I'm 46, I get to bring 'Twister' (Tony Twist) along."

Perhaps still a bit fearful of Chase, Reaves closed by paying him a compliment. 

"He's looking good for 46, I'll give him that," Reaves said. "He's a good-looking 46."

***

WORLD SERIES TIED UP

Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk, a noted Red Sox fan, acknowledged that Boston's errors were too much to overcome Thursday, when the Cardinals tied the World Series one game apiece with a 4-2 victory in Game 2.

"Last night, it was too many poor plays by the Red Sox," Shattenkirk said. "It has seemed a little sloppy so far, the whole series. But it's fun to watch. 

"I thought once (David) Ortiz hit that home run, they were going to kind of take off from there. But I thought (Michael) Wacha did a good job keeping his composure and the rest of the team did as well."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Tonight will be T.J. Oshie's 300th career game. He has 201 points (71 goals, 130 assists).

• The Blues and Canucks have played four consecutive one-goal games, and the Blues are 3-0-1 in that span.

• Patrik Berglund needs one more assist for 100 in his NHL career.

Blues offer their thoughts on new line combinations
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The Blues practiced with their new forward combinations for the fourth time on Thursday and the team likes the way they're shaping up.

In case you missed it, the top line of Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie will remain intact when the Blues face Vancouver at 7 p.m. Friday at Scottrade Center.

The next three combinations, however, will have a different look. Below is each line, with a comment from one member of the group:

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Vladimir Tarasenko

Roy: "We're just trying to work on talking to each other on the ice and make sure that we know where we're going to be and how we're going to work. It's a line ... we're going to have to work. We have a lot of speed and we just have to make sure that we take care of the puck. (Paajarvi) is a great player ... he's smart. I just told him to keep skating and I will find him in certain situations. If he keeps skating and we feed Vladi, with his shot, we should be a good line."

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Berglund: "I've been playing with 'Stew' for many years now, so it's not going to be too different. We know each other. It's about hard work and we all need to be able to bring that to the table tomorrow."

Brenden Morrow-Vladimir Sobotka-Ryan Reaves

Reaves: "Any line that (Morrow) plays on, he's been around the league long enough, I think he's going to fit in anywhere. 'Sobi' kind of plays the same style as me, even though he's not a big guy. He's heavy down low and he likes playing the body, that physical game, so I don't think it's going to be hard at all."

Weighing in with his thoughts on the new lines today, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said there is potential.

"It looks fine right now," Hitchcock said. "The potential chemistry on all of those lines is real good. But now we've got to put it in place. I don't think we can evaluate until the weekend is over. We'l see if this is a help, or whatever.

"It was OK the way before, but wasn't getting any better. This is a real opportunity to see if we can grow the chemistry even deeper. We'll see how these guys take advantage of it. But it's a real opportunity for a couple of guys."

Blues have a couple of staples in shootout
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The Blues are off today and will return to practice Thursday at 11 a.m. at the IceZone in Hazelwood.

The club hasn't played since a 4-3 shootout loss to Winnipeg last Friday. It was the consecutive shootout the Blues were involved in, after beating Chicago 3-2 the night before in the extra frame.

With all quiet on the Blues' front these days, it might be worthwhile to revisit the team's recent shootouts. Some fans were curious about Ken Hitchcock's choices for the one-on-one finish against the Jets.

T.J. Oshie is a no-brainer as the Blues' first shooter. He netted the lone shootout goal to beat Chicago Thursday, and when he followed up with another goal against Winnipeg, he was 20 for 38 in his career (a 52.6 percent conversion rate that ranks No. 2 in the NHL among active players).

After Oshie, the Blues like Alexander Steen in the No. 2 hole and Vladimir Tarasenko in the No. 3 hole. Steen missed his attempt against Chicago but found the back of the net against Winnipeg. Tarasenko wasn't needed against Chicago, as the Blues had wrapped up the game, and he missed wide against Winnipeg.

In the loss Winnipeg, here's the list of shooters that Hitchcock sent out after Tarasenko — with their shootout percentage with the Blues prior to Friday's game in parenthesis and their result against Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec. 

No. 4: Vladimir Sobotka (0-1, wrist shot stopped)

No. 5: Kevin Shattenkirk (2-7, backhanded shot stopped)

No. 6: Patrik Berglund (0-10, wrist shot stopped)

No. 7 Chris Stewart (2-6, wrist shot stopped)

These shooters did not crack the top 7: David Backes, Jaden Schwartz, Derek Roy and Brenden Morrow. 

Backes is 0-4 in his Blues' career in the shootout and Schwartz is 0-1. But among the newcomers, Roy is 10-31 and Morrow is 3-6.

Here is Hitchcock's take on the choices he made Friday: “I’ve watched them and I’ve looked at percentages. We’ve had two or three competitions and some of the guys that have shot have done a really good job. I think we’ve got probably three or four constants that we like ... and they were up early. It didn’t go in for them. But anytime you score two (like the Blues did against Winnipeg), you gotta expect to win on the road … and we didn’t.”

Meanwhile, Blues goalie Brian Elliott allowed three goals, made three saves and one Winnipeg shot missed wide of the net.

"We were going back and forth," Elliott said. "I thought I had that third one. It just kind of trickled in between my legs."

But Hitchcock said that it shouldn't have come down to that.

“We were disappointed that we had four chances to win it outright," Hitchcock said. "We just needed to score in the shootout. We could have helped 'Ells' there.”

Blues have a blast on team trip to Charleston
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Blues fan in Carolina

Blues fan in Carolina

Blues fan Mark Schaper, who has followed the club since its inaugural season in 1967-68, holds a sign at the team's practice in North Charleston, South Carolina, on Monday.

Enlarge Photo

CHARLESTON, S.C. • The Blues wrapped up their time in Charleston Tuesday and returned to St. Louis, where they’ll finally be back on the ice Friday against Vancouver.

Several players said the team's four-day getaway to South Carolina was a worthwhile adventure.

Captain David Backes was one of eight players who began the team-bonding trip Saturday with a deep-sea fishing excursion. They went 25 miles off the Carolina coast — about an 1½-hour boat ride with a local captain — into some topsy-turvy water.

“We went into the real stuff,” Backes said. “It was awesome. The sun was out the whole time. We caught King Mackerel, Amberjack, Bonita, Barracuda … some other guys that were with us caught a shark. It was a good day. Six hours on the water. It drained us, but it was a good day.”

Backes said the two boats of Blues players weren’t close enough to have a fishing competition, but “we had the (Walkie Talkie) radios going back and forth, giving each other a hard time.”

On the other boat, goalie Jaroslav Halak had a tough time keeping his breakfast inside of him. That boat also had quiet defenseman Jay Bouwmeester, so the other two players, Roman Polak and Vladimir Sobotka, didn’t have quite the same atmosphere as Backes’ boat did.

On Monday, Halak and defenseman Jordan Leopold went together to see the movie “Captain Phillips.” Both gave the flick, which stars Tom Hanks, a thumbs-up.

“It was good,” Leopold said. “I can’t tell you the last time I saw a movie. I’ve got kids and the only time I ever see movie is on the road. A lot of the times we fly in and just have dinner. So to get the extra afternoons is kind of nice. I considered it a good movie and would recommend it.”

Barret Jackman, the longest-tenured Blue at 11 seasons, said the club got what it hoped out of the trip.

“You’re not going to have too many times like this during the season,” Jackman said. “We took advantage of it. We got some good days of practice in, we got a little bit of rest and had a good couple of days with just the boys, having fun.”

***

HEALTHY ROSTER

Jackman, forward Brenden Morrow and defenseman Alex Pietrangelo were full participants in practice the past two days and will be ready to play Friday against Vancouver.

Neither Jackman nor Morrow dressed in the Blues’ 4-3 shootout loss at Winnipeg last Friday because of upper-body injuries, according to Blues coach Ken Hitchcock.

“I feel good,” Jackman said. “Back in the lineup.”

Pietrangelo suffered an upper-body injury in the Winnipeg game, blocking a shot in the closing minutes. He suited up for practice Sunday, but left immediately. He was back on the ice Monday and Tuesday.

“Good to go,” Pietrangelo declared.

***

SOUR TASTE

The loss in Winnipeg seems like eons ago after four days in South Carolina. But Hitchcock doesn’t want the players to forget the bad feeling of blowing a two-goal lead with under seven minutes to play in regulation.

“The only good thing with the ending to Winnipeg — the only good thing — is that the fear of not having it happen again needs to be there,” Hitchcock said. “It’s a different feeling if you run out of gas and they take it. We gave it up. Our players were really disappointed. We were able to get one point out of it, but that’s a lesson.”

***

FRIENDLY WAGER

The Blues were eager to get back to St. Louis and feel the buzz of the Cardinals playing in the World Series. Several players were trying to secure tickets to Game 5 Monday, but with tickets scarce, they weren’t having much luck.

“We’re trying, but obviously it’s a hot commodity,” Pietrangelo said. “If we get a chance to go, hopefully we’ll go, but we’re working on it.”

Pietrangelo, who is from the Toronto area, has become a big Cardinals fan, so on Tuesday he struck an undisclosed friendly wager with teammate Kevin Shattenkirk.

“He’s from New York, but he’s a Red Sox fan, so it doesn’t make much sense,” Pietrangelo said.

Shattenkirk has been seen wearing a Cards’ hat around the Blues’ locker room, but he said he can’t go against Boston.

“Red Sox come first unfortunately,” Shattenkirk said. “Any other team, I’m rooting for the Cardinals, but that’s the way it goes. I think it’s going to be a great series. Hopefully it will go the full seven (games) and the Red Sox come out on top.”

Shattenkirk said that he hopes to be in attendance.

“I’ll sneak in,” he said. “I’ll find a way.”

***

ODDS & ENDS

Halak will get the start in goal Friday against Vancouver and the Blues will wait until after the game to decide if Halak or Brian Elliott will face Nashville Saturday....The team will be off Wednesday, returning to practice Thursday.

Blues juggle forward combinations in practice
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Blues practice in Charleston

Tyson family
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Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk signs autographs for fans after practice Oct. 20 in North Charleston, S.C. (Jeremy Rutherford photo)

(1) More Photos

NORTH CHARLESTON, S.C. • The Blues’ forwards had a different look when they team took the ice Sunday at the Charleston Ice Palace.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock kept the top line of Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie intact. But the other three lines had moving parts, the most notable being Chris Stewart moved onto a line with Patrik Berglund and Jaden Schwartz.

Stewart, who led the Blues with 18 goals and 36 points last season, has no goals and two assists through the first seven games. He had been playing on a line centered by Derek Roy.

“Roy’s line, it looked good early in the year, but other than off the rush, there isn’t enough sustained pressure,” Hitchcock said. “We’ve got to get ‘Stewy’ back engaged in that down-low game. He’s not going to score pretty rush-attack goals. He’s got to score those greasy, grimy goals. We’ve got to get more time in the zone, more sustained pressure, and we’ve got to put him in a position where he’s in with more weightier forwards.

"All of the chances he was getting were off the rush … one (shot) and done. Playing him with Berglund and Schwartz allows us to have that down-low cycle game and that’s what we need.”

The other significant difference in Sunday’s line combinations was that Magnus Paajarvi was moved onto a line with Roy and Vladimir Tarasenko. That means that Brenden Morrow, who started the season with Roy, is now on the fourth line with Vladimir Sobotka and Ryan Reaves.

“Quite frankly, Paajarvi has really grabbed this thing,” Hitchcock said. “All the things that we worked on with Magnus during the training camp and exhibition games, he’s really grabbed. He’s a force out there.

“I’ve said this before … he came as one player advertised, but we think he has other instincts offensively that really help us, and they’ve came through in the last two games. I want to reward that type of play. He looks like he can really help us. He’s great on the forecheck, his speed off the rush is really effective, and I just think in fairness to him, we want to reward him.”

Today’s practice lines

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Derek Roy-Vladimir Tarasenko

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Chris Stewart

Brenden Morrow-Vladimir Sobotka-Ryan Reaves

Extras: Maxim Lapierre, Adam Cracknell

 ***

PIETRANGELO SITS OUT

Defenseman Alex Pietrangelo left practice early on Sunday with what Hitchcock called an upper-body injury. He was hurt while blocking a shot late in Friday’s 4-3 shootout loss to Winnipeg.

Pietrangelo was the ice for the start of practice but left early and spent the remainder of practice riding a stationary bike.

“We decided to take a day or two off and get him 100 percent, so he’ll be ready,” Hitchcock said. “He’ll either practice full or partial tomorrow and obviously be ready for the game (Friday).”

***

LAPIERRE RETURNS

Suspended Blues forward Maxim Lapierre met the club in Charleston Friday, following his hearing with the NHL’s Department of Player Safety in New York.

The league suspended Lapierre five games for his hit on San Jose’s Dan Boyle last Tuesday. He will miss three more games and be eligible to return Nov. 1 at Florida.

“The job they have to do, Brendan Shanahan and his group, it’s a tough job, and I respect their decision,” Lapierre said. “Obviously you want to be part of the group, when we’re doing well like this. But like I said, it’s never fun to see a guy injured. I explained it well in the hearing.

"My intention is never to hit anybody to hurt them. I have a lot of hits in this league and two bad lucks happen. But nobody ties their skate before a game and has in mind to put somebody on a stretcher.”

NHL suspends Lapierre five games for illegal hit
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Dan Boyle

San Jose Sharks watch as teammate Dan Boyle is placed onto a stretcher during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the St. Louis Blues on Tuesday, Oct. 15, 2013, in St. Louis. Boyle suffered a head injury. The Sharks won 6-2. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)

WINNIPEG • Blues forward Maxim Lapierre has been suspended five games by the NHL's Department of Player Safety. 

Lapierre will sit his second game tonight, when the Blues face the Winnipeg Jets at 7 p.m. at MTS Centre. He is eligible to return Nov. 1 at Florida.

In his first season with the Blues, Lapierre received a five-minute major for checking from behind and a game-misconduct following his hit on San Jose's Dan Boyle Tuesday night.

On Friday morning, Lapierre and Blues general manager Doug Armstrong traveled to New York for Friday's hearing with NHL vice president Brendan Shanahan. The meeting began at 11 a.m. (St. Louis time) and an announcement regarding the suspension was made shortly before 5 p.m.

In a video explaining the department's decision, Shanahan spelled out the criteria that he used when evaluating Lapierre's hit on Boyle...

"As the puck is rimmed up the boards in the San Jose zone, Boyle goes back to reverse it behind his net. As he is doing so, Lapierre closes on him down the left wing wall. As Boyle goes to reverse the puck, his right toe makes contact with the yellow kick plate at the bottom of the boards, throwing him off balance. While this is occurring, Lapierre uses his arms to finish him high in the back, causing Boyle's jaw to hit the blue dasher on top of the boards and knocking him unconscious. There are many things to consider on this play."

Shanahan acknowledged that Boyle's loss of balance prior to contact from Lapierre left Boyle in a vulnerable position. But Shanahan points out...

"At no point does Lapierre see anything other than Boyle's numbers when he decides to finish him on this check. What's more, despite the fact that Boyle's stumble might have contributed to his vulnerability, the fact remains if Lapierre does not illegally hit him in the numbers, Boyle's face does not crash violently into the boards.... The boarding penalty is less about the violent nature of the check and more about the violent and dangerous nature of the impact with the boards.

Rule 41.1 states that a boarding penalty shall be imposed on any player who checks or pushes a defenseless opponent in such a manner that causes the opponent to hit or impact the boards violently or dangerously.

"So while we recognize that this was not an overly violent check, when you hit someone from behind in this manner, and you have seen his numbers for some time, depending on the circumstances, you might bear the responsibility for the outcome.... And while it might mitigate some of the responsibility for the hit, it doesn't erase it entirely."

Shanahan also noted that Lapierre was a "repeat offender." In 2010, while playing for Montreal, he was suspended for four games for a hit on San Jose's Scott Nichol, a former Blue.

Under the terms of the Collective Bargaining Agreement and based on Lapierre's average annual salary, he will forfeit $28,205.15. The money goes to the Players’ Emergency Assistance Fund.

Jackman, Morrow will sit against Jets tonight

Print Email 

October 18, 2013 12:47 pm  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135

0

Barret Jackman, Dustin Brown
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St. Louis Blues' Barret Jackman, left, falls against the boards as Los Angeles Kings' Dustin Brown reaches for a loose puck during the first period in Game 2 of a first-round NHL hockey Stanley Cup playoff series on Thursday, May 2, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)
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Lapierre heads to New York to plead case to Shanahan

GM Doug Armstrong, who will accompany the forward, said: "To me, it looked like a hockey play that went awry at the end." Read more

WINNIPEG • The Blues are putting their final two roster players yet to dress for a game into the lineup tonight against the Winnipeg Jets.

Defenseman Ian Cole and forward Adam Cracknell will make their season debuts when the puck drops at 7 p.m. at the MTS Centre.

Cole and Cracknell will replace Barret Jackman and Brenden Morrow, respectively. Blues coach Ken Hitchcock that both are dealing with injuries.

"We're going to rest Jackman and Morrow... both have upper-body ailments," Hitchcock said. "So they'll rest today and give a chance for Cole and Cracknell to play."

Morrow said Thursday that he had been experiencing some neck pain, as a result of the hit by San Jose's Brent Burns Tuesday. He deemed himself available for Thursday's game in Chicago and remained in the lineup, although he saw just 10 minutes, 32 seconds of ice time.

Jackman finished the game with 17:50 of ice time. He was a minus-2 in the Blues' 3-2 shootout win over the Blackhawks. The root of Jackman's injury is unknown and when probed again, Hitchcock only reiterated that it was upper-body.

When asked whether playing back-to-back games factored into the decision to sit the two, Hitchcock replied: "No, I didn't want to judge it on back to back. They've been kind of playing through things, so this gives them a chance to reset the dial. It's easy because you want to put other guys in. But I think this gives us two days (off) because we're not going to skate tomorrow. So they should be 100 percent, or close to it, and ready for Sunday's practice."

*** 

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Vladimir Sobotka-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Adam Cracknell-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Goalie

Brian Elliott

***

PAAJARVI IS A PLUS

Magnus Paajarvi made his Blues' regular-season debut Thursday in Chicago and fared well, according to Hitchcock.

"He was good," Hitchcock said. "What's nice for us is that it was a continuation of the way he had been practicing. I think he had a lot of solid shifts. I think moving forward he's going to be a big help for us."

Paajarvi saw 8:17 of ice time, playing on a line with Vladimir Sobotka and Ryan Reaves.

"It felt good, physically very good," Paajarvi said. "It means I've been staying on top of what I can control. Obviously I was a little bit rusty in some situations, I think. But overall, not bad at all."

***

TEAM RETREAT

After tonight's game, the Blues will be off for six days. They don't play again until hosting Vancouver Friday at Scottrade Center.

Instead of returning to St. Louis, the club is headed to Charleston, S.C., for four days for a team-bonding trip.

The players will stay off the ice Saturday, but will practice Sunday through Tuesday. But the bulk of the day will be free, allowing them to play golf, go fishing, etc.

"There will be a few of us out in the boats, some guys that haven't fished ever and some guys that know what they're doing," Blues captain David Backes said. "There will be plenty of (competition). We'll give you a report when it's all said and done."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Vladimir Sobotka went 12-4 in the face-off circle Thursday night. He is 37-15 (71.2 percent) for the season.

• Winnipeg native Alexander Steen has 26 passes for tonight's game. Ryan Reaves, who is from nearby Brandon, Manitoba, has 23.

• In Thursday's overtime game in Chicago, Alex Pietrangelo logged 30:45 of ice time and partner Jay Bouwmeester logged 29:46.  

• The hearing for suspended Blues forward Max Lapierre is today in New York. The hearing is over, according to reports, and a decision is expected today.

Lapierre heads to New York to plead case to Shanahan
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Jackman, Morrow will sit against Jets tonight

Hitchcock says that both players are dealing with upper-body injuries.  Read more

WINNIPEG • Blues forward Maxim Lapierre will be in New York today to plead his case with the NHL’s Player Safety Department regarding Tuesday’s hit on San Jose’s Dan Boyle.

Lapierre, who traveled with the Blues to Chicago, will be accompanied to the Big Apple by general manager Doug Armstrong. The two will meet with Lapierre’s agent, Don Meehan, and representatives of the NHL Players’ Association prior to an 11 a.m. hearing with league senior vice president Brendan Shanahan.

“We’ll go over the hit,” Armstrong said. “The (NHLPA) has a lot of experience in these things and I’m there to give my point of view and support to ‘Lappy.’"

In the first period of a 6-2 loss to the Sharks, Lapierre received a five-minute major for checking from behind and a game misconduct after he pushed Boyle into the boards, knocking the defenseman unconscious for a brief time.

Boyle left the ice on a stretcher and stayed overnight in St. Louis before returning to San Jose, where he’s scheduled to undergo an MRI soon.

Lapierre publicly apologized to Boyle Wednesday after unsuccessfully attempting to reach the Sharks defenseman by phone.

“I don’t really want to comment on the hit, expect to say there’s no excuse,” Lapierre said told reporters. “It’s like somebody driving a car. You’re responsible behind the wheel and ... it happens fast, and last night I’m the guy who looks bad now.

“Obviously, it’s a bad situation for me to try to explain. The guy’s on a stretcher, nobody wants to see that, especially not a player like him. He’s an All-Star guy, going to the Olympics. But one thing I know inside my head: I didn’t jump or try to go for his head. I was just trying to finish my hit.

“But like I said, there’s no excuse. It’s terrible ... The only thing I want to focus on today is that hopefully he gets better.”

On Wednesday, the NHL offered Lapierre an in-person hearing, meaning a suspension of more than five games is being considered. For suspensions that the league expects to render a decision of zero to five games, only a phone call is required.

But even though Lapierre has been summoned to New York, his penalty at this point can be any number of games.

"Ultimately, we’re just grateful that it looks like Dan Boyle is going to be fine and that’s important," said Armstrong, who then added his take on the hit. “To me, it looked like a hockey play that went awry at the end. We’ll tell our case. We’ll give our point of view. We’re not going to try and deceive anyone. The way we see it is the way we see it and we’ll tell the league officials that, and they’ll make their decision.”

Lapierre had an option to waive his right to an in-person hearing, but Armstrong, who has never attended this type of event in the past, said that players shouldn't pass up the opportunity to meet with the league in these situations.

“I’ve never gone to an in-person hearing,” he said. “To Brendan Shanahan’s credit, he gave me the protocol that other teams have used. I think it’s important to get there and talk to Brendan face to face. Like anything… emails or voice mails or phone conversations, you don’t really get to see the other person and their eyes and their body language.

“Ultimately, Brendan is going to make the decision he’s going to make. We just hope to get there and he’ll have an open mind. If it’s a pre-determined sentence, then this is just a waste of time and money. If it’s not a pre-determined sentence... if they’re there to listen to Lappy, then it’s certainly worth the effort.”

Lapierre’s other suspension in the NHL came in 2010. While playing for Montreal, he was suspended four games for a hit on San Jose’s Scott Nichol.

With that in mind, Armstrong believes the characterization of Lapierre has been painted incorrectly in recent days.

“He’s a talker by his own admission, but he’s not a dirty player,” Armstrong said. “I think he gets under people’s skin because he talks a lot and does those things. But I don’t think he’s a dirty hitter or a dirty player. I think he’s had one suspension back in (2010), so that’s a long time between situations. This play that you look at, I mean, it’s just a hockey play that went awry.

“I talked to a few GMs that told me the same thing too. I know what a dirty play is, I know what a bad play is. This is an unfortunate play. And as I said, we’re glad that Boyle’s fine and hopefully going to be fine…you never know with head injuries … but when you look at it, it’s just a play that went awry.”

Also in Tuesday's loss, many fans were upset with a hit by Brent Burns’ on the Blues’ Brendan Morrow. Burns received two minutes for boarding but did not receive any supplemental discipline. Morrow missed practice Wednesday, but played in Thursday's game against Chicago.

Armstrong didn't seem bothered by the Burns' hit.

“I find if you get too wrapped up into that stuff, you lose focus of things you can control,” he said. “What the NHL Player Safety department does, it varies, but they know what they’re trying to accomplish. It can be confusing sometimes to people not on the inside, but you can’t control it, so I don’t worry about it.”

But the Blues and Lapierre hope that they have some control over the outcome of his case, and that's why they're making the trip to New York.

Hitchcock hopes being on road will clean up sloppiness
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Magnus Paajarvi, Dan Ellis

Magnus Paajarvi, Dan Ellis

St. Louis Blues left wing Magnus Paajarvi (56) of Sweden is caught in the net against Dallas Stars goalie Dan Ellis (30) during the first period of an NHL pre-season hockey game Sunday, Sept. 15, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/LM Otero)
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Lapierre apologizes for hit, awaits fate

Blues forward will meet with the NHL on Friday, faces potentially long suspension. Read more

Related Links

Blues Talk: Fans sound off

CHICAGO • The day has finally come — the Blues' first trip outside of Scottrade Center.

After opening the 2013-14 season with a five-game homestand, the Blues will become the last NHL team to play a road game this season when they face the Chicago Blackhawks at United Center at 7 p.m.

The homestand certainly was a successful one, with the Blues jumping out of the gates 4-1, but it ended with a thud Tuesday in a 6-2 loss to San Jose.

"This is good for us to get on the road ... we need to get on the road," Hitchcock said. "We just got far too comfortable at home. Our game started with great energy and focus, and we got a little bit sloppier the longer we stayed there. It felt like we had been there a long time. I think our sloppiness started to show in the Rangers game and it fed into the San Jose game. We weren't ready for the competition."

The Blues (4-1) have no choice but to be ready for tonight's competition, the Blackhawks. The Blues won the first meeting 3-2 on Alexander Steen's goal with 21 seconds left in regulation. The 'Hawks have won three straight games since the loss to the Blues, improving to 4-1-1.

The Blues know the game will be different at United Center, but they're looking forward to playing on the road ... finally.

"The first few games, it almost felt it was it was the 'first' game over and over again ... because you're at home and you have a couple of days in between games," Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester said. "You're used to the routine of being busy and playing and getting into that groove. Yeah, it's good to get on the road. It's a good trip, too, because you know the games here and in Winnipeg, the buildings, it's not going to be a lack of atmosphere."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Vladimir Sobotka-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

CHICAGO'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Brian Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Joakim Nordstrom

Brandon Bollig-Brandon Pirri-Marcus Kruger

Defensemen

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

Niklas Hjalmarsson-Johnny Oduya

Nick Leddy-Sheldon Brookbank

Goalie

Corey Crawford

***

MORROW READY TO PLAY

Blues forward Brenden Morrow, who sat out of practice Wednesday after taking a hefty hit from San Jose's Brent Burns the night before, is expected to be in the lineup tonight.

"I was just out, moved around a little bit and made sure everything was working properly and where it should be," Morrow said after today's morning skate. "I've had some neck problems and I've put in a lot of time (rehabbing).

"I'm trying to keep it healthy and it freaked me out a little bit and got a burner going. It's just letting it settle down. That nerve gets a little irritated at times and it was just about letting it settle down and I think its run its course."

Burns received a two-minute boarding penalty, but there was no supplemental discipline. Some were suggesting that Morrow attempted a reverse hit on Burns, but Morrow said that wasn't the case.

"No, I definitely wasn't reverse-hitting," Morrow said. "I think it was (Joe) Thornton's puck that came across and I just wanted to make sure the d-man didn't jump by me so I wanted to take the low angle at it. I think just as when I was turning to go back up, I actually wasn't prepared for it. I didn't know (Burns) was there. I know there was a defenseman more than likely going to be pinching on the puck, so I just wanted to make sure I met him. I was a little off-balance at the time."

***

ODD-MAN RUSHES

Including the play that set up Alexander Steen's game-winning goal, a 3-on-1 rush for the Blues, the teams combined for 11 such odd-man breaks in their Oct. 9 meeting.

Will that number be that high tonight, or will the Blues and 'Hawks button down.

"Tough to predict," Chicago coach Joel Quenneville said. "I think both teams are respectful for what the opponents can do. I think offensively both teams have got four lines that can all score and they're all dangerous in that regard. Generally, I don't think we're used to seeing (that) quantity of odd-man breaks ... but that's tough to forecast."

***

BACKES PLAYS IN 500

Blues captain David Backes will suit up for his 500th career game tonight. He becomes the second American-born player to play in 500 games with the franchise, following Keith Tkachuk (640).

"He's a good player," Chicago's Patrick Kane said of Backes. "He's had a pretty good career so far. I had a chance to room with him at the Olympics last time (in 2010), so I got to know him pretty well. He's a physical guy, a guy I kind of stay away from on the ice. He's very strong. He's just a man. Congratulations to him."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Magnus Paajarvi will make his Blues' debut tonight, replacing Max Lapierre. Lapierre, who is with the team in Chicago, will travel to New York for his hearing Friday.

• Chicago opens the season with eight of its first 10 games against the Eastern Conference. The Blackhawks' only two games against the West in that stretch are against the Blues.

• Chicago captain Jonathan Toews said Wednesday that the Blackhawks will be ready for any "rough stuff" with the Blues tonight. In response, Ken Hitchcock said today, "We'll try not to hit Jonathan."

Lapierre apologizes to Boyle, awaits hearing
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Sharks on Lapierre's hit: 'Idiots are idiots'

San Jose defenseman Dan Boyle will remain in St. Louis overnight for observations after leaving the ice on a stretcher in the first period of … Read more

Blues forward Maxim Lapierre won't be available when the team plays in Chicago on Thursday and Winnipeg on Friday.

Instead, Lapierre will fly to New York to meet with the NHL's disciplinary police and determine how many games of suspension and dollars of fine he will get for his hit on San Jose's Dan Boyle on Tuesday night at Scottrade Center.

Boyle was hoizontal and motionless on the ice after his head slammed against the boards in the first period. He had to be carried off on a stretcher. He was able to move his extremities and converse before spending the night in an area hospital for observation. He was released on Wednesday morning.

Lapierre is guaranteed to get more than five games of suspension; otherwise, his situation would be handled by phone. Regardless, he did a full mea culpa on Wednesday morning after a Blues practice at St. Louis Mills.

“First of all, I would like to apologize to Dan,” said Lapierre, 28. “You never want to see someone feel that way and, as tough as it is to look at for the fans and his teammates, I feel the same way.”

Lapierre has a reputation as a pest and agitator. He is not a first-time offender where league discipline is concerned, or where the Sharks are concerned.

In 2010, Lapierre was suspended four games for a hit on San Jose's Scott Nichol – who more recently played for the Blues. In addition to the suspension, Lapierre was fined $14,000 in pay, which went to the NHL Players Association's emergency fund.

Several Sharks responded angrily after Tuesday's game, referring to the 28-year old Lapierre as an “idiot.” Lapierre understood the reaction.

“It's tough to separate a guy that's yapping from a guy who tries to hurt people,” said Lapierre. “I know I'm the type of guy who talks a lot on the ice, but it's really not my intention to hurt anybody.”

Lapierre is 6 feet 2, 208 pounds and he caught Boyle (5-11, 190) against the boards in the corner.

“I never (thought) last night it was going to be a hit to the head or it would be that big a deal … I was just trying to finish my hit,” Lapierre said. “But the game goes fast. It's not an excuse. You have to be responsible for your hits and I was the one doing the bad hit last night.

“I was just trying to finish my hit. But like I said, it's no excuse. It's terrible. It's not fun to look at somebody on the ice and the only thing I want to focus on right now is that hopefully he gets better.”

Lapierre said he was not so much worried about the details of his suspension as he was the welfare of Boyle. He said he tried to call Boyle on his cell phone, but Boyle did not answer the call.

“Obviously, it's a tough day for him and his family and it's tough for him to answer a guy who just hit him,” Lapierre said. “But I'm going to try to call him back later in the year when it's a better point.

“I know what kind of player I am. I talk a lot on the ice and try to play my role. But my family and my friends know I'm not the kind of guy who tries to hurt people. Like I said, I feel terrible for him and his family.”

“I'm not expecting him to be happy with what happened, but hopefully I can get to talk to him before the end of the year.

Sharks on Lapierre's hit: 'Idiots are idiots'
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Maxim Lapierre

ST. LOUIS, MO - SEPTEMBER 12: Maxim Lapierre of the St. Louis Blues poses for his official headshot for the 2013-2014 season on September 12, 2013 at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis, Missouri. (Photo by Mark Buckner/NHLI via Getty Images) *** Local Caption *** Maxim Lapierre

Blues suffer first loss as Sharks get a spark

Sharks 6, Blues 2 •  San Jose surges after Boyle injury. Read more

Lapierre apologizes to Boyle, awaits hearing

Blues forward, dismissed by the Sharks as an 'idiot,' must meet with NHL's disciplinary police. Read more

Related Links

Blues game highlights

San Jose defenseman Dan Boyle will remain in St. Louis overnight for observations after leaving the ice on a stretcher in the first period of the Sharks' 6-2 win over the Blues.

Boyle went face-first into the glass after a hit by the Blues' Maxim Lapierre, who received a five-minute major for checking from behind, five minutes for fighting and a game-misconduct.

"Well, he left and he went to the hospital and from what I understand, he's doing OK," San Jose coach Todd McLellan said. "A very scary moment...needless. It doesn't have to happen in our game. It doesn't have to happen."

Boyle was unconscious after the hit, leading San Jose players and team trainers to wave for medical personnel, who brought a stretcher onto the ice.

"He wasn't (saying anything) and that's what was so scary," San Jose's Joe Thornton said. "I've never seen a guy be like that before. It just takes your breath away. He wasn't responding or anything. It was very, very scary."

Several San Jose players were critical of Lapierre.

"It's just disgusting to see that type of play in hockey," said Sharks center Logan Couture, "when a player that probably shouldn't even be in this league is taking out one of the best players in the world. (Lapierre) has got a history."

Added Joe Pavelski: "Idiots are idiots out there. Dan is a world-class defenseman...(Lapierre saw) straight numbers (in front of him). There's guys in the league that will target that ... it doesn't matter, they'll just go. It (stinks). Guys responded appropriately."

San Jose's Matt Pelech tried to track down Lapierre, and eventually got near him at center ice. But by that time, a melee had ensued and Pelech fought Ryan Reaves. Pelech and Reaves each received game misconducts.

"After the first shift, (Lapierre) is yelling at us from their bench ... that he's coming after us," Couture said. "Then he does that. I don't even know. It's pretty gutless. And he turtles. Be a man if you make a hit like that. Fight someone. Don't turtle ... (Lapierre) ran right behind the linesman. Nothing else to say about it."

The final say will belong to the NHL, which should announce Wednesday whether Lapierre will face a suspension.

"I am not judge and jury now ... I'm just a coach," McLellan said. "(NHL vice president of player safety Brendan Shanahan) will have his say with him. There's an avenue that the league takes care of it, and they'll go to work."

Lapierre was not available for comment after the game.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said: "I haven't really looked at it that closely on the video to be honest with you, so I don't want to comment on it until I looked at it a few times. I don't think that had anything to do with the outcome today. One team played hard and smart."

Hitchcock added: "It's tough because it's Dan Boyle and there's so much respect in this office because of history with Dan. We're hoping that he's OK...."

Players look forward to undefeated Blues-Sharks showdown
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From a fan's standpoint, the 4-0 Blues against the 5-0 San Jose Sharks as Scottrade Center tonight is tense, a showdown between two undefeated teams.

For the players, it's just plain fun, the kinds of games they enjoy the most.

“Yeah, it's a fun game for the sixth game of the year,” Sharks center Joe Thornton said, after Tuesday morning's skate at Scottrade. “We enjoy them. You get up for these types of games. It's going to be a tight-checking game, not too many goals scored, not too many scoring chances.

“When you get them, you have to bare down … But yeah, it's a fun game to be a part of.”

The Blues, Sharks and Avalanche (5-0) are the only undefeated teams remaining in the infant NHL season. Statistically, St. Louis and San Jose are close in every department and atop the league standings in each category. Personality-wise, they are almost carbon copies.

“Both teams try not to give each other too much room,” Thornton added. “Both teams are very, very deep and obviously playing well at this early stage of the year.”

In the middle of it, the two teams also have developed a good rivalry, fed in part by Thornton's controversial hit on David Perron back in November, 2010, fed more recently by the Blues' victory over the Sharks in the 2012 playoffs. The Blues are 6-1-0 against San Jose since 2011-12.

“They obviously beat us two years ago (in the playoffs) and they've been a good team for a couple of years now,” Thornton said. “So it's always been a good test for us to come in here and try to win two points.”

For their part, the Blues are trying to become a perennial top team, much like the Sharks.

“We're a team that's trying to establish ourselves as a team that is in the same category as them,” Blues captain David Backes said. “We want to be in the playoffs every year and we're looking to make that run towards the ultimate goal.

“So it will be 200 feet of teams and it should be a great battle tonight.”

Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester said: “These are the fun games for the players. These are the games you look forward to playing.”

HALAK IN GOAL

Jaroslav Halak will be back in the Blues' goal tonight. Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said alternate Brian Elliott will start one of the next two road games – Thursday at Chicago, Friday at Winnipeg - before the Blues makes a “team building” trip to Charleston, S.C. The Blues will have a week off before playing host to Vancouver on Oct. 25.

Hitchcock also plans to get forwards Adam Cracknell and Magnus Paajarvi and defenseman Ian Cole into the action on the two-game trip.

“We're winning, we're playing well, we've got some continuity we want to keep going with, but here in the next couple or three games, all of those guys are going to end up playing,” Hitchcock said.

BUILDING ON CHANGES

Hitchcock said, like his team, San Jose has built off changes they made late last season. For the Blues, the changes were adding defensemen Bouwmeester and Jordan Leopold. For the Sharks, the significant moves were trading Ryan Clowe and Douglas Murray, while moving defenseman Brent Burns to forward and adding feisty Raffi Torres.

“I think they're the same as us, this is just a buildup from the end of last year,” Hitchcock said.

“They made a significant change in personnel with 15-20 games left. They changed their team, changed their style, changed the way they play their players, had real success and they're just building on that.

“You could see it, when they added what they added. You could see it in exhibition (games), you can see it in every game here. They play fast and furious. They use funneling as a forechecking mechanism, same as they did before. But now they retrieve all those pucks.

“It's a buildup of what you saw from the middle of March-on last year.”

HOME COOKING

Going back to April 16, the Blues have not trailed on home ice for 559 minutes and 10 seconds consecutively. During that time, they have either had the lead or been tied.

BLUES LINEUP

Forwards:

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Vladimir Sobotka-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen:

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie:

Jaroslav Halak

SHARKS LINEUP

Forwards:

Tomas Hertl-Joe Thornton-Brent Burns

Tyler Kennedy-Logan Couture-Patrick Marleau

Matt Nieto-Joe Pavelski-Tommy Wingels

James Sheppard-Andrew Desjardins-Matt Pelech

Defensemen:

Matt Irwin-Dan Boyle

Marc-Edouard Vlasic-Justin Braun

Scott Hannan-Jason Demers

Goalie:

Antti Niemi

Newcomer Roy gives Blues just what they ordered
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St. Louis Blues vs. Dallas Stars

St. Louis Blues Alex Pietrangelo (27) Jordan Leopold (33) Vladimir Sobotka and Derek Roy celebrate after a goal in the second period to tie the game against the Dallas Stars in a pre-season game on Saturday, Sept. 21, 2013 at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Huy Mach, hmach@post-dispatch.com

Be honest. You were among those Blues fans who were skeptical when the team lost out on free agent center Vincent Lecavalier. You thought perhaps the signing of free agent center Derek Roy in July was a rebound, a case of the team “settling” for a consolation prize.

But four games into a young season, Roy has two goals and three assists. As far as coach Ken Hitchcock is concerned – to borrow from the memorable words of former NFL coach Dennis Green - he is who the Blues thought he was.

“Roy's played well," Hitchcock said. "He's exactly as advertised. He's a dynamic offensive player learning to get that 200-foot game going and he's getting better and better at it every day."

The sample size is small, and not without room for improvement. Roy is a minus-1 going into Tuesday night's showdown with undefeated San Jose at Scottrade Center. Roy's linemates - Chris Stewart and Brenden Morrow - also are on the minus side of the ambiguous plus-minus ledger. But the good start offensively has allowed Roy to feel at home in a new environment.

“It feels good to contribute, they brought me here to do so and to come out in the first four games and put up some numbers is good for personal confidence, good for the confidence of the team,” said Roy, 30, who signed a one-year, $4 million deal with the Blues.

Roy has scored as many as 32 goals in a season and he more than 20 four times while with Buffalo. He said the transition to a new team has been smooth.

“It's been pretty easy,” said Roy, who split time between Dallas and Vancouver last season. “The guys have made it real easy for me, It's a great group. It's been an easy transition and the style of play has allowed me to fit in just the way I would want to.”

Lineup changes?

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock indicated goaltender Brian Elliott, as well as defenseman Ian Cole and forwards Magnus Paajarvi and Adam Cracknell will get into the lineup sometime in the next three games.

The Blues host San Jose, then played their first road games at Chicago (Thursday) and Winnipeg (Friday) before using a week off for a “team building” trip to South Carolina.

Hitchcock wasn't specific about when each player might get in, but added:

"You've got to make them part of the team too. Are you trying to win a few games or are you trying to build a team?

"I think if you try and build a team, then you include everybody. I've always believed we're a team of 23, not 20 plus three. There's a big difference."

Short shifts

Blues were 2-1-0 vs. San Jose last season. They have won consecutive games against the Sharks and six of the last seven overall … Vladimir Sobotka had the Blues’ only hat trick and the first of his career last season. It came Mar. 9 at San Jose … Alexander Steen's four game goal-scoring streak ties his career best … Steen joins Pittsburgh’s Sidney Crosby, San Jose’s Tomas Hertl and Toronto’s Joffrey Lupul as the only players with at least eight points this season

Pietrangelo is putting up points for Blues

Print  

October 12, 2013 12:29 pm  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135

Loading…

Jaroslav Halak, Scottie Upshall, Alex Pietrangelo

St. Louis Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak (41), of Slovakia, blocks a shot by Florida Panthers' Scottie Upshall, left, as Blues' Alex Pietrangelo (27) defends during the third period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)

In training camp, the Blues and Alex Pietrangelo erased concerns about the future of the defenseman with a seven-year, $45 million contract extension.

Now, Pietrangelo is erasing any concerns that arose after a sub-par 2012-13 season.

In the Blues' 3-0 start, Pietrangelo has five assists and he's a plus-3 while averaging 24 minutes, 29 seconds of ice time. He has posted two assists in two of the games and one in the other.

The Blues host the New York Rangers at 7 tonight at Scottrade Center, and whether it happen tonight or soon, Pietrangelo with three more assists will reach 100 for his career.

"We're creating a lot of offense from our defense," said Pietrangelo, who assisted on Alex Steen's game-winning goal in Wednesday's 3-2 victory over Chicago. "That goal was no different. It's a turnover in our end by them and we go down and score on them.

"It's been a group effort and everybody is contributing. I'm just trying to shoot the puck as much as I can. Get the puck in the forwards' hands. They have the opportunity to create plays. Trying not to force it too much, but when the opportunity is there, jump in."

The addition of Jay Bouwmeester, of course, has helped Pietrangelo. But Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said Saturday that Pietrangelo's ability to skate out of the zone quicker has improved his performance.

"His first three steps with the puck," Hitchcock said. "He pulls away on exits now, whereas before he used to stick-handle and then make the decision. He removes himself from space faster ... he gets himself away from confrontation in the (defensive) zone and he creates space faster than anybody in the National Hockey League."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Vladimir Sobotka-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

RANGERS' PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan

Benoit Pouliot-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast

Taylor Pyatt-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello

Derick Dorsett-Dominic Moore-Arron Asham

Defensemen

Marc Staal-Dan Girardi

Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman

John Moore-Michael Del Zotto

Goalie

Martin Biron

***

TEMPO IS KEY

Blues center Patrik Berglund is quietly putting together a strong start to the season. He has one point in all three games, too, with one goal and two assists.

Many might point out the addition of Derek Roy as being the obvious benefit for Berglund this season. Roy's presence takes away some of the offensive pressure on Berglund, and also might lead to Berglund getting better matchups on the third line.

But Hitchcock said that's not it.

"He's playing better because he's got more tempo in his game," Hitchcock said. "It's not about who he plays against. He usually plays against top players all the time, but he's got way more tempo in his game."

Berglund agreed.

"Tempo is what you do with the puck and how you read the play," he said. "If you read the plays right, you're in the right spot and it just looks like you're playing with higher tempo. I don't want to play the game slow. I'm not this great disher, play-maker type of guys that finds guys. I still think I'm more of a power forward that likes to get myself to the net and the puck to the net.   

"I think I've developed a way to have more poise with the puck and protect it. I've been coming back to the way I played my third year a little more. I think I've started off the right where and there's still more that I can build on, which is a great feeling."

In his third season, Berglund netted a career-high 22 goals and 52 points in 81 games. 

***

4-0 START

The Blues could become the first team in franchise history to open the year 4-0 with a win tonight over the Rangers.

"I think I read that somewhere yesterday, but we can't start thinking about the history and setting records," captain David Backes said. "It's been a good start for us, no question, but if we take our eyes off the prize, and that's 60 minutes against the Rangers tonight, that record could still be there tomorrow.

"We'll let you guys write all the fuzzy, warm stories, but we've got to keep our eyes on one game at a time ... 3-0 is great, but that means there's 79 more left. One at a time."

***

ODDS & ENDS 

• The Blues have won nine consecutive games at Scottrade Center dating back to last season. They have outscored opponents 28-10 in that span.

• With a victory tonight, Ken Hitchcock would have his 76th victory behind the Blues' bench and surpass Mike Keenan for 7th on the all-time win list. The top six are Joel Quenneville (307), Brian Sutter (153), Andy Murray (118), Scott Bowman (110), Jacques Demers (106) and Red Berenson (100).

• David Backes has two goals this season and they've come on only four shots. He's had just one shot in each of the last two games.

Blues focus on the good in the New York Rangers
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Jaroslav Halak, Scottie Upshall, Alex Pietrangelo

Jaroslav Halak, Scottie Upshall, Alex Pietrangelo

St. Louis Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak (41), of Slovakia, blocks a shot by Florida Panthers' Scottie Upshall, left, as Blues' Alex Pietrangelo (27) defends during the third period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce)

Enlarge Photo

The New York Rangers visit Scottrade Center Saturday night and the visitors are coming to town a battered and bruised team.

New York has dropped its last two games to the San Jose Sharks and Anaheim Ducks, who combined to outscore the Rangers 15-2.

The Sharks knocked New York around 9-2 on Tuesday and the Ducks blanked the Rangers 6-0 on Thursday night.

In preparation for Saturday’s game, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock has tossed out New York’s last two games and concentrated on the Rangers’ 3-1 win over Los Angeles in their second game of the season.

“When we talk about New York, we watched them beat LA,” Hitchcock said. “To me, you’ve got an Eastern team learning what it’s like to play out West – not fun. That would be an awful late game back-to-back against San Jose (the day after beating LA). And then when you get blown out, it takes you a couple of days to recover, at least.”

In Hitchcock’s mind, the Rangers had no chance to be ready to face Anaheim two days later, and it showed in their shutout.

“So to me, we’re 100 percent focused on the LA game, which was a great hockey game,” he said. “We saw how good they were, we saw how good they played, we saw how in sync they were, and that’s what we’re running our read on.

“I don’t look at those other games. To me, those are both write-off games. One is a write-off game because of travel and the other is a write-off game because of mental recovery from a blowout.”

***

POST-PRACTICE CHATS

Perhaps since the advent of practices, teams have wrapped up by gathering around the coach for a few minutes before breaking for the locker room. So it’s nothing new, but it’s much more of a staple this season with Hitchcock and the Blues than it’s been in the past.

So what is said during those chats?

“It’s always what we’ve worked on, a recap of what we have to focus on to be better the next day, a quick little scouting report about the other team … what they’re mentality might be coming into the game,” Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. “It’s just little tidbits. We did this drill because of this … or they’re a good team because they went into LA and took it to them. It’s just little things that you know, but when you hear that out-loud, it’s just a little reminder of what you need to focus on.”

***

SET PLAYS

The Blues spent part of Friday’s practice working on “set,” or specifically designed offensive plays. The focus Friday was 2-on-1 near the net.

In the past, even under Hitchcock, Blues’ practices have been scripted with various drills that prepare players for game-like situations. But never before has there been so much attention devoted to set plays.

“It’s more breaking down skills,” Hitchcock said. “We’re doing a lot of small-ice skills games, a lot. Every time we have a practice, we try to put a little small-ice game in. So we get game-like situations without the big battles going on.”

Blues center Derek Roy said having the designed plays in the back of the players’ mind is key, especially late in games.

“Every team runs plays and if it’s going to score a goal or cause an offensive chance, then those little plays are integrated are huge, especially if you’re tired or not thinking,” Roy said. “Teams work a lot on plays off the face-off, trying to catch the other team (off-guard). Like I said, if it causing a scoring chance, it’s always good to have those set plays.”

***

ODDS AND ENDS

• Blues forward Chris Stewart took a puck off the face today in practice, off a deflection by Roman Polak, but he was OK and stayed on the ice.

• Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo has five assists in three games, including one in each game, this season.

• The Blues have a chance to start the season 4-0 for the first time in franchise history. With Wednesday’s win over Chicago, they improved to 3-0 for only the third time in history.

Blues' victory over Blackhawks is a confidence booster
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Blues coach Ken Hitchcock made the observation after Wednesday's thrilling 3-2 win over Chicago that his players weren't celebrating like they had accomplished something profound.

"The players are looking forward to the day off (Thursday) and then moving on, getting ready for New York," Hitchcock said in today's story.

The Blues are off today and will be back on the practice ice Friday at the Mills Mall. They host the Rangers Saturday at Scottrade Center.

While the Blues (3-0) weren't celebrating late Wednesday night, they admitted that their victory over the Blackhawks, which came courtesy of Alexander Steen's goal with 21 seconds left in regulation, is a confidence booster.

"It's a big win, that's for sure," Steen said. "It's a rival team, a team that ... I don't think these two teams care for each other very much ... so these are always nice wins. But it's Game 3 and there's a long ways to go. We put a goal where we want to come out of the gates hard, continue to grow as a team and get better and better as the year goes. Like I said, this is a big win, we'll enjoy it, but it's Game 3."

The Blues were a bit slow out of the gate in the first period Wednesday, but picked up the pace as the game went along.

"They're a team that plays at a fast pace and I think they may have caught us by surprise a little bit," Blues captain David Backes said. "We hadn't faced quite a challenge like that yet this year and we responded pretty well after we were on our heels for a bit, and that's a good sign."

Hitchcock re-watched the game Thursday morning and was pleased, but said both coaches — he and Blackhawks boss Joel Quenneville — will want to eliminate the high number of odd-man rushes against.

"For a 3-2 game, there were a lot of scoring chances on both sides," Hitchcock said. "When you've got a game that's got that level of intensity early in the year, a lot of the reaction defensively wasn't up to the reaction offensively. It seemed like there was a lot of breakdowns on both sides. 

"The key players for both teams were significant as the game went on. Chicago tried to send a message early by the way they played. And then I thought we got more and more in tune with the level of play as it went along. I just thought it was fitting that what won the game was an odd-man rush." 

***

HALAK UP TO CHALLENGE

Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak faced several of those odd-man rushes Wednesday and came out shining on each. Chicago's only two goals in the game came via the power play, scored by Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

Halak is now 3-0 with a 1.33 goals-against average and a .948 save-percentage.

"Everybody knows how hard he worked in the summer and it's showing on the ice," Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo said. "He's been outstanding the first couple of games."

Halak, who finished with 26 saves Wednesday against the Blackhawks, is turning in timely saves for the Blues, such as the second-period stop on Patrick Sharp.

"I'm just trying to stop the puck and have fun out there and help the guys," Halak said. "Even though it felt like we had the lead only for a short period of time, guys didn't give up. It was just a great job by them."

***

LINE JUGGLING

Toward the end of the second period Wednesday, Hitchcock swapped Brenden Morrow and Vladimir Sobotka in the lineup. Sobotka was promoted to the No. 2 line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart and Morrow dropped down the fourth line with Maxim Lapierre and Ryan Reaves.

This may be a move Hitchcock makes often as Sobotka continues to show he can play an offensive role.

"I moved (Sobotka) onto Roy's line because ... he had more speed on that line," Hitchcock said. "I wanted to have more speed there. They both did a good job. Brenden did a good job, whether he was with (Lapierre) or whether he was with Roy. And then obviously (Sobotka) is a guy that we use everywhere and anywhere."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues had 34 shots on goal last night. Every player in the lineup registered one, except Ryan Reaves. The leaders were Jaden Schwartz and Derek Roy with four apiece.

• Vladimir Tarasenko has two goals in two games and both were different. His goal in Saturday's game against Florida came while out-muscling a Panthers player in front of the net and burying the puck. On Wednesday, he whistled a shot past Corey Crawford from distance. Asked if he felt he got off a good shot against Crawford, Tarasenko replied: "When you score, it doesn't matter if it was a good shot or a bad shot. When you get on the scoreboard, it doesn't matter how." As Tarasenko was talking to a reporter, Chris Stewart walked by and said: "Put a shirt on...geesh...score a goal and now you don't have to put a shirt on to do interviews?"

• Hitchcock explained Thursday why officials blew the play dead in the second period when the Blues were on the power play and Chicago's Niklas Hjalmarsson went down after blocking a shot. "They blew the whistle because it was either blow the whistle or give us a penalty," Hitchcock said. "Because we flipped the guy's stick out of his hands. He said he could have just as easily given us a penalty, so in fairness he blew the whistle." Moments later, Backes scored a power-play goal, deflecting a point shot by Pietrangelo, for a 2-1 lead.

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

Blues don't mind Cardinal Red, just not Chicago Red
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April 1, 2011 -- Blues right wing Chris Stewart during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Calgary Flames at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis, Mo. Chris Lee clee@post-dispatch.com
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Blues win 'playoff game' on Steen's late goal

Blues 3, Blackhawks 2 • Forward’s goal with 21 seconds left breaks 2-2 tie in game that has a postseason feel to it. Read more

The Blues don't have the option of backing up their game Wednesday night to avoid being head-to-head with the Cardinals.

In the club's season opener, club officials opted to push the puck-drop back 30 minutes so that fans of both teams could have time to finish watching the Cardinals' 4 p.m. game and tune into the Blues at 7:30.

But tonight, the Blues' much-anticipated matchup with the Chicago Blackhawks will start at 7 p.m., followed a few minutes later by the decisive Game 5 of the NLDS between the Cardinals and Pirates. 

"It's tough," Blues forward Chris Stewart said. "It's that time of the year for them... they're in their playoffs and it's totally understandable. It's crunch-time for them. So if you're going to be a fan, we're not going to take it personal to go to the Cardinal game. We know they support us. I'm sure it'll still be a packed house tonight."

Interestingly, the Blues-Blackhawks tilt is not sold out, and if that holds true, the team will not have had a true sellout for any of its three home games.

A capacity crowd for Scottrade Center is 19,150. In the home opener, a Thursday night game against Nashville, the announced attendance was 18,871. In the second game, Saturday night versus Florida, the attendance was 16,264.

To what should the lack of sellouts be attributed?

• The Cardinals being in the playoffs

• October is historically a slow month at the gate for the Blues.

• Fans want the Blues to prove themselves for a long period before they'll buy tickets.

It could be any one of those answers, but another possible answer is the Blues' decision to require fans to purchase tickets to multiple games if they wanted to attend these four games — the season opener, two games against the Blackhawks and one game against Detroit.

The policy has been dubbed "Keep the Red Out" because the Blues, like the Nashville Predators, instituted the multi-game package for select games to prevent Chicago and Detroit fans from filling up Scottrade Center.

“Basically, we see too many red jerseys,” Blues president of business operations Bruce Affleck said in August when the policy was announced. “We’d like our fans to have an opportunity to buy them before the people in Chicago and Detroit, so that’s what we’re doing. It’s no secret.”

Brandon Bollig,who grew up in St. Charles and plays for Chicago, said the policy speaks volumes for the Blackhawks.

"It’s almost flattering to our fans," Bollig told Chicago reporters. "It’s kind of funny that would happen. It’s no secret we have a big fan base that follows us everywhere and they’re pretty crazy."

Tonight's game has not been sold out, however, and therefore the Blues put the remaining tickets on sale recently.

Would Blues fans' have bought a single-game ticket for tonight if they could have purchased them ahead of time? Did the Cardinals advancing to Game 5 of the NLDS make fans' decision easier not to buy Blues' tickets at the last minute? Or did the policy work, evidenced by the fact that Chicago fans apparently have not bought up the remaining tickets because it was too late to make plans?

Either way, the Blues will be welcoming Cardinal Red tonight and hoping not to see Chicago Red.

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Vladimir Sobotka-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

CHICAGO'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forward

Brian Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Jimmy Hayes

Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Joakim Nordstrom

Defensemen

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

Niklas Hjalmarsson-Johnny Oduya

Nick Leddy-Sheldon Brookbank

Goalie

Corey Crawford

***

NO BOUW?

Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester did not skate this morning, but don't fret, his "Ironman streak" is not in jeopardy.

Bouwmeester has played in 637 consecutive games — the longest current streak in major pro sports — and he will be in the lineup tonight when the Blues face the Blackhawks.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said that Bouwmeester simply had the morning off. 

***

BACKES ON RIGHT WING

Many fans have hoped in the past for Blues captain David Backes to play right wing instead of center. Hitchcock said Backes wouldn't become strictly a right winger this season, but on face-offs on the left dot, Backes would play the right side, with Alexander Steen taking the draws and T.J. Oshie on the left wing.

Hitchcock said today that in 5-on-5 play this season, Backes has played 50 percent of the time at center at 50 percent at right wing.

***

TRIVIA TIME

The Blues have won eight consecutive games at Scottrade Center, dating back to the 2012-13 season. 

Which Blues player in that span of eight games has led the club in scoring? The number of goals is four.

The answer: Ryan Reaves, who has netted four of his 10 career goals in those eight home games.

"If I'm going to be the leading goal scorer, then the boys are going to have to step up their game, I guess," Reaves joked. 

***

NO SHOT

In the Blackhawks' last outing, they held the Tampa Bay Lightning without a single shot on goal in the first period.

The Lightning finished with 16 shots and did win the game — 3-2 in a shootout — but they were blanked in the opening 20 minutes against the 'Hawks.

"That's pretty rare," Blues forward Jaden Schwartz said. "You don't see that a lot."

In their two games, the Blues put 12 shots on goal in the first period against Nashville and six on the board in the opening frame against Florida.

It would behoove the Blues not to fall into the same trap as Tampa Bay tonight.

"We're at home, and that's everyone's goal to get off to a good start," Schwartz said. "But when you get momentum going your way, and get everyone in the game, it's just a better feeling all around. Those first few shifts, we definitely want to get some momentum."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• The Blues' penalty-killing unit ranks No. 1 in the NHL going into tonight's game, erasing each of their opponents' 11 power plays thus far. In those 11 chances, the Blues have allowed a total of five shots on goal.

• Blues forward T.J. Oshie has five goals and 17 points in his last 18 games against Chicago. 

• The "Gordie Howe hat-trick" posted by the Blues' Jaden Schwartz against Florida — a goal, two assists and a fight — was the club's first since Kelly Chase had one in 1998.

• Chris Porter has played two games with the Chicago Wolves since being assigned to the American Hockey League. He has no points on four shots on goal in the two games.

Blues-Blackhawks get set to renew rivalry Wednesday
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Chicago forward Bryan Bickell (29) tracks the puck in midair as he competes against Blues defenseman Jordan Leopold in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Chicago Blackhawks on Saturday, April 27, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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St. Louis Blues Faceoff NHL Team Jersey Pullover Hoodie

Perhaps you've seen the TV commercial this week promoting the Blues-Blackhawks game Wednesday at Scottrade Center. 

Blues captain David Backes and Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews start at their own nets and skate to center ice, where they stop and engage in a stare down. 

It does a good job of setting the stage for "Wednesday Night Rivalry" on NBC Sports Network, which will carry the 7 o'clock game.

Well, as you might have surmised, Backes and Toews weren't really on the ice together, filming the commercial. The footage was shot separately several weeks ago, while the two players were in New York.

"That's the magic of video," Backes said. "But they did a pretty good job on it if you ask me. I think they dialed it right in."

So it's one thing for a Blues' fan to be watching TV when the commercial spot comes on. But what's it like to be David Backes, vacuuming the carpet or folding laundry, and you suddenly see yourself on the tube?

"I don't typically watch those channels where that's going to come on at night...I try to relax, clear my mind, get away from it," Backes said. "But I have seen glimpses of it."

Also priming fans for the Wednesday's game, NBCSN will air a show tonight called "NHL Rivals," which will focus on the rivalry between the two teams playing that week's game. Tune in tonight at 9:30 p.m. CDT and catch the history of the dual between the Blues and 'Hawks, with interviews from Brett Hull, Darren Pang and former Post-Dispatch beatwriter Dave Luecking among others.

***

FRIENDS OR FOES?

In the old days, players on opposing teams didn't socialize much off the ice, but today's game is different. 

It is nothing to see, for example, Blues players such as David Backes and Kevin Shattenkirk speaking with Blackhawks' star Patrick Kane 20 minutes after a game outside one of the teams' locker rooms.

Backes was Olympic teammates with Kane for Team USA in 2010 and Backes and Shattenkirk are both projected to be on the American roster again with Kane in the 2014 Winter Games in Sochi, Russia. All three spoke at the recent orientation camp in Virginia. 

"I've known (Kane) since high school... he went to the (U.S.) national team and was a year ahead of me," Shattenkirk said. "We know each other a little bit. It is what it is, it's a lot like your friends on other teams in the league. You're friends when you see them, but obviously on the ice, it's a competition. I know he's going to try to make me look silly, so I'll try to do it right back at him if I can."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock is considered "old-school" but he doesn't mind the off-ice fraternizing between opposing players.

“When I first saw it, I used to get upset about it," Hitchcock said. "But it doesn’t bother you anymore. We do the same thing as coaches. We’re not catching up on the how team is playing. We’re more on the personal side of things.”

***

LAPIERRE IS ALREADY AWARE

No one has to tell new Blues' pest Maxim Lapierre to get worked up when playing the Blackhawks.

Lapierre spent the last two seasons in Vancouver, where the rivalry with Chicago, from an intensity standpoint, might even be greater than the Blues-Blackhawks rivalry right now because the Canucks and Hawks have had bitter meetings in the postseason recently. 

"I think it's perfect for tomorrow's matchup," Lapierre said. "We always liked the games against Chicago in Vancouver, and I feel like it's going to be the same here. It's going to be pretty intense and it's going to be a playoff type of game."

Blues will roll with Halak in net
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Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak stops a shot by Nashville's David Legwand in the first period of the Blues' home opener against the Predators at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Enlarge Photo

The plan entering the 2013-14 season was to give goaltender Jaroslav Halak the bulk of the starts in net. With as light as the schedule is early, the Blues will roll with Halak for the foreseeable future.

Halak will backstop the Blues again tonight when the club faces the Florida Panthers at Scottrade Center at 7 p.m.

It's possible that backup Brian Elliott may not see a start until the Blues play back-to-back games in the middle of the month. After tonight's game, the club will have three days off before hosting Chicago Wednesday and two days off between games against the New York Rangers Oct. 12 and San Jose Oct. 15.

"There's such a big break between games," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We'll go with Jaro tonight and then see how it goes...with all these breaks between games there's no reason one guy can't play to start the season. You're looking probably on back-to-backs and three (games) in four nights we're going to certainly make the move then. Brian's last two days have been the best we've ever seen from him this year, so he looks like he's ready to go."

Halak, who made 28 saves in Thursday's 4-2 win over Nashville, is 7-1 in his career against Florida with a 1.86 goals-against average and a .940 save-percentage.

"Jaro had a strong outing," Hitchcock said. "We're kind of just focused on one day at a time and seeing how Jaro feels. He played very well in Game 1 and we just want to keep going with it."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Vladimir Sobotka-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

FLORIDA'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forward

Tomas Fleischmann-Marcel Goc-Kris Versteeg

Jonathan Huberdeau-Aleksander Barkov-Brad Boyes

Jesse Winchester-Scott Gomez-Tomas Kopecky

Scottie Upshall-Shawn Matthias-Krys Barch

Defensemen

Tom Gilbert-Brian Campbell

Dmitry Kulikov-Mike Weaver

Ryan Whitney-Erik Gudbranson

Goalie

Tim Thomas

***

STEEN RETURNS

Alexander Steen was back at practice today and will be in the lineup tonight. 

Steen was high-sticked by Nashville's Victor Bartley in Thursday's opener. He missed Friday's practice while visiting the dentist, where he had two new teeth inserted on the bottom row.

"It's nothing," said Steen, who wanted to talk more about his white Chuck Taylor converse shoes than his new white teeth.

*** 

MORROW'S ICE TIME

Brenden Morrow had a whirlwind day Thursday, flying back to St. Louis from Detroit, where he resolved his visa issues.

For that reason, Hitchcock monitored Morrow's ice time, which wound up at 11 minutes, 32 seconds. With a day of rest, Morrow can expect to see increased playing time tonight against Florida.

"We watched that closely, managed it," Hitchcock said. "Some days, that's what it's going to be. It's going to be 11 (minutes), it's going to be 15...some days when we're chasing games it's going to be 17. Depends how he looks too."

Hitchcock said that Morrow, who didn't sign with the Blues until a couple of weeks into camp, is quickly catching up to speed.

"He's probably 75-80 percent where he's going to be at, but getting better everyday," Hitchcock said. "Hands are catching up to the feet now."

***

EQUIPMENT INVENTORY

In last week's chat, a reader asked me a question about how much equipment players go through during the course of an 82-game regular season.

I didn't have a solid answer at the time, but I checked into it and here's what I found out:

The average skater goes through ...

• 4-5 pairs of gloves

• 2-4 pairs of skates

• 60-80 sticks

• 2 pairs of pants

The average goalie goes through...

• 3 sets of gloves

• 3 sets of pads

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Tonight's game is the Blues' first against an Eastern Conference team in the regular season since March 17, 2012. Click here for my story this morning on facing the East again. 

• The Florida Panthers will be in St. Louis for a total of four days. Some attended the Cardinals' playoff game Friday and there are plans to take in the Rams' game Sunday.

• Florida rookie Aleksander Barkov, who was the No. 2 overall pick in the NHL draft last June, made history with his goal Thursday against Dallas. He is the eighth-youngest player in NHL history to score his first NHL goal, according to Elias, and he became the youngest player (18 years, 31 days) to score in the league in 70 years.

• Blues captain David Backes has five goals in six career games against Florida.

Tom Musick: Hawks prospect adjusts to life in AHL
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Blackhawks center Drew LeBlanc left battles for the puck with the Washington Capitals' Michael Latta during a preseason game Sept. 20 in Washington. LeBlanc is playing with the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL.

By TOM MUSICK – tmusick @shawmedia.com

ROCKFORD – Drew LeBlanc kept his stick on the ice and his eyes on the puck.

In a flash, Rockford IceHogs defenseman Adam Clendening snapped a pass from the blue line toward LeBlanc, who stood to the left of the net. LeBlanc caught the pass and quickly slid the puck across the goal crease to teammate Brad Winchester, who punched in an easy goal.

In a perfect world, LeBlanc would have worn a Blackhawks sweater and prompted a dance party for 20,000 strong in attendance. Instead, LeBlanc's heads-up assist took place in front of a set of empty bleachers at a recent IceHogs practice and prompted no dancing, only another drill.

Welcome to life in the American Hockey League.

It's a million miles from last season, when LeBlanc won the Hobey Bakey Award as college hockey's best player and signed a contract with the Hawks. The view from here is much different than in April, when the former St. Cloud State center made his NHL debut with Patrick Sharp on his left wing and Patrick Kane on his right wing.

"That feels like a long time ago," LeBlanc said. "We've strapped on the skates a lot of times since then. Obviously, the goal is to make it back there. I'm trying to do the best I can to improve down here."

Yet the adjustment from college to the pros has proved to be difficult.

LeBlanc, 24, has tallied seven goals and 10 assists in 51 games with the IceHogs. He ranks 10th on the team in scoring and has a minus-2 rating with about two months to go in the regular season.

Meanwhile, the Hawks have turned to other young players such as Ben Smith, Brandon Pirri and recent trade acquisition Peter Reign for depth at forward.

IceHogs coach Ted Dent said LeBlanc's attention to detail could help to set him apart.

"He's definitely committed to his profession," Dent said. "He works extremely hard. It's been an adjustment, for sure. I think he'd be the first to admit that to anybody.

"But he's not afraid of the challenge, and he's getting better every day as the season goes on. All first-year players, they progress at different time frames. Drew's on the right path."

It's a path that started in LeBlanc's hometown of Duluth, Minn., and continued 150 miles south to St. Cloud, where he led the Huskies to their first Frozen Four appearance in school history. Several teams pursued LeBlanc as a free agent, but he signed with the Hawks because of their proven track record of developing NHL talent.

The Rockford-to-Chicago blueprint has included more than a dozen players in the past few seasons, including Brandon Saad, Andrew Shaw, Marcus Kruger, Nick Leddy, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Bryan Bickell and Corey Crawford.

An added bonus: playing in the same organization as Jonathan Toews.

"He's like the model of what a centerman should do and be," LeBlanc said. "So you watch him, try to put yourself in his shoes, and try to think like he's thinking."

LeBlanc, who majored in math education, is thoughtful and measured with his answers. Teammates admire how he is one of the last players to leave the ice after practice.

"He's a great guy," fellow center Joakim Nordstrom said. "He's pretty quiet, but he's very smart, so every time he says something, everybody listens.

"He works really hard both on and off the ice. He spends a lot of hours in the gym and stays on the ice after practice to work on small details. He's certainly knows what it takes to have a good career."

But LeBlanc is not there yet, as he'd be the first to admit.

"Ideally, it would be almost to make it feel like college again – to play at that level with that confidence," LeBlanc said. "I think confidence is the biggest thing at this level."

• Northwest Herald sports columnist Tom Musick can be reached at tmusick@shawmedia.com and on Twitter @tcmusick.
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The IceHogs rallied for a 5-4 overtime win over Utica Sunday. 

ROCKFORD– In another wild contest to end the weekend, the Rockford IceHogs snagged their fourth straight win as they battled back to top the Utica Comets 5-4 in overtime at the BMO Harris Bank Center.

The comeback came after Rockford took an early 2-0 lead only to see it evaporate as Nicklas Jensen completed a second period natural hat trick. The last three tilts for Rockford has resulted in 19 goals scored, an average of 6.3 goals per game and all three wins. The IceHogs have won six of their last seven contests overall.

With just 2:41 remaining in regulation, the IceHogs were trailing 4-3 and received a late power play. Joakim Nordstrom fired the puck at the net where Brandon Pirri found it and sent the puck to Garret Ross who guided it past the pad of Joacim Eriksson for the wrap-around, game-tying goal that sent the contest to overtime.

Connecting for the second time on the night, Terry Broadhurst and his brother, Alex Broadhurst, took off on a 2-on-1 break in the extra session. The elder Broadhurst, Terry, found Alex on the right wing where he fired home the game-winner to complete the IceHogs comeback.

The IceHogs would break the scoring open in the first period as Pirri found his way into the right face-off circle and fired the puck past Eriksson on the short side at 5:33 for the game’s first goal.

The Broadhurst brothers combined to extend the Rockford lead to 2-0 at 2:56 of the second. Terry Broadhurst found Alex Broadhurst heading toward the net and Alex Broadhurst snuck past his defender to send a backhanded shot top shelf and past Eriksson.

Utica wouldn’t let the two-goal lead stand for long as Brandon DeFazio collected the puck behind the Rockford net and found Darren Archibald in the slot. Archibald flicked the puck past Jason LaBarbera for his 10th goal of the year. The tally came just 33 seconds after Alex Broadhurst’s goal and set the score at 2-1.

Taking sole-possession of the IceHogs team-lead in goals, Jeremy Morin fired a cannon blast from outside the right circle after Alex Broadhurst poked the puck to Brandon Mashinter from a face-off. Mashinter found the winger with no one between him and Eriksson. The marker was Morin’s fourth goal in less than 24 hours and made it a 3-1 contest.

The tilt would be brought back within one as the Comets took advantage of a bouncing puck. Jensen collected the puck and sent a wrister past LaBarbera for Utica’s second goal and a 3-2 score at 11:25 of the sandwich frame.

Tying the game at three, Jensen buried his second goal of the night as he got a piece of a Patrick Mullen blast from the blue line. The 4-on-4 marker with 6:31 left in the second period gave Jensen, Mullen and Henrik Tommernes two points each on the night.

Jensen wouldn’t sit at two goals for long as he completed the natural hat trick in 5:40 of ice time with 2:55 left in the second period. The Herning, Denmark native skated to the slot where former-IceHog Pascal Pelletier found him and he rifled his hat trick marker over the shoulder of LaBarbera to take a 4-3 lead.

LaBarbera earned the win making 29 saves while Eriksson was saddled with the OT loss after turning away 32 Rockford shots.
Hogs Ready For Second Half
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The IceHogs hope to pick up where they left off before the All-Star break. 

ROCKFORD-The IceHogs All-Star breaks ends Friday. The goal of getting into the NHL playoffs resumes with 25 big games to go in the regular season.

Few will be bigger than Friday’s when the Hogs host the Chicago Wolves, one of the elite teams in the Western Conference the Wolves.  

"We play as hard as we can for 25, and try as hard as we can to make the playoffs," says Ted Dent.

The Hogs will try to pick back up where they left off before the break. They won their last four games.

"We had a little meeting a couple weeks ago. Right now it’s playoff hockey for us. We’ve got to get every point we can when we can. That’s what we’ve been doing," says center Alex Broadhurst.

If the regular season ended now the IceHogs would be in the playoffs. They’re in the seventh slot in the Western Conference. They’re in a better position than they were in the last two seasons, when they made a later playoff push only to come up just short.

"The past couple years we’ve always had a great second half, and the fact that we are right in that mix right now already, and we’re hitting our stride it’s huge for us," says center Brandon Pirri.  "I think it’s only up from here."

What the Hogs have going for them now with the return of Pirri and the addition of center Pierre-Marc Bouchard is depth. They have four lines now that can generate offense. We saw it last week when the Hogs scored 19 goals in three games.

"The lines are all playing well. We’ve got some good chemistry going," says center Garret Ross. "The boys are moving the puck together real nice."

"I think with the addition of Bouchard we’ve got four lines that can sore that are very lethal," says Pirri.

After the IceHogs host the Wolves Friday, they'll travel to Iowa for back-to-back road games there Saturday and Sunday.
Pirri Snares All-Star MVP
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IceHogs forward Brandon Pirri shined brightest at the AHL All-Star game Wednesday. 

ST. JOHN'S, N.L. - In the first international contest in AHL All-Star history, the American Hockey League All-Star team posted a 7-2 victory over Färjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League in the 2014 AHL All-Star Game at a sold-out Mile One Centre on Wednesday night.

Forwards Brandon Pirri of the Rockford IceHogs and Mike Hoffman of the Binghamton Senators recorded three points each to lead the AHL side. Pirri, who won the American Hockey League’s scoring title in 2012-13, netted two goals and an assist and was named the Assante Wealth Management Most Valuable Player; Hoffman, who is second in the league in scoring so far in 2013-14, added a goal and two assists and was the AHL player of the game. 

Ryan Strome of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers scored twice, while Joe Whitney of the Albany Devils and Brian Gibbons of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins registered two assists each. Jake Allen of the Chicago Wolves (14 saves) and Dustin Tokarski of the Hamilton Bulldogs (20 saves) combined to stop 34 of 36 shots by Färjestad, the nine-time Swedish league champions who became the first SHL club ever to play in North America. 

Magnus Nygren and Rickard Wallin scored for Färjestad, which got 23 saves on the night from the goaltending duo of Frederik Pettersson-Wentzel and Pekka Tuokkola. Forward Christian Berglund was selected as Färjestad’s player of the game.
Pirri Skates In Skills Competition
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IceHogs center Brandon Pirri suited up in Newfoundland Tuesday. 

St. John's, NewFoundland-IceHogs center Brandon Pirri was busy Tuesday evening while the rest of his teammates were enjoying a break. Pirri suited up for the AHL All-Star Skills competition.

Pirri competed in the Breakaway relay, and in the fastest skater competition. Out of eight skaters in that event he finished with the sixth fastest time.

The AHL Stars edged a team from Sweden 18-17. The All-Star game will be played Wednesday evening. The IceHogs are off until Friday when they take on the Chicago Wolves.

Hogs Take A Break

Scott Leber  

 02/10/2014 11:04 PM 

 02/10/2014 11:20 PM 

      



The IceHogs are ready for a break from hockey, with one exception. 

ROCKFORD-We will have to wait until Friday to see if the IceHogs can extend their winning streak. The boys are on their All-Star Break until then. They hope the break won't break their momentum. The Hogs have won six of their last seven games including their last four in a row. And they've exploded for 19 goals in their last three games.

They will deal with the momentum issue Friday. For now the guys want to get away from hockey and recharge their batteries.

"A lot of guys during the break they're going to say off the ice," says center Alex Broadhurst. "It's a long season. You've got to get your rest. You don't get a lot of breaks during the season, so this is a huge break for us."

"I think I'm just going to kick back and relax for a few days," says forward Garret Ross. "You now we don't get too much of a break. Get a little time to hang out and recover a bit."

No break for Brandon Pirri. He's the IceHogs' lone All-Star. He'll suit up in New Foundland Tuesday evening for the AHL Skills Competition. Then Wednesday he'll play for the AHL stars against a team from Sweden.

Pirri says he wants to make a good impression both nights. "I'm sure there's going to be a feeling out process the first couple shifts to see how the flow of the game is going to be," says Pirri. "But at the same time you're always being watched by someone whether it's a scout from a different team, or whatever that may be. So you want to show well."

IceHogs Rout The Wild

Scott Leber  

 02/08/2014 10:59 PM 

 02/08/2014 11:04 PM 

      



The IceHogs erupted for eight goals Saturday night in a win over the Iowa Wild. 

Rockford, Ill.- Over the last two games, the Rockford IceHogs offense have produced 14 goals and on Saturday the IceHogs blew out the Iowa Wild 8-3 in front of a packed BMO Harris Bank Center of 5,310 fans. 

The IceHogs jumped out to an early lead in the first period, but the Iowa Wild fought back in the second only to be halted by Rockford’s late third period surge put the game out of reach as they topped the Wild 8-3. 

Jeremy Morin recorded his first professional hat trick with goals coming in the first period and two more in the last half of the third to help put a stop to Iowa’s ten game point streak coming into tonight’s match-up. With the goals, Morin also became the IceHogs all-time goal scoring leader with 70 career markers, surpassing Preston Mizzi (69).

With heavy pressure during the game’s opening minutes, the IceHogs jumped out to an early two goal lead with two quick strikes. After firing a series of shots on the Iowa net, Phillip Danault finally poked one through at 2:39 in the first period. Just 14 seconds later, Jeremy Morin tapped in a shot by Zach Miskovic to give the IceHogs an early two goal 2-0 lead cushion. 

The offense picked up in the second frame as both clubs combined for seven tallies, a season-high for the IceHogs and their opponent. 

Drew LeBlanc started the scoring barrage with his seventh goal of the season, extending the Hogs’ advantage to 3-0. 

The Wild jumped in on the scoring and responded with two goals of their own when Tyler Graovac snuck a pass through traffic to Brian Connelly, and the former Hogs’ d-man found the back of the net for the fourth time this season to make it a 3-1 game.

Then just 44 seconds later Marc Hagel knocked in his fifth goal of the season from a Kris Foucault pass to decrease Rockford’s lead to 3-2.

Danault wouldn’t let Iowa’s streak go unanswered as he regained the two-goal advantage for the IceHogs at 11:48 in the second when he notched his second goal of the night with a flick of the puck over the shoulder of Johan Gustafsson. 

Hagel wouldn’t be outdone however, as he matched Danault with his second of the night for Iowa to bring the score to 4-3 at 15:23. The power play tally was setup by Erik Haula and Connelly. 

Rockford wasn’t finished scoring in the second period as Terry Broadhurst received a pass from Mark McNeill and his brother, Alex Broadhurst, and lit the lamp to increase the Hogs lead. 

Then, Adam Clendening took a shot from the blue line that trickled through traffic and deflected off Brad Winchester and in to push the score to 7-3.   

The Hogs continued to pour it on in the second as Morin completed the hat trick with goals at the 4:26 mark and again at 9:08 in the final frame. The first of the third period came when Morin skated in on a breakaway and made a quick move before roofing it past John Curry, who came in to replace Gustafsson to start the third. 

Just under five minutes later Morin completed the three goal game with help from Klas Dahlbeck and Bouchard.

Blackhawks Deal With Islanders

Sabrina Santucci  

 02/06/2014 11:51 PM 

 02/06/2014 11:54 PM 

      

The Blackhawks have picked up a pair of forwards for a future draft pick. 

The Chicago Blackhawks announced today that they have acquired forwards Peter Regin (REE-gihn) and Pierre-Marc Bouchard (BOO-shahrd) from the New York Islanders in exchange for a fourth-round selection in the 2014 National Hockey League Entry Draft. Regin will join the Blackhawks, while Bouchard will report directly to the Rockford IceHogs of the American Hockey League. In addition, the Blackhawks have reassigned forward Brandon Pirri to Rockford.

Regin, 27, has appeared in 44 games this season with New York, posting seven points (2g, 5a) in those contests. He tallied a season-high two points (1g, 1a) on Oct. 8 vs. Phoenix and appeared in his 200th career NHL game on Nov. 19 at Toronto.

The Herning, Denmark, native has earned 62 points (21g, 41a) in 222 career NHL games with Ottawa and New York. Regin also appeared in 56 games with the Binghamton Senators of the AHL during the 2008-09 season, recording 47 points (18g, 29a). Prior to his North American career, Regin registered 58 points (25g, 33a) in 150 career games with Timra of the Swedish Hockey League from 2005 to 2008. He has represented his native Denmark in international competition 14 times, including six appearances at the International Ice Hockey Federation World Championships (2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010).

Regin was selected by the Ottawa Senators in the third round, 87th overall, of the 2004 NHL Entry Draft.

Bouchard, 29, has recorded nine points (4g, 5a) in 28 games this season with the Islanders and 17 points (6g, 11a) in 20 games with the AHL’s Bridgeport Sound Tigers. He recorded an AHL season-high seven-game point streak (3g, 6a) with Bridgeport from Dec. 14 to Jan. 3 and has earned a season-best two points four times. Bouchard registered an NHL season-best three-game assist streak with the Islanders from Oct. 15 to Oct. 19. 

The Sherbrooke, Quebec, native has tallied 356 career points (110g, 246a) in 593 NHL games with Minnesota and New York, and 71 points (18g, 53a) in 87 AHL games with Houston and Bridgeport. Prior to his professional career, Bouchard played two seasons with the Chicoutimi Sagueneens of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, earning 235 points (84g, 151a) in 136 career games. He represented Canada at the 2003 IIHF World Junior Championship, earning five points (2g, 3a) in six games while helping his team to a silver medal.

Bouchard was selected by the Minnesota Wild in the first round, eighth overall, of the 2002 NHL Entry Draft. 

Pirri, 22, has recorded 11 points (6g, 5a) in 28 games during two stints this season with the Blackhawks. The Toronto, Ontario, native has 13 points (4g, 9a) in 16 games with the IceHogs.

IceHogs End Hamilton Jinx

Scott Leber  

 02/05/2014 12:14 AM 

 02/05/2014 12:17 AM 

      



The IceHogs finally earned their first regulation win over the Hamilton Bulldogs. 

ROCKFORD– In a game that wasn’t over until the final minutes, the Rockford IceHogs walked away with a 6-4 win against the Hamilton Bulldogs on Tuesday night. The contest marked the first time Rockford has taken down Hamilton in regulation in the team’s head-to-head history.

 The power play would be the equalizer as Christian Thomas fired the puck past Jason LaBarbera for the 4-4 tie with 12:34 remaining in regulation. The previous goal scorer, Maxime Macenauer was given the primary assist while Sven Andrighetto notched his fourth point (1g-3a) of the game for Hamilton with the secondary assist.

With 4:31 left, Mark McNeill took a pass from Klas Dahlbeck and fired the puck to the far side of the net and into the corner to take one last IceHogs lead for the 5-4 game-winner. The tally gave McNeill three points (1g-2a) on the night.

The IceHogs sealed the 6-4 victory on Brandon Mashinter’s empty-netter, his second tally of the game, with 1:23 remaining in the contest.

After a few chances missed on the power play, the IceHogs netted the first goal of the game at 13:13 of the first period. Terry Broadhurst slid the puck through the five-hole of Dustin Tokarski after the power play expired to give Rockford a 1-0 lead.

Just two minutes into the second period, the IceHogs padded their lead on a rocket shot by Joakim Nordstrom that flew over Tokarski’s shoulder and into the corner of the net. The 2-0 marker was the Swedish centerman’s team leading 14th goal of the year.

Hamilton brought the score back within one with 9:24 left in the second period on the power play. Andrighetto got the puck near the right face-off circle and fired a shot over LaBarbera’s shoulder to set the score at 2-1. Former IceHog and Rockford’s all-time leader in power play points, Martin St. Pierre, was given the lone helper on the goal.

Brett Skinner and Mashinter teamed up to answer on the power play with just 2:19 left in the sandwich frame to give the IceHogs another two-goal lead at 3-1. Skinner fired a slap-shot from the blue line that Mashinter got a piece of in front of the net and steered past Tokarski.

Taking advantage of starting the third period with a 5-on-3 power play, Greg Pateryn fired a puck through traffic that snuck underneath LaBarbera to once again bring the Bulldogs within one at 3-2 just 21 seconds into the frame.

Once again finding a way to answer, the IceHogs quickly extended their lead back to two at 1:55 of the final period. McNeill carried the puck into the right face-off circle and neatly found Alex Broadhurst across the goal face for the marker on the open side of the net for a 4-2 lead.

U.S. crushes Slovakia Posted on February 13, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply The U.S. men opened up play Thursday morning in very impressive fashion. The Americans scored six times in the second period and beat Slovakia 7-1 in a pool play game. UND’s T.J. Oshie registered two assists. The goals were scored by Paul Stastny (2), John Carlson, Ryan Kesler, David Backes, Phil Kessel and Dustin Brown. The lopsided margin of victory could come in handy if the U.S. doesn’t win its group. One team non-group winner will earn a bye to the quarterfinals and goal differential is the second tiebreaker. USA’s next game is Saturday at 6:30 a.m. against Russia. Pool play ends with a 6:30 a.m. Sunday game against Slovenia. A full story will be on the Herald site soon. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged sochi games, tj oshie, und hockey, und sports, zach parise | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Karvinen among top scorers Posted on February 12, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply UND forward Michelle Karvinen is among the top scorers at the Olympic Games after the pool play round has ended. Karvinen has four points in three games and trails only U.S. forward Hilary Knight (five points) in scoring at this point in the tournament. Susanna Tapani and Jocelyne Lamoureux are tied for seventh. Karvinen had 2 goals and 1 assist in a 4-3 win Wednesday over Switzerland to help the Finns clinch the No. 3 seed out of Pool A. You know she had a good game when you check the wire to see if there are any photos and you find 31 of them. Karvinen must be taking Matt Greene’s advice and scouting camera angles. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged michelle karvinen, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gothberg returns to practice Posted on February 12, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 6 UND sophomore goalie Zane Gothberg is back at practice taking reps. What does that mean for this weekend? We don’t know at this point. His status is still up in the air. But it does mean that Gothberg is headed in the right direction and it probably won’t be too much longer until he’s ready to go back in. Senior Clarke Saunders had mixed performances last weekend during a split with Nebraska Omaha. If Gothberg can’t go this weekend, expect to see Saunders again. For the season, Gothberg is 10-5-3 with a 2.26 goals-against average and a .914 save percentage. Saunders is 4-4-0 with a 3.36 goals-against average and a .901 save percentage. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged clarke saunders, und hockey, und sports, zane gothberg | 6 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); GF sports chat for Feb. 12 Posted on February 12, 2014 by gfherald 1 <a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=238743afd3' >GF sports chat for Feb. 12</a> Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Canada beats U.S. in pool play Posted on February 12, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 Canada beat the U.S. 3-2 today in pool play to extend its Olympic winning streak to 18 games dating back to 1998. It also ended a run of four straight U.S. wins leading up to Sochi. Both teams already have earned spots in the semifinals and they are expected to meet for gold. So what’s the significance of this matchup? Well, now the U.S. will probably have to play Finland, assuming the Finns take out either Sweden or Russia in the quarterfinals. If there is any country that’s poised for an upset, it’s Finland, led by Noora Raty in goal and Michelle Karvinen and Susanna Tapani up front. Karvinen scored 2 goals and added 1 assist to lead Finland to a 4-3 win over the Swiss in the other Group A pool play game. Tapani assisted on both of Karvinen’s goal. Karvinen is now the second-leading scorer in the Olympics. For a full story on the U.S.-Canada game, go here. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged sochi games, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gaudreau’s ridiculous season Posted on February 10, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 24 There will be a conference call to discuss Hobey Baker Award candidates this season. But let’s be honest. At this point, it’s only a formality. I don’t recall a Hobey race that will have such little drama as this year’s. Even if he doesn’t tab another point this season, Boston College forward Johnny Gaudreau could win the Hobey. After leading the Eagles to another Beanpot title on Monday night, Gaudreau has 58 points in 29 games this season. How absurd is that? Gaudreau already has five more points than anyone tallied in the nation last season. On a historical note, Gaudreau has a shot at being the first college hockey player to tally two points per game for a season since New Hampshire’s Jason Krog in 1998-99. Krog won the Hobey that year. However, back in 1998-99, scoring in college hockey was significantly higher than it is these days, which makes Gaudreau’s season even more impressive. College hockey most ppg in the last decade 1.82 — Andy Miele, Miami, 2010-11 1.68 — T.J. Hensick, Michigan, 2006-07 1.60 — Eric Ehn, Air Force, 2006-07 1.59 — Spencer Abbott, Maine, 2011-12 1.58 — Nathan Gerbe, Boston College, 2007-08 1.56 — Gustav Nyquist, Maine, 2009-10 1.55 — Dave Borrelli, Mercyhurst, 2005-06 1.54 — Ryan Potulny, Minnesota, 2005-06 Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged college hockey, und hockey | 24 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Parise, Oshie are linemates Posted on February 10, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 The American men had their first practice in Sochi on Monday and the coaching staff has placed the two UND players — T.J. Oshie and Zach Parise on the same line. Their linemate is former WCHA rival, Minnesota State-Mankato forward David Backes. The Americans open up at 6:30 a.m. Thursday against Slovakia. The full lines look like, according to those in Sochi: Dustin Brown–Ryan Kesler–Patrick Kane Zach Parise–David Backes–T.J. Oshie James vanRiemsdyk–Joe Pavelski–Phil Kessel Ryan Callahan–Paul Stastny–Max Pacioretty Extras: Blake Wheeler, Derek Stepan Ryan Suter–Cam Fowler Ryan McDonagh–John Carlson Kevin Shattenkirk–Paul Martin Extras: Brooks Orpik–Justin Faulk Jonathan Quick Ryan Miller Jimmy Howard Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged sochi games, tj oshie, und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Lamoureuxs kick-start rout of Swiss Posted on February 10, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 2 Monique Lamoureux scored two goals, Jocelyne Lamoureux set both of them up and Team USA routed Switzerland 9-0 in pool play on Monday morning. The Americans were actually on their heels for a few shifts early in the game, and Switzerland even generated a power play, but Monique’s goal at 9:20 of the first period set the Americans on course for a blowout. For a full story, see the Herald site here. A few notes: The Lamoureuxs now have combined for 20 career Olympic points. Jocelyne registered Points No. 97 and 98 while wearing the USA sweater in her career. Two more and she will join her sister in the USA Century Club. Warroad’s Gigi Marvin registered a plus-three in the game. Unless Finland beats Canada by two-plus goals, then Wednesday morning’s winner of USA-Canada will earn the No. 1 seed for the tournament. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged jocelyne lamoureux, monique lamoureux, sochi games, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 2 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Eisenschmid makes Olympic debut Posted on February 9, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply UND sophomore Tanja Eisenschmid made her Olympic debut this morning playing for Team Germany. The Germans lost 4-1 to host Russia. Eisenschmid played 15:56, had two penalty minutes and registered a minus-1. Former UND defenseman Susanne Fellner played 23:13, had two shots on goal and was a minus-1. Germany will almost certainly need to beat both Japan and Sweden in order to make it to the quarterfinals. - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/#sthash.feyRuNbv.dpuf
Saturday night rewind

Posted on February 9, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


3


Another night in the NCHC and another shuffle at the top of the standings. After UND’s 6-3 loss to Omaha, it dropped into a tie for third place. The difference between first and sixth is four points with four weeks to go. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on Archibald/Zombo

Omaha World Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND dropped to No. 17 in the Pairwise Rankings with the loss.

◾UND moved to 11-2-1 in its last 14 games and lost at home for the first time since November, snapping its seven-game home winning streak.

◾Early in the game, Omaha coach Dean Blais was messing around with line changes, not putting his lines on the ice, as well as putting parts of two lines in an effort to get last change on the road. He was warned about it, and I believe this is what the original bench minor was called for. Then, he wouldn’t send a player to the penalty box, hence the ejection.

◾The only other time a coach has been ejected in The Ralph was George Gwozdecky a few years ago. Gwozdecky ended up coming to the press box, putting on a headset and communicating with the bench, which earned him a suspension. Blais sat in the Zamboni room and watched it on TV. Blais frequently played pinochle with the ice crew in the Zamboni room when he was at UND.

◾Saturday’s game was the first time in more than four years that UND lost a game it led by two-plus goals. The last time was January 2010, when UND led Denver 2-0 in the second period and lost 3-2.

◾Obviously, goaltender Clarke Saunders was not as sharp as he was on Friday night. There are probably three he would like back — the one he dropped and Dominic Zombo put in, and two change-ups by Josh Archibald. Saunders has played back-to-back nights on three occasions this year. UND is 3-0 on the first night in those games, 0-3 on the second night.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol said his team has responded well from things like that this season, but it did not respond well on Saturday night. UND was outshot 12-5 in the third period.

◾UND’s power play obviously was bad on Saturday night and went 0-for-10 on the weekend. UND had great trouble with zone entry and puck retrieval. If they get it set up, they are pretty good, but they haven’t been able to set it up. They tried a new zone entry Saturday — one similar to the one that the Buffalo Sabres use — but it didn’t have a lot of success.

◾The student section was not good on Friday night, but was much better on Saturday. That makes me think that a large number of students went to the Justin Timberlake concert in Fargo on Friday night.

◾Archibald is now third nationally in goals with 21, trailing only Boston College’s Johnny Gaudreau (24) and RPI’s Ryan Haggerty (22). Archibald may be the frontrunner at this point for NCHC player of the year.

◾UND has two home series and two road series remaining. UND has the old CCHA teams at home — Miami and Western Michigan. It has the Minnesota schools on the road — Duluth and St. Cloud.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports
  |  3 Replies 

UND-Omaha postgame reaction

Posted on February 9, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


2


Quick reaction after Omaha’s 6-3 win over UND in the series finale.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged und hockey, und sports
  |  2 Replies 

Gameday final: Omaha 6, UND 3

Posted on February 8, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


8


TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Lineup notes: UND goes with Panzarella for Murphy and Thompson for Ausmus. Omaha goes with Youso for Parizek. Thompson starting in net.

First period

Omaha 1, UND 0 — Tanner Lane (Johnnie Searfoss, Zahn Raubenheimer) 12:24. Thompson tries to hold a puck in the zone but Omaha chips it out and goes on a rush the other way. It appears as if Stecher is in position to block Lane’s shot attempt from the right circle, but it gets through a small hole between Stecher’s legs and beats Saunders short side.

Omaha 1, UND 1 — Derek Rodwell (Connor Gaarder) 19:52. With just seconds left in the opening frame, Connor Gaarder’s shot is blocked, but it comes right back to him. He shoots again and Rodwell tries to deflect it. Thompson makes the initial save, but Rodwell gets his own rebound.

Second period

UND 2, Omaha 1 — Drake Caggiula (Nick Mattson, Michael Parks) :43. Parks has a great look from the slot, but shoots high and wide. The rebound goes to Mattson at the point and Caggiula makes a great deflection of his shot to give UND the lead.

UND 3, Omaha 1 — Jordan Schmaltz (Mark MacMillan, Michael Parks) 2:07. UND has an odd-man rush and MacMillan hits Schmaltz all alone in the slot. Thompson makes the stop, but Omaha defenseman Nick Seeler comes barreling into the crease and puts the puck in the net.

UND 3, Omaha 2 — Dominic Zombo (Josh Archibald, Jake Guentzel) 5:55. Archibald launches a shot from the top of the circle and Saunders tries to make a catch, but he accidentally drops it and Zombo is able to get to the rebound.

UND 3, Omaha 3 — Josh Archibald (Ian Brady, Michael Young) 7:48 (pp). UND gets caught on the long second-period line change and Omaha gets a rush on the power play. Archibald tries a centering pass and he puts it off of Simpson and in.

Omaha 4, UND 3 — Josh Archibald (Dominic Zombo, Jake Guentzel) 13:56. Archibald scores his second of the game in a scramble. He doesn’t get all of a rebound of a Zombo shot, but it still sneaks past Saunders, who does not look happy about allowing that one.

Third period

Omaha 5, UND 3 — Josh Archibald (Dominic Zombo, Nick Seeler). Archibald blows past Schmaltz on the left wing and loses the puck as he gets to the crease. Saunders leaves his post, though, and the puck slides in.

Omaha 6, UND 3 — Zahn Raubenheimer (Tanner Lane, Johnnie Searfoss) 11:35. Lane picks a puck off the wall and finds Raubenheimer in the slot all alone. Raubenheimer beats Saunders on the glove side.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Nebraska Omaha’s lines

20 Jake Guentzel–14 Dominic Zombo–15 Josh Archibald

 17 Ryan Walters–12 Brock Montpetit–16 Austin Ortega

 23 Johnnie Searfoss–19 Tanner Lane–13 Zahn Raubenheimer

 6 Matt Youso–9 James Polk–10 Alex Simonson

8 Jaycob Megna–11 Nick Seeler

 7 Michael Young–28 Brian O’Rourke

 2 Brian Cooper–24 Ian Brady

29 Kirk Thompson

 1 Reed Peters
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Friday night rewind

Posted on February 8, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


3


UND started December at 3-5 in league play and in the bottom half of the NCHC standings. At the moment, UND is now tied for first place. After a strong goaltending performance by Clarke Saunders and a good enough effort from everyone else, UND is 10-1-1 in the last 12 games and is back in the mix. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the impact of Michael Parks

Omaha World Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND actually dropped a spot to No. 16 in the Pairwise Rankings because other teams around them won. But make no mistake – the win, in the end, will be very important.

◾UND has won seven straight home games now and has a league-best 9-4-1 home record. Omaha is now 2-7-2 in its last 11.

◾One reason for the sloppy play by both teams last night – the ice conditions were not very good. I heard a lot of people comment on how cold it was in the building last night. I’m convinced that they knew the ice wasn’t great and they dropped the temp to try to fix that.

◾Both teams had their share of lucky bounces. UND’s good fortune plays: 1. Paul LaDue getting his stick on Dominic Zombo’s attempt with and empty net. 2. After a giveaway in UND’s end, Tanner Lane found a rebound next to Saunders’ pad and made an outstanding play to flip it over, but the puck basically landed on the line and did not cross.

◾Omaha’s good fortune plays: 1. Ryan Walters’ goal in the third period, which shot in the air, landed on Saunders’ back and rolled in. 2. Luke Johnson not scoring on Rocco Grimaldi’s backdoor feed in the third period. He will score on that play 90 times out of 100.

◾Other oddities in the game: Walters scored his first even-strength goal of the season in the third period and his first in 30 games. Brendan O’Donnell snapped a 14-game goal drought. Brian Cooper scored his first college goal in 57 games for Omaha. And Michael Parks went top shelf for a goal.

◾I thought that Connor Gaarder’s game misconduct for checking from behind ended up being a significant part of the game for UND. In the first period, his line was UND’s best. After that, the Derek Rodwell-Stephane Pattyn unit wasn’t the same.

◾I’ll go with Paul LaDue as UND’s unsung player of the game. Not only did he save the Zombo goal, he was strong all night. He made another play to muscle a guy off the puck on the top of the crease without taking a penalty. LaDue received a lot of notoriety coming in for his offense, but his defensive play stood out last night.

◾Another big key to the game was coming out of the second period tied 1-1. UND did not play a good period, got outshot 18-5, but Saunders was great. I also lost track of how many 3-on-2 rushes that Omaha had in that period. But the Mavs failed to get good scoring chances out of most of them. The ice conditions may have been a factor in that.

◾UND’s first three power plays were not good. UND had a lot of trouble with zone entry and puck retrieval. The fourth one was good, though UND couldn’t get one to go. But UND’s penalty kill came up big. Omaha didn’t get many scoring chances on its three power plays, including a five-minute major.

◾I wouldn’t be surprised if we see Andrew Panzarella in tonight for Wade Murphy. I also wouldn’t be surprised if Omaha changes goalies, even though their guy played fine.
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U.S. wins 3-1; Tapani scores for Finland

Posted on February 8, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Team USA won its opener today 3-1 over Finland in a game that had quite a UND flavor to it.

The lone Finland goal was scored by UND’s Susanna Tapani, who buried a great feed from her UND teammate, Michelle Karvinen.

Grand Forks natives and UND grads Jocelyne and Monique Lamoureux were held without a point, but had four shots on goal and Jocelyne hit the post once.

The Americans can clinch a spot in the semifinals if they beat Switzerland on Monday morning.

There’s a quick-file story posted on the Herald site here.

USA 3, FINLAND 1

First period — 1. USA, Knight :53

 Second period — 2. USA, Stack (Knight, Bozek) 7:42; 3. USA, Carpenter (Schleper) 15:59 (pp)

 Third period — 4. FIN, Tapani (Karvinen) 15:22 (pp)

 Goalie saves — FIN: Raty 40, USA: Vetter 14
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Rapid reax – UND 4, Omaha 2

Posted on February 8, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Some thoughts and comments on UND’s 4-2 win over Omaha on Friday night.
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Gameday final: UND 4, Omaha 2

Posted on February 7, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Lineup notes: O’Donnell goes up to LW on the top line. Caggiula to the LW on the second line. Peters gets his third start of the season in net with Massa out. Saunders starts for UND. GF native Alex Simonson in the lineup for Omaha.

First period

No scoring.

Second period

Omaha 1 , UND 0 — Brian Cooper (Dominic Zombo, Jake Guentzel) 8:15. After a nice cycle by Omaha, the puck goes to Cooper at the point. With Archibald screening in the high slot, Cooper wrists one past Saunders for his first goal of the year.

Omaha 1, UND 1 — Mark MacMillan (Drake Caggiula, Mark MacMillan) 11:05. After UND fails to connect on a few plays, it makes a pretty one to tie it up. Parks has the puck on the left wall and sends it to Caggiula on the inside of the left circle. Caggiula dishes it to MacMillan who doesn’t miss on the back side.

Third period

UND 2, Omaha 1 — Michael Parks (Mark MacMillan, Jordan Schmaltz) :35. Schmaltz starts a rush with a pass to MacMillan, who is flying up the left wing. MacMillan shows great patience to wait for the play to develop. Parks joins the rush late, MacMillan hits him. Parks gets to the top of the crease, waits out the goalie and goes top shelf with the backhand.

UND 3, Omaha 1 — Brendan O’Donnell (Dillon Simpson) 8:48. Simpson sent a puck to the slot area, where Megna was in good position to pick it up. Megna didn’t see O’Donnell standing behind him, though, and O’Donnell lifted his stick, turned and shot in one motion, snapping a 14-game goal drought.

UND 3, Omaha 2 — Ryan Walters (Austin Ortega, Brock Montpetit) 17:29. Walters comes around from the back of the net and tries to jam it in. The puck goes high into the air, hits Saunders’ back and rolls across the line. It is the first even-strength goal of the season for Walters.

UND 4, Omaha 2 — Rocco Grimaldi (Dillon Simpson) 19:32 (en). UND players are stuck on the ice for an extended time, but Grimaldi flips a backhand from his own end out of the zone and in the empty net to seal it.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Omaha’s lines

20 Jake Guentzel–14 Dominic Zombo–15 Josh Archibald

 17 Ryan Walters–12 Brock Montpetit–16 Austin Ortega

 23 Johnnie Searfoss–19 Tanner Lane–13 Zahn Raubenheimer

 9 James Polk–25 Justin Parizek–10 Alex Simonson

8 Jaycob Megna–11 Nick Seeler

 7 Michael Young–28 Brian O’Rourke

 2 Brian Cooper–24 Ian Brady

1 Reed Peters

 29 Kirk Thompson
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Friday morning reading
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UND has righted the ship by going 9-1-1 in the last 11 games and climbing to No. 15 in the Pairwise Rankings.

But a new test awaits tonight.

During UND’s last 10 games, it played against some very good defensive teams, but it has not played against any team ranked in the top 35 nationally offensively.

Western Michigan and Denver are ranked 38th. Bemidji State is 40th. Northern Michigan is 45th. Colorado College is 58th.

That all changes this weekend.

UND’s next eight games come against teams ranked in the top 25 nationally, beginning with an offensively prolific Omaha team that is coming off of an 8-6 victory over St. Cloud State.

Leading Omaha’s charge is Josh Archibald, who has to be a candidate for NCHC player of the year at this point. He’s third nationally in goals per game with 18 in 24 games.

Archibald played on a line with Dominic Zombo and Jake Guentzel, the NCHC’s top rookie scorer, on Saturday. That unit combined for nine points.

One of the more bizarre stats from Omaha this year is that 2013 Hobey finalist Ryan Walters has not scored an even-strength goal this year, a drought of 29 games going back to last season. He has turned into more of a set-up man, where he ranks third in the league in assists with 18.

So, UND’s first job will be trying to slow down that offense.

For Thursday’s paper, I wrote about the race to the finish in the NCHC. It’s just as some expected — tightly contested and could come down to the final weekend.

For today’s paper, I wrote about junior forward Stephane Pattyn. He’s a unique personality, and no, General was not his first nickname at UND. He was actually called ‘Mike the Situation’ at first. Find out why in this story.

The Omaha World Herald has a preview on the series here. The Mavs have started fast the last few years but they are a woeful 1-13 in their last 14 March games and they are 1-9 in their last 10 playoff games.

Archibald told the World Herald: “They’ve always gotten hot in the second half. I don’t know what they do, but I’d kind of like to get in on it.”

The quote of the week, however, belongs to Dean Blais, who talked about Omaha’s 8-6 win over SCSU last weekend. Blais told USCHO: “I love to win those games. (Former UNO coach Mike Kemp) was saying he likes to win 1-0. I like to win 8-6… Well, 8-5. I was pissed we gave up that sixth goal.”

On to the predictions….

Western Michigan at Miami: Western, strangely, has been much better on the road than at home this season. The Broncos have lost just one of their last nine away from Lawson. I think they are able to go and take four points from the RedHawks. Western Michigan regulation win, Miami shootout win.

Colorado College at Duluth: The Tigers haven’t won a road game yet this season, and I don’t see that changing against a surging Bulldog team that has one loss in its last nine games. Duluth sweep.

Denver at St. Cloud: Like UND, Denver had last weekend off. And I just didn’t see a lot of punch up front from the Pioneers in that series at Magness two weeks ago. St. Cloud State rights the ship a bit this weekend. St. Cloud State sweep.

Omaha at North Dakota: I’ve been going back and forth on this one a lot. As faithful blog readers know, I am high on this Omaha team. I don’t think they are going to be a fun opponent for anyone. That being said, UND has been very impressive in the last four games and has really been able to dictate play. If they can maintain the type of puck possession that they’ve had in the last four games, I like their chances. For the first time all season, I’m picking a… UND sweep.

Check back for much more over the weekend. The UND women play at Minnesota Duluth on Saturday-Sunday at 3 p.m. And if you stay up for a few hours after the UND-Omaha series opener, USA-Finland women play at 2 a.m.

That’s it for now.
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Women’s hockey’s ‘Herb Brooks’

Posted on February 6, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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The U.S. and Canada are a combined 140-1-1 against all other countries in the World Championship and Olympic Games since the IIHF started sponsoring the sport in 1990.

The lone loss? That would be the Swedish Miracle — Sweden’s shocking upset of the U.S. in the 2006 Torino Games.

What many fans around here may not know is that the head coach of that Sweden team that pulled off the biggest upset in women’s hockey history was UND’s own, Peter Elander.

That upset is still remembered fondly in Sweden and is considered one of the sport’s most significant moments.

When hockey held a summit in 2010 with dignitaries from around the world, including the head of the IIHF, the commissioner of the NHL and the sports most powerful general managers, they also invited Elander to try to figure out how European countries could close the game with the U.S. and Canada.

Last week, Elander sat down with the Herald and gave his memories of the 2006 Swedish Mirakel. Check out the story here of how he coached Sweden to the huge upset.
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Weekly Wednesday update
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No more off weeks the rest of the season for the UND men’s hockey team unless it reaches the Frozen Four.

The mad dash to the finish in the NCHC is about to begin. The stretch run — five weeks of all conference games — starts with Nebraska Omaha this weekend at The Ralph.

I think it’s unlikely that we’ll see Zane Gothberg this weekend as he’s still not practicing with the team yet, but it’s entirely possible that Clarke Saunders would have received the call this weekend anyway with his history against Nebraska Omaha.

Saunders stole games for Alabama Huntsville against Omaha his freshman and sophomore years. He stole another one in November in a game where several members of the team were under the weather.

Omaha goaltender Ryan Massa is doubtful for the weekend, too, though Mav coach Dean Blais has never been predictable when it comes to goalies. Kirk Thompson has played 11 games this season for the Mavs.

UND has the best home record in the NCHC, as listed below, but Omaha has been better on the road than at home this season.

In Friday’s paper, I’ll have a story on Stephane Pattyn, who some teammates describe as a “man’s man.” You’ll find out why. You’ll also find out what teammates called him before he became “The General.”

This week’s Q&A is with Colten St. Clair.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=2#sthash.LzztnQQq.dpuf

T.J. Oshie’s strange goal Posted on February 5, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply T.J. Oshie’s shot gets lost and during the following officials’ timeout for review, he finds it in the net. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged tj oshie, und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND sports chat Feb. 5 Posted on February 5, 2014 by gfherald 1 <a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=108365de61' >GF sports chat Feb. 5</a> Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Yon commits to UND Posted on February 5, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 On football’s National Signing Day, UND picked up another hockey recruit. Roseau senior forward Zach Yon announced his commitment on Twitter. Yon, who also was named a Mr. Hockey finalist on Wednesday as well, has 29 goals and 59 points in 22 games for the Rams this season. Yon’s father, Bill, played college hockey at Minnesota in the early 1980s. More to come on Yon’s commitment. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged recruiting, und hockey, und sports, zach yon | 9 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND Sports Zone Show: Men’s and women’s hockey Posted on February 5, 2014 by gfherald 2 brightcove.createExperiences(); Posted in Uncategorized | 2 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Home sweet road? Posted on February 5, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Home hasn’t been such a sweet place for NCHC teams this season. One of the strangest stats in the league this season is that members have actually been better on the away from home (.526) than they have at home (.505). UND has the best home record in the NCHC at 8-4-1 (.653), buoyed by its six-game home winning streak. Denver is in a close second at 9-5-1 (.633). Miami is the only other NCHC team with a winning record at home at 6-4-1 (.591). Half of the league members — Minnesota Duluth, St. Cloud State, Western Michigan and Nebraska Omaha — all have been better away from home (neutral/road). Home records 1. North Dakota 8-4-1 (.653) 2. Denver 9-5-1 (.633) 3. Miami 6-4-1 (.593) 4. St. Cloud State 3-3-4 (.500) 5. Western Michigan 5-6-1 (.458) 6. Nebraska Omaha 6-8 (.428) 7. Minnesota Duluth 3-5-2 (.400) 8. Colorado College 3-7-3 (.346) Away from home records 1. St. Cloud State 11-3 (.786) 2. Minnesota Duluth 9-4-1 (.679) 3. Western Michigan 7-4-3 (.607) 4. North Dakota 5-4-2 (.545) 5. Denver 4-3-4 (.545) 6. Nebraska Omaha 4-4-2 (.500) 7. Miami 4-7-2 (.385) 8. Colorado College 0-10-1 (.045) Home/away record differential +30.1 percent — Colorado College +20.6 percent — Miami +10.8 percent — North Dakota +8.8 percent — Denver -7.2 percent — Nebraska Omaha -14.9 percent — Western Michigan -28.6 percent — St. Cloud State -37.9 percent — Minnesota Duluth Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Stretch run begins Posted on February 4, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 10 The stretch run begins this week in the NCHC and it should be quite the finish. With five weeks to go in the season, every team has played the same number of league games. Every team plays only conference games from here on out. And no team has another week off. If that doesn’t heat up the race enough, take a look at the standings. Minnesota Duluth, which would be on the road in the first round if the NCHC playoffs started today, is only one game out of first place. There’s a three-way tie for second place, including UND and Nebraska Omaha, two teams that will face off in Ralph Engelstad Arena this weekend. At this point, six of the eight teams could win the league title. Only Miami and Colorado College have taken themselves out of the race. The other race that everyone will be watching is the Pairwise one. Right now, Duluth is surging and St. Cloud State is slipping. We’ll see where it goes from here. Below, I posted the NCHC teams in the Pairwise alongside their record in nonconference play. You can see how if you screw up in nonconference like Omaha, even if you are in the race for the conference title (UNO is just one point out), it can kill you in the Pairwise. NCHC in Pairwise Rankings 10. St. Cloud State (6-2-2) 11. Minnesota Duluth (5-3-2) 15. North Dakota (5-2-3) 22. Denver (6-3-3) 25. Western Michigan (6-3-3) 28. Miami (6-2-2) 30. Nebraska Omaha (3-7) 50. Colorado College (0-9-1) Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, random updates, und hockey, und sports | 10 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gophers sweep UND women Posted on February 3, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply For just the second time since 2011, UND was swept at home over the weekend by the No. 1 Gophers. Minnesota converted on its first five power-play chances of the weekend (3-for-3 on Friday, 2-for-2 to start Saturday) en route to the sweep. The Gophers have a ton of team speed and UND had trouble keeping up, especially minus its three Olympians and injured forward Meghan Dufault. There were also plenty of good signs from the young players who appear to have bright futures. A few notes and comments from the weekend: 1. UND is now tied for eighth in the Pairwise, which means the next three weeks are very, very important. It all starts this weekend with the biggest games of them all at Duluth. Like UND, the Bulldogs are missing a couple of players at the Olympics like defensemen Tea Villila and Lara Stalder. 2. Leah Jensen returned to the lineup and played both games. She played limited minutes on the fourth line, though. UND will probably try to increase her role as time goes on. 3. UND definitely missed Dufault and her speed against the Gophers and it would be of great help to have her against the Bulldogs. 4. UND continues to split starts with the goaltenders. Usually, coaches like to go with one come the end of the season, but that has to be a difficult decision right now with both of them playing well. 5. UND has received two goals from forwards in the last three games (Josefine Jakobsen and Becca Kohler). Granted, two of those games have come against the best team in the country, but even so, they will need to get some more scoring up front during the next three-week span. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Women’s final: Minnesota 5, UND 1 Posted on January 31, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Leah Jensen returns for the lineup for UND tonight. Meghan Dufault still out with an injury. Game is televised on Midco Sports Network and Fox College Sports. First period UND 1, Minnesota 0 — Becca Kohler (Andrea Dalen) 7:39. Dalen makes a between-the-legs, behind-the-back pass to the slot area, where a Gopher defenseman fails to pick up the loose puck. Kohler steps up and snaps it glove side for the goal. UND 1, Minnesota 1 — Maryanne Menefee (Kelly Terry, Dani Cameranesi) 9:05 (pp). Terry circles the net and sends a pass to the slot area, where Menefee stops it with her skate and partially whiffs on the shot, but it fools Shaw and goes five-hole. Second period Minnesota 2, UND 1 — Kate Schipper (Sarah Davis) :44. UND has a taxing first shift, then ices the puck. Minnesota makes UND pay and scores off the faceoff with Davis setting up Schipper. Minnesota 3, UND 1 — Kate Schipper (Meghan Lorence, Rachael Bona) 3:05 (pp). Dalen blocks a blast from the point, but goes down injured and the Gophers essentially have a 5×3. They get the puck to the net, where Lorence’s shot is blocked, but Schipper finds the rebound on the back door for an easy goal. Minnesota 4, UND 1 — Meghan Lorence (Hannah Brandt, Milica McMillen) 18:06. Lorence curls out of the corner with the puck and UND has a mix-up defensively and nobody takes her. Lorence snipes the blocker side corner of the net for a three-goal lead. Third period Minnesota 5, UND 1 — Rachael Bona (Sarah Davis, Milica McMillen) 15:01 (pp). The Gophers go to 3-for-3 on the power play as Davis hits Bona on top of the crease. Shaw makes the initial save, but Bona gets her own rebound. UND’s lines 11 Shannon Kaiser–63 Josefine Jakobsen–21 Amy Menke 15 Kayla Gardner–51 Becca Kohler–10 Andrea Dalen 14 Marissa Salo–55 Lisa Marvin–13 Layla Marvin 27 Christina LaCombe–25 Leah Jensen–9 Kayla Berg 5 Johanna Fallman–18 Halli Krzyzaniak 4 Sam LaShomb–6 Gracen Hirschy 16 Tori Williams–8 Samantha Hanson 29 Lexi Shaw 1 Shelby Amsley-Benzie 34 Annie Chipman Minnesota’s lines 14 Maryanne Menefee–22 Hannah Brandt–20 Meghan Lorence 7 Rachael Bona–9 Sarah Davis–6 Katie Schipper 16 Bethany Brausen–10 Kelly Terry–21 Dani Cameranesi 15 Paige Haley–17 Jordyn Burns–3 Kate Flug 5 Rachel Ramsey–27 Baylee Gillanders 13 Milica McMillen–18 Brook Garzone 11 Kelsey Cline–12 Megan Wolfe 29 Amanda Leveille 31 Shyler Sletta 37 Sidney Peters Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Parise named Captain America Posted on January 31, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 Former UND standout Zach Parise will serve as captain for Team USA at the 2014 Sochi Games. Parise was introduced as the team captain on Friday afternoon. The alternate captains will be Dustin Brown of the Los Angeles Kings and Ryan Suter of the Minnesota Wild. Parise served as an alternate captain for the 2010 Vancouver Games and ended up leading the team in both goals and points. Parise will be the second former UND player to wear a ‘C’ at the Olympic Games. Previously, Bill Reichart was a co-captain with Herb Brooks in 1964 for Team USA. “You’re looking for players and people who embody who you are and how you want to play,” Team USA coach Dan Bylsma said. “I can’t think of a better captain than Zach Parise.” Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged 2014 sochi games, und hockey, und sports, zach parise | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Lamoureuxs featured on SI Posted on January 31, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 Grand Forks natives and former UND standouts Monique and Jocelyne Lamoureux are featured in the latest Sports Illustrated and are also featured in a video extra on the magazine’s website. Check out the feature here. The Lamoureux twins depart for Sochi tomorrow with a stop in Germany. You can follow them on Twitter during the tournament. Jocelyne — www.twitter.com/jocelyneusa17 Monique — www.twitter.com/moniquelam7 - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=3#sthash.o7UULc4R.dpuf

Midco highlights UND fans in Denver

Posted on January 30, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Midco has a good feature on the UND fans who invaded Magness Arena last weekend. It appeared on North Dakota Hockey with Dave Hakstol this week.
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GF sports chat Jan. 29
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&lt;a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=564cca04e6' &gt;GF sports chat Jan. 29&lt;/a&gt;
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Watch this week’s UND Sports Zone Show: Volleyball, basketball and hockey

Posted on January 29, 2014  by  gfherald


Herald writers Brad Schlossman and Tom Miller discuss the latest in UND sports.
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NCHC goals of the week

Posted on January 28, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Rocco Grimaldi checks in at No. 2. Another very nice one at the top by Duluth’s Caleb Herbert setting up Austin Farley.
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Saturday night rewind

Posted on January 27, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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What would a hockey season be without some wild travel adventures?

After a strange day that involved multiple trips to Denver International Airport, multiple trips to Dollar Rent a Car and another trip to the Cherry Cricket for a Cricket burger, we are finally back in North Dakota.

We were originally booked for Tuesday night but found a way to grab the last two standby seats on a flight to Fargo tonight. Despite the awful weather and the whole not-able-to-use-your-heat thing, it’s good to be back.

On Saturday night, UND played a pretty strong all-around game, but only had a 3-0 loss to show for it. UND outshot the Pioneers badly — by 18 — but couldn’t come away with any points.

One strange note is that UND’s three biggest shot advantages this season came at BU, at BSU and at Denver. UND didn’t win any of them (0-1-2).

Biggest shot advantages this season

+28 tie at BSU, 1-1

 +27 tie at BU, 3-3

 +18 loss at DU, 3-0

 +17 win vs. NMU, 3-1

 +16 win vs. BSU, 4-2

One sign that I think is encouraging: Four of the team’s top five shot advantages this season have come in the last seven games.

That means UND is starting to dictate play and not relying on its goaltender to win a game each night, as UND often did early in the season (see: Clarke Saunders vs. Omaha and Duluth; Zane Gothberg vs. Western Michigan twice).

Yes, they’ve lacked the finishing part, but playing like this gives UND a much better chance at winning games night in and night out. The 10-game unbeaten streak shows that.

Right now, one line seems to be setting the tone night in and night out and the rest of the players follow — the Derek Rodwell, Stephane Pattyn, Connor Gaarder line.

They have consistently played in the offensive zone and done a lot of things well. When you have those guys going, it becomes contagious and the rest of the team follows. No surprise that the coaching staff started that unit this weekend.

A few topics that I know will be discussed:

1. Officiating. It was not a good night for the stripes. Overall, the NCHC officials have done a nice job this season, but Saturday was not one of those nights. Nobody had a clue what was a penalty.

2. The power play. UND’s has really been up-and-down this season. Despite some good chances early, it went 0-for-6 on the night. When you are having one of those evenings where nothing seems to be going in, you have to hope you can cash in with the extra man and open the floodgates a little bit.

3. The shutout. One UND player mentioned that he didn’t think UND got to the blue paint enough to take away the eyes of Sam Brittain and to pounce on rebounds. Hakstol liked the team’s effort, but hoped they could find a way to get one to go.

I’ll have a bit more on a travel blog later on, but it’s time to retire for this evening.
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Gameday final: Denver 3, UND 0

Posted on January 25, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Root Sports Rocky Mountain (Dish 414, DirecTV 683). NO webcast. Lineup notes: UND goes with the same lineup. Ausmus gets two games in a row. DU moves VanVoohris to defense for Neville; Jacobson goes in at wing; QShore moved from center to wing after a tough night in faceoff circle.

First period

No scoring.

Second period

Denver 1, UND 0 — Emil Romig (Evan Janssen, Will Butcher) 1:42. Janssen enters the zone and drops a pass to Romig, who wrists a shot from the top of the left circle past Saunders’ glove. Not sure if he was screened on the play.

Third period

Denver 2, UND 0 — Zac Larraza (Trevor Moore, Will Butcher) 1:07 (pp). Butcher finds Moore with a cross-slot pass. Moore’s one-timer trickles over Saunders’ shoulder and lands in the crease, where Larraza has a tap in.

Denver 3, UND 0 — Zac Larraza 19:56 (en). Larraza shoots one from his own end into the empty net.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Denver’s lines

8 Trevor Moore–19 Daniel Doremus–23 Matt Marcinew

 12 Ty Loney–9 Gabe Levin–27 Quentin Shore

 16 Zac Larraza–26 Evan Janssen–18 Emil Romig

 14 Larkin Jacobson–25 Matt Tabrum–39 Grant Arnold

21 Joey LaLeggia–10 David Makowski

 7 Will Butcher–11 Nolan Zajac

 6 Matt VanVoohris–4 Josiah Didier

1 Sam Brittain

 31 Evan Cowley

 30 Greg Ogard
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Friday night rewind
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UND put a different goaltender in net Friday night, but didn’t make any changes to the way its playing the game. UND decisively extended its unbeaten streak to 10 games (9-0-1) with a 4-2 win over the University of Denver in the series opener. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on UND fans/DU ticket policy

Denver Post

USCHO

Other notes and comments:

◾ UND shot up the Pairwise Rankings to No. 13 after the series opener. Didn’t expect that kind of jump.

◾This unbeaten streak has been going on for a while now, but UND has been a different team the last three games. Early in this run, UND was finding ways to pull out close games. Right now, the team is dictating. Early in the season, this wasn’t a very good team. Right now, they appear to be on the verge of becoming one.

◾A huge key, perhaps the No. 1 key right now, is the play of the junior line — Mark MacMillan, Brendan O’Donnell and Michael Parks. They have combined for 13 points in five games since Christmas break (2.6 ppg). Before Christmas, they combined for 21 points in the team’s 18 games (1.17 ppg). Injuries were a huge factor in that.

◾Perhaps nobody has benefited more from time off and regaining health than MacMillan. He has set up/scored goals by driving wide several times in the last couple weeks. He couldn’t do that when he was hurt. His pass to set up Simpson was not an easy play.

◾Clarke Saunders came in and played fine for UND. He wasn’t tested a whole lot from in tight, but he did a nice job finding point shots through screens. DU had a lot of them.

◾The Pioneers are very dynamic from the back end. Up front, they don’t have as much punch as past years. Best way to show that: DU’s top two players in shots on goal were Joey LaLeggia (six) and Will Butcher (five).

◾After Ty Loney scored the fluke goal on the power play for the Pioneers, several UND players were having animated discussions with officials. They were making sure that the officials knew that Loney was the player who remained on the ice for several minutes, prompting the five-minute major on Gage Ausmus.

◾UND dominated on faceoffs, going 42-23. MacMillan led the way at 15-4. Pattyn went 5-0.

◾Unsung player of the game is Colten St. Clair. He had a terrific game. On the shorthanded goal, he stripped the defenseman of the puck and carried it out of the zone. He said he was about to dump it on net and change until he saw Rocco Grimaldi flying up the middle of the ice.

◾Denver put in third-string goalie Greg Ogard in for a few minutes at the end of the game. Fourth-round pick Evan Cowley has usually been the backup but was not dressed Friday. Wanted to ask DU coach Jim Montgomery about that but didn’t get to his postgame because of tight deadlines.
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Thanks to Goon for posting Friday’s goal videos from the CBS Sports broadcast.
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: CBS Sports Network. No webcast. Lineup notes: UND goes with the regular Friday night lineup. Saunders starts. Hrynkiw backup. Panzarella and Ausmus in.

First period

UND 1, Denver 0 — Michael Parks (Nick Mattson, Brendan O’Donnell) 7:31. Mattson gets the puck to the net with a wrist shot. Parks is camped out on top of the crease and bangs home a rebound to set off the large contingent of UND fans in the building.

UND 2, Denver 0 — Drake Caggiula (Brendan O’Donnell, Michael Parks) 14:29 (pp). O’Donnell holds the puck in the left circle and appears like he’s getting ready to shoot, but spots Caggiula open and hits him with a cross-crease feed. Caggiula makes no mistake and one-times it home.

Second period

UND 2, Denver 1 — Ty Loney (Gave Levin, David Makowski) 9:29 (pp). Denver dumps the puck in the zone, but as the puck is going along the boards, it hits something on the end wall and bounces in front of the net. Saunders and the UND players are looking in the corner for it, unaware it is sitting right in front and Loney skates in and scores.

UND 3, Denver 1 — Dillon Simpson (Mark MacMillan, Jordan Schmaltz) 11:15 (pp). MacMillan rushes the puck up the left wing and Simpson decides to jump in the play behind him. MacMillan dishes it to Simpson, who snaps a shot past Brittain’s glove.

Third period

UND 4, Denver 1 — Rocco Grimaldi (Colten St. Clair) 6:52 (sh). St. Clair skates the puck out of UND’s end, through the neutral zone and into the DU zone on the left wing. He spots Grimaldi cutting down the middle and throws a perfect saucer pass that Grimaldi tips through Brittain.

UND 4, Denver 2 — Trevor Moore (Gabe Levin, Joey LaLeggia) 16:04 (pp). The Pioneers start throwing everything at the net during a power play. After a couple of close calls at the side of the net, Moore finds the puck and wraps it for DU’s second power-play goal of the night.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Denver’s lines

8 Trevor Moore–19 Daniel Doremus–23 Matt Marcinew

 12 Ty Loney–27 Quentin Shore–25 Matt Tabrum

 16 Zac Larraza–9 Gabe Levin–18 Emil Romig

 6 Matt VanVoohris–26 Evan Janssen–39 Grant Arnold

7 Will Butcher–10 David Makowski

 21 Joey LaLeggia–4 Josiah Didier

 11 Nolan Zajac–2 Nick Neville

1 Sam Brittain

 30 Greg Ogard
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With Rafael Nadal and Roger Federer still slugging it out on the courts at the Australian Open, I’m hitting the road to Fargo along with Tom Miller to catch a flight to Denver for this weekend’s series in Magness Arena.

Most of the NCHC teams have been on rollercoasters this year, and UND and Denver are the two teams that have been the hottest as of late.

UND is unbeaten in the last nine. Denver has lost just twice in its last 15.

For starters, the Herald unveiled a new-look website that’s designed to be much easier to read on mobile devices. As you would expect, we’re working through a lot of kinks in the system right now, so bear with us as we do that.

I wrote a notebook for today’s paper, touching on a number of subjects, leading with the friendship of UND’s Paul LaDue and Denver’s Matt VanVoohris. Although VanVoohris is listed as from Edina, he was actually born and raised in Grand Forks about three houses down from LaDue.

This week’s “Get to Know” segment also is with LaDue, but I don’t see that on the site right now. It might get posted later in the morning.

As most people probably saw earlier this week, Zane Gothberg sustained a lower-body injury in practice and will be out for at least a couple of weeks. That means Clarke Saunders is the guy right now.

Some UND fans may remember Saunders’ outstanding performance in Magness Arena last season. One interesting side note is that he actually stole a game in Magness while he was at Alabama Huntsville, too. Saunders made 41 saves to help the previously 1-21-1 Chargers to a stunning win.

One big similarity between these teams is how much their defensive corps factor in the scoring.

Nation’s top-five scoring D-corps

2.69 ppg — New Hampshire

 2.68 ppg — North Dakota

 2.65 ppg — Wisconsin

 2.64 ppg — St. Lawrence

 2.62 ppg — Denver

When you look at just goals by the defensive corps, Denver is even more impressive. Defenseman Joey LaLeggia has more goals (9) than anybody on UND’s team. Defenseman David Makowski has the same number of goals as UND’s leader, Rocco Grimaldi (8).

One player to keep an eye on for the Pioneers is rookie forward Trevor Moore. He has nine goals in the last 15 games.

On the UND side, Mark MacMillan has been playing well since his return to full health. He has two goals and two assists and is plus-5 in four games. Previously, he had three goals, two assists and a minus-8 rating in 14 games.

The Denver Post has a little preview of this weekend’s games here.

On to predictions for the weekend…

UND at Denver: Since 2003-04, these teams have split every series in Magness Arena but one. I think that’s a pretty safe bet here between two teams who are playing pretty well. Split.

Miami at Colorado College: Two teams that desperately need victories. The Tigers have 1 win in 21 games since Day 2 of the season. Miami, the preseason league favorite, is 3-8-2 in its last 13 games. I think the RedHawks finally get things right in the Springs. Miami sweep.

St. Cloud State, Minnesota Duluth at North Star College Cup: The Bulldogs open with the Mavericks, the Huskies take on the Gophers. I’m going to say Gophers beat the Bulldogs in the finals and the Huskies take out the Mavericks in the third-place game.

On the women’s side…

UND begins life without Olympians this weekend as Michelle Karvinen and Susanna Tapani are scheduled to depart Grand Forks for Europe. They will make a stop in Finland before going to Sochi.

It will be interesting to see if Meghan Dufault or Leah Jensen are in the lineup this weekend. Neither were at practice earlier this week when I stopped.

I’m expecting some low-scoring games this weekend against a Bemidji State squad that’s pretty good defensively. That shouldn’t bother UND, which has been quite pleased with the play of freshman goaltender Lexie Shaw.

Shaw is putting up some of the best numbers in the country right now. Here’s a story about her play in today’s paper.

Well, that’s all for now. Off to Fargo. Catch you from Denver.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=4#sthash.atfbqACc.dpuf
Locker room renovations coming Posted on January 23, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 12 Multiple sources have confirmed that Ralph Engelstad Arena will do a major renovation of UND’s locker room, classroom, lounge and coaches’ offices during the upcoming offseason. The project, which is being planned out right now, is expected to last most of the summer. Ralph Engelstad Arena, which opened 12 years ago, has done an excellent job in making sure that the building remains the top hockey venue in the country during an era where sporting venues are often considered outdated after 20 or 25 years. The managers there are making sure that Ralph Engelstad’s once-in-a-lifetime gift of $104 million won’t soon disappear as an outdated arena. Past projects include the scoreboard and graphics, improved ice-cooling coils underneath the surface, a facelift to the women’s hockey locker room and The Hockey Academy. Officials also have had discussions about how to improve cell phone coverage in the facility, which should please many of you who have e-mailed me about that issue. Once the season ends and the plans are finalized with the locker room renovation, I’ll have more on this. ***** It sounds like UND will head back to the Alaska Goal Rush tournament in Fairbanks to start the 2015-16 season. UND would play Alaska Anchorage one night and Fairbanks the next. It’s no secret that UND has coveted the exempt games (not counted against the limit of 34 regular-season games). The only ways to get those right now are playing in Alaska, playing in the Ice Breaker or playing in a Hall of Fame Game. I’m sure the Anchorage seafood restaurants are lobbying the Seawolves to get UND back to its early-season tournament, too, knowing the kind of business that I will give them. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged random updates, und hockey, und sports | 12 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Hakstol happy with new NCAA legislation Posted on January 23, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 According to College Hockey Inc., the NCAA has enacted new legislation that allows college coaches to contact prospects directly on Jan. 1 of their sophomore season — five-and-a-half months earlier than before. It also takes off some of the restrictions. College Hockey Inc., has a detailed explanation on why it’s a significant deal for college hockey coaches in their battle with the CHL for top players. At practice today, I asked coach Dave Hakstol, does that impact college hockey? “Absolutely it does,” Hakstol said. “I don’t think it’s going to make recruiting younger. I think it might allow us to do our job a little bit better in getting to know some of the younger recruits before they end up making commitments, which for me, has been a big part of the process that has been missing. “I think we’ve seen a lot of commitments by younger players who are not yet at an age where you can regularly communicate with them. So, I think you’re seeing one or two contacts, then decisions being made. Hopefully, this will allow the process to get back to personally getting to know families and bring back some of that recruiting process.” Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gothberg out indefinitely Posted on January 22, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 27 UND goalie Zane Gothberg is out indefinitely after sustaining an injury in practice late Tuesday. Gothberg’s injury is described as “lower body” by UND coach Dave Hakstol. He is not currently practicing and Hakstol said it will be, at minimum, a couple of weeks before Gothberg has a chance to rejoin the lineup. Hakstol said he probably won’t know any more about the timeline for a couple of weeks. Gothberg has started all nine games in UND’s current nine-game unbeaten streak. Clarke Saunders will get the call this weekend in Denver. Saunders hasn’t played since Nov. 29 at home against St. Lawrence. UND players and coaches say Saunders has been practicing very well, but his challenge is to do that in a game setting now. Freshman Matt Hrynkiw will now serve as the backup. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, zane gothberg | 27 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); GF sports chat Jan. 22 Posted on January 22, 2014 by gfherald 2 <a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&#038;task=viewaltcast&#038;altcast_code=78a88d1761" >GF sports chat Jan. 22</a> Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und sports | 2 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND Sports Zone Show: Men’s hockey, women’s basketball, women’s hockey, Olympics and men’s basketball Posted on January 22, 2014 by gfherald 1 Herald writers Brad Schlossman and Tom Miller discuss the latest in UND sports. brightcove.createExperiences(); Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCHC goals of the week Posted on January 21, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 6 Derek Rodwell checks in at No. 3. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged derek rodwell, nchc, und hockey, und sports | 6 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND women reach No. 3 Posted on January 21, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 After a sweep of St. Cloud State, the UND women’s team has reached its highest-ever ranking in the national poll at No. 3. That means WCHA teams are ranked 1-2-3 with the Gophers taking the top spot and the Badgers taking the second spot. UND is now 16-0-0 in its last 16 games against the Huskies, outscoring them by a margin of 80-13. So, UND has done a fantastic job taking care of business against St. Cloud State in the last four seasons. Next up: Bemidji State. UND has won 10 straight against the Beavers, but they have given UND a little more trouble in recent history than the Huskies. A few notes about UND: Leah Jensen once again sat out as she was ill. She hasn’t played since last February. Meghan Dufault was injured during Friday’s game and was held out Saturday. Both have a chance to play this weekend. Rookie goaltender Lexie Shaw hasn’t received a lot of attention so far this year, but she’s quietly putting up some very, very good numbers. After her first-career shutout on Friday, she now has a .940 save percentage and a 1.31 goals-against average. The UND coaching staff has to feel good about the 1-2 combo in net. The top two players in plus-minus on the team are the two highly touted rookie defensemen. Halli Krzyzaniak and Gracen Hirschy are both plus-17. Josefine Jakobsen became the fifth UND player in history to reach the Century Club with her empty-net goal on Saturday afternoon. The previous four players to do it were Jocelyne Lamoureux, Monique Lamoureux, Michelle Karvinen and Alyssa Wiebe. UND is giving up an average of 1.82 goals per game. The previous school record for fewest goals per game is 2.26, which was set last season. This weekend’s opponent, Bemidji State, is a young team that’s having trouble scoring, but it has done a solid job defensively. They were tied with Minnesota in the final eight minutes of the game earlier this season. So, these games aren’t gimmes, but they are critical for the Pairwise. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und sports, und womens hockey | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Saturday night rewind Posted on January 20, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 7 All right, let’s see a show of hands. Who thought that, on Nov. 29 after losing 5-2 at home against St. Lawrence, UND was about to go on a nine-game unbeaten streak? Anyone? Bueller? Me either. UND did what it needed to do, finishing its nonconference portion of the schedule 4-0-1 in the last five and winning games against some teams under .500. UND did enough in nonconference play to not bury itself in the Pairwise, but there’s still plenty of work that needs to be done. When asked after Saturday night’s game 4-2 win over Bemidji State about the team’s nonconference performance, coach Dave Hakstol basically said he would like to do-over a couple of them. No doubt that UND would like to go back to Boston and play the Terriers again. BU is a big-name team with lots of history, but that Terrier squad was not very good (hence UND putting 58 shots on goal against them in one game). BU is now on an eight-game winless streak. As Hakstol said, there are no do-overs and UND needs to control what’s in front of them. The team did that Saturday night, finishing off a solid series against the Beavers. My game story is here. Andrew Panzarella with some solid quotes. Tom Miller’s column is here. He wrote about the emergence of Derek Rodwell, who showed Saturday that he can score some skilled goals as well as the greasy ones. During the first seven games of UND’s current run, the team was getting by, finding ways to win tight games that were up for grabs. I thought this weekend was the first time that UND really dictated play for an entire weekend and exerted its will on an opponent. Some will say, “Well, it’s Bemidji State.” UND outshot BSU by 28 the first night and 16 the second night. In the last seven meetings between UND and the Beavers, UND has not outshot BSU by more than 13. Not even the 2010-11 team outshot BSU by more than 15 on back-to-back nights. The Beavers are always that make it difficult to generate offense and you always know what kind of team you’re going to get. So, it was definitely a good weekend for UND to show that it can crank things up a bit. The best sign for the fans is that this team looks like one that is getting better. Clearly, health is a big factor. Mark MacMillan had 3 goals and 5 points in his first 14 games this season, while registering a minus-8 rating. Since returning to health, he has 2 goals and 4 points in 4 games, while registering a plus-5. Michael Parks has stepped up his game, too. He has six points in the last six games. Panzarella, a junior, scored the first goal of his college career on Saturday night and I wouldn’t be surprised if we see more of him during the stretch run. Even if he doesn’t score, he adds a physical element that Wade Murphy does not. Regardless, the coaching staff has to like the competition to get roster spots. That’s something the team hasn’t had a lot of during the past two seasons (mainly because of injuries). UND is creating depth right now. The schedule now turns for UND. It’s Denver, Omaha, Miami, Duluth, St. Cloud State and Western Michigan to close out the regular season. Not the easiest stretch for UND, which still has ground to make up in order to make the NCAA tournament. UND needed to make up some ground before heading out on this stretch and an 8-0-1 run in nine games did the trick. Some of you may have noticed a bizarre moment during pregame introductions, where PA announcer Darrin Looker called the name of starting goaltender Zane Gothberg and nobody was on the ice. The spotlight shined on an empty goal crease and nobody skated to the line. Gothberg actually broke his skate during pregame warmups and equipment manager Andy Rannells was scrambling to fix it. Apparently, there were some hairy moments, but Rannells was able to make the repair just in time for Gothberg to skate onto the ice before puck drop. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 7 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Seven UND players named in AJHL’s top 50 Posted on January 20, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 The AJHL named its top 50 players of all-time on Sunday night and seven former UND players are on the list. Two of them are from the most recent decade — Matt Frattin and Corban Knight. Other UND members on the list are Gary Valk, Dixon Ward, Troy Murray, Perry Berezan and Rick Zaparniuk. Five of the seven of the UND players to make the list have played in the NHL. Only Zaparniuk and Knight have not — and Knight’s probably not far away. See the full list on the AJHL site here. Frattin and Knight, both Hobey Baker Award finalists at UND, played in the AJHL during the 2004-13 era. Valk and Ward are from the 1984-93 era. Murray and Berezan were from the 1974-83 era. Zaparniuk played in the AJHL in the late 1970s. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged corban knight, dixon ward, gary valk, matt frattin, perry berezan, rick zaparniuk, troy murray, und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Toews gets an ‘A’ for Canada Posted on January 19, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 Former UND star Jonathan Toews will wear an ‘A’ for Team Canada at the 2014 Sochi Games, Hockey Canada confirmed on Sunday. Sidney Crosby will serve as Canada’s captain for the Olympic Games. Shea Weber will join Toews as an alternate captain. Toews led Canada to a gold medal in the 2010 Vancouver Games. He led the team in scoring and won the directorate award as the tournament’s top forward. He has captained the Chicago Blackhawks to the Stanley Cup twice in the last four years. - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=5#sthash.VA1pM5En.dpuf
Rapid reax
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Tom Miller and I discuss UND’s 4-2 win over Bemidji State on Saturday night in Ralph Engelstad Arena and the crazy finish that awaits the NCHC.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged und hockey, und sports
  |  2 Replies 

Gameday final: UND 4, BSU 2
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Webcast on UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Two changes for UND. Panzarella is in for Murphy at forward, Thompson is in for Ausmus. Gothberg starts.

First period

UND 1, Bemidji State 0 — Connor Gaarder (Stephane Pattyn, Troy Stecher) 6:27. Pattyn makes quite a play along the wall to out-muscle a couple of Beaver defenders, who are trying to knock him off the puck. Pattyn finds a bit of separation and sends the puck to the crease area, where Gaarder re-directs it past Walsh.

UND 2, Bemidji State 0 — Andrew Panzarella  (Mark MacMillan, Jordan Schmaltz) 7:22. MacMillan starts a rush up the left wing, gets space and centers a pass to Panzarella, who tips it past Walsh for his first-career goal.

UND 2, Bemidji State 1 — Cory Ward 12:37. UND tries to transition out of the zone but Ward jumps and grabs a puck over his head, sets it down and skates in the zone. Schmaltz probably leaves a bigger gap than he wants to and Ward takes advantage by sniping the glove-side corner of the net.

Second period

UND 3, Bemidji State 1 — Derek Rodwell (Paul LaDue) 1:13. Rodwell picks up the puck in the neutral zone with speed and flies up the left wing. Rodwell protects the puck from Prapevessis on his backhand. At the last second, at the bottom of the circle he quickly sneaks the puck to his forehand under Prapevessis’ stick and puts it just inside the far post.

UND 4, Bemidji State 1 — Michael Parks (Mark MacMillan, Nick Mattson) 6:58. Parks gets the puck at the bottom of the right circle. And you can see it from a mile away — he catches the goalie on the post and goes for the wraparound. It’s his sixth wraparound goal of his career.

UND 4, Bemidji State 2 — Markus Gerbrandt (Ruslan Pedan, Matt Prapevessis) 13:09 (pp). Pedan launches a hard shot from the right point. Gothberg gets a piece of it, but it falls behind him in the crease. Gerbrandt gets to it before UND’s defensemen can clear it out.

Third period

Scoreless.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Bemidji State’s lines

23 Markus Gerbrandt–13 Cory Ward–28 Brendan Harms

 18 Radoslav Illo–12 Jeff Jubinville–16 Danny Mattson

 29 Phil Brewer–27 Mitch Cain–22 Charlie O’Connor

 9 Phillip Marinaccio–6 Nate Arentz–26 Bob Kinne

14 D.J. Jones–4 Sam Windle

 25 Ruslan Pedan–7 Matt Prapavessis

 3 James Hansen–11 Graeme McCormack

30 Andrew Walsh

 33 Reid Mimmack
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Live chat is on UNDsports.com.

First period

No scoring.

Second period

SCSU 1, UND 0 — Hanna Brodt (Sydney Burghardt) 11:41. Burghardt sends a pass from the left circle to the top of the crease, where Brodt takes one swing and puts it underneath the glove of Amsley-Benzie.

SCSU 1, UND 1 — Michelle Karvinen (Amy Menke) 17:14. Karvinen starts a rush up the middle and gets the puck to Menke on the right wing on a two-on-two. SCSU D Hanmer has her back turned and doesn’t see Karvinen driving the net. Menke hits Karvinen with a perfect pass and Karvinen taps it in to tie the game.

Third period

UND 2, SCSU 1 — Michelle Karvinen (Josefine Jakobsen, Amy Menke) 1:25. Menke hits Jakobsen in the high slot. Her shot is stopped by Friend, but Karvinen picks up the rebound, moves it to the backhand and scores her second of the game.

UND 3, SCSU 1 — Josefine Jakobsen 19:45 (en). Jakobsen finishes it with an empty-netter from the red line.

UND’s lines

3 Michelle Karvinen–63 Josefine Jakobsen–21 Amy Menke

 77 Susanna Tapani–51 Becca Kohler–10 Andrea Dalen

 15 Kayla Gardner–55 Lisa Marvin–13 Layla Marvin

 11 Shannon Kaiser–14 Marissa Salo–9 Kayla Berg

22 Tanja Eisenschmid–18 Halli Krzyzaniak

 4 Sam LaShomb–6 Gracen Hirschy

 5 Johanna Fallman–8 Samantha Hanson

1 Shelby Amsley-Benzie

 29 Lexie Shaw

 34 Annie Chipman

St. Cloud State’s lines

23 Molli Mott–14 Julia Gilbert–10 Abby Ness

 13 Sydney Burghardt–5 Hanna Brodt–12 Amy Olson

 18 Kelsey Saelens–9 Lauren Hespenheide–19 Payge Pena

 6 Amanda Arbogast–17 Jenna Redford–4 Amanda Monkman

3 Audrey Hanmer–24 Alexandra Makaric

 8 Michelle Burke–21 Christa Moody

 11 Caroline Markstrom–7 Skye Kelly
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The drive home from Bemidji was sketchy to say the least, but after a little more than three hours, we are back in Grand Forks. Just in time to watch Rafael Nadal hit the court in the Australian Open.

Hope everyone else who made the trip got back to Grand Forks safely (or stayed overnight in Bemidji).

For starters, here are a few stories to read from Forum Communications:

1. My gamer from UND’s point of view

2. Miller’s column on the success of surprise goalie starter Andrew Walsh

3. The gamer from Bemidji State beat writer Jack Hittinger.

I thought that tonight’s game may have been UND’s most complete of the season. If not, it’s right up there with Saturday against BU and Friday against Western Michigan.

Bemidji State survived an onslaught of UND chances in the opening period. I thought that it would even out after that. It really didn’t.

The Beavers were better in the second period, but scoring chances and shots were still lopsided in the final two periods of the game.

UND maintained puck possession for very long stretches of time. I thought UND’s intensity and jump was there for the entire 65 minutes. I didn’t think it dropped at any point in the game.

In the end, UND only came away with a tie.

It’s interesting — in arguably two of the team’s most dominant performances this season, UND didn’t win either (tie vs. BSU, tie vs. BU).

A few other take-aways from this game:

◾Jordan Schmaltz continued to show the ability to dominate a game. In the third period, he took over. He was creating offense all over the place and did everything but finish. He’s smart about picking his spots to jump in the play. He made quite a toe-drag play to create space and a shot in the third period.

◾Two other standouts — Dillon Simpson and Michael Parks. Simpson was good all-around. Parks brought a lot of energy.

◾Paul LaDue quietly had a solid game.

◾The only line that wasn’t dominant for UND was the third line of Colten St. Clair, Wade Murphy and Bryn Chyzyk. When they got stuck on the ice in the third period after Simpson accidentally flipped a puck over the glass, UND coach Dave Hakstol took his timeout and changed lines.

◾Bemidji State actually had a great chance to win this game, but Radoslav Illo hit the post in overtime. Goalie Zane Gothberg had no idea that the rebound was sitting right on top of the crease and Illo had a great chance to sweep it into an empty net, but Parks did a good job of tying him up.

◾It was a sold out crowd for the Sanford Center. Very good crowd. UND fans contributed a lot to it. A very good showing of UND fans.

◾It’s easy to tell which Beaver players are their leading scorers — Cory Ward, Markus Gerbrandt. Both had their moments.

Around the league, it was a crazy night. Every game went to overtime.

Colorado College appeared ready to upset Providence, but the Friars scored an extra-attacker, game-tying goal with 20 seconds left to add to the Tigers’ misery this season. CC is now 0-8-1 in nonconference.

WMU goalie Frank Slubowski gave up 3 goals on 4 shots to start the game against St. Cloud State. The Huskies led 4-1 in the second period, but the Broncos came back and tied the game. WMU got the extra point in the shootout.

Duluth scored back-to-back goals in the final 4:01, but Denver’s Quentin Shore scored an overtime winner with just 15 seconds left in the extra session.

Omaha outshot Miami 27-13, but only mustered a shootout loss. Omaha has allowed just 13 shots on goal in each of the last two games, but has no wins to show for it. Omaha’s winless streak has hit seven.

That’s all for now. Women’s live chat at 2 p.m. Men’s live chat at 7 p.m.
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Tonight’s highlights from Lakeland TV.
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: See this blog post or visit americaonesports.com for the webcast. Lineup notes: No surprises for UND. Ausmus back in for Thompson on D, Gothberg starts. One big surprise for BSU: Goalie Jesse Wilkins, who has started 6 of the last 8, is not dressed. Veteran Andrew Walsh starts. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

No scoring.

Second period

UND 1, Bemidji State 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Drake Caggiula, Luke Johnson) 6:42. Johnson gets to a dump at the halfwall and tries to catch Walsh out of his net. Walsh makes the save and sends it behind the net, where Caggiula picks it up and centers to Grimaldi in the slot. Grimaldi makes a great one-time shot to pick the corner of the net.

UND 1, Bemidji State 1 — Cory Ward (Brendan Harms) 18:15. Harms sends Ward in the zone with space by chipping a puck around Ausmus. BSU’s leading scorer snipes the glove-side corner of the net from the right circle to tie it.

Third period

No scoring.

Overtime

No scoring.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Bemidji State’s lines

23 Markus Gerbrandt–13 Cory Ward–28 Brendan Harms

 18 Radoslav Illo–12 Jeff Jubinville–16 Danny Mattson

 29 Phil Brewer–27 Mitch Cain–22 Charlie O’Connor

 9 Phillip Marinaccio–6 Nate Arentz–26 Bob Kinne

14 D.J. Jones–4 Sam Windle

 25 Ruslan Pedan–7 Matt Prapavessis

 3 James Hansen–11 Graeme McCormack

30 Andrew Walsh

 33 Reid Mimmack
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As of this morning, there are still tickets available for tonight’s game between UND and Bemidji State in the Sanford Center. Not a ton, but you should be able to get some if you want to make the trip.

For those who may be planning on making the trip, make sure to be a little extra cautious on the roads. There were several accidents just west of Bemidji tonight.

UND planned to make the trip this afternoon, but had to take a slight detour because U.S. Highway 2 was closed between Grand Forks and Crookston. The team took 220 south and 9 back north to Crookston, then proceeded to Bemidji.

After a one-year hiatus of playing in Bemidji, this home-and-home series between UND and Bemidji State is back. They will play a home-and-home again next year, for sure, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this series continues further beyond that.

One time, Beaver coach Tom Serratore said that UND fans look at Bemidji State as their little brother. He described the UND fan mindset: “It’s OK for them to beat up on us, but nobody else better!”

Bemidji State has a photo in its rink of Shea Walters’ overtime winner in the 2011 Final Five. Serratore said all you can see in the background is a bunch of people in Sioux jerseys with their hands in the air celebrating the goal.

Going back to the “little brother” comparison, there’s something else about little brothers. The big brother feels he should never lose to the little brother under any circumstances.

The last time it happened — the only time it has happened in the D-I era — it was not pretty. Talk to some of the players who have left the program, and they will remember that game well. Probably moreso because of what happened the next morning.

Last time, UND was hitting rock bottom. This time, UND comes in on a seven-game winning streak, narrowly finding ways to win close games.

I’d expect close games again this weekend.

Bemidji State has been to overtime in 7 of its last 16 games. UND has been involved in a one-goal game in the third period 6 times in the last 7 games. Both squads have been playing tight games.

The Beavers will probably want to follow the same recipe it used to cook up its victory in 2011 — play very strong defensively, don’t allow UND chances in transition, get bodies in the slot area so it’s hard to get the puck to the net and take advantage of special teams and/or breakaways.

The power play is an area that the Beavers have improved recently. One guy to watch on the BSU PP: Defenseman Ruslan Pedan. He has 10 points this season — nine of them on the power play. He’s eighth on the team in scoring, but first on the team in power-play points.

Two other guys to watch are Cory Ward and Markus Gerbrandt, Bemidji State’s top two goal-scorers. They have almost double the goals that UND’s top two goal-scorers do (23-12).

The other interesting storyline about the Beavers is their goaltending.

Junior Andrew Walsh entered the season as the clear-cut No. 1 goalie. But freshman Jesse Wilkins, who did not play in the team’s first 16 games (and didn’t dress in three of them), has started 6 of the last 8 games, putting up significantly better numbers than Walsh.

Wilkins is 2-1-3 with a .935 SP and a 2.28 GAA.

Walsh is 5-9-3 with a .903 SP and a 2.99 GAA.

It appears that Serratore is riding the hot hand of Wilkins right now, just as Dave Hakstol is riding the hot hand of Zane Gothberg, who is 7-0-0 with a .926 SP and a 1.86 GAA during UND’s winning streak.

If you want to check out this week’s Get To Know segment, it is with defenseman Gage Ausmus, who has been splitting games with Keaton Thompson.

There should be plenty of coverage this weekend, especially tonight’s game, from the Forum Communications family.

I’ll be in Bemidji along with columnist Tom Miller, while beat writer Jack Hittinger will be covering the game for the Pioneer and head editor Matt Cory, who held just about every position humanly possible at the Herald until leaving for Bemidji about a year ago, will write a column. Pioneer photog Monte Draper is shooting the game.

And for the picks…

Western Michigan at St. Cloud State: Since getting swept by UND, the Broncos have been good, going 5-1. The Huskies continue to be the NCHC’s best team and the odds-on favorite to take home the Penrose Cup. PasswordisTaco says the Broncos will get one this weekend, and I don’t doubt him. Split.

Nebraska Omaha at Miami: These are the teams that I picked to finish 1-2 in the league. Miami is 3-7-1 in its last 11 games and sitting in dead last in the NCHC at 3-7. Omaha figured that December would be its tough stretch — Denver, North Dakota, Michigan and Miami. But the Mavs went 6-2 in that stretch. Since then, Omaha is winless in six games. This is a key series between two teams that need to get back on track. Both teams are very potent, but struggle defensively. Take the over. Miami regulation win and shootout win.

Denver at Duluth: After a tough start, the Pioneers have really turned it in, getting points in every weekend. They’ve lost just twice in the last 14 games. This is a battle between two hot goalies. Duluth’s Aaron Crandall made 90 saves last weekend in Omaha, while Denver’s Sam Brittain is probably the front-runner for NCHC goalie of the year at this point. Denver sweep.

Providence at Colorado College: The Tigers finish off nonconference play this weekend. They are currently a dreadful 0-8 in nonconference, and this won’t be an easy way to close it out. Even so, I don’t think the Tigers are as bad as their record indicates, and Providence is winless in its last four games. Split.

UND vs. Bemidji State: As I said earlier, I’m anticipating tight, low-scoring games this weekend. The Beavers have had a knack for going into overtime, so I think tonight’s game ends in a tie. I think The Ralph is the difference on Saturday and UND grabs a win. So, winning streak ends. Unbeaten streak stays. UND win and tie.

*****

On the women’s side, UND hosts St. Cloud State.

Because the men are out of town, tonight’s game is a 7:07 p.m. start. Saturday’s game is a 2:07 p.m. start.

With the quick turnaround, I’d guess that UND continues its goalie rotation and both Lexie Shaw and Shelby Amsley-Benzie will play.

For this week’s paper, I wrote about sophomore forward Becca Kohler. She doesn’t have a ton of points right now, but by the way she played in Madison, she looks poised to break out. She can be dominant at times.

Bad-luck sophomore forward Leah Jensen is ill this week and probably won’t make her return to the lineup against the Huskies. Might have to aim for next week now.

UND has a number of forwards who have been quiet through a very difficult stretch on the schedule. It would be big to get some confidence going for them in the next couple of weeks before the loss of the Olympians.

This weekend’s games are huge for UND, which doesn’t want to drop down to eighth in the Pairwise, which can be a very delicate spot. One stat that works in UND’s favor: The Huskies have only scored one goal in Grand Forks in their last four meetings — zero at even strength.

It has been 343 minutes, 15 seconds  – a span of five games and two periods — since the Huskies have notched an even-strength goal in The Ralph. UND has won 14 straight against the Huskies.

That’s it for now. Hope to have some pregame coverage from the Sanford Center once we arrive. Catch you then.
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Here you go.

I think they did a nice job with them.
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This season, I noticed one big change in the press boxes.

There’s almost always a supervisor of officials there, and they take notes like I’ve never seen during my 10-plus years at the Herald.

So, I decided to inquire about it a little bit and ended up getting this story out of it. A lot of the stuff that I wrote about is out of the public eye, and I thought it might be an interesting read for those to see what’s going on behind the scenes.

As NCHC commish Josh Fenton told me in that story, officials are never going to be perfect, and they will always be criticized. Nobody ever particularly likes officials.

But, clearly, the NCHC and its members take seriously the goal of trying to develop its officials.

In the past, no matter what league’s games I attended, you maybe saw a supervisor of officials for five or six games during a season. That’s not saying that guys like Greg Shepherd weren’t going out. He was somewhere every single night. But he can only do so much himself.

What the NCHC decided to do was to monitor nearly every game. It’s an added expense, but one the league is willing to take on to try to improve officials and give them more feedback.

I’ve also never seen supervisors of officials take the detailed notes that Mike Schmitt and Don Adam do. They go through pages every single night, writing down everything — good and bad. They separate out each official and evaluate them individually.

There also is postgame feedback (in rare circumstances, in-game feedback if the supervisor feels it is necessary to go down between periods). And it’s not just supervisors saying, “Hey, you missed that call.” Instead, it’s more focused on stuff like, “Hey, you missed that call. This is why. This is what you can do so the mistake doesn’t happen again.”

Has it worked? So far, I think the results have been very positive.

In comparison with the Hockey East crew that we saw earlier this year, the NCHC officials have been much better. I can’t remember officiating being talked about as little as this year, which is a good thing for the officials.

I also think the amount of time they’ve spent talking to the bench has been cut significantly. They do still come over and talk to the benches sometimes, but not nearly as much. And when they do, it has generally been much faster (that’s a credit to the coaches, too).

No, you’re never going to like everything that officials do (is there a league in the world where people actually like officials?). Yes, they will make mistakes. And yes, there will be future controversies. Who knows, maybe there will be one this weekend.

But the increased oversight and feedback seems to be a good addition for the NCHC and a great development model for the officials.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=6#sthash.yden3510.dpuf
Watch this week’s UND Sports Zone Show Posted on January 15, 2014 by gfherald Reply Herald writers Brad Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson discuss the latest in UND sports. brightcove.createExperiences(); Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); DU rescinds ticket policy Posted on January 14, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 17 The University of Denver has rescinded its ticket policy of making people buy 20+ tickets or buy tickets for three series in order to purchase single-game tickets for the series against UND. If you visit denverpioneers.com, you can now purchase single-game tickets. The series is not sold out and there are plenty of seats available. Many UND fans did purchase the group tickets and distribute them among other UND fans. Colorado is one of the school’s largest alumni bases. UND plays at Denver next weekend (Jan. 24-25). Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 17 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCHC goals of the week Posted on January 14, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 Mark MacMillan checks in at No. 2 (with one of his two highlight goals from the weekend). Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged mark macmillan, und hockey, und sports | 9 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Random stats Posted on January 14, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 College Hockey Inc., in partnership with collegehockeystats.net has an outstanding stats page (view here) that it introduced last season. It is fun to mess around on there and check out some statistical leaders in categories that don’t get as much pub. Here are a few. National blocked shot leaders 1. Eric Knodel, UNH, 64 1. Cliff Watson, Tech, 64 3. Randy Cure, Mercyhurst, 56 4. Colton Parayko, UAF, 55 5. Michael Quinn, UAF, 54 6. Colin Shea, UMass, 53 6. Andrew Blazek, RMU, 53 8. Dillon Simpson, UND, 49 National faceoff leaders 1. Nate Arentz, Bemidji State, 67.5% 2. George Michalke, Air Force, 66.7% 3. Alex Petan, Tech, 64.9% 4. David Morley, SCSU, 63.9% 5. Kyle Baun, Colgate, 63.6% 58. Rocco Grimaldi, UND, 56.2% Top faceoff teams 1. Quinnipiac 56.1% 2. Colgate 55.0% 3. Holy Cross 54.3% 4. Minnesota 53.9% 5. Wisconsin 53.7% 26. North Dakota 50.6% National shot per game leaders 1. Jimmy Vesey, Harvard, 5.12 2. Casey Bailey, Penn State, 5.08 3. Kenny Agostino, Yale, 5.00 4. Nick Lappin, Brown, 4.86 5. Ryan Haggerty, RPI, 4.81 6. Riley Barber, Miami, 4.75 7. Shayne Gostisbehere, Union, 4.55 28. Rocco Grimaldi, UND, 3.60 Worst team save percentages .860 St. Lawrence .867 Army .875 Dartmouth .878 Omaha .879 American International .886 Huntsville .887 Penn State .888 Niagara UND’s plus-minus leaders +8 — Keaton Thompson +5 — Troy Stecher +3 — Luke Johnson +3 — Gage Ausmus +3 — Derek Rodwell UND’s shot leaders 72 — Rocco Grimaldi 48 — Luke Johnson 42 — Michael Parks 36 — Jordan Schmaltz 36 — Drake Caggiula UND blocked shot leaders 49 — Dillon Simpson 24 — Jordan Schmaltz 24 — Troy Stecher 21 — Paul LaDue 19 — Nick Mattson Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged random updates, und hockey, und sports | 9 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Simpson earns NCHC honor Posted on January 14, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply UND senior captain Dillon Simpson is the defenseman of the week in the NCHC. Simpson registered a goal and two assists in UND’s sweep of Colorado College over the weekend. Simpson had the game-winning goal and an assist on Friday, then tacked on another assist Saturday. Simpson is the leading defenseman scorer in NCHC games and is third in conference scoring with 11 points in 12 league games. UND in weekly awards Nov. 18 — Dillon Simpson, NCHC defenseman of the week Dec. 2 — Troy Stecher, NCHC defenseman of the week Dec. 2 — Keaton Thompson, NCHC rookie of the week Dec. 9 — Luke Johnson, NCHC rookie of the week Dec. 16 — Rocco Grimaldi, NCHC offensive player of the week Dec. 16 — Jordan Schmaltz, NCHC defenseman of the week Dec. 16 — Zane Gothberg, NCHC goalie of the week Jan. 13 — Dillon Simpson, NCHC defenseman of the week Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged dillon simpson, nchc, und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday’s UND-BSU viewing info Posted on January 13, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 Received this e-mail this afternoon from The Boss Matt Schill. Plan accordingly: Friday’s game at Bemidji State is viewable in the Grand Forks region and (I believe) statewide with Midco. Not sure on other cable providers. The game in on the Minnesota Channel. It’s a PBS channel that can be seen throughout most of Minnesota for cable and satellite, but Midco has it as well. · Midco with cable box: 597 (It’s part of the limited digital package. One step up from limited, which is the very first level of channels). · Midco without cable box: 3.3 (or one of those digital channels) If you have a digital TV and limited digital cable with it plugged directly into your TV with no cable box, it should be in the 3s. This is where is will be for UND dorms, our offices, REA press box, etc. · Over the air with an antenea (via Wikipedia) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minnesota_Channel Prairie Public Television carries Minnesota Channel in North Dakota. · KGFE (2.3) Grand Forks (Available in HD) · KBME-TV (3.3) Bismarck · KWSE (4.3) Williston · KSRE (6.3) Minot · KDSE (9.3) Dickinson · KFME (13.3) Fargo · KCGE (16.3) Crookston, MN / Grand Forks · KJRE (19.3) Ellendale · KMDE (25.3) Devils Lake Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 9 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Five UND recruits ranked Posted on January 13, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 Five UND recruits are ranked in the NHL Central Scouting Bureau’s midterm rankings. Not surprisingly, Nick Schmaltz is the highest at No. 19 (among North American skaters). Schmaltz is expected to be a first-round draft pick in June’s draft. He’s currently playing for the Green Bay Gamblers and is slated to arrive on campus next year. Forwards Austin Poganski (72), Shane Gersich (81) and Chris Wilkie (111) are in the middle of the rankings. Poganski and Wilkie are teammates on Tri-City in the USHL, while Gersich plays for the U.S. Under-18 team. Defenseman Ryan Mantha (179) rounds out the rankings. He plays for Sioux City in the USHL. NCHC recruits in Central Scouting 19. Nick Schmaltz, F, North Dakota 61. Luc Snuggerud, D, Omaha 67. Mitch Slattery, D, St. Cloud State 70. Steven Spinner, F, Omaha 72. Austin Poganski, F, North Dakota 81. Shane Gersich, F, North Dakota 91. Neal Pionk, D, Duluth 92. Karson Kuhlman, F, Duluth 100. Jared Fiegl, F, Denver 111. Chris Wilkie, F, North Dakota 132. Matheson Iacopelli, D, Western Michigan 179. Ryan Mantha, D, North Dakota 197. Jacob Randolph, F, Omaha Top 10 college hockey recruits in rankings 16. Sonny Milano, F, Boston College 17. Dylan Larkin, F, Michigan 19. Nick Schmaltz, F, North Dakota 21. Alex Tuch, F, Boston College 27. Jack Glover, D, Minnesota 29. Jack Dougherty, D, Wisconsin 32. Ryan Collins, D, Minnesota 39. Shane Eiserman, F, New Hampshire 41. Joshua Jacobs, D, Michigan State 44. Jonathan MacLeod, D, Boston University Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Saturday night rewind Posted on January 13, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 21 As much as some people said that the British Columbia trip was a bad idea, it sure looks like it was a good idea after UND swept Colorado College over the weekend. UND did not play well in Burnaby coming out of Christmas break, and you have to wonder whether it would have looked like that this weekend against the Tigers had it not worked out the rust in Bill Copeland Sports Arena. As it is, UND is on a seven-game winning streak, and it appears the team has started to learn how to walk that narrow line to victory. Take a look at the seven-game winning streak. Six of those games were one-goal games in the third period. UND trailed in the third period in two of the last three. UND has done a great job holding on to leads, too. It is 9-0-1 in the last 10 games that it has led at any point. Right now, UND is finding different ways to win games. This weekend’s opponent, Colorado College, is finding ways to lose games. Against UND, the Tigers took a five-minute major penalty with 4:58 to go on Friday night, ending any chance of them tying up a one-goal game. On Saturday, a defenseman coughed up the puck to Rocco Grimaldi on top of the crease during a tie game in the third period. Here’s my game story that details the different paths of UND and CC. One big difference in UND this weekend is the play of Mark MacMillan. He clearly was not close to 100 percent in the first half — he couldn’t skate effectively at all — but has returned to old form. MacMillan torched a couple of D-men and scored goals driving the net this weekend, and Tom Miller wrote a story about the difference in his game. A few other observations about this weekend: **** Michael Parks had a very good weekend. And late in Saturday’s game, he had the puck in the slot area and he actually shot high. The shot hit the crossbar. I thought it was, for sure, going to be a goal and that he was going to turn and point at the press box. **** UND’s faceoff percentage from the start of the season to Nov. 29 was .499. During the seven-game winning streak, it is at .521. **** Derek Rodwell had his best weekend of the year. He was terrific in this game. There was a play in the second period where he carried the puck in the neutral zone through heavy traffic and was able to keep his balance. I don’t think he would have made that play earlier in the season. With a minute left in the game, Rodwell’s line got the call to protect the lead. They were playing as well as any unit. **** Keaton Thompson leads the team in plus-minus with a plus-8 rating. He has not been on the ice for a goal against yet in his college career. Thompson obviously scored a big, game-tying goal in the third. **** In case you didn’t see, Omaha outshot Duluth 53-13 and lost 3-1. Omaha is winless in six straight now, but it obviously helped getting Jaycob Megna back on Saturday. **** Western Michigan finished off a sweep of Miami and is now 5-1 since getting swept by UND. Hopefully, I’ll have some more stats for you later today. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 21 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Badgers grab series split Posted on January 13, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 2 No. 2 Wisconsin managed to grab a series split against UND with a 4-1 victory on Sunday afternoon at LaBahn Arena. UND played fairly well, but Badger goaltender Ann-Renee Desbiens was as good as advertised in slowing down an opponent. UND went with Shelby Amsley-Benzie in the series finale and she stopped 22 of 25 shots, allowing three goals in the second period. Michelle Karvinen scored UND’s lone goal in the first period. The eventual game-winning goal was controversial as the officials had a bad sequence. First, an official mistakenly blew the whistle with the puck still in play. Right after the ref blew the whistle, a Badger player knocked it past Amsley-Benzie for a goal. The official assumed a UND player was about to touch the puck, and she was going to blow it dead because there was a delayed penalty call coming on UND. Despite the whistle, the officials still allowed the goal, then they threw the wrong player in the penalty box (Lisa Marvin, when it should have been either Sam LaShomb or Sam Hanson). The play in question starts at the :46 mark. Now, would the Badger player have scored the goal, even without the whistle? Most likely. But you also can’t count a goal after a whistle has blown. It doesn’t seem like it affected Amsley-Benzie at all, but you can’t say for sure. She did immediately turn toward the official who blew the whistle after the puck went in. UND should have been able to touch up that puck with a little better effort. Then this wouldn’t have been a story. But either way, it wasn’t handled very well by the officials. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 2 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: UND 3, CC 2 Posted on January 11, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 6 TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Webcast on UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Only change for UND is Thompson for Ausmus on D. CC goes with King for Young on D and Gerdes for Roos up front. First period UND 1, Colorado College 0 — Mark MacMillan (Michael Parks, Dillon Simpson) 11:09. Parks gets the puck to MacMillan, who is coming up the left wing with speed. MacMillan torched Olofsson on the outside, brought it to the net front, moved it to the backhand and scored on the far side. Second period UND 1, Colorado College 1 — Alexander Krushelnyski (Aaron Harstad, Peter Stoykewych) 19:36 (pp). Harstad launches a point shot that Gothberg fights off. Krushelnyski finds the rebound below the circle and makes a great top-shelf backhand from a tight angle to tie the game. Third period Colorado College 2, UND 1 — Jaccob Slavin (Alexander Krushelnyski, Sam Rothstein) 1:16 (pp). Krushelnyski holds the puck in the right circle and finds Slavin creeping in on the back door for a tap-in goal. Colorado College 2, UND 2 — Keaton Thompson (Bryn Chyzyk, Colten St. Clair) 6:16. Thompson gets the puck at the point, holds it for an extra second to let traffic develop in front of Thorimbert, then rockets one by the goalie’s blocker. UND 3, Colorado College 2 — Rocco Grimaldi 8:20. UND dumps and changes. Rodwell stays out to try to force a play deep in the CC zone and he does. Olofsson makes a bad turnover that ends up in front of the net and Grimaldi sweeps it in. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–7 Wade Murphy 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders Colorado College’s lines 18 Scott Wamsganz–21 Jeff Collett–12 Archie Skalbeck 16 Alexander Krushelnyski–9 Sam Rothstein–24 Jared Hanson 26 Zach Aman–10 Cody Bradley–17 Charlie Taft 11 Hunter Fejes–14 Jordan GiDiando–8 Luc Gerdes 6 Peter Stoykewych–13 Gustav Olofsson 27 Aaron Harstad–5 Jaccob Slavin 3 Michael King–7 Eamonn McDermott 39 Josh Thorimbert 29 Courtney Lockwood - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=7#sthash.uDFyuqVb.dpuf
UND women knock off UW Posted on January 11, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 The UND women’s team wasn’t rusty after its Christmas break. UND knocked off No. 2 Wisconsin 4-1 on Saturday in Madison, ending the Badgers’ 16-game unbeaten streak and 12-game home winning streak. Michelle Karvinen, Susanna Tapani, Layla Marvin and Shannon Kaiser scored for UND, which improved to 13-4-2. UND became the first team to score four goals on the Badgers in 29 games — a stretch that dates back to January of last season. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und sports, und womens hockey | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday night rewind Posted on January 11, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 11 On Wednesday night, I wrote a story about someone who opted to leave UND’s program in search of extended playing time. On Friday night, I interviewed a kid who was nearly in tears just because he was allowed to re-join that same program. Very different set of circumstances, but it was hard not to think of the events of earlier this week as Bryn Chyzyk nearly choked up while telling the assembled media: “When you have something as cool as the Sioux family taken away from you, you realize how special it really is.” Chyzyk continued on. “I can’t say enough about the coaching staff and my teammates. Their support meant the absolute world to me and my family. I love these guys to death.” Here’s my full game story, much of it on Chyzyk and his one goal, one assist performance that was big for UND. Eleven players ended up with points for UND. It was the type of balanced scoring that the team hasn’t seen in some time. In fact, the last time UND had this type of balance was probably also the last time UND was this healthy. “It’s not a coincidence,” UND coach Dave Hakstol said. “I think through the months of October and November and through some real tough times there, I think our team did a reasonable job surviving. That was the mode we were in to a certain degree. “We weren’t able to have full weeks of practice, because we didn’t have enough bodies. We had some good fortune and some good play at the end of the first half and that put us back in position to control our own destiny. Now, we’re a bit healthier.” As it turns out, it’s looking like a genius decision to play the games in Vancouver last weekend. UND was significantly sharper against the Tigers than it was in British Columbia. Would UND have been flat on Friday if it didn’t play last weekend? Miller tried to get answers to that on Friday night. Other game stories: Colorado Springs Gazette USCHO UNDsports.com Other notes: UND’s six-game winning streak is tied with Boston College for the longest in the country. It is UND’s first six-game win streak since the end of the 2011-12 season, when UND won eight straight, including the Final Five. Hakstol wasn’t sure if Chyzyk will play in the series finale. Chyzyk said he did skate at home during Christmas break, but his conditioning level isn’t quite where it needs to be. Hakstol did say he was very happy with Chyzyk’s short shifts on Friday. Zane Gothberg seemed to be fighting the puck a little bit. He wasn’t quite as sharp as the previous five games. That being said, he did what was needed to win, and he now has won six consecutive starts. Rocco Grimaldi’s point streak is at six games. Jordan Schmaltz is at five games. Final faceoffs were 29-26 CC. Two of those faceoff wins directly led to goals. Other key faceoff wins helped the Tigers kill a couple of UND’s power plays early in the game. The Tigers blocked 30 shots, which is a very high number. Prior to Friday, the highest number of blocked shots by a UND opponent this season was 23 (Duluth). Average is 13.9. UND took only two minor penalties. That’s tied for the best this season (UND also took just two in a 3-1 loss to St. Cloud State). As we heard coming into the weekend, this Colorado College squad isn’t terrible, but continually finds ways to lose games. Then, after the Tigers played a great third period and got within a goal, a freshman forward takes a checking from behind major with 4:58 left. That’s exactly what people are talking about. Michael Parks snapped a nine-game goal drought with a pair of goals. Both of them came around the net and were scored without lifting the puck, just as he’s done his whole career. The longest goal droughts on the team now belong to Wade Murphy (16 games) and Mitch MacMillan (11 games). Jaccob Slavin and Gustav Olofsson showed their skills for the Tigers and why they are so highly touted. Colorado College nearly had as many shots on goal from its six defensemen (10) as it did from its forwards (13). UND’s defensive corps did a remarkable job tying up sticks in the critical scoring area. Check out the shot charts and how the Tigers only got one shot attempt — not shot on goal, but shot attempt — from inside the circles in the last two periods of the game. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 11 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday’s goal videos Posted on January 11, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 Thanks to Goon for posting tonight’s goals on YouTube. Ben Holden and Dave Starman with the call. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged goal videos, und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Quick reax Posted on January 11, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 Tom Miller and I chat a little about UND’s 5-3 win over Colorado College. UND-CC Postgame Jan. 10 from Brad Elliott Schlossman on Vimeo. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: UND 5, CC 3 Posted on January 10, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 Tonight’s viewing: CBS Sports. No webcast. Lineup notes: Chyzyk comes back in for the first time since his suspension. Gothberg starts. Refs are Brad Shepherd and Nick Krebsbach. Full lines and live chat are below. First period UND 1, Colorado College 0 — Mark MacMillan (Jordan Schmaltz, Dillon Simpson) 7:36. Schmaltz enters the zone and draws a defender to him before flipping it to MacMillan, who was flying up the right wing. MacMillan takes the puck, cuts to the net and snipes the short side high. UND 1, Colorado College 1 — Gustav Olofsson (Peter Stoykewych, Charlie Taft) 11:45. Taft wins a faceoff clean and it leads to a goal. Stoykewych moves it to Olofsson, who blasts one through traffic. Second period UND 2, Colorado College 1 — Michael Parks (Bryn Chyzyk) 4:49. Mark MacMillan makes a hit on Olofsson in the corner to force a turnover. Chyzyk finds Parks alone in front and he beats Thorimbert. UND 3, Colorado College 1 — Bryn Chyzyk (Wade Murphy, Connor Gaarder) 5:35. Murphy comes up the left wing on a rush and takes a shot. It is deflected by a defenseman right to Chyzyk who snipes the corner of the net. Two goals in 46 seconds for UND. UND 4, Colorado College 1 — Dillon Simpson (Luke Johnson, Rocco Grimaldi) 19:54. Grimaldi forces a turnover in the corner and Johnson finds the puck in a scrum and makes a great no-look backhand pass to the point for Simpson, who waits for traffic to set up in front before blasting one past Thorimbert’s stick. Third period UND 4, Colorado College 2 — Jaccob Slavin (Aaron Harstad, Cody Bradley) 2:21. Slavin wins a battle along the wall, cuts to the middle and snaps a shot through a screen. UND 4, Colorado College 3 — Jaccob Slavin (Peter Stoykewych, Aaron Harstad) 4:52 (pp). Another faceoff win on a power play leads to another goal. Stoykewych goes D-to-D with Slavin and Slavin snaps one home low. UND 5, Colorado College 3 — Michael Parks (Nick Mattson, Troy Stecher) 17:43. UND gets a five-minute major power play with 4:58 to go and takes advantage. Mattson’s point shot hits traffic in front and Parks picks it up and sweeps it in. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–Wade Murphy 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders Not in lineup: Keaton Thompson, Mitch MacMillan, Andrew Panzarella, Coltyn Sanderson, Matt Hrynkiw. Colorado College’s lines 26 Zach Aman–10 Cody Bradley–17 Charlie Taft 16 Alexander Krushelnyski–9 Sam Rothstein–24 Jared Hanson 18 Scott Wamsganz–21 Jeff Collett–12 Archie Skalbeck 11 Hunter Fejes–14 Jordan GiDiando–28 Alex Roos 6 Peter Stoykewych–13 Gustav Olofsson 20 Ian Young–7 Eamonn McDermott 27 Aaron Harstad–5 Jaccob Slavin 39 Josh Thorimbert 29 Courtney Lockwood Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged gameday, und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday morning reading Posted on January 10, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 10 It has been 27 days since UND has suited up for a regular-season hockey game. That’s way too long. But finally, we’re back tonight as UND hosts Colorado College in an NCHC game. For today’s paper, I wrote about how this may not be your usual UND-CC series, which has recently involved a lot of scoring. Both teams are finding it difficult to put up offense with the graduation of key players. In fact, when I look at this Colorado College team, I see a squad that’s completely different from recent times. In the past few years, the Tigers have done an outstanding job recruiting high-end forwards, but they haven’t done a great job recruiting top defensemen. However, this may be the most talented Tiger defensive corps that I remember. It starts with a couple of highly touted freshman in Jaccob Slavin and Gustav Olofsson, both of whom played in the World Juniors. Scouts have given both of them great reviews for their play early in the season. Eamon McDermott has been solid for a while for the Tigers and the others have started to find their role. But then you look up front, and outside of Alexander Krushelnyski, there aren’t a lot of threats. So, I’m very curious to see how this weekend plays out. I think both teams need their defensemen to help generate offense. On UND’s side, I did a breakdown of all of Michael Parks’ career goals. What it says is that he’s not a pure goal-scorer and needs to get in and around the net to score. I think that’s the case with a lot of players on UND’s team. Last weekend in British Columbia, there were a lot of rebounds sitting around that UND didn’t get to. We’ll see if that changes this weekend. The Tigers are heading here with a bad record, but they actually still have a shot at home ice in NCHC play. So, they are focused on turning it around this weekend. The Colorado Springs Gazette also has three items to watch this weekend. There have only been three shootouts in NCHC, and Colorado College has been involved in all three (winning one). Could UND be involved in its first one of the season this weekend? Maybe. There will be a Q&A with Luke Johnson on the Herald site sometime this morning. On to this weekend’s picks… Miami at Western Michigan: The Broncos will play for the first time since winning the GLI. Miami, meanwhile, is 3-5-1 in its last nine games. The RedHawks, big favorites to win the NCHC this season, will try to get moving in the right direction. Split. Duluth at Omaha: Standout defenseman Jaycob Megna is still suspended for Friday night’s game. That will make it tough on the Mavs, who are trying to snap a four-game winless streak. Split. St. Cloud State at Denver: After a bad start to the year, the Pioneers have just one loss in the last 11 games. The Pios have played some tough teams in that stretch, too, but perhaps none as tough as the Huskies. St. Cloud State win in regulation, Denver shootout win. Colorado College at UND: Someone who has watched CC more than me called them, “the best bad team I’ve ever seen.” The Tigers have found ways to lose close games. I think things finally even out for them a little in the second half. Split. That’s all for now. Hopefully, we’ll have a pregame video up later this afternoon. Catch you then. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged friday morning reading, und hockey, und sports | 10 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Breakdown of Parks’ goals Posted on January 10, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Michael Parks hopes to break a nine-game goal drought tonight when UND takes on Colorado College in an NCHC series. If he does, it’s a good bet that the goal will come from near the top of the goal crease. Out of curiosity, I looked up all 22 of his career goals, and where they’ve been scored from. Not surprisingly, the most frequent method of scoring for him is wraparounds (5 of 22). He’s also scored four on rebounds and three on dekes from on top of the crease. The other thing you will notice is that he has only beat a goaltender from outside the prime scoring area in the low slot twice — both coming his freshman season. He hit a one-timer in the Final Five against Denver and he scored on a wrist shot directly off of a draw against Wisconsin. All of the other goals are happening from in tight, and usually, on the ice. Parks has never beat a goaltender over the shoulder in his college career. The closest he has come is the goal off the draw against the Badgers, which beat the goalie on the blocker side about halfway up during his freshman year. Parks is currently tied for second on the team in scoring, and he’s only one goal away from leading the team in career goals. So, he’s definitely a source of offense that UND counts on. This seems to show that Parks isn’t a pure goal-scorer and it emphasizes the importance for Parks to get to the net and create havoc in that area. That’s where he’s had the most success in the past. Parks’ 22 career goals 5 wraparounds 4 shots that went off of a D-man 4 rebounds (one a rebound off of a D-man) 3 shots that hit him and went in 3 dekes on top of the crease 1 shot off of a goalie’s back 1 one-timer 1 wrist shot off the draw Most career goals on UND’s current team 23 — Mark MacMillan, jr 22 — Michael Parks, jr 20 — Rocco Grimaldi, soph 13 — Drake Caggiula, soph 12 — Dillon Simpson, sr 11 — Derek Rodwell, sr Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged michael parks, und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Leah Jensen ‘getting close’ for UND Posted on January 9, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Good news for the UND women’s hockey team: Forward Leah Jensen of East Grand Forks has returned to practice and is “getting close” to returning, according to head coach Brian Idalski. Jensen hasn’t played yet this season and was limited to 16 games as a freshman because of injury. UND thinks that she has a lot of potential to add offense for the team, and she could be a key piece once the Olympians head to Russia later this month. Jensen had eight points in 16 games as a rookie. UND Finns Michelle Karvinen and Susanna Tapani led their team to the title at the Meco Cup in Europe, a preparation for the Olympic Games. Karvinen was the tournament’s leading scorer. UND’s lone German Tanja Eisenschmid also participated in the event. The trio all returned to Grand Forks this week and left for Madison today to play in UND’s showdown against the University of Wisconsin. It sounds like UND will have Karvinen, Tapani and Eisenschmid for the next three series — at Wisconsin and home against St. Cloud State and Bemidji State. It’s probably unlikely that UND will have them for the series against the Gophers on Jan. 31-Feb. 1, but no definitive travel plans have been set yet. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged leah jensen, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCHC goals of the week Posted on January 9, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 2 Another beauty at No. 1 by Western Michigan’s Josh Pitt. UND’s Dillon Simpson is at No. 5. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | 2 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); The battle rages Posted on January 9, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 35 In his WHL debut on Wednesday night, Adam Tambellini tallied four points — the same total he had in three months at UND. This is the reason he left UND. He wanted to play in a league where scoring is much easier because he’s not playing against older, more physical and mature players. As Dave Hakstol said in his weekly press conference, this isn’t an easy place to play. College hockey is a tough league. And offense doesn’t often come easy for young players, especially ones that have filling out to do. That doesn’t mean it’s a poor place to develop, though. It’s interesting that the player we’ve compared Tambellini to all along is Brock Nelson, isn’t it? Both were tall and scrawny upon their arrival and needed to fill out. Both have a knack for being great goal-scorers. Both have big frames and can use that as an advantage in a number of areas. Both have great skillsets. Strangely enough, both players also had the same number of goals at Christmas of their freshman year. Tambellini 2, Nelson 2. Nelson ended up sticking with it. He had a nice second half to the year, blew up his sophomore year and now, in what would have been his senior year, he’s a regular on a scoring line for the New York Islanders. I think if Tambellini would have stayed, he would have become a great college player much in the way that Nelson did. He was just starting to figure it out. But now we’ll never know. There are plenty of questions that will probably never be answered. The first one: How long has Tambellini been checked out? Tambellini was not property of the Calgary Hitmen. Tambellini told the Hitmen site that, “I singled out Calgary as the one place I wanted to come to.” So, he had to force a trade behind the scenes. How long has that been in the works? The other thing you’re going to hear from the north is how Calgary is a better place to develop and reach the NHL. The numbers don’t necessarily reflect that. Players who have come through UND/Calgary in last 10 years NHL games: UND 3,893 — Calgary 2,774 NHL goals: UND 798 — Calgary 416 NHL assists: UND 1,174 — Calgary 822 NHL points: UND 1,972 — Calgary 1,238 Players with 100+ NHL games: UND 12 — Calgary 8 In the past six years, a total of 16 players have left NCAA hockey midseason for the CHL. Only one of them has played in the NHL (Charlie Coyle). That’s not to say that Tambellini won’t eventually reach the NHL. He certainly has a high ceiling and a lot of potential. But it’s not an easy road. - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=8#sthash.JCCSrwOy.dpuf
D-man Shaw commits to UND

Posted on January 8, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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UND landed a defenseman commitment tonight from Hayden Shaw, a 1996-born puck mover from Woodbury, Minn.

Shaw currently has six goals and 17 points in 24 games in the USHL for the Waterloo Blackhawks. At 5-foot-10, 180 pounds, he’s a little undersized, but he is an offensive player.

Shaw made a visit over Christmas break.

“I absolutely loved everything there from the faculty on down,” he said. “The facilities are great and everything seemed like a great fit. It was really perfect. I really enjoyed my time there.”

Shaw is a junior in high school, so he will for sure have one more year in the USHL. He said his arrival date hasn’t been set yet.

Shaw has never seen a game in The Ralph, but he’s heard about them.

“I have some friends who go there and they say the games are unreal,” he said. “They say that they are the best anywhere.”

Very excited to announce my commitment to play my college hockey at the University of North Dakota #GoSioux

— Hayden Shaw (@hayden_shaw28) January 9, 2014
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Sports Chat for Jan. 8

Posted on January 8, 2014  by  gfherald


1


&lt;a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=163d1bfd45' &gt;GF sports chat Jan. 8&lt;/a&gt;
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Tambellini leaves UND

Posted on January 8, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Freshman forward Adam Tambellini has left UND, the school confirmed today.

Tambellini scored 2 goals and had 4 points in 16 games for UND this season while generally playing on the third line.

He is a third-round draft pick of the New York Rangers.

Tambellini will play for the WHL’s Calgary Hitmen tonight, according to The Pipeline Show’s Guy Flaming.

Tambellini started the season slow, but was just starting to come around for UND and figured to be a top offensive producer later in his career.
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UND Sports Zone Show: Football coaching search updates, hockey and basketball

Posted on January 8, 2014  by  gfherald


Herald writers Brad Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson discuss the latest in UND sports.
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Toews makes Team Canada

Posted on January 7, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Former UND standout Jonathan Toews is once again on Canada’s Olympic hockey team.

Canada announced the 25-man roster on Tuesday morning and Toews, as expected, made the squad and will be one of the team’s centers.

Toews was Canada’s top player four years ago in Vancouver, leading the Canadians to a gold medal. He also has won gold at the World Junior Championship and the World Championship.

With Toews’ selection, UND will have nine current/former players in Sochi next month.

UND’s Sochi reps

UNITED STATES

 Jocelyne Lamoureux

 Monique Lamoureux

 Zach Parise

 T.J. Oshie

CANADA

 Jonathan Toews

FINLAND

 Michelle Karvinen

 Susanna Tapani

GERMANY

 Tanja Eisenschmid

 Susanne Fellner
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A week in Canada

Posted on January 6, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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I have been to Canada several times, but this six-day trip is probably my longest trip to Canada. Along the way, I noticed several things, many of which probably aren’t a surprise.

First off, as we all know, hockey rules up in Canada.

Thursday night’s Oklahoma vs. Alabama bowl game? Not on TV at our hotel. Friday night’s Clemson vs. Ohio State bowl game? Not on TV at our hotel.

But if you wanted to see four replays of the USA vs. Canada World Junior game, you could. Or if you wanted to see the USA vs. Canada game at the World Under-17 Challenge (yes, under-17, not the WJC or 18s), you could watch that live.

TSN virtually replayed World Junior games the entire day. The next sports channel showed NHL highlights like ESPN shows NFL highlights.

It’s easy to see why kids grow up aspiring to be pro hockey players.

As a big sports fan, I would have liked it if we could have watched the bowl games, but it was great to be able to watch an event like the Under-17 Challenge.

One other observation about the Under-17 Challenge: The commentators, several times, discussed how top prospects will/should go to major juniors instead of NCAA.

Whenever they mentioned a committed NCAA player, like UND recruit Christian Evers, they would say, “Evers has been offered a scholarship at North Dakota.” Or in Noah Hanafin’s case, “Hanafin has been offered a scholarship at Boston College.”

The commentators also pushed major juniors’ message that top players should be going there, saying if these kids continue to develop, they will probably end up in the CHL.

Right now, we’re seeing a huge number of the elite players go CHL, and it’s easy to see why. That’s definitely a strong message in Canada and a lot of young players grow up watching those broadcasts.

No doubt, College Hockey Inc., has a very, very difficult battle when it comes to elite Canadian players.
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Saturday night rewind

Posted on January 6, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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If anything, this weekend was probably a good introduction to some of the rookies on what an NCAA regional can be like.

Small building. Unfamiliar area. Not a lot of fans. Not much atmosphere. Different officials. Different…. challenges (like having the forwards in one locker room and the defensemen in another).

On Saturday night, UND badly outshot Simon Fraser but needed a late Dillon Simpson goal to win it 4-3.

Several thoughts and notes on this one:

◾One thing UND needs to do a much better job at going forward is getting to rebounds. There were a ton of them sitting around this weekend and they didn’t get to nearly enough. UBC’s goaltender on Friday couldn’t catch the puck with his glove hand, but it never cost him a goal. Lots of rebounds on Saturday, too.

◾It was apparent that UND wasn’t emotionally high in these games, as the team didn’t even celebrate goals. UND also didn’t finish very many hits. I don’t know if that was part of not trying to get hurt, but that’s something that also needs to change this weekend.

◾Simpson was UND’s best player on Saturday and took over the game at the end. I also thought Mitch MacMillan had one of his best weekends and may have earned himself a spot in the lineup this weekend.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol said that Clarke Saunders was supposed to start Saturday’s game, but he became ill during the day and didn’t even make the trip to the rink with the team. He spent the night in the hotel.

◾Forward Rocco Grimaldi was noticeably limping after the game, but was walking on his own power. We’ll hopefully know more about his status early in the week.

◾UND had two disallowed goals on Saturday, including a Michael Parks tip in the third period. On the live chat, we thought the goal should have counted because the stick was under the crossbar. But it was waved off. Apparently, the referees said the stick height was fine, but they waved it off because the net was off its pegs. Very strange, because the net was not off. They had no video replay though.

◾UND had to adjust its game as the weekend progressed. The ice conditions were such that it was nearly possible to catch a hard pass. It would just jump over players’ sticks. So, they started just firing a lot of shots on net, even if they weren’t great looks rather than setting each other up. One player told me after the game that he doesn’t remember playing on worse ice. Strange because it’s a pure hockey building and it was cold in there.

◾There was a great contingent of UND fans at the game. Most of the came from the Seattle area. Among the former players in the house: Brad Eidsness, Garry Valk, Bob Munro, Erwin Martens.

◾I mentioned challenges earlier for the team. Same for the media and team video people. They press box was very, very small and full, so on Friday, we climbed on top using a ladder. That was interesting watching UND and Princeton video guys trying to carry laptops up a ladder. In NCAA play, there’s always a main feed that they plug into, but there wasn’t one here, so UND had to pack its own camera and tripod.

◾If UND flies out the next morning after a game, it usually leaves all the big equipment on the bus. But this time they didn’t have the bus overnight, so they had to haul all of that stuff into their rooms, which was entertaining to watch.
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Grimaldi injury not believed serious

Posted on January 5, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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UND coach Dave Hakstol said that he doesn’t believe Rocco Grimaldi’s injury will be anything longterm, but the team will do a more in-depth evaluation after 24 hours.

Grimaldi went down with a leg injury early in the third period and didn’t return. He struggled to get off the ice and was examined by trainer Mark Poolman on the bench for a couple of minutes before he hobbled down the tunnel and to the locker room.

Grimaldi was walking on his own power after the game.

Any absence of Grimaldi, the team’s leading scorer, would hurt as this team isn’t the most potent team in the NCHC.

UND hosts Colorado College this upcoming weekend.
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Gameday final: UND 4, Simon Fraser 3

Posted on January 4, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Available on webcast at fasthockey.com. Tonight’s lineup notes: Clarke Saunders (illness) is not dressed. Panzarella and Mitch MacMillan are extra forwards. Sanderson is in.

First period

No scoring.

Second period

UND 1, Simon Fraser 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Jordan Schmaltz, Dillon Simpson) 6:28 (pp). Grimaldi sets up with the puck at the top of the left circle and blasts a slap shot past the SFU goaltender.

UND 1, Simon Fraser 1 — Scott Brkich (Jesse Williamson, Graham Smerek) 13:14 (pp). Off of a draw, UND’s forwards get mixed up and nobody covers the point. Brkich blasts one through traffic to tie the game.

Simon Fraser 2, UND 1 — Taylor Piller :59. Piller puts home a centering pass to give SFU the lead. Perfectly converted two-on-one.

Simon Fraser 2, UND 2 — Dillon Simpson (Andrew Panzarella) 6:28. Panzarella makes a big hit to separate the puck from an SFU player. It goes to Simpson at the point and he blasts it through traffic to tie the game.

UND 3, Simon Fraser 2 — Stephane Pattyn 7:10. Pattyn flies up the left wing and snaps a shot past Gordon on the short side from the left circle.

UND 3, Simon Fraser 3 — Nick Sandor (Jono Cici) 9:55 (pp). SFU capitalizes on a five-on-three power play as Cici finds Sandor backdoor for a tap-in goal.

UND 4, Simon Fraser 3 — Dillon Simpson (Drake Caggiula, Michael Parks) 15:55. Simpson walks a guy at the point, and attempts a shot from the slot area. That shot is stopped, but he picks up the rebound and wraps it for a go-ahead goal.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 26 Coltyn Sanderson–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 7 Wade Murphy–10 Adam Tambellini–17 Colten St. Clair

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 22 Andrew Panzarella–25 Mitch MacMillan

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–6 Paul LaDue

 5 Nick Mattson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 30 Matt Hrynkiw
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Friday night rewind
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BURNABY, B.C. — As it turns out, UND’s idea of playing a couple of exhibition games in British Columbia to get back in the swing of things — rather than suiting up against Colorado College after taking 27 days off — looks like a great decision.

UND definitely didn’t look like the team that won five straight before Christmas break and was able to get a wake-up call without it hurting in the big picture.

Read this Herald story to see what everyone was saying after the game.

One look at scores around the country and it seems that a lot of traditional powers weren’t sharp after the long Christmas layoff.

Wisconsin lost at home to Anchorage. Minnesota tied at home against Colgate. Denver tied at home against Brown.

UND is a bit lucky that this loss won’t sting come the end of the year.

As has been written here many times this season, UND isn’t overly talented this year. It can still win games, but it needs to play extremely hard and avoid lapses to win. UND was able to do this while racking up five straight wins before Christmas.

The biggest take-away from the UBC game for me was that, in the 20-day layoff, UND forgot how hard it needed to work in order to win games. This wasn’t the same team that scratched and clawed for 60 minutes to get all five of those narrow wins. This wasn’t the same team that was selling out to win games in December.

UND still should have won. It had a one-goal lead in the final minute and Rocco Grimaldi missed an empty-net goal by an inch that would have sealed a 3-1 victory. But the way the game ended should be a jarring reminder to UND that this team has to play harder and sharper if it wants to do something this season.

I’ve been trying to think of a team to compare UBC to, and the only thing that came to mind was a Tech team. UBC was not very skilled, but it made UND earn every bit of offense and it played very hard. A few players had pretty good speed.

As much as fans want to call this the worst loss in UND hockey history (or something like that), keep in mind that this UBC team also went to Denver and tied the Pios in Magness Arena last year.

And the last time UBC played UND, they swept a team with an incredible 11 future NHL players in Grand Forks. The 1982-83 team featuring Jon Casey, Darren Jensen, James Patrick, Dave Tippett, Dave Donnelly, Gord Sherven, Jim Archibald, Rick Zombo, Dan Brennan, Scott Sandelin and Chris Jensen lost back-to-back to UBC.

The last time UND lost to a Canadian college team? That would be 1996-97. I’m guessing the exhibition loss is not what people take from that season.

Now, Simon Fraser is a bit of a different story than UBC. If UND loses tonight, that could be one of the worst losses in program history.

I watched much of Simon Fraser’s game against Princeton. Simon Fraser’s team speed is… not good. UND should be able to out-talent the Clan by quite a bit. But that won’t be the important part. The important part is that UND needs to re-discover its lunch pails before next Friday night when it counts for real.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=9#sthash.nyyHfRyW.dpuf
Gameday final: UBC 3, UND 2, OT
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Webcast available at fasthockey.com. Lineup notes: No surprises. Ausmus and O’Donnell held out as expected. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

British Columbia 1, UND 0 — Jesse Hilton (Scott MacDonald) 5:24. MacDonald fed Hilton in the left circle and Hilton blasted a shot just inside the post for a 1-0 UBC lead.

British Columbia 1, UND 1 — Mitch MacMillan (Mark MacMillan, Michael Parks) 15:49. UND gets the puck to the slot area, where there’s a mad scramble for it. Mitch finds it and knocks it in from the ground.

Second period

No scoring.

Third period

UND 2, British Columbia 1 — Connor Gaarder (Troy Stecher, Stephane Pattyn) 15:49. Stecher makes a move at the blue line and finds a way to get his shot through traffic. Gaarder finds the rebound and puts it top shelf.

UND 2, British Columbia 2 — Joe Antilla 19:08 (ex). Moments after Grimaldi misses an empty-net goal from his own end, Antilla finds a long rebound off the end wall and puts it short side.

Overtime

British Columbia 3, UND 2 — Jason Yee (Joe Antilla, Nate Fleming) 3:56. Antilla circles behind the net and spots Yee sneaking in. Yee’s one-timer beats Gothberg to end the game in overtime.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 25 Mark MacMillan–16 Mitch MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 17 Colten St. Clair–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

 22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–6 Paul LaDue

 5 Nick Mattson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw
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What should you expect?
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UND is playing two totally unfamiliar opponents this weekend in the University of British Columbia and Simon Fraser University. Here’s what I know.

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

This team is comparable to Manitoba, which means UND should win but it probably won’t be a blowout or a pushover. Manitoba is a couple points above UBC in the CIS standings right now.

UBC played two college teams earlier this year, losing 2-1 to Anchorage and 8-1 the next day to Fairbanks.

Last season, UBC played Denver to a 2-2 tie and lost to Colorado College 3-1.

UBC’s roster is almost entirely made up of former WHL players who have aged out. So, it is an older team. Their youngest player is 20 (they have three 20-year-olds on their 25-man roster).

I did find one connection to UND. UBC center Nate Fleming was teammates with Dillon Simpson on Spruce Grove in the AJHL. Fleming was the team’s second-leading scorer; Simpson was one of the team’s top defensemen.

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY

UBC swept Simon Fraser to start the season, so the Thunderbirds are the stronger team here.

Simon Fraser does not play in the CIS like UBC. Instead, it is more of a club type of team, though they do recruit.

Simon Fraser has played two games against Division I teams this season. It lost 7-3 to Holy Cross and 3-0 against Sacred Heart. If UND plays well, this one could get ugly.

The Clan’s leading scorer is Nick Sandor, who is a transfer from American International. They also have transfers from Sacred Heart and UBC. Most of their players come from the BCHL and the SJHL. They also have a couple WHL alums.

I didn’t notice this until now, so I didn’t have a chance to ask Corban Knight about it at practice today, but Simon Fraser has a player named Scott Brkich, who is from High River, Alta., like Knight. They were born just nine days apart. So you would think that Knight has to know him.

One connection that I found here is that SFU’s Mike Sandor played with UND’s Wade Murphy with Victoria in the BCHL for parts of two years. SFU’s Jared Eng also was on that team with Sandor and Murphy for one year (Murphy was only 15 and played just a handful of games).

So, there’s a little background on UND’s opponents this weekend.
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Familiar faces at practice

Posted on January 3, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


3


UND practiced at Burnaby Winter Club on Thursday afternoon. This isn’t where tonight’s game will be held, but it’s less than a mile from it.

A lot of prominent hockey players grew up playing in the rink, including longtime NHLers Paul Kariya and Curtis Joseph. Former UND standout Cary Eades also played one year there, too.

The only non-participant at practice was forward Brendan O’Donnell, who will be held out this weekend. Gage Ausmus, who probably isn’t going to play, did practice.

It seems like people are pretty excited that UND is in town and there were probably 50 fans watching practice today. A lot of people were going in and out during the 90-minute session.

It was a usual Thursday practice for UND, complete with the weekly shootout drill. The goalies came away victorious this time. The final shooters were Rocco Grimaldi, Keaton Thompson, Dillon Simpson and Coltyn Sanderson, if I recall correctly.

After practice, the players had a chance to catch up with Corban Knight, who is currently playing in Abbotsford, about a 45-minute drive from Burnaby. Knight’s one of the best guys to come through the program; the players and coaches were pretty excited to see him.

The coaching staff also was excited to see former UND standout Garry Valk after practice. Valk played 777 NHL games over 13 years. He’ll be at the game Saturday.

Photo No. 1. Players search for a rebound during a drill at practice.

Photo No. 2: Players line up to get ready to do a battle drill at practice.

Photo No. 3: Fans watch UND’s practice.

Photo No. 4: Corban Knight chats with former teammates Drake Caggiula, Rocco Grimaldi, Brendan O’Donnell and Coltyn Sanderson.

Photo No. 5: Former UND great Garry Valk chats with Dave Hakstol.
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Good morning from Vancouver
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VANCOUVER — Good morning (or good afternoon for almost all of you) from Vancouver.

The pic posted above was actually taken yesterday. Today it is cloudy and rainy. The clouds are so low you can’t even see the mountains from here. It is supposed to clear up the next couple of days.

Right now, I’m waiting to head out to team practice (2:30 p.m. Pacific, 4:30 Central). They are practicing at an arena less than a mile from where the games will be played.

Yesterday, I had a bit of an adventure getting here (ended up getting put on a flight to Saskatoon first), but still made it in early. I flew out of Winnipeg, so I attended the Jets-Sabres game the night before and wrote a story about Drew Stafford.

Not much has gone right for the Sabres this year. They have the NHL’s worst record. But Stafford seemed pretty upbeat. He’s been getting a lot more ice time when their new coach and his production has started to increase. Here’s the story.

UND arrived in Vancouver much later and had to go straight from the airport to Rogers Arena for the Canucks-Lightning game.

The Lightning won 4-2. After the game, I was able to chat briefly with former DU coach George Gwozdecky, who is now the assistant coach with Tampa Bay. He’s a great personality and someone the college game definitely misses (as do the media members).

UND usually drops all equipment off at the arena upon arrival for weekend series, but because it had to go straight to Rogers Arena, the team had to haul everything to their rooms last night.

I’ll have some reports from practice coming in the paper tomorrow. I plan on chatting with some of UND’s British Columbia products, like Troy Stecher, who is from the suburb of Richmond.
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For just the second time in the last five years, the U.S. won’t earn a medal at the World Junior Championship.

The Americans, who have won gold in two of the past four events, were bounced by Russia 5-3 in the quarterfinals today.

The U.S. led 3-2 after one period on goals by Stefan Matteau, Ryan Hartman and Nic Kerdiles, but the Russians scored back-to-back, five-on-three power-play goals in the second period to take a 4-3 lead. They eventually tacked on an empty-net goal.

Team USA won the gold last year in Ufa, Russia, with UND’s Rocco Grimaldi scoring two goals in the final against Sweden.
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Fan social set for Burnaby
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Going to this weekend’s games in the Vancouver/Burnaby area?

UND fan socials have been set up for both Friday and Saturday at the Burnaby Lake Rugby Club, which is adjacent to Bill Copeland Sports Center, where the games will be played.

If you need an address for your GPS, it is 3760 Sperling Avenue, Burnaby, B.C., V5B 4X5.

Friday’s social will be held from 9-11 p.m. Pacific time at the conclusion of the game against UBC. Saturday’s social will be held from 5-7 p.m. Pacific time before the game against Simon Fraser.

UND plays at 7 p.m. Pacific both nights (9 p.m. Central).

There will be some free food and a cash bar at the event.

UND practices at 2:30 p.m. Pacific tomorrow (Thursday) at either the Burnaby Winter Club or the Bill Copeland Sports Center (they are right by each other). That is open to the public, so swing by if you wish.
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UND players react to selections
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Three of the four UND players who were officially named to the U.S. Olympic team today took to Twitter to react to their selections (Zach Parise doesn’t have Twitter).
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UND will have two players representing Team USA on both the men’s and women’s side.

Former Hobey Baker finalists Zach Parise and T.J. Oshie both are on the American men’s team, which was revealed after the Winter Classic on Wednesday afternoon.

This is the second trip to the Olympics for Parise, the first for Oshie.

Team USA roster

Forward

 David Backes, MSU-Mankato

 Dustin Brown, OHL

 Ryan Callahan, OHL

 Patrick Kane, OHL

 Ryan Kesler, Ohio State

 Phil Kessel, Minnesota

T.J. Oshie, North Dakota

 Max Pacioretty, Michigan

Zach Parise, North Dakota

 Joe Pavelski, Wisconsin

 Paul Stastny, Denver

 Derek Stepan, Wisconsin

 James van Riemsdyk, New Hampshire

 Blake Wheeler, Minnesota

Defense

 John Carlson, OHL

 Justin Faulk, Minnesota Duluth

 Cam Fowler, OHL

 Paul Martin, Minnesota

 Ryan McDonagh, Wisconsin

 Brooks Orpik, Boston College

 Kevin Shattenkirk, Boston University

 Ryan Suter, Wisconsin

Goaltenders

 Jimmy Howard, Maine

 Ryan Miller, Michigan State

 Jonathan Quick, UMass
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UND-Minnesota at Target in next five years?
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Twins president Dave St. Peter has made it no secret that he would love to have a UND-Minnesota men’s hockey game at Target Field.

And today, St. Peter hinted that he thinks it will happen in the next five years.
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Healthier UND headed to Vancouver
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UND will drive up to Winnipeg tonight and fly to Vancouver ahead of this weekend’s exhibition games against the University of British Columbia and Simon Fraser.

The good news: UND coach Dave Hakstol said the break was very good for the team and it has helped heal a lot of injuries.

A couple of notables: Hakstol said that Mark MacMillan and Colten St. Clair are both full gos.

It has been a while since we’ve seen the real Mark MacMillan as he’s battled injuries since early November. He was expected to be one of the team’s top scorers and to players this year, so to get him back to 100 percent (or close to) could be very important for the team.

St. Clair returned for one game against Northern Michigan, but was held out of the series finale as he was eased back in. When he went down with an injury, UND’s penalty kill percentage took a huge hit.

UND will still hold Brendan O’Donnell out this weekend as he recovers from his arm injury.

Hakstol said that they will probably keep Gage Ausmus out of the lineup as well. Ausmus was injured late in UND’s series finale against Northern Michigan. Ausmus’ injury is listed as lower body. He walked into Saturday’s postgame presser with a big ice bag on his knee.

UND is planning on attending the Canucks-Lightning game tomorrow night. Assistant coach Dane Jackson is a former Canucks player.

I will be headed out there in the morning as well and will have plenty of updates from out there, so stay tuned.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=10#sthash.UmSKaFzP.dpuf
Random updates
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The Team USA played another exhibition game against Canada on Saturday in St. Paul, winning this one 3-2 in a shootout.

The Americans played only 17 skaters in the game, sitting injured forward Amanda Kessel once again.

Being that they didn’t use an 18th skater, that essentially confirmed the Herald’s report earlier in the week that USA Hockey has released forward Anne Pankowski and defenseman Lisa Chesson, setting its final roster (barring a major injury in the next two days). Had either Pankowski or Chesson been in St. Paul (or if they had a shot at making the final roster), they obviously would have played to give USA a full lineup.

Strangely, it seems that no media there asked why Pankowski or Chesson weren’t in St. Paul, and NBC Sports Network made no mention of that fact (NBC also didn’t mention that USA played one person short).

Anyway, USA and Canada play one last pre-Sochi game tonight in Toronto. Since both teams have already set their Olympic rosters, let’s just hope nobody gets hurt at this point.

*****

The USA men are poised to announce their Olympic roster on Wednesday after the NHL Winter Classic.

UND’s Zach Parise is a lock to make the squad and could even wear the ‘C’ as the team’s captain. It seems that T.J. Oshie has put himself in decent position to earn a spot on the roster with a solid first half for the Blues.

It sounds like Roseau’s Dustin Byfuglien is a longshot to make the team, even though he can provide a unique skillset and the ability to play either forward or defense.

*****

Western Michigan did the NCHC a favor by winning the GLI and helping the league’s nonconference mark a little bit.

As the calendar flips to a new year, the NCHC’s best nonconference record comes against the WCHA (11-4-5). But its two worst marks are against the Eastern conferences — 4-6-2 vs. ECAC and 5-7-4 vs. Hockey East.

The NCHC has two games left vs. ECAC (CC and DU host Brown), so it can get back to the .500 mark there. The Hockey East record will be much more difficult to rectify. NCHC’s remaining Hockey East games include CC hosting a top-five team in Providence and Omaha going to New Hampshire and playing without coach Dean Blais and forward Jayson Megna.

It’s still perhaps a tad early to really look hard at the Pairwise Rankings, but it’s not absurd now that it’s basically January.

St. Cloud State (No. 4) would be the only team to get in the NCAAs if it started today. UND is actually second among NCHC teams in the Pairwise at No. 18. Close behind UND it’s a very tight-packed group: Miami (21), Omaha (22), Denver (24), Duluth (27) and Western Michigan (31). CC has dug itself a gigantic hole at No. 49.

*****

UND recruit Jack Rowe was traded from Cedar Rapids to the Fargo Force — a team that needs offense badly.

Fargo is, by far, the lowest scoring team in the league (1.54 goals per game) and the Force haven’t scored more than two goals during its current eight-game losing streak.

Two encouraging signs for UND, though:

1. Christian Cakebread continues to be the team’s top offensive producer and is putting up decent numbers for a 1997-born player on a bad team.

2. Goalie commit Cam Johnson has a .914 save percentage, which is rather strong considering Fargo only has 5 wins in 26 games.

*****

With 22 points in 28 games, UND commit and former EGF blue liner Tucker Poolman continues to lead the USHL in defenseman scoring. His Omaha Lancers are the best team in the league.
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Zach Parise in college hockey ad
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Former UND standout Zach Parise is featured in a new college hockey ad put together by College Hockey Inc.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged und hockey, und sports, zach parise
  |  6 Replies 

Blais, Megna suspended for NCAA violation
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Nebraska Omaha coach Dean Blais and standout defenseman Jaycob Megna have been suspended for three games due to an NCAA violation, according to the Omaha World Herald.

The paper reported that Blais gave Megna $400 for a new watch after Megna’s $400 watch was stolen out of the locker room.

Blais and Megna will miss Omaha’s nonconference series at New Hampshire on Jan. 3-4, as well as the series opener of a home series against Duluth on Jan. 10.

Read the full story here.
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Goehring leaving THA
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The Hockey Academy announced today that director Karl Goehring is leaving for a new job in another field.

Goehring said in a statement: “This was a very personal decision to move on that involved a number of factors, most notably my own family and responsibilities as a father. I am grateful for the time that I had as Director and wanted to thank all of you for choosing to work with me over the past three years. It has been a privilege getting to know and work with so many great kids and families.”

The new director will be Eli Rosendahl, who has been with The Hockey Academy since the start.

Goehring said he will continue as UND’s volunteer goalie coach.

The Hockey Academy certainly appears to have been a success with a significant jump in Division I players from this area compared to the five years before it started. Pretty much every one of the Division I players worked out there, including UND rookies Paul LaDue (GF), Luke Johnson (GF), Gage Ausmus (EGF) and Keaton Thompson (Devils Lake), as well as UND commits Tucker Poolman (EGF) and John Simonson (GF).
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Sources: Lamoureuxs, Marvin make final roster
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Multiple sources have confirmed to the Herald that the U.S. has set its roster for the Sochi Games, barring any significant injuries in the next week.

Grand Forks natives Jocelyne and Monique Lamoureux are on the final roster, as is Warroad’s Gigi Marvin.

After the exhibition game in Grand Forks, USA Hockey released former Ohio State defenseman Lisa Chesson and Wisconsin forward Anne Pankowski, according to multiple sources. Those are the final two cuts.

USA Hockey isn’t planning on announcing the final roster until Jan. 1 at the Winter Classic. But it will probably be obvious Friday when only 18 skaters are in St. Paul.

Goaltenders

29 Brianne McLaughlin, Sheffield Village, Ohio, Robert Morris

 30 Molly Schaus, Natick, Mass., Boston College

 31 Jessie Vetter, Cottage Grove, Wis., Wisconsin

Defensemen

22 Kacey Bellamy, Westfield, Mass., New Hampshire

 9 Megan Bozek, Buffalo Grove, Ill., Minnesota

 19 Gigi Marvin, Warroad, Minn., Minnesota

 23 Michelle Picard, Taunton, Mass., Harvard

 24 Josephine Pucci, Pearl River, N.Y., Harvard

 15 Anne Schleper, St. Cloud, Minn., Minnesota

 2 Lee Stecklein, Roseville, Minn., Minnesota

Forwards

25 Alex Carpenter, North Reading, Mass., Boston College

 26 Kendall Coyne, Palos Heights, Ill., Northeastern

 13 Julie Chu, Fairfield, Conn., Harvard

 14 Brianna Decker, Dousman, Wis., Wisconsin

 10 Meghan Duggan, Danvers, Mass., Wisconsin

 18 Lyndsey Fry, Chandler, Ariz., Harvard

 28 Amanda Kessel, Madison, Wis., Minnesota

 21 Hilary Knight, Sun Valley, Idaho, Wisconsin

 17 Jocelyne Lamoureux, Grand Forks, N.D., North Dakota

 7 Monique Lamoureux, Grand Forks, N.D., North Dakota

 16 Kelli Stack, Brooklyn Heights, Ohio, Boston College
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Team USA women aren’t supposed to announce their final roster for the Olympics until Jan. 1 during the second intermission of the Winter Classic.

But I’m hearing that USA Hockey made its final two cuts after Friday night’s game in Grand Forks.

I asked USA Hockey for comment, and a spokesperson said, “No players have been removed from our roster.”

USA Hockey is likely waiting for the final two pre-Olympic games on Saturday and Dec. 30 to make sure there are no major injuries before officially making the announcement.

Former Canadian Olympian Tessa Bonhomme tweeted that defenseman Lisa Chesson was one of the cuts. Bonhomme and Chesson were classmates together at Ohio State.

I would like to get secondary confirmation on the other cut before I post her name, but I’m hearing the other one is a young forward.

If true, that would mean that all three local girls are locks for Sochi (which is expected). It also means that the Americans are going to go to Sochi with just 11 forwards — one of them being Amanda Kessel, who has not played lately because of injury.

No doubt it has been a bit of a strange process in piecing together this roster, and you have to wonder whether Team USA wishes it would have kept Hannah Brandt or Sarah Erickson. Both could help this team out up front.
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USA-Canada ends with brawl
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Here’s the ending to tonight’s game in The Ralph. Ten fighting majors were assessed, including ones to former UND stars Jocelyne and Monique Lamoureux and to Warroad’s Gigi Marvin.

This is the second brawl between the teams in five pre-Olympic games.

The U.S. was irked at Brianne Jenner for an elbow high on Josephine Pucci late in the game. When Jenner got out of the box, Jocelyne body-checked her, starting the fracas.

Below is video of the incident and quotes.

U.S. coach Katey Stone: “I’m not a proponent of fighting in hockey. I am a proponent for standing up for yourself. If players are going to take cheap shots at our players, there’s going to be an answer for that. We will not get pushed around. We will, at the end of the day, prepare to play any game we have to play. We’ll go hard, we’ll play clean, but if the game gets out of hand, we’ll manage that as well.”

U.S. forward Monique Lamoureux: ”That player that hit Pucci took her out for a season two seasons ago. She took a headshot at her. We’re going to stick up for our teammates. We’re going to protect them. Jocelyne obviously body-checked her. I thought that was clean. If you’re going to take a headshot at one of our players, there are consequences for playing like that.”

Canada coach Kevin Dineen: “That’s something that takes a little getting used to. That’s my first snap shot of this series. I know it has a lot of history to it. These teams have been going at it for a long time. You look at the incidents and they were certainly the aggressors. The ref certainly got the calls right. It was late in the game. I’m not a big fan of that stuff late in the game. But I like that when we were attacked like that, we all stood up for each other.”
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Women’s final: USA 4, Canada 1
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Tonight’s game is on NBC Sports and TSN2 in Canada.

First period

Canada 1, USA 0 — Haley Irwin (Caroline Ouellette, Jayna Hefford) 17:22. Jayna Hefford leaves a drop pass for Ouellette, who blasts one that Irwin deflects in.

Canada 1, USA 1 — Monique Lamoureux (Jocelyne Lamoureux, Meghan Duggan) 19:49. Monique gets the puck in the slot looks to shoot, gets the goaltender down and skates near the goal line and puts it top shelf to please the hometown crowd.

Second period

USA 2, Canada 1 — Brianna Decker (Gigi Marvin, Kendall Coyne) 8:37. A few seconds after a power play expires, Marvin makes a terrific cross-ice feed to Decker, who blasts one short side.

USA 3, Canada 1 — Hilary Knight (Alex Carpenter, Kelli Stack) 13:24. Stack makes a nice play to carry the puck to the slot, then drops a pass below the right circle for Carpenter, whose shot gets behind Szabados and sits in the crease. Knight crashes and makes it 3-1.

USA 4, Canada 1 — Jocelyne Lamoureux (Monique Lamoureux, Meghan Duggan) 13:35. Monique gets the initial shot on goal, Jocelyne follows it up and puts the rebound in the corner of the net. Both twins get a goal.

Third period

Scoreless.

Team USA’s lines

21 Hilary Knight–16 Kelli Stack–25 Alex Carpenter

 26 Kendall Coyne–14 Brianna Decker–18 Lyndsey Fry

 10 Meghan Duggan–17 Jocelyne Lamoureux–7 Monique Lamoureux

 13 Julie Chu–no center–27 Annie Pankowski

22 Kacey Bellamy–23 Michelle Picard

 2 Lee Stecklein–15 Anne Schleper

 11 Lisa Chesson–24 Josephine Pucci

 19 Gigi Marvin

30 Molly Schaus

 31 Jessie Vetter

 29 Brianne McLaughlin
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Former Grand Forks Central standout John Simonson has committed to UND.

Simonson, a 5-foot-10, 175-pound forward, currently is leading the Lincoln Stars in scoring with 10 goals and 18 points in 24 games. He also serves as the team captain.

Simonson is the fourth member of the 2010 state title Central team to go D-I, the third to go to UND. Current UND rookies Paul LaDue and Luke Johnson also were on that squad, as was Northern Michigan freshman Casey Purpur.

John’s brother, Alex, currently is a senior forward for Nebraska Omaha.

More to come on Simonson’s commitment.

UND will have quite a local flavor in the coming years.

Local players/commits

Grand Forks Central — John Simonson, 2014

 Grand Forks Central — Paul LaDue, freshman

 Grand Forks Central — Luke Johnson, freshman

 East Grand Forks — Tucker Poolman, 2014

 East Grand Forks — Gage Ausmus, freshman

 Devils Lake — Keaton Thompson, freshman

 Thief River Falls — Zane Gothberg, sophomore
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WCHA commish Bruce McLeod to retire
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Longtime WCHA commissioner Bruce McLeod will retire at the end of the year.

This development does not come as a surprise. McLeod told administrators and coaches at April’s meetings in Florida that this would likely be his final season.

McLeod’s contract is up at the end of the year.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=11#sthash.f44zd558.dpuf
Friday morning reading Posted on December 20, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 Monique Lamoureux said that when players head to practice, they often say the line, “Off to tryouts today.” That’s essentially what the last five months have been for these players. There are only three games left to make an impression and the first one is at 7 p.m. tonight in Ralph Engelstad Arena. Read about the game in this Herald story. The U.S. has two cuts left to make and coach Katey Stone was not tipping her hand during interviews Thursday. She very well may not know yet. There are 12 forwards and 8 defensemen left on the roster. Logic would tell you that the final two cuts will be defensemen. That’s especially the case when you consider that the U.S. only has 11 healthy forwards right now with Amanda Kessel being out with injury. If there’s a pinch, the Americans have a couple of players who are capable of playing two positions. Forwards Julie Chu and Monique Lamoureux have played defense before. And defenseman Gigi Marvin played forward most of her career, including at the 2010 Olympic Games. Read about Marvin in this story. The Lamoureux twins are expected to play on a line with former Badger standout Meghan Duggan in tonight’s game. It will be interesting to see how the U.S. manages the eight defensemen, as well as playing one forward short. Come back around 6:45 p.m. tonight and I’ll probably fire up a live chat for anyone that wants to join. Also, the game will be nationally televised in the U.S. on NBC Sports Network and in Canada on TSN2. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged jocelyne lamoureux, monique lamoureux, sochi games, und sports, und womens hockey | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Casey Johnson lifts Central Posted on December 20, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 5 Grand Forks Central defenseman Casey Johnson scored quite the game-winning goal tonight in a 2-1 rivalry win over Grand Forks Red River. Check it out below. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged casey johnson, prep hockey | 5 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Team USA arrives in GF Posted on December 19, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 7 The U.S. Women’s National Team has arrived in Grand Forks and has started preparing for Friday’s pre-Olympic game against rival Canada (7 p.m., Ralph Engelstad Arena). The American squad will practice at The Ralph this afternoon and the Canadians will practice at night. The three notable local players are Grand Forks natives Jocelyne and Monique Lamoureux and Warroad native Gigi Marvin. The Americans need to made two final cuts. The final roster will be decided in 13 days. The Canadians need to make three more cuts. This will be the fifth meeting between the U.S. and Canada since October. Canada holds a 3-1 edge. USA’s win came right after Canada’s coach resigned last week. The teams will play two more times after Friday. They play on Dec. 28 in St. Paul and Dec. 30 in Air Canada Center in Toronto. After that, final roster decisions will be made and the teams will get ready to head to Sochi. There will be much more on this game in Friday’s Herald. I also heard that the Winnipeg Free Press is bringing a writer and a photog down to cover practice and the event. ***** UND held press conferences today. Nothing too newsy too report from them. We were able to record a couple more Q&As that will be released on Fridays during the second half of the season. ***** UND recruit Jack Rowe was traded from Cedar Rapids to Fargo on Wednesday. Rowe has 7 goals and 11 points in 21 games. He has more points than anyone on Fargo’s roster. ***** Last weekend, we talked all about the 2010 Grand Forks Central hockey team with Northern Michigan’s Casey Purpur playing against UND’s Paul LaDue and Luke Johnson. It is sounding like a fourth member from that team will eventually be a D-I player, too. John Simonson is starting to attract attention as the leading scorer of the Lincoln Stars. ***** Speaking of future D-I players, there will be quite a game over at the East Grand Forks Civic Center on Friday between the Green Wave and the Warroad Warriors. Senior High’s team could end up sending four or five guys to D-I. Warroad’s top line has been dominant, led by Jared Bethune, who could end up picking his school in the next month or so. The front-runners for his services are Omaha, St. Cloud State and Duluth. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged random updates, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 7 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCAA rep: ‘Nothing off the table’ Posted on December 18, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 8 Last week, the NCAA awarded only two years of regionals, instead of four years, to give the coaching body more chances to discuss the future of the NCAA tournament. The current process is obviously flawed, and nowhere was that more evident than the 2015 regionals when only one venue bid to host it in the Midwest, forcing the NCAA to use an on-campus site. An NCAA representative told the Herald that “nothing is off the table” for the future of the NCAA tournament, including the format I have proposed in the Herald for the last four or five years. That would be to have No. 1 host No. 16, No. 2 host No. 15, No. 3 host No. 14, etc., in a best-of-three first-round series. I will go into more detail on this in the future, but it is worth noting for now that the NCAA is open to all ideas. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 8 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Sports chat Posted on December 18, 2013 by gfherald Reply <a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=67cfef185d' >GF sports chat Dec. 18</a> Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND Sports Zone Show: Football coaching search and hockey Posted on December 18, 2013 by gfherald 1 Herald writers Brad Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson discuss the latest in UND sports. brightcove.createExperiences(); Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCHC goals of the week Posted on December 17, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 Luke Johnson is at No. 4. WMU’s Justin Kovacs with a beauty at No. 1. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | 9 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Women end strong first half Posted on December 16, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 The UND women’s team lost 50 percent of its goals from last season and 48 percent of its total offense. So, the first half that the team just completed has to be a bit of a surprise. UND is leading to Christmas break with a 12-4-2 record, the best first-half mark in program history. UND is sixth in the Pairwise, so it will need to keep up this pace if it wants to make the NCAA tournament for a third consecutive season, but the team put itself in a good position with its first half. So, how was the UND program able to rebound after losing its two most prominent players in history? For starters, the coaching staff brought in an excellent recruiting class. UND has the No. 1-scoring freshman class in the country (50 points, 2.78 points per game). That class is headed by rookie forward Susanna Tapani, who UND landed in April. But just as important as Tapani are UND’s two defenseman recruits — Gracen Hirschy and Halli Krzyzaniak. They have helped make UND’s blue line as deep as it has ever been, and that unit has really helped the team add offense. UND is allowing oppoents just 21.4 shots per game (fourth nationally), and it is outshooting its opponent by an average of 15.4 per game (third nationally). Here are a few random stats about the team at the break…. Best starts in program history 12-4-2 (.722) — current season 12-7-1 (.694) — 2011-12 season 11-7 (.611) — 2012-13 season 10-7-1 (.583) — 2008-09 season 9-7-2 (.556) — 2010-11 season Top plus-minus +19 — Gracen Hirschy +13 — Meghan Dufault +13 — Josefine Jakobsen +12 — Halli Krzyzaniak +12 — Sam LaShomb Blocked shots 29 — Josefine Jakobsen (very unusual to have a F leading team in this) 28 — Sam LaShomb 26 — Halli Krzyzaniak 16 — Gracen Hirschy 16 — Johanna Fallman Shots 76 — Meghan Dufault 66 — Becca Kohler 59 — Michelle Karvinen 58 — Josefine Jakobsen 54 — Susanna Tapani 51 — Gracen Hirschy Faceoff percentage 59.2 — Lisa Marvin 56.9 — Marissa Salo 52.5 — Josefine Jakobsen 52.0 — Susanna Tapani Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged random updates, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Saturday night rewind Posted on December 16, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 26 UND completed the 2013 portion of its schedule on Saturday night with a critical third-period rally to beat Northern Michigan 3-1 in Ralph Engelstad Arena. UND extended its winning streak to five games — the second-longest winning streak in the country — as it heads for a lengthy break. The team had only four games in December, but went 4-0-0. In the last four years, UND is now 17-1-1 in December, which is rather ridiculous, especially for a team that has the reputation of being bad before Christmas. The only December loss in that stretch was overtime, too (Ryan Walters GWG in REA). Saturday’s game stories: Grand Forks Herald Grand Forks Herald column on Grimaldi’s success at center USCHO UNDsports.com Other notes: UND’s 4-0 month marked the program’s first unbeaten month since last December when it went 5-0-1 and the program’s first perfect month since going 8-0 in March of 2011. The two wins over Northern were critical for nonconference purposes. UND had a very average 2-2-2 mark heading into the weekend. It has one last chance to improve that mark against Bemidji State next month. Those also will be key games. This was UND’s first sweep at home since January of 2013. Forward Rocco Grimaldi remarked that this was his first chance to do a stick salute at home after a sweep, as he was gone at the World Juniors last January. His was injured for the team’s four sweeps during the year he redshirted. Last year, the team had five home weekends of a win and a tie, but just one sweep. A lot was made out of the NCHC using the shootout this season, but UND has not been involved in one yet. There have only been three in NCHC play (CC has been involved in all three), which actually surprises me. I was expecting more. Four of the eight NCHC teams (UND, Miami, Western, Duluth) have not been involved in one yet. After the game, UND coach Dave Hakstol admitted what we had all suspected for about a month and a half now: Several players in the lineup are dealing with injuries and this next month will be big for them. The most obvious ones are Mark MacMillan, Brendan O’Donnell, Colten St. Clair and Drake Caggiula. Defenseman Gage Ausmus, who came out for postgame interviews with a large ice bag on his knee, did not skate for three star selection, presumably getting medical attention after the game. Hakstol said that the team did not think Caggiula was going to play this weekend as of Friday morning. Apparently, the injury happened Thursday night. It is a lower-body injury as Caggiula was limping after the games. UND goaltender Zane Gothberg previously has showed both his high-end ability and his ability to give up some soft goals. In the last five games, we haven’t seen a single soft goal, only his high-end ability. This is the consistency UND needs from Gothberg, especially with this team that isn’t scoring a ton. UND has allowed just eight goals in the last five games (and only five even strength). The last four games have come against teams that have been struggling offensively. UND needed to shut them down and did just that. UND is 5-0-0 in the last five games. If it gave up just one more goal per game in that stretch, it would be 1-0-4. That shows how small of a margin this team has (as has been discussed previously here). Right now, they are doing a fine job of walking that narrow line. There are only two nonconference games left for UND and only 15 left for the NCHC. Below, I have a breakdown of each team’s nonconference record and games left. The NCHC has had most of its success against the WCHA. NCHC nonconference records + remaining games St. Cloud State 5-1-2 (vs. Minnesota, Mankato/Duluth) Miami 6-2-2 (done) North Dakota 4-2-2 (at Bemidji, BEMIDJI) Denver 5-3-2 (at UMass, BROWN) Duluth 4-3-1 (vs. Mankato, St. Cloud/Minnesota) Western Michigan 4-3-3 (vs. Michigan, Michigan State/Michigan Tech) Omaha 3-5 (at New Hampshire, at New Hampshire) Colorado College 0-7 (BROWN, PROVIDENCE, PROVIDENCE) NCHC vs. other leagues + remaining games 10-4-5 vs. WCHA (.658). Three definite games left, potentially five. 5-3-1 vs. Atlantic Hockey (.611). No games left. 8-6 vs. Big Ten (.571). Two definite games left, potentially three. 4-6-2 vs. ECAC (.417). Two games left. 4-7-4 vs. Hockey East (.400). Five games left. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 26 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: UND 3, NMU 1 Posted on December 14, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Webcast at UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: O’Donnell is in for St. Clair. Each banged up player gets one game this weekend. Ausmus is in for Thompson on D. Gothberg starts. Casey Purpur is back in for Northern Michigan. First period Northern Michigan 1, UND 0 — Shane Sooth (Ryan Daugherty, Mitch Jones) 15:20 (pp). Daugherty has the puck at the side of the goal and feeds it back to Sooth in the high slot. Pattyn was shadowing Sooth, but the Californian still got enough room to snap a shot past Gothberg’s left pad. Second period No scoring. Third period Northern Michigan 1, UND 1 — Gage Ausmus (Michael Parks, Paul LaDue) 10:35. LaDue pinches along the right wall and keeps the puck in the zone. Parks picks up the puck, carries it toward the net and spots Ausmus in the left circle. He sends a pass to him and Ausmus snipes the corner of the net. UND 2, Northern Michigan 1 — Drake Caggiula (Rocco Grimaldi, Luke Johnson) 14:12. Grimaldi has the puck behind the net and spots Caggiula cutting down the slot. Grimaldi makes a perfect centering feed and Caggiula snaps it home stick side. UND 3, Northern Michigan 1 — Derek Rodwell (Stephane Pattyn, Jordan Schmaltz) 19:25 (en). Pattyn skates the puck out of the zone, feeds it to Rodwell, who skates it in and scores into the empty net. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 7 Wade Murphy–10 Adam Tambellini–22 Andrew Panzarella 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–2 Troy Stecher 20 Gage Ausmus–6 Paul LaDue 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders 30 Matt Hrynkiw Out of lineup: Keaton Thompson, Colten St. Clair, Mitch MacMillan, Coltyn Sanderson, Bryn Chyzyk Northern Michigan lines 9 Reed Seckel–11 Shane Sooth–29 Ryan Daugherty 17 John Siemer–40 Stephan Vigier–20 Darren Nowick 7 Sami Salminen–14 Brock Maschmeyer–15 Dominik Shine 16 Jake Johnson–3 Ryan Kesti–2 Casey Purpur 27 Wade Epp–25 Austin Handley 4 Mitch Jones–18 Luke Eibler 23 Jake Baker–5 Ryan Trenz 30 Mathias Dahlstrom 34 Derek Dun - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=12#sthash.JSWqzNlR.dpuf
Friday night rewind Posted on December 14, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 6 Five notable results around the country: 1. St. Cloud State’s No. 1 ranking isn’t going to last long. The Huskies lost a nonconference game to one of the two hottest teams in the country. Union, which now has nine straight wins, topped the Huskies 4-1. It was the first time all season that St. Cloud State has allowed four goals. 2. The best nonconference result of the night for the NCHC was Denver knocking off RPI 2-1 in OT. The Pioneers have had terrible luck in overtime this season, losing four times in the extra session already. They finally got one back when Emil Romig scored at 3:02. 3. Wisconsin beat Colorado College 4-1 in Kohl Center. That’s not a huge surprise. Alexander Krushelnyski scored the Tigers’ lone goal as Colorado College fell to 2-11-3. 4. In the lone NCHC game of the night, Colton Hargrove scored two goals to lead Western Michigan to a 5-3 road win over Duluth. The Broncos, who were swept by UND last weekend, moved back to .500 with the win. 5. Matt Prapavessis scored an extra-attacker, game-tying goal to help Bemidji State forge a 3-3 home tie against Alaska. NCHC top performers OT winner — Emil Romig, DU 2 points — Colton Hargrove, WMU, 2 goals 2 points — Justin Kovacs, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Chase Balisy, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Justin Crandall, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Rocco Grimaldi, UND, 2 assists 2 points — Jordan Schmaltz, UND, 2 assists 2 points — Gabe Levin, DU, 2 assists UND 4, Northern Michigan 1 UND continued to find ways to win Friday night, topping Northern Michigan 4-1 to extend UND’s winning streak to four games. Game stories: Grand Forks Herald Grand Forks Herald column on the GFC crew USCHO UNDsports.com Other notes and stats: Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll bring up the Pairwise before Christmas, even though it is a bit ridiculous. UND is at No. 19 after Friday’s win over Northern Michigan. The series finale also is a critical game. UND may have had its best night in the faceoff circle this season, going 31-21. Rocco Grimaldi led the way, going 16-7. Faceoffs are an area that UND has greatly improved during this current four-game winning streak. During UND’s first 13 games of the season, it was at .499. In the last four games, UND is at .531 percent, led by Grimaldi’s .608. UND’s power play in the first 13 games of the season: 18.0 percent. UND’s power play in the last four games: 30.0 percent. UND scored twice on the power play against the Wildcats. Colten St. Clair returned to the lineup for UND after missing a month and a half. This season, UND is 28 of 29 on the penalty kill with St. Clair in the lineup (96.5 percent) and 59 of 73 (80.8 percent) without him. It seems bizarre, but it took 17 games for UND to hold an opponent under two goals. The last time UND held an opponent under two goals was last season in the NCAA tournament against Niagara (2-1 UND win). Friday’s game marked the first time since the season opener that UND both outshot the opponent and won the game. Shots in the season opener were 36-34 UND. They were 30-25 UND on Friday. Luke Johnson’s production has taken off since being moved from center to wing. Coach Dave Hakstol said that in UND’s system, the center is asked to expend a lot of energy in the defensive zone. Now that Johnson has been moved to wing, his workload in the D-zone has decreased and that, perhaps, has added energy to his game in the offensive zone. It appears that some students may have taken off for winter break. Weak student crowd Friday. The last time UND fans have been able to enjoy a stick salute after a regular-season series was last January when UND swept Holy Cross. After that, UND has had several three-point weekends in REA, but no sweeps. I thought that Keaton Thompson played fine, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Gage Ausmus is in for him in the series finale. I think Hakstol wants to get both of them in there and continue to develop both. Thompson has made major strides since the start of the season. Who has the team’s best plus-minus during this current four-game win streak? Thompson. Plus-3. Northern Michigan coach Walt Kyle said that his goaltender, Mathias Dahlstrom, did not play as well as he’s been playing. He was not sharp on the first or second goals of the game. I saw a broken goalie stick in the garbage outside the NMU locker room, so Dahlstrom may have taken his frustrations out on that. NMU’s other standouts, forwards Stephan Vigier and Reed Seckel, were both very quiet. Vigier went 4-10 on draws. Seckel had three shots, Vigier one. If you look at the shot charts, UND did a terrific job keeping the shots to the outside on goalie Zane Gothberg. UND’s D cleared out a lot of rebounds and the Wildcats didn’t get many shots from the critical scoring area. Grand Forks native Casey Purpur made his college debut for NMU and made a case for being back in the lineup tonight. His line, along with Duluth native Jake Johnson, may have been the Wildcats’ best. Former UND defenseman Brian Lee was in the house tonight. He’s recovering from knee surgery. He is currently with the Tampa Bay Lightning. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 6 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Adam: Disallowed goal was correct call Posted on December 14, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 5 There was a lot of chatter on the live blog about the disallowed goal by Northern Michigan’s Mitch Jones midway through the third period. The goal would have cut UND’s lead to 3-2. Instead, it was disallowed and UND killed the remainder of the Wildcat power play. Shortly thereafter, Paul LaDue scored a goal to put the game away. The goal was waved off because a Northern Michigan player had both feet in the crease and he was visually impairing goaltender Zane Gothberg. After the game, NCHC director of officials Don Adam confirmed that the correct call was made on the play. Rule 73.1 states: “Interference on the Goalkeeper – A player of the attacking team may stand on the goal crease line or in the goal crease, or skate through the goal crease, unless, in the opinion of the official, the player is physically or visually preventing the goalkeeper from defending the goal.” Northern Michigan coach Walt Kyle didn’t have any issue with the call after the game. “I haven’t seen it, but the officials can see the overhead,” he said “I’m sure it’s legit.” Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 5 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: UND 4, NMU 1 Posted on December 13, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network, UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Colten St. Clair and Wade Murphy return to the lineup. Gage Ausmus and Mitch MacMillan are out. Brendan O’Donnell is out with injury. Full lineup and live chat below. First period UND 1, Northern Michigan 0 — Mark MacMillan (Michael Parks, Troy Stecher) 4:10. Stecher blasts one from the point that hits Parks’ skate right in front of the net. Dahlstrom thinks he has the puck below him, though, and stays next to the opposite post and MacMillan has a wide open net to shoot at from pretty far out. Second period UND 2, Northern Michigan 0 — Luke Johnson (Rocco Grimaldi, Jordan Schmaltz) 9:57 (pp). Grimaldi leaves the puck for Johnson, who is standing below the left circle and basically on top of the end line. He hardly has any room to shoot short side, but still rifles one in just inside the post. UND 3, Northern Michigan 0 — Dillon Simpson (Rocco Grimaldi, Jordan Schmaltz) 16:23 (pp). Simpson gets the puck at the point, waits for Mark MacMillan to set up shop in front of Dahlstrom, then blasts one through the screen just eight seconds into the power play. Third period UND 3, Northern Michigan 1 — Darren Nowick 7:46. Nowick gets the puck behind the net and tries to center it. The puck goes off of Stecher and in the net. Gothberg caught trying to do too much playing the puck and wasn’t back in position when the puck went in. UND 4, Northern Michigan 1 — Paul LaDue (Connor Gaarder) 12:36. LaDue gets the puck at the point and snaps one through a couple of screens for his third goal of the year. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 16 Mark MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–15 Michael Parks 7 Wade Murphy–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–2 Troy Stecher 4 Keaton Thompson–6 Paul LaDue 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders 30 Matt Hrynkiw Scratched: Brendan O’Donnell (inj), Bryn Chyzyk (susp), Gage Ausmus, Mitch MacMillan, Coltyn Sanderson Northern Michigan’s lines 9 Reed Seckel–40 Stephan Vigier–20 Darren Nowick 15 Dominik Shine–11 Shane Sooth–29 Ryan Daugherty 22 Cohen Adair–3 Ryan Kesti–7 Sami Salminen 16 Jake Johnson–6 Nate Taurence–2 Casey Purpur 27 Wade Epp–14 Brock Maschmeyer 4 Mitch Jones–18 Luke Eibler 23 Jake Baker–42 Barrett Kaib 30 Mathias Dahlstrom 34 Derek Dunn Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged gameday, und hockey, und sports | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCAA: REA is too large Posted on December 13, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 20 An NCAA representative told the Herald today that the main reason why Ralph Engelstad Arena was not picked to host an NCAA Women’s Frozen Four from 2015-18 is because the committee felt that the building was too large. The committee felt that, at this time, it couldn’t fill enough seats to make it a viable site for the championship. When I mentioned that Family Arena in St. Charles, Mo., seats 9,643, which isn’t that far off of REA’s 11,640, the rep said that the committee was excited about the backing of the St. Louis Sports Commission for the event in St. Charles. So, next time the event comes up, UND may have to try to put up a bid for Scheels Arena in Fargo as well as one for Grand Forks. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 20 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Casey Purpur to make college debut tonight Posted on December 13, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 Fittingly, former Grand Forks Central standout Casey Purpur will make his college debut in his hometown tonight. Northern Michigan coach Walt Kyle said that the Grand Forks native will be in the lineup and will be announced as a starter for tonight’s nonconference game between UND and the Wildcats. Purpur, who has spent the last few years in the NAHL, will wear No. 2 for the Wildcats. The game will feature three members of the 2010 state champion Grand Forks Central Knights team. UND rookies Luke Johnson and Paul LaDue were on that squad along with NMU’s Purpur. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged casey purpur, northern michigan, und hockey, und sports | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday morning reading Posted on December 13, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 17 For a little over a decade, UND and Northern Michigan were frequent opponents as members of the WCHA. But since the Wildcats left the league in 1997, they haven’t had a single matchup against UND. Their drought of 17 years without a game is the eighth-longest of any opponent for UND. But that will come to an end tonight as the teams meet at 7:37 in Ralph Engelstad Arena. Longest time between games (Number of total matchups) 47 years — Army (1) 40 years — Lake Superior State (2) 30 years — Colgate (1) 25 years — Providence (13) 24 years — Alabama Huntsville (2) 22 years — UMass-Lowell (9) 21 years — Bowling Green (9) 17 years — Northern Michigan (53) Also of note, there are eight teams in college hockey that UND has never played against: American International, Bentley, UConn, Mercyhurst, Penn State, RIT, Sacred Heart and Union. TRIVIA QUESTION: Which opponent, that has never been in a league with UND, has had the most games played against UND? (Answer at bottom of post). ************************************************************************************* SCOUTING REPORT ON NORTHERN MICHIGAN Since it has been so long between matchups, Northern Michigan is pretty unfamiliar to most UND fans. In looking at the Wildcats’ stats and talking to one person who has seen them play this season, here’s what you need to know. Northern Michigan’s strength is in goal. It has a freshman goalie from Sweden named Mathias Dahlstrom, who has a .929 save percentage. Word is that he was outstanding last weekend in Mankato. That’s the Wildcats’ biggest strength. Up front, senior forward Stephan Vigier is their to-go guy. He has 10 goals. Nobody else has more than five. Generating offense has been the big problem for the Wildcats. Their power play has actually been all right, but they’ve only scored one even-strength goal in the last four games. That dip coincides when senior captain C.J. Ludwig (yes, Craig’s son) went down with an injury. He’ll be out the rest of the year. Northern Michigan ranks 52nd nationally in even-strength goals per game (1.25), which could help UND build on the strong defensive game it put together last weekend in Kalamazoo. NEXT MONTH HUGE FOR PAIRWISE In the next four weeks, a huge chunk of the remaining nonconference games for NCHC teams will be played. They could play a large role in how many teams the league will get into the NCAA tournament. Right now, things aren’t looking too bright for the NCHC. St. Cloud State would be the only team in the tournament if it started today. There is some time to make up ground, and the league can start this weekend. OTHER STORIES OF NOTE There’s a story in the Mining Journal about the struggles of WCHA teams to schedule home nonconference games. Check out the breakdown for this year for that league. Here’s a sidebar about how a lot of the bigger schools want to do two-for-ones (two series in the bigger school’s arena, one in the smaller school). This weekend’s series with the Wildcats is just a one-year deal. The Mining Journal also has a series preview here. WEEKEND PREDICTIONS Denver at RPI: Interesting matchup with the Pioneers heading east to take on former DU assistant coach Seth Appert and RPI. DU has been able to rattle off some close wins lately, but I think its good fortune runs out here. RPI is a solid team. RPI win and tie. Colorado College at Wisconsin: PasswordisTaco says the Tigers get one of these games in Kohl Center. I don’t see it. The Tigers had a great weekend at home against Omaha last weekend, but now they have to go play a strong, veteran Badgers team in Kohl. Wisconsin sweep. Western Michigan at Minnesota Duluth: The Broncos need to find offense this weekend and they need to find a way to win close games. The Bulldogs are 2-5 in their last seven, but they’ve played a very difficult schedule. I think things turn around for the Dogs at home. Duluth win in regulation, win in shootout. Union at St. Cloud State: Great matchup between two of the hottest teams in the country. Union has won eight straight. The Huskies are unbeaten in seven. St. Cloud State been one of the few bright spots for the NCHC in nonconference play and against the ECAC. I still think Union steals one out of the National Hockey Center. Split. Northern Michigan at UND: This is a decent matchup for UND with Northern’s struggles to score, but we all know that this UND squad won’t be able to do anything easily. Expected two tight games. UND win and tie. *********************************************************************************** On the women’s side, UND heads to MSU-Mankato for its last series before the break. The team does have an exhibition game next weekend, but no regular-season games until Jan. 11 at Wisconsin. Good news for UND: Injured forward Michelle Karvinen is expected to be back in the lineup tonight. UND held her out last weekend for precautionary reasons. For this week’s paper, I wrote a feature about UND rookie defenseman Gracen Hirschy, who has added offense instantly from the back end. Read it here. *********************************************************************************** Trivia answer: It’s a tie between Boston University and Boston College. UND has played both of them 23 times. It has played Maine 22 times. You have to keep in mind that schools such as Michigan, Michigan State and Notre Dame all had stints in the WCHA, disqualifying them. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged friday morning reading, und hockey, und sports | 17 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); ND Strong raises about $33,000 Posted on December 13, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 The ND Strong campaign, which featured the men’s hockey team wearing special jerseys for an exhibition game against the U.S. Under-18 team, has raised about $33,000 according to the school. The MacMillan brothers played a large role in developing the idea. The event ended up being the largest charitable fundraiser that the athletic department has conducted. Most of the money was raised through the auction of the special jerseys. ND Strong shirts also were sold. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCAA explains South Bend pick Posted on December 12, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 23 I just got off the phone with a rep from the NCAA who explained the committee’s strange selection of South Bend as a regional host in 2015. According to the rep, Fargo was the only non-home site in the West or Midwest that bid for a regional. So, Fargo was awarded one. Since all of the other bids were home sites, the committee didn’t have a non-home option. Therefore, South Bend was selected. This is another reason why, in my opinion, the NCAA needs to follow the baseball model of playing at home sites of the higher seed. If not a single non-home site even wants to host a regional in the Midwest and/or West, what does that tell you about the current system? As Todd Milewski from USCHO pointed out, this is likely why the NCAA only awarded bids for two years out. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 23 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Weekend status and NCAAs Posted on December 12, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 14 UND may be getting one player back from injury this weekend. Coach Dave Hakstol said there’s a chance that Colten St. Clair may be able to go this weekend against Northern Michigan. “That’s a big deal,” Hakstol said. “He’s a good player. He brings energy and another hard and heavy body that we can put into our lineup. We won’t know yet, probably for another day or two, but he’s making real good strides.” St. Clair has been skating for a couple of weeks now, but has been limited in practice until this week. His presence has been sorely missed on the penalty kill, where he was terrific at the start of the season. On the other side, UND will be without forward Brendan O’Donnell, who continues to battle an upper-body injury that has bothered him and sidelined him for much of the first half. O’Donnell didn’t play Saturday at Western Michigan. After this weekend’s series, UND has 20 days until it goes to Vancouver for a couple of exhibitions. Those days off are going to be very welcome to several players. ********** My first reaction to seeing the NCAA selections was that the committee got it right, awarding Fargo one of the regionals. Lots of teams — and lots of good teams — within driving distance. It should sell out no problem and be a great atmosphere. Then, I saw the South Bend selection, which opened up a can of worms by putting it at a home site. I wrote a little bit about that in this column. I have no clue what the committee’s reasoning is for that, and obviously it decided not to follow past practice or the wishes of the coaching body. Regardless, Scheels Arena will be great and it will sell out quickly. ********** On the women’s side, I think everyone believed it was a slam dunk that The Ralph would get a Frozen Four. Instead, it is going to Minnesota’s Ridder Arena twice (2015, 2018), New Hampshire once and St. Charles, Mo., once. Minnesota has built a powerhouse in women’s hockey and it certainly has some built-in advantages. The WCHA Final Faceoff has been played at Ridder Arena eight times in the last 10 years. Now, the NCAA Frozen Four will be there three times in six years (and four times in nine years). - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=13#sthash.yDbOXSUL.dpuf
UND Sports Zone Show: UND football coach search, hockey, and basketball

Posted on December 11, 2013  by  gfherald


Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson discuss the football coaching search and UND’s results on the road over the weekend.
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Scheels Arena to host 2015 NCAA regional
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UND will host the 2015 NCAA regional at Scheels Arena in Fargo.

UND worked on this bid in conjunction with Ralph Engelstad Arena and Scheels Arena.

That means if UND makes the NCAA tournament next season, it will automatically be placed in Fargo.

On the other side, the UND did NOT get picked to host a Women’s Frozen Four. Although there were only four finalist cities and four years to be picked, the NCAA decided to go to Ridder Arena twice.

Below is the summary of what was decided today:

NCAA MEN’S TOURNAMENT

2015 NCAA regionals

 Providence, R.I.

 Manchester, N.H.

 South Bend, Ind.

 Fargo, N.D.

FROZEN FOUR — Boston

2016 NCAA regionals

 Albany, N.Y.

 Worcester, Mass.

 Cincinnati

 St. Paul

FROZEN FOUR — Tampa, Fla.

2017 FROZEN FOUR — Chicago

2018 FROZEN FOUR — St. Paul

NCAA WOMEN’S FROZEN FOURS

2015 — Minneapolis

2016 — Durham, N.H.

2017 — St. Charles, Mo.

2018 — Minneapolis
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Weekend review
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I missed the official Saturday Night Rewind, so we’ll do it a little differently this week. UND swept Western Michigan with back-to-back 3-2 wins in Kalamazoo, marking UND’s first three-game winning streak since February.

Here are the top five things I took from the weekend:

1. FOLLOWING THE RECIPE FOR SUCCESS

As was discussed in the Friday morning reading post, UND doesn’t have much margin for error and needs to walk a tight line in order to win. These wins were exactly that. UND got outshot both nights, but received great goaltending, production from around the lineup and good special teams. UND played its game to a T.

I thought in the third period Saturday night, UND was tremendous in protecting its lead. Every time it had a chance to get a puck deep, it did. When it could chip a puck out of the zone, it did. Western had a miserable time trying to gain the zone. It wasn’t until a late power play that the Broncos were able to get a scoring chance.

2. ZANE’S CONSISTENCY

We all knew that goalie Zane Gothberg had elite-level talent and that he has the potential to win games for his team. The only thing that lacked was Gothberg’s consistency, which he readily admitted at a press conference two days before the series started. Well, there were no consistency issues this weekend.

Gothberg didn’t let in a soft goal all weekend and he stole several Grade A chances away from Western Michigan — most notably the doorstep chance with 28 seconds left on Saturday night. If UND is going to routinely get outshot this season, it needs its goaltenders to be terrific, and Gothberg was just that this weekend.

Read more about Gothberg in Tom Miller’s column here.

3. FACEOFF IMPROVEMENT

On Thursday, I wrote a story about how much UND has struggled in the faceoff circle, especially compared to recent years. Losing draws has been a big factor in giving up some goals this season.

Although Friday started out with UND giving up a faceoff goal, the team ended the weekend winning the faceoff battle on both nights, which is no small feat for this squad. What changed? How did UND win faceoffs two nights in a row (albeit not by much)?

The first change was the return of Mark MacMillan to the lineup. MacMillan, who figured to be UND’s top faceoff guy this season, has missed the last few weekends with an injury. He went 22-16 on the weekend.

Also, UND moved Rocco Grimaldi to center and Drake Caggiula to wing on that line. Grimaldi, who had struggled with draws at times last season, went 23-18 on the weekend, going over .500 both nights. That was important and it appears that the faceoff circle is a place where Grimaldi has improved his game.

4. SHOWING THE SKILLS

While I mentioned that this team isn’t as skilled as past teams, UND does have a couple of guys who are very skilled and they have been showing it the past few weeks — Grimaldi and Jordan Schmaltz.

Grimaldi has been, hands down, the best player on the ice in each of UND’s last two road series. He was creating all over the ice in Kalamazoo. He made a brilliant setup for Luke Johnson for the go-ahead goal Friday and he scored the eventual winner on Saturday. He was really good.

UND usually asks rookie defensemen to be efficient and reliable in their first year. Schmaltz did that. Now, as a second-year player, we’re starting to see some of his high-end abilities. He’s able to create a rush with his skating ability. He’s joining the rush at great times. His point shot rarely gets blocked by the forward who is covering him. Schmaltz is showing why he’s a special player and the points are starting to come, too.

5. SPECIAL TEAMS SUCCESS

It seems like UND’s power play is starting to come around. It has scored a power-play goal in five straight games.

On Friday, UND scored two power-play goals and held the Broncos scoreless on seven power-play chances. That was the difference in the game.

While Western won the special teams battle 2-1 on Saturday, there were two big keys for UND: 1. It got a power-play goal after a rough opening five minutes to tie the game and settle the team down. 2. Western had a five-on-three for an extended time during the second period and was unable to score. Major key to the game there.
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NCAA announcement coming tomorrow
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The NCAA will announce future men’s and women’s Frozen Four sites as well as future men’s regional sites at noon tomorrow.

UND is hoping to host a Women’s Frozen Four at Ralph Engelstad Arena. It is one of four finalists to do so from 2014-18.

UND also is hoping to host a men’s regional at Scheels Arena in Fargo. Why Fargo? The NCAA has gone away from campus sites for regionals, so Ralph Engelstad Arena is a longshot (even though UND did submit a bid for The Ralph, too).

UND has never hosted a Women’s Frozen Four. It last hosted a regional in 2006, when it beat Michigan and Holy Cross to advance to the Frozen Four.
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Rocco Grimaldi again at the top spot.
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NCHC picks name: Frozen Faceoff
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During this weekend’s series, the NCHC announced the name of its postseason tournament — the NCHC Frozen Faceoff.

Either that or NCHC Final Faceoff were the two best options. Since the WCHA women use Final Faceoff, I’m not surprised that the NCHC went another direction.

It’s a good idea to brand the tournament, but it will probably take a while to catch on. Everyone is so used to the Final Five.

As was previously reported, the tournament will be held at the Target Center in downtown Minneapolis.
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USA makes two cuts

Posted on December 10, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Team USA has cut two players — forward Kate Buesser and defenseman Jincy Dunne — from the Women’s National Team in preparation for the Olympic Games.

Buesser was a strange selection from the start. She compiled 92 career points at Harvard and last played during the 2010-11 season. USA’s coach, however, is Harvard coach Katey Stone.

Dunne’s selection to the National Team created a lot of buzz, as she’s only 16 years old. She’s the top uncommitted women’s hockey prospect right now in the U.S.

USA is now down to 20 skaters. There will only be two more cuts before USA sets its roster for the Games.

UND’s Jocelyne and Monique Lamoureux are hoping to make the roster for the second straight Olympic Games (and they should). Warroad’s Gigi Marvin also is hoping to make the squad again.

Team USA will play against Team Canada at The Ralph on Dec. 20.

The final Olympic team will be announced during the Winter Classic on Jan. 1.
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Johnson is NCHC rookie of week

Posted on December 10, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


UND freshman forward Luke Johnson is the rookie of the week in the NCHC.

Johnson scored two goals and had two assists during UND’s weekend sweep over Western Michigan. The former Grand Forks Red River and Central forward figured into four of UND’s six goals over the weekend.

On Friday, Johnson scored twice in a 3-2 UND win. On Saturday, he had two assists as UND won 3-2.

Johnson is now the NCHC’s top rookie scorer in league play with eight points in 10 games. He’s also UND’s third-leading scorer, trailing only Rocco Grimaldi and Drake Caggiula.

UND in weekly honors

Nov. 19 — Dillon Simpson, NCHC defensive player of the week

 Dec. 2 — Troy Stecher, NCHC defensive player of the week

 Dec. 2 — Keaton Thompson, NCHC rookie of the week

 Dec. 9 — Luke Johnson, NCHC rookie of the week
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Chyzyk suspended indefinitely
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UND sophomore forward Bryn Chyzyk is facing a charge of theft of less than $250 and has been suspended indefinitely from the team.

Chyzyk pleaded not guilty to the charge today and a trial is scheduled for Feb. 19, according to the Herald’s Steve Lee.

According to Lee’s report, Chyzyk ran out on a cab bill estimated at “about $4″ by the company’s owner.

Chyzyk had played in 13 of 16 games this season, registering two goals and four points.
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Gameday final: UND 3, WMU 2
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING INFO: No TV. Webcast at UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Brendan O’Donnell (inj) and Gage Ausmus are out, Mitch MacMillan and Paul LaDue are in. Cichy moved to second line with Balisy for WMU. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

Western Michigan 1, UND 0 — Kenney Morrison (Chase Balisy, Nolan LaPorte) 4:44 (pp). After a draw in the WMU zone, the Broncos come out on a three-on-two rush. Balisy finds the trailer Morrison, who snaps one stick side on Gothberg.

Western Michigan 1, UND 1 — Dillon Simpson (Luke Johnson, Jordan Schmaltz) 8:24 (pp). Johnson tries a shot from the left circle. It goes wide, hits the end wall and rebounds out to the right circle, where Simpson pinches in and scores his second of the year.

UND 2, Western Michigan 1 — Paul LaDue (Keaton Thompson, Andrew Panzarella) 16:45. LaDue, at the point, recognizes that Balisy doesn’t have a stick and forces the issue, getting a point shot past him. It appears to hit the stick of a WMU defenseman and go in.

Second period

UND 3, Western Michigan 1 — Rocco Grimaldi (Drake Caggiula, Luke Johnson) 6:55. Grimaldi scores another highlight goal, using his speed to create space, dangling through defenders in the slot and flipping a backhand at the net. The puck somehow bounced through Slubowski and rolled across the goal line. Slubowski pulled for Hafner after the goal.

Third period

UND 3, Western Michigan 2 — Justin Kovacs (Nolan LaPorte, Dennis Brown 16:34 (pp). The Broncos take advantage of a late power play as LaPorte finds Kovacs in the left circle and Kovacs snipes one to make it a one-goal game.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–10 Adam Tambellini–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–2 Troy Stecher

 4 Keaton Thompson–6 Paul LaDue

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Western Michigan’s lines

14 Colton Hargrove–8 Sheldon Dries–21 Kyle Novak

 25 Mike Cichy–13 Chase Balisy–16 Nolan LaPorte

 29 Will Kessel–18 David Killip–23 Aaron Hadley

 24 Shane Berschbach–10 Josh Pitt–17 Justin Kovacs

15 Jordan Oesterle–11 Dennis Brown

 9 Chris Dienes–20 Taylor Fleming

 6 Matt Stewart–7 Kenney Morrison

1 Frank Slubowski

 55 Lukas Hafner

 35 Sam  Bloomberg

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=14#sthash.e6dk6TKR.dpuf
Friday night rewind
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Tonight was the first night where every NCHC team was playing a league game. Three of the four winning teams in the league got outshot by a considerable margin.

Miami outshot Denver 34-12. Final score: Pios 3, RedHawks 1. How bizarre is it to see Miami in last place right now in the NCHC? The RedHawks have lost four straight league games.

Duluth outshot SCSU 38-19. Final score: Huskies 4, Dogs 2.

Western Michigan outshot UND 38-24. Final score: UND 3, Broncos 2.

The only team that ended up on top in both shots and goals was the previously 1-10-2 CC Tigers, who were able to snap a 12-game winless streak and beat Omaha 4-2. Game stories from the UND-WMU contest:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on Luke Johnson

Kalamazoo Gazette

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾Very typical of the way UND is going to need to win games right now: Tight game, very good goaltending, contributions from all over, win the special teams battle. Tonight was UND’s blue print.

◾UND will go for its first sweep of the year tonight at 6:37. For UND Insider webcast subscribers, you will be able to get this game. UND has a chance to get back to .500 both overall and in NCHC play.

◾Although shots were in favor of Western Michigan by 14, the game didn’t feel all that lopsided.

◾In talking to WMU folks, finishing has been a big problem for them the last two years — and Friday was more of the same. Plenty of chances, not a lot of finish.

◾UND finally won the faceoff battle 40-36. Coach Dave Hakstol on faceoffs: “We were solid — far from dominant — but we were solid, especially on critical faceoffs tonight.”

◾On Western Michigan’s first goal (a faceoff play), Hakstol said: “We fell asleep. Chase Balisy is good at what he does. That’s not the first time he’s made a play like that. It will be something we learn from in the faceoff dot.”

◾Mark MacMillan re-entered the lineup. He didn’t add a lot of offense, but his presence was huge on a penalty kill that has been struggling since he got injured.

◾The game seems like it is starting to slow down for Keaton Thompson. Friday was his best performance since regularly cracking the lineup. He still needs to work on his strength (which is expected for a young guy), but he made some real nice outlet passes.

◾Goalie Zane Gothberg admitted this week that he hasn’t been as consistent as he wants to be. Then, he responded with his second straight outstanding effort. He was the No. 1 star of the game and helped keep UND in the game early.

◾Under-rated shift of the game: Stephane Pattyn’s line early in the third period. The Broncos came out in the third hard and had a lot of puck possession on a couple of shifts, pushing for the tying goal. Then, Pattyn’s line had a shift where they got it in the offensive zone and cycled for a good 35 seconds. After that, UND was back on its game and good to go.

◾Both teams had seven power-play chances (UND 2-7, WMU 0-7), but time with the extra man was in favor of the Broncos (11:47-8:48).

◾UND hit three posts. And they were inside-of-the-post shots. Pattyn hit the left post in the first, Troy Stecher hit the notch of the crossbar and post in the second and Drake Caggiula hit the right post in the third.

◾Hakstol’s move switching Caggiula to wing and Grimaldi to center on that line seemed to work. Grimaldi did a nice job on draws, too, going 14-11. That’s one area he has improved since last year.

◾I thought UND’s three best players were Gothberg, Pattyn and Grimaldi. Liked the games of a lot of other players, too, including Stecher.

◾Brendan O’Donnell is still not 100 percent health-wise. He did not play a lot at the end of the game. Will be interesting to see if he’s in for the series finale.

◾Western Michigan goalie Frank Slubowski is a top netminder. All three goals he allowed Friday were point-blank. That being said, he did leave some rebounds out there that UND can get to. We’ll see if that’s the case again in the series finale.

◾Former UND forward Mike Cichy had a pretty nice game for the Broncos. He nearly set up a linemate on two occasions and Gothberg shut him down on an outstanding chance in the second period.
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Thanks again to Goon for posting this on YouTube.
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Gameday final: UND 3, WMU 2
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: CBS Sports Network. No webcast. Tonight’s lineup notes: Mark MacMillan is back in. Andrew Panzarella is up front. Keaton Thompson is in at D. Zane Gothberg is starting. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

Western Michigan 1, UND 0 — Nolan LaPorte (Chase Balisy) 2:04. Tambellini doesn’t tie up Balisy off the draw. The senior goes forward with it and passes it to LaPorte on top of the crease and he has an easy goal.

Western Michigan 1, UND 1 — Luke Johnson (Jordan Schmaltz, Dillon Simpson) 12:19 (pp). UND scores on a five-on-three power play. Schmaltz takes the point shot. Johnson finds the rebound, turns around and shoots it past Slubowski.

Second period

UND 2, Western Michigan 1 — Luke Johnson (Rocco Grimaldi, Jordan Schmaltz) 7:40 (pp). Grimaldi tries to flip a puck around a WMU forward and track it down, but he misses on the pass to himself. Grimaldi stays with it, though, tracks it down and makes a fantastic setup for Johnson, who one-times his second goal of the game.

Third period

UND 3, Western Michigan 1 — Derek Rodwell (Stephane Pattyn, Connor Gaarder) 9:26. Pattyn makes an outstanding play to pull the puck off the wall and hit Rodwell with a behind-the-back pass. Rodwell’s initial shot is stopped, but he stays with it and buries the rebound.

UND 3, Western Michigan 2 — Josh Pitt (Shane Berschbach, Colton Hargrove) 19:59 (ea). Pitt finds the puck at the side of the net and knocks one in with less than a second left in the game.

UND’s lines

28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–10 Adam Tambellini–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–2 Troy Stecher

 20 Gage Ausmus–4 Keaton Thompson

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Out of lineup and on trip: Paul LaDue, Mitch MacMillan.

Western Michigan’s lines

24 Shane Berschbach–10 Josh Pitt–17 Justin Kovacs

 29 Will Kessel–8 Sheldon Dries–28 Sam Mellor

 14 Colton Hargrove–13 Chase Balisy–16 Nolan LaPorte

 25 Mike Cichy–18 David Killip–21 Kyle Novak

15 Jordan Oesterle–11 Dennis Brown

 9 Chris Dienes–20 Taylor Fleming

 6 Matt Stewart–7 Kenney Morrison

1 Frank Slubowski

 35 Sam Bloomberg

 55 Lukas Hafner
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KALAMAZOO, Mich. — Good morning from Kalamazoo, a town that UND doesn’t need a tour guide to show it around.

That’s because it has Brad Berry.

The assistant coach played professionally here for the K-Wings (IHL at the time, ECHL now) for seven or eight years. Berry was a three-time all-star here.

The K-Wings play at Wings Stadium, which is in the southeastern part of town. UND and Western Michigan will square off at Lawson Ice Arena, which is on the southwestern side of town. That’s where UND has a rather important series against the Broncos.

UND needs to find some consistency as soon as possible. If that doesn’t happen in the next few weeks, UND will probably be looking at the NCHC tournament as the only option to keep its NCAA tournament streak alive.

I’ve been asked a lot about this team on game chats and live chats. But I’ve never blogged about it, so I’ll post some general thoughts here.

As I’ve said many times, I don’t think this team has a ton of skill. It has a couple of very skilled players, but not a lot. Let’s go into more detail on that one.

I know the first thing I will hear is about how many draft picks this team has on the roster.

One thing you have to take into account is that almost half of this team’s draft picks are freshmen and about two-thirds are underclassmen.

While I say that I don’t see a lot of skill on this team, I do believe that a lot of these guys will turn into skilled players. They just aren’t there yet.

You will remember back a few years ago when Brad Malone and Matt Frattin were freshmen. They were both NHL draft picks, but they were not very skilled as rookies. The two of them COMBINED for five goals that season.

Through their years at UND, they developed. By the time they were upperclassmen, they were very skilled players. During their senior season, they combined for 100 points and they formed the top line in the nation.

Both of them eventually ended up being NHL players. But it’s easy to forget where they came from.

Luke Johnson and Adam Tambellini are not scoring a lot right now, but, believe it or not, they are on pace to score more goals this season than Malone and Frattin did as rookies.

If you take Brock Nelson’s stat line on Dec. 6 of his freshman season, it read exactly the same as Johnson’s: 1 goal, 4 assists.

Don’t get the wrong impression that I’m saying these guys will be Nelson, Malone or Frattin. I’m not. Everyone takes their own path and I don’t know where they will go from here and how quickly. But I do think that they will eventually become skilled players. They aren’t there yet, though, and that’s not unusual.

Now, because this team doesn’t have an abundance of skill like the past few years, it cannot overcome an average performance and win games.

A couple of years ago, UND could play poorly and still win because it was just that much more talented than everyone (see: the sweep in Mankato in December 2010).

Last year, they could play average, and Danny Kristo and Corban Knight could come to the rescue and win the game for the team.

This team cannot. This team’s margin for error is small. If its goaltenders don’t play well, they will lose. If the team doesn’t execute well, it will probably lose. If it has some bad breaks or bounces go against it, a loss is likely.

So, right now, the challenge for this team is to navigate that small-margin-for-error path to victory.

It needs to play desperate. It needs to get good goaltending. It needs to execute as well. It needs to get some contributions from everyone.

The 2011-12 team, similarly, had a narrow margin for victory, too. That squad did a remarkable job of walking that line while playing under-manned every night because of its major injury problems. They ended up winning the Final Five and becoming an unlikely No. 1 seed.

Now, this team isn’t going to be a No. 1 seed, that I can guarantee. But a spot in the NCAA tournament is not out of the question yet. This team just needs to learn how to walk that narrow line as quickly as possible.

And, maybe by the end of the season, some of the young guys will develop and give this team more of a margin for error (which also happened in 2011-12).

On to some stories this week.

For Thursday’s paper, I wrote about this team’s faceoff struggles. The team is under 50 percent in the faceoff dot right now, the lowest number in the Hakstol Era by far. If Mark MacMillan returns, which is looking more and more likely, that could provide a boost there. He was expected to be the top faceoff guy this season.

For today’s paper, I wrote a series preview. Check it out to see what Western Michigan coach Andy Murray is saying about UND and sophomore forward Rocco Grimaldi.

Look for a Q&A with Jordan Schmaltz to be posted on the Herald’s site sometime today, too (Schmaltz and Grimaldi may be the two most skilled guys on the roster right now).

The Kalamazoo Gazette has a good Q&A with Dave Starman posted here. Starman will call today’s game for CBS Sports.

The Gazette also has a short preview for the series here.

Around the NCHC….

Denver at Miami: The Pioneers need their special teams to continue to shine if it is going to win a game in Oxford (DU is the only team in the nation to rank in the top 10 in both PP and PK). Not sure that will happen against a very good RedHawks squad. Miami sweep.

St. Cloud State at Minnesota Duluth: The battle of the two Minnesota teams in the NCHC, I think this will be a great series. The Huskies are probably the best team I’ve seen play against UND this season, but I think the Dogs get one at home. Split.

Omaha at Colorado College: The Tigers dropped to 1-10-2 last weekend. Offense continues to be a major issue. I think the Tigers are due for a win, but playing a very dynamic Omaha team on that big ice sheet? That’s not good for CC. Omaha sweep.

UND at Western Michigan: Generating consistent offense has been an issue for UND. Defense has been a strength for WMU. UND doesn’t match up well here. Western Michigan win in regulation, UND win in shootout.

**********************************************************************************

On the women’s side, UND has arguably the biggest series of the season against Clarkson.

UND only has four nonconference games this season. These will be huge. UND is ranked No. 4. Clarkson is ranked No. 6. Clarkson’s goaltender hasn’t allowed a goal in almost 200 minutes and defenseman Erin Ambrose is the top-scoring blue liner in the nation.

Get ready for a great series in Potsdam.

Coach Brian Idalski says Minnesota and Wisconsin also will probably be cheering for UND in this series as it could impact the WCHA’s seeding in the NCAA tournament. Women’s hockey fans across the country will definitely have an eye on this series.

Darrin Looker is out in Potsdam and will broadcast the game on 1440 AM. Game time is 2 p.m. Friday and Saturday.

For a full preview on that series, go here.

The big question for UND is whether it can bounce back from a couple of tough games against Wisconsin at home. UND only got one point out of that series.

That’s all for now. Check back for updates in the afternoon.
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Weekly Wednesday update

Posted on December 5, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


5


Apologies for the late update, but today was a way-too-busy day with way-too-many stories to write before deadline.

UND will bench freshman defenseman Paul LaDue for Friday night’s game because of a noisy party citation he received this week. The 21-year-old has played in every game so far this season for UND.

That makes it more likely that we will see freshman defenseman Keaton Thompson in the lineup. Thompson was the NCHC’s rookie of the week for his performance against St. Lawrence. If he’s not in, UND also could move Andrew Panzarella back to defense.

Junior center Mark MacMillan is back practicing and UND coach Dave Hakstol said he’s “hopeful” that MacMillan will be able to play against the Broncos. That would be a big lift – assuming he’s able to skate better than he could against Duluth.

Hakstol said that Colten St. Clair won’t be back this weekend, but didn’t rule him out for the Northern Michigan series. He said chances are that St. Clair will return sometime after Christmas. He has been skating.

As for goaltending, sophomore Zane Gothberg said he thought he played his best game of the year on Saturday. He said he felt very comfortable in the net. He also said he knows that his next step is finding more consistency.

UND will be going up against Frank Slubowski, aka The Big Slubowski, who is one of the NCHC’s top netminders. WMU plays great defensively around him and UND will really have to work to generate offense against the Broncos. Slubowski is the guy who was in net for WMU for the 2012 NCAA regional game.

UND fans also will see a familiar face on the other side in senior forward Mike Cichy, who played two seasons at UND. Things haven’t come easy for Cichy early this season – he has no points in 10 games – but I’m sure he’d like nothing more than to get on track this weekend.

That’s it for now – off to Kalamazoo today. Hopefully we’ll have some more updates (not related to the weather and travel problems). Did I mention that it is 58 degrees in Kalamazoo right now?
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Sports chat
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&lt;a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=d2d651e62c' &gt;GF sports chat Dec. 4&lt;/a&gt;
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UND Sports Zone Show: Hockey, volleyball and football’s search for new head coach
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Herald writers Tom Miller and Brad Elliott Schlossman talk about the UND men’s hockey team, the action in Oregon and the football coaching search.
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NCHC goals of the week
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Rocco Grimaldi gets the top spot this week.
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Watkins scores Teddy Bear Toss goal
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Former UND alternate captain Matt Watkins became the third former UND player (to my knowledge) to score a Teddy Bear Toss goal.

Watkins scored the first goal of the game for the Hershey Bears, which set off the Teddy Bear Toss — an event where fans throw teddy bears on the ice, which are collected for children of need.

You can watch Watkins, with his usual mustache greatness going on, comment on the goal here.

News organizations say that nearly 13,000 teddy bears were tossed on the ice.

Chay Genoway and Evan Trupp also have scored Teddy Bear Toss goals in their careers.
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Stecher, Thompson earn NCHC honor

Posted on December 3, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


A pair of rookie defensemen for UND have earned weekly NCHC honors.

Troy Stecher is the defenseman of the week, while Keaton Thompson has been named the rookie of the week in the league.

Stecher was UND’s only blue liner to register a plus both nights against St. Lawrence last weekend. He was a plus-one each night. He also assisted on Connor Gaarder’s go-ahead goal late in the second period Saturday.

Thompson, of Devils Lake, scored his first-career goal Friday and registered a plus-one rating. He leads the team with a plus-two rating.

UND takes on Western Michigan this weekend.

UND in weekly honors

Nov. 19 — Dillon Simpson, NCHC defensive player of the week

 Dec. 2 — Troy Stecher, NCHC defensive player of the week

 Dec. 2 — Keaton Thompson, NCHC rookie of the week

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=15#sthash.vMKqimuy.dpuf
Saturday night rewind

Posted on December 2, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


11


Five highlights from around the country

1. Grafton’s Chad Demers scored a game-tying, extra-attacker goal to help Air Force forge a 2-2 tie with Bentley. Demers leads Air Force with 18 points in 14 games.

2. Miami’s Austin Czarnik had five assists and Riley Barber had four points as the RedHawks pulled away from Bemidji State in the third period. The game was tied 3-3 after two, but the RedHawks scored three in the third for a 6-3 victory.

3. Minnesota earned the first sweep of the Big Ten, using a Seth Ambroz goal with 26 seconds remaining to beat Wisconsin 4-3. Ambroz had two goals in the game.

4. Union rallied from a 4-1 deficit to beat Penn State 5-4 on Sunday. Union defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere had two goals in the comeback and a remarkable 12 shots on goal. Gostisbehere is second in the nation in shots on goal, which is quite impressive for a blue liner.

5. Colorado College’s stunning winless streak has hit 12 games after a 3-0 loss to New Hampshire. The Tigers are now 1-10-2 on the season and 0-10-2 since its season-opening victory over Duluth.

NCHC top performers

5 points — Austin Czarnik, Miami, 5 assists

 4 points — Riley Barber, Miami, 1 goal, 3 assists

 2 points — Devin Loe, Miami, 2 goals

 2 points — Alex Wideman, Miami, 2 goals

2 points — Connor Gaarder, UND, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Blake Coleman, Miami, 1 goal, 1 assist

UND 3, St. Lawrence 2

It wasn’t necessarily a thing of beauty, but UND was able to grind out a much-needed win over St. Lawrence in Ralph Engelstad Arena. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾The game was UND’s first Saturday night victory of the season.

◾Rocco Grimaldi started the game with a shorthanded goal. It was the first shorty of his career.

◾UND struggled on important draws Friday night. It was a little better Saturday and went .500. There were still some key lost draws.

◾Connor Gaarder entered the weekend on a 27-game goal drought. He ended up scoring on both nights. His goal Saturday was scored on a great shot.

◾UND hasn’t scored a lot of pretty goals this season, and I don’t think it is going to, but Saturday was an exception. All three were nice goals.

◾I actually thought UND struggled for most of the final 40 minutes of the game. St. Lawrence, pushing to tie the game in the third period, was very dominant. UND did a pretty good job blocking shots and letting goalie Zane Gothberg see others.

◾Speaking of Gothberg, he gave UND the type of goaltending it needs to win games. He was very good. We’ll see if he can become more consistent with performances like that one.

◾Greg Carey certainly lived up to his billing. He scored another goal Saturday and now has 29 points in 16 games. He has now opened a four-point lead in the national scoring race.

◾UND did a much better job of killing penalties in the series finale. Coach Dave Hakstol said that Dane Jackson, who coaches the PK unit, simplified things on Saturday and it worked.

◾UND only has four more nonconference games left and needs to make the most of them. It hosts Northern Michigan in two weeks and has a home-and-home with Bemidji State in January.
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Gameday final: UND 3, SLU 2
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Webcast available on UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Gothberg in for Saunders in net. Mitch MacMillan and Rodwell are in for Mattson and Murphy. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

UND 1, St. Lawrence 0 — Rocco Grimaldi 12:10 (sh). Grimaldi picks up a loose puck in the neutral zone and is off to the races. He outskates Sweetman and makes a great deke on Weninger and puts it home on the forehand.

Second period

UND 1, St. Lawrence 1 — Gunnar Hughes (Justin Baker, Sean McGovern) 10:07. The play starts with another lost faceoff as McGovern gets the puck to Baker at the blue line. Baker fakes a shot and makes an outstanding pass to Hughes on the backdoor for a tip-in goal.

UND 2, St. Lawrence 1 — Connor Gaarder (Troy Stecher, Paul LaDue) 18:55 (pp). After going 27 games without a goal, Gaarder scores the second night in a row. He gets the puck in the left circle and launches a wrister through a screen for a power-play goal.

UND 3, St. Lawrence 1 — Stephane Pattyn (Dillon Simpson, Connor Gaarder) 19:26. UND scores its second goal in 31 seconds. After putting on good pressure, Gaarder gets the puck back to Simpson at the blue line. Simpson finds Pattyn in the right circle and he rips a snap shot through a Rodwell screen.

Third period

UND 3, St. Lawrence 2 — Greg Carey (Chris Martin) 5:37. After a turnover in the neutral zone, the Saints transition the other way. Carey gets the puck in the left circle and snipes glove side to extend his point streak to 11 games.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 25 Mitch MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–10 Adam Tambellini–22 Andrew Panzarella

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

18 Dillon Simpson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

St. Lawrence’s lines

10 Greg Carey–16 Matt Carey–25 Chris Martin

 27 Gunnar Hughes–24 Brian Ward–18 Patrick Doherty

 12 Sean McGovern–26 Kyle Essery–19 Justin Wick

 28 Trevor Hills–14 Alexander Dahl–13 Woody Hudson

2 Eric Sweetman– 51 Justin Baker

 23 Riley Austin–11 Ross McMullen

 7 Gavin Bayreuther –3 Ben Masella

34 Matt Weninger

 30 Tyler Parks

 29 Kyle MacDonald
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Friday night rewind
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. Holy Cross scored three second-period goals to open up a 5-1 lead on Boston College, then hung on in the third period for a 5-4 victory in Boston. BC standout freshman goalie Thatcher Demko allowed five goals on 18 shots.

2. Minnesota won the first-ever Big Ten league game Friday afternoon, downing Wisconsin in Mariucci Arena. Seth Ambroz scored the eventual winner in the first period and added an empty-netter for the Gophers.

3. Trailing 4-1 in the third period, Bemidji State scored three times, including a game-tying tally by Sam Rendle with just 43 seconds left as the Beavers forged a 4-4 tie against the RedHawks.

4. New Hampshire scored four goals in the span of 2:41 in the third period to turn a 2-2 tie into a 6-2 victory over a reeling Colorado College team. The Tigers are now 1-9-2 on the season.

5. Andrew Copp scored the overtime winner as Michigan beat Ohio State 4-3 in a Big Ten game at Yost.

Top NCHC performers

2 points — Alex Gacek, Miami, 2 goals

 2 points — Blake Coleman, Miami, 2 goals

 2 points — Sean Kuraly, Miami, 2 assists

 2 points — Max Cook, Miami, 2 assists

St. Lawrence 5, UND 2

UND didn’t at all carry momentum from last weekend’s 58-shot parade at Boston University to this game against St. Lawrence as the Saints limited UND’s chances during the first two periods and cashed in on power plays to beat UND in the series opener. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND is 2-7-1 in the last 10 games, its worst 10-game stretch in a decade. The last time UND had a 10-game stretch that bad was during the 2002-03 season, when it went 1-7-2. UND started 19-1-3 that year. Then, in February and March it hit the skids. NHLers Zach Parise, Brandon Bochenski, Matt Greene, David Hale and Matt Jones were on that squad.

◾In the last 19 days, UND has plummeted from first to seventh in the NCHC in penalty killing. It has dropped from first in the nation to 29th. This drop-off comes almost precisely when UND lost Mark MacMillan and Colten St. Clair to injuries. Those two may be UND’s top two PK forwards, and we’re seeing how valuable they are right now.

◾UND’s power play has been the subject of much criticism (and no, it was not good on Friday). But one interesting factor is that power plays seem to be down all over the West right now. UND’s power play actually is converting at a better rate than Minnesota, Boston College, St. Cloud State and Duluth to name a few.

◾St. Lawrence converted on three of its first four power plays and now has the No. 1-ranked power play in the nation at 29.7 percent.

◾UND’s went 30-34 on draws and that was a sore spot for the players and coaches.

◾I’d say Greg Carey proved that he’s the real deal with a four-point night. He leads the nation in points and points per game. He was a Hobey finalist last year and will almost certainly be again this year.

◾I thought St. Lawrence was a better team than Boston University, which means UND lost an opportunity to pick up a couple of nonconference wins last weekend.

◾The NCHC is 2-5 now vs. the ECAC. That’s not good for the NCAA tournament selection.
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Gameday final: SLU 5, UND 2
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Webcast on UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Ausmus stays at forward. Thompson in at D. Saunders starts in net. Officials are Scott Bokal and Joe Sullivan. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

St. Lawrence 1, UND 0 — Matt Carey (Jeremy Wick, Greg Carey) 5:32 (pp). Greg’s point shot hits Wick, who is standing to the left of the net. The shot goes off of his body to Matt, who is standing at the right side of the net. Matt has a tap-in as the nation’s No. 4 power play converts. Greg’s point streak hits 10 games.

Second period

St. Lawrence 1, UND 1 — Connor Gaarder (Bryn Chyzyk, Adam Tambellini) :55 (pp). Chyzyk, standing in the corner, spots Gaarder at the top of the crease and attempts to center it. The puck goes off of his skate and in to tie the game. The goal snaps a 27-game goal drought for Gaarder.

St. Lawrence 2, UND 1 — Justin Wick (Justin Baker, Greg Carey) 12:31 (pp). Saunders loses his stick and Simpson has to give him his stick. Then, Baker has the puck in the left circle, defended by Simpson, but with no stick to deny the pass to the slot area, Baker takes advantage and Wick makes a perfect re-direct in the corner of the net for the goal.

St. Lawrence 3, UND 1 — Justin Baker (Greg Carey, Gavin Bayreuther) 19:00 (pp). Carey snaps a shot from the right circle that Saunders can’t handle. It trickles behind him and Baker easily taps it in.

Third period

St. Lawrence 3, UND 2 — Keaton Thompson (Drake Caggiula) 4:36. Caggiula leaves the puck for Thompson in the center of the ice. Thompson walks it a step and snaps a shot five-hole for his first-career goal.

St. Lawrence 4, UND 2 — Greg Carey (Chris Martin, Matt Carey) 12:52. Greg gets his fourth point of the game, when he finds a tiny bit of space in the slot and Martin finds him. Carey shoots five-hole for the goal.

St. Lawrence 5, UND 2 — Justin Wick (Eric Sweetman) 18;25 (en) (sh). UND pulls the goalie with a late power play, but St. Lawrence scores into the empty net.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 28 Stephane Pattyn–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

 20 Gage Ausmus–13 Connor Gaarder–22 Andrew Panzarella

5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Out of lineup: Mark MacMillan (inj), Derek Rodwell (inj), Colten St. Clair (inj), Mitch MacMillan, Coltyn Sanderson and Matt Hrynkiw.

St. Lawrence’s lines

10 Greg Carey–16 Matt Carey–25 Chris Martin

 27 Gunnar Hughes–24 Brian Ward–18 Patrick Doherty

 12 Sean McGovern–26 Kyle Essery–19 Justin Wick

 28 Trevor Hills–14 Alexander Dahl–13 Woody Hudson

2 Eric Sweetman– 51 Justin Baker

 23 Riley Austin–11 Ross McMullen

 7 Gavin Bayreuther –3 Ben Masella

34 Matt Weninger

 30 Tyler Parks

 29 Kyle MacDonald
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Hopefully everyone over-ate yesterday and had a terrific Thanksgiving and Black Friday (Yes, there are UND hockey Black Friday sales: Cheap tickets for the SLU series).

I’m not sure what all the team members did, but usual practice is for them to go to dinner at the place of some of the locals. UND has plenty of locals on the squad this year, too.

UND coach Dave Hakstol said he wasn’t going to be cooking, and that was probably a good thing.

He did spend the week preparing for a St. Lawrence team that has been scoring a lot of goals, but also giving up a lot. Here’s my preview and scouting report on the Saints.

The most notable stat lines from that story:

1. Be prepared for the Saints to generate a lot of offense. They’ve only been held under 3 goals one time in 14 games this season (two vs. Cornell). On the other side, every opponent has scored at least two goals on UND this season.

2. The Saints have the second-worst team save percentage in the country. UND needs to test St. Lawrence’s goalies as much as possible.

The guy everyone will be watching this weekend is Greg Carey, who wears No. 10 for the Saints. Read a story about him here, and what UND is saying about trying to slow him down.

Last weekend, some BU staffers asked us who UND played the following week. We said, “St. Lawrence.” Without skipping a beat, the BU staffers immediately started talking about what a player that Carey is, saying that he’s legit.

Greg is a senior and he is expected to play on a line with his brother, Matt, a freshman.

UND has last change and it will be interesting to see if Hakstol and Co., want to match lines. Typically, Hakstol has paid more attention to which D-pairing is on the ice vs. prolific players than forward lines.

In Miami, UND didn’t have last change, but the coaches didn’t seem particularly concerned when the Riley Barber-Austin Czarnik line was out vs. UND’s fourth line (that also was before UND’s rash of injuries).

But if Keaton Thompson is back in at D, don’t expect to see him on the ice vs. the Carey line.

Speaking of Thompson, that seems to be the big decision for the coaching staff today. The lines appear to be somewhat set with one exception.

Option A: Keep Gage Ausmus at left wing on the fourth line and Thompson on the third pair D with Troy Stecher.

Option B: Put Ausmus and Stecher together on the third pair and move Mitch MacMillan in the lineup on the fourth line.

We’ll see which combo the coaching staff picks. Hakstol said earlier in the week that Andrew Panzarella will continue to play right wing.

This week’s Ice Time, Get to Know segment is with senior captain Dillon Simpson. Check it out here.

Only four NCHC teams are in action this weekend. Here are my quick thoughts on each NCHC team.

Western Michigan at Shillelagh Tournament: The Broncos open with Northeastern, then will play either Huntsville or Notre Dame. I say they go 1-1. If they beat Northeastern, they lose to Notre Dame. If they lose to Northeastern, they beat Huntsville. WMU wins one, loses one.

New Hampshire at Colorado College: The Wildcats are solid and I was about to pick a UNH sweep here. But can you really picture the Tigers at 1-10-2? I can’t. I think 1-8-2 CC finally gets one at home this weekend. Split.

Miami at Bemidji State: This is the PasswordisTaco Upset Watch of the Week. I think the Beavs are PasswordisTaco’s soft spot. I believe they are the only pick he’s gotten wrong this season (he’s 0-2 on BSU upset picks). So, I’m saying he finishes off his hat trick this weekend of wrong BSU picks. Miami has too much offense for BSU. Miami sweep.

St. Lawrence at UND: I think UND’s physicality and battle levels were outstanding Saturday in Boston. The players say they can carry that over. I’m buying that this week. I think they do. I still don’t think they are ready for a sweep yet. Not over a team that puts up offense like the Saints. UND win and tie.

That’s all for now. There will be a live chat tonight. Women’s game vs. Russian National Team at 2 p.m., too. Enjoy the weekend.
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Black Friday ticket sale
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Reminder for fans in GF: There’s a Black Friday sale for tickets for UND vs. St. Lawrence from 8 a.m. to 11 a.m. today.

Remaining upper bowl tickets are $20, which is half the price of a normal ticket.

Tickets are available at The Ralph or online.

There are roughly an extra 2,000 seats up for grabs for this series because the students are gone for Thanksgiving break.
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Similar lineup expected

Posted on November 27, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Brendan O’Donnell should be back in the lineup Friday when UND takes on St. Lawrence in nonconference action at Ralph Engelstad Arena, but that may be it for UND’s injured players.

Injured forwards Mark MacMillan, Colten St. Clair and Derek Rodwell are all expected to miss this weekend’s series.

That means UND should have a similar lineup to last weekend’s series against Boston University.

O’Donnell has practiced all week. St. Clair and Rodwell have skated at practice, but they’ve been limited. MacMillan is not skating.

UND coach Dave Hakstol said that defenseman Andrew Panzarella will remain at winger this week for UND. The coaching staff is still trying to decide whether to play Gage Ausmus at wing or defense.

If Ausmus is at wing, presumably Keaton Thompson will be in at D and Mitch MacMillan will be out. If Ausmus is moved back to defense, then Thompson will be out and MacMillan in.
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Cornell goalie scores a goal
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Cornell freshman goalie Mitch Gillam scored a goal Tuesday night in his college debut against Niagara. He’s only the third college goalie to score a goal, joining Western Michigan’s Mike Mantua (2002) and Michigan State’s Chad Alban (1998).

Five other goalies have been credited with a goal but did not shoot the puck in the net themselves, including Maine’s John Tortorella in 1980 and UMass’ Jonathan Quick in 2007.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged random updates, und hockey, und sports
  |  3 Replies 

Weekly Wednesday live chat

Posted on November 27, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Sorry for posting this late, but you can come join the chat from 3-4 p.m. today.
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UND Sports Zone Show: UND’s busy week
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Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson talk about UND’s busy week in sports, including men’s basketball’s win over NDSU, the football coaching search, the outlook for men’s hockey and volleyball chasing an NCAA berth.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=16#sthash.ABRpI0gy.dpuf
Huge series awaits women

Posted on November 27, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


The last two series for the UND women have received a lot of hype — Minnesota and Wisconsin.

The next regular season series, however, will be the biggest of the year.

UND will travel to Clarkson on Dec. 6-7 for its final two nonconference games of the season and the implications will be huge.

For starters, the Pairwise system used to select the women’s field is highly flawed and everyone knows it, whether they are willing to admit it publicly or not.

There is very, very little crossover between conferences, especially when it comes to the WCHA. So the “common opponent” part of the Pairwise is determined by a very small sample size.

Last year, UND split with Clarkson in a two-game series and ended up holding its breath until the selection show to find out whether it was in the tournament or not.

Had UND swept that series, there would have been no drama. It would have easily been in. Had UND gotten swept in that series, there also would have been no drama. UND would have had no shot at the NCAAs.

This year, the series against the Golden Knights will once again be a major factor in determining: A, whether UND gets in the tournament and/or B, UND’s seed for the NCAA tournament.

Clarkson will be one of the top teams in the ECAC, especially with Canadian stars Jamie Lee Rattray and Erin Ambrose, who could have been centralized with the Olympic team but were not.

Some of you may be asking why the Pairwise formula isn’t fixed if everyone knows that it is flawed. That’s easy: There are a lot of teams out East benefiting from it, and they are trying to make sure no changes are made.

Last year, a Wisconsin team that was probably one of the top four in the country, was left out of the NCAA tournament completely. And UND and Minnesota, possibly the two best teams in the nation, were seeded 1 and 8 and had to play each other first round (Minnesota, hardly rewarded for going undefeated in the regular season, almost lost that game, too).

Sure, the WCHA coaches can complain all they want about the system, and a Pairwise expert, who resides in the East, can even make a presentation to the Committee on why the system doesn’t work (which did happen), but there are more schools out East and they will band together to try to make sure nothing changes.

And because of that, get ready for a crucial series between UND and Clarkson in a week and a half. A lot is riding on it.
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Penn State sees good numbers
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Penn State is 3-5-1, without a marquee win this season, but it has some good momentum building with its fan base, which is key in building the program and selling it to recruits.

Penn State has sold out all five home games so far this season and ranks fifth nationally in average attendance. The only teams ahead of the Nittany Lions are UND, Minnesota, Wisconsin and Colorado College.

So, Penn State ranks No. 1 among teams in the Eastern time zone. That’s pretty impressive. And with it being located in a solid hockey area, you have to think it’s only a matter of time before the Lions are contenders.

It’s still early, but here are the numbers.

Top average attendance, Eastern time zone teams (national rank in parenthesis)

5 Penn State 6155.8

 8 Boston College 5815.0

 9 UMass Lowell 5527.6

 10 New Hampshire 5357.9

11 Michigan 5328.8

 12 Notre Dame 4781.1

 14 Michigan State 4699.6

 15 Massachusetts 4650.3

 17 Boston University 4286.9

 18 Maine 4285.0

 19 Cornell 4117.0

 20 Vermont 3762.2

23 RIT 3515.2

 24 Rensselaer 3469.8

 25 Western Michigan 3444.2

 26 Miami 3443.7

 27 Yale 3380.3

 28 Quinnipiac 3375.2

 29 Northeastern 3342.8

 30 Ohio State 3203.0

31 Michigan Tech 3198.8

 32 Providence 2744.7

 33 Clarkson 2725.0

 35 Northern Michigan 2446.0

 36 Dartmouth 2407.8

 38 Bowling Green 2338.1

 39 Lake Superior 2250.5

40 Merrimack 2245.7

 41 Harvard 2188.0

 43 St. Lawrence 2039.2

 44 Union 1915.6

 45 Ferris State 1910.2

 46 Princeton 1681.3

 48 Army 1606.3

 49 Colgate 1410.8

 50 Niagara 1380.2

51 Brown 1276.0

 52 Holy Cross 1169.5

 53 Canisius 1002.5

 54 Mercyhurst 965.0

 55 Connecticut 938.2

 56 Robert Morris 871.0

 57 Bentley 646.0

 58 Sacred Heart 452.5

 59 American Int’l 355.5
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In writing this week’s Monday update/weekend in review story, I couldn’t help but notice how similar the situation is right now to what UND faced two years ago.

THE START

2011-12: 4-7-1 heading to Thanksgiving weekend.

2013-14: 4-6-2 heading to Thanksgiving weekend.

THE INJURIES

2011-12: UND just shut Rocco Grimaldi down for at least six weeks (ended up being the rest of the year). Colten St. Clair was just deemed ineligible for the year. Mario Lamoureux was playing injured and Joe Gleason had been moved from D to F to compensate. In the next month, UND would lose Derek Rodwell and Brendan O’Donnell for the season.

2013-14: UND has been playing without O’Donnell, Mark MacMillan, St. Clair and Rodwell. O’Donnell came back for one game last weekend, but UND was still playing two D-men, Gage Ausmus and Andrew Panzarella at forward to compensate for the injuries.

THE OFFENSE

2011-12: UND ranked No. 39 nationally in offense and had trouble generating with a lot of young forwards up front. Those guys developed into reliable scorers by the end of the season.

2013-14: UND ranks No. 36 nationally in offense and has had trouble generating with some young players up front.

THE UPCOMING OPPONENT

2011-12: Colorado College. An offensively prolific team, ranked No. 2 nationally in scoring offense. Jaden Schwartz was one of the country’s top scorers.

2013-14: St. Lawrence. An offensively prolific team, ranked No. 4 nationally in scoring offense. Greg Carey is the nation’s leading scorer.

THE RESULT

2011-12: UND swept Colorado College in that series 8-7 and 4-3. The team ended up posting an impressive 22-5-2 mark the rest of the season, winning the Final Five, earning a No. 1 seed in the NCAAs and making the regional final.

2013-14: TBD.
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Here are the top five goals of the week in the NCHC.
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Good news for UND fans in Fargo: Midco is coming.

Midcontinent announced today that it will start working on expansion into Fargo this spring when the ground thaws and will implement cable and internet service to the city over the next four years.

Midco broadcasts all home UND men’s hockey games (as well as some road ones), football games and some basketball and women’s hockey games, too. Right now, CableOne is freezing Fargo out of coverage.

Midco has a much better overall channel selection than CableOne, including Midco Sports Network.

Of course, this still doesn’t change the fact that the NCHC needs to get rid of its exclusivity clause for national broadcasts and the CBS Sports Network. But the Midco news should be welcome to those who live in Fargo.

For more, check the Forum’s story.
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. Maybe my preseason darkhorse pick Nebraska Omaha isn’t looking so bad after all. The Mavs are now 5-1 in league play after an impressive sweep of Miami over the weekend. The Mavs finished off the sweep with a 3-1 win on Saturday night. Miami is a surprising 2-4 now.

2. Denver bumped its unbeaten streak to six games after knocking off Air Force 3-1. Denver rookie Trevor Moore is starting to come alive. He had two goals on Saturday and has five goals in the last four games.

3. It didn’t happen Saturday, but on Sunday, Minnesota Duluth knocked off No. 1 Minnesota 6-2. Justin Crandall had four points and Caleb Herbert three for the Dogs. Duluth went 4 of 7 on the power play. Gophs went 2 for 10.

4. Cory Ward scored an overtime goal to give Bemidji State a 2-1 victory over Lake Superior on Saturday in Bemidji.

5. Providence had a scare on Friday night with star goalie Jon Gillies leaving the game with an injury. Turns out, it wasn’t that bad. He was back in the game Saturday and lifted the Friars to a win over New Hampshire.

NCHC top performers

4 points — Justin Crandall, Duluth, 2 goals, 2 assists

 3 points — Shane Berschbach, WMU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Caleb Herbert, Duluth, 3 assists

 2 points — Nic Dowd, SCSU, 2 goals

 2 points — Trevor Moore, DU, 2 goals

 2 points — Justin Kovacs, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — David Morley, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Andrew Prochno, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

UND 3, Boston University 3

One night after UND struggled to generate a lot of Grade A chances, the team threw an onslaught of shots at BU goaltender Matt O’Connor that no UND opponent has seen in 13 years. The level of play was encouraging, though the tie a bit bittersweet for UND. Gamers:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on O’Donnell’s return

UNDsports.com

USCHO

Daily Free Press

Other notes:

◾As I wrote in the story, the 58 shots was the most since December 2000, when UND threw 65 shots at Princeton. In the past 13 years, the most shots I found in a game was 54. So, this was easily the most since that game in 2000.

◾Brendan O’Donnell wasn’t the only reason why UND played so much better, but he was a big reason. He may have played his best game in a UND uniform. He was dominant all night. He made a huge difference and showed he’s a first-line forward.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol said the staff didn’t think O’Donnell would be able to play two nights. He thought it would set him back too far.

◾I thought Rocco Grimaldi was the most dominant player on the ice this weekend. He was extremely good and created chances all night both nights. You could only shake your head at some of the skilled plays he made.

◾UND’s power play is improving. I thought this was the power play’s best weekend. There were a couple of duds, but for the most part, UND was getting it set up, getting traffic and getting chances. UND had 17 power play shots on Saturday, which is absurd.

◾While UND was able to generate a ton of shots, you also have to keep in mind that this is a Boston University team that is known for allowing tons of shots. After Saturday night, the Terriers ranked 58th of 59 teams in shots allowed. Part of it was due to UND’s play. Part of it was due to Boston University’s shortcomings. Not every opponent is going to be that easy to get shots on.

◾It seems that the book on BU goalie Matt O’Connor is to avoid shooting glove side because it is so outstanding. He was unbeatable glove side. I wonder if Steph Pattyn had this in mind, and that’s why he shot high blocker when he was alone in the slot. His shot went in.

◾In addition to this being UND’s best offensive night, I also thought it was UND’s most physical game of the year. Pattyn and Andrew Panzarella set the tone. They were finishing checks all night. Once UND gets healthy, I’m actually curious whether Panzarella will stay at forward. I thought he did a nice job up there.

◾Balance was supposed to be UND’s M.O. this year, but it hasn’t happened since the second week of the year. Finally, UND had some balance in this game. Obviously, injuries have played a huge role in hurting balance, but this was a good start.

◾I thought the crowds were rather disappointing. It was probably the largest UND turnout I’ve seen in New England of the games I’ve covered there, but the BU contingent wasn’t as good as I thought it would be, especially for a marquee series. Certainly not a hostile or difficult atmosphere for opponents.

◾Lastly, I understand officials are going to make mistakes and miss calls. It’s bound to happen. But the O’Donnell slash was one of the worst calls I’ve seen in my 10 years at the Herald. It’s one thing to miss something at live speed, like whether an elbow hit someone in the shoulder or the head. It’s a completely different thing to make something up. That’s what happened there. Not only that, he called it with three minutes left in a tie game. He’s lucky that BU didn’t score on that power play.

◾I can only think of one other call since I’ve been covering the team that ranks up there with the O’Donnell slash. A few years ago in Denver, Ben Blood was tripped in the neutral zone. Ref’s arm went up. Puck went in the corner and a DU player (nobody else around him) touched it. Whistle blew. Then, the official had a complete mind-gap and put Blood in the box for tripping (even though he just blew the whistle five seconds earlier when the DU player touched up). Not only did he put the wrong player in, he put the wrong team in. That’s the only time I’ve ever seen anything like that happen.
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Good video from Goon on the slashing call on Brendan O’Donnell. I asked O’Donnell after the game what the ref said to him. “He told me to get in the box.”

Hockey East referee Kevin Shea is the one who made the call.
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network, NESN, DirecTV 628, Dish Network 434. Lineup notes: In a surprise, injured forward Brendan O’Donnell is trying to give it a go tonight. Zane Gothberg in goal. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

Boston University 1, UND 0 — Garrett Noonan (Ahti Oksanen, Matt Lane) 6:57 (pp). Early in a four-on-three power play, Noonan gets the puck at the point, walks it down and finds space and snipes the corner of the net.

Boston University 1, UND 1 — Bryn Chyzyk (Keaton Thompson, Wade Murphy) 8:49. Thompson gains the zone on a rush and tries to dangle a defenseman. He loses control of the puck, but Chyzyk picks it up behind him, attempts a turnaround shot and it goes in.

Second period

Boston University 2, UND 1 — Nick Roberto (Danny O’Regan, Matt Lane) 6:59. BU getting outshot 21-5, finally gets a shot on net and it goes in. O’Regan centers a pass to Roberto, who puts it away from the inside of the right circle.

Boston University 2, UND 2 — Stephane Pattyn (Michael Parks, Luke Johnson) 7:13. UND responds 14 seconds later. Johnson wins a battle along the end wall and gets the puck to Parks, who finds Pattyn camped out in the slot. Pattyn snipes high stick side to tie it.

Third period

UND 3, Boston University 2 — Adam Tambellini (Brendan O’Donnell, Connor Gaarder) 6:45 (pp). At the tail end of a power play, O’Donnell has the puck in the left circle and makes an outstanding cross-crease feed to Tambellini in the right circle. Tambellini makes no mistake.

UND 3, Boston University 3 — Robbie Baillargeon (Evan Rodrigues, Dalton MacAfee) 10:03. Rodrigues carries the zone on a rush in the right circle and attempts to center a pass to his linemate. A UND defender blocks the centering pass, but the puck deflects back to the low right circle, where Baillargeon has a tap in.

Overtime

No scoring.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 28 Stephane Pattyn–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 20 Gage Ausmus–13 Connor Gaarder–22 Andrew Panzarella

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Out: Mitch MacMillan, Mark MacMillan (inj), Colten St. Clair (inj), Derek Rodwell (inj), Matt Hrynkiw.

Boston University’s lines

21 Matt Lane–10 Danny O’Regan–15 Nick Roberto

 22 Tommy Kelley–19 Robbie Baillargeon–17 Evan Rodrigues

 11 Mike Moran–12 Dillon Lawrence–18 Kevin Duane

 14 Jake Moscatel–3 T.J. Ryan–20 Matt Ronan

2 Ahti Oksanen–13 Garrett Noonan

 5 Matt Grzelcyk–23 Dalton MacAfee

 27 Doyle Somerby–4 Patrick MacGregor

29 Matt O’Connor

 31 Sean Maguire

 1 Anthony Moccia
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. In this week’s PasswordisTaco Upset of the Week, once again, Omaha comes through. The Mavs scored five straight goals in the second period to open up a huge lead, and they hung on for a 6-3 victory over Miami. Surprisingly, Miami now has a losing record in the NCHC.

2. Grafton’s Chad Demers continues to stay hot with a goal and an assist as Air Force tied Denver 3-3. The Falcons outshot the Pioneers 34-18 in the game.

3. Colorado College’s winless streak hit nine games, but a 2-2 tie at St. Cloud State (and a shootout win for the Tigers) isn’t a bad result at all. They finally scored a power-play goal in the game.

4. The No. 1 Gophers continue to stay hot as 12 players got on the scoresheet in a 6-1 rout of Minnesota Duluth. The Bulldogs scored the first goal of the game, but Minnesota responded with three in the first and three more in the second to get the win at home.

5. Quinnipiac is doing it again, off to a great 12-1-1 start after Friday’s 3-0 win against Princeton. The Bobcats lost their first game of the season at Alaska Anchorage. Since then, they are on a 13-game unbeaten streak.

NCHC top performers

Shutout — Lukas Hafner, WMU, 22 saves

 3 points — Austin Ortega, Omaha, 2 goals, 1 assist

 3 points — Brock Montpetit, Omaha, 1 goal, 2 assists

 2 points — Jonny Brodzinski, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

Boston University 3, UND 1

Boston University scored twice in the first period and UND couldn’t muster any offense until it was too late in a loss at Agganis Arena. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on UND’s NCAA window

UNDsports.com

USCHO

Boston Globe

Other notes:

◾Remember: Tonight’s series finale is on NESN and Midco Sports Network and it starts at 6 p.m. Central time.

◾UND’s record in games I’ve attended in New England is now 0-7. The team is unbeaten in the eight games that I haven’t seen out here while on the beat. Hoping nobody prevents me from going to the rink tonight.

◾Rocco Grimaldi was the best player on the ice in this game. He scored a goal at the end and played huge minutes because of how well he was playing. After the game, Grimaldi said he wasn’t tired at all from the large minutes, even when he was stuck on the ice for like two minutes at the end of the game. He said he’ll be ready tonight in the series finale.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol thought the defensemen – Andrew Panzarella and Gage Ausmus – played fine up front. One of them will, for sure, be up front in the series finale. The other one could go back to defense, depending on whether Hakstol wants to play Keaton Thompson again in the series finale.

◾The crowd was a bit disappointing in Agganis. Apparently, the Terriers have struggled to draw on Fridays. They are expecting a better crowd for the series finale today.

◾I thought that Boston University generated its offense much in the same way UND does — starting with the defensemen. Garrett Noonan was very good for the Terriers. Matt Grzelcyk also had a nice game.

◾As Miller wrote, the series finale will be a huge game for the national tournament picture. UND is now 1-1-1 against Hockey East teams. It would be helpful to make that a winning record for the “record vs. common opponent” part of the Pairwise.

◾We’ve been saying it all week, but it’s obvious that UND needs to get healthy. Offense was always going to be this team’s concern, and when you take out two of the top scorers, it only becomes more magnified. There aren’t a lot of natural scorers in the lineup right now. They will have to scratch and claw for their goals.

◾Goaltending was fine on Friday night. Clarke Saunders battled pretty hard and stopped 34 shots. I still think we probably see Zane Gothberg in the series finale.

◾Boston University will be without forward Cason Hohmann tonight. Someone who covers BU told me that this will be the team’s first injury this season.

◾All right, off to go be a history nerd and check out the Freedom Trail. Will be back with a pregame video this afternoon.
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING OPTIONS: NBC Sports Network, DirecTV 220, Dish Network 159. Lineup notes: Both Panzarella and Ausmus are in at forward. Sanderson is a healthy scratch. Saunders vs. O’Connor in goal. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

Boston University 1, UND 0 — Cason Hohmann (Matt Lane, Garrett Noonan) 9:14. LaDue steps up to hold a puck in the zone, but Lane is able to chip it by him and create a two-on-one rush. Hohmann carries it up the left wing and snaps a goal short side on Saunders.

Boston University 2, UND 0 — Danny O’Regan (Garrett Noonan, Ahti Oksanen) 17:15 (pp). Noonan makes a move in the right circle and tries to snap a shot, but fans on the play and it goes to O’Regan on the other side of the net. O’Regan doesn’t get much of the puck, but enough to trickle across the line.

Second period

No scoring.

Third period

Boston University 3, UND 0 — Kevin Duane (Nick Roberto, Matt Grzelcyk) 4:59 (pp). Grzelcyk slaps a point shot that’s deflected by Roberto in the slot and stopped by Saunders, but the rebound is off to the side and Duane easily puts it in.

Boston University 3, UND 1 — Rocco Grimaldi (Michael Parks, Nick Mattson) 17:23. Parks, below the goalie line hits Grimaldi cutting into the left circle. Grimaldi snaps a shot by O’Connor to break the shutout.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 7 Wade Murphy–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 25 Mitch MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–13 Connor Gaarder

 20 Gage Ausmus–28 Stephane Pattyn–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Out: Coltyn Sanderson, Mark MacMillan (inj), Brendan O’Donnell (inj), Colten St. Clair (inj), Derek Rodwell (inj), Matt Hrynkiw

Boston University’s lines

21 Matt Lane–10 Danny O’Regan–7 Cason Hohmann

 17 Evan Rodrigues–19 Robbie Baillargeon–15 Nick Roberto

 11 Mike Moran–12 Dillon Lawrence–18 Kevin Duane

 22 Tommy Kelley–3 T.J. Ryan–14 Jake Moscatel

2 Ahti Oksanen–13 Garrett Noonan

 5 Matt Grzelcyk–23 Dalton MacAfee

 27 Coyle Somerby–4 Patrick MacGregor

29 Matt O’Connor

 31 Sean Maguire

 1 Anthony Moccia

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=17#sthash.q9cQwV3l.dpuf
Friday morning reading
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CAMBRIDGE, Mass. — Arrived and got settled at our hotel here at about 3 p.m. Thursday, then proceeded to have a productive first day in town.

Had lunch on the Harvard campus (which is a pretty cool place), covered the Blues-Bruins game (more from T.J. Oshie next week), met up with some friends at Cheers and made one last stop for last call at Fenway Park (seriously, there is a bar inside the center field wall that overlooks the field through a clear garage door).

It might be hard to beat this road trip.

The team has been raving about it, too. They arrived a little bit before us and had a couple of hours to kill between lunch and practice. Many of the players wandered over to Fenway Park to check it out themselves.

This will be UND’s second trip to Agganis Arena. The first one didn’t go so well — UND dropped a pair of games in the 2008 Ice Breaker (losses against BU and UMass).

If things are to go better this weekend, UND will need to bring down its goals-against a little bit. Right now, UND has the worst goals-against per game in the NCHC. Read about that here.

Personally, I think the biggest way to remedy the team GAA is by eventually sustaining more pressure in the offensive zone. If you have the puck in the offensive zone, the opponent can’t get shots and score.

UND’s shot margin

2013-14: -5.0

 2012-13: +2.4

 2011-12: +2.7

 2010-11: +10.2

 2009-10: +9.8

 2008-09: +6.7

 2007-08: +4.1

 2006-07: +2.7

2005-06: -0.5

 2004-05: +3.9

UND’s team isn’t exactly an offensive juggernaut this year, and it will be up against it this weekend down several forwards, but any bit of improvement in that area would surely be welcome to the coaching staff and the goaltenders.

In doing a little bit of research about BU, the thing that stood out to me was the tough schedule that the Terriers have started the season with. They have played several ranked teams already — Providence, Wisconsin, Boston College, RPI and Michigan. That explains their average 5-6 record.

The biggest strength for BU is probably the blue line. They have several standout players, led by Garrett Noonan, Ahti Oksanen and Matt Grzelcyk. Up front, the guy to watch is sophomore Danny O’Regan, who was highlighted in this week’s Ice Time page. He leads the team in goals.

This week’s “Get to Know” segment is with assistant coach Brad Berry, who coaches the defensemen and the power play. Berry returned to UND after coaching with the NHL’s Columbus Blue Jackets.

Around the NCHC….

Colorado College at St. Cloud State: The Tigers had a short week of preparation after playing Air Force on Tuesday. Not much is going right for the Tigers right now, and a lot is going right for the Huskies. St. Cloud State sweep.

Miami at Nebraska Omaha: These are the teams that I had 1-2 in my preseason NCHC ballot. Should be a good series. I’m tempted to pick a Miami sweep, but PasswordisTaco put Miami on Upset Watch and I don’t bet against him (especially after he went 2-for-2 last week, picking UNO’s upset of Michigan and the UND women’s upset of Minnesota). Split.

Duluth at Minnesota: The Gophers are rolling with this young team as the highly touted recruiting class is living up to its hype. The Gophs have a nine-game unbeaten streak in Mariucci going back to last season. It continues. Minnesota wins and ties.

Western Michigan vs. Michigan State: These two teams are struggling and could use a win. Both get one. Split.

Denver vs. Air Force: Another home-and-home. After beating the Tigers, the Falcons should have plenty of confidence to take on an up-and-down Pioneers team. I say Sam Brittain gets yet another shutout in one game, but Chad Demers and the Falcons get the Pios in the other. Split.

UND at Boston University: UND doesn’t seem to win when I’m out here (as evidenced in a previous blog entry). Could the first one be with this depleted lineup? Not sure about that. Boston University win and tie.

*****************************************************************

On the women’s side, UND faces the new longest winning streak in college hockey. After taking down Minnesota and its 62-game run, now it’s up to the UND women to take down the Badgers’ eight-game streak.

Wisconsin presents a much different challenge than the Gophers with a very strong defensive team.

The Badgers played the Gophers toe-to-toe on back-to-back nights earlier this season, and they haven’t allowed more than two goals in any game yet. So, life doesn’t get any easier for the UND women.

Also, check out USCHO.com’s article on how Gracen Hirschy and Halli Krzyzaniak have helped transform UND’s blue line from a weakness to a strength this season.

******************************************************************

THIS WEEKEND’S VIEWING OPTIONS:

Tonight’s UND vs. BU men’s game, 6:30 p.m. Central: NBC Sports Network, DirecTV 220, Dish Network 159.

Saturday’s UND vs. BU men’s game, 6 p.m. Central: Midco Sports Network, NESN, DirecTV 628, Dish Network 434.

Tonight’s UND vs. Wisconsin women’s game, 7 p.m. Central: Fox College Sports Pacific, Midco Sports Network, DirecTV 623.

Also, stay tuned for a pregame video blog this afternoon. Adios for now.
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I started on the college hockey beat during the 2005-06 season and this is my fifth trip to New England.

When I first started covering the team, the Herald didn’t travel to every road game, and often times, the New England trips were the ones that we didn’t go to (or the ones they sent my editor instead of me).

In looking back at UND’s record during New England trips that I’ve been along and ones that I’ve missed, I fear that the powers-that-be will do whatever they can to block me from the Vermont trip in two years.

Since I’ve been on the beat, UND is 0-6 in New England in games that I’ve covered, and 6-0-2 in games that I haven’t covered.

New England games I’ve covered

L at Maine, Oct. 2010

 L at Maine, Oct. 2010

 L vs Yale in Worcester, March 2010

 L vs New Hampshire in Manchester, March 2009

 L vs UMass in Agganis, Oct. 2008

 L at Boston University, Oct. 2008

New England games I didn’t attend

W at Harvard, Dec. 2008

 W at Harvard, Dec. 2008

 W at Northeastern, Oct. 2007

 T at Boston College, Oct. 2007 (fog game, two periods)

 W vs St. Lawrence in Hanover, N.H., Dec. 2006

 W at Dartmouth, Dec. 2006

 T at New Hampshire, Oct. 2005

 W at New Hampshire, Oct. 2005
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It’s about time to leave snowy Grand Forks for hopefully not-so-snowy Boston for both the Herald and the team. I think we are scheduled to land within an hour or two of each other this afternoon at Boston Logan.

Here’s the latest update on the lineup situation for this weekend, which reflects the latest update that Derek Rodwell won’t be able to play against the Terriers.

I’ve also been asked a couple of times whether Luke Johnson and Paul LaDue will be traveling after the sad news of the passing of their uncle this week. The plan is for them to be on the trip. The services for their uncle, Chad Johnson, will be Sunday and Monday in Grand Forks.

Obviously, it has been a tough week for them and for everyone who knew Chad.
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It’s unlikely that UND will have enough healthy forwards to fill four lines when it goes to Boston University this weekend.

Mark MacMillan, Brendan O’Donnell and Colten St. Clair have all been ruled out for the series and Derek Rodwell’s status also is in doubt.

That would leave UND with 11 available forwards.

To address the issue, UND has moved defensemen Andrew Panzarella and Gage Ausmus up front to wing this week in practice. Hakstol says we should expect to see them there this weekend.
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Friends react to Chad Johnson news
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Former players and friends of Chad Johnson reacted to the news of his death today on Twitter. Below are some of the posts and/or statements.

Paul LaDue, UND defenseman and Johnson’s nephew: “Extremely hard to process this loss. Chad was one of the best guys I have ever known, and I’m very thankful for the years I got to spend with him. He always brought a smile to everybody in the room, and he will be greatly missed by myself, and everyone who got the chance to meet him. He was a huge influence on me and I wouldn’t be where I am today without him, and that’s the same for a lot of players that played under him. You will never be forgotten and my thoughts and prayers go out to Jack and everyone involved. Rest in Peace.”

Dave Hakstol, former UND teammate of Johnson: ”The UND hockey family has lost a great member. Chad had such a positive impact on everyone who knew him, including myself, his UND teammates, and the hundreds of kids who loved playing for him. We are all better for knowing him and we will miss his quick wit and genuine friendship. We will have Chad and his family in our thoughts and prayers.”

Skip Prince, USHL commissioner: “The USHL lost a member of its family last night. Chad Johnson was a talented and successful coach, as his record shows – but he also had a way of connecting to people which was special, from his players, to the fans in Lincoln and Fargo where he coached, to those of us here at the League office.  We will miss him, and our thoughts and prayers go out to his family.”

Brian Lee, former UND player: “My thoughts and prayers go out to Chad Johnson’s family. He was a great coach and, more importantly, an even better guy. He will be missed”

Nick Oliver, St. Cloud State forward: “I had the privilege of playing for Chad Johnson. Not only was he a great coach but an even better person. Thoughts and prayers with his fam.”

Michael Bitzer, Stars goalie: “Thoughts and prayers go out to the Johnson family, Chad was a great coach & even better person! Always bringing a smile to the room #RIPChad”

Kevin Roy, Northeastern forward and former USHL MVP: “Sad and shocked to hear the news about Coach Johnson. He will be missed. My thoughts, prayers go to his family.”

Matt Hansen, Fargo Davies assistant coach: “Sad to hear about my former coach Chad Johnson. He taught me a lot in our first year in Helena and gave me a shot when very few others would”

Troy Stevens, former Union player: “Very sad to hear the news of the passing of my former teammate / roommate Chad Johnson. My thoughts & prayers go out to the Johnson family.”

Chris Fournier, former Stars player: “I’m shocked and saddened today. Coach Chad is the man who recruited me to Lincoln. My coach, my friend. Always a smile, always positive.”

Joe Rehkamp, St. Cloud State forward: “RIP coach Chad Johnson. Not only a great hockey coach but also one of the most genuine guys I’ve ever met. You will be missed”
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Chad Johnson found dead in Fargo
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Very sad news out of Fargo today: Former UND forward Chad Johnson was found dead in Fargo last night.

Johnson played for UND from 1990-93, scoring six goals and tallying 22 points. He later went on to coach the Lincoln Stars in the USHL. He resigned in Lincoln before the start of this season.

Johnson is the brother of former UND player Steve Johnson, the uncle of current UND freshmen Luke Johnson and Paul LaDue and a former teammate of Dave Hakstol and Dane Jackson.

Hakstol released a statement Tuesday afternoon.

“The UND hockey family has lost a great member. Chad had such a positive impact on everyone who knew him, including myself, his UND teammates, and the hundreds of kids who loved playing for him. We are all better for knowing him and we will miss his quick wit and genuine friendship. We will have Chad and his family in our thoughts and prayers.”

“Hard to put into words how much Chad meant to us,” the Stars posted on Twitter. “He was such an awesome friend that he would do anything for you.”

A story is posted here.
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Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson discuss UND’s firing of football coach Chris Mussman.
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Highlights of UND’s win at Minnesota

Posted on November 18, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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For those of you who didn’t catch the live webcast or the local news, KSTP has posted highlights from UND’s victory over No. 1 Minnesota on its website. The win ended Minnesota’s NCAA-record, 62-game winning streak.

Watch the highlights here.

Also, to read the Herald story about the win, including comments from coach Brian Idalski, forward Michelle Karvinen and goalie Lexie Shaw, go here.

A big thanks goes to the Star Tribune and their photo staff for helping us out with photos from the game.

A few notable items that didn’t get in the game story:

◾Minnesota’s two most dynamic players are Kelly Terry and Hannah Brandt. Neither of them registered a shot on goal in the game (I still thought Terry was Minnesota’s best player – she created a lot of problems for UND with her speed).

◾Idalski said he started Shaw in net because he wanted to stick with the usual rotation. Shaw found out Saturday night that she was getting the start Sunday. She said she knew she had to be at her best because of the six goals Minnesota put up Saturday.

◾One big, encouraging sign for UND is that it ranks No. 3 nationally in scoring offense. I didn’t see that coming this season after the loss of the Lamoureux twins.

◾Minnesota should still be the No. 1 team in the nation when the polls come out today, but UND also should climb higher than No. 4, which would set a new program best.

◾Minnesota comes to The Ralph later this season, but it’s entirely possible that UND will be without Michelle Karvinen, Susanna Tapani and Tanja Eisenschmid for that series because of the Olympics.

◾UND stopped the longest winning streak in the country on Sunday. It will try to do the same thing again Friday. That’s because the longest winning streak in the country now belongs to the Badgers, who are coming to town. Their streak is at eight.
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UND women end Minnesota’s streak
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The UND women have ended Minnesota’s NCAA-record 62-game winning streak.

UND beat Minnesota 3-2 in Ridder Arena on Sunday afternoon thanks to goals by rookies Kayla Gardner, Gracen Hirschy and Susanna Tapani. In goal, rookie netminder Lexie Shaw stopped 32 of 34 shots.

It was Minnesota’s first loss since Feb. 17, 2012.

“We all knew we could do it,” Shaw said. “We knew we were going to come out with a win. We are a really tight-knit team. We’ve been working hard. We weren’t even looking for, ‘Lets end the streak.’ It was just another game. We expected ourselves to win because we have been playing well.”
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Saturday night rewind
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. Michigan’s Derek DeBlois scored the game-winning goal with 6:07 left to lift the Wolverines to a 4-3 win over Omaha and a series split. Omaha continues to shuffle goalies, playing Reed Peters in this one. Ryan Massa started Omaha’s win in the opener.

2. Grafton’s Chad Demers scored two goals to lead Air Force to a 4-3 win over Robert Morris. Demers now leads Air Force in scoring with 12 points in nine games. He’s also the second-leading scorer in Atlantic Hockey.

3. Denver got a power-play goal from defenseman David Makowski in the second period and that was all the Pioneers needed as they beat Western Michigan 1-0. That’s already shutout No. 3 on the season for Sam Brittain, who stopped all 26 Bronco shots.

4. Minnesota will certainly retain its No. 1 national ranking after sweeping MSU-Mankato. The Gophers won 3-0 on Saturday and allowed just one goal on the weekend. Michael Shibrowski earned a 25-save shutout in the series finale.

5. Wisconsin used back-to-back goals in the third period to rally for a 3-2 win over Miami in Oxford. The teams split their series. Michael Mersch and Joseph LaBate scored the third-period goals for the Badgers.

NCHC top performers

Shutout — Sam Brittain, DU, 26 saves

 3 points — David Morley, SCSU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Tony Cameranesi, Duluth, 3 assists

 2 points — Adam Krause, Duluth, 2 goals

 2 points — Austin Czarnik, Miami, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Austin Farley, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Joe Basaraba, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist

Duluth 6, UND 3

The Bulldogs used key goals at the end of the first two periods to pull away from UND and earn a series split in Ralph Engelstad Arena. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the bad penalties

Duluth News Tribune

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol pointed to the late-period goals as the difference in the game. The Bulldogs got two in the final 2:28 of the first period, one in the final 1:12 of the second period and the empty-net goal with 1:02 left. That’s four of Duluth’s six goals.

◾Another key point in the game was right after Paul LaDue made it a 3-2 game. Then, UND got an extended five-on-three power play but was unable to score. UND generated some chances on the advantage, but couldn’t tie the game. Soon after that, Duluth regained the two-goal lead.

◾As Miller wrote in his column, UND just can’t afford to take bad, behind-the-play penalties. This team’s margin for error isn’t great, and those put them behind the eight-ball a couple of times.

◾UND’s Mark MacMillan could barely skate and was in obvious pain. Hakstol said the team needs to give him time off. It’s hard to imagine him playing in Boston this weekend with the way he was moving.

◾Prior to the season, I said that I thought the junior class would be the key to this season. Right now, UND is essentially without two of the three big scorers from that class. They need to get those guys healthy and producing.

◾We still don’t know who UND’s No. 1 goaltender is. Every time someone appears to be taking control of the job, he ends up getting pulled. This time, it was Clarke Saunders who got pulled after playing two outstanding games.

◾Hakstol didn’t think his team was able to generate enough off the rush in this game. That’s how UND generates a large percentage of its offense.

◾Right now, almost all of UND’s goals are being generated by the defensemen, whether it’s a rebound of a point shot or a point shot that goes in. Two blue liners scored in the series finale — Dillon Simpson and LaDue.

◾UND hasn’t won a Saturday game yet this season (remember, Omaha was a Saturday-Sunday series, so Game 1 was on a Saturday). UND is 0-4-1 on Saturdays.

◾Duluth’s Tony Cameranesi, who was off to a slow start this season, finally broke out with a 3-point game.

◾It’s hard to know how much of an effect the flu-episode had on UND this weekend, but the team didn’t appear to have a ton of energy on Saturday night. So, winning on Friday night ended up being pretty vital.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=18#sthash.Vg2WufSS.dpuf
Gameday final: Duluth 6, UND 3
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Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Network, UNDsports.com webcast. Lineup notes: Only change for UND is Ausmus in for Panzarella. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

Duluth 1, UND 0 — Alex Iafallo (Joe Basaraba, Willie Raskob) 7:28 (pp). At the tail end of a power play, Raskob shoots at Basaraba’s skate and the puck goes off of his skate and to the net front. Saunders stops the deflection, but Iafallo gets the rebound.

Duluth 1, UND 1 — Dillon Simpson (Rocco Grimaldi, Drake Caggiula) 10:18 (pp). UND has an abbreviated power play for :52 and takes advantage. Simpson slaps a shot through a Caggiula screen to tie the game.

Duluth 2, UND 1 — Adam Krause (Tony Cameranesi, Austin Farley) 17:32. Mattson gets taken down in the offensive zone and it allows Duluth to go on a 3-on-1 the other way. Cameranesi drops a pass to Krause, who beats Saunders stick side.

Duluth 3, UND 1 — Austin Farley (Willie Raskob, Tony Cameranesi) 19:49 (pp). After Rodwell takes a bad penalty behind the play, the Bulldogs capitalize when Farley skates the puck to the top of the circle and snipes the blocker-side corner of the net.

Second period

Duluth 3, UND 2 — Paul LaDue (Mitch MacMillan, Wade Murphy) 7:08. Murphy made a nice pass to Mitch, who was standing in the left circle. Mitch’s shot hit Crandall in the face and flew all the way out to LaDue in the high slot. LaDue snapped it stick side for his first-career goal.

Duluth 4, UND 2 — Sammy Spurrell 18:48. UND nearly ties the game as LaDue goes coast-to-coast and drops a pass for Murphy, but Murphy fans on a shot and Duluth goes the other way with numbers. Spurrell, who didn’t play Friday night, snipes the glove-side corner of the net.

Third period

Duluth 5, UND 2 — Adam Krause (Willie Raskob, Tony Cameranesi) 6:30. A loose puck goes to Krause in the high slot and he quickly puts a shot on goal. The puck beats Gothberg five-hole.

Duluth 5, UND 3 — Bryn Chyzyk (Rocco Grimaldi, Dillon Simpson) 14:42. Chyzyk carries a loose puck from the right-side wall to the slot area, fighting off checks. When he gets there, Chyzyk snaps one five-hole on Crandall.

Duluth 6, UND 3 — Joe Basaraba (Alex Iafallo) 18:58 (en). Basaraba ices it by scoring into an empty net.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Duluth’s lines

11 Austin Farley–13 Tony Cameranesi–26 Adam Krause

 8 Kyle Osterberg–21 Caleb Herbert–25 Justin Crandall

 14 Alex Iafallo–17 Dominic Toninato–18 Joe Basaraba

 24 Charlie Sampair–27 Cal Decowski–28 Sammy Spurrell

5 Willie Corrin–7 Andy Welinski

 16 Tim Smith–15 Willie Raskob

 6 Derik Johnson–22 Luke McManus

1 Aaron Crandall

 36 Matt McNeely

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged gameday, und hockey, und sports
  |  21 Replies 

Friday night rewind
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. Josh Archibald stayed hot and scored the game-winning goal as Omaha upset No. 2 Michigan 3-2 on Friday night in the PasswordisTaco Upset of the Week pick. The goal is No. 9 on the season for Archibald.

2. Miami earned the NCHC’s second big win over the Big Ten on the night, knocking off Wisconsin 2-0 in Oxford. Ryan McKay, who is shaping up to be the NCHC’s top goalie, had a 30-save shutout. He now has a .950 save percentage and a 1.56 goals-against average.

3. Boston University might not be too happy when UND comes to town next week. The Terriers suffered their worst setback in 18 years, a 7-0 loss at Maine. It was BU’s first trip to Orono without Jack Parker since the 1920s.

4. Huntsville, Ala., native Nic Dowd returned back home with the Huskies and scored two goals in front of his family and friends in a 10-0 St. Cloud State rout of Alabama-Huntsville. Charlie Lindgren earned his first college shutout for the Huskies.

5. Denver, which I believe had seven goals from forwards all season entering the weekend, got five against Western Michigan in a 5-3 victory. Highly touted freshman Trevor Moore tallied the first two of his career.

NCHC top performers

Shutout — Ryan McKay, Miami, 30 saves

 Shutout — Charlie Lindgren, SCSU, 11 saves

 3 points — Jonny Brodzinski, SCSU, 2 goals, 1 assist

 3 points — Cory Thorson, SCSU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Kalle Kossila, SCSU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Justin Kovacs, WMU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Andrew Prochno, SCSU, 3 assists

 2 points — Trevor Moore, DU, 2 goals

2 points — Jordan Schmaltz, UND, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Alex Iafallo, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Daniel Tedesco, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Joey Benik, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Shane Berschbach, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist

UND 4, Duluth 2

Just like Sunday, UND had some hairy moments, but used a great goaltending performance by Clarke Saunders and a couple of timely goals to earn a hard-fought victory. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the Parks goal

Duluth News Tribune

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾As you will notice with the above results, the night was a good one for the NCHC in nonconference. It needs more of those to get more of its teams in the NCAAs.

◾On Duluth’s first goal, there was a delayed penalty coming. The reason Saunders left the net was to go touch the puck and get the whistle. He did touch the puck, but the official ruled that he didn’t possess the puck, so the play kept going. Saunders said that looking back on the play, it wasn’t the right move. But if the ref rules possession, then it’s a good move.

◾The reason why they reviewed Parks’ goal twice was because the officials didn’t think there was any video available right away. As it turns out, there was video and the officials got the call right.

◾UND got outshot 11-4 in the first period, but play was actually fairly even in that frame. UND had more shot attempts (20-16), but the Bulldogs blocked a remarkable 11 shots in the opening 20 minutes.

◾UND’s offense continues to be generated by the defensemen. On Friday, 26 of UND’s 59 shot attempts were from defensemen.

◾Andrew Panzarella got the nod at defense and I thought he probably earned himself another start. He showed more offensive skills than he has in the past and was just solid in general.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol was very pleased with the play of Connor Gaarder in Omaha. Once again, Gaarder had a strong game for UND. He went 11-5 in the faceoff circle and Hakstol credited his line’s shift after Duluth tied the game 2-2 as the biggest moment in the game.

◾It is becoming very clear why the St. Louis Blues picked Schmaltz in the first round. He was terrific again tonight, making a fantastic hold by picking the puck out of midair on the power play, then scoring the winning goal.

◾Rocco Grimaldi already has three power-play goals this season. He had two all of last year.

◾You can tell that Mark MacMillan is not at 100 percent. Haven’t heard anything about him dealing with an injury, but there’s got to be something. His normal jump isn’t there.
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Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Network, UNDsports.com for webcast. Lineup notes: O’Donnell and St. Clair remain out. Panzarella in at D for Ausmus/Thompson. Saunders starts. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

UND 1, Duluth 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Dillon Simpson, Jordan Schmaltz) 17:59 (pp). Simpson’s point shot hits a Duluth defenseman and sneaks under Crandall. The puck is sitting in the crease area and Crandall attempts to cover it with his back, but Grimaldi gets there in time to sweep it in.

Second period

No scoring.

Third period

UND 2, Duluth 0 — Michael Parks (Paul LaDue, Luke Johnson) :37. Corrin falls into his own net as the puck goes to the back wall. Parks collects it and wraps it for his third goal of the season.

UND 2, Duluth 1 — Alex Iafallo (Dominic Toninato) 6:37. With a power play coming up, the puck nears the crease area and Saunders vacates it to chip it to the corner, but he gets caught up with Schmaltz and the puck goes to Iafallo, who puts it in the empty net.

UND 2, Duluth 2 – Adam Krause (Alex Iafallo, Willie Raskob) 6:57 (pp). Raskob gets a point shot to the net. Iafallo takes a whack at the rebound before Krause finds it and flips it between Saunders and Simpson for Duluth’s second goal in 20 seconds.

UND 3, Duluth 2 — Jordan Schmaltz (Dillon Simpson, Drake Caggiula) 10:05 (pp). Schmaltz makes an unreal play picking the puck out of mid air and hold the zone. UND sustains possession for a lengthy period of time after that and eventually Schmaltz snaps a point shot through traffic for the goal.

UND 4, Duluth 2 — Stephane Pattyn (Nick Mattson) 19:56 (en). UND’s line of Pattyn, Gaarder and Rodwell get caught on the ice for a long time. Duluth pulls the goalie while putting on the pressure, but Mattson eventually chips it out and Pattyn puts it away with an empty-netter.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 2 Troy Stecher–22 Andrew Panzarella

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Duluth’s lines

11 Austin Farley–13 Tony Cameranesi–26 Adam Krause

 14 Alex Iafallo–17 Dominic Toninato–18 Joe Basaraba

 8 Kyle Osterberg–21 Caleb Herbert–25 Justin Crandall

 24 Charlie Sampair–27 Cal Decowski–19 Max Tardy

4 Carson Soucy–7 Andy Welinski

 16 Tim Smith–15 Willie Raskob

 5 Willie Corrin–6 Derik Johnson

1 Aaron Crandall

 36 Matt McNeely
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As it turned out, it probably wasn’t the best week for UND to have one less day to prepare for a weekend series.

The Saturday-Sunday series at Omaha has resulted in a quicker turnaround time for this weekend’s series against Minnesota Duluth, which probably wasn’t welcome news for a team that has been battling numerous injuries and illnesses.

At this point, I really have no idea what to expect on the ice tonight as far as a lineup goes. More players returned to practice as the week progressed, but who knows what we’ll see tonight. If I hear any info during the day, I’ll pass it along.

For Thursday’s paper, I wrote a story about the flu, which was a large reason why 14 players missed practice Tuesday. Read what the coach and players are saying here.

Perhaps the most encouraging sign last weekend was the play of sophomore defenseman Jordan Schmaltz, who is starting to emerge as a top defender. Last weekend may have been his best at UND. Read about Schmaltz here.

This week’s “Get to Know” segment is with sophomore forward Rocco Grimaldi. Watch and read him answer random questions here.

Power play percentages are down all over the NCHC, which also means that penalty kill percentages are up. Duluth ranks first nationally and UND is third nationally in penalty killing, so that will be one subplot to follow. The Duluth News Tribune wrote a little about that and UND coach Dave Hakstol explained why he thinks that is.

Around the NCHC….

Wisconsin at Miami: Should be a great series between two preseason top-five NCAA teams and two squads that could be at the Frozen Four in April. The game is in Oxford, where Miami has lost just one time this season. Miami wins and ties.

St. Cloud State at Alabama Huntsville: This series was scheduled as a nod to senior Nic Dowd, who is from Huntsville. Playing in his hometown should be a thrill and it shouldn’t be a problem for the Huskies. St. Cloud State sweeps.

Michigan at Nebraska Omaha: This is PasswordisTaco’s upset of the week on the men’s side. I agree with this one. After seeing Omaha last weekend, I’m confident in my preseason statement that the Mavs won’t finish last in the NCHC as predicted. Split.

Western Michigan at Denver: These are a couple of up-and-down teams. Denver is struggling to generate offense with its forwards and Western Michigan goaltender Frank Slubowski is solid. Denver gets one at home, but not both. Split.

Duluth at UND: The Bulldogs have some exciting offensive players who have yet to break out this season. Look for Tony Cameranesi and Austin Farley to get back on track this weekend. On the other side, offense isn’t coming easily for UND, but I think it scratches enough together to get a split this weekend. Split.

That’s it for now. Need some sleep to battle an illness of my own. Look for a game day video blog post this afternoon. I leave you now with this week’s Through These Doors.
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Flu decimating UND this week
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UND had 14 players absent from practice Tuesday, almost all of them battling the flu.

As previously reported, a couple of players, including captain Dillon Simpson, were vomiting on the bench during Sunday’s game against Nebraska Omaha.

UND junior defenseman Nick Mattson said that “it got a little messy” on the bus ride home with multiple players vomiting.

The one piece of good news at practice this week: Adam Tambellini will be back in the lineup Friday night.
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Weekly Wednesday live chat
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&lt;a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=efd9745ff6' &gt;GF sports chat Nov. 13&lt;/a&gt;
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UND Sports Zone Show: Football’s final game, men’s and women’s hockey

Posted on November 13, 2013  by  gfherald


Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson talk about the big week in UND sports: football’s final game, men’s hockey’s home series against Duluth and the women’s hockey team’s showdown vs. No. 1 Minnesota.
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Here’s this week’s top five. Jordan Schmaltz makes the list.
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WATCH: UND’s second-period goals
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In case you didn’t get to see it, watch Michael Parks score a 2-on-0 goal in… umm…. odd fashion.
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UND went to Omaha down three forwards, and on Saturday, the flu took its tool on other players, including captain Dillon Simpson who was unable to play in the third period. But thanks to some very good play by UND’s remaining defenders and exceptional play by goaltender Clarke Saunders, UND was able to grab a 3-2 win. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column

Omaha World Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND has now won four of its last five games against Omaha and has a 4-2 record in Omaha since the Mavs joined the WCHA in 2010. If you don’t include empty-net goals, four of the five games played between the teams in CenturyLink Center were one-goal games.

◾The biggest key in this game was that UND won the goaltending battle by a wide margin. Saunders was great. Omaha starter Kirk Thompson was not. The first goal was a misplay on Thompson’s part. The second one was not played real well by him, either.

◾Saunders continues to have Omaha’s number. Remember, he stopped 58 of 59 shots and 44 of 45 shots in CenturyLink as a member of Alabama Huntsville.

◾So, who are the other injured forwards who were unavailable at the end of Sunday’s game? We know that Michael Parks was one of them. On the live chat, we suspected that something was wrong with Mark MacMillan, but he was out there and was huge on the five-on-three penalty kill.

◾UND got some nice bounces in this game. The first goal comes to mind. So does the crossbar that Michael Young hit in the games final seconds.

◾Sunday’s game was the first time all season that Omaha did not allow a power-play goal in a game. UND only had three chances.

◾Jordan Schmaltz took a huge step forward this weekend. He was the best defenseman on the ice.

◾You know things aren’t going as planned when Coltyn Sanderson is out there with four minutes to go in a one-goal game, but he and his linemates did their job. Omaha coach Dean Blais tried to sneak his first line out there against the Sanderson line, but Sanderson, Derek Rodwell and Stephane Pattyn did not allow that unit to score.

◾It didn’t look like Rocco Grimaldi was going to let the team lose. He played with a chip on his shoulder the entire game, even delivering the contest’s biggest hit on Ian Brady. He also knocked out a glass panel in the third period after missing on a hit.

◾Officials wanted to review UND’s third goal, but the video replay system crashed at CenturyLink, so they had to go with the call on the ice.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=19#sthash.LELZ6lD3.dpuf
UND game puck returns from space

Posted on November 12, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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NASA astronaut Karen Nyberg, a UND alum, returned from her six-month stint on the International Space Station and brought back a unique possession — a UND hockey game puck.

Nyberg brought that along with her personal possessions to space, and it is believed to be the first hockey puck in space.

No word on what Nyberg plans to do with the puck.

She landed in Kazakhstan shortly before UND beat Nebraska Omaha in Sunday’s game 3-2. Nyberg returned with a pair of Russians. The return trip reportedly took her about three hours.
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Gameday final: UND 3, Omaha 2
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Tonight’s viewing: Webcast at undsports.com. Lineup notes: Panzarella replaces Ausmus on defense. Saunders starts in goal. Thompson starting for Omaha in net. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

UND 1, Omaha 0 — Derek Rodwell (Coltyn Sanderson, Stephane Pattyn) 2:26. Rodwell tips a pass into the zone and it slow rolls toward the goalie Thompson. He thinks he covers the puck easily, but it unknowingly rolls behind him. Thompson has no clue and Rodwell crashes in hard and knocks it in.

UND 1, Omaha 1 — Ian Brady (Johnnie Searfoss, Jake Guentzel) 15:21 (pp). Brady makes a nice move to get to the middle of the nice and snipes the stick-side corner of the net. LaDue may have screened Saunders on the shot.

Second period

UND 2, Omaha 1 — Michael Parks (Paul LaDue) 6:11 (sh). UND scores one of the oddest odd-man rush goals you will see. Parks starts a two-on-one with Johnson. Young falls down and UND has a two-on-zero. Parks keeps it on the right wing, stops right at the crease, holds the puck and eventually puts it five-hole. Omaha goalie Kirk Thompson yanked after it.

UND 3, Omaha 1 — Drake Caggiula (Rocco Grimaldi, Nick Mattson) 8:52. Grimaldi transitions a puck quickly in the neutral zone and starts a rush the other way. He hits Caggiula as he’s cutting down the slot. Caggiula takes taken out but the puck goes off of his skate and in.

UND 3, Omaha 2 — Josh Archibald (Ryan Walters, Dominic Zombo) 19:48 (pp). Omaha converts a power play with just five seconds left in the advantage when Walters pulls one off the wall and centers to Archibald on top of the crease. Archibald snaps a shot blocker side just inside the post.

Third period

No scoring.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–13 Connor Gaarder–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 25 Mitch MacMillan–9 Drake Caggiula–7 Wade Murphy

 16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 26 Coltyn Sanderson–28 Stephane Pattyn–11 Derek Rodwell

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 2 Troy Stecher–22 Andrew Panzarella

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Omaha’s lines

17 Ryan Walters–12 Brock Montpetit–13 Zahn Raubenheimer

 20 Jake Guentzel–14 Dominic Zombo–15 Josh Archibald

 23 Johnnie Searfoss–19 Tanner Lane–18 Jono Davis

 9 James Polk–27 Aaron Pearce–16 Austin Ortega

8 Jaycob Megna–11 Nick Seeler

 7 Michael Young–24 Ian Brady

 2 Brian Cooper–28 Brian O’Rourke

29 Kirk Thompson

 1 Reed Peters
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WATCH NOW: UND-Nebraska Omaha men’s hockey game day video

Posted on November 10, 2013  by  gfherald


Brad and Tom discuss UND’s 4-2 loss to Nebraska Omaha on Saturday and preview the series finale at 5 p.m. Sunday.
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Saturday night rewind
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5


Another winnable game got away from UND on Saturday night as Omaha used momentum generated from a late power play to score the winning goal and send UND to its fourth straight loss, 4-2, in CenturyLink Center. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column

Omaha World Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes and observations:

◾UND’s lineup was very mixed-and-matched with the injuries up front. Coltyn Sanderson played very limited minutes. Not sure if he played in the third period.

◾I thought the game was a little boring in the first period without a ton of chances either way, but it picked up big time in the second with some big hits by both teams. After that, it was great game with a lot of great battles in the corners for pucks. Definitely not a second or third period for the weak.

◾Ryan Walters was the real deal for Omaha. Very dynamic. Created a lot of offense for the Mavs.

◾Goaltender Zane Gothberg continues to be a bit of a mystery. We saw both sides of him again as he gave up a bad goal from the end line out near the boards in the second period, then proceeded to make several great stops in the third period. He definitely has potential to be a shutdown goalie, but needs to eliminate the tough goals. Same story as last year.

◾Coach Dave Hakstol was very pleased with the way Jordan Schmaltz played. He jumped into the rush at the right times and scored his first goal of the season. Another bright spot was Bryn Chyzyk, who made several nice setups for teammates, including the one to Schmaltz for his goal.

◾Without an abundance of skill up front, UND needs to continue to get production from the back end. They did help create chances on Saturday.

◾Defenseman Dillon Simpson blocked eight shots in the game. I can’t ever remember a higher total for a single player in a game since I’ve been covering UND.

◾With the injuries, there aren’t many possible lineup changes for the series finale. The only one I could think of is whether they want to dress Keaton Thompson over Coltyn Sanderson, whether they dress him as a seventh defenseman or as a forward.

◾The last time UND was two games under .500 came in November two years ago. Then, a shorthanded UND team went and surprised all of us by sweeping Colorado College in REA. That helped springboard that team for the rest of the season. UND needs one of those types of weekends to get back on track here.
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Tonight’s viewing option: Webcast at undsports.com. Tonight’s lines: UND has all 12 healthy forwards in the lineup. Zane Gothberg starting in net vs. Ryan Massa.

First period

Omaha 1, UND 0 — James Polk (Aaron Pearce, Justin Parizek) 3:05. Omaha scores off of a rush when Pearce gets a step on the left wing, blasts a shot from the circle and Gothberg kicks the rebound out to the slot, where Polk has an easy time putting it home.

Second period

Omaha 2, UND 0 — Dominic Zombo (Austin Ortega, Jaycob Megna) 3:39. Gothberg gives up a bad one. Zombo throws one at the net from the boards, almost even with the goal line, and it goes in.

Omaha 2, UND 1 — Luke Johnson (Dillon Simpson) 11:50 (pp). UND has an extended four-on-three power play and keeps it in the zone. Omaha’s defenders are gassed and eventually Johnson walks it from the circle to the crease and beats Massa short side.

Omaha 2, UND 2 — Jordan Schmaltz (Bryn Chyzyk, Rocco Grimaldi) 17:37. Grimaldi picks a puck out of mid-air in the defensive zone to start a rush. He gets it to Chyzyk, who is coming up the left wing. Grimaldi drives the net and Chyzyk makes a beautiful drop feed to Schmaltz, who dekes the goalie and scores on a wrister.

Third period

Omaha 3, UND 2 — Tanner Lane (Ryan Walters) 12:31. Omaha is putting on the pressure and Gothberg loses his stick. Right as a teammate throws Gothberg his stick, he picks it up and a shot goes stick side before he could get ready for it.

Omaha 4, UND 2 — Josh Archibald (Ryan Walters) 19:05 (en). Walters dishes the puck to Archibald, who finishes it off with an empty-netter.

UND’s lines

16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 26 Coltyn Sanderson–28 Stephane Pattyn–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–9 Drake Caggiula–7 Wade Murphy

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–13 Connor Gaarder–19 Rocco Grimaldi

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Omaha’s lines

20 Jake Guentzel–14 Dominic Zombo–15 Josh Archibald

 17 Ryan Walters–12 Brock Montpetit–25 Justin Parizek

 23 Johnnie Searfoss–19 Tanner Lane–13 Zahn Raubenheimer

 9 James Polk–27 Aaron Pearce–16 Austin Ortega

8 Jaycob Megna–11 Nick Seeler

 7 Michael Young–24 Ian Brady

 2 Brian Cooper–28 Brian O’Rourke

31 Ryan Massa

 1 Reed Peters
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Power play could be key
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UND’s success this weekend may all hinge on the power play.

Take a look at the 12 forwards — UND’s only healthy ones — that will be in the lineup tonight.

Eight of them have not scored a goal this season. Yes, only four forwards in tonight’s line chart will have goals this season. Seven of UND’s 12 forwards will have combined for one assist.

UND didn’t get a ton of scoring out of the third and fourth lines during the first month of the season, and there’s not much proven scoring on those units this weekend.

That’s one reason why UND will need to take advantage of its scoring chances and its opportunities with the extra man.

Another reason is that Omaha has been very good defensively five-on-five. The Mavs have allowed just six even-strength goals in eight games this season.

However, the Mavs have struggled big-time to kill penalties. They have allowed more power-play opportunities (56) and more power-play goals (18) than any other team in the country.

UND has to make the power plays count because it’s hard to envision a lot of even-strength goals.

From the Mavs’ perspective, this is the beginning of a very difficult homestand. After UND, they host Michigan and Miami. The Mavs also are bitter about getting swept by UND at home last season.

A few other notes from the hockey world Friday:

◾Denver won the first-ever NCHC shootout over Colorado College. The Pioneers tied the game late in the third on an extra-attacker goal by Joey LaLeggia (a defenseman, of course). Thirteen of DU’s 20 goals have come from defenseman this year. So, who did the Pioneers use in the shootout? Defensemen. LaLeggia and David Makowski both scored. CC’s Charlie Taft and Alexander Krushelnyski both were stopped.

◾Finland stunned the U.S. 3-1 in the Four Nations tournament in Lake Placid, N.Y., sending the Americans to the third-place game in the event. Susanna Tapani had a goal and an assist and Michelle Karvinen set up Tapani’s goal. Former Gopher Noora Raty (who should have won Patty Kaz last year) stopped 58 of 59 shots.

◾UND recruit Trevor Olson continued his great play in the USHL, tallying three assists to help Sioux City to its ninth straight win. Olson, the team captain, will play his final game of the season tonight against Sioux Falls. Then, he will have season-ending surgery. Olson has 12 points in nine games.
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Schmaltz dominating at WJAC
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Nick Schmaltz is dominating his second international tournament in the last four months.

After leading the U.S. in scoring at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament in August, he is setting records at the World Junior A Challenge this week.

Schmaltz had a tournament-record five-point game Friday night to lead the U.S. to a 7-4 win over Switzerland in the semifinals.

For the tournament, Schmaltz has four goals and 11 points, which ties the event record. Needless to say, Schmaltz is off to a great start in his draft year, performing very well at big events in front of scouts.

He may be cementing himself as a first-round pick.

The Americans will play the Russians for gold on Sunday.
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Winnipeg D-man commits to UND

Posted on November 8, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Winnipeg defenseman Danys Chartrand, who plays for the Flin Flon Bombers in the SJHL, has committed to UND for 2015-16, according to a release by the team.

Chartrand, who stands at 6-foot-2, 190 pounds, is 19 years old and has registered a goal and four assists in 14 games this season. He is described as a defensive defenseman by the team.

“We are extremely excited for Danys,” Flin Flon coach and general manager Mike Reagan said.  “To have a guy commit to a program like that shows how valuable of a player he really is, Danys had a great showcase weekend and had a lot of interest from a lot of schools.”

Chartrand said: “I’m really excited and I’m very happy with this opportunity.”

I’ll try to get more on Chartrand later, but Flin Flon has games scheduled tonight and tomorrow night, so it may have to wait until early next week.
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O’Donnell, Tambellini out

Posted on November 8, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


The injury bug has hit UND early.

UND will be without three regular forwards this weekend — Colten St. Clair, Adam Tambellini and Brendan O’Donnell.

All three are out with injuries. St. Clair’s timeline has been revised to four-to-six weeks. He sustained his injury Saturday night against St. Cloud State. O’Donnell and Tambellini are listed as week to week.

Not sure when O’Donnell sustained his injury. Tambellini’s must have come in practice either late Wednesday or yesterday.

O’Donnell is tied as the team leader in goals with three and he has four points in six games. Tambellini has a goal and an assist in six games.

UND only has 12 healthy forwards remaining, so that means either every healthy forward will be in the lineup, or the coaching staff will dress seven defensemen.

Either way, it is very likely that senior Derek Rodwell gets into the lineup for the first time this season.

UND takes on Omaha at 7:07 p.m. Saturday and 5:07 p.m. Sunday.
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Hakstol pleased with Caggiula’s play

Posted on November 8, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


UND coach Dave Hakstol said this week that he believes the team’s compete level on Tuesdays and Wednesdays in practice has been very good, but the team needs to up that level on Fridays and Saturdays when it counts.

One player, he said, who has held a high level throughout the first four weeks of the season is sophomore forward Drake Caggiula.

Caggiula currently leads UND in goals (three), points (five) and penalties (six).

“I think everybody notices when you score a highlight reel goal like he has once or twice this year,” Hakstol said. “But I pay more attention to other parts of his game. He’s probably, in terms of our forwards, the guy who has been the most difficult (to play against). He’s been the hardest guy up front. He’s done all the little things the right way.

“I feel like our consistency level of compete on Friday and Saturday nights hasn’t been good enough. I think he’s one guy who has held a highly competitive, consistent level of play. That’s the biggest part of maturity he’s showing that’s most important to our team

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=20#sthash.NSGMIn23.dpuf
BC claims 5th straight and adds to NU misery

BC claims 5th straight and adds to NU misery
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MOB SCENE: Patrick Brown (23, right) is congratulated by teammates after scoring the game-winning goal in the third period of BC’s 4-1 Beanpot win against Northeastern last night at the Garden.
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Boston College coach Jerry York is fond of referring to the second half of the hockey year as “trophy season.”

“As much as you enjoy this, you strive for the next one,” York said moments after his top-ranked Eagles won a fifth consecutive Beanpot title by turning back a gritty challenge from underdog Northeastern, 4-1, in one of the truly classic finals in the 62-year history of this college hockey tournament last night at TD Garden.

The Eagles’ run of five straight titles is second only to the six in a row by rival Boston University (1995-2000).

BC senior forward and captain Patrick Brown played the unlikely role of hero, notching the game-winner on a deflected shot at 14:30 of the third period, unhinging a 1-1 tie for good.

Once BC (22-4-3) had the late lead, NCAA scoring leader and junior forward Johnny Gaudreau connected into an empty net for a 3-1 lead at 18:44.

When NU junior goalie Clay Witt (37 saves) returned to the cage, Brown added another goal off a quick wrist shot at 19:10, making the final margin. The two goals matched a career best for Brown, who had a pair on Jan. 18 against Maine.

Brown’s go-ahead goal happened after senior defenseman Isaac MacLeod made a deft stickhandling move to force NU senior forward Braden Pimm to slide inches away from the shooting lane. MacLeod fired as Brown was being knocked to the ice by NU freshman center John Stevens. Somehow, Brown managed to steer the puck past Witt.

“Probably not as big as that,” said Brown, assessing the value of his game-winner against others in his 109-game career. “A few tips, but nothing like that.”

Witt, one of only nine goaltenders in the nation with a goals-against average below 2.00 (1.95) plus a tops-in-the-nation .946 save percentage, had a bird’s-eye view of the play.

“(Stevens) actually got him down (to the ice). (Brown) got a good tip,” said Witt.

The loss extended the Huskies’ ’Pot dry spell of 26 years, dating to 1988. No. 12 NU (16-10-3) played a hard-hitting, up-tempo game without drawing a single infraction.

“We couldn’t match their speed in the third. They came at us and we didn’t have the correct response,” said NU coach Jim Madigan. “We did a good job of tying (Brown) up on the deciding goal. He was fully down on the ice. But got his stick on it. . . . That was a big-time play for them. He had to battle for time and space.”

Time and space appeared to be elusive commodities last night as neither team was willing to grant the opposition any chance to take control.

NU sophomore forward Ryan Belonger fired a shot that BC freshman goalie Thatcher Demko (29 saves) blocked, Belonger collected his own rebound and roofed it home as NU freshman center Tanner Pond went crashing into the net with assistance from BC sophomore defenseman Michael Matheson. Video review nullified the goal and Matheson was assessed an interference minor.

BC senior forward Kevin Hayes continued his breakout season when he notched his 21st goal at 8:40. Gaudreau earned an assist to extend his best-in-the-nation point streak to 24 games. He has 21 goals and 28 assists during that span.

NU finally knotted the score after last year’s Beanpot MVP, sophomore forward Kevin Roy, won a puck battle in the BC end and cut sharply to the goalmouth. Demko, who was named winner of the Eberly Award (top save percentage), made the stop, but Stevens was positioned nicely to flip home a backhander at 18:36.

“The pace was up all game,” said Demko, the youngest player in college hockey after turning 18 on Dec. 8. “It was fun to be part of. Every possession was huge for both teams. You never knew what was going to happen.”

At 1-1, it all came down to Brown’s third-period heroics.
Brown tips scales for BC

Clutch, late goal lifts Eagles to 19th crown

021014beanpotmw023.jpg

Photo by:  Matt West  .

With head coach Jerry York looking on, Boston College Patrick Brown, who scored the go-ahead goal and eventual game-winner, hoists the Beanpot trophy after defeating Northeastern 4-1 for the Eagle's 5th straight title at TD Garden.
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Boston College captain Patrick Brown was in no position to score the game-winning goal in last night’s 4-1 victory over Northeastern in the 62nd annual Beanpot championship at TD Garden.

The game was deadlocked at 1-1 and winding down toward overtime when Brown lost his jousting match with Huskies center John Stevens in front of the NU net. Brown was lying on his back and staring down an Isaac MacLeod slap shot from the left point.

Brown got the blade of his stick on MacLeod’s blast and redirected it past NU goalie Clay Witt inside the far post at 14:30 of the third. Johnny Gaudreau and Brown would score insurance goals inside the final two minutes, but it was Brown’s eighth of the season that secured the Eagles’ fifth straight Beanpot title and 19th overall.

“Coach (Jerry) York calls it a shot pass where you are shooting for a stick,” Brown said. “It is pretty hard to beat a goalie from the point because goalies are so good now if they see the puck.

“When the defenseman is shooting for your stick you can get a much better tip on it. You’ve just got to keep your eye on the puck and I think it’s the same in any sport. You just keep looking at the puck no matter what is going on. I just watched it to my stick and got a piece of it.”

Witt (37 saves) was enjoying a magnificent performance, matching BC counterpart Thatcher Demko (29) with quality stops deep into the third period. Stevens did his job taking Brown out of the play and provided Witt with an open sight line to the point. Brown simply beat them both by making the most improbable play of the game.

“It was a shot from the point and Stevens got him to the ground,” said Witt. “The guy just made a good tip going back the other way and that’s just the way it is.”

Brown has provided the Eagles with strong two-way play in the middle of the third line all season and has been a steady influence for freshman wingers Ryan Fitzgerald and Austin Cangelosi. Brown has nine goals on a team that leads the nation with 127, but he got the tally that brought home a trophy.

“It is definitely the most memorable goal of my college career and hopefully there will be more of them,” said Brown.

Brown and first-line standouts Billy Arnold and Kevin Hayes completed a four-year sweep of the Beanpot and were part of the Eagles’ run to the national championship in 2012. BC has won four NCAA Division 1 titles in this century and all of them began with a win in the Beanpot.

“We have a lot of success here and when you win it as a freshman it’s because the seniors talked about how hard it is to win,” said Brown. “The seniors (in) my freshman year hadn’t won all four and it’s kind of like a drug because winning is so much fun.”

The best of consolation

Crimson receive boost with victory over BU
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LAMP LIGHTER: Harvard’s Luke Esposito (top right) celebrates after beating BU goaltender Sean Maguire in the second period for one of his two goals in the Crimson’s 6-2 win in the Beanpot consolation game yesterday. 

1 

. 

 Tuesday, February 11, 2014 

 PrintEmail  Comments 

. 

By:

Rich Thompson

.

 . 

Harvard coach Ted Donato is hoping for a “Beanpot bounce” after last night’s 6-2 victory over Boston University in the consolation game of the 62nd Beanpot at the Garden.

The Crimson improved to 8-12-3 with their second win over BU this season. Harvard has six ECAC games remaining beginning at Clarkson on Friday night. BU dropped to 8-16-4 with their second straight fourth-place finish and seventh in school history.

“We are a young team and constantly improving,” said Donato. “We are trying to get some momentum so we are playing our best hockey at the end of the season.”

In the third period, the Terriers made it a 3-2 game on an odd-man rush at the 7:20 mark. Sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen was trailing the play when he took a pass from Evan Rodrigues in the high slot. Oksanen beat Harvard goalie Steve Michalek (25 saves) high to the blocker side for his sixth of the season.

Harvard’s response was swift but required a huge stroke of luck. Freshman center Luke Esposito chased the puck to the end boards and made a backhand flip towards the slot. BU defenseman Patrick MacGregor’s attempt to clear the puck sailed by BU goalie Sean Maguire (31 saves) at 7:57 for Esposito’s second goal of the game.

“It was unfortunate. (MacGregor) gets his stick on it and it goes in the goal top shelf,” said BU coach David Quinn. “We score a nice goal to make it 3-2 and get the momentum and shortly thereafter it is 4-2.”

Harvard winger Jimmy Vesey scored an empty-net goal at 17:46 for his team-high 12th tally of the season. Freshman center Tyler Moy scored with 25 seconds to play.

Harvard enjoyed a series of extended stays in the BU end and held an 8-2 edge in shots on goal when the Terriers took a 1-0 lead at 10:42 of the first period as Rodrigues fired a one-timer past Michalek to the near side.

Crimson winger Kyle Criscuolo misfired on a gift opportunity to tie the game at 17:48 of the first but made amends at 1:14 of the second period. Esposito led Criscuolo on a run up the right boards where he unloaded a slapper that beat Maguire to the far post.

Harvard took a 2-1 lead on a slick play at 3:33. Vesey found Brian Hart unattended in the slot 10 feet from the crease. Hart pivoted and flicked a wrist shot that slid between Maguire’s pads.

The Crimson went up 3-1 on an energetic breakout at 6:59. Maguire had kick-saved a shot into the slot, and Esposito got the rebound and beat Maguire to the far post.

BC beats NU for Beanpot title
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MOB SCENE: Patrick Brown (23, right) is congratulated by teammates after scoring the game-winning goal in the third period of BC’s 4-1 Beanpot win against Northeastern last night at the Garden.
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Boston College great Doug Brown went on to score 160 NHL goals and get his name on the Stanley Cup, but he’ll have to take a back seat to his son, Patrick, when it comes to family bragging rights this morning.

Brown’s go-ahead goal at 14:30 of the third period broke a 1-1 tie and launched the top-ranked Eagles to a 4-1 victory over No. 12 Northeastern in the 62nd Beanpot final at TD Garden, giving BC its fifth straight Beanpot championship.

The defeat, coming on one of the true classic matchups in the history of the event, extended NU’s title drought to 26 seasons. NU’s last ’Pot was won in 1988.

BC junior forward Johnny Gaudreau cemented the victory with an empty-net goal at 18:44.

After NU junior goalie Clay Witt (38 saves) returned to the cage, BC connected for another goal with the senior forward Brown doing the honors again at 19:10.

BC freshman goalie Thatcher Demko backstopped the win with 29 saves.

New England Hockey: BC plans to take 5th against NU
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Tonight’s championship game of the 62nd Beanpot has all the makings of a true classic.

Boston College (21-4-3) enters ranked No. 2 in the country and holding a statistical edge in virtually every important category over Northeastern (16-9-3), which is the 11th-ranked team in the nation.

BC is pursuing a fifth straight ’Pot title, which would be the most since Boston University ran off six consecutive titles from 1995-2000.

The Eagles have been lights-out since Dec. 6, going a remarkable 13-0-1. Since being put together as a line, the troika of junior left winger Johnny Gaudreau, senior center Bill Arnold and senior right winger Kevin Hayes has amassed 32 goals and 48 assists, with a combined plus-67 rating.

Arnold posted his first career hat trick in Friday’s 6-1 win over Merrimack. Gaudreau (24 goals, 32 assists) leads the country in points per game (2.00) and goals per game (0.86). Dorchester’s Hayes is neck-and-neck with Mayor Marty Walsh for Boston’s best breakout year as his 20 goals (with 27 assists) nearly triples his previous single-season best (seven).

“Well, (the Huskies) are a really strong team this year. We played them early in the year and beat them twice, but we’re both different teams at this point,” said Arnold reflecting back to November wins of 4-2 and 4-3 (overtime). “. . . I think we can’t focus too much on them, we have to worry about our own game.

“As the year has gone on, they’ve been winning games, we’ve been winning games, so we’re both confident teams at this point,” said Arnold, who scored the overtime winner against BU in the Beanpot final two years ago.

BC, which has won 18 Beanpots, is averaging a best-in-the-nation 4.39 goals per game and is ranked fourth in goals allowed at 2.14. Freshman Thatcher Demko, who has the best winning percentage (.846) in the country, will start in net. Demko, who turned 18 on Dec. 8, is college hockey’s youngest player.

“BC hasn’t lost too many games. They’re the second-best team in the country. That’s incentive enough,” said Huskies coach Jim Madigan, whose club knocked off Harvard, 6-0, in last week’s Beanpot opener but lost, 3-0, to visiting UMass on Friday night.

NU hopes to capture its fifth Beanpot and end a 25-year drought in the process.

The Huskies are scoring 3.25 goals per game, which is 12th in the nation, and allowing 2.50 goals per game, which is No. 19 in the nation.

Junior Clay Witt is No. 1 in the nation for save percentage (.946) and is one of nine goalies with a goals-against average below 2.00 (1.95). Sophomore left winger Kevin Roy, the reigning Beanpot MVP, has a team-best 15 goals and 18 assists.

“It’s going to be a very good challenge,” said NU freshman defenseman Matt Benning. “They’re a very good team and have been doing well but, we’re doing good, as well. We’re doing all the right things that coach wants us to do.”

Although BC holds a decisive 160-47-14 edge all-time, Eagles head coach Jerry York isn’t taking NU lightly.

“I’ve seen a remarkable improvement from last year to this year with the Huskies,” said York. “Jim (Madigan) has them playing the right way. They’ve become a pretty powerful force here.”

Quiz of the week

Which is the only Beanpot school never to have a defenseman win MVP honors?

Answer below.

Bragging rights at home

After notching his first career lamplighter in Friday’s 3-0 upset win over NU at Matthews Arena, UMass freshman forward Marc Hetnik, a converted defenseman, was asked if the goal might bring a little “trash talk” bragging rights in his next conversation with his dad, Marc Sr. The elder Hetnik, a Brookline native, played on BU’s 1978 NCAA championship team.

“Absolutely,” said the junior Hetnik with a grin. “But, he just tells me to keep working hard.” . . .

Nice effort by University of New England junior Colby Drost, who had 51 saves in a 2-1 loss to powerhouse Babson. Also, Nichols senior Francesca Palazzo had 55 saves in a 3-0 loss to potent Norwich and Salve Regina freshman Colleen Marcik made 48 stops in a 2-1 loss to Saint Anselm. . . .

UMass senior forward Conor Sheary of Melrose needs one point to reach 100 for his career. He 36 goals and 63 assists in 133 games.

Quiz answer

Harvard.
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A balanced attack and strong goaltending from Connor Hellebuyck was the recipe for UMass-Lowell’s Frozen Four run last season, and those elements have returned as the River Hawks ride back up the Hockey East ladder this winter.

Hellebuyck made 34 saves, while Michael Fallon’s three-point night highlighted an attack with five different scorers as the seventh-ranked River Hawks jumped out hard and then held on to beat UMass, 5-3, in a Hockey East clash last night at the Mullins Center in Amherst.

Fallon had a goal and two assists, as UML (19-7-3, 9-4-2) moved a point above idle Northeastern into second place in the HE standings. Since their 4-1 loss to NU at Frozen Fenway on Jan. 11, the River Hawks are 5-1-2.

Fallon got the visitors off and running 4:13 in, then helped set up Adam Chapie’s goal with 29 seconds left in the first period. Fallon’s second assist was on Michael Kapla’s tally at 2:01 of the second, and Michael Colantone scored 51 seconds later to give UML a 4-0 lead.

UMass (8-17-4, 4-9-3) did rally, with Ray Pigozzi posting a goal and an assist. Adam Phillips cut the deficit to two at 7:34 of the third, but Hellebuyck was not beaten again. Alex Wakaluk, who relieved Steve Mastalerz after UML’s fourth goal, made 18 saves for the Minutemen.

NU youth keys rout

Huskies smother Harvard
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ON GUARD: Northeastern goalie Clay Witt makes a save while he and teammate Matt Benning crunch Harvard’s Luke Esposito during last night’s Beanpot opener at the Garden.
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A year ago, freshman center Kevin Roy led Northeastern by scoring five of the Huskies’ six goals in the Beanpot tournament as the left winger skated off with MVP honors.

Last night, Roy had appreciably more help as NU dominated Harvard in a 6-0 blanking to gain a berth in the finals for the second straight year, and third time in the last four years.

Tenth-ranked NU (16-8-3) may also have established a ‘Pot first by featuring a lineup where all four centers were freshmen. Three didn’t disappoint as Dalen Hedges (goal, assist), Mike Szmatula (goal, two assists), and John Stevens (two assists) played important roles.

“They’re young but they have a lot of hockey experience,’’ said NU coach Jim Madigan, whose team will face Boston College in next Monday’s final. “We’re in a good rhythm right now, but we haven’t won anything yet. You win at the end of the year. This first game just gives you the opportunity to win the Beanpot championship.’’

Junior Clay Witt backstopped the victory with 27 saves, while posting the first shutout in ‘Pot play since fellow NU keeper Chris Rawlings hung a 4-0 whitewash on Harvard in the 2011 semis.

Northeastern broke on top at 5:57 of the opening period when Hedges took possession in the right corner, wheeled out and rifled a wrist shot past Harvard goalie Raphael Girard. The tally represented the eighth of the season for Hedges, with four of those winding up as game-winners.

The best chance for Harvard (6-12-3) came during a power play near the seven-minute mark. First-line center Sean Malone threaded his way through the defense before sending a low shot that hit the right post.

NU increased the lead with a 5-on-3 goal by the sensational Roy. He collected a pass from Stevens, and fired a shot into the upper left corner past a partially screened Girard. The goal was the 15th of the season for Roy.

NU worked its way into trouble when junior captain Josh Manson drilled Harvard freshman center Alexander Kerfoot along the far boards in front of the bench areas. Kerfoot climbed back up a tad groggy as Manson headed for the penalty box at 14:12 with a five-minute major for contact to the head and a game misconduct. NU’s penalty kill, led by forwards Cody Ferriero, Zach Aston-Reese and Szmatula, stifled the power play.

“It was a big concern,’’ said Madigan, who was already without the services of defenseman Dustin Darou (concussion).

That turn of events became more glaring when Szmatula lifted the puck from Harvard defenseman Max Everson, sped into the Crimson end and passed to the goalmouth, where right winger Torin Snydeman put the puck home. The goal came 31 seconds into the middle period and staked NU to a commanding 3-0 lead.

Harvard was in deep trouble at 4:22 of the second after Szmatula skated past defenseman Desmond Bergin and fed across the net, where senior right winger Braden Pimm (goal, assist) finished the conversion with his 16th goal of the season for a 4-0 lead.

The game became a rout when sophomore defenseman Colton Saucerman let fly a shot from the blue line that changed direction just 16 seconds into the third period for a 5-0 lead.

Matters grew worse for Harvard late in the third when freshman defenseman Kevin Guiltanen received a five-minute major for kneeing, and Szmatula cashed in with a shot from the left of the crease at 16:47.

“Obviously, it’s a disappointment. We didn’t play well in any facet,” said Harvard coach Ted Donato. “They outplayed us all over the ice. They outcoached us for that matter, Quite frankly, they were a lot better all over the ice. We never were able to get things going. The game was choppy with all the penalties.”

The combined 76 penalty minutes (NU had 15 for 41; Harvard 16 for 35) were the most since Harvard-BC compiled 74 minutes in the 2010 semis.

BC soars past BU; will meet Northeastern in Beanpot final
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GROUP HUG: Ryan Fitzgerald is mobbed by teammates Austin Cangelosi, Adam Gilmour and Scott Savage after scoring in the first period of BC’s Beanpot semifinal win against BU last night at the Garden. 
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Boston College and Boston University played up to their ancient rivalry in last night’s opening round of the 62nd annual Beanpot at the Garden.

The Eagles scored a 3-1 victory over the Terriers and will shoot for a fifth straight Beanpot title and 19th overall against Northeastern in next Monday’s championship game.  BU carried its best hockey into the third period and brought the game down hard on Eagles freshman goalie Thatcher Demko. After misfiring at an open net, the Terriers made it a one-goal game less than two minutes later.

Demko’s attempt to clear a puck into the corner was intercepted by BU forward Danny O’Regan. The Needham native circled the net and made a sweet pass to freshman center Robbie Baillargeon in the high slot. Baillargeon fired a hard wrist shot through a screen that beat Demko high to the glove side at 6:43.

With goalie Matt O’Connor off for the extra attacker in the final 90 seconds, BU (8-15-3) pressed hard for the equalizer. Demko made two good saves before BC winger Johnny Gaudreau notched his 24th goal of the season into an empty net with 30 seconds left.

An early BU penalty led to the first goal of the game. Patrick MacGregor was whistled off for tripping at 3:51 of the first period, and a marvelous display of passing positioned the Eagles (20-4-3) to take a 1-0 lead.

Scott Savage got the puck off the draw in the BU end and the defenseman slid it across to Teddy Doherty on the opposite point. Doherty feigned a slap shot and made a tape-to-tape pass to forward Ryan Fitzgerald at the bottom of the right circle.

Fitzgerald, a freshman from North Reading, one-timed the feed and beat O’Connor on the glove side at 4:04.

BC went up 2-0 at 1:20 of the second period.

Gaudreau, the nation’s leading scorer, led the surge over the blue line and fed center Billy Arnold in the opposite circle. Arnold slid the puck laterally to winger Kevin Hayes, who flicked home his 20th goal. With the assist, Gaudreau ran his points streak to 22 games, the longest in the nation.

Boston College to play Northeastern for Beanpot
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BOSTON — Boston College's top line put the Eagles in position to win another Beanpot.

Ryan Fitzgerald and Kevin Hayes scored, and BC held off archrival Boston University 3-1 Monday night in the opening round of the 62nd annual tournament.

The Eagles (20-4-3) will play Northeastern, a 6-0 winner over Harvard, in the championship game next Monday night. Boston College, ranked No. 2 in the country, is looking for its 19th Beanpot title and fifth in a row.

Johnny Gaudreau added an empty-net goal and Thatcher Demko made 27 saves for the Eagles, who are 12-0-1 in their last 13 games. The struggling Terriers fell to 1-9-2 in their last 12.

The line of Gaudreau, Hayes and center Bill Arnold has been remarkable over the past 13 games, compiling 29 goals and 44 assists.

"We're playing really well together right now," said Gaudreau, who leads the nation with 53 points. "It's fun to see because we're such good friends off the ice."

Gaudreau has 24 goals and 29 assists.

Robbie Baillargeon scored for Boston University (8-15-3), which owns the most Beanpot titles with 29. BC and BU have combined to win every one since 1994.

"That Gaudreau-Arnold-Hayes line, every time they're out there you're holding your breath," BU coach David Quinn said before talking about BC's overall strength. "They're the measuring stick right now. They're the premier program in college hockey. Everybody's trying to catch them."

The tournament pits the Boston area's four Division I hockey programs — located just a few miles apart — against each other on the first two Mondays in February at TD Garden. Local bragging rights are at stake in an event that's often drawn packed houses dating to its long run at the original Boston Garden.

The Eagles led 1-0 on Fitzgerald's goal despite being outshot 10-5 in the first period.

Skating on the power play, Fitzgerald snapped off a shot from the right circle that beat goalie Matt O'Connor's glove and slipped inside the right post.

Boston College made it 2-0 on Hayes' goal early in the second. Arnold shifted around a defenseman and set up a cutting Hayes, who redirected the puck into a nearly wide-open net for his 20th of the season.

The Terriers killed off a 5-minute major after Doyle Somerby was whistled for checking from behind in the second. BU had the best scoring chance, a 2-on-0 break that was broken up late in the rush by Eagles defenseman Scott Savage without a shot on goal.

Demko made a big save early in the third when he was out of position but reached back and got a glove on Matt Lane's shot. A few minutes later, Baillargeon beat him with a wrister from the deep slot to cut it to one.

In the first game, Mike Szmatula had a goal and two assists, and Clay Witt made 27 saves for Northeastern.

Kevin Roy, Dalen Hedges, Colton Saucerman, Braden Pimm and Torin Snydeman also scored for the Huskies (16-8-3).

Northeastern is looking for its fifth Beanpot title — by far the fewest among the four schools — and first since 1988. Thanks to Witt, the 11th-ranked Huskies get another shot next week in their third final in four years.

"You need goaltending," Northeastern coach Jim Madigan said. "We obviously feel confident with our goaltending."

Harvard (6-12-3) has lost five of its last six games.

Some of the Beanpot fervor in Boston has seemed to wear off lately, with empty seats outnumbering those filled on opening night the past few years. That pattern continued Monday, when the building was only about a quarter full for the first game.

It didn't dampen the excitement for Szmatula, a freshman from Michigan.

"Growing up I always watched it on TV," he said. "It's fun to be a part of."

Snowstorms have long been a part of Beanpot lore, too, and a mini storm dumped a couple of inches in the area Monday. Nothing serious, though.

Northeastern broke it open with two second-period goals to make it 4-0.

Skating with a two-man advantage, the Huskies made it 2-0 midway through the first period when Roy one-timed a shot over the right shoulder of goalie Raphael Girard.

Hedges scored the first goal just under 6 minutes into the game.

Snydeman's goal on the opening shift of the second made it 3-0. Snydeman finished a 2-on-1 break by shoveling Szmatula's pass between Girard's pads. Pimm redirected a pass in front to make it 4-0 at 4:22.

Saucerman scored on a shot from the point 16 seconds into the third, and Girard was pulled. Szmatula added a power-play goal late in the game.

Harvard extended its longest drought without a Beanpot championship to 21 years. The Crimson have won 10 titles.

"They outplayed us all over the ice and outcoached us, for that matter," Harvard coach Ted Donato said. "Quite frankly, we lost battles all over the ice."

Title-less Terriers to battle BC

Last call for BU seniors
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LAST SHOT: Boston University’s Garrett Noonan had a pair of goals in the Beanpot title game two years ago, but the senior co-captain is in danger of graduating without the Terriers capturing the title. 
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Garrett Noonan cannot fathom the prospect of a four-year run at Boston University without a Beanpot title.

The senior co-captain from Norfolk will take his final shot at the coveted basin when the struggling Terriers (8-14-3) battle defending champion Boston College (19-4-3) in the opening round of the 62nd annual tournament tonight at the Garden.

The Terriers own a record 29 Beanpot championships and have advanced to the title game in 26 of the last 30 seasons. But the No. 2 ranked Eagles have won the last four titles.

“Playing in this tournament is an opportunity and a privilege,” said Noonan. “I can’t wait. You dream about this kind of stuff and I can’t tell you how excited I am. This is huge and every time we play them we want to beat them.

“We have to do things right, work hard and do the little things.”

The Terriers are matched against an equally committed BC senior class — Billy Arnold, Kevin Hayes, Isaac MacLeod and captain Patrick Brown — determined to complete the sweep.

“On Monday night whatever team plays best will win,” said Hayes. “It doesn’t matter that we have this many wins, it doesn’t work that way. We expect their best shot and that comes with the territory.

“It doesn’t matter what the records are when we play each other. Both teams know each other real well on and off the ice so it doesn’t matter what the records are.

“I can guarantee it is going to be an electrifying game.”

Both teams have a lot riding on the outcome, but are approaching the game from conflicting perspectives. The Eagles — who have beaten the Terriers twice already this season — are positioned to compete for a fifth national championship this century. In its previous four NCAA title runs, BC’s “Trophy Season” began with a victory in the Beanpot.

“We have been lucky enough to win four in a row, and it’s not only about the seniors winning four in a row,” said Hayes. “It’s about our seniors getting the freshman their first one.

“Next year’s seniors are going to try and get next year’s freshman their first one and so it goes.”

The Terriers, in the midst of a 1-8-2 skid, are in desperate need of a booster shot. With nine conference games remaining before the expanded Hockey East tournament, the Beanpot offers BU — and first-year coach David Quinn — a chance to reverse its downward spiral.

“A lot of things have happened over the last few weeks that give me confidence,” said Quinn. “I think our guys are feeling good, but we understand what is in front of us.

“We are not walking in there thinking we have this thing in the bag.”

New year, new hope for also-rans
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A NEW HOPE: Northeastern’s Kevin Roy had a hat trick in his first-ever Beanpot game last February, and he was the tournament MVP even after the Huskies were left chasing their first title since 1988.
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The challenge for both Northeastern or Harvard is an uncomplicated one — level the Beanpot playing field by capturing the coveted mug and ending lengthy title droughts.

That’s not meant to diminish or deter the hopes and chances of Boston College, winners of four straight and 5-of-6 Beanpot crowns, or Boston University and its record 29 titles in 61 years.

Rather, a title by either the Huskies or Crimson would re-invigorate interest in the hallowed mid-winter event. It’s also why when No. 10 ranked Northeastern (15-8-3) and Harvard (6-11-3) cross sticks tonight in the Beanpot opener, players on both teams will carry past history on their backs. NU, which owns four mugs, last captured the Beanpot in 1988 — the only longer drought was the 28 tournaments it took for the Huskies to win their first in 1980. Harvard, which won eight of the initial 29 tournaments, has won only twice since 1981 and not since 1993.

“Well, I am not a Massachusetts guy, so growing up I didn’t really know much about it at all,” said Harvard senior captain Dan Ford. “It wasn’t until my freshman year when I finally played in one that I really got to experience how great a Boston tradition it really is, with big crowds, the schools are really into it. It’s something people get all excited about. It’s special thing to be part of.”

As for that Harvard drought?

“I think we’re aware of it,” said Ford. “We’re aware that it’s been a while and that’s what would make it that much cooler or special to be that team to finally bring a Beanpot championship back to (Harvard). But, when we’re actually playing, it’s not something that we’re thinking about. We only worry about this year.”

Jimmy Vesey of North Reading has been Harvard’s best forward all season, and the sophomore leads the club in goals (11) and points (17). It was his Friday game-winner against Princeton that snapped the Crimson’s five-game winless streak.

“Going against Northeastern . . . they’re a really good team,” said Vesey. “We played them last year. They beat us 5-1 (at Bright Hockey Center). We know they have a lot of talented forwards. They like to play a high-tempo offensive game.”

Senior Cody Ferriero of Essex had four goals for the Huskies in the win on Dec. 29, 2012. Ferriero has missed the last five games with concussion issues, but is expected to return to the lineup tonight.

Northeastern senior assistant captain Braden Pimm said teams aren’t necessarily trying to rid too much past history all at once.

“Well, you always hear about it but once the puck drops you’re not really thinking much about it.” said Pimm. “You’re thinking about your opponent on the ice, and trying to get the upper hand. Maybe after the game, but when the puck drops we’re not really thinking about it. It’s all business. I’ve been to the finals twice now and we lost both to BC. So, it’d be nice to be on the other end of that one.”

Last year, freshman Kevin Roy did his utmost to return the prestigious silver chalice back to Huntington Avenue, scoring five of the Huskies’ six goals in the tournament, including a first-round hat trick against BU. Roy became the first Beanpot MVP player from a second-place team since BU goalie Sean Fields in 2004.

Roy, who leads Northeastern in scoring with 31 points (14 goals, 17 assists), has a chance to join Fields (2003-04) and BC legend Johnny Cunniff (1964-65) of South Boston as back-to-back MVPs.

Hayes, BC benefit big from return
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SENIOR SHINES: BC’s Kevin Hayes — shown last month during the Eagles’ victory at Fenway Park — had his junior year blown up by an injury, but is back in a big way for the No. 2 team in the nation. 
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Kevin Hayes had several enticing options in play heading into last Feb. 26, the day of the 27th game of his junior season at Boston College.

Chicago’s 24th-overall pick in the 2010 NHL draft had participated in three Blackhawks developmental camps. Or, he could continue evolving as a player at BC — then ranked No. 4 in the country and headed to a fourth straight NCAA tournament — while continuing toward a degree in communications.

Both prospects were put on ice when the 6-foot-2, 220-pound forward suffered a ruptured left quadriceps that night against UMass-Lowell. The freak injury required three separate surgeries to correct.

“Once that whole injury thing happened, I knew I was coming back for my senior year,” said Hayes. “For us, it is all team goals, but personally I hadn’t really gotten the success that I would have wanted as a student athlete at Boston College.

“I think by coming back for my senior year I kind of challenged myself to make sure that I am playing to the best of my ability and that I’m in the best possible shape.”

Hayes’ return to the BC hockey program depended more on strength and conditioning coach Russ DeRosa and director of sports medicine Bert Lenz than it did on head coach Jerry York.

“It was a pretty serious injury and I owe a lot to them,” said Hayes. “I hadn’t skated for five months and I was rehabbing over the summer.

“By the start of the school year ,I felt great and I felt strong and things have been going pretty well so far.”

Pretty well so far is a staggering understatement by the kid from Dorchester. Hayes works the right flank on the dominant scoring line in college hockey, and he will compete in his fourth Beanpot when the No. 2 Eagles take on rival Boston University tomorrow in the nightcap at the Garden. Northeastern faces Harvard in the first game.

Hayes played in 44 games as a sophomore, when BC won its final 19 games to nab its third NCAA title in five years and fourth this century. In all four title runs, BC began the “trophy season” with a victory in the Beanpot.

“From the beginning of the year we came together as a group to find what this group can do to form a team,” said Hayes. “The first half of the season was figuring out your roles and what kind of player you needed to be to help the team.

“Now we are entering trophy season and the Beanpot is a big one. The Beanpot is huge. It’s the right jump start to the second half of the season, and hopefully come (tomorrow) we’ll get off to the right start.”

Hayes’ chances of experiencing a grand finale took a hit after the Eagles suffered consecutive humbling losses to Maine and Holy Cross at the end of November.

York reconfigured his lines prior to a home-and-home series against New Hampshire and paired Hayes with All-American left winger Johnny Gaudreau and fellow junior Billy Arnold at center. Hayes had been angling to skate with Gaudreau for years and the trio forged an immediate bond that opposing coaches have been unable to contain.

Since the line’s inception, BC is 11-0-1 with 27 goals, 41 assists and a staggering plus-55 rating. Hayes enjoyed his high water mark on Jan. 18 against Maine, when he recorded his first career hat trick with two assists.

“This is our time,” said Hayes, “and Johnny is the best player in the country.

“There is no one in this league that has close to his ability and Billy is the best two-way player in my eyes. You could put anyone with them and they would have success and I bring a big power forward aspect to the line.”

Long road pays for NU’s Braden Pimm
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The Alaska Highway runs nearly 1,400 miles, from the eastern border of British Columbia to Delta Junction, Alaska. Located along the legendary route is Fort St. John, BC, a bustling hamlet of more than 18,000 and hometown of Northeastern forward Braden Pimm. Given its remote location, recruiters had to be really high on acquiring his services to drive the 14 hours from Vancouver.

Noting with a hint of pride at last week’s Beanpot luncheon that the highway begins near where he lives, the senior forward said he is just as glad to be on the other side of the continent taking in new sights and challenges.

“It’s been really fun to come over here. It’s good. I always wanted to come over here,” he said. “I get to see another part of the world. It’s pretty cool.”

As Northeastern (15-8-3) heads into tomorrow’s Beanpot opener against Harvard (6-11-3), Pimm has already established new single-season highs for goals (15) and points (25). Nine of his goals have been scored in special teams situations — seven on the power play, two shorthanded — with those alone more than the six he scored last season as a junior.

Pimm’s renewed play was rewarded with an assistant captain’s designation prior to NU’s 4-1 victory last month over UMass-Lowell at Frozen Fenway. That game was part of an epic week for Pimm, who registered back-to-back two-goal efforts en route to potting seven in a six-game stretch.

“This year, he is more focused, more driven, and he has been a leader on and off the ice,” NU coach Jim Madigan said. “With a young team, Braden has put himself in the middle of all the freshmen. He’s helped them with the transition to college hockey.”

Pimm said the midseason holiday break allowed NU to gather steam.

“We came back from break and everyone was feeling good. I went home to see the family and kind of recharged the batteries,” said Pimm, a criminal justice major. “It’s all a fun part, playing with our team. We have a good group of guys. It just translates on to the ice. Everyone is having fun and good things have happened.”

Pimm has played on both wings this season, chiefly on a first-line troika alongside sophomore winger Kevin Roy — last year’s Beanpot MVP — and freshman center John Stevens.

“Playing with Kevin Roy, everyone knows how skilled he is,” Pimm said. “So, it’s a lot of fun for me to play with a talented player like that, and you can’t take anything away from John Stevens, either. He came in as a freshman and has produced a lot and the three of us really get along together off the ice.”

NU finished last in Hockey East the past two seasons. But Pimm and junior goaltender Clay Witt (13-6-2, 2.04 GAA, .943 save percentage) have been instrumental in NU’s resurgence to a spot near the top of Hockey East and a No. 10 national ranking.

“Well, we all stayed for the summer as a team for the first time and we all put in the work in the gym, and kind of just bonded,” said Pimm. “We kind of hung out together and it just translated over here and we’re all pushing each other to be better on the ice and off the ice.”

Terriers miss a point 
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Boston University goaltender Matt O'Connor (29) stops a shot by Bentley junior forward Alex Kubiak in the first period at Agganis Arena.
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AMHERST — Boston University coach David Quinn inadvertently referred to last night’s 3-3 tie at UMass as a “loss” in the postgame press conference at the Mullins Center.

UMass (7-16-4, 3-8-3 Hockey East) scored twice in the third period, capped by a Ray Pigozzi redirection at 19:10 to force the overtime period.

“Obviously I thought we did a lot of good things tonight but it was a very disappointing way for the thing to end,” said Quinn, who is in his first year behind the BU bench.

“I thought our kids played hard and I thought we did a lot of good things. But it is disappointing to lose or tie in the fashion that we did. I thought our guys deserved a better fate.”

The Minutemen’s two goals in the third were not the only source of Quinn’s angst. BU senior left winger Evan Rodrigues had a goal disallowed at the 12-minute mark when he followed the puck into the UMass cage.

“I got no explanation on why the goal was waved (off) and it’s disappointing,” said Quinn, whose Terriers (8-14-3, 3-8-2) will face second-ranked Boston College in the opening round of the 62nd annual Beanpot at the Garden Monday. “They never came over and told me and that’s the first time that’s ever happened.

“Everybody in the building thought it was a goal.”

UMass made it a one-goal game at 12:35 of the third on a play Quinn felt should have been nullified by a penalty against the Minutemen. Freshman center Steven Iacobellis fed Conor Sheary in the high slot.

Sheary fired a blind shot through a scrum that found a gap between the pads of BU goalie Matt O’Connor. Quinn felt that Terriers defenseman Ahti Oksanen had his stick slashed from his hands when he moved to make a play on Sheary.

“The big turning point was the second goal,” said Quinn. “I don’t know how a penalty wasn’t called on the second goal.

“But give UMass a lot of credit because they didn’t stop playing. They competed hard and there was a sense of urgency on their end when it was 3-1. I’m not trying to discredit them but, boy, it’s tough in the situation we’re in and have what should have been a three-goal lead and then a minute later they get the second goal the way they did.”

The final score dampened a remarkable effort by O’Connor. The sophomore from Toronto finished with 46 saves, his second most of the season.

O’Connor logged 21 saves in the first period and 16 in the second and he did his best work when UMass was on the power play. Quinn is counting on a similar effort from O’Connor when he sets up between the pipes against BC Monday night.

“O’Connor played great and he’s been good all year,” said Quinn. “Any team that wins a hockey game gets good goaltending and he gave us great goaltending tonight.”

BU’s goals were scored by Cason Hohmann, Oksanen and Mike Moran, while Branden Gracel notched the Minutemen’s first tally.
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A wounded opponent is usually the most dangerous foe.

Seventh-ranked Providence found out the hard way as eighth-ranked UMass-Lowell dominated on the way to a 6-1 Hockey East victory before a Tsongas Center crowd of 6,051 last night.

The undermanned River Hawks (16-7-2, 6-4-1) — missing four regular players in forwards Scott Wilson and Ryan McGrath plus the defensive pairing of Zack Kamrass and Jake Suter — managed to gain a split of the home-and-home series with the Friars (15-6-5, 7-5-1).
Islanders' Goulet working hard on his game

Jason MalloyPublished on February 13, 2014

Share 1 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

Published on February 13, 2014

Alexandre Goulet of the Charlottetown Islanders

Guardian Photo By Jason Malloy

Forward learned valuable lesson after not getting selected in his first QMJHL draft

Alexandre Goulet is proof hard work pays off.

The 17-year-old centre is flourishing in his first season with the Charlottetown Islanders, but it didn’t come easy.

There were a lot of expectations going into his first year of midget with the Lévis Commandeurs.

“It was a bad year for me,” Goulet admitted before Wednesday’s practice.

He had four goals and 10 assists in 41 games and went undrafted in his first Quebec Major Junior Hockey League Draft.

“Sure it’s a disappointment when you don’t get drafted, but I think it’s a lesson too,” he said. “You need to work harder and think about what you don’t do well and improve it to be a better hockey player.”

Call him a quick study.

He scored 29 goals and set up 30 more in 42 games in his second midget season in 2012-13.

When the Islanders stepped to the podium, with their second first-round pick of the 2013 Draft, and selected Goulet, it was the culmination of the hard work during the off-season.

“That was an amazing feeling,” said Goulet, who was sitting in the stands with his parents. “I’m proud to be an Islander.”

But the hard work didn’t stop there. He came to training camp in August and has been a key part of the Islanders all season.

He leads the team with 24 goals and is seventh in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League in rookie scoring with 35 points.

“I just try to do my best and keep working hard and we’ll see what happens at the end of the season,” Goulet said.

He has been linemates with fellow rookie Daniel Sprong for much of the season.

“He brings speed to our lineup. He’s a player who can be a difference maker on the ice by his pass or his shot,” Sprong said. “He draws penalties with his speed going around the D and has been one of our key guys this season.”

The rookies, who both skate well, have found a lot of chemistry with Sprong using his vision and passing ability to help set up Goulet. And it works the other way as well. The two don’t care whom scores, and just want the team to be successful.

They are key building blocks for the young Islanders.

“He attacks the opposition with speed,” coach Gordie Dwyer said of Goulet. “He’s not afraid to get dirty. He’s not afraid to go into high traffic areas.”

Goulet centres the team’s top line, plays on the power play and penalty kill and is working to become a 200-foot player.

While he’s not the most vocal guy, he has leadership traits.

“I think he leads by example. He works hard every time he’s on the ice,” Dwyer said. “He has a real passion for the game.”

Goulet dreams of playing professional hockey and is eligible for this year’s NHL Draft.

“He’s committed to being a hockey player,” Dwyer said.

Goulet is known for his sense of humour and can be seen most of the time smiling around the rink.

*****

Alexandre Goulet

u Who – A centre with the Charlottetown Islanders in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey Legaue.

u Hometown – Disraêli, Que.

u Age – 17.

u Acquired – Drafted in the first round (19th overall) in 2013.

u Size – Five-foot-11, 190 pounds

u Statistics -

GP    G    A    Pts.    

53    24    11    35    

u Did you know? - Goulet has scored on 24 per cent of his 99 shots this season.

u Key stat – While the Islanders have struggled after getting off to a strong start, Goulet is a -1 in the +/- category.

u Coach Gordie Dwyer says – “He’s got great speed, he’s strong on the puck and has a great release.”

****

Tonight's Game

The Charlottetown Islanders host the Moncton Wildcats tonight at 7 p.m. at Eastlink Centre.

u Records - Moncton: 29-25-0-2, won three straight; Charlottetown: 17-33-1-4, lost 12 straight.

u During the slide – The coaching staff pulls positives from each game.

u Quote - “The one consistent thing that keeps coming back is our work ethic,” coach Gordie Dwyer said. “I think the guys have done a really good job of competing hard in all those games.”

u Moncton scoring - Ivan Barbashev (23G, 36A in 41GP), Christophe Lalonde (33G, 23A in 52GP) and Vladimir Tkachev (4G, 10A in 8GP).

u Charlottetown scoing - Daniel Sprong (20G, 32A in 54GP), Alexandre Goulet (24G, 11A in 53GP) and Anthony Cortese (6G, 20A in 55GP).

u Special offer – For each ticket a fan purchases for this tonight’s game, they will receive a free ticket of equal or lesser free for Friday’s home game with the Acadie-Bathurst Titan. Visit the Eastlink Centre box office and ask for this week’s special ticket offer.

Prospector Files: Ritchie gets five for scoring

Thursday, 02.13.2014 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Forward Nicholas Ritchie of the Peterborough Petes of the Ontario Hockey League, No. 7 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American skaters, had a night to remember last week at K-Rock Centre in Kingston.

Ritchie tied a franchise record with five goals in a 7-6 shootout loss to the Kingston Frontenacs on Feb. 7. He also added an assist to finish the game with a career-high six points, scoring from every possible angle while exhibiting the power, energy and scoring touch that NHL scouts crave. 

Draft dandy of the week: Minney

 Pennsylvania native Edwin Minney proved why he should be considered one of the top goalies for the 2014 NHL Draft after leading the United States to the U-18 Five Nations Tournament championship last week in Dmitrov, Russia.

 Minney, No. 2 on Central Scouting's midterm ranking of North American goaltenders for the 2014 draft, went 2-0-0 while allowing five goals on 50 shots for a .900 save percentage in two games. He made 20 saves in a tournament-clinching 3-2 victory against the Czech Republic on Saturday.

 It marked the first Five Nations title for the U.S. since 2011 and seventh overall.

 "I play a calm, composed game," Minney told NHL.com. "I like to use my size as best as I can. I find that the simpler the better in giving myself the best possible chance to make each save."

 At 6-foot-4 and 201 pounds it's no wonder Minney is considered a favorite to be among the first three goalies taken at the 2014 draft, which will be held at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27-28. He is 15-7-1 with a 2.68 goals-against average, .905 save percentage and three shutouts in 28 games with the United States National Team Development Program's under-18 team.

 "He's a big goalie who plays big in all situations and is so relaxed, calm and poised out there," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He has excellent body control and balance when moving throughout the crease and making saves and has an excellent butterfly. He's so quick at recovering to get in position for a second shot, and when he does move laterally he doesn't overcommit."

 Minney is looking forward to the draft being right in his own state; he grew up in Wind Gap, Pa., about a 90-minute drive north of Philadelphia.

 "That's one of the things I'm really looking forward to, just to see how it turns out," Minney said. "It's not necessarily that I'm really worried about it, but if that [getting drafted] were to happen it would be a dream come true."

 FAVORITES

NHL team: Winnipeg Jets

NHL player: Devan Dubnyk

Blocker or glove: Glove

Most memorable moment: "Winning Five Nations in Russia."

Video game: NHL 14

Movie: "Lone Survivor"

 Actor: Mark Wahlberg

Website: NHL.com

Music: Country

Three you would invite to dinner: Michael Jordan, Will Ferrell, George Washington

Sport (other than hockey): Golf

Breakfast food: Pancakes

Superhero: Hulk

 -- Mike G. Morreale

The five-goal game tied Bill Gardner (November 1979) and Doug Evans (October 1983) in the franchise record book. Additionally, he's the first to score five goals in an OHL game since his older brother Brett Ritchie, a 2011 Dallas Stars draft pick, scored five playing for the Niagara IceDogs on Nov. 4, 2012. 

"When he has those types of nights, to me it's like a man playing with boys because he can be that dominant," Peterborough coach Jody Hull told NHL.com of Nicholas Ritche's big game. "He's done it before. Maybe he hasn't gotten the points, but he's been very dominant, and that's the type of game he's capable of playing."

Hull called Ritchie's effort a top-three performance from him this season. Ritchie, who was named the game's second star, scored three goals in the second period. He was named the OHL player of the week.

"He's trying to be smarter, especially when he doesn't have the puck or when the other team has the puck," Hull said. "Those things you develop over time. It doesn't just happen overnight. I think he's starting to realize the amount of work that you have to put in if you want to play on a consistent basis at the next level."

Ritchie, who is 6 feet 2.25 inches tall, 231 pounds and a left-handed shot, leads Peterborough in goals (29), power-play goals (10) and penalty minutes (110), and is second with 56 points. He scored two power-play goals against Kingston.  

Ritchie's linemate Eric Cornel, who is No. 23 on Central Scouting's midterm list, had one goal and four assists in the game.

"Eric's got a renewed confidence; he worked hard in the offseason and got stronger," Hull said. "We know there will be peaks and valleys but for most part he's been consistent for us from the start of training camp." 

Kingston center Samuel Bennett, the No. 1-ranked skater on Central Scouting's list, was named the game's first star after totaling one goal and three assists. Bennett's linemate, No. 43-ranked Spencer Watson, had one goal, two assists and the clinching goal in the shootout.

"He's unique," Hull said of Bennett. "He's not afraid to throw a big hit and control a game. He's had our number this year; he's an exciting guy to watch on the ice because he has an element of skill and speed but also can be physical when it's called for."

NAHL PROSPECTS TOURNAMENT

The seventh North American Hockey League Top Prospects Tournament will feature three players on the radar of college and professional teams heading into the 2014 NHL Draft, which will be held June 27-28 at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

The event, which will be held Feb. 17-18 at the Troy Sports Center in the Detroit suburb of Troy, Mich., will feature 100 players from the NAHL spread among six teams playing two games apiece. The tournament will feature teams that represent the four divisions in the NAHL: Central, Midwest, North and South, as well as an under-18 select team of players starring in the league and a High Performance Hockey League team consisting of players from some of the top AAA midget teams (Compuware, Chicago Young Americans, Honeybaked, Little Caesars, Chicago Mission and Team Illinois).

"The approach here is not like an all-star game from the players' perspective," NAHL Commissioner Mark Frankenfeld said. "They are all battling to earn NCAA opportunities and get noticed by NHL scouts, so it really takes the competition at the event to the next level."

There are three players from the under-18 select team who made it into NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings: goalie Thomas "Chase" Perry and right wing Parker Tuomie, both of the Wenatchee Wild, and defenseman Kristofers Bindulis of the Soo Eagles.

"I am very excited to play in the game," Tuomie told NHL.com. "I think it's going to be another great experience and another great opportunity to prove yourself in the hockey world. I'm not nervous yet, but I think it will come once we get to Detroit. Right now I'm just very excited that I'm getting a chance to be playing with the best U-18 prospects out of this league."

Perry is No. 4 on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American goalies, Bindulis is No. 208 on the list of North American skaters and Tuomie is on Central Scouting's players-to-watch list.

Perry --  Born in Grand Forks, N.D., the 6-foot-2.5, 189-pound goalie has attracted plenty of attention this season, going 10-9-4 with a 2.33 goals-against average, .909 save percentage and two shutouts in 25 appearances. Compared by some to Braden Holtby of the Washington Capitals, Perry has allowed 56 goals on 614 shots.

 "He's a pretty good prospect," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He's got good size, great instincts and exceptional butterfly and five-hole coverage. He absorbed high shots like a vacuum when I saw him last weekend. He's also a very strong skater, and his lateral movements are controlled with decent overall quickness."

Bindulis -- The 6-foot-1, 168-pound stay-at-home defenseman also has some offensive upside. A native of Riga, Latvia, Bindulis has a big slap shot from the point and enjoys the physical side of the game. He has seven assists, 41 penalty minutes and 38 shots on goal in 38 games as a rookie with the Eagles.

"I saw [Bindulis] in the fall showcase in Blaine, Minn.," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He's tall and skinny, a nice skater in all directions. He's a good first-pass guy and has some bite to his game. I'm looking forward to seeing his progress in the NAHL Showcase."

NAHL Top Prospects schedule

Monday, Feb. 17

 North vs. South

 Central vs. Midwest

 NAHL U-18 Selects vs. HPHL

Tuesday, Feb. 18

 Central vs. South

 Midwest vs. North

 NAHL U-18 Selects vs. USNTDP U-17

Tuomie -- Tuomie represented his native Germany at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, an experience he said he never will forget.

"The World Junior tournament was so far the best hockey experience of my life," Tuomie told NHL.com. "It was unbelievable to play against these top-end players and to have the opportunity to be a part of such a great tournament."

The 5-foot-7.75, 175-pound left-handed shot had 26 goals, 72 points and 48 penalty minutes last season in Germany's development league, Deutsche Nachwuchs Liga. He has 16 goals (eight power-play goals, two shorthanded goals), 35 points and 39 penalty minutes in 36 games as a rookie in the NAHL in 2013-14. He ranks first on his team with 145 shots on goal.

Tuomie is a skilled forward who compares his style to Tampa Bay Lightning captain Martin St. Louis. His favorite player is Boston Bruins forward Brad Marchand.

"He's an excellent skater both with and without the puck and can go side to side with ease," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "He has excellent hockey sense and anticipation, but because of his size sort of plays on the perimeter until an opportunity arises to retrieve the puck and create an opportunity."

DEMKO, SAVAGE HELP EAGLES WIN BEANPOT

Boston College goalie Thatcher Demko and defenseman Scott Savage, freshmen listed on NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings, played key roles in helping the Eagles to a fifth straight Beanpot Tournament title Monday in a 4-1 victory against Northeastern in front of 17,565 at TD Garden in Boston.

Demko, ranked No. 1 on Central Scouting's list of North American goalies, made 29 saves and was named the top goaltender of the tournament. He also won the Eberly Award for highest save percentage in the tournament (.966).

The 6-foot-3.75, 192-pound native of San Diego, Calif., improved to 11-1-2 with a 1.77 goals-against average and .935 save percentage in 14 games.

"He's steadily been improving his game as the year progresses," Jensen said of Demko. "I know the quality of goalie he is, and it didn't surprise me at all that he was able to come up with performances like that [in the Beanpot]."

Demko made 16 saves in the first period when Northeastern (16-10-3) had the pedal to the metal in an attempt to grab a big lead. Northeastern outshot Boston College in the first period and had a pair of power plays, but Demko was up to every challenge; among his best saves were a left-pad stop on sophomore Mike Gunn at 3:55 and later he turned away junior Torin Snydeman off a 2-on-1. His play allowed BC to take a 1-0 lead into the first intermission.

"He's got the NHL skills that are required to be an effective No. 1 goalie in the NHL someday," Jensen said of Demko. "He's definitely a top-quality prospect."

With the Eagles holding a 1-0 lead early in the second, Savage, No. 161 on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American skaters, made his presence felt. Northeastern's Mike Szmatula delivered a backhand attempt near the right post with Demko out of position, but Savage got his body in front of the shot before the puck clanged off the post and into Demko at 4:44.

It was one of Savage's 27 blocked shots this season. He's also chipped in with three goals, 13 points and a plus-8 rating in 25 games.

The victory was the 19th Beanpot title for Boston College, eighth under coach Jerry York.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Dominik Masin, Slavia Jr. (CZREP-JR.): The captain for the Czech Under-18 Team is proving to be a mature player and leader for his team. The 6-foot-2, 189-pound defenseman was upgraded to an A player on NHL Central Scouting's February players-to-watch list.

"He sees the ice and reads the game very well. Isn't flashy or a crushing type of defenseman but does finish his checks and always seems to be at the right place on the right time," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said. "He plays a smart game, and is a stylish reliable defenseman who gives a constant effort in every game. He's improved a lot this season."

2. Travis Sanheim, Calgary Hitmen (WHL): The 6-foot-3, 181-pound defenseman, upgraded to a B player on Central Scouting's February players-to-watch list, has four goals, 16 points and a plus-16 rating in 51 games in his first WHL season.

3. Stephen Desrocher, Oshawa Generals (OHL): Recently added as a C-ranked player on Central Scouting's February players-to-watch list, the 6-foot-3.5, 187-pound defenseman has three goals, seven points and a plus-5 rating in 34 games. The Toronto native, chosen in the sixth round (No. 121) by the Generals in the 2012 OHL priority draft, also has two power-play goals.

---

Prospector Files: MacKinnon advises 2014 draft class
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Colorado Avalanche forward Nathan MacKinnon has taken the path many promising prospects hope to follow once all the fun begins after the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27-28.

MacKinnon, who was ranked No. 2 on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters for the 2013 draft, was taken No. 1 by by the Avalanche. Colorado now is reaping the rewards and MacKinnon is living the dream. 

He leads all rookies in goals (20), points (42), power-play goals (eight) and shots on goal (164) and is tied for the League lead with Tyler Toffoli of the Los Angeles Kings with five game-winning goals.

Is he the top contender for the Calder Trophy as the NHL Rookie of the Year?

Draft dandy of the week: Kempe

Left wing Adrian Kempe of Modo Jr. in Sweden's junior division continues to impress as the team's alternate captain this season. 

Kempe, No. 3 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top 2014 NHL Draft-eligible European skaters, has three goals, 18 points and a plus-9 rating in 14 games. His Canadian Hockey League rights belong to the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League, who selected him in the second round (No. 107) of the 2013 CHL Import Draft.

NHL Network analyst Craig Button said that the 6-foot-1.5, 187-pound left-handed shooter "has all the elements necessary to becoming a really strong NHL player."

"He's a big, strong, bullish forward who can play center or wing," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said. "He likes to drive hard for the net, using his strength and skating to his advantage. He plays the body and is aggressive when forechecking. He has a good defensive game for a player with his offensive skills; mobile, solid and strong."

Kempe, born in Kramfors, Sweden, considers himself a technical player with a "powerful" shot. His brother, Mario Kempe, was selected in the fifth round (No. 122) of the 2007 NHL Draft by the Philadelphia Flyers but has spent the past five seasons playing in Sweden.

"I'm a big, creative player with good hockey IQ that [has] good speed," Kempe said.

Favorites: 

NHL team: "I don't really have any favorite team, but if I had to choose one I'd say the Philadelphia Flyers because my brother was drafted by them."

NHL player: Marian Gaborik. "He's so fast and I love that."

Shootout move: "I've got so many different moves, but I like a shot fake and backhand between the legs. That's always nice."

Goal celebration: "Archer for sure."

Video game: FIFA 14

Movie: "The Wolf of Wall Street"

Actor: Tom Cruise

Website: Twitter and YouTube

Preferred music: "Hakan Hellstrom and Swedish hip-hop."

Three people you would invite to dinner: LeBron James, Floyd Mayweather, Leonardo DiCaprio

Sport (other than hockey): Soccer and skateboarding

Breakfast food: "Cereal with milk, a sandwich and O'boy [chocolate drink]. Life's so good when I got that."

Superhero: Mr. Incredible

-- Mike G. Morreale

"It's too early to talk about Calder," Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said. "I think Nate needs to focus on one day at a time and what he controls. I don't want him to think more than that. Individual honors are nice, but you know what? [That's] in June. Right now it's about the team."

MacKinnon recently provided NHL.com with some insight into what it has been like for him this season. Obviously any advice for a potential 2014 draft pick couldn't hurt.

"The biggest adjustment for me was remembering to do the things that got me here," MacKinnon said. "I went away from that early on. It's a tough League, especially early on. You have to figure out what you can and cannot do, but it's also important to stick to what you do well and remain confident.

"Only when you have that confidence can you find that success."

MacKinnon is familiar with many of the top players available in the 2014 draft and acknowledged "there are some good players."

His advice to them is to remain confident and keep doing the things that have enabled each player to excel at the junior level.

"The game is the same for sure; hockey is hockey," MacKinnon said. "Everyone is a good player in this League. In junior I don't know how many plays the third- or fourth-line guys can make, but the third and fourth lines in this League are very talented hockey players and likely lit up juniors. I find that the fast pace is a lot of fun; you don't have to overthink plays."

Avalanche captain Gabriel Landeskog, who is in his third season, was impressed with MacKinnon the moment he met him prior to training camp. Landeskog was No. 2 on Central Scouting's final list of North American skaters for the top 2011 NHL Draft and then was drafted No. 2 by the Avalanche.

"The biggest surprise for me is the consistency he has shown," Landeskog said of MacKinnon. "I remember as a rookie there were so many games. There was so much traveling you would get tired and it was hard to find your game on some nights because you're so tired. But he's found a way to keep that consistent level and that's not easy to do."

EAGLES SOAR BEHIND DEMKO

Boston College freshman goaltender Thatcher Demko, No. 1 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top 2014 draft-eligible goalies in North America, had a stellar effort in his Beanpot Tournament debut Monday, making 27 saves in a 3-1 victory against Boston University in the semifinal round at TD Garden in Boston.

The Eagles will face Northeastern in the Beanpot championship game next Monday at 7:30 p.m. ET before what is sure to be a packed house at TD Garden. The 6-foot-3.75, 192-pounder is expected to start the final, a game that very well might be the biggest of his career to this point.

"He's been a good goaltender for a lot of years, you know, so I don't think it's a surprise that he could handle something like this and play well," Boston College coach Jerry York told sports editor Connor Mellas of bcheightssports.com. "I think Thatcher, as I watch him, he's getting more confident. He handles the puck now; he reminds me an awful lot of Cory Schneider at the same age."

Demko, who even earned an assist on teammate Johnny Gaudreau's third-period goal, won his sixth straight game and improved to 9-1-2 with a 1.90 goals-against average and .930 save percentage in 12 games.

"I thought we played well, but Thatcher, you know, kept them off the boards," York said. "We gave them a 2-on-0 break, there was one save, a remarkable save right around the crease area that they made a tic-tac-toe play and … I have to see the tape, I don't know how it stayed out of the net. I think a lot of our good defense, that was the play of Thatcher."

Schneider, now with the New Jersey Devils, played in three Beanpot tournaments for York at Boston College but never celebrated a victory.

"[Demko's] big, he's square, he makes a great save at the end of the game where just because he's in great position," Boston University coach David Quinn said. "He understands what his strength is and it's his size. He doesn't waste any movement and he doesn't waste any energy."

DAL COLLE ADMIRES QB TOM BRADY

Despite his Canadian roots, Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey league happens to be a huge fan of New England Patriots quarterback Tom Brady.

He acknowledged that like Brady he always is looking to improve in every area.

"I like the way he carries himself; he's never satisfied," Dal Colle said of Brady. "He's got the three championship rings and is not satisfied with that. He goes out every game and is still on a quest for the fourth. What I love about him is that he's so dominant in the NFL but he never seems to plateau, just continues to get better even with age. He makes everyone around him better."

Dal Colle, who is fourth in the Ontario Hockey League with 73 points (32 goals, 41 assists) in 51 games, is No. 5 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American skaters.

"Michael's a big guy [6-1.5, 179], so when you see those big guys with playmaking ability you get excited," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He skates as well and has a tremendous shot. I've seen him score when he sets up at the top of circle. He's used at the point on the power play and is out there for almost the entire man-advantage. He gets off a good one-timer. I love his hands and playmaking ability."

Dal Colle is the featured player for NHL.com's prospect profile this week.

TOP PROSPECT PASTRNAK SUSTAINS INJURY

Forward David Pastrnak sustained a concussion Saturday and will not participate for his native Czech Republic at the Under-18 Five Nations Tournament that runs this week in Dmitrov, Russia.

Pastrnak, who is a regular playing in Sweden's second division for Sodertalje, played a key role for sixth-place Czech Republic at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in January. The 6-0, 167-pound right wing played top-six minutes and finished with one goal, three points and eight shots in five games. The Five Nations Tournament, which runs through Saturday, features elite prospects from the United States, Sweden, Russia, Finland and Czech Republic.

NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said it's unknown how long Pastrnak will be out. Pastrnak, who considers his strongest assets as a player to be his hockey sense, offensive skills and mobility, is No. 4 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in Europe.

Pastrnak, born in Havirov, Czech Republic, came to Sodertalje at the start of the 2012-13 season, made the under-20 team and had 12 goals and 29 points in 32 games in Sweden’s junior league.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Alex Lintuniemi, Ottawa 67's (OHL): Added as a C-ranked player on NHL Central Scouting's February players to watch list, the 6-3, 231-pound defenseman has three goals, 17 points and 14 penalty minutes in 50 games in his first season with the 67's. The native of Helsinki, Finland, was chosen with the second pick of the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft. He served as captain for the Under-20 Jokerit team in Finland's junior A division last season and had four goals, 14 points and 76 penalty minutes in 38 games.

2. Colton Bobyk, Spokane Chiefs (WHL): In his first full season with the Chiefs, the 6-1.25, 190-pound left-shot defenseman has four goals, 10 points and 50 penalty minutes in 41 games. He scored twice and was named the game's second star in a 5-4 loss to the Everett Silvertips on Feb. 1. Bobyk was added to Central Scouting's February players to watch list as a C-ranked player.

3. Kyle Wood, North Bay Battalion (OHL): The 6-3.75, 195-pound defenseman recently was upgraded to a C-ranked skater on Central Scouting's players to watch list. Now in his second season with the Battalion, Wood has one goal, five points and a plus-4 rating in 16 games.

---

Prospector Files: BC pair ready for Beanpot tradition
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The Beanpot Tournament has become a tradition like no other on the first two Monday nights in February each season.

2014 Beanpot Tournament Schedule

(All games at TD Garden, Boston)

Monday, Feb. 3

 Semifinal Round 

 Northeastern vs. Harvard, 5 p.m. ET

 Boston University vs. Boston College, 8 p.m. ET

Monday, Feb. 10

 Consolation, 4:30 p.m. ET

 Championship, 7:30 p.m. ET 

The annual event in which Boston College, Boston University, Harvard and Northeastern battle for Boston's hockey bragging rights, opens Monday with a doubleheader at TD Garden.

New Jersey Devils forward Stephen Gionta, who played in four Beanpot tournaments as a member of Boston College, is very familiar with the excitement surrounding the games. Boston College has won the past four Beanpot tournaments.

"In Boston, that's almost bigger than the national championship, especially around that area and the four schools playing in it," Gionta said. "It's a lot of fun to be a part of; I was lucky enough to win one as a sophomore [in 2003-04]."

In addition to the 17,000-plus fans who will witness the games, the tournament will also give a few 2014 draft-eligible players an opportunity to make an impact and open some eyes in a pressure-packed event.

"Obviously, over the years, we've seen a lot of good players at the Beanpot," NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "There have been fewer draft-eligible players participating through the years, but this year there are two kids from Boston College we're focusing on."

Boston College goalie Thatcher Demko, ranked No. 1 on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible goalies in North America, and defenseman Scott Savage, who is rated No. 161 on Central Scouting's list of the top North American skaters, are the only two players competing in the tournament ranked on Central Scouting's midterm list of North American players.

Draft dandy of the week: Savage

 A product of the United States National Team Development Program in the United States Hockey League, defenseman Scott Savage is now turning some heads as a freshman at Boston College.

 The native of San Clemente, Calif., is very much looking forward to participating in the Beanpot Tournament beginning Monday at TD Garden. He's also good friends with Boston College goalie and fellow Californian, Thatcher Demko.

 "Thatcher and I are both from Southern California and have been playing with and against each other since we were 10," Savage said. "It's been amazing watching him develop into the great goaltender he is now. I was lucky to have him between the pipes in Ann Arbor with the Under-18 team and was thrilled we were going to be teammates at BC."

 Savage, ranked No. 161 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America, has three goals and 11 points in 21 games for the Eagles.

 "I like to play a reliable two-way game and love joining the rush and getting up in the play when the time is right," he said. "I try to keep things simple and consistent in the defensive zone so our forwards can get the puck up ice and get the offense going."

 With the U-18 NTDP last season, Savage had one goal and eight points in 55 games.

 "Savage has been playing better and better," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "He's a kid we tracked last year on BC and has been through the draft once. But he's the kind of kid who is playing at a high level and could get a lot of attention since he is playing on a big-time team. He's playing in a good lineup and he'll get his due because he's playing at that level." 

Favorites: 

NHL team: Anaheim Ducks

NHL player: Jack Johnson 

Shootout move: "Snap shot, low blocker" 

Goal celebration: "I just throw my hands up and skate to my teammates." 

Video game: NHL 14 

Movie: Lone Survivor

Actor: Matt Damon

Website: Twitter 

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Travis Pastrana, Bill Gates, Mark Wahlberg

Sport (other than hockey): Golf

Breakfast food: French toast

Superhero: Iron Man

-- Mike G. Morreale

 Demko (7-1-2, 2.17 goals-against average, .919 save percentage) is the youngest player in the NCAA ranks. He's made a major contribution as a freshman. 

"I'm extremely excited to have the opportunity to be a part of the Beanpot; there's so much tradition involved and I'm excited to contribute to Boston College's success," Demko said. "I have definitely kept tabs on the tournament, especially in recent years. It's been great to see the success of BC lately. Hopefully, we can keep the streak going."

New Jersey Devils goalie Cory Schneider, who participated in three Beanpots for Boston College, offered some advice for the young Demko.

"I would just say enjoy it and make the most of it," Schneider said. "Playing in the Garden in front of a big crowd is something you don't get very often in college, so it's those big games that help prepare you for the next level. Have fun knowing that when you do make that jump and turn pro, whenever that may be, you know you've done this before and can face the pressure since you played in the Beanpot."

Fellow freshman Savage, who is this week's "Draft Dandy of the Week," has three goals and 11 points in 21 games for the Eagles.

"We have our rival Boston University in the first round and to get to play at the historic TD Garden will be something," Savage said. "The atmosphere is unbeatable and it's a great way to bring the four major Boston schools together outside of the regular season. The Beanpot is something all of the schools have circled on their schedule; I'm excited to finally get a chance to play in the tournament."

Boston University has won the most Beanpot titles with 29, followed by Boston College (18), Harvard (10) and Northeastern (four).

BENNETT RETURNS FOR KINGSTON

Kingston Frontenacs forward Samuel Bennett returned to the lineup on Jan. 26 for the first time since being tabbed No. 1 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America.

Bennett, who missed five games for the Frontenacs with a lower-body injury, had a goal and one assist in a 6-1 victory against the Belleville Bulls and was named the game's second star. The 6-foot-0.25, 178-pound left-handed center is riding a 25-game point streak, during which he's produced 17 goals and 46 points.

Bennett, who was unable to participate in the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game on Jan. 15 due to the injury, has 27 goals, 68 points and a plus-28 rating in 41 games this season.

THE 'OTHER' TOURNAMENT IN RUSSIA

Hockey fans are sure to get their share of big plays and highlight-reel goals when the men's hockey tournament in the 2014 Sochi Olympics commences Feb. 12.

Though the Olympics will surely attract world-wide attention, there's another international event being held 46 miles north of Moscow in Dmitrov next week that will undoubtedly be a haven for NHL scouts seeking that next superstar in the 2014 NHL Draft.

The Under-18 5 Nation Tournament, which traditionally has showcased many of the top draft-eligible players each year, will again do just that from Feb. 4-8. The tournament will feature prospects from the United States, Sweden, Russia, Finland and Czech Republic. Goran Stubb, the NHL Director of European Scouting, projects there to be over 100 scouts at the event.

"The U-18 February tournament is a very important tournament for the scouts and the prospects since it's the last tournament before the Under-18 World Junior Championship," Stubb said. "In my opinion, the February Under-18 is often more important than the April World Junior since it's an important test for the Europeans thinking of a possible invitation to the NHL Combine [in May]."

Of the five participating teams, there are 14 players among the top 141 ranked on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of North Americans -- all from the United States. Another North American on the team and currently playing for the United States U-18 National Team Development Program, center Jack Eichel, is a likely top five pick in the 2015 NHL Draft.

There are 49 international players ranked among the top 127 on Central Scouting's midterm list of European players. Sweden leads the way with 16 ranked players, followed by Finland (15), Czech Republic (10) and host Russia (eight). The top-rated skater at the tournament is right wing Kasperi Kapanen of Kalpa in Finland. The No. 1-ranked skater in Europe has four goals and eight points in 33 games this season.

William Nylander, No. 2 on Central Scouting's list of the top draft-eligible European skaters, will play for Modo in the Swedish league until the Olympic break and then return to Sodertalje for games Feb. 9-22. It remains to be seen whether or not Nylander, who has seven goals, 13 points in 11 games with Sodertalje in Sweden's second division, will represent his country in the U-18 5 Nation Tournament.

Five Nation Tournament schedule

Tuesday, Feb. 4

 Finland vs. Sweden

 Russia vs. United States

Wednesday, Feb. 5

 Finland vs. Czech Republic

 Russia vs. Sweden

Thursday, Feb. 6

 Finland vs. United States

 Sweden vs. Czech Republic

Friday, Feb. 7

 Sweden vs. United States

 Russia vs. Czech Republic

Saturday, Feb. 8

 Czech Republic vs. United States

 Russia vs. Finland 

The highest-rated North American goalie is Pennsylvania native Edwin Minney of the U.S. U-18 National Team Development Program. Minney, No. 2 on Central Scouting's list of the top goalies in North America, earned his first career shutout in the United States Hockey League on Saturday, a season-high 38-save, 7-0 victory against the Muskegon Lumberjacks. He made 21 saves in the third period. The 6-4.25, 191-pounder, who will attend Michigan State University in 2014-15, has a 7-1-1 record with a 2.38 GAA and .923 save percentage.

Here are the top-rated players, according to NHL Central Scouting, from each of the five competing teams (Midterm ranking in parenthesis; goalies and skaters are ranked separately):

United States: Goalies - Edwin Minney (2), Blake Weyrick (3). Defenseman - Jack Glover (27). Forward - Dylan Larkin (17).

Sweden: Goalie - Linus Soderstrom (6). Defensemen - Sebastian Aho (9), Markus Pettersson (10). Forwards - William Nylander (2), Adrian Kempe (3), Anton Karlsson (6).

Finland: Goalie - Kaapo Kahkonen (2). Defenseman - Joni Tuulola (47). Forward - Kasperi Kapanen (1).

Russia: Defensemen-Vladislav Valentsov (33). Forwards-Vladislav Kamenev (8), Pavel Kraskovsky (26).

Czech Republic: Goalie - Vitek Vanecek (7). Defensemen - Dominik Masin (18), Filip Pyrochta (28). Forwards - David Pastrnak (4), Jakub Vrana (5), Pavel Jenys (19).

BANNER WEEK FOR HO-SANG

Windsor Spitfires forward Joshua Ho-Sang, No. 18 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America, on Monday was named the Ontario Hockey League's Player of the Week.

Ho-Sang is currently riding a four-game point streak during which he's accounted for four goals and 11 points. He has 23 goals, 62 points and a plus-25 rating in 47 games for the Spitfires (29-17-2) this season.

He led Windsor to two victories last week, highlighted by a four-point game in an 8-7 shootout win against the Sarnia Sting on Sunday afternoon to extend the team's winning streak to four games.

The native of Thornhill, Ontario, was named the game's first star after scoring his first career hat trick before connecting for the shootout winner. He was named third star two nights earlier when he had three assists in a 5-2 victory against the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

Ho-Sang, 18, is in his second OHL season with the Spitfires after being chosen No. 5 in the 2012 OHL priority selection. He played in the Top Prospects Game earlier this month for Team Orr, notching a goal and one assist in a 4-3 victory at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Clark Bishop, Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (QMJHL): A first-round pick (No. 3) by Cape Breton in the 2012 Quebec Major Junior Hockey League entry draft, the 5-11.5, 183-pound center has 13 goals, 25 points and a plus-3 rating in 38 games this season. Bishop, No. 48 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American skaters, played for Team Orr at the Top Prospects Game.

He is currently out at least two weeks with an undisclosed upper-body injury sustained in a 6-3 victory against the Chicoutimi Sagueneens on Monday. Bishop did chip in with two assists and delivered two hits in the triumph.

"A solid two-way center, fluid with good acceleration," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "He plays a composed game with the puck and has a good shot. He plays with jump and energy and excels on the penalty-kill."

2. Kevin Fiala, HV 71 Jr (SWE): Ranked No. 11 on NHL Central Scouting's international list of the top draft-eligible skaters, the 5-10, 180-pound left wing has 10 goals, 24 points and a plus-11 rating in 26 games in Sweden's under-20 league. He represented his native Switzerland in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, finishing with one goal, five points and six penalty minutes in five games.

"Fiala was a key player among the Swiss forwards at World Juniors," Stubb said. "He's a quick, smart playmaker with good hands."

3. Joni Nikko, Lukko (FIN): The 6-2, 194-pound left wing earned a gold medal for Finland at the WJC, producing three goals in seven games. Ranked No. 84 on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top European skaters, Nikko earned a top-six role for the Finns. He has nine goals and 16 points in 32 games with Lukko.

"Nikko is a power-forward, hard worker and a late-bloomer," Stubb said. "A team or two might like his straight for the net style and his shot."

---

Prospector Files: Twin engines power Salisbury
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Forward Mitchell Smith of Salisbury School in Connecticut was the final player ranked on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America at No. 210 earlier this month.

What makes the 5-foot-11, 182-pound senior an easy target for discussion, however, doesn't have anything to do with that distinction. What does is the fact his twin brother and linemate, Evan Smith (6-0, 190), is ranked six spots ahead of him at No. 204.

"They both can play a little center and wing, and they are players that really grow on you for a couple of reasons," Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "First, they're not the biggest kids, but they work so hard and are not afraid to be proactively physical.

"Second, they both have great hockey sense and move the puck so well. You really do see some of that twin energy every once in a while, and that's cool to see."

Draft dandy of the week: Donato

Forward Ryan Donato of Dexter School in Massachusetts has the capability of making the most difficult play look easy.

"You better be ready to see the pass because he can make a play from just about anywhere," NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He can play all situations."

Donato, the son of former NHL player Ted Donato, is No. 54 on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. He's having a very productive season at the boys' prep school with 21 goals and 42 points in 17 games.

"He's a kid with unreal hockey sense and really good with the puck," Gregory said. "He's one of those skilled offensive guys with good size. He can play physical and in traffic and not be dominated. His first step quickness will have to improve in order to advance up the ladder."

Donato (6-foot-0.25, 174 pounds) has 64 goals and 141 points in 71 career games at Dexter.

"I feel I'm a player who can play in all situations," Donato told NHL.com. "I can play on the power play and also kill penalties. I feel I can use my vision to see the ice and be a setup man, create opportunities. I can score and finish when I have the chance."

His father, a 1987 fifth-round pick (No. 98) of the Boston Bruins and current head coach at Harvard University, spent 13 seasons in the League with eight different clubs.

"What surprises me when watching my dad play is how every shift, he's giving 100 percent effort," Donato said. "It makes me feel lucky to have someone like my own father to mentor my game after."

Favorites: 

NHL team: "It's tough because I like so many other NHL teams, but if I were to choose one I would have to say the Bruins but only because I'm a Boston boy."

NHL player: Pavel Datsyuk

Shootout move: "Fake shot, backhand, forehand" 

Goal celebration: "Glass jump"

Video game: NHL 14

Movie: Step Brothers

Actor: Steve Carell and Sofia Vergara

Website: NHL.com

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Tom Brady, Luke Bryan, Pavel Datsyuk 

Sport (other than hockey): Baseball

Breakfast food: "Eggs over easy"

Superhero: Iron Man

-- Mike G. Morreale

Eight players in the history of the Salisbury ice hockey men's program have been chosen by NHL teams, including defenseman Ryan Segalla by the Pittsburgh Penguins in the fourth round (No. 119) of the 2013 NHL Draft. It wouldn't surprise anyone if the Smith twins were plucked in the sixth or seventh round in June at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Gregory was asked why Evan was ranked ahead of Mitchell at the midterm release.

"It was kind of split to be honest, since they're both very close," he said. "Right up to the last guy, we're always comparing one to the other and, at last minute, they were separated. But they were side by side for a long period. Bottom line is they are both good players. To me, both have pro potential to be worthy of a late-round pick and that's the reason we made sure to identify them to NHL teams."

Each will continue his career at Yale University under the tutelage of Keith Allain beginning in 2014-15.

"Since Keith has taken over there [in 2006], and the reputation he's built with turning out players that move on to play pro hockey, I think it's a good situation for Evan and Mitchell," Gregory said.

VIRTANEN TOPS TESTING

Calgary Hitmen right wing Jake Virtanen still remembers the days when grandpa marveled at his speed on the ice.

"I think skating is one of my greatest strengths and I think I am fortunate as skating speed and balance is something I was lucky to have from the start," Virtanen told NHL.com. "When I was little, my grandfather used to joke with me that I should go into Olympic speed skating."

His grandfather might have a point.

According to data released by Sport Testing, Virtanen had the highest overall grade from the on-ice testing that was performed on Jan. 14 at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary one day before the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

Among the highlights for Virtanen was his top time in the 30-meter forward sprint at 3.92 seconds, as well as the top time in the 30-meter backward sprint, 4.55 seconds.

"I was very happy and excited to win the testing portion since skating is such a huge part of the game, so doing well was really important to me," Virtanen said. "I don’t exactly work on my speed but have taken power skating lessons from a very young age and still do that every summer."

The 6-0.75, 208-pound right-handed shot began skating when he was 3 years old. Virtanen is No. 9 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top skaters in North America. Despite the fact he didn't register a point, Virtanen said playing in front of his hometown fans in Calgary at the Top Prospects Game was quite a thrill.

"The game was a lot of fun and I had a lot of fun wearing a microphone for warmup," he said. "I think my nerves may have gotten the best of me as I didn't perform to my own expectations. Of course, winning was the icing on the cake to finish the experience."

Placing second in the testing was Halifax Mooseheads forward Nikolaj Ehlers, followed by Plymouth Whalers defenseman Alex Peters, Guelph Storm forward Robert Fabbri and Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo.

Aaron Haydon of the Niagara IceDogs set a Sport Testing record with his performance in the reaction drill. A measure of vision, reaction speed, unplanned change of direction and acceleration, Haydon completed the test in 8.63 seconds; no previous player tested by Sport Testing had completed the drill in less than nine seconds.

Haydon, a 6-2.75, 197-pound defenseman, is No. 28 on Central Scouting’s midterm rankings.

Prince George Cougars goalie Ty Edmonds was the top-ranked goaltender at the event. The goalies took part in specialized reaction, agility and movement challenges Sport Testing designed along with Boston Bruins goaltending coach Bob Essensa.

PROVING HE BELONGS

Edmonton Oil Kings defenseman Aaron Irving certainly held his own at the Top Prospects Game.

At No. 119 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American skaters, Irving was the lowest-rated player participating in the game. He finished with no points and a plus-1 rating for Team Cherry while skating alongside No. 6 Haydn Fleury of the Red Deer Rebels.

"He's a good-sized defenseman who plays special teams and has a feisty side to his game," Central Scouting's Dan Marr told NHL.com. "He's not afraid to stand up on wingers and keeps his game with the puck safe and simple. He moves the puck around effectively in all zones, has a good understanding with positioning and knows to play within his limits."

The 6-1, 190-pound right-handed shot anticipated well and moved the puck effectively when on the ice for his team. He has eight goals, 28 points and a plus-19 rating in 43 games as a rookie for the Oil Kings this season.

WEYRICK CHOOSES BROWN

Goalie Blake Weyrick of the United States Under-18 National Team Development Program in the United States Hockey League announced on Wednesday he would continue his career at Brown University in 2014-15.

The 6-3, 203-pounder is 4-4-0 with a 3.15 goals-against average and .889 save percentage with one shutout for the U-18 Team. Weyrick is No. 3 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top 2014 draft-eligible goalies in North America.

"He relies heavily on his quickness and athleticism, which is excellent," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He could turn out to be one of the quicker goalies in this year's draft. He has great lateral quickness, great battle and aggressiveness."

He's won two of his three starts against USHL competition, including a 25-save, 8-0 shutout against the Chicago Steel on Sept. 29. He sports a 1.63 GAA and .943 save percentage in four USHL games. The native of Ojai, California played with the U.S. U-17 team last season, posting a 2-5-1 mark and 2.95 GAA. He turns 18 on Feb. 5.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Brendan Lemieux, Barrie Colts (OHL): The 6-1, 210-pound left-handed shot is No. 38 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. He's the son of former NHL player Claude Lemieux, Brendan's biggest hockey influence growing up. Lemieux ranks seventh in scoring on the team with 31 points (15 goals, 16 assists). He scored a goal for Team Orr in a 4-3 victory against Team Cherry at the Top Prospects Game.

"The skating between father and son are similar, but Brendan doesn't play as edgy a game as dad," Gregory told NHL.com. "He has a bit of an attitude. It's there, but he also has shown good offensive instincts."

2. Dysin Mayo, Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL): Ranked No. 84 on Central Scouting's midterm list of North American skaters, the second-year Oil Kings defenseman (5-11.75, 181) has produced four goals, 20 points and a plus-10 rating in 38 games.

"He skates really well and knows when to jump into the play and get that odd-man situation," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He has good offensive instincts and pretty good mobility so he's a good skater. I feel he can go in the third or fourth round."

3. Jared Fiegl, USA U-18 (USHL): The native of Parker, Colo., is No. 100 on Central Scouting's midterm rankings. At 6-1, 206 pounds, the left wing hasn't been lost on a very talented U.S. Under-18 National Team Development Program, which has 10 players ranked ahead of Fiegl on Central Scouting's list.

"The NTDP has so many good players and he was under the radar for a lot of us coming into the season and has crept his way up to being someone we knew could play and exhibit pro potential," Gregory said. "He has size and can move much better than I expected. I think he has good upside."

---

Prospector Files: Inside the midterm meetings
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CSS 2014 MIDTERM RANKINGS

North America: Skaters | Goaltenders

International: Skaters | Goaltenders

Center Samuel Bennett is No. 1 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm ranking of the top North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, but that doesn't mean he's the favorite to be in that spot when the final rankings are released in April.

At least that's what Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr has said since the group's first numerical list was released Monday.

"The meetings weren't easy, but once we got the discussion flowing with what everyone was saying and what everyone saw in the players and within the games, it wasn't tough," Marr said. "Some might have had an idea what the list might turn out to be prior to walking into the meetings, but once everyone saw it up on the board and you took everything into consideration, everyone was good with the order."

Bennett was a worthy candidate to top the list in January. His play in the first half of the season for the Kingston Frontenacs of the Ontario Hockey League has been on an increasingly steady incline.

"The one thing it came down to is that when talking about a player who can be a difference-maker, a game-changer, right now Sam Bennett is proving to be that guy," Marr said. "That's why we consider him to be the No. 1 pick overall.

 Center Samuel Bennett is currently #1 overall in NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings of North American skaters. (Photo: OHL Images)

"The fact is we like them all. Everyone had a different player as the top guy. But as a group we went through it all, discussed it, and this is what we've presented to the hockey world."

Rounding out the top 10 among North American skaters were No. 2 Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders (Western Hockey League); No. 3 Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts (Ontario Hockey League); No. 4 Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice (WHL); No. 5 Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals (OHL); No. 6 Haydn Fleury of the Red Deer Rebels (WHL); No. 7 Nicholas Ritchie of the Peterborough Petes (OHL); No. 8 Brendan Perlini of the Niagara IceDogs (OHL); No. 9 Jake Virtanen of the Calgary Hitmen (WHL); No. 10 Anthony DeAngelo of the Sarnia Sting (OHL).

"Nobody would be surprised if we said five years down the road that Dal Colle would be the best player," Marr said. "He's actually in the mix for consideration over the second half. As far as consistency goes he might be the most consistent player among the top five. He's a power forward in the making."

As consistent as Dal Colle has been, Draisaitl has been a leader and fantastic competitor for the Raiders; Ekblad has been a defensive mainstay for the Colts; and Reinhart arguably has the highest hockey IQ of any player on the board. The one thing they have in common is all are in the running for the top spot in the final ranking.

For whatever the reason, however, defensemen haven't been a popular choice among those teams selecting first in the NHL draft. The last team to choose a defenseman with the No. 1 pick was the St. Louis Blues in 2006 when they picked Erik Johnson. That could change when the first round of the 2014 draft is held June 27 at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

"It'll be interesting to see the draft tendencies of teams now that a building block like Aaron Ekblad is available; his offensive game is on the upswing, he has a terrific shot, and as he evolves he'll look more and more like a Shea Weber-type," Marr said. "The tendency of late hasn't been to step up for those [defensemen] as it was, say, a decade ago. I don't think it denigrates a player's capability though."

Draft dandy of the week: Ekblad

Photo: Terry Wilson Photography

At 6-foot-4, 217 pounds, Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad immediately captures the eye of any scout in attendance for one of his games in the Ontario Hockey League.

 He's the top-ranked defenseman on NHL Central Scouting's midterm ranking of North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, and No. 3 among all skaters. Ekblad, who has 14 goals and 31 points in 31 games, played for Canada at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship and impressed the coaching staff to the point he earned top-four ice time at the tournament.

 Ekblad served as captain for Team Orr at the 2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game on Wednesday. He is captain for Barrie this season.

 "He's smart and an excellent all-round skater for his size (6-foot-3.5, 216 pounds)," Dan Marr, Director of NHL Central Scouting, said. "He handles and distributes the puck very well in all zones, passes with authority, and possesses an accurate point shot. He's highly consistent and displays strong leadership ability."

 Ekblad served as captain for first-place Canada at the 2013 Under-18 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament in August. He was captain of Team Ontario at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge and finished as the second-highest scoring defenseman at the tournament with six points (two goals).

 He was granted exceptional-player status by Hockey Canada and was eligible for the 2011 Ontario Hockey League priority selection as a 15-year-old. He was the first pick of the draft by Barrie and had 10 goals and 29 points in 63 games in 2011-12 to earn OHL Rookie of the Year. 

FAVORITES

Favorite NHL team: Detroit Red Wings 

 NHL player: "I like several different players, whether it's Drew Doughty or Duncan Keith. I like all those established defensemen."

 Shootout move: "Fake, backhand, forehand."

 Goal celebration: "I raise my arms in excitement."

 Video game: Call of Duty

 Movie: "Lone Survivor"

 Actor or Actress: Julianne Hough 

 Following on Twitter: Bob McKenzie

 Music: Alternative, Country 

 Three you would invite to dinner: Bill Gates, Steve Yzerman, Justin Timberlake 

 Sport (other than hockey): Lacrosse

 Breakfast food: Eggs, bacon and crepes

 Superhero: Hulk

-- Mike G. Morreale

Then there are the European players who have impressed in recent seasons.

"There are a lot more Europeans in the running as a first-round pick," Marr said. "The only anomaly to that is that a majority of [the European players] are already competing in North America. A couple of European players could be taken in the top 10 for sure, including four or five who are already playing in Europe."

Central Scouting's ranking of the top international skaters has Kasperi Kapanen of Kalpa in Finland at No. 1, followed by William Nylander of Sodertalje in Sweden; Adrian Kempe of Modo in Sweden; David Pastrnak of Sodertalje; and No. 5 Jakub Vrana of Linkoping in Sweden.

"The great thing about Central Scouting is you have eight guys voting and everyone had a different list," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "It takes debate and we come up with one. It could be different at the end of the year."

KINGSTON TEAMMATES LAUD BENNETT

Though Bennett was unavailable to participate in the 2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary after sustaining a lower-body injury, two talented teammates were more than willing to share thoughts on their friend earning the No. 1 ranking on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list.

Representing Kingston at the Top Prospects Game were defenseman Roland McKeown, No. 15 on the midterm list, and right wing Spencer Watson (No. 43).

"What an experience for him, but he's deserved that spot 100 percent," McKeown said. "He's worked hard and deserves to be there. He's on a 24-game point streak (16 goals, 44 points). What else needs to be said? He's continuing to prove himself as a legitimate contender for the No. 1 pick."

Bennett (6-foot-0.25, 178 pounds), who likely will return to the lineup soon, ranks fourth in the Ontario Hockey League with 66 points (26 goals, 40 assists) in 40 games. He leads the team with a plus-26 rating and seven power-play goals.

Bennett plays on the top line alongside Watson (23 goals, 43 points) and Henri Ikonen (22 goals, 51 points).

"I'm proud of him and everyone on the team is proud of him," Watson said of Bennett. "He deserves it. He's had a great year and he's worked hard. I've played on a line with Bennett for most of the two years that we've been on the team so we have chemistry and know where each other is. That helps all three of us."

Watson said that watching Bennett on a daily basis has helped his game.

"Anytime you can play with a player like that, it just levels your game and you kind of step up," he said. "You want to play the best with him. He helps raise your game."

GARDEN STATE SUCCESS

Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo was the highest-ranked American-born player on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America, but he was the first New Jersey native to make the cut.

DeAngelo, who is No. 10 on the midterm list, was born in Sewell, N.J. He said he got the good news from his father, Lou, when Central Scouting revealed the list Monday morning.

"I didn't see the [rankings] at all and my dad sent me a text because I was at the airport and didn't have any Internet access all day," DeAngelo said. "It was a nice honor to be the top American skater. There are a lot of good players in there, so it was cool."

DeAngelo, in his third season with the Sting, attended Bunker Hill Middle School in New Jersey. He said many of his friends from elementary school are avid followers on Twitter.

"It's awesome," DeAngelo said. "My name was tagged on Twitter by a lot of people from back home in Sewell. People who I haven't seen in years were tweeting about it, and that's cool."

DeAngelo, who was one of the final players cut from the United States team that participated in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, leads Ontario Hockey League defensemen with 53 points in 35 games. His 11 goals are tied for third.

"He puts so much pressure [on opponents] when carrying the puck up ice," Gregory said. "You don't see his type of attack in a lot of players. I hate comparing guys, but all of a sudden when you have Paul Coffey coming down on you, so much can happen. He plays at a pace that others can't keep up with and his upside translates well to the pro game."

DeAngelo has 17 multipoint games this season and ranks second in the OHL with 24 power-play assists. The 5-foot-11, 167-pound right-handed shot is ecstatic the 2014 draft is coming to Philadelphia this June. Sewell is a 20-minute drive across the Delaware River from Philadelphia, his favorite NHL team is the Flyers, and his favorite player is Flyers captain Claude Giroux.

DeAngelo is hoping to have a good showing in the second half of the season to move up in the final rankings, which will be released in April.

"I don't feel any pressure but I kind of think I want to move up," DeAngelo said. "I'm not really worried about it though. It's all about what happens in June and you have to keep working hard and playing the right way and see what happens."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Brayden Point, Moose Jaw Warriors (WHL): The 5-foot-9, 160-pound center brings plenty of speed and skill to the table. In his third season in the Western Hockey League, Point is No. 53 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. He leads Moose Jaw with 19 goals and 42 points and is tied for seventh among all WHL players with 10 power-play goals.

"What makes him stand out is that he's one of those guys who won't be denied," Director of NHL Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "He has that competitive factor where he can go out there, make a difference and make it at a quick pace."

2. Ryan Foss, Windsor Spitfires (OHL): The 6-3, 183-pound left-shot center has six goals, 11 points and a plus-1 rating as a rookie with the Spitfires. He is No. 99 on Central Scouting's midterm ranking of North American skaters and has improved since the start of the season.

"He had to work his way into the lineup so his ice time was limited in some games, but he's earned himself a regular spot and he's shown he has a really good offensive hockey sense with good instincts around the net," Marr said. "He has a good touch around the net but does need to get stronger and learn the game without the puck. But Windsor is giving him an opportunity, working him into the lineup at the right time. They're setting him up for success."

3. Gavin Bayreuther, St. Lawrence University (ECAC): The 6-0.5, 195-pound defenseman is the top collegian on Central Scouting's midterm rankings. The No. 115-rated skater on the North American list has four goals, 16 points and a plus-5 rating as a freshman for the Saints. Bayreuther, a 19-year-old who was passed over in two previous drafts, has three power-play goals and 14 blocked shots.

He was named to the United States Hockey League All-Rookie team after finishing the 2012-13 season with the Fargo Force. He had nine goals and 24 assists while helping his team to the Western Conference championship. He began the season with the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders.

"From seeing him as a high school player [at Holderness School in New Hampshire] and his progression, he's always had a great sense of the whole game in front of him," Gregory said. "He really manages the ice well all the time. You add to that his skating ability with and without the puck and you have a solid prospect. He's an excellent passer and can quarterback the power play."

---

Prospector Files: OHL battle pits Ekblad vs. McDavid 
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Defenseman Aaron Ekblad and forward Connor McDavid were teammates on the Canadian National Junior Team for nearly two weeks during the recently completed 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden.

Now it's time to resume regular duty for their respective Ontario Hockey League teams as opponents when Ekblad of the Barrie Colts meets McDavid of the Erie Otters on Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Ekblad is considered to be the best defenseman available in the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, June 27-28. Partnered with Pittsburgh Penguins prospect Derrick Pouliot for much of the tournament, Ekblad had one goal, one assist and eight shots.

 Defenseman Aaron Ekblad and forward Connor McDavid were teammates on the Canadian National Junior Team recently but will face off as OHL opponents Thursday as the Barrie Colts face the Erie Otters. (Photo: Terry Wilson Photography, OHL Images)

He is an A-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list and has 10 goals and 25 points in 29 games with Barrie.

McDavid, who turns 17 on Jan. 13, could very well be the No. 1 pick in the 2015 draft. He was only the sixth 16-year-old to play for Canada at the World Junior Championship, joining Wayne Gretzky, Eric Lindros, Jason Spezza, Jay Bouwmeester and Sidney Crosby.

McDavid finished the 11-day event with one goal and four points in seven games. He generated 10 shots on goal. In 31 games with Erie, he has 12 goals, 50 points and a plus-22 rating.

"When Connor was going through his exceptional-player status, we texted a lot," Ekblad told NHL.com. "Connor McDavid is second to none. A lot of guys will compare him to Crosby, but I'd like to say he's his own player. He's got the puck on a string when he goes up and down the ice; an unbelievable skater and his vision is crazy good."

Does he feel there is a rivalry between the two players?

"I don't think we have ever seen it as a rivalry; me and Connor have been good friends for a really long time," Ekblad said. "We have a lot of fun when we play against each other even though it doesn't happen very often."

The teams will meet one more time in Erie on Feb. 14. Ekblad was asked how he would handle McDavid if the young forward were bearing down on him, one-on-one.

"Patience is the biggest thing," he said. "A lot of times it doesn't really matter who the player is coming down on you. You have to respect them and be patient, knowing they can make a move at any time. When Connor is coming down, I'll look at his chest, keep my hands and head up, and make sure my stick is on the puck. He'll never get around me."

Canada coach Brett Sutter was asked about the play of Ekblad during the tournament. He praised Ekblad's willingness to learn from his mistakes and his attentiveness to detail.

"He's an elite-level player for a young man," Sutter said. "He's a strong guy and he understands the game. At the same time there are young kid's mistakes when you're playing at this level that are going to happen, but he learns from it. He's an intelligent player and he picks things up pretty quickly. You don't have to tell him twice."

WJC PLAYERS IN TOP PROSPECTS GAME

Five players who starred overseas in the 2014 World Juniors from the Canadian Hockey League will be participating in the 19th annual BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15.

Each player is an A-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list for the 2014 draft.

Ekblad of Barrie in the OHL and forward Samuel Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice in the Western Hockey League played key roles for fourth-place Canada. Reinhart, who had two goals, five points and a plus-3 rating in a top-six role for Sutter, will play for Team Cherry. Ekblad, who will suit up for Team Orr, had one goal and two points in his first WJC tournament.

Center Ivan Barbashev of the Moncton Wildcats in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League chipped in with one goal, one assist and a plus-1 rating in seven games for bronze medal-winning Russia. He'll play for Team Cherry. Defenseman Julius Honka of the WHL's Swift Current Broncos starred for gold medalist Finland, notching one assist and generating nine shots in a top-six role.

Center Leon Draisaitl of the WHL's Prince Albert Raiders racked up a tournament-high 52 penalty minutes and was suspended one game for Germany. The 6-foot-1, 209-pound Team Orr member did play a big part in Germany's best-of-three relegation round series victory against Norway to finish with two goals and six points.

A SHINING REPLACEMENT

The fact forward Laurent Dauphin of the Chicoutimi Sagueneens was the last replacement player added to the 2013 CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Halifax certainly didn't deter him from making a huge impression.

That's precisely the attitude that defenseman Jacob Middleton of the Ottawa 67's will likely take as a replacement for Nelson Nogier (Saskatoon Blades) at the 2014 Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15.

A 17-year-old from Stratford, Ontario, Middleton is a C-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list from the OHL. He's in his second season with the 67's after being chosen No. 8 by the team in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.

Nogier, a B-rated prospect from the WHL, is unable to participate due to season-ending shoulder surgery.

Draft dandy of the week: Malone

Photo: Serena Dalhamer/Dubuque Fighting Saints

Center Seamus Malone of Naperville, Ill., has already established a career high for goals in a season with the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League.

 The University of Wisconsin recruit, a B-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list from the USHL, leads the league with three shorthanded goals and is tied for sixth with three game-winning goals. In 23 games for the Fighting Saints this season, the 5-foot-9.25, 165-pound left-handed shot has a team-high 10 goals, along with 19 points and a plus-9 rating. He's second on the team with four power-play goals.

 Earlier in the season, Malone centered the top line alongside Brett Boeing (Michigan Tech University) and Karson Kuhlman (University of Minnesota-Duluth), a C-rated prospect on Central Scouting's list. More recently, he's shared a line with Jarrid Privitera and Robby Darrar (University of Vermont). Privitera is second on the team with 20 points (six goals).

 As a rookie in 2012-13, Malone had six goals, 27 points and a plus-12 rating in 50 games.

 "Seamus Malone is a skilled player; he darts in and out and is a solid in the open ice," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "Seamus has some bite to his game and is very strong on the power play."

 Malone describes himself as a smart, skilled forward who can play "with a controlled edge and take pride in both zones."

 "I think the thing Seamus will have to prove is that he's a skilled guy," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "The puck comes off his stick so quickly, he's going to score goals."

FAVORITES

Favorite NHL team: Chicago Blackhawks 

 NHL player: Jonathan Toews 

 Shootout move: "Forehand, backhand, five-hole."

 Goal celebration: "Jumping into the boards with a packed crowd."

 Video game: Call of Duty 

 Movie: Anchorman

 Actor or Actress: Denzel Washington 

 Following on Twitter: Paul Bissonnette

 Music: Hip-hop, Rap 

 Three you would invite to dinner: Miley Cyrus, Kate Upton, Patrick Kane 

 Sport (other than hockey): Golf

 Breakfast food: Breakfast burrito

 Superhero: Hulk

-- Mike G. Morreale

Dauphin, a 6-foot, 166-pound left wing in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, had one goal and one assist to earn player of the game honors for Team Orr in a 3-0 victory over Team Cherry. He was ultimately chosen in the second round (No. 39) by the Phoenix Coyotes last June. The Coyotes dealt two later picks in the 2013 draft to gain the New Jersey Devils' second pick in the second round to draft Dauphin.

Middleton will follow Ottawa 67's alum Sean Monahan, who participated in the event last season before being selected No. 6 by the Calgary Flames. The 6-2.75, 208-pound left-hander has one goal, 13 points and 40 penalty minutes in 37 games for the 67's in 2013-14.

Last year's Top Prospects Game featured 19 players selected in the first round of the 2013 draft, including Nathan MacKinnon (Colorado Avalanche). MacKinnon, who leads all NHL rookies with 26 points, was the 11th player in the past 18 years to be selected No. 1 after competing in the Top Prospects Game.

COACHING CHANGE ANNOUNCEMENT

Calgary native and Flames' Stanley Cup champion Tim Hunter was announced as a replacement head coach for Team Orr at the Top Prospects Game.

Hunter was previously named a member of the Team Cherry coaching staff but will replace Lanny McDonald behind the bench for Team Orr. McDonald is unable to participate for personal reasons.

Hunter played two seasons in the WHL with the Seattle Breakers from 1978-80 and was selected by the Atlanta Flames in the third round of the 1979 draft. He played 815 career NHL games over 16 seasons including 545 games in 11 seasons with his hometown Flames, winning the Stanley Cup in 1989.

He has spent 14 seasons as an NHL assistant coach, most recently with the Washington Capitals in 2012-13.

Additionally, Flames' Stanley Cup champion Mark Hunter has been added as an assistant coach for Team Cherry. The general manager of the OHL's London Knights played 628 NHL games over 12 seasons, including 133 games with the Flames from 1988-91.

The Canadian Hockey League also added Sportsnet hockey analysts Nick Kypreos and Doug MacLean as bench assistants for the second straight year. Kypreos will be assisting Team Cherry and MacLean will join Team Orr.

Team Cherry will be coached by Jim Peplinski with assistants Paul Reinhart, Hunter and Kypreos. Tim Hunter is joined by assistants Mike Vernon, Joel Otto and MacLean for Team Orr.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Jacob Middleton, Ottawa 67's (OHL): The second-year defenseman was added as a replacement for Saskatoon Blades defender Nelson Nogier (shoulder) for Team Cherry at the Top Prospects Game. In two seasons, Middleton has two goals and 18 points in 66 games. He has one goal and 13 points in 37 games this season.

"He's a good package of size, strength and skating," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "He has good containment in his own zone but is most effective when he's playing with a physical component. He makes good decisions at the offensive blue line and has a good point shot."

2. Ryan MacInnis, Kitchener Rangers (OHL): The 6-3.5, 185-pound left-handed center has 10 goals and 23 points in 39 games as a rookie with the Rangers this season. He doesn't have the shot of his dad, defenseman Al MacInnis, who spent 23 seasons in the League with the St. Louis Blues and Calgary Flames, and compares his style to Dallas Stars forward Jamie Benn.

MacInnis, a B-rated prospect on Central Scouting's December players to watch list from the OHL, will also participate in the Top Prospects Game.

"Responsible two-way center with a very good hockey IQ; he sees the ice and anticipates very well to generate scoring chances," Marr said. "He's a good playmaker but just needs to work on his shot and shoot more often."

3. Sam Lafferty, Deerfield Academy (HIGH-MA): Deerfield coach Brendan Creagh believes the 6-1, 178-pound left wing has what it takes to become a pro player. The left-handed shooter is a C-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list among high school players in the United States.

"He has the work ethic," Creagh told NHL.com. "I have never coached a kid more willing to make the sacrifices to improve. If he wants it, he'll put in the work."

Lafferty, who will attend Brown University in 2014-15, has seven goals and 24 points in nine games at the Massachusetts prep school. He considers himself a good skater with good vision on the ice.

"I like his skill package; he's a nice skater with nice puck skills," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He looks like he has a lot of potential."

---

Austria

Facing off in Group B with Canada, Finland, and Norway, The Austrians will be counting on NHL superstar Thomas Vanek to drive the offence in Sochi. It's the first time Austria will play in the Olympics since 2002, meaning Vanek will be representing his country in the world's biggest tournament for the first time. Joining him will be Michael Grabner, his teammate on the New York Islanders. 

Austria’s veteran leadership will likely come from Gerhard Unterluggauer, who has played in 239 international games, including Austria’s last Olympics in 1998 and 2002 and in 18 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championships (including Division I). Michael Raffl, a rookie with the NHL’s Philadelphia Flyers, has eleven points in 29 games this season. 

Goalkeepers:

Bernhard Starkbaum, Brynäs Gävle (SWE)

René Swette, KAC Klagenfurt (AUT)

Fabian Weinhandl, KAC Klagenfurt (AUT)

Defencemen:

Mario Altmann, VSV Villach (AUT)

Florian Iberer, KAC Klagenfurt (AUT)

Andre Lakos, Vienna Capitals (AUT)

Robert Lukas, EHC Linz (AUT)

Thomas Pöck, KAC Klagenfurt (AUT)

Matthias Trattnig, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT)

Stefan Ulmer, HC Lugano (SUI)

Gerhard Unterluggauer, VSV Villach (AUT)

Forwards:

Michael Grabner, New York Islanders (NHL)

Raphael Herburger, EHC Biel (SUI)

Thomas Hundertpfund, Timrå IK (SWE)

Matthias Iberer, EHC Linz (AUT)

Thomas Koch, KAC Klagenfurt (AUT)

Andreas Kristler, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT)

Manuel Latusa, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT)

Brian Lebler, EHC Linz (AUT)

Daniel Oberkofler, EHC Linz (AUT)

Michael Raffl, Philadelphia Flyers (NHL)

Thomas Raffl, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT)

Oliver Setzinger, Lausanne HC (SUI)

Thomas Vanek, New York Islanders (NHL)

Daniel Welser, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT)

Canada

For Canada, the defending Olympic champions will have 11 players returning to the squad from the team that won gold at the Vancouver 2010 Games.

In what is always one of the most heavily analysed and debated selections ahead of every Olympics, Canada’s roster is almost more about who was left off the roster than who made the cut. Notable omissions from the squad in at forward include Claude Giroux, Taylor Hall, James Neal, Joe Thornton, Eric Staal, Martin St. Louis, Logan Couture, and defencemen Dan Boyle and Brent Seabrook. 

Goalkeepers:

Roberto Luongo, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Carey Price, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Mike Smith, Phoenix Coyotes (NHL)

Defencemen:

Jay Bouwmeester, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Drew Doughty, Los Angeles Kings (NHL)

Dan Hamhuis, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Duncan Keith, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Alex Pietrangelo, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

P.K. Subban, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Marc-Édouard Vlasic, San Jose Sharks (NHL)

Shea Weber, Nashville Predators (NHL)

Forwards:

Jamie Benn, Dallas Stars (NHL)

Patrice Bergeron, Boston Bruins (NHL)

Jeff Carter, Los Angeles Kings (NHL)

Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Matt Duchene, Colorado Avalanche (NHL)

Ryan Getzlaf, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Chris Kunitz, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Patrick Marleau, San Jose Sharks (NHL)

Rick Nash, New York Rangers (NHL)

Corey Perry, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Patrick Sharp, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Steven Stamkos, Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)

John Tavares, New York Islanders (NHL)

Jonathan Toews, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Czech Republic

The Czechs will bring an NHL-heavy roster to Sochi, with 17 players from the league joining the team. Montreal Canadiens forward Tomas Plekanec was named team captain. 

The roster contains a number of veteran players, including 42-year-old ex-NHLer Peter Nedved and 30-year-old Jiri Novotny, both of whom play in the Czech Extraliga, while Jaromir Jagr will play in his fifth Olympics. The 41-year-old forward was on the Czech team that won gold at the 1998 Olympics in Nagano and helped the team claim bronze in Turin 2006.

Goalkeepers:

Jakub Kovar, Avtomobilist Yekaterinburg (RUS)

Ondrej Pavelec, Winnipeg Jets (NHL)

Alexander Salak, SKA St. Petersburg (RUS)

Defencemen:

Michal Barinka, Vitkovice Ostrava (CZE)

Radko Gudas, Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)

Tomas Kaberle, Rytiri Kladno (CZE)

Lukas Krajicek, Dynamo Minsk (BLR/KHL)

Zbynek Michalek, Phoenix Coyotes (NHL)

Michal Rozsival, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Ladislav Smid, Calgary Flames (NHL)

Marek Zidlicky, New Jersey Devils (NHL)

Forwards:

Roman Cervenka, SKA St. Petersburg (RUS) 

Patrik Elias, New Jersey Devils (NHL)

Michael Frolik, Winnipeg Jets (NHL)

Martin Hanzal, Phoenix Coyotes (NHL)

Ales Hemsky, Edmonton Oilers (NHL)

Jaromir Jagr, New Jersey Devils (NHL)

David Krejci, Boston Bruins (NHL)

Milan Michalek, Ottawa Senators (NHL)

Petr Nedved, Bili Tygri Liberec (CZE)

Jiri Novotny, Lev Prague (CZE/KHL)

Ondrej Palat, Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)

Tomas Plekanec, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Vladimir Sobotka, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Jakub Voracek, Philadelphia Flyers (NHL)

Finland

On the heels of the country's World Juniors triumph, Finland has announced its roster for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, along with Slovakia and Latvia. As expected, Finland’s team will feature the NHL goaltending trio of Antti Niemi, Tuukka Rask, and Kari Lehtonen, considered to be among the world’s top netminders. 

In all, 16 NHLers will be on the Finnish team, although Minnesota Wild captain Mikko Koivu’s status has been thrown into question after the forward sustained a broken ankle during a game on 4 January against the Washington Capitals. Teemu Selänne will become only the second ice hockey player ever to have participated in six Olympics, joining another Finn with the same attendance record, Raimo Helminen.

Goalkeepers:

Kari Lehtonen, Dallas Stars (NHL)

Antti Niemi, San Jose Sharks (NHL)

Tuukka Rask, Boston Bruins (NHL)

Defencemen:

Lasse Kukkonen, Kärpät Oulu (FIN)

Juuso Hietanen, Torpedo Nizhni Novgorod (RUS)

Sami Lepistö, Avtomobilist Yekaterinburg (RUS)

Olli Määttä, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Sami Salo, Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)

Kimmo Timonen, Philadelphia Flyers (NHL)

Ossi Väänänen, Jokerit Helsinki (FIN)

Sami Vatanen, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Forwards:

Juhamatti Aaltonen, Kärpät Oulu (FIN)

Aleksander Barkov, Florida Panthers (NHL)

Valtteri Filppula, Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)

Mikael Granlund, Minnesota Wild (NHL)

Jussi Jokinen, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Olli Jokinen, Winnipeg Jets (NHL)

Mikko Koivu, Minnesota Wild (NHL)

Leo Komarov, Dynamo Moscow (RUS)

Petri Kontiola, Traktor Chelyabinsk (RUS)

Lauri Korpikoski, Phoenix Coyotes (NHL)

Jori Lehterä, Sibir Novosibirsk (RUS)

Antti Pihlström, Salavat Yulayev Ufa (RUS)

Tuomo Ruutu, Carolina Hurricanes (NHL)

Teemu Selänne, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Latvia

Only one NHL player will be featured on Latvia’s 2014 Olympic team: 20-year-old forward Zemgus Girgensons of the Buffalo Sabres. However, the team could benefit from the familiarity between the players of this small hockey nation. Of the 13 KHL players on the Olympic roster, eight are from the club team Dinamo Riga.

Kaspars Daugavins of Genève-Servette HC, who was a key player in the country’s Olympic qualification campaign, will be heading to Sochi. Kristers Gudlevskis of the AHL’s Syracuse Crunch will likely get the first shot at the starting goaltender position.  

Goalkeepers:

Kristers Gudlevskis, Syracuse Crunch (AHL)

Edgars Masalskis, no club team

Ervins Mustukovs, Esbjerg IK (DEN)

Defencemen:

Oskars Bartulis, Donbass Donetsk (UKR/KHL)

Ralfs Freibergs, Bowling Green State University (NCAA)

Arturs Kulda, Salavat Yulayev Ufa (RUS)

Sandis Ozolins, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Georgijs Pujacs, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Krisjanis Redlihs, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Arvids Rekis, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Kristaps Sotnieks, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Forwards:

Armands Berzins, Beibarys Atyrau (KAZ)

Martins Cipulis, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Lauris Darzins, no club team

Kaspars Daugavins, Genève-Servette HC (SUI)

Zemgus Girgensons, Bufalo Sabres (NHL)

Miks Indrasis, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Koba Jass, Bili Tygri Liberec (CZE)

Martins Karsums, Dynamo Moscow (RUS)

Ronalds Kenins, ZSC Lions Zurich (SUI)

Vitalijs Pavlovs, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Mikelis Redlihs, Lokomotiv Yaroslavl (RUS)

Janis Sprukts, Lokomotiv Yaroslavl (RUS)

Juris Stals, HK Poprad (SVK)

Herberts Vasiljevs, Krefeld Pinguine (GER)

Norway

13 members from the  Vancouver 2010 team will compete for the country once again in Russia. Norway will be looking to improve upon its tenth-place finish in 2010, in what will be coach Roy Johansen's 13th consecutive campaign with the national team. 

Forward Mats Zuccarello is the team's lone NHLer. The diminutive forward has had a breakthrough year for the New York Rangers and is currently on pace for a 60-point season. Patrick Thoresen of SKA Saint Petersburg will likely join Zuccarello on the top line. The forward was second overall in scoring at the 2012 World Championship with 18 points in just eight games. 

Goalkeepers:

Lars Haugen, Dinamo Minsk (BLR/KHL)

Lars Volden, Espoo Blues (FIN)

Steffen Søberg, Vålerenga Oslo (NOR)

Defencemen:

Alexander Bonsaksen, Vålerenga Oslo (NOR)

Jonas Holøs, Lokomotiv Yaroslavl (RUS)

Henrik Solberg, Stavanger Oilers (NOR)

Daniel Sørvik, Vålerenga Oslo (NOR)

Ole-Kristian Tollefsen, Färjestad Karlstad (SWE)

Mats Trygg, Lørenskog (NOR)

Henrik Ødegaard, Missouri Mavericks (CHL)

Forwards:

Morten Ask, Vålerenga Oslo (NOR)

Anders Bastiansen, Färjestad Karlstad (SWE)

Robin Dahlstrøm, Örebro HK (SWE)

Kristian Forsberg, MODO Örnsköldsvik (SWE)

Mads Hansen, Storhamar Dragons (NOR)

Marius Holtet, Färjestad Karlstad (SWE)

Sondre Olden, Vålerenga Oslo (NOR)

Ken Andre Olimb, DEG Düsseldorf (GER)

Mathis Olimb, Frölunda Gothenburg (SWE)

Mats Rosseli Olsen, Frölunda Gothenburg (SWE)

Niklas Roest, BIK Karlskoga (SWE-2)

Martin Røymark, Färjestad Karlstad (SWE)

Per-Åge Skrøder, MODO Örnsköldsvik (SWE)

Patrick Thoresen, SKA St. Petersburg (RUS)

Mats Zuccarello, New York Rangers (NHL)

Russia

As for the host Russians, there are few suprises with the roster containing the usual suspects such as Alex Ovechkin, Yevgeni Malkin, Ilya Kovalchuk and Pavel Datsyuk. One of the notable young guns on the team is Valeri Nichushkin of the Dallas Stars. This will be Nichushkin's second trip to Sochi, as the 18-year-old captained Russia at the 2013 IIHF U18 World Championship last April. 

The roster features 10 players currently playing in the Kontinental Hockey League in addition to 15 NHLers. Sergei Bobrovski, Semyon Varlamov, and Alexander Yeryomenko form the goaltending trio for the Russians, who will open the tournament on 14 February against Slovakia.

Goalkeepers:

Sergei Bobrovski, Columbus Blue Jackets (NHL)

Semyon Varlamov, Colorado Avalanche (NHL)

Alexander Yeryomenko, Dynamo Moscow (RUS)

Defencemen:

Anton Belov, Edmonton Oilers (NHL)

Andrei Markov, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Yevgeni Medvedev, Ak Bars Kazan (RUS)

Nikita Nikitin, Columbus Blue Jackets (NHL)

Ilya Nikulin, Ak Bars Kazan (RUS)

Fyodor Tyutin, Columbus Blue Jackets (NHL)

Vyacheslav Voinov, Los Angeles Kings (NHL)

Alexei Yemelin, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Forwards:

Artyom Anisimov, Columbus Blue Jackets (NHL)

Pavel Datsyuk, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Denis Kokarev, Dynamo Moscow (RUS)

Ilya Kovalchuk, SKA St. Petersburg (RUS)

Nikolai Kulyomin, Toronto Maple Leafs (NHL)

Yevgeni Malkin, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Valeri Nichushkin, Dallas Stars (NHL)

Alexander Ovechkin, Washington Capitals (NHL)

Alexander Popov, Avangard Omsk (RUS)

Alexander Radulov, CSKA Moscow (RUS)

Sergei Soin, Dynamo Moscow (RUS)

Vladimir Tarasenko, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Alexei Tereshenko, Ak Bars Kazan (RUS)

Viktor Tikhonov, SKA St. Petersburg (RUS)

Slovakia

Slovakia’s strength will come from its defence, anchored by Zdeno Chara of the Boston Bruins. Martek Marincin, Andrej Meszaros, Andrej Sekera form a strong defensive corps, one that could be further bolstered by New York Islanders D-man Lubomir Visnovsky. While Visnovsky was selected, he has been hampered by the effects of a concussion sustained earlier in the season and has yet to return to the ice. 

On offence, the points are expected to come as usual from the two Marians, Gaborik and Hossa, and Michal Handzus of the Chicago Blackhawks. In all, 14 players will be joining the team from the NHL, another 10 from the KHL, including three from Slovak club team Slovan Bratislava, and one, Tomas Marcinko, from the Slovak Extraliga. 

Goalkeepers:

Peter Budaj, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Jaroslav Halak, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Jan Laco, Donbass Donetsk (UKR/KHL)

Defencemen:

Ivan Baranka, Avangard Omsk (RUS)

Dominik Granak, Dynamo Moscow (RUS)

Zdeno Chara, Boston Bruins (NHL)

Martin Marincin, Edmonton Oilers (NHL)

Andrej Meszaros, Philadelphia Flyers (NHL)

Andrej Sekera, Carolina Hurricanes (NHL)

Michal Sersen, Slovan Bratislava (SVK/KHL)

Lubomir Visnovsky, New York Islanders (NHL)

Forwards:

Milan Bartovic, Slovan Bratislava (SVK/KHL)

Marian Gaborik, Columbus Bluejackets (NHL)

Michal Handzus, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Marcel Hossa, Dinamo Riga (LAT/KHL)

Marian Hossa, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Tomas Jurco, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Tomas Kopecky, Florida Panthers (NHL)

Tomas Marcinko, HC Kosice (SVK)

Michel Miklik, Slovan Bratislava (SVK/KHL)

Peter Ölvecky, Slovan Bratislava (SVK/KHL)

Richard Panik, Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)

Tomas Surovy, Dynamo Minsk (BLR/KHL)

Tomas Tatar, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Tomas Zaborsky, Salavat Yulayev Ufa (RUS)

Slovenia

Slovenia will feature many of the players who helped the team qualify for its first-ever Olympic tournament. A notable, and unsurprising, addition to the team is NHLer Anze Kopitar, considered the country’s best hockey export and who currently plays for the Los Angeles Kings. Kopitar will be coached by his father Matjaz on the national team, but will not get to play with his brother Gasper, who did not make the Olympic squad.

Goalkeepers:

Luka Gracnar, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT)

Andrej Hocevar, Epinal Dauphins (FRA)

Robert Kristan, HK Nitra (SVK)

Defencemen:

Blaz Gregorc, HC Pardubice (CZE)

Sabahudin Kovacevic, Sary-Arka Karaganda (KAZ/RUS2)

Ales Kranjc, Kölner Haie (GER)

Ziga Pavlin, IF Troja-Ljungby (SWE2)

Matic Podlipnik, Dukla Jihlava (CZE2)

Klemen Pretnar, VSV Villach (AUT)

Mitja Robar, Krefeld Pinguine (GER)

Andrelj Tavzelj, Rouen Dragons (FRA)

Forwards:

Bostjan Golicic, Briançon Diables Rouges (FRA)

Ziga Jeglic, ERC Ingolstadt (GER)

Anze Kopitar, Los Angeles Kings (NHL)

Anze Kuralt, Epinal Dauphins (FRA)

Jan Mursak, CSKA Moscow (RUS)

Ales Music, Olimpija Ljubljana (SLO)

Ziga Pance, Bolzano Foxes (ITA)

Tomaz Razingar, IF Troja-Ljungby (SWE2)

David Rodman, IK Oskarshamn (SWE2)

Marcel Rodman, Schwenninger ERC (GER)

Robert Sabolic, ERC Ingolstadt

Rok Ticar, Kölner Haie (GER)

Jan Urbas, Red Bull München (GER)

Miha Verlic, Olimpija Ljubljana (SLO)

Sweden

Sweden will go for gold with a roster that sees six returning players from the squad that won it all in Turin 2006: Henrik Lundqvist, Niklas Kronwall, Daniel Alfredsson, Daniel and Henrik Sedin, and Henrik Zetterberg. Alfredsson will be making his fifth Olympic appearance. 

All but one of the players (Jimmie Ericsson) are from the NHL. In addition to the players mentioned above, Jonas Gustavsson, Henrik Tallinder, Johnny Oduya, Nicklas Bäckstrom, Loui Eriksson, and Johan Franzén return from the team that played in Vancouver 2010. Two of the Olympic rookies that could make a big impact will be Gabriel Landeskog of the Colorado Avalanche and Erik Karlsson of the Ottawa Senators, both of whom are having excellent seasons with their respective clubs. 

Goalkeepers:

Jhonas Enroth, Buffalo Sabres (NHL)

Jonas Gustavsson, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Henrik Lundqvist, New York Rangers (NHL)

Defencemen:

Alexander Edler, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Phoenix Coyotes (NHL)

Jonathan Ericsson, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Niklas Hjalmarsson, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Erik Karlsson, Ottawa Senators (NHL)

Niklas Kronwall, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Johnny Oduya, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Henrik Tallinder, Buffalo Sabres (NHL)

Forwards:

Daniel Alfredsson, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Nicklas Bäckström, Washington Capitals (NHL)

Patrik Berglund, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Jimmie Ericsson, Skellefteå AIK (SWE)

Loui Eriksson, Boston Bruins (NHL)

Johan Franzén, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Carl Hagelin, New York Rangers (NHL)

Marcus Krüger, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Gabriel Landeskog, Colorado Avalanche (NHL)

Daniel Sedin, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Henrik Sedin, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Jakob Silfverberg, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Alexander Steen, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Henrik Zetterberg, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Switzerland

On the Swiss side, Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller and Calgary Flames netminder Reto Berra will be the goaltenders going into Sochi. The Swiss defensive corps will be anchored by NHLers Rafael Diaz of the Montreal Canadiens, Roman Josi of the Nashville Predators, Mark Streit from the Philadelphia Flyers and Yannick Weber of the Vancouver Canucks. 

All but two Swiss NHLers were nominated. Most of the roster comes from the Swiss National League A. Defenceman Mathias Seger of the ZSC Lions Zurich was named the team’s captain.

Goalkeepers:

Reto Berra Calgary Flames (NHL)

Jonas Hiller, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Tobias Stephan, Genève-Servette HC (SUI)

Defencemen:

Severin Blindenbacher, ZSC Lions Zurich (SUI)

Rafael Diaz, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Philippe Furrer, SC Bern (SUI)

Roman Josi, Nashville Predators (NHL)

Mathias Seger, ZSC Lions Zurich (SUI)

Mark Streit, Philadelphia Flyers (NHL)

Julien Vauclair, HC Lugano (SUI)

Yannick Weber, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Forwards:

Andres Ambühl, HC Davos (SUI)

Matthias Bieber, Kloten Flyers (SUI)

Simon Bodenmann, Kloten Flyers (SUI)

Damien Brunner, New Jersey Devils (NHL)

Luca Cunti, ZSC Lions Zurich (SUI)

Ryan Gardner, SC Bern (SUI)

Denis Hollenstein, Genève-Servette HC (SUI)

Simon Moser, Milwaukee Admirals (AHL)

Nino Niederreiter, Minnesota Wild (NHL)

Martin Plüss, SC Bern (SUI)

Kevin Romy, Genève-Servette HC (SUI)

Reto Suri, EV Zug (SUI)

Morris Trachsler, ZSC Lions Zurich (SUI)

Roman Wick, ZSC Lions Zurich (SUI)

USA

No longer under the radar, Team USA released its 25-man Olympic roster that seeks to improve on its surprising, yet ultimately disappointing 2010 silver medal at the 2014 Sochi Winter Games.

Leading the 2014 mission are 13 holdovers from the Vancouver squad, headlined by forwards Patrick Kane (Chicago Blackhawks) and Zach Parise (Minnesota Wild), defenceman Ryan Suter (Minnesota Wild) and goaltender Ryan Miller (Buffalo Sabres). In all, Team USA returns 58-percent of the offence from the 2010 campaign.

Goalkeepers:

Jimmy Howard, Detroit Red Wings (NHL)

Ryan Miller, Buffalo Sabres (NHL)

Jonathan Quick, Los Angeles Kings (NHL)

Defencemen:

John Carlson, Washington Capitals (NHL)

Justin Faulk, Carolina Hurricanes (NHL)

Cam Fowler, Anaheim Ducks (NHL)

Paul Martin, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Ryan McDonagh, New York Rangers (NHL)

Brooks Orpik, Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL)

Kevin Shattenkirk, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Ryan Suter, Minnesota Wild (NHL)

Forwards:

David Backes, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Dustin Brown, Los Angeles Kings (NHL)

Ryan Callahan, New York Rangers (NHL)

Patrick Kane, Chicago Blackhawks (NHL)

Ryan Kesler, Vancouver Canucks (NHL)

Phil Kessel, Toronto Maple Leafs (NHL)

T.J. Oshie, St. Louis Blues (NHL)

Max Pacioretty, Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

Zach Parise, Minnesota Wild (NHL)

Joe Pavelski, San Jose Sharks (NHL)

Derek Stepan, New York Rangers (NHL)

Paul Stastny, Colorado Avalanche (NHL)

Blake Wheeler, Winnipeg Jets (NHL)

James van Riemsdyk, Toronto Maple Leafs (NHL)
Guillaume Beaudoin does not put pressure
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He finds himself on a list of the top prospects for the NHL Entry Draft

Guillaume Beaudoin, is tipped among the best hopes to be eligible for the next draft of the National Hockey League.

 © Courtesy 

Guillaume Beaudoin at the QMJHL draft.

In mid-season, the Central Scouting ranks 144th on the list with 210 North American skaters. However, it excludes 200 hopefuls from around the world. 

The Central Scouting produce another ranking by the end of the season. The Bécancourois which is only in his first full season in the QMJHL, thus potentially improving its rank in the hope of being claimed by one of the 30 NHL teams. 

If dream to hear his name at the draft to be held in June in Philadelphia, he remains focused on what to do with the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada. "I hope to prove that I belong among the 210 players who will be drafted, but I try not to think too much. I'll believe it only when I put my hat and I have a sweater on the back, "said he commented 

"I do not put pressure on myself. I go day by day. I défoncerai and give my maximum. I know there will be good things at the end of the line, "says one who hopes first help his team go as far as possible.

Objective: Memorial Cup 

The Armada is also the team to beat since the beginning of the QMJHL season and has figured prominently in Canada for several weeks. That is why Bécancourois is confident to raise the President's Cup and bring the Memorial Cup in Quebec.

Especially since the organization has just fetch depth to the trade deadline, with the addition of Dominic Talbot-Tassi and Matthew Bursey. "If the performance is good, it has a good chance to go through," he warns. 

"We lead from the first week of activity. What is difficult is to maintain the pace, because everyone wants to be your place, "he says.

Down for better ride 

In his first year of eligibility in the QMJHL in 2012-2013, the Armada had no place to Guillaume Beaudoin due to a surplus of defenders.

That is why he returned to Trois-Rivières to play another season in League Midget AAA Hockey Quebec. He made a living than a dozen games in the QMJHL during the holiday season, before returning with booms. 

By his own admission, this additional season in Midget AAA was beneficial. "I had more responsibilities within the team. I played a leadership role and it allowed me to win a Dodge Cup, "he says. 

Not "I would have felt much better perhaps remaining in the Major Junior. It is harder to grow when you are left out and that was more common in the stands than on the ice, "he admits. 

This season, injuries early in the season allowed Guillaume Beaudoin to have the chance to promote themselves and it has earned its place in the lineup. It is now used in all sauces, whether its regular turn on the second wave of the power play or shorthanded.
Johnson: Flames slide into Olympic break on a positive note despite 2-1 loss to Flyers

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldFebruary 9, 2014
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Flyers' Ray Emery knocks the puck away from Flames' Lee Stempniak on Saturday.
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PHILADELPHIA - The frustration, still painfully fresh, was clearly evident in Matt Stajan’s face. In the soft timbre of his voice and the slight, restless droop of his shoulders.

Stajan’s demeanor reflected the scoreline, yes, but also the increased ambition the Calgary Flames have come to impose on themselves of late.

"We had our chances,’’ sighed the veteran centreman. "They had some, too. (Reto) Berra made some good saves and their goalie made some big saves.

"Both their goals were preventable when we look at them on tape, kind of scramble plays. That’s the way it is in the league. People watch the games closely, every game’s like that. Even the games we win. A couple bounces go the other way and we don’t win.

"There was a lot of ice out there to make plays. But you’ve got to score more than one goal. So we can’t be satisfied.’’

The Flames slide into the Olympic break on the heels of a back-and-forth, give-and-take 2-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers, who really should raise a glass to toast puck-stopper Ray Emery’s sharp performance.

Calgary pelted 32 shots on Emery.

They missed the net in on a slew of others.

Yes, a lack of direction and Emery were the difference, although that casts no aspersions on Berra, who was very fine, too. There was some highlight-reel stuff in the 21 stops he produced.

"Yes, he was huge for us,’’ said Flyers’ D-man Andrej Meszaros of Emery. "He won us the game , kept us in when it was 0-0 and 1-0 and then we got the second goal even though they scored in the end, he was incredible.’’

Scant consolation to the losing side, naturally.

"I think we’ve been playing good hockey,’’ said Stajan. "We’ve been in every game. Even the game in Montreal we could’ve got. Sometimes the hockey gods don’t reward you.’’

Calgary hopped aboard a charter flight around 5 p.m. local time having dropped two of three on the pre-Olympic road junket - a 2-0 loss in Montreal and a 4-2 win at Long Island pre-dated Saturday’s squeaker.

For the Flyers, centre Braden Schenn, the best non-masked Philadelphian on this afternoon, cashed an opportunistic chance in the second period and then early in the third an equally predatory play from captain Claude Giroux wound up glancing off Scott Hartnell and in, leaving Berra stranded.

Down a deuce and time draining away, the Flames could’ve mentally had their minds on the bus to the airport, the charter flight home and those upcoming 10 days of R&R. Instead, they refused to give up hope, continued to grind away and were rewarded when Stajan followed up a shot of his own blocked by the Philly defence and slotted in with 2:26 remaining - avoiding an eighth whitewash this season - to give the Flyers and the 19,874 gathered at the Wells Fargo Center pause for thought.

"Yeah, a tough one,’’ concurred Berra, who leaves tomorrow via NHL charter from New York to Sochi. "I thought first period they were better, second period we were better and third period we were better again. It’s hard when you just score with two minutes left for the game.

"But we were fighting. So we can go with a good mindset into this (break)."

Outside of the final scoreline, Flames’ boss Bob Hartley had few regrets.

"Everyone worked hard. On the blueline, I feel that T.J. Brodie had another real strong effort. Up front I had balance from everyone.

"They have a good hockey club. Their best players came to play. Emery made some good saves. So it’s a game that we could leave today with two points. We leave with zero but at the same time I’m proud of the game we played.’’

Proud, but unsatisfied.

Stajan could manage only a slight, wistful smile when reminded that, despite the irritiaton he was feeling at the moment, he shouldn’t forget that his group had won six of eight heading into this Olympic adjournment.

"Seven,’’ Stajan countered without batting an eyelash, "would’ve been better.’’

NOTES: Post-game, it was announced that standout defenceman Kris Russell has signed a contract extension with the Flames, paying him $2.6 million per annum for two years. Sochi-bound D-man Lladislav Smid missed the third period due to a lower-body injury but Hartley said it won’t affect his to play for the Czech Republic team.

　
gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/Georgejohnson

Veteran Shane O’Brien awaits trade after being sent to AHL, feels he has lots to offer an NHL team

Flames-turned-Heat defenceman is disappointed but notes the demotion has also rekindled his passion

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldFebruary 9, 2014
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Veteran defenceman Shane O&#8217;Brien still feels he has something to offer in the NHL, so it&#8217;s tough for him to be toiling in the minors again with teammates a decade younger.
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He likes his teammates. He likes his coach. He likes his ice time.

But Shane O’Brien is not happy.

“Obviously, I believe I’m an NHL player,” O’Brien is saying Thursday afternoon from Abbotsford where — after an uninterrupted 528-game stretch in the National Hockey League — he’s again skating in the minors. “So I’ve got to work hard, play hard. Hopefully, some teams see me and are willing to give me another chance. I’m only 30 years old, so I feel I’ve got a couple good years left in me, anyway.

“Obviously, I realize I’m a (team’s fifth or sixth defenceman) and I’m going to play against the bigger, tougher lines. I’m OK with that.

“I feel that I can be a regular in the NHL again.”

For a Calgary Flames club that covets size, that relishes grit, O’Brien — six-foot-three, 230 pounds — would seem a likely fit.

But no.

Not even close.

O’Brien’s sandpaper wasn’t a nightly presence. Patchier yet was coach Bob Hartley’s faith in the outspoken rearguard, seven times scratched.

“It is what it is with Bob,” says O’Brien, whose average workload this season had been 11:15. “You could tell by the ice time where I stood in their minds. I don’t think it’s anything personal. I don’t think Bob thinks I’m a bad guy, but, obviously, he doesn’t think I’m a very good player. Same with (associate coach) Jacques Cloutier. From Day 1, they didn’t think I could play on their team.

“Hopefully, I can get a chance somewhere else and prove them wrong.”

Shortly after being saddled Jan. 24 with a minus-three — in less than six minutes of toil against Nashville — O’Brien’s stall had been cleaned out, his name plate yanked, his services heaved onto the waiver wire.

No takers meant that O’Brien, with another full year at $2 million on his ticket, was taking his act to Abbotsford. Spoiled, too, was his Olympic-break trip to Hawaii with his girlfriend.

“I saw it coming, so I was prepared for it,” O’Brien says of the demotion. “It’s obviously disappointing. I’m just trying to play well and get up (to the NHL) sooner rather than later.”

Flames boss Brian Burke informed the well-travelled defender that he’ll try to orchestrate a trade. O’Brien, with six NHL stops already to his name, cannot wait.

The last time O’Brien graced the American Hockey League? Back in 2005-06, with the Portland Pirates, whose roster featured names such as Getzlaf, Perry, Penner, Glencross, Ryan, Kunitz, Smid, Konopka.

“Burkie told me . . . he didn’t want to bury me down here,” says O’Brien. “Hopefully, I can take care of my side of the deal and play well down here.”

So O’Brien continues to skate for Troy Ward’s Heat.

He’s paired with rookie Tyler Wotherspoon — “He’s going to be a good solid defenceman for a long time in the NHL” — and is patiently listening to chirps from rival players. And residing in a nearby hotel.

“I’ve got someone to clean my room and make my bed every day,” he chuckles, “so it’s not that bad.”

Housekeeping benefits aside, O’Brien insists that his game has been somewhat rekindled by the Heat.

So the situation there is OK, as long as it’s temporary.

“It’s fun to play hockey again,” O’Brien says. “I was kind of losing my love for it. When you’re not playing much, it’s tough to keep it going. And to be around these young kids? It gives you a little more energy. So I’ve enjoyed it so far.”

C-NOTES: Flames signed D Kris Russell, 26, to a two-year extension worth $2.6 million per season . . . The team doesn’t play again till Feb. 27 — when Los Angeles visits — but resumes practice Feb. 19.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Texas Stars use six-goal second period to rout Abbotsford Heat 7-2

By Alex Joehl, The Canadian PressFebruary 9, 2014

ABBOTSFORD, B.C. - The Texas Stars snapped a three-game winless streak the best way they know how — by scoring a bushel of goals in quick succession.

The Stars are the highest scoring team in the American Hockey League and showed it by thumping the Abbotsford Heat 7-2 on Sunday.

Colton Sceviour scored his first of the night just 53 seconds into the game, but it was his second that capped a six-goal second period for the Stars.

"We were able to get a goal early and we buried our chances," said Sceviour. "In yesterday's game (a 3-2 Abbotsford shootout victory), (Heat goalie Olivier) Roy made some big saves and we weren't able to capitalize. Today we were able to capitalize and that was the big difference."

Lopsided victories are nothing new between these two clubs. Abbotsford's largest margin of defeat this season was a 9-3 loss in Texas Oct. 20, which it followed with a 7-3 win. The Stars also toppled the Heat 5-0 in January.

"It's kind of strange," said Sceviour. "The second game they played us in Texas they beat us pretty handily. It's weird how teams that are so tight in the standings that when they play one team seems to control the other a little bit. But fortunately it's been us more times than not."

Scott Glennie had a pair of goals, while Brett Ritchie, Jyrki Jokipakka, and Mike Hedden also scored for Texas (29-15-6), which moves the club to within two points of the Heat for first in the Western Conference.

"It's good for us, but we know they're a good team," said Glennie. "The games, it seems, have been one-sided this year, one way or another. It's been fun playing them and we'll have a tough matchup in the future."

The Stars boast the top-two goal scorers in the AHL in Sceviour and points leader Travis Morin.

"(Sceviour) is such a big part of the team," said Glennie. "We need those guys to be scoring for us to be successful, and they bring it every single night. But obviously when we get the secondary scoring, like tonight, it's huge for us as well. When you're playing a team like Abbotsford you need that."

Cristopher Nilstorp made 33 saves for the win.

"(Nilstorp) was fantastic," added Glennie. "They had a lot of good opportunities to get back in the game and he was there to stop them every single time and that was great."

Max Reinhart and Shane O'Brien replied for Abbotsford (31-15-4), which had a five-game winning streak snapped.

Olivier Roy allowed four goals on 24 shots before being replaced by Joni Ortio, who was reassigned to the Heat by the Calgary Flames for the Olympic break. Ortio let in the first shot he faced and three of the first six shots that went his way.

"The second period was a big outburst and that was kind of a shock for both teams," said Glennie.

The Stars opened the scoring when Dustin Jeffrey's pass deflected in off Sceviour's skate, and after review the goal stood.

The Heat tied the game at 11:19. Corban Knight jammed at the puck down low, and with the puck sitting on the goal line Reinhart swooped around the net to tuck it in for his 12th of the season.

O'Brien gave the Heat their only lead of the game at 2:14 of the second. After leading a shorthanded rush he dropped the puck to Markus Granlund and went to the net. Granlund had two assists on the night.

Ritchie tied the game a little more than a minute later on a power play. His wrist shot from the left face-off dot found its way through a pair of bodies into the top right corner for his 11th of the season, beginning the offensive onslaught.

"We knew we let it snowball on us, and give them credit - they smelled some blood and they took advantage," said O'Brien.

Glennie then scored two goals in a three-minute span. First he one-timed a feed from Chris Mueller while shorthanded. Then he was the beneficiary of a lucky bounce, with the puck going off a defenceman's backside and in.

Ortio came in to play goal, but allowed Jokipakka to score on the first shot he faced.

"Goals four and five were the absolute backbreakers for me and our team," said Heat head coach Troy Ward. "The ones that were on the power play after, that's a frenzy of wolves feeding. They just smelled blood, and they went for it and they got it."

Hedden and Sceviour then scored on successive power plays for their 18th and 29th goals respectively to round out the scoring.

Johnson: Sochi talk doesn’t bother Backlund

Flames centre handles Olympic rumours like a pro

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldFebruary 7, 2014
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Flames centre Mikael Backlund, right, celebrates a goal with captain Mark Giordano. Backlund&#8217;s play lately put him in the conversation of being named to the Swedish Olympic team, but he never got his hopes up about going.
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PHILADELPHIA — Eerie. Uncanny. So spittin’-image close it could’ve been photoshopped.

Was Mikael Backlund going to the Olympics after all? In … sequins?

Because there, taped to the wall leading into the visiting hockey dressing room at the Wells Fargo Center on Friday afternoon were Xeroxed color photos of a figure-skating pair, the man hoisting his female partner in the air.

And the gent doing the heavy lifting could’ve passed for Backlund. Or some long-lost, never-spoken-of twin.

“I’ve gotta be honest, I did figure skating when I was three years old with my sister,” confessed Backlund, handling the gentle ribbing of his Calgary Flames teammates with aplomb. “But I didn’t like it.”

Asked if he could explain the technicalities of a double salchow for the kiss-and-cry ignorant, he smiled.

“No,” was the blunt confession. “I have no clue.”

Could he even spell ‘double salchow’?

“No. Wouldn’t even try.”

Hard to fathom anyone handling what had to be such an emotional 24 hours better than Backlund has. It’s not every day a fella has a silk-spun, five-ringed Olympic rug yanked out from underneath him.

Thursday’s wildfire speculation that the surging centreman was on his way to Russia as a wildcard, last-minute addition turned out, as he’d expected, to be nothing more than another social media false-alarm fire drill — a Swedish reporter writing that Backlund should be the one to replace the injured Henrik Sedin on the Swedish roster for Sochi was wildly misinterpreted that he had been chosen.

On Friday, Washington’s Marcus Johansson officially got the call instead.

“Yeah there was a little buzz there but I never really expected to go,” repeated Backlund, the soul of politeness. “I haven’t heard anything all year. Just trying to focus on the game (Thursday) night. Just going to bed as usual. When I woke up I checked my phone, but I do that every morning, too.

“Like I said, I didn’t expect to go.”

Backlund’s stellar play of late, how far he’s elevated his game since the beginning of December, is the reason the Swedish reporter pumped his tires in the first place. Adding to the conjecture were his ties with Tre Kroner coach Pär Mårts.

“I played two World Championships, one with him, and two World Juniors with him as coach. So I know him well but I didn’t hear anything.”

Rather than act peeved that no one from the Swedish camp bothered to call despite the rising furor, or to lash out at the jump-the-gun manner that mere opinion is nowadays instantly being sold as irrefutable fact, Backlund, bless him, chose not to lash out; instead to take the high ground.

“It wasn’t their fault. I mean, social media made it bigger than it was. If they had called, sure it would’ve been nice but I’m not feeling any disappointment or anything against them or anybody,” Backlund said.

“The media might’ve but I have no idea if the coach actually did consider me. I feel good about myself, if he did or not. I mean it’s nice to get some credit, Swedish media and over here, too. So it was nice to get mentioned in the biggest newspapers in Sweden, obviously. So there’s good buzz going on there about me.

“Just gotta move on and enjoy the break.”

So instead of heading to the airport with bags in hand, he’ll be there in a fetching capacity.

“My three best friends from Sweden are flying in to Calgary tomorrow and we’re going to have a good week in Calgary. They were pretty excited about it and me, too, so they weren’t going to be too happy (if he had been selected) … well, happy for me.”

Backlund’s maturation as a player over these last three months has been well documented. His maturation as a professional is obviously keeping pace.

“To play in the Olympic Games is the dream of every kid, every athlete,” Flames coach Bob Hartley said. “But his progression at least gave him a chance and got his name there. Still didn’t get him a jersey but who knows what’s going to happen during the next Olympics.

“He’s gonna be someone that in Sweden they’ll be very proud of.”

So Backlund was, unfortunately, proven right Friday. No time to mope. Up next are the Philadelphia Flyers, the Olympic break and then back to the business of pushing his standards ever higher.

His on-ice progression speaks for itself.

And his attitude? His professionalism?

After the last couple of rumor-fuelled days, even if he doesn’t know a double salchow from a triple lutz, gold-medal scores on all the judges’ cards.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/Georgejohnson

Backlund not joining Team Sweden, despite rumours
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Calgary Flames Mikael Backlund celebrates a goal with teammate Sean Monahan. Despite rumours that he would be a last minute addition for Team Sweden at Sochi, he won't be replacing the injured Henrik Sedin.
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It was a nice thought — that Calgary Flames centre Mikael Backlund, at the last minute, would join Team Sweden at the Olympics.

That had certainly been the Twitter-fuelled rumour Thursday.

But it’s not going to happen.

Taking the place of Vancouver Canucks forward Henrik Sedin, sidelined with a rib injury, is Marcus Johansson, 23, of the Washington Capitals. The announcement came today.

Backlund, meanwhile, will continue his career season — highs already in goals (14) and points (29). Too, the hot-handed pivot has 10 points in his past six games.

The Flames face the home-ice Philadelphia Flyers on Saturday afternoon.

Speaking of rumours, there are whispers that the Flames are poised to signed David Wolf, a left-winger from Germany.

Wolf certainly fits the hoped-for mould — 24 years old, six foot two, 216 pounds, 144 penalty minutes (and 37 points) in 42 appearances on behalf of the Hamburg Freezers of the Deutschen Eishockey Liga.

Reto Berra full marks for his first NHL regulation win as Flames top Islanders 4-2

Swiss goalie makes 28 saves as Calgary now 1-1 on pre-Olympic break road trip

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldFebruary 7, 2014
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Reto Berra and Lance Bouma of the Calgary Flames defend the net against Kyle Okposo of the New York Islanders on Thursday night.
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Flames’ Mikael Backlund not a Sochi cinch for Sweden … at least not yet

Quiet superstar John Tavares looks to shine on Olympic stage

LONG ISLAND — For Reto Berra, no extra time was required.

After excelling in overtimes and particularly shootouts, finally a win in regulation.

“People are talking about it, I guess,” shrugged Berra, tugging off his pads. “Every time I play, I just want the two points. No matter how long it takes. A win is a win.

“In Switzerland it would’ve been more of an issue because there you get three points for winning in 60 minutes and only two after. Like in soccer. Here, it’s all the same. Two points, however.

“But right now, yeah, I’m really happy. Maybe now people can stop talking about it.”

A Matt Stajan snooker shot, backed by the Swiss stopper’s 28-save goaltending performance, helped the Calgary Flames even their current road swing at 1-1 via a scrambly 4-2 decision at Nassau Coliseum.

“Know what, my parents actually had a snooker table when I was a kid,” confessed Stajan afterwards. “The one with the small pockets, right? But I can’t chalk this up to any great ability I showed.

“That’s just one of those plays you’re just trying to throw the puck in front, carom it off something, hope a teammate gets a stick on it. You see them every night in the NHL on the highlights. So it’s nice when you can actually score one yourself.”

Tapped by coach Bob Hartley despite the trip-opening loss to the Canadiens at the Bell Centre, Berra — good throughout but brilliant through a one-sided first period — held his pals in it until they got untracked and stayed strong after the Isles had stormed back to equalize from two goals in arrears.

“We didn’t have a great first period and Reto was simply outstanding,” said Hartley. “He was the guy that kept us in the game.

“What I like, look at his game in Montreal. A tough loss, but we didn’t score a goal. Tonight, we needed this. Sometimes you need this on the road. For reasons you can’t explain, it seems to play a solid 60 minutes is tough to get. He bailed us out, we get a big road win and he got his first (regulation) win.

“It’s going to be great for his confidence and he deserves it.”

With the game seemingly heading into OT, Stajan banked the puck off Isles’ goaltender Evgeni Nabokov, trying desperately to hug tight to the near post, and in at 14:28 of the third period.

Then the suddenly trending Mikael Backlund found an empty New York net with but three ticks left on the scoreclock.

The Islanders had stormed back from a two-goal hole to equalize seven minutes earlier, their potent top line finally leaving its imprint, skipper John Tavares and the wantaway Thomas Vanek assisting on defenceman Calvin de Haan’s game-tying strike.

Typically, the Flames were unable to do anything the easy way, Jiri Hudler’s hooking penalty with 3:09 putting them under the gun one last time, Berra standing tall on a close-in jam attempt by Vanek at the side of his net.

As much as Berra, Calgary’s penalty kill was responsible for the W, blanking New York on five chances. By game’s end, the Flames were credited with 26 blocks, and many of those came with the Islanders a man to the good.

“We were unbelievable in PK,” praised Berra. “I had not many shots there. They had what? Five powerplays? But not many chances. Our guys were blocking like hell, again. Great job.”

“Especially in the third, I love the way we pressured,” echoed Hartley. “We had some big blocked shots, like Lance Bouma blocks a shot and clears the zone. That’s the commitment we want to build in this organization and that’s what we got tonight. They got a power play with three minutes to go and we did a great job.”

Apparently heading off with a thoroughly undeserved 2-0 lead (Berra withstanding), the Flames were caught napping, surrendering a late one, with only 6.1 seconds left in the second. Powering to the net, Josh Bailey was cut off at the pass by Berra, but the puck squirted out to defenceman Thomas Hickey, sprinting into the play, and he cashed the chance.

Not even Berra, in superb form, had a hope in the hereafter of clawing back to push that shot out lying helplessly on his side.

Even though the game had settled down after a punishing flurry of first-period pressure by the Isles, the visitors, out of nowhere, had grabbed the two-goal advantage.

First, that opportunistic 19-year-old Sean Monahan golfed a shot from the high slot off iron, Ping!, and in behind Nabokov after a rising Kris Russell point shot had failed to get through the thicket of bodies in front of Nabokov. It was the rookie’s 16th of the season.

Then, good hustle by Jiri Hudler to keep the puck inside the zone at the point eventually wound up on the stick of Dennis Wideman and he drilled a beebee high and over a flailing Nabokov, with Hickey serving a minor for holding the stick, in the offensive zone.

Those goals, less than four minutes apart and very much against the run of play, shocked the modest gathering at Nassau Coliseum.

Berra, at least, arrived ready for combat at the scheduled time, spitting back all 11 first-period shots pelted at him.

Right off the hop, New York centre Frans Neilsen, stationed as the side of the Calgary net, set up winger Michael Grabner for one-timer. Save Berra. In short order, the Swiss puck-stopper flicked his right pad at a dangerous Matt Martin chance and, the height of thievery, absolutely stymied Vanek, causing the shocked Austrian Olympian to let loose with the official (four-letter) word of the National Hockey League.

The Flames, now 1-1 on this three-game pre-Olympic break junket, wind up their journey with a matinee at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on Saturday.
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Islanders forward John Tavares has toiled in relative obscurity on Long Island. That may all change when he skates with Team Canada at the Winter Games.
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Red-hot Backlund may be going to Sochi after all

Thomas Vanek wants out of Long Island; Islanders happy to oblige

LONG ISLAND - In Butch Goring’s day, Olympic hockey was the domain of others, of amateurs. The ratings-boosting, marketing-bonanza, whiz-bang glamour of the pros had not yet infiltrated its sanctity.

But having played in the 1981 Canada Cup, which at the time carried a similar emotional fascination – no, obsession - to that of Olympic men’s hockey now, he has an inkling of what lies ahead, what this could mean, for John Tavares.

"I remember Mario Lemieux getting the chance to play with Gretzky in ‘87,’’ the all-time New York Islander great, now a TV colour commentator, was recalling Thursday morning, inside the (somewhat refurbished) dressing room at Nassau Coliseum he inhabited for five and a half season and four Stanley Cup championships. "That really spring-boarded him to prominence.

"Gretzky’s influence rubbed off. You could see it happen. And Mario never looked back.

"Any time you can play with the type of talent assembled on a Team Canada, that’s tremendous experience for any player. I don’t care who you are, how long you’ve played or what you’ve done. And John Tavares is a sponge. You put him in situations where he can gather information, pick up little tricks, and he won’t waste them.

"He’ll run with this. He’ll learn. This is going to make him better.’’

The Olympics are almost upon John Tavares.

"Definitely, it’s on your mind quite a bit now,” acknowledged the Islanders’ captain. “I’m just trying to take care of business here first. We have two more games to finish with, but at the same time, like you said, everybody’s talking about it. It’s everywhere.

"You want to go there and win a gold medal for your country. Whatever role I’m asked to play for Canada, you accept that and you do it to the best of your ability. I’ll trust my instincts, what’s given me to the chance to play at this level.’’

Many hockey analysts believe these next couple weeks could be an embarkation point for Tavares. Seems silly, as the man was only a Hart Trophy finalist a year ago, renowned as one of the game’s great young talents, and is currently tied for second in league scoring. But tucked out here on the Island, in a stagnant market, on a team that fights for playoffs and attention, far from the media eye, he likely hasn’t received the degree of publicity his gifts deserve.

If John Tavaraes lived, say, an hour away, in the City, and wore Ranger blue, The Stage Deli would have a reuben named in his honour or Steven Soundheim might be writing a musical based on his life.

That relative degree of superstar anonymity could all change with Sochi.

"There’s no doubt the exposure’s going to be really good for him and make a broader audience more aware of what he can do,’’ agreed Goring, famous during his playing days for that prickly beard, pre-WWII helmet and indomitable spirit. "He’s had some attention with world championships, through junior and obviously being involved in the Hart Trophy race last year.

"But you’re on an international stage now. This is about as big as it gets. He knows that. And he loves those type of opportunities. He loves playing the important minutes. He’s not gonna want to play third line. Now he’s not gonna tell you that and he’ll do what he needs to, what he’s asked to.

"But he likes nothing better than to be first line, be centre stage. That’s what he works for.’’

Major news from the Team Canada camp emerged Wednesday with the addition of the evergreen Martin St. Louis to replace injured Steve Stamkos.

"You’re actually the one who told me that,’’ Tavares replied to a topical query from Sportnet’s Roger Millions. "It’s great for Marty. Well deserved. He was actually my roommate at the orientation camp. A tremendous person. I think he’s proven throughout his career, with what he’s accomplished, the impact he can make on a team like that and on a tournament like this.

"A great guy. He doesn’t take anything for granted, he’s worked for everything he’s gotten, he’s got that kind of mindset. He’s a lot of fun to be around. He’s not this old grumpy guy. He’s energetic. I’d met him a couple of times before, but being around him you can really get that sense from him.’’

The joy for St. Louis was offset somewhat by the crushing disappointment for Stamkos, ruled out due to that broken leg suffered sliding awkwardly into a goal post.

"I know Steve pretty well. We played a little bit of hockey together growing up, a little bit against each other. A good friend. It’s tough to see him work so hard and have a freakish injury like that get in the way of a dream come true for a lot of us. You never know if you’re going to get this chance again.” 

Tavares saw Stamkos only a month ago when the Lightning rolled through the Island, and recalled Thursday how optimistic he’d seemed at the time that the broken leg would be sturdy enough for Sochi.

"I’m sure he’s extremely disappointed. I feel for him.’’

Tavares insists he’s not thinking of Sochi as a platform to elevate his profile. He will concede, however, that the scrutiny storm he’s about to enter is unlike any in his experience.

"World Juniors, there’s obviously a lot of attention, especially when it was in Canada. But people look at this as the pinnacle of Canadian hockey, playing on this team. So for sure it’s a lot of expectation. You’re playing at the highest level of sport.

"You just try to look at it as a great opportunity. A once-in-a-lifetime chance. I feel very fortunate to have it. You obviously don’t want to have any regrets; you want to leave everything on the table.’’

That, says Butch Goring, won’t be an issue.

John Tavares has conquered the NHL.

Next up, the world.

"This guy,’’ says Goring, "prepares as well as anyone I’ve ever seen. He’s a very dedicated, very strict man in his preparation, each and every day. Now he’ll get to watch how other star players prepare, practice, watch them, learn for them.

"He wants to be the best and he’s looking for any edge.

"John will wring everything he possibly can out of this experience. He’s already a fine, fine hockey player. One of the best. And I don’t know how high this’ll take him, but it’ll take him upward, that’s for sure.’’
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Thomas Vanek wants to test unrestricted free agency after spurning a $50 million, seven-year offer with the New York Islanders.
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LONG ISLAND - NY Islanders’ coach Jack Capuano is determined not to let the Thomas Vanek soap opera drag his group down.

The want-away Vanek, determined to shun the Isles and test unrestricted free agency after spurning a $50 million, seven-year offer, will almost certainly be dealt by the March 5 trade deadline.

Better that than having one of their top three players walk away for nothing in the summer. Problem is, the players has 

"I’m sure people will look at it and say, ‘Wow, that’s crazy by him,’ or whatever," Vanek told Newsday recently. "As I’ve told (general manager) Garth (Snow) before . . . It’s like a breakup: It’s not you, it’s me. And it really is me wanting to explore this."

Capuano, meanwhile, is endeavoring to keep his team, fighting an uphill battle to make the playoffs, from being distracted by Vanek’s very public desires.

"I try to keep our guys focused. I haven’t mentioned it to our guys. I haven’t heard it from our guys. Obviously there’s a lot of speculation about what’s going to happen.

"For me, it’s how we prepare every day. Garth will obviously make those decisions when they need to be made, after his talks with the respective agents and players.

"From our standpoint it is not an issue, it will not be an issue.

"We will continue to focus on what we need to do to win hockey games.’’

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

The sight of John Tavares in full gallop down the heart of the ice is one Bob Hartley would rather avoid.

"Once he enters the neutral zone at full speed with the puck, he becomes very dangerous," said the Flames’ boss after his side’s morning skate Wednesday. "So turnovers against that line will be a key factor in tonight’s game and making sure he doesn’t get the puck at full speed.

"So our angling will have to be at its best."

Hartley was asked if Tavares, tied for second in league scoring, is maybe underrated, largely because of playing in Long Island, despite his many accomplishments packed into such a short NHL time frame so far.

"I don’t think it has to do with the market. It’s still a very young team. They’re not where they want to be. They’re rebuilding. You look at all the kids they have, you look at the way they operate they’re NHL team and they’re AHL team, they’re going strictly with kids.

"Those kids, like Tavares, Okposo and those guys, you see the progression. That’s a little bit the same way Pittsburgh and Chicago went a few years ago and it worked for them. It’s gonna work for the Islanders and I’m sure it’s gonna work for us also.’’

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

Kyle Okposo’s putting together quite the season.

The rambunctious Minnesota-born right winger has already eclipsed his previous career high in points (52, set in the 2009-2010 season), with 58. Isles’ coach Jack Capuano says the difference can be found in the noggin.

"I think it’s all in the mind,’’ he says. "Physically, he’s got the ability to be that power forward. He’s got a great shot. His feet are moving. We have some players going through what Kyle went through in years past. You’ve gotta try to find your game. The only way to find it is to keep working, believe in yourself, have that confidence that if you play within the team structure you’re going to have success as an individual.

"I think Kyle’s done that.

"And obviously he’s playing with some pretty good players (captain John Tavares and Thomas Vanek). He’d be the first to tell you that. But I think his mindset is: He comes to the rink with that attitude every day. And he plays with an edge. When he plays with an edge, that physicality, it obviously enhances his performance.’’

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

QUICK HITS: Calgary scratches tonight are D Chris Breen and F Kevin Westgarth.
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Johnson: Ortio remaining patient as time runs short for him to make his NHL debut before Olympic break

Goalie won&#8217;t start on Thursday in New York, so that leaves Saturday in Philadelphia or maybe not for a long time
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Flames goalie Joni Ortio stretches out to stop Vancouver&#8217;s Niklas Jensen during action at the Young Stars rookie camp tournament last year. He has a shot to earn his first NHL start on Saturday in Philadelphia.
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Game Day: Calgary Flames at New York Islanders

MONTREAL — Clint Malarchuk would rather spare his up-and-coming charges one aspect of his own NHL puck-stopping baptism, at least.

“Playing for Quebec, against Buffalo,” the Calgary Flames’ goaltender coach was reminiscing Wednesday, as equipment bags inside the state-of-the-art Bell Sports Complex in Brossard, Que., were being stuffed and flung around for the hour-long charter flight to Long Island.

“First game, right? All excited. Ready. What you’ve dreamed of your whole life. And wouldn’t you know it? Jacques Richard hits me in the head with a slapshot in warm-ups. Bang! So now I’m missing half of warm-ups ‘cause I’m getting stitched up.

“And while this is happening — the stitching — our coach, Michel Bergeron, comes in, looks at me and says ‘You’re not playing.’ So I just kinda stare at him and say ‘Hell yeah, I’m playing!’

“I went through a whole day of nerves and I wasn’t about go through that again.

“So I played that night. And I had a good game. Second star.”

Usually, at the tender age 22 years, patience doesn’t rate high on the list of anyone’s attributes. Joni Ortio, though, isn’t about to get his knickers in a knot wondering when, or if. The young Finnish goaltending prospect has, after all, taken an unconventional, circuitous route to this point anyway.

“I don’t waste too much energy on that,” he said Wednesday. “If I get the call, I get the call. No big deal there.”

As it turns out, he’ll be obliged to hang tough until Saturday in Philadelphia, at the earliest, to see his first NHL action in this, his second tour of North American pro duty. While the consensus seemed to be that Thursday’s middle-of-the-trip date on Long Island was an ideal time to slip Ortio in, Flames’ boss Bob Hartley, the old Expo fan, threw everyone a knuckleball, deciding to revisit Reto Berra in the wake of the Swiss stopper’s 25-save, 2-0 streak-ending loss in Montreal.

“I felt that Reto was confident, he was square,” explained Hartley of his choice. “He gave us a chance to win. Hey, you don’t score a goal, it’s pretty tough to even think about (changing) the goalie.

“Joni doesn’t have to impress us. We know Joni. He had a great camp. But it would be unfair to pull Reto Berra. He gave up one goal. We didn’t give him any. To put myself in his shoes, the coach goes to him and says ‘You’re not going to be playing in Long Island.’ For me that would be a message that you cost us the game. Which is absolutely not the case.

“He fully deserves to get that start.”

There’s more than a little curiosity in how Ortio will fare facing pellets from top-draw shooters. His numbers in Abbotsford — 19-5, a fortress-like .930 save percentage and 2.08 GAA — are certainly eyebrow-raising. And with the Flames hoping to have the ailing Karri Ramo (knee) back in harness by the time the Olympic break ends, that now leaves Saturday in Philly for an audition. Assuming he isn’t called out of the bullpen at Nassau Coliseum.

You won’t, however, be hearing any complaints from Ortio about another relief appearance gig against John Tavares and the Isles. Not that he’s content merely playing tourist, but getting a first look at life in the big leagues has been of benefit, regardless.

“It was kind of surreal,” Ortio admitted of Tuesday’s date at the Bell Centre, with all the banners and hoopla. “Not a bad place for a first game. A lot of fun just sitting there and soaking in all up.

“As for the game, I think it’s more structured up here, but I don’t think the pace is that much different.

“I was trying to watch, see the plays guys do try to make. Get some info, so that if I do get the call I’ll ready. So that there’s nothing going to catch me off guard.”

He certainly sounds a confident chap, this Ortio.

“I’ve always kinda been like that: The higher the stakes, the higher the pressure, I just seem to embrace it. I don’t know where it comes from. I’ve just been like that. You only have one first game, so you try make the most out of it, get the most out of it.”

He says now there’s little resemblance to star-struck, unprepared kid who arrived here and spent 10 games split over two seasons with Abbotsford before returning home to TPS Turku on loan.

“That two years more experience is huge. I probably wasn’t as good a pro then as I am now. Just going back home to Finland for that year and a half, playing a ton games, almost as many as I wanted, that really matured me. My game has improved a lot. I’m technically better. It was really important going back.

“Going back and playing on the big ice, and then coming here again is kind of an adjustment. But it only took me a couple days to get my angles.

“My game has improved a lot.”

Now all that’s left is the opportunity to prove it under the brightest of lights.

When that day does arrive, maybe come Saturday afternoon in the City of Brotherly Love, Clint Malarchuk hopes a whole passel of pucks hit Joni Ortio. Just not in the head, and not in warm-up.

“I’ll tell him what I tell every young goalie: Enjoy the experience. Embrace it. Only happens once in your career. Yeah, you can pile on all the outside stuff, but all that stuff’s a given, anyway. All that . . . the pressure. The importance of the game. Making a good first impression. All eyes watching you. Yeah yeah yeah.

“So I try and go the other way with it. I remember walking Leland Irving through his first game in Florida. Have fun.

“All these kids can play. So if they can do that, relax and let your natural ability take over, then half the battle’s won.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
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Game Day: Calgary Flames at New York Islanders

Keep your eyes on Reto Berra and John Tavares

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldFebruary 6, 2014
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John Tavares, seen skating against Sidney Crosby during a game between the New York Islanders and Pittsburgh Penguins last month, was tied for second in NHL scoring (prior to Wednesday&#8217;s action), despite having no goals in his past seven games.
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Calgary (21-28-7) at NY Islanders (22-28-8)

5 p.m., Nassau Coliseum

TV: Sportsnet Calgary

Radio: The FAN 960

THE FLAMES

Keep an eye on

G Reto Berra: Despite being tagged with the 2-0 loss in Montreal on Tuesday (in which he allowed only a single goal, an unfortunate banker off Rene Bourque’s left shin), the Swiss stopper receives back-to-back starts.

The Lineup

* J. Hudler M. Backlund L. Stempniak

* M. Cammalleri S. Monahan J Colborne

* D Jones M. Stajan L. Bouma

*B. McGrattan TJ Galiardi P. Byron

* M. Giordano T. J. Brodie

* L. Smid D. Wideman

* C. Butler K. Russell

* R. Berra

* J. Ortio

The Injuries

* LW Curtis Glencross (leg); G Karri Ramo (knee).

THE ISLANDERS

Keep an eye on

C John Tavares — Who else? The Isles star captain, on his way to Sochi to represent Canada at the Olympics, is tied for second in the league in points (64), and fourth in assists (41).

The Lineup

*T. Vanek J. Tavares K. Okposo

*P. Regin F. Nielsen J. Bailey

*M. Grabner B. Nelson C. Clutterbuck

*M. Martin C. Cizikas C. McDonald

*B. Strait A. MacDonald

*L. Visnovsky T. Hickey

*C. De Hann M. Donovan

*E. Nabokov

*K. Poulin

The Injuries

* D Travis Hamonic (concussion).

FIVE THINGS TO WATCH

1. TOMAS VANISH . . . It seems now but a foregone conclusion that LW Tomas Vanek, set to be a UFA on July 1st, will be dealt before the March 5th trade deadline after spurning a seven-year, $50 million offer by the Isles. “I’m sure people will look at it and say, ‘Wow, that’s crazy by him,’ or whatever,” Vanek told Newsday. He insists it’s not about the Islanders, however difficult that may be to believe. “As I’ve told (general manager) Garth (Snow) before . . . It’s like a breakup: It’s not you, it’s me. And it really is me wanting to explore this.”

2. OKPOSO ON FIRE . . . Somewhat lost in the ongoing Tavares furor is the career year being formulated by Kyle Okposo, right winger on the Isles’ top line. As of Wednesday night, he was perched among the NHL’s scoring leaders with 54 points (24G, 34A), good enough for eighth, tied with a certain Mr. Alexander Ovechkin.

3. BOUNCE BACK TIME . . . The Flames’ winning run may have ended at five games on Tuesday evening at the Bell Centre but the Flames ill afford to drop their heads, curse fate or compromise their intensity level. “Today,” said Flames’ boss Bob Hartley, following Wednesday practice at the Canadiens’ practice facility in Brossard, Que., “is another start. Hey, we had a short meeting and that’s what I addressed. Structurally, (Tuesday) night we were very good. We didn’t give much. But we didn’t have enough zip in our game. We didn’t go hard at the net. Carey Price played well but he basically could’ve had the shutout in a rocking chair. We didn’t put enough traffic at him.”

3. ABOUT THE ISLES . . . New York went 0-for-5 on the PP in Tuesday’s 1-0 win over Washington, and are 0-for-their-last-25 ... Scary stat for the Flames: Despite his lofty perch near the top of the NHL scoring list, captain John Tavares has gone goalless in seven straight starts ... Isles are only 8-12-8 at Nassau Coliseum ... In that shutout of the Caps, the Isles put the brakes on a 0-4-1 run, with Evgeni Nabokov registering his second shutout of the campaign via 22 saves.

5. INS, OUTS, WHAT-HAVE-YOUS . . . For the Flames, one personnel change for Long Island: Pesky Paul Byron draws into the lineup in place of tough guy Kevin Westgarth. “Paul had a great start and then he got injured,” explained Hartley. “He’s worked hard. I like his intensity, I like his energy.” ... The agent for D Kris Russell, Calgary’s most pleasant surprise this season, is making headway on new contract with the club. Russell’s St. Louis-based agent Allain Roy, on the state of negotiations with Flames: “Not quite there yet. Closer.”

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald

Squandered chances, 'stage fright' lead to end of Flames' five-game win streak with loss in Montreal

Former Calgary forward Rene Bourque bounces in winner off his knee before Carey Price slams door shut

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldFebruary 5, 2014

Story

Photos ( 2 )

Montreal&#8217;s Rene Bourque celebrates with teammate Brandon Prust after scoring against Mikael Backlund and the Calgary Flames on Tuesday. The tally would stand up as the winner in a 2-0 Habs victory.
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Montreal’s Rene Bourque celebrates with teammate Brandon Prust after scoring against Mikael Backlund and the Calgary Flames on Tuesday. The tally would stand up as the winner in a 2-0 Habs victory.
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Johnson: Cammalleri soldiers through return to Montreal and he didn’t go missing between periods

MONTREAL — The full 60, they weren’t entirely unhappy with.

That specific 1:59. Wretched. Bordering on blasphemous.

“We have to score on that,” murmured skipper Mark Giordano of a badly botched two-man advantage that paved the way for Tuesday’s 2-0 streak-busting loss to the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre. “A full two minutes . . . we have to expect to score. We had a couple good looks, but we didn’t do enough.

“We weren’t playing our best game, by any means. But we were in it. We just weren’t sharp enough around the net. Loose pucks and stuff, where lately we’ve been picking them up, we just weren’t sharp enough.”

The Calgary Flames arrived in the home of the Habs on top of the crest of a wave Duke Kahanamoku would’ve been proud to ride, a five-game win streak. But the combination of goaltender Carey Price and their own inability to seize the decisive moment proved their undoing.

“(Price) saw way too many shots tonight,” grumbled centre Mikael Backlund. “If we want to score, we’ve got to get in his face. He didn’t have a tough night. He was playing good, but we gave him a fairly easy game and he built off it.”

Michael Cammalleri’s return to the Bell Centre had generated all the pre-puck-drop buzz. So leave it to the main return the Habs fetched in the swap two years ago, Rene Bourque, mired in a deep, deep scoring slump, to step out of the lengthening shadows and steal the show.

Bourque found himself in the right position, with Brandon Prust’s centring pass caroming knee-high off his left leg (and, maybe, just maybe, at the last possible instant before crossing the goal-line, his stick blade) to provide the fatal blow. A David Desharnais power play open-netter with 11 seconds left in the game was nothing more than cosmetic filler.

Lars Eller had set the wheels in motion on the Bourque goal, reaching out to tap the puck past Ladislav Smid just inside Calgary’s blueline to create an odd-man opportunity down low, at 16:13 of the second period.

No one could classify Bourque’s tally goal of the season as ‘pretty’. But lethal? As a famished mongoose confronting a plump rodent on the road.

The goal was the often maddening/sporadically superb winger’s first in seven games and only his second in 21. Unsurprisingly, there was a healthy scratch thrown in there or good measure.

So that had to feel mighty good, irrespective of his familiarity with the victim.

“I think we got a turnover in the neutral zone and Lars Eller took it wide and we created a 2-on-1 down low,” said Bourque. “Prust just waited for the D-man to go down to cut off the lane and he got around him and threw it front and it hit my shin pad.”

That broke the deadlock, and the Canadiens hung on to win.

“Lately, goals have been at a premium,” said Price. “We knew it could be that kind of game and we didn’t vary from our game plan.”

And the Flames? All the talk in their room kept drifting back to that squandered opportunity with the game scoreless.

They really had only themselves to chastise for fizzing woefully on the 5-on-3 gift — first Tomas Plekanec for tossing an elbow in Matt Stajan’s direction and one slender second later, Eller incarcerated for using his hand to direct the puck in the faceoff circle.

Presented with such a gilt-edged opportunity to crack open a scoreless game, they could conjure up only a limp two shots — one, from Giordano, nestling right into Price’s midsection; the other, via Kris Russell, into his catching glove.

Other than that, pfft.

Wasteful. In the extreme.

Oh, Calgary did create a few dangerous scoring opportunities along the way, usually with Lee Stempniak hovering the vicinity. A first-period centring pass of his hit Price and snuck coquettishly along the goal-line before disappearing under the collapsing goaltender, close enough to be reviewed — and disallowed — by Command Central.

“A weird play,” agreed Price. “He threw it on net and I didn’t know if it was in or not. I just fell on it and tried to block all the camera views.” 

As the game wore on, the Sochi-bound stopper made a handful quality stops, including a gem five minute into the third period off the industrious Stempniak from the tip of the crease, a bang-bang play that his positioning allowed him to spit the puck back.

While the Flames kept grinding and battling away, they lacked that final touch that had characterized the win streak. Boss Bob Hartley admitted a few of his kids suffered from stage fright when faced with the venue and that red-white-and-blue legendary jersey.

“We didn’t have (good outings) from a few of our young players, we didn’t get our regular pop or our regular zip,”’ he said. “But that’s part of the learning process. That’s why I kept playing them. we mixed our lines against their matchups. Sometimes it works. Tonight it didn’t.

“Can’t fault Reto (Berra) for his effort. he gave us a chance to win. The turning point of our game was our two-man power play. We had a few good chances. Price came up with some big saves.”

Enough, anyway, to do the business required.

“What were the shots?” asked a curious Cammalleri. When told 27-26 Habs, he shrugged. “I didn’t think a lot of chances were generated either way. There was a lot of speed on the back check both ways; a lot of back pressure from both teams. Which made it hard to create outnumbered rushes, either way.

“Pricey was good as he had to be, obviously.” A reflective sigh. “But I think he’d tell you it wasn’t the greatest challenge he’s ever faced.”

NOTES: Jiri Hudler’s final gasp at an Olympic trip with the Czech Republic team was quashed with the addition of Washington’s Martin Erat on Tuesday.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Johnson: Cammalleri soldiers through return to Montreal and he didn’t go missing between periods

Flames veteran back against old team which, just over two years ago, dealt him to Calgary in the second intermission of a game against Boston

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldFebruary 5, 2014
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Calgary Flames veteran Mike Cammalleri falls after colliding with Montreal&#8217;s Rene Bourque on Tuesday night. The two were traded for each other in 2012.
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MONTREAL — If Michael Cammalleri had some gone inexplicably missing between periods, vanished off somewhere in the Montreal mists, he was asked if anybody should start panicking.

It has, after all, happened before.

On the road. With trade rumours tailing him like a Dashiell Hammett gumshoe.

“I said that to my dad, when we were talking about coming here,” confessed the Calgary Flames’ right winger in amusement on Tuesday morning. “I said: ‘That’s all I need, something dramatic here again. It’d be nice for everything to go nice and easy. No drama.

“A nice 2-1 win and we can move on.”

Well, that never materialized.

This marked the diminutive sniper’s first time back in the Bell Centre — indeed, his first game against his former comrades-in-arms, the Montreal Canadiens, since returning west, to the Calgary Flames fold, having been injured for the previous two collisions since being shipped back west on Jan. 11th, 2012.

“Yeah, first one. And it’s nice to be back,” said Cammalleri, encircled by a media mob following the Flames morning skate. “I have nothing but fond memories of this place. I had so much fun here. Myself and my family just really, really had a good time. There were a lot of really special nights here.

“I haven’t played here all that much, now that I think about it, because I was in the Western Conference most of my career before coming to Montreal. I played my second game in the league here but I don’t know how many since.”

In the spring of 2009, remember, Cammalleri was the toast of this town, up on a pedestal reserved for the legends, scoring 13 goals in 19 playoff games as the Canadiens went on a magical run before being doused in five games by Philadelphia one rung from a Stanley Cup final trip.

Everything that Cammalleri shot that springtime seemed to find twine. So, did he feel touched by God?

“Are you a religious man?” he said, laughing.

“I don’t know. Maybe touched by the Habs’ gods.

“First of all, we didn’t win the Stanley Cup. So let’s not go TOO crazy.”

His exit two years later wasn’t quite so rapturous. There’d been the inflammatory comments attributed to him about his team being “losers” (“I can’t accept that we will display a losing attitude as we’re doing this year,” he was quoted as saying. “We prepare for our games like losers. We play like losers. So it’s no wonder why we lose.”), generally accepted now as having been muddied in an English-to-French translation.

Then the bizarreness of the deal, sent back to the Flames (with the rights to Karri Ramo) in exchange for Rene Bourque between the second and third period of a game in Boston. He’d logged 9:02 of ice time with no goals, no shots on goal, no take-aways, no hits, when told he’d been off-loaded, to take off his gear and taxi back to the Canadiens’ hotel to await word on his destination.

Calgary, as fast would have it.

So the exit was rather abrupt and undeniably somewhat controversial, leaving fans at the Bell Centre unsure of how to react.

“I don’t know what to expect,” he’d admitted Tuesday morning. “Hard for me to tell. The way things happened, the way the departure happened, I’ve heard more things from hearsay.

“I have fond memories . . . but I don’t know what to expect. All I can say is: It was a great time and I really enjoyed living and playing here. The two that stand out the most: The playoff wins here, being a part of the excitement of the fan base here, the team, my teammates. Everybody. Just thinking you had a chance to win the Stanley Cup.

“And believing it.

“The other special night was the Centennial Game, walking down this hallway and seeing all the legends.”

There are, he says, no hard feelings over the virtually unprecedented oddness of his departure. Pulled out before games pending a deal, yes. But DURING games? That’s . . . different.

“It’s understandable,” countered Camalleri. “That’s the whole thing. I think sometimes that’s the protocol. They have to make sure things are approved by the league. Honestly, it didn’t bother me at all at the time.

“I think it’s the case if (a player plays) and something happens, the deal’s null and void. Sometimes time passes on these things. We talked on the phone. It was nice talking to him. That’s the one thing people don’t realize: At the end of the day we’re playing a game and we’re trying to win.”

In fact, he’s spoken to then-Habs’ GM Pierre Gauthier, now director of player personnel for the Chicago Blackhawks, about the incident since.

“At least people aren’t bad human beings, are treating each other as good human beings, you can always say ‘Hi. How’s it going?’ You can understand why people do the things they do.

“I can’t say any interactions I’ve had with him were awkward in any way.”

In the visiting dressing room after the 2-0 loss, Cammalleri just seemed relieved this first visit back was over. He finished even with three shots in 18:52 of ice time.

“I’m gonna be honest, I was a little anxious to start. For sure. Doesn’t matter how many games you play, when you have a scenario like that you get a little anxious. I know one turnover for sure I didn’t like, then I calmed down and got back to my game the last two periods.”

The reaction to yesterday’s hero was mixed, and mostly muted. Maybe too much time had passed, both ways. Which was fine by No. 13.

“I was hoping it’d be like that. Tonight’s game wasn’t about me, it was about the Montreal Canadiens fighting for a playoff spot in the East and us trying to go 6-0.

“I thought (the reaction) was pleasantly subdued.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Cammalleri says he bears no grudge against Habs over abrupt 2012 trade

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldFebruary 4, 2014
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MONTREAL - If Michael Cammalleri somehow went inexplicably missing between periods, he was asked if anybody should start panicking. It has, after all, happened before.

"I said that to my dad, when we were talking about coming here,’’ confessed the Calgary Flames’ right winger in amusement. "I said: ‘That’s all I need, something dramatic here again. It’d be nice for everything to go nice and easy. No drama.

"A nice 2-1 win and we can move on.’’

Tuesday marked the diminutive sniper’s first time back in the Bell Centre - indeed, his first game against the Montreal Canadiens since returning to the Calgary Flames fold, having been injured for the previous two collisions.

"Yeah, first one. And it’s nice to be back,’’ said Cammalleri, encircled by a media mob following the Flames morning skate. "I have nothing but fond memories of this place. I had so much fun here. Myself and my family just really, really had a good time. There were a lot of really special nights here.

"I haven’t played here all that much, now that I think about it, because I was in the Western Conference most of my career before coming to Montreal. I played my second game in the league here but I don’t know how many since.’’

In the spring of 2009, remember, Cammalleri was the toast of the town, scoring 13 goals in 19 playoff games as the Habs went on a spirited playoff run.

His exit wasn’t quite so rapturous. There were the inflammatory quotes attributed to him about the Habs being "losers" ("I can’t accept that we will display a losing attitude as we’re doing this year. We prepare for our games like losers. We play like losers. So it’s no wonder why we lose."), generally muddied in the english-to-french translation.

Then the bizarreness of the deal, sent back to the Flames (with the rights to Karri Ramo) between the second and third period of a game in Boston on Jan. 11, 2012. He’d played 9:02 with no goals, no shots on goal, no takeaways, no hits, when told he’d been offloaded, to take off his gear and taxi back to the Canadiens’ hotel to await word on his destination.

So the exit was rather abrupt. And somewhat controversial.

"I don’t know what to expect. Hard for me to tell. The way things happened, the way the departure happened, I’ve heard more things from heresay.

"I have fond memories ... but I don’t know what to expect. All I can say is: It was a great time and I really enjoyed living and playing here.’’

There are, he says, no hard feelings over the oddness of his departure. In fact, he’s spoken to then-Habs’ GM Pierre Gauthier about the incident since.

"It’s understandable. I think sometimes that’s the protocol. They have to make sure things are approved by the league. Honestly, it didn’t bother me at all at the time. 

"I think it’s the case if (a player plays) and something happens, the deal’s null and void. Sometimes time passes on these things. We talked on the phone. It was nice talking to him. That’s the one thing people don’t realize: At the end of the day we’re playing a game.

"At least people aren’t bad human beings, are treating each other as good human beings, you can always say ‘Hi. How’s it going?’ You can understand why people do the things they do. I can’t say any interactions I’ve had with him were awkward in any way.’’

NOTES: Reto Berra gets the call in net tonight, with Karri Ramo injured (knee).
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Oilers close out road trip with OT loss in Jersey

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalFebruary 8, 2014
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New Jersey Devils&#8217; Andy Greene (6) checks Edmonton Oilers&#8217; Taylor Hall to the ice during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, in Newark, N.J.
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New Jersey Devils’ Andy Greene (6) checks Edmonton Oilers’ Taylor Hall to the ice during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, in Newark, N.J.
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Photos: Oilers edged out by Devils in overtime

MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers coach sees progress as team heads into Olympic break

Oilers announce Saskatoon pre-season date against Blackhawks

Scrivens’ brilliant play pushes Oilers past Rangers at Madison Square Gardens

NEWARK, N.J. — A Jon Merrill slap shot at 2:34 of overtime robbed the Oilers of a third victory on their four-game road trip Friday night, but they dispersed for the Olympic break feeling good about themselves, just the same.

Merrill, a University of Michigan product in his rookie season, made his first NHL goal a memorable one, finishing off a three-way passing play with Michael Ryder and Adam Henrique as the Devils edged the Oilers 2-1 in front of an announced sellout crowd of 16,592 at the Prudential Center.

“We just got caught a little on an indecision on a four-on-four defensive-zone coverage there,” said Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins. “It opened up a play for them.

“Sure, we would have liked to get that one in overtime, or let’s see what goes on in the shootout, but I’m fairly happy with the point.”

With victories over the Buffalo Sabres and New York Rangers, and the overtime loss, the Oilers collected five of a possible eight points on the trip. Their only loss was an emphatic 4-0 beat-down by the Boston Bruins at the front end of the trip.

They finished with some style, matching the Devils chance-for-chance in a well-played game, especially considering it was the second of back-to-back games for the Oilers, whose record moves to 20-33-7.

Andrei Loktionov, converting a three-way passing play, opened the scoring at 11:01 of the first period for the Devils, while Taylor Hall, converting a two-on-one with Nail Yakupov, replied 29 seconds later.

It was the 20th goal of the season for Hall, who played on a line with Yakupov and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins for the second straight game, with happy results.

“I thought we had a lot of chances tonight,” said Hall, who had five shots to lead all Oilers in that category. “Maybe (we had) a few more against than we would like.

“But, as far as getting the puck in their end and getting two-on-ones and three-on-two chances, we seem to be doing a good job of that.

“It’s fun playing with Yak. When we’re on, it’s chances. It would have been nice to bury one more.”

Along with the Oilers top line of No. 1 overall draft picks, their offensive attack increasingly seems to include defencemen selectively jumping into the rush, or pinching deep into the opposing zone to support the Oilers attacks.

Justin Schultz, Andrew Ference and Jeff Petry just missed on a cluster of gilt-edged chances like that.

In the first period alone, Schultz failed to convert on a setup from Ales Hemsky from the side of the crease early on, and Ference was robbed by Schneider on a similar play at 10:05 on a setup by Hall.

Petry also jumped into the slot late in the period, but a pass from Sam Gagner bounced over his stick and the defenceman fanned on his shot.

In the second period, there was Schultz again, jumping up on a two-on-one with Yakupov in the final 20 seconds. In the end, Schultz opted not to pass, but his shot hit Devils goalie Cory Schneider square in the chest for an easy save.

“It’s just when you see the opportunity,” Schultz said of the spate of point-blank chances from defenceman venturing deep into the offensive zone. “I had a few opportunities tonight I probably should have scored on.

“I could have had a hat trick out there. Nuge (Nugent-Hopkins) was making some great passes. You’ve just got to find your opportunity and there were a couple tonight.”

It was Ilya Bryzgalov’s turn to play, given Eakins’ even-steven goalie rotation and he was rock-solid, stopping 22 of the 24 shots he faced.

The Oilers felt Henrique got away with a blatant hold on Oilers defenceman Martin Marincin on the play that sprung Merrill for his game-winner, but Bryzgalov did his best to be diplomatic about that.

“I don’t want to judge the referees, but definitely from my standpoint, he was holding the stick and he was holding the stick of (Marincin) for a long time. Maybe the referee doesn’t see that moment, I can’t tell you.”

It was the third straight one-goal game for the Oilers, who seem far more comfortable playing in tight games than they were earlier this season.

Eakins, as a coach would be, was cautiously optimistic about the Oilers groping for an identity.

“We hope so,” Eakins said. “It’s sometimes hard to get a measure because I find teams like (New Jersey) and the Rangers, they play differently than those teams in our conference, teams like St. Louis and Anaheim, San Jose.

“I think we’re more than capable of competing against the teams of this size and this nature. We still have to work harder and get better to play against those beasts over in our conference.”

NOTES: The Oilers won the only other meeting between the two teams this season, earning a 5-4 shootout on Oct. 7 in Edmonton ... That game was Eakins’ first victory as an NHL head coach ... The Devils have four players headed for the Olympic hockey tournament in Sochi, Russia. Patrik Elias, Jagr and Zidlicky all will play for the Czech Republic. Jagr was part of his country’s gold-medal team in 1998, when Dominik Hasek stoned Canada in that infamous shootout in the semifinal. Damian Brunner will play for Switzerland in his Olympic debut ... The Oilers three Olympians are Slovak defenceman Martin Marincin, right winger Ales Hemsky of the Czech Republic and defenceman Anton Belov, who will play for Russia, despite being a healthy scratch the last four games for the Oilers.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

Facebook.com/EdmontonJournalSports

Check out my blog, Sweatsox, at edmontonjournal.com/sweatsox

MacKinnon: Oilers tweak forward lines in attempt to get more offence

Eberle joins Perron and Gagnon, Yakupov now with Nugent-Hopkins and Hall

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalFebruary 6, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers winger David Perron and Buffalo Sabres&#8217; Jamie McBain turn to chase the puck during a National Hockey League game at the First Niagara Center in Buffalo, N.Y., on Feb. 3, 2014.
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Edmonton Oilers winger David Perron and Buffalo Sabres’ Jamie McBain turn to chase the puck during a National Hockey League game at the First Niagara Center in Buffalo, N.Y., on Feb. 3, 2014.
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Count this NHL guru as more than just a number

Secondary scorers showing up for Edmonton Oilers

Quick introduction to team old hat for newest Edmonton Oilers acquisition

Hendricks helps Oilers grind out win in Buffalo

NEW YORK — At a cursory glance, and certainly by their current standards, the Edmonton Oilers are on a roll.

They have won four of their last five games, including victories over big, heavy teams like the Vancouver Canucks and San Jose Sharks, as they prepared Wednesday to face the New York Rangers, winners of four straight games, at 5 p.m. MST Thursday at Madison Square Garden.

On closer inspection, the Oilers’ current uptick in performance doesn’t entirely scan. For starters, they have given up 144 shots in their last three games, but emerged with two victories.

Yes, they shut out San Jose 3-0, but that was on the strength of a magical, 59-save performance by goalie Ben Scrivens.

Yes, they squeaked past the 30th-place Buffalo Sabres 3-2, but they looked mighty sloppy doing it. Happily, they were backstopped by Ilya Bryzgalov, who blocked 42 of 44 shots.

Obviously, being bailed out by a hot goalie is not a sustainable strategy. Certainly not against the surging Rangers, who clobbered the Colorado Avalanche 5-1 on Wednesday night, delivering a comprehensive performance some observers called their best overall game this season.

On Wednesday, the Oilers skated through a brisk, 60-minute practice at Chelsea Pier, a quirky facility where a seat in the metal bleachers affords a commanding view of the ships gliding by on the Hudson River, if watching hockey drills isn’t your bag.

Also visible from that vantage point were a couple of forward line tweaks head coach Dallas Eakins made on the top two lines. Eakins moved right winger Jordan Eberle from the Ryan Nugent-Hopkins/Taylor Hall line to the right side with Sam Gagner and David Perron, who flipped from right to left wing.

Nail Yakupov moves from left wing on the Gagner line to right wing with Nugent-Hopkins and Hall.

The switch isn’t likely to disrupt Eberle’s game.

“I don’t think it really does,” said Eberle, who has 19 goals and 45 points. “I have played with Gagner a ton, I’ve played with Perron a ton. We like playing with each other.

“Obviously, Perron’s a guy who’s going to get to the net and gets in traffic. He’s a big body. And Gagner is a guy who likes to give-and-go, just like myself. I’ve had chemistry with both guys and I’m looking forward to it.”

The Gagner line made things happen in the victory over Buffalo, especially Perron, who set up goals by defencemen Jeff Petry and Justin Schultz.

But concern that the Oilers have been too reliant of late on Hall, Nugent-Hopkins and Eberle prompted Eakins to make the switch.

“We’re just trying to generate some more offence,” said Eakins. “The last few games, our chances have gone south a little bit. And not in a drastic way, but we’re just looking for some different looks.

“I think (Yakupov) has played better and to get him with Hallsy and Nuge may benefit the individual very well, especially with those three guys. They should be able to generate a lot of offence.

“We’ll see how it goes. As always, you shake up lines, sometimes it looks good and sometimes it doesn’t.”

Perron, who played with Eberle and Mark Arcobello in the pre-season and early in the season while Gagner recovered from that nasty broken jaw, also was fine with the line juggling.

“(Eberle) can be trusted on both sides of the puck and he’s obviously a really good player,” Perron said. “It’s always a fun challenge for me to join a guy like him.

“I’m just going to try to (play) my game, get to the net, stuff like that. I think we all have that same mentality. Even though he likes to make plays and stuff, he’s still got to get to the net and stay there.

“That’s how we’re going to score more goals.”

With all their skill, more goals should also come from the Oilers’ power play. But it’s not necessarily so, evidently. Against Buffalo, for example, the Oilers were zero-for-five with a man advantage. Over their last 10 games, the Oilers are five-for-35 (14.2-per-cent success rate) on the power play. They have failed to score a power-play goal in six of those 10 games.

Not only that, they gave up another short-handed goal, their league-leading 10th this season, against Buffalo. That gaffe was offset by a short-handed goal of their own, by checker Matt Hendricks, which turned out to be the game-winner.

Still the power play is underwhelming, chugging along at a 17.2-per-cent success rate, with 35 goals on 203 power-play chances, to rank 19th in the league. Edmonton’s power play clicks, if that’s the right word, at an abysmal 11 per cent on the road.

Eakins didn’t even run any power-play drills on Wednesday, perhaps thinking, like a blocked writer, sometimes it’s best to just walk away from it, come back later and try again.

What, exactly, is up with the opponents getting more and better chances on the Oilers’ power play than the Oilers, or so it seems, Eakins was asked.

“Well, No. 1, on the power play, as soon as you’re sensing danger, you have to go into five-on-five mode,” said Eakins. “We’ve been standing, watching a guy under pressure, and instead of eating the puck, we’re looking to give it up. Those are individual decisions.

“Our power play has been struggling greatly. I think today is the first day that I can remember probably in two weeks that I haven’t worked on it. I’ve just kind of left it alone.”

About a month ago, Eakins installed a 1-3-1 format on the power play because the structure the club deployed last season had become ineffective.

“We’re trying to get the guys to shoot the puck more, but the problem with it is you can keep encouraging them, asking them to do it (shoot the puck), and they are trying, but most of our guys on our power play, they’re passers. And it’s going to take some time to get them in that mindset where they’re just teeing pucks up.

“We’ll continue to work on it. Our players are engaged, they understand the danger of the 1-3-1. It’s very hard to defend. And it’s something that we want to stick with, right through to the end of the year.”

No wonder it’s tougher on the road. At home, at least, the fans often helpfully holler: “Shoooot!” as the Oilers’ power play sputters.

That approach has also produced limited success.
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Secondary scorers showing up for Edmonton Oilers

David Perron among those not named Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle or Ryan Nugent-Hopkins who&#8217;s been contributing offensively

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalFebruary 4, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers forward David Perron, left, and Buffalo Sabres defenceman Jamie McBain chase the puck during NHL action at Buffalo&#8217;s First Niagara Center on Monday, Feb. 3, 2014.
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Hendricks helps Oilers grind out win in Buffalo

Cult of Hockey: Edmonton Oilers need more net crashers

NEW YORK — Obviously, there are many components of success that are either regularly missing from the Edmonton Oilers’ collective game or only available in spurts.

One item on the long list is balanced scoring, not merely relying on the speed and skill of the Ryan Nugent-Hopkins-Taylor Hall-Jordan Eberle trio to carry that payload. That means steadier production from the Sam Gagner-David Perron-Nail Yakupov line, for one.

On Monday night in Buffalo, the Oilers’ three goals came from defencemen Jeff Petry and Justin Schultz and third-line checker Matt Hendricks, as it happened.

But the Gagner line, particularly Perron, was central to the pretty goals by Petry, which opened the scoring 32 seconds into the game, and Schultz, who tied the game 2-2 with a ripper of a wrist shot at 16:45 of the second period.

Perron set up both Petry and Schultz, creating space in the middle then dishing the puck to the pinching defenceman, who finished.

Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins has been preaching going hard to the net all season and has reinforced it on this road trip, running practice drills to reinforce just that message.

On Monday night, he repeated the message, and it was heard if not necessarily adhered to completely in a game in which the Oilers took a cluster of penalties, turned the puck over and gave up odd-man rushes on their own power plays.

“I think he said it every intermission, every time he could, every TV timeout, whatever,” Perron said. “No turnovers, no penalties, middle-lane drive.

“Those are exactly the things that when we do that, we’re going to be successful. There are times when we have a three-on-two, four-on-three or whatever and everyone kind of falls out of the play.

“It’s the middle-lane drive that’s going to create the space. It’s obviously not the guy that’s sometimes going to get the goal, assist. But he’s the one that creates the whole play and that’s what we need.”

That guy was Perron on the Petry and Schultz goals, without a doubt.

Perron, 25, is a realist. He knows the playoffs are not an option for the Oilers this season, but he also knows he still needs to work to establish the foundation of a game that will eventually take him and his team there.

“We’ve got to start building the right way of playing so that next year, when we come back, we go right back in it (to the system) when the season starts,” said Perron, who scored his second career hat-trick against Vancouver last week, lifting him to an NHL career-high 22 goals this season.

Perron’s 41 points (19 assists) place him fourth in team scoring behind Hall (54 points), Eberle (45) and Nugent-Hopkins (42).

“It’s not oh, we just see how it goes in the first 10 games of the year,” Perron said.

“I felt like earlier in the year, there was too much, oh, it’s only five games, it’s only six games. Well, it’s too good of a league. You can’t just go two wins and eight losses in the first 10 games. Unless you go the rest of the year having a really good year.

“That can’t happen. We need to be ready to go right from the start next year. (We need) to set up our style right away, and I feel the last two, three games, that’s exactly how we need to play.”

What had Perron expected when he was shipped to the Oilers from the St. Louis Blues in exchange for winger Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round draft pick in the 2014 NHL draft? For the team; and for himself?

“For the team, it was to make the playoffs this year and, obviously, it’s not going to this year, looks like,” Perron said. “It doesn’t matter if you don’t reach all your goals in one year, you have to remember why you had them in mind and that you have to set up for the next year. It’s just like in life. You expect to have this job or this car or whatever at that age. You won’t always get it, but if you keep it in mind and you work for it, you’ll probably end up getting what you want.”

Perron has been part of this sort of process before, having been part of a young core in St. Louis that emerged to become a Cup contender. Does he see the parallel?

“Yes, there’s always stuff to improve with a young team like this,” Perron said. “They (the likes of Hall, Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins, Justin Schultz) got to be leaders pretty much the first and second years after they got here.

“There’s a lot to learn still, but at the same time, we’ve got to build on the little things. With the skill that’s in here, if we do it the right way, we’re going to get so many chances.”

The Oilers get their next chance to practise what Eakins preaches on Thursday night at Madison Square Garden, when they play the Rangers. They finish off the four-game road trip on Friday night in Newark, N.J. when they play the Devils.
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John MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers coach sees progress as team heads into Olympic break

Dallas Eakins says players &#8216;making strides on a number of levels&#8217; in transition to defence-first mindset

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalFebruary 8, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers coach Dallas Eakins sits in the Rexall Place stands watching an opposing team practice in early January 2014.
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Scrivens’ brilliant play pushes Oilers past Rangers at Madison Square Gardens

Simons: New tower a win for Daryl Katz — and, just maybe, for downtown

Oilers announce Saskatoon pre-season date against Blackhawks

New tower slated for Edmonton skyline: 2,000 city staff to be consolidated

NEWARK, N.J. — Dallas Eakins is going to get on his bicycle during the Olympic break and get pedalling.

That’s not a metaphor for the Oilers rookie head coach, whose 29th-place team has been spinning its wheels much of the 2013-14 season. That will be his main recreational activity next week as the NHL stands down for the Sochi Winter Olympics.

“I’ll be hammering my bike every day,” said Eakins, who will head to Scottsdale, Ariz. to join his wife and two young daughters for a well-earned break.

Call it active recovery, as fitness devotees like Eakins do. Even hitting the break on the upswing, having won five of their last six games as the puck dropped Friday night, the Oilers can use respite as much as any team in the league. Probably more.

There will be 22 games left this season when hostilities resume on Feb. 27 at Rexall Place, as the Oilers open a five-game homestand against the Minnesota Wild. Time now to take a breath.

Early this season, as the Oilers faceplanted from the gate — they lost 12 of their first 15 games, including 10 in regulation — Eakins pointedly said: “I knew this was going to be a messy renovation; I didn’t think it was going to be this messy.”

And where would Eakins situate his young, talented team at this juncture?

“I think we’re making strides on a number of levels,” Eakins said. “I think the best way to put it, for me ... back in early November, I was frustrated, I was mad. But that’s part of the getting to know your group.

“Sometimes, it takes longer to get to know the individual personnel and the group than just a few weeks at training camp.

“Where at least I am mentally, I firmly know where we need to get better. I know exactly how we have to play to secure a playoff spot in this (Western) conference. I one-hundred per cent know where we need to go.”

Getting there is the issue, and a huge part of the journey, as any casual fan knows, involves the players buying into taking care of defensive responsibilities first before trying to dazzle with their evident offensive skill.

“The one thing I’ve found, even as a player and then more importantly as a coach, is when you go to offensive-minded players and start talking about defence, they suddenly think you’re trying to take something away from them,” said Eakins, who assembled a line of No. 1 overall picks Taylor Hall (2010), Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (2011) and Nail Yakupov (2012) against both the Rangers on Thursday night and again against the Devils. “Where you’re actually trying to give them a gift.

“When we don’t have the puck, we want to get it back as fast as we can, so we can have the puck and use their skill. Our guys are understanding that.”

That includes Yakupov, who has been a healthy scratch five times this season when, partly as a reinforcement that the message needs to be heard and acted upon. Indeed, assembling that line of first overall picks is Eakins’s way of demonstrating a measure of trust in his young talents to do some heavy lifting before dancing on offence.

Eakins can sense the message taking hold and can see his team — partly thanks to the work of goalies Ilya Bryzgalov and Ben Scrivens, as well as defence-first add-ons Mark Fraser on defence and Matt Hendricks up front — tightening up their play.

Eakins believes he knows his group better now, which is normal, and that the process, as coaches call it, is trending in the right direction.

“I think I’m more settled and a little bit more free on where we’re at right now,” Eakins said. “And, as much as I hate where we’re at in the standings, and I absolutely hate what our fans have had to go through, I am encouraged looking forward.”

For one thing, the team culture, always a fluid dynamic, is changing for the better in Eakins’ estimation, with the new additions.

“Well, it’s changed it greatly because the guys we’ve acquired are singing from the same (songbook) of the game that we’re trying to employ here,” Eakins said. “Hendricks comes in, Fraser comes in, Scrivens comes in, these guys are of very high character.

“They want to play the defence game first. Scrivens has just come from an organization (Los Angeles) that’s all about defence first. We’ve added a little bit of toughness, we’ve added some guys who want to play the defence-first game and are preaching that.

“It’s important to have those voices in your room, especially good veteran guys like Hendricks. He has played well, he has taken on a role here. Scrivens has played extremely well, and Fraser has come in and he’s hard to play against.

“Especially for Scrivens and Fraser (pending unrestricted free agents), these guys are looking to win contracts, they’re looking for opportunity. And Hendricks has come in and been great. He’s a voice, he understands he’s a veteran guy and he hasn’t come in quietly.

“That’s what I love about veteran guys like that. They know it’s their duty to come in and almost be a secondary coach a little bit and to pass on their knowledge to younger players.”

Coming out of the break, Eakins will hold what amounts to a mini-camp to revisit fitness levels for his players and tweak the club’s system play, particularly the puck retrieval component. And to re-emphasize the defence-first mantra he is relentless about.

“That message is never going to go away, it’s an important one,” Eakins said. “Teams that are keeping the puck out of their net are the ones that are winning hockey games. “We’re trying to morph this team into a team that’s going to use their skill greatly, but be a defence-first minded team.”
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Scrivens’ brilliant play pushes Oilers past Rangers at Madison Square Gardens
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Ben Scrivens, right, stops a shot on-goal by New York Rangers&#8217; Ryan Callahan during the second period of an NHL game in New York on Thursday, Feb. 6, 2014.
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Ben Scrivens, right, stops a shot on-goal by New York Rangers’ Ryan Callahan during the second period of an NHL game in New York on Thursday, Feb. 6, 2014.
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MacKinnon: Oilers tweak forward lines in attempt to get more offence

Secondary scorers showing up for Edmonton Oilers

NEW YORK — For weeks, if not months, Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins had wished, hoped, cajoled, instructed and pleaded with his gifted young team not to panic, not to play scared, to find a comfort zone playing in tight games and just persevere.

On Thursday night, at least, the lesson took hold as the Oilers hung on in a one-goal nail-biter from start to finish. , which they executed with a flourish as Nail Yakupov hammered home a slap shot at 18:22 of the third period to lift Edmonton to a 2-1 victory over the New York Rangers.

In the process, the Oilers snapped the Rangers’ winning streak at four games and extended their own pre-Olympic run to five wins in their last six games.

Yakupov, set up in the high slot, pounded Sam Gagner’s no-look centring pass past Rangers goalie Cam Talbot at 18:22 of the third period, leaving the announced crowd of 18,006 (a sellout) in stunned silence.

“Yak was finding spots all night to shoot, that’s what we told him before the game, just try and get open,” said Hall, who dug the puck out along the boards behind the Ranger net and slid it to Gagner, the subject of persistent trade rumours,of late,a little further along the end wall. “He’s got such a great shot that when he does get open, he’s got to let it go and one was bound to go in.”

As he has almost since he joined the Oilers on Jan. 16 in a trade with the Los Angeles Kings, goalie Ben Scrivens had much to do with providing a comfort zone for his teammates, stopping 35 shots, including a cluster of 10-bell saves to keep his team in the game. The Garden, apparently, is his stage.

On Nov. 17, Scrivens fashioned a 37-save, 1-0 shutout over the Rangers while playing for the Los Angeles Kings and this was his a Scrivens encore, evidently.

He had to be brilliant a number of times on Thursday night, as well, particularly on a Ryan Callahan breakaway during an Oilers second-period power play.

“It’s a great building, a lot of history here,” Scrivens said. “It’s fun to have the privilege of strapping them on and playing and competing in front of a great crowd.”

Scrivens lauded his defence for doing a good job of keeping shots to the perimeter, for the most part, “all that cliché stuff that’s boring that you have to write about. But we really did play a good game.”

His save on Callahan was anything but boring, though. The Rangers captain streaked in all alone on Scrivens after a turnover during the game’s only power play, which went to the Oilers after Rangers winger Daniel Carcillo was whistled for tripping. He’s a good player,” Scrivens said. “He pump-faked a little, you had to be wary of the shot and try to bite enough that you could make that save if he does follow through, but keep enough momentum, keep the ability to move, just in case he did.

“I was fortunate to get a toe on it,” Scrivens said. “He’s a good player and I’m fortunate to come out on the right end of that one.” Scrivens had to spread eagle to just get his left skate on the shot, as Callaghan faked the shot and tried to tuck it in the side.

Ryan Smyth, with his eighth goal of the season and 384th of his 20-year NHL career, had opened the scoring for Edmonton at 2:56 of the first period. It was a tap-in for the 37-year-old veteran after David Perron’s shot caromed off a skate and up in the air, out of Talbot’s field of vision.

That goal held up until 22 seconds into the second, when the Rangers converted a turnover in the Edmonton zone, as Mats Zuccarello fed a cross-ice pass to an uncovered Derick Brassard, who buried a one-timer Scrivens had no chance on. The Oilers kept those gaffes to a minimum on Thursday night.

“I thought we settled in,” Eakins said. “You never want to start a period that way, giving up a goal. But we didn’t panic, which was good with me. I was actually quite glad that it was tied 1-1 going into the third period. It’s one of those things you want your team to experience, to settle into that 1-1 game. Finally, we get rewarded.”

The Oilers might have had a 2-1 lead entering the third after Smyth banged the rebound of a Jordan Eberle wrist shot through Talbot’s pads. The puck leaked through and into the net all right, but referee Dan O’Halloran had lost sight of it and blown his whistle. No goal.

Yakupov’s game-winner was his 11th this season and a prototypical effort by the young Russian sniper, who was united with Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, No. 1 overall draft picks all, to start the game.

“You’ve got to trust your linemates, Nuge (Nugent-Hopkins) and Hallsy because they have speed and pretty good (skill) in the corners,” Yakupov said. “They can protect the puck and when they beat the guy in the corner, you’ve just got to find a space.”

“Not just me, but somebody (anybody) has to be in the middle for a shot.”

The Oilers won’t have long to savour the victory. They conclude their four-game road trip Friday in New Jersey against the Devils, before dispersing for the two-week NHL hiatus during the Sochi Winter Olympics.

Obviously, they have a chance to head into the break on a high note.

“We’ve won five of our last six and that’s great,” Hall said. “We just want to keep winning.

“It’s fun to win, it’s fun to beat teams, go into other teams buildings and ruin their party and play like we want to. So we’ve got to keep doing that.”

NOTES: The game was the 6,000th regular-season game in Rangers history. The first game in Rangers history was a 1-0 victory over the Montreal Maroons, with Bill (Bun) Cook, a member of the Hockey Hall of Fame, scoring the game’s lone goal.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox

Facebook.com/edmontonjournalsports

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

MacKinnon: ‘Hopefully, I don’t have to see that again’: Eakins

Edmonton Oilers coach Dallas Eakins says brilliant performance by goalie Ben Scrivens in shutout win over San Jose Sharks underscores lousy play by teammates
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Ben Scrivens manages to keep the puck out of the net as San Jose Sharks forward Eriah Hayes tries to make a play while seated on the ice at Rexall Place during the Oilers&#8217; 3-0 win Jan. 29, 2014.
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Ben Scrivens' shutout one for the books as Edmonton Oilers blank powerhouse Sharks

Edmonton Oilers captain targets Saturday’s road game against Boston Bruins as comeback date

MPs leery of spending federal funds on downtown arena’s community rink, councillor Mike Nickel says

BOSTON — When the 59-shot pummelling by the San Jose Sharks was over, his team stunningly improbable 3-0 winners by virtue of a record-setting goaltending effort, Edmonton Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins waited at the players’ bench to shake Ben Scrivens’ hand.

What did your coach say? the Oilers instant goaltending star was asked.

“He just said ‘great game,’” Scrivens said. “Nothing special.”

It was a brief, unconflicted moment for Eakins on a night Scrivens set an Oilers franchise single-game saves record, not to mention an NHL saves record for a shutout in a 60-minute game.

Never mind all that. The inner turmoil surfaced for the head coach as soon as Eakins spoke to reporters following the game.

“You preach all the time that you need your whole team to win the game, and tonight, I’m rethinking it,” Eakins said. “It looked like we needed to score a goal and Ben won it on his own.”

It was a gobsmacking performance — 20 saves in the first period alone; 42 after 40 minutes. But, believe this, Eakins was temperamentally unable to stand back and simply marvel at Scrivens’ athletic brilliance.

“That’s how I thought our skaters were playing the game — they were watching Ben,” Eakins said. “I’m so happy and proud of him, and then you’re mad at the same time.

“(It was an) incredible thing to watch. I’ve never seen it before and, boy, hopefully I don’t have to see that again.”

The Oilers, remember, had just won their third straight game, no small thing in a grim, 18-win season. But the commitment to short, crisp passes, and to efficient breakouts that informed their play against Nashville (5-1 win) and Vancouver (4-2 win) was nowhere to be found.

“It always goes back to the way you exit the zone,” Eakins said. “We could not exit that zone for the life of us.

“They were on us, or we would take an extra second with the puck.”

If Scrivens’ otherworldly play was a rarity for any Oilers goaltender in recent memory, the passive play of the ensemble cast was horrifyingly familiar to Oilers fans and to Eakins.

It subjected them to the kind of dominant performance ‘heavy’ teams like Anaheim, Los Angeles, San Jose, St. Louis and, yes, Saturday’s opponent, the Boston Bruins, are capable of unleashing on them. For one night, the answer was a white-hot goalie.

“Hey, Listen, he was on, obviously,” Eakins said. “I’ve seen that kid stop a lot of pucks.

“I’ve watched him develop, from being in the East Coast League, and up and down with our team with the Marlies and him turning into an NHL goalie.

“So, I’ve got a history with him and I’m very, very proud of his development and where he is today.

“But we were overwhelmed in the game. I thought San Jose was just firing on all cylinders. Right from our back end to our forwards, we just couldn’t shake it.

“We were firmly standing around watching. We were playing a very cautious, cautious game, which you can’t do in this league, you can’t do it.”

You can when your goaltender is playing lights out, as Scrivens was in surpassing the Oilers previous single-game franchise saves record of 56, set by Bill Ranford in a 4-3 victory over the New York Rangers in 1993.

Scrivens was 21 stops shy of the 80-save (83 shots) performance Sam LoPresti fashioned for the Chicago Blackhawks against the Boston Bruins in May 1941 against the Boston Bruins.

This was not the 70-save (73 shots) spectacular that Quebec Nordiques goalie Ron Tugnutt produced in a 3-3 tie against Boston on March 21, 1991.

There were no value-added playoff and medical elements to the drama, as there were for Montreal Canadiens goaltending legend Patrick Roy during a first-round Stanley Cup series against Boston in 1994. Stricken with appendicitis, Roy convinced team physicians to treat him with antibiotics to temporarily quiet his raging appendix, then made 99 saves over two games, both victories, including a 60-save overtime masterpiece in Game 5 of that series.

Still, Scrivens’ performance instantly joins the conversation of all-time great goalie performances, even if he wasn’t about to make much of a fuss about his own play.

Scrivens, who said he “hates superstitions,” didn’t indulge in any cheap sentimentality about surpassing himself (his previous game-high for saves was 40), or about fashioning a gem in front of friends and family. Not to mention Oilers brass, for whom he is auditioning for a full-time job and a multi-year contract.

It was a magical night, but the Professor, as Scrivens is known, isn’t much for pixie dust.

“Maybe it hasn’t hit me yet, but I always try and downplay stuff like that,” Scrivens said. “It’s a great narrative, and it’s great for the fans and newspapers.

“I’ll definitely appreciate it probably tonight, talking to my parents and my family. I’m sure there were a couple of friends in the stands tonight, and people watching on TV.

“I think my Dad and my sister were here. My Mom, took the option tonight, so she might be a little mad.

“Hopefully, I have another good one at some point.”

Hopefully not, is what Eakins was emphatically thinking, and saying.

Such is the state of the 2013-14 Oilers. On a night when a hometown boy demonstrates he may be the answer to their long-standing goaltending concerns, his brilliance also underscores how much work remains to be done with this work-in-progress team.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter

MacKinnon: Oilers season feels like a grim voyage with a damaged boat

Eakins, farm team prospects will be worth watching rest of season

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalJanuary 25, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov watches a rolling puck that Rob Klinkhammer of the Phoenix Coyotes can&#8217;t control during National Hockey League action at Rexall Place on Friday, Jan. 24, 2014.
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Oilers rally in third period, but fall short once again

Oilers hope Olympic break gives struggling team a chance to reset

Oilers expand minor league base by purchasing ECHL team

EDMONTON - If the movie, All is Lost, comes to your mind watching the Edmonton Oilers play out the 29-game string this disappointing season, you may not be alone.

For those who haven’t seen it, this is the J.C. Chandor movie in which a sailor, played by Robert Redford, is on a solo voyage across the Indian Ocean when his 39-foot yacht is swamped by a passing tanker.

Things go sideways from there, as you might imagine. His navigation equipment and nautical radio are disabled. He and his damaged ship sail into a violent storm; his ship capsizes, snapping the mast, on and on.

It winds up being a mighty grim voyage for Redford, to say the least. The kind of movie that’s hard to watch, yet you cannot look away.

This NHL season turned that way swiftly for the Oilers, who lost seven of their first eight games and have never recovered. They have compiled three five-game losing streaks and now their second six-game slide with Friday’s 4-3 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes.

Few were predicting the playoffs for the Oilers this season, but fewer still would have suggested they would go the entire season playing not one meaningful game, start to finish.

Before April 12, when the Oilers finish the season against the Vancouver Canucks, what shards of hope, what piece of the boat should the fan hang onto as the franchise founders toward its worst season on record?

Here are a few modest suggestions. It’s not a lengthy list.

For starters, as the season winds down, after the March 5 trade deadline provides the opportunity to shed a contract or two, might it not make sense to call up Taylor Fedun, Oscar Klefbom, both prospects on defence, and forward Tyler Pitlick from the Oilers’ American Hockey League farm club at Oklahoma City, give them some NHL experience?

At least give Fedun and Pitlick more of a taste of the NHL and, in Klefbom’s case, his first big-league action. The fans could use a taste of the projected future, as well.

The other audition that continues to bear watching is that of goalie Ben Scrivens, the Spruce Grove native the Oilers acquired on Jan. 15 from the Los Angeles Kings.

A pending unrestricted free agent in the off-season, Scrivens is playing for another contract, either here or elsewhere. Whether his play proves to be a preview of coming attractions or a short-run movie, in effect, is entirely a function of how he plays. It will be intriguing to watch, either way.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle. Never mind numbers — and Hall, for one, is on pace for his best season in terms of points — will the Oilers core forwards be able to focus on their uptempo, high-skill game despite all the losing? They embody the team’s identity and, even in spurts, it remains a treat to watch.

Lastly, Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins. A rookie head man in the NHL, Eakins carries himself with a deep confidence some perceive as arrogance. He is never at a loss for words and is forthright in his dealings with the media.

The last first-year head coach who carried himself with this sort of self-possession right out of the chute, at least in my memory, was Mike Keenan with the Philadelphia Flyers, back in the mid-1980s.

Keenan’s Flyers teams finished first in their division his first three years in the league and were Stanley Cup runners-up to Edmonton in 1987. Nice start for Keenan.

Eakins’ NHL journey so far has been fraught with adversity, not unlike Redford’s cinematic sea voyage gone bad. He’s also a more engaging, approachable coach than Keenan was in his early years.

Reporters have learned that if you ask a question, you’ll get a quotable answer, even if you don’t necessarily agree with or like the response, not to mention the delivery, in some instances.

Eakins tends to be all-business.

So what? He is neither boring nor bland, both of which are death for journalists, and fans, for that matter.

How he handles the rough water until the end of the season will be a major challenge for him, but a fascinating study for the rest of us.

Lord knows, there’s little sense focusing on the won-lost record.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox

On Twitter:@rjmackinnon

Check out the Edmonton Journal's Facebook page

MacKinnon: Lowe ebb for Oilers, but give it time
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Kevin Lowe talks to media about the sale of the Edmonton Oilers to Daryl Katz.
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Jones taking more puglistic approach with Oilers

Cam Tait: In defence of Edmonton Oilers president Kevin Lowe

Sign of Oilers fan’s discontent attracts passersby, police (video)

Luongo shuts door on skidding Oilers

EDMONTON - There is real wit, some of it delightful, embedded in Twitter, a truly democratic forum, when it’s on its best behaviour.

Take the dude who runs that phoney Craig MacTavish account (@FakeOilersGM), who tweeted this after the Vancouver Canucks defeated the Oilers 2-1 at Rexall Place on Tuesday night:

“You may think that Zack Kassian got the best of us, but rest assured that there’s a very angry letter from Daryl Katz on the way to him.”

Perfect.

A sardonic jab at the Oilers that blends disappointment over the Canucks’ forward facing zero retribution for his reckless pre-season stick to the face of Sam Gagner with a reference to the Oilers owner’s open letter to the fans, asking for more patience as the endless rebuild sputters along, the team stumbling to an eighth-straight non-playoff season.

Katz’s open letter vibrated with tone deafness, but that’s been part of the package all along. It’s not likely to change.

On the ice, the Oilers do not play a “big-boy game,” in the parlance of our times. Or, at least, in the parlance of head coach Gregg Popovich of the NBA’s San Antonio Spurs.

The Oilers don’t give their opponents much adversity and they have the 15-31-6 won-lost record to prove it.

That’s not likely to change dramatically, either, until the Oilers more muscular prospects, like defencemen Darnell Nurse and Oscar Klefbom and winger Mitch Moroz and others earn regular spots. And until some members of the current roster incorporate into their game the defensive responsibility necessary for consistent NHL success.

For a cluster of well-known reasons, the fan base’s silo of patience has been exhausted. Fans being human, many have identified Oilers president Kevin Lowe as the most appropriate target of their ire.

He’s handy, and many believe it’s his turn. But Katz, his owner and friend, is fiercely loyal to Lowe, which speaks well of him, actually. He wants Lowe onside for the long-term. Lowe’s employment status, in other words, is almost certainly not going to change.

So, disgruntled fans like Bill Day, who the other day hauled a portable billboard on a trailer to the Oilers offices with the message ‘Lowe Must Go’ displayed in neon pink, green and yellow letters, merely become a silly nuisance.

Maybe more creativity is needed from the fan base to send their own messages of dissatisfaction to ownership and Oilers management.

In my lifetime, fans have been expressing their ire for GMs, coaches and executives since New York football Giants’ fans were singing ‘Goodbye, Allie’ (to the tune of Good-night, ladies) back in 1969, serenading head coach Allie Sherman to the unemployment line.

Not too long after that, fans of the bumbling New Orleans Saints put paper bags over their heads, a witty, original statement at the time. They took to calling their team the ‘Aints.

I’ve got to think that finding the humour, however dark and bitter, in the efforts of a chronically losing team sure beats defaulting to rage and recrimination.

Shoving somebody, anybody, under the bus, is stunningly ineffective when the billionaire owner, ruthless businessman though he may be, also is an overgrown kid playing with his toy, living the dream of his youth with his buddies, even as he rakes in the profits.

Besides, who else is there to throw under the bus?

Whipping boys like Shawn Horcoff, Sheldon Souray, Ethan Moreau, Dustin Penner are long gone. So is former GM Steve Tambellini, along with former head coaches Pat Quinn, Tom Renney and Ralph Krueger. Not that any Oilers coach in recent memory, including Eakins, has been the issue.

MacTavish, unjustly made the fans’ punching bag late in his head coach tenure, only started his mandate as GM last April, a tenure so far noteworthy, along with a cluster of solid roster moves, for his hiring of head coach Dallas Eakins, signing him to a four-year contract.

It is safe to say the GM and his head coach are not enjoying the proverbial honeymoon period, exactly. But there’s no sense railing at them until they’ve had a chance to install their vision. It does take some time.

The Oilers, who stay close to their customers by way of regular surveys, focus groups and the like, know their fans have no appetite for summarily trading any of the team’s talented youngsters, like Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov and Justin Schultz.

Lowe, MacTavish and Eakins, all of them deeply confident men, firmly believe a turnaround is coming, as the next waves of prospects arrive to complete the roster. Some in the fan base may share that belief.

You can exclude me from those who take it on faith the breakthrough is coming, inevitably. There is no guarantee of that. Too many key pieces are missing from the puzzle.

But exclude me, also, from the crowd that wants somebody fired, as if another body on the pile would be an effective way to fix all that’s wrong with the Oilers.

As Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov might say, ‘Why you heff to be mad?’ Get even by finding witty, barbed, mocking, satirical ways to deliver your message of dissatisfaction.

Failing that, stop buying the product. Actions speak louder than words and few actions are as eloquent as spending your entertainment dollar elsewhere.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox

Facebook.com/edmontonjournalsports
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Minnesota Wild defenceman Ryan Suter, right, checks Edmonton Oilers right-winger Ryan Jones off the puck during the second period of an NHL game in St. Paul, Minn., on Thursday, Jan. 16, 2014.
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Luongo shuts door on skidding Oilers

Hemsky’s fears erased by positive diagnosis

It may be more than a mere coincidence that right around the time that Ryan Jones added some punch to his game, his baby boy entered his world. And it may be more than just sleep depravation.

Whatever the reason, the winger has had three fights in the Edmonton Oilers last four games, including a first period bout with Kevin Bieksa in Monday’s 2-1 loss to the Vancouver Canucks.

Before that, there was a scrap with the Wild’s Stephane Veilleux in Minnesota which came two days after he had fought the Dallas Stars Brenden Dillon. Throw in an Oct. 27 fight with Kyle Clifford of the Los Angeles Kings and Jones now has four on the season. His season high was two in 2010-2011.

“The offence hasn’t been coming the way I had hoped it would this year. I’m just trying to do something to get that kick-started ... and I was looking for a way to get the boys some jump,” he said after Wednesday’s practice. The Oilers, with another five-game losing streak in tow, host the Phoenix Coyotes on Friday. Through 52 games, they have now complied four five-game losing streaks. Only twice this season have they won two consecutive games.

Come Friday, Jones could again find himself on a line with Sam Gagner and David Perron, an elevated role he took on in the recent absence of Ales Hemsky (foot/ankle) and Nail Yakupov (concussion).

“If I have to get into another fight here or there to keep myself around, then that’s what it is,” continued Jones, whose son Lincoln Thomas was born on Jan. 6. As children do, he has changed life as Ryan and wife knew it.

“When he arrived I thought, ‘I want to play hard for multiple reasons.’ One, so that I can make him proud when people talk about what I was like as a player and two, so that I can give him the things he wants. There’s so many ways you can do that but for me, hockey has been that way, so I want to continue with that.”

That’s all the more notable given that Jones hasn’t had the best of seasons. He returned this fall with a one-year contract then found himself in the American Hockey League when the regular season opened. He has been a healthy scratch, and he has two goals and three assists to show for 32 games work.

Last season, too, was underwhelming albeit affected by an eye injury that kept him out for the start of the lockout shortened campaign.

Enter Lincoln.

“Hockey has been everything to me for 25 years now,” said Jones. “You go home and consume yourself with all the mistakes that you made and everything you could have done differently in the game. Then you have a child, and it really does put it into perspective how big hockey is in your life. I don’t mean to disrespect fans or anyone else but this is a game and now I’m responsible for raising a child. That is so much more important.”

Jones went on to say he hasn’t lost his passion for the game but he also understands it’s a business, which is why he knows he may be on the move before next season. Not only is he set to become an unrestricted free agent, the club will be looking to sell off pieces before the March 5 trade deadline.

“There hasn’t been a single trade deadline, other than the one that brought me here, where I haven’t been on the block. You learn how to deal with it. I think I’m at the point in my career where you accept it if it happens.

“I would understand why they would. The first year I was here, I was playing so well that it would have been a little bit of a kick to the stomach so to say but it’s business. We’ll see.”

Jones couldn’t fight last year because of the injury and admits now that there was still some uncertainty this season but he’s since gained the necessary confidence to let the fists fly.

He does still wear a visor, and says he always will after getting struck by a puck in the eye.

“I don’t know if this is going to be a growing trend,” said head coach Dallas Eakins of the winger’s feistiness, “but I think he’s come a long way from training camp. I do like the way that’s playing (both five-on-five and on the penalty kill).”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Hemsky’s fears erased by positive diagnosis

Bone bruise won&#8217;t scuttle Oiler&#8217;s Olympic dreams

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJanuary 21, 2014
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Ales Hemsky of the Edmonton Oilers looks on in the first period against the Philadelphia Flyers at the Wells Fargo Center on Nov. 9, 2013, in Philadelphia.
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Cult of Hockey: NHL draft is Edmonton Oilers’ best bet to add power forward

EDMONTON - His initial reaction was not a tasteful one. Not given his injury history and especially not with the 2014 Winter Olympics fast approaching.

But any fears Ales Hemsky had about suffering through another season with a cracked bone in his foot were alleviated once the test results were in.

The Edmonton Oilers winger, pelted by a wayward puck in the last week’s contest against the Stars in Dallas, has a deep bone bruise, which is painful but not prohibitive. He got back into his skates and might even get himself out for a practice on Wednesday. Hemsky could be back in the lineup as early as Friday, when the Oilers host the Phoenix Coyotes.

Whenever he is back on the ice, he will be wearing skate guards.

“I was pretty down to be honest. I was worried it was broken or something more serious. On the other hand, there’s nothing you can do,” Hemsky said after going out for a skate on Tuesday. “I’m just happy it’s not anything really serious. It’s sore, but I knew it would be.”

He missed the 2010 Winter Games because of a bum shoulder and last year, his season was cut short because of a cracked bone in his other foot. He had tried to play through it after the initial diagnosis, but was pulled from the lineup when it was apparent the Oilers were again going to miss the playoffs.

This time around, just days after he had been named to the Czech Republic’s Olympic team, he was hit by a puck that came off teammate Luke Gazdic’s stick.

“It was in my head ... Here we go again,” he said of the possibility of having to pull out of the Olympics. “I missed the last one with the shoulder, (but) it’s just more about the fact that I don’t want to be injured.

“I have felt pretty good all year. I didn’t have any troubles, which is why I was down.”

Hemsky, an unrestricted free agent at season’s end, will be on the trade block before the March 5 deadline — although he would have been an unmovable part if he was out with a broken foot.

Earlier this season, he took a shot off his other foot in the Oct. 22 game in Montreal — which is why he figures now is as good a time as any to get used to wear skate guards.

“I have to try because I’ve had problems,” he said. “I’ll try, because it’s not worth it.”

Also out on the ice with Hemsky was defenceman Philip Larsen, who was last seen in a game day lineup on Dec. 19. He is practising with the team again, but still doesn’t know what it was that knocked him into the medical room.

“I just felt bad,” he said. “I think it was just the flu or a virus ... I’ve taken a lot of tests and ruled out some bad things and that’s good. I’m just glad that it’s better. I definitely think I’m on the right path now.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been with the team,” continued Larsen. “It’s never fun to sit out. You feel a little useless just waiting to be better.”
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Edmonton Oilers owner vows to stay the course in spite of team&#8217;s dismal performance

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalJanuary 20, 2014
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Daryl Katz, left, and Bob Black, executive vice-president of sports and entertainment for the Katz Group during a break at the open discussion of the downtown arena projectat city hall in July 2010.
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Oilers owner 'committed' to current vision

Cult of Hockey: Unsatisfying letter from Oilers owner Daryl Katz is more of the same from organization

EDMONTON — Owner Daryl Katz says he shares your pain, Oilers fans, but on close reading of his open letter on Monday, he makes no apology that the NHL club’s bottom-feeding plight is as chronically painful as it is.

You were expecting what — heads to roll? A housecleaning? A major trade involving one of the team’s corps of skill players? A rebate to season ticketholders as the team stumbles to an eighth straight non-playoff finish?

Let’s not lose our heads here. Katz does not easily bend to the wishes of the fans, or anyone else, come to think of it.

Sure, Katz took out full-page ads in Sept. 2012 to apologize for some negotiating hardball with Edmonton City Council, a grandstand play in which he threatened to move the team to Seattle. That spasm of humility was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?

And yes, club president Kevin Lowe had to issue a video apology to fans and subscribers last April after he ill-advisedly divided them into “two types” — paying customers, and mere fans. Oopsy!

Yes, Katz texted too soon back in Spring 2009 when, agitated about rumours that then-head coach Craig MacTavish would be dismissed, he fired off a “MacTavish isn’t going anywhere!” message to one of the club’s broadcasters, during the pre-game show, at that.

Katz didn’t apologize for that, either. MacTavish did step down as coach, but only after a visit to Katz’s house to say it was for the best of all concerned.

In the current situation, Katz has not gone all John Tortorella about his team’s 15-30-6 won-lost record, not that it would do any good to storm his own team’s locker-room and deliver a rant.

The Vancouver Canucks head coach, called on the NHL carpet Monday for trying to get into the Calgary Flames locker-room between periods on Saturday night, almost certainly will be issuing an apology of his own for his latest anger management failure and subsequent suspension. West Coast problems.

No, in delivering his “Letter from Daryl Katz to Oilers Fans” on Monday, the owner was jumping to the aid of Lowe, the target of much abuse, largely for sins committed when he was the team’s general manager, an office he vacated in July 2008.

“I know Kevin is the target of a lot of personal attacks right now, and that’s really unfortunate,” Katz’s message reads. “Kevin is a big part of our organization and it’s not just the Oilers that value his knowledge and perspective.

“He is consistently chosen, year after year, to play a leadership role with Hockey Canada. But when it comes down to it, this is Craig MacTavish’s team. He is the GM. He makes the calls, and he is accountable for building a team that can compete for the Stanley Cup — year-in and year-out for years to come.”

Some fans, and more than a few cynics, might read that as putting a ‘kick-me’ sign on the Oilers GM. Not a chance. Katz was just trying to take the heat off Lowe.

MacTavish is the architect of the team’s timeless rebuild now, but his tenure only started last April. Dallas Eakins, the head coach he hired, is on a four-year contract. They’re not going anywhere.

To reinforce his belief in his GM, Katz enumerated many of MacTavish’s player acquisitions, such as Boyd Gordon, Andrew Ference, Anton Belov, Ilya Bryzgalov, David Perron, Ben Scrivens and Matt Hendricks.

“And we’re not done,” Katz wrote, cautioning that the club is not inclined to make any rash trades to appease the fans in the present, not if it jeopardizes the future of a club built around Hall, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov and Justin Schultz.

“That’s our vision. We are committed to it — and we’re confident that we are on the right track,” Katz wrote.

As the losses pile up, as the non-playoff seasons track toward eight by season’s end, and perhaps 10, in the end, an increasingly jaded fan base has tired of empty promises. Katz’s ‘right track’ looks like a rut, if not a trench to many of them.

Realistically, the fans have two choices: suffer along with this rebuild; or, in effect, cancel their Oilers subscriptions. But many fans are as loyal to the Oilers as Katz is to MacTavish and Lowe. Love hurts, as both Gram Parsons and Nazareth sang back in the day.

The fans now know that Katz, the beneficiary of TV rights riches beyond his own dreams, is not taking this team anywhere. So, Edmonton fans will not have to suffer what fans of the Quebec Nordiques fans did in the 1990s, watching the components of a champion assembled just before the team itself decamped to Denver, where the Avalanche would win two Stanley Cups.

The Oilers liken the suffering they and their fans are enduring to that of the Pittsburgh Penguins or Chicago Blackhawks. Those two franchises were dead in the water, but underwent radical rebuilds and now are among the league’s elite, winning three of the last five Stanley Cup championships between them.

In Edmonton, ‘be patient and you will be rewarded’ has been the Oilers message to fans since before the lockout of 2004-05. So far, the only rewards are the bittersweet memories of ‘06 and the as-yet unfulfilled promise of the current team’s youthful core.

At best, Katz’s ‘stay-the-course’ message provides no comfort to fans whose patience has been abused for years. At worst, it dumps more salt on their emotional wounds.
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Count this NHL guru as more than just a number

Jim Corsi came up with hockey shot measure adopted by stats fanatics

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalFebruary 4, 2014
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Buffalo Sabres goaltender coach Jim Corsi, the originator of a hockey advanced statistic that measures shot attempts.
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Live: Edmonton Oilers

Secondary scorers showing up for Edmonton Oilers

Quick introduction to team old hat for newest Edmonton Oilers acquisition

Hendricks helps Oilers grind out win in Buffalo

NEW YORK — No sentient being wants to be reduced to a statistic, a formula or an equation, not even someone who invented one.

That certainly holds true for Jim Corsi, the Buffalo Sabres goaltending coach for 16 years whose name now is arguably better known for the statistical tool he invented to measure a goalie’s workload than for his own professional career as an athlete and coach.

His statistical measure, Corsi reckons, got batted around on the hockey seminar circuit and, over time, was adopted by the analytics crowd, who use it to measure a team’s shot differential at even strength, factoring in all shots attempted: shots on goal, goals scored, shots blocked and shots that miss the net.

The analytics adherents reverse the Corsi lens, as it were, to measure and compare how hard teams make opposing goalies work.

Thus has Corsi, the stat, taken on a life of its own, somewhat to the bemusement of Corsi.

After all, the 59-year-old Montreal native has been, variously, a crackerjack university hockey goaltender; a gifted striker for the varsity soccer team; a workmanlike pro goalie who played 26 games for the Edmonton Oilers in 1979-80; and an Olympian for Italy.

The real Corsi is not unaware that more than a few of the fans who see their sport through the prism of advanced statistics had, for the longest time, no idea there was a flesh-and-blood Corsi with a history in the game.

“Indeed, the people talk about it like I’m an inanimate object,” Corsi said in an interview in Buffalo this week. “Like I’m the box score, the Corsi score.

“I often tell my wife, ‘I’m a somebody, no? So we laugh about it.”

To Montreal rink rats of a certain age, Corsi was one of the more interesting and talented athletes ever to come out of Loyola, the small Liberal Arts college that merged with Sir George Williams University to form Concordia University in 1974.

In his final year, Corsi backstopped the Stingers to a 44-2-1 won-lost record, but Concordia lost in the then-CIAU semifinal game to the University of Toronto.

Corsi was an engineering student, a true student-athlete who counts as his mentors both Ken and Dave Dryden, briefly his Oilers teammate in 1979-80.

“When I graduated, Ken and I spoke for the longest while about college and pro hockey,” Corsi said. “I had a pretty good possibility with my (engineering) degree, you know.

“He said, ‘Jim, you know, you can always be an engineer in three years, but you can’t always be a hockey player. Give it a test, give it a go, and then see where it is. And here I am. No slide rule or calculators. I’m still in pro hockey.”

His status as a pro was most painfully underscored at the 1984 Winter Games in Sarajevo, Yugoslavia, where the issue of Olympic eligibility was the centre of a pre-Games controversy.

In the end, the IOC deemed any player who had signed an NHL contract and played so much as one NHL game ineligible. Corsi, with his 26 Oilers games, was out, along with two Canadian players and a cluster of others. They learned their fate the night before the Olympic tournament opened.

Meanwhile, Rick Cunningham, a Canadian with dual Austrian citizenship who had played more than 300 games in the old WHA, was permitted to compete for Austria.

A devastated Corsi did an interview at the time in which he said: “Evidently, the only amateurs here are the IOC.”

Those sporting badgers failed to see the humour in Corsi’s comments and sent him a stinging letter.

“For me, it was really an emotional time,” Corsi said. “I remember actually breaking down, talking to my wife. I was devastated. At that moment, on the eve of the Olympics, I was perhaps at one of the lowest points in my young professional career.”

Instead of sending him home, the Italian Olympic Committee stood by Corsi, kept him on as an assistant coach, enabled him to march in the opening ceremony, embraced him as part of their delegation.

“To this day, I appreciate it,” Corsi said. “So much so that I go back, I still work with the Olympic committee, I help with the hockey team.

“I’m going back to help with the World Championship. I’ve done all the Olympics for Italian TV, so I’ve always been there for Italy. I’ve been fortunate that way.”

He also counts himself fortunate to have coached for so long under former Sabres head coach Lindy Ruff, who learned from, among others, the late Roger Neilson, a hockey thinker ahead of his time in applying analytical tools, like video, to the game of hockey.

Corsi said he’s happy the analytic use of the Corsi stat is helping to break down the stigma of trying to measure the sport in new ways, gratified to see bloggers applying his tool to measure players’ contribution to the game, either collectively or individually.

“It was not enough for me to say, ‘OK, do a drill,’” Corsi said of his approach to coaching goalies. “I was trying to see where our weaknesses were.

”It (Corsi stat) was more about me finding out what work our goalies were doing, and should we give him a day off, should we work him harder? How much work should we give the backup? Where is this generated workload coming from?”

Shots on goal was insufficient to measure that. Goalies can’t relax, expecting a shot to be blocked, for example.

“Each time that action (a shot attempt) happens, is a goalie like ‘Nah, that’s not going to happen?’ No, he’s totally braced as much as you can.

“And subsequently, it has moved on to an area where (it’s about) what is my contribution in the game? How does a player contribute to the workload? If the goalie is absorbing the workload, the workload must be coming from someone else.

“As I often tell people, statistics are like a lamppost for a drunkard: They can either illuminate or you can use it to lean on.

“It’s value is in trying to illuminate. Let’s not lean on it. It’s part of the picture that we’re trying to paint in our game that’s so quick, to quantify what’s happening.

“I’m at once humbled but also thrilled that it’s going on. And worried, because I’m losing my identity. I don’t know who I am anymore.”
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Boston Bruins forward Loui Eriksson, left, battles Edmonton Oilers defenceman Mark Fraser during NHL action Feb. 1, 2014, at Boston&#8217;s TD Garden.
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Chara promises Eakins to help tutor Marincin at Olympics

BUFFALO, N.Y. — When Mark Fraser was swapped from the Toronto Maple Leafs to the Edmonton Oilers, then joined his new team on the road and suited up for them in a matinee in Boston before he had met most of his teammates, let alone practised with them, it was not a new experience for him.

It happened to him in similar fashion in 2004 when he was playing Tier II junior with the Gloucester Rangers of the old CJHL. That Ottawa-area club sacked its coaching staff in mid-season one year, turning a positive environment into a negative one. The young Fraser needed a new option.

Through connections, the Kitchener Rangers’ then-GM and head coach, Peter DeBoer, took an interest and acquired Fraser’s OHL rights from the Barrie Colts.

“In a span of a couple of days, I played my last game with Gloucester and had the same transition I did with Toronto and Edmonton,” Fraser said Monday. “I met my new team and played an afternoon game prior to ever skating or meeting any of the guys beforehand.”

Fraser eventually served as the Rangers’ team captain, succeeding Mike Richards in that role.

DeBoer would later coach Fraser with the New Jersey Devils, who drafted the six-foot-four, 235-pound defenceman in the third round (84th overall) of the 2005 NHL Entry Draft.

Fraser’s pathway to the NHL was not the one he originally mapped out. Coming from a family that valued education and athletics, Fraser was hoping to attend a U.S. university on a scholarship when the Gloucester-Kitchener move shelved that option.

While playing for Kitchener, the Rangers covered Fraser’s college expenses, enabling him to complete two years of a general arts degree at the University of Waterloo.

In blending education and athletics, Fraser was just living the priorities of his family. Just being smart. A hockey journey is fraught with ups and downs.

“It was always somewhat important for me to get the education despite where I was going to end up,” Fraser said.

His dad, Canadian Olympian Hugh Fraser, now an Ontario Provincial Court judge, was an elite sprinter, competing in the 100- and 200-metre sprints, as well as the 4x100-metre relay for Canada at the 1976 Olympics in Montreal.

Hugh Fraser also played college football and was talented enough to be drafted by the Toronto Argonauts. When the CFL club balked at paying for his university tuition, Hugh Fraser kept on sprinting, the pinnacle of his career being running for Canada in the relay final at Olympic Stadium in ‘76.

Mark and his brother, Curtis, also ran track as kids, but Mark, it seemed, excelled at just about everything.

In high school, he competed in football, volleyball, basketball and athletics. Through all of this, he played hockey. In summers, he played soccer and lacrosse.

“We just grew up always wanting to be outside playing sports, no matter what it was,” Fraser said. “We have childhood videos of us in the backyard, playing with my Dad.

“If it’s not a football, it’s a baseball or a basketball.”

Overarching everything, though, was Fraser’s intense interest in hockey, which he began focusing on in earnest about the time he was 16-17.

Fraser spent seven years in the New Jersey organization, playing 98 NHL games in four different stints with the major-league club.

After being traded to Anaheim in Dec. 2011 and then to the Maple Leafs in February 2012, he came under the wing of Dallas Eakins, now the Oilers’ head coach, but then the bench boss with the Toronto Marlies, the Maple Leafs’ AHL farm club.

Fraser has credited Eakins with rejuvenating his pro career, by demonstrating belief in the rugged defender.

Fraser played his second game as an Oiler on Monday night, having played all of 12 minutes against the Bruins in Boston on Saturday, his first NHL game in about a month with the Maple Leafs.

Expect his minutes to increase under Eakins as Fraser’s audition for long-term employment (he is an impending unrestricted free agent) unfolds.
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Oilers&#8217; rookie defenceman will play with Bruins&#8217; star for Slovakia
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Edmonton Oilers defenceman Martin Marincin tries to push San Jose Sharks&#8217; Joe Pavelski off the puck during a National Hockey League game at Rexall Place on Jan. 29, 2014.
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BUFFALO, N.Y. — The visitors’ locker-room at First Niagara Center is a long, spacious rectangle, but Martin Marincin, the Edmonton Oilers’ six-foot-four, 188-pound string bean defenceman, was housed in a stall about three-quarters the size of the others, squeezed into a corner of the room beside a door.

This sort of cramped accommodation is assigned to rookies, typically, and the 21-year-old Slovak is certainly that, albeit a gifted one.

But he’s also an Olympian for his country, along with the likes of Boston Bruins superstar Zdeno Chara, who will carry the flag for Slovakia in the opening ceremony at the Sochi Games, not to mention his country’s medal hopes in the 2014 Winter Olympics.

Marincin, who turns 22 on Feb. 18, met Chara for the first time on Saturday in Boston after the Bruins had spanked the Oilers 4-0.

Marincin and the six-foot-nine, 255-pound Chara chatted for 10-15 minutes after the one-sided game, with Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins handling the introductions.

“I was calling in a favour,” Eakins said. “I’ve got to know Chara over the years. I saw him at a very early age with the New York Islanders. I was there at training camp the one year (1999) and saw him starting to put in the work. He was obsessed with it.

“He has turned into, for me, one of the top players in the game, a guy of extremely high character, great work ethic, very humble. I had talked to Marty about his Olympic experience and the importance of his asking Chara a lot of questions.”

Eakins asked Chara to help his young defenceman out at the Olympics and he was happy to oblige.

“He said he’d spend lots of time with him,” Eakins said. “Zdeno even texted me later, after we were on the plane, reiterating what he had promised.

“Chara wasn’t quite as light as Marincin is now. But if Marty takes that level of commitment that Chara has with his body, then that will speed the process of him being a very good player in this league.”

Being a hockey player, Marincin wasn’t about to say he was star-struck meeting his hockey hero. He didn’t have to.

“That was a great meet for me, to meet Zdeno Chara,” Marincin said. “He is a big guy for me, I really like him. We just talked about Sochi and how his season is going.”

The other centrepiece for Slovakia will be Marian Hossa, the Chicago Blackhawks sublime sniper. Had Marincin met him yet?

“Just on the ice in Chicago,” he said.

From the sounds of things, it’s off the ice where Eakins believes Chara can be of most help to Marincin’s development, serving as a mentor on everything to do with being an NHL defenceman. Not to mention introducing him around the Slovak locker-room in Sochi.

“That’s a good idol (to have), I like that,” Eakins said. “That’s the full package for me — a guy who can play the game any way you want.

“You want to play the hard game, let’s go. You want to play the skill game, you need me to play 40 minutes tonight? He’s good with it.

“I’m excited that Marincin is going to get to have not only the Olympic experience that’s out of this world. But then to have a guy like that mentoring him for a few weeks is going to be excellent.”

Asked which was the bigger dream for him — making the NHL or competing at the Olympics, Marincin said: “Both. The NHL is big for me and the Olympics is big. I am young, so that is great for me.”

Amazingly enough, Marincin will realize both of his dreams as an NHL rookie, which sounds like a lot of information for a youngster to process in a short time frame.

“Well, yeah,” Eakins said. “But it’s better than having none.

“He should be like a sponge right now, sucking it all in while, at the same time, enjoying the experience and being very proud of it, as well.”

As for Marincin’s game in the 19 NHL games he has experienced so far, Eakins was largely positive.

‘He’s one of our (defencemen) back there who has the ability to make a play,” Eakins said. “Even last night (Saturday in Boston), he had some looks that were very close to developing into something really special.

“Boy, if we could have turned those into chances, it would have been great. You can see his progress, you can see where he can go. The next step for him is going to be his body, his mass and his strength.”

Eakins acknowledged there have been times when Marincin’s lack of strength has “caught up to him.”

Chara will leave for Sochi, Russia, this week, missing the Bruins’ final two pre-Olympic break games so he can be in place to lead his fellow athletes into the opening ceremony.

Marincin will be on duty for the Oilers tonight against the Buffalo Sabres, as well as Thursday and Friday night against the New York Rangers and New Jersey Devils, respectively, before heading overseas to compete at the Winter Olympics.

Presumably, the Slovakian team will make sure he has a full-sized locker-room stall.
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Mackinnon: Oilers, Sabres fight the same battle

Both NHL teams are struggling while trying to build for the future
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Ben Scrivens makes a save with his skate as Boston Bruins&#8217; Zdeno Chara and Milan Lucic try to get their stick on the rebound during Saturday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at the TD Garden in Boston. The Bruins won 4-0.
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BUFFALO, N.Y. — On a weekend in which New York State bore witness to a pair of epic sporting events, the to-do attending Monday’s basement battle between the Edmonton Oilers and Buffalo Sabres was appropriately subdued.

The NCAA men’s basketball game between Duke and Syracuse at the Carrier Dome on Saturday was an instant classic, and the Super Bowl across the river from Manhattan in New Jersey on Sunday night was, well ... awful.

In western New York on Monday, two NHL teams trying to construct a winning game on the ice and sustainable, successful cultures in the locker-room play for pride, for next year and, in many cases, for jobs.

Posterity is not holding its breath.

The 30th-place Sabres stumble into the game having gone 2-4-4 in their last 10 games, and having been thumped 7-1 by the Colorado Avalanche on Saturday.

The 29th-place Oilers, 3-6-1 in their last 10, flew here Saturday evening on the heels of a 4-0 loss to the Bruins in Boston.

Something, as they say, has to give.

“They’re 30th, we’re 29th, (it’s a) game that both teams don’t want to lose,” said Oilers left winger Taylor Hall. “Any time you see a team in the standings that’s near you or below you, you want to beat them and validate yourself a little bit, for sure.”

What struck a visitor to the Sabres room on Sunday were the similarities between the two struggling franchises. In Edmonton, the locker-room messaging is all about never being “out of the fight,” about “chopping wood and carrying water.”

In the Sabres’ elegant locker-room, the word “excellence,” all-caps, underscores these key words: Belief, commitment, character, discipline, trust.

“We’re trying to teach culture here every single day,” said Steve Ott, Buffalo’s veteran disturber, one of a number of key Sabres slated to be unrestricted free agents (UFA) at season’s end.

“Right now, I think it’s huge that we’re trying to lay a foundation of the right way to play the game. As we continue to add pieces here, I think that’s where you elevate as an organization.”

Where have we heard that before?

Ott is one of a cluster of Sabres, including goalie Ryan Miller, sniper Matt Moulsen and defenceman Henrik Tallinder, whose names continue to come up in pre-deadline trade chatter.

In Edmonton, the usual trade deadline suspects — Ales Hemsky, Sam Gagner, Ryan Smyth — rattle around the rumour mill.

In both places, the coaches try to assemble a consistently effective style of play, trying to do the best they can with the personnel on hand.

“It’s something that we’re hammering away to the players,” said Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins. “The simple reality is, if the other team doesn’t score, you’re not going to lose the game.

“We have to have that mentality here. It has been a process and it’s an ongoing process to get the players to totally understand that, totally buy into that and play that way.”

A swim coach would exhort his athletes to “win the race you’re in,” whether that’s a battle for the top of the podium or to avoid being dead last.

Was there something in that mentality about Monday’s game, Ott was asked.

“We’re looking at a lot of things,” Ott said. “There are nights we haven’t competed enough to win the battles and that translates into turnovers and turnovers translate into goals against.

“We’re preaching the right way to play. If you don’t play the right way, you’re going to be useless for a lot of years to come. That foundation is going to be the key here going forward and having that culture.”

Again, why does that assessment have such a grim ring of familiarity to it?

For both teams, players are auditioning for jobs, like Edmonton goalie Ben Scrivens and defenceman Mark Fraser.

In Buffalo, ex-Oilers forward Linus Omark is trying to showcase a game the Oilers did not see consistently enough — that of a scorer who can be hard on the puck and responsible defensively. As was the case in Edmonton, Omark has played some, sat some more, mostly been underwhelming.

What do the Sabres want to see from him?

“We want to see what everybody thought he was capable of doing when he was drafted and he came in this league,” said Sabres coach Ted Nolan. “He’s a highly skilled player, but as we know, skill can only get you so far.”

Still more echoes of similar messages.

If Omark is scoring, Nolan would cut him slack defensively. Since he is not producing — he has scored zero goals in 11 games with Buffalo, but has chipped in two assists — then Omark has to play a two-way game to justify his ice time.

Omark skated with Drew Stafford, who returns to the Sabres lineup after missing four games with an upper-body injury, and Edmonton native Tyler Ennis in practice on Sunday. Those two skilled players which could provide a solid opportunity for Omark.

“It looks like that, but I don’t know,” Omark said. “We’ll see (tonight).”

Omark, for one, wasn’t hiding the fact he is motivated to show the Oilers they made a mistake in cutting him loose.

“I would be lying if I said, ‘No,’ ” Omark said. “Of course, I know a lot of guys on that team, so it’s going to be a fun game.

“Hopefully, we can win.”
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Hendricks helps Oilers grind out win in Buffalo

Bryzgalov makes 42 saves, bailing out suspect Edmonton effort again
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Edmonton Oilers center Boyd Gordon (27) celebrates a game winning goal by center Matt Hendricks (23) during the third period of an NHL hockey game against the Buffalo Sabres in Buffalo, N.Y., Monday, Feb 3, 2014. Edmonton won 3-2.
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Photos: Oilers triumph in battle of the basement

Quick introduction to team old hat for newest Edmonton Oilers acquisition

Mackinnon: Oilers, Sabres fight the same battle

BUFFALO, N.Y. — On the whole, the battle of the basement lived down to its dubious billing Monday night, but for lovers of the quirky in hockey, the Oilers 3-2 victory had its moments.

For example, fourth-line grinder Matt Hendricks scored the go-ahead goal for Edmonton on a short-handed breakaway just 57 seconds into the third period. That lifted the Oilers into a 3-2 lead and squared things after the Oilers had yielded their 10th short-handed goal-against this season.

The goal was Hendricks’ fourth this season.

“(Centre) Boyd Gordon made a great play, gathering the puck,” Hendricks said. “I kind of expected him to just dump it down and I was going to try to get down and cause a little havoc down there.

“But he made a real skill play, gathered it, had a little time and made a great pass. I just kind of went in and tried one of the only moves I’ve got and it seemed to work.”

The third period also included the sight of Sabres defenceman Christian Ehrhoff drawing an interference penalty when he reached through the gate at the Buffalo players’ bench before he stepped on the ice. Ehrhoff tried to check the puck off the stick of Ryan Smyth, who was actually on the ice at the time.

“I thought it was an ugly game, both ways,” Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins said. “It never seemed to be able to pick up any speed.

“It seemed that when the game got into the flow of it, (there was) a penalty one way or the other. Like, there was a lot of whistles. It was a tough one, I think, for both teams.”

The Ehrhoff penalty didn’t cost the Sabres, who killed off the two-minute minor, but it probably will be included in a lot of highlight reels for comic relief.

A quick whistle certainly cost the Sabres a goal at 9:45 of the third. Marcus Foligno jammed the puck into the net behind Ilya Bryzgalov, but referee Gord Dwyer had blown his whistle after the Oilers goaltender covered the puck with his trapper.

Not much else got past Bryzgalov, who stopped 42 of the 44 shots he faced. The Oilers directed 28 shots at Sabres goalie Jhonas Enroth.

Defencemen Jeff Petry, with his fourth goal of the season, and Justin Schultz, with his eighth, provided a much-needed early offensive jolt for the Oilers.

Eakins said Monday morning he was concerned about Petry’s bruised foot, after the defenceman was drilled by a shot against Boston on Saturday. But the smooth-skating rearguard jumped into the rush with ease on the play to open the scoring just 32 seconds into the game.

Veteran agitator Steve Ott, on a power play, and Drew Stafford, short-handed, scored first-period goals for the Sabres, who were trying to rebound from a 7-1 thrashing at the hands of the Colorado Avalanche on the weekend.

Neither team dazzled in a game the 29th-place Oilers and 30th-place Sabres both wanted to win for pride. With the victory, the Oilers moved to 19-33-6 and 44 points. The Sabres, 15-32-8, remain stuck at 38 points.

Hendricks racked up 15:44 of ice time, partly a function of the six power plays the Sabres enjoyed. He was named the game’s first star for his relentless defensive work as much as his nifty goal. The third-liner wasn’t focused on the accolades, however.

“I thought my energy was up, I thought I played a decent game,” Hendricks said. “But any time we (third line) get a lot of ice, it’s not a good thing, because we’re usually on the penalty kill and stuff like that.”

It was a good news/bad news first period for the Oilers.

The good news was that Petry gave them a 1-0 lead in the first minute of the game, spading a backhander past Enroth to finish a passing play with Nail Yakupov and David Perron, who also earned an assist with a great pass to Schultz on his goal.

Eakins had challenged the Perron-Yakupov-Sam Gagner line to up its production after a mini-slump the past two games.

The bad news was the Oilers played a loose period from that point, yielding one breakaway and a festival of odd-man rushes, including a steady diet of them on their own power plays. The Oilers had three manpower advantages in the opening period alone, but the danger unfolded in their own end on every one.

The Sabres scored both their first-period goals on special teams. The first, by Ott, barely trickled across the goal-line at 8:04, but a review swiftly confirmed the on-ice ruling of a goal.

The second came at 19:04 on a two-on-one rush, with Drew Stafford ripping a wrist shot high over Bryzgalov’s shoulder to give the Sabres the lead. That was the Sabres fourth short-handed goal in their last six games.

The Oilers move on to New York today but won’t play the Rangers until Thursday night at Madison Square Garden. They will close out their four-game, pre-Olympic break road trip with a game against the Devils in New Jersey on Friday night.

NOTES: Despite stopping 96 of his last 100 shots the past two games, including a 59-save, 3-0 shutout of the San Jose Sharks, goaltender Ben Scrivens sat this one out for the Oilers. Eakins likes to keep both goalies sharp and Bryzgalov had played well in Edmonton’s 4-2 victory over the Vancouver Canucks on Jan. 27 ... Ryan Jones, Corey Potter and Belov were the scratches among the skaters for the Oilers on Monday night ... Char Ruhwedel, Ville Leino and Zenon Kenopka were the Sabres scratches ... Matt Moulson (upper body) did not dress for Buffalo.
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Canadiens go into Olympic break with third straight win

Canadiens 4, Hurricanes 1; Pacioretty suffers injury, potentially jeopardizing Olympics with U.S. team
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Brian Gionta #21 and Lars Eller #81 of the Montreal Canadiens celebrate after Gionta&#8217;s empty-net goal against the Carolina Hurricanes during the third period of a game at PNC Arena on Feb. 8, 2014 in Raleigh, N.C. Montreal won 4-1.
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In the Habs room: Pacioretty feels better, will play in Sochi

Dick Irvin the special guest on this week’s HI/O Show

Download the Hockey Inside/Out iPhone app

Senators head into Olympic break with embarrassing 7-2 loss to Bruins

Brayden Schenn, Scott Hartnell score, Flyers beat Flames 2-1

T.J. Oshie, Vladimir Tarasenko score in shootout, Blues beat Jets 4-3

Maple Leafs over-run hapless Canucks with quick-fire triple

RALEIGH, N.C. — The Canadiens found themselves down to 10 forwards after Max Pacioretty suffered a lower-body injury in the first period but linemate David Desharnais picked up the slack with a pair of goals and Sochi-bound goaltender Carey Price made 31 saves as the Canadiens rallied to defeat the Carolina Hurricanes 4-1 Saturday night at PNC Arena.

Second-period explosion: Carolina dominated the second period but the Canadiens scored twice in a span of 1:22 to grab a 2-1 lead. Montreal enjoyed a 4-on-2 and Rene Bourque made a great pass to set up Desharnais for a goal at 17:52. Brendan Gallagher not only led the rush to pick up the second assist but he also managed to distract Carolina goaltender Anton Khudobin at the other end of the play. Ryan White gave the Canadiens the lead at 19:13. He was in front of the net when he was hit by Andrei Markov’s shot and he alertly grabbed the loose puck and scored his second goal in as many games.

Insurance policy: Desharnais scored his 11th goal of the season at 6:15 of the third period to put Montreal ahead 3-1. Gallagher pushed the puck ahead to Desharnais, who beat Khudobin with a wrist shot off the rush. Brian Gionta completed the scoring with an empty-net goal.

’Canes draw first blood: Drayson Bowman opened the scoring for Carolina when he beat Price with a perfect shot to the far top corner. Tuomo Ruutu didn’t earn a mention on the scoresheet but he did an effective job screening the goalie.

Pacioretty feels the pain: Pacioretty’s availability for the U.S. Olympic team became a hot topic after he was injured with 7:30 remaining in the first period, but he will go to Sochi. Pacioretty was driving the net when he was driven into a goal post by Brett Bellemore. The Canadiens winger appeared to be in pain and wasn’t putting any weight on his left leg as he was helped off the ice. He said he suffered a bruised left arm and hip and experienced back spasms but expected to be ready for the Games. Montreal went into the game without Michael Bournival, who experienced concussion-like symptoms after being accidentally struck by linemate Dale Weise’s stick Thursday night. 

What’s next: Seven Canadiens are scheduled to play in the Winter Olympics at Sochi and most of their teammates will take advantage of the break to find sunshine and warm weather. The players will resume practicing on Feb. 19 and Montreal’s first game following the break will be Feb. 26 when the Detroit Red Wings visit the Bell Centre.
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Team &#8216;responded the right way&#8217; to distractions, Therrien says
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Carolina Hurricanes&#8217; Riley Nash (20) tries to score as Montreal Canadiens Andrei Markov (79), of Russia, and goalie Carey Price defend during the third period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Saturday, Feb. 8, 2014. Montreal won 4-1.
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Carolina Hurricanes’ Riley Nash (20) tries to score as Montreal Canadiens Andrei Markov (79), of Russia, and goalie Carey Price defend during the third period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Saturday, Feb. 8, 2014. Montreal won 4-1.
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Canadiens go into Olympic break with third straight win

U.S. has just one expectation in men’s hockey: gold

RALEIGH, N.C. — David Desharnais is known for his pinpoint passes but he said he had to adopt a new role after his longtime friend and linemate Max Pacioretty was injured in the first period of Saturday’s game against the Carolina Hurricanes.

“(Pacioretty) is a big part of our offence when he’s shooting the puck and when he’s not there, somebody has to pick it up,” said Desharnais, who scored twice in the Canadiens’ 4-1 win at PNC Arena. “I had some nice setups. I do it quite often but it’s nice to be on the receiving end.”

Rene Bourque set up Desharnais for the Canadiens’ first goal and Brendan Gallagher collected the second of his two assists on Desharnais’s second goal, which put Montreal ahead 3-1.

“We were facing a lot of distractions, all 30 teams were, and we responded the right way,” said coach Michel Therrien, whose team went into the break with three consecutive wins. “We had a lot of leadership and we needed everyone to step up, not just two or three players, but we started our comeback when (Desharnais) scored that first goal.”

“Davey’s a big part of our team,” said goaltender Carey Price, who stopped 31 shots. “He’s a quiet leader and he stepped up tonight.”

“There was no panic,” Desharnais said. “We scored two goals in the second and added two more in the third. We had a little slump a few weeks ago and we wanted to get out of it and we needed these three wins to stay up in the standings.”

The Canadiens remained in third place in the Atlantic Division with 70 points, one back of Tampa Bay. Toronto also has 70 points but has played one more game. Montreal and Toronto also moved six points clear of fifth-place Detroit.

The Canadiens were being outplayed by a wide margin in the second period before Desharnais scored at 17:52. The injury to Pacioretty may have taken some of the wind out of the Canadiens’ sails but it definitely took the wind away from Pacioretty.

“I had trouble catching my breath,” said Pacioretty, who was driving to the net when he was shoved by Carolina’s Brett Bellemore. He hit a goalpost and had to be helped from the ice.

“It’s a play I make often,” Pacioretty said. “I went in a little awkwardly and I dinged my arm and my hip but I feel good now.”

Pacioretty admitted that his first thought was that the injury would torpedo his chances of representing the U.S. in Sochi.

“I was very worried at first,” he said. “It was tough to breathe and I was having back spasms but I had x-rays and there was nothing broken. I had some treatments while the game was going on and I feel better, I was in a lot of pain but I could tell it was more muscular. I don’t feel that bad right now and I have a couple of days before we start playing in Sochi.”

Therrien said also thought of Sochi when he saw Pacioretty hit the post.

“I was hoping that it was not a big injury because you want your players to participate (in the Olympics),” Therrien said.

“It was scary for him and it would have been terrible if he missed the Olympics,” said Price, who has been polishing his credentials as the No. 1 goalie for Team Canada. He is 4-1-1 in his last six starts and he has allowed only seven goals on 210 shots for a save percentage of .967.

“I think confidence is a big part and it was definitely important to play well going into the break,” said Price. He said he hadn’t started thinking about Sochi but that process would probably begin when he boarded a charter flight to Russia on Sunday.

Dream comes true for father of new Hab Weise

By Brenda Branswell, THE GAZETTEFebruary 7, 2014
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Montreal Canadiens&#8217; Dale Weise warms up prior to an NHL hockey game against the Calgary Flames in Montreal, Tuesday, February 4, 2014.
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Habs acquire Weise from Canucks in exchange for Diaz

Diaz ‘surprised and shocked’ to be traded by Habs

MONTREAL — For the past several years at the company where he works in Winnipeg, Miles Weise has been using a Canadiens coffee cup.

He’s a lifelong Habs fan, but Weise has also been rooting for the Vancouver Canucks because his son Dale started playing for the team in the 2011-12 season.

It was just a week ago that Weise, who had been teased at work for not having a Vancouver cup, took the Habs mug home and replaced it with a Canucks one.

He needn’t have bothered.

The 53-year-old warehouse manager received a call at work on Monday from his wife, Barb, who said their son had been traded to Montreal. He thought at first that she was pulling his leg.

When he spoke to his son, Weise said he told him: “My little boy is going to play on the Montreal Canadiens.”

“And he said ‘dreams do come true, eh Dad?’ ’’ Miles Weise recounted in a phone interview on Thursday.

“I’m just on top of the world,” Weise told The Gazette.

The Canadiens acquired Dale Weise, a 6-foot-2, 210-pound forward from the Canucks in exchange for defenceman Raphael Diaz.

On Tuesday in Montreal, Weise told reporters that his father is a big Habs fan and described his excitement over the trade. He said his dad kept calling him that afternoon while he was trying to nap before the game, his first as a Hab.

As a Canadiens fan growing up in Winnipeg, Miles Weise would wear his Habs jersey playing road hockey. He doesn’t speak French, but years ago would watch and listen to the team’s games in French. His favourite Canadiens player was Guy Lafleur.

When his two sons, Derrick and Dale, were growing up, Weise built a rink for them in their backyard. Dale, who started skating when he was 3, was also a Habs fan and his father bought him a Canadiens scoreboard light for his bedroom.

“I bought it for him when he was a little kid and it’s still in his room,” Weise said.

There’s also still a plaque they had made years ago that looks like a Habs jersey and has Weise’s name on it.

The elder Weise laughed recounting his visit to Vancouver two years ago when his son first joined the Canucks. He told former Habs Christopher Higgins — who still plays for the Canucks — and Maxim Lapierre — who now plays for the St. Louis Blues — that he was a big Canadiens fan.

“I said, ‘Nice to meet you guys ... but you know, really I’m a Habs fan.’ ”

When his son was with Vancouver, Weise would also see the Canadiens games because they usually came on earlier “and then I could watch the Canucks later,” he said.

Weise has seen the Canadiens play in Winnipeg, but not here. They plan to come see a game in Montreal, but he said he isn’t sure when yet.

Weise and his family watched on television as Dale made his debut as a Hab on Tuesday at the Bell Centre against the Calgary Flames.

“I almost had tears in my eyes,” Weise said of seeing his son in a Canadiens jersey.

The family’s phone has been ringing off the hook with calls from friends and relatives.

“They asked if I made the deal,” Weise said.

As for that Canadiens coffee cup, Weise wasted no time bringing it back to work.

“I was drinking out of it on Tuesday,” he said.

Notes — The Canadiens didn’t practise on Friday, travelling to Carolina where they will face the Hurricanes Saturday in their final game before the Olympic break (6 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690). Michael Bournival, who suffered a facial injury in Thursday’s 5-2 win over the Vancouver Canucks, didn’t make the trip. Neither did Travis Moen (lower-body injury) and Alex Galchenyuk (broken hand).

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: bbranswell

Pacioretty scores hat trick in Habs 5-2 win over Canucks
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Canadiens Max Pacioretty, right, shoots the puck past Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo and defenceman Frank Corrado for the second of his three goals during third period of National Hockey League game in Thursday Feb. 6, 2014.
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Canadiens Max Pacioretty, right, shoots the puck past Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo and defenceman Frank Corrado for the second of his three goals during third period of National Hockey League game in Thursday Feb. 6, 2014.
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John Tortorella thrilled that Martin St. Louis is heading to Sochi

Video: A goalie showdown between Price and Luongo at Bell Centre

Dick Irvin the special guest on this week’s HI/O Show

The skinny: Max Pacioretty scored three goals to back up another solid goaltending performance by Carey Price as the Canadiens defeated the Vancouver Canucks 5-2 Thursday at the Bell Centre. Price exchanged greetings with Olympic teammate Roberto Luongo during the pregame warmup and then proceeded to outplay the 2010 Olympic gold medalist. Price made 42 saves while Luongo had 25. Montreal remained in third place in the Atlantic Division with 68 points. Toronto also has 68 points but has played one more game. Montreal and Toronto are only one point behind Tampa Bay.

A tip in time: Pacioretty scored on the Canadiens’ only power play when he tipped P.K. Subban’s rocket from the blue line to open the scoring at 14:59 of the first period. Jason Garrison blocked Subban’s initial shot but the puck went back to Subban for a second attempt. Pacioretty scored his 25th goal of the season at 4:45 of the third period when he converted a blind pass from David Desharnais, and he completed his hat trick with an empty-net goal.

Luongo unbeatable: Pacioretty was awarded two penalty shots in the second period but Luongo stopped both of them. Pacioretty was hauled down by former teammate Raphael Diaz at 11:47 of the second period and Alexandre Burrows tripped him up at 13:38. Luongo also stopped Pacioretty on a penalty shot in Vancouver on Oct. 12 and has stopped all five penalty shots he has faced this season.

Fourth-line contribution: Ryan White picked up where he left off Tuesday night when he scored at 16:02 of the first period to give the Canadiens a 2-0 lead. White, who had a career-high six shots against Calgary, scored his first goal of the season when he lifted the puck over Luongo. Linemates Dale Weise and Michael Bournival picked up assists. It was Weise’s first point as a Canadien.

Edler helps out: Tomas Plekanec was credited with his 17th of the season at 8:14 of the third period. His shot was lying in the crease when Vancouver defenceman Alexander Edler kicked it in to give Montreal a 4-1 lead.

Advantage Higgins: Chris Higgins, who started his NHL career in Montreal, deflected Jason Garrison’s shot from the point to end Price’s shutout bid at 2:31 of the second period. The power-play goal was the 16th of the season for Higgins. The Canucks also had a power-play goal from Edler in the third period as they went 2-for-5 with the extra man.

Canucks shorthanded: Henrik Sedin was scratched Thursday morning and he later confirmed that he would not play in the Olympics. The Canucks were also missing defencemen Dan Hamhuis, Christopher Tanev, Andrew Alberts and former Canadien Yannick Weber.

What’s next: Note the early start as the Canadiens close out the pre-Olympic portion of the schedule Saturday with a game against the Carolina Hurricanes in Raleigh, N.C. (6 p.m, CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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In the Habs' Room: ‘I couldn’t believe what I was doing’ on penalty shot: Pacioretty
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Canadiens&#8217; Max Pacioretty is stopped on a second penalty shot of the second period by Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo on Thursday. &#8220;I was in my own head,&#8221; he said after the game.&#8221;I was tired and I couldn&#8217;t believe what I was doing.&#8221;
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Canadiens’ Max Pacioretty is stopped on a second penalty shot of the second period by Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo on Thursday. “I was in my own head,” he said after the game.”I was tired and I couldn’t believe what I was doing.”
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MONTREAL — Max Pacioretty doesn’t expect coach Michel Therrien to call on him the next time the Canadiens are involved in a shootout.

Pacioretty was awarded two penalty shots in the second period of Thursday’s game against the Vancouver Canucks and Roberto Luongo stopped him on both occasions.

“If we had lost that game by one goal, I’d be kicking myself in the head,” Pacioretty said.

But the Canadiens won the game 5-2 and Pacioretty led the offence with three goals.

His second goal was yet another example of the chemistry between Pacioretty and David Desharnais. Pacioretty came around the Vancover net, threw the puck in front to Desharnais and then moved into position for a blind pass at the side of the net.

“We talk a lot about how he knows where I’m going to be and you saw it on that play,” Pacioretty said. “I didn’t even call for the puck. He just knew I was there.”

It was Pacioretty’s third career hat trick and he said this one was a bit different.

“It takes something away from it when the third one goes into an empty net,” he said. “And I’ve had two hat tricks (at the Bell Centre), six goals, there were maybe six hats total on the ice. Maybe the fans are mad at me. Maybe I have to go out and buy the fans some hats. I think there were more when I had my first hat trick on Long Island.”

As for those penalty shots, Pacioretty said that his only previous attempt was against Luongo earlier this season.

“On the first one tonight, I tried the same move and I definitely had him swimming,” said Pacioretty. “I faked the shot and I thought I could beat him with a shot instead of a deke but he’s such a big goalie and he leans forward and he took up so much of the net.”

The second one was in study in slow motion as Pacioretty seemed to be waiting for Luongo to move and just ran out of time and space.

“On the second one, at that point, I was in my own head,” said Pacioretty.”I was tired and I couldn’t believe what I was doing. I should have tried the same thing again.”

Pacioretty said he’s not looking forward to the prospect of meeting Luongo or teammate Carey Price in a shootout situation at the Olympics.

“They’re both big goaltenders and I can’t beat either of them,” he said.

Ryan White opened the scoring and was awarded one of the three stars for the second consecutive game. The fourth-liner was hovering around the net nd took advantage of some help from Michael Bournival.

“He kicked the puck out of the crease and then I think he helped me with the goaltender,” White said.

Bournival left the game in the second period with what appeared to be a cut to his chin. Therrien said it was too early to tell whether Bournival would accompany the team to Carolina for Saturday’s game against the Hurricanes.

Carey Price wasn’t mentioned in the three stars but he made 42 saves to post his 25th win. Over the past five games, he has allowed only six goals on 178 shots.

“The difference tonight is that we scored first and that’s something we weren’t doing when we were going through that rough spot we had,” said Price.

The goaltender said the priority has been to keep moving up in the standings and the Canadiens have been doing that. While Boston continues to enjoy a comfortable lead atop the Atlantic Division, there’s a logjam behind them. Tampa Bay is second with 69 points, Montreal and Toronto are next with 68 each and Detroit is hanging tough with 64. All five teams are currently holding playoff positions in the Eastern Conference.

Stubbs: ‘Little buckaroo’ gets prize from his hero, Carey Price

By Dave Stubbs, THE GAZETTEFebruary 6, 2014
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Nicholas Wynne, age 7, with a souvenir Carey Price autographed puck, standing in his Toronto bedroom which is a shrine to Price and the Canadiens. The youngster received the puck from Price himself following the Habs&#8217; Jan. 28, 2014 game at the Bell Centre.
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Nicholas Wynne, age 7, with a souvenir Carey Price autographed puck, standing in his Toronto bedroom which is a shrine to Price and the Canadiens. The youngster received the puck from Price himself following the Habs’ Jan. 28, 2014 game at the Bell Centre.
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MONTREAL — How was Carey Price not going to see the little guy?

The youngster was standing on the ledge of the other side of the glass beside the visitors’ Bell Centre bench, his face practically pressed to the pane, arms stretched over his head as the Canadiens goalie stepped out onto ice for his first-star curtain call and ceremonial puck-toss to fans.

The boy was wearing a Habs jersey, not an uncommon sight.

But he was also wearing a straw cowboy hat with a big Canadiens logo, a lid that was all of one period old. Surely that would be a magnet for Cowboy Carey, a veteran of the dusty summertime rodeo rings in his native B.C.

Indeed, the hat immediately caught Price’s eye as he returned to the rink. It took two tries, but he did get an autographed puck into the hands of Nicholas Wynne, age 7, who suggests his life has pretty much been changed forever by the experience.

Nick’s story is delightful in many ways, beginning with the fact that he lives in Mississauga, Ont., in the heart of Leafs Nation, and is a dyed-in-the-wool Canadiens fan, no matter the heckling he takes from his school friends and minor-hockey teammates.

He’s a goalie on the novice Credit Valley Wolves of the Mississauga Hockey League, his first year full-time in nets after a summertime of practice, study and taking lessons.

Of course, he wears Price’s No. 31. Of course, his new pads are the bleu-blanc-rouge of the Canadiens, no matter than his gloves are black and white.

That straw hat? It found Nick’s head after the second period of that Bell Centre game. It was available only to fans who signed up on the arena concourse for a credit card, and Martin Wynne, Nick’s dad, now has a card he doesn’t need.

But that hat proved to be a beacon, drawing Price straight to Nick, an awestruck young fan who couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw his hero stop within feet of him, flipping a puck to him over the glass.

Problem was, the signed puck, one of three Price would toss to fans, wound up in the hands of a man behind Nick, who gave the souvenir to his boy. Price paused, pointed directly at his primary target and tried again; this time, Nick’s grasp was sure.

The youngster was attending his second-ever Canadiens game in Montreal last week, a 36-save 3-0 shutout for Price over the Carolina Hurricanes, father and son having flown in expressly for it a few hours earlier from Toronto.

Nick has been a Canadiens fan for a few years, Martin Wynne says, since a business trip for wife and mom Ritu detoured the family, including older sister Natasha, to the Canadiens’ Hall of Fame and museum at the Bell Centre.

“Nick came out of the museum, stood under the display of the team’s Hall of Famers, and said, ‘Dad, I’m a Montreal fan,’ ” Martin recalls. “I said, ‘Buddy, how can you be? You live in Toronto,’ and he just said, ‘I don’t care.’

“Since that day, he’s been diehard. Anything he’s wanted, it’s been Canadiens colours: jerseys, hockey socks … it’s unbelievable. He takes huge ribbing from his friends for being a Habs fan but he gives it right back.”

Martin and Nick scheduled a trip to Montreal a few days earlier to see the Washington Capitals but a weekend tournament for the boy changed their plans. Not wanting to risk bad weather on the roads, they flew in the Tuesday afternoon of the Carolina game, returning to Toronto the next day for Nick’s game Wednesday night.

Their seats were against the glass beside the Hurricanes bench, Nick thunderstruck by the close-up view of the action. His dad had seen at Air Canada Centre games in Toronto that the kids standing the best chance of snagging a souvenir were those who were noticed.

Price was named first star, headed out for a bow, and Nick, wearing his spiffy new hat, figured the best way to achieve that was to stand up against the glass, safely propped up by his dad.

“Carey came right over, it was amazing,” Martin said. “Nick was in awe — his hero was right in front of him.”

When the first puck went a little long, Price took careful aim and launched another, this time finding his target.

“Yeah, I saw the little guy right away,” Price told me after the game when I asked him whether the cowboy hat was a lure. “When I missed him with the first puck, I flipped him another one.”

Father and son returned to their hotel, where Nick grabbed the night-table notepad and scribbled down the date.

“I asked him what that was about,” Martin said, “and Nick said, ‘It’s the best day of my life.’ ”

All seven years of it.

I tweeted that night that, after his first try had gone astray, it was nice that Price had gotten a puck to the “little buckaroo” whose identity was then unknown to me.

Not long afterward, Nick’s sister, Natasha, tweeted: “My brother got a puck from his idol (and the first star) tonight. @CP0031 made it the best day of his life,” adding the hashtag #cowboyhat The following day, Martin and Ritu tweeted a photo of Nick holding his signed puck and we then connected, the boy’s parents sending along more photos of him in his bedroom, a shrine to the Canadiens and Price, with his cherished puck.

That Getty Images photographer François Lacasse had captured the once-in-a-lifetime Bell Centre moment iced the cake, Nick standing against the glass, eyes wide, Price about to flip him a puck as both are bathed in an arena spotlight.

“Carey Price has changed Nick’s life,” Martin said, Canadiens players probably unaware how this simple post-game ritual impacts their young, star-struck fans.

“If it’s possible, Nick is an even bigger fan of Carey now.”

Nick has the puck in his bedroom, among his Price display, a pretty cool piece of show-and-tell. On Wednesday, he didn’t have many words to express his joy; not many 7-year-olds would.

But he did know how he felt when six ounces of vulcanized rubber landed in his hands at the Bell Centre:

“I felt like a lucky boy,” he said.

And he did ask to have a message passed along to the man who got him this priceless souvenir:

“Tell Carey I wish him good luck at the Olympics!”

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs

Habs Game Report: Price stones Flames in 2-0 Hab win

Rene Bourque pots winner
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Rene Bourque of the Canadiens shoots the puck past Reto Berra of the Calgary Flames to score his second-period goal during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on February 4, 2014 in Montreal.
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Rene Bourque of the Canadiens shoots the puck past Reto Berra of the Calgary Flames to score his second-period goal during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on February 4, 2014 in Montreal.
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The skinny: Michael Cammalleri has been more productive than Rene Bourque since they were traded for each other two years ago, but Bourque’s goal at 16:15 of the second period was the icebreaker as the Canadiens defeated the Calgary Flames 2-0 Tuesday night at the Bell Centre. Bourque went to the net and was rewarded when Brandon Prust’s centring pass caromed off his leg. Carey Price, who was on the losing end of 2-1 counts in his last two starts, didn’t leave anything to chance as he made 27 saves for his fourth shutout of the season. Swiss Olympian Reto Berra made 25 saves for the Flames.

Movin’ on up: The win lifted the Canadiens back into third place in the Atlantic Division. They are tied in points with Toronto at 66, but they have the advantage because they hold a game in hand on the Leafs.

Killer effort: The Canadiens’ penalty killers came up with a super effort, limiting Calgary to two shots after they found themselves short-handed 5-on-3 for 1:59. Tomas Plekanec was called for roughing at 4:36 of the second period and Lars Eller was guilty of delay of game on the ensuing faceoff. The Canadiens’ lone power play came with 30 seconds to play and David Desharnais scored into the empty net at 19:49.

Impressive debut: Forward Dale Weise, who was acquired from Vancouver on Monday, played a strong game on the fourth line with Ryan White and Michael Bournival. He had three shots on goal and delivered three hits. White, who returned to the lineup after missing 14 games with an upper-body injury, led Montreal with six shots on goal.

Let’s go to the videotape: The Flames thought they had the first goal of the game at 1:43 of the second period but a video review in Toronto showed that Price covered Lee Stempniak’s wrist shot with his pad before the puck crossed the goal line.

Stat of the night: In a first period that could have been marketed as a cure for insomnia, the Canadiens had nine giveaways, which matched the number of shots on goal by both teams. Montreal had a 5-4 advantage and had another 11 shots blocked. The Canadiens finished with 22 giveaways.

What’s next: The Canadiens face the Vancouver Canucks at the Bell Centre Thursday (7:30 p.m., TSN-Habs, RDS, TSN-690 Radio). Vancouver will be playing its third road game in four nights after losing 2-0 in Detroit Monday and 3-1 in Boston Tuesday. Former Canadien Raphael Diaz scored the lone Vancouver goal in his debut with the Canucks. Montreal wraps up its pre-Olympic schedule with a visit to Carolina Saturday (6 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN-690 Radio).

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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In the Habs’ Room: Price earns a shutout
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Alexei Emelin of the Canadiens and Lee Stempniak of the Flames battle for a rebound in front of Carey Price.

Alexei Emelin of the Canadiens and Lee Stempniak of the Flames battle for a rebound in front of Carey Price.
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MONTREAL — When a team isn’t scoring many goals, there’s one way to ensure a victory and that’s to keep the other team off the scoreboard.

That’s what Carey Price did Tuesday night as he stopped 27 shots in the Canadiens’ 2-0 victory over the Calgary Flames.

“Lately, goals have been at a premium,” said Price who was on the short end of a 2-1 count in each of his last two games. “We knew it could be that kind of game and we didn’t vary from our game plan.”

There were two occasions when this game could have swung in the Flames’ favour.

Early in the second period, Lee Stempniak threw a harmless looking shot from the corner and it ended under Price’s leg pad. The Flames thought they had scored but, when the play was reviewed in Toronto, the only camera angle showed the puck three-quarters of the way across the goal line.

“It was a weird play,” Price said. “He threw it on net and I didn’t know if it was in or not. I just fell on it and tried to block all the camera views.”

The Canadiens faced another challenge a few minutes later when Tomas Plekanec was called for roughing. On the ensuing faceoff, Lars Eller grabbed the puck with his glove and was called for delay of game. That gave Calgary a 5-on-3 advantage for 1:59.

“We had two of our best penalty-killers in the box but Josh Gorges, (Douglas) Murray and (Brandon) Prust, they did a fantastic job out there and so did Brian Gionta at the end. They take a lot of pride in getting into the shooting lanes and when (Calgary did have) chances, Carey Price was there.”

The Flames managed only two shots and several others were blocked. One shot appeared to hurt Murray but he stayed on the ice.

“Murray showed courage,” Price said. “We have gutsy guys who are willing to do whatever it takes.”

The Canadiens got the only goal they needed from Rene Bourque, who came to Montreal from Calgary two years ago.

“I think we got a turnover in the neutral zone and Lars Eller took it wide and we created a 2-on-1 down low,” Bourque said. “Prust just waited for the D-man to go down to cut off the lane and he got around him and threw it front and it hit my shin pad.”

It was the eighth goal of the season for Bourque, who has come under fire for his lack of production.

“We’ve had a lot of chances the last three games and it was good to get one,” he said.

One of the three stars went to Ryan White, who returned to action after missing 14 games with a lower-body injury. He played on the fourth line with Michael Bournival and newcomer Dale Weise and they had a strong game.

“(White) had to have a good game after what he did to me this morning,” said Therrien, who was slew-footed by White during the morning skate. “He’s an energy guy. I really liked that line with Bournival and Weise. They spent a lot of time in the offensive zone and threw some pucks at the net.”

The line produced nine of Montreal’s 27 shots with White collecting six.

“I think I got a star in a preseason game three or four years ago,” White said. “I had a pretty good game but it’s nice to be back and get a W. Getting Weiser in here brought excitement and I was glad to be back in the lineup and we were both trying to keep up with Bourny.”

Weise, who grew up as a Canadiens’ fan in Winnipeg, said his biggest problem was getting a pregame nap.

“My father kept calling me in the afternoon and I said Dad, shouldn’t you be working (a) and (b) I’m trying to sleep here, so relax a little bit.”

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Stubbs: Cammalleri plays first game against Habs since trade nearly 25 months ago
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Calgary Flames&#8217; Michael Cammalleri warms up prior to an NHL hockey game against the Montreal Canadiens in Montreal, Tuesday, February 4, 2014.
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MONTREAL — There are no hard feelings nearly 25 months later, no lingering bitterness or pangs of resentment.

The Canadiens’ 2012 trade of Michael Cammalleri to the Calgary Flames was bizarre in so many ways, a mid-game deal executed by then-Habs general manager Pierre Gauthier that shortened the sagging Montreal bench for the final 20 minutes of a January loss to the Bruins in Boston.

On Tuesday at the Bell Centre, Cammalleri finally played his first game against the Canadiens since the trade.

The Habs have twice played the Flames in Calgary since the deal, Cammalleri injured for a March 2012 contest and another three games into this season. On Tuesday, in the visitors’ dressing room at noon-hour, one game returned from a concussion that had sidelined him for nine games, he made it clear he bears no grudge against the Habs.

“I talked to Pierre on the phone close to the end of last season,” Cammalleri said. “One thing people don’t realize is that, at the end of the day, we’re playing a game we’re all trying to win.

“As long as people aren’t bad human beings, (as long as) everybody’s treating each other as good human beings, and you can always say, ‘Hi, how’s it going, what’s going on?’ and you understand why people do the things they do. …

“It was actually nice to talk to (Gauthier) last year.”

Cammalleri’s trade to Calgary was probably the most surreal transaction in Canadiens history, the Habs forward building a house in Montreal to deepen his roots here when the deal went down.

He had played through 2½ seasons since arriving in July 2009 as part of a free-agent influx, signing a 5-year, $30-million contract. With 54 goals and 65 assists in 170 games, it was his playoff work that most stood out — 13 goals and six assists in an improbable three-round, 19-game postseason run in 2010 and three goals and seven assists in seven games the following year.

That strange night, the Canadiens having gone 3-8 in their previous 11 games and now trailing the Bruins by a goal, Gauthier pulled his mid-match trigger, Cammalleri having played 9:02 on a dozen shifts through 40 minutes.

The deal sent Cammalleri and goaltender Karri Ramo to Calgary in exchange for forward Rene Bourque and prospect Patrick Holland, both sides throwing in a draft pick.

The ex-Habs forward showered, returned to the team’s hotel — the club had checked out pregame — and awaited instructions. Only there did he learn he was bound for Calgary.

“It’s understandable, I think that’s sometimes the protocol,” he said of the mysterious change of address, “to make sure that everything’s approved. It honestly didn’t bother me at all at the time. I’m thinking that if I’m the other team and maybe if something happens (an injury during the third period), then the deal is off the table.”

A day earlier, he had emptied his heart to two Montreal reporters about his slumping team.

“I can’t accept that we will display a losing attitude as we’re doing this year,” is how Cammalleri was quoted on the Internet, comments translated into French then reprocessed into English. “We prepare for our games like losers. We play like losers. So it’s no wonder why we lose.”

In Cammalleri’s view, it wasn’t those comments — that the outspoken, talkative forward included himself in “we” apparently slipped between the cracks — that greased his skids out of town.

“Clearly, it wasn’t a matter of me wanting to leave,” he said. “I talked to Pierre the night after all that happened. I wasn’t the one making the deal, but my opinion is, I don’t think it had as much to do with (the comments) as the timing made it seem.

“It was much more to do with our team not being where it wanted to be and feeling like a shakeup was needed. There was a trade available for a player they liked (Bourque) and that’s how this business works.”

Tuesday’s morning game-day skate was Cammalleri’s first time back in the Bell Centre since he was shipped out of town; he returned to Brossard from Boston the day after his trade to claim his extra equipment and personal effects, then joined the Flames.

“It’s nice to be back,” he said, having dressed in the arena’s visitors room only twice previously, once with Los Angeles in 2005, again during his first tour of duty with the Flames in 2008.

“I have nothing but fond memories of this place. I had so much fun here, my family had a really great time, there were a lot of really special nights here.”

His two enduring memories were the remarkable Dec. 4, 2009 centennial game, marking the 100th anniversary of the Habs’ birth with team legends wallpapering the building, and the 2010 playoffs, in which the Canadiens knocked off Washington and Pittsburgh before falling in a five-game Eastern final to Philadelphia.

“We didn’t win the Stanley Cup so let’s not go crazy,” Cammalleri said. “It would have been nice to keep going but I think the team kind of banded together. We started with an upset in the first round, down a couple games, and as the momentum built, you felt you were a part of something … that could continue and couldn’t be stopped.”

The Canadiens fan base lived and died with every shot, every goal, every save during the improbable run. Cammalleri considered the thought uttered by many players that Montreal is a great city in which to play when you’re winning, dramatically the opposite with a loss.

“It’s definitely a great place when you’re winning,” he said. “When you’re losing, it’s a place you feel the ins and outs every day. It’s a challenging place.

“For most of us (players), the most pressure is what we put on ourselves. You feel the impact you have on everyone’s happiness when things aren’t going well and it makes it that much more important to try to get things going well again.”

Cammalleri’s name is surfacing again in rumours as he nears unrestricted free agency and the March 5 trade deadline approaches. He shrugs now as he shrugged nearly 25 months ago, saying he’s had good communication with Flames GM Brian Burke to discuss the future.

“I’ve heard the speculation,” he said. “I understand where I am contractually and why there would be talk.”

Just for fun, I suggested to him, he should remain in the Flames dressing room for a few minutes into the start of Tuesday’s third period to get tongues wagging.

A mid-game trade?

Again?

“I mentioned to my dad that all I need tonight is something dramatic here again,” he said with a laugh, declining the invitation. “It would be nice for everything to go ice and easy. No drama.

“A nice 2-1 win for us would make me very happy, and we can move on.”
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Vancouver Canucks&#8217; Dale Weise, right, checks San Jose Sharks&#8217; Jason Demers during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Vancouver, B.C., on Tuesday March 5, 2013.
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Diaz ‘surprised and shocked’ to be traded by Habs

MONTREAL — The Canadiens have taken a small step toward getting bigger with the acquisition of 6-foot-2, 210-pound right-winger Dale Weise from the Vancouver Canucks.

General manager Marc Bergevin gave up defenceman Raphael Diaz, who is eligible to become a restricted free agent on July 1. Diaz has been out of the lineup since the Canadiens recalled Nathan Beaulieu from the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs on Jan. 18.

The 25-year-old Weise isn’t a cure-all for the struggling Canadiens, but he adds some much-needed size and toughness. He’s a fourth-liner who has 10 goals, 26 assists and 185 penalty minutes in 165 National Hockey League games with the Canucks and the New York Rangers.

The Canucks were in Detroit Monday and Weise was scheduled to fly to Montreal Monday night and be available to play Tuesday against the Calgary Flames (7:30 p.m., TSN-HABS, RDS, TSN Radio 690). The Canadiens made room for Weise by sending Christian Thomas back to Hamilton after two games in Montreal.

“I hope to bring a physical game,” Weise said In a conference call from Detroit.

The Winnipeg native, who will wear No. 22 with the Canadiens, played in 44 of the Canucks’ games this season, posting 3-9-12 totals with 42 penalty minutes and a minus-1. He has seen some power-play time, but averages less than eight minutes a game and has been a whipping boy for coach John Tortorella.

The issue of size was front and centre on the weekend as Brendan Gallagher was given a rough ride in the Canadiens’ 2-1 loss to the Winnipeg Jets Sunday afternoon at the Bell Centre. Gallagher was spared the burden of speaking to the media following the game, but that was okay because the feisty winger showed up on the ice.

It’s difficult to miss Gallagher because he is always moving, always involved. On Sunday, he took three penalties, but the topic of conversation after the game centred around the absence of calls in the final minute when Gallagher was cross-checked by Zach Bogosian, punched twice in the head by goaltender Al Montoya, possibly tripped by Bogosian and then levelled by Jacob Trouba. All this occurred while Gallagher was trying to clear the Winnipeg zone so the Canadiens could mount a last-ditch attempt to tie the score.

The Canadiens were outraged by the treatment accorded Gallagher and the case can be made that he was hung out to dry by two inexperienced referees who were (a) reluctant to call a penalty late in the game or (b) were guided by the principle that the outcome of the game should be decided by the players. Or, as CBC analyst P.J. Stock suggested, they might have been influenced by the fact Gallagher has a reputation for skirting the fine line between screening the goaltender and goaltender interference and that he deserved the rough treatment.

But the Gallagher controversy raises some fundamental concerns about the Canadiens.

For starters, it’s admirable that the 5-foot-9 Gallagher sacrifices his body on a regular basis. It’s the only way he knows how to play and I’m sure if he had spoken to the media after Sunday’s game he might have felt there was a penalty or two that was missed, but he would flash his trademark smile and say: “That’s hockey, it’s part of the game.”

But you wonder, for example, why that’s not Rene Bourque in front of the net. Or Lars Eller. Or Travis Moen. And you wonder when Mark Stuart takes liberties with Gallagher along the boards why there isn’t a Canadiens teammate ready to lend a helping fist. While I’m not a proponent of fighting, this might have been a good time to dress George Parros.

The Canadiens’ lack of size was evident in the Winnipeg game. The Canadiens had two players who were 6-foot-3 and one of them was goaltender Carey Price. The Jets had 10 players 6-foot-3 or taller and outweighed the Canadiens by an average of seven pounds a man. The result was that while the Canadiens kept the score close and were only outshot 35-31, they didn’t have that net presence that is important in today’s game.

The Canadiens’ offence continues to rank near the bottom of the league, and while coach Michel Therrien can talk about little mistakes hurting and his team deserving a better fate on the weekend, the reality is that they scored one goal in each game.

The Canadiens’ recent woes illustrate the team’s lack of depth at forward. Injuries to Alex Galchenyuk and Ryan White have hurt. The Canadiens are 4-7-1 since Galchenyuk broke his hand. When he’s in a lineup, Galchenyuk provides the Canadiens with one more offensive line. He’ll be back after the Olympic break.

It’s easy to overlook White’s contribution to the team. Here’s a player who has been a healthy scratch for eight games this season, but he is effective in a shutdown role and was particularly valuable on the road when it was difficult for Therrien to match Tomas Plekanec’s line against the opposition’s best line. The undisclosed upper-body injury that was supposed to keep White on the sidelines for two weeks occurred one month ago, but he has resumed skating with the team.

And finally a word about Beaulieu, who rendered Diaz expendable. Beaulieu has looked good in his latest stint with the Canadiens, but he was in need of a reality check after Sunday’s game when he said the Canadiens could have won each of their eight games since he was recalled on Jan. 18.

It’s good to be positive, but Beaulieu obviously forgot the four-day span that saw a 5-1 loss in Pittsburgh, a 4-1 loss in Detroit and a 5-0 meltdown the following night against the Washington Capitals at the Bell Centre.
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Defenceman Raphael Diaz was deemed expendable because he is eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1.
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Habs acquire Weise from Canucks in exchange for Diaz

MONTREAL — The handwriting was on the wall when Nathan Beaulieu took his spot in the Canadiens’ lineup, but defenceman Raphael Diaz said he was “surprised and shocked” Monday when he was traded to the Vancouver Canucks for right-winger Dale Weise.

“I knew (Beaulieu was) a good player, but I didn’t think it meant I was going to be traded right away,” Diaz said in a conference call. “As a player, you want to work hard for the organization. Other things you cannot control. That’s the way the business is. I really appreciate the opportunity that Montreal gave me, but I haven’t played in the last two weeks and you want to be able to help your team.”

Diaz arrived from Switzerland three years ago as a 25-year-old rookie and he surprised the Canadiens when he earned a roster spot out of training camp. He played 59 games and had three goals and 13 assists. During the off-season, the Canadiens signed him to a two-year deal with an annual salary-cap hit of $1.225 million.

With P.K. Subban and the Canadiens locked in a contract dispute, Diaz started last year’s lockout season as one of the key players on the Montreal power play. He had a goal and 13 assists in 23 games before a concussion ended his season. Diaz also earned high marks for his improved defensive play.

He started this season as a top-four defenceman because Alexei Emelin was recovering from knee surgery. Diaz dropped down to the No. 3 pairing after Emelin’s return and found himself a healthy scratch when Beaulieu was recalled from Hamilton.

Diaz was deemed expendable because he is eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1. The Canadiens were afraid he would command more money on the open market, but they also wanted to open opportunities for Beaulieu, Greg Pateryn and Jarred Tinordi.

Diaz matured as a defensive player in Montreal and ranked third on the team this season with 100 blocked shots.

“I learned it over here in Montreal,” he said. “In front of the net as a defenceman, you help your goalie by blocking some shots. I’ve also learned a lot about using your stick to block shots as well. I think it’s a big part in the penalty kill.”

There’s a built-in comfort level for Diaz moving to Vancouver. He’ll be reunited with fellow Swiss Olympian Yannick Weber, who was also once his teammate with the Canadiens.

Weber is currently out of the Canucks’ lineup after suffering a leg injury last week.

Diaz had a taste of Vancouver at the 2010 Olympics with the Swiss team.

“It reminds me a lot of Switzerland with the mountains and everything,” he said. “I’m really excited to be there.”

The Canucks played in Detroit Monday, but Diaz will join the team in Boston on Tuesday and then face the Canadiens at the Bell Centre on Thursday.

“This is really important to have some games (before Sochi),” Diaz said. “If you can play in the highest league in the world, it’s really good. Yeah, two or three days later you get to play your old team, it’s part of this game. It’s going to be special.”
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Canadiens&#8217; Brendan Gallagher, left, grimaces as he is knocked to the ice by Jets&#8217; Devin Setoguchi as goalie Al Montoya keeps watch at the Bell Centre in Montreal on Sunday.
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Price coughs up tough loss to Jets

Photos: Canadiens vs. Jets

Stubbs: Cherry wrong to take shot at Prust

MONTREAL — Most of the talk following the Canadiens’ 2-1 loss to the Winnipeg Jets on Sunday afternoon at the Bell Centre centred around Brendan Gallagher and whether he received a fair shake from the referees.

Gallagher received three minor penalties during the game, but most of the outrage in the Montreal room was about the rough treatment the pesky forward received during the final minute of the game when the Canadiens were attempting to mount a comeback.

The Canadiens had a manpower advantage after pulling goaltender Carey Price, but were unable to enter the offensive zone because Gallagher was trapped. He was first held up by goaltender Al Montoya, who punched Gallagher in the head at least twice. As he skated free of Montoya, Gallagher went sprawling on the ice after contact with Zach Bogosian. And then he was held up a third time by Jacob Trouba, who came off the Winnipeg bench and made a beeline for Gallagher.

“I counted five infractions that could have been called in the final minute,” Canadiens head coach Michel Therrien said. “I’m going to ask for an explanation.”

There was a request to interview Gallagher after the game, but it wasn’t surprising he was discouraged from speaking by his landlord, defenceman Josh Gorges.

“It was my call not to have him out here; he’s pretty fired up right now,” Gorges said. “It’s frustrating when little things are being called. I have to be careful what I say, but it was pretty evident that they were not allowing him to get out of the zone. He took a punch in the head from the goalie, he was tripped, and the guy who came off the bench gave him another shot and, from my understanding, all the time Gallagher was being yelled at by the ref.”

Kerry Fraser, the former referee who now does commentary for TSN, had a different view of the incident. He said Gallagher initiated the contact with Montoya — a claim that’s difficult to back up by the video replay — and was guilty of diving after incidental contact with Bogosian. Fraser said the contact with the player coming off the bench should have been a penalty, but noted that was cancelled by the non-call for diving.

While the Canadiens’ frustration boiled over into a scrum in front of Montoya as the game ended, Gorges was quick to point out the events of the last minute were merely a footnote to a disappointing weekend.

”That’s not the difference tonight, it was just a frustrating end to the game,” Gorges said.

The Canadiens came out of the weekend with a single point after losing 2-1 in overtime to Tampa Bay on Saturday. Carey Price stopped 34 shots Saturday and 33 on Sunday to finish with a .957 save percentage for the weekend, but it’s difficult to win when your team scores only one goal in each game.

As good as Price was, Montoya and Tampa’s Ben Bishop were both excellent, and it was costly miscues that made the difference. P.K. Subban accidentally deflected a puck past Price and then was caught out of position on the winning goal Saturday.

And it was Price who misplayed the puck and was caught out of his net on Michael Frolik’s game-winner Sunday.

“It’s frustrating when you misplay the puck, that one’s on me,” the goaltender said.

Therrien said he thought the Canadiens deserved to win. He noted they hit two posts and had chances, but it was another empty night for the power play, which has scored only twice in 23 opportunities over the past seven games. The Canadiens have a 2-4-1 record in those games and have been outscored 19-11.
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Canadiens' Carey Price makes a save against Jets' Devin Setoguchi, right, at the Bell Centre in Montreal on Sunday.
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Live blog replay: Habs vs. Jets

Habs game report: Thompson gives Lightning overtime win

Hickey on Hockey: Habs remain a rebuilding project

Former Hab Ryan writes about life as an NHL footnote

Matinee games are fun for Habs and young fans

The skinny: On a Super Bowl weekend when goaltenders dominated the action at the Bell Centre, a miscue by Canadiens’ netminder Carey Price allowed the Winnipeg Jets to leave town with a 2-1 win over the Canadiens on Sunday. Price came out of his net to corral a dump in, but he failed to control the puck. Andrew Ladd ran down the puck behind the goal line and passed it out front to Michael Frolik, who scored while Price was scrambling to get back into the net. It was the first win for a Winnipeg team in Montreal since 1985.

What it means: With one point out of a possible four on the weekend, the Canadiens remain in fourth place in the Atlantic Division, but they dropped two points behind Toronto. The good news is they still hold a game in hand on the Leafs. Looking in the rear-view mirror, the Canadiens’ lead over fifth-place Detroit is down to four points and the Wings have a game in hand.

Breaking the ice: The Jets took a 1-0 lead when defenceman Tobias Enstrom carried the puck from the point and around the Montreal net before beating Price on a wraparound at 9:13 of the second period. The Canadiens had a chance to open the scoring at 7:38, but Brandon Prust’s slapshot hit a goalpost. Enstrom was almost the goat with a little more than five minutes to go in the period. He lost the puck to Brian Gionta in the neutral zone, but Gionta hit a post on his partial breakaway.

Getting even: Gionta tied the score at 1-1 when he beat Al Montoya on the glove side at 17:06 of the second period while the teams were playing 4-on-4.

Specialty items: The Canadiens’ penalty-killing unit, which ranks third in the NHL, killed off three Winnipeg power plays, while the Canadiens’ power play went 0-for-3. Brendan Gallagher absorbed more than his share of punishment, but found himself in the penalty box three times.

Wasted effort: Price faced 35 shots against Winnipeg and stopped 34 of 36 shots Saturday in a 2-1 overtime loss to Tampa Bay. He had a .957 save percentage and a goals-against average below 2.00 for the weekend.

Change good for the Jets: The Jets are 8-2-0 since Paul Maurice replaced Claude Noel as head coach. They are sixth in the Central Division, but are only four points out of a playoff spot.

What’s next: The Canadiens have a pair of home games against western Canadian rivals with Calgary in town Tuesday followed by the Vancouver Canucks on Thursday. In their final game before the Olympic break, the Canadiens are in Carolina on Saturday to face the Hurricanes.
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Canadiens defenceman P.K. Subban, centre, celebrates with teammates after Montreal defeated the Bruins 4-1 in Boston Thursday night.
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Former Hab Ryan writes about life as an NHL footnote

Hickey on Hockey Notebook

If you want to understand what’s happening with Les Habitants, you have to listen to the people who run the team.

It starts with general manager Marc Bergevin back in September, when the Canadiens gathered for their annual charity golf tournament. Bergevin noted the team had made some improvements over the summer, but injected a note of reality when he said: “We’re not there yet.”

Fast forward to last Monday, when head coach Michel Therrien talked about his slumping team. Therrien said his challenge was to convince his players they weren’t as good as they thought they were when they went on a 9-0-1 run in late November, and they weren’t as bad as they looked when they lost nine of 13 games to start the new year.

It might seem painful for older fans — who can remember when Stanley Cup parades were a rite of spring — and for younger fans — who are tired of hearing from their parents and grandparents about the good old days — but the Canadiens remain a team in transition, a rebuilding project.

For the Canadiens to win, they need to play solid defence and they need to play as a team. That happened this week when Carey Price made 36 saves in a 3-0 victory over Carolina to end the Hurricanes’ four-game winning streak, and again when backup goaltender Peter Budaj beat the Boston Bruins 4-1 Thursday night to extend his perfect record at the TD Garden to 4-0.

These were games that spotlighted Therrien’s emphasis on team play. Price stopped 36 shots in the win over Carolina, but the folks in front of him blocked another 26. Max Pacioretty, the Canadiens’ leading goal-scorer, came through with a goal in that game, but so did plugger Brandon Prust.

Pacioretty upped his goals total to 23 in Boston, but Alexei Emelin scored his first of the season and Daniel Brière — who takes more than his share of abuse because the Canadiens are paying him too much — chipped in with a goal and an assist on a night when nine different players contributed to the scoring and the fourth line was on the ice for two of the goals.

The Boston game came at the right time in the schedule. There’s a belief the Canadiens have some magical ability to raise their level against the NHL’s better teams. The proof can be found this season in wins over Anaheim, Vancouver, Pittsburgh and, most recently, Chicago.

The rivalry with Boston falls into a different sub-category. The Bruins had a 10-point edge over the Canadiens in the Atlantic Division standings going into Thursday’s game, but there’s something about playing Boston that brings out the best in the Canadiens. And there’s something about playing Montreal that brings out the worst in the Bruins.

The Canadiens are 2-0 against Boston this season and have five consecutive wins over the Bruins. Rivals are forged in post-season action and it would be gloating to focus on the Canadiens’ mastery over the Bruins in that arena.

Overall, the Canadiens are a good team, but they will continue to frustrate their fans because there are areas that need improvement. The Canadiens have to be bigger and they need another sniper. Management is aware of these needs, but is also aware there are no quick fixes.

Defencemen Greg Pateryn and Jarred Tinordi should be ready to make the full-time jump to the NHL next season, but when it comes to forwards the cupboard is bare in Hamilton. If you listened to talk radio in the past week, you would have heard that the solution to the Canadiens’ woes was more ice time for Louis Leblanc. He’s a nice kid, but Leblanc’s also someone who has scored only nine goals in the American Hockey League this season and has been returned to the Bulldogs.

The Canadiens’ best — and biggest — forwards are further down the pipeline. We’re talking about Michael McCarron, Swedes Jacob de la Rose and Sebastien Collberg, Tim Bozon, Brady Vail and Connor Crisp. They are all projects, but they have the raw material. And if you have a soft spot for smaller guys, look forward to Charles Hudon and Martin Reway.

While you’re waiting, enjoy the roller-coaster ride.
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Oilers goalie Ben Scrivens defends the net against Jason Demers, No. 5, and Tommy Wingels of the San Jose Sharks during his 59-save shutout Wednesday night in Edmonton.
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Oilers goalie Scrivens makes history

The figure filberts at the Elias Sports Bureau report that Edmonton Oilers goaltender Ben Scrivens made history with his 59-save shutout win over the San Jose Sharks Wednesday night. Scrivens’s 59 saves were the most ever by a goaltender in a regular-season shutout in the NHL’s expansion era. The previous mark of 54 was set by Phoenix Coyotes netminder Mike Smith in a 2-0 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets on April 3, 2012. Two goaltenders have made more saves in post-season shutouts. Dominik Hasek stopped 70 shots in the Buffalo Sabres’ quadruple-overtime victory over the New Jersey Devils on April 27, 1994, and Patrick Roy made 63 saves in the Colorado Avalanche’s Stanley Cup-clinching, triple-overtime win over the Florida Panthers on June 10, 1996.

Lac Beauport’s Roy shines south of border

The annual Beanpot Tournament brings together the four major college teams from Boston, and Northeastern’s Kevin Roy is hoping to improve on his performance from last season. The Lac Beauport native was the MVP of last year’s tournament, which was surprising because (a) he was only a freshman and (b) Northeastern lost 6-3 to Boston College in the final. Second-ranked B.C. is the favourite once again, but Roy hopes to lead the Huskies to their first Beanpot title since 1988, beginning with Monday’s game against Harvard. Roy has led Northeastern to a No. 10 national ranking and is among the leading scorers in U.S. college hockey with 14 goals and 17 assists in 26 games. The 20-year-old has been known as a creative goal-scorer since his shootout moves were featured in an online video seven years ago. He was the most valuable player in the United States Hockey League with the Lincoln Stars two years ago and was drafted in the fourth round by the Anaheim Ducks in 2012.

Senators improve bottom line with TV deal

The financial bottom line for the Ottawa Senators will be getting better in the future thanks to a regional television deal with Bell Media, but for owner Eugene Melnyk it’s simply an opportunity to catch up to past losses. The new deal — which will see about 50 games on TSN and RDS — and the new national contract with Rogers will provide the Senators with a windfall of approximately $30 million, but Melnyk said the Senators will continue to spend money wisely and won’t increase the payroll up to the NHL salary cap. Melnyk, who is no longer the billionaire he was when he bought the Senators in 2003, is hoping to recoup some of the $110 million he claims the team has lost over the past decade. TSN, which lost the national cable rights to Rogers, now has regional deals with Winnipeg, Toronto and Ottawa, and is expected to renew its deal with the Canadiens.

Rangers owned by corporate greedheads

When the New York Rangers swept their Yankee Stadium games against the New Jersey Devils and the Islanders, it gave visiting teams a 9-1-1 record in NHL outdoor games. That raises the question: How does a New York City team become the visitor in games against outsiders from New Jersey and Long Island? The answer is a cozy deal between the city and the corporate greedheads who own the Rangers and Madison Square Garden. The Rangers can’t afford to be the home team because they get a huge break on property taxes, but the deal is void if the Rangers don’t play all their home games at MSG.

New name, same story for Coyotes

The Phoenix Coyotes will be rechristened as the Arizona Coyotes for the 2014-15 season. The name change will recognize the fact the team plays in an arena that is a $65 cab ride from downtown Phoenix. It doesn’t recognize that the team is playing in Glendale, a suburban city that is bankrolling the Coyotes to the tune of $15 million a year. You would think that payout would buy the financially strapped suburb some name recognition. For the record, the Coyotes continue to have the lowest attendance in the NHL. With 27 games in the books, they are hovering just below the 13,000 mark.
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Canadiens head coach Michel Therrien looks on from the bench with players, from left, Max Pacioretty, Michael Bournival, Brendan Gallagher, Daniel Bri&#232;re, Tomas Plekanec and Travis Moen during third period NHL hockey action against the Washington Capitals.
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Habs come up empty against Caps

Obviously we’re not playing good hockey: Gionta

MONTREAL — Normally, it’s assistant equipment manager Pierre Ouellette who runs the Canadiens’ industrial-size washers and dryers at the team’s two arenas.

But the veteran Steamer, as he’s known, might have had a lighter load at the Bell Centre Saturday, Habs players having taken nearly 15 minutes following their 5-0 clobbering by the Washington Capitals to air their own dirty laundry — and there’s a lot of it — behind closed dressing-room doors.

This was the second time I can remember a lengthy Canadiens’ players-only post-game meeting, violating NHL regulations that their room be open to the media five minutes after the last player has left the ice.

The first time was Feb. 9, 2009, in Calgary following a 6-2 drubbing by the Flames, then-captain Saku Koivu shutting the doors at the Saddledome for 32 minutes following the final siren with his team having lost eight of its past 10.

At Koivu’s command after that loud meeting, every player was in his stall when the doors finally opened. On Saturday, all were seated at management’s request, presumably for the sake of being accountable.

I can still see the numb look on rookie Max Pacioretty’s face that centennial-season night in Calgary, staring blankly at nothing at all, not even a skatelace untied.

(Coach Guy Carbonneau took his club bowling in Edmonton the next day as shock therapy, the Habs then losing 7-2 to the Oilers. A month later, then-GM Bob Gainey turfed Carbonneau — five months after having signed his old friend and former teammate to a three-year contract extension.)

This season’s Canadiens are currently, to be charitable, a dog’s breakfast. And even Fido might turn his snout up at this plate.

A visit to the Bell Centre was just the tonic for the Capitals, who arrived riding a seven-game losing streak and left having looked, comparatively, like a Stanley Cup contender.

The Canadiens were generous hosts, giving up the season’s first goals to three Caps while themselves staging a reprise of the 1968 zombie film Night of the Living Dead.

The Habs were outshot, outchanced, outhustled and outskated in what centre David Desharnais would quite properly call the team’s by-far worst game of the season, the club’s fourth straight regulation loss — not even a loser’s point as consolation — and the Capitals’ seventh straight win at the Bell Centre.

It was the second time in three games that Canadiens goalie Carey Price was mercifully pulled by head coach Michel Therrien, a rudderless lineup in front of him throwing him a cement life raft.

For the sixth consecutive game, the Canadiens yielded four or more goals. Price would like a couple back, but he’s on a locket-size list of those who have been playing like a pro.

Therrien, looking roughly the hue of ash, would hit a grand slam of understatement in his post-game autopsy Saturday when he suggested this was a “tough night, disappointing night,” adding there was “nothing good to take from that game. We’re going to move on.”

Which they did, into a dark and stormy night with their fans’ spontaneous combustion lighting their path.

(Almost never during the regular season do photographers attend the post-game briefings of Therrien, who speaks to TV cameras and the recorders and notebooks of reporters. There is little photogenic about a man at a microphone. But with the coach being fitted by many in this city for the guillotine, at least one camera’s motor-drive was firing loudly during his remarks, a photographer recording for posterity, well, you connect the dots.)

The ninth career shutout of Capitals goalie Braden Holtby, who’s a perfect 5-0 lifetime vs. the Canadiens, might have been his easiest since house league. The Habs finished with 21 shots, but for a time had us scrambling for our record books to research franchise futility, the twice-achieved 12-shot embarrassments of 2002 and 2006 ultimately unchallenged.

Daniel Brière practically brought the roof down 12:44 into the second period, the crowd bellowing “On veut un tir!” (“We want a shot!”) when his harmless 40-foot wrister found the elusive target, the Habs trailing 24-3 in shots and 4-0 on the scoreboard at that point.

“That was probably the biggest cheer I’ve ever gotten from making a save,” Holtby would joke.

It was unclear whether it was the ovation or the puck hitting him that woke him up.

The Canadiens did, in fact, lead the Capitals in a few statistical categories:

They had 20 of their shots blocked, next to the Caps’ 16;

They outhit their visitors 29-8 (but of course you’re not the one doing the hitting when you’re hogging the puck and thoroughly dominating the offence);

They held a 59-41 per cent edge in faceoffs;

They won, maybe by split decision, the game’s single fight, Brandon Prust dropping his gloves 1:49 into the first period with Caps rookie forward Tom Wilson in what ultimately was a futile effort to light a fire under the Habs’ butts.

Both Price and Prust attended a Montreal Auto Show promotion on Sunday, the Capitals’ tire treads thankfully washed off.

There has been a growing uproar among Canadiens fans for the firing of Therrien; there is at least one website devoted solely to that goal.

Fans have traded every player, second-guessed every decision by the coach and his boss, general manager Marc Bergevin, and called out owner Geoff Molson for not having thrown a lightning bolt from the Bell Centre’s highest office.

That is a fan’s prerogative, and no one denies them that right. Indeed, no player in Saturday’s dressing room criticized the heckling they had just absorbed in their own building.

But Molson has complete faith in Bergevin, who in turn will not run his hockey-operations department with his finger poised on a panic button during a long-term campaign to rebuild a franchise that has withered from years of bad management and is going on 21 years since its most recent championship.

With the team having pedalled its bicycle down a freshly tarred road, its wheels grinding to a gooey stop, do fans think Bergevin would today be trading from a position of strength? Do they believe 29 other GMs wouldn’t smell blood in the water, realizing Bergevin’s frantic urgency to move bodies in and out of Montreal?

There is no quick, finger-snap fix at hand.

Have some of Therrien’s line combinations and defensive pairings and player usage and benchings been questionable with gusts to disastrous? Absolutely.

Have there been many games when too many players have seemingly sleepwalked from faceoff to final siren, then sat in the dressing room and curiously wondered aloud — when they’ve been there to face the music — that they don’t know why this has happened? Absolutely.

Would Bergevin himself like to revisit a few of his acquisitions and signings, which he has made based on hard data and intuition? Absolutely.

Does any of this change the tangled mess in which the Canadiens find themselves today? No, it does not.

Predictably, there is not one player on this club who will tell you they have quit on Therrien in a bid to have him sacked. All say they believe in the head coach, his assistants, the system and the organization.

Recent numbers tell a gruesome story: the Canadiens have been outscored 19-5 during their four-game losing streak; they have been outscored 2-to-1 at even strength in the 21 games back to Dec. 10, when they were 6-0 cannon-fodder at home for Los Angeles.

For now, the beleaguered Price tries to keep a stiff upper lip as his team sags badly in front of him.

“We need to tackle this problem as a team. Doing things individually is what got us to this point, so this was a good step,” the Olympic-bound goalie told reporters Saturday of the closed-door meeting.

The next step comes Monday at Brossard with an 11 a.m. practice, when the rally begins or the meltdown continues — depending on your point of view.

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs
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Canadiens run out of gas against hungry Capitals

You know things are grim for the Canadiens when the loudest cheers for them at the Bell Centre are derisive ones.

A loud, sustained cheer erupted at 12:44 of the second period Saturday night when Daniel Brière simply unleashed a wrist shot at the Washington Capitals net. It was the Canadiens’ first shot on goal in the second period and only their fourth in the game at that point.

The Canadiens’ tiny shot tally at that juncture goes a long way toward explaining their dismal 5-0 loss to the Capitals. Taking 10 penalties didn’t help, either. Neither side was able to capitalize with the man advantage — not that it mattered for the Capitals, who scored five even-strength goals.

The Canadiens held a meeting after the game and when the doors to the dressing room finally opened to the media all the players were there. Coach Michel Therrien confirmed it was management’s decision to make them all available to the media.

“Obviously, we’re not playing good hockey and we need to find a way to turn things around.” captain Brian Gionta said.

“We had three shots through almost the whole second period. Forty minutes of play, we have three shots. We’re off our game. We’ve got to find a way to keep supporting each other and find a way out of this.”

When asked about the sarcastic cheer in the second period, Gionta said: “No one in this room is happy the way things have been going the last couple of games.

“There’s no one outside this room that cares more than anyone in this room. So we’re trying to figure things out and we’ll be a better team for it in the end.”

When it was put to Gionta by a reporter that some people were starting to wonder whether the players still want to play for Therrien, the captain said: “No, that has nothing to do with it.”

The Capitals outshot the Canadiens 12-3 in the first period, but it was the second period that was especially brutal for the Habs. The Capitals scored four even-strength goals, while the Canadiens had difficulty mustering shots on goals. Goaltender Carey Price was pulled after the Capitals’ fourth goal with backup Peter Budaj replacing him for the second time in three games. However, Price can’t be blamed for the Canadiens’ loss.

There’s “nothing good to take from that game,” Therrien said afterward.

“We’re going to move on. We’re facing adversity and we all know this,” the coach said, noting all teams face it, as do players through the course of their careers.

“It’s how we’re going to react facing adversity.”

The Canadiens have lost four games in a row and are 3-6-1 in their last 10 games. The team is struggling defensively and has given up four or more goals in their last six games. But their problems stretch back farther than that. The last time the Habs posted back-to-back wins in regulation was Dec. 5 and 7.

The Toronto Maple Leafs overtook the Habs in the Atlantic Division Saturday night with their overtime loss to the Winnipeg Jets and now sit in third place with 60 points. The Canadiens have 59 points with two games in hand over the Leafs.

The Canadiens were in Saturday’s game until they got scored on, Canadiens defenceman Josh Gorges said.

“With the way we’ve been struggling as of late, we have to be more resilient mentally,” Gorges added. “Down one goal, down two goals, the game is far from over.

“But we’ve got a find a way to push back because no team is just going to give into us.”

The battle is finding that confidence “to make plays, to do the things you’re supposed to do and not be scrambly and running all over the ice and playing chaotic,” Gorges said.

It’s hard when things aren’t going your way to stay upbeat, the defenceman added. “But when things are going this way that’s when you have to simplify everything. You make the game easy on yourself.”

Lars Eller called Saturday’s loss a collective breakdown. “All the little details, all the small things that we’re not succeeding doing.”

Every team faces a rough patch in a season, Eller said, adding all that matters is what they do going forward.

“I think it starts with attitude,” Eller said. “If we bring the right attitude that we’ve done in the past, then confidence will follow, the right decisions will follow, all those things come, but it starts with attitude. And that’s what we’ve got to bring. We’ve got to get back to being tight as a unit and make sure everybody pulls in the same direction.”

Defenceman P.K. Subban said the Habs have a great group and “we believe that we can be that team that we were in November, where we were one of the hottest teams in the league and executing every night and performing. And we know we could do that.”

Subban said he was optimistic and noted the Canadiens have an opportunity to turn things around on Tuesday when they play the Carolina Hurricanes.

“For guys who have been in the league for a long time, this is nothing,” Subban said.

“This is good for our team. This is a positive thing. We’re going to get through it. We’re going to be better.”

Fans have a right to be frustrated, Subban added. “I’d be upset too. People are passionate about our team and we’re passionate about our jobs.”

He added: “We’ve just got to work through the process. It’s tough. You look at the Chicago Blackhawks, they went through the same thing. I don’t know if they lost five in a row or something like that. But teams go through it and that’s my point. And we’ve just got to work through it and stay positive. And we’ve got each other’s backs in here.”

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: bbranswell
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The skinny: The Canadiens’ worrisome slump continued Saturday night at the Bell Centre with a dismal 5-0 loss to the Washington Capitals. It was the Habs’ fourth loss in a row and it was a costly one as they slipped to fourth place in the Atlantic Division behind the Toronto Maple Leafs, who picked up a point from their overtime loss to the Winnipeg Jets. The Leafs are now one point ahead of the Canadiens with 60 points.

The Capitals scored four even-strength goals in the second period, while the Canadiens faltered badly. The Canadiens hadn’t managed a shot on goal in that frame until past the halfway mark and had only three shots on goal in the game at that point. When they managed to register their first few shots on goal in the second period, loud and derisive cheers erupted in the Bell Centre. The Capitals outshot the Habs 34-21.

Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby got the shutout as Washington snapped a seven-game losing streak with goals from Alexander Ovechkin, John Erskine, Jay Beagle, John Carlson and Casey Wellman. It was the Capitals’ seventh win in a row at the Bell Centre, dating back to March 2011, and was the final meeting this season between the two teams.

Neither team was able to capitalize on its power-play opportunities.

There’s “nothing good to take from that game,” Canadiens coach Michel Therrien said afterward.

“We’ve got to move on. We’re facing adversity and we all know it,” Therrien said, noting all teams face it as do players through the course of their careers.

“It’s how we’re going to react facing adversity,” he added.

There was a team meeting after the game and Therrien confirmed it was management’s decision to have all the players available to the media after the game.

The four or more streak continues: The Canadiens, who have been struggling defensively, have now given up four or more goals in six games dating back to Jan. 14 against the New Jersey Devils. The Canadiens pulled goaltender Carey Price just past the halfway point of the second period with the Capitals holding a 4-0 lead. In fairness to Price, the Canadiens were badly outshot by the Capitals. Price no doubt would have wanted another look at a bizarre goal credited to Erskine that slipped through his pads. Backup goaltender Peter Budaj replaced Price, as he did on Wednesday during the Habs’ 5-1 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Alexander the Great: Alex Ovechkin returned to action after missing two games with a lower-body injury and scored his league-leading 36th goal, putting the Capitals on the scoreboard at 1:46 of the second period when he shoved a puck past Price at the corner of the net. He also assisted on Wellman’s goal in the third period, setting him up with a cross-ice pass.

Paying tribute: Newly retired Alouettes quarterback Anthony Calvillo received a loud ovation before the game when he walked out onto the ice for a ceremonial faceoff wearing a Canadiens jersey. The 41-year-old Calvillo announced his retirement this week at an emotional news conference. He played 20 seasons in the Canadian Football League — 16 of them as the Als’ quarterback — and holds the distinction of being pro football’s career passing leader.

The pregame ceremonies began on a sombre note as the crowd was asked to observe a moment of silence for the victims of the tragic fire at the seniors’ residence in L’Isle-Verte.

Back to back: The Canadiens’ games Friday in Detroit and Saturday at the Bell Centre were their 10th back-to-back games this season, all of them involving travel between games. With their loss against the Capitals, the Canadiens’ record with that demanding turnaround is now 11-8-1.

What’s next: The Canadiens play the Carolina Hurricanes at the Bell Centre on Tuesday (7:30 p.m., RDS, TSN Radio 690), and then travel to Boston to face the Bruins on Thursday. The game against the Bruins will be just the second meeting this season between the Atlantic Division rivals. The Canadiens return home after that for a four-game homestand with the Olympic break looming.

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com
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Canadiens goaltender Carey Price looks on from the bench shortly after being pulled during second period NHL hockey action against the Washington Capitals.
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Stubbs: The heat is on after Habs’ worst game of season

Obviously we’re not playing good hockey: Gionta

Habs come up empty against Caps

Mike Boone: About last night...

MONTREAL — I’m going with the Alien Zombie Theory.

There are these evil aliens, see. And they kidnap the Montreal Canadiens, see. They turn them into Hockey Zombies, see. They look like the real players, but they can’t skate, can’t shoot, can’t score, can’t defend, can’t do much of anything except stagger around looking for a tender leg to munch, the way Zombies do.

Hey, if you’ve got a better explanation for what happened to the Canadiens Saturday night against the Capitals, please send it to Marc Bergevin, c/o the Bell Centre — because I have covered this team on a full-time basis for 14 years and part-time for another six and watched for nearly 25 years as a fan before that, and I cannot recall ever once seeing a team wearing the CH turn in such a full-blown, unadulterated, collective stinkeroo.

Bad? The Edmonton Oilers are bad. This game was way beyond that. It was kitsch bad. It was 1960s living-room decor bad. Roseanne Barr national anthem bad. Rob Ford on a bender bad.

You’re facing a team that has been having its own struggles and you go almost 20 minutes without a shot on goal? The shots are 26-3 and you’re down 4-0 midway through the second period — on home ice? You’re desperately in need of a win to get back on track and you lay a dinosaur egg at centre ice?

What is going on here? Are the players sending a collective message that they’ve had it up to here with Michel Therrien, with his mind games and compulsive juggling of his lines and defensive pairings? Or are they simply going through a stretch when they lack focus and things aren’t clicking?

Bad as it was, this wasn’t a one-off. The Canadiens were coming off a road trip during which they stank out the joint in Ottawa, Toronto, Pittsburgh and Detroit in succession — and escaped with a win they didn’t deserve over the Senators only because Carey Price played like an eight-armed octopus goalie.

This is the culmination of a stretch that goes all the way back to that 6-0 home loss to the Los Angeles Kings on Dec. 10. That began the current streak of 21 games during which the Canadiens have managed exactly four regulation wins. There was that beautifully played win over the Blackhawks, but that looks more and more like the exception, with what happened Saturday night the rule.

The Leafs went through a similar stretch and pulled out of it with six straight wins before losing their last two, so it is possible.

But Saturday night was a statement game. It said that whatever the question is, Therrien at this point in the season does not have the answer and that the off-season moves made by general manager Marc Bergevin did nothing to help this team and probably hurt it.

This is where we emphasize that there is nothing like a three-game winning streak to make all the bad stuff go away. The Canadiens host Carolina Tuesday night, visit the Bruins Thursday and return home for a pair of Super Bowl weekend afternoon games against Tampa Bay and Winnipeg. Win three out of four and the half-empty glass is half-full again.

Therrien’s job shouldn’t be in immediate danger. He had some solid success here during the early parts of both this season and last season. But at some point, the Flying Fickle Finger of Fate has to point directly at the coach.

Therrien has played frenetic mix-‘n’-match games with his forward lines and defensive pairings almost from the beginning of the season, to the point where his players don’t appear to know what team they’re on, never mind what line. His punitive benchings (with Raphael Diaz the latest victim) appear to have alienated his players rather than motivating them.

Therrien does not appear capable of adjusting on the fly. If Plan A doesn’t work and the Habs fall behind by a couple of goals, they’re done. If a player like Louis Leblanc has a good night (as he did while he was getting nine shifts and six minutes of ice time in Detroit) Therrien gives him nine shifts and six minutes of ice time against Washington — on a night when he could have given Leblanc a prolonged audition.

After some early success this season, Therrien seemed to hit the panic button. He pulled back into that boring dump-and-chase system that doesn’t appear to suit his small, speed-on-the-forecheck forwards and he began breaking up successful lines (especially the Gallagher-Eller-Galchenyuk line) in a futile attempt to get all his lines going at once. Then he began doing the inexplicable, like pairing P.K. Subban with Douglas Murray, a head-scratcher no matter how you look at it.

The fans are also directing plenty of blame at Bergevin. The GM had a chance to land a forward on the free-agent market who would really help this team — but he signed the wrong guy when he brought in Daniel Brière, who appears to have nothing left in the tank.

Like Denis Savard, Brière was on the Canadiens’ wish list for years — and like Savard, Brière landed here at a time when his best-by date has expired. The only bright side is that the Canadiens didn’t give up a Chris Chelios to get Brière and they didn’t get their first choice, Vincent Lecavalier.

The prize last summer (with 20/20 hindsight) was Jaromir Jagr — big, strong, one of the great talents in the history of the game. Jagr will turn 42 during the Olympics, but he is having one of the most remarkable seasons in NHL history, leading the scoring-challenged Devils in every offensive category with 16 goals and 28 assists for 44 points and a plus-20, after passing former teammate Mario Lemieux on the career assists list in Sunday’s outdoor loss to the Rangers.

That’s significantly more production that the Flyers and Habs are getting out of Lecavalier (11 goals, nine assists, minus-13) and Brière (seven goals, seven assists, minus-4) combined.

Put Jagr on a line with Tomas Plekanec and Max Pacioretty and you have that genuine top line the Canadiens are now lacking.

Apart from Nathan Beaulieu looking like a bona fide NHL defenceman, about the only bright spot of the past week has been the play of Carey Price — and he looks shell-shocked. His save percentage has dipped, his goals-against average has ballooned and his status as the overwhelming favourite to start for Team Canada in Sochi has evaporated, all through no fault of his own.

Obviously, the Canadiens miss Alex Galchenyuk, but overall they are as healthy as any team in the league. There are no excuses.

With seven games to play before the Olympic break, this team needs to put the hammer down. They come out of the break into the most brutal stretch of the season with games against the Red Wings, Penguins and Leafs, followed by a flight into the Bermuda Triangle out west, with games against the Kings, Ducks, Coyotes and Sharks before they return home to face the Bruins.

Enough with the Zombie routine, in other words. The Habs need to get their real players back on the ice — and now would be as good a time as any.

Heroes: Genie Bouchard, Li Na, Stan Wawrinka, Rafael Nadal, Jaromir Jagr, Dominic Moore, Brendan Gallagher, Peter Budaj, Justin Kripps, Bryan Barnett, Roz Groenewoud, Alex Gough, Hayley Wickenheiser, Kaillie Humphries, Heather Moyse, Terrence Ross &&&& last but not least, Anthony Calvillo.

Zeros: Michel Therrien, Daniel Brière, Justin Bieber, Stephen Harper, Vladimir Putin, P.J. Stock, Mike Milbury, Phil Kessel, Nazem Kadri, Marcel Aubut, Hockey Canada, TSN’s website referring to the Canadiens’ home stand as a “residency,” Claude Brochu, David Samson &&&& last but not least, Jeffrey Loria.

jacktodd46@yahoo.com

Twitter: JackTodd46
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Post-Game Report: Lehner takes the fall

Ken Warren’s 10 Takes

Photo Gallery: Senators vs. Hurricanes, Jan. 25, 2014

Rare showdown at high noon

Scanlan: Time for an overtime overhaul

RALEIGH, N.C. – The Ottawa Senators went immediately from here to a charity fundraising party in Gatineau Saturday night, but they weren’t in much of a mood to celebrate.

Their three-game road trip ended with a sleepy, sloppy – at times, bizarre – 6-3 loss to the Carolina Hurricanes Saturday afternoon, a defeat which allowed Carolina to leapfrog back in front of Ottawa in the Eastern Conference standings.

It was a game goaltender Robin Lehner, making his first start since a 3-0 shutout of the Minnesota Wild, Jan. 14, would like to forget.

The loss gave the Senators a 1-1-1 on the southern trek, but the finish left them with a hollow feeling as they were foiled once again in their House of Horrors. The PNC Arena may as well be called the Positively No Chance Arena for the Senators.

Saturday’s loss gives them a 1-10-1 record in their past 12 games here. Their record in games which before 7 pm is now 1-8-2.

Where to start to explain what happened Saturday?

Let’s begin with the fact that afternoon games are generally unpredictable and Saturday’s matinee was no different.

Lehner, who allowed five goals on 22 shots, was pulled after two periods in favour of Craig Anderson.

Lehner was fighting the puck from the outset, allowing Nathan Gerbe to open the scoring on only the third shot he faced and never recovering from there.

It’s not all on Lehner – Eric Staal scored on a breakaway and Manny Malhotra’s came on a 2-on-1 break when the Senators defence was caught flat-footed – but he also didn’t make any big saves to weather the Hurricanes.

The Senators were down 4-0 before the signs of a comeback started. Staal and Malhotra scored 32 seconds apart to make it 3-0 early in the period and Riley Nash extended the lead to four goals with 6:37 left in the period.

Game over?

Not just yet.

The Senators finally found some cracks in Hurricanes goaltender Anton Khudobin, with Kyle Turris scoring twice – the second shorthanded – in less than four minutes to make it a game. Turris now has seven goals in his past eight games.

The momentum had flipped, at least until Tuomo Ruutu ripped a stoppable shot through Lehner with 33 seconds left in the period.

Just when it appeared like the Hurricanes would carry a three-goal lead into the third period, Mika Zibanejad found an open lane through the middle of the slot and jumped on a bad rebound by Khudobin to make it 5-3 before the second period ended.

To recap, in a wild span of 6:14 in the second period, the Senators outscored the Hurricanes 3-2.

It was a wild, wacky, coaches-pulling-their-hair-out hockey, but it was entertaining for the crowd of 11,458.

The third period was scoreless until Malhotra iced the game by scoring his second goal, into an empty net.’

As might have been expected from a noon start – the game was rescheduled from Friday due to weather issues in the Northeastern United States earlier in the week – both teams came out a tad sleepy.

The Carolina crowd wasn’t quite as boisterous as normal, either, perhaps because the early start didn’t allow for much pre-game tailgating.

Lehner was napping on Gerbe’s game opening goal. Gerbe stole the puck from Chris Phillips behind the Senators net, circled out front and banked a shot off Lehner into the net. The goal came on the Hurricanes third shot.

Lehner also caught a break when Jordan Staal rifled a shot off the crossbar. It was originally ruled a goal on the ice, but was waved off following video review.

Meanwhile, at the other end, Khudobin was sharp when he needed to be, stopping all 10 Senators shots.

His best stop came off Erik Karlsson, who jumped up on a shorthanded situation to create a 2-on-1 break. Karlsson took a perfect pass from Turris, but Khudobin kicked out his left pad to rob the Senators star defenceman.

With the game scoreless early, Khudobin made a sharp glove stop off Colin Greening.

But Khudobin, playing his third game in three and a half days, also sprung some leaks in the second period, at least giving the Senators some hope of making a comeback.

Khodobin then closed the door on the Senators in the third period.

GAME FILE

WHY THEY LOST: The whole team was sleepy, led by goaltender Robin Lehner, meaning a second period rally wasn’t enough to save them from defeat.

CHEERS: Kyle Turris: Turris scored a pair of second period goals, giving him seven in his past eight games.

JEERS: Robin Lehner, Senators: Too much rust from sitting too long or not enough rest before a noon start? Whatever the reason, Lehner had a rough afternoon, stopping only 17 of 22 shots.

FIREWORKS DISPLAY: The Senators outscored the Hurricanes 3-2 during a 6:14 span late in the second period.

Tampa Bay returns Namestnikov and Gudlevskis to the Syracuse Crunch
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Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov made his NHL debut on Saturday for the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com

Tampa Bay has returned forward Vladislav Namestnikov and goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis to the Syracuse Crunch.

 Namestnikov, 21, made his NHL debut Saturday vs. the Detroit Red Wings, logging 11:55 in ice time with one hit and one takeaway while winning three of six face-offs.

He has skated in 31 games this season with Syracuse, posting 13 goals and 30 points to go along with 19 penalty minutes. He ranks third on the team for points and is tied for second for assists. 

Gudlevskis, 21, dressed for his first NHL game against the Red Wings, but served as the back-up. He leads the Crunch in games played with 22 in his first season in North America. 

His four shutouts pcae Syracuse and are tied for the AHL lead. Gudlevskis has assembled an 11-8-2 record with a 2.69 goals-against average and .900 save percentage. 

Gudlevskis was selected to represent his native Latvia in the Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia and will depart today to begin play later this week. He played in four games during the 2013 IIHF World Championships, posting a 2-2-0 record with a 2.22 goals-against average and .925 save percentage.

Namestnikov said he was "shocked" at first at how fast the game was. But Cooper said, "You would never know it was his first NHL game."

10:59 AM - 9 Feb 2014
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 The Syracuse Crunch heads into the AHL All-Star break after at last earning a well-deserved rest.

The tiring work came in 20 minutes of furious hockey on Saturday that picked the team up a point before setting it up for more disappointment.

The Crunch rallied with three third-period goals to force overtime, then watched as Springfield's Dalton Prout decided the issue with the score that carried the Falcons to a 6-5 win at the War Memorial.

The Crunch punished Springfield with a 19-2 edge in third-period shots, and converted late goals by Mike Angelidis and Joey Mormina to salvage what looked like a sure regulation loss. Ultimately it was a defeat nonetheless, Syracuse's ninth in its last 10 contests.

"I still think we beat anybody if we play as hard as we can like that,'' Angelidis said. "It shows character. It's something we can build off of.''

Philippe Paradis, Dana Tyrell, Evan Rankin also tallied for Syracuse. Tanner Richard tossed in three assists. 

Prout tallied twice and J.F. Jacques and Tim Miller each chipped in a goal and an assist for Springfield. Jack Skille and Alex Aleardi also scored for the Falcons.

Prout said his shot with 1:08 left in overtime deflected off the stick of Cody Bass, but whoever touched it last ended the night on a sour note for Syracuse.

"It was going three feet wide,'' said Crunch goalie Allen York. "It hit someone's stick and went top corner.''

The loss was York's second in as many nights against his former team as the Eastern Conference-leading Falcons swept a home-and-home series. 

"It could have been fun,'' York said of facing his former team. "It's frustrating, would be the best word, I guess.''

Syracuse outshot Springfield 19-2 in the third, and Mormina knotted the game at 5-5 with 2:32 left. He knocked a close-range shot past Falcons netminder Mike McKenna to eventually force the extra session.

"They all play hard. They play the game intense. You just have to counter those types of players,'' McKenna said of the Crunch veterans.

"We were the more desperate team,'' Mormina said. "The lesson for us is the final stretch here has to be about playing desperate hockey from the drop of the puck. The last two weeks have been pretty sour. Everyone needs to come back with a higher level of committment.''

Angelidis drew the Crunch within 5-4 on a great effort with 4:10 remaining, lunging to the ice to snare a rebound of his own bid and sweep it past McKenna.

"I just whacked it, and whacked it a second time,'' Angelidis said. "I didn't even know I scored until I saw the guys coming at me (in celebration).

Rankin ignited the Crunch's comeback with a power-play score at the 8:19 mark of the third to pull the Crunch within 4-3.

Springfield went up 5-3 on a delayed goal by Miller at the 14:35 mark. He swept a shot that crept past York, but referee Chris Brown ruled the whistle had blown.

Brown then went to the replay, and decided the score was good.

The Falcons pulled away in the second. Jacques made it 3-1 at the 8:50 mark, tipping a shot by Prout from the right point past York.

With 7:05 left in the middle period, Aleardi capped a 3-on-1 rush with an easy flip from the right side for a 4-1 Falcons cushion.

Tyrell brought the Crunch within sight of the lead again with a power play goal at the 15:36 mark. Richard set him up with a slick pass from the left side of the crease and Tyrell dropped to one knee to sweep in his bid from the right side.

The Crunch had a chance to pull even close, but let 2:37 of 5-on-3 power play time at the end of the second fritter away.

Skille's power play goal at the 9:18 mark of the first pushed Springfield ahead 2-1 after one. He took a feed from Jacques and easily cashed in from the left side. 

That snapped a streak of 20 consecutive man-down situations killed by Syracuse.

The game's first two goals were scored by players who found the back of the net for the first time this season.

Prout put up the first tally at the 3:19 mark, a long screen shot through traffic that York didn't see.

Paradis tied it up at the 5:45 mark. Teammate Evan Rankin won a race to the puck deep into the Falcons zone, and he twirled to find Paradis above the left circle. Paradis blistered a shot on the fly to beat McKenna.

The team returns to action with games in Norfolk on Friday and Saturday.

- Boxscore

- AHL standings
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At the start of the season, Nikita Kucherov, Vladdy Namestnikov and J.T. Brown formed the Syracuse Crunch's top line, and one of the most potent trios in the AHL.

That was fun while it lasted, for all of about five minutes.

Then, Brown was recalled to Tampa Bay on Nov. 12.

Then Kucherov went up on Nov. 24.

Neither have returned.

Lastly, Namestnikov got his first NHL promotion on Friday.

The trio is expected to play together tonight when the Lightning hosts Detroit. While it's unreasonable to expect their impact to be as dramatic and immediate with Tampa Bay as it was in Syracuse, the reunion should be fun to watch and perhaps portend a big part of the Lightning's future offense.
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 Defenseman J.P. Cote's improbable journey this season has returned him back to his launching pad of the Syracuse Crunch.

The veteran has cleared NHL waivers, allowing Tampa Bay to re-assign him to the Syracuse Crunch. He is expected to be available when Springfield visits tonight.

Cote, 31, has played in 19 games with the Lightning this season, collecting four assists and 22 penalty minutes. The 6-foot-2, 216-pound defenseman made his Lightning debut and recorded his first career NHL point (assist) on Dec. 19 versus Nashville.

Prior to being recalled by the Lightning on Dec. 18, Cote played in 19 games with Syracuse, registering two goals, nine points and 35 penalty minutes. 

Hall of Fame defenseman Brian Leetch will make a guest appearance at tonight's game,
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The Tampa Bay Lightning have promoted forward Vladislav Namestnikov and goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis from the Syracuse Crunch. 

 .

Namestnikov, 21, has skated in 31 games this season with Syracuse, posting 13 goals and 30 points to go along with 19 penalty minutes. He ranks tied for first on the team for points and assists. The Zhukovskiy, Russia native also ranks tied for first on the Crunch for power-play goals with six. 

Namestnikov was originally drafted by the Lightning in the first round, 27th overall, at the 2011 draft.

 Gudlevskis, 21, leads the Crunch in games played with 22 in his first season in North America. His four shutouts pace Syracuse and are tied for the AHL lead.

Gudlevskis has assembled an 11-8-2 record with a 2.69 goals-against average and .900 save percentage. He began the season with the Florida Everblades of the ECHL, posting a 7-4-0 record with a 1.83 goals-against average and .925 save percentage in 11 games. 

Everyone who has watched veteran defenseman J.P. Cote play for the Syracuse Crunch the past two seasons knows how he can hit.

Earlier this month, Montreal forward Brendan Gallagher found that out for himself.

Cote, playing for Tampa Bay, leveled Gallagher with a clean check. While the pain from that blow is probably gone, its memory lives on for eternity. The NHL Network put it at the very top of its Hits of the Week video.

There's a good chance Cote could be patrolling the Syracuse Crunch's ice against Springfield Saturday. Damian Cristodero of the Tampa Bay Times tweeted out that he has been place on NHL waivers for the purpose of returning him to Syracuse.

Cote has until noon Saturday to clear. He has four assists in 19 games for Tampa Bay since his recall.
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 Goalie Eric Levine is on his way to share the goaltending duties for the Syracuse Crunch.

Levine tweeted out that he is joining the team in Springfield tonight for Syracuse's game against the Falcons.

The move is also likely an indicator that Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis will be recalled to Tampa Bay. Lightning goalie Ben Bishop was hurt in Tampa Bay's loss to Toronto on Thursday.

That allowed Crunch recall Cedrick Desjardins to get some minutes in that game. He gave up two goals in his first NHL action this season.

After Tampa Bay hosts Detroit on Saturday, Gudlevskis will fly off to Sochi to represent his native Latvia in the Winter Games. Desjardins will be returned to Syracuse.

Levine spent some time with Syracuse last season but did not play. He has played in 21 games for Peoria of the SPHL this season, going 10-7-4 with a 2.72 goals against and a ,912 save percentage.

Gudlevskis' recall means that Crunch backup goalie Allen York will get some minutes against Falcons, his former team, tonight and/or Saturday.
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 When it comes to killing penalties, Syracuse Crunch forward Dana Tyrell doesn't consider his work done simply if he keeps opponents off the board.

He like to throw a little scare into them, too.

Tyrell has five goals this year, and two of them have come while the team was shorthanded. He scored a big shorty in a 3-2 shootout loss to Norfolk on Saturday, and in a 4-1 slump-busting win over Rochester on Wednesday he generated some more offensive chances on the PK as well. 

"You have to take your chances when you're down. When you are up, you have to play more defensively,'' Tyrell said. "If you get that chance, you are off to the races.''

And when he gets in that express lane, few players in the AHL can catch Tyrell. Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said Tyrell has become more dangerous because he's using his speed for straight-line pressure on the puck instead of circling around too much.

"The biggest thing for him is his speed,'' Zettler said. "He's able to get on pucks quickly and able to close down time and space quickly. I think Dana surprises with his speed. His first three or four steps are really quick.''

Tyrell's first responsibility on the PK, of course, is helping to waste away the opponent's manpower edge. And the Crunch as a whole has been doing a better job of that lately. Heading into tonight's game at Springfield, Syracuse has not allowed a power-play goal in six of its last seven games.

That success begins with the chemistry between the team's best penalty killing forwards, Tyrell and Mike Angelidis.

"We know where each other is going to be,'' Tyrell said. "When we're having success on the penalty kill, we're doing the right things. We're being very aggressive.''
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Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov entered Wednesday's game against Rochester with just four penalty minutes this season but picked up 15 more for one incident alone against the Amerks.

Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com

Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov argued on Thursday that his penalty for getting a game misconduct against Rochester on Wednesday should be limited to time already served.

And actually, he suggested even that penance might have been too severe.

Namestnikov was hit with a 5-minute major and a game misconduct for butt-ending the Amerks' Matt MacKenzie in the third period of a 4-1 Crunch win.

That penalty also carries further review by the AHL office, which could toss in the supplementary discipline of a suspension.

The trouble started when MacKenzie delivered a hard check to Namestnikov. Both Namestnikov and Syracuse coach Rob Zettler agreed MacKenzie's hit was clean.

"I had my head down and he caught me,'' said Namestnikov, who entered the game with four PIM the entire season. 

MacKenzie and Namestnikov then briefly tangled, and Syracuse's Jon DiSalvatore jumped in to fight MacKenzie. Somewhere in that sequence, Namestnikov was judged to have jabbed MacKenzie with the end of his stick.

"The ref saw what he saw. I don't think I speared him,'' Namestnikov said. "I can't change the ref's mind.''

Syracuse left for Springfield on Thursday afternoon in advance of the team's game there on Friday. After Thursday's practice, Zettler said he hadn't heard anything from the AHL.

"I don't expect there to be (a suspension),'' Zettler said. "I don't there there was much of (a spear). I never saw it. They guy certainly wasn't injured in any way, shape or form.''
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 Syracuse Crunch goalie Allen York has one important souvenir from his travels through the pro hockey world the past four seasons.

It's his mask, decorated in the colors of the Columbus Blue Jackets. That's the team that drafted him in the sixth round in the 2007 draft, for whom he played 11 games in 2011-12.

Since then, York has also played for three teams in the ECHL (Chicago, Evansville and South Carolina) and five in the AHL (Springfield, Rockford, Texas, Charlotte and Syracuse).

All of those teams have been willing to invest contracts of varying lengths and amounts into the skills of York.

York understood, however, that none of them would spring for a new mask and paint job, a combination that can run into the four figures.

So York, still just 24 but three times as old in hockey years, trundles through practices and games most noticeably wearing the colors of a team that's a distant speck in his rearview mirror.

"I don't want to pay for a new mask and no one else will buy me one,'' he said after practice on Tuesday. "It's on my head until someone pays (for another).''

York is from Wetskiwin, Alberta, a city of about 13,000 fortuitously located between Edmonton and Calgary. Wetskiwin's spot in proximity to two large, bustling cities has helped it create a booming business in the auto sales industry, and it puffs out its chest with the official local slogan of "Cars Cost less in Wetskiwin.''

Whether that's true or not, the image of transience is an appropriate one for York's career. The Crunch is the sixth team he's played for this season alone, after Rockford (one game) Texas (six), Charlotte (one), Evansville (six) and South Carolina (two).

York signed an ECHL-only contract this season with the specific strategy of being able to retain the freedom to fill in different slots when needed.

You could say that goal has been accomplished.

"I'm a great traveler. I don't unpack very often,'' York said. "I'm happy to be on the road. It's not ideal. But I'll keep hacking away until I make something of it.''

The idea, of course, is to keep raising his hand until a team likes what it sees and offers him some more stability, either now or for next season. He even donated his Christmas break to that cause. He was planning on returning home for a few days during that stretch but instead accepted an invitation to represent Canada in the Spengler Cup in Switzerland so European scouts could get a look at him.

 "I'd rather go somewhere where I can show what I can do, hopefully open up a few eyes,'' York said.

If that happens with Syracuse, the eyelids will widen only briefly. York was sharp in his Crunch debut on Saturday, stopping 29 shots in a 3-2 shootout loss to Norfolk.

 But York's tryout deal with the Crunch has a shelf life of no more than a couple of weeks. When Kristers Gudlevskis returns from representing Latvia in the Winter Olympics and Cedrick Desjardins is sent down from Tampa Bay, York will be packing again.

He understands that. The Lightning has hope tied up in the potential of rookie Gudlevskis and money sunk into in the insurance policy that is Desjardins. York can be cut loose with the ease of paying a hotel room bill.

"It's a business,'' York said. "Maybe you can stick somewhere. But as a goalie, it's more set in stone. It would make no sense to invest in someone and put them on the back burner.''

Then it will be time for York to again explore whether another team wants to invest some money and minutes into his potential.

And someday, just maybe, a new mask.

"There's times you can get down. But it's all right,'' he said. "I'm playing pro hockey. What do I have to complain about? I'm not cut out for a normal job. That's why I put up with all the travel.''
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When he's not playing hockey, Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Tanner Richard can now combine two of his favorite new interests: driving and going to Syracuse University basketball games.

Scott Schild | SSchild@Syracuse.com

 Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Tanner Richard is a fan of putting his time away from playing hockey to good use. 

 He likes visiting zoos.

He loves going to the movies.

And now, whatever he decides to do, he can get there on his own.

Here are three important sidelights that have captured Richard's interest the past couple of days:

He got his driver's license

Richard, 20, passed his road test on Monday.

Richard, who got the thumbs up on his first try, was fastidious in his preparation. He said he took 10 driving lessons here first.

"I didn't want to have to go (to the driving test) two or three times because I'm being careless and didn't do it properly,'' he said.

After Richard, the person most happy about his license is roommate Drew Olson. Olson was Richard's car buddy who had to tag along while Richard drove around under the terms of his permit.

"I think he was a bit more nervous than he admits at the start of the season,'' Richard said. "I told him to be critical of me.''
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 Another former Syracuse Crunch star is getting attention in the NHL.

Forward Ondrej Palat, now with Tampa Bay, has been named the NHL's rookie of the month for January.

Palat led all rookies in scoring with 16 points (5-11-16) in that span. Palat edged another ex-Crunch star, Lightning center Tyler Johnson (7-7--14 in 15 games), Colorado Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon (9-4--13 in 14 games), Minnesota Wild goaltender Darcy Kuemper (6-2-1, 2.15 goals-against average, .932 save percentage ) and Anaheim Ducks goaltender Frederik Andersen (5-0-0, 1.86 goals-against average, .939 save percentage).

Palat registered points in the first five games of the month, extending his point streak to eight games (4-6--10, Dec. 23 to Jan. 9), the longest ever by a Lightning rookie. He also tallied points in five consecutive games at the end of the month (2-7-9, Jan. 19-30).

Named to the Czech Republic team for the 2014 Olympic Winter Games in Sochi, Palat leads NHL rookie forwards in plus-minus (+20) and ranks second in average ice time per game (17:14). The 22-year-old also ranks third among all rookies in assists (20) and fourth in points (11-20-31).
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 Syracuse Crunch forward Richard Panik and goalie Kristers Gudlevskis are packing their bags for a couple weeks of fun and games in Sochi, Russia.

They both expect any potential drama to be limited to hockey action.

Panik will represent Slovakia and Gudlevskis will stops pucks for Latvia in the 2014 Winter Olympics.

While security concerns and preparations have dominated pre-Games talk, the players are confident Russian officials have the issue under control.

"I think the Olympics, they are going to do a great job about it,'' Panik said. "I'm not worried about it. If something is going to happen to you, it's going to happen to you. It can happen to you anywhere in the world.''

Los Angeles Kings captain Dustin Brown, an Ithaca native, asked his family to stay away from Sochi as a precaution. Panik and Gudlevskis said their families will not be joining them at the Games, but that's more an issue of logistics than worry.

Gudlevskis has experience playing in Russia, as a junior player and also in the KHL.

"I know the Russian mentality,'' he said. "They are going to bring everything on the table. The area where we're going to be is perfectly safe. They're going to make sure it's going to be safe, especially when everybody talks about it.''

Gudlevskis will be reunited with Sabres coach Ted Nolan, who is also coach of the Latvian national team. The goalie credited Nolan for having the confidence to play him in last year's World Championships, a chance the goalie grabbed and turned into a springboard to get taken by Tampa Bay in the 2013 draft.

"He gave me the opportunity to play in the World Championships,'' Gudlevskis said. "If he didn't give me that opportunity, I wouldn't be here.''
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Syracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis has kept his motor running on high even through a losing season this year.

Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com

Syracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis' voice was a little scratchy on Monday afternoon.

He got the rasp because he spent much of Sunday yelling at his teammates.

That wasn't because the Crunch has dropped seven games in a row, a season high, en route to last place in the East Division. 

Angelidis strained his vocal chords chirping at teammates during a Super Bowl gathering. 

As a Ravens fan, he didn't really care who won. But as an agitator, he was in his element.

When Seattle did something good, he'd jab at the Broncos backers. On the odd play or two when Denver had success, he'd stir things up with the Seahawks fans.

"That's what builds camaraderie,'' Angelids said of the tweaks.

And why not? That's always been part of Angelidis' toolbox. It worked when he captained Norfolk to the Calder Cup title two seasons ago, and it shined again when he led the Crunch to the Calder Cup finals last year.

The results in Syracuse this season have been a lot different than Angelidis enjoyed in those two campaigns. But if they made Angelidis get off his game as a leader, the carnage would be even worse. 

His captain's style has always been to keep positive and motivate teammates by getting to know them and their personalities. While Angelidis might be a little more pointed than usual in advice to them this season, he's not all of a sudden going to change course by booting them overboard.

"It's not the same (as last year). But being grumpy isn't going to get anybody out of anything,'' he said. "You have to stay the course. What you've built, you have to stick to it. I think there's got to be a time when harsh things need to be said. But there's also a thing where you have to be positive.''

That has to be harder than ever for Angelidis, an earnest grinder who is obsessed with improvement from himself and expects the same from teammates. The Crunch's longest losing streak last year was four games. In 2011-12, the juggernaut Admirals never dropped more than three in a row.

"Success is a lot easier to lead than it is on the losing side,'' Angelidis said. "Everyone is happier, you are not as much baby-sitting. The thing is, this team is way better than what we are right now. We have a good hockey team here. It's tough. I want to win for this city. I want to win for the owner. Losing isn't something I take easy. It's frustrating. This team's goal is to play in June.''

If Angelidis' uplifting play even through this down season was contagious, the Crunch would have its ticket punched. The relentless third-liner might be enjoying his best all-around season in the dirty work department.

 Crunch coach Rob Zettler said Angelidis' effort might have been the biggest single reason Syracuse scrapped out a point in its shootout loss to Norfolk on Saturday.

"Mike has got a great feel for what needs to be done (as a captain). His best feel is what needs to be done on the ice,'' Zettler said. "He rises to the occasion at the proper time. He stokes that kind of energy, gets that fire going for us. Everybody in the league would like to have Mike Angelidis on their team.''
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 Riku Helenius has decided to jump back on the Tampa Bay Lightning payroll again.

According to Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois, Helenius has agreed to report back to Florida of the ECHL. Helenius bolted that team last week, drawing a breach of contract suspension from the organization.

Helenius is making $650,000 this year. His decision to go back to Florida ends his suspension, BriseBois said.

"He says he's ready to fulfill his contractual obligations, and that's all we can ask for,'' BriseBois said.

But because the Everblades are already committed to two goalies, they have no room to take him back right now. BriseBois said he is trying to find room for the goalie elsewhere, likely in the ECHL.

BriseBois said that with Cedrick Desjardins still in Tampa Bay, Kristers Gudlevskis and newcomer Allen York will remain the Crunch's goalie tandem. 

When Gudlevskis leaves to play for Latvia in the Olympics, BriseBois said Desjardins will return to Syracuse and team with York in net. Returning Helenius to Syracuse during that stretch is not a consideration, right now according to BriseBois.

"He hasn't played much,'' BriseBois said. "He hasn't practiced much. We are going with who we think gives us the best chance to win.''

Neither Helenius nor agent Jay Grossman returned phone calls Monday.
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 The stalemate between suspended Syracuse Crunch goalie Riku Helenius and the Tampa Bay Lightning remained clearly defined on Saturday.

Helenius can either return to the Florida Everblades of the ECHL, from where he left the team without permission on Wednesday. 

Or he can stayed suspended for breach of contract and lose chunks of his $650,000 salary.

Lighting assistant general manager Julien BriseBois outlined those options when asked if there was any new movement possible in the situation, such as a buyout of Helenius' contract.

"You'll have to ask him. The ball's in his court,'' BriseBois said. "If he fulfills his contractual obligation, then the suspension will be lifted.''

Neither Helenius nor his agent, Jay Grossman, returned several messages Saturday.

Helenius bolted the Everblades on Wednesday and returned to Syracuse on Thursday. BriseBois wasn't able to get in contact with him until Friday, and later that day BriseBois dropped the hammer.

After the Crunch's shootout loss to Norfolk on Saturday night, Syracuse head coach Rob Zettler said he had not spoken with the goalie since his decision to leave Florida.

"Riku, I'm assuming, is doing what he thinks is best for his career,'' Zettler said.

Syracuse forward Eric Neilson, one of Helenius' best friends on the team, also said he had yet to reach him.

"I have to talk to him, see how he is,'' Neilson said. "I have to back him up 100 percent. He's got to be a little frustrated.''

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on February 01, 2014 at 5:58 PM, updated February 01, 2014 at 7:36 PM 
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By now, journeyman AHL goalie Allen York has the deal down cold.

Waiting for an opening, join a new team and try to stick around as long as he can.

Saturday, that pro's pro approach earned the Syracuse Crunch a much-needed point.

The Crunch fell to Norfolk 3-2 in a shootout, but snapped a six-game streak of regulation losses. York was instrumental in getting Syracuse into the skills competition, making 29 saves through regulation and overtime.

The Crunch is York's sixth team this season alone. Four times he's jumped right into a game almost immediately after traveling to his new destination and with little or no time to become familiar with his teammates.

"I've been (on tryout deals) everywhere, trying to get back in the league,'' said York, 24. "You do what you have to do. It's part of being a goalie.''

York was loaned to the Crunch from South Carolina of the ECHL on Friday after Syracuse lost goalies Cedrick Desjardins and Kristers Gudlevskis on recall to Tampa Bay. This year York has also played for Rockford, Texas and Charlotte of the AHL and Evansville and South Carolina of the ECHL.

Crunch coach Rob Zettler said he told York before the game to stick what's worked best for him and not get caught up in his new surroundings.

"It actually might even be better (joining a team cold),'' Zettler said. "Sometimes you throw the equipment on and go. He's been around for awhile. He's been in this situation before. He's a professional. He came prepared tonight.''

Jon DiSalvatore and Dana Tyrell scored in regulation for the Crunch before Norfolk won the shootout 2-0. Alex Grant and Emerson Etem scored on Norfolk's first two attempts, while Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen shut down Evan Rankin, Richard Panik, Brett Connolly and Vladdy Namestnikov.

"You don't want to let in the first two, obviously,'' York said of the shootout. "But the shootout is tough. The shootout, you can drive yourself nuts, worrying about shots. You compete, and let the chips fall where they may.''

Tyrell knotted the contest with the third-period's sole tally. As the Crunch was in the midst of wasting a 5-minute Admirals power play, Tyrell whizzed down the right side and lasered a shot past Thiessen's glove side at the 2:05 mark.

York held off Norfolk in the first period before the Admirals dented him twice in the second. Norm Ezekiel tied the game at the 9:57 mark, firing home a rebound from the left side.

Veteran NHL defenseman Steve Eminger then ended that deadlock at the 15:39 mark on a long screen shot from the left point.

"The first one I'm sure Allen would have liked to have back,'' Zettler said. "But the second one, he had no chance.''

DiSalvatore hung up the only goal of the first period. Tyrell set him up with a short pass from the right side of the crease, and DiSalvatore swiped the puck in through the back door on the left.

Grant Rollheiser of Brampton in the CHL was expected to be brought in as York's backup on Saturday, but flight issues prevented him from getting here. So Syracuse signed John Parks, a 46-year-old fill-in practice goalie, for the job. The 5-foot-8 Parks, from Watertown, is an assistant hockey coach at CBA. 

After the game, Tampa Bay returned Gudlevskis to Syracuse.

Time for Russian redemption

 February 08. 2014 10:43PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Anton Zlobin of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins is hoping his homeland, the Olympics host country of Russia, returns to the medal podium in men's ice hockey.
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During the 2006 Olympics, when the Russian ice hockey team defeated Canada 2-0 to advance to the semifinals, Anton Zlobin said the people in his hometown of Moscow went nuts.

So what’s going to happen if this year’s Russian squad wins gold in front of the home crowd in Sochi?

“It will just be crazy all over Russia,” said the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins rookie.

Zlobin’s Russian hometown is 1,000 miles away from the site of the Winter Olympics in Sochi. Despite the distance, he has a good idea of what competitors can expect in the coastal town, which he describes as “old school.”

“I was there when I was young and it’s a pretty nice place to spend a summer,” Zlobin said. “They have a sea there and it can have pretty warm weather.”

Travel plans aside, the bigger story for Russians in this Olympics is all about redemption. The country hasn’t won a medal in ice hockey since 2002, and their last gold came in 1992, when they competed as the Unified Team.

In 2006, the Russian team had an inspiring win over Canada but faltered after that, losing 4-0 to Finland in the semifinals and 3-0 to the Czech team in the bronze medal game.

In the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver, Russia didn’t even make it out of the quarterfinals after a 7-3 loss to Canada.

Now, with the Olympic games on home ice, all of Russia is anxious for the hockey team to establish itself as an international powerhouse once again.

And they’d like to do it against a familiar foe.

“After what happened in Vancouver, they were shocked,” Zlobin said. “(Canada) beat them so bad. They’re probably going to want to play against Canada again.

“It’s very important for Russia this year.”

Aside from assembling a roster with players from the NHL and KHL who are among the best in the world, Zlobin said his home country has been working for years to improve its hockey program in anticipation of the Olympics.

The hockey schools across the country have been improved, Zlobin said, and rinks have been rebuilt. And even though hockey is Russia’s second major sport behind soccer, it’s still a pretty big deal.

“Even our president (Vladimir Putin) plays hockey,” Zlobin said. “Everyone in Russia cares about the sport right now.”

Participation in ice hockey by Russians has risen 5 percent from 2011 to 2013, according to the International Ice Hockey Federation. There were 66,551 registered hockey players in Russia last year. And to further drive home the importance of hockey, former goaltender and national hero Vladislav Tretiak was one of two Russian sport legends to light the Olympic torch during the Sochi Opening Ceremony.
Kuhnhackl has little to cheer for in Olympics

 February 08. 2014 10:29PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins forward Tom Kuhnhackl, left, would be cheering on his home country, Germany, in the men's ice hockey competition at Sochi, but the Germans lost an Olympic qualifier to Italy and will not participate in these Winter Olympics.
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While his Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins teammates will be busy pulling for the American, Canadian, Russian and Czech ice hockey teams in the Olympics, Tom Kuhnhackl can only hope that his country will be competing in 2018.

The German ice hockey team lost to Italy in the qualification tournament and was unable to defeat eventual qualifier Austria in regulation, ending its bid for a spot in the 2014 Olympics. The disappointment continues a long drought for Germany, which last won a medal — a bronze — in the 1976 Olympics and hasn’t finished in the top five since 1988.

“Losing to Italy was a big step back for Germany,” Kuhnhackl said.

Kuhnhackl said there has been much discussion in Germany about how to do that, and there is one idea which he said will work.

Teams in the German first and second leagues can play more than a dozen import players — those from other countries, such as the U.S. and Canada. The practice makes it nearly impossible for German players to get playing time on the top three lines, if they even play at all.

“No German guys really play in the German leagues,” Kuhnhackl said. “They don’t have a chance to get that experience when they’re young, which would give them a chance to come over here and play, and get better.”

Kuhnhackl supports a proposal to reduce the number of imports on German teams to five or six, freeing up more ice time for German players on the top three lines. He said Switzerland made a similar move years ago and they have become an international powerhouse.

But there is some resistance to the change from teams that rely on signing import players to produce winning seasons.

Kuhnhackl would rather see the wins come in the Olympics.

“If we reduce the number of imports, German hockey will get better,” he said.

Although the last German medal came decades ago, Kuhnhackl said his country still views the achievement with pride. His father, Erich, was a member of the 1976 German team, and he has seen the medal and watched videos of the Olympic games.

Now, Kuhnhackl said, it’s time to work on getting Germany back to being a competitor once again.

“My dad was on that 1976 team, so it is special (to me) and it’s a big moment for Germany,” Kuhnhackl said. “It’s been almost 40 years since we won a medal, so it’s about time for German hockey to improve.”

Penguins pound Portland

Penguins erupt for four third period goals in win over Portland

 February 07. 2014 11:44PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins forward Mike Carman fends off Portland defenseman Chris Summers while looking to set up a teammate for a shot.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. — Andrew Ebbett scored two goals within four minutes, and in a flash the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins snapped a two-game losing streak.

And a troublesome drought.

Ebbett’s first goal, which came 20 seconds into the third period with the man advantage, snapped an 0-for-39 drought on the power play. Along from Ebbett’s pair of tallies, newcomer Spencer Machacek also scored in the third period to lead the Penguins over the Portland Pirates 5-1 on Friday.

The win was the Penguins’ second in the last five games and improves them to 27-16-1-3 on the season.

More importantly, a couple of new faces — Ebbett and Machacek — resulted in a big boost for a struggling offense that failed to score more than a goal in five of the last six games.

“A couple of guys said a lot of weight came off their shoulders after that (power play) goal,” Ebbett said. “I think that’s what we needed to get things going so the guys could relax.”

After the Penguins gained a lead in the first period on a goal by Carter Rowney, Portland tied it in the second with a shorthanded score by Jordan Martinook, who connected on a breakaway.

Any chance for a close game quickly disappeared in the third period when the Penguins connected on a power play that carried over from the second.

Nick Drazenovic gained the puck along the boards and sent a shot to the net where Ebbett tipped it by Portland netminder Mark Visentin for a 2-1 lead.

The power play goal came only 20 seconds in the third period.

Fifty seconds later Machacek, who was acquired on Thursday in the trade for Paul Thompson, scored his first as a Penguin when Dominik Uher fed him the puck from behind the net for the easy punch-in.

“That felt really good,” Machacek said. “With how many games I played in this league, you still get nervous that first game. But after the first period I settled in and played my game.”

Machacek’s goal made it 3-1 and Ebbett, who was playing in his first game since being reassigned by Pittsburgh, added his second of the night at the 3:53 mark with a shot from the high slot.

And it didn’t end there.

With the Penguins on their fifth power play of the night, Ebbett won a faceoff deep in the Portland end that was guided to Tom Kostopoulos stationed in the slot. Kostopoulos quickly turned and fired the puck past Visentin to make it 5-1, giving the Penguins their second power play goal of the night. The last time the Penguins connected twice on the power play was Jan. 10.

When the dust settled, the Penguins registered four goals in just under nine minutes.

“That power play at the beginning of the period was huge for us,” Machacek said. “That opened the floodgates for us.”

Ebbett finished the night with two goals and an assist, earning rave reviews from head coach John Hynes.

“He’s a high-caliber, smart player,” Hynes said. “We expect him to be a difference maker and he was tonight.”

NOTES

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), D Nick D’Agostino, C Adam Payerl (injury) and D Barry Goers were scratched for the Penguins.

• By stopping 12 of the 13 shots he faced, Eric Hartzell has allowed two goals or less in each of his last 11 starts. His goals against average of 1.80 ranks second in the AHL.

• Hynes on why things didn’t work out with Paul Thompson (4 goals in 39 games) this season: “Not sure exactly. Paul’s a high-caliber kid with a great work ethic, and we tried to work through it together.

“Sometimes guys get in a situation where a change in scenery helps. Springfield is getting a very good player and I wish Paul nothing but the best.”

• Hynes on Machacek’s first game: “Liked what we saw. You can see he’s strong on pucks, good in the hard areas of the ice. On the power play he’s got some savvy where he can make some plays.

“It was a nice first game for him.”

***

Penguins 5, Portland 1

Portland`0`1`0`—`1

Penguins`1`0`4`—`5

Veteran Ebbett ready to overcome a bad break

 February 08. 2014 12:33AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up Next…

Portland Pirates (17-19-2-7, 43 points, 5th place in the Atlantic Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (26-16-1-3, 56 points, 2nd place in the East Division)

7:05 p.m. today at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Players to watch:

Portland - The Pirates’ leading scorer Andy Miele is having a career year, leading Portland with 19 goals and 45 points in 43 games.

Penguins - Any defenseman. The last time the Penguins faced the Pirates, D Simon Despres had two goals, D Philip Samuelsson had a goal and three assists and D Scott Harrington had a goal in a 4-2 win.
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Andrew Ebbett had quickly developed chemistry with his teammates on the third line with the Pittsburgh Penguins and had a decent chance at spending the rest of the year with the big club.

And then he broke his ankle.

Ebbett suffered the injury in early December after spending the last five games on a line with Chris Conner and Brandon Sutter, taking a regular shift and logging decent minutes every night.

Now, after spending most of the last two months recovering from the broken ankle he sustained while blocking a shot, Ebbett is back in Wilkes-Barre hoping to repair a broken season.

“Just frustrating,” Ebbett said of the timing of the injury. “I got the call and thought I played well and was giving myself a chance to have a solid lineup spot the rest of the year. Then, the entire time I’m out there were opportunities in the lineup and guys getting called up. When I do get back there’s a full lineup.”

Despite the disappointment, Ebbett, 31, is looking forward to helping the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton offense get back on track. With Wednesday’s call-up of Harry Zolnierczyk, the timing of Ebbett’s arrival couldn’t be better.

The eight-year pro began the season with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, posting 15 points in 18 games before going up to Pittsburgh. Ebbett said he can’t jump-start the offense on his own, he does know one thing that needs to be improved.

“We just have to get some shots on net and that’s what we’re going to try to do,” he said. “Sometimes when teams are struggling to score a goal, everyone becomes a shooter.”

Ebbett has 198 NHL games in his career and he was on his way to reaching 200 before suffering the broken ankle. The two-month layoff wasn’t the longest of his career - he was out for three months with a broken collarbone in 2012, it was certainly the most frustrating.

“I was feeling comfortable playing a regular shift on the third line, and to all of a sudden break your foot was probably the most frustrating time of my career,” he said. “I definitely want to get back into that mix again.”

NOTES

- The NHL will break for the Olympics on Feb. 9-25, and it’s possible Wilkes-Barre/Scranton could receive some temporary reinforcements during the three-week span, such as Jayson Megna and Brian Gibbons.

“The guys that went up are eligible,” said head coach John Hynes. “We’ve had some discussions, but nothing’s set in stone yet. It will be a case-by-case basis.”

- The Penguins host the Portland Pirates tonight followed by another home contest against Adirondack on Saturday. On Sunday they travel to Hershey before taking three days off for the AHL All-Star break. When they return, the Penguins will play the next four games against Binghamton and Hershey (two each). Hynes is only focused on the Pirates, for now.

“Portland has been playing well and they just had a big win in Binghamton,” Hynes said. “They’ve played us real strong.”

- Adam Payerl practiced on Thursday wearing the red “no-contact” jersey. Hynes said Payerl could return after the all-star break.

Penguins deal Thompson to Columbus

 February 07. 2014 2:31AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Paul Thompson just finished working out in the gym when he got a phone call from Pittsburgh assistant general manager Jason Botterill on Thursday afternoon.

That evening, Thompson drove to Springfield to join the Columbus Blue Jackets organization.

The Penguins traded Thompson to Columbus for forward Spencer Machacek on Thursday. Thompson had been with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton since he joined the team out of college late in the 2010-2011 season. Last season Thompson registered a career-high 20 goals with the Penguins but struggled this season, producing four goals in 39 games.

Thompson said a change of scenery may be just what he needs.

“I enjoyed working with all the coaches in Wilkes-Barre and they helped me become a better hockey player,” Thompson said. “This season isn’t what I wanted it to be, but a change in scenery is good for me right now. I’m excited for the opportunity and I’ll go in tomorrow morning with a new focus.”

Thompson, 25, joins a Springfield team led by former Penguin teammate Ryan Craig. Having a familiar face on his new team is something that Thompson said will ease the transition.

“Ryan is one of the best guys I’ve ever played with and I’m looking forward to being his teammate again,” Thompson said. “He’s a great leader.”

Thompson closes out his time with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with 35 goals and 64 points in 170 games. He said Columbus was one of the teams that expressed interest in him when he wrapped up his college career at the University of New Hampshire.

Machacek, 25, will join Wilkes-Barre/Scranton after scoring nine goals and 19 points in 34 games with Springfield this season. He was drafted in the third round by Atlanta in 2007 and has appeared in 25 NHL games, scoring two goals and nine points.

Machacek has played six AHL seasons with the Chicago Wolves, St. John’s IceCaps and Springfield, tallying 258 points (107 G, 151 A) in 393 regular-season contests and 19 points (7 G, 12 A) in 30 playoff games.

Machacek was an AHL All-Star in 2010-11 when he established AHL career highs in goals (21), assists (32) and points (53) in 67 games with the Chicago Wolves.

Penguins work on goal-scoring process

 February 05. 2014 2:13AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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For a team that has been shut out twice in its last four games and has only scored five goals in that span, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins aren’t panicking.

Instead, they are taking matters into their own hands.

With a full week of practice before the Penguins host Portland at home, are spending their time not with drills designed to produce more goals, but focusing instead on improving the process that it takes to produce points.

According to head coach John Hynes, the issue isn’t as simple as the Penguins needing to score more.

“That’s a misnomer,” he said. “Everyone says you have to score, but that’s the end result. The focus is on the reason we’re not scoring and fixing that process that produces the end result.”

The reason why producing goals has been a problem of late is the Penguins are too light around the scoring areas, Hynes said. There’s too much “one and done” in the offensive zone and not enough second and third chances.

“You want to be able to outwork the other team’s goalie, and we haven’t done that,” Hynes said. “It comes down to playing a much more sound and heavy offensive game. It’s not the skill or the players, we have to be a heavier team offensively.”

Center Nick Drazenovic, one of the team’s veterans with a proven offensive track record, has this advice for his teammates when it comes to scoring goals:

“Score goals in practice like you want to in a game, and it will come back,” he said. “I’m trying to bury every shot I can in practice and set an example for the younger guys that it does matter.”

There is another ingredient to Drazenovic’s recipe to jump-start the offense — have fun. He cautioned against dwelling on the scoring woes and reminded his teammates that it’s a long season, the goals will come back.

“Right now with the feeling in the room, everyone’s wanting to do maybe a little too much and wanting to score so bad that it takes away from the ability to make plays and have fun out there,” Drazenovic said. “We have four practices this week before our next three-in-three this weekend, so it really sets up well for us.”

Still, the frustration is unavoidable until the goal production picks back up.

“It’s very frustrating when we don’t score,” said rookie winger Anton Zlobin. “With all the practices this week, now is the time to look at what I’ve been doing wrong.”

Zlobin’s solution echoes Drazenovic’s advice.

“My approach now is to score on every shot I have, practice and in games,” he said.

That approach could go a long way toward putting the Penguins back into a routine that was disrupted a bit last month as practice time was hard to come by during a two-week stint on the road.

“Sometimes that can get you out of the rhythm that you need to have in your game,” Hynes said. “That’s why weeks full of practices like this are great for us.”

Desire to win sticks with Drazenovic

 February 01. 2014 10:34PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Nick Drazenovic (10) signs a jersey for fan Jaidyn Helmbold of Mountain Top at the Penguins' season ticket release party at the F.M. Kirby Center in October.
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Nick Drazenovic attributes a lot of his success as a pro hockey player to a playoff run that happened seven years ago.

As a 19-year-old playing in his final season of juniors with the Prince George Cougars, Drazenovic and his teammates weren’t expected to do much when they just squeaked into the Western Hockey League postseason as the seventh seed. In the first round, they faced the second-seeded Kamloops Blazers and many thought the Cougars would make a quick exit.

But that wasn’t the case.

“We swept them,” Drazenovic said. “Once we got to that point, we knew we could win.”

In the Kamloops series, three of the games went to overtime, and Drazenovic scored the game-winner in two of the contests.

While sweeping the second seed out of the playoffs was quite an accomplishment, it was nothing compared to what happened in the second round.

The Cougars faced the WHL’s top team, the Everett Silvertips, who were coached by former Pittsburgh Penguins bench boss Kevin Constantine.

The Cougars lost the first two games of the series in Everett, then went back home and won two to even the series.

They were defying the odds, but things looked bleak as Everett took a 3-0 lead into the third period of Game 5.

That’s when Drazenovic and his Cougars teammates, including current NHL star Devin Setoguchi, realized they could only do one thing.

“We just laid it on the line,” Drazenovic said. “We came together and scored four goals in the third period to win that game and, right then, we knew were were going to win that series.”

The Cougars did win the next game at home to advance to the next round, but their luck ran out as they lost in five games to the Vancouver Giants.

Still, the playoff run put Drazenovic on the hockey map as he finished the postseason with nine goals and 19 points in 15 games. He admits the performance likely was a key factor that earned him his first pro contract the following season, but there was a bigger lesson.

One that Drazenovic still applies to his game today.

“I still look back on that time and reflect on how it felt for all of us to come together and play such an unrelenting style of hockey,” Drazenovic said. “Every game that puck was ours and no one was going to take it from us. That desire to succeed is something I still try to carry in my game every day.”

Now in his seventh season as a pro, Drazenovic, 27, has had plenty of success at the AHL level. He spent his first four seasons with Peoria, where he averaged 40 points and 18 goals. In the 2010-11 season, Drazenovic got his first NHL call-up and appeared in three games with the St. Louis Blues.

But the following season, it was time to move on, and Drazenovic joined Springfield in the AHL.

Once again, the success was immediate. His first season with the Falcons resulted in 41 points in 41 games, and Drazenovic eclipsed that total the next season, posting 53 points in 62 games.

It was clear that Drazenovic had the skill to be a consistent point producer.

“I was always like that growing up. I can’t explain it,” he said. “I find it’s easiest to create and have fun with the offensive part of the game. I know I have the ability, but a lot of it was having great coaches everywhere I’ve been. It’s important to have people that have faith in you.”

Last season, Drazenovic’s play earned him eight more NHL games, this time with the Columbus Blue Jackets. The stint didn’t produce any points while Drazenovic — who had always been a go-to guy on offense — found himself as the 13th forward with the Blue Jackets, filling in occasionally on the fourth line.

“That month I was with Columbus, I don’t think I had one practice with a line,” Drazenovic said. “Columbus was tremendous to me, but I was really limited to filling in on the fourth line wing or center spots.”

That’s why it’s no surprise that Drazenovic said his best NHL opportunity came with Pittsburgh in mid-January.

The call-up lasted just two days and Drazenovic only played in one game, but it was one enormous opportunity.

“I got a little power play time, got on the ice with Sid (Crosby) and (Evgeni) Malkin and it was really fun to play my game as opposed to having to change to fit in,” he said. “I told my family it was the most fun I had and that one game was the best look I ever got.”

Drazenovic said he came back to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton “refreshed” and he continues to be one of the Penguins’ top point producers while anchoring the first line. More importantly, according to head coach John Hynes, Drazenovic is continuing his improvement as a player, and that could lead to more NHL time.

“He’s still a hungry, developing player who is trying to add to his game,” Hynes said. “Nick has proven he can play at that level. Now it’s about working to improve little subtle things in his game so when he gets to the next level, he can stay longer.”

Hockey firsts: brian dumoulin

 February 01. 2014 10:34PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman Brian Dumoulin grew up as a goal scorer but has developed an all-around game on the Penguins' blue line.
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By the time a player reaches the AHL or NHL, they have already achieved a lot in their careers and made plenty of memories along the way. Each week, we’ll sit down with one of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and talk about some of the memorable “firsts” they’ve had during their careers, ranging from their first time on skates to their first goal as a pro.

Player: Brian Dumoulin

Age: 22

Position: Defense

Birthplace: Biddeford, Maine

Years pro: 2

First time on skates: “I was 2 or 3 years old. My parents said it was the only sport I could get into at that age. I had a lot of energy and I remember going out there and having a lot of fun. It was the only organized sport for that age and I met a lot of friends that way.”

First team: “It was with Biddeford Youth Hockey when I was 3 or 4.”

First coach that influenced you: “I feel like every coach at every level had a different influence on me. My mite year it was “Coach Nico.” He taught me to love hockey and really get into it. I was the first one in my family to play and didn’t really know much about it. Mack O’Connell in squirts coached me on the Renegades, the first travel team I played for. I played pee wee and bantam in New Hampshire, with coach Chris Grassie with the Seacoast Spartans. He helped me play at a higher level. Growing up, they all really helped me enjoy hockey and want to keep doing it.”

First goal that you remember: “I was a goal scorer when I was young. I don’t remember the first goal but one of the most important was in my pee wee year, I scored the overtime winner to send us to nationals. That’s the one that was most memorable.”

First time you won anything in hockey: “A mite tournament in a house league. We won that. I got a little hockey player trophy that I still have. I have almost every trophy I’ve ever won in my room. I keep them all.”

First time hockey took you away from home: “The first time I was living on my own was in college. Other than that, when I played in high school for three years and in juniors, I lived at home and traveled. College wasn’t that bad. Boston College was only an hour-and-half from home and my parents came to every game. At that age, you’re almost ready to be on your own.”

First pro contract: “I had to leave school early in my junior year. It was a really tough decision to leave my friends and teammates at Boston College. We had just won the national championship, so it seemed like the right time. I was faced with the same decision in my sophomore season and I ended up staying, so I feel like having that one extra year really helped me. It was an exciting, but tough decision.”

First time you faced adversity in your hockey career: “My last year of squirts, I tried out for the Biddeford youth hockey team. I didn’t make the first team, but I made the second team. That took me by surprise and made me really think if I wanted to continue playing hockey. That was the first time I didn’t make a team. I had to play somewhere else for a year and it was definitely tough. I was 10 or 11.”

— Tom Venesky

Pens ready to renew rivalry with Norfolk

 January 31. 2014 12:32AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Norfolk Admirals (22-13-1-7, 52 points, 3rd place in the East Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (26-14-1-3, 56 points, 2nd place in the East Division)

7:05 p.m. today at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Norfolk - G John Gibson has been nearly perfect in three starts against the Penguins. His numbers say it all: 3-0-0, 1.01, .960.

Penguins - The Penguins have only managed four goals against the Admirals this season, but the key player tonight may be Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond. His ability to protect his teammates and take care of Norfolk’s tough guys could be very valuable tonight.

More 
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A goalie fight at center ice during a promotional timeout?

A total of nine fights in four games?

Chalk it up to a typical East Division rivalry, said Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins netminder Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers about his team’s rivalry against the Norfolk Admirals.

A two-game set in Norfolk two weekends ago produced the goalie fight and five fighting majors. The highlight occurred in the first game when Deslauriers bumped Norfolk goaltender John Gibson as they passed each other during a timeout at center ice, sparking a fight and plenty of bad blood.

“Hockey’s an emotional game and it happened,” Deslauriers said after Thursday’s practice. “It’s a division team and you want to play hard against them.”

Head coach John Hynes wasn’t ready to say if Deslauriers or Eric Hartzell would get the start tonight against the Admirals, but he did offer his take on the goalie fight.

“You don’t like to see it because you don’t want to have a goaltender get hurt in a situation like that where it’s not really part of their job,” Hynes said.

But … “In that situation there was a little bit of spark for our team and it wasn’t a situation where it was totally out of line. (Deslauriers) was an emotional guy at that point and we needed something like that.”

While the nine fighting majors in the Norfolk series this season seems to indicate a bitter rivalry, the abundance of fisticuffs may have actually worked to keep the games clean.

Hynes said all four games against Norfolk have been physical, but there hasn’t been a lot of dirty play form either side.

“There hasn’t been a lot of guys running each other or dirty stuff. Just solid, competitive games,” Hynes said. “The fights that occurred did so at the right times in hockey situations.”

NOTES

- Rookie Denver Manderson, who scored his first AHL goal on Wednesday after 22 games. Manderson said he didn’t panic about not scoring for so long, but admitted it was in the back of his mind. “I’ve had lots of chances but couldn’t finish, but I thought I’d get one soon,” he said. “All of a sudden 20 games go by and you’re wanting some of those chances back.”

Sill has surgery but will return this season

The WBS Penguins center was cut by a skate blade on Saturday

 January 29. 2014 12:27AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Syracuse Crunch (17-18-2-4, 40 points, 5th place in the East Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (25-14-1-3, 54 points, 2nd place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Syracuse - Defenseman Matt Taormina has four goals on the season, and two have come against the Penguins in just three games.

Penguins - Simon Despres has been hot for the Penguins since his return from Pittsburgh. In three games against the Crunch this season he has a goal and five points.

More 
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It will take more than a nasty skate blade injury to sideline Zach Sill for the rest of the season.

The fifth-year center was injured late in Saturday’s game at Norfolk when he was cut on the lower arm by a skate blade. Sill was taken to Pittsburgh on Sunday and had surgery on the arm Monday morning, according to head coach John Hynes. While the surgery did address some tendon issues, Hynes said Sill didn’t suffer any permanent damage and will be back before the end of the season.

“Although the timing for injuries is never good, the news is good in that he will be back,” Hynes said after Tuesday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex. “In Zach’s case it shouldn’t be an issue. He’s an experienced pro and he’s had injury setbacks before over the last five years. He should be able to continue on with the good year he’s having.”

Days before the injury, Sill returned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton after a 20-game stint with Pittsburgh — the first NHL call-up of his career. He scored a goal in his first game back Friday and was playing on the team’s second line.

While the news is good that Sill’s season likely won’t be lost, the nature of the injury was an eye-opener for his teammates.

Winger Bobby Farnham played on Sill’s line for much of the last two seasons and admitted the injury was bothersome.

“I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t in the back of my mind. I try not to watch the replay,” Farnham said. “It’s just a really unlucky thing that happened to a guy who was having a great year. I feel really bad for Siller and we’re going to miss him a lot.”

Farnham said while skate blade injuries aren’t common, they do happen. Winger Paul Thompson was nicked on the nose by a skate blade in the preseason, and years ago Farnham said, his thumb was cut by a blade.

Former Penguin Paul Bissonnette suffered a severe cut on his wrist after an opponent inadvertantly stepped on him during a playoff game in 2009. Current Penguin Zack Torquato lost the tip of his middle finger after it was stepped on during a game last season.

And now Sill suffered a cut to his lower arm after he was tangled up with a Norfolk player who fell to the ice.

Hynes said there is really no way for a player to protect himself against errant skate blades.

“They’re so freak, but when they’re cut is seems fairly significant,” he said. “Most that happen are split-second plays and it’s not really a methodical play. A guys falls down and momentum picks up the skate.

“You can go through video with guys of what to do in almost every situation, but with skate blade injuries they’re so infrequent and there’s no pattern.”

Farnham said some players wear cut-resistant socks and there are wrist guards that offer protection, but nothing is cut-proof.

“How much can that stuff really help with how sharp that skate blade is? There may be certain things you can do, but even with all the equipment we have on there is still a lot of skin exposed,” he said.

Notes

• The Penguins held a brief practice on Tuesday and will play at home tonight for the first time in more than two weeks, hosting the Syracuse Crunch. Syracuse is in last place in the East Division and has lost they’re last four games, but Hynes cautioned they’re a team not to be taken lightly. They did beat the Penguins 4-2 in the last meeting on Dec. 31.

“At this point in the year you’re not even looking at where teams are in the standings, it’s about the team and the character and we know we have a good opponent coming in here,” Hynes said. “They’re a proud organization and the last time they came here they beat us sound. We’re not taking anything lightly.”

Travel-weary Penguins blanked by Bears

 January 27. 2014 12:31AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

More 
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HERSHEY – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins won’t admit it, but there may have been another factor behind Sunday’s 2-0 loss to the Hershey Bears.

Fatigue.

The Penguins were coming off a grueling two-game stint against the Admirals in Norfolk and traveled six hours to arrive in Hershey at 5 a.m. on Sunday to wrap up their second consecutive three-in-three weekend.

The Bears, meanwhile, were wrapping up their fourth straight weekend of three games in three days, but unlike the Penguins they avoided travel with a home game on Saturday.

The end result was a contest where the Penguins really didn’t get outplayed, they just didn’t have quite enough.

“It’s tough,” center Nick Drazenovic said. “Anytime you’re up at five o’clock in the morning you’re tired. It’s not an excuse though. I don’t like excuses. I feel it just comes down to your will.”

The Penguins may have had will, but they didn’t have any luck, especially on the power play.

In the opening minutes the Penguins found themselves with a two-man advantage for 1:09 and a great chance to get that crucial first goal.

The Bears kept them off the board, however, and went on to kill all seven Penguin power plays on the night.

Drazenovic said that first kill had a lot to do with the loss.

“I think the stats are quite ridiculous if you kill a five-on-three or score on a five-on-three,” he said. “They killed it and won. When you get that two-man advantage you really need to at least gain a lot of momentum. They gained a lot of momentum by killing it.”

The Bears got to their game quickly, connecting midway through the first period when Ryan Stoa hit Dustin Gazley with a backhand pass across the crease for the easy power play goal.

Hershey’s Jeff Taffe slammed home a rebound kicked out by Eric Hartzell to make it 2-0 in the second period, and Bears netminder Philipp Grubauer stopped all 27 shots he faced as the Penguins were shut out for just the second time this season.

They also wrap up a weekend with just two regulation goals in three games, and the power play was a major reason why. Not only did they fail to connect on seven opportunities Sunday, but the Penguins’ power play is mired in a 0-for-21 slump dating back to Jan. 18 against Portland – a span of five games. Over the weekend, the power play was 0-for-15.

Hynes said the power play wasn’t a complete failure despite not scoring Sunday.

“It was good because we had scoring chances,” he said. “If you get a five-on-three and you don’t get chances at the net, you classify that as not a good power play. We had opportunities, and the power play’s job is to create scoring chances.”

Down 2-0 in the third period, the Penguins continued to generate chances. Zack Torquato hit a post early on and Drazenovic followed suit later in the period.

“We didn’t back down,” Drazenovic said. “I know we were on the bus at five in the morning. It is what it is. You play hard and that’s what we did.”

The loss drops the Penguins to 25-14-1-3 and 5-3 against Hershey this season. The Bears are now four points behind the second place Penguins in the East Division, while first place Binghamton extended their lead to three points with a win on Sunday.

Notes

* C Zach Sill, RW Carter Rowney, D Nick D’Agostino, D Harrison Ruopp and C Adam Payerl (injury) were scratched for the Penguins.

* Sill was injured on Saturday in Norfolk after taking a skate blade to his arm in the third period and is out long-term. Hynes said he traveled back with the team on Saturday night and was taken to Pittsburgh to be evaluated.

* The Penguins take on Syracuse at home this Wednesday.

***

Hershey 2, Penguins 0

Penguins`0`0`0`—`0

Hershey`1`1`0`—`2

First Period

Penguins need shootout to top ex-teammate

 January 25. 2014 10:51PM

By Jim Hodges For The Times Leader 

More 
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NORFOLK, Va. – The drive from Scope Arena to Hershey is 318 miles.

It seemed shorter in the wee hours Sunday after Tom Kuhnhackl’s shot beat Norfolk goalie Brad Theissen in the eighth round of a shootout to give the Penguins a 2-1 win Saturday after a split of their weekend series with the Admirals.

The Pens got a goal from Mike Carman in the opening period and goalie Eric Hartzell made it stand until Devante Smith-Pelly countered for Norfolk in the second. Wilkes-Barre also withstood a three-shot power play assault in overtime to keep things even.

It was clear that coach John Hynes was unhappy a night earlier, when most of the Penguins’ fight showed in just that — fights. Hynes huddled with coaches, spoke briefly and tersely to reporters, then headed in to talk to a team that had lost 4-1 and had competed little while doing it.

“Emotional,” he called it.

It was obvious that he had delivered that message.

On Saturday, they channeled those emotions and competed all over the ice, particularly in the offensive end, where they fired 12 first-period shots at old friend Brad Thiessen and pressured Norfolk puckhandlers, who struggled to get the disc out of their own end of the ice.

Thiessen played with the Pens for four seasons before an aborted attempt in Finland found him looking for a job. Norfolk had one for him around Thanksgiving, and he was clearly looking forward to playing against Wilkes-Barre.

But the goalie struggled Saturday, leaving rebounds in playable range. Twice the Pens came close before Scott Harrington launched a shot from near the blue line that Thiessen slowed but could not stop. Paul Thompson ticked it before Carman flashed in from Thiessen’s right and poked at the puck.

It dribbled through Thiessen’s pads at a speed that wouldn’t have earned a speeding ticket on a city street, but it gave the Pens a 1-0 lead at 12:27 of the first period.

That was equaled with only 8.2 seconds to play in the second period when Norfolk’s Smith-Pelly won a faceoff and raced to his office, which is right next to the net.

The puck skidded to Sami Vatanen, who launched a wrist shot from beyond the right faceoff circle. Hartzell handled the shot easily enough, but Smith-Pelly was there alone for the rebound and slapped it home.

Again.

It’s become a habit for Smith-Pelly, who has scored in seven of the last nine Admirals’ games, with all of the goals coming from within an arm’s length of the net.

He scored twice on power plays Friday night.

The power play goal gave Norfolk man-advantage scores in its last eight games after going 4 for 50 over a three-plus stretch of December. The Admirals are 10 for 31 over that time.

The goal was on one of 17 straight Norfolk shots after the Pens had established a 21-8 advantage midway through the second period. In doing so, though, they had weathered a near-15 minute segment of the first in which they went shotless.

Norfolk’s shooting streak ended when Wilkes-Barre’s Nick Drazenovic fired from directly in front of Thiessen, a shot the goalie gloved.

***

Penguins 2, Norfolk 1, SO

Penguins`1`0`0`0`-`2

Norfolk`0`1`0`0`-`1

First Period

Samuelsson gets offensive

Sometimes, the best defense is a good offense

 January 25. 2014 10:48PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Defense stepping up

Heading into Friday’s game, five of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s top 10 active leading scorers were defensemen, led by Brendan Mikkelson who is fourth with 22 points. At the end of last season, only two Penguin defensemen finished in the top 10 in team scoring.

Head coach John Hynes wasn’t surprised at his blueliners’ offensive prowess.

“With the particular group we have, they do a nice job on the blueline with getting shots through,” he said. “Participating in offense is something we stress.”

Philip Samuelsson ranks fifth among the team’s active scorers with 17 points and said while the team’s blueliners take pride in playing a defense-first style, a little bit of offense doesn’t hurt.

“Anytime your defensemen can score it certainly helps out,” he said. “It’s good to have that balanced attack out there and when we’re getting shots from the blueline it makes us a more dangerous team.”

More 

 Story Tools  PrintPrint | E-MailEMail | SaveSave |    Hear   Generate QR Code QR 

Send to Kindle

Font size:  

Get E-Mail AlertsGet Text Alerts

Philip Samuelsson’s response when he was asked about having a career year was music to a coach’s ears.

“I’ve come a long way, but there’s still some areas I can improve on,” Samuelsson said.

Having a player who has already posted career highs in goals, assists and points at the halfway point of the season — one who still want to improve even more — is exactly the mindset that head coach John Hynes loves.

After 38 games, Samuelsson has three goals, 14 assists and 17 points heading into this weekend’s trio of road games. He’s also second on the team with a plus-14.

Last season, Samuelsson totaled two goals and 10 points in 65 games, and in his rookie season the year before, he tallied a goal and nine points in 46 games.

“He’s come a long way,” Hynes said, noting that Samuelsson’s offensive success this season is making him a more well-rounded player. “His calling card is his ability to play defense, shut other teams down, move the puck and be excellent on the penalty kill. It’s not just his offensive side that’s important, it’s the fact that he’s continuing to develop into a complete player.”

That development was sparked after Samuelsson returned from a five-game stint with Pittsburgh on Dec. 24. Since then, Samuelsson has scored all three of his goals and posted 11 of his 17 points, all in 12 games.

In the last six games alone before this weekend, the third-year pro has totaled three goals and nine points with a plus-11 rating.

While Samuelsson said his time with Pittsburgh — the first NHL stint of his career — was a help, the parent club didn’t ask him to come back to Wilkes-Barre and focus on his offense.

“I took that upon myself,” he said. “Being up there, I saw it was something I could improve on. After being with Pittsburgh, I feel like I’m seeing the ice better and making quicker decisions. It’s nice to see that translating into my game here.”

While he’s never put up immense numbers at any stop in his career, the 2009 second round pick has shown glimpses of offensive flair. In 2008-09, Samuelsson’s only year at the junior level, he posted 22 assists in 54 games. The next two years with Boston College, Samuelsson registered 14 points in 42 games and 16 points in 39 games.

Still, nothing matches his current production.

“I never really scored this many points. You look at my production compared to previous seasons and I’ve already surpassed that,” Samuelsson said. “That’s not to say I’m a different defenseman — it’s still defense first. But when your confidence is high like mine is now, you’re more creative with the puck and willing to try more things that you normally wouldn’t.”

One of those new things is a willingness to shoot the puck more. In Samuelsson’s rookie season, he totalled 26 shots in 46 games. Last year, that figure rose to 53 shots in 65 games.

Heading into Friday, Samuelsson has 38 shots in 38 games.

Shooting more is another bonus of having confidence, he said.

“It’s just about moving the puck quicker and having the confidence in yourself to hold onto it when I do have the time,” Samuelsson said. “Playing on the right side, I get a lot of looks and I’m getting pucks down to the net. When you do that, you never know what will happen.”

Another reason for Samuelsson’s recent success centers around being re-united with defense partner Simon Despres, who was sent down by Pittsburgh last week. Despres had three goals in his first three games back last weekend and Samuelsson assisted on two of them.

Combined, the duo was a plus-12 last weekend, including Sunday’s 5-1 win over Providence in which Samuelsson and Despres each finished with a plus-4 rating.

“I’m comfortable playing with Samuelsson. We’re good at making little plays to break pressure and making the good first pass,” Despres said. “We have good chemistry out there.”

Springfield Falcons fall to Providence Bruins 3-1

alex aleardi.JPG

Alex Aleardi was the lone scorer for the Falcons, but there wasn't much to celebrate Sunday in Providence. (Dave Roback / The Republican -- file)
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PROVIDENCE, R.I. – Entering Sunday’s game against the Providence Bruins, the Springfield Falcons led the AHL in penalty-killing with a percentage of 88.6. 

 The Falcons had numerous opportunities to improve that Sunday with six penalties to kill – four of which came in the first 11 minutes of the third period, which began with the P-Bruins leading 2-1. 

 Because the Falcons spent so much time on the PK, they were unable to muster any offense and exited with a 3-1 defeat. 

“You take four penalties, including one at the end (in the final minute), you’re looking at 10 minutes of killing and you’re trying to get back in the game,” coach Brad Larsen said. “Obviously, you’re using energy in the wrong areas of the ice. 

“I think our kill was great. But the bottom line is when you’re down a goal, you have to generate something. Did I like all of the calls? Maybe not, but I don’t think they were horrible.” 

What was horrible was Springfield’s schedule. 

 After prevailing Saturday night in overtime at Syracuse, the Falcons endured a 5½-hour bus ride, arriving in Providence close to dawn for a 3:05 p.m. faceoff. 

“At the end of (three games in three nights), and traveling from Syracuse and getting in at 4 a.m., I was proud of our guys,” Larsen said. 

“We took two out of three this weekend. It’s disappointing how it ended because we didn’t give ourselves a chance to make a push with the penalties. But the compete effort was there tonight. They had good energy. There weren’t any excuses built in.” 

Even though Springfield emerged from the first period with an 11-7 shot advantage, Providence led 1-0. 

 Chris Casto’s shot was blocked by Jeremy Smith (17 saves), but the rebound deflected to Mike Moore in the left circle, and he beat Smith with a one-timer at 9:56. 

“Opportunity lost” was the Falcons’ mantra in the second period, which ended with Providence leading 2-1. 

 The Falcons skated five-on-three for 1:21 thanks to two minor penalties, but all they could muster was one shot five-on-four and one five-on-three. Neither on Niklas Svedberg (26 saves) was a tester. 

 Springfield did tie it 1-1 at 10:52 when Alex Aleardi skated behind the net and stuffed the puck inside the right post. 

 But Springfield’s inability to score on the power play proved costly when Providence grabbed a 2-1 lead at 16:45. Rob Flick’s shot was blocked by Smith, but Tyler Randell buried the rebound. 

 Providence’s Alexander Khokhlachev delivered the crusher when he stole the puck in Springfield’s zone and scored at 14:51 of the third. 

“Again, you take that many penalties in a row and it’s tough to battle back,” Larsen said. “There isn’t a situation where I want to be down four or five penalties in one period. It doesn’t matter if we’re up one or down one.”

  The Republican Sports Desk   

on February 08, 2014 at 10:56 PM 
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By LINDSAY KRAMER�

Syracuse, N.Y. – While it appears his team will give him a lot of options to sift through, Springfield coach Brad Larsen said the Falcons’ win over Syracuse on Saturday might wind up being his favorite win of the season. 

It also might be the ugliest. 

The Falcons blew a two-goal lead late in the third period but bounced back on an overtime goal by Dalton Prout to beat the Crunch 6-5 at the War Memorial. 

Illness limited the Falcons to five defensemen, and forward Jack Skille sat out the final two periods of regulation with a lower-body injury. Still, Springfield regrouped to take the two points and a sweep of its home-and-home series with the Crunch. 

“This is one of my favorite wins of the year,” Larsen said. “I know it sounds crazy, just because of what we had to go through. You could say we were running out of gas. We held the fort. This isn’t about the technical part of the job. Sometimes you just have to gut some of these wins out that aren’t going to be pretty.” 

J.F. Jacques and Tim Miller each had a goal and an assist for Springfield and Jack Skille and Alex Aleardi also scored for the Falcons. 

Prout was credited with two goals, but he insisted his game-winner was deflected in by teammate Cody Bass. Either way, his long shot flipped past Crunch goalie Allen York with 1:08 left in overtime. 

“I heard it hit something and go into the net. I don’t think it was our prettiest game. But we did what we needed to do to win,” Proust said. 

“That’s why I love this group,” Larsen said. “They believe they can win every game.” 

The Crunch could make the same claim with two late scores to knot the contest at 5-5. 

Syracuse outshot Springfield 19-2 in the third, and Joey Mormina tied the game with 2:32 left when he knocked a close-range shot past Falcons goalie Mike McKenna to force the extra session. 

“Momentum can shift at any moment,” McKenna said. “Overtime can be a reset button.” 

Mike Angelidis drew the Crunch within 5-4 on a great effort with 4:10 remaining, lunging to snare a rebound of his own bid and sweep it past McKenna. 

“They all play hard,” McKenna said of the Crunch. “They play the game intense. You just have to counter those types of players.” 

Springfield went up 5-3 on a delayed goal by Miller at the 14:35 mark. He swept a shot that crept past York, but referee Chris Brown ruled the whistle had blown. 

Brown then went to the replay and decided the score was good. Miller’s score answered a power-play marker by Syracuse’s Evan Rankin that brought the Crunch within 4-3 at the 8:19 mark. 

The Falcons twice had two-goal leads, the first time in the second period, and once led by three. Jacques made it 3-1 at the 8:50 mark, tipping a shot by Proust from the right point past York. 

With 7:05 left in the middle period, Aleardi capped a 3-on-1 rush with an easy flip from the right side for a 4-1 Falcons cushion. 

Syracuse’s Dana Tyrell brought the Crunch within sight of the lead again with a power play goal at 15:36. Richard set him up with a slick pass from the left side of the crease, and Tyrell dropped to one knee to sweep in his bid from the right side. 

The Crunch had a chance to pull even closer, but let 2:37 of a 5-on-3 power play at the end of the second fritter away. 

Skille’s power-play goal at the 9:18 mark of the first put Springfield ahead 2-1 after one. He took a feed from Jacques and easily cashed in from the left side. 

The game’s first two goals were scored by players who found the back of the net for the first time this season. 

 Prout put up the first tally at the 3:19 mark, a long screen shot through traffic that York didn’t see. 

Philippe Paradis tied it up at less than three minutes later. Teammate Evan Rankin won a race to the puck deep into the Falcons zone, and he twirled to find Paradis above the left circle. Paradis blistered a shot on the fly to beat McKenna. 

The Falcons travel to Providence on Sunday for their last game before the AHL All-Star break. 

“Who knows what’s going to happen tomorrow,” Larsen said. “But they are going to push.”

Springfield Falcons look to benefit from pair of recent trades

blake parlett vs bridgeport.JPG

Springfield's Blake Parlett (7) and Bridgeport's John Persson in first period action Dec. 28 at the MassMutual Center. (David Molnar, Republican staff photographer)
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SPRINGFIELD - A need to get younger and the desire to add proven scorers to the lineup prompted the Columbus Blue Jackets to make two trades they hope will benefit their American Hockey League affiliate.

On Friday, the Blue Jackets traded defenseman Blake Parlett, who registered four goals and 14 assists in 37 games for the Springfield Falcons, to the Boston Bruins in exchange for forward Carter Camper, who had eight goals and 23 assists in 41 games for the Providence Bruins.

In addition, Falcons dealt defenseman Joe Lavin, who has played all season for the Evansville IceMen of the ECHL, to Providence for future considerations.

About 24 hours earlier, the Falcons said goodbye to forward Spencer Machacek, whom Columbus traded to the Pittsburgh Penguins for forward Paul Thompson, who made his Falcons debut in Friday's 4-2 win over the Syracuse Crunch.

"I think these trades benefit both teams," Falcons director of hockey operations Bruce Landon said.

While Parlett and Machacek will be missed, all the Falcons realize trades are part of professional hockey.

"They were a big part of our team, and I'm not just talking on the ice," forward Jean-Francois Jacques said. "I've been traded before. You just learn to deal with it."

Camper, who was assigned to the Falcons, brings some much-needed offensive firepower. His 23 assists with Providence would put him in the team lead in Springfield.

Falcons coach Brad Larsen is eager to see what the 25-year-old center can bring now that he's no longer wearing black and gold.

"I've seen a lot of him in the last three-and-a-half years," Larsen said. "He's a skilled centerman, which is something we've been looking for."

Parlett brought a solid presence to the Falcons power play. Two of his four goals came on power plays in a 3-2 win over Bridgeport Nov. 15.

"Blake was a great soldier for us, a real character kid," Larsen said. "He really works like a pro."

Machacek was the victim of the AHL's rule that a team can only skate six veteran players per game. Until the trade, the Falcons had eight - meaning two had to sit every game.

"Spencer's still a young man," Larsen said. "He needs to play."

In Thompson, the Falcons acquired a player who scored 20 goals last season for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. He also had 10 goals and 15 assists in 2011-12. At the University of New Hampshire, Thompson was a top-10 finalist for the 2011 Hobey Baker Award for the nation's top collegian.

"I think both teams made out," Larsen said, echoing Landon's sentiment.

The Falcons are expected to receive reinforcements on its blueline following Columbus' final pre-Olympic game Friday at San Jose. The Columbus Dispatch reported Thursday that the Blue Jackets are likely to send defensemen Cody Goloubef and Tim Erixon back to Springfield to play during the NHL's two-week hiatus.

By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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SPRINGFIELD - Every time the Syracuse Crunch made it a close game, the Springfield Falcons had an answer.

Jean-Francois Jacques and Michael Chaput each provided valuable insurance goals in the third period Friday, as the Falcons upended the Crunch 4-2 in American Hockey League action before 4,123 at the MassMutual Center.

Lukas Sedlak and Jack Skille also scored, and Jonathan Marchessault had a pair of assists, to help Springfield secure its 30th victory of the season and second in a row after snapping a five-game winless streak Tuesday.

"I think that's the quality of our team here," Jacques said. "We don't get away from our game that much in a game. We know when we're drifting away a little bit, we have guys who take charge."

The Falcons (30-12-1-4) have a chance to sweep the weekend home-and-home series Saturday in Syracuse, before traveling to Providence to face the Bruins Sunday.

Mike McKenna notched his 12th victory of the season by making 27 saves. After a 4-0 shutout Tuesday against Albany, he went the first 35:34 of this game before allowing a goal.

"He's the only reason we were up 2-1 in that game," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said, lamenting his team's lackluster play in the first two periods.

Jon DiSalvatore scored twice for the Crunch (18-21-2-5), both times making his home in front of the net to tip in a teammate's shot.

Only 13 seconds after a power-play chance expired, Chaput put in the rebound off Marchessault's attempted wraparound for a 4-2 lead with 5:47 left in the third.

Jacques tallied against his former team, 1:56 into the third period, beating former Falcons goalie Allen York to make it 3-1.

Will Weber took the initial shot from the top of the left faceoff circle, and Jacques redirected the puck past York, who played 29 games for Springfield from 2010-13, for his sixth goal of the season.

"It's really good," said Jacques, who played 89 games for the Crunch the previous two seasons. "I've had this game circled on my calendar for a couple of weeks."

The Falcons received a bit of a momentum boost, as Cody Bass sparked the team with a fight only 31 seconds before Jacques' goal.

That goal was important, as DiSalvatore camped out in front of the net to knock home Cedric Paquette's slapshot from between the circles, cutting the deficit to 3-2 at 7:20 of the third.

Skille buried a laser of a wristshot from between the faceoff circles for his fifth goal of the season to put Springfield ahead 2-0 at 15:51 of the first.

Only 2:51 earlier, Lukas Sedlak pounced on a rebound of Dalton Smith's wraparound attempt, getting the Falcons on the board first with his eighth of the year.

"I thought we had a real good first," Jacques said. "In the second, things went south a little bit. We stopped being hungry."

Taking one for the team was the theme of the second period. Dalton Prout took a shot off the ankle, and Darryl Boyce dropped down to block a shot that hit him in the side of the head. Both players returned to the game.

With 4:26 left in the period, the Crunch clawed back into it. DiSalvatore tipped in Joey Mormina's initial shot, taken while falling down, for his fifth goal of the season. Syracuse dominated the period, outshooting Springfield 10-5.

"I didn't love us tonight," Larsen said. "We lacked a certainness and passion. In the third, we started to find a little bit of a spark."
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SPRINGFIELD - Spencer Machacek is leaving the Springfield Falcons the same way he arrived - via trade.

The parent Columbus Blue Jackets traded Machacek, who had nine goals and 10 assists for the Falcons this season, to the Pittsburgh Penguins Thursday, in exchange for forward Paul Thompson. 

Columbus subsequently assigned Thompson, a 25-year-old from Derry, N.H., to Springfield. In 39 games this season for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, Thompson has tallied four goals, three assists, 50 penalty minutes and a -8 rating.

Machacek came to the Falcons last March, when the Winnipeg Jets dealt him to Columbus for forward Tomas Kubalik. The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reported Machacek will be assigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Both players in this trade are seasoned AHL veterans. Machacek has 107 goals and 151 assists in 393 AHL appearances, while Thompson has played in 170 AHL games with 35 goals and 29 assists.

According to the Columbus Dispatch, the Falcons are likely to see the return of defensemen Cody Goloubef and Tim Erixon following the Blue Jackets' game Friday at San Jose. The organization would like the duo to see playing time during the NHL's two-week Olympic break.

By  Garry Brown   
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Springfield Falcons

Springfield Falcons fall to Providence Bruins 3-1

Springfield Falcons blow two-goal lead, bounce back to beat Syracuse Crunch 6-5 in overtime

Columbus Blue Jackets return defensemen Tim Erixon and Cody Goloubef to Springfield Falcons

Springfield Falcons look to benefit from pair of recent trades

Springfield Falcons defeat Syracuse Crunch 4-2 for 30th win of American Hockey League season

All Stories | All Photos | All Videos

SPRINGFIELD – When local hockey fans last saw the Syracuse Crunch, they were on their way to a sweep against the Springfield Falcons in the American Hockey League playoffs. 

 The Crunch return to the MassMutual Center on Friday night for a game in which both sides have rosters considerably different from what they were when that playoff series took place in May of 2013. 

 This time around, the Springfield club still looks like a playoff team, but Syracuse doesn’t. The Falcons broke their longest losing streak, five games, with a 4-0 victory over Albany on Tuesday night, and continue to hold the AHL’s best winning percentage (.685). The Crunch, meanwhile, have a .478 percentage and stand 12th in the AHL’s 15-team Eastern Conference. 

 As Falcons coach Brad Larsen has said so often, he and his players don’t let the other team’s past performance play into their preparation. As far as they’re concerned, all that matters is having good practice sessions, and thinking about the game right in front of them. 

 This will be one of four for the Falcons this week. They’ll play a return game at Syracuse Saturday night, then wheel back home before heading to Providence for a 3:05 p.m. start Sunday. 

 The Falcons stand 29-12-1-4 with 30 to play. They’re averaging only 3.04 goals per game, so they need to continue to play the tight defense they showed against Albany. 

 In that game, goaltender Mike McKenna notched his third shutout. He leads the AHL with a 1.78 goals-against average in 16 starts. 

 The Falcons have regained the services of right wing Trent Vogelhuber, who played Tuesday night for the first time since Oct. 18, when an injury forced him onto the disabled list. In the 2013 playoffs, Vogelhuber played very well. 

 In Tuesday’s game, the Springfield club played without injured left wing Sean Collins, but expects to have him back for the weekend games. 

 Syracuse’s lineup includes Jon DiSalvatore, a former Springfield Junior Coyotes player who later starred at Providence College. Over eight-plus AHL seasons, DiSalvatore has played 612 games, plus 43 in the playoffs. 

ICE CHIPS: At Friday’s game, fans will be able to meet New England Patriots linebacker Jerod Mayo. He’ll sign autographs from 7 to 8 p.m. at a table on the arena’s concourse ... Center Jake Hansen is the only one to play in all 46 of Springfield’s games ... Tuesday’s was one of the most penalty-ridden for the Falcons. They were whistled for 10 penalties, Albany 12 ... Syracuse goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis will play for his native country, Latvia, in the Winter Olympics. He has four shutouts among his 21 starts for the Crunch ... Springfield’s parent Columbus Blue Jackets play at San Jose Friday night in their last game before the Olympic break. They’ll be off until Feb. 27. 

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com 
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SPRINGFIELD - It's a good sign when the owner of a franchise is on the same wavelength as his players.

With his Springfield Falcons in the throes of a five-game winless streak, majority owner Charlie Pompea gave his team a public show of support Tuesday.

"We've had a little bit of a hiccup, but it certainly doesn't bother me," Pompea said at a press conference announcing Bruce Landon's retirement as president and minority owner. "We have a very, very good coaching staff and very good players."

The Falcons went on to cure that hiccup Tuesday by blanking the Albany Devils 4-0 at the MassMutual Center. The Birds got back to their winning ways by getting back to basics - scoring two power-play goals, killing all four penalties and playing a full 60 minutes in all aspects of the game. 

Following his 25-save performance, goalie Mike McKenna reiterated that the team that had lost five in a row and eight of its last 11 was still the same one, with one of the best records in the American Hockey League.

"We've done such a good job all season of preparing and being ready to play, getting wins when we should have," McKenna said. "You're going to hit bumps in the road. It's a 76-game schedule. It's a long season.

"We would have been foolish to think we could go that whole time without hitting bumps in the road. Right now, we've got to hope that bump is in the past and just try to get back into it."

While some Springfield hockey observers began to anoint this team as one of the greatest ever, especially during a stretch of 10 wins in 12 games in November and December, McKenna and his teammates kept the proper mindset.

"I'll say right away, there wasn't any negativity at all," said McKenna, a veteran of many grinding AHL seasons. "The players, the coaching staff - and even Ralphie (Calvanese), our equipment guy - everybody was doing their best to try to keep things positive.

"If you start to get negative about things, they start to spiral out of control in a hurry."

Coach Brad Larsen acknowledged the lack of success could have been an elephant in the room if they let it, especially after last Saturday's 3-0 loss at Bridgeport. However, scoring two quick goals early in the second period Tuesday to build a 3-0 lead served as a good exorcist.

"We just got shut out, plus we lost eight of our last 11, so there could be a lot of negative vibes going if something doesn't go well," Larsen said. "We've had a couple of bad games - the Worcester game (5-2 loss last Friday) and the Hartford game (5-2 loss Jan. 24) - stick out where we didn't have a lot of drive and passion.

"There were other games where I felt we could have had a better result, no doubt about it. Tonight's focus was just making sure we take care of our game and make sure we're playing with energy and a simple, clean game. And I thought we did that."

By  Garry Brown   
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SPRINGFIELD – In January, the Springfield Falcons lost six games in regulation, one more than over the first three months of this American Hockey League season. 

 Worse yet, the losing has stretched into February. Springfield’s 3-0 defeat Saturday night at Bridgeport marked its fifth in a row. 

 The Falcons still carry the best winning percentage in the AHL – .678 – but things are tightening up as teams begin to “play desperate” (coach Brad Larsen’s words) heading into the season’s final two full months. 

 One of those desperate teams, the Albany Devils, faces the Falcons at the MassMutual Center Tuesday night. In a Northeast Division once dominated by Springfield, Albany has crept within six points of first place. 

 Ah, but the Devils also must worry about their status in the Eastern Conference. They sit seventh in the race for eight playoff spots, but they know Hershey, Providence, Worcester and Adirondack aren’t far behind. 

 The Falcons, meanwhile, really have to think about revving up their offense. Their top goal-scorer, Jonathan Marchessault, went through the 13 January games without a goal. Their top assist man, defenseman Tim Erixon, has been promoted once again by their parent Columbus Blue Jackets. 

 Marchessault still leads the Falcons in goals (12) and points (30). However, the most productive player on the roster right now is Michael Chaput, with 10 goals in 29 games, and the best shooting percentage (22.2). 

 During the losing streak, the Falcons have been outscored 19-8 and shut out once. 

 One thing is sure about Larsen and his players – they will not waver from a system that has proven successful. Since Larsen took over last season, his teams have won 73 games. 

 The Falcons have beaten Albany three times in five tries, but the Devils have outscored them 17-16. In their last meeting Jan. 10, the visiting Devils won 3-0 with goaltender Keith Kincaid. 

ICE CHIPS:Â� The Falcons will make “a major announcement” at a 5:30 p.m. news conference Tuesday at the MassMutual Center. It is open to the public, with doors opening at 5 to Meeting Room 2 on the convention-center side of the building ... While the Falcons were struggling through January, the Blue Jackets went 10-4, and followed that by beating Florida 4-1 in their first February game ... Eight former Falcons skate with Columbus, including center Ryan Johansen, the Jackets’ leading scorer with 22 goals and 42 points ... Forwards Andrew Joudrey and Jake Hansen have played all 45 games for the Falcons. Forwards Marchessault and Darryl Boyce have played 44 each ... The Falcons had two regulation-time losses in October, one in November and two in December ... Last season’s Northeast champion Falcons had one long losing streak, six games. That happened in March.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD - Tim Erixon is headed back to Ohio for the fourth time this season.

The Springfield Falcons announced Sunday that Erixon has been recalled to the NHL by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets for the second time in a week. The defenseman returned to the Falcons on Thursday after being summoned by the Blue Jackets last Sunday.

Erixon, who turns 23 later this month, leads the Falcons with 20 assists in 27 games. Despite being recalled by Columbus four times, he has only played two games and seen 28:41 of ice time.

By MIKE FORNABAIO 

BRIDGEPORT, Conn. – With nothing doing on 13 power-play tries, the Springfield Falcons are now winless in their past five games after a 3-0 loss Saturday night to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Webster Bank Arena. 

 Bridgeport scored goals 16 seconds apart late in the first period to take the lead and preserved it behind Anders Nilsson’s 27 saves. 

 The Falcons are in an 0-4-0-1 funk, their longest drought since going 0-4-1-1 in six games last March. In those five games, they’re 2-for-28 on the power play. 

 They lost Sean Collins less than a minute to go in the second period on a check to the head from Bridgeport defenseman Marc Cantin. Cantin received a match penalty. 

 Cantin was coming out of the penalty box as Collins took a lead pass up the right wing with a head of steam. Cantin met him just a few strides from the box. 

 Cantin served a three-game suspension last month after receiving a match penalty for a head shot on Portland’s Brendan Shinnimin on New Year’s Eve in Lewiston, Maine. 

 Michael Chaput came to Collins’ defense and received two minutes for instigating and five minutes for fighting, as well as a 10-minute misconduct. 

 Bridgeport struck in quick succession to take a 2-0 lead late in the first period. 

 The Sound Tigers’ Anders Lee and Mike Halmo put a heavy forecheck on the Falcons’ defense to force a turnover, popping the puck out to Andrew Clark in front of the Springfield net. 

 Jeremy Smith stopped the initial shot, but Clark got the rebound and put it through the crease to Lee at the right post for a tap-in just inside Frederic St. Denis’s coverage. 

 Off the center-ice draw, Bridgeport carried up the left wing, and veteran NHLer Pierre-Marc Bouchard centered to Scott Mayfield for a wrister from the left circle that beat Smith with 47.3 seconds left in the first. 

 The Sound Tigers tacked on a third goal in the third period on a 5-on-3 power play. With Patrick McNeill off for putting a puck over the glass from his own zone, the Falcons were caught for too many men, and Mike Halmo buried Bouchard’s feed across the top of the crease. 

 The Falcons made three lineup changes, with Darryl Boyce missing his first game of the season and captain Ryan Craig also scratched. Spencer Machacek and J.F. Jacques replaced them. Thomas Larkin replaced Austin Madaisky from the group that played in Friday’s 5-2 loss at Worcester.

One goalie’s misfortune is another’s gain

Robin Robin ShortPublished on February 10, 2014
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The St. John’s IceCaps’ Eric O’Dell (14) sends the puck back to the point under pressure from the Worcester Sharks’ Eriah Hayes (18) and Freddie Hamilton (12) as the IceCaps’ Andrew Gordon (10) looks on in front of the Sharks netminder Troy Grosenick during the teams’ American Hockey League game Sunday afternoon at Mile One Centre. The Sharks won 4-2.

With Pasquale out with season-ending surgery, Hutchinson taking over as IceCaps’ No. 1 

When Michael Hutchinson learned Eddie Pasquale was done for the remainder of the St. John’s IceCaps’ season, Hutchinson felt his goaltending colleague’s pain.

Hutchinson, the new No. 1 puckstop in town, had the same surgery Pasquale is facing at the tail end of the 2011-12 hockey season. But unlike Pasquale, who is having an operation on one hip, Hutchinson had the job done on both his hips.

“I know what he’s going through, and how hard it is to play through it,” Hutchinson said Sunday, after the IceCaps dropped a 4-2 decision to the Worcester Sharks and settle for a split of their weekend American Hockey League series.

“I definitely feel for him, but I’m excited for this opportunity to play a lot of games and make a playoff push.”

Pasquale will undergo surgery to repair what Winnipeg Jets’ general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff confirmed was a hip joint issue within the next two weeks in his native Toronto.

The 23-year-old Pasquale was 17-13-1 on the season, with a 2.43 goals against average and .920 save percentage.

The technical term is Femoroacetabular Impingement, although Hutchinson merely referred to it as hip impingement surgery.

“It took me about four months to recover,” Hutchinson said. “I had both hips done six days apart, but you know something, I was on the bike the very next day.

“They make you get back into it right away which makes you feel like you’re doing something. Honestly, I felt better than I did even in junior after the surgery. It’s amazing what they can do.”

The timing is not exactly impeccable for Pasquale. He will be a restricted free agent at the end of the year, and was hoping to push for the backup job in Winnipeg next season.

But then, there are two ways to look at it: 1. he’s getting the job done now, ensuring he will be healthy when training camp opens next fall or 2. chances are the Jets will want him to play, and play a lot, after missing half the 2013-14 season, meaning he’ll start another year in the minors.

“The thing with injuries is there is never a good time,” Cheveldayoff said. “Anytime a major surgery puts you out for an extended period of time, you can look for silver linings all you want but at the end of the day, there are none.”

The Jets’ boss said the decision to have surgery now was all Pasquale’s.

“Whenever it comes to an injury, it comes down to the decision of the player,” he said. “It’s a not a situation where the team can weigh in and say this is what you should and shouldn’t do.

“The player knows his body the best, and obviously in consultation with the doctors, they’re the ones who ultimately make that call. It falls into the players hands.”

Being thrust into the starting role for the IceCaps is another twist in Hutchinson’s relatively young career.

The 23-year-old from Barrie, Ont., played the past two years for the AHL’s Providence Bruins, and was signed by the Jets last summer.

He was sent to the ECHL’s Ontario Reign after training camp as the Jets elected to keep rookie Jussi Olkinuora in St. John’s.

That all changed when Hutchinson was called up in mid-January, and Olkinuora was optioned to Ontario.

Since then, Hutchinson has delivered, to the tune of a 7-3-0 record, 2.31 goals against average and .924 save percentage.

“It was a little bit frustrating right off the bat any time you’re sent down, whether it’s the NHL to the AHL, or AHL to the ECHL,” he said. “There’s disappointment, but after that you realize you have to make the most of it, and show you can dominate in that league. And I was happy I was able to do that.

“Now I’m happy to be up here.”

Hutchinson wasn’t overly happy Sunday after the Sharks skated into Mile One Centre and took the second game of a weekend series following a 5-3 loss Saturday.

The setback leaves St. John’s 28-18-1-2 at the all-star break, and fifth place in the very tight Eastern Conference standings.

Travis Oleksuk, Rob Davison, Eriah Hayes and Dan DaSilva scored for the Sharks Sunday. Blair Riley and Kael Mouillierat had the IceCaps’ goals.

The Sharks led 3-0 early in the third period, but goals by Riley and Mouillierat brought the Mile One Centre crowd to life.

The IceCaps pulled Hutchinson in favour of an extra attacker with 90 seconds left in regulation, but could not get the equalizer.

Rather, DaSilva scored into an empty net to ice it for Worcester.

The IceCaps are off for four days during the AHL’s Assante Wealth Management All-Star Classic at Mile One Wednesday night.

The team is back in action this Friday night in Manchester, N.H., the first game of a 10-day, six-game road trip.

rshort@thetelegram.com

NOTES: In addition to Kevin Cheveldayoff, AHL president Dave Andrews was also at Mile One Centre last night, along with popular former St. John’s Maple Leafs’ captain Nathan Dempsey and former St. John’s Maple Leafs’ general manager Bill Watters. All are in town for the all-star festivities … Eric O’Dell and Zach Redmond were in the IceCaps” lineup Sunday, and both picked up an assist. O’Dell has two goals and an assist in 14 games with the Winnipeg Jets, while Redmond has only appeared in three NHL games this season. He has been scratched the past 14 games … Adam Lowry saw his five-game goalscoring streak snapped … The emergence of O’Dell in the lineup meant Kyle MacKinnon was scratched. It’s the first time he’s been scratched from a game since Oct. 12 … The Molson-Coors three stars were 1. Rob Davison 2. Kael Mouillierat 3. Rylan Schwartz … Brian Rogers’s choice as the Mary Brown’s hardest working IceCap was John Albert ...

IceCaps reel in Sharks; win eighth game in past 10 starts
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The St. John’s IceCaps overcame a slow start to post a 5-2 victory over the Worcester Sharks in American Hockey League play Saturday night.

John Albert scored twice – including a penalty shot goal, the first in IceCaps’ history – as St. John’s won for the eighth time in its last 10 starts. Red hot Adam Lowry netted his seventh goal in eight games – he’s now on a five-game goalscoring streak – and Kael Mouillierat had a goal and an assist. Jerome Samson also scored for the winners, who played before the 100th straight sellout (6,287 paid) at Mile One Centre.

Konrad Abeltshauser and Rylan Schwartz replied.

Michael Hutchinson stopped 31 shots for the win.

The IceCaps did not have the start they wanted when Abeltshauser scored only 35 seconds after the drop of the puck, with a shot from the blueline that got past a screened Hutchinson.

Despite being outplayed, the IceCaps got that one back at 14:07 on Mouillierat’s 13th on the year, and 16 seconds later, it was Albert with the first of his two.

They were only the IceCaps’ third and fourth shots on goal.

The teams traded goals in the second – by Samson and Schwartz – but the backbreaker for the Sharks came early in the third period when Albert was awarded a penalty shot after referee Mark Lemelin judged that Brodie Reid impeded the St. John’s forward, who was dashing in on Sharks goalie Harry Sateri.

Albert made the most of his chance, beating Sateri for his eighth goal.

“It was a nice goal, a nice shot,” said coach Keith McCambridge of the Albert goal. “Yeah, it was a big goal.

“He skates with a lot of speed, plays a real fast, high tempo game. It was a big goal.”

For good measure, Lowry kept his streak alive with an insurance marker at the 8:20 mark of the third.

Sateri finished the night with 22 stops.

The teams meet again 4 o’clock this afternoon.

Pasquale to undergo season-ending surgery
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Goalie is done for the year; O'Dell, Redmond to rejoin IceCaps

© — Photo by Jeff Parsons/St. John’s IceCaps 

Eddie Pasquale

The St. John’s IceCaps have lost goaltender Eddie Pasquale to season-ending surgery.

IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge confirmed after his team’s 5-2 American Hockey League victory over the Worcester Sharks that Pasquale will have surgery, likely in his native Toronto, within the next two weeks.

McCambridge would only say the goalie has a “lower body injury”, but one source indicated it’s in the hip area.

The 23-year-old puckstop was 17-13-1 on the season, with a 2.43 goals against average and .920 save percentage.

Entering Friday’s slate of games, Pasquale was second in the AHL in saves, and the fifth-busiest goaltender in minutes played.

“It’s been nagging him for a little while,” McCambridge said. “It didn’t just happen to him the last game. He and his agent have discussed options and they decided now is the best time for him to have the surgery.

“He’s been a big part of this team for two and a half years. He’s won some big games for us this year, so anytime you lose a goaltender of his calibre, it’s definitely a hit to your team.”

On Saturday, the IceCaps signed former Dallas Stars draft pick (second round, 59th overall) Tyler Beskorowany to a professional tryout contract to backup Michael Hutchinson.

Beskorowany appeared in 32 games for the ECHL’s San Francisco Bulls this season, going 14-13-3 with a 3.37 GAA and .89 save percentage.

He played the past two seasons with the AHL’s Texas Stars.

“I wouldn’t use term blow or setback,” said McCambridge of the Pasquale injury. “We lost Jason King to a season-ending injury, we lost Hunter Tremblay to season-ending injury (both last season).

“It’s unfortunate, but it happens in pro sports. Eddie’s been a good goalie for us, but we’ll have to deal with it. And hopefully he gets better and he’s able to get his health back to where it needs to be next year.”

If there was some good news Saturday, it lies in the fact Eric O’Dell and Zach Redmond were reassigned to St. John’s, at least for the Olympic break.

The two were dispatched to the IceCaps following the Winnipeg Jets’ game in St. Louis Saturday.

Depending on their travel arrangements, they could be in the St. John’s lineup for the IceCaps-Worcester Sharks game Sunday afternoon.

rshort@thetelegram.com

A little bit of this, and a little bit of that

Robin Robin ShortPublished on February 08, 2014

Share 12 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

Most IceCaps fans don’t want to hear this, but the odds are not exactly stacked in St. John’s favour that the city will land another American Hockey League franchise when the Winnipeg Jets pick up stakes and leave town next year.

The problem is simple, really: there are not a lot of teams or franchises available, and don’t hold your breath on the Ottawa Senators, whose affiliation agreement with Binghamton, N.Y. expires the same time as the St. John’s-Winnipeg contract — after the 2014-15 season.

And don’t think money will come into play in any decision-making. Because, 1. the cost of operating a minor league operation is, in the big picture, lunch money, or akin to employing a third-line NHL winger. And, 2. the falling Canadian dollar has no bearing on a Canadian-based NHL team running its farm club out of the U.S., like Ottawa and Bingo. That’s because most, if not all, operating expenses in Binghamton are paid for by the Binghamton franchise.

It says here the best shot at an AHL team for St. John’s comes from the province of Quebec, and no, not the Montreal Canadiens.

Quebec City is forging ahead with its new hockey arena, and don’t think for a moment the folks up there are driving a $400-million project without some kind of guarantee from the NHL — an unofficial wink and a nudge — that expansion is pending.

And therein lies St. John’s best crack at the AHL. Quebec City, like Winnipeg a few years ago, will need a minor league outfit put together in a hurry.

And just as this city proved three years ago, it will be ready, willing and definitely able.

Nobody asked me, but ...

Say one thing for St. John’s, considering the AHL’s home office really, really wants a franchise to remain in St. John’s where it recognizes a solid market, and the fact Glenn Stanford is one of league’s senior statesman with an array of industry contacts, and the fact Danny Williams’ has a propensity for getting things done, if this city does not land a team in the next 12-24 months, it never will again ... Martin St. Louis may be 38, but he can still scoot and score ... There are still many who contend that of the Newfoundland-produced hockey players, none possess the all-round, pure skill John Slaney boasted ...

And I thought I had it rough in Torino? Eight years ago, covering the Torino Winter Olympics, my accommodations were in the village of Grugliasco. My particular “Media Village” was a future veterinarian school residence, and my room was designed for wheelchair access. This room, home for nearly three weeks, was about a 20 feet x 20 feet in area, with a single bed, night table, small armoire, a desk, chair and tiny TV that at least had the BBC. Nothing else. I wanted to buy some furniture to decorate the place. But at least I had a shower curtain ... I get it that folks don’t care what the media has to go through, from frightful travel tales to accommodation woes, to get the story. But when these same media people relay stories of second- and third-rate living conditions in Sochi, they are at the same time reporting on the conditions athletes and visitors to the Russian city are facing. So it irks me when I hear some, especially those in the media, who should know better, chiding sports reporters for complaining about their accommodations. Then again, if Gander is the furthest you’ve been, you probably have no idea what it’s like to work for two-plus weeks far away from home ...

The IceCaps have a half-decent team, but imagine St. John’s with Eric O’Dell and Zach Redmond back in the lineup? And if Winnipeg fails to make the Stanley Cup playoffs, picture Jacob Trouba and Mark Scheifele, both on entry level contracts, playing for St. John’s in the post season. But would their appearance in the lineup upset the chemistry apple cart? ... Pitchers and catchers report Thursday ...

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort

IceCaps beat P-Bruins in shootout
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The St. John’s IceCaps’ Paul Postma (4) and the Providence Bruins’ Tommy Cross (3) converge on a loose puck in the Bruins’ defensive zone during the teams’ American Hockey League game at Mile One Centre on Wednesday night. Looking on are Bruins’ goalie Malcolm Subban, the IceCaps’ Jason Jaffray and Providence blueliner Zach Trotman. The IceCaps won 4-3 in a shootout.

St. John’s collects 4-3 victory at Mile One Centre; Worcester Sharks in town this weekend

Chalk this one up as winning ugly.

Despite some shaky goaltending, surrendering a league-leading 12th shorthanded goal and a pitiful four-on-three power play performance in overtime that resulted in only one shot on goal, the St. John’s IceCaps still managed to come away with two points Wednesday night against the Providence Bruins.

Kael Mouillierat and Jason Jaffray scored in the shootout, and Eddie Pasquale stopped all four Bruins shooters as the IceCaps pulled out a 4-3 shootout win at Mile One Centre.

The win gives St. John’s a 27-17-1-2 record and vaults the IceCaps to fourth place in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference standings.

However, only two points separate six teams in the East, including the P-Bruins, who dropped to 24-18-1-6.

But there was certainly no celebrating in the IceCaps locker room after this one, a game in which Pasquale stopped 30 of 33 shots, but the pucks that did get by him were very questionable shots.

In the third period, with St. John’s nursing a 3-2 lead, the IceCaps gave up yet another shorthanded goal. Then, in OT, the home side couldn’t do anything on the power play when Bruins captain Mike Moore was penalized for playing the puck with a broken stick.

“We can’t be satisfied with the way that finished up,” said Andrew Gordon, one of the IceCaps’ goalscorers.

“It’s tough to put your finger on who is a winner and who is a loser in a situation like this. But they’re taking three of four points from us, and for a team that’s chasing us (in the standings), we cannot allow that.”

Rookie Adam Lowry, who is on fire with his sixth goal in seven games, and Paul Postma also scored for the IceCaps. Postma, who also collected an assist, is on an injury rehab assignment from the Winnipeg Jets.

Nick Johnson, Alexander Khoklachev and Tyler Randell scored for the Bruins.

Pasquale was making his first start in seven games and the inactivity showed early on as Johnson scored on a one-timer to the short side on a four-on-four play. It was only the Bruins’ second shot on goal.

After Lowry and Gordon scored back-to-back goals to give St. John’s a 2-1 lead, Khoklachev beat Pasquale through the legs to knot things up.

Then, after Postma scored a goal that P-Bruins goalie Malcolm Subban should have stopped, Randell knocked the puck past Postma at the St. John’s blueline, raced up the ice eluding the rangy St. John’s defenceman and his partner, Brenden Kichton, and slipped the puck past Pasquale to tie the game once again with teammate Moore in the box for boarding.

“I’m a believer you never blame a goaltender,” Gordon said. “There are five guys on the ice and someone has to make a wrong play before it gets to our end of the ice.

“Eddie’s made big saves for us all year. There are some he’d probably want back, but that’s hockey.

“Fact is, the power play has to do a better job. We allowed another shorthanded goal, and late in the game in overtime, we didn’t generate a whole lot.

“It works both ways. We’re finding ways to score, but there still could be another level for us to execute at and it’s something we need to work on going down the stretch,” he said.

The IceCaps are off today and Friday before playing host to the Worcester Sharks 7:30 Saturday night and four o’clock Sunday afternoon.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Bruins put an end to IceCaps’ winning ways
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St. John’s IceCaps forward Carl Klingberg tries to deflect a shot past Providence Bruins goalie Malcolm Subban during the teams’ American Hockey League game at Mile One Centre on Tuesday night. Subban stopped 27 shots as the Bruins won 3-2. The loss snapped the IceCaps’ six-game winning streak and kept the club from a franchise-record seventh straight victory. The teams meet again tonight, 7:30, at Mile One.

Providence snaps St. John’s winning streak with 3-1 victory at Mile One, rematch tonight

The IceCaps’ quest for a franchise first was quelled by what’s become a franchise concern Tuesday night as St. John’s dropped a 3-2 decision to the Providence Bruins.

It’s not that the IceCaps lost that’s worrisome. St. John’s, after all, was coming off a six-game win streak and seeking a franchise-high seven straight games with a victory.

Or that they were thoroughly outplayed by the Bruins, which wasn’t the case.

It’s just that the home side gave up another shorthanded goal last night, an American Hockey League-high 11 as the Bruins gained a bit of revenge on the IceCaps, who took a pair of games in Providence on their most recent road trip.

Anthony Camara scored the winning goal at 15:07 of the third period, but it was Craig Cunningham’s shorthanded goal at 11:10 of the third that staked Providence to a 2-1 lead and effectively broke the backs of the IceCaps.

“It’s a 1-1 game, we’re right in it, and to give up a shorthanded goal … well, it can’t happen,” coach Keith McCambridge said afterwards.

“We realize we give up too many (shorthanded goals). They’re momentum killers.”

Matt Lindblad also scored for the winners. Adam Lowry and Ben Chiarot had the St. John’s goals.

Lindblad got the game’s opening goal, 27 seconds into the second period, one-timing a centering pass from Nick Johnson.

Just over four minutes later, as St. John’s enjoyed a power play, Jerome Samson’s shot from the point was sailing wide but hit big centre Lowry, who was credited with his ninth goal on the year.

It stood 1-1 until just over mid-way through the third period when Lindblad went off for hooking.

Samson, a crafty winger, was again on the point, but an ill-advised pass was intercepted which led to Cunningham’s goal.

“The thing is, our power play was really strong except for that one (goal against),” McCambridge said. “We were pushing in the right direction.

“But even when we are on the power play, the mentality doesn’t change: we still have to be responsible with the puck.”

Camara staked the Bruins to a 3-1 lead with less than five minutes left in regulation time. Chiarot gave the Mile One faithful some hope with a rink-length dash that led to a goal squirting between Malcolm Subban’s legs with 3:17 left, but the IceCaps could not score the equalizer.

Subban finished the night with 27 saves. Michael Hutchinson, making his seventh straight start for the IceCaps, stopped 28 of 31 shots.

The teams meet again 7:30 tonight.

rshort@thetelegram.com

IceCaps’ Kichton named January’s rookie of the month
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St. John’s hosts Providence Bruins tonight

There’s much that could happen (or not happen) over the remaining 10 weeks of the American Hockey League regular season, but as it stands, with 37 points in 45 games, St. John’s IceCaps’ defenceman Brenden Kichton is on pace for a 62-point first pro season.

Brenden Kichton

To put that in perspective, the AHL record for points by a rookie rearguard is 66, set by none other than St. John’s native John Slaney with the Baltimore Skipjacks in 1992-93, and that was during an 80-game season; the league schedule has since been scaled back to 76 games.

More than a third of Kichton’s points to date came in January, when he had three goals and 11 assists, along with a plus-six rating, in 12 games as he helped St. John’s to a 9-3-0 record for the month.

For that performance, the AHL has named the 21-year-old Edmonton native as its CCM/AHL rookie of the month for January.

It’s the second recent league recognition for Kichton; a week ago, he was added to the AHL roster for the All-Star Classic next week at Mile One Centre in St. John’s.

Kichton and the IceCaps (26-16-3) are back on the ice tonight as they host the Providence Bruins at Mile One (7:30 p.m. start). With six straight wins, St. John’s will be looking to set a team record for consecutive victories.

Two of the six wins in the IceCaps’ current streak came on the road against Providence (23-19-6), which has gone 3-7-0 in its last 10 games to fall out of playoff position in the AHL’s Eastern Conference.

This will be the first of four games — all at home — in less than six days for the IceCaps in advance of the AHL All-Star Classic next week in St. John’s. They’ll play the Bruins again Wednesday night and then welcome the Worcester Sharks for matchups Saturday night and Sunday afternoon.

•••••

Getting back to Kichton: He sits second overall among all AHL defencemen in scoring, trailing only Toronto Marlies’ rearguard and former St. John’s Fog Devil T.J. Brennan (19-27-46), and is third in AHL overall rookie scoring, trailing only forwards Curtis McKenzie (16-27-43) of the Texas Stars and Ryan Strome (10-30-40) of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

Kichton has a ways to go if he hopes to challenge Slaney’s AHL rookie defenceman record of 20 goals in a season, but he’s right on pace to equal the league mark for assists by a first-year blueliner, which is 47, set by the Hershey Bears’ Mike Gaul in 1997-98.

With 28 helpers through 45 games, Kichton’s pro-rated total for a full 76 games would be 47.222.

Notes: Since the IceCaps’ two wins at Providence in late January, the P-Bruins received forward Ryan Spooner and defenceman Zach Trotman from the parent team in Boston. However, on Monday, David Warsofsky, Providence’s top-scoring defenceman, was called up by Boston, which won’t have captain Zdeno Chara for games Thursday and Saturday. That’s because the big blueliner will be carrying the flag for Slovakia in Friday’s opening ceremonies of the Sochi Winter Olympics ... Veteran Nick Johnson (16-20-36) is the leading scorer for Providence ...

bmcc@thetelegram.com

IceCaps aim to bring road success home
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St. John’s returns to Mile One in search of franchise-record seventh straight win, host P-Bruins Tuesday

That gentleman, is what Keith McCambridge was saying.    

You may have seen the latest Netflix commercial, where a hockey coach gives his sullen team a dressing-room pep talk ... sort of.

IceCaps logo

Instead of delivering a speech, this coach instead refers to one from a hockey movie, asking his players if they recall what was said by the coach in that film. When they indicate yes, he finishes up with the line “Well that gentleman, is what I’m saying!,” the cue for a suddenly fired-up team to head back on to the ice.

McCambridge’s St. John’s IceCaps certainly weren’t sullen Saturday as they prepared to take on the Manchester Monarchs in southern New Hampshire. After all, the IceCaps had won five straight, including the first four games of a New England road swing they were concluding that night.

Still, the St. John’s coach was a tad concerned, noting “the percentages show that in the last game of a road trip, there is often a bit of letdown,” and he felt compelled to point out the need to guard against that.

As it turned out, there was no such letdown as St. John’s went on to a 3-1 win over the Monarchs, the overall leader of the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference.

“I like the work ethic of this team, I like the way the way they play for each other and I think you saw that (Saturday) night,” said McCambridge.

“The players realized the importance of the game and they wanted to continue the push that’s (led to the winning streak).

“I didn’t need to say much, just a reminder.”

The words of that reminder — like those of the referred-to speech in the commercial — are unreleased and unrecorded — “I’m not going to give out what I said, line for line,” chuckled McCambridge (who has seen the Netflix ad).

But he may have to use the speech, or a version of it, Tuesday night, when St. John’s begins a four-game stretch at Mile One Centre as it takes on the visiting Providence Bruins. That’s because McCambridge agrees the first home game after a road trip can be just as problematic.

“It’s the same as the last game of a road trip. For a lot of reasons, it’s always seems to be a test,” he said.

In fact, this whole homestand may be a test. Including its two weekend road games (the IceCaps beat the Portland Pirates 7-4 on Friday), the Tuesday and Wednesday matchups against the P-Bruins, and two more Saturday and Sunday at Mile One against the Worcester Sharks, St. John’s will have played six games in nine days, with travel.

Still, there is no arguing that this is a team on a roll, and a timely one at that.

The six-game win streak — which ties an IceCaps’ team record — comes as many of the other clubs fighting for playoff position in the Eastern Conference are also finding success.

In fact, entering today, only five points separate the teams sitting in positions 4 to 8 in the conference standings. The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Norfolk Admirals have 56 points, one more than St. John’s and the Albany Devils, who are in turn one point in front of the Hershey Bears, who currently hold the last playoff position. The Penguins and Admirals have played one more game than the other three teams.

Notes: Defenceman Paul Postma, who was the game’s first star Saturday night after assisting on all three IceCaps’ goals, travelled with the team to St. John’s Sunday. Postma is on a conditioning assignment from the parent Winnipeg Jets that could last two weeks or less. “He’ll play the two games (against Providence) and we’ll see from there,” answered McCambridge when asked the plan for Postma, who is working his way back into game shape after being sidelined for three months by blood clots in his leg ... St. John’s last loss was Jan. 18, when it was shut out 6-0 by the Monarchs at Mile One. Since then, the IceCaps have outscored the opposition 26-12, with goaltender Michael Hutchinson getting the start in every game. What’s more, two of their wins in the six-game winning streak have come against Manchester, improving St. John’s record to 6-3 against the Monarchs so far this season. Six of Manchester’s 13 losses this season have been to St. John’s ... The IceCaps scored at least one power-play goal in each of its five wins on the road swing, and went 10-for-28 overall. They allowed just three power-play goals in 22 opposition opportunities during the trip ...

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Twitter: @telybrendan

IceCaps rolling home on a six-game win streak
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Complete perfect road trip with a 3-1 victory over Manchester

On this trip, the St. John’s IceCaps didn’t get tripped up once..

 Paul Postma assisted on all the St. John’s goals and Michael Hutchinson made 28 saves as the IceCaps beat the Manchester Monarchs 3-1 in American Hockey League action Saturday night in Manchester, N.H., completing a New England road swing that saw St. John’s (26-16-3) win all five games.

IceCaps logo

Adam Lowry, Kyle McKinnon and team captain Jason Jaffray had the goals for the IceCaps, who have won six games in a row — tying a franchise record — and eight of their last nine contests.

Linden Vey had the only goal for Manchester (29-13-7).

St. John’s last loss was Jan. 18, when it was shut out 6-0 by the Monarchs at Mile One Centre. Since then, the IceCaps have outscored the opposition 26-12, with Hutchinson getting the start in every game. 

What’s more, two of their wins in the six-game winning streak have come against Eastern Conference-leading Manchester, improving St. John’s record to 6-3 against the Monarchs so far this season. In fact, six of Manchester’s 13 losses this season have been to St. John’s.

The IceCaps return home in a tie for sixth place in the Eastern Conference with the Albany Devils, a point behind the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Norfolk Admirals and three points ahead of the Hershey Bears, who hold the eighth and final playoff spot in the conference.

St. John’s next plays Tuesday and Wednesday, when it hosts the Providence Bruins (23-18-6) at Mile One Centre.

Notes

IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge used the same lineup as he did on Friday, when St. John’s beat the Portland Pirates 7-4. That meant there were seven defencemen dressed, including Postma, playing his second game after a conditioning assignment from the parent Winnipeg Jets .... Forwards Austen Brassard, Josh Lunden and Ryan Schnell, along with defenceman Kris Fredheim were scratches for the IceCaps. Lunden and Fredheim are injured ... St. John’s went 1-for-3 with the man advantage and 3-for-3 on the penalty kill Saturday. The IceCaps scored at least one power-play goal in each of its five wins on the road swing, and went 10-for-28 overall. They allowed just three power-play goals in 22 opposition opportunities during the trip ... The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday: 1. Postma 2. Hutchinson 3. Vey… Brian Rogers’ choice as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Adam Lowry ...

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Twitte: @telybrendan

What are the options?
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OTTAWA — Everyone agrees, it seems, St. John’s is a very, very good minor pro hockey market, a “mini NHL rink” as one hockey executive dubbed Mile One Centre Thursday morning as the Senators practised in Ottawa.

In their brief history, the IceCaps have become, in many ways, the envy of most American Hockey League centres — sellout crowds, pacesetters in corporate backing and revenue, merchandise sales through the roof.

But is that enough to ensure a viable American league franchise in St. John’s for years to come?

Even around NHL arenas, hockey people — like Tampa Bay Lightning coach Jon Cooper, a big fan of St. John’s having come through numerous times with the Norfolk Admirals/Syracuse Crunch — are well aware the clock is ticking on the IceCaps, when the lease with the parent Winnipeg Jets runs out the end of next season.

The Jets, of course, announced last week an agreement with a group headed by former NHL coach and broadcaster Gary Green to partner in a Thunder Bay, Ont. arena deal, which would see Winnipeg move its farm club from St. John’s to northern Ontario.

Now, the boss — one Danny Williams, the IceCaps’ president and CEO, who may be admired as much in this town as he is back home — is fairly confident the AHL will survive in St. John’s sans Winnipeg.

Williams has even said he’d buy a franchise, if that’s what it takes, knowing the value — from both an economic and social standpoint — it brings to the city and province.

St. John’s is good for the AHL, he says, harkening back to our earlier point of the spinning turnstiles and burgeoning support.

All well and good, but Williams and chief lieutenant Glenn Stanford will have to a) find a franchise for sale and b) convince an NHL team to climb on board as a parent club.

Lot easier said than done.

So what are the options?

Consider these:

The Senators, it is believed, would make a nice fit for St. John’s. Ottawa’s contract with Binghamton, N.Y. ends after the 2014-15 season — like St. John’s and Winnipeg’s deal — and the nation’s capital is fairly accessible with flights from St. John’s.

It helps the Sens, unlike the Jets, play in the NHL’s Eastern Conference.

But before St. John’s hockey fans run out and start buying Jason Spezza jerseys, consider this: nobody here in this town has heard of any such talk, Ottawa and Bingo have a relationship dating back 12 years, and the cities are separated by a four-hour drive.

That close proximity — which is and always will be the stumbling block with St. John’s — came to light in early December when Ottawa suffered an injury in practice. The call was placed to Bingo and Cody Ceci was dispatched to Ottawa pronto, without so much time as to call his parents with the news.

Ceci reached Canadian Tire Centre in time for the game against Buffalo, played and has been in the lineup ever since.

Don’t think, either, the fading Canadian dollar has an impact on Canadian teams operating in U.S. markets. That’s because salaries are paid in U.S. currency anyway, and any expenses incurred by the AHL Senators are paid for by Binghamton.

The Montreal Canadiens’ farm club has been drawing spit at Copps Coliseum — has been for years — as the Hamilton Bulldogs, but the storyline surrounding that team remains unchanged — it’s eventually destined for Laval, Que., when a new rink in that city is built.

Whenever that is.  

Even before the Winnipeg Jets emerged a couple of years ago, the New York Islanders were mentioned — perhaps in passing — as a suitor for St. John’s.

But the Isles remain in Bridgeport, Conn., and even if New York is exploring options for its farm team, word is the team could move the AHL club to Nassau County Coliseum when the Islanders vacate that rink for Brooklyn, N.Y. in 2015-16.

New Jersey could also be a fit for St. John’s, considering the Devils’ farm club in Albany, N.Y. is drawing only 3,000 fans per game. Helps, too, there’s a daily flight between Newfoundland and Newark.

But with the Philadelphia Flyers leaving Glens Falls when a new rink in Allentown, Pa., is constructed, that city in the Adirondack region of upstate New York will be looking for a team, making nearby New Jersey a nice fit.

Some teams — not saying Jersey is one of them — don’t care about the farmhands playing before big crowds. They just want the players handy in case of emergency.

So what’s left after that? Not a lot. Hershey’s been around forever, and not going anywhere. Syracuse is also dug in. Providence and Boston have been partners forever and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Pittsburgh are only hours apart. And there’s no way any of the west coast NHL teams — Vancouver, L.A., San Jose, etc. — will even consider Newfoundland.

So there are not, at this time, a lot of options.

Not to say all is lost.

With an NHL-calibre rink going up in Quebec City, there’s a chance the NHL could be considering expansion sooner rather than later, and that/those team(s) would need a farm club.

A team in the east, namely Quebec City, might find St. John’s attractive.

Then there’s the possibility Winnipeg could last longer than expected. Funding for that Thunder Bay arena project isn’t carved in stone, and quibbling over who’s paying the bills can tend to be a show-stopper.

The Jets could move their minor league team to Winnipeg, as has been suggested, but should be mindful — as they probably are — of the prospect of cannibalizing their own product, which can happen when a farm club plays in the same city as its parent team (Philadelphia, years ago, being the exception).

Ultimately, anything can happen, but everyone seems to agree the league sees the value in a franchise in St. John’s, and the tandem of Stanford, with his array of contacts, and Williams, given his track record of getting things done, provide a beacon of hope for St. John’s and the future of American league hockey.

Now they just need to get something done.

No pressure.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort

Pro Hockey: Late heroics lift Rockford IceHogs over Utica Comets
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Comets defenseman Kent Huskins and IceHogs forward Alex Broadhurst battle for control of the puck next to the boards in the first period Sunday, Feb. 9, 2014, at the BMO Harris Bank Center in downtown Rockford.ERIK ANDERSON/RRSTAR.COM | 
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Comets defenseman Kent Huskins and IceHogs forward Alex Broadhurst battle for control of the puck next to the boards in the first period Sunday, Feb. 9, 2014, at the BMO Harris Bank Center in downtown Rockford.IceHogs winger Jeremy Morin takes a slapshot as Comets center Jeremy Welsh blocks the puck in the first period Sunday, Feb. 9, 2014, at the BMO Harris Bank Center in downtown Rockford.IceHogs winger Jeremy Morin quickly looks up to make a pass as Comets defenseman Alex Biega blocks the shot in the first period Sunday, Feb. 9, 2014, at the BMO Harris Bank Center in downtown Rockford.IceHogs center Brandon Pirri celebrates with teammates after scoring the first goal of the game Sunday, Feb. 9, 2014, against the Utica Comets at the BMO Harris Bank Center in downtown Rockford.
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ROCKFORD - Terry Broadhurst had the puck on a 2-on-1 rush with brother Alex to his side. Tie game in overtime.

The BMO Harris Bank Center crowd of 3,752 wondered: Would Terry shoot? Would he pass?

Two people knew what was coming: Terry and Alex.

That helps set up how Alex tallied the game-ender at 2:09 to cap a late Rockford IceHogs rally for a 5-4 AHL victory today over the Utica Comets.

"With a 2-on-1 with me and him, I know he's going to pass to me," Alex said. "And if I have the puck, I'm going to pass to him. So I knew it was coming, so I just went out and buried it."

Terry smiled while contemplating how many times the two had experienced moments like that in pond hockey growing up.

"It's a lot of fun," he said. "Obviously, you're playing to win the game. We got the 2-on-1 and you don't really think about it. You're just going down to make the play and it happened and it's 'Wow, we just connected in overtime to win the game.'

"It's pretty special."

It also looked unlikely. 

Rockford was trailing 4-3 with less than three minutes to go in regulation. That's when Garret Ross jammed home a power-play goal at 17:19.

To that point, Rockford had squandered a pair of two-goal leads mainly because of a hat trick by Utica's Nicklas Jensen in a span of 5:40 of the second period.

"It was nerve-wracking and frustrating at the same time," IceHogs head coach Ted Dent said. "I don't think we put on that great of a push in the third period when we were down. We only had, like, five shots at the 10-minute mark.

"For whatever reason, we didn't have the desperation we needed. You have to give credit to the guys, and Rossy for getting the big goal there for us."

Brandon Pirri and Alex Broadhurst goals gave Rockford a 2-0 lead, and Jeremy Morin stayed hot with his 15th goal of the season for a 3-1 advantage before Jensen's heroics.

Rockford (24-21-4-2) posted its fourth straight win and sixth in seven outings; the Comets drop to 18-23-2-4.

"The past couple of years, we've always had a good second half," said Pirri, who heads to the AHL All-Star Game. "And the fact we are already in the mix and hitting our stride is huge for us."

Notes: Rockford finished its season series with Utica 2-0. . Morin's hat trick Saturday lifted him to No. 1 all-time for franchise goals, 71, passing Preston Mizzi (69). . Saturday's 8-3 win over Iowa was coach Ted Dent's 100th, so his 101 total puts him third for Rockford behind Steve Martinson (142) and Bill Peters (122).

Saginaw Spirit fall apart in third period of disappointing loss to Sault Ste. Marie
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Jared McCann of Sault Ste. Marie forced a stoppage with 1:01 left in the second period against the Saginaw Spirit when his shot broke the class at Wendler Arena in The Dow Event Center on Saturday, Feb. 8. (Cory Butzin | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — It’s a story that’s been played out countless times this season.

But the Saginaw Spirit don’t seem to tire of the plot line.

Saginaw hosted division leading Sault Ste. Marie to The Dow Event Center and took advantage of a couple early breakaway chances, but succumbed to four goals in the third period of a disappointing 6-5 loss to the Greyhounds.

“A lot of the losses we’ve had this season, we’ve outplayed teams,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “But at times, we’ve handed the momentum to them on a silver platter and they make us pay.”

The Spirit took a 3-2 lead into the third period, but one defensive lapse led to another and another and they got out of sync, which the Greyhounds took advantage of to score goals by Jared McCann, Alex Gudbranson, Tyler Gaudet and Trent Mallette to hold on for the win.

The Soo improved to 36-14-1-4, while Saginaw fell to 25-24-4-1 with its fourth straight loss.

Nick Moutrey got Saginaw on the board five minutes when he took a long pass from Justin Sefton up through the neutral zone where he beat the Soo defender and goalie Matt Murray for a breakaway goal, and Dylan Sadowy did the same five minutes later for a shorthanded tally that made it 2-0.

“We probably could have created more (chances) if we had stayed with the same game,” Gilbert said. “But to me it’s selfishness. It’s hockey sense and not sticking to the plan.”

The Greyounds quickly got back into the game with a Tyler Gaudet goal 47 seconds into the second period, before Gaudet scored to tie it 2-2 at 5:11 of the period.

Saginaw fought right back with another breakaway that Eric Locke snuck by Murray’s skate for a shorthanded goal and 3-2 lead, but it was all Greyhounds down the stretch.

Luke Cairns scored midway through the third period for Saginaw, and Kristoff Kontos added a goal during 6-on-5 in the final minutes to draw within a goal, but it was too little too late.

Paterson made 35 stops for the Spirit, while Murray had 19 for the Soo.

Locke had a goal and two assists for Saginaw, and Sergey Tolchinsky and Jean Dupuy had three assists for the Greyhounds.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit were blitzed in the opening minute.

And that was the difference.

Niagara hosted Saginaw on Friday, Feb. 7 and scored twice in the first 68 seconds and held on to down the Spirit 4-2.

It marked the second straight loss for Saginaw, which falls to 25-23-4-1 and 55 points, while Niagara improved to 18-27-2-5 with 43 points.

Saginaw was penalized for too many men on the ice 45 seconds into the game and Aaron Haydon made them pay with a power play goal seven seconds into the man advantage for the 1-0 lead, and Graham Knott added his sixth goal of the season 16 seconds later for a 2-0 lead.

Eric Ming broke through for his 20th goal of the season at 13:01 of the first for a 3-0 lead for Niagara and what proved to be the game-winner.

Justin Sefton got the Spirit on the board four minutes into the second period on the power play with his 13th of the year, and Kristoff Kontos scored his 20th goal of the season shorthanded in the third to draw within a goal at 3-2.

But Niagara was able to close out on the power play with a Vince Dunn goal at 16:08 of the period.

Nikita Serebryakov had 31 saves for Saginaw, and Brent Moran stopped 35 shots for Niagara.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — A potential playoff matchup foreshadowed an ill omen for the Saginaw Spirit who travelled to take on the Erie Otters and couldn’t find the back of the net in a 3-0 shootout loss.

The Spirit were solid defensively, limiting Erie to eight shots in each period, but they didn’t have an answer for Erie goalie and Saginaw native Devin Williams.

The 18-year old stopped all 28 shots he faced for his fifth shutout of the season, which is second most in the league behind teammate Oscar Dansk and Matt Murray of Sault Ste. Marie.

Erie improved to 40-10-2-0 with 82 points, while Saginaw fell to 25-22-4-1 with 55 points.

Rookie forward Dylan Strome scored the game-winner for Erie at 4:39 of the first when he beat Jake Paterson for his eighth goal of the season, and Saginaw kept it a one-goal game until midway through the first when Dane Fox scored his league-leading 54th goal of the season on the power play at 8:09.

Michael Curtis added an empty netter to secure the win.

Paterson finished with 21 saves in goal for the Spirit.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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SAGINAW, MI — Playoff time is right around the corner.

Three Ontario Hockey League teams have secured playoff berths with less than 20 games remaining as the playoff picture and seeding begins to take shape.

Guelph and Erie are in a down-to-the-wire fight in the Midwest, but both teams have secured a berth in the second season, as has West Division leader Sault Ste. Marie.

If the playoffs started right now, the Saginaw Spirit would be the No. 6 seed and take on Erie, which is a point back of the OHL lead at 39-10-2-0 with 80 points.

But that doesn'™t scare the Spirit.

"œI think we have a pretty good group here," Spirit forward Jimmy Lodge said. "We just have to play 60 minutes. We don'™t usually have bad games, it'™s just breakdowns that other teams capitalize on."

Saginaw and Erie have played each other two times this year with each team hosting a game, and the home team has won each contest.

The Spirit have beaten every team that is projected to make the playoffs in the Western Conference, a list that includes Guelph, Sault Ste. Marie, Erie and London. And they have wins over projected Eastern Conference playoff teams Oshawa, Sudbury, Kingston, Barrie, Mississauga and Niagara.

Saginaw has no problem competing against the best, however, it doesn'™t know how to handle sustained success.

The Spirit have been rolled by Sarnia, Kitchener and Plymouth, which are in various states of rebuilding, and they'™ve suffered several losses where letdowns in a period or even just a shift have turned the tide against Saginaw.

With seven NHL prospects and several more who figure to be drafted in June, talent isn'™t an issue for the Spirit. It's the mental fortitude and will to carry it for a full game.

"œIf we'™re making the right plays and playing the way we can, I think we'™re always in a battle against any team," Lodge said. "We can beat every team, as we'™ve shown."

Standings

Playoff seeding is taking shape with Erie (80), Sault Ste. Marie (75) and Guelph (79) all clinching playoff bids in the Western Conference. The Otters and Storm are fighting for control of the Midwest, while the Greyhounds have the West nearly locked down. London (73) is close to securing a playoff berth, while Windsor (64), Saginaw (55), Owen Sound (50) and Plymouth (41) are in the picture with a month and a half left.

Oshawa leads the Eastern Conference with 68 points, but Sudbury and North Bay are within striking distance of the No. 1 seed at 62 and 60 points, respectively. Kingston, Barrie and Peterborough are all in strong position to secure a bid with between 58 and 48 points, while Mississauga (44), Niagara (41) and Ottawa (38) are battling it out for the final two spots.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at Erie Otters

Puck Drops: 7 p.m., Thursday

Record: Erie 39-10-2-0

Notes: The surprising Otters field the two most lethal point scorers in the Ontario Hockey League with Connor Brown and Dane Fox, while goalie Oscar Dansk and Saginaw native Devin Williams provide a formidable backstop. Brown has tallied 37 goals and 66 assists, while Fox had 53 goals and 35 assists in 51 games. Dansk has the league's lowest GAA at 2.15 in 30 games, and Williams doesn'™t trail too far behind at 2.74.

Saginaw Spirit at Niagara IceDogs

Puck Drops: 7 p.m., Friday

Record: Niagara 17-27-2-5

Notes: Brendan Perlini, Carter Verhaeghe and Anthony DiFruscia have all crossed the 20-goal plateau for the IceDogs, and Verhaeghe added 42 assists. Niagara has struggled in net with a rebuilding team, but Jon D'™llario has played his first three games of the season over the last week with a 3.21 GAA and .901 save percentage.

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: Sault Ste. Marie 35-12-1-4

Notes: The Soo is one of three teams in the league (all in the Western Conference) to secure a playoff berth and is in the driving seat for the West Division title and No. 2 overall seed. Carolina Hurricanes prospect Sergey Tolchinsky leads the Greyhounds with 24 goals and 49 assists for 73 points, while captain Darnell Nurse was the No. 7 overall pick in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft to the Edmonton Oilers. Matt Murray is the No. 2 goalie in the league with a 2.44 GAA and .924 save percentage.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 20, Kristoff Kontos 19, Dylan Sadowy 19

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 43, Jesse Graham 30

Points: Kontos 62, Jimmy Lodge 40, Eric Locke 40, Graham 40

Plus-minus: Locke +20, Daniel De Sousa + 18

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 91, Justin Sefton 82

PP goals: Justin Sefton 7, Payne 5, Kontos 5

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (18-12-2-0, 3.41, .909), Nikita Serebryakov (7-9-2-1, 3.60, .895)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Jimmy Lodge’s season hasn’t quite gone as the third-year forward had hoped.

Last year as a 17-year old, the Downingtown, Penn. native came into his own and ascended to the Saginaw Spirit’s No. 1 line where he paired with Garret Ross and Eric Locke to form the most potent combination in the Ontario Hockey League.

Locke was the No. 4 point producer in the league with 44 goals and 53 assists, while Ross came in at No. 7 with 44 goals and 46 assists. Lodge, who turned out to be the turning point in the line’s surge following his midseason promotion, scored 28 goals and had 67 assists.

That production led the Winnipeg Jets to select him in the third round of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, No. 84 overall.

"I had guys in front of me like (Brandon) Saad, (Vince) Trocheck and Ross, and other guys who showed me the ropes," Lodge said.

This year has been a test of patience and frustration.

Lodge was limited at the beginning of the season after suffering a shoulder injury in camp with the United States junior team over the summer, and he suffered a concussion early in the season that prevented him from carrying over last year’s production.

But he feels those days are behind him now.

“I’ve been playing a lot lately, and I feel like it’s getting a lot better,” Lodge said.

After being limited to 11 games over the first two months, Lodge came back in December and scored five goals with seven assists in nine games. He recorded two or more points in four straight games and had a point in 8 of 10 games total.

Lodge is a more of a playmaker for his teammates as shown by his 25 assists, but with 15 goals, he also has an offensive game that Saginaw hopes to exploit.

“He’s proven that he can do it,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “So it’s up to him to play consistently.”

Lodge.jpg

Jimmy Lodge

Lodge has struggled with that at times, focusing solely on the offensive end instead of defense or by shielding his sleight 6-foot-1, 172-pound frame from contact.

“I definitely want to get stronger and grow more into my body,” Lodge said. “Hopefully that comes over the summer. (Gilbert’s) been there, and the staff’s really good. They tell me what to do every night to get to the NHL.”

Lodge’s goal since he first started playing hockey has been to get to the NHL, and he saw a part of that dream realized when he was picked by Winnipeg. But it’s only one step.

“I still have a goal, it’s just a different one,” Lodge said. “The first one was getting drafted, and now it’s earning a contract with Winnipeg. Every game, you have to play good. It’s the same as when you want to get drafted.”

He said he hears from the Jets regularly, anywhere from two or three times a week to every couple weeks with the same message: keep working and continue improving.

Lodge and the rest of his teammates hope to improve heading into the final weeks of the season. Saginaw still isn’t sure what kind of team it has. The Spirit are incredibly talented but very inconsistent.

They’ve beaten the best, but lost to the rest.

“If we’re making the right plays and playing the way we can, I think we’re always in the battle against any team,” Lodge said.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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Spirit SpotlightSpirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Dylan Sadowy followed his dad to the Ontario Hockey League

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Daniel De Sousa a big positive since coming from Belleville

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Jeremiah Addison likes vegetable soup, fruit and a 'big breaky' on gamedays

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw captain Eric Locke has been reading and watching Game of Thrones

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Brandon Prophet dragged off the ice after losing skate blade last year
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Jacob Ringuette

Saginaw Spirit

Resume: Ringuette is having his best season in his fourth year with the Spirit. A 6-foot-1, 191-pound defenseman, he has two goals and 13 assists with a plus-5 rating (all career highs). He was picked by Saginaw in the second round of the 2010 OHL Priority Selection, No. 33 overall and has played his entire career with the Spirit.

Position: Defenseman

Age: 19

Hometown: Goderich, Ont.

Parents: Lisa and Rick Ringuette

Nickname: Ringer

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? It's the best league in the world to play in for our age group.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Detroit

What is your favorite movie? Lone Survivor

What is your favorite video game? NHL '14

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Chicken and pasta

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  I like to golf and play baseball.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Andrei Markov (Montreal)

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Getting drafted to Saginaw.

If you could pair with any defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Nicklas Lidstrom (Detroit)

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  I watch the same TV show and get dressed left to right.

What was your favorite subject in school?  History

When did you start playing hockey? 3 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  I'd go backhand, forehand then 5-hole.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey?  I fell over the bench once when I jumped over the boards for a shift.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw still has trouble starting out hockey games.

But the Spirit are learning how to finish.

Saginaw overcame a penalty-ridden first period and two-goal deficit with an offensive surge in the third to down the Kingston Frontenacs 4-2.

It marked the second straight win for the Spirit who improved to 25-21-4-1 with 55 points, while Kingston fell to 27-19-2-2 with 58 points.

“It’s resilient that they found a way to win, but disrespectful,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “It’s the same thing we’ve dealt with all year. They look at (Kingston’s) lineup and see they’re missing three guys and think it’s going to be an easy night. 

“We just got outplayed to a ‘T’ in every aspect of the game for the first 20 minutes. It was embarrassing.”

The Frontenacs outshot Saginaw 18-8 in the first period and much of that was due to the five penalties called on Saginaw in the first 20 minutes.

Blake Clarke was called for two penalties in the first eight minutes, and Terry Trafford and Justin Sefton followed him to the box in the first period. Kingston generated several quality scoring opportunities, but Jake Paterson turned them all aside.

“That’s the only reason we were only down one going into the second period,” Gilbert said. “So we can thank him for the win.”

Kingston finally broke through after Sefton was called for a double-minor for spearing and Spencer Watson snuck one past Paterson with a second left in the period for the 1-0 lead. Watson added another goal at 2:48 of the second period when he was left alone in front of the net and lifted a shot over Paterson’s shoulder for the 2-0 advantage.

Saginaw seemed listless until late in the second period when Sefton blasted a shot from the blueline that hit Matt Mahalak in the upper chest and bounced over his head into the back of the net for a goal.

It was all Spirit from there.

Sefton hit Kristoff Kontos for a one-timer on the power play at 6:43 of the third period, and Jimmy Lodge wrapped around behind the goal and hit Cody Payne for a one-timer with less than two minutes remaining to take a 3-2 advantage. Dylan Sadowy scored an empty netter to insure the win.

Paterson finished with 29 saves for Saginaw.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — As it turns out, the Saginaw Spirit just needed a little home cooking.

Saginaw returned to The Dow Event Center, after dropping 4 of 5 games on its most recent road trip, and the Spirit poured it on with a four-second second period and rode Jesse Graham’s hat trick to a 7-0 dismantling of Belleville.

The Spirit improved to 24-21-4-1 with 53 points, while the Bulls fell to 14-31-2-2 with 32 points.

The night was full of offensive bright spots for the Spirit as Graham scored in all three periods pushing his season total to 10 goals, which is a career high. Blake Clarke scored his first goal as a member of the Spirit, and Kristoff Kontos set a new career high with his 18th goal of the season. Justin Sefton continued his career year with his 11th goal in the second period.

Jake Paterson bounced back from a rough start against Sault Ste. Marie to make 29 saves and record his second shutout of the season.

Graham got Saginaw on the board six minutes into the first on a power play goal and Clarke added his with 17 second left in the first period.

The Spirit turned it on in the second with Graham’s second tally 43 seconds into the period, and he was quickly followed onto the scorer’s sheet when Sefton lit the lamp at 7:53 of the period. Kontos struck at 14:02 and Eric Locke scored two minutes later for Saginaw.

Graham got the hat trick midway through the third period.

Michael Giugovaz started in goal for the Bulls and finished with 40 saves.

Saginaw hopes to carry over its strong performance Saturday, Feb. 1 when it hosts Kingston.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are anxious to come home after a road trip that has been unkind to say the least.

The Spirit allowed four first-period goals in a 6-3 loss to Sault Ste. Marie that capped off Saginaw’s five-game road trip with its fourth loss and second in a row. Included in those losses are a 7-2 setback to Plymouth and a 5-1 rout at the hands of North Bay.

Saginaw’s one win during the stretch was against first-place Sudbury.

And with one road trip, a 6-0 start to the month has fallen into a 7-4-0-0 month. One game remains in January for Saginaw to right the ship in a Friday, Jan. 31 contest against a Belleville team that’s last in the Ontario Hockey League.

Jake Paterson started the month with four straight wins, including an impressive two-game stretch against London when he stopped 89 of 90 shots, but he’s lost three of his last four starts and been pulled early in two of them.

His goals-against average current sits at 3.59, the worst of his career.

A Hockey Rock Star

Former Detroit Red Wing Darren McCarty is scheduled to attend Saginaw's game Friday, Jan. 31 against his former OHL club Belleville. McCarty is signing his new book My Last Fight: The True Story of a Hockey Rock Star.

27th annual Shiver on the River

The 27th annual Shiver on the River is slated to begin Feb. 2 and runs through Feb. 16, which is a week later than previous years. The Saginaw News, MLive Media Group, Saginaw Spirit, Cabela’s, The Dow Chemical Company and E and J Gallo are sponsoring the tournament, which requires a $10 entrance fee. The Top-15 finishers will be honored at the Saginaw Spirit game Feb. 28.

Standings

Saginaw remains firmly entrenched in the West at 23-21-4-1 with 51 points. Sault Ste. Marie leads the division at 34-11-1-4 with 73 points, while Windsor’s 29-17-2-0 mark puts it in second place. Plymouth at 17-26-0-5 is fourth with 39 points followed by Sarnia at 15-27-15.

Guelph is the first team in the OHL to secure a playoff berth. The Midwest-leading Storm are 37-8-2-1 with 77 points, one point ahead of Erie at 37-9-2-0. London is third at 31-11-1-4 with 67 points followed by Owen Sound at 21-20-3-3 and Kitchener at 16-29-1-1.

Sudbury is 26-13-3-5 and holds a four-point lead over North Bay atop the Central. The Battalion are 25-17-4-2 with 56 points. Barrie is third at 24-18-1-2. Niagara at 17-25-2-4 and Mississauga at 18-27-1-3 are both tied for last.

Oshawa at 31-13-0-4 with 66 points leads the East by 10 points. Kingston is second at 26-17-2-2, and Peterborough is third at 21-23-0-4. Ottawa is fourth in the East at 16-27-1-3 with 36 points. Belleville is last in the league at 13-30-2-2 with 30 points.

Spirit Schedule

Belleville Bulls at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 23-20-4-1, Belleville 13-30-2-2

Notes: Former Belleville Bull and Detroit Red Wing Darren McCarty is scheduled to be on hand in the Blueline Club prior to the game to sign his new book. The current Bulls are led by Remi Elie who came over in a trade with London and has 18 goals and 25 assists, while Cameron Brace has 17 goals and 15 assists. Charlie Graham is 10-21-2-2 with a 3.91 goals-against average for Belleville.

Kingston Frontenacs at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: Kingston 26-17-2-2

Notes: Sam Bennett leads the Frontenacs with 27 goals and 41 assists in 41 games and a plus-28 rating, while Spencer Watson has 25 goals and 22 assists. Darcy Greenaway and Samuel Schutt have 22 and 21 goals, respectively. Matt Mahalak is 21-14-1-1 with a 3.45 GAA for Kingston.

Saginaw Spirit at Erie Otters

Puck Drops: 7 p.m., Thursday

Record: Erie 37-9-2-0

Notes: The surprising Otters field the two most lethal point scorers in the Ontario Hockey League with Connor Brown and Dane Fox, while goalie Oscar Dansk and Saginaw native Devin Williams provide a formidable backstop. Brown has tallied 36 goals and 64 assists, while Fox had 52 goals and 33 assists in 48 games. Dansk has the league’s lowest GAA at 2.12 in 28 games, and Williams doesn’t trail too far behind at 2.83.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 19, Dylan Sadowy 18

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 40, Jesse Graham 28

Points: Kontos 57, Jimmy Lodge 38

Plus-minus: Daniel De Sousa + 18, Eric Locke +16

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 89, Justin Kea 80

PP goals: Justin Sefton 7, Payne 5

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (16-12-2-0, 3.59, .906), Nikita Serebryakov (7-9-2-1, 3.62, .895)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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Spirit SpotlightSpirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Dylan Sadowy followed his dad to the Ontario Hockey League

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Daniel De Sousa a big positive since coming from Belleville

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Jeremiah Addison likes vegetable soup, fruit and a 'big breaky' on gamedays

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw captain Eric Locke has been reading and watching Game of Thrones

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Brandon Prophet dragged off the ice after losing skate blade last year

The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Dylan Sadowy

Saginaw Spirit
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Dylan Sadowy

Resume: He had two goals and six assists as a rookie, but the second-year forward has had a breakout season and is second on the team with 17 goals to go with seven assists. Sadowy has been named to the Central Scouting Service's midterm watch list for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Position: Left wing

Age: 17

Hometown: Woodbridge, Ont.

Parents: Lynette and Allan Sadowy

Nickname: Sady or Sads

What do you like most about playing in the OHL?  The competition level. Playing against better players makes you compete more and boost your level of play up.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Toronto

What is your favorite movie? The Waterboy

What is your favorite video game? NHL '14

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Chicken and pasta

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  I like to go up to the cottage in summers and hang out with family and cousins I don't get to see during hockey season.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Phil Kessel (Toronto)

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Getting drafted in the 2nd round to Saginaw.

If you could pair with any defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Sidney Crosby and Jonathan Toews

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  Not really. Just same pregame meals, but I get to the rink about 4:30 for a 7 o'clock game.

What was your favorite subject in school?  Math

When did you start playing hockey? (3 years old) because my dad also played in the OHL.

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  Fake forehand go backhand top shelf

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey?  Probably going on the ice in the game and falling in warm-ups or going out with my skate guards on.

The Rodeo Roadie Beckons

Posted on February 3, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski 
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The Rampage got some good news in trying to put Friday’s disappointing overtime loss to the Toronto Marlies in their collective rear view mirrors.

Drew Shore is back from the Florida Panthers to try and score his first goal of the season. Shore, who played most of the truncated NHL season last year in Sunrise, was called up in December. Even though he didn’t score a goal in 28 Rampage games, the former Panthers second round pick managed to set up 15 others while here this season. And even though he hit every goal post between here and Milwaukee, Shore did score four goals with an assist in 17 NHL games with Florida.

Shore has to find AHL paydirt. It’s just a matter of when.

With Alex Petrovic also back from his stint in the NHL, the Rampage are bulking up roster-wise for the first time this season. Petrovic is working on getting back on the ice following an undisclosed injury. NHL veteran Greg Zanon is also expected back during the 10-game trip, mostly back East.  Zanon, with his 493 NHL games — mostly with Nashville and Minnesota — will certainly make life easier for Rampage goaltenders.

How about this backline for coach Tom Rowe: Ryan Whitney (injured right now after taking a shot in Cedar Park Wednesday), Petrovic, Zanon, Colby Robak, Doug  Janik and Matt Gilroy with Jonathan Racine in the mix when the veteran rule trumps one of the above.

That’s 1,518 NHL games with that group.

Big question is whether Rowe can get the vets to buy in to playing AHL hockey. Whitney seems to be coming around on that question. Gilroy has been much more involved and provides something missing over the last two years–a puck-rushing defender. Janik and Robak work the points well on the power play, as does Petrovic, but are more of the stay home blueliners. And Racine adds a nice pop as the rookie in the mix.

Of course, this is bad news for John Lee and Denny Urban. Urban has played forward a few times this year when the backline got backed up.

The team has been scoring goals, which is a huge improvement over the December doldrums.

But the Rampage will be playing some of the league’s best teams on this month-long trip.  There’s the rematch with the Marlies Wednesday with another meeting on the 27th. Then there’s the two contests with the defending champion Grand Rapids Griffins.

The Griffins would be tough enough without the fact the Rampage pulled an amazing comeback out of their hockey pants last week, rebounding from a 5-2 deficit to win, 6-5 in overtime. Yep, thinking the Griffs might remember that one.

Rochester will also be a tough out. The Americans came into San Antonio two weeks ago from Oklahoma City, their third game in three nights, and flat out embarrassed the Rampage at  the AT&T Center.

However, the Rampage do have two-game sets with sub-500 Lake Erie and Hamilton, right at the break even mark. Both teams are standing right in the way of the Rampage quest for the playoffs.

The Monsters are one point better and the Bulldogs three. Those four games could make or break the Rampage post-season hopes.

Throw in the league’s worst team, the Utica Comets, and there’s a good chance the Rampage, with a little hitch in step the last two weeks, could come back much like last year’s 5-3-2-0 mark.

 Notes to Hospitalized Kids

Before embarking on the trip, Rampage captain Greg Rallo and forward Jed Ortmeyer went to Vineyard Ranch Elementary School today to help students write letters to classmates in the hospital this school year.

The Team Up Challenge is a youth-led service-learning program that encourages students to apply what they are learning in the classroom to the real world, bringing education alive in powerful ways.  Students create projects that address needs that will improve their community in one of five categories: Arts & Culture, Education, Environment, Health & Wellness or Uniformed Services. Throughout the year, Team Up Challenge groupser will work alongside Spurs and Rampage players to bring their projects to life in the community.

The school kids will also be making pillows for their bed ridden classmates as well. Rallo, who went to Ferris State in Michigan, and Ortmeyer, a Michigan Wolverine alum, are well suited to help the tykes pen some letters. But not sure on their pillow-making abilities.

Rampage Go For Impressive Hat Trick Friday

Posted on January 29, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski 

Print

0

Sunday afternoon, the idea the Rampage would be playing for a three-game sweep of Western Conference division-leaders seemed preposterous.

The Midwest Division frontrunners, and defending Calder Cup Champion Grand Rapids Griffins, outclassed the Rampage in a four-goal second period for a 5-2 lead.

However, the Rampage mounted the most impressive comeback in team history, scoring three third period goals and winning in overtime with 16 seconds left.

Stunning.

Almost as stunning and impressive was tonight’s 4-2 win in Cedar Park against the West Division’s best club, the Texas Stars.

Things just go badly in that building for the Rampage. The last time the Rampage beat the Stars in regulation, Peyton  Manning was an injured quarterback looking for a team to play for — Mar. 10, 2012.

That was 21 games ago!

You may recall that one — Michael Repik scored with five seconds left, otherwise it was going to overtime, where the Rampage are 0-7 in the extra session in that building.

Great goaltending by Michael Houser with 44 saves, and two goals by Jed Ortmeyer, and singletons (I  love using that word) by Matt Gilroy and Vincent Trocheck paved the way for only the seventh San Antonio win in Cedar Park in 28 games. Quick math — that’s 25 percent. Cheech.

Ortmeyer, who scored two against the Griffins, now has five goals and two assists in his last four games.

ORTMEYER EFFECT

Three years ago, Ortmeyer was cut by San Antonio on New Year’s Day and signed by the Houston Aeros, who were hosting the Rampage that night.

The Rampage led the game, 3-2 heading into the last minute, when Chad Rau tied the game for Houston. Going to overtime, right?

Not so fast.

Enter the first manifestation of the Ortmeyer Effect.

With 345 NHL games under his belt, Ortmeyer set up Warren Peters 20 seconds later for the stunning, there’s that word again, regulation win.

That win sparked the so-so Aeros to a 28-10-0-5 run to the end of the season and a berth in the Calder Cup Finals, where they lost to Binghampton in six games.

Ortmeyer scored six goals in 4o of those last 43 games…adding six more in 24 playoff games.

The Omaha, Neb. native, who’s brother Jake played in one game for the Rampage seven years ago, has been there with some impressive performances when called upon.

He’s going to have to be at his best to help this Rampage club dig out of the hole they’ve put themselves in this season.

STILL TO COME

The third part of this suddenly compelling and extremely possible “Opponent Hat Trick” comes Friday.

The Rampage entertain the North Division leading Toronto Marlies in the annual “Pink in the Rink” game.

A huge crowd, possibly a sellout, will be on hand for the game.

In the past, the Rampage have played well against Toronto, but dropped a 4-2 decision back in November. The Herd also dropped one of their rare playoff series against the Marlies in seven-games.

Toronto has a big lead on second place Rochester in the North, and play Thursday night in Oklahoma City before traveling to the Alamo City for the game Friday.

Big game alert, since it’s the last one for the Rampage in San Antonio until MARCH! For the first time ever, the Rampage don’t play a game in February. The 10-game road trip will feature stops in Grand Rapids and Toronto twice each, as the team won’t return to the Alamo City during the trip.

Epic Comebacks by Rampage/Panthers vs. Griffins/Red Wings

Posted on January 26, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski 
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Ho Hum–just your typical four-goal and three-goal comeback wins for the Florida Panther organization vs the Detroit Red Wings organization, and the defending AHL Calder Cup champions.

Folks, this simply doesn’t happen very often.

Checking the scoreboard, it was odd in itself to see BOTH the NHL and AHL teams of the same organizations square off Sunday, with the Panthers in Detroit to play the Wings, and the Griffins, the defending Calder Cup Champs of the AHL in town to play the Rampage…both affiliates of said NHL clubs.

But, the irony goes further, folks.

The Rampage battled back from a 5-2 second period deficit to beat the Griffins in overtime on a dramatic goal by John McFarland with 16 seconds left in OT.

Meanwhile, about 2500 miles to the north, the Panthers, down 3-1 going into the third period, flipped the scoreboard by tying the game and eventually winning in a shootout.

By organizational count, the Red Wings/Griffins outscored the Panthers/Rampage in the second period, 7-1. In the third period, it was 6-1 Florida/San Antonio.

What made the Rampage comeback so unthinkable was the way the team was completely outplayed, outclassed, outhussled and out-and-out abused by the Griffins in that second period.

Folks in the press box were preparing the Rampage obituary for the season. Even though the Rampage had a winning mark for their eight-game homestand, this kind of stinging loss could seriously affect the psyche of the strongest team.

But something happened in the Rampage locker room between the second and third periods. Veteran center Jed Ortmeyer wouldn’t say what was said. But he did blush a bit when pressed.

Reporter: Did the coach go around and slap everyone in the face to wake them up?

Ortmeyer: (pause) In a different sense, yeah. (Big smile).

Reporter: Any words of advice that you can impart?

Ortmeyer:  No not really. (pause) He lit a fire under the guys and they responded.

He being Tom Rowe, Rampage head coach.  Rowe was not pleased after watching his team get totally and utterly ravaged by the Griffin’s onslaught in the second period. The Rampage carried a 2-1 lead over Grand Rapids, but suddenly forgot how to play hockey.

The Griffins outscored San Antonio, 4-0, and outshot them as well, 14-6. That shot sheet doesn’t really tell the picture, as San Antonio shooters got a couple of shots off in the last minute.

Whatever was said in that room will be forever sealed. But the resulting effort by the Rampage will be there for all to see.

The Rampage got goals from Joey Crabb, Bobby Butler and John McFarland to shock the Griffins and send the game into overtime. Ortmeyer, who scored twice in the first period, almost won the game in regulation after Quinton Howden found him alone in front with a sweet pass, but Ortmeyer rushed the shot, he said, and goaltender Jared Coreau got a piece of it with the glove with three minutes left.

Then, McFarland followed his own rebound for the game winner with just 16 seconds remaining in OT for the most implausible, improbable and sensational Rampage comeback in recent memory. Scoring four straight goals against the defending champs just doesn’t happen very often, and the Rampage should try and bottle this one, open the screw top, let a little out of the bottle at a time and savor, but also relive the moments.

“A win like that can be a statement win for this season. If we learn from that, that can propel us, give us confidence moving forward,” said Ortmeyer. “Or if we resort back to that (second period), we see a similar outcome that we saw in the second period.”

Former Grand Rapids defenseman, Doug Janik, seemed to enjoy the comeback win, picking up a season-high three assists — not just because it was against his former team…a team where he played 193 games over three seasons. But because it was such an impressive win period.

“It’s mostly a new team from when I was there,” said Janik, with 190 NHL games under his belt with the Red Wings, Tampa Bay, and a couple cups of coffee with Dallas and Montreal. “I’m pretty close with the medical trainer and the equipment manager. There’s not too many guys I played with still there,” he said with a smile.

“We need the wins more than they do right now. We got together as a group of 20 guys in the locker room and just turned it around and fortunately it worked out. I’m sure they’ll get over it pretty quick in that locker room.”

Crabb’s laser one-timer just 1:54 into the third period set the table for the comeback fun. Bobby Butler’s one-timer — there’s that splendid,  hyphenated word, on the power play brought San Antonio to within a goal.

When McFarland was able to beat Coreau with 1:28 left in regulation just as the Rampage pulled Jacob Markstrom to tie, the 4,995 in the house went nuts.

McFarland was the epicenter of all the adulation in the OT when he followed up his shot and won an incredible comeback for San Antonio.

“Since he got here, I’ve always been impressed with his abilities and shooting the puck and skating. As far as tonight goes, that should be a real jumping off point for what he can do on a regular basis,” said Rowe.

“I’m happy for the guys,” said Rowe. “They caught a lot of crap between periods. They responded really well. It showed you the character they got. I’m happy for Markstrom. Five goals went in, but he couldn’t see half of them. He made big saves when we needed him.”

Meanwhile, a Rampage connection at the Joe spurred the Panthers to their big win in the battle of the big clubs. Drew Shore scored his fourth of the season to bring the Panthers to within a goal, 4-3 with 5:32 left in the third period, and less than a minute after the Wings upped the ante to 4-2.

A minute and a half later, it was Brad Boyes tying the game, and the Panthers won the shootout.

Whew — after the second period, the Wings were up 3-1 and the Griffins up 5-2.

Who would have thought both teams would lose and both would lose to the Panthers and the Rampage?

That Rampage obituary? Zapped to never-neverland.

See, dad was right.

Dad told me, when everyone else at Fenway was leaving the park after the Red Sox gave up a ton of runs — “the game isn’t over until the last out.”

Nine times out of ten — the game is over right there.

But there is that one time…that one special time, when it isn’t over.

And when it does happen. That impossible comeback does happen, it’s much better being in the building than in the parking lot.

Hershey 4, WBS 3 (OT) 2/9

February 9th, 2014

1 Comment

A bit of news first: Brian Gibbons will play in the AHL all-star game Wednesday after all.

Gibbons and Jayson Megna were sent down yesterday for the Olympic break, but they didn’t play for WBS this weekend because the organization wanted to give them some time off after playing four NHL games in seven days from Feb. 1-7. Coach John Hynes said tonight that Gibbons will head to St. John’s for the all-star game.

It should be interesting this year because of the new format — AHL all-stars vs. Farjestad of the Swedish Hockey League. Here’s the TV schedule so far. Locally, WQMY hasn’t announced its plans.

OK, on to today’s game. I think this is the best way to sum it up. After the teams were tied 2-2 after two periods, Hershey made one more big play than the Penguins to win 4-3 in overtime.

The first big play was when Dane Byers was hooked by Philip Samuelsson on a breakaway and scored on the ensuing penalty shot to give Hershey a 3-2 lead at 10:49 of the second.

The next big play came when Bobby Farnham picked a corner from the left faceoff circle to tie it 3-3 with 3:11 to go. “It went where I wanted it to go for once,” Farnham said.

The final big play came in the first minute of OT. Matt Watkins pulled up at the top of the left faceoff circle, waited and hit Dustin Gazley coming off the bench with speed toward the far post for the game winner. After the game, Hynes said the coverage on Gazley was fine. The problem was that the Penguins let Watkins have all kinds of time and space to make the pass.

This result bunches up the East Division nicely at the break. Binghamton is first at 62 points, the Penguins are one back and Hershey and Norfolk are tied at 58. It also makes the season series even weirder. The Penguins have earned at least one point in the standings in eight of nine meetings, but they’ve also lost on four consecutive trips to the Giant Center.

In general, this was a higher quality game than most Sunday games in a three in three, maybe because neither team did a lot of traveling this weekend. A player from each side picked a corner in the first three minutes, Ryan Stoa from a bad angle at 1:01 and Harry Zolnierczyk off a feed from Dominik Uher at 2:58.

The Penguins took a 2-1 lead when they got a bounce on the power play midway through the first. A Simon Despres shot from the right point was blocked directly to Tom Kostopoulos in the left circle for a goal.

The Penguins had chances to add to their lead in the second. They had a 3-on-1 shorthanded and a faceoff play, Zack Torquato to Farnham in front, but didn’t score. Let off the hook,  Hershey tied it 2-2 on a Watkins backhander from the right hash at 16:01.

I thought the Penguins missed a big opportunity when they didn’t add to their lead. Hynes didn’t seem to think that was a critical juncture in the game. He pointed more to the Watkins goal, right after a failed Penguins scoring chance, as a turning point.

One other note from the second period: Players should start to think twice about tangling with Hershey’s Michael Latta. He gave  Harrison Ruopp a tough time tonight. He doesn’t lose many fights.

One quick personnel note, Spencer Machacek is day to day with a lower-body injury.

The Penguins don’t practice again until Thursday, so the next full update will come then. In the meantime, check back for some all-star tidbits and miscellany as events warrant.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 5, Portland 1 2/7

February 7th, 2014

5 Comments

With the roster changes the WBS Penguins have made since their last game — swapping Spencer Machacek and Andrew Ebbett for Paul Thompson and Harry Zolnierczyk — it was reasonable to expect the team’s offense would be a little more explosive tonight than it has been during a scoring slump the last two weeks.

It wasn’t a little more explosive. It was a lot more explosive.

Ebbett and Machacek scored in the first 70 seconds to kick-start a four-goal third period as the Penguins broke open a 1-1 tie and cruised to a 5-1 victory.

Ebbett’s first goal, at the 20-second mark, broke the dam. After failing to score on 39 straight power-play chances, Nick Drazenovic took a shot from the top of the left circle and Ebbett tipped it in to make the score 2-1.

At 1:10, Machacek camped out at the right post, called for a pass, and slapped in a feed from Dominik Uher from behind the net to make it 3-1.

At 3:53, Ebbett scored on a one-timer from the high slot off a pass from Tom Kostopoulos. At 8:47, the Penguins scored another power-play goal when Kostopoulos snapped in a shot off an Ebbett faceoff win to make it 5-1.

It was a stunning display of four goals in 9 minutes for a team that had scored eight goals in its previous 20 periods. Funny game, isn’t it?

Coming off a demanding week of practice, the Penguins played a good first period. They outshot Portland 10-4 and took a 1-0 lead when Carter Rowney got open at the bottom of the left faceoff circle and finished off a cross-ice pass from  Uher less than a minute before intermission.

The test came in the second period. Not only did they fail to score on three power plays, they gave up a shorthanded goal on the middle one. Brett Hextall picked up a loose puck near the left point and fed Jordan Martinook for a breakaway at 14:48.

That could have been a crushing blow for a struggling team, but it wasn’t. The Penguins continued to play solid defense until the offensive surge arrived in the third. They allowed only 13 shots in the game, four in first period, five in the second and four more in the third.

Some post-game quotes:

Machacek on his reaction to the trade: “With the veteran rule, we had a couple of extras down in Springfield. It was kind of not really working out there. It was nice to get moved. To come to a top-notch organization like this, it’s really good.”

Hynes on Machacek: “Liked what we saw. He’s got a great work ethic. You can see where he’s strong on pucks. He wins his one-on-one battles. He’s good in the hard areas of the ice. On the power play, he’s got some savvy. He has some poise. It was a nice first game for him.”

Hynes on what went wrong with Thompson: “Not sure exactly. Paul’s a high-character kid. He’s got a great work ethic. We tried to work through things together. There were games where he had three, four, five Grade-A scoring chances. He’s an excellent player. Sometimes guys get in a situation where a change of scenery helps or a different voice helps. He was a real quality guy. We’ll miss him. I know Springfield is getting a very good player and I wish him nothing but the best.”

Hynes on the return of Ebbett: “He played excellent. He’s a high-caliber player. He’s a leader on our team. You can see what he does, whether that’s on the power play or five-on-five. He’s a real smart player, he’s got speed and his puck poise is excellent. We expect him to be a difference maker and he was tonight”

On the personnel front, in addition to the aforementioned moves, Zack Torquato was in for Denver Manderson and Harrison Ruopp was in for Barry Goers.

I’ll be on another assignment tomorrow night, so follow the CV’s Evan Korn on Twitter at @CVEvanKorn for some updates from the

 game against Adirondack. I’ll be back in Hershey on Sunday. Till then …

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 2/7

February 7th, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming weekend slate against Portland, Adirondack and Hershey.

Leading off the discussion this week is the trade that saw Pittsburgh ship winger Paul Thompson to the Columbus Blue Jackets for Spencer Machacek, a former AHL all-star and three-time 20-goal scorer. Their guest is Penguins defenseman Brendan Mikkelson, who discusses his sister’s role on the Canadian women’s hockey team and overall Olympic pride in the country at the dawn of the games.

Also on the docket this week is the Penguins’ organizational depth at goaltender, with Eric Hartzell being named AHL goalie of the month and two young prospects excelling in junior hockey. Plus, the debut of the “Real or Jabroni” segment, in which Michael and Jonathan debate the legitimacy of various hockey-related claims, and a look at the most shocking statistic about an American Hockey League power play this season. There’s a lot more discussion and debate inside, too, so click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit020714
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Thompson traded for Machacek 2/6

February 6th, 2014

0 Comments

The Pittsburgh Penguins and Columbus Blue Jackets traded a pair of 25-year-old right wingers for each other today, with Spencer Machacek going to WBS and Paul Thompson headed to Springfield.

Thompson’s career with the Penguins is an odd one. He signed an NHL deal with the team as a somewhat sought-after undrafted free agent after being named Hockey East player of the year in 2011 thanks to a 28-goal season with UNH.

Through his first two seasons in the AHL, he progressed at a slow and steady pace. He had 10 goals as a rookie and 20 last year, showing some signs that he could play the kind of net-front game that modern power forwards play. If he stayed on that development curve, he was starting to look like a Nick Johnson-type player, a third-line right wing who would get some looks in the NHL.

Then he fell off the cliff this season. He had four goals and a team-worst minus-8 rating in 39 games and basically looked like a different player. Was he playing through an injury? Did he get discouraged when fellow undrafted prospects Brian Gibbons, Zach Sill and Jayson Megna moved up the ladder while he didn’t? I really don’t know. I do know he desperately, desperately needed a change of scenery.

Machacek is a three-time 20-goal scorer in the AHL and a 2011 AHL all-star. While with St. John’s, he had four assists in seven games against the Penguins in the 2012 playoffs. He’s got nine goals and 19 points in 34 games with Springfield this season. I think he was available largely because, as Michael Fornabaio tweeted earlier, Springfield had eight AHL veterans on the roster last weekend. Someone had to go.

Machacek was a third-round pick by Atlanta in the 2007 draft, so I think there’s a perception in the Thrashers/Jets system that he’s a disappointment because he’s only played 25 NHL games in six pro seasons. That’s not the Penguins’ problem, though. They’re getting a guy who does a little bit of everything. He’s got good size at 6-1, 195, plays with a little jam and can put up some points, even on the power play. Two years ago, he had nine points in 13 NHL games with Winnipeg. That’s not shabby.

Bottom line: If the Falcons/Blue Jackets get the Paul Thompson of 2012-13, this trade could be a winner for both teams. If they get 2013-14 Paul Thompson, it looks to me like a bit of a steal for the Penguins.

Bye for now,

jb
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Ebbett, Payerl and Stray Dogs 2/6

February 6th, 2014

1 Comment

Bullet points today.

– After the week of practice the WBS Penguins just finished, three games in three days is going to seem like a picnic.

– Andrew Ebbett is looking forward to shaking the rust off this weekend. He’s played just two games since Dec. 5. Talking to him today, I was reminded that the stretch where he played with Brandon Sutter and Chris Conner might have been the most effective Pittsburgh’s third line has been this season. His broken leg was ill timed in that respect. (Yes, yes, I know no time is a good time for a broken leg.)

– Adam Payerl continues to skate in a red, no-contact jersey as he recovers from an upper-body injury. Coach John Hynes said he could be back after the AHL all-star break, which runs Monday through Wednesday. He was off to a pretty good start to the season before suffering the injury Nov. 30. His return would be a boost for an offense that could use one.

– Talked to Anton Zlobin about the Olympics. He’s from Moscow, which is 1,000 miles north of Sochi, but he said people back home are excited to watch the Games anyway. He didn’t sympathize with American reporters complaining about hotel conditions, but he did share the concerns of those worried about the stray dog problem. He said there is no Russian equivalent of a dog catcher or the ASPCA, so it remains an issue.

– Stopped by the arena after practice to talk to former Penguins defenseman John Slaney, who is going into the AHL hall of fame Wednesday in his hometown of St. John’s. Keep an eye out for that story early next week.

Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing Services

Share|

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

Author: 

jbombulie


Categories: 

Uncategorized


Tags: 

Hard practices, power play, Olympic family 2/4

February 4th, 2014

5 Comments

The WBS Penguins have already had two long, hard practices at Coal Street this week. A lot of skating and battle drills. After losing two in a row in regulation for the first time since Nov. 8-10 and losing four of their last six overall, it wasn’t altogether unexpected.

Coach John Hynes doesn’t frame it as punishment, though. He describes it as getting back to basics. In his words:

“Just get back to our foundation. We talked about it as a group. We need to have some detail in our game. We need to play a certain style of game. The least three weeks, we were in so many games, we couldn’t get to our roots. A lot of times, it has to be more days off or it has to be just practices that are preparing for a game. We felt that with this week, it was a good week to get back to some individual development, get back to our work habits, just have some good feel of some foundations that make us a good team and a strong team to play against.”

Andrew Ebbett was sent down by Pittsburgh today, so that should provide a boost for the WBS offense. So would a power-play goal or two. I talked to Hynes and Nick Drazenovic about that topic after practice today and offer my impressions here.

The Penguins have failed to score on 31 straight power-play chances. They’re 28th in the league with a 12.8 percent success rate for the season. When faced with those stats, the first thing to do is look at personnel. The Penguins don’t have a power-play quarterback with a huge slap shot at the point, but how many teams do? They have a crew of capable puck-movers, led by Brendan Mikkelson and Simon Despres. That’s no problem. They’ve got Drazenovic, a facilitator on the half-wall. They’ve got Tom Kostopoulos, who is excellent in front of the net.

What they don’t have is a pure goal scorer, a guy who has the knack for finding an open patch of ice and firing shots on goal. No Chad Kolarik or Chris Minard or Brett Sterling. There’s no one particular sniper that a penalty kill has to worry about. Drazenovic had one of those last year in Springfield with Cam Atkinson, and Drazenovic ended up second in the league in power-play points. Kolarik and Trevor Smith were in the top 5 in the league in power-play points too, by the way.

So how do you fix that problem, barring a player acquisition like a trade or someone like Chris Conner or Brian Gibbons coming down from Pittsburgh? One way would be if a player or a committee of players — Tom Kuhnhackl or Anton Zlobin might have the skill set required — steps up and fills that role. Another would be to score more ugly goals. To do that, the Penguins would have to shoot the puck more. They’re last in the league in shots on goal per game. (26.3)

There will be some regression to the mean and the power play will break its drought eventually. That’s a statistical likelihood. In the meantime, I’m curious to see if anyone can be a catalyst for that process. My top two candidates would be Harry Zolnierczyk and Kuhnhackl. Zolnierczyk is having a great year with 14 goals, but none on the power play. Kuhnhackl is a shooter and he has 4 PPGs this year despite limited playing time.

Finally, a plug for a story you can read in the paper and online tomorrow.

Defenseman Brendan Mikkelson’s sister is a pretty big star in the women’s hockey world. She won gold with Canada in Vancouver in 2010 and is back to defend that title in Sochi. You can read Brendan’s thoughts on his sister’s accomplishments.

As some background, check out a cool commercial she and her dad did.

Bye for now,

jb
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Rochester 4, WBS 0 2/1

February 1st, 2014

4 Comments

Here’s a two-sentence game story for tonight’s 4-0 Rochester win over WBS:

Rochester, a talented, experienced team that came in on a six-game winning streak, pressured the Penguins into looking terrible in their own zone en route to taking a 2-0 lead in the first 10 minutes. The Penguins, who have scored a grand total of seven goals in their last six games, didn’t have the offense to play catch-up.

Now some details.

Less than two minutes in, Luke Adam forced a bad pass, went to the net and cashed in the rebound of a Brayden Irwin shot from the right point. Five minutes later, Joel Armkia dodged Penguins checkers along the right wall and hit Frederic Roy skating to the far post for a nice backhand move to make it 2-0.

The Penguins tried to rally in the second period by playing with some emotion. PL3 cross-checked Bryaden McNabb about a thousand times seven minutes in. Simon Despres and Tom Kostopoulos got goalie interference penalties. Bobby Farnham fought Roy.

Jeff Deslauriers, who replaced Eric Hartzell after the first two goals, made a couple of remarkable saves on Adam and Kevin Porter in front. The crowd got into the game when Tim Shaller wiped out Deslauriers but no goalie interference penalty was called. It looked like the Penguins might be building some momentum.

They weren’t. Johan Larsson cleaned up the rebound of an Adam shot late in the second to end any real comeback thoughts.

Here are some quotes from coach John Hynes about some developments in the game.

– On giving fourth-liners PL3, Carter Rowney and Farnham so much ice time, even on the power play, as the game progressed:

“No message. They were ready to play. They were moving. They were playing the right way. They were playing a solid game. In that situation, when you’re trying to come back, you’ve got to go with the guys that are playing real hard and playing the right way.”

– On the power play, which went 0 for 5 and has failed to score on 36 straight chances:

“There was some good. There were situations where we’d get in and have some shots and have some opportunities, particularly in the third. There were a couple great saves he made on the one power play. Then there are other parts where we have to continue to get better. There’s not enough offensive-zone time and not enough execution. That’s what it comes down to.”

– On scoring seven goals in the last six games:

“We’re not getting a lot of five-on-five scoring. We haven’t gotten any production from the power play. On top of that, we’ve played some very good, sound teams. They’ve got good goaltenders.”

That sums up the last two weeks, I think.

On a personnel note, Hynes said Brian Dumoulin is considered week to week. He left Friday’s game with an apparent leg injury.

Check back for the next update Monday or Tuesday. Until then …

Bye for now,

jb
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Norfolk 2, WBS 1 1/31

February 1st, 2014

1 Comment

Maybe seeing the colors of his hometown team across the rink brings out the best in Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson. The Pittsburgh-area native continued his dominance over the WBS Penguins tonight, making 25 saves in a 2-1 victory at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

For the season, Gibson, an athletic 6-foot-3 rookie, is 4-0 against the Penguins allowing exactly one goal in each game and stopping 97 of the 101 shots he’s faced. That’s a .960 save percentage. In 26 appearances against the rest of the league, Gibson is still good but not superhuman — 10-9-4 with a .914 save percentage.

My favorite Gibson save tonight came on Simon Despres late in the first period. Despres skated in from the left point and wired a low, hard shot toward the far post.  Gibson gloved it, then rather than waving his hand in the air with a flourish a la Patrick Roy, he just snapped his glove back down and flipped the puck to the linesman, acting like he’s been there before.

Not to be lost in this meeting of the John Gibson Appreciation Society is the fact that the Penguins didn’t exactly play an awesome game by any stretch.

Less than five minutes into the first period, Steve Eminger got a double minor for high sticking Anton Zlobin. Not only did the Penguins not score, they gave up a shorthanded goal. Maxime Sauve kicked a puck away from fallen point man Brian Dumoulin, flew up the left wing and blasted a shot past Eric Hartzell.

The Penguins are 0 for 29 on the power play in their last six games. It’s reached the point where it’s not just a nuisance. It’s a major impediment to winning hockey games. You ask people what’s wrong with the power play and you get a lot of answers about shooting more and getting more traffic. That sounds like a recitation of cliches, but really, what do you expect them to say? If they knew of a magic solution they could summarize in a post-game soundbite, they would have fixed it by now.

Norfolk scored again five minutes later when Devante Smith-Pelly skated up the right wing and hit Charles Sarault driving to the net for a goal. Hartzell got some furniture on the shot, but it somehow made its way across the goal line anyway. I watched a replay of the goal a bunch of times, thanks to Rich Charneski of WBRE, and I still don’t know exactly what happened.

Anyway, the Penguins got some momentum back in the second.

First, Reid McNeill scored his first AHL goal on a low shot from the left point past a Zlobin screen.

As an aside, on the Penguins Pit podcast that premiered today, my co-host, Michael Cignoli, lamented that players don’t exclusively by their nicknames anymore. Like people might call Sidney Crosby “Sid the Kid,” but it’s not a substitute for his name. Like, in the 70s, they weren’t Andre Dupont and Bob Kelly. They were Moose Dupont and Battleship Kelly.

My point? Glad you asked. Think Moose McNeill is a good nickname for Reid McNeill? It has a great ring to it and while I wouldn’t necessarily describe him as a moose, he’s a pretty big guy. Think it might catch on? (@Thomas Nick, I dig your Goers nickname, but would he? I don’t want to stick a guy with a nickname he hates.)

OK, back to the game. About six minutes after the McNeill goal made it 2-1, the Penguins successfully killed a 5-on-3 power play that lasted 1:58. This was their chance to really claim the momentum and tie the game. They didn’t, Gibson made 10 saves in the third and that’s your ballgame.

One personnel note that might end up being significant. Brian Dumoulin left the ice in the first minute of the second period with an apparent leg injury. Coach John Hynes said he didn’t have an update on Dumoulin’s condition after the game, but he didn’t look to be putting any weight on it on his way off the ice.

Barry Goers is in town as the seventh defenseman, but if you see a Harrison Ruopp or Nick D’Agostino call-up in the near future, you’ll know why.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 1/31

January 31st, 2014

1 Comment

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming weekend slate against Norfolk and Rochester.

Their guest this week is Penguins center Zack Torquato, who discusses the recent injury to center Zach Sill and Torquato’s own run-in with an opponents’ skate blade, which caused a gruesome injury.

Also on the docket this week a lot of discussion about rookie goalie Eric Hartzell, who is making a strong case to be named the American Hockey League’s goaltender of the month. Plus, what sets Hartzell apart from other free agent goalies the Penguins have signed in recent seasons, notably Brad Thiessen and John Curry. Also, that highlight-reel goal Harry Zolnierczyk scored on Wednesday night and  more obligatory discussion about the Olympic hockey teams.

There’s a lot more inside, too, so click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit013114
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WBS 4, Syracuse 0 1/29

January 29th, 2014

3 Comments

The last time the Syracuse Crunch visited the Mohegan Sun Arena, they handed the WBS Penguins a 4-2 loss. That was eight games ago, and frankly, I had pretty much forgotten about it.

The Penguins hadn’t.

Both Eric Hartzell and Harry Zolnierczyk mentioned the Penguins being exceptionally focused for this one, an otherwise unremarkable Wednesday night game in late January, because of the last meeting between the teams. I doubt that’s the No. 1 reason why the Penguins cruised to a 4-0 win tonight, but it was probably one of the reasons.

Hartzell’s play was another. He made 20 saves to record his third shutout of the year. Only three AHL goalies — Syracuse’s Kristers Gudlevskis, Albany’s Keith Kincaid and Adirondack’s Cal Heeter with four — have more. Good year for goaltending in upstate New York.

Hartzell is 5-1 with a 1.24 GAA and .949 save percentage in January. He has allowed two goals or fewer in eight straight starts. In the second period tonight, when Syracuse pushed back after falling behind 2-0 in the first, outshooting the Penguins 8-4, Hartzell was at his best.

It makes you wonder if there’s still time for Hartzell to get a Latvian passport, given how decisively he outplayed Syracuse’s Gudlevskis, who will start for that country in Sochi.

Anyway, the Penguins took a 1-0 lead in the first three minutes on a greasy goal by Paul Thompson. They made it 2-0 when Tom Kostopoulos tipped in a Philip Samuelsson point shot.

Early in the third, Zolnierczyk scored a highlight-reel job to essentially put the Crunch away. Denver Manderson finished off a cross-ice pass from Kostopoulos for his first AHL goal a little later.

I will try to describe the filthy Zolnierczyk goal. He weaved over to the right wing trying to kill some time as his teammates made a line change, then decided he could chip the puck between Joey Mormina and Artem Sergeev and split the defenders.  He succeeded, then picked a corner as he was basically being tackled. It was basically one-on-four or one-on-five. Here, see for yourself.

Might be an update tomorrow afternoon. Depends on what kind of practice and media availability the team has in the middle of a stretch of three games in four days. If not, check back Friday.

Bye for now,

jb

Zach Sill update 1/28

January 28th, 2014

3 Comments

Mostly good news for Zach Sill today after his arm was cut by Nolan Yonkman’s skate blade Saturday night in Norfolk.

He had surgery this morning — to repair tendon damage, I gather — but the effects aren’t expected to be long-lasting and he should be able to return to the ice well before the end of the season.

He’s having a breakthrough year, playing the first 20 NHL games of his career and seeing more ice time than ever when he’s with WBS. I’m sure the news that his season isn’t over was a relief.

Sill’s situation got me thinking about skate-blade injuries and I talked to coach John Hynes and center Zack Torquato about that topic after practice.

Torquato, obviously, knows a lot about it since he lost the tip of his middle finger to a skate blade a few years back. More on him in the paper and online tomorrow.

I wondered if there’s anything that can be done to help prevent this type of injury. I talked to equipment manager Paul DeFazio about it for a few minutes. He said traditional hockey equipment (gloves, elbow pads, pants, etc.) generally does a good job protecting most areas of the body from skate cuts. What we’re really talking about are a few vulnerable areas like the back of the lower leg, the wrist, the inner thigh or the face.

Technology is improving. Some players use Kevlar-infused socks or wrist guards. As they become more comfortable and more affordable, I suspect more players will begin using them.

I also wondered if there are more skate-blade injuries these days than there used to be. Between Sill, Torquato and a cut to Paul Bissonnette’s wrist in the 2009 playoffs, that’s three pretty major injuries in five years in the Penguins minor leagues. It seems like a lot.

I don’t think there have been major advances in skate-sharpening technology, so that’s probably not it. I theorized that maybe because players generally take shorter shifts and skate harder than they used to in, say, the 70s or 80s, there are more collisions that lead to players going head over heels and potentially cutting opponents (or teammates) with a skate.

It also might just be that we live in an era where news travels better than it ever did before. Twenty years ago, if an AHL player in another part of the country suffered a skate-blade cut, we might never know about it. Last year, when San Antonio’s Andre Deveaux took a skate to the face and needed 50 stitches, anyone in the world could have read about it online.

Whether they’re more frequent these days or not, one thing about skate-blade injuries is for sure. Players don’t spend much time thinking about them. I mean, if they really sat down and focused on that fact that every time they step on the ice, they’re trapped in an enclosed space with 24 razor-sharp blades flying around, they might have a hard time playing the game.

Thanks for your comments on the three-in-three travel situation on the last post. Some interesting thoughts. I think Jason’s comment puts things in an interesting perspective. It’s not a competitive balance issue or even a player fatigue issue. It’s an entertainment issue. Sunday games at the back end of a three-in-three are pretty frequently boring. Eliminating them might make the game seem more exciting in general.

Judging by this season’s schedule, I don’t think the Penguins front office would disagree with that idea. The Penguins play 12 Sunday games this season, but just three of them are at home.

Finally, a couple of Nailers notes:

– Cody Sylvester is the ECHL player of the week. He had five goals in four games last week, including three game winners. I really liked Sylvester’s game in the preseason. I thought he was feisty with a nose for the net. He didn’t look quite so good in 17 regular-season AHL games though, certainly not as effective as, say, Torquato has been. I suspect he’ll get another shot to rectify that before it’s all said and done.

– Chaz Johnson got an eight-game suspension for his role in a brawl with Cincinnati last weekend. He got five games for fighting after a legal line change and three more for a match penalty for a punch he threw. A pretty severe sentence.

More after tomorrow’s home game with Syracuse. Until then …

Bye for now,

jb
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Hershey 2, WBS 0 1/26

January 26th, 2014

6 Comments

A 300-mile overnight road trip that got the WBS Penguins into Hershey at about 5 a.m. and a power play that is sputtering worse than any bus ever has combined to hand a 2-0 win to the Hershey Bears on Sunday.

For all the travel/fatigue-related reasons I detailed last night (scroll down a post), this was basically an unwinnable game for the Penguins.

If they were to the pull the upset, they needed to take an early lead and sit on it. Hershey gave them a chance to do that, taking two early penalties, but the Penguins didn’t convert on a 69-second two-man advantage.

The Penguins’ power play has been pretty bad for the duration of the six-game road trip they just completed. They went 1 for 24, with the one coming in a 4-2 win at Portland two Saturdays ago. They were 0 for 7 tonight. Coach John Hynes said they had chances tonight, so he wasn’t too worried about it, but it’s definitely been an issue lately.

After the Penguins didn’t score on the 5-on-3, Anton Zlobin got called for back-to-back minors about four minutes apart. Hershey cashed in on the second one when Ryan Stoa made a backhand saucer pass from the right-wing corner to Dustin Gazley at the bottom of the left circle for a one-timer. Nice play.

Hershey made it 2-0 early in the second when Jeff Taffe cleaned up the rebound of a Gazley shot from the right wing.

The Penguins had some chances to get back in the game late in the second and into the third. A Simon Despres point shot on the power play sat loose in the crease for a second or two. A deflected Nick Drazenovic shot hit the crossbar in the third. Philipp Grubauer didn’t blink and time ticked away.

A question for the commenters: Do you think the AHL should do something to try to eliminate travel situations like this?

They’ve gotten rid of four-in-fives. They could probably get rid of three-in-threes that include more than x number of miles in bus travel too. Or do you chalk it up to life in the AHL, where attendance factors mean weekend games and weekend games sometimes mean crappy travel situations? I’m not sure where I stand. I’d like to hear your thoughts.

On a personnel note, Hynes said Zach Sill is expected to be out long term after taking a skate to the arm late in Saturday night’s game at Norfolk. He traveled with the team to Hershey, then was driven to Pittsburgh, where he is expected to be evaluated Monday.

Also, Hershey was without head coach Mike Haviland due to what the team called a minor medical issue that cropped up last night. Assistant coach Ryan Mougenel took over coaching duties and scratched D Patrick Wellar helped out on the bench.

Expect the next blog update after Tuesday’s practice.

Bye for now,

 jb
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WBS 2, Norfolk 1 (shootout) 1/25

January 25th, 2014

Comments Off

Some bullet points from a 2-1 WBS Penguins shootout win in Norfolk tonight:

– Great goalie duel. The Penguins’ goalie of the past, Brad Thiessen, making his first start against his old team against Eric Hartzell, the Penguins’ goalie of the future. Thiessen was great early, making 10 stops in each of the first two periods. Hartzell was great late, making 14 stops in the third period and four in overtime. Both were awesome in the shootout.

– Speaking of the shootout, both goalies were flawless in the first seven rounds. In the eighth, Tom Kuhnhackl scored on a wrister and Hartzell stopped Alex Grant and that was your ballgame.

– Zach Sill left the ice with less than 30 seconds left in the third period after taking the skate of Norfolk defenseman Nolan Yonkman to his left arm. He left the ice urgently and hurried to the locker room. I’ll try to get an update tomorrow in Hershey.

– After a 4-1 loss the night before, coach John Hynes scratched Zack Torquato and Anton Zlobin, shook up all his lines, including breaking up Tom, Nick & Harry, and trying almost all 12 of his forwards on the power play at one time or another. Results were mixed. The Penguins looked great early, outshooting Norfolk 21-10 at the game’s halfway point and scoring when a Brendan Mikkelson point shot pinballed in, apparently off Mike Carman, late in the first period.

– The Penguins didn’t finish any other chances, though, and the power play was ineffective again, going 0 for 3. Norfolk took the game over late in the second period and tied the score with less than 10 seconds left in regulation. Devante Smith-Pelly tipped a Sami Vatanan shot from the right point. Hartzell made a nice pad save, but Smith-Pelly cashed in the rebound. The line of Smith-Pelly, Max Friberg and Emerson Etem was dangerous all night. It seemed like they were out there every other shift.

– The Penguins visit Hershey tomorrow in what I have deemed on the podcast an unwinnable game. Norfolk on Friday, Norfolk on Saturday, six-hour bus trip and Hershey at 5 p.m. Sunday? The Penguins have done that three times before in team history and they’ve lost the Sunday game all three times. Add in the fact that Hershey has won six of its last seven overall and seven in a row at home and I’m betting the mortgage on the Bears. We’ll see how that goes.

Bye for now,

jb

Growing up an Oilers fan in Edmonton, Hitmen D-man Zipp prepares for other side of Battle of Alberta

Crucial home and home series between Calgary and Edmonton has WHL Eastern Conference supremacy on the line

By Jefferson Hagen, Calgary Herald January 23, 2014  
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Growing up an Oilers fan in Edmonton, Hitmen D-man Zipp prepares for other side of Battle of Alberta

Calgary Hitmen defenceman Micheal Zipp is settling in after being dealt from Everett at the trade deadline earlier this month.

Photograph by: Clint Trahan , Calgary Hitmen

Just scan the stands of the Scotiabank Saddledome on any night the Edmonton Oilers are visiting the Calgary Flames.

There are a ton of expat Oilers fans in this city.

Count new Calgary Hitmen defenceman Micheal Zipp as one of them. However, given his new Western Hockey League club is owned by the other entity in the Battle of Alberta, the Calgary Flames, he may have to be a bit less fervent than he was a couple years ago living in Edmonton, a rising prospect out of the CAC Canadians bantam and midget triple-A programs.

“I was born an Oilers fan, always a diehard Edmonton everything,” explained Zipp, who was acquired by the Hitmen in a trade from the Everett Silvertips on Jan. 9. “I didn’t think I’d be playing for Calgary, but here I am. Now I’m on the opposite side of things. Trying to get away with two points will be nice this weekend.”

That would be Saturday night’s Hitmen visit to Rexall Place to meet the Edmonton Oil Kings — the junior version of the Battle of Alberta, which, these days, means a lot more than when the bottom-feeding Flames and Oilers hook up. The Hitmen come into the matchup 31-11-2-3, which has them just two points up on the Oil Kings (32-13-0-1) for top spot in the WHL’s Eastern Conference. The Oil Kings have a game in hand, so that makes Saturday’s game (7 p.m., SN960) all the more important. The squads will meet again on Sunday in Calgary (4 p.m., SN960).

“I think it’s a good early playoff matchup,” said Zipp. “(The playoffs) are a little too early to look forward to, but I think first and second in the standings are huge, so it’s basically a four-point game every time you play them.”

Zipp, 17, played 36 games with Everett last season and has another 28 under his belt between there and Calgary so far this campaign. He’s never going to score a ton of points (three assists is his entire WHL career output to date), but his stay at home sensibilities had the Hitmen giving up power forward Zane Jones, who saw time in their top six, straight up for him, so you know Calgary’s scouts are all in on the young rearguard.

“It’s nice to see that, especially with it being straight up, no draft picks involved,” said Zipp. “They wanted me and had some interest in me, so it gives me an extra boost of confidence and makes me even more excited to be playing here.”

Zipp had an inkling someone would be dealt off the Everett defence at the trade deadline, considering they had eight men in the fold and needed a forward.

“I was pretty surprised to come to Calgary,” he noted. “It’s close to home. It was a big change at first, but so far everything been unreal. It’s a great organization with families and billets. It’s great. Everything’s been a smooth transition.”

Helping out with that is the fact he’s not the only Edmontonian on the Hitmen. In fact, some of the squad’s best players grew up in Oilers country — captain Jaynen Rissling, as well as impact forwards Adam Tambellini and Greg Chase.

Since Zipp has arrived, he has seen action alongside both veteran Kenton Helgesen and Colby Harmsworth, filling in as well as he can for Rissling, who hasn’t played since suffering a lower-body injury against Medicine Hat on Dec. 13. There’s a chance the captain could return this weekend, so Zipp could be the odd-man out. Nevertheless he’s always learning from Calgary’s veteran-laden defensive corps.

“They’ve been around for four or five years, so they know what they’re doing, for sure. All I can do is be a sponge and absorb as much as I can from those guys.”

jhagen@calgaryherald.com
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Haggerty, Paliotta rising with U.S. national hockey teams
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More Information

Connecticut Olympucks

Olympic hockey players from Connecticut, 

according to USA Hockey's hometowns list:

Men's

Greg Brown (Hartford), 1988, 1998

Chris Drury (Trumbull), 2002, 2006, 2010

Frank Farrell (Ansonia). 1932

Donald Geary (Hamden), 1948

Craig Janney (Hartford), 1988

Matt Martin (Hamden), 1994

Bob McVey (Hartford), 1960

Max Pacioretty (New Canaan), 2014

Jonathan Quick (Hamden), 2010, 2014

Herbert van Ingen (Greenwich), 1948

Women's 

Caitlin Cahow (Branford), 2006, 2010

Julie Chu (Fairfield), 2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 

Sue Merz (Greenwich), 1998, 2002

Helen Resor (Greenwich), 2006

Gretchen Ulion (Marlborough), 1998 

------

Note: Going by the hometowns listed leaves out players like A.J. Mleczko (Nantucket born/New Canaan raised, 1998, 2002), Ted Drury (Boston/Trumbull, 1992, 1994), Kevin Shattenkirk (born in Greenwich/raised in New York, 2014), Scott Lachance (born in Virginia, grew up in Bristol, 1992) and most notably Brian Leetch (born in Texas, raised in Cheshire, 1988, 1998, 2002).

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO  
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Haggerty, Paliotta rising with U.S. national hockey teams

Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

When USA Hockey announced its Olympic men's hockey team on national television on New Year's Day, young players skated into view wearing a jersey with the name of each player.

A college defenseman from Westport watched it along with hockey fans around the country. And sure, it was in the back of his mind that someday one of those kids could be wearing "Paliotta." 

"I think it's every kid's dream, aspiration to play in the Olympics," said Michael Paliotta, a junior at Vermont.

"You see how many great players were left off the USA, Canadian teams. It's so, so tough." 

Paliotta has a lot in common with a lot of those guys, though.

Three players on the U.S. men's team have Connecticut roots, goalie Jon Quick (Milford and Hamden), defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk (born in Greenwich, played at Brunswick) and forward Max Pacioretty (New Canaan).

"Quick, Pacioretty ... Shattenkirk, those three guys: A forward, a defenseman, a goalie," said Ryan Haggerty of Stamford, a junior forward at RPI who's a nominee for this year's Hobey Baker Award.

"It shows it's not just a lucky guy here and there. They're three real high-end NHL players. There are multiple guys throughout the Northeast playing in the NHL." 

The state has been represented on the men's team at every Olympics since 1988, when there were also three state-tied players: Hartford-born Greg Brown and Craig Janney, plus Cheshire-raised Brian Leetch.

Since then, the sport has grown in numerous ways. This year's three men's Olympians grew up playing for Mid-Fairfield's youth program.

Julie Chu of Fairfield, playing in her fourth Olympics for the women's national team, grew up at the Wonderland of Ice. Branford's Caitlin Cahow, a two-time Olympian, isn't playing but is part of the nation's delegation at the games; three members of the 1998 gold-medal women's team were from Connecticut, including New Canaan's A.J. Mleczko and Greenwich's Sue Merz.

Programs have sprouted at all levels around the country, including junior teams like Norwalk's Connecticut Oilers.

Bridgeport Sound Tigers assistant coach Eric Boguniecki, who grew up in West Haven, sees lots of growth in youth programs since he was young, playing for the Greater Bridgeport Youth Hockey Association and winning the pee-wee national championship in 1989 with future three-time Olympian Chris Drury.

"When we won the national championship, there was one team," Boguniecki said. `You made the travel team, or you played house league. Now there are five different travel teams at every level. I look at it as a good thing. Good hockey continues to grow all over." 

That's the thing: Hockey in the United States has grown to where this year's 25-man Olympic roster is missing a traditional hotbed, Massachusetts, and there's not really a blink.

There are eight from Minnesota, the team's traditional cradle. But there are also six from New York (mostly upstate, but also including Shattenkirk, whose given hometown is New Rochelle, N.Y., where he grew up), three apiece from Wisconsin and Michigan, and two from New Jersey.

But there's a bit of a rising tide around the country, too. Part of it comes from the program that helped nurture Haggerty and Paliotta.

USA Hockey began the National Team Development Program in 1996 in Ann Arbor, Mich., drawing 16- and 17-year-olds from around the country to train together. The U.S., which hadn't won a World Junior Championship since the tournament began in 1976, has won three times since 2004.

"As soon as you get there, they make it pretty clear you're there to win," said Paliotta, a 2011 draft pick of the Chicago Blackhawks. "Your first year might be a development year, but you're playing other countries, tournaments: You're there to represent the United States and win gold." 

And those Fairfield County guys did, both years, winning world championships and an assortment of international tournaments.

The NTDP alumni list in the media guide includes over 450 players (including nine of this year's Olympians, Shattenkirk among them) with hometowns in 34 states plus Washington, D.C.; from Mesa, Ariz., and Flower Mound, Texas; from Canyon Country, Calif.; and Winter Park, Fla.

The list includes 10 players from Connecticut (not counting New Rochelle's Shattenkirk), most recently Greenwich's John Hayden, who's now at Yale. The most notable are probably Greenwich native/Canadian-raised Colin Wilson, who's now with the Nashville Predators; and Bolton's Ron Hainsey, a veteran of over 600 NHL games.

Just Saturday in Dmitrov, Russia, the U.S. Under-18 team won the Five Nations Tournament.

"It was a great opportunity to play multiple times a year overseas against other countries," Haggerty said, and the experience has helped him as he moved on to college hockey, the intensity of tournaments in which one game could be the difference between winning the whole thing or going home early.

"The big thing I took away is how important it is to represent your country," Haggerty added. "It's one of the highest honors in any sport. You play against Sweden, play against Canada, play against Russia: It's going to be very intense and emotional." 

They've seen that type of environment, and Haggerty and Paliotta know this year's Olympians, with whom they train and practice in the summer, will represent their state and country well in Russia.

"You look at a state like Connecticut, not really known a while ago, being, I'm not sure you'd say, a hockey hotbed, but (it has) a lot of guys playing in the NHL," Paliotta said.

"It's pretty cool to see." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Minney backstops U.S. to Five Nations title

Saturday, 02.08.2014 / 1:55 PM

By NHL.com Staff -  / 2014 NHL Draft blog

Comment

Print

Edwin Minney, one of the top goaltender prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft, made 20 saves and the United States beat the Czech Republic 3-2 on Saturday to win the 2014 Under-18 Five Nations Tournament at Dmitrov Arena in Dmitrov, Russia.

The U.S. jumped to an early lead on Joe Wegworth's goal 4:15 into the game. Dylan Pavelek scored at 15:51 of the first to make it 2-0 and Brandon Fortunato's goal with 47 seconds remaining in the opening period gave the U.S. a 3-0 lead after 20 minutes.

The Czechs responded with two goals in just over a minute in the second period to make it a one-goal game, with top European draft prospect Jakub Vrana having a hand in both scores. Vrana, No. 5 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm ranking of European skaters for the 2014 draft, scored a power-play goal at 7:30 of the second. Just 64 seconds later, Vrana set up Filip Pyrochta for a goal at 8:34.

The Americans tightened up in the third period, allowing the Czechs just three shots. Minney, No. 2 on Central Scouting's midterm ranking of North American goaltenders for the 2014 draft, stopped all three shots in the third. In two games at the tournament, Minney went 2-0-0 while allowing five goals on 50 shots for a .900 save percentage.

Barons end road trip at Charlotte

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 8, 2014  

Barons at Charlotte

When: 12:30 p.m. Sunday

Where: Time Warner Cable Arena, Charlotte, N.C.

Radio: KXXY-FM 96.1

Scouting report: The Barons are riding a season-best four-game winning streak. They've scored 25 goals in the four wins. OKC has won the first three games of a four-game road trip that ends Sunday afternoon in Charlotte. ... The Barons are in 10th place in the AHL's Western Conference, four points shy of eighth, the playoff cutoff line. ... OKC snapped an 0-6 skid against Charlotte with an 8-5 win Friday night. ... The Barons have won six of their last eight, the only two losses coming on the road at Charlotte two weeks ago. ... Mark Arcobello, the Barons' all-time leading scorer, has scored seven points in three games since being sent down by Edmonton. ... The Barons' leading scorer is team captain Anton Lander (32 points in 31 games). ... Roman Horak, obtained in an early season trade, recorded the Barons' first hat track of the season in Friday's win. ... Goaltender Richard Bachman has won his last four starts to improve to 12-12-4 with a 3.08 goals-against average and .909 save percentage. ... Charlotte, the Carolina Hurricanes' AHL affiliate, is led by Aaron Palushaj (41 points). Palushaj has tallied 11 points in seven games vs. OKC. With 39 points each, Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry are among the AHL's top scorers. The Checkers' top goalie is John Muse (16-10-3, 2.71 GAA, .913 save percentage).

FROM STAFF REPORTS •  Published: February 7, 2014  

CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Roman Horak had a hat trick, and Mark Arcobello continued his strong play Friday night as the Oklahoma City Barons whipped the Charlotte Checkers 8-5 in an American Hockey League game before 8,189 fans at Time Warner Cable Arena.

Oklahoma City (20-22-6) won its first game in seven tries this season against Charlotte (22-23-1), recovering from a 3-1 deficit with six consecutive goals over the second and third periods. The Barons also passed the Checkers in the West Division; Oklahoma City is in third place with 46 standings points to Charlotte's 45.

The teams play again at 12:30 p.m. Sunday in Charlotte.

Horak, acquired in a trade earlier this season from the Calgary Flames, has 14 goals after Friday's hat trick. His power play goal with 3:11 left in the second period tied the game 3-3. Ben Eager added two goals, including the go-ahead-for-good score, just 27 seconds into the third period. Arcobello finished with a goal and two assists. He has seven points in three games since being sent down by the Edmonton Oilers.

OMARK RELEASED

The Buffalo Sabres waived former Barons standout Linus Omark on Friday. Omark had no goals and two assists in 13 games with the last-place Sabres, who acquired the winger in a Dec. 19 trade with Edmonton. Omark led the Barons with 29 points in 29 games at the time of the deal. He reportedly asked the Oilers to trade him for a better chance at playing in the NHL.

Mike Harrington, the Sabres beat writer for the Buffalo News, said Omark “showed basically nothing since being acquired from Edmonton for a conditional sixth-round pick. But he sure had a way of getting people to constantly email or tweet me wondering why he wasn't playing more. He wasn't on the ice more because he's not an NHL player.”

If Omark clears waivers, he can report to the Sabres' AHL farm team in Rochester, N.Y.

BY MIKE BALDWIN, Staff Writer, mbaldwin@opubco.com •  Published: February 6, 2014  

Barons at Charlotte Checkers

When: 6 p.m. Friday

Where: Time Warner Cable Arena, Charlotte, N.C.

Radio: KXY 96.1 FM, Jim Byers play-by-play

Scouting report: The Checkers have dominated the season series, winning all six games, including 9-3 and 4-0 victories a couple of weeks ago in Charlotte. ... OKC is 11th in the Western Conference with 44 points. Charlotte is 10th (45 points). ... Bolstered by the return of Mark Arcobello, the Barons are riding a season-best three-game winning streak. Arcobello has scored four points in his two games since being reassigned to Oklahoma City by the Edmonton Oilers. ... The Barons leading scorer is team captain Anton Lander (30 points in 30 games). ... Roman Horak, obtained in an early season trade from the Calgary organization, has 27 points. ... Barons goaltender Richard Bachman has won his last three starts to improve to 11-12-4 with a 3.00 goals against average and .911 saves percentage. ... Charlotte, the Carolina Hurricanes Triple-A affiliate, is led by Aaron Palushaj (40 points). Palushaj has 10 points in six games vs. OKC. With 38 points each, Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry are among the AHL's top 40 scorers. Charlotte's top goalie is John Muse (16-9-5, 2.53 GAA, .918 saves percentage).

OKC Barons: Mark Arcobello returns to Barons, keys victory at Texas

The one-time American Hockey League All-Star has a goal and two assists as Oklahoma City pops Stars 7-4.

FROM STAFF REPORTS •  Published: February 2, 2014  

CEDAR PARK, Texas — Mark Arcobello made an immediate impact to the Oklahoma City Barons' oft-struggling forward end Sunday afternoon.

Arcobello, playing in his first American Hockey League game of the season, had a goal and two assists as Oklahoma City bounced the Texas Stars 7-4 before 3,916 fans at Cedar Park Center. Arcobello was sent to the Barons by the parent Edmonton Oilers on Saturday; he had four goals and 18 points in 41 games this season for the Oilers but had not played for the NHL team since Jan. 24.

For as long as he remains with Oklahoma City, the one-time AHL All-Star will give the Barons offense a boost. He is the franchise's all-time leader in goals and assists, helping the Barons to three consecutive playoff appearances, including the Western Conference finals the last two seasons.

On Sunday, he helped give Oklahoma City a 1-0 lead in the first period by drawing an assist on Ryan Hamilton's seventh goal of the season. The Barons and Stars traded goals throughout the first and most of the second periods. But Oklahoma City took the lead for good with 9:09 left in the middle period, when Arcobello assisted on Roman Horak's 11th goal of the year.

Arcobello added an unassisted goal with 8:35 left in the game. Austin Fyten, Matthew Ford, Will Acton and Brad Hunt also scored goals for Oklahoma City, which won its second straight game and improved to 18-22-6.

Goaltender Richard Bachman made 41 saves for the Barons.

Texas (28-14-5) will host the Barons again on Tuesday night. Faceoff is 7:30.

OKC Barons: Barons bounce back, beat Toronto

Oklahoma City coach Todd Nelson said his American Hockey League team played its most complete game of the season.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: January 30, 2014  

Coming off the worst game in the American Hockey League franchise's four-year history, the Oklahoma City Barons played one their best games of the season Thursday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The Barons notched a 5-3 win over Toronto, outshooting the Marlies 42-22.

“That was the most complete game our team has played all year,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We did a great job in the offensive zone, working the puck around, finding our best (opportunities). We did a lot of good things tonight.”

In their previous outing, at Charlotte, the Barons allowed a franchise worst nine goals and a franchise worst 47 regulation shots.

“We all felt really bad after that game,” said Oklahoma City team captain Anton Lander, who scored a goal and chipped in two assists on Thursday night. “Tonight, we all stuck together. When someone got hit all five guys were over there to protect them. We put a lot of shots on net. This was a good team win.”

Despite the solid game, the outcome was still undecided when the Marlies (25-14-4) rallied to tie 3-3 midway through the third period. The Barons retook the lead when Jack Combs slammed in a rebound with 6:14 remaining. Lander added an empty-net goal with 1:05 to play in a penalty-filled game.

“It would be nice to find a way to coast in one time and win 5-1,” Nelson said. “But that's not the way our team is this year. We like to have drama and give fans their money's worth.”

The Barons (17-22-6) went up 2-0 on Ryan Hamilton's goal midway through the first period and Tyler Pitlick's goal midway through the second. Lander supplied the key assist on both goals.

The Lander/Hamilton/Pitlick line was dominant, outshooting the Marlies 16-4 when they were on the ice in five-on-five situations.

“This is a huge stretch for us coming up,” Hamilton said. “We're past the midway point (of the season). We need to make a push to get into the playoffs. We definitely weren't happy with the road trip to Charlotte. This is how we need to play.”

Nearly three months remain in the regular season, but the Barons have surrendered the most goals in the AHL. They're in 12th place, six standings points behind the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

Oklahoma City has advanced to the Western Conference finals the past two seasons.

“If we play like that the rest of the year, we'll be fine,” Nelson said. “I liked the way we responded at the end of that (9-3 loss at Charlotte). We kept fighting. I think that carried over to tonight. It's good the guys are playing for each other. I think it's really important we have that mentality.”

OKC Barons notebook: Barons captain Anton Lander continues hot streak

Despite spending time with the Edmonton Oilers, Lander tops Oklahoma City scorers with 28 points.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: January 30, 2014  

Barons team captain Anton Lander has scored 13 points in 10 games since he was reassigned to Oklahoma City early this month by the Edmonton Oilers. With a goal and two assists in a 5-3 win over Toronto on Thursday night, Lander has scored two goals and has 10 assists in January.

Lander leads the team with 28 points despite playing a dozen games with the Oilers in November and December.

CHIPPY PLAY

Barons defenseman David Musil was assessed a game misconduct penalty for his hit on Toronto forward Tyler Biggs midway through the third period. It was the two teams' first meeting this season, but it was chippy. The teams combined for 71 penalty minutes.

“Whenever your teammates get hit you're always going to go in there and stick up for them,” said Ryan Hamilton, who played for Toronto last season. “They were doing that as well. I think the fans enjoyed it. They like a few fights and some exciting plays.”

ACTON SITS VS. FORMER TEAM

Center Will Acton was forced to sit out Thursday's game with Toronto, the team he played for the last two seasons. Acton was assessed a one-game suspension by the American Hockey League for an instigator penalty in the final five minutes of last week's road game at Charlotte.

UP NEXT

Oklahoma City opens a four-game road trip against the Texas Stars on Sunday afternoon and Tuesday night in Cedar Park, Texas. The Barons close out the road trip with two games at Charlotte. The Barons' next home game is a Feb. 14-15 weekend series against Lake Erie.

OKC Barons: Steve Pinizzotto brings a little more grit to the Barons' game plan

The forward has championship experience, playing on the Hershey Bears' back-to-back AHL title teams.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: January 29, 2014  

Oklahoma City Barons forward Steve Pinizzotto's game is built around finishing checks and playing physical.

“I grew up the youngest child. I used to get beat up a lot,” Pinizzotto said. “That's where I got it from.”

Photo - Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk stops the puck while the Vancouver Canucks' Steve Pinizzotto, 13 tries to get his stick on it during first period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, on Saturday, April 27, 2013. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Ian Jackson)

Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk stops the puck while the Vancouver Canucks' Steve Pinizzotto, 13 tries to get his stick on it during first period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, on Saturday, April 27, 2013. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Ian Jackson)

Unlike most physical enforcers in hockey, Pinizzotto supplies some offense. A 29-year-old veteran with 258 games of American Hockey League experience, Pinizzotto played on back-to-back Calder Cup title teams.

The Barons, who host the Toronto Marlies at 7 p.m. Thursday at the Cox Convention Center, acquired Pinizzotto in a trade with San Antonio for Ryan Martindale.

“It's tough when you lose buddies in a trade, but that's part of hockey,” said Oklahoma City goaltender Richard Bachman. “(Pinizzotto) is the type of player that gives you energy. He brings a little spark, a little grit. That's huge for us. He's played in a lot of games in a lot of different situations.”

In his seventh pro season, Pinizzotto played on Hershey's back-to-back AHL championship teams in 2008-09 and 2009-10.

In addition to scoring a combined 83 points those two seasons, Pinizzotto posted a plus-40 rating the first title season, which ranked third in the AHL. He's scored 117 career AHL points.

“The game has changed some (toward skill players), but there are still a lot of players that play a heavy game,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He's a player that plays with sandpaper and grit. But he's also a good player.”

Hampered by an injury, Pinizzotto's ice time was spotty with San Antonio. With the Barons, the Toronto native can provide leadership on a young team.

“No one really likes to get hit,” said Barons defenseman Brad Hunt. “When there are guys running you into the boards it's not fun. But it's fun to play with a guy like that. Every team needs guys like that on their team.”

Because of his physical style, Pinizzotto often is key member on penalty-kill units.

“When the other team is on the power play, they usually have their best players on the ice,” Pinizzotto said. “If you get out of position, that's when the puck is in the back of your net. You have to play smart. It's always about timing and good positioning. That's something I take pride in, my overall game.”

Pinizzotto was called up for nearly a month by Washington four seasons ago but was always a healthy scratch. He never officially played in a game with the Capitals. He made his long awaited NHL debut last season, playing in 12 games with the Vancouver Canucks.

“Every day I try to move forward so I can get another shot at the NHL. Ultimately that's where everyone wants to be,” Pinizzotto said. “I'm looking for the best chance possible. Hopefully this works out for me. But you can't look too far ahead. Your focus has to be working hard every day.”

February 7 

Penguins march all over Pirates 

Portland’s third-period defensive breakdown proves costly.

By Tom Robinson 

 Special to the Press Herald

WILKES-BARRE, Pa. — Andrew Ebbett’s tie-breaking goal 20 seconds into the third period was just the beginning.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates at Hershey Bears

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins used a series of quick strikes over the final 20 minutes Friday night to turn back the Portland Pirates, 5-1.

Ebbett connected on the power play for the first of his two goals in the opening 3:53 of the period. His initial goal was followed 50 seconds later by teammate Spencer Machacek’s score to put the Penguins in control, 3-1.

The quickest strike of them all came when Tom Kostopoulos scored just two seconds into a power play, giving the Penguins four goals in a span of 8:27 and more than enough offense on a night when the Pirates managed just 13 shots on goal.

“Before you know it, you look around and it’s 5-1,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said.

“We knew we had to kill the penalty at the start and we didn’t get it done. Then we just lost our focus for the next three or four shifts and the game’s over.”

Kostopoulos closed the scoring off a faceoff in the right circle. A veteran of 630 National Hockey League games, he scored his team-high 17th goal.

“We should have a couple people there,” Edwards said. “We weren’t near hungry enough.”

Special teams carried the Pirates to an impressive win Wednesday night in Binghamton and were a big part of them getting into the third period tied Friday.

The Pirates created chances while killing off penalties and turned one of them into the tying goal.

Jordan Martinook scored a short-handed goal, giving Portland seven on the season, tied for second-best in the AHL.

Brett Hextall came up with the puck and had it on the right side in the neutral zone before hitting Martinook in the middle, just as Martinook reached the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton blue line. Martinook broke in on goalie Eric Hartzell at 14:48 of the second period, forcing a 1-1 tie.

The Pirates had killed off 11 straight penalties over three games before Ebbett broke the tie by deflecting Nick Drazenovic’s wrist shot from the point.

“We just weren’t ready to start the third period,” Edwards said. “We took too many penalties tonight and they outcompeted us in most areas.”

Dominik Uher’s pass from behind the net set up Machacek’s goal from in front at 1:10.

“It was a tight game up to that point,” Penguins Coach John Hynes said. “We were fortunate to get the (power-play) goal right off the bat, which helped, then we came right back and got the second one.”

Ebbett nailed a one-timer from the center point off a Kostopoulos pass at 3:53.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton scored the only goal of the first period when Uher fired a pass from the right circle to Carter Rowney a few feet from the left post.

The Pirates are in Hershey on Saturday in their last game before the AHL All-Star Classic

February 6 

Pirates score four power-play goals to top Binghamton, 5-1 

Portland bounces back after three one-sided losses last weekend.

By Tom Robinson 

 Special to the Press Herald

BINGHAMTON, N.Y. — The Portland Pirates picked an unlikely setting for their first regulation win since Jan. 11 and perhaps their most important effort of the season.

Playing on the road against the East Division leaders, the Pirates bounced back emphatically from their roughest weekend of the season by using a big night from the special teams to turn back the Binghamton Senators 5-1 on Wednesday night.

The Pirates won for just the second time in 11 games by going 4 of 4 on the power play over the first two periods. They also killed all six power plays; Binghamton was ranked third in the league.

“We’ve had some good efforts,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “We needed to right the ship. I would say it was probably the most important effort of the year for us because we weren’t feeling great and it was important to start feeling better.”

Binghamton was partly responsible for that sick feeling in the Pirates’ locker room.

The Senators were one of the three teams to score seven goals against the Pirates last weekend, putting the worst of the beatings on the Pirates, 7-1.

“It’s been a rough little patch for us,” said Andy Miele, who assisted on two power-play goals and was one of the penalty killers. “I think the coaches handled it great.”

Chris Brown scored a pair of goals and Mark Visentin made 22 saves to halt a slump that has been lingering for 3½ weeks.

The 5-1 win matches a home-ice victory over Worcester on Nov. 8 for the biggest of the season by the Pirates.

Binghamton jumped in front when Jim O’Brien knocked in a rebound of the game’s first shot at 4:53.

“That’s a good hockey club,” Edwards said of the Senators, who have the league’s second-highest win total. “They play as fast as any team we’ve seen. I liken them to Manchester because they play with so much speed that their transition game is deadly.

“If you turn the puck over against them, you’re in trouble. We saw that on the first goal of the game.”

Brown scored goals 2:35 apart late in the first period to put the Pirates in front. He lifted a rebound over Andrew Hammond, then deflected a shot in front after Miele set up Brandon Gormley for a one-timer from the center point.

Brandon McMillan scored on a wrist shot from the right circle 1:49 into the second period for a 3-1 lead.

“It started with a great net front by Chris Brown,” Miele said. “If the goalie can’t see the puck, as long as those guys get the pucks through, there’s a good chance of it going in and, if not, there’s a rebound.”

Seconds after a penalty kill midway through the period, Visentin stopped Shane Prince’s breakaway.

Visentin handled a flurry of activity over the next few minutes before Gormley and Tobias Rieder broke the game open on the power play late in the second period.

February 2 

A lost weekend for the Portland Pirates 

Sunday’s loss to Manchester is Portland’s third in as many days.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Call it the Lost Weekend.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates at Binghamton Senators

WHEN: 7:05 p.m. Wednesday

Pirates goaltender Louis Domingue provided a lasting image of Portland’s puzzling meltdown when he slammed his stick over the crossbar until splintering the wood after seeing the visiting Manchester Monarchs score twice in 19 seconds of the third period on the way to a 7-4 victory Sunday afternoon.

A Colisee matinee crowd of 1,860 saw the Pirates squander a three-goal lead and lose for the third time in less than 45 hours, by a combined score of 21-9.

“It’s inexcusable to act like that,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said of the tantrum thrown by Domingue, who failed to finish a game for the second day in a row.

“I understand the frustration, but we’ve got to harness it better than that.”

The Pirates have won only six games all season in Lewiston, where crowds are the smallest in the 30-team AHL, and none in eight attempts since a New Year’s Eve victory over Bridgeport.

“It’s not pretty right now,” said Edwards, whose club set a franchise record of 134 penalty minutes in Saturday night’s 7-1 loss to Binghamton and allowed five power-play goals in Friday night’s 7-4 loss to St. John’s. “We’re going to have to dig down and figure out what the hell just happened this weekend.”

The Pirates actually came out in impressive fashion Sunday afternoon.

Before the game was two minutes old, Andy Miele fed Chris Brown in the slot and Brown’s one-timer gave the Pirates a 1-0 lead.

A hustling Darian Dziurzynski won a race to the puck behind the Manchester net, immediately flicked a backhand pass to an onrushing Brandon McMillan and his one-timer made it 2-0.

After Manchester scored on a slapshot from the right dot by Sean Blackman, the Pirates finished off the period with a power-play goal from Miele, his 19th of the season, after snappy puck movement from Brandon Gormley and Daine Todd.

It remained 3-1 when the Pirates went on the power play again in the first minute of the second period. In one of their prettier passing sequences of the season, Daine Todd dropped the puck in the slot to Miele, who zipped it to Tobias Rieder near the left post for his 14th goal of the season and a 4-1 lead.

“We had the game in control,” Edwards said, “right where we wanted it.”

Consecutive hooking penalties midway through the period on Miele and Jordan Szwarz set the stage for Manchester’s comeback and Portland’s collapse.

Manchester’s Tanner Pearson scored on a power play to make it 4-2.

Ian O’Connor jumped on the rebound of a shot by Hunter Bishop to make it 4-3 heading into the third.

Colin Miller tied it at 3:45 of the third.

Not quite two minutes later, Zach O’Brien scored the go-ahead goal followed quickly by another by Bishop for a 6-4 Manchester lead. O’Brien added the sixth straight unanswered goal midway through the period against the shell-shocked Pirates.

“We’re mentally weak right now,” Edwards said. “We just let them back in the game. They get a little bit of momentum and we can’t stop it. We’ve got to be tougher than what we showed.”

Mark Visentin finished with seven saves on eight shots in relief of Domingue, who left with 27 saves. The Pirates are now 6-16 in the Colisee, with six of those losses coming by shootout.

They return to action Wednesday in Binghamton and don’t play another home game for another two weeks, until after the All-Star Break.

Last weekend, the Pirates played three low-scoring games that ended in regulation ties. They lost one in a shootout, one in overtime and won the finale in a shootout.

“I didn’t see this coming,” Edwards said. “I didn’t see us giving up 21 goals in three games and losing leads.”

When it was suggested that Manchester, the top team in the Eastern Conference, may have been the cause of Portland’s collapse, Edwards shook his head.

The Monarchs “come hard, but we’ve seen that before,” Edwards said.

“We just didn’t handle it. We stopped moving, stopped skating, stopped talking, stopped playing. It’s a tough weekend.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH

January 31 

AHL: Penalties kill Pirates’ comeback 

St. John’s scores five power-play goals in beating Portland.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Ray Edwards didn’t mince words Friday night after his Pirates surrendered five power-play goals in a 7-4 loss to the St. John’s IceCaps.

up next

WHO: Pirates vs. Binghamton Senators

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

“We were undisciplined,” the coach said of Portland’s 10 trips to the penalty box, which paved the way to a fourth loss in four January games at The Colisee.

“Just disappointing,” said Edwards. “Our (penalty kill) was disappointing, our goaltending was disappointing and our discipline was disappointing. If you score four goals, you should win the game.”

The IceCaps have won five in a row and six of seven. The Pirates, coming off a 4-3 shootout victory Sunday over Springfield to end a six-game winless streak, have not won in Maine since New Year’s Eve.

They managed to tie the score at 4 on a Lucas Lessio power-play goal in the fifth minute of the third period but could not pull ahead despite nearly three more minutes with a skater advantage because of a St. John’s double minor for high sticking.

“Momentum is the biggest thing in hockey,” said Lessio, who also had an assist. “We’d grasp it and kind of let it go. It’s a learning lesson for us.”

After killing off the long Pirates’ power play, St. John’s scored the final three goals, two of them with a Pirate in the penalty box. Will O’Neill, a former University of Maine player, scored the seventh goal with a little more than two minutes remaining. Jerome Samson scored twice for St. John’s, which was outshot 37-33.

Mark Visentin made 26 saves for the Pirates, who host Binghamton Saturday night and Manchester Sunday afternoon.

Phil Lane, Jordan Szwarz and Brandon McMillan scored for the Pirates, who took a 1-0 lead 18 seconds after the opening puck drop when Lane converted a feed from behind the net from Tobias Rieder. Ethan Werek also picked up an assist.

The Pirates proceeded to kill three penalties and appeared poised to double their lead or at least maintain their one-goal margin when they went on the power play with 2:05 left in the period. Instead, after a frustrating half minute chasing the puck without success, Daine Todd was sent off for high-sticking.

“You check with your stick on the ice,” Edwards said. “It’s just a focus. You’ve got to move your feet. You’ve got to check the right way. There are details to your game and we didn’t check with detail.”

Six seconds later, after winning the ensuing draw, the IceCaps tied it on a shot from the outside the right circle by Brenden Kitchton.

The IceCaps built a 3-1 lead in the second period on power-play goals by Samson and Adam Lowry before the Pirates fought back to tie. Szwarz cleaned up after a breakaway by Lessio to make it 3-2, and McMillan added a short-handed goal on the rebound of a Mathieu Brodeur slap shot.

The 3-3 tie did not last, however, because more than a minute remained in a slashing penalty by Andy Miele and St. John’s took advantage with its third power-play goal of the period. Left alone in front of the net, Jason Jaffray tucked a backhand just inside the post to give the IceCaps a 4-3 lead entering the third.

Jaffray, 32, is a 12-year pro who will captain the AHL All-Star team scheduled to play a Swedish professional team Feb. 12 in St. John’s, Newfoundland.

“We fought back twice in the game and continued to take more penalties,” Edwards said. “We just didn’t learn the lessons. ... The great thing is we get to play (Saturday) night. I was pretty hard on the group (after the game) so we’ve got to respond (Saturday).”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH

January 27 

Pirates win shootout over Falcons 

Andy Miele scores the game-winner as Portland’s skid finally ends.

By Fran Sypek 

 Special to the Press Herald

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. — Andy Miele knew two points were within his team’s grasp.

COMING UP

FRIDAY: St. John’s IceCaps at Pirates, 7 p.m.

SATURDAY: Binghamton Senators at Pirates, 7 p.m.

SUNDAY: Manchester Monarchs at Pirates, 1 p.m.

All he needed to do was convert his chance during the shootout and the nightmare would be over for him and his Portland Pirates teammates.

Miele, the last shooter by chance rather than design, beat Jeremy Smith on the final bid of the shootout as the Pirates ended their six-game winless streak Sunday with a 4-3 victory over the Springfield Falcons.

It was Portland’s first win over Springfield this season and the Pirates’ first victory since beating the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 2-0 on Jan. 11.

“It’s been a tough stretch for us,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “To find a way to win is just good for the group and good for our morale.”

This was by no means a perfect game for the Pirates, who, like the Falcons, were playing for the third time in as many nights. Both teams were weary, but Portland found a way to prevail.

Goaltender Mark Visentin had a lot to do with the win, stopping 37 shots and frustrating Falcon flurries in the third period.

“Mark made three or four really big saves in the third period,” Edwards said. “I liked the way we fought back.”

The Pirates had a chance to win when they went on a power play in overtime, but Springfield negated the disadvantage and the game went to the shootout.

Portland’s Tobias Rieder and Springfield’s Jack Skille traded goals early in the shootout. Darryl Boyce was denied on his bid and it was all up to Miele.

“I felt less pressure after they didn’t score,” Miele said. “I’d been struggling with my shootouts, so I went not thinking too much. I made a couple of moves and got it upstairs.”

Miele was not the final shooter by design.

“I usually tell the guys ahead of time who is going to shoot, but this time I didn’t and went with a gut feeling,” Edwards said. “I can’t take full credit.”

Visentin made 13 saves during a third period that saw the Falcons constantly buzz the net.

“He played with a lot of confidence and when you have a confident goaltender, you have a confident team,” Miele said.

The Pirates had been 0-3 against the Falcons, who still lead the Northeast Division despite losing their last three games – all against the bottom three teams in the Eastern Conference.

“We had some good moments. We had some poor moments. But we hung in there,” Edwards said. “They were all over us in the first period, but by the second period, we were able to stabilize the game.”

Neither team looked sharp at the start. Springfield’s Sean Collins opened the scoring 86 seconds into the game.

Miele scored his 18th goal at 4:04 and Chris Brown put the Pirates ahead less than three minutes later after vacating the penalty box. But Michael Chaput tied the score at 2 just 26 second later.

Skille broke the tie with 2:30 left in the first period with a power-play goal, but Brown evened the score in the second period with his second goal of the game, when the Pirates had the man-advantage.

“The second period was crucial for us,” Edwards said. “We took a breath and tied it up.”

January 25 

AHL: Luckless Pirates fall to Monarchs 

Portland drops its sixth straight.

By Allen Lessels 

 Special to the Telegram

MANCHESTER — So close.

The Portland Pirates battled back and got the game tied, and it seemed they were headed to a shootout.

Then Manchester’s Linden Vey beat goalie Louis Domingue with a shot through traffic with just 1.8 seconds left in overtime to lift the Monarchs to a 3-2 victory over the Pirates at Verizon Wireless Arena on Saturday night.

The defeat followed Friday’s shootout loss after Bridgeport scored an extra-attacker goal with 18 seconds remaining to send the game to overtime.

“It’s pretty demoralizing for the group to give them up late like that,” said Pirates forward Brett Hextall. “It’s unacceptable. It’s not bad luck. At least some of it’s not bad luck. It’s mistakes we’re making.”

Portland has lost six straight.

“We’re in a bit of a crappy place,” said Pirates Coach Ray Edwards. “We just can’t find a way to win some of these games. We’ve just got to stick with it and try to stay positive and try to learn from the mistakes and be as encouraging as we can.”

Domingue made 36 saves, while J.F. Berube had 26 saves for Manchester.

The Monarchs lead the league in points and were up 2-0 with 11 minutes to play before the Pirates started their rally.

The Monarchs got on the board first when Sean Backman connected for the only goal of the opening period 8:09 into the game.

Manchester had a wide territorial edge in the period, outshooting Portland 15-4.

Tanner Pearson made it to with his 14th of the season at 11:23 of the second period.

A minute after that goal, Manchester’s Andrew Bodnarchuk and Portland’s Brett Hextall squared off in a spirited bout in the Monarchs zone.

“Give credit to Hexie,” Edwards said. “He tried to get us going.”

It worked, and the Pirates picked up the pace. They had some good scoring bids in the latter part of the second period. On one of the best, Phil Lane deflected a pass from Chris Brown on goal, but Berube stopped it.

Portland finally struck for a goal with 10:38 left in the third period. Andy Miele deflected Brandon Gormley’s shot past Berube for his 17th of the season.

The Pirates tied it just over two minutes later when Ethan Werek picked up a rebound in close, circled behind the net and tucked the puck past Berube for a power-play goal with 8:25 left.

It wasn’t quite enough.

“I love the way we came back tonight and fought back to get a point,” Edwards said. “But we’ve got to learn from the first two periods, right?”

Hextall agreed.

“We got a point out of the game, but just one point is not enough,” he said. “We’ve kind of gotten tired of that. We’ve got to find a way to get two points every night.”

NOTES: The Pirates move on to Springfield for a Sunday game with the Falcons at 3 p.m. ... Manchester and Portland meet again next Sunday in a Super Bowl matinee at 1 p.m. in Lewiston. ... This was the first overtime loss during Portland’s losing streak, which includes two shootout losses.

Binghamton Senators get more offensive help with returns of Stephane Da Costa, Mark Stone

Posted on February 7, 2014 by mweinste


Mark Stone, right, celebrates his first NHL goal with Jean-Gabriel Pageau earlier this month against the Montreal Canadiens.

Not that the Binghamton Senators were in need of more scoring, but it doesn’t hurt to add more scorers to the roster.

The Ottawa Senators re-assigned center Stephane Da Costa to the B-Sens on Friday, a day after sending forward Mark Stone back to Binghamton.

Da Costa was among the top 10 scores in the American Hockey League before getting re-called to Ottawa on Jan. 20. He is currently tied for 19th in scoring with 37 p0ints (12 goals, 25 assists) in 37 games. He has three goals and an assist in 12 games with Ottawa this season.

Da Costa was promoted to Ottawa because of a wrist injury to Stone, who was re-called to the National Hockey League club on Dec. 31. Da Costa could return to Ottawa following the Olympic break after forming a productive fourth line with Cory Conacher and Erik Condra.

Stone, 21, scored a goal and had an assist in seven games with Ottawa. He has nine goals and nine assists in 19 games with Binghamton.

Stone and Da Costa will likely be put on the top line again with B-Sens leading scorer Mike Hoffman. The three formed a potent trio in December.

The B-Sens have scored 173 goals this season, second to Texas (175).

Da Costa and Stone won’t have much travel to do as the B-Sens are already in Ottawa to play the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday night at the Canadian Tire Center. Binghamton (29-15-0-3, 61 points) have a five-point lead over Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Norfolk for first place in the East Division. The Penguins and Admirals have played one less game, but will make it up tonight.

    | | |  

Mika Zibanejad shows well for Senators

Posted on February 6, 2014 by mverderame


Mika Zibanejad has been a top prospect since the day he was drafted by the Ottawa Senators back in the first round of 2011.

This season, Zibanejad is showing why. The Stockholm, Sweden native had a nice week to begin February, notching three assists in four games to accompany an even rating. In those games, Ottawa went 2-1-1-0.

Zibanejad has been solid in 47 games this season since being called up in October to the parent club from Binghamton. With 11 goals and 12 assists, Zibeanjad has helped the Senators stay alive in the Eastern Conference race, currently sitting 10th in the standings but only one point out of a playoff spot.

Also playing well in Ottawa is veteran Chris Neil. Neil is known more for his fists and tough-guy image, but every once in a while he can make an impact offensively.

This week, Neil had a huge game against the Toronto Maple Leafs, scoring two goals and an assist. For the season, Neil has eight goals and two assists in 50 games.

Forward Colin Greening showed up this week and amassed a goal and an assist. The former Cornell star now has five goals and 13 points on the season. Greening also played well in the defensive end, earning an EVEN rating.

Defenseman Jared Cowen is playing solid hockey after taking some heat from the fans to begin the season. Cowen earned a pair of assists this week in four games, including one on Tuesday in Ottawa’s 5-4 shootout win over the St. Louis Blues.

In the game against St. Louis, backup goaltender Robin Lehner got some game action and earned his seventh win of the season. Lehner was excellent, making 46 saves to beat one of the top teams in the Western Conference.

Jakob Silfverberg (Anaheim Ducks): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 31 games, 6 goals, 9 assists, plus-2, 8 PIM.

Stephane Da Costa (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 0 assists, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 11 games, 3 goals 0 assists, plus-1, 2 PIM.

Jason Spezza (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, 1 goal, 4 assists, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 52 games, 15 goals, 27 assists, minus-21, 34 PIM.

Eric Gryba (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, o goals, 1 assist, minus-1, 6 PIM. Season: 32 games, 1 goal, 7 assists, plus-6, 35 PIM.

Mark Stone (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 7 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, minus-1, 2 PIM.

Cody Ceci (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, EVEN, 2 PIM. Season: 25 games, 1 goal, 5 assists, plus-3, 6 PIM.

Patrick Wiercioch (Ottawa Senators): 4 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 2 PIM. Season: 37 games, 3 goals, 12 assists, plus-2, 12 PIM.

Chris Phillips (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 49 games, 1 goals, 12 assists, minus-6, 20 PIM.

Anton Volchenkov (New Jersey Devils): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-2, 4 PIM. Season: 44 games, 0 goals, 7 assists, EVEN, 18 PIM.

Ray Emery (Philadelphia Flyers): 0 games, 0-0, 0 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 20 games, 6-9-1, .897 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.03 GAA.

Ben Bishop (Tampa Bay Lightning): 3 games, 1-2, 4 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 42 games, 27-8-4, .933 sv. percentage, 4 shutouts, 1.98 GAA.

Andre Benoit (Colorado Avalanche): 4 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 55 games, 2 goals, 17 assists, minus-4, 12 PIM.

    | | |  

Binghamton falls 5-1 to Portland

Posted on February 6, 2014 by mverderame


The Portland Pirates defeated the Binghamton Senators 5-1 on Wednesday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Portland rode four power play goals to victory, avenging a 7-1 loss last Saturday at home to Binghamton. Defenseman Brandon Gormley scored twice, along with a goal each from Brandon McMillan, Tobias Rieder and Chris Brown.

Jim O’Brien had the lone goal for Binghamton, briefly giving the B-Sens a 1-0 lead in the first period. The marker was O’Brien’s 10th of the season, with assists coming from Shane Prince and Andre Petersson.

Binghamton starting goaltender Andrew Hammond did not last the entire game, pulled after 40 minutes. Hammond was beaten from all over the ice, allowing five goals on 14 shots before being yanked for Nathan Lawson.

The B-Sens will be in action next against the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday night at Ottawa’s Canadian Tire Centre.

SECOND PERIOD

After two periods, the Binghamton Senators are trailing the Portland Pirates 5-1 on Wednesday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Portland is 4-for-4 on power play opportunities, with Brandon Gormley stealing the show with two goals from the blue line. He now has seven on the season.

Entering the period down 2-1, Binghamton was outplayed from the drop of the puck. Outside of one chance off a Shane Prince breakaway, the B-Sens were dominated including the allowance of three power-play markers in the period.

Brandon McMillan started the onslaught with a snapshot that beat Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond over the glove at 1:49. Later, Gormley put home his second of the night on an almost identical goal to McMillan’s at 16:34.

Up 4-1, Portland added to its advantage when Tobias Rieder beat Hammond at 19:17. Hammond has suffered through a rough outing, allowing five goals on only 14 shots.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Binghamton Senators are trailing the Portland Pirates 2-1 on Wednesday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens struck first in the contest on a Jim O’Brien tally at 4:53 of the first with assists going to Shane Prince and Andre Petersson. However, the Pirates would rally behind Chris Brown who tied the game at 15:09, beating Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond.

Only two minutes and 35 seconds later, following an O’Brien tripping penalty, Portland capitalized on its lone power play on a booming shot from the point by defenseman Brandon Gormley.

The physical play was present, with four fighting majors handed out along with a pair of roughing calls and two misconducts.

Binghamton’s scratches are forwards Matt Puempel (ill) and Derek Grant (upper body) along with defenseman Tyler Eckford (healthy).

LINES

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

David Dziurzynski-Danny Hobbs-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

DEFENSE PAIRS

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

GOALTENDERS

Andrew Hammond

Nathan Lawson
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Wednesday’s game still to be played

Posted on February 5, 2014 by mverderame


The game tonight between the Binghamton Senators and Portland Pirates is still scheduled to be played at the announced start time of 7:05 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Despite heavy snow and potentially hazardous road conditions, the game will go on. The B-Sens will try to stretch their first place lead in the American Hockey League’s East Division to seven points over both the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Norfolk Admirals with a victory, who are idle.

Binghamton (29-14-0-3, 61) beat Portland last weekend on the road, winning 7-1 in a game that including four game misconducts and 12 fighting majors. B-Sens forwards Darren Kramer and David Dziurzynski were ejected, along with defenseman Michael Sdao.

On the active roster, Derek Grant is the only known scratch for Wednesday’s contest as he is recovering from a muscle pull in his upper body. He could return for Saturday’s game against the Hamilton Bulldogs at Ottawa in the Canadian Tire Centre.

    | | |  

Practice report, Feb.4 : Special teams, Grant’s health order of day

Posted on February 4, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators took the ice on Tuesday morning, preparing themselves for a long week ahead.

Binghamton plays the Portland Pirates on Wednesday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena, followed by a contest against the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday night in Ottawa’s Canadian Tire Centre.

On Tuesday, the B-Sens wasted little time, getting into their special teams units. Throughout most of the hour-long practice, Binghamton was focused on pushing the pace and making quick passes out of the defensive zone. Typical stuff, but always something that can be brushed up throughout the season.

Every player was present on the ice, albeit a half-practice for the injured forward Derek Grant. Grant is still nursing an upper-body injury and will not suit up against Portland on Wednesday. Coach Luke Richardson is hoping Grant will be able to play in Ottawa this weekend.

Grant stayed on the ice working with assistant coach Steve Stirling for about 20 minutes after all the others had went to the dressing room.

    | | |  

Binghamton Senators’ Mike Hoffman named AHL Player of the Week

Posted on February 3, 2014 by mweinste


After tying two franchise scoring records last week, Binghamton Senators forward Mike Hoffman was named the American Hockey League’s player of the week on Monday.

Hoffman totaled five goals and two assists for seven points in three games, helping the B-Sens (29-14-0-3, 61 points) remain on top in the East Division. Binghamton leads both Norfolk and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton by five points.

On Wednesday in Worcester, Hoffman tied a pair of Senators franchise records by tallying four goals and five points in Binghamton’s 6-3 win over the Sharks — scoring twice in the first period and twice more in the third. After his seven-game scoring streak was snapped in Manchester on Friday, Hoffman came back with a goal and an assist on Saturday as Binghamton defeated Portland, 7-1.

Binghamton is 25-3-0-2 in games when Hoffman records a point.

A fourth-year pro from Kitchener, Ont., Hoffman has already set career highs in goals (23), assists (32) and points (55) through 44 games with Binghamton, ranking second in the league’s overall scoring race. Hoffman, a fifth-round pick by Ottawa in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft, has 64 goals and 93 assists for 157 points in 235 career AHL games and has also appeared in seven career NHL games, including three this season. Hoffman was a member of Binghamton’s Calder Cup championship team in 2011.

Hoffman is the first B-Sens player to win the award since Stephane Da Costa won it the week ending Nov. 10.

After finishing 3-1 on a four-game road trip, the B-Sens are back on home ice Wednesday against the Pirates at 7:05 p.m. at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The AHL also announced its award winners for the month of January. Travis Morin of the Texas Stars, the AHL’s leading scorer, won player of the month and Brenden Kichton of St. John’s won rookie of the month. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goalie Eric Hartzell was named goalie of the month.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, mike hoffman
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Things to watch this weekend: Can Binghamton Senators maintain league-leading scoring pace?

Posted on January 31, 2014 by mweinste


B-Sens forward Mike Hoffman scored four goals against Worcester on Wednesday.

With six more goals Wednesday against Worcester, the Binghamton Senators now lead the American Hockey League in goals for (164) and goals per game (3.73) through 44 games.

The B-Sens have scored five or more goals in five of their past six games, including four six-goal games. Binghamton is well ahead of its scoring pace last season (136 goals through 44 games last season) when they were battling for first place in the East Division with the Syracuse Crunch.

The B-Sens (28-13-0-3, 59 points) are battling with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for first place in the East this season. Binghamton leads W-B/Scranton by three points.

Binghamton’s offense clashes with the Manchester Monarchs (28-12-2-5, 63) on Friday. Manchester has the fifth fewest goals allowed per game at 2.57. The B-Sens finish the weekend Saturday at Portland (16-16-2-7, 41), which in 27th in goals allowed per game (3.27).

B-Sens are 2-0-0-1 vs. Atlantic Division opponents. Binghamton is the only team in the Eastern Conference without a regulation loss to an Atlantic Division opponent. The B-Sens beat Manchester, 5-4, in overtime on Jan. 3 and defeated Worcester 6-3 on Wednesday. They also have a 4-3 shootout loss to St. John’s. Against East Division opponenets, Manchester is 3-1-2-0 and Portland is 1-1-1-1.

Mike Hoffman has 13 points in past seven games. The Binghamton forward quietly put a string of six straight games with an assist together entering Wednesday’s game against Worcester. Hoffman, 24, made it seven straight games with an assist, but also became just the fourth player in the AHL this season to score four goals in a game. He currently ranks second in the league in scoring with 53 points (22 goals, 31 assists) in 42 games. Hoffman, in his fourth season with the B-Sens, already surpassed his previous career high in points (49 points in 76 games in 2011-12).

Manchester dominant at home. The Monarchs have a 14-4-1-1 record at home and are tied for the second-fewest regulation home losses in the AHL. The B-Sens are 13-8-0-0 on the road and will try to get out to an early lead to take the crowd out of the game early. Only two teams have allowed fewer goals at home than Manchester (45).

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, manchester monarchs, Portland Pirates
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Stephane Da Costa enjoys big week

Posted on January 30, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators are currently sitting in first place of the American Hockey League’s East Division, due in large part to Stephane Da Costa.

Da Costa spent 37 games with the B-Sens and scored 37 points (12 goals, 25 assists) before being called up to the National Hockey League’s Ottawa Senators. In his fourth stint with Ottawa, Da Costa has looked good thus far.

The Paris native scored his first two goals of the season with Ottawa on Tuesday in a 3-2 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets. In eight games with the Senators, Da Costa is averaging 11:08 of ice time per game.

Ottawa also got a big week out of star center Jason Spezza. Spezza notched a goal and three assists in the past three games. However, Spezza’s line was also a sieve defensively at times, leading to a minus-3 rating in those contests.

Defenseman Eric Gryba made his impact felt this week, amassing a pair of assists against the Carolina Hurricanes on Jan. 25. Gryba has been a healthy scratch at times this season, but has been steady when in the lineup. In 28 games, Gryba has a plus-7 rating.

Down in Tampa Bay, goaltender Ben Bishop is having a Vezina Trophy-type season. Bishop continued that play over the past seven days, winning two of three starts including a 4-3 shootout win over Ottawa on Jan. 23.

Bishop has enjoyed a breakout season with a 26-7-4 record and a 1.99 goals against average. Bishop has led the Lightning to second place in the Atlantic Division with 67 points, behind only the Boston Bruins.

Out in Colorado, Andre Benoit had a quiet but good couple of games since last Thursday. The sturdy defenseman had an EVEN rating without a point or penalty minute in three games.

Jakob Silfverberg (Anaheim Ducks): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-2, 0 PIM. Season: 29 games, 6 goals, 9 assists, plus-3, 8 PIM.

Mika Zibanejad (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 0 assists, minus-2, 2 PIM. Season: 43 games, 11 goals, 9 assists, minus-11, 10 PIM.

Colin Greening (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, minus-2, 2 PIM. Season: 53 games, 4 goals, 7 assists, minus-9, 31 PIM.

Chris Neil (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 0 assists, minus-3, 11 PIM. Season: 47 games, 6 goals, 9 assists, minus-11, 110 PIM.

Mark Stone (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 7 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, minus-1, 2 PIM.

Cody Ceci (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-2, 2 PIM. Season: 21 games, 1 goal, 4 assists, plus-3, 4 PIM.

Jared Cowen (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 50 games, 3 goals, 7 assists, plus-2, 30 PIM.

Patrick Wiercioch (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 33 games, 3 goals, 12 assists, plus-3, 10 PIM.

Chris Phillips (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-3, 2 PIM. Season: 49 games, 1 goals, 12 assists, minus-6, 20 PIM.

Robin Lehner (Ottawa Senators): 1 game, 0-1, .773 sv. percentage, 0 shutouts, 5.00 GAA. Season: 21 games, 6-10-3, .921 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 2.71 GAA.

Anton Volchenkov (New Jersey Devils): 3 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-3, 2 PIM. Season: 42 games, 0 goals, 7 assists, plus-2, 14 PIM.

Ray Emery (Philadelphia Flyers): 2 games, 0-2, 7 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 20 games, 6-9-1, .897 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.03 GAA.

    | | |  

Matt Puempel’s goal total and other interesting Binghamton Senators statistics

Posted on January 29, 2014 by mweinste


Looking over the daily statistics report by the American Hockey League and a few things jumped out at me related to the Binghamton Senators.

17 — Rookie forward Matt Puempel’s goal total this season, which is tied for first among American Hockey League rookies with Bridgeport’s Anders Lee and Abbotsford’s Markus Granlund. Puempel, who is one behind team leader Mike Hoffman, has been heating up ever since stepping into a more offensive role with the team, as well as seeing time on the power play (eight power-play goals). The 21 year old has 10 goals in his past 14 games, including five in his past five contests.

.01 — The margin of the Binghamton Senators’ lead over the Texas Stars for most goals per game this season (3.67 to 3.66). The B-Sens have 158 goals in 43 games and the Stars have 161 in 44 contests. The Stars have scored four or more goals in 12 of their past 17 games. Binghamton has 25 goals over its past five games. The B-Sens are 13-6-0-1 when outshot by an opponent.

32.52 and 32.63 — The amount of shots for and shots against per game, respectively, for the B-Sens this season. Binghamton ranks fifth in the 30-team league in shots for at 32.53 but are fourth from the bottom in shots against a 32.63. This team gives up more shots (and goals) than it would like but makes up for it by having a potent offense.

6 — Overtime victories for the B-Sens, which leads the league. Hoffman has scored two of them and forward Cole Schneider and defenseman Chris Wideman each have one. Defenseman Cody Ceci also scored two before being called up to the Ottawa Senators. Binghamton is one of six teams without an overtime loss.

0 — The number of shutouts for the B-Sens. Binghamton is one of four teams with no shutouts this season, but the only team with a winning record. Rockford (20-20-4-2), San Antonio (16-21-2-4) and Hartford (14-22-0-5) also have zero. Hamilton, Portland, Oklahoma City, Rochester, Toronto, Worcester and Abbotsford have one shutout. The B-Sens have held opponents to one goal six times this season. Opponents have shut out the B-Sens twice.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, matt puempel
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Binghamton Senators’ Luke Richardson called ‘NHL coach-in-waiting’ by The Hockey News

Posted on January 27, 2014 by mweinste


Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson runs a drill at practice.

After finally getting a chance to catch up on the past few issues of The Hockey News, I ran across an article featuring Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson in the January 27, 2014, issue featuring Alex Ovechkin on the cover. The issue’s centerpiece was THN’s annual list of the top 100 people of power and influence in the sport of hockey.

The list featured names like National Hockey League commissioner Gary Bettman (No. 1),  Pittsburgh Penguins star Sidney Crosby (3), Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy (14), American Hockey League President/CEO Dave Andrews (34), teenage phenom (and the likely top overall pick in the 2015 NHL Draft) Connor McDavid (51), and Buffalo Sabres goalie coach/statistic founder Jim Corsi (95).

The issue’s Proteau Type column by Adam Proteau focused on THN’s next wave list of powerbrokers who could crack the top 100 soon, and Richardson was the focus of the article. The article credits his ability to work with prospects and making them prepared for the next level. Proteau tabbed him as a “NHL coach-in-waiting.” Fans and followers of the B-Sens are already aware of most of this, but now the hockey world is taking more notice.

Richardson played 21 seasons as a defenseman in the NHL before retiring with the Ottawa Senators in 2008 and immediately becoming an assistant coach. He was hired as the Binghamton head coach before the 2012-13 season and then guided the team to a 44-24-1-7 record and a second-place finish in the East Division while weathering a bunch of injuries in the organization and the roster effects of the NHL lockout. Binghamton earned the No. 4 seed in the playoffs but were swept in the first round by No. 5 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in three games.

The B-Sens have been even more impressive this season as prospects continue to improve under Richardson and assistant coach Steve Stirling. Binghamton (27-13-0-3) is currently in first place in the East Division and has scored the second-most goals in the AHL (158).

Other “up-and-comers” listed in the article are 15-year-old junior star Jakob Chychrun (son of ex-NHLer Jeff Chychrun), Canada’s former women’s national team coach Melody Davidson and Canadian Junior Hockey League president Kirk Lamb. Former NHL stars Joe Sakic and Jeremy Roenick are also listed.

Binghamton beats Albany 6-3

Posted on January 26, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators topped the Albany Devils 6-3 on Sunday afternoon at the Times Union Center, led by Shane Prince’s hat trick.

Prince scored three goals on the first three B-Sens shots of the contest, giving Binghamton its first hat trick of the season. Matt Puempel scored two goals including the game-winner and Jim O’Brien added the other in the B-Sens second win over Albany in three days.

Andre Petersson had three assists in the contest, giving him 15 and 30 points on the campaign. Scott Greenham won his first start of the season, making 33 saves on the day.

Coming into the third period, Binghamton led 4-3 until O’Brien banked a puck off the back of Albany goaltender Scott Wedgewood at 11:22. Puempel then added the empty-netter with assists from Corey Cowick and David Dziurzynski to cap the scoring at 19:09.

Binghamton is now 27-13-0-3, good enough for first place in the American Hockey League’s East Division. The B-Sens lead the second-place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins by three points as of Sunday afternoon.

SECOND PERIOD

After 40 minutes, the Binghamton Senators lead the Albany Devils 4-3 on Sunday afternoon at the Times Union Center.

The main storyline has been Shane Prince, who recorded the first B-Sens hat trick of the season on the team’s first three shots of the game. Prince scored at the 2:31, 5:01 and 9:21 marks of the first, with Andre Petersson picking up a pair of assists.

Coming into the second period with a 3-2 lead, Binghamton watched the advantage evaporate on a Dan Kelly goal from the slot, beating goaltender Scott Greenham at 4:56.

However. the B-Sens answered with a  5-on-3 power play. At 9:35, Matt Puempel cleaned up a rebound in front off a Mike Hoffman shot, sliding the puck past Albany goaltender Scott Wedgewood. Puempel now has 16 goals on the campaign.

Wedgewood replaced Keith Kinkaid after he allowed the first three shots to all beat him.

The shots are 23-12 in favor of Albany. Binghamton will be on a penalty kill for 1:11 to start the third period after a slashing call on Jim O’Brien.

FIRST PERIOD

The Binghamton Senators only mustered four shots on goal, but scored three times to take a 3-2 lead on the Albany Devils on Sunday afternoon at the Times Union Center.

The line of Shane Prince, Jim O’Brien and Andre Petersson did all the damage for Binghamton. Prince has three goals, Petersson two assists, and O’Brien tallied an assist. Prince’s hat trick is the first of any B-Sens player this season.

Prince’s first goal came at 2:31 of the opening period when he beat Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid from the left circle with a wrist shot. Two and a half minutes later, Petersson started a 2-on-1 up the right wing and found Prince, who beat a diving Kinkaid for his 12th of the season.

After Mike Hoeffel scored for Albany 30 seconds later to make the score 2-1, Prince tallied his third of the day after O’Brien stripped Devils defenseman Adam Larsson of the puck behind Albany’s net. O’Brien dished in front to Prince who one-timed a shot past Kinkaid.

Kinkaid was then pulled, having faced three shots and allowing a trio of goals. Scott Wedgewood relieved him and made a save on the only shot he faced.

The scoring was capped in the first when Larsson atoned for his error, beating B-Sens goalie Scott Greenham on the power play with a one-timed slapshot from the left circle.

Greenham, making his first start of the season for Binghamton, made 12 saves in the first.

Forwards

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-David Dziurzynski-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defense

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Tyler Eckford-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

    | | |  

B-Sens in-game report (1-25-14): Rochester defeats Binghamton

Posted on January 26, 2014 by mweinste


The Rochester Americans held the Binghamton Senators scoreless in the third period and went on to win, 5-2, on Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The Amerks were 2-9-1, including 0-4 this season, in their previous 12 meting with Binghamton entering Saturday. It’s Rochester’s first win in Binghamton since March 17, 2012.

Rochester outshot Binghamton, 34-33.

SECOND PERIOD: Johan Larsson scored early in the second period and the Rochester Americans increased their lead over the Binghamton Senators, 5-2, after two periods on Saturday.

Larsson put the Amerks ahead 4-2 early in the second period. The Amerks were pressuring in the offensive zone and Larsson snuck the puck past Hammond amid chaos in the crease 1:26 into the period.

Luke Adam tipped in a shot from Brayden McNabb with eight seconds left in the second to give Rochester a 5-2 lead.

Rochester leads in shots through two periods, 27-20.

FIRST PERIOD: The Rochester Americans and Binghamton Senators combined for five goals in the first period, but it was the Amerks that skated off the ice at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena with a 3-2 lead after 20 minutes.

The B-Sens allowed a goal in the opening minutes for the second straight night. Albany scored 1:09 into the first period on Friday night and the Amerks took a 1-0 lead 1:45 into Saturday’s contest. Johan Larsson had the puck deep in the offensive zone, shook off a defender, and fed Brayden Irwin in front. Irwin jabbed at the puck a couple times before putting it past B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond.

Binghamton’s power-play unit struck back quickly to tie the score three minutes later. Chris Wideman received a pass from Mike Hoffman at the center point and fired a shot toward the net. The puck was blocked and went right to the stick of Pageau in the left circle. He beat Amerks goalie Matt Hackett with a quick wrist shot.

Rochester’s Kevin Porter was the beneficiary of a favorable bounce and gave the Amerks a 2-1 lead 8:28 into the first. The puck was bouncing around the crease area and landed on the stick of Porter, who put a quick shot past Hammond from the high slot.

With Mark Borowiecki in the penalty box for high sticking, the Amerks struck again to take a two-goal lead with 7:$6 left in the first. Brayden McNabb fired a slap shot from the right point. Jamie Tardif gathered it in the low slot and fired it into the net.

Some good forechecking by B-Sens winger Andre Petersson helped the B-Sens cut the lead to 3-2 with 6:10 left in the first. Petersson poked the puck free along the right-wing boards to Shane Prince, who snapped a shot past Hackett from the right circle.

PREGAME: Goalie Andrew Hammond made his fifth straight start for Binghamton as Nathan Lawson continues to work back from a lower-body injury. Defenseman Tyler Eckford and forward Darren Kramer were healthy scratches for the B-Sens.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

    | | |  

B-Sens in-game report (1-24-14): Binghamton defeats Albany for third straight victory

Posted on January 25, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators added another goal in the third period and defeated the Albany Devils, 5-2, on Friday.

The B-Sens wasted little time increasing their lead in the third period. Matt Puempel lost the puck in the slot trying to get around a defender, but Derek Grant picked it up, took two strides and fired a shot past Kinkaid to give Binghamton a 5-1 lead with 18:34 left in regulation.

Albany scored with 2:34 remaining to cut the lead to 5-2.

Binghamton outshot Albany, 40-28.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators lit the lamp three times in the second period and lead the Albany Devils 4-1 after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The B-Sens scored their league-leading 14th shorthanded goal of the season to take a 2-1 lead 18:35 into the second period. Corey Cowick poked a loose out of the defensive zone and Grant raced after it, picked it up inside the offensive zone and beat Kinkaid on a low shot between the legs after a deke.

Corey Cowick gave the B-Sens a 3-1 lead with 5:03 left in the second. David Dziurzynski was denied on a wraparound but Cowick swatted in the rebound for his eighth goal of the season.

Shane Prince gave the B-Sens a 4-1 lead with 3:04 remaining, burying a high wrist shot following a beautiful cross-ice pass from Andre Petersson.

B-Snes are leading in shots, 26-16.

FIRST PERIOD: The Albany Devils took a quick lead but the Binghamton Senators tied it up late and the teams skated into the locker room tied at after 20 minutes on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Stefan Matteau gave the Devils a 1-0 lead 1:09 into the game. Artem Demkov took the puck out of the left-wing corner and drove to the net. He threw the puck toward the net and after it bounced around in front, Matteau whacked it through the chaos and past B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond for the goal.

The Senators’ power-play unit evened the score late in the first period. With Binghamton cycling the puck around in the offensive zone, Chris Wideman took a pass from Mike Hoffman at the left point and fired a shot toward the net. Puempel redirected it past Devils goalie Keith Kinkaid for his 15th goal of the season with 4:33 left.

B-Sens lead the Devils in shots, 11-8.

PREGAME: Goaltender Nathan Lawson missed his fourth straight game with a lower-body injury. Andrew Hammond made his fourth straight start. … Defenseman Tyler Eckford and forward Darren Kramer were healthy scratches for the B-Sens.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

  Tagged Albany Devils, Binghamton Senators
 |   | | |  

Goaltender Nathan Lawson not on the ice Thursday at Binghamton Senators practice

Posted on January 23, 2014 by mweinste


Hammond

Ottawa goaltenders coach Rick Wamsley, top, and B-Sens video coach Tim Marks work out goaltender Andrew Hammond on Thursday.

The Binghamton Senators will likely be without goaltender Nathan Lawson this weekend as he continues to work back from a lower-body strain.

The 30-year-old American Hockey League veteran was on the ice for a part of the team’s practice on Wednesday, wearing his game-red jersey and rotating in drills with Scott Greenham, but he was not on the ice for Thursday’s practice as the team prepares for three straight games beginning Friday.

Lawson suffered a lower-body injury while moving side-to-side trying to make a save during the first period of the team’s 4-1 loss to Adirondack on Jan. 11. Backup Andrew Hammond started the past three games, compiling a 2-1 record with a .913 save percentage.

The B-Sens continued to keep things light on Thursday with more uncontested drills. They also spent a significant time practicing the power play. Here is how the power play lines look.

PP 1

Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Chris Wideman-Mike Hoffman

PP 2

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Danny New-Derek Grant

New continues to receive more playing time and responsibility since joining the club on Dec. 14. He has yet to be a healthy scratch since his call-up, forcing one of Tyler Eckford, Ben Blood or Michael Sdao to sit. New has been paired with captain Mark Borowiecki on 5-on-5 situations.

Forward lines at practice:

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski/Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings at practice:

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood/Tyler Eckford-Chris Wideman

Binghamton will be on home ice this Friday versus the Albany Devils and Saturday versus the Rochester Americans before hitting the road Sunday for Albany to finish up the weekend.

IMG 0933

Players wait in line for a drill on Thursday.
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Jared Cowen coming alive in Ottawa

Posted on January 23, 2014 by mverderame


The Ottawa Senators have been struggling this season, sitting 10th in the Eastern Conference and two points out of a playoff spot.

Defenseman Jared Cowen is trying to turn their fortunes around, scoring three points (0 goals, 3 assists) in January. Cowen is averaging 23:08 of ice time this month, thriving with a partner in Erik Karlsson on the blue line.

The former first round pick of 2009 is still trying to improve in his own zone with a -1 rating this month. However, coach Paul MacLean is showing confidence in his overall ability by giving him so much game action.

Mika Zibanejad started the month hot, scoring three points in the first two games of 2014. Since, the native Swede is without a point in six games. Forward Mark Stone has also been silent lately, without a point in the past four contests.

Stephane Da Costa was called up on Monday and played 10 minutes and 37 seconds in Ottawa’s 2-0 win over the Washington Capitals on Tuesday. He recorded one shot on goal. Da Costa is still looking for his first point in five games this season with Ottawa.

Bruins Journal: Chiarelli not desperate for defenseman 

February 08, 2014 07:32 PM 

Comments 0

AP Photo 

Senators left wing Cory Conacher holds down Bruins defenseman Torey Krug during the third period of Saturday's game in Boston. Conacher was penalized on the play. The Bruins won 7-2. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

BOSTON — Meeting with the media before Saturday’s 7-2 win over Ottawa, Boston Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said that while he is open to adding a defenseman to shore up his depth and to help replace the injured Dennis Seidenberg, he doesn’t want to give up a roster player in exchange.

The pickings on the trade market are slim, and Chiarelli is pleased with the way his young defensemen are developing.

“There’s really not that many players available so beggars can’t be choosers, really, at this point,” he said.

“With each passing game, I see our D maturing, I see them making less mistakes. I mean, it makes it a little easier on me. But I always feel that we need eight good NHL defenders going in to the playoffs.

“While I’m certainly not going to replace Seidenberg — he’s too good and those players aren’t available — you’d like to think that there is a player with a little bit of Seid’s defending (ability) that we could find and help us. But this year’s been a story about our depth and I’ve been happy with it.”

Chiarelli said he would not be uncomfortable with Matt Bartkowski in Boston’s top four on defense in the postseason.

“He’s learning better how to defend, he’s getting a little more minutes. He’s still making mistakes but the rest of them are, too. I’ve been looking closely at his defending, he certainly can wheel the puck out well and turn the net well but he’s maturing as a defender. That’s what we’re looking for, better defenders,” he said.

“There is not much of a market right now but I like the personality of our team, so if we don’t end up doing anything, then . . . I’m OK. But I’d like to add some depth at some point defensively.”

The NHL trade deadline is March 5. No trades can be made during the Olympic break.

Bergeron to play his role

With superstars like Sidney Crosby, Jonathan Toews, Ryan Getzlaf and John Tavares, the Canadian Olympic team is loaded at center.

For Patrice Bergeron, that probably means — as was the case in 2010 in Vancouver — he’ll find himself playing the role of faceoff specialist and penalty killer when Canada plays its first game in Sochi next week.

“I’ll know more when I get there, and I’m ready for anything,” he said before Saturday’s game against Ottawa.

“I was the 13th forward [in Vancouver]. I was taking faceoffs, playing PK. I tried to play my role to the fullest and help my team win. That’s what matters,” said Bergeron, who watched Friday night’s opening ceremonies.

“It was nice to see [Zdeno Chara] carrying the [Slovak] flag. I was very proud and happy for him. It’s special to represent your country, to compete on the biggest stage in sports. I’m very happy and feel fortunate.”

Bergeron was hampered by a groin pull in Vancouver and had to miss his first two NHL games after the Olympics. “It was unfortunate last time that I got hurt. Hopefully this time around it’s going to be different and I’ll be able to go out there and play well and have a big role, whatever role it is,” he said.

Bergeron is one of five Bruins players who will skate in Sochi. The others are Chara, who is captain of Slovakia’s team; Loui Eriksson (Sweden); David Krejci (Czech Republic); and Tuukka Rask (Finland).

Chiarelli is an assistant GM and coach Claude Julien is an assistant coach for Canada.

Canada won gold in 2010, defeating the U.S. in an epic overtime game on a Crosby goal that was set up by Jarome Iginla. Naturally, Bergeron is hoping for the same outcome this time.

“It’s something I will never forget and I hope we can do it again,” he said.

Face value

Going into Saturday’s game, the only NHL centerman with a higher faceoff percentage than Bergeron (59.8 percent) was former Bruin Vladimir Sobotka (60.9). Bergeron was first in the league with 733 faceoff wins. Sidney Crosby was second with 709.

Daytime delight

The Bruins continue to make hay in matinee games this season. Boston now is 9-1-1 in afternoon contests, with six remaining on the schedule. The next one is on March 1 when the Bruins host the Washington Capitals at 1 p.m.

Busy finish

After the 17-day Olympic break, Boston will sprint to the regular-season finish line with 25 games in 47 days — 10 at home and 15 on the road. The Bruins first game after the break is a Feb. 26 visit to Buffalo.
Unsure of his role in Sochi, Bergeron is ‘ready for anything’ 

February 08, 2014 03:23 PM 
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By Mark Divver 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

BOSTON — With superstars like Sidney Crosby, Jonathan Toews, Ryan Getzlaf and John Tavares, the Canadian Olympic team is stacked at center.

For Patrice Bergeron, that probably means — as was the case in 2010 in Vancouver – he’ll find himself playing the role of faceoff specialist and penalty killer when Canada plays its first game in Sochi next week.

“I’ll know more when I get there, and I’m ready for anything,’’ he said before Saturday’s game against Ottawa.

“I was the 13th forward (in Vancouver). I was taking faceoffs, playing PK. I tried to play my role to the fullest and help my team win. That’s what matters,’’ said Bergeron, who watched some of Friday night’s opening ceremonies.

“It was nice to see (Zdeno Chara) carrying the (Slovak) flag. I was very proud and happy for him. It’s special to represent your country, to compete on the biggest stage in sports. I’m very happy and feel fortunate.’’

Bergeron was hampered by a groin pull in Vancouver and had to miss his first two NHL games after the Olympics. “It was unfortunate last time that I got hurt. Hopefully this time around it’s going to be different and I’ll be able to go out there and play well and have a big role, whatever role it is,’’ he said.

Bergeron is one of five Bruins players who will skate in Sochi. The others are Chara, who is captain of Slovakia’s team; Loui Eriksson (Sweden); David Krejci (Czech Republic); and Tuukka Rask (Finland).

General Manager Peter Chiarelli is an assistant GM and coach Claude Julien is an assistant coach for Canada.

Canada won gold in 2010, defeating the U.S. in an epic overtime game on a Crosby goal that was set up by Jarome Iginla. Naturally, Bergeron is hoping for the same this time.

“It’s something I will never forget and I hope we can do it again,’’ he said.
P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses 

February 03, 2014 10:25 AM 
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By Mark Divver 

After going 2-6 in their previous eight games, a trip to Hartford to play the last-in-the-league Wolf Pack was a perfect way to kick off the 18th weekend of season for the Providence Bruins. But the P-Bruins weren't able to build on Friday's 6-4 win. They let a third-period lead slip away on Saturday and lost to Worcester, 3-2. Here's my take on the good, the bad and the ugly.

Good

*** The P-Bruins had a strong start on Friday night in Connecticut, jumping out to a 3-0 first-period lead and extending their advantage to 5-0 before the game was half over.

*** Providence received a good offensive contribution from its defense as backliners scored two goals and six points on the weekend. The D-men fired 13 shots on goal on Friday and accounted for 16 of the team's 34 shots on Saturday.

*** The power play was 3 for 9 in two games.

*** With three assists, Nick Johnson continued to put up points. He has 2-6-8 in last 7 games and is the team's top scorer with 16-20-36 in 38 games.

*** Seth Griffith snapped a four-game pointless streak with a goal and two assists on Friday and then added a goal on Saturday.

*** Zach Trotman had a goal in Worcester and is 3-2-5 in his last 5 games.

*** David Warfsofsky, recalled by Boston on Monday, has 1-6-7 in his last 8 games.

*** Ryan Spooner played his first game for Providence in nearly two months on Saturday.

Bad

*** Providence finished the weekend in ninth place in the Eastern Conference.

*** The teams they are trying to catch -- St. John's, Albany and Hershey - have played two fewer games than Providence.

*** Until Saturday's loss, one thing the P-Bruins could count on in the first four months of the season was beating Worcester. They were 6-0 against the Sharks heading into the game.

*** The PBs grabbed the lead early in the third-period on Saturday, but allowed the Sharks to tie the game just 1:21 later, and then yielded the winner a few minutes later.

Ugly

*** The upcoming schedule is extremely tough. After two games this week at St. John's, Providence visits first-place Manchester on Saturday, then hosts powerful Springfield on Sunday. After the all-star break, St. John's comes to town on Feb. 14.
Bruins Journal: Revamped defense is getting it together 

January 30, 2014 11:29 PM 
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Elise Amendola/AP 

Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg in action against Tampa Bay on Nov. 11. Seidenberg was lost for the season on Dec. 27. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

BOSTON — It’s been just over a month since the Boston Bruins lost defenseman Dennis Seidenberg to a season-ending knee injury.

And while the Bruins dropped four of their first six games after Seidenberg tore his ACL and MCL on Dec. 27 against Ottawa, they’ve since righted the ship.

Boston is 6-1 with one shootout loss in its last eight, and is 8-5-1 overall since the Seidenberg injury.

Coach Claude Julien is satisfied with the performance of the defense corps since the burly veteran went down, and pointed to Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller, who has filled in for the injured Adam McQuaid, as important contributers.

“Defensively we’ve been fairly sound. I think those guys on the back end have done a pretty good job … I think with our depth we’ve handled it fairly well and we are going to continue to work with that group,” Julien said.

Bartkowski has seen his ice time increase and he’s been forced to play against better players than he would have been if Seidenberg hadn’t been injured.

“With Seids we could put him against any line and now Bart has to be able to do that for us. When [Zdeno Chara] isn’t there on the left side, it becomes Bartkowski. While he may not have that physical strength that Seidenberg has, he has that mobility and that skating ability — to skate away from players — probably better. So he uses his sense and his strength to his advantage and so far that has worked out well for us,” said Julien.

Julien praised Seidenberg as “a guy who is big, strong and makes it really hard on other teams to get to our net. You don’t replace him with another player, so we’re not asking Bart to do that.”

Boston general manager Peter Chiarelli may yet deal for a defenseman by the trade deadline on March 5, but so far the Bruins have done fine without Seidenberg.

Smith on solid ice

Going into Thursday night’s contest against Montreal, Reilly Smith led the Bruins in goals with 18 and carried a career-best seven-game point streak, including goals in the last three games.

Not bad for a player who had scored three goals and nine points in 40 NHL games before this season, and who was considered by some observers to be a throw-in in last July 4’s blockbuster deal that sent Tyler Seguin to the Dallas Stars.

Smith has turned out to be much more than a throw-in, recently taking the place of trade centerpiece Loui Eriksson — who missed 15 games with a concussion — on a line with Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand.

Bergeron likes what he’s seeing from Smith. “He’s been great from day one of training camp. From that day on, he impressed me and he kept improving. It’s just great to have him with us. He’s so easy to play with and fun to play with because he wants to learn and wants to get better. He creates a lot of things for us,” he said.

Julien said the Bruins believed they were getting a good player in Smith, but he had to prove it.

“This is a guy we knew had really good potential. Our group really liked him but when he came to camp, to be honest with you, it was about him earning a spot. So it wasn’t a given, but he’s quickly showed to us that he was capable of playing here.

“I just really noticed his hockey instincts, his smarts, decision making under pressure and his playmaking ability has just gotten better and I think part of that is confidence. So he’s definitely given us way more than we anticipated in the beginning, but when you see him play and the way he has played you’re not surprised that he’s having that success,” Julien said.

Price takes a seat

Carey Price, who will play goal for Canada in the Olympics, blanked Carolina on Tuesday, but Montreal coach Michel Therrien rested him on Thursday.

“We have to maintain the energy, physically and mentally, of Carey Price. We’ve got four games this week in six days. This is important to us, to make sure Carey is sharp. Carey’s played a lot of hockey lately, so we decided to go with Peter,” Therrien said.

Before Thursday, Price had played in eight straight games and in 43 of Montreal’s 53 games.

On Twitter: @MarkDivver
Griffins shred Amerks in Buffalo

Sal Maiorana, ROC 4:29 a.m. EST February 9, 2014

Rochester Amerks Americans

(Photo: File graphic)
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BUFFALO – The home team lost again at First Niagara Center, but this time it wasn't the Buffalo Sabres eliciting catcalls from the aggravated fans.

Nope, the Rochester Americans were the culprits Saturday night, losing for the fourth time this season in one-sided fashion, 5-1, to the defending AHL champion Grand Rapids Griffins.

The Amerks annual "home" game in Buffalo was a flop from start to finish. They trailed 2-0 after 13 minutes, then gave up two quick goals midway through the second period to fall behind 4-1, and there was no recovering, not against the powerful Griffins.

"We played lazy tonight," said defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen, who had a particularly difficult night as he finished minus-four. "Everyone wasn't here 100 percent. We didn't get pucks deep, they got easy turnovers, they waited until we screwed up, and they got easy goals."

Grand Rapids swept the four-game season series with Rochester, outscoring the Amerks 21-4, and this game looked pretty similar to the first three.

"That's a good team over there and they used their speed and took it to us," said defenseman Mark Pysyk. "We fed their speed most of the night and we ended up paying for it."

Matt Hackett started in goal for the second straight night, and his inability to control rebounds — along with no help from any of his teammates — led to four of the five Grand Rapids goals.

"I think three were off turnovers and they had odd-man rushes," said Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy. "Depending on who turned the puck over, the D could have done a better job, (Hackett) could have done a better job with rebound control, there was enough blame to go around. Our forwards turned the puck over all night."

At 7:22 of the first, Hackett made a pad save on a shot by Jeff Hoggan, but Cory Emmerton was parked on the left side unattended and whipped the rebound top shelf far corner for the game's first goal. Six minutes later, Hackett was incensed when he felt he had covered a loose puck in the crease, but there was no whistle and Grand Rapids' Mitch Callahan punched it out and across the goal line.

"I don't know how he didn't blow his whistle," Hackett said of the referee behind the net. "He gave them an extra second and he poked it out of my glove."

The Amerks cut their deficit in half at 16:47 when Ristolainen unleashed a bullet from the left point on a power play that beat Griffins goalie Tom McCollum over his glove. Of course, he wasn't exactly celebrating afterward.

"It was nice to score a goal, but I was minus-four and that's always bad," he admitted with a shake of his head.

For the first half of the middle period the Amerks couldn't get anything going on offense, but they were hanging tough. That is until the Griffins scored twice in a span of 1:51 to blow the game open, and the crowd that was probably a little less than half the announced 17,968 began venting, something that has been commonplace in this building this year.

Emmerton rushed into the Rochester zone, skated right past Chad Ruhwedel and Joel Armia and was alone for a backhander that Hackett turned away.

Unfortunately, he steered it right to Hoggan who had an easy tap in.

Then Ristolainen got caught up ice after a rush and that led to a 2-on-1 break for Grand Rapids. Teemu Pulkkinen ripped a slap shot from the top of the left circle, which Hackett stopped, but again, the rebound went right to uncovered Alexy Marchenko for another virtual layup and a 4-1 lead.

The Griffins final goal 1:13 into the third period looked awfully familiar as Hackett stopped Trevor Parkes wrister, but Martin Frk cashed in the rebound.

"A big part of the growth of our team is when the game gets difficult it's most important that you follow the game plan and keep the game simple," said Cassidy. "I thought we were a little unfortunate to get down in the game and then it seemed like everybody wanted to fix the problem. That led to more breakdowns, more turnovers through the neutral zone and we gave them a lot of easy offense and they're going to make you pay for it. "Once we got down, we pushed the panic button."

MAIORANA@Democratand

Chronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

Sal's 3 Stars

1. Cory Emmerton, C, Griffins

... Had a goal and an assist and skated through Amerks all night.

2. Nathan Paetsch, D, Griffins

... Ex-Sabre came back to Buffalo and had two assists.

3. Tom McCollum, G, Griffins

... Wasn't tested often, but stopped 27 of 28 shots.
Rochester Americans roll past Hershey

Sal Maiorana, ROC 3:12 a.m. EST February 8, 2014
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Back at the start of the New Year, David Leggio reminded the Rochester Americans of how he used to play when he tended net for them the previous two years.

The man who was named Amerks team MVP in each of those seasons stopped 20 of 21 shots as the Bears defeated Rochester in Hershey.

Friday night, Leggio was pretty good again in his return to Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial, but his team didn’t give him much help and Rochester cruised to a 4-1 victory in front of an announced crowd of 7,149.

“I’ve seen a lot of those before, I can tell you that,” said Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy, referring to several acrobatic saves Leggio made among the 29 he was credited with. “I take my hat off to him, he kept them in the game there, he made some really good saves in tight around the net. He’s a good goaltender, so I’m glad we’re not going to see him again this year.”

Leggio was not re-signed by the Buffalo Sabres, but he hooked on with the Washington Capitals organization and has been Hershey’s No. 1 goalie all year. His first trip back to Rochester was strange but enjoyable — at least until the game started.

“It was different,” said the native of the Buffalo suburb of Williamsville. “Just walking into the rink was weird, but it was nice to see everybody. Some of the guys I hadn’t seen in a while, and it was nice to be back in Rochester and spend a couple nights here.”

Leggio certainly faced a different Amerks team compared to the somnolent group that lost 4-1 to Syracuse on Wednesday.

“We didn’t play awful on Wednesday, but we didn’t play well enough to win a hockey game,” said Cassidy. “Tonight we were committed to playing the right way. Guys really showed a lot of urgency tonight, especially in the first two periods. All in all it was a good effort.”

The Amerks had plenty of jump from start to finish and it was evident early as they jumped out to a 2-1 first-period lead on goals by Luke Adam and Jamie Tardif.

About 10 seconds after Dan Catenacci rang a shot off the crossbar, the Amerks regained possession and Brayden Irwin slipped a pass to Luke Adam — who also found iron — but his slap shot from the left circle stayed in the net. It was Adam’s team-leading 20th of the year.

Hershey tied it 1:52 later when another ex-Amerk, Jeff Taffe, tried to slide a pass across the crease, but the puck hit the skate of Mark Pysyk and got past Matt Hackett (25 saves).

It took Rochester 33 seconds to regain the lead for good. Tardif cruised across the front of the net just as Nick Crawford was winding up from the point, and when Tardif managed to get a piece, Leggio never had a chance on the deflection.

Catenacci was rewarded for some great hustle 29 seconds into the second period when he beat Hershey defenseman Tyson Strachan up the left wing, gathered in a loose puck and then caught a lucky break. He tried to send a pass across to the other side, whiffed on it, and the change in momentum and direction caught Leggio off guard and the puck slid through his legs.

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

HOCKEY NIGHT

The matchup: Amerks vs. Grand Rapids Griffins (affiliate of the NHL’s Detroit Red Wings).

Time/place: 7:05 p.m/First Niagara Center in Buffalo.

Tickets: Range in price from $15 to $25.

Records: The Amerks are 23-16-3-3. The Griffins are 29-15-2-2.

Radio: WHTK-AM (1280).

Sal’s 3 Stars

1. Dan Catenacci, LW, Amerks

... Hardest-working player on ice had a goal and assist.

2. Brayden McNabb, D, Amerks

... Nice bounce-back after a rough game Wednesday.

3. Jamie Tardif, RW, Amerks

... Great tip-in goal, could have had a couple others.
Rochester Amerks’ Armia adjusting to North American game 

Sal Maiorana, ROC 10:32 p.m. EST February 6, 2014
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As hockey shifts go, the last one Joel Armia skated the evening of Sept. 25, 2013 while playing for the Sabres in a preseason game against the Columbus Blue Jackets was pretty unfortunate.

First, he got smashed into the boards from behind and as he put his hands up to cushion the blow, his left hand got pinned between the glass and his stick. Yeah, that hurt, but he’s a hockey player so naturally he soldiered on.

However, that may not have been such a good idea because if that hit didn’t break a small bone near the base of his thumb, the slash the Finnish-born right winger took moments later on the same spot did.

“I don’t know which one it was,” Armia said, “but it was on the same shift.”

Those 15 or so seconds effectively derailed Armia’s first professional season in North America, and the Sabres’ 2011 first-round draft choice is only now starting to get himself settled playing for the Rochester Americans.

“Of course it’s disappointing to get an injury right before the season starts, but that’s what sport is,” Armia said. “You have ups and downs.”

Armia missed the first 12 games before making his debut in mid-November. He played 24 straight before sitting out five in a row in January when the hand needed a rest, and now he has played the last three heading into this two-game weekend, Friday at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial against Hershey, and Saturday at Buffalo’s First Niagara Center against Grand Rapids.

“It’s been a tough season for me with the injury; I’ve only played 20-something games, but I feel good now,” Armia said.

The 20-year-old has undeniable skill, but he is still learning how to play on the smaller North American ice surface. With less room to operate, Armia has scored only five goals and 12 points in the 27 games he has dressed, though Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said there are other factors at work.

“There’s a lot of things that have played into how he’s played for us this year,” said Cassidy. “The first thing was the injury, the second is the adjustment to living in North America and having English as your second language, and then getting used to the North American game. There’s 15 less feet in the width, so he’s a guy who’s used to playing out on the perimeter and used to having a lot more time and space with the puck.”

Armia shrugged with nonchalance when he was asked about adapting to the way the game is played here in tighter quarters.

“It’s a whole different game,” he said. “I think I’m used to playing on the small ice, but the style of play, that’s maybe something you can always get better at. I know how to play on the small ice, I know what to do, but I’m just happy to have the hand fixed so I can play good now.”

In the Finnish Elite League playing for Assat Pori, Armia scored 55 goals and 100 points in three years before joining the Sabres organization. Much of that production was the result of Armia making nifty stick-handling moves or beating goaltenders from distance with his strong shot.

In the AHL, there’s more physicality, plus it’s tougher to get shots to the net through the wall of defenders who make a living blocking shots. So, Cassidy said Armia has to learn to use his size (6-foot-3, 195 pounds) to work down low where the majority of goals are scored.

“He has high-end skill and that’s the trick for him,” said Cassidy, who thinks Armia will blossom playing with current linemates Frederick Roy and Kevin Sundher.

“You can be a skill player and finesse player,” Cassidy continued, “but at the end of the day you have to get to the dirty areas, in this league and certainly in the NHL. That’s the adjustment he has to make in his game, you can’t always play on the perimeter. Certainly he has the ability to make some plays out there, but eventually you have to get to the dirty areas and you’ve got to be heavy on your stick and be able to out-compete guys for goals because most goals are scored within three feet of the net.”

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

HOCKEY NIGHT

The matchup: Amerks vs. Hershey Bears (affiliate of the NHL’s Washington Capitals).

Time/place: 7:05 p.m. Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Tickets/promotions: $20, $22, $24/Game will be presented by UR Medicine. A special $15 ticket offer is available at the arena box office, by visiting www.amerks.com/URMedicine, or by calling (855) 462-6375. The first 2,000 fans in attendance will receive a set of Thundersticks, courtesy of UR Medicine.

Records: The Amerks are 22-16-3-3. The Bears are 24-15-3-3.

Radio: WHTK-AM (1280).

Amerks update: Team had its seven-game winning streak snapped at home Wednesday by Syracuse. ... This is the only game this season against the Bears, who are the Amerks’ oldest rival. ... Johan Larsson’s seven-game point streak ended Wednesday. ... Hershey has not played since last weekend when it won two of three games in three nights.
Amerks can't get past Olympic goalie

Sal Maiorana, ROC 5:14 a.m. EST February 6, 2014

The Syracuse Crunch defeated the Rochester Americans 4-1 Wednesday.

The Syracuse Crunch defeated the Rochester Americans 4-1 Wednesday.   KRIS J. MURANTE STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER
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Rochester's Frederick Roy, left, is stopped by Syracuse goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis.

Rochester's Alex Hutchings, right, and Syracuse's Nikita Nesterov settle a disagreement in front of the Amerks bench. Syracuse Crunch and the Rochester Americans at the Blue Cross Arena.

Rochester's Alex Hutchings, right, forechecks Syracuse's Matt Taormina during AHL hockey action between the Syracuse Crunch and the Rochester Americans at the Blue Cross Arena in Rochester Wednesday evening, February 5, 2014.

Rochester's Colton Gillies, front, battles for position with Syracuse's Andrej Sustr in front of goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis.

Rochester's Kevin Porter, front, checks Syracuse's Andrej Sustr in the corner.

Rochester's goaltender Nathan Lieuwen makes a save during AHL hockey action.

Rochester's goaltender Nathan Lieuwen hangs his head after a Syracuse Crunch goal at the Blue Cross Arena.

The Syracuse Crunch defeated the Rochester Americans 4-1 Wednesday.

Rochester's Frederick Roy, left, is stopped by Syracuse goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis.

Rochester's Alex Hutchings, right, and Syracuse's Nikita Nesterov settle a disagreement in front of the Amerks bench. Syracuse Crunch and the Rochester Americans at the Blue Cross Arena.

Rochester's Alex Hutchings, right, forechecks Syracuse's Matt Taormina during AHL hockey action between the Syracuse Crunch and the Rochester Americans at the Blue Cross Arena in Rochester Wednesday evening, February 5, 2014.

Rochester's Colton Gillies, front, battles for position with Syracuse's Andrej Sustr in front of goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis.

Rochester's Kevin Porter, front, checks Syracuse's Andrej Sustr in the corner.

Rochester's goaltender Nathan Lieuwen makes a save during AHL hockey action.

Rochester's goaltender Nathan Lieuwen hangs his head after a Syracuse Crunch goal at the Blue Cross Arena.

Next Slide

km020514amerksspts1.jpg

(Photo: KRIS J. MURANTE)

SHARE

CONNECT

TWEET

COMMENT

EMAIL

MORE

When Sabres coach Ted Nolan checks the filed report from Wednesday night's game between the Amerks and Syracuse Crunch, he won't be thrilled by the performance put forth by Buffalo's top farm club.

But Nolan may crack a smile when he sees that Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis stopped 21 of 22 shots to help the Crunch end Rochester's seven-game winning streak, 4-1, in front of perhaps 800 hearty souls at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Those fans who braved the snowy conditions saw the Amerks get stymied by the goalie who will start for Team Latvia, coached by Nolan, in the upcoming Olympic tournament.

Gudlevskis wasn't tested very often, but when he was, he was up to the task; the only goal he allowed came on a deflection by Rochester's Fredrick Roy with 6:19 left to play, which prevented him from notching an AHL-leading fifth shutout.

"Every time we had an offensive opportunity, we wanted to make a little bit better play, and the more you complicate the game, the harder it becomes," said Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy. "I give them credit, they played well defensively and didn't let us get to the net, but I thought we let them off the hook the first two periods, we didn't shoot enough pucks. You're not going to create a lot of offense if you don't shoot the puck."

The Amerks looked sluggish from the start, but Syracuse wasn't exactly effervescent on offense, either. The Crunch had the two best chances to score in the first; Jon DiSalvatore rang a shot off the post 11 minutes into the opening period, and then Rochester defenseman Brayden McNabb stood sentry in the goal crease while Amerks goalie Nathan Lieuwen was out of position and was able to kick away a shot to keep the game scoreless.

Much of the play in the middle period was conducted in the neutral zone and scoring chances were limited. But the Crunch finally broke through when Cedric Paquette pounced on a giveaway by McNabb near the blue line, cruised into the right circle and ripped a wrist shot over Lieuwen's glove at 18:06 of the second.

The Crunch quickly increased their lead to 3-0 with a pair of goals 1:32 apart early in the third. On the first, Syracuse won a battle in the corner and the puck slid right to Brett Connolly in the left circle and he beat Lieuwen with a quick wrister. Another lost battle on the wall led to the third goal as ex-Amerk Evan Rankin ended up with the puck in the slot and he teed it up in the right circle for Paquette, who went high over Lieuwen's glove again.

"You tip your hat to a couple good shots there, but I pride myself on being able to stop the puck; that's my job and I didn't do enough of that tonight," said Lieuwen, who made only 14 saves.

The Amerks goal came when Roy managed to tip a shot from the middle point by Mark Pysyk through Gudlevskis' pads, but that was much too little and too late to matter.

Dmiitry Korobov's empty-netter at 19:28 closed the scoring, and it came off another turnover by McNabb.

"He wasn't as sharp tonight as he needs to be for us to be successful," said Cassidy. "He had a bad night, I think he would tell you that. We haven't had a lot of (turnovers), we've been taking care of the puck pretty well. Every goal they scored, even the empty netter, was a turnover. It was kind of a theme the rest of the game."

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

Sal's 3 stars

1. Cedric Paquette, C, Crunch

... scored two goals on a pair of top-shelf lasers.

2. Evan Rankin, RW, Crunch

... Ex-Amerk made a pretty pass to set up Paquette's second goal.

3. Kristers Gudlevskis, G, Crunch

... Allowed only one goal, and that came on a tricky deflection.
Luke Adam added to AHL All-Star team

Sal Maiorana, ROC 4:36 p.m. EST February 4, 2014
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Luke Adam is going home to Newfoundland next week, and getting the chance to see family and friends isn't even the best part for the Rochester Americans center.

Adam was selected Tuesday as an injury replacement for the American Hockey League All-Star team which will play against Färjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League on Feb. 12 at Mile One Centre in St. John's.

"It's great," Adam said. "Yesterday when I found out from (Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy) I was real excited. I haven't played a game in Newfoundland since I was 17 so it'll be a lot of fun."

More: Amerks stories, photos and videos

Adam will be joining defenseman Brayden McNabb in the game, and it's quite a thrill because with only one team of all-stars being selected, it's truly the best of the best who will be competing in the game. The league decided to change the format this year, scrapping the traditional Eastern Conference vs. Western Conference.

"It's a lot harder team to make this year, only 12-13 forwards in the whole league, and there's a lot of great players in this league so it's obviously an honor," said Adam, who leads the Amerks with 19 goals which is tied for sixth-most in the league. "I've been feeling pretty good this season, things have been going well personally and with the team right now, you can't get much better than the way we're going."

Cassidy said Adam is "well-deserving" of his inclusion on the team. "Normally he would have been a shoo-in," said Cassidy. "I talked to the coaches from the all-star game and he was being considered right from the get-go, and it just became a numbers game, but then with some players going out, it's a great opportunity for him to go back to his hometown."

The 23-year-old Adam played in the 2011 AHL All-Star Game when the parent Buffalo Sabres were affiliated with the Portland Pirates. That was also the year the 2008 second-round draft choice was named the AHL's outstanding rookie of the year.
Defense coming up big for Rochester Amerks

Sal Maiorana, ROC 9:23 p.m. EST February 4, 2014

-braydenmcnabb.jpg20140204.jpg

(Photo: Provided)

SHARE

CONNECT

TWEET

COMMENT

EMAIL

MORE

This won't last long, and Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy understands that, but while he's able to send out Mark Pysyk and Brayden McNabb as his top defensive pairing, Cassidy is sure going to enjoy it.

"Having those two guys back there, it makes the game a lot easier for your goaltender and it also allows some other guys to play more in control and be more comfortable with their roles," Cassidy said following Tuesday's practice at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Wednesday night, when the Amerks put their seven-game winning streak on the line as they host the Thruway rival Syracuse Crunch, it will be just the eighth game this season when both Pysyk and McNabb will be in the lineup at the same time.

Pysyk has spent most of the year with the parent Buffalo Sabres, and McNabb — an AHL all-star — has also periodically been with the big club and will be dressing for just the 26th time for Rochester. In the seven games they have played together with the Amerks, Pysyk and McNabb have been the ultimate lockdown duo as Rochester has compiled a record of 4-1-1-1 and has allowed only six goals.

"Pysyk and McNabb together is pretty incredible, they're such good players," said goalie Nathan Lieuwen, who had a pretty easy 26-save shutout in Rochester's last game, a 4-0 victory Saturday at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. "Pysyk with his skating, he's everywhere at once, and McNabb is so strong and so smart and he has that long reach. It's just easy to trust them and play with them."

What Cassidy really appreciates about Pysyk and McNabb playing together as the No. 1 tandem is that it slots the other two pairs where they should be, Rasmus Ristolainen and Drew Bagnall as the second unit, and Nick Crawford and Matt MacKenzie as a dependable third pair.

"The biggest thing is just getting depth back in our lineup," said Cassidy. "Having that top pair with McNabb and Pysyk in the back end, and then we have Ristolainen and Bagnall, and Crawford and MacKenzie as the third pair, they've been outstanding."

Pysyk was with the Amerks for the three AHL games just prior to the team leaving for the Spengler Cup tournament in Switzerland. He returned from Buffalo in time for the Jan. 25 game at Binghamton because that was the deadline for parent teams sending players to the minors in order to keep them active during the upcoming Olympic break.

Rochester was already on a three-game winning streak when Pysysk arrived, and since then has tacked on four more victories during which the defense has allowed just four goals.

"Our goaltending has been really good, but we've played really well in front of them," said Cassidy, who then added that the excellent play on defense has helped kick-start the offense.

"That allows us to spend more time with the puck, gives our forwards an opportunity to play with it more on offense, and we've been creating some good scoring opportunities and our power play has been going pretty good," said Cassidy, who has seen his team score 28 goals during the seven-game winning streak. "We've scored a lot more, but we've also kept the puck out of the net pretty well."

Once the NHL resumes play in late February, Pysyk will likely be heading back to Buffalo. For now, he's happy for the chance to play, especially since the Amerks have really committed to shoring up their defensive zone play.

"It's a full team thing," said Pysyk, who was Buffalo's first-round draft choice in 2010. "The forwards are coming back hard and it gives us an opportunity to stay up and gap up. So it starts with them supporting us and obviously supporting each other as a defense pairing. Playing with (McNabb), I'm comfortable, and we both understand the less you play defense the better you're going to be as a defense pair."

Leading goal scorer Luke Adam agrees that the forwards have been more responsible lately, but truth be told, he knows why the team goals-against average has been dropping faster than the Super Bowl TV ratings during the second half the other night.

"It usually starts in the net and we've been getting great goaltending from both guys," said Adam, referring to Lieuwen and Matt Hackett. "And our 'D' corps has been really solid. We have guys back there that really solidify us."

MAIORANA@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@salmaiorana

Hockey night

The matchup: Amerks vs. Syracuse Crunch (affiliate of the NHL's Tampa Bay Lightning).

Time/place: 7:05 p.m. Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Tickets/promotions: $20, $22, $24. Fans can take advantage of a 2-for-1 ticket offer for Wednesday's game by visiting www.amerks.com/BOGO.

Records: The Amerks are 22-15-3-3. The Crunch are 17-20-2-5.

Radio: WHTK-AM (1280).

Amerks update: Team is on a seven-game winning streak, having outscored their opponents 28-10. … Amerks are 12-5-1-2 at home. … They are winless against the Crunch this year (0-2-0-1). … Power play ranks 10th at 18.8 percent, but penalty-kill ranks 24th at 78.8 percent. … Johan Larsson is on a seven-game point-scoring streak (3-9-12).
Kevin Oklobzija: Russian experience awaits

D&C hockey writer Kevin Oklobzija is off to Sochi to cover the 2014 Olympics.  Video by Donyelle Davis

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 11:40 p.m. EST February 1, 2014
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They're going to play the Super Bowl Sunday. Thank goodness.

The world, me especially, cannot endure one more word of from-afar, unqualified psychoanalysis of Richard Sherman. Kick it off and let's enjoy the glamour matchup of NFL's best two teams on center stage.

Sunday is, after all, America's biggest unofficial holiday.

I've been asked many times where I'll be watching the game. My answer: My living room — because I have a fairly early wake-up call on Monday morning for a flight.

Oh, where you going," I'm then asked.

"Russia."

RUSSIA!?!?!

Which is pretty much my reaction, too. I can positively guarantee that if the 2014 Winter Olympics weren't taking place in Sochi, I would never in my lifetime touch any grain of Russian soil.

But now I can say I won't miss out. As part of the coverage team for the USA Today Sports Group, I'll have the opportunity to sample borscht (the key word being "opportunity;" it's not gonna happen) and touch the water of the Black Sea (this most assuredly will happen, because touching it won't offend my taste buds). I anxiously await experiencing the Russian culture, their way of life, for the next three weeks.

That is, as long as I also see a lot of dogs. Please, let there be dogs. Sniffing backpacks, shoes, suitcases, hands; wherever they want to put their cold and clammy nose, have at it. They can growl, snarl, whatever they please, as long as they're sniffing for explosives at the same time.

Terrorist groups have promised some sort of attack(s) at Vladimir Putin's $50 billion baby, the Sochi Games. There would be no greater badge of honor for Chechnyan insurgents than to detonate a bomb within Sochi's vaunted "Ring of Steel."

Many athletes from the U.S. and elsewhere have decided not to take their families along. They've earned a spot in the world's ultimate athletic competition, yet they won't immediately be able to share their triumph or heartache with those closest to them.

Buffalo Sabres coach Ted Nolan is coaching Latvia's men's hockey team. His wife is staying home. He said many Latvian players also won't let their family make the trip to Sochi.

"When the people from that region are worried, you have to be, too," Nolan said.

Score one for the terrorists. But here's hoping (and praying) every point from this day forward goes to the good guys.

Am I worried? To some degree, a little. You have to be. But I'm also confident that between the Russian and American security forces, the coastal cluster of Olympic venues and hotels will be safe.

I was at the Salt Lake City Winter Games in 2002, five months after bin Laden toppled the Twin Towers. Aside from the White House, there very likely wasn't a more secure place on Earth that month. I was never worried. The show of force throughout the Wasatch Valley region was intimidating, and that didn't include the snipers in stealth mode who patrolled the mountain sides and rooftops.

All that mattered was the spirit of competition at the many venues. Hearing a country's anthem while a gold medal is draped around an athlete's neck is always powerful, always moving.

The same will very likely be true in Sochi. But I wonder if the neighboring regions and other cities in Russia will be vulnerable; Russia's citizens, not the visitors. Who will be watching out for them?

This will be my fourth Winter Games (1998 in Nagano, Japan; '02 in Salt Lake and 2006 in Turin, Italy). I've been amazingly fortunate to bring our readers — and those in other cities served by the Gannett media group — stories, insight and observations.

There will be plenty of people with Rochester connections in Russia, led by Greece's own hockey star Ryan Callahan, as well. From gold medalists Cathy Turner (speedskating) and Diann Roffe (skiing) to hockey players Callahan, Brian Gionta, Kim Insalaco and Lyndsay Wall, skier AJ Kitt and biathlete Joan Smith, our area has a rich Winter Olympic history.

At the previous three Games, I spent most of my time in hockey rinks but was lucky enough to experience a whole lot more.

In Nagano, I also covered snowboarding and wrote about Ross Powers winning bronze in the halfpipe. He was the Shaun White of American snowboarding before Shaun White. A week later our Gannett News Service coverage team played tourists for a morning, venturing to the hot springs of Jigokudani to see the snow monkeys.

Yes, monkeys. In the snow. In their own spa.

Nagano is also where I learned of the worst job in the world. Mike Lopresti, the great former columnist for GNS and USA Today, ventured off to find Akebono, the sumo legend. He learned a lot about sumo wrestling, but I only remember one thing from his account: you don't want to be an apprentice sumo wrestler.

Why? As you surely know, sumo wrestlers are big. Really, really big. This means that they're not capable of doing some simple tasks required in life. Such as, they can't reach their arms all the way behind themselves. So, yeah, you don't want to be the apprentice, as Mike learned. That's reporting.

In 2002, I wrote about 20-year-old Swiss ski jumper Simon Ammann winning gold and watched speed skater Apolo Ohno become an American sporting icon overnight.

In 2006, Greece's Insalaco said goodbye to her hockey career with a bronze medal draped around her neck. Her only Olympic experience gave her memories for a lifetime.

I'm hoping that from my time in Sochi will come unforgettable moments — and that they all are from the competition at Olympic venues.

Coming up

Kevin Oklobzija leaves for Sochi on Monday. Look for his stories and updates starting later this week in print and online.

Representing ROChester

The following Winter Olympic athletes have ties to Rochester:

Hockey: United States: Ryan Callahan (Greece); Ryan Miller (Buffalo Sabres/former Rochester Amerk. Latvia: Ted Nolan (Buffalo Sabres coach/former Amerk player and executive); Zemgus Girgensons (former Amerk); Janis Sprukts (former Amerk). Czech Republic: Jiri Novotny (former Amerk). Sweden: Henrik Tallinder and Jhonas Enroth (Buffalo Sabres). Germany: Christian Ehrhoff (Buffalo Sabres). Officials: Laura Johnson (Irondequoit) and Chris Woodworth (Canandaigua native) are serving as linesmen.

Speedskating: United States: Brittany Bowe , her father, Mike Bowe, is a 1979 Victor High School graduate.

Skiing: United States: Mikaela Shiffrin, her aunt and uncle, Caroline and Jim Ryan live in the Rochester area.

If you know of a Rochester connection to the Olympics, please contact sports editor Steve Bradley at (585) 258-2569 or sbradley@democratandchronicle.com.
Rochester Amerks win sixth straight

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 4:15 a.m. EST February 1, 2014
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Mark Pysyk should really be getting ready to pack for the first mid-season vacation of his hockey career.

The second-year defenseman had been with the Buffalo Sabres for all but one week of the first four months of the season. As such, under terms of the collective bargaining agreement, he had "earned" the time off that will be provided by the NHL's Olympic break.

Except the Buffalo Sabres believe it makes much more sense to have a young defenseman playing, not lounging around; Pysyk was reassigned to the Rochester Americans on Jan. 24.

So he has come back to the Amerks — to dominate. Pysyk had two assists on Friday night while very efficiently controlling play in the defensive zone as the Amerks defeated the Rockford IceHogs 4-1 in front of 6,311 fans at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Colton Gillies, Brayden McNabb, Alex Hutchings and Kevin Sundher scored the goals — the fifth of the season for each — as the Amerks won their sixth consecutive game. They haven't had a streak this long since the 10-game winning romp early in the 2009-10 season.

"Things are starting to come together," Gillies said. "It's nice to see guys are sacrificing, taking hits to make plays."

Having Pysyk on the blue line and paired with McNabb, the Amerks' All-Star Classic representative, helps too. A lot.

"They probably played 26 to 28 minutes tonight," Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said. "They're guys that can handle it because they don't play a lot in their own end. They pick pockets, they separate guys from the puck and they get the puck out so they can go have fun on offense."

Pysyk would welcome a trip to some sun-drenched beach next weekend, but he understands the Sabres' thinking. He can play high-end minutes with the Amerks and work on his game.

He has always been efficient in his own end and in making pinpoint passes. But he knows he's not a complete player yet.

He must add an element of physicality. Not with thundering body checks, but by using his body to eliminate opponents or protect the puck.

Like in the first period. After Pysyk had swung behind the Amerks net with the puck, Rockford's on-rushing Brandon Mashinter tried to slice between the boards and the defenseman to steal the puck.

Pysyk pasted him to the wall and then made the outlet pass, as if it was a drill in practice.

"Sometimes I get a little soft and get away from my details," he said. "That's what you want to try to get out of your game by being heavy on the stick, heavy on the body."

On Friday he was heavy on the really good.

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@kevinoDandC

Kevin's 3 stars

1. Mark Pysyk, D, Amerks

... 2 assists, but his most important contributions were in his own end.

2. Colton Gillies, RW, Amerks

... Scored 1st goal, created.

3. Alex Hutchings, LW, Amerks

... Scored 3rd goal, was always buzzing.
The Amerks checking lines happy to do some scoring, too
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The Rochester Americans can roll out a first line of Luke Adam, Johan Larsson and Joel Armia, and right behind them come Dan Catenacci, Kevin Porter and Jamie Tardif.

But it's the supporting cast -- the bottom six forwards -- that enable systems to work, and the Amerks to play from a position of strength when the first puck drops.

The line of Alex Hutchings, Tim Schaller and Colton Gillies produced two goals in tonight's 4-1 victory over the Rockford IceHogs. The line of Kevin Sundher, Freddy Roy and Brayden Irwin played nearly as well, and they too produced a goal.

That's three goals from two lines that aren't necessarily expected -- or required -- to produce offense on a regular basis.

And it's why the Amerks have now won six straight, the longest winning streak for the franchise six the 10-game romp from Oct. 12-Nov. 10 in 2009.

"I can't say enough about Schaller, Hutchings and Gillies," coach Chadd Cassidy said. "I thought those three guys were outstanding.

"If you want to be a top team in this league, you've got to have four lines."

The Amerks do right now. And they're still without Mike Zigomanis (neck injury, still no return date) and Phil Varone (on recall but expected back during the NHL Olympic break).

Gillies is a powerful forechecker. He doesn't have great hands, but he's still dominant on the wall and when he starts crunching bodies. He delivered two big checks in the first period and that type of play "gets other guys into it," Cassidy said.

He scored the game's first goal, getting the puck after Schaller's pressuring of Brad Winchester caused a turnover.

Gillies gave more credit to the Roy line, however. "They had a great shift in the offensive zone and when we got out there their D was tired and they made mistakes," Gillies said.

Cassidy said a case could be made that Hutchings is playing as well as any forward on the team right now. He's by no means as talented as many players, but he hustles, he competes and he uses his speed to create havoc and put pressure on puck-carriers.

"Just the little things he does," Gillies said. "He shows he wants to play."

A lot of guys do right now. But that line is rolling.

"We know what we're supposed to do," Gillies said. "What it comes down to: we compete in the corners and we don't make a lot of high-risk plays."

* * * * * * *

The Amerks wore special sweaters for men's health awareness night, and the jerseys were up for auction throughout the game.

Matt MacKenzie's No. 47 drew the highest bid, $1,000. Freddy Roy was second on the bidding list at $750.
Lieuwen starts again for the Amerks -- and deserves it
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For the first time since November of the 2011-12 season, a Rochester Americans coaching staff is required to do a whole lot more pre-game analysis when it comes to their starting goalie.

While Matt Hackett remains third on the organizational depth chart for the Buffalo Sabres, second-year goalie Nathan Lieuwen is pushing him hard for playing time with the Amerks -- and he's getting the time, too.

Lieuwen will start tonight against the Chicago Wolves in the Amerks first home game in 19 days.

This will be Lieuwen's third start in the past four games, and fifth in the past seven. He is 3-1 with a 2.00 GAA and .944 save percentage over that span. Going back two more starts, his GAA dips to 1.32 while his save percentage climbs to .954.

For the season he is 8-6-1 with a 2.51 GAA and .922 save percentage.

Hackett, meanwhile, is 11-12-2/2.86/.906. He has won his past two starts, 4-3 at Oklahoma City on Jan. 17 and 5-2 at Binghamton on Saturday.

"They both deserve the net," Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said after this morning's skate.

"I thought Matt probably had his best game of the year Saturday (31 saves)."

Hackett gave up two goals on 12 shots in the first period, and also took a high sticking minor. He did have some anger/temperament issues in October.

"I thought he really made a big step in that he calmed himself and played really well after that," Cassidy said. "He made huge saves when we needed them."

Since the Amerks have three-game weeks this week and next, the workload will be sufficient to keep both goalies busy. The Amerks then come out of the All-Star break (Feb. 9-13) by playing six games in nine days).

* * * * * * *

Defenseman Ryan Grimshaw of Greece has been returned to South Carolina of the ECHL.

He was called up on Jan. 11 when the Amerks were short defensemen and played in two games. He sat out the past four games.

Defenseman Nick Crawford (upper body) is healthy and will return to the lineup tonight.

With the reassignment of Mark Pysyk by the Sabres, the Amerks defense is strength right now.

"Pysyk and (Brayden) McNabb are elite defensemen at this level, for sure," Cassidy said. "Then you send out (Drew) Bagnall and (Rasmus) Ristolainen and they should be at tough pair to play against."

The third pairing will come from Crawford, Matt MacKenzie and/or Nick Tuzzolino.

* * * * * * *

Randy Cunneyworth may have been having a few flashbacks when he saw the Chicago Wolves hockey braintrust arrive today for the morning skate.

Gene Ubriaco, an Amerk in 1960-61, is the Wolves director of hockey operations. He was Cunneyworth's coach with the Pittsburgh Penguins in 1988-89.

Wolves assistant coach Dave Allison was Cunneyworth's coach with the Ottawa Senators in 1995-96, and Cunneyworth was then John Anderson's assistant coach with the Atlanta Thrashers in 2008-09 and '09-10.

"I'm still hoping to play for Scott Allen," Cunneyworth joked, referring to the Wolves other assistant coach.
Hershey Bears await Olympic break reassignments from Washington Capitals

Patrick Wey

FILE PHOTO: The Hershey Bears are waiting to see if they will get defenseman Patrick Wey, shown earlier this season in a game against Binghamton, back from the Washington Capitals during the NHL's Olympic break. Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com 2013 
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A 3-0 victory over the New Jersey Devils Saturday night sent the Washington Capitals into the NHL's Olympic break.

Julien Brouillette 13-14
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Now the Hershey Bears are waiting to see which players they will get back from the Caps to play in the AHL during the break.

The Washington Post reported that Julien Brouillette, Casey Wellman and Patrick Wey are the only players on Washington's roster eligible for reassignment to Hershey. Brouillette scored his first career NHL goal in the New Jersey win.

“I would think we'll see somebody,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “That's all I've heard, that I think we should see some guys. But that's out of my control. When I get that call, then we make the lineup and we go from there.”

NOTEBOOK

The Hershey Bears Booster Club, honoring late Bears forward Yanick Dupre, who died of leukemia in 1997, is holding a bone marrow drive during Sunday's game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton at Giant Center. Fans can stop by Section 104 on the concourse to register to be placed on the National Bone Marrow Registry.

Hershey's 2-1 win over Portland Saturday night at Giant Center was its first regulation win of the season in a game in which it scored two or fewer goals.

The fourth-place Bears can close within two points of second place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the East Division with a regulation win over the Baby Pens. Hershey has a game in hand on WBS. “We've got to keep pushing,” Haviland said. “We've obviously got a big opponent tomorrow.”
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It wasn't a pretty game Saturday night when the Hershey Bears ran their home winning streak to 10 games.

Peter LeBlanc 13-14
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Hershey's 2-1 victory over the Portland Pirates at Giant Center was a grinding contest that didn't produce much highlight material.

In short, it was a fourth-line kind of game. And the effort from Hershey's fourth line of Nathan Walker, Peter LeBlanc and Joel Rechlicz spearheaded the win.

“They gave us a lot of energy,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I think early on, we didn't have a lot of energy and they gave us some energy. They gave us some real good shifts in the first and get a huge goal in the second.

“Your fourth line has to bring you that energy some nights when the other guys just aren't going. We seemed to feed a little bit off of that. I thought the third period, all the lines, a lot more guys found their legs, and we had a lot better effort in the third.”

LeBlanc, stationed in the left circle, gave Hershey a 1-0 lead at 5:22 of the second with a nifty midair deflection of a Cameron Schilling left point shot.

“I guess I bring that back to the lacrosse days back in Hamilton,” LeBlanc said. “That was just a nice shot by Schills. It floated in there and I just hit it a little tip and it was lucky enough to go in.”

LeBlanc said he played lacrosse until he was 16 before giving it up to concentrate on hockey. Haviland noted that it bespeaks excellent team depth when a player who scored 24 goals for Rockford in 2011-12 is on the fourth line.

The fourth line accounted for 25 percent of Hershey's shots on goal. Two of them came from tough-guy winger Rechlicz, who began last season with Portland.

“I thought Recks played a great game, too,” Haviland said. “We've been talking about Recks just to play the game, and he did tonight.”

<br>

DOUBLE DIGITS: Ten in a row is Hershey's first double-digit winning streak at home since the club-record, 24-game streak during the 2009-10 Calder Cup season.

“One thing I like about this team, we can play all different ways,” Haviland said. “If you want to push, we can push. If you want to skate, we can skate.

“You've got to make it difficult for teams to come in here. Right now, we're doing that, whether we're finding ways to win in the third in tie games or whatever it may be.”

In the wake of a Brandon Yip goal for Portland in the second period, the game was tied 1-1 in the third when Dane Byers scored the game-winner at 3:37. The Bears and goalie Philipp Grubauer (30 saves) preserved the one-goal edge.

Portland is tied for 13th in the Eastern Conference and has allowed the most goals (163) in the Eastern Conference. More offensive fireworks might have been expected from Hershey, but the Pirates kept it close.

Haviland said assessing teams by looking at the standings is a recipe for defeat.

“You just can't do it, because if you do it you're going to get beat,” he said. “The parity is too good in this league.”

REBOUNDING BEARS: Hershey, which lost at Rochester Friday night, has gone 15-5-0-1 in games following a loss.

“Our bounce-back has been really good,” LeBlanc said. “We take it upon ourselves. We can't lose two in a row, especially when we're trying to chase teams and solidify a spot for playoffs.”

The Bears haven't lost consecutive games since Dec. 26-27.

“Nobody likes to lose,” Byers said. “You've got to hate to lose if you want to win. After the bus, sometimes it's a long ride. But there's a lot of time for the guys to think about that night and what you could have done better and what you should do the next night. They're long rides sometimes on the bus, but it's good when you actually look at yourself in the mirror.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
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Under the bright lights of a home television broadcast, the Hershey Bears maintained their unbeaten 2014 run at Giant Center Saturday night.

Getting a game-winning goal from Dane Byers in the third period, Hershey defeated the Portland Pirates 2-1 to extend their home winning streak to 10.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Byers, crossing the high slot, scored at 3:57 on goalie Louis Domingue to break a 1-1 tie as Hershey improved to 17-6-1-3 at home.

The 10-game streak is Hershey's first double-digit home winning streak since the club-record, 24-game streak during the 2009-10 Calder Cup season. The Bears haven't lost at Giant Center since Dec. 27.

LINK TO PENNLIVE GAME UPDATES

The teams traded quick second-period goals. Hershey took a 1-0 lead on Peter LeBlanc's deft deflection from the left circle at 5:22, but Portland answered quickly at 6:14 when Brandon Yip converted the rebound of a Brandon Gormley shot.

Portland 0 1 0 - 1

Hershey 0 1 1 - 2

Which Capitals can play in the AHL during the Olympic break?

By Katie Carrera


 

February 7 at 12:59 pm

NEWARK, NJ - JANUARY 24: Dmitry Orlov #81 of the Washington Capitals tries to keep the puck from Michael Ryder #17 of the New Jersey Devils at Prudential Center on January 24, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Elsa/Getty Images)

Dmitry Orlov will get time off during the Olympic break. (Photo by Elsa/Getty Images)

The NHL’s Olympic break goes into effect Sunday and runs through 2 p.m. on Feb. 19 and while the majority of the Capitals will either be competing in Sochi or relaxing on a beach somewhere, some are eligible to play in the American Hockey League during the hiatus.

There are a whole host of rules that determine which waiver-exempt players can play in the AHL during the break and who is entitled to time off based on the number of NHL games they’ve appeared in or days they’ve spent on the NHL roster this season.

The Capitals have five waiver-exempt players on the roster – Dmitry Orlov, Connor Carrick, Casey Wellman, Julien Brouillette and Patrick Wey. Of that group only Wellman, Brouillette and Wey are eligible to play in Hershey during the break.

Both Orlov and Carrick have appeared in at least 16 of the Capitals’ final 20 games before the break – Carrick hit the mark when he appeared in Thursday’s 4-2 win over the Jets — which means they have earned the time off according to the rules agreed to by the NHL and NHL Players’ Association. They will also both receive their NHL salary during the break.

>> There is an NHL trade freeze during the Olympic break that runs from 3 p.m. on Friday through 11:59 on Feb. 23, which is the day of the gold medal game in Sochi.

>> Players aren’t permitted to use team facilities during the Olympic break, which creates a bit of a conundrum for those who are working their way back from injury.

Jack Hillen, who has been sidelined since the second game of the season with a fractured tibial plateau, said he plans to spend the break in his home state of Minnesota where he already has ice set up so he can continue making progress toward a return. He’s skated consistently these last few weeks and taken part in all of the team’s practices leading up to the break.

“I’m going to make sure my body stays ready. I’ve done a lot of really good work in the last three weeks to get where I’m at now and I don’t want to lose that,” Hillen said Friday. “I actually think the break is awesome because in the regular season I would never have the opportunity to practice for a week with the team where you’re going to probably do some battle drills and do some high intensity training with the team. That’s going to help me determine if I’m ready or not.”

In a collision of two of the hottest teams in the AHL, the Rochester Americans defeated the Hershey Bears 4-1 Friday night at Blue Cross Arena in Rochester, N.Y.

The Amerks, who surrendered 37 shots in a 5-1 loss to Hershey on Jan. 4 at Giant Center, held the Bears to 26 shots and got a 25-save effort from goalie Matt Hackett.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Three of the game's five goals were scored in a 2:25 span of the first period.

Luke Adam gave Rochester a 1-0 lead at 11:00, but Jeff Taffe quickly answered for Hershey on the power play at 12:52. Jamie Tardif followed at 13:25 with a goal that would stand as the game-winner.

Dan Catenacci increased the lead to 3-1 29 seconds into the second and Brayden Irwin added a goal in the third.

Rochester, rebounding from a Wednesday loss to Syracuse that ended its seven-game winning streak, has won eight of its last nine. Hershey has won seven of its last nine.

NOTEBOOK

Taffe leads Hershey in power play goals (eight). The forward has scored four goals in the last five games.

Patrick Wellar returned to the lineup after missing five games with an upper body injury.

Adam (1-1-2), Catenacci (1-1-2), Irwin (1-1-2) and Brayden McNabb (0-2-2) had two-point games.

A highlight looms Friday night in what has been a tough season for Hershey Bears winger Derek Whitmore.
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The Rochester, N.Y., native is scheduled to play when the Bears visit Blue Cross Arena. The 29-year-old scored a career-high 28 goals while playing for the Amerks in 2011-12.

“Any time you can play in your hometown,” Whitmore said, “whether it's against your hometown team or for your hometown team – I've been able to do it at both ends – it's exciting.”

Since the end of November, Whitmore has been doing more watching than playing.

Whitmore played in Hershey's first 17 games and produced 4-5-9 before being briefly sidelined by injury.

Since Ryan Potulny re-signed with the team on Dec. 27, putting Hershey one over the veteran roster limit of five, Whitmore has mainly been the odd vet out of the lineup, getting scratched in 15 of 17 games. In all, he has played in 24 of Hershey's 45 games.

The 2013-14 ordeal comes in the wake of a 2012-13 veteran situation in St. John's that ultimately pushed Whitmore, who made his NHL debut with the Buffalo Sabres in 2011-12, to sign in Germany.

“It's been very hard to come to the rink every day, knowing that you're probably not going to be playing on the weekend,” Whitmore said. “I'm just trying to stay ready and take advantage of any opportunity I get here.”

Whitmore has indeed remained a hard worker in practice, opting to take a positive approach.

“I'm still getting paid playing the game that I love,” Whitmore said. “There's a lot of people that would love to trade places with me. I love to do what I do. Things like that kind of keep me pressing forward and hoping that something good comes of this situation.”

Whitmore said teammate support has helped him deal with the situation. Goalie David Leggio, a teammate in Portland, Rochester and Hershey, has been a prime supporter.

“He's trying to stay ready to play,” Leggio said. “He's doing everything he can to be ready to play. He's a true professional and, hopefully, he gets a chance to get back in there and take advantage.”

With Whitmore slated to be in the lineup at Rochester, Potulny figures to be the veteran scratch.

“He obviously had a lot of success there in his career,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said of Whitmore. “He's from there. I think it's the right thing to do, so we'll get him in the lineup.

“We'll be excited to see him play for us but also play in front of some family and friends. I'm sure it will be an exciting time for him again.”

David Leggio

Hershey Bears goalie David Leggio won 66 games for the Rochester Americans the previous two seasons. JOHN C. WHITEHEAD/The Patriot-News 2012 

The Rochester game also will be a homecoming for Leggio, who won 66 games for the Amerks the previous two seasons.

Haviland doesn't tip his hand on starting goalies. But, given sentiment and motivational dynamics, it won't be a surprise to see Leggio draw the Rochester start.

“I'm excited to go back,” said Leggio, a Buffalo., N.Y., native. “They're going to have a lot more guys that I played with [than the Jan. 4 game against Rochester at Giant Center]. And then just to see the people there.

“People from Buffalo will come see me play, friends and family and stuff like that, people from Rochester that I got to know when I was there. To be able to see everybody, it's going to be nice.”

Whitmore also will have plenty of family and friends in the stands. He said he was scheduled to make a visit home to the Rochester suburb of Greece for a family dinner Thursday night.

“Come faceoff tomorrow night,” Whitmore said, “it's business as usual and I've got to do whatever it takes to help the team win hockey games.”

NOTEBOOK

The AHL announced that SiriusXM NHL Network will carry the broadcasts of 12 AHL games on its main channel (Sirius 207, XM 211) from Feb. 9-23. The Feb. 23 Hershey-Syracuse Crunch game at Washington's Verizon Center is one of the games.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Julien Brouillette has played 239 AHL games and 210 ECHL games.

The defenseman, recalled from the Hershey Bears by the Washington Capitals on Thursday, is poised to make his NHL debut Thursday night when the Winnipeg Jets visit Verizon Center.

Brouillette and rookie Patrick Wey, also recalled Thursday from Hershey, are slated to play as Washington's third pairing, The Washington Post reported. Caps defensemen Mike Green and John Erskine are sidelined by injuries.

“He was really excited and understandably,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said of Brouillette. “It's his first call-up ever.

“He's worked really hard to get that, a guy who's played in the Coast. He said all sorts of emotions were going through him. Excited to see him go. He's played very well for us.”

Brouillette, 27, who signed an NHL deal with Washington on April 5, 2013, leads Hershey defensemen in goals (nine) and has scored three goals in the last three games.

“I know they are searching for things up there,” Haviland said. “It shows you the depth we have here. It shows you the depth we have on defense.

“Guys have played well and they're giving guys looks because of the way they're playing. It's good to see guys get rewarded. I'm sure everybody in the organization here, the players and everybody, was excited for him.”

Bears defenseman Cameron Schilling has played all 45 games (3-8-11, plus-12) and is having a strong season as a top-pair fixture. But so far the 25-year-old, who played one game for Washington in 2012-13, hasn't been tabbed for a recall.

“I think Schills will get a chance, I would think,” Haviland said. “I hope he does. He's played well and he has to continue to do what he's doing.

“You don't have a crystal ball. The only thing you can control is your effort and how you play. He's done a great job. You've got to talk to guys and make sure they're OK and understand that. He's got to continue to move forward and he will.”

In the wake of the Brouillette and Wey recalls, Hershey still has seven defensemen on the roster.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The Hershey Bears earned four of a possible six points last weekend as they continued a strong run that began in late December.

Hershey defeated host Adirondack 5-3 Friday night, lost 4-1 to Adirondack Saturday at Philadelphia's Wells Fargo Center and beat Norfolk 3-1 Sunday at Giant Center.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. Julien Brouillette. The defenseman scored three goals in the two wins, potting two Friday at Adirondack and one Sunday against Norfolk.

2. Jeff Taffe. The forward produced 2-1-3, scoring a goal in each of the wins.

3. Matt Watkins. The forward, who scored Hershey's lone goal in the Adirondack loss, produced 1-2-3 and was plus-3.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Their six-game overall winning streak is over, but the Hershey Bears' home winning streak is at nine and counting as they eye another three-in-three weekend.

The Bears are scheduled to visit Rochester Friday night. They finish by hosting Portland Saturday night and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Sunday at Giant Center.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Rochester homecoming. Winger Derek Whitmore and goalie David Leggio both have strong Rochester ties. Whitmore is a Rochester native and scored a career-high 28 goals for the Amerks in 2011-12. Leggio, a Buffalo native, amassed 66 wins for Rochester from 2011-13.

2. Hot Amerks. Hershey beat Rochester 5-1 on Jan. 4 at Giant Center. But the Amerks have since found a groove and are riding a seven-game winning streak that makes them the hottest team in the league.

3. Welcome back. It has been more than a year since Portland, which recorded a 3-1 victory on Nov. 11, 2012, has visited Giant Center.

4. Vagabond Pirates. Because of a lease dispute with Cumberland County Civic Center, the Pirates are playing their home games at Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine, and rank last in AHL attendance (2,454 average per game). They have a better road record (10-9-2-1) than home record (6-10-0-6).

5. Baby Pens month. Sunday's game is the first of four in February against WBS. Hershey, which has won two in a row over the Baby Pens, is in hot pursuit of WBS in the East Division.
Centerman Ryan Stoa returned to the Hershey Bears last Friday with a souvenir of his recall to the Washington Capitals.

A chin laceration that required seven or eight stitches.

The wound was caused by Caps assistant coach Calle Johansson during a game day morning skate.

“It was just a high-stick, a little fluke play,” Stoa said.

“He didn't do it on purpose. I knew that. No harm.”

Stoa was recalled from Hershey on Jan. 27 and participated in three morning skates. But he didn't get the opportunity to play his first NHL game since 2010-11, when he played 25 games for the Colorado Avalanche.

“It was a good experience for me,” Stoa said. “It's been a long time since I've been back up there. I was definitely happy.

“I went up because [Brooks] Laich was hurt or banged up a little bit, but he decided to play through it. I was an extra.”

Former Bears Patrick McNeill and Steve Pinizzotto had similar experiences during their Hershey tenures, getting recalled by the Caps but not getting a chance to play in a game.

“I think the positive thing is that he got the call-up and he knows that his hard work is being rewarded,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “You take the positive out of it. As much as he would have liked to have gone in and everybody would have liked to seen him get in, he didn't.

“But I think for Stoasie, he's on their map. They know, obviously. They called him up. It happens. Sometimes it's a call-up because a guy is a question mark and they want to make sure he can play, and they want to make sure they have somebody there on the road. That happens a lot.”

Stoa's Friday reassignment to Hershey meant a whirlwind travel weekend.

He flew from Detroit to Albany, N.Y., Friday and then had a one-hour ride from Albany to Glens Falls, N.Y., where he arrived to play about an hour before Hershey's game against the Adirondack Phantoms.

After the game, Stoa and the Bears traveled to Philadelphia for Saturday's game against Adirondack at Wells Fargo Center.

“I didn't feel too great the second night,” Stoa said. “It's all part of it.”

He had two assists in Sunday's win over Norfolk at Giant Center.

“I thought he had a great weekend,” Haviland said. “I don't think anybody played that great Saturday in Philly. I liked him Friday in Adirondack. I liked him Sunday here. I don't think he missed a beat at all.”

Stoa, who ranks third in Hershey scoring (9-17-26), said he took the recall and reassignment in stride.

“Obviously, you get a little taste of it, you want it that much more,” he said. “But I've been down here the last three-and-a-half years. Everybody wants to get to the next level, but we've got a great group of guys around here and we're playing well. Ride that wave.”
By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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Elemental standings math provided plenty of motivation Sunday when the Hershey Bears hosted the Norfolk Admirals at Giant Center.

A Norfolk regulation win would drop Hershey six points behind the Admirals in the East Division. A Hershey regulation win would close the charging Bears within two.

In a contest that was intense from the opening faceoff, the Bears powered their way to a 3-1 triumph.

Thus, they are now within two points of Norfolk and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. And Hershey, in eighth place in the Eastern Conference, has a game in hand on both teams.

“You look at the division from top to bottom, it's tight,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We have games in hand. We knew it was a four-point game for us. I'm sure they knew it, too.”

The Bears, coming off Saturday's loss to Adirondack in Philadelphia, extended their home winning streak to nine. They haven't lost consecutive games since Dec. 26-27, a span of 16 games.

“It's awesome right now,” said Bears winger Brandon Segal, who had a goal and an assist.

<br>

PURE POWER: A fruitless power play, especially a second-period stretch of 5:45 when they were down a goal, cost the Bears in the Adirondack loss.

“We needed to have more urgency from yesterday on the power play,” Haviland said. “That was the message today was we were a little kind of nonchalant yesterday on the power play when we thought maybe we could have taken a chance to get back into that game yesterday.

“Our big thing on the power play, I think, is just our urgency. When we go and we've got some urgency taking pucks to the net or putting pucks on the net, you're going to get your second and third chances. That's when you score goals.”

Hershey scored all of its goals against Norfolk, ranked second in the AHL in penalty killing (87.4 percent), on the power play.

The Bears got tallies from Segal, Julien Brouillette and Jeff Taffe (5-on-3). Norfolk's Devante Smith-Pelley also scored on a power play.

“After yesterday's game,” Segal said, “it couldn't get any worse than that.”

Though all the goals were scored on the power play, Hershey's strong 5-on-5 play drew penalties that resulted in nine power play chances.

“I don't think we gave them a lot,” Haviland said. “We kept them to the outside. They got some pretty nifty guys over there. I was fortunate enough to have a couple of them last year [as Norfolk's associate coach], so I know what they can do.”
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DEADLY BRU: Brouillette, who has scored a career-high nine goals on 30 shots, leads AHL defensemen in shooting percentage (30 percent). His goal from just inside the left circle was a rocket that beat goalie John Gibson at 8:21 of the first period to give Hershey a 1-0 lead.

“Bru, that was some shot,” Haviland said.

“He's not a big backswing if you watch him. He only comes off the ice a little bit, so it kind of tricks goalies a little bit. He doesn't go for the big windup. It's kind of not even a half. He doesn't go back much, and I think that's what gets goalies. And it comes off his stick a lot quicker than probably what they're expecting because he doesn't have the big windup.”

Brouillette is flourishing in a power play role, which frequently sets up a defenseman in the left circle, that used to feature injured Tomas Kundratek.

“It's a spot I've been playing a lot since juniors,” Brouillette said. “It's not a one-timer spot. But like I said, I just try to get the puck through and it's been good.

“Good plays. The guys getting the puck to the right place at the right time and getting the puck through. It's been good so far. It's not just a matter of me.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Since Dec. 28, the Hershey Bears have lost just four times in 15 games.

Adirondack Phantoms goalie Cal Heeter is responsible for half of the defeats.
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Heeter, who had a 29-save shutout in a Jan. 3 overtime win over Hershey, made 28 saves to backstop a 4-1 victory over the Bears Saturday at Philadelphia's Wells Fargo Center.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

The Phantoms ended Hershey's six-game winning streak and their own three-game losing streak.

Goals by Tyler Brown and Tye McGinn in the first seven minutes of the first period provided all the offense needed by Heeter (15-15-2), who has gone 2-0-0 with a .983 save percentage against Hershey this season.

Ben Holmstrom (power play) and Jason Akeson added third-period goals for Adirondack. McGinn assisted on those two goals for a three-point game.

Matt Watkins scored the lone goal for Hershey, which went a frustrating 0-for-6 on the power play.

Trailing 2-1 after Watkins' first-period tally, the Bears failed to score on a second-period power play stretch that lasted 5:45 after Kris Newbury was hit with a double-minor while Nick Cousins was serving a holding penalty.

NOTEBOOK

Watkins' goal ended Heeter's shutout streak against Hershey at 78:44.

Bears winger Derek Whitmore, who has been in a veteran scratch slot eliminated with Tyson Strachan's recall to the Washington Capitals, played his first game since Jan. 4 and fought Oliver Lauridsen in the third period.

Bears defenseman Patrick Wellar (upper body) was sidelined for a fourth straight game.

Veteran AHL linesman Scott Adams worked his last game.

Hershey 1 0 0 - 1

Adirondack 2 0 2 - 4
Based on shooting percentage, Julien Brouillette possesses the deadliest shot among AHL defensemen in 2013-14.
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The Hershey Bears blue-liner struck twice Friday night at Glens Falls Civic Center in Glens Falls, N.Y., scoring a tie-breaking goal and later adding an empty-netter in a 5-3 triumph over the Adirondack Phantoms.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Brouillette, who has scored on 29.6 percent of his shots, gave Hershey a 2-1 lead with a power play goal at 5:08 of the second period. His empty-netter at 18:46 of the third also came on a power play after Adirondack closed within 4-3.

Dane Byers and Peter LeBlanc followed Brouillette with second-period goals to stretch the lead to 4-1 as the Bears ran their season-high winning streak to six games.

Hershey's Jeff Taffe and Adirondack's Rob Bordson traded first-period goals. Mark Alt and Bruno Gervais (5-on-3 power play) scored third-period goals for the Phantoms.

Bears goalie David Leggio (14-12-2), who made 29 saves, has won seven of his last nine starts.

NOTEBOOK

Brouillette established a career high for goals (eight). His previous high was seven in 2011-12 with Hershey.

Taffe's goal was his 100th point for Hershey.

Bears head coach Mike Haviland, sidelined by a medical issue Sunday, returned to the bench.

Hershey dressed seven defensemen and 11 forwards for the third time in the last four games.

Ryan Stoa, reassigned by the Washington Capitals on Friday, made it to Glens Falls and played for Hershey.

Michael Latta and Matt Watkins had two assists apiece.

Hershey 1 3 1 - 5

Adirondack 1 0 2 - 3
Philadelphia's Wells Fargo Center remains a special place for Ryan Potulny.
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The Hershey Bears forward began his pro career as a third-round draft choice of the Philadelphia Flyers. He made his NHL debut in 2005-06 with the Flyers for a game in Buffalo, N.Y., but played his second NHL game at Wells Fargo Center.

“I have some good memories there, obviously,” Potulny said.

“It will be fun to be back there and, hopefully, see some of the people that were there when I played there also.”

The Bears are scheduled to play the Adirondack Phantoms at Wells Fargo Center at 1 p.m. Saturday.

“The fans are true Philly fans, that's for sure,” Potulny said. “They'll probably be harder on the visiting team than most buildings is what I remember.”

The Bears have made previous regular-season and playoff visits to Wells Fargo Center, which is where Bob Woods made his debut as Hershey's head coach on Nov. 23, 2007, after Bruce Boudreau was promoted to head coach of the Washington Capitals.

Steven Oleksy, Nate Schmidt and Michael Latta have played in the building this season for the Caps. Goalie Philipp Grubauer made his NHL debut at Wells Fargo Center last season.

“I'm pretty comfortable in that rink,” Grubauer said. “I like the rink. I like the setup there.

“The only problem is the boards when you play down in the second period, because the Zamboni comes out the side. The puck always kind of pops out when they rim it around.”

The Bears, used to the expanse of Giant Center, aren't expecting to have to adjust to the size of an NHL arena.

Hershey's biggest challenge will be a quick turnaround. The Bears are scheduled to play the Phantoms at 7 p.m. Friday in Glens Falls, N.Y., travel to Philadelphia after the game and then play an early afternoon game.

“The good thing is we both have to do it,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Yeah, I think it would be a little sluggish to start, maybe, for both teams.

“You're not used to playing a 1 o'clock game. Your routine changes.”

The Bears are habituated to playing road games on Friday nights and traveling before playing again Saturday. But the Saturday games have been at night.

“I think it's more mental, to be honest with you,” Potulny said. “Mentally, if you let yourself fall into that trap that your body's just tired or it's a quick turnaround, then you're in trouble.

“Mentally, you have to start preparing yourself for the game pretty much right after the game on Friday. You have to get a lot of fluids in you and electrolytes and start mentally getting ready.”

Potulny also noted that the Bears have to be cognizant that they will follow Saturday's game with another early game on Sunday when the Norfolk Admirals visit Giant Center. That contest is scheduled for 2 p.m. instead of the usual 5 p.m. because of the Super Bowl.

With the Bears and Phantoms jousting for Eastern Conference standings position, playing on consecutive days could result in some extra feistiness. Last weekend, Hershey and Syracuse combined for 128 penalty minutes Saturday night after playing Friday night.

“Any time you play teams back-to-back,” Latta said, “people are going to remember things.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
In Wednesday night's 4-0 win over the Syracuse Crunch by the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, Harry Zolnierczyk scored an amazing third-period goal at Mohegan Sun Arena.

The forward basically skated through the whole Syracuse team. Jonathan Bombulie of the Citizens' Voice describes it here. And below is the video to see for yourself.
A general love of dogs inspired Hershey Bears defenseman Tyson Strachan and his girlfriend, Kate Ankoviak, to start Strachan's Strays.
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One pooch in particular, an American bulldog named Bowser rescued from a horrific puppy mill situation during Strachan's tenure with the St. Louis Blues, animates the couple's motivation to promote adoption and support of rescue dogs through their organization.

Bowser was a year and a half old and had never been out of a cage when they found him.

“He couldn't walk on bare ground,” Strachan said. “He had heartworm so bad that he passed away about a month into us having him.

“His memory has kind of stuck with us. We're softies. We had him cremated and we bring him with us everywhere. He's a big driving force behind what we do.”

Using his platform as a professional athlete, Strachan seeks to educate the public about the benefits of dog rescue, the heartrending consequences of pet animal overpopulation and raise donation money.

Strachan's Strays, which works with no-kill shelters, took off among hockey fan bases in Miami and San Antonio the past two seasons during his time in the Florida Panthers organization.

“It's amazing how many misconceptions there are out there about shelter dogs in general and shelter animals,” Strachan said.

“A lot of people feel that shelter animals in general have either been abused or are all mutts or are bad animals. A lot of people feel they have to go to a breeder to get a specific type of dog or get certain traits. We just want to convince people that you can go into a shelter and you can find any type of animal you really need.”

Strachan owns two rescue dogs – Raja and Soder – and also provides foster care for rescue dogs when his in-season apartment accommodations allow it. Last season in San Antonio, Strachan and Ankoviak fostered six puppies for two months.

This season, Hershey teammates David Leggio and Garrett Mitchell adopted rescue dogs, Strachan said.

“I think that they're both very happy,” Strachan said, “and they have two great additions to their families.”

For Strachan, rescue adoption is a far better option than providing economic support to puppy mills. He has witnessed puppy mills firsthand.

“We got to see the conditions that the general public aren't going to see,” Strachan said. “They're going to go down to the puppy store and see that cute little puppy sitting in a cage or kennel that's cleaned up. There's 800 dogs stuck in cages [at the puppy mill] with frozen water bowls and not able to move.”

A Strachan's Strays Night is scheduled for Feb. 15 when the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins visit Giant Center.

On Wednesday night, Strachan and Bears teammates are holding a photo shoot with their own dogs and rescue dogs. Autographed portraits from that photo shoot will be on sale during Strachan's Strays Night to raise money that will be donated to local no-kill shelters.

It wasn't a portrait, but on the ice Saturday night at Giant Center Strachan made a highlight reel hit on Syracuse Crunch forward Richard Panik (around 2:41 mark of embedded video). Strachan caught Panik, who had just received an ill-advised pass from Pierre-Cedric Labrie, at the blue line.

&lt;br&gt;

“I thought it was a good hit, I really did,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He met the puck right when the puck was there. The guy had his head down. I thought his hands were down. He didn't jump.”

But Strachan was called for charging.

“I think that's about as clean of a hit as you can,” Strachan said. “In today's day and age in hockey, it's tough. A lot of the big hits, right away it's kind of reactionary calls. They find something.

“Charging is usually when you're running at somebody. In that situation, I would never run at anybody.”

Labrie, rushing to Panik's defense, jumped Strachan and started a fight. Strachan and Labrie were teammates in Peoria in 2009-10.

“I don't fault him for anything he did,” Strachan said. “I think he could have let me square up a little bit more.

“I know his intent wasn't to injure me in any way.”

NOTEBOOK

Brandon Segal was selected as Hershey's player of the month for December and was presented a watch by Leitzel's Jewelry of of Myerstown.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Mike Haviland said he behaved himself Sunday night when a minor medical issue forced him to stay home instead of coach the Hershey Bears.

Well, for the most part.

“There was no pacing because I couldn't pace,” Haviland said Tuesday. “A couple times, I was kind of yelling at the TV monitor, like a 'What are we doing?' type of thing. It was actually refreshing for me to sit back and watch a live game to see us a little bit. I took a bunch of notes.”

Assistant coach Ryan Mougenel served as head coach for the Bears, who defeated the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 2-0 at Giant Center to run their winning streak to five games. Defenseman Patrick Wellar served as Mougenel's assistant.

Haviland watched a live video feed of the game on his computer. He said he talked to Mougenel before the game and between periods.

“I thought him and Wellar did a great job and the team did a great job,” Haviland said.

“I'm proud of him, yeah. I'm proud of all the guys that got it done in another big win for us. We keep creeping up the standings in our division and in the conference, which is the way we want to be.”

Haviland said the team's performance was another affirmation of his decision, in collaboration with Bears President-GM Doug Yingst, to hire Mougenel as assistant coach. Mougenel served as head coach of the ECHL's Las Vegas Wranglers from 2009-13.

“Doug and I had talked about this in the summer, when the position was there,” Haviland said. “He wanted somebody with experience. We wanted the best guy, obviously, and then we also wanted somebody with experience.

“Moug has run his own bench for five years in the Coast and has been successful. It's like anything else. You get away from it for a little bit, but it's easy to go back at it. I watched his press conference and he had some fun with it. It's like riding a bike.”

Mougenel ran Tuesday's practice at Giant Center. Haviland was in attendance but stayed off the ice.

“It's all good,” Haviland said. “I'll be back. They didn't want me to work on Sunday.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland said it was an extremely pleasurable call when he phoned centerman Ryan Stoa to inform him he was being recalled by the Washington Capitals.

“I guess sometimes it's kind of like you're a proud father as a coach,” Haviland said. “You work with guys. He was very, very excited and very thankful. I said, 'Don't thank us. You did it. You've turned your career.' For me, he's kind of turned it around and put himself back on the map a little bit.

“I told him go up and play the game the right way, though. Don't go up and just be happy that you're there for one. Go up and stay for 10 and 20, maybe the year, and, hopefully, I don't see you again Stoa. He's got the skills to do it. Just do it now.”

Stoa's 2013-14 renaissance came in the wake of Haviland's switching him from wing to center. If he plays for the Caps Tuesday night in Buffalo, N.Y., it will mark his first NHL action since the 2010-11 season with the Colorado Avalanche.

“He's a guy who's done it [played in the NHL], just hasn't been there in a while,” Haviland said.

“I think he's really taken the ball and run with it. He's been a major part of this team, a big reason why we're playing well. It's nice to see a guy get rewarded.”

NOTEBOOK

Haviland, who missed Sunday's win against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton because of a medical issue, was in attendance at Giant Center but didn't run Tuesday's practice. Assistant coach Ryan Mougenel led practice. “I think it was the right thing to do to stay off,” Haviland said. “Just to get here, I wanted to talk to them this morning. I thanked them for being professional and getting business done on Sunday.”

Peter LeBlanc took Stoa's slot at center on a line with Nicolas Deschamps and Brandon Segal.

Stan Galiev (shoulder) again participated in warmups in a non-contact jersey before departing. Haviland said he remains seven to 10 days from possibly being cleared for a lineup return.

Hershey practiced with nine defensemen, but Haviland said there are no plans for a reassignment to Reading (ECHL). “I like our D,” Haviland said. “I like every one of them back there. Some tough decisions Friday if we do have nine still here.”

Haviland said the team is scheduled to travel Thursday and practice in Glens Falls, N.Y., for Friday night's game against the Adirondack Phantoms. After the game, the Bears are slated to travel to Philadelphia, where they are scheduled to play the Phantoms at 1 p.m. Saturday at Wells Fargo Center. “It's an early game,” Haviland said, “so it will be good to get in there.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Amid a strong January, the Hershey Bears get a double dose of the Adirondack Phantoms this week.

The Bears are scheduled to visit Adirondack in Glens Falls, N.Y., Friday night and then play the Phantoms at Philadelphia's Wells Fargo Center Saturday afternoon. A three-in-three finishes Sunday when the Bears host the Norfolk Admirals at Giant Center.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Big building. The game at Wells Fargo Center, where the Flyers-affiliated Phantoms will serve as the home team, is the first of two games in NHL buildings this season. Hershey and the Syracuse Crunch are scheduled to play at Washington's Verizon Center on Feb. 23.

2. Stingy Phantoms. Goal lights don't tend to get used much in Adirondack games. The Phantoms have surrendered the fewest goals in the AHL (103). They also have scored the second fewest (98).

3. Washington Capitals flashback. Former Caps defenseman Steve Eminger, the 12th overall pick in the 2002 NHL entry draft, signed an AHL deal with Norfolk last week. In addition, former Caps-Bears players Dave Steckel and Nolan Yonkman are poised for another return.

4. Standings stakes. The fourth-place Bears are in hot pursuit of third-place Norfolk in the East Division. They enter the week two points behind with a game in hand.

5. Clock watch. Please note that Sunday's Norfolk game is scheduled to start at 2 p.m. instead of the normal 5 p.m. That is because of the Super Bowl between the Denver Broncos and Seattle Seahawks.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
The Hershey Bears earned a maximum six points last weekend as they swept a three-in-three to run their winning streak to a season-high five games.

Hershey defeated host Syracuse 4-1 Friday night, beat visiting Syracuse 3-2 Saturday night and shut out Wilkes-Barre/Scranton 2-0 Sunday night at Giant Center.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. Philipp Grubauer. The goalie won both his starts, including the shutout over WBS, and stopped 56 of 57 shots (.982 save percentage).

2. Matt Watkins. The forward scored two goals at Syracuse, finished a collective plus-three in the three games and served as a mainstay on a penalty kill that erased 15 of 16 (93.8 percent) opposition power plays.

3. Dane Byers. In addition to an assist, the captain brought physical intangible value to all three games and amassed 38 penalty minutes in the process.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears defenseman Patrick Wellar, sidelined Saturday night after taking a blow to the face in a Friday night fight against Syracuse's Eric Neilson, returned to the bench Sunday night at Giant Center.

But he wore a tie instead of skates.
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With head coach Mike Haviland absent because of a minor medical issue, Wellar was drafted to serve as assistant coach Ryan Mougenel's assistant in a 2-0 victory over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

“The guys were great,” Wellar said. “They were positive with me. I was positive with them. It was just a really, really cool experience. To cap it off with a win was phenomenal.”

Wellar said he found out about his new role about 1 p.m. Sunday. 

“I had a nice meeting with Coach Mougenel before,” Wellar said. “We just kind of talked over a few things, so I wasn't totally left out to dry there. He gave me some leeway to make a couple decisions. The D played so great tonight. It was easy to roll them over.

“The only problem was we dressed seven defensemen tonight. You've got to manage one extra body. It's not always easy. I kind of felt bad for shortchanging some guys every now and then in certain situations. Especially as a teammate, you don't want to stir up any emotions that are lingering.”

How did Coach Wellar grade out as an assistant?

“He was brutal,” Mougenel joked. “Bad suit. Bad attire.”

Then Mougenel turned serious.

“He's a guy that's a high-quality person,” Mougenel said. “I say that a lot, because we have a lot of those guys in the room. When he speaks it's high quality. He's got a ton of respect in that room. It was fun doing it with him.”

As a forward, Jeff Taffe didn't have to obey Wellar's orders. But he heard them.

“I think the funniest part was having Wellsie behind the bench,” Taffe said. “That kind of lightened the mood a little bit today. 

“Hopefully, he wasn't running them back there. I hope Strachs [Tyson Strachan] was actually running the D-men back there tonight and Wellsie just kept his mouth shut. It was actually funny. He's a calming presence back there. We were kind of giving it to him: 'Why can't you put yourself in the lineup? You didn't even think about that.'”

In fact, Wellar is 1-0-0-0 as an assistant coach – with a shutout.

“We needed it, especially against a great Wilkes-Barre team that we've struggled against,” Wellar said. “That was huge for us.”

NOTEBOOK

Hershey has won two in a row against the Baby Pens and improved to 3-4-1-0 against them.

Bears captain Dane Byers had a rambunctious weekend against Syracuse and WBS at Giant Center, amassing 33 penalty minutes. “He isn't always rewarded with goals and assists, but he plays the game the right way,” Mougenel said. “And he cares and he plays with a ton of jam and energy. He's our leader. He blocks shots. He fights. He has highlight hits game after game after game.”

Bears defenseman Steven Oleksy and WBS centerman Mike Carman were roommates last season in Hershey.

Hershey has gone 15-6-1-3 at Giant Center and is tied for the most home wins in the Eastern Conference.
Hershey Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel spent the past four seasons as head coach of the ECHL's Las Vegas Wranglers, so he is well-versed in what it takes to run a bench.
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The 37-year-old unexpectedly returned to that role Sunday night when Bears head coach Mike Haviland was sidelined by a minor medical ailment.

Mougenel served as head coach in Hershey's 2-0 victory over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Giant Center. Bears defenseman Patrick Wellar served as Mougenel's assistant and ran the defensemen.

“It felt good again,” Mougenel said. “It's been a while since I looked after the forwards. When you have guys that play the right way and are committed to it and look after each other, it's an easy gig to coach.”

Mougenel said he was in contact with Haviland during the game.

“We talked in between periods a couple times,” Mougenel said. “True to Havy form, he's a passionate guy. He's done an amazing job of getting these guys ready. A different voice, but the same message.

“He's doing much better. He'll be at practice on Tuesday.”

The nature of Haviland's medical issue wasn't disclosed. 

“It's one of those things where it's probably a safe and smart play for him to stay home,” Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “You don't want to get the whole team sick. We just carried on like a normal day. The message is the same and I think we played the same.”

The team took the news in stride when they were informed that Haviland wouldn't be coaching.

“You can't really do too much,” winger Dustin Gazley said. “It's still a hockey game and you've got to go out there no matter who's behind the bench and play the way you're supposed to and do the little things. It was good to get the win for Moug and for Wellar for his first coaching job.”

<br>

STREAKING BEARS: The win extended Hershey's home winning streak to eight and its overall winning streak to five. The victory also vaulted the Bears into the Eastern Conference's top eight and moved them within two points of third-place Norfolk in the East Division.

“It's a lot better atmosphere around here,” Taffe said. “Winning brings it out of everybody. I think everybody knows that.

“We're playing smarter hockey right now. We're finding ways to win. We're not pressing at any time. I think we've got a lot more guys chipping in right now.”

The Bears have gone 10-2-1-0 since Dec. 28 and improved to 22-14-3-3, 50 points.

“It's amazing what they've done in the last month, month and a half,” goalie Philipp Grubauer said. “You see guys battling in practice and in games. It's just fun being part of the team right now.”

Said Mougenel: “It's not that it was changing the culture. It was changing a lot of habits that guys had. It doesn't happen overnight. Everyone's contributing in different ways.”

CHIPPING IN: The Taffe-Michael Latta-Gazley line has been helping to lighten the offensive load that has been getting carried by the Nicolas Deschamps-Ryan Stoa-Brandon Segal line.

Gazley (power play) and Taffe scored Hershey's goals against WBS. The trio has combined for 4-3-7 in the last two games.

“It's hard when you're flip-flopping lines all the time and you're trying to find combos,” Taffe said. “I think we've got a good thing.

“Gaz brings a lot of speed to our line. I really like him as a player. Lats is getting in there on the forecheck. If we can just settle him down a little bit from talking so much. He's a heck of a player.”

PK MAGIC: Hershey's penalty kill has snuffed 56 of 61 opportunities (91.8 percent) in the past 16 games to rise to No. 8 (84.7) in the AHL. A key moment in the WBS win came early in the first, when the Baby Pens got a 5-on-3 lasting 1:09.

It was a chance for road-weary WBS, which traveled from a game in Norfolk Saturday night, to get a quick leg up. But Hershey killed it off during a 7-for-7 effort that dropped WBS's struggling power play to No. 28 (13.6).

“You've got to separate good penalty killing from good goaltending,” Mougenel said. “We've had a little bit of both.”

Mougenel noted the high-caliber PK work of Matt Watkins, Tyson Strachan and Cameron Schilling.

“They've really taken a hold of it, embraced it and really been outstanding for us,” Mougenel said.

SHUTOUT PERFORMANCE: Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer made 27 saves to earn his second shutout of the season.

“Grubi's been absolutely outstanding,” Mougenel said. “He's playing with a ton of confidence. The guys have been real good in front of him, as well.

“We really saw it in the third and back in the second, he did an amazing job of weathering the storm. The biggest thing with him, he's a very calming soul. He's a calming guy. He's a really serious kind of guy and his play dictated that.”

Grubauer has allowed just one goal in six periods since being reassigned by the Washington Capitals last week.

“I'm being more calm and more patient, better than I was before,” Grubauer said. “I think that helps a lot.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
With head coach Mike Haviland sidelined by a minor medical issue, the Hershey Bears kept rolling Sunday night at Giant Center.
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Getting a 27-save shutout from goalie Philipp Grubauer, Hershey defeated the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 2-0 to run its home winning streak to eight games and its overall winning streak to a season-high five.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

The eight-game streak is Hershey's longest at home since a club-record, 24-game streak during the 2009-10 Calder Cup season.

The six-point weekend marked the first time this season Hershey won all three games of a three-in-three.

Grubauer (6-4-1) earned his second shutout of the season and third for the team. He has allowed just one goal in six periods of work since returning from the Washington Capitals.

Dustin Gazley (power play) and Jeff Taffe scored for Hershey. Gazley and Taffe also had assists for two-point games.

LINK TO PENNLIVE GAME UPDATES

Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel served as head coach in Haviland's absence. Bears defenseman Patrick Wellar served as Mougenel's assistant.

W-B/Scranton 0 0 0 - 0

Hershey 1 1 0 - 2
It's been quite a weekend for Casey Wellman.
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The forward scored two goals for the Hershey Bears in Friday night's win over the host Syracuse Crunch. Recalled Saturday by the Washington Capitals, Wellman scored a goal for the Caps in a win over the host Montreal Canadiens.

“Great for him,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He played really well last night. He's been playing well.

“He's a guy who's played in the National League and certainly can skate there. It's nice when guys go up and can help them win. It was nice to see them win a game and get back, hopefully, on the winning way up there.”

It was Wellman's fifth career NHL goal and first since the 2011-12 season with the Minnesota Wild. Alex Ovechkin and Connor Carrick got the assists.

Defenseman Nate Schmidt, who was reassigned to Hershey by Washington Saturday, was a scratch for Hershey's 3-2 win over the Syracuse Crunch Saturday night at Giant Center.

“He'll be here and we'll get him in,” Haviland said.

NOTEBOOK

Bears defenseman Patrick Wellar, who exited Friday's night's game at Syracuse after taking a blow to the face during a third-period fight against Eric Neilson, didn't play. “He wanted to go back in and he could have went back in,” Haviland said. “I just thought it was the right thing to do. He agreed after a long chat. … I didn't want to put him in a position where if he took a stick or even a glove he could have got worse maybe. Just a precaution to keep him out.”

Hershey is scheduled to host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Sunday. The Baby Pens beat host Norfolk 2-1 Saturday night. “Wilkes-Barre's coming from Norfolk tonight,” Haviland said. “On our side, we want to jump on them right away.”

Veteran linesman Scott Adams, who is retiring, worked his last game at Giant Center. His final game is scheduled for Feb. 1 when Hershey plays the Adirondack Phantoms at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Hershey, which has won six of its last seven, improved to a season-high seven games above .500 (21-14-3-3, 48 points).
By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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Regulation losses are the only pure statistic in the AHL standings.

They aren't adulterated by overtimes and shootouts and are the best gauge of where a team truly stands.

Based on regulation losses, the Hershey Bears, who won their seventh straight home game and fourth in a row overall with Saturday night's 3-2 triumph over the Syracuse Crunch at Giant Center, are charging toward the top of the East Division.

Though in fourth place, Hershey (21-14-3-3, 48 points) is just one regulation loss behind the division's top three. Binghamton, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Norfolk all have 13 regulation losses.

“It was a process to get to this point, but they believe in each other,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said.

“We've got to keep climbing. We have to continue to get points. They understand that and they know that. We'll rest on Monday. We've got another game tomorrow.”

The seven-game home winning streak is Hershey's longest at Giant Center since a seven-game streak from March 3-25 in 2011-12.

The four-game winning streak overall is Hershey's longest since a seven-game winning streak from March 16-28 in 2011-12.

“I think we're a solid group and now we're starting to show it,” defenseman Julien Brouillette said. “It's just a matter of doing the same thing the next three-four-five months.”

<br>

THIRD-PERIOD IMPROVEMENT: Third periods have been a trouble spot for the Bears for much of the season. Now they have reduced their negative goal differential to a collective minus-one (38-39).

“It's the story of our season so far in the last two months maybe,” said Brouillette, who scored a first-period goal. “We're growing as a team. We definitely started to trust each other on the ice and I think it's showing on the board.”

The third period was decisive against Syracuse in a game tied 2-2 at second intermission. Michael Latta, scoring his second goal of the game, potted the game-winner at 12:28 and the Bears mustered a key late penalty kill after Brandon Segal was called for high-sticking at 14:57.

“When you're winning games and you have a team like we do – we have a lot of veterans that have been there before, a lot of captains on this team – it's just a belief that we're going to win every game,” Latta said. “No matter if we're down 2-1, 3-1. In an eight-, 10-game stretch here, we're finding ways to win whether we're up or we're down.”

FEISTY CONTEST: The Bears and Crunch, meeting on consecutive nights and for the third time in nine days, had a feisty affair. The teams combined for five fights and 128 penalty minutes.

“We're two teams battling to get into the playoffs right now,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's a tough, tough division. I don't think it would be any different if you played Wilkes-Barre back-to-back or Norfolk back-to-back. That's what you're going to see in this division.”

There were four fights before Bears tough-guy winger Joel Rechlicz capped the card against Pierre-Cedric Labrie in the second.

“You've got to expect that,” Brouillette said. “It's division teams. It's rivals. We played pretty well last night [in a 4-1 win at Syracuse]. They tried to take it to us. We responded back and got the four points out of it. I'm proud of the team and I think we're going the right way.”

Syracuse, trying to not fall eight points behind Hershey, was highly motivated and used goals from Cedric Paquette and Tanner Richard (power play) to take a 2-1 lead before Latta tied it late in the second with his first goal.

“I think early on they showed their desperation,” Haviland said. “I thought they came hard early, but they only had two shots [in the first period].

“I've got to give us some credit. We kept them to the outside. I thought we kind of got our legs going the second half of that first period.

“Our focus tonight was to put them eight points behind. That was what our meeting was about. We talked about that. I thought the guys did a great job. That was a team win tonight.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Lake Erie Monsters lose to San Antonio Rampage, 3-1
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Lake Erie Monsters defenseman Gabriel Beaupre (No. 47, right) and San Antonio Rampage center Jared Gomes (No. 12, left) are involved in a first-period dust-up Saturday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- For the Monsters, a week that began with a resounding road victory ended with two Texas-sized duds on home ice.

The Monsters, out-shot in the first and third periods by a combined 28-10, fell to the San Antonio Rampage, 3-1, Saturday night in front of 9,775 fans. On Friday night against the Rampage, the Monsters were out-shot 34-20 overall in a 4-1 loss in front of 8,332.

So much for building momentum from a 4-0 conquest of the defending Calder Cup champion and first-place Grand Rapids Griffins last Wednesday at Van Andel Arena.

The Monsters limp into the AHL All-Star break at 20-23-0-4. They have 29 games remaining in the regular season and are outside of the potential playoff pool.

Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth, asked to assess his team's season to this point, said: "Brutally inconsistent. It's frustrating for everyone involved. We need to play a certain way and we don't do it consistently enough. The learning curve for certain guys is greater than for others. We're at that point in the second half when you hope some of them start to figure that out.''

San Antonio is much better than its 19-21-3-5 record, as evidenced by recent performances. The Rampage has one regulation loss in the last 13 games.

For the second straight night, San Antonio out-hustled and out-muscled the Monsters in the first period en route to a 1-0 lead. On Friday, the Rampage held a 16-4 advantage in shots; this time, it was 15-6.

San Antonio entered Saturday with 547 shots in the opening period -- 100-plus more than that of 10 AHL teams.

The goal occurred at 3:24 when Rampage center Drew Shore received a cross-crease pass from Bobby Butler and scored from the right circle. Butler's pass eluded Monsters defenseman Brett Clark; Shore's shot glanced off goalie Calvin Pickard's arm/glove.

Pickard prevented the deficit from growing in the first by making several superb stops. At 5:45, San Antonio swarmed the Lake Erie cage. Later, Rampage winger Greg Rallo controlled the puck in space in front of the crease but had no answer for Pickard.

"We addressed a lot of things from (Friday),'' Chynoweth said, "and we came out, again, not willing and committed to pay a price. The American League is a great league, a hard league. To play physical, to eliminate guys, is hard.''

The Monsters improved considerably in the second period. They took 12 shots and allowed five -- but the Rampage scored the only goal.

At 17:54, San Antonio winger Joey Crabb carried the puck into the right circle and spotted teammate Jared Gomes zipping through the crease. Gomes, a stride clear of Lake Erie defenseman Matt Hunwick, converted a wobbly pass near the left post as he fell to the ice. Credit Gomes with an athletic play.

"I liked our second period,'' Chynoweth said. "They had one chance against and it ended up in the net.''

The Monsters pulled within 2-1 at 5:10 of the third. After San Antonio committed a turnover in the neutral zone, Lake Erie center Garrett Meurs gained possession and skated into the right circle. Meurs waited patiently, then slid a cross-crease pass to center Michael Sgarbossa, who beat goalie Jacob Markstrom from tight left.

Sgarbossa has two goals and 10 assists in 21 games. Last season, his first in the AHL, Sgarbossa totaled 19 goals and 25 assists in 57 games for Lake Erie and was scoreless in six games for the NHL's Colorado Avalanche.

San Antonio effectively sealed the outcome at 19:05, winger Logan Shaw scoring from the point. The Rampage seemingly spent minutes in the Lake Erie zone.

"You don't have guys on the ice you want because you ice the puck,'' Chynoweth said. "Then we get hemmed in in our end. Before you know, it's in the back of the net.''

Lake Erie's next game is Friday at Oklahoma City.
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Colin Smith

Born: June 20, 1993, Edmonton, Alberta

Ht/Wt: 5-10, 172

Shoots: Right

Acquired: Seventh round in 2012

Courtesy Lake Erie Monsters

CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Talking with Monsters center Colin Smith.

PD: You spent the previous five seasons playing for Kamloops in the Western Hockey League. Summarize the experience.

CS: It shaped me not only as a player but as a person. I was lucky enough to have really good coaching and to meet great people.

PD: Where is Kamloops?

CS: In British Columbia, so it's in Western Canada. Four hours from Vancouver.

PD: Preferred off-ice activity in Kamloops?

CS: Definitely golfing. B.C. has some of the best courses in Canada. When it's warm, it's nice to get on the course.

PD: What is one misconception that people from the United States have about Canadians?

CS: That we live in Igloos.

PD: Your preferred off-ice activities?

CS: Same as most people: Get into a TV show, watch hockey, relax.

PD: Favorite TV show?

CS: It was 'Friday Night Lights,' but it ended. I don't have a new one.

PD: In your first season as a pro, what has surprised you most?

CS: The depth of rosters. You go up and down the roster, and every guy is going to be fairly highly skilled. The pro game is bigger, stronger, faster; your time and space get taken away. It's a matter of learning as quickly as possible. And when you see the older guys in the league, it's an eye opener. You realize what a big deal it is to be a pro, and that you need to take it seriously and try to make a career out of it.

PD: What do you need to do to get to the next level?

CS: I'm a smaller guy, so I need to get a lot stronger. And even though my game is speed, I need to do everything quicker.

PD: Favorite junk food?

CS: Ice cream. Any flavor.

PD: Wildest thing you've seen in a rink as a player or fan?

CS: Behind one of the (cages) in the stands, some sort of mannequin was on a treadmill running the entire game. I think it was for an exercise company.

PD: Longest bus trip you experienced for WHL?

CS: From Kamloops to Swift Current, 15-16 hours.

PD: What do you do to pass the time on bus trips?

CS: Music, sleep. I don't play cards.

PD: You went to a hockey school. What did that entail?

CS: You took your core courses in the morning. Instead of gym or phys ed, you did hockey stuff.

PD:Favorite subject in school?

CS: Math.
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- For the Monsters and goalie Calvin Pickard, the sequel had its moments but ultimately fizzled.

One night after a shutout victory over NHL goalie Cam Ward's Charlotte Checkers, Pickard's Monsters lost, 5-3, Saturday at The Q.

Checkers winger Zach Boychuk notched a hat trick in support of Ward, who made 24 saves in the second game of his rehab assignment. Ward, a former Stanley Cup champion and Conn Smythe winner, plays for the Carolina Hurricanes. 

The Monsters (19-21-0-4) had a two-game winning streak and three-game points streak snapped. After rallying from a three-goal deficit, they allowed two goals inside of 30 seconds late in the third period. 

On Friday in front of 9,215 fans at The Q, Pickard was magnificent in a duel with Ward, stopping 33 shots as Lake Erie prevailed, 1-0. On Saturday in front of 9,679, Pickard simply was not sharp, giving up the five goals on 25 shots.

Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth, asked about Pickard's performance, said: "I didn't like it. He left a lot of rebounds in front of him. It's an area he's got to work on.''

For the Monsters, the most inopportune of the rebounds came at 17:12 of the third. Charlotte winger Aaron Palushaj pounced and scored his 16th to enable his club to regain the lead. Before the heretofore loud crowd had a chance to recover, Boychuk bagged his 21st at 17:38.

"You need your best players to be your best players,'' Chynoweth said. "Their guys were, ours weren't.''

The Checkers (22-20-0-1) led, 2-0, after one period. It could have been worse for Lake Erie.

At 5:21, Checkers winger Chris Terry was whistled for roughing. His penalty occurred up the ice from where a teammate beat Pickard from the right circle. The goal, of course, was waved off.

At 8:44, Charlotte put the puck on net from a sharp angle and it worked its way past Pickard for a 1-0 lead. Defenseman Mark Flood was credited with the goal, his 10th.

Timing helped put the Monsters down, 2-0. Just as Boychuk's penalty ended, a Charlotte clear resulted in the puck landing on his stick. Boychuk darted in on Pickard from the left, waited a split-second, then flicked a shot into the cage at 16:26.

"It looked like we were in quick sand,'' Chynoweth said of the opening 20 minutes. "We lost way too many battles, spent way too much time in our zone.''

Boychuk made it 3-0 at 11:04 of the second. On a Charlotte counter, Boychuk used a wrister from the slot.

At that point, the Monsters appeared to be in serious trouble. It would have been easy for them to think it was not their night, especially against an NHL goalie. Instead, the Monsters bowed their necks.

They pulled within one thanks to lunch-pail work done by the line of Guillaume Desbiens, Mike Sgarbossa and Mitchell Heard. At 12:31 and 18:03, Heard scored off rebounds. Desbiens and Sgarbossa earned the assists each time.

Lake Erie center Mark Olver whipped the crowd into a frenzy when he tied the score, 3-3, at 11:35 of the third. Olver, as had Boychuk, came out of the penalty box to secure a puck and skate in on the goalie.
By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 31, 2014 at 10:46 PM, updated January 31, 2014 at 10:50 PM 

0 

CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Calvin Pickard one day hopes to have the NHL credentials of Cam Ward.

On Friday night at The Q, Pickard settled for getting the better of Ward between the pipes in an AHL thriller. Pickard's Lake Erie Monsters defeated Ward's Charlotte Checkers, 1-0, in front of 9,215 fans.

The Monsters (19-20-0-4) have won two in a row after an eight-game winless stretch that included seven regulation losses. They improved to 13-8-0-1 at home.

Charlotte (21-20-0-1) had won four straight by a combined margin of 23-7.

"It was a tough game, with end-to-end action and great goaltending on both sides,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "Huge, huge two points for us.''

Ward, who has played in 491 total NHL games and won a Stanley Cup and Conn Smythe Trophy with the Carolina Hurricanes, is on a conditioning assignment while recovering from a lower-body injury. He is 6-7-5 with a 3.15 goals-against average in 19 games (18 starts) for the Hurricanes this season.

When a hockey player of Ward's resume appears at The Q, the anticipation is palpable. Players, fans and arena personnel were well aware of who the goalie in red was. Even though Ward lost, he played superbly, stopping 35 shots. A lesser goalie likely would have been routed given the amount of quality chances generated by Lake Erie.

"(Ward) makes everything look easy -- and there are barely any rebounds,'' Chynoweth said. "He's a heckuva goalie.''

Pickard, 21, in his second full pro season, has not appeared in an NHL game. No matter: He delivered an NHL-worthy performance, notching 33 saves in what was his sixth consecutive start for the Monsters. "Picks'' owns seven career shutouts.

"That was a lot of fun,'' Pickard said. "Cam Ward has had an unbelievable career in the NHL, and to share the ice with him definitely only makes me better.''

Pickard knew that, as with pitchers, goalies realistically are not playing against each other but against the other team's skaters. So Pickard made sure not to get caught star-gazing.

"You've got to stare at him the whole game, so it's definitely in the back of your mind,'' Pickard said, "but you've got to focus on your own game.''

Lake Erie skaters gave Pickard the lead at 15:05 of the first period. Joey Hishon possessed the puck and fed Brad Malone, who moved up the left side before finding winger Paul Carey in the slot. Carey, from the edge of the right circle, zipped a one-timer inside the right post for his seventh.

The Monsters performed well in numerous departments, none more important than on the penalty kill. Charlotte, which entered with the AHL's second-best efficiency on the power play at 23.4 percent, went 0-for-6.

"A lot of times your top penalty killer needs to be your goalie, and Picks did a great job,'' Chynoweth said.

Pickard said: "The guys were outstanding in front of me. I saw all the shots on the penalty kills.''

Ward, 29, was drafted in the first round (25th overall) by Carolina in 2002. He debuted in the NHL in 2005-2006 -- and what a season it turned out to be. He went 14-8-2 in the regular season and 15-8 in the playoffs, helping the Hurricanes win the Stanley Cup. He became the first rookie goalie to secure the Stanley Cup as a regular since Patrick Roy in 1986. Ward won the Conn Smythe, awarded to the MVP of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

In his Carolina/NHL career, Ward has gone 220-162-52 with a 2.76 GAA in 450 regular-season games and 23-18 with a 2.38 GAA in 41 playoff games.

Friday night was the opener of a four-game season series between the Monsters and Checkers. The second meeting is Saturday night at The Q.
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UTICA, N.Y. -- Finally, a victory.

The Monsters snapped an eight-game winless skid with a 3-2 shootout conquest of the Utica Comets on Tuesday night in Utica Memorial Auditorium.

The Monsters (18-20-0-4) won for the first time since Jan. 4 against Milwaukee. They had lost seven straight in regulation before falling in a shootout Sunday in Toronto. Lake Erie leads the season series against Utica, 3-2-0-1.

Colin Smith and Joey Hishon, the Monsters' first two shooters in the shootout, converted. That turned out to be the extent of the successes for either side. Monsters goalie Calvin Pickard played a role in Utica going 0-for-4.

Utica (15-20-2-4) led, 2-1, after one period. Comets defenseman Patrick Mullen opened the scoring with a power-play tally at 10:40. The Monsters answered one minute later, Mark Olver converting a pass from Andrew Agozzino for his 10th. The shot bounced off a post and a Comet before crossing the line.

Utica regained the lead at 14:44. Benn Ferriero notched his 16th with a tip in front. The Monsters out-shot Utica, 9-5, in the first.

Midway through the second period, Monsters center Brad Malone hit the crossbar off a feed from Matt Hunwick. At 16:21, seconds after a Lake Erie power play had ended, Guillaume Desbiens sent a wrister past goalie Joacim Eriksson from the right circle to tie the score, 2-2. Desbiens benefited from a screen.

With Utica on the power play late in the second, Monsters winger Paul Carey secured the puck and swooped in on Eriksson, who denied him with the glove.

Midway through the third period, Lake Erie winger Michael Schumacher pounced on a loose puck. His shot struck the post and trickled across the goal mouth in front of the line.
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters are in a slump, and it is a doozy.

Their losing streak reached seven once the Hamilton Bulldogs completed a 6-2 conquest Saturday night in front of 10,577 at The Q. Among those in attendance was Indians center fielder Michael Bourn, who made his way across Gateway Plaza from Tribe Fest at Progressive Field.

All of Lake Erie's defeats during the skid have come in regulation. The opposition holds a 33-13 advantage in goals, including six games of four-plus.

The Monsters (17-20-0-3) are one loss from tying the franchise record for most consecutive, which occurred Feb. 1-17, 2013. They visit the Toronto Marlies on Sunday.

"It's been something different every game,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "We've been staying on in practice, we've been video-ing to death. It's got to give at some point. (The coaching staff) is going to do everything in our power to help (the players) with that process.''

The Bulldogs (20-17-0-4) had lost two in a row but were 7-3 in their previous 10. They are coached by former Monsters assistant Sylvain Lefebvre.

The game featured pushing and shoving from the opening minutes until the final horn. There were seven fights. The teams combined for 35 infractions and 136 penalty minutes.

Asked to what he would attribute the high number of penalties, Chynoweth said: "Talking about my guys, it probably was frustration with their own play, not the officiating. Some guys at times have been overmatched and their frustration shows by being lazy, unable to keep up, or being physically overmatched.''

Hamilton led, 3-2, after a high-voltage first period that included three fights and numerous dust-ups. The Monsters showed grit but were far too loose in their defensive zone, gave up too many odd-man rushes and lost too many one-on-one battles.

The Bulldogs opened the scoring at 5:45, Sven Andrighetto capitalizing on a turnover and beating goalie Calvin Pickard. The Monsters answered when Paul Carey received a pass from Brad Malone and cashed from the high slot at 7:02.

Hamilton winger Christian Thomas was opportunistic at 8:42, locating a loose puck and punching it home from close range. The Monsters, on the power play at 12:24, tied it when Colin Smith emerged from a scrum along the right boards and fed Brett Clark, who went top-shelf from the edge of the slot.

Twelve seconds later, the Bulldogs took their third lead. The Monsters lost possession behind their cage; Joonas Nattinen made them pay with his sixth.

"I didn't mind our start,'' Chynoweth said. "Then, about five or six minutes in, we began turning pucks over. There were two plays where we had full control of the puck, we caused the turnover, and we're pulling (the puck) out of the back of our net.''

Even though the Monsters were losing after one period, they at least could feel good about parts of their game. The same could not be said of the second period, when the Monsters did next to nothing well. Hamilton out-shot them, 13-10, and out-scored them, 2-0.

Former Monster Joel Chouinard beat Pickard at 7:10. Thirty-four seconds later, Martin St. Pierre scored after Lake Erie had a particularly bad turnover.

"First one, a slapshot went off the stick,'' Chynoweth said. "The other one, two guys ran into each other with full possession of the puck. It was like a comedy of errors.''

Fittingly, Hamilton's final goal sprung from sloppy stick work by the Monsters, who happened to be on the power play. Gabriel Dumont stole the puck and skated in unabated before beating Pickard at 15:16 of the third.

"We're creating a lot of turnovers and careless plays,'' Chynoweth said. "I call them soft plays. It comes down to wanting it more than the guy across from you. Right now, it's hit or miss; there is no consistency in that area. That's the No. 1 thing if you're going to play this game.''

Pickard (9-11-2) made 30 saves and did not receive much help from his skaters. He has lost three straight and four during his team's streak.
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Men's Hockey: Vermont completes weekend sweep of UNH
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The University of New Hampshire men's hockey team had a weekend to forget, capped by Saturday night's 2-1 loss against Vermont.

The Wildcats, battling for position in Hockey East and looking to make a case for an NCAA tournament berth, were swept by the Catamounts at the Whittemore Center. Vermont defeated UNH 5-2 Friday night before finishing off the sweep with Saturday night's win.

UNH is now 16-15-1 overall and 8-8-0 in Hockey East.

Vermont (15-9-3, 7-7-0 Hockey East), which won the first game of the weekend series with a 5-2 victory at the Whittemore Center Friday night, jumped out to a 2-0 lead with a pair of goals early in the second period Saturday.

After a scoreless first period, Pete Massar opened the scoring for Vermont at 3:45 of the second, with assists from Yvan Pattyn and Jonathan Turk. Vermont's Mario Puskarich made it 2-0 less than three minutes later, with assists from Brendan Bradley and Chris McCarthy.

UNH ended its scoring drought when Nick Sorkin scored a power-play goal to make it 2-1 at 11:40 of the second. Kevin Goumas and Brett Pesce had assists on Sorkin's goal.

That would finish the scoring on the night, however, as UNH couldn't net the equalizer against Vermont goaltender Mike Santaguida, who made 28 saves in the win.

UNH outshot Vermont 14-5 in the third period and pulled goaltender Casey DeSmith for the final 1:24 of the game but was unable to beat Santaguida.

DeSmith, who made 24 saves Friday night before being replaced with 10 minutes remaining in the game, made 28 saves Saturday night for the Wildcats.

UNH returns to action on Friday night at Boston University in the first game of a weekend series against the Terriers.
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Monarchs can't catch Providence
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 Manchester Monarchs players skate on the pink ice during warm ups before taking on the Providence Bruins Saturday at the Verizon Wireless Arena in Manchester. It was Pink In The Rink night. (/Union Leader)  

The Manchester Monarchs were forced to play catch-up against the Providence Bruins at Verizon Wireless Arena Saturday night.

In the end, however, the Monarchs weren't able to reel in the Bruins as Manchester fell, 3-2.

The Monarchs are now 30-14-2-5 (67 points) and remain atop the AHL's Atlantic Division.

With the win, Providence improves to 25-18-1-6 (57 points) good for third place in the Atlantic Division.

Providence grabbed the lead late in the first period Saturday night on a Matt Fraser goal, assisted by Ryan Spooner and Ben Youds.

Nick Deslauriers evened things up for the Monarchs at 7:45 of the second period with an unassisted goal, but Providence regained the lead on a goal from Andrew Cherniwchan at 14:25, assisted by Rob Flick.

Providence boosted its lead to 3-1 early in the third period on a goal by Mike Moore, assisted by Anthony Camara and Alexander Khokhlachev.

The Monarchs answered Moore's goal with one of their own as Linden Vey notched his 10th tally of the season to make it 3-2 at 6:27 of the third period. Vey's power-play goal was assisted by Deslauriers and Tyler Toffoli.

Manchester applied pressure late in an attempt to score the equalizer, but Providence goaltender Niklas Svedberg (31 saves) was up to the task to preserve the win.

The Monarchs outshot the Bruins 16-7 in the third period.

Manchester goaltender Martin Jones made 18 saves for the Monarchs.

The Monarchs return to action today with a 3 p.m. home game against Albany.

February 02. 2014 9:02PM

Big weekend

Allen Lessels' UNH Notebook: Wildcat eyes are smilin’
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 University of New Hampshire's Nick Sorkin (21) carries the puck as Notre Dame's Stephen Johns chases during the first period of their game at the Whittemore Center in Durham Saturday. (Mark Bolton/Union Leader)  

DURHAM -- IT WAS a productive weekend for the two highest-profile programs at the University of New Hampshire.

It started late on Friday afternoon when the school announced its plans to first raise funds for and then build a $25 million athletics complex to replace Cowell Stadium, home of the Wildcat football team since the 1930s.

After that, the UNH hockey team went out and capped the day with a 4-2 win over No. 14 Notre Dame. The Wildcats followed up with a 5-2 win on Saturday to seal a much-needed weekend sweep.

“It was an opportunity for us to get back in the hunt nationally and to move up in Hockey East,” said a thrilled coach Dick Umile after Saturday’s win.

The Wildcats took full advantage of the opportunity.

Entering the weekend, they were tied at No. 22 in the PairWise rankings that simulate the system the NCAA uses to select at-large squads for the 16-team Division I tournament. UNH was at No. 14 in the PairWise on Sunday.

The Wildcats jumped to No. 4 in the Hockey East standings, too. They are 16-13-1 overall and 8-6-0 in the league. They have a one-point lead on Providence and are two up on Maine.

On the flip side, they are a point behind UMass-Lowell and Northeastern, who are tied for second.

There is more work to be done.

The Wildcats have only a six-pack of games remaining in the regular season, starting with a series at home against Vermont on Friday and Saturday.

The Catamounts are 13-9-3 overall and 5-7-0 in the league. They were tied for No. 17 in the PairWise on Sunday and were in seventh place in Hockey East.

Vermont was off this weekend. In their last four games, the Catamounts split a pair of series at Boston University and Northeastern.

______

ATHLETICS DIRECTOR Marty Scarano said feedback on Friday’s stadium announcement has been positive and strong.

“The reaction has been unbelievable,” he said on Saturday. “It’s not surprising. We’ve always felt that there was a pent-up enthusiasm for the project and it really, really has taken off since yesterday’s announcement. It’s just been great.”

The pace of things will likely pick up quickly from here, he said.

Scarano said he, UNH president Mark Huddleston and other school officials presented the project to the finance committee of the Board of Trustees on Thursday in Plymouth in an informational session.

The plan now is to work on raising $5 million in funds privately toward the total cost of the facility, which will seat between 10-12,000 fans.

“We have to go back in April with either the money or a strong commitment that we have $5 million in hand,” Scarano said. “That’s the agreement. We would assume given that — and we’re very confident that we’re going to be able to do that — then we’ll be given the green light to break ground.”

Scarano said construction is projected to take 18 months and work can continue on the West side of the field — which will become the home stands — during the football season.

The goal is to be playing in the new stadium at some point in the 2015 season.

“We’re going to have to really accelerate to try and make the first game in 2015, but we hope to move in some time that season,” he said.

Fundraising has been under way. Scarano declined to announce the amount collected thus far.

“I don’t want to say where we are right now but we have money in hand, we have commitments and we have corporate partnerships,” he said.

“It’s considerable, I’ll say that. We have a great head start toward the $5 million.”

There has been talk of, and starts and stops towards, a new multi-use stadium for at least a decade. Scarano is confident a new facility is close.

“This has been decades in the planning and there have been so many people committed to the project,” he said. “I really want to stress the fact there have been many, many people who have been committed to this and I’m confident people are going to support it.”

______

FOOTBALL recruits around the country sign their national letters of intent to accept college scholarships on Wednesday.

UNH and other schools have collecting verbal commitments from recruits in recent weeks.

One of the latest recruits to verbal to UNH is a running back from Florida and another is an offensive lineman from the state of Washington, by way of the Salisbury School in Connecticut.Dayne Herron is a 6-foot-3 and 270 pounder from Oak Harbor, Wash., who took a postgraduate year at Salisbury. Trevon Bryant is a 5-foot-8, 175-pounder from Pedro Menendez High School in St. Augustine, Fla.

Herron runs well and has plenty of room to grow, said Salisbury coach Chris Phelps, a 1987 graduate of Laconia High School and former assistant coach at UNH.

“He’s going to be a big kid,” Phelps said. “Depending on what brand of shoe he’s in, he’s anywhere from a size 17 to a 19. He’s still growing into his body. But the thing that caught most people’s attention was his ability to run. He moves very well.”

Herron, Phelps said, had offers from Maine, Rhode Island, Albany and Coastal Carolina.

Bryant is speedy and the total package, said Pedro Menendez coach Patrick Turner.

“We’ve clocked him at 4.40 and 4.42,” Turner said. “He’s got speed, great vision and power for a kid his size. He can catch the ball and he’s got wiggle. He loves to run through people, too. He plays like he’s 6-foot-1 and 210 pounds.”

Weber State, Charleston Southern, Citadel and Delaware offered Bryant, the coach said.

alessels@unionleader.com
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Jones, Toffoli return to Monarchs
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The Manchester Monarchs will be bolstered by some old friends when they host the Providence Bruins in “Pink in the Rink” night Saturday at 7 at Verizon Wireless Arena.

 Goalie Martin Jones and forward Tyler Toffoli, both of whom have spent significant time in Manchester in recent years, were assigned by the Los Angeles Kings to the Monarchs and will be in the lineup tonight. The Kings are idle until after the Olympic break.

 To make room for Jones, the Monarchs assigned goalie J.F. Berube to L.A.

 Jones, 24, was 8-4 in 13 games with the Kings, with a 1.71 goals-against average. He has also played in 15 games with Manchester this season, posting an 11-2-2 record with a 2.08 goals-against average.

 Toffoli, 21, has appeared in 38 games with Los Angeles, recording 19 points (10-9-19). He has also played in 13 games in Manchester, recording 16 points (10-6-16).

 Tonight’s game will mark the team’s fourth annual Pink in the Rink game. The players will be wearing pink jerseys and skating on pink ice. There will be silent and live auctions for the pink jerseys, and proceeds from the event will benefit Catholic Medical Center’s Breast Care Center.

 The Bruins also announced on Friday that they acquired defenseman Blake Parlett from the Columbus Blue Jackets in exchange for forward Carter Camper. Parlett has skated in 37 games for Springfield of the AHL this season and has four goals and 14 assists.

Utica Comets 3, Milwaukee Admirals 0: A rare clunker at home

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 7, 2014  

 For the first time this season, Milwaukee turned in a total clunker at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

And its 3-0 loss came against Utica, which entered the game with the second-fewest points in the American Hockey League.

"We didn't have to say anything (afterward)," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "There were a few guys speaking pretty vocally when we walked in the (locker) room, so we just went right back to our office. We've got a good group in there. They addressed what happened tonight. We heard some of the stuff they said and it was the right things. We got out-worked, out-competed. ... We've just got to throw this one away."

How rare was the dismal performance by Milwaukee (22-14-6-4) in front of 5,771 fans?

It was the 22nd home game for the Admirals and just their fourth loss in regulation. In fact, those three losses as well as three in overtime and one in a shootout were all decided by one goal.

It was also just first time at home - and fourth of the season - Milwaukee allowed an opponent to score the first three goals.

And the Admirals' six-game point streak at the Bradley Center came to an end as well, as Utica (18-22-2-4) won for the seventh time in its last 10 games.

"They worked extremely hard and I don't know if we were tired or didn't match their energy level," said Milwaukee's Taylor Beck, who was reassigned by Nashville before the game after appearing in five games with the Predators. "They out-worked us for sure each period. I don't think we ever got it going. We didn't have sustained pressure at any point of the game. ... Overall we've just got to be a lot better as a whole, as a team."

Milwaukee's troubles began when its leading scorer, Miikka Salomaki, was called for a 5-minute major and game misconduct for boarding with 2 minutes 7 seconds left in the first period.

Although the Admirals kept Utica off the scoreboard during its extended power play, the Comets took a 1-0 lead shortly after when Darren Archibald scored with 16:05 left in the second.

The lowlight of the evening then came with 11:52 to go when defenseman Kent Huskins scored his first goal of the season.

Huskins, who had just two assists in his first 35 games, beat Milwaukee's Anthony Bitetto through the slot for an easy goal and 2-0 lead.

There was also a defensive lapse on Archibald's second goal that gave his team a 3-0 lead with 4:59 left.

He was uncovered in front of the crease when he deflected in a shot from Alex Biega from the left wing, making it just the third time in 15 games Admirals' goalie Marek Mazanec allowed more than two goals.

"We just came out of the (penalty) box on the last one," Evason said, "and didn't read the situation very well. The two defensemen actually did. The two forwards didn't as far as collapsing. As far as the other breakdowns, we just think it was just effort. Their willingness to take it to the net, to get through the neutral zone. They were crisp. They made real good plays. We wanted our group to execute tonight and we focused on getting our execution and we forgot to bring our work ethic. It doesn't happen to our group very often. Our group usually plays like they played against us. They did it a heck of a lot better than we did."

The third period wasn't much better, as the team also failed to get a shot on goal during a its only power play of the night midway through the frame to lose in regulation for just the third time in its last 10 games.
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Game preview: Utica Comets at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 7, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Utica at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

UTICA (17-22-2-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 5th in the North

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 23rd (9-10-1-1)

Special teams: PP 17th (17.0%), PK 28th (77.9%)

Scoring leader: Benn Ferriero - 36 points in 45 games (17 g 19 a)

Other notes: Only one team (Hartford) has fewer points than the Comets, who replaced the Peoria Rivermen franchise this year. However, Utica has won six of its last nine games. ... The Comets are 4-1 in their last five road games. ... Former Admiral Cal O'Reilly is third on the team with 19 points.

MILWAUKEE (22-13-6-4)

Against Utica: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (2 points behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: 2-0-1-1

Home rank: 8th (14-3-3-1)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.5%), PK 15th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 31 points in 44 games (11 g 20 a)

Other notes: Taylor Beck was reassigned this morning. He was recalled on Jan. 22 and did not get a point in Nashville's last five games. At the time of his recall, Beck was leading Milwaukee with 27 points and had 11 of them in his last seven games. ... Milwaukee has gained 11 of a possible 16 points in its last eight games, and the team is 4-0-1-1 in its last six games at the Bradley Center. The Admirals are averaging 3.3 goals per game at home. ... Marek Mazanec has played in 14 games for Milwaukee this season and has given up two goals in 12 of them. ... Milwaukee is trying to extend its point streak to five games in a row, which would be the most since opening the season with an eight-game streak. ... Salomaki has a four-game point streak (1 g 5 a).
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Taylor Beck returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 7, 2014  

Taylor Beck has been reassigned to Milwaukee after he failed to get a point in Nashville's last five games.

He was recalled on Jan. 22 for the second time this season. At that time, Beck was leading Milwaukee with 27 points and had 11 of them in his last seven games.

Beck also played in two games for Nashville in November and did not get a point. 
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Wednesday leftovers: Sissons returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 6, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-2 victory over Hamilton last night ...

WELCOME BACK: Rookie Colton Sissons returned after playing three games with Nashville, including his NHL debut at Winnipeg Jan. 28, when he finished with an assist in front of his parents.

"That's pretty special they got to see my first goal and point as an Admiral in Abbotsford our first weekend there, and then my first assist in my first NHL game," Sissons said.

Although it was Sissons' only point, he says another highlight of his stint with the Predators was simply skating on the same rink as Jaromir Jagr and New Jersey last Friday and then T.J. Oshie and St. Louis on Saturday.

"I've looked up to (Oshie) for a number of years now," Sissons said.

Sissons scored an empty-net goal against Hamilton and has three goals and one assist in his last five games with Milwaukee.

"Teams know who Colton Sissons is now," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "They know he's the guy on our team who's on the all-star team. They know that he's been a guy who just got called up to the NHL. ... They're not giving him a lot of time and a lot of space, and it's great for his development because he's going to have to fight through checks. He's going to have to fight through people trying to check on a consistent basis."

CELEBRATING FOR ROUSSEL: Charles-Olivier Roussel's third-period goal was his first in the AHL. "They were pretty happy for me, especially 'Tousi' (Mathieu Tousignant)," Roussel said. "I've never seen him this happy. It's just fun to see the guys are behind you and happy for you."


NOT SO CLOSE THIS TIME: Milwaukee snapped a streak of 12 straight games decided by one goal. The team was 5-3-1-3 during that time. The Ads have played the second-most one-goal games in the league and own a 12-6-6-4 mark.

TWO AGAIN: Marek Mazanec has played in 14 games for Milwaukee this season and has given up two goals in 12 of them.

EQUAL TIME: Each team finished with eight penalties for 27 minutes. For Milwaukee, it was the most penalty minutes since it had 77 (on 18 infractions) in a fight-filled, 6-1 loss at Lake Erie Jan. 4.

AROUND THE RINK: Milwaukee has gained 11 of a possible 16 points in its last eight games, and the team is 4-0-1-1 in its last six games at the Bradley Center. ... Hamilton is 1-7 in its last eight games and has allowed 24 goals in its last five. ... Austin Watson ranks second on the team with 12 goals. He has three of them in his last six games.
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Admirals 4, Hamilton Bulldogs 2: Roussel scores first AHL goal

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 5, 2014  

The record will show it took 39 games for Charles-Olivier Roussel to get his first goal of the season. The Milwaukee defenseman was quick to remind reporters that wait has been longer.

"It's actually been more than that because I played last year and didn't get a goal," Roussel said. "I was getting pretty anxious to get one. But at the same time I was just trying to help the team win in other ways."

On Wednesday, it was Roussel's third-period goal that helped Milwaukee to a 4-2 victory over Hamilton in front of 2,736 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Roussel, who has 11 assists this season after getting one assist in 17 games with Milwaukee last year, helped the Admirals improve to 22-13-6-4 after extending their point streak to four straight games.

"'Rouss' has been real good, right from the start," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Coming out of training camp, we didn't know if he was even going to be with us. He was battling for a job to stay here basically as our seventh defenseman and he has forced us each and every night to put him in and not take him out."

The scored was 2-2 and Milwaukee was on a power play when Miikka Salomaki sent the puck from the left wall to the front of the middle of the blue line. That's where Roussel fired a shot that bounced off Hamilton's Gabriel Dumont as he swung his stick in front of the play.

"I got lucky," Roussel said. "But I guess when you bring pucks to the net ... I got fortunate I got a good bounce and it went in."

The puck changed direction and handcuffed goalie Robert Mayer, who awkwardly tried to stop it with his with his left elbow.

"I kind of picked it up late, and it was too late for me to react to it," said Mayer after the Bulldogs (20-22-0-4) lost their fifth game in a row.

Colton Sissons, back after making his NHL debut by playing in three games with Nashville, scored an empty-net goal with 12.7 seconds left on a shot from the left circle in the Milwaukee zone.

He was asked if it was the longest empty-net goal he's scored.

"It's definitely up there," Sissons said. "I can't remember the last time I had an empty-net goal."

Hamilton held a 1-0 lead after a power-play goal by Greg Pateryn with 15:36 left in the first period until Mark Van Guilder scored on a tap-in from the left post with 10:15 remaining.

Milwaukee had the first six shots of the second period and then Hamilton responded with nine of the final 10 shots of the frame. Fortunately for the Admirals, their only shot during that stretch went in compliments of Austin Watson for a 2-1 lead with 5:16 remaining.

It was four-on-four hockey when Hamilton tied the score on a goal by Dumont with 15:43 left in the third.

Goalie Marek Mazanec finished with 28 saves to improve to 9-3-2 and helped his team overcome a sluggish start.

"We didn't like our game tonight," Evason said. "We didn't start well. We came on. Maybe it was the couple of days off. Whatever. But we've been up and down. I'd love to say we've just been consistent but we've had some ups and downs here. We need to find some consistency. The group needs to find a way to get ready each and every game. We talked after the first intermission that for the first 6 minutes, we were terrible. We did all the wrong things. Our systems were bad and our execution was awful; our energy level was terrible. Having said that, we got better as the game went on. I guess it's probably a credit to our goaltender for holding us in there until we were able to get our game." 

Roster update: Bryan Rodney did not play so he could be with his wife after she went into labor ... Joonas Rask, who had an assist in the first period, did not finish the third period because of an unspecified injury. Evason said he hadn't talked to anybody about it yet so could not give an update.
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Game preview: Hamilton Bulldogs at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 5, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Hamilton at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

HAMILTON (20-21-0-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the North

Streak: L 4

Away rank: 21st (10-9-0-1)

Special teams: PP 27th (13.7%), PK 11th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Martin St. Pierre - 29 points in 42 games (8 g 21 a)

Other notes: The Bulldogs are 1-6 in their last seven games and have allowed a total of 20 goals in losing their last four. They lost at Rockford, 6-4, last night. ... Hamilton is a balanced-scoring team. Sven Andrighetto has a team-high 10 goals and six others have eight or nine goals.

MILWAUKEE (21-13-6-4)

Against Hamilton: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (4 points behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: 1-0-1-1

Home rank: 10th (13-3-3-1)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.4%), PK 15th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 30 points in 43 games (11 g 19 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has gained nine of a possible 14 points in its last seven games. ... The team is 3-0-1-1 in its last five home games. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec has started the last eight games because of injuries to Magnus Hellberg and Scott Darling. He is 3-3-2 since his return from Nashville. The rookie got off to a 5-0 start for the Admirals. ... Salomaki has one goal and four assists in his last four outings. ... Vinny Saponari has a four-game point streak (3 g 1 a). ... The Admirals will give away three trips to Jamaica tonight.
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Weekend leftovers: Cehlin returns for Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 3, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 3-2 overtime win at Iowa Friday and a 3-2 shootout loss to visiting Grand Rapids Saturday ...

WELCOME BACK: After missing 35 games with an injury, Patrick Cehlin returned Friday and finished with two shots. His only shot Saturday resulted in a second-period goal.

"You could see his energy level wasn't great (Saturday)," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "(Friday) it was good. Real good. He competed. Tough spot to come back. You travel (to Iowa), then you play that game, then you travel back. We tried to limit his minutes as far as special teams. We were hoping to just have him on the PP, but then with (Simon) Moser (being recalled), we had to use him on the PK so he got extended a little bit. It's nice to have him back. It's nice to have that speed. It's not where I'm sure he wants it to be. We didn't see him generating off of the rush as much as we will in the future."

Cehlin hadn't played since Nov. 3.

"I think the hardest thing is obviously to be away from the game, and all the guys in the locker room," Cehlin said. "We're a very tight group. Not being able to play and go on road trips, it's never fun."

MOVING UP: Scott Ford played his 340th game for Milwaukee, which moves him into a ninth-place tie with Tony Hrkac for most all-time among Admirals. Dave Mackey is next with 348.

EIGHT AND COUNTING: Goalie Marek Mazanec has started the last eight games because of injuries to Magnus Hellberg and Scott Darling.

He is 3-3-2 since his return from Nashville. The rookie got off to a 5-0 start for the Admirals.

PLAYING WELL: Milwaukee has gained nine of a possible 14 points in its last seven games. ... The team is 3-0-1-1 in its last five home games.
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Sissons, Moser return to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 2, 2014  

Colton Sissons and Simon Moser were reassigned from Nashville to Milwaukee this morning.

Moser, who will play for Switzerland in the Olympics, made his NHL debut last night in St. Louis and played 10-plus minutes.

Sissons also made his NHL debut Tuesday and had an assist. He played in three games with the Predators
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Griffins 3, Admirals 2 (SO): Milwaukee fails to score in shootout 

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 1, 2014  

After snapping a six-game winless streak on the road with an overtime victory at Iowa Friday, Milwaukee was happy to get a point in a 3-2 shootout loss to visiting Grand Rapids Saturday, especially considering the Admirals didn't get back to town until 4:30 a.m.

Grand Rapids, which leads the Western Conference with 62 points, had to drive from Michigan and arrived at about 3 a.m.

"Both teams looked tired, certainly in the third period," Evason said. "The overtime was stalled out pretty good. I think travel on both groups showed in this hockey game. It is what it is. We can't do anything about the travel. But it's crazy. I'm sure they feel the same way.

"You take the point, you take the three on the weekend and be fairly happy."

Milwaukee lost its third shootout in a row, this time by a 1-0 score.

"Shootouts cane be one of the most frustrating things or one of the most exciting things," Milwaukee's Vinny Saponari said. "You get one chance to score and so much is on the line."

Saponari had the best scoring chance in the shootout for Milwaukee.

He went in the second round and deked goalie Petr Mrazek onto his stomach to try to lift a backhanded shot past him.

But Mrazek, playing his first game with Grand Rapids since Dec. 7 because he was on the Detroit Red Wings roster, somehow flailed his right leg high enough to deflect the puck away.

"Coming down I made the fake and I thought I had him the whole way," Saponari said. "I just didn't get as much as I wanted on the shot. I was just watching and was like, 'wow!' I couldn't believe it because I had him beat the whole way. I did the move I wanted to and it just didn't go in."

Grand Rapids' next shooter, Adam Almquist, scored over the left shoulder of goalie Marek Mazanec and Milwaukee ended up with its 12th straight game decided by one goal.

"It's one of the more frustrating things, thinking if mine would've went in, it would've been tied and we'd still be going," Saponari said.

Grand Rapids got the only goal of the first period when Teemu Pulkkinen scored on the power play with 10:42 remaining.

Milwaukee held a 2-1 lead, however, after scoring twice in the first 1:20 of the second period.

It took 50 seconds for Joe Piskula to get his first goal of the season, and 30 seconds later, Patrick Cehlin scored after he stole the puck from Adam Almquist near the left post.

Cehlin returned to the ice Friday after missing the previous 35 games because of an injury.

"Obviously it was a tough 24 hours for us," Cehlin said.

Grand Rapids made it 2-2 with 6:17 left in the second when Louis-Marc Aubry scored his first goal.

Milwaukee, which began a season-high five-game homestand, has now gained nine of a possible 14 points in its last seven games. The team also increased its point streak at home to five games in a row.

MOSER RECALLED: Because of additional injuries, Nashville recalled Simon Moser before the game.

Moser, who will represent Switzerland in the upcoming Winter Olympics, ranks second on the Admirals with 17 assists after he had two in each of his previous two games.
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Preview: Grand Rapids Griffins at Milwaukee Admirals, 7 tonight

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 1, 2014  

GRAND RAPIDS (28-13-2-2)

Against Milwaukee: 3-3

Standings: 1st in the Midwest (8 points ahead of Chicago)

Streak: 0-1-1-0

Away rank: 9th 12-6-2-1)

Special teams: PP 6th (20.7%), PK 3rd (86.5%)

Scoring leader: Teemu Pulkkinen - 39 points in 45 games (17 g 22 a)

Other notes: The Griffins have just one win in their last five games after suffering a 6-2 home loss to Chicago last night. ... The team has two victories in its last seven road games. ... Grand Rapids is 0-3 in Milwaukee thanks to a total of only four goals. In the six-game series, Mitch Callahan has five goals. ... Mikael Samuelsson, who has played in 699 NHL games, joined the team last night.

MILWAUKEE (21-13-6-3)

Against Grand Rapids: 3-3

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (9 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 1-0-1-0

Home rank: 8th (13-3-3-0)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.6%), PK 13th (82.5%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki- 29 points in 42 games (11 g 18 a)

Other notes: Because of additional injuries, Nashville recalled Simon Moser this morning. His 17 assists rank second on the team after he had two in each of his previous two games. ... After halting a six-game winless streak on the road with a 3-2 overtime victory at Iowa Friday, the team arrived in Milwaukee at approximately 4:30 this morning. Patrick Cehlin played his first game since Nov. 3 and finished with two shots and a -1 rating. ... Vinny Saponari has a three-game goal streak and has four of them in his last six outings. ... Salomaki has a goal and three assists in his last two contests. ... Bryan Rodney scored last night to snap a 27-game streak without a goal. ... Milwaukee has gained eight out of a possible 12 points in its last six games. ... The team begins a five-game homestand and is 3-0-1-0 in its last four home contests. ... The University of Wisconsin band will be in attendance and perform afterward.
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Admirals 2014-'15 season tickets on sale

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 31, 2014  

 The Admirals just announced that 2014-'15 season tickets are now on sale.

Here's the link to the team's press release for more information.
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Admirals' Colton Sissons recalled by Nashville

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 27, 2014  

 Rookie Colton Sissons has been recalled by Nashville, and that means Milwaukee will be without two of its top-three scorers.

It is the first recall for Sissons, who has a team-high 28 points (16 goals, 12 assists). Last week, Taylor Beck (27 points) was called up by the Predators.

Sissons, one of three rookies to be named an AHL all-star, is tied for second among all skaters with five game-winning goals.
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IceHogs 4, Admirals 3 (OT): Milwaukee blows third-period lead

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 26, 2014  

Milwaukee usually holds a third-period lead.

But the Admirals failed to on Sunday for just the second time this season and it resulted in another overtime loss.

Rockford overcame a two-goal deficit to beat Milwaukee, 4-3, and give the Admirals a 1-6 record in games decided in overtime. They also fell to 11-0-2-0 when leading after two periods.

"We should've been able to hold that lead," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We just didn't do the right things aggressively in order to give ourselves a chance to win."

Adam Clendening's goal with 20.2 seconds left in overtime gave Rockford its first win in its last eight road games and handed Milwaukee its third loss in its last 12 home contests, as the three-game weekend series between the two teams came to an end.

With injuries to Magnus Hellberg and Scott Darling, goalie Marek Mazanec says he played in three games in three days for the first time.

He had to face 43 shots by Rockford, and the third one in overtime cost him.

Milwaukee won a faceoff in the right corner of its zone and the puck was sent behind the Admirals' net. A good forecheck by Rockford caused a bit of a scrum for the puck in the left corner, before it bounced off the wall past Milwaukee's Mark Van Guilder on the left side.

"We'd certainly like to make a better play, a sounder play," Evason said. "Once you win a faceoff clean like that, you expect to exit the zone, no question."

Klas Dahlbeck got the puck at the left point, slid it along the blueline to Clendening and he was left all alone for a slapshot from the right circle.

"I basically just looked up and it was me and the goalie," Clendening said. "I just ripped it."

The puck went in past the left side of the goalie.

"I don't really know what happened," Mazanec said. "I think I was really tired because of three games in a row. It's hard. I think I just lost my concentration for a second. I thought I was going to have the puck because it was not a real hard shot. I just missed it. Maybe there was a little deflection there."

Rockford outshot Milwaukee, 43-28, including 20-6 in the first period. The score was tied after the first 20 minutes, however, on goals by the Admirals' Vinny Saponari and the IceHogs' Alex Broadhurst.

Milwaukee scored both goals of the second period, beginning with a power-play goal by Miikka Salomaki with 7:16 remaining.

With 49 seconds left, defenseman Joonas Jarvinen broke a 32-game streak without a goal and picked up his second of the season when he scored to give the Admirals a 3-1 lead.

But Rockford tied the score in the first 3 minutes of the final period on goals by Jeremy Morin from the right circle.

His first beat Mazanec glove side with 17:40 to go and his second came just 23 seconds later when the puck reached the open right corner of the net as the IceHogs completed a 2-on-1 breakaway.

"They pushed through the neutral zone and without watching (the video), we thought that our gaps were suspect," Evason said. "For whatever reason, three in three nights, we sat back and we usually don't. We usually continue to go forward and push the pace. We sat back and let them keep coming at us. Consequently they were able to get inside the tops of the circles and had real good looks." 
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Admirals 3, IceHogs 2: Breaks go Milwaukee's way

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 24, 2014  

 Most of the season-high 16,860 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center on Friday were there for a Dierks Bentley post-game concert. The Milwaukee Admirals weren't a bad opening act, either.

Austin Watson and Mark Van Guilder scored third-period goals to lead Milwaukee to a 3-2 victory over Rockford.

Those that have been regulars at the Bradley Center have seen this Admirals' show before, however, as the team improved to 9-2 in their last 11 home games.

"We love playing here," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Regardless if there's a full house or not. Our fans our tremendous. They're boisterous, even when there's more seats than people. We hear them. And I think the guys really appreciate that and they played hard.

"We play hard most nights wherever we're playing, but certainly here at home our guys play hard, for sure."

Milwaukee also won its second straight game for the first time since Dec. 20-21 and Rockford remained winless in its last seven tries. The IceHogs host the Admirals Saturday before a return visit on Sunday.

Watson's goal broke a 1-1 tie with 15:25 left in the game, but it actually bounced in off of Rockford's Zach Miskovic.

Watson took a shot from the right circle that clipped the right arm of goalie Kent Simpson. Miskovic was skating backward defending Anthony Bitetto in front of the crease when the rebound bounced in off the back of his skate.

"We talk about getting pucks to the net, and bodies there, and we were fortunate enough to have it go in," Watson said.

Milwaukee made it 3-1 on Van Guilder's goal with 10:43 to go, and Rockford also helped out on that one, too.

Brett Skinner sent a backhanded pass from deep in his own zone that was intercepted by Mathieu Tousignant at the left wing. He sent the puck to Van Guilder in the right circle and he came up with what turned out to be the winning goal.

A bounce and a turnover, and Milwaukee improved to 3-1 against Rockford.

"Well sometimes that's the difference between a winning streak and a losing streak," Van Guilder said. "Because we play a lot of one-goal games. It seems at times, especially on the road, those bounces are going the other way. At home, it seems everything goes our way."

Milwaukee allowed its ninth short-handed goal of the year when Brandon Pirri scored with 5:01 to play. But the IceHogs failed to tie the score on a power-play that began with 2:22 to go, and the Admirals saluted the fans by raising their sticks in appreciation at center ice afterward.

"Any time you see 16,000 people here supporting us and catching a great show after the game, to have them come out and get us going is awesome," Watson said. "We wanted to show them some love."

Rockford scored the only goal of the first period and Milwaukee answered with the only one of the second period.

With 12 seconds left on a power play, Mark McNeill was left open at the left crease for an easy goal with 29.3 seconds left.

Rockford was on another power play when Colton Sissons stole a pass intended for Adam Clendening in the Milwaukee zone that led to a breakaway short-handed goal past the left side of goalie Kent Simpson with 17:49 remaining.

Lineup change: Filip Forsberg was a late scratch because he was sick. He was replaced by Charles-Olivier Roussel. Zach Budish also returned to the ice after missing the last seven games.
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Game preview: IceHogs at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 24, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Rockford and Milwaukee three-game series that begins tonight at 7. The Admirals visit the IceHogs on Saturday and the two teams meet at the BMO Harris Bradley Center at 5 on Sunday.

ROCKFORD (18-19-4-2)

Against Milwaukee: 1-2

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (4 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: 0-2-1-0

Away rank: 23rd (6-11-3-1)

Special teams: PP 10th (18.8%), PK 30th (74.5%)

Scoring leader: Adam Clendening - 32 points in 43 games (5 g 27 a)

Other notes: Rockford has won just six of its 21 road games and is winless in its last six. ... Overall, the IceHogs have just three wins in their last 15 outings.

MILWAUKEE (19-12-5-3)

Against Rockford: 2-0-1-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (11 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 1-0-0-1

Home rank: 11th (12-3-2-0)

Special teams: PP 13th (17.9%), PK 15th (82.5%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 26 points in 39 games (15 g 11 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee beat Rockford, 4-2, in the IceHogs' only trip to the Bradley Center Nov. 1. ... The Admirals are hoping for their first winning streak since beating San Antonio and Rockford Dec. 20-21. ... Milwaukee is 8-2 in its last 10 home games. ... Simon Moser has three goals and four assists in his last eight games. Bryan Rodney has eight assists in his last 11 contests. Joe Piskula has three assists in his last five games. Goalie Marek Mazanek (6-1-1) has given up eight goals in his last three games since being reassigned from Nashville. Before he left, he was 5-0 with 10 goals allowed. ... Taylor Beck, called up by Nashville Tuesday night, was a healthy scratch in the team's victory last night. He leads Milwaukee with 27 points and 16 assists. ... Country star Dierks Bentley performs after the game and a near-sellout crowd is expected.
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Admirals notebook

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 24, 2014  

IN REVIEW


LAST WEEK: Saturday - Lost, 2-1, at Oklahoma City. Sunday - Lost, 5-4 (SO), at Oklahoma City. Tuesday - Won, 3-2, vs. Toronto.


RECORD: 19-12-5-3.


STANDINGS: Tied for second place in the Midwest Division (11 points behind Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Vinny Saponari had three points in the last two games, including an assist on Colton Sissons' game-winning goal. On Sunday, the rookie had a goal and an assist for his third mutli-point game of the season.

STANDOUT STAT

Milwaukee has lost just three times in regulation at home, which is the second fewest in the AHL. But the team has also played the second-fewest home games (17).

COMING UP


Rockford (18-19-4-2), 7 p.m. Friday and Sunday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250); Admirals at IceHogs, 7 p.m. Saturday: The IceHogs rank last in the AHL on the penalty kill (74.5%) and have won just six of their 21 road games. Rockford is also winless in its last six road contests. Overall, Rockford has three wins in its last 15 outings. Milwaukee has two victories and an overtime loss against the IceHogs in three games.

AROUND THE RINK

GOALIE UPDATE: Scott Darling, the reigning goalie of the month, has missed the last four games because of an injury he sustained in practice. And Magnus Hellberg has not played in the last three games after he was hurt near the end of overtime on Thursday.

"Neither one are close," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "They're working out, but as far as being on the ice, they're both a ways away."

MOSER HOT TOO: Taylor Beck, who was recalled by Nashville Wednesday, wasn't the only Admiral piling up stats as of late. Simon Moser has three goals and four assists in his last eight games.

NOT ENTIRELY POWERFUL: Milwaukee did manage three power-play goals Tuesday for the fourth time this season and second time in five games, but the team failed to score on two 5-on-3 man advantages there were each at least 1 minute long.

"It's a disappointing area in our group," Evason said after the game. "It's something we have to address here in the next few days."

Milwaukee's 11 power-plays were also a season high.

HOPE IT HELPS IN LONG RUN: Kevin Henderson was a healthy scratch Tuesday and his coach had a reason for it.

"You get a different perspective - trust me - when you're (in the stands)," Evason said. "It sucks, clearly. Sometimes you get a look and come back fresh." 

.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2spqAHt4I 

Follow us: @JournalSentinel on Twitter

Hartford whales on Admirals before break

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

The Virginian-Pilot

© February 9, 2014


NORFOLK

The Admirals went into the AHL All-Star break three hours early Saturday.

They also got a chance to watch Hartford stage a passing demonstration worthy of the Harlem Globetrotters.

The Wolfpack got second-period goals from Marek Hrivik and T.J. Hensick and chased previous night’s tormenter, goalie John Gibson, in hammering Norfolk 3-1. The loss ended an eight-game Admiral point streak at Scope (6-1-0-2).

Norfolk defenseman Kevin Gagne scored on a power play in the third period, which was preceded by a chorus of boos from a crowd unhappy about the Admirals going 1:25 of a 5-on-3 man advantage without a shot before getting a goal at 5 on 4.

“Too bad the fans didn’t boo even harder,” said coach Trent Yawney, adding that the struggling power play – Norfolk was 1 for 18 coming into Saturday’s game – was “sucking the life out of us.”

“They deserved to be booed right out of the arena.”

The Admirals split the two-game weekend series with Hartford, the last-place team in the AHL. Norfolk won 1-0 Friday, but did not play well.

“We were lucky to get the points yesterday,” Yawney said. “We played one period out of six (in the two games), and that was the first period today. One period when we actually looked like a hockey team.”

Hartford took a 1-0 lead in the first on Michael Haley’s goal, but the Admirals played at a stronger tempo than they had a night earlier, pressing on defense and getting eight shots, many of them turning Wolfpack goalie Dov Grumet-Morris into a hero.

From there, Yawney said, “We got outworked, outbattled, out-everythinged. That’s unacceptable.”

On Hrivik’s goal, Brendon Nash threaded the puck through four defenders, sending it 100-plus feet up the ice to the open target. Hrivik rewarded the effort by beating Gibson to make it 2-0 only 56 seconds into the second period.

The lead became 3-0 when Hensick filled an open lane on the left wing, completing a 3-on-2 Wolfpack rush. Nash had the puck on the right side and sent it to Jesper Fast in the middle. He stopped when confronted by the Admirals’ Max Friberg, spun and sent the puck backhanded to Hensick, who was undefended and beat Gibson with 10:36 played.

It was Hartford’s ninth shot of the period. The Admirals, to that point, had only one.

“It’s a lesson for us,” said defenseman and captain Garnet Exelby. “When things start going bad, it’s easy to start being an individual and try to do things on your own, when in reality you’re going to get nowhere, maybe even worse.”

In this case, two goals worse.

Mercifully, Yawney ended Gibson’s night in favor of Brad Thiessen, who stopped 10 shots the rest of the way.

“That score tonight could have easily been 6-1, 7-1,” Yawney said, adding that pulling Gibson “had nothing to do with his play. ... It’s time for some of these other guys to step up.”

After the rocky win Friday, Yawney had admonished the Admirals that there was a game yet to play before taking a few days off. The words apparently fell on deaf ears.

Whether his other warning was heard remains to be seen.

Norfolk is 25-15-1-7, sixth place in the AHL East but only two points from ninth, which is where they stop counting playoff teams.

“Historically, one of those seven teams who are below the (top) eight is going to have a run, and one of those eight teams is going to have a rough patch,” Yawney said. “It happens every year, no matter how close it is. We just don’t want it to be us.”

His historical reference is personal. Two years ago, he took over Syracuse while the Crunch was in 13th place. The team leapfrogged six teams over the last two months to make the playoffs just before it moved to Norfolk.

A year ago, the Admirals were 21-24-2-1 at this point of the season, then went on a tear, going 19-12-1-1 the rest of the way only to finish two points from the playoffs.

What happens from here starts Friday, when Syracuse comes to town for a two-game weekend series. It will be preceded by a long video tape session of Admiral transgressions the past two nights.

“Last night, we seemed to have no focus, like our heads were somewhere else,” Exelby said. “We were getting beaten to pucks, losing battles to a hungrier team. We got taught a lesson and got away with a win like bandits in the night.

“(But) tonight, we came out in the second playing as badly as last night.”

On this weekend, the Admirals showed that sometimes you can be taught a lesson but not learn it.
Third-period goal just enough for Admirals

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

A fan pounds the glass as Norfolk's Chris Wagner, left, and teammate Antoine Laganiere battle Hartford's Jesper Fast for a loose puck in the second period Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Zack Stortini, left, clears the puck from Hartford defenders during the second period Friday, Feb. 7, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's John Kurtz, left, bloodies the face of Hartford's Shawn O'Donnell during a first period fight Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

A fan pounds the glass as Norfolk's Chris Wagner, left, and teammate Antoine Laganiere battle Hartford's Jesper Fast for a loose puck in the second period Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 3 photos: A fan pounds the glass as Norfolk's Chris Wagner, left, and teammate Antoine Laganiere battle Hartford's Jesper Fast for a loose puck in the second period Friday, Feb. 7, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)
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Norfolk vs. Hartford, 7:15 p.m.  
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NORFOLK

As part of his pregame preparation Friday, Chris Wagner added up his recent production.

It wasn’t difficult.

“I hadn’t had a point in 14 games,” Wagner said after tipping a shot by Kevin Gagne past Hartford goalie David LeNeveu in the final period to give the Admirals a 1-0 win at Scope.

In a game in which Norfolk had only 14 shots, Wagner’s with 6:29 to play was the last one. It extended the Admirals home unbeaten streak to eight games (6-0-0-2).

The goal came as time expired on the fourth Norfolk power play of the night, when Wagner set up shop in LeNeveu’s face just before Gagne fired from the left faceoff circle.

“I heard the goalie, heard (Norfolk’s John Gibson) banging his stick on the ice, and I looked around and figured I could get the puck off the wall,” Gagne said.

“When you haven’t had a point in 14 games, that’s where you go. Something’s bound to hit you, and maybe it will go in.”

In this case, the puck hit the shaft of his stick, then his leg, then the net.

“In a game like this, you figure a greasy goal would win it,” Wagner said.

It was an ugly goal in an ugly game for Norfolk. Coach Trent Yawney’s message after one period was “wake up,” Wagner said.

“We weren’t very sharp,” Yawney said, “but our goalie was.”

Gibson turned back 25 shots in his fourth shutout of his first professional season.

“You’ve got to find different ways to be successful, and this one came down to Wagner going to the net,” Yawney said.

“The goalie was good. I can’t say much about the rest of it.”

Yawney was disappointed in his team’s passing in the first of the two-game series with the Wolf Pack.

“We just turned over so many pucks,” he said. “We haven’t seen that in a long time.”

The 25-14 deficit in shots was the result of the Admirals’ “electing to make an extra move, and then get stripped, and then go back the other way,” Yawney said.

The power play was particularly weak. Norfolk had one shot in four power plays and was outshot 2-1 with a man advantage. The Admirals are 1 of 18 on the power play over their past four games.

That goal came in a 3-1 loss at Hershey on Sunday.

Wagner’s drought was longer.

“I try not to think about it,” he said. “It’s the first time I’ve looked at the stat book in a long time.”

It looks a bit better today, going into the last game before the AHL All-Star break.

“We’ve still got another game to play,” Yawney said. “I hope they’re not on break until 10:30 tomorrow night.”
Admirals are on record shootout pace

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 
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NORFOLK

Skaters love hockey shootouts. It’s a chance to go one-on-one against a goalie with the crowd on its feet and the game on the line.

The Norfolk Admirals have had plenty of chances to bask in that moment. Norfolk has played in a league-high 15 shootouts this season, winning eight. The AHL record is 18, and the Admirals have 30 games to play, beginning with tonight’s opener of a two-game series against Hartford at Scope.

Goalies are simply resigned to shootouts.

“Two points is two points, but it would be nice to get it over with a little earlier in the game, that’s for sure,” said netminder Brad Thiessen, wistfully. He has played five games with the Admirals, four of which have been shootouts. He’s won two.

One he lost came after Thiessen had stopped 49 of 52 Charlotte shots Jan. 19 in his first game after six weeks of rehabilitation for a knee injury he suffered in – you guessed it – a shootout win at Syracuse.

Coaches understand why shootouts exist, but have mixed feelings.

“The other night with Devo (Devante Smith-Pelly), 8,000 people or whatever it was (6,310), and he gets a shot off the bar,” said Norfolk coach Trent Yawney of a Jan. 25 game the Admirals lost 2-1 to Wilkes-Barre in a shootout that took eight rounds before anybody scored. “They’re all standing,” Yawney said. “It’s exciting to watch.”

On the whole, though, “I think points are important, but points in regulation are always better,” Yawney added. “When you get to overtime, there’s (still) more of an opportunity in a team concept. But when you get to a shootout, that’s an individual competition, a roll of the dice.”

In a team game, coaches like the idea of dice-rolling as much as they like the idea of an individual competition (shootout) intruding on their team game.

Actually, Hartford started this year’s trend when Darroll Powe scored in the final second of regulation to tie the season opener 2-2 on Oct. 5. The Admirals got shootout goals from Smith-Pelly and Rickard Rakell to win the shootout 2-1. A day later, the Admirals lost a shootout at Bridgeport.

Rakell leads the Admirals with five goals in 10 chances, but he has missed the past four shootouts with an injury. He is expected back in the lineup tonight.

Fifteen shootouts are enough for Yawney, which is why the Admirals spent extra time this week practicing 4-on-4 play – the format for overtime. You get the same point spread with overtime as you do with a shootout – two points to the winner, one to the loser – but you’re still playing hockey in overtime.

A shootout is something else.

“I think everybody would like to win it in overtime,” Yawney said. “The fans enjoy the shootout, and you understand why they brought it in. But you’ve played 65 minutes of a team game and you end it on an individual skill? On most teams, there are probably five or six guys who are important players, but who are probably never going to see an opportunity to win the game in a shootout.”

Sixteen Admirals – three of them no longer with the club – have been tried in shootouts, and the group is a collective 19 of 70, a 27.1 percent success rate. Yet, six players have been in at least 20 games and stood by watching during shootouts.

“I think it’s easier to win in overtime,” said Yawney, whose team is 2-1 in the extra period. “We have the personnel. We should be better in overtime. We’re not creating enough in 4-on-4. … We’re struggling with getting some scoring chances 4-on-4.”

Either way, the Admirals could be borrowing against their future when they play overtime or a shootout. Asked if a recent weekend in which Norfolk went 1-0-0-2 on the road, earning four points but losing two games was a good trip or a bad one, assistant general manager Bob Ferguson answered with a query of his own: “Short term or long term?”

The eight extra points the Admirals have earned for winning eight shootouts have them tied for fifth in the AHL’s wild, wild East, where two points separate fourth from eighth place. Without those eight points, Norfolk is on the outside looking in.

But the tiebreaker is games won in regulation. That’s the long-term consideration.

The short term is that “the points are there. You want to try to win them,” Yawney said. “We should be better at it, and hopefully in the last part of the season, the ones that we’re in, we’re on the upper end because that extra point in the end, the way it looks, is going to be the difference.”
Red Wings' Mikael Samuelsson clears waivers, assigned to Grand Rapids Griffins

Mikael Samuelsson-1-12-14

The Red Wings' Mikael Samuelsson checks Anaheim's Ben Lovejoy in game earlier this month. (The Associated Press)
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DETROIT – Detroit Red Wings forward Mikael Samuelsson cleared waivers today and was assigned to the Grand Rapids Griffins (AHL).

The Red Wings receive only $100,000 in salary-cap relief with the move, but it frees up a valuable roster spot, enabling the team to keep its young forwards on the roster for now.

The move was necessitated by Johan Franzen’s return today from a concussion. He will be in the lineup against the Florida Panthers (5 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit) after missing 16 games.

The Red Wings signed Samuelsson, 37, to a two-year, $6 million contract on July 1, 2012, bringing him back for his second stint with the club.

After an injury-plagued 2013 season, Samuelsson has been healthy this year but has struggled. He has just one goal -- scored in the season opener -- and two assists in 26 games. He has been a healthy scratch in 13 of the past 20 games.

Samuelsson's struggles and his salary made him untradeable. He did not figure to play much, if at all, when the Red Wings get most of their injured players back. 

Samuelsson hasn’t played in the AHL since 2001-02, when he appeared in eight games for Hartford, the New York Rangers’ minor-league affiliate.
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The Grand Rapids Griffins beat Rochester 5-1 on Saturday, Feb. 8.

Courtesy Micheline Veluvolu

BUFFALO, N.Y. — The Grand Rapids Griffins completed their season series sweep of the Rochester Americans with a 5-1 win Saturday at the First Niagara Center, home to the Buffalo Sabres.

In the Griffins’ first game on NHL ice since April 26, 2006, Tom McCollum backstopped the win with 27 saves, and Jeff Hoggan and Cory Emmerton tallied a goal and an assist each.

With the win, Grand Rapids improved to 30-15-2-2 and lengthened its commanding lead over the Midwest Division with 64 points.

The Griffins lit the lamp first at 7:22 of the opening period. Hoggan drove to the net and Emmerton picked up the rebound from a pad save, burying it from a tough angle along the goal line.

Mitch Callahan, Grand Rapids’ leading goal scorer, doubled the lead at 13:12. After Nathan Paetsch sent a shot from the blue line, Callahan challenged Matt Hackett at the crease and poked it in before the netminder could freeze the puck.

The game was a return to a familiar arena for Paetsch, who was a member of the Buffalo Sabres organization from 2003-10. He finished the game with two assists.

About two minutes later, Callahan was sent to the box for interference on the game’s first penalty. The Americans (23-17-3-3) controlled the perimeter of the Griffins’ zone, and Rasmus Ristolainen rocketed a one-timer from the left point at 16:47 to pull the game within one and finish the period 2-1.

Two quick goals midway through the second period extended the lead for Grand Rapids.

The Hoggan and Emmerton duo struck again 10:10 into the period when Emmerton closed in on Hackett at dropped a pass to Hoggan to the right side of the net. Hoggan backhanded the puck behind Hackett’s pad for the tally.

At 12:01, Teemu Pulkkinen and Alexey Marchenko took off on a two-on-one rush. Pulkkinen slammed a slapshot, and Marchenko was in the perfect spot to knock in the rebound at the right post.

Martin Frk scored his first goal as a Griffin at 1:13 of the third period to top off the Griffins’ win. Brennan Evans sent a shot from the blue line, and Trevor Parkes redirected the puck onto the stick of Frk at the top of crease for the easy tap in.

Despite Rochester outshooting the Griffins 14-5 in the final period, McCollum held the Americans scoreless in the final 20 minutes for the win.

Marchenko and head coach Jeff Blashill will participate in the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic on Feb. 11-12 at the Mile One Center in St. John’s, Newfoundland. Blashill is the first Griffins coach in 12 years to be selected to lead an AHL All-Star squad.

The Griffins will resume play after the break with a two-game series against the San Antonio Rampage on Feb. 14 and 15 at Van Andel Arena. The puck will drop at 7 p.m. both nights.
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The Toronto Marlies beat the Grand Rapids Griffins 4-1 on Friday, Feb. 7, to sweep the four-game season series against the defending AHL Calder Cup champions.

Courtesy Graig Abel | The Toronto Marlies

TORONTO -- Despite a deceiving 42-27 shot advantage by the Grand Rapids Griffins, the Toronto Marlies earned the 4-1 win on Friday at Ricoh Coliseum.

It was the final regular season meeting between the two teams, with the North Division-leading Marlies winning all four matchups.

Landon Ferraro was sent to the box for elbowing in the final minute of the first period, and Mitch Callahan nearly put the Griffins on the board in the final seconds of the period. He stole the puck at the blue line and had a shorthanded breakaway opportunity, but Drew MacIntyre made a pad save to close out the scoreless 20 minutes.

It was T.J. Brennan, the AHL’s top scoring defenseman, who took advantage of Ferraro’s penalty, scoring 1:17 into the second period. Brennan walked in and netted the power play marker from the right faceoff circle.

At 4:01, Josh Leivo doubled the Marlies’ lead. Andrew MacWilliam shot from the left point, and Leivo grabbed the rebound and shifted into the slot before beating Petr Mrazek. Mrazek eventually finished with 23 saves before being pulled for the extra skater in the final minutes of the game.

After controlling much of the play through the second and third periods, Ferraro broke the Griffins’ scoreless drought at 8:20. Jeff Hoggan chased a rebound from Adam Almquist’s shot into the corner and sent a centering pass to the crease. Ferraro poked at it until the puck lifted over MacIntyre, who turned away 41 of 42 shots in the win.

Despite being outshot 18-3 in the third period, Toronto (28-15-2-2) regained its two-goal lead at 12:05. Brandon Kozun received a long pass at the Griffins’ blue line and broke into the zone, eventually finding an opening in the left corner of the net from the high slot. Jerry D’Amigo topped the game off with an empty net goal with 1:09 remaining.

The Griffins (29-15-2-2) still maintain a lead over the Midwest Division, and will look to build on the lead when they face the Rochester Americans at 7:05 p.m. Friday at the First Niagara Center in Buffalo.

The game will be Grand Rapids’ first in an NHL arena since April 26, 2006 when the Griffins and Marlies played against each other in the Air Canada Center in Toronto.
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An uncharacteristic inability to create offense, coupled with the Lake Erie Monsters’ knack for capitalizing on defensive mistakes, translated into a 4-0 loss for the Grand Rapids Griffins on Wednesday at Van Andel Arena.

 The Griffins suffered their first shutout since their second home game of the season, a 5-0 decision against Charlotte on Oct. 25, as Lake Erie goaltender Sami Aittokallio turned aside 19 shots to record his second whitewash of the campaign and help the Monsters earn just their third win in their last 11 outings.

 The 19 shots were the fewest at home for the Griffins in two seasons under coach Jeff Blashill and tied the two-season low established in a 4-3 loss at Oklahoma City almost one year ago, on Feb. 8, 2013. 

 Grand Rapids (29-14-2-2), which has also lost three straight home games in regulation for the first time under Blashill, will take its six-point lead atop the Midwest Division on the road for two games before the AHL all-star break, beginning with a 7 p.m. battle on Friday against the Toronto Marlies. The North Division-leading Marlies have won all three meetings with the Griffins this season, including one overtime and one shootout victory.

 Petr Mrazek, making his first appearance at Van Andel Arena since Dec. 7, made a number of early saves before being beaten 10:37 into the opening period. Andrew Agozzino won a faceoff back to the left point to Gabriel Beaupre, who fired a shot that snuck inside the near post of the screened netminder. 

 Agozzino also set up Duncan Siemens’ first pro goal that made it a 2-0 game, forcing a turnover behind the net before throwing the puck out to Siemens at the point for a blast that sailed past Mrazek 7:23 into the second.

 The Monsters took a three-goal lead – and a 21-11 cushion in shots – into the final 20 minutes thanks to Garrett Meurs, who pounded home a rebound from the doorstep at the 13:30 mark.

 Midway through the third, Lake Erie (20-21-0-4) cashed in on its fourth power play chance of the night to round out the scoring. Once again it was Agozzino setting the table, centering a pass from his knees to Colin Smith for a redirection.

 Mrazek, who finished with 23 saves, saw his 10-game winning streak snapped just two games shy of Jimmy Howard’s franchise record, set during the 2005-06 season, along with his six-game run at home. He sustained his first loss as a Griffin since that Oct. 25 home contest against Charlotte.
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WASHINGTON – Detroit Red Wings center Cory Emmerton cleared waivers today and was reassigned to the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Emmerton has been out since Jan. 18 with an injured finger but is healthy now, which enabled the club to waive him.

He appeared in two games after being recalled from the Griffins on Jan. 16 to replace Joakim Andersson.

Emmerton, 25, initially was waived on Sept. 29 and went unclaimed. He played in four games with the Red Wings before being assigned to Grand Rapids. He returned to Detroit for five games in December before going back to the Griffins.

He needed to go back on waivers to be sent down because he's played at least 10 games since he cleared (he has no goals and two assists in 11 games).

Emmerton has 10 goals and 29 points in 31 games for Grand Rapids.
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MILWAUKEE — In his first game as a Griffin since Dec. 7, Petr Mrazek stopped all five shots in a shootout to backstop Grand Rapids’ 3-2 win over the Milwaukee Admirals on Saturday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Adam Almquist scored the only goal of the shootout, a quick wrister inside the right post in the second round, to earn the win. The Griffins improved to 29-13-2-2 and jumped to the top of the Western Conference with 62 points. The Midwest Division opponent Admirals dropped to 21-13-6-4.

Mrazek turned away 29 of 31 shots in the win, and Marek Mazanec stopped 35 of 37 shots.

Teemu Pulkkinen, the Griffins’ leading scorer, scored his 18th of the season and the first of the game at 9:18 of the first period. His power play goal came off a long shot from the blue line that snuck through traffic into the lower right corner of the net.

The Griffins entered the second period up 1-0, but it took the Admirals only 1:20 to claim the lead. Joe Piskula remained untouched as he skated from the neutral zone to Mrazek before burying the puck 50 seconds into the period.

Just 30 seconds later, Patrick Cehlin stole the puck from a Griffins’ defenseman and snapped a wrister into the net in one quick motion from Mrazek’s right.

At 13:43, Louis-Marc Aubry scored his first goal of the season to tie the game. He broke through on a three-on-two with Andrej Nestrasil and Almquist, and Mazanec made the initial save on Nestrasil’s shot. However, Aubry grabbed the rebound and wrapped it around the back of the nut, stuffing it into the lower right corner.

The assist marks Almquist’s tenth point in five games.

Three periods wasn’t enough to break the 2-2 tie, and neither team could find the back of the net in the five-minute overtime period, despite the Admirals outshooting 3-1. The shootout win is the Griffins’ second out of four total shootouts this season.

The Griffins will return to Van Andel Arena for a matchup with the Lake Erie Monsters at 7 p.m. on Wednesday
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins won’t see Midwest Division rival Chicago again until March, and that’s probably a good thing.

Chicago scored twice in each period Friday for a 6-2 win against the Griffins, who turned in a sluggish performance before a sellout crowd of 10,834 at Van Andel Arena.

The Griffins have 13 losses this season (28-13-2-2) and four have come in eight meetings against the Wolves. They meet twice more, in Grand Rapids on March 5 and in Chicago on March 23.

The Griffins look to play better next time. They managed just three shots in the first period, had 25 overall on AHL all-star goalie Jake Allen and lost for the fourth time in five games. 
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Grand Rapids Griffins right wing Mitch Callahan attempts to redirect a shot on Chicago Wolves goaltender Jake Allen during a game at Van Andel Arena in Grand Rapids on Friday, January 31, 2014. The Wolves beat the Griffins 6-2. 

Andrew Kuhn | Grand Rapids Press/MLive.com

It was the most goals they've allowed at home all season, and equals the six they allowed in a 6-5 overtime loss on Sunday at San Antonio.

"Early, the biggest thing we did was turned pucks over inside their blue line and so we created no offensive momentum at all, and therefore we had no shots," coach Jeff Blashill said. "We passed up lots of shots to try make plays."

Mitch Callahan scored on a power play in the second period and Adam Almquist added his second of the year in the third period.

Veteran forward Mikael Samuelsson, making his debut with the Griffins after being waived by the Detroit Red Wings, had two shots and a minus-2 rating.

MORE: Samuelsson on debut: 'I didn't feel great, I'm not going to lie

The Griffins still lead the Western Conference by one point over idle Texas and the division by eight points over Chicago (24-16-2-2).

Goalie Tom McCollum, who on Sunday got his first game off after appearing in 20 in a row, had a tough night with the most goals he’s allowed at home this season, coming on 28 Wolves shots. 

The Griffins had one shot in the first 11 minutes of the game. That offensive inactivity led to a flurry of action in just over a minute for the Wolves, and it left the Griffins down 2-0.

Adam Cracknell scored with 6:31 left, taking a cross-ice pass from Evan Oberg and putting a shot over the left shoulder of McCollum.

Following a brief fight between Grand Rapids’ Louis-Marc Aubry and Cody Beach, the Wolves scored at 5:19 on Nathan Longpre’s bouncer that squirted through the McCollum's pads.

Two more Wolves’ goals in the second period - by Cracknell in front of McCollum just 18 seconds in and on a rebound by Ty Rattie - were sandwiched between Callahan’s team-leading 18th goal. Callahan deflected a shot from the point by Almquist on the power play.

In the third, Almquist scored from in front of Allen for his second goal in four games. With the two points, the defenseman has nine his past four games (2-7-9) to equal his total in the previous 20 games combined.

Likewise, Teemu Pulkkinen, who assisted on both goals, has eight points his past four games (4-4-8). He leads the team in scoring with 39 points (17-22-39).

The Wolves got third-period goals by Mark Cundari and Alexandre Bolduc.

"They were just ready to go and we maybe weren't as ready tonight," Almquist said. "We didn't have a good game at all this time."

NOTES

 The Griffins boarded a bus after the game for Milwaukee and Saturday game against the Admirals. Goalie Petr Mrazek, who has been with the Red Wings, will get his first start with Grand Rapids since Dec. 7.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 31, 2014 at 8:43 PM, updated February 01, 2014 at 8:19 AM 

0 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI - The last time Mikael Samuelsson was in an American Hockey League game was 2001 as a 24-year-old member of the Harford Wolf Pack.

He returned to the league as a member of the Grand Rapids Griffins on Friday, Jan. 31, and was part of a lackluster 6-2 loss to Chicago before a sellout crowd of 10,834.

Samuelsson, who joined the Griffins on Wednesday after he cleared waivers from the Detroit Red Wings, had an uneventful debut with two shots and a minus-2 rating in about 17 minutes of ice time.

"I didn't feel great, I'm not going to lie," said the 37-year-old right winger, who has 699 career NHL games, including 26 with the Red Wings this season. "I felt better as the game went on, had a couple chances, but, overall, not my best game."

MORE: 

Samuelsson looks to regain the fun of hockey with Griffins

Griffins glad to get a break from Chicago after sluggish performance

Samuelsson, who played on a line with fellow NHL veteran Jordin Tootoo and center Landon Ferraro, said he felt "a little tired."

"I've said it before, obviously you skate every day, but it's timing-wise when you haven't played in a while," he said. "When guys are coming at you and there's small places, I definitely can do better.

He joined Ferraro with Andrej Nestrasil on the power play.

Most notable on his night came when he was checked hard and hounded by Dmitri Jaskin for a shift in the first period.

Samuelsson, who signed a two-year, $6 million contract to return to Detroit in 2012, was injured most of 2013, playing in just four games. This season with the Red Wings he had three points (1-2-3) in 26 games. He was a healthy scratch in 13 of 20 games. 

He last played Jan. 16, logging 16 minutes against the New York Rangers.

"I think Sammy is still getting his game back together because he just hasn't played a whole lot of hockey this year," said coach Jeff Blashill. "But I thought he was good, and he has a real good demeanor to him, so hopefully he can also help our young guys out along the way."

Samuelsson said it was hard to evaluate, or enjoy, the play of the team or the AHL in general, given the outcome.

"They (the Wolves) got off to a good start and they kept riding that and we have to put the puck on the net a little more and go a little harder to the net," Samuelsson said. "And, obviously, don't give up so many chances like we did tonight."

The Griffins managed just three shots in the first period and 25 overall.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Petr Mrazek knows he played well in Detroit, but the second-year goalie looks forward to playing more back in Grand Rapids.

Mrazek practiced Wednesday with the Griffins for the first time after an extended stay with the Red Wings that began the first week of December and continued due to a rash of injuries to Jimmy Howard and Jonas Gustavsson. 

“It was a good experience and every game that I got a chance to play I was happy with how I played and how it will help me for next season,” said Mrazek, who is scheduled to start Saturday’s game for the Griffins at Milwaukee.

Mrazek has not played for Grand Rapids since Dec. 7, and hasn’t played much at all since then. During that period in Detroit, he saw action in six games, including three starts. He performed well, with nine goals allowed, but was victimized by poor offensive support.

Overall, he is 1-3 with a sparkling 1.64 goals against average and .924 save percentage in Detroit. In Grand Rapids, he is 10-2-1 with a 2.09 GAA and .927 save percentage.

“The games I played in I thought I played well and I had lot of confidence,” Mrazek said. “So I feel ready and I feel much better than I’ve felt before.”

His return gives the Griffins a solid one-two combination in the nets. Tom McCollum played 20 consecutive games, from Dec. 11 to Jan. 25, and was impressive in that stretch. He allowed two goals or fewer in 12 of them. 

McCollum also showed an ability to bounce back. He allowed four goals in just over one period and was pulled Friday in a 6-4 loss at Texas. Next night, against the same team, he stopped 33 of 34 shots in a 4-1 win.

I think it’s always great to have great depth at each position,” said coach Jeff Blashill. “And with the job Tommy’s done since Petr’s been up, he’s proven himself to be an elite goalie in the American League this year, and Petr’s proven himself to be an elite goalie here as well. 

“So if you can have two guys that are proven elite goalies, that’s great depth at the most important position.”

McCollum, who is 18-8-1 with a 2.19 GAA, two shutouts and .927 save percentage, is expected to start Friday at home against Chicago.

Blashill said he expects to alternate the two depending, of course, on what happens in Detroit where injuries have been the norm this season. 

With Mrazek’s arrival, Jared Coreau was assigned to Toledo of the ECHL. Coreau, a junior at Northern Michigan last year, was 0-4 in five games with a 2.34 GAA and .873 save percentage.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Mikael Samuelsson, who last played in the American Hockey League in 2001-02, hopes “to find the fun side again” playing hockey with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

The 37-year-old forward practiced with the Griffins for the first time Wednesday, Jan. 29 afterhe cleared waivers Sunday from the Detroit Red Wings. 

The Griffins returned Monday from a three-game trip to Texas. They had Tuesday off.

Samuelsson, now the oldest and most experienced NHL player on the Griffins with 699 games played for six teams over 14 seasons, sees the Griffins as a chance to play regularly again, but not to prove that he can still play.

“I don’t think I’m coming down here to showcase myself,” he said. “I don’t think that’s the deal. I come down here to play the game again, to have fun, and hopefully find the fun side of it again. I think I lost a little bit of that.” 
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Samuelsson had three points (1-2-3) in 26 games with the Red Wings this season. He was a healthy scratch in 13 of 20 games. 

In July, 2012, Samuelsson signed a two-year, $6 million contract to return to Detroit, where he previously played from 2005-06 to 2008-09. He was injured most of 2013, playing in just four games, and this season was unable to make an impression. He last played Jan. 16, logging 16 minutes against the New York Rangers.

“If you look at it from my standpoint, as a hockey player I want to play the game,” Samuelsson said. “Obviously, I want to play at the highest level, but if guys don’t believe in me that I can do that, then this is my situation for now.”

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill said he will use the next two days of practices to determine Samuelsson’s role before Friday’s home game against Chicago.

“Sammy has been a real good player in the NHL for a long time and he’s an extremely talented offensive player,” Blashill said. “So he’ll play on one of our top couple lines and play on our power play and get an opportunity to help us in an offensive manner.”

Samuelsson, took the weekend to adjust to his new team, and arrived Wednesday morning into Grand Rapids.

“I’m not going to lie,” he said. “It’s not what I expected when the season started. But with the Red Wings not playing me, I’m more than happy to be here and play again.”

Samuelsson’s last visit to the AHL was short-lived. In 2001-02, he appeared in eight games for Hartford before recalled by the New York Rangers.

Samuelsson’s arrival could create another logjam with veteran players, giving the Griffins six. But that won't happen immediately.

Center Jeff Hoggan, who practiced Wednesday for the first time in two weeks, is not expected back from a lower body injury until next week. Also, defenseman Brennan Evans has two games remaining on a three-game league suspension following an elbow incident Friday, Jan. 24, at Texas.
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Jimmy Howard is on his way back for the Detroit Red Wings.

The Red Wings have activated their veteran goaltender and he will either start Tuesday's game in Philadelphia or dress as Jonas Gustavsson's back-up. Howard has been sidelined since injuring his left knee in last Monday's 4-1 loss to the St. Louis Blues.

An injury to the same knee in December caused Howard to miss eight games. He was on the shelf for three games this time.

Howard has a 9-12-8 record, 2.64 goals-against average and .918 save percentage in 29 appearances but has been playing better of late with a 3-3-1 record in his last seven decisions.

To make room on the roster for Howard, the Red Wings sent rookie Petr Mrazek back to Grand Rapids of the AHL.

Mrazek's last appearance was in relief of Howard during the aforementioned loss to the Blues, when Mrazek allowed one goal on 14 shots in almost 30 minutes.

In seven appearances with the Red Wings this season, Mrazek has a 1-3 record, 1.64 GAA and .924 save percentage. He's been victimized by a lack of support as the Red Wings were shut out in three of his starts.
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Despite leading by three goals to start the third period, the Grand Rapids Griffins eventually fell in overtime, 6-5, to the San Antonio Rampage on Sunday at the AT&T Center to round out their three-in-three.

Teemu Pulkkinen put away two goals for the Griffins, and Adam Almquist had assists on three goals. Jared Coreau turned away 27 of 33 shots.

At 7:08 of the first period, Quinton Howden sent a pass to Jed Ortmeyer, who was alone in the slot and scored on a point-blank shot into the upper right corner.

Joey Crabb was sent off for boarding against Mitch Callahan at 11:19, and about a minute and a half later at 12:49, Landon Ferraro scored a power play marker. He dove at a rebound from Almquist’s shot from the blue line and swatted the puck into the lower right corner. Ferraro’s goal was his third in two games.

But Ortmeyer struck again 24 seconds later with his second goal of the night and the Rampage quickly took the lead back. Ryan Whitney made a long shot from the left point, and Ortmeyer got his stick on a rebound that popped out from underneath Coreau.

For the second straight game, the Griffins found four unanswered goals in the second period.

Travis Novak scored his first in a Griffins sweater 2:31 into the frame. Almquist sent a shot from the point, and the puck bounced around Jacob Markstrom before Novak managed to pop it into the net.

Almquist gathered another helper at 7:17. The Griffins were awarded a power play after a cross-checking call on John Lee, and Pulkkinen slammed a rocket into the top shelf from the left point.

About a minute later at 8:23, Ryan Sproul extended the lead to 4-2. Novak forced a turnover in the corner and Trevor Parkes sent it back to Xavier Ouellet at the top of the left circle. Ouellet passed to Sproul at the opposite point, and he controlled the puck with his skate before winding up and scoring.

Pulkkinen netted his second goal at 16:05. He rushed down the ice on a breakout play before shooting from up close and putting away his own rebound.

Despite the Griffins’ three-goal lead at the beginning of the third period, the Rampage quickly tightened the gap and eventually forced overtime. 

Just 1:54 into the third period, Crabb slid from the high slot to just inside the left circle and sent a low slapshot past Coreau. At 4:18, San Antonio was playing with a man-advantage as Ouellet sat in the box for hooking. Doug Janik faked a shot at the blue line and passed to Bobby Butler, whose shot hit off Coreau before deflecting in.

John McFarland completed the Rampage comeback with 1:28 remaining. As Jordin Tootoo rushed out of the box following his tripping penalty, McFarland sent a one-timer sailing from the top of the left circle into the Griffins’ net.

With 16 seconds remaining in the overtime period, McFarland closed the deal. He rushed down the ice, shot from the middle of the Griffins’ zone and scored on his own rebound.

Markstrom finished the game with 35 saves.

The Griffins return to action against the Chicago Wolves at 7 p.m. Friday at Van Andel Arena.
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CEDAR PARK, TEXAS — The Grand Rapids Griffins reclaimed the Western Conference from the Texas Stars with a 4-1 win Saturday at the Cedar Park Center.

It was the second game in as many days between the top two Western Conference teams, with each team winning one game apiece. The Griffins (28-12-1-2) will round out their three-in-three at 5 p.m. on Sunday at the AT&T Center against the San Antonio Rampage.

The Griffins had an opportunity to take the lead about 13 minutes into the first period, but the referees waved a goal by Louis-Marc Aubry off. Andrej Nestrasil threw a pass into the danger zone in front of Josh Robinson, and Aubry eventually swatted the puck into the net, but it was ruled a high stick and the game remained scoreless for the remainder of the period.

The Stars (27-12-2-3) opened scoring at 1:51 of the second period, but the Griffins were quick to respond. Scott Glennie dropped a pass in the right circle to Chris Mueller, who buried a one-timer into the top shelf.

Less than a minute and a half later at 3:06, Mitch Callahan evened the game with his 17th goal of the season. Calle Jarnkrok won a faceoff in the Stars zone and passed to Callahan, who controlled the puck around the left circle perimeter before snapping a shot from a tight angle.

About midway through the period, the teams were playing four-on-four after the Stars got called for too many men while Adam Almquist’s interference penalty dwindled down. Nestrasil took a faceoff to the left of Robinson and slammed the puck as soon as it hit the ice directly into the net at 9:00.

Just 43 seconds later while on the power play, Landon Ferraro found himself open in the right circle and put away a feed from Teemu Pulkkinen to extend the Griffins’ lead.

At 15:08, Ferraro struck again for his second multi-goal game this season. He and Jordin Tootoo exchanged a give-and-go while rushing down the ice, and Ferraro redirected a pass from Tootoo in the slot for the goal.

The third period was scoreless, and Tom McCollum finished the game with 33 saves. Opposite him, Robinson turned away 28 of 32.
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IceHogs extend Bulldogs’ losing streak to four

Late-game comeback falls short in Rockford.

By Glen Cuthbert 

A four-point night from Sven Andrighetto and a third-period comeback weren't enough for the Hamilton Bulldogs to end their losing streak, as they fell 6-4 to the Rockford IceHogs for their fourth straight loss in American Hockey League action Tuesday night . 

The IceHogs opened the scoring at 13:00 of the first, as Terry Broadhurst potted his ninth of the season, giving Rockford a 1-0 lead after the first period. 

Early in the second period, the IceHogs added to their lead. Joakim Nordstrom made it 2-0 just two minutes in. At 10:36, Sven Andrighetto cut into the Rockford lead on the powerplay, assisted by Martin St. Pierre. 

Before the end of the second, Rockford regained its two-goal cushion on a goal by Brandon Mashinter, who tipped in a point shot. Brett Skinner and Mark McNeill assisted. 

The third period started with a bang. Hamilton's Greg Pateryn blasted home a point shot just 21 seconds into the period, making it 3-2 on the powerplay. That didn't last long, as the IceHogs extended their lead to 4-2 just over a minute later on Alex Broadhurst's ninth. 

Then Hamilton started to claw back. Maxime Macenauer cut it to 4-3 at 5:26, before Christian Thomas tied it 4-4 at 7:26. 

But it was all for naught, as McNeill scored to put the IceHogs in front late, and Mashinter scored his second of the game into an empty net to give Rockford a 6-4 win.
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VIDEO | AHL: Abbotsford Heat blank Hamilton Bulldogs 6-0

Hamilton has just one win in past five games

SIDEBAR

Hamilton’s next game is scheduled for Saturday, February 1st, when the ‘Dogs will visit the Abbotsford Heat (AHL affiliate of the Calgary Flames) at 10:00 p.m. at Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre. The Bulldogs will return to FirstOntario Centre on Saturday, February 15th when they will host the Texas Stars (AHL affiliate of the Dallas Stars) at 7:00 p.m. - See more at: http://www.hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/?article_id=626#sthash.x1OtBVNd.dpuf

UP NEXT

 Hamilton takes on the Heat again Saturday in Abbotsford at 10 p.m. The Bulldogs have four more road games ( Feb. 4 - Rockford, Feb. 5 - Milwaukee, Feb. 8 - Binghamton, Feb. 9 -  Toronto) before returning to FirstOntario Centre on Feb. 15 when they will host the Texas Stars (AHL affiliate of the Dallas Stars) at 7 p.m.

Hamilton’s next game is scheduled for Saturday, February 1st, when the ‘Dogs will visit the Abbotsford Heat (AHL affiliate of the Calgary Flames) at 10:00 p.m. at Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre. The Bulldogs will return to FirstOntario Centre on Saturday, February 15th when they will host the Texas Stars (AHL affiliate of the Dallas Stars) at 7:00 p.m. - See more at: http://www.hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/?article_id=626#sthash.x1OtBVNd.dpuf

By Canadian Press 

ABBOTSFORD, B.C. - Corban Knight scored twice and assisted on another as the Abbotsford Heat blanked the visiting Hamilton Bulldogs 6-0 in American Hockey League action Friday. 

Besides recording two second-period goals, Knight picked up the second assist on Markus Granlund's opening goal and was also in the crease for a Heat goal that was waved off in the first period. After recording five points in the final three games of December, Knight had no goals and just two assists in nine games through the month of January. 

Blair Jones had two goals in his first game since being put on waivers by the Calgary Flames on Wednesday. Josh Jooris also scored, while Evan Trupp and Max Reinhart had two assists each as Abbotsford (27-14-4) got back in the win column after consecutive overtime losses last weekend. 

Joni Ortio stopped 34 shots for his second shutout of the season. Dustin Tokarski made 22 saves for Hamilton (20-19-4), which has won just once in its past five outings. 

After a scoreless opening 20 minutes, Ortio woke up his club with a huge save midway through the second period. 

Hamilton got a three-on-two rush while at the tail end of a penalty kill, but Ortio made a great save, sliding across to deny Martin St. Pierre's one-timer at the side of the net. During a post-whistle scuffle the Heat came away with another power play and this time made it count. 

Max Reinhart fed Granlund and the Swede beat defender Darren Dietz at the blue line and skated in on Tokarski, scoring blocker side for his team-high 18th of the season at 10:26. 

Then, just 1:27 second later the Heat built on their momentum. Brett Olson put a perfect backhanded saucer pass on the tape of Knight in the slot and the High River, Alta. native made no mistake, beating Tokarski glove side. 

Knight picked up his second with less than a minute to go in the period. Trupp came off the side boards and shoveled the puck to Knight in the high slot. This time he went top corner, blocker side for his 11th of the season. 

Jooris made it 4-0 with his fifth of the season at 7:20 of the third. He took a feed from Sven Baertschi, cut to the front of the net and swept the puck around Tokarski. 

Jones added to the onslaught, scoring twice in under two minutes. First he redirected Reinhart's perfect feed at 9:52, then wired a one-timer between Tokarski's pads for his 10th of the season.
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AHL: Canadiens assign forward Louis Leblanc to Bulldogs

Forward has picked up 20 points with Hamilton this season

LEBLANC 

Paul Sancya,The Associated Press

Louis Leblanc, right, eludes Red Wings' Tomas Jurco during action in Detroit last Friday.

The Montreal Canadiens have assigned forward Louis Leblanc to the Bulldogs. 

Leblanc has split this season between Hamilton and Montreal. In 36 games with Hamilton, the 6-foot, 190-pound forward has recorded 20 points (nine goals, 11 assists) and 30 penalty minutes. The Pointe-Claire, Que., native has no points in eight games with the Canadiens. 

In 129 career AHL regular season games with Hamilton, the 23-year-old has recorded 60 points and 113 penalty minutes. In 50 career NHL games with Montreal, he has 10 points and 32 penalty minutes. 

Leblanc was selected by the Canadiens in the first round (18th overall) in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft. 

Hamilton's next game is Friday when the Bulldogs will travel to British Columbia to take on the Abbotsford Heat (AHL affiliate of the Calgary Flames) at 10 p.m. The Bulldogs will return to Copps Coliseum on Feb. 15 when they host the Texas Stars (AHL affiliate of the Dallas Stars) at 7 p.m.
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AHL: Bulldogs goalie Tokarski added to all-star roster

Added to all-star squad 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

In 28 games with the Bulldogs this season, Dustin Tokarski, pictured, ranks third in the American Hockey League with a 2.09 goals-against average and fourth with a .928 save percentage while posting a 15-9-2 record.

The American Hockey League announced Monday that Hamilton Bulldogs goaltender Dustin Tokarski has been added to the all-star roster for the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic set for Feb. 11-12 in St. John's, N.L. He will replace Manchester Monarchs goaltender Martin Jones, who will miss the event as he has been recalled by the National Hockey League's Los Angeles Kings. 

The AHL all-stars take on Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League in a skills competition Feb. 11 and a game Feb. 12. 

In 28 games with the Bulldogs this season, Tokarski ranks third in the AHL with a 2.09 goals-against average and fourth with a .928 save percentage while posting a 15-9-2 record. Over the course this season, the 5-foot-11, 198-pound goaltender has allowed two or fewer goals in 20 of 26 starts, including each of his past nine. Other highlights this season include wins in six consecutive starts from Dec. 26 to Jan. 12, as well as a 43-save shutout against his former club, the Crunch, on Nov. 23 in Syracuse. 

In his fifth AHL campaign, Tokarski has surpassed 200 career AHL regular-season games and 5,000 career AHL regular-season saves. The 24-year-old Humboldt, Sask., native won a Calder Cup championship with the Norfolk Admirals in 2012 and has a record of 119-81-13 with 18 shutouts in 222 career AHL regular-season games. 

The Hamilton Spectator
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AHL: Dog-tired Hamilton falls prey to Wolves

PRO HOCKEY LIFE 

Scott Gardner,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton's Martin St. Pierre discovers the downside to life as a pro hockey player.

next play/pause pre 2/11 

By  Ken Peters  

The Bulldogs just aren't special these days. And it's starting to cost them wins. 

Hamilton's power play is colder than city temperatures these days and Sunday against the Chicago Wolves the canine crew came up empty on five tries. To make matters worse, the Bulldogs gave up a power-play marker for the third straight American Hockey League game. 

The canines entered Sunday's matinee against the Wolves with a power play that had been sputtering at a 1-for-22 clip over the past four games. Call it 1-for-27 now. 

The special-teams woes were costly as the Wolves clawed out a 4-1 victory over the canines before 5,118 at the downtown sports complex named in honour of former Hamilton East MP Sheila Copps' late father, Vic. 

To be fair, the Dogs, playing their third game in three nights, weren't good. The Wolves outshot their hosts, 44-22, with the Dogs managing just five shots in the final period. 

Bulldog bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre said the three-in-three scenario took its toll on his team. The Dogs didn't arrive back in Hamilton until 4:30 a.m. Sunday. The Wolves, who played in Toronto on Saturday night, were in their Hamilton hotel rooms by midnight. 

"I think we just ran our of gas. We played a really tough, physical game (Saturday) night and the guys gave it everything they had. They emptied the tank big time. 

"I can't be unsatisfied with the effort. Obviously, these (the Wolves) guys were fresher and had energy and they took advantage of it," Lefebvre added. 

The Wolves got on the board first with a power-play effort. Brent Regner's point blast was blocked by Robert Mayer but the rebound popped out to the left of the net and onto the stick of Dimitrij Jaskin, who buried it for his 12th marker of the season. The goal came at 14:25. 

Less than two minutes later, Chicago struck again, on an innocent-looking play. Tyler Shattock fired a puck at the net from the left faceoff circle and it somehow found purchase behind Mayer. 

The Bulldogs nearly got one back on the penalty kill. Gabriel Dumont broke down the right wing into the Wolves' zone and centred the puck. Mike Blunden fired it into the yawning cage but a split second after the first-period siren sounded and the score was quickly waived off by the officials. 

Chicago outshot the hosts, 17-5, in the first 20 minutes. 

Dogs defenceman Jarred Tinordi had two great chances to score in the first period but couldn't bury them. 

The Wolves added to the lead early in the second period. Joel Edmundson scored on another innocent-looking shot from the faceoff circle at 1:28. 

The Dogs' Christian Thomas got it back three minutes later when he beat Wolves netkeeper Matt Climie with an unassisted wrister from the right faceoff circle at 3:24. It was Thomas's fifth goal of the season. 

But the Dogs' defensive woes cost them later in the period. The D struggled to get the puck out of its zone. Nathan Longpre found Mark Cundari alone at the left faceoff circle. His wrister beat Mayer over the glove at 12:02. 

Tinordi had a simple answer for the Dogs' power-play problems. 

"I think we just have to get shots through. The big thing for us is that we're getting shots and we're getting rebounds, we just don't have anyone around the net," he said. 

On Saturday night at the Quicken Loans Arena in downtown Cleveland, the Bulldogs got goals from six different scorers and had seven fights before besting the Lake Erie Monsters, 6-2. 

Sven Andrighetto, Thomas, Joonas Nattinen, Joel Chouinard, Marty St. Pierre and Dumont all potted goals for the visitors. Mayer picked up the win in net as the Dogs improved to 20-17-0-4 on the season. 

The Bulldogs are taking their show on the road. The Dogs will play their next six away from Copps Coliseum beginning with a pair of weekend encounters against the Abbotsford Heat. 

The Bulldogs' next home contest will be Feb. 15 against the Texas Stars. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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Barons extend Checkers losing streak to three

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Saturday, Feb. 08, 2014

After a tough road trip, Charlotte fans were happy to welcome the Oklahoma City Barons to town on Friday. 

Who better to set the Checker back on track than the Barons? Charlotte entered the night 6-0-0 against its West Division foe. 

The Barons, who entered on a three-game winning streak, had a different script in mind, and exacted some seemingly overdue revenge in an 8-5 win in Charlotte’s annual Pink in the Rink game at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

“I’m sure they were upset about what happened the last time they were in here,” said Checkers defenseman Mark Flood. “We beat them pretty bad. We knew they were going to come back and have a strong game.”

John Muse, who allowed four goals in 13 minutes of play his last time out, was pulled from net again after allowing four third-period goals. 

The Checkers answered with two goals of their own by Michael Jordan and Flood, but the damage had already been done. 

“We just stopped skating,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels. “For whatever reason we weren’t able move our legs and were just standing still and they had three-four guys attacking, and because of that we couldn’t match their speed. 

“It’s been a long week,” continued Daniels. “But we knew that was the schedule and that we had to find a way to win tonight and we didn’t.”

The loss snapped a four-game home winning streak for the Checkers and was their third in a row overall – their longest stretch since dropping seven straight in November. 

The Barons kicked off the scoring five minutes and 44 seconds into the first period, when a mistake led to a breakaway. 

Some hustle and a bit of luck allowed Aaron Palushaj to tie the game at 1-1 when his shot hit the post and then a Barons defenseman before finding the net. 

With the first period winding down, Brody Sutter snapped a 23-game scoring drought with his fourth goal of the season. 

The goal marked the first time both Brett and Brody Sutter have scored in the same game. 

The Barons recovered to score the period’s next two goals and even things at 3-3. 

Unfortunately for the Checkers, the Barons were just getting started. 

The two teams will be back at it on Sunday at 1:30 p.m. in Charlotte. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/08/4673113/barons-extend-checkers-losing.html#storylink=cpy

Friday, February 7, 2014

Checkers score five but fall

 After a tough road trip that saw the Checkers go 1-3-0, 0-for-17 on the power play and drop back to .500 on the season, Charlotte fans were happy to welcome the Oklahoma City Barons to town on Friday. 

Who better to set the Checkers back on track than the Barons, right? Charlotte entered the night 6-0-0 against their West Division foe and fresh off a 9-3 win against them two weeks ago that saw the team score a franchise-record five power play goals. 

The Barons, who entered on a three-game winning streak since their loss at Charlotte, had a different script in mind and, instead, exacted some seemingly overdue revenge in an 8-5 win in Charlotte’s annual Pink in the Rink game at Time Warner Cable Arena in front of a sold-out crowd of 8,189. 

“I’m sure they were upset about what happened the last time they were in here,” said Checkers defenseman Mark Flood. “We beat them pretty bad. We knew they were going to come back and have a strong game today.”

John Muse, who allowed four goals in 13 minutes of play his last time out, was pulled from net for his second start in a row, after allowing four third-period goals (the last of which completed Roman Horak’s hat trick), that took the game from tied 3-3 and turned it into a laugher for Oklahoma City.

The Checkers answered with two goals of their own late by Michael Jordan and Flood, but the damage had already been done. 

“We just stopped skating,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels, whose team didn’t arrive back in Charlotte until late Thursday night. “For whatever reason we weren’t able to move our legs and were just standing still and they had three-four guys attacking and because of that, we couldn’t match their speed tonight. 

“We’ve had a tough week,” continued Daniels. “It’s been a long week, but we knew that was the schedule and that we had to find a way to win tonight and we didn’t.”

The loss snapped a four-game home winning streak for the Checkers and was their third in a row overall -- their longest such stretch since dropping seven straight in November. 

The Barons kicked off the scoring five minutes and 44 seconds into the first period, when a miscommunication between Keegan Lowe and Flood – who was in the process of a line change – led to a breakaway for Matthew Ford. 

Some hustle and a bit of luck allowed Aaron Palushaj to tie the game at 1-1 just over five and a half minutes later. 

Palushaj found himself in a race to the puck with Oklahoma City goaltender Richard Bachman (37 saves) near the right faceoff dot. Bachman got to the puck first, but Palushaj was able to tip away his clear attempt and send a tight-angled shot towards the net. 

The puck clanked off the post and back into play just in time to bounce off Barons defenseman Martin Gernat and back into the net. 

The unassisted goal was Palushaj’s 17th of the season and his seventh in the Checkers last 10 games. 

With the first period winding down, Brody Sutter snapped a 23-game scoring drought with his fourth goal of the season, batting home the rebound from a Ryan Murphy shot. 

Even if you weren’t aware of Sutter’s drought, you could tell based on his celebration, as he raised his arms to the sky and mimed the motion of removing a monkey from his back. 

Following an emotional intermission, where the Checkers entire team remained on the ice to honor the late Jen Pagani and her family (as part of the team’s Pink in the Rink event), Charlotte pulled ahead by two on a Brett Sutter goal. 

Again, the goal came under somewhat fluky circumstances, as Sutter – who was situated behind the Barons net – appeared to be trying to send a centering pass that, instead, caught a skate and redirected past Bachman. 

The goal marked the first time both Sutters have scored in the same game. 

The Barons recovered to score the period’s next two goals and even things at 3-3 entering the third thanks to strikes from David Musil and Roman Horak, with the latter redirecting an Anton Lander slapper. 

Unfortunately for the Checkers, the Barons were just getting started. Oklahoma City eventually stretched its unanswered goals streak to six, before Jordan and Flood got into the scorer’s book. 

With Mike Murphy off for an extra attacker, the Barons added an empty netter to seal the win. 

The two teams will go back at it on Sunday at 1:30 p.m. at Time Warner Cable Arena

“We’re just not playing well right now,” said Daniels. “That’s five games in a row that we haven’t been sharp. Again, we’re not in a position to lose any more really. If you want to get into the playoffs, you can’t lose two-three in a row.”

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/2014/02/barons-extend-checkers-losing-streak-to.html#storylink=cpy

DeCock: Hurricanes have chance to make pre-Sochi statement

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Feb. 07, 2014

More Information

 Hurricanes net a winner in Khudobin

RALEIGH Kirk Muller freely admits that his team tends to lose focus when it gets caught up looking at the big picture. If there’s a sailboat hidden among the dots of that magic eye 3-D poster, the Carolina Hurricanes aren’t going to find it.

Nevertheless, this is a good time for Muller’s Hurricanes to take a step back and examine their situation. With only two games left before the Olympic break, both at home – Friday against the Florida Panthers and Saturday against the Montreal Canadiens – it’s a chance to make a statement about this team’s ambitions and intentions before they scatter to Sochi and elsewhere.

“It’s going to be a long stretch without hockey, so we want to make sure we’re finishing strong here, before that layoff,” Hurricanes captain Eric Staal said. “We’ve got two days to rest up and get ready for two strong games and we have to make sure we’re on our toes and playing aggressive.”

It’s important to pile up points now because the Hurricanes’ schedule is insanely crowded after the break. They get started a day earlier than everyone else because of the rescheduled Buffalo game on Feb. 25, the beginning of a brutal road trip to the West Coast that sees them play five games in eight days, then fly back across the country to play seven games in 12 days. There are only five two-day breaks in the final two months of the season, so there’s no time to fix anything on the fly. It has to happen coming out of the break.

The Hurricanes have some pressing issues to work through before the break as well. There’s an anemic power play that cost the Hurricanes two points against Paul Maurice’s Winnipeg Jets on Tuesday – only three teams in the NHL are producing at a lower rate – and a logjam in goal with Anton Khudobin playing at an elite level and Cam Ward healthy and ready to return to work.

As much the Hurricanes would like to get Ward some action before the Olympic break, it will be hard to stray from Khudobin unless he struggles Friday. He’s playing too well right now, and with points at such a premium, the Hurricanes can’t afford to sit him just for the sake of working Ward into the mix.

It’s a situation where Muller has to go game-by-game. In that respect, he’s no different than his team.

“Truthfully, we find with our group, we work better day-by-day,” the Hurricanes’ coach said. “If we get into the big picture – where you are in the standings, we need to pick up six points here, where you might be – for whatever reason our group just works better focusing on the day at hand.”

The Hurricanes are one of five teams within a five-point range battling for the third and final playoff spot in the Metropolitan Division and one of six separated by the same margin for the second of two wild-card spots in the Eastern Conference. All of which sets up for a very tight race coming out of the Olympic break – and places an additional premium on these final two games before it.

“I don’t know that we want to make too many adjustments,” Hurricanes forward Drayson Bowman said. “I thought we played pretty well (against Winnipeg). Obviously we wanted the result, but if we keep playing like that, we’ll get results the next couple of games.”

Bowman, who earned the primary assist on the Hurricanes’ only goal Tuesday, is right. The Hurricanes have played well enough to win most of their games lately – five of their past seven. But they have also lost two of their past three, and that’s a trend that has to stop now, or they’ll have to spend almost three weeks stewing over it. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/06/4669355/decock-hurricanes-have-chance.html#storylink=cpy

Hurricanes net a winner in Khudobin

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Feb. 06, 2014

Slideshow

« Prev  of 2 Next »  

Chris Seward - cseward@newsobserver.com

Carolina Huricane goalie Anton Khudobin grabs the puck during the third period against the St. Louis Blues at PNC Arena in Raleigh.
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 DeCock: Hurricanes have chance to make pre-Sochi statement

Match the faces with the players on ice at our Meet the Hurricanes interactive photo gallery

RALEIGH Anton Khudobin came to the Carolina Hurricanes this season not knowing what to expect.

The goaltender had a one-year contract. Cam Ward was the Canes’ established No. 1 goalie, and no one could say how many games Khudobin might play.

But it’s early February and Khudobin is playing every game.

Khudobin was in net for every Canes game in January, won 10 times and was named the NHL’s first star for the month. He’s earned a lot of recognition, become a fan favorite and even has a sandwich named for him in local Harris Teeters – “Dobby’s Butterbrot” – that was introduced Wednesday.

As for the workload, no problem, Khudobin said.

“I feel great,” he said. “I didn’t really tire as much playing the last 15 games. I just get confident more as the games go on.”

His play has been, at times, spectacular.

“He loves to compete,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said.

A native of Ust-Kamenogorsk, Kazakhstan, Khudobin spent time competing in the East Coast Hockey League and American Hockey League, working his way up through the minors. Drafted by Minnesota in 2004, he played six games for the Wild before being traded to the Boston Bruins in February 2011.

Khudobin was the Bruins’ third goalie behind Tim Thomas and Tuukka Rask as Boston won the 2011 Stanley Cup. That earned him a ring, though not his name on the Cup. Thomas’ departure after the 2011-2012 season opened the door for Khudobin to be Rask’s backup, and last season he had a 9-4-1 record.

Khudobin was an unrestricted free agent after the season but salary-cap limitations kept the Bruins from re-signing him. He signed with Carolina in July for $800,000 – in retrospect, as big a bargain for the Hurricanes.

Now, Khudobin would like to be a No. 1 goalie. He has seen the top goalies in the league and believes he can match them.

“Of course, why not?” he said. “At some point it’s supposed to turn to my way, right? I’ve been battling for many years to get (to) this level. I knew I can play at this level.

“I work hard, I never give up. I knew I can be ... a first goalie. But for right now, it’s just go and play.”

Go and play. It has been that way since he was 10 and first became a goalie.

“I (started) as defenseman,” he said, smiling. “At some point I was blocking shots a lot and my coach came to me and said, ‘Maybe you want to be a goalie?’ I figured after one week I wanted to be a goalie.”

Khudobin, 27, had a strong start to the Canes’ season, winning his first two starts, only to suffer an ankle injury on Oct. 13 when he left the net to play the puck. He was out until Jan. 2, when he started against the Washington Capitals and the Canes pulled out a 4-3 overtime road victory.

Khudobin’s return came just as Ward went back on the injured list with a lower-body injury. Ward missed all of January but is ready to play, and the Canes are back to having three goalies on the active roster with Justin Peters also available.

But it may be hard to dislodge Khudobin, who started Tuesday against the Winnipeg Jets and likely will be in net Friday against the Florida Panthers. He had a 2.19 goals-against average in January, when he tied the franchise record for wins in a calendar month – a mark set by Ward in March 2009.

Although he’s a newcomer, Khudobin has easily fit in among his teammates. 

“He has a nice personality to him,” said defenseman Brett Bellemore, who sits next to Khudobin in the room. “He jokes with the guys a lot, a good team guy. He’s very opinionated, speaks his mind.”

Muller was asked this week how to best describe Khudobin to those who don’t know him.

“Hmmm … character?” Muller said, laughing.

Muller noted Khudobin was a big draw for those attending the Hurricanes’ Casino Night charity event last weekend at PNC Arena. 

“He has popularity,” Muller said. “He’s good for reporters because he doesn’t usually give the typical hockey answer. He’s colorful. He’s got a unique personalty.” 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/06/4669091/canes-net-a-winner-in-khudobin.html#storylink=cpy

DeCock: Maurice triumphant in yet another Raleigh return

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Tuesday, Feb. 04, 2014
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The Jets current coach – and former Hurricanes boss – Paul Maurice directs his team during Tuesday game. 
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RALEIGH In less than a month, Paul Maurice has turned around the Winnipeg Jets. Tuesday night, the team he has coached more than any other paid the price.

The Carolina Hurricanes’ 2-1 loss to the Jets gave Maurice the victory in what technically was his third triumphant return to PNC Arena – once with the Toronto Maple Leafs, once back with the Hurricanes and now with the Jets.

Maurice feared the Hurricanes’ speed and aggressiveness, especially coming off a three-day break. His team played a disciplined, careful game appropriate to those circumstances, even as the Hurricanes came charging in the third period. The Jets were rewarded with the late goal and the win, running their record to 9-2-0 since Maurice took over Jan. 12.

That instant success with the Jets shouldn’t come as any surprise. Maurice’s strength always has been instilling order and structure into a disorganized group, particularly at the defensive end. It’s what he did so well coming out of the 2002 Olympic break, and upon taking over the Hurricanes for a second time in 2008-09, building a platform for long playoff runs for both teams.

In that sense, Winnipeg is an ideal situation for Maurice, with players eager to embrace what he’s teaching and energized by the coaching change. The Jets aren’t a great team, but they’re not a bad team, either, and Maurice has been able to give them a platform to make the most of their talents. Eight of his first 11 games in charge have been one-goal games, all but one was a win.

“They were going. They were trying,” Maurice said. “They just needed a little readjustment, refocus. There were a lot of good things in the Winnipeg Jets’ game and we’ve tried to keep those.”

The next step will be sustaining this success and rising above the mediocrity that has infected the DNA of the franchise both before and after the move from Atlanta. It will be particularly interesting to watch, because that’s where Maurice has struggled over the longer term, in defining and achieving a larger vision for his teams – always focused on the next game, losing sight of the next week, month or even season.

Perhaps that’s just a natural result of spending so much time with so little job security. Too often with the Hurricanes and Maple Leafs, skill players found their talents stifled while underperforming and limited veterans were preferred over higher-risk rookies.

(Peter Laviolette, conversely, excels at articulating the long-term ambition for his teams, but he can struggle when it comes to make necessary short-term compromises to that vision – which is why all of his teams have achieved considerable success, including championships in the AHL and NHL, and why all three of his NHL teams nevertheless ended up firing him.)

Whether Maurice’s experiences since leaving here for the second time – through his time in Russia and on television – have changed his mentality in that regard, only time will tell. People change. Coaches change. Maurice said his experience in Russia in particular, where he was isolated from his players by language, underlined to him the importance of communicating with his players.

“You realize you missed an opportunity in the past to get out to your players in the past,” he said. “You make sure you don’t miss that opportunity any more.”

Maurice’s appointment in Winnipeg is on an interim basis, although he continues to make a persuasive case for making it permanent, another one-goal win Tuesday, this time over his former team, bolstering his argument. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.
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Canes’ Khudobin named NHL first star for month

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Feb. 03, 2014

CANESCOL19-SP-012714-nosell-CCS

Chris Seward - cseward@newsobserver.com

The Canes congratulate goalie Anton Khudobin (31) after their 3-2 victory over the Columbus Blue Jackets at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, on Jan. 27, 2014.
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Monthly first-star awards for franchise 

Goalie Anton Khudobin, January 2014

Goalie Cam Ward, March 2009

Forward Eric Staal, October 2005 (offensive player of month)

Goalie Arturs Irbe, October 1998

Forward Mike Rogers, December 1980 (with Hartford Whalers)

RALEIGH Goaltender Anton Khudobin matched a Carolina Hurricanes franchise record with his 10 wins in the month of January, and it didn’t go unnoticed.

The NHL on Monday named Khudobin its first star for the month, marking the fifth time in franchise history one of its players received the award as player of the month.

The last to do it? Goaltender Cam Ward in March 2009.

The NHL announcement came on the day Ward returned to Canes practice after a brief conditioning stint with the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL. He played two games for the Checkers, stopping 59 of 63 shots against the Lake Erie Monsters, and said after practice Monday that he feels good.

“I’m ready to rock and roll whenever they give me that opportunity,” said Ward, who last played for the Canes on Dec. 31, missing the past 14 games with a lower-body injury.

But a healthy Ward may now have to take a backseat to Khudobin, who had a 2.19 goals-against average and .927 save percentage in 14 games in January. Canes coach Kirk Muller did not commit to a starter for Tuesday’s game against the Winnipeg Jets, but many will be surprised if it is not Khudobin.

“We’re just going game by game right now,” Muller said Monday. “The nice thing is that (Ward) is healthy now and he had a couple of good games and is ready to go, which is a great thing.”

Ward, 29, missed much of last year’s shortened NHL season with a knee injury. He was ready for the start of training camp and in top shape, only to suffer the lower-body injury Oct. 24. 

Ward was out for 10 games, returning Nov. 18 against Boston. He then was in net for 11 games before again being sidelined by the injury.

“I’m not going to lie. It’s been a struggle,” Ward said.

Ward said he “rushed back” from the initial injury because Khudobin was out with an ankle injury and goalie Justin Peters was forced to play a lot of games. Ward noted he was soon “back on the shelf” again after the New Year’s Eve victory over the Montreal Canadiens.

That’s when a healthy Khudobin took over. Peters started one game in January, but Khudobin relieved him during that game and played in all 14 in the month as the Canes went 10-4 to keep pace in the tight Metropolitan Division. 

Khudobin, 27, signed a one-year, $800,000 contract with the Canes in July 2013. He’s due to become an unrestricted free agent after the season.

“Khudobin is playing exceptionally well and given this team a chance to win every night,” Ward said. “I’m just going to be patient and wait for that next opportunity, and when I get it take advantage of it and try to help this team win.”

Khudobin and Ward were in the nets Monday as Peters got in his work before and after practice. Khudobin said he welcomed having Ward back.

“As I said even in training camp, we are partners,” Khudobin said. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/03/4661523/canes-khudobin-named-nhl-first.html#storylink=cpy

Heat makes quick work of Checkers in blowout

Observer News Services

Posted: Wednesday, Feb. 05, 2014

The Charlotte Checkers’ first meeting of the season against division rival Abbotsford was over before it really began.

The Heat scored four times in the first 13 minutes en route to a 7-1 win on Tuesday. Philippe Cornet scored the lone goal for the Checkers, who fell to 1-2-0 on a four-game road trip that concludes with a rematch in Abbotsford on Wednesday.

Starting goalie John Muse stopped eight of 12 shots before giving way to Mike Murphy, who made 24 saves in his first appearance since he made an early exit from a 7-1 loss to the Texas Stars on Jan. 17. Charlotte had won eight of its past 10 games and three in a row against the Heat entering the game.

The Heat began the onslaught just 4:29 into the game when Josh Jooris one-timed a shot from the slot off the post and behind Muse. The home team’s excellent puck movement was again on display four minutes later, when Michal Jordan’s high clearing attempt on the penalty kill was gloved down at the blue line by Chad Billins, who quickly set in motion a tic-tac-toe passing play that resulted in a goal by Max Reinhardt.

Blair Jones cashed in on a power play with a blast from the left circle to make it 3-0. A complete breakdown occurred on the next shift, with Carter Bancks left alone in front to take a shot and score on his own rebound to make it 4-0 at the 12:59 mark and chase Muse.

Muse’s five-game win streak ended. He had won 12 of his past 14 games prior to Tuesday.

Cornet ended Olivier Roy’s shutout bid on the doorstep with 6:17 remaining. Roy, who was playing just his fifth AHL game of the season and first with the Heat, finished with 25 saves. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/05/4666815/heat-makes-quick-work-of-checkers.html#storylink=cpy

EX-ROADIE and EX-WOLF PACK BROUILLETTE MAKES IT TO THE SHOW

Posted on February 7, 2014 | Leave a comment 

action_brouilletteBY: Andy Zilch, Greenville Road Warriors

Greenville, SC: Former Greenville Road Warriors defenseman, Julien Brouillette, played in his first NHL game last night for the Washington Capitals. Brouillette collected an assist and was on the ice for total of 15:02 in the Capitals 4-2 win over the Winnipeg Jets.

Brouillette played in 25 regular season games with Road Warriors in the inaugural 2010-11 season. During that time, he posted an impressive 11 goals, 12 assists and a +16 rating. He was voted to represent Greenville as a starter in the 2010-11 ECHL All-Star Game.

The St. Esprit, Quebec thrived after his stint in Greenville with the Hershey Bears of the AHL. Brouilette skated in 29 games this year with Hershey amassing nine goals and five assists. His 14 points are tied for second among the Bears defenseman.

The 5-foot-11, 185 pounder joined the professional ranks in 2007 with the ECHL’s Columbia Inferno. He has also played in the ECHL with the Charlotte Checkers and one game with the Reading Royals. Brouillette’s other AHL stops are with the Providence Bruins, the Hartford Wolf Pack, the Charlotte Checkers, and the Lake Erie Monsters.

The Road Warriors play the South Carolina Stingrays tonight at 7 p.m. to kick off a key three-game series against the South Division leader. Fans can hear the game by clicking the Listen Live link on the Road Warriors homepage or watch via America One. The team returns home on Sunday at 3 p.m. Sunday is Family Fun Day with the faceoff slated for 3 p.m. Enjoy a $5 kids meal during the game and skate with all your favorite Road Warriors players after the game. Use your BI-LO BONUSCARD to receive up to four free tickets while supplies last in the BI-LO Family Fun Section when you show your BONUSCARD at the Box Office two hours before game time.

CANTLON’S CORNER: LENEVEU CHARTS HIS OWN COURSE

Posted on February 7, 2014 | Leave a comment 

LeNeveuBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

Gerry-Cantlon1-150x150It was David LeNeveu‘s goal to return from Europe to play pro hockey in North America and he had a plan to get there; he couldn’t have imagined just how it would work out.

Last year, LeNeveu was in the Austrian Elite League playing for EHC Linz. At the end of that year he made a decision, along with his wife, of what he wanted in his career as he was going to enter his eleventh year after a solid season with a 2.60 GAA in his second stint of European hockey.

“My family and I had great times over there. It’s a great league; but at the end of the day, when you play in Europe you’re giving up your dream of playing in the NHL,” LeNeveu said. “You just can’t go over there play and leave. There are certain deadlines (and contractual requirements) and uprooting your family and everything. At the end of last year, I made a decision that I wanted to play in the NHL. That’s my dream and if I want to do it, I gotta play over here. It was as simple as that.”

LeNeveu took his time and found a spot to start playing after the regular season had started, hooking up with the South Carolina Stingrays (ECHL) on November 27th and registering two shutouts in his first two games. In his eight games with South Carolina, he posted a 1.64 GAA.

“I was fortunate with the staff in South Carolina. It was a great situation for me and quite frankly for all the guys there. It gave me a chance to play the game, get called up and all I had to do was get on the ice play my game and lets chips fall where they may and it worked out”.

He had sparkled in net in six of the eight games when an opportunity arose. The Boston Bruins had injury issues in net with Tuuka Rask and needed a backup for former Wolf Pack goalie Chad Johnson.

So for the Bruins, the first recall was last year’s AHL Baz Bastien winner, Niklas Svedberg. The B’s second goalie, Malcolm Subban, younger brother of Montreal Canadiens defenseman, P.K. Subban, had a foot injury, so LeNeveu received a call to head to Providence. One month later, on December 27th, he got into one game.

The next thing you know, after a week of his time in Providence, a struggling Hartford Wolf Pack team, needing to shore up their goaltending after sending Jason Missiaen and Jeff Malcolm to the Greenville Road Warriors of the ECHL, offered LeNeveu a SPC contract (standard players contract) January 14th.

His first day back in Wolf Pack-land was as tumultuous one. The team was dispatching and releasing players in a bid to shake things up. When he arrived, he got the opportunity to talk to an old teammate, Brodie Dupont. Half an hour later, LeNeveu was shaking his hand and saying goodbye as Dupont was released from his PTO.

GM Jim Schoenfeld on a New York Rangers game day, drove up to Hartford for a one-hour, closed door  meeting with the struggling team.

“I’ve been on that other side. I know what’s it like not to be picked to do the job. That’s the unfortunate part of professional sports. You have to continue to be professional and do your job whatever the situation is,” said LeNeveu.

Amazingly. the next week, on January 21st, LeNeveu gets a call that he is needed in New York on an emergency basis. Henrik Lundqvist had come down with food poisoning and LeNeveu now found himself at MSG as a back-up for Cam Talbot against the New York Islanders.

“It was kind of a validation for me because of all the decisions I made over the summer,” LeNeveu said. “I was confident in my abilities. I didn’t quit. I saw the path I wanted to take. It wasn’t how I foresaw it, but it was day with the culmination of a lot of things coming together.”

Sitting in MSG on the bench in an NHL game had to be an odd feeling after having been on a bench in Salzburg, Austria a year earlier.

“It certainly had been a long time,” since his last NHL action had been in  2010-11 in one game with the Columbus Blue Jackets. “I knew some familiar faces from my time in Columbus like (Rangers’ Assistant Coach Scott) Arniel and some guys I knew when I was last here (when he played 13 games with the Wolf Pack in 2007-08). The goal now is to get back there however that may come about.”

With the Olympics about to begin and Lundqvist playing for Sweden, it’s likely he or Dov Grumet-Morris will get a call up to play in New York as Talbot’s backup while Lundqvist recuperates and as the Rangers prepare for the season’s homestretch.

LeNeveu and Grumet-Morris have handed the task of keeping the ship afloat in net and have helped the Wolf Pack steer to a far better course and port than the one they had been on.

“We’ve had fits and starts and I think we have finally started to turn the corner this last little while. We know we have guys and tons of talent here, tons of work ethic. Its really bearing down and doing it game in and game out and that’s part of being a professional. It doesn’t matter where you whether it’s first place, last place or in the middle of the pack fighting for a playoff spot in the standings. We are professionals and we have to do our job everyday.”

NOTES:

The Wolf Pack are in Norfolk to play the Admirals for the first time since the first game of the season in a back-to-back two game set starting tonight at 7:30pm. In the first game, the Pack’s Darroll Powe scored with point one second left in regulation for a 3-2 Hartford win.

The Admirals have had several roster moves this week losing Emerson Etem and Sami Vitanen to Anaheim, but they gained back big center and AHL vet Dave Steckel. Chad Painchaud was reassigned to South Carolina (ECHL).

Defenseman Stefan Warg cleared waivers and is headed back to Sweden to finish the season with Skelleftea AIK in the Swedish Hockey League, the team Oscar Lindberg played for last season.

There were a flurry of AHL trades before Friday’s Olympic roster freeze at 3pm.

Just announced was Springfield moving ex-CT Whale defenseman Blake Parlett to Providence for forward Carter Camper.

Manchester sent Robert Cznarik to Hamilton for Steve Quailer. Worcester trades Curt Gogol to Iowa for Chad Raus and Springfield sent Spencer Machacek to Scranton/Wilkes Barre for Paul Thompson.

When asked Tuesday after the game if the Rangers might send a player or two to Hartford during the break for them to keep playing, before the sentence could even be finished, Gernander smiled and shook his head no.

Former Wolf Pack defenseman Julien Brouillette was recalled from Hershey by Washington and played in his first NHL game Thursday night picking up an assist, a blocked shot and finished plus-2.

Former Wolf Pack Dale Weise garnered an assist in his second game for the blue, rouge, et blanc against his old team the Vancouver Canucks Thursday night. Weise made his Montreal Canadiens debut against the Calgary Flames on Tuesday and had three shots on goal and tripled his ice time, he had been getting in Vancouver under John Tortorella.

Bridgeport assigned Andrey Pedan to Stockton (ECHL) as is coming off an injury that has sidelined him most of the season.

The Sound Tigers lost Pierre Marc-Bouchard yesterday in a trade as the parent New York Islanders traded sent him and forward Peter Regin to Chicago for a 4th round pick in the upcoming 2014 draft.

Wolf Pack Olympians

◾When your watching Olympic hockey next week your gonna hear and see a lot of familiar names who have worn the Wolf Pack jersey.

◾A dozen ex-Wolf Pack players (14 in total) with Ryan Callahan and Ryan McDonagh for Team USA will be representing their home countries in Sochi, Russia. In addition, four ex-Sound Tigers, a Beast of New Haven player and two Springfield Falcons will be sporting their home country jerseys as players.

◾The host Russian team features Artem Anisimov and Fedor Tyutin now both with Columbus.

◾The Slovak team has defenseman Ivan Baranka (Avangard Omsk Russia-KHL), Marcel Hossa (Dynamo Riga Latvia-KHL) and Tomas Zaborsky (Salavat Yulaev Russia-KHL). Today one time Springfield Falcon Branko Radivojevic (HC Slovan Bratislava Slovakia-KHL) was named to replace the injured Marian Gaborik.

◾ Finland has Lauri Korpikoski (Phoenix) and you can add one more name as late Friday on Eurohockey.com is reporting that former Wolf Pack Jarko Immoen (AK Bars Kazan Russia-KHL) is likely to be added to the Finns roster because of injuries to Mikko Koivu (Minnesota) and Valteri Filuppla (Detroit).

◾The majority of ex-Sound Tigers are on the Swiss team, Nino Neiderreiter (Minnesota), Mark Streit (Philadelphia) and Tobias Stephan (HC Geneve-Servette Switzerland-LNA). Tomas Marcinko (HC Kosice Slovakia-SLEL) will lace them up for Slovakia.

◾The Beast of New Haven representative will be Herbert Vasiljves (Krefeld Germany-DEL) in his third and likely last one as a player for Latvia. Incidentally, the Latvian team will be coached by current Buffalo Sabres head coach, and former Hartford Whalers’ assistant coach, Ted Nolan.

◾Former Springfield Indians player Emmanuel “Manny” Vivieros will be the head coach for Austria and one of his assistants is former Springfield Falcons’ head coach Rob Daum. Ex-Indians player Sean Simpson will lead the Swiss team and former Springfield Falcons’ assistant coach Zinetula Bilyaletdinov is the head coach for the Russian team.

◾On the women’s side of the Olympic ledger, Wallingford is at center ice with Julie Chu (Fairfield/Choate Prep), Jennifer Pucci (Choate Prep) and Hillary Knight (Choate Prep), all from the prep school in the middle of Connecticut and will represent the USA squad.

◾A fourth Choate player, Phoebe Staenze, will skate for Switzerland and Jessica Lutz of UCONN will be skating for the Swiss as well.

◾The teams head coach is Katey Stone, a graduate of Taft Prep (Watertown). She is the all-time winningest women’s college hockey coach at Harvard and is the first female to coach the Olympic women’s team.

◾Former Wolf Pack and New Haven Nighthawks goalie Robb Stauber is the Team USA Olympic goalie coach.

◾Former Hartford Whalers great Kevin Dineen will be the head coach for Team Canada.

HAWK’S EYE: LINDBERG GROWING INTO CENTER OF ATTENTION

Posted on February 7, 2014 | Leave a comment 

Lindberg Action ShotBY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Bob-Crawford3-150x139February 7, 2014, Hartford, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack certainly didn’t coddle Swedish centerman Oscar Lindberg in his first North American pro hockey experience.

The 22-year-old Lindberg was installed as the Wolf Pack’s number-one pivot from the first drop of the puck this season, and the Pack coaching staff continued to count on him in that spot throughout the club’s first-half struggles.

Lindberg, who came to the AHL this year with 178 games of experience in Sweden’s top league over four seasons, certainly did not wilt under the responsibility of that assignment. He displayed a strong and consistent work ethic, and showed flashes of explosiveness offensively, scoring seven goals and adding ten assists for 17 points in the season’s first 35 games.

Since mid-January, however, when the Ranger organization acquired veteran center T.J. Hensick off of AHL waivers and top-drawer prospect J.T. Miller, also a centerman, returned from a stint in the NHL, Lindberg’s offensive production has taken off. Starting January 12, Lindberg reeled off a run in which he had at least a point in eight out of ten games, totaling six goals and seven assists for 13 points, including a five-game point-scoring streak that featured five goals and nine points.

According to Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander, the Wolf Pack’s new-found depth in the middle was a key to Lindberg’s unlocking his offensive potential.

“It’s a pretty important position, and for a large part of the season he was our really only one bona-fide center,” Gernander said this week. “And now that we have three, you can spread the workload around a little bit, it doesn’t enable the opposition to check his line on such a regular basis. And with a couple of extra players, we now have a full complement of lines we’re comfortable with, and everybody can kind of complement one another.”

“I think we’ve got four good centers,” Lindberg said, “but two top guys who can produce take a little pressure from me. It’s nice to get some guys to produce, not just have the pressure on me to do it.”

Being able to get into a rhythm with a steady set of linemates is something that Lindberg identified as making life easier for him.

“I think we play with more consistency with the lines, having the same lines for a couple of weeks,” he said. “And I feel more and more comfortable too. It’s just been happening, and I’m trying not to think about it too much.”

Lindberg’s improved offensive stats have largely coincided with his being put on a line with veteran banger Micheal Haley as his left-winger. Kyle Beach occupied the right side on that line for several games, giving Lindberg a strong physical presence on both wings. Danny Kristo slid into that spot in the Wolf Pack’s last game, a 4-1 home win over Adirondack on Tuesday, in which the Haley-Lindberg-Kristo created two first-period goals.

“I think he’s intuitive enough to read off them,” Gernander said of Lindberg and his recent linemates. “They create turnovers, can make space for him to make plays in behind them, those types of things. And it just seems to complement his game.

“Danny’s an offensive player, and Lindberg’s a little bit of each (offensive and defensive), but if he can get some guys who think along the same lines, and he can maybe play some give-and-go hockey with, it should help his overall game.”

For Lindberg’s part, it’s not so much whom he is on the ice with, but rather being together long enough to get used to each other.

“I think as long as we keep the lines and not change too much, it’s easy to find chemistry,” he said. “It doesn’t matter who you play with, as long as you’ve got some consistency. And I think I’ve been doing that lately, and we’ve been getting a lot of wins too, so that’s been nice.

“Haley, he’s an aggressive guy who wins a lot of battles in the corners, and now playing with Kristo, he’s a play-maker. So I think we complete each other in a good way.”

Lindberg enters the weekend only one point behind Kristo for the team leadership in points, with Lindberg having 13-17-30 in 45 games and Kristo 17-14-31 in 42 outings. Clearly Lindberg’s confidence is on a high, and it seems likely that the tougher times earlier in the year made him grow and mature as a player.

“I think the experience was good for him,” Gernander said. “I think he now has a good understanding of how competitive the American Hockey League is, how hard you’re going to have to work to create your offense and to get your opportunities. It was a little bit of trial-by-fire for him, but I think the overall experience will help expedite his career.”

It may be, too, that the full adjustment from the bigger rinks of European hockey, and the different style of play in Sweden, took half of an AHL season to complete.

“The ice surface is a lot different,” Lindberg said. “It’s more stop-and-start (in North America), not just swinging around, and not a lot of dumping (the puck) and stuff like that. But I’m learning, and I think it’s been better the last couple of weeks, for sure.”

That better stretch for Lindberg has mirrored the Wolf Pack’s improvement as a team, and it is quite likely that the young Swede’s play will be a key indicator of how far the Pack can climb before the AHL season draws to a close.

HAWK’S EYE: BOURQUE A CHIP OFF THE OLD RAY

Posted on February 5, 2014 | Leave a comment 

Bourque Action Shot 6

Bob-Crawford3-150x139BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford, CT - Ryan Bourque’s work ethic, effort and tenacity have stood out from day one of his career with the Hartford Wolf Pack, but until recently he has never been looked to as a source of consistent offense.

Bourque contributed six goals and 14 points in 69 games his rookie year of 2011-12 and then had eight goals and 15 points in 53 games last season. This year the son of Hall of Fame defenseman Ray Bourque has already fired home ten goals and added seven assists for 17 points, with the season only just past the halfway point. His newfound offensive production began to blossom around the turn of the New Year, and recently he has thrived playing left wing on a line with J.T. Miller at center and Jesper Fast on the right side. That has been the Wolf Pack’s top offensive line as of late, and being expected to fill a major offensive role has made all the difference for Bourque.

“Going through the first half of the season, it was kind of a defensive role, and PK (penalty-killing), and still getting an opportunity here and there in an offensive role, but I think as it’s progressed, it’s quickly developed into kind of a two-way role,” Bourque said this week. “And I’m definitely relishing it, and trying to make everything of the opportunity I’ve been given.”

His two linemates, both of whom have been more well-known for their offensive potency throughout their development than has Bourque, have relished having his brand of hustle and desire on their left flank.

“His work ethic shows the most,” Miller said of Bourque. “He provides energy for our line, and there’s always kind of a positive vibe when he’s around. He’s pretty even-keeled, and obviously he’s been putting the puck in the net lately. He’s doing it all, really.”

“It’s been awesome,” Bourque said. “When you have the opportunity to play with two guys like that, it’s pretty simple out there. You’ve just got to get in on the forecheck, hustle and try and get in the right areas, because they’ll find you. Both of them have played in the NHL for long periods of time this season, and I think J.T., if he were in a lot of different areas in the league, he’d be in the NHL, he’s definitely that caliber of a player, and (Fast) is the same way. He’s just so quick, and he gets in there and he gets the puck and he wins his one-on-one battles in the corner. And he’s got the skill and the playmaking abilities to find you out there. When you’re playing with guys like that, you’ve just got to go in and work hard and you’ll have success, night in and night out.”

Gernander added, “He (Bourque) forechecks, so he gets in and creates turnovers, and puck recovery he’s been very good at. He just enables that line to have more puck possession, and allows them to use their skills more offensively.”

That element of forechecking is an interesting calling card for Bourque, as his small stature (5-9, 178 pounds) does not put him in the category of a typical crashing, banging power forward. Bourque is truly relentless on the forecheck, though, and tirelessly works the hard areas of the ice, often turning the tables on bigger defenders.

“I think that a guy his size can be extremely effective against bigger players, if he uses his quickness and he’s willing to get in underneath those players,” Gernander asserted. “If you stay on the perimeter, it often allows those bigger players to use their reach and their size to their advantage, but if you get right in their kitchen and you’ve got body position and leverage and you’re using your quickness, I think you can be even more effective.”

Bourque feels that both he and Fast, who is only slightly bigger than Bourque at six feet and 185 pounds, have been consistent in causing problems for bigger opponents.

“It’s definitely just trying to make the most with what you have,” Bourque said. “We’re both smaller guys, but we both have the assets of quickness. And we’re short in stature, but it’s not like we’re small in strength or anything like that. I think we have the strength that you need to play in this league at a smaller size, but with that quickness you need to go in the corners and enjoy winning those battles, and not be afraid to mix it up. And fortunately for me and Jesper, we share that quality, and if you can use your size to your advantage, it helps out a lot. You have the ability to be a little more slippery out there, and also to get lower on guys, and it almost makes it harder for them to be able to move you. So as long as you’re doing the right things and making the most with what you have, then I think that’s why we can have the success we have.”

Bourque’s success has always gone back to his consistent effort. He never takes a shift off on the ice, and, according to Gernander, his energy level is the same in practice as well.

“He tries to win every drill,” the Wolf Pack bench boss said, “or he’s first in line, usually one beat before the whistle blows. But that’s part of his makeup or part of his character, one of his assets that he can draw upon.”

For Bourque, that is a way to motivate both himself and his teammates.

“It’s not only the games that you’re competing in,” he said. “If you have a competitive attitude, you definitely want to make the players around you, and your teammates, the best that they can be too. And it’s not only that, it’s trying to be the best that you can be on a daily basis. I hate losing to those guys. Obviously I hate losing more in the real competition, but in practice if you can try and set those things in place, day in and day out, it’s not only going to make you better, but it’s going to make everyone around you better.”

Now that Bourque has latched on to a spot among the Wolf Pack’s top six forwards, the challenge now is to hang on to that role, and solidify the notion that he has turned a corner in his career.

“At this level, I definitely think it’s just that once you get that opportunity, once you get comfortable and are doing it on a daily basis, if you have the right attitude and work ethic with it, you can definitely fit in and make the most of it,” he said. “I’ve gotten more and more comfortable with it. At first it was kind of newer to me because I was doing things that I really haven’t done since Junior, but it’s definitely the most fun I’ve had as a pro, and I’m just trying to make the most of it.”

As far as those things that hadn’t been part of his role since his Junior days in the Quebec League, Bourque elaborated, “In some situations in the past, you’re always thinking defense first, but while still having that responsible attitude, and definitely that responsibility in your game, you can still try to take a few more chances because you know you’re going to have that leeway offensively. And sometimes when you make a read or two offensively it can definitely go in your favor, and if you have the hustle and the work ethic to get back if you do make a mistake, then that makes up for it a lot too.”

Furthermore, it’s not a situation of leaving one identity behind and assuming another. Bourque is acutely aware that being a diligent defensive player and a source of energy is what got him to where he is, and he has no intention of forgetting that, no matter how many offensive numbers he manages to put up.

“That’s something definitely that I’ll always carry with me, and I know I won’t ever leave that side of my game behind,” he said. “I think I’ve grown up being responsible defensively, with that work ethic, and I know that if I’m going to have the opportunity to play at the next level, it’s definitely going to be with those assets, with penalty-killing and the energy that I provide, and being responsible in both zones. And although I can chip in offensively, it’s definitely with the responsibility of being a very good defensive forward, but also having that offensive capability as well.”

That, clearly, is just what Gernander has in mind, as the organization continues to foster Bourque’s rapidly accelerating development.

“The offensive play is always a benefit, regardless of who the player is,” Gernander said. “We have to have some minimum requirements as far as forechecking, defensive responsibility, those types of things, but some excel at it, and I think he’s one that leads the way in those areas, as far as defensively responsible, penalty-killing, provide some energy, provide some forecheck. And now, I think with just a change of linemates or a little bit more offensive opportunity, you’re starting to see more output from him.”

“I still think his future as far as an NHL career will be more of a third, fourth-line guy, penalty-killer, and he still has to be diligent in all those tasks, but any time you can get someone from that portion of your lineup that can score goals when the opportunity presents itself, that makes him that much more valuable of a tool. He’s proving that, given the opportunity, he can be a significant part of our offense, and I think it’s been a great progression for him.”

CRAWFORD: PHANTOM PERFORMANCE FROM ADIRONDACK LEADS TO BIG HARTFORD WIN
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BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford, CT, February 4, 2014 – Oscar Lindberg and Danny Kristo had a goal and an assist each, and David LeNeveu made 24 saves Tuesday night at the XL Center, as the Hartford Wolf Pack defeated the Adirondack Phantoms by a score of 4-1.

It was the second straight win, and third in the last four games, for the Wolf Pack, who also got goals from Bretton Stamler and Darroll Powe.  Tye McGinn scored the only Adirondack goal.

“We had an early goal and some big saves and I think for the most part our defense was really strong,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said.

The Wolf Pack (17-23-0-5, 39 pts.) have now won four straight in the season series with the Phantoms, against whom they are 6-1-0-1 in eight meetings on the year.

The two clubs combined for three goals in the first 5:11 of the game, and the Wolf Pack would come out of the first period leading 2-1.

After the Phantoms had scored inside the first minute of the game the last two times they and the Wolf Pack had met, Hartford got a goal from Kristo only 23 seconds into Tuesday’s game.  Lindberg’s shot from the left circle was denied by Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter, but Kristo pounced on the rebound, stickhandled around Heeter and slid the puck into the net.

The Phantoms tied the game only 3:13 later, at 3:36, on the game’s first power play.  With Kyle Beach off for elbowing, McGinn buried his sixth goal in the last six Adirondack games, off the rebound of a Jason Akeson shot.

LeNeveu made a sharp save on a one-timer from the left circle by Akeson, but LeNeveu could not control the rebound.  Both Ben Holmstrom and McGinn got whacks at the loose puck, and McGinn was able to jam it inside the post to LeNeveu’s left.

The Pack responded just 1:35 after that, when Lindberg scored at 5:11.  Kristo forechecked the puck loose behind the net to Micheal Haley, and Haley found Lindberg in front for the finish past Heeter.

LeNeveu preserved the lead with a left-pad save on a Chris VandeVelde shorthanded breakaway around the 12-minute mark.

Hartford would add a pair of goals to its lead in the second period, making it a 3-1 advantage at 7:48 on Stamler’s first career AHL goal.  Stamler came down from his defense position to help the forecheck in deep, and stopped between the hash marks on his way back to the blueline, jumping on the rebound of a J.T. Miller shot and snapping it through Heeter’s legs.

The Wolf Pack then chased Heeter from the game at 14:40 of the second, when Powe scored a shorthanded goal.  Powe took a pass from Danny Syvret and launched a rising shot off left wing that beat Heeter’s catching glove for a 4-1 Wolf Pack advantage.

Yann Danis replaced Heeter (four goals-against on 17 shots) at that point and held the Wolf Pack off for the rest of the way, stopping 14 shots, but the Phantoms were unable to cut into  the lead.

Tuesday night’s game finished a four-game homestand for the Wolf Pack, who play the first of three straight road games this Friday night, February 7 in Norfolk.  The Wolf Pack and Admirals face off at 7:30 PM on Friday, and all the action can be heard live on Fox Sports Radio 1410, and on-line at FoxSportsRadio1410.com and iHeartRadio.  Video streaming is available at AHLLive.com.

The Wolf Pack’s next home game is Saturday, February 15, a 7:00 PM contest against the AHL-leading Manchester Monarchs. The first 3,000 fans into the XL Center that night will receive their very own Dylan McIlrath bobblehead.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

Adirondack Phantoms 1 at Hartford Wolf Pack 4

Tuesday, February 4, 2014 – XL Center

Adirondack 1 0 0 – 1

 Hartford 2 2 0 – 4

CANTLON’S CORNER: TUESDAY NIGHT RUMBLE AT THE XL
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In a season of frustration, the one team the Hartford Wolf Pack have been happy to see whenever they show up on the schedule are the Adirondack Phantoms.

The Wolf Pack have won five of the seven meetings this season and will meet them for a third time in the past nine days. It’s the only team this season that the Pack have a winning record (5-1-0-1) against.

In each of the last three games, the Wolf Pack have scored four or more goals. With three goals, six assists (9 pts.) during that span, J.T. Miller has been the team’s leading scorer.

The team has been able to fins some success of late from a revived powerplay which is now ranked 25th in the 30 team AHL.

“The last little while our powerplay has been effective and scoring well and getting timely goals for us,” Gernander said.

Much of the new success has come primarily from the play of two players; defenseman Danny Syvret and the newly acquired center, T.J. Hensick.

Syvret was signed in the off season strictly based upon his powerplay work last year in Adirondack where he posted 25 of 42 points for the season on the powerplay. The man-advantage has been his calling card in his time in the AHL.

Meanwhile, Hensick, acquired off waivers from Abbotsford as he was returning from playing with MODO in the Swedish Hockey League, has quietly been doing the job at setting up teammates on the powerplay. At the same time, his late first period powerplay goal launched the Wolf Pack 4-2 over Adirondack last Friday.

Micheal Haley’s timely, deflection goal while on the man-advantage early in the third period sparked the team and was a major factor in building the necessary confidence which led to a three goal period and a win over the Albany Devils. 

“That’s my game and has been for most of my pro career,” Hensick said. “I just try to get guys into position to score goals and the powerplay has been clicking. it should be doing well with the guys we put out on the ice whether its Syvie (Syvret), Borkie (Ryan Bourque) or (Jesper) Fast. It has really sparked us and given our team a lift.”

The Phantoms have had their troubles of late going 2-8 over their last 10.

The Wolf Pack have sported a winning record over their last five games, but a red hot Hershey and St. John’s, who’ve held them back from the last two playoff spots in the conference, have kept the team in dead last with a very mountainous 15 points behind Hershey and Providence for the last spot.

“We didn’t get instant gratification in any of our games. We have fallen behind, but bounced back,” Gernander said. “We have to keep working hard to create chances, but I will take the 60 minutes we had (Sunday against Albany) than the 11 minutes we had (against Providence).”

The Wolf Pack drop the puck at  7pm at the XL Center tonight .

NOTES:

◾Ex-Wolf  Pack and CT Whale players on the move. Dale Weise who wore both uniforms was traded yesterday by Vancouver to Montreal for defenseman Raphael Diaz.                                                                                                                                  Weise according to Rogers Sportsnet Vancouver last night went to head coach John Tortorella seeking more ice time a week ago-this was his answer.                                                                                                                                                                             Tortorella was no fan of Weise when he coached him briefly in New York and was on waivers when claimed by Vancouver October 4, 2011. It’s amazing Weise lasted this long in Vancouver with Tortorella as the coach.

◾Defenseman Darius Kasparaitis according to Elite Prospects.com has signed to play with a Lithuanian team in his hometown Elektrenai. He has not played in three years and was an assistant coach for half a season with SKA St. Petersburg in the KHL. He was last reported president of Baltica Vilinius team in the MHL league in the country.

◾His time in Hartford was filled with pluses such as willingness to work with younger player like Hugh Jessiman who ran the steps of XL Center after a game once at his suggestion after one of his poor efforts.

◾He was the creator of the Wolf Pack emulating the Rangers with the post game salute to the fans at center ice.

◾The minus was the nervous breakdown he suffered in practice in 2010 a combination of his inability to perform as he wanted as his body broke down, the effects of a bitter divorce and addiction to pain medication.

◾Norfolk where the team will play this weekend saw the Admirals lose defenseman Sami Vatanen to recall to Anaheim.

◾Congrats to former Quinnipiac University goalie Erik Hartzell named AHL Goalie of the Month with Scranton/Wilkes Barre.

◾Rookie defenseman Brenden Kichton having a splendid week getting named to the AHL All Star Games against the Swedish team Farjestad BK next Wednesday in St. John’s was named CCM/AHL Rookie of the Month and the Ice Caps have won six in a row and all five games in their most recent road trip.

CANTLON: WP TURN DEVILS FROM RED TO PINK IN THE RINK
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February 1, 2014, HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack battled back from a two goal deficit, not once, but twice and went on to beat the visiting Albany Devils 4-3 in a shootout before a season best crowd of 10,149 at the XL Center Saturday night.

In the shootout, the Wolf Pack scored three times with their second goal being the game winner from J.T. Miller who skated slowly on his way in and swept in the puck past Albany goalie Keith Kinkaid.

The third shootout goal to close it out was provided by Jesper Fast who fired a wrist shot from fifteen feet out. The game’s third star, and one of the main catalyst’s in the Wolf Pack’s third period comeback was TJ Hensick who scored stick-side on Kinkaid.

“To be honest, I wasn’t going to shoot there, but he gave me the blocker so I took it,” said Hensick.

The team perseverance and overall play was very pleasing to the head coach. “(It was) one of our better games and a good finish for us; a real good game for us. I have no complaints. It was a good 60 minutes for us,” Ken Gernander said.

It looked like the large crowd might go home unhappy until the Wolf Pack awoke in the third period, a second night in a row for Hartford.

The Wolf Pack got some game life early in the third period as Micheal Haley scored to give the hometown crowd something to cheer about. Haley perfectly positioned fifteen feet out from the net redirected Aaron Johnson’s center point shot for his third of the season at 1:38.

“With the big crowd, it seemed the ice was soft out there for us,” Johnson said. “We tried to bear down with puck and we were able to get the pucks to the net and it worked out for us.”

However, as has been the case with the team this season, the momentum lasted only briefly.

58 seconds later, noted Wolf Pack killer Joe Whitney got the outside position on defenseman Tommy Hughes and took Reid Boucher’s pass, motored past Hughes and slipped a backhander on the ice past Wolf Pack netminder David LeNeveu for his team leading 17th goal and a 3-1 Devils lead.

“That didn’t deter us from our game plan. We worked hard to come back and win,” commented Johnson.

The Wolf Pack battled back to make it a one goal game as Johnson took a cross ice pass from Hensick and sent a good shot toward the net. Darroll Powe wont the battle in front of the net with Albany’s Dave Kelly and had the puck deflect off stick shaft and past Kinkaid at 9:42.

It was just Powe’s second goal of the year. His first goal coming on opening night at 19:59 of the third period to beat Norfolk, but seems like 500 years ago in hockey years.

“Both Hales and Powsy are two of our hardest working guys on the team,” Johnson, the Wolf Pack captain said. “It was great to see those guys get rewarded for their hard work and we’re getting support from a whole bunch of players right now.”

Not surprisingly, the coach noticed the plays as well. “Those were good plays by Powes and Haley. We got traffic down low and we didn’t need a big wind-up. Johnner got the shots toward the net.”

The Wolf Pack evened the score at three when Ryan Bourque used his speed to outrace Albany defenseman Seth Helgeson to a rebound of Conor Allen’s point shot and swept in a nice backhander for his tenth of the season  at 16:04.

“That was Borkie’s tenacity going to the net,” Gernander said. “That was a dirty goal. Go hard to the net good things will happen.”

Gernander shortened his bench going with just three lines in the third period. It paid dividends. “They had more jump and it kept them more involved in the game. It was a night where there wasn’t a lot of special teams work out there, so we were not overtaxing people and it was the best fit for us tonight.”

The Devils, a team that should be sponsored by No-Doz, patiently got the games first two goals within a 2:22 span in the middle of the second period.

Miller got down behind the Wolf Pack net and was able to separate the Devils Rod Pelley from the puck. Unfortunately however, Miller made a blind backhanded pass out front that went right to the stick of Albany’s Mike Sislo who just backhanded it past LeNeveu for his thirteenth goal at 10:13.

Devils added forward Sislo late to the lineup as he was returned from recall by the parent New Jersey Devils earlier in the afternoon.

Then Finnish forward Harri Pesonen came off the right on a pass from fellow Scandanavian Swedish Devils first round pick, Adam Larsson and out-muscled defenseman Danny Syvret. LeNeveu couldn’t secure the puck and Pesonen jammed it in for his eighth goal and third against the Wolf Pack this season season at 12:35.

The shots were just the fifth and sixth of the period in which the Pack limited them to eight total and just twelve through two periods.

The Wolf Pack paid attention to Gernander’s directive and had a solid, but uneventful first period against Albany. The Pack outshot the visitors 11-4 and generated four good quality scoring chances which were all denied by Kinkaid. The best chance came from Danny Kristo’s backhander from the left wing side that went off the post at 12:22.

The Wolf Pack return to action Tuesday night when Kris Newbury and the Adirondack Phantoms come back to Hartford. Game time is 7pm.

NOTES:

◾Wolf Pack stayed with the same lineup from last night the line combos were; Powe, Hrivik, Hensick…Lindberg-Haley-Kristo…Bourque-Fast-Miller…Yogan-Beach-Vaive Defense Pairings were; Allen-Stamler, Johnson-Nash and Syvret-Hughes.

◾The Devils are the third straight opponent starting a road trip against the Wolf Pack.

◾Congrats to former Wolf Pack goalie Chad Johnson getting his second NHL shutout this afternoon in Boston 4-0 over Edmonton.

◾Former CT Whale and Quinnipiac University player Brandon Wong has been loaned to Esbjerg in Denmark for the rest of the year from his Swedish 1st Division team Morrums where he had 21 goals and 34 points in 34 games.

◾Springfield lost its 5th in a row to Bridgeport 3-0.Sound Tigers played without Ryan Strome injured last night.

◾New Canaan’s and former Taft Prep player Jack Downing signed a PTO with Iowa Wild after being released by Providence.

CANTLON: NOTHIN’ BRUIN FOR PACK IN LOSS TO P-TOWN
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HARTFORD, CT January 31, 2014 - Seth Griffith’s goal and two assists paced the Providence Bruins to a 6-4 win over the struggling Hartford Wolf Pack before the second best crowd of the season, 6,072, at the XL Center.

The Bruins have now outscored the Wolf Pack 20-9 in their three games this season, and the Wolf Pack have not been close in any of them. However Friday night they made it quite interesting in the third period.

With the loss, the Wolf Pack dropped to 15-23-0-5, leaving them dead last in the Northeast Division and the entire AHL. The Bruins are now 23-17-1-5 (52 pts.) and remain in third place in the Atlantic Division trailing the St. John’s IceCaps by one point. The IceCaps were 7-4 winners Friday night over the Portland Pirates.

The Bruins continue a five game road trip tomorrow night in Worcester against the Sharks while the Wolf Pack entertain Albany Devils Saturday night at 7pm.

The first forty minutes of this match were all Bruins until the Wolf Pack woke up in the third period.

“I can’t overlook the first forty or discount the way we started the game,” An amazingly composed Ken Gernander said. “The last 20 minutes are only as good or a testimony when we’re on our game or playing the right way to have success otherwise it’s water under the bridge at that point.”

The Bruins got off to the kind of start a team losers of four of their last five would want, scoring the games first goal at 4:08. Justin Florek, had inside position on about 15 feet out, and put a backhanded shot got past Dov Grumet Morris going five-hole. Grumet-Morris started his third game in a row for the home team.

“How many games have we been here and fall behind early? Early in the season we’d come from behind in those games and it’s something we have addressed and we spoke about before the game again tonight,” said the Wolf Pack head coach.

The Bruins second goal was one of the few bad ones Grumet-Morris has let in since his return to the team.

Griffith skated from the neutral zone up the right wing and went untouched after receiving a pass from Boston’s Matt Fraser off a turnover. Griffith then beat Grumet-Morris past the glove on the short-side where there was ample room notching his tenth of the season at 8:18.

“There are nights we have been there to pick them up and held things down until they got their feet underneath them,” Gernander stated. “Unfortunately they couldn’t return the favor.”

The Bruins nearly scored a third goal when they were shorthanded on the Wolf Pack’s first powerplay. Fraser, who has scored five times against the Pack this season, nearly made his sixth, but Grumet-Morris snatched the shot, labeled for the top corner,  with the glove at 14:40.

The Bruins ended the period in fine fashion scoring a powerplay goal. Joe Morrow was all alone in the right wing circle and was able to convert a pass from the team’s leading scorer, Nick Johnson, drilling the puck top shelf past Grumet-Morris at 18:32. Prior to this game, Morrow had recorded just had two points in his last eleven games played and as a result, was scratched in the P-Bruins last game against Worcester.

“I have forgotten in what order things happened, but three of their goals were a direct result of turnovers. Whether at the blue line, they countered or were on a four-on-four rush and they capitalized,” Gernander added. “Throw in two powerplay goals. How many are you going to give a team of that caliber?”

The Wolf Pack dug their game night grave deeper with two penalties in the first 2:14 of the period. J.T. Miller’s slash came a second before Conor Allen’s holding call was set to expire.

“We addressed it before the game. They have the fifth best power play in the league and we gave them quality chances,” remarked Gernander.

The Bruins made them pay as Alexander Khokhlachev drilled home his tenth of the season at 2:57 off a rebound from a Matt Linblad shot for a 4-0 Bruins lead.

That ended Grumet-Morris’ night as David LeNeveu came on in relief.

Things weren’t any better for him.

A bad clearing attempt by Marek Hrivik was chased down by the Bruins’ Anthony Camara in the right wing corner. Camara got the puck back to Chris Casto at the right point. Casto then fired a rising slapshot that went off LeNeveu’s  right shoulder. Andrew Yogan skated past the rebound and Camara was there at the right wing faceoff circle and fired home the shot from 20 feet out for his seventh of the season and a 5-0 Bruins lead at 6:45.

The Pack broke their scoreless streak of 166:09 in games against Providence when Bretton Stamler fed T.J. Hensick who in turn set up Brenden Nash just over the blue line. Nash fell down, but kept control of the puck and sent a perfect cross ice pass back to Hensick, who scored his third goal since joining the Wolf Pack at 7:23.

They nearly lost the goal because Stamler got into a fight with the Bruins’ Rob Flick behind the play just as the goal was scored.

Bruins got the goal back as Griffith sent Linblad down the left side speeding past Tommy Hughes and his shot beat LeNevue to the short-side at 10:32 for his sixth of the season.

The Wolf Pack managed to make the game interesting with three third period goals that extended some player’s personal scoring streaks.

At 9:00, Darroll Powe’s crunching hit on Griffith led to a scrap with the much bigger Fraser. The fight seemed to finally light a fire for the Wolf Pack, because 45 seconds later, while on the powerplay they received for an extra roughing minor assessed to Fraser, Jesper Fast scored his ninth of his rookie season sweeping in a bouncing puck the result of a Danny Syvret shot.

For Fast, it was his sixth goal in his last five games.

The Wolf Pack crept closer when Oscar Lindberg raced to the back of the net and retrieved a loose puck off the backboards of Hrivik’s shot and swept in his eleventh of the season at 11:42, extending Lindberg’s point scoring streak to five straight games and tying a team high for the season. Lindberg has also registered eleven points in his last twelve games.

The Wolf Pack finally found their collective legs and began cycling and playing with desperation and cut the lead to 6-4.

The Bruins Khockhlachev lost the puck in the Bruins zone. Jesper Fast hopped on it and fed Lindberg, who fired it past fellow Swede Niklas Svedberg at 16:14. While the goal made it a two-goal deficit and gave the night’s big crowd something to cheer about, it was close as they could get.

NOTES:

◾Ryan Bourque has eight points in his last 11 games.

◾This was 149th meeting between the two teams who have staged some epic, heated contests over the years. The Wolf Pack hold the series lead with a record of 74-53-8-9-5 and also lead the series at the XL Center 38-26-5-4-2.

◾Wolf Pack scratches included RW Shawn O’Donnell who missed his 11th straight game due to injury. Stu Bickel (lower body) sidelined for the third time this season missed his sixth straight due to injury, Arron Asham (lower body) missed his fifth straight with injury and in five other games over his last eleven, he simply did not dress. Dylan McIlrath was out  a second game in a row with a day-to-day injury will be evaluated tomorrow if he can play against Albany.

◾Andrew Yogan, who’s been a healthy scratch for eight of the last 17 games and has just one goal in the other nine games, replaced Michael Kantor in the lineup.

◾Former CT Whale defenseman Tim Erixon has been reassigned for a third time to Springfield by Columbus.

◾Former CT Whale Christian Thomas has been recalled by Montreal.

◾St. John’s won in its fifth straight, all on the road, and are 8-3 over their last 11. They received defenseman Paul Postma who’s coming off a ninjury from Winnipeg on a conditioning stint and with a Olympic roster freeze in effect in the NHL starting February 7th he will likely stay the entire time.

◾Trevor Gillies who has played for Hartford and Bridgeport has found his third home for this season with Abbotsford. He was playing with Orlando (ECHL) after starting the season with HIFK Helsinki in Finland. After nine games and two suspensions in Finland he was released and paid his full season salary.

◾Down in Greenville, Kyle Jean has no points in seven games and a minus 4. In net Jason Missiaen is 3-1-0-0 in four games and has a 2.24 GAA and Jeff Malcolm over 12 games is 6-5-0-1 and a 2.79 GAA.
CANTLON’S CORNER: WEEKEND PREVIEW
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HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack will play two-games-in-two-nights thus completing a three-games in four-day stretch.

The Wolf Pack clearly have a mountain to climb to get in any position for the post season while they’re currently residing in last place in the entire AHL.

Heading into Friday’s meeting with the Providence Bruins, the Pack find themselves trailing the Hershey Bears by fifteen points for the last conference spot. The Bears are red hot and have posted an 8-2 record (50 points) over their last ten games. The Bruins also has 50 points, but they have three more losses and Hershey has three games in hand while sitting in the ninth spot.

Forward Ryan Bourque, who has played very well in the past six games, the way forward is simple for the team, “It’s the second half of the season now. Every game counts for us. We have a lot of ground to cover, so there’s no time to be messing round at this point of our season.”

The first hurdle will be to get a win over Providence whom they have not seen since early November when the Pack’s on ice problems first started. In a home-and-home set, the Pack lost 8-5 in a home game that saw them surrender the most goals they’ve given up this season and then a 6-0 whitewashing by the Bruins in Providence just two days later. The losses were highlighted by a major line brawl in the third period that included a goalie scrap between the since departed Scott Stajcer and Malcolm Subban.

The recent surge of good play by the Wolf Pack has been aided by some chemistry that has begun to bring this group together after a deck shuffling of the roster two weeks ago.

“We have started to develop some chemistry. I think we’re using each other better and some of our lines have stuck together,” Bourque said. “The more we can build off that chemistry and the more we come together as unit offensively the better chance we are going to have success.”

Helping out are the team’s new goalie tandem of David LeNeveu and Dov Grumet-Morris. The two veterans are providing just the kind of consistent and good play in net that the team has so sorely needed.

Rewarding them is vital in that chemistry sequence.

“We know he (Grumet-Morris) is working his butt off to make that first save. We have to do whatever we can on the back check do things defensively to help them out. We owe him that. He’s definitely been a wall back there for us and were very thankful to have him.” Bourque remarked.

With the team hosting the Albany Devils Saturday at the XL Center, it will also be, “Pink the Rink Night,” as part of the Breast Cancer Awareness event (albeit two months after Breast Cancer Awareness Month). The Devils have been another thorn in the Pack’s side as the Devils have won the last four in a row after Hartford won the season opener over them.

The Devils are lead by Joe Whitney (37 points) and goalie Keith Kinkaid (2.39 GAA). The pair have helped the Devils rise up to the fifth spot in the conference.

NOTES:

◾Wednesday scratches included RW Shawn O’Donnell who missed his 10th straight game due to injury. Stu Bickel sidelined for the third time this season missed his fifth straight due to injury, Arron Asham missed his fourth straight with injury and in five other games over the last nine, he simply did not dress. Dylan McIlrath was out with a day-to-day injury. Andrew Yogan was a healthy scratch for the eighth time in the last 17 games and has just one goal in the other nine games he’s played in.

◾Former CT Whale defenseman Tim Erixon has been reassigned for a third time to Springfield by Columbus.

◾Trevor Gillies who has played for Hartford and Bridgeport has found his third home for this season with Abbotsford. He was playing with Orlando (ECHL) after starting the season with HIFK Helsinki in Finland. After nine games and two suspensions he was released and paid his full season salary.

◾Down in Greenville Kyle Jean has no points in seven games and a minus 4. In net Jason Missiaen is 3-1-0-0 in four games and has a 2.24 GAA and Jeff Malcolm over 12 games is 6-5-0-1 and a 2.79 GAA.
HAWK’E EYE: JASPER GROWING ON WOLF PACK FAST
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A Hartford Wolf Pack offense that was among the least potent in the AHL for much of the first half of the season has suddenly broken out for a total of 18 goals in its last four games, and the one individual who has been the biggest contributor to that is Swedish-born rookie Jesper Fast.

Fast has only played in 19 of the Wolf Pack’s first 42 games, due to the fact that he started the season with the parent New York Rangers, suiting up for eight NHL contests, and then suffered a high ankle sprain in his third game with the Wolf Pack, missing 14 games. After his return December 20, the 22-year-old winger managed only two goals and five points in his first ten games, but then went on a run that saw him score six times in the next five games, including back-to-back two-goal outings.

“We thought we’d have a good player in Jesper Fast when he came to us, and then unfortunately he got injured right away,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said earlier this week. “And everybody thinks when you’re cleared to play (after being injured), you’re a hundred percent and firing on all cylinders, and the reality is, he missed six weeks, and it’s not like you have a training camp and you get to build to a return to the lineup. It took him a little bit of time to get his feet underneath him, but now he’s returned to form.”

Fast agreed with his coach’s assessment that being back to full health was the biggest single factor in his hot streak, saying, “My body feels good, I’ve been working hard to get back. It’s just having a good time out there and playing with some good guys. It’s good to start to get some points.”

Those “good guys” are linemates J.T. Miller and Ryan Bourque, with whom Fast has formed a trio that has combined for 13 points in the Pack’s last four games, three of which have been wins. According to Gernander, Fast’s hockey smarts are one of the biggest keys to the line’s success.

“I think Jesper Fast is someone that always makes his linemates better,” the Pack bench boss said. “He does all the little things, he’s very intuitive, has real good hockey sense. So I think he’s kind of a stabilizing influence for that line, and his chemistry with J.T. gives J.T. a little bit more liberty to try things offensively, knowing full well that you’ve got a guy that can read off you, both offensively to jump into holes, and also defensively if need be.”

Miller said of Fast, “He’s a tremendous player, he’s got a lot of upside. He’s not very big, but he definitely makes the most of it, and he plays like a big guy. He’s always being physical and initiating the contact, and obviously he’s pretty hot right now, we’ll try to keep getting him the puck. He’s a big part of our offense right now and a big part of the team’s success.”

That physical part of the game has always been a strength for Fast, despite his relatively slight stature, at six feet and 185 pounds. He has scored most of his AHL goals from the high-traffic area right around the net, and that was the case for him on the bigger ice surfaces in Europe as well.

“I’ve always tried to be around the net, where it all happens,” Fast said. “That’s where you have to be if you want to score goals.

“There are more battles here (in North America). It’s a smaller rink, so there are a lot of battles out there. I think it fits my style pretty well on the small rink. Of course it’s an adjustment here, but I’m starting to feel pretty comfortable out there.”

As far as his synergy with Miller, Fast’s comment was, “I like playing with him, he’s a really skilled player, he can protect the puck. I think he brings a lot of attention on himself, so it gives me some extra space when he gets the puck.”

“We have a good forechecking line, with speed, with Bourquie and Jesper,” said Miller, “and I try to get in there and use my size and just try to find people open, and obviously the power play’s been really good lately. We’ve just got to make sure we keep capitalizing on those chances, but I think most of our success comes off the rush and the forecheck.

“We have a little bit of everything on the line right now. Everybody can play, with their skill, and everybody can shoot the puck and play offense, but they’re (his linemates) both defensively responsible and it makes it easier on me, and that’s a huge part, when you’re spending less time in your zone.”

Fast summarized, “We all three work hard. I think we know each other, what we’re good at, just work hard and use what we’re good at.”

Gernander has counted on the Bourque-Miller-Fast line in all situations, but Fast has been particularly dangerous on the power play. Three of his six goals in his recent run have come in man-advantage situations, part of a Pack power play streak of six goals in three games.

“We talked a little bit about it, and we can’t just let the puck go around, we have to shoot the puck and create second chances from the rebounds,” Fast said of the power play.

The right-handed-shooting Fast has found home in the left circle in the Wolf Pack power-play setup, looking either to get open for cross-slot passes from Miller, or get to the net for tips and rebounds.

“I don’t have to stay and wait for the puck, I feel comfortable there (on the left side),” Fast said. “I have to be ready for the shot and find a spot to get open, but those guys make some good plays out there, so it makes it a lot easier for me.”

Fast’s scoring exploits lately have made things much easier on the Wolf Pack as a team, leading to the club’s most positive streak since the first two weeks of the season. If the gritty Swede can sustain his current level of play, his ascent back to the NHL should be, well, fast.

(Photo courtesy of Chris Rutsch)
CANTLON’S CORNER: PACK WIN SECOND IN A ROW
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Gerry-Cantlon1-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The Wolf Pack got two goals and an assist from Danny Kristo to power their way past the Adirondack Phantoms 5-2 before a franchise eighth worst regular season crowd of 1,883 at the XL Center Wednesday night.

The Wolf Pack are now 15-22-0-5 (35 points) and won their second game in a row, but are still dead last in the AHL, one behind Utica.

Adirondack falls to 21-19-0-2 (44 points) six behind Providence in ninth place in the conference. They trail red hot Hershey in eighth with three games in hand (50 points.).

The Pack forwards who have struggled the first half of the season gave Dov Grumet-Morris the scoreboard support he needed. Ryan Bourque was highly effective on almost every shift and T.J. Hensick registered three assists in the winning effort.

“It wasn’t a very good start. We rebounded shortly thereafter, discount the start, we had a very good game,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said.

The Wolf Pack pulled away in the third period with two goals. The first was Kristo’s second of the game and team leading sixteenth of the season banging in a rebound of Hensick’s at 6:10.

“It wasn’t a perfect shot, but I got it on net and a player like Danny will be there and put it in,” Hensick said. The newly acquired forward has nine points in eight games since being taken off waivers from Abbotsford.

The Pack sealed the deal on Oscar Lindberg’s tenth of the season extending his point scoring streak to six games. Out-dueling defenseman Olivier Lauridsen in the neutral zone, Lindberg raced down the right wing and whistling his shot past Cal Heeter with authority at 14:46.

The Pack came out with some fire early in the second as Micheal Haley took on Lauridsen in a scrap. Lauridsen had eight inches on Haley in their scrap, but afterwards, Lauridsen caught Lindberg with his right leg outstretched at 16 seconds.

Haley got the decision and the Pack got an early powerplay.

“Guys really appreciate when a player does that. He caught Lindy who is one of our offensive players and he always has players back,” Gernander said of one of his assistant captains.

The Pack struck on the powerplay at 56 seconds. Bourque completed a perfect rush that he started and finished after taking a short pass from Aaron Johnson on the left wing, who in turn received a great cross ice pass from Hensick. Bourque buried the ninth, and fourth in his last six games.

A perfect three way offensive rush and a 2-1 lead.

“I have to do what I do best and get in the forecheck,” Bourque said. “I am playing with good players and they got me the puck and I just got to finish it.” Bourque has four goals in the last six games.

The Wolf Pack made it a two goal lead when Kristo used his speed and snapshot to great effect.

The whole play was started by goalie Grumet-Morris, who put a pass to defenseman Conor Allen, who in turn fed Darroll Powe, who found Kristo in the neutral zone and Kristo turned up the speed.

Kristo then toe dragged the puck past Phantoms defenseman and former CT Whale, Steve Delisle. The move sent Delisle skidding into the right wing boards.

Kristo then snapped his team leading fifteenth of the season past Heeter at 9:32 to give the Pack a 3-1 lead.

“I got some good speed there and caught the defenseman pretty flat footed. I had a plan originally to go wide and he lunged and I just pulled back. Sometimes, when you catch a D man flat footed like that, you can try a play like that,” said Kristo.

The Phantoms eased it back to a one goal game on a weak play all-around. Coming off the right wing, Marcel Noebels took a pass, from who else, but Wolf Pack killer Jason Akeson. Noebels went around and then slipped a soft backhander that went off of Grumet-Morris’ pad after he tried stacking the pads. The puck trickled over the goal line for Noebels’ second goal of the season at 16:41.

The Phantoms scored once again in the first two minutes of the game, the third time in the last five games, that the Wolf Pack have allowed that.

Tye McGinn was wide open on the right wing and took a pass from former CT Whale, Kris Newbury at 47 seconds. McGinn finished burying his eleventh of the season.

The Whale evened the game at one late in the first period as defenseman Danny Syvret was just inside the blue line, about 55 feet out and let a rocket go. The puck clanged off the post past Heeter at 16:40 on the powerplay with a Haley screen and the Phantoms defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon. The goal was Syvret’s fifth of the season.

“There wasn’t a lot of energy in the building, so we did a good job getting back and once we got that goal we took off. That was the spark we needed to get the equalizer near the end of the first. We were able to regroup and establish our identity with the forecheck in the second,” said Kristo.

A small play by Hensick didn’t go unnoticed by his coach. “Hensick did a great job settling that puck down and allowed everybody to get in position. He fed Johnner (Aaron Johnson) and Syvie took a really good shot,”.

NOTES:

◾There will be three more meetings between the two teams for the season. The Phantoms are moving to Allentown, PA after the season into the brand new 8,500 seat PPL Center part of a $272 million dollar hotel, office towers and arena complex set to open next September.                                                         Meanwhile, at their current home in Glens Falls, NY it’s said that there are negotiations with another NHL organization to relocate there next fall. The likely candidate would be the Portland Pirates who are playing this season in Lewiston, Maine at the Androscroggin Colisee after a lease dispute and subsequent lawsuit against the Cumberland County Commission, the overseer of the Cumberland County Civic Center who are just completing a $33 million dollar renovation to the building built in the mid-1970’s.                The team has a new majority owner Ron Cain, who has dropped the lawsuit and negotiations have resumed. Both parties are supporting a bill that would allow the licensee to share liquor revenue with a tenant that is bring proposed by the Maine legislature which is currently not permitted.      The other area of contention is the sub-naming rights of luxury suites which the team wants 100% and the building says they get all the revenue from the suites. (Info obtained from the Portland Press Herald)

◾Sound Tigers reassigned Matt Lowry to Evansville (ECHL). He scored against them last week. In addition, goalie Parker Milner, the one time Avon Old Farms player who played well in two games against Hartford was sent back to Stockton (ECHL).

◾Worcester lost its Double AA affiliate, the San Francisco Bulls, who folded on Monday after failing to meet an ECHL extended deadline to find new ownership. Seven players were reassigned to Worcester and those with ECHL contracts are expected to be sent to Ontario (ECHL) by the end of the week.

◾Big news will be coming out of Springfield next Tuesday where a major press conference has been scheduled. The possibility of the sale of the Springfield Falcons to the MGM Grand could take place. MGM is  one of three finalists for the casino license bid for Western, Massachusetts. The other two are the Hard Rock International that wants to build in West Springfield where the US Basketball Hall of Fame is located and the Connecticut based Mohegan Sun that wants to put casino in Palmer, MA. The Bay State government in Boston is expected to make a decision known in March.                     The purchase could be a part of their final bid proposal to the state and put them in the drivers seats in winning the bid. The arena, a state owned facility, the Mass Mutual Center is also run by Global Spectrum who runs the XL Center.

◾Former Wolf Pack defenseman Bryce Lampman has left Florida (ECHL) to complete his season in Europe with Lorenskog IK in Norway. Grumet-Morris played half a season there two years ago.

◾Another defenseman, Chris Murray, was loaned by Nottingham (England) to SC Bietigheim in Germany in the lower DEL-2 league.

◾Former Springfield Falcon Alexander Svitov was named to the Russian Olympic team to take the place of the injured. Svitov who currently plays for AK Bars Kazan in the KHL.

◾Former Wolf Pack forward Mikael Samuelsson was sent to Grand Rapids by the parent Detroit Red Wings. It’s the first time he has been to the AHL since he played eight games with the Pack back in 2001-02 and has 699 NHL games played.Springfield assigned Tim Miller, who they acquired from Chicago to Evansville (ECHL), Defenseman Cody Golobeuf was recalled by Columbus.

◾New Canaan native and former Taft Prep player Jack Downing was recalled by Providence from South Carolina (ECHL).
ICECAPS SINK PACK 6-2 SATURDAY
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HARTFORD, CT - Kael Mouillierat’s hat trick help the St. John’s IceCaps pull away from the Hartford Wolf Pack for a 6-2 win before 5,063 at the XL Center Saturday.

The Wolf Pack remain dead last in the AHL at 13-22-0-5 (31 points) and now trail St. John’s for the last conference playoff spot by 18 points and are 29 behind division leading Springfield.

The Wolf Pack play Adirondack Sunday afternoon at 3pm.

The Ice Caps improve to 23-16-1-2 (49 points) and won their second game in a row on a five game road trip away from Newfoundland. They trail Providence by one point for second place in the Atlantic Division behind league leading Manchester.

The two teams meet in Providence Sunday at 3pm

The Wolf Pack made the score close early in the third period on the powerplay as the Swedish connection of Jesper Fast and Oscar Lindberg made it 4-2.

Lindberg behind the net found an Fast open in the slot and he one timed his second of the night and sixth of the season past Michael Hutchinson to narrow the lead and give the Pack a sense of maybe a comeback was in the offing.

Faster than you could say, “Ice Caps” they widened their two goal lead to four and sealed the deal.

A pair of penalties, just seven seconds apart, from the Wolf Pack’s number one defensive pair of Dylan McIlrath (tripping) and Aaron Johnson (Delay of Game -puck over the glass) gave St. John’s their second five-on-three powerplay on the night and they made it count.

Jerome Samson got his 14th in in the left wing circle, firing a wrister past starter, David LeNeveu at 2:24.

Then Mouillierat capped a four point performance on the right wing burying his twelfth of the year and third of the game from the right wing circle on a perfect feed from Jason Jaffray, who’d taken the puck away from Johnson and scored St. John’s sixth goal at 6:02.

Mouillierat finished with a plus-5 and it was his second four point game in Hartford matching the one he had last spring.

“I like playing here. I have had some success here and when I was here with Bridgeport a little more often, but tonight was a game of bounces and we got them. I knew Jaffy was looking for me on that one and he made a perfect pass,” Mouillierat said.

On the other side of the fence, Johnson, the Pack captain, knows that the team’s bad starts and bad penalties are a factor they have to eliminate. “You can’t have two, five-on-threes against a team like that. The first one we killed off and had good stick work, but you can’t do that with a team as good as St. John’s.”

The IceCaps are now winners of five of their last six games and wasted little time in scoring.

1:09 into the game its the team’s captain, Jaffray, was alone in front fumbled the perfect pass from Mouillierat, an ex-Sound Tiger got the puck past defenseman Tommy Hughes, who got turned around. Jaffray had time to settle the puck down and fired it past LeNeveu  for his eleventh of the season.

“We wanted to get a good jump on them,” Mouillierat said. “We knew they beat a good team last night and we know they are a better team than their record might show, we weren’t going to underestimate them at all.”

The start after such a solid game the previous night irked head coach Ken Gernander. “We played one of our better games of the year last night and couldn’t follow it up,” He said. “We made some bad plays, a veteran guy gets rolled on that play and they get an open guy and score right off the bat.”

The IceCaps were owners of the puck for the first half of the period and connected on their tenth shot as Adam Lowry was all alone about 15 feet out on the left wing and buried a rebound of Kyle MacKinnon’s shot. He was set up by a nice pass from Brenden Kichton from behind the net at 12:46.

The IceCaps outshot the Wolf Pack 13-6 and LeNeveu and the goal post prevented St. John’s from having a 5-0 lead after one.

At 9:53 a screen shot from Mouillierat was stopped and at 14:40 MacKinnon on a two-on-one in a four-on-four situation, was coming down the right wing and rang it loudly off the post.

LeNeveu got help from his teammates in keeping the Ice Caps at bay including Micheal Haley with two blocks at the 7:00 mark on St. John’s Ben Chariot.

Andrew Gordon, as time was winding down, wheeled around in front on a bouncing puck and swept it toward an open side. LeNeveu was able to make a gorgeous toe save to keep the red light from going on again.

The Ice Caps got two goals within a 53 second span in the second period to open the game in their favor.

First, Mouillierat got a gift on a Conor Allen turnover and went down the right wing, made a perfect backhander top-shelf as he cut across the crease for his tenth goal. “I got the angle on it and it was kinda last minute and just got the puck up at the right spot.”

Mouillierat scored the next one off a two-on-one play as Patrice Cormier found him open and the right wing and drilled it into the net at 6:58.  Gernander called a timeout and read the riot act to his team.

“We had a good forecheck going all night and Patrice made nice little pass and we were able (to extend) the lead.” Mouillierat said.

The Pack were getting chances, but not capitalizing. Darroll Powe had an open net off a nice Lindberg pass on a two-on-none but fired it wide. Two shifts later, T.J. Hensick also had a chance and missed the net wide.

“We can’t be complimenting them on how they found ways to win games. We have to find ways to win games. We had chances. Powe walks in on a two-on-oh and misses, Kristo down the middle and he misses. Good players and goal scorers finish,” said Gernander.

The Wolf Pack finally were able to get on the scoreboard via the powerplay as Fast, on the left wing side of the net, converted a rebound from Lindberg’s shot that Hutchinson couldn’t get across too at 17:38.

The Wolf Pack started buzzing after that goal and forced another St. John’s penalty and Fast nearly scored before the period ended.

NOTES: 

◾Dov Grumet-Morris will start tomorrow afternoon against Adirondack.

◾Wolf Pack kept the same lineup and scratches from last night’s game.

◾Wolf Pack kept the same starting line of J.T. Miller-Ryan Bourque and Jesper Fast as last night. The D combo of McIlrath-Aaron Johnson did not start last night.

◾Cormier and Jaffray each had plus four and Danny Syvret was minus three for the Wolf Pack.

◾Former Wolf Pack Corey Locke was traded by Chicago to Abbotsford. In turn Calgary reassigned defenseman Mark Cundari to Chicago. Locke was acquired since Abbotsford lost their high scoring center they sought in T.J. Hensick claimed off waivers from Abbotsford by Hartford two weeks ago.
CANTLON’S CORNER: WOLF PACK START SECOND HALF BY CRUSHING FALCONS
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 HARTFORD, CT – The Hartford Wolf Pack used some early scoring and got a few breaks and beat the AHL’s best team, the Springfield Falcons 5-2 at the XL Center Friday night.

The win was the Wolf Pack’s first in seven tries against Springfield this.  For the Falcons, they suffered their fourth defeat in their last five games. The win was the Wolf Pack’s 99th against Springfield in the 16 years the two teams have battled.

There was no shortage of action to start the 173rd meeting between the I-91 Rivals as the Wolf Pack would produce a rare three goal first period.

Like the Wolf Pack of yesteryear, they struck early.

Jesper Fast, living up to his namesake, scored the game’s first goal in a franchise record time of just seven seconds. J.T. Miller won the opening draw from the Falcons’ Tim Miller (no relation) and the puck went to defenseman Danny Syvret at the Wolf Pack blue line. Syvret spotted Fast and hit him with a perfect tape-to-tape pass as Fast split the defensive combo of ex-CT Whale, Blake Parlett and Patrick MacNeill, swooped down on goalie Jeremy Smith and beat him low to the stick-side with a perfect backhander for his fourth of the season.

The previous record for the fastest goal to start a game and period was nine seconds. That record was held by Nigel Dawes and set on April 9, 2007 against the Portland Pirates.

“It was sort of a last minute thing,” said Syvret. “He kinda looked over (at me) that he wanted to go to the middle. He nodded, so you gotta trust he’s gonna be there. It was kind of an aerial pass and you hope for the best.”

Head coach Ken Gernander was pleased with the start. It just what he felt his team needed. “That was a big help and a big lift to get success early. I think it was a pretty complete effort from top to bottom from the whole team.”

Dov Grumet-Morris, playing his first game in two weeks, kept the lead in tact stopping Sean Collins on a clean breakaway at 2:56 closing the five hole to stop the scoring chance. “That’s the sort of thing we have been expecting from our goalies. We set the bar high and Dov made the play, “ said Gernander.

Grumet-Morris, always a keen intellect, remarked how the play kept the momentum for the Wolf Pack. “We went down and scored on the same shift, so that’s a two goal switch (swing). Instead of it being 1-1 it’s 2-0. For us that’s what we need and for this team it was important.”

The Wolf Pack gained the 2-0 advantage Grumet-Morris mentioned at 4:36. Danny Kristo, on a pinball-like play, was at the left side of the net and redirected fellow rookie Justin Vaive’s perfect deflection, from about 10 feet out, of a Syvret shot. Falcons’ goalie Jeremy Smith had no chance. For Kristo, it was his team leading 14th goal and 26th point.

“The way things have been going of late, it was good to get that lead and gain some momentum. It  allows us to play a more aggressive game than having to battle from behind, “ said Gernander.

The Falcons, however, showed why they sit atop the league with 60 points. This clearly isn’t any of the Falcons teams of the past that missed the playoffs for ten years in a row.

The Falcons cut the deficit  to 2-1 via the powerplay.

Michael Chaput took a pass from ex-Whale Tim Erixon and came in from the left point and took a shot that was expertly deflected by Jack Skille to the top-shelf over Grumet-Morris’s left shoulder at 5:07,  a mere nine seconds after Michael Kantor had been whistled off the ice. For some reason, the goal was credited to Chaput wgich would be his ninth of the season.

The Falcons tied the game at two when Erixon struck again.

Andrew Joudrey won the faceoff from Danny Kristo, the puck went to Skille who tipped it over to Erixon at a the left point. Erixon glided over and took a wrist shot that was deflected around the face-off dot and got it past Morris. Erixon was credited with his fourth goal, but pointed to Skille as they came to celebrate at 14:21.

The Wolf Pack regained the lead at 3-2 as Oscar Lindberg scored what would prove to be the eventual game winner, as he took a nice right point short pass from Dylan McIlrath skated in the right wing circle closer toward the boards.He sent a hard wrister that somehow eluded Falcons goalie Smith and into the back of the net at 18:56 allowing the Pack to go to the locker room with a lead.

“It was a good response by the guys and it was just what the situation called for,” said Gernander.

The Wolf Pack chased Smith early in the second period as Lindberg notched his second of the game and eighth goal as he came across the left wing side off a short pass by Kyle Beach, and took a wrist shot that beat Smith far side along the ice at 2:40 for a 4-2 lead.

“We have been reinforcing about putting pucks on the net,”  remarked the head coach  about the rookie center. “Lindy made a nice play using the defenseman as a screen on that play rather than trying to force the play and risking a turnover.”

Falcons head coach Brad Larsen had seen enough and decided to pull Smith in favor of the AHL’s statisically best goalie Mike McKenna  (1.73 GAA).

The Wolf Pack were able to play one of their better defensive games and limited the Falcons in both their shots on goal (24) as well as in, quality chances.

“We were able to lock it down especially in the third period and honestly teams are usually doing that to us,” Syvret said. “It was tough to produce much at that point of the game the ice was so choppy. Nice to not to have to claw back in the game for a change.”

When the Falcons did manage to penetrate the Pack defense,  Grumet-Morris was there and able to make the important saves. Nowhere was that more prevalent than on Ryan Craig’s breakaway, the second breakaway of  the game.

“We played well with the lead and didn’t try to sit on it. We out-shot them and we had a lot of positives tonight,” Grumet-Morris said. “It’s a good way to start the second half of the season.”

Syvret added, “Coach said we can kinda throw away all those (bad) things and make something else. It gonna take one shift at a time, one period at a time and one game at a time we have 15 games coming up, win them we can get ourselves back in it (playoff chase).”

The Wolf Pack are back home Saturday night to challenge the St. John’s IceCaps at the XL Center for the first time this season at 7pm while the Falcons will be at home to play the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

NOTES:

No opportunity to get words with Lindberg, the game’s first star as he had left to be with his parents still here visiting from Sweden.  Lindberg now has three game winning goals, tops on the team.

37 shots on goal second highest on the season for Hartford.

Wolf Pack scratches included Andrew Yogan and Brendon Nash (both healthy) and on the injured list Stu Bickel, Shawn O’ Donnell and Arron Asham.

Grumet-Morris’ frequent flier program to San Antonio will cease as his family will be relocating to Connecticut next week.

Springfield shuffled their lineup during the week gaining Skille at forward from the parent club in Columbus. Skille is getting over an oblique muscle strain and the Falcons lost veteran Cody Bass to the Blue Jackets. In other relevant Bluejackets note, they also released seldom used left wing Ryley Grantham who signed with the Allen Americans of the Central Hockey League.

Today back in 1972 the name New England Whalers, then in Boston, was selected for the WHA franchise that would eventually come to Hartford in 1975. Still one of the better logos and color schemes in hockey history, I always thought they should have kept it when they went to the NHL.

During one of the in game promos they asked a fan besides St. John’s IceCaps who is the other Canadian team in the league. Problem is there are three other Canadian teams in the AHL; Toronto, Hamilton and Abbottsford. Let’s not disrespect our good neighbors to the North.

On Kristo’s goal to announce Vaive’s assist the picture of Brandon Mashinter came up. He last wore the number 23. Somebody might want to change that.

Former goalie Scott Stajcer was reassigned yet again this week to Gwinnett (ECHL) from Florida (ECHL). He has played in four teams this season including Greenville (ECHL) and the Wolf Pack.

Former CT Whale and New York Rangers defenseman Steve Eminger has signed a contract with Norfolk for the remainder of the season. Eminger played most of the year with CSKA Moscow (Russia-KHL)
HAWK’S EYE: PACK HOPING FOR BETTER DAYS IN SECOND HALF
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Friday night’s home game against the AHL-leading Springfield Falcons is the Hartford Wolf Pack’s 39th game of the season, meaning that the Pack are exactly halfway through the campaign.

And it almost goes without saying that club is hoping for much better things in the second half, after struggling to a 12-21-0-5 record through the first 38 games.

“I think we’re just going to try and regroup,” rookie forward, and team leading scorer, Danny Kristo said this week. “It was obviously a frustrating first half we had as a team, but it’s not how you start it’s how you finish. We’ve made a couple of roster moves and I think we got a couple of new guys who can really help us out, so we’re just going to try and go into the second half with a clean slate and start off hot with a couple of wins.”

Action Shot - 01-23-14

As Kristo referenced, the Wolf Pack roster has undergone significant turnover in recent weeks. Two veteran goaltenders, Dov Grumet-Morris and David LeNeveu, have been added, as has T.J. Hensick, an experienced forward who has scored at a better than a point-per-game pace over his more than 300 career AHL games. On the other side of the coin, players who had been a fairly big part of the mix in the first half, such as Brodie Dupont, Kyle Jean, Jason Missiaen and Akim Aliu, were either released or moved down to the ECHL.

“I think they’re just showing that it’s unacceptable where we’re at right now,” Wolf Pack captain Aaron Johnson said of the moves that the organization made. “The guys are going to need to take that and work even harder, find a way to get those extra points and show that they don’t want to be one of those guys that are going to get moved.”

Head Coach Ken Gernander said of the personnel shuffling, “It maybe would have been done sooner, but it’s really hard to find people at this time of year. We knew we had needs that we had to address, but we didn’t want to just jump in and make a mistake either. We wanted to get quality people, and not just a temporary fix, but something that we could build on moving forward.

“To some extent we had a lot of injuries in the first half, and that was a contributing factor as well. You don’t want to kind of overstock your team, knowing full well that you were going to get some of these people back from injury. So it was a little bit dicey as far as managing players and numbers and personnel in the first half, but now I think the moves we’ve made have really kind of shored things up, solidified certain positions and will allow us to have more success moving forward.

“I think the opportunity certainly exists to improve over the first half of the season,” Gernander continued, “from a growth perspective with a lot of our younger players, but also a personnel perspective. We brought in Hensick, a little more offense up front, two goaltenders with some veteran AHL experience, and that should help shore up some of our things defensively. So I expect a much improved team over the second half of the season.”

Johnson agreed that having the steadiness of Grumet-Morris and LeNeveu on the last line of defense is a help, but he would not point to goaltending as any kind of a weakness in the first half.

“I think we can count on all of our goalies, I think it’s really a matter of us playing well in front of them,” the veteran blueliner said. “We’ve hung them out to dry in a lot of situations, you can only put so much on them. It’s great to have their experience, but we can’t lean on them every game. When we win hockey games it’s because we’re all playing, and when we lose hockey games we’re usually putting them in tough situations. We need to play well in front of them.”

Kristo’s view of the roster overhaul from a rookie’s perspective was, “It’s been tough to see some guys go and have some new guys come in, but we’ve got good core leadership in our locker room, and the captains and leaders have done a good job helping those guys come in and helping them feel part of the team. So hopefully those new guys can help us out, and we can just keep moving forward.”

That core leadership group that Kristo talks about is bolstered by the fact that goaltending is not the only position where the Wolf Pack boast a wealth of veteran experience. In fact, the Pack are so seasoned a group that for most of the season, they have been over the AHL limit of five veterans with more than 260 games of NHL, AHL or European Elite League experience. Included in that battle-tested crew are Johnson, Darroll Powe, Arron Asham, Danny Syvret, Micheal Haley and Hensick.

When asked what the older players are harping on to the team, Johnson replied, “Just sticking to the game plan and making sure we’re doing what we’re supposed to do. The hitters need to hit, the goal-scorers need to score, and we just try and pass that on. If the young guys ever have any questions, they know they can talk to us, and I think we’ve done a good job with the young guys so far.”

As for how the younger players have responded to the pressures of the AHL, the captain said, “There’s always guys that you can see kind of flourish as the season goes along, and then there’s guys that struggle a little bit. That’s just part of pro hockey, because we’re playing at an elite level here. As the season goes further, there’s going to be guys that are going to do the same. There’s going to be more guys that are going to step up, and more guys that need to find their niche.”

Kristo is one individual who has occupied an important niche, posting team-best totals of 13 goals and 25 points in 36 games, and he remains upbeat about his rookie season.

“I think it was a good first half,” Kristo said. “Obviously you can learn something new every single day coming to the rink, especially in the games, you can learn game by game, day by day. I thought it was a good first half for me, and I thought I got better as it went on, and hopefully I can keep that going into the second half.”

Gernander, whose job it is to groom players for the NHL level, feels that it remains to be seen how much the youngsters on his team have grown in the first half.

“I think it’s going to depend on how they finish the season,” he said. “What kind of progress we’ll see in the second half is going to be one telling sign of what they’ve learned, and what kind of progress they’ve made in the first half of the season, and certainly not everyone develops on the same pace. We’re not looking to have players drafted one spring and NHL-ready that following fall. It’s a process, and as long as they keep trending up, that’s what we’re here for.”

One positive that can be taken out of the first half of the season, according to Gernander, is that the team’s adversity has forced players to show quickly what they are made of.

“I think it gave opportunities to certain people, rookies or others, that maybe would not have been afforded to them right away,” he said, “and some people did take advantage of them, and are, because of that, being able to broaden their role on the team, and it’s actually expedited their development.

“I think it gave a number of players opportunity that maybe wouldn’t have been available to them right away, to either make a case for further responsibility and extra ice time, and for some of them it maybe pointed out some weaknesses in their game, or some areas of improvement that must be addressed. And unfortunately for some of them, it’s going to be in Greenville (with the Wolf Pack’s ECHL affiliate). For some others, it’s got to be addressed here, but I think it exposed certain weaknesses that guys can be improving upon.”

The Wolf Pack enter Friday’s game 16 points out of a playoff spot in the Eastern Conference, and with seven teams sitting between them and the eighth-and-final playoff berth in the conference. If there is one clear consensus in the locker room and the coaches’ office, it is that the group must ignore that “big picture” and, as the old cliché goes, take one game at a time.

“That’s going to be the key for us, is to focus, really, on that which you can control, which would be that one game at present time,” Gernander said. “You don’t look in the rear-view mirror and you certainly can’t look ahead to certain things, but if we can maintain focus on the task at hand and play some of our best hockey, I think it’s (a postseason berth) still within reach.”

Johnson pointed out that, “One of the good things about the American Hockey League is that you play a lot of those teams so much that you’re able to get those kind of four-point situations. Right now we just take it of game-by-game, look at the team that’s ahead of us, work our way to get to that team and then kind of work our way towards the middle of the pack. You can’t, unfortunately, get into the playoffs in one or two games, it’s going to take a while, but I think we’ve got the team that’s able to do it.

“At the start of the season I think we learned not to give up. And in the second (quarter) I think we got a little comfortable and maybe didn’t play our game. A lot of the games that we win, it’s when we play 60 minutes. We get back to playing 60 minutes, we’ll win more hockey games.”

Kristo summed up the task at hand by saying, “You just have to go at it day by day and come to the rink every single day, if it’s a practice, game or whatnot, and just try to get better. And going into each game, just focus on that game. Don’t think about the three games on the weekend and who you’re playing, just focus on that day and who you’re playing that day. And if you take it one day at a time, you never know what can happen.”

(Photo courtesy of Chris Rutsch)
LENEVEU RETURNED TO HARTFORD
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RANGERS ASSIGN DAVID LENEVEU TO HARTFORD

NEW YORK, January 23, 2014 – New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has assigned goaltender David LeNeveu to the Hartford Wolf Pack of the American Hockey League (AHL).

LeNeveu, 30, dressed as Cam Talbot’s backup on Tuesday against the NY Islanders after signing with the team earlier that day. He returns to Hartford, where he is 1-1-0 with a 3.50 goals against average and .891 save percentage in two games this season. LeNeveu made his Wolf Pack debut on Friday, stopping 26 shots in a 4-2 win at Adirondack. He has split the season between Hartford and the Providence Bruins, posting a combined record of 1-2-0 with a 2.68 goals against average and .906 save percentage in three games. He also appeared in eight games with the South Carolina Stingrays of the ECHL, posting a 4-4-0 record with a 1.64 goals against average, .940 save percentage, and three shutouts.

The Fernie, British Columbia native was originally selected by Phoenix as a second round choice, 46th overall, in the 2002 NHL Entry Draft.
DEL ZOTTO TRADED
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According to several sites on the internet, one time CT Whale/ Hartford Wolf Pack defenseman Michael Del Zotto has been traded by the New York Rangers to the Nashville Predators for defenseman Kevin Klein.

In comparing the two, it would seem that after five years in the organization and a lot as a highly regarded defensive prospect, Del Zoto’s market value plummeted if all they could receive was someone with Klein’s numbers. (Numbers courtesy of hockeydb.com). However on the bright side, with Klein they do get an authentic right handed d-man which they were sorely lacking.

Klein MDZ

It would certainly appear on the surface that money was not the issue. Del Zotto was making $2.9M and Klein pulls in $3M.

Del Zotto would be a restricted free agent with salary arbitration rights at the end of the season while Klein is signed for 5 (five more seasons). Klein is 29 years old and Del Zotto is 23.

Del Zotto has 292 games played and 121 points (26g, 95a) while Klein has 403 games and only 82 pts (16g, 66a).

Talk about wearing out your welcome, it certainly appeared as if Del Zotto did just that.

If you don’t know much on Klein, here’s the scouting report from The Hockey News on him:

Capture

Whether or not this turns out to be a good move or not remains to be seen. it’s likely that Klein will make his debut Thursday at MS G when the Rangers take on the St. Louis Blues.

Here is Glen Sather‘s press conference courtesy of Rangers Report:
CANTLON: WOLF PACK STRUGGLES CONTINUE
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Bridgeport, CT, January 19, 2014 – Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Chris Langkow and John Persson each had a goal and an assist pacing the Bridgeport Sound Tigers to a 5-1 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack before 4,458 at the Webster Bank Arena .

The Sound Tigers move six points ahead of the cellar dwelling Wolf Pack with a record of 15-22-1-4 for 35 points. The Wolf Pack, after ending a six-game winless skid Friday night, slip to 12-20-0-5 for 29 points.

The Sound Tigers extended their lead to three goals at 4-1 as NHL veteran Bouchard caught the Pack in a bad line change and took Langkow’s lead pass and went in and beat David LeNevue just under the crossbar with a perfect backhander for his fifth goal of the season at 15:41.

The game’s final goal came when Langkow, who iced it, beat LeNeveu in a race for a loose puck and deposited into an open net at 19:42 for his first of the season.

“We put ourselves in a good position (early), but we couldn’t find the back of the net and we gave them the chances (in the second period),” Pack captain  Aaron Johnson said. “We’re gonna have to learn from (this).”

In the second period, the Sound Tigers were stopped by LeNevue. The newest Pack netminder robbed Mike Halmo at 5:24 on the right wing side taking a perfect Ryan Strome cross ice pass and one timing it, but LeNevue rose up to kept the door.

Parker Milner kept the door shut on the Pack for the Sound Tigers stopping Oscar Lindberg at 6:40 when he was all alone on the right wing with a short-handed bid with a pass from Fast who did the work.

The Wolf Pack penchant for taking penalties cost them again. An offensive zone tripping penalty from NHL veteran Arron Asham, their fourth straight penalty was cashed in on by the Sound Tigers.

J.T. Miller proceeded Asham with a slash early, and Tommy Hughes’ interference right in front of the ref and Miller got into a scrap taking himself off the ice for five minutes, much to the delight of the Sound Tigers’ Mike Cornell who fought him.

None of these pleased head coach Gernander in any way.

“When you have players making immature plays, selfish plays, when they face a little adversity, however you want to classify it, if you want to play that way, go off the beaten path and play that way (in the second and third period) for whatever reason. You want to make individual plays and that’s plays into their hands. It’s not a three-in-three (games for the Sound Tigers) or conditioning thing, its immature things. The way we responded to adversity was not becoming of a professional hockey player,” said Gernander not naming the individual or individuals who fit that definition.

The Sound Tigers got a two goal lead as Jesper Fast was unable to get to a puck he had knocked off the stick of Sound Tigers’ defenseman Alan Quine at the right side. Instead the puck found the stick of Persson who wheeled back into the zone. Conor Allen came out to block him, but Persson embarrassed the young defenseman as he weaved just to outside the left wing faceoff circle and then fired a perfect shot top-shelf over LeNevue’s right shoulder for a powerplay tally at 10:45. The goal gave the Sound Tigers a 2-1 lead they would never relinquish.

Despite playing their third game in as many days, it was the Sound Tigers who looked like the fresher team. In the second half of the second period, it was only LeNeveu ‘s play in net that kept the game even close.

At 12:20, LeNeveu turned away Anders Lee. Then with 2:58 left he stopped Persson on a two-on-one and then Lee again from 30 feet out with 1:02 left and LeNeveu stoned Aaron Nees with a shoulder save coming off the left wing seconds later.

But the Wolf Pack’s reliance on just their netminder to keep them out of trouble finally cost them as Chris Wetmore’s shot off the left wing sailed wide, but went off the skate of Persson and came right to Cornell at the right faceoff dot. Cornell fired a nice, low wrist-shot that eluded LeNeveu and gave Cornell his third goal with 1.8 seconds left.

“We’ve got two goalies here to compete, but we have to make the plays in front of them and not shoot ourselves in the foot.” Gernander said.

The Sound Tigers cashed in on their first powerplay as Bouchard sent AHL top rookie Ryan Strome streaking down the right and he zipped past Hughes and found a wide open Halmo who buried his 14th of the season at 3:46.

Hartford’s powerplay, 29th overall in the AHL, stalled four times including a five on three advantage. The Pack had the advantage in the period in shots on goal at 16-5 because of the five power plays it was the fifth in which they finally scored.

Danny Syvret was dead center at point, 55 feet out, where he let a rocket go with a screen in front of Milner by a combination of Ryan Bourque and the Sound Tigers’ Scott Mayfield and their was nothing but net to even the score at one with 50.5 seconds left in the first period.

“We had some good looks, but we didn’t execute (except once) sometimes you have to want to be the shooter,” Gernander said. “I thought we made some good plays, but we didn’t get on the stick when we needed to.”

It’s back to the drawing board for Gernander and the coaching staff who will try and get their Wolf Pack ready for a three-in-three weekend. The Pack are back home Friday night against the Springfield Falcons and then again Saturday to host the St. John’s IceCaps. The Wolf Pack close the weekend on the road to start a home-and-home with the Adirondack Phantoms.

NOTES:

◾Dov Grumet-Morris became a father this morning  a second time as his wife Rachel gave birth to their second daughter Leah who came in at a very healthy 9 pounds 7 ounces in San Antonio. Mother and daughter are doing fine.

◾Stu Bickel, Micheal Haley, Brendon Nash, Shawn O’ Donnell were scratches. Nash and O’ Donnell might skate this week.

◾Dylan McIlrath returned to the lineup after missing nine games with a lower body injury suffered December 21st against Springfield.

◾The teams lived up to their AHL reputations with five fights on the night leaving the Sound Tigers on top of the fighting majors list with 73 and 1,113 PM. The Wolf Pack are second in PM at 939 and third in fighting majors with 59. Asham and Brett Gallant a tough toe-to-toe exchange.

◾In Greenville last night Jason Missiaen had a 40 save effort in a 3-0 shutout over Wheeling. Defenseman Sam Klasssen had two assists over the weekend and forward Kyle Jean is pointless in two games with four shots on goal.

◾In Florida Scott Stajcer was  the winner last night in a wild 6-5 game with Orlando trailing 4-1 they came from behind to win. The goal that ignited the comeback came off the stick of ex-Wolf Pack defenseman Bryce Lampman.

◾Former Wolf Pack Brandon Segal had two goals and assist for Hershey last night against Bridgeport earning games first star. Segal now has a goal in seven straight games most in the AHL this season and 16 points in those seven games.

◾Adirondack Phantoms Petr Straka was given a two game suspension by the AHL for a match penalty incurred against Michael Kantor Friday night in Glen Falls.

◾Former Wolf Pack Brodie Dupont saw two wins in his first two German DEL games. In Friday night’s matchup against Krefeld he garnered an assit on new teammates Tyson Mulock’s third goal in a 4-1 win. Earlier day they shutout EHC Munchen 2-0 Dupont had no points or shots on goal. EHC Munchen feature former Wolf Pack Daniel Sparre and former CT Whale Nick Palmieri.
CANTLON’S CORNER: SPRING CLEANING STARTS EARLY IN HARTFORD
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CROMWELL, CT,  January, 14, 2014  – The Hartford Wolf Pack equipment staff had a busy day courtesy of the coaching staff that made wholesale changes to nameplates and sending five players to clean out their lockers.

With their team cresting at the bottom of the Northeast Division and hovering at 29th out of the 30 AHL teams in the league, for Head Coach Ken Gernander and his assistants, Jeff Beukeboom and Pat Boller, patience has finally run out.

After a weekend of playing three-games-in-three nights and losing them all even after adding three new faces over that same stretch, the team took Monday off. When they returned Tuesday they learned that the team had dispatched five players.

Among those released, three were on PTO contracts. They were forwards Brodie Dupont, Akim Aliu and defenseman Sam Klassen, who will head back to Greenville (ECHL) were he had signed a deal at the beginning of the season after being cut from Wolf Pack training camp.

Dupont was a surprise to even have made the team out of training camp as an invitee. He and rookie Shawn O’ Donnell were re-signed on their PTO deals just ten games ago.

Dupont struggled, as have his teammates. After 26 games, the seven year pro had just one goal and six points. He missed five games due to a high ankle sprain injury suffered in Springfield November 1st that began the two month swan dive the team has experienced.

A victim of the numbers game, Dupont was often the veteran scratch. A team can only play five veterans in the lineup, and with the team acquiring T.J. Hensick, he was going to lose more ice time and would have left the team with seven veterans.

“I kinda suspected something might be up when we got T.J. (Hensick) and we have 31 players in the room, Dupont said. “This is a business. I’m not a player like T.J. I’m not a point a game guy; never have been. I know how contracts work and figured mine was the easiest (to let go). I just didn’t know if it would a week, two weeks or a month.”

Dupont is an affable person and was always accessible. He will be missed both the media and teammates alike.

“I had a real good meeting with the coaches,” Dupont added. “I really am super grateful for the chance. I have no hard feelings at all. It was kinda weird; I thought I did better starting my second PTO than my first. But I’m not surprised. When you’re in last place, the team is gonna make changes. This is a place a Hartford team has never been in.”

The day though had a very surreal moment for Dupont.

“To be honest, it felt like the last day of training camp, or on (NHL) trade day. Everybody was waiting for something to happen. I just reintroduced myself to (goalie) David LeNeveu, who I played with in my first year. Twenty minutes later, I was shaking his hand telling him I was leaving.”

Dupont and his wife are heading back to their home near St. John, New Brunswick to figure out their next step.

“This is hardest on the wives and girlfriends than the guys,” Dupont said. “She been very supportive. We know what we were getting into, but we both really liked Hartford and will miss it. I just wanted to say thanks to everybody. They were great to us.”

Dupont has already received one solid offer from Europe, and few ECHL offers. He will consult with his agent over the next few days and make a decision from there.

Aliu came with a tremendous amount of baggage to begin with. After nine games, Aliu, an Ontario native who was born in Nigeria, had just one goal, was a minus-3 and was playing on the fourth line. The Wolf Pack were his eleventh professional team in five years.

Klassen too was a victim of numbers. With the return of Conor Allen from the Rangers,  and the return of Dylan McIlrath to the lineup very shortly as well as Brendon Nash – both from injuries – there was just no ice time to be had for the amiable defenseman.

Kyle Jean’s reassignment to Greenville was long overdue. While Jean got off to a good start last year with seven points in his first 14 games, he’s had a paltry 16 n over the next 59 games.

This season, Jean started out on the second line and after playing in 27 games has delivered just two goals and two assists for four points this season. He was playing on the fourth line and on far too many occasions was too invisible on too many nights.

The Wolf Pack have already used 11 players from their ECHL affiliate in Greenville that they share with the Philadelphia Flyers. Granted there have some for injury reasons, but clearly the team is using the outer limits of their depth chart, hence the signings of Hensick and LeNeveu.

After this flurry of activity, others who may be on a short lash include Kyle Beach and Andrew Yogan.

Beach has registered just a lone assist in 12 games since he was acquired in a trade for Brandon Mashinter. He was a healthy scratch both Saturday and Sunday.

Yogan has been a healthy scratch in five of the last eight games and has just two goals and six points.

As for the goaltending, that situation, a point of pride at the start of the season, has become the proverbial revolving door.

Since Cam Talbot’s elevation after five games to the Rangers, goaltending has been a desolate area for the Wolf Pack.

Jason Missiaen, highly praised by Gernander at the beginning of the season for his hard work in training camp, and after a solid second half of last year, has clearly lost his self-confidence as well as the confidence of his coaches. Missiaen was given the hook after just two periods Sunday in Bridgeport that saw him give up two bad goals – one by Aaron Ness into a half wide open cage guarded by a 6’8 player and then he was totally handcuffed on Andrew Clark’s shot from the left wing faceoff circle.

LeNeveau was signed to an SPC contract (standard players). Meanwhile, Dov Grumet-Morris is attending to family matters in San Antonio awaiting the birth of his second child. LeNeveu becomes the teams sixth netminder at just a little over the halfway mark in the season.

LeNeveu, an 11th year pro, will have his second tour of duty with the Wolf Pack like Grumet-Morris before him. Having played 13 games with the Wolf Pack in 2007-2008, the netminder registered just a 1.88 GAA. LeNeveu started the season with the South Carolina Stingrays, (ECHL), and had recently played for the Providence Bruins with Niklas Svedberg having been recalled to Boston.

Scott Stajcer, has been reassigned to the Florida Everblades (ECHL) and not Greenville with a logjam in net in Greenville with Jeff Malcolm and Connor Knapp (Flyers property) in the dual affiliation arrangement.

NOTES:

◾Former Springfield Falcons goalie Allen York replaces LeNeveu spot with South Carolina (ECHL).

◾Former Whale forward Brandon Segal has scored six games in a row for Hershey.

◾The New Jersey Devils reassigned first round pick defenseman Adam Larsson to Albany and he responded with three assists in his first game.

◾Former Wolf Pack forward Devin DiDiomete has signed a contract extension with HC Milano Rossoblu (LIHG A-League) in Italy.

◾Congrats to Hamden native and Gunnery Prep defenseman Mike Lee for making the midseason top 200 players ranking for the NHL Central Scouting Bureau. Lee has committed to going to the University of Vermont next fall.

◾Two other players twin brothers Evan and Mitchell Smith (Stouffville, ON) from Salisbury Prep made the top 200 as well.
Wolf Pack Play Well Enough to Win, but…

February 7, 2014  

It was a classic good news/bad news situation for the Wolf Pack tonight in Norfolk.

The bad news first…the game ended in a 1-0 loss to the Admirals, a team that is now only three points off the lead in the East Division and has lost only three times in regulation in 18 games (12-3-0-3) since December 21.  The good news is, the Wolf Pack continued to play well, allowed a season-low 14 shots on goal to a very successful team on the road, including a 5-2 advantage in the third period.

David LeNeveu

David LeNeveu

I spoke briefly with Pack goaltender David LeNeveu in the locker room after the game, and despite the loss, his overall outlook on the evening was positive.

“If we play like that on a consistent basis all year long, you’ve got to be happy with the result,” the veteran netminder said.  “You’re not happy with the result tonight, but you’ll be happy with the overall performance of the team.  And that’s what it comes down to.  I know we need wins, we all recognize that, but just getting to play on a consistent basis at a high level is a big step forward for this team, and wins will come along with that.”

LeNeveu matched Norfolk rookie sensation John Gibson nearly save for save, beaten only by a Chris Wagner redirection with 6:29 left in the third period.  Wagner lost the puck in the left-wing circle, but then headed to the front of the net and had Kevin Gagne’s heave from the left point go off of him and get by LeNeveu.  An ugly, greasy goal, to be sure, but it ends up making the difference.

“I think it hit him in the side of the pants, or in the back of the pants,” LeNeveu said.  “I’m not exactly sure, but it hit him somewhere and changed direction.  The puck was going to miss the net.”

Seems like, for a lot of this year, if it weren’t for bad luck, the Wolf Pack would have no luck at all, as the old saying goes.  A strong effort went for naught tonight, so it will be very interesting to see how the group responds in tomorrow night’s rematch with the Admirals at Scope, before they get four days off for the AHL All-Star break.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Lindberg Coming into his Own

February 7, 2014  

Posted a feature today on the Wolf Pack’s Oscar Lindberg on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com.

The Hartford Wolf Pack certainly didn’t coddle Swedish centerman Oscar Lindberg in his first North American pro hockey experience.

The 22-year-old Lindberg was installed as the Wolf Pack’s number-one pivot from the first drop of the puck this season, and the Pack coaching staff continued to count on him in that spot throughout the club’s first-half struggles.

Lindberg, who came to the AHL this year with 178 games of experience in Sweden’s top league over four seasons certainly did not wilt under the responsibility of that assignment.  He displayed a strong and consistent work ethic, and showed flashes of explosiveness offensively, scoring seven goals and adding ten assists for 17 points in the season’s first 35 games.Action Shot for Blog - 02-07-14

Since mid-January, however, when the Ranger organization acquired veteran center T.J. Hensick off of AHL waivers and top-drawer prospect J.T. Miller, also a centerman, returned from a stint in the NHL, Lindberg’s offensive production has taken off.  Starting January 12, Lindberg reeled off a run in which he had at least a point in eight out of ten games, totaling six goals and seven assists for 13 points, including a five-game point-scoring streak that featured five goals and nine points.

According to Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander, the Wolf Pack’s newfound depth in the middle was a key to Lindberg’s unlocking his offensive potential.

“It’s a pretty important position, and for a large part of the season he was our really only one bona fide center,” Gernander said this week.  “And now that we have three, you can spread the workload around a little bit, it doesn’t enable the opposition to check his line on such a regular basis.  And with a couple of extra players, we now have a full complement of lines we’re comfortable with, and everybody can kind of complement one another.”

“I think we’ve got four good centers,” Lindberg said, “but two top guys who can produce take a little pressure from me.  It’s nice to get some guys to produce, not just have the pressure on me to do it.”

Being able to get into a rhythm with a steady set of linemates is something that Lindberg identified as making life easier for him.

“I think we play with more consistency with the lines, having the same lines for a couple of weeks,” he said.  “And I feel more and more comfortable too.  It’s just been happening, and I’m trying not to think about it too much.”

Lindberg’s improved offensive stats have largely coincided with his being put on a line with veteran banger Micheal Haley as his left-winger.  Kyle Beach occupied the right side on that line for several games, giving Lindberg a strong physical presence on both wings, and Danny Kristo slid into that spot in the Wolf Pack’s last game.  That was a 4-1 home win over Adirondack on Tuesday, in which the Haley-Lindberg-Kristo created two first-period goals.

“I think he’s intuitive enough to read off them,” Gernander said of Lindberg and his recent linemates.  “They create turnovers, can make space for him to make plays in behind them, those types of things.  And it just seems to complement his game.

“Danny’s an offensive player, and Lindberg’s a little bit of each (offensive and defensive), but if he can get some guys who think along the same lines, and he can maybe play some give-and-go hockey with, it should help his overall game.”

For Lindberg’s part, it’s not so much whom he is on the ice with, but rather being together long enough to get used to each other.

“I think as long as we keep the lines and not change too much, it’s easy to find chemistry,” he said.  “It doesn’t matter who you play with, as long as you’ve got some consistency.  And I think I’ve been doing that lately, and we’ve been getting a lot of wins too, so that’s been nice.

“Haley, he’s an aggressive guy who wins a lot of battles in the corners, and now playing with Kristo, he’s a playmaker.  So I think we complete each other in a good way.”

Lindberg enters the weekend only one point behind Kristo for the team leadership in points, with Lindberg having 13-17-30 in 45 games and Kristo 17-14-31 in 42 outings.  Clearly Lindberg’s confidence is on a high, and it seems likely that the tougher times earlier in the year made him grow and mature as a player.

“I think the experience was good for him,” Gernander said.  “I think he now has a good understanding of how competitive the American Hockey League is, how hard you’re going to have to work to create your offense and to get your opportunities.  It was a little bit of trial by fire for him, but I think the overall experience will help expedite his career.”

It may be, too, that the full adjustment from the bigger rinks of European hockey, and the different style of play in Sweden, took half of an AHL season to complete.

“The ice surface is a lot different,” Lindberg said.  “It’s more stop-and-start (in North America), not just swinging around, and not a lot of dumping (the puck) and stuff like that.  But I’m learning, and I think it’s been better the last couple of weeks, for sure.”

That better stretch for Lindberg has mirrored the Wolf Pack’s improvement as a team, and it is quite likely that the young Swede’s play will be a key indicator of how far the Pack can climb before the AHL season draws to a close.

Wolf Pack Back in Action Tonight

The Pack begin a two-game series in Norfolk this evening, against an Admiral club that has been among the hottest in the league since the Christmas holiday.

Norfolk lost its last game, 3-1 in Hershey Super Bowl Sunday, but that was the Admirals’ first regulation loss in nine games (5-1-0-3) and only their third in 17 games (11-3-0-3) since December 21.  Head Coach Trent Yawney’s club had its co-leading point-scorer Emerson Etem (11-17-28 in 25 GP) recalled by their Anaheim Duck parent club on Wednesday, but received center Dave Steckel and his 425 games of NHL experience in return.  Also, word is that Swedish-born rookie Rickard Rakell, who is tied with Etem for the team points lead with 10-18-28 in 32 games, is ready to return from an eight-game injury absence.

On the Wolf Pack side, it looks like Shawn O’Donnell is set to return to action, after missing 13 games with an upper-body injury.  If he is back in, the Pack will have to change the lineup that beat Adirondack 4-1 Tuesday night at the XL Center.  Seven defensemen dressed in that game, so Ken Gernander & Co. could simply take a blueliner out and go back to four full lines, but according to the depth chart the obvious candidate to come out would be Bretton Stamler.  All he’s done is go +5 in his ten games since joining the Wolf Pack, and he scored his first career AHL goal in Tuesday’s game.

All indications are that David LeNeveu will get his third straight start in goal.
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Bourque Thriving in Offensive Role

February 5, 2014  

Here’s a feature on Ryan Bourque that I wrote for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

Ryan Bourque’s work ethic, effort and tenacity have stood out from day one of his career with the Hartford Wolf Pack, but until recently he has never been looked to as a source of consistent offense.

Bourque contributed six goals and 14 points in 69 games his rookie year of 2011-12 and then had eight goals and 15 points in 53 games last season.  This year the son of Hall of Fame defenseman Ray Bourque has already fired home ten goals and added seven assists for 17 points, with the season only just past the halfway point.  His newfound offensive production began to blossom around the turn of the New Year, and recently he has thrived playing left wing on a line with J.T. Miller at center and Jesper Fast on the right side.  That has been the Wolf Pack’s top offensive line as of late, and being expected to fill a major offensive role has made all the difference for Bourque.Action Shot for Blog - 02-05-14

“Going through the first half of the season, it was kind of a defensive role, and PK (penalty-killing), and still getting an opportunity here and there in an offensive role, but I think as it’s progressed, it’s quickly developed into kind of a two-way role,” Bourque said this week.  “And I’m definitely relishing it, and trying to make everything of the opportunity I’ve been given.”

His two linemates, both of whom have been more well-known for their offensive potency throughout their development than has Bourque, have relished having his brand of hustle and desire on their left flank.

“His work ethic shows the most,” Miller said of Bourque.  “He provides energy for our line, and there’s always kind of a positive vibe when he’s around.  He’s pretty even-keeled, and obviously he’s been putting the puck in the net lately.  He’s doing it all, really.”

“It’s been awesome,” Bourque said.  “When you have the opportunity to play with two guys like that, it’s pretty simple out there.  You’ve just got to get in on the forecheck, hustle and try and get in the right areas, because they’ll find you.  Both of them have played in the NHL for long periods of time this season, and I think J.T., if he were in a lot of different areas in the league, he’d be in the NHL, he’s definitely that caliber of a player, and (Fast) is the same way.  He’s just so quick, and he gets in there and he gets the puck and he wins his one-on-one battles in the corner.  And he’s got the skill and the playmaking abilities to find you out there.  When you’re playing with guys like that, you’ve just got to go in and work hard and you’ll have success, night in and night out.”

Gernander added, “He (Bourque) forechecks, so he gets in and creates turnovers, and puck recovery he’s been very good at.  He just enables that line to have more puck possession, and allows them to use their skills more offensively.”

That element of forechecking is an interesting calling card for Bourque, as his small stature (5-9, 178 pounds) does not put him in the category of a typical crashing, banging power forward.  Bourque is truly relentless on the forecheck, though, and tirelessly works the hard areas of the ice, often turning the tables on bigger defenders.

“I think that a guy his size can be extremely effective against bigger players, if he uses his quickness and he’s willing to get in underneath those players,” Gernander asserted.  “If you stay on the perimeter, it often allows those bigger players to use their reach and their size to their advantage, but if you get right in their kitchen and you’ve got body position and leverage and you’re using your quickness, I think you can be even more effective.”

Bourque feels that both he and Fast, who is only slightly bigger than Bourque at six feet and 185 pounds, have been consistent in causing problems for bigger opponents.

“It’s definitely just trying to make the most with what you have,” Bourque said.  “We’re both smaller guys, but we both have the assets of quickness.  And we’re short in stature, but it’s not like we’re small in strength or anything like that.  I think we have the strength that you need to play in this league at a smaller size, but with that quickness you need to go in the corners and enjoy winning those battles, and not be afraid to mix it up.  And fortunately for me and Jesper, we share that quality, and if you can use your size to your advantage, it helps out a lot.  You have the ability to be a little more slippery out there, and also to get lower on guys, and it almost makes it harder for them to be able to move you.  So as long as you’re doing the right things and making the most with what you have, then I think that’s why we can have the success we have.”

Bourque’s success has always gone back to his consistent effort.  He never takes a shift off on the ice, and, according to Gernander, his energy level is the same in practice as well.

“He tries to win every drill,” the Wolf Pack bench boss said, “or he’s first in line, usually one beat before the whistle blows.  But that’s part of his makeup or part of his character, one of his assets that he can draw upon.”

For Bourque, that is a way to motivate both himself and his teammates.

“It’s not only the games that you’re competing in,” he said.  “If you have a competitive attitude, you definitely want to make the players around you, and your teammates, the best that they can be too.  And it’s not only that, it’s trying to be the best that you can be on a daily basis.  I hate losing to those guys.  Obviously I hate losing more in the real competition, but in practice if you can try and set those things in place, day in and day out, it’s not only going to make you better, but it’s going to make everyone around you better.”

Now that Bourque has latched on to a spot among the Wolf Pack’s top six forwards, the challenge now is to hang on to that role, and solidify the notion that he has turned a corner in his career.

“At this level, I definitely think it’s just that once you get that opportunity, once you get comfortable and are doing it on a daily basis, if you have the right attitude and work ethic with it, you can definitely fit in and make the most of it,” he said.  “I’ve gotten more and more comfortable with it.  At first it was kind of newer to me because I was doing things that I really haven’t done since Junior, but it’s definitely the most fun I’ve had as a pro, and I’m just trying to make the most of it.”

As far as those things that hadn’t been part of his role since his Junior days in the Quebec League, Bourque elaborated, “In some situations in the past, you’re always thinking defense first, but while still having that responsible attitude, and definitely that responsibility in your game, you can still try to take a few more chances because you know you’re going to have that leeway offensively.  And sometimes when you make a read or two offensively it can definitely go in your favor, and if you have the hustle and the work ethic to get back if you do make a mistake, then that makes up for it a lot too.”

Furthermore, it’s not a situation of leaving one identity behind and assuming another.  Bourque is acutely aware that being a diligent defensive player and a source of energy is what got him to where he is, and he has no intention of forgetting that, no matter how many offensive numbers he manages to put up.

“That’s something definitely that I’ll always carry with me, and I know I won’t ever leave that side of my game behind,” he said.  “I think I’ve grown up being responsible defensively, with that work ethic, and I know that if I’m going to have the opportunity to play at the next level, it’s definitely going to be with those assets, with penalty-killing and the energy that I provide, and being responsible in both zones.  And although I can chip in offensively, it’s definitely with the responsibility of being a very good defensive forward, but also having that offensive capability as well.”

That, clearly, is just what Gernander has in mind, as the organization continues to foster Bourque’s rapidly accelerating development.

“The offensive play is always a benefit, regardless of who the player is,” Gernander said.  “We have to have some minimum requirements as far as forechecking, defensive responsibility, those types of things, but some excel at it, and I think he’s one that leads the way in those areas, as far as defensively responsible, penalty-killing, provide some energy, provide some forecheck.  And now, I think with just a change of linemates or a little bit more offensive opportunity, you’re starting to see more output from him.”

“I still think his future as far as an NHL career will be more of a third, fourth-line guy, penalty-killer, and he still has to be diligent in all those tasks, but any time you can get someone from that portion of your lineup that can score goals when the opportunity presents itself, that makes him that much more valuable of a tool.  He’s proving that, given the opportunity, he can be a significant part of our offense, and I think it’s been a great progression for him.”

Wolf Pack off to Norfolk

Today’s snowstorm wiped out Wolf Pack practice, and accelerated the team’s departure for its trip to Norfolk.  The Pack, as they have done the last few years, are splitting the long ride up on the way down, going as far as Voorhees, NJ, just outside of Philadelphia, today, staying overnight and skating at the Flyers’ practice facility tomorrow morning, and then riding the rest of the way to Virginia after that.

Michael Kantor, who has been out the last three games with an upper-body injury, is on the trip, as is Shawn O’Donnell, who had now been on the shelf for 13 games, also with an upper-body issue.  Stu Bickel, out with a lower-body injury, did not make the trip.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Fast Cranking at Healthy Scoring Pace

January 30, 2014  

Here’s a feature on Jesper Fast that I just posted to the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

A Hartford Wolf Pack offense that was among the least potent in the AHL for much of the first half of the season has suddenly broken out for a total of 18 goals in its last four games, and the one individual who has been the biggest contributor to that is Swedish-born rookie Jesper Fast.

Fast has only played in 19 of the Wolf Pack’s first 42 games, due to the fact that he started the season with the parent New York Rangers, suiting up for eight NHL contests, and then suffered a high ankle sprain in his third game with the Wolf Pack, missing 14 games.  After his return December 20, the 22-year-old winger managed only two goals and five points in his first ten games, but then went on a run that saw him score six times in the next five games, including back-to-back two-goal outings.Action Shot for Blog - 01-30-14

“We thought we’d have a good player in Jesper Fast when he came to us, and then unfortunately he got injured right away,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said earlier this week.  “And everybody thinks when you’re cleared to play (after being injured), you’re a hundred percent and firing on all cylinders, and the reality is, he missed six weeks, and it’s not like you have a training camp and you get to build to a return to the lineup.  It took him a little bit of time to get his feet underneath him, but now he’s returned to form.”

Fast agreed with his coach’s assessment that being back to full health was the biggest single factor in his hot streak, saying, “My body feels good, I’ve been working hard to get back.  It’s just having a good time out there and playing with some good guys.  It’s good to start to get some points.”

Those “good guys” are linemates J.T. Miller and Ryan Bourque, with whom Fast has formed a trio that has combined for 13 points in the Pack’s last four games, three of which have been wins.  According to Gernander, Fast’s hockey smarts are one of the biggest keys to the line’s success.

“I think Jesper Fast is someone that always makes his linemates better,” the Pack bench boss said.  “He does all the little things, he’s very intuitive, has real good hockey sense.  So I think he’s kind of a stabilizing influence for that line, and his chemistry with J.T. gives J.T. a little bit more liberty to try things offensively, knowing full well that you’ve got a guy that can read off you, both offensively to jump into holes, and also defensively if need be.”

Miller said of Fast, “He’s a tremendous player, he’s got a lot of upside.  He’s not very big, but he definitely makes the most of it, and he plays like a big guy.  He’s always being physical and initiating the contact, and obviously he’s pretty hot right now, we’ll try to keep getting him the puck.  He’s a big part of our offense right now and a big part of the team’s success.”

That physical part of the game has always been a strength for Fast, despite his relatively slight stature, at six feet and 185 pounds.  He has scored most of his AHL goals from the high-traffic area right around the net, and that was the case for him on the bigger ice surfaces in Europe as well.

“I’ve always tried to be around the net, where it all happens,” Fast said.  “That’s where you have to be if you want to score goals.

“There are more battles here (in North America).  It’s a smaller rink, so there are a lot of battles out there.  I think it fits my style pretty well on the small rink.  Of course it’s an adjustment here, but I’m starting to feel pretty comfortable out there.”

As far as his synergy with Miller, Fast’s comment was, “I like playing with him, he’s a really skilled player, he can protect the puck.  I think he brings a lot of attention on himself, so it gives me some extra space when he gets the puck.”

“We have a good forechecking line, with speed, with Bourquie and Jesper,” said Miller, “and I try to get in there and use my size and just try to find people open, and obviously the power play’s been really good lately.  We’ve just got to make sure we keep capitalizing on those chances, but I think most of our success comes off the rush and the forecheck.

“We have a little bit of everything on the line right now.  Everybody can play, with their skill, and everybody can shoot the puck and play offense, but they’re (his linemates) both defensively responsible and it makes it easier on me, and that’s a huge part, when you’re spending less time in your zone.”

Fast summarized, “We all three work hard.  I think we know each other, what we’re good at, just work hard and use what we’re good at.”

Gernander has counted on the Bourque-Miller-Fast line in all situations, but Fast has been particularly dangerous on the power play.  Three of his six goals in his recent run have come in man-advantage situations, part of a Pack power play streak of six goals in three games.

“We talked a little bit about it, and we can’t just let the puck go around, we have to shoot the puck and create second chances from the rebounds,” Fast said of the power play.

The right-handed-shooting Fast has found home in the left circle in the Wolf Pack power-play setup, looking either to get open for cross-slot passes from Miller, or get to the net for tips and rebounds.

“I don’t have to stay and wait for the puck, I feel comfortable there (on the left side),” Fast said.  “I have to be ready for the shot and find a spot to get open, but those guys make some good plays out there, so it makes it a lot easier for me.”

Fast’s scoring exploits lately have made things much easier on the Wolf Pack as a team, leading to the club’s most positive streak since the first two weeks of the season.  If the gritty Swede can sustain his current level of play, his ascent back to the NHL should be, well, fast.
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Wolf Pack Showing Signs of Offensive Life

January 27, 2014  

I hadn’t truly realized how hard a time the Wolf Pack has had scoring goals this year until I noticed that Oscar Lindberg’s two-goal game in Friday’s 5-2 win over Springfield was only the second multiple-goal game a Pack player had put up all season, and the first since J.T. Miller had two tucks in the second game of the year!

Also, Friday night was only the third time the Wolf Pack had scored as many as five goals in a game, and Sunday’s 6-3 win at Adirondack marked the first time all season that the club has gotten to six.

The good news is, the Pack showed definite indications this weekend that the offense is coming around.

The club had been last in the league in goals-scored-per-game pretty much since Christmas, but 18 goals in the last five games has jumped Ken Gernander’s group up to 27th in that category, and the power play is coming off of back-to-back two-goal games.

Jesper Fast

Jesper Fast

Individually, Jesper Fast has all of a sudden broken out into a relative frenzy of goal-scoring, Miller has strung together a six-game point-scoring streak and, not coincidentally, the defensemen who have habitually been good point producers, like Danny Syvret an Aaron Johnson, are suddenly ringing up some distinctly noticeable numbers.

Fast and Miller are the engines that are driving the resurgence, which has helped lead the Wolf Pack to wins in three of its last five games.  Fast, who had only two goals in his first 13 AHL games this year, now has six in his last five, and Miller has nine points, all but one of them assists, in the last six games.

Those two have played together on a line for most of the time that Miller has been back in the AHL, and they are starting to show the confidence of players that feel like they are going to cause the opposition serious problems every time they are on the ice.  Fast scored seven seconds off the opening draw, won by Miller, in Friday’s 5-2 win over then league-leading Springfield–the fastest goal I think I’ve ever seen off an opening faceoff and the quickest goal from the start of a period in franchise history–and then put up consecutive two-goal games Saturday against St. John’s (the only bright spot in an otherwise ugly 6-2 loss) and Sunday at Adirondack.

That Sunday game had the feel of a statement game by the Pack, in that they started it quite poorly, much like Saturday’s clunker, giving up a goal only 49 seconds in and falling behind 2-0, but turned the ship around nicely, getting better and better as the afternoon wore on.  Trailing 3-1 as late as the 18-minute mark of the second period, the Wolf Pack scored the last five goals of the game, including the winner by Fast with 4:41 left off a great shift with linemates Miller and Ryan Bourque.

J.T. Miller
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Of course, I thought a couple of other recent Hartford wins, including Friday’s, were turnaround games too, and they were followed by depressing losses, so we’ll see, but I was very impressed with the way the team shook off the bad beginning Sunday and progressively took over the game.

Syvret had an empty-net goal and an assist Sunday in his old barn, and he now has a four-game point streak, in which he has two goals and six points.  Johnson, who was so prolific on offense in the season’s first month, has quietly put together a stretch in which he has seven points in six games.  He made a great slap pass to Marek Hrivik for the power-play goal that got the Pack to within 3-2 Sunday, with 1:39 left in the second.  It seems clear that both Syvret and Johnson are benefitting, statistically anyway, from several of the forwards getting on somewhat of a roll.

Aaron Johnson
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On the other side, Danny Kristo, who is still the only Wolf Pack player in double digits in goals (14) and is tied with Johnson for the team lead in points with 26, has hit a rough patch.  The rookie winger was a healthy scratch in Sunday’s game, with the coaches clearly looking to send a message to the whole team about the unacceptability of Saturday’s collective performance.  Kristo, possibly feeling the effects of already being past the number of games-played that would comprise an entire college season, has been held to one goal and four points in his last ten games, and the Wolf Pack need him to rediscover his scoring touch in order to make a realistic run at a playoff spot.  How Kristo reacts to the comeuppance will be highly significant for the team, and could have a big impact on his individual career as well.
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Wolf Pack Optimistic about Second Half

January 23, 2014  

Here’s a feature I just posted to the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

Friday night’s home game against the AHL-leading Springfield Falcons is the Hartford Wolf Pack’s 39th game of the season, meaning that the Pack are exactly halfway through the campaign.

And it almost goes without saying that club is hoping for much better things in the second half, after struggling to a 12-21-0-5 record through the first 38 games.

Danny Kristo
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“I think we’re just going to try and regroup,” rookie forward, and team leading scorer, Danny Kristo said this week.  “It was obviously a frustrating first half we had as a team, but it’s not how you start it’s how you finish.  We’ve made a couple of roster moves and I think we got a couple of new guys who can really help us out, so we’re just going to try and go into the second half with a clean slate and start off hot with a couple of wins.”

As Kristo referenced, the Wolf Pack roster has undergone significant turnover in recent weeks.  Two veteran goaltenders, Dov Grumet-Morris and David LeNeveu, have been added, as has T.J. Hensick, an experienced forward who has scored at a better than a point-per-game pace over his more than 300 career AHL games.  On the other side of the coin, players who had been a fairly big part of the mix in the first half, such as Brodie Dupont, Kyle Jean, Jason Missiaen and Akim Aliu, were either released or moved down to the ECHL.

“I think they’re just showing that it’s unacceptable where we’re at right now,” Wolf Pack captain Aaron Johnson said of the moves that the organization made.  “The guys are going to need to take that and work even harder, find a way to get those extra points and show that they don’t want to be one of those guys that are going to get moved.”

Head Coach Ken Gernander said of the personnel shuffling, “It maybe would have been done sooner, but it’s really hard to find people at this time of year.  We knew we had needs that we had to address, but we didn’t want to just jump in and make a mistake either.  We wanted to get quality people, and not just a temporary fix, but something that we could build on moving forward.

“To some extent we had a lot of injuries in the first half, and that was a contributing factor as well.  You don’t want to kind of overstock your team, knowing full well that you were going to get some of these people back from injury.  So it was a little bit dicey as far as managing players and numbers and personnel in the first half, but now I think the moves we’ve made have really kind of shored things up, solidified certain positions and will allow us to have more success moving forward.

Ken Gernander
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“I think the opportunity certainly exists to improve over the first half of the season,” Gernander continued, “from a growth perspective with a lot of our younger players, but also a personnel perspective.  We brought in Hensick, a little more offense up front, two goaltenders with some veteran AHL experience, and that should help shore up some of our things defensively.  So I expect a much improved team over the second half of the season.”

Johnson agreed that having the steadiness of Grumet-Morris and LeNeveu on the last line of defense is a help, but he would not point to goaltending as any kind of a weakness in the first half.

“I think we can count on all of our goalies, I think it’s really a matter of us playing well in front of them,” the veteran blueliner said.  “We’ve hung them out to dry in a lot of situations, you can only put so much on them.  It’s great to have their experience, but we can’t lean on them every game.  When we win hockey games it’s because we’re all playing, and when we lose hockey games we’re usually putting them in tough situations.  We need to play well in front of them.”

Kristo’s view of the roster overhaul from a rookie’s perspective was, “It’s been tough to see some guys go and have some new guys come in, but we’ve got good core leadership in our locker room, and the captains and leaders have done a good job helping those guys come in and helping them feel part of the team.  So hopefully those new guys can help us out, and we can just keep moving forward.”

That core leadership group that Kristo talks about is bolstered by the fact that goaltending is not the only position where the Wolf Pack boast a wealth of veteran experience.  In fact, the Pack are so seasoned a group that for most of the season, they have been over the AHL limit of five veterans with more than 260 games of NHL, AHL or European Elite League experience.  Included in that battle-tested crew are Johnson, Darroll Powe, Arron Asham, Danny Syvret, Micheal Haley and Hensick.

When asked what the older players are harping on to the team, Johnson replied, “Just sticking to the game plan and making sure we’re doing what we’re supposed to do.  The hitters need to hit, the goal-scorers need to score, and we just try and pass that on.  If the young guys ever have any questions, they know they can talk to us, and I think we’ve done a good job with the young guys so far.”

As for how the younger players have responded to the pressures of the AHL, the captain said, “There’s always guys that you can see kind of flourish as the season goes along, and then there’s guys that struggle a little bit.  That’s just part of pro hockey, because we’re playing at an elite level here.  As the season goes further, there’s going to be guys that are going to do the same.  There’s going to be more guys that are going to step up, and more guys that need to find their niche.”

Kristo is one individual who has occupied an important niche, posting team-best totals of 13 goals and 25 points in 36 games, and he remains upbeat about his rookie season.

“I think it was a good first half,” Kristo said.  “Obviously you can learn something new every single day coming to the rink, especially in the games, you can learn game by game, day by day.  I thought it was a good first half for me, and I thought I got better as it went on, and hopefully I can keep that going into the second half.”
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Gernander, whose job it is to groom players for the NHL level, feels that it remains to be seen how much the youngsters on his team have grown in the first half.

“I think it’s going to depend on how they finish the season,” he said.  “What kind of progress we’ll see in the second half is going to be one telling sign of what they’ve learned, and what kind of progress they’ve made in the first half of the season, and certainly not everyone develops on the same pace.  We’re not looking to have players drafted one spring and NHL-ready that following fall.  It’s a process, and as long as they keep trending up, that’s what we’re here for.”

One positive that can be taken out of the first half of the season, according to Gernander, is that the team’s adversity has forced players to show quickly what they are made of.

“I think it gave opportunities to certain people, rookies or others, that maybe would not have been afforded to them right away,” he said, “and some people did take advantage of them, and are, because of that, being able to broaden their role on the team, and it’s actually expedited their development.

“I think it gave a number of players opportunity that maybe wouldn’t have been available to them right away, to either make a case for further responsibility and extra ice time, and for some of them it maybe pointed out some weaknesses in their game, or some areas of improvement that must be addressed.  And unfortunately for some of them, it’s going to be in Greenville (with the Wolf Pack’s ECHL affiliate).  For some others, it’s got to be addressed here, but I think it exposed certain weaknesses that guys can be improving upon.”

The Wolf Pack enter Friday’s game 16 points out of a playoff spot in the Eastern Conference, and with seven teams sitting between them and the eighth-and-final playoff berth in the conference.  If there is one clear consensus in the locker room and the coaches’ office, it is that the group must ignore that “big picture” and, as the old cliché goes, take one game at a time.

“That’s going to be the key for us, is to focus, really, on that which you can control, which would be that one game at present time,” Gernander said.  “You don’t look in the rear-view mirror and you certainly can’t look ahead to certain things, but if we can maintain focus on the task at hand and play some of our best hockey, I think it’s (a postseason berth) still within reach.”

Johnson pointed out that, “One of the good things about the American Hockey League is that you play a lot of those teams so much that you’re able to get those kind of four-point situations.  Right now we just take it of game-by-game, look at the team that’s ahead of us, work our way to get to that team and then kind of work our way towards the middle of the pack.  You can’t, unfortunately, get into the playoffs in one or two games, it’s going to take a while, but I think we’ve got the team that’s able to do it.

“At the start of the season I think we learned not to give up.  And in the second (quarter) I think we got a little comfortable and maybe didn’t play our game.  A lot of the games that we win, it’s when we play 60 minutes.  We get back to playing 60 minutes, we’ll win more hockey games.”

Kristo summed up the task at hand by saying, “You just have to go at it day by day and come to the rink every single day, if it’s a practice, game or whatnot, and just try to get better.  And going into each game, just focus on that game.  Don’t think about the three games on the weekend and who you’re playing, just focus on that day and who you’re playing that day.  And if you take it one day at a time, you never know what can happen.”

And…some additional quotes that did not make it into the story:

On the team’s goals for the second half:

Aaron Johnson:  “Just start like we started the season, really, get back to the way we were playing those first 20 games, playing not necessarily 60 full minutes but making sure that in the third period we were able to come back and learn how to win again.  I think we’ve learned a lot in the first half, and now it’s just taking that and moving forward.”

On what the team learned in the first half:

Danny Kristo:  “I think we had a lot of guys with injuries and a bunch of different guys in the net, but I think we learned that when we do play as a team, we can hang in there with anyone and we can play with anyone.  So hopefully we can bring that going forward into the second half of the season.”

On what positives can be taken out of the first half:

Johnson:  “I think our power play had good spurts, our PK’s (penalty-kill) had good spurts, and each line has kind of had their day in the glory.  So it’s just a matter of finding what works and sticking with that.”

Kristo:  “We stuck together.  If you look back to the start of the year, when we won seven or eight in a row, we know we still have that in us, it’s the same guys that we had at the start of the year that are here right now.  So we’ve still got that in us, and we’re going to try and bring that the second half of the season.”

Kristo on the longer season in pro hockey, compared to the college level:

“It’s different playing almost double the games than you’re used to, but the most fun part of the game is the game, coming to the rink with a smile on your face and getting to go out there and compete versus other teams, so I’m excited to keep it going for the second half.”

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

LeNeveu Back, with NHL Contract in Hand

January 23, 2014  

Today saw David LeNeveu return to Wolf Pack practice, which was moved back two hours from its usual 10 AM start time, due to the fact that LeNeveu did not clear waivers until noon.

It had been a whirlwind 24 hours or so for the veteran goaltender, who found out Tuesday afternoon that he was headed to New York to back up Cam Talbot in that night’s Ranger game at Madison Square Garden against the Islanders.  Henrik Lundqvist was too ill to dress for the game, and even if the Rangers had wanted to go the route of bringing one of their NHL-contracted goaltenders, Jason Missiaen or Scott Stajcer, up from the ECHL, that was rendered impossible by the snowstorm that was covering the Northeast.

So the Rangers tore up LeNeveu’s AHL contract with the Wolf Pack, which he had only signed the previous Tuesday, and replaced it with an NHL deal.  That meant that in a span of less than two months, LeNeveu had gone from being a guy who was home in British Columbia without a place to play, to having an NHL contract, and presumably the status as the third goaltender in the organization, with the Rangers.

David LeNeveu, in warmups before Tuesday night's Ranger/Islander game at Madison Square Garden (Scott Levy/NHLI via Getty Images)

David LeNeveu, in warmups before Tuesday night’s Ranger/Islander game at Madison Square Garden (Scott Levy/NHLI via Getty Images)

“It felt good, because the decisions I made at the end of last season were directed at my goal of being back in the NHL,” LeNeveu said after today’s practice.  “And it was not the way, maybe, that we envisioned doing it, but at the end of the day, it turns out that things work in mysterious ways and it worked out right for us.  Looking back, I’m glad we did what we did, it just took a more circular route than I think I thought it was going to take, but at the end of the day, that was it.

“It was nice going up there and being a backup for a night, I enjoyed myself, but at the same time, the end goal is to stick.  So one step at a time, and I’ve got to do my job down here now.”

Thus far, those job duties have consisted of starting assignments in the Wolf Pack’s last two games, a 4-2 win at Adirondack Friday night and a 5-1 defeat in Bridgeport Sunday.

“I felt I was playing pretty well,” LeNeveu responded, when asked how he thought the first two games went.  “Everybody made some mistakes, I made some mistakes, in that second game.  That’s the way hockey goes, but it’s only two games.  We’ve got a long road ahead of us here still, so we’re looking forward to playing well down the stretch.”

Also on the goaltending, and things more important, front, Dov Grumet-Morris and wife Rachel finally welcomed their second child into the world on Sunday.  Dov and Rachel now have two daughters, and Dov told me that the plan is for Rachel and the girls to pull up stakes and join Dov in Hartford as soon as the doctors give the OK for the new baby to travel.

Stu Bickel (lower-body injury) remained off skates at today’s practice, but Justin Vaive looks like he is back to full participation, and Brendon Nash is back practicing as well.  Shawn O’Donnell took the full practice today, but without contact.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

LeNeveu Lands Ranger Deal

January 21, 2014  

From not having a job in late November to the NHL before the end of January…not a bad rebound by David LeNeveu.

So much of life is being in the right place at the right time, and, after being squeezed out of the goaltending market coming into this season, LeNeveu had his luck totally change this morning.  Henrik Lundqvist took sick and was deemed unable to dress for tonight’s New York Ranger home game against the Islanders, and that left the parent club in search of a backup goaltender.LeNeveu Action Shot

I wondered aloud in this space, when LeNeveu was signed last week and Jason Missiaen was dispatched to the ECHL, what the Rangers would do if they suddenly found themselves short a goalie.  LeNeveu signed an AHL contract with the Wolf Pack, and Hartford stablemate Dov Grumet-Morris is also on an AHL deal, so in order to recall a goaltender, the Rangers would either have to sign one of those two veterans to an NHL ticket or bring either Missiaen or Scott Stajcer all the way up to the Big Show from the ECHL.

Suddenly facing that exact situation, the parent club decided that using one of the three NHL contract slots they still had available on LeNeveu was the better option.  So not only did LeNeveu find himself an AHL gig to elevate him from the ECHL job he had scored in South Carolina, a week later an NHL deal falls into his lap.

What a great example of persistence paying off.  No one at all would have blamed the Cornell-educated LeNeveu if, at age 30 and after 10 full pro seasons, he had decided to pack it in when he found himself without a place to play at the beginning of the season.  He kept after it, though, took an ECHL job across the continent from his British Columbia home and his young family, and signed two PTOs with Providence before the Wolf Pack opportunity came up.

Now he has an NHL contract for the rest of the year and, at least for now, a position on the organizational depth chart as the Rangers’ third goalie.  Good story, and hopefully the source of some good karma for a Wolf Pack team that desperately needs some positive things to happen.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

LeNeveu Excited to be Back with Wolf Pack

January 16, 2014  

Here’s a feature I posted today on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on new/old Pack goaltender David LeNeveu.

With LeNeveu returning, the Pack now have a pair of veteran goaltenders on their second go-rounds with the franchise, LeNeveu and Dov Grumet-Morris.  They also are suddenly very experienced in net, after being extremely young there prior to Grumet-Morris’ arrival.

As you will read, it took LeNeveu until almost Thanksgiving to find a place to play this year, but since he hooked on with South Carolina in the ECHL in late November, he has been on a good roll.

His earlier tenure with the Wolf Pack was a quick snapshot, just 13 regular-season games and four playoff outings in 2007-08, but LeNeveu remembers Hartford as one of his favorite places.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Grumet-Morris Back, McIlrath Returns to Full Practice

January 15, 2014  

Dov Grumet-Morris was back in the fold at the Wolf Pack’s practice today, but still had to hold off passing out any cigars.

The second Grumet-Morris baby has apparently still refused to make its appearance, with Grumet-Morris’ wife Rachel now a week-and-a-half past her due date.  Dov had rushed back to San Antonio on Saturday when the birth appeared imminent, his second trip in the span of a week, but things did not progress to the point of delivery, and today he was back on the job.  It doesn’t sound like anything is wrong, thankfully, but Mother Nature is not cooperating with the hockey schedule.

Dov Grumet-Morris

Dov Grumet-Morris

With Grumet-Morris back in town and David LeNeveu newly added to the Wolf Pack roster, Jason Missiaen was reassigned to Greenville.  Interestingly, both Grumet-Morris and LeNeveu are on AHL contracts, so if the Rangers were to need a goaltender, they would have to dip down into the ECHL and recall either Missiaen or Scott Stajcer, who was moved yesterday to the Florida Everblades.  That is, of course, unless they were to sign either Grumet-Morris or LeNeveu to an NHL deal.  According to capgeek.com, the Rangers currently have at least one NHL contract slot to offer of the 50 each team is permitted to carry at one time.

Here’s hoping Missiaen can find his game in the ECHL.  He’s a real hard worker and a real nice kid, and proved last year that at his best he’s a real good AHL goaltender, but right now he seems to be in one of those funks where the puck just won’t hit him, and the harder he tries, the worse it seems to get.  Tough to watch a good guy struggle, and I’ll be keeping my fingers crossed that Missiaen can turn it around soon.

He and Stacjer will have to keep their phones handy too, in case Grumet-Morris gets called away again in the next couple of days to head to the delivery room.

Also notable today was that Dylan McIlrath returned to full practice.  The big D-man has been out since suffering a lower-body injury in the Pack’s last game before Christmas, December 21 against Springfield, and has been progressing nicely.  Haven’t heard it said yet that McIlrath is definitely returning to action this weekend, but it’s certainly looking like he has a good chance to do that.

Michael Kantor is also looking like he is ready to play, after sitting out the last two games.  Kantor was hurt for four games, and then got banged up again in his first game back, Friday in Worcester.  Brendon Nash, meanwhile, has started skating after practice, and Shawn O’Donnell is still off skates for now.
Strome active in team skate upon returning

Michael Fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- The thought at first was to let Ryan Strome take an early skate, take some shots on the Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalies before Tuesday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice, call it a day.

Of course, Strome wasn't going to be so lucky. Bridgeport had the past two days off. The coaches were going to skate the players into the ground.

"There was no way we were going to let him miss out on the skate," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said with a grin. "We put a red jersey on him. He got a conditioning level." 

The red jersey meant Strome wasn't to take contact from his teammates; he was fine to skate, stickhandle and shoot.

The Sound Tigers' leading scorer said he felt OK after missing a game and a third over the weekend with an apparent hand injury; Pellerin had said then that Strome's absence was precautionary.

With nothing broken, Strome thinks he'll be ready for this weekend's two home games. He said he wasn't knocked out of Saturday's game from any one incident.

"I just took a whack in the first period off the boards, kind of," Strome said. "I came and sat down, I came back in the second period, and in one shift, I took a slash, and I got hit into the boards again -- same spot. It's funny how that works out." 

While Strome wore the red jersey Tuesday, Andrey Pedan got to take his off and wear blue like the rest of the defensemen.

"My first full-contact practice: I was pretty excited," said Pedan, whose first pro season has been on hold since an upper-body injury in mid-November.

"I feel like before the injury. I feel great." 

Pellerin said Pedan, who had been skating without contact for a couple of weeks, is medically cleared.

"Andrey's a full-go, full contact," Pellerin said. "We'll see how he did today. and how he does as the week progresses." 

Bridgeport plays home games Saturday and Sunday before the all-star break. Strome is on the AHL all-star team that will face Sweden's Farjestad in St. John's, Newfoundland, on Feb. 11-12.

Bridgeport won't have Marc Cantin for the next two weeks, though. The defenseman received his second suspension in just over a month for checks to the head of an opponent.

Cantin will sit the next four games for hitting Springfield's Sean Collins in the second period of Saturday's game, just as Cantin got out of the penalty box. Cantin served a three-game suspension in January for an open-ice check on Portland's Brendan Shinnimin.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Nilsson, penalty killing elevate Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- One after another, Bridgeport Sound Tigers trudged to the penalty box at Webster Bank Arena. And one after another, they got free unscathed.

Anders Nilsson's 27 saves and some solid penalty killing led the Sound Tigers to a 3-0 win Saturday over the Springfield Falcons.

"Bogy (assistant coach Eric Boguniecki) and I were talking going off the ice and saying that's the Anders we remember," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

"That's his game. He made big saves. He covered rebounds. ... He was tracking the puck." 

Bridgeport killed off all 13 Falcons power plays, catching a bit of a break when two Springfield minor penalties took away all but a minute of what would've been a five-minute advantage for Marc Cantin's match penalty -- his second in a month for checks to the head -- late in the second period.

"We had a lot of penalties, but we were able to kill them off in a very good way," Nilsson said. "They didn't get a lot of Grade-A scoring chances though they had a lot of zone time."

Attendance was 4,368.

Nilsson's second shutout included six saves in the first six minutes. He said he was seeing pucks well, and what he didn't, the defense blocked.

Nilsson returned to Bridgeport after a three-week NHL stint with Friday's 2-1 loss in Albany; he made 20 saves, and though he said he should've stopped the first Devils goal, he thought it was a good way to come back.

This followed it up well.

"It's always fun to be up there," Nilsson said. "It builds good confidence for me, the higher speed, the higher tempo.

"Two pretty good games in a row is good for the confidence, to try to build it up going into the final part of the season." 

Bridgeport scored goals 16 seconds apart late in the first period. Mike Halmo and Anders Lee forechecked to force a turnover; Andrew Clark fed Lee at the right post with 1:04 left in the period. Off the draw, Pierre-Marc Bouchard rushed up the left wing and set up Scott Mayfield for a wrist shot from the left circle with 47.3 seconds left.

"It's usually the response of the other team (to a goal)," Pellerin said. "I talked about how we wanted to be the aggressors, that we wanted to be on our toes." 

Halmo scored on a five-on-three in the third.

Nilsson and the penalty kill had all they needed, setting a team record for most power plays killed in a game (11 on Nov. 3, 2007, in Hershey).

"Doug (Holewa, assistant coach) has been doing a great job, No. 1, scouting the opposition, and implementing a style and a system that's working with the personnel we have," Pellerin said. "The guys are executing it. Give him all the credit." 

Centerman Ryan Strome sat out with an apparent left-hand injury suffered in Friday's loss at Albany. Pellerin said he's day-to-day; the team is off until Tuesday.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. ANDERS NILSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Made 27 saves in his second shutout.

2. PIERRE-MARC BOUCHARD, BRIDGEPORT: Set up the Sound Tigers' last two goals.

3. MIKE HALMO, BRIDGEPORT: Forechecked on the first goal; scored the third.

UNSUNG HERO: Scott Mayfield blocked shots and scored the second goal.

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Albany, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO 

Springfield 0 0 0--0

Bridgeport 2 0 1--3

Sound Tigers fall at Albany; Strome hurt

Michael Fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers lost for the first time in five games Friday night, and they're hopeful their top-line center isn't lost for an extended period, too.

Ryan Strome left the game after the second period of Bridgeport's 2-1 loss to the Albany Devils at the Times Union Center. Scott Pellerin said he sat out the third for precautionary reasons.

Tim Sestito scored the winning goal, coming off the bench and driving to the left post to take Harri Pesonen's pass with 11:47 to go.

"It's unacceptable for a guy to sneak in without anybody seeing him," Pellerin said.

Bridgeport was already missing Strome by then. A fan's photo posted on Twitter indicated the AHL all-star centerman left with a hand injury. Pellerin downplayed the injury, reported the Times Union's Pete Dougherty.

"It's just an upper-body injury. We're taking a cautionary approach," Pellerin said by phone, adding Strome will be evaluated Saturday before Bridgeport's game against Springfield at Webster Bank Arena.

The Sound Tigers had scoring chances over the last 47 minutes, despite needing 13 minutes to put their first shot on Devils goalie Keith Kinkaid's net.

Bridgeport shot wide on a second-period four-on-one as the teams traded odd-man rushes. Strome served a tripping penalty late in the second, then after being set free was involved in a shift with his regular linemates that peppered Kinkaid.

All that beat Kinkaid (27 saves) was a first-period power-play goal by Alan Quine, who scored on his own bouncing rebound, his first goal in over a month.

That tied the game after Reid Boucher gave the Devils a lead on a wrist shot off Kelly Zajac's cross-ice pass.

Bridgeport's Anders Nilsson made 20 saves in his return from an NHL stint.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Bridgeport 1 0 0--1

Albany 1 0 1--2

Nilsson hopes to build toward Islanders return
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- Since the New York Islanders called Anders Nilsson up from the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Jan. 6, he played just one game.

It was a win, at least; he and the Islanders beat Philadelphia 3-2 in a shootout on Jan. 20. It's still the only time he's faced shooters in anger in three and a half weeks.

He still feels his latest NHL tour, spelling the injured Evgeni Nabokov for the second time this season, has been a benefit.

"The tempo and speed is better, obviously," said Nilsson, who returned to Bridgeport this week to practice at the Wonderland of Ice. "You improve a lot in (NHL) practice. The tempo goes up a lot. Though I didn't play much, I think I improved." 

The Sound Tigers play four games the next two weekends before the AHL's four-day all-star break, which arrives just as the NHL goes dark for two weeks for the Olympics. Those four games begin Friday in Albany.

"I'm actually excited to get back here and play some games," Nilsson said. "I've had one game in three weeks. I'm excited to get back and hopefully get some games." 

They'll be looking for consistency from Nilsson. He has had some great nights, like a shutout in Hartford in December, and some tougher ones that leave him with a goals-against average over three.

Most of the team is in a similar boat, youngsters looking to be consistent. The Sound Tigers have found a bit more of that during the four-game winning streak they carry to Upstate New York on Friday.

"It starts with the goalies, it starts with the defense, and the forwards have got to follow all over the ice," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're looking to continue (Nilsson's) development and get him back to the NHL." 

Nilsson's experiences up there -- a stint two years ago in his rookie season, a practice-squad role during last year's playoff series against Pittsburgh, a couple of tours this year -- have given him a good glimpse of life at the next level.

"I know how everything works up there now," Nilsson said.

"I feel better and better every time I'm up there." 

ALL-STAR TV: The AHL All-Stars' game against Farjestad of Sweden will air live locally on MSG Plus 2 and NESN Plus on Feb. 12 at 6:30 p.m. The skills contest, the night before at 6:30 p.m., will air on NESN and MSG Plus. Bridgeport's Ryan Strome is among those selected to the AHL team.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Defenseman Vaughan effective in forward role
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- He showed up as a defenseman, played a little at forward, moved back to defense for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

Scooter Vaughan has moved back to forward the past few weeks and has been effective on the wing. He looks as if he's found a comfortable spot with the Sound Tigers.

"It's not comfort," Vaughan said. "I've just kind of gotten adjusted to everything."

Vaughan, who'd played both forward and defense before in a young career that took him from California to the University of Michigan to the ECHL, hadn't played an AHL game when the Sound Tigers signed him to a pro tryout 21 games ago. 

He was scratched from one of those 21, but the others have been split between forward and defense. 

"He brings a lot of intensity down low in cycles, going to the net," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're going to work with him in regards to more forward habits. He's a competitor, and he works hard. He makes our team better."

He scored goals Saturday and Sunday as Bridgeport extended a winning streak to four games. 

"I'm learning as much as I can," Vaughan said. "Players who've been in the NHL, like (Pierre-Marc Bouchard), like Stromer (Ryan Strome). I'm picking up little things from them." 

He was on the fourth line Saturday, taking Justin Johnson's clear, blowing by a Springfield defenseman and scoring on the breakaway. 

In the second period Sunday, he and Joey Diamond switched places; both players were then instrumental in goals, Diamond setting up one for Andrew Clark, Vaughan scoring on a rebound. 

The swap put Vaughan with Chris Langkow, his roommate and his teammate in the ECHL with South Carolina, ready-made chemistry.

"(Vaughan's) speed, his versatility," Pellerin said, "he and Langkow together bring an element of speed we need."

An AHL pro tryout expires after 25 team games; that's Feb. 9 for Vaughan, who said he's heard no talk about what might follow. 

MEANWHILE, IN SOUTH CAROLINA: New Canaan's Jack Downing, who had been with South Carolina on assignment from Providence, was released from his AHL contract to sign an ECHL deal with the Stingrays, the Post and Courier of Charleston, S.C., reported. That makes him available to sign a pro tryout with any AHL team. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sound Tiger rookie Pedan, out since Nov. 11, getting back into shape
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Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- The whole upper-body-injury experience was new to Andrey Pedan, and not the new kind of experience you need as a rookie professional hockey defenseman.

Sitting out over two months was awful. But he has been skating for a couple of weeks, and on Tuesday, he took his first full practice with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers since he last played on Nov. 11.

"It feels great to be with the guys," Pedan said after practice at the Wonderland of Ice. "I'm having some fun. It's awesome. It's pretty hard missing two months. It's always nice to get back."

Pedan remains in a red no-contact jersey for now. There's no timetable on when he'll get back to resume a rookie season that showed some promise -- judging by the constant inquiries on social media, he has intrigued a lot of fans of the New York Islanders and the Sound Tigers -- and showed, like most young defensemen, there was work to do.

"We'll see how he does day to day," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

It'll be up to team doctors and trainer Dave Stickney to make the call as he gets re-acclimated to the pace of practice after a long time doing little or nothing.

"No headaches, nothing," Pedan said. "I'm getting back in shape.

"I'm just staying on the ice a little longer, more workouts. Overall, I'm just excited to get back."

Pedan's big step toward a return was just one part of a newsy practice Tuesday.

Although captain Chris Bruton remains out injured, Johan Sundstrom practiced with full contact Tuesday for the first time in six weeks, coming back from an illness. Sundstrom had been targeted to return Friday, but Pellerin said that next weekend now seems more likely.

Matt Donovan, sent down Monday, was called back up to the Islanders on Tuesday. The Sound Tigers sent goalie Parker Milner to Stockton (ECHL) with the return of Anders Nilsson from the Islanders.

Bridgeport released forward Matt Lowry from his tryout; Pellerin said he didn't expect many lineup changes, and Lowry, a healthy scratch the last two games, needed to play with Evansville (ECHL).

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

The New York Islanders sent defenseman Matt Donovan and goalie Anders Nilsson down to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Monday. The Islanders needed to make room for Lubomir Visnovsky's and Evgeni Nabokov's returns from injured reserve. Donovan had 14 points in 17 games for Bridgeport this year, sent down on Thanksgiving and called up at New Year's. Nilsson is 5-12-2 with a 3.08 goals-against average and an .893 save percentage with the Sound Tigers.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Sound Tigers extend winning streak to 4 games

Michael Fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- They preached balance all weekend, keeping an even keel. And Sunday's game gave them a week's worth of chances to tip right over the edge.

But the Bridgeport Sound Tigers kept coming, answered Syracuse's goals and answered the bell when they had to, and won their fourth in a row, beating the Crunch 6-5 at Webster Bank Arena behind John Persson's three goals.

"It's something coach has been stressing, being balanced," said Riley Wetmore, who blocked a couple of shots on a game-ending penalty kill. "At the beginning of the year, we'd get so up if we were up 2-0, so down if we were down 2-0." 

After four of Syracuse's five goals, Bridgeport scored within 2:31. Persson put in three of those for his first professional hat trick.

"A young group, we were challenged numerous times to keep that balance," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We responded at the right times."

Attendance was 6,319 to watch the Sound Tigers match their season-long winning streak in a game that got nasty late. The Sound Tigers' Mike Halmo laid an open-ice hit on Cedric Paquette with 5:02 to go, exactly a minute after Nikita Nesterov's power-play goal made it 5-5.

No penalty was coming when Luke Witkowski came in to fight Halmo, and Pierre-Cedric Labrie fought Bridgeport's Anders Lee.

An extra minor to Witkowski gave Bridgeport a power play, on which Persson scored the winning goal, following his own rebound with a backhander under goalie Kristers Gudlevskis. Another fight ensued as the teams changed, with Paquette fighting Ryan Strome, taking Bridgeport's entire top line off the ice for the last 4:06. 

"We had a focus of winning two points," Pellerin said. "I thought it was a little bush-league (of Syracuse).

"They couldn't skate with us," he added. "Down low, they couldn't handle our speed, our strength. Our conditioning level was the difference tonight." 

Bridgeport led 1-0 (Lee on a power play), 3-1 (Persson and, for the second night in a row, Scooter Vaughan) and 4-2 (Andrew Clark, off Joey Diamond's feed after a breakaway went awry), but Syracuse tied it at 4 with 12 minutes left in regulation on Matt Taormina's power-play goal.

A bit more than a minute later, Wetmore won a right-circle draw (his only faceoff of the night; "1-0," he said with a laugh). Persson carried the puck to the slot, used a screen and beat Gudlevskis high-glove for another lead.

Pellerin said he and Persson had a talk earlier this month about the way the team needs him to play.

"He just made it clear what they need me to be, a power forward," said Persson, who also had a three-point game last Sunday in a win over Hartford. "Hitting people, going to the dirty areas." 

The game started 12 minutes late from a scheduled 5:08 faceoff after the arena changed over from a noon basketball game between Fairfield and Siena.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Syracuse 1 2 2--5

Bridgeport 2 2 2--6
Reiter sharp as Sound Tigers win 3rd straight
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. -- It'd been a tough January for Kenny Reiter, riding a four-game losing streak into Saturday at MassMutual Center. 

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers played a solid road game in front of him, and Reiter's 31 saves helped Bridgeport beat the league-leading Springfield Falcons 3-1. 

"I needed a big game," Reiter said. "The team needs me to be good every night, and last weekend, I wasn't too happy with the way I played. I focused on coming out this weekend and putting it together."

Reiter stoned Jonathan Marchessault from the left circle with 1:19 to go, preserving the lead and inspiring Marchessault to whack the endboards with his stick in frustration. 

Mike Halmo's 120-foot empty-netter sealed it 16 seconds later, securing Reiter's eighth win of the year and the team's third win in a row. Parker Milner had won the other two.

"(Reiter) did respond," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. 

The Sound Tigers killed four Falcons penalties, though Springfield thought it had a power-play goal in the first period. Referee Pierre Lambert waved off Marchessault's goal for a Falcon's contact with Reiter, which pushed him back into his net.

"We've been working for our bounces," Reiter said. "It's a call we deserved."

Chris Langkow was planted at the front of the net to score the winner. He pounded home the rebound of Riley Wetmore's right-circle shot with 15:05 remaining. 

"The guys persevered with the balance we talked about," Pellerin said. "They stayed composed. When we got the lead, (Springfield) turned it up." 

Reiter made 11 saves in each of the last two periods. 

Springfield's only goal needed video review. Reiter stopped Ryan Craig's right-circle shot, but the rebound bounced off Jack Skille and in. Lambert checked that Skille didn't bat it in. 

The Sound Tigers answered 1:53 later. Justin Johnson -- returning to the lineup from a suspension as Brett Gallant sat out with an upper-body injury -- cleared the puck to Scooter Vaughan. Vaughan beat defenseman Blake Parlett to the puck, broke away and tied it from the right circle. 

Bridgeport returns home Sunday to play Syracuse. The game is scheduled for 5 p.m., though the arena has to be changed over from a noon Fairfield basketball game. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http

BRIDGEPORT 1 0 2--3

SPRINGFIELD 1 0 0--1

First Period: 1, Springfield, Skille 3 (Craig, Chaput), 11:00. 2, Bridgeport, Vaughan 2 (Johnson), 12:53. Penalties -- Halmo, Bpt (holding), 18:51.

Second Period: No scoring. Penalties -- Jacques, Spr (tripping), 6:48; Keenan, Bpt (interference), 10:01; Keenan, Bpt (holding stick), 18:36.

Third Period: 3, Bridgeport, Langkow 2 (Wetmore), 4:55. 4, Bridgeport, Halmo 15 (Ness), 18:57 (en). Penalties -- Prout, Spr (cross-checking), 9:09; Cornell, Bpt (holding stick), 11:10; Mayfield, Bpt, major (fighting), 18:57; Marchessault, Spr, minor-misconduct (roughing), 18:57; Craig, Spr, major (fighting), 18:57.

Shots on goal: Bridgeport 8-10-10--28. Springfield 10-11-11--32.

Power play opportunities: Bridgeport 0 of 3, Springfield 0 of 4.

Goaltenders: Bridgeport, Reiter 8-9-2 (32 shots-31 saves). Springfield, McKenna 10-4-0 (27-25).

Attendance: 4,990. Referee -- Lambert. Linesmen -- Colby, Simeon.

3 stars

1. KENNY REITER, BRIDGEPORT: Made 31 saves.

2. CHRIS LANGKOW, BRIDGEPORT: Got to the front to score the game-winner; killed penalties. 

3. JACK SKILLE, SPRINGFIELD: Also got to the net; a rebound went off him for the Falcons' goal. 

UNSUNG HERO: Scooter Vaughan got behind Blake Parlett to score Bridgeport's first goal soon after Skille's.

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Syracuse, 5 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Strome's late goal ties it, Sound Tigers win shootout

Michael Fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

Nothing comes easily for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers this year, and even what seemed to be an inevitable tying goal took almost a whole period to obtain.

But it came: Ryan Strome tied it with 17.9 seconds left, and Bridgeport beat the Portland Pirates 4-3 in a shootout Friday at Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine.

The Sound Tigers put pressure on Portland's net over the final 10 minutes, outshooting the Pirates 14-6 in the third period overall.

They had an apparent goal disallowed with 3:35 to go; the announcement was incidental contact with goalie Mark Visentin, with both Anders Lee and Mike Halmo crashing the net. They hit posts twice after that before Strome scored on a wrist shot from the top of the slot.

Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Alan Quine tallied in the shootout, and Parker Milner stopped four of the Pirates' five shooters after making 31 saves in regulation and overtime, ending the Sound Tigers' seven-game road winless streak.

Bridgeport's seven power plays included two five-on-threes on which it didn't score; it went 1-for-7 in all.

None of the six goals were scored at five-on-five, including Strome's, scored with Milner pulled for a sixth attacker.

Bouchard scored a power-play goal early in the second from the top of the right circle. Defenseman Mike Cornell scored on a four-on-four 1:29 later, his second goal in two games.

The Pirates went 3-for-8 on the power play. Defenseman Brandon Gormley gave them a 1-0 lead in the first, then tied it at 2 in the second.

With 11 seconds left in the second period, Tobias Rieder deflected in a point shot to give Portland a lead.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Bridgeport..................................0 2 1 0 1--4

Portland.................................... 1 2 0 0 0--3
In coach's view, Sound Tigers young with plenty of upside
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- The idea inspires Bridgeport Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin to stand up, turn around and take a marker to the numbers on his whiteboard, a visual representation of his lineup.

Youth? He checks off rookie after rookie. The second-year pro who barely played last year. The third-year pro who's in his first full AHL season. There's a respite at veterans Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Justin Johnson, then a funny one at Aaron Ness, a third-year pro who's got the most AHL experience on the team.

Pellerin isn't complaining; he's still bullish on these players' potential.

But the symptoms are everywhere in the statistics: If you're looking for a reason the Sound Tigers are 27th in the 30-team AHL with 34 games left, youth is a prime suspect.

"They're inexperienced, but the skill is there," Pellerin said. "It can only go so far. It takes the implementation of systems. It takes them getting confidence. It takes, instead of guys competing against each other, competing for each other. You're starting to see that." 

After 42 games, the Sound Tigers have allowed the fourth-most goals per game in the league (through Tuesday's games). They are 24th in goals per game, but they're 28th at even strength. And though they've received lots of power-play opportunities, they have had to kill 5.6 opponents' chances a game, most in the league and one above the league average.

Those penalties have led to 46 opposition power-play goals, second-most in the AHL.

"It's something we've tried to focus on, staying out of the box," rookie defenseman Mike Keenan said. "A few games have really killed us on the penalty kill."

Bridgeport has had more power plays than its opponents only 15 times; six times, power plays have been even. Of the 21 others, 11 times the opposition has had three more power plays or more than the Sound Tigers. Twice, Bridgeport didn't receive a power-play chance.

But penalties are just one part. The goaltending, with Anders Nilsson not having the kind of start he wanted, started out unable to, as Pellerin said, "steal a game." The defense was young and lost Joe Finley, who played last year in the NHL, to circulatory surgery early on.

"Put that all together with the forwards, and everyone's developing at the same time. You're going to have those fluctuations," Pellerin said.

Players have been thrust into situations they haven't faced before, or at least not at this level. Keenan's one. He began the year with Stockton (ECHL), but he has come back to become a mainstay on both the second power-play unit and the penalty kill.

"It's been a fun ride," Keenan said. "The guys have gotten to play roles that possibly, at the beginning of the year, they didn't think they (would)." 

The Sound Tigers are 10 points out of a playoff spot with five teams in their way, and only one Eastern Conference team has played more games.

"But I'll tell you, this group has been the hardest-working group," Pellerin said. "You look at three-in-threes, the effort level, the conditioning level at the end, being in every game: They've never, ever given up. That's going to carry us a long way." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Bouchard brings NHL touch to Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- Every time Pierre-Marc Bouchard's name has come up since he came down to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, his teammates talk about how great it is to play with him.

Those hands, that vision: NHL-caliber, for sure. And there's a reason for that, obviously -- Bouchard has been an NHL player for the better part of the past 12 years.

"It's been kind of nice to get some ice time," Bouchard said. 

He has been used to playing big minutes at even strength and on the penalty kill, and here, he's gotten back to that.

"It's been good to get some confidence back, to make some plays offensively." 

There's an obvious difference in the pace of the game at the NHL and AHL level, the time and space available to a skill player like Bouchard, 29, who has played almost 600 games in the NHL.

But Bouchard has five goals and eight assists in 15 games with the Sound Tigers, including a seven-game scoring streak soon after being sent down.

"That's my role," Bouchard said. "Whenever I'm on the ice, I've got to create scoring chances. I've got to get some shots on net." 

The AHL keeps time-on-ice unofficially and doesn't release it. Bouchard wasn't even sure how much he's been playing, but he figured 18-20 minutes a night.

In his last six games this year with the New York Islanders, with whom he signed a one-year, $2 million contract in the offseason after spending 11 seasons with the Minnesota Wild, he was averaging more like 12 and a half.

His hope, naturally, is to take the confidence he has built here and bring it back to the NHL, where he has scored as many as 63 points in a season.

"If the Islanders need me back," Bouchard said, "I'll be ready." 

DISCIPLINE: Hershey's Ryan Stoa received a one-game suspension from the AHL for slew-footing -- kicking out Mike Halmo's legs -- during Saturday's 5-3 Bears win at Giant Center. Bridgeport also asked the league to review a Dane Byers hit on Aaron Ness from the same game, but the league did not discipline Byers.

OLEKSY DOWN: Hershey also got defenseman Steve Oleksy from the Washington Capitals on Tuesday. Oleksy, who played much of 2011-12 with the Sound Tigers, cleared waivers Tuesday after spending almost a year in the NHL.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers regroup after tough first period, beat Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio

Published 12:07 am, Monday, January 20, 2014 

 1 of 19 .

View: Larger | Hide 

.

Sound Tiger Riley Wetmore looks to stuff the puck past Hartford goalie David LeNeveu during the second period of their AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tiger Mike Halmo plays the puck in the offensive zone during their AHL hockey matchup with Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Sound Tiger Anders Lee fires a shot on goal during his team's AHL hockey matchup with Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Sound Tiger Pierre-Marc Bouchard fires a shot on goal during his team's AHL hockey matchup with Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tiger Riley Wetmore. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tiger Anders Lee. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Sound Tiger Ryan Strome. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tiger Mike Halmo. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tiger John Persson. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, January 19, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- Facing a rested team and taking penalty after penalty in the first period, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers could have been bound for a lost weekend Sunday afternoon against Hartford.

They held the fort in the first, before finding a rhythm and beating the Hartford Wolf Pack 5-1 at Webster Bank Arena.

"Looking at our conditioning level, the work ethic the guys had been putting in, we played a solid, hard 60 minutes," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

They needed it against a Hartford team that had Saturday night off while the Sound Tigres played in Hershey, Pa., and bused home. But five penalties in the first period kept their top skill players anchored to the bench and exerted their penalty killers.

Still, it was 1-1 after one, despite those five Hartford power plays; Mike Halmo scored for Bridgeport on its lone first-period power play, answered by Danny Syvret on the Wolf Pack's fifth advantage.

Goals by John Persson and Mike Cornell in the second gave Bridgeport a lead.

"We talked about it after the first, staying disciplined," Persson said. "We've got the most penalty minutes in the league. (Referees) are looking for it." 

Attendance was 4,458.

The penalties began right from the first shift, when Pierre-Marc Bouchard was called for a hook.

The Wolf Pack received a brief five-on-three later in the period on overlapping penalties by defensemen Mike Keenan and Cornell. They went up a man when Sound Tigers goalie Parker Milner, in pretty much his lone miscue (31 saves), cleared a puck into the stands.

Only a Dallas Jackson interference minor proved costly, though.

"When we kill like that, we get momentum from it," Persson said.

The win followed Bridgeport road losses Friday and Saturday. The Sound Tigers have two wins in the past nine games; both are against Hartford, the only team below them in the Eastern Conference standings.

Persson had a few scoring chances in the second period and scored after Keenan kept a puck in the zone midway through the period. Cornell, who took some late hits from Hartford's Kyle Beach, made it 3-1 Bridgeport with 1.8 seconds left in the period.

"I took a quick glance at the time," Cornell said, "and I figured I'd slide down in case anything kicked out." 

Perfect timing: Riley Wetmore's floater kicked off LeNeveu's left skate to Cornell in the right circle.

Chris Langkow's backhand pass from the front of the Bridgeport bench to the blue line sent Bouchard on a breakaway that made it 4-1 in the third; Langkow scored his first AHL goal of the year on a two-on-none in the closing seconds.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Hartford 1 0 0--1

Bridgeport 1 2 2--5
Sound Tigers fall to Bears
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

BRIDGEPORT -- A couple of mistakes, a couple of power-play goals against and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers lost a heartbreaker Saturday to the Hershey Bears at Giant Center. 

The story sounded too familiar to Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin, whose young team has one win in the past eight games. 

"We make one mistake, that's when we need that structure," Pellerin said. "We're not getting that save; we're not getting that block; we're not getting that secondary help."

Marc Cantin tripped Nicolas Deschamps as the Bears winger broke away from him in the left circle with 4:24 to play Saturday. Brandon Segal scored with 2:57 left, working with Jeff Taffe at the front of the net, on the rebound of Nate Schmidt's big shot from the point.

Cameron Schilling added an empty-net goal for Hershey, which got three points apiece from Taffe and Segal.

Bridgeport's Ryan Strome had his AHL scoring streak end at 10 games, tied for third in team history in the regular season.

The Sound Tigers got a first-period goal from Riley Wetmore to tie the game -- Hershey's Ryan Stoa had scored off a turnover -- then took its only lead on Pierre-Marc Bouchard's wrist shot from the right circle with 6:10 to go in the second. 

Hershey needed 45 seconds to tie it after a failed clear, then took a 3-2 lead on Segal's first goal before Mike Keenan tied it from the left circle through traffic with under 10 seconds left in the second.

Wetmore played his first game for Bridgeport since Dec. 21, when he was hit in the head with an errant clearing attempt. In Saturday's third period, he was hit in the mouth by a puck, but Pellerin said he seemed to be doing OK after the game. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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Central boys defeat Trumbull

Hashemi's football career a whirlwind, from its start to UConn signing

Undefeated Greenwich shuts down Harding in 2nd half

Four power-play goals last time for the Binghamton Senators, two more this time: Suffice it to say the Bridgeport Sound Tigers needed to stay out of the box against the Senators.

They didn't. Binghamton swept the two-game season series with a 6-2 win Friday night at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena in Binghamton, N.Y.

"We've got to get better," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "There are spurts where we do, but we hurt ourselves, whether it's clears, a good first pass, getting the puck out of our zone." 

Aside from those two power-play goals in eight chances, the goal that put Binghamton up 3-1 came after the Senators kept the puck in for the full two minutes of a power play and beyond, scoring not long afterward.

"Especially in the second period, they were able to capitalize in a couple of situations where we didn't clear the puck, didn't manage it correctly," Pellerin said.

Binghamton scored four power-play goals in the teams' other meeting, a 6-5 overtime win in Bridgeport in October.

With Ryan Strome down from the New York Islanders, Bridgeport reunited him with Anders Lee and Mike Halmo. Strome assisted on both goals, one Lee's power-play goal in the first, the other Halmo's goal on the rush with 1:52 left in the second period to make it 3-2.

But Stephane Da Costa poked the puck past Mike Keenan to set up a two-on-one and Cole Schneider's goal 27 seconds later.

Strome has a point in 10 consecutive AHL games. There are only two longer regular-season streaks in team history, 12 in a row for Jeff Hamilton in 2005-06 and Frans Nielsen the next year. Raffi Torres scored in 11 straight 2002 playoff games.

The Islanders loaned Bridgeport right winger Kirill Kabanov to MoDo of the Swedish Hockey League on Friday. 

Kabanov hadn't played much, scoring three goals in 16 AHL games. He remains Islanders' property.
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Binghamton.....................................1 3 2--6
Pistilli, PTO presumably
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Reinforcement, apparently, from the Naples Daily News‘ Jake Perper: forward Matthew Pistilli, all of whose 181 AHL games were played for either the Albany River Rats or the Charlotte Checkers. He has 60 points in those 181 AHL games, including eight in 14 this year (the Checkers just let him go from a PTO on Friday); he has 146 points in 140 ECHL games, including 75 in 74 last year and 36 in 28 this year for the Florida Everblades. 

He would make 42 players this year for Bridgeport, one fewer than last year but nowhere near (yet) the 62 of three years ago.

…..

Meanwhile, Sean Bergenheim turned down a chance to play in the Olympics; George Richards talked to him about it.
Saying goodbye/moving on: Friday notes

Posted on February 7, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 
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A visitor dropped by Sound Tigers practice this morning at Wonderland, opened the door after a drill, said something to the team, then shook hands all around (and got bear-hugged and lifted off the ground by one Justin Johnson). And then Pierre-Marc Bouchard was off to the Midwest. 

“It’s a huge hole, not only on the ice, but off the ice,” Scott Pellerin said. “His professionalism. The respect he had, not only for being here, but for being a leader, a guy who was looked up to. To come here and say goodbye to the guys — he’ll be missed.”

The on-ice hole was filled by Andrew Clark this morning. No other changes, though Chris Langkow was out sick for the day, leaving 11 forwards (Doug Holewa played a little center) and seven defensemen (including Marc Cantin, who obviously isn’t playing this weekend). Pellerin said they’d be talking this afternoon about anything that’d need to be done. “We’re right at the number (18 skaters with Langkow/without Cantin),” Pellerin said. “Right now we’re just focused on playing Albany.”

Edit: The Islanders filled Peter Regin’s spot on the 23-man roster by activating Travis Hamonic from IR. No guarantee they won’t do something else, but there’s that.

The Thunder, in case this is Andrey Pedan’s return, appear to be playing at 11:15 p.m. Eastern tonight in Alaska, if I’ve time-zoned correctly. 

Our inside source at NBC had no intel on whether Tomas Marcinko makes an appearance in tonight’s airing of the Olympics opening ceremonies, nor any of the other locally tied guys who could be there. (Didn’t get to watch the stream from anywhere else wait did I say that out loud? No of course authorities there are no Internet streams from anywhere else it’s all about the Red Network. Plausibly live!) 

Mike Vaccaro on Ralph Kiner. 

And good wishes to Kris Letang, who the Penguins say will miss six weeks after suffering a stroke. 

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, PMB, RIP, Stockton
Bouchard to the Hawks
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Arthur Staple reports after tonight’s Islanders loss to Calgary that Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Peter Regin are off to the Chicago Blackhawks for a fourth-round draft pick. (Bouchard, at least for the moment, goes to Rockford.) 

With the season looking grim on the Island, the likes of this figured (and figure) to be coming, and as Chris Botta notes, for starters, that’s the payoff for the Islanders’ two NHL free-agent signings. Regin hadn’t made much of an impact; Bouchard had done the same up top, but obviously he’d been valuable here — look, if he didn’t produce here, something was wrong — with 17 points in 20 games. Bridgeport is again down to zero AHL veterans. 

The Big Club plays Saturday, then goes away for a couple of weeks. The Islanders now have 12 forwards and are reportedly hoping to trade Thomas Vanek before the Olympic-break trade deadline, Friday at 3 p.m. Could Bridgeport’s Saturday-night roster be affected further by then? Absolutely. (Post-break? Think we’re moving toward “obviously.”) At the moment, presuming Ryan Strome and Johan Sundstrom are available, they have 12 forwards and six defensemen, counting Scooter Vaughan (whose PTO expires, you may recall, Sunday) on defense. Subject to change. In both directions.

The Islanders resume play Feb. 27 after the Olympics. And after that, it’s less than a week to the real and final trade deadline on March 5. 

…

Edit: So if I count correctly, 43 NHL contracts, two that don’t count in the WHL, one in Sweden, two in the Coast, 15 in the AHL, 23 in the NHL. Not that they’ll be testing the upper limits soon.

…

To clear the links while we’re here, Springfield (well, Columbus) acquires Paul Thompson for Spencer Machacek in a deal with the Penguins. Brad Larsen mentioned over the weekend that he had eight vets on Saturday; that at least eases that logjam a bit. 

Edit: And Doug Bonjour rounds out the Connecticut men’s Olympians with Kevin Shattenkirk.

Categories: 'Round the League, PMB, Southern CT: Taking over hockey one player at a time
Pedan to Stockton
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Andrey Pedan is cleared to play. He’ll do enough of that the next week with Stockton: The Islanders have reassigned him to the Thunder. 

The ECHL’s revamped schedule after the demise of the San Francisco Bulls keeps the Thunder in Alaska for the next week; they play the Aces Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday. It’s plenty of opportunity to get Pedan back in game shape, especially since the Sound Tigers will go away for the all-star break after Sunday’s game. If he returns right after the Alaska trip, Pedan could be back around the same time as the rest of them. 

His Stockton debut will be his first game since Veterans Day. 

“He’s been out a long time,” Scott Pellerin said. “We’re looking at (two) games this weekend and then the all-star break. He’s ready. He’s going to get to play games. … It’s going to be great for his development, for his confidence.

“He can’t afford to be not playing right now.”

With that, Scooter Vaughan was back on defense today at Wonderland; they’ve got 13 forwards and six defensemen available at the moment, putting Vaughan with the defensemen. Not one player in red, either; feels like a long time since that’d happened. Ryan Strome, Johan Sundstrom: dressed in line-appropriate colors (the Argentina light-blue* for Strome, Swedish yellow for Sundstrom). 

A couple of Olympic preview stories: Scott Ericson on Max Pacioretty, and Doug Bonjour on Jonathan Quick. 

*-Columbia blue, don’t you know. Funny; reading that link, and now I’m trying to remember the old practice colors and pretty much drawing a blank. White… was there a different blue? Maybe an orange? Was there, like, a maroon, or is that in this set and just not in use? IIRC the defensemen wore black back in the day… Terrible. Drawing a blank.
They have to make it up in June: Wednesday notes
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Snow day. Or sleet day. Or freezing rain day. Or whatever the heck that was beating on the window this morning. The roads were awful, most of the state was closed, and the Sound Tigers’ practice was cancelled. (Looks like the boys got the workout in, though; nice touch.) They’ll be back at it tomorrow, assuming we don’t get another storm immediately, ’cause it seems like that’s what we do around here lately. (Know how you knew it was going to snow Monday? ‘Cause you could see the ground again Sunday.)

Historic day up I-91 yesterday: Bruce Landon, absolutely everything for the Springfield Falcons over the years and the singular reason there’s still hockey in Springfield, is no longer team president. It’s kind of hard to fathom. He’ll be missed everywhere; hopefully he’ll be around on game nights. Edit: Forgot to point out they won one for him last night to break the winless streak. Also, Albany’s in here Saturday.

Stockton’s holding a San Francisco Bulls Appreciation Night for displaced fans. 

Joe Posnanski has called for votes for the Bruce Springsteen Song Hall of Fame. Rank your top 10. It ain’t easy. 

And RIP, Keith Allen*. 

*-I love that “violence in hockey” quote. A slightly different version that I’d read a long time ago almost made my senior yearbook page in high school.
Skate a little: Tuesday notes (with edit)
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Gimme of the week: After being off for the Super Bowl on Sunday and again on Monday, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers skated. And skated. And skated some more. 

They’d gone through a practice already, which included three people who weren’t included on Saturday, to differing degrees of involvement. Ryan Strome, feeling OK, took practice in a red no-contact jersey. (Pierre-Marc Bouchard turned around to shout “lower-body injury”.) He’s expecting to be OK for the weekend. (The obligatory caveat to everything in this post: It’s Tuesday. We’re all day-to-day, etc.) 

One step closer: Andrey Pedan, out of red and into defensemen’s blue. It was his first full-contact practice, and he said he got through it fine; he’s medically cleared, Scott Pellerin said. They’ll keep an eye on him this week, but he could be available. And it looks like Johan Sundstrom’s about ready to go. 

Awaiting official word on a Marc Cantin suspension for the hit on Sean Collins on Saturday. Pellerin reiterated what he’d said Saturday, that he wasn’t sure what Cantin should do in that spot, coming out of the penalty box and finding Collins there. Edit: The league just announced a four-game suspension for Cantin. That follows the three-game suspension he served last month for the match he received for the hit on Brendan Shinnimin. 

Bridgeport is off until Saturday. Both of the upcoming weekend’s opponents play tonight, though, Albany at Springfield, Adirondack at Hartford. 

Beanpot rivals, pro teammates: fun ensues on Twitter.

Looks like the Pirates stay in Portland for five more years. 

Via old buddy Dan Hickling on Twitter, a Hockey News story on Manon Rheaume’s son, the goalie… Or, as we’d call him around here, former New Haven Senator Gerry St. Cyr’s son, the goalie. 

The Bowery Boys on the Kosciuszko Bridge.
Special night: Springfield postgame
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Scott Pellerin said Ryan Strome’s day-to-day. The team’s off until Tuesday after keeping Springfield winless in five, so there’s two days right now. 

Odd, if you think about it, but with all the PK time, it’s not like he missed all that much tonight. I had Andrew Clark for five shifts in the first and three in the second. Maybe Strome gets one more at four-on-four than Clark did. Or maybe they come back with his line earlier after a penalty kill. But not many more. 

Longest five-on-five stretch in the first two periods: five shifts. (It might be close to that in the third, too, but I had to write and lost close track.) 

Anders Nilsson was strong. The PK blocked shots and got in lanes and went 13-for-13 (though that includes two fragments of a major that add up to 60 seconds, and another that was 12 seconds, and probably some other tiny segments). They scored two goals quickly late in the first, and they never let it get any closer. 

Either way, five wins in six games, and a spot in the team record book. 

…..

Marc Cantin gets his second match penalty in 32 days, stepping out of the penalty box into Sean Collins, who’s got a head of steam, getting Collins up high. “It’s a tough play,” Pellerin said. “He’s stepping out of the box. The guy gets the pass up. (Cantin) steps on the ice, makes contact. It’s one of those things: What’s he supposed to do? … You don’t want anybody to get hurt, that’s not what we’re looking for, but unfortunately the guy never saw him and got injured. Cantin’s in a tough spot.”

His spot could easily get tougher; he served three games last month for that New Year’s Eve match penalty for the hit on Brendan Shinnimin. As tweeted, it’s amazing to think that Jim Campbell’s 34-day gap between match penalties is out of the record books. That mark was three years older than the 11-for-11 penalty kill at Hershey, Nov. 3, 2007, which until tonight was the best perfect-PK night in team history. 

More if we hear anything the next couple of days.

And RIP, Morrie Turner.
Springfield pregame, one hopes
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Technical difficulties keeping a wireless connection for the moment; hoping this makes it. 

No Strome. Pellerin said he’ll be evaluated tonight. Andrew Clark took over that spot in the third last night and stays there tonight; Joey Diamond gets back in, and Riley Wetmore moves back to center to fill out four lines. Johan Sundstrom took the warmup. Winless in four, the Falcons have three changes from last night; not sure if any are for injuries. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee (A)-A.Clark-Halmo

 Bouchard-Quine-Persson

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 Diamond-Wetmore-Johnson

(Sundstrom-scratch)

 D: Ness (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

SPRINGFIELD

 F: Jacques-Chaput-Machacek

 Collins-Joudrey (A)-Skille

 Bass (A)-Marchessault-Hansen

 D.Smith-Sedlak-Aleardi

(Vogelhuber-scratch)

 D: St. Denis-Erixon

 McNeill-Prout

 Parlett-Larkin

 G: J.Smith

 McKenna
Downing up, Arcobello down
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Two locals in the transactions news this morning. Edmonton sent down Milford’s/Fairfield Prep’s/Yale’s Mark Arcobello (which could conceivably be a short-term thing, like the last time, but one never knows) to the Oklahoma City Barons. But Jack Downing, who was released by Providence earlier this week, signed a PTO with Iowa, reuniting him with Kurt Kleinendorst. 

Iowa and Oklahoma City come to Bridgeport ahhhh just kidding those teams are only rumors. 

…..

Scott Stuccio notes, while we’re here, that tonight is linesman Scott Adams’ last game. Tip of the cap.
Partly Sunny: Thursday notes
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Scott Pellerin reiterated what he said at the beginning of the week: “(Johan Sundstrom)’s not going to play tomorrow. We’re going to wait a little longer,” he said. “Which is fine. He’s looking good. We’ll keep pushing him and make sure he’s ready next week.” That leaves, as noted yesterday, one extra, with Brett Gallant good to go again. 

Had meant to ask yesterday, but did today: They didn’t send any tape on Sunday’s late-game adventures. Not a situation they were happy with, obviously, but they didn’t see anything that measured up to a supplemental-discipline standard, particularly in terms of anyone coming off the bench to start something. (Wondering if a few of those fights might’ve merited an instigator? Maybe.) 

No skate tomorrow, so we’ll be here for the usual Albany Liveblog tomorrow night about 5ish. 

New Canaan’s Jack Downing is now on a straight ECHL deal rather than the AHL deal he had with Providence, Andrew Miller reported yesterday. The transaction popped up in the afternoon and looked odd, but as the report points out, at least now he’s available for PTOs. 

Edit: Trevor Gillies signs with Abbotsford.

Via the CV posse of Bombulie and Cignoli, Harry Zolnierczyk scored a beauty in Wilkes-Barre last night.

Cam Ward’s down with Charlotte for conditioning.

And the AV Club’s TV Roundtable takes on ER’s “Love’s Labor Lost”. Remember watching that in my dorm room. My jaw was still hanging open about five minutes into the 11 p.m. news.
Wednesday notes, in from the cold
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After a newsy-as-heck day yesterday, status quo this morning. With Brett Gallant in, Chris Bruton out, Johan Sundstrom and Andrey Pedan skating but apparently not expected to be available, that leaves Bridgeport with, in essence, one extra. (It’s a forward as things stand, but they’ve got Scooter Vaughan theoretically available to move back if necessary.) They seem fine with that for now, though they could reevaluate by Friday. 

Amid all the other stuff yesterday, neglected to mention the impressive coat that Steve Valiquette was wearing yesterday and again today: a red and blue CSKA coat. Pretty neat. 

Will the Arizona Coyotes be affiliated with the Portland Pirates next year? Stay tuned.
Close if not imminent: Tuesday notes
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So Matt Donovan was here for “an 18-minute warmup,” Scott Pellerin said; the Islanders called him back up this morning, placing Travis Hamonic on injured reserve. Arthur Staple reports as we’d figured yesterday that Donovan’s eligible for AHL time during the Olympic break after missing last night’s game. 

(Pretty much every time we’ve put together that chart of Donovan’s spot on the all-time scoring list, he’s been called up. (Sample size: 2.) I’ll do it for other players for the right price.)

Pierre-Marc Bouchard had his usual extra day off after a three-in-three, but the day was more notable for who was there when and in what colors. 

Johan Sundstrom (in yellow) had his first day of full-contact practice. “It’s a great feeling to be out there with the boys for real,” Sundstrom said. “I’ve been skating in red for two weeks back. Back to full practice, it feels good.” (A little tired, but good-tired.) 

Scott Pellerin had said last week that they were hoping to have Sundstrom this weekend, but this morning he said he didn’t think Sundstrom would be available this weekend. “We’ve changed a little bit from the original plan, I found out this morning. We’ll see how he reacts this week with full-contact.” Sundstrom wasn’t thrilled with that; he’s hopeful for a good week. 

And Andrey Pedan (still in red, no-contact) took the full practice for the first time since the middle of November. He said he’s feeling good, no problems. No timetable yet, either, but good to see him skating. 

No change on Chris Bruton, Pellerin said. 

Anders Nilsson is back; he said he thinks the NHL practice tempo has helped him improve. Parker Milner was headed back to Stockton, and Bridgeport also let Matt Lowry go from his pro tryout. “We made the decision to get (Lowry) back playing,” Pellerin said, saying he didn’t see a huge change coming in the lineup that’d get Lowry back in. “I was very happy — we had good conversations, his exit meeting; he needs to continue to work on his skating, his pace. He was an asset to our team.”
Belated tip of cap, JC: Monday notes
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I don’t know how I missed this, but Jeremy Colliton announced his retirement earlier this month in Sweden. Concussions. Brutal. (In talking with someone about the Dane Byers hit on Aaron Ness a couple of weeks ago, I mentioned it being about 100 feet (I was off by 30-40) from where Colliton took that hit from Staffan Kronwall; similarly borderline by the days’ standards, but apparently and hopefully dissimilar results.) At any rate, he’s got a head start on the next chapter: Mora named him interim head coach soon after. 

Caught that bittersweet news going to check on Kirill Kabanov’s first day with MoDo. He’s made it, and he may play Wednesday.

Fun With Stats That Pretty Much Annoy Everybody: Matt Donovan is, at this instant, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers’ record-holder… in career plus/minus. He’s plus-29 overall including this year’s plus-3, which is one better than Ray Schultz’s two-year plus-28. That’s obviously a net figure and subject to change. 

Caught that embiggening this li’l list: 

Place 

Name

Years

GP

G

A

Pts

7 Trent Hunter 2001-03 150 60 76 136 

8 Justin Mapletoft 2001-05 240 47 83 130 

9 Ben Walter 2007-09 133 40 76 116 

10 Rhett Rakhshani   2009-12 120 44 69 113 

11 Matt Donovan 2010-14 170 28 84 112 

12 Jesse Joensuu 2007-11 177 42 69 111 

13 Mark Wotton 2006-11  368  22  88  110 

You know, just in case it’s necessary this weekend. 

Pete Dougherty got a one-on-one with Dave Andrews on some issues around the AHL.

The Daily News reports that the NHL would consider pulling out of the Olympics if the terrorism concerns warrant. 

The ECHL’s San Francisco Bulls folded today under severe money woes. Former Sound Tigers defenseman Steve Tarasuk was there on an AHL deal with Worcester; he’s one of five guys the Sharks will have to find a new place for. 

And it’s in a bigger Jim Bransfield column about the CIAC football playoffs (no further comment here), but in there: RIP, Fran Mullins.
Donovan, Nilsson down
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With Lubomir Visnovsky and Evgeni Nabokov back from their assorted injuries, the Islanders sent Matt Donovan and Anders Nilsson down. This appears to make Donovan eligible to play during the Olympic break, based on those guidelines Lindsay Kramer had — after tonight, he could play no more than 15 of the Isles’ last 20 — but will try to double-check that.

Meanwhile, there’ll be two Islanders draft picks on the AHL all-star team: Brenden Kichton
Syracuse postgame: hats surrounded by fists
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They had a talk two, two and a half weeks ago as John Persson was coming back from injury, about how he has to play, the physical game, the skating, the work on the boards. 

“And he has to finish,” Scott Pellerin said. “He’s got to (be) that down-low, mean player. He’d gotten away from that.”

It was there tonight. Persson got his first pro hat trick (he remembered one in junior) including three goals that each put Bridgeport ahead. 

“It feels like we’re all on the same page,” Persson said. 

“It feels like we finally figured it out.”

Because it’s them, it didn’t come easily. Syracuse tied it three times. Each time, Bridgeport had a quick answer, within three minutes. And actually, each time, it was Persson, who had three points for the second Sunday in a row. 

Counting Anders Lee’s power-play goal, they got a goal from all four lines tonight, got contributions at the other end from their defense and lots of other people, and got out with their fourth win in a row, matching their season best. 

“It’s nice to see other guys chipping in on the offensive side of things,” said Riley Wetmore, who chipped in with a couple of assists, then blocked two shots in the final seconds. “It takes the pressure off (the top line).”

Which was good, because the top line ended up having the end of the night off.

…..

So Ryan Strome picked up the puck from Persson’s hat trick. They celebrated. They started toward the bench. And then… “I really don’t know,” Strome said. “Bouch (Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who may’ve taken a whack to start it off) said something to the guy, and everyone just started pushing.” 

Strome walked out of the near-line brawl with his first pro fighting major, and though he didn’t want to make light of it, “it is what it is. You’ve got to be ready. It was kind of fun.” 

Two nights in a row that’s happened, interestingly enough, out of a Bridgeport celebration. Jonathan Marchessault skating through last night and meeting up with Strome after the empty-netter, with Ryan Craig skating from across the ice to jump in as Scott Mayfield tried to slow him down and got five minutes for his troubles; and now this. 

Bridgeport wasn’t happy; Eric Boguniecki had some words for the officials on the way in after the game. Pellerin was upset with the whole thing: Mike Halmo’s hit on Cedric Paquette inspired Luke Witkowski to go after Halmo and Pierre-Cedric Labrie to go with Anders Lee, which led to a power play that led to, eventually if indirectly, the Strome fight with Paquette. They were looking at video after the game to see if someone coming off the bench sparked the latter. 

(Remember when they called instigators? That was a weird couple of weeks.)

So, yeah, fights for Ryan Strome and Alan Quine. You had that exacta this morning, you’re rich right now. 

Turns out to be a different cut for Halmo from last night’s, but Pellerin said he’s OK otherwise.

Switch Vaughan and Diamond from the opening combos beginning late in the first period. Both were involved in a goal, Vaughan his second in two nights (getting to the front for a rebound of Wetmore’s wraparound), Diamond losing the handle on a breakaway but putting a backhand pass on Andrew Clark’s stick for a one-timer (“I kind of followed the play up; he made a really nice pass,” Clark said).

Oh, heck, let’s go old-blog-school. First goal: Lee got open inside the PK to take Strome’s pass and fire after they moved it around; Halmo had the screen. Second: Persson called it lucky; Mayfield kept it alive inside the blue line, it caromed off a defender to Persson, and Persson spun in the left circle and fired and got a trickler through Gudlevskis with Langkow going to the net. Third: Wetmore with a hard backhanded wraparound; Vaughan had a step on his defender and roofed it. Fourth was the breakaway-turned-not after Diamond blocked a Nesterov shot; Diamond tried to make a move but lost it going to his forehand, but he spun to the left, took it back into the left circle and found Clark. Where are we? Fifth was Persson off Wetmore’s faceoff win, taking it to the slot with help from Clark and a screen, “top-right,” he said. Sixth: Persson in the slot, getting one shot off, then following it up, driving in for a backhander. 

After a stretch where they came kinda fast and furious, Bridgeport’s last three hat tricks have come on a 51-week schedule, Micheal Haley’s on Feb. 11, 2012, in the water-main game, and Brock Nelson’s last Feb. 2 in a win over Norfolk. Persson’s was No. 30 in the regular season for a Sound Tiger. And because Bridgeport held on, still, only one (No. 2) came in a loss. 

MoDo apparently expects Kirill Kabanov to report on Monday. (Sorry for no Google Translate link; it breaks this computer for some reason, and I don’t need it broken any more.)

I’m amazed this game started at 5:20. Could’ve been earlier if not for a carpet behind the visitors’ net required for a group of over 100 kids singing the Anthem. Impressive turnaround by the staff. 

On other late-game brawling: Pete Iorizzo had a few thoughts on Saturday’s Union-RPI melee. The fallout began with a two-game suspension for Rick Bennett from Union. 

Team’s off tomorrow; see you Tuesday unless warranted.
Syracuse pregame: Missing goalie?
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I don’t believe Cedric Desjardins, who’s been among the better goalies in the league the past few years, has ever played here. (Please correct me if I’m misremembering). Backed up the two games Norfolk played here in November 2010 (Mark Wotton in overtime; Poulin’s shutout in Jack Capuano’s last game here), was still with Hamilton when Syracuse played here last year, was in the Rumored Conference otherwise. 

Just a curiosity, but the streak continues, as Kristers Gudlevskis, who shut Bridgeport out in October, gets the call tonight. Kenny Reiter goes for Bridgeport. Brett Gallant took warmup wearing an A, which made me wonder if he might sneak back in, but it didn’t look like it from line rushes. One to scratch each way. Edit: Indeed Gallant and Sergeev.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Bouchard (A)-Quine-Persson

 Diamond-Langkow-Wetmore

 Vaughan-A.Clark-Johnson

(Gallant (A)-scratch)

 D: Ness (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

SYRACUSE

 F: Tyrell-Angelidis (C)-Rankin

 DiSalvatore-Namestnikov-Connolly (A)

 Labrie-Paquette-Panik

 Paradis-Richard-Walker

 D: Taormina-Witkowski

 Mormina (A)-Henry

 Korobov-Nesterov

(Sergeev-scratch)

 G: Gudlevskis

 Desjardins

R: Leduc. L: Simeon, Wahl.

Meanwhile Scott Stuccio tweeted earlier that Mike Haviland won’t coach today for Hershey because of a medical issue. Hope all’s well with Haviland, and Tim Leone tweeted later that Doug Yingst said it’s minor
Three in a row: Springfield postgame
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“I think we’ve just found our game,” Kenny Reiter said. “How we played last night, we played the same way tonight.”

“We’ve come together,” Chris Langkow said, “and we’re just helping each other out through the process, being positive and just keeping it simple. … It’s a big stepping stone for us.”

It’s a big win, against a team flying high (Friday night aside), in a building that, whether the home team has been good or not, has been a very tough place to play for Bridgeport over the past four seasons. 

They found a way tonight, with a bounce-back game from Reiter (“You’re working hard, but sometimes pucks are going in the net on you,” Reiter said. “There are ups and downs. … Hopefully I’m on the up”). They blocked some shots, got in lanes when they needed to and gave Reiter a look when they needed to. They got a call in the first period when Pierre Lambert waved off an apparent Springfield power-play goal for contact with Reiter. 

They got a clear from Justin Johnson and an impressive play from Scooter Vaughan, beating Blake Parlett to race ahead and score the tying goal in the first period, just a couple of shifts after Springfield took the lead. And they got a solid winning goal, too. Dallas Jackson pinched to keep it alive. Riley Wetmore shot from the right faceoff dot. Langkow won the battle in front and, bam, Bridgeport had a lead. 

And it held on tight. 

“Even yesterday, coming back and working in the third period, outplaying them,” Langkow said. “That’s our identity.”

…..

Bridgeport won road games on back-to-back days on Jan. 27-28, 2012, at Adirondack and (in a shootout) at Syracuse. Since then, the Sound Tigers have played road games on back-to-back nights 13 times; this is the first time they’ve won both. (Odd number, but heck, I looked it up.) This is their second road winning streak of the season (early December at Adirondack and Utica, two days apart). 

So are the goals just gonna pour out for Langkow now? Two in three games. “Sometimes it’s more a mind game,” he said with a grin. 

Brett Gallant was out with an upper-body injury, but it sounds as if he’s possible to return tomorrow. 

Speaking of tomorrow, there’s a Fairfield basketball game at noon at the arena, hence the 5 p.m. start. Hopefully. If you remember, after the UConn women’s game, they were only starting to flood at 5 p.m. after a noon basketball start. In their favor: They expect more people to help out, they’ll have less on the floor to remove than they did for UConn, and they’ll leave a chunk of the boards and the glass up on the ends. Still, it’s a heck of a quick turnaround. 

Speaking of tomorrow, Prescout. Five fights and a lead surrendered.

Kael Mouillerat had a decent night down the road from here tonight. He had four assists last Feb. 20 in his first visit to Hartford since the playoffs. He had a goal and an assist in his return to Bridgeport. That’s a routine 10 points in three games in Connecticut wearing an IceCaps sweater.

And RPI and Union ended in a fight tonight. (Blog post here.)
Without Gallant: Springfield pregame
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Brett Gallant moved four behind Micheal Haley’s team record for career fighting majors last night (Haley 65, Eric Godard 63, Gallant now 61), but he won’t get any closer tonight, sitting out with an injury suffered last night. Will ask more about that postgame, but in the meantime that gets Justin Johnson back in for Bridgeport. 

Kenny Reiter gets the start, and the Sound Tigers have everyone else healthy out there, so one to scratch; looked like Lowry. 

Edit: Missaw, evidently: swap the middle two centermen from how I first had them.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee (A)-Strome-Halmo

 Bouchard (A)-Quine-Persson

 Diamond-Langkow-Wetmore

 Vaughan-A.Clark-Johnson

(Lowry-scratch)

 D: Ness (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

SPRINGFIELD

 F: Craig (C)-Chaput-Skille

 Collins-Joudrey-Marchessault

 Jacques-Boyce-Hansen

 D.Smith-Sedlak-Aleardi

 D: Erixon-Prout

 St. Denis-Madaisky

 Parlett-Larkin

 G: McKenna

 J. Smith

R: Lambert. L: Colby, Galvin.
Friday statistical companion: youth, etc.
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Stats post to go with Friday’s story. You’re warned.

My favorite part of the whole Dennis Green “The Bears are who we thought they were” rant from 2006 was that I read it before I saw it. And that I misread it before I saw it. “You want to crown ‘em, then crown their (behind).” The emphasis, obviously, is on the second “crown.” I read it with an emphasis on “(behind),” and thought, “gee, that’s an oddly vulgar thing to say, even in a press-conference rant, and how do you intend for us to go about doing that?” But Green was just intensifying, not being literal.

(I was, in my defense, still pretty badly post-concussive.)

What does parsing a seven-year-old press conference have to do with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers? Nothing, really, except that the loud part of that rant came to mind several times over the past 24 hours. 

Because the Sound Tigers appear to be who we thought they were. 

…..

Youth and inexperience, I wrote for Friday’s paper, manifest themselves in a lot of ways in hockey. And they show up pretty clearly in a chart like so. 

a chart of AHL statistics

GP-Games played. GF-Total goals for. GA-Total goals against. ESGF/ESGA-Even-strength goals for/against, removing shootout and special-teams goals. ESGFAvg/ESGAAvg-Average goals for and against per game played. PP/gp-Power plays per game played. TSH/gp-Times short-handed per game played. PythPct-Old-school pythagorean winning percentage with the shootout goals taken out. ES Pyth-Pythagorean using only even-strength goals, for the heck of it.

(Apologies for the jpegification. All these are through Tuesday. Probably wouldn’t be hard to add Wednesday’s game in, but…) 

These aren’t #fancystats; these aren’t even really #spiffystats or #somewhatmoregenteelthanusualstats. (Love to have them, but not readily available.) They’re brute arithmetic at work. 

Took out shootout goals. (You know where you are.) Separated power-play and short-handed goals. (The original chart is bigger.) That left even-strength goals of all sorts. Divided them by games played. Took power-play chances and times short-handed. Divided them by games played for fun, mostly because of where Bridgeport ranks. 

So, yeah, Bridgeport takes a lot of penalties, gives up a lot of goals and doesn’t score enough. 

If you’re going to predict three basic results of having a young team, those’d be a good place to start. 

To me the most interesting number on there was an ordinal (I sorted the database for it): Bridgeport sitting 18th in even-strength goals against per game. (When I played around with this a week or two ago, the Sound Tigers were even a little bit better.) But then it struck me: This is a straight per-game average. If you’re killing more penalties than anyone, and you’re receiving more power plays than almost anyone, you’re playing less even-strength hockey than most other teams, too. 

Bridgeport gives up about 2.6 goals per 60 minutes of even-strength hockey. Let’s go the long way, take one power play away from each team and say they play four more minutes a night at even-strength. Divide 2.6 by 15, add it to 1.88…

…and Bridgeport drops to around 24th. 

…..

Where’d that 2.6 come from? If you’ve been hanging around for three years (exactly, as it turns out), you may remember this post. Thought I’d update ‘er. 

Year ESGFA ESGAA PPGFA PKGAA 

2001-02 2.66 2.17 6.87 6.09 

2002-03 2.44 2.32 5.92 4.63 

2003-04 1.96 1.63 4.50 3.27 

2004-05 2.02 2.26 5.18 6.48 

2005-06 2.53 2.79 6.83 6.41 

2006-07 2.47 3.25 5.41 5.30 

2007-08 2.29 2.81 6.17 6.30 

2008-09 2.52 2.25 6.74 6.32 

2009-10 2.13 2.38 5.40 6.18 

2010-11 2.09 2.96 7.98 7.09 

2011-12 2.79 2.36 6.68 6.87 

2012-13 2.58 2.77 6.50 7.30 

2013-14 (t) 2.17 2.60 5.76 7.18 

t-through Thursday (well, through Sunday). All figures per 60 minutes of play: ESGFA: Even-strength goals for; ESGAA: Even-strength goals-against; PPGFA: Power-play goals for; PKGAA: Power-play goals against.

Interesting that the defense is even a little better this year than last year. Wondered where things had stood through 42 games last year (that was Jan. 26 at Norfolk, Game 5 after the lockout): 

Year ESGFA ESGAA PPGFA PKGAA 

2012-13 (t) 2.91 2.67 7.70 7.13 

2013-14 (t)  2.17 2.60 5.76 7.18 

t-through Game 42

So after that, goals for went down and goals against went up. (Also going up a few games earlier: Travis Hamonic, Casey Cizikas, Colin McDonald, David Ullstrom.) 

…..

Would I love to have that for everybody? Yeah. Reasonably easy for Bridgeport considering the stuff I keep; copy/paste/sum. Would be time-consuming to do for any other team. If somebody’s done that for others (or has raw numbers and wants to pass them on), I’d be interested. I’m borderline tempted to do it for, say, Springfield this year, just to see what it looks like. (I said borderline.) 

…..

Bridgeport suffers with defensemen in the box. They’ve allowed five power-play goals on 11 chances when Marc Cantin’s serving. With Scott Mayfield, the opponents are 5-for-22 (including an overtime goal). Mike Keenan: 4-for-21. Donovan, Ness, de Haan combined: 5-for-18. Dallas Jackson: 5-for-13 (not counting the unsportsmanlike conduct minor that followed Graham Skilliter’s pick). Heck, Andrey Pedan: 1-for-2. (Biggest exception: Mike Cornell, 0-for-10.) 

The biggest dings among the forwards include a 4-for-10 with Brett Gallant in the box (one of those a five-on-three in which he was the first in), 3-for-12 for Justin Johnson, 3-for-10 with Ryan Strome and 3-for-7 with Alan Quine. I find that interesting in that none of those four are regular penalty killers (though Strome got some shifts). 

…..

Last March I started putting together a post that would’ve been called “Hell is other people: (No) Fun With Math.” Bridgeport was six points out of a playoff spot at the time and was given a 10-percent chance at getting there by Sports Club Stats. It was a whole screed about how hard it was going to be for Bridgeport to make the playoffs, complete with a whole bunch of pictures of spreadsheets, based on one simple fact: With a lot of teams in its way, all of them playing each other and thus guaranteed 2-3 points going somewhere, Bridgeport was going to need an impressive record to make the playoffs. 

It’s not quite ridiculous yet; the Sound Tigers are 10 back with 34 to play. Sports Club Stats still gives them a 0.1 percent chance — one season in a thousand — at the Top 8. Same reason, earlier look but deeper hole: They’re 14th. “The simplest solution,” I wrote in that post that never saw light of day for reasons I don’t remember*, “remains ‘win your own games, darn it.’”

It’d help. They’re growing; they’re working. Guys have played roles they might never have seen otherwise. They’ve had guys step in and settle roles that were unsettled. But they’re young. They’re inexperienced. And here they are.

*-I’m guessing it was sober reflection in the light of day — really, one of the files is timestamped 3:55 a.m. — about whether I really wanted to post five pictures of spreadsheets. Well, I probably did, but still. BTW, the folder is named “insane,” so there’s the thought process in a nutshell.

 **-There is no Footnote 2, but in the footnotes of that post, I wrote, “Never a bad time to link to this.” Remains true, so there you go.
Add one to the list: Thursday notes
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No Chris Bruton this weekend; still not well from his upper-body injury, Scott Pellerin said, so he’ll skip the trip with the team to Lewiston and Springfield. 

The PK proceeds without him and, as it has for a month, without Johan Sundstrom, but he’s a step closer; he’ll go on the trip, though he remains targeted for next weekend. 

No Lewiston trip for us, either, so we’ll liveblog it here. (May be a post in between. The spreadsheet worked overtime last night.) 

Peter Mannino story from Wheeling, where he’s back in action. And remember the other day when Jason Guarente mentioned Sean Wiles to Hershey? His PTO had never popped up in the AHL transactions. It did today, for Tuesday… along with his release yesterday. Ah well. Manchester’s roster shuffled a bit yesterday, with a couple of call-ups, a couple of send-downs, and a trade, longtime Monarch Brandon Kozun to Toronto for Andrew Crescenzi. 

USCHO has a two-game suspension for Alex Vazzano, the Sacred Heart goalie from Trumbull. 

And via the IIHF twitter feed, former Oilers coach Ralph Krueger is joining Southampton. Yes, the soccer team.
Midweek practice update
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Two of yesterday’s three missing men returned, Chris Langkow to the spot he manned Sunday, Scott Pellerin to his spot in charge. (Eric Boguniecki departed early after taking a puck to the head; hopefully feeling better.) 

But Chris Bruton remained out. Pellerin reiterated the “upper-body, day-to-day” we were told yesterday in his absence. Johan Sundstrom continues to skate, and he seems targeted for at least another week away. They continue to monitor Andrey Pedan’s progress.
Snow day/Thunder Bay: Tuesday notes
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Edit: The AHL announced a one-game suspension for Hershey’s Ryan Stoa for slew-footing Mike Halmo on Saturday. 

Spirited practice at Harbor Yard as the snow began flying. It was missing the top two penalty-kill forwards, Chrises Langkow and Bruton (reported personal and upper-body-day-to-day, respectively), as well as Scott Pellerin (family). Andrey Pedan and Johan Sundstrom skated again, non-contact, and Pedan was in early. 

Steve Oleksy cleared waivers and was sent to Hershey. (A little dusty in here.) He seemed to be a guy who’d make sense for the Islanders, but no-go there. Hershey is also getting Sean Wiles from Reading, Jason Guarente reports. 

Thunder Bay, Ont., one of those cities that seems to crop up for the AHL every few years, is marginally closer: The city wants to bring Winnipeg’s farm team there; all it needs is a building. (Patrick Williams says what we’re all thinking. You know, “West Palm Beach says hi” and all that.) Mark Chipman says Thunder Bay is 2016-17 at earliest. Robin Short kinda had this all a few months ago, but anyway.

Pretty cool honorary all-star captains, though: Winnipeg’s and Farjestad’s Thomas Steen, and St. John’s Maple Leafs captain Nathan Dempsey. 

Via USCHO, Isles draft pick Robbie Russo is working on getting a grade changed that’s left him academically ineligible.

And I skipped to the end, but Sean got this one right, so now I’ll go back and read it.
Unboxed: Hartford postgame
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Completely different goaltending tandem for the Pack this week, which could affect things. 

Not so much, though there’s not as much to pin on David LeNeveu as there was on the tandem that’s now in the Coast from last week. Bridgeport just went and set the rested team on its heels for the last 40 minutes. 

The first 20 were spent on the penalty kill. Well, not quite. But enough that Ryan Strome played probably three and a half minutes in the first. Enough that Pierre-Marc Bouchard probably played around the same. 

They talked about it after the first, staying out of the box, though Pellerin said they wondered a bit about consistency night-to-night, what’s a call in one game that might not be in another. Either way, they were killing for way too much early. 

They settled in just fine after that. 

“Sometimes you get some consistency with the lines, you get that rhythm … one shift, two shifts, three shifts, four, you get guys working,” Pellerin said. They started getting pucks in, cycling, forcing turnovers. 

They finished the weekend with a win. 

…..

Nine games. Two wins. Both Hartford. Anyway. 

John Persson played his best game since coming back, creating scoring opportunities (finishing one of them on a power play) and being in front of the net on another goal. Nice to get on the board, he said. 

Enjoyed the give-and-take with Mike Cornell and an assortment of Wolf Pack players. He took some big hits from Kyle Beach — would say one or two of them were late — but delivered a few himself, including one on Ryan Bourque that drew the ire of Dylan McIlrath. 

“(Cornell is) such a competitor,” Pellerin said. “He took a couple of big hits, and then he stood up for himself and contributed offensively and defensively. … I wouldn’t say he’s a small defenseman, but he’s a real solid defenseman. He plays hard, very hard.”

Somehow, out of the scrum with McIlrath, Cornell came out fighting… J.T. Miller. That worked out, particularly on a night where they talked about discipline. 

“I’ve learned I don’t want to take (that edge) out of my game at all, but I’ve got to pick my spots. I’d rather take a guy like Miller off (than Beach).”

A solid 31 saves for Parker Milner. 

They’re off tomorrow, so more Tuesday.
Pack back: Sunday pregame
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Looks like Scooter Vaughan and Alan Quine return today for Bridgeport, with Andrew Clark and Joey Diamond looking like they’re sitting out (Clark took warmup). A tweak on defense, too, splitting up Ness and Mayfield, which had been the usual pairing both before and after Ness’ recall. 

Completely different goaltending tandem for the Pack this week, which could affect things. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Bouchard-Langkow-Persson

 Vaughan-Quine-Wetmore

 Gallant (A)-Lowry-Bruton (C)

(Clark-scratch)

 D: Ness (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Milner

 Reiter

HARTFORD

 F: Bourque-Miller-Kristo

 Powe (A)-Hensick-Fast

 Hrivik-Lindberg-Asham

 Beach-Yogan-Kantor

 D: Johnson (C)-McIlrath

 Allen-Stamler

 Syvret-Hughes

 G: LeNeveu

 Grumet-Morris

R: C.Brown, Kaval. L: Briggs, Wahl.
Missing Binghamton: Friday liveblog
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Missed the news earlier? Kirill Kabanov plays for MoDo now. Now back to tonight’s regularly scheduled liveblog. 

Five years ago tonight, I missed a Bridgeport game in Binghamton for the first time. Fritz-Yablonski happened. One Leni DiCostanzo backed up. It was the 300th win in team history. 

Still haven’t been back. Miss that ol’ barn. 

(Sigh.) 

We’ll be listening to Grady Whittenburg (audio / video). We’ll be following the assembled Press and Sun-Bulletin posse, Joy Lindsay, Grady, the Senators and of course Corey.

The box will be here. Fascinating note from the preliminary official assignments: Bridgeport has three two-referee games this weekend using only three referees. (Chris Brown/Kaval Sunday in Bridgeport.)

Elsewhere: Springfield released former Yalie Broc Little yesterday; he signed a PTO with Iowa today. Tim Leone links to this on Edmonton buying the Bakersfield Condors; most of the story is about Bako’s promotional acumen, but if you’ve ever had that “West Coast division of the AHL” story in the back of your head, one wonders if and where those two stories may intersect. Speaking of Edmonton, Jack Combs to OKC as part of a four man, two-league trade. 

RIP, Russell Johnson, the professor. 

We’ve got a pretty good idea of what both teams will look like (Grady tweeted Binghamton earlier), but we’ll wait till closer to gametime to toss them up.

–Eventual prescout. Bridgeport should beat tomorrow’s home team home. 

–Reiter vs. Hammond. 

BRIDGEPORT from Corey:

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Persson-Quine-Bouchard

 Diamond-Langkow-Vaughan

 Gallant (A)-Lowry-Bruton (C)

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Jackson-Keenan

 Cantin-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

BINGHAMTON from Grady at the skate

 F: Hoffman-DaCosta-Schneider

 Prince-Pageau-Petersson

 Puempel-Grant-O’Brien

 Cowick-Hamilton-Robinson

 D: Borowiecki-New

 Sdao-Claesson

 Eckford-Wideman

 G: Hammond

 Greenham

R: Chmielewski, Kaval. L: Harper, Ritter.

–There is a game. The Strome line starts.

–Grady mentions the 2003 playoff series between these two teams. What a series that was. First two games were just awesome. 

–An early Bridgeport power play as Jackson gets held and spun around, but the puck bounces away from Bouchard for a Binghamton two-on-one. Reiter makes a save as the puck comes across to Pageau, but Lee slashes his stick out afterward. What’s that, the sixth time in four games or something like that? 1:49 of four-on-four. 

–As all that ends, Borowiecki goes for a cross-check, and Lee scores a power-play goal at 7:26. Halmo and Strome assist, so that’s a 10-game scoring streak, technically, for Strome. 

–Grady calls curling boring as they try to fix a problem with the ice in the circle to Hammond’s left. MUTED. (I kid, but c’mon, man!)

–Yipes; they’ve gotta bring a hose out to get after this spot, near the Zamboni gate. 

–Binghamton ties it at 14:34. Petersson steps up in the slot and rifles it blocker-side on Reiter. A couple of clears that didn’t work for Bridgeport, and one that only got to the red line. 

–It’s 1-1 after one, but Ness gets what seems to be a somewhat controversial delay-of-game minor with about 10 seconds left, so it’ll be a long power play with (theoretically, because that’s the end they worked on) good ice to start the second for Binghamton. 

–Hoffman scores 1:16 into the second from the top of the right circle, maybe a bit of a screen in front and sounded like it caught iron, too. 2-1 Binghamton. 

–Grady keeps talking about how Bridgeport has only four road wins. Fact is, on percentage, Bridgeport’s only 25th at home, too. (Grady also said Bridgeport was “going down to Chocolatetown” later tonight, and now I’m sitting here singing that to the chorus of Springsteen’s “Lucky Town.” This is not good.)

–Bridgeport survives a penalty kill, but Binghamton keeps it deep awhile, regroup after the clear, get it to Petersson on the right side. Petersson drags it in the right circle, uses Cantin as a screen and snaps it high-glove to make it 3-1, midway. 

–The top PP kept it deep for the full two minutes but couldn’t score on a Hamilton high-sticking minor. Fredrik Claesson had a big block on Lee in front. That kid’s stat line caught my eye yesterday. He has 19 points now and is plus-24 after assisting on Petersson’s first goal; he has no points on the power play. Been a pretty good player for them. 

–Claesson turns the puck over. Never mind. Heh heh. 

–Bridgeport gets one back; Strome takes it up the right side, slows it down, feeds Halmo in the slot for a shot low-blocker to make it 3-2 with 1:52 to … 4-2. Schneider, as DaCosta coming back into the zone off a regroup pokes it past a defenseman to make it a 2-on-1. Just 27 seconds separate the goals. 

–So ends the second period. Shots Bridgeport by one, but that period were Binghamton by two. 

–Looks like Parker Milner in net for the third for Bridgeport. 

–Milner makes a save early on a three-on-two re-entry after a turnover. Binghamton regroups nicely. Of course Bridgeport’s not exactly getting it 200 feet. 

–Milner made a ridiculous save on a Binghamton power play, but out of a scramble, Puempel scores to make it 5-2, and Mayfield goes for a penalty at the same time. Three assists to Da Costa, and now there’s a hooking call coming, so it’ll be a 76-second five-on-three. 

–The penalties roll on, but Bridgeport survives them. In order this period: Keenan hold, Mayfield hold, Cornell slash, Lee trip. There’s about 11 minutes to go. 

–Gallant gets a bout with Mike Sdao and gets an extra roughing penalty. Binghamton’s eighth power play. 

–Binghamton tacks on with 2:48 to go. It’s called Hoffman from the right side, a backhander that apparently banks off a defender with Cole Schneider going to the net. Either way, 6-2, and Da Costa has four assists. 

–Binghamton 6, Bridgeport 2, final. Binghamton gets two on the power play and basically another that comes from the power play. 

–Quite the box between Hartford and Adirondack. Rule 21.1 is the straight-up match-penalty intent-to-injure rule. Well then. (Curiously, that seems not to be the way they were assessed at the time, but… Anyway.) Edit: Now the fighting major’s taken away with a match under the fighting rule in its place. That makes more sense.

–Not good enough, basically. Mistakes were costly. They knew the Sens were quick, could pull that on them on the regroup. There were times, especially in the second, where Bridgeport needed to take care of the puck better. “They overwhelmed us at times,” Pellerin said. “They were able to get a couple on the rush.” 

He’s seeing the same mistakes on the penalty kill, from the same guys. “It’s Game 40,” he said. “That’s the frustrating part for me, that we’re not seeing progress from certain guys in certain areas.” 

Changing goalies: “just trying to change the momentum,” he said. “Parker came in in a tough spot, a five-on-three, a number of penalties. He made some fantastic saves.”

On Kabanov: “For Kabby, it’s a change of scenery, a fresh start. It’s an opportunity to continue to develop his 200-foot game, to make plays, to continue his development with regards to using his speed and his size, to playing with confidence. I think there were times he tried to do too much, where the play kind of died on his stick. It’s an area he can continue to develop. … He’ll be playing on a very good team. It’ll continue to challenge his game.”

On to Hershey. The Bears lost 3-2 tonight. More then.
Kabanov overseas
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MoDo announced this afternoon that Kirill Kabanov has been loaned over there for the rest of the season. 

It’s probably a good move for everyone. Kabanov had been a healthy scratch quite a bit, including three of the past six games here, and sure looked like it was headed at least for four of seven tonight. He rarely cracked the top six (the team said at the time that was why he went to Stockton earlier in the year) or the power play after he came back from the Coast. He remains Islander property with the loan and could come back after the Swedish season or next year. 

So there’s that. That leaves 13 forwards (including Riley Wetmore, who may or may not quite be game-available yet, and John Persson, who seemed closer this week, but not counting Justin Johnson, finishing the suspension this weekend), seven defensemen (including Scooter Vaughan, who has played quite a bit up front) and two goalies healthy here. Ran down the injury/illness litany in the paper today. 

Binghamton liveblog in a few hours.
Knight's late strike boosts Heat past Checkers

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 06, 2014 9:00 AM 

Updated: February 06, 2014 9:41 AM     

Corban Knight's goal with just over three minute remaining in the third period lifted the Abbotsford Heat to a 4-3 victory over the Charlotte Checkers on Wednesday.

Knight pounced on a rebound off Ben Street's initial shot and whacked the puck past Checkers goalie Mike Murphy.

The victory extended the Heat's win streak to four games, during which they've racked up 21 goals, and they moved back into first place in the Western Conference with a 30-14-4 record.

The Checkers, who also lost to the Heat on Tuesday by a 7-1 count, slipped back to the .500 mark at 22-22-1.

Sven Baertschi opened the scoring for the Abbotsford, snapping a 12-game goalless drought in the process. He took a feed from Corey Locke and deked Murphy to the ice before lifting a shot over him.

Charlotte defenceman Dan Biega would equalize less than three minutes later, beginning a night-long pattern which would see the two teams alternate goals. The Heat got go-ahead tallies from Markus Granlund and Ben Street, with the Checkers equalizing on markers from Biega (his second of the night) and Zach Boychuk.

Knight's goal eventually stood as the game-winner, and he has six points (four goals, two assists) in his last four games.

Brett Olson chipped in with three assists, while Granlund has now scored in five straight games. The 20-year-old Finn's 21 goals on the season are tops among AHL rookies.

Olivier Roy, making his second straight start in net for Abbotsford, picked up the win with 34 saves on 37 shots.

The Heat host the Texas Stars on Saturday (7 p.m.) and Sunday (4 p.m.) to wrap up an eight-game homestand at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre. The Stars, who boast the AHL's top power play (27.6 per cent) and second-best offence overall (3.65 goals per game), are three points back of the Heat in the West Division standings.
Heat continue to sizzle, crush Checkers 7-1

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 04, 2014 10:00 PM 

Updated: February 05, 2014 9:28 AM     

The Harlem Globetrotters play at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre next week, and the Abbotsford Heat offered a preview with a similarly stylish – and dominant – performance on Tuesday.

The Heat continued their hottest offensive stretch of the season, lighting up the Charlotte Checkers 7-1, and the display of skill was such that Sweet Georgia Brown would have been a fitting soundtrack.

Thirteen of 18 skaters in the Abby lineup registered at least a point, while six posted multi-point outings.

Making his first start in goal as a member of the Heat, Olivier Roy could only marvel at the offensive pyrotechnics.

"The way they played was amazing – it was really pretty to watch from my net," the 22-year-old said with a smile. "I was really impressed with the game they played."

Roy's own performance was pretty impressive as well.

Acquired from the Edmonton Oilers in November in a multi-player trade which saw the NHL parent Calgary Flames pick up defenceman Ladislav Smid, Roy spent the better part of three months with the Alaska Aces, the Heat's ECHL affiliate.

He was recalled last week after Joey MacDonald suffered a concussion, and ascended to the No. 1 spot in the Heat's depth chart after Joni Ortio was summoned by the Flames on Sunday. Ortio's first career NHL stint is in relief of injured Calgary goalie Karri Ramo.

Roy made the most of his opportunity on Tuesday, turning aside 25 of 26 shots, including a couple of high-quality chances in the early going when the game was still scoreless. He stymied Justin Shugg on a two-on-one break, then stoned Chris Terry with his right pad after he came sweeping out of the corner and tried to tuck the puck inside the far post.

His teammates took over at that point and gave the youngster plenty of margin for error.

Josh Jooris is one of the poster boys for the Heat's recent offensive explosion – the rookie right winger opened the scoring with his third goal in three games, boosting his total to seven on the season.

Sven Baertschi got the play started with some cycling deep in the Checkers' zone and got the puck to Corey Locke, who hit Jooris in the slot for a one-timer that rang in off the post at the 4:29 mark of the opening frame.

Max Reinhart made it 2-0 on the power play, finishing off a tic-tac-toe passing play with Corban Knight and Markus Granlund.

Blair Jones made it 3-0 on another man advantage, hammering home a one-timed slap shot after Derek Smith teed it up for him. And just 28 seconds after that, Carter Bancks was left alone in front and had all the time in the world to lift a shot over the left pad of Checkers goalie John Muse.

That marked the end of Muse's night – he was replaced by Mike Murphy after allowing four goals on 12 shots.

Murphy kept the Heat at bay in the second period, despite many quality chances, but the Abby squad pumped three by him in the third, courtesy Granlund, Knight and Ben Street.

Philippe Cornet spoiled Roy's shutout bid with 7:17 left in the third period, whacking the puck home from point-blank range.

"I think there's a lot of chemistry on the top three lines right now, and you know what, the fourth line as well because they're producing," Reinhart said, alluding to Bancks's goal.

"I think our D-men are doing a good job of moving the puck up, and everyone seems to be on the same page."

The Heat (29-14-4, 62 points) reclaimed first place in the West Division, leapfrogging the Texas Stars (28-15-5, 61 points), while the Checkers fell to 22-21-6. Abbotsford and Charlotte renew hostilities tomorrow night (7 p.m., AESC).

The Heat have racked up 17 goals in three straight home-ice wins – they beat the Hamilton Bulldogs by scores of 6-0 and 4-1 on the weekend – and head coach Troy Ward said the offensive chemistry his team is displaying has its roots in a terrific series of practices last week.

“We’ve moved the puck extremely well,” Ward noted. “Most of our goals have been from sharing the puck. We’re focusing on our fundamentals and passing because we’ve had some practice time and we’ve been able to elevate our game.”

Ward has praised Roy's play in practice since arriving in Abbotsford, and was pleased he followed that with a strong performance in a game.

“He’s been real patient up in Alaska," Ward said. "Now he comes down and gets his moment in the sun.

“We did a nice job allowing him to see the puck, because they had a couple good pushes. On the other end of that, we didn’t move people out at times and he made some critical saves at early junctures, and made it look fairly easy, by the way.”

The Heat exploded for four goals in an eight-and-a-half-minute span in the first period, and Roy said the cushion helped him exhale.

"The guys helped me a lot by taking an early lead, making me relax a little bit and getting the stress out, so you can enjoy and play your game," he said.

"They're poised with the puck, and they really don't make any turnovers. They make my job easier."

The game marked a homecoming for ex-Heat forwards Brett Sutter and Greg Nemisz, but it wasn't of the storybook variety for them.

"We didn't come out prepared, and when you come out against a good team like that, they make you pay," Nemisz said.

Nemisz, the Flames' first-round draft choice in 2008 who was traded to the Carolina Hurricanes organization a month ago in exchange for Kevin Westgarth, said the fresh start has been good for him. He'd notched nine points in his previous eight games coming into Tuesday, but was held off the scoresheet.

"It's the first time I've ever been traded, going back to junior, so it was a bit of a shock," acknowledged Nemisz, who is second on the Heat's all-time games played list with 206. "But the transition's been great. We've got a great group of guys in Charlotte, and it's been a lot of fun."

ICE CHPS:

• Earlier in the day, the Heat dispatched forwards Turner Elson and Evan Trupp to the ECHL's Aces. They were caught in a numbers game, as Abbotsford has added Jones, Street, Locke and Trevor Gillies in the last two weeks.

• Street was playing his first game with the Heat since being sent down by the Flames on Monday. He notched a goal and an assist, with a +2 rating.

• Chilliwack native Thomas Heemskerk served as Roy's backup. He was signed by the Heat on Monday from the Quad City Mallards of the Central Hockey League.

Ortio sparkles once again as Heat complete weekend sweep of Bulldogs

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 01, 2014 11:00 PM 

Updated: February 01, 2014 11:26 PM     

With the Calgary Flames potentially in need of a goalie, Joni Ortio served notice that he's ready.

The Abbotsford Heat netminder backstopped his squad to a weekend sweep of the Hamilton Bulldogs, posting a 34-save shutout in Friday's 6-0 triumph and following that up by stopping 26 of 27 shots in a 4-1 win Saturday.

Flames keeper Karri Ramo departed Saturday's game vs. the Minnesota Wild with a lower-body injury of uncertain severity, and the possibility exists that Ortio could be summoned for his first career NHL stint.

And if it ends up that injury attrition opens the door, he's still richly deserving – the 22-year-old Finn is second in the league with 19 wins, to go with a 2.08 goals against average and a .930 save percentage (third-best in the AHL in both departments).

“It could have been better,” Ortio joked after Saturday's win, reflecting on the lone puck that got past him on the weekend.

“It felt good. You get into that zone when you feel like, ‘Bring it on,’ and they’re not going to beat me with a shot that I can see. That’s pretty much how I felt.”

On Saturday, the Heat picked up where they left off the night before, out-shooting the Bulldogs 14-4 during a dominant opening frame. They built a 2-0 lead, and could have easily had a couple more.

Max Reinhart opened the scoring at the 7:56 mark, whacking a rebound off Markus Granlund's initial shot between the legs of Hamilton goalie Robert Mayer on the power play.

Rookie winger Josh Jooris, with his second goal in as many nights, made it 2-0 in the final minute of the frame – on a broken play on the rush, the puck squirted through to him, and he flicked a shot over Mayer's outstretched pad.

After a scoreless second period, Granlund gave the Heat a three-goal cushion with a shorthanded goal early in the third. Carter Bancks forced a turnover at the Heat blue line and got away with Granlund on a two-on-one break, then fed a lovely saucer pass over to the rookie sensation for his 19th goal of the season.

Stefan Fournier spoiled Ortio's bid for back-to-back shutouts, tipping a shot past him at 7:41 of the third, but the Heat keeper held the fort from there, and Derek Smith rounded out the scoring with an empty-netter.

Afterward, Jooris termed Ortio's performance over the two games "unbelievable."

“He has a competitive edge to him that I think sets him aside from other goalies," Jooris said. "You see him battling in the crease – he doesn’t like when other guy comes there, he’s whacking him. That gives our team confidence knowing that we have a real competitive goalie back there. He stood on his head and kept us in games this weekend.”

Granlund's goal was the Heat's third shorthanded marker in five games since head coach Troy Ward started using two of his top offensive players – Granlund and Corban Knight – on the penalty kill and authorizing them to attack when they've got possession.

Prior to that philosophical shift, the Heat were the only team in the league without a shorthanded tally this season. It's also sparked better results in terms of keeping the puck out of their own net – they've killed off 23 of 24 opponents' power plays over the past five games.

"The only thing I can attribute it to is . . . being a little more offensive-minded," Ward said. "It changes the complexion of the offensive team."

The Bulldogs' power play, meanwhile, has not scored in its last 32 chances – they went 0-for-7 on Saturday – and that's just one element of a team-wide slump. The Montreal Canadiens affiliate has won just once in its last six games, having mustered just three goals in the five losses.

The Heat improved to 28-14-4, while Hamilton slips back to the .500 mark at 20-20-4.

ICE CHIPS:

• Enforcer Trevor Gillies, signed on Thursday, made his Heat debut on Saturday, drawing into the lineup as Ben Hanowski was a healthy scratch. He registered one shot on goal while skating on the fourth line with Bancks and Lane MacDermid.

"He gave us some life and some energy on the bench," Ward said. "He's a pretty mature man – he's been through the wars."

• Up next, the Heat host the Charlotte Checkers in a Tuesday-Wednesday set (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

Knight, Jones lead the charge as Heat light up Bulldogs 6-0

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: January 31, 2014 10:00 PM 
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Corban Knight rediscovered his offensive mojo, Blair Jones picked up where he left off in his return to the AHL, and the Hamilton Bulldogs didn't stand a chance.

Knight and Jones notched two goals apiece as the Abbotsford Heat hung an unconverted touchdown on the Bulldogs (two days before the Super Bowl, no less), winning 6-0 at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

And these were no garbage goals – each one was of the high-calibre variety, whether a tic-tac-toe passing play or a highlight-reel individual effort.

"I think it's one of those things in hockey where every once in a while, everything falls into place," Knight analyzed with a smile. "Everybody was chipping in, all four lines and all the D, and Orts (goalie Joni Ortio) was standing on his head.

"It felt good out there."

It took the Heat (27-14-4) just past the midway point of the game to get on the board, and then the floodgates opened.

Markus Granlund got things started at 10:26 of the second period – on the power play, he took a lead feed from Max Reinhart, fended off Bulldogs defenceman Darren Dietz en route to the net, and roofed a shot on goalie Dustin Tokarski.

Just over a minute later, Knight doubled the hosts' lead, taking a centering pass from Brett Olson, toe-dragging the puck around a defender and unleashing a sizzling top-corner wrist shot.

Knight's second of the game came in the final minute of the middle frame, on a snipe from the slot that was nearly a carbon copy of his earlier goal.

In the third, linemates Corey Locke, Sven Baertschi and Josh Jooris combined on a lovely three-way passing play to make it 4-0, with Jooris finishing it off by weaving around a charging Tokarski and sliding the puck into the empty net while falling to the ice.

Jones took over from that point – he tapped in a beautiful feed from Reinhart at the 9:52 mark, and hammered home a power-play slap shot less than two minutes later to round out the scoring.

Jones had a terrific start to the season with the Heat, racking up eight goals and 13 assists in 16 AHL games prior to being recalled by the Calgary Flames. Knee surgery sidelined him for a month, but he didn't seem to miss a beat in his return to Abbotsford.

“I felt better than I thought I was going to feel,” said Jones, who surely benefitted from playing on a line with the red-hot Granlund and Reinhart. “I haven’t really played a lot. I had knee surgery and then I wasn’t playing much. I was quite happy with how I felt.”

Rookie centre Knight, after a strong start to the season, had fallen on hard times offensively of late – he'd mustered just two assists over his previous nine games.

He busted out of that slump emphatically, adding an assist on Granlund's strike to the two goals of his own.

Knight found terrific chemistry with left winger Evan Trupp, recently recalled from the ECHL's Alaska Aces, and it figures – the two were teammates at the University of North Dakota. Trupp picked up assists on both of Knight's goals.

"We played two years together, and we're really good friends, too," Knight said. "The fact we were put together, I think we were both pretty excited about it, and we were able to get some chemistry going tonight. Hopefully we can keep it going as we move forward.

"I'd definitely say I was a little snakebit the last little while here, and things weren't coming my way. It was nice to get a couple nice set-ups from the guys, and I was able to put them in."

Heat head coach Troy Ward noted that rookies from the college ranks like Knight often hit a wall midway through the AHL season, given that the NCAA schedule features roughly half the number of games.

"Corban's a thinker, he's a real deep thinker," Ward said.

"He stayed with it, and I think he's been a good pro. He's going through a learning curve like a lot of our guys. They're kind of over that hump of, 'I'm tired now.'"

Lost in all the offensive pyrotechnics was a reliably terrific performance from Ortio, who turned aside all 34 shots the Bulldogs sent his way.

His second shutout of the season was highlighted by some heretofore unseen truculence – the typically mild-mannered keeper threw a couple of jabs in the second period during post-whistle scrums that encroached on his crease.

“Joni, from a goaltending standpoint, was effective because he was competitive, protecting himself and his crease," Ward said. "He made some huge saves at critical times. We gave them a couple good looks and he was there and made it look pretty easy.”

ICE CHIPS:

• Blueliner Shane O'Brien made his Heat debut on Friday, and turned in a solid performance in a pairing with rookie Tyler Wotherspoon.

• Heat defence partners Derek Smith and John Ramage both posted game-high +4 ratings on Friday.

• Enforcer Trevor Gillies, signed by the Heat on Thursday, arrived too late in the day Friday to get into the lineup, according to Ward. He's set to make his debut on Saturday, when the Heat and Bulldogs (20-19-4) renew hostilities (7 p.m., AESC).

It's worth noting that the Heat currently have the fewest penalty minutes (543) of any team in the AHL – less than half the total of the league-leading Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

Heat news and notes: O'Brien keeping upbeat attitude, goalie Roy aims to impress

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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For Shane O'Brien to mope upon receiving his assignment to the Abbotsford Heat might have been understandable.

The 30-year-old defenceman, after all, hadn't set foot in an AHL locker room since the 2005-06 season. In the years since, he'd established himself as an NHLer – albeit one of the journeyman variety – and had suited up for 528 games with six different franchises.

Hanging his head wouldn't jive with the effervescent O'Brien's style, though. So after clearing waivers on Sunday and being shipped to the Heat by the NHL parent Calgary Flames, he quickly immersed himself in team life, joining his new teammates for a bowling outing.

"He's been great all week," Heat head coach Troy Ward said of O'Brien following Thursday's practice. "He's really a breath of fresh air. He just wants to have fun, he wants to play minutes, he doesn't want to hear he's not good enough.

"He's a veteran with a young man's heart, a young man's attitude. He's able to fit into the group really well . . . he's got a lot of pizzazz to him, a lot of life to him."

O'Brien, who spent two seasons with the Vancouver Canucks (2008-09 and 2009-10), wasn't surprised by his demotion – he'd been averaging just 11:16 of ice time while mustering three assists and a -8 rating in 45 games this season. His last game with the Flames, a 5-4 shootout win vs. the Nashville Predators last Friday, he was -3 in just 5:37 of ice time.

"I had kind of seen it coming," said O'Brien, who's been paired with rookie blueliner Tyler Wotherspoon in practice this week. "Obviously I wasn't playing very much over the course of the season there – I'd been a healthy scratch, and it is what it is.

"I'm just excited to be down here and playing. Coach Ward is a great guy. He's been nothing but first-class with me. He sees the game kind of how I see it, so it was refreshing talking to him. The guys are great here, the boys work hard, and I'm just excited to come in here and play and hopefully help this team win."

GOALIE ROY AIMS TO PROVE HIMSELF

Heat goalie Joey MacDonald has been sidelined this week with a concussion, suffered after taking a shot off the helmet last Saturday vs. the Utica Comets.

His absence opened the door for Olivier Roy, who was recalled Monday from the ECHL's Alaska Aces.

Roy had been something of an organizational afterthought after being acquired in a Nov. 8 trade with the Edmonton Oilers, which saw Roy and NHL defenceman Ladislav Smid become Flames property, with erstwhile Heat players Roman Horak and Laurent Brossoit going the other way.

He had been playing for the AHL's Oklahoma City Barons when the trade went through, and was subsequently assigned to the ECHL's Alaska Aces, where he got a lot of playing time and put up solid numbers – a 13-7-0 record with four shutouts, a 2.10 goals against average and a .922 save percentage.

But Roy had limited contact with Flames management, particularly after general manager Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod were fired in mid-December, and he'd never interacted with Heat goalie coach Jordan Sigalet until his recall to the Heat.

He's relishing the opportunity to work with Sigalet this week, though – the Aces don't have a goalie coach – and is doing all he can to establish himself in the organization.

"It was an experience," Roy said with a wry grin, reflecting on the trade. "It's a new start for me, and I've got to re-prove myself to the Calgary Flames."

So far, so good according to Ward.

"Ever since the trade, he's been somewhat of a stepchild," the Heat bench boss noted. "His attitude, his work ethic, his compete in net has been outstanding. He's had a good week of practice.

"He's got a good glove, really quick. Like most East Coast leaguers, he's competing for his life, doesn't want to leave, wants to prove he belongs here."

JONES BACK WITH HEAT

Forward Blair Jones was re-assigned to Abbotsford on Thursday after clearing waivers, and the Heat can only hope he quickly rediscovers the form that had him tearing up the AHL in October and November.

Jones racked up eight goals and 13 assists in 16 games prior to a well-deserved recall by the Flames.

His NHL stint was marred by injury – he missed 12 games due to a knee ailment – and he returned on Jan. 18, just in time to be inserted in the starting lineup for the much-publicized brawl with the Vancouver Canucks.

Ward noted there's often a bit of hangover when a player is sent down from the NHL club, but he believes Jones will be well-equipped to handle it.

"I always say, you get hit in the head 99 times, the 100th time doesn't hurt," Ward said. "You've already been punched, it's time to grow up and move on.

"Hopefully he jumps in and plays really well. That doesn't mean he's going to – there's still the emotion, and we all handle emotional situations different. But I would like to say his ability to jump in and play well for us would be quicker than it has in the past."

HEAT ADD TOUGH GUY GILLIES

Trevor Gillies, one of hockey's most prolific enforcers, was signed by the Heat on Thursday.

The 6'3", 231-pound native of Cambridge, Ont. has piled up the penalty minutes throughout his pro career, which has included 57 NHL games (261 penalty minutes), 380 AHL games (1,536 PIMs), and 222 ECHL games (1,069 PIMs).

Gillies's NHL tenure was highlighted by a pair of lengthy suspensions while with the New York Islanders – a nine-game ban for an attack on Pittsburgh Penguins forward Eric Tangradi, and a 10-gamer for a hit on Minnesota Wild forward Cal Clutterbuck.

He began this season with HIFK Helsinki – the same Finnish squad that current Heat players Markus Granlund and Joni Ortio suited up for last season – and racked up 54 penalty minutes in three games, highlighted by a sucker-punch to ex-Canucks pest Jarkko Ruutu that reportedly drew police attention. More recently, Gillies played five games with the ECHL's Orlando Solar Bears, with 21 penalty minutes.

"That's a (Flames) management decision – we're going to mirror Calgary in a lot of ways," Ward said, explaining the Gillies acquisition. "They have (Brian) McGrattan and (Kevin) Westgarth, and we have (Lane) MacDermid and Gillies. It's pretty much the same, tit for tat.

"I'm going to play him right away, and we'll see how it goes. . . . It's definitely going to give our team a different identity, for sure. This guy is no weakling, and he's not normal – he's a little bit crazy.

"He's got his little idiosyncrasies – I don't think he touches the puck in warm-up," Ward added. "I've heard he's a really, really good man and a great team guy, which is usually the case with those guys."

VETERAN CRUNCH

Two weeks ago, the Heat had just one player who would be classified as an AHL veteran, with more than 260 professional games on his resumé – defenceman Dean Arsene.

Suddenly, Ward has six on his hands – Jones, O'Brien and Derek Smith (reassigned by Flames), Corey Locke (acquired via trade) and Gillies, in addition to Arsene. And that's something of a problem, because teams are only allowed to play five in a given game.

Ward suggested that Arsene, the Heat's captain, might be the odd man out more often than not, based on the fact Jones, O'Brien and Smith are on NHL contracts, Locke's playmaking and experience at centre is essential, and Gillies is mandated to play by management.

HEAT ON TV

The Heat are launching a show on Shaw TV Abbotsford called "Heat This Week."

Play-by-play broadcaster Brandon Astle will host the 30-minute show, which will air four times weekly. The debut episode airs this Thursday at 3:30 p.m., with reruns on Friday (11:30 p.m.) and Saturday (5:30 a.m., 7:30 p.m.).

For fans not in the Abbotsford area or without access to Shaw TV Abbotsford, the show will be available for viewing on abbotsfordheat.com.

MAHOVLICH IN THE HOUSE

The Heat host the Hamilton Bulldogs in a Friday-Saturday set this weekend (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre), and Hockey Hall of Famer Frank Mahovlich will be the guest of honour on Friday as part of the team's Legends of Hockey series.

Mahovlich will sign autographs on the concourse of the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre on a first come, first served basis.

He recorded 533 goals, 750 assists, and 1103 points in 1181 NHL games for the Toronto Maple Leafs, Detroit Red Wings and Montreal Canadiens, and is a six-time Stanley Cup winner (1962-64 and '67 with the Maple Leafs, and 1971 and '73 with the Canadiens). He was also a member of Team Canada for the 1972 and 1974 Summit Series.

Top Billins: All-star blueliner ignites Heat offence

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Chad Billins, soft-spoken gentleman that he is, isn’t one to pump his own tires.

Ask the Abbotsford Heat defenceman to reflect on his electric first half of the season – during which he’s racked up 31 points in 40 AHL games (fifth-most in the league among blueliners), made his NHL debut, and been selected to the AHL all-star game – and he attempts to deflect every shred of credit to his teammates and coaches.

Of course, those same folks will sing Billins’s praises with minimal prompting.

“Chad’s a great player,” enthused John Ramage, a rookie blueliner who has been Billins’s most frequent defence partner this season.

“He’s a really special player with the puck – he can do things not a lot of defencemen can do.”

“He’s a compliment to play with,” chimed in Tyler Wotherspoon, another rookie D who took a turn alongside Billins recently. “He’s a guy who’s always supporting you, he’s talking with you, and he’s helping you the whole way.

“It’s a lot easier and a lot more comforting to play with a guy like that.”

Heat head coach Troy Ward compares Billins’s impact to that of Clay Wilson, a similarly mobile defenceman who was the Heat’s MVP in 2011-12 before moving on to Donbass HC of the Kontinental Hockey League.

“It’s the same thing, just a different version – both of them not very big, but very dynamic,” Ward said. “That’s what Chad’s meant to our team. He’s been as good with the puck as he’s been without it.”

Billins, a 24-year-old Marysville, Mich. native, is generously listed at 5’10”, and his diminutive stature is probably the key factor in why he was never selected in the NHL draft. But he’s found success in pro hockey regardless.

After wrapping up his four years of NCAA hockey at Ferris State University, he landed an AHL contract with the Grand Rapids Griffins in the summer of 2012 and became a key contributor (37 points in 76 regular season games, plus 14 more in 24 playoff dates) on a Griffins squad which won the Calder Cup.

Last summer, seeking a two-way NHL contract, he landed in the Calgary Flames organization, and has quickly established himself.

Billins, an excellent skater who can really hammer the puck, has quarterbacked the Heat’s terrific power play, which ranks third in the AHL with a 22.6 per cent success rate. And the fact that Ward has trusted him to play with rookies like Ramage and Wotherspoon for much of the season, despite the fact that he’s just a sophomore pro himself, is indicative of how his puck-moving skills make the game easier for the youngsters.

“Whoever’s with him gets better defensively,” Ward explained.

The highlight of Billins’s season came on Nov. 5, when he made his NHL debut on behalf of the Flames on the road vs. the Minnesota Wild, with his parents and two younger brothers having flown to Minneapolis for the game.

“It was really special to have them there,” he said. “To be able to have it all come together and be able to play your first NHL game is quite an accomplishment, not just for me, but for my family and all the people who have helped me along the way.”

Billins picked up two assists in two games before being reassigned to Abbotsford, and he knows that if he’s to earn a longer look at the NHL level, his defensive zone coverage must improve.

Ward noted that while 6’7” Heat blueliner Chris Breen is able to have success by wrapping up opponents along the boards, the smaller Billins needs to learn to use timely bumps and box-out techniques to keep foes off-balance.

“Your stick positioning and body positioning is that much more important when you lack the size,” Billins said. “I think the defensive part is what I need to focus on, and hopefully I get another chance (in the NHL).

“You get a taste of it, and it just makes you hungry.”

Off-ice life for Heat rookie roomates is ‘pretty magical’

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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To hear Ben Hanowski, Corban Knight and Josh Jooris tell it, the off-ice lives of rookie professional hockey players contain a lot of very mature, sophisticated elements.

To wit: an emphasis on proper nutrition, carpooling to work, staying active away from the rink, and the like.

But it's all seasoned by gleefully immature shenanigans which are the natural byproduct when a trio of 23-year-olds share a house together.

"It's pretty magical," Hanowski said with a chuckle. "We're obviously first-year pros, no spouses or anything, and we're just kind of hanging out. It feels a little bit like college, where you have a couple roommates. It's just nice to not always be by yourself and have other people to hang out with."

Hanowski paused a beat.

"Even if one of them is Corban," he added, as Knight and Jooris cracked up.

The Hanowski-Knight-Jooris triumvirate have more in common than just their age and rookie status. They're all recent NCAA grads – Hanowski went to St. Cloud State, Knight to North Dakota, Jooris to Union College – who were acquired by the NHL parent Calgary Flames within the last 10 months.

They conceived of their current living arrangement back in September at the Young Stars prospects tournament in Penticton – Hanowski and Jooris were roommates and, in Jooris's words, "thought we'd have a nice home together." They added Knight to the crew, and rented the upper suite of a house after being assigned to the Abbotsford Heat later in the month.

Hanowski gave his Twitter followers a glimpse into the goofy vibe at their abode on Dec. 1, when he tweeted a heartwarming photo of the trio posing alongside personalized Christmas stockings, which were hung by the chimney with care (see photo, above).

"We're kind of the party house, but no one ever comes over," Knight said, eliciting more cackles from the others. "It's just us three partying together.

"There's always someone terrorizing another guy, and the other guy laughing. There's a lot of jokes that go on in the house."

From the sounds of things, Hanowski is responsible for most of the pot-stirring. He occupies the master bedroom – a fact he attributes to his alpha male status, but which Jooris quickly clarifies was won in a game of mini golf during training camp.

"He beat me in a three-hole playoff – tough loss," Jooris acknowledged with a wince.

"Hano's got alter egos," he continued. "I don't know if I really want to go into detail on those, but he kind of scares me.

"There was one night where Hano wouldn't let Knighter go to sleep unless he let him tuck him in."

To which Hanowski scoffs.

"I live with two princesses, basically," he asserted. "I just strike a little fear in them and cement myself as the alpha male of the house. You just heard them say how scared they get, right?"

Knight and Jooris have their own idiosyncrasies. They're really into the dynasty mode of the NHL 14 video game, playing together as the Calgary Flames, naturally. The game features full NHL and AHL rosters, allowing the players to virtually recall themselves from the minors.

"We called Knighter up early and he really solidified his spot (on the NHL roster)," Jooris said. "I got too cocky. My guy was doing real well down in the minors and I called him up, and he had a tough couple games so I had to send him back down."

"He's hard on himself," Knight chimed in.

Recently, Hanowski was startled to hear an outburst of noise from the living room.

"They were making a big push for the playoffs (in NHL 14) and had a couple big wins, and there might have been some hugs thrown around," he said, shaking his head.

"We were pretty into it," Knight acknowledged. "It was like winning the Stanley Cup. We were hugging, screaming, running around the house."

As for the mundane domestic tasks, the trio handle their business reasonably well. They keep the place pretty tidy, at least by young male standards, and do their own cooking and shopping.

But even within a discussion of their shopping habits, Hanowski is able to mine chirping material.

"We were grocery shopping today, and [Jooris] was looking at my cart, like, 'What did y'all get?'" Hanowski said with a chuckle. "And then he went and got the exact same things and put them in his cart."

Heat head coach Troy Ward, asked what he imagines life in the Hanowski/Knight/Jooris house might be like, likens them to the Three Stooges.

"I don't know who Larry is, I don't know who Moe is, and I don't know who Curly is, but that's the three of them, right there," he said. "They're kind of all a little bit goofy, and they're all a little bit off.

"I can imagine them all standing in Save-On-Foods in the same line, and I think the cashier would hear all three voices at once."

Jokes aside, the trio believe that their shared off-ice experience has helped them transition to pro hockey.

"It helps keep your mind off the game when you need a break," Hanowski said. "If you're not living with guys and you're at home and you're struggling, you're moping and being negative. But with us, we're always having fun, and that keeps things light."

Roommates Josh Jooris, Ben Hanowski and Corban Knight occasionally play together on the same line. (Clint Trahan photos / Abbotsford Heat)

Ferriero works OT magic for second straight night as Comets edge Heat 4-3

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Overtime, apparently, is the right time for Benn Ferriero.

For the second straight night, the Utica Comets forward scored in the extra session to lift the Vancouver Canucks' affiliate to victory at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Ferriero, whose goal at 2:22 of OT on Friday was the only goal of the game, was sprung on a partial breakaway in Saturday's rematch and hammered a top-corner slap shot past Abbotsford Heat goalie Joey MacDonald to give his team a 4-3 victory.

"It feels good to help the team like that," Ferriero said afterward. “I love four-on-four hockey (in OT). More space to move, so I can use my speed and shot to my advantage.”

Playing before 6,247 fans, the Comets got off to a strong start, but the Heat rallied twice from one-goal deficits over the first two periods.

Utica forward Brandon DeFazio took advantage of a fortuitous bounce to open the scoring at 2:05 of the first period. A shoot-in off the end glass took a strange carom and bounced over the Heat net, where DeFazio pounced on it and chipped the puck past a stunned MacDonald.

Markus Granlund drew the Heat even on the power play at the 7:42 mark of the opening frame, blowing a top-corner wrist shot over the glove of Utica goalie Joacim Eriksson.

Comets forward Alexandre Grenier restored his team's advantage at 7:51 of the second, but Granlund and Max Reinhart combined on a shorthanded marker just over three minutes later to knot the score once again.

Abbotsford took its first lead of the game on a terrific individual effort by Brett Olson – he stole the puck from Utica defenceman Yann Sauve and ripped a wrist shot over Eriksson's shoulder at 7:18 of the third.

But shortly after Olson's goal, MacDonald and Heat blueliner John Ramage got their wires crossed on a dump-in behind the net, and Pascal Pelletier forced a turnover which led to a tap-in goal by Grenier.

That set the stage for OT, where some bad luck for the Heat paved the way for Ferriero's winner.

On a three-on-two rush, Abby defender Chris Breen took a drop pass and leaned into a slap shot, but his stick snapped in half. Sauve pounced on the loose puck and fed it ahead to Ferriero, whose slap shot left a vapour trail as it hummed past MacDonald.

“They had a good rush going there but they got a little unlucky when the guy broke his stick on a one-timer," said Ferriero, who has five goals and five assists during an eight-game point streak. “I saw there was the one D man that I thought I could catch. Sauve made a great pass to me. I’m pretty happy about that one.”

Heat head coach Troy Ward lauded Ferriero's shot as "a great goal."

"That would have gone in in the NHL," he said. "That was a goal-scorer's goal – he had one intent, and that was to shoot it as hard as he could. He did that, and I give that guy a lot of credit."

Olson had gotten off to an excellent start to his second pro season, posting 21 points in his first 29 games, but he hadn't registered a single point over his previous 13 games and Ward said afterward that he was almost a healthy scratch for Saturday's game.

Olson said that the goal felt like "the proverbial monkey off the back."

"It happens in all sports, not just hockey, where guys go into a little bit of a slump," he said. "The hardest thing is to not let that get into your head.

"It's a long season, there's a lot of things that can happen throughout the year. Sometimes they just don't go your way and sometimes they do. You've got to ride that wave a little bit, and now hopefully things will turn around."

Reinhart and Granlund exhibited tremendous chemistry all night – they combined for four points and seven shots on goal, and were named the first and second stars of the game, respectively.

"Their chemistry is right on," Ward said. "Granny is just a young star in the waiting, in my opinion. He's going to be a very good player. He's a little inconsistent, but that's part of being a first-year guy.

"Reino's just a real competitive guy, whether you're playing three-on-three or whatever with him."

In the end, Ward wasn't overly concerned about the hard-luck OT results or the fact the Comets have now won six in a row vs. the Heat, noting that his squad "got some guys going in the right direction" on the weekend.

In addition to Olson's slump-busting goal, mild-mannered centre Corban Knight showed a competitive spark, dropping the gloves with Alex Friesen in the first period for his first pro fight.

"We got two points out of the weekend and I'm happy with that, and we made some huge individual strides," Ward said.

"Our chemistry has continued to change, which is part of our thing that we've got to work through right now. We just got (Corey) Locke and (Derek) Smith in there, and it's going to take some time. We were used to (Paul) Byron and (Michael) Ferland and (Blair) Jones for a long time, and we had a certain pace to the game. Right now our pace is a little off. We've got guys trying to figure out the way we play."

• The Heat are back in action on home ice next week, when they host the Hamilton Bulldogs in a Friday-Saturday set (7 p.m. both nights, AESC).

Goalie Eriksson exceptional as Comets edge Heat in OT

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Joacim Eriksson may not have made a wonderful impression on Vancouver Canucks fans during his NHL debut, but it turns out the 23-year-old Swede can tend some goal.

The Abbotsford Heat found that out firsthand on Friday evening, as Eriksson stood on his head to steal two points for the Utica Comets at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The Heat generated a bushel of quality looks at the Comets keeper, but he turned aside all 36 shots the hosts sent his way, buying his team enough time to win 1-0 on Benn Ferriero's overtime goal.

“We’ve got some pretty good confidence in him now – he’s been playing great for us lately," Ferriero said of Eriksson. "We knew he was in it tonight.”

Eriksson, who had a recent two-week stint with the NHL parent Canucks filling in for an injured Roberto Luongo, saw his first NHL action under less-than-ideal circumstances on Jan. 16 vs. the Anaheim Ducks.

With the Ducks already up 3-0 in the second period, Eriksson entered the game in relief of Eddie Lack, and was ventilated for another six goals (including five on the power play) as Anaheim skated to a 9-1 victory. He was sent back to the AHL affiliate in Utica four days later.

With GM Mike Gillis, among other Canucks brass, in attendance at the AESC on Friday, Eriksson offered a more promising performance vs. the Heat.

Midway through the first period, recent Heat acquisition Corey Locke fed a backdoor pass to Markus Granlund in the slot, but Eriksson plucked the Finnish rookie's rising wrist shot out of the air with his glove.

In the second period, Sven Baertschi drove to the net on the rush and had a rebound fall between his skates. He tried to shovel the puck into the open net, but Eriksson dove to his left and got the paddle down on the goal line to deny him. Referee Darcy Burchell originally signalled goal, but overturned it after a video review (see replay, below).

Late in the frame, Heat defenceman Chris Breen sprung Max Reinhart on a clear breakaway with a lovely stretch pass from deep in his own zone, but Eriksson kicked out his right pad to steer aside Reinhart's low shot.

Despite the Heat's ability to generate golden scoring chances, the Comets gained some traction in the second period – their big forwards harassed the Heat into reversing the puck constantly, when they weren't turning it over outright.

Abby goalie Joni Ortio consistently cleaned up his teammates' messes, though, with a big assist from Breen – the 6'7" blueliner was a shot-blocking machine, at one point snuffing three Comets shots with his shin pads on a single shift.

"He made more saves than Orts, quite frankly," Heat head coach Troy Ward cracked.

"After the second period, I said to the guys, 'Who do we keep cheering for? Who's playing so great for us?' And they all said Breen. I said, 'Isn't that kind of messed up?' The puck's in our end the whole game. If we're cheering for Breen the whole game, it doesn't say much about the rest of the group."

The third period was more of the same from Eriksson – Granlund, Baertschi and Carter Bancks, among others, had good looks, but all were stymied.

Ortio was excellent at the other end, stopping Darren Archibald and Nicklas Jensen on big blasts off the rush.

Ferriero finally broke the deadlock at 2:22 of OT, rattling a top-corner shot off Ortio's blocker and shoulder and into the net.

“We knew it was going to be a greasy goal," said Ferriero, who is on a seven-game point streak. "Both goalies played unbelievable tonight. Luckily the bounce went our way.”

Locke, making his Heat debut after being acquired from the Chicago Wolves on Thursday in a transaction which saw defenceman Mark Cundari head the other way, centered a line with Ben Hanowski and Brett Olson.

He found out about the deal at noon Chicago time on Thursday, then hustled to pack his things and arrived in Abbotsford at 2 a.m.

Understandably, he didn't have boatloads of energy, but he showed flashes of the playmaking ability that earned him the AHL's MVP award for 2010-11.

"It was a long day yesterday, and it was tough, but I'm really excited to be here," said Locke, who crossed paths with Ward with the Houston Aeros in 2008-09, when the latter was an assistant coach.

"There was a lot of information thrown at me, and I'm trying to get used to guys. I'll be better. I didn't have the most energy, but I tried to give it everything I had.

"Just being in the locker room for one game and in the morning, it's a great group of young guys that want to do well and work hard. I think it'll be a lot of fun."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Comets (14-20-5) have now won five in a row vs. the Heat (26-14-3), who will look to reverse that trend on Saturday when the two teams meet again (7 p.m., AESC).

• Reinhart took a deflected point shot in the face in the first period and went straight to the dressing room for stitches, but he was back to start the second.

• The Comets endured some drama on Friday morning. Vaclav Prospal, who was poised to sign a professional tryout (PTO) contract with Utica with the goal of earning a spot with the Canucks, reversed field and told the team he intended to retire.

• Jordan Schroeder, sent to the Comets on a conditioning assignment by the Canucks, registered five shots on goal. He'd been sidelined since mid-October with a broken ankle.

Heat rookie D-men Wotherspoon, Ramage learning the ropes

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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If the best elements of Abbotsford Heat rookies John Ramage and Tyler Wotherspoon’s current skill sets could somehow be combined in one player, you’d have an NHL-ready defenceman.

Ramage, 22, boasts a hockey intelligence that’s beyond his years of pro experience – his pedigree includes four years with the NCAA’s Wisconsin Badgers and the input of his father Rob, who played more than 1,000 NHL games.

The flip side of the coin is, his physical skills, in terms of skating and puck-moving, need work. His offensive stats (one assist in 35 games) bear witness to that.

By contrast, Wotherspoon’s greatest strength is his physical gifting – at 6’2” and 203 pounds, he’s got good size and skating ability. But he’s still learning nuances of the game.

“They’re kind of on opposite ends of the spectrum,” Heat head coach Troy Ward analyzed, “but they’ve both made good strides.

“The Ramage situation is, growing up, at dinner time, every conversation might have had to do with pro hockey. He has a real good feel for the game. He makes some errors, but he recovers because he feels the game so well.

“Wotherspoon’s situation, we need to grow him a little bit in how he feels the game and when he senses danger, things like that.

“They’re both at the age where they can have blow-ups, for sure, but they’re far less, and they’re both far more comfortable.”

It's generally true that for both rookie D-men, their better games are the ones where they're less noticeable, based on how tidy and mistake-free they're able to keep things in the defensive zone.

Wotherspoon, a 20-year-old Surrey native who is making the jump to pro hockey after spending the past four seasons with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League, said he’s grown more comfortable as the season has gone on.

“It’s been a challenge, but it’s been fun,” said Wotherspoon, who has one goal, seven assists and a +11 rating in 31 games. “I’ve had some ups and downs, but that comes from being a rookie. I feel like I’ve taken the challenges head-on and grown from everything along the way.”

Ramage said the biggest adjustment to pro hockey has been learning the consistency required.

“It’s a different level, and it’s a business now,” he said. “You’re held accountable by your coaches and teammates, and it results in wins and losses. It’s definitely been a bit of an adjustment, but it’s been a good adjustment. . . It’s been a great team to be a part of.”

Ramage is still looking for his first goal, but he’s been working hard on his offensive skills in practice and came close on Jan. 17 vs. Grand Rapids, ringing a shot off the post.

"I haven't really caught a break, but you also create your own breaks," he said with a wry chuckle. "It's coming. It know it's coming. Eventually."

News and notes: Heat aim to reverse their fortunes vs. Canucks affiliate

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat and Utica Comets have been at opposite ends of the AHL standings throughout the 2013-14 campaign, but you'd never guess based on their recent head-to-head match-ups.

The Comets (13-20-5), Western Conference cellar-dwellers all season long, have been awfully hard on the Heat, despite the fact that Abbotsford (26-14-2) has occupied the upper reaches of the standings.

The Heat won their first two games vs. the Vancouver Canucks' new affiliate this season, but the Comets have since fashioned a four-game win streak vs. Abbotsford, including three victories in regulation.

Heat head coach Troy Ward believes a variety of factors have played into his team's recent results against Utica. The Comets are a big, physical, veteran outfit, and as such are a tough match-up for Abby's smallish forward corps. There's also a timing factor – the Heat's recent dates vs. Utica have coincided with team slumps and NHL recalls.

Ward also believes his squad has played better at times against the Comets than the final score has indicated – on Dec. 20, for instance, the coaching staff had the scoring chances at 12-8 for the Heat, but they lost 3-0 with an empty-net goal.

"It becomes almost a mental thing, like, 'Oh here we go, it's Utica, we suck against these guys,'" Ward said earlier this week, looking ahead to Friday-Saturday match-ups with the Comets at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre (7 p.m. start both nights).

"It isn't like they've dominated us. It's just timeliness of goals, our maturity level, and the fact we've played them when we haven't been all that healthy mentally."

"The best way I can say it is, they're a professional hockey team with professional athletes, and so are we. You've got to be ready for everybody, and anybody can beat anybody on a given night."

SCHROEDER TO SUIT UP FOR COMETS

Both teams have received significant reinforcements from their NHL parent clubs within the past week.

The Canucks sent centre Jordan Schroeder to the Comets on Thursday on a conditioning assignment, and he'll play both games vs. the Heat this weekend. He's been sidelined since mid-October with a broken ankle.

Vaclav Prospal, a 38-year-old veteran forward who has 16 NHL seasons under his belt, also appeared poised to suit up for the Comets this weekend – he was set to sign a 25-game professional tryout (PTO) contract, with the idea that he could be summoned by the Canucks after an eight- to 10-game evaluation period at the AHL level. Prospal, though, elected to retire on Friday morning.

The Heat, meanwhile, got offensive-minded defenceman Derek Smith from the Calgary Flames on Sunday, after blueliner Kris Russell was activated from the injured reserve.

Additionally, the Heat added centre Corey Locke from the Chicago Wolves on Thursday afternoon, with defenceman Mark Cundari going the other way in the transaction.

FERLAND OUT FOR SEASON

Part of the rationale for the Locke transaction had to do with the erosion of the Heat's depth of front, highlighted by two significant departures recently.

Last Thursday, veteran centre Steve Begin announced his retirement via Twitter.

The 35-year-old had signed an AHL contract with the Heat over the summer, and was regarded as a potential team captain, but he never played a game for Abbotsford due to a hip injury. The gritty veteran closes the book on a career which included 524 NHL games, spent primarily with the Flames and the Montreal Canadiens.

Last Saturday, also via Twitter, the Heat confirmed what had been feared for some time – that sophomore winger Michael Ferland's knee injury will require season-ending surgery.

Ferland suffered the injury during practice just prior to Christmas, and it's a devastating turn of events for a player who was finally starting to put it together at the pro level.

The Swan River, Man. native struggled last season as a rookie pro, spending time in the ECHL before being sent back to junior.

This season, he failed to register a point in his first 11 games before catching fire, racking up six goals and 12 assists for 18 points in his next 14 games. Ferland (6'2", 215 pounds) also played with a physical edge, and arguably stood to gain more than any other forward prospect after Brian Burke took over as the Flames' acting GM and issued a call for more truculence.

"It's a tragic loss to our team, and it's tragic for him in his development," Ward noted.  "Things were going real well, and this is a kid who had a lot of roadblocks along the way, whether they were self-imposed or injury-imposed.

"Since he's left, we've missed his size and his speed, for sure – it's glaring," Ward added. "But God is going to try to tell him this is something you've got to battle through and come back. . . . I think this will help his game eventually, and it'll help his maturity for sure."

NO CELEBRATION AT CENTURY MARK

The Heat's 3-2 OT win on Jan. 11 vs. the San Antonio Rampage was Ward's 100th as head coach of the club, but he was in no mood for celebration or reflection.

And that's no great surprise to those who spend any amount of time around the Abby bench boss, who is far more concerned with the process than results.

"It's one more than 99," he said with a shrug. "If we don't finish every day 1-and-0, it's hard to get 100 – it's hard to get 10.

"I think it just represents the standard of the program . . . I'm only a byproduct of my players."

FOSTER, LAFRANCHISE OUT

The Heat welcomed defenceman Zach McKelvie back to practice this week. He's been sidelined since Dec. 11 due to a lower-body injury.

That leaves two Heat players still in the sick bay. Forward Adrian Foster and defenceman Kane Lafranchise both sustained lower-body injuries of their own during the recent six-game road trip. Ward said they're expected to be out for a matter of weeks rather than days.

Heat land high-scoring centre Locke in exchange for Cundari

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat swung a major trade with the Chicago Wolves on Thursday afternoon, acquiring former AHL MVP Corey Locke in exchange for defenceman Mark Cundari.

The deal is indicative of the Heat's need for forward depth – they've been decimated by injury (Michael Ferland), NHL recall (Ben Street, Paul Byron) and retirement (Steve Begin) in recent weeks, and have had two ECHL call-ups in the lineup (Jordan Kremyr and Evan Trupp) in each of their last three games.

In Locke, a 29-year-old 5'9" centre from Toronto, the Heat have a top offensive playmaker. He's posted six goals and 19 assists for 25 points in 36 games with the Wolves this season, but had averaged better than a point per game each of the previous four campaigns. He was voted the AHL's MVP in 2010-11, when he racked up a league-leading 86 points in 69 games with the Binghamton Senators.

Cundari had been playing his best hockey of the season of late, but the Heat could afford to part with him due to their relative depth on defence. Veteran point-producer Derek Smith was sent down by the Calgary Flames last Sunday, and he's joined on the blue line by six other healthy D, including AHL all-star Chad Billins, Chris Breen, Brady Lamb and captain Dean Arsene, and rookies Tyler Wotherspoon and John Ramage.

Cundari is on a two-way NHL/AHL contract, and his rights will be retained by the Calgary Flames. He's being loaned to the Wolves.

The Heat host the Utica Comets, the Vancouver Canucks' affiliate, on Friday and Saturday at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre (7 p.m. both nights).

Red-hot Reinhart powers Heat past Griffins

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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A big night from Max Reinhart lifted the Abbotsford Heat to an impressive road win on Saturday evening.

Reinhart was in on all three goals as the Heat knocked off the Western Conference-leading Grand Rapids Griffins 3-2 at Van Andel Arena.

The sophomore forward set up Carter Bancks's shorthanded goal to open the scoring at 10:46 of the first period, and notched a goal of his own later in the frame.

With the score tied 2-2 in the third, Reinhart drew the primary assist on Markus Granlund's 16th goal of the season, which stood up as the game-winner.

Heat goalie Joni Ortio turned aside 31 of 33 shots to earn his league-leading 17th win of the season, while his Grand Rapids counterpart Tom McCollum – coming off a 3-0 shutout win over Abby the previous night – stopped 33 of 36.

The Heat (26-14-2) wrapped up their six-game road trip with three wins and three losses.

The Griffins, who got their goals from defencemen Nathan Paetsch and Xavier Oullet, fell to 27-11-3 on the season.

The Heat return home to face the Utica Comets, the Vancouver Canucks' farm team, next Friday and Saturday (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

McCollum, Griffins blank Heat 3-0

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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The stingiest defensive team in the Western Conference lived up to its reputation against the Abbotsford Heat on Friday evening.

The Grand Rapids Griffins got a flawless 35-save outing from goalie Tom McCollum and snuffed the Heat 3-0 at Van Andel Arena, snapping Abbotsford's two-game win streak.

The Griffins, the defending Calder Cup champions who came into Friday's game three points ahead of the Heat for first place in the Western Conference, got goals from David McIntyre, Mitch Callahan and Landon Ferraro.

Heat netminder Joey MacDonald got the start against his old team – he's the Griffins' all-time leader in goalie wins, games played, minutes played and saves. He stopped 29 of 32 shots.

The Heat (25-14-2) wrap up their six-game road trip on Saturday with a rematch vs. Grand Rapids (27-10-3). They return home to face the Utica Comets, the Vancouver Canucks' farm team, next Friday and Saturday (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

Phantoms mix up lines again 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Coming off a 4-1 loss to Hartford on Tuesday, the Phantoms changed the lines twice in two days of practice.

In the past, Terry Murray said he has changed up the lines to send a message, try to spread out the scoring and just get a different result.

Now, he's doing some of all three.

On Wednesday, the lines were:

Chris VandeVelde-Kris Newbury- Jason Akeson

Tye McGinn-Rob Bordson-Petr Straka

Tyler Brown-Ben Homstrom-Brandon Alderson

Marcel Noebels-Kyle Flanagan-Nick Cousins-Matt Mangene

Zack FitzGerald-Doug Clarkson-Derek Mathers.

On Thursday, Clarkson and Brown were missing and the whole lineup had changed.

Straka-Newbury-Akeson

McGinn-VandeVelde-Holmstrom

Noebels-Bordson-Alderson

Mangene-Cousins-Mathers

FitzGerald-Flanagan.

Bordson is one of the Phantoms' best defensive forwards, which could be the reasoning of moving him back to the third line.

VandeVelde is coming off almost two months with the Flyers and thus made sense on the first line if McGinn is not there, but Murray has opted with Straka.

Cousins has not produced as expected. The rookie who scored 103 points in 64 games in the OHL last year, has just 13 through 44 games with the Phantoms. The move from the third to fourth line could be intended as a challenge.

What did not change, and has not changed except for injuries, was the defensive pairings. Those remain Bruno Gervais and Brandon Manning, Oliver Lauridsen and Mark Alt, Marc-Andre Bourdon and Steven Delisle.

Murray said he plans on sticking with those six, even now that Cullen Eddy is healthy. He likes the pairs as they are playing.

"I'm trying to be very objective in how they're playing," he said. "I know we've lost a  couple of games, but I'm trying to identify the areas that need to be executed better. I don't look at our back end right now as the biggest concern for me."

Throughout the season, there have been very few changes to the defensive pairings. Murray changed it up for a few games, but quickly went back. He said he's been happy with their play in general.

12 hours ago
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Injury update: Brown, Clarkson out again 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Just when it looked like the Phantoms were finally down to one injured scratch, they added two more.

Tyler Brown re-injured his right shoulder. He separated it Dec. 28 and was out for over a month before returning Jan. 31. 

Doug Clarkson is sick, dealing with a bug that has been going around the Phantoms.

Cullen Eddy is healthy, however, though has not yet returned to the lineup. 

Matt Konan is still dealing with a concussion and the resulting symptoms. He has been out since Dec. 20. He has not been cleared for physical activity beyond light cycling. 

12 hours ago
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Thoughts on the search for another AHL team 

By Greg Brownell, Diana C. Nearhos and Maury Thompson

Like most of you, we've heard the rumors about what teams might be interested in coming to Glens Falls to replace the Phantoms.

Mayor Jack Diamond has said there are talks going on with someone out there, but he won’t say what city is involved. So for us, it’s been a process of elimination.

For the past few weeks we've been quietly inquiring about the status of some of the teams that pop up in rumors, as well as other teams that might be a target for attendance or geographic reasons. And we've been crossing them off the list one by one.

Portland just signed a contract to return to the Cumberland County Civic Center. Oklahoma City seems to be in a secure position. We've looked into other geographically isolated teams, but they seem to be doing well where they are. 

With many other teams seemingly stable, that doesn't leave many teams.

So what about Albany? The Devils are just down the road and their attendance is near the bottom of the league.

The Devils still have a year left on their lease at the Times Union Center, and Bob Belber, the arena’s general manager, said Chris Lamoriello, the team’s general manager, has "indicated to me they are not in communication" with Glens Falls officials.

A move to the Civic Center may save the Devils money, or mean smaller losses as the case may be. The Devils would likely get a boost in attendance. The arena would be a step down, however. 

Diamond told reporter Maury Thompson he hasn't had any talks with the Albany Devils. But asked later if there has been any communication between those seeking a team for Glens Falls and anyone who might be representing the Devils, Diamond would not say whether he has spoken with an intermediary which is passing information between the city and the team.

"That I couldn't tell you. That’s something I couldn't report, even if I was," Diamond said.

Warren County Economic Development Corporation President Edward Bartholomew, who is working with Diamond on hockey recruitment, said city officials have agreed to keep the identity of teams they are speaking with confidential. 

"I have to go back to my policy that on any team that we have spoken to or not spoken to, I can’t comment on. We have an understanding with (AHL President and CEO) Dave Andrews that we don't get in to that," he said.

Which seems to leave the door open that it might be the Devils. And if it’s not Albany, who is it?

February 05, 2014 7:42 pm
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Phantoms get some secondary scoring 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms were in desperate need of secondary scoring.

Tye McGinn, Jason Akeson and Kris Newbury scored nine of the Phantoms 11 goals in the six games prior to Friday's 5-3 loss to Hershey.

For a team that doesn't score a lot of goals to begin with, fewest in the conference, depending on just one line is even more dangerous.

Finally, the Phantoms got some secondary scoring on Friday. 

"We do need secondary scoring," coach Terry Murray said. "The line that we had together as our fourth group there, they give us good energy, they give us some play that we needed. We just feel that we’ve been battling a little bit right now and we’re looking at one line a lot of the time. We needed some balance to our lineup. We got it. They were better."

Rob Bordson scored with 2:50 to play in the first period and none of those three were even on the ice.

Ben Holmstrom laid a nice hit on a Bear to force a turnover, which Bruno Gervais picked up and fed to Chris VandeVelde. He and Bordson had a two-on-one; VandeVelde took the shot and Bordson scored on the rebound. Everyone was in the right place and did the right thing.

The goal was only the Phantoms' second that none of McGinn, Akeson or Newbury scored or assisted in two weeks.

Mark Alt added another goal at 7:34 of the third period. He got it from Oliver Lauridsen and just walked into the slot. Tyler Brown screened the goaltender and Alt kept the puck on the ice for the goal.

Alt had not scored since the home opener Oct. 12, but the two goals are more than he had last year at the University of Minnesota. Alt did not score a goal and had seven assists and 39 shots in 39 games. This year, he has two goals, nine assists and 65 shots in 42 games.

"I was a lot more stay-at-home in college," Alt said. "I'm really working this year to be, not necessarily more offensive but just get more pucks to the net when I have the opportunity and create more chances for our forwards."

Gervais scored the Phantoms' third goal, a power-play goal assisted by Akeson and Newbury. 

Technically, that one isn't secondary scoring because it was on the power-play, but it was still a goal not by the top line forwards.

"You need secondary scoring in any league to win," Bordson said. "You can't rely on the power play all the time, or the first line all the time. So you do need that."

January 31, 2014 11:27 pm
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Murray says 'it's just a matter of getting your game fixed,' but how? 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Identifying the problem may not be the hardest part of getting the Phantoms back on track. It may be identifying how.

After Friday's 5-3 loss to Hershey, coach Terry Murray said there's an understanding of what they need to do.

"It's just a matter of getting your game fixed, doing the right things, things that you do all season long and you practice," he said. "Little d-zone things, like where you get beat off the boards in your d-zone coverage a couple times here. It looked like they were going the other way but comes right back at us. Those are things we were doing earlier in the year."

But he could not answer how.

The Phantoms can do it. They played the right kind of game Saturday in the win over Albany. They had a streak of 8-2 play and a six-game winning streak this season. But how do they get back to that?

Brandon Manning said "guys need to look inside themselves and find what they can bring."

Bruno Gervais said they can't wait until it's almost too late. But he couldn't really answer how, either.

"We had some breakdowns, we had some turnovers and that hurts us," he said. "We had a lot of good things happening in the offensive zone. We had a lot of good control, a lot of good forecheck, we got the puck back. This is what we need to bring."

The question remains how.

January 31, 2014 11:11 pm
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Game 43 rewind: Bears 5, Phantoms 3 

Some desperate hockey almost paid off for the Phantoms. They came back from 4-1 to come within one goal with 4:26 to play. That was as close as they got, however.

Rob Bordson, Mark Alt and Bruno Gervais scored. Only two of the Phantoms' 11 goals in the previous six games were scored by someone not named Akeson, McGinn or Newbury.

January 31, 2014 6:15 pm
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Game 41 rewind: Wolf Pack 6, Phantoms 3 

The Phantoms allowed six goals, though two were empty-netters. It was the fourth time in five games that the Phantoms have allowed at least four goals. All four have been losses.

Tye McGinn got the Phantoms started less than a minute into the game. Jason Akeson added another later in the first and then McGinn scored again in the second.

January 26, 2014 2:15 pm

(0) 

Bourdon: 'It felt pretty damn good.' 

By Diana C. Nearhos

After 14 months away from the game, Marc-Andre Bourdon wasn't sure what to expect in his first game back.

The first two shifts didn't go great, but when it was all over, and the Phantoms had the win, he said "it felt pretty damn good."

"After the first two shifts, I was like 'well, it's going to me a long one,' " he said. "But then, me and my partner (Steven Delisle) kinda came back stronger. He was talking a lot to me and it helped."

Bourdon said he "got lucky" when his skate broke in the second shift and he got a breather while it was fixed.

After the game, he was all smiles. Friday, he said he wasn't nervous getting back on the ice, but it certainly looked like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders after the game.

Bourdon had an assist in the game and technically has a two-game point streak (he scored in his last game Nov. 30, 2012). He threw a shot on net and Tye McGinn deflected past goaltender Scott Wedgewood to tie the game at 1-1 late in the second period.

"It was a weak shot on net and Tye made a good deflection," Bourdon said.

Bourdon playing on the third defensive pairing, so the minutes were somewhat limited, but Terry Murray did use all three pairs consistently. Exact time on ice is not made available in the AHL.

It was only Bourdon's first game in 14 months so his feeling good does not mean he's ready to immediately jump to the Flyers. He was on the top pairing when he was hurt last season.

It was, however, a big first step for the 24-year-old in his attempt to return to the NHL.

January 25, 2014 5:37 pm
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Game 40 rewind: Phantoms 2, Devils 1 

Jason Akeson won it with 20.5 seconds left, sending a knuckler past Scott Wedgewood to break the three-game losing streak.

Tye McGinn scored the Phantoms' other goal. He deflected Marc-Andre Bourdon's shot to tie the game up 1-1 late in the second period. Bourdon finished with an assist in his first game in 14 months.

Cal Heeter made 27 saves and allowed one goal in the game.

January 25, 2014 1:15 pm
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Marc-Andre Bourdon on his concussion and recovery

Marc-Andre Bourdon on his concussion and recovery 

Marc-Andre Bourdon, of the Adirondack Phantoms and Philadelphia Flyers, has been out of the professional hockey game for 14 months after a concussion on Nov. 30, 2012. He discusses the post-concussion symptoms that kept him out and getting back to the game.

January 24, 2014 9:15 pm
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Phantoms' scratches are Clarkson, Noebels, Mathers, FitzGerald, Matczak, Eddy (leg), Konan (concussion)

January 31 at 6:25 PM
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Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Brown is playing for the first time since separating his shoulder Dec. 28.

January 31 at 6:33 PM
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Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, VandeVelde-Bordson-Holmstrom, Straka-Cousins-Alderson, Brown-Flanagan-Mangene.
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Twitter
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Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Alt, Delisle-Bourdon.
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Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: Straka-Bordson-Akeson, McGinn-Newbury-Holmstrom, Noebels-Cousins-Alderson, Mangene-FitzGerald-Mathers.
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Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Alt, Bourdon-Delisle.
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The fourth line is Mangene-Flanagan-Mathers, the other F-name.
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Straka-Bordson-Akeson took line rushes first, but McGinn-Newbury-Holmstrom is starting again.
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The Phantoms have seven defensemen out for warm ups. I was told Matczak was going to be the scratch, but we'll see.
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FitzGerald is the healthy scratch for the forwards.
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Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Matczak did not take rushes, so it looks like he will in fact be the scratch.

January 25 at 1:39 PM

Twitter
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Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Holmstrom, Straka-Bordson-Akeson, Noebels-Cousins-Alderson, Mangene-Flanagan-Mathers.

January 25 at 1:40 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Alt, Delisle-Bourdon.

Bourdon could play as early as this weekend

1
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Marc-Andre Bourdon could hit the professional ice for the first time in 14 months as early as this weekend. 

Terry Murray said he was impressed with Bourdon's first practice on Wednesday, that he wasn't behind the other defensemen and broke up a few plays on some drills.

Asked what he needs to get into game shape, Bourdon said there's nothing that gets you in game shape like playing games.

Murray had not talked to Bourdon yet after Thursday's practice, but said that it's largely up to the player.

"To me, he’s gearing toward getting ready to go," Murray said. "To me, it will just be a question I ask him now, 'how do you feel and are you ready to start to play?' If he says yes, then I’ll get him in."

Murray calls Phantoms out
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January 23, 2014 4:30 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos
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Almost an hour into Thursday's practice, Murray stopped the Phantoms mid-drill. He stood in the middle of the ice made it clear that he expected more from them.

The coach wanted to see a much faster tempo. "It's OK to word hard in practice," he yelled.

The day before, Murray had said the team needed to have a sense of urgency. At the halfway point of the season, things needed to pick up not slow down. They were right in it at 11th, three points out of playoffs, but could not take a day off.

After practice resumed, Murray saw more of what he was looking for. 

"You have to prepare yourself for the game and this is the time to do it, two days, three days before the game," he said. "Not only working hard, but working smart and working with some intensity in your game, really getting to the next level with giving that all for 35, 40 seconds. That’s a learning process and it got better in the second half of the drill."

Murray likened the mid-point of the season to halfway through the school or work day. 

"This is a 60-minute game that demands 24-hours-a-day attention to the detail," he continued. "If you’re just off a little bit, then bad things can happen and I think that’s what you learn how to do."

Murray say a lapse in concentration in the Phantoms' three consecutive losses. He pointed to Albany's two early goals and then to Springfield's four-goal second period.

"There’s a lapse that we have an issue with, especially in the second period," he said. "I addressed the team yesterday afternoon, in the team practice meeting, that this is an area that we have to give a push to going into the second half of the year. Our concentration seems to check out and we have these issues."

Injury update: Brown close, Clarkson needs more time, Eddy skating
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A few more Phantoms are making their ways back to the ice. The big story is obviously Marc-Andre Bourdon, but there are a few other Phantoms inching their ways back.

Terry Murray said Tyler Brown is close after Thursday's practice. Brown separated his right shoulder delivering a hit against Providence on Dec. 28. He has now gotten a few full practices in, but is still wearing no-contact yellow.

Doug Clarkson, however, still needs more time. He hurt his hand in a fight against Curt Gogol on Dec. 31. At the time, he was expected back in five to six weeks. He's been out about three and a half weeks and seems to be on schedule. He said it's good to be out there practicing with pucks again, but Murray said he still needs time.

Cullen Eddy, who broke his leg on Dec. 27, has been skating for a few days. He said he is sore, but it's going well. He has a full range of motion, but there's pain where the skate contacts the break. He hopes to be able to practice as early as next week.

Bourdon loaned to Phantoms
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As Paul Holmgren indicated Sunday, Marc-Andre Bourdon has been loaned to the Phantoms.

Bourdon skated with the Flyers Sunday and said he has been cleared to play for the first time since being concussed Nov. 30 against Binghamton.

It is not clear when Bourdon will play as he will likely need time to get back into game shape after more than a year way from the professional game.

Last season, Bourdon played 17 games with the Phantoms. He scored one goal, three assists and recorded 59 penalty minutes.

Bourdon skates with Flyers
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Marc-Andre Bourdon, who has not played a professional hockey game since being concussed Nov. 30, 2012, practiced with the Flyers Sunday.

He has been rehabbing with a doctor in Michigan, working his way through post-concussion symptoms. Bourdon stressed that it was post-concussion symptoms, not a concussion.

"It was crazy because it went so fast when they put their finger on the right problem," Bourdon told reporters in Philadelphia Sunday. "It was the back of my cranium and my spine all my muscles were so tight I could barely move my head, but I didn’t realize it because it was so long. When they started clearing everything back there, my head started clearing up and my post-concussion symptoms were gone."

Bourdon said the specialists worked on his posture and "tweaked and twisted" his spine to loosen up the muscles. He could not move from right to left at one point. 

Once the doctors found the issue, Bourdon said the headaches and dizziness started clearing up.

"Marc-Andre has continued his rehab the past couple of months and has improved to the point where we anticipate him being loaned to the Phantoms this week and getting  back on the road to playing professional hockey games," Paul Holmgren said in a statement released by the Flyers.

Bourdon has actually been playing in a men's league for the past month.

"It’s been at least a month that I’m getting hit in practice," he said. "There has been some tiny little stuff and that’s why it took the time it took. It’s been a long time since I’ve been hit. I actually played games in a pretty good men’s league everyday for the last month and it went pretty well."

The doctors in Michigan cleared him to return to the Flyers two days ago. Bourdon said he needed to speak with the Flyers' doctor but that the doctors had spoken to each other. 

Bourdon, who was considered to be a guarantee to return to the NHL after the lockout, is eager to resume his career.

"It’s so hard for a competitor to give up on his dreams," he said." I had to do it, and I did it and I’m here. I need to show the organization that I’m ready to play. I’m in great physical condition. I’ve been working out and skating for like eight months. At the start, I had symptoms but I was still working out and skating. I’m ready to go."

Bourdon is on a one-way contract. That means as-is, he could only be sent to the AHL for a 14-day conditioning stint. The Flyers could waive him and then assign him to the Phantoms.

UPDATED: Straka suspended two games
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UPDATE: The major called against Petr Straka has been clarified. It is no longer listed as a fighting major. The match penalty carries with it a major penalty. So, Straka does not have a professional fight 

--

Petr Straka dropped the gloves in his first professional fight on Friday night, but he was the only one who took a fighting major. He also received a match penalty and has now been suspended for two games.

Straka and Kyle Beach tangled away from the play. It was hard to see what happened because it was more of a wrestling match than anything else. Once two players are on top of each other, it's nearly impossible to get a good viewing angle. Even the video doesn't show much because of their position near the boards.

When Straka and Beach emerged, both were given roughing minors and Straka also received a fighting major and a match penalty. Michael Kantor was also given a 10-minute misconduct and a game misconduct for abuse of officials.

Straka and Beach's faces were both scratched up. Beach had to go back to the dressing room for treatment, but returned later in the period.

"Talking to Petr today, it was just a situation where they got tangled up, they were mauling each other, a little bit of face washing going on," Terry Murray told Phantoms PR and broadcast director Bob Rotruck. "It’s unfortunate that he’s going to get a two-game suspension out of it. He came out of the little scrum with marks around his eye, red eye today, so there might have been something going on both ways. So that’s the way it goes."

Murray echoed the sentiment Brandon Manning expressed after the game, indicating that they both thought the actions were more two-way than just Straka.

“With one referee on the ice last night, it’s hard to see everything going on on the ice," Murray said. "There’s action around the net, so that’s where the focus of the referee was. The two players get tangled up near the blue line. One player comes out of the scrum and I think he’s complaining about it a little louder than the other guy and the referee responded to it."

A match penalty means an automatic review by the league. Realistically, it's almost an automatic suspension. Murray said Straka probably received :the low end of the suspension."

"They deem an intent to injury and that’s something we’re trying to take out of the game, especially around the face and the eye," he said. "So he probably got away with the low end and we're very fortunate."

Straka will miss Saturday's game against Albany and Monday's at Springfield. The Phantoms are currently without a healthy scratch. Matt Mangene has moved into Straka's spot on the third line.

Albany ends four-game losing streak

Kinkaid rebounds from tough outing to help Devils get victory

By Pete Dougherty
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Complaints about scheduling is a common theme in the American Hockey League, but sometimes it can work in a team's favor.

The Albany Devils, entering the weekend mired in a four-game losing streak, drew two of the three bottom teams in the Eastern Conference, starting Friday night with Bridgeport at Times Union Center.

So style points weren't important, and the Devils wouldn't get many, but they still came away with a 2-1 victory over the Sound Tigers, who are 13th in the 15-team conference.

Albany, which maintained its fifth-place tie in the East, finishes the weekend Saturday night at Hartford, which occupies the basement. It will be the first time in four weekends the Devils haven't been forced to play three games in three days.

"When you're on a losing streak, it feels like you're never going to win again," said center Tim Sestito, who scored the winning goal with 11:47 remaining. "Sometimes you need a game like this, Hopefully it will get us going in the right direction."

The four-game slide was the Devils' third of the season, but they have yet to lose five straight.

After the teams traded goals 97 seconds apart in the first period, the goaltenders kept the score at 1-1 for nearly 38 minutes.

Goaltender Keith Kinkaid, bouncing back from a game Sunday in which he made no saves and allowed three goals in 9:21, kept the Devils on the high end of the score as the Tigers roared late.

"The puck was hitting me," Kinkaid said. "The past few games it hasn't been hitting me. It's the ups and downs of the season."

Bridgeport outshot Albany 13-5 in the third period, 28-22 for the game.

"I've seen him play better," Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin said of Kinkaid. "We just weren't generating a lot of second chances. The rebounds were there, but we weren't able to capitalize on the second chance, but he made the first stops."

Anders Nilsson made 20 saves in the Bridgeport net, but he took the loss when Harri Pesonen beelined a pass to Sestito, who was camped at the net.

"We had one error, one missed coverage where a guy snuck in on the back door, and the guy buried it," said Pellerin, whose team had a four-game winning streak snapped. "It's a little frustrating for us because that's a good hockey team, and we played hard against them."

"All of their guys wound up looking at them," said Sestito, referring to linemates Pesonen and Rod Pelley. "Pes just turned his wrists over and fired one through to me, and I was lucky enough to put it in."

Reid Boucher scored his first AHL goal since Nov. 30 — this was only his fourth game since returning from the NHL — to give the Devils a 1-0 lead.

Alan Quine tied it on a power play.

"It certainly was not our best game and still not to where we need to be as a team to where we were playing," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "Maybe a game like this is what we need to kick-start us."

Kinkaid, who was awarded the game's first star, did not see a shot for the first 13:04, when Quine fired one into the goalie's glove. That was a streak of 22:25 over two games where Kinkaid had not made a save.

He said the first save was important, "especially from last game, where I let in three goals in three shots. I was itching for a shot. You've just got to worry about that first shot, and I made a first save and it got me into it."

"Coach says you can't let your valleys be too deep," Kinkaid said. "We did a good job getting off the losing streak. Hopefully this is a winning streak to come."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, SOUND TIGERS 1

Bridgeport 1 0 0—1

Albany 1 0 1—2
Janssen embracing his role

Veteran player quick to share information with young AHL teammates

By Pete Dougherty
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Early on in their American Hockey League game Sunday, the Albany Devils got what they wanted from their "energy line." Mike Hoeffel tipped Rod Pelley's shot into the net. Cam Janssen punctuated the play by fighting one of the Binghamton Senators.

Janssen's opponent, Senators' captain Mark Borowiecki, "gave me a pretty good cross-check," Janssen said. "He was mad at the whole ordeal. I gave him a good bump before that."

Janssen, talking a few days after the incident, then offered more insight into his world.

"The captain doesn't say anything," he said. "He plays hard, he hits, he's a warrior, he's a good leader. Two veteran guys going at it. I want to point that out."

Janssen, who has spent nearly 221/2 hours of a 10-year pro career in the penalty box, understands and embraces his role. He says he has respect for 96 or 97 percent of the players who perform similar duties.

The other 3 percent, "the guys who are outrageous and try to be the tough guy, those guys never succeed," he said. "Those guys never seem to make it to the NHL."

Janssen should know. He has played 336 career NHL games (compiling 776 penalty minutes), including 24 this season.

When he gets sent back to the AHL, Janssen is greeted by younger fighters hoping to build their reputation by taking on a proven battler.

"For the most part, the guys are really respectful," he said. "They'll come up and say, 'Mr. Jansen, do you want to go?' And I'm like, 'Listen, kid, let me play.' And they'll go, 'OK. OK. I had to ask.' That's cool.

"A kid the other night against Binghamton came up to me, a young, skilled kid, 'Hey, Cam, I just want you to know, I used to love watching you play in Windsor, and I used to get your autograph all the time.' After the whistle, he bumped me and we battled for the puck, so it's not like he was timid. I thought that was really cool, and it made me feel good. It just shows some respect."

At 29, Janssen is one of the elder statesmen in the AHL, which enhances his value in Albany.

"He's really embraced the fact that if he's going to be down here, he wants to help young guys," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He's super positive, and the energy he brings to the rink every day is contagious."

On occasion, Janssen even can contribute on the scoresheet. In fact, he doubled his career goal total by scoring three times during his latest stint in New Jersey.

"It was a euphoric high that you get that I haven't felt for awhile," he said. "From fighting or having a good game in general, you feel good about yourself, but scoring a goal in the NHL is something that's hard to describe. Believe it or not, you black out a little bit. You really do. You put it in the net, and you've got to stand there and absorb it. I can be, 'Oh, my God, did that really happen? Am I dreaming?' because I dream about it all the time. It's just a cool feeling."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty
Scoring leader All-Star addition

Whitney to join AHL roster to face team from Sweden

By Pete Dougherty
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Albany Devils scoring leader Joe Whitney, whose whirlwind week included playing Friday night in his first NHL game then getting returned to Albany, got some good news Monday when the American Hockey League added him to its All-Star Game roster.

Whitney, who has led the A-Devils in scoring the past two seasons, has 16 goals and 21 assists in 42 games this season. He played eight minutes Friday night in his New Jersey Devils debut before returning to Albany for games Saturday and Sunday at Times Union Center.

The AHL also added St. John's defenseman Brenden Kichton and Hamilton goaltender Dustin Tokarski to its squad, which will play Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League on Wednesday, Feb. 12, in St. John's, Newfoundland.

Tokarski replaces Manchester's Martin Jones, who is currently with the L.A. Kings. Whitney and Kichton are additions to the squad, bringing the AHL's roster to 13 forwards, seven defensemen and two goaltenders.
Kinkaid lit up by Senators

Albany goalie benched only 9:21 into game after 3 goals on 3 shots

By Pete Dougherty
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Some of that bad karma New Jersey Devils goaltender Martin Brodeur felt Sunday afternoon at Yankee Stadium must have traveled up the New York Thruway.

While Brodeur was getting shelled in the NHL's outdoor game in the Bronx, goalie Keith Kinkaid was yanked without making a save in the Albany Devils' 6-3 loss to Binghamton.

Brodeur, playing in front of a crowd 221/2 times larger than the 2,226 at Times Union Center, at least made it through two periods in New Jersey's 7-3 loss.

Kinkaid, who led the American Hockey League in goals-against average earlier this month, lasted only 9:21 — long enough for Binghamton's Shane Prince to score a hat trick.

The real trick was that the Senators took only three shots. The Devils' first official save didn't come until Scott Wedgewood, who relieved Kinkaid, stuck out his right pad on Buddy Robinson's shot with 1:48 to play in the first period.

"We missed the net a couple of times," Binghamton coach Luke Richardson said. "The shot count was probably deceiving for Kinkaid. It's nice to chase another team's goalie in their building early. It gives you confidence to go to the net more, even though our shot count wasn't as high as theirs."

Albany outshot Binghamton 36-19, but that was about the only bright spot in the Devils' fourth consecutive loss. They emerged from a three-game weekend with no standings points.

"We spotted them a three-goal lead right off the hop," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "What's frustrating is they didn't earn their goals. We shot ourselves in the foot."

Prince's first goal 2:31 into the game came from a bad angle and beat Kinkaid to his short side.

The second 21/2 minutes later came when rookie Reece Scarlett, as most defenseman are taught, failed to take away the passing lane on a 2-on-1 break.

Mike Hoeffel scored for Albany, but Binghamton went up 3-1 after Kinkaid mishandled the puck behind the net. Defenseman Adam Larsson recovered but then gave the puck away to Jim O'Brien, who set up Prince.

"That was all on me," said Larsson, who later atoned with a power-play goal that made it 3-2. "That was my mistake. I have to apologize to Keith there."

Dan Kelly tied the score early in the second period, but the Senators regained the lead for good on a 5-on-3 power play.

"We really gave them that one, too," Kowalsky said. "We're not sharp mentally where we need to be or where we have been. You make those mistakes, that team is going to make you pay."

Binghamton leads the East Division and is fifth overall in the AHL. Albany, which has matched its season-long losing streak, is second in the Northeast Division, fifth in the Eastern Conference.

"We have lots to learn from this weekend," Kowalsky said.

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

SENATORS 6, DEVILS 3

Binghamton 3 1 2 — 6

Albany 2 1 0 — 3
Return of Whitney can't halt team skid

Albany drops third in a row despite getting back its No. 1 scoring threat

By Pete Dougherty
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Devils' Mike Sislo, left, controls the puck as Phantoms Brandon Manning defends during their hockey game on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Mike Sislo, left, controls the puck as Phantoms Brandon Manning defends during their hockey game on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Devils' Mike Sislo, left, and Adam Larsson celebrate a first-period goal during their hockey game against the Phantoms on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Rod Pelley, left, tries to steal the puck from Phantoms' Mark Alt during their hockey game on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Alexander Urbom, center, sends the puck past Phantoms' Tye McGinn during their hockey game on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Scott Timmins, center, controls the puck as Phantoms' Bruno Gervais defends during their hockey game on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Kelly Zajac, center, moves the puck during their hockey game against the Phantoms on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

.

 . 

.

 . 

0

in

Share

. 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This  

Font 

 Latest News  .

Albany case of measles contracted in Southeast Asia  

Villages pass stress test  

Panel picked to review rollout  

Silver amends Israel boycott bill  

Albany

If he had a say, Joe Whitney — a lifelong Red Sox fan — would spend Sunday playing hockey at Yankee Stadium.

Instead, he will be at Times Union Center, trying to coax the Albany Devils out of a three-game losing streak, which was lengthened Saturday by a 2-1 loss to the Adirondack Phantoms.

Whitney's whirlwind weekend started Friday night, when he made his NHL debut for the New Jersey Devils. Had he not been reassigned to Albany immediately after that game, he would have practiced Saturday on an outdoor rink in the Bronx, where the Devils and New York Rangers will face off Sunday.

"Unfortunately, I had to take a step back," said Whitney, who drove back in time to play in Saturday's 2 p.m. game. "It would have been pretty cool to play at Yankee Stadium. They're going to have a good time tomorrow."

Whitney was on the ice for Albany's lone goal, a power-play tally by Mike Sislo in the final minute of the first period. He watched helplessly from the bench when Jason Akeson's knuckling shot with 20.5 seconds to play produced the game-winning score for Adirondack.

"As soon as he got here, I asked him if he wanted to play," coach Rick Kowalsky said. "There was no hesitation. He was playing."

Three forwards who have spent time in New Jersey recently, including Whitney, came back to Albany this week. Sislo played his first seven career NHL games before returning last weekend. Rookie Reid Boucher was in New Jersey for seven weeks and was reassigned Thursday. It's not always smooth sailing initially when players come back, although Albany welcomes any help that comes its way.

"If they're not playing optimal minutes, they come in here and they go from 5, 6, 8 minutes to 16, 18," Kowalsky said. "We've got to be careful with that."

Whitney, who leads the A-Devils in scoring for the third straight year, finally got his first NHL taste, less than two weeks from his 26th birthday.

"I thought I played all right up there," said Whitney, who got 11 shifts totaling eight minutes. "It's tough timing with the big stage at Yankee Stadium."

"If I hear one more quote about him being small — 'generously listed at 5-6' — I'm going to call somebody," Kowalsky said with only a trace of a smile. "He's so strong on the puck because he can get down low. He's well-built. He's really embraced the fact that he can use that low center of gravity to his advantage."

Any depth the Devils acquire can be valuable as they try to make the playoffs for the first time in their four seasons in Albany.

Sunday's game against Binghamton, which beat Albany 5-2 Friday night, is the third in three days for the Devils. It's the third straight weekend they have been saddled with a three-in-three.

"We didn't have the result we wanted, but we have to turn the page," Sislo said.

The victory moved 10th-place Adirondack to within three points of the Eastern Conference's final playoff position. Albany remained tied with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for fourth.

"It looked like a knuckleball," Phantoms coach Terry Murray said of Akeson's game winner. "Those are a little elusive sometimes. The slot's open, and we got a break on it. We got out of here with the two points. We were fortunate."

"He fanned on it," Kowalsky said. "We've got to protect the middle of the ice there. There was a little bit of fatigue becoming a factor."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

PHANTOMS 2, DEVILS 1

Adirondack 0 1 1 — 2

Albany 1 0 0 — 1
Glens Falls has 'reasonable' chance to stay in AHL

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 10:08 am, Monday, January 27, 2014 

 1 of 2 .
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The Albany Devils play the Adirondack Phantoms at the Glens Falls Civic Center Saturday Jan. 18, 2014, in Glens Falls, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025361A

The Albany Devils play the Adirondack Phantoms at the Glens Falls Civic Center Saturday Jan. 18, 2014, in Glens Falls, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 
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Springfield, Mass.

The city of Glens Falls has proven itself capable of supporting an American Hockey League franchise, league president/CEO Dave Andrews said, but whether that means a team will occupy the Civic Center next season remains in limbo.

In a one-on-one interview with the Times Union on Thursday in the AHL offices, Andrews covered a wide range of topics, including Glens Falls' bid to keep pro hockey in the region.

The Adirondack Phantoms, in their fifth year at the Civic Center, will move next season to Allentown, Pa., as has been their intention all along. The Phantoms settled in Glens Falls while the Allentown arena was built.

"Glens Falls has established that the community will support AHL hockey with a good, solid fan base, particularly when you consider that the Phantoms have been really in there as a placeholder," Andrews said. "It's actually very encouraging that the fan base have adopted that team and supported them in the way that they have, knowing that the team, right from the start, would be moving to Allentown."

The Adirondack Red Wings had a 20-year stay in Glens Falls, ending in 1999. Mayor Jack Diamond has been in discussions with other AHL teams that may be looking to relocate.

"We think there are, perhaps a couple of options. Things need to play out before we know how that unfolds completely," said Andrews, who wouldn't specify any possible franchises, "but I would give it some reasonable prospect of success."

The Phantoms rank 27th among the league's 30 teams in attendance, averaging 3,243 through 21 home dates. The neighboring Albany Devils are 28th at 3,038.

Andrews said there is a movement among Western-based NHL clubs to have their affiliates closer to the parent teams. Twenty-one AHL teams are in the Eastern time zone.

"We need to support the desire on the part of NHL clubs to have their affiliates closer to them," he said, "and that speaks well for Glens Falls, it speaks well for Albany, and it makes it challenging for St. John's."

The Winnipeg Jets, who own the St. John's AHL franchise, announced their intent to move the team from Newfoundland to Thunder Bay, Ontario, within a couple of seasons.

"That Thunder Bay story is preliminary, to say the least," Andrews said, "because there's no building there, and the financing for the building is not yet in place."

Among the other topics discussed by Andrews, in his 20th year at helm of the AHL, was the role of fighting in the sport.

He made specific reference to the Jan. 18 Flames-Canucks NHL game, in which five fights broke out simultaneously two seconds after opening faceoff.

"I'm not a big fan of the staged fight, and I'm not a big fan of what we saw the other night in Vancouver," he said. "It's a polarizing topic in many ways. The fight that occurs because two players are legitimately upset with each other over someone going beyond the code in terms of the kind of hit that's laid on somebody or something that actually happens in the game, I'm not opposed to that. It happens, and if it happens spontaneously and it's dealt with by the officials, so be it."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Andrews interview
Kelly a plus on 'D' for Devils

Defenseman grows into impact player on Albany blue line

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:23 pm, Thursday, January 23, 2014 

0

in

Share

. 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This  

Font 

 Latest News  .

Albany case of measles contracted in Southeast Asia  

Villages pass stress test  

Panel picked to review rollout  

Silver amends Israel boycott bill  

Lansingburgh

To say that defenseman Dan Kelly has been a plus in his four seasons with the Albany Devils would be citing a statistical fact.

Kelly has been among the team's plus/minus-rating leaders every season. He was the Devils' leader as a rookie (+7) and last season (+6), and was fourth in 2011-12 (+10).

Now among the elder statesmen on a team that so far has performed at a much higher level than the previous three, the 24-year-old Kelly again is atop Albany's plus/minus chart at +14, tied for 11th in the league.

"It's one of the stats I like," he said. "Now that I'm the leader, I'll see if I can hold on to it." 

Considering that his cumulative plus/minus (+37) exceeds his career point total (34), he isn't getting paid to score. What Kelly has become since his four-plus years in Kitchener of the Ontario Hockey League is dependable.

No one has played more than Kelly's 201 games for Albany the past four years. His job is to help keep the opponent's top line in check.

"He's a gamer," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He's going to battle every game. He now has gotten himself to the point where he's an impact player for us defensively."

What has been different this year, aside from the fact that Albany is winning at a much higher percentage (.575) than the past three seasons (.405), is that Kelly is contributing offensively. He already has established a career high with 13 points, partly the result of a Devils' system that encourages defensemen to pinch more often than in the past.

"When you get your chances, you try to take advantage of them, but it's strictly defense for me," said Kelly, a 6-foot-1, 205-pound native of Morrisonville (near Plattsburgh). "If I shut down other teams' top lines, that means we have a better chance to win."

Kowalsky said he considers Kelly to be part of the team's leadership group, even though he usually isn't wearing the letter of a captain or assistant captain.

"Guys respect Dano because of the way he plays," Kowalsky said. "He sticks up for his teammates when he has to. They try to avoid him in practice because he's a pain in the butt to play against, even in practice."

"Besides Urbie," said Kelly, referring to Alexander Urbom, "I'm the defenseman who has been here the longest. You try to show guys the right way on (defense) and be a leader that way."

Notes: Saturday is "Times Union Family Day" and Joe Whitney bobblehead day. The Times Union will still be there, but not Whitney, who was called up to the NHL for the first time. He practiced Thursday on New Jersey's top line with Jaromir Jagr and Travis Zajac

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils' weekend

Friday: at Binghamton, 7:05 p.m., Broome County Veterans War Memorial, Binghamton (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Saturday: vs. Adirondack, 2 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)

Sunday: vs. Binghamton, 3 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)
Engineers let one get away

RPI gives up lead late, commits penalty to set stage for winning goal

By Buzz Gray

Published 12:07 am, Saturday, February 8, 2014 
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Troy

What looked more and more like an important victory brewing for two periods collapsed quicker than a $2 suitcase for the RPI hockey team Friday night.

Yale, the defending national champion, scored two power-play goals, including the game winner in overtime, to hand the Engineers a bitter 3-2 defeat at Houston Field House.

Nursing a 2-1 lead for most of the game, the Engineers were penalized only twice since halfway through the second period. Both led to back-breaking tallies for the Bulldogs (7-5-3), who moved another game ahead of RPI (5-7-3) in the ECAC standings.

Mike Doherty scored just 59 seconds into overtime for the deciding goal. More significant, it came just 38 seconds into Yale's second consecutive power play.

"You just can't take a penalty in that situation," RPI coach Seth Appert said about the overtime infraction.

The Bulldogs had already proved how deadly they could be with a man advantage.

Yale needed only five seconds of its power play that time to tie the game at 2 at 7:57 of the third period. After the Bulldogs won the faceoff, defenseman Tommy Fallen stepped in from the left point and sent a slap shot screeching through a screen and into the RPI net.

"You have to find a way to prevent those goals," said a clearly disappointed Appert.

His team had carried the play for two periods, outshooting Yale 25-17 and applying consistent pressure.

"But it's a 60-minute game," said RPI's leading scorer Ryan Haggerty.

Although the junior forward put RPI ahead 1-0 in the first period, it was the first time this season he had scored at least one goal in a game and the Engineers lost. They had been 10-0-3 with him scoring.

His linemate Mike Zalewski continued his torrid streak by scoring a goal in the fourth straight game he has played in. The sophomore center outskated two Yale defenders for a loose puck and broke in alone on Yale goalie Alex Lyon.

"I just looked for an opening and fired away," said Zalewski, who brought the fans to their feet with a short-handed tally.

It was the second short-handed goal of the season for Zalewski and seventh for the Engineers. 

Fallen, meanwhile, had also scored Yale's first goal when he tied the game at 1 in the first period. Again, he used his big slap shot to beat RPI goalie Scott Diebold.

But Diebold came up with a huge save when he stoned Yale's Frankie DiChiara from point-blank range with less than three minutes remaining in regulation after the left winger had slipped into the zone unguarded. 

Haggerty opened the scoring with his 22nd goal of the season from the right circle, assisted by Zalewski. 

Buzz Gray is a freelance writer.

Yale 3, RPI 2

Yale 1 0 1 1—3

RPI 2 0 0 0—2

Novak continues to make Bears pay

Union player who had applied to Brown scores the game-winning goal

By Sean Martin

Published 10:56 pm, Friday, February 7, 2014 
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Schenectady

The irony of Max Novak's knack for scoring big goals against Brown University is that the Union College junior from New Jersey wanted to play his collegiate hockey for the Bears. 

Chalk it up as a win for the Dutchmen with an assist to the Brown admissions department. 

Novak's goal, his eighth of the season, at 1:01 of the third period broke a 3-all tie and held up as the game winner as first-place Union edged Brown 4-3 Friday in ECAC play at Messa Rink. 

Novak, who scored twice in Union's 3-1 win over Brown in the final of the ECAC Tournament in March, took a pass from Shayne Gostisbehere and ripped a shot from the right circle past Bears goaltender Tyler Steel's glove hand to give Union (18-6-3, 12-3-0) a 4-3 lead.

"I was looking at Brown as I was looking at Union too. I applied and I didn't get in so, it wasn't the best situation, but everything happens for a reason," Novak said. "Shayne gave me a nice pass and I just took it wide. I don't think the goalie was really expecting me to shoot it from where I was."

Novak, who had two goals in Union's 4-3 win over Clarkson last Saturday, now has four goals and an assist in six career games against Brown (9-10-3, 6-8-1).

"Max has always been a kid since his freshman year that, the bigger the game, the better he is," acting head coach Joe Dumais said. "He has scored big goals since his freshman year and obviously tonight was no different."

Dumais ran the Dutchmen's bench for the third straight game while head coach Rick Bennett, who was not in the building, serves a four-game suspension as a result of Union's postgame brawl against RPI on Jan. 25. 

Union's Mat Bodie, back from a two-game ban that resulted from the RPI brawl, staked Union to a 1-0 lead with a power-play goal at 6:18 of the first. 

Less than a minute after Bodie's goal, Dutchmen defenseman Charlie Vasaturo was given a major penalty for contact to the head when he hit Brown's Massimo Lamacchia and was issued a game misconduct.

Late in the power play, Brown's Mark Naclerio and Nick Lappin scored 15 seconds apart to take a 2-1 lead after the first. 

The pace of the game picked up in the second period and Union tied the score and took the lead on goals by Daniel Ciampini and Sam Coatta before Zack Pryzbeck tied the game at 3 with 30.5 seconds left in the period. 

The wide-open pace of the game didn't fit Union's preferred style of defensive hockey, but the Dutchmen adapted enough to secure the win and hold on to first place in the conference standings.

"That's not really our style. We like to control it down in their end and play an end-zone game instead of a neutral-zone game," Bodie said.

Sean Martin, a local freelance writer, is a frequent contributor to the Times Union.

Union 4, Brown 3

Brown 2 1 0—3

Union 1 2 1—4

RPI hockey ready for defending champs, Big Red Freakout

RPI faces Yale, plays Freakout game and honors team alumni

By Buzz Gray

Published 9:37 pm, Thursday, February 6, 2014 
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Talk about ambitious. If the RPI men's hockey team tried to squeeze in any more competition, celebrations or milestones this weekend, it would need to book Houston Field House on Sunday, too.

The old barn will be rocking starting Friday night, when the Engineers play host to defending national NCAA champion Yale. During one of the intermissions, former star Jerry Knightley from the Class of 1965 will be honored as the seventh inductee into the Hockey Ring of Honor.

Then Saturday night's game against Brown will mark the 37th annual Big Red Freakout, and another ceremony will pay tribute to the 1963-64 team, about half of which returns to campus to celebrate the 50th anniversary of their Frozen Four appearance. 

And, because it just happens to be the men's hockey alumni weekend, the annual alumni game will be played at noon Saturday. 

In the midst of all this hoopla are some pretty important games. RPI (11-11-4, 5-6-3) comes into this weekend with some serious ground to make up in the ECAC standings. The Engineers, wallowing in the middle of the pack, still have ambitions of finishing in one of the coveted top four spots to claim an automatic bye in the first round of the playoffs.

"We need to play with some level of urgency," coach Seth Appert said. 

Who better to make a statement against than No. 13 Yale? 

"If that doesn't give you motivation, then you should check your pulse," Appert said. 

When you have the defending national champion coming to your building ... well, it doesn't happen very often.

"Think about it around here," Appert said. "It would be like Duke coming in to play Siena or UAlbany in basketball."

Of course, Yale (11-6-4, 6-5-3) is hardly a stranger to RPI. The two play each other at least twice every season in a home-and-home series. 

"(The Bulldogs) were a team we felt we were in the same caliber with last year," Appert said.

Actually, in the regular season, RPI dominated. The Engineers beat Yale 6-1 in New Haven, Conn., and 4-1 in Troy. It was in the postseason that the Bulldogs really got hot and marched to the title.

Hot is exactly what RPI sophomore center Mike Zalewski has been recently. Inserted into the top line between Ryan Haggerty and Brock Higgs a few weeks ago, Zalewski has blossomed. He's scored a goal in each of the past three games he has played and assisted on two more. The 6-foot-2, 210-pound forward also contributed the dramatic game-winning goal in the victory over Union on Jan. 25. 

"Certain times things just click with certain guys," Zalewski said. "At first, the three of us (Haggerty and Higgs) got together and just talked. Then, when things started to work on the ice, we all got a lot of confidence from that."

Haggerty, with his gaudy 21 goals, has been a scoring machine all season. But he did suffer a mild drought when the Engineers endured a six-game winless streak in late December and early January. 

It might be a coincidence, but Haggerty has returned to form since Zalewski joined the line. Haggerty's two goals against St. Lawrence this past Saturday marked his seventh multi-goal game this season, best in the nation. 

It often seems when Haggerty scores, RPI wins. In the 13 games in which Haggerty has put at least one puck into the net, the Engineers are 10-0-3.

"I'd definitely say we're clicking right now," Haggerty said of his karma with Zalewski. "We're both offensive-minded. The key is working off of each other. He likes to (pass) a little bit more, and I like to shoot a bit more.

"This year I'm starting to focus on doing the little things right and getting in front of the net," Zalewski said.

Those little things sure have turned into big results.

Buzz Gray is a freelance writer.

Weekend schedules

RPI

Friday: vs. Yale, 7 p.m.

Saturday: vs. Brown, 7 p.m.

Union

Friday: vs. Brown, 7 p.m.

Saturday: vs. Yale, 7 p.m.

Curadi's tough tradition

Parents' military service inspires player on, off ice

By Buzz Gray

Published 8:38 pm, Wednesday, January 22, 2014 
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After a 39-day absence, the RPI hockey team reappears in the Capital Region this weekend with a pair of pivotal games which most likely will go a long way in determining what kind of season of which the Engineers ultimately claim ownership.

When RPI skates onto the ice at Houston Field House on Friday to play host to Dartmouth or buses down I-787 to Times Union Center on Saturday to meet Union in the second annual Mayor's Cup game, much of the attention will be focused on seeing if the Engineers have made the necessary adjustments to halt a six-game winless (0-5-1) streak.

At the same time, many eyes will naturally be drawn to RPI junior defenseman Luke Curadi. At 6-foot-5, 265 pounds, he's the biggest, baddest dude in an Engineers' uniform. If matters turn physical on the ice, he's the cop in the corners.

But he'd be the first to tell you he isn't even the toughest guy in his own family. That honor goes to his father Rich who, along with Curadi's mother Denise, will be sin the stands. The pair makes the drive from Cheshire, Conn., to watch their son play every home game.

While Curadi was blocking slap shots, his father was dodging bullets as an Army helicopter pilot in Iraq. When the big defenseman was making rushes up the ice, his father was trying to lift wounded comrades out of danger during four deployments to Afghanistan in the past couple of years.

"He's been all over the Middle East," Curadi said of is father. "He was in Kuwait in the first Gulf War. He's been in so many countries over there, I don't even know them all."

But he knows the sacrifices parents have made, both for him and their country. Denise was a former captain in the Army.

"My dad, who hopes to retire from the military at the end of next year, played college hockey at Iona," he said. "Since I was little he had a (hockey) stick in my hands from as far back as I can remember. I'm bigger than he is now but, when we play pickup games, he's still very strong. He doesn't miss an opportunity to give me a shot (body check)."

Curadi wanted to find a way to both honor his parents and give something back to the community. Saturday's game against Union will feature a cherished charity of Curadi and RPI. Called "Defending the Blue Line," it assists children of a military parent or parents to participate in youth hockey or beyond. 

"The military is close to his heart," RPI coach Seth Appert said of Curadi. "He wanted to do something. And it made a ton of sense to us."

"The idea was started by a guy in Minnesota named Shane Hudella," Curadi said. "It has spread across the country. ... After coach (Seth) Appert came back from a national coaches meeting and heard a speech by Hudella, he talked to me about it. That's how we got it rolling. But we haven't even scratched the surface yet."

In the meantime, Curadi is playing more and more of a major role on the ice. He scored a goal against Princeton on Jan. 10. Earlier this season, he notched his first collegiate goal against Dartmouth, Friday's opponent.

The Big Green (3-13-3, 2-9-2) comes into Friday's game in last place in the ECAC.

"We're not overlooking anybody," Appert said. "We were in last place at this time last year and we finished in second. We know the way this league works. It's all January and February."

The Engineers (8-10-4, 3-5-3) know they are at the crossroads. A successful weekend will go a long way in shaping the conclusion.

"We had a weird couple of weeks there," Appert said about the lack of home games and long stretches of game activity. "We didn't respond well in terms of our performance."

Buzz Gray is a freelance writer.

At a glance

Mayor's Cup: Union vs. RPI

When: 7:30 p.m. Saturday

Where: Times Union Center, Albany

Devils’ skid puts them in middle of playoff chase

Posted on January 29, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 

Print

0

ALBANY — Don’t look behind you, Albany Devils, or you may see folks closer than you think.

A four-game losing streak has caused the Devils to slip into a fifth-place tie in the Eastern Conference. More signficantly, only four points separate the fourth-place team, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, from ninth place. Only the top eight advance to the playoffs.

“Even when you’re winning hockey games, you don’t seem to making up a ton of ground,” coach Rick Kowalsky said after practice today. “There are so many teams that are fighting so hard to get into those top eight spots.

“When you have a bit of a setback and don’t get any points out of a weekend, it’s so easy to lose ground, it seems. We didn’t watch the standings too much when we were higher up, but this is just a matter of clearing our heads, getting back to work and getting focused on Friday and not looking past that.”

The Devils, who have had two previous four-game skids this season but have yet to lose five in a row, play host to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Friday night at Times Union Center. After that, they don’t play at home against until Feb. 15 against Adirondack.

“Sometimes you get away with some wins where your habits start to slide a bit,” Kowalsky said, “and all of a sudden you come up at a few games where they get exposed. I didn’t we were terrible this weekend, but it wasn’t good enough. You’d just got to, I use the term, ‘Hit the reset button.’ ”

Here are the Eastern Conference standings heading into tonight’s play (each team plays a 76-game regular season):

   GP W L OTL SOL Pts 

1 * Manchester Monarchs 47 28 12 2 5 63 

2 * Springfield Falcons 43 28 10 1 4 61 

3 * Binghamton Senators 43 27 13 0 3 57 

4  Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 43 25 14 1 3 54 

5  Albany Devils 43 23 14 3 3 52 

6  Norfolk Admirals 43 22 13 1 7 52 

7  St. John’s IceCaps 43 24 16 1 2 51 

8  Hershey Bears 42 22 14 3 3 50 

9  Providence Bruins 45 22 17 1 5 50 

10  Adirondack Phantoms 41 21 18 0 2 44 

11  Worcester Sharks 41 20 17 3 1 44 

12  Portland Pirates 41 16 16 2 7 41 

13  Bridgeport Sound Tigers 45 18 22 1 4 41 

14  Syracuse Crunch 41 17 18 2 4 40 

15  Hartford Wolf Pack 41 14 22 0 5 33 

  * — division leader   

With surplus at forward, Devils loan Demkov to Elmira

Posted on January 29, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 

Print

1

The Albany Devils have loaned center Artem Demkov in ECHL Elmira (ECHL).

Demkov, 24, has been an effective player for the Devils, posting six goals and five assists along with a plus-6 rating in 21 games, but the recent returns of Reid Boucher, Mike Sislo and Cam Janssen from the New Jersey Devils have given Albany a surplus of forwards.

A native of Minsk, Belarus, Demkov began the season in Elmira, playing 17 games (10-2–12, E) before signing a professional tryout contract with Albany on Dec. 4. He was signed to a standard AHL player contract Dec. 13.

Union’s Bennett says he’s not a ‘tough guy’

Posted on January 27, 2014  |  By Tim Wilkin, staff writer 

Print

30

SCHENECTADY — There was nothing going on at Messa Rink on the campus Monday afternoon at Union College. Most of the reason was that there was no power in the home of the Dutchmen hockey program.

That didn’t stop Union coach Rick Bennett, who was in the middle of Saturday’s on-ice brawl with RPI at Times Union Center, from speaking with the media for 5½ minutes in a darkened hallway in the rink’s basement. With the only light coming from TV cameras, Bennett again apologized for his actions, which led to him being suspended by the school — without pay — for two games.

“I wish I could have reached out to every person I have been involved with here at Union College of my past and explain to them that this is not me, it is not who I am,” Bennett said. “I don’t want to be known as a tough guy, I want to be known as a team guy. That is the message I kind of want to be relayed here.”

Bennett looked like a madman on the ice after RPI snapped a 10-game losing streak to Union with a 2-1 win Saturday night. The video tape doesn’t lie, and Bennett was going after RPI coach Seth Appert and had his fist cocked like has going to punch his counterpart. Had it not been for Appert being led away by his assistant coaches and his own players, Bennett might have done just that.

Bennett admitted that Sunday was a very long day for him as he absorbed his actions. Of course, he feels bad for himself, he feels bad for his team. He also feels horrible for Union College and for the 7,100 college hockey fans who witnessed this melee.

“Obviously, it’s not great,” he said. “It’s not good at all. I don’t feel good about it. It was one bad choice and I will live with it. I will move on; I will learn from all of this and be a better coach from it.”

Bennett was asked what set him off Saturday night that would enrage him enough that he would go looking for a fight with another coach.

He danced around that question, obviously uncomfortable that it was asked.

“That is one of those issues,” he said. “Hockey is a passionate game and I am a passionate person and I have a lot of pride. It was one of those things.”

When the Dutchmen head to the North Country for their annual weekend for games at St. Lawrence and Clarkson, Bennett will be left behind in Schenectady. Union will be coached by assistant coach Joe Dumais, who will have assistant coach Jason Tapp and volunteer assistant coach John Ronan on the bench with him.

The Dutchmen will also be without senior captain Mat Bodie, who was given an additional one-game suspension by the ECAC on Monday. He was one of four players who had received game disqualifications for fighting Saturday — an automatic one game suspension. Bodie said he did not know if he would be traveling with the team this weekend.

Bodie, a defenseman, is Union’s second leading scorer with three goals and 20 assists for 23 points. Junior forward Daniel Ciampini, who is tied for second on the team in goals with nine, was given a one-game suspension Monday and will sit out the St. Lawrence game. Freshman forward Eli Lichtenwald was given a game disqualification for fighting Saturday and will not be able to play Friday.

“I put the team in a bad spot,” Bodie said after Bennett spoke Monday. “I apologize to my teammates and the school for bringing on the situation. I think I kind of expected (to get the two games.”

Bodie was one of several players who visited with Bennett on Monday to make sure the coach was doing ok.

“He is doing fine,” Bodie said. “He’s a big boy and he can handle it. I know he regrets what he did and he will have to live with it.”

Appert was not given any punishment by RPI or the ECAC and will be behind the Engineer bench when they play at Clarkson Friday and St. Lawrence Saturday. The Engineers will be without four players Friday night. Junior defenseman Luke Curadi and sophomore forward Mike Zalewski were given game disqualification penaltiues for fighting Saturday night. On Monday, the ECAC also suspended RPI senior defenseman Bo Dolan and junior forward Ryan Haggerty for their roles in the brawl.

Haggerty. who assisted on the Zalewski’s game winning goal against Union, is the Engineers’ leading scorer with 19 goals and 11 assists for 30 points.

“We’ve got a lot of good players in that locker room and we’ve got got a team that cares about each other,” Appert said Monday. “Other guys will step up. Those (suspended) are some pretty good players but we’ve got a lot of good guys on the team. I have said all year that the strength of our team is our depth, and that strength will have to show on Friday.”

Whitney plays eight minutes in NHL debut at New Jersey

Posted on January 24, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 

Print

0

Joe Whitney, the Albany Devils’ scoring leader each of the past two seasons, made his NHL debut tonight for the New Jersey Devils, who defeated the Washington Capitals 2-1 in Newark.

Whitney, who also was leading Albany in points when he was recalled Thursday, played 11 shifts totaling eight minutes, all at even strength.

He played on a line with Jaromir Jagr and Travis Zajac, although Whitney’s time was reduced when Jagr and Zajac played on the power play. Whitney was credited with one hit and lost his only face-off, in the offensive zone. He had no shots, turnovers or blocked shots.
Carolina Hurricanes bounce back, beat Florida Panthers 5-1

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Feb. 07, 2014
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Carolina Hurricane Brett Bellemore (73) celebrates his goal with Elias Lindholm (16) during the first period against the Florida Panthers at PNC Arena in Raleigh. 
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Match the faces with the players on ice at our Meet the Hurricanes interactive photo gallery

RALEIGH The Carolina Hurricanes got everything they wanted out of their game Friday against the Florida Panthers.

The Canes won 5-1 at PNC Arena, picking up two much needed points and rebounding from a tough loss earlier this week to the Winnipeg Jets.

Goaltender Anton Khudobin was sharp, again. Alexander Semin and Jiri Tlusty scored as the Canes’ top line produced. Defenseman Brett Bellemore had a goal and won a fight, falling an assist short of notching his first career “Gordie Howe hat trick” –a goal, assist and fight in a game.

The Canes, after spending practice time on the power play for two days, got a power-play goal from defenseman Andrej Sekera. And fourth-line center Riley Nash scored for the second straight game, giving the Canes a 1-0 lead against a Panthers team that lost in Detroit to the Red Wings on Thursday.

The Panthers were game, and certainly not lacking energy as Nick Bjugstad scored in the first period. 

“They came in and played hard, and they’ve been playing that way recently,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “We said we had to match their hard work.”

Nash, Semin and Bellemore scored in the first as the Hurricanes (26-21-9) built a 3-1 lead. Tlusty scored early in the second, and Sekera got the power-play goal in the third on a shot from the point.

“We played good,” Sekera said. “There’s still room for improvement but we got two big points for us, which was important.”

Khudobin was playing his 16th straight game and Bjugstad’s goal came on a shot that Khudobin had go off his right pad and slip past him. But he also stopped Bjugstad on a breakaway early in the third when the Panthers (22-29-7), playing their final game before the NHL’s break for the Winter Olympics, tried to skate back into the game.

Things were a little too loose at times for Muller’s liking, but the Canes got the job done.

“Once we got the lead we kind of backed off and started to play kind of pond hockey,” Muller said. “The game got a little bit too open for us. It was an up-and-down type of game and we had to tighten it up.”

Jeff Skinner had a pair of assists for the Canes, and a shot by Eric Staal set up Tlusty for his second-period rebound goal, which ended the night for Panthers goalie Tim Thomas. Staal also moved past Ron Francis into first place on the franchise list for most career shots with 2,542.

Bellemore’s goal came on a shot from the right wing after Skinner and Elias Lindholm hustled to keep the puck in the zone. Bellemore then dropped the gloves in the second to battle Panthers defenseman Erik Gudbranson. Both landed a few blows before Bellemore spun Gudbranson to the ice and landed on top of him.

“These games are so big right now,” Bellemore said. ‘Look at the schedule and the standings and it's pretty tight.”

The Canes, battling for playoff position in the tightly bunched Metropolitan Division, have one game left before the break. The Montreal Canadiens will visit PNC Arena on Saturday for a 6 p.m. game.

Muller would not say if Khudobin would start again, or if goalie Cam Ward might make his first start since the Dec. 31 comeback victory over the Canadiens. Muller also was unsure about the availability of defenseman John-Michael Liles, who left Friday's game with a lower-body injury.

“We want to finish on a good note and feel good about ourselves,” Nash said.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/02/07/4672738/carolina-hurricanes-hammer-florida.html#.UvZxf9GYaUk#storylink=cpy
Saints defenceman Brandon Hickey makes scouting watch list 


By Thomas Miller, Spruce Grove Examiner/Stony Plain Reporter 

Friday, October 11, 2013 2:27:20 MDT PM  

Spruce Grove Saints defenceman Brandon Hickey was one of just three AJHL players to be named to the NHL Central Scouting watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.

The 17-year-old from Leduc has five points in just 11 games this season, well on his way to topping the seven points in 55 games he recorded for the Saints last year.

At six-foot-two and 180 lbs., with great skating ability, Hickey has the measurables that scouts are looking for in a d-man, which will make him a hot commodity in the NHL Draft.

“It was an unbelievable feeling, it was really cool to be noticed like that,” Hickey said of being named to the list.

“It gives me a lot of motivation. It makes me want to practise that much harder, play harder in games, take my game to the next level.”

To do that, Hickey said he’s got to work on moving the puck and reading plays quicker, as well as playing with a little more of an edge.

Though his individual goals are obviously high, he said that the best way to reach those goals is to play within the team concept for the Saints.

“It is a team sport, so the biggest thing is to play as a team,” Hickey said.

“When you play as a team, that’s when you get noticed for playing well as an individual. When you play with your teammates, you’re not trying to do too much or be selfish.”

That’s music to Jason Mckee’s ears. The Saints head coach said Hickey’s hard work is starting to pay off.

“He has a full season here to go but he’s definitely on the radar, which is a good thing to know as a player in your draft year.

“We expect him to get better and better. He’s come a very long way and he’s a world class skater.

“There’s a lot of things to like about his game, but most importantly, he’s a real good person, a real good teammate and he’s going to improve as the year goes on,” Mckee said.

“We’ve had a couple guys drafted last year and a few here in the last couple years in Spruce Grove, so hopefully we can keep that going.”

Mckee said the coaching staff is working with Hickey to give him an expanded role in offence — as evidenced by his scoring bump so far this season — and that will make him a more well-rounded player.

“He’s getting an opportunity to play in more offensive roles right now and he’s starting to take advantage of that,” Mckee said.

“There’s some details … that we need to work through, but he’s a real good defender, he skates well, he has a good stick, and thinks the game pretty well.

“If we can add a little bit of offensive polish to his game, it’s only going to make him a more complete player.”

And while the NHL is now within reach, Hickey still has a bitter taste in his mouth from losing in the AJHL final to Brooks last season.

“Our goal is to win the AJHL and I think we’ve got a good team this year, good young players, some speed, skill, we’ve got a good mix this year.

“If we start clicking as a team, I think we can eventually accomplish our goal,” Hickey said.

“I knew (the Saints) were a winning organization, that’s what brought me to Spruce Grove.

“It’s a winning culture and that’s never going to change. That will always be expected of the team — to win.”

The 2014 NHL Draft is June 27 and 28 in Philadelphia.
Spruce Grove Saints not underestimating anyone in stretch drive 0


By Gord Montgomery, Reporter/Examiner 

 Friday, January 17, 2014 11:45:00 MST AM  

The Saints Jake Mykitiuk appears startled to have this scoring chance taken away by the Grande Prairie goalie during their game in the Grove on Jan. 12. As it was, the Saints scored often enough to post an important 4-2 win. - Gord Montgomery, Reporter/Examiner 
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The latest two games for the Spruce Grove Saints were seen as the games they had to win, and should win, but not everyone was in agreement with that fact — most notably the team they were playing.

Thus, the Spruce Grove Saints are taking every opponent seriously in the home stretch of the AJHL season, including the two they faced at home on Jan. 11 and 12, the sub-.500 Olds Grizzlys and the Grande Prairie Storm.

As it turned out, the Saints did what they were supposed to in winning both games, 3-1 over the Grizzlys and 4-2 against the Storm. The thing is neither win came easily as is often the case at this time of year in the AJHL no matter whom you’re playing. And yes, these are games his team has to win, said the Saints bench boss Jason Mckee.

“I think every game is important given the situation we’re in and how tight the standings are. They want the two points just as badly as we do,” he said after the second win. “I didn’t expect the games not to be close. From this point on I don’t think you’ll see a lot of games that are three goals or more differences. I think you’ll see a lot of one- and two-goal games.”

Mckee said that both opponents this past weekend played “passive systems and tried to trap things up,” but his team did what they needed to in order to pick up the four valuable points. Against Olds they managed only 24 shots on goal, including five in the final 20 minutes but still scored often enough for the win. Against the Storm, the Saints dominated after falling behind 2-0 in the first period, ending up with 39 shots on goal and likely missing the net from close in at least half that number of times.

“When you’re playing (against) a system like that you’ve got to manage the puck well and our guys did that,” Mckee said, referring specifically to the second game.

Of trailing early in that game, he said, “I don’t think we under-estimated our opponent. Physically we were there. I just think mentally we made some mistakes. We weren’t sharp. It’s a fine line between winning and losing and the difference is very small.”

The turnaround in the Storm game came quickly as the Saints struck for two goals in 17 seconds to tie things up late in the opening period, perhaps sparked by a fight involving Austin Hunter and Blake Bosch from the Storm. Despite giving up what appeared to be a sizable reach advantage, Hunter, at five-foot-10, held his own against his six-foot-one opponent and his teammates responded. From that point on they controlled the game and if not for the play of Nick Kulmanovsky in the GP net the score would have been much higher.

About playing teams not close to them in the standings and about missing on the numerous scoring chances his team had in the Grande Prairie game, defenceman Brandon Hickey said that’s all just part of the game.

“We come in with the same attitude whether we’re playing a sub-.500 team or the number one team in Canada. We just have to come in, play our game and we’ll be fine.

“We’re not concerned (about missed chances) right now. Sometimes the pucks just don’t go in. It’s just a matter of a few inches. We’ll just keep shooting and we’ll be fine. We’ll start scoring some goals again.”

Goals in the win over Olds came off the sticks of Jake Mykitiuk, Carson Samoridny and Jared Hauptman while Cameron Hughes, Hauptman, Nathan Smith with his first for the Saints since joining them after a trade with Drayton Valley, and Samoridny had the markers in the win over Grande Prairie.

With the season winding down quickly and the battle between the Saints and the Fort McMurray Oil Barons still raging, both the player and coach said wins are critical at this time of year but they differed somewhat on their views of running out the year with nothing but victories.

“We almost have to win out the year but I think we can do it,” said Hickey. “I think it’s for sure something we could do.”

As for Mckee, he was perhaps a touch more realistic in his viewpoint.

“I think it’s unrealistic to think you’re going to win the rest of your games … for anybody. I think it’s a situation where you have to look at the week ahead and not get ahead of yourself because there’s just too many things that can happen along the way. We’ll just take a real simple approach and go in week by week segments.”

To round out this week the Saints are in action in Grande Prairie tonight (Jan. 17) and then play at home on Sunday (Jan. 19) against the Whitecourt Wolverines at 2 p.m. at the Grant Fuhr Arena.

On Tuesday, the Saints travelled to Calgary where they came back from a 2-0 third period deficit to edge the Mustangs 3-2 in overtime and maintain their one-point lead atop the AJHL’s overall standings.

Ice chips

• Prior to Sunday’s game, there will be a special salute to the athletes from the West Central District Special Olympics program who are headed to their national games in Vancouver this summer. Also included in the day’s activities aside from the game will be a demonstration of speed skating.

• Hickey, who was helped off the ice after suffering an injury in the opening period said he hopes/will be back skating on Tuesday and ready to play this weekend.

• Brandon Hickey at No. 63 and Tyler Busch at No. 171 were two of the five AJHL players listed in the mid-term NHL Central Scouting report released this week.

• Bring your kids, and skates, and hang around after the game Sunday for another Skate With The Saints.

• Dylan Hollman, a mainstay with the Saints for the past three years has committed to the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, a Division 1 school that plays out of the Hockey East program. He’ll join the Riverhawks next season.

gord.montgomery@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @gord_RepEx1

Leadership, strong work ethic all part of Leduc native Brandon Hickey’s game 
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Bobby Roy

 leducrep.newsone@sunmedia.ca

 16-year-old defenseman Brandon Hickey is hoping to help bring Team Pacific their first gold at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Championship during the Christmas season break hosted in Victoriaville and Drummondville, Quebec.

 The Leduc native is one of only two Albertans chosen to start on defense for Team Pacific, which includes players from Alberta, B.C., Northwest Territories and the Yukon. This is also the first time he tried out for the national team and was chosen to the roster.

“I was so honoured to get the call. There was so many feelings going through me at the time, so it’s really hard to describe just how I was feeling,” commented Hickey, who will travel to Quebec for the tournament later next week.

 The nearly six-foot-two defenseman is not only hoping for gold, but is also chomping at the opportunity to play against the best U17 players in the country and world.

“To bring home the gold, that would be an unbelievable feeling. We’ve got a great team here and I think we’ve got a good chance,” said Hickey.

 The former midget AAA Oil King made the jump to the junior A level with the Spruce Grove Saints this season, which has been a great experience so far and one that’s allowed him to continually improve his overall game.

 The adjustment from the midget AAA level to the junior A has been a transition over the past three plus months, but it’s one Hickey is getting more comfortable with.

“The big thing for me was getting used to the size of the players. You’ve got players from 16-20 years old, so everyone is much bigger and stronger than midget.”

To make that adjustment to the junior A level, Hickey said improving his skating is an aspect that has really helped with succeeding against the bigger and faster players.

“I’m really starting to feel more comfortable and getting better after each game,” said Hickey.

 Hickey hopes his leadership skills and work ethic will rub off on his teammates during the world hockey tournament, which runs from Dec. 28 to Jan. 4.

“I’ve been known as one of the hardest working guys on the ice. I’m going to try and keep an even keel and hopefully help the guys through the tough times when they come,” said Hickey.

 As a defenseman, Hickey continues to work on his poise and movement of the puck from the back end, which he said is always a work in progress.

“I want to be more confident and poised with the puck back there. It’s all about working on the little things in my game, because together they make the big picture.”

Once the tournament concludes, Hickey will return to the Saints for the remainder of the season where they hope to stay put as the first place team.

“We’re on a roll right now and I love the organization, the coaching staff and everyone with the team,” said Hickey.

 The 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Championship features five regional teams: Team Atlantic (New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island), Ontario, Pacific, Quebec and West (Manitoba, Nunavut and Saskatchewan). There are also teams from Finland, Russia, Slovakia, Sweden and the United States. There will be a total of 27 games played in the tournament. Only Team Pacific and Atlantic are the only two Canadian regional teams to not win a gold at the tournament since its inception in 1986, where it was known as the Quebec Esso Cup.

Aubé-Kubel and Nantel, the two best hopes Quebec

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 13, 2014
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Nicolas Aubé-Kubel

Photo: Valérie Maltais

Young forwards 17 years playing in Abitibi, Nicolas Aubé-Kubel, Foreurs Val-d'Or and Julien Nantel, Rouyn-Noranda, are meant the two most beautiful native Quebec hopes for the upcoming draft National Hockey League, if based on the statement midseason central recruitment system.

Aubé-Kubel is ranked 45th among the attackers and defenders evolving in North America, while Nantel is in 50th position. This makes it so potential prospects of the second round, but that's not counting the hopes playing in Europe and goalkeepers.

Including Europeans and skaters from other provinces evolving here, Nicolas Aubé-Kubel and Julien Nantel are respectively the fourth and seventh hopes of the highest ranked QMJHL. Aubé-Kubel, right winger drafted in the 1st round by the Drillers in 2012, scored 15 goals and 31 points in 41 games so far in his second season in major junior.

As for Nantel, a center that can also evolve to the left, it is more remarkable for its intensity and effectiveness by statistics. In his first year in the QMJHL, this 2nd round pick in 2012 Huskies scored 7 goals and 21 points in 43 games so far, while maintaining a defensive folder 4.

Bouchard and Perron on the list

Another player Drillers, Keven Bouchard (10th among guards playing in North America), and another player Huskies striker Francis Perron (103rd among skaters), also have their names appear on the statement of mid- season hopes, developed for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, which will take place on 27 and 28 June in Philadelphia.

Bouchard, an imposing guy 6'3'' 205 pounds claimed in the 3rd round in 2012, shows a record of 10 wins against 7 losses in 20 outings in his rookie season in the QMJHL, with an average of 3.42 and a arrest rate, 869.

Regarding Perron, a 1st round pick in 2012, it is currently the third leading scorer for the Huskies with 39 points, including 10 goals in 43 games. The young veteran second season in major junior also displays a +7.

Mantha bullies Huskies

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 24, 2014

Share  46 

0  Comment

Send to a friend

Print

With an evening of five points, Anthony Mantha Drillers helped to overcome their rivals Rouyn-Noranda by the score of 6 to 3, Friday night, and so even the War of 117 three victories each side.

 © Valérie Maltais 

The guard Antoine Bibeau was shoved in his area in the 1st period.

The Huskies were the first to score through Jack Nevins, but the Drillers have completed the 1st period with a lead of 2 to 1, because of the replica Pierre-Maxime Poudrier and Anthony Beauregard.

The second period was to the advantage of local, who increased their lead to 5-2 with goals Mantha, Marcotte and Gélinas. "We worked hard, we played better than them and we deserved this victory, said Louick Marcotte, author of two goals and an assist tonight to Val-d'Or. We went out strong in the second and they never knew back in the game. "

"After they scored the first goal, it was over and we did not leave their large space, said in turn Mario Durocher, coach Drillers. After taking the lead 3-1, it has never looked back. "

The purpose of Julien Nantel very beginning of the third period could have put the visitors in the game, but rather Drillers have taken control, through much of the last third in the opponent's area.

Festival of overstaffing

"We mismanaged our game with and without the puck. The number of excess that we gave everything seemed easy on their side today. We took a lot of bad decisions defensively and have offered great opportunities to score from the 1st period, "commented Gilles Bouchard rouynorandien side.

The instructor noted that his players had been an ordinary week in training. "I think the game resembled what was given in practice, simply," Has he maintained.

On aillaurs, both teams will meet at the Iamgold Arena in less than a week. "We'll have to change the way we play. It was the festival of overstaffing today, then it will be applied to the small details. Next week, it will get better, "said Bouchard.

Nevins brand first

The Drillers may have been the first breakthrough in the offensive zone, but the response has been rapid Huskies. Jack Nevins (Power and Dea) scored the Pack Table with 1 minute and 17 seconds elapsed in the game.

Within the first five minutes, Pierre-Maxime Poudrier (Mantha) took advantage of his presence on the top line to score his 15th goal of the season.

Before the end of the period, the line of Anthony Beauregard (striker), Nicolas Aubé-Kubel and Richard Anthony led a mounted against a three to thwart a second time Alexandre Bélanger.

Mantha came close to extending the lead of Val-d'Or, just before returning to the locker room, but the referees checked the replay and the puck never entered the cage.

Mantha recovers

The number 8 has not missed his chance early in the second commitment, pushing his backhand pass to Fraser at the bottom of the net. A few minutes later, Mantha took control of the game rouynorandienne area. His throw sent the puck between the right shoe Belanger and his post. Marcotte had only to push the other side of the red line.

Beauvillier (Lemay) has enjoyed a breakthrough visitors to cut the lead 4-2 in the middle of meeting. It was besides Guillaume Gélinas (Mantha and Poudrier) was a few minutes later, enter the fifth goal of the green and gold of a specific point shot.

Nantel gives hope

Julien Nantel surprised Antoine Bibeau early in the third period by sending a shot seemingly innocuous to valdorien keeper. The disc is found a small space under the leg of the latter and the gap was only two goals.

Mantha was causing the insurance goal late in the game, passing the puck Marcotte in a two against one. It only had to fill in an empty net. "Anthony is not a selfish player and he proved again tonight. I would have liked it better that mark, because in this competition between the strikers, I would prefer that it was he who has the most. But he passed me, so it is very popular, "said the number 11.

Alexandre Bélanger finished with 33 saves and Antoine Bibeau with 31. The Huskies have not benefited from any of their three power plays, while the Drillers have registered their fourth goal with the man advantage, midway in the game.

Living in English in Val-d'Or: the reality of four Drillers

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished February 6, 2014
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"It's a challenge to move to a place where they speak a language other than ours," advance Ontario's Randy Gazzola, a member of the Val-d'Or Foreurs now for a little over a year.

 © Valérie Maltais 

Move in a French town is not always obvious to an English player like Ryan Graves. "I was absolutely terrified when I knew I was traded here, he admits. But when I arrived, I realized that it was not as much a problem as I thought. "

With the recent arrival Scotian defenseman Ryan Graves, the Val-d'Or organization now has three unilingual anglophone players, including Owen Bennington, also from Ontario. 

Czech Timotej Sille is added to the batch non-Francophones team, in addition to learning English as a second language. The lives of these hockey players when they leave the arena or pension has nothing to do with one of their teammates Quebec.

Difficulty understanding 

Whether to order food at a restaurant or find an item in any business it is not always easy for them to be understood. "Everyone is not willing to speak English, says Sille. This is probably the biggest challenge for us all. "

"Sometimes we need something and employees do not understand what we mean. And the reverse is also true. When trying to help us in English and they do not really know how to say, "said Graves, settled in Quebec for only one month. 

Over time, Gazzola has found some benchmarks. "Many people speak English quite well, says the dean of the quartet. It gets fun after a while. When I walk into town, I remember those who speak, then I will go to them to serve me. "

And in the locker room? 

In the arena, everything happens in the language of Shakespeare ... almost. With a large majority of French players, the situation in the locker room is different and these "foreigners" find themselves involuntarily excluded from discussions.

 « This is a difficult and if you do not say a word language well, you guys look at us as if we had four heads  »   - Randy Gazzola 

"Often we have absolutely no idea what they are talking about, so we stay there waiting. But we understand that it is easier for them to talk like that, "said the native of Nova Scotia. "Sometimes we eventually understand what is said, but 90 percent of the time, we are absolutely understand anything," says Bennington. 

Gazzola believes that his arrival in January 2013, the situation was less problematic because there were more English players, facilitating its integration. Fortunately, understanding the French defender has improved since the time. 

"I begin to understand more things, then I am entitled to the three others who turn to me and ask me what is said in the room," he reveals.

Courses on a voluntary basis 

As for the other two Canadians, French courses that Gazzola received at school when he was younger are not sufficient. As to living in Quebec, as well enjoy to learn.

On his own initiative, he took online courses at the university. For its part, Sille following training sessions for adults, while Bennington tried it earlier this year, but did not continue. 

With these efforts, Gazzola believes it has a much better French than his arrival, but would never dare to speak to his teammates. "It is a difficult language and if you do not say a word, well, guys look at us as if we had four heads," he says, laughing together with his three teammates.

100th goal Dea, big win for the Huskies!

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished February 6, 2014
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Led to attack by Jean-Sébastien Dea and Marcus Power, the Huskies started from the second period on Wednesday night before a crowd announced 2,300 people to sign a big win 6-3 Screaming Eagles of Cape Breton.
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Jean-Sébastien Dea scored three goals Wednesday night against Cape Breton, including his 100th career to help the Huskies to win a second straight victory.

Trailing 2-1 after the first commitment, rouynorandienne team tied in the second period before exploding for four goals against one in the third period to win the real game four points on the Cape Breton, who had caught the Huskies in the standings with a win in regulation time.

Dea was the star of the evening with three goals and an assist, including his 100th career thread in the QMJHL regular season. Power was not left with a goal (an empty netter) and three assists, while their linemate Francis Beauvillier scored a goal and an assist, as defenseman Justin Guenette, who has praised his comeback nicely.

Alexandre Bélanger, with 34 saves on 37 shots, known to share a good game in goal for the Huskies savor his 24th win of the season, second on the team. Including the goalkeeper prevented the visitors to make a better lead in the first period. "We will not be hiding our first period was very difficult, acknowledged Gilles Bouchard.

"We must give credit to Cape Breton, who came out strong, with a lot of speed and is not afraid of work, added the head coach of the Huskies. We had a good discussion at the first intermission, things are gradually replaced and resumed momentum. You can not think win a hockey game when you lose your struggles against a one and when the opponent work harder in all phases of the game had to start working, because it was as if they wanted to win without too hurt first time, "he said.

Breakage falling stack!

The Huskies started to play better and they did not give much to the excellent offensive Cape Breton after the first intermission ahead four minutes due to a break in the band.

"I do not know what happened, but it breaks then it was perfect as it gets to that point. Fate has been good to us, launched Bouchard smiling. Returning, it was more on the task, we won more battles against a one and took our chances. "

A 11th cap for Dea

This hat trick of Jean-Sébastien Dea was his 11th lifetime in the QMJHL, including the playoffs, his fourth this season. Unless I am mistaken, the striker 19 is the sixth player to put at least 100 career goals in uniform Huskies after Brent Aubin, Jérôme Tremblay, Mike Ribeiro, Michael Dubuc and Jonathan Gagnon.

"It's a nice feeling, especially since it does not happen to everyone, said Dea. With the first season I knew in junior, I do not think make me there. I worked hard and I have to give credit to my teammates, as Sven Andrighetto last year, and Power and Beauvillier this year, which helped me a lot. I'm not alone in this, "said he parade.

Dea has now reached 39 goals in 49 games this year. He still has 17 games to reach the plateau of 50 goals, a feat that has not seen for 11 years in Rouyn-Noranda, when Jonathan Gagnon was a hit 52 times in 2002-2003.

Will roll to meet Gobeil

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished February 5, 2014
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Alexandre Rouleau was not in Val-d'Or when it was discovered that Thomas Gobeil was returned home for a period of reflection about his future in hockey. The Director General will go to meet the attacker in the coming days.

 © archives / Valérie Maltais 

Thomas Gobeil left the Drillers in the week before the game on January 24 against the Huskies de Rouyn-Noranda.

"I spoke with some colleagues and I have been assured that this was something that happened sometimes in a group of young people as it says Rouleau. It is a sport very emotional and guys are going through difficult situations by being away from their families and studying remotely. When they reach a certain level in their career, they are questioning as Thomas doing now. "

Remains that such a turnaround is rather unexpected. Especially since the 19 years happened during the trading period of Chicoutimi, a low-ranked team, the Drillers who they aspire to honors this season.

Professional in the process

"Thomas makes things very professionally so far. We are in contact, but I wanted to leave a little time for him to think well about his future. The decision rests with him and I will not meet with my vendor or shoes full of promise, "says the CEO.

 « I will not meet with my vendor or shoes full of promise  »   - Alexandre Rouleau 

The idea is to put cards on the table and come to a conclusion. "In my opinion, itself will feel that he must make a decision. I think he is still proud to be a Driller and he will have to position, says Rouleau.

"If he chooses to re-alignment, it will be of his own volition. We will not have him preferential treatment outside this time of reflection, so it will be up to him to rebuild his place and regain his stripes. But I'm not worried about him because has all the tools to do it, "he adds.

Huskies shake their torpor

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished February 2, 2014
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The Huskies took advantage of the passage of the poor Saint John Sea Dogs romp in town for a bit and especially to curb their five losing streak on Saturday night in front of over 2,800 fans at the Arena Iamgold.
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The Huskies finally won a Saturday night, beating Saint John 6-1 account.

The rouynorandienne team delivered a solid performance against a vulnerable opponent, but it was not as easy as the final score 6-1 and the number of throws of 47-16 suggest. This is because you work hard and knocking things eventually unlock.

After Saint John had opened the scoring early in the second period, the Huskies scored three goals in the space of six minutes in the same commitment. And the gap remained two goals until late in the third, before the premises do 4-1 and then enjoy some penalties to visitors to raise the score in the final minutes.

Marcus Power, with two goals and an assist, rookie defenseman Jeremy Lauzon 16 years, with a goal and two assists, Jack Nevins, with three assists, and Francis Beauvillier, with a goal and an assist, led the offensive Huskies, whose power play has produced three goals in eight occasions.

"Everything went well. The guys have worked tirelessly, we'''' Grinde our goals often had a physical presence in front of the opposing net, said Gilles Bouchard on the website of the team. It's true we did not play against Blainville, but the guys are prepared, veterans stood like Power and co. We are very satisfied with our performance, "said head coach of the Huskies.

Good start of the month

After a very difficult month of January (3-8-0 record with a sequence of seven losses in eight games), the Rouynorandiens were able to start on the right foot in February.

"Even though we speak for 50 days in January is completed. The game tonight (Saturday) was a new event is starting in February, this is what we told the guys before the game and I think the message has been understood with this beautiful performance " told Gilles Bouchard.

The Huskies remain in 9th place overall, with a record of 27-18-5 in 50 games, five points behind the first group of eight (who will enjoy the home-ice advantage in the 1st round of the playoffs). They also have a point ahead of 10th place (Victoriaville) and two points ahead of 11th place and Cape Breton, which will also be the next opponent for the Huskies on Wednesday night to 'Iamgold Arena.

In short ...

Return to play after being forced to leave Thursday's game because of a contusion, Alexandre Bélanger has enjoyed his 23rd win of the season (36 decisions). Even though he received only 16 shots, the Huskies goalkeeper made some big saves while the game was still tight ...

Justin Guenette's hand missed a fourth straight game. The veteran defender is recovering from a concussion suffered in training on January 23, ...

Marcus Power, by far the most consistent player for the Huskies this season, added another six points in his record in two games this week. The 20-year-old ranks 3rd counters the QMJHL with 76 points in 49 games, including 53 assists, tops in the circuit ...

Auger muzzles attack Drillers

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 31, 2014
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Published January 31, 2014

Sébastien Auger is well past the point of yielding to Shawn Ouellette-St-Amant in the 1st period, but ultimately saved his shutout.

Valérie Maltais

Many expected a duel between David and Goliath, as Drillers count 222 goals since the start of the season, while the Seadogs arrived in Val-d'Or with a poor record of 120 goals. The goalkeeper Sébastien Auger has changed the alone, offering visitors a gain of 2-0.

We are far from the 19 goals scored by the green and gold in his last three games. The Val-d'Or have still been much more dangerous than their opponents.

But veteran goalkeeper of Seadogs was intractable face 53 shots he faced. In the third period only, the locals have shot 24 shots.

The Drillers have never even left the visitors approach their own keeper, Antoine Bibeau, not allowing a single shot during the last 20 minutes of play, resulting in goal Oliver Cooper (Highmore) in net desert.

Not for lack of trying

"We had good chances in the first two periods, but we did not pay the price in the enclave, said Mario Durocher, head coach valdorien side. We must give them credit. They played a simple and effective game. They are fighting for a playoff spot, then you should not expect it to be easy. "

1685 fans have waited 30 minutes before seeing Seadogs join the board. Mathieu Joseph (Zilbert and Chabot) pushed into the net a washer that ran the red line behind Bibeau on the power play.

"We did our standard paying less than 30 shots and only one goal, a little more lucky. It's really not being able to score that hurt us. We drove to the net better 3rd, there were some shots too quick whistles, but it takes us from the world before the keeper and it is in these moments that we would like to have Sam Henley on ice " argues Durocher.

One week a return

Injured since late December, the captain valdorien is evaluated daily by her therapist and should start training with touch Monday. If the coach does not think I can count on him Tuesday (February 4), against Marc-André Dumont and the Screaming Eagles in Cape Breton, it could regain its leader for games of the weekend against Nicolas Roy and Chicoutimi Chicoutimi.

Note also that Timotej Sille, Maxime Gravel and Phil Pietroniro were kept out of the game for injury, while Owen Bennington flowed his second match suspension. To compensate for the absence of tough guy Drillers, Julien Gauthier dropped the gloves against Alexander McQuaid in the second and third rookie went pretty well defended.

Huskies shambles, the Drillers benefit

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 31, 2014
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A three-goal lead against the Drillers and the best offense in the QMJHL, it is nothing, and the Huskies have learned the hard way Thursday night in front of nearly 2,500 spectators at Arena Iamgold.
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The Drillers exploded for six goals in the second period to win 8-5 against the Huskies on Thursday night at the Arena Iamgold.

Trailing 3-0 after one period, the Val-d'Or team exploded for six goals in the second period to spin to a 8-5 triumph. The Drillers now lead the war of the 117 four wins to three.

Pierre-Maxime Poudrier was the offensive star of the evening with three goals (the last into an empty net) and an assist, while teammates Anthony Mantha, Guillaume Gélinas, Richard Anthony and Nicolas Aubé-Kubel inscribed a goal and two assists each. Came in relief of Antoine Bibeau midway through the first period after the third goal for the Huskies, the young goalkeeper Keven Bouchard did very well with 30 saves on 32 shots in 51 minutes of work.

On the losing side, the double stress of Jean-Sébastien Dea and three assists Marcus Power. Entered the game to replace Alexandre Bélanger, injured late in the first period, Guillaume Decelles had a fabulous evening giving seven goals on 23 shots.

Durocher: "It's so much easier to a good start"

If he was happy to win this big four-point game, Mario Durocher was not at all satisfied with the general conduct of his troops. "We can not often win by allowing five goals and 40 shots, you can not afford it, began by telling the head coach Drillers.

"We took advantage of the absence of Bélanger back into the game. We now have 18 parties to the regular season and we must learn to play better than that defensively. Fortunately Bouchard has done very well for us. He was ready and he has restored confidence to the guys, said Durocher. In the first half we were second on the puck. Yes, we have many skills in attack, the guys came back from the rear, they believe in it and they have not dropped an important game to win, but it's so much easier to start on the right foot. Each game, the objective is to give up three goals and less than 30 shots. When you do not reach it, we are not satisfied, "said he parade.

Bouchard: "A very disappointing game"

As for the Huskies, who cashed a seventh defeat in their last eight outings, including a fifth in a row, nothing goes. "A very disappointing match, acknowledged Gilles Bouchard.

"After a good first half where we were all the time in the area of ​​Val-d'Or, things tacked second because of our defensive mess, continued the pilot Huskies. It may have fallen into a comfort zone to 3-0, we took opportunities, the guys are left to draw the puck, we started playing on the heels and was abandoned things in defensive, that can hurt against a creative Val-d'Or offensive. "

Bouchard admitted that the forced exit of Alexandre Bélanger was the turning point of the match points. "But it is not a question of blaming Decelles, this is the team that lost due to mismanagement of game," he said. Bélanger seems to have suffered a contusion when players fell on him. He walked after the game and his case would be assessed on a daily basis, according to Gilles Bouchard.

One last constructive right for Drillers

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 30, 2014
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There are less than twenty games to Drillers before boarding the series of late season. As a player near the club leader in this stretch health insurance and can beat anyone who will cross his path.
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Mario Durocher believes Drillers enter the playoffs as strong as last season, but with the speed bonus. An element that has failed in their last series against the Armada.

The holiday season has been more difficult for the band Mario Durocher, who had already overcome the loss of Anthony Mantha and three of his recruits to various world championships. Injury to captain Samuel Henley as well as forwards Nicolas Aubé-Kubel and Louick Marcotte did not help.

The coach did not hide, he had before him a junior, more than training the QMJHL. The arrival of "p'tits" new Antoine Bibeau and Ryan Graves has provided better weapons.

Despite all these ailments, the Drillers have worked hard to stay in the lead pack in the QMJHL. Harvest of five points out of a possible six in their last road trip (in Victoriaville, Sherbrooke and Blainville) shows that they should be feared by their opponents.

Henley near return

Durocher states still have much to learn about its new protected, but he appreciates their contribution to the team immediately. Missing only the return of captain to lead the team to port.

"When Sam goes back, he will bring us a different dimension. Without a fight, his physical presence will make us more intimidating. He threw himself before throwing it blocks the view of the Guardian on the power play and it takes returns. It is full of very important details that make him an impact player, "said the instructor.

The recovery of the first center Drillers going well. Henley resumed training with his teammates last week, but without contact. However small it may be, there is a possibility that he could return to action for games Thursday in Rouyn-Noranda and Val-d'Or Friday against the St. John Sea Dogs.

 « The championship is open, but it is not the trophy we want then it is the playoffs  »   - Mario Durocher 

"Be careful, called to order Durocher. We want to have for the playoffs and we want him back 100 percent. "

Effective special units

Moreover, the special units of green and gold have something to rival their competitors. Anthony Mantha is no stranger to success on the team with 16 goals on the power play and shorthanded 6. The Val-d'Or hold the best record in the league with more than 30 percent success.

"This is one more weapon admits Durocher. Having a good power play , opponents say they will have to be careful with the stupid punishments, otherwise it will cost them dearly. When more we play well in shorthanded (2nd row to 81.9 percent), it allows us to be a little tanning. "

High parity

Only eight points separate the Armada, top ranking, the Drillers in 8th place. They have accumulated 29 wins in 47 games.

With such parity in the circuit, the 1st row is not unattainable, but clubs like Halifax and Baie-Comeau are favored because more teams compete at the bottom of the ranking by the end of the calendar.

"We are trying to reach, but not at any price, warns Durocher. What we want is to perform all the matches that the club is improving and keep our special teams among the best. The goal is to win every game, period by period. The championship is open, but it is not the trophy we want then it is the playoffs. "

"St-Amant has the tools to play professional"

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 29, 2014
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Shawn Ouellette-St-Amant evolves off the beaten track

Shawn Ouellette-St-Amant is prima facie Drillers biggest surprise of this season so far. The striker 17 may be a good time to lie still skeptics who slid until 12th round in Chicoutimi.

 © Valérie Maltais 

To see him evolve as naturally in the QMJHL, Shawn Ouellette-St-Amant could be considered a significant flight Drillers draft pick in 2013, having been selected in the 12th round only.

Many fans may be surprised to see a late choice (209th) change regularly with the Drillers in his rookie season. Jacques Carrière, he was certain. The former head scout of green and gold had assured the organization in the last draft, that player would integrate the team this fall. 

You should know that his path to the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League has not been without sacrifice. At age 15, St-Amant left his Terrebonne to joining Intrepid in Gatineau Midget AAA. 

Transfer he never regretted since he felt that he did not believe in the Collège Esther-Blondin. Why he refused to report to training camp.

Choose between football and hockey 

At the same time, St-Amant ended a short football career. Part of this concentration to his entry into high school, he had no choice but to conclude that it was laborious to play a team Midget Espoir hockey, while training with a football club.

"It was already quite demanding, so it was simply impossible to put in one time with the AAA, he says. I did not know what sport to choose and finally, it's been hockey. I played from the age of six, so it took a greater role in my life. I think I have done well. " 

In Gatineau, the young striker 5 feet 11 inches and 175 pounds was the fourth leading scorer on the team with 32 points in 42 games. Stand out in a club loser (last good) is not a simple thing, but it did not stop St-Amant to see his name appear in the group of players listed in the round 6-8 for auction 2013.

A warrior ready to fight 

"Going into the 12th round was hard on the pride, remembers the number 28. At the same time, it got me off the pressure for the camp. The Drillers can be expected nothing, but I got ready. So I played hockey without thinking of anything else and That to been. "

 « I even asked Alex (Rouleau, Director General) not to touch it.  »   - Durocher 

With a good size, the attacker is able to explode on his skates and is afraid of nothing, according to his coach. His many qualities were quickly placed in the good graces of the latter. 

"For me, this guy has a chance to play professional and has the tools it says without hesitation Mario Durocher. It may be a Steve Bégin more punch to the attack. It does not necessarily lay the gloves, but he goes to war all the time and guys can count on him. "

"It's one of my favorites" 

"I have nothing to hide, it is one of my favorites, adds the instructor. I even asked Alex (Rouleau, Director General) not to touch it. For me, it is an established player in the league. It already helps us outnumbered, in addition to 8 goals (12 points, 2), although it currently plays on the 4th line. "

According to Durocher, the only person who can get out of alignment, it is itself. The coach will not hesitate to give more responsibility to his protégé when the time comes, which is not displeasing to the main question. 

Born in November 1996, St-Amant will be eligible for the NHL draft until 2015. This choice of 12th round intends to take into overdrive in training next summer and who knows, maybe create a new surprise this time.

Citadels are successful on Drillers

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 28, 2014
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Within three weeks of their participation in the International Tournament Peewee Hockey Quebec Citadels and Drillers competed this weekend in a return part of their season in the League of Excellence program in Quebec.
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The Citadels have won their last two games against the Drillers, 25 and 26 January in the League of excellence Peewee AA Quebec.

The Rouynorandiens took precedence over the Val-d'Or with wins from April to February and 6-1. January 25, Val-d'Or, the brand was 2 to 2 in early 3rd period between these two teams Peewee AA in the region. Then the story of the weekend has been written by Richard Schoeneich troupe. 

"We were in a slack period since our last tournament in Saint-Hyacinthe, so we asked the guys to bounce back and that is exactly what they have done respecting the game plan and structure established since the beginning of the season, "said head coach.

A beautiful rivalry Abitibi 

Earlier in November, the formations were divided honors. Well as Val-d'Or won the series 2 of 3 that allowed winners represent the Abitibi-Témiscamingue Quebec City from February 12 to 23. Therefore, Mr. Schoeneich expected that Drillers bounce and turn out a little stronger Jan. 26 in Rouyn-Noranda.

Conversely, the Drillers were returning from a big weekend of competition last week in Ottawa, where they were defeated and subjected zero Olympic (16-2-5), who have one of the best records circuit. 

"I think at the end of the week, the guys thought they were too good p'tits that each of them thought they could make the difference in a game, so they played individually and without too much intensity defensively," said Steve Marquis, visibly annoyed after the first duel in Val-d'Or.

 « They will include a hockey game it happens on ice and for three periods  »   - Steve Marquis 

Still three games 

Head coach hoped that the players ressaisiraient the next day, but it will eventually wait one more week for her team. "Those parts I use to prepare the players, he maintained. They will include a hockey game it happens on ice and for three periods. "

The Drillers will complete their regular season on 1 and 2 February road with three games against the Lions du Lac St-Louis South Selects the North and Senators Laval. 

Despite 15 wins in 25 games, is one of the four best records of the circuit, the Drillers are installed in 9th place overall (41 pts) for having granted that fair play 8 points this season. 

For their part, the Citadels currently hold the first place with the same number of wins, but with a total of 60 points. The Rouynorandiens play two of their last three games on February 8 and 9 against the Pioneers Lanaudière and Lions du Lac St-Louis North. It will duel them to play against the Royal Montreal, at an unspecified date.

Another setback Huskies another victory Remparts

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 26, 2014
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Rouyn-Noranda escaped another Sunday to a little less than 2000 spectators Iamgold Arena, this time bowing 3-0 to the Quebec Remparts, where he was a sixth straight victory.
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The Huskies were unable to beat the rookie goalie 16 years Callum Booth, Sunday Iamgold Arena for losing 3-0 to the Remparts.

Defeated for the sixth time in his last seven outings, and bleached for a second consecutive time on the ice rink, the rouynorandienne team did not play a bad game, dominating 33-21 in shots, but again, it failed to opportunism and has riveted the nose on a keeper in good shape, 16 year old rookie Callum Booth, who has made some flight shots at close range and even on returns.

Trailing 1-0 from the 9th minute of the match on purpose Mikhail Grigorenko, managed four against four, the Huskies have received great opportunities to create equality, including midway through the third period in two games power in quick succession, but they failed to enjoy.

And the inevitable happened immediately after Fabrice Herzog scored the goal stunner to six and a half minutes late on a beautiful deke Alexandre Bélanger, Olivier Archambault be complete before the brand into an empty net.

While the Remparts completed a perfect journey of three wins in four days in the west of the province to climb to fourth place overall and near four points of the head (Baie-Comeau), the Huskies cashed a fourth consecutive setbacks to remain in 9th place four points behind the 8th position (Gatineau) and just two points ahead of the 10th (Cape Breton).

In short ...

Things change quickly in a ranking as tight, so that there is less than three weeks, the Huskies showed the second best record in the entire league. But in their last seven games, they have scored just 14 goals in almost 270 shots on goal to plummet in the standings ...

The Huskies have a poor record of 3-7-0 in January, months they will try to end on a high note Thursday night during the visit Anthony Mantha and Drillers Val-d'Or Arena Iamgold ...

Les Remparts also conduct their next outing Thursday night when they host Jonathan Drouin and Halifax Mooseheads ...

The Huskies had to happen for the weekend, defenseman Justin Guenette (injured in training on Thursday) and forward Antoine Waked (suspended for two games) ...

Generous Drillers face the Remparts

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 25, 2014
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Antoine Bibeau had a difficult evening paying 7 goals on 27 shots.

Valérie Maltais

The law of averages was not enough to Drillers, who despite a clear dominance of 53-28 in shots on goal, suffered a defeat at the hands of the Quebec Remparts, the brand from August to May.

Both teams offensive QMJHL offered a show with 1920 spectators at airCreebec Centre Val-d'Or, Saturday night.

"I'm surprised the effort guys. We never stopped working and offensively, we played a great game of hockey. We were in their face all night, argued Mario Durocher, coach Drillers. We are able to play against them, but we must pay more attention to small details. "

Drillers and Remparts multiplied reminders. Therefore, the guards Antoine Bibeau and François Brassard had a whole evening of work. Porter Quebec was the busiest amount of shots, but Bibeau was often left alone to himself and was shown repeatedly on hard shots from the cast of Philippe Boucher.

"We had a little practice it easy this morning. We felt that was not really sharp , admitted head coach. Brassard is that kept us in the game in the 1st. After we answered, but we paid too throws. This is not the kind of hockey we want to give too often. They played well, but we found a way to win. "

Early game difficult for Bibeau

Only 1 minute and 48 seconds, Adam Erne surprised Antoine Bibeau, an accurate shot on the blocker side. It was the first launch of the visitors in the game. "I think Bibeau would like to review the first shots, but it is noted below. Against a club with so much talent, it should not be given much overstaffing. When we took the lead in the third, we could strengthen our defense, but they came back again because of a two against one, "said Durocher.

Louick Marcotte (Gélinas) gave the record straight three minutes later finding himself alone in the enclave. The number 11 has not missed his chance, firing the puck into the top corner.

Lucas Batt (Donaghey and Archambault) scored his third goal of the season, grabbing the back of Bibeau in front of the net.

The presence of Richard Anthony in jail has been short-lived as Nick Sorensen (Grigorenko and Donaghey) was needed only five seconds to enjoy the power play. The Red Devils and took the lead 3-1.

Two minutes later, Bennington tried to wake his delivering a good battle face to Batt. The evening ended this way for the player's energy green and gold, who received a game misconduct for removing the helmet of his opponent.

Despite the score, the 1st period has been more controlled by the Drillers, who led 17-2 shots on goal after 10 minutes and 22-12 returning to the locker room.

Four goals in the second rapid

In turn, the Drillers were treated to a power play early in the second commitment, but were unable to enjoy. It was postponed as four goals were scored in the period, allowing local catch up and leave with a tie from April to April after 40 minutes of play

Pierre-Maxime Poudrier always liked to face his former team and proved it by unchecking a strong wrist shot in the opening minutes of the period. Fabrice Herzog gave the reply to Quebec shortly after.

It has had the effect of awakening the green and gold. Anthony Mantha pushed a loose puck in the goal mouth to reduce the gap again. Anthony Richard chained from the puck by jumping on the puck in the offensive zone and beating Brassard with a precise shot.

The Drillers fall at the end

If no other goal was scored in the second, the teams have been busy multiplying raises attack. Again, the Drillers took advantage of the presence of François Godin dungeon to begin the last third powerplay.

This time, the Drillers took the opportunity. They took the lead for the 1st time in the game, when Nicolas Aubé-Kubel deflected shot Marcotte goaltending.

A solid body check Guillaume Gélinas to place an opponent in the neutral zone will ultimately benefited Mikhail Grigorenko that two against one, gave accounts of a zero shot to Bibeau.

Anthony Duclair took advantage of the presence of the defender Jérémie Fraser the penalty to foil Bibeau backhand. Les Remparts have regained the lead and did not stop there. With seven minutes to play, Batt sent a loose puck into the net while the keeper valdorien was flat on the ice. Duclair completed the scoring into an empty net.

Thomas Gobeil doubts his career

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 24, 2014
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Centre airCreebec was busy Friday night during the 6th battle of the War of 117, with a little over 2,500 followers, but a player Drillers conspicuous by its absence, is the new striker Thomas Gobeil.
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Thomas Gobeil

"Thomas asked me to take time to reflect on his career, but to date, it is still a Roughneck Val-d'Or, briefly explained Mario Durocher after the meeting. For some years it is in the QMJHL and it is certainly not his two weeks here who changed his tune. "

Recall that the striker 19 years (6, 215 pounds) was acquired of Chicoutimi against a 3rd round pick, at the end of the trading period. It should add depth to the offensive unit of Val-d'Or.

Pietroniro one month on key

In addition, another Pietroniro took the green and gold uniform during Friday's meeting. Chad Pietroniro captain of Foresters Amos (Midget AAA) and son of assistant coach Marco Pietroniro, came to reinforce the Drillers, who also lost the services of his brother Phil during the week.

"It's been two weeks he plays with a fracture (lower body), exclaimed his coach. This would have happened in Baie-Comeau and got confirmation after practice Wednesday. It was slow to heal, so he went to spend radios and now we know he has four to five weeks. "
Gilles Bouchard: "You never want anything to lose, much less against Val-d'Or"

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 24, 2014
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With a duel tonight (Friday) at Val-d'Or and another next Thursday at the Arena Iamgold War 117 is in full swing these days. And these are not hockey fans in the region and members of the Huskies who will complain, starting with Rouynorandien Redgie Bois.
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Drillers and Huskies square off for the sixth and seventh time this season tonight (Friday) in Val-d'Or and next Thursday in Rouyn-Noranda, two other large four-point games.

"I like to play those games here, we always feel something special, and it's the same thing for the other guys on the team, they come here or outside, mentioned the Veteran defenseman third year, the eve of the visit of the Huskies airCreebec Centre.

"It is important for us and we know that it is important for people in town. One should make sure to be ready for these clashes, has he added. As the ranking is very tight, every game against Val-d'Or, Baie-Comeau and others is a big four-point game this year. And it is sure that there is a touch more against the Drillers ", said Wood.

In his first season as a coach in the QMJHL, Gilles Bouchard was quickly immersed in the Battle of the Abitibi. "For all matches, you never want anything to lose, much less against Val-d'Or ... dropped the pilot Huskies. This is a beautiful rivalry always gives interesting games. Especially since both teams have made additions to improve this year during the trading period, "he has said.

Spectacular duels

Since last year, these regional duels often lead to some spectacular events, as the Huskies and Drillers have two of the best attacks in the league, in addition to directly fight back in the standings.

Such as Huskies and Drillers have crossed swords five times so far this season (they still have five other duels with that Friday), both teams begin to know each other well. "We must be very alert against them defensively because drillers are very hungry offensively, reported Gilles Bouchard. To beat them, you have to work harder than them, play well together and be on the job for 60 minutes without a break. "

11 goals on 200 shots

Huskies through a slump, those who have lost four of their last five outings and have a modest record of 3-5-0 in January. In their sequence of four losses in five games, they have scored just 11 goals over 200 shots.

"Overall, we play good hockey, but it is as if the law of averages we had caught, stressed Gilles Bouchard after practice Thursday. Before the holidays, we were not always consistent, but it was opportunistic and the way to win it was. Lately, it's been the opposite, we were more consistent in our performance, but it was not opportunistic and we won less often, "said he reported.

The Huskies will start Sunday against Quebec, a sequence of five home games. Considering the classification tighter than ever, the opportunity would be chosen for some unpolluted opportunism. "The game is closing after the holidays, and to be more opportunistic, there must be a better physical presence at the net, said Bouchard. We have to stay positive, continuing to play like we have done since the beginning of 2014, the results will come. But you have to play harder in our battles for the puck, "he meant.
Aces: 25 wins in 26 games and first in Quebec!

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 22, 2014
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As the Rouyn-Noranda definitely happy with their year of rebirth hand.
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Already secured the championship of the regular season, the Ace of Rouyn-Noranda try their luck at Alma provincial Midget Tournament this weekend.

Champions of the regular season in the League Midget AA Norbord's men head coach Alain Mercier ranked first in Quebec and will be looking for a 26th win in 27 games, including 10 in a row, January 31 at La Sarre, in return for their participation in the provincial midget Alma Tournament. They conclude the regular season of 30 games on February 2, receiving Amos Iamgold Arena.

This is by winning 6-5 on Apollos with a spectacular performance of three goals and three assists Yamy Girard, January 12 in Val-d'Or, the Aces made sure to finish 1st in the ranking. While Girard meters dominates the circuit with 35 goals and 75 points in 27 games, Aces suffered only one defeat in their last 26 outings in the regular season (a 10-4 drubbing in Val-d'Or 30 November) and have a stellar record of 25-3-0.

"We have a good gaming system, guys are intense and our oldest, 17 players, do the work and lead others in their wake, summarized Alain Mercier. Even if we won the championship of the regular season, there is nothing gained in series. Val-d'Or has a very good team and it is not over till it is over, "he said.

Alma, a good test

As of Thursday night, when they face the Frontenac in Quebec City, Aces take part in the 42nd Alma provincial Midget Tournament. In 2013, Alain Mercier, as an assistant coach, and a group of current players Aces came to a small order to win this tournament with Citadels, who lost in overtime to Rosemont in the final.

"This tournament is a good test and a good preparation, because the best teams are there in Quebec," said Mercier, whose squad will also compete with the Drummondville Voltigeurs (provincial ranking 5th) and Sieur de Terrebonne (7th ) in the preliminary round.

After concluding the regular season, the Aces will return to action until mid-February at the Midget Tournament Acton Vale, then play the playoffs League Midget AA Norbord, whose stake will be a participation the Dodge Cup in the Lower St. Lawrence (Provincial Championships). And as they have a break before the playoffs, Aces want to play two or three exhibition games against the Citadels Midget Espoir to keep fit.
Marc-André Cliche: "I'm still too upset at the beginning!"

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 22, 2014
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The native of Rouyn-Noranda fully savor his dream of playing in the NHL

He persevered and is now rewarded. After six years in the American League, Manchester, Marc-André Cliche finally has the chance to live his dream of playing in the National Hockey League with the Colorado Avalanche. And rookie 26 years fully savored.

 © Photo courtesy 

Her journey and deveined recent years have shaped the character of Marc-André Cliche for a spot in the NHL: "As I am often income injuries, I'm used to start from scratch, which helped me arriving in Colorado. "

"When I talk with my friends, I tell them that I'm still too upset at the beginning!, Launched the athlete Bellecombe neighborhood Rouyn-Noranda. The excitement does not go away and that is a good thing. It is not necessary that I make mistakes when I'm on the ice and it's a nice pressure because it makes me better play, "he said.

Claimed on waivers by the Avalanche in the last training camp (after six seasons in the organization of the Los Angeles Kings seasons), Cliche has seized the opportunity offered him by Patrick Roy and André Tourigny to be submitted in the big league. "I was so happy when I received the letter confirming that I started the year here (Colorado). I thought: well, I have a'' break'', he has narrated!.

"By calling me on waivers, Patrick opened a door for me, but I had to prove myself. When I arrived, he told me to have a good attitude as 13th forward. From there, I had my chance in the misfortune of others with injuries, "said the right-handed center, a 2nd round pick of the New York Rangers in 2005.

Specialist shorthanded

Used in a defensive role, Marc-André Cliche played 43 of the first 49 games of the Avalanche this season. It must be efficient in his work, since it has not been left out for months.

"I started on the fourth line and I had the opportunity to play shorthanded. Since Maxime Talbot is here, we all form the first pair of attackers at a disadvantage and it's going very well. Currently, I play on the third line because of injuries, Cliche reported last week. Adapting to NHL-caliber goes well, without saying that it is easier than the American League, players better understand the game and the system. Performance is best in the NHL, which makes things easier. "

The former player of Foresters Midget AAA Amos is still looking for his first NHL goal. Even if it is not there for his offensive production, admits he can not wait to break the ice. "I'd be lying if I said I did not think about it ... The other night elsewhere (Jan. 14 in Chicago), I got two breakaways, but Crawford stopped me every time," Does he meant.

Working with Tourigny

Interestingly, Cliche works daily with the former coach of the Rouyn-Noranda, André Tourigny, since it is the assistant head of shorthanded Colorado. "We often have meetings with him. So we have the opportunity to chat and I can tell you that he still has the heart Huskies defeat in four games against us (Lewiston) semifinal series in 2007! "Has it told laughing.

In its own way, the only Abitibien to play in the NHL currently involved in the revival of the Avalanche, a team languishing for years before reviving this season, under the orders of the new coaching staff. "All the guys on the team say, it was a good villain group of coaches said Cliche.

"It does not even say it's their first year in the NHL. They are able to change things in the game system in the middle of a match to adjust and are listening to the players. I take my hat off! Patrick (Roy) brought a passion here. "

Life in Denver

In his last year of contract, Marc-André Cliche know what the future holds, but he wants to stay with the Avalanche. "It is my goal, but I have no idea what to expect. Meanwhile, I control what I can control, be my game on the ice, "he has said.

One can understand the hope to return to Denver, a fantastic city to live, it seems. "It's incredible, whether for decoration or temperature, for example. It should be sunny 300 days a year. We had three snowstorms this winter, but melted every time. "

Not in his hometown anyway!
Marcotte, Bibeau and Graves met in Val-d'Or,fr
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Alexander seems Rouleau has beautiful affinity with the Chief Charlottetown Islanders, Grant Sonier, since he completed no fewer than three major transactions with him in the past year.,fr
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Louick Marcotte, Antoine Bibeau and Ryan Graves played together for two seasons in Charlottetown (2011-2013) before ending up in Val-d'Or in an interval of six months.,fr

Leur collaboration a débuté lors du repêchage 2013 dans la LHJMQ. Their collaboration began in the 2013 QMJHL Entry Draft. Louick Marcotte apprenait alors qu'il déménageait à Val-d'Or contre le 19e choix de cet encan. Louick Marcotte then heard he moved to Val-d'Or against the 19th choice of the auction.,fr

«J'étais sur place à Chicoutimi, se souvient le gardien Antoine Bibeau. "I was there in Chicoutimi, remembers the goalkeeper Antoine Bibeau. Je ne m'attendais vraiment pas à ce qu'il soit échangé, même que j'étais un peu fâché parce que lui et moi, on s'entend super bien, mais aussi parce qu'on ne sait jamais ce que ce choix peut nous amener. I really do not expect it to be exchanged, even though I was a little upset because he and I, we get along really well, but also because you never know what choices can lead us. C'était plate de le perdre.» It was boring to lose. ",fr

Turn Bibeau,fr

L'été a passé, puis chacun a participé à son camp respectif de part et d'autre du circuit Courteau. The summer passed, and everyone involved in its respective camps on either side of the QMJHL. Ensuite, des rumeurs ont commencé à envoyer Bibeau rejoindre son ancien coéquipier en Abitibi. Then rumors began to send Bibeau join his former teammate in Abitibi. Cette transaction a été conclue le 29 décembre, contre des choix de 1re, 3e et 4e ronde. This transaction was completed on December 29, against the choice of 1st, 3rd and 4th round.,fr

«C'est le fun de voir deux équipes qui s'entendent aussi bien au niveau des transactions, souligne Marcotte. "It's fun to see two teams who understand both at the transaction level, says Marcotte. Antoine était un bon ami à Charlottetown, alors je l'ai appelé tout de suite après l'annonce pour lui dire comment c'était ici. Antoine was a good friend in Charlottetown, so I called immediately after the announcement to tell him how it was here. Il m'a dit qu'il voulait gagner et qu'il croyait vraiment en ses chances avec nous.» He told me he wanted to win and he really believed in his chances with us. ",fr

Cette quête de victoire a amené un troisième porte-couleurs des Islanders à transiger à Val-d'Or dans les dernières minutes de la période des échanges. This quest for victory led a third-color door Islanders to compromise in Val-d'Or in the final minutes of the trading period. Quitter les Maritimes n'a toutefois pas été aussi facile pour Ryan Graves. Leave the Maritimes, however, has not been easy for Ryan Graves. Le fait de pouvoir retrouver Marcotte et Bibeau a certainement aidé la transition. The ability to find and Marcotte Bibeau certainly helped the transition.,fr

Then comes Graves,fr

Because it is an English player, because he finds himself far from his home in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, or simply because he had to leave an environment where it was very comfortable, Graves had some concerns about his coming in Abitibi.,fr

«Je l'ai appelé le 7 janvier et lui ai parlé de mon expérience personnelle, raconte Marcotte qui retrouve avec joie ses deux anciens coéquipiers. "I called on Jan. 7 and told him about my personal experience says Marcotte who finds joy with his two former teammates. Il m'était arrivé la même chose à 16 ans quand j'ai dû déménager dans une place anglophone et ç'a avait super bien été. It happened to me the same thing 16 years ago when I had to move to an English That to place and had great summer. Il n'avait rien à perdre d'essayer et je l'ai rassuré en lui disant qu'il allait aimer ça ici.» He had nothing to lose by trying and I reassured him that he was going to like it here. ",fr

 « The Islanders have really helped me to become the hockey player I am today  »   - Ryan Graves,fr 

Lui et Bibeau n'ont pas été les seuls à joindre le Néo-écossais. He and Bibeau were not the only ones to join the Scotian. Le vétéran Randy Gazzola a lui aussi passé un coup de fil au défenseur de 18 ans, finalement devenu son co-pensionnaire et son partenaire de ligne. Veteran Randy Gazzola has also had a phone call to advocate for 18 years, eventually became his co-resident and his partner online.,fr

"It was hard to leave",fr

"It is not because I do not want to be traded and it had nothing to do with Val-d'Or, only it was very difficult to leave the Island Prince Edward Island, explains this choice 4th round of the New York Rangers in the spring.,fr

«J'ai été choisi par Charlottetown à 16 ans et l'organisation m'a vraiment aidé à devenir le joueur de hockey que je suis aujourd'hui, alors je leur dois beaucoup. "I was chosen by Charlottetown to 16 years and the organization has really helped me to become a hockey player I am today, so I owe them a lot. C'était difficile de partir, mais c'était la meilleure chose pour moi puisque l'équipe est en reconstruction», renchérit-il. It was hard to leave, but it was the best thing for me as the team is rebuilding, "he adds.,fr

Après un voyage de près de 1600 kilomètres, Graves est arrivé en ville et a aussitôt sauté dans le bain en jouant le soir même au Centre airCreebec. After a journey of almost 1,600 km, Graves came to town and immediately jumped in the bath playing the same night at airCreebec Centre. Le nouveau porteur du numéro 20 a dit y avoir pris beaucoup de plaisir. The new carrier number 20 said he took a lot of fun.,fr

With the addition of this big guy 6'4'' and 225 pounds in the defensive unit, that of Bibeau before the cage and success that Marcotte front since the beginning of the season, the Drillers after all should spare a thought for the Islanders during their quest for the President's Cup.,fr
Aubé-Kubel and Bouchard can already dream draft pick
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"At first I did not want to look at the list, but I relented, admitted Nicolas Aubé-Kubel. One should not think too much or swell the head with it, because it adds pressure for nothing. It is just a number, by the end of the season everything can change. "
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Nicolas Aubé-Kubel Quebec is the best hope for the next NHL Entry Draft, scheduled for June in Philadelphia.

The 17-year Drillers ranked 45th among attackers and defenders playing in North America, according to the statement midseason hopes developed by the Central Scouting NHL. 

Placed inside the group B earlier this season, striker maintained a good pace with 31 points in 41 games with the green and gold, and lost no value in the eyes of recruiters. 

"I was a bit surprised because I think having a good start, but I am able to give more. I still enjoyed seeing that I was leading players from Quebec, "said the second-year player in the QMJHL.

1 of Québec; fourth QMJHL 

In addition to being the first Quebec player on the list, Aubé-Kubel is also the fourth best hope of the QMJHL. This makes him a 2nd round prospect, if one disregards the hopes of the European leagues and goalkeepers.

"There was a little competition among the players that I played U16 and U17, but it was nothing too serious," says the 1st round pick of the Drillers in 2012, who claims to have spoken with nearly a dozen professional teams. 

Rank that matters most remains one he released draft pick in 2014, which will take place on 27 and 28 June in Philadelphia. In the meantime, his first task will be to improve his physical play and then be more consistent in its performance until the end of the season.

 « I am able to give more  »   - Nicolas Aubé-Kubel 

Bouchard made its entry 

Teammate Keven Bouchard could accompany Pennsylvania. However, the rookie 17 years Drillers remains very humble about his entry into the 10th North American guards, knowing that his build is for many.

"In the first 10 guards, we're all guys over 6 'and I think it helped me to make a part, he noted. It's always nice to see that, but it does not mean anything yet. I can still go up or down by the draft. " 

From its 6'3'' and 205 pounds, 3rd round choice in 2012 has accumulated 10 wins against 7 losses in 20 games this season, averaging 3.42 and a stop rate of 0.869.

In the shadow of Bibeau 

Bouchard could not receive too many departures by the end of the regular season, due to the recent arrival of veteran Antoine Bibeau with the club. With a ranking as tight, several teams from the series mode and the Drillers are no exception.

"The next part that I have, I have excel, supported the Sagueneen. I would not change my way of thinking. This is the number of good performances on who will do that I will have more games, because it is difficult to remove a guardian when performing well. "
Low opportunistic Huskies

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 19, 2014
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This is not opportunism that stifles the Huskies by these days.
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The Huskies scored just nine goals on 131 shots, this weekend, for just one harvest two points in their journey of three games in three days.

Even if they have outscored their opponents 131-79 in total in the column throws, this weekend marked the Rouynorandiens only nine goals for just one harvest of two points out of a possible six during their trip three games in less than 48 hours.

The previous weekend, they had scored just twice on 71 shots in their doubleheader against Baie-Comeau. We are talking only 11 goals scored over 200 shots in their last five outings, sequence in which they won only once.

After their 4-3 win in overtime in Sherbrooke (Friday) and 5-3 loss to Quebec (Saturday), the Huskies concluded their tour with a 3-2 Sunday in Victoriaville, despite the domination of 48 -24 in shots on goal, including 35-14 in the last two periods.

Trailing 3-0 midway through the game, the men Gilles Bouchard managed to reduce the gap to one goal in the final third, before missing great opportunities to create equality is abutting the former goalkeeper Drillers, François Tremblay, proclaimed 1st star of the game.

Without playing bad hockey Huskies show a poor record of 3-5-0 in January. With an overall ranking more congested than ever, it does not take much to make them fall in 9th place, playing for them, 620 (26-15-5 record) while being only four points 4th place and seven points off the pace.

In his next outing on Friday in Val-d'Or, the team of Rouyn-Noranda will try to approach a point of Drillers, who currently share the fifth position with Drummondville and Quebec. Les Remparts Mikhail Grigorenko and will also pass Abitibi next weekend.

Third hat Dea

Jean-Sébastien Dea was the most prolific player this weekend Huskies in scoring with six points in three games, including four goals, while linemate Marcus Power added five points to his record.

Each time with the help of Power, Dea has scored three goals in the victory Friday in Sherbrooke, scoring including the tying goal early in the third period and the winning goal in overtime. For Dea, it was his third hat trick of the season, his tenth career in the QMJHL, including the playoffs.

While Dea wants the fourth best sniper of the circuit, with 34 goals in 44 games, Marcus Power ranks 2nd counters with 69 points in 45 games, including 48 assists, tops in the QMJHL.
The Drillers bring five points in Val-d'Or
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Olivier Galipeau scored his first career goal in the QMJHL to tie 2-2 in Blainville-Boisbriand, January 19. Antoine Bibeau closed the door shooting and Nicolas Aubé-Kubel was the only one to score, giving a major victory to Drillers this Sunday afternoon.
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Confrontation Drillers / Armada November 22 airCreebec Centre.

It was a third game in three days for players green and gold. These have been busy harvesting five points out of a possible six, now placing 5th in the QMJHL, just four points of the Armada, leader in the western division, and Baie-Comeau, top of the league.

New record for Gélinas

The weekend began with a shootout loss to Victoriaville. The former goalkeeper Drillers, François Tremblay, played his first game against them and seemed very motivated, rejecting 37 of the 42 shots he faced.

If Louick Marcotte stood out with two goals in the game, it is rather the three assists (plus a profit) Guillaume Gélinas that attention.

These three passes have pushed his career total to 124 with the Drillers, thereby establishing a new team record for a defender. Number 5 has added two more during the weekend and still has many games before it to increase this brand.

The attack explodes in Sherbrooke

The next day at Sherbrooke, Mario Durocher troupe showed why they said that she is the best offense in the league, winning their game account from July to March. Pierre-Maxime Poudrier (2 goals), Gélinas and Anthony Mantha (1B, 2A), and Marcotte Aubé-Kubel (1A-1B) and Randy Gazzola and Julien Gauthier (2 assists) have blackened the scoresheet for the Val-d'Or.

Finally, hockey players completed their journey against another team in their division, the Armada. Compact added a third goal at his record in two days, Galipeau forced extra at the very end of the third period and Aubé-Kubel beat goalkeeper Étienne Marcoux to sign their 29th win of the season.

The next duel of the Drillers oppose the Rouyn-Noranda, January 24th at airCreebec Centre, they just suffered two consecutive losses in Quebec and Victoriaville. Note also that Mantha still maintains a ten-point lead in the championship markers, having scored his 38th goal and three assists during the weekend.
Grigorenko leads the Remparts to victory

Thai Thai MartelPublished January 18, 2014
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Published January 18, 2014

Mikhail Grigorenko succeeded his return to Quebec with a goal and two assists against the Huskies. (Photo Thais Martel)

Remparts 5 - Huskies 3

They were 11,391 to have made an appointment at the Pepsi Coliseum to celebrate the return to Quebec Mikhail Grigorenko. They were not disappointed. The big 25 has tipped the balance against the Remparts in part opposing the Rouyn-Noranda scoring the decisive goal. Quebec won by the score of 5 to 3.

Russian, back with his junior team after spending the beginning of the season with the Buffalo Sabres in the National Hockey League, scored three points all night. And he did not wait for hockey fans before turning the machine on, enough to tell him that he had felt "by far the best feeling of the season."

Philippe Boucher's men were the first to open the scoring with a goal Adam Erne has been serving a nice pass from his Russian teammate. Grigorenko will therefore put a little less than eight minutes to score his first point of the season. Nick Sorensen has also picked up an assist on the game

There were only 15 seconds in the first period when Jean-Sébastien Dea came mark a wrist shot to the right of François Brassard.

In the second period, defenseman Cody Donaghey scored his sixth goal of the season with a powerful shot from the edge. Adam Chapman and Lucas Batt scored assisted on the play

In the third period, Zachery Moody bypassed the defenders and beat goalkeeper Huskies to make the score 3-1 Remparts. Adam Chapman and Kurt Etchegary obtained passes. Then the tide turned - Rouyn-Noranda has accumulated 19 shots in the third against only four Quebec.

First Liam O'Brien took advantage of a game behind the net to slide the puck behind François Brassard. Mathieu Lemay then brought the 3-3 with an accurate shot on reception who beat goalkeeper premises.

Mikhail Grigorenko replied. 25 has been used to pass the front of the net, courtesy of Sorensen, and has not missed his chance to enter the fourth goal Remparts. Anthony Duclair completed all scoring into an empty net. The big number 25 got a third point on the latter goal.

A good match

The head coach of the Remparts may be happy with his third European, but still more hope for the future. "I think it's been a proper game for everyone, it was a good test. We'll have to find a certain chemistry, a certain cohesion. The calendar is coming will not be easy. I'm glad to see he is ready to work with the rest of us. He has work to do for sure, Philippe Boucher said after the meeting.

This is a good game, I would not say it was a great game from him. For a first game, it made the difference. I think when the "game shape" will return, when he will be able to play in all situations, I think it will be a dominant player in our league, that's for sure. "

The controversy surrounding the return of Mikhail Grigorenko Quebec already seems to be a thing of the past, both the main person - which is shown smiling with the media after the meeting - for his coach. "He seemed to be happy to be here. He wants to work to achieve his goal and play an important role in a club of the National League, the Buffalo Sabres. It was a good feeling, a beautiful home. "

The Remparts will be back on the ice Coliseum on January 30 to receive the Halifax Mooseheads.

To view the press briefing Philippe Boucher, click here .

Breton Post
The Huskies will have to do without their quarterback
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The Huskies will have to cope without Dillon Fournier for the balance of the season, but even before the verdict falls on Thursday morning, although they suspected they would not reconsider their star defender on the ice this year. A very heavy loss than this.
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For the second time in three years with the Huskies, the ace defender Dillon Fournier sees his season end prematurely due to problems with his shoulder.

"We had made the idea for some time he would not return, acknowledged Gilles Bouchard. Even without surgery, his absence would have been very long and there would be a risk of recurrence at his return. In both cases (surgery or not), it is therefore suspected that season Dillon was compromised, "said the head coach of the Huskies.

First choice of all QMJHL Lewiston in 2010 and 2nd round pick of the Chicago Blackhawks in 2012, Fournier was sidelined since suffering a shoulder dislocation, December 29 to face drillers Val-d'Or.

After being examined by medical personnel Blackhawks this week on the back of 19 years will have to undergo another operation on the same shoulder that caused him serious problems, there are two years, while his season had ended in early March.

A very large piece

Damage to the Huskies and Fournier himself a dominant defender who knew a big season with his harvest 32 points in 36 games, including 13 goals and a +10. It will be interesting to see how rouynorandienne team will cope without his quarterback, especially since it did not receive reinforcement on the blue line during the trading period.

"Obviously, we lost a very large piece, talking about one of the best defenders in the league. But that's life and we will follow the fate reacted Gilles Bouchard. We have seven good defenders and some have already started to give more, which Redgie Bois, who plays very big hockey since the beginning of 2014, he argued.

"All of our defenders are six feet or more, except Guenette which compensates its speed, we have confidence in them, continued the pilot. Now is a great opportunity to give more ice time to our young defenders 16 (Lauzon and Myers). The rest of the defensive corps will raise his game a notch. Guys are capable of doing, "said Bouchard.

Three games, including Grigorescu

Moreover, the Huskies are preparing for a big weekend of three games in three days on the road, while they in turn will stop in Sherbrooke (Friday), Quebec (Saturday) and Victoriaville (Sunday) . On Saturday evening, will stop Rouynorandiens Mikhail Grigorenko, alias Grigorescu, returned to Quebec by the Buffalo Sabres.

"We want to continue our constant 2014, Bouchard said the day before departure. If we play like we have done since the beginning of the month, we will win more often than you will lose. About Grigorescu, this is a very good player, but we're going there to win, not to watch play, "he said.

Question properly prepare their team to the playoffs, Bouchard and his deputies intend to work on all kinds of details. "We must improve in the little things that make a difference in the playoffs, such as block shots, get your nose in traffic where the washer, be'' hard'' in how to use our body and give less time to the opponent on the defensive area, "he said.
Gélinas and Gazzola in a race record,fr
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Les Foreurs seront à Victoriaville, Sherbrooke et Blainville-Boisbriand cette fin de semaine dans l'intention ferme de reprendre quelques positions au classement. The Drillers will in Victoriaville, Sherbrooke Blainville-Boisbriand and this weekend in the intention to resume some positions in the standings. Guillaume Gélinas et Randy Gazzola en profiteront pour poursuivre leur course aux records chez un défenseur avec la franchise valdorienne. Guillaume Gélinas and Randy Gazzola take the opportunity to continue their race records in a defenseman with the Val-d'Or franchise.,fr

 © Valérie Maltais,fi 

Guillaume Gélinas is just two assists to equal the record of 123 set by Sébastien Bisaillon passes for the largest number of career assists by a defender of green and gold.,fr

Gélinas n'est plus qu'à deux mentions d'aide d'égaler le record de 123 passes établi par Sébastien Bisaillon (saisons 2002 à 2007), pour le plus grand nombre de passes en carrière par un défenseur du vert et or. Gélinas is just two assists to equal the record of 123 set by Sébastien Bisaillon passes (seasons 2002-2007), for the largest number of career assists by a defender of green and gold. Le numéro 5 a surpassé Kristopher Letang (avec 100) plus tôt cette saison et devrait établir une nouvelle marque prochainement. The number 5 has surpassed Kristopher Letang (with 100) earlier this season and should establish a new brand soon.,fr

With 52 assists in just 72 games for the valdorien Randy Gazzola takes 13th place and is just five passes of 12 level held by its CEO, Alexandre Rouleau.,fr

Also, with respectively 40 and 41 assists this season, Gélinas and Gazzola will fight until March 15 to break the record for Didier Tremblay, who during the 1998-1999 season, scored 51.,fr

Cette année-là, Tremblay a aussi écrit une nouvelle marque pour le plus grand nombre de points en une saison par un défenseur, avec 74. This year, Tremblay has also written a new brand for the highest number of points in a season by a defenseman with 74. Gélinas est à 16 points de ce nombre, et Gazzola à 21. Gélinas is 16 points this number, and Gazzola 21. Il reste 24 parties à ces vétérans de 20 ans pour changer l'histoire des Foreurs. There is 24 parts to these veterans 20 years to change the history of Drillers.,fr

Un week-end prometteur

Les hostilités débuteront vendredi soir contre les Tigres (19-19-6), se poursuivront contre le Phœnix (14-26-5) le lendemain, et se termineront dimanche face à l'Armada (28-9-7). Hostilities begin Friday night against the Tigers (19-19-6) will continue against the Phoenix (14-26-5) the next day, and end Sunday against the Armada (28-9-7). Advenant des défaites des équipes en haut d'eux au classement, et une récolte d'au moins quatre points, les Foreurs pourraient passer du 8e au 4e rang, détenu par Rimouski. Should defeats teams above them in the standings, and a harvest of at least four points, the Drillers could move from 8th to 4th, held by Rimouski.,fr

Anthony Mantha sera de retour de sa semaine de congé subséquente au Championnat mondial junior. Anthony Mantha will return the week subsequent leave World Junior Championship. Les attaquants Nicolas Aubé-Kubel et Julien Gauthier se sont entraînés avec l'équipe toute la semaine, alors il semblerait qu'il ne reste que Samuel Henley à guérir de sa blessure au haut du corps pour avoir un alignement complet. Attackers Nicolas Aubé-Kubel and Julien Gauthier trained with the team all week, then it would seem that there are only Samuel Henley to heal the wound in his upper body for a full alignment. Le capitaine devrait revenir au jeu d'ici 2 à 3 semaines. The master should return to the game by 2 to 3 weeks.,fr

La dernière semaine d'entraînement aura permis à l'entraîneur Mario Durocher de peaufiner son système de jeu avec les nouveaux éléments acquis par Rouleau lors de la récente période des échanges. The last week of training has allowed coach Mario Durocher refine his game system with new items acquired by Roll during the recent period of trade. Les Foreurs seront de retour à domicile le 24 janvier, pour une autre tranche de la Guerre de la 117. The Drillers will return home on Jan. 24, for another installment of the War of 117. Ils accueilleront Mikhail Grigorenko et les Remparts le lendemain au Centre airCreebec. They welcome Mikhail Grigorenko and Remparts overnight airCreebec Centre.,fr
The Huskies did everything except score

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 12, 2014
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The Huskies did everything except score on Sunday in front of nearly 2,000 spectators at Arena Iamgold to bow 1-0 to Baie-Comeau.

 © Photo: Jean Lapointe 

Guardians of Drakkar gave only two goals on 71 shots the Huskies, this weekend, to allow Baie-Comeau to sweep the doubleheader between the two teams.

The rouynorandienne team dominated the match 42-19 in shots, including 35-15 in the first two engagements, but failed to opportunism and the guardian of Drakkar, Philippe Cadorette, wanted nothing to do, including resistant a scrap of 20 shots in the second period.

Alexandre Ranger has caused a shift in the Huskies zone to score the only goal of the game late in the second period against Guillaume Decelles, still strong in defeat.

"Cadorette is a very good goalkeeper and he made the difference. Decelles also done a good job. We gave three overstaffing in the third period and it has all stopped, "said the head coach of the Huskies, Gilles Bouchard.

3-2 winners Saturday night after filling a delay of two goals, the formation of the North Shore and the former Husky Maxime St-Cyr and swept double Rouyn-Noranda to complete a perfect trip three wins in the program Abitibi three days, and, giving only three goals in three games against the two best attacks of the QMJHL.

Bouchard: "A positive weekend"

It was only the second time this season that the Huskies cashed two losses in a row in regular time. And the first time they experienced a shutout in 2013-2014.

"This is a positive loss and a positive weekend, because even if we have not collected points, we worked and competed for 120 minutes, has improved many things in this kind of game against a team ' 'on the job,'' said Gilles Bouchard.

"We tried everything today (Sunday), but it did not come. We learn all this and the important thing is at the end (of the season). As well as it now happens to us that later, he continued. There are ways to lose and that one is not a problem. We dominated not bad throws, which is positive. The commitment guy was there. "

The ranking is so tight with these two losses, the Huskies dropped from 4th to 8th place in the league. Showing a record of 640 (25-13-5), they are four points behind fourth level and eight points off the pace, still occupied by Blainville-Boisbriand.

Six goals conceded in three games

Since the end of the trading period, the Huskies have allowed just six goals in three games, which is not the result of chance, according to Gilles Bouchard.

"Our new players bring a new dimension to the team, it does not behave the same way and it is reflected in the room, the pilot reported. We have confidence in our defense. For example, our young defenders 16 (Lauzon and Myers) did not look 16 year old guy on the ice. It has depth, there are guys to take over in case of need, "he argued.

Injured

This depth may justly be put to the test as two Huskies defenders are injured or Dillon Fournier (shoulder) and Justin Guenette (back).

Fournier went to Chicago to be examined by medical personnel Blackhawks and is the key for at least one month. His season could end whether to undergo another operation. About Guenette, he left Sunday's game after the first period and his case is evaluated daily.

For its part, the Swiss striker Jason Fuchs suffered a concussion Saturday night in his return with the Huskies after his participation in the World Junior Championship. Gilles Bouchard, however, said the confident again in the alignment next weekend while his band will play three games in three days in Sherbrooke, Quebec and Victoriaville.
We would have liked to know a lot better"

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 11, 2014
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Gauthier and Galipeau learn in defeat to U17

Julien Gauthier and Olivier Galipeau Foreurs experienced some disappointment during their participation in the U17 World Challenge during the holidays, but this experience has not been less rewarding.

 © archives / Valérie Maltais 

The attacker Julien Gauthier returned somewhat messed up the U17 World Challenge and could be kept out of the game for some time.

"We were treated like pros out there and play with guys my age gave me more ice time and confidence," said Galipeau. 

Qualified as exceptional, this adventure ended with a heart-breaking defeat of Quebec against Russia in the final bronze. Leading the game 2-1 after 40 minutes, Quebecers have let their opponents score five times in the third period and win the game by the score of 6 to 2. 

"Even if we were a province against countries we wanted to go for the gold, says the defender. Finally, we had the victory in our hands and we have escaped, then it is flat. "

Learn to live with this pressure 

For Gauthier, against the best players from other countries is in itself a great experience. "Personally, it was not as great tournament, but as a team we've done well with this 4th place, says the striker 16. But for sure we would have liked to know a lot better and win a medal. "

Neither one nor the other has accumulated points during the competition, but Marco Pietroniro estimated that over the tournament progressed, things went well for them. "Galipeau had a lot of ice time and Gauthier had its place on the power play, so That to been," he says. 

Locally as an assistant coach, assistant Mario Durocher with Drillers especially believes that these recruits QMJHL took a strong background in living this kind of pressure. 

 « The emotion was in this tournament gives them a lot of experience  »   - Marco Pietroniro 

"It's part of their development, he said. It is a good thing because it allows us to see who can deliver the goods under pressure. The emotion was in this tournament gives them a lot of experience. "

Canada more competitive next year 

During these two weeks of the tournament, the Drillers had to spend three of their regular players, since Valdorien David Henley had also left as a player of green and gold. A situation that should not happen very often in a QMJHL team.

Starting next year, Canada will form three teams instead of five to make them more competitive with national training outside. "Hockey Canada wants to win medals and not having the largest number of athletes in a tournament, argues Gauthier. This should benefit us. " 

Galipeau also sees this change favorably. "The guys will get to know in future years, for example, the U18, which includes all of Canada," he argues.

Happy to still be in Val-d'Or 

Moreover, the defender commented from his good friend and former teammate, David Henley. "This is the first time that I have to live a start like that, he admits. It's part of the game, but it makes me what to see him go like that. For my part, I am well established in my pension and the team, so I'm really happy to have stayed here. "
48 shots are not enough to Drillers

Valérie Valérie MaltaisPublished January 10, 2014
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Published January 10, 2014

Drillers vs Drakkar

Valérie Maltais

The primary purpose of Thomas Gobeil with Drillers has not had the desired effect as the Baie-Comeau Drakkar responded to it with four goals to win the game by a score of 5 to 1.

The goalkeeper Philippe Cadorette was solid cage Baie-Comeau, stopping 47 of 48 shots he faced. Alec Jon Banville scored his second, third and fourth goals of the season to help the visitors to win his first game in this journey of three evenings working in Abitibi.

Although they trailed 1-0 in the 1st period, the Drillers had directed 20 shots against 8 opponents. The rest of the game was announced so promising, especially when Gobeil tied early in the second period.

"We did not pay the price"

The collapse of Drillers occurred thereafter with the goals of Banville (his second), Poulin and Boudreau. However, the first error by coach Mario Durocher Cadorette has been put in trust by sending several shots from the outside early in the game.

"Then we did not pay the price. Our goal was scored in the enclave on a return and there were others in the evening, but we did not visit. They were very opportunistic, since their goals came from our mistakes, Durocher said, adding still registers' goal was not enough to win a game.

"We burned for energy yesterday, then today comes with 48 shots, while they were only 15 at one point and led 3-1, then it becomes frustrating. I think the guy gave the first attempt, only they have not given the second, "added the coach.

Absent on each side

If he missed Valentin Zykov and Charles Hudon in alignment visitors leave for their return from the World Junior Championship, the Drillers their side still had to do without their captain Samuel Henley and their attackers Nicolas Aubé-Kubel and Julien Gauthier, all kept out of the game due to injury.

Bibeau left after 7 minutes

With only a few minutes of the match gone, Antoine Bibeau was absent for the remainder of the period after receiving the puck in the neck, on the 3rd launch visitors. Came as reinforcements Keven Bouchard was soon tested. The netminder has given 17 years to face Alec Jon Banville in the middle of the engagement.

The second third started at 4 against 4 for two minutes due to a slight melee after the first 20 minutes of play Shortly after returning players punished Gobeil grabbed a free return to the net to score the The sole purpose of the green and gold, and create equality.

"I was happy to score, but That to a little bitter taste. It would have been better with a win, said the new striker Drillers, arrived in town for just 48 hours. I really like the team that there is in the room. I was well received and to date, I feel like I'm going to like it here.

"It's less stressful to get a new team when you know some players continued striker who played for Mantha and Marcotte during a season in Midget AAA. As soon as I got traded, Anthony Louick and told me how it was here, so it allows me to adjust me faster. "

Replica Baie-Comeau

This goal has not given wings to Drillers. Rather luck has turned towards Baie-Comeau. Banville, who had only one goal since the beginning of the meeting before the season, responded with his second of the match, bypassing the launch of Girard.

Less than a minute later, Bibeau has only scratched the shooting of Charles Poulin, which seemed trivial. The disc is found at the bottom of the cage and then local trailed by two goals. Boudreau added in the middle of the period, enjoying a turnaround Drillers to thwart skillfully valdorien keeper. Banville has completed his hat trick with a precise shot with 10 minutes left in the game.

Note also that the sequence of at least one point per game Anthony Mantha stops at 23, having been cleared of the scoresheet. Therefore share the first rank in the history of Drillers in this chapter with Jean-Pierre Dumont.

Back to St-Cyr in Abitibi

Two fights broke out during the meeting and one of them involved the former Huskies, Maxime St-Cyr. The attacker came to the defense of a teammate and dropped the gloves against Gobeil in the middle of the second third.

"I went to a new family and I want my guys, so I just defended my player when he was hit in the back, said St-Cyr, who find Saturday and Sunday at his former teammates dual program in Rouyn-Noranda. I'm excited. I played for three years for the Huskies, then it will hit me back there and play against them. "
Mantha fought against label
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"I knew when I would be on the ice, I would be able to show them what I can do. As soon as I got my chance, I took it, "he told Anthony Mantha, on his return from the World Junior Championship.

 © Valérie Maltais 

The Drillers were a surprise to Anthony Mantha, January 9, hoisting Centre airCreebec a banner in his name, in honor of his visit to the World Junior Championship and its seasons in Val-d'Or.

Sporting a label 13th forward because he was said to be unable to provide defensive zone, the attacker Drillers proved to his coaches early in the competition that they could not do without him . 

"I worked with Ben (Groulx) on my defensive game show (Brent) Sutter I was able to play for Canada. As soon as I got my chance, I took advantage and I continued on this path until the end of the tournament, "said the native of Longueuil, which finally ended the competition with a +6 .

Everything changes against Finland 

This chance, he considers to have received during his performance of two points against Finland in exhibition game. Following is five goals, six assists, two player game titles as well as identification as player of the tournament for national training and selection of the stars of the event team.

"It was outstanding. I personally had a great tournament. I'm proud of myself. I performed up to my expectations, said the number 8 in Drillers and 28 on the Canadian team. However, I think it is unacceptable that we returned without a medal. Our goal was gold and we are very disappointed with the result (4th position) as a team. " 

Mantha even spent two points to match the Quebec record points established by Patrice Bergeron in 2005. "I tried not to think too much during the tournament, he admitted. I'm not disappointed not to have reached or exceeded, because it is already quite rare that a Quebec player has such statistics. "

Still several points to 

Speaking statistics, nobody really approached 73 points scorer in the QMJHL during his absence. It did not take long to restart two goals on Jan. 9, when he returned to Val-d'Or.

These two points have enabled him to tie the team record belonging to Jean-Pierre Dumont (1997-1998), having registered at least one point for 23 consecutive games. A brand that could beat tonight, while Baie-Comeau is visiting Centre airCreebec. 

The team has changed since his departure and Mantha sees only the positive, starting with the acquisition of Antoine Bibeau at the beginning of the trading period, a guard who shows a lot of confidence in goal for Val-d'Or. 

"Then I've played with (Thomas) Gobeil and Marcotte at Collège Charles-Lemoyne (Midget AAA). They add depth to our offensive, said the number 8. Otherwise, a player like (Ryan) Graves brings a lot to our defensive unit. It is a good asset, because we Gélinas and Gazzola that bring a lot to the attack, but he will support us on the defensive side. "
Mantha and Bibeau combine in victory
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Antoine Bibeau found a great way to make new friends in Val-d'Or helping Drillers earn their first victory in 2014.

Valérie Maltais

The atmosphere was festive January 9, while the Drillers defeated the Drummondville Voltigeurs by a score of 4 to 1. A meeting that marked the return of Anthony Mantha with the team and the arrival of new p'tits before the Val-d'Or supporters.

Mantha wrote part of the evening by revealing to everyone a banner in his name , which was hoisted Centre ceiling airCreebec just before the meeting.

"It warms the heart, has he mentioned after the game, adding that he did not expect it at all. This is evidence of the appreciation of the organization and supporters to me. It's really amazing. "

Then, the number 8 has not bothered to put two of his four goals on the power play. Really, it did not take long to pick up where he left before leaving for the World Junior Championships. Himself did not expect to come out as strong due to the time difference and accumulated fatigue.

Bibeau makes friends

Mantha has been using the new guardian of the Drillers to acquire this first victory in 2014. In his opening match in Val-d'Or, Antoine Bibeau (31 stops) dazzled the crowd with many key saves that prevented the visitors taking the lead in the game. His name was even chanted repeatedly by supporters who come to make a new friend.

"The fans have been amazing with me, Bibeau said after the game. That to been as personally and collectively. We worked for 60 minutes and is happy with the result is great. "

It did not have to feel too lost since his teammates with the Islanders, Ryan Graves, has often posted before him. The latter drove for 20 hours to arrive in time for his first game with the Drillers.

"He was very upset to get here, he did not know what to expect, but it was a very good match," said the keeper defender green and gold, which was met by his new coach Mario Durocher, only five minutes between heating and encounter.

A taste very interesting

"Bibeau made big stops on shots that could have hurt us, and our special teams were well done, said the coach of green and gold. Graves gave a good game defensively and Gobeil, who only attended training this morning, showed nice things forward. "

However Durocher added that much work remains to be done to regain cohesion in alignment. "When will add Sam Henley, and Gauthier Aubé-Kubel, it will be even more interesting, he was recalled. Next week we'll have a week of practice and it'll be fun. "

If there are still a few weeks of recovery to the master records of the other two attackers are valued daily. Also note the performance of two passes Louick Marcotte, whose presence in the game has been confirmed at the end of the day, and three assists defenseman Randy Gazzola.

Gélinas strikes first

The Drillers thought they had scored a first point table with five minutes left in the 1st period, but it was not granted by the arbitrators, thinking it was marked with the pad.

Guillaume Gélinas has not missed his chance when Christophe Lalancette ended up in jail, eventually giving the lead to local cannonball of a shot from the blue line at 16 min and 19 dry.

Four other punishments were distributed before the end of the period, including the Jerome Verrier after the first 20 minutes of play for roughing.

Mantha took advantage of this power play to double the scoring with a powerful shot from the faceoff circle with only 1 minute and 13 seconds elapsed in the second period. With his 36th goal number 8 equaled the record of Jean-Pierre Dumont, dating back to 1997-98, having scored at least one point in a 23rd consecutive game. It could register a brand new Friday night, while the Baie-Comeau Drakkar will be on hand.

The importance of special units

The intensity was not descended from either side in the game. So Olivier Caouette scored a game misconduct after party by hitting a hit from behind on Marcotte, who remained an extended time on the ice.

The latter is finally returned to the game to participate in this numerical superiority five minutes Drillers, but no goal has been counted during this time.

With ten minutes left in the game, William Carrier and Jerome Verrier spun toward Bibeau two against and deprived of a first shutout in Val-d'Or.

Mantha was taken to slashing by the judges and went to jail for two minutes. Evolving outnumbered, Anthony Richard went on a breakaway before Louis-Philippe Guindon, who is only partially blocked the puck. It slid into the net.

Just as it leaves the penalty bench, Mantha, supported by Marcotte, spun two against one before Guindon, but the number 11 hit the horizontal rod. The duo Longueuil resumed the lead in the final minutes of the match. Mantha picked a pass from teammate on the power play to hit the disc between the pads of goalie Drummondville and close the account to match 4 to 1.
The name Mantha rises Centre airCreebec
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The name Anthony Mantha is not likely to be soon forgotten by the Val-d'Or since Drillers have chosen to highlight his recent journey with Junior Team Canada, but also his last season in Val-d'Or, hoisting a banner its name to the Centre ceiling airCreebec.

This is not the kind of official banner, as when removing a sweater, but its size and location make it does not go unnoticed. Divided into two parts, the Team Canada Red and green Drillers, this new set is much the two portions of his journey this season.

"Anthony was so well represented Drillers global, and all that he gives us his involvement and presence, we decided to thank him in this way," said Alexandre Rouleau, Chief Drillers.

Conducted by the attacker himself, the banner was unveiled on January 9, just before the meeting between green and gold and Voltigeurs. It was the first match since returning from Mantha Sweden.

Artisans U17 also

Mantha was not the only one to receive an award from the organization in the early evening. Recruits Julien Gauthier and Olivier Galipeau and assistant coach Marco Pietroniro and therapist Delarosbil Donovan also received a plaque in memory of their participation in the World Under 17 years in the Canadian training in Quebec. The Valdorien David Henley has also received his specifies the dg.

"It is a great honor for them to participate in this kind of championship, so it deserves to be shared with our fans, said Rouleau. All the efforts of our young people should be rewarded a minimum and this is why we decided to emphasize before the game. "

Recall that Mantha World Junior and World Challenge Quebecers have completed their respective tournament the podium due to a defeat in the final against Russian bronze formations.
Desrosiers in a shutout of a new record
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The Apollos not give anything to Comets in 14 periods

The Apollos have not only won their match account of 5-0, January 8 against the Comets, they also helped the young goalkeeper 15 years Louis-Philippe Desrosiers to register his third shutout of the season and enter in the book of records of the League Midget AA Norbord.

 © Valérie Maltais 

In just 15 years, the Louis-Philippe Desrosiers Valdorien joint a group of five guards who signed three shutouts in a single season in Midget League AA Norbord.

Five other guards from the 2002-2003 season have accumulated many shutouts, the last two being Bryan Won-Néron Apollos and Pascal Lacroix Elks in 2011. 

Moreover, rookie Desrosiers maintains remarkable statistics 0.890 percent efficiency and an average of 2.62 goals against per game, after 14 starts. There are still five games to Apollos in the regular season for the young goalkeeper tries to break this regional brand.

No goal since October 

With their winning 5-0 Wednesday night, the Apollos also reached an impressive statistic this season as they have not allowed a goal in the Comets since Oct. 25.

The people of Amos Justin Lévesque is the last to score against the Val-d'Or, 12 minutes and 35 seconds of the 1st period, this means that the troupe Jean Lincourt nothing for granted Comets in 14 consecutive periods of play . 

A team effort allowed the Val-d'Or to win the sixth and final game of the regular season against their rivals Amos. Jessy Lemay, Jacob Rousson, Jeffrey Veillette, Jeremy Dumont and Nicolas Wall were the scorers for the premises.
The Huskies are still paying the Voltigeurs

Dominic Dominic ChamberlandPublished January 8, 2014
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Rouyn-Noranda played solid defense on Wednesday night in front of nearly 1800 spectators Arena Iamgold to beat the Drummondville Voltigeurs for a second time in four days, this time to account for 4-2.
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The Huskies beat the Voltigeurs for the second time in four days on Wednesday night to pass them in the standings.

This another victory, a 25th in 41 games, allowing the Huskies to present the second best record in the QMJHL (671) and occupy the 4th place very congested overall (where only two points separate the positions 2-9 !), the first three levels, from the leaders of the divisions. As for the Voltigeurs, they are sixth, a single point of Rouyn-Noranda and Gatineau.

After his performance of a goal and three assists Sunday in Drummondville, Marcus Power still hurts Voltigeurs on Wednesday, scoring a goal (his 20th of the season) and an assist. Note also the 30th goal of the season Jean-Sébastien Dea and spectacular goal by Julien Nantel, who beat some opponents to 4-2 midway through the third period and break kidney visitors.

Although supported by his defense, which allowed only 21 shots (only four dangerous according to statistics), Alexandre Bélanger has enjoyed his 21st win of the season in 30 decisions, while at the other end, Louis-Philip Guindon blocked 20 shots on 24 to undergo a 14th defeat in 33 decisions.

Bouchard: "We play with more aggressiveness"

Gilles Bouchard has enjoyed the benefit of his company. "We play more viciously than before, it does not compare, said the head coach of the Huskies. Shots were blocked and competes to win our battles one against one. In fact, we played the same kind of game that Sunday. Our new acquisitions (Beauvillier, Penny and Nevins) have changed things, has he added.

"In addition, we missed two good players (Fournier and Fuchs) and has not practiced everyone together. This victory proves that when you play as a team and you're focused on the task, good things can happen, said Bouchard. After an initial period where there was the mess, we restarted the computer to return to our strengths, like speed and performance. We did it defensively, it was saved at the last second goal by placing our staff in the right place. The guys were dedicated and committed, "he has argued.

Raymond: another bad second period

For its part, the driver of the Voltigeurs, Martin Raymond, felt that the second half has cost his team the game, as the Huskies scored twice to take a 3-1 lead.

"It is estimated to have played good hockey in the first period, but for a second straight game, we did not have a good second period, he has said. We were not focused and not ready to go to war in the second, and that's where we lost the momentum. We have no excuse, you can not afford that against a team like Rouyn-Noranda. We did what we had to do on special teams (ratio of 1), but was less well done it five against five, "admitted Raymond.

Place St-Cyr and Drakkar

While Drillers face the Voltigeurs for another four-point game Thursday night in Val-d'Or, the Huskies are preparing to receive their former player Maxime St-Cyr and Baie-Comeau to a very big doubleheader This weekend Iamgold Arena.

"It is true that these are big games, but look at the calendar, it's pretty much just that we have left big tests!" Launched Gilles Bouchard smiling.
Hey NHL Scouts, what about Reid Gardiner?

Submitted on October 17, 2013 - 11:12am

It's astonishing the name Reid Gardiner hasn't shown up more prominently on the various ranking services for the June NHL draft.

The 17-year-old from Humboldt, taken eighth overall by the Raiders in the 2011 Bantam draft, is off to a great start to this WHL season and it really comes as no surprise.

Many observers at Raider training camp expressed high hopes for Gardiner with many predictions of a break out season for the second-year right winger.

And he has delivered. Tuesday's tying goal in the dying seconds in Edmonton was Reid's sixth of the season, leaving him just one shy of last year's total as a 16-year-old rookie.

Gardiner has stepped up with injuries to Dakota Conroy and Mike Winther and has been a seamless fit on the Raiders top line along side Leon Draisaitl.

In addition to becoming permanent fixture on both specialty teams, which includes a shorthanded goal, Gardiner is a relentless worker in all three zones and his stocky close to the ice build makes him hard to move off the boards or the front of the net.

Reid told me being left off Canada's Under-18 team this past summer was a major motivator and if Gardiner continues to produce there is no doubt his stock will rise among scouts with Hockey Canada and the NHL.

Meanwhile, highlights of the four game in five night road trip through the Central division in addition to the lights going out in Edmonton, include a solid performance by 16-year-old rookie goalie Nick McBride in his first WHL start.

He looked confident posting 30 saves on 31 shots Sunday night in Kootenay.

You could argue the Raiders deserved to bring home more than three points, all of which they earned with last second comebacks in Red Deer and Edmonton. Also consider the Raiders were playing against more rested teams while grinding through the first three games in three nights.

Much of the sub-500 trip can be explained by the fact opposing goalies were first stars in two of the losses and third star in the other. Mind you Raider goalie Cole Cheveldave was the best player on the ice Tuesday night in Edmonton with 37 saves through 65 minutes of action and another three in the shootout (two plus a goal post to be exact) to preserve the victory.

There is also every reason to believe the extra ice time logged by the youngsters due to the Raiders injury woes will pay dividends in the long run. However, Mike Winther turned in a strong performance against the Oil Kings in his return from a lower body injury.

The Raiders are home for four of the next five games including this Sunday's rare 3 p.m. date against the Moose Jaw Warriors.

dwilson@panow.com

On Twitter: @RaidersVoice

Draisaitl’s first career hat trick leads Raiders past Broncos 5-2
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Draisaitl’s first career hat trick leads Raiders past Broncos 5-2

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

Heading into Tuesday’s game against the Swift Current Broncos, the Prince Albert Raiders were struggling to score and were averaging just 1.78 goals for in their last nine games.

Raiders forward Leon Draisaitl almost doubled that average himself, scoring three highlight reel goals and adding an assist for a 5-2 victory over the Broncos at the Art Hauser Centre.

In the second period down 2-1, Draisaitl cut in from the corner and made a nifty forehand move to the far-side. Than up 3-2 in the third on a 2-on-1 rush, Draisaitl and his captain Josh Morrissey had a terrific give-and-go (more like a give-give-give-and-go) which the German finished off for his second of the game.

Draisaitl then iced the game with 7.8 seconds left, toedragging past Broncos defenceman Dillon Heatherington and scoring on the empty net to complete his first career hat trick.

The Raiders were 1-7-0-1 and scoring 1.78 goals for in their last nine heading into Thursday’s game, and 6-16-0-1 since Nov. 30. Draisaitl said to get a big win against a division rival in the face of an aggravating struggle was vital and rewarding.

“It definitely means a lot to the team, that’s the most important thing,” said Draisaitl, who hadn’t scored since Jan. 10 but had seven assists in the nine games since. “We’ve been playing really well lately, we just couldn’t pull the trigger to get away with a win.

“It got really frustrating, we couldn’t find any puck luck; the pucks just weren’t bouncing for us. It feels great to get away with a win here and score a couple goals.”

One guy that got a great view of Draisaitl’s magic was Collin Valcourt. Since coming from a deadline trade from the Saskatoon Blades, Valcourt started as Draisaitl’s linemate but were split up as Raiders head coach Cory Clouston attempted to spark the team.

The two were reunited and contributed greatly to the team as they teamed up for four goals and seven points. On top of Draisaitl’s three-goal, four-point night, Valcourt added a goal, two assists and was +3.

“When I found out I was back with him, I was very excited of course; (Draisaitl is) one of the best players in the league,” said Valcourt, third on the Raiders with 47 points behind just Draisaitl and Morrissey. “Just to find that chemistry that we didn’t find right off the bat was huge tonight.”

Draisaitl now finds himself tied for 12th in league scoring, along with Euro and the also draft eligible Nikita Scherbak of the Saskatoon Blades.

“Obviously, he’s an elite player. We can’t expect him to score a hat trick tonight but we need him to be a leader on the ice and off the ice and he was tonight,” said Clouston. “He was good defensively, very strong, obviously, in the offensive zone and he led by example.”

Cole Cheveldave made 34 stops in the game. Shane Danyluk scored the game winner in the third period.

The Raiders did not concede a penalty throughout the game and are not only the least penalized team in the WHL, but are the only team still below 600 penalty minutes at 599. They were 1-2 on the power play.

The Raiders are still in ninth place in the standings, seven points back of the Red Deer Rebels who control the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. There are 20 games left and the Raiders believe that they are a team that belong somewhere in the top-eight.

“I think we’re still a great hockey team, even if the standings probably show something else,” said Draisaitl. “Definitely, we believe in ourselves and we’ll be fighting for a playoff spot.”

Raiders forward Chance Braid clears Bronco winger Jake DeBrusk from the Raiders' crease. paNOW photo by Jeff D'AndreaBit of a delay

The game did not start until 7:57 p.m., despite a planned 7 p.m. puck drop. Earlier in the day, the Broncos’ bus didn’t start and they needed to get a last minute replacement from a local bus company. They left Swift Current at about 2:30 p.m., over two hours after they usually do.

“When you come in two hours late, it obviously plays a part,” said Broncos defenceman Jordan Harris, who’s originally from Prince Albert and had an assist in the game. “You gotta block that out and just come in and try and do your best.”

The Raiders also had some brief, pre-game ceremonies as well, including a moment of silence for alumnus Warren Harper.

 Harper passed last Wednesday after a battle to cancer, and was one of the few Raiders to have played in both the SJHL and WHL.

The Prince Albert Sports Hall of Fame also introduced this year’s inductees prior to the game.

Athletes: Josef Tesar Jr., wrestling; Ryan Roznowsky, Special Olympics swimmer, Amanda Dunn, racquetball

 Builders: Pat Regel, skating instructor, Bob Coffin, football

 Meritorious Service: Ward Howat, hockey referee

 Team: 1972 Bantam West Hill Flyers

 Sports Association of the Year: Prince Albert Sports Council

The Raiders will play their next two games at home, Friday against the Moose Jaw Warriors and Saturday against the Medicine Hat Tigers.

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandreaGoaltending great, officiating not in Raiders 4-1 loss in Kootenay
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Goaltending great, officiating not in Raiders 4-1 loss in Kootenay

By Drew Wilson

paNOW Staff

The Prince Albert Raiders fell 4-1 to the Ice Friday night in Kootenay in a game dominated by the goaltenders,  and influenced by the officials.

Both teams knew how important this game was as Prince Albert trailed the Ice by five points for the final Eastern playoff spot and it showed. An intense first period ended scoreless as both teams kept scoring chances to a minimum. 

The pace picked up in the second period with goalies Cole Cheveldave of the Raiders and Kootenay's MacKenzie Skapski trading big save for big save. Cheveldave robbed Zach Franko of a sure goal after scrambling across the net to stop the back door one timer by the former Kelowna Rocket. Moments later it was Skapski taking a great chance away from Chance Braid after a sweet set up from Leon Draisaitl.

Braid would then steal the puck at the Ice blueline and seconds later Dakota Conroy sniped his 20th goal of the season into the far top corner, converting a Draisaitl feed at 16:43.  However, 41-seconds later Franko would connect on a cross crease feed Cheveldave couldn't stop and the teams headed to the 3rd period tied 1-1.

The Ice would count the winner early in the third period on their only power play of the game. Raider captain Josh Morrissey would be assesed an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty while taking on Ice captain Sam Reinhardt in a fight between unlikely combatants who battled each other all night. The fight erupted after Morrissey knocked Reinhardt down in the Prince Albert zone and they continued to bump and talk as they moved up the ice.  The altercation was spontaneous, consensual and usually results in offsetting five minute majors, but Morrissey got the extra two minutes.

On the ensuing power play, Luke Philp would rip a screen shot from the point past Cheveldave who would go on to make several big and some great stops to keep the Raiders close.

The referees also missed a blatant high stick to the face of Conroy minutes later in addition to a first period hook on Draisaitl that took away a 2-on-1 break for the Raiders.

Prince Albert's best chance to tie the game late in the 3rd period was thwarted on yet another of several great saves by Skapski who stopped Shane Danyluk on a point blank attempt from the slot. 

 Tim Bozon put the game away for the Ice with an empty net goal at 18:57 and Zac Zbrowsky twisted the dagger with a goal 15-seconds later.

The loss drops the Raiders 7 points behind the Ice for the final eastern playoff spot with 21 games left in the regular season. 

They have three home games in the next week beginning Tuesday night against Swift Current, followed by a Friday night visit from Moose Jaw and a Saturday night date with the Medicine Hat Tigers.

All Raider games can be heard on 900 CKBI.  

dwilson@panow.com

On Twitter: @RaidersVoice

Raiders Now

Hogue hands Raiders a heartbreaking loss
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Hogue hands Raiders a heartbreaking loss

By Drew Wilson

Voice of the Raiders 

Johnny Hogue turned in a stellar 41 save performance including 31 in the first two periods as the Lethbridge Hurricanes scored a 3-2 come from behind win over the Prince Albert Raiders to end an 8 game losing streak and for Hogue it was his first WHL victory.

The Hurricanes were under siege in the early going wit the Raiders jumping out to a 2-0 lead by the eight minute mark. Josh Morrissey fooled Hogue with a shot from the left wing corner and then converted a back door feed from Leon Draisaitl for his second goal of the night and 17th of the season.

However with Draisaitl in the penalty box for slashing after being wrestled to the ice, the Canes got on the board late in the first period on a Jamal Watson deflection of a Bryton Sayers shot.

The Raiders had some excellent chances in the second period but Hogue stood tall. The home side would tie the game on an odd man rush created by an uncalled trip on Chance Braid at the Lethbridge blue line. The Taylor Cooper shot would sale into the top corner sending the teams to the dressing room tied at 2 after two periods.

The Raiders best chance to take the lead in the third period came on their lone power play. Morrissey set up Draisaitl with a perfect pass but Leon missed the open net.

The Hurricanes counted the winner with just over six minutes remaining. Sawyer Lange fell after his shot was blocked at the Hurricane  blue line with Brady Ramsay converting a pass to the side of the Raider net. The Raiders created several chances but could not count the tying goal.

The Raiders outshot the Canes 43-20 and went 0/2 on the power play while killing off 2-of-3 Lethbridge opportunities.

They close out the two game road trip Friday in Kootenay trailling the Ice by five points for the final playoff spot in the WHL's Eastern conference.

The game can be heard on 900 CKBI.

dwilson@panow.com

Cougars win the annual battle of the 'two princes'
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Cougars win the annual battle of the 'two princes'

By Jeff D'Andrea

paNOW Staff

It was a regal scoring duel Monday at the Art Hauser Centre, between Prince Albert and Prince George that couldn’t be settled in regulation, or even overtime. George’s Cougars survived the figurative and literal shootout over Albert’s Raiders, winning 6-5.

Prince Albert had five different leads in the game, but the Cougars were able to answer the bell each time and tie the game.

 Zach Pochiro tied the game at 5-5 with 15.4 seconds remaining in the game to force overtime. Pochiro also blocked a Leon Draisaitl shot on the Cougars’ empty net, and was the only player to score in the four-round shootout, the Raiders’ first shootout loss of the season in four appearances.

Pochiro’s goal marks the second straight game the Raiders have surrendered a goal late with the other team pulling their goalie. On Friday’s game against the Swift Current Broncos, Graham Black scored with a 1:08 left to force OT, but the Raiders won 3-2 in a shootout.

“The first one, we blocked a shot and Dakota (Conroy) went down in Swift Current and couldn’t play, so it was a 6-on-4 for 20 seconds,” said Raiders head coach Cory Clouston. “Tonight, we just lost the faceoff. Calder (Brooks) is generally one of the best in the league. We lost the faceoff, after we had a chance to score the empty net goal and didn’t put it in the net.

“That cost us the two points.”

The Raiders headed into the game with just five goals in their previous five games (not including the extra shootout awarded goal Friday), but were able to match that in one game against the Cougars.

Clouston was glad to see his team regain their scoring touch that was on display to start the year with five goals, he would have rather had two points.

“Five goals are nice, but the win is the important thing,” said Clouston. “We had the lead five times, we didn’t play well with the lead.”

The Cougars won the game without ever technically having the lead, as they won on the last shootout attempt of the game by Pochiro. Continually tying the game and not going away is something the Cougars have done multiple times this year.

“Since I’ve been with the Cougars, we’ve done that four times—it’s nothing new,” chuckled Cougars sniper Todd Fiddler. “I’m glad that we came back and fought back. We needed those two points.”

Fiddler played 105 games for the Raiders between 2010-2012. After an impressive 23 goal rookie season, Fiddler didn’t meet expectations and was traded to Spokane midway through the 2011-2012 year. The 20-year-old from Meadow Lake scored two goals on Monday in the comeback and in two games in the Art Hauser Centre as a visiting player, he has three goals and five points.

“I feel like I have to focus up more,” said Fiddler in facing his old team in his old building. “Obviously, they know how I play and I know how they play. I feel like I raise my speed and confidence level every time I come here, just from playing here all the time. The last two times coming here have been great.

“It’s also nice to come back here, a lot of memories here in my rookie year. The fans were always rocking here in the playoffs, a lot of memories.”

Raiders forward Calder Brooks dekes past a poke check from Cougars goalie Ty Edmonds. paNOW photo by Jeff D'AndreaRaiders rookie defenceman Brendan Guhle got in his first WHL career scrap in his 35 game career, battling with Cougars forward Aaron Macklin. Not only was it his first fight, but it was also his first game that he registered over two minutes of penalties in. Guhle had an assist, bringing his total up to six on the season and earned postgame praise from Clouston.

Although Guhle was proud in his individual efforts, that did little to cover up the sting of the shootout loss.

“I feel like my game’s been coming a long ways lately, I’ve been keeping it simple and the coaches have done a great job in developing me this far,” said Guhle, the third overall pick in the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft. “I hope it continues throughout the season.

“I played one of better games, but my teams needs to come together and start putting together some wins, because our season won’t last much longer if we keep playing like this.”

Also fighting in the game was Raiders forward Chance Braid, as he knocked Zach Gonek to the ice with a heavy, overhand right. 

Raiders goalie Nick McBride made 42 saves, including an absolute highlight glove save on Fiddler in the second period. 

Local ties to Cougars

Three Cougars have strong PA ties. Todd Fiddler played 105 games for the Raiders between 2010-2012 before getting traded to the Spokane Chiefs. Cougars assistant captain Jordan Tkatch is a Prince Albert Mintos Midget AAA alumnus, and PG blueliner Sam Ruopp is the younger brother of former Raiders captain Harrison Ruopp.

Looking forward

The Raiders are gone for a mini-road trip, playing the Lethbridge Hurricanes Wednesday and the Kootenay Ice. They’ll return for a three-game homestand, starting Feb. 4 against the Swift Current Broncos, Feb. 7 against the Moose Jaw Warriors and Feb. 8 against the Medicine Hat Tigers.

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea

McBride magnificent as Raiders end streak in Swift Current
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McBride magnificent as Raiders end streak in Swift Current

By Drew Wilson

Voice of the Raiders

Nick McBride turned in an outstanding performance stopping 37 shots through regulation and overtime, with another three in the shootout as the Raiders ended a five game losing streak scoring a 3-2 victory in Swift Current. 

After a scoreless first period and the Raiders pressing, the Broncos would open the scoring at around the five minute mark of the second, as Jay Merkley would convert a 2-on-1 feed from Colby Cave, beating McBride high to the glove side. However the Raiders would end a goal-less run that lasted almost 170 minutes when Collin Valcourt snapped home his 16th of the season and 2nd as a Raider finishing a nice three way passing play with Leon Draisaitl and Josh Morrissey.

The Raiders would take the lead with 1:38 remaining in the period when Dakota Conroy deflected in his 18th goal of the season on a Prince Albert power play. It also ended an 11-game dry spell for the 19-year-old winger and marked the 50th goal of his WHL career. The Raiders had also been 0-for-the-last-15 on the power play. 

Another second period highlight was Tomas Andrlik's fight with Bronco forward Dakota Odgers. The Czech defenseman brought the Prince Albert bench to its feet during the spirited battle connecting with a couple of vicious uppercuts.

After a high tempo wide open start to the third period the teams settled in to a defensive struggle as time wore on and the Broncos would tie the game with goalie Eetu Lauikainen on the bench for a sixth attacker. Conroy was unable to get back to his feet after blocking a Julius Honka shot from the point and Graham Black would jam the puck barely across the goal line during a mad scramble in front of the Raider net.

Draisaitl had the best scoring chance in overtime on a breakaway but Laurikainen got his pads closed in time to foil the backhand attempt.

But the German import and first round draft prospect would exact his revenge sniping a backhander into the top corner for the only goal of the shootout.

The Raiders slump ended when the puck rolled off Black's stick and wide of the net on a failed backhand spin move.

Associate Coach Dave Manson told the 900 CKBI post game audience aside from a couple of hiccups, it was a solid 65 minute effort from McBride on out.

The 16-year-old rookie goaltender starting in pace of the ailing Cole Cheveldave looked confident from the outset  picking up his fifth win of the season.

The Raiders have the weekend off and will host the Prince George Cougars Monday on Mexican Fiesta night with a Mexican cruise up for grabs. All Raider games can be heard on 900 CKBI.

dwilson@panow.com

Twitter: RaidersVoice   

‘Fragile’ Raiders still struggling to score, lose fifth straight game
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‘Fragile’ Raiders still struggling to score, lose fifth straight game

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

Right now, the Prince Albert Raiders couldn’t buy a goal with a platinum, no-limit credit card.

They haven’t scored in their last 136 minutes and 23 seconds of play, including Wednesday’s 5-0 loss to the Red Deer Rebels.

Despite outshooting their opposition in all of the last four games (155-101), the Raiders have been outscored 19-3. That amounts to just a 1.93 shooting percentage for, and 18.81 against.

Those numbers, that have remained constant in the last four games, have Raiders head coach Cory Clouston dumbfounded.

“If I knew why, we would solve it. I don’t know,” said Clouston. “We’re playing hard, we’re playing well. “We had five breakaways tonight, we hit another two or three posts. We had a lot of opportunities, we’re a very fragile hockey club. We worked hard tonight, we could have had a two or three goal lead after the first, but we didn’t. 

“Again, their goaltender was the difference.”

Rebels goaltender Patrik Bartosak, the reigning CHL Goaltender of the Year, was the game’s first star and turned aside all 38 Raiders shots.

He hasn’t been the only goalie giving the Raiders fits lately.

Here are the lines the opposing goalies have posted against the Raiders in their last four games:

Jan. 22, Patrik Bartosak: 38-38, 0.00 GAA, 1.00 SV%, 5-0 loss vs. Red Deer

 Jan. 19, Eetu Laurikainen: 37-37, 0.00 GAA, 1.00 SV%, 7-0 loss vs. Swift Current

 Jan. 18, Daniel Wapple: 38-40, 2.00 GAA, .950 SV%, 4-2 loss vs. Regina

 Jan. 17, Troy Trombley; 41-42, 1.00 GAA, .976 SV%, 3-1 loss @ Saskatoon

Running into hot goalies one after another, not capitalizing on their chances and pinging posts and crossbars is starting to wear mentally on the team.

“Collectively, we aren’t a confident group of guys when it comes to putting the puck in the net right now,” said Raiders forward Dakota Conroy, who is on an 11-game point scoring drought. “We’ve been getting chances. It’s kind of like myself, I’ve been slumping as well.

“You always have to see the light at the end of the tunnel, but at the same time, it’s never going to be easy. I’ve never been this frustrated all season... it’s always a piss-off for the puck to not go in the net.”

Raiders captain Josh Morrissey said as tough as it will be, the team has to find their confidence again and stick together.

“Everyone’s holding their sticks a little too tightly right now, we just have to relax and play—it’s easier said than done, for sure,” said Morrissey. “It’s frustrating on a number of levels. Obviously, we’re not scoring goals, which is a frustration, and we’re losing games, which nobody likes to do.

“We have to stay positive with each other. I think the number one thing is be the best teammates for each other within that group. From our young guys to our older players, we have to be a tight-knit group.”

Raiders goalie Rylan Parenteau made his WHL debut, pokechecks Rebels forward Presten Kopeck. paNOW photo by Jeff D'AndreaWith Raiders 20-year-old goaltender Cole Cheveldave ill, the Raiders called up Rylan Parenteau and gave him his first start of his WHL career. 

After stopping all eight shots he faced in the first period, Parenteau and the Raiders surrendered three goals on eight shots in the second period to Rhyse Dieno, Cole Chorney and Aspen Sterzer. Presten Kopeck and Lukas Sutter added goals in the third, and Parenteau ended the game with 21 saves on 26 shots. 

Parenteau, a third round draft choice of the Raiders in 2011, has a .927 save percentage and 2.74 goals against average with the Weyburn Red Wings, the lowest-ranked team in the SJHL. He’s also the youngest starter in the SJHL and second youngest goalie to appear in a game in the SJHL this year.

With Cheveldave fallen sick Wednesday, Raiders general manager Bruno Campese surprised Parenteau with the news that he’d be starting, but not in his first phone call.

“It was definitely surprise, I pretty much got woken up by Bruno giving me a call this morning that they just needed me to come and maybe backup because Chevy was unfortunately ill,” said Parenteau. “Then around 2 o’clock when I’m driving from Weyburn to PA, Bruno asks me if I’m ready to play. Obviously I’m going to take any opportunity I can get.

“It was an odd way to prepare for a game, that’s for sure, but I definitely tried to focus the best I can and just go with it.”

Clouston said he felt Parenteau should have been given the nod, as Nick McBride had just one practice after surrendering four goals on 17 shots in a 7-0 loss Sunday against the Swift Current Broncos. 

“He’s a young player, we have to also protect him,” said Clouston on the 16-year-old McBride. “If we had a full week to work with Nick, it would have been a different situation.”

The Raiders will face the Swift Current Broncos on the road Friday, before returning Monday to face the Prince George Cougars.

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea

Raiders Now

Comments Welcome

Raiders refresh with Monday shinny game, ready for Rebels
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Raiders refresh with Monday shinny game, ready for Rebels

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

It was a long and frustrating weekend for the Prince Albert Raiders, who lost three games in three nights to divisional opponents and were outscored 14-3.

But there isn’t lots of time to feel sorry for themselves, as the Red Deer Rebels are coming to town Wednesday. It’s a big game, as the Rebels currently hold the eighth and last playoff spot, two points ahead over the Raiders.

“These are huge points, we’re fighting for a playoff spot right now,” said Raiders forward Collin Valcourt. “We’re preparing hard and we’re gonna have a good practice leading into the game.”

But before Tuesday’s high-paced practice, the team felt it was important to refresh mentally.

After Raiders head coach Cory Clouston gave the team the day off on Monday, they decided to get together anyways and played a good-hearted game of shinny on a local outdoor rink.

“We had a little rough weekend and we just needed to shake it off and get loose again,” said Valcourt, before Tuesday’s high-paced practice. “It was a lot of fun, all the guys were laughing and it was good.

“It cleared our mind. We’ll be good, I think, coming up.”

Just playing against the Rebels is an instant childhood memory flashback for Valcourt, who was always eager to find an open seat at the ENMAX Centrium and watch his hometown Rebels.

“I watched a lot of games there as a kid growing up,” said Valcourt, one of two Raiders from Red Deer, the other being Graeme Craig. “Dion Phaneuf, Colin Fraser, those guys, Cam Ward, I idolized those guys. It’s kinda neat every time I get to play (the Rebels) and realize where I am in life.

“I’m one step away from being at my dream. I’m at the highest level, pretty much, that I could be playing right now.”

Leon Draisaitl.Another Raider who’s on the cusp of his dream is Leon Draisaitl, who is currently being run through the hype machine of being a top-end prospect in this year’s NHL Entry Draft. Last week, the NHL Central Scouting ranked Draisaitl as the second ranked skater in North America and played on the winning Team Orr in the BMO Top Prospects Game last Wednesday.

“I think I’ve handled it pretty good, those are just rankings,” said Draisaitl. “They obviously know what they’re talking about, but those are only rankings.

“There’s a lot (going to) happen between now and the draft.”

Before Sunday’s 7-0 loss to the Swift Current Broncos, Draisaitl was riding a 12-game scoring streak dating back to Nov. 23. He scored nine goals and 25 points in that span. Despite his absence at the IIHF World Juniors, Draisaitl leads the Raiders in points with 56, and is 14th in the league.

It’s amazing Draisaitl found the time to play in Monday’s shinny game, with all that’s been on his schedule lately.

A few weeks ago when he came back from the World Juniors, he was thrown right back into the fire with a two-game set against the Brandon Wheat Kings, then quickly reported to Calgary for the Top Prospects Game Wednesday, then after a Thursday practice day, played three games in three days this weekend.

“I’m pretty good actually, but obviously I’m still a little tired,” said Draisaitl. “I’m not really settled in yet, but it was really nice to have the day off yesterday.

“Now finally, I can get back to work and be with the Raiders here.”

Raiders and Rebels

In the three games the Raiders and Rebels have met this year, the home team has come out victorious every time. The Raiders have points in two of the three games, including a home win and an overtime loss on the road.

Raiders record vs. Red Deer: 1-1-1-0

Red Deer 6, Prince Albert 3, Dec. 4 in RD

Red Deer 4 OT, Prince Albert 3, Oct. 11 in RD

Prince Albert 4, Red Deer 1, Oct. 2 in PA

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea

Raiders on a four-game skid, have five wins in last 18 games
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Raiders on a four-game skid, have five wins in last 18 games

By Jeff D'Andrea

paNOW Staff

The Prince Albert Raiders’ 7-0 loss to the Swift Current Broncos Sunday at the Art Hauser Centre was not only their fourth straight loss, but their fourth consecutive defeat to divisional opponents.

Thanks to their recent skid, the Raiders have slid into ninth spot in the WHL Eastern Conference and are currently out of a playoff spot. Even more alarming than that, the Raiders have also just won five of their last 18 games.

 Chance Braid, who was recently named as an assistant captain, said the team’s preparation simply has to be better.

“I think it starts in practice. I think our practices have been (taken) a little lightly and I don’t think guys are going as hard as we can,” said Braid. “I think we just have to get it going in practice and before the games and warm-ups to get it going.”

Among the team’s recent struggles, Raiders head coach Cory Clouston highlighted “goaltending, leadership, better play and playing as a team” are all areas of concern right now for the club.

Goaltending certainly was lacking on Sunday, as Raiders 16-year-old goaltender Nick McBride had disastrous start to his night. A pass by Broncos forward Nathan Burns went harmlessly in McBride’s crease, who then tried to paddle it to the corner but fanned on it. The puck bounced right to Coda Gordon, who buried on the empty net and gave the Broncos a 1-0 lead 4:56 into the game, and all the momentum.

They didn’t let go of that momentum for the rest of the game as they led 2-0 after the first and scored four goals on eight shots in the second to lead 6-0 heading into the third.

“When you’re fragile as it is, it’s tough playing catch-up hockey all the time. I don’t know how else you can say it,” said Clouston. “Obviously Nick had some nerves and it showed, and in reverse, their goaltender (Eetu Laurikainen) made it look simple, it made it look very, very routine.”

Laurikainen stopped all 35 shots he faced for his third shutout of the year. 

Broncos goalie Eetu Laurikainen makes a pad save through a Collin Valcourt screen. paNOW photo by Jeff D'AndreaMcBride was chased from the game early in the second, surrendering three goals on 13 Bronco shots. Cole Cheveldave finished off the period, but gave up four goals on seven shots. McBride was re-inserted to the game to start the third period, ending the game with 13 saves on 17 shots.

In their three losses this weekend, the Raiders have outshot their opponents 117-75 in their last three games this weekend, but have been outscored 14-3 and sport a dismal 2.56 shooting percentage.

“We’re getting the shots, but we’re not getting the goals that we need,” said Raiders assistant captain Chance Braid. “We need to get bodies to the net and start chipping away.”

Coda Gordon had a four point night, scoring twice and adding two helpers in the game. He leads all Broncos scorers with 10 points in four games versus the Raiders this year. As a result, the Broncos have a strangle hold on the season series between the two clubs with a 4-1 record.

“We’ve been able to come to games against these guys,” said Gordon. “We’ve played hard and I just think our biggest thing is that we just play our game.”

Draft eligible

A ton of scouts flooded into the Art Hauser Centre to get a look at three key players that were included in the NHL Central Scouting Service midterm rankings, released back on Monday. Raiders forward Leon Draisaitl was the second skater ranked among players in North America, Broncos’ defenceman Julius Honka is 13th on that list, Swift Current blueliner Brycen Martin is 20th and Raider forward Reid Gardiner is 40th.

Honka was shaken up after receiving a thunderous hit from Josh Morrissey late in the first period. Although he returned for several shifts to end the first, Honka did not return to the Swift Current bench for the second or third periods. He has 38 points in as many games for the Broncos, second among WHL rookies and 10th among defencemen.

Red Deer coming Wednesday

Over the weekend, the Red Deer Rebels (23-21-0-2) leapfrogged over the Raiders for the eighth spot in the WHL Eastern Conference standings, as the Raiders (22-22-2-0) currently sit in ninth.

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea
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Snakebitten Raiders lose third straight game, drop 4-2 decision to Pats
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Snakebitten Raiders lose third straight game, drop 4-2 decision to Pats

By Jeff D'Andrea

paNOW Staff

The Prince Albert Raiders have outshot their opposition 82-49 in their two games this weekend, but have produced just three total goals and more importantly, no wins.

The Raiders dropped a 4-2 decision Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre to the Regina Pats, a day after the Raiders lost 3-1 to the Saskatoon Blades.

Over those games, the Raiders have scored on just 3.65 per cent on their shots and have been frustrated in many different ways. The Raiders have hit more iron than a blacksmith in the past 48 hours and have run into two hot goaltenders in Pats’ Daniel Wapple (38-40) and Blades’ Troy Trombley (41-42).

To make matters even worse, goals are going in against them illegally. The Raiders believe the Blades’ first goal Friday credited to Cory Millette was kicked in.

“We’ve ran into two goaltenders who’ve basically stolen games from us… We deserved both games. I thought we played well enough to win,” said Raiders head coach Cory Clouston. “(Friday), we outshoot a team 42-22 and they score a goal—anybody who watched the game saw it was kicked in. The league has said it was kicked in. I have no idea how (the officials) allow that.

“Tonight, to fire 40 plus shots again, and a lot of Grade A chances—I don’t know, we’re just snakebitten. It’s frustrating.”

With the score at 3-2 in favour of Regina midway through the third, Raiders captain Josh Morrissey crept behind the Pats defence and had a great backhand deke attempt on Wapple, who made a sliding pad save. As Morrissey tumbled to the ice after contact with Wapple, the Pats came down the other way on a 2-on-1, where Pats forward Morgan Klimchuk completed his hat trick and made it a 4-2 game with just over 10 minutes to go.

That gave the Pats their first win on the year over the Raiders in six games. Previously, the Pats had just one point in an overtime loss, b

“Prince Albert has beat us up pretty good this year, that was definitely in the back of our minds,” said Klimchuk. “Looking at the standings, it’s such a tight race this year, so we knew it was a really big game for us in that way as well.

“We came out firing and played well.”

The Raiders entered the game without scoring a power play goal in their last five games, going 0-15 and sliding from the second best power play in the league to eighth. They broke that streak Saturday with both of their goals coming with the man-advantage off the sticks of Sawyer Lange in the first period and Reid Gardiner in the third.

Although Gardiner scored, he had a large number of great opportunities to score in the last two games, including a third period breakaway shorthanded, but was robbed high glove side by Wapple. Gardiner remained positive and upbeat after the game and said the team needs to build on their positives heading into Sunday’s game against the Swift Current Broncos—the biggest being their resurgence with the man-advantage.

“Our power play has been one of our strengths this year and to go on a bit of a cold streak there was frustrating,” said Gardiner. “Obviously with our two power play goals tonight, I think we have a lot of positives tonight to take away for tomorrow night’s game.

“I thought as a team, we controlled most of the play and got shots on net. Obviously the puck luck hasn’t gone on our way the last few games, but that was the message from our coaches: ‘just stay positive.’”

The Raiders will face the Swift Current Broncos at the Art Hauser Centre Sunday. The Raiders are two games into an important five game stretch where all opponents are East Division teams (except Wednesday’s game against the Red Deer Rebels).

There are plenty of games left for the Raiders this season (27), but here are the East Division standings.

Team, points, W, L, OTL, SOL

Brandon Wheat Kings, 54 points. 25-17-4-0

Regina Pats, 53 points: 24-18-3-2

Swift Current Broncos, 52 points: 23-18-1-5

Prince Albert Raiders, 46 points: 22-21-2-0

Moose Jaw Warriors, 32 points: 13-26-3-3

Saskatoon Blades: 30 points: 13-32-1-3

Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame inductee Brian Propp drops the ceremonial faceoff before Saturday's game. paNOW photo by Jeff D'Andrea

Saskatchewan HHOF Inductees

Prior to the game, the Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame inductees from this year were introduced to the Raider crowd. The most local connection were the 1981-1982 Prince Albert Raiders, who won a national championship and Anavet Cup that year.

Here are the rest of the inductees.

Players: Brian Propp, Brad McCrimmon, Johnny Gottselig and Jim Neilson.

Builders: Terry Simpson, Wayne Kartusch and Emile Francis.

Official: Wes Smith

Grassroots: Bruce Clements

Teams: 1982 Prince Albert Raiders, 1972 Rosetown Red Wings

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea
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Trombley trumps the Raiders in Saskatoon

By Drew Wilson

paNOW staff 

The Saskatoon Blades rode a 41 save performance of Troy Trombley to a 3-1 win over the Raiders at Credit Union centre.

The Raiders dominated the early going which included a Sawyer Lange shot off the post in the opening minute, Then a turnover at the blue line put Saskatoon winger Cory Millette in alone on Cole Cheveldave who made the save on the first shot. It appeared Millette kicked in the rebound but the play wasn't reviewed and the goal stood.

Trombley stopped three first period breakaways including saves on Collin Valcourt and Shane Danyluk on the same Raider penalty kill.

Trombley's best save of the second period came on Josh Morrissey's power move through the crease. Cheveldave kept the Raiders to within one with some big saves including a glove snag off Travis Zajac after a turnover in the Prince Albert zone.

Reid Gardiner came close to tying the game early in the third when he snapped a shot off the cross bar. Carson Perreaux also had a point blank chance after a feed from Morrissey but couldn't convert.  

The Blades opened a 2-0 lead with under seven minutes to go when Zajac was left alone in front of the net and flipped a shot into the top corner before Cheveldave could get across the net.

Jayden Hart finally solved Trombley with 1:40 remaining with Cheveldave on the bench for a sixth attacker. Hart spun a forehand rebound into the middle of the net and the Raiders almost tied it seconds later.

However Brett Stovin poked the puck off Sawyer Lange's stick and into the empty Prince Albert net with a minute remaining to seal the Saskatoon victory.

Associate coach Dave Manson told the 900 CKBI post game audience despite several quality scoring chances the Raiders continually lost momentum with mistakes and turnovers.

A night of offensive frustration included an 0/5 night on the power play as the Raiders outshot the Blades 42-22.

Leon Draisaitl's assist on the Jayden Hart goal extends his consecutive game point streak to a league leading 11. The Raiders are back in action Saturday night at the Art Hauser centre against Regina and host Swift Current Sunday.

All Raider games can be heard on 900 CKBI. 

dwilson@panow.com

Twitter: @RaidersVoice

Raiders Now

Three former Blades once rivals, now welcomed by Raiders

Submitted on January 14, 2014 - 4:54pm

Three former Blades once rivals, now welcomed by Raiders

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

Getting traded can present different obstacles to players, living with new billets, learning new systems under new coaches, and playing with a room full of new players.

But a familiar face can really help make that transition a lot easier.

Three of the four players the Prince Albert Raiders acquired in deadline-period trades came from the Saskatoon Blades. The former Blades who are now wearing their rival colours are 20-year-old defenceman Graeme Craig, 20-year-old forward Collin Valcourt and 18-year-old defenceman Ryan Coghlan, and all can make that transition together.

Craig and Valcourt’s familiarity with each other go a lot deeper than their tenure together with the Blades, as they both grew up together in Red Deer, Alta.

“We played against each other quite a bit through minor hockey,” said Craig, who served as the Blades’ captain prior to the trade. “We’ve been, I guess you could say, pretty good buddies since probably (ages) 13-14 when we started getting a little more competitive.

“It’s always a lot easier to transition when there’s someone you know. I’m pretty grateful for that.”

Valcourt and Coghlan became Raiders together in the same trade Dec. 27, before the Raiders landed Craig on Jan. 8.

Coghlan was impressed with how well and quickly the Raiders were to accept their former rivals, especially back on Dec. 28 when he and Valcourt joined the team to play the Blades that night.

“For (the Raiders) to accept me and Val on the first day was pretty impressive to see,” said Coghlan, a Nanaimo, B.C. product. “I have nothing but great things to say about the guys, I still just respect them so much and the coaching staff. They’re just helping me out 100 per cent.

Coghlan said that coming initially with Valcourt in the same trade really helped, and was excited when he heard the news a week later that Craig would be joining them in Hockey Town North.

“When I heard that Val was coming with me, I was pretty excited. It’s hard coming to a new team alone,” said Coghlan. “Then when I found out that Craiger was coming here too, it was kind of a shock at first. I didn’t know he’d end up here with us, but it’s really good for us and really good for him.”

But that doesn’t mean they haven’t been victims of a chirp here or there. Coghlan sports a fair blonde moustache, which is north of peach fuzz, but not by much.

“They give me a pretty hard time about it, it’s pretty hard to see, I guess,” laughed Coghlan. “I’ve been growing it since October, it’s been quite a while.”

Considering that Craig has spent his entire five-year career in the WHL East Division, he’s already very familiar with the Raiders. Craig started his WHL career coming up with the Swift Current Broncos in 2009-2010, before getting traded to the Blades at last year’s deadline before coming up to Hockey Town North.

“It’s kinda funny how that ended up,” said Craig. “I don’t think that it’s too often that guys play on three different East Division teams. I’m pretty familiar with all the rinks and all the guys on every team.

“It’s kinda neat that that happened. I’m excited to be here, in Prince Albert.”

And now that the trade deadline has expired, the Raiders’ roster is set for the rest of the year. Craig and Coghlan both said they are very confident looking forward into the second half of the season.

“For me, I’ve played against these guys and I know how good they can be,” said Craig. “When you get traded, you can really see what guys do and the little things they do throughout the game.

“With our full lineup, we have a really strong team. We’re underachieving a little bit right now, but in saying that, we can turn it around. We’re only six points back of the division lead here, and it only takes a little streak to rifle up through the standings.”

Craig, Coghlan and Valcourt and the rest of the Raiders will take on their former team, the Blades on Friday. They’ll come back to the Art Hauser Centre Saturday to face the Regina Pats on Saturday, then the Swift Current Broncos on Sunday, who are leading the East Division with 52 points over the Raiders’ 46.

jdandrea@panow.com
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Draisaitl second, Gardiner 40th on NHL Central Scouting midterms
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Draisaitl second, Gardiner 40th on NHL Central Scouting midterms

paNOW Staff

Two Prince Albert Raider forwards have cracked the NHL Central Scouting midterms lists and will surely be looked at even more closely in the second half of the season.

Raiders forward Leon Draisaitl is ranked second among skaters playing in North America, behind only Kingston Frontenacs pivot Samuel Bennett of the OHL. Draisaitl is also ranked ahead of Kootenay Ice centre Sam Reinhart, who has been projected as the first overall pick to start the season.

Draisaitl has 54 points in 35 games this season with the Raiders. He has 23 points in his current 10 game scoring streak as well, scoring in every game he’s played for the Raiders since Nov. 23.

Also making noise on this list is Reid Gardiner, who’s 40th on the Central Scouting List. Gardiner is +10, third best on the team and is tied with Draisaitl for most goals on the team with 19.

news@panow.com

On Twitter: @princealbertnow

Wheat Kings beat Raiders 5-2 to split doubleheader 

Submitted on January 12, 2014 - 6:22am

Wheat Kings beat Raiders 5-2 to split doubleheader 

By Drew Wilson

paNOW staff

John Quennville's second goal of the night on a Brandon power play broke a 2-2 tie at 10:49 of the third period and the Wheat Kings would add two more goals in a span of 3:19 to post a 5-2 win over the Raiders and split the two game doubleheader in Western Manitoba.

Quennville's one-time blast from the right wing circle through a screen appeared to deflate a Raider team who played in spurts according to Associate Coach Dave Manson. He also told 900 CKBI's post game audience they weren't ready to play right from the opening face off.

The first period ended scoreless as the Wheat Kings out shot Prince Albert 15-4, but one of the Raider spurts came at 1:33 of the second period when Carson Perreaux made a power move through the crease after taking a Josh Morrissey pass and scored his second goal of the weekend and 14th of the season.

After Quennville tied the game 8-minutes later the Raiders regained the lead as Morrissey finished a give-and-go with Leon Draisaitl during a 4-on-4 situation. However former Minto Eric Roy tied it late in the frame after jumping into the rush. His low snap shot found the stick side corner on goalie Cole Cheveldave, sending the teams to the dressing rooms tied at 2 through 40 minutes.

Cheveldave was peppered with 17 third period shots but was only beaten by Quennville's screen shot and rebounds deposited by Jesse Gabrielle and Rihards Bukarts. 

The Raiders were out shot 42-25 as Cheveldave made several big saves including a Tim McGauley breakaway with the Raiders leading 2-1 in the second period.

The Prince Albert boys are off until Friday when they open a three game in three night weekend in Saskatoon. They host Regina Saturday and Swift Current Sunday.

Head Coach Cory Clouston and General manager Bruno Campese will be the guests Monday night at 6 o'clock on 900 CKBI's face-off.

dwilson@panow.com

Twitter: RaidersVoice
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Draisaitl and Valcourt team up to top Brandon 
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Draisaitl and Valcourt team up to top Brandon 

By Drew Wilson

paNOW Staff

Leon Draisaitl's return from the world junior hockey championships was a triumphant one. The Raiders leading scorer had a goal and an assist in their 4-3 win to open a weekend doubleheader in Brandon.

He teamed up with new line mate Collin Valcourt on the go ahead and winning goals, scoring on a perfect feed through the crease from Valcourt to give the Raiders a 2-1 lead early in the second period. Draisaitl also assisted on MacKenzie Stewart's snipe late in the second period to give Prince Albert a 4-1 lead. Valcourt did the heavy lifting on that goal with a power move to the net.

Another key to victory was a 5-for-5 night on the penalty kill which is when goalie Cole Cheveldave did his best work. He robbed Jayce Hawryluk by diving across the net to take away a sure goal late in the second period with the Wheat Kings on the power play. Cheveldave turned in a solid 36 save effort.

Ironically the Wheat Kings would get back on the scoreboard early in the third period after the Raiders killed off three straight penalties, spending almost six consecutive minutes a man short.

Jens Meilleur would beat Cheveldave on a breakaway just past the four minute mark.

The Raiders caught a break midway through the third period when a broken door on their bench caused a delay of several minutes. The Wheat Kings were pressing at the time. They did a good job limiting the Wheat Kings opportunities the rest of the way until Ryan Pulock scored with 5-seconds to go and goalie Jordan Papirny on the bench for a 6th attacker.

He replaced starting goalie Curtis Honey who was pulled at 2:10 of the second period. Honey missed Shane Danyluk's dump in behind the Wheat King net and Carson Perreaux scored into an empty net 8-seconds after Draisaitl's goal restored the lead.

Jayden Hart's goal just 37-seconds after the opening face off came after a bizzare bounce off a seam in the back boards and on to his stick in front of a wide open Wheat King net. The Raiders were outshot 39-26, including 17-2 in the 3rd period. These teams clash again Saturday night in Brandon. The game can be heard at 7:05 on 900 CKBI.

dwilson@panow.com
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Raiders make fourth move since holidays, land D-man Craig
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Raiders make fourth move since holidays, land D-man Craig

By Jeff D’Andrea

& Drew Wilson

paNOW Staff

Prince Albert Raiders general manager Bruno Campese has been working the WHL phone lines as much as anybody after Christmas.

Campese has completed four trades since the holiday break, tied for most in the WHL with Saskatoon Blades’ general manager Lorne Molleken.

Campese’s latest move was acquiring 6’5, 202 pound defenceman in Graeme Craig, who was the captain of the Saskatoon Blades.

The 20-year-old Craig was acquired from the Blades on Wednesday with a seventh round pick in 2014 and fifth round choice in 2016 in exchange for 20-year-old defencemen MacKenzie Johnston, Tyler Dea, third and fifth round picks in the 2015.

“We thought (Craig) would be a good fit with our core that we currently have. He brings a (physical) dimension that we probably lack, other than (Mackenze) Stewart,” said Campese. “To add him into the mix was something very important.

“(Josh) Morrissey, (Sawyer) Lange and (Tomas) Andrlik, they’re all puck moving guys but we did want to add a guy that has some size and experience.”

Another big reason why Campese wanted to add Craig was his familiarity with the division. Craig has spent all five years of his WHL career in the WHL East Division after coming up with the Swift Current Broncos in 2009-2010 before going to the Blades at last year’s deadline.

That could come in handy late in the season as six of the Raiders’ final seven games of the year are against division opponents, ending with Craig’s old Blades club March 14-15.

“He knows our division extremely well, that was a key factor,” said Campese. “We weren’t looking for anyone outside our conference, I really wanted to find someone that would be an upgrade that was basically kind of close to home, here.”

The Red Deer native knew a trade was coming but was shocked when he learned he was Prince Albert bound.

"That was probably the biggest surprise," said Craig. ``ìt`s not often rivals make deals so often during the season let alone in a week, but having said that I`m excited to be in Prince Albert for a strong push in the second half to solidify a playoff spot and hopefully we can start that here on the weekend.``

While excited to have follow former Blades team mates Collin Valcourt and Ryan Coghlin joining him in the Raider dressing room, Craig hopes to be an all purpose defenseman and it starts with a solid defensive zone presence.

``That`s part of it, penalty killing and playing against the other teams top players. I`m hoping to contribute on the power play. I was putting up points this season with the Blades and I`m hoping to do that here.``

Craig who was named captain of the Blades at the beginning of the season also hopes to assume a leadership role as a Raider.

``You don`t need a letter to be a leader and I`m not expecting one here. I`ll lead by example on the ice and that`s how I did it in Saskatoon. If something needs to be said I`m not afraid to say it.`` 

Craig has also been a decent point producer this year for the Blades, getting  24 points in 44 games with Saskatoon.

Raiders could be done

This trade is the Raiders’ second deal with the Blades since the holiday break, and their fourth total trade in that time.

On Dec. 28, the Raiders acquired Collin Valcourt and Ryan Coghlan from the Blades, for defenceman Dylan Busenius, and second and fifth round picks in 2014.

They have also made two deals with the Calgary Hitmen in that time. Between those two trades, the Raiders acquired Calder Brooks and defenceman prospect Brennan Riddle, a third rounder in 2015, in exchange for Mike Winther and a fourth rounder in 2014.

With all the deals made, Campese doesn’t necessarily anticipate a fifth.

“Right now, we’re sitting and listening,” said Campese. “We’ve made some moves and we’ve accomplished what we’ve wanted to accomplish.

“Unless there’s something really crazy out there that comes our way, which I doubt, then we’ll just stay pat. We’ve moved four guys out of our lineup and moved four in and got a prospect out of it as well, we’re good with things how things are right now.”

The Raiders play a weekend doubleheader in Brandon beginning on Friday night. All Raider games are broadcast on 900 CKBI.

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea

Raiders make trade with Blades
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Raiders make trade with Blades

paNOW Staff

The Prince Albert Raiders have made a trade with the Saskatoon Blades.

The Raiders have acquired 20-year-old defenceman Graeme Craig from the Blades.

The Raiders, in exchange for the Blades 7th round selection in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft and their 5th round selection in 2016, sent the Blades 20-year-old MacKenzie Johnston, 18-year-old defenceman Tyler Dea, the Raiders 3rd and 5th round selections in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft.

Craig, who is in his fifth year with the WHL, has spent time with the Swift Current Broncos and the Blades.

He has appeared in 303 career games, has 10 goals, 54 assists and 351 minutes in penalties.

The six-foot-five, 202 pound defenceman is from Red Deer, Alta. and was the captain for the Blades this season.

With the Blades Craig appeared in 44 games getting four goals, 10 assists and 55 minutes in penalties.

Johnston came to the Raiders earlier this season from the Kelowna Rockets and appeared in 36 games as a Raider.

Johnston had one goal, 11 assists and eight minutes in penalties while with the Raiders.

This was Dea’s first season with the Raiders.

He appeared in 11 games with two assists and two penalty minutes.

“We are excited to add Graeme to our roster,” said Raiders general manager Bruno Campese in a news release.  “His size, experience and leadership abilities will help us through the remainder of the season. The Raiders also would like to thank MacKenzie and Tyler for their contributions to our organization this season and wish them luck.”

news@panow.com

On Twitter: @princealbertnow

Raiders doubled by Hitmen on 'Rider Grey Cup' night
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Raiders doubled by Hitmen on 'Rider Grey Cup' night

By Jeff D'Andrea

paNOW Staff

The Prince Albert Raiders would have loved to get a victory in front of the 12 Saskatchewan Roughriders that were attendance, who brought the Grey Cup along that they won this year.

But that was always going to be a tough test against the Calgary Hitmen, the top-ranked team in the WHL Eastern Conference, who beat the Raiders 4-2.

The Raiders had the advantage in the first period with a 2-1 lead, but the Hitmen scored the final three goals of the game, two in the second period and Zane Jones’ goal 41 seconds into the third to make it a 4-2 game.

“I thought we played well. I thought a couple of their goals were poor goals, weak goals,” said Raiders head coach Cory Clouston. “We just lost focus in front of our net, didn’t cover our post and let pucks in around our crease that shouldn’t have been around our crease.”

Case in point was Cal Babych’s goal to tie the game in the second frame, as the Hitmen forced a mad scramble in front of the Raiders’ goal before Babych finally pumped in a rebound.

The Raiders did have chances, as all four of their power plays in the game came in the second period, but they didn’t capitalize on any of them.

That’s where the Raiders sure could have used the services of Leon Draisaitl, who is still the Raiders’ top point getter despite having left for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships, and captain Josh Morrissey who quarterbacks the top power play unit.

“They have a very good kill and we’re missing two world class hockey players—that’s what it comes down to,” said Clouston on Calgary’s kill, the fourth best road kill in the league. “Their goalie (Chris Driedger) made some saves.

“It’s a little bit different when you’ve got two of the better players in the league, that have a big part in our power play, weren’t in the lineup tonight against a very good hockey club that does a very good job on the kill.”

After Friday’s game against the Lethbridge Hurricanes, new-Raider Calder Brooks said it would “be weird” to face his old Hitmen team.

“It was pretty weird seeing that team in warm-ups, first off,” said Brooks. “Once I got the first few shifts out of the way, I just tried to stay focussed, play our team game and play our systems and do anything, really, to help our team win.”

He got over that quickly, as Brooks scored a highlight reel goal on a far-side wraparound to give the Raiders a 2-1 lead after the first period.

“I don’t usually do wraparounds. That’s the first one, even in practice, that I’ve scored on Driegs,” said Brooks. “I’m going to rub that in his face, for sure.

“It felt good to score against them and doing what I could to help our team.”

PA's Loch Morrison (left) faced off against his hometown team for the first time. paNOW photo by Jeff D'AndreaOn the other side, PA-boy and Prince Albert Minto assistant captain Loch Morrison suited up for his first WHL game in the Art Hauser Centre, and the fifth straight game with the Hitmen after getting called up Dec. 30. 

“It’s been great. I’ve been playing quite a bit there in Calgary, it’s been very helpful to be playing with bigger guys and older guys,” said Morrison. “It’s been a real challenge but a good experience at the same time.”

The boisterous Art Hauser Centre crowd which was 3,201 didn’t exactly help to calm Morrison’s nerves, which were already going to be high anyways in a game like this.

“It’s good to be back home and see the family and everything, but (was) very nervous at the start,” said Morrison. “It’s different being on the other side, but we came through and won the game.”

Morrison said he expects to be with the Hitmen to conclude their Saskatchewan road trip, which has two stops left in Saskatoon Jan. 8 and Regina Jan. 10. Then, Morrison and the Hitmen will “go from there.”

Tomas Andrlik scored his first WHL career goal, and now has 11 points on the year.

The Raiders welcomed back their three 16-year-olds, Matteo Gennaro, Brendan Guhle and Nick McBride to the team, who were away at the World U17 Hockey Challenge in Nova Scotia. All three finished with a silver medal in the tournament, playing for Team Pacific. Gennaro and Guhle both played in the game, while McBride suited as the backup goaltender.

Josh Morrissey and Leon Draisaitl missed Tuesday’s game as they are both travelling/resting from the IIHF U20 World Junior Hockey Championships, but will both be with the team by Friday. The Raiders will play a two-game set in Brandon against the Wheat Kings Friday, Saturday.

We’ve got that Rider pride

Prince Albert Raider fans had two teams in green and white to be excited for on Tuesday's game. Prior to the Raiders tilt with the Calgary Hitmen, members of the Saskatchewan Roughriders brought along the Grey Cup they won this season for fans to take pictures with.

The players also signed autographs in the packed Ches Leach Lounge. They will be available in the first and second intermissions as well in the Lounge.

Raiders acquire Riddle from another deal with Hitmen
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Raiders acquire Riddle from another deal with Hitmen

paNOW Staff

For the second time in less than two weeks, the Prince Albert Raiders and Calgary Hitmen have completed another trade.

The Raiders acquired 16-year-old defenceman Brennan Riddle from the Hitmen, as well as a third round pick in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft. The Hitmen get a second-round draft choice in 2014, and a fourth in 2015.

In the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft, Riddle was the Hitmen’s first choice, 17th overall. He’s spending his 16-year-old season in the Saskatchewan Midget AAA Hockey League with the Tisdale Trojans, scoring two goals, 12 points and 27 games, along with 30 penalty minutes.

Riddle is listed at 6’2, 175 pounds and is from Balgonie, and also played for Team West at the U17 World Hockey Challenge.

On Dec. 28, both the Raiders and Hitmen made a trade, as the Raiders received Calder Brooks and a second round pick in 2014, in exchange for Mike Winther.

The Raiders and Hitmen play tonight at 7 p.m. at the Art Hauser Centre.

news@panow.com

On Twitter: @princealbertnow
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Raiders off to 4-1 start in second half, beat 'Canes 3-1
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Raiders off to 4-1 start in second half, beat 'Canes 3-1

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

The holiday break seems to be exactly what the doctor ordered Prince Albert Raiders.

They scuffled into the Christmas layoff with a seven-game losing streak, but have gone 4-1 since returning for the second half after beating the Lethbridge Hurricanes 3-1 Friday at the Art Hauser Centre.

When asked about the turnaround, the first thing that Raiders head coach Cory Clouston mentioned was his goaltending.

 Cole Cheveldave, the 20-year-old Raiders starting tender, has played all five games since the break and has posted a sparkling .945 save percentage and a 4-1 record.

Despite giving up a goal on the first shot he faced Friday to Brady Ramsay, Cheveldave stopped the remaining 36 incoming shots for the victory against the Hurricanes and was named the game’s second star.

Cheveldave struggled in the first half as he posted a .892 save percentage, but he said he feels a lot more confident after a much needed rest with friends and family in his native Calgary.

“I think I just needed a break,” said Cheveldave. “I didn’t touch the rink when I was home, I didn’t go near the rink except for watching my brother play—that was it.

“I think that was huge for me, getting away from the rink, gather my wits and get back stronger.”

His goaltender counterpart, ‘Canes goalie Corbin Boes, was the game’s first star after making 44 saves on 46 shots. Cheveldave said that he used Boes’ excellent performance as motivation.

“He was kickin’ the whole night so I knew I had to be good,” said Cheveldave. “They could come down at any point and score on me so I knew I had to be a backbone for my team tonight.

“I fell into my groove early after my first shot, settled right in and had a good game.”

Cheveldave has teammate Calder Brooks in large part to thank for the goal support he received.

Raiders forward Reid Gardiner races to a loose puck with 'Canes defenceman Lenny Hackman. paNOW photo by Jeff D'AndreaBrooks, who was traded to PA from the Calgary Hitmen last week along with a second round pick for Mike Winther, was in on all three Raiders goals. He scored the first one and assisting on the last two by defenceman Mackenze Stewart and the empty netter late by Carson Perreaux.

Although he’s only played a handful of games since heading to the Raiders, Brooks has already been trusted with taking key faceoffs. He was on the draw after the Raiders took a timeout with over a minute left with a 2-1 lead and the Hurricanes net empty. Brooks won the draw and later assisted on Perreaux’s empty net goal.

“This year, I’ve taken on a more prominent centering role, I’ve worked on my draw in the offseason and in the first half in Calgary,” said Brooks. “I wanted to make sure I was good and reliable with faceoffs and here even more so, they’re using me in that role.

“I take that as a compliment and will keep working at it.”

Of the five players that are at the world tournaments, two of them are centres in Leon Draisaitl and Matteo Gennaro. With Brooks already showing himself as a dominant guy off the draw, Clouston didn’t reveal where Brooks will fit in with those returns.

“We’ll worry about that,” said Clouston. “But he’ll fit in exactly how he did tonight as far as killing penalties, he’ll take important faceoffs and give us quality minutes.”

Notes and looking ahead

All the Raiders scratches were healthy as Leon Draisaitl and Josh Morrissey are at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championships, and Nick McBride, Brendan Guhle and Matteo Gennaro are at the 2014 World U17 Hockey Challenge.

Gennaro has four goals and seven points in four tournament games for Team Pacific. He had two goals and an assist in a 7-3 semifinals win over Team Russia. Team Pacific, which features all three Raiders, will face the United States for the gold medal game on Saturday.

The Raiders will face the Calgary Hitmen (first in East, 25-8-2-3) Tuesday for their next game.

That’s Brooks’ old team, who is sure to be full of emotion in the upcoming days heading into that tilt.

“It’s going to be a weird game for sure, after me being in those colours for two-and-a-half years,” said Brooks. “Playing against them, I just have to try my best to treat it as another game and go out there and work hard with my teammates.”

Draisaitl and Germans force WJC relegation rubber match vs. Norway
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Draisaitl and Germans force WJC relegation rubber match vs. Norway

paNOW Staff

Leon Draisaitl and Team Germany live to fight another day with their 4-3 win over Team Norway Friday at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championships in Malmö, Sweden.

Prince Albert Raiders assistant captain Draisaitl scored two goals, including the game winner, to force a final Game 3 of the relegation round between the Norwegians.

The winner will play at the World Juniors next year, while the loser will be relegated to Division I.

Draisaitl now has two goals and four points in five tournament games. He had two goals and six points in six games in last year’s World Juniors for Team Germany.

The rubber match is on Sunday.

Forsberg foils Raiders bid for fourth-straight win
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Forsberg foils Raiders bid for fourth-straight win

By Drew Wilson

paNOW staff

Jesse Forsberg's goal with less than five minutes remaining stood up as the Warriors posted a 4-3 win over the Raiders at Moose Jaw's Mosaic place stopping the Raider run of three straight wins following the Christmas break.

His slapshot after a face-off win in the Prince Albert zone found its way through goalie Cole Cheveldave who kept his team in with some big saves earlier in the game.

It looked as if the contest was headed for overtime after Chance Braid's deflection of a Sawyer Lange snap shot during a Raider power play at 7:37 of the third period tied the score. Specialty teams took over late in the game as the Warriors took the lead on back to back power play markers ending the Raider 9-for-9 stretch on the penalty kill to start the second half.

The Raiders also registered a shorthanded goal on successive nights as Carson Perreaux took two extra cracks at the loose puck after being stopped twice on a breakaway by Warriors goalie Justin Paulic. The stellar individual effort gave the Raiders a 2-1 lead at the midway point of the middle frame. However Brayden Point would score his first of two on a Moose Jaw power play about seven minutes later. The 17-year-old first round draft prospect swiped a floating puck out of the air past Cheveldave after Travis Brown's point shot was partially blocked by Collin Valcourt.

Raider winger Reid Gardiner registered the lone goal of the first period going top shelf from close range after Jayden Hart and Valcourt worked the puck into the crease following a nice give-and-go on an odd man rush. The 17-year-old who is rising up the ranks among NHL scouts now has 19 goals on the season to lead the team.

Associate coach Dave Manson told the 900 CKBI post game audience there were too many passengers one night after getting contributions from everyone in Regina and refused to use fatigue as an excuse as the Raiders were playing their fourth game in five nights and third in a row on the road. He said teams of championship pedigree find a way to win these types of games.

The Warriors out shot Prince Albert 37-33 while going 2/4 on the power play.  The Raiders were 1/3 with the man advantage. They return home Friday night to host the Lethbridge Hurricanes with the Eastern conference leading Calgary Hitmen invading the Art Hauser Centre Tuesday. All Raider games are broadcast on 900 CKBI.

dwilson@panow.com

Raiders pump Pats 4-0 in Regina
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Raiders pump Pats 4-0 in Regina

By Drew Wilson

paNOW Staff

All the ingredients were there. Great goaltending, excellent specialty teams, tight defense and the ability to finish.

The Raiders stirred the junior hockey mixing bowl and produced a gourmet 4-0 win over the Pats in Regina.

Goalie Cole Cheveldave came up big early with two great point-blank saves off Pats sniper Chandler Stephenson, but would make his biggest save on a Connor Gay second period breakaway with the Raiders holding a 1-0 lead. He outguessed the Regina forward who tried the forehand-backhand deke. The 27-save effort earned Cheveldave first star honours for the second straight game.

Reid Gardiner's sensational shorthanded and unassisted goal gave the Raiders a 2-0 lead about five minutes into the third period. The 17-year-old from Humboldt beat pinching point man Kyle Burroughs and blew a slapshot past Pats goalie Dawson McCauley into the top corner from the top of the right wing circle. Gardiner added a power play goal in the final minute.

Carson Perreaux's dandy dangle made it a 3-0 game with less than four minutes to go, converting on a forehand-backhand-top shelf goal after a perfect feed from Chance Braid who was wearing an "A" on his jersey. That goal sent many of the Regina fans to the exits.

Collin Valcourt opened the scoring in his Raider debut jamming in a loose puck in the opening minute of the second period during a Prince Albert power play. Valcourt also threw a big his on Pat defenseman Dimitry Sinitsyn in the opening seconds of the game. The Raiders were 2/3 on the power play and 3/3 on the penalty kill.

He played on a line with Gardiner and Jayden Hart. Dakota Conroy sat out a second straight game because of an illness.

The Raiders have won three in a row to start the second half and are now tied with the Pats for sixth in the Eastern conference, one point behind Brandon.

They take on the Warriors Tuesday night in Moose Jaw before returning home Friday to host Lethbridge. All Raider games can be heard on 900 CKBI.

dwilson@panow.com

On Twitter: @RaidersVoice
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New Raiders make impressive debuts in 4-2 win over Saskatoon
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New Raiders make impressive debuts in 4-2 win over Saskatoon

By Drew Wilson

paNOW Staff

Ryan Coghlan's first goal as a Prince Albert Raider set the table for their 4-2 win over Saskatoon. The former Blade acquired in the trade announced early Saturday morning snapped in his 5th goal of the season to open the scoring at 11:25 of the first period.

It was part of a solid performance according to Associate Coach Dave Manson. He told the 900 CKBI post game show audience the 18-year-old rearguard played a strong positional game in his Raider debut.

Manson was impressed with newly acquired Carter Brooks. In addition to assisting on Gage Quinney's second period goal, the former Calgary Htimen was virtually unbeatable in the face off circle. Quinney who also assisted on Coghlan's goal had an excellent four point weekend.

Darcy Zaharachuk and Jayden Hart rounded out the Raider scoring with both adding their second goals of home-and-home series.

Graham Millar and Nathan Burns scored the Saskatoon goals as their losing streak has now hit 13 games. 

The Raiders out shot the Blades 38-33 while going 1/3 on the power play and killed off both Saskatoon advantages. Goalie Cole Cheveldave turned in another solid outing making 31 saves for his 15th win of the season as Prince Albert swept the home and home series and is now 5-0 against the Blades this season.

Newly acquired Colin Valcourt sat out due to an upper body injury, but is expected to make his Raider debut Monday in Regina. Dakota Conroy was a late scratch because of the flu.

Former Raider Dylan Busenius saw action in all situations in his first game as a Blade following the trade. He has also been made an assistant captain. 

The Raiders also play Tuesday in Moose Jaw before returning home Friday to host Lethbridge. All Raider games can be heard on 900 CKBI. 

dwilson@panow.com

On Twitter: @RaidersVoice

Reid Gardiner’s younger brother Erik scores in Mintos debut
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Reid Gardiner’s younger brother Erik scores in Mintos debut

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

One day after seeing his older brother Reid Gardiner score two goals against the Lethbridge Hurricanes in an 8-2 win on Saturday, Erik Gardiner figured he’d better find the back of the net, too.

Erik did manage to score in his first ever period at the Midget AAA level, potting the Mintos’ third goal in a 5-1 win over the Swift Current Legionnaires Sunday at the Art Hauser Centre.

Through a grin, Erik said during post-game interviews that he really wanted to score “just to show (Reid) up.” He did after all, score a goal in Midget AAA as a 14-year-old, something Reid never did; (Reid did score in his Midget AAA debut as a 15-year-old though, Sept. 25, 2011 against the Notre Dame Hounds).

Like Reid did in his bantam years, Erik is leading the Humboldt Bantam AA Broncos in scoring with nine goals and 25 points in his first 14 games. He’s also tied for sixth in the Saskatchewan Bantam AA Hockey League scoring race and is eligible for this year’s WHL Bantam Draft.

Although it was his first and only game so far at the Midget AAA level so far, that’s all that Mintos head coach Ken Morrison needed to see to be impressed.

“Hopefully it works out where he’ll want to be a Minto in the future, here,” said Morrison. “For a bantam coming in, he did really well.

“He’s got a good size and you can tell he has good hockey sense. There were a couple (good) passes he made and he got a goal.”

He scored a goal and caught the interest of the coach despite getting little to no preparation for the debut. Erik said his father Shaun told him about it Saturday afternoon after a game in Saskatoon against the Generals and entered the game without a formal practice.

Erik didn’t have a whole ton of notice for his Midget AAA debut either. His father Shaun told Erik after a Saturday afternoon game against the Saskatoon Generals.

“I was pretty nervous, but I was also pretty excited because it’s the next level,” said Erik. “It’s fun to play and I think it was pretty fast, fun and hard hitting.”

Mintos new forward Dakota Boutin. paNOW photo by Jeff D'Andrea

New addition Boutin to help boost Mintos attack

Within about the span of a week, the Prince Albert Mintos added two dynamic, top-six forwards to their roster. Most know by now that Prince Albert sniper Lance Yaremchuk is back on the Mintos after starting the year and being reassigned by the Prince Albert Raiders of the WHL.

But not many may know a lot about the other new addition, Dakota Boutin.

Boutin is a Brandon Wheat Kings prospect from Moosomin and a 16-year-old, second year player in the Saskatchewan Midget AAA Hockey League.

He started his AAA hockey career with the Moose Jaw Generals, and left the team this season after scoring eight goals and 13 points in 11 games with them (that would still rank him third in scoring on the Gens).

But he’s with the Mintos now and is playing most of his shits alongside Lance Yaremchuk, and has a goal and an assist in his first three games with PA.

Boutin is glad to have made the switch to the Mintos from Moose Jaw.

“It’s a better organization, better team with a better chance to win,” said Boutin. “The first three games have been good and the guys have made me feel welcome.

“It’s great getting to know these guys and looking forward to playing with them for the rest of the season.”

And like Erik, he’s been learning the Mintos’ way of things on the fly, as well.

“People have to remember, he’s relatively new,” said Morrison. “He’s practiced with us one time and that was a 45-minute practice that we had.

“All these considered, he’s done well, worked hard and I think he’s enjoying it. I think he’s only going to get better and better.”

Kody White scored twice and got an assist Sunday in the 5-1 win over Swift Current. Chad Grambo and Dalin Graham also scored for the Mintos. Mintos goaltender Lane Michasiw gave up one goal on 16 shots as the Mintos outshot the Legionnaires 46-16.

The Mintos play Thursday on the road against the Beardy’s Blackhawks for their next game. That game will mark the end of captain Teal Sobkowicz’s two-game suspension. He sat this weekend’s two games after taking a checking to the head major penalty on Thursday.

The wait is over for Reid Gardiner, to make his WHL debut Friday
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The wait is over for Reid Gardiner, to make his WHL debut Friday

By Jeff D’Andrea

paNOW Staff

It’s been a long time coming, but Reid Gardiner will finally start his career with the Prince Albert Raiders.

Ever since he was drafted 8th overall by the Raiders back on May 5, 2011 by the Raiders, Gardiner has been waiting for Friday’s home opener against the Saskatoon Blades, the first leg of a home-and-home series.

“I’m very excited. I’ve been waiting for this day for a couple years now,” said Gardiner, one of the last players to leave Thursday’s practice. “I’m just really excited to get at it and start the season off on a good note, hopefully.

Being a top-10 pick, there will likely always be pressure on Gardiner to succeed and produce. He said that’s not a bad thing.

“There might be some pressure, but I think it’s good pressure, it’s not really negative,” said Gardiner. “I think they just expect me to do well all the time and I expect that on myself too.

“I think it comes hand in hand. I think it’s good pressure.”

Gardiner said opening the season with a home-and-home against their rivals from Saskatoon also adds a little urgency.

“Playing the home opener in Saskatoon definitely adds a little more pressure, you have a little more enemies on the other team,” said Gardiner, who had 40 points in 36 games with the Saskatoon Midget AAA Contacts last year. “It’s fun though. Hopefully we can come out, do our best and come out with two wins, hopefully.”

That hunger to beat their ‘enemies’ will certainly be there, but Raiders head coach Steve Young hopes that doesn’t cloud his team’s focus.

“I think being the first game, we expect a lot of emotions from both teams,” said Young. “Some of the older guys are anxious and ready to play and some of the younger guys are anxious as well.

“I think it’s a game where we have to control our emotions early and get in the right direction.”

Last season, the Raiders dug themselves an early hole with a 5-19-1-1 record, leading to a league worst 21-45-3-3 record.

Getting off to a good start is imperative for the Raiders to putting last season behind them.

“You want to take it one game at a time but I think it’s important for this club to get off to a good start,” said Young. “When I say that, it’s not just wins and losses, it’s doing a lot of things right.”

Gardiner himself has been doing the little things right so far, earning praise from both Young and Raiders general manager Bruno Campese at numerous points this preseason.

“I just want to contribute anyway I can, whether it’s playing power play, penalty kill, first line, fourth line, I just want to contribute doing my role and doing it really well, said Gardiner, who had an assist in three preseason games. “Hopefully the coaches see that.”

Gardiner is one of three 16-year-olds on the Raiders, the others being Swift Current’s Tim Vanstone and Surrey, B.C.’s Spencer Meyer. Only Vanstone has previously played in the WHL, playing one game against in his hometown against the Swift Current Broncos.

The Raiders will begin their season Friday against the Saskatoon Blades, with the puck dropping at 7 p.m.. Both teams will wrap up their home-and-home series Saturday at the Credit Union Centre in Saskatoon.

jdandrea@panow.com

On Twitter: @jeff_dandrea

Raiders' first round pick hopes to crack squad at 16 
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He has been the property of the Raiders for only a few days, and already the club’s first round pick this year has been compared to Mark McNeill, a potential first round pick in the June NHL draft.

"Reid Gardiner works hard every shift he is on the ice just like Mark McNeill. Gardiner has got very good hands, he is good on the power play, he may score easier than McNeill who had over 30 goals this year,” said director of player personnel, Dale Derkatch.

Reid, who was born in Prince Albert was one of 10 players selected by the Raiders in Thursday’s

Western Hockey League (WHL) Bantam Draft in Calgary. paNOW’s Brent Bosker went one-on-one with Reid after the draft.

Bosker: “Reid, tell me what your reaction was when you were selected by the Raiders?”

Gardiner: "I was very excited. Just the chance to go to training camp and put a jersey on for the first time it’s going to be exciting.”

Bosker: “Did you have any idea that you would be picked by the Raiders?”

Gardiner: "Yeah, they called me about three times, as soon as Seattle and Everett passed over me I knew there was a pretty good chance that P.A. would take me."

Bosker: “How do you feel about playing in P.A.?”

Gardiner: "It would be awesome. It's a small city with a good fan base."

Bosker: “Reid, you grew up in Humboldt, but you were born in Prince Albert. Your family must be excited that you will be playing close to home?

Gardiner: "Yeah, they are real excited. I lived there when I was four and they taught there ... so we have a connection to P.A. definitely.”

Bosker: “Why do you think the Raiders selected you?

Gardiner: "I think I fit into their system pretty well. I'm a Saskatchewan born player, rough, a tough guy. I like to go into the corners. I think they liked my character and leadership."

Bosker: “What do you think is your greatest strength as a hockey player?”

Gardiner: “My greatest strength probably would (be)fore checking down low and a creating offense from the cycle or off a broken play.”

Bosker: “What's your plan for next season?”

Gardiner: "To play for the Midget AAA Saskatoon Contacts and light it up there. I don’t know just be a role player there."

Bosker: “Have you set a goal for cracking the Raiders' roster?”

Gardner: "I'd really like to suit up for the Raiders as a 16-year-old rookie in grade 11."

Bosker: “Finally, what has the team said to you to prepare you for to the eventual jump from Midget AAA to the major, junior ranks?”

Gardiner: “They’ve kind of said keep working hard, keep doing what you’re doing and keep building up muscle and you’ll be here when your 16.”

bbosker@panow.com

Gardiner plans to keep working hard as NHL draft status rises
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Reid Gardiner has been ranked as the 40th North American skater on the NHL Central Scouting Service’s midterm rankings list, which were released on Monday. 

Reid Gardiner’s hot start has caught the eyes of NHL scouts.

The Prince Albert Raiders forward is now ranked as the 40th North American skater on the NHL Central Scouting Service’s midterm rankings list, which was released on Monday. In November he was listed as a potential fourth to sixth round pick in Central Scouting’s initial rankings.

Gardiner learned about his rising status in chemistry class on Monday when his mom texted him.

While his play is under his own control, the reaction of others to it is not, he says.

“I think I just keep doing what I do best,” Gardiner says. “I really try to use my assets. I think lots of guys can get caught up in being ranked high or low or not at all. I think the main thing that I’m trying to focus on is taking it day by day. It’s obviously something I think about and daydream about the odd time but my parents and the people around me try to keep me grounded.”

He wasn’t the only Raider moving up.

Leon Draisaitl, who was in transit to Calgary on Monday for the Top Prospects game, is now ranked second overall among North American skaters. Draisaitl has 19 goals and 35 assists in 35 games, leaving him four points shy of his rookie totals in 29 fewer games.

Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart, who has been projected as a possible first overall pick, dropped to fourth in the rankings behind Samuel Bennett of Kingston of the OHL, Draisaitl and Aaron Ekblad of Barrie of the OHL.

The other WHL players in the top 25 are Hadyn Fleury of Red Deer (ranked sixth), Jake Virtanen of Calgary (nine), Julius Honka of Swift Current (13), Brycen Martin Swift Current (20) and Nikita Scherbak of Saskatoon (24).

It didn’t take long for Gardiner to surpass the numbers he posted in his rookie season. As a 16-year-old, he played 54 games, scoring seven goals and adding 13 assists. Now a year older mentally and physically, with the experience of a WHL season under his belt, he has 19 goals and 17 assists in 41 games.

He says there is no single reason for the improvement.

“I think being given more responsibility from the coaching staff is a big part of it,” the 5'11, 185-pound Humboldt product says. “Playing with good players and finding chemistry is a big part of it. Plus going into last year I wasn’t nervous but I really didn’t know what to expect. This year I really knew what was going to happen and what to expect so I didn’t really have any surprises.

“Plus puck luck has been coming my way too.”

Raider captain Josh Morrissey, who was drafted 13th overall by the Winnipeg Jets last June, likes what he sees from Gardiner.

“Gards is a guy who works hard on the ice, he works hard off the ice,” Morrissey says. “He comes to the rink every day and competes hard and really cares about the game. His skill-set is phenomenal; he has a really good shot. I think that’s probably one of his biggest assets.”

Gardiner says that he continues to hunt for more consistency in his game but has been pleased overall with his season so far.

“I’m producing the way I wanted to,” he says. “I really think that I’ve stepped up my responsibilities as a leader on and off the ice … Overall I’m really confident in my abilities carrying the puck and making plays. Hopefully it continues in the second half.”

The NHL draft takes place on June 27-28 in Philadelphia.
Sharks' Reid getting back on the right track

 February 1, 2014
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by Bill Ballou || AHL On The Beat Archive

For Worcester Sharks forward Brodie Reid, there is a substantial difference between seasons played and games played. During his rookie and sophomore years in the American Hockey League, Reid had to battle through a succession of injuries. Not only did they limit his playing time, they also seemed to happen just when he was on the verge of getting his career on track. 

“One thing you have to remember,” said Worcester general manager Joe Will, “is that with Brodie signing so young, this year would be his fourth year of college hockey if he’d stayed there. His (right) shoulder has been bothering him a long time and the injuries have limited him in his first two seasons. He’s got the equivalent of about one full season under his belt -- so he’s probably more like a second-year pro than a third-year pro. 

“Every player is different, and we think he’s still on track.” 

Enough on track so that after Reid’s initial two-year contract expired, San Jose brought him back for another season, re-signing him to a one-year deal in July. 

Spending three seasons in the same place is a record for Reid. 

Reid, who is from suburban Vancouver, played junior hockey for the Surrey Eagles of the British Columbia Hockey League in 2005-06 and 2006-07. He was still in the BCHL in 2007-08 but with Burnaby. Next year, it was Penticton of the BCHL and after that it was on to Lincoln, Neb., and the USHL, the idea being that a year there would get him ready for the level of competition in Hockey East. 

So, after a year among the wheat fields, Reid enrolled at Northeastern University and skated one season there before turning pro with Worcester. It was that one year with Northeastern that established Reid as someone the Sharks were interested in. 

“He had a good season at Northeastern,” scouting director Tim Burke said, “and he was really, really good in the second half of that season. He’s a scorer -- he’s got a good shot and he has that ability to find places to score from. Now the game has changed a little, and there is no such thing as an ugly goal or a garbage goal. You just have to score and the ‘peel off’ goal scorer is hard to find. 

“So, he’ll have to be able to adapt to that.” 

During his one winter with the Huskies, Reid was named to the Hockey East All-Rookie team and was Northeastern’s top scoring rookie. In his first season in the American Hockey League, Reid’s youth and inexperience showed and he really didn’t find a rhythm until the beginning of March. When he did, he suffered a concussion, ending the year for him. 

“It was a big adjustment going from college to this level,” he said, “and it took me a while to get comfortable with it. The first part of the season, I spent a lot of nights going over things in my head. Then, I think the last 10 or 15 games, my game was finally getting to where I wanted it to be.” 

Reid began the 2013-14 season skating on the right wing of Worcester’s No. 1 line. It had veteran Bracken Kearns in the middle and the AHL Sharks’ most gifted offensive player, Danill Tarasov, on the left. Skating with those two, Reid led the team in shots on goal and averaged about a point a game in the early going, most of them assists. 

“It’s nice to get the points,” Reid said, “but I know that my job is to score goals. It’s a matter of finishing opportunties, concentrating, bearing down more when I get my chances.” 

It should help that his right shoulder is finally healthy. 

It cost Reid a total of 38 games in 2012-13. He originally injured it in a pre-season game and was out of action from Oct. 12 through Nov. 15, missing the season’s first 15 games. When Reid finally returned to action, he had a lot of stored up energy and it showed. He scored 13 points in his first 16 games back. 

While he cooled off a bit after the first of the year, Reid still had 21 points in 28 games played by the end of January. 

The end of January wound up being the end of his season, for all intents and purposes. Reid was pointless in the first three games of February and then was sidelined with a concussion. 

Late in a game at Providence on March 1, Reid took a faceoff and immediately curled up in pain. His right shoulder had become dislocated again, and his season was over. A few days later that month, Reid had season-ending surgery to tighten up that balky shoulder. 

“The surgery went well,” he said. “It feels fine; it’s good, now. For a couple of years there, it was pretty loose.” 

“I think that Brodie’s shoulder wasn’t right for quite a while, not at 100 percent,” Will said, “and even when he could play, that had an effect. I think that, this year, we’ll see him completely healthy for the first time.” 

During Reid’s time in Worcester, the AHL Sharks have won with defense and goaltending. Goals have been at a premium, and it says something about Reid’s offensive ability that even though he has missed as much time as he has with injuries, he is one of just 24 Worcester players to crack the 20-goal mark for his career. 

Possessor of one of those old-fashioned wrist shots – hard with a quick delivery – Reid is hoping that his third season in the American Hockey League is his best. A healthy shoulder and a spot on the first line could go a long way towards making it happen. 

Bill Ballou covers the Worcester Sharks for the Worcester Telegram & Gazette.
Monthly award winners for January named

 February 3, 2014

Photo: Steven Christy

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. ... The American Hockey League announced today that Texas Stars forward Travis Morin, St. John's IceCaps defenseman Brenden Kichton and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goaltender Eric Hartzell have been selected as the league's award winners for January.

In 11 games, Morin, the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for January, led all AHL skaters in goals (10) and points (21), including five games of at least three points each. 

Morin, who also won this award in October, scored twice in a 5-3 win at Charlotte on Jan. 2 and picked up a goal and two assists in a 4-3 loss to the Checkers the next night. His first career AHL hat trick helped the Stars to a 5-3 win over Utica on Jan. 11, and he established personal bests with four assists and five points in a 7-1 win at Charlotte on Jan. 17. Morin dished out three assists as Texas edged Iowa, 4-3, in a shootout on Jan. 22, and registered a goal and two assists in a 6-4 win over Grand Rapids on Jan. 24. Morin’s 21 points came on half of Texas’s 42 goals during January. 

Morin ranks second in the AHL with 26 goals and leads the league with 39 assists and 65 points in 41 games with Texas this season. The seventh-year pro from Brooklyn Park, Minn., has also appeared in three NHL contests with Dallas in 2013-14, and will represent the Stars at next week’s 2014 AHL All-Star Classic presented by Assante Wealth Management. Morin, who was originally drafted by Washington in 2004, has skated in 325 career AHL contests with Texas and Hershey, totaling 93 goals and 180 assists for 273 points. He signed as a free agent with Dallas on July 12, 2010. 

In recognition of his achievement, Morin will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming Stars home game. 

Also see: Past winners, AHL Player of the Month

Brenden KichtonIn 12 games during January, Kichton, the CCM/AHL Rookie of the Month for January, recorded three goals and 11 assists for 14 points along with a plus-6 rating to help the IceCaps to a 9-3-0-0 record. 

Kichton opened the month with a five-game scoring streak, beginning with the game-winning goal in a 3-1 victory over Portland on Jan. 5 and including a pair of two-assist games on Jan. 6 vs. Portland and Jan. 11 vs. Toronto. Kichton later had three consecutive multiple-point games, including two assists in a 6-2 win at Hartford on Jan. 25 and a season-best three points (game-winning goal, two assists) in a 3-1 decision in Providence on Jan. 26. Kichton led all AHL rookies in assists and points during January, and had an even or better plus/minus rating in 11 of his 12 outings. 

A seventh-round draft choice by Winnipeg in 2013, Kichton ranks second among AHL defensemen and third among AHL rookies in scoring with 37 points (nine goals, 28 assists) in 45 games for St. John’s. The 21-year-old native of Edmonton, Alta., played five junior seasons with Spokane of the Western Hockey League, earning WHL West Second All-Star Team honors in 2010-11 and First Team honors in 2011-12 and 2012-13. Kichton has been selected to participate in the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic presented by Assante Wealth Management in St. John’s, Feb. 11-12. 

In recognition of his achievement, Kichton will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming IceCaps home game. 

Also see: Past winners, AHL Rookie of the Month

2013-14     

Month Player Team 

January 2014 Brenden Kichton St. John's 

December 2013 Curtis McKenzie Texas 

November 2013 Ryan Strome Bridgeport 

October 2013 Nikita Kucherov Syracuse
2013-14     

Month Player Team 

January 2014 Travis Morin Texas 

December 2013 Emerson Etem Norfolk 

November 2013 Ben Street Abbotsford 

October 2013 Travis Morin Texas 

      2013-14     

Month Player Team 

January 2014 Eric Hartzell Wilkes-Barre/Scranton 

December 2013 Scott Darling Milwaukee 

November 2013 Mike McKenna Springfield 

October 2013 John Gibson Norfolk

Return to AHL not keeping Allen down

 January 31, 2014
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by Alyssa Dombrowski || for NHL.com 

Veteran goaltenders Brian Elliott and Jaroslav Halak have helped raise the St. Louis Blues back to a place among the elite teams in the National Hockey League. 

However, it was around this time last year that Jake Allen made the league take notice that the Blues’ goaltending depth didn’t stop there. 

Recalled from the American Hockey League to replace an injured Halak in February and again in early March, Allen posted a 9-4-0 record in his 15 appearances with St. Louis, including one shutout. The significance of his performance – which earned him a spot on the NHL All-Rookie Team at season’s end – was recognized by Blues assistant general manager Kevin McDonald, who also oversees the team’s prospects in the AHL. 

“It was a very important time when he came up, because in the lockout-shortened 48-game schedule it was a real sprint to the playoffs,” said McDonald. “Those points were vital to the Blues making the [postseason]. 

“It was a pressure-filled time to come up as a rookie and get a good run of games, but Jake always seems to rise to the occasion and he did that again last year.” 

Allen, who was selected by the Blues in the second round (No. 32) of the 2008 NHL Draft, didn’t have any expectations going into what would become his regular-season NHL debut (he had previously played one minute in relief during the 2012 Stanley Cup Playoffs). 

“It was my first real time with the Blues, so I didn’t know if I was going to get in any games or not,” said the 23-year-old Allen. “I just kept plugging away and when I was called upon, things went well for me. 

“I got to show off everything I’ve been working on over the course of three years, and I think I answered a lot of people’s questions whether I had the ability to do it or not.” 

The Fredericton, N.B., native began his professional career in the AHL with the Peoria Rivermen, then the Blues’ affiliate, for three seasons. With St. Louis’s top prospects now with the Chicago Wolves, Allen has registered a 17-11-2 record in 30 games this year and ranks among the league’s leaders with a 2.13 goals-against average and a .923 save percentage. 

McDonald notes that Allen’s poise on the ice is just as prevalent outside of the rink. 

“Jake has always been one of the most mature kids we’ve ever had [in our organization] in terms of the total picture,” said McDonald. “He’s found a way to improve an area of his game every single year, and I think that’s what has him playing the best hockey of his life right now.” 

Allen remains unaffected by his positioning behind Halak and Elliot in the Blues’ goaltending system. 

“He knows his time is coming,” McDonald said. “You have to give him credit as a young kid for really doing what he needs to do every day so that when he gets that opportunity to go to the NHL, he’s as prepared as he can be. 

“He’s only worried about what he can control, and all he can control is to be the best goalie he can be and be number one at the American League level.” 

It appears that Allen is doing just that. He has been selected as one of two goaltenders to represent the league at the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic in St. John’s, N.L., on Feb. 11-12. The AHL’s best will face Färjestad BK of the Swedish Elite League, marking the first such event featuring international competition in league history. 

“It’s going to be a good challenge to play against one of the top European teams, to show the world what our league is about and to represent the AHL as best as we can,” said Allen. “I’m going to go over there with the mentality that we’re going to try to win and have some fun too.” 

He is equally as excited about the chance to return to St. John’s, where he began his junior career with the QMJHL’s Fog Devils in 2007-08. 

“I have a lot of friends and family there,” Allen said. “I played in that arena and a lot of the staff members for the IceCaps were on my junior coaching staff, so I’m excited to get back there and see some familiar faces.” 

Participating in his second All-Star Classic (he previously competed as a rookie in 2011) is another opportunity to build on the developments he has made since his stint in the NHL, according to Allen. 

“You want to play as much as you can, especially as a growing player,” said Allen. “Back in the American League this year, it’s been a huge bonus for me to get more experience under my belt every day, and I think I’ve honed my game a bit more.” 

He is confident that his continuous progress will lead him down the same path to the NHL that many before him have taken. 

“A lot of the guys that are now the top goalies in the NHL have done the same thing I’m doing,” said Allen. “I’m just enjoying the process and hopefully sooner or later it’s going to work out.”

Super 16: Calder Cup winners boost Wings, Lightning

Friday, 01.31.2014 / 3:00 AM / Super 16: NHL Power Rankings

By Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Tomas Tatar and Riley Sheahan each had a goal and an assist in a 5-4 come-from-ahead loss Saturday the Detroit Red Wings probably would like to forget.

The night before Tyler Johnson netted the first hat trick of his NHL career to help the Tampa Bay Lightning to a comfortable victory the rookie forward will remember for a long time.

Why are these seemingly random events connected? Tatar and Sheahan were part of a Grand Rapids Griffins team that defeated Johnson and the Syracuse Crunch in six games last season to capture the Calder Cup in the American Hockey League.

The Red Wings and the Lightning affiliates have won the Calder Cup the past two seasons, as Tampa Bay's players won with the Norfolk Admirals in 2012 before the organization switched affiliates.

Organizations have relied on the AHL to develop talent for decades, and while NHL teams sometimes can be more focused on how individual players are progressing, it's common for teams that have success at that level to produce several players who can help the big club.

Detroit and Tampa Bay have called upon players who finished 2012-13 playing for the Calder Cup with regularity this season, and several of them have become indispensable contributors.

The Red Wings have been besieged by injuries and the organization's depth, particularly at forward, has been on display. Tampa Bay has been committed to reshaping the roster with homegrown talent since Steve Yzerman became the general manager and that plan has helped the Lightning continue to thrive despite missing superstar Steven Stamkos for much of the season.

The Red Wings have dressed 10 players (nine skaters and goaltender Petr Mrazek) this season who won the Calder Cup last season. Incredibly, 13 who have played for Norfolk or Syracuse in the Calder Cup Playoffs in the past two seasons (including 11 from last season) have seen action for the Lightning.

Those pie charts represent the percentage of games played, goals and points these Calder Cup Finals veterans have provided Tampa Bay and Detroit this season. One name not on the table to the right for the Lightning is Cory Conacher, who Yzerman used to trade for Vezina Trophy candidate Ben Bishop.

Other recent Calder Cup champions have supplied plenty of talent to their parent clubs. Seven skaters plus goaltender Robin Lehner were part of the 2011 champion Binghamton Senators and have played for the Ottawa Senators this season. Karl Alzner, John Carlson, Michal Neuvirth and Jay Beagle were back-to-back AHL champs with the Hershey Bears in 2009 and 2010 and now are regulars with the Washington Capitals.

2013 GRAND RAPIDS GRIFFINS / 2014 DETROIT RED WINGS 

PLAYER GAMES PLAYED

 GOALS POINTS 

Tomas Tatar 44 12 22 

Gustav Nyquist 28 9 17 

Joakim Andersson 47 7 13 

Danny DeKeyser 37 2 10 

Riley Sheahan 13 3 8 

Tomas Jurco 14 2 5 

Luke Glendening 28 0 3 

Brian Lashoff 49 0 3 

Adam Almquist 2 1 1 

2012 NORFOLK ADMIRALS / 2013 SYRACUSE CRUNCH / 2014 TAMPA BAY LIGHTNING 

PLAYER GAMES PLAYED GOALS POINTS 

Tyler Johnson 53 16 34 

Alex Killorn 53 12 30 

Ondrej Palat 53 11 29 

Radko Gudas 48 2 15 

Richard Panik 39 2 11 

J.T. Brown 34 4 11 

Mark Barberio 35 4 9 

Andrej Sustr 38 0 7 

Jean-Philippe Cote 16 0 4 

Brett Connolly 11 1 1 

Dmitry Korobov 3 0 1 

Pierre-Cedric Labrie 13 0 0 

Matt Taormina 7 0 0 

The Lightning are one of the NHL's great success stories this season, while those other three teams are fighting for Stanley Cup Playoff spots. Having the depth Tampa Bay and Detroit enjoy could allow Yzerman and Red Wings GM Ken Holland to be creative before the trade deadline if they want to shore up any weaknesses. Both clubs not only have proven they have quality and quantity in their prospect ranks but have also potential impact players still skating in the AHL who haven't made their NHL debuts yet, like Vladislav Namestnikov and Teemu Pulkkinen.

With that in mind, and because there might be some significant movement in the trade market before the League takes a break for the 2014 Sochi Olympics, the Super 16 this week is going to focus on what some of the best teams in the NHL might be looking for between now and the March 5 deadline.

Projected salary cap space figures are from capgeek.com. The figure, which can change daily, is how much the team could add and still be compliant by the end of the season.

DISCLAIMER: While the Super 16 is NHL.com's weekly power rankings, the new-look version is going to focus more on the "power" than the "rankings" when determining the order. It's not always going to look like the League standings and likely will take more of a long view than a short one. If two teams are close, the tiebreaker almost always is this: If the two teams started a seven-game series tonight, who would prevail? Stop by to see where your favorite team ranks but stay for the information. Also, statistics and team records are through games on Wednesday night. 

STL1. St. Louis Blues (36-11-5) LW: 2

Projected cap space: $1,545,246

Shopping list: It has been stated in this space earlier this season that the Blues might have the most complete roster in the League, and that remains true. They're deep at every position, though Derek Roy and Chris Stewart should be doing more given the sheltered ice time they're getting and Brenden Morrow isn't helping a great deal. The big question with the Blues obviously is the goaltending, where they might be good enough with Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott but it also might cost them a legitimate chance at the Stanley Cup (see the 2012 second-round series against the Los Angeles Kings for reference). GM Doug Armstrong has defended his netminders but there's a little cap room if he wants to pursue a different option (though Halak or Elliot likely would have to be included in the deal) or he could add one more forward for insurance purposes.

MUST READ: Dan O'Neill of the St. Louis Post Dispatch writes about Alexander Steen expecting more from himself despite solid production since a return from injury.

CHI2. Chicago Blackhawks (33-10-13) LW: 1

Projected cap space: $495,822

Shopping list: The Blackhawks have been looking for a consistent No. 2 center since the day after Jonathan Toews showed up at United Center. Clearly it hasn't been that big of an issue and Brandon Saad's development has bolstered what is the top collection of wings in the League. They won last season with Michael Handzus and he remains among the internal options, along with rookie Brandon Pirri and No. 3 center Andrew Shaw. The Blackhawks used most of their cap space to add Kris Versteeg earlier this season and could certainly repeat as champions without making another move.

MUST READ: The Blackhawks are built for overtime but can't score a goal in the 4-on-4 format, writes Mark Lazerus of the Chicago Sun-Times.

ANA3. Anaheim Ducks (39-11-5) LW: 3

Projected cap space: $7,174,986

Shopping list: Thanks to Sheldon Souray's injury and bonuses that could be pushed to the 2014-15 ledger, the Ducks have plenty of cap space to work with. The question is will general manager Bob Murray be looking to upgrade his roster and/or increase the budget? Anaheim has lots of depth up front and no glaring weaknesses. Sami Vatanen and Hampus Lindholm have helped replace Souray and Luca Sbisa just returned from injury. The depth in goal is incredible. Could Murray be interested in another center? Nick Bonino, Saku Koivu and Mathieu Perreault have provided nice depth behind superstar Ryan Getzlaf, but can this group match up with the San Jose Sharks, Kings or Blues in a seven-game series at that position? Again, there's nothing pressing but with that amount of space and clearly their best team since winning the Cup in 2007, any additions could help what might be a brutal battle to get out of the Western Conference.

MUST READ: Derek Satterfield of Anaheim Calling writes about the Ducks and fancy stats.

SJS4. San Jose Sharks (34-14-6) LW: 5

Projected cap space: $1,055,000

Shopping list: The Sharks are light on cap space and the biggest issues are health concerns at forward. San Jose isn't sure when Raffi Torres will play this season but he's likely to. Tomas Hertl also could return but that might be less of a certainty. There's still no timetable for Adam Burish either. The other injured players will be back soon, and if the Sharks just get one or two of those three back for the playoffs they could be set. GM Doug Wilson might be looking for some cheap forward depth as insurance, though. The Sharks will not face Ben Scrivens in the playoffs, so that's one weakness that won't be a problem.

MUST READ: Alex Stalock's career was threatened just days after his NHL debut, but he's persevered, writes Kevin Kurz of CSN Bay Area.

PIT5. Pittsburgh Penguins (37-14-2) LW: 4

Projected cap space: $560,000

Shopping list: The Penguins' top need is depth scoring. The second biggest need is someone not named Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, James Neal, Chris Kunitz or Jussi Jokinen to score consistently. The third greatest need is a forward who … well, the point has been made. Pittsburgh probably was one forward short (pending the development of Beau Bennett), but injuries to Bennett, and more importantly a season-ending one for Pascal Dupuis, has left the Penguins light up front. GM Ray Shero has the best track record of deadline dealing in the League, to the point where he's basically the guy in fantasy sports that people dread making trades with. Will the Penguins be able to find enough cap space without impacting the roster? And what wings are available to fit Shero's criteria?

MUST READ: Joe Starkey of the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review writes about United States Olympic hockey coaches, present and past.

BOS6. Boston Bruins (34-15-3) LW: 6

Projected cap space: $1,615,833

Shopping list: When healthy the Bruins have enough firepower up front. Boston's glaring hole at this point should be portrayed in the shape of a German tank. Dennis Seidenberg's injury is a big problem, especially because the Bruins already were planning to lean on younger players like Dougie Hamilton and Torey Krug more this season with Andrew Ference in Edmonton. Krug really has helped the power play but he's not going anywhere near the matchups/responsibilities Seidenberg consumed. GM Peter Chiarelli needs a defenseman, and not just a run-of-the-mill, eat 17-18 minutes without hurting the team kind of player either.

MUST READ: Does Zdeno Chara deserve a place in the Hockey Hall of Fame? Sam Hitchcock of Intelligent Hockey investigates.

LAK7. Los Angeles Kings (30-19-6) LW: 7

Projected cap space: $1,359,523

Shopping list: The Kings won the Stanley Cup in 2012 and had a Cup-worthy roster after the trade for Jeff Carter. Los Angeles brought the same group back last season but injuries were a big problem against the Blackhawks in the conference final. It is pretty close to the same group again in 2013-14 but the pre-Carter arrival scoring problems have returned. The Kings are shooting 5.0 percent at even strength in close situations, which easily is the worst mark in the League (and nearly six percentage points behind the Ducks). There's a lot of bad luck in there and it's likely this exact group will score more down the stretch. That doesn't mean GM Dean Lombardi shouldn't consider an addition up front, whether it is more prominent/consistent minutes for one of the top prospects (Tyler Toffoli would be most likely, but also Tanner Pearson or Linden Vey) or someone from outside the organization.

MUST READ: Speaking of Southern California teams and advanced statistics, Robert Paredez of Jewels From The Crown writes about bad luck and pending progression to the mean for the Kings.

TBL8. Tampa Bay Lightning (31-17-5) LW: 9

Projected cap space: $4,515,916

Shopping list: Yzerman is in an interesting spot. His team has played really well without Stamkos, certainly well enough to think adding one of the world's two best goal scorers might be all this group needs to challenge Pittsburgh and Boston in the Eastern Conference. Sometimes relying on players returning from injury to make the team better doesn't work out, though. Also, how many games will Stamkos play before the deadline passes for Yzerman to assess the situation? This is another team that might be good enough as is, but there is an opportunity at this point with the Penguins and Bruins both missing key components. If a team outside the perceived "elite" is going to make a deep run said club almost certainly is coming from the Eastern Conference. Does Yzerman make a bold move (Hint: there's so much young depth in this organization the answer is probably not)? He might make a minor addition.

MUST READ: Victor Hedman has needed time and experience to become a star for the Lightning, writes Tom Jones of the Tampa Bay Times.

COL9. Colorado Avalanche (33-14-5) LW: 8

Projected cap space: $31,850,985

Shopping list: The Avalanche are now a near certainty to reach the Stanley Cup Playoffs with first-year coach Patrick Roy. Colorado could be an interesting team to monitor as the deadline approaches. If the intent is to improve the club immediately and "go for it," the Avalanche need players who will help them possess the puck more. Dealing Steve Downie for Maxime Talbot has made the possession issue worse so help up front would be useful. A second-pairing defenseman also could go a long way. Whether the Avalanche are looking to be "buyers" remains to be seen, and there's uncertainty moving forward with Paul Stastny, Ryan O'Reilly and even PA Parenteau's name reportedly included in trade discussions.

MUST READ: While Joe Sakic and Roy are getting most of the credit for the team's revival, Adrian Dater of the Denver Post highlights a few others in the Avalanche organization who also deserve recognition.

MIN10. Minnesota Wild (29-20-6) LW: 11

Projected cap space: $2,722,636

Shopping list: Zach Parise is back and the Wild desperately need Mikko Koivu healthy as well. The cumulative Fenwick graph on ExtraSkater.com looks like it would be a fun hill to sled down, but that's bad news for the Wild. There has been speculation that Minnesota could be a landing spot for Buffalo Sabres goaltender Ryan Miller, and Josh Harding's health situation could lead to such a move. But the Wild also could use some help up front. Dany Heatley has faced relatively light competition and been given favorable zone starts but is not producing, either in stats found on a hockey card or the ones typically found in this space. Maybe a bold move like Miller is the play, but a couple of more subtle deals to improve depth at forward and on defense might be even better.

MUST READ: Ger Devine of Hockey Wilderness looks into the rental market for options in net.

VAN11. Vancouver Canucks (27-19-9) LW: 10

Projected cap space: $2,155,232

Shopping list: The Canucks are a lot like the Penguins, only a slightly older, not quite as efficient model. Vancouver needs help up front. The first line is great. The second line is pretty good. The third line could be upgraded. The fourth line is Garry Gergich of "Parks and Recreation" fame. Or Jerry. Or Larry. It wouldn't have to be a major deal but even a solid third-line player who could bump someone to the fourth line and someone from that group to the press box could be a nice addition for the Canucks.

MUST READ: Dimitri Filipovic of Canucks Army writes about a concern for the Canucks that goes beyond the team's recent slump.

NYR12. New York Rangers (29-23-3) LW: NR

Projected cap space: $4,582,303

Shopping list: The Rangers checked off what they felt was an important need by trading for a right-handed defenseman in Kevin Klein. New York is playing well and doesn't have any other glaring needs in the lineup. An offensive defenseman wouldn't be a bad idea, or at least one that coach Alain Vigneault could trust more than Michael Del Zotto. This club might be in the same spot as Tampa Bay -- the path to the second round looks open, and while Boston and Pittsburgh are the class of the conference this might be a good season to "go for it" at the deadline and see if one of them (or both) is vulnerable.

MUST READ: This isn't really about the Rangers, but Justin Bourne's Systems Analyst for the Backhand Shelf is on New York's first of nine goals at Yankee Stadium this week.

DET13. Detroit Red Wings (23-19-11) LW: 12

Projected cap space: $1,111,833

Shopping list: The Red Wings haven't been anywhere near full health in months. This group of players at full strength could be enough to go on a late-season charge to continue a postseason streak that began when Sinead O'Connor was top of the pop music charts. Will they all get back in time to save the season? Holland doesn't have a lot of cap space and he won't have a lot of time to see if the Red Wings need outside assistance. Stephen Weiss was a mess before a sports hernia injury knocked him out of the lineup. Will a healthy Weiss be a difference maker? There's no shortage of trade chips if Holland wants to make a move.

MUST READ: Ansar Khan of MLive.com writes about Holland's take on the trade market and what direction the Red Wings might be heading.

CBJ14. Columbus Blue Jackets (26-23-4) LW: 15

Projected cap space: $561,425

Shopping list: The Blue Jackets, as detailed last week, have a favorable schedule and a real chance to finish in the top three of the Metropolitan Division. That also means a chance to win a playoff series for the first time in franchise history because no one will be significantly favored in the No. 2 vs. No. 3 divisional matchup. Marian Gaborik's pending free agency could play a large role in the team's plans at the deadline. They've improved, and Nathan Horton's availability has helped (10 of 13 games with a 51.9 percent or better Fenwick-for percentage when the score is close at even strength since he returned and 15 of 18 overall). Can the Blue Jackets add while also possibly considering a Gaborik trade? Do they just keep him and try to make a run? Fans typically embrace that play but history often judges it poorly if the star player leaves in July.

MUST READ: Another player besides Horton who deserves credit for the Blue Jackets' improvement is defenseman James Wisniewski, writes Aaron Portzline of the Columbus Dispatch.

DAL15. Dallas Stars (24-21-8) LW: NR

Projected cap space: $7,121,177

Shopping list: The Stars can be exciting to watch one night and frustrating the next. GM Jim Nill hit a couple of home runs with trading for Tyler Seguin and drafting Valeri Nichushkin but injuries to the defense corps hurt this season. The Stars could use another defenseman (like most teams), but have no extreme weaknesses. Nill could play buyer and seller, with veterans like Ray Whitney and Vernon Fiddler to offer as rentals while also possibly looking for one of his own on the blue line in a separate move.

MUST READ: Josh Lile of Defending Big D looks at the Stars as potential buyers and potential sellers before the deadline.

WPG16. Winnipeg Jets (25-25-5) LW: NR

Projected cap space: $1,525,188

Shopping list: If the Stars' hopes are fleeting, the Jets' chances of reaching the playoffs are extremely slim. Winnipeg has defeated three of the top four teams in the West in the past 10 days or so but has been defeated soundly in the possession battle in each (after a nice start in that area with new coach Paul Maurice). If the Jets go shopping before the deadline, there aren't likely to be any short-term fixes. It's possible one of the core players gets moved, and if they're looking for areas to improve the Jets still are short on forward depth and could use another top-four defenseman, depending on where Dustin Byfuglien fits. Goaltender Ondrej Pavelec has had a few nice games since Maurice took over but he remains the team's biggest question mark.

MUST READ: There are clear differences for the Jets with Maurice in charge, writes Gary Lawless of the Winnipeg Free Press.

---

Hoffman scores four in Sens' win

 January 29, 2014

JustSports Photography

(binghamtonsenators.com) -- Mike Hoffman had a career night with four goals and an assist as he led the Binghamton Senators to a 6-3 win over the Worcester Sharks at the DCU Centre on Wednesday night. 

Jean-Gabriel Pageau chipped in on three of four of Hoffman’s tallies en route to a four-assist night while Cole Schneider added a goal and an assist to help Binghamton to their 28th victory of the season. 

Hoffman became the fourth AHL player to score four goals in a game during the 2013-14 season.

Buddy Robinson struck first putting the B-Sens on the board 3:22 into the first period. Robinson broke through the defense and wristed the puck home for his eighth goal of the year giving Binghamton a 1-0 lead. 

Hoffman scored his first goal of the night at the 9:08 mark of the first, stealing the puck from Dylan DeMelo in the Sharks zone and putting a shot over Harri Sateri’s shoulder to make the score 2-0. 

Hoffman struck again less than three minutes later on a power play, as he one-timed a shot from the top of the face-off dot after receiving a cross-ice pass from Pageau. 

The second period brought troubles for the Sens penalty kill unit as they gave up two man-advantage goals. The first Sharks power-play goal came from Travis Oleksuk at the 6:45 mark, followed by Konrad Abeltshauser striking almost seven minutes later. The remaining time in the second proved scoreless as Binghamton went to the locker room with a 3-2 lead. 

Schneider notched his 15th goal of the season to add to the B-Sens lead less than four minutes into the period on a power play. Schneider tipped in a shot from Hoffman 3:38 into the period to bring Sens lead to 4-2. 

Exactly four minutes later, Tyler Gron cut the lead to 4-3 after sending home a loose puck that beat Nathan Lawson between his pads. 

Hoffman put home his third of the night upstairs on Sateri at the 9:28 mark after Pageau fed him a pass on a two-on-one rush down the ice, and at the 13:30 mark of the third Hoffman tied a franchise record putting home his fourth goal of the night. 

Lawson, making his first appearance since leaving Binghamton's January 11 game due to injury, stopped 26 of 29 shots faced while Sateri ended with 22 saves on 28 shots.

Grubauer latest to develop in Bears' crease

 January 28, 2014

JustSports Photography

by Scott Stuccio || AHL On The Beat Archive

Whether a player has made one NHL appearance or 500, watching him grow through development in the American Hockey League is one of the most rewarding parts of following the AHL. 

If there is one position that best highlights development within the Washington Capitals organization, it is undoubtedly goaltending. 

The Capitals’ affiliation with the Hershey Bears goes back to the 2005-06 season. The Capitals used three goaltenders that year, and in 2006-07: Frederic Cassivi (five games), Brent Johnson (56 games) and Olie Kolzig (113 games). Cassivi earned his well-deserved opportunity, but everyone in Bears country most remembers him as the hero of the 2006 AHL postseason -- after which he was awarded the Jack A. Butterfield Trophy as the playoffs’ most valuable player, along with the Calder Cup. 

The very same creases which Cassivi tended at Giant Center through the years have been manned by many, some who have gone on to great success in both the AHL and in the NHL, and some who are just hitting their prime. 

Semyon Varlamov came on scene during the 2008-09 season and went on to post 19 wins in 27 games in Hershey. He was last seen in the American Hockey League in 2010-11, a brief three-game stint with the Bears, and is now playing superbly for the Colorado Avalanche. 

Michal Neuvirth, who played in tandem with Varlamov for a time, also joined the organization in 2008-09. He claimed MVP honors following the 2009 Calder Cup playoffs after backstopping the Bears to their second title in four years. 

Braden Holtby has undoubtedly drawn the most attention in the organization since Neuvirth took his permanent spot in the NHL. Holtby joined the Bears one season after Neuvirth did, and the two became a nearly unbeatable tandem -- helping Hershey into the AHL record books numerous times during a 60-win regular season 2009-10 and eventually a second straight Calder Cup. 

Fast forward to 2012-13 and the NHL lockout. Holtby started the season in Hershey, while Dany Sabourin split the time with him. 

A young man by the name of Philipp Grubauer -- Washington’s fourth-round selection (112th overall) in the draft year of the Bears’ last Calder Cup championship (2010) -- was waiting patiently in the wings, along with all the hype and excitement that could accompany him. 

Grubauer began the season in Reading, and it could be argued that the Royals’ Kelly Cup championship -- their first as an ECHL affiliate of the Bears and Capitals -- would not have come to pass had it not been for Grubauer starting them off. The German-born goaltender won 19 of his 26 appearances, and once the lockout was lifted, things really took off for the now-22-year-old. 

On Jan. 12, 2013, Grubauer won his first AHL game, a 35-save performance against the Connecticut Whale. He then went 4-1-1 in the month of February, 5-2-1 in March and 4-3-0 in April, working with Sabourin to ensure that the Bears’ run of playoff appearances as Capitals’ affiliate stayed perfect. 

It also was no coincidence that his month of March was his best in Hershey, statistics-wise. That same month, he earned his first NHL action in the Capitals’ net -- 25:05 of perfect relief work -- to help the Capitals from going down any further in a 4-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers. He got his first NHL start on Long Island on March 9, unfortunately being tagged with a loss despite stopping 40 shots. 

Grubauer became the fourth German-born netminder in history to play in the NHL, just months after starting the season two levels lower. 

One thing that impressed many people was the high number of games in which Grubauer has played that required more than 60 minutes to complete. Performances like that demand a lot more than even every-day conditioning can allow. 

But from the man himself, he says it’s just part of the job. 

“It’s not that difficult because I’ve done it so many times in Reading and in Hershey,” Grubauer relayed in a recent interview. “It’s not a big deal. Of course I want to get it done and get the game over in 60 minutes, but if you don’t score or if they score, it’s another way to get the extra point. That’s how I look at it.” 

This season, Grubauer was recalled to Washington in late November, and again, his first appearance of the season was in relief. His next one finally earned him the first victory of his National Hockey League career. From that date of his first win on Dec. 8, through as recently as Jan. 14, Grubauer lost only two games in regulation. 

However, six of those games were decided in shootouts. 

“I learned a lot in those games,” Grubauer recalled. “I think I improved in every game I played and I’m looking forward to getting up there again pretty soon.” 

Not only were “those games” decided in shootouts, but many were low-scoring. So was there any added pressure on him? 

“That’s my job, to keep the pucks out of the net and try to keep the score as low as I can,” Grubauer added. “Unfortunately we didn’t score much. It didn’t happen the last couple of games. I think the last six, we scored five goals and that’s not good enough to win. They got chances but couldn’t put the puck in the net. But as a goalie, I’m just there to try to keep the score as low as possible.” 

Grubuaer was caught in what many considered to be an odd circumstance -- three healthy goaltenders on the same NHL roster -- for weeks. Holtby, Neuvirth and Grubauer were all working together at one point, following Neuvirth’s return from injured reserve. Grubauer was the one used most often. 

But now that Neuvirth is completely healthy again, Grubauer has returned to Hershey. And he has done his job of keeping the score as low as possible, twice. In two games back between the Hershey pipes, he has allowed one goal on 57 shots -- but neither game went beyond regulation. 

“It’s good to get going with these guys, winning so many in a row at home,” he said. “It’s nice to come back and see these guys on a streak, and I’m going to try to play like I did up there to help win more games.” 

It is only a matter of time before another one of the Hershey Bears’ shining stars in goal finds his way to a permanent spot in the National Hockey League.

Observations from the 2013 CCM USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game

By Jeff Cox  @JeffCoxSBNation  on Sep 27 2013, 11:06a +  

Jeff Cox

Uncommitted prospects Ryan Donato and Blake Weyrick had impressive games in Thursday's game in front of a myriad of NHL scouts.

Tweet    Share     Share    +  Comments   

Pittsburgh - The CCM USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game at the CONSOL Energy Center on Thursday night presented 2014 NHL Draft prospects the opportunity to showcase their skills. The 39 players on the ice are some of the best young players the United States has to offer, but some stood out more than others.

Team Johnson's first line was a group of three extremely talented forwards. Notre Dame recruit Sonny Milano is a human highlight reel. His goal last night might not have been flashy as some of his scores, but it was a subtle display of skill. He made a quick juke that caused Team Mullen goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic to open up and Milano slipped it five hole.

North Dakota recruit Nick Schmaltz centered the line and showed his offensive creativity. "They're very skilled players. They might sleep a few shifts, but all of a sudden when the puck gets on their sticks, I get up on my toes to see what they're going to do," said Mark Johnson of Milano and Schmaltz.

The right wing on that top line, Boston College recruit Alex Tuch, made a nice pass to start the Milano goal. He is a big power forward who could benefit from working on his skating. He might remind BC fans of Kevin Hayes when he arrives in Chestnut Hill next fall.

The other very impressive tandem was Dylan Larkin and Player of the Game Keegan Iverson.  Larkin scored the first goal of the game off a nice backhand feed from Iverson. In the third period Iverson regained the lead for Team Johnson after a nice play by Larkin to keep the puck in at the blueline. Both players might lack some of the high-end skill of guys like Milano and Schmaltz, but they're both high-energy guys who are always motoring on the ice.

"I'm happy for [Keegan Iverson]. It'll be a nice memory. He'll have a trophy for the rest of his life, but there were a few guys that could have won [Player of the Game]," said Johnson.

New Hampshire recruit Shane Eiserman had a very good game. He has good offensive abilities, but his physicality is what could really separate him from other players with a similar skillset at the next level. He made a bone-crunching hit on a Team Mullen defender late in the third period that got everyone's attention, but to just pinpoint that one play would be unfair. He was consistently creating havoc on the forecheck for Team Johnson.

No player's stock might have risen more Thursday night than goaltender Blake Weyrick. The Ojai, Calif. came on in relief of the more heralded Thatcher Demko. Weyrick looked to always square off to the shooter and seemed mechanically sound. His lateral movement and quick glove were on display with two highlight reel saves in the game.

Speaking of Demko, the Boston College freshman goaltender saw limited action, but certainly made no mistakes. There is no doubting Demko's ability to stop pucks, but one thing he said he's putting an emphasis on is playing the puck. Twice on Thursday night he came out of the net to play the puck to start the transition.

In the losing effort on the Team Mullen side, Shane Gersich had a great game. He was flying all over the ice. The North Dakota recruit displayed good speed and cutting ability to go along with a quick release on the move.

Before the game Ryan Donato emphasized the need for him to show scouts that he can perform against this level of players. Donato, the son of NHL veteran and Harvard coach Ted, plays prep school hockey for the Dexter School. He won't be viewed as much as the players in major junior and the USHL so it was important for him to have a good game.

Donato notched two assists, but what really stood out was his hockey savvy. He seemed to be in the right position more often than not and his motor was always going. Donato talked about the work ethic he has learned from being around the Harvard players all these years. Joe Mullen, Donato's coach for the night, was also positive about his play.

Another player who had a good game for Team Mullen was Wisconsin recruit Ryan Wagner. The Park Ridge, Ill. native will be called upon to step in and contribute immediately when he arrives in Madison next fall. He was very effective on the power play, making good passes from the sidewall. On two or three occasions, he found very narrow seams to set up a teammate on the man advantage.

When asked after the game who stood out to him, Mullen said he thought defenseman Jack Dougherty had a very good game. He scored Team Mullen's first goal on a quick wrister that he fired into the top of the net from just outside the left circle. Dougherty, along with Tyler Sheehy, are former Ohio State recruits looking for a new college destination. Both de-committed following the ouster of Mark Osiecki in Columbus.

With all the talent on the ice, these players stood out more than some of their peers. Obviously it is just one game, but it was an important game for the scouting community.

Editor's Note: Over the coming weeks and months, Jeff Cox and Chris Dilks will continue to profile 2014 NHL Draft prospects more in-depth, but this is just Jeff's quick take from his viewing in Pittsburgh on Thursday night.
Roy brings Beanpot hope to Northeastern

Monday, 02.03.2014 / 10:43 AM / On Campus

By Bob Snow - NHL.com Correspondent
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BOSTON -- It's been a long drought since the Northeastern University Huskies won the Beanpot Tournament, played annually the first two Mondays in February in Boston since 1952.

Twenty-six years to be exact.

If a 5-foot-10, 170-pound kid from Lac-Beauport, Quebec -- and his NU teammates -- can replicate last season's Beanpot effort in the first round, the second Monday this February could be a historic date in the school's long and storied hockey history.

Last February Kevin Roy, then a freshman, pumped home three goals in the first-round game against Boston University, punching Northeastern's ticket to a Boston bragging-rights shot against Boston College in the championship game.

Beanpot tournament facts and highlights

* The Beanpot Tournament had been played at the former Boston Garden from 1952-1996, and since 1997 at the TD Garden, always the first two Mondays in February. (There was no tournament in 1953.) 

* The NCAA's biggest in-season tournament is played among Boston College, Boston University, Harvard University and Northeastern University.

* BU leads in number of Beanpot championships with 29; BC follows with 18; Harvard with 10; Northeastern with 4.

* The 2014 Beanpot Tournament starts Feb. 3, with Harvard against Northeastern at 5 p.m. ET, and BC vs. BU at 8 p.m. ET. The winners meet Feb. 10 for the championship.

* Boston College has four consecutive Beanpot championships. The last team to win four or more consecutive Beanpots was BU, with six from 1995-2000.

* Harvard won the first Beanpot, beating Boston University 7-4 in the championship game. The Crimson last won it all in 1993 with a 4-2 win against BU.

* Northeastern's last Beanpot championship was in 1988 when they beat BU 6-3 in the championship game.

* Harvard and Northeastern never have met in the championship game.

* The 1978 Beanpot may be the most memorable, taking a mythic place in Boston sports lore when several hundred fans were stuck in Boston Garden for days after a blizzard dumped more than two feet of snow during the night of the first-round games.

BC had had the Beanpot trophy under lock and key the previous three seasons.

Two more Roy goals that second Monday, however, were not enough as the Huskies lost 6-3 to the Eagles.

Those five goals did earn Roy the rare MVP honor for a player on the losing team and signaled the beginning of his ascent as one of the most electrifying forwards in the NCAA.

Since Roy learned of the Beanpot during his prep-school days at nearby Deerfield (Mass.) Academy, the sophomore sensation and Anaheim Ducks 2012 fourth-round draft pick (No. 97) continues to score better than a point per game with 14 goals and 31 points in 26 games.

"Kevin knows how to score and he wants to score," Northeastern coach Jim Madigan told NHL.com at the Beanpot luncheon last week. "When the game is on the line he demands the puck. A lot of guys don't want that situation. For us he's our catalyst offensively. When you recruit a goal scorer you look at their history at every level."

Nine other Huskies have fed off Roy's energy and have hit double digits in points.

Want a few other eye-popping numbers from Roy's scoring history? How about 31 goals and 62 points in 52 games at Deerfield?

Or the 2011-12 season when Roy, as a member of the Lincoln Stars, led the United States Hockey League with 54 goals and 104 points in 59 games. His point total was the most in the USHL Tier 1 era and the most by a USHL player in more than two decades.

Last season he had 17 goals and 17 assists in 29 games at Northeastern.

"He's such a skilled guy," Northeastern senior captain Braden Pimm said. "When he wants to turn it up you see what happens. He can put the team on his back when he wants to. That's a trait all good players have. The bigger the game the bigger they play."

How does the 20-year-old squeeze so much up-tempo play and offensive productivity out of his 170-pound frame?

"I try to approach every game as an important one," Roy told NHL.com. "Make plays game in and game out and stuff happens. I think seeing the ice well is a big part of my game; reading the play and where to be at a certain time. I'm not the biggest guy but I play against bigger defensemen and try to outsmart them. Having a nose for the net is an important thing, and playing with good players makes my game easier."

Another factor contributing to Roy's college experience is sibling "revelry."

"It's awesome with Derick here," Roy said of landing in Boston with his older brother, a redshirt freshman and Northeastern goalie. "Not a lot of people can experience being in college with your brother and as roommates. We felt we wanted a balance between good academics and good hockey. Northeastern had that along with the city of Boston and events like the Beanpot."

For the next several months Kevin Roy's playing focus is clear.

"Getting bigger and stronger is important," Roy said, "but getting in position and learning little things like defending better creates even more opportunities offensively. Little tricks and little pointers about defense is a focus."

Breaking into the top-10 poll nationally and holding tight at No. 2 in Hockey East behind Boston College, Northeastern is poised for a deep run through the NCAA Tournament.

"The Beanpot was an awesome experience last year," Roy said. "It's been a while since Northeastern has won it. We'd like it to be a special year for the school, make some history this season."

After this season?

"We all know the NHL will present an opportunity for him," Madigan said. "But he knows when it's time to go it's got to be the right time physically and emotionally."

"You need different types and sizes of players to make a team," Roy said about his present and the future. "I think I'm fast and can find the right place at the right moment."

Roy is in the right place at Northeastern University. The next two Mondays present more opportunities for some right moments for Roy and his Northeastern teammates.
St. Cloud's Dowd stretching his roots

Monday, 01.20.2014 / 3:00 AM / On Campus

By Bob Snow - NHL.com Correspondent
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Across the state of Minnesota, pond hockey is big.

Real big.

At St. Cloud State University, senior captain Nic Dowd, who hails from the southern-most NCAA setting of Huntsville, Ala., has hockey roots defined in relation to the biggest "pond."

"Both my parents were born in England," Dowd said. "My dad's from London, my mom's from Birmingham. I was born in Huntsville."

Why did the Dowd family cross the big "pond" that provided the rare opportunity for a southern kid with English roots to ascend to the pinnacle of NCAA hockey in the hotbed of Minnesota, and maybe beyond?

"My dad practiced medicine there and my mom was a nurse, so they met through that connection," Dowd said. "He wanted to practice in the United States, so they decided to move over and take the lead here."

For Dowd, his hockey career began where most tyke-to-titan runs originate.

"I have two older brothers, Josh and Matt," Dowd said. "As any younger brother would say, when they needed a goalie to shoot at, they stuck me in net. But I was blessed to have them pushing me in the right direction."

Dowd's compass took him in many directions -- prep school, then to the USHL and onto the North American League before his current four-year run with the Huskies.

Last season, he made his first appearance in the Frozen Four for St. Cloud. 

"When I was 17 or 18, I talked to [University of] Alabama-Huntsville a little bit, but no offers were fielded," he said about an early opportunity to play Division I in his backyard. 

"When I was in the North American League, [St. Cloud] coach [Bob] Motzko came all the way up there to Washington to watch me play. A week or two later, I was committed. I talked to Air Force and New Hampshire, but my dad and I met with coach Motzko. I thought, 'if he came all the way to watch me, St. Cloud was a good fit for me.' "

And a good fit it was.

At 23, and drafted by the Los Angeles Kings in the seventh round in 2009, the 6-foot-two, 195-pound wing is ending the best run in school history while honing his skill set to prepare for another NCAA Tournament and beyond. 

Entering last weekend, Dowd's 19 points (11 goals, eight assists) was good for No. 2 on the Huskies roster. 

"There was some discussion [about leaving St. Cloud last summer]," Dowd said, "but they gave me all the information to make my own decision." 

One that also gives a Dowd and St. Cloud a second shot at a first-ever national title in Philadelphia on April 12. 

Last April, the Huskies lost their semifinal game of the Frozen Four, 4-1, to No. 1 Quinnipiac. Dowd believes his team is good enough to return this season. 

"No doubt, we can get to Philadelphia," Dowd said. "We have a lot of guys back from last year. One of our biggest attributes right now is that we don't have any players that are up in the 30- or 40-point mark. The majority are right around 15-18 points. We're scoring from everywhere right now and great goaltending. It has been a team game for us."

Ten Huskies have reached double digits in scoring. That fact contributes mightily to St. Cloud's current perch atop the newly established National Collegiate Hockey Conference (NCHC), an eight-team morphing of former WCHA powers, sprinkled with a few former CCHA programs. 

St. Cloud ended the 2012-13 regular season as the Western Collegiate Hockey Association champion, also a first in team history.

"Playing in the WCHA and now transferring into this new league makes both leagues very comparable," Dowd said. "You're playing elite teams every single night."

Last season's team featured Hobey Baker winner and captain Drew LeBlanc, who has appeared in two games for the Chicago Blackhawks this season. With a "C" now stitched to his jersey, Dowd is proud of his team's ability to rally and/or win tight games. 

"The one thing that has really changed on our team since last spring is that last year whenever we scored first, I think we pretty much won every game," Dowd said. "If we didn't score first, we had a hard time winning. This year, we've won a lot of one-goal games going into the third period, and we've also come back from one- or two-goal deficits."

What are Dowd's focus areas to improve his play down the stretch of his senior year? 

"Coach has stressed, 'don't be a player that I'm not.' " Dowd said. "There may be a lot of games where I don't come up on the point sheet and box score. That's not to say I can't put up numbers, but there are other facets of the game that push me in the right direction. 

"Speed and strength on my feet is a key to the next level; going from playing college to playing against men. Maintaining my body outside the rink the past couple years is key to getting through 82 games at the pro level. Putting my body is the best position to make plays has been a major focus."

For now, though, the main focus is a trip to the Frozen Four, which is less than three months away.

"We're becoming very resilient," Dowd said confidently. "I've been around some very good captains. Hopefully, looking back when I leave, I've left my mark, so St. Cloud can keep pushing in the right direction."

Both a life-long Kings fan and an SCSU fan since I attended over a decade ago, and couldn't be happier that Dowd is Kings' property. Met his family in Huntsville this year and Nic isn't just a quality player on the ice, he's a quality man off, and its not hard to see why when you see where he came from.

Simpson sheds shadow at North Dakota

Monday, 11.25.2013 / 3:00 AM / On Campus

By Bob Snow - NHL.com Correspondent
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If University of North Dakota senior defenseman Dillon Simpson were born three years earlier, the family photo album would likely have him sitting in Lord Stanley's Cup.

Simpson's dad, Craig, also an NCAA standout at Michigan State, was etched into Cup lore when the Edmonton Oilers won the championship in 1988 and 1990.

Currently a broadcaster for Hockey Night in Canada, Craig Simpson's two college seasons from 1983-85 included 141 points in 88 games, which led to becoming the No. 2 pick by the Pittsburgh Penguins at the 1985 NHL Draft.

His NHL career from 1985-95 would begin immediately in the Steel City for almost three seasons, but it ended prematurely with the Buffalo Sabres after a serious back injury.

 Former Edmonton Oiler Craig Simpson poses with son Dillon, who was selected 92nd overall by the Oilers in the 2011 NHL Draft. (Photo: Getty Images)

video CRAIG AND DILLON INTERVIEWED AT 2011 DRAFT

In between was a timely trade to the Oilers during the 1987-88 season that kept him in Edmonton for the majority of his career.

Those two Oilers championships were also accented with Simpson's game-winning goal in Game 5 of the 1990 Stanley Cup Final, and 31 playoff points that year.

NHL careers and Stanley Cup championships aside, the Simpson-family focus has always been education, and the NCAA route to wherever their hockey roads might lead – or end.

For Dillon Simpson, an Edmonton native taken in the fourth round (No. 92) of the 2011 NHL Draft by the Oilers, there was no doubt about where academics fit in his game plan and how well he would emerge from Dad's shadow to make an imprint in Grand Forks, N.D., as he winds down a stellar college career at the age of 21 come February. Some NCAA players are 21 during their freshman year.

Last month, the North Dakota captain was named a finalist for the 2013-14 prestigious Lowes Senior CLASS Award, which focuses on the total student-athlete.

In the classroom, Simpson is a managerial finance and corporate accounting major with a 3.7 cumulative grade point average. He is a two-time WCHA Scholar-Athlete and a two-time All-WCHA Academic Team selection.

"When he was 15 or 16," Craig Simpson told NHL.com, "I took him to Michigan State to get a feel for what college hockey was like. The NCAA route was one I was pretty adamant about pushing him toward.

"When you live in western Canada, the Western Hockey League is a pretty good draw with scouts and teams talking to families when kids are 13, 14 or 15. Kids can't go to college by signing a [Tier 1 junior] contract or playing an exhibition game.

"His mom and I talked about the importance of school and continuing your education. It's a real challenge to continue your education in this geography if you are a good hockey player. We told all the western teams that Dillon was going to go to [a U.S. college], so don't waste an early draft pick on him. I think Kelowna took him in the eighth round, just to have his rights."

In 2009, the 17-year-old, 6-foot-2, 198-pound freshman immediately earned a starting role on the North Dakota blue line. Honing his combination of smarts and skills over four years puts him among the NCAA's best defensemen.

"Yeah, you have aspirations for the NHL," Simpson told NHL.com. "I've had three good summer camps with the Oilers. But I knew I wanted to be here for the long term, play four years, and the degree was very important. I take pride in the school piece, and balancing both hockey and school. I knew [North Dakota] was the place for me. No regrets."

North Dakota coach Dave Hakstol's only regret is losing Simpson in the spring after four years of appreciating the total package of qualities his prized defenseman brings.

"He took a lot of the lessons that he learned growing up around his father and in NHL locker rooms," Hakstol said. "Dillon's done nothing but build on that for the last four years. He's never expected something for free because of his background. He's always earned everything the right way."

What have some of those lessons produced?

"His big attributes are his hockey sense, puck skills, and a real calmness about him on the ice," Hakstol said. "[He is] one of those players that has good presence in every situation and makes very good decisions. Over four years, he made use of every week developmentally. The value of intelligence in our game gives him a very deep understanding of the game. As a leader, he has really built the trust of his teammates because of the success in all the different areas of his life. He's a well-prepared individual. That garners respect of everyone around you."

Like most hockey kids, Simpson's playing roots were those bitter-cold Canadian nights in backyard rinks, where playing for fun leads to preparing for a longer run.

PROSPECTOR FILES

Pair of American goalies lead the way

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Goaltenders Alex Nedeljkovic and Thatcher Demko are the top-rated players at their position on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft. READ MORE ›
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"We always had an outdoor rink in the backyard," Simpson said. "My dad would shoot pucks on me. It was fun for me and my brother [Riley] to try and beat him. It's for sure he took something off his shots at the time. I was six or seven growing up around the Oilers and seeing his accomplishments. It was about the same time I started playing hockey. Then he was my coach in most of my minor hockey."

Dillon Simpson remembers those experiences as lifelong nuggets in his skill and attitude development.

"Dad stressed having a good stick and understanding the game as a defenseman," Simpson said. "More than anything, he wanted me to always give 100 percent, but have fun. The work ethic every day is something he instilled in me early on. Skill wise, he stressed my skating. [He] drilled it in to me.

"I was a centerman growing up. Maybe at 11, my dad was coaching me in summer hockey; he wanted me to try out defense and see how I liked it. I never looked back after that."

Craig Simpson vividly recalled that summer.

"I said, 'Dillon, if you become a steady and reliable defenseman, you can play the rest of your life because every team is looking for that at any level.'"

With only a few months left in his collegiate career, Dillon Simpson is enjoying his last ride at North Dakota. He's also looking forward to his own opportunity in the NHL.

The Fighting Sioux are again among the elite college teams in the country, with Simpson leading that charge to what he's hoping will be an eighth national title for North Dakota.

He is tied for fourth on the team in scoring with six points, which is tied for tops among North Dakota's defensemen.

Two storied programs, Boston University and North Dakota, met for two games in Boston this past weekend. A loss and a tie kept North Dakota hovering around the .500 mark.

They were ranked No. 14 into the past weekend as the season's first half winds down.

"We are a work in progress," Hakstol said.

Led by Dillon Simpson.

"He's living his life," Craig Simpson said about his son carving out his own niche. "Ultimately, he's got his own hopes and dreams."
Barrie's late comeback falls short as London wins, 5-4 0


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 
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Nikitia Zadorov of the London Knights finds his comfort zone being tested as Dylan Corson of the Barrie Colts forces him into the boards in this file shot from last year. The Colts take on the Knights tonight at the BMC. MARKWANZEL/THE BARRIE EXAMINER FILE
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The Barrie Colts showed they could hang with the Memorial Cup hosts.

But because they couldn’t do it for an entire game, it wouldn’t be enough.

Barrie nearly eliminated a four-goal, third-period deficit, but came up short, falling 5-4 to the London Knights on Saturday.

“They capitalized on their chances early and we had a bit of a slow start,” said Colts forward Zach Hall. “We came on at the end like we always do, but we just have to come out on all cylinders at the beginning of the game, and not wait until the end.”

The game, at times, had a feeling similar to last year’s OHL Final between these two combatants.

But a big difference between last May and now for the Colts is their goaltending, which went from veteran and established to young and potential-laden.

The Knights took advantage of that early, as Gemel Smith dropped a pass to Brett Welychka, and the veteran snapped a shot that went through Colts starter Mackenzie Blackwood, who turned 17 less than two months ago.

Barrie responded shortly after, when Andrew Mangiapane took a pass off of the end boards and found Garrett Hooey at the far side of the net, where the former Belleville Bull beat Knights goalie Jake Patterson to even the score.

But Patterson redeemed himself by starting off a play to put London back ahead.

The netminder gave the puck to Max Domi, who sent Nikita Zadorov a great lead pass, and the Russian import burst between the two Colts defencemen and beat Blackwood over the left shoulder.

That would be it for Blackwood, who was replaced by Slovakian import Daniel Gibl, now making his 18th career OHL appearance.

Gibl came in full of energy, and started strong by making difficult stops on Domi and Zadorov.

But the Colts, who had to kill four consecutive penalties in the first period, would be beaten by Zadorov again, as the defenceman let a shot go from the faceoff dot that eluded Gibl, giving the Knights a 3-1 lead after one period.

“We need to come out ready to play right from the start,” said Colts defenceman Jonathan Laser. “We left ourselves vulnerable at times, especially in games like this, against the top teams in the league.

“We need to make sure we play a full 60 and we don’t give them any chance to get an advantage on us.”

The intensity would ramp up in the second, with the bad blood from last year’s playoffs spilling over for both teams.

Jake Dotchin, Aaron Ekblad and Laser all picked up fighting majors in the first 40 minutes, and at one point, a lack of available defencemen forced Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk to put centre Tyson Fawcett back on the blue line for the penalty kill.

“It’s a little frustrating, but (playing the Knights) is a game you get up for,” Laser said. “They’re going to be in the Memorial Cup and we played them last year in the finals, so there’s a little bit of a rivalry there.

“It’s a game you get more excited for than frustrated,” Laser added. “You have to play disciplined against those guys, because they’re a team that can make you pay on the power play.

“We just have to stay in our structure for the full game.”

As per usual, Matt and Ryan Rupert drew a number of penalties, as well as the ire of Colts players.

Ryan Rupert also got on the scoresheet by springing Michael McCarron in behind the Barrie defence, and the Montreal Canadiens draft pick fired a shot through the five-hole of Gibl to put the Knights ahead 4-1 after two periods.

“I wouldn’t say we got roped into their game,” Hall said. “We’re all out there, trying to fight for good positioning and to win the game, so we’re not going to let up.

“Obviously, the breaks just didn’t go our way tonight,” Hall added. “The referees felt our penalties were penalties, so we can’t dwell on that, and we just have to go out there and play our game.”

London looked to put the game out of reach in the third when Domi , the beneficiary of a bad pinch, deked out Gibl to give the Knights a 5-1 cushion.

But the Colts started to turn things around after that.

It only took one second for Barrie to get its first power-play goal of the evening, as Fawcett won a draw that Hall snagged and wired into the top corner.

“We said between periods to focus on shift by shift and not look too far ahead,” Laser said. “When you just focus on one shift and taking care of the battles, the rest of it takes care of itself.”

On the next Colts man advantage, Ekblad blasted a shot that found its way to the top corner, reducing the deficit to 5-3.

“Obviously, getting one quickly on the power play and then Ekblad getting one too helped,” Hall said. “They had the 5-1 lead, so they knew they just had to play defence, so we jumped on them and attacked them.”

Barrie would make it three power-play goals on the night when Mangiapane found Andreas Athanasiou at the side of the goal, and he ripped one past Patterson into the empty net.

Moments later, Hall was stopped on another cross-crease pass.

That was as close as Barrie would get, as the Knights held off the oncoming Colts.

“We have a great team, and London’s a great team too,” Hall said. “That third period gave us a lot of confidence, making the comeback, but we ended up a goal short and have to tighten up the rest of the season on giving up goals.”

Barrie’s next contest is on Wednesday in Owen Sound. The Colts return home Thursday night to take on Kingston.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet
Barrie hosts the London Knights on Saturday in a rematch of last season's OHL final 
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London Knights forward Bo Horvat celebrates after scoring a goal against Barrie Colts goaltender Mathias Niederberger during Game 5 of last season's Ontario Hockey League championship series at Budweiser Gardens in London. The Colts host the London Knights on Saturday night in a rematch of last year's OHL final. QMI AGENCY FILES
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They are the Ontario Hockey League’s version of Major League Baseball’s New York Yankees.

Well, at least that’s what Plymouth Whalers coach Mike Vellucci called the London Knights before last year’s hotly contested Western Conference final between the two clubs.

Vellucci may have been looking for some kind of edge going into their playoff series, but was he really that far off base?

Is there really any other team in the OHL that fans love to hate more than the London Knights?

The Knights certainly get no shortage of love from the OHL itself.

London will be hosting its second Memorial Cup tournament in only nine years this season, while other OHL cities such as Barrie and Sarnia can only dream of hosting it once.

With almost 10,000 seats filled every night and a passionate fan base that litters junior hockey forums with Yankees-esque expectations of winning every year, it’s not hard to see why they can draw the ire of other fans across the league.

Perhaps London fans call it confidence. Pretty sure from what I’ve heard fans across the league call it something else.  

No junior team in the Canadian Hockey League over the last decade has been under the spotlight more than London.

It’s not even close.

Whether it’s this year’s Quest For the Cup television series or being on Sportsnet’s Friday Night Hockey (it's got to be at least every other week, doesn’t it?), it seems like everywhere you look it’s the London Knights this and the London Knights that.  

Hate the Knights all you want, but make no mistake that when it comes to building contenders and winning hockey games and championships, no current organization in the OHL does it better.

Junior hockey’s version of the Evil Empire waltzes into the Barrie Molson Centre on Saturday night as back-to-back OHL champions with an eye this year on winning their fourth J. Ross Robertson Cup since 2004-05, and then topping it off with a second Memorial Cup crown on home ice. 

You can guarantee the stands at the BMC will be full on Saturday and a certain buzz will fill the air around the rink. When you have had as much success as the Knights have had recently, that’s par for all the places you go to on the road.

Still, it’s likely tonight’s contest in Barrie has a little more added buzz.

After all, the Colts — nor their fans — have forgotten Bo Horvat’s game-winning goal with less than a second remaining in Game 7 of last year’s OHL final that sent London to the Memorial Cup and left Barrie heartbroken.

“It’s a sour taste in our mouth,” Colts defenceman Jake Dotchin said of the crushing loss.

"Whenever you think of London, you think of that point of a second," he added. "It’s a tough pill to swallow, but it happened. It’s hockey.”

Both teams have more important things to focus on right now, but it was clear from the first time these two teams met this season back in early November in London, that intensity we saw in last year’s OHL final pretty much is still there.

Barrie would come away with an emotional 6-5 shootout win that night, rallying from a 3-1 deficit thanks in large part to rookie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood stopping all three London shooters.

The win came during a season-high, seven-game win streak and another victory over the Knights would be a huge boost for a Colts team that headed into Friday night’s game in Kitchener having dropped two straight to their Central Division rival, the Sudbury Wolves.

Right now, with the Wolves and North Bay Battalion putting some distance between themselves and Barrie, and with the Peterborough Petes creeping up behind them in the OHL’s Eastern Conference standings, the Colts just need to win hockey games no matter who it is they’re playing.

“You look at (London’s) lineup and they’re a good team,” Dotchin said. “First line through to the fourth line and first (defensive) pair to the third (defensive) pair, they’re a good team.

“It’s a test. (London’s) a test for every team in the league and it’s exciting, but we just have to figure it out right now as a team and take it one game at a time," he added. "Just two points at a time.”

If Saturday’s contest is anything like the first time these two clubs met this season, fans at the BMC could be in for quite a treat.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.

Barrie looks to make up some ground on Sudbury on Thursday night at BMC 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, January 29, 2014 8:50:41 EST PM  

Sudbury Wolves goalie Franky Palazzese blocks a shot against the Peterborough Petes during recent action at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. The Barrie Colts host their Central Division rivals tonight at the Barrie Molson Centre in a 7: 30 p.m. start. The Colts are nine points back of the Wolves in the division standings, but Barrie has two games in hand. QMI AGENCY FILES

Sudbury Wolves goalie Franky Palazzese blocks a shot against the Peterborough Petes during recent action at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. The Barrie Colts host their Central Division rivals tonight at the Barrie Molson Centre in a 7: 30 p.m. start. The Colts are nine points back of the Wolves in the division standings, but Barrie has two games in hand. QMI AGENCY FILES
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It may be just late January and not quite a must-win game, but the Barrie Colts are well aware of the importance of Thursday night’s tilt against the Sudbury Wolves at the Barrie Molson Centre.

The Colts sit nine points behind the Wolves for top spot in the Central Division standings. If they have any hope of hunting down their rivals, winning these head-to-head games become that much more important.

Tonight’s contest is one of four games Barrie still has remaining against Sudbury.

“We kind of control our own fate because we play them so many times,” said defenceman Jonathan Laser. “These are almost four-point games. We’re still chasing them, so we have to bear down.

“Especially in these games, but as well in every game," Laser added. "We can’t afford to be giving up two points.”

The Colts sport a 1-3 record against Sudbury this season.

Of course, they still have to catch the North Bay Battalion, whom they trail by five points in the Central Division standings, before worrying about the Wolves.

The good news is Barrie holds two games in hand on Sudbury and three on North Bay. The Colts have one game remaining against the Battalion, a rescheduled contest on Tuesday, Feb. 25 at the BMC.

“You’ve got to expect every team here to pick up their play coming into the playoffs,” Laser said. “You have to make up ground any chance you get, especially when you’re playing divisional teams and playing teams you’re trying to catch. It’s important to get the two points.”

The Colts lost a good chance to make up ground in Sudbury last Sunday when they couldn’t hang on to a 2-1 lead entering the third period and fell 4-2 to the Wolves, snapping their four-game win streak.

Wolves forward Nicholas Baptiste scored the winner with just under five minutes remaining in a game where Barrie had the edge in play.

“I thought overall we played a pretty good game,” Laser said. “We got a good start on the road and I thought we played pretty well the whole game. We just had a few errors and in the third period we kind of got away from it and stopped getting pucks deep, and obviously it cost us.

“We were in there the whole game," he added. "I thought we controlled play, so it’s something to build off.”

After big additions at the OHL deadline, many consider Sudbury and Oshawa the two favourites in the Eastern Conference.

The Wolves, who earlier in the year added veteran stalwart Craig Duininck, added another big chip on the blue-line when they acquired Carolina Hurricanes prospect Trevor Carrick from Mississauga.

They also added a big piece at centre, getting Dallas Stars prospect Radek Faksa from Kitchener.

The Colts made two pretty big moves themselves with deals for Ottawa's top scorer Joseph Blandisi and two-way centre Garrett Hooey from Belleville.

Still, the Colts find themselves in somewhat of an underdog role, something Laser and his teammates don’t mind at all.

“We feel like we’re kind of flying under the radar,” said the veteran, whose plus-17 is second only to Dotchin’s plus-18 among Barrie defencemen. “It’s not a bad role to be in. You can come in and surprise a lot of people and we’re just trying to show people that we’re a team to be talked about also."

Laser says Barrie can play with any team in the league.

“I don’t think we fear anyone,” he said. “We can play with every single team. When we’re playing well, we’re tough to beat also.”

That confidence comes, in part, from the Colts play of late. It also comes from having a roster that finally appears to have all of its pieces good to go.

Aaron Ekblad and Matthew Kreis missed considerable time away at world tournaments and overager Mitchell Theoret (injury) and Justin Scott (illness) also had lengthy absences.

“We’re really coming together well now,” Laser said. “Everyone’s back from tournaments and it seems like we don’t have many injuries, knock on wood. Hopefully coming down the stretch here and into the playoffs we can build as a team and keep getting better so we’re hot at the right time.”

Barrie sits fifth overall in the conference, a mere five points ahead of Peterborough, with 23 games remaining on the schedule, which ends March 15 for the Colts when they host Peterborough.

While each game gets bigger from here on in, Laser believes Barrie’s experience will help them deal with the pressure that comes along with the stretch drive and playoffs.

The Colts have 12 players returning from last year’s club that went all the way to Game 7 of the OHL championship against London.

“Last year and the year before we had pretty long runs, so it’s always good to get this experience in the playoffs and with pressure games,” Laser said. “I think it will help us in the long run. Most of the guys have been through it before and the guys that have been through it can show the younger guys.”

Game time tonight is 7:30 p.m.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

ICE CHIPS: The Colts' top line of Joseph Blandisi between Andreas Athanasiou and Brendan Lemieux has been red hot, notching 12 goals and 16 assists in the last five games. Athanasiou has nine goals and four assists in that stretch. ... Rookie Mackenzie Blackwood has made five straight starts in goal for Barrie. ... The Colts penalty kill has been outstanding lately, holding teams to just one goal on the last 28 chances while scoring a pair of shorthanded markers themselves.

Barrie Colts fall to Sudbury Wolves 0


QMI AGENCY

 Monday, January 27, 2014 10:32:48 EST AM  

Sudbury Wolves defenceman Jeff Corbett battles a member of the Barrie Colts during first period OHL action at Sudbury Community Arena on last Sunday afternoon. The Colts fell 4-2 but are looking to make it up at the Barrie Molson Centre tonight.
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SUDBURY - The Barrie Colts faced their Central Division rivals Sunday and despite a strong start, lost the match 4-2.

The Sudbury Wolves didn't start well and were being outshot 12-3 when Aaron Ekblad opened the scoring for the Barrie Colts when his hard slap shot went through a crowd and beat a screened Franky Palazzese clean in the Sudbury goal at 13:16.

The Wolves evened the score on a nice play by Connor Crisp, who left the puck for Jeff Corbett, who beat Mackenzie Blackwood with a nice shot from the right slot at 17:30 of the first period with the teams playing four-on-four hockey.

Barrie led 15-8 in shots after the first after enjoying five power plays.

The Colts went ahead 2-1 again on the strength of another Ekblad point shot. Palazzese got in front of the initial drive, but couldn't handle the rebound, which went to Cordell James, who poked it behind the Sudbury netminder at 9:13 of the second frame.

Shots after the second period were 29-23 for Barrie.

The Wolves tied the game when Danny Desrochers put a wrist shot past Blackwood on a three on one 1:49 into the third.

Baptiste's shot from slot went off Ekblad's stick and past Blackwood at 15:12 of the third for the game winner. It was Baptiste's 28th goal of the season.

Crisp made another unselfish play to feed Faksa for easy empty netter with 25.8 left in the third period.

Shots on goal finished 36-35 in favour of Sudbury.

Kyle Capobianco, Brody Silk and David Zeppieri were the Wolves' scratches Sunday ... Fixter put his old first line of Baptiste, Nathan Pancel and Mat Campagna back together Sunday, but the trio only stuck together until partway through the second period ... Campagna didn't get a single shift in the third period ... Connor Burgess got a promotion to start the game, playing the wing alongside Faksa and Crisp for the opening faceoff, but rejoined linemates Nathan Cull and Matt Schmalz for the remainder of the game ... Baptiste acknowledged Wolves' ownership in a post-game interview. “Happy birthday Mark Burgess,” he said when asked if he had anything to add.

The Wolves return to action Thursday when they travel to Barrie to meet the Colts yet again at the Barrie Molson Centre. The puck drops at 7:30 p.m.

* with files from Bruce Heidman

Barrie Colts defenceman gives coaching staff options; North Bay in town Saturday 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, January 24, 2014 6:56:59 EST PM  

Barrie Colts defenceman Liam Maaskant lays out North Bay's Barclay Goodrow in this file shot. The hulking D-man can also play forward, but the coaching staff appreciates the positive attitude the Clinton native consistently bring to the rink. BARRIE EXAMINER FILE PHOTO
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LIAM MAASKANT    

Liam Maaskant knows his role on the Barrie Colts blue-line is to provide depth.

He knows there will be nights when he sees little ice time, other times when he won’t even dress.

Still, it’s seldom a time you will find he’s not sporting that infectious and friendly ear-to-ear grin of his.

“A big part of why I’m here is my attitude and the coaches told me that,” said the 19-year-old defenceman, who was picked up off waivers early last season from the Erie Otters. “They said, ‘keep that positive attitude whenever you’re around the rink and you’re going to get your spots and your chances, and you need to take advantage of those.’

“Sometimes I stumble back and I’ve had a negative attitude, but the coaches reel me in and they always bring me back to that positive kind of attitude," added the Clinton native.

Maaskant is willing to do whatever he can to help his club win hockey games, but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to be playing a more regular role.

After getting into just 12 games last season, the hulking, six-foot-four, 214-pound blue-liner has suited up for 31 of Barrie’s 44 contests this season.

Still, like any competitive player, he wants to be out there and contributing every night.

“It’s good to be back. Last season was definitely a tough time, but I don’t really want to just be happy right now,” said Maaskant, who hopes to be in the lineup Saturday night when the Colts host the North Bay Battalion at the Barrie Molson Centre. “I want to be in the lineup every night and I want to make a difference.”

One of eight players manning the point on the Colts roster, Maaskant got that opportunity in the month of December.

With regulars Aaron Ekblad (world juniors) and Jonathan Laser (suspended) out of the lineup, and Alex Yuill traded to Belleville, Maaskant found himself playing a regular shift and providing what head coach Dale Hawerchuk says were some key minutes.

“For a coaching staff, it’s nice to have a guy like that,” Hawerchuk said. “You feel like he can go in where you’re not dropping off, if anything. He usually comes in with good energy and has a solid night.

“He’s the kind of kid, he’ll do anything. He’s such a team guy … block shots, whatever it takes to be successful. He’s a popular teammate.”

Hawerchuk says the third-year defenceman is at his best when he keeps the game simple and makes opposing players go around his big frame.

He also loves how the veteran is prepared to go in whenever his coaches need him, even if that means playing a different position.

“He’s valuable for us that way,” Hawerchuk said. “As we go down the stretch, we’ll probably be rotating some of the (defencemen). He can also play forward, so if we run short up there he’s a good asset to have that way.

“When he’s not lunging and making people go wide, angling them off and moving pucks up, he’s real effective.”

Maaskant knows his strength is playing a physical, stay-at-home game. He admits he knows he’s not as “flashy” as Ekblad and Jake Dotchin, especially offensively, nor does he have their booming shots. What he wants to be is that shut-down defender. 

“I just want to be responsible when I get the chance,” said Maaskant, who has two goals and a pair of assists and is a plus-4 this season. “I don’t want to do too much. My game is not doing too much. It’s simple and reliable, and that’s what I’m trying to do.

“They know they can play me because I can jump in there whenever they need me.”

Last season, on the Colts' lengthy run to the OHL final, they needed that depth on the blue-line, especially when lengthy suspensions to captain Ryan O’Connor and Dotchin meant others had to step up.

Whatever happens this season, Maaskant says he’ll be ready.

“I always come to the rink thinking I’m going to play,” he said. “If I don’t show up with that kind of (mindset), than I’ll go out there and I won’t be ready for the game.”

Maaskant also isn’t afraid to step in when things get physical on the ice.

“He’s definitely one of the guys that sticks up for his teammates,” Hawerchuk said.

For Maaskant, it’s just about supporting his teammates helping out in whatever area he can.

“When I was younger, I’d turn a could shoulder from that stuff,” he said of dropping the mitts. “Coming into the (OHL), I was big but I wasn’t thick. I wasn’t conscious of how good I could be with my size.

“I like standing up for my teammates. I don’t fight that often, but when I have to I do it. I had to fight to be here, so I’m not afraid to fight to stay here.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Fawcett's emotional hat trick leads Barrie to 7-2 win over Owen Sound 0


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 
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  Andreas Athanasiou of the Barrie Colts makes quick work of goalie Brandon Hope of the Owen Sound Attack after scoring the Colts first goal of the game, during first period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. Mark Wanzel The Barrie Examiner QMI 
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A loose puck catches Owen Sound Attack goalie Brandon Hope off guard as Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux attempts to capitalize during first-period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO    

It’s a big weekend ahead for the Barrie Colts.

Fortunately, they’re coming into it on a hot streak.

Barrie has won four in a row against teams both above and below them in the standings, including a 7-2 rout of the Owen Sound Attack on Thursday night.

“We were all working together,” said Colts centre Cordell James. “Guys were blocking shots and guys were scoring goals, and that helped us win the game there.”

The Colts have scored 24 goals (plus a shootout winner) over that stretch, and have had a pair of four-goal games and three hat tricks in the process.

Thursday’s high scorer was Tyson Fawcett, who notched his first-career three-goal OHL game on the same day he attended his grandmother’s funeral.

“My grandma’s looking over me and the Fawcett family, and our thoughts and prayers are with her,” Fawcett said. “I know she’s looking out for us, so I was happy to get that for her (Thursday night).”

The team was happy to see Fawcett net the hat trick, as the overager shows a good example of how much effort can be put in.

“Guys have been getting hat tricks and you see someone like 'Fawc' (get it), who always puts in the extra work after practice,” James said. “He deserved to get a hat trick.”

Much of the reason behind the Colts averaging six goals a game starts right at the beginning of the week.

“Everyone’s been working hard, playing their role, and working hard in practice,” James said. “If you work hard in practice, that carries over to the game.”

Barrie has picked up the tempo in its workouts and that seems to be paying off.

“I think it’s our pace of play,” Fawcett said. “We’ve been keeping our pace up in practice and it carries over to the game.

“Teams have a hard time playing against a team that has a high pace and teams can’t keep up with us, so I think that’s been the biggest difference.”

It has led to some quick strikes for the Colts.

In all three home wins — over Kingston, Niagara and Owen Sound — the Colts have had a stretch where they have scored at least three goals in under six minutes.

The eventual game-winner was scored in that stretch every time.

“It’s worked for us so far and we’ve seen it in the last four games,” Fawcett said. “We have a lot of skill and a lot of guys are getting points on our team.

“We’re also playing well defensively, and that pace just adds another level to our game.”

Goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood has started all four games and has looked better in each subsequent contest, but he’s also been helped by an improved defensive effort in front of him, as Colts forwards and defencemen are taking care of responsibilities in their own zone.

“We’ve got to stick to the gameplan,” Fawcett said. “We’ve been working on it a lot, and working hard in practice to get faster and stronger.”

They’ll certainly be tested this weekend as they host the North Bay Battalion on Saturday, a team three points ahead of them in the standings (though the Colts have three games in hand) that doesn’t give up many offensive opportunities.

The challenges will continue on Sunday, when Barrie travels to Sudbury to take on the division-leading Wolves.

If the Colts can win both contests, they could potentially move as high as third place in the conference, depending on how Kingston fares this weekend.

“These two games coming up are four-point games, so if we win those, it’ll help us move up in the standings,” James said. “That’s what we want right now.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

 twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Barrie Colts forward highly skilled, but also known to get under opponents' skin 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, January 22, 2014 7:59:57 EST PM  

Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux, shown here during a recent game against the Erie Otters, has a nose for the net but also a knack for chirping his opponents. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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When Brendan Lemieux isn’t making opposing players fuming mad at him, you can often find him giving Aaron Ekblad the gears.

Ekblad is no slouch himself when it comes to needling and can give as good as he gets.

Now, add the fact the Barrie Colts teammates share the same billet home and you can only imagine how much ribbing goes in the living room, at the kitchen table or, heck, even just in passing.

“Oh yeah,” Ekblad, sporting a mischievous grin, replied when asked if the two rib each other. “I don’t think we’ll ever admit that we’re wrong or admit defeat. That’s the biggest thing.

“Those are two good aspects in our games. (Me ribbing him) makes him a better player and he (ribbing me) makes me a better player.”

The son of legendary former NHL agitator Claude Lemieux, Brendan is proving the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree when it comes to skilled play and getting under the skin of opponents.

His willingness to physically battle for every inch, along with a pair of lips and feet that hardly stop moving can, at times, drive opposing players to forget about everything else on the ice.

In three head-to-head games in late December, then-Steelheads defenceman Trevor Carrick spent a good amount of his time sparring with Lemieux.

A couple of weeks ago, the Kingston Frontenacs at times looked more interested in settling a score with the Barrie power forward than they did anything else. 

“My dad taught me a few things in his day and watching him growing up,” said the 17-year-old Lemieux, who was ranked 38th overall in the recent NHL Central Scouting midterm rankings for the upcoming 2014 NHL Entry Draft in June.

“That’s the way he played the game. He’s my role model and that’s the way I want to play," Lemieux said of his dad. “The faster I move my feet and the better I battle in the corners, the more guys are going to take penalties on me and that’s just the way it goes.”

For Lemieux, it’s all about finding another way to be effective and helping his team win hockey games.

“Sometimes you get wrapped up and you get a little emotional, but my job is to just keep them on that end and me focused,” he said.

Playing with that edge will land Lemieux in the penalty box at times, but Ekblad says his teammate’s ability to draw penalties at key times has resulted in numerous power plays that have helped Barrie win.

“(Chirping) is all part of the game and sometimes he steps over the line, but you know if you’re riding the line hard it’s going to happen sometimes,” said Ekblad, who along with his teammates will look to make it four straight wins Thursday night when they host the Owen Sound Attack at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“He’s very good at keeping it right at the edge and not going over, and I commend him for that. It’s not easy to do.”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk admits he would like to see Lemieux “minimize the yapping” at times. He’s talked to his gritty winger, pointing out to him that when he comes to play every shift, he’s very effective.

“He’s got a lot of energy and sometimes his temper will get the best of him at times, but he’s just done a really good job with it,” Hawerchuk said. “He’s a valuable part of our team, that’s for sure.”

Playing with that edge can wear down his opponents, but Lemieux isn’t just about grit. The second-year, six-foot-one, 210-pound forward brings a highly skilled game that has seen him rack up 15 goals and 16 assists in 40 games this season.

“He’s unique that way,” Hawerchuk said. “I haven’t seen too many guys in the draft that play hard and play that bulldog-type game, but he’s a pretty skilled player, too.

“He’s got a great shot and he knows the game well. He brings a lot of aspects that you wouldn’t expect with a guy that plays that hard, so he’s unique that way.”

Lemieux showed off some of that skill last Saturday when he set up two of linemate Andreas Athanasiou’s four goals against Niagara. The power forward displayed his vision and touch when he layered a pair of long, cross-ice passes through heavy traffic in front right onto Athanasiou’s stick.

“There’s a lot of great things about his game and that’s just one of them,” Ekblad said of Lemieux’s grit. “People see him as an agitator and that’s very, very true. He gets guys off their games, but he’s a very skilled player.

“He made two passes (Saturday night) where they were almost Gretzky-like. He’s unbelievable. He’s got a whole bunch of tools in his package.”

“They were great plays there,” Hawerchuk said. “He’s always dangerous. He’s got a heavy wrist shot and he drives nets hard. He can penalty kill, play on the power play. He can do everything.”

That includes never passing up a chance to take a playful shot at Ekblad, something the Colts captain is just fine with.

“It’s beyond friends now. I think we’re brothers,” Ekblad said. “I love having him with me when we go to these tournaments, whether it was the U-18s (winning gold for Canada) or the Top Prospects Game. I love having him with me because we both push each other to be so much better than we are.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie 'AAA' midget team strives to offer Junior 'A'-style program 0
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Jonathan Yaremko of the Barrie Colts midget 'AAA' chases down Max Fins of the South Central Coyotes during recent action at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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From the bench, members of the Barrie Colts midget team watch the action unfold on the ice as they take on the South Central Coyotes during recent 'AAA' at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO 

After his shift, Brady Grenon of the Barrie Colts midget 'AAA' team takes a breather. MARK WANZEL PHOTO 

Bain Cunningham of the Barrie Colts midget 'AAA' team slips the puck past Adam Giacomin of the South Central Coyotes during recent action at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTHO  

Eric Nagy and Bobby Logan of the Barrie Colts midget 'AAA' team give the squeeze to a member of the South Central Coyotes during recent action at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO    

It’s been some tough sledding for the Barrie Colts this season.

The midget ‘AAA’ squad, featuring mainly younger players and sitting in arguably the toughest division in the province, have their work cut out for them.

But that’s just the kind of thing that will make this development program improve even more.

“In our division, we have three of the top 10 or 15 teams in Ontario,” said Colts assistant coach Daryl Ashenden. “You’ve got to take what they give you and make it count and you’ve got to play a full 50 minutes to do it.

“You’ve got to bury your chances and play well in your own zone, (because) that’s the only way you’re going to beat these teams.”

They haven’t been able to get over the hump yet against top-notch clubs like the South Central Coyotes, who were ranked second in Ontario coming into January.

“I think it’s just a little mental factor we have against these guys,” said Colts forward Ryan Franks. “We can compete with them, but we just don’t think that we can do it.”

There’s a distinct separation between the top and bottom half of the ETA’s West Division, with the Colts trying to finish ahead of the York-Simcoe Express and North Central Predators in order to make the playoffs.

“We’re underdogs a lot of the time, so we really have to go out there and compete,” Franks said. “It just means you’ve got to dig down harder and work twice as hard as they do.”

Lighting the lamp has been a bit of a problem this year, as most of the top offensive players on last year’s midget Colts, as well as the top-ranked minor midget squad, have moved on to the next level.

“There are a lot of guys on this team who weren’t goal scorers on their teams last year,” Ashenden said. “You take a look at a guy like Ryan Franks (or) Bobby Logan, and they were checkers.

“There aren’t any bona fide goal scorers in our lineup, so it’s scoring by committee.”

The dearth of current high-end offensive talent – or 1996-born players, for that matter, as all but four of the midget squad’s players are the younger age in the division – is a result of the Colts successfully completing the team’s ultimate long-term goal, which is moving players up the ranks.

“We just look at it as we want the players to get better,” Ashenden said. “There’s a lot of junior hockey in our area and the kids will get the lights in their eyes and want to go.

“Our job is to get them to that next level.”

While winning is important, the midget Colts program has maintained the idea of turning their athletes into well-rounded players that are ready for junior hockey.

“Our track record speaks for itself,” Ashenden said. “You don’t have to make the playoffs to get noticed, but if you have individual skill and play a good team game, you’re going to go somewhere.

“We give them a Junior ‘A’-style program so that they get ready for it.”

It was one of the things that interested Jordan Guindon, who moved here from Belleville to play midget hockey.

“I’ve got some family that lives up here and I wanted to play somewhere where they’d had some success last year,” said Guindon, who played for the Quinte Red Devils last season before the program decided it wasn’t going to have a midget entry this year.

“Coming from such a crappy record, it’s a lot better environment as a hockey team this year," he said.

Guindon, who now attends St. Joan of Arc Catholic High School, is hoping a good year will help him take the next step in his hockey career.

“I’d rather play ‘AAA’ right now, rather than Junior 'C' or Junior 'D', just to get my ranking up,” Guindon said.

Another advantage of playing at this level is the available ice time and resources.

“We’re on the ice three nights a week for practice, and then we have two-to-three games a week,” Ashenden said. “A lot of Junior ‘C’ teams will practise once a week for an hour and a half.

“I think the development when you play midget ‘AAA’ is greater because you’re on the ice a lot,” added Ashenden, who mentioned that the club brings in former Colts star Daniel Tkaczuk to work with the players. “It just sets up apart.

“When June hits and rookie camps start, our guys are ready to roll and they know what to expect.”

From a team standpoint, the overall objective for this season remains clear.

“Getting into the playoffs will be our goal,” Ashenden said. “We feel we deserve to be (a playoff team) and we have the capabilities to be a team to make a run.

“Once you get in, anything can happen.”

This week will go a long way to determining if the Colts can lock down a playoff spot for the first time in two years, as they face a pair of teams battling them for that fourth and final playoff spot in North Central and York Simcoe, on Thursday and Friday, respectively.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
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Barrie winger comes up big on the day of great aunt's funeral 
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Niagara IceDogs forward Hayden McCool gets uhammered by Barrie Colts defenceman Jonathan Laser during OHL action Saturday night at the BMC. The Colts beat the IceDogs, 6-2. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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ANDREAS ATHANASIOU    

Andreas Athanasiou was playing with a heavy heart.

Just hours after the funeral for his great aunt on Saturday, Athanasiou made it to the Barrie Molson Centre and decided that he wanted to play that evening.

And not only did the Barrie Colts winger suit up for the contest, but he was on fire.

Athanasiou scored four goals in the game’s first 33 minutes and six seconds en route to a 6-2 Barrie win.

It was the second time in as many weeks that a Barrie player had scored four goals in a game, and he did so in just 18 seconds more than captain Aaron Ekblad a week ago.

“I haven’t seen (two four-goal games in two weeks) since minor hockey, that’s for sure,” said Colts defenceman C.J. Garcia. “It was a big game for 'AA', it was awesome and special.

“We’re really happy he came out to play for us tonight, because he lost someone special and he really showed that he wanted to play this game and why he loves it.”

Even after the game, Athanasiou’s mood was noticeably more cerebral as he dealt with the highs and lows of his Saturday.

“It was a tough day for me,” Athanasiou said. “I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it (to the rink), but there was nothing more I wanted to do (than) to come here and see the boys.

“They were supportive of me, and I know (my great aunt) was with me and everything worked out.”

Athanasiou’s first goal saw him pull the puck around a Niagara defender before snapping one that found its way through IceDogs goaltender Blake Richard and in, just 3:23 into the contest.

“Once the first one went in, I knew things were going to go well,” Athanasiou said. “After the second, third and fourth ones came, I was just happy that I could play good for her.”

His coach knew that the game would be a welcome reprieve for the grieving winger.

“He wanted to play,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk. “Sometimes, when you’ve got something like that off the ice, it’s just nice to get your mind off of it and play the game you love, and I think he felt that.”

Athanasiou got plenty of attention from his teammates in the form of excellent feeds, as the second, third and fourth goals all came thanks to some well-placed setups.

“It was the unbelievable passes that (Brendan) Lemieux gave me (on the third and fourth goals), and (Jake) Dotchin gave me one (on the second goal),” Athanasiou said. “Those are passes that you get and see an empty net there.

“So it was great passes by my teammates (that led to the goals) and I’m grateful for that.”

Athanasiou converted a pair of back-door setups to get the hat trick before saving arguably his nicest goal of the night for last.

The Detroit Red Wings prospect took Lemieux’s pass in tight and, while dropping his knee for better leverage, roofed a shot over Richard with little space to work.

“You’ve just got to will that puck into the net,” Garcia said. “He works on that in practice all of the time.”

Athanasiou wasn’t overly surprised that his team wound up with a four-goal scorer in consecutive weeks, given the talent they have.

“It just shows how good we are as a team up front and on the back end,” Athanasiou said. “We have a lot of guys doing a lot of good things on the ice.”

And his coach, who had some high-scoring games in his day, wasn’t surprised that Athanasiou was the one to do it.

“He had it going (on Saturday),” Hawerchuk said. “His speed and his quickness are probably second to none in this league.

“He’s a quick strike guy,” Hawerchuk added. “He can move it, give and go, and then he’s gone.

“The other team has to be on their toes or they’re not going to catch him.”

And on a day of mourning and loss, Athanasiou had a chance for some normalcy, from which he finished spectacularly.

“I think sometimes, when you have that adversity away from the rink, it’s almost a release and a relief to be able to come and do this,” Hawerchuk said. “I’ve gone through this too, and you go through some heartache, but he’s with his teammates and you get that support that way, and you’re doing something you love.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
Hooey eyes long playoff run with Barrie Colts 
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Barrie Colts forward Garrett Hooey, recently acquired in a trade from the Belleville Bulls, watches as Kingston Frontenacs goalie Matt Mahalak stops a puck with his mask during recent OHL action at the Barrie Molson Centre. Hooey hopes to make a long playoff run with his new team. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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GARRETT HOOEY    

With change comes a period of adjustment.

You don’t have to tell that to Garrett Hooey.

Hooey joined the Barrie Colts in a trade from the Belleville Bulls in early December, but only now is the strong, two-way centre feeling more comfortable with this new team.

“For sure. That’s right on point,” said the 19-year-old centre when told he looks much more comfortable on the ice with his Barrie teammates these days. “It was two pretty different systems that I was playing pretty much. So, for sure.”

Dale Hawerchuk can see the difference now from the first few games Hooey suited up with the club. Hooey’s play in the last couple of weeks has been “real strong,” boasted the Colts head coach.

“We play a kind of a different system than Belleville, so he’s done a lot of video work,” Hawerchuk said of how hard Hooey has worked to adjust to his new team. “He wants to do well. He’s a gamer. He’s physical, heavy. He’s a heavy body, so he’s been a good addition.”

Hooey’s calling card is his grit and all-around game. A second-round pick of the Sarnia Sting in 2010, Hooey was dealt to Belleville after his rookie season and in his first two years with Bulls he spent most of his time playing more of a shut-down role.

Despite losing last year’s Eastern Conference final to the Colts, Hooey was impressive when matched up against Barrie’s top line centred by current Winnipeg Jets forward Mark Scheifele.

With a young Bulls club this season, Hooey found himself in more of an offensive role, centring the club’s top line and power-play unit.

The gritty, six-foot-one Bowmanville-area native responded with a career-high 16 goals and matched his career-high point total of 27 in just 29 games with Belleville before being traded to Barrie.

With the Colts, especially with the trade sending two-way centre Erik Bradford to Ottawa, Hooey returns to more of that shut-down role. Which is just fine by him.

“A role is a role. If I do good at my role and we have team success, I won’t be mad at all,” said Hooey, who along with his teammates will play host to the Niagara IceDogs on Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“I’ll be fairly happy. I’m excited to play whatever role comes my way. That’s the thing in the playoffs, every role is a huge, contributing role," he added.

The playoffs are why Hooey is here in Barrie. After last year’s lengthy post-season run, Belleville finds itself in a rebuilding year.

Sitting last in the Eastern Conference, making the playoffs will be a tough task for a young Belleville squad and Hooey wanted the chance at another lengthy post-season run.

“I think it was kind of mutual,” Hooey said when asked if he expected or wanted a trade. “I’m a playoff player and I want to play in the playoffs. The direction Belleville was going, they weren’t looking like they were going to be a playoff team.

“Barrie was looking like they might load up and be an above-average playoff team, so I was fortunate that the opportunity was given me to come here and I’m going to make the most of it.”

As for where he was dealt, it didn’t come as much of a surprise he landed in Barrie.

“I kind of had a bit of speculation whether it was going to be Barrie or Oshawa. One of the two,” Hooey said. “I just kept hearing, I guess you can call them, your typical OHL rumours.”

Things have been slower coming around offensively for Hooey with his new team. He has just a goal and assist in his first 12 games in Barrie, but the chances are starting to come.

“That’s hockey, I guess,” he said.

After going scoreless in his first nine games in a Colts uniform, Hooey finally found the back of the net against Erie last weekend.

“It was a little bit relieving, but I was a little bit pissed off because it took so long to get,” he said. “It’s motivation to get a couple of other quicker ones.”

While the opportunity was there to play more of an offensive role with Belleville with more ice time and more time on the power play, Hooey just wants to play come playoff time.

“Obviously everyone wants to score goals,” he said. “It came down that I had the chance to play a lot more minutes in Belleville, but the thing is that season is shorter.”

The Colts are expected to lose the bulk of their scoring after this season.

Overagers Zach Hall, Mitchell Theoret and Tyson Fawcett are graduating, while highly skilled offensive threats Andreas Athanasiou (Detroit) and Joseph Blandisi (Colorado) are expected to join the pro ranks.

That means Hooey’s role as an overager could change once again to more of an offensive one.

For now, though, the two-way centre’s focus is squarely on this season.

“It’s to the point now where you don’t want to fast track anything,” he said. “You want to make the most of every day.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

RYMARCHUK RELEASED, PASTORIOUS SUSPENDED

The Barrie Colts had as pretty close to a full lineup going into Thursday night in North Bay as they’ve had in quite some time.

With the exception of winger Nick Pastorious, who was suspended for five games earlier Thursday for his check to the head of Kingston’s Mac Lemmon last Saturday, Barrie had its regular lineup in a 4-3 shootout win over the Battalion.

Both Mitchell Theoret (shoulder) and Justin Scott (illness) returned to the lineup, while Aaron Ekblad and Brendan Lemieux, fresh off impressive efforts in the CHL Top Prospects Game the night before, flew directly to North Bay from Calgary.

Zach Hall, who was apparently feeling ill, did dress for Thursday, but spent a good portion of the game on the bench.

Winger Devon Rymarchuk, who had yet to dress for Barrie this season after having surgery in September to repair tore ligaments in his wrist, was released by the club and picked up by the Junior 'B' Niagara Falls Canucks.

• PEREIRA

Barrie's Lemieux scores, Ekblad adds a pair of assists 


SCOTT FISHER, QMI Agency

 Thursday, January 16, 2014 9:40:57 EST AM  

Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux (left) and the Calgary Hitmen's Jake Virtanen celebrate after Team Orr defeated Team Cherry, 4-3, in the CHL/NHL Top Prospects hockey game in Calgary on Wednesday. AL CHAREST QMI AGENCY
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CALGARY - Scouts insist one game won’t make or break any single player.

But Jared McCann certainly didn’t drop down anyone’s list Wednesday night.

The Soo Greyhounds star unleashed a laser late in regulation time to give Team Orr a 4-3 win over Team Cherry at the CHL Top Prospects Game at the Saddledome in Calgary.

McCann, who was ranked 11th in NHL Central Scouting’s midterm rankings when they were released Monday, took a pass from Josh Ho-Sang and picked the top corner for the game-winner.

He didn’t necessarily rocket to the top of any pre-draft lists, but sniping the game-winner in a nationally televised event sure doesn’t hurt.

“No, it doesn’t hurt at all,” McCann said. “Josh made a great pass to me and luckily it went in.

“It was kind of a storybook ending.”

McCann was selected as Team Orr’s player of the game, while Sarnia Sting import Nikolay Goldobin was Team Cherry’s top performer.

Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad, who captained Team Orr, and local teammate Brendan Lemieux both found the scoresheet for Team Orr on Wednesday. Lemieux scored the game's opening goal, while Ekblad notched two assists on the night.

With all that firepower on the ice, no one could find the back of the net in the opening period.

Charlottetown Islanders goaltender Mason McDonald stole the show, stopping all 14 shots he faced in the frame, which was highlighted by a scrap between OHL Eastern Conference foes Aaron Haydon (Niagara IceDogs) and Jacob Middleton (Ottawa 67s). Both players were tossed for discarding their helmets prior to the spirited tilt but were later reinstated between periods.

There were no more fireworks but plenty of jostling for space as the CHL’s top draft-eligible players strutted their stuff in front of hundreds of scouts and GMs from across the NHL.

Things opened up in a hurry midway through when Team Orr hit back-to-back posts seconds before Julius Honka’s shot went in off Lemieux, who was, not surprisingly, stationed at the top of the blue paint.

Michael Dal Colle tied it up just eight ticks later. NHL Central Scouting’s fifth-ranked prospect roofed a shot over McDonald’s blocker, and both squads immediately changed their ’tenders.

Dal Colle, one of the top power forwards in this summer’s draft, showed a quick release on a number of attempts early in the contest.

Team Orr struck again on the powerplay as Saginaw Spirit winger Blake Clarke came off the half-boards and picked the top corner.

There were plenty of NHL scouts in attendance. Maybe Major League Baseball should have sent a couple, too as Ho-Sang batted a chest-high rebound past Alex Nedeljkovic in the Cherry net.

“The puck just came in my wheelhouse,” Ho-Sang said of the solid line drive.

The Windsor Spitfires sparkplug said he was comfortable re-uniting with McCann. The pair played together with Canada’s U-17 team.

“I’ve seen Jared play,” Ho-Sang said. “I play against him a lot, so I know what kind of player he is.

“He’s a great talent, so I just tried to get him the puck when I could.”

Team Grapes battled back in the third period with Goldobin, on a wraparound, and captain Sam Reinhart, on a powerplay, knotting the game at three.

But McCann won it with 3:29 to play as Team Orr held off a final rally.

Scoring summary

2. ORR Brendan Lemieux, (1) (Julius Honka, Aaron Ekblad), 9:00 (PP)

2. CHRY Michael Dal Colle, (1) (Ivan Barbashev, Sam Reinhart), 9:08

2. ORR Blake Clarke, (1) (Julius Honka, Aaron Ekblad), 13:16 (PP)

2. ORR Josh Ho-Sang, (1) (Brayden Point), 17:42

3. CHRY Nikolay Goldobin, (1) (Matt Mistele, Ryan MacInnis), 4:07

3. CHRY Sam Reinhart, (1) (Nikolay Goldobin, Anthony DeAngelo), 13:53 (PP)

3. ORR Jared McCann, (1) (Josh Ho-Sang), 16:31

Colts captain falls to No. 3; Kingston's Bennett takes over top spot 
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Second-year Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad continues to develop his game, including his offensive prowess from the team’s back end. “You want to be a contributor in all situations and I kind of take pride in not backing down in any type of situation,” the 17-year-old says. “Being there in a big game is huge and that’s what I take pride in.” MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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Related Stories

Colts' Ekblad ready to prove Top Prospect status

There has been a lot of shuffling in NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings ahead of Wednesday's Top Prospects Game in Calgary in the run-up to the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia this summer.

Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad sits in the No. 3 spot behind Kingston's Sam Bennett at No. 1 and Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders at No. 2.

Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart now sits one spot behind Barrie's big defenceman at No. 4, while Oshawa's Michael Dal Colle is No. 5.

Bennett will not play in the prospects game due to injury.

"This is an event that all NHL scouts look forward to attending," NHL Central Scouting director Dan Marr told NHL.com. "The 40 players competing in this game were chosen by the 30 NHL clubs with the game being a unique opportunity to evaluate 40 of the top draft-eligible prospects on a single stage in what has annually become an intense competition."

The rosters include many of the top-rated players recognized on NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings for North American skaters and goaltenders.

"A lot of NHL teams are targeting the key areas; not just skill but character and hockey sense," former NHLer Tim Hunter, who will coach Team Orr, also told NHL.com. "There's no room for error. The draft has become a vital tool for every franchise. I'm just glad the kids have these types of opportunities and scouts have a way to make solid evaluations."

Other players listed in the mid-term rankings are former Barrie Colts prospect Brendan Perlini at No. 8. Perlini was traded to the Niagara last season in exchange for forward Mitchell Theoret.

Colts forward Brendan Lemieux sits 38th among North American skaters. Lemieux, who has 15 goals, 12 assists and 74 penalty minutes to go along with a minus-7 rating this season, will also play in this week's prospects game alongside Ekblad on Team Orr.

Players listed in the mid-term rankings but who will not play in the prospects game include Barrie's Kevin Labanc at No. 88 and Cordell James at No. 126.

Barrie Colts captain scores four goals in big win over Kingston 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, January 13, 2014 8:10:28 EST PM  

Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad scored four goals in Barrie's 8-5 win over the Kingston Frontenacs on Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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Aaron Ekblad is a special hockey player.

This certainly isn’t news to anyone who follows the Barrie Colts, the Ontario Hockey League or has seen the Belle River native growing up.

But over the weekend, he grabbed a place in Colts franchise history by scoring four goals in a game as a defenceman.

“(After) the first two, I didn’t really want to celebrate,” Ekblad said. “You’ve got a whole game ahead of you and they don’t really matter at that point.

“(But after goals) three and four, it’s my first hat trick in about four or five years, maybe since minor midget or bantam,” Ekblad added. “It’s been a lot of time and it was great to get that fourth one as well.”

The OHL record for goals in a game by a defenceman was set by Al MacInnis, who scored five as a member of the Kitchener Rangers in 1983.

Ekblad didn’t find out about the record until after Saturday’s 8-5 win over the Kingston Frontenacs.

“Oh yeah?” queried Ekblad after being informed. “Oh, come on.

“I should’ve gotten another one,” Ekblad added with a smile.

Ekblad, who had 10 goals in the first 30 games of the season before adding four more on the weekend, is now averaging a point per game as a 17-year-old defenceman, while still playing against opponents’ top units.

“He’s just so reliable defensively while still contributing offensively,” said Jonathan Laser, Ekblad’s defence partner. “He’s good all around and it never seems like he has a night off.

“He’s a player you can count on every single game to carry a big load.”

All four of Ekblad’s goals on Saturday came on special teams.

Just 2:36 in and on a man advantage, new acquisition Joseph Blandisi sent a pass back to Ekblad at the blue-line and the captain hammered one past Kingston goalie Matt Mahalak.

On Barrie’s first penalty kill, Blandisi carried the puck into the offensive zone, and, with Ekblad calling for the puck by the time he’d hit the centre ice, he received the pass.

Ekblad stepped into another shot and this time, beat Mahalak on the blocker side.

“Blandisi laid up a real nice one to me right when he came in across the blue-line (while) we were on the penalty kill,” Ekblad said.

With everyone readying for another Ekblad slapshot during a second-period two-man advantage, the defenceman coolly ripped a wrist shot that went off of the crossbar an in.

Fifty-one seconds later, on the next power play, Ekblad took an identical shot, making it four goals for the exceptional player less than 33 minutes into the contest.

“I haven’t seen (that before),” Laser said. “That was crazy, that he had four goals (with) seven minutes (to go) in the second period. He’s an amazing player, and if anyone’s going to do it, it’s him.”

Even Ekblad’s coach, who played most of his NHL career in an offensive era, had to go back to his time as a fan to remember an offensive performance like that from a blue-liner.

“I remember when (former Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman) Ian Turnbull scored five (in 1977),” Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said. “I don’t think I’ve had a defenceman on my team that scored four.

“For that to happen, a lot of things have to go your way, and they did go his way,” Hawerchuk added. “On nights where you score four, he probably would have felt like he could have scored eight if he was really going.

“He had some other good shots, too, but it was nice to see them go in for him.”

Kingston pulled its goalie, trailing 6-5 late in the third period, giving a potential open-net opportunity to tie the OHL record.

But Ekblad, who picked up the puck deep in his own zone, made the smart defensive play, and sent a good pass up to Andreas Athanasiou, who scored into the empty net.

That wasn’t exactly a surprising play, coming from a team-first kind of player.

“It’s not even me, it’s the guys that are supporting me,” Ekblad said about getting his opportunities to score four goals. “They’re all finding lanes and creating those opportunities.

“They work behind me, they support and draw the penalties that create the opportunities, so I appreciate that and it’s great to get all of that support.”

As a highly touted NHL prospect this season, Ekblad continues to amaze his head coach at both ends of the ice.

“He’s special that way,” Hawerchuk said. “What he does, game in and game out, you sometimes forget how old he really is.”

Hawerchuk implored Ekblad to shoot the puck more, and it seems his captain is listening.

“I think sometimes, he wants the perfect shot,” Hawerchuk said. “His shot has such velocity and a heaviness and quickness that, any time he can use it, he should use it.

“Any time a defenceman scores four goals in a game, that’s pretty good for you.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Barrie Colts forward highly skilled, but also known to get under opponents' skin 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, January 22, 2014 7:59:57 EST PM  

Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux, shown here during a recent game against the Erie Otters, has a nose for the net but also a knack for chirping his opponents. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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When Brendan Lemieux isn’t making opposing players fuming mad at him, you can often find him giving Aaron Ekblad the gears.

Ekblad is no slouch himself when it comes to needling and can give as good as he gets.

Now, add the fact the Barrie Colts teammates share the same billet home and you can only imagine how much ribbing goes in the living room, at the kitchen table or, heck, even just in passing.

“Oh yeah,” Ekblad, sporting a mischievous grin, replied when asked if the two rib each other. “I don’t think we’ll ever admit that we’re wrong or admit defeat. That’s the biggest thing.

“Those are two good aspects in our games. (Me ribbing him) makes him a better player and he (ribbing me) makes me a better player.”

The son of legendary former NHL agitator Claude Lemieux, Brendan is proving the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree when it comes to skilled play and getting under the skin of opponents.

His willingness to physically battle for every inch, along with a pair of lips and feet that hardly stop moving can, at times, drive opposing players to forget about everything else on the ice.

In three head-to-head games in late December, then-Steelheads defenceman Trevor Carrick spent a good amount of his time sparring with Lemieux.

A couple of weeks ago, the Kingston Frontenacs at times looked more interested in settling a score with the Barrie power forward than they did anything else. 

“My dad taught me a few things in his day and watching him growing up,” said the 17-year-old Lemieux, who was ranked 38th overall in the recent NHL Central Scouting midterm rankings for the upcoming 2014 NHL Entry Draft in June.

“That’s the way he played the game. He’s my role model and that’s the way I want to play," Lemieux said of his dad. “The faster I move my feet and the better I battle in the corners, the more guys are going to take penalties on me and that’s just the way it goes.”

For Lemieux, it’s all about finding another way to be effective and helping his team win hockey games.

“Sometimes you get wrapped up and you get a little emotional, but my job is to just keep them on that end and me focused,” he said.

Playing with that edge will land Lemieux in the penalty box at times, but Ekblad says his teammate’s ability to draw penalties at key times has resulted in numerous power plays that have helped Barrie win.

“(Chirping) is all part of the game and sometimes he steps over the line, but you know if you’re riding the line hard it’s going to happen sometimes,” said Ekblad, who along with his teammates will look to make it four straight wins Thursday night when they host the Owen Sound Attack at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“He’s very good at keeping it right at the edge and not going over, and I commend him for that. It’s not easy to do.”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk admits he would like to see Lemieux “minimize the yapping” at times. He’s talked to his gritty winger, pointing out to him that when he comes to play every shift, he’s very effective.

“He’s got a lot of energy and sometimes his temper will get the best of him at times, but he’s just done a really good job with it,” Hawerchuk said. “He’s a valuable part of our team, that’s for sure.”

Playing with that edge can wear down his opponents, but Lemieux isn’t just about grit. The second-year, six-foot-one, 210-pound forward brings a highly skilled game that has seen him rack up 15 goals and 16 assists in 40 games this season.

“He’s unique that way,” Hawerchuk said. “I haven’t seen too many guys in the draft that play hard and play that bulldog-type game, but he’s a pretty skilled player, too.

“He’s got a great shot and he knows the game well. He brings a lot of aspects that you wouldn’t expect with a guy that plays that hard, so he’s unique that way.”

Lemieux showed off some of that skill last Saturday when he set up two of linemate Andreas Athanasiou’s four goals against Niagara. The power forward displayed his vision and touch when he layered a pair of long, cross-ice passes through heavy traffic in front right onto Athanasiou’s stick.

“There’s a lot of great things about his game and that’s just one of them,” Ekblad said of Lemieux’s grit. “People see him as an agitator and that’s very, very true. He gets guys off their games, but he’s a very skilled player.

“He made two passes (Saturday night) where they were almost Gretzky-like. He’s unbelievable. He’s got a whole bunch of tools in his package.”

“They were great plays there,” Hawerchuk said. “He’s always dangerous. He’s got a heavy wrist shot and he drives nets hard. He can penalty kill, play on the power play. He can do everything.”

That includes never passing up a chance to take a playful shot at Ekblad, something the Colts captain is just fine with.

“It’s beyond friends now. I think we’re brothers,” Ekblad said. “I love having him with me when we go to these tournaments, whether it was the U-18s (winning gold for Canada) or the Top Prospects Game. I love having him with me because we both push each other to be so much better than we are.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie's big acquisition Blandisi from Ottawa ahead of the deadline 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, January 10, 2014 8:22:06 EST PM  

Joseph Blandisi, left, shown here as a member of the Ottawa 67's, skates past a group of Kingston Frontenacs after they scored a goal against Ottawa last month. Blandisi, acquired this week by the Barrie Colts, says he's looking forward to making a long playoff run with his new club. QMI AGENCY FILES
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The Barrie Colts wanted to add some scoring punch.

Joseph Blandisi wanted a play for contender with a chance of making a long run in the OHL playoffs.

The trade-deadline deal earlier this week that brought the Ottawa 67’s leading scorer to the Barrie Colts appears be the right fit for both Blandisi and his new OHL club. 

“(The trade) was a little bit expected,” said the talented, gritty forward, whose last appearance in the OHL playoffs came as a rookie with Owen Sound in 2012. “I was one of the older guys there (in Ottawa) and I was trying to play in the playoffs, so I’m excited to get here and get the opportunity to have a long run in the playoffs, and hopefully go to the Memorial Cup.”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said giving up two-way centre Erik Bradford wasn’t easy, but acquiring a player of Blandisi’s skill level comes at a price.

“We felt, ‘OK, we need this if we’re going to have any chance at success moving forward',” the coach said.

Blandisi’s offensive skills — he had 21 goals and 37 points in 37 games with the 67’s this season — should help bolster the Barrie attack, especially on the power play where its a dismal 7-for-73 since the start of December.

Blandisi, a 2012 sixth-round draft (162nd overall) of the Colorado Avalanche, led Ottawa with nine power-play goals.

“We were top five for quite a while and it’s really slipped here the last while,” Hawerchuk said of his club, which is now 14th overall with the man advantage. “We felt like it was something we needed to address and hopefully Blandisi comes in and does that.”

The six-foot, 205-pound Markham native just wants to deliver whatever Barrie needs. 

“Hopefully I can help the special teams,” said Blandisi, who came to Barrie in exchange for Bradford, a third-round pick in 2015 and a conditional third-rounder in 2016 if he plays an overage season next year.

“I just want to be the player that’s trusted by the coaches and, hopefully, scoring some big goals at big times on the power play would be nice," he said.

Blandisi centred the top line between Andreas Athanasiou and Andrew Mangiapane in his Colts debut Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre, a 6-5 loss to the league-leading Erie Otters.

While he failed to register a point, Hawerchuk was happy with what he saw from his newest acquisition.

“I really liked his patience and savvy on the power play (Thursday night),” said the Colts coach, whose squad faces the Kingston Frontenacs here Saturday night. “It’s been struggling, but I think the guys really liked what he was doing.

“He took a shot in the arm there late so he couldn’t finish, but I think he’ll be OK. First game it takes a while to get used to our pace and, of course, (it's) Erie, too.”

“I didn’t even get a chance to practise, so I think with time good things will come,” Blandisi said. “I’m pretty excited about the opportunity I’m getting and I think I’m going to build off it.”

Perhaps one of the bigger surprises at this year’s deadline came Thursday when it was announced former Barrie blue-liner Alex Lepkowski had been signed by the Oshawa Generals.

The Colts decided to relinquish their rights to the pro prospect back in November, believing he would spend the full season with the AHL's Rochester Americans.

OHL teams had to cut down to four overagers on the roster and Barrie decided to protect the rights to forward Cody Brown.

Instead, the six-foot-four, 214-pound, stay-at-home defender, who got into just eight games with Rochester, was returned to junior and decided to join the Eastern Conference-leading Generals.

The Colts, as expected, were disappointed.

“We had talked to (Rochester) and they indicated he probably wasn’t coming back,” Hawerchuk said of their decision to give up Lepkowski’s rights. “I’ve talked to him and said ‘if you decide to come back, give us a call.’

“We’re happy with our three overagers. He made a decision to go somewhere else and we can’t control that.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

DEADLINE DEALS

With a few blockbusters already in the bank, the OHL trade deadline passed relatively quietly at noon on Friday.

With the exception of a few minor transactions, teams didn’t find the relatively high prices to their liking, including the Barrie Colts.

The Colts, who earlier in the week had acquired forward Joseph Blandisi from the Ottawa 67’s for two-way forward Erik Bradford, were hoping to add some depth on the blue-line, but despite several discussions, didn’t find prices to their liking.

“We were talking to teams and everybody was kind of in the loop at this juncture,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk. “Sometimes when there’s so much competition, everybody’s weighing their options and sometimes you can’t even get a deal done.”

With earlier deals like the Guelph Storm giving up some nine draft picks and a player to the Windsor Spitfires for Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert, and the Erie Otters giving up to four top picks for veteran blue-liner Paul MacDermid, the bar had been set.

“Teams weren’t going to move guys unless they were getting a real good deal,” Hawerchuk said. “With the noon deadline (Friday), a lot of deals are done the day before.”

“(Prices) were higher this year,” he added. “If you go back to last year, they were a lot higher this year. I guess you got more buyers in a certain year. If you feel it’s good value for your team, you make a deal. If you don’t, you can’t go there.”

The Colts, Hawerchuk says, feel comfortable heading into the second half and the playoffs with what they have. He points to the Barrie being right there with the league-leading Otters on Thursday night.

“There were a lot of good positives (Thursday) night,” he said. “You’re always assessing your roster. We get Mitchell Theoret (injury) and Justin Scott (flu) back, we’ll get a chance to see what we are.”

• PEREIRA

Ekblad, McDavid may be friends off the ice, but it's all business when the puck drops 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, January 10, 2014 8:00:55 EST PM  

Barrie Colts rookie forward Andrew Mangiapane fights for the puck along the boards during Thursday night's game against the Erie Otters. The game featured two players — Barrie's Aaron Ekblad and Erie's Connor McDavid — who are expected to be among the top two picks in the next two NHL entry drafts. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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It was a regular-season first in Barrie.

The two exceptional rule players drafted in consecutive years – Connor McDavid and Aaron Ekblad – went head-to-head on Thursday amid much fanfare.

And with Erie’s young prodigy being matched up against Barrie’s wunderkind defenceman on almost every shift, there was a lot to see between the two.

It was the first game back for the former first-overall picks in the OHL Priority Selection Draft after representing Canada at the World Junior Hockey Championships in Sweden, where they were teammates as underclass players.

McDavid knew he was going to be seeing a lot of No. 5 at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“It certainly wasn’t fun,” McDavid said after Erie’s 6-5 win over the Colts. “He’s a great defenceman who’s going to go very high, if not the highest, in the NHL draft.

“He’s a great player and it’s not a lot of fun playing against him, that’s for sure.”

The two went at it right from the opening shift, with McDavid attempting to chase Ekblad behind the Barrie net, but losing his balance on the freshly flooded ice and spinning out.

McDavid would get the puck later in the shift and try to sneak past Ekblad on the far boards, but the Colts captain lined up the Newmarket native for a low hit.

The two are actually good friends, but you wouldn’t know it on this night, as, after McDavid jammed away at a puck frozen by Barrie goalie Daniel Gibl, Ekblad got in his grill with a couple of cross-checks.

“It was my job to keep him off of his game,” Ekblad said. “That’s my job playing against some of the best players in this league and that’s what I take pride in.

“So if I got him off his game and got him a little upset, so be it.”

McDavid doesn’t look too much into Ekblad going after him.

“It got heated at times, but we’re good buddies and always will be,” McDavid said. “It was just a heat of the moment thing.”

McDavid would get a goal on the power play, with an impressive move that Ekblad had seen before.

“He is unique in everything he does,” said Ekblad, who was named captain of Team Orr for next Wednesday's Top Prospects Game in Calgary. “I was trying to tell Gibl before the game the way he dekes, where he brings it far around his pad.

“It’s just something that he likes to do, I know he likes to do, and I’ve watched him do it many times.”

In the third period, with the game tied 5-5, McDavid started off a play behind the net that eventually led to Travis Dermott’s point shot giving the Otters the lead.

As McDavid skated past Ekblad, in front of the net after the goal, and had some words for the Colts defenceman.

“Nothing that I’m going to say to the media, but if he wants to give it to me, I have no problem taking it right back,” McDavid said about his comment. “It was just an on-the-ice battle, and I’m sure I’ll get a text from him after, or I’ll text him.”

Later in the third period, McDavid drew a penalty on Ekblad for a somewhat soft call, but after the game, the Barrie captain was more impressed with his former national-squad teammate than upset at him.

“He made a pretty smart play,” Ekblad said. “He just dumped it in, grabbed my stick and kind of fell.

“It’s a good play, it’s a smart player’s play and that’s the way it is,” Ekblad added. “He’s a smart player, he does a lot of smart things out there and I really appreciate going against such a challenge.”

That respect is shared by both parties, who have been good buddies pretty much since McDavid came into the league.

“He’s a great player, and I love him as a person as well as a player,” McDavid said. “He just really battles hard.”

Ekblad is able to turn the switch on and off between friendship and opponent relatively easily, though.

“Between the whistles, it’s game on for me,” Ekblad said. “I never let anyone out of my sight and it’s my job to shut those guys down.

“After the whistle, he’s one of my best friends and I’d do anything for that guy.”

With the two set to meet once more on Feb. 14 in Erie, Pa., McDavid knows what he’s up against in an opponent he might not see again afterwards until they’re both in the NHL.

“He’s got a great stick, good reach and he’s hard to beat,” McDavid said. “He’s got great hockey sense, too.

“He just battles so hard and he’s really tough for anyone to play against.”

On Saturday night, the Colts host the Kingston Frontenacs, who had a 23-12-2-2 record heading into Friday night's game against the Eastern Conference-leading Oshawa Generals.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Barrie ships Erik Bradford and picks to 67's for gritty forward 
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The Barrie Colts have acquired right-winger Joseph Blandisi (above) from the Ottawa 67's in exchange for Erik Bradford, a third-round pick in 2015 and a conditional third-round pick in 2016. QMI AGENCY FILES
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Erik Bradford 

Joseph Blandisi    

The Barrie Colts added some sandpaper and offensive pop to their lineup on Wednesday after acquiring right-winger Joseph Blandisi from the Ottawa 67's.

The Colts shipped forward Erik Bradford, a third-round pick in 2015 and a conditional third-round selection in 2016 to Ottawa in exchange for Blandisi, a 19-year-old Markham native.

It is believed that the conditional pick would be contingent on whether Blandisi, a Colorado Avalanche prospect, plays an overage season in Barrie.

"Blandisi is a player that will add to our overall skill level and strengthen the forward units," said Colts general manager Jason Ford. "He competes and plays the game with passion and we are extremely pleased to acquire him."

The six-foot, 205-pound forward was drafted by Colorado in the sixth round (162nd overall) of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

Blandisi was Ottawa's top scorer this season with 21 goals and 16 assists in 37 games. He is also a minus-14 and has 57 penalty minutes. He was also one of the team's alternate captains this season.

Ottawa (13-21-1-3) sits eighth in the Eastern Conference, holding down the final playoff spot ahead of Niagara and Belleville.

With 168 regular-season OHL games under his belt, Blandisi has 53 goals, 66 assists and 246 penalty minutes. He has played in only five playoff games during his OHL career, in 2012 with the Owen Sound Attack, picking up a lone assist in those games.

Blandisi was originally drafted into the OHL in the third round (61st overall) in 2011 by Owen Sound. He was dealt to Ottawa on Jan. 7, 2013, along with defenceman Jacob Middleton, in exchange for defenceman Cody Ceci, winger Steven Janes and a third-round pick in 2015.

Blandisi is expected to make his Colts debut on Thursday night against the Erie Otters.

Bradford, meanwhile, brought a lot of character to the Colts dressing room, was a role model in the community and played a shutdown role on the ice. However, the Colts recently acquired Garrett Hooey from the Belleville Bulls who plays a similar style of game.

In 168 regular-season games over four seasons with the the Colts, Bradford scored 33 goals and added 38 assists for 71 points to go along with a plus-3 rating. In 35 playoff games in Barrie, the 19-year-old Orangeville native had four goals and nine assists, including 10 points in 22 games last season as the Colts made it to the OHL final.

Ford wished Bradford well in Ottawa. "He always played the game with passion and enthusiasm here in Barrie," the GM said.

Bradford's cousin, Fergus native Jamie McGinn, played in Ottawa from 2004-05 until 2007-08 before moving on to the pro ranks.

Ottawa head coach and general manager Chris Byrne said Bradford is a solid two-way player who has improved with each passing season.

"At the same time, we say farewell to Joe, a team leader who we wish all the best," Byrne said.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie native Tyson Fawcett hasn’t taken his foot off the gas pedal since joining Colts last season 0


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 
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Barrie native Tyson Fawcett, an alternate captain with the Barrie Colts, dumps the puck into the offensive zone during a recent OHL game. As a local kid growing up watching the Colts, he says part of his dream has come true. MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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Tyson Fawcett    

Tyson Fawcett remembers being in the stands, cheering for his hometown Barrie Colts.

He was there when the Colts made their run to win their only OHL championship to date, sitting high up in the Barrie Molson Centre.

Now, the local product has been having a chance to replicate that magic on the ice.

“It’s awesome,” Fawcett said. “I still remember my dad working with the team the year they went to the Memorial Cup, and I remember being up in the press box, watching games, and it was always my dream to play here and then in the NHL.

“(Being a Barrie Colt) is one part of my dream.”

Originally a 13th-round pick of the Colts in 2009, Fawcett played three years of Junior ‘A’ hockey – including one under his current head coach, Dale Hawerchuk.

When his first junior-level team president called him up in 2012 with an opportunity, Fawcett couldn’t turn it down.

“I was going the NCAA (route), but then Dale called me up and said, ‘Why don’t you play for your home town?’,” Fawcett said. “I said sure. I wouldn’t turn it down for the world.”

Initially, bringing in a five-foot-six, 19-year-old centre to an established team raised some eyebrows.

“I know a lot of guys were wondering what we were thinking about, keeping a small guy like that, but they soon realized that this guy is a spark plug and played a great role for us,” Hawerchuk said.

Fawcett becomes that by putting in as much effort as he possibly can.

“You always want to be the best, and I’m a smaller guy, so you have to outwork the other guys,” Fawcett said. “That’s how I got here, by outworking everyone.

“Hopefully, if I keep outworking guys, I’ll get to that next level.”

The team has certainly taken notice of Fawcett’s work ethic.

“He’s one of the leaders on our team and he’s always working,” said Colts alternate captain Erik Bradford. “He’s a guy you can look to on the ice and say, ‘Geez, if I can work half as hard as that guy, maybe I can contribute’.

“He’s a great player to our team and he’s been huge for us this season.”

Fawcett reminds Bradford of another small forward that he looked up to when he joined the Colts.

“I remember when I was a young kid, seeing Colin Behenna out there blocking shots and stuff like that,” Bradford said. “I knew that when my time would come, I would do anything to help those guys win, because they were out there, giving it their all.”

After seeing a good amount of ice time last season, Fawcett’s role has increased as an overager this year, with Fawcett typically seeing top-six minutes along with regular power play and penalty kill action.

“He’s in such great shape,” Hawerchuk said. “His work ethic is second to none and he’s so dependable.

“He covers for any mistakes that happen and he’s in such good position, so he can get there and make a difference,” Hawerchuk added. “He can score and he can make good plays.

“We use him on the point on the power play and he’s got some savvy back there (as) he sees the game well back there.”

Fawcett scored from the blue line on the man advantage in Saturday’s win over Oshawa thanks to some extra work he put in during the off-season.

“Coming to the OHL from Junior ‘A’, they’re a little bigger and a little stronger, so I worked hard on that this summer and my shot has improved,” Fawcett said. “I worked on it a lot with my dad and (my shot) is one part of my game that has really improved.”

The consistent effort given by Fawcett gives Hawerchuk something to show anyone else on his team who thinks that they’re getting an easy ride.

“Because he works so hard on and off the ice, he’s a good example for the younger guys,” Hawerchuk said. “Guys will (ask) what they have to do to get their game to another level (and) I can say, ‘look at that kid and how hard he works. Do you work as hard as him on and off the ice?’.

“If the answer is no, then you can match that and go to another level.”

And if Fawcett ever feels like letting up, he can just glance up to the press box he sat in as a six-year-old and remember his dreams.

“I kind of look up for that every warmup,” Fawcett said. “I look up to where I was sitting and it’s a good memory.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

 twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Barrie Colts need to be more consistent to make a run at league title 
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Andreas Athanasiou believes the best has yet to come from this year’s Barrie Colts.

“We’re feeling good,” said the Colts winger, whose team was in Peterborough on Thursday night to face the Petes. “I think there’s up and downs in every season.

“I think we’ve seen the (downside)," he added. "It’s good we got that out at the start of the season, so come second half we’ll be ready.”

This season has certainly been quite the roller-coaster ride for the Colts (19-15-1-2), who find themselves five points behind the red-hot Sudbury Wolves atop the Central Division standings.

One thing is certain. If the Colts are to make a run, they’ll need a much more consistent effort than what we’ve seen so far. In October, they lost six straight, before rebounding the next month with seven straight wins.

Barrie blue-liner C.J. Garcia says he and his teammates have to be ready to play every night.

“We’ve been up and down for a while and hopefully after this (holiday) break we just keep this going and get a run going like we did last year,” he said.

With the first half of the season in the books, it’s time to fill out those player report cards.

New arrivals Nick Pastorious and Mac Clutsam, along with winger Devon Rymarchuk, who has been out all season after hand surgery, will be marked as incomplete for now.

GOALIES

MACKENZIE BLACKWOOD (A-): Rookie turned 17 recently, but is so cool and composed between pipes. His .912 SV% is seventh among all goalies and his 2.71 GAA is sixth overall. His ability to step in and handle No. 1 role right away allowed Colts to move Alex Fotinos to Windsor. Big test comes now on how he handles pressure-filled games.

DANIEL GIBL (B-): Slovakian rookie faced steep learning curve early on, not to mention adjusting to whole new culture. After a somewhat shaky start, he’s taken a big step and 2.61 GAA and .915 SV% show that. Has gained confidence of coaching staff and that’s led to a lot more starts.

DEFENCE

AARON EKBLAD (A+): Canadian national junior team member is arguably the best defenceman in the OHL. A force at both ends of the ice, he is armed with a cannon shot on the point and has worked hard to improve his foot speed. Scouts rave about his maturity and top NHL prospect could go as high as No. 1 overall in this year’s draft. He won’t be back after this season.

JAKE DOTCHIN (A): One of most underrated players in OHL, rugged blue-liner got in top shape over the summer and has been a force for Colts. Shows a lot more confidence in handling puck with better conditioning and his nasty edge keeps opposing forwards honest. Tampa Bay prospect is well on his way to signing a pro contract and will play huge role in how far Colts go this season.

JONATHAN LASER (B+): Smart, steady player teams up with Ekblad to form one of league’s top defensive duos. Underrated, he’s about as reliable as they come on point. His strength lies in his decision making and positioning in his own end. Like Ekblad and Dotchin, will play major role in second half and playoffs for Colts.

C.J. GARCIA (B-): After seeing little ice time in rookie season, he needed some time early to get going but talented puck mover was playing his best hockey just before break. Alex Yuill trade should mean bigger role for him in second half. Deserves shot with Ekblad, Laser and Dotchin on top four.

JOSH CARRICK (C+): Rookie defenceman saw little ice time in first half, but showed future is bright with increased role in last few games before break. Should develop into smart, solid, stay-at-home defender with a physical edge to game as he gets more seasoning.

LIAM MAASKANT (C): Nothing flashy, but has provided Colts with steady minutes as depth defenceman. At his best when keeps things simple and plays with physical edge.

MICHAEL WEBSTER (C): Head coach Dale Hawerchuk leans heavily on second-year blue-liner, giving him a key role. Mobility is his strength, but still needs to shore things up some in his own end. Garica’s development could push him into lesser role in second half.

FORWARDS

ANDREAS ATHANASIOU (A-): Speedy Red Wings prospect is as dangerous with the puck as just about any OHL player. Can be a dominant force, but needs to be more consistent. Colts need him to be a leader in second half; his eight goals and eight assists in nine games last month good sign he’s ready to do that.

ERIK BRADFORD (B+): What you get from strong two-way centre is a full effort every shift. Strength lies more in defensive game as he relishes shut-down role, but has still pitched in with solid offensive numbers of 10 goals and 25 points. Character player who often comes through in big games.

ZACH HALL (B+): Numbers are down, but talented playmaker, who missed some three weeks recovering from mono early in season, admits he’s only now starting to feel completely healthy. Hence the lower grade for now. Colts need him to return to dominant ways in second half. Strong finish and playoff run would go a long way in helping overager earn pro contract.

BRENDAN LEMIEUX (B+): Shift disturber drives opponents nuts with his in-your-face style, constant chirping and willingness to raise heck in front of the opposing goalie’s crease. Works hard on and off ice to improve his game. Has slowed down some offensively after strong November, but good second half could put top NHL prospect close to 30-goal mark.

ANDREW MANGIAPANE (B+): What a great story the free-agent training camp invite has been, leading all OHL rookies with 15 goals and sitting third overall in rookie scoring with 28 points. Finished first half with a bang, potting 12 markers and recording 21 points in his last 19 games. Similar player to former captain Colin Behenna, using his speed to get position on opposing defencemen.

KEVIN LABANC (B): His tenacity is his calling card and paired with winger Brendan Lemieux, the duo have shown great chemistry with their buzz-saw play. Will be even tougher to play against as he develops physically. A strong second half could move him up in NHL draft rankings.

TYSON FAWCETT (B-): Another hard worker who gives you a solid effort every shift. His spin-around, highlight goal in London in comeback win over Knights was fun to watch. His diminutive frame somewhat limits him in corners and in front of net, but he’s as determined as they come. Received a ton of ice time from Hawerchuk in first half.

MATTHEW KREIS (B-): First-round pick is still getting his feet wet, but has shown flashes of those elite offensive skills and it’s no surprise he was selected to Ontario’s under-17 team. Confidence with puck grows with every shift and play without the puck should get better as he matures. Colts believe they have found a future star to build around.

GARRETT HOOEY (C+): Will need some time to adjust to new team and role after coming over from Belleville last month. Scoring should come around here, but won’t see same power-play time he did with Bulls. Gritty, two-way centre has tons of character and grade should improve with larger sample size than just seven games.

CORDELL JAMES (C+): Rookie centre has seen limited ice time, but has shown ability to use size and strength to win battles along boards and in front of the net. Offensive numbers should improve with more experience. Still feeling his way around, but solid work ethic should help him develop into a second-line centre down the road.

MITCHELL THEORET (C+): Much like the Colts, the overage forward’s play has been up and down this season. Can dominate when uses big frame, much like he did in last year’s playoff run. We’ve seldom seen that same intensity this season. His third-period effort in Game 6 of OHL final was something else and you can bet Colts would certainly love more of that down stretch and into playoffs.

JUSTIN SCOTT (C): Second-year forward has been solid in limited play. Confidence on offensive side of puck growing, with five goals and nine assists in 36 games. Interesting to see what he could do with bigger role, but that likely won’t happen this season.
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Guelph Storm defenceman Zac Leslie had three assists in his team's 4-1 win over the Barrie Colts on New Year's Eve at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Storm defenceman Nick Ebert opened the scoring with a power-play marker 6:36 into the game. Leslie and Zack Mitchell picked up assists.

Less than three minutes later, Robby Fabbri put Guelph up 2-0, with Mitchell and Leslie getting the helpers.

Forty seconds into the second period, the Storm's Justin Auger made it 3-0 for Guelph, chasing Colts starting goalie Daniel Gibl from the game in favour of Mackenzie Blackwood.

Forty-five seconds later, Barrie's Zach Hall finally put the Colts on the board with a power-play goal. Kevin Labanc and Jonathan Laser earned assists on what would be Barrie's only goal of the game.

At the midway point of the second period, Jason Dickinson scored his 16th goal of the season. Steven Trojanovic and Scott Kosmachuk picked up assists.

Guelph goalie Justin Nichols turned aside 34 of 35 shots, as the Storm outshot the Colts, 38-35.

Blackwood allowed one goal on 23 shots through almost two periods of play.

The Colts, who now sit fourth in the Eastern Conference with a 19-15-1-2 record, are in Peterborough to take on the Petes on Thursday in a 7:05 p.m. start. The Petes are seventh in the Eastern Conference with a 14-19-0-4 record.
Guelph sits second in OHL standings 
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As if playing with a shorthanded lineup isn’t challenge enough, the Barrie Colts aren’t making things any easier on themselves these days with all their costly mistakes.

That’s something they’ll definitely want to address before they ring in 2014 with a New Year’s Eve tilt against a powerful Guelph Storm club Tuesday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

The Storm sit second overall in the OHL standings with a 26-7-2-1 record, but perhaps even more impressive is a high-powered offence that leads the league with 181 goals in 36 games.

Make the kind of mistakes against Guelph that they did in splitting a pair of weekend games against the Mississauga Steelheads and the Colts could find themselves getting buried by a talented Storm club.

“(Head coach) Scott Walker has them working hard,” said centre Erik Bradford, who recorded his 10th goal along with a pair of assists in Barrie’s 5-3 win in Mississauga on Sunday afternoon. “They’re a team that never really gives up and they’re really streaky.

“They can score goals in bunches and real quick, so you’ve got to play a full 60 minutes," he added. "If you don’t, they can score three goals in two minutes and all of a sudden you’re losing.”

Icing a full lineup has been difficult for the Colts these days. Captain Aaron Ekblad (world juniors) and Matthew Kreis (world under-17s) are both away, while Zach Hall (three games) and Jonathan Laser (two games) missed both weekend games serving suspensions.

C.J. Garcia (illness) missed Saturday’s 4-3 loss at home to the Steelheads and then played only half the game on Sunday before having to leave the contest with a knee injury.

While both Hall and Laser are set to return Tuesday, the Colts will need some key minutes from their depth players, especially against a Guelph team that has won four straight and can possibly move within two points of Erie atop the OHL and West Division standings.

“They’re a high-energy team, so it will be a good test for us,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, whose club dropped a 3-2 decision to Guelph in early November. “We’ve been pretty shorthanded lately with players out of the lineup, suspensions and Team Canada, so it’s a good opportunity for other guys and they’re getting good mileage.”

As for the costly mistakes, there were quite a few of them in the weekend home-and-home set against Mississauga.

On Saturday, Barrie gave up two shorthanded markers, including an easy give-me goal when goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood mishandled a puck behind the net and put it right on the stick of Mississauga’s Bryson Cianfrone.

On Sunday, up 4-2, a mental lapse by veteran Mitchell Theoret saw him get a penalty for closing the hand on the puck off a faceoff.

The penalty led to a power-play goal by Cianfrone, but Theoret atoned for the gaff by clinching the win with an empty-netter.

“We had just a little brain fart, but that’s junior hockey,” Hawerchuk said. “They almost have to go through these things to learn to be future pros, but also from the team standpoint.

“You like to get these things out of the way early so we learn as we go forward and get to the playoffs so we’re ready for everything. We’ve handled it," the coach added. "We’ve learned from it.”

The Colts are likely glad to be done with the Steelheads for at least the regular season after dropping the season series, 4-2.

Mississauga has struggled dearly of late, winning just twice in their last 10 contests. Both wins came against Barrie.

“They’ve definitely had our number,” Hawerchuk said. “I thought we played a great game Saturday (outshooting Mississauga 38-20), but we just had a couple of (miscues) on the power play and Blackwood behind the net.

“They seem to get all the bounces right now, but they work hard. You look at the film and we out-chanced them three to one and we came out on the short end.”

The Barrie power play has really struggled of late, going a dismal 3-for-46 in the month of December. No doubt the Colts have missed Ekblad’s cannon on the point, but still.

And things won’t get any easier for them with Guelph’s fourth-ranked penalty kill in town.

“We just have to get back to the simple things for our power play,” Bradford said. “Maybe throwing (pucks) on net and you maybe bang one home in front. Maybe we’re trying to be too fancy like we were last year (when Colts had top-ranked power play).”

As if that’s not bad enough, Barrie has given up three shorthanded goals this month, all to the Steelheads.

“It’s really struggled and guys are gripping (their sticks),” Hawerchuk said of the power play. “We just need a little break or bounce and get one.”

The Colts are likely to be without Garcia on Tuesday. He looked to be in considerable pain and had to be helped off the ice on Sunday.

“I thought it was a late hit and it caught him on the knee,” Hawerchuk said. “Hopefully it’s not too bad.”

Game time Tuesday night is 7:30 p.m.

ICE CHIPS: Andreas Athanasiou was the first Colt to hit the 20-goal mark, reaching that on Sunday. ... Andrew Mangiapane continued his torrid scoring pace with two assists Sunday to give him six goals and four assists in his last four games. He leads all OHL rookies with 15 goals and is third overall in rookie scoring with 28 points. ... Newly acquired winger Nick Pastorious earned an assist Sunday for his first point as a Colt.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
Barrie native in town Saturday as Colts host Mississauga Steelheads 
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It’s not easy to make the jump straight from minor midget hockey to the Ontario Hockey League.

But Austin Gerhart has done just that, as he finds his place in Canada’s top junior league.

The Barrie native, who was a second-round draft pick of the Mississauga Steelheads this past spring, has been making the adjustment as a 16-year-old in the OHL.

“For me, the first half (of the season) was hard to get used to at the start, but once I got the hang of it and started just playing my own game, it got a lot easier,” Gerhart said.

He returned to Mississauga on Thursday afternoon after spending Christmas at home in Barrie.

“It was good,” Gerhart said. “It went by quick, but it was good to see everybody.”

Santa was good to the OHL rookie, too.

“I got the new Xbox (One), yeah,” Gerhart said.

But before he can fire it up and play as himself on the ice at the Barrie Molson Centre, Gerhart will get a chance to do the real thing, already for the third time this season.

“It was unreal (the first time),” Gerhart said. “I had a lot of friends and family come out, and just to play in the barn where I watched the Colts play growing up was unreal.”

After cheering the Colts on through their playoff runs over the past two seasons, Gerhart got to take on some of the players he followed from the stands.

“It was pretty surreal,” Gerhart said. “It was like a dream come true, playing against guys like (Aaron) Ekblad and (Andreas) Athanasiou, who I grew up watching for the last couple of years while I was playing minor hockey in Barrie.

“Playing against them was really cool.”

But when you go out onto the ice against much older and stronger competition, things get tougher.

“I would say the hardest thing would be how (little) time and space I have,” Gerhart said. “Everyone is quicker and bigger, so I have to make smarter decisions and move the puck quicker when I can.”

Gerhart, who was a proficient scorer for the minor midget ‘AAA’ Colts last season, took 10 games before potting his first-career OHL marker.

“Obviously, I was a little frustrated when I wasn’t scoring right at the start of the season because I thought it would be a little easier,” Gerhart said. “I wasn’t getting the chances like I used to in minor midget, so I knew I had to work a little harder.”

It paid off, as Gerhart had his first multi-point contest in mid-October.

“In Peterborough, I just got a (chance), pounced on the puck and luckily, it went in (for my first OHL goal),” Gerhart said. “Honestly, it felt like a weight off of my shoulders.

“It was good to get the monkey off of my back.”

Gerhart has scored twice more since then as he’s made the adjustment to the big jump, thanks in part to some Steelheads veterans.

“The older guys, like our captain Brett Foy and (former Colt) Dylan Smoskowitz have helped me out a lot,” Gerhart said. “I think all of the older guys have pitched in to help us younger guys get used to being in the league.”

The offensively gifted winger has also heeded his coach’s requests to become a strong player at both ends of the ice.

“The biggest thing when I came into training camp that my coach wanted me to work on was my defensive-zone play,” Gerhart said. “So that’s something that I’ve really worked on in practice and as the season’s progressed (and) it’s something that’s come a long way.”

And with 30 OHL games under his belt, Gerhart feels that he’s ready to take the next step.

“I just want to improve on what I did in the first half, hopefully put up a couple more points and just help the team move further forward,” Gerhart said.

Gerhart and the Steelheads (14-18-1-3) will take on the Colts (18-13-1-2) on Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre at 7:30 p.m.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
twitter.com/stephen_sweet
Some Barrie Colts will rack up Air Miles over the OHL break 0
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With Christmas fast approaching, people are looking forward to some time off of work.

That includes the Barrie Colts, who get to head home as the Ontario Hockey League takes an eight-day break for the holidays.

For some, such as Kevin Labanc, it’s a long way back.

“I’m headed home to Staten Island, New York,” said Labanc, who flew from Toronto to New York City Friday morning. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen my family, so that’ll be nice.

“I’ll take care of my body, have fun and come back ready to play," he added.

Being so far from home, Labanc knows he’ll have some catching up to do, having missed American Thanksgiving in the process.

“And my birthday as well,” said Labanc, who turned 18 last Thursday. “(My family) is definitely going to surprise me with a bunch of stuff, but just seeing them will mean more than the world to me.”

Once he gets home, though, it’s straight to business.

“We’re going to pick out a Christmas tree,” Labanc said. “They’ve been waiting for me (to come home) before they do that.”

Labanc, who will bring home a Canadian hat for his dad, already knows his Christmas plans.

“We’re going over to my aunt and uncle’s house to have Christmas dinner,” Labanc said. “On Christmas Day, we have meat and sausages.

“(I’ll probably) gain the extra couple of pounds.”

But, of course, he’ll turn that into muscle once he gets back to Barrie.

“Exactly,” said Labanc with a laugh. “That’s the plan.”

While Labanc had to fly to get back, Andrew Mangiapane had just a short drive to reach his home town.

“I live 40 minutes away,” said the Bolton native. “You go down (Highway) 400, get off at King and you’re basically there.”

It’s Mangiapane’s first year of playing away from home, and he’ll get a chance to be around his friends and family consistently for the first time since the summer.

“I’ve obviously got to catch up with them,” Mangiapane said. “It’ll be good to talk to them and find out what they’ve been doing.”

Given that Mangiapane enters the break having scored five goals and two assists in his last two games, he might be picking a good time to hang out with his buddies.

“Yeah, I guess the friends are going to be talking to me about that,” Mangiapane said.

While he is excited to see everyone (including his sisters, who he plans to annoy to make up for lost time), Mangiapane is really looking forward to his own bed.

“Oh, it should be a pretty good sleep,” Mangiapane said. “I haven’t slept there in a while and it’s pretty comfy, so it should be fun to sleep in my own bed.”

Mangiapane visits his grandparents on Christmas Eve and his dad’s side on Christmas Day, and whatever food they’re cooking up for him, he’ll gladly take.

“I’m not too picky when I eat,” Mangiapane said. “I’ll eat whatever’s on the table.”

Liam Maaskant has one of the longer drives on the team as he heads back to Goderich for the holidays, but he’s still closer to home than some in his family.

“My sister’s living in Egypt now, so she won’t be home for Christmas,” said Maaskant, who figured to arrive home on Monday.

The next night, a lot of his family will come by to hang out.

“Usually, my cousins come over the night before Christmas and we have fun and let loose a bit,” Maaskant said. “They live just down the road, so we have everyone out there on the farm and it’s a good time.”

He’ll usually have Chinese food on Christmas Eve (“my mom was born in Hong Kong. She’s not Chinese, but it’s a tradition,” Maaskant said) before setting up for the main event on Christmas Day – beer can chicken.

“It’s the best chicken you’ll ever taste,” Maaskant said. “You cook the chicken on a beer can, so it’s upright.

“It just roasts and it’s unbelievable.”

During the day, some people will hit the ice, either at a pond by Maaskant’s aunt and uncle’s place, or a field that freezes nearby.

Maaskant will gladly jump in, but he’ll have to be careful not to lose any more teeth.

“Yeah, tempers have flared up a couple of times,” said Maaskant with a laugh. “Boys will be boys.”

But the biggest thing Maaskant is looking forward to is getting a bit of a break from the grind.

“I’m still going to stay in shape and work out, but I don’t have to be focused on hockey the whole time,” Maaskant said. “I can just talk to my parents and friends, and there’s not a whole lot of worry around that time.

“You’re back where you’re from, and you’re just relaxing, cool and calm.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
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Barrie Colts receive hulking winger, 15th-round pick in 2014 for Corson 


 Friday, December 20, 2013 8:52:58 EST PM  
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Nick Pastorious    

The Barrie Colts traded forward Dylan Corson to the Soo Greyhounds on Friday.

In return for the 19-year-old Corson, the Colts receive the rights to 17-year-old right-winger Nick Pastorious and a 15th-round pick in the 2014 OHL Priority Selection.

Pastorious, listed at six-foot-one and 210 pounds, has appeared in only 22 games over two seasons with the Greyhounds. He has one goal, 35 penalty minutes and is a plus-2 in limited action.

According to the Sault Star, Soo Greyhounds general manager Kyle Dubas was planning to place Pastorious on waivers this week after the teenager requested a trade three weeks ago. Often a healthy scratch, Pastorious had returned home to Toronto last Thursday.

"He wants to play closer to home," Dubas told the Star.

Pastorious had earlier been made available for trade to all OHL clubs, but Dubas said on the weekend he had "no consequential talks with anyone in the league."

The GM also said Darcy Tucker, the agent for Pastorious who also happens to be Corson's uncle, called the Greyhounds on Thursday and the player departed the city shortly after to await a deal.

Dubas said the player's skating "continues to need to come along," but added the team believed "Nick could have evolved" into a serviceable forward.

The Greyhounds drafted the Mississauga Rebels graduate in the third round (64th overall) of the 2012 OHL Priority Selection. Eligible for the NHL Entry Draft in 2014, the Toronto native also suited up for the Toronto Marlboros midgets, St. Michael's Buzzers and Sault Ste. Marie Thunderbirds.

In 98 regular-season games with the Colts, Corson had five goals and 17 assists to along with 83 penalty minutes. Over two seasons, he finished with a combined plus-4. In Barrie's long playoff run last season, the Toronto native had no points and seven penalty minutes in 21 games.

The Colts acquired Corson, the son of former NHLer and Barrie native Shayne Corson, from the Belleville Bulls in June 2012 in exchange for a third-round pick in 2014.

Dubas, whose team sits in second place in the Western Conference with a 23-8-1-3 record, said Corson brings depth to the lineup.

“The addition of Dylan to our program (Friday) is a transaction done to bolster the depth of our forward group and give our coaching staff another player who shows the ability to play versus very solid quality of competition and be an effective penalty killer," Dubas said.

“We also like the fact that Dylan has shown the ability to produce points at even strength, and feel that he has the ability to not only add the above qualities but also chip in offensively with our hockey club," the GM added.

Corson is expected to practise with the Greyhounds on Boxing Day.
Barrie's Mangiapane scores three against Windsor, including game-winner 
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Barrie Colts rookie forward Andrew Mangiapane, middle, celebrates his first career OHL hat trick on Saturday night against the Windsor Spitfires with linemates Andreas Athanasiou (left) and Mitchell Theoret. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Andrew Mangiapane    

Colts rookie Andrew Mangiapane laughed when asked if he had planned the goal that completed his first career OHL hat trick and more importantly proved to be the winner in Barrie's 4-3 victory over the Windsor Spitfires on Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“Oh yeah,” the winger said.

With just under five minutes to play and the game tied at 3-3, Mangiapane attempted to slide a pass across the front of the net to linemate Andreas Athanasiou.

Trying to break up the play, Windsor forward Brady Vail instead directed the puck past former Colts goaltender Alex Fotinos and into the net.

“That was a nice bank pass. I meant to do that,” Mangiapane said with a smile. “I saw a stick there and banked it in. I faked them.”

All kidding aside, it was a big goal for a Barrie team that had lost two straight and had just won twice in its last seven games.

“I was trying to give it to (Athanasiou). I didn’t even see it go in,” Mangiapane said of the winner. “(Athanasiou) just started coming to me and I was like, ‘Oh, I guess I scored'."

Recognizing the significance of the tally for his young teammate, Athanasiou quickly raced to the net and grabbed the puck.

“It felt pretty good,” Mangiapane said of his first three-goal game in the OHL. “I got it out of the way and hopefully there’s more to come.”

Mangiapane is proving to be quite the story for the Colts this season. As a free-agent who was invited to camp, the speedy, diminutive forward knew he faced a large uphill battle to earn a roster spot.

With so many returnees and drafted players in camp, Mangiapane was preparing himself to play Junior 'A' hockey this season.

Yet, here is the 17-year-old almost halfway through the season and he sits fifth overall among OHL rookie scorers with 12 goals and 21 points in 33 games.

Mangiapane says he still can’t believe everything that has happened.

“A year ago I was playing midget 'AAA' and now I’m playing in the OHL,” said the five-foot-10 Bolton native. “It was a dream of mine and I’ve just fulfilled it. I would have been playing Junior 'A' and now I’m playing OHL, and it feels good.”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk says the rookie winger is proof that hard work pays off.

“It’s good for him, it’s a good story,” Hawerchuk said. “Sometimes guys are small in their draft year and they don’t get drafted. He’s good proof that guys mature at different times.

“He’s not that big, but as a smaller guy he’s always been used to playing bigger guys," the coach added. "So he knows how to handle that. He’s been a breath of fresh air.”

Hawerchuk has shown a great deal of confidence in Mangiapane. At times he’s given him quality minutes, time on the power play and has even placed him on the club’s top line.

On Saturday, with Zach Hall out of the lineup, Mangiapane lined up alongside veterans Mitchell Theoret and Athanasiou.

“They’re gung-ho guys. They like to jump on the offence and he kind of rounds it out pretty well,” Hawerchuk said.

Mangiapane has relished the opportunity to play on the top line. Whatever minutes he gets, regardless of who he plays with, he’s determined to show he belongs.

“I just have to work hard,” he said. “I guess I was always the underdog growing up and I was the underdog here, so I just made the most out of what I can.”

With his small stature and offensive touch around the net, Mangiapane draws a lot of similarities to former Barrie captain Colin Behenna.

Behenna also found his way onto the team’s top line early in his career and winger would go on to record 72 goals and 202 points in 202 games with the Colts between 2008-09 and 2011-12. 

“There’s a lot of similarities,” Hawerchuk said of the comparison. “Those are valuable players for sure.”

Like Behenna, Mangiapane isn’t afraid to go to the net.

“He’s so quick, he can get to the area ahead of a guy so he’s got position,” Hawerchuk added. “The way the rules are, you get in that position pretty early there’s a good chance you get there you’re going to get a good chance or they take a penalty on you.”

It’s not difficult to see by the smile on his face that Mangiapane is enjoying himself. Still, despite all his early success, he’s not about to take his foot off the pedal. 

“I’m trying to earn my spot still,” he said.

Mangiapane’s all but cemented that, but more games like Saturday and it’s likely Hawerchuk will be giving him a bigger role more often. For now, the rookie will have to find a place to put that special puck.

“I’ll probably put it in my room, hopefully,” said Mangiapane, whose parents were at the game Saturday to witness the feat firsthand. “Maybe give it to my parents.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
Barrie hosts Sarnia Sting on Thursday night at BMC 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, December 18, 2013 8:07:04 EST PM  

Barrie Colts forward Erik Bradford battles Windsor Spitfires defenceman Eric Diodati last Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts won 4-3. Barrie hosts the Sarnia Sting on Thursday night at the BMC. MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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Just exactly who are this year’s Barrie Colts? 

Are they the team that lost six straight games in October?

Or the team that reeled off seven wins in a row in November?

Are they the team that last Friday, facing a struggling Mississauga Steelheads club on an eight-game losing streak, put on a listless effort and all but handed their Central Division rivals their first victory in nearly a month?

Or the team that, despite playing its third game in three nights and playing without its top two players (Aaron Ekblad and Zach Hall), not only matched a hot Windsor Spitfires club that hadn’t lost in regulation in six games step for step, but skated away with a 4-3 victory?

One night, the Colts look like the best team in the Eastern Conference. The next, a club that could go out in the first round of the playoffs.

To say they have been a tough team to figure out, well maybe even Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde appear to have nothing on the Colts when it comes to split personalities.

Barrie (17-13-1-2) unofficially wraps up this crazy, roller-coaster ride of a first half of the season Thursday night at home against the Sarnia Sting.

They do so sitting fourth in the Eastern Conference, one point behind the third-place Kingston Frontenacs and more importantly five points behind the surging Sudbury Wolves, who have won nine of their last 10, atop the Central Division standings.

Not bad, of course, but certainly not what was expected from a Barrie team that was pegged by many the favourite to finish atop the conference this season.

What exactly is ahead for the Colts in the second half of the season is hard to peg. Perhaps that will have to do with just how more active they are leading up to the Jan. 10 trade deadline.

Barrie has already made two moves, bringing in centre Garrett Hooey from Belleville and depth defenceman Mac Clutsam from Sault Ste. Marie.

Still, it’s expected that both the conference-leading Oshawa Generals and Wolves will bolster their lineups at the deadline.

While Colts management has said they have been active in trade discussions, it’s not expected the club will pay the heavy price tag that comes with this year’s top rent-a-players.

The club believes it already has the players in the dressing room to take a series run at another OHL final.

To do that, first the Colts need to start playing consistent winning hockey.

“For some, it’s a process that has to be learned,” Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said. “Some guys have gotten better at it and some have been slower to adapt then you’d like, but that can click in at any time. So, you’ve got to keep pushing and hopefully it does click in.”

Barrie heads into Thursday’s contest coming off a disappointing three-games-in-three-nights weekend where they needed a win over Windsor to get into the points column after losses in North Bay and Mississauga.

Hawerchuk challenged his club and bounce back they did.

“For us, with the three-in-three, we wanted to see what we were made of,” he said. “We had two bitter losses, so it’s three-in-three and let’s see how we respond.

“And I thought the guys brought a gritty effort.”

Barrie will need more of that Thursday. They’ll need more of it starting after the Christmas break.

Who are these Barrie Colts?

It’s time for a little more Jekyll and a little less Hyde.

LASER SHUT DOWN: The Barrie Colts will be without one of their top blue-liners Thursday. Jonathan Laser sits the first of a three-game suspension he was handed after receiving a match penalty for spearing at the end of Saturday’s win over Windsor. The Colts are already without Ekblad, who is away with the Canadian junior team.

“They make the rulings and you’ve got to go with it,” said head coach Dale Hawerchuk. “There was a lot of stuff going on there at the end, so it’s unfortunate he came out on the short end, so to speak.”

RELEASE THE EX-HOUND: Mac Clutsam will make his Barrie debut tonight. Acquired from the Soo Greyhounds earlier this week for a seventh-round pick in 2016, the bluer-liner should see plenty of ice time with both Ekblad and Laser out.

“The timing seems pretty good now, that’s for sure,” Hawerchuk said. “We wanted to have some depth back there and he’s got some pretty good mileage.”

The five-foot-nine, 177-pound, third-year player is a strong skater who can move the puck and has the ability to jump into the rush.

“I like the way he plays,” Hawerchuk added. “He’s a good skater and he battles hard on pucks. I like his positioning, so hopefully we can get him acclimated pretty quick, but it’s never easy when you come to a new team.”

IN AND OUT: The Colts will have one forward back in the lineup Thursday, but another isn’t expected to play. Overager Zach Hall (finger), who sat out the win over Windsor, will return. Brendan Lemieux is questionable after “tweaking” his ankle. With the Christmas break around the corner, it’s likely the Colts will let him sit and rest the injury.    

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.
Barrie Colts rookie goalie discusses his freshly painted cage 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, December 13, 2013 7:24:52 EST PM  

Barrie Colts rookie goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood, 17, shows the paint job on his mask this week. CHERYL BROWNE BARRIE EXAMINER
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Barrie Colts rookie goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood displays the other side of his freshly painted and personalized new cage. CHERYL BROWNE BARRIE EXAMINER    

With a freshly painted new goalie mask, Mackenzie Blackwood has a little something that shows he belongs in the Ontario Hockey League.

While the mask is a reward for his play and hard work, the Barrie Colts rookie puck stopper admits he’s had a little inspiration to help guide him along the way.

Every time Blackwood steps into the crease, he draws some strength from one of his favourite verses in the bible.

The scripture, from Philippians 4:13, reads, “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me.”

So, when it came time to decide what he wanted on his mask, Blackwood knew the scripture had to in someway be incorporated into the design.

At the back of his helmet, the 17-year-old Thunder Bay native had Philippians 4:13 painted on.

“It’s a nice reminder to keep calm and be confident,” Blackwood said ahead of Saturday night’s contest against the Windsor Spitfires at the Barrie Molson Centre. “(The verse) is something that has helped me throughout my hockey career. It’s that extra reminder and strength that you have someone behind you.”

Largely expected to spend another season in Tier II Junior 'A' hockey, Blackwood’s impressive play in training camp helped convince the Colts coaching staff to keep three goaltenders around once the OHL season started.

When starter Alex Fotinos struggled somewhat early on, Blackwood pounced on the opportunity. Fotinos was dealt to Windsor and Blackwood has since seen most of the work in goal ahead of Slovakian import Daniel Gibl.

Blackwood’s play and faith has served the young netminder well. He came into Friday night’s contest in Mississauga sporting a 2.70 goals-against average and a .910 save percentage in 18 games.

Blackwood admits it’s only in the last few years that he has become more of a person of faith.

“Growing up, I never really was, but I started to find myself a little more going to a Catholic school,” he said. “My grandparents were (people of faith). It’s comforting.”

After starting the season with a plain, white mask, Blackwood received his newly painted one only a week ago. He was thrilled when he got his first look at the finished product.

“I thought, ‘Holy, that’s mine? I can’t believe that’s mine',” Blackwood said, the excitement in his voice still coming through. “It’s pretty cool. I’m pretty excited to have it.”

The helmet is predominately the same blue colour of Barrie’s away jerseys and sports a couple of yellow stripes. On the chin, painted in big yellow letters with a red outline, is Blacky, his nickname.

Over his right ear, No. 29, his jersey number, is painted on. Higher up on the same side, is a large, snarling horse head, baring his teeth with glowing red eyes.

Covering most of the left side is the Colts logo over a grey horseshoe. It features a mean-looking Charlie Horse, with smoke coming out of his nostrils, holding a stick with blue gloves.

While Blackwood sent along his personal suggestions, most of the concept and design of the mask was done by Gilders Design.

The London, Ont.-based company works on most of the goaltending masks across the CHL, including one for Saginaw goaltender Jake Paterson, former Kitchener Rangers goalie Tyson Teichmann and even Hockey Canada.

“It took a while to design it, but once I gave them the (outline) it was pretty quick. Maybe a week or two,” Blackwood said of the process.

He admits at first he had no idea what he wanted or what he was going to do.

“I was lost at first,” Blackwood said with a laugh. “It was overwhelming.”

After looking around the Internet, he came across the horseshoe logo of the NFL’s Indianapolis Colts and decided he wanted something similar. That grey horseshoe is painted just above the centre of the cage.

Another personal touch was adding some of his heritage, so on the back of his mask he had the flags of Canada and Finland painted on.

“I have a Finnish and Ukraine background,” he said.

“It’s pretty cool,” Blackwood said of his favourite new piece of equipment. “I didn’t design the stripes. I just gave them those two pictures and my nickname on the chin. They made it look good.”

Blackwood won’t the be only goalie in net for the Colts sporting a newly painted mask. Gibl’s, it’s expected, will be ready in the next couple of weeks.

The two rookie puck-stoppers didn’t collaborate on what they wanted on their new piece of gear.

“We just based it off our own ideas,” Blackwood said.

Blackwood isn’t the only one impressed with how things turned out. The work has also been approved by his teammates.

“They think it’s pretty sweet,” he said with a smile.

While he’s always felt a part of the team, Blackwood says he does feel a little more “at home” now that he has a mask that clearly shows he’s part of the Barrie Colts.

“It ties everything together,” he said. “I got all the team gear, so now I feel like officially I am here.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
Barrie receives Hooey and fifth-round pick in return 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Thursday, December 12, 2013 1:17:25 EST PM  

The Belleville Bulls acquired Wellington native Alex Yuill from the Barrie Colts Wednesday night. (OHL Images)
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Garrett Hooey scored his team-leading seventh goal of the season for the Belleville Bulls Saturday night at Niagara in a 4-1 loss to the Ice Dogs. (Aaron Bell/OHL Images)    

The Barrie Colts got a pretty good look at just how tough a player Garrett Hooey is to play against in last year’s Eastern Conference finals.

They won’t have to worry about facing Hooey this season after the Colts acquired the veteran centre and a fifth-round pick in 2016 from the Belleville Bulls for defenceman Alex Yuill in a trade that was confirmed late Wednesday night.

Hooey always drew the tough assignments of shutting down the opposing team’s top lines, including the one centred by former Colt star Mark Scheifele in last year’s playoffs. 

“He’s a real responsible player,” Colts general manager Jason Ford said of Hooey, who was expected to be in the Colts lineup in North Bay on Thursday night. “The first couple of years in the league, even back to minor midget, he’s always been a good two-way player. His skill level is pretty good and he’s a guy you can put against the other team’s top lines.

“He’s going to agitate them, get under their skin and play the game hard. Those are the types of guys, the second half of the season and down the stretch, who you usually come through with.”

The 19-year-old Hooey was placed into more of an offensive role with the Bulls this season and he’s responded with career-high 16 goals and 11 assists in 29 games.

The six-foot-one, 195-pound forward, who started his career with the Sarnia Sting, has wracked up 45 goals and 86 points in 227 games in almost three-and-a-half seasons. 

Ford said the addition of Hooey, who should be an overager next year, gives head coach Dale Hawerchuk a two-way player who he can use in all kinds of different situations.

“He’s been getting an opportunity to score some goals and doing well with it, but we like his character,” Ford said. “He plays with a lot of grit. He’s a passionate guy and difficult to play against. He’s a guy, going right back to the (OHL) draft you can say we liked him.

“He’s one of the guys you’re hoping, he’s 19 (now) and 20 next year as an overager, he’s really going to get it and be a key player for us.”

Yuill, 18, was the Colts 22nd overall pick in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection and the trade marks a return home for the native of Wellington who seldom got the chance to play among the top four on the blue line in Barrie.

A solid puck mover and smooth skater, Yuill should fit in nicely on the big ice surface at Belleville’s Yardmen Arena. He has four goals and 16 assists in 140 career games and possibly played his best hockey in last year’s seven-game series win over Belleville in the conference final.

“He’s a great kid,” Ford said of Yuill, who had a no-trade clause and had to agree to the deal. “He’s played a really good role for us over the last couple of years.”

Moving Yuill will open more opportunity and ice time on the blue line for the likes of C.J. Garcia, Liam Maaskant and Josh Carrick.

The Colts are especially looking for Garcia, a third-round pick in last year’s draft, to step up his play with captain Aaron Ekblad away at the Canadian World Junior Team selection camp that opened up Thursday in Toronto.

“Garcia has been here a year-and-a-bit and he’s coming along really well,” Ford said. “He’ll get a chance to play more minutes and showcase himself a little bit more.”

Ford didn’t rule out the Colts make any other moves on the trade front before the holiday trade freeze on Dec. 20.  

“If there’s a deal there that we’d really want to do, yeah we’d love to do it before the Christmas break,” he said.

While the Colts prefer to add players who can help them beyond this season, Ford also wouldn’t rule out making a deal for a rent-a-player.

“You can never say never in anything,” he said. “Sometimes toward the deadline you think we’re not going to do that and somebody has a rent-a-player that they really need to move and the price becomes more reasonable as you get closer to the deadline.

“You can never say never on that, I guess. We wanted to strengthen the team for this year and we’re really happy with the young guys, and if we can keep most of the young guys in tact that’s what we’re going to look to do.”

The Colts will play their fifth straight on the road Friday night when they take on the Mississauga Steelheads before returning home Saturday night to host the Windsor Spitfires.

Game time Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre is 7:30 p.m.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
Barrie speedster lifts Colts to wins with back-to-back multi-point games 


 Tuesday, December 10, 2013 5:51:19 EST PM  
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Barrie Colts forward Andreas Athanasiou has been named Canadian Hockey League player of the week after recording back-to-back multi-point games.

The Detroit Red Wings prospect, who was also named OHL player of the week, picked up seven points in two games with a pair of goals and five assists to go along with a plus-4 rating.

Athanasiou’s performances lifted the Colts to a pair of road wins, including a goal and two assists in Barrie’s 5-1 win over the Belleville Bulls and a goal and three helpers in their 7-2 victory over the Ottawa 67’s.

The 19-year-old Woodbridge native is in his fourth OHL season. He was drafted in the fourth round (110th overall) by Detroit in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft and recently signed an entry-level contract with the team.

This season, Athanasiou leads the Colts in scoring with 14 goals and 25 assists in 28 games. 

Also considering for CHL player of the week were Sebastien Gauthier (2G, 4A) of the Shawinigan Cataractes and Chandler Stephenson (4G, 2A) of the Regina Pats
Barrie captain Aaron Ekblad, Elmvale native Chris Bigras both expected to make Team Canada 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Tuesday, December 3, 2013 3:06:15 EST PM  

Second-year Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad continues to develop his game, including his offensive prowess from the team’s back end. “You want to be a contributor in all situations and I kind of take pride in not backing down in any type of situation,” the 17-year-old says. “Being there in a big game is huge and that’s what I take pride in.” MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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Elmvale native Chris Bigras, a top prospect with the Colorado Avalanche, has been named to Team Canada's selection camp roster ahead of the world junior hockey championship in Sweden. Bigras is a defenceman with the Owen Sound Attack. QMI AGENCY FILES    

Aaron Ekblad arrived in Barrie three years ago with lofty expectations placed on his shoulders.

Only the second player to be granted exceptional status by the OHL at the time, the Essex native was being compared to former blue-line star Chris Pronger and even (how do you live up to this?) hockey legend Bobby Orr.

That’s an awful lot to put on a young hockey player who was just 15 years old at the time and already dealing with the ramped up hype that comes around being a first-overall pick.

Whether he goes on to be an NHL star on the blue-line is still to be determined, but at the junior level Ekblad is proving to be that special player many envisioned him to be.

Further proof of that came Monday when Hockey Canada invited Ekblad to take part in Canada’s national junior team selection camp being held Dec. 12-15 in Toronto.

As the youngest blue-liner on the roster at 17, Ekblad is almost certain to be spending his holiday season in Malmo, Sweden at the world junior hockey championships.

“When players are given that (exceptional status), they’re very special players,” explained Canada head coach Brent Sutter. “They’re unique players. They have a gift that obviously the other players don’t have, but that being said he’s certainly developed into being an outstanding defenceman.

“Through all the reports we got as a coaching staff, they were obviously very high on him," Sutter added. "He had a great under-18 (tournament) here in August and it’s carried through to this point now.”

The six-foot-four, 217-pound Ekblad has been blessed with tremendous size, uncanny smarts at both ends of the ice and a cannon of a shot that is NHL calibre.

From Day 1 in Barrie, Ekblad has impressed. Despite his tender age, he gained the confidence of head coach Dale Hawerchuk who gave him top-four minutes immediately.

Most times he’s looked played like a veteran on the ice, but that wasn’t to say there haven’t been bumps on the road along the way. His skating drew questions and those especially came to light when Ekblad was one of the final cuts at the national under-18 team selection camp two summers ago.

It was a crushing blow for a player unfamiliar with not making any team he tried out for. Instead of sulking, though, Ekblad worked on his game.

This past summer there he was, this time as the team captain, leading Canada’s U18 team to gold at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament held in the Czech Republic and Slovakia.

“It was heartbreaking at the time, but I look back at it as motivation,” Ekblad said of being released the first time. “It moved me to get better over this summer and come in with the Barrie Colts and make a mark.

“I was fortunate to lead the U18s to a gold medal, which was a great experience and a great opportunity, so it’s helped me in my career so far leading up to this point," he added.

“He’s worked hard for this,” Colts general manager Jason Ford said. “He approaches his hockey career as a job. He puts in the time and obviously the results are starting to come.

“Aaron earns everything he gets and he continues to just kind of put his head down and treat it with a real workman-like attitude," the GM added.

Ekblad’s list of goals has long included playing for Team Canada at the world juniors. He took the approach that every time he stepped on the ice was a way helping him get there.

He led Barrie to Game 7 of the OHL final last season and along the way was a force in the Colts’ Eastern Conference final win over Belleville on their international-sized ice.

After leading the U18s to gold, he’s been Barrie’s best player and then cemented his U20 selection camp invitation with an impressive effort in a pair of losses against the Russians in the Subway Super Series where he was named Canada’s most valuable player in the second game.

Ekblad, according to Canada national junior team head scout Ryan Jankowski, was their best player at the Ivan Hlinka tournament.

“His play with Team Canada all along has been of high quality,” Jankowski said. “That translated really well for the start of his year. He had a great playoff last year, especially the seven-game series against the London Knights and then was able to raise his game in the Subway Super Series, which was important.

“You take everything into consideration and not just one small part of it," Jankowski added. "Everything from the Ivan Hlinka on to the Super Series made him a worthy candidate for the selection camp.”

As for the concerns about his foot speed and being able to handle the larger international ice surface, Ekblad has largely answered those questions.

Which is why some feel he just may be the first name called in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

“(Handling the big ice) wasn’t an issue at the Ivan Hlinka. He handled the under-18 calibre very well,” Jankowski said. “(Belleville) came at Barrie very hard and in the Subway Series the Russians were a very fast team, they attacked with speed and he handled that well there.

“There may be a little bit of an adjustment for Aaron when he gets to the big ice in Toronto at our selection camp, however with his experience I expect him to handle it no problem.”

Ekblad has handled the hype and all that’s been thrown at him over the last three seasons the best you can expect.

His determination to improve his game is perhaps only matched by his will to win. Which is why donning the Canadian jersey at the most famous junior tournament in the world and those lofty gold-medal expectations that come with it don’t scare him one bit.

“It’s the program of excellence for a reason,” Ekblad said. “Hockey Canada wants to be held to the highest standard and the players are here to make that happen.”

And this is one young man who certainly knows a thing or two about making it happen.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.

* * * * * * * * 

Versatility key for Bigras

Chris Bigras is hoping his versatility earns him a spot on the blue-line with Canada at the world junior hockey championships.

“I think just being able to adapt like that to any role puts you ahead of a couple of guys who can only do one (thing) or another,” the 18-year-old native of Elmvale and Colorado Avalanche prospect told QMI Agency after being named one of eight defencemen invited to the national selection camp.

“I think Team Canada has both types of player and needs both types, so that definitely helps me," he added.

That strong play at both ends with the Owen Sound Attack and his international experience is what impressed Hockey Canada.

“Chris is going to be able to play all kinds of roles for us,” said Team Canada head scout Ryan Jankowski.

“He’s a very smart defenceman with a very good two-way game," Jankowski added. "He has experience of winning a world under-18 in Sochi, Russia and that carried forward to a real good start with training camp with the Colorado Avalanche, exhibition games and through the start with Owen Sound.

“His versatility is important for us and hopefully it’ll fit in somewhere on this defensive unit.”

Bigras has three goals and seven assists in 26 games this season with the Attack, as well as a minus-5 rating and 34 penalty minutes.
Kingston up next for Barrie on Friday 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, December 2, 2013 8:47:48 EST PM  

Barrie Colts forward Dylan Corson focuses on the puck as he gets ready to draw during OHL action against the Kitchener Rangers at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts have traded Corson to the Soo Greyhounds in exchange for 17-year-old forward Nick Pastorious and a 15th-round pick in 2014. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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The Barrie Colts have shown that they have no problem hanging with the best teams in the league. But sometimes, it's the ones at the bottom can trip you up.

The Colts found that out over this past week, defeating the East Division-leading Oshawa Generals and just getting edged by the Guelph Storm before dropping a late decision to the Midwest Division cellar-dweller Kitchener Rangers.

“Definitely, in the OHL, you can’t take any teams for given,” said Colts forward Zach Hall. “Every single night is going to be a grind and it’s a really good league where everyone can win on any night.

“I wouldn’t say that it would be a for sure win (against a non-playoff team like Kitchener), but obviously we didn’t get the results," he added.

The Colts had stretches of strong play at home on Saturday, but didn’t play well consistently enough to beat a Rangers team that was fighting hard for two points.

“I think we knew they’d come out hard, but we didn’t bring our all (Saturday),” Colts defenceman Alex Yuill said. “We’ve got to put more effort in.”

As much as the Colts try to treat every opponent the same way, it seems that a lack of focus or expectation of the other team’s ability can creep in from time to time.

“I think it’s a bit of both,” Yuill said. “We take some teams more lightly a bit, on the weaker side of the division, and against the stronger teams, we’ll get up and really prove ourselves.

“We come out to play in those games, but not always in the other games.”

After playing a pair of good team games against Oshawa and Guelph, some Colts were more individualistic at times against Kitchener, leading to turnovers and a lot of shots against.

Their captain expects better as they move ahead.

“Anyone can beat anyone else on any given night and I’ve seen it in all three of my years here,” said Aaron Ekblad, who was also named to Canada’s world junior team’s training camp on Monday. “We should have been more prepared for that.

“It’s a learning experience, but it’s still early in the season, so we’ve got to come back from it next week and improve," Ekblad added.

The Colts head out for five straight on the road, and begin things off with a near-identical setup to the one they had last weekend.

Barrie travels to Kingston on Friday night to take on the Frontenacs, one of the few teams ahead of the Colts in the standings.

The next night, Barrie will take on the last-place Bulls in Belleville before heading up to Ottawa to face the rebuilding 67’s on Sunday.

So the Colts will have to find a better way to keep up the intensity from a game against Kingston in the next two legs of their road trip.

“We’re going to come into those games with a little mustard in our step,” Ekblad said. “We’ve got to come out and make sure we’re doing all of the right things.

“Kingston’s a very good team, and you might assume that Belleville isn’t that great, but anything can happen on any given night, so you’ve just got to come out and be prepared.”

Yuill expects that last week’s results will fuel this week’s success.

“We just came off of a big loss, so we’ll be motivated all week at practice,” Yuill said. “There’s no doubt in my mind that we’ll be ready to go next weekend, so I’m not worried about that.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
twitter.com/stephen_sweet
OHL trade market starting to heat up 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, November 29, 2013 6:03:03 EST PM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

When it comes to the question of what’s happening on the Barrie Colts trade front these days, Jason Ford is keeping his cards close to the vest.

One thing seems just about certain, though, when it comes to this year’s OHL trade deadline: Don’t expect the Colts general manager to lay all his cards on the table and go all-in.

With the Jan. 10 deadline not that far off and already a couple of big-time deals on the books, trade talks are certainly beginning to heat up.

“We’re working the phones and talking to teams and trying to get an idea of who’s doing what and who might be available,” Ford said. “We’re just doing our due diligence on that and we’ll see what happens the next few weeks leading up to the deadline.”

While teams such as the Erie Otters, who recently pulled off a blockbuster deal for Belleville’s Brendan Gaunce, and the London Knights, who are hosting this year’s Memorial Cup and seem willing to sacrifice a large part of their future to make a run this season, the Colts focus appears to be on adding players who can help them next season as well.

“We like the strength of our team this year, but maybe we can strengthen it for next year as well,” Ford said.

All fine and dandy, but the opportunity is there this season for the Colts to take another serious run at an OHL title.

Not to mention the fact that if the Knights come out of the Western Conference, Barrie can earn itself an automatic berth in the Memorial Cup should they come on top in the Eastern Conference playoffs.

While the Oshawa Generals have had a strong start, the east appears wide open and a strong Colts team could put themselves over the top with a couple of key acquisitions.

Still, that likely means parting with some of their young talent and right now Ford and the Colts, while determined to improve the team, are hesitant when it comes to giving up some of their prized young talent for “rent-a-players.”

First-round pick Matthew Kreis appears to be a future star in the league, while Mackenzie Blackwood’s numbers are showing he could be the best young goalie in the league.

Andrew Mangiapane is on pace for 20 goals, while Kevin Labanc’s tenacity has him moving up the draft rankings for this year’s NHL Entry Draft.

“We know we have those guys back next year, but you don’t know if you get Aaron Ekblad back next year and we’re going to be losing some pretty good players in Zach Hall, Mitchell Theoret and Andreas Athanasiou,” Ford said. “Those are all kinds of factors that come into the equation.”

Ford says he’s talked to several teams, but the prices have been far from his liking.

Just look at Erie, who gave a talented forward in Stephen Harper, plus a pair of second- and third-round picks just to acquire Gaunce for the remainder of this season.

Saginaw picked up Jesse Graham from Niagara, but it cost them a pair of second-round selections and a third, plus a conditional second if Graham plays an overage season.

“I think the prices at this time of year are a bit too high on some players and that kind of holds things up a little bit,” Ford said. “I think as time goes on here you’ll see trades happen and a team will see that if they want to trade they might have to lower the price a bit.”

While the east remains fairly wide open, the Western Conference is a completely different story. Erie, Sault Ste. Marie, Guelph, London and Saginaw are beginning to separate from the pack.

The Spitfires are also right there, but it’s more likely they’ll be a big seller on the market with two of the biggest prize pieces in Columbus prospect Kerby Rychel and Tamp Bay draft pick Slater Koekkoek. Owen Sound’s Gemel Smith could be another big catch for a contender.

The Kitchener Rangers, who face the Colts on Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre, have started their rebuild by completing two deals already and are likely to get serious inquiries about Dallas forward prospect Radek Faksa and overager blue-liner Ben Fanelli.

Ford believes while his club can certainly improve, there isn’t one area that specifically needs to be addressed. Barrie’s offence has been rolling in November, while only Erie has given up fewer goals against in the league.

“We can get into some games here in December and it’ll give us a better picture of where we really are,” he said.

It was only a month ago the Colts might have found themselves as a seller at this year’s deadline.

A disastrous October saw the club go 3-8, including a six-game losing streak where they scored just eight times.

“The good thing about it was that it was early in the season,” Ford said of the skid.

The Colts bounced right back, running off a seven-game win streak and appear to be the strong contender many pegged them to be at the start of this season.

“We felt we could win a couple of games and work our way up,” Ford added. “We went on that big run and all of a sudden we’re first in the (Central) Division.”

The Colts are a much better team than they showed in October and they are a serious contender in the east.

Still, that could change if they stand pat at the deadline.

Heading into Fridays night, the Generals had lost just seven times in 26 games. Quite a surprise for a club that many thought would be a seller at this year’s deadline, looking to perhaps move prize Philadelphia Flyers prospect Scott Laughton.

It’s hard to believe the Generals won’t now look to strengthen their lineup for a run this season.

The Kingston Frontenacs, with a surplus of prized young talent, and a hunger after years of losing seasons, appear ready to make a run. They’ve already bolstered their blue-line with the acquisition of Evan McEneny from Kitchener and added grit up front when they dealt for rugged winger Mack Lemmon from Niagara.

It’s believed the Sudbury Wolves are also ready to take a serious run this season and are willing to part with some of their prized youth in hopes of pulling off that blockbuster deal.

“In the east, it’s been different,” Ford said. “Nobody has really made a move or an inclination to say that we’re going to be an outright buyer this year and try to get a high-profile player.”

That most likely will change quickly.

It says here, the Colts can ill afford to stand pat. Not when the opportunity to take a run at a league title and possibly a berth in the CHL championship is right there.

At the very least, the Colts need to add depth up front. They have just 12 forwards on their roster and playing a blue-liner up front during the second-half drive shouldn’t be an option for a club that many consider the favourite in the east.

Barrie could use another top scoring centre up front and perhaps another gritty winger who can also score.

But that comes at a price and the question is what cost will the Colts be willing to pay?

Hall, Theoret, Athanasiou, Jake Dotchin and likely Ekblad are gone next season.

How often do you get a shot to win an OHL title, let alone a CHL championship?

Ford may not have to put all his cards on the table at this year’s deadline, but he’s got strong hand.

A good bet now and he and the Colts could cash in big during this year’s playoffs.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.
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Sarnia Sting

The Sarnia Sting Hockey Club is up for sale.

As outlined in a report coming to council on Monday, the franchise will finally be placed on the market following years of shrinking revenue, financial losses and frustration from owners and fans alike.

Sarnia Sting director of hockey operations Bill Abercrombie said it is the goal of owners Rob and Larry Ciccarelli to keep the team in Sarnia.

“They have had some offers and turned down some offers in the past year,” Abercrombie said, noting nothing is imminent in terms of a sale.

One offer that was turned down was an out-of-town offer, he said.

Speaking on behalf of the organization, with the Ciccarellis currently out of the country, Abercrombie said the owners have listened to offers on the team but things have been more serious in the last year because of the arena situation.

“The Ciccarellis’ goal is to keep the team in Sarnia. If there are no local buyers they will have to look elsewhere.”

The franchise has endured financial losses in recent years, as well as some fan backlash over the product on the ice.

The Ciccarellis are currently in discussions to turn over management of the RBC Centre back to the City of Sarnia.

The Sarnia Sports and Entertainment Centre, the name of the company that operates the arena and controlled by the Ciccarelli family, has been losing roughly $250,000 a year, Rob Ciccarelli told The Observer is a previous interview.

He said he and his brother were growing frustrated with the mounting losses on the ice and financially.

The owners have been operating the RBC Centre since 2005, and contributed more than $6 million into covering operating costs, Ciccarelli said.

During an interview last year, Ciccarelli said “The RBC Centre is a unique building where the operator pays for the principal payments and the interest payments … But because we're paying on a debt of $10 million, we're paying all the interest payments and principal payments, it's a significant challenge.”

He said at the time that the hockey club alone suffered about $1.4 million in losses in the previous four years.

When the team was purchased and brought to Sarnia in 1994, its operating budget was $495,000. In 2011-12, that figure was $2.3 million.

“I'm starting to think we're cursed to be honest with you,” Ciccarelli said in an October 2012 interview.

Sarnia Mayor Mike Bradley said there are already several interested potential buyers.

But, the possible sale of the Sting adds to the complexity of the decision on operating the RBC Centre.

The new owner may wish to keep on operating it, he noted.

"I approach this in a very positive manner — that if the owner decides to sell, we will work with the new ownership to craft an agreement and continue to have the Sarnia Sting in the building," Bradley said.

He has heard from the current Sting owners that they are interested in keeping the team local. Several parties have shown interest, he noted.

City council is expected to have a report on the ownership of the Sarnia Sting and the operation of the RBC Centre on March 3. A few weeks later, council is expected to make a decision on taking over operation of the RBC Centre, and the possible closures of Germain Arena and the second RBC rink as ice surfaces.

Bradley admitted it will be a tight deadline to have all the information in place to make an informed decision.

"I'm not guaranteeing everything will be done on the 24th, especially with the complications of the sale of the team," he said.

Despite having more than three-dozen former players go on to play in the NHL, including high-profile players Steven Stamkos, Nail Yakupov and Alex Galchenyuk, success on the ice has eluded this franchise.

The Sarnia Sting club has only made it past the first round of the playoffs on three occasions. The team failed to make the playoffs during the 2004-05, 2005-06, 2009-10, and 2010-11 seasons.

The Sting currently sits three points behind Plymouth for the final playoff berth this season.
Sarnia routed by league's bottom feeder 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, January 30, 2014 10:22:17 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defender Connor Schlichting (in black) tries to slow down Belleville Bulls forward David Tomasek on a Bulls forecheck during the 2nd period of their game on Thursday night. Belleville walked away with a 7-2 win. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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Sarnia Sting

The weekend did not get off to a favourable start for the Sarnia Sting.

After a crushing 8-7 shootout loss last Sunday, the struggling Sting hosted the league worst Belleville Bulls on Thursday night only to see Belleville walk away with a 7-2 win.

Sting head coach Trevor Letowski said overall the game was extremely disappointing.

“First shift they score a goal and we get on our heels and couldn't recoup,” he said.

The Bulls entered the game last place in the OHL with a 13-30-2-2 record for 30 points.

However with the Sting having a record that gives them only 36 points, Letowski said they can't take anyone lightly.

“It doesn't matter who we play. Sure Belleville doesn't have a lot of wins but we're not good enough to play (the way we did). We would get blown out by anybody and they proved that.”

Belleville's star defenceman Jordan Subban got the scoring started just 38 seconds into the contest with a nifty fake around Anthony DeAngelo before roofing a shot over Taylor Dupuis' shoulder and in.

Davis Brown tied the game with a great defensive effort to cause a turn over before snapping a shot by Bulls goaltender Charlie Graham.

Belleville responded to take a 2-1 lead into the second period and never looked back.

Three goals in the middle frame for Belleville gave them a 5-2 lead going into the third, with Sarnia's second goal coming from Nick Latta who put home a quick snapshot off of an offensive zone draw.

Brodie Barrick came on in relief for Taylor Dupuis for the third period, after the starting netminder gave up five goals on 23 shots.

“I pulled Dupes out to try and get some momentum,” Letowski said, adding “was he great? No. But it wasn't his fault. We just didn't have enough fight which is really, really disappointing.”

Barrick made 16 saves on 18 shots in relief.

Letowski expanded on the lack of fight the team showed, saying that maybe they took the lowly Bulls too lightly.

“There is no excuse. We have so much to play for. Belleville fell off a bit in the (Eastern Conference) and we have more to play for than them,” he said, adding “it was a real important game and we just didn't have it on a tough night to not have it.”

Despite the loss Sarnia remains three points back of the Plymouth Whalers, who were idle on Thursday night, for the last playoff spot in the Western Conference.

The Sting are right in the hunt for the post-season, but their journey doesn't get any easier as they travel to Guelph to take on the league best Storm on Friday night.

“(Friday) is a tough test obviously, especially after that,” Letowski said.

However he did note that there would be no head hanging for his team.

“We can't feel sorry for ourselves, we have to rally around each other and we have been able to do that in the past. Guelph is a big test and we have two more games this weekend and we have to be a lot better,” he said.

The Sting return home on Saturday night to host the Mississauga Steelheads, with puck drop scheduled for 7:05 p.m.

--- --- ---

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Hayden Hodgson, Patrick White, Alexandre Renaud, and Zachary Core.

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net for the Sting and made 18 saves on 23 shots. Brodie Barrick came on in relief in the 3rd period and made 16 saves on 18 attempts in 20 minutes of action.

Belleville swept the game's three stars. Jake Worrad was 1st star with three assists, Stephen Harper the 2nd with one goal and two assists, and Jake Marchment 3rd with a pair of goals.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Guelph Storm

Friday, Jan. 31, 7:30 p.m @ Sleeman Centre

How they're doing

There is no one better in the OHL than the Guelph Storm.

With 20 games left in the season, the Storm have already clinched a playoff spot becoming the first team in the league to do so.

Their 77 points in 48 games is just one point ahead of the Erie Otters though, and just four points in front of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

The Storm are currently on an eight game winning streak with their last victory being a 4-2 win over Saginaw.

The Storm hold a 1-0 season series record over the Sting this year and have a 22-2-0-1 record at home.

Players to watch

Robby Fabbri

18, C, 29G, 25A, 38GP in 2013-2014

In the Central Scouting Service's midterm rankings, Fabbri was ranked as the #25 North American skater ahead of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

The former 6th overall pick in the OHL Priority Selectiom Fabbri is enjoying an extremely successful sophomore campaign with a strong Guelph team.

While smaller, Fabbri brings intangibles and high skill set to the game.

The Sting would do best not to leave him alone in the offensive zone, there's a reason he has 29 goals this year.

Brock McGinn

19, LW, 31G, 27A, 38GP in 2013-2014

McGinn's play this year is a large part of why the Guelph Storm are doing so well.

The 2012 2nd round pick of the Carolina Hurricanes has already surpassed his previous career high in points in 30 less games.

McGinn isn't just a one trick pony though. His physical play in the corners wears teams down defensively and gives himself and his teammates the opportunities that they need to score goals.

Josh Chapman and Jimmy McDowell will have their hands full trying to shut down Guelph's high powered offence.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun

League worst Bulls roll into SarniaThursday 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 29, 2014 7:01:02 EST PM  

Sarnia Legionnaires forward and frequent Sarnia Sting call-up Ryan Vendramin fires a pass up the ice to teammate Daniel Nikandrov (21) during practice on Wednesday, Jan. 29. The Sting take on the Belleville Bulls at the RBC Centre on Thursday night, and Vendramin is expected to slot into the line up. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Legionnaires forward and frequent Sarnia Sting call-up Ryan Vendramin fires a pass up the ice to teammate Daniel Nikandrov (21) during practice on Wednesday, Jan. 29. The Sting take on the Belleville Bulls at the RBC Centre on Thursday night, and Vendramin is expected to slot into the line up. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting open another full weekend with an important home game on Thursday night.

The league worst Belleville Bulls roll into town in what might as well be a must win game for the Sarnia Sting.

“It's a very important game regardless of the opponent,” said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski.

“Yeah they're at the bottom of the league, but we have no right to take anyone lightly, that's for sure,” he said, noting that Belleville pushed the Erie Otters in their last game out.

“We have to be ready to go right from the start. We've had a good few days of work, watched some tape and we know how important this is. We have to be ready to go,” Letowski said.

It's the first meeting between the two teams this year, with Belleville looking to end a four game losing streak.

The two squads met twice last year, with the Bulls sweeping the season series.

With the Sting just three points out of a playoff spot in the West, a game against an Eastern Conference opponent opens up a chance to gain ground on the Plymouth Whalers and distance themselves from the Kitchener Rangers.

However Sarnia's head coach says the points matter regardless of their opponent.

“At this stage, two points is two points,” said Letowski, “it doesn't matter if it's out of conference or within, it's just a game we need to win. Everyone needs to dig in and give a big effort.”

The Sting will again be going into a weekend of games with a less than complete line up, as Patrick White and Zach Core are sidelined with injury alongside Alexandre Renaud who has not yet recovered from mono.

Hayden Hodgson will also be sidelined for three more games before his suspension for a hit to the head of Liam Dunda expires.

“Whitey and Core are week to week at this point and we'll reevaluate that on Sunday or Monday,” said Letowski, who noted that the team will be using some more call ups to bolster the line up.

“I think the plan is we'll get Ryan Vendramin for (Thursday) and then Saturday we'll call up Nathan Mater,” he said.

Vendramin has played in nine games so far with the Sting this year, scoring one goal in the OHL to go along with his 20 goals and 23 assists in 38 games played with the Sarnia Legionnaires.

Mater has been a recent call-up with the Sting after playing 19 games with the club two seasons ago, and has added two goals and one assist in four games this year.

“It's tough. We've only got nine forwards right now so it's important that we add that 10th one in case someone gets hurt or someone gets a misconduct or into a fight or something,” Letowski said.

Sarnia's game on Thursday night kicks off a weekend that will see the team travel to Guelph on Friday to take on the only team in the OHL to have already clinched a playoff spot before returning home on Saturday to play the Mississauga Steelheads.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. Belleville Bulls

Thursday, Jan. 30, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

HOW THEY'RE DOING

The Belleville Bulls are the OHL's worst team this year, with a 13-30-2-2 record.

And while the Sting only have two more wins than the Eastern Conference bottom dweller, Sarnia is six points clear of them in the standings.

The Bulls only have five road wins on the year and are currently riding a four game losing streak,

With both squads having gone through rough patches lately, they will both be looking at this game as a chance to get back on track.

PLAYERS TO WATCH

Jordan Subban

18, D, 9G, 23A, 46GP in 2013-2014

The former OHL first round selection is not performing at the same level he performed at last year, he is still a game changer on the back end.

Subban brings a high level of intelligence to his game and is good at jumping up into the rush to create offence, much like Anthony DeAngelo.

With the Bulls struggling and looking to get some valuable out of conference points, look for him to be leaned on quite heavily.

Remi Elie

18, LW, 17G, 23A, 40GP in 2013-2014

Another one of Belleville's NHL draft picks is having his best season in the OHL to date.

After being picked 40th overall by the Dallas Stars last summer, Remi Elie's game has taken off.

The big, hard working winger has been tasked with most of the grunt work for the Bulls this year, but has translated to point-per-game production.

Having been acquired by Belleville earlier this year from the London Knights, Elie is very familiar with the Sarnia Sting.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun

Hounds turn up the heat in Sarnia 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, January 17, 2014 10:32:10 EST PM  

Former Sarnia Sting, and current Sault. Ste. Marie Greyhounds forward forward Bryan Moore takes the puck wide on Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo early in the first period of their game on Friday, Jan. 17 at the RBC Centre. Moore scored on the play, the first goal in a 6-2 win for the Greyhounds. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY

Former Sarnia Sting, and current Sault. Ste. Marie Greyhounds forward forward Bryan Moore takes the puck wide on Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo early in the first period of their game on Friday, Jan. 17 at the RBC Centre. Moore scored on the play, the first goal in a 6-2 win for the Greyhounds. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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Friday night was likely one the Sarnia Sting would like to forget.

A goal 35 seconds into the game by former Sting forward Bryan Moore got the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds going, and they never looked back en route to a 6-2 win.

Letowski said that he knew his team was going to be in tough with a depleted lineup against an extremely good Greyhounds squad.

“We talked about it before the game. We had to play a perfect game to beat this team. They're really clicking right now,” he said.

However defenceman Anthony DeAngelo, who was benched for an almost 10 minute stretch in the second period, didn't agree with that analysis.

“I don't buy that we had to do everything perfectly. I don't think we have to underestimate ourselves that much, but (Friday) we were just terrible. I was terrible, our whole team was terrible and that's unacceptable,” he said.

DeAngelo noted that he took full responsibility for the goal Moore scored at the beginning of the game that started the Soo rout.

The Hounds would make it a 2-0 lead at the 7:49 mark of the first period before taking that lead into the first intermission.

Teams traded goals late in the second with the Soo scoring with just under three minutes to play in the middle frame before Nikita Korostelev took a slick feed from DeAngelo and danced around two Greyhounds defenders before tucking the puck into the net.

However Sarnia couldn't capitalize on that momentum in the third, as another former Sting player also scored when Tyler Hore made it 4-1 just under two minutes into the last stanza.

Sault Ste. Marie would score twice more before Daniel Nikandrov made it a 6-2 hockey game, but with just under five minutes left in the game it was too little, too late.

The Sting get back onto the wagon on Saturday night when they travel to Peterborough to play the Petes, and the quick turnaround is something that Letowski thinks will benefit the Sting.

“It's great that we get to play tomorrow not. We're going to be missing bodies again, and to get points at this stage with the lineup we have we need everything going. We can't have any passengers and it'll be a big challenge for our group,” he said.

For DeAngelo, the message to his teammates would be simple on Saturday night.

“It's simple. We just have to be better. We have to execute our systems, do the right things for the whole game.”

Game time in Peterborough is scheduled for 7:05 p.m.

STING NOTES

Sarnia scratched Josh Chapman and Patrick White with injuries, Alexandre Renaud with an illness, and Noah Bushnell and Hayden Hodgson with suspensions. Bushnell is eligible to return to the line up on Saturday night, while Hodgson will have eight games remaining on his 10 game suspension.

Taylor Dupuis started in net for the Sting and made 36 saves on 42 shots.

The night's three stars were swept by Greyhounds players. Sergey Tolchinsky was first with two assists, Tyler Gaudet second with a goal and an assist, and Bryan Moore third with a goal and an assist.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun

Depleted line up gearing up for 3 in 3 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, January 16, 2014 5:38:42 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting goalie coach Dave Rook instructs his charges, Brodie Barrick (standing) and Taylor Dupuis prior to practice on Thursday, Jan. 16. The Sting have gotten very solid goaltending over the last stretch of games, and it is something head coach Trevor Letowski hopes will continue this weekend. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting goalie coach Dave Rook instructs his charges, Brodie Barrick (standing) and Taylor Dupuis prior to practice on Thursday, Jan. 16. The Sting have gotten very solid goaltending over the last stretch of games, and it is something head coach Trevor Letowski hopes will continue this weekend. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting have a depleted line up heading into a weekend that will see them play three games in under 72 hours.

With their rivals the Sault Ste. Mare Greyhounds coming into town on Friday night, the Sting will be in tough.

The Hounds are currently ranked #10 in the CHL Top 10 rankings, but that doesn't matter to head coach Trevor Letowski, who says the Sting have a good handle on the squad from the Soo.

“We know what they are. They're a fast team that always player hard and we're going to have to be very good to beat them,” he said.

The Sting will be without four of their regular players against the Soo due to injuries and suspensions. Defenceman Josh Chapman and forward Patrick White are both expected to miss the game with upper body injuries, while forwards Noah Bushnell and Hayden Hodgson will be serving suspensions.

Bushnell received a one game suspension for removing the helmet of his opponent during a fight in Owen Sound, while Hodgson will be serving his second game of a 10 game suspension for a head check to Plymouth forward Liam Dunda.

Letowski said that the Sting will be calling up forwards Ryan Vendramin and Nathan Mater from the Sarnia Legionnaires for the weekend, as well as Lambton Shores forward Nick Sproviero.

And despite the depleted lineup, he said their preparation wouldn't really change.

“It is what it is. As a group that's what we have and we have to try to prepare to win a hockey game,” he said, adding “It's important that we keep pushing and grinding right now. Points are really important at this time of year.”

Captain Nick Latta echoed those sentiments.

“We just have to focus on us. If we play hard and have a solid game we'll be okay,” he said.

Letowski noted that there were a few things he was looking for in particular in the game against the Soo, regardless of who was in the line up.

“Last weekend we got 5 out of 6 points largely because of our goaltending and special teams. I think we can be better 5-on-5 and that's what I'll be looking for,” he said.

“We're missing guys and it's tough sometimes with a young defence and a depleted line up but we need more urgency in our zone, and we have to be better at even strength.”

The game against the Greyhounds will also double as the opening ceremonies for the International Silverstick Finals that are being played in Sarnia this weekend, with a special ceremonial puck drop before the contest.

Also of note is that the Players of the Game from Wednesday night's BMO CHL Top Prospects Game will be both be on the ice.

Sarnia's Nikolay Goldobin was named the Player of the Game for Team Cherry with a goal and an assist, while Sault Ste. Marie's Jared McCann was named Team Orr's Player of the Game after scoring the game winning goal.

Sarnia's Anthony DeAngelo also participated in the game, notching an assist.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

Friday, Jan. 17, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Hounds had recently fallen off of the wagon slightly, losing three straight games before claiming a shootout victory against the Sarnia Sting last Wednesday.

Since then they have picked up three straight wins and moved back into the CHL's Top 10 Rankings.

The Hounds will be a tired group on Friday night, as they have a match up with the Windsor Spitfires on Thursday, but games between the two teams are always entertaining.

Sarnia is 1-2-0-1 against Sault Ste. Marie this year, but all of the Soo's wins have come on home ice, while the Sting were victorious in a Nov. 1 meeting at the RBC Centre.

Players to watch:

Jared McCann

17, C, 20G, 23A, 42GP in 2013-2014

The hero for Team Orr in the 2014 BMO Top Prospects game, Jared McCann is coming into the contest against Sarnia on a hot streak.

The London native is ranked 11th in the latest NHL draft rankings for North American skaters, one spot behind Anthony DeAngelo and three spots ahead of Nikolay Goldobin.

As of Thursday afternoon he was also just one point shy of his rookie point totals from last season, despite having only played 42 games so far this year.

He has an extremely dangerous shot and will be a threat to the young sting defence whenever he is on the ice.

Matt Murray

19, G, 2.51GAA, .920SV%, 34GP in 2013-2014

The Pittsburgh Penguins prospect is currently ranked 3rd in goals against average and 3rd in save percentage in all of the OHL.

His 22-7-1-4 record and improved play this season is one of the biggest reasons the Hounds have seen the success that they have.

The tandem of Murray and rookie goalie Brandon Halverson have proved to be a good one for Sault Ste. Marie and, regardless of who plays on Friday night, will give Sting shooters an extreme challenge.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Fans should be excited about future of Sting 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Monday, January 13, 2014 1:17:54 EST PM  

Newly acquired Sarnia Sting defenceman Kevin Spinozzi, shown during the national anthem at Sault Ste. Marie, is one of numerous young players the Sting will be counting on for rebuilding into a competitive team. (QMI Agency)

Newly acquired Sarnia Sting defenceman Kevin Spinozzi, shown during the national anthem at Sault Ste. Marie, is one of numerous young players the Sting will be counting on for rebuilding into a competitive team. (QMI Agency)
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For quite some time now the Sarnia Sting have seemed like a club without direction.

Decisions made by former general manager Jacques Beaulieu left the team in disarray, and set this year's edition of the team up for what at times has felt like a very long season.

But now that the OHL's trade deadline has passed, the Sting have presented their fans with a concrete plan.

The acquisitions of 17 year olds Brandon Lindberg, Kevin Spinozzi, and Hayden Hodgson solidified that plan.

And while some people will claim the Sting have always said that “we'll be good down the road”, this time they are trying to make good on that promise by making conscious, calculated moves.

The Sarnia Sting now carry nine players born in 1996 on their roster, and have a potential 11 for next season when you add in defenceman Alex Black and goaltender Justin Fazio, both of whom are gaining valuable experience in junior 'B'.

The emergence of Nikita Korostelev as one of the league's most skilled rookies bodes well for the future of the club, as well as the growth that rookie defenceman Connor Schlichting has shown.

Noah Bushnell is the other 1997-born player on the roster this year, and the season of OHL experience he is gaining now will only benefit him as he continues down the path to being what many hope is a Matt Martin-type player.

The Sting have acknowledged that they are looking at potential high picks in both the first round of the OHL's Priority Selection and the European Import Draft, but that only adds to the potential of consciously building around a youth movement.

Right now the Sting have 23 players on their roster when you include Nick Sproviero and Ryan Vendramin, both who have seen time with the club this year. Twenty-one of those 23 players are eligible to return to the team next season.

With that depth of admittedly young players, the Sting have the ability to go with a largely veteran OHL team, rather than having to inject it with more youth.

That means more experienced players, making less and less mistakes.

In fact, if the Sting wanted to, next year they could ice a 20-man team based entirely of players that have played in OHL games this year.

That would mean using two overage cards on goaltenders, which likely won't happen, but the possibility is there.

But one thing that it takes to build responsibly is the right combination of players.

It is not enough to just say “okay, let's get young players.”

The management group appears to be obtaining the right combination of assets at the OHL level, while letting players who fit certain roles develop where needed.

On the back end, Kevin Spinozzi, Zach Core, and Connor Schlichting show the potential to develop into large, physical rearguards. Jeff King is a young, puck moving defenceman that plays very similarly to Anthony DeAngelo (who could potentially be in a Sarnia Sting uniform for two more years).

Add in the veteran leadership of an overage Josh Chapman next year, and the Sting have a more than competent defensive core.

As was noted above, Justin Fazio is being developed properly at junior 'B' and will have a more than capable mentor in either Taylor Dupuis or Brodie Barrick next year.

Where the Sting show the most potential is up front.

Nikita Korostelev is a future star for the Sting and is supported by the slick hands of Vladislav Kodola.

Nikolay Goldobin, like DeAngelo, could also be in a Sting uniform for two more seasons and Ryan Vendramin has shown the ability to pile up points with the Sarnia Legionnaires.

The Sting have brought in big utility players in Brandon Lindberg and Hayden Hodgson, who could turn into a very fearsome duo up front, as well as a number of other players who are starting to excel.

When you add the youth and potential of the current Sting roster to the hard working mentality that rookie head coach Trevor Letowski has brought to the club, there is a budding recipe for success.

And Bill Abercrombie and the rest of Sting management have seen that.

It may be a year or two away from developing, like Abercrombie said in the preseason, but the potential is there.

This is a rebuild that Sting fans should get behind and be excited about.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Latta and McDowell survive OA deadline 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, January 9, 2014 10:09:12 EST PM  

Newly acquired defenceman Kevin Spinozzi lugs the puck up ice at Sarnia Sting practice on Thursday, Jan. 9. The Sting, who are prepping for a game against Plymouth on Friday night, watched the overage player trade deadline pass without making a deal involving either of their 20 year old players. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

Newly acquired defenceman Kevin Spinozzi lugs the puck up ice at Sarnia Sting practice on Thursday, Jan. 9. The Sting, who are prepping for a game against Plymouth on Friday night, watched the overage player trade deadline pass without making a deal involving either of their 20 year old players. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY
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The OHL's overage trade deadline came and went at 12:00 p.m. on Thursday without Sarnia moving either of their 20 year old players.

While the organization was happy to retain Nick Latta and Jimmy McDowell for the rest of their OHL career's, there was still an air of uncertainty around the RBC Centre ahead of Friday's trade deadline.

“There's a weird vibe in the air with the deadline looming. I think everyone will be relieved to show up at the game (Friday night) knowing that that's our group moving forward and we can rally around that,” said head coach Trevor Letowski, who didn't hide his happiness at keeping Latta in a Sting uniform.

“We lean on him a lot, so to keep him here I think it's important knowing we have a few guys we can count on for leadership,” Letowski said, noting that the team got younger and a bit more inexperienced when they traded away Bryan Moore and Tyler Hore.

Standing between a match up between the Sarnia Sting and the Plymouth Whalers on Friday is the non-overage trade deadline, and director of hockey operations Bill Abercrombie said the Sting may make some moves before then.

“We've got a few things going on, nothing finalized though,” he said, adding that the team really doesn't have much left to do as far as they're concerned.

“We were really looking at moving Nick but it had to be the right spot and the right team, and we weren't going to do anything less,” he said.

“He's a big part of our team, a big leader on our team, and we're quite happy to have him here.”

Latta himself was relieved to not be going anywhere at the deadline.

“I heard the rumours and I'm not going to lie and say I wasn't worried. Now that the deadline has passed I'm happy to be finishing off my OHL career in Sarnia,” he said.

With the OA deadline over, the Sting are turning their attention to the direction they set forth with the acquisitions of Brandon Lindberg and Kevin Spinozzi – youth.

“It's tough. Nobody wants to give (younger players up). There are some good players out there and everyone wants to get them, but you don't want to give up a good player,” said Abercrombie.

And while the market might be a hard one, he noted that the Sting like their bargaining position.

“The best part about it is that there are some teams that are loading up and competing against each other. We've got some pieces (that they want) but if it's not right we won't do anything.”

Trade talk around the league had quieted down somewhat on Thursday afternoon, but the Sting front office didn't expect it to stay quiet for long.

“No question (more traction as we get closer to noon).All the big guys are firing at each other. Sudbury has picked up players, Erie has picked up players. You know Guelph is not done yet so we get to sit back and wait.”

And while the Sting war-room deliberated various trade possibilities, recently acquired defenceman Kevin Spinozzi had his first practice with the Sting, and said he immediately felt comfortable here.

“I'm excited. First game went well. I just want to help the team get as many W's as possible. We're a young squad and we're all in this together,” he said.

And while so much of the focus right now is on the noon deadline, Letowski was trying to keep tunnel vision on the match up against the Whalers, who sit in 8th place in the Western Conference.

“It's a big game points wise for us to fight our way back into the race, and you can say it's almost a must win for us.”

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs. Plymouth Whalers

Friday, Jan 10, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Whalers are the Western Conference's only below .500 team to currently hold a playoff spot.

And despite a down year from the traditionally powerful Whalers, Plymouth is on a small winning streak, having been victorious in their last two games.

Also likely to be affected by the trade deadline, Plymouth is unsure if Chicago Blackhawk's draft pick Ryan Hartman will be suiting up for them on Friday night.

Just five points ahead of Sarnia in the standings, this Western Division battle will certainly be an exciting one.

Players to watch:

Carter Sandlak

20, LW, 18G, 12A, 37GP in 2013-2014

Sandlak was acquired by Plymouth prior to the season when they were still deciding if they had the pieces to make a deep playoff run or not.

Obviously unable to find a trade partner at the deadline, the Whalers will lean heavily on him for his leadership down the stretch as they make a push for the playoffs.

Sandlak has already set career high numbers for points, and will be playing with the edge he has known for as he looks to land a pro contract after this year.

Alex Nedeljkovic

18, G, 3.24GAA, .915SV%, 36GP in 2013-2014

The sophomore phenom has been one of the few bright spots for Plymouth this year.

Highly regarded as a first round draft pick in the upcoming NHL entry draft, Nedeljkovic has been playing lights out this year on a Plymouth team that has struggled, and his stats speak for themselves.

As the Whalers look to get important playoff points against the Sting, look to him to get the nod in net.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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STING: Barrick comes up huge despite road loss 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 8, 2014 10:21:20 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defenceman Jeff King braces himself as the puck heads toward him and Sarnia String goaltender Brodie Barrick during first-period action Wednesday, Jan. 8, 2014 at the Essar Centre in Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. The Sting would fall 3-2 to the Greyhounds in a shootout. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY

Sarnia Sting defenceman Jeff King braces himself as the puck heads toward him and Sarnia String goaltender Brodie Barrick during first-period action Wednesday, Jan. 8, 2014 at the Essar Centre in Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. The Sting would fall 3-2 to the Greyhounds in a shootout. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY
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Despite dropping their sixth straight game, the Sarnia Sting walked away with a point in enemy territory on Wednesday night.

And even on the wrong end of a 3-2 loss to the Soo Greyhounds, head coach Trevor Letowski was extremely happy with his team's performance, one that he called a good, gritty road effot.

“We all pulled the rope, we pulled together as a team, there was a good atmosphere on the bench. Guys cared and they did the little things so it's hard to be disappointed,” he said.

The Sting got off to a quick start on the road, something that Letowski wanted the team to do, when Nikolay Goldobin scored on a slick little breakaway move at the 9:42 mark of the first period.

The goal was set up by Kevin Spinozzi, who was playing in his first game as a member of the Sarnia Sting after being acquired from the Greyhounds just 24 hours before.

Spinozzi was traded to Sarnia for defenceman Tyler Hore and forward Bryan Moore, and in what Letowski said was one of the most unique situations he had ever seen, Hore and Moore rode the Sting bus to the Soo for the game.

“I don't know if that had ever happened before. It was a pretty unique situation how it worked,” said Letowski with a chuckle.

He added “It was pretty unique but they were good. They were both professional about it and prepared for the game the just like our guys did.”

Also in a unique situation was Spinozzi, who had to show up at the arena and meet his new teammates just over an hour before the game.

“That's a tough situation for him to come and meet us just before the game. I thought he handled it really well,” said Letowski who noted that Spinozzi's hard-nosed, physical game was evident for the Sting right away.

Bryan Moore also made an immediate impact with his new club, assisting on Sault Ste. Marie's first goal that came at 6:53 of the third period.

Both clubs would trade goals after the game was knotted at one apiece, Sarnia's coming courtesy of Patrick White.

While the game was sent to overtime, it might never have gotten there if it wasn't for the play of goaltender Brodie Barrick.

“Brodie was our best player. He was outstanding, especially on the penalty kill. They had some grade A chances and he really stood tall,” Letowski said, adding “it's been tough mentally on him not playing a whole lot of hockey lately, and it said a lot to us for him to come in, bear down and give us a solid start.”

However, Barrick's heroics were not enough to seal a win, as the Hounds outscored Sarnia 3-2 in a five round shootout.

Sarnia returns home to play the Plymouth Whalers on Friday night at the RBC Centre. Puck drop for that game is scheduled for 7:05 p.m.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Anthony DeAngelo, who served the last game of a five game suspension, and Alexandre Renaud who is out indefinitely with mononucleosis.

Brodie Barrick got the start in net for Sarnia and made 42 saves on 44 shots

First star of the game went to Barrick, second star went to Sault Ste. Marie's Blake Speers with one goal, and third star went to Bryan Moore with an assist.
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Sarnia Sting plan to move forward with youth 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 8, 2014 5:35:15 EST PM  

The Sarnia Sting are sticking to a plan at the OHL trade deadline, as speculation swirls around the future of overage forward Nick Latta, pictured holding off an Owen Sound Attack defender during a game in Sarnia on Friday, Oct. 18. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY

The Sarnia Sting are sticking to a plan at the OHL trade deadline, as speculation swirls around the future of overage forward Nick Latta, pictured holding off an Owen Sound Attack defender during a game in Sarnia on Friday, Oct. 18. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting are going into the 2014 OHL trade deadline with a plan.

And that plan revolves around a specific group of players.

“Our plan is surrounding the (players born in 1996). We feel like we had a very strong '97 draft, and now with Spinozzi, we like our 96 core,” said assistant general manager Mark Glavin.

Just prior to the Christmas break, the Sting acquired Brandon Lindberg, a 1996 born forward, to add to their class of 1996 born players that now includes Spinozzi, Vladislav Kodola, Patrick White, Matteo Ciccarelli, Zach Core, Jeff King, and Alexandre Renaud.

However, the Sting will be without the services of Renaud for an indefinite period of time.

The 17-year-old forward has mononucleosis it was announced on Tuesday and is out indefinitely, according to Glavin.

The Sting sent forward Bryan Moore in the trade to acquire Spinozzi and were blindsided with the loss of Renaud, but won't change their trade plans around it.

“We have a plan and we're not going to deviate from it based on a player having mono,” said Glavin.

And as of 4 p.m. Tuesday afternoon, that plan was in the tire kicking stages.

“I don't want to say we're just waiting around, but we're happy to get (the Spinozzi) deal done and if something else comes about then it happens,” Glavin said.

And as rumours swirled about Nick Latta being traded to Oshawa picked up, Glavin tried to quiet them.

“Right now there is nothing concrete on Nick. Like a number of our veteran players, talks are ongoing but at this time there is nothing concrete with Lats,” he said, but didn't hesitate to add “however, with just under 24 hours (until the overage deadline) who knows what will happen.”

The market for an overage forward is a dicey one according to Glavin.

“With an OA it's about finding the right fit. You're limited to the number of teams that are buying, as well as the number of teams that have an open spot or are looking to upgrade.”

While Oshawa is one of those teams, having just waived overager Brian Hughes, it is still not a certainty that a deal between Sarnia and Oshawa will happen.

With just less than 48 hours left in the OHL's trade deadline, any number of scenarios involving Sarnia are possible, not least of which is staying put.
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Sarnia makes splash ahead of trade deadline 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 8, 2014 1:26:48 EST PM  

On Tuesday night the Sarnia Sting acquired 17 year old defenceman Kevin Spinozzi from the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in exchange for forward Bryan Moore and rearguard Tyler Hore. Pictured above is Spinozzi in a game against the Saginaw Spirit on Dec. 31, 2013. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY

On Tuesday night the Sarnia Sting acquired 17 year old defenceman Kevin Spinozzi from the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in exchange for forward Bryan Moore and rearguard Tyler Hore. Pictured above is Spinozzi in a game against the Saginaw Spirit on Dec. 31, 2013. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting got the ball rolling three days ahead of the OHL trade deadline.

Around 7:00 p.m. on Tuesday night, the Sting traded second year forward Bryan Moore, and sophomore defenceman Tyler Hore to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds for sophomore defenceman Kevin Spinozzi.

The deal is part of a Sarnia initiative to build a team around 1996 and 1997 born players.

In a press release, Bill Abercrombie, Director of Hockey Operations for the Sting, said “Kevin is a player we have coveted for quite some time. He is a high character player who will play valuable minutes for us immediately and for the next two seasons after this. We have a very strong group of young players which Kevin certainly adds to. We wish both Bryan and Tyler all the best and we are very excited to welcome Kevin into our organization.”

Spinozzi was the Hounds second round pick in the 2012 OHL priority selection.

In 63 career OHL games, Spinozzi has three goals and 12 assists and is a +17.

Tyler Hore, who was acquired by the Sting from the Oshawa Generals last season, said the trade caught him off guard.

“It was kind of mind boggling. After being picked up just last year I wasn't really expecting to be traded this season,” he said.

Despite his surprise, Hore said he was excited for the chance to go to Sault Ste. Marie, who is an honourable mention in the CHL's latest Top 10 rankings.

“I want to wish the boys here the best of luck, I'll really miss them, but right now I'm looking forward to getting onto a new team and trying to win a championship.”

Bryan Moore was not immediately available for comment.

The Sting travel to Sault Ste. Marie on Wednesday to take on the Greyhounds. Puck drop for that game is scheduled for 7:07 p.m.
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STING: Head coach says team needs to be more consistent 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, January 2, 2014 4:58:58 EST PM  

London Knights' forward Brett Welychka (number 27) looks for a lane to pass to teammate Michael McCarron during the third period of the Sarnia Sting vs London Knights game on New Year's Day in Sarnia. The Knights won the contest 8-6, and the Sarnia Sting are looking to rebound back against Kitchener on Friday night. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY

London Knights' forward Brett Welychka (number 27) looks for a lane to pass to teammate Michael McCarron during the third period of the Sarnia Sting vs London Knights game on New Year's Day in Sarnia. The Knights won the contest 8-6, and the Sarnia Sting are looking to rebound back against Kitchener on Friday night. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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2014 is barely 48 hours old and the Sarnia Sting have already acknowledged their in a dog fight.

Head coach Trevor Letowski said that, on the eve of their match up with the Kitchener Rangers, the Sarnia Sting need to know how important the points are becoming.

“This is a big hockey game for us if you look at the standings and we need to try to get some wins up on the board,” he said, adding “we watch the standings and know where we're at and it's us, Kitchener, and Plymouth battling right now.”

The Sting have travelled to the Kitchener Memorial Auditorium once already this year and fell 4-1 to the Rangers, in a game that Letowski says the Sting got worked over.

And while Kitchener may be behind the Sting in the standings, he doesn't want that to fool anyone.

“They're a good hockey team, especially in their own building and if we're not ready to play, that's what happens,” he said, referring to Sarnia's previous loss to the Rangers.

The Sting do have a win of their own against the Mid-West division basement dwellers, a 5-0 stomping in the RBC Centre.

The Sting have shown all season that they are an inconsistent hockey club, and their season series against the Rangers proves that.

“Our work ethic has to be more consistent,” said Letowski. “When we're going good we can be a pretty effective team, but we have trouble playing for 60 minutes.”

Letowski noted that may be hard for the young Sarnia team, as the Aud is one of the hardest rinks in the league to play in.

“It's a great rink, they get big crowds. It's a tough place to play in and we have to be ready to go right from the start,” he said.

One way the Sting can get off to a good start is by using their lethal special teams.

“It takes a lot of things to go right to get points, and a big part of our wins is our special teams,” said Letowski.

The Sting started off the year poorly on the powerplay but have since jumped up to 8th in the league and are operating at a 22.2% clip.

But the Sting can't rely just on their special teams Letowski said.

“We've figured out that we need a good effort from special teams, our goaltending and five on five. We can't have anybody as a passenger because when we do, it doesn't end well and that happened last time we were in Kitchener,” he said.

With the race to the playoffs growing shorter and shorter with every game, the Sting will need to have all of those things clicking now, especially against an opponent like Kitchener.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Kitchener Rangers

Friday, Jan. 3, 7:30 p.m. @ Kitchener Memorial Auditorium

How they're doing:

The Kitchener Rangers are the only team in the Western Conference with less points than the Sarnia Sting.

However, with two games in hand on Sarnia, the Rangers can pass them with a win on Friday night and will surely have that as motivation.

The Rangers may be without star Radek Faksa who was away with the Czech Republic at the World Juniors. However, with the Czech's losing to the Finns in the quarter finals on Thursday, there is a chance -albeit very, very minute – that he could be back in the line up against the Sting.

Players to watch:

Justin Bailey

18, RW, 14G, 11A, 36GP in 2013-2014

The Buffalo Sabres' second rounder in 2013 has struggled offensively for most of the year, but may have turned it around.

Bailey has four goals in Kitchener's last four games and is now just three goals away from tying his career high which he set last year.

Tied with Faksa and rookie Nick Magyar for the Rangers' points lead, Bailey will be trusted heavily with getting his squad past the Sting.

Nick Magyar

17, RW, 10G, 15A, 36GP in 2013-2014

Magyar has surprised people in his rookie campaign with the Rangers.

Very few thought he would leave a scholarship on the table and report to the OHL, but the draft eligible winger has certainly made the correct choice.

At 6'2 and 191 pounds he has a good sized frame that will fill out over time. With that and his obvious offensive skills, he is a player the Sting will definitely need to keep their eye on.
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Sarnia loses to 402 rivals on New Year's Day 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, January 1, 2014 10:29:25 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Davis Brown (in yellow) and London Knights forward Ryan Rupert get tied up off of a draw in the third period of their game in Sarnia on New Year's Day. Despite Brown's first career hat trick, the Sting fell 8-6. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting forward Davis Brown (in yellow) and London Knights forward Ryan Rupert get tied up off of a draw in the third period of their game in Sarnia on New Year's Day. Despite Brown's first career hat trick, the Sting fell 8-6. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Sarnia Sting

The Sarnia Sting rushed out to a 4-1 lead against the London Knights on New Year's Day.

Unfortunately for them, the final score would be much different.

For the second time in just over 24 hours, the Sting found themselves defeated by the London Knights, this time by a score of 8-6.

“That's obviously a frustrating loss,” said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski. “Any time you have a three goal lead at home you hope you can close that out.”

London opened the scoring in the second game of the home-and-home between the clubs with a powerplay tally from Matt Rupert, one of his four goals on the night.

After the London goal, the Sting reeled off four straight, forcing the Knights to yank start Jake Patterson before the first period was over. The team appeared to be motivated to avenge the loss in London on New Year's Eve, and Letowski said that “we came out ready to play again.”

However, London's Michael McCarron would get the Knights back within two before the period expired and the Sting entered the break with a 4-2 lead.

“That second goal when we were up 4-1 seemed to change the momentum of the game,” said Letowski.

London continued their momentum push early in the second period, with Chris Tierney scoring just 21 seconds in.

After London's third goal, it was Letowski's turn to switch goalies, with Taylor Dupuis going into the game for Brodie Barrick who gave up three goals on 12 shots.

London would tie the game at four before the teams traded goals to enter the third period all square at five.

Letowski said that because the Sting were not used to having three goal leads, that the team may have become a little bit complacent in the second period.

“That was a new experience for our guys and maybe to an extent (we got complacent). We're not used to having the lead early and that may have set in a little bit,” he said.

London opened the scoring in the 3rd to take a 6-5 lead and then wore the Sting down with a relentless forecheck and puck movement, going up 7-5 on Matt Rupert's 4th goal of the game before Davis Brown capped off his first career hattrick to bring the score to 7-6.

Brown was one of the few bright spots for the Sting in the game, and Letowski praised the small sniper saying he has the tools to turn into a consistent goal scorer.

A Chris Tierney empty net goal would finish off the scoring, in a game that Letowski said he couldn't be completely disappointed with.

“We weren't consistent for 60 minutes and you want to put points up so we're not happy about it, but we've got a young team so we just have to keep grinding away. We're not thrilled with the outcome (these past two games) but we were in both of them and had opportunities to get points,” he said.

Sarnia will have a day of practice on Thursday before returning to action on Friday night when they travel to Kitchener to take on the Rangers, who are just one point back of the Sting in the OHL's Western Conference Standings.

STING NOTES

Scratched for Sarnia was Anthony DeAngelo who was serving the third of a five game suspension.

First star of the game was London's Matt Rupert who had four goals. Second star went to Davis Brown with a hattrick, and third star was Michael McCarron who had a goal and three assists for the Knights.

Brodie Barrick got the start in net for Sarnia and made 9 saves on 12 shots. Taylor Dupuis game on in relief and stopped 19 of 23 shots.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun

Sarnia squad exceeding most pre-season prognostications 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Monday, December 23, 2013 2:26:57 EST PM  

Bryan Moore attempts to block a pass from an Oshawa Generals forward during the Sarnia Sting home opener on Friday, Sept. 20. That game marked the beginning of the Sting season, and at the Christmas break they sit with a 12-20-1-2 record and in 8th place in the OHL's Western Conference. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting have entered the OHL's Christmas break in a spot not very many people expected them to be in — a playoff spot.

But head coach Trevor Letowski wasn't one of the doubters, even though he realizes the team has some holes.

“It's been challenging. We've lost some key players and our depth isn't that great to begin with,” he said, adding that they've been in tough some games.

However, the team has also showed glimpses of hope.

“Some nights I've been very happy with the team. We've also beaten some very good teams and I'm happy with that,” he said.

Assistant general manager Mark Glavin feels similarly about the club.

“I think the year has gone somewhat how we've expected,” he said, noting that in junior hockey you never really know what you'll get on any given night.

“We knew we were going to be a young team, and with the exception of a few nights we haven't been completely out of games,” he said.

The Sting have quite a bit of work to do over the second half of the season, especially in a tough Western Conference, but are in a position to make a push for the playoffs.

While some teams will do that by making big trades, the Sting are not going to go down that road.

“We're certainly not buyers,” Glavin said, adding “I don't think it's fair to classify us as sellers either. We're still looking to bring in quality players, but it makes sense for those players to be 17 years old, not 19.”

While some may see that as a team being okay with building for the future, Letowski says that is not the case.

“We always want to win more and that's why Andy (Delmore) and I do this job,” he said.

“As former players we have a tough time losing hockey games and overall there are positives to draw from and I hope we can keep developing these guys.”

Sarnia returns to action on Dec. 29 when they host the Owen Sound Attack. Puck drop for the Sunday game is 4:05 p.m.

Players to watch:

Anthony DeAngelo

18, D, 9G, 39A, 33GP in 2013-2014

Sarnia's stud defenceman has jumped up to number 16 in TSN's draft rankings for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Despite being recently released by Team USA's World Junior squad, DeAngelo is still one of the best junior defenders out there.

His offensive ability and skating are enough to wow anyone, and not only is he leading the league in points by a defender, he is 14th overall in the scoring race.

DeAngelo's quick temper has come to the forefront recently, and he will be facing a five-game suspension after the Christmas break.

Nikolay Goldobin

17, RW, 25G, 28A, 35GP in 2013-2014

Another draft eligible Sting player, Goldobin finds himself sitting at number five in the OHL's scoring race with 53 points.

When you consider that he had 68 as a rookie last year and is already approaching that number, it is easy to see why he is so highly thought of.

Goldobin ranks 35th in TSN's draft rankings, but could climb higher.

The biggest knock on him is his two-way play, but that can be overcome if he continues to put up lights out numbers.

By the numbers:

Record: 12-20-1-2

Points: 27

Place: 8th in Western Conference

Transactions:

Sept. 17 – Sixth-round draft pick in 2015 to Sudbury for Taylor Dupuis

Sept. 19 – Alex Basso to London for two third-round (2014) picks and a second-round pick (2015)

Oct. 29 – Brett Hargrave to Owen Sound for fourth-round pick (2014), third-round pick (2017) and a conditional second-round pick (2016)

Nov. 13 – Craig Duininck and a tenth-round pick (2014) to Sudbury for Jim McDowell and a second-round pick (2014)

Dec. 16 – Fourth-round pick (2014) and a tenth-round pick (2017) to Saginaw for Brandon Lindberg
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Sarnia Sting's Jeff King is overtime hero 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, December 18, 2013 10:24:03 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting's Zachary Core checks Owen Sound Attack's Holden Cook into the side boards during first period OHL hockey action at the Lumley Bayshore on Wednesday in Owen Sound. Jeff King scored the winner in a 3-2 overtime victory for Sarnia. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).
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Jeff King couldn’t have picked a better time to score his first career OHL goal.

With 13.8 seconds left in overtime, the rookie defender scored to give Sarnia a 3-2 win over the Owen Sound attack on Wednesday night.

“Defencemen don’t score a lot of goals in overtime so for him to get his first of his career in such an important situation is great for a young player,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

The game started slowly, with neither team scoring until the third period, when Sarnia’s Nick Latta pocketed his 21st of the year on a powerplay.

Owen Sound responded less than two minutes later thanks to the first of a pair of goals by Gilbert Gabor.

Down 2-1, Nikolay Goldobin tried to feed the puck cross ice to Nick Latta, but it bounced off of an Attack defender and into the net for the Russian’s 24th goal of the year.

Goldobin, who led all OHL rookies in scoring with 68 points last season, had two assists on the night as well to bring his Sting leading point total to 52 through 34 games.

Letowski said that there were many positives to take out of the game on Wednesday night, arguably the most important being the level of compete everyone on the team showed.

“That is the way we want our team to play. We want them to get to that level every night,” he said, adding “we had everyone going and it’s not easy to get that on the same night. We felt we didn’t have passengers (Wednesday) and we got rewarded for it.”

The game against Owen Sound saw two fresh faces in Sarnia’s line up. Bryan Moore returned from a suspension and chipped in with an assist, while newly acquired sophomore Brandon Lindberg made a big impression the coaching staff.

“I really liked his game. He played very hard for us,” Letowski said, noting that his fight against Gabor and his overall physical play was exactly what the team was looking for.

Sarnia will continue their road swing with their final game of the season against Barrie on Thursday night, and will get an extra boost to the line up.

Anthony DeAngelo was released from Team USA’s World Junior Camp on Wednesday, and will travel to Barrie to take on the Colts with Sarnia.

While the Sting get a stud defender back, the Colts will be without theirs in Aaron Ekblad – a trade off Letowski is glad to take.

“Anthony is such an important player for us and getting him in their obviously helps us,” Letowski said.

He also added “for our team it is important to play hard, and we’ve had a tough time backing up big wins so that will be the challenge on Thursday.”

The Sting will get a seven day break after the game against Barrie before returning to action against Owen Sound on Sunday, Dec. 29 in Sarnia.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Matteo Ciccarelli and Ryan Vendramin. Ciccarelli is still out with a shoulder injury but was cleared for contact on Tuesday, Dec. 17.

Alex Carnevale cleared waivers after being placed on them Wednesday.

Taylor Dupuis started in net for Sarnia and made 38 saves on 40 shots.

First star of the game was Owen Sound’s Gilbert Gabor with two goals. Taylor Dupuis was second star, and former Sarnia and current Owen Sound netminder Brandon Hope was third star.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Barrie Colts

Thursday, Dec. 19, 7:30 p.m. @ The Barrie Molson Centre

How they’re doing:

The Colts currently sit in 4th place in the weaker Eastern Conference, but are a team that should be feared at all times.

Fortunately for the Sting, the Colts will be without captain and stud defenceman Aaron Ekblad while he is away patrolling the blueline for Team Canada prior to the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championships.

Barrie has struggled a little bit recently, going just 4-5-0-1 in their last 10, but are coming off of a win and will be looking to get valuable points against an out-of-conference opponent.

Players to watch:

Garret Hooey

19, C, 16G, 12A, 32GP in 2013-2014

The Barrie Colts acquired the highly sought after forward from Belleville for a fairly cheap cost.

While Hooey only has one point in his three games so far for Barrie, he is big physical player that can chip in offensively when asked to.

Hooey was originally a draft pick of the Sarnia Sting in 2010 but only played his rookie season for the club before being traded to the Bulls.

Andreas Athanasiou

19, LW, 15G, 26A, 31GP in 2013-2014

Athanasiou has been one of three former London Knights players that is seeing a big role on his new team.

Like Hooey, he was a 2010 draft pick, and is in a position to really help the Colts in a run to the playoffs this year.

Barrie’s trip to Sarnia earlier in the season saw Athanasiou make plays that seemed far, far too easy but were indicative of his elite skill set.
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Sting have two games left before OHL break 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Tuesday, December 17, 2013 3:10:35 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting

Sarnia Sting

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Sarnia Sting

The Sarnia Sting are entering the home stretch before the OHL’s Christmas break.

They have two games left, and both are on the road, starting in Owen Sound on Wednesday night.

The Sting, reeling from a rough loss at home to Kingston on Saturday night, are going into the games fresh off of a pair of transactions.

On Monday, the Sting acquired second year forward Brandon Lindberg from the Saginaw Spirit in exchange for a pair of draft picks, and on Tuesday, the team released overage forward Erik Robichaud.

Assistant general manager Mark Glavin said the releasing of Robichaud, whom he called a stand up player, was done in order to get their younger players more ice time.

The Sting will also see the return of Bryan Moore to the lineup. Moore finished serving his eight-game suspension on Saturday night and is expected to immediately go back to his spot on the top line with Nick Latta and Nikolay Goldobin.

Head coach Trevor Letowski said he was excited about the new look line up after some shuffling of players and the return of Moore.

“It’s going to be different. Lindberg is a kid that we’re pretty excited about,” he said, adding that getting Moore back will significantly help the team.

Sarnia travels to Owen Sound on Wednesday to face off against the Attack for the first time since the Sting traded former first round pick Brett Hargrave to them.

Letowski is focusing solely on the match up against the Attack though.

“They play hard in their building. It’s a small ice surface and they play physically and fast. It’ll be challenging for us,” he said.

Letowski said he and the coaching staff are hoping to get the most of their players this week, by reinforcing that the break is just a few days away and they get a mental rest soon.

“We’ve talked about it. A lot of times when I speak to the team I try to put myself in their shoes, and I remember in junior how much I looked forward to going home,” he said.

“It’s on their mind but we just have to find a way mentally to finish strong.”

Game time for Wednesday’s contest is scheduled for 7:00 p.m.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Owen Sound Attack

Wednesday, Dec. 18, 7:00 p.m. @ Bayshore Community Centre

--- --- ---

HOW THEY’RE DOING:

The Attack sit in 6th place in the Western Conference with 39 points in 34 games, and are playing exceptionally well as of late.

7-2-0-1 in their last 10 games have them on a roll going into the OHL’s break, and will put them in a good position just before the trade deadline.

13 points ahead of 8th spot in the West, Owen Sound has all but secured a playoff spot already.

PLAYERS TO WATCH

Brett Hargrave

17, RW, 3G, 6A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Hargrave has seen a limited amount of success in Owen Sound since demanding a trade from Sarnia.

The big right winger still plays a fairly soft game for his size and is getting much the same ice time he was while a member of the Sting.

In his first game against his opposing team, he will either step up, or have former teammates step it up against him.

Gemel Smith

19, C, 23G, 15A, 34GP in 2013-2014

Gemel Smith is easily Owen Sound’s best player.

In his fourth season with the club, Smith is well on his way to having his best year points wise, and has made himself very attractive to teams looking to upgrade for a playoff run.

He almost single handedly burned Sarnia in Owen Sound’s visit to the RBC Centre earlier this year, and will be the focus of the Sting defence on Wednesday.

HOCKEY: Gritty two-way forward on his way to Sarnia

Sting acquire centre from Saginaw 


Observer staff

 Monday, December 16, 2013 1:32:50 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo, left, rips a slap shot while Saginaw Spirit forward Brandon Lindberg looks on Thursday, March 14, 2013 at the RBC Centre in Sarnia, Ont. (QMI Agency file photo)
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The Sarnia Sting have traded a pair of draft picks for a young centre from the Saginaw Spirit.

Director of Hockey Operations Bill Abercrombie announced that the hockey club sent a 2014 fourth round pick (Owen Sound's) and a 2017 tenth round pick to the Spirit for Brandon Lindberg.

The 17-year-old centre registered 14 points in 61 games last season.

“We like Brandon a lot. He scored eight goals and had 14 points as an underage and we feel he was the victim this year of playing on a very deep veteran Spirit team," Abercrombie said.

"He is a gritty centre who we project to be a very good two-way player for us. We are looking to build this team with talented young players and he fits that bill for us.”

Lindberg was originally Saginaw’s fifth round pick out of the Waterloo Wolves AAA program in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.

Last second goal seals victory 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, December 13, 2013 10:39:50 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Nikita Korostelev has a backhand shot tipped by Plymouth Whalers forward Danny Vanderwiel during the third period of their game on Friday, Dec. 13 in Sarnia. The Sting won 3-2 on a last second goal by Nikolay Goldobin. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting forward Nikita Korostelev has a backhand shot tipped by Plymouth Whalers forward Danny Vanderwiel during the third period of their game on Friday, Dec. 13 in Sarnia. The Sting won 3-2 on a last second goal by Nikolay Goldobin. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The hockey gods were seemingly smiling on the Sarnia Sting on Friday night.

After enduring a bevy of last minute losses early in the season, Sarnia got a lucky goal with just 8 seconds left to secure a 3-2 victory over the Plymouth Whalers.

“It was an exciting way to end that game,” said Sarnia head coach Trevor Letowski.

“The first forty minutes were a quiet, boring game with not a lot of scoring chances and they just happened to be up,” he added.

Ryan Hartman got the Whalers on the board first with an unassisted marker 7:25 into the game. It would be only goal of the opening period and of the game until Connor Chatham increased the Plymouth lead at the 11:31 mark of the second frame.

Sarnia came out with a bit more energy in the third, and scored all three of their goals in the game's final stanza.

“After the second we wanted to push the pace and get more aggressive. I thought we played a solid third period,” said Letowski, who noted that the team's resiliency showed again on Friday night.

Sarnia's scoring got started when Alexandre Renaud tipped a Josh Chapman shot that fooled Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic just over three minutes in to the period.

Sarnia wouldn't score again until the final minute, when the Sting pulled goaltender Taylor Dupuis for an extra attacker, and Nikolay Goldobin found the back of the net with a quick snapshot.

Things appeared headed to overtime after Goldobin's goal with 55 seconds remaining, but a broken play turned into the game winner.

Goldobin fired the puck out front of the net looking for a tip and he got one – off of Plymouth's Gianluca Curcuruto. With just eight ticks left on the clock Sarnia found themselves up 3-2, which would be the game's final score.

Letowski said he was happy with getting the win, but was not happy with the game as a whole.

“I wasn't happy after the first. I wasn't happy after the second, but we have to give our guys credit. We were down by two and it says a lot about the group to get the win,” he said.

The win put Sarnia into 8th place in the OHL's western conference with 25 points. Plymouth also has 25 points, but have played one more game than Sarnia.

Letowski is cognizant of that and said that the team needs to continue to push forward on Saturday night when they are home to Kingston.

“We have to build on that third period and play on our toes. We need to play with pace and if we do that we can get some momentum going,” he said.

STING NOTES

First star of the game was Nikolay Goldobin with two goals. Second star went to Plymouth's Connor Chatham who had one goal, and third star went to Alexandre Renaud who scored his second of the season to spark the Sarnia comeback.

Taylor Dupuis started in net for the Sting and made 14 saves on 16 shots.

Scratched for Sarnia were Bryan Moore, Matteo Ciccarelli, Nick Sproviero, and Ryan Vendramin.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs Kingston Frontenacs

Saturday, Dec. 14, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Frontenacs jumped out to an unbelievable start to the season but have since cooled off slightly.

They sit in 3rd place in the OHL's Eastern Conference with 35 points through 29 games.

This is a team loaded with young talent that will be looking to make a push for the Eastern Conference title this season and next.

Their roadtrip started with a 5-4 overtime loss against Niagara on Friday and will continue in London on Sunday.

Players to watch:

Sam Bennett

17, C, 18G, 25A, 29GP in 2013-2014

Bennett is one of the more highly touted prospects for the upcoming NHL entry draft and is considered a playmaking pivot.

In his second year in the OHL, he already has three more points than he did in his rookie season in 31 less games. The Fronts rely heavily on a skilled attack and a fast paced game, and Bennett leads this from the front along with linemates Spencer Watson and Henri Ikonen.

Roland McKeown

17, D, 4G, 15A, 30GP in 2013-2014

Another projected first round pick on the Frontenacs roster, McKeown leads their defensive core much the same way Anthony DeAngelo leads the Sting.

Although he stands 6'2 and tips the scales at just under 200 pounds, McKeown is an agile skater plays a significant role in the Frontenacs breakout.

He, like many Fronts players, is still young though and the Sting can wear him down with an aggressive forecheck.
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Goaltender excelling in new role for Sarnia Sting 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, December 13, 2013 2:55:49 EST PM  

Goaltender Taylor Dupuis leads the Sarnia Sting onto the ice for their game against the Guelph Storm on Dec. 8, 2013. The Sting had an uncertain goaltending situation at the start of the season, and Dupuis has come in and provided some stability for the club. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY

Goaltender Taylor Dupuis leads the Sarnia Sting onto the ice for their game against the Guelph Storm on Dec. 8, 2013. The Sting had an uncertain goaltending situation at the start of the season, and Dupuis has come in and provided some stability for the club. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY
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At the start of the season the Sarnia Sting had two goaltenders that had played a combined 26 games in the OHL.

To say there were some concerns about the net would be an understatement.

Taylor Dupuis has put those concerns to bed.

“There were a lot of unknowns about (Dupuis). He just hadn't played a lot of games and we made that acquisition to make it competitive for Brodie (Barrick) and him to earn playing time,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

At the 31-game mark of the season, Letowski says Dupuis has exceeded expectations.

“He's come in and done everything we ever could have asked and even more. He's proven to be a number one goalie in the league.”

Dupuis was acquired by Sarnia on Sept. 17 from the Sudbury Wolves for Mississauga's 6th round pick in the 2015 OHL priority selection.

Before arriving in Sarnia, he had played 18 games for the Wolves and posted a 3.99 goals against average and an .881 save percentage.

As the Sting's number one goalie, he has already played 22 games this season and has backed it up with a .907 save percentage, good for 11th in the league. And this on a team that has a combined save percentage of .890.

Dupuis says that while he was surprised about the trade it has given him an opportunity that he wouldn't have had in Sudbury.

“I was upset at first because of the guys I was leaving in Sudbury, but I was also excited. I knew about the goalie situation here and that there would be a chance to play a big role,” he said.

“There weren't too many expectations and I was hoping to prove that the Sting picked up a good goalie.”

On a young Sarnia team, Dupuis says development is something the squad is focusing on and acknowledges that his development has taken a huge leap forward this season, thanks in large part to goalie coach Dave Rook.

“It's amazing what he's done (for me),” said Dupuis. “The biggest thing with Dave is I'm able to talk to him about anything. Overall he's been huge.”

Rook says that Dupuis ascension to the spot of starting goalie is due in large part to his competitive nature.

“Dupes is a very mature kid and has a ton of focus. But the biggest thing is his compete level. He battles on every shot, even if he's out of it but he finds that last bit of effort to make the save,” he said.

Letowski echoed Rook's statement about his netminder's competitiveness.

“Even in practice he doesn't like to get scored on, and I like that about him,” said Letowski.

While Dupuis has settled into his role as Sarnia's number one netminder, he says that he hasn't become complacent.

“That's the thing with having a partner like Brodie. He's never going to stop working, and knowing that he's pushing to get better will make me become better. It's going to benefit both of us,” he said, something that Letowski agrees with.

“It's tough sometimes because Brodie has given us some quality starts. He's working hard and we notice that,” the head coach said.

For now though, it's Dupuis' net and the second year goaltender has certainly earned it.
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Sarnia Sting beat North Bay on the road 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, December 5, 2013 9:56:47 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting goaltender Taylor Dupuis makes a late period save against North Bay Battalion defender Miles Liberati in the first frame of their game on Thursday, Dec. 5. The Sting would win the game 5-3. PJ WILSON/QMI AGENCY 
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Sarnia Sting head coach Trevor Letowski wanted his team to get out to a quick start on their weekend set of three games in four nights.

With a 5-3 victory over the North Bay Battalion on Thursday night, they did just that.

“That was a great effort from that line up against a good phyiscal team. We showed a lot of resiliency,” said Letowski.

Sarnia was missing two of their top line forwards in Nick Latta and Bryan Moore, both in the midst of suspensions, as well as a key defender in Josh Chapman who is also serving a suspension.

Despite the depleted the line up, the Sting battled hard all night as Letowski put it.

They trailed twice in the first period, and gave up a game tying goal with just under four minutes to play, but were able to find a way to win in regulation thanks in large part to the play of Nikolay Goldobin, Daniel Nikandrov, and Nikita Korostelev.

Goldobin and Korostelev both had two goals on the night, while Korostelev also had a pair of assists to go along with his stellar performance.

“Nikita was a horse for us. He's a dangerous player and looked very comfortable there,” Letowski said of his rookie forward.

Korostelev and Nikandrov were thrust onto the first line with Goldobin in the absence of Moore and Latta, and the coach said that they rose to the challenge, combining for 10 points between the three of them.

“You don't ever expect a huge night (like they had), but they're all good players on their own and when you put three good players together you hope for the best,” he said.

Goldobin had both of his goals in the first period, while Korostelev scored his at timely points in the third before Nikandrov cemented the win with an empty netter.

The win comes at a good time, as the Sting were coming off of back to back losses, and now head into a Friday night match up against Sudbury with some momentum.

“Hopefully we can get some confidence and go into (Friday) and sneak one out there. Sudbury is a tough place to play, they're a skilled team and we'll need a big effort from everyone to get some points,” Letowski said.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Joshua Chapman (suspended), Nick Latta (suspended), Bryan Moore (suspended), and Matteo Ciccarelli (upper body injury).

Latta and Chapman's suspensions were not made official by the league, but the Sting said they were expecting them to each be three games, meaning they would both return on Sunday against Guelph.

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net for the Sting and made 41 saves on 43 shots.

Nikita Korostelev was the game's third star with two goals and two assists. The second star went to North Bay's Nick Paul, who had two goals. Nikolay Goldobin was the first star of the contest with two goals and an assist.

ON TAP:

Sarnia Sting @ Sudbury Wolves

Friday, Dec. 6, 7:30 p.m. @ Sudbury Community Arena

How they're doing:

The Sudbury Wolves sit atop the Eastern Conference's Central Division with 32 points. This puts them in second place in the East overall, trailing the conference leading Oshawa Generals by nine points.

Sudbury is currently on a three game winning streak, with wins over bottom feeders Ottawa and Niagara coming after a close 3-2 shootout win over the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

Sudbury beat Sarnia 6-3 in their match up in Sarnia earlier this year.

Players to watch:

Craig Duininck

20, D, 7G, 12A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Sarnia's captain to start the year, Duininck has only played in eight games for the Wolves, but has three goals and six assists for his new team, which is impressive when you consider he only had four goals and six assists in 20 games for the Sting.

Duininck's offensive ability has somewhat come out of nowhere, but the Wolves have to be excited about it and will look to take advantage of it against the Sting.

This game may also be a chance for overage defender to body around some of his former teammates the way he did to other teams' players.

Matthew Campagna

19, C, 9G, 35A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Never drafted to the NHL, Campagna is looking for a free agent contract with his point production this year. The pass-first player is taking full advantage of Nathan Pancel and Nick Baptiste's shoot-first mentality.

Sudbury's first line has combined for 124 points this year, and with the Sting missing key parts of their line up, the Wolves big line may pounce.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun

DeAngelo named to Team USA Camp 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, December 4, 2013 5:42:01 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo was named to Team USA's World Junior Championship selection camp roster on Tuesday, Dec. 4. He's pictured here warming up for practice, while assistant coach Andy Delmore works on drills with goalie Taylor Dupuis in the background. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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In a week where the Sarnia Sting were waiting to hear the extent of the suspensions to Joshua Chapman and Nick Latta, they instead got some good news.

Assistant captain, and the OHL's leading point scoring defenceman Anthony DeAngelo was one of 26 players named to Team USA's selection camp for the upcoming World Junior Hockey Championships.

The announcement came early Wednesday morning, and both DeAngelo and Sting coach Trevor Letowski said they couldn't be happier.

“I'm pretty excited,” said DeAngelo.

“I didn't play very well in the summer camp but I knew if I played the right way I could get back on the team's radar and it seems I did that. Now I just want to go and earn a final spot.”

Letowski, who won a World Junior gold medal with Team Canada in 1997, said DeAngelo's summer disappointment was a good thing for him.

“He probably remembers the disappointment of being let go, and it's a credit to (Anthony). He's done everything he possibly could to get back into this position and he's earned everything,” Letowski said.

Before DeAngelo leaves for the camp, which begins Sunday, Dec. 15 in Minneapolis, Minnesota and ends on Dec. 23 in Sweden, he says his focus is solely on the Sarnia Sting.

“I'm thinking about our games on Thursday, Friday and Sunday. I won't think about it until next week when I leave (for camp).”

Also on Wednesday, DeAngelo was named the OHL defenceman of the month for November.

The Sting have a mini road trip this week, with a jaunt up to North Bay to play the Battalion on Thursday night before travelling to Sudbury to take on former Sting captain Craig Duininck and the Sudbury Wolves on Friday night.

“North Bay has been struggling a little bit, and we don't see them a lot. It's a little different going up there and we need to worry about our identity, plugging away and being tight defensively,” said Letowski.

He added that the team has been in the mindset of every game is a must win game for a while now, and needs to take that same approach to the games this weekend.

DeAngelo said the Sting need to remember their last loss against the Battalion and use it as motivation.

“Last time they played us they outworked us. We're similar teams and we have to play the way we played in the third period against Windsor for 60 minutes to win the game,” he said.

Sarnia's next home game is on Sunday against the Guelph Storm at 4:05 p.m.

The game is Sarnia's 16th annual Teddy Bear Toss, where fans are encouraged to bring a stuffed animal to throw on the ice after the Sting's first goal.

The Salvation Army will donate all stuffed animals to various charities throughout Sarnia-Lambton.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ North Bay Battalion

Thursday, Dec. 5, 7:00 p.m. @ North Bay Memorial Garden

How they're doing:

Despite being two games below .500, the Battalion are in sixth place in the weaker Eastern Conference.

They blanked Kitchener 4-0 in their last outing to snap a losing streak, and will be eager to continue that against the Sarnia Sting.

Both teams have been struggling as of late, and an out of conference match up is important, but for the Battalion – who sit in a playoff spot – the chance to gain points will be huge.

Sarnia ought to come out fired up, as it will be there first trip to the legendary North Bay Memorial Garden since the team moved to Brampton in 2002.

Players to watch:

Barclay Goodrow

20, RW, 13G, 12A, 28GP in 2013-2014

Goodrow is the Battalion captain and for good reason. The overager has been a steady producer and leader while spending his entire career with the Battalion franchise.

He is currently on pace for 61 points this year, which would be nine more than his career best, but despite being North Bay's leading scorer, he brings mostly a physical presence to the squad.

At 6'2, 215 pounds, Goodrow will be hard to handle for a Sarnia team that is reeling from suspensions.

Blake Clarke

17, LW, 1G, 1A, 14GP in 2013-2014

Clarke has largely been a disappointment for the Battalion this year.

After being a first round pick in the 2012 OHL priority selection, he exploded for 51 points as rookie last season, but has not come even close to that this year.

However, he is still ranked at 37th on TSN's 2014 draft watch, and has the ability to start producing at any time.

While in the midst of the sophomore slump, Clarke is still a dangerous asset for the Battalion.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun

Sarnia Sting set to take on Saginaw 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, November 28, 2013 5:08:34 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting goaltender Brodie Barrick and forward Nikolay Goldobin joke around prior to a team practice on Wednesday. SHAUN BISSON/ THE OBSERVER / QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting are primed for their 6th meeting with the Saginaw Spirit this season, and it's one coach Trevor Letowski is not taking lightly.

“They're a good hockey team. We may have beat them three times, but they are a deep team,” Letowski said.

Sarnia is 3-2 against Saginaw in the season series this year, but have had the help of sniper Bryan Moore in those five games. Letowski and his staff have had to look at some roster shuffling as the right winger begins his eight game suspension.

“It's some more adversity for our team,” the coach said. “We're going to miss him, he's a dangerous player and we haven't had a lot of guys score consistently.”

The suspension will provide a handful of players the chance to make a case for them to be on the team's top line.

“Someone is going to have to fill those minutes, to there are going to be opportunities and hopefully someone can seize the moment,” Letowski said.

One of the players the coach is really hoping steps forward is Davis Brown.

“We're going to give (Brown) a shot there. Moore's best asset is his speed and Davis hopefully can do a little of the same,” Letowski said, adding “we're really happy with Brown so far, so we'll see how it goes.”

The Sting have more options throughout their line up, as Brown will go from the third line to the first line for now.

With Ryan Vendramin seeing success with the Sarnia Legionnaires, and seven healthy defensemen, the coaching staff aren't too disgruntled with the loss of Moore, because they have the option to call Vendramin up, or play with 11 forwards and seven defenders.

“We're going to go back and forth. We like (Jeff) King and (Connor) Schlichting, so we'll try to get them in as much as we can, it'll be game by game,” Letowski said of the line up combinations.

Letwoski said that regardless of who plays, if the Sting want to see success against the Spirit on Friday night they will need a 60 minute effort from everyone.

“It's a big test for our team and we need everyone to dig in. Our conference is tough and when you're playing the top teams you need a lot of things to go right.”

Friday's game will see a pre-game ceremony that celebrates the local support of military personnel and their families in Sarnia-Lambton. On hand to drop the ceremonial puck will be Karen Wilson, Linda and Gene Smith, and Travis Schouten.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs Saginaw Spirit

Friday, Nov. 29, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Saginaw Spirit (15-8-2-1) are on a tear right now, having won seven of their last 10 games, and have posted the league's 4th best Goals For with 107 through 26 games.

This will be the sixth meeting between the Spirit and the Sting this year, with Sarnia holding a 3-2 advantage. However in their last game, Saginaw took it to the Sting with a lopsided 6-2 win.

Sarnia will be looking to repay Saginaw for that, while the Spirit are sure to want to even the season series at three games apeice.

Players to watch:

Jesse Graham

19, D, 6G, 11A, 25GP in 2013-2014

The slick, puck moving defenceman has only appeared in one game for Saginaw since the Spirit indicated they were “all-in” by sending four draft picks to Niagara in exchange for Graham.

On the bigger ice surface arenas not occupied by the IceDogs, Jesse Graham becomes as dangerous a weapon as Anthony DeAngelo and will provide a high flying back and forth match up between the two offensive rearguards.

Brandon Prophet

17, D, 8P, 22PIMS, 24GP in 2013-2014

This 6'2, 210 pounder is a player to watch simply because of the expected fireworks that are set to take place Friday night.

Sarnia rookie Noah Bushnell launched Prophet into the boards from behind, in a hit that earned him only a three game suspension.

Both Prophet and Bushnell were lucky – Prophet could have been seriously injured and Bushnell could have been sitting out for 10 or more games. The big defenceman will be looking to get back at Bushnell on Friday night, and the 16 year old has shown he is always game.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun
League-wide trade talk heating up 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, November 27, 2013 5:20:27 EST PM  

Anthony DeAngelo gets set to listen to drill instruction prior to a Sarnia Sting practice on Wednesday, Nov. 27. With the OHL trade market heating up, DeAngelo will be the Sting's largest asset if they look to move him. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting were dealt a blow to their forward corps earlier this week.

Right winger Bryan Moore was suspended eight games Tuesday by the Ontario Hockey League, stemming from a fight in the late stages of the team's contest against the Saginaw Spirit Nov. 23.

Moore's suspension was broken down into two games for participating in a second fight after the whistle — one game for removing an opponent's helmet, and five games for violating the league's diversity policy.

The suspension will leave the team without their fourth highest scorer until Dec. 18.

Moore's suspension comes at a time when trade movement around the league is beginning to heat up, but doesn't affect the team's plans.

“As we've stated all year long we're open for business, but the Moore suspension doesn't have any bearing on what we're going to do leading up to the (trade) deadline,” said assistant general manager Mark Glavin.

Glavin added “It would be foolish to make a decision that would have a long-term impact based on (Moore) missing eight games.”

Glavin noted that the team is in a good roster position, having the ability to call up forward Ryan Vendramin from the Sarnia Legionnaires like they have in the past, as well as running with their 11 healthy forwards and seven healthy defensemen during the interim.

But they haven't completely ignored the trade market.

On Monday, the league officially announced that the Saginaw Spirit had acquired defenceman Jesse Graham from the Niagara IceDogs for a slew of picks. Just after that, the Erie Otters scooped up forward Brendan Gaunce from the Belleville bulls in a blockbuster move.

Both of these deals have shaped the market for what it will take to move a high-impact player, of which the Sting have in Anthony DeAngelo and Nick Latta.

“There are some teams that are clearly identifying themselves as buyers,” Glavin said, adding “we can only worry about ourselves and we can't react to deals that have gone on.”

When the Saginaw Spirit acquired a puck-moving defender in Jesse Graham for two second round picks, a third rounder, and a conditional second, it became evident that the Sarnia Sting would be asking at least that for Anthony DeAngelo.

“We're not actively looking to move Anthony, but when it comes to value we feel his is as high if not higher than some of the guys that are being traded,” Glavin said.

“He's going to be back next year and he's one of the top defensemen in our league. He's a big part of our future but his value is through the roof right now.”

Glavin said that the team is not looking for anything specific right now, but wants to acquire assets that are going to contribute now, as well as potentially for the next two years.

“We're happy with the moves that we've made and feel that it sets us up well (going forward),” he said, adding “this team is going to be built on a strong nucleus of '96 (born players) and '97 (born players).”

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Good road effort not enough to beat Hounds 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, November 22, 2013 10:06:02 EST PM  

Davis Brown catches his breath in between drills at a Sarnia Sting practice on Nov. 6. Brown opened the scoring for the Sarnia Sting in a 5-3 loss to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds on Friday, Nov. 22. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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One three game streak was destined to come to an end on Friday night as the Sarnia Sting took on the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

Unfortunately for Sarnia, it was their winning streak that came to a halt as the Greyhounds captured a 5-3 win at home.

The OHL's Western Division leading Hounds only trailed once in the game and held the lead for most of the games final 40 minutes, in an effort Sting head coach Trevor Letowski called a good road game.

“We were coming up against a desperate team that had lost three games in a row, we knew they would come hard and I thought for the most part we answered the bell,” he said.

Davis Brown scored his second goal in as many games when he got the game's first goal on a nifty backhand at the 3:42 mark of the first period.

Letowski, who has lauded Brown's consistency and work ethic all year said “it's really nice to see kids get rewarded, and for (Brown) to get goals in back to back games, it's big.”

Jarred McCann tied things up for the Soo with just over five minutes to play in the first period, and after an early second period goal by Michael Bunting, the Greyhounds never looked back.

The Soo extended the lead to two goals late in the period, but Letowski said that didn't put an end to Sarnia's high compete level.

“We showed some resiliency. We got down two goals a couple of times tonight and fought back, and we gave ourselves a chance to win the game against a good hockey team,” he said.

“It was a loud crowd and it wasn't an easy place to play tonight.”

Vladislav Kodola scored Sarnia's second goal to draw the Sting within one, and after the Soo restored the two goal lead early in the third, Nikolay Goldobin pocketed his 15th of the season to make it 4-3.

An empty net goal would ice it for the Greyhounds, and turn Sarnia's attention to the Saginaw Spirit, whom they face on Saturday night.

“If we play like we did (Friday) we'll get rewarded (against Saginaw),” said Letowski, adding “when you play hard against a team like (Sault Ste. Marie), you'll have a good chance.”

He did note that the big thing for the Sting will be coming out hard again and making sure they don't get down early.

“Things have been going well and we've beaten (Saginaw) the last three times we've played them so it'll be in the back of their mind and they'll be ready to go,” he said.

STING NOTES

Nikolay Goldobin was named the game's third star with one goal and one assist. The Hounds' David Miller was second star with the game winning goal, and first star went to Jarred McCann who had a goal and an assist.

Scratched for Sarnia on the night was Noah Bushnell (suspension), Matteo Ciccarelli (upper body injury), and Connor Schlichting.

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net and made 27 saves on 31 shots.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Saginaw Spirit

Saturday, Nov. 23, 7:11 p.m. @ Dow Event Center

How they're doing:

The Spirit are reeling after a tough overtime loss against the Plymouth Whalers on Friday night.

Having dropped three of four to the Sting this year, the Spirit will want to change that trend.

Noah Bushnell is serving the last game of the suspension he picked up against the Spirit in their previous match up, but it is doubtful that Saginaw will forget about that hit.

Games between these two teams are traditionally rough, and Saturday will be no exception.

Players to watch:

Kristoff Kontos

20, C, 8G, 21A, 23GP in 2013-2014

Kontos is an electrifying player but somehow Sarnia has managed to neutralize him as much as possible this year. He's coming off of a two point night against Plymouth, which he will certainly be trying to replicate against the Sting on Saturday.

Andrey Alexeev

18, RW, 9G, 9A, 22GP in 2013-2014

The skilled Russian is just four points away from tying his career OHL high and doesn't look like he'll be stopping there.

Extremely shifty and quick, an Alexeev vs. Goldobin show down is always entertaining to watch and should have fans on their feet quite a bit during Saturday night's tilt.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia Sting defenceman Jeff King found himself inside goaltender Brodie Barrick's crease during Sarnia's last match up with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds on Nov. 1. The Sting head to the Soo on Friday night to try and keep momentum from a three game win streak going. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting are in no rush to name a new captain.

And as they ride a three game win-streak into another weekend of games, they appear to not be in need of one.

“Right now we're comfortable with the (three) A's, and we'll evaluate as we go,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

“It's not a big priority for us at this point,” he said.

“He was a big piece, but some of the older guys need to step up and be more vocal,” said defenceman Josh Chapman, adding “it's tough to forget about Craig, but it's on us to lead now.”

Letowski said “the captaincy, you don't just throw that around lightly. A lot of thought went into giving Craig the “C” in the summer, and midway through the season it's tough to throw that on someone.”

The coach added that he was happy with the team's lead as a group mentality, but wouldn't rule out awarding the captaincy if it was warranted.

“I might give it out at some point, but it doesn't seem to be a real big pressing issue for us,” he said.

Two players who were recently added to the team have deepened the veteran leadership in the room that Chapman touched on.

Overagers Erik Robichaud and Jimmy McDowell have seemed to had positive impacts on the team, both with their play and their presence in the room.

“I like them, they're both low maintenance guys and good teammates,” said Letowski.

Robichaud was acquired just prior to Sarnia's last road trip as a free agent signing, while McDowell was part of the return in the Craig Duininck trade.

McDowell's presence was immediately felt, as he scored three points in his first three games in a Sting uniform.

“Jimmy made a good impression right away offensively,” said Letowski, adding “anytime you come to a new place and you can contribute right away it's a good thing.”

While Robichaud scored in just his second game for the Sting, it may be what he brings to the team off the ice that has had the biggest impact.

“Robi is a popular guy in the room. He's a real good teammate and he's been very serviceable for us,” said the coach.

Things seem to have taken an upward turn with the Sarnia Sting who are entering a mini two game road trip where they will play the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds and the Saginaw Spirit.

The Hounds are on a losing streak of their own and were blasted publicly by coach Sheldon Keefe after losing to the Kitchener Rangers, and are reeling from a 4-2 loss on Thursday night to the Saginaw Spirit.

Letowski said that while the Hounds may come out fired up, it is nothing new for the Sting when they go to Sault Ste. Marie.

“We don't need (Keefe's comments) to motivate us. In that building they always come hard, and we need to do that as well,” he said.

“They've lost a few games so I think it's important to get a lead early and if we can do that, it will be very beneficial to our game.”

Sarnia and Sault Ste. Marie have split their two previous meetings this year, with the Hounds winning 8-3 in the Soo, and Sarnia coming out victorious in a 4-3 win at home.

Defenceman Josh Chapman is questionable for the game with a lower body injury, but has been practicing this week. Matteo Ciccarelli is still out with an upper body injury and the Sting have not set a timetable on his return.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

Friday, Nov. 22, 7:07 p.m. @ Essar Centre

How they're doing:

The Greyhounds are reeling right now, having dropped three straight games. The Sault lost the last time these two teams met as well, and being fresh off a 4-2 defeat to the Saginaw Spirit, you can bet the Hounds will come out firing.

Sergei Tolchinsky may be tired, having to travel to Oshawa for Thursday night's Subway Super Series game, but Sarnia's Nikolay Goldobin will be in the same boat.

With Sarnia riding some momentum and the Soo looking to change theirs', expect a hard fought physical match up.

Players to watch:

Alex Gudbranson

19, D, 3G, 3A, 22GP in 2013-2014

Gudbranson isn't a goal scorer by any means. But the physicality he and defense partner Darnell Nurse bring to the Hounds' back end is undeniable, and they may be the best pairing in the league.

Gudbranson showed his mean side and wicked hard shot the last time these two teams played, and Sarnia will have to be wary of his cannon from the point.

Patrick Watling

20, RW, 5G, 17A, 23 GP in 2013-2014

Watling has been a pleasant surprise for the Hounds as an overage player this season. He brings depth to scoring and has some great chemistry with rookie Michael Bunting.

Sault Ste. Marie has the ability to roll multiple forward lines that can score, whereas Sarnia has been struggling to get secondary point production this year. The defense and checking lines will need to be extra careful when Watling's line is on the ice.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun
Sarnia dumps Saginaw for second straight win 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, November 15, 2013 10:31:05 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Bryan Moore (right) and Saginaw Spirit forward Jimmy Lodge battle for a loose puck during the second period of their game in Sarnia on Friday night. Moore had a goal and an assist in Sarnia's 5-3 win. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting forward Bryan Moore (right) and Saginaw Spirit forward Jimmy Lodge battle for a loose puck during the second period of their game in Sarnia on Friday night. Moore had a goal and an assist in Sarnia's 5-3 win. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting won back to back games for only the second time this season with a 5-3 victory over the Saginaw Spirit on Friday night.

It was the third time in four games between the two teams that the Sting have been able to trump their division rival, and head coach Trevor Letowski was extremely happy with the effort.

“Missing (Josh) Chapman, and having just moved (Craig) Duininck, that's a big win for our hockey team,” Letowski said, adding “We're learning how to win hockey games, and I was really, really proud of the effort.”

Just like Thursday night, Sarnia got the scoring started early, this time thanks to a Nikolay Goldobin powerplay marker.

It was one of two goals Goldobin had on the night, part of the Russian's three point, first star performance.

Saginaw tied the game at the 7:41 mark before Goldobin restored the one goal lead just past the 12:00 mark of the opening frame.

Saginaw would tie the game again in the first, but after Bryan Moore's goal made it 3-2 for Sarnia, the Sting never looked back.

Letowski said the only blemishes in their game tonight was a brief span in the first period, but the team is succeeding when they simplify the game.

“We're skating hard, we're getting in hard, and we're getting out hard. Guys are buying in.”

Nick Latta pocketed a goal to make it 4-2 for the Sting, but shortly afterwards rookie Noah Bushnell was ejected from the game for a hit from behind.

Fellow rookie Connor Schlichting also left the game due to an injury, which Letowski said wasn't serious, but rendered the team two men short.

Sarnia was able to kill off the major penalty to Bushnell, but it left a tired squad on the bench.

“Our top line was getting tired, but I wanted to win that one so we just rolled three lines,” he said.

The teams traded goals in the third period, but the game was never in doubt and Letowski said it may be a turning point for the team.

“We've got some wins in the past but we haven't taken a step forward, and I think with this win we finally got over the hump, hopefully,” he said.

Sarnia will be tested by the Plymouth Whalers on Saturday night, when they travel to Michigan to play the team directly ahead of them in the Western Conference standings.

STING NOTES

First star of the game was Nikolay Goldobin with two goals and one assist. Anthony DeAngelo had three assists, good enough for the game's second star, and Saginaw's Kristoff Kontos was the game's third star.

Scratched for Sarnia on the night was Josh Chapman (lower body injury), Matteo Ciccarelli (upper body injury), and Alex Carnevale.

Taylor Dupuis got the start in net and made 43 saves on 46 shots.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Plymouth Whalers

Saturday, Nov. 15 7:05 p.m. @ Compuware Arena

How they're doing:

The Plymouth Whalers are not as strong as they were last year, and are actually four games below .500 so far this season.

However, they have arguably the OHL's best goaltender in Alex Nedjelkovic, a first round prospect for this year's upcoming NHL entry draft.

Coming off of a shootout win over the Mississauga Steelheads, both teams will be looking to ride momentum to another victory.

Players to watch:

Alex Nedjelkovic

G, 17, 3.51 GAA, .907 SV%, 19GP in 2013-2014

Nejelkovic surprised a lot of people last year when he came in as a rookie and stone walled the Whalers to the Western Conference final.

While his numbers are down from last season, he is still the class of the OHL in net and just adds to the litany of strong goaltenders the Sting have to get past in the Western Conference.

Jordan Addesi

LW, 17, 2G, 0A, 8GP in 2013-2014

This will be the Sting's first match up against the Whalers since Plymouth claimed Addesi off of waivers from Sarnia.

Both of Addesi's goals came while playing with the Sting this season, and he has not flourished in Plymouth like he was hoping.

A match up against his former team might be exactly what he needs to get going.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Four game skid snapped 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, November 14, 2013 10:30:42 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting defenceman Tyler Hore strips the puck from Kitchener Rangers forward Mike Davies during the second period of their game in Sarnia on Thursday, Nov. 14, 2013. Hore opened the scoring for Sarnia early in the first period with a slapshot that would wind up being the game winner in a 5-0 Sting victory. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting defenceman Tyler Hore strips the puck from Kitchener Rangers forward Mike Davies during the second period of their game in Sarnia on Thursday, Nov. 14, 2013. Hore opened the scoring for Sarnia early in the first period with a slapshot that would wind up being the game winner in a 5-0 Sting victory. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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A three assist night in what may have been a breakout game for rookie Vladislav Kodola was enough to beat the Kitchener Rangers on Thursday night.

A 5-0 thrashing, thanks in large part to Kodola's effort and goaltender Taylor Dupuis' stellar 34 save shutout, ended a four game losing streak for the Sting.

“A lot of work went into that win,” said Sarnia head coach Trevor Letowski. He added “we were in a pretty low place last weekend and it took a lot to dig out of that.”

Sarnia opened the scoring 3:52 into the first period on a powerplay, thanks to a howitzer from the point by defenceman Tyler Hore.

That was all the scoring the first period would see, as sloppy play on both sides of the ice for Kitchener and the Sting prevented anyone from establishing possession.

Sarnia went right back to work in the second period, scoring 3:06 into the frame on a Bryan Moore floater.

Letowski said the turning point of the game may have been Nikita Korostelev's goal with just 1:05 left in the second period to put the Sting up 3-0.

“That was a big one. Our team is a little fragile right now and we haven't had points for a while so to get a lead like that at that stage of the game is huge,” he said.

Nikolay Goldobin made things 4-0 just over halfway through the third period, and in his first game with the Sting after being acquired on Wednesday, Jimmy McDowell scored to give the Sting their final marker on the night.

The team may have not gotten to that point though without a few clutch stops by Taylor Dupuis.

“He made the save of the year when it was a 2-0 game. It could have been 2-1 and a different story tonight,” Letowski said, adding that “we love his competitiveness. He makes the second and third saves.”

Dupuis, while happy with the way he played, was more concerned with how uplifting the victory would be for the team as a whole.

“Last weekend wasn't any fun. You look to get on the road and have some fun with the boys but we didn't do that. It was nice to come back at home and put up a game like that,” he said.

The game, which was the first after captain Craig Duininck was traded on Wednesday, came after a long week of looking in the mirror said Letowski.

“We did some real soul searching this week as a group,” he said.

Sarnia jumps right back into action on Friday night, when they host the Saginaw Spirit, a team that Sarnia has beaten twice already this year.

Player reaction to Duininck trade

“I don’t think any of the guys really saw it coming.He’s been a big part of this organization for a few years now, he’s the hardest working guy on the ice and it’s really tough to see him go,” said Josh Chapman.

His defense partner, Anthony DeAngelo said “We kind of expected it to happen at some point of the season, but to do it now really took me by surprise. He was a great partner, and a great guy.”

“It’s tough to see your captain go. Craig was a great leader, and just a great all around guy,” said forward Davis Brown.

--- --- ---

On Tap

Sarnia Sting vs Saginaw Spirit

Friday, Nov. 15, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they’re doing:

The Saginaw Spirit currently sit in 5th place in the OHL’s Western Conference with 24 points, and will be on rested legs having not played on Thursday night.

Sarnia has two of their wins this year against the Spirit and will be looking to continue that trend.

It won’t be easy however, as Saginaw is riding a three game winning streak.

Players to watch:

Jake Paterson

19, G, 3.32 GAA, .908 SV%, 15GP in 2013-2014

The former Team Canada World Junior goaltender is having his best OHL season as far as save percentage goes this year.

An athletic goalie, Paterson is a challenge for shooters anytime he's in the net, and will need to play a key role for the Spirit if they want to beat the Sting.

Justin Sefton

20, D, 4G, 4A, 20GP in 2013-2014

Sefton was acquired by Saginaw from London prior to the season beginning in an attempt to bring some stability and leadership to Spirit's back end.

The overager has played for three teams over the last two seasons, but now that he's found a home in Saginaw, he's on pace to have a career year in points.

A San Jose Sharks pick, Sefton holds some considerable size at 6'3, 225 pounds, and will be a force down low.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Sarnia loses close game to Mississauga 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Monday, November 11, 2013 8:03:36 EST AM  

Sarnia Sting defenceman Craig Duininck (right) is pictured celebrating a goal in a contest against the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds last season. Duininck had one of three Sarnia goals in a 4-3 loss to the Mississauga Steelheads on Sunday, Nov. 10. (Observer file photo)

Sarnia Sting defenceman Craig Duininck (right) is pictured celebrating a goal in a contest against the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds last season. Duininck had one of three Sarnia goals in a 4-3 loss to the Mississauga Steelheads on Sunday, Nov. 10. (Observer file photo)
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The Sarnia Sting had a three game road swing culminate in a 4-3 loss to the Mississauga Steelheads on Sunday, Nov. 10.

A 2-0 first period lead over their Eastern Conference opponents quickly evaporated as Sarnia surrendered four goals on 13 shots in the second frame.

“We're grinding for points and just coming up short,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

Sarnia came into the matinee affair coming off of a 7-1 loss to the Erie Otters on Saturday night, and the quick turn around caused a somewhat sluggish start for the team.

“It was tough. It was a short night, you're up early and guys aren't used to that so it was tough,” he said, adding that despite the sluggish start he was happy with the fight the team showed.

Sarnia got onto the board first in the game when newly acquired overager Erik Robichaud flipped a puck into the Steelheads' zone from centre ice and his dump in fooled goaltender Spencer Martin.

The Sting got the 2-0 lead on a last second howitzer from Craig Duininck, a goal that Letowski was really impressed with.

“We got a lucky goal with the first one, but that goal at the end of the period was a real nice one,” he said.

Sarnia was outshot 11-6 in the frame, but goaltender Brodie Barrick held the fort, turning aside every attempt he faced.

The second period began quite differently.

“It's a bit of the same story (as all season), we just couldn't put them away,” said Letowski.

Mississauga scored all four of their goals in a 13 minute span in the second period, sending Barrick to the bench with Taylor Dupuis coming on in relief.

Dupuis made 22 saves on 22 shots after entering the game, and Letowski said he gave them a chance to get points.

“Taylor came in and shut the door for us and gave us a chance to win,” said Letowski, adding “we've had a stretch where we haven't been playing well but (Sunday) was a better effort.”

Sarnia's loss was their fourth in a row and drops the team to 5-14-0-1 on the year.

“As a young team, it's not fun. And it really shouldn't be, you have to feel those losses,” said Letowski.

However, he says they have reason not to hang their heads.

“You try not to package everything together as a whole,” he said, adding that it's better to look at games by themselves rather than adding them together.

Sarnia will have a day off on Monday before returning to the ice on Tuesday to get ready for three games in three nights, beginning with hosting the Kitchener Rangers on Thursday, Nov. 14.

Puck drop for that game is 7:05 p.m.

STING NOTES

Taylor Dupuis was named the games third star, making 22 saves on 22 shots in relief for the Sting. Second star went to Mississauga's who had two assists, while first star of the game went to the Steelheads' Sam Babintsev who had a goal and an assist.

Brodie Barrick started for the Sting and made 16 saves on 20 shots.

Scratched for Sarnia were Jeff King and Matteo Ciccarelli.

Erik Robichaud's goal was his first career OHL goal.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Sarnia drops first of three game swing 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, November 7, 2013 10:10:51 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Bryan Moore is all smiles as he skates up the ice at practice on Wednesday, Nov. 6. Despite Moore's 2 goal performance against the Niagara IceDogs on Thursday night, the Sting didn't have anything to smile about as they fell 6-3. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting forward Bryan Moore is all smiles as he skates up the ice at practice on Wednesday, Nov. 6. Despite Moore's 2 goal performance against the Niagara IceDogs on Thursday night, the Sting didn't have anything to smile about as they fell 6-3. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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A 6-3 loss to the Niagara IceDogs wasn't how the Sarnia Sting were hoping to open up their weekend road trip.

Trailing 2-0 after one period of play, Sarnia found themselves down 4-0 just three minutes into the second frame.

“That's a desperate team we were playing,” Sting head coach Trevor Letowski said, “we knew they were going to come hard, they play pretty well in their building and they took it to us.”

Sarnia would go down 5-0 at one point in the game, but it was the game's third goal, a disputable high stick that Letowski said was the turning point.

“To give up the third one, it was a huge goal in the hockey game and to me the stick looked high, and I thought they missed that one,” said the Sting coach.

Sarnia's offense in the game again came from strictly one line, but even the Bryan Moore, Nick Latta, Nikolay Goldobin could not keep the team from turning in another bad effort.

“We scored a couple powerplay goals, but we didn't have many guys going,” Letowski said.

“It was a pretty tough night all around. We had a subpar effort against Sudbury and now again (Thursday), so we really need a push back against Erie,” he said.

Sarnia's new signee Erik Robichaud met up with the team before they departed for the three game road swing, and with their next game not until Saturday, Robichaud has a day of practice before potentially suiting up.

“We're going to talk about it as a staff, but we need to make sure he's ready, and we'll make that decision tomorrow,” Letowski said.

The Sting take on the Erie Otters on Saturday night, with puck drop coming at 7:00 p.m.

STING NOTES

Scratched for the Sting were Jeff King and Erik Robichaud.

Sarnia's Connor Schlichting was named the OHL's Western Division Academic Player of the Month on Thursday.

All three game stars went to IceDogs players. First star was Carter Verhaeghe, second was Ben Hughes, and third was Alexander Propatovich.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia Sting needs to be desperate for points, says coach 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, November 6, 2013 6:48:28 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting Brodie Barrick prepares to take a backhand shot from Vladislav Kodola at practice on Wednesday. The Sting kick off a three game road swing on Thursday with a trip to St. Catharines to play the Niagara IceDogs, a homecoming of sorts for Barrick, who is from the neighbouring town of Welland. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY 
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As the Sarnia Sting head out on a three game road swing, head coach Trevor Letowski says the team needs to be desperate for points.

“This is an important time of the season,” Letowski said, adding “we haven't been able to get over the hump in games and get much momentum. We've had some good efforts scattered throughout but we haven't really strung much together.”

The Sting begin the road trip to St. Catharine's where they will face the Niagara IceDogs on the small ice of the Gatorade Garden City Complex.

“It's an interesting building. They come at you fast and their (penalty kill) is very aggressive. Things happen fast in that rink so we have to be ready right from the start,” Letowski said.

While the road trip offers up a chance to bond and spend time together with teammates, Letowski wants to see some improvement on the ice over the weekend.

“Our defensive zone coverage has started to get a little loose for our liking so we've changed some things there. We're going to try to play a little bit harder in our end,” he said.

Sarnia's road trip concludes with games in Erie and Mississauga, and will feature a new face on the team bus.

On Wednesday, the Sting signed overage forward Erik Robichaud to bolster their lineup.

“We needed to bring a forward in and with the overage spot open we had an opportunity to bring in someone who has played major junior hockey before,” assistant general manager Mark Glavin said.

Robichaud was playing for the Teir II Junior “A” Abiti Eskimos of the Northern Ontario Junior Hockey League this year where he had 24 points in 13 games.

Glavin said the signing of Robichaud, who had previously played for PEI Rockets of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League will help the team with their lack of secondary scoring.

“We envision him as providing some offense,” Glavin said, adding “we look at him as a playmaking forward who has the ability to score, and we're looking for him to produce.”

Robichaud will join the team on Thursday morning and while Letowski said he doesn't know if he will get into a game this weekend, having him with the team was important.

On tap

Sarnia Sting @ Niagara IceDogs

Thursday, Nov. 7, 7:00 p.m. @ Gatorade Garden City Complex

How they're doing:

The IceDogs are a young team and while the OHL's Eastern Conference is generally weaker than the West, Niagara is still struggling. The team is off to a 5-9-1-2 start despite the production of elite forwards Brendan Perlini and Carter Verheaghe.

The IceDogs will present a good opportunity for the Sting to get off to a good start on the road trip, and Sarnia's 4-3 loss at home to Niagara earlier this year will not be easily forgotten.

Players to watch:

Brendan Perlini

17, LW, 13G, 16A, 17GP in 2013-2014

The second year OHLer is making waves ahead of the upcoming NHL draft with his play on an underachieving IceDogs team this season. Perlini has exploded offensively and sits in 8th in the OHL's scoring race.

A good sized forward at 6'2, 205 pounds, the Sting will have their hands full with the sniper who is ranked 12th in TSN's 2014 NHL Entry Draft Rankings.

Carter Verheaghe

18, C, 11G, 17A, 17GP in 2013-2014

Verheaghe was expected to come out to a hot start and the Maple Leafs' draft pick has done just that. In their previous match up against Sarnia, Verheaghe was the best player on the ice.

On a line with Brendan Perlini, that duo could prove to be very troublesome for the Sarnia defense, and it is likely Craig Duininck and Anthony DeAngelo will be charged with neutralizing them.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Hockey club’s record not indicative of team's play, says coach 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Tuesday, October 29, 2013 6:23:37 EDT PM  

Sarnia Sting head coach Trevor Letowski is pictured instructing players during practice. The Sting sit in second last in the OHL's Western Conference through 15 games, but Letowski says their record is not indicative of their play. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)

Sarnia Sting head coach Trevor Letowski is pictured instructing players during practice. The Sting sit in second last in the OHL's Western Conference through 15 games, but Letowski says their record is not indicative of their play. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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Despite a 4-10-0-1 record through 15 games, Sarnia Sting brass are happy with where they are at this point of the Ontario Hockey League season.

“We knew it was going to be a slow process,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

“There is a little bit of frustration because no one likes to lose, but I think when you look at it a little deeper, in 13 of 15 games we've been there. We haven't been out of a game that often.”

While wins and losses determine the end result, a record doesn't tell the whole story, Letowski said.

The Sting currently sit in 9th place in the OHL's Western Conference with nine points, just one point ahead of a Kitchener Rangers team that has played three fewer games. However, the Sting are also only five points back of Saginaw and Plymouth, both teams that are in their division and have defeated Sarnia by close margins.

Assistant general manager Mark Glavin also believes that the team is not having as unsuccessful of a season as their record indicates.

“They keep score for a reason and our goal is to go out and win every game we play, but we need to sit back and look at the bigger picture,” Glavin said, adding that the team is happy with how their current group of players is developing.

Letowski said that part of that development is the team showing some resiliency in the face of early season adversity.

“Overall I'm happy with the progression of the team. I'm obviously not happy with the wins and losses, but it is what it is,” he said.

“I think people need to realize that our group has been right there each and every game. We knew that we had a young group and for the most part we've been getting a lot out of our players individually,” he added.

Letowski still believes the team's biggest issue is the need for secondary scoring, one that defenceman Tyler Hore echoed.

“I think we could do a little better offensively, put some more goals in, but I also think we need to help out more defensively and give our goalies some more help,” he said.

Goaltender Taylor Dupuis said that while there is room for improvement, the team's record is a bit inflated.

“There are only four or five games where we've let points slip away. If you look at the standings we could be right there with those points and it hurts not getting them, but the season is still young.”

With the season still being young, Letowski is still working to mold the identity of the team, and said he believes there is an opportunity to improve.

Late Tuesday afternoon, the Sarnia Sting moved further down that road by closing the door on the Brett Hargrave situation.

Hargrave, who notified the team of his wish to be traded almost two weeks ago, was traded to the Owen Sound Attack for a slew of draft picks, including a conditional 2nd rounder in 2016, a 3rd round pick in 2017, and a 4th round pick in 2014.

The Sting are still attempting to find a deal for forward Jordan Addesi, and Glavin said that while talks are progressing it would be impossible to put a date on exactly when it will be done.

Sarnia returns to action on Friday night when they host the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds at 7:05 p.m.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
Opinion: Hargrave and family making big mistake 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, October 25, 2013 4:21:46 EDT PM  

Brett Hargrave has made a big mistake by requesting a trade and walking away from the Sarnia Sting. He's pictured here playing against his hometown team, the North Bay Battalion on Sept. 29, 2013. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVR/QMI AGENCY
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I've been asked quite frequently over the past week about the Brett Hargrave situation.

It sounds rather ominous to call it that, but right now, I don't really know what else to call it.

Last week Hargrave requested a trade from the Sarnia Sting and notified the team that he would be returning home to North Bay to await that trade.

Both the Sarnia Sting and Hargrave's agent Darren Ferris said it was a family decision and Hargrave's parents were the ones who made the call to go home — which really makes me scratch my head.

Hargrave was the Sting's first round pick in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection, a draft that saw players like Jarred McCann, Josh Ho-Sang, Roland McKeown and of course, Connor McDavid, selected.

All of these players, outside of McDavid, are vying for selection in this year's NHL Entry Draft.

One would assume Hargrave would want to do they same thing, no?

If that's the case, he should be playing and producing, trying to boost his draft stock.

Obviously, Hargrave's parents felt he wasn't being best served by the Sting, hence the requested trade.

Now, the ones doing him a disservice are his parents.

If the 6'4”, 205-pound forward wanted to improve his chances at getting drafted to the show, he would be playing hockey trying to improve on his career stat line of just 15 points in 72 OHL games, rather than sitting at home.

Not only do those stats pose red flags for teams looking to draft a forward, but now teams that Hargrave could potentially have been drafted by are wondering about his commitment to the sport and his team.

He was getting top six minutes in Sarnia. There aren't many places in the OHL where 15 points will get you that kind of ice-time.

Brett Hargrave and his family are making a big mistake.

It's hard to determine exactly why they made the decision they did (my attempts to reach the family for comment have come up empty).

And now the only thing that really matters is that Hargrave isn't playing hockey, and it is up to the Sarnia Sting to determine if he does this year.

When Hargrave asked for a trade, the Sting said 'OK' and since then have been actively searching for one. Assistant general manager Mark Glavin has even said they don't want to see Hargrave sit too long.

But they don't owe him any favours.

The player walked away from the team, and Sting management well within its rights to wait for a trade that suits the team.

Realistically, the most Sarnia can hope to get in return for a player who only has 15 points in the OHL is a late round draft choice, so I doubt they are in much of a hurry to acquire that.

Hargrave walked away from a situation where he had the best opportunity to learn and grow from two men who have been there before in Trevor Letowski and Andy Delmore.

An honourable mention in TSN's latest draft rankings, Hargrave may quickly find himself off the radar of all teams in the NHL.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia looking to ride momentum into game against Greyhounds 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 
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Sarnia Sting veterans Josh Chapman and Alexandre Renaud give rookies Noah Bushnell, Connor Schlichting, and Zach Core fighting lessons after their practice on Tuesday, Oct. 22. The Sting travel to the Soo on Wednesday night for their first match up of the season against the Greyhounds. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting travel north to Sault Ste. Marie on Wednesday night to face their divisional rivals, and are looking to build on some recent success.

The Sting, 3-1 in their last four games, are excited for the challenge that facing the Soo brings, and head coach Trevor Letowski says he feels the timing of the game is good for the team.

“To me it's good timing this game, they're a team that's only lost once, it's a good measuring stick. We feel we're playing fairly well and it's a big test for us to go up there on the road and see how we respond,” he said.

The Sting will be faced with the challenge of shutting down two of the league's best players in Darnell Nurse and Sergey Tolchinsky.

“Tolchinsky is a very dynamic player, and on the road it's hard to get match ups. We want certain players out there against him and we won't always get it so we have to be aware when a player like that is on the ice,” said Letowski, noting that the team will need a good defensive effort to neutralize the Russian.

As for Darnell Nurse, Letowski knows that his top lines will be seeing a lot of the Soo defenceman, and will try to work around that.

“(Nurse is) a physical guy that's going to be hard on our top players so we'll try to get them away from him, but again, it'll be hard because it's on the road.”

Sarnia elected to use seven defensemen and 11 forwards in their last game against the Saginaw Spirit due to an injury to Daniel Nikandrov, will likely go the same route against the Greyhounds.

According to assistant general manager Mark Glavin, Nikandrov has been ruled out for the Wednesday night match up and is questionable for weekend games.

While the Sting could go the traditional route and dress 12 forwards and six defensemen, they have decided not to while they search for a trade for second year forward, Jordan Addesi.

“We feel that a fresh start will be in his best interest,” said Glavin of Addesi, adding “it's just not working out, and rather than letting it linger we want to look at doing something to help our club and the player.”

Glavin also said that while there is nothing concrete on the trade front as of yet, it is unlikely that Addesi would see action with the team and that they are actively involved in trade negotiations for both he and Brett Hargrave.

Sarnia returns to action at home on Friday, Oct. 25 when they host Aaron Ekblad and the Barrie Colts. That game will see a 7:05 p.m. puck drop.

On tap

Sarnia Sting @ Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

Wednesday, Oct. 23, 2013, 7:07 p.m. @ Essar Centre

How they're doing

The Soo Greyhounds (8-1-0-2) are currently sitting in second place in the Western Conference and are in first place in their division. Powered by top 10 NHL draft pick Darnell Nurse, the Hounds only have one regulation loss this year and have one of the league's best goal differentials at +21. Match ups between the Sting and the Soo have always proved entertaining over the years, and with Sarnia riding a bit of a momentum boost right now, this game will be no different.

Players to watch

Sergey Tolchinsky

18, RW, 11G, 10A, 11GP in 2013-2014

This undrafted Russian made waves during the summer when he impressed as a free agent invite to the Carolina Hurricanes rookie camp, and he's continuing his stellar play in OHL action. 21 points in 11 games is an impressive pace, but what's really insane is that it is only good for tied for 5th in the OHL scoring race. This will be a good head to head match up of strong imports when Nikolay Goldobin and Tolchinsky are on the ice together.

Darnell Nurse

18, D, 1G, 9A, 10GP in 2013-2014

Many people believed the hulking defender would stay with the Edmonton Oilers for the season, and they probably could have used him. However, the Greyhounds are happy they got Nurse back as his point per game pace has only helped the team offensively. The value Nurse has on the backend for the Hounds is undeniable and his +3 rating is made even more impressive when you consider that he constantly sees time against other teams' top line players. Look for him to be matched up with the Goldobin-Latta-Moore line.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Owen Sound scores three straight to beat Sarnia 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Friday, October 18, 2013 10:37:28 EDT PM  
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Another early lead turned into a disappointing loss for the Sarnia Sting on Friday night.

The Sting took a 2-1 lead into the third period over Owen Sound but would end up falling 4-2 to the Attack, ending their two game winning streak.

“That's tough you know. We played hard. We had chances to put that game away and we just couldn't bury it,” head coach Trevor Letowski said.

Gemel Smith of the Attack got the game's scoring started at the 12:08 mark of the first period, but Sarnia answered back with two quick goals of their own. Noah Bushnell scored his first career OHL goal before Nick Latta put away a slick feed from Bryan Moore to take a 2-1 lead into the second frame.

The middle period was scoreless and Owen Sound found the net three straight times in the second half of the third period to seal the win.

Sarnia had an extended five on three late in the second period, but failed to score, something Letowski said hurt them in the long run.

“That five on three was disappointing. We moved the puck around pretty well and had probably four quality chances to score on it but their goalie stood tall,” he said.

“We're doing a lot of good things right now. We have to stay positive that we're playing a pretty good brand of hockey, and tonight should have been a different outcome,” he said, adding that mistakes late in the game cost them.

Letowski doesn't think the Sting should hang their heads however.

“We 're playing the right way now and we're giving ourselves the chance each and every night and the guys should keep their heads up.”

Sarnia has the chance to grab two more points in the standings tomorrow night against Saginaw, and Letoswki said they are looking to ahead to that now.

Third line centre Daniel Nikandrov was injured late in the second period when he suffered a cut to his leg. His status for Saturday night's game against Saginaw is unknown.

Sting notes

First star of the game went to Owen Sound's Zach Nastasiuk with two goals and an assist. Former Sting netminder and Attack goalkeeper Brandon Hope was the games second star with 32 saves on 34 shots. Sting rookie Noah Bushnell was named third star, scoring his first OHL goal.

Brodie Barrick made 21 saves on 24 shots on the night for the Sting.

Sarnia scratched Mike DiPaolo, Brett Hargrave, Connor Schlichting, and Jordan Addesi.

The Sting had their “Pink The Rink” night in support of breast cancer awareness. The team wore pink jerseys that will be auctioned off for the Canadian Cancer Society.

On tap

Sarnia Sting @ Saginaw Spirit

Saturday, Oct. 19, 7:11 p.m. @ Dow Event Center

How they're doing:

The Spirit are coming off of a 6-3 loss at the hands of the Sarnia Sting and will be hungry to revenge that loss against their divisional rival. Jake Paterson may have given up six goals in the Thursday night game, but he made the save of the year on Bryan Moore and will likely be back in the cage. Saturday's game could be a fair bit feistier as well, with Saginaw looking for some retribution for a big hit on Andrey Alexeev from their first match up this past week.

Players to watch:

Zach Bratina

19, LW, 3G, 2A, 11GP in 2013-2014

Bratina is a former first round pick that seems to be slowly finding his place in the OHL. He has the ability to agitate both on the scoreboard and in the corners and found his way under the skin of the Sting on Thursday night, targeting Connor Schlichting. Bratina only scored six goals last year between stints in Plymouth and Saginaw, and is halfway to that already this season.

Cody Payne

19, RW, 6G, 1A, 12GP in 2013-2014

The Boston Bruins draft pick was fairly quiet in the match up with Sarnia on Thursday night and seems to be not having a great year. The Spirit need Payne to get going for them to have success, and having back to back games against a divisional rival may be what he needs to get fired up. The Sting will have to keep an eye on him, as he does have the ability to be a major factor in games.
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Sarnia scores 5 straight to win 6-3 
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There couldn't have been a better ending for an evening that began with a sour taste.

The Sarnia Sting defeated their division rival Saginaw Spirit 6-3 on Thursday night, but earlier in the day, second year forward Brett Hargrave requested a trade and walked away from the team.

“Brett has elected to go home,” said Sting assistant general manager Mark Glavin. “He and his family feel that he needs a fresh start with another team.”

While the former OHL first round draft pick has requested a trade, Glavin says the team is in no rush to make a move and will wait for a deal that best fits their needs.

Head coach Trevor Letowski says he was surprised by the decision.

“It's a decision that he made, and I'm not sure exactly why. It caught me off guard,” said the coach.

Hargrave's absence in the line up didn't seem to matter when all was said and done.

Sarnia opened the scoring less than a minute into the second period, but quickly found themselves down 3-1. Halfway through the second period Anthony DeAngelo sparked a Sting comeback and the team never looked back, scoring five straight goals to rout the Spirit.

“That's a good character win for us. With the type of start (to the season) we've had, to get down by two and scratch and claw back into it (was good),” said Letowski.

The night was marked by a number of firsts, including rookies Nikita Korostelev and Patrick White scoring their first career OHL goals. Noah Bushnell also recorded his first point, with an assist on White's third period tally.

“Some guys have been snake bitten and it was nice to see them get on the board,” Letowski said of Korostelev and White.

Korostelev, who scored two goals on the night, was all smiles after the game and said he felt relieved of the pressure of not scoring after his first goal.

“I could feel it the next shift. I didn't feel nervous at all,” he said, adding that he may have been gripping the stick a little bit too tight prior to scoring.

The Sting can build on a season high two game winning streak on Friday night when they host the Owen Sound Attack.

STING NOTES

First star of the game went to Nikita Korostelev. Second star was Anthony DeAngelo with a goal and three assists. Third star was Bryan Moore with an assist.

Taylor Dupuis made 26 saves on 29 shots in net for the Sting. Brodie Barrick will start against Owen Sound.

Scratched for the Sting were Mike DiPaolo, Brett Hargrave, Zach Core, and Jordan Addesi. DiPaolo was put on waivers by the Sting but cleared.

Also scoring for the Sting on the night was Nikolay Goldobin with two goals and an assist. Vladislav Kodola and Nick Latta also had assists in the game.

Friday night's game against the Attack will be the Sarnia Sting Pink Out. Sting players will wear pink jerseys in support of breast cancer awareness, and the jerseys will be auctioned off in support of the Canadian Cancer Society.

On Tap:

Sarnia Sting vs. Owen Sound Attack

Friday, Oct. 18 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Attack are another below .500 team in the OHL's Western Conference and will pose a good test for the Sting. Both teams will be battling for a low playoff spot this year, and the Attack come in to town after having snapped a small losing skid. Sarnia is looking to extend their two game winning streak and has a lot of momentum after a 6-3 win against Saginaw.

Players to watch

Gemel Smith

19, C, 10G, 5A, 10GP in 2013-2014

Gemel Smith is having a career year for points this season, averaging a goal a game so far. The Dallas Stars draft pick will be trying to play his way onto the Canadian team for World Juniors this year and has looked impressive so far. Smith is not the biggest of forwards but is able to play both the skill and physical game to his advantage.

Brandon Hope

19, G, 3.04GAA, .901SV%, 8GP in 2013-2014

The former Sarnia Sting netminder is coming off of his best season in the OHL and has grabbed the number one spot for the Attack this year. Hope's 4-2-1 record in net suggests he will be getting the start against the Sting as the Attack will look to get back to .500 on the year.
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The Sarnia Sting are looking to build on the momentum from last weekend's games on Wednesday night when they face the Saginaw Spirit.

Head coach Trevor Letowski says he believes the team played well last weekend, especially against London and they need to bring that to the table this week.

“We were pretty happy with the two games played last weekend,” Letowski said. “We feel we had a solid weekend and just have to build from that.”

The Sting dropped their first meeting with the Spirit this year, but Letowski said that has been erased from the team's memory.

“That loss that happened whenever it was has been forgotten,” he said.

The Sting are still trying to establish a team identity, and Letowski wants the players to really focus this week on playing hard every shift.

“(We want to) keep things simple and continue to establish an identity as a hard working them that is hard to play against, and that will be the focus,” he said.

One of the questions about the Sting this season was how their goaltending would fare, but Letowski is happy with how the tandem of Taylor Dupuis and Brodie Barrick has looked so far.

“We had hoped for a healthy competition between the two of them. They came into the season without a lot of games under their belts and both of them had a lot to prove,” he said. “As of right now they're both in a good place and playing well.”

Letowski has yet to make a decision on who will start against the Saginaw Spirit on Thursday night.

--- --- ---

On Tap:

Sarnia Sting vs Saginaw Spirit

Thursday, Oct. 17 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Spirit currently sit in 5th place in the OHL's Western Conference and are seven points up on the Sting. However, they have played two more games than Sarnia has. In their last six contests, Saginaw hasn't lost in regulation going 6-0-1-1, with one of those games being a 4-3 win over the Sting after scoring a goal with just 29 seconds left in regulation.

Players to watch:

Andrey Alexeev

18, RW, 5G, 4A, 10GP in 2013-2014

Saginaw's Russian import is blowing his point production pace from last season out of the water. Alexeev only had 22 points last season and is quickly making a case for NHL teams to draft him this upcoming June. Alexeev is small, but don't let his size fool you. His quick hands and hockey sense will pose problems for defenses all season.

Justin Kea

19, C, 2G 8A, 11GP in 2013-2014

Kea is a big body and he plays like it. At 6'4, 206 pounds, he has the ability to throw his weight around to create room for him to make plays and put points up on the board. Kea had a career high 48 points last season, and like Alexeev, is on pace to blow by that this year. The Buffalo Sabres 3rd rounder from 2012 brings the ability to score, and the ability to play rough that make him an extremely valuable asset in the OHL.
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The hockey gods were smiling on the Sarnia Sting on Friday night.

A team that had seen three games end in losses thanks to last minute goals were finally on the other side of late-game winner, as they defeated the Windsor Spitfires 3-2.

“That's hockey for you right there,” head coach Trevor Letowski said.

With just 27.7 seconds left on the clock, Anthony DeAngelo fired a slapshot past Windsor goaltender Jordan DeKort to complete the comeback for the Sting.

Sarnia, who was leading after the first period, entered the third down 2-1 and needed a strong push to get their first home win of the season.

“We had to kind of settle the guys down because of all the penalties,” Letowski said, adding that “when you lose a bunch of games in a row and some adversity like that happens, it's tough. Guys start questioning things.”

The head coach said “a couple of our offensive players we need to count on stepped up,” and added “it's real gratifying for us as a staff to see our players rewarded like that.”

Bryan Moore got the scoring started for the Sting, pocketing only his second goal of the season, but one that couldn't have come at a better time.

Letowski said “Mooresy stepped up tonight big time, he was a dangerous player and that's what we need from him,” also noting that “we need our secondary scoring guys to step up and be dangerous.”

Nikolay Goldobin also scored for the Sting, giving him his fifth goal of the season.

Sarnia was outshot 44-26 on the night, and Letowski credited Brodie Barrick with having his best game of the season in the net. Barrick was predicted to be the Sting starter going into the year, but a trade for Taylor Dupuis created a competition for that number one spot.

“This was a big game for Brodie. Taylor's been playing real well for us and (Brodie) needed to come in and give us a good quality start and he did that,” Letowski said, adding “he was very, very solid. They pushed us and he held the fort. I'm really proud of Brodie and the way he handled himself.”

Barrick, while pleased with his game said the most important thing was getting the win.

“I felt good in the net, hopefully gave the boys the chance to win and I'm happy with the end result,” he said, underplaying his 42 save on 44 shot performance.

The win snapped a six game losing streak for the team, pulling them to 2-6-0-1 on the year.

Sarnia is back in action on Thursday, Oct. 17 when they host the Saginaw Spirit. Puck drop is at 7:05 p.m.

Sting Notes

Brodie Barrick was the game's first star, stopping 42 of 44 shots. Second star went to Windsor's Slater Koekkoek, who one of the Spitfires goals. Bryan Moore was named third star.

Anthony DeAngelo's goal was his fourth on the season and brought his team leading points total to 10.

Scratched for the Sting were Mike DiPaolo, Patrick White, Alexandre Renaud, and Jeff King.
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The Sarnia Sting took on their rivals from up the 402 on Thursday night and the London Knights took the first game of the season series in a thrilling 4-1 contest.

While the result wasn't what the team hoped for, head coach Trevor Letowski was happy with the game.

“That was a good effort against a good hockey team,” Letowski said adding “we went toe-to-toe with a good team and I'm proud of the effort.”

The Sting jumped out to an early lead thanks to a powerplay goal by Nick Latta just over 10 minutes into the game. That goal would be all Sarnia could manage on the night, despite quite a few chances from snake-bitten rookie forward Nikita Korostelev.

“I think that was (Korostelev's) best game of the season, he didn't look like a kid out there tonight,” Letowski said, noting that if Korostelev keeps generating chances he will get his first OHL goal soon.

Two of London's goals on the night came from unlikely sources on their fourth line, which just speaks to the depth and balance the Knights have.

With Sarnia facing another strong team in Windsor on Friday night, Letowski said the Sting need to bring the intensity they brought to the game against the Knights to that contest as well.

“If we play that brand of hockey, we'll start getting rewarded here,” he said “overall we went pretty good for 60 (minutes) if you look at the scoring chances. I don't think the score is quite indicative of our play.”

The head coach said the team can build off of this game going into Friday night's contest against Windsor, saying “if we continue to play like that we're going to have some results here soon. Obviously it's a frustrating time because we're not getting wins, but if you look at the whole package, we're not too far off.”

Letowski was adamant that while the team is looking for a win, the effort that the squad is showing is pushing them closer to getting results.

“Obviously you need to get some wins eventually, because young players want to see results at some point. But we've stuck to the one game at a time mentality and if you look at (the game against London) we have to be pretty happy with how we played,” he said.

Sting Notes

Sarnia started Taylor Dupuis on the night. Dupuis made 26 saves on 29 shots.

Brodie Barrick will get the start for the Sting against Windsor on Friday night.

The Sting scratched Mike DiPaolo, Matteo Ciccarelli, Connor Schlichting, and Jordan Addesi.

First star of the game went to London goaltender Anthony Stolarz. Second star went to Nikita Korostelev and third star to Christian Dvorak of the Knights.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs Windsor Spitfires

Friday, Oct. 11, 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Windsor Spitfires are a good team. There's a reason they bid for this year's Memorial Cup. Despite not having Patrick Sieloff returned to them, the team is still strong and will challenge for one of the top spots in the Western Conference. They are coming off of a 4-2 win against Belleville and will be hungry to build on the momentum.

--- --- ---

Players to watch:

Nikita Yazkov

17, LW, 1G, 6A, 6GP in 2013-2014

The 17 year-old Russian import has been effective early for the Spitfires and is dangerous whenever he steps on the ice. Very comparable in size to Sarnia's Nikita Korostelev, Yazkov seems to have adjusted to the OHL game a little bit better, but that may be a product of the Spitfires being strong and veteran laden team.

John Bowen

19, D, 0G, 0A, 3GP in 2013-2014

While Bowen may not slot into the line-up, he is certainly a player to watch if he does. Not a scorer, nor a playmaker, Bowen's presence in the Spitfires line up is strictly a physical one and fireworks will erupt if he and Sarnia's Mike DiPaolo are on the ice together. The end of Sarnia and Windsor's pre-season game was filled with high tensions and Bowen could be a catalyst for some rough and tumble action between the two squads.
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Young guns spark Plymouth Whalers to fourth win in five games
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Plymouth Whalers forward Francesco Vilardi (No. 7) scores one of two goals Saturday against the Niagara IceDogs at Compuware Arena. Unable to stop the shot is Niagara goalie Blake Richard (No. 1). / RENA LAVERTY | PLYMOUTH WHALERS
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It hasn’t been an easy season for the Plymouth Whalers, who off the hop lost power forward Tom Wilson and defenseman Connor Carrick to the Washington Capitals of the NHL.

But the team is beginning to make strides as the second half of the schedule unfolds, with youngsters such as forwards Cullen Mercer and Francesco Vilardi showing coach and general manager Mike Vellucci they are players to be counted on.

Saturday night at Compuware Arena, Mercer tallied the first goal of his Ontario Hockey League career while Vilardi netted two markers as Plymouth earned a 4-3 shootout victory over Niagara.

“We were on the bench saying one of our 16-year-olds was going to score tonight,” said Vellucci, whose team has won four out of the last five games. “I thought (forward Bryce) Yetman had a chance to score, too.”

Mercer scored with 14:05 left in the middle frame to put the Whalers (15-21-0-4) up 3-2.

Defenseman and captain Nick Malysa moved the puck up to forward Zach Lorentz in the right circle and Lorentz dished it in front to Mercer.

The 16-year-old from Exeter, Ontario snapped the puck past IceDogs netminder Blake Richard.

That stood as the game-winning goal until the IceDogs tallied a power-play marker with 28 seconds to play in the game. Left winger Brendan Perlini drove a low shot through a screen that beat Plymouth goalie Alex Nedeljkovic (39 saves).

Niagara (12-21-2-4) actually had a 6-4 edge in skaters with Richard pulled for the extra attacker.

Vellucci shrugged off the late penalty that set up Niagara’s tying goal, especially since his team went on to get the extra point anyway.

“That happened to us the game before, where we pulled the goalie and scored on the power play,” said Vellucci, referring to Thursday’s game against Sault Ste. Marie. “So as long as we got the two points, I’m happy with it.”

The Whalers poured it on during the overtime session, outshooting Niagara 7-3 and coming close on shots by defenseman Josh Wesley, forward Matt Mistele and Vilardi.

In the shootout, Plymouth won 2-0 with right winger Connor Chatham going top-shelf against Richard and Lorentz converting his forehand-backhand bid.

Page 2 of 2)

At the other end, Nedeljkovic denied Billy Jenkins and Perlini.

Vilardi starts it off

Plymouth opened the scoring at 2:10 of the first when Vilardi — who turns 18 on Thursday — tipped in Mistele’s shot with the Whalers on the power play.

After Niagara’s Eric Ming made it 1-1 at 7:42, the Whalers regained the lead a minute later when Vilardi scored his second of the game and seventh of the season.

“You know what, the second one was a dirty goal,” Vellucci said. “Those are the kind of goals he’s got to get. He got in front of the net and got the rebound. He played well and scored two big goals.”

Early in the second, the IceDogs tied it up again when defenseman Luke Mercer hammered a shot from the left circle that cleanly beat Nedeljkovic.

The Whalers needed just 1:42 to go back up again, on Cullen Mercer’s milestone goal.

Plymouth now has the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 34 points.

Still, Kitchener and Sarnia aren’t too far behind, so Vellucci wants his squad to keep grinding out as many points as possible.

“We’ve been at home a little bit and that always helps,” he noted. “The guys are playing real hard and competing and that’s the key.

“If you compete and make mistakes, that’s all right. But if you don’t compete, that’s when I have a problem.”

The Whalers next play Friday night at Sarnia and return to Compuware Arena for a 7 p.m. Saturday matchup against Ottawa.

When they do, they will have center Ryan Hartman back in the lineup after coming back from the World Junior Tournament (he played for Team USA). Defenseman Alex Peters also is expected to return after missing a month with a leg injury.

January 31, 2014

Barrie 6, Kitchener 4

RangersBullsCA bit of a late January break for the Rangers, who had five days between games this week.

The lads even held a morning practice yesterday. Talk about get up and at 'em.

Some big games last night. Erie puts up eight goals on Niagara, London scores nine on North Bay and seven each for Sudbury and Belleville.

Barrie lost 7-5 to Sudbury and has dropped its past two games.

Kitchener lost its last contest to London.

Speaking of those Rangers, today's game day story featured scoring leader Nick Magyar. After starting the first quarter of the season slow, he has almost been on a point-per game pace ever since.

That has him third in the OHL rookie scoring race and gunning for the Rangers' scoring title.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Dominik Kubalik-Matia Marcantuoni-Scott Teskey

Mark Bzowey-Jimmy Soper-James Mense-Dietrich

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Logan Schmidt-Dylan Di Perna

Jordan DeKort (7-15-1-0) starts.

Barrie:

Mitchell Theoret-Joseph Blandisi-Andreas Athanasiou

Brendan Lemieux-Tyson Fawcett-Zach Hall

Justin Scott-Garrett Hooey-Andrew Mangiapane

Matt Kreis-Cordell James-Kevin Labanc

John Laser-Aaron Ekblad

Mike Webster-Jake Dotchin

C.J. Garcia-Mac Clutsam

Daniel Gibl (7-7-0-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- If ya gotta go, get to the lavatory early. A broken water main means low pressure at the Aud. Hate so see what happens after the first intermission flush. It may also mean some cold showers for the Rangers after the tilt.

- Barrie's top line was on fire. Joe Blandisi, Mitch Theoret and Andreas Athanasiou combined for three goals and six assists.

- Kitchener finishes the month of January at 3-7-1-0.

- Rangers' forward Dominik Kubalik left the game with an apparent lower body injury and did not return.

- Barrie d-man Aaron Ekblad has so much poise at the point for a youngster. A real gem for the Colts.

- That's back to back home games where Matia Marcantuoni has made a big hit that resulted in a great scoring chance. He has really upped his physical play of late.

- While Barrie's first line was great, Athanasiou's elbowing penalty while on the PP in the third was not the wisest in terms of timing.

- Scouting report on Dan Gibl must have been to shoot high. The Rangers were feasting upstairs on the Colts' netminder.

- Good news? Plymouth lost 3-2 to Kingston. Bad news? We're another game closer to the end of the season.

- I'd love to see the numbers on how many leads the Rangers have lost in the last five minutes of a game this year. Gotta be at least five games.

JB's top three Rangers: Frank Hora, Justin Bailey, Max Iafrate
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January 30, 2014

Kohn suspended

Rookie Mason Kohn has received a two-game suspension by the OHL for a major cross-checking penalty called in last Friday's victory against Plymouth.

The Kitchener Rangers forward sat out Saturday's game against London and will miss tomorrow's tilt versus Barrie while serving the suspension.

The play was reviewed by the league.

Meanwhile, rookie Mike Davies remains out with a concussion.

To fill the spots, the Rangers have called up forwards James Mense-Dietrich (Port Colborne Pirates Jr. B) and Mark Bzowey (Oakville Blades OJHL). Both will dress Friday at the Aud.

Mense-Dietrich is pointless over four games for the Rangers while Bzowey has played two games and is also searching for his first OHL point.

Posted at 04:07 PM  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

  Reblog (0)   

January 29, 2014

The stretch run

There are 21 games remaining for the Kitchener Rangers.

Here is a look at how they break down.

Jan. 31 - vs. Barrie. Home ice. A middle of the pack team in the east. This should be winnable for the Rangers.

Feb. 1 - at Niagara. Last trip to the Gatorade Garden before the poochies move barns. Dare I say, the Rangers might snag two straight wins?

Feb. 4 - vs. Guelph. Oh  Guelph. It's like the little brother who grew up. Push him around for years then all of a sudden he matures and knocks you on your butt.

Feb. 7 - vs. Oshawa. Beast of the east but Kitchener topped them 5-3 way back in September. Though Radek Faksa had a hat trick in that game and is no longer with the club.

Feb. 8 - at Owen Sound. Another team Kitchener has had trouble beating. The Rangers are 2-4 against the Attack. Playing at the Lumley is never easy.

Feb. 9 - vs. Sudbury. It's the return of Radek Faksa. The last time these clubs met, it went down to the wire. But this one is the last of a three-in-three.

Feb. 14 - vs. Mississauga. There should be some love at the Aud on Valentine's Day as the mediocre Fish swim into town.

Feb. 15 - at Plymouth. I don't think I need to explain the importance of this one.

Feb. 17 - vs. Erie. The Rangers are 1-1 at home vs. the Otters. There is hope.

Feb. 20 - at Windsor. The Spits have been streaky this season so Kitchener better hope it catches the club on one of its cold skids.

Feb. 21 - vs. Owen Sound. At least Kitchener plays this one in their own barn.

Feb. 23 - vs. Ottawa. You need to beat the lower teams if you want to make the post-season. This one is more than doable.

Feb. 25 - vs. Plymouth. Again, another huge affair. Major playoff implications here.

Feb. 28 - at Saginaw. This is the beginning of a tough ride to the end. Methinks the Plymouth result will dictate how it finishes.

March 1 - at Soo. Facing the 'Hounds the day after a long drive is rarely a recipe for success.

March 4 - vs. Guelph. Talk about murderer's row. This is the first of four games against killer teams. What a brutal way to end the schedule.

March 7 - vs. London. No love for the Rangers at the Bud Gardens this year. The team is 0-3 and has been outscored 15-3. Thankfully this one is at the Aud.

March 8 - at Erie. Nothing like facing London only to board the bus for Erie the next day. Gonna be tough to knock off the Otters on the tail end of a back-to-back.

March 12 - at Guelph. Another date with the Storm, who have owned the Rangers this year. Good news, last of eight vs Guelph this season - unless they meet in the playoffs.

March 13 - at Sarnia. This could end up being an important game if Kitchener and Sarnia are jockeying for the final playoff spot. If not, it could be a battle to avoid last place. Pride may be on the line.

March 14 - vs Windsor. Nobody wants to end the season on home ice with a loss. So, the Rangers should be jacked for this one. The only problem is that Kitchener hasn't defeated Windsor this season.
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A special night

Here's a look in photos from last night's event at the Aud.

The Kitchener Rangers skated with the Kitchener Ice Pirates and Cambridge Ice Hounds in the annual Special Hockey benefit game.

Proceeds from the friendly went to the two teams which feature players with developmental or physical challenges.

Photos shot by the Record's Peter Lee.

28JAN14CharityGameA0173

28JAN14CharityGameA0096

28JAN14CharityGameA0191

28JAN14CharityGameA0311

28JAN14CharityGameA0320
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January 27, 2014

The OHL 10

Another week, another OHL 10.

1. It's no Criss Angel. No David Copperfield. It's hockey's magic number. And in the case of the Kitchener Rangers, it's down to 19. That's any combination of Plymouth Whalers wins and Kitchener Rangers losses and the Blueshirts are out of the playoffs. Easiest thing for them to do? Win games.

2. Speaking of Plymouth, it wasn't a memorable weekend. The Whalers had a chance to make a statement by beating Kitchener and Sarnia - the two teams behind them in the standings - but lost to both clubs. It really is a transiton year across the border as well. I barely recognized any of the names when the Whale was in town Friday.

3. For those keeping track, Kitchener's chances of post-season glory are 17.5 per cent while Plymouth is at 50.9 per cent, according to this site. Sarnia is at 31.9 per cent.

4. Three points in his past six games has former Ranger Josh Sterk shy of the point-per-game pace he was averaging earlier in the season. He still has 46 points in 48 games, which is still 11 more than Rangers' leader Nick Magyar.

5. Second most PIMs on the Rangers? Might be surprised to learn it's Ben Fanelli with 52. Considering he has never been in a fight, that's a lot of minors.

6. Also in the might have gone unnoticed category is the fact that the Guelph Storm clinched a playoff spot on the weekend. Yes, even if Kitchener won all of its remaining games, it can't catch the Storm. Though the Rangers did play their part. Of Guelph's 77 points, 10 are courtesy of the Rangers.

7. It's starting to look uglier and uglier for the London Knights. If the season ended today, they'd face a first round playoff matchup against Windsor then, presumably, Guelph and the winner of the Soo/Erie series, assuming top seeds win. Ouch.

8. You know what is sad? Second place Sudbury in the east, would be fifth in the west. What a flawed OHL playoff system. I say top 16 teams make the post-season regardless of conference and 1 plays 16, 2 plays 15 etc... If it's two west teams in the final, so be it. If it's two east teams, same deal.

9. Two teams slowly making noise include North Bay - 7-1-1-1 in last 10 gams - and Saginaw - 7-3 in last 10. They might not be making huge leaps in the standings, but they're solidifying their playoff spots.

10. Doesn't look as though anyone is going to catch Connor Brown in the scoring race. The Erie forward has a 14 point lead on teammate Dane Fox and is two shy of the Century mark. UPDATE: Of course, hours after posting this, Brown went on to grab two points and reach 100 on the season.
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January 26, 2014

Rangers split weekend series

Rangers-Plymouth0056

It was a 1-1 weekend for the Rangers.

At least Kitchener won the right game - a 5-1 drubbing of the Plymouth Whalers on Friday night.

Things started out well in London Saturday before the big Green machine got rolling. The Rangers scored first but then watched the Knights spit out six goals in a 6-1 loss.

A prior commitment kept me from watching this one in person but the Record's Christine Rivet wrote up the game story on Saturday.

The good news? Sarnia beat Plymouth 6-2 on Saturday to keep Kitchener in tow with the Whalers. The gap for the final playoff spot remains at five points.
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January 24, 2014

Kitchener 5, Plymouth 1

I must say that I'm really looking forward to tonight's game.

Not sure there has been one this year with more meaning.

I understand the message coming out of East Ave., the one about getting better, improving game by game, developing players etc...

That's all fine and dandy. But at some point you have to win some games.

And tonight's tilt against Plymouth has the makings of a beauty.

It's the Whalers the Rangers are trying to catch in the playoffs. Seven points separates the two clubs. A loss would put Kitchener back nine and - while doable - that'd be a tough gap to overcome.

Kitchener is keeping mum on the clash and sticking to the "no game is more important than another" mantra. Plymouth boss Mike Vellucci was more vocal about the importance of it.

It has been a while since we've seen some electricity at the Aud. The ingredients are in place to change that tonight.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Mason Kohn-Nick Magyar

Jacob Cascagnette-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Kegan Blasby-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Logan Schmidt-Dylan Di Perna

Jordan DeKort (6-15-1-0)

Plymouth:

Matt Mistele-Zach Lorentz-Vincent Scognamiglio

Culler Mercer-Francesco Vilardi-Connor Chatham

Carter Sandlak-Victor Crus Rydberg-Connor Sills

Liam Dunda-Ryan Hartman

Nick Malysa-Josh Wesley

Alex Peters-Gianluca Curcuruto

Mitch Jones-Mathieu Henderson

Yannick Rathgeb

Alex Nedeljkovic (15-20-0-5) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Centre Ryan MacInnis was a last minute scratch with the flu. Mason Kohn took his spot on the top unit and Kegan Blasby was added for depth.

- Rangers' second goal by Darby Llewellyn made possible by a big hit by Matia Marcantuoni to start the sequence. Marcantuoni has really upped his physical game of late.

- Good energy from the United Nations line of Marcantuoni (CAN), Darby Llewellyn (U.S.) and Dominik Kubalik (CZE).

- One scout in the pressbox described tonight's game as one that was "putting him to sleep."

- Announced crowd of 7,003 but it was easily one of the smallest in person crowds of the year. Lots of empty seats and 50/50 was only around $3,000.

- Rangers d-man Dylan Di Perna put a beating on Carter Sandlak mid-third period. Sandlak has twice as many PIMs and three years on Di Perna.

- I never understand why scouts leave after two periods. Regardless of the score, don't they want to see how players react when up or down? It's disturbing how many bail.

- Marcantuoni's goal was his first in 13 games.

- Kohn will miss Saturday's game in London after receiving a major for cross-checking late in the game.

JB's top three Rangers: Mason Kohn, Jordan DeKort, Matia Marcantuoni
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January 23, 2014

Odds and ends

I hit up Kitchener's practice yesterday and it was a spirited one.

Lots of intensity and focus, at least from a spectator's point of view.

No Justin Bailey who is nursing the flu. Nick Magyar was also on the sidelines for a "maintenance day." Both are expected to dress Friday against the Plymouth Whalers.

Rookie Mike Davies remains out with a concussion.

Yesterday's lines had Scott Teskey playing with Curtis Meighan and Darby Llewellyn while Jimmy Soper took Magyar's place.

Here's the Record's story on local reporter Tieja MacLaughlin, who covered the Rangers on and off last year. The 25-year-old was arrested for allegedly threatening to kill her 19-year-old  hockey player boyfriend Jackson Playfair, who skates in the WHL.

Meanwhile, former Rangers' centre Andrew Crescenzi was traded from the Toronto Maple Leafs to the Los Angeles Kings. Crescenzi had been playing with Steve Spott's AHL Marlies.

***

It was 12 years ago today that Rangers' assistant coach Mike Van Ryn scored his first NHL goal.

The blast "from the point" beat Buffalo's Martin Biron. It was a day after Van Ryn's dad's birthday.

"I gave him the puck," recalled Van Ryn.
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January 22, 2014

Reporter arrested

You just never know where people will end up.

Last year, media type Tieja MacLaughlin sat next to me in the pressbox at the Aud. She was an aspiring journalist who had a gig Tweeting about junior hockey for Sportsnet.

She moved out west in the off-season for work and has since allegedly gotten into some hot water.

The story, in the Tri-City Herald, says MacLaughlin is being held without bail after driving to the United States with plans to kill her hockey player boyfriend.

The article ways MacLaughlin, 25, threatened Jackson Playfair, 19, a winger with the Tri-City Americans. The two had dated, according to the story.

Several Rangers followed MacLaughlin on Twitter when she worked here. Several former players still do as do OHL officials and players across the league.
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January 21, 2014

Tilt tally

102513Rangers5

We're two thirds of the way into the OHL season.

And it's worth monitoring the fight count for the Rangers. Throw down more than 10 times and it's an automatic two game suspension for every clash until the 15th fight.

After that, each bout earns a two-game suspension and a $1,000 fine.

Here is how the Rangers shape up:

Brandon Robinson

vs. Sean Callaghan, Sag, Dec. 6 (instigating does not count toward total)

Mitchell Dempsey

vs. Kyle Hope, OS, Nov. 29

Brent Pedersen

vs. Eric Diodati, Win, Oct. 25

vs. Dylan Corson, Barrie, Nov. 30

vs. Dakota Mermis, Lon, Dec. 10

vs. Justin Sefton, Sag, Dec. 14

vs. Ryan Horvat, Gue, Jan. 17

Dmitrii Sergeev

vs. Alexandre Renaud, Sar, Oct. 4

Max Iafrate

vs. Troy Donnay, Erie, Oct. 11

vs. Matt McCartney, Pet, Nov. 7

vs. Lawson Crouse, Kin Nov. 8

vs. Brayden Rose, OS, Nov. 15

vs. Erik Gubranson, Soo, Nov. 17 (instigator, does not count toward total)

vs. Jaden Lindo, OS, Nov. 29

vs. Hayden Hodgson, Erie, Dec. 31

Matia Marcantuoni

vs. Josh Anderson, Lon, Oct. 14

Jim Soper

vs. Marc Stevens, Gue, Oct. 22

vs. Nick Pastorious, Soo, Nov. 17

Dylan Di Perna

vs. Max Domi, Jan 15 (instigator does not count toward total)
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January 20, 2014

The OHL 10

No Kitchener Rangers game until Friday. What's a beat reporter to do?

Well, let's dip back into the OHL 10.

1. It was a tough weekend for the Rangers. Three games, three losses. The magic number is down to 21 - combination of Plymouth wins and Rangers losses in order for the Whalers to clinch the last playoff spot in the west. Huge game Friday when the Whale are in town.

2. Look up north and you'll find former Ranger Ben Thomson on a hot streak with the North Bay Battalion. The OA winger has four goals and an assist in his past four games and is plus-6 in that span. Thomson had six points and was minus-five in 12 games with the Rangers. He has 19 points and is plus-10 in 21 games with the Battalion.

3. Panic time in London? The fourth seeded Knights have lost five of their past six (sole win was vs. Kitchener) and are now just seven points up on fifth place Windsor. The London Free Press wonders if the recent skid is rock bottom.

4. Guelph goalie Justin Nichols is proving to be the real deal. Many were waiting for him to come back to the pack and some thought the Storm may bring in a veteran goalie at the trade deadline. But the kid is alright. He has one loss in his past 11 games and has allowed two goals in his past four games - a stretch that includes two shutouts.

5. One of the nicer storylines in Kitchener this year has been the play of forward Nick Magyar. If he snags OHL rookie of the year honours, it would be a huge coup for the club and the Ohio native, in what has been an otherwise tough season. He has 34 points and is nine back of leader Travis Konecny

6. Tough choice ahead for league MVP. Erie's two headed monster of Dane Fox and Connor Brown are up there. Hard to ignore Nikolay Goldobin and the fact that he's tearing it up on a non-playoff team (as of now). Sergey Tolchinsky has had the Soo soaring all season. Darnell Nurse has meant a lot to the 'Hounds as well.

7. Peterborough has gone 4-1 since acquiring Hunter Garlent from Guelph. Since trading Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert to Guelph, Windsor has posted a 10-7-2-0 record.

8. The Erie Otters are first overall in the OHL, so it's no surprise that they own the best power play and penalty killing unit.

9. Eight members of the Guelph Storm are among the league's top 17 plus/minus leaders. Impressive.

10. Here is a surprising stat for you - the Kitchener Rangers tandem of Jordan DeKort and Matt Greenfield have been the best in the league on the shootout, stopping 11 of 13 attempts.
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January 18, 2014

Owen Sound 2, Kitchener 1

It's a tale of two similiar teams tonight.

Both Kitchener and Owen Sound shed talent leading up to the trade deadline and are in rebuilding years.

Both clubs are also riding four-game losing streaks.-

Unlike the Rangers, Owen Sound owns a playoff spot - for now. The Attack sit seventh, 14 points up on the Blueshirts.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Mason Kohn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Doug Blaisdell

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Dylan Di Perna

Matt Greenfield (6-11-0-1) starts.

Owen Sound:

Kyle Hope-Holden Cook-Brett Hargrave

Daniel Milne-Kyle Platzer-Zach Nastasiuk

Ryan Heeps-Ethan Szypula-Jeffrey Gilligan

Alex Annecchiarico-Justin Black

Chris Bigras-Damir Sharipzyanov

Tyler MacArthur-Brayden Rose

Thomas Schemitsch-Santino Centorame

Connor Walters

Brandon Hope (19-11-2-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Rookie Mike Davies is out indefinitely with a concussion after being hit by Zack Mitchell in last night's game against Guelph. He was at the rink today and is going through the various concussion tests.

- Looks like coach Troy Smith is going to flip flop goalies Jordan DeKort and Matt Greenfield regardless of performance the rest of the way.

- Doug Blaisdell may see time up at forward tonight. It'll be him or another d-man as the team is starting seven blueliners in Davies' absence. At least that was the message pre-game from Smith.

- Owen Sound outshoots Kitchener 10-1 about 12 minutes into the first period. In the final eight, Kitchener goes on a 13-3 run.

- Attack captain Zach Nastasiuk was key on a Rangers' 5-on-3 advantage, making two blocked shots on hard Max Iafrate blasts.

- Kitchener's offence has dried up of late. The club has four goals over the past four games.

- Second straight start that Rangers' goalie Matt Greenfield has received third star of the game honours.

- Good news for Kitchener, Plymouth lost 6-2 to Windsor tonight.

- Didn't see a blueliner up front in the end. Just lots of line shuffling by Smith.

- That's five PP goals against in the past two games. Both times they turned out to be the difference.

- Some emotion at the end of the game after Owen Sound shot the puck toward the Rangers' net after time had expired.

- Kitchener has yet to defeat Owen Sound in regulation this season in six tries. The club has an overtime and shootout win in the season series.

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Nick Magyar, Ben Fanelli
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January 17, 2014

Guelph 4, Kitchener 1

Man oh man, this schedule doesn't let up for the Kitchener Rangers.

The club has to ready itself for a date against the Guelph Storm a day after being bested by London 6-2 in a shot-fest at the Bud Gardens.

The Storm hit the Aud as winners of three straight. Kitchener has lost three consecutive games.

And they haven't defeated Guelph this year, going 0-4. The goal scoring line isn't pretty either with the Storm up 23-6. In fact, in the past two clashes, the Rangers haven't been able to beat goalie Justin Nichols.

I'm guessing the Blueshirts don't need much motivation for this one.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Mason Kohn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Logan Schmidt-Doug Blaisdell

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Jordan DeKort (6-14-1-0) starts.

Guelph:

Kerby Rychel-Robby Fabbri-Zack Mitchell

Brock McGinn-Jason Dickinson-Scott Kosmachuk

Ryan Horvat-Stephen Pierog-Justin Auger

Chadd Bauman-Pius Suter-Adam Craievich

Matt Finn-Steven Trojanovic

Zac Leslie-Nick Ebert

Ben Harpur-Phil Baltisberger

Justin Nichols (22-4-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Defenceman Max Iafrate is getting a night off to rest.

- Not sure I've seen Guelph play that physical of a game this season. They were really throwing the body around.

- Rookie Mike Davies left the game in the first period after taking a check to the head. He did not return and will be re-evaluated Saturday.

- Guelph goalie Justin Nichols had his shutout streak against the Rangers snapped at 170 minutes and 57 seconds.

- That's five wins for Guelph over Kitchener this season. Three more games to go between these two rivals.

- Hard to believe the Storm had just 21 shots. Seemed as though they had puck possession for most of the first two periods.

- Wedding proposal from a fan on the big screen in the third. Hope she said yes. Camera cut away before the answer was given.

- Davies wasn't the only one on the receiving end of a hard hit. Darby Llewellyn and Frank Hora were nailed as well. Both are fine.

- Thought the third line of Kubalik, Marcantuoni and Kohn had good energy tonight. They've looked good for the past two games.

- Kubalik's goal was his first as a Ranger.

JB's top three Rangers: Dominik Kubalik, Dylan Di Perna, Matia Marcantuoni
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January 16, 2014

London 6, Kitchener 2

Yeah, they're all important.

But as we creep closer to the season's end, the time is now for the Kitchener Rangers.

Just 26 games to go, or 52 points to be had in a best case scenario if they run the table. That's not going to happen. No team in the OHL is going to do that.

But let's look at the numbers a bit.

Plymouth is the team to catch right now. The Whalers are five points ahead of Kitchener for the last playoff spot in the western conference. Both teams have played 42 games.

Math is not my strong point, but I believe Plymouth's magic number is 24, in that if the club reaches a combination of 24 wins and/or Rangers' regulation losses, it will clinch a playoff spot.

That means the Rangers will need some big wins down the stretch.

In that 26-game stretch are four games vs. Guelph, three against London, two against Erie and singles against top clubs Barrie, Oshawa, Sudbury and the Soo. Interestingly, there is a trio vs. Plymouth as well.

Kitchener's bid to get into the post-season continues tonight in London against the Knights, who have lost three straight games. The Rangers are winless in two and have lost four of the past five games.

Meanwhile, the Knights just learned that they will be without promising rookie Christian Dvorak (14 pts in 33 games). An ACL injury means his season is done.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Mason Kohn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Logan Schmidt-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Matt Greenfield (6-10-1-0) starts.

London:

Matt Rupert-Chris Tierney-Ryan Rupert

Max Domi-Bo Horvat-Gemel Smith

Josh Anderson-Brett Welychka-Michael McCarron

Tait Seguin-Mitch Marner-Chandler Yakimowicz

Zach Bell-Brady Austin

Nikita Zadorov-Dakota Mermis

Alex Basso-Tim Bender

Anthony Stolarz (20-4-1-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Former Rangers goalie Tyson Teichmann gives some reasons for leaving Kitchener earlier this season.

- A few nice first period saves by Rangers' tender Matt Greenfield. One on Josh Anderson all alone, another on a Mike McCarron chance. Eighteen first period saves for the rookie.

- Talk about cutting it close. Top line centre Ryan MacInnis flew in from Calgary after playing in last night's CHL Top Prospects game and arrived hours before puck drop in London.

- Six goals against seems like an unfair line for Greenfield, who faced 52 shots. He grabbed third star of the game.

- Max Domi got into his first OHL fight against Rangers' defenceman Dylan Di Perna in the third period. Domi's dad Tie made a living duking it out in the NHL.

- That's five losses in the past six games for the Rangers. London snapped a three game losing skid.

- Rookie Mason Kohn showed some spark tonight. Always nice to see the smaller guys take it to the bigger vets.

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Curtis Meighan, Mike Davies.
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January 14, 2014

MacInnis in spotlight

Kitchener Rangers forward Ryan MacInnis will get some national exposure when he skates in the CHL top prospects game tomorrow in Calgary.

MacInnis, who has 11 goals and 15 assists in 42 games for the Rangers, is on Team Cherry. Full rosters for both teams are here.

Meanwhile, MacInnis also ranks 33rd on the NHL's Central Scouting list for the upcoming draft. Four other Rangers made the cut - Nick Magyar (52), Darby Llewellyn (113), Frank Hora (165) and Dylan Di Perna (184).

Blueliner Dmitrii Sergeev fell off the list while ex-Ranger Josh Sterk sits at 195.

Needless to say, it's shaping up to be a huge year at the NHL draft for Rangers.
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January 13, 2014

Rangers caught in eye of Storm

DSC_8288

If you're counting, the Kitchener Rangers have yet to solve the Guelph Storm this year in four tries.

And perhaps the Rangers are due for a relapse. After all, in the past two seasons, the Blueshirts have owned the Storm.

Not this year.

And it's hurting the club since the Rangers play Guelph eight times. So far, none of the games have even been close. Thrice the Storm have scored six goals. Yesterday, it was a 5-0 pasting (thanks to Tony Saxon of the Mercury for the photo).

More concerning is the rate at which the Rangers are being blanked - every 4.6 games this season.

All of it should serve as fuel for this Friday's rematch at the Aud.

Kitchener is back in the basement in the west and five points behind Plymouth for the final playoff spot.
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January 12, 2014

Guelph 5, Kitchener 0

So, who's ready for four games in seven days?

The fun kicks off this afternoon in Guelph. Then, it's three games in three days beginning Thursday at London, at the Aud in a rematch versus the Storm Friday and Saturday up in Owen Sound.

Focusing on today's foe shows that the season series hasn't been kind to the Rangers when playing the Storm. Make it advantage Guelph 3-0 and 18 goals for with six against.

It'll be Kitchener's first look at the Storm version 2.0 with forward Kerby Rychel and d-man Nick Ebert.

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

 Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

 Mason Kohn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

 Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

 Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

 Max Iafrate-Logan Schmidt

 Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

 Jordan DeKort (6-13-1-0) starts.

Guelph:

Kerby Rychel-Robby Fabbri-Zack Mitchell

Brock McGinn-Jason Dickinson-Scott Kosmachuk

Ryan Horvat-Stephen Pierog-Justin Auger

Garrett McFadden-Pius Suter-Chadd Bauman

Steven Trojanovic-Matt Finn

Zac Leslie-Nick Ebert

Ben Harpur-Phil Baltisberger

Justin Nichols (21-4-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Looking at Guelph's lineup for next year, the team will likely lose - Rychel, Ebert, Finn, Horvat, Mitchell, McGinn, Kosmachuk and Trojanovic. That's massive.

- Perhaps the fastest pace I've seen in the first period of a Rangers game this season. Great action.

- I never understand why coaches want penalized players to - once their penalty is over - skate to the bench instead of jumping into their defensive zone to help out. It seems like such a waste of resources. You have a penalty killing unit that is tired, a fresh guy near the d-zone and he skates 2-3 seconds across the ice away from the play instead of going back and getting the puck out. If play is in the o-zone, it makes sense but not the other way around.

- The puck and player movement on the Guelph power play is a thing of beauty. They make the opposing PK work hard.

- There were times in this game that Guelph looked like it was playing keep away from the Rangers.

- Defenceman Dmitrii Sergeev has been a healthy scratch for the past two games.

- That's shutout No. 9 against for the Rangers this season. The Blueshirts are being blanked every 4.6 games.

- And that's back-to-back shutouts for Guelph goalie Justin Nichols vs the Rangers. Needless to say, he loves facing Kitchener.

- Darby Llewellyn came the closest to ending the rut. He had an open net and missed, which is atypical for the team's leading goal scorer.

- The power play unit in the third for Kitchener had Fanelli, Kubalik, Pedersen, Marcantuoni and Bailey.

- It'll be interesting to see how the Rangers come out on Friday when they face Guelph yet again.

- First time in a while that Kitchener's top line of Magyar-MacInnis-Pedersen has been shut down.

JB's top three Rangers: Frank Hora, Darby Llewellyn, Jimmy Soper
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January 11, 2014

'Dogs bite Rangers

A tough one last night.

The Rangers coughed up a three goal lead en route to a 6-5 OT loss to the IceDogs.

As a bonus, I'm gonna toss up a few extra shots from the game.

In the meantime, check out the winners and losers at the trade deadline.

011014Rangers5

011014Rangers7

011014Rangers6

011014Rangers1
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January 10, 2014

Niagara 6, Kitchener 5 (OT)

The day after the big deal.

And the Rangers are right back at it on the ice.

It's the Niagara IceDogs in town and the Poochies boast a familiar face in forward Eric Ming. The former Ranger - ironically Radek Faksa's ex-linemate - is having his best season to date as an overager in St. Kitts.

Ming brings an eight-game goal scoring streak to the Aud as his 'Dogs look to get back on track after dropping a 4-2 decision to Guelph last night.

***

Meanwhile, Kitchener has acquired goalie Hayden Lavigne from the Belleville Bulls for a 15th round pick in this year's OHL draft and a conditional fifth round pick in 2016.

Lavigne was a sixth round pick in 2012 by the Bulls.

The Brampton native is 1-5 with the Tri-City Storm of the USHL. He has a 4.72 goals against average and .871 save percentage. He is committed to the University of Michigan.

***

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Mason Kohn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Jacob Cascagnette-Jimmy Soper-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Logan Schmidt

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Matt Greenfield (6-10-0-1) starts.

Niagara:

Brendan Perlini-Carter Verhaeghe-Anthony DiFruscia

Billy Jenkins-Alex Protapovich-Mitchell Fitzmorris

Hayden McCool-Graham Knott-Jordan Maletta

Matt Gillard-Ben Hughes-Cody Caron

Luke Mercer-Blake Siebenaler

Vince Dunn-Aleksandar Mikulovich

Brian Brosnan-Zach Wilkie

Brent Moran (7-12-1-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Newcomer Dominik Kubalik will wear No. 89 for the Rangers with a nod to Mikkel Boedker and Sam Gagner, his favourite players. He pronounces his last name Koo-ball-lik.

- No Eric Ming for Niagara tonight. He is out with the flu.

- Justin Bailey was wearing an 'A' on his sweater in tonight's game. The designation was vacated by Radek Faksa, who is wearing No. 20 for Sudbury. His old No. 94 is taken by Brody Silk.

- Condition on fifth round pick in deal for goalie Hayden Lavigne kicks in if he plays for the Rangers.

- Today's lesson? Stay out of the penalty box. Niagara potted four PP goals, three by Brendan Perlini. The Doggies' PP is second best in the league.

- To Kitchener's credit, they scored two with the man advantage to help their PP unit get out of worst in the OHL to third worst.

- Newcomer Dominik Kubalik looked solid in his debut. He has a bit of an edge, some skill and is a great interview.

- Rangers rookie Nick Magyar is on fire. No other way to put it. Leads the team in scoring. And he might just win OHL rookie of the year, if he keeps it up.

- Scary thought - Niagara's top line of Perlini, DiFruscia and Verhaeghe (which was dominant) is back next year.

- I have loved Troy Smith's game changing tactics this season. But the goalie change tonight was a bit of a head scratcher in the pressbox. Didn't think Matt Greenfield was doing that bad.

- Ran into GM Murray Hiebert in the hall. Acquisition of goalie Hayden Lavigne is a chance. Team is hoping he'll drop by for a visit and like what he sees.

- A strong supporting cast of Niagara fans in the stands tonight. One of the louder out of town group I've heard this year.

- Three points for Max Iafrate. He looks good on the PP.

JB's top three Rangers: Max Iafrate, Nick Magyar, Ryan MacInnis
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January 09, 2014

Dominik Kubalik at a glance

Kubalik_ Dominik (11)Age: 18

Pos: LW

HT: 6-1

WT: 176

From: Plzen, Czech Republic

Line: 13 goals, 10 assists, 36 games

NHL: Selected by Los Angeles Kings in seventh round of 2013 draft.

Family: Brother Tomas was a fifth round pick by the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2008. He has three points in 10 games for KHL Prague this season.

Minor hockey: Had 38 and 39 goal seasons with HC Plzen at U16 and U18 level.

OHL: Had three game winning goals in Sudbury's first round win over Brampton in last year's playoffs. Wore No. 15 and 89 while with the Wolves. Had a four-point night against Barrie in second game of the season. Scored a hat trick against Windsor, his only one in OHL, last year.

To Sudbury: Radek Faksa

To Kitchener: Kubalik, 2nd round pick (2014 and 2016).

Reaction from Rangers, Faksa.
January 09, 2014

Farewell to Faksa

Faska_ Radek046It was an emotional goodbye for Radek Faksa.

He spent today around the Aud and town saying a farewell to friends. He leaves for Sudbury Friday morning.

His eyes were red as he sat in the Aud remembering his first game as a Ranger.

"When I played my first game it was awesome. There was a full crowd. I saw how the organization worked. It is the best in the OHL."

I remember meeting Faksa days after he arrived. He could barely speak a word of English. This afternoon, he did the full interview without problem and answered all my questions.

He has come a long way, that's for sure.

My favourite Faksa quote came last year. He had just returned from four days at Dallas Stars training camp and I asked if he was surprised to be sent back.

He wasn't and  replied: "When Dallas sent me a plane ticket for camp it came with a return ticket."

Faksa has already been texting Sudbury goalie Franky Palazzese and has spoken to Wolves coach Paul Fixter, who welcomed him to the team.
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Faksa dealt to Wolves

092111Faska_Radek1

The Kitchener Rangers have made their biggest trade of the season.

The deal sees Czech import Radek Faksa dealt to the Sudbury Wolves for fellow Czech import Dominik Kubalik and two second round picks - one in 2014 and one in 2016.

Faksa was one of the team’s biggest offensive weapons and has 16 goals and 11 assists in 30 games this season, including a pair in Kitchener’s 6-2 win Wednesday night against Belleville.

The 20-year-old was selected by the Rangers in the first round (22nd overall) in the 2011 Canadian Hockey League import draft and spent two and a half seasons with the club.

His best year came as a rookie when he bagged 29 goals and  had 66 points in 62 games.

Faksa spent the past month with the Czech national team at the world junior hockey championships and just got back to Kitchener on Tuesday night.

The Dallas Stars first round draft pick (13th overall in 2012) had to waive his no trade clause in order for the deal to go down. He joins some familiar faces up north with former Rangers associate coach and assistant GM Paul Fixter now behind the bench.

Goalie Franky Palazzese and centre Matt Schmalz have also played for Kitchener.

The move was rookie GM Murray Hiebert’s eighth deal since taking over for Steve Spott this past summer and his biggest one to date.

Sudbury is tied for second in the OHL’s eastern conference and is a veteran squad that is trying to make a run to the Memorial Cup.

Kitchener is three points out of the final playoff berth in the west and has been in rebuilding mode all season.

Kubalik is a fellow Czech and hails from Plzen. The winger was a seventh round pick by the L.A. Kings in this year's NHL draft and has 13 goals and 10 assists in 36 games this season.

The 18-year-old will  make his debut Friday at the Aud against the Niagara IceDogs.

GM Murray Hiebert said Kubalik will not be flipped in another deal and that the team is pretty much done making trades this season.
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Fanelli stays put

The Ontario Hockey League OA deadline has come and gone.

Teams had until noon today to trade and solidify their overage slots and the Kitchener Rangers did not move captain - and lone 20-year-old - Ben Fanelli.

As a senior defenceman in the league with a reputation as a solid and responsible defenceman, Fanelli certainly had trade value.

But the Rangers opted to keep the blueliner which means Fanelli will finish his junior career where it started - in Kitchener.

The general trade deadline is tomorrow at noon.
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Faksa heading north?

Some more Radek Faksa buzz this morning.

And, for the first time, it makes some sense as it's coming from actual hockey people and not anonymous Twitter accounts.

Word is that the Sudbury Wolves are making a play for the Czech import.

All along, the pack is the only team that has really made sense for the centre. It's now or never (or at least for the short term) for the Wolves, who are right in the mix for the OHL east banner.

There is a familiarity factor up north too, with ex-Rangers associate coach and assistant GM Paul Fixter running the show. Both got along great in Kitchener.

Add in Franky Palazzese, Matt Schmalz and Czech forward Dominik Kubalik (as long as he isn't coming back the other way) and that gives Faksa, who has a no trade clause, some welcoming faces if a deal goes down.

Faksa led the Rangers to a 6-2 win over the Bulls last night. After the game he told me that he's hearing rumours but trying to ignore them and that he'd be happy to remain a Ranger. He loves it here,  plain and simple.

But with the hauls teams are getting, Rangers' GM Murray Hiebert is no doubt listening to offers. He'd be crazy not to.

It isn't easy dealing an import. Kitchener would have to get one back from Sudbury.

It's going to be a wild 24 hours or so until the deadline.

***

Meanwhile, Ty Learn has been traded from the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen to the Port Colborne Pirates so he can live at home and finish off the school year with his pals.

He remains Rangers' property.
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January 08, 2014

Kitchener 6, Belleville 2

So far, so good weather-wise for a roadie to Belleville.

The Bulls are coming off an impressive win over a surging Windsor squad while Kitchener has lost two straight.

Rookie Mark Bzowey gets the call up for this one as the Rangers try to spread around the games that count toward OHL cards between various freshmen.

But the game is secondary.

The trade frenzy continued late yesterday after a slowish day. Though, it was quiet on the Rangers' front. GM Murray Hiebert says there is nothing to the Radek Faksa rumours as of now.

Guelph absolutely robbed Peterborough by sending Hunter Garlent north for Stephen Pierog and four second round draft picks.

Garlent is just better than a point per game for the firs time in three OHL years. At these prices, it makes you wonder what Josh Sterk could have netted (he has more points than Garlent).

Not sure what the thinking was with the Petes. They got a solid player but paid way too much, in my opinion.

Sarnia sent Tyler Hore and Bryan Moore to the Soo for d-man Kevin Spinozzi while Missy shipped Dylan Smoskowitz to Oshawa for a second round pick.

Kitchener has already been active on the trade market and is looking to add picks in any potential deal before Friday's deadline.

***

Arrived in Belleville to see some more trade activity.

So much for Kyle Platzer coming to Kitchener. He has been traded to Owen Sound with Santino Centorame for Gemel Smith and a fifth.

I see goalie prospect Liam Herbst also said bye bye to Bud Gardens and is now with Ottawa with two picks going back to London.

Things are happening fast and furious now.

Game summary

***

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Radek Faksa-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Mason Kohn

Mark Bzowey-Jimmy Soper-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Logan Schmidt-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Jordan DeKort (5-13) starts.

Belleville:

Remi Elie-Stephen Harper-Aaron Berisha

Scott Simmonds-Niki Petti-David Tomasek

Chad Heffernan-Jake Marchment-Michael Cramarossa

Andrew Ming-Adam Laishram-Jake Bricknell

Alex Yuill-Jordan Subban

Adam Bignell-Justin Lemcke

Brody Morris-Justin Bean

Charlie Graham (9-16-2-2) starts.

Puck points:

- Eric Ming's little brother Andrew plays for Belleville. Eric will make his return to the Aud Friday when the IceDogs are in town.

- Mark Bzowey wearing Ming's old No. 12.

- I'm told the attendance in Belleville is really struggling this year. One person said "worst in team history." A losing season doesn't help but also puts Kitchener's situation in perspective - similar down year but strong fan base remains.

- Radek Faksa was recognized in pre-game ceremony for repping the Czech Republic at the world jrs.

- Belleville scored on its first shot 38 seconds in. Kitchener native Adam Bignell assisted on Mike Cramarossa's goal. It was his first point this season. Fitting it came against his hometown team.

- It's a small thing, but Belleville does a great job of communicating to each other on the ice. Can hear them chatting all game.

- After letting one in on the first shot, DeKort settled down and absolutely robbed Scott Simmonds in the second period by going side to side in the crease. A thing of beauty.

- Nick Magyar is making up some serious ground. He is now just five points out of first in the OHL's rookie scoring race.

- Radek Faksa came close to scoring the hat trick in the third period. "I should have had it," he said. "I'll save it for next time."

- Coach Troy Smith said a late goal in the second gave the club some momentum to take in the third. Kitchener potted four goals in about 10 minutes in the last frame.

- Mike Davies with his second of the year and first since Oct. 22.

JB's top three Rangers: Radek Faksa, Nick Magyar, Justin Bailey
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January 07, 2014

Trade talks quieting down

Oh Twitter universe.

First it was Peterborough. Now Radek Faksa has apparently been dealt to London for picks and Kyle Platzer.

Not the case, says Kitchener Rangers general manager Murray Hiebert.

"It has been my experience that before I make a deal I usually talk to the team," he said. "So far, I haven't talked to London in over a month. Whatever deal is happening there is happening without me."

Faksa arrives in Canada from Europe tonight and is scheduled to play for the Rangers tomorrow in Belleville.

While the phones were busy yesterday, Hiebert says it's quieting down today. Must GMs are putting our feelers but not offering anything concrete yet.

The OHL trade deadline is Friday at noon.

Hiebert says, if anything, he's interested in re-stocking the draft pick cupboard as he has plenty of players on his roster.

***

It's not good news for winger Brandon Robinson. He had surgery to repair a tendon in his wrist and looks to be gone for 4-6 weeks.

***

Rangers' defenceman Jared Gilbert has resurfaced with the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen. Word is Jesse Young will be joining the team soon as well.

***

A clarification on OHL cards. Yes, some games played by rookies during Faksa's absence at the worlds do not count toward their OHL total. However, if more than one rookie dresses, one of them has to be on an OHL card.

Freshmen Jacob Cascagnette and Kegan Blasby have used about half of their eligibility (4-6 games) toward the OHL card.

The Rangers have three OHL cards remaining from the 30 allotted each season.
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January 06, 2014

Northern swing (and miss)

Well, that wasn't fun.

Cars in ditches. Others operating as though there were five lanes on a three-lane highway. Snow, ice, rain. 40 clicks an hour from Toronto to Kitchener. Ugh.

And the Rangers went o-for-2 to boot.

Gonna keep it short today as I spent most of my day off driving home only to arrive to two feet of plowed snow blocking my driveway.

Frank Palazzese blanks former club.

North Bay doubles up Kitchener.

At least it's not like the Rangers play in Belleville on Wednesday. Oh wait.

***

I was going to get all industrious and figure out Kitchener's magic number for the playoffs.

Then I found this site on Google.

It says the Rangers have a 19.4 chance of making the playoffs. Or an 81 per cent chance of not making the post-season.

The team has about a one per cent chance of finishing seventh and a 19 per cent chance of getting eighth in the west.
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January 05, 2014

North Bay 6, Kitchener 3

A smooth ride in this morning from Sudbury.

Cousin Kris spun me up a nice mix of some good soul for the ride which included some Gary Clark Jr., Sharon Jones, Black Keys and Charles Bradley among others. Made me head toward Curtis Mayfield on my Ipod after it was done.

The Memorial Gardens is still under construction but it's coming along nicely. First time here and I love the old world charm of the building. Lots of history in these walls.

I see the Rangers' trainers across the ice, so I'm going to jet over and see if I can scare up today's line combos.

***

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Kegan Blasby

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Jacob  Cascagnette-Jimmy Soper-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Logan Schmidt

Max Iafrate-Doug Blaisdell

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Matt Greenfield (6-9-0-1) starts.

North Bay:

Zach Bratina-Mike Amadio-Barclay Goodrow

Jared Steege-Nick Paul-Matt MacLeod

Connor Jarvis-Jamie Lewis-Alex Henriksson

Mike Baird-Kyle Locke-Mathew Santos

Brenden Miller-Riley Bruce

Dylan Blujus-Marcus McIvor

Miles Liberati-Kyle Wood

Jake Smith (10-8-3-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Defenceman Frank Hora is not hurt. Out due to "coach's decision."

- Former Rangers forward Ben Thomson missed the game with the flu. The guy he was traded for, Brandon Robinson, is also out with a wrist injury.

- Curtis Meighan says there is "no way" he scored the first Rangers' goal. But he got credit and has 10 points in his past eight games.

- Make it back to back solid efforts for goalie Matt Greenfield. The rookie made 30 saves this afternoon.

- Kitchener's power play went 0-for-5 and is once again the worst in the OHL converting at a rate of 15.5 per cent.

- Bad news? Dylan Di Perna looked to have his first point as a Ranger but the assist was taken away. Good news? It went to Jimmy Soper for his first point in the OHL.

- Don't expect Robinson back any time soon, his right forearm is in a cast.

JB's top three Rangers: Curtis Meighan, Ryan MacInnis, Justin Bailey
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Condition kicks in

The Kitchener Rangers have added a third round draft pick in this year's OHL draft.

The pick was acquired from the Oshawa Generals in the Josh Sterk trade. Originally, the Gens sent a fourth rounder to the Rangers with a condition.

That criteria has been met and the fourth now turns into a third rounder.

The Rangers also got a sixth round pick in 2015 in the deal that sent Sterk to the Generals before the season started. That pick was subsequently shipped to Windsor in a trade for goalie Jordan DeKort.

Sterk is having a career season and has 14 goals and 27 assists this season. The Rangers selected the Georgetown native in the fifth round of the 2011 draft.
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Sudbury 2, Kitchener 0

Is Franky Palazzese serving notice?

The former Kitchener Rangers netminder put up a shutout last night against Oshawa a mere 24 hours before facing his old team.

It was a 2-0 blanking for the red-hot Sudbury Wolves, winners of 11 of their past 12 games.

And it was no gimme for Franky. He made 40 saves for the win, his 19th of the season.

But let's give some love to the Rangers who - for a change - were the team capping a win in the final minute of play Friday against Sarnia.

Defenceman Logan Schmidt scored his first OHL goal to tie the game 5-5 before Justin Bailey's second of the match clinched the victory.

***

The Queen is looking down at the Sudbury Arena (in a framed picture) and the wolf and hanging from the rafters. It's good to be back at the Aud of the north.

The Rangers just pulled in and are getting ready for tonight's tilt.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Kegan Blasby

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Logan SchmidtDmitrii Sergeev-Doug Blaisdell

Matt Greenfield (6-8-0-1) starts.

Sudbury:

Nathan Pancel-Matt Campagna-Nicholas Baptiste

Connor Crisp-Jacob Harris-Ray Huether

Danny Desrochers-Matt Schmalz-Nathan Cull

Connor Burgess-David Zeppieri-Dominik Kubalik

Jeff Corbett-Kevin Raine

Stefan LeBlanc-Craig Duininck

Conor Cummins-Evan de Haan

Franky Palazzese (19-10-2-2) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Only three former Rangers left in Suduby - Palazzese, coach Paul Fixter and centre Matt Schmalz. It has been a tough year for the latter. The former No. 1 pick has one goal and three helpers heading into the game.

- Hoping Sudbury scores at least one goal so I can see the wolf "fly" across the rink.

- Darby Llewellyn moves up to the second unit. Besides the fact that he leads the team in goal scoring (hence earning second line status), coach Troy Smith said he liked the look of him there late in Friday's 6-5 win over Sarnia.

- No scoring until Jacob Harris' goal late in second but Sudbury was out-chancing Kitchener. And the Wolves were getting visibly frustrated by Matt Greenfield's sharp play.

- Coach Troy Smith mixed lines up a bit in the second. He had Pedersen and Magyar playing on either side of centre Curtis Meighan.

- There was a big celebratory glove pump from Palazzese after he notched his first back to back shutout. Smiles and music blaring around the dressing room too.

- Best start of the season for Greenfield, who made 38 stops in a losing cause.

- Logan Schmidt continues his inspired play. After notching his first goal last night, he was a defensive dynamo tonight, shoveling several loose rebounds out of harm's way and taking his fair share of pucks off the ankle.

- Scott Teskey had a second period breakaway but was stoned by Palazzese.

- Kitchener has been shut out eight times this season. That's about once every five games.

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Logan Schmidt, Scott Teskey
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January 03, 2014

Kitchener 6, Sarnia 5

Talk about a big game.

Maybe not to anyone other than the Rangers or the Sting, but tonight's affair has meaning.

If Kitchener wants to make the playoffs it can't lose to Sarnia, the team currently ahead of them in th standings by one point.

Of course the team CAN make the post-season if they drop the game but it's a symbolic one in my mind. The season is quickly ticking away and it's time for the Rangers to make their move.

As for the weekend ahead? It's three games in three days.

The Sudbury Saturday night is the crown jewel. After all, it pits former Rangers assistant coaches Troy Smith and Paul Fixter against one another for the first time (in regular season play).

Both skippers talked about the clash to me yesterday.

On to the lines.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Jacob Cascagnette-Jimmy Soper-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Logan Schmidt

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Jordan DeKort (5-13) starts.

Sarnia:

Nikolay Goldobin-Nickolas Latta-Bryan Moore

Davis Brown-Daniel Nikandrov-Nikita Korostelev

Pat White-Vladislav Kodola-Brandon Lindberg

Alexandre Renaud-Matteo Ciccarelli-Noah Bushnell

Tyler Hore-Josh Chapman

Zachary Core-Jimmy McDowell

Connor Sclichting-Jeff King

Taylor Dupuis (9-14-1-3) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- About time the Rangers got a last minute win. They've certainly given up their fair share of last minute losses this season.

- How about that Nick Magyar? Four points tonight and now the rook leads the team in scoring.

- Thought Taylor Dupuis played well despite the loss. He made 45 saves and the Rangers were all over him. Some serious scoring chances given up by the Sting and Dupuis kept them alive.

- Ben Fanelli and Dmitrii Sergeev got some time on the point on the power play. Haven't seen that too often this year.

- Logan Schmidt got his first OHL goal and it was a memorable one - gave the Rangers a 5-5 tie.

- Love how both teams went for the win. No trap. No pushing it to OT. That's how the game should be played.

- With the win, Kitchener moves into 9th in the west, three back of the final playoff slot currently held by Plymouth.

- Rangers scored 35 seconds into the game and with 24 seconds left.

- Brent Pedersen's tally ends a five game slump.

- Over in Niagara it was ex-Ranger Eric Ming back in the lineup after missing time with a lower body injury. He extended his goal scoring streak to seven games in the 'Dogs 3-2 shootout loss to Saginaw.

- A long night ahead for the Rangers who eat a post-game meal and then hit the road to Sudbury.

JB's top three Rangers: Nick Magyar, Justin Bailey, Logan Schmidt
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Then and now: Jeff Skinner

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Jeff Skinner, F

Then: 2008-10

Now: Carolina Hurricanes

KWR042510RangersFIN18

LON82810_2010_000000
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January 02, 2014

Robinson on sidelines

Forward Brandon Robinson is out indefinitely with a wrist injury.

The Rangers are waiting on the results of some tests to see exactly how long he'll be out.

Robinson injured his wrist in Tuesday's game against Erie late in the first period.

The Pickering native had a hat trick in Kitchener's 6-2 win against the Otters last weekend and has seven points in 15 games since coming over to the Rangers in a trade with North Bay.

The 18-year-old will miss this weekend's game against his old club.

***

The Finns beat the Czechs 5-3 today in quarter-final action at the world junior hockey championships in Sweden.

Despite the loss, centre Radek Faksa won't be back in time to make the Rangers' road trip north to Sudbury and North Bay this weekend.
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Future toughness?

Kitchener Rangers veteran Max Iafrate got in a scrap on New Year's Eve during the club's 4-0 loss to the Erie Otters.

For those counting, that's his seventh bout of the year, but only the sixth that counts toward his OHL threshold of 10, before suspensions kick in.

Iafrate has done his share as a vet - from fighting to increasing his point production to logging a ton of minutes.

It's a lonely gig for experienced players this season. Even quieter on the toughness front. With Ben Thomson traded and Paxton Leroux out of the year, it pretty much leaves Iafrate to do all the nasty business, when called upon.

It sparked a conversation in the media room lately. Just who is going to carry the torch?

True, you don't need an old fashioned goon in the OHL anymore. But you clearly need a skilled guy who has a gritty element to his game.

Iafrate can return next season - and let's hope he does - but it's asking a bit much for him to carry the load, especially since he can contribute in other ways. Also, as a defenceman, you don't want him in the box too much.

Who is the next Cody Sol, Tyler Randell or Mike Duco? If not in PIMs, in toughness?

Scanning the current roster, the next guy with the most tilts this season is Brent Pedersen (he has four). But as one of the team's top six forwards you don't want him off the ice too much either.

Jimmy Soper has some grit but at 160 or so pounds (and with no offence) he doesn't exactly instill fear into opponents.

Jacob Cascagnette - 16 years old, 6-2, 180 pounds - might round into a nice option as a scorer/power forward but it's too early to tell.

There are some big boys on defence - Dylan Di Perna, Doug Blaisdell and Dmitrii Sergeev - but again you hate to have D-men in the box.

It's a young roster, so bodies are growing and roles still being defined. But the lack of a bruiser is something the club will need to address going forward.

Perhaps the void is filled via trade at some point.

Kitchener 6, Erie 2

A rare Saturday game at the Aud tonight.

And the CHL's No. 1 ranked team in the Erie Otters to boot. Erie's 10-game winning streak was snapped just before Christmas thanks to a 5-0 beat down by the Guelph Storm.

Kitchener has lost two straight and five of the past six.

Exactly half a season (34 games) to go. Kitchener is three points out of the final playoff spot in the west.

I figure the team needs to play .500 hockey to rest of the way to assure itself a spot in the post-season. So, that's 17 wins or so, depending on OT/SO points.

It's not an easy schedule ahead. The Rangers have five games against Guelph, four against Erie, three versus London and one each with Oshawa and Sudbury - the top five teams in the league, position wise. There is also another against the Soo.

As for adding bodies via trade? Not sure the Rangers have much room left. Every OHL team gets 30 cards for players. By my count, the club has already used 28. Jake Cascagnette and Mitch Dempsey are about halfway to securing the final two (activated when players suit up for their 11th game).

The Rangers will get a boost up front tonight when centre Matia Marcantuoni returns to the lineup after missing 14 games with a shoulder injury.

Kitchener:

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Jacob Cascagnette-Mason Kohn-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Logan Schmidt-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Jordan DeKort (4-12) starts.

Erie:

Dane Fox-Brendan Gaunce-Connor Brown

Jake Evans-Michael Curtis-Joel Wigle

Hayden Hodgson-Kyle Pettit-Nick Betz

Travis Wood-Quentin Maksimovich-Pat Murphy

Cory Genovese-Spencer Abraham

Travis Dermott-Troy Donnay

Justin Felker-Darren Raddysh

Devin Williams (13-2) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Take a look at the Rangers lineup. Take out Ben Fanelli and put Doug Blaisdell in (not necessarily in his place, but on defence) and that could be your team next year. There will be an import, No. 1 pick and Jimmy Soper, Kegan Blasby, Ty Learn and James Mense-Dietrich in the mix. Crazy to think all those guys could be back.

- Lots of talk out of London about the Knights needing a pure goal scorer. Kind of like Dane Fox, who they traded to Erie two years ago right around this time.

- Ex-Rangers captain Ryan Murphy (CAR) dropped the ceremonial puck to kick off the game.

- Radek Faksa suffered chipped teeth, swollen lips and received a mouthful of blood after taking a high stick in the Czech Republic's 5-4 shootout win over Canada at the world juniors today.

- Brandon Robinson scores his second career hat trick. Last year he got it in the last game before the Christmas break, this time in the first game back.

- Brent Pedersen delivered a couple of big hits. That is an aspect that has been missing from the Rangers' game this season.

- First OHL points for Jacob Cascagnette and Dmitrii Sergeev who both grabbed assists.

- Jordan DeKort turned in a solid performance after giving up two goals early to Brendan Gaunce. The backstopper made 31 saves.

- Robinson joins Darby Llewellyn and Radek Faksa as the only Rangers to notch hat tricks this season.

- Curtis Meighan has six points in his past four games.

JB's top three Rangers: Brandon Robinson, Justin Bailey, Curtis Meighan
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December 27, 2013

Then and now: Andre Benoit

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Andre Benoit, D

Then: 2000-05

Now: Colorado Avalanche

Hi_j0196
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Then and now: Derek Roy

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Derek Roy, F

Then: 99-03

Now: St. Louis Blues
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December 26, 2013

Then and now: Steve Downie

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Steve Downie, F

Then: 2007

Now: Philadelphia Flyers
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Then and now: Matt Halischuk

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Matt Halischuk, F

Then: 2006-08

Now: Winnipeg Jets
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December 25, 2013

Then and now: Jerry D'Amigo

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Jerry D'Amigo, F

Then: 2010-11

Now: Toronto Maple Leafs

110402 Rangers 6 3rd 4

Rm_Leafs Vs Hawks027
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Then and now: Nick Spaling

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Nick Spaling, F

Then: 2005-08

Now: Nashville Predators
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December 24, 2013

Then and now: Mikkel Boedker

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Mikkel Boedker, F

Then: 2007-08

Now: Phoenix Coyotes
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Then and now: Robert Bortuzzo

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Robert Bortuzzo, D

Then: 2006-09

Now: Pittsburgh Penguins
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December 23, 2013

Then and now: Mark Fraser

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Mark Fraser, D

Then: 2006-08

Now: Toronto Maple Leafs
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Then and now: Michael Richards

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Michael Richards, F

Then: 2001-05

Now: Los Angeles Kings
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December 22, 2013

Then and now: Peter DeBoer

A look at former Kitchener Rangers now in the NHL.

Peter DeBoer

Then: Coach/GM 2001-08

Now: Coach, New Jersey Devils
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December 20, 2013

Sault Ste. Marie 5, Kitchener 4

It's the last game before the holiday break.

And it might just be the most telling tilt for the Kitchener Rangers this season. A win, combined with a Plymouth loss, would put the Blueshirts into the final playoff spot in the western conference.

That'd be a nice way to go into the pause.

The club will find out today if Matia Marcantuoni (shoulder) will be in action. He has practised with the team for about a week but has missed the past 13 games. The fourth-year centre says he feels great.

The Soo is coming off an emotional 6-5 overtime loss to Guelph last night. Kitchener has been idle since losing to the 'Hounds up north on Sunday.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

Jacob Cascagnette-Darby Llewellyn-Scott Teskey

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Kegan Blasby

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Logan Schmidt

Dylan Di Perna-Doug Blaisdell

Matt Greenfield (5-7-0-1) starts

Sault Ste. Marie:

Pat Watling-Jared McCann-Andrew Fritsch

Sergey Tolchinsky-Blake Speers-Zachary Senyshyn

Michael Bunting-David Miller-Trent Mallette

Jean Dupuy-Tyler Gaudet-Keigan Goetz

Darnell Nurse-Alex Gudbranson

Kyle Jenkins-Tyler Ganly

Kevin Spinozzi-Colton White

Backup Brandon Halverson (5-2) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Last game for the Rangers and Greyhounds before the Xmas break. After the game, local Greyhounds got to go straight home. Only five people took the bus back to the Soo.

- Kegan Blasby got off to a strong start in a rare appearance. A good hit and steal that almost led to a breakaway.

- Like so many games this year, this one could be a precious point lost that the Rangers look back on if they don't make the playoffs. Little separates Kitchener, Sarnia and Plymouth right now and every point is extremely valuable for that eighth and final post-season slot.

- Some nice shot blocking by Rangers' rookie Mike Davies tonight.

- This game marked the end of the second quarter of the season. Kitchener garnered 11 points in the first 17 games and was in last place in the west. In the next 17, they picked up 14 points and remain in last place.

- Teams have been picking up on Ryan MacInnis of late and he's seen increased physical play by foes in the past few weeks.

- Soo staff in pressbox was predicted game winning goals for the 'Hounds after the second period ended. Turns out their feeling was spot on.

- Kitchener has lost five of its past six games.

- Soo went 0-for-2 on the PP. Kitchener did not received a single PP.

JB's top three Rangers: Curtis Meighan, Nick Magyar, Darby Llewellyn
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December 19, 2013

Leroux's season done

112213NewRangers2

Paxton Leroux, we hardly knew ya.

After a handful of shifts the overager winger's tenure with the Kitchener Rangers is finished.

Shelved for the season he is after having shoulder surgery last Thursday.

All fans got was a period and a few minutes before the gritty 20-year-old was forced to exit against the Belleville Bulls on Nov. 22.

The Rangers gave up a fifth round pick for Leroux. Though, GM Murray Hiebert is in conversation with London boss Mark Hunter over the big guy's shoulder.

Makes you wonder if the team received damaged goods.

Either way, beyond the pick, burning an OHL card hurts the club. Leroux would have been a nice veteran addition to the young team. The Rangers now have one active OA left - captain Ben Fanelli.
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December 18, 2013

First half awards

Rangers game 41251Friday's game against the Soo will mark the halfway point of the season for the Kitchener Rangers.

So let's take a look at the first 33 games and give out some fictitious awards to the club.

MVP: Darby Llewellyn

It's tough to pick an MVP on a team that is toiling in the basement. But you can't ignore Llewellyn's awesome season. He leads the team with 18 goals - while playing on the third line at times - and has taken a legitimate step forward  in his development. Remember, he's a young 17 year old (birthday in summer) and is a definite piece to build around in the next two years. He is also turning into an effective option on the point on the penalty kill.

Top rookie: Nick Magyar

This is the toughest category to judge. You could put blueliner Frank Hora here or even Ryan MacInnis. Magyar gets the nod for his consistency. He's second in team scoring with 23 points, tied for third in the OHL rookie scoring race and has found nice chemistry with MacInnis. They'll be a deadly pair moving forward.

Top defenceman: Max Iafrate

His 17 points is tops among rearguards and he has really picked it up as of late with eight points in the past six games. He brings grit, durability and is showing a nice offensive flair. He's already surpassed his career high in points and logs a ton of minutes in the back end. I'd like to see the Rangers use his booming shot more on the power play.

Biggest surprise: Logan Schmidt

If you had told me that an undrafted 17-year-old defenceman who played Jr. B last year would be a regular on this roster, I never would have believed it. But Schmidt isn't just a warm body. He has eight points and is running the point on the power play.

Expected more: Kitchener Rangers

Yeah, it's a bit of a lamo answer. I figured the team would step back this year. I had sixth in the west as a ceiling and the team still has a shot at getting there. But if things continue at this pace the Rangers will be out of the post-season. They are a rebuilding club but I believe they are better than they are playing and for that, as a whole, I think it's safe to say many expected more.
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December 17, 2013

The OHL 10

The Christmas break is coming up and with it the midway mark of the season.

I'll have my 34-game look at the surprises surrounding the Kitchener Rangers later this week. For now, let's take another glance around the OHL.

1. Now that goalie Mackenzie Blackwood is coming back down to earth in Barrie the rookie of the year award looks to be Mitch Marner's to lose. Yeah, others are close in the race but Marner is on another level right now. Oh but he's surrounded by such talent you say? Well, several are gone to the worlds and he has five points in the past three games.

2. Kitchener freshmen Nick Magyar and Ryan MacInnis are coming on strong among rookies. Check out these splits - they both had seven points in their first 16 games, in the next 17 Magyar has 16 and MacInnis 13.

3. Still no major moves in the east. My feeling is that Sudbury is going to be the big player. The Wolves are winners of eight straight and now only eight back of Oshawa for the conference lead. The pack is built for this year so it's now or never. Ex-Rangers goalie Franky Palazzese is back into form after a rough start. No fire Paul Fixter calls coming out of the north now eh? Funny how that works.

4. Is anyone else concerned about Guelph's goaltending? Matt Mancina is the man as of late having started four of the last five and posting two consecutive shutouts. Both him and Justin Nichols have been great this year but taking a rookie and first year starter into the post-season may prove troublesome. At least the Storm can score in spades.

5. With all the snipers and world junior players on London it's fourth year centre Chris Tierney who leads the team in scoring with 45 points. A nice story brewing there.

6. Hey, the Rangers' PP is now tied for last, instead of all alone in the basement. The club can thank the Peterborough Petes for falling back. A 2-for-4 effort by Kitchener Saturday in Saginaw is also a positive.

7. I keep waiting for the Soo Greyhounds to fall back to earth but there they are, still in second in the western conference (by way of division leaders). They lost some key guys but have maintained this season.

8. A couple nice pieces in Niagara in Brendan Perlini and Carter Verhaeghe despite the rough year in St. Kitts. During retooling years those are the things you want to see - studs up front who can score and that you can build around.

9. With Max Iafrate's inspired play of late it makes you wonder if teams may want to pitch a deal to the Rangers before the deadline. That being said, he'd be the perfect OA to come back - a bruising, tough, minute-eating defenceman with a bit of offensive pop. Could be invaluabe next year with such a young d-line.

10. Since trading Kerby Rychel, the Windsor Spitfires are 3-2-1-0. Slater Koekkoek is plus-4. Brody Milne (acquired in the deal) has seven points in six games.
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December 16, 2013

Shades of Puempel

102513Rangers2One positive that sticks out in an off year for the Kitchener Rangers has been the play of Darby Llewellyn.

A lot of the talk last year was about first rounder Matt Schmalz. But it's Llewellyn, a fourth round pick, who has developed into a pure goal scorer.

The Ann Arbor native picked up his 17th and 18th goals Saturday in Saginaw. The sophomore is on pace to pot more than Matt Puempel, who led the Rangers with 35 goals last year as a fourth year player.

An upgrade? For sure. But toying with a 40-goal season? Not sure anyone saw this coming, except maybe Llewellyn.

He has six multi-goal games and has scored some real beauties.

NHL scouts are beginning to take notice of the youngster, who is in his draft year.

December 15, 2013

Greenfield gets it done

Kitchener Rangers goalie Matt Greenfield turned in his most impressive performance this season stopping 45 saves en route to a 5-1 win over Saginaw Saturday.

The shutout was within reach but spoiled in the third period.

The rookie has  been working hard with goalie coach Kain Tisi on positioning, specifically getting his feet stable before the first shot comes so that he's able to cover more of the net in case of a second, third or fourth follow up attempt.

Last night's tilt ended the fourth eight-pack of games this season. Here is how each group has broken down.

First eight games: 4-4, for 8 points

Second: 0-7-0-1, for one point

 Third: 5-3, for 10 points

 Fourth: 3-5, for six points

The output has Kitchener tied for last in the western conference, one point out of a playoff spot with about half a season to play.

If the pattern holds, the next eight should be productive.
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December 14, 2013

Kitchener 5, Saginaw 1

Snow is a falling. Highways are closed. Cars are in ditches. It’s good times in for an OHL beat reporter.

But I’m here in Saginaw, albeit after a long drive stateside. It’s full-on winter outside the Dow Event Center.

As for hockey, the Spirit is without starting goalie Jake Paterson (world juniors) and is struggling with one win in the past seven games.

The Rangers have lost three straight. Somebody’s nasty streak is ending tonight.

Kitchener:

 Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

 Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Justin Bailey

 Jacob Cascagnette-Darby Llewellyn-Scott Teskey

 Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-James Mense-Dietrich

 Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

 Max Iafrate-Doug Blaisdell

 Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

 Dylan Di Perna

 Matt Greenfield (4-6-0-1) starts.

Saginaw:

Luke Cairns-Kristoff Kontos-Jimmy Lodge

Dylan Sadowy-Justin Kea-Terry Trafford

Nick Moutrey-Mitch Stephens-Andrey Alexeev

Brandon Lindberg-Ryan Orban-Jeremiah Addison

Jacob Ringuette-Justin Sefton

Sean Callaghan-Jesse Graham

Brandon Prophet-Michael Holmes

Nikita Serebryakov (5-3-2-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- It is Stars Wars night at the Dow. There is a lifesize R2D2 roaming the concourse. Wondering if any of the Rangers know what Stars Wars is. Feeling old.

- Nick Magyar had a clear breakaway from about centre ice in the first period but was stopped by the glove of Spirit goalie Nikita Serebryakov.

- Scott Teskey is turning up his play. A goal tonight and one post. That's two goals in the past three games. Went 59 games between goals before notching his first earlier this week.

- A tough one for Mike Davies who was all alone in front and shot into the goalie. The rook can't buy a goal right now and hasn't scored in his past 22 games. He did however block a nice shot late in the third.

- Speaking of blocked shots, I counted at least two by Justin Bailey who was laying the body on the line.

- Game ends and Saginaw players have to stand at centre ice for 20 minutes after a loss to auction off jerseys. Brutal.

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Darby Llewellyn, Scott Teskey
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December 13, 2013

Owen Sound 5, Kitchener 2

Well, so much for seeing Matia Marcantuoni.

Something must have happened after yesterday's practice to make him sit out tonight with his on-going shoulder issue.

That, and Radek Faksa's departure, mean the Rangers will be one short up front tonight.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Justin Bailey

Brandon Robinson-Darby Llewellyn-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

James Mense-Dietrich-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Dylan Di Perna

Doug Blaisdell-Logan Schmidt

Dmitrii Sergeev

Jordan DeKort (4-12) starts.

Owen Sound:

Kyle Hope-Holden Cook-Kurtis Gabriel

Gemel Smith-Zach Nastasiuk-Jaden Lindo

Justin Brack-Daniel Milne-Brett Hargrave

Gilbert Gabor-Jeff Gilligan-Ethan Szypula

Kurtis MacDermid-Tyler MacArthur

Damir Sharipzyanov-Brayden Rose

Connor Walters-Thomas Schemitsch

Brandon Hope (15-6-1-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Rangers' forward Ryan MacInnis was named to the CHL Top Prospects game which highlights NHL draft eligible players. The St. Louis native will play on Team Cherry at the event, which is set for his dad's other old stomping grounds in Calgary, Jan. 15th.

- Several other Rangers are up for the draft including - Nick Magyar, Frank Hora, Darby Llewellyn, Dmitrii Sergeev and Brandon Robinson, among others.

- James Mense-Dietrich made his second OHL start for Kitchener. He has 20 points in 20 games for the Port Colborne Pirates (Jr. B).

- Have to go through all the boxscores, but by my count this is at least the fifth time the opposition has scored on their first shot of the game.

- Max Iafrate's two assists in the second period gives him seven points in the past four games.

- Attack keeper Brandon Hope sure is a wanderer. Almost got caught a few times playing the puck outside his net.

- Mason Kohn reminds me of Darby Llewellyn last year. He may not get many points but he always does something positive to get noticed. Tonight, it was a lovely drop pass to Llewellyn while shorthanded.

- Can't remember the last time the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen got more attention than the Rangers. The Dutchies were all over Twitter in winning their 25th straight with a 3-1 victory vs Stratford tonight to tie a GOJHL record.

- Mabye it was an off-night, but seeing far fewer Rangers sweaters sitting in the crowd. Used to be a sea of blue in here.

- James Mense-Dietrich will make the weekend road trip to Saginaw and the Soo. The team bus will pick up Jacob Cascagnette tonight as well.

JB's top three Rangers: Frank Hora, Matt Greenfield, Justin Bailey
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One wild night of trades

Hi_j0068(3)It's not an easy time to be an OHL player, what with the Jan. 10th OHL trade deadline looming. 

Teams have about a month left to make their moves and either load up for a long playoff run or rebuild for the future. 

One guy who knows all about the pressure is former Rangers captain Trevor Gallant. 

He was traded but forced to play a game before learning about his destination. It was a weird night back in 1995, one that saw five Rangers get dealt minutes before the team bus left for a road trip. 

Many fans will remember Gallant as a gifted scorer. He was also known for his unique haircut (see photo). 

After a lengthy interview about the trade (to NB for Jim Ensom and a pick) I asked him if he still had the same hairdo: 

"The mullet," he said with a laugh. "I don’t have it now but for a long time I did. Now that I'm in this business (financial adviser) I have to look a little more professional. 

"I would be lying if I said I don't miss it." 

Gallant toured the Aud last year for the team's 50th anniversary. It was his first time back since he skated in the OHL. 

The revamped dressing room was quite different from his days. Seeing it made him want to go back in time: "I want to shed like 40 pounds and grow 20 years younger."
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December 12, 2013

Marcantuoni eying return

03OCT13MatiaA0163The timing couldn't be better for the Kitchener Rangers.

Matia Marcantuoni is back practising with the club after missing the past 10 games with a shoulder injury.

With top line centre Radek Faksa (DAL) tied up with world junior duties for the next month in the Czech Republic and Sweden, the team is short on bodies.

Marcantuoni skated Wednesday in a full practice and is slated to go again today. If all goes well, he'll be in the lineup tomorrow against the Owen Sound Attack.

Coach Troy Smith said the Pittsburgh Penguins' draft pick will resume his spot as the team's first line centre. Justin Bailey (BUF) will be on his wing. The other spot hasn't been determined yet.

Jimmy Soper (hand) is still wearing a cast while Paxton Leroux (upper body) is out indefinitely.

Marcantuoni started strong with five points in his first four games and has 11 points in 20 games so far this season.

I also asked Smith about the recent switch of Brandon Robinson and Darby Llewellyn, who flip flopped slots on the first and third lines. Both seemed to be going well right where they were and have slowed down since the move.

The skipper said it was about getting Robinson a familiar face as he played on a line with Scott Teskey in minor midget. Teskey scored his first goal in 59 games Wednesday alongside Robinson and centre Curtis Meighan.
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Horvat's magic

Because sometimes you just have to give credit where it's due.

So here is Bo Horvat's gem against Kitchener from Tuesday's 6-4 win over the Rangers.
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December 11, 2013

Rangers extend goodwill

11DEC13 RANGERS 289

10DEC13 RANGERS 139We knew the Rangers were in a generous mood Tuesday, it being Teddy Bear night and all.

And on that front, the franchise did well, donating some 9,500 stuffed animals to charity. Rookie Nick Magyar got the all important Teddy Bear goal midway throught the first period.

But Kitchener went one step further and donated the lead to the London Knights.

The club was about two minutes away from the win when the Green and Gold roared back for three unanswered goals for a 6-4 win at the Aud.

Another tough one to swallow as the Blueshirts gave up a late third period lead for the second consecutive game.

The big picture says it's character building and a learning experience. But it would be nice to see the team close out a game.

On to the next one. In this case, it's three in three days - Friday at home to Owen Sound, Saturday in Saginaw and Sunday in the Soo. That's no easy threesome.

***

Radek Faksa leaves today for the Czech Republic.

It's a week at camp in his homeland before a week prep in Sweden in advance of the world juniors.

The 19-year-old said he has been to Sweden once, when he was "like two."

Turns out his aunt Jane lives there.

Me: Jane? That sounds like a North American name?

Radek: It's Jana, but Jane is the English translation.

Two years ago, the kid couldn't speak a word of English. Now he's giving me translation lessons.

In case you missed the action, here is a vid of the Bear bomb.
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December 10, 2013

London 6, Kitchener 4

Someone is taking the series lead tonight.

So far this year, the Rangers and Knights have bested each other once - Kitchener 3-2 in OT and London 3-0.

Of course, fans will get in on the action when the Rangers pot their first goal. The marker will ignite an avalanche of stuffed animals as it is Teddy Bear Toss night.

Past TBT goal scorers include:

Paul Traynor (95-96)

Darcy Harris (96-97)

Jeff Ambrosio (97-98)

Serge Payer (98-99)

Mike Mazzuca (99-00)

Steve Eminger (00-01)

Jeff Szwez (01-02)

Evan McGrath (02-03)

Jesse Boucher (03-04)

Mike Duco (04-05)

Yves Bastien (05-06)

Kevin Henderson (06-07)

Justin Azevedo (07-08)

Jason Akeson (08-09, 09-10)

Matt Tipoff (10-11)

Zach Lorentz (11-12)

Brent Pedersen (12-13).

Most bears? Last year, with 8,870 hitting the ice.

As for the lines ...

Kitchener:

Darby Llewellyn-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Ty Learn

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (4-4-0-1) starts.

London:

Ryan Rupert-Bo Horvat-Josh Anderson

Max Domi-Chris Tierney-Mitch Marner

Kyle Platzer-Brett Welychka-Michael McCarron

Owen MacDonald-Christian Dvorak-Tait Seguin

Brady Austin-Zach Bell

Dakota Mermis-Alex Basso

Tim Bender-Aiden Jamieson

Anthony Stolarz (18-3-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- This will be Radek Faksa's last game before leaving to represent the Czech Republic at the world junior championships. He'll miss nine games.

- London defenceman Nikita Zadorov (BUF) missed the game. He has returned to Russia for the worlds.

- Nick Magyar scored the Teddy Bear goal at 12:28 of the first period. His ninth of the season.

- Need to ask coach Troy Smith about the reasoning behind the promotion of Darby Llewellyn to the top line in place of Brandon Robinson. Both guys were going good on their respective lines but have struggled since the shift. Thought Curtis Meighan was a nice playmaker for Llewellyn as Faksa and Justin Bailey tend to play more of a puck possession game.

- Matt Greenfield's lateral movement looked a little off. Perhaps the effects of sitting the past two starts. That being said, his glove work was on point.

- Kitchener's fourth unit struggled in the match-up department. At one point they were out there against Domi-Horvat-Anderson. Not going to out-perform that trio on many nights, if ever.

- A total of 9,465 plush toys were tossed on the ice. That's a new Rangers' record. I'm told that's about 400 fewer than London got.

- That's two games in a row that Kitchener has given up the winner in the final minutes of play.

- It was bad timing to say the least by Darby Llewellyn late in the third. He had one foot almost on the bench during a line change when he turned back to push a London player and was dinged for interference. London tied the game up on the PP with fewer than two minutes to go. It was uncharacteristic of Llewellyn.

- London wins six straight while Kitchener has dropped two in a row.

- It'll be interesting to see how the team responds on Friday. A tough emotional loss tonight.

- I thought goalie Matt Greenfield played better than the line of five goals allowed.

- Scott Teskey scored his first goal in 59 games, stretching over two seasons. Logan Schmidt almost had his first but his shot was tipped by Radek Faksa.

JB's top three Rangers: Max Iafrate, Dylan Di Perna, Radek Faksa.
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First round gems

I just got my paws on the Scout.ca's Top 100 prospects for the upcoming OHL draft.

And it's loaded with talent. As it stands now, Kitchener would get the fourth overall pick. Here is a look at the top ten with a note or two courtesy of the Ontario-based scouting service.

1. Jakob Chychrun, D, Toronto Jr. Canadiens

Notes: Son of former NHLer Jeff Chychrun, dual citizen.

2. Michael McLeod, C, Toronto Marlboros

Notes: Smar, playmaking centre.

3. Logan Brown, C, Indiana Ice

Notes: Son of former NHLer Jeff Brown.

4. Adam Mascherin, C, Vaughan Kings

Notes: Highly skilled, good vision.

5. Victor Mete, D, Toronto Jr. Canadiens

Notes: Offensive defenceman. Not the biggest at 5'9, 160.

6. Max Jones, LW, Detroit Honeybaked

Notes: Brother Mitch plays for the Plymouth Whalers. Already 6'2, 180.

7. Cliff Pu, C, Toronto Marlboros

Notes: Good playmaker, energetic and can score.

8. Clayton Keller, C, Shattuck St. Mary's

Notes: May be off to US development program.

9. Nick Pastujov, C, Detroit Honeybaked

Notes: Another potentially bound for US program or NCAA.

10. Brandon Saigeon, C, Hamilton Jr. Bulldogs

Notes: Smart, hard working player.

Locals on the list: Logan Stanley, D, Waterloo Wolves (12), Chase Campbell, RW, Waterloo Wolves (37), Zach Magwood, C, Cambridge (51), Boris Katchouk, LW, Waterloo Wolves (56), Andrew Heibein, D, Waterloo Wolves (81), Connor Hall, D, Cambridge (85).
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December 09, 2013

The OHL 10

Happy snowy Monday for those in the K-dub parts at least.

Hopefully the rest of you have relatively clear roads on this Rangers day off.

Lots going on around the league, so let's get to it.

1. Former Rangers forward Eric Ming has a six-game goal scoring streak going for the Niagara IceDogs. Ben Thomson has scored in four straight for the Battalion and has seven points in his last four games. Josh Sterk has six points in his last four games with Oshawa, and a four-game point streak while defenceman Evan McEneny potted his first goal for Kingston this past weekend.

2. Erie is starting to pull away from the pack in the west. The Otters are six points up on Guelph. GM Sherry Bassin said goaltending is 90 per cent in the playoffs and that he wants to make sure he goes in with two studs. And he has a pair of gems in Oscar Dansk and Devin Williams who have combined for one loss since Nov. 8.

3. Don't look now but Sudbury is starting to make a move in the east. Five wins in a row for the Wolves, but the team keeps giving up goals in bunches. They need help in front of Franky Palazzese. Makes you wonder if the Paul Fixter connection to Kitchener means he'll be asking about Ben Fanelli or Max Iafrate. Either one would be a good fit.

4. Speaking of Iafrate, how about the lad? Four assists on Friday for a career night in the OHL.

5. The only plus players left in Kitchener this season are - Dylan Di Perna (+4), Darby Llewellyn (+1), Mitchell Dempsey (+1) and Kegan Blasby (+1).

6. Early MVP? Scott Laughton. 48 points in 28 games. Most surprising name in the OHL's top 20? Sarnia d-man Anthony DeAngelo with 46 points.

7. Checking in on the rookie scoring race and it's Kitchener's Nick Magyar in third with 19 points and Ryan MacInnis tied for fourth with 18 points.

8. Kitchener is now officially not the lowest scoring team in the OHL. The Rangers have two more goals than Plymouth at 85.

9. Guelph paid large to get two great additions from Windsor. But goaltending still worries me in the Royal City. This is Justin Nichols' first year as a starter and the playoffs are a different animal. You have to think the Storm will at least add a veteran backup in case of injury.

10. The Owen Sound Attack are the most penalized team in the league (630 PIMs) by almost 100 minutes over Niagara (535).
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December 08, 2013

Gone in 11 seconds

Spits_Rangers_2What's with the number 11?

Friday it was two goals in that time frame for the Kitchener Rangers en route to a 5-3 win over Saginaw.

Last night it was 11 seconds to go when Windsor broke a 1-1 tie to snatch two points from the Rangers.

Goalie Jordan DeKort was gutted to lose like that to his old team.

DeKort turned in a second consecutive solid game in net, stopping 3o shots.

But the Rangers' offence went AWOL. The extremely slow starts is something that continues to plague the club. Kitchener didn't get going until the third period in this one.

Tuesday it's London and I'm not the first to wonder what might happen if nobody scores. I think the rule of thumb is that the franchise just picks a random moment late in the game to toss the Teddy Bears.

The Rangers have been shut out six times in 29 games - about once every five games. And London has already tossed a donut at the club.

If you're looking for a ringer think Brent Pedersen. He scored last year's Teddy Bear goal and has potted a marker in the past two games.
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December 07, 2013

Windsor 2, Kitchener 1

A beautiful sunny drive into Windsor for a night game vs. the Spits.

And it has been a nice run of late for the border boys - points in four straight on three wins and an OT loss to London last night.

Kitchener also comes into the game hot having snapped its two-game losing streak with a 5-3 win against Saginaw last night.

Kitchener:

Darby Llewellyn-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Jacob Cascagnette-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Dylan Di Perna

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Former Spitfire Jordan DeKort (4-11) starts.

Windsor:

Brody Milne-Remy Giftopoulos-Josh Ho-Sang

Ben Johnson-Brady Vail-Cristiano DiGiacinto

Nikita Yazkov-Steven Janes-Sam Povorozniouk

Cameron Hughes-Ryan Moore-Ty Bilcke

Slater Koekkoek-Eric Diodati

Trevor Murphy-Pat Sanvido

Graeme Brown-Adam Bateman

Alex Fotinos (13-2) starts

Game summary

Puck points:

- Rookie centre Mason Kohn and defenceman Frank Hora are out of the lineup due to "an internal matter." Their return date is to be determined.

- Windsor forward Cristiano DiGiacinto was a free agent signing after being released by Erie and has 15 points in his first 20 games with the Spits.

- It was another slow start that did the Rangers in. The team didn't hit its stride the third period and paid for it.

- Sam Povorozniouk's winner came with 11 seconds left in the game and was his first as a Spitfire since joining the club via trade with Kingston.

- No excuses, but it was Kitchener's sixth game in nine days. And they were down a body up front, which meant guys were double shifting.

- That's two good games in a row for Jordan DeKort. A nice sign moving forward.

- Windsor has lost some of its stars but is a hard working club. They're right in the middle of the playoff picture. Kitchener isn't far off, just two points back of Plymouth. That isn't lost on the lads.

- Brent Pedersen now has goals in the past two games.

- Justin Bailey is pointless in the past four games - but played well tonight.

JB's top three Rangers: Jordan DeKort, Brent Pedersen, Nick Magyar

Posted at 05:07 PM  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

  Reblog (0)   

December 06, 2013

Kitchener 5, Saginaw 3

After winning seven of nine, the Saginaw Spirit limp into the Aud on a three-game losing streak.

It's a similar story for the Rangers who have lost the past two contests after winning six of nine.

Dylan Di Perna is back in the lineup after missing one game with a hand injury.

Kitchener:

Brandon Robinson-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Jacob Cascagnette-Curtis Meighan-Darby Llewellyn

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Jordan DeKort (3-11) starts.

Saginaw:

Nick Moutrey-Kristoff Kontos-Jimmy Lodge

Justin Kea-Dylan Sadowy-Terry Trafford

Luke Cairns-Mitch Stephens-Andrey Alexeev

Jeremiah Addison-Brandon Lindberg

Jacob Ringuette-Justin Sefton

Sean Callaghan-Jesse Graham

Brandon Prophet-Michael Holmes

Ryan Orban

Nikita Serebryakov (5-1-2-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Rookie Jacob Cascagnette gets his second start as a callup from the Jr. B Dutchies. That makes four 16-year-olds in the lineup tonight.

- Saginaw didn't get its first shot on net until 7:15 of the first period.

- Kitchener potted two goals in 11 seconds in the opening frame - Brandon Robinson's first and Darby Llewellyn's team leading 15th.

- A pretty cut to the net by Saginaw's Terry Trafford ends with an equally impressive save by Jordan DeKort. The keeper's rebound control was on point tonight.

- A career high four assists for defenceman Max Iafrate who, aside from the points, was a force on the ice.

- Brandon Robinson had the Gordie Howe hat trick taken away. He scored, fought Sean Callaghan in the third period and was originally credited with an assist on Kitchener's fifth goal until a scoring change was announced.

JB's top three Rangers: Max Iafrate, Darby Llewellyn, Jordan DeKort
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Faksa Rangers' trump card

06MAR13 RANGERS 209

So just what are the Kitchener Rangers going to do - or not do - leading up to the Jan. 10th OHL trade deadline?

A few interesting notes came out of my interview with Rangers' GM Murray Hiebert yesterday.

First, the team has not asked Radek Faksa to waive his no trade clause to date. All those rumours, were just that, according to Hiebert.

He says that when the team is serious about a deal, it gets completed. So far, that statement matches the pattern in the previous seven deals under Hiebert's watch.

Again, Hiebert says there was never a deal in place as speculated last week to teams such as Peterborough and Barrie. In fact, the Rangers have Faksa's intinerary all mapped out for the world juniors.

Teams have asked about Faksa, and most of the other Rangers. So far, nothing impressive has made Hiebert want to pursue talks to the serious stage.

He added that Faksa doesn't carry the cache of the other big names being traded for bag loads of draft picks. So don't expect a windfall - like the one Windsor or Belleville got - for the Czech unless teams get desperate near the deadline.

After Dec. 10, Faksa can't be traded until the WJC end Jan. 5th.

Get the more in the whole story.

UPDATE: Petes also deny Faksa to Peterborough rumours.
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December 05, 2013

Gilbert taking break

Kitchener Rangers defenceman Jared Gilbert remains at home and is not missing hockey, according to general manager Murray Hiebert.

The third-year blueliner returned to Mississauga soon after the Rangers' game against Erie Nov. 19 to contemplate his future.

Gilbert was in town this week and spoke with Hiebert.

Despite internet rumours, he has not requested a trade.

"I asked him about that ... did you want me to see if I can trade you? And he said no," said Hiebert.

Gilbert reiterated that he is not missing hockey and is just ready to move on.

The 18-year-old remains on the Rangers' protected list.
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On the farm

The Kitchener Rangers are stacked with young prospects.

 Several are already on the team while others are developing in the pipeline.

 Here are 11 names to keep an eye on: 

Chris Birdsall

 Pos: G

 Picked: 14th round, 2013

 Age: 17

 HT: 5-11

 WT: 175 lbs

 Team: Cedar Rapids Roughriders (USHL)

 Line: Sits at 5-3-1 for the Roughies with a 3.07 GAA and .904 save percentage. Committed to Boston College.

Jeremy Bracco

 Pos: C

 Picked: 5th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 5-9

 WT: 155 lbs

 Team: U.S Under-17

 Line: Part of the big three with the U.S. U17 side. Leads team with nine goals and 21 assists in 22 games. Committed to Harvard.

Kegan Blasby

 Pos: RW/C

 Picked: 6th round, 2012

 Age: 17

 HT: 6-0

 WT: 185 lbs

 Team: Kitchener Dutchmen

 Line: Currently out with a shoulder injury. Got off to a great start for the Dutchies with 10 points in nine games. Went pointless in three contests with the Rangers earlier this season.

Mark Bzowey|

 Pos: C

 Picked: 7th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 5-10

 WT: 175 lbs

 Team: Oakville Blades (OJHL)

 Line: Played one game for the Rangers as a call up but suffered an upper body injury in the tilt. Has 15 points in 15 games for the Blades.

Jacob Cascagnette

 Pos: LW

 Picked: 4th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 6-2

 WT: 179 lbs

 Team: Kitchener Dutchmen

 Line: Made his Rangers debut last week as an injury replacement. Has seven points in 16 games with Dutchies. Did miss time with an injury earlier this year.

Jake Evans

 Pos: RW/C

 Picked: 8th round, 2012

 Age: 17

 HT: 6-0

 WT: 179 lbs

 Team: St. Michaels (OJHL)

 Line: Better than a point per game with 30 in 26 contests. One of only three players from OJHL on NHL Central Scouting list for upcoming draft. Committed to Notre Dame. Has a Rangers connection in goalie coach Kain Tisi, who was an assistant coach with the Buzzers. 

Jake Henderson

 Pos: RW

 Picked: 9th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 6-2

 WT: 191 lbs

 Team: Omaha Lancers (USHL)

 Line: Two goals and one assist in 17 games as a rookie power forward with the Lancers. Played in same U16 organization as Ryan MacInnis.

Ty Learn

 Pos: LW

 Picked: 7th round, 2012

 Age: 17

 HT: 5-10

 WT: 175

 Team: Kitchener Dutchmen

 Line: A gritty winger who has appeared in two games this season for the Rangers as an injury replacement. Had a great pre-season/camp in Kitchener. Has six goals and three assists in 20 games for the Dutchies.

Charles McAvoy

 Pos: D

 Picked: 6th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 5-11

 WT: 187 lbs

 Team: U.S. Under-17

 Line: Plus-2 and has three goals and three assists in 22 games with American squad. Committed to Boston University. 

Luke Opilka

 Pos: G

 Picked: 6th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 6-0

 WT: 181 lbs

 Team: U.S. Under-17

 Line: 6-3-1 in 13 starts with a 3.86 GAA and.853 save percentage. Committed to University of Wisconsin.

Scott Pedersen

 Pos: D

 Picked: 9th round, 2013

 Age: 16

 HT: 6-2

 WT: 185

 Team: Kitchener Dutchmen

 Line: Brother Brent is already on the club. Missed 10 games with an injury but is back on the blue line for the Dutchies who have won 23 straight games. That experience is invaluable.
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Last second magic

ATTACK_JM_7516It was exciting to watch, for Attack fans.

Jaden Lindo potted a goal at 19:59 of the second period to give Owen Sound a 3-1 lead Wednesday night at the Lumley.

The Attack went on to win 5-3 and hand Kitchener its second straight loss.

It was a tough one for the K-town bunch. A win would have put the lads just two points out of a playoff spot.

Instead, they remain four back of Plymouth and now 11 behind Owen Sound for the last two post-season slots in the west.

Once again, the team's young guns did their part. Points went to Nick Magyar, Mason Kohn, Ryan MacInnis and Frank Hora.

It's going to be a good core in two years when most of these guys are 19.

For now, more growing pains linger. And it's not an easy month ahead.

Check out this list of foes - Saginaw twice, Erie twice, the Soo twice, Windsor, London and Owen Sound.

None of those clubs have a losing record. Merry Christmas indeed.
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December 04, 2013

Owen Sound 5, Kitchener 3

Radek Faksa is on the move.

No, not THAT kind of move, at least not yet.

He'll be leaving for the Czech Republic after Kitchener's game against London on Tuesday to get ready for the world junior hockey championship.

Maybe he'll even pot a Teddy Bear goal against the Knights before he goes.

In the meantime, the Rangers have a trio of games to get through before the fur flies. Tonight, it's back to Owen Sound. Kitchener leads the season series 2-1, but lost 4-2 last time they hit the ice at the Lumley.

Kitchener:

Brandon Robinson-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Darby Llewellyn

Mitch Dempsey-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (4-3-0-1) starts.

Owen Sound:

Kyle Hope-Holden Cook-Kurtis Gabriel

Gemel Smith-Zach Nastasiuk-Jaden Lindo

Gilbert Gabor-Daniel Milne-Brett Hargrave

Justin Brack-Jeffrey Gilligan-Ethan Szypula

Chris Bigras-Brayden Rose

Kurtis MacDermid-Thomas Schemitsch

Alex Annecchiarico-Tyler MacArthur

Brandon Hope (13-6-1-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Dylan Di Perna is out with a hand injury and may return this weekend.

- Paxton Leroux remains out indefinitely with an upper body injury. Jimmy Soper (hand) is at least a week away while Matia Marcantuoni (shoulder) is about 10 days off from returning.

- Some nice penalty killing from Radek Faksa and Darby Llewellyn in the first. Pressure kept Owen Sound in their own zone for about 30 seconds.

- One of the better games lately for the Rangers' fourth unit of Dempsey, Kohn and Teskey, at least early on.

- Mike Davies blocked a shot and you could hear the puck hit his body at the other end of the rink. Ouch.

- Ryan MacInnis had a goal and an assist and has 10 points in his past eight games.

- The Rangers rookies are doing their part. The veterans were absent tonight.

- Jaden Lindo scored with one second left in the second period and had a three point night (two goals, one assist).

- Ironically, the Rangers added a second to the clock in the second period after one ticked away on the PP, according to Attack coach Greg Ireland.

- The late rally attempts are exciting but coach Troy Smith wants to see the Rangers put forth that energy and effort for the entire game.

JB's top three Rangers: Ryan MacInnis, Nick Magyar, Frank Hora
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Trade frenzy

Is anyone else still catching their breath after the deals going down in the past week?

Perhaps crazy is a bit harsh. Let's go with gargantuan to describe the hauls teams are acquiring for players.

It's a bit mind boggling to me. But, hey, if you can get massive returns, more power to you.

It's certainly a good year for the Rangers to be rebuilding.

Seriously, Steve Spott looks like a genius for getting Josh Leivo and Frank Corrado for - what looks like now - a peasant's price last season (Franky Palazzese, Cory Genovese, Matt Schmalz and, in the end, really just a fourth round pick).

If you don't get where I'm going or have missed the news, Windsor Spitfires GM Warren Rychel traded his son Kerby and blueliner Nick Ebert to the Guelph Storm for, wait for it, FIVE second round picks, Brody Milne, a third, two fourths and a 15th rounder.

Trading you son tough? At these returns, I'm sure Rychel would have tossd in the family dog.

This comes a week after Niagara sent defenceman Jesse Graham (nine more points than Max Iafrate) to Saginaw for two seconds, a third and a conditional second pick.

Oh and Brendan Gaunce went from Belleville to Erie for talented Stephen Harper, two seconds and two thirds.

Yes, Rangers GM Murray Hiebert is in a good spot.

Kitchener has one of the biggest assets left in the market in import Radek Faksa. He of 12 goals and 20 points in 25 games. The numbers may not scream out at you but the Dallas Stars first rounder carries cred around the league after bagging 29 goals as a rookie.

It gets a bit tricky with the Czech. He's an import player, meaning a dance partner needs to have an open import slot or being willing (and able) to part with one of their two foreigners.

He also has a no-trade clause in his contract and isn't about to don a Sarnia Sting jersey for giggles. He has say in where he wants to land and how can you blame him? Even with Kitchener's struggles, staying in town is a nice option compared to some of the other gigs out there.

So, does London step up and make a play? All teams in the east have been quiet. Maybe one of them takes the plunge.

Either way, Hiebert has to be smiling. With the pattern that has been set, you'd have to expect Faksa would return an elite prospect and two second round picks, at a minimum.

Fun times ahead.
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December 03, 2013

X marks the spot

Smith_ Troy0015

Want to get Kitchener Rangers head coach Troy Smith talking? Ask him about his X-ring.

It's the hoop giving to every graduating student at St. Francis Xavier University in an elaborate ceremony that begins today and ends at convocation.

Smith played hockey - and won a national championshp - at Xavier. Got a degree too.

I noticed the ring the day he took office this past summer. I found it interesting that he chose to wear it over two title rings he owns from Cup winning squads.

And the more I asked about it, the more I learned about Smith's character.

Xavier was a time where he grew as a person. The small school produced top hockey teams. The campus was tight-knit. The town is full of hard-working, genuine folks. All of it helps explain, in part, the qualities that Smith brings to the Rangers.

December 02, 2013

Canada's camp set

Hockey Canada has announced the 25-man roster invited to its world junior selection camp running Dec. 12-15 in Toronto.

The roster has to be cut down to 22 by Christmas Day.

Forwards:

Josh Anderson, London Knights

Jonathan Drouin, Halifax Mooseheads

Frederik Gauthier, Rimouski Oceanic

Felix Girard, Baie-Comean Drakkar

Bo Horvat, London Knights

Charles Hudon, Chicoutimi Sagueneens

Scott Laughton, Oshawa Generals

Curtis Lazar, Edmonton Oil Kings

Taylor Leier, Portland Winterhawks

Anthony Mantha, Val d'Or Foreurs

Connor McDavid, Erie Otters

Nic Petan, Portland Winterhawks

Sam Reinhard, Kootenay Ice

Kerby Rychel, Windsor Spitfires

Hunter Shinkaruk, Medicine Hat Tigers

Defence:

Chris Bigras, Owen Sound Attack

Matt Dumba, Red Deer Rebels

Aaron Ekblad, Barrie Colts

Josh Morrissey, Prince Albert Raiders

Adam Pelech, Erie Otters

Derrick Pouliot, Portland Winterhawks

Griffin Reinhart, Edmonton Oil Kings

Damon Severson, Kelowna Rockets

Goalies:

Zach Fucale, Halifax Mooseheads

Jake Paterson, Saginaw Spirit

Kitchener will send Radek Faksa to the Czech Republic team - if he's still with the Rangers.

Other than that, the Blueshirts will have a stable roster over the holidays, which is a nice change from years gone by when coaches and players have jetted for various destinations.
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Triumphant return
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I finally got a chance to catch up with Ben Thomson about the trade north.

He left town pretty quick to get up to North Bay after being sent to the Battalion for forward Brandon Robinson 10 days ago.

A telling comment came out of the interview - how if his heart got to decide, he would have stayed put. But hockey is a business too and that is the reason he waived his no trade clause and switched conferences.

The chance of getting to a Memorial Cup was too good to pass up in his final year of junior hockey.

He said it felt weird being back at the Aud on the other side. But some of that awkwardness was washed away when the Battalion blanked the Rangers 4-0. Thomson scored a shorthanded goal to boot.

Coach Troy Smith seemed pretty upset after the loss. But, as mentioned before, this is the reality of a young and growing team. They're going to play some inspired hockey - see wins over Owen Sound and Barrie - and then drop a dud, like last night.
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December 01, 2013

North Bay 4, Kitchener 0

Here is something we haven't seen since the opening trio of tilts - a Kitchener Rangers goalie making three consecutive starts.

Matt Greenfield gets the call this evening against the North  Bay Battalion. And why not? He has posted back-to-back Ws for the Blueshirts, who look to extend their home unbeaten streak to five games.

The last time a keeper took the crease in three straight games (to start) was when Tyson Teichmann kicked off the season.

And it wouldn't be a Rangers game if someone wasn't making a debut. This time it's 2013 fourth round pick Jacob Cascagnette who gets the call up from the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen who, by the way, have won 22 straight games.

He'll be the 35th different player to dress for the Rangers this season and fifth 16-year-old. The Kitchener native has three goals and four assists in 15 games for the Dutchies. He missed part of the season with an injury.

As for those Twitter rumours about an import being dealt? Well, Radek Faksa is still here, for now.

Kitchener:

Brandon Robinson-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Jacob Cascagnette-Curtis Meighan-Darby Llewellyn

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Frank Hora

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (4-2-0-1) starts.

North Bay:

Ben Thomson-Mike Amadio-Barclay Goodrow

Blake Clarke-Nick Paul-Matt MacLeod

Vincent Praplan-Jamie Lewis-Alex Henriksson

Brett McKenzie-Jared Steege-Mathew Santos

Brenden Miller-Dylan Blujus

Miles Liberati-Marcus McIvor

Calvin Gomes-Riley Bruce

Jake Smith (7-6) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- A nice touch by hometown crowd to give ex-Ranger Ben Thomson a loud ovation.

- Second time this season that the Rangers have allowed a goal on the first shot in back-to-back games.

- Kitchener's penalty killing unit was sharp tonight and stopped a North Bay 5-on-3 advantage for 1:51.

- Thomson and Barclay Goodrow potted shorthanded goals for the Battalion. Kitchener has allowed seven shorties this season.

- Perhaps a bit of fatigue for the Rangers? Big emotional win in Barrie last night and third game in three days.

- Give Frank Hora, Ryan MacInnis, Nick Magyar and Logan Schmidt a minus-3 rating. The quartet came into the game scorching hot of late.

- North Bay's four goals was the most the team has scored since Nov. 1.

- This is the sixth time in 26 games that the Rangers have been shutout this season.

 JB's top three Rangers: Mike Davies, Dylan Di Perna, Curtis Meighan
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November 30, 2013

Kitchener 5, Barrie 3

Same lines as last night:

Kitchener:

Brandon Robinson-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mitch Dempsey-Curtis Meighan-Darby Llewellyn

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Frank Hora

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (3-2-0-1) starts.

Barrie:

Zach Hall-Erik Bradford-Andreas Athanasiou

Brendan Lemieux-Tyson Fawcett-Kevin LeBlanc

Justin Scott-Dylan Corson-Matt Kreis

Josh Carrick-Andrew Mangiapane-Cordell James

Jonathan Laser-Aaron Ekblad

Mike Webster-Jake Dotchin

Alex Yuill-Liam Maaskant

Dan Gibl (3-2-0-1) starts.

Puck points:

- Darby Llewellyn picked up his first career OHL hat trick. He has seven goals in the past four games.

- That's two straight wins for goalie Matt Greenfield. Coach Troy Smith said he wanted someone to take the starting job, perhaps it's spoken for now.

- Give defenceman Logan Schmidt three helpers on the last two games. Three points for Ryan MacInnis as well in that time span.

- Not to be overlooked was Dylan Di Perna's plus two rating tonight.

- Kitchener has now won six of its last nine games.

JB's top three Rangers: Darby Llewellyn, Matt Greenfield, Justin Bailey
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Dempsey debuts

It was another new face in the lineup for the Kitchener Rangers last night.

This one is familiar around these parts.

Cambridge's Mitch Dempsey returned to the OHL after being released by the Soo Greyhounds. And his impression was felt during Kitchener's 4-3 OT win against Owen Sound Friday.

It was the fourth straight win at home for the Rangers and fifth in the past eight games. Things are slowly turning around after a dreadful start.

The club is off to Barrie tonight and returns home tomorrow to face Ben Thomson's North Bay Battalion.

As for Dempsey, coach Troy Smith says he's not a permanent call-up, at this point. Though, he does see power forward potential for the Boston Bruins draft pick, if he continues to work on his game.

Speaking of Smith, there is quite a collection of his former Under-17 Team Ontario players brewing at the Aud. Dempsey, Jordan DeKort, Brent Pedersen, Dylan Di Perna and Brandon Robinson all played for the skipper during the two years he coached at the World U17 Hockey Challenge.

Some bonus shots from last night's affair from the Record's Mat McCarthy:

Rangers-Attack0343

Rangers-Attack0303

Rangers-Attack0366
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November 29, 2013

Kitchener 4, Owen Sound 3 (OT)

Get ready for some serious Rangers action.

We're talking the three games in three days kind.

It starts tonight against Owen Sound, then it's off to Barrie Saturday before returning home Sunday versus North Bay.

The Rangers and Attack have split their season series with Kitchener taking the first match 

2-1 in a shootout and Owen Sound winning 4-2 at home.

The Attack has won two straight coming into the contest but both teams have four wins in their past 10 games.

You can count Owen Sound with Plymouth and Windsor as teams Kitchener is trying to catch to secure a spot in the playoffs.

Radek Faksa likes playing the Attack and has six points in the season series so far this year.

As for tonight's game, Mitch Dempsey makes his debut. The Cambridge native had one assist in two games for the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds before being released.

Kitchener:

Brandon Robinson-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Darby Llewellyn

Mitch Dempsey-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Frank Hora

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (2-2-0-1) starts.

Owen Sound:

Gemel Smith-Zach Nastasiuk-Jaden Lindo

Kyle Hope-Holden Cook-Kurtis Gabriel

Gilbert Gabor-Daniel Milne-Brett Hargrave

Ryan Heeps-Jeffrey Gilligan-Ethan Szypula

Chris Bigras-Brayden Rose

Kurtis MacDermid-Damir Sharipzyanov

Thomas Schemitsch-Tyler MacArthur

Jack Finn (0-4-0-2) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- No Paxton Leroux for Kitchener tonight or for the rest of the weekend. The winger remains out with an upper body injury.

- Ben Fanelli (back), Matia Marcantuoni (shoulder) and Jimmy Soper (hand) remain sidelined and Jared Gilbert (personal) is at home.

- The addition of Dempsey gives the Rangers seven No. 1 draft picks in their lineup - Scott Teskey, Brent Pedersen, Matia Marcantuoni, Mike Davies, Brandon Robinson and Max Iafrate.

- Five overagers have played for the Kitchener Rangers this season. None are in the lineup right now. Meanwhile, Dempsey is the 34th player to dress for the Rangers 24 games into the schedule.

- Update on Fanelli - he's day to day.

-Dmitrii Sergeev looks better with every game. He was the sole blueliner on one of the PP units tonight.

- One key was Kitchener killing a 5-on-3 power play for 1:31.

- Gemel Smith leads Owen Sound with 20 goals and should have had three more tonight. He missed two open nets and a point blank chance.

- The good - the Rangers get the win. The bad - they give a point to a team they're chasing in the standings.

- Darby Llewellyn potted a pair and is second in team goal scoring with 11, one behind Faksa.

- Brandon Robinson picked up his first two points (assists) as a Ranger. Looks like he has settled in.

- Defenceman Logan Schmidt disrupted an Owen Sound breakaway with some nifty D and needs to be singled out for it.

JB's top three Rangers: Darby Llewellyn, Max Iafrate, Brandon Robinson
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November 28, 2013

The OHL 10

A rare four consecutive days off for the Kitchener Rangers gives me a chance to take a breath and look around the league.

This week, it's Erie GM Sherry Bassin who leads the 10-pack of musings.

1. The Otters dove into the trade waters this week by pulling off the biggest deal of the season. Coming to PA is centre Brendan Gaunce, he of 26 points in 22 games. Going to Belleville is quite the haul - 17-year-old winger Stephen Harper, two second round picks and two thirds. Interesting to note that only one of the picks is Erie's. For those counting, Gaunce has eight more points than Kitchener's Radek Faksa, one fewer goal.

2. GMs have been saying it since October - once one major deal is completed, more should follow. So, it's your move Guelph Storm, London Knights and a-yet-to-be-determined east team. Heard last week that Guelph was going to pounce sooner than later. London surely has to give up rookie Mitch Marner (just named to Ontario's U17 team) in any potential deal. Guelph will likely have to say bye-bye to d-man Garrett McFadden in a swap.

3. Who is going to blink first in the east? The feeling is that the conference remains up for grabs. Oshawa sits comfortably in first but has been reluctant to make any moves, though they did fleece Kitchener in grabbing Josh Sterk, who has already passed last year's point total of 22 points (he has 27) and is on a better than a point-per-game pace.

The problem in the 'Shwa, that I'm hearing, is that the club is considering putting in a bid to host the 2018 Memorial Cup, which is the 100th anniversary. Whatever team hosts the tourney will have to begin loading up in next year's draft. So dealing a bunch of draft picks this year flies in the face of that approach.

But sometimes the future is now, especially in the OHL. When you have good chemistry you have to capitalize on it as those chances pass by quickly.

4. Let's single out Kitchener Rangers defenceman Logan Schmidt, who leads the club with a plus-2 rating. Not bad for a free agent signing, who is on a club tied for last in the west.

5. Ex-Rangers watch has Evan McEneny with one point in two games with Kingston and Ben Thomson pointless in one affair for the North Bay Battalion. Kingston is 1-1 and North  Bay 1-0 since the deals went down.

6. A stat that gets overlooked with all of Erie's big guns is that the team has allowed the fewest goals (64) in the OHL. Kitchener has scored the fewest (67).

7. Since I pointed out Franky Palazzese's poor numbers to start the season, I think it's only fair that I mention that the former Rangers' goalie, now with Sudbury, has pushed his save percentage over the .900 mark.

8. Early rookie of the year candidates? Ottawa centre Travis Konecny, Barrie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood and London forward Mitch Marner. Kitchener's Nick Magyar sits fifth in rookie scoring and is on the outside looking in. Longshot? How about Windsor's Cristiano DiGiacinto, who has 12 points in 16 games.

9. Five of the top seven plus-minus leaders in the OHL are on the Guelph Storm - Matt Finn (23), Brock McGin (23), Ben Harpur (21), Scott Kosmachuk (21) and Zack Mitchell (20).

10. Third hottest team in the west? Your Saginaw Spirit. Yes, after London and Erie, the Saggies are 7-2-0-1 in the past 10 games. The recent surge has the club in fifth place.
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November 25, 2013

Defeated by a touchdown

DSC_9352

It was the same old, same old in Guelph on Sunday.

The Kitchener Rangers lost to the Storm for the third time this season. And for the third time Guelph posted six goals on the Blueshirts.

The 6-0 win was fitting this time around as the Storm wore special jerseys in honour of the Hamilton Tiger-Cats making the Grey Cup.

For those not in the know, the Tabbies played their home games in Guelph this season as the Ticats' stadium is being renovated.

It was odd for goalie Justin Nichols to earn his first shutout with the Storm in Tiger-Cats garb. After all, he is an Argos fan.

Oh, and Guelph defenceman Zac Leslie posted back to back four point games this weekend.

Thanks to Tony Saxon of the Mercury for the photo.

***

Meanwhile, lots of Tweets flowing about defenceman Jared Gilbert. At least one was from an account that has had to apologize for Tweeting wrong information, so be careful what you read.

I'm on assignment for a few days, but I will relay the team's position on things as of this afternoon.

And that is that Gilbert has asked to return home for personal reasons. Out of respect for the blueliner, the team says it does not want elaborate.

However, GM Murray Hiebert has said that Gilbert will be welcomed back to the team, if/when he returns.

An email to Gilbert's agent was not returned.
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November 24, 2013

Guelph 6, Kitchener 0

Happy Grey  Cup Sunday.

Here's hoping today's game is a quickie because this lad wants to get back to the Hammer to catch the big game. Fourteen years is a long time to wait for a champion. Though after years of futility, I'm just happy the Cats are in the final.

Enough pigskin, on to hockey.

Kitchener, winners of four of the past six, are back in Guelph for another shot at the Storm, who are 6-1-2-1 in their last 10 contests.

The Storm has owned the Rangers so far this season, winning both clashes by a 6-3 score.

Kitchener:

Brandon Robinson-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

 Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

 Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

 Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Ty Learn

 Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Frank Hora

 Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

 Jordan DeKort (3-10) starts.

Guelph:

Scott Kosmachuk-Hunter Garlent-Zack Mitchell

Brock McGinn-Jason Dickinson-Justin Auger

Brody Milne-Pius Suter-Tyler Bertuzzi

Kyle Locke-Ryan Horvat-Adam Craievich

Chadd Bauman-Steve Trojanovic

Matt Finn-Zac Leslie

Phil Baltisberger-Ben Harpur

Justin Nichols (13-2-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Ben Fanelli remains out with back injury while Paxton Leroux is nursing an upper body injury. Matian Marcantuoni (shoulder), Jimmy Soper (hand) and Jared Gilbert (personal reasons) also sat out.

- Darby Llewellyn is really seeing the ice well right now. Looks like he has taken his game up a level. Memo to those who say the Rangers don't develop their players.

- Doug Blaisdell showed great poise in the Rangers' end, poking the puck away to stop a first period breakaway in the making. While we're at it, a nice play from Dmitrii Sergeev to stop an odd-man rush deserves recognition as well.

- Despite being down 1-0 in the first, it was one of the best starts for the Rangers this season.

- Guelph has scored six goals in all three games against the Rangers this season.

- Storm defenceman Zac Leslie has six goals and eight points in the past two games.

- Jordan DeKort has relinquished 10 goals in the past two games.

- Kitchener went 0-for-5 on the PP. They had their chances. The difference is that the veteran-laden Storm made good on theirs.

- The Rangers are waiting to hear back on Leroux's shoulder. For now he's day to day.

JB's top three Rangers: Dmitrii Sergeev, Mason Kohn, Logan Schmidt
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November 23, 2013

Offensive explosion

Enjoy the outburst on a Rangers - at least as of now - free news day.

The Blueshirts put up an eight-spot against Belleville last night and are on a roll with three straight wins at home and four in the past six games.

A few photos from the game below.

112313Rangers3

112313Rangers5

112313Rangers6
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November 22, 2013

Kitchener 8, Belleville 4

A trio of new faces will hit the ice at the Aud tonight.

Consequently, the lines have changed to accommodate the new bodies.

So, here we go.

Kitchener:

Darby Llewellyn-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Paxton Leroux-Curtis Meighan-Brandon Robinson

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Dmitrii Sergeev-Frank Hora

Dylan Di Perna-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Logan Schmidt

Justin DeKort (2-10) starts.

Belleville:

Remi Elie-Brendan Gaunce-Cameron Brace

Steve Simmonds-Garrett Hooey-Jake Marchment

Chad Heffernan-Niki Petti-David Tomasek

Mike Cramarossa-Jake Bricknell-Aaron Berisha

Adam Bignell-Jordan Subban

Jake Worrad-Justin Lemcke

Brody Morris-Mark Raycroft

Jason Da Silva (1-4) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Defenceman Ben Fanelli sits with a back injury as a late scratch while blueliner Jared Gilbert remains at home for personal reasons.

- Ben Thomson and Evan McEneny did not request trades out of Kitchener. But both had to waive no-trade clauses in order to be dealt.

- New Ranger Brandon Robinson will wear No. 19 while Paxton Leroux dons No. 51 and Dylan Di Perna No. 8.

- Winger Paxton Leroux left the game in the first period favouring his left arm, returned for the second but left again after getting into a pushing match with Belleville's Adam Bignell. Leroux is out with an upper body injury and will be re-evaluated tomorrow.

- Robinson played for Ontario's U17 team under coach Troy Smith and alongside Brent Pedersen and Jordan DeKort. He also played minor midget with Scott Teskey.

- Offensively, there was much to like in this game. No love for Curtis Meighan in the three stars but he was fantastic tonight. But let's give Mason Kohn some kudos for setting up Meighan's goal on a beauty spin-o-rama pass.

- Belleville scored two goals in eight seconds in the third period. Other than that spree, Rangers' goalie Jordan DeKort looked solid in earning his third win.

- Darby Llewellyn started the night on the first line and was shifted to the third when Leroux went down. He looked great on both. We're seeing a breakout year from the sophomore.

- Llewellyn's second goal came off a pretty three-way passing play with Meighan and Scott Teskey.

- Chemistry between Radek Faksa and Justin Bailey is oozing. So too is the RNB line of Ryan MacInnis, Nick Magyar and Brent Pedersen.

- A nice debut by Dylan Di Perna, who looked smart on a few clearing attempts when the Bulls were pressing.

- Message to players from coach Troy Smith over all the movement lately? Shake it off, focus on hockey, you can't control the business side of things.

- GM Murray Hiebert said it might be time to quiet down for bit on the trade front. Though, I still expect more moves before the deadline.

JB's top three Rangers: Curtis Meighan, Brent Pedersen, Darby Llewellyn
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Thomson sent north

101912Rangers4

It's farewell Ben Thomson.

The Kitchener Rangers overager was traded to the North Bay Battalion today for forward Brandon Robinson. A fourth round pick in 2017 also heads north.

Robinson, 18, was Brampton's first round pick in 2011. He has four goals in 15 games this season. As a sophomore, the Pickering native had 17 goals and 17 assists.

Thomson will play out his final year with a team that seems playoff bound in the east (NB is currently sixth). The New Jersey Devils draft pick had his most successful year two seasons ago while playing with Mike Catenacci and Tobias Rieder on the team's top line.

Over the years, he was one of the hardest working Rangers and was never afraid to play with an edge and mix it up.

Recently acquired Paxton Leroux helps fill the grit void left by Thomson's departure.
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Newcomers eager to start

112213NewRangers4Two new faces join the lineup tonight when the Kitchener Rangers take on the Belleville Bulls.

Gritty Paxton Leroux (blue sweater) will be up front while young Dylan Di Perna helps work the blueline (black sweater).

Both were at practice yesterday and I had a chance to catch up with them in the morning. Trades are tough but they both have the right attitude and see value in coming to Kitchener, despite the club's early season struggles.

For Leroux, it's a chance to see regular ice-time and play out his overage year on the ice. Di Perna also moves up the minutes chart and will see more responsibility here, which should help his development.

The Bulls will be down forward Luke Cairns, who was shipped to Saginaw last night for a pair of draft picks.

We're hitting a bit of a trading frenzy in the OHL of late with four deals in the past two days.
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November 21, 2013

Deal brewing?

Overage forward Ben Thomson and defenceman Jared Gilbert were not at practice this afternoon.

Rumblings are that the pair have been offered to North Bay.

GM Murray Hiebert said there was nothing to report in regards to a trade and that Thomson was getting a maintenance day for his recently injured ankle. Gilbert, he added, was away for personal reasons.

Coach Troy Smith said the same thing after practice.

Thomson, a New Jersey Devils draft pick, is an asset the team will likely move since he's an overage player with some trade value.

Gilbert is one of eight defenceman on the crowded OHL roster.

Let's see what shakes down in the next day or so.

As for the Rangers, centre Matia Marcantuoni is out 2-3 weeks with a shoulder injury. Dmitrii Sergeev (hip flexor) practised again but there isn't a rush to get him back with all the extra d-men.

Jimmy Soper essentially has a broken hand but will not require surgery.

Meanwhile, the Cat came back for a practice. Former captain Michael Catenacci took part in the workout on a line with newcomer Paxton Leroux and Curtis Meighan. And he's still got his nimble hands. His scored on his first attempt in a game of donkey on a pretty deke.
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Leroux, Di Perna arrive

Recently acquired forward Paxton Leroux and defenceman Dylan Di Perna are in town after being acquired by the Kitchener Rangers in a pair of deals yesterday.

Di Perna will wear No. 8 while Leroux will keep the No. 51 he wore in London.

Both met team staff and visited the Aud this morning. Di Perna left soon after to get enrolled at Eastwood Collegiate.

I chatted with both guys and they're excited to be in Blue. Funny enough, for each one, a move to Kitchener means more ice time.

Leroux was barefoot and missing his front teeth during the interview. My kind of player. He was pretty candid about the deal and has a good sense of humour.

Both are expected to play Friday.

GM Murray Hiebert is clearly not done dealing. The team still has eight defenceman on its roster.

Some good news regarding draft picks.

Because goalie Franky Palazzese has returned for an OA year with Sudbury, the Rangers get to keep their 2nd round pick in 2017. And because Josh Leivo didn't come back for a curtain call, the Rangers keep their 2nd round pick in 2019.

And that seventh rounder shipped to Mississauga for goalie Tyson Teichmann, may turn into a 12th round pick in 2015. The deal was contingent on Double T playing 10 games. He only played nine, but dressed for more. Waiting to see how it shakes out.
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November 20, 2013

Dismantling begins

I swear the Rangers save this stuff for my day off. Two trades done today. Expect more to come down the road.

As for today's pair? You knew it was coming.

With the focus on youth and the Kitchener Rangers struggling out of the gate, it only made sense, at some point, for new GM Murray Hiebert to maximize his assets.

Dealing Evan McEneny, one of the team's biggest chips, does just that.

The haul from the Kingston Frontenacs is solid. Defenceman Dylan DiPerna was the Fronts first pick (23rd overall) in the second round of the 2012 draft. A second pick in 2015 received replaces one the Rangers traded away to Sudbury in the Franky Palazzese deal last year.

DiPerna had three points in 20 games this year but is a real gem and will be a huge piece of the blueline moving forward.

McEneny, a Vancouver Canucks prospect, joins a playoff-bound team and can return next year as an overager.
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Rangers toughen up

The Kitchener Rangers have beefed up their line-up by adding overage winger Paxton Leroux in a deal with the London Knights. 

Going the other way is a fifth round pick in 2015. 

Leroux has been on the Rangers’ radar for the past three weeks, ever since overage goalie Tyson Teichmann left the club. 

"I've been talking with (Knights GM) Mark Hunter since we had an OA opening about this," said Rangers’ general manager Murray Hiebert. "They just weren’t ready (to deal him)."

That changed Tuesday when the Knights acquired overage defenceman Zach Bell from North Bay, giving the Memorial Cup hosts four 20-year-olds. OHL teams can only dress three. 

Kitchener now has its trio of OA spots filled with Leroux, captain Ben Fanelli and winger Ben Thomson.

Leroux, a Peterborough native, has one goal, one assist and 98 penalty minutes over the past two seasons with the Knights in limited action. The 6-foot-3, 190-pound forward was well liked in the Knights' dressing room and was seen as a glue guy.

"I think we just needed a little bit of team identity," said Hiebert. "Paxton is a nice fit. We know his character." 

Hiebert said the veteran's presence will enhance, not take away, from the team's plan to develop its youngsters. He added that the fifth round pick was "fair market value." 

Leroux will make his debut Friday against Belleville.

***

In case you slept in, here's yesterday's story on Kitchener's 9-6 loss to the Erie Otters in a morning game.
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November 19, 2013

Erie 9, Kitchener 6

Morning and game day.

Two things that should never be in the same sentence.

But here we are in Erie for a school-day match. I do like the idea of the game, which is aimed a 1,900 kids who are en route.

The renovated Insurance Arena looks amazing. Seats on three sides now instead of just the two. An actual pressbox to boot. Staying classy Erie, staying classy.

And kudos to staff who did a quick turnaround to make today's game happen. Elton John was rocking the joint last night and I'm told staff were here until 4 a.m. to get the ice ready.

Kitchener:

Darby Llewellyn-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Ben Thomson-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Mike Davies-Mason Kohn-Ty Learn

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Evan McEneny

Doug Blaisdell-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (2-2-0-1) starts.

Erie:

Dane Fox-Connor McDavid-Connor Brown

Dylan Strome-Mike Curtis-Andre Burakovsky

Stephen Harper-Jake Evans-Nick Betz

Pat Murphy-Justin Felker-Hayden Hodgson

Adam Pelech-Darren Raddysh

Cory Genovese-Spencer Abraham

Travis Dermott-Troy Donnay

Oscar Dansk (10-1-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- No better way to start the day than sitting in the media room with Otters owner Sherry Bassin. What a character. He charms media for half an hour with  stories of years gone by and on the current OHL scene, then returns with his dog on a leash in one hand and a handful of doo-doo bags in the other.

- Erie is loaded with picks. Multiple seconds and tons of thirds and fourths for the nexst three years. I'd expect Bassin to be adding this year. Scary thing is that Erie loses few players next season. Could be a nice two years for the lakeside bunch.

- Early morning news out of London has the Knights sending d-man Miles Liberati to North Bay for OA blueliner Zach Bell and a conditional fourth round pick. The Knights' back end is mature to say the least - six 19 year olds or older.

- Kids attending the game sure got a show today. Fifteen goals scored. Six different Rangers messed the mesh.

- The goaltending carousel is concerning. That is four times in the past seven games that Kitchener's starter hasn't made it out of the first period. Matt Greenfield gave up five goals on 13 shots while Jordan DeKort stopped seven of 10 shots.

- Radek Faksa has four points in the past two games. His goal today was pro calibre.

- Erie goalie Oscar Dansk was pulled after allowing five goals on 23 shots. It was his first start since Nov. 3 after missing time with a lower body injury.

JB's top three Rangers: Justin Bailey, Radek Faksa, Logan Schmidt
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November 18, 2013

It's a seller's market

The Kitchener Rangers passed the quarter mark of the OHL season last week and GM Murray Hiebert took some time to reflect on his club’s start.

 If it wasn’t clear already, he reiterated the Rangers’ focus, and that’s on development.

 So far, he’s made good on his word.

 Consider the following:

 - One game had four 16 year old players in the lineup.

 - At one time 11 players on the roster were in their first OHL season.

 - Rookies are getting tons of ice time and playing in all situations.

- Mike Davies, 16, has seen several games on the wing of the team’s top line.

 If that doesn’t scream commitment to the future, I don’t know what does.

 Which brings us to the trade deadline, which is about seven weeks away. 

 Hiebert isn’t stirring the pot. He wants the focus on hockey and thinks players have enough to deal with and don’t need a GM spouting off about every conversation he’s had with her counterparts.

 But teams are calling the Rangers. And it’s a seller’s market.

 For the Rangers, it comes down to picks and prospects – that’s what they want, and that’s what they aren’t going to give up.

 Here are the six best assets the club has that would intrigue other teams (note, this is my own list and does indicate lads being shopped by the Rangers).

The big three:

Evan McEneny, D: The Vancouver Canucks signee is a reliable, big bodied defenceman who can play the shut down role and chip in some points. There is a chance he may return for his OA year. That means the Rangers will want a condition on any deal upping their return if he does come back.

Radek Faksa, F: He’s the biggest offensive weapon on the Rangers and would command a nice return. He scores goals, is strong on the forecheck and can play the PP. He’s off to Dallas or the AHL next season so it’s a rental situation in any trade. His import status limits dance partners but there are teams looking for a Euro (London for one, if Nikita Zadorov doesn’t return from the Buffalo Sabres).

Ben Thomson, F: The New Jersey Devils’ pick brings grit, leadership and has shown that – with the right linemates – he can put up points. Two years back he was integral in creating room for Michael Catenacci and Tobias Rieder, who had breakout years. As an OA, he’s a rental for this season only.

Next in line:

Ben Fanelli and Max Iafrate, D: Defence is gold in the OHL and these two are stable blueliners who each have their strengths. Fanelli’s leadership is unrivaled. Iafrate has a good nasty streak and the bonus of returning next season for a curtain call.

Matia Marcantuoni, F: The former first round OHL pick hasn't had the breakthrough year the Rangers have been waiting for but is off to a solid start this season. He is one of the fastest players in the league and one wonders if a change of scenery might just be the spark that sends him up the scoring leaders list, ala Josh Sterk. The Pittsburgh Penguins draft pick could return next season for an OA year or may be off to the AHL, so there is risk involved.

Others:

No one on the team is untouchable but, at this point, it’s tough to see the Rangers parting with anyone else unless the return is too good to be true. There is talent on this club, but the remaining players are more long term solutions, and future building blocks, as opposed to playoff pieces.

Hiebert isn’t showing his hand, but if you look at the current roster there is a clear log jam in the back end.

When Dmitrii Sergeev gets healthy the Rangers will have two spare defencemen sitting each night. The team says Logan Schmidt is here to stay. Doug Blaisdell and Frank Hora need to play. Scott Pedersen is waiting in the wings as an injury replacement if needbe.

If you do the math, it seems like a veteran defenceman or two may be on the move at some point.

Let the bidding begin.
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Good news, bad news

Some updates from weekend play.

Centre Jimmy Soper's thumb is in a splint and he is out indefinitely. He was injured after a scrap with the Soo's Nick Pastorious.

Matia Marcantuoni is out with an upper body injury. Listed as day to day for now after being shaken up in the third period of Sunday's 6-3 win.

Dmitrii Sergeev's injury has been diagnosed as a hip flexor. The timetable for his return is undetermined. It's a rest, wait and see approach with that injury.

Some good news though as Ben Thomson's ankle is improving. He'll be a game-time decision in Erie Tuesday.

And Logan Schmidt is here to stay after his OHL card kicked in on the weekend.

November 18, 2013

Big win

I believe Nick Magyar called it a "huge" win post-game yesterday.

The rookie - who scored two goals and added an assist - was of course talking about Kitchener's 6-3 victory against the Soo Greyhounds, who hold second place in the OHL's western conference.

So the Rangers can beat the good teams too. They downed Oshawa, London and now the Soo. Now the team just needs more Ws, a lot more. But at least the final playoff spot is in sight. The team is just four points off of eighth seeded Plymouth.

Lots of time left to make up some ground.

And it's another test Tuesday when the club goes to Erie to take on the first place Otters.

Perhaps Magyar can spin some more magic. After all, his parents will be in attendance and have a pretty good record to date.

In the meantime, enjoy some extra snaps from Sunday's matinee.

Ranger-Soo558

Ranger-Soo592

Ranger-Soo997

Ranger-Soo1072b
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November 17, 2013

Kitchener 6, Sault Ste. Marie 3

Feels like a playoff game this afternoon - weather wise - and I'll take it.

Some good vibes outside the Rangers' dressing room as well. Players here nice and early for the matinee against the visiting Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (16-3-0-2).

Be sure and keep an eye on 'Hounds sniper Sergey Tolchinsky, who is quickly climbing up the OHL scoring leaders list. He's currently tied for fourth with 36 points in 21 games.

Kitchener:

Radek Faksa-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Mike Davies

Mason Kohn-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Evan McEneny-Max IafrateJared Gilbert-Logan Schmidt

Jordan DeKort (2-9) starts.

Sault Ste. Marie:

Jean Dupuy-Jared McCann-Andrew Fritsch

Pat Watling-Tyler Gaudet-Trent Malette

Mike Bunting-David Miller-Sergey Tolchinsky

Blake Speers-Nick Pastorious

Darnell Nurse-Alex Gudbranson

Kyle Jenkins-Tyler Ganly

Kevin Spinozzi-Mac Clutsam

Colton White

Matt Murray (13-3-0-2) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Former Rangers goalie Tyson Teichmann has signed on with the Wellington Dukes in the OJHL.

- Goalie Jordan DeKort was pulled after allowing two goals in the first period for a momentum change, according to coach Troy Smith. Matt Greenfield stopped 17 of 18 shots in relief.

- More than 50 shots for the Rangers, six goals and a converted penalty shot by Brent Pedersen. Fans sure got their money's worth today. If we single out the worst losses, let's single out the best wins. This one qualifies as the best game of the season for the Rangers. A close second to the win over London.

- Sounds like Jimmy Soper suffered a broken thumb in his scrap with Nick Pastorious. Luckily Ben Thomson should be ready to go soon.

- A noticeable increase in toughness from the Rangers. No push-overs tonight.

- Three power play goals by the Rangers is an encouraging sign. As mentioned before the PP has really struggled this season.

- Coach Troy Smith was pretty pumped to hear that the Tiger-Cats are off to the Grey Cup as he is a Hamilton native.

- Nick Magyar's three points puts him ninth in OHL rookie scoring.

- The Rangers are no longer in the OHL basement. They passed Belleville this afternoon with the win.

JB's top three Rangers: Nick Magyar, Matt Greenfield, Radek Faksa
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November 16, 2013

Home, sweet home

111513Rangers4The Kitchener Rangers still have the fewest points in the OHL.

But they have added on in three of the last four games, so that's something to build on.

The latest coup was a 2-1 shootout win over Owen Sound last night at the Aud. It would have been a cruel defeat to drop that game since the Rangers severely outworked the visiting Attack.

It doesn't get much easier with the west division leading Soo Greyhounds at the Aud on Sunday afternoon. The 'Hounds are 8-2 in their last 10 games.
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November 15, 2013

Kitchener 2, Owen Sound 1 (SO)

It feels weird sitting in the media room at the Aud.

This is, after all, the first home game in three weeks. Fans missed a victory, but not much more as the club went 1-4-0-1 over the six-game span.

Last night's debacle made me want to take a cold shower, it was that dirty of a loss.

Maybe some home cookin' will help the lads tonight.

As for the lines, for Kitchener it's:

Radek Faksa-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Mike Davies

Mason Kohn-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Evan McEneny

Logan Schmidt-Jared Gilbert

Jordan DeKort (1-9) starts.

Owen Sound:

Kyle Hope-Holden Cook-Kurtis Gabriel

Gemel Smith-Zach Nastasiuk-Jaden Lindo

Gilbert Gabor-Daniel Milne-Brett Hargrave

Ryan Heeps-Justin Brack-Ethan Szypula

Chris Bigras-Brayden Rose

Kurtis MacDermid-Damir Sharipzyanov

Alex Annecchiarico-Thomas Schemitsch

Tyler MacArthur

Jack Finn (0-4-0-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- The Rangers stood up on the bench until the first whistle. That's the first time I've noticed that this season.

- Second straight game that the Rangers were noticeably pushed around on the ice. Perhaps the reality of a young team.

- You can't say the Rangers aren't dedicated to the future -- Frank Hora and Logan Schmidt ran the points on the power play (both are 17).

- Second straight game that the fourth unit of Mason Kohn, Scott Teskey and Jimmy Soper has made a big difference.

- Folks at the Aud flashed the OHL scoreboard showing London leading Kingston 3-1 and the crowd began cheering. I thought it was a sign of the apocalypse, then I noticed fans were cheering for a goalie in the Timbit game on ice at intermission.

- I think it's safe to say Owen Sound was playing for the tie. Four third period shots? Wow.

- Best game so far for goalie Jordan DeKort. Kudos to Attack keeper Jack Finn, a backup who staved off a determined Kitchener bunch down the stretch.

- Third shootout in the past four games. Second time coach Troy Smith went Faksa-Llewellyn one-two in the order.

JB's top three Rangers: Brent Pedersen, Matia Marcantuoni, Jordan DeKort

Posted at 05:31 PM  | Permalink | Comments (1) 

  Reblog (0)   

November 14, 2013

Sarnia 5, Kitchener 0

Worst place in the OHL is on the line tonight in Sarnia.

A dubious honour no doubt.

Sarnia is down ex-captain Craig Duininck, who was shipped to Paul Fixter's Sudbury Wolves with a 10th round pick in 2014 for OA Jimmy McDowell and a second round selection in the same draft.

Yes, the shedding has begun in Sting-town. And it's just the beginning league-wide. The OHL trade deadline is about a month and a half away and with several teams off to strong starts methinks it'll be a busy one.

No surprises for Kitchener with tonight's lines. Though d-man Evan McEneny is back on the blueline after a few weeks out with a concussion.

Mike Davies-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

 Cutris Meighan-Radek Faksa-Brent Pedersen

 Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

 Mason Kohn-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

 Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

 Max Iafrate-Evan McEneny

 Jared Gilbert-Doug Blaisdell

Matt Greenfield (1-1-0-1) starts.

Sarnia:

Nikolay Goldobin-Nick Latta-Bryan Moore

Erik Robichaud-Vlad Kodola-Nikita Korostelev

Alex Renaud-Daniel Nikandrov-Davis Brown

Alex Carnevale-Pat White-Noah Bushnell

Tyler Hore-Anthony DeAngelo

Zachary Core-Jimmy McDowell

Connor Schlichting-Jeff King

Taylor Dupuis (3-8-0-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Well, after two inspiring comebacks, I bet not many saw this dud coming. Forget about last week's 7-0 drubbing to Peterborough. This was easily the worst loss of the season.

- Before the game, Sarnia folks were telling me they expected a lopsided affair - in Kitchener's favour. The club was still finding its feet after trading away its captain, had lost four straight, had a goalie who has been so-so this season and a young back end.

- Speaking of trades, it sounds like the Sting are on the verge of making another deal.

- The Rangers really got pushed around tonight. They sure miss the toughness of Ben Thomson. The veteran is out with an ankle injury and should be back soon.

- Lots of offsides, late passes, passes in the skates and miscommunication going on for the Rangers in this one.

- It doesn't get any easier for Kitchener who play Owen Sound, the Soo and Erie in the next three games.

- Sarnia had a 1-3-1 setup on their PP and it generated a lot of chances. Kitchener went 0-for-4 and has the OHL's worst PP. Coach thought it looked better tonight.

JB's top three Rangers: Jimmy Soper, Ryan MacInnis, Radek Faksa
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November 13, 2013

Sergeev making progress

Blueliner Dmitrii Sergeev is getting closer to returning to game action.

The Russian rookie hasn't suited up for the Kitchener Rangers since Oct. 25 against Windsor. He's missed five games with a hip/groin issue.

He didn't practise with the club yesterday but did skate after the workout on his own. Coach Troy Smith says he's improving and that he hopes to see the rearguard, perhaps, as soon as this weekend.

Sergeev in pointless in 10 games and minus-3. His return, along with that of Evan McEneny, would give the team seven blueliners on the big club with Logan Schmidt in Jr. B.
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November 12, 2013

Upcoming commitments?

18OCT13 Rangers 126

Unlike past years, we shouldn't see such a mass exodus at Christmas in Rangersland.

And maybe that's a good thing. Keep the cohesion, perhaps take advantage of some teams that are missing key players for the Under-17 and world junior tournaments.

That being said, there are some Rangers in the running for the holiday get togethers.

Centre Radek Faksa will be gone to Sweden to partake in the world junior showdown for the Czech Republic.

I suppose defenceman Dmitrii Sergeev could also ge tthe call for Russia, but at 17, and with the country's depth, it's highly unlikely.

Winger Mike Davies (in photo) is in the running for the Ontairo U-17 squad.

Americans Mason Kohna and Doug Blaisdell are playing well but won't rep the U.S. as the Yanks send their national team development program lot to the event.

But that roster will feature Rangers' picks Luke Opilka (goalie), forward Jeremy Bracco and blueliner Charles McAvoy.

***

Rookie Mark Bzowey is back with the Oakville Blades after a brief call-up due to injuries. The 16-year-old forward played in just one of the three road games last week.

Speaking of injuries, defenceman Evan McEneny (concussion) was back at practice and is hoping to play Thursday in Sarnia while Ben Thomson (ankle) and defenceman Dmitrii Sergeev (hip) remain sidelined.

Rangers' pick Scott Pedersen was at today's practice getting in some much needed ice time. The blueliner has not been called up from the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen and was just getting in some extra conditioning after missing time with a bruised kidney.

Meanwhile, Kitchener defenceman Logan Schmidt is back with the Dutchies after a call-up and will likely stay there if McEneny is cleared to return Thursday.

Schmidt has played 10 games for the Rangers and if he dresses for an 11th, his OHL card will kick in. I thought the junior card was activated at the 10-game mark and had previously posted that in a blog, but it is in fact the 11-game mark.

Expect to see Schmidt recalled at some point this season as he's shown well in his OHL stint.

***

As mentioned a few posts down, former Rangers' goalie Jack Moylan has now officially joined the Strathroy Rockets on the Jr. B loop.
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November 11, 2013

Back on track

Rangers-Sting0127

Yeah, it's just one win, but it's a start.

After losing eight straight, the Kitchener Rangers have played five solid periods of hockey - the final two in Kingston where they rallied for a point in a shootout loss and yesterday's shootout win over Ottawa.

Three points in two games is a step in the right direction.

I caught up with Justin Bailey after yesterday's game. The Buffalo area winger has four points in his past four games.

He said the coaches were on him to pick up the slack and that he expected more out of himself as well. The secret, he says, is just plain working harder.

And lately, it's looking good.

Speaking of those Rangers, have you taken a look at the roster lately? This entire club - save Radek Faksa (could technically return but likely won't), Ben Thomson and Ben Fanelli - could be back next year. Toss in a new import and a first round pick and that conceivably leaves one open roster spot.

With Kegan Blasby, Jacob Cascagnette, Scott Pedersen, Ty Learn and Mark Bzowey already committed to the club that doesn't leave much room for additions, unless the Rangers clear some space by the trade deadline.

Not to mention if the Rangers can convince drafted Americans Charles McAvoy (defence), Luke Opilka (goalie) and Jeremy Bracco (forward) to come north.

But these are good problems to have.
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November 10, 2013

Kitchener 4, Ottawa 3 (SO)

It's raining and kind of snowing in Ottawa. Just a perfect day to hide out in a hockey rink.

I think I mention this every year, but the $8 parking charge to see the 67's is not right. 

On to the action.

Same lines for Kitchener as in Kingston and why not? It worked well for two periods in the 6-5 SO loss.

Mike Davies-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Radek Faksa-Curtis Meighan

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Doug Blaisdell

Jared Gilbert-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (0-1-0-1) starts.

Ottawa:

Ryan Van Stralen-Sam Studnicka-Taylor Fielding

Brendan Bell-Dante Salituro-Joe Blandisi

Tyler Hill-Travis Konecny-Brett Gustavsen

Andrew Abou-Assaly-Connor Brown-John Urbanic

Alex Lintuniemi-Nevin Guy

Jonathan Duchesne-Owen Stewart

Jacob Middleton-Troy Henley

Philippe Trudeau (6-8) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Coming into the game, the 67's were undefeated in their past dozen games against Kitchener, a winning streak stretching more than six years.

- Ben Thomson (ankle) was hoping to get in the lineup but remains day to day. 

- Former Kitchener Rangers defenceman Owen Stewart wears No. 4 in Ottawa, but had No. 18 on against his old club as the team wore special Remembrance Day sweaters. I'm guessing they made them before he was acquired from London.

- Ottawa wore Remembrance Day jerseys, but held no pre-game ceremony. 

- Defenceman Logan Schmidt's OHL card kicked in today as it was his 10th game of the season. And hats off to the rook, who looks just fine at this level. UPDATE: OHL card technically doesn't kick in until 11th game is played.

- Another shootout, but this time Darby Llewellyn and Justin Bailey helped notch the win. Goalie Matt Greenfield gave up one goal at the other end.

- It was nice to see Llewellyn score as it was his penalty late in the game that gave the 67's the chance to tie the game, which they did.

- Justin Bailey has four points in his past four games. That's two goals in two games for Nick Magyar as well.

- Beginnings and endings really are an issue for the club early on. But, in the past two games, the Rangers have dominated the majority of the match. That's a good sign.

- Watch for a Radek Faksa surge. He looked really strong as the game wore on. 

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Justin Bailey, Darby Llewellyn
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Matt Rupert facing suspension?

Matt Rupert's late hit on Barrie's Kevin Labanc is getting some internet attention.

My feeling is that the league will not doubt be announcing a suspension on the London forward soon. The hit happened in Friday's 5-4 shootout win for the Colts.

You be the judge:
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November 08, 2013

Kingston 6, Kitchener 5 (SO)

Just returned from practice at the K-Rock Centre in Kingston.

It looks like I'm hitting the Remembrance Day circuit - which is fine by me. Last year I think I was on a Teddy Bear Toss streak, so it's a nice change.

Tonight will be the third ceremony I've seen. The buses in town also have "Lest We Forget" running across their face. A nice touch.

And keeping on that theme, the route to Kingston was new for me and passed roads named after Dieppe and Vimy Ridge.

As for hockey, the Rangers practised a few new lines this morning. And why not? After being embarrassed 7-0 by the Petes last night, anything is welcome. Here is my recap of that game from today's paper.

Rookie Mike Davies was on the top unit with Matia Marcantuoni and Justin Bailey while centre Curtis Meighan was on the wing of the second line with Radek Faksa and Brent Pedersen.

Mark Bzowey, who was just called up from the Oakville Blades, sat this one out with an upper body injury. Doesn't appear serious.

Ben Thomson (ankle) was not on the ice but said he hopes to play in Ottawa on Sunday.

***

All settled in at the K-Rock. Forgot how much I like this building and the city.

Kitchener's lines are set and as follows:

Mike Davies-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Radek Faksa-Curtis Meighan

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Jimmy Soper-Mason Kohn-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Doug Blaisdell

Jared Gilbert-Logan Schmidt

Jordan DeKort (1-9) starts.

Kingston:

Henri Ikonen-Sam Bennett-Spencer Watson

Lawson Crouse-Ryan Kujawinski-Conor McGlynn

Corey Pawley-Darcy Greenaway-Sam Schutt

Billy Jenkins-Slater Doggett-Sam Povorozniouk

Mikko Vainonen-Roland McKeown

Mike Moffat-Warren Steele

Matt Watson-Dylan DiPerna

Matt Mahalak (6-4-1-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Hearing that former Rangers' goalie Jack Moylan may be Strathroy (Jr. B) bound.

- Crowded bench for Kitchener tonight. Four coaches and two trainers back there.

- A great Remembrance Day  ceremony pre-game. You can have all the special effects in the world but a little boy remembering his fallen dad at centre ice puts a lump in your throat.

- Kitchener had no shots during a 5-on-3 power play for 1:21 and none for the next three full two minute PPs. Someone needs to stand in front of the net.

- That was a wild one. A great hockey game after a bee-rutal first period (at least for the Rangers). Looking for some positives? Rallying from a 4-1 deficit is a start. It's not a win, but the last two periods was some of the best hockey the Rangers have played in a month.

- I think the team has its starter in goal for the foreseeable future. Matt Greenfield was stellar in relief and allowed one goal on 21 shots. He stopped seven shootout attempts.

- Radek Faksa scored his first in six games and Nick Magyar his first in seven. Ryan MacInnis' three helpers were his first points in eight games.

- Max Iafrate showed the right mix of grit and discipline. When he does that, he's a force. He saved a goal in the crease and put his body on the line something fierce tonight.

- In the keeping it real category, let's be grounded and realize Kitchener has lost eight straight, which ties the longest streak by the team in the past 11 years. But at least the lads showed some spunk tonight.

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Max Iafrate, Ryan MacInnis
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November 07, 2013

Peterborough 7, Kitchener 0

Wow, a guy can't even get in a car for a few hours without another chapter breaking in the Rob Ford saga.

Unreal.

Just arrived in Peterborough to overcast skies. The Kitchener Rangers - losers of six straight - take on the Petes, who have lost four consecutive contests.

Someone is leaving happy tonight.

I'm excited to see the new media room and auxiliary pressbox at the rink. In previous years, the media area was in an empty change room. Nothing like eating your pre-game meal to the smell of hockey sweat.

As for the Rangers, let's give a shout out to Curtis Meighan for getting his learn on. The centre was named the midwest's division academic player of the month by the OHL earlier today.

Tonight, it's rookie Matt Greenfield making his debut. The Floridian was called up on the weekend after veteran Tyson Teichmann returned home to re-evaluate his career.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Mike Davies -Radek Faksa-Jimmy Soper

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Mark Bzowey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Max Iafrate-Doug Blaisdell

Jared Gilbert-Logan Schmidt

Peterborough:

Nick Ritchie-Eric Cornel-Josh MacDonald

Greg Betzold-Stephen Pierog-Jonatan Tanus

Steve Lorentz-Michael Clarke-Matej Pauvolic

Josh Maguire-Matt McCartney-Chase Hatcher

Nelson Armstrong-Matt Spencer

Connor Boland-Clark Seymour

Cam Lizotte-Brandon Devlin

Andrew D'Agostini (4-7) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Matt Greenfield is wearing No. 31 for the Rangers while Mark Bzowey has No. 19 on his back.

- Someone at the Memorial Centre needs to teach the Petes' shot clock counters what is and isn't a shot on goal.

- Kitchener had four 16-year-olds in the lineup tonight - Kohn, Davies, Blaisdell and Bzowey. That happened in at least one game last year as well.

- Frank Hora and Doug Blaisdell manned the point on one power play. Might as well try different combos as the PP is 1-for-its-last-26.

- A tough start for goalie Matt Greenfield, who relinquished four goals in a period and change. Not much help when your team gives up a breakaway 21 seconds in either.

- The Rangers had their chances, namely six PPs.

- Petes' defenceman Matt Spencer was the captain and teammate to Mark Bzowey on the Oakville Rangers.

- Easily the worst loss of the season tonight. And this was a Petes team that had given up 8, 8, 7 and 9 goals against in its last four home games.

JB's top three Rangers: Curtis Meighan, Darby Llewellyn, Doug Blaisdell
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Frank Hora: impact rookie

DSC_0065

Frank Hora's consistent play in the back end has been one of the biggest surprises in, what has started out as, a down year for the Kitchener Rangers.

The western New York native leads the team with a plus-6 rating and looks right at home after being promoted to the top defensive unit in place of Evan McEneny (concussion).

Scouts rave about him. Coaches are impressed. Hora is just enjoying the ride and trying not to let his smooth transition to the OHL go to his head.

Ironically, the 17-year-old was a late add to the 2012 draft class. And on a team of youngsters with draft potential, he still gets overlooked. That won't last long if he keeps up this pace.

(photo courtesy of Tony Saxon, Guelph Mercury)
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November 06, 2013

Fabbri nailed for 10 games

Guelph forward Robby Fabbri was suspended for 10 games by the OHL for his hit to the head on Kitchener Rangers defenceman Evan McEneny.

The play happened in the third period of Friday's 6-3 loss. 

McEneny went down hard, left the game and has not played since. He has been dealing with a concussion since the hit and will not play on the three-game eastern road swing beginning tomorrow in Peterborough.

In fact, he'll stay behind as he goes through the stages of the return to play protocol.

I talked to coach Troy Smith after practice today and he added that Ben Thomson (ankle) will make the trip but isn't expected to play. Blueliner Dmitrii Sergeev (hip) will also remain in Kitchener.

Lines that ran at practice:

Justin Bailey-Matia Marcantuoni-Brent Pedersen

Mike Davies-Radek Faksa-Jimmy Soper

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey/Mark Bzowey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Jared Gilbert-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield and Jordan DeKort were in net.

Speaking of Greenfield, he was on fire in the end of practice game of Donkey. I haven't seen a game go that long in ages. 

He was turning so many pucks aside that the Zamboni driver was ringing the "get off the ice" bell so he could flood the rink in time for the next scheduled group at the Kinsmen arena.

For those who don't know, Donkey is a breakaway game where every skater takes turns trying to score. One by one they go, when a player scores, he's done. The rest keep going until the last man standing is the "donkey."
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Rangers limp east

There will be no Evan McEneny (concussion) or Ben Thomson (ankle) for the Rangers on the three-game road trip to eastern Ontario beginning tomorrow.

McEneny was hit in the head by Guelph's Robby Fabbri last week. The Storm forward has been suspended but the league has yet to announce the length.

Thomson had to be helped off the ice in Mississauga on Sunday after crashing into the boards.

To help, the Rangers have called up 16-year-old forward Mark Bzowey (7th round 2013) from the Oakville Blades.

Rookie goalie Matt Greenfield will also make his debut sometime this weekend as the club plays Peterborough tomorrow, Kingston Friday and Ottawa on Sunday.

The injury bug has also hit a bunch of Rangers' prospects. Fourth round pick Jacob Cascagnette (knee) is on the shelf but should start skating soon for the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen while Dutchies teammates Kegan Blasby (shoulder) and Scott Pedersen (bruised kidney) remain out.
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November 04, 2013

Mascot mayhem

Victoria Royals mascot Marty the Marmot was slammed to the ice during a recent WHL game. Now a fan may be slapped with charges.

Don't think Tex or Flip or whatever they're calling the Rangers mascot nowadays would put up with this.
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Net situation set?

IMG_4398

Fourteen games into th OHL season and four goalies later and it seems like the Kitchener Rangers have found their tandem in net.

After Tyson Teichmann's departure, it's Jordan DeKort and Matt Greenfield.

The club got its first look at the duo in a 4-1 loss to Mississauga Sunday. The game started off well for the Rangers, who jumped out to a 1-0 lead, but Spencer Martin shut the door the rest of the way for the Fish.

BTW, thanks to the Missy News' Iain Colpitts for the shot above.

It's six losses in a row for the Rangers. So, you ask, how does that rate?

Well, let's look back in the past decade to find out.

In 2010-11, the Rangers lost seven in a row, but one loss was a shootout and another in OT, so the club at least picked up points.

Back in 2008-09, there was an eight game stretch of defeats but, again, there was an OT loss and a point garnered in the stretch. 

As for straight, honest losses, you have to go to the 2003-04 bunch, that lost six straight.

So, there is a lot riding on Thursday's game in Peterborough. A loss there will give the Rangers its longest straight loss streak in 11 years.
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November 03, 2013

Mississauga 4, Kitchener 1

The first game with a new look in net.

Matt Greenfield will backup starter Jordan DeKort this afternoon at the Hershey Centre.

Don't look now but the Mississauga Steelheads are in first place in the Central Division and are riding a three-game winning streak.

The Rangers are looking to snap a five-game losing streak.

Some interesting changes to the lineup this afternoon. Love the all-American third line. Also like Matia back up on the top unit. Three NHL picks are bound to rediscover the magic they showed early on at some point, so might as well ride it out.

All Michigan blueline pairing in Max Iafrate and Doug Blaisdell. Some veteran leadership and youth. I like it. Frank Hora with a well deserved promotion in place of injured Evan McEneny.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Ben Thomson-Radek Faksa-Darby Llewellyn

Mason Kohn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Jared Gilbert-Logan Schmidt

Jordan DeKort (1-8) starts.

Mississauga:

Josh Burnside-Bryson Cianfrone-Dylan Smoskovitz

Brandon Belding-Brett Foy-Andrew Goldberg

Jacob Jammes-Jesse Barwell-Austin Gerhart

Bobby MacIntyre-Sam Babintsev-Artem Rasulov

Jared Walsh-Trevor Carrick

Sean Day-Jacob Graves

Nick Zottl-Greg DiTomaso

Spencer Martin (9-6-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- This might be my favourite pressbox in the league. Lots of room, bright, open, clear view of the ice and right in the action with all the  radio/TV/gamesday folks. Desks are suitable for laptops too, which is so rare in the OHL.

- Evan McEneny was injured in the third period of Friday's game against Guelph. Was hit into boards by Robby Fabbri, who was tossed after the play. He's out with a head injury.

- Ben Thomson left the game in the third period with the help of the trainer and was favouring his right leg.

- The Rangers deserved a better fate today. But they are to blame for a slow start to the second period which ultimately led to the loss. They certainly had their chances.

- Not getting a shot on net to open the second while on the power play is not good enough.

- Aside from that lapse in the second, the team played well. The top line had its energy back. The third line looked great too. Frank Hora handled the promotion to the top d-unit with ease and was an even player despite taking on better forwards.

- A good game for Logan Schmidt. He's great with the puck and was rewarded by playing the point on the power play at times.

- The forecheck was solid in the first period. Haven't seen the Rangers that strong in awhile.

- Best game in a Rangers' uni for goalie Jordan DeKort so far. He made 26 saves in taking his fourth loss. My money is on Matt Greenfield starting Thursday in Peterborough.

- That's six losses in a row if you're counting. Nine of last 10 games.

- Mississauga never panicked even after falling behind. Like the movement on their power play and the poise of young Sean Day in the back end.

JB's top three Rangers: Mason Kohn, Justin Bailey, Frank Hora
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November 02, 2013

Teichmann heads home

Storm-Rangers0657Kitchener Rangers goalie Tyson Teichmann has left the team and returned home to re-evaluate his career.

The 20-year-old overager sat down with Rangers’ management this weekend to talk about his future and both parties decided it was best the veteran head back to Belleville

to contemplate his next move.

“This is something that has been going on for a while with Tyson,” said general manager Murray Hiebert, when reached in Chicago on a scouting trip. 

“He felt his heart wasn’t in it like he wanted it to be.”

Teichmann was acquired by former GM/coach Steve Spott in an off-season trade with the Mississauga Steelheads. He was one of four goalies on the roster this season.

Earlier this week, the Rangers shipped tender Jack Moylan to the Sudbury Wolves for a 15th round draft pick.

That leaves newcomer Jordan DeKort, who came to the Aud in a trade with Windsor a few weeks ago, and rookie Matt Greenfield, who has yet to play an OHL game. 

Greenfield has sparkled with the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen, going 6-0 with three shutouts. The Florida native has been called up from the Dutchies and will dress for Sunday’s game against the Steelheads.

Teichmann took the loss last night in Guelph and was yanked after allowing three goals on 17 shots. He was not pleased with getting the hook and was late to the bench to start the second period. The Storm won the game 6-3.

As a Ranger, he went 3-5 with a 3.64 goals against average and a .891 save percentage.

“He knows the direction we’re going,” said Hiebert, who has stressed all season that the club’s focus is on developing its youngsters.

Teichmann is still Rangers’ property and there is no time line on his leave of absence. There is still a chance he may return.

If not, the Rangers will be down to two overagers. Hiebert said the team would explore all options – adding another OA or going young – when things are sorted out.

Kitchener still owns Keli Grant’s rights. The OA forward currently leads the Dutchmen in

scoring with 15 goals and 12 assists in 18 games.
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Caught in a Storm

Three early goals did the Kitchener Rangers in last night in Guelph and the team never recovered, losing 6-3 to the league leading Storm.

Outscoring Guelph 3-1 in the third period was a positive, though the Storm was sitting back since they were up 5-0 at the time.

Not much time to dwell on the loss as the Rangers take on Mississauga Sunday.

Some extra shots from staffer Mat McCarthy below.

November 01, 2013

Guelph 6, Kitchener 3

Auger_ Justin (2)-1The Guelph Storm are the top team in the OHL.

And Waterloo native Justin Auger has been watching it all from the sidelines. He's battled mono for more than a month but returned to practice earlier this week.

He's not expected to play tonight, much to his chagrin. After all, he says, there is nothing better than facing his hometown team.

When he does return it'll be a big boost for the Storm. As mentioned in the story, it's like Guelph making a trade without actually making one. Just what the OHL's highest scoring team needs - more firepower.

As for the Rangers, they limp into the Royal City. Injuries, as noted below, are mounting. If ever there was a time for some struggling players to step up, tonight is the night.

***

It's a cold one here at the Sleeman Centre. Road trip tunes coming in consisted of the new Arcade Fire album Reflektor. Gotta start spinning some playlists for next week's eastern Ontario road swing.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Justin Bailey

Ben Thomson-Radek Faksa-Nick Magyar

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Jimmy Soper

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Jared Gilbert-Max Iafrate

Doug Blaisdell-Frank Hora

Tyson Teichmann (3-5) starts.

Guelph:

Tyler Bertuzzi-Hunter Garlent-Scott Kosmachuk

Zack Mitchell-Robby Fabbri-Brock McGinn

Ryan Horvat-Jason Dickinson-Brody Milne

Kyle Locke-Pius Suter-Justin Auger/Marc Stevens

Matt Finn-Chadd Bauman

Steve Trojanovic-Ben Harpur

Garrett McFadden-Phil Baltisberger

Justin Nichols (10-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Rookie defenceman Doug Blaisdell makes his first start since the opener after missing a month or so with a shoulder injury. Blaisdell was the the team's second pick (third round) in this year's draft.

- Scott Teskey was a healthy scratch. I would have started him. He was coming off his best game, where he played well and had his first point. Let him dress, see if it continues and carry it into Sunday's game against Missy, his old team.

- Time to call up Matt Greenfield. I understand the Rangers don't want to throw him in while team defence is brutal, but what more can the kid do in Jr. B? Make it a one-game audition, win or lose he goes back down, for now. That way there is less pressure.

- That's five or more goals allowed in three of the past four games for Kitchener.

- The top line of Ryan MacInnis, Justin Bailey and Brent Pedersen have combined for two goals in the past nine games.

- Good news, Kitchener only has to play Guelph six more times.

- Looking to shake things up? Maybe it's time to sit a vet just to send a message. While I'm playing coach, I'd toss Mason Kohn on Faksa's wing. Just a hunch.

- Evan McEneny left the game in the third period after a hit to the head by Robby Fabbri and did not return. He will be re-evaluated Saturday. 

JB's top three Rangers: Frank Hora, Brent Pedersen, Doug Blaisdell
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October 31, 2013

Injuries mounting

It's turning into a rough week for the Kitchener Rangers.

Rookie forward Nick Magyar went hard into the end boards at the Kiwanis Arena during practice today and had to be helped off the ice. He had the weight off his left leg after suffering an ankle injury.

He's not the only one down.

Centre Radek Faksa missed practice for a maintenance day after hurting his leg this past Friday against Windsor. He'll be a game-time decision tomorrow in Guelph.

Freshman blueliner Dmitrii Sergeev is out with a hip/groin issue and won't dress against the Storm.

And prospect Kegan Blasby is on the shelf long term with what appears to be a broken shoulder suffered while with the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen.

But there is some good news. Rookie defenceman Doug Blaisdell has been pratising this week and will be a game-time decision tomorrow. He has missed the past 11 games with a shoulder injury.
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Spott on in Toronto

DC_102013_1427EI had a chance to catch up with former Rangers' GM/coach Steve Spott yesterday.

As it turns out, it has been a smooth transition for him with the Toronto Marlies. The AHL club is 5-3 and in first place in the North Division.

The biggest differences, he noted, is the speed, skill and professionalism of the players. He said he doesn't have to motivate them daily and that the margin for error is slim at this level -- "every game is like a Game 7, they're that important."

He still talks to current GM Murray Hiebert and keeps an eye on the Rangers. He certainly sympathizes with rebuilding phase. After all, he went through the same thing when he took over from Peter DeBoer a year after going to the Memorial Cup final in 2008-09.

The club went 26-37-0-3 that year and missed the post-season.

***

If you missed the Tweet yesterday, Rangers' goalie prospect Matt Greenfield collected his third shutout in the past four starts for the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen.

The Dutchies have won 13 straight games and Greenfield's numbers are disgusting - 6-0, 0.83 GAA and a .973 save percentage.

***

Speaking of goalies, Jack Moylan was traded to the Sudbury Wolves for a 15th round pick in 2014. 

He joins ex-Rangers forward Matt Schmalz, goalie Franky Palazzese and former associate coach/assistant GM Paul Fixter in the Big Nickel.

Moylan was an eighth round pick in 2011 and became expendable when the club acquired goalie Jordan DeKort earlier this month.
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October 29, 2013

The next Ranger?

If the OHL season ended today, the Kitchener Rangers would have the first overall pick in the 2014 draft.

I doubt that will hold up once the final 56 games are in the books.

But here are six names getting some hype ahead of the 2014 OHL draft. The top five are from The Scout.ca's top ten list. The last one is a player who has caught the Rangers' eye.

Jakob Chychrun, Toronto Jr. Canadiens

Position: Defence

Size: 6-2, 190 pounds

Stats: Eight goals, eight assists in 10 games. Sixth in GTHL scoring, not bad for a blueliner.

Mike McLeod, Toronto Marlboros

Position: Forward

Size: 6-0, 165 pounds

Stats: 21 points in 13 games is good for second in GTHL scoring race.

Logan Brown, Indiana Jr. Ice

Position: Forward

Size: 6-4, 201 pounds

Stats: 19 points in first nine games, 11 goals, eight assists.

Victor Mete, Toronto Jr. Canadiens

Position: Defence

Size: 5-7, 160 pounds

Stats: 12 points in 12 games.

Adam Mascherin, Vaughan Kings

Position: Centre

Size: 5-9, 165 pounds

Stats: 14 points in first 10 games.

Max Jones, Honeybaked U18

Position: Forward

Size: 6-0, 183 pounds

Stats: Tough to find, but he had four points through his first six games.
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October 28, 2013

The OHL 10

01SEP13RangersA0567An ever evolving name for this segment but this one is here to stay.

Can't commit to a certain day with all my weekend work and fluctuating days off. But enough about me, how about the OHL?

1. Yes, that was Josh Sterk scoring and adding three assists in Oshawa's 5-4 win over Niagara yesterday. That's 20 points for Sterk now. Across the ice, ex-Ranger Eric Ming scored and notched an assist, to give him nine points in nine games. They'd be one and three in Rangers scoring with their current numbers.

2. It's official - the Rangers now have the lowest points not just in the western conference, but in the entire OHL. Kitchener also ranks last in goals scored, has the worst power play and the longest current losing streak (four games). But the club is only fifth worst in penalty killing.

3. Erie's Connor Brown leads the OHL in scoring with 31 point but watch out for teammate Connor McDavid who is only three points back. C-Mac has seven points in his past three games.

4. The London Knights are hosting the Memorial Cup right? Just checking. The mighty Knights have lost five of their past six games. Their sole win came against Kitchener. Never thought three west teams would be ahead of London at this point. Meanwhile, it looks like London has inked German defender Tim Bender to help fill the void left by Olli Maatta.

5. Instead of taking in the Windsor-Kitchener game on Friday, Spits GM Warren Rychel was scouting the Guelph Storm game. His son Kerby is catching interest from a ton of teams. Problem is, Windsor - winners of four straight - is right in the playoff picture.

6. The only plus players on Kitchener? Frank Hora +6 (in photo), Darby Llewellyn +3, Logan Schmidt +2, Doug Blaisdell +1 and Kegan Blasby +1.  Four rookies and a sophomore.

7. Rangers goalie prospect Matt Greenfield hasn't started for the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen since posting back to back shutouts ending Oct. 8. Starter Marc Williams has gone 4-0 since then.

8. Best story of the year so far in the OHL? Erie going worst to first. Just shows you how quick things can turn around. Other early surprises - Oshawa in first in the east and the Soo with one regulation loss.

9. Hey, major kudos for the Rangers' Grow a Mo in November campaign. But with so many youngsters on the squad this year, perhaps Mo should be mohawk.

10. How is this for a tough conference? Erie has won 10 straight, the Soo seven straight and Guelph has seven wins and one shootout loss in the past eight games. Yikes.
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October 26, 2013

Time to hit the road

Let's file that one away and move on shall we?

It was an ugly 5-3 loss to Windsor last night, especially since the Rangers were in control and up 3-0 with 21 minutes to go.

As usual, full marks to the club for the stellar Remembrance Day pre-game ceremony. A lot of dough will be raised for good causes from the game-worn jerseys too.

On the ice, that's another story. Perhaps it's a good thing the team will be on the road until Nov. 15.

If things keep falling, you have to wonder when the club will make some trades (and how many). 

In talking to Windsor staff, they still figure they might have a shot at a playoff run. This coming from one of the lower ranked teams in the west, which just shows you how many potential buyers are out there.

Toss in the fact that Erie, Guelph and the Soo are looking like legit competitors, that the eastern conference is wide open, that London isn't living up to its pre-season billing and that there are two, not one, spots available in the Memorial Cup and you have one of the best sellers markets in years.

Kitchener could make out handsomely. 

But I think the team at least owes it to itself to see how things shake down after this three week road stretch. It is still early after all. Besides, assets only gain value the closer we get to the January trade deadline.

Here are some extra shots from last night's game.

102513Rangers2

102513Rangers1

102513Rangers5
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October 25, 2013

Windsor 5, Kitchener 3

No rest for the Kitchener Rangers who are right back at it after losing 3-0 to London last night at the Bud Gardens.

It was the Blueshirts' third straight loss and sixth in the past seven games. That has Kitchener in last place in the OHL's western conference. Captain Ben Fanelli says the club doesn't feel like basement dwellers and to be fair they played London pretty hard last night, at least after the first period.

The Rangers catch a break tonight in that the Spits also played last night, albeit they pasted Owen Sound 7-3 and are unbeaten in two games.

Kitchener currently sits four points out of the final playoff spot. Still lots of time on their side to make up the difference.

Here is how it shapes up tonight.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Scott Teskey-Matia Marcantuoni-Darby Llewellyn

Ben Thomson-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Mason Kohn

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Max Iafrate-Jared Gilbert

Frank Hora-Dmitrii Sergeev

Jordan DeKort (1-6) starts.

Windsor:

Kerby Rychel-Remy Giftopoulos-Josh Ho-Sang

Ben Johnson-Brady Vail-Cristiano DeGiacinto

Ryan Verbeek-Steven Janes-Nikita Yazkov

Cam Hughes-Ryan Foss-Ty Bilcke

Slater Koekkoek-Nick Ebert

Trevor Murphy-Eric Diodati

Pat Sanvido-Graeme Brown

Alex Fotinos (5-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Ex-Rangers associate coach/assistant GM Paul Fixter was named an assistant coach to London's Dale Hunter for Game 4 of the CHL Subway Series in Sudbury.

- Well that was quite the rally from Windsor. Down 3-0 in the final minute of the second period and the Spits pull off five straight goals.

- Windsor scribe Jim Parker summed it up best when he said that this doesn't look like the penalty killers of Rangers teams gone by.

- Plain and simple, you can't give any team eight PPs and expect to win.

- A tough loss too since Windsor is the type of team Kitchener needs to bury if it wants to grab one of the last playoff spots.

- That two goals in 16 seconds in the final minute of the second really changed the tide. Everything fell apart after that.

- Some players that were long overdue got some key points, namely Scott Teskey (A) and Ben Thomson (G, A).

- Coming into the game, Windsor's PP was one of the worst in the league.

JB's top three Rangers: Ben Thomson, Ben Fanelli, Matia Marcantuoni
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October 24, 2013

London 3, Kitchener 0

The curse of the Rangers?

May be, for the London Knights. The Bud boys haven't won a game since clashing with Kitchener 10 days ago.

That one ended with a 3-2 overtime win for the Rangers. Since then, two additional losses for London.

But Kitchener hasn't won since that game too, going 0-2 and being outscored 12-5 in a pair of losses to Kingston and Guelph.

Ex-Knight Tyson Teichmann (3-4) gets the call in net. He picked up the win and looked great in the win against London earlier this season.

Meanwhile, the Knights woke up to this news: 

And let's not forget that Buffalo draft pick Nikita Zadorov (another Knights' defender) scored last night for the struggling Sabres.

The Hunters are not doubt on the hunt for blueline depth now. It'll be an interesting ride to the trade deadline now.

As for lines, here are Kitchener's combos:

Brent Pedersen-Radek Faksa-Justin Bailey

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Jimmy Soper

Ben Thomson-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Mason Kohn

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Max Iafrate-Jared Gilbert

Frank Hora-Dmitrii Sergeev

Tyson Teichmann (3-4) starts.

London:

Matt Rupert-Bo Horvat-Kyle Platzer

Ryan Rupert-Chris Tierney-Josh Anderson

Max Domi-Brett Welychka-Michael McCarron

Paxton Leroux-Christian Dvorak-Mitch Marner

Tait Seguin

Miles Liberati-Brady Austin

Alex Basso-Dakota Mermis

Santino Centorame

Anthony Stolarz (6-1-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Another gem for Tyson Teichmann against his former club. His two outings vs. London have been his best two games of the year. He made 44 saves tonight.

- Knights' blueliner Dakota Mermis was really giving it to Rangers' forward Justin Bailey in front of the net on the power play. Credit Bailey for keeping his cool.

- I counted six broken sticks in the game. Just crazy.

- Down two zip in the third and at least the Rangers came out on a mission. That's something to build off of while mired in a six losses in seven games stretch.

- Let's be clear. London goalie Anthony Stolarz deserved the shutout tonight. He was on point.

- Lots of line juggling in the past few games and you can't really blame coach Troy Smith. He's looking for chemistry. So far, nothing is really clicking.

- Game 10 for Jimmy Soper tonight means his OHL card kicks in and that he's likely here for the remainder of the season.

JB's top three Rangers: Brent Pedersen, Tyson Teichmann, Radek Faksa
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October 23, 2013

Three up, three down

DSC_0156Another loss for the Kitchener Rangers Tuesday at the Aud.

This time, it was a 6-3 thrashing to the Guelph Storm. It could have been worse as the club was outplayed for most of the game.

It's a long season but the Rangers sit in last place in the OHL's western conference. There was going to be a step back this season after losing so many veterans but I'm not sure most figured they'd be basement dwellers.

So what's working and what's not? Here are three things on the up and downside.

Up:

1. In the past two games, three Rangers rookies have scored their first goals - Nick Magyar, Mike Davies and Mason Kohn. The latter two were riding fourth line minutes Tuesday. These guys are the future and now that they're getting past that milestone, perhaps the pressure is off a bit. As Davies said Tuesday, there is more to come.

2. Despite the on-slaught of late, rookie defenceman Frank Hora continues to hold a strong plus-minus (+5, one of only six players on the right side) and show signs that he belongs in the OHL.

3. The team needed Radek Faksa to have a big year and so far the Dallas Stars pick is delivering. He leads the club in goals with eight and points with 10. He's on pace for 46 goals.

Down:

1. Special teams are a mess. The power play is ranked 17th out of 20 teams and operating at 15.7 per cent. Penalty killing isn't much better with the Rangers at 15th in the league.

2. Scoring is becoming a massive issue. In the past six games, the Rangers are averaging fewer than two goals per game (in regulation).

3. Team defence should be the Rangers' strong point but so far it hasn't delivered. The club has allowed fewer than two goals just three times in 10 games. Four of the team's blueliners started last season and they all have playoff experience. 
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October 22, 2013

Guelph 6, Kitchener 3

A few pre-game notes before tonight's tilt against the surging Storm.

First, in case you missed it, former Rangers' blueliner Owen Stewart was traded by the London Knights to the Ottawa 67's for a 15th round pick in 2015. 

Stewart was put on waivers by Kitchener and later claimed by the Knights earlier this season. Now, the Ottawa-area defenceman gets a chance to play near his hometown of Greely.

Also, I caught up with GM Murray Hiebert yesterday in the wake of the Jordan DeKort deal. He offered his thoughts on the crowded crease.

As for DeKort, he'll make his Rangers' debut tonight at the Aud.

Kitchener:

Justin Bailey-Radek Faksa-Ben Thomson

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Darby Llewellyn

Jimmy Soper-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Mason Kohn

Ben Fanelli-Max Iafrate

Evan McEneny-Jared Gilbert

Logan Schmidt-Frank Hora

Jordan Dekort (1-5) starts.

Guelph:

Brock McGinn-Robby Fabbri-Scott Kosmachuk

Jason Dickinson-Hunter Garlent-Zack Mitchell

Tyler Bertuzzi-Ryan Horvat-Brody Milne

Chadd Bauman-Pius Suter-Marc Stevens

Steven Trojanovic-Matt Finn

Garrett McFadden-Ben Harpur

Phil Baltisberger-Kyle Locke

Justin Nichols (7-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Ben Thomson was wearing a Go-Pro during the warmup. Must be collecting footage for the next centre ice video.

- Mike Davies and Mason Kohn scored their  first OHL goals. 

- The Rangers need to find a way to bottle the spurts of energy fast. They're there, just way too inconsistent.

- Time for veterans - other than Radek Faksa - to step up and pot a few goals. Justin Bailey, Brent Pedersen and Matia Marcantuoni have three goals combined in the past eight games.

- The power play was o-for-4. The team looked lost on the first two but sharper on the last pair.

- Credit Ryan MacInnis for saving a goal. He sprawled out on an open net opportunity for Guelph and made a key stop.

- Guelph's Brock McGinn tore up the Rangers with three goals and an assist. His second was scored from between his legs.

- The Rangers have now allowed six goals in back to back games.

- A special shout out to usher Max. Great to see him at the game and here's hoping he's back at his post in the stands soon.

JB's top three Rangers: Radek Faksa, Mason Kohn, Mike Davies
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October 21, 2013

East Avenue news

03OCT13MatiaA0188Getting caught up on the happenings in Rangersland after a rare weekend off.

First, I see it was a 6-2 loss to Kingston on Friday. Rookie Nick Magyar picked up his first two goals of the season and now has five points in nine games, most by any Rangers freshman.

But the tough times continue for the club as it picked up its fourth loss in the past five games. Kitchener is one of the busier teams this week with games Tuesday vs Guelph, Thursday at London and Friday at home to Windsor.

***

Speaking of Windsor, the Rangers picked up ex-Spits netminder Jordan DeKort to give the club four goalies. 

Going west is a sixth round pick in 2015 (originally Windsor's), obtained earlier this season from Oshawa in the Josh Sterk deal.

DeKort is 18, like Matt Greenfield (Jr. B) and Jack Moylan and has appeared in 35 games for the Spitfires over three seasons, winning four times. The team also has overage goalie Tyson Teichmann in the crease.

Greenfield improved to 5-0 after the Dutchies bested Brantford 4-1 on Sunday.

***

Matia Marcantuoni has inked a three-year entry level deal with the Pittsburgh Penguins.The centre was a fourth round selection by the Penguins in the 2012 draft. Marcantuoni has three goals and three assists in nine games so far this season.

***

Eric Ming has certainly settled in with the Niagara IceDogs. The overage winger has three points in three games since being traded last week. With Ming gone, Radek Faksa now has an 'A' on his sweater.

***

The bad news? Kitchener is last in the OHL's western conference. The good news? The squad has at least two games in hand on every team.
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October 16, 2013

Ming Niagara-bound

011313Rangers8The Kitchener Rangers have cleared up their OA situation by sending Eric Ming to the Niagara IceDogs for a pair of draft picks.

The Rangers get a fourth round pick in 2015 and a ninth round selection in next year.

Ming was the odd man out since the New Jersey Devils returned Ben Thomson to the Rangers earlier this season.

The Williamstown native was a seventh round pick in 2009 and had three points in three games this season.

Kitchener's three remaining OAs include Thomson, goalie Tyson Teichmann and captain Ben Fanelli.

Ming had been a healthy scratch for the team's past five games. GM Murray Hiebert added that he has been professional throughout the entire situation.
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CHL top ten - Week 5

The CHL released its top ten today.

1. Blainville-Boisbriand (10-0-1-0)

2. London Knights (7-1-1-0)

3. Spokane Chiefs (8-2)

4. Kingston Frontenacs (7-1-0-1)

5. Medicine Hat Tigers (7-1-1-0)

6. Seattle Thunderbirds (8-2)

7. Charlottetown Islanders (8-2-0-1)

8. Guelph Storm (6-3)

9. Kelowna Rockets (5-1-0-2)

10. Rimouski Oceanic (7-3-0-1)

Honourable mention: Victoriaville Tigres (8-3-1-0), Soo Greyhounds (6-1-0-1), Prince Albert Raiders (7-4-1-0).
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The Wednesday 10

A day late, but here nonetheless.

1. A seventh - or so - of the way through the season and I'm not sure too many folks would have two Erie Otters and two Niagara IceDogs occupying the top four spots on the OHL scoring race. But there they are - Connor Brown, Erie (22), Brendan Perlini, Nia (19), Dane Fox, Erie (18) and Carter Verhaeghe, Erie  (18).

2. There are currently no Kitchener Rangers among the OHL top 20. The last time a Blueshirt didn't finish in that list? 1998-99 season. Sarnia's Peter Sarno won the title that year with 130 points.

3. Yeah, it's still early, but as of now, nobody is out of the post-season race. It this keeps up, it will make for a very interesting lead up to the trade deadline.

4. Most penalized team in the OHL? No surprise, the Owen Sound Attack (210). Most gentlemanly? The Soo Greyhounds (107). Kitchener comes in at 108.

5. The rough start continues for ex-Rangers netminder Franky Palazzese, whose 5.01 GAA is the worst among in the league among qualified starters.

6. Not only is Rangers d-man Frank Hora tops on the team in plus-minus (+6), but he's 20th in the OHL.

7. Over in London, in the wake of the loss to Kitchener, beat writer Ryan Pyette talks about how the Knights are lacking a money-in-the-bank scorer. Pretty sure most OHL teams would take any of London's third liners for their top unit. #knightsproblems.

8. How deep is the OHL's western conference? Every team but Windsor won or picked up a point in their last game.

9. Speaking of those Spits, I'd imagine Kerby Rychel and Brady Vail are getting lots of looks, especially by teams in the east.

10. Most disappointing start goes to the Barrie Colts who won three of four to open the season but have dropped their past five games.
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October 15, 2013

Rangers redemption

It's a small step, but it felt good for the Rangers.

Kitchener got some revenge on the London Knights -- a team that has knocked the Blueshirts out of the post-season the past two years -- by edging its rivals 3-2 Friday at the Aud.

It was a nice comeback win that had the Rangers scoring one goal in the waning minutes and one in overtime for a big two points.

Interestingly, if they beat Kingston on Friday, they'll have knocked off the best of the west and east in back to back games.

A tall order indeed. 

But so far, Kitchener hasn't had a problem with CHL top ten teams and honourable mentions beating second ranked London and HM Oshawa Generals.

Here are a few bonus shots from the game by staff photog Mat McCarthy (Jimmy Soper flying through the air, Ben Thomson being escorted to the box, Ryan MacInnis celebrating a goal and Evan McEneny blocking a shot).

Soper

Thomo

Mac

Mce
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October 14, 2013

Kitchener 3, London 2 (OT)

Straight from the Oktoberfest parade to the Aud.

Rangers nation is no doubt hoping to continue the celebration with a win over the scorching hot London Knights - winners of five straight.

How about some good news for the Rangers, losers of three consecutive games? Forward Mike Davies did not receive additional punishment from the OHL for his Friday night slew foot against Erie and is back in the line-up.

Kitchener:

Ben Thomson-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Brent Pedersen-Radek Faksa-Nick Magyar

Jimmy Soper-Rob MacInnis-Darby Llewellyn

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Jared Gilbert-Frank Hora

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Tyson Teichmann (2-3) starts.

London:

Matt Rupert-Bo Horvat-Ryan  Rupert

Max Domi-Chris Tierney-Josh Anderson

Brett Welychka-Kyle Platzer-Michael McCarron

Jacob Jammes-Christian Dvorak-Mitchell Marner

Dakota Mermis-Alex Basso

Miles Liberati-Brady Austin

Aiden Jamieson-Santino Centorame

Anthony Stolarz (6-0-0-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- No Owen Stewart tonight. The former Kitchener Rangers defenceman is pointless in three games since being claimed off waivers by the Knights. He should see more ice time when/if the Knights lose players to the world junior championships.

- Rangers goalie Tyson Teichmann played four games for the Knights two years back, going 1-1. It's one of five teams the netminder has suited up for during his OHL career.

- Been a while since Ben Thomson lost a scrap (if ever?). But London's Josh Anderson clearly took the first period tilt. That being said, Thomson certainly was a thorn in the Knights' side and that tilt seemed to wake up the Rangers.

- This is the reality of this year's Rangers. They'll cough up a few to teams they should beat and then knock off one of the country's top teams. Gotta be heart attack city for coach Troy Smith.

- Yes, Radek Faksa has seven goals and one assist. Perhaps my guess of 30 goals on the season was low.

- Both London goals came of mental mistakes by Kitchener - one on the bench minor for too many men, the other when Chris Tierney snuck past the d-line for a breakaway.

- Best game this season by Tyson Teichmann in net. I don't understand all the criticism he gets from fans. He made some huge saves today. London staff next to me in pressbox were wowed a few times.

- I keep getting more and more impressed with rookie Frank Hora on defence. He will be a two-top guy in no time. Another plus-one for the kid.

- Seriously, how huge is Michael McCarron? Man-mountain.

- I counted at least three posts by the Knights in this one. And that's tough for Knights' fans.

JB's top three Rangers: Ryan MacInnis, Ben Thomson, Tyson Teichmann
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October 11, 2013

Erie 4, Kitchener 0

A couple of bodies will be sitting nightly up front for the Kitchener Rangers, as long as the team stays healthy.

Tonight, it's forwards Scott Teskey and Eric Ming getting a rest.

The rest of the lines shake down like this:

Justin Bailey-Matia Marcantuoni-Brent Pedersen

Ben Thomson-Radek Faksa-Mike Davies

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Jimmy Soper

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Max Iafrate-Jared Gilbert

Dmitrii Sergeev-Frank Hora

Tyson Teichmann (2-2) starts.

Erie:

Dane Fox-Connor McDavid-Connor Brown

Stephen Harper-Michael Curtis-Andre Burakovsky

Hayden Hodgson-Dylan Strome-Joel Wigle

Jake Evans-Kyle Pettit-Nick Betz

Adam Pelech-Darren Raddysh

Justin Felker-Spencer Abraham

Travis Dermott-Troy Donnay

Oscar Dansk (4-1-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- The Otters arrived late due to traffic and border issues. Puck drop is now 7:40 p.m.

- A tough one for rookie Mike Davies who received a match penalty for slew footing on Nick Betz. That comes with an automatic one game suspension and possibly more once reviewed by the league.

- Erie goalie Oscar Dansk was superb and earned a well-deserved first shutout of his OHL career. Save of the game came with two minutes in change in the third when he reached behind him to save a goal.

- Fans sure missed that exciting, fast-paced effort shown in other home games this season, even in defeat.

- Discipline, or a lack thereof, hurt in the third period. The Rangers, down 3-0, were still alive in the third but two minors to Max Iafrate and Radek Faksa ruined any momentum.

- Kitchener remains in the basement of the midwest division. Been a while since they were there. Still very early, on a positive note.

- Need some good news? The Dutchies won their ninth in a row, edging Stratford 4-3. Ty Learn chipped in with a goal.

- Tough to pick a top three Rangers. I liked the spunk of the fourth line so ...

JB's top three Rangers: Curtis Meighan, Mason Kohn, Jimmy Soper
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Busy weekend ahead

This is perhaps the Rangers' toughest test this season. Three games in four days with no easy opponents. 

Erie is on the rise, Plymouth always plays Kitchener tough and London, well, they may just never lose another game all season.

Speaking of those Knights, the last time the Rangers saw them it didn't end so well for the Blueshirts.

Max Domi scored an empty netter and then, to some, over-celebrated. It was the last memory for the Rangers of the 2013 playoffs.

Max Iafrate talked about the play and the Rangers say they've since moved on.
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October 10, 2013

CHL top ten

The CHL released its weekly top ten yesterday.

The Fronts are moving up fast.

1. Blainville-Boisbriand Armada (8-0)

2. London Knights (5-1)

3. Spokane Chiefs (6-1)

4. Kingston Frontenacs (6-0-0-1)

5. Charlottetown Islanders (7-1-0-1)

6. Kelowna Rockets (5-1-0-1)

7. Prince Albert Raiders (6-2)

8. Guelph Storm (4-2)

9. Rimouski Oceanic (6-3)

10. Swift Current Broncos (5-1-0-1)

HM: Oshawa Generals (5-2), Gatineau Olympiques (6-3), Seattle Thunderbirds (6-2)

The Rangers have a win over one of the honourable mention teams (Osh) but have yet to play London, Kingston or Guelph this season.

Posted at 12:12 PM  | Permalink | Comments (1) 

  Reblog (0)   

October 09, 2013

Playing for Matteo

08OCT13DaviesStickA0015There are layers to Kitchener Rangers rookie Mike Davies.

The kid - 16 - is wise beyond his years. I really got some reflective thoughts from him on why he is dedicating this season to the memory of 12-year-old Matteo Mancini. 

The Thorold youngster passed away after a battle with cancer this past May.

Davies had a special relationship with the son of his former coach.

It's nice to know it's not all about hockey for top draft picks.

***

There will be no additional penalty for Ben Thomson in the wake of his hit to the head on Cameron Brace Saturday in Owen Sound.

Thomson received a five minute major and a game misconduct after the play. The OHL reviewed the hit and deemed the punishment fair.

The right call from here.

***

How about that Matt Greenfield? The Florida lad is making it even more tempting to hit up a Kitchener Dutchies game.

Greenfield is riding back-to-back shutouts, his latest a 4-0 win over Cambridge. He is a perfect 4-0 and leads the GOJHL with a 1.oo goals against average. That was not a typo. His save percentage ain't half bad either at .965.

Did I mention the Rangers got Le Vert in the 12th round of the 2011 draft?

The plan, for now, is to keep getting him work with the Dutchies, according to GM Murray Hiebert. But the boss did say fans will likely get a chance to see him play at the Aud as well.

"The ultimate goal is to get him into some games (with the Rangers this year)," he said.
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October 08, 2013

The Tuesday 10

Three weeks in a row. 

Let's see if I can keep this rolling. 

Ten thoughts from around the OHL, usually with a hint toward the Kitchener Rangers and Waterloo Region. 

1. No Cory Genovese this Friday when Kitchener takes on the Erie Otters. The Cambridge native, and ex-Rangers defenceman, was slapped with a five-game suspension for cross-checking last week and is not available to return until Oct. 18. 

2. Proof NHL picks pack some punch. The Oshawa Generals are 3-0 since Scott Laughton returned from the Philadelphia Flyers. The forward has nine points in those three games. Look for similar success to follow in Saginaw (2-0-0-1 in its last three games) now that Eric Locke is back from the Buffalo Sabres. Locke had 97 points and was fourth in OHL scoring last year. Talk about getting a key piece back. 

3. After being bombed 10-3 in their opener, Paul Fixter's Sudbury Wolves have points in their past five games, going 3-0-2-0. Though, ex-Rangers goalie Franky Palazzese still boasts the second worst goals against average (4.90) in the league among netminders who qualify. 

4. In case you missed the Tweet - Kitchener prospect Matt Greenfield posted his first shutout and improved to 3-0 in Jr B play after the Dutchies hammered Brantford 8-0. Winger Kegan Blasby had six points, a day after competing for the Rangers on the road in Owen Sound. Greenfield's GAA is a sickening 1.33. 

5. Waterloo's Kyle Platzer is a point-per-game with the London Knights after six contests. 

6. Radek Faksa is sixth in the league in goal scoring, with six goals. And he'll play his sixth game on Saturday. Number of the beast! And while we're at it, Brent Pedersen is tops on the Rangers at plus-six. 

 7. Top Rangers d-man on the plus-minus scale? Hello Frank Hora at plus-four. I remember a year ago when U.S. scout Ed Roberts told me that he felt Hora would be a regular on this team in time, even though he was an eighth round selection. Roberts = the foreseer.

8. Curtis Meighan has two goals for the Rangers, both are game-winners. Clutch. 

9. My how times have changed. Belleville won the east last year but now sits in the basement with one lonely win after seven games.   

10. The Kitchener Rangers own the OHL record for most shots in one game this season (58), most shots in first period (21) and most shots in second period (23). What, no third period mark? C'mon.
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October 07, 2013

OA dilemma

DSC_5864A big weekend for Ben Thomson.

He returns to Kitchener.

He gets tossed from a game in Owen Sound for a hit to the head of Cam Brace and may get an additional suspension.

And he sparks a round of interest from OHL teams looking to see if they can pry away one (or two) OAs from the Rangers.

Yes, Kitchener GM Murray Hiebert has received a few feelers from competing clubs. For those who need reminding, OHL teams can carry as many OAs (20-year-olds) as they wish, but have to cut it down to four by mid November and three by early January.

Typically, teams don't let extra OAs linger as healthy scratches in the pressbox. It's a respect thing. Let the players with one last kick at the can at least dress, even if it's for another club. If that holds true, the Rangers will be making a deal sooner, rather than later.

Logic says Eric Ming is the guy to go. It's nothing personal. The extra bodies are up front and he's a well rounded player who would be an asset to a team looking for a long playoff push.

But Thomson (an NHL draft pick) would probably bring the biggest return. That's something to consider.

Goalie Tyson Teichmann and defenceman Ben Fanelli are considered longshots - but options nonetheless - as trade bait.

Some think the Rangers may ship out two OAs. The idea being that this year is all about development and it's time to strike while they have marketable elders to deal.

And - warning stepping on soapbox - here's my pet peeve about the OHL. While I'm all for development, I don't understand the league's propensity to constantly focus on the future.

I get that the OHL works in cycles. That London seems unbeatable this year. That you want to peak when the bulk of your stars blossom together at the right age and that you want to have draft picks when that time hits to acquire the missing pieces to round out your roster.

That's all fine and dandy. Dealing veterans, giving youngsters more ice time and stockpiling draft pick makes sense. But do it when THIS season is already out of reach, or at least pointing in that direction.

We're five games in and this year's club hasn't looked half bad. Trading or releasing assets - Owen Stewart, Josh Sterk and soon to be one or two OAs - seems aggressive when the season is still so very, very young.

Developing teams would do well to win one or two playoff rounds, or heck, maybe even shock the league, but going further (it can happen). But you'll need some veterans to do that.

And yes, even if the Rangers continue to unload older guys, there is still the possibility that they can do all this with the young crew. But it's also possible to develop youngsters and keep a decent core to remain competitive.

I guess sometimes, it just feels like OHL clubs are giving up before they even see what they have.

Stepping off soapbox.

Stay tuned. There is trade action a-coming.
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October 06, 2013

A hit and miss

Rangers-Sting0003It was a 4-2 loss for the Kitchener Rangers last night in Owen Sound.

Of course, the team was shorthanded in the back end with just five defencemen and lost overager Ben Thomson midway through the first period after a hit to the head on Cameron Brace.

I talked to both coaches after the game and each one said they agreed that it was a fair call but didn't want to comment too much until they had seen a replay.

Thomson clearly hit Brace from behind. Looked like it might have been more of an elbow than a direct blow to the head. Either way, the play will be reviewed by the OHL, all are.

The feeling around the rink was that he may get an additional one game suspension. After all, the league is trying to send a message about hits to the head. 

Brace was down for a while and Attack coach Greg Ireland said he was dizzy. But the veteran was back on the ice one minute later on the power play.

I've seen way worse hits and the punishment handed out seemed to match the incident here. But as one official said - who knows what the league is going to do. Consistency on hits hasn't exactly been its forte this season.
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October 05, 2013

Owen Sound 4, Kitchener 2

Brown rice and cake pops in the media room up in Owen Sound. And I spy a salad too. At least they're trying to keep ups somewhat healthy.

Perhaps the biggest test for the Rangers tonight. The Attack, though losers of two straight, are always tough to play in their own barn.

The game plan is simple - shut down Gemel Smith. The veteran forward had 12 points, 10 of them goals.

Here is how Kitchener looks tonight:

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Ben Thomson-Radek Faksa-Mike Davies

Jimmy Soper-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey/Kegan Blasby

Ben Fanelli-Max Iafrate

Jared Gilbert-Frank Hora

Logan Schmidt

Tyson Teichmann (2-1) starts.

Owen Sound:

Dan Milne-Jeff Gilligan-Cam Brace

Kyle Hope-Gemel Smith-Zach Nastasiuk

Gilbert Gabor-Holden Cook-Ethan Szypula

Ryan Heeps-Justin Brack-Dan Pugliese

Chris Bigras-Brayden Rose

Damir Sharipzyanov-Thomas Schemitsch

Connor Walters-Tyler MacArthur

Brandon Hope (2-1-0-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Overage forward Eric Ming is not in Owen Sound. But before the speculation train takes off, he's still with the club. Coach Troy Smith let him have a night off.

- Dmitrii Sergeev was slapped with a one game suspension for taking Alexandre Renaud's helmet off in fight vs Sarnia yesterday.

- Evan McEneny remains day to day, rookie blueliner Doug Blaisdell is on track for a return in a few weeks.

- This is the first of eight games this season against Owen Sound.

- Expect to see more Ben Thomson than Eric Ming in the lineup. The New Jersey Devils sent Thomson back to the OHL to play, not sit.

- Some positives from the PK, namely Mason Kohn and Matia Marcantuoni blocking point shots. Love the Radek Faksa-Marcantuoni tandem on the points. Lots of speed for a counter attack.

- Thomson was tossed midway through the first period for a hit to the head of Owen Sound's Cameron Brace. The league will review the play.

- This is the third year in a row that the Rangers have started off 3-2.

- Like Kitchener, Owen Sound too has four OAs - forwards Cameron Brace, Kyle Hope, Kurtis Gabriel and defenceman Brayden Rose.

JB's top three Rangers: Radek Faksa, Frank Hora, Ben Fanelli
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Jack be nimble - in net

Rangers-Sting0418

Credit Jack Moylan for picking up his first win in last night's 4-1 victory over Sarnia.

The Rangers netminder was making his first appearance in goal for the club since last February. That's a bit of a mental hurdle for that position.

And while he wasn't overly busy and facing a brutal Sarnia side, he had a shutout going until early in the third period and only allowed one goal.

Sensing he needed to stay sharp, he played summer hockey in Hamilton. He also closely watched his predecessors - John Gibson, Franky Palazzese, Joel Vienneau and Tyson Teichmann during the past two years while primarily riding the bench.

This year, it looks like he'll finally see some regular action.

It's off to Owen Sound tonight. A win there will put the Rangers at 4-1 to start the season.
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October 04, 2013

Kitchener 4, Sarnia 1

Three players will make their debut for the Kitchener Rangers tonight vs the Sarnia Sting.

Overager Ben Thomson, who was recently sent back to K-town from the Albany Devils, will start his first game while fellow overage winger Eric Ming sits.

As reported earlier this week, goalie Jack Moylan starts and rookie Mason Kohn gets his first ever experience at the Aud. The Florida native has missed all action this season due to an ankle injury but has recovered and is ready to go.

As for Thomson, he was also named an assistant captain by coach Troy Smith.

Kitchener:

Justin Bailey-Matia Marcantuoni-Brent Pedersen

Kegan Blasby-Radek Faksa-Ben Thomson

Jimmy Soper-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Max Iafrate

Jared Gilbert-Dmitrii Sergeev

Frank Hora-Logan Schmidt

Jack Moylan (0-0-0-0) starts.

Sarnia:

Nikolay Goldobin-Nickolas Latta-Brett Hargrave

Davis Brown-Dan Nikandrov-Nikita Korostelev

Bryan Moore-Vladislav Kodola-Alex Carnevale

Alexandre Renaud-Jordan Addesi-Noah Bushnell

Anthony DeAngelo-Craig Duininck

Tyler Hore-Mike DiPaolo

Zachary Core-Jeff King

Taylor Dupuis (1-1-0-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Defenceman Evan McEneny is out of tonight's game. He was "shaken up" earlier this week at practice. He was walking around yesterday and looked fine. The official line is day to day with an upper body injury (not a concussion).

- Ex-Rangers at ECHL camps include J.M. Rizk and Charlie Dodero with Greenville and Steve Tarasuk in San Francisco.

- Rookie winger Mike Davies was originally listed in the lineup but was a late scratch and replaced by fellow freshman Kegan Blasby. The scratch was deemed a "coach's decision."

- Rangers Russian import Dmitrii Sergeev got in the team's first fight of the year against Alexandre Renaud. Sergeev also got tossed from the game for taking Renaud's helmet off.

- Rookie blueliner Logan Schmidt saw more action that he was slated for when Sergeev was tossed and showed well.

- An impressive performance by freshman Mason Kohn who picked up an assist in his debut. His hustle and energy gave the fourth unit a spark.

- Matia Marcantuoni and Max Iafrate are the only Rangers with points in all four games this season.

- Sarnia looked just awful. Slow to the puck, turnovers and couldn't convert several odd-man rushes. Line I got in the pressbox was that they "are young." So too is Kitchener.

- Three more points for Josh Sterk, who now single handedly leads the OHL in scoring with 14 points in six games. He was tied yesterday.

- Kegan Blasby didn't last long on the second unit. He was replaced by Scott Tesky (with Radek Faksa and Ben Thomson) after a shift.

- The Rangers have had more than 50 shots in each of their three home games.

JB's top three Rangers: Jack Moylan, Max Iafrate, Justin Bailey
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Marcantuoni off and running

03OCT13MatiaA0163It's the kind of start the Kitchener Rangers and Matia Marcantuoni have been waiting for.

Four points in three games for the speedy centre. It's a small sample size, but the signs of a breakout season are there.

And, it's a long time coming for the former first round draft pick.

Marcantuoni entered the OHL with a lot of hype but was hampered by a string of injuries during his first two seasons. Last year, he admits, he was just trying too hard and overthinking things. 

Things have changed this year. He's clicking on the BBM line with Justin Bailey and Brent Pedersen and is off to his strongest start in his junior career.

Some of it has to do with attending Pittsburgh's NHL camp (he's a fourth round pick) and seeing the likes of Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin do their thing.

Either way, it's the kind of punch the Rangers need this season after a mass exodus of top players.
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October 03, 2013

Thomson returns

26MAR13RangersA0272A young Kitchener Rangers squad got a major boost of leadership Thursday with the return of Ben Thomson.

The overage forward was sent back to the OHL by the New Jersey Devils after attending the NHL team's camp as well as spending time with the club's farm team in Albany.

The Rangers have four 20-year-olds with Thomson (4th round 2012), winger Eric Ming, goalie Tyson Teichmann and defenceman Ben Fanelli. The team has to get down to three by early January.

GM Murray Hiebert is no doubt working the phones to see what the market value is on his group of elders. For now, expect a rotation of Thomson and Ming until the OA situation is sorted out.

Coach Troy Smith did not say who would start Friday against Sarnia, but it would be tough to see him not giving Thomson the nod, especially since it's a home game.

Thomson, Ming, rookie Mike Davies and import Radek Faksa were all in red jerseys at practice today.

Meanwhile, goalie Jack Moylan will start his first game of the season for the Rangers Friday. Rookie Mason Kohn (ankle) has also been cleared to play and may also make his debut.

Defenceman Evan McEneny sat out Thursday's session after being shaken up at practice earlier in the week but should be good to go tomorrow.
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Rangers in the show

Fraserohl

FrasernhlSo I'm paying more attention to the NHL this year in part because I've entered a hockey pool for the first time in years. 

Two days in and I'm second last. Not what they call a "hot start."

But it has me screening rosters closely and I'm noticing all sorts of familiar names popping up. Thought I'd list Rangers alumni currently in the NHL to see what it looks like.

To start, that's Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman Mark Fraser with the Rangers above, and in the NHL today, on the right.

As for the rest: 

Gregory Campbell, Boston Bruins

Jeff Skinner, Ryan Murphy, Carolina Hurricanes

Gabriel Landeskog, Andre Benoit, Steve Downie, Colorado Avalanche

Jakub Kindl, Detroit Red Wings

Michael Richards, LA Kings

Nick Spaling, Nashville Predators

John Moore, New York Rangers

Steve Mason, Philadelphia Flyers

Mikkel Boedker, Phoenix Coyotes

Robert Bortuzzo, Pittsburgh Penguins

Derek Roy, St. Louis Blues

Mark Fraser, David Clarkson, Nazem Kadri, Toronto Maple Leafs

Yannick Weber, Vancouver Canucks

Matt Halischuk, Winnipeg Jets

Jacob Trouba (never played but  Rangers' pick) Winnipeg Jets

Coaches:

Peter DeBoer, New Jersey Devils

Geoff Ward, assistant, Boston Bruins

Scott Stevens, assistant, New Jersey Devils

Larry Robinson, assistant, San Jose Sharks

AHL: 

John Gibson (Norfolk)

Ben Thomson, Dan Kelly, Scott Timmins (Albany)

Matt Puempel, Mike Hoffman, Shane Prince (Binghamton)

Mike Duco, Jerry D'Amigo, Andrew Crescenzi , Josh Leivo, Steve Spott (coach), Piero Greco (goalie coach), (Toronto)

 Frank Corrado (Utica)

Tobias Rieder (Portland)

Jason Akeson, Doug Clarkson (Adirondack)

Matt Lashoff (Hamilton)

Tyler Randell (Providence)

Boris Valabik (Portland)

Kevin Henderson (Milwaukee)

Brandon Mashinter (Hartford)

Alex Aleardi (Springfield)

Phil Varone (Rochester)

Jeremy Morin (Rockford)

Cody Sol, Julian Melchiori (St. John's)

Let me know if I missed anyone.

Posted at 10:18 AM  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

  Reblog (0)   

October 02, 2013

One in, one out

Rookie forward Mason Kohn was back at practice today and looked good.

The Florida native has missed the past few weeks with an ankle injury and needs final clearance in order to return. But after skating through today's tough practice, I'd say he'll be good to go this weekend.

But winger Darby Llewellyn won't be. The sophomore has returned home for personal reasons and will be out of action for both weekend tilts.

Because of these moves, head coach Troy Smith has had to juggle the lines.

Mike Davies lined up with Radek Faksa and Eric Ming on the second line while Scott Teskey skated with Curtis Meighan and Kohn. Jimmy Soper was with Ryan MacInnis and Nick Magyar.

The CHL released its top ten today and the Guelph Storm are the highest rated OHL team in the nation.

1. Blainville-Boisbriand Armada (6-0)

2. Prince Albert Raiders (4-0)

3. Guelph Storm (3-0)

4. London Knights (2-1)

5. Spokane Chiefs (4-0)

6. Portland Winterhawks (2-1-0-1)

7. Kingston Frontenacs (3-0-0-1)

8. Charlottetown Islanders (5-0-0-1)

9. Rimouski Oceanic (5-2)

10. Red Deer Rebels (4-1)

HM: Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (2-0-0-1), Baie-Comeau Drakkar (3-2-0-2), Kelowna Rockets (2-0-0-1)

Don't quite understand the Soo rating, but hey, it's early.
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October 01, 2013

The Tuesday 10

Let's get back to the weekly look at happenings in the OHL in the Tuesday 10.

1. That's quite the ratio for OHL leading scorer Gemel Smith - nine goals and one assist. That leaves Kingston's Darcy Greenaway and Saginaw's Cody Payne as the running leaders in the goal-only race with six markers each, and no helpers.

2. Kitchener's Nick Magyar is tied for third in the OHL rookie scoring race with three points. With six rookies dressing regularly, the Rangers should have one or two freshmen among the leaders all season.

3. Only one undefeated team left in the OHL - the Guelph Storm (3-0). Does Guelph move ahead of London (after beating them 6-3) in the CHL's top ten rankings? Meanwhile, Niagara is the only team still looking for a victory.

4. The Sudbury Wolves have allowed a league worst 25 goals against. Sounds like they need a shutdown defenceman. Oh wait, they had one in Cambridge's Cory Genovese, before shipping him to Erie. Also interesting to note that former Wolves goalie Brendan O'Neill, now with North Bay, is second in league GAA (1.67) and save percentage (.944).

5. Speaking of Genovese, he is tied for the league lead in penalty minutes with 19. Meanwhile, Kitchener and the Soo are the least penalized clubs with 30 total minutes.

6. The folks over at Yahoo had London's over/under on wins at 6.5. Three games in and the Knights already have one loss. It'll be interesting to see how it plays out.

7. Lots of pre-season hype surrounding the Saginaw Spirit, who sit in last place in the west with one lonely win.

8. Most surprising name in the OHL's top ten? Gotta be former Ranger Josh Sterk with eight points in four games.

9. Kitchener's Brent Pedersen is the only player on the roster with more than four minutes in penalties (he has eight).

10. Surprise of the season, so far? Has to be Mississauga at 3-1.
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September 30, 2013

Faksa fires away

Faska_ Radek046Hard to believe but Radek Faksa says Sunday's hatty was his first in about 12 years.

The timing was good for the Kitchener Rangers, who rode the three-goal output to win 5-3 over the Oshawa Generals in the team's home opener.

It's a promising start for Faksa, who is eager to turn in a productive season after last year's nine goal dud.

It's a bit worrisome that coach Troy Smith is already rotating wingers for the Czech centre. It would be nice to have a highly skilled offensive minded guy by his side to really give the Rangers a dangerous one-two punch.

There is still time to find that chemistry. I like Eric Ming there but haven't seen a third guy fit with the duo really since Zach Lorentz played there two years ago.

The important thing, for Kitchener, is that it got the win and is keeping pace with the crazy competitive western conference. Four points separates first from worst.

Funny thing in Oshawa. The Gens lose 5-3 and a kid gets a hat trick and he's named the second star. Complete joke.

As for the Gens, newcomer Josh Sterk opened up about the trade that sent him east.
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September 29, 2013

Kitchener 5, Oshawa 3

Brutal drive into the 'Shwa this afternoon. 

It's the home opener for the Generals. Here's what Kitchener will send at them:

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Eric Ming-Radek Faksa-Scott Teskey

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Jimmy Soper-Curtis Meighan-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Max Iafrate-Jared Gilbert

Frank Hora-Dmitrii Sergeev

Tyson Teichmann (1-1) starts.

Oshawa:

Michael Dal Colle-Cole Cassels-Hunter Smith

Bradley Latour-Josh Sterk-Joe Manchurek

Justice Dundas-Brian Hughes-Matt Hore

Owen McDade-Sam Harding-Adam Lloyd

Will Petscheng-Josh Brown

Chris Carlisle-Colin Suellentrop

Mitchell Vande Sompel-Jimi Kuronen

Dan Altshuller (2-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Forward James Mense-Dietrich has been reassigned to Port Colborne on the Jr. B loop. The Pirates own his Jr. B rights. He played his first game Saturday - a 6-5 victory over Ancaster - and had the overtime winner and an assist.

- Centre Matia Marcantuoni was rocked into the end boards behind the Oshawa net in the third period and looked wobbly as he left the game, but he did return.

- Josh Sterk had a great game in a losing cause and picked up a goal and two assists. He is tied for second overall in OHL scoring with eight points in four games.

- Oshawa came out hard and was throwing the body around - no doubt a result of it being their home opener. Credit the Rangers who survived the blitz and remained composed.

- Max Iafrate leads the Rangers with points by a defenceman with three. I thought he ended last year strong and was due for a bit of an offensive breakout. So far, so good.

- The Rangers held Oshawa to five first period shots and six in the third.

- Rookie defenceman Frank Hora and forward Nick Magyar are among a group tied on the Rangers with a plus-two rating. 

- It was musical wings for Radek Faksa tonight. Head coach Troy Smith said he was playing hunches while throwing new bodies out alongside the Czech native. Let's hope he finds something that clicks because the Rangers are going to need a killer second unit to compete.

JB's top three Rangers: Radek Faksa, Eric Ming, Curtis Meighan
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Thomson talks

Hear from potential Rangers' OA Ben Thomson, who scored for the Albany Devils (AHL) in last night's 3-2 win over Adirondack.

Thomson is a New Jersey Devils pick and is vying for a spot as a pro. The A-Devils finished undefeated in pre-season play.
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September 28, 2013

Rangers can't keep lead

092713Rangers3It was a milestone night for rookie Ryan MacInnis as the St. Louis native notched his first goal in the OHL.

But Kitchener blew a two-goal lead three times and fell to the surging Peterborough Petes 5-4 at the Aud.

There was lots to like in the game from the contsant offensive pressure (58 shots) to the energy of the top line of Justin Bailey, Brent Pedersen and Matia Marcantuoni.

The Rangers are going to need Radek Faksa's line to produce regularly to stay in the race. We'll give the Czech import and his wingmen (Eric Ming and Scott Teskey last night) a few games to see if they can jive before worrying.

It's off to face the Gens tomorrow. I'll have more from the 'Shwa.
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September 27, 2013

Peterborough 5, Kitchener 4

The good news? The Petes are on the tail end of a back-to-backer.

The bad news? The Petes are on fire and coming off an 8-5 blasting of the Plymouth Whalers.

The game marks the first chance for Waterloo's Steven Lorentz to step on the Aud ice as a foe. He's the second cousin of former Rangers centre Zach Lorentz.

The local lad grew up rooting for the Rangers and has turned into a nice story up north by becoming the long shot that, not only made the team, but one who is off to a strong start.

Lorentz has three points in three games, not bad for a 12th round selection.

As for the tilt itself, Tyson Teichmann gets the start. Defenceman Doug Blaisdell (shoulder) and forward Mason Kohn (ankle) will sit this one out.

Rangers lines:

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Justin Bailey

Scott Teskey-Radek Faksa-Eric Ming

Darby Llewellyn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Mike Davies-Curtis Meighan-James Mense-Dietrich

Ben Fanelli-Evan McEneny

Jared Gilbert-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Peterborough:

Nick Ritchie-Eric Cornel-Stephen Nosad

Jonatan Tanus-Stephen Pierog-Chase Hatcher

Steven Lorentz-Michael Clarke-Matt McCartney

Josh Maguire-Anthony Stefano-Mitchell Webb

Nelson Armstrong-Brandon Devlin

Connor Boland-Matt Spencer

Cameron Lizotte-Steven Trojanovic

Andrew D'Agostini (0-1-0-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Defenceman Frank Hora is not injured. Same for forward Jimmy Soper. Both just getting a day off while other rookies get a chance to make their debuts.

- Well, you can't say this year's edition of the Rangers aren't exciting. Feels like fans are in for their fair share of edge of the seat endings. Holding on to leads is a symptom of a young club. But, as coach Troy Smith pointed out, the club has enough veterans that it shouldn't be (and isn't in his eyes) an issue.

- Another game where the defenceman played a big part in the offence. I wonder how much of that is the influence of new associate coach Mike Van Ryn.

- Let's give it up to the Petes, who came from behind to win for the third straight game.

- First career OHL goal for Ryan MacInnis.

- The Rangers are averaging 57 shots per game this season. Let's see a few roadies before buying into the haul. Might be some hometown trigger happy counting going on.

- Another solid outing from the top unit of Justin Bailey, Brent Pedersen and Matia Marcantuoni. All three look so much stronger with the puck this year. They won the majority of their shifts tonight.

- I counted four posts off blasts from the Rangers' blueline, including a crossbar shot to end the game.

- The power play looks so much more active than last year. Good puck movement and lots of shots.

- Marcantuoni and Radek Faksa give the club two solid centres. Wondering how Josh Sterk would look on Faksa's wing. Yeah, I said it.

JB's top three Rangers: Justin Bailey, Brent Pedersen, Ryan MacInnis
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September 26, 2013

Blaisdell sidelined

A few notes from this afternoon's practice:

Rookie defenceman Doug Blaisdell suffered a shoulder injury in the friendly against Laurier yesterday and will miss about a month of action.

Meanwhile, Matia Marcantuoni sat out today's drills with an undisclosed injury, but I'm told he'll be fine and ready to go Friday against the Petes.

Freshman centre Ryan MacInnis, currently in Pittsburgh for the All-American prospects game, is expected to be back in time for Friday's tilt.

Winger Kegan Blasby has been reassigned to the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen.

The Rangers will turn to Double T in between the pipes tomorrow.
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Faksa Czechs in

092513RangersPractice1Radek Faksa is back from the Dallas Stars and happy to be in Kitchener. 

He has big plans this season - from proving that he is better than last year’s nine goal performance and stepping up in the leadership role. 

It’s still not clear where he will fit in on the regular rotation. Coach Troy Smith is still tweaking his lines. 

At practice - well, a scrimmage vs. Laurier yesterday - he was with Scott Teskey and Eric Ming.

The rest of the lines looked like this: 

Justin Bailey-Matia Marcantuoni-Brent Pedersen

 Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Nick Magyar

 James Mense-Dietrich-Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper

Ben Fanelli-Max Iafrate

Frank Hora-Evan McEneny

 Jared Gilbert-Doug Blaisdell 

Four guys were missing in action. 

F Mason Kohn is still recovering from an ankle injury. Winger Kegan Blasby was working out off the ice after playing Tuesday night for the Jr. B Kitchener Dutchmen. 

Rookie Ryan MacInnis is away at the All-American prospects game while blueliner Dmitrii Sergeev was getting his U.S. visa.
CHL Top Prospects Game: Who helped their draft stock?

Ryan Kennedy 

By: Ryan Kennedy on January 16, 2014 
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  Goldobin-Billia-Top-Prospects
 

The CHL held its annual Top Prospects Game in Calgary last night, with Team Orr winning 4-3 over Team Cherry in thrilling fashion on a goal by Sault Ste. Marie’s Jared McCann. This was a showcase game for 2014 draft prospects and because it’s so packed with future picks, not everybody has a chance to shine. Talk to scouts and they’ll tell you the game can’t hurt a kid’s stock, but it can help. So who did themselves a solid last night? Here’s a rundown.

Nikolay Goldobin, RW – Sarnia Sting (OHL)

Goldobin was buzzing all night, showing off an array of weapons in his offensive arsenal. That included excellent playmaking vision and quick hands. He scored on a nice wraparound and drew two penalties due to his speed, one resulting in a penalty shot that he rang off the post.

Sam Reinhart, C – Kootenay Ice (WHL)

Having dropped from his No. 1 perch on a few draft rankings (including mine), Reinhart played like a guy who wanted to prove everybody wrong. The team captain was constantly involved, did well on draws and always seemed to be in the right place to make something happen. He also scored.

Aaron Ekblad, D – Barrie Colts (OHL)

The other captain for the night, Ekblad was a key set-up man from the blueline with two assists for Team Orr and demonstrated why he is the top defenseman available in this draft. He’s so strong and can do a bit of everything back there.

Brendan Lemieux, LW – Barrie Colts (OHL)

Ekblad’s housemate back in Barrie, Lemieux was stirring the pot all night long. He opened the scoring by planting himself in front of the net and was constantly agitating. The left winger looks like he could be a Ryan Hartman type of prospect and based on who his dad is and the style he plays, I would like to coin the nickname Brendan “The Spawn of Claude” Lemieux.

Mason McDonald, G – Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL)

This is a tough game for goalies, but McDonald was the best of the night, giving up just one goal and really holding Team Orr in the game early when the Cherry boys were dominating possession time. A big netminder who recently joined the rebuilding Islanders, it was good to see how McDonald could play in a meaningful game.

Nick Ritchie, LW – Peterborough Petes (OHL)

A huge kid who has no problem throwing his weight around, Ritchie was a force on the night, banging and crashing around the rink. With his size (6-foot-3, 229 pounds) and nasty disposition, we may just have to start calling him “Juggernaut.”

Alex Peters, D – Plymouth Whalers (OHL)

Along with goalies, this game isn’t always the best for defensive defensemen, but Peters made his statement with a big hit on Guelph’s Robby Fabbri, defusing a rush by blowing up the Storm center. The shutdown capabilities were evident with Peters.

Jake Virtanen, LW – Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

Playing on his home ice, Virtanen comported himself well, showing off a complete game that included great backchecking and some nice offensive opportunities.

Michael Dal Colle, LW – Oshawa Generals (OHL)

Dal Colle had one of the prettier goals on a laser shot and nearly had another one soon after in the second period. It’s clear why he’s one of the top scorers in the OHL.

Other players that looked solid included Windsor’s Josh Ho-Sang, Halifax’s Nikolaj Ehlers, Saginaw’s Blake Clarke, Saskatoon’s Nikita Scherbak and Prince Albert’s Leon Draisaitl.

And of course, every year there is at least one fight at the game and 2014 was no exception, with Ottawa’s Jacob Middleton taking the ‘W’ over Niagara’s Aaron Haydon.

Plymouth Whaler Rookies Zach Bratina, Alex Peters are making the adjustment 
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December 20, 2012

In time, first round pick Zach Bratina and second round pick Alex Peters are expected to play significant roles with the Plymouth Whalers.

Injuries and suspensions late in the first half have given both more ice time and have moved up the time table. Although the stats don’t show it yet, Peters (seven assists over 23 games) and Bratina (three goals and four assists in 33 games) are playing well for the Whalers and will be expected to continue to improve once the second half starts on Dec. 27 against Saginaw.

Both are making the adjustment to a bigger, faster and stronger league.

First-half injuries to Curtis Crombeen, Nick Malysa and Austin Levi gave Peters his ice time and he’s made the most of it. 

Although associate coach Joe Stefan rotates his defensemen so that they all play together at one time or another, Peters is often paired with veteran Gianluca Curcuruto and the duo has played well.

“He’s got a lot more experience than I do, so he sets the guidelines of what we’re supposed to do,” Peters said of Curcuruto. “It’s really good playing with him – he’s got a good shot and is a really good player. So it’s really nice to have a good partner like that.”

Like a lot of first-year players, Peters was a healthy scratch early in the season

“Injuries happen and unfortunately some of our teammates are hurt,” Peters said. “But other players have to step up. A couple of us have had to play a lot more and I think we’ve done a good job. A lot of it is just confidence, believing you deserve to be out there and are a good enough player to be out there. If you feel you can play out there, you are going to feel good.”

All Plymouth players of high-school age attend the Plymouth-Canton Educational Park. Although the young Whalers finish early at 1:15 pm and report to practice by 1:45 pm at Compuware Arena, getting up earlier and attending a school system that is akin to going to a small city is an adjustment. 

“It is a full day, waking up earlier than my school at home and putting in a full day,” Peters said. “It’s (PCEP) a lot bigger, so there’s a lot more walking. It’s a big adjustment, but I think we’re dealing with it well.”

Peters had an advantage that many Whaler pups don’t have. His older brother, Justin, played with the Whalers in 2005-06, so Alex was already familiar with the city and the surrounding area. An added bonus is he is staying with the same billet family – Tom and Margaret Predhomme – that his older brother did.

“When my brother was here, I liked the arena and the city and am happy to be here now,” Peters said. “That helped a lot. I’m living with the same billet family so that is a help. They’re a good family, so it was real easy.

Zach Bratina has learned that in the Ontario Hockey League, you to go to the dirty areas of the ice to score goals.

“It’s definitely different, playing with the bigger bodies on the ice,” Bratina admitted. “You have to go to the dirty areas (of the ice), go to the net and the goals will come. I try to use my speed to get around people. It’s been good so far.”

Bratina’s three goals - against Sarnia on Nov. 3, Windsor on Nov. 21 and in Erie on Nov. 28 – are the result of going to the net and competing around and through traffic.

“The biggest adjustment for me was the size and the speed of the players,” Bratina said. “Even the game-style is a lot different – there’s a lot more dump-and-chase and body-on-body down low. It’s been a lot different.”

The Christmas Break is the longest amount of time the Whalers will not be on the ice over the course of the season. Most of the time, Plymouth players hit the ice every day.

“It’s is pretty much every day,” Bratina admitted about practice time. “We might get the odd day off, but it’s a lot harder on the body and you need to recover quickly.”

Watch any Whaler practice, and you’ll find players staying on the ice afterwards, working on individual skills. That’s when assistant coach Don Elland gets into action. Elland works with many of the Whaler pups and the improvement comes in time.

“Don’s been tremendous,” Bratina said. “He’s helped me in so many ways – in the corners, learning how to protect the puck. After practice, he’s takes a few guys and works with them individually. He’s been awesome.”

Older Whalers often drive Whaler pups (some who do not have a driver’s license or a car) to school. Mitch Jones and Tom Wilson are examples.

Like Peters, Bratina has taken to his new school well.

“It’s a huge adjustment,” Bratina said. “My old school had maybe a 1,000 kids, but this one has 7,000. The city is a lot bigger than where I came from. 

COMING UP: The Whalers are home on Thurs. Dec. 27 at 2 pm against Saginaw (1:45 pm, 88.1FM WSDP) and Sat. Dec. 29 at 7:05 pm against London (6:45 pm, 88.1FM WSDP).

TEDDY BEAR NUMBERS: Thanks to all Whaler fans who literally pitched in during Plymouth’s annual Teddy Bear Toss on Dec.1 against Kitchener. Over 2,000 stuffed animals have been collected for the Plymouth Community United Way.
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Peters' two older brothers each played goal in the OHL (Mike Carroccetto for Yahoo! Canada Sports)

Alex Peters brings a clinical eye to being the second-last line of defence.

The Plymouth Whalers rearguard is third in a line of brothers who have come through the Ontario Hockey League, following his brothers Justin and Anthony, who are both goaltenders. The youngest Peters, who's sprouted into a big-bodied blueliner at 6-foot-3¼ and 207, never pledged to the goalie fraternity.

"I just wasn't good at playing goalie," says Peters, whom NHL Central Scouting listed as a B skater on its preliminary listing. "It was a big shock to my family. I ended up picking defence. I think they were ready for a change."

Peters is among a trio of draft-eligible defenceman drawing scouts to Whalers games, along with rugged newcomer Josh Wesley (son of long-time NHLer Glen) and Swiss rookie Yannick Rathgeb. Plymouth has, by its standard, an atypically young lineup this season after reaching the Western Conference final last spring, with 17-year-old goalie Alex Nedeljkovic and third-year forward Matt Mistele also regarded as top prospects. Peters, who played a combined 71 games as a 16-year-old, practically qualifies as an elder statesmen on Plymouth's blueline.

"He plays really hard, he makes good first passes, he's playing a lot," Whaler coach-GM Mike Vellucci says of Peters, who scored his first OHL goal on Oct. 1. "It's great for him and Josh Wesley, two young guys who are going to learn quite a lot as the season goes on. Petey played a lot for us last season and he got a great experience. He was one of our top penalty killers last year, so he already knows that coming into this year."

Peters' oldest brother, Justin, is in the Carolina Hurricanes organization. Anthony Peters helped the Saint Mary's Huskies reach the University Cup final last March before settling for the Canadian Interuniversity Sport silver medal.

Alex Peters' ceiling might be set by the knowledge of positioning and helping the Whalers transition to offence that he displays over the course of the season. His size and athleticism will get him a long look. In high school Peters was an accomplished sprinter. In 2012, after being drafted by Plymouth, he won a silver medal at the Ontario athletics championship in the junior boys 200 metres.

"There's a lot of small detail you have to focus on," the Blyth, Ont., native says. "If you have a bad start it makes a huge difference. It's like mentally focusing before a game. It relates well [to hockey]."

1. What's element of the your game where you would like to show improvement by the end of the season?

"I feel like I'd to show more offence. Right now it's not 100 per cent in my game, but showing a little more would make me a more rounded player.

"I'm just trying to keep it simple because we have a young team, The more you stick to your position, the easier it is. I'm not out here to carry the puck end-to-end, I'm just a steady guy."

2. Which NHL defenceman do you study closely because you feel your game is similar to his? 

"I would say [Niklas] Hjalmarsson on Chicago. He's just a guy who can move the puck well and is just steady."

3. Who is the toughest forward you have faced so far in the OHL?

"Obviously, [Erie Otters'] Connor McDavid is one of the best players in the league. Knowing he's on the ice always keeps your head up."

4. Plymouth is young this season. Which of your now graduated teammates stands out when you reflect on who helped you as a rookie?

"Last year, we had two veteran D, Colin MacDonald and Austin Levi. They were good to learn from, they were really composed in the D zone."

5. If hockey was wiped off the face of the earth, which sport would you play?

"In high school I did track and field and volleyball. It was fun doing that. Coming here, I missed out on that but obviously hockey is No. 1. In track I got silver in the 200 metres at the all-Ontarios. It was fun."

Neate Sager is a writer for Yahoo! Canada Sports. Follow him on Twitter @neatebuzzthenet. Please address any questions, comments or concerns to btnblog@yahoo.ca.
By  Pete Krupsky   

on January 19, 2014 at 10:33 AM, updated January 19, 2014 at 10:39 AM 
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OHL Windsor Spitfires vs Plymouth Whalers

The biggest cheers on Saturday at Compuware Arena were saved for 91-year-old Frank Rogers of Westland, a World War II veteran and a POW, who dropped the puck in a ceremonial faceoff during the Plymouth Whalers�™ Military Appreciation Weekend. In the photo â�“ from left, Windsor captain Slater Koekkoek, veteran Paul Jingozian, Rogers and Plymouth captain Nick Malysa. 

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH – Ryan Foss had a hat trick and Alex Fotinos stopped 33-of-35 shots as the Windsor Spitfires defeated the Plymouth Whalers, 6-2, in an Ontario Hockey League game play Saturday before 3,041 at Compuware Arena.

GAME SUMMARY

Windsor breaks a six-game losing streak and improves to 25-17-2-0. Plymouth is 16-23-0-5.

The Spits led, 3-1 after one period and 4-2 after forty minutes.

Foss’ hat trick is his second of the season. He also recorded a hat trick in Nov. 14 in a 6-0 win over Mississauga. He now has nine goals on the year. Josh Ho-Sang (20), Slater Koekkoek (11) and Brody Milne (13) also scored for Windsor.

Matt Mistele (9) and Nick Malysa (1) replied for Plymouth.

The momentum of the game changed quickly several times, all in the favor of the Spitfires.

In the first period, Plymouth took a 1-0 lead on Mistele's wrap-around goal at 3:58. But after Josh Ho-Sang tied the game for Windsor on a power play at 7:49, Plymouth's Ryan Hartman was assessed a hooking penalty during the play. 0:15 later, Koekkoek gave Windsor thier first lead with a shot from the left wing. Although the Whalers push backed, the Spits held on to the lead the rest of the way.

Trailing 3-1 late in the first period, Plymouth's Victor Crus Rydberg was set up all alone in front of Fontinos, but the Windsor goaltender made his best stop of the game, robbing Crus Rydberg with a glove save.

Malysa cut the Windsor lead to 3-2 at 13:09 of the second period, but Foss scored a a redirect at 15:44 through traffic to restore Windsor's two-goal differential at 4-2.

Plymouth outshot Windsor, 35-31, but Fotinos was sharp for the Spits in raising his record to 17-6-0-0 on the season.

Looking for a spark, Plymouth head coach Mike Vellucci gave rookies Vince Scognamigilio and Bryce Yetman extended ice time in the game. Scognamigilio responded with an assist on Malysa's goal and was awarded the Blue Collar Player of the Game.

Foss completed his hat trick at 14:48 of the third period to give Windsor a 5-2 lead and Milne scored on the empty net at 16:21 to complete the scoring.

In spite of the Whalers' loss, Plymouth remains in eighth place in the Western Conference race and lost no ground to ninth-place Sarnia and tenth-place Kitchener. The Sting lost, 7-4 in Peterborough. The Rangers lost, 2-1 in regulation, to Owen Sound. Plymouth remains four points ahead of Sarnia and five points up on Kitchener.

The game completed Plymouth’s Military Appreciation Weekend. The night’s biggest cheers belonged to 91-year-old Frank Rogers, a veteran of World War II and a one-time Prisoner of War. The Westland–native received three standing ovations.

Plymouth remains at home on Monday afternoon, hosting Saginaw at 2 pm (CN-900 TV, 88,1FM WSDP). Whalers' Alex Peters - Talent Runs in the Family 

Photo - from left, Plymouth draft choices Alex Peters and Zach Bratina were introduced to the Compuware Arena crowd before Game 5 of the Plymouth-Kitchener series on April 14.  Photo by Rena Laverty.

Terry Bridge of the Listowel (ON) Banner and Southwestern Ontario.ca features Plymouth draft choice Alex Peters:

PLYMOUTH, MI – Within a minute of being drafted by the Plymouth Whalers, Alex Peters’ phone rang.

He was so excited about being picked by the Ontario Hockey League club that he didn’t even get the name of the Whalers representative calling him.

“I just got a call saying congratulations, we’re excited, then they got back to the draft,” Peters reminisced. “I was so excited I couldn’t even hear who it was.”

Plymouth was intrigued by Peters, a defenceman from the town of Blyth, not necessarily for what he is now as a hockey player, but for what he can become.

Whalers assistant general manager Brian Sommariva said in his draft year with the triple-A Huron-Perth Minor Midget Lakers, Peters improved significantly as the 2011-12 season progressed.

“I thought we was one of the most improved players this year that we’d seen,” Sommariva said. “He’s still got a lot to learn and a lot to improve upon, but I think that’s part of the attraction. He will get better.”

They saw enough in him to use a second-round pick – 33rd overall – on the 15-year-old Grade 10 student at Wingham’s F. E. Madill Secondary School.

The 6’3”, 190-pound blue liner put up 15 goals, 14 assists and about 14 penalty minutes in 50-plus games this season. His offensive numbers went up this year because of a boost in his on-ice confidence.

“I think all confidence, my offensive abilities came out more this year than last,” Peters said. “Just the confidence that I felt I was a better player, I felt good.”

There’s a large gap between playing against other triple-A players born in 1996 and making the jump to the OHL, the major junior league featuring some of the top 16 to 20-year-olds from North America.

“Everyone adjusts differently, and sometimes they take you by surprise and sometimes you really have to work with them,” Sommariva noted. “What has been done isn’t necessarily an indicator for what will happen for future 16-year-olds. But I think Alex is going to do well. He’s got size to play in this league and I think he’s got the competitiveness.”

He originally played a bit of centre and wing when he began his minor hockey journey with the Blyth system. He joined the Lakers organization as a Major Atom, and by Minor Peewee he was a full-time defenceman.

The Minor Midgets had a respectable campaign this winter, compiling a total record of 32-25-8 before being eliminated by the Sun County Panthers in the playoffs for the second year in a row.

It turned out the club’s season wasn’t completely over after a last-minute invite to the OHL Showcase Cup by the tournament selection committee.

Sommariva scouted Peters quite a bit over the season, but the OHL Cup – hosted in Mississauga – offered an opportunity for the Whalers’ management group to have a long look at him.

“Our entire staff was at that tournament and our general manager, everybody got an opportunity to see him,” Sommariva said. “(He’s got) brains, a hard shot, a good stay-at-home game. I think his upside is impressive.”

Following the draft, the Whalers brought Peters and first-round pick Zach Bratina, a 16-year-old forward from the Central Ontario Wolves, to Plymouth for a meet-and-greet and to take in game five of the Whalers’ second-round playoff series against the Kitchener Rangers.

“I got a tour around, met the coaches, it was pretty nice place,” Peters said over the phone in between events at a high school track and field meet in Strathroy late last week. “It was a great experience.”

Plymouth will host a rookie camp for their ’95 and ’96 birth-year draftees May 19-20. The players will scrimmage, be tested on fitness levels and core competencies, and chat with their education consultant about classroom expectations.

On the line are invitations to the team’s main training camp, beginning on Aug. 30.

Between camps Peters hopes to get bigger, stronger and faster.

“I’d love to see him continue working on his skating and filling out,” said Sommeriva, a Plymouth native in his sixth year working for the team. “For a defenceman you can never learn enough. I’d like to see our guys continue to work on the hockey sense side of things, keep learning and being very active in that area.”

“I’ll just be trying to get bigger, get in better shape, try and be faster,” Peters said. “My brothers, they know what to do so they’ll hopefully help me.”

Both of Peters’ older brothers played in the OHL. Justin, 25, and Anthony, 21, both goaltenders, had long careers in the league. They will be able to pass along some inside knowledge of life in the province’s top level of junior hockey.

“They just said to keep modest, don’t be a cocky guy, work your hardest and things will fall into place,” Alex recapped their advice.

“His older brother Justin played here (in Plymouth), he’ll have an idea of what’s to be expected and what the system will be,” Sommeriva said. “The family’s familiar with us, we’re familiar with the family, so it’s a real comfortable fit.”

It’s a fairly veteran team returning next fall. Sommariva estimates between 14-17 players will be back from last year’s team that suffered a disappointing second-round game seven exit at the hands of the Rangers.

Plymouth (47-18-2-1), the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference, lost the win-or-go-home game at home at the Compuware Arena.

Despite the large group of returnees, Sommariva anticipates Peters has a good shot at making the team this fall.

“The way he’s improved in the last nine months is an indication of how he’ll continue to improve,” he said. “We’re real excited.”

PETERS REWIND: Check out a Q and A done with Alex Peters' brother, Justin, when he played for the Whalers in 2005-06.

WHALERS WILSON TO NHL COMBINE: Plymouth right wing Tom Wilson has received an invitation to participate in the annual National Hockey League in late May.  Here's the entire list of invitees.

FREE AGENTS SUBJECT TO COMPENSATION AND RIGHT TO MATCH - GROUP 2

 These players have been tendered a qualifying offer by their respective Clubs and are subject to draft-choice compensation and right to match. The draft choice compensation scale is based on compensation offered by the new Club:

OFFER                                          COMPENSATION

 $1,110,249 or below                     None

 Over $1,110,249 to $1,682,194    3rd-round choice

 Over $1,682,194 to $3,364,391    2nd-round choice

 Over $3,364,391 to $5,046,585    1st-round and 3rd-round choice

 Over $5,046,585 to $6,728,781    1st-round, 2nd-round and 3rd-round choice

 Over $6,728,781 to $8,410,976    Two 1st-round choices, one 2nd- and one 3rd-round choice

 Over $8,410,976                           Four first-round choices

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS - GROUP 3

 These players have qualified for Group 3 Free Agency (age 27 or older or with at least seven Accrued Seasons) and are Unrestricted Free Agents.

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS - GROUP 6

 These players qualify for unrestricted free agency, having met the requirements for Group 6 free agency. This group is defined as players whose contracts have expired, are age 25 or older, have completed three or more professional seasons, and (i) in the case of a player other than a goaltender, have played less than 80 NHL games (regular-season and playoff), or (ii) in the case of a goaltender, have played less than 28 NHL games (regular-season and playoff). Please note that these amounts are subject to pro-rating due to the 48-game season in 2012-13.

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

 These players were not tendered a qualifying offer and are therefore Unrestricted Free Agents not subject to a right to match or draft choice compensation. 
Washington Capitals at Winnipeg Jets (Belleville, Ont.)

26 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game (Pittsburgh, Pa.)

30 Opening day playing rosters set (3 p.m., ET)

October

1 Opening night – NHL regular season begins

Molson Canadian NHL Face-OffTM (Montreal, Que.)

Blackhawks raise Stanley Cup banner:

Washington Capitals at Chicago Blackhawks

Hockey Fights Cancer Awareness Month begins

November

8 Hockey Hall of Fame Game:

New Jersey Devils at Toronto Maple Leafs

11 Hockey Hall of Fame induction ceremony (Toronto, Ont.)

Inductees: Chris Chelios, Geraldine Heaney, Scott Niedermayer, Brendan Shanahan

(Player category); Fred Shero (Builder category)

12 NHL General Managers Meeting (Toronto)

29 2013 Discover NHL Thanksgiving ShowdownTM:

New York Rangers at Boston Bruins

December

1 Signing deadline for Group 2 free agents (5 p.m., ET)

2 U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame induction and a celebration of Lester Patrick (Detroit, Mich.)

U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame inductees: Cindy Curley, Bill Guerin, Peter Karmanos Jr.,

Ron Mason, Doug Weight

23 Busiest day of NHL season – 14 games

19-27 Holiday roster freeze in effect:

For all players on an NHL active roster, injured reserve, or with non-roster and

injured non-roster status as of midnight (local time) Dec. 19, a roster freeze shall

apply through midnight (local time) Dec. 27, with respect to waivers, trades and

loans, subject to the exceptions provided for in CBA Article 16.5 (d).

24-26 Holiday break (no scheduled practices – dressing rooms closed)

26 – Jan.5 IIHF World Junior Championship (Malmo, Sweden)

January

1 2014 Bridgestone NHL Winter Classic®:

Toronto Maple Leafs vs. Detroit Red Wings (Michigan Stadium, 12:30 p.m., ET)

15 CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game (Calgary, Alta.)

18 Scotiabank Hockey Day in Canada (Host: Lloydminster, Alta./Sask.)

25 Coors Light NHL Stadium SeriesTM:

Anaheim Ducks vs. Los Angeles Kings (Dodger Stadium, 9:30 p.m., ET)

26 Coors Light NHL Stadium SeriesTM:

New York Rangers vs. New Jersey Devils (Yankee Stadium, 12:30 p.m., ET)

29 Coors Light NHL Stadium SeriesTM:

New York Rangers vs. New York Islanders (Yankee Stadium, 7:30 p.m., ET)

February

1 Hockey is for Everyone Month begins

6-8 Olympic break begins (at the conclusion of each Club's final game)

11-12 AHL All-Star Classic (Location: TBA)

12 Olympic men’s hockey tournament begins (Sochi, Russia)

22 Men’s hockey bronze-medal game (Sochi, Russia)

23 Men’s hockey gold-medal game (Sochi, Russia)

24 Olympic break ends (12:01 a.m., ET)

26 NHL regular season resumes

28 – March 2 Hockey Weekend Across America presented by CCM (USA Hockey)

March

1 Coors Light NHL Stadium SeriesTM:

Pittsburgh Penguins at Chicago Blackhawks (Soldier Field, 8 p.m., ET)

2 2014 Tim Hortons NHL Heritage ClassicTM:

Ottawa Senators at Vancouver Canucks (BC Place, 4 p.m., ET)

Hockey Day in America (NBC)

5 Trade deadline (3 p.m., ET)

10-12 NHL General Managers Meeting (Boca Raton, Fla.)

April

10, 12 NCAA Frozen Four (Philadelphia, Pa.)

13 Last day of regular season

14 (tbc) NHL Draft Lottery

16 Stanley Cup Playoffs begin

17-27 IIHF Under-18 World Championship (Lappeenranta and Imatra, Finland)

May

9-25 IIHF World Championship (Minsk, Belarus)

16-25 CHL Memorial Cup (London, Ont.)

25-31 NHL Combine (Toronto, Ont.)

June

18 Last possible day for 2014 Stanley Cup Final

TBA Deadline for first club-elected salary arbitration (later of June 15 or 48 hours after

the conclusion of the Stanley Cup Final, 5 p.m., ET)

25 NHL Awards (Las Vegas, Nev.)

27-28 NHL Draft (Philadelphia, Pa.)

July

1 Free agency begins (12 p.m., ET)

5 Deadline for player-elected salary arbitration notification (5 p.m., ET)

6 Deadline for club-elected salary arbitration notification (5 p.m., ET)

20 – Aug. 6 Salary arbitration hearings held

August

8 Deadline for salary arbitration decisions to be rendered
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Rychel leads Guelph Storm to eighth win in a row

Robbed 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

Saginaw Spirit goaltender Jake Paterson makes a pad save to rob the Guelph Storm's Brock McGinn during the second period Sunday, Jan. 26, 2014, at the Sleeman Centre. Guelph won the game 4-2.

next play/pause pre 2/2 

By  Tony Saxon  

GUELPH—Guelph Storm fans are starting to see the real Kerby Rychel emerge. 

Not that Rychel has played poorly since his arrival in a trade from Windsor in early December, but you had a feeling he had another gear. 

He was the best player on the ice Sunday, scoring twice and setting up another as Guelph won its eighth in a row, 4-2 over a solid Saginaw Spirit before 3,566 at the Sleeman Centre. That gives him eight points in his past three games. 

"I think I've kind of settled in now," said Rychel, agreeing it was probably the best of his 11 games in a Storm jersey. "I felt really good out there today." 

Rychel has played with Zack Mitchell and Robby Fabbri pretty much since he arrived in the Royal City and the trio is starting to click on a regular basis. 

"Our lines starting to get used to each other and we're making stuff happen out there," Rychel said. "They're both two really good players and I think we compliment each other really well." 

In addition to a new city, new team and new linemates, Rychel had the added complication of leaving for the World Junior Championships shortly after landing in Guelph. 

Throw in the disappointment of Canada's underachieving at the tournament, and the disappointment of seeing limited ice time, and one might understand why it might have taken the real Rychel a little while to fully bloom in Guelph. 

While Rychel downplayed any post-world junior depression, Storm coach Scott Walker said it's almost inevitable that it have some residual effect. 

"It's hard to say. I think he handled it well, but there's no question it probably played on his mind," Walker said. 

"But Kerby's a pretty professional kid and he handles himself real well. But you can tell the kids to not worry about it, but we all know certain things bother us internally." 

Rychel also had to get used to playing the Storm's up-tempo style that wasn't quite what he's been used to in the past. 

"We like to keep the pace going and it takes a bit of time for all the guys to get into that. New guys are the ones we have to talk to the most out there because they've been doing it one way for four or five years and we do it a little bit different here," Walker said. 

The Storm got all they could handle Sunday from a Saginaw squad that has been playing much better since the Christmas break. 

Backed by a 44-save performance by Jake Paterson, they kept it a one-goal game until Brock McGinn gave the Storm some breathing room with a shot from the slot that beat the Team Canada goalie. 

Penalties contributed to the Spirit's undoing as the Storm scored three times with the man advantage. They had nine nine power plays in the game, Saginaw had five and didn't score on any of them. 

Any chance of a late Saginaw rally was shackled by four minor penalties they took in the final seven minutes of the game. 

Justin Nichols had a very solid 32-save game in the Guelph net. 

The Storm was supposed to play in Owen Sound on Saturday but that game was postponed due to the bad weather and will be made up on Wednesday. 

Friday the Storm is at home to the Sarnia Sting then plays in Windsor on Saturday.
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Surging Guelph Storm makes it seven straight wins

Make it seven in a row 

Tony Saxon/Mercury staff

The Guelph Storm's Brock McGinn celebrates the first of his two goals agains the Owen Sound Attack Friday, Jan. 24, 2014, at the Sleeman Centre. Guelph won its seventh in a row, 4-2.

By  Tony Saxon  

GUELPH—Despite winning seven straight games, being ranked first in the OHL and second in the nation, the Guelph Storm still wants to be better. 

Coach Scott Walker wasn't being critical of his team after they doubled the Owen Sound Attack 4-2 at the Sleeman Centre Friday night before 4,553, but he realizes they can be better. 

"There's always room for improvement, but improvement at any level is consistency: getting guys to bring what they bring every night," Walker said Friday. "You've got to do what you do, to the best of your ability, every night." 

Walker cited Friday night's win over Owen Sound as an example of a game that leaves room for improvement. 

"I don't think it was a picture-perfect game. It was a little bit sloppy here and there," Walker said. "I didn't think were that crisp or that sharp, but hey, that happens from time to time." 

He said this is the "long part" of the season when the "mind starts to wander" somewhat, but having an older, more mature team helps stem any sense of complacency that might set in. 

"I'm not going to sit here and hammer my team, but that's one of the things about having an older team, they know when they aren't having their best game and when it wasn't good enough," Walker said. 

The Attack's Holden Cook opened the scoring at 2:35 of the first, pouncing on a juicy rebound and one-timing it past Justin Nichols. 

But Brock McGinn scored a pair of power play goals, the second coming on a five-on-three advantage, before the first period was over to give the Storm a lead it never relinquished. 

Pius Suter, shorthanded, and Zack Mitchell, on a beautiful passing play with Kerby Rychel and Robby Fabbri, scored in the middle frame to make it 4-1. 

Things got a little interesting in the final three minutes of the game. First Jeffrey Gilligan scored to make it 4-2, then with 1:44 remaining in the third Guelph's Nick Ebert put the puck over the glass to give the goalie-yanked Attack a six-on-four advantage. 

Some saves by Nichols and some blocked shots by his teammates helped preserve the win. 

Nichols made 29 saves for his 26th win of the season, tying him with Oshawa's Daniel Altshuller for the league lead. Matt Finn and Rychel each had two assists for the Storm. 

Jack Flinn made 37 saves for Owen Sound. 

While the Storm coach is trying to tinker a well-oiled machine, Owen Sound coach Greg Ireland is working on getting his team to put forth the right kind of effort. 

Ireland said it's two teams at the opposite ends of the development spectrum when the Storm and the Attack meet right now. 

"To be honest with you, where we are with our youth, a lot of our focus is trying to get our team to a standard of work ethic and competing. Our biggest thing is teaching right now," Ireland said. 

"They are what they are. They're an older team that's almost the exact reverse of us," he said. 

"Guelph's a good team. They're one of the top teams in the league right now and there's a reason for it." 

The same two teams go at it Saturday night in Owen Sound. 

Sunday Guelph will host the Saginaw Spirit in a 6:30 p.m. start. 

Storm 4 Attack 2 

First Period
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Tyler Bertuzzi expected to be out another 2-6 weeks

By  Tony Saxon  

GUELPH — There is finally some light at the end of the tunnel for injured Guelph Storm forward Tyler Bertuzzi. 

Guelph Storm general manager Mike Kelly said it is hoped Bertuzzi will be back in the lineup somewhere within two to six weeks. 

The injury has not been diagnosed as a concussion. It involves head and neck issues with some concussion-like symptoms. He has missed 15 games to date. 

Last year he missed 25 games with similar symptoms. Both injuries occurred during fights. 

"He's making very good progress, but there is no exact return date at this point," Kelly said Wednesday. "He's still receiving therapy, both with the team and off-site." 

Last year when Bertuzzi was hurt he got relief from some chiropractic help back in his hometown of Sudbury, where his stepmom is a chiropractor. He got similar treatment over the Christmas break this year and has been working with the team's doctors and physiotherapy staff as well as some health-care professionals not related to the team. 

Bertuzzi was not at practice Wednesday as the Storm moved into second place into the Canadian Hockey League rankings, leapfrogging the Erie Otters. 

He has been coming to the rink for treatment and for off-ice workouts before the rest of his teammates arrive. 

Storm coach Scott Walker said it is up to the medical professionals and Bertuzzi to determine when he is able to return to the ice. 

Walker said he is naturally concerned for Bertuzzi's health and occasionally asks him how he's doing, but he doesn't want to feel any pressure to return before he's ready. 

"I know when I was a player and you were hurt people were always asking you 'when are you coming back?' and I don't want him to feel any pressure," Walker said. 

"I'm sure his friends, his family, his billets and fans are asking him every day how he's doing and I don't want him to come back until he's absolutely ready." 

A second round draft pick of the Detroit Red Wings last summer, Bertuzzi was initially injured in a fight with Sault Ste. Marie's Tyler Ganley on Oct. 28, 2012. He returned to the lineup Jan. 11 and was symptom free the rest of the season. 

On Dec. 8 of this season he fought Josh Chapman of the Sarnia Sting. He stayed in the game, scoring two goals, but has been out of the lineup ever since. 

"He's a huge part of the team and we want him back, but the most important thing is his health," Walker said. 

Guelph hosts the Owen Sound Attack Friday at the Sleeman Centre.
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Zack Mitchell has morphed into key cog in Storm lineup

By  Tony Saxon  

Welcome to Zack Mitchell 2.0. 

No longer the player that drives coaches crazy. No longer the player that leaves fans frustrated. No longer the player that leaves just about everyone wanting more. 

Somewhere, somehow, something clicked. Perhaps it was a conscious decision, perhaps personal maturity or maybe it's what happens when you're part of a team that has the chance to achieve something special. 

Mitchell has been a different player this season. 

He is on pace to tie his personal best with a 75 point season and has teamed up with Kerby Rychel and Robby Fabbri to be the team's undisputed No. 1 line. He takes faceoffs, he's out there in late game situations. 

Perhaps most importantly is the improvement people have noticed in the dressing room. Not only has his overall game improved, but so has his attitude. 

Storm coach Scott Walker, who readily admits that in his first season and a half coaching the Storm he didn't quite mesh with Mitchell (coach speak for "he drove me crazy"), has nothing but praise for his veteran winger. 

"I don't know if it was just a personality conflict, but we just didn't see eye-to-eye at first," Walker said. 

"But we had a real good talk before the season and he told me 'coach, I'm over not getting drafted and all that stuff. I want to work and I want to win. I want to be a winner.' To his credit, I've never seen a kid be more true to his word." 

As Walker says, it's easy to talk the talk, much harder to walk the walk. 

The Storm coach said it was also a learning experience for him, realizing there are different lines of communication and that players need to be dealt with differently sometimes. 

"He made me a better coach," Walker said. 

For years Mitchell was the most frustrating man in a Storm uniform. 

Not that Mitchell, an affable type with a quiet disposition, was the type of person to bring scorn upon himself. Quite the opposite: personally, he was easy to like. 

The problem was that on the ice he continually left people wanting more. 

He came into the league as a highly-touted scorer. Originally a fourth round draft pick, that was more due to the fact he was committed to go the NCAA route with Harvard. People don't usually turn their backs on Harvard. 

Scoring 12 goals in 120 games his first two seasons didn't exactly make him a fan favourite. 

In his third season in the league he broke out with 37 goals and many felt Mitchell had finally arrived, but he followed that up with 22 goals last season. 

While 30 goals is a solid target this year, the improvements to his overall game and attitude have made him a key cog in this season's machine. 

Walker has noticed. He hopes NHL teams also notice the development of the undrafted Mitchell. 

"There isn't an NHL team that I don't talk about to about Zack Mitchell. He's just been a real treat this year and it's all him." 

Tony Saxon covers the Guelph Storm for the Mercury. Follow him on Twitter at #SaxonOnTheStorm and his Saxon on the Storm blog at www.guelphmercury.com. He can be reached at tsaxon@guelphmercury.com .
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Guelph Storm’s Fabbri well positioned in NHL draft rankings

Fabbri 

Tony Saxon,Mercury staff

Guelph Storm forward Robby Fabbri looks for the puck while being checked by a Barrie Colts player during action in Barrie on Dec. 31. Fabbri, with 27 goals so far this season, is emerging as one of the Ontario Hockey League's top players.

By Mercury staff 

GUELPH—Robby Fabbri, a star forward with the Guelph Storm, is considered the 25th best North American skater available for the 2014 National Hockey League draft. 

NHL Central Scouting's Midterm Rankings released Monday have Storm teammates Phil Baltisberger ranked 205th, while Matt Mancina is ranked 18th amongst goaltenders. 

A few notches above Fabbri is 2012 Storm draft pick Alex Tuch, ranked 21{+s}t. Tuch plays with the United States National Team Development program. 

Sam Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs holds down the top spot in the domestic rankings, which list 210 North American skaters, including 127 who play in the Canadian Hockey League. Thirty-four North American goaltenders are ranked.
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Guelph Storm continue to dominate Rangers

Storm vs Rangers 

Tony Saxon,Mercury staff

Matt Finn of the Guelph Storm celebrates his power play goal against the Kitchener Rangers in the third period of Guelph's 5-0 victory over Kitchener at the Sleeman Centre Sunday.
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By  Tony Saxon  

GUELPH—There is something decidedly sweet for veteran Guelph Storm players about their domination over Kitchener Rangers this season. 

Oh, the coaches of the Guelph Storm and Kitchener Rangers might say "it's just another game" and yes, the two teams are at decidedly different points in their development. But for Storm players used to taking it on the chin from the blue, red and white over the past few seasons, this year's one-sided wins over Kitchener are very gratifying. 

The latest came Sunday, a 5-0 victory at a sold-out Sleeman Centre. 

Guelph has beaten the Rangers in all four meetings so far this season, shutting them out twice and outscoring them by a combined margin of 23-6. The two meet four more times. 

"You never forget the playoffs (last season) when we lost to them and a couple of years coming up to this year they've definitely had our number, so whenever we play them we want to come out strong and beat them," McGinn said. "We definitely remember." 

McGinn scored a pair of goals in his first game of the new year after having minor wrist surgery over the Christmas break. Jason Dickinson continued his strong play with a goal and an assist, giving him six points in the team's two weekend wins. 

Justin Nichols made 29 saves for his second shutout of the season and his 22nd win, tying him for the league lead. 

"I know we've had their number, but it's a cyclical thing in this league," Rangers coach Troy Smith said. 

"Bottom line is that's a team that works extremely hard and they've got a potent offence. You have to give credit to them for going out and executing the game plan." 

Storm coach Scott Walker wasn't buying into the payback angle when Guelph plays Kitchener this year. 

"I don't know about that. It's been a tough time against Kitchener the past few years, but I don't think we get up to play particularly harder or better because it's Kitchener," Walker said. "We're just trying to play the right way no matter who it is." 

The game started in style for the Storm, with three goals in a span of 2:16 midway through the first period. 

The second period was a tepid affair, with no goals or penalties and the play very scrambled. Road hockey, as one observer put it. 

Guelph picked it up again in the third period, with Robby Fabbri scoring his 27th goal of the season a day before the NHL Central Scouting releases its mid-season rankings that will surely see Fabbri listed high. 

Matt Finn polished it off with a power play goal that screened Rangers goaltender Jordan DeKort never saw. 

With McGinn's return, the Storm had two healthy scratches Sunday: Adam Craievich and Marc Stevens. Tyler Bertuzzi remains out with head/neck issues. 

Guelph plays in Kitchener on Friday before heading to Erie for a huge game against the Otters. Sunday night they host the Kingston Frontenacs. 

Storm 5 Rangers 0
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Ebert’s blast lifts Guelph Storm past London

Ouch! 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

Brady Austin of the London Knights gets hit by a shot from one of his own teammates while attempting to screen Guelph Storm goaltender Justin Nichols Friday, Jan. 10, 2013, at the Sleeman Centre. Guelph won the game 5-3.
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By  Tony Saxon  

GUELPH—Guelph Storm defenceman Nick Ebert does not subscribe to the coach's mantra of "just get the shot on net" when shooting from the blue line. 

Ebert has a rocket of a slap shot and tends to use it rather than employing wrist shots as a method of increasing the chances they end up on target. 

It was on of those slap shots Friday night – an absolute rocket from the right faceoff circle near the midway mark of the second period – that stood up as the winning goal as the Storm downed the London Knights 5-3 at a sold-out Sleeman Centre. 

"I've always been known to have a hard shot. It's been an attribute of mine so I try to use it when I can," the Los Angeles Kings draft pick said. 

Another Ebert shot dented the goalpost in the third period. 

"I feel if I have time and I have a shooting lane, I'm going to wind up because it is pretty lethal and when I do hit the net it's good odds that it will go in." 

Ebert's tally made the score 4-1 before the visitors rallied to make it a 4-3 game on responses from Max Domi five minutes after Ebert had scored and then a Zach Bell goal at 10:53 of the third. 

While the Storm may have bent, they didn't break as they held on for the win, capping it with an empty-net goal by Ryan Horvat with a minute left in regulation. 

Scott Kosmachuk, Kerby Rychel and Zack Mitchell had the other Guelph goals, with Jason Dickinson picking up three assists. 

Storm coach Scott Walker said he could tell in the first few minutes that his team was on its game. 

"Everybody was working so hard tonight. Was there a little bend in our game? No question. But that's hockey. Every team is going to bend a little bit and London's a very good hockey team. But we didn't break," Walker said. 

Asked about the perils of nursing the dreaded two-goal lead heading into the third period, Walker just said "I'd rather be up by two goals than down by two goals." 

Justin Nichols was again solid in the Storm net, with his best save coming on a Ryan Rupert breakaway at a key junction of the third period. 

The game was the last between the two teams in the regular season. Each team won three games, all on home ice. 

"We weren't good in the first period. We weren't doing the stuff we normally do," said the Knights' Bo Horvat. "But as soon as the first period was over I thought we shiftd it into another gear and got back to playing our game." 

Horvat said sometimes you can get caught up too much in the emotion of a big game in front of a big crowd being broadcast on national television. 

"It's always a good battle against Guelph and maybe the emotions run a bit high. But there's no excuses, you have to battle and you have to play a full 60 minutes," Horvat said. 

The win leaves Guelph five points up on London in the Western Conference standings and three points behind the first place Erie Otters. 

The Kitchener Rangers visit the Sleeman Centre Sunday afternoon.
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Trade deadline day quiet for Guelph Storm, but not for lack of trying 

By  Tony Saxon  

I've got nothing against Hayden Hodgson, the pride of Leamington, Ont., but I really didn't expect him to be the biggest name traded on OHL Deadline Day. 

The Erie Otters fourth-liner and his four goals were traded to the Sarnia Sting for a third-round draft pick. Try to contain your excitement. 

Three minor deals were all that was made as the trade deadline came and went at noon. No Brady Vail, no Slater Koekkoek, no Spencer Martin, no Luke Mercer … no, well, anybody, really. 

The fact the Guelph Storm did nothing at the deadline isn't as hard to swallow if you consider they made a huge deal a few weeks ago for Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert and then a solid deal earlier this week for Stephen Pierog. 

If those two deals happened Friday, Storm Nation would be giddy. 

It is also easier to swallow knowing that general manager Mike Kelly was the one being rebuffed, rather than hearing the age-old mantra of "the price was too high." 

Kelly said he was prepared to overpay, but the guys he wanted weren't available. 

"We put some things out there that I think we were prepared to overpay for, but at the end of the day you have to have a willing seller on the other end," Kelly said after the most anti-climactic trade deadline in recent Storm history. 

"I don't think there was ever a question of what we were offering not being fair, it was just that what we were asking for was a player that the other team had no interest in moving." 

If Guelph is open to criticism on any level it is that certain moves weren't made much earlier – say, last summer – to address potential needs, namely experienced goaltending. 

But they secretly hoped Garrett Sparks would land back in their laps and didn't anticipate the top goaltenders in the league – namely Daniel Altshuller, Matt Murray, Frankie Palazzese and Jake Paterson – would not be available at the deadline. 

While one or all of them might have been available last summer, I think the Storm thought they would have been able to get one of them at a later date if Sparks didn't return. 

You role the dice, sometimes you lose. 

Guelph wasn't the only team expected to make deals on Friday. 

The London Knights have an experienced, talented defence. But they also only have six of them on their roster and will be in a pickle of one gets seriously hurt. 

The Eastern Conference-leading Oshawa Generals, somewhat hindered by not having many draft picks to deal, tinkered with their lineup. 

The Erie Otters bolstered the blueline with the addition of Kurtis McDermid, from Owen Sound, but did not add any depth to the forward corps. 

The big mover and shaker at the deadline was the Sudbury Wolves, who used many, many draft picks and a couple of younger players to acquire stud defenceman Trevor Carrick and potentially-game breaking forward Radek Faksa from Kitchener. 

Kelly said he wasn't surprised no deals were made Friday. He's not disappointed. At the end of the day he feels the Storm has a contender despite no last-minute deals. 

"We looked at a number of things and tried a number of things. But we're in a position here that we have a real good hockey club. One that's got a lot of room for a lot of internal growth," he said. 

Tony Saxon covers the Guelph Storm for the Mercury. Follow him on Twitter at #SaxonOnTheStorm and his blog at www.guelphmercury.com. He can be reached at tsaxon@guelphmercury.com.
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Guelph Storm deals Garlent to Petes for hometown product Pierog

Traded 

Tony Saxon/Mercury staff

The Guelph Storm's Hunter Garlent celebrates his third period goal against the Sudbury Wolves Sunday, Nov. 3, 2013, at the Sleeman Centre. Tuesday the Storm traded Garlent to Peterborough.
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By  Tony Saxon  

GUELPH—About 10 days ago Hunter Garlent approached Guelph Storm general manager Mike Kelly and inquired about the possibility of a trade. 

On Tuesday the former first round draft pick got his wish as the Storm sent Garlent to the Peterborough Petes in exchange for Guelph native Stephen Pierog and four second round draft picks. 

"He certainly wasn't demanding a trade, but he shared that he'd be open to a trade," Kelly said Tuesday night, adding that Garlent wanted to go somewhere where he would be seen as one of the "go-to guys." 

"I can understand it. Since bringing in Kerby (Rychel) we probably have eight guys that deserve to play in the top six and some are getting bounced a little bit," Kelly said. 

"I don't think that any of us should take it personally. It's kind of an expected part of the process. You look at it, you evaluate it and you react to it in a manner that we think is good for our hockey club both now and in the future." 

The Ontario Hockey League trade deadline is Friday at noon. 

Pierog, 19, is a year older than Garlent. Both are undrafted by the National Hockey League. Pierog would be eligible to come back next year as an overage player. 

"I was open to the possibility of a bigger opportunity for myself," Garlent said of why he wanted to move on. 

"Obviously Guelph is a team that's going to go deep and it would have been good to be a part of it. But at the same time it's a personal opportunity to maybe be more of a key player and work towards the future." 

Since being the 10th overall pick in the 2011 draft, Garlent had played 158 games in Storm uniform, tallying 113 points. So far this season he had a career-best 39 points in 37 games. 

Garlent leaves with no bad feelings and praised his coaches and teammates. 

"It's mixed emotions, but at the end of the day I'm just looking for the opportunity to be relied on a little bit more," he said. 

For Pierog, the trade is a homecoming. The 18-year-old Guelph minor hockey grad will be playing in front of family and friends the way he had dreamt about as a kid. 

"This is huge. Since I was a kid my dream was to play for the Storm. It's weird that it's finally happening," Pierog said, adding that he "had no idea" a trade was coming. 

He will join the team Thursday and should be in the lineup as the Storm travels to Niagara to take on the IceDogs. 

The 5-foot-11, 185-pound Pierog brings a different skill set to the table than Garlent. 

While he does have some scoring touch (11 goals this year and 19 last season), he is more of a prototypical third-line centre. He kills penalties, is very good on face offs and brings certain grittiness to the ice. 

"We probably need more of a two-way, gritty player. Somebody who when we are playing against the Londons of the world can help offset the grittiness of the Ruperts etc. Those needs are probably greater, right now, than another 30-goal scorer," the Storm GM said. 

With the OHL trade deadline looming, Kelly said there is no certainty the four second rounders he acquired with Pierog will be used in other deals this season. 

"We'll keep talking with other teams, but that's not why we made this deal. It was a good hockey deal for both teams." 

Guelph is home to London Friday night.
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Red-hot Robby continues to light it up for Storm

Close call 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

Guelph Storm goaltender Justin Nichols watches a deflection by Holden Cook of the Owen Sound Attack go just wide of his net during Guelph's 3-2 win in Owen Sound Wednesday, Jan. 1, 2014.

By  Tony Saxon  

OWEN SOUND—It's hard not to gush about Robby Fabbri these days. 

The Guelph Storm's sophomore sniper scored for the 10th straight game Thursday as the Storm started the new year the same way it closed out the old one: with a victory. 

A 3-2 win over the Owen Sound Attack was Guelph's sixth straight win and came on the heels of a 4-1 win in Barrie on New Year's Eve. 

Fabbri has 14 goals over that 10-game streak, giving him 24 goals in 28 games this season. 

"You always caution yourself when saying good things about your players, because you don't want to get carried away with yourself, but I'd have to say there's very few players in the league at any age better than he is," Storm coach Scott Walker said. 

Fabbri takes the accolades in stride. He says his success is part team success and part maturation as an OHL player who has scored at every level he has ever played. 

"I'm just trying to keep my game as simple as I can. Work hard, wait for things to come then capitalize on opportunities," the 17-year-old Mississauga native said. 

"In your second year in the league you always feel more comfortable. I definitely feel I can play in this league, but this is only a little stretch. Now I have to keep it going through the second half." 

With all the player absences resulting in shuffled lines, Fabbri has been playing with Zack Mitchell and Pius Suter lately. 

"He's a lot of fun to play with. Fabs is a really good player and this is the year to play really well and he's doing it so far," said Mitchell, referring to the fact Fabbri is eligible for June's National Hockey League draft. 

The pair of victories leaves the Storm just two points back of the first place Erie Otters in the Western Conference standings. 

Thursday's win over Owen Sound came less than 24 hours after the Barrie road win. 

Tired, banged up and missing seven regulars from the lineup, the Storm didn't win with the same style Storm fans have become accustomed to, but the did grit it out against an Owen Sound club that didn't play the night before. 

Zack Mitchell continued his strong play of late by being in on all three Storm goals: his alley-oop pass sent Fabbri in for a breakaway goal with 33 seconds left in the first period, he redirected a Nick Ebert pass for a power play goal in the second frame and then capped off the scoring with an empty-net goal late in the third. 

That empty-netter made the score 3-1. Owen Sound scored with 10 seconds left in the game. 

"I think the last three games we've kept it simple and try and outwork the other team," said Mitchell of the shorthanded bind the team is in. 

"It's giving guys that haven't been playing much this year at time a chance to step up and they've been really good so far." 

Justin Nichols turned in his fourth straight excellent outing in the Storm net, making 39 saves after making 34 saves the night before against Barrie. 

"Honestly, today, we weren't very good. We weren't flashy, but we were good enough to win, and sometimes that's okay," Walker said. "It wasn't neat and tidy, but they got it done when they had to. It was a gutsy effort. I was proud of them." 

Of the seven Storm players out of the lineup, Hunter Garlent appears closest to returning. His upper body injury is day-to-day. Ryan Horvat is eligible to return from suspension on Sunday. 

The Storm's busy stretch continues Friday when the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds visit the Sleeman Centre. On Sunday Guelph plays in Saginaw.

Springfield Falcons look to snap losing streak in meeting against Worcester Sharks
By  Garry Brown   

on January 30, 2014 at 6:54 PM, updated January 30, 2014 at 7:05 PM 
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Jack Skille has shown himself to be very productive for the Springfield Falcons.

SPRINGFIELD – As the Springfield Falcons seek to snap a three-game losing streak in the American Hockey League, they face a foe that has been both good and bad all season long. 

 That would be the Worcester Sharks, once an arch-rival of the Falcons but now only an occasional date on the Springfield club’s schedule. That’s because Worcester belongs to the Atlantic Division while Springfield plays in the Northeast. 

 The Falcons play at Worcester Friday night, then press onto play Saturday at Bridgeport. No games at their Nest until Tuesday, when they go against Albany. 

 The Sharks have had one game in which they scored eight goals, another in which they gave up eight. Last Sunday, they fought back to beat a first-class Manchester club 4-3, but then two nights later lost 6-3 at home to Binghamton. 

 Of course, the Falcons don’t worry about what Worcester has been doing lately. They only care about this next meeting, for which they have been preparing hard. Some of that preparation has to do with the power play, which has not been that powerful lately. Of course, with the way pro teams now handle penalty kills, power-play goals can be very hard to come by any time. Only one AHL team, the Texas Stars, has a success rate of 30-plus percent on the power play. 

 The Falcons did nail one PP goal in their last outing, a one-timer blast by Jack Skille after a perfect pass from team captain Ryan Craig. 

“Yeah, Craiger put it right in my wheelhouse and I let it rip,” Skille said. 

 As an eighth-year pro with 178 NHL games on his resume, Skille well knows what the Falcons need to do to be successful when they have a man advantage. 

“You can’t try to be too pretty, moving the puck around. You have to take what’s given and put shots on net,” he said. 

 Skille, a 26-year-old right wing from Madison, Wis., has had his season slowed by injuries, both here and during a recall to Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

“I missed three weeks when I was with Columbus, and I’m still working my way back (from the injury),” he said. 

 When Skille can get on the ice, he has shown himself to be very productive. In 12 games with Columbus and nine with Springfield, he has a total of eight goals. In addition, he had the Falcons’ only score in their losing shootout round against Portland last Sunday. 

 ICE CHIPS: Skille is 2 for 3 in shootout sorties ... Jonathan Marchessault leads the Falcons in shootout goals with four. Andrew Joudrey, Sean Collins and Cody Goloubef (now with Columbus) have three each .¤.¤. In overtime/shootout games, Worcester leads the AHL with a 7-1 record ... Thomas Steen and Nate Dempsey have been named honorary captains for the AHL All-Star Classic in St. John’s, Newfoundland, Feb. 11-12. Steen had a starry career with the Winnipeg Jets, St. John’s parent club. Dempsey played eight AHL seasons with St. John’s. 

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com 

By  Garry Brown   

on January 28, 2014 at 6:28 PM, updated January 30, 2014 at 2:28 PM 
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Two recent hockey games, one involving the Springfield Falcons and the other involving their parent Columbus Blue Jackets, made it clear teams sometimes can lose even when they play well. 

 It happened to the Falcons Sunday, when they unloaded 40 shots, controlled the puck for much of the game and still wound up losing to Portland in a shootout. 

 Then it happened to the Jackets Monday as they carried a 2-0 lead into the third period, then surrendered three goals in a matter of two minutes, 13 seconds in a 3-2 loss to the Carolina Hurricanes. 

“I watched that game,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “Columbus played very well, and even in that three-minute span, I wouldn’t say they let it get away. There’s a lot of skill in that Staal family, you know.” 

He was referring to Eric Staal, who had the first two Carolina goals, and his brother Jordan, who had the game-winner. 

 As for his Falcons, Larsen said they’re back to work, practicing hard for games at Worcester Friday and Bridgeport Saturday. 

“Against Portland, we had 30 good scoring chances to their eight, but it just didn’t happen. You can’t ask for more than that, but you never know in this game,” he said. “It was almost like Portland was getting payback for a couple of games we won in their building when we really didn’t play that well. 

“What’s really important is that we stick to the process and the system we have in place over all 76 games. Just keep pushing and working, and having good practices on both sides of the puck like we had (Tuesday).” 

Center Andrew Joudrey, in his seventh year of pro hockey, certainly understands the coach’s message. 

“We played well Sunday and lost. We did a lot of good things in that game, and if we keep playing like that, it works itself out over the full season,” he said. “We just need to get back to work, live in the positive and keep creating scoring chances.” 

Larsen and his coaches study video to keep a close watch on how each player is doing. 

“I think every one of our players had a good game against Portland. No complaints there,” Larsen said. “(Goaltender Jeremy Smith) hung in there, and you have to like that. Let’s remember, too, that he stole some games for us in the first half of the season. We wouldn’t be where we are (leading the AHL in winning percentage) without him.” 

ICE CHIPS: Forward Cody Bass is back after a brief recall to Columbus. Gone are outstanding defensemen Cody Goloubef and Tim Erixon, both promoted over the weekend ... “I think Cody showed Columbus over 40 games here that he can deliver a consistent effort. He played for them Monday, and did very well,” Larsen said ... Springfield also loaned forward Tim Miller to the Evansville IceMen of the ECHL Tuesday ... The Falcons do need work on the power play, especially at home. They have scored 15 goals in 110 chances at the MassMutual Center, 18 in 84 on the road ... A winter storm warning caused postponement of Tuesday’s Charlotte-Norfolk game in the AHL.�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com

By  Garry Brown   

on January 26, 2014 at 6:59 PM, updated January 26, 2014 at 9:59 PM 

SPRINGFIELD – Sometimes, it just comes down to the goaltender. 

 So it was Sunday as the Springfield Falcons threw everything they had at the Portland Pirates, only to be foiled by Mark Visentin, a 21-year-old who carried his team to a 4-3 shootout victory. 

 A MassMutual Center crowd of 2,758 saw the Falcons lose three in a row on a weekend in which they couldn’t handle Hartford, Bridgeport and Portland – teams which trail them by 20 points in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference. 

 The Falcons unloaded 40 shots against Visentin, but all they could get out of it was a chance to settle the game in a shootout. And when it came to that, this 2010 No. 1 draft pick of the Phoenix Coyotes stopped four of five, giving one up only to a slick move by veteran Jack Skille. 

 The Pirates clinched the shootout on a score by Andy Miele, a former Miami of Ohio star who in 2011 won the Hobey Baker Award as college hockey’s top player. 

“You never like to lose, but sometimes you can still feel good about the process – the way we played and pushed hard for the whole game,” coach Brad Larsen said. 

“I liked the way we battled. It just came down to that last man standing, and their goalie played outstanding. He made some dynamite saves, especially in the third period.” 

Only 1:26 in, the Falcons grabbed the lead as Sean Collins scored his seventh goal on assists from Jonathan Marchessault and Tim Erixon. 

 Less than three minutes later, it was a tie game as Miele potted his 18th goal. Another three minutes, and Portland had the lead as Chris Brown scored at 7:02. 

 The Falcons quickly fired back, Michael Chaput’s 10th goal on assists from Collins and Patrick McNeill making it 2-2. 

 At 17:30 of the first period, the Falcons scored a power-play goal when captain Ryan Craig found Skille free on the left side and backhanded him a perfect pass. 

 Skille one-timed it into the net for his second goal in three games since Springfield’s parent Blue Jackets sent him to the Falcons Thursday. Because of injuries and call-ups, Skille has been limited to nine games with Springfield and 12 with Columbus. He’s making good use of his playing time, scoring four goals for each. 

 Brown, a former Michigan star, brought Portland into a 3-3 tie when he scored a power-play goal at 11:36 of the second. 

ICE CHIPS:� The Falcons had a 1-for-20 drought on the power play in home games until Skille’s score ... They have beaten Portland three times, twice in shootouts ... The Blue Jackets recalled defenseman Erixon following the game ... The bell choir of Chicopee’s St. Stanislaus School performed “God Bless America” and the chorus of South Hadley’s Mosier Elementary sang the national anthem. Boy Scouts from Somers, Conn., formed the color guard.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD - Springfield Falcons forward Jack Skille can't be blamed for playing like he has something to prove.

The parent Columbus Blue Jackets sent Skille back to Springfield on Thursday to get him playing time after returning from an oblique injury suffered Dec. 31. The former first-round pick has made the most of the opportunity through two games.

Skille followed a two-assist showing in his return Friday at Hartford with a goal Saturday - and a few close calls on a second. 

However, Chris Langkow broke a tie with 15:05 left in the third to send the Bridgeport Sound Tigers to a 3-1 victory over the Falcons before 4,990 at the MassMutual Center. Springfield (28-10-1-3) has lost two straight games after winning three in a row.

"What I've learned through my career - through friends that are scouts, through friends that are around the league and involved in the hockey world - is that, no matter who you're playing for, there's always other people watching every game," Skille said. "You can't take nights off. You want to do well for your team. You want to be there for your teammates and show up every single night."

While falling down, Langkow put a rebound past Falcons goalie Mike McKenna for his second goal of the season. Riley Wetmore took the shot that Langkow pounced on.

Mike Halmo tacked on an empty-net goal with 1:03 remaining, after which Falcons captain Ryan Craig took his frustrations out on Bridgeport's Scott Mayfield. Craig was responding to the Sound Tigers' 5-on-1 attack on Jonathan Marchessault, who had been whistled for roughing.

"We have a team-tough mentality," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "If one of us is in, we're all in. Craiger will do anything to help his teammates."

Standing at the left post, Skille batted in a rebound off Craig's initial shot to put the Falcons on the board first, 11 minutes into the contest. Any question whether Skille's stick was under the crossbar was answered when referee Pierre Lambert confirmed the on-ice goal call upon video review.

Scooter Vaughan tallied the equalizer for the Sound Tigers just 1:53 later, as he skated in on McKenna and launched a wrist shot to make it 1-1.

Skille, who was named the No. 2 star, nearly put the Falcons ahead on the power play midway through the second, but his shot went just high of the net. Another chance with about six minutes left in the third was paddled aside by Sound Tigers goalie Kenny Reiter.

Springfield failed to capitalize on its four power-play opportunities, falling to 1 for 20 (6.3 percent) in its last six home games.

"We're giving too many pucks away," Larsen said. "That's the story."

Falcons All-Star defenseman Cody Goloubef was recalled by Columbus on Saturday morning on an emergency basis to serve as insurance if former Falcon David Savard (illness) could not play Saturday night against Buffalo. However, Goloubef - who has two goals and three assists in his last four games - was unable to arrive in Columbus on time.

Goloubef's absence left the Falcons with no other choice but to activate their other All-Star defenseman, Frederic St. Denis, who had been nursing minor injuries.

Forwards Jake Hansen and Darryl Boyce, among others, helped lead the charge by dropping down to block shots. Boyce left the game briefly after taking a puck to the ribs early in the third.

"The guys were committed to play hard," Larsen said. "The effort should always be there."

The Falcons host the Portland Pirates at 3 p.m. Sunday. There will be a free postgame skate for interested ticket holders.

NEST EGGS: Former Springfield Kings forward Mike Corrigan was a guest of the Springfield Hockey Heritage Society at the group's fourth annual "Night at the Nest." Corrigan scored 60 goals for the Kings over three seasons from 1967-70 ... Students from Springfield's St. Michael's Academy sang "God Bless America," while Cathedral High School student Robert Paprocki sang a stirring rendition of the "Star Spangled Banner."

Falcons lose, 3-1

Bridgeport 1 0 2 - 3

 FALCONS 1 0 0 - 1
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SPRINGFIELD – With one former Springfield Falcons defenseman feeling under the weather, the Columbus Blue Jackets made the call to Springfield to have another on standby.

Cody Goloubef was recalled under emergency conditions by the Blue Jackets Saturday morning in case David Savard, who played the better part of the previous two seasons with Springfield, cannot play against the Buffalo Sabres.

However, the Blue Jackets reported via Twitter Saturday evening that Goloubef would not arrive in Columbus in time for the game.

Savard missed Saturday's morning skate with an illness, according to the Columbus Dispatch. Goloubef will take Savard's place in the lineup if he is unable to suit up. The Blue Jackets like Goloubef's smooth-skating, puck-moving style because it is similar to Savard's.

In 42 games for Columbus, Savard has three goals and eight assists with a plus-6 rating in an average of 17:54 in ice time.

Goloubef and fellow Falcons defenseman Frederic St. Denis were both named to the AHL All-Star Classic roster. Goloubef has six goals and 14 assists in 41 games for Springfield and leads all AHL defensemen with three shootout goals and two shootout game-winners. His six goals and 20 points are both career highs. 

Last season, Goloubef played 11 games for the Blue Jackets, scoring one goal, and appeared in one game the previous year. All of his 177 career AHL games have come in a Falcons sweater.

Goloubef – who was the Blue Jackets' second-round draft pick out of Wisconsin in 2008 – joins the NHL's hottest team as Columbus rides an eight-game winning streak into Saturday's home game against the slumping Sabres, losers of five straight. 

However, Goloubef is not the only Falcon named Cody to get the call to Columbus this week. Forward Cody Bass earned a promotion Thursday, his first since the 2011-12 season, when the Blue Jackets were one of the NHL's worst teams.

After Friday's optional skate, Bass told the Columbus Dispatch about feeling the culture change in the Blue Jackets' dressing room.

"I'm a guy who likes to smile a lot," Bass said. "There are people smiling back now. You can just feel it. You can tell something good is happening. And you look around the room ... every guy is contributing in their own way. I'm excited to be here."

Two former Falcons – Ryan Johansen and Cam Atkinson – are among seven Blue Jackets on pace to either match or surpass career highs in points. Johansen leads the team with 37 points, while Atkinson is tied for fourth with 27. Thirteen players with experience in Springfield have appeared on the Columbus stat sheet this season.

The current Falcons host the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night at the MassMutual Center.

TIME TO PLAY: When the Blue Jackets sent Jack Skille back to Springfield on Thursday, the goal was for the forward to get meaningful playing time after his return from an oblique injury suffered Dec. 31.

Through one game, that mission is proving fruitful. Skille tallied two assists and was a plus-1 Friday, one of the few bright spots in the Falcons' 5-2 loss at Hartford.

NEST EGGS: The Falcons and the Sound Tigers last faced off Dec. 28 in Springfield, with the Falcons scoring a 6-3 victory. Jonathan Marchessault tallied twice and was one of five Springfield players with multi-point outings.
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By NATE OWEN

HARTFORD – In the midst of one of the best seasons in franchise history, the Springfield Falcons aren’t used to losing – especially against Hartford. 

 But both trends were reversed Friday night at the XL Center, as the Wolf Pack scored seven seconds in and held on for a 5-2 win after the Falcons won the first six meetings. 

 Michael Chaput and Tim Erixon scored for Springfield (28-9-1-3), while Jeremy Smith allowed four goals on 15 shots before giving way to Mike McKenna early in the second period. 

 Oscar Lindberg scored twice for the Wolf Pack, who entered with the fewest goals in the AHL. 

“The full 60 (minutes), we were consistent tonight – it was an ugly night,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “We were slow ... we got exactly what we deserved.” 

Springfield lost despite getting two veterans back from Columbus. Forward Jack Skille saw his first action for the Falcons since Nov. 16, while defenseman Dalton Prout made his season debut for Springfield after spending the entire year with the Blue Jackets. 

 Skille finished with two assists, while Prout was paired with Austin Madaisky and saw time on the penalty-kill unit. 

 The Wolf Pack took a 1-0 lead off the opening faceoff. Former Falcons defenseman Danny Syvret grabbed the puck near center ice and threaded a pass to a streaking Jesper Fast, who beat Smith for the fastest goal in Hartford franchise history. 

“Basic coverage – and he just skates right by us,” Larsen said. “That pretty much set the tone.” 

Springfield fell behind 2-0 at 4:36 when Syvret’s shot from the blue line hit teammate Justin Vaive and went right to Danny Kristo, who put it past an out-of-position Smith. 

 Chaput’s power-play goal cut the deficit to 2-1 at 5:07, and Erixon lofted a shot through a crowd of players and over Hartford’s Dov Grumet-Morris (22 saves) to tie the game at 14:21. 

 But the Wolf Pack (13-21-0-5) regained the lead near the end of the period when Lindberg ripped a shot from the edge of the right circle that clanged off the crossbar at 18:55. 

 Lindberg’s second goal made it 4-2 2:40 into the middle period and chased Smith. 

 T.J. Hensick sealed the win with an empty-net goal in the final second. 

“We’ve got to do a better job picking up our guys, especially off the faceoff early in the game,” Falcons forward Sean Collins said. “We’ve got to set the tone.“ 

Springfield hosts Bridgeport Saturday at 7 p.m. 

NOTES: Defenseman Frederic St. Denis hasn’t played since Jan. 12 due to an injury. He’s still day-to-day, Larsen said ... McKenna finished with 21 saves in relief of Smith.
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The Columbus Blue Jackets have reassigned defenseman Dalton Prout to the American Hockey League's Springfield Falcons.

The roster move was announced on the Blue Jackets' Twitter account following the team's 5-2 victory over the Philadelphia Flyers on Thursday.

Prout has played 27 games for the Blue Jackets this season, recording two assists, 33 penalty minutes and a -6 rating. The 23-year-old blueliner split last season between the AHL and the NHL, tallying a goal and eight assists in 40 games with the Falcons and a goal and six assists in 28 games for Columbus.
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After two years of waiting, Cody Bass is finally back in the National Hockey League.

On Wednesday, Bass was recalled from the American Hockey League's Springfield Falcons by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets. After an eventful flight, which saw his equipment not get delivered, Bass joined the Blue Jackets on Wednesday.

Bass was a healthy scratch in Columbus' game against Philadelphia - the 1,000th game in Blue Jackets' history. At Thursday's morning skate, Bass was quick to credit his recall to the solid preparation the Falcons have provided for him and his teammates.

“This call-up means a lot to me,” Bass told the Columbus Dispatch. “The whole team (in Springfield) has been playing well so it could have been anybody.”

Jack Skille was sent down to Springfield to get playing time after returning from an oblique injury. Over the past two seasons, that is a feeling Bass knows all too well. A concussion and a shoulder injury cost Bass most of last season, and he fractured his left thumb in Blue Jackets' training camp in September.

Bass is expected to fill Skille's role as an extra forward, meaning he will most likely be scratched more often than he plays, barring an injury or a suspension to another forward.

By  Garry Brown   
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 �SPRINGFIELD – Who’s in goal for the Springfield Falcons? 

 That’s always a question, because they have two who deserve to be No. 1. 

 Coach Brad Larsen never answers the goaltending question until the morning skate before a game. That’s how it will be Friday, when his Falcons skate before boarding the team bus for Hartford. 

 Similar decisions by Larsen will be needed Saturday, when the Falcons host Bridgeport; and Sunday, when they host Portland in a 3 p.m. game. 

Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith may be rivals for the same job with the Falcons, but it’s a friendly rivalry. They push each other, and that can only be a good thing for a team that stands atop the American Hockey League in points (60) and winning percentage (.750). 

“They’re a really good tandem, one of the better ones in the league. A lot of teams have one good goaltender. Not many have two like ours,” said Springfield’s goaltending coach, Manny Legace. 

“And don’t give me credit. I just show up – they do all the work. Having two top guys like them is really important to a team. It’s so much better when you can have two people carrying the load.” 

Legace knows all about that. Early in his career, he played on a 1996-97 Falcons team that had the same kind of goaltending situation. 

“The team had two affiliations then, with Hartford and Phoenix. Both organizations wanted their goaltender to play, so I wound up splitting the time with Scotty Langkow. He was a great guy and we got along great, just like our two do now.” 

-5adae496d1e043bf.jpg

In this Jan. 18, 2014 file photo, Springfield Falcons' Blake Parlett takes Bruin Justin Florek out of the play after Falcon goalie Jeremy Smith makes a pad save off a shot by Tommy Cross in the first at the MassMutual Center in Springfield, Mass.

Republican File Photo | Michael Beswick

 
In that season, Legace played 36 games and won 17. Langkow played 33 and won 15. With them seeing most of the playing action, the Falcons went 41-25-12-2 and made it to the semifinal round of the Calder Cup playoffs. 

 Smith has seen the greater amount of playing time, but that’s because McKenna gained a promotion to Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets, when their No. 1 man, Sergei Bobrovsky, went down with an injury. 

 At the time of McKenna’s promotion, Larsen said, “Both of our goaltenders deserve to go up.” 

In 25 games, Smith had posted a 17-6-2 record – tops in the AHL. In 13 games, McKenna has gone 10-3-0 while posting the league’s leading goals-against average, 1.73. 

 Combine that kind of goaltending with a rock-solid corps of defensemen, and you get an idea why this team has lost only eight games in regulation time since the season began in early October. 

 The Falcons don’t lead the league in goals-against, but they come close. Grand Rapids of the Western Conference ranks first with a 2.27 GAA. In the Eastern Conference, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton leads at 2.45, followed by Adirondack at 2.46 and the Falcons at 2.48. 

 When they play Hartford, they’ll face a team that ranks dead-last in the Eastern Conference, and dead-last in entire AHL in goals scored with 87. Larsen doesn’t want to hear about any of that, or the fact that his team has swept the first six games of this season series. 

“That 6-0 record is in the past. The only game against Hartford that matters now is the next one,” he said. 

ICE CHIPS:� Andrew Joudrey, Darryl Boyce, Dalton Smith, Will Weber and Spencer Machacek of the Falcons, along with their wives and girlfriends, visited Baystate Children’s Hospital patients Thursday. On behalf of the Falcons Charitable Foundation, the players presented the hospital a check for $1,000, raised through a holiday ornament sale in December. The donation will benefit The Children’s Miracle Network . . . Against Hartford, the Falcons might have to go without one of their defensive leaders, veteran Frederic St. Denis. He’s still day to day with an injury . . .Trent Vogelhuber, a winger who played very well for the Falcons in the 2013 playoffs, has resumed skating and is getting closer to a return to duty. He hasn’t played since Oct. 18 because of an injury . . . Defenseman Danny Syvret, a former Falcons captain, is with the Wolf Pack. So is ex-Falcons goaltender David LeNeveu. �
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SPRINGFIELD - The Springfield Falcons roster underwent a slight shakeup Wednesday, as the AHL club announced a trio of roster moves.

Forward Cody Bass was recalled to the NHL by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets, while forward Jack Skille was returned to Springfield. Meanwhile, seldom-used forward Ryley Grantham was released from his professional tryout agreement.

This is Bass's first recall to Columbus this season and his first stint with the Blue Jackets since 2011-12. In 26 games this season for Springfield, Bass has two goals and seven assists. He scored the winning goal in overtime in each of the Falcons' first two first-round Calder Cup playoff games last season against the Manchester Monarchs.

Skille returns to Springfield to get valuable ice time after an oblique injury kept him out of the Columbus lineup since Dec. 31. This season, the University of Wisconsin product has played 12 games with the Blue Jackets (four goals) and six with the Falcons (two goals, one assist).

Because his most recent promotion to Columbus on Dec. 16 was considered an emergency recall, Skille - who signed a two-way contract with the Jackets last July - was not subject to waivers. With the Blue Jackets scoring 30 goals in their current seven-game winning streak, the team does not want to mess with its current formula.

“He got cleared by the doctors and what he needs to do is play,” Jackets coach Todd Richards told the Columbus Dispatch. “And based on how the team is playing right now, we don’t want him just sitting and hanging around. He’ll go down to Springfield and get involved with that team and practice and get back into playing games."

Even when with the parent club, Skille, 26, has not played much, as he has been a healthy scratch 10 times. When he has played, however, the Blue Jackets have been impressed with Skille's willingness to muck it up as a fourth-liner, despite being the No. 7 overall draft pick in 2005.

Grantham has been a healthy scratch for most of the season for the Falcons, only appearing in six games, totaling two assists and 19 penalty minutes. The 26-year-old forward has bounced around the AHL, ECHL and CHL since turning pro in 2009.
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SPRINGFIELD – When Cody Goloubef of the Springfield Falcons broke free for an unassisted goal Monday against the Adirondack Phantoms, he looked like a rushing defenseman of old. 

 You don’t see much of that in today’s American Hockey League, where one-goal games are the rule and defensemen tend to play a “stay at home” style. 

 That’s not quite how it is with these Falcons, which might explain why defensemen have scored 23 percent of the team’s goals (30 of 128). 

 It’s not that Springfield defensemen yearn to be offensive players. Rather, it’s the system coach Brad Larsen teaches – be responsible for your position, and take whatever it gives as the game goes along. That includes a rush into the offensive zone if conditions allow it. 

 Goloubef shows what can happen under that style of disciplined play. He had a game-tying goal in Portland Friday, two assists Saturday against Providence and a goal and an assist Monday. 

 When skillful center Michael Chaput scored a pretty goal to give the Falcons a 4-0 lead Monday, the assists went to Goloubef and another defenseman, rookie Thomas Larkin. 

 Altogether, the Falcons D-corps has 80 assists – 39 percent of the team’s total of 203. 

 Goloubef and alternate captain Frederic St. Denis will represent the Falcons in the AHL’s All-Star Classic next month. Also part of Springfield’s backline brigade are Tim Erixon, Blake Parlett, Patrick McNeill, Will Weber and rookie Austin Madaisky. One other defenseman, Ilari Melart, left the team to play in his native Finland. 

 Springfield’s three straight Calder Cup championship teams of the early 1960s had defensemen who could score. 

 In the 1961-62 season, the Indians scored 292 goals – 48 by defensemen. Kent Douglas led the backliners with 18. His mates included Bob McCord, Ted Harris, Noel Price, Duane Rupp, Dave Amadio and Don Johns. 

 The Indians of 1960-61 – generally regarded as the best of that era – scored a Springfield-record 344 goals over a 72-game schedule. That team’s defensive unit featured Ian Cushenan, McCord, Douglas, Price and Harris. They scored 37 goals, led by McCord’s 12. 

 What about all-time records for AHL defensemen? Well, John Slaney holds the career record for goals with 166, and goals in a season with 30 (set in 1999-2000). 

 Bryan Helmer, who finished his career with the Falcons last season, holds the AHL record for points by a defenseman with 564. 

ICE CHIPS:� The Falcons next play Friday, at Hartford. They’ve already gone 6-0 against the Pack and outscored them 16-9. These rivals haven’t met since Dec. 21 ... Jonathan Marchessault, with 12 goals, is the only Springfield player in double figures ... The Falcons have the AHL’s best record despite a 3.2 scoring average. “We know who we are – a team that will be in a lot of one-goal games,” Larsen said ... Binghamton leads the Eastern Conference in scoring with a 3.63 average. The Texas Stars of the Western Conference top the AHL at 3.66 ... After Hartford, the Falcons play at home Saturday against Bridgeport and Sunday afternoon against Portland. �

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD – In case you’ve been missing it, something special is happening with the Springfield Falcons in their 20th season in the American Hockey League. 

 They won again Monday, sinking the Adirondack Phantoms 4-1 before a crowd of 3,109 at the MassMutual Center. With that, the Birds took their third in a row and raised their record to a dazzling 28-8-1-3. 

 What’s so special about these Falcons? Well, with 36 games left, they are playing at a pace that could very well lead to franchise records for victories and points. More importantly, they’re playing like a team built to go deep into the Calder Cup playoffs. 

 The Falcons franchise record for points is 100, set in 1995-96 over an 80-game schedule. The record for victories is 45, set in 1997-98. If they maintain their pace, the Falcons would win 53 games and amass 114 points – over a 76-game schedule. 

 In four previous meetings with the Phantoms, the Falcons faced more than they could handle. They won the first in a shootout, then lost three in a row, including an embarrassing shutout on home ice. 

 Indeed, it was time for Springfield to take it to Adirondack, and it did just that, riding a four-goal second period to victory behind goaltender Mike McKenna’s 10th victory in his 13 starts. 

 The Phantoms scored once in the third, but the Falcons pressed on to raise their home record to 15-5-0-1. 

 Jean-Francois Jacques, Lukas Sedlak, Cody Goloubef and Michael Chaput did the scoring as the Falcons enjoyed their second four-goal period of the weekend. They had four against Providence Saturday night in a 5-3 comeback victory. 

 The first goal came after Spencer Machachek took a feed from defenseman Blake Parlett and sent a crossing pass Jacques one-timed into the net. 

“Yeah, that feed was right on the tape, and it got us going,” Jacques said. “We were sort of feeling each other out up to that point, but we showed again that we find ways to win. Some teams might have more skill, but we have the will.” 

Sedlak scored on a rush with Jacques and Jonathan Marchessault. Then came an unassisted breakaway in which Goloubef rattled a shot into the upper left corner. His sixth goal marked the 30th for a Falcons defenseman out of the team’s 128. 

 Springfield’s fourth came 10 seconds after Michael Chaput got back on the ice after serving a penalty. He broke free and beat goaltender Cal Heeter with a nifty move. 

“We had the day off Sunday, and no morning skate today, so I was a little worried how the team would react,” coach Brad Larsen said. “But we got it going in the second period. Something like that first goal can be contagious, and we just got rolling.” 

ICE CHIPS:� The Falcons raised their record to 19-1-0-1 when they score first ... All-Star defenseman Frederic St. Denis missed his third straight game because of injury. With him sidelined, Springfield’s other All-Star, Goloubef, was paired with Tim Erixon ... Winger Chris VandeVelde, who has had two game-winning goals for the Phantoms against the Falcons, is playing for the Philadelphia Flyers. He played two games for the Falcons in 2010 after signing with the Edmonton Oilers at the end of his University of North Dakota career ... Adirondack’s defense includes another former Falcon, Steven Delisle ... The Falcons return to action Friday at Hartford. They’ll be home Saturday night against Bridgeport, and Sunday afternoon against Portland. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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Hunched forward with a package of evaluation charts in front of him, and an intense look on his face, Chris MacFarland was not in town for the Lucy Hale concert.

 Others might have come to the MassMutual Center for the postgame concert by the star of "Pretty Little Liars,'' but MacFarland was in Springfield on hockey business. The Falcons are the future of the Columbus Blue Jackets, for whom he is assistant general manager, and he liked what he saw in Monday's 4-1 win over Adirondack.

 The Blue Jackets and Falcons are soaring, and that's no pretty little lie.

 "These players work hard down here. We like to give them a taste of the NHL, to show them how tough and fast a league it is, but they have to earn it with their play,'' MacFarland said.

 Columbus has won six straight games to tie a franchise record. Springfield has been the class of the AHL with a 28-8-1-3 record that is on pace to break last season's mark as the best in the Falcons' 20-year history.

 The Falcons have weathered affiliations with Phoenix, Tampa Bay and Edmonton. In 2010, a deal was signed with Columbus that was widely viewed as a stopgap. 

 It has become the most productive partnership in Falcons history – by far. It is also paying off for Columbus, which has extended the deal through the 2014-15 season.

 "I can't speak to what happened before we came. For us, though, the affiliation is very important,'' MacFarland said.

 "When a player graduates to the NHL, he finds winning at that level is hard. We want them to improve on everything down here, and to learn how to win, close out games, win on the road – all those things.''

 The Falcons impressed their boss Monday, burying the Phantoms with four second-period goals.

 "I try to watch everybody. We keep track of our needs, and we want to be ready when it's time to make a move for a player to go up,'' the 43-year-old MacFarland said.

 Bruce Landon is often referenced as general manager of the Falcons, but the title actually belongs to MacFarland. Landon remains president. 

 He supervises the business and is involved with the hockey, but roster moves are MacFarland's final call. 

 The Blue Jackets' winning streak has been fueled by several former Falcons. Columbus is reaping the benefits of lessons learned by Ryan Johansen, Cam Atkinson, Matt Calvert, Boone Jenner and Curtis McElhinney.

 They are working with cohesion, this 14-year-old NHL team and a franchise that represents Springfield's AHL tradition of 78 years. And unlike many May-to-December unions, this one is standing the test of time

 "With us, development is a crucial part of our pipeline,'' MacFarland said. 

 The pipeline is feeding victories at both ends, in Springfield and in Columbus. Even on a night Lucy Hale took the stage, it's hockey and winning that mattered most, and that's no lie.
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By GARRY BROWN 

 SPRINGFIELD – As the Springfield Falcons sit on their perch atop the 30-team American Hockey League, it might be a stretch to say they have a nemesis. 

 However, despite their stellar 27-8-1-3 record and .744 winning percentage, the Falcons would have to admit they’ve had an awful lot of trouble playing against the Adirondack Phantoms. 

 The Phantoms have won three of their four meetings. The Falcons’ only success in the season series came Oct. 19, when shootout goals by left wing Sean Collins and defenseman Cody Goloubef produced a 3-2 road victory backed by the goaltending of Mike McKenna. 

 Of Springfield’s eight regulation losses, two have been administered by the Adirondack club. 

 Thus, it would seem to be time for the Falcons to rise up and put down the Phantoms. They get that opportunity in a rare Monday afternoon home game (3 p.m. start) on Martin Luther King Day. This one has an added attraction – a postgame concert by actress/singer Lucy Hale, free to all holders of game tickets. 

 So far, this extended weekend has been a good one for the Falcons. They won a shootout on the road against Portland on Friday, then came home Saturday night to gain a big 5-3 victory over the Providence Bruins, in which they scored four times in the third period. A crowd of 5,710 made it a rousing night at The Nest. 

 It’s also a very good weekend for AHL All-Star Classic selectee Goloubef and veteran center Andrew Joudrey. Against Portland, Goloubef scored the goal that sent the game into overtime, then added the decisive shootout tally. Against Providence, he had two assists. Joudrey also scored in the Portland shootout, and followed that with two goals and an assist against Providence. 

 The Falcons played those two games without their other All-Star selectee, defenseman Frederic St. Denis. He’s still day-to-day with an injury. 

 The Springfield roster underwent three changes in recent days. Defenseman Dalton Prout was recalled by Springfield’s parent Columbus Blue Jackets, defenseman Thomas Larkin was promoted from Evansville of the ECHL and winger Broc Little was released. 

ICE CHIPS: Adirondack leads the AHL’s Eastern Conference with a 2.42 goals-against average. Only Grand Rapids of the Western Conference has a better one, 2.27 ... Falcons captain Ryan Craig scored against Providence, putting him eighth on the franchise’s all-time list with 123 points. He passed Jason McBain, who had 122 for Falcons teams of 1995-97 ... Joudrey scored a rarity, a shorthanded, empty-net goal against Providence. The Falcons have seven shorthanded goals this season, three by center Jake Hansen ... Goloubef’s goal against Portland was the 29th by a Springfield defenseman this season ... The Phantoms will have to play without winger Petra Straka, suspended for two games by AHL headquarters for fighting and drawing a game misconduct ... Columbus has a six-game winning streak and a 7-1 record for January. Former Falcons Ryan Johansen with 18, and Cam Atkinson with 15, lead the team in goal-scoring ... The Jackets have moved into the eighth playoff spot in the Eastern Conference, three points out of fourth. 

 Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com 
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SPRINGFIELD - Providence Bruins goalie Niklas Svedberg showed why he won last year's Aldege "Baz" Bastien Memorial Award as the American Hockey League's top netminder by stymying the Springfield Falcons for two-plus periods on Saturday. 

However, it was the Falcons who had the last laugh.

Captain Ryan Craig and Sean Collins scored 30 seconds apart in the third period as the Falcons rallied from a 3-1 deficit to defeat Providence 5-3 before 5,710 at the MassMutual Center. Andrew Joudrey tallied the first and last goals of the evening.

Craig deflected Jonathan Marchessault's shot past Svedberg for the equalizer with 7:15 left, and Collins provided the exclamation point just 30 seconds later, on Tim Erixon's second assist of the game.

"It can be frustrating sometimes when we feel like we're playing well and we deserve to be in a better situation," Joudrey said. "Give credit to the guys. We stuck with it, and we found a way to get a couple off a skate, some good bounces, some fortunate bounces. It's a testament to our hard work."

Joudrey launched a shot from three-quarters of the way down the ice with 35 seconds left to secure the victory, a night after a similar come-from-behind shootout win at Portland.

While Svedberg had the gaudier statistics, finishing with 40 saves, Jeremy Smith picked up his 17th victory of the season by making 22 saves to avoid his third consecutive loss. After a three-game losing skid, the Falcons (27-8-1-3) have now won two in a row. 

Svedberg kept the game from being an early blowout, stopping several shots that still got through a disciplined Providence defense. By the end of the first, he had 17 saves. He was almost to 40 by the time the Falcons mounted their late rally.

"Tonight was a good example (of our system), getting to the goal lines, playing it low-to-high, playing pucks with bodies there," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "I think we wore (Svedberg) down tonight. Their goalie was doing a good job, but we just stuck to the process."

Joudrey tipped in Erixon's shot to put the Falcons on the board first, just 5:28 into the game. A great cross-ice, D-to-D pass from Cody Goloubef to Erixon set up the play.

The way the Springfield offense was pressuring Svedberg, it looked like it would be a long night for Providence. The Falcons were playing as well as their special 20th anniversary sweaters made them look in front of one of the season's largest crowds.

"Tonight was a great atmosphere," Joudrey said. "It felt like a Saturday night hockey game."

Less than six minutes later, however, the Bruins (21-14-1-5) struck for the first of two power-play tallies. Griffith perfectly placed his wrist shot into a tiny corner of the net over Falcons goalie Jeremy Smith's right shoulder.

Another man-up marker by Warsofsky gave the Bruins the lead, while Craig Cunningham gave his team some breathing room with an unassisted goal on a wrist shot with 3:10 remaining in the second.

Just 36 seconds into the third, Springfield rallied to within one goal, as Spencer Machacek poked the puck under Svedberg in a goalmouth scrum. It was the kind of dirty, gritty goal the Falcons needed. 

"They don't usually ask how," Joudrey said. "They just ask, how many?"

Falcons win, 4-3

Providence 1-2-0 - 3

 FALCONS 1-0-3 - 4
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SPRINGFIELD - Minor league and major junior hockey teams across the United States and Canada are known for unveiling special jerseys for all sorts of occasions.

Recently, a Canadian team sported sweaters that looked like one of the loud, colorful suits worn by "Hockey Night in Canada" host Don Cherry.

However, if there were ever an appropriate instance for a commemorative uniform, the Springfield Falcons have it. The Birds will honor their 20th anniversary Saturday by wearing a special jersey for their game against the Providence Bruins at the MassMutual Center.

After the Springfield Indians left for Worcester following the 1993-94 season, Bruce Landon and Wayne LaChance founded a group called Pro Friends, which landed an American Hockey League expansion team to replace the Indians. Since then, Falcon Fever has gripped Springfield.

Never in the franchise's 20 years has a team started better than this year's edition. Friday's 4-3 shootout win at Portland helped the Falcons maintain a seven-point lead over the Albany Devils atop the Northeast Division. The 26-8-1-3 record is one of the best starts, not only in Falcons history, but in the storied lore of professional hockey in Springfield.

HALE CONCERT: One of Hollywood's hot young stars will display her musical talent following Monday's 3 p.m. game against the Adirondack Phantoms.

Lucy Hale, the 24-year-old star of ABC Family's hit show "Pretty Little Liars," is set to perform some of her new country songs, in a concert sponsored by local country radio station KIX 100.9 FM.

A ticket to the game is required to see Hale's performance.

HISTORICAL GATHERING: Next Saturday, the Springfield Hockey Heritage Society will hold its fourth annual "Night at the Nest." Members of the group will gather in the MassMutual Center's "Executive Perch" for the game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

At least one special guest from a bygone era is making an attempt to attend. Mike Horrigan, who played for the Springfield Kings in the late 1960s and early 1970s, was a guest of SHHS founder Steve Bourdeaux at last Saturday's game against Albany, and Horrigan told The Republican that he hopes to fly back to Springfield from his Clearwater, Fla., home for the Heritage Society event.

Boston Red Sox mascot Wally the Green Monster will also make his annual appearance at The Nest next Saturday.
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Springfield's Patrick McNeil battles for the puck behind the net Jan. 10 against the Albany Devils at the MassMutual Center in Springfield. 

David Molnar / The Republican

SPRINGFIELD – As Springfield Falcons coach Brad Larsen said before boarding the team bus Thursday, “It’s time to get back to basics. Time to play to our potential.” 

Yes, and time for his first-place team to halt a three-game losing streak. 

The Falcons hope to accomplish that Friday night when they face the Portland Pirates at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine. The Pirates should be playing at the Cumberland County Civic Center in downtown Portland, but a lease dispute with the arena’s trustees has caused them to relocate. 

The move hasn’t been good. The Pirates are 6-5-0-4 through 15 “home” games, and have an average attendance of 2,573. That puts the Portland franchise in 29th place on the American Hockey League’s attendance list, topping only Abbotsford’s 2,490. 

“It doesn’t matter what the opposition is doing,” Larsen said. “We know that every game is tough in this league, and we prepare for each one in the same way. We just have to play to our potential. If we do that, we’re a good team. 

“But in hockey there’s a fine line between winning and losing. One turnover here, one faceoff lost there can be important. Right now, we’re experiencing the other side of it.” 

The Falcons dropped three games last weekend and were outscored 10-4. They spent time this week getting back to the basics of team play, which has brought them 25 victories and 54 points so far. Despite their slump, they still lead the AHL in winning percentage (.730). 

“We had a good three days of practice, and will get a good skate in (Friday morning). It’ll be just like a regular game day,” Larsen said. 

Falcons management saw to that by having the team depart for Maine Thursday afternoon, allowing for an overnight stay before that morning skate. 

The Springfield club has a couple of injury issues. Captain Ryan Craig is recovering after taking a slap shot in the chest last Sunday. Defenseman Frederic St. Denis, an AHL All-Star Classic selectee, has been slowed by an injury. Both believe they will be ready to play Friday. 

“I should be fine,” St. Denis said. “I’ve been lucky in my career not to miss much time with injuries. I hate to miss games. I want to be on the ice, not in the gym.” 

The Falcons will have to keep a close watch on Portland center Andy Miele, who has scored a team-leading 16 goals. At Miami of Ohio in 2011, Miele won the Hobey Baker Award as the top player in college hockey. His teammates included current Falcons Trent Vogelhuber and Will Weber. 

ICE CHIPS:� Defenseman Dalton Prout was sent here Tuesday by Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. He skated with the Falcons for two days, then was recalled late Thursday afternoon ... Also on Thursday, the Falcons and forward Broc Little mutually agreed to release Little from his standard AHL player contract ... The Birds most likely will be shooting against Portland’s Mark Visentin, who has a 2.91 goals-against average ... St. Denis’ value to his team can be seen in his plus-minus rating. He has a plus 10, tops on the roster .¤.¤. The Falcons lost a 2-1 game Sunday, but they still have an outstanding 15-3-1-3 record in one-goal games. �
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NASHVILLE, Tenn. (AP) – The Nashville Predators made a move Wednesday trying to improve at goaltender while Pekka Rinne continues recovering from hip surgery that has kept him out since late October. 

The Predators traded forward Matt Hendricks to Edmonton for Oilers goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who played 128 games for the Springfield Falcons from 2007-10. 

Nashville general manager David Poile said he wanted to make it clear the trade had nothing to do with Rinne’s status and that the Predators still have no timetable of when the two-time Vezina Trophy finalist is going to come back. The Predators have used Carter Hutton and rookie Marek Mazanec since Rinne had surgery Oct. 24 for an infection in his hip. 

“Dubnyk gives us a chance to be a little bit better, going with the guy that’s clearly had a lot more experience, clearly been a number one, has won a lot of big games in his career,” Poile said. “It’s a chance if you will, it’s an opportunity if you will, to try to improve our hockey club at this time.” 

The Predators currently are 20-21-7 and eight points out of the final wild card spot in the Western Conference. 

The 6-foot-6 Dubnyk is 11-17-2 this season for the Oilers, and he ranks fourth in the NHL in goals allowed with 94 in 32 games. Dubnyk, 27, has a .894 save percentage and 3.66 goals-against average. Now 27, Dubnyk was the 14th draft selection overall in 2004 and has played in 171 career NHL games with a 2.88 goals-against average and eight shutouts. 

Poile said he really believes Rinne is coming back and working hard right now. But the Predators do not have a date for his return having played 48 games already this season, and Rinne was cleared to start weight-bearing exercises only late last week. 

“If there is any setback in any way, shape, or form, I think we’ve clearly got ourselves an insurance policy for someone that could be here next year,” Poile said of Dubnyk. “If you want to think worst case scenario, he is a number one. If you want to think he could be part of the package for a 1-2 combination next year, maybe we are getting a head start on that.” 

The trade also helped the Predators get rid of the four-year contract they signed Hendricks to last July for $7.4 million. Hendricks, 32, played in 44 games for Nashville this season but had only four points.
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SPRINGFIELD – Captain Ryan Craig of the Springfield Falcons took one for the team in the first period of Sunday’s game against Norfolk at the MassMutual Center. 

“It’s what you do in a four-on-three penalty-kill situation,” Craig said. “You’re supposed to block the lanes, sometimes by diving in front of the puck. I just happened to take that one in the chest.” 

After being drilled at close range by a slap shot, Craig was held out for the rest of the game. He’s determined to return as soon as possible. 

“I hope to play Friday (at Portland),” he said. 

 Coach Brad Larsen reported Craig underwent an examination Monday, and X-rays came back negative. 

“Right now, he’s day-to-day. We’ll see how he is Friday. He really took a shot there, but the coaches and his teammates wouldn’t expect anything less from him,” Larsen said. 

 Along with dealing with Craig’s injury, the first-place Falcons have to deal with a three-game losing streak, the first such slump they’ve had. They did lose three in a row in late October, but the first of those came in a shootout, so they got one point out of it. This time, the three losses came in regulation. 

“It wasn’t our best hockey, for sure,” Larsen said. “We didn’t play a complete game in any of the three, and for us to succeed, we need a 60-minute effort. So now we’re facing a little adversity, and we’ll see how we deal with it. Winning is hard, and we can’t forget that.” 

Nothing changed for the Falcons in practice as they ready for the trip to Maine, which will be followed by home games Saturday against Providence and Monday afternoon against Adirondack. 

“Our game structure hasn’t changed, our identity hasn’t changed,” Larsen said. “We just have to focus on staying on the puck and finishing plays. We need to get back to being a hard team to play against, especially in the offensive zone.” 

This marks the 11th pro season for Craig, so he knows about winning and slumping. 

“We just have to get back to the basics in practice this week and concentrate on one thing – Friday’s game. How you handle the highs and lows is part of being a good team that wants to make a run,” the captain said. 

ICE CHIPS:� The Falcons still lead the 30-team AHL with a .730 winning percentage ... They were shut out at home Friday and scored only once Sunday ... The Falcons announced Tuesday that defenseman Dalton Prout was loaned to them by NHL parent Columbus. Prout has appeared in 25 games with the Blue Jackets. Last season, he totaled nine points, 73 penalty minutes and a plus-4 rating in 40 games with Springfield ... Friday’s game will be played at Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston. That’s home for the Portland club as management bickers over its lease agreement with the trustees of the Cumberland County Civic Center in downtown Portland ... Actress and country music artist Lucy Hale will perform in a concert after Monday’s game. It’s free with a game ticket.
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SPRINGFIELD – For only the second time, the Springfield Falcons have a three-game losing streak. 

 The Norfolk Admirals saw to that Sunday afternoon at the MassMutual Center, stifling the home team for a 2-1 victory before a crowd of 3,007. 

 The losing streak occurred in a matter of 2½ days – including a Saturday night game at Hershey. The Falcons lost 3-0 at home Friday to Albany, and 5-3 to the Bears. 

 The Springfield club still has an outstanding record – 25-8-1-3 – but it dropped to second in the AHL’s Eastern Conference behind Manchester, which won Sunday at Providence. 

 The good news is, these Falcons have shown they know how to get out of a slump. After their only other three-game skid (Oct. 25-30), they roared back to win eight of nine. 

“This was one of our toughest weekends for travel, but that didn’t stop our guys from giving a great effort today,” coach Brad Larsen said. “We really battled hard, and we were pushing right to the end, but Norfolk blocked a ton of shots, and we just couldn’t get it done.” 

Right wing Devante Smith-Pelly, a No. 2 draft pick of the Anaheim Ducks in 2010, gave Norfolk a 1-0 lead at 3:26 of the first period. The Falcons answered six minutes later when Dalton Smith knocked one home after passes from Blake Parlett and Ryley Grantham. 

 The Admirals regained the lead on a power-play goal by defenseman Jesse Blacker at 3:51 of the second. That came only seconds after Norfolk had been contained on a five-on-three power play. 

 After that, though, the Falcons had no more answers against the Admirals and Frederik Andersen, their 6-foot-4, 250-pound goaltender. 

 The Falcons had an injury that really hurt. Captain Ryan Craig threw himself in front of a slap shot during a first-period power play and took it right in the gut. He left the ice and did not return. His condition will be evaluated by the team’s medical staff. 

ICE CHIPS:� Madison Hartling of Chicopee, a 13-year-old with a big voice, sang the national anthem as a Westover Air Reserve Base Color Guard stood at attention ... Three ex-Falcons helped Columbus to a 6-3 victory Saturday in Winnipeg. Boone Jenner had two goals, one on a penalty shot, Cam Atkinson scored his 13th and Curtis McElhinney was in goal ... Big winger Zack Stortini, a one-time Falcon, has 180 penalty minutes in 38 games for Norfolk to lead the AHL. He was here for a mere eight games in 2007 before being called to the NHL by Springfield’s then-parent Edmonton Oilers ... A crowd of 9,555 saw the Falcons lose at Hershey. The Bears lead the AHL with an average attendance of 9,226. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD - Following Friday's disappointing 3-0 loss to the Albany Devils, the Springfield Falcons received some good news.

Their captain is coming back.

Ryan Craig will rejoin the American Hockey League team on loan from the NHL parent Columbus Blue Jackets, with whom he has played six games this season. In 22 games for the Falcons, Craig has six goals and six assists.

The Falcons press release did not specify if Craig will join the team in time for Saturday night's game at Hershey. Springfield hosts the Norfolk Admirals Sunday afternoon.

By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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on January 10, 2014 at 9:55 PM, updated January 10, 2014 at 9:56 PM 

SPRINGFIELD - Joe Whitney might only stand 5 feet, 6 inches and weigh 170 pounds, but he played much bigger against the Springfield Falcons on Friday.

The diminutive Albany Devils forward slipped into the Falcons' zone numerous times in the first two periods before finally getting on the scoresheet late in the second to lift his team to a 3-0 victory before 3,544 at the MassMutual Center.

"He's pretty shifty," Falcons All-Star defenseman Frederic St. Denis said. "You've got to make sure you're well positioned all the time with him."

Rod Pelley and Artem Demkov also scored for Albany (20-10-3-2), which pulled to within nine points of Springfield in the American Hockey League's Northeast Division. The Devils snapped the Falcons' four-game winning streak, after Springfield (25-6-1-3) won 3-2 Tuesday in Albany.

The Falcons suffered their first defeat in four January outings and second shutout loss of the season (Nov. 8 vs. Adirondack). Since Dec. 20, the Birds have earned a point in all but two of 10 games. The Falcons' last previous loss was Dec. 29 against Providence.

Falcons coach Brad Larsen needed stitches after the game to repair a gash in his head from getting hit with an errant puck.

Saturday sees the Falcons travel to Hershey, Pa., to take on the Bears before returning home Sunday for a 3 p.m. game against the Norfolk Admirals.

Whitney worked his magic as he skated in on a breakaway. He faked Falcons goalie Jeremy Smith into sprawling on the ice before popping the puck high for his team-leading 13th goal of the season, deflating the Springfield crowd with only 1:08 left in the second.

Scott Timmins earned his 12th assist of the year. Whitney leads the Devils in goals (13), assists (20) and points (33). Scott Wedgewood made 21 saves for his first shutout of the season.

"On his goal, (Whitney) went behind and cheated a little bit on the breakaway," St. Denis said. "He's pretty skilled, so he makes those plays all the time."

Pelley parked himself at the right goalpost and deflected Adam Larsson's shot past Smith (16-5-2) to put Albany on the board 9:30 into the first period. Brandon Burlon had the other assist with a nice pass to set up Larsson's initial blast.

An insurance marker came at 6:14 of the third, as Artem Demkov's shot slowly trickled behind Smith for his fourth goal of the season. Pelley had an assist to complete a two-point night.

Springfield squandered several scoring opportunities, including one on its lone third-period power play. Wedgewood turned aside Sean Collins' rebound of a Tim Erixon drive.

"I don't think we played that bad," St. Denis said. "But I don't think we played like we're used to."

NEST EGGS: Before the game, Falcons goalie Mike McKenna received the CCM AHL goalie of the month award for November. He spent most of December on recall to the parent Columbus Blue Jackets ... Mike Corrigan, who played for the Springfield Kings from 1967-70 before scoring 152 NHL goals with Los Angeles, Vancouver and Pittsburgh, was in attendance ... Former Falcon Tim Sestito did not dress for Albany ... The combined chorus and band from Kelly Lane and Wells Road schools in Granby, Conn., performed "God Bless America" and the national anthem.

Falcons lose, 3-0

Albany 1-1-1 - 3

 FALCONS 0-0-0 - 0

Frederic St. Denis, Cody Goloubef to represent Springfield Falcons in AHL All-Star Classic
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Defenseman Frederic St. Denis will represent the Springfield Falcons in the American Hockey League's All-Star Classic next month. 

SPRINGFIELD – Defensemen Frederic St. Denis and Cody Goloubef will represent the Springfield Falcons in the American Hockey League’s All-Star Classic next month. 

 The AHL stars will be matched against Farjestad of Sweden’s professional hockey league. This marks the first time since the All-Star Classic was instituted in 1995 that an AHL all-star team will play an opponent from overseas. 

 The St. John’s (Newfoundland) IceCaps of the AHL’s Eastern Conference will host a skills competition Feb. 11 and the All-Star Classic Feb. 12, at the Mile One Centre. 

 Because the All-Stars will be facing a non-league opponent, only 20 players were needed to form the AHL squad. The roster consists of 12 forwards, six defensemen and two goaltenders. 

 Jeff Blashill, coach of the Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins, will lead the AHL All-Stars. He will be assisted by Rob Zeitler, coach of the Eastern Conference defending champion Syracuse. 

 The Falcons are not a high-scoring team, so it was not surprising that they had no forwards selected to the limited roster. 

 As for St. Denis and Goloubef, they are the top two performers on a Springfield backline brigade that has accounted for 28 of the team’s 111 goals, and 96 of its 279 points. Defensively, Springfield ranks third in fewest goals allowed in the 30-team AHL. 

 Both All-Star selectees have played in all 34 games for the Falcons this season. St. Denis, a fifth-year pro from Greenfield Park, Quebec, leads their defensemen with eight goals and 21 points. Goloubef, a fifth-year pro from Oakville, Ontario, has four goals and 15 points. 

 St. Denis came to the Falcons as a free-agent signee after playing 263 AHL games, all of them for the Hamilton Bulldogs. 

 Goloubef has been in the Columbus Blue Jackets organization since turning pro out of the University of Wisconsin in 2010. This is his fourth tour with the Falcons. 

 Several outstanding players were overlooked because of the limited roster. Among them is Springfield goaltender Jeremy Smith, who leads the AHL with 16 victories. 

 The All-Star roster: 

 Forwards: Brett Connolly, Syracuse; Brian Gibbons, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton; Mike Hoffman, Binghamton; Jason Jaffray, St. John’s (captain); Travis Morin, Texas; Brandon Pirri, Rockford; Colton Sceviour, Texas; Colton Sissons, Milwaukee; Ryan Spooner, Providence; Ben Streit, Abbotsford; Ryan Strome, Bridgeport; Linden Vey, Manchester. 

 Defensemen: Chad Billins, Abbotsford; T.J. Brennan, Toronto; Cody Goloubef, Springfield; Alexey Marchenko, Grand Rapids; Brayden McNabb, Rochester; Frederic St. Denis, Springfield. 

 Goaltenders: Jake Allen, Chicago; Martin Jones, Manchester. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com �
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Springfield Falcons look to snap losing streak in meeting against Worcester Sharks

Springfield Falcons know playing right way doesn't always yield results

Ex-Springfield Falcons goalie Curtis McElhinney to start for Columbus Blue Jackets against Ottawa Senators

Springfield Falcons loan forward Tim Miller to ECHL's Evansville IceMen

Springfield Falcons coach sees positives in a frustrating defeat
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Assigning superlatives in midseason is always done at risk, and more so when the variables of time and nostalgia are involved.

Only after careful thought did I therefore ask a few folks whether the Springfield Falcons are on their way to staking a case as the city's best team in an American Hockey League history that dates back to 1936.

General manager Bruce Landon won't touch the issue.

"I don't like to compare generations,'' said Landon, who played in Springfield from 1969-72.

So I will. Calm yourselves, you golden-oldie fans - this could be the best team we have ever had.

"It's your credibility,'' one patron said when I suggested the point.

I told him I am a voter for the Baseball Hall of Fame. That means I have no credibility.

But I do have a strong conviction that today's athletes, as a rule, are stronger and faster than those of previous generations.

Every sport that can be measured on a level playing field (track, swimming, etc.) has seen vast, undisputed improvement over generations. Only in human-versus-human team sports do we pretend the quality of play was once better.

So let's look at the facts. The Falcons' 25-5-1-3 record is so good that it looks like a typo.

The season is nearly half over. Any number of things could happen to deflate the bubble, but what if the Falcons continue to sizzle?

And they may. Coach Brad Larsen and his staff have developed a Belichick-like system of fitting interchangeable parts into a reliable plan, which means the inevitable call-ups to Columbus will change the lineup but should not gut the operation.

The team itself has taken on the look of the 2013 Red Sox, a combination of contributors that exceeds what might be expected of them individually. For those fans who have watched this team, it is not just a pleasing sports experience but a rewarding one.

So let's be optimistic enough to assume that even if Springfield slows down from that 25-5 pace, which it almost certainly will, it is a serious Calder Cup contender.

Does that make these Falcons potentially better than the three straight Calder Cup champions from 1960-62, or the Butch Goring-Billy Smith outfit of 1971, or the Cup champions of 1975, 1989 or 1990?

Maybe. In the early 1960s, the AHL champion was the seventh best team in North America because only six NHL teams existed.

Now there are 30. That watering down is tempered by the inclusion of Europeans and Russian players who were not part of the pro player mix in the 1960s.

Those 1960-62 Indians consistently won two-thirds of their games, not five out of every six. If you believe modern players are better, the 2014 Falcons are building a case.

The 1971 Kings have become romanticized with time. We forget they went 29-35-8, and made the playoffs only by beating Quebec in a one-game playoff that went into overtime.

The 1975 team was three games over .500 in the regular season, and won the Cup when the AHL was not the No. 2 pro league but No. 3. The World Hockey Association gulped up many good AHL players, as did the expanding NHL.

The 1990 champions took a 38-38 record into the playoffs. In conditions that resemble today's, the 1991 champs were 43-27, not 25-5.

But there are months to play, and if you believe in jinxes, assigning "best-ever'' status to any team in midseason is risky business. Remember the 2011 Red Sox, who fell flat on their overhyped faces?

I'm doing it because it's fun to talk about, but more so, because it's not farfetched. Those 1960s players became local legends because many of them stayed in Springfield for several years.

That is not the nature of the sport today. But as I watch the Falcons win game after game, the best-ever concept intrigues me because I do believe that today's players are bigger, faster and better than even our fabled stars of yesteryear.

They have not earned their place in the pantheon of history yet, but they are making their case. It's my way of saying anyone living fondly in the past is missing the present, and with this year's Falcons, that means they are missing a lot.
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By BRENDAN O’MEARA

�ALBANY, N.Y. – In their four meetings, the Springfield Falcons and Albany Devils have shown nothing if not scoring skill. 

 The teams combined for an average of 8.33 goals in their first three matchups, and while the fourth wasn’t as explosive, Springfield put together just enough to win Tuesday night, 3-2. 

 The Falcons wasted little time getting on the board, Michael Chaput scoring two of Springfield’s three first-period goals. 

 It was a game coach Brad Larsen wasn’t entirely pleased with, but two points on the road are two points on the road. 

“I didn’t like it as much,” he said. “We were opportunistic early, but we were outworked tonight. We didn’t give up a ton of chances. We gave them the puck right back. We sneaked away with two tonight.” 

In the last two meetings, the Falcons found themselves playing catch-up. At the 6:22 mark, Chaput ensured they’d play from ahead. Albany struck back when Kelly Zajac fed a pretty pass to Mattias Tedenby at the Falcons blue line. Tedenby beat goalie Mike McKenna low to tie the score. 

 Springfield took the lead back while killing a double-minor. With 16 seconds remaining on it, Tim Miller threaded the puck to Chaput, who rattled it in off the pipe with 7:07 remaining. 

“Timely goals,” Larsen said. “Overall, the body of work, we played better (over the) weekend. Tedenby gave us all we could handle tonight.” 

Just three minutes later, this time on the power play, Tim Erixon sailed the puck to Spencer Machacek. Machacek shot from the point and Darryl Boyce was there to redirect it past Keith Kincaid, the AHL’s leading goalie, for a 3-1 lead. 

 After a 10-minute delay to fix a broken board, the Devils got within one when Tedenby notched his second low and right. 

 McKenna brought his 1.41 goals-against average for his first start since returning from NHL parent Columbus. He made 25 saves, denying feverish Albany flurries in the final two minutes with Kincaid pulled. 

“Two points on the road, not taking anything away, we’re happy with that,” Larsen said. “We’re pleased with where we’re at. There’s still a lot of hockey left. We’re not patting ourselves on the back. Our goal is to play to our potential every night. We’re hard to play against. The guys give a lot of effort and the guys put their bodies out at night to block shots.”
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SPRINGFIELD – In the American Hockey League, some weeks are tougher than others. For the Springfield Falcons, this four-game week definitely belongs in the “tough” category. 

It starts Tuesday night with yet another visit to Albany, where only four days ago the Falcons won 4-3 in overtime. 

After the trip, the Falcons will have only two days to prepare for a schedule which has them playing Albany again at home Friday, visiting Hershey Saturday, then hot-footing it home from that long trek to play Norfolk Sunday at 3 p.m. 

A brutal bit of scheduling? Maybe, but it happens all around the AHL, so coach Brad Larsen and his players know they simply must dig down and deal with it. 

The good news is the team has gained manpower in recent days. Back on the active roster are forwards Cody Bass, Broc Little, Dalton Smith and Jonathan Marchessault, as are defenseman Tim Erixon and goaltender Mike McKenna. 

Bass returned last weekend after missing 14 games with an injury. Little missed 14 of 22 since Nov. 2. Smith returned Friday after being sidelined for three games. Marchessault missed only one when he was recalled by Springfield’s parent Columbus Blue Jackets, then sent right back. Erixon returns to the D-corps after being with the Jackets since Dec. 8. McKenna is back after being promoted Dec. 3 – one day after he earned AHL “goaltender of the month” for November. 

Larsen doesn’t like to talk about who his starting goaltender will be on a given night, but he likely will continue to rotate McKenna and Jeremy Smith. As Larsen said when McKenna was recalled, “Actually, both of our goaltenders are playing well enough to deserve a promotion.” 

The Falcons head into this week with a 24-5-1-3 record. If they were to maintain this torrid pace, they would shatter a Springfield hockey record with 119 points. 

Of course, Larsen doesn’t concern himself with such things. 

As he so often says, “All we care about is our next game. That’s how it has to be – especially in this league, where rosters can change overnight because of injuries and call-ups.” 

Still, Springfield hockey fans have to marvel at what his team has done. Only five regulation-time losses heading into the first full week of January? That’s never happened – not with the Falcons franchise, and not with the Springfield Indians/Kings of the “good old days.” 

These Falcons have a better record after 33 games than the three-in-a-row Calder Cup Indians produced in the early 1960s. They were remarkably consistent, though, as their 33-game records show: 22-9-2 in 1960, 24-9-0 in 1961, 22-9-2 in 1962. 

The 1930-31 Indians, winners of the Can-Am League’s Fontaine Cup, went 24-7-2 through 33. In those days, the league played only a 40-game schedule. 

The previous best Falcons record at this stage was 17-8-5-3 in 1995-96. That team had Ravil Gusmanov as a 36-goal scorer, and 23-year-old Manny Legace as its No. 1 goaltender. 

ICE CHIPS: Forwards Jake Hansen and Andrew Joudrey, and defensemen Frederic St. Denis have played all 33 games. Marchessault and defenseman Will Weber have missed one ... Forward Lukas Sedlak, who will turn 21 on Feb. 25, is the team’s youngest player ... The Falcons are still going without bright prospect Michael Chaput, who’s on the injured list along with forward Trent Vogelhuber. He has been out since Oct. 18. �

By  Bruce Landon, Springfield Falcons   
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Springfield Falcons look to snap losing streak in meeting against Worcester Sharks

Springfield Falcons know playing right way doesn't always yield results

Ex-Springfield Falcons goalie Curtis McElhinney to start for Columbus Blue Jackets against Ottawa Senators

Springfield Falcons loan forward Tim Miller to ECHL's Evansville IceMen

Springfield Falcons coach sees positives in a frustrating defeat
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About 10 years ago I gave up making New Year's resolutions. However, like most people I try to find something that I want to try to change as we enter another year. I decided, that even though it will never happen, to stop worrying as much as I do. Those close to me know what I am talking about. This is not a habit of mine that developed recently. I remember my dear Mom many, many years ago calling me a "worry wart." I never really knew what that meant and never bothered to find out. Suffice to say, I worry about everything (yes, I have read all of the self-help books - and then worried why they didn't help me). Everyone has things they worry about in their family life and I am no exception. I am talking more about my professional life with the Springfield Falcons. So, in no particular order. here are just a FEW of the things that worry me.

1. The weather and how it will affect attendance. If I could, I would have Ed Carroll, Nick Morganelli and Brian Lapis all on speed dial. I have been known to check all three weather forecasts and, not seeing what I like, go to NECN, MassLive or anywhere else that may give me a sliver of hope that 10 days from now we are not going to get hit with the storm of the century. If you have a big season-ticket base you don't have to worry about these things, but here in Springfield we need our walk-up crowd.

2. Injuries. I watch every Columbus Blue Jackets game. I have been known to scream at the screen for a player to get up if he has just been felled by blocking a 100 mph shot. When I hear the announcer say the player has just gone down the runway to the locker room I go into panic mode. I know shortly afterward that Chris MacFarland, the assistant general manager of the Jackets, will be sending me a text that normally sets the wheels in motion for a call-up. The worrying cycle begins because, even though it could be midnight, I worry about whether we will lose a player or two and for how long. Thank goodness we have great depth this year and have been able to deal with injuries and call-ups.

3. The worries about attendance are ongoing. For several years, when we were not winning, I was always worrying about what will it take to get the fans out. I was always told, "Don't worry Bruce. If the team wins, the fans will come out." Well, so much for that theory. We won our division last year and currently have the best record of all 30 teams and I am worrying now why the fans have not responded the way I feel they should. Now I worry despite the efforts of owner Charlie Pompea and the previous ownership groups, whether Springfield can sustain an American Hockey League franchise. This one worries me more than anything because I have always been the eternal optimist, or else I would not have battled so hard over a long time to make sure we have a team.

4. The list goes on. Is the music too loud? Is the sound system crackling? Is there something wrong in the box office, causing people to wait in line? Is our video replay system working? I start pacing when I see the referee go off the ice and a goal is under review. Did we make a mistake playing New Year's Eve afternoon? Did the staff make it home with no problems during the snow storm the other day? Did our team doctor show up? Why didn't Channel 22 give our scores again? Why doesn't John O'Brien of the popular "Bax and O'Brien Show" on Rock 102 give our scores when he does his morning sports? I even bought him a beer at one of those after-hours networking events one night. Will there be enough parking if there is an event in the convention center and at Symphony Hall on a night when we are playing?

I think I have painted an accurate picture. There is not much that goes on that I don't worry about.

You know it is pretty bad when you worry about why you worry. So, as we get close to the second half of the season with the team in first place, I will start worrying about only those things that I can control. 

Thanks for your support and I look forward to seeing you at the Nest. Please show up so I don't start worrying. :)

Bruce Landon is president and general manager of the Springfield Falcons. He can be reached by commenting on this blog or sending him an e-mail at blandon@falconsahl.com. For more information visit the team website.
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By ERIKA LEIGH�

SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons are well on their way to taking the Northeast Division for the second season in a row after defeating division rival Albany 4-3 in overtime on the road Friday night and Eastern Conference contender Providence 2-1 at home Saturday. 

 With a record like Springfield’s (24-5-1-3), it’s hard to ignore playoff possibilities, and any opportunity to prepare the players for that kind of atmosphere is a good one. 

“There was pretty good energy in the building. It was a pretty intense match,” coach Brad Larsen said following Saturday’s win. “It kind of felt a little bit like a playoff game. It was great.” 

Springfield will reach the season’s midway point Jan. 17 when it plays its 38th game at Portland. The two weekend wins cemented the American Hockey League’s best winning percentage (.788) and point total (52). 

“We’ve just been sticking to the process,” Larsen said. “We’ve had guys in and out of the lineup – a couple of games ago, we had nine guys out – so it’s ‘next man up’ and they’re doing the job.” 

The win at Albany extended the team’s road points streak to seven games, just one shy of the franchise record. The Falcons will have a chance to tie it Tuesday when they visit the Devils again. 

 The team has also had to deal with frequent transactions between Springfield and NHL parent Columbus, but the coaching staff and players know this is all part of the process – not an excuse to drop games. 

“We’re feeders to the NHL, so we’re not the only team going through it,” Larsen said. “You can’t get frustrated with it.” 

Larsen noted that not only are call-ups a good opportunity for players to see NHL action, they’re good for the Springfield guys who don’t see much ice time. 

“Those guys are usually excited, they bring good juice,” Larsen said. “They’ve done a good job of – even when (our roster is) full – staying positive. They’re being patient and waiting for their turn to get in.” 

The two wins also came with the opportunity for Springfield to improve its best-in-the-league penalty kill. The Falcons have managed to kill off penalties a whopping 89.8 percent of the time. 

 Larsen credited his coaching staff and his goaltenders. 

“Your goaltender is your best penalty-killer and they’ve done an excellent job,” he said. “(Assistant) Nolan Pratt (does) an excellent job of keeping guys really focused and keeping it simple.” 

In time for Friday’s game, Springfield was gifted three valuable players who had been in Columbus – Jonathan Marchessault, Tim Erixon and netminder Mike McKenna – but immediately lost captain Ryan Craig to the Jackets. 

 Both McKenna and Jeremy Smith spent time between the pipes over the weekend, while backup netminder Mike Clemente and defenseman Thomas Larkin were returned to Evansville of the ECHL Sunday. 

 Against Albany, Smith earned his AHL-best 16th win, making 29 saves on 32 shots. 

“We’re in a good situation,” Larsen said. “Jeremy Smith has done an excellent job for us and so has Mike. We don’t have a ‘number one.’ It’s a 1a and a 1b, or whatever you want to call it.” 

McKenna earned his seventh victory Saturday, making 26 saves on 27 shots, improving his goals-against average to 1.41 and save percentage to .945. 

 Against the Bruins, Spencer Machacek put Springfield on the board in the second and put the game-winner in before the end of the period. Machacek nearly earned a hat trick, slapping a shot off the post with an empty net in the third. 

 The weekend’s top performers weren’t the names who always make headlines, but that’s what is making the team so successful: Everyone is contributing. 

“Guys sacrifice their bodies; they’re doing a really good job of listening and playing within the structure,” Larsen said. “When we do have our breakdowns, our goalies make saves. It’s been a big positive for us.”
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By ERIKA LEIGH 

 SPRINGFIELD – In another 60-minute thriller at the MassMutual Center, the Springfield Falcons pulled out a 2-1 win over the Providence Bruins Saturday night. 

 The Falcons improved to 4-1-0-1 against the Bruins this season. 

 With an energetic crowd of 5,889 and an equally exciting rendition of the National Anthem by TD Garden legend Rene Rancourt, it almost felt as though the game was being played in Boston. 

 Providence winger Nick Johnson, recently returned from a stint with the parent Boston Bruins, started the fireworks in the second period with an unassisted breakaway goal at 10:13. 

 But Spencer Machacek wasn’t going to let that fly, scoring 11 seconds later to even the score at 1-1 for the Falcons. 

 Machacek wasn’t done yet. At 17:37, he went behind the Providence net to pick up a deflected shot by Tim Miller and scored on a wrap-around to give the Falcons the 2-1 advantage. 

 The Bruins appeared to get the puck past Springfield goalie Mike McKenna at the buzzer, but upon review, the goal came after time had expired sounded and the score stood. 

 McKenna, also recently returned from a four-game NHL stint with Springfield’s parent Blue Jackets, made 26 saves on 27 shots. 

“Mike (McKenna) was excellent,” head coach Brad Larsen said. “He played a few games (with Columbus) but really was in the back-up role, so sometimes it’s hard getting back into it.” 

With a minute left in the third, the Bruins pulled goalie Niklas Svedberg for the extra attacker and Machacek nearly completed the hat trick, but hit the post. 

 The game was physical, with Bruins winger Bobby Robins serving five for fighting Jean-Francois Jacques, as well as a ten-minute unsportsmanlike misconduct after attempting to start a line brawl in front of the Springfield bench in the second period. 

 Tim Miller fought also Robins, and also ended up with a ten-minute misconduct. 

 Red-hot Jonathan Marchessault was promoted from Springfield’s second line to the first in the absence of captain Ryan Craig, who was recalled by Columbus, but didn’t produce, and left the ice in the second period and never returned. 

 The Falcons play in Albany on Tuesday and then host the Devils at the MassMutual Center on Friday at 7 p.m. 
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By BRANDON O’MEARA�

ALBANY, N.Y. – The puck dropped on a new year for the Springfield Falcons, and they rang it in with a 4-3 overtime win over the Albany Devils Friday night. 

 Down 3-1 with 7:53 remaining, the Falcons scored twice in 61 seconds to make it a game. 

 And what a game. 

 With 1:47 left in overtime, Darryl Boyce patiently skated the puck through the defense and beat goalie Keith Kinkaid for the game-winner as the Falcons got out of Albany with a 2-1 lead in the season series. 

 With the score tied 1-1 after two periods, Albany (19-8-2-3) went up 2-1 when Harri Pesonen followed his shot and buried the rebound past Jeremy Smith (29 saves). A little more than a minute later, Albany’s Rod Pelley led a two-on-one, feeding Chris McKelvie for the 3-1 lead. 

 But the Falcons remained steady, didn’t panic and put together a rally. 

 Thirty seconds after Albany took its two-goal lead, Jean-Francois Jacques (goal, assist) assisted Jake Hansen to cut it to 3-2. A minute later, Austin Madaisky’s slap shot caromed past Kinkaid for the equalizer. 

“I liked what we did there,” Springfield coach Brad Larsen said. “It’s a funny game. It was pretty tight, then (both teams) got four goals in two and half, three minutes.” 

Albany opened the scoring in the first on a goal by Kelly Zajac, who stole the puck deep in the Falcons zone, settled it and swept it past Smith. 

 Springfield struck back at the 11-minute mark when Boyce took the puck from behind the net and fed a sharp pass to Jacques, who slapped it in. 

 Springfield lost to Albany nearly a month ago, 6-4, and for much of this game, it was 1-1. Then the scoring came in floods, with the Falcons scoring when it mattered. 

“You look at goals against, we open up on each other here,” Larsen said. “I think they’re a good hockey team. They played hard all year last year. I like their structure, and their goaltender is a high-quality goaltender, Kinkaid.” 

The win snapped the Devils’ six-game home win streak. 

“We just stuck with it,” Larsen said. “We didn’t change anything. We had a solid game. The two goals – the second was unlucky, we’re pressing a little bit, they’re a dangerous team. We stuck with it. It’s a funny game how it goes.” 

The Falcons and Devils fought to a draw in the second period, even an uninspired fight between Thomas Larkin and Albany’s Harry Young ending in a standing tie. The Devils did outshoot Springfield 11-9, setting up a firefight in the third. 

“(The Devils) don’t give you a lot,” Larsen said. “You try to wear them down, get pucks in the net. Sometimes it comes up for us.”
Preds call up Sissons 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 27th, 2014

WINNIPEG, Manitoba The Predators have called up Colton Sissons. This could indicate that forward Matt Cullen is a no-go for Nashville's upcoming game against Winnipeg. Sissons is a center in the two-way mold, who leads the Milwaukee Adm... Read more
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 Postgame thoughts 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 27th, 2014

EDMONTON, ALBERTA Below are some thoughts after Nashville's 5-1 loss at the Edmonton Oilers. In recent history, the Predators seem to play some of their worst games in Edmonton. Maybe it's because the Western Canada trips are the most g... Read more
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 Dubnyk goes back to Edmonton 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 25th, 2014

For Predators goaltender Devan Dubnyk, his return to Edmonton, his former team, isn't one of mixed emotions. It's actually a joyous time, since he gets to see his wife and child. "It’s a quick turnaround coming back," said Dubnyk, who ... Read more
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 Road trip thoughts 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 25th, 2014

CALGARY, Alberta Below are some thoughts after Nashville's 2-1 win over Vancouver and 5-4 shootout loss to Calgary. This Michael Del Zotto trade looks like it will work out for the Predators, at least from an entertainment perspective. D... Read more
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 Preds do the right thing 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 23rd, 2014

VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA In the NHL we often lose sight of the fact that we are watching a game. Yes, it is a business, and teams in some ways are corporations, but there is a human side to everything. The Predators seem to have this... Read more
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 Dubnyk to start for Preds 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 18th, 2014

The Predators will unveil their shiny, new acquisition Saturday night against the Colorado Avalanche, when Devan Dubnyk will go in goal for Nashville. Dubnyk was acquired Wednesday from Edmonton for forward Matt Hendricks. Carter Hutton ... Read more
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 Postgame thoughts 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 17th, 2014

PHILADELPHIA Below are some thoughts after Nashville's 4-3 shootout win over the Philadelphia Flyers. Coach Barry Trotz often harps on insular competition and what he calls "backside pressure" on his team. He believes it makes it better... Read more

 0 Comments  

 Preds get the goaltender they need 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 15th, 2014

PHILADELPHIA Greetings from Philadelphia everyone, where we can smell liberty... or the Liberty Bell at least. Before Nashville made its way here in advance of Thursday's match up against the Flyers, general manager David Poile made a s... Read more

 3 Comments  

 Preds playoff chances quite low 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 13th, 2014

There is no scientific way to figure out an NHL team's playoff chances (where is the NHL's Nate Silver when you need him) But Sports Club Stats does a pretty good job of figuring this out. And right now, the site has Nashville's playoff ... Read more
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 Weekend thoughts 

Posted by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean on January 13th, 2014

Below are some thoughts after the Predators went 0-1-1 this weekend in losses to Ottawa and Minnesota. The Predators are in trouble right now. Nashville's loss to Minnesota was the type that can really dent a season. The Predators were a... Read more
IceCaps extend winning streak to five games
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St. John's scores team-record five power-play goals in 7-4 win over Portland

It may have been a case where the Pirates scuttled themselves.

 The St. John’s IceCaps scored a-team record five power-play goals on 10 opportunities provided by the the Portland Pirates as they downed Portland 7-4 in American Hockey League play at Lewiston, Me., Friday night, a result that extended the IceCaps’ winning streak to a five games, their longest so far this season. 

IceCaps logo

Jerome Samson scored twice, while John Albert had a goal and two assists for St. John’s (25-16-3), which has won seven of its last eight games and eight of its last 10.

Brenden Kichton, Jason Jaffray, Adam Lowry and Will O’Neill had the other goals for St. John’s, which will look for a perfect finish to a five-game road trip with a victory over the Manchester Monarchs tonight (8:30 p.m. NT) in southern New Hampshire. The IceCaps have averaged more than five goals per outing in winning the first four games of their swing through New England, outscoring the opposition 21-11.

It wasn’t a great start for St. John’s Friday as the Pirates scored on their first shot of the game, Phil Lane getting the puck past Michael Hutchinson just 18 seconds in. But Kichton tied it with a power-play goal late in the period and Samson, with his first of the game, put St. John’s up 2-1 with another man-advantage tally early in the second.

Not everything was rosy for the St. John’s power play in the game. Late in the second period, Brandon MacMillan of Portland got credit for a shorthanded goal — the 10th the IceCaps have given up this season — one which tied the game at 3-3. But on the same man-advantage, Jaffray scored to give his team the lead for good.

Jordan Szwarz and Lucas Lessio had the other goals for the Pirates (16-17-9), which was one-for-six on the power play.

Hutchinson, who has started every game of the IceCaps’ five-game win streak, made 33 saves. Mark Visentin made 26 stops for Portland. 

Notes

The IceCaps remain in seventh place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference, a point behind the Albany Devils and Norfolk Admirals and a point up on the Hershey Bears and Providence Bruins ... Kichton added an assist to remain tied with Kael Mouillierat for the team scoring lead, each with 37 points. Mouillierat had two assists Friday, as did Andrew Gordon, Ben Chiarot and JC Lipon ... Samson’s two goals give him a team-high 16 on the season ... O’Neill has points in five straight games (1-4-5) ...  Not dressed for St. John’s Friday were forwards Austen Brassard, Ryan Schnell and Josh Lunden, and defenceman Kris Fredheim. Lunden hasn’t played since October because of a concussion and Fredheim is expected to be out for at least four weeks with a shoulder injury ... IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge used a lineup with seven defencemen, including Paul Postma, assigned to the IceCaps this week on a conditioning loan by parent Winnipeg Jets, and Julian Melchiori, who returned to the lineup after missing eight games. Postma, making his first appearance for St. John’s in more than a year, had an assist ... In a press release Friday, the IceCaps said that due to the recent fire that destroyed the CJYQ 930 AM (This is Newfoundland Labrador) radio transmitter, that radio broadcasts of the team's games will be only be available online for a week. Fans can listen to games through the IceCaps' website (www.stjohnsicecaps.com) or through the various Steele Communications websites ... The Molson Canadian three stars Friday were all IceCaps: 1. Samson 2. Chiarot 3. Albert … Brian Rogers’ choice as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Kyle MacKinnon ... 
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Jets defenceman Paul Postma joins IceCaps on conditioning stint
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Blueliner Zach Redmond could be close behind

It’s a perfect headline for fans of alliteration: “Paul Postma prepared to play against Portland Pirates.”

What’s more, it’s true now that Postma has been officially assigned to the St. John’s IceCaps by the Winnipeg Jets.

It’s a conditioning assignment for the defenceman, who turns 25 in less than four weeks.

Postma hasn’t played since late October, when he began feeling discomfort in his leg and eventually was diagnosed as having a blood clot in his calf. After three months of treatment, including the use of blood thinners, he’s been back on the ice practising with the Jets for the past week and has been medically cleared to play. However, to get him fully ready for a return to NHL action, it was felt some tune-up time with the IceCaps was in order.

St. John’s, riding a four-game winning streak, finishes up a five-game road trip with games against the Pirates Friday night in Lewiston,. Me., and Saturday in Manchester, N.H., against the Monarchs.

Postma’s conditioning assignment can be for no more than two weeks, but it also allows the Jets to send him to the AHL without having to clear waivers, which apply to the blueliner.

According to Jets’ head coach Paul Maurice, Postma may not be the only young rearguard on the Winnipeg roster who might eventually be sent to St. John’s for game action — Zach Redmond hasn’t played in a single contest for the Jets since being recalled from the IceCaps Jan. 10.  

Speaking to reporters Wednesday, Maurice hinted Redmond might also need some time in the minors to stay in game shape because he’s unlikely to get it with Winnipeg right now.

“Because they’ve both been out for so long, I’d like to get them in some games.” said Maurice when asked about Postma and Redmond.

“But I’m comfortable with the way the six guys on our back end have been performing ... so I’m not looking at yanking guys in and out to do that.

"I’d like to have (Postma and Redmond) go and play (in the AHL) so that when they get their chance, they feel that they are ready to go. And we get a real good assessment, even if it’s for a short window.”

Redmond would not have to clear waivers to be sent to the minors.

Postma appeared in 83 games for St. John’s during the 2011-12 and 2013-13 seasons, scoring 20 goals and adding 42 assists, but he hasn’t played for the IceCaps since last January, when he was promoted to the Jets at the conclusion of the NHL lockout. In the off-season, he signed a two-year, one-way contract with the team.

Including Postma, the IceCaps now have eight defencemen on their roster, but that includes Kris Fredheim, who is listed as week-to-week after suffering an upper-body injury in Saturday’s 3-1 win over the Bruins in Providence. As well, Julian Melchiori has been sidelined by injury since Jan. 7, although St. John’s head coach Keith McCambridge said earlier this week that Melchiori might be available for this weekend’s games.

St. John’s would have had nine rearguards, but Cody Sol was returned to the Ontario Reign of the ECHL on Wednesday, shortly before Postma’s conditioning assignment was announced. Sol had appeared in one game for St. John’s after being promoted from the Reign Jan. 16.
Kichton named to AHL all-star roster
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© — Telegram file photo 

St. John’s IceCaps rookie blueliner Brenden Kichton was named to the American Hockey League’s all-star team on Wednesday. Kichton is second in scoring among  AHL defenceman and third among all rookies with 35 points.

IceCaps rookie one of three add-ons

With his three-point, first-star performance in Sunday afternoon’s 3-1 win over the Providence Bruins, St. John’s IceCaps’ rookie defenceman Brendan Kichton moved

a) into a tie for first place in team scoring with Kael Mouillierat

b) into second place in scoring among all American Hockey League defenceman, trailing only the Toronto Marlies’ T.J. Brennan

c) into third place in scoring by AHL rookies, behind Curtis McKenzie of the Texas Stars and Ryan Strome of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers

If those sound like the credentials of an all-star to you, then the AHL agrees, as it has added Kichton to its roster for the AHL All-Star Classic at Mile One Centre in St. John’s next month.

The 21-year-old Kichton, who has 35 points (eight goals, 27 assist), was one of three players named to the team Monday, along with Albany Devils forward Joe Whitney and Hamilton Bulldogs goaltender Dustin Tokarski.

Kichton and Whitney are new add-ons to the roster, while Tokarski is a replacement for Martin Jones, who was recently recalled from the Manchester Monarchs to the Los Angeles Kings and will spend the remainder off the season in the NHL.

Kichton, Strome and forward Colton Sissons of the Milwaukee Admirals are the only rookies on the AHL all-stars.

The 2014 AHL All-Star Classic will see the AHL — captained by the IceCaps’ Jason Jaffray — taking on Färjestad BK of the Swedish Elite League. 

The AHL all-star roster stands at 22 players – 13 forwards, seven defensemen and two goaltenders – selected by a committee of AHL coaches and general managers. The team will be led by Jeff Blashill, head coach of the 2013 Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins, and Rob Zettler, head coach of the defending Eastern Conference champion Syracuse Crunch.

•••

IceCaps’ defenceman Kris Fredheim, injured in Sunday’s game, is listed as week-to-week according St. John’s head coach Keith McCambridge.

Fredheim had X-rays on his shoulder after being forced from the contest against Providence early in the third period. He had been tripped up by the Bruins’ Robby Robins and crashed awkwardly into the end boards.

With a goal and four assists, the 26-year-old Fredheim hasn’t put up big offensive numbers, but has been a reliable top-three rearguard for St. John’s and one who sees a lot of ice time.

He has a plus-six rating and 62 penalty minutes in 37 games.

The IceCaps, who will finish off a five-game road trip with games against the Portland Pirates on Friday and Manchester on Saturday, have been travelling with eight defencemen. Cody Sol has been a healthy scratch of late, while Julian Melchiori has been dealing with an injury, but has been cleared to fully participate in practice today and could possibly play Friday against the Pirates.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

2014 AHL All-Star Team

(NHL affiliate in brackets)

Forwards

Brett Connolly, Syracuse Crunch (Tampa Bay); Brian Gibbons, W-B/Scranton Penguins (Pittsburgh); Mike Hoffman, Binghamton Senators (Ottawa); Jason Jaffray, St. John’s IceCaps (Winnipeg); Travis Morin, Texas Stars (Dallas); Brandon Pirri, Rockford IceHogs (Chicago); Colton Sceviour, Texas Stars (Dallas); Colton Sissons, Milwaukee Admirals (Nashville); Ryan Spooner, Providence Bruins (Boston); Ben Street, Abbotsford Heat (Calgary); Ryan Strome, Bridgeport Sound Tigers (N.Y. Islanders); Linden Vey, Manchester Monarchs (Los Angeles); Joe Whitney, Albany Devils (New Jersey)

Defencemen

Chad Billins, Abbotsford Heat (Calgary); T.J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies (Toronto); Cody Goloubef, Springfield Falcons (Columbus); Brenden Kichton, St. John’s IceCaps (Winnipeg); Alexey Marchenko, Grand Rapids Griffins (Detroit); Brayden McNabb, Rochester Americans (Buffalo); Frederic St. Denis, Springfield Falcons (Columbus)

Goaltenders

Jake Allen, Chicago Wolves (St. Louis); Dustin Tokarski, Hamilton Bulldogs (Montreal)

IceCaps win fourth straight
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St. John’s on longest winning streak of season with 3-1 win over Providence

We’re about 12 weeks away from the start of the Calder Cup playoffs, and there is certainly no guarantee the St. John’s IceCaps will be part of the American Hockey League’s post-season dance, but on Sunday afternoon in Providence, R.I., in a playoff-style game against a divisional rival and, with much on the line — including positioning in the standings — the IceCaps showed themselves up to the challenge, defeating the Providence Bruins 3-1.

It was a season-high fourth straight win for St. John’s.

Rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton scored once and assisted on the other two goals — by Andrew Gordon and team captain Jason Jafrray —  for the IceCaps (24-16-3), who moved into seventh place in the AHL's Eastern Conference, a point ahead of the P-Bruins and the Hershey Bears, who are on their own hot streak, having won five straight.

The top eight teams in each conference make the playoffs.

“There was intensity from the start to the finish. This was a game that was played with speed and contact from the first period to the third,” said IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge about Sunday’s matchup, which drew almost 10,000 fans to the Dunkin Donuts Centre in Providence.

“There is a lot of season left to be analyzed, but just looking at this game, yes, it was very key win for us, given the team we were playing, what was on the line and because it was played with such energy.

“These are the kinds of games you really want to win.”

St. John's got a superlative performance from its special teams, killing off all seven Bruins power plays and scoring on two of their own. What's more, Jaffray's goal came just four seconds after the expiration of a Providence penalty.

“Special teams are always important and that certainly was the case today,” said McCambridge, who was especially pleased his penalty-killers pitched a shutout, considering they had given up two power-play goals in a 6-2 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack Saturday.

“You never want to have to kill off seven power plays, but we did a great job with that today.”

Goalie Michael Hutchinson, who has played every minute of St. John’s’ four-game winning streak, made 34 saves.

Hutchinson’s and the IceCaps’ winning streak includes three wins over the weekend — 5-4 over Providence Friday, Saturday’s victory at Hartford and Sunday’s decision. However, McCambridge showed little concern that Hutchinson might be fatigued or that a fresh Eddie Pasquale would be a better option.

“I never asked (Hutchinson) about it. In fact, I don’t ever ask my goalies if they can handle it. I knew his history in Ontario (where he had started 28 of the Reign’s first 34 games) and he had played three-on-three weekends. Plus, his recent body of work for us had been good and he was on a streak,” said McCambridge, adding that he did also take into account that pride might be a factor; Hutchinson had spent three seasons in the Bruins’ organization, mostly in Providence, before being allowed to go into free agency over the summer.

Gordon opened the scoring Sunday with his team-leading 15th goal of the season at 4:31 of the second period. Matt Lindblad tied it for the P-Bruins (22-17-6) about five minutes later. 

Kichton got the eventual game-winner on a power play four minutes into the third and Jaffray got the insurance tally midway through the final frame.

After their busy weekend, the IceCaps will enjoy a lengthy break in action before finishing off a five-game road trip with games Friday in Lewiston, Me., against the Portland Pirates, and Saturday in southern New Hampshire, where they’ll face the Manchester Monarchs.

Notes: With his three points, Kichton (8-27-35) moves into a tie with forward Kael Mouillierat (12-23-35) for the team scoring lead. Mouillierat was coming off a four-point, plus-five night in Hartford, where he had recorded the IceCaps’ first hat trick of the season, but he was held off the scoresheet Sunday ... With forward Carl Klingberg still feeling the effects of the stomach flu, the IceCaps used the same lineup that had been pencilled in for the game in Hartford. That meant the other scratches Sunday were defenceman Julian Melchiori and winger Josh Lunden, both injured, and rearguard Cody Sol … St. John’s defenceman Kris Fredheim went heavily into the end boards after getting tangled up with Providence forward Bobby Robins early in the third period. Fredheim left the game and did not return. McCambridge says the rearguard was scheduled to have X-rays on his shoulder. Robins got a two-minute tripping minor, but was asked for some immediate penance by IceCaps forward Blair Riley, who challenged the Bruins forward to what turned out to be a brief fight ... The Bruins outshot the IceCaps’ 35-20 … Sunday’s Molson Canadian three stars: 1. Kichton 2. Hutchinson 3. Linblad … St. John’s broadcaster Brian Rogers’ choice as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: centre Patrice Cormier, who got a key face-off win that led to Kicton’s game-winning shot ...

bmcc@thetrelegram.com

Moullierat's hat trick leads IceCaps over Wolf Pack
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St. John's has won three in a row

Kael Mouillierat scored three goals and added an assist as the St. John’s IceCaps won for a third straight game, defeating the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-2 in American Hockey League play Saturday night in Hartford, Conn.

© St. John's IceCaps photo 

Kael Moillierat

Kael Mouillierat scored three goals and added an assist as the St. John’s IceCaps won for a third straight game, defeating the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-2 in American Hockey League play Saturday night in Hartford, Conn.

Mouillierat is the first IceCap to record a hat trick this season.

Jason Jaffray added a goal and two assists, while Adam Lowry and Jerome Samson also scored for St. John’s (22-16-3), which remains a point behind the Providence Bruins for seventh place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference. The IceCaps have two games in hand on Providence.

Jesper Fast had the goals, both on power plays, for the Wolf Pack (13-22-5), the farm team of the New York Rangers and owners of the worst record in the AHL.

Michael Hutchinson, who has started all three games of St. John’s winning streak, made 24 saves for the IceCaps Saturday, while David LeNeveu faced 27 shots for Hartford.

The IceCaps, who opened a five-game road trip by defeating the P-Bruins 5-4 Friday night, complete a three-in-three weekend when they take on the Bruins this afternoon (4:35 p.m. Newfoundland time) in Providence. The Bruins, who defeated the Worcester Sharks 3-2 on Saturday, will also be playing their third game in less than three days.

 Notes

This is just the second time this season that St. John’s has won three games in a row … The Hershey Bears remained close on the IceCaps’ heels with a 3-2 win over the Syracuse Crunch Saturday. Hershey is a point behind St. John’s with a game in hand  … With his four points Saturday, Mouillierat (12-23-35), the IceCaps’ leading scorer, moved into the list of the AHL’s top 20 point-getters … Rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton had two assists for St. John’s Saturday, giving him 32 points, second-most on the team … Samson’s goal was his 14th of the season, tying him for the team lead with Andrew Gordon … Carl Klingberg, who scored twice in Friday’s win over Providence, did not play Saturday because of the stomach flu. Other scratches for St. John’s were forward Josh Lunden and defenceman Julian Melchiori, both injured, and rearguard Cody Sol  … The IceCaps went 1-for-6 on the power play, while Hartford was 2-for-5… The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday: 1. Mouillierat 2. Jaffray 3. Fast … Brian Rogers’ choice as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: John Albert.

Chipman says logistics of location at root of farm team’s departure
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Winnipeg Jets chairman recommits to helping St. John’s IceCaps find a new NHL partner

The chairman of the Winnipeg Jets describe discussions that could lead to the move of the Jets’ American Hockey League franchise from St. John’s to Thunder Bay, Ont., as “very preliminary,” and says there is “a lot of uncertainty” about the Thunder Bay arena/convention centre project to be developed by a consortium that includes the Jets.

© — Photo by The Canadian Press 

True North Sports and Entertainment and Winnipeg Jets chairman Mark Chipman says the geographic challenges of having its farm team based in St. John’s was the primary reason behind the organizations’ decision to relocate the AHL club.

Still, Mark Chipman sounds very much like someone whose organization is preparing to eventually move its AHL affiliate from Newfoundland — perhaps as soon as 2015 — no matter what happens with Thunder Bay.

Speaking Tuesday in Anaheim, Calif., where the Jets play the Ducks tonight, Chipman said geography is the driving force behind the planned relocation of their farm team, a move that could take place in a year-and-a-half after the expiration of Winnipeg’s affiliation deal with St. John’s IceCaps’ operator Danny Williams.

"We have an agreement with St. John’s for this year and all of next year. We have been, as you can imagine, in regular communication with our partners there. Specifically, I have had a lot of dialogue with Danny about this possibility, dating back to when we first entered into (the franchise lease agreement in 2011),” said Chipman.

The original agreement was for three seasons, with a one-year extension added on. However,  Chipman says it was made it clear to Williams and the IceCaps from the beginning that if a suitable facility could be found in a location closer to Winnipeg, the team might eventually be moved out of Newfoundland.

That was confirmed by Williams and the team in a press release Tuesday.

“When the Jets originally placed their AHL affiliate in St. John’s in 2011, it was under the full knowledge and expectation that if Thunder Bay became a viable option (i.e. a suitable building was constructed there), the Jets could move the club to the Northern Ontario city after its current lease in St. John’s expired,” the team said in the release.

The IceCaps have sold out every home and playoff game since entering the AHL, but according to Chipman, that level of support is not enough to trump the problems involving the movement of personnel between the two teams.

“We were going to give the arrangement in St. John’s every chance of working and in many respects it has,” said Chipman.

“It’s a phenomenal market. It’s arguably the best market in the American Hockey League right now in terms of revenue production, but we made it clear that if it became challenging from a geographical perspective, that we might have to look elsewhere.

“And Danny’s been very understanding and very accommodating.”

The movement of players became even more of an issue for the Jets with their move to the NHL Western Conference. Getting call-ups from St. John’s in a timely fashion, particularly when the Jets were on the road, became more problematic.

“’It’s just really tricky, particularly now. You can just imagine trying to get a guy from St. John’s to Anaheim today. It would be tricky,” said Chipman.

“We experienced it last week trying to get  (Carl) Klingberg out to Calgary and back.

“I think Kevin (Winnipeg general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff) has been very consistent in saying how important the development process is for us. Really, what this is, from a hockey operation standpoint, is to try and get our (AHL) team closer to home, so that the travel burden is much less and … our organization can get in to see our players develop more frequently.”

On Tuesday, the City of Thunder Bay announced a consortium that includes True North Sports and Entertainment, owner of the Jets; former NHL coach Gary Green, a director of Stadium Consultants International and BBB Architects; and Lakehead University has been chosen as the event partner for construction of a $106 million facility that would include a 5,700-seat arena.

“First and foremost, it’s really very preliminary,” Chipman said about the Thunder Bay project. “What we have accomplished is the right to negotiate … towards the development of a new entertainment facility. Our part in that would be the relocation of our American Hockey League team to Thunder Bay.

“Most optimistically, (a move) would be (at) the start of the 2016 season and maybe more likely the start of the 2017 season. It’s our initial step into the project. So my intuition is there’s a lot of work to do and a lot of uncertainty still.”

If Chipman is right in his projections, there could be a season or two between the expiration of the lease agreement with the IceCaps and a move to Thunder Bay.

Williams has suggested the Jets might move the franchise to temporary location in or near Winnipeg during the interim, but said he has also talked to Chipman about the possibility of the team staying in St. John’s during that bridge period since it might give the IceCaps more time to find a replacement affiliate.

Williams, who says he will consider buying an AHL franchise if one is available, is focusing on finding an NHL partner closer to Newfoundland, and more specifically, one from eastern Canada. Given the limited options in that regard, any extension of the Jets’ stay might make that quest more doable; the Hamilton Bulldogs agreement with Copps Coliseum, for example, expires in 2016.

The Jets, have as yet, made no pledge to stay in St. John’s beyond 2015, even if the Thunder Bay arena isn’t ready by then. However, Chipman said they, along with the AHL and league president Dave Andrews, will work with Williams and IceCaps chief operating officer Glenn Stanford to find a new franchise for St. John’s.

“Absolutely, they can” answered Chipman, when asked if he believed another AHL team could work in St. John’s, which has previous experience in such matters, having lost the Maple Leafs when they relocated to Toronto to become the Marlies in 2001.

“That was our pledge to our Danny when we first put the agreement together, that if we weren’t able to stay there, we would do everything to in our power to help find a replacement.

“We have every intention of making good on that promise. We’ll help in whatever way we can to get another team relocated there.

“It’s a phenomenal market, it really is. The distance has just proved to be challenging for us.”

IceCaps bounce back in rubber match with Monarchs
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© — Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram 

St. John’s IceCaps goaltender Michael Hutchinson stretches to gobble up a loose puck as defenceman Ben Chiarot (18) pins the Manchester Monarchs’ Scott Sabourin to the ice during the team’s American Hockey League game at Mile One Centre Monday night. The IceCaps won 2-0. 

Hutchinson stops 26 shots as St. John’s blanks Manchester 2-0

It was only Game No. 40 of a 76-game regular season campaign, but it was critical the St. John’s IceCaps delivered a strong performance Monday night against the Manchester Monarchs.

Deliver they did, and carrying the baton was the newcomer, Michael Hutchinson, who turned in a 26-save shutout performance as the IceCaps blanked the Monarchs 2-0 at Mile One Centre, taking the three-game American Hockey League series 2-1.

The IceCaps won the opener last Friday night 4-1, but turned in a stinker of a performance Saturday evening, losing 6-0 in the worst beatdown suffered this season.

That result prompted IceCaps captain Jason Jaffray to call a players-only meeting immediately after the game.

So to say it was important that St. John’s rebounded with a better effort Saturday might be an understatement.

“Saturday was a real sore spot for us,” said Hutchinson, the game’s first star. “This team has a real good group of character guys and we wanted to respond.

“I thought we played really well, with a lot of energy. Once we got the lead, we were able to shut them down for the most part.”

Hutchinson, a 23-year-old native of Barrie, Ont., was signed by the Winnipeg Jets in the off-season after three years with the AHL’s Providence Bruins.

He was assigned to the Ontario Reign after training camp, and starred in the ECHL, twice winning the league’s goaltender of the week award.

He was recalled Jan. 12 and at the time, was leading the ECHL in wins and was third in goals against average.

Hutchinson made an earlier start for St. John’s just prior to Christmas, losing a 3-2 decision to the Marlies in Toronto.

He came up large for the IceCaps Monday, especially in the third period as the Monarchs came at the IceCaps in waves looking to get on the scoreboard.

He made a glorious sprawling save off Jordan Weal seven minutes in, and then foiled A.J. Gale and Brandon Kozun minutes later when those two broke in on an odd-man rush.

“There wasn’t too much extra pressure on me,” he said. “I just went out there to play the best I could, and give the team a chance to win.

“I try not to get too nervous for games and overthink things. I just came in really relaxed, and was able to make some saves. And the guys did a good job blocking a lot of shots.”

Blair Riley scored what would turn out to be the game-winning goal at 13:23 of the first period, emerging from the corner to beat Jean-Francois Berube low to the stick side.

It remained 1-0 until just over half-way through the third period when Andrew Gordon scored the insurance goal, teaming up with Jaffray and Will O’Neill for his 14th on the season as the IceCaps improved to 21-16-1-2.

Berube finished the game with 25 saves.

The game ends a lengthy eight-game homestand for the IceCaps, who hit the road for five games. The trip starts this weekend with three games in three days, beginning Friday in Providence, R.I. followed by a Saturday date in Hartford, Conn. against the Wolf Pack, followed by another game in Providence Sunday.

The IceCaps next homestand is Feb. 4-5 against the Bruins.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Inconsistent IceCaps on display again
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St. John’s IceCaps goaltender Eddie Pasquale squares up for a shot from wide open Manchester Monarchs’ defenceman Andrew Campbell during the teams’ American Hockey League game Saturday night at Mile One Centre. After defeating the league-leading Monarchs 4-1 on Friday, the IceCaps went on to drop Saturday’s game 6-0. The two clubs meet again tonight, 7:30, at Mile One for their third game in four nights.

St. John’s head into rubber match with Manchester, on heels of another win-one, lose-one weekend

After watching his team suffer through its worst defeat of the season Saturday night, St. John’s captain Jason Jaffray called a players-only meeting inside the IceCaps’ locker room moments after the American Hockey League game.

By all accounts, it wasn’t pretty. Kind of like the debacle that had just occurred on the ice, as the league-leading Manchester Monarchs had their way with the IceCaps to the tune of a 6-0 result.

Jaffray, of course, was close-lipped on what was said, but some suggest the captain blew a gasket.

He certainly had reason to do so.

“If anyone can sleep tonight,” Jaffray said of his teammates, “they shouldn’t be in our dressing room, I’ll tell you that.

“Right from the start, they outworked us and they outplayed us. We left (goalie Eddie) Pasquale out to dry. He’s been our best player all year and I feel embarrassed to leave him out to dry as bad as we did.”

The loss dropped the IceCaps to 20-16-1-2, as St. John’s continues to flirt with mediocrity, sitting in eighth spot in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference.

What was especially hard to swallow for IceCaps fans was the fact St. John’s looked positively splendid Friday night in a 4-1 win over the Monarchs. In that game, the IceCaps netted a power play goal, shorthanded goal and Pasquale finished with 36 saves.

And then we had Saturday’s display.

If nothing else, the IceCaps are consistent at being inconsistent, as the loss snapped a modest two-game St. John’s win streak.

But then again, the longest stretch of wins the IceCaps have strung together this season is three. Otherwise, it’s been pretty much a season of win a game, lose a game.

The IceCaps are now 5-10-0-1 in the second game of back-to-back games, compared to their record of 10-4-1-1 in the first game of a two-games-in-two-nights series.

Maybe it was Tyler Toffoli’s natural hat trick in the third period, to go with an assist. Or speedy Jordan Weal, who was dashing all over the ice, collecting a goal and three helpers. Maybe the difference was the return of coach Mark Morris behind the Manchester bench after missing Friday’s game because of the flu.

Or maybe the Monarchs, as a collective group, tied for the most points in the AHL, simply woke up.

Either way, it’s clear the highlight of the IceCaps night was, sad to say, a pair of pucks that hit the crossbar and post off the sticks of Adam Lowry and Patrice Cormier.

“We knew they were going to come back pissed off and mad as hell, and come out with a 100 times better effort than the first night,” Jaffray said.

“We knew it was coming and, myself included, we weren’t good. It’s a collective group. We need to be good as a group, we need all 20 guys going, and we need to play for our goaltender because our goaltender has been one of the best in the league all year.”

Vincent LoVerde and Andy Andreoff also scored for the winners, who received a 28-save performance from Jean-Francois Berube for his first shutout of the season.

The Monarchs got a late goal by Weal with 57 seconds left in the first period for a 1-0 lead. However, St. John’s opened the second on a power play, although the IceCaps could do very little with the man advantage.

No problem. The IceCaps got another power play at 3:11 of the second, but instead of knotting the score, St. John’s allowed a shorthanded goal, their ninth on the year which ties the team with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers for the league lead in that department.

That one, by Andreoff, came at 4:49 and the game was, for all intents and purposes, over.

“Any time a shorthanded goal is given up, it deflates the bench, deflates the power play. They’re not good situations,” said IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge.

So what gives? Why are the IceCaps, who otherwise have pretty decent special teams (ninth overall on the power play, 12th on the PK), prone to allowing so many shorthanded goals?

McCambridge explains he doesn’t have the “luxury” of trotting out four defencemen on a two-minute power play, so as a result has been using forwards J.C. Lipon, Carl Klingberg and sometimes Jerome Samson at the blueline with rookie Brenden Kichton and Will O’Neill.

“But I can’t fault the forwards playing on the back end for those goals,” he said. “We just have to have better awareness. You have to realize when it’s time to retreat and realize when it’s time to push on the power play. And we’re still figuring it out.”

Hopefully they’ll have it figured out — and after 39 games, you’d think they would — by tonight as the IceCaps and Monarchs play the final game of their three-game series at Mile One.

Game time is 7:30 p.m. (930 AM, Rogers TV).

Monarchs crown IceCaps in 6-0 Mile One beatdown
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St. John's Ice Caps player Jerome Samson(right) and Manchester Monarchs player Zach O'Brien round the net as Monarchs goaltender Jean-Francois Berube makes a save during their Saturday night game.

Keith Gosse/The Telegram

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

A day after posting a 4-1 victory over the Manchester Monarchs, the St. John’s IceCaps suffered their worst defeat of the season Saturday night with a humiliating 6-0 beatdown at the hands of the American Hockey League-leading Monarchs.

“If anyone can sleep tonight,” IceCaps captain Jason Jaffray said of his teammates, “they shouldn’t be in our dressing room, I’ll tell you that.”

If nothing else, the IceCaps are consistent at being inconsistent, as Saturday’s loss snapped a modest two-game St. John’s win streak.

But then again, the longest stretch of wins the IceCaps have strung together this season is three. Otherwise, it’s been pretty much a season of win a game, lose a game.

The IceCaps (20-16-1-2) are now 5-10-0-1 in the second game of back-to-back games, compared to their record of 10-4-1-1 in the first game of a two-games-in-two-nights series.

Tyler Toffoli scored a natural hat trick in the third period and added an assist for the Monarchs (26-11-2-4), while Jordan Weal had a goal and three assists. Vincent LoVerde and Andy Andreoff also scored for the winners, who received a 28-save performance from Jean-Francois Berube for his first shutout of the season.

“We left (Eddie) Pasquale out to dry,” Jaffray said of the IceCaps’ goalie, who stopped 28 shots. “He’s been our best player all year, and I feel embarrassed to leave him out to dry as bad as we did tonight.”

The Monarchs got a late goal by Weal with 57 seconds left in the first period for a 1-0 lead. However, St. John’s opened the second on a power play, although the IceCaps could do very little with the man advantage.

No problem. The IceCaps got another power play at 3:11 of the second, but instead of knotting the score, St. John’s allowed a shorthanded goal, their ninth on the year which ties the team with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers for the league lead in that department.

That one, by Andreoff, came at 4:49 and the game was, for all intents and purposes, over.

The teams have Sunday off before clewing up the three-game series 7:30 Monday night at Mile One.

Column: O’Brien silencing critics
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© — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram 

Manchester Monarchs forward Zach O'Brien takes part in practice at Mile One Centre on Friday morning. The native of St. John’s, undrafted following a point-per-game major junior career in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, took part in the St. John’s IceCaps training camp this past fall, but started the season with the team’s ECHL affiliate, the Ontario (Calif.) Reign. The Monarchs, who share the same farm team as the IceCaps, liked what they saw from the 5-9, 178-pound winger and offered him a 25-game tryout. The rookie hasn’t disappointed recording eight point (4G, 4A) in 14 AHL games.

Undrafted after a sterling major junior career, St. John’s native making most of chance with AHL’s Monarchs

Like another Newfoundland hockey player we all know, Zach O’Brien was deemed too slow, too small, too soft and generally too lax to do anything with pro hockey.

But like Michael Ryder, all O’Brien seems to do is produce.

Not that we’re comparing O’Brien, a rookie pro, to Ryder, who is just shy of 250 career National Hockey League goals.

It’s just that Ryder heard all the knocks, too — can’t skate, can’t do this, can’t do that.

All he seems to do is put pucks in the net.

“When you look at Mr. O’Brien,” Manchester Monarchs assistant coach Freddy Meyer was saying Friday morning, “you see a player with a lot of hockey sense, someone who gets to the right spots on the ice and knows what to do with the puck when he gets it.

“He sees the ice well, he’s clever with the puck. He’s been a pleasure for us to have around because he brings another facet of the game that we felt we needed, that is a guy who can make plays and execute and contribute to the offence.”

Pretty heady stuff, more so considering O’Brien has landed a regular gig with the Monarchs, who arrived in St. John’s this week with the most points of any American Hockey League team so far this season.

The Monarchs played the IceCaps last night (see game result at thetelegram.com) in the first of three meetings at Mile One (they play again tonight and Monday evening).

Ironically, O’Brien couldn’t make the IceCaps, a team which entered Friday’s slate of games ninth overall in the Eastern Conference.

The 5-9, 178-pound winger wasn’t drafted out of junior, despite averaging a point per game in 250 career major junior starts (amazingly, which might support the “too soft” concern, he managed only one minor penalty during his entire time in Rouyn-Noranda and Acadie-Bathurst).

He had a brief one-game audition with the IceCaps in the spring of 2012 and was invited to the St. John’s training camp last fall. Eventually, he was assigned to the ECHL’s Ontario, Calif., Reign.

“I knew I had to prove myself down there first,” said the 21-year-old St. John’s native. “I had a really good start in that league, so I was hoping to get a shot with an (AHL) team, no matter who it was.

“Manchester gave me that chance and they’ve been happy with the way things are going. And so am I.”

His stay in Ontario didn’t last long. After picking up a pair of goals and two assists in five games, O’Brien was signed to a 25-game tryout with the Monarchs after Manchester lost a number of bodies through recall to parent Los Angeles.

He got his first start Nov. 15 against the Portland Pirates, was scratched for a pair of games, and then went on to play 10 straight before he was sidelined for 10 games with an ankle injury.

O’Brien started the last three games for Manchester, scoring his fourth goal of the season last Sunday night in Providence.

In the 14 games he played for the Monarchs prior to Friday, O’Brien had four goals and four assists.

“He’s been a good part of our offence,” said Meyer, author of 281 NHL games during his playing days. “He’s a dynamic kid. He can score, and is very crafty with the puck.

“We’ve been real happy with his progress and his play.”

If there’s a knock on O’Brien – isn’t there always, regardless of the player? – it’s his skating. Not that he can’t skate, but his quickness might not yet be at the American league level.

O’Brien’s heard it all before, and acknowledges there might be some work required in that area.

“I knew a couple years ago my skating wasn’t that great, that I had to work on it,” he said. “I feel it’s getting better. There’s still some improvement needed, but I think right now my skating is pretty good.

“I’d like to be more explosive, but I’m working on it. You have to be fast to play pro hockey.”

Just as Ryder compensated for the debatable parts of his game with a shot that’s better than most in hockey, O’Brien makes up for a lack of quickness with an innate ability to read the play and be in the right position at the right time.

“And don’t forget,” Meyer said, “he’s still a young man. He’s getting a good taste of the AHL this year and some motivation to hit the weight room hard this summer to get stronger and faster and continue to add to his game.”

A game that might be gaining some appreciation.

Eddie is very steady as IceCaps trim Monarchs in AHL play
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© Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

St. John's Ice Caps player John Albert(front) beats Jordan Weal of the Manchester Monarchs to the puck as Ice Caps player Brenden Kichton watches from behind the play during the Ice Caps 4-1 win over the Monarchs Friday night at Mile One Centre.

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

Eddie Pasquale stopped 36 of 37 shots as the St. John’s IceCaps defeated the Manchester Monarchs for the fourth time this season, this time by a 4-1 count Friday night at Mile One Centre.

The IceCaps ran their record to 4-2 over the American Hockey League-leading Monarchs, improving to 20-15-1-2 along the way. The Monarchs fall to 25-11-2-4.

In what is a familiar storyline, Pasquale was large in net for the IceCaps in a first-star performance. He came up big in the third period, especially, as the Monarchs outshot their hosts 18-7.

“Our penalty kill was tested in the third period,” said coach Keith McCambridge, as the IceCaps took three straight minors in the final frame, “but the foundation of all kills is the last man.

“Eddie made some huge saves. He kept the momentum on our side.”

Jerome Samson sparked the winners with a pair of goals, including one into an empty net. Jason Jaffray and John Albert also scored.

Nick Deslauriers had the lone Manchester goal.

The ice was barely dry from the resurfacing when St. John’s opened the game’s scoring as Jaffray tipped in an Andrew Gordon pass 52 seconds after the opening faceoff.

It stayed 1-0 until 7:56 of the second when Albert busted in on the Monarchs goal while the IceCaps played shorthanded, slipping the puck through the legs of goalie Jean-Francois Berube.

Samson made it a 3-0 game just under four minutes later, but Deslauriers breathed some life into the Monarchs, beating Pasquale from the side of the net at 14:17 of the second.

It remained 3-1 until the dying seconds when Samson netted his second of the night and 11th of the season into an empty net.

Berube, given the Monarchs starting job in goal now that Martin Jones has been recalled to parent Los Angeles, made 27 saves.

The teams go at it again 7:30 tonight at Mile One.

Demoted to promoted
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© — Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram 

St. John’s IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson keeps an eye on the play as teammate Andrew Gordon sets up in front during a team skate Thursday morning at Mile One Centre. Hutchinson was recalled from the ECHL’s Ontario (Calif.) Reign earlier this week and could get a start in one of three upcoming games against the visiting Manchester Monarchs.

Once an AHL regular, Michael Hutchinson didn’t let ECHL assignment alter his resolve 

After spending the vast majority of the past three years stopping pucks in the American Hockey League, getting optioned to the ECHL was a humbling experience for Michael Hutchinson.

But rather than brood and exhibit a woe-is-me attitude, Hutchinson set out to prove he belonged in the AAA AHL, that he deserved to play a step up from the AA ECHL.

Well, now Hutchinson gets his chance.

The 23-year-old product of Barrie, Ont., was recalled by the St. John’s IceCaps this week, and rookie Jussi Olkinuora was sent the other way, to the ECHL’s Ontario, Calif. Reign.

Hutchinson, drafted by the Boston Bruins in the third round (77th overall) of the 2008 draft, played the past three seasons with the Providence Bruins.

He was signed as a free agent by the Winnipeg Jets last summer.

“I kind of knew it was coming,” he said of the demotion to Ontario, just outside L.A., after training camp. “At the same time, to move forward sometimes means you have to take a step backwards. It was one of those things that makes me grateful for this opportunity, and I really want to make the most of it.

“Being in the American league for three years, sometimes you take things for granted. When you get sent down, and called back up, you have a greater appreciation.”

At the time of his recall to St. John’s, Hutchinson was twice a winner of the ECHL’s goaltender of the week award, and was leading the league with 22 wins. His 2.08 goals against average was third-best in the ECHL.

But despite those lofty numbers, Hutchinson had only one sniff at a recall, and that came just prior to the Christmas break when he allowed three goals on 20 shots in a 3-2 IceCaps loss to the Marlies in Toronto.

Yet, he never lost hope of getting another crack with the IceCaps. Keep putting up the numbers, Hutchinson kept telling himself, and his time will come.

“A recall is completely out of my control,” he said. “The only thing I could control was the way I played down there.”

Hutchinson certainly doesn’t arrive in St. John’s as the new guy in town. He was around the team in training camp, of course, and he and starting goalie Eddie Pasquale go back a long way.

Like Hutchinson, Pasquale is from southern Ontario (the Greater Toronto Area) and the two have played against each other a long time, from minor hockey to junior hockey.

For a time, they shared the same goalie coach, Piero Greco.

With the IceCaps set to play three games over the next four nights – the league-leading Manchester Monarchs are in town for games tonight, Saturday and Monday at Mile One Centre – there’s a chance Hutchinson might get a start against the high-flying Monarchs.

The IceCaps will be facing Manchester without the services of Carl Klingberg, who was recalled to Winnipeg Friday as Evander Kane was placed on injured reserve.

Klingberg, who joins Eric O’Dell on the Jets, has 11 goals and 18 points in 33 games. Seven of those goals have come since the first of December.

Meantime, the IceCaps have recalled defenceman Cody Sol from Ontario and forward Jamie MacQueen, who has 17 points in 18 games with the ECHL’s Utah Grizzlies.

Despite the difference in where both teams sit in the standings — the Monarchs lead the East and the league, while the IceCaps sit just below the playoff line, ninth in the conference — it’s St. John’s which has the edge this season against Manchester, winning three of five games.

Tonight’s game starts 7:30 p.m. (930 AM, Rogers TV, stjohnsicecaps.com).

rshort@thetelegram.com

Column: The numbers add up for IceCaps, why don’t the wins?
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That the St. John’s IceCaps are a middle-of-the-pack hockey team can’t be denied.

The IceCaps have been dual citizens when it comes to the border between playoff and non-playoff position in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference. Heading into today, they’re a point behind the eighth place Adirondack Phantoms (who have a game in hand), but up until Wednesday, had been living just inside that much-desired country known as Postseasonberth.

They’ve lost almost as many games (18 in total) as they’ve won (15 regulation defeats, one in overtime and two more in a shootout, versus 19 victories). And at no point during this season have they been more than plus-two in the win/loss department.

But the enigma that the IceCaps are, those are about the only statistical numbers that show them to be a .500 or so hockey club. Almost all the other gauges indicate an engine that should seemingly produce more than it has.

To date, St. John’s has outscored (112-101) and outshot (1197 to 1107) its opponents. The team draws significantly more penalties (814 total minutes for opposition) than it takes (699), resulting in more power-play opportunities. And the IceCaps’ special teams are above average, with the power-play sitting just a tad below the 20 per cent standard and ninth-best in a 30-team league, while the penalty kill owns an 83.9 per cent success rate, 10th-best in the AHL.

They protect leads pretty well (the IceCaps are 15-1-1 when ahead after two periods) and while they’re not among the elite defensively, their 2.74 teams goals-against-average is still 12th overall. And it must be noted that workhorse No. 1 Eddie Pasquale had a personal 2.31 GAA.

So why the struggle to stay out of the swampland of the border?

Those who pooh-pooh statistics will undoubtedly claim this is all proof that numbers mean little, but it’s more likely it’s validation of the existence of that very fine line between success and failure (see the file “Little Things Mean a Lot”).

To back up this point: The IceCaps (19-15-3) have scored 11 more goals than they’ve given up, while the Manchester Monarchs, their opponents at Mile One Centre tonight, Saturday and Monday, are plus-17 in that department. That’s a comparable difference of just six goals, but the Monarchs (25-10-6) have managed a league-leading 56 points, 15 more than the IceCaps.

How do the IceCaps get to that  state of efficency?

Well, one thing would be for St. John’s to do better in close contests. The IceCaps are 6-5-1-2 in one-goal games, and that doesn’t include five more losses that have involved empty-net goals being scored against them.

The league-topping Monarchs, being a handy (in every way) point of reference, are 10-2-2-4 in games decided by a single tally.

Looking for some more specific button to push? Well how about one that would reduce shorthanded goals against?

Though they’ve been better of late, the IceCaps have given up eight shorties this season (they’ve scored three) and it would be a fair guess that there are at least a few lost points in there, not just because of the immediate affect such goals have on the scoreboard, but also the spirit-sucking and momentum-shifting that accompanies them.

•••••

There should be more than a few exchanges in the hallway that runs in front of the IceCaps and Monarchs dressing room over the next few days, in part because the teams share an ECHL affiliate, the Ontario (Calif.) Reign.

Defenceman Cody Sol and goalie Michael Hutchinson were recalled this week from the Reigh, with whom for a time, their teammates included three current Monarchs, defenceman Cameron Burt, netminder Mathias Niederberger and forward and St. John’s native Zach O’Brien, who joined the Reign after attending the IceCaps’ training camp in the fall. In addition, Manchester forward Ian O’Connor played three games with St. John’s this season before hooking on with the Monarchs, while defenceman Chris Huxley attended the IceCaps’ training camp in 2012.

One other player who has suited up for Manchester in 2013-14 has an IceCap connection. That’s forward Mike Ullrich, who was at the St. John’s training camp in September. Ullrich has been since returned to the ECHL, but don’t feel too, too bad for him, especially considering it’s mid-January — he’s the leading scorer for the Orlando Solar Bears.

••••••

Kind of lost this week amidst all the news surrounding the firing of Claude Noel and hiring of Paul Maurice as his replacement as Winnipeg Jets head coach was an announcement by the Jets that they’ve lifted the suspension of Ivan Telegin, allowing the Russian forward to play in the Kontinental Hockey League.

The Jets didn’t provide any reasoning for their change of heart about Telegin, whom they suspended in the fall after he refused to report to the IceCaps, then headed home to Russia. However, Kelly Moore of CJOB Radio in Winnipeg tweeted that Winnipeg GM Kevin Cheveldayoff says the move was about “asset management,” although that would seem to mean anything from allowing Telegin, whose rights have been retained by the Jets, to keep developing in anticipation of his return to North America to possibly trading those rights to another NHL team.

Telegin will play for CSKA Moscow, which acquired Telegin’s rights in a cash deal with Metallurg Novokuznetsk a couple of months ago.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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Injuries and illness on the Winnipeg Jets’ forward lines have led to recall of winger Carl Klingberg from the St. John’s IceCaps.

Carl Klingberg

The 22-year-old Klingberg was promoted from the IceCaps today after the Jets, who play the Calgary Flames tonight, placed forward Evander Kane (hand laceration) on injured reserve.

Winnipeg already has forwards Jim Slater (hernia) and Matt Halischuk (broken arm) on IR.

As well, Jets forward Devin Setoguchi is sick and might not play against the Flames. That’s led to the promotion — at least in practice — of Eric O’Dell to Winnipeg’s second line with Olli Jokinen and Dustin Byfuglien. O’Dell has scored two goals in eight games since being recalled from the IceCaps, both those goals coming in the last two games.

Klingberg has 11 goals, 18 points and a team-leading plus-eight rating for the IceCaps this season. He has played in seven career NHL games with Winnipeg and the Atlanta Thrasher, but has yet to record a point.

The move is not the only one that significantly affects the upcoming three-game series between the IceCaps and AHL-leading Manchester Monarchs, who square off at Mile One Centre Friday, Saturday and Monday. The Monarchs have lost goalie Martin Jones, probably for the rest of the season, after he was recalled to the parent Los Angeles Kings.

Jones becomes the backup to Kings’ No. 1 netminder Jonathan Quick after Ben Scrivens was traded to the Edmonton Oilers Wednesday.

Postma closer to returning to action with Jets

The Winnipeg Free PressPublished on January 16, 2014
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Paul Postma

O'Dell gets promoted to Jokinen line

Winnipeg Jets’ defenceman Paul Postma, who practised for the first time with his teammates Wednesday since he was sidelined Oct. 27 with a blood clot in his calf, said he's going to have to take some special precautions once he returns to the lineup, hopefully in about a week.

But it's in the air, not on the ice, that he is going to have to be extra careful, Postma explained.

He said doctors never did definitively determine what caused the clot, but they speculated it might have had something to do with the frequent air travel Postma does as an NHLer — and all the sitting in cramped spaces that comes with that experience. And that, Postma said, means he's going to have to fly a little differently and be extra vigilant when he's on a plane from now on. 

"When I fly, I will have to wear compression stockings on my legs from now on," said the six-foot-three rearguard. "I can't be seated for more than hour at a time. I have to get up and walk around. Just little stuff like that -- I have to take an aspirin when I fly just to thin my blood a little bit." 

Postma said he's still got a couple days left of taking blood thinners and he is probably at least still a week away from actually being game-ready.

O’Dell moving up in Winnipeg

With Jets’ forward Devon Setoguchi ill, Eric O'Dell has moved into Setoguchi's spot on a line with Olli Jokinen and Dustin Byfuglien as Winnipeg prepares for tonight’s game against the Calgary Flames.

After going his first six career games in the NHL without a goal, O'Dell has scored in Winnipeg's last two games and is showing flashes of the form that saw him leading the St. John's IceCaps in scoring when he was called up from the AHL last month. (Kael Mouillierat and Brenden Kichton now share the IceCaps’ scoring lead).

 "It felt good to get a little streak going there and hopefully I can continue to put up some numbers here and just play a good, solid game," said O'Dell, who scored his first career NHL goal last Saturday against Columbus and added his second Monday against Phoenix.

IceCaps going with a new backup plan
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Recall Hutchinson from ECHL’s Reign, send Olkinuora down

Michael Hutchinson, the hottest goaltender in the ECHL this season, will be in a St. John’s IceCaps jersey for a three-game American Hockey League series with the Manchester Monarchs beginning Friday night.

© File photo 

The St. John's IceCaps recalled goaltender Michael Hutchinson from the ECHL's Ontario (Calif.), Reign on Monday.

Hutchinson was recalled from the Ontario Reign, while rookie Jussi Olkinuora, who has been with the IceCaps all season, was sent to the ECHL club.

At the time of his recall, Hutchinson, a 23-year-old native of Barrie, Ont., led the ECHL with 22 wins and his 2.08 goals against average was third-best in the league.

He was the league’s most recent goaltender of the week — the second time he’s won the award this season — after posting four wins, including a shutout. He made 104 total stops.

It’s not Hutchinson’s first stint with the IceCaps. He started against the Toronto Marlies last month at Ricoh Coliseum, and allowed three goals on 20 shots in a 3-2 loss.

Signed by the Winnipeg Jets last summer, Hutchinson was originally drafted by the Boston Bruins in the third round, 77th overall, in 2008.

He played last season for the Providence Bruins, going 13-13-3 with a 2.30 GAA and .914 save percentage.

Olkinuora is a 23-year-old rookie from Finland who was 4-3-1 this season with the IceCaps. He had a 3.16 GAA and .893 save percentage.

Signed to a free agent contract by the Jets, Olkinuora played the past seasons with the University of Denver.

rshort@thetelegram.com

IceCaps bounce back for split with Marlies
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© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

St. John’s IceCaps goalie Eddie Pasquale turns aside a shot as the Toronto Marlies’ Peter Holland (left) looks for a rebound during the teams’ American Hockey League game Saturday night at Mile One Centre. At right is the IceCaps’ Cody Lampl. St. John’s gave up a two-goal, third-period lead but went on to collect a 5-4 shootout win for a two-game split with the Marlies.

St. John’s keeps eight-game lose one, win one streak intact by beating Toronto in shootout

Just when you were about to write them off again Saturday night as minnows in a sea of piranhas, another outcome all but inevitable before the players have barely broken a sweat, the St. John’s IceCaps found a way to surprise us again.

Not a shocker, one supposes, given fickleness has been the IceCaps’ modus operandi this season.

As Tom Hanks said of the chocolates in Forrest Gump, you never really know what to expect of the IceCaps.

Consider Friday night, Game 1 of the two-game series with the Toronto Marlies, the former St. John’s Maple Leafs making their only appearance at Mile One this season.

Toronto netted two goals three minutes in, and pretty much toyed with the IceCaps the rest of the way, until St. John’s mounted a late spirited comeback, only to fall short 3-2 at the end of the evening.

So what could we expect St. John’s Saturday? A quick burst from the starting gate, perhaps?

The Marlies had other ideas. This time, they scored 23 seconds in.

But St. John’s, to its credit, refused to fold and, in fact, took the game to Toronto, coming away with a well-earned 5-4 shootout win.

That’s one way to look at it. Did we mention the IceCaps squandered a two-goal, third-period lead?

“Yeah, it’s tough to give up a two-goal lead at the end, but we won the game, got the two points,” said Patrice Cormier, one of the IceCaps’ goal scorers.

“Me and a couple of the guys were just talking,” he said outside the IceCaps’ locker room post game, “to beat this (Marlies) team, you have to be at your best. They come hard night in, night out. They beat everyone, at home and on the road.

“But tonight, we were at our best. We played a smart game, had good breakouts. We didn’t do that last night, but we did a lot better tonight.”

Saturday’s victory kept the IceCaps’ eight-game string of win one, lose one intact.

Funny bunch, though, these IceCaps. For as bad as they looked for two periods Friday, they looked pretty darn good for 40 minutes Saturday.

And that’s without Zach Redmond, recalled to Winnipeg Friday morning, and Eric O’Dell, who potted his first goal for the Jets Saturday night.

“I thought we played a real, good solid game,” said IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge. “We had good energy. We go down one and we respond quickly with three.

“And it was one of our more physical games of the season.”

Physical indeed. The game featured five fights as the bigger Marlies tried to push their back into Saturday’s game.

But the smaller IceCaps, to their credit, held the fort.

“When you look at Toronto, you can see it has Brian Burke’s pedigree in there,” McCambridge said of the former Maple Leafs’ GM, who has a fondness for bigger players. “A lot of those guys were drafted by him, big strong guys.

“But I liked the way we responded. Friday night, they were winning all the loose puck battles but we responded tonight well. We were physical, played big and were able to have some pushback against a large bodied team.”

Jerome Samson, Kael Mouillierat and J.C. Lipon scored for the IceCaps in the shootout. Lipon also had an assist in regulation time and a fight, giving him a quasi Gordie Howe hat trick.

Only Spencer Abbott was able to beat Eddie Pasquale in the shootout.

In regulation time, Adam Lowry scored his fifth and sixth goals on the year for the IceCaps. Singles came from Cormier and Carl Klingberg. Peter Holland had a pair for the Marlies, while Wade MacLeod and T.J. Brennan, the former St. John’s Fog Devils’ junior player, netted singles.

After MacLeod scored 23 seconds in, Lowry breathed new life into the IceCaps and their 6,287 faithful, beating Drew MacIntyre just over three minutes later, and then netted the go-ahead goal with 2:43 remaining in the first period.

Cormier staked the IceCaps to a 3-1 lead 44 seconds into the second period with his fourth goal on the year. Holland and Klingberg exchanged goals to make it 4-2, but then the Marlies got goals from Brennan and Holland — the latter a high, weak shot Pasquale probably should have stopped — to force overtime.

“Yes and no,” veteran Andrew Gordon said when asked if the IceCaps’ bench deflated when Holland’s cheapie eluded Pasquale for the tying goal. “A little bit of panic sets in for a minute or two, but you want to play your game and revert back to what makes you successful.

“At the end of the day, things are going to happen. It’s a hockey game and leads transfer back and forth. Teams are not going to quit, not at this level or any level in pro hockey.

“I’m sure Eddie wants that fourth one back but at the end of the day he played big when we needed him. To get those two points erases the memory a little bit.”

This weekend, the Manchester Monarchs come to town for a three-game series at Mile One (Friday, Saturday and Monday). The IceCaps are 3-2 against the Monarchs this season.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Jets fire coach Claude Noel amid five-game losing streak, hire Paul Maurice
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Claude Noel is out as coach of the Winnipeg Jets, replaced by Paul Maurice.

Noel was fired amid a five-game losing streak that dropped the Jets to 19-23-5 and 10 points back of the final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

Noel, hired after the Atlanta Thrashers moved to Winnipeg before the 2011-12 season, went 80-79-18 during his tenure with the Jets. 

Assistant Perry Pearn was also fired.

Maurice inherits a team that has struggled in its third season in Winnipeg thanks in part to inadequate goaltending and defensive breakdowns. The 46-year-old has been behind the bench as an NHL head coach for 1,084 games.

"I would imagine the strategy for him, he'd be a little bit of a detective going in there." said Jeff O'Neill, who played for Maurice in Carolina and Toronto. "He's going to find out what the problems are and he's going to address the issues. And that's probably the first order of business."

Maurice's first game will be Monday at MTS Centre against the Phoenix Coyotes. This will be the third franchise he has coached, after the Hartford Whalers/Carolina Hurricanes and the Toronto Maple Leafs.

O'Neill said he has a better appreciation for Maurice as a coach after working with him at TSN.

"Just some little things he's pointed out and some of the things he would do kind of got my attention and made me realize this guy is a good coach and is probably a good fit there," O'Neill said in a phone interview.

Maurice seems to be a different coach now than he was when he broke in with the Whalers in 1996-97. Along the way he got the Hurricanes to the 2002 Stanley Cup final and made five total playoff appearances with Carolina.

"Obviously he knows what works and what doesn't work now," O'Neill said. "I think maybe when he was younger he thought he had to be a hard ass all the time for guys to kind of buy in and believe it, and then later on the message didn't have to be that because he was established, he had coached so many games.

"He's dealt with adversity before. He knows how to handle these situations because in Carolina we had some teams that weren't very good and he did get a lot out of us for the talent that we had on the roster."

— Follow Stephen Whyno on Twitter at @SWhyno.

IceCaps pull out thrilling shootout win over Marlies
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St. John's IceCaps goalie Eddie Pasquale makes a save off of the Toronto Marlies' Peter Holland as IceCaps defenceman Cody Lampl looks on during an AHL game Saturday night at Mile One Centre. The IceCaps won 5-4 in a shootout.

Keith Gosse

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

The St. John’s IceCaps scored three goals in the shootout to pull out a 5-4 win over the Toronto Marlies in a wildly-entertaining American Hockey League game Saturday night at Mile One Centre.

The game featured plenty of scoring, physical play (five fights) and drama as the IceCaps coughed up a two-goal, third-period lead only to win it after overtime solved nothing.

Jerome Samson, Kael Mouillierat and J.C. Lipon scored for the IceCaps in the shootout. Only Spencer Abbott could beat Eddie Pasquale in the shootout.

Rookie Adam Lowry paced the IceCaps with two goals in regulation time. Patrice Cormier and Carl Klingberg netted singles.

Peter Holland, recently sent down from the Toronto Maple Leafs, had two goals for the Marlies, with Wade MacLeod and T.J. Brennan, the former St. John’s Fog Devils junior player, netting singles.

Just as they did Friday night – a 3-2 Toronto win – the IceCaps got off to a slow start when MacLeod scored 23 seconds off the opening faceoff.

However, Lowry breathed new life into the IceCaps and their fans, beating Drew MacIntyre just over three minutes later, and then netted the go-ahead goal with 2:43 remaining in the first period.

Cormier staked the IceCaps to a 3-1 lead 44 seconds into the second period with his fourth goal on the year. Holland and Klingberg exchanged goals to make it 4-2, but then the Marlies got goals from Brennan and Holland – the latter a high, weak shot Pasquale probably should have stopped – to force overtime.

Pasquale finished the night with 35 saves. MacIntyre had 22.

The IceCaps are off now until Friday, Saturday and next Monday when the Manchester Monarchs are at Mile One for three games.

NOTES

Defenceman Zack Redmond was recalled to the Winnipeg Jets Friday. He did not play in Saturday’s 6-3 loss to the Columbus Blue Jackets … Eric O’Dell scored his first goal as a Jet Saturday, with Adam Pardy picking up the assist … Three stars Saturday were 1. Adam Lowry 2. Peter Holland 3. Kael Mouillierat … Mary Brown’s hardest working player was J.C. Lipon

Rookie Syracuse Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski starting to pack some punch in his development (video)

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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The swarthy beard and handlebar mustache are gone from the face of Syracuse Crunch rookie defenseman Luke Witkowski, shaved off in the name of practicality.

"It was just getting messy sometimes,'' Witkowski explained. "It's hard to eat with a mustache like that. Sometimes you have to change it up, start fresh.''

Logical enough, plus there's the added bonus that the removal of facial hair allows for better display of the sport's badges of honors that Witkowski seems so intent upon collecting.

One such souvenir discolored the bridge of his nose on Tuesday. It was a large bruise picked up in a scrap with Bridgeport's Mike Halmo on Sunday.

Witkowski disapproved of the way Hamlo hit Syracuse's Cedric Paquette. So Witkowski took matters into his own fists.

"The refs kind of stopped it early, too,'' Witkowski lamented. "I wasn't completely done.''

And what was left unfinished?

"He didn't hit the ice,'' Witkowski said. "That would have been nice.''

It was the second fight in as many days for Witkowski, who didn't get a chance to take out his frustrations in such a fashion during his career at Western Michigan.Witkowski took exception to the way Hershey's Dane Byers was jostling him in front of the net, so off came the mitts.

"Fights are going to happen if you are playing hard like that, and obviously sticking up for teammates,'' Witkowski said. "I don't always go looking for it, but the way I play my game, it's going to come to me this year.''

Consider that a sign of progress.

While fighting isn't Witkowski's end game, it's an important by-product of a request that Crunch head coach Rob Zettler and assistant coach Trent Cull have made of the newcomer.

At 6-foot-2, 202 pounds, Witkowski looks every bit the part of a defensive deterrent. Now, they want him to play like that more consistently.

"I think he's starting to figure out when he plays with an edge, plays with jam, he's better in tune with the game, he moves the puck quicker, he defends better,'' Zettler said.

Witkowski, a sixth-round pick by Tampa Bay in 2008, has been saddled with a regular load of minutes since the start of the season, playing in all 41 of the team's games.

The results have been encouraging, but spotty: seven assists, 110 PIM and a minus-3.

"It's a big adjustment to go from a college league to professional hockey,'' said Julien BriseBois, assistant general manager of the Lightning. "He has had some ups and downs, but we like his potential there. We like his compete level, we like his skating. Generally speaking, he's tough to play against.''

Witkowski said he thought he started the season pretty well, then hit something of a plateau. And he knows prospects who aren't moving forward are falling behind.

"I'd say I've gotten better at moving the puck quicker,'' Witkowski said. "I still have a ways to go. Guys (in the AHL) are all-around better. They get shots by you easier.''

Zettler switched up Witkowski's classroom last weekend, pairing him with veteran puck mover Matt Taormina. For most of the season, Witkowski has been with bruiser Dmitry Korobov.

"With Taormina, he's obviously very offensive,'' Witkowski said. "I just need to play good defensively.''

And if Witkowski too far skates over his ever-sharpening edge in the name of that pursuit?

"Now, I can play rough and back up my game,'' he said. "In college, you can't fight. You (would) take penalties that hurt you.''
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Whenever Syracuse Crunch coach Rob Zettler cues up the video of the Syracuse Crunch's 4-0 loss to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Wednesday, he's going to want to play this clip again and again. 

And again.

One rush by the Penguins' Harry Zolnierczyk summarizes the Crunch's defensive generosity this year. With defensemen Joey Mormina and Artem Sergeev and forwards Dana Tyrell, Evan Rankin and Tanner Richard on the ice, Zolnierczyk skates past, around and through the vicinity of all five Crunch skaters to put a shot past netminder Kristers Gudlevskis.

Overall, Syracuse is allowing 3.12 goals per game, 23rd in the AHL. Somewhere, a few stray hairs in the beards of Radko Gudas and J.P. Cote are turning gray.

Panik pushes through pain to get playing time with Syracuse Crunch
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Before he can start firing away for the Syracuse Crunch again, forward Richard Panik has to recover from an injury he suffered in his first game back Saturday against Hershey. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)

Print 

Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 28, 2014 at 2:29 PM, updated January 28, 2014 at 3:46 PM 

0 

Any questions about how hungry demoted Tampa Bay forward Richard Panik is to play regular minutes again was answered this weekend.

In his first game after being sent down to the Syracuse Crunch, Panik took a demolishing check from Hershey's Tyson Strachan. Panik was hurt — likely injuring his left shoulder — but stayed in the game.

Sunday, Syracuse visited Bridgeport. Panik could have justifiably asked for a day of rest, and Crunch coach Rob Zettler said his availability was a touch-and-go issue. But Panik didn't come here to sit, and he successfully lobbied to play.

"I'm missing playing hockey,'' Panik said. "I wasn't sure if I was going to play or rest, but I decided to play. I wanted to play.''

The bill for that ambition came due Tuesday. Panik skated with a red, non-contact jersey at practice and is likely out for Wednesday's game at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. He could return Friday when the team visits Utica.

The force of Panik's will was on display for the Crunch for most of last season. He riled up opponents with chippy play and then marked up the score sheet with his talent, going 22-19 in 51 regular season games and then 9-5 in Syracuse's run to the Calder Cup finals.

Confidence was the one thing he never seemed to lack, but Panik said that's exactly what he lost soon after making the Lightning roster out of training camp. He broke fast on a rookie line along with Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat, but while those two continued their ascent, Panik stalled.

In 39 games with Tampa Bay this season, he produced two goals and nine assists.

"Obviously they sent me down for a reason. I wasn't playing good,'' Panik said. "I had some ups and downs. I lost my confidence. That's not my game. My game is confidence on the puck. (The NHL) is a harder league to play. Everybody is really good. I have to play better, like a played here.''

Zettler said if Panik pulls that off, he won't be with the Crunch for long.

"He wasn't playing bad up there. They had a lot of bodies,'' Zettler said. "It was just tough to get him in. For him, it's his consistency. He's probably one of the most talented players in the organization. He's got to bring that to the table every game.''

With all the young talent up front in Tampa Bay, Panik knows that expectations of dramatic improvement shoo away any notion of job security.

Now he plans on casting his own shadow toward the players who hold the spots he's trying to reclaim.

"There's always pressure,'' he said. "I think that's good for the organization. Now I'm here, I'm going to put some pressure on the guys up there. Hopefully I'll be up there soon.''

» In other news Tuesday, defenseman Andrej Sustr skated through a full practice with the team. Sustr was sent down from Tampa Bay on Jan. 17 but suffered a head injury on the second shift of his first game for Syracuse, against Hershey.

Sustr will likely be out Wednesday but could return Friday.

"After a week not skating, you lose a little bit,'' Sustr said Tuesday. "It's just a matter of two or three days (recovery) when you get back at it.''

Tampa Bay prospects website ranks Lightning/Syracuse Crunch up-and-comers
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Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Cedric Paquette is one of the breakout players of the organization this season. Where does he rank on boltprospects.com's mid-term list of Tampa Bay's prospects? (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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The latest essay by boltprospects.com ranking the Tampa Bay Lightning's top prospects gets right to the point.

Have the glory days of the bountiful Lightning farm system passed, or at least started to fade?

The answer is good, at least from the perspective of Syracuse Crunch fans.

"With the Lightning transitioning to a more youthful team and injuries forcing more call-ups than originally anticipated, our Bolt Prospects Midterm Rankings will take on a decidedly different feel,'' author Pete Choquette writes. "With the likes of Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat, and Radko Gudas becoming full-time NHLers, the list seems a little thinner this time around. Still, this year's Midterm list is still top-heavy with some of the finest NHL prospects you'll find anywhere in the land. With several other prospects very close to graduating from prospect status on the site, though, and the next wave of prospects struggling a bit in Syracuse, now is an excellent time for readers to reflect on what an amazing past couple of years the Lightning pipeline has had.''

Forward Jonathan Drouin, the team's No. 1 daft pick who is currently playing for Halifax of the QMJHL, tops the list, of course.

The highest-ranked current member of the Crunch is forward Vladdy Namestnikov.

"Had he not broken his hand earlier this season, Vladislav Namestnikov might be up with Tampa Bay right now in Nikita Kucherov's place,'' Choquette said. After being sent down to Syracuse due to a quiet training camp with Tampa Bay, Namestnikov teamed with Kucherov to form a dynamic duo that was arguably the AHL's most unstoppable force. Namestnikov was the playmaker and Kucherov was the finisher.

"Unfortunately, Vladislav broke his hand just before Kucherov was recalled to the Lightning, leaving him over a month of rehab work while his former linemate was breaking in with the Lightning. Now that he's back healthy, though, Namestnikov has already surpassed his statistics from a season ago despite playing in roughly half the number of games. He's still at over a point a game with Syracuse and that points toward Namestnikov being a serious threat to make the NHL next season. In the long run, look for Namestnikov to assume the Lightning's second or third line center position and possibly reunite with Kucherov for many seasons to come.''

Top to bottom, the list is an insightful read, well worth your time.

Syracuse Crunch GM BriseBois: This team has the character to fight its way out of slump
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Syracuse Crunch forward Dana Tyrell pushes through the Hershey defense in a game Friday night at the War Memorial. (Gary Walts | GWalts@Syracuse.com)
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 There are many ways to play hockey in the dictionary of Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois.

One is with ambition, BriseBois said. That means playing well when you are having success.

The Calder Cup champs of Norfolk two seasons ago and the Calder finalists Syracuse Crunch last year overflowed with a closer's mentality.

Another is with pride. According to BriseBois, that's measured by how a team plays when it's struggling.

Unfortunately for the Crunch, that's the most appropriate barometer right now.

The Crunch is coming off a weekend in which it lost three games in 48 hours, dropping to 14th place in the 15-team Eastern Conference. Five teams and 10 points separate the Crunch from the eighth and final playoff spot in the conference.

While further personnel moves are always possible, BriseBois said none are on the docket right now.

"We're obviously facing adversity now,'' BriseBois said. "We're going to test our players' pride. I look at the roster right now, I know we can do it. We can climb back into the playoff, and, then, anything is possible.''

Syracuse's shortcomings have run the gamut this season, most recently centering on defensive meltdowns. Only seven teams are giving up more than the Crunch's average of 3.10 goals per game. 

The potential of newcomers such as Luke Witkowski, Artem Sergeev and Nikita Nesterov remains a speck on the horizon; for too much of the season they have been force-fed high-pressure minutes when they were not yet ready for that responsibility. 

And, overall, the blueline clearly misses the grit and experience of veteran defenseman J.P. Cote, who was rewarded for his tremendous improvement with a new contract and recall to the Lightning.

That defensive inconsistency has infected goalie play. The Crunch looked set at the start of the season with Cedrick Desjardins and Riku Helenius, but Helenius' struggles opened the door for the organization to promote rookie Kristers Gudlevskis from the ECHL.

Gudlevskis (10-7-2, 2.71, .901) has been put in heavy rotation in the Crunch net to challenge him against AHL shooters. While that's sound developmental logic, Gudlevski is not yet at the point where he can regularly steal games when the defense falls him and his learning curve can be costly when it swerves the wrong way.

Desjardins (5-10-2, 2.78, .902), meanwhile, hasn't been the stopper he was in last season's playoffs. He needs to be the ace who puts his skate down on any losing streak caused by the hiccups of Gudlevskis.

Tampa Bay's original plan gave Syracuse the best line in the AHL for the first couple weeks of the season. J.T. Brown, Vladdy Namestnikov and Nikita Kucherov wrote their own checks, and Kucherov looked on pace for rookie of the year honors and perhaps MVP.

But Brown and Kucherov were recalled to Tampa Bay because of injuries up top, and Namestnikov himself missed several weeks with a broken hand. Beyond forwards Brett Connolly and Cedric Paquette, the Crunch's top-end scoring depth after that was exposed as sporadic. The Crunch is potting only 2.63 goals per game, tied for the seventh-lowest figure in the AHL.

Tampa Bay has responded to some of the Crunch's needs, with mixed results. In-season free agent addition Jon DiSalvatore has been a plus, with three goals and eight assists in 11 games.

The Lightning hoped to give the Crunch a jolt of energy with the demotion of power forward P.C. Labrie, but he still seems out of synch because of an earlier injury. Andrej Sustr would have been a huge boon for the blueline, but he suffered a head injury on his second shift with the Crunch and it's unclear when he'll be back.

Forward Richard Panik, sent down Friday, is a proven AHL producer who was a workhorse for the Admirals two seasons ago and for the Crunch last year. But two games into his stay with Syracuse this season, it's too early to judge how he'll adapt to what has to be a disappointing return to the minors.

The one thing working in Syracuse's favor? BriseBois thinks injuries and the volatility of all AHL rosters make quick turnarounds possible.

If a team wants to start twisting hard on the steering wheel, that is.

"We're coming up short. But we can still turn things around,'' BriseBois said. "What it comes down to is you have to find a way to win games. We just have to cut down on the few mistakes that make a difference and capitalize on the opportunities that make a difference.

Former Syracuse Crunch defenseman Mark Barberio has learned patience on his way to the top
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Tampa Bay Lightning defenseman Mark Barberio (center) celebrates his goal against the Carolina Hurricanes on Jan. 19 along with Ondrej Palat (18) and Nikita Kucherov (86). (Gerry Broome/The Associated Press)
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Ex-Syracuse Crunch defenseman Mark Barberio probably wouldn't know what to do if success came quick and easily.

He was a lightly regarded prospect coming out of juniors, a sixth-round pick by Tampa Bay in the 2008 draft.

He had to scrap his way to regular playing time as an AHL rookie for Norfolk with in 2010-11.

After finally winning a spot with Tampa Bay this year, he was healthy scratch for 10 of the first 12 games of the season.

But, as always, things seem to be working out for him.

As the Tampa Tribune points out, Lightning head coach Jon Cooper has a hard time taking him out of the lineup.

"He kind of had a nervous game to him probably for the first 25 or 30 games, but I think he's gotten a little bit of that attitude where 'I actually think I belong in this league, I can play here,''' Cooper said. "So I think the game is slowing down for him a little bit, which you hope it does for a lot of the rookies, and clearly he is taking advantage of it. So it's really hard to pull him out of the lineup right now.''

As beat reporter Erik Erlendsson points out in his story, Barberio looks like a different player now than he did earlier in the season. He's more active with the puck in the offensive zone, Erlendsson wrote, and is making plays.

"I've never really doubted my ability, I know I can play the game of hockey, but it just takes time to get used to this level and try to get comfortable with the level,'' Barberio told the paper. "I think that as the weeks have gone by here I feel like I've been improving and that's the biggest thing.''

Tampa Bay rookie forward Tyler Johnson, the AHL MVP for the Syracuse Crunch last season, continued to make his case for NHL stardom by recording his first career hat trick against Colorado on Saturday.

"It's just one of those things that you have to get lucky to get," Johnson told the Tampa Bay Times. "I couldn't have done it without my linemates; just happened to be in the right spot."

Johnson put on a show opposite Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon, last year's No. 1 draft pick and another leading contender for NHL rookie of the year. 

Here's a look at the highlights, and Johnson's humble reaction afterwards
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 The Syracuse Crunch began its first three-games-in-three-days set of the season on Friday night the way most teams dread finishing those endurance tests.

The sluggish, sloppy Crunch handed visiting Hershey three goals before the second period was over and faded from there as the Bears pulled away for a 4-1 win at the War Memorial 

Hershey's Casey Wellman and Matt Watkins each scored twice for Hershey while 

 Jon DiSalvatore netted the only goal for Syracuse. The win pushed fourth-place Hershey six points ahead of last-place Syracuse in the East Division.

"Whatever it is, you have to find a way to get your energy,'' DiSalvatore said. "The motivation is there, the table is set.''

The Crunch has another invitation to feast or famine when it visits Hershey Saturday. It then closes out the weekend with a road trip to Bridgeport on Sunday.

"That should be the message going into tomorrow, that it's not easy to win,'' said Syracuse defenseman Joey Mormina. "Everyone has to bring that emotional edge. These are playoff games for us.''

The Crunch defense abandoned goalie Kristers Gudlevskis in the second period as the Bears piled on for two goals to take a 3-0 security blanket.

Wellman scored his second of the game at the 7:44 mark. He worked his way to inside position on Syracuse defenseman Jordan Henry in front of the Syracuse net and easily deflected in a pass from Nicolas Deschamps for a 2-0 Bears lead.

"It was just a total lack of commitment to play defense,'' Mormina said of the team as a whole. "It was just not a good enough game to win in this league, plain and simple.''

With 6:34 left in the second, Gudlevskis denied a pair of shots by Hershey's Peter LeBlanc, but Watkins was all alone out front to slip a rebound past the prone goalie for the three-score cushion.

"Wide open, in front of the net. They get to the front of the net too easily,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "They were kind of easy goals, both of them.''

DiSalvatore finally put Syracuse on the board with 10:22 left in the game. Brett Connolly sliced down the left side before making a hard cut toward Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer. 

The goalie denied Connolly's initial bid, but DiSalvatore was all clear in front of the crease for a put-back.

Watkins set the final margin with a late empty-netter.

Syracuse's Eric Neilson fought Hershey's Patrick Wellar in the third. A sharp right by Neilson appeared to break Wellar's nose, causing the linesmen to jump in and stop the bout.

"I didn't know I hit him in the nose,'' Neilson said. "I heard a (cluck) sound. His eyes started watering. He's one tough (guy), that's for sure.''

Earlier Friday, forward Richard Panik was assigned by Tampa Bay to the CrunchHe is expected to join the team for its game in Hershey on Saturday.

Panik made Tampa Bay's roster out of training camp but his playing time has been dwindling. He has skated in 39 games with the Lightning this season, collecting two goals and 11 points to go along with 15 penalty minutes. 

Last season, Panik potted 22 goals and 19 assists for the Crunch. He was also a big factor in the team's run to the Calder Cup playoffs with nine goals and five assists.

The Lightning needed to clear room on its roster because forward Steven Stamkos is nearing a return from a broken leg.

"I think it's more a product of us being pretty healthy right now,'' Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois said of Panik's demotion. "We have a number of players playing good hockey. He was better off going to the AHL, playing big minutes, playing in big situations.''

Panik will leave the Crunch in February to compete for his native Slovakia in the Sochi Winter Olympics. Friday was the deadline for him to be assigned here and still be eligible to play prior to the Olympic competition.
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 Forward Richard Panik is getting a chance to tune up his game with the Syracuse Crunch.

Panik was assigned by Tampa Bay to the Crunch on Friday afternoon. He is expected to join the team for its game in Hershey on Saturday.

Panik made Tampa Bay's roster out of training camp but his playing time has been dwindling. He has skated in 39 games with the Lightning this season, collecting two goals and 11 points to go along with 15 penalty minutes. 

Last season, Panik potted 22 goals and 19 assists for the Crunch. He was also a big factor in the team's run to the Calder Cup playoffs with nine goals and five assists.

The Lightning needed to clear room on its roster because forward Steven Stamkos is nearing a return from a broken leg.

"I think it's more a product of us being pretty healthy right now,'' Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois said of Panik's demotion. "We have a number of players playing good hockey. He was better off going to the AHL, playing big minutes, playing in big situations.''

 Panik will leave the Crunch in February to compete for his native Slovakia in the Sochi Winter Olympics. Friday was the deadline for him to be assigned here and still be eligible to play prior to the Olympic competition.

Syracuse Crunch forward Evan Rankin trades pain for gain on the scoreboard
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Syracuse Crunch forward Evan Rankin celebrates scoring a goal from dangerous enemy territory against Norfolk earlier this season. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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 One of the best indicators that Syracuse Crunch forward Evan Rankin is doing his job is that he doesn't really want to talk about how he feels every day.

When asked after practice Thursday if he's routinely sore, Rankin smiled and shrugged off the question.

"It's hockey,'' he said. "If your body is not hurting somewhere, you're not playing hard enough.''

That's never an issue with Rankin, 27. He has scored 10 goals this season, and most have carried the price of getting singed by the dragon's breath that is opposing defenders and goalies.

The 6-foot-1, 185-pound Rankin is the bruised and bloodied embodiment of the price that must be paid to create scoring chances around the net. Rankin is not a dangler or sniper. He absorbs nightly punishment like few other players in the AHL because he will happily swap cross-checks, slashes and spears in exchange for the possibility of a deflection or rebound.

"There's a lot of goals you score you don't realize you're hurt until after the celebration,'' Rankin said. "Nothing worth anything is ever easy.'

Rankin shared three tips on how to minimize punishment and score around the crease:

Keep moving

It's hard to hit someone who doesn't stand still. Jab and move. Move and jab.

"He's never stationary around the net. It's really hard for the defensemen,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler.

"You're always trying to move to that spot where you think you'll get the best opportunity to score,'' Rankin said. "If you go there enough, you can kind of read the angle (of the shot), get a little bit of a hint of where the puck's going to end up being.''

Limit the target area

No foray into enemy territory will be pain-free, but you can control the damage.

For instance, there is a small area above the top of a player's pants that has no coverage except for the bottom of the jersey. This, of course, is where defensemen want to deliver their cross checks. Also, if a defender chops down on the back of an attacker's pants just right, he can knock down the offensive player or at least make him lose his balance.

The attacker's counterpoint is to lurch over a little bit, protruding his behind toward the defender. This improves balance and makes it harder to directly cross check the lower-back area.

"You are always going to get a shove here and there,'' Rankin said. "I've been in that situation a lot. A "D'' will push you in the back. You just position yourself in different ways so it's harder for him to move you.''

Bug the goalie

Rankin didn't want to give away too many secrets here because in the current climate of the sport referees personally envelop goalies in bubble wrap before they head to their crease.

But, in relatively harmless scenario, Rankin might try to subtly pin down a goalie's stick in the middle of a scramble where everyone's lumber is getting jumbled. Hey, in that case, who knows how sticks got locked?

"You're not supposed to interfere with the goalie,'' Rankin cautioned. "There are little things you can get away with that aren't necessarily a penalty.''
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 The second half of the AHL season is about to bear down on the Syracuse Crunch like an odd-man rush run amok.

Friday's contest against visiting Hershey will mark the Crunch's 39th of the regular season, one game past the halfway point. While the season's first 38 games were played in the course of 16 weeks, the final 38 games are crammed into 13 weeks.

Even worse, this weekend's action marks Syracuse's first three games in three days run of the season. Syracuse visits Hershey on Saturday and then travels to Bridgeport on Sunday.

After this weekend, the team will have six more three-in-threes.

"More often than not, you are playing a team that's in the same boat as you,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "That's life in the AHL, that's the way it rolls. By the third game, you feel pretty loose and ready to go. When you're a young guy, you do.

"In the third game, what is really important is to establish a lead. If you can get a lead by a goal or two, the other team is looking at it as a challenge, as 'Boy, we have to get back.'''

Crunch captain Mike Angelidis agreed.

"I think it's important to score early (in the third game). If you can get the first goal, it's crucial,'' he said. "Once you get the momentum on your side, it's a lot easier to hold on to momentum

"They (three-in-threes) are not easy. It's a grind. It's a lot of work. It's also hard mentally. It's experience, learning how to play those games.''

Former Syracuse Crunch forward Tyler Johnson moving to the top of NHL's rookie class
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Tyler Johnson's speed distanced himself from Syracuse Crunch foes last year, and he's putting that attribute to good use this season with Tampa Bay. (Lauren Petracca | MLive.com)
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Tyler Johnson earned the MVP of the AHL while playing for the Syracuse Crunch last season, a fitting tribute to one of the most dynamic players in the league.

Johnson has moved up a level, but he's still separating himself from the rest of the pack.

In his first full season with the Tampa Bay Lightning, Johnson has 12 goals and 18 assists in 50 games. Entering play Monday, that total placed him second in the league among rookie forwards.

But just as it did on the Crunch, Johnson's value extends beyond numbers. He's also an integral contributor on special teams.

"The one thing about Johnny is he's got that fight in him," Lightning coach Jon Cooper, who coached Johnson at Norfolk and Syracuse, told the Tampa Bay Times. "There's no quit in the kid and he's a winner. You can't have enough of those guys around."

Could that be enough to push Johnson into discussion for the NHL's rookie of the year award?

Perhaps. 

 "When you're first up here you're thinking all these different things," Johnson said. "Your mind is running 100 mph. Now, it's more playing your game, all the things that got you here. That's what slows down. Now you know what to expect.

"The biggest thing is having confidence. Seeing all those big names, people you idolized growing up, you get a little bit starstruck. At this point, I feel comfortable playing against just about anyone."

Syracuse Crunch coach Rob Zettler understands the need to send a message - to a point (videos)
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Syracuse Crunch Rob Zettler doesn't believe in instigating line brawls to send a message, but also thinks there are more subtle ways to make a point. (Stephen D. Cannerelli | SCannerelli@Syracuse.com)
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 While he wouldn't necessarily carry it to the same extent as Vancouver's John Tortorella and Calgary's Bob Hartley, Syracuse Crunch coach Rob Zettler said he sees the potential value in starting a game with a bang.

Zettler said he understands the strategy of sending a slew of fourth-line grinders out to deliver a message. But here's the difference - Zettler's message would be aimed at own team.

Zettler said he would only consider such a move if he felt his squad was lacking energy. In that situation, he'd want his sandpaper players to open a contest with a hard hit or two with the intention of setting a more combustible tone for their teammates.

"It's just strategy. I would do it,'' Zettler said. "I'm not telling guys to go out there to start a five on five-brawl, but I am telling them to hit hard, be hard on their forecheck. Sometimes when you're playing on a team, if you don't feel you're playing hard, you'll start those guys. My intention is to establish a physical play, put the momentum in our court.''

Hartley apparently had different intentions Saturday when, as the visiting coach, he submitted a starting lineup of five brawlers. Tortorella, predictably, retaliated by sending out five tough guys of his own.

A line brawl ensued off the opening faceoff. During the first intermission, Tortorella was so irate that he tried to confront Hartley in the Flames locker room. Monday, the NHL fined Hartley $25,000 and suspended Tortorella for 15 days.

Zettler was an NHL assistant coach for nine seasons with Toronto and San Jose. He said he's never been furious enough to try to track down an opposing coach.

"Physically, I'd never go after a coach. Maybe I will,'' joked Zettler, who played 569 games in the NHL. "I don't see myself doing it. I don't think that's our job to do it.

"I think you have to let your team know that you have their back. That can be done in a number of ways, depending upon the situation.''

Interestingly enough, such a situation arose in Syracuse's 6-3 loss to Binghamton on Saturday. With 1:03 left in the game, Binghamton's Mark Borowiecki elbowed Syracuse's Cedric Paquette in the head.

The blow angered Zettler, who suspected further issues might arise in the closing moments of the game. So on the Crunch's power play, Zettler sent out defensemen Dmitry Korobov and Luke Witkowski and forwards Mike Angelidis, P.C. Labrie and Eric Neilson.

Fine players all, but their common bond was far more an ability to drop the mitts than make a power play hum. The game ended without incident.

"That's an instance where that hit was completely uncalled for,'' Zettler said. "I wanted to make sure there were no other liberties taken.''

Syracuse Crunch sticks grow a lot more quiet when third period begins

-388fd9eb1c96578d.jpg

The Syracuse Crunch's Vladdy Namestnikov feels the pinch from Providence's Carter Camper, right, and goalie David LeNeveu in a game in the War Memorial earlier this month. The Crunch has been finding it harder to put away scoring chances as games draw near the end of regulation this season. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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Through a typical 40 minutes of play this season, the Syracuse Crunch has been a break-even team.

In the final period, it has been wracking up some costly debt.

That's one of the reasons the team finds itself with a lot of digging out to do in the East Division standings.

The Crunch has scored 30 goals in the first period this season, and allowed 30 goals in that span as well as well.

In the middle stanza, Syracuse has posted 38 goals and permitted the same bounty.

The final 20? There's trouble.

The Crunch has scored 29 goals. That's the third-worst third-period total in the AHL.

In the meantime, Syracuse has allowed 40 third-period markers.

That's why late rallies are so rare for the team. When Syracuse is tied or trailing after two periods this year, it is a combined 2-7-0-1.

The goal differential would seem to be a scoring issue foremost, but it's not that clear cut. Syracuse coach Rob Zettler has noticed a team too often on its heels in the final period, one unable to push back against desperate play by opponents.

And if foes are dominating play in the Crunch zone, Syracuse's quality scoring chances will dwindle to nill.

"We need to play better defense. Our main focus can't just be sitting back,'' said Syracuse forward Tanner Richard. "It think it's just letting our foot off the gas, (getting) too worried about defending the lead instead of playing the same way. You've got to play the way that got you the lead.''
Syracuse Crunch roster blends talent from across the globe
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Syracuse Crunch rookie defenseman Nikita Nesterov is one of three players on the current roster from Russia. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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 Syracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis is properly proud of his hockey roots that reach back to Ontario, Canada.

Angelidis and his neighbors in that part of the world could make a strong argument for their home ice as the most fertile grounds for hockey talent in the universe.

This year, however, Angelidis' roots represent more of an oddity than an anchor. He is the only player to skate for the Crunch this year who was born and raised in that province.

"When I was told that, I was kind of thrown back,'' said Angelidis who grew up near Toronto. "We have guys from all over.''

The sport has long been an international brotherhood, with players from around the world dotting NHL and AHL rosters. But this year's Crunch lineup is laden with perhaps more cultural variety than ever.

Currently, the team has three players from Russia, and one each from Belarus, Latvia, the Czech Republic and Switzerland.

The United States is represented by three players from Michigan and one each from Minnesota and Maine.

Turning to Canada, four players hail from the province of Quebec, two from Alberta, two from New Bruswick and one each from Prince Edward Island and British Columbia.

Oh, and there's Angelidis singularly carrying the Ontario banner.

"That's unusual for a team. Usually, you have more than one,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

"Obviously, that's kind of weird,'' Crunch forward Geoff Walker said of the low Ontario representation. "Usually, you have five or six.''

Language isn't a problem in the Crunch locker room because most of the Europeans are fluent in English, or at least understand it. 

"I think once you have a bunch of personalities in one room, you never know how things are going to go,'' Walker said. "Our group is very close. I think in our locker room right now, we have a great dynamic. Everyone gets along.''

Angelidis said it's important to grasp each players' background. For instance, Orthodox Russians celebrate Christmas on Jan. 7 and also tend to place a lot more emphasis on New Year's Eve than many North Americans.

"I think you have to take into consideration everybody's culture,'' Angelidis said. "How you do that is trying to keep everyone together (in team activities) as much as you can.''

Angelidis said North American players like to hear tales from their overseas teammates, especially when it comes to families and the preferred food of their homelands.

"We always pick guys' brains,'' he said. "You learn stuff about everyone, what they do. Guys tell you stories, you catch on.''

The more challenging meshing comes on the ice, where players from Europe often bring different styles of play.

"You have to respect that and understand that,'' Zettler said. "They've been taught to play a certain way for years and years. If you find yourself getting mad or frustrated (as a coach), the patience part of it is key.''
Syracuse Crunch forward Philippe Paradis ready to rev it back up this weekend
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Syracuse Crunch forward Philippe Paradis has practiced a lot this season, but injuries have limited him to 24 games. (Stephen D. Cannerelli | SCannerelli@Syracuse.com)
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 Syracuse Crunch winger Philippe Paradis is at his best when he's free to play with a full reserve of energy sprinkled with a dash of mayhem.

That's why he's summoned the patience to wait for the right time to return to the Syracuse Crunch lineup.

That time could come Friday night, when the Crunch hosts Hershey.

Paradis has been out since suffering a shoulder injury against Norfolk on Dec. 28. He's been skating in regular practices for several days, though, and even took warmups against Binghamton on Saturday.

But considering Paradis' combustible style, he and head coach Rob Zettler thought it best to toss in an extra few days of recovery this week heading into a three games in three days stretch this weekend. 

Monday, Paradis said if Zettler wants him back on the ice Friday, he's ready to go.

"I'm good,'' Paradis said. "The next game, I'll be ready to play. If I'm in the lineup, I should be 100 percent. I've been getting pushed around (in practice). I didn't have any problems.''

Paradis said between recovery from the shoulder injury and a comeback from an earlier ailment this season, he's in even better condition than when the year started. He said his weight, which was about 215 pounds in training camp, has dropped to the 205-210 mark.

"I worked hard in the gym to come back even stronger,'' he said. "I feel like I'm in better shape than I was when I got injured. I feel lighter, stronger, faster. I just can't wait to get back on the ice. I miss being around those guys.''
Ex-Syracuse Crunchers McGrattan and Sestito in the middle of Calgary-Vancouver gong show (videos)
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Calgary Flames right wing Brian McGrattan and Vancouver Canucks left wing Tom Sestito fall to the ice as they fight during the first period of an NHL game Saturday in Vancouver. (Jonathan Hayward | The Associated Press)
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 Hockey fans who enjoy fighting got their money's worth before Saturday night's Calgary-Vancouver game was even two seconds old.

A five-on-five line brawl between the two teams - a spectacle so rare it's almost extinct in the sport - broke out on the opening faceoff. Two of the primary combatants were former Syracuse Crunch players - the Canucks' Tom Sestito and the Flames Brian McGrattan.

The brawl came just a few days after Sestito stirred things up by jumping Los Angeles' Jordan Nolan.

McGrattan got a little bonus action during the first intermission when out-of-control Canucks coach John Tortorella tried to invade the hallway outside the Calgary locker room.

Tortorella was furious because as the visiting team, Flames coach Bob Hartley submitted his lineup card first, forcing Tortorella's hand in responding with the Canucks' bruisers.
Connolly's hat trick not enough as Syracuse Crunch falls to Binghamton, 6-3 (video)

-8aee4f74466bdee8.jpg

Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly celebrates one of his three goals against Binghamton on Saturday in the War Memorial. They were the only scores Syracuse produced in a 6-3 loss to the Senators. (Photo courtesy of Scott Thomas)
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 The limitation of a one-man offense was highlighted in both Tampa Bay and Syracuse on Saturday.

Brett Connolly tallied a hat trick but his singular scoring attack wasn't enough as the Binghamton Senators handled the Syracuse Crunch 6-3 in the War Memorial.

In an eerie yet telling coincidence, Crunch parent club Tampa Bay got four goals from superstar Martin St. Louis against San Jose earlier in the day but still lost, 5-4.

"It's obviously a lot better when you have a good game and you win,'' Connolly said. "We need wins right now. We have a lot of guys who can score. We need everybody every night. We can't have anybody being passengers.''

Andre Petersson scored twice for the Senators, who snapped the Crunch's six-game points streak. The Senators knocked out starting Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis after one period, during which the previously hot rookie allowed three goals on 11 shots. Cedrick Desjardins came on to stop 15 of 17 bids for the Crunch, which has now dropped seven of eight games this season to its East Division foe.

"We just, I don't know, something when we play Bingo,'' Connolly said. "We don't run for the full 60 (minutes). We have to figure that out. I think we give them too much respect. Too much time and space.''

Connolly's third goal, a powerplay tally with 15:59 left in the third, at least promised one last Crunch rally. He took a centering pass from teammate Vladdy Namestnikov outside the Sens crease and chipped a shot over Binghamton goalie Andrew Hammond to bring Syracuse within 4-3.

But Binghamton's Corey Cowick answered that with 10:24 remaining, veering from the middle to the left wing and bouncing a bid off Desjardins' pads.

"I thought I had it in my glove,'' Desjardins said. "It was a flukey bounce, it went over my stick.''

Petersson added his second goal, an empty-netter, for the final margin.

"I don't think it's the matchup,'' Namestnikov said of his team's woes against the Sens. "They are getting some lucky bounces. We're right there. But it seems like they always get on top of us.''

The Crunch dominated the second period in an attempt to pull even, but the Senators caught a bit of a break to put up the only marker of the period and a 4-2 lead after two.

With Binghamton on a power play, Syracuse defenseman Dmitry Korobov blocked consecutive shots in the mid-slot. The puck made its way over to the left circle, from where Shane Prince teed up a shot.

Namestnikov, directly in front of the bid, sold out in an attempt for another block. He got it, but the puck skittered off him and gently tucked itself inside the far post at the 15:28 mark.

"They have a good team. You have to give them credit, they played well,'' Desjardins said. "We need to find a way. We were due for one. They always find a way to win the game.''

Connolly bookended a pair of goals in the first to keep the Crunch in the game early.

 His first was a work of art. With Syracuse on a power play, Connolly cruised into the Sens' zone and into the right circle. Although he seemed to have no angle on Hammond, he zipped a shot that somehow found an opening high near side at the 5:51 mark for a 1-0 Crunch edge.

Binghamton quickly answered with a torrent of goals while the Crunch took a nap. Jim 

 O'Brien tied the game with a short-handed score at the 11:46 mark as Syracuse allowed him time and space to knock home his own rebound from the right side.

With 5:34 left in the first, Petersson was alone on the left side of Gudlevskis and tipped in a long bid from the right point off the stick of teammate Chris Wideman.

And just 1:19 later, Matt Puempel pumped Binghamton to a 3-1 lead with a breakaway power-play score snapped between Gudlevskis' pads.

Connolly brought the drama back into the contest with 2:34 left in the wild opening period with a goal off a fluttering shot from the left circle.

"We had a lot of chances,'' Connolly said. "But at the same time, when you give up six goals, it's tough to win.''

After the game, Syracuse sent forward Max Parent to Florida of the ECHL.

The Crunch is off until it hosts Hershey on Friday.
Defenseman Andrej Sustr's return to the Syracuse Crunch hits a bump

-087335688b0240ed.jpg

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Andrej Sustr, left, shown playing keepaway from Grand Rapids' Gustav Nyquist in the Calder Cup Finals last year, will continue his development with the Crunch this year once he's healthy again. (Cory Morse | MLive.com)
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 Tampa Bay sent rookie defenseman Andrej Sustr to the Syracuse Crunch on Friday with the hopes that he would get more playing time.

 That plan has been put on pause.

Sustr was injured on his second shift in the Crunch's 3-2 win against Hershey on Friday night when he took a hard check and his head slammed into the boards. Saturday morning, Sustr said he won't be playing against visiting Binghamton tonight. 

Sustr reported to the War Memorial for a team meeting but did not participate in the optional morning skate.

While Sustr didn't go into specifics about his ailment, he said he needed to rest. His nose also suffered a bad gash, but that looked better the day after.

"I need to sit for a few days,'' he said. "I'm alright. I just feel kind of out of it. Injuries are something you can't control. I just have to make sure I get back at it as soon as possible.''

The assignment to Syracuse and then the subsequent injury represent the 6-foot-8 Sustr's first minor setbacks since he turned pro at the end of last year.

He was a heavily recruited free agent out of Nebraska-Omaha who signed with the Lightning and immediately jumped into two games with Tampa Bay.

He then joined Syracuse at the end of the season and was so good he earned workhorse minutes in the Crunch's run to the Calder Cup finals.

He made Tampa Bay right out of training camp this season, and skated in 38 games. But this week the Lightning became overloaded with nine healthy defensemen, and Sustr's development demanded that he keep playing. That put him back in the Crunch lineup.

Briefly.

"I kind of saw it coming,'' Sustr said of the send-down. "We had a lot of guys playing well up there. Some people say this is a demotion for me. I'd rather take this as an opportunity to play and get better. When you look at the big picture, it's better for me and my development to come here. This will benefit me and the organization in the future.''

Sustr's 38 games played with the Lightning this year is one shy of the total he played for Nebraska-Omaha last season. But he doesn't feel drained by slamming into any possible rookie wall.

"In college, you also practice a lot. Playing more games is more fun,'' he said. "You don't get to dwell on mistakes. Rookie wall, even in college you have some patches where things don't go how you want. You just have to work at it and get out of it.''
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Maybe it will be a lucky bounce.

Perhaps it will be a deflection off his pants.

But at some point, Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Tanner Richard figures he'll eventually pot his first pro goal.

For now, Richard is happy to create some fourth-line spark and make his teammates better.

Richard dished out two assists for his first multi-point game as a pro and Crunch netminder Kristers Gudlevskis stopped 20 shots to push the Crunch past Hershey 3-2 at the War Memorial.

Mike Angelidis, Vladdy Namestnikov and Jon DiSalvatore each scored for Syracuse, which extended its points streak to a season-high six games.

Richard picked up the first assist on the goals from Angelidis in the first and DiSalvatore in the second. 

"I used to kind of worry about it,'' Richard said of wondering when his first goal will come. "Now, I'm past it, just realizing that one goal isn't going to be everything. It's more about how I'm playing. I think I'm playing a lot harder and paying attention to the little details.''

A sign of Richard's turning fortunes is how he picked up two helpers on a pair of mis-hits. On DiSalvatore's game-winner, for instance, Richard didn't get all of his pass but it still found its way to DiSalvatore off the left side of the crease.

DiSalvatore whacked at the puck once, then buried his own rebound at the 11:12 mark of the second for a 3-1 Crunch cushion.

"Tanner was all over the puck tonight,'' said DiSalvatore, a former Bear. "Good things are going to happen when you play the right way.''

Richard helped Angelidis open the scoring at the 9:30 mark of the first. He eluded a check in the left circle, and then feathered a pass to Angelidis on the right. Angelidis fired a low shot near post to beat Leggio.

"At first I wanted to shoot it, then I fanned on it,'' Richard said. "I just threw it over. He made a great play to beat the goalie.''

After the score, Angelidis made a point to tell Richard the goal was all Richard's doing.

"I saw him get hit. He kind of out-played the hit and made a second effort. When you have guys putting out second efforts like that, you get rewarded.''

 Crunch coach Rob Zettler said he's been most impressed with the way Richard is doing a better job keeping on the move.

"I liked his game tonight,'' Zettler said. "I thought he was moving his feet a little more. When he's moving his feet, he can be really effective.''

Namestnikov scored his goal with the game tied at 1-1 and the Crunch killing a penalty early in the second. He forced a turnover in the Bears end, got a pass back from teammate Dmitry Korobov and shoveled a backhander past Leggio at the 2:38 mark.

Hershey's Michael Latta scored the only goal of the third period at the 5:32 mark to bring the Bears within 3-2, but Syracuse cut short the comeback from there. The Crunch withstood a heavy last minute of pressure with Leggio pulled for an extra skater.

Gudlevskis bailed out the Crunch with a couple of big saves in the final seconds. 

"I think the last minute and a half, we were running around there for 45 seconds,'' Angelidis said. "Kristers made good saves for us all night, and guys were willing to block shots.''

Gudlevskis came into the game with back-to-back shutouts in his back pocket, but Hershey's Chay Genoway ended his bid for a third straight with 2:24 left in the first. Genoway flipped a rebound gathered in a scramble in front of the crease over the goalie's left shoulder to tie the game at 1-1.

That ended Gudlevskis' shutout streak at 147 minutes, 25 seconds.

"I gave him heck for letting in two tonight," Zettler joked.

Defenseman Andrej Sustr, who was sent down by Tampa Bay earlier on Friday, started for Syracuse but left the game in the first period with a nose injury. Zettler said he did not know if Sustr would be available for Saturday's game against visiting Binghamton
Every Syracuse Crunch opponent is a beast in the AHL's wild, wild East
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Another night, another battle in the AHL's bruising East Division. Here, Bobby Farnham of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins drops the mitts with Geoff Walker of the Syracuse Crunch in a game last week.

Andrew Krech/The Associated Press

Syracuse Crunch head coach Rob Zettler is defiant when he looks at the standings of the AHL's East Division.

Those numbers insist that the Crunch resides in last place in that group, with 38 points and a .528 points percentage.

That tidbit, however, is stuck in Zettler's blind spot.

"We're not a last-place team,'' Zettler insisted Thursday. "And we'll fix that.''

The Crunch, on a five-game points streak, is well on its way toward that end. But a heavy workload awaits because the team has to dig through what's shaping up to be the toughest division in the AHL.

Each of the five teams in the group — which also includes Binghamton, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Norfolk and Hershey — is above .500. Of the AHL's six divisions, the Atlantic Division is the only other one that can make that claim. But while the East has four teams with at least a .556 winning percentage, the Atlantic has only two.

If the season ended today three of the eight playoffs teams from the Eastern Conference would qualify out of the East Division, but Hershey rests just two points out of playoff position while Syracuse is four.

East teams not only beat opponents, they beat them up. All five division teams rank in the top 10 of the league's leaders in average penalty minutes per game. Zettler thinks that follows the tone set by 2011-12 division champ Norfolk and 2012-13 winner Syracuse.

"They (opponents) certainly see when they have a really good team in their division, they have to respond and get better or they will be on the outside looking in,'' Zettler said. "There's a lot of talent in our division. But in my mind there's a lot of grit in our division as well.''

After a pair of games with non-division foe Providence last weekend, Syracuse plows back into divisional competition when Hershey visits tonight and Binghamton swings through on Saturday.

The Crunch will be seeing a lot of the Bears in the next week — the teams play a home-and-home series next weekend as well.
Syracuse Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins feels dressed for success again
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Syracuse Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins was separated from his regular equipment en route to Winnipeg but was reunited with it in Columbus. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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Hockey has taken Cedrick Desjardins to several exciting places during his long career in goal.

In the past few days, his gear has enjoyed even more adventurous road trips.

At least, that's what it feels like.

A small part of that is reality. Creativity and Twitter have played much larger roles in the tale.

First, the non-fiction part of the story:

Desjardins was promoted from Syracuse to Tampa Bay on Jan. 7. He joined the Lightning in Winnipeg.

His equipment, however, got lost in transit. Desjardins backed up for the Lighting against the Jets by wearing the equipment of Winnipeg backup goalie Al Montoya.

"It was just a battle,'' Desjardins said of practicing in the unfamiliar gear. "Guys were making fun of it. I fell a couple of times.''

Tampa Bay then hosted Washington on Jan. 9 and visited Philadelphia on Jan. 11. Desjardins dressed as a backup for both those games, wearing old gear of his that was sent to him.

Meanwhile, his regular equipment arrived in Winnipeg. But Desjardins was concerned about it getting stuck at the border if he wasn't there to shepherd it through.

A light went on. Columbus followed the Lightning into Winnipeg. The Blue Jackets agreed to pick up Desjardins' stuff and then take it to Columbus. That would allow the goalie to make the pickup when Tampa Bay visited that city on Monday.

The plan worked. Desjardins got to town, was reunited with his equipment and then practiced with it.

"I was on fire in practice,'' Desjardins said. "I never felt so good to have my own equipment.''

Then, after practice ended, Desjardins was demoted to Syracuse. Oh well.

But, the legend of Desjardins' gear lived on. Or, more specifically, his pads.

Some creative person - Desjardins doesn't know who - of course started the Twitter site @Ceddyspads.

The spoof account gave the pads quite a ride. It posted pictures of the the pair visiting Mt. Rushmore, accepting a Golden Globe Award with actor Bryan Cranston and taking the blame for the crack in the Liberty Bell, among other highlights.

"It was just fun,'' Desjardins said of the posts. "I'll make sure next time I'll bring them with me.''
Syracuse Crunch forward P.C. Labrie won't leave town without finding his mean streak
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Syracuse Crunch forward P.C. Labrie, left, greeted Crunch fans and Providence defenseman Chris Castro with this big check on the first shift of the game on Saturday in the War Memorial. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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 As hard as it might be for anyone who knows him to believe, Syracuse Crunch forward P.C. Labrie is ready to be a jerk again.

Actually, Labrie doesn't use the word "jerk.'' He opts for a more earthy noun. But for the purposes of re-telling, we'll go with a softer description.

Labrie and his ear-to-ear smile were sent down from Tampa Bay to Syracuse on Dec. 31. The 6-foot-3, 234-pound grinder has an interesting theory behind his change of address.

In the AHL, Labrie said, everyone is hungry, chirpy, and, most importantly for a player of his ilk, willing to mix it up a bit. In the higher league, Labrie noticed there's a lot less talking and a little more hesitancy to muck it up.

Such heightened civility took the edge off Labrie's game, and now he's mad at himself about that. If Labrie is going to play in the NHL, he knows it's going to have to be in the middle of a rumble. 

That attitude earned him the first one-way deal of his career last off-season, following year in which he banged out 11 goals, 7 assists and 83 penalty minutes in 39 games for the Crunch. But with Tampa Bay this season, he was pointless in 13 games and put up a tame 20 PIM.

"I didn't have anyone talking to me, being a (jerk), Labrie said of his NHL foes. "I got into being too nice a guy on the ice. I have to get back into my dirty game. There will be no favors for anybody.'' 

Labrie's sunny mood was almost blinding after practice on Thursday. He had just gotten a copy of Bruce Springsteen's latest album, "High Hopes.'' That CD includes the song "41 shots,'' which was something of an anthem for Labrie and Crunch roommates Riku Helenius, Eric Neilson, Radko Gudas and Mark Barberio last year.

Whichever one of them got up first on Sunday mornings would play that song full-blast throughout the house.

"It's just to say, 'We're awake,''' Labrie said. "That's the atmosphere we had.''

Even better, Labrie is definitely ready to hit, and hopefully in his eyes, fight again. A minor ailment has prevented him from that latter activity during his six games with the Crunch.

The ability to answer the bell would have come in handy in Labrie's first Crunch home game of the season, Saturday against Providence.

On the first shift of the game, Labrie bulldozed Bruins defenseman Chris Casto.

Welcome back, P.C.

"The first shift I've got, it's like, 'Hi, I'm back,'' Labrie said. "I'm not here to be soft. I'm going to play the way I've been playing. That's what got me to the NHL. That's the way I have to play to get back.''

Right after the hit, Casto's teammate, Bobby Robins, immediately rushed over to challenge Labrie. But Labrie, because of his injury, had to politely decline.

"I would have loved, after my hit, to fight him,'' Labrie said. "Right now, I'm not fighting. I have a small issue. I'm just waiting to make sure everything is fine.''

Labrie was also slowed by an injury in Tampa Bay, incurred in a scuffle with New York's Derek Dorsett. When Labrie was healthy again, he returned to find his minutes chewed up by rookie game-breakers Nikita Kucherov and J.T. Brown.

"It (confidence) goes with the ice time,'' Labrie said. "You play more, you are more in their (opponents') face. You have a tempo. You just keep going.''

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler has dropped a job into Labrie's lap that will keep him revved. Zettler has been concerned about the amount of time opponents are possessing the puck. Now, with Labrie getting a chance to tote it around the Crunch offensive zone, the biscuit will be a lot more difficult for foes to secure.

"I want him to control the play down low in the offensive zone and in front of the net,'' Zettler said. "He's been a physical presence for us. We've been getting some more offensive zone time because we have more size in the lineup.''

Labrie knows that if he keeps that up, he'll soon be joining another lineup: the one in Tampa Bay.

And, if things go as planned, he'll do so in a very foul mood.

"Of course, it hurst (to be demoted). You don't want to go down, ever. You want to stay on top,'' Labrie said. "But you take a step back, you take two steps forward.''
Syracuse Crunch goalies are the AHL's best at hanging goose eggs on the scoreboard
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Syracuse Crunch rookie goalie Kristers Gudlevskis has stoned opponents for an entire game four times this season.

Mark Moran/The Citizens' Voice

Kristers Gudlevskis' back-to-back shutouts against Providence last weekend were the continuation of a Syracuse Crunch trend that extends back to last season.

The two blankings gave the rookie four on the season, tied for the AHL lead. But Gudlevskis recorded those four shutouts in 16 appearances, compared to 22 for Kinkaid and 24 for Heeter.

"This is my first season. I'm still learning. I need to do it quick,'' Gudlevskis recently said. 

Cedrick Desjardins has two shutouts for the Crunch this season. Syracuse's six shutouts overall are the most for any team in the league.

Syracuse was co-leader in that department last season, tied with Charlotte at 10 each. Riku Helenius produced four while Dustin Tokarski and Desjardins had three each while playing for Syracuse (Desjardins posted three more in the playoffs, tying a franchise mark).

Syracuse posted back-to-back shutouts twice last season. On Dec. 14 and 15, 2012, Helenius blanked Adirondack (21 saves) and Tokarski stymied W-B/Scranton (29 saves). Desjardins stopped all 55 shots faced Feb. 23 and 24, 2013, against Springfield and Connecticut, his second and third games with Syracuse.
BriseBois' road trip gives him a sneak peek at potential Syracuse Crunch prospect
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  Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois spent the past few days overseas, and part of his itinerary included a visit to see forward prospect Joel Vermin. 

Vermin, 21, plays for Bern in Switzerland. He has three goals and nine assists for that team this year.

Vermin, a seventh-round pick in 2013, is in the first year of a three-year pact with the Lightning. He is expected to come play in North American next season, either with Tampa Bay or the Syracuse Crunch.

BriseBois said he had never seen Vermin play in person before. He was impressed by his first look.

"He's going to need a good season of training, like most players his age,'' BriseBois said. "He's going to add some size and strength. He's a fabulous skater. That's why we signed him. We believe he's got NHL potential. But, like every young guy, it's a process.''

BriseBois said Vermin can play any of the three forward positions, but his preference is right wing.

"He's going to come over, we're going to work with him and we're going to take it from there,'' BriseBois said.

- In other Crunch news, BriseBois said goalie Riku Helenius will continue working with the team in Lake Placid through is trip there today and then be returned to Florida of the ECHL on Thursday.
Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis named AHL player of the week
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Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis posted back-to-back shutouts of Providence last weekend. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis capped off an exciting few days on Monday when he was named the American Hockey League's player of the week.

During a stretch that began with his selection to represent his native Latvia at next month's Olympics in Sochi, Russia, Gudlevskis stopped 73 of 75 shots and posted back-to-back shutouts (2-0-1, 0.65, .973) for the Crunch last week.

On Wednesday night, Gudlevskis made 24 saves as visiting Syracuse defeated Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 4-2. Gudlevskis then got the start in both ends of a home-and-home set with Providence and shut out the Bruins for 125 minutes, stopping 22 shots in a 1-0 shootout loss on the road Friday and making 27 saves to preserve a 1-0 win back home on Saturday.

The 21-year-old Gudlevskis is in his first pro season after being selected by Tampa Bay in the fifth round of the 2013 draft. In 16 appearances with Syracuse, Gudlevskis is 9-5-2 with a 2.37 goals-against average and a .915 save percentage, and is tied for the AHL lead with four shutouts.

In recognition of his achievement, Gudlevskis will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming Crunch home game.
Syracuse Crunch grinder Eric Neilson working his way from fringe minutes to regular role
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Syracuse Crunch forward Eric Neilson might be playing the best all-around hockey of his AHL career. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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 With the Syracuse Crunch nursing a 1-0 lead in the third period against Providence on Saturday night in the War Memorial, veteran Syracuse enforcer Eric Neilson hit the ice to block a hard rip from a Bruins player.

Seconds after the puck thudded into Neilson's body and then harmlessly skittered away, Crunch players sitting on the bench thundered their sticks against the boards in the universal tribute of the sport.

It was no surprise that Neilson, so used to sacrificing his face and fists in defense of his teammates, would put the rest of himself in harm's way to protect a lead.

The eyebrowing-raising plot was that Neilson was even on the ice at all at that point in a close game, so deep into what turned out to be a 1-0 Crunch victory. 

"Probably at the start of the year, I wouldn't have even gotten that opportunity,'' Neilson said.

But the way Neilson has picked up his overall game lately, he's trusted with a lot more responsibilities than just fisticuffs.

Neilson, 29, has played in 20 straight games for the Crunch. That's a virtual marathon for him. The most consecutive games he's ever played in the AHL is 21, with Norfolk in the 2011-12 season.

"It's awesome. It's a great feeling. You come to the rink, you're not wondering whether you are playing,'' he said. "You can concentrate on other things. 

"I'm a fourth-line grinder, power forward. I I don't play with a whole lot of skill. I'm an energy guy.''

Others are noticing how Neilson has directed that wattage toward attending to the little details that earn more shifts, especially on the defensive end. Neilson said Crunch captain Mike Angelidis told him he's never seen him play better. Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois has also noted how hard Neilson is working to round out his contributions.

"He's just playing the game the right way,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "People are watching him, they are seeing him playing well, he is kind of thriving on that.''

Neilson said he was encouraged by a recent meeting with Zettler, where the coach praised his effort and pointed out how he can set the tone for younger players.

"I'm more confident. Before, I was afraid to make mistakes,'' he said. "It's tough when you're in and out of the lineup because you don't want to make mistakes. Hockey is a game of mistakes. It's just how you recover from those.''
Sunday, January 26, 2014

Penalty trouble plays role in Rockets road loss 

•Simply put, the Seattle Thunderbirds played with more desperation. The end result was a 4-1 win over the visiting Kelowna Rockets Sunday in a much anticipated game between two playoff rivals.  The T-Birds were willing to hit, block shots and sacrifice the body in an effort to record the win.  A shot block by T-Birds defenceman Adam Henry on Rockets rookie Dalton Yorke two minutes into the game was a sign of the home team’s commitment to winning at any cost.  It was a constant theme as the T-Birds proved they are legitimate contenders in the Western Conference.

•I don’t think it would be fair to suggest the Rockets started slowly. With about five minutes remaining in the first period the visitors had a 11-3 shot advantage. Tyrell Goulbourne would score a shorthanded goal to give the Rockets a 1-0 lead after 20 minutes. The Philadelphia Flyers draft pick’s jump in his step was a sign of things to come as Goulbourne was the team’s best forward. Celebrating his 20th birthday, Goulbourne skated hard throughout the 60 minute effort and played arguably one of his best games this season.   

•The turning point was the Rockets inability to score a power play goal when the game was tied at one. Jaimen Yakubowski was assessed a double minor for a hit to the head and an unsportsmanlike penalty yet the Rockets couldn’t score. That ugly thing called momentum shifted after the Yakubowski penalty expired and the T-Birds scored 27 second later to make the score 2-1. It was the second of four unanswered goals for Seattle, who won for the 31st time this season. 

•The Rockets took far too many penalties. It was so uncharacteristic of this team, which prides itself on being smart with their sticks and tracking down the puck without taking the easy way out. I saw far too many lazy penalties which resulted in hooking or tripping calls. The T-Birds were awarded eight power play chances and scored two goals, including a 5 on 3 goal when both Carter Rigby and Madison Bowey were in the penalty box.     

•What did Rockets assistant coach Dan Lambert think of the effort? His comment on the post game show told the story. “I think it is a combination of us being a little bit lazy, a little fatigue but I think a lot of it is arrogance. We have had a lot of success and I think all of a sudden we think we are invincible and that’s not the case. As soon as you start thinking that, then not so good things happen”, Lambert added.      

•The frustrating aspect of the teams play in the T-Birds zone was the missed shots on net. Often the Rockets were simply to fine in shooting for corners and missing high and wide.  

•It wasn’t all negative. I thought the line of Justin Kirkland, Cole Linaker and Kris Schmidli worked hard and Ryan Olsen and Nick Merkley had some good ‘try’ in their game.  I also thought Dalton Yorke, for the rare shifts he received, had some bright moments. Of the 34 shots on net, Yorke had at least two of them.  

•Two scouts that I spoke with prior to the game were specifically in Kent to see 17 year-old Justin Kirkland. Oddly, both were from the same team – the Vancouver Canucks.   

•It marked only the second time this season the Rockets have lost in regulation time after opening the scoring.

•How good is Shea Theodore? Yikes. The smooth skating defenceman is the same age as Madison Bowey. A 1995 born player, Theodore is as good a d-man as you will find in the WHL right now. Can anyone skate as well as he can? The only thing holding him back is his defensive play and from what I witnessed Sunday night, right now that isn't much of a factor when you can make decisions as quickly with the puck as he can.  

•The Rockets have lost only twice to a U.S based team. Both setbacks were on the road to Seattle and Spokane.

•The Rockets have lost four of their last eight road games.  

•The Rockets are now 10-2-0-0 in three in three night situations. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:48 PM     No comments:      

Saturday, January 25, 2014

Bowey brilliant in win over Tigers  

•Madison Bowey was clearly the best player on the ice last night in a 6-2 win over the Medicine Hat Tigers. Coach Ryan Huska called him the most mentally prepared player on his team. The three star selection committee didn't find his work overly spectacular despite scoring once and picking up two assists. The 18 year-old's second period goal was a laser beam like wrist shot that rifled past Tigers starting goaltender Marek Langhamer to give his team its first lead of the game. Bowey now has 15 goals, which is tied for the league lead by WHL defenceman. The franchise record for goals by a d-man is 19 set by Tyson Barrie. 

•Much like Wednesday's 6-3 win over Everett, this game was much closer than the score would indicate. This was a two goal game with 8:20 remaining in the third period before Mitch Wheaton scored a four on four goal to make the score 5-2.

•What's with Mitch Wheaton? The 18 year-old has 13 more points than he had all of last season. While that isn't a significant improvement, it is startling considering he is regarded as a defender not a player that figures in on the score sheet often. While it is nice to see him getting offensive success, he can't forget what his bread and butter is - strong defensive hockey. Arguably himself and Cole Martin are the two best shutdown d-men the team have on the blue line.

•I continue to be impressed with Damon Severson. Oh sure, he is often casual with the puck but how many times has he been beaten to the outside by a quick skating forward? He doesn't. Severson's quick stick was impressive last night when he deflected a puck out of play after a Tiger penalty came to an end. Trevor Cox came out of the penalty box and tried to sneak behind the 19 year-old defenceman for a long bomb pass which was taken away as Severson niftily directed it out of play. It is a small play in the big scheme of things, but worthy of note in my opinion.

•The Rockets are now a sparkling 37-4-0-2 on home ice in the last two seasons.

•Jordon Cooke leads all goaltenders with 27 wins this season.  The club record is 44 set by Kelly Guard in 2003-2004. Cooke needs 17 more wins in the teams 25 regular season games. It is doable, but Cooke has to almost be flawless while Jackon Whistle would only start 8 more games this season.    

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  2:16 PM     No comments:      

Friday, January 24, 2014

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

2004 Memorial Cup ring  

•Could we see Mitch Callahan in the NHL sooner rather than later? The former Kelowna Rockets forward is close to finding himself skating with the Detroit Red Wings. Callahan leads the AHL's Grands Rapid Griffins with 16 goals and Red Wings Chief Amateur Scout Jeff Finley likes the way the third year forward is playing. "He is having an outstanding year for us. He is not far off from being called up soon. The coach loves him. His foot speed was in question when he moved to pro. It has gotten better every year and he has improved. If he doesn't play for the Red Wings, I anticipate him playing in the NHL with another team in the future".   

•Finley also believes Marek Tvrdon is best suited for another season in the WHL. The 4th round pick of the Red Wings is now suiting up for the Kelowna Rockets. "He is a big strong kid. He is very talented. He plays an NHL style of game where he protects the puck very well below the circles in the offensive zone. What he lacks is a little bit of drive in the other two zones. I think this (Kelowna) is the best development team in junior hockey as there is," Findlay added. 

•What did Everett Silvertips head coach Kevin Constantine think of Canucks bench boss John Tortorella's antics when he attempted to enter the Calgary Flames dressing room Saturday night? "I admire John's honesty about situations. He see's situations and is brave enough to give honest answers about them. As players, even though he is honest about them that are hard to take, they understand that he has there best interest in mind in most situations". 

•Well deserved. On the 10th anniversary of the Kelowna Rockes winning the 2004 Memorial Cup, the team will be inducted into the BC Hockey Hall of Fame this July in Penticton. That team won 47 games and were WHL regular season champions that season. Eight players on that 04' team would play in at least one NHL game. I don't wear my Memorial Cup ring often, but the organization was gracious enough to present me with one at seasons end. What does that say about Bruce Hamilton and the organization? Like I mentioned when the Portland Winterhawks gave WHL championship rings to broadcasters Todd Vrooman and Andy Kemper, it is nothing short of class.

•Is Jesse Lees a better forward than he is a defenceman? The 18 year-old has two goals as a forward since he was moved up front on a recent Central Division road trip and saw success with Cole Linaker and Kris Schmidli Wednesday night against Everett. "I still love playing d. You have to think a lot more at forward. On defence you can see the ice better," Lees added.

• Mitch Wheaton and Damon Severson are arguably the teams best d-pairing. The two are a combined +17 in January. Wheaton says the +/- rating puts a smile on his face. "Being a defensive defenceman, the plus-minus means a lot to me. I try not to look to much into it but I take pride in it."    

•The Kelowna Rockets penalty killing unit remains the best in the WHL. One reason why is the pride it takes to keep the oppositions top players off the score-sheet. "Call me crazy, but the most favourite part of the game is the penalty kill", defenceman Mitch Wheaton told me last week. "For some reason I love having the ability to stop two guys by myself ". The Rockets have killed off 33 of their last 35 kills.     

•Carter Rigby is playing some of his best hockey of the season, but the 19 year-old admitted to me Wednesday that he can be better. "No, I don't think anyone should be completely happy with the way they are playing. If you look at my first 15 games and my last 15 games, I have made a huge stride playing with Colton Heffley and Rourke Chartier. Definitely it isn't the best hockey I've played. I need to be a 200 foot player and it wouldn't be bad to chip in with a few more assists", Rigby said with a chuckle. The pride of Penticton has just three assists in 30 games this season.

•Will beats skill. It is a famous quote that came out of the mouth of Kevin Constantine when he was the head coach of the San Jose Sharks. I asked Constantine on Wednesday if he ever thought that quote would have the traction it has gained in hockey circles over the years? "No. I also made Jeopardy when I said, 'hockey players speak two languages, English and profanity'. I really do believe will beats skill. The foundation of the game is work and passion. If you are into the game enough to go be physical and throw yourself into the battle situations, that same mentality makes you a skilled player at the end of the day. You find at the end of those nights you find the way to score a big goal. But did I think that quote would stick, no".     

•Don't be fooled into thinking 20 year-old Myles Bell isn't smelling the roses as his final season of junior hockey comes to an end. I reflected with him on his 300th career game last Friday in Victoria. "I think for some of us here that have the opportunity to make it a career, I don't see myself going to school over playing hockey. I can't imagine not playing hockey. The more pressure on us this season makes it more fun. With us winning all the time it makes it easy to show up at the rink and have any off days", Bell added. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:09 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, January 23, 2014

Patience a virtue in Rockets home ice win 

Marissa Baecker - Shoot The Breeze Photography 

•The Everett Silvertips are a frustrating team to play against. Just ask the Kelowna Rockets. Patience was a virtue Wednesday night in a 6-3 home ice win over the Tips. The Rockets built up a 3-0 lead but the Silvertips stormed back to make it a one goal game late in the third before two empty net goals sealed the win for the home team. It was the Rockets' 7th straight home ice win and handed the Silvertips just their 5th regulation loss on the road this season.

•Tyson Baillie will be credited with the game winning goal after he scored 8 minutes into the second period to make it a 4-1 lead. It was Baillie's first goal in nine games. The 18 year-old  intercepted a pass/miss pass that went awkwardly off the stick of Everett d-man Mirco Mueller behind the net and landed on Baillie's stick at the side of the goal. Baillie quickly fired the puck short side past a startled Tips goaltender Austin Lotz to give the Rockets some breathing room.  

•The Tips received a three point effort from leading scorer Josh Winquist, but his second goal of the game was pure fluke. The 20 year-old tried to flip the puck in front of the Rockets net. Instead the puck bounced on the top of the net, then hit Jordon Cooke's glove and then his shoulder/back before entering the goal to make the score 4-2. 

•Despite the lopsided score, the game was in doubt when the Tips scored with just over five minutes left in the third period to make it a one goal game. It was only after empty net goals from Ryan Olsen and Tyrell Goulbourne that the Rockets and the 5 thousand and eight fans could breath easy. 

•Marek Tvrdon scored in his Kelowna Rockets home debut. The 20 year-old received a nice pass from rookie Nick Merkley, who stole the puck after a bad pass by Jujar Khaira and skated behind the net before centering it in front for an easy goal by Tvrdon. Outside of that play, a rather quiet night for that line that also includes Ryan Olsen.

•Speaking of quiet nights, leading scorer Myles Bell failed to make much noise with line mates Tyson Baillie and Tyrell Goulbourne. I think it would be fair to say the best line for the Rockets was Cole Linaker with Kris Schmidli and Jesse Lees. Those three players ended the night with a combined five points. Lees was playing as a forward as rookie Justin Kirkland was given the night off to watch from the stands. 

•The Rockets third goal was the most  impressive considering the dominant play inside the Tips zone. The line of  Linaker, Schmidli and Lees had the visitors pinned in their own zone for an extended period of time. Winning board battles with the forwards distributing the puck back to the defenceman was as picture perfect a shift as you are going to find. Bottle that up and sell it. That sequence, which ended in a goal was pure gold.

• At the end of the night Josh Winquist is named the games first start. For my money the best Silvertip was d-man Ben Betker.  Betkler logged huge minutes and fought Colton Heffley. I thought the 19 year-old had a great game.

•The Rockets power play was/is a sore point. While they only had three chances with the extra man considering the Tips simply don't take bad penalties, the extra skater produced few if any scoring chances. If the Rockets even registered a shot on net in those three power plays I would be surprised. You have to give Everett credit for getting into shooting lanes to block shots, but the best scoring chance came in the third period when Tips forward Kohl Bauml just missed teammate Mirco Mueller with a pass at the side of the net while playing shorthanded.    

•The Rockets will need to be a heck of a whole lot better when they host the Medicine Hat Tigers tomorrow night. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:34 AM     No comments:      

Tuesday, January 21, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. Tips 

Tonight’s Preview: Two teams separated by 19 points in the Western Conference standings meet tonight when the Kelowna Rockets host the Everett Silvertips. This is the third of four meetings between the two teams. The Rockets are 2-0-0-0 after 6-3 and 3-1 wins. These two teams will conclude the seasonal series March 4th in Everett. This is the first of three straight games on home ice. The Rockets host Medicine Hat Friday and Lethbridge Saturday night before traveling to Seattle to face the T-Birds on Sunday (5 pm). The Rockets enter tonight’s game having won 21 of their last 24 games overall and 30 of their last 34 games. 

Road Review: The Rockets concluded their toughest portion of their schedule playing 16 of 18 games on the road. Over that stretch the team was 15-3-0-0. The only losses came against Vancouver (4-2), Edmonton (4-2) and Victoria (3-1). The team has 22 road wins, one more than all of last season and two off the team record. The Rockets have also scored the most goals on the road of any team in the WHL (119).     

Who’s Hot: Rourke Chartier has 3+3=6 in his last five games…Nick Merkley has 3+2=5 in his last five games…Damon Severson has 1+5=6 in his last five games…Myles Bell has 6 goals in his last seven games and has seven – two goal games this season…Madison Bowey has been on the ice for a team high 56 even strength goals this season…Damon Severson has been on the ice for just 17 even strength goals against this season. An impressive number considering the ice time the 19 year-old logs….Justin Kirkland, Cole Linaker and Dalton Yorke have been on the ice for a team low 8 even strength goals against.      

This and That: The Rockets have killed off 31 of the last 33 times they have been shorthanded…The Rockets are 12-2-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The Rockets have failed to score a power play goal in three straight games. The team is 0/10 over that stretch…Eleven of the teams next 14 games are on home ice…The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for three consecutive weeks….Myles Bell is third in the WHL in game winning goals with 6…Six alumni of the Rockets’ will play for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…Cole Martin leads the entire WHL with a plus/minus rating of +39…Myles Bell has 27 goals. Only four have been scored on the power play….The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice five times this season…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won nine of his last ten games….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October…Jordon Cooke is 35-4-0-2 at home in last 41 starts at home dating back to last season…Jordon Cooke is 35-4-0-2 in his last 41 regular season starts dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 21 of their 27 road games this season…The Rockets have nine players that have scored 10 or more goals and lead the WHL with 13 players with 20 or more points.    

Milestone Makers: 

Myles Bell played in his 300th game last Friday in Everett.  

Ryan Huska, according to Hockeydb, has 280 WHL regular season victories.

Huska is coaching in his 475th regular season game tonight.     

Myles Bell has 98 career goals and 148 career WHL assists.

Madison Bowey has eleven more points (40) they he had in 69 games last season.

Carter Rigby has 45 goals in his last 127 regular season games since joining the Rockets.  

Ryan Olsen is playing in his 249th career game tonight.

Rockets Three Star Leaders:

                          1st Star      2nd Star    3rd Star    Total           

Madison Bowey:   7               3              0               10

Tyson Baillie:        4               2              3               9

Nick Merkley:       1               4              3               8

Jordon Cooke:       6               0              2              8

Jackson Whistle:   1               4              2              7

Myles Bell:            4               3              0              7
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Sunday, January 19, 2014

Bell finds back of the net twice in two goal win 

•One is better than none. That is the approach the Kelowna Rockets will take as they leave Vancouver Island after a weekend split against the Victoria Royals. After losing 3-1 Friday night, the Rockets rallied back for a 5-3 win Saturday night on the strength of two Myles Bell goals. Now with 37 wins on the season, the team can enjoy a portion of their schedule where 11 of their next 14 games are on home ice. Assistant Coach Dan Lambert was pleased with Saturday's win and the fact the teams horrendous road schedule has come to an end. “To come out with a record that we have (15-3-0-0) over that stretch is pretty impressive. I am proud of these young men”. 

•A terrible start for the Rockets Saturday night. They surrendered the opening goal less than two minutes into the game and you had to wonder if it was going to be a long night for the visitors. But like any good team, they fought back and tied the game on Bell’s 26th goal of the season and then took the lead for good when Bell found the back of the net again three minutes later to give the Rockets a 3-1 lead heading into the first intermission. 

•The prettiest goal of the game came off the stick of Rourke Chartier. Winning a foot race to a loose puck just inside the Royals blue line, Chartier roofed a shot high over the glove of Victoria goaltender Patrik Polivka giving the visitors a 4-1 lead. Is the goal worthy of  WHL Plays of the Week perhaps? It was Chartier’s 13th goal of the season and capped off a great weekend by the second year player who brings is work boots every time he steps on the ice. “When he plays like that, there are not too many better 200 foot players in this league”, Assistant Coach Dan Lambert added on the post game show.  

•Marek Tvrdon found the back of the net for the first time as a member of the Rockets. The 20 year-old skated inside the Royals zone on right wing, niftily holding onto the puck before cutting to the middle and firing a wrist shot past Coleman Vollrath to make the score 5-3. Tvrdon had several chances to score in the game and finds himself in good shooting areas. One grade ‘A’ scoring chance in the second period saw him miss the net. I couldn’t believe he sent the puck wide, and by the look on his face, neither could he. “I thought Tvrdon should have probably had four or five goals. He was on the receiving end of a few two-on-ones and even a three-on-one but finally got one that iced the game for us”, assistant coach Dan Lambert commented.  If his first two games are any indication he is going to score his fair share of goals. If you have in the neighbourhood of five chances to score per game, you are bound to bury a few of them. 

•Not like Jordon Cooke had a bad game Friday night, but he wasn’t at his usual best. A night later, you could clearly tell Cooke was dialed in. Cooke out preformed both Polivka and Vollrath who came in a relief appearance. The win was the Rockets 22nd on the road, which is one more road win than the team had all of last season.      

•In  case you have had your head in the sand, the Rockets just completed a portion of their schedule playing 16 of their last 18 games on the road.  A schedule that would have buried a middle of the pack team, leaving them like road kill at the side of the highway for the scavengers to feast on, the Rockets managed to win 15 of those 18 games.  Those three losses came within the last 11 days when signs of fatigue were undoubtedly setting in. 

•These were two physical games where big hits were common place. The Rockets gave as good as they got. Ryan Olsen flattening Royals forward Jack Palmer. Rourke Chartier and Tyson Baillie also got lite up by big hits on the weekend. These two teams don’t like one another resulting in three fighting majors in the two games.         

•The Royals are not a good team. They are a great team that has to be considered a contender for the league title. They have speed, size and can score. They also defend well. If you think two points will come easy against them in the final two months of the season you are dead wrong. They are built for a long playoff run. The only concern I see is possibly the number of shots they give up on a nightly basis. 

•One area the Royals have changed dramatically over the last year is their discipline. Often wanting to bully the opposition, teams would pull away by making them pay with a power play goal. Under head coach Dave Lowry, the Royals play a much smarter game.   

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:51 PM     1 comment:      

Saturday, January 18, 2014

Playoff feel in two goal loss 

•It would be fair to say that the Victoria Royals were opportunistic in last night's 3-1 win over the visiting Kelowna Rockets. The Royals capitalized on two Rockets' miscues in the offensive zone and then found an insurance marker on a soft goal from Steven Hodges in the third period in their 30th win of the season. The Royals made good on keeping their flawless record intact when leading after 40 minutes. Victoria is now 22-0-0-0 when leading after two periods and earned the victory despite being out-shot 13-3 in the final frame.

•Hodges second goal of the game, this one on the power play, came off an individual play after the Royals were working on a 5 on 3 power play. Hodges enter the zone on left wing and from a sharp angle took a shot which beat Jordon Cooke short side/blocker side. It was a shot Cooke would normally stop. Had the Rockets killed off that power play, it would have been interesting to see where the momentum would have swung in a one goal game.    

•A solid game from Royals starting goaltender Patrik Polivka. Named the games second star, the 19 year-old was steady in the win. While the Rockets managed 35 shots on net, the Royals defense did a good job of limiting the number of second chances the visitors had on net. I thought Polivka had to be steady but not spectacular.    

•It marked the first time this season the Rockets' have lost a game when opening up the scoring.   

•Marek Tvrdon made his debut Friday night. While held off the score sheet, a solid game playing on a line with Nick Merkley and Ryan Olsen. Tyrdon created some good things in the offensive zone and made some great passes in an attempt to set up his line mates.Solid debut for a player who hasn't played in a competitive game in over a week.  

•Tyson Baillie took a huge hit from Taylor Crunk in the third period, sending the 18 year-old to the ice and wobbling as he attempted to make his way off it. Surprisingly a few minutes later, on a Rockets power play, Baillie was out there and continued to take a regular shift. Impressive.

•I liked the response that Tyrell Goulbourne had towards the hit. The 19 year-old engaged in a fight with Crunk. Crunk knew it was coming considering he had leveled the Rockets top point getter. 

• Travis Brown scored his first goal as a member of the Royals. A nice pick up in a trade with Moose Jaw, Brown isn't afraid of getting involved in the play.  Brown was steady defensively too, playing alongside partner Keegan Kanzig. 

•Myles Bell played in his 300th career WHL game.  

•The two teams meet again tonight in Victoria as the Rockets play a league high 26th road game of the season. 

•The Royals have beaten the Rockets twice in regulation time and once in a shootout this season. 
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Tuesday, January 14, 2014

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

Nick Merkley, 1st star in Lethbridge  

•How good are the Kelowna Rockets in three game in three night scenarios? The team is 8-1-0-0 playing three games in three nights. The only loss was a 4-2 setback to the Vancouver Giants which snapped the Rockets 16 game winning streak.  

•Interviewing European players often provides for some interesting quotes, some of which can be misleading or misunderstood. Players that have chased their dreams by coming to North America to play in the CHL have done a tremendous job learning the English language, but  when interviewed, sometimes the language barrier  provides comments that can be perceived as cocky. I remember the first time I interviewed Mikael Backlund when the Flames sent him to the Rockets in January of 2009. When I asked him about what he wanted to accomplish in the WHL he bluntly said, "I will help the team win the WHL championship'. It came true of course, but Backlund likely wanted to say, "I want to come in here and help this team win a WHL championship". Even the addition of a couple of words often softens the boldness of the comment.

•The reason I bring this up is because of my interview with Marek Tvrdon that I posted yesterday. Speaking English with a sharp accent, Tvrdon's comments come across bold, but I think we need to take into account his struggles with our language. Tvrdon can score and believes he can. You have to appreciate that. All good scorers have a swagger to them, but my belief is if he had a better grasp of the English language his comments wouldn't be as bold as they come across.  

•Three Rockets were named to Central Scouting's mid term rankings yesterday. Riley Stadel is the highest rated Kelowna player followed by Justin Kirkland and Tyson Baillie. It is nice to see Baiilie being recognized after being shunned by the CHL Top Prospects game despite leading his team in scoring. My general belief is of the three, Kirkland is the best prospect because he has the majority of the attributes NHL scouts look for. Kirkland has size, which is always a major factor. The 17 year-old can skate and has above average skill. The Camrose, Alberta resident, as of late, is elevating his battle level for pucks which makes him a far more affective player. Kirkland isn't expected to win all of those battles, but he has to show scouts that if the puck is near him he will fight for it and get it on his stick. If it's on his stick, he will protect it and will fight for it if you attempt to take him off it. 

•When it comes to three games in three nights or when the tough games need to be played, one player always rises to the top. His name is Tyson Baillie.    

•A busy month for birthdays in January. Five members of the Rockets celebrate b-day's this month. Dan Lambert (Jan 12th), Austin Glover (Jan 15), Riley Stadel (Jan 16), Tyrell Goulbourne (Jan 26) and Marek Tvrdon (Jan 31) all blow out candles.

•It is always interesting to see how a team responds in the second of back-to-back games. Sure you can play hard in the first game, but can you come out with the same type of urgency the night after? The Rockets are 11-2-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios on the schedule.

•After two games in Victoria this weekend to wrap up a six game road trip, nine of the Rockets next 11 games will be played at Prospera Place. Thank God!!

•Amazing that the team will have to board the bus just 10 more times this season. That includes double headers in Victoria and Prince George. The team also makes an easy trip to Kamloops and two more visits to Vancouver. Only four more state side games featuring bus rides to Tri City, Everett, Spokane  and Seattle.   

•How much has Lethbridge Hurricanes head coach Drake Berehowsky aged this season? I asked him that question prior to Friday night's game between his team and the Rockets. "It is all turning grey. I am really proud of the guys that have battled through this season. This whole culture change has been tough on everybody". I sure have a better appreciation of the rookie coach after talking to him on the record, but my respect is greater when he spoke candidly with me afterwards off the record.     

•Rockets rookie Nick Merkley has bragging rights over his older brother Jay, who plays with the Swift Current Broncos. Nick has 11+20=30 in his rookie season. Jay, who is two years older, scored 12 goals and collected 23 points in his 16 year-old rookie season with the Letbridge Hurricanes.

•Marek Tvrdon likes tattoos. His left arm features a sleeve of the cast of the Gangs of New York. On the back of his left and right hand are the names of his mom and dad. Tattoos are nothing new with junior hockey players. Myles Bell, Jordon Cooke and Tyrell Goulbourne have body art. Several players on the 2004 Memorial Cup winning team had a tattoo of the cup placed on their lower leg.

•Madison Bowey has 14 goals. The team record for goals by a defenceman in a Kelowna Rockets uniform is 19, set by Tyson Barrie back in 2009-2010. Barrie had 19 goals, 53 assists and 72 points and lead the team in scoring that season. Tomas Slovak scored 18 goals in 2002-2003. Scott Hannan had 17 goals in 1996-97.

•Nice to see Peter Loubardias doing well. I had a chance to catch up with him Friday in Lethbridge when Shaw was doing the broadcast. Loubardias is juggling two balls in the air as he also is the radio colour commentator for the Calgary Flames. 

•Best opposition players I witnessed on the Central Division road trip? When it comes to goalies, it is an easy pick when I point to Edmonton's Tristan Jarry. If it was not for Jarry, the Rockets would have won all four games. Best defenceman? Medicine Hat's Tommy Vannelli gets my vote with Lethbridge's MaCoy Erkamps a close second. Best forward? Calgary's Brady Brassart. Involved physically, the 20 year-old is always around the puck. Again, these players are selected on a one time viewing only, not over their body of work this season.          

•I love running into Kelowna Rockets alumni. I had a chance to have coffee with Darren Deschamps at our hotel in Calgary Sunday morning. Sitting back and talking with 'Double D' and Rockets athletic therapist Scott Hoyer, it is always great to reflect on the good old days and catch up on what they are doing now. Deschamps is in sales in the oil industry in Calgary. Now 29, Deschamps has the bragging rights of playing against Sydney Crosby at the 2005 Memorial Cup in London, Ontario.       
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Monday, January 13, 2014

Not sure if feeling is mutual, but Tvrdon doesn't hate Don Hay  

Tvrdon working out on bike in Calgary  

 "I was surprised".

 Those words from Marek Tvrdon on being traded to the Kelowna Rockets last Wednesday.

 "I am pretty excited to be here. It is a good team here in Kelowna and I am going to help them", Tvrdon said in my first interview with him Friday in the bowls of the Medicine Hat Arena.

 The 20 year-old was playing in the East Coast Hockey League with Toledo this season when he learned that he was coming back to the WHL.

 "I got a call that it is best to go back to junior because the coach in Toledo doesn't like me and won't play me."

 Tvrdon broke into the WHL as a member of the Vancouver Giants, who traded the Slovakian's rights to the Rockets for a second round bantam pick. Tvrdon's best season with the Giants was in 2011-2012 when he scored 31 goals playing on a line with now Montreal Canadiens agitator Brendan Gallagher.

 "It was pretty good to play with Gallagher. He is a hard worker. He is not scared to go to the net. I knew he would make it (NHL)."

 I asked Tvrdon if he can regain the form he showed that season when he finished up second (31+43=74) in Giants team scoring.

 "I am going to score more goals than 31", the confident forward with a sharp accent said with a chuckle.

 Tvrdon has a good attitude coming back to junior and knows what he needs to work on.

 "I try my best and help the team by scoring goals. I can skate all night long.  Hard work, that is what I need to learn and learn defensive play."

 It has been well documented that Giants head coach Don Hay didn't like Tvrdon for his indifferent play, but he doesn't hold any animosity toward the veteran coach.

 "I like Don. He is a hard coach but if I am not in Vancouver in my draft year, and I only played 12 games and I still get draft, so he helped me out with that".

 If Tvrdon can regain the form he showed in his rookie season in the WHL, Kelowna Rockets fans are in for a treat.

 "I like to score goals".

 The Detroit Red Wings 4th round draft pick can prove it Friday when he makes his Kelowna Rockets debut on the road against the Victoria Royals. 
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Sunday, January 12, 2014

Central Division success 

Credit - Stuart Dryden Photo  

•The Kelowna Rockets did something only three other teams in the WHL have been able to accomplish this season.  Madison Bowey’s early third period goal was the game winner leading the Rockets to a 4-2 win, handing the Hitmen only their fourth home loss of the season. The win also snapped the Hitmen’s 12 game home ice winning streak.  The victory was the teams 21st on the road this season which matched the win total on the road from all of last season.

•This was a terrific effort against a very good Hitmen team, who are one win short of 30 on the season. The Rockets limited the Hitmen to just four shots through 20 minutes and 11 shots through two periods.  It was such a good defensive effort; Calgary generated a season low 19 shots on net.

•How good was Rourke Chartier? Again a super effort by the 17 year-old who just doesn’t quit working. Knocked down by a hard hit from Brady Brassart at centre ice, Chartier got back up and on the next rush set up line-mate Carter Rigby for the team’s first lead of the game.  Chartier has been one of the Rockets best players following the Christmas break.     

•Carter Rigby just scores. There is no denying his ability to find the back of the net. With 12 goals this season and 29 games left to play, is 25 goals a possibility for the 19 year-old forward?  Rigby has 8 goals in his last 11 games.  He had three goals in his first 11 games this season.   

•The penalty killing unit was again outstanding. It killed off all seven Hitmen power plays. In the four games on the Central Division road trip the Rockets killed off 24 of 25 opposition power plays.   

•The opposition opened the scoring in all four games on the trip.   

•Solid game by Justin Kirkland. Another battle level boost by the 17 year-old. The rookie is getting power play time and a regular shift.  Are scouts watching? Without question they are taking notes.

•Defenceman Jesse Lees had to play all three games this weekend as a forward because of lack of bodies up front.  With Zach Franko traded on Wednesday to the Kootenay Ice and newly acquired Marek Tvrdon unable to play, Lees filled in admirably.    

•Madison Bowey is now tied for the league lead in goals scored by a defenceman with 14.  

•The Rockets managed three consecutive wins without overage forward Marek Tvrdon. The 4th round pick of the Detroit Red Wings was unable to play until the team gets a release from the Slovakia Hockey Federation.  CHL teams pay a release fee to use their players. Tvrdon will play Friday in Victoria against the Royals.      

•The Rockets were 9-1-0-0 in ten road games this season on swings through the Central and Eastern Division.

•I spoke to Tvrdon before Friday’s game and asked him about the 31 goals he scored with the Vancouver Giants a few seasons ago. “I am going to come here and score more than 31 goals”, Tvrdon said with a smile. “I love to score goals”. You have to love that confidence. Tvrdon played on a line with Brendan Gallagher and Craig Cunningham that season.

•Former Kelowna Rockets first round pick Shane McColgan has landed with the BCHL’s Penticton Vees. McColgan played for the Rockets, Saskatoon Blades and Portland Winterhawks.
Saturday, January 11, 2014

Back on track in windy city 

 •Jonny Hogue. No, he is not a fashion designer. You won't see kids going out wanting to buy Jonny Hogue blue jeans any time soon. Hogue was the Lethbridge Hurricanes starting goaltender last night, and in my humble opinion, was the only reason the game at Enmax Centre wasn't a blowout after the opening twenty minutes. Hogue made several solid stops as the Kelowna Rockets swarmed the Hurricanes net. Had Hogue been average instead of great, the score could have been 5-1 at periods end, not 5-1 at the games conclusion. Am I wrong? Is the Lethbridge wind getting to me?

•How many scoring chances did Carter Rigby have alone in the first period? Five, six or was it seven golden chances? The fact remains the 19 year-old is finding good shooting areas and is generating chances. Rigby is in a good place right now with his game. When he is in that place he can score goals.

•At the end of the night the turning point was back-to-back goals by the Rockets in the second period to make the score 3-1. A crucial power play goal by Myles Bell was followed by a backhand shot over the shoulder of Hogue off the stick of Ryan Olsen. Olsen now has 20 goals on the season, but that may have been his prettiest of the year.        

•Who opens the scoring for the Rockets? Hello, Nick Merkley. Merkley received a beautiful pass from Kris Schmidli and roofed one over Hogue to tie the game at one. Merkley now has 10 goals and is one of nine players on this years team to reach that mark.

•Speaking of reaching 10 goals, is Justin Kirkland next? Now with eight, Kirkland came away from last night's game with a two assist effort. Kirkland is a great young player. He has the complete package. I am not sure Kirkland realizes how good he can be. The only downfall I see in his game right now is his battle level for pucks. I would like to see him stronger on his stick. But that my friend is a minor flaw for a young player.

•I don't mention him often on this blog, but am I the only one who has noticed a vast improvement in Colton Heffley's play? The 19 year-old doesn't need to score to impress me, but his quick - on the tape - passes and board work is the best its ever been. 

•Heffley and Rourke Chartier are two players that have really caught my eye of late. Chartier has regained his old form that we saw during his rookie season when he was named the teams 'rookie of the year.' While he isn't bringing a lot of offense to the table, he is hard to play against and is working well with Carter Rigby by getting him the puck. Chartier will play in his 100th career WHL game tonight in Medicine Hat.    

• The Lethbridge Hurricanes have a lot of work ahead of them before they become a real threat in the WHL. But in saying that, for a team that has undergone so many changes and so much turmoil, they worked hard last night and will beat some good teams before the season is through. 

•I spoke to Hurricanes head coach Drake Berehowsky before the game and frankly fired a couple of hard questions his way which he handled with ease. In summary, he basically told me he didn't want to talk about the players that walked out on his team and was proud of those that stuck around despite the hard times. I even asked him if he was surprised by the mess he had inherited when he took over the job in Lethbridge. Berehowsky didn't want to call it is a mess, but fully admitted it has been a trying year for everyone in the organization. The good news is, despite the tough times, he has a full head of hair! 

•Marek Tvrdon has arrived in Lethbridge. The 20 year-old joined the team after arriving late in the day. I am not sure if he will take the pre-game skate with his teammates before tonight's game in Medicine Hat. We will make sure to get an interview with him on the air during our pre-game show tonight starting at 6 pm.  

•One last thing about the attendance last night in Lethbridge. A last place team is drawing over 33 hundred fans? That is impressive. Plus the game was televised. That is indeed  impressive considering many fans are with you win or tie. Oh ya, that expression can't be used anymore. We don't settle games with ties.    
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Friday, January 10, 2014

Rockets swing deal 

The Kelowna Rockets have acquired the rights to 19 year-old forward Mark McCoy from the Regina Pats for a 5th round bantam pick. 

 McCoy left the Pats after Christmas, telling the team he wanted to pursue his education.

 McCoy was picked up by the Pats in a deal with Red Deer at the midway point of last season.

 It was suggested at the time that McCoy, who is from Edmonton, would be the Pats second line centre at the start of the season but it never panned out. Instead he played a third line checking role until leaving the team at the Christmas break.

 McCoy is a bigger body at 6'2 and a shade over 200 pounds.

 McCoy is a 5th round pick of the Rebels in 2009.

 A decent prospect. He was a second team all-star at the Mac's Midget tourney in 2010-2011 and was a 1st Team All-Star that same season in the Alberta Midget Hockey League.

The Pats acquired McCoy from the Red Deer Rebels midway through last season in the Dominik Volek deal. He was coveted by the Pats for his size and face-off ability, but those elements alone weren’t enough for him to find a significant role on this year’s team.

 McCoy played 158 games over parts of three WHL seasons, recording 16 goals, 36 points and 171 penalty minutes. His departure could open the door for fellow 19-year-old forward Patrick D’Amico to remain with the team for the rest of the season.

- See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/12/31/mccoy-leaves-pats/#sthash.3Vz1bUvq.dpuf

McCoy leaves Pats for school
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Veteran forward Marc McCoy has left the Regina Pats, informing the team that he plans to begin his post-secondary education.

 McCoy apparently told the Pats’ brass after the Christmas break that he wanted a little extra time to contemplate his future. The 19-year-old Edmonton native – a healthy scratch for the past three games – subsequently decided to bring his WHL career to a close.

 McCoy auditioned briefly as the Pats’ No. 2 centre this season, but the role didn’t stick. He was relegated primarily to a third-line/checking role while recording two goals and five assists in 36 games.

 The Pats acquired McCoy from the Red Deer Rebels midway through last season in the Dominik Volek deal. He was coveted by the Pats for his size and face-off ability, but those elements alone weren’t enough for him to find a significant role on this year’s team.

 McCoy played 158 games over parts of three WHL seasons, recording 16 goals, 36 points and 171 penalty minutes. His departure could open the door for fellow 19-year-old forward Patrick D’Amico to remain with the team for the rest of the season.

- See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/12/31/mccoy-leaves-pats/#sthash.3Vz1bUvq.dpuf
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Thursday, January 9, 2014

Is Tvrdon a gamble worth taking? 

Tvrdon as a member of Vancouver Giants 

Are the Kelowna Rockets rolling the dice with Marek Tvrdon? 

Outsiders would suggest they are, but all that matters is the belief within the team that the 20 year-old is an additional piece of the puzzle for a successful second half, and more importantly a long playoff run.     

To make room for Tvrdon, the Rockets sent fellow 20 year-old Zach Franko to the Kootenay Ice for a 6th round bantam pick and a third round selection in 2016. 

Franko is a good player. The Winnipeg product had 199 regular season points in 252 regular season games. Those are solid numbers. The concern may have been with his lack of production when the winning really counts - the playoffs. Franko had just two goals in 11 playoff games as a 19 year-old last season. In a second round playoff series with Kamloops last spring, Franko had just 1 point, an assist on a Tyson Baillie goal in game four. As an older player, when the checking gets tighter, the battles for pucks become greater, the belief is Marek Tvrdon will have more success.

And seriously, doesn't every trade carry a certain amount of risk?   

Tvrdon has his warts. How motivated is the 4th round - signed - prospect of the Detroit Red Wings? Does he consider coming back to the WHL after starting the season in the East Coast Hockey League a demotion? The Wings organization want Tvrdon to regain the offensive success he had in 2011-2012, when he scored 31 goals and collected 74 points with the Vancouver Giants. The Red Wings, the team he eventually wants to play for, believes Kelowna is the best place right now for their budding prospect. 

Tvrdon has all the tools. The Slovakian born centreman has a high end shot. His quick release only falls short of Rockets sharp shooter Myles Bell. He is big (6’2 and 217 pounds) and is strong. When he wants to play, he can be dominant.

This is what Hockey Futures said about Tvrdon: 

'Tvrdon has all the tools and ability to be a top six NHL power forward. He has size that he uses well and he isn’t afraid of physical play or getting his hands dirty. He boasts excellent speed, soft hands, great instincts and a scorer’s touch. The fact that his effort level can be inconsistent is a concern, but he could be something special if he develops'.

When Tvrdon wants to play, he can be dominate. 

So, to answer the question whether bringing in Tvrdon is a risk, you can quickly look at past deals that the Rockets made that appeared on paper to be a risk but worked out marvelously.

Was Brady Leavold a risk? Was acquiring Mark Guggenberger a gamble? Fans in Swift Current couldn't get rid of Geordie Wudrick quick enough. Two seasons later, as a 20 year-old in Kelowna, Wudrick would fall 7 goals shy of the 50 goal plateau. Leavold had a career high 69 points in 2007-2008. Guggenberger won a WHL title and as mentioned, Wudrick scored 43 times in 2010-2011.  

Do you want another example? Remember Jesse Schultz? Best known as a bad teammate in Prince Albert, Schultz was shipped to Kelowna in 2001 and promptly scored 53 times and collecting 104 points in the 2002-2003 season. Schultz would help the franchise win its first WHL title and was promptly named the playoff MVP.   

If Marek Tvrdon follows in the footsteps of others that were considered a 'high risk player', the Kelowna Rockets and their fans will undoubtedly agree that giving up a second round bantam pick was a small price to pay for the skilled forward.
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Hot goalie hands Rockets 5th loss 

 •You don’t often fire 45 shots on the opposition net and come away empty handed. If you do, the likely culprit is a hot goaltender. Edmonton Oil Kings starter Tristan Jarry was stellar Wednesday night in a 4-2 win over the Kelowna Rockets. Jarry stopped two breakaways and made several point blank stops in the two goal win. You knew goaltending would play a prominent role in the game considering it featured two of the best ‘masked men’ in the WHL in Jarry and Rockets netminder Jordon Cooke. 

•It will go down in the books as a two goal loss but this was essentially a one goal game until an empty netter made it a 4-2 final. Ryan Olsen was the closest to tying the game when his shot from the right side of the net hit Oil Kings defenceman Cody Corbett in the skate while he was spinning awkwardly in front of Jarry. If that shot had gone two inches in either direction and missed Corbett, the Rockets would have at least earned a point.

•While the Oil Kings opened the scoring just over two minutes into the game, the Rockets bounced back with two breakaway chances that were denied by Jarry. First, Myles Bell was sent in on a breakaway that Jarry stopped and then Cole Linaker had a chance to tie the game but he too was denied by Jarry`s pad. Carter Rigby must have been taking notes on the bench. The 19 year-old took a long bomb pass at the Oil Kings blue line and he too went in all alone on the 18 year-old, but instead of deeking, fired the puck through the legs of Jarry to tie the game at one goal apiece.

•I thought the Rockets were the better team in the second period but as fate would have it the Oil Kings would score on a wrist shot from a player who doesn’t score often  - Luke Bertolucci. As a member of the best name in the WHL club, which Carter Rigby is a card carrying member, the 5’8 speedster looked like a 50 goal scorer with a wrist shot that beat Jordon Cooke to the glove hand side. The third  period saw the Oil Kings make their best push of the game as they tried to find the two goal cushion.

•One area the Rockets were dominated at was the face-off circle. If Henrik Sammuelsson didn’t win 90 percent of his draws I’d be shocked. He didn’t just win face-offs, he owned the face-off circle.

•One other thing I noticed about the Oil Kings is their big players, play big. Mitch Moroz, Brandon Baddock and Brett Pollock all have a presence on the ice. Frankly, while Pollock is 6’2, he only weighs 183 pounds but yet is noticeably physical.

•It was a rare loss for Jordon Cooke. It was only his second regulation loss this season.

•Don’t look now but Myles Bell has more goals than he did after 38 games last season. Bell has found the back of the net 24 times. At this same point last season he had 23 goals.What I liked about his play against the Oil Kings was his willingness to skate to the outside on defenceman before cutting back inside for a quality chance on goal.   

•A soft crowd of just over 49 hundred fans took in the game. Among those in attendance was the entire Pittsburgh Penguin management and coaching staff.

•A tough interview, yet one I won’t forget. Zach Franko spoke eloquently about his time in Kelowna during an interview I conducted with him prior to the game. It likely wasn’t easy for him after learning earlier in the day he had been shipped to the Kootenay Ice. Franko thanked his billets and coaches for the time they spent on making him a better player and person. He also singled out Pastor Tim Schroeder for the work he does with the team. I thought it was a nice touch. Call it right or wrong, after the interview I gave Franko a handshake and a hug. Sorry hockey fans, I am a father of two young boys and my compassion for someone, even if he isn’t mine, is great and my heart goes out to Franko who was nothing short of a great kid.       
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Wednesday, January 8, 2014

Rockets acquire Tvrdon/Trade Franko.  

BREAKING *** The Kelowna Rockets have made a three way deal with the Kootenay Ice and Vancouver Giants. The Rockets have acquired 20 year-old European forward Marek Tvrdon from the Giants for a second round bantam pick. To make room for Tvrdon, the Rockets have sent overage forward Zach Franko to the Kootenay Ice for a 6th round pick this year and a third round pick in 2016. That is a significant return for a 20 year-old. Tyrdon is playing in the ECHL this season. In the doghouse with Giants head coach Don Hay, the Giants and the Detroit Red Wings, the NHL team that drafted Tvrdon, agreed it be best to move the Slovakian into pro hockey for the entire season, or until he could be traded to a WHL team. Tvrdon could be in the Rockets line up as early as Friday in Lethbridge.       
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Game notes vs. Oil Kings 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open a Central Division road trip tonight when they face the Edmonton Oil Kings. The Rockets play four games in five nights. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Lethbridge Friday, Medicine Hat Saturday and Calgary on Sunday. These two teams are meeting for the second time this season. On November 9th, the Rockets’ earning a 2-0 win. Jordon Cooke made 25 saves in the shutout. Kris Schmidli and Justin Kirkland scored goals in the victory. The Rockets last appearance at Rexall Place was in a 5-3 loss back on October 27/2012. The Rockets carried a 3-2 lead into the third period before the Oil Kings struck for three goals (one into an empty net). The Rockets enter tonight’s game having won 17 of their last 18 games overall and 26 of their last 28 games. The Rockets are coming off a 4-2 win Saturday night over the visiting Vancouver Giants.  

Road Rash: The Rockets are on the road for the 11th time in their last 13 games. The only home dates over that period were against Kamloops on December 27th (7-1) and against Vancouver on Saturday (4-2). This is the start of six straight games on the road. The Rockets are in Victoria for back-to-back games to conclude 16 of 18 on opposition ice. Oh, by the end of this Central Division road trip the team will have spent 25 of the last 36 days on the road.       

Alberta Content: The Rockets have 10 players with ties to Alberta. Nick Merkley, Joe Gatenby and Jesse Lees were born in Calgary. Myles Bell is also from ‘Cowtown’. Jordon Cooke is from Leduc, Tyson Baillie is from Fort Saskatchewan, Mitch Wheaton is from Sherwood Park, Cole Linaker and Tyrell Goulbourne are from Edmonton and Justin Kirkland was born in Camrose.   

Two Years of Success: Myles Bell has 61+75=136 points in his last 106 regular season games since moving from defense to forward. Teammate Tyson Baillie has 44+58=102 in his last 106 regular season games. Baillie was not named to the CHL Top Prospects game in Calgary in mid January.    

Welcome Back Kotter: The Rockets welcome back three members of the team who attended the U-17’s in Nova Scotia. Assistant Dan Lambert was the head coach of Team West while 16 year-old rookies Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby struck silver as members of Team Pacific.    

This and That: Myles Bell is third in the WHL in game winning goals with 6…Six alumni of the Rockets’ will play for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…Myles Bell is the WHL Player of the Week. Bell had 5+5=10 in four games last week. Teammate Nick Merkley won the award from September 30th to October 6th….Tyson Baillie was named the WHL Player of the Month for December. Baillie had 5+15=20 during the month….The Rockets 16 game winning streak was 6 wins shy of the league record of 22 set by the Estevan Bruins in 1967….Cole Martin leads the entire WHL with a plus/minus rating of +38…Myles Bell has 23 goals. Only three have been scored on the power play….The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice five times this season…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won seven of his last eight games….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October…Jordon Cooke is 35-4-0-2 at home in last 41 starts at home dating back to last season…Jordon Cooke is 33-2-0-2 in his last 37 regular season starts dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 17 of their 21 road games this season.    

Milestone Makers: 

Zach Franko has 199 points, 1 shy of 200 for his career. 

Myles Bell is playing in his 296th game tonight – 4 shy of 300. 

Ryan Huska, according to Hockeydb, has 279 WHL regular season victories.

Huska is coaching in his 472nd regular season game tonight.     

Myles Bell has 94 career goals and 147 career WHL assists.

Madison Bowey has five more points (35) they he had in 69 games last season.

Carter Rigby has 43 goals in his last 122 regular season games since joining the Rockets.  

Rourke Chartier plays in his 98th career game tonight – two shy of 100.

Tuesday, January 7, 2014

Notes, quotes and anecdotes - Part 2 

Cooke`s tape job. 

•What’s with the stick? Have you noticed the tape job, or lack of tape used on the stick of 20 year-old goaltender Jordon Cooke? A small strip of tape is used on the tip  leaving the majority of it exposed. Most goalies have the entire blade covered in tape. Cooke tells me his favourite number is six. He was born on June 6th. June is also the 6th month of the year. The Leduc, Alberta product was the Rockets 6th player chosen in the WHL bantam draft. So, going with the 6 theme, Cooke wraps his stick in tape by going around....six times. Count it yourself if you don't believe me.

•The Vancouver Giants are one BC Division team that has had marginal success against the Kelowna Rockets this season. I asked head coach Don Hay why? “We just know that if we don’t come with a real hard game against Kelowna we are going to be embarrassed.  Probably a bit of fear motivates us too”.  

•The Rockets have an unprecedented ten Alberta born players on this seasons roster. Four of them call Calgary home. The Edmonton area used to be the hot bed for hockey talent, and still is, but the Calgary minor hockey system has really improved. That may explain why Team Pacific, with a vastly improved BC minor hockey system, had so much success at the recent Under 17’s. Oh, a growing population doesn't hurt either.

•I realize that the economy is solid in Fort McMurray, but as we traveled up to Edmonton, I can’t see many WHL owners getting excited over expanding/relocating a team to Fort McMurray. To think, once you arrive in Edmonton you need to drive an additional 4 and a half hours (436 kilometers) to find the city of 61,374. That's a long haul, even for Lethbridge and Medicine Hat. 

•Tyson Baillie is wearing an Edmonton Oilers toque on this trip. That is a far better choice than that Toronto Raptors head gear he was sporting on the Saskatchewan swing. Did I mention I hate basketball?   

•Joe Gatenby and Nick Merkley are back with the team after winning a silver medal at the Under 17’s with Team Pacific. By all indications, Merkley was one of the best players on the team. The 16 year-old told me he wasn’t satisfied with his play. “Personally, I didn’t think I was very good in the tournament. I didn’t think I produced,” Merkley told me after practice today.  Harsh critic. Merkley was a point a game player alongside linemate Tyler Soy of the Victoria Royals.

•Excited! That would best describe rookie forward Kris Schmidili at the prospect of attending his first NHL game. The Rockets will attend tonight’s game between the Oilers and the visiting St. Louis Blues. The 17 year-old is also looking forward to playing two games on NHL ice, in Edmonton and Calgary. 

•Gas in Edmonton is 106.9. Hate the weather, love the price at the pump.  

•The Rockets had a morning practicing at the Canmore Recreation Centre. It is a two sheet of ice facility built in 1988 and is the home of the Alberta Junior Hockey League’s Canmore Eagles. Who was the last Rockets player to come out of the AJHL? Mitch Wheaton played with the Spruce Grove Saints.

•It was nice to run into Canmore Eagles head coach Andy Milne. The 35 year-old and I go back to my early days as a broadcaster with the Swift Current Broncos. Milne helped me in the broadcast booth, often calling games with me on the road. I will never forget how fired up he would get on the air if a player took liberties on one of the Broncos. I remember him getting so excited in the booth that he ripped the phone cord off the wall, providing for a considerable amount of dead air.

•The City of Edmonton is known as the City of Champions. Hmm. The Oilers haven`t won the Stanley Cup since 1990. The Eskimos haven`t won the Grey Cup since 2005. Only the Oil Kings have kept up their end of the bargain with a WHL title in 2012.
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Monday, January 6, 2014

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

•I sure liked Tyson Baillie’s comments when I spoke to him after being named the WHL Player of the Month for December. I asked him if the superb month had anything to do with being snubbed from the CHL Top Prospects game later this month in Calgary. “Ya, that gave me a lot of motivation. It kind of pissed me off actually. That is when I play my best when I am angry and pissed off.” You have to appreciate his honesty.

•I had to chuckle last week when guest coach Cam Paddock watched with amazement at practice as  Myles Bell was shooting the puck. “I’ve never seen someone in junior shoot that hard, and that accurate”, Paddock said. The 30 year-old spent over 300 games with the WHL, 16 games in the NHL and hundreds of games in AHL and Europe, so he has a pretty good grasp of who has a heavy shot and who doesn’t. Paddock has seen many teammates shoot the puck, but not like Bell.

•It has to be awfully tough for the coaching staff to break up the line of Tyson Baillie, Tyrell Goulbourne and Myles Bell now that Nick Merkley has returned after winning a silver medal at the Under 17’s in Nova Scotia. Merkley has been primarily playing alongside Bell as more of a set up man with the 20 year-old. Goulbourne has been a nice addition playing with the team’s top two goal scorers. “I love it.  I am playing with two great players. I am really close with them off the ice. I can’t get away without playing my role but it is nice to have two guys that can put the puck in the net,” Goulbourne added.

•Will the Rockets make a trade at or before Friday’s WHL trade deadline?  I spoke to Director of Player Personnel Lorne Frey about his team’s lack of movement at the deadline in subsequent years. “If I was doing this, I would never trade. I hate trading. There are exceptions but I don’t think it gets you too much.” 

•Trading partners with the Rockets would want to get their hands on Nick Merkley, Rourke Chartier and Justin Kirkland, but Frey says that won’t happen. “There is no way we are going to give up a good young hockey player. There aren’t too many places where you can trade yachts for canoes,” Frey said.

•I had to laugh the other day when some of the players were shooting baskets outside the hotel in Portland. One player comment, “Oh, no here comes Heff”. They were speaking of 19 year-old forward Colton Heffley. Why would it be a problem if Heffley came out to shoot some hoops? Because he’s good at everything is what I was told. I knew Heffley was a good baseball player but that obviously goes far beyond the hockey arena and the diamond.

•Tyson Baillie is my kind of hockey player. No pretty boy here who admires himself when he skates along the glass during warm up. Baillie loves the game and wants to win. On determination alone he will play pro hockey. Will he ever play in the NHL? The 18 year-old will die trying. That motivation is often lost in more skilled players. That may be a reason why I want Baillie to succeed so much. It’s  because he really wants it.

•Why does Tyrell Goulbourne work so well with Baillie and Bell? The 19 year-old – on a straight line – is arguably the fastest skater on the team. “I find myself moving my feet more. I am in a better position when I am playing with those guys because I am more sharp, because I have to be,” Goulbourne admitted.    

• While the majority of the Rockets road trip through the Central Division is all work and no play, the team has a chance to attend the Edmonton Oilers home game against the St. Louis tomorrow night at Rexall Place. The Oilers made this happen. Thanks to them.  

•I always like to see how players mature before my very eyes over the time they come into the organization until the day they walk away to pursue a pro career. I remember my first interview with Tyrell Goulbourne. To put it mildly, it was pretty rough. He just couldn’t find the words to express himself. Yet when the tape recorded was put away, ‘Goulby’ was well spoken. Now three years later, Goulbourne is one of the better interviews. I asked him what changed?  “Just a little bit more confidence. You kinda scared me a little bit when we first started doing it”, Goulbourne said with a laugh.           
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Sunday, January 5, 2014

Sand in face doesn't sit well with Rockets 

•I may be dating myself, but do you remember the print ad for Charles Atlas that first appeared in comic books in the 40's? If you don't, check the advertisement at the right. The Kelowna Rockets, who had sand kicked in their faces Friday night in Vancouver, muscled up and literally fought back 24 hours later in an impressive 4-2 win in the back end of a home and home series between the two BC Division rivals. The Giants tried to push the Rockets around in front of a sell out crowd of 6,172 Saturday night, but the home town team wouldn't have any of it. Just ask Tyrell Goulbourne, who clocked Giants forward Tim Traber with a series of punches in a second period scrap that left the 20 year-old bloodied after the one sided tilt. It was Goulbourne's first fighting major in 16 games but it didn't show. This wasn't a staged fight. This was picture perfect raw emotion.  

•Was I the only one in the building that thought the game had a playoff feel to it? Obviously not as head coach Ryan Huska agreed on his post game show comments. Huska told his players to treat it just like a playoff game. The intensity was there. The nastiness was there and if anything, the gritty play by the visitors woke up the home team, who looked sleepy the night before in a 4-2 loss. It was old school hockey. But again, when someone kicks sand in your face, you can cower or come right back and show them you won't be pushed around. What I saw Saturday night was the exposing of the Rockets true character. It was only a 4-2 victory at games end, but the win was far greater than that on so many levels.

•Jordon Cooke was terrific. How good was he early in the game and in the third period with several timely saves? I didn't much like his play in Portland despite back-to-back wins because he complicated things by doing too much and not letting the puck hit him. Saturday night, Cooke's positioning was excellent and his athleticism was on display. When he plays like that is he not the best goaltender in the Western Conference?

• I sure wish Myles Bell would quit teasing me and just go out there and score a hat trick. Bell scored twice in the 4-2 win but has yet to add a three goal game to his resume. I am so happy for Bell that he has regained his form from last season. Bell now has the 6th most goals of any player in the WHL with 23. Not bad for a player who had one goal in 12 games from November 2nd to December 6th.       

•Every once in a while, colour analyst Gord McGarva surprises me with a comment on our radio broadcast. McGarva had this to say about the Rockets 16 game winning streak that came to an end Friday night in a 4-2 setback to the Giants. "It is better to be concerned about winning 16 games in late March than it is now. Sixteen wins in late March means you have won a league title and are off to the Memorial Cup in London, Ontario". True enough. Well said. Sixteen wins are far more important starting in late March then they are now. 

•You can make it back-to-back sellouts for the Rockets. Tip of the cap to those that took in Saturday's game. Interest in the team has never been higher as fans gravitate to a winner. Everyone wants to be associated with success and if being a fan of your local team fills that void, so be it.

•How do you like Tyrell Goulbourne's endorsement on the big screen for Jiffy Lube? He better be getting free oil changes with that endorsement deal.  

•Up next? A six game road trip which includes a four game Central Division swing which starts Wednesday in Edmonton. Lets hope rookie Nick Merkley is back in the line up. While only 16, the kid is a difference maker. Merkley has 10 power play assists. Only Tyson Baillie has more with 11. Merkley and teammate Joe Gatenby return to the team after winning a silver medal at the Under 17's in Nova Scotia.  
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Saturday, January 4, 2014

Giants end Rockets ridiculous run 

•Jackson Houck said his three goals didn't matter. What mattered most to the Vancouver Giants forward was that his team upend the Kelowna Rockets 4-2 last night, ending the visitors 16 game winning streak. Houck was instrumental in the win, handing the Rockets their first loss on the road since a disappointing 6-3 setback in Spokane in late October. 

•This game looked like one team was well rested while the other finally landed in their hotel bed at 4:30 in the morning after beating the Portland Winterhawks the night before. The Rockets looked sluggish. The passing was off. The mental mistakes in their own zone where clearly evident and the decision making when attempting to get pucks towards the goal was off. Conversely, the Giants were on. They were always first to pucks, won the majority of the small battles and played with more desperation. The better team won, and on this night the Giants clearly were.

•The 16 game winning streak was a lot of fun. Every night going into an opponents building and finding a way to win was an amazing thing to be apart of. I will never forget it as the team set a new franchise record for consecutive wins and came two wins shy of tying the league record. What the 2013-2014 edition of the Rockets accomplished will go down as one of my hockey highlites as a broadcaster, and with this team, there are many. 

•The Rockets were playing their 4th game in seven nights. Tonight's rematch against the Giants at Prospera Place is the teams 5th game in eight nights.    
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Friday, January 3, 2014

Clean sweep over Winterhawks 

•Earning eight points in a seasonal series against the Portland Winterhawks over the last three seasons has almost been impossible for any of the 21 other teams in the WHL. The Kelowna Rockets managed that feat though, with four wins against the defending league champions, who without question will challenge again this season for another trip to the Memorial Cup. The Rockets took advantage of a short staffed team and promptly scored six unanswered goals in a 7-2 win Thursday night at Veteran's Memorial Arena. Myles Bell and Tyson Baillie lead the charge with two goals and two assists in the teams 16th straight road win. That consecutive win streak is two off the league record. After further review, the league record is indeed 18 straight road wins by the Calgary Hitmen in 2000.

•Despite the lopsided score at games end, the first period in particular saw Portland with the slight edge. For the Rockets to give up 18 shots in the opening 20 minutes is almost unheard of. It rarely happens and was a clear indication of how slow of a start the team had. I thought Jordon Cooke struggled early and Winterhawks starter Brendan Burke made some solid stops. Fortunately at periods end the visitors found themselves in a two-two tie. 

•The Rockets took over the game in the second period. You could see the momentum shift as the league leaders ramped up their game. For a second straight outing the Rockets were able to chase Burke after Carter Rigby's ugly goal at the side of the Winterhawks net somehow snuck through.

•It was nice to see Jesse Lees score his first goal of the season. A 10 goal man from a year ago, Lees clearly plays in the shadows of Damon Severson, Madison Bowey and Mitch Wheaton. Playing with d-partner Riley Stadel, both players have the ability to shoot the puck and find the back of the net. If Lees can round out his offensive game, the team has six legitimate blue liners that can score.

•Did I expect the lopsided scores? I didn't think the Rockets would manufacture that much offense against the Winterhawks, not on back-to-back nights. If the games would have been closer many so called 'experts' would have been laughing at the Western Conference leaders that they were barely able to get by a Winterhawks team without four key players. But don't let any one tell you that the defending champions are in trouble despite giving up 16 goals in two games. Those people are full of hot air and don't deserve your attention. Only the true hockey fan knows that once all of Portland's players are in place - Matt Dumba included - the defending champions aren't going down without a fight.    

•The Rockets now average five goals per game on the road. That is the best of any team in the 22 league circuit.         

•The Rockets goal differential is now +76. That is +35 better than second place Portland +37 better than third place Edmonton.

•Myles Bell is exactly on pace for the 38 goals he scored one season ago. Despite the slow start, 21 goals after 35 games is an impressive total for the 20 year-old who has regained that confident swagger. His wrist/snap shot is the best I have ever seen. It is lethal from the blue line. Both his goals came on the power play.  

•The win keeps the Rockets ten points up on the surging Victoria Royals. Like the Rockets, the Royals keep winning. The two teams hook up two weeks from now on the Island.

•Lots of NHL scouts at this game. That's what winning does. It gives draft eligible players on the roster a chance to show off their talents. The Flames and Jets were well represented. 

•Up next is the second of three games in three nights with another road game in Vancouver Friday night. The two teams met last Saturday at Pacific Coliseum in a 4-2 win. You can join Gord McGarva and myself for the pre-game show on AM 1150 at 7 and the play-by-play at 7:30.
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Thursday, January 2, 2014

News, quotes and anecdotes 

Bell, Goulbourne and Cooke playing B-Ball.   

•Hello 2014. What will the new year bring with it? The Kelowna Rockets are an optimistic group and morale is high. Why wouldn't it be when wins are common place for this team. They aren't letting the success go to their heads though. Like any good athlete in order to have success you have to be confident in your abilities but remain cognoscente of what makes you a good team. If all 20 guys aren't willing to fulfill their role, success won't follow. This team is gifted as a group but not so much as individuals. Perhaps that could be said of any team.    

•I thought Rourke Chartier said it best in a pre-season interview when I asked him about his goal of catching the eye of NHL scouts in his draft year. "It is all about team success. If the team is winning everyone will be recognized in their own way. I am not worried about it as long as the team is winning games."  Pretty mature comment from a 17 year-old player.

•How did the team spend an off day in Portland on January 1st? A quick skate at the rink was followed by a meal in the hotel and then Myles Bell, Tyrell Goulbourne, Jordon Cooke and Tyson Baillie took advantage of the basketball court outside of the hotel. 

•I have been around Myles Bell a lot over the last few years but didn't notice until I saw him on the basketball court that he indeed is left handed. Bell shoots with his left hand and told me he also writes with his left hand. Oddly, he shoots right and also swings a golf club with authority from the right side too.stant General Manager

• It appears the Portland Winterhawks have parted ways with former Kelowna Rockets forward Shane McColgan. "You want to see a player at 20 jump into a job with a new team and it is going to work out, but it doesn't always work out like that", Winterhawks GM Mike Johnston told me this morning. McColgan spent the first half of the season out of the line up after breaking his thumb. Twice, the now 21 year-old lead the Rockets in scoring.

•It has been interesting to watch newcomer Tait Coughlin, specifically in practice here in Portland. Listed by the Rockets after a strong training camp, Coughlin has some impressive skill for a young player (born in 1997) and he reminds me a bit of Brett Bulmer. Coughlin is also a bigger body at 6'1 and just shy of 180 pounds. Playing junior 'B' on the Island, Coughlin must feel like he has died and gone to 'Hockey Heaven'. The Victoria resident is practicing on a first place team, spending time in a first rate hotel and eating some of the best food junior hockey has to offer. When he returns to his old team he will have many stories to share I'm sure.            

•Dalton Yorke was used as a forward Tuesday night in a win in Portland, and to be honest, I liked him in that position. The rookie had two chances to score and seems more comfortable at that spot on the ice.       

•I know Blades radio guru Les Lazaruk likes to call his team the 'Bridge City Bunch', but shouldn't the Winterhawks be called that? Eight bridges...count them...eight pass over the Willamette River into the downtown core. In Saskatoon aren't there three?    

•Zach Franko plays his 250th career WHL game tonight against the Winterhawks. The best way for him to celebrate would be no less than a two point game to reach the 200 point plateau for his career. 

•Winterhawks head coach Mike Johnston says once his three players return from the World Juniors, they will play the first game back with the Winterhawks before receiving at least a week off. Derek Pouliot, Nic Petan and Taylor Leier will be allowed to go home and recharge their batteries for the second half of the season. "You always have to worry about their mindset, their mentality and their freshness. The young guys that went home for Christmas, now they are back and are energized and fresh but the guys at the World Juniors, I want to make sure they are energized in March, April, May," Johnston added.    

•Small observation after a significant stay in Portland: My straw poll reveals that one out of every four  men in Portland have beards. Oddly, the majority of them ride bikes.  

•Nice to run into Winterhawks Assistant GM Matt Bardsley at the morning skate. He was wielding that impressive WHL Championship ring. Very nice.    

•This is our 4th day in Portland. We arrived here at the hotel in the early morning hours of Sunday December 29th. It has been a good, yet long stay in the city of over 600 thousand. You couldn't wish for a better place to stay for an extended period of time. Again the Crown Plaza staff have been amazing. The rooms are excellent, the food is great and even the workout room (ya, I don't just sit around all day on the road) is solid. If you are ever visiting the Portland area, I strongly recommend this hotel.   

•Did you know Portland is the 5th healthiest city in America? Guess I better watch myself at the buffet table.

•Gord McGarva joins me on the broadcast tonight from Veterans Memorial Arena. We are on the air at 6:30 with the pre-game show and the play-by-play at 7. 
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Wednesday, January 1, 2014

Ringing in the new year with a ring-a-ding-dong-dandy!  

A sold out Moda Center 

•If you are a Kelowna Rockets fan, your team rang in the new year the right way Tuesday night in Portland. If you are a Winterhawks fan, like a loud mouthed guest at a New Years Eve party that is as drunk as a skunk, you just wanted them to leave. The Rockets scored early and often in a convincing 9-3 win last night at Moda Center. Madison Bowey, the games 1st star, scored once and added three assists. Bowey's team scored three times in the first, second and third periods to extend their winning streak to a team record 15th game. 

•The Rockets start was the key in the lopsided win. The first five minutes was played exclusively inside the Winterhawks zone. Have you heard the coaches using the term. 'coming in waves'? The Rockets did that with line after line buzzing inside the attacking zone. Carter Rigby would score less than two minutes into the game off a beautiful feed from Rourke Charter and the visitors were off to the races.   

•Eleven of the Rockets 18 skaters registered a  point. Chartier, who was quieter than a field mouse in October (no points in 10 games), had a career high four point game. Chartier now has five goals in his last seven games and 12 points in his last ten games.         

•Tyrell Goulbourne shouldn't be complaining about playing on a line with Myles Bell and Tyson Baillie. Goulbourne has points in five of his last six games and collected a goal and two assists in the win.

•They are contrasting styles and contrasting personalities, but Madison Bowey and Cole Martin sure compliment one another. Martin's strong defensive play allows Bowey to take off and create offensive.  Both players ended the game a +4.  Martin is now an impressive +37 on the season.

•Shane McColgan played against his old team for the first time Tuesday night. The now 21 year-old (He turned 21 today) saw limited time early in the game but saw increased ice time in the third period. McColgan was his agitating self but receives no where near the top end minutes on the power play or with the Winterhawks top players like he was granted during his time in a Rockets uniform.

•The Winterhawks played Tuesday's game without their top four players, but the Rockets deserve credit for not letting the home team off the hook. Even without those key guys, no one among the 11 thousand spectators that sold-out the Moda Center would have envisioned the score being 9-3 at games end. 

•The power play struck for two goals, but the real story was the teams ability to again create good scoring chances shorthanded. Much like we saw in Vancouver Saturday night, several odd man rushes resulted in glorious chances to score. Damon Severson's goal shorthanded less than 5 minutes into the third period was a big goal, considering the Winterhawks had reduced the deficit to three with a 5 on 3 goal of their own with significant time left on the clock. Severson's goal essentially put the game on ice.  

•The Rockets hadn't score 9 goals on the road since a 9-5 win in Regina in 2009. Oddly enough, Shane McColgan had 2+3=5 in that game. The Winterhawks haven't given up 9 goals at home since  a loss to Spokane back in 2007.  

•The month of December will go down in Kelowna Rockets history as the best ever. The team won all 12 games during the month. Last season the team was 9 and 2 in 11 games during the month.

•The Rockets were an incredible 57-9-2-2 in 2013. To that I say.....Happy New Year!!!!  
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Tuesday, December 31, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Winterhawks 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets will ring in the New Year with the Portland Winterhawks tonight at Moda Centre. This is the first of two games between the two teams over the next three nights. They meet again Thursday, but this time at Memorial Coliseum. Back on October 4/5th, the Rockets beat their U.S Division rivals 6-2 and 6-3. Following a double dip in Portland the Rockets are in Vancouver Friday night before hosting the Giants on Saturday. Overall, the Rockets have won 14 straight games after victories against Kamloops (three times), Vancouver (twice), Tri City, Everett, Kootenay, Swift Current, Moose Jaw, Brandon, Regina, Prince Albert and Saskatoon. The Rockets have out-scored the opposition 63-31 over that stretch. The Rockets split a pair of games against the Winterhawks in Portland last season, losing 1-0 before earning a 4-3 win. Myles Bell had two goals in the game two win.      

Record Breaking Effort: The Kelowna Rockets set a new team record with their 13th straight road victory December 17th in Saskatoon in a 7-1 win. The league record is 20 consecutive road wins by the Calgary Hitmen in 2000. Overall, the team has won 14 straight games on the road, having out-scored the opposition 67-35. Overall, the team has won 22 of their last 23 games. The Rockets are in the midst of playing 16 of their next 18 on the road.            

This and That: Ryan Olsen signed an entry level contract with the Winnipeg Jets. Olsen is a 6rh round pick from three years ago...Cole Martin leads the entire WHL with a plus/minus rating of +33…Myles Bell has 18 goals. Only one has been scored on the power play….The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice five times this season…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won seven straight….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th….Assistant Coach Dan Lambert is away from the team competing at the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia as the head coach of Team Western. Lambert returns to the team January 8th in Edmonton….Jordon Cooke is 34-4-0-2 at home in last 40 starts at home dating back to last season…Two members of the Rockets are playing for Team Pacific at the Under 17 World Hockey Challenge. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby are teammates… Rockets alumnus Cam Paddock is behind the Rockets bench as a guest coach. Paddock played 323 regular season games with the team from 1999-2003. Paddock’s best season was 2001-2002 when he scored 38 goals. Including the playoffs, the North Vancouver resident played 384 games in a Rockets uniform and was a member of the teams Memorial Cup winner in 2004. Now 30, Paddock was a 5th round pick of the Pittsburgh Penguins and played 16 games at the NHL level with the Sat. Louis Blues in 2008-2009…Jordon Cooke is 30-2-0-2 in his last 34 regular season starts dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 15 of their 18 road games this season…This is the fourth straight season the Rockets have played a double header in Portland.     

Who’s Hot: Tyson Baillie had a six game point streak snapped Friday against Kamloops. Baillie has 4+10=14 in seven of his last eight games….Myles Bell had a six game point streak snapped Saturday night in Vancouver. Bell had 8+3=11 over that period….Ryan Olsen has 6+5=11 in his last eight games…Zach Franko has 5+7=12 in his last eight games…Franko has five goals in his last eight games.  

Milestone Makers: 

Zach Franko is playing in his 249th career game tonight – one shy of 250.  

Zach Franko has 196 points, 4 shy of 200 for his career. 

Myles Bell is playing in his 292nd game tonight – 8 shy of 300.

December’s Offensive Leaders: Tyson Baillie has 5+13=18 in 11 games during the month. Myles Bell has 9+5=14 this month. Zach Franko has 5+7=12…Jordon Cooke is 8-0-0-0 in December with a goals against average of 2.35 and a save percentage of .918.    

Monday, December 30, 2013

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

Jordon Cooke should take a bow 

•Welcome to Portland. It is great to be back in the best city on the WHL circuit. Vancouver would likely get top rating, but unfortunately the Rockets spend little time there outside of the playoffs. Spending a couple of days in the 'Rose City' is nothing new for us, considering this is the fourth season that the Rockets have played a double header here with both games either at Moda Centre, or split between Moda and Veteran's Memorial Coliseum. This season the team is spending close to five days in a city that has so much to offer.   

•You have to give the organization credit for electing to travel down to Portland following a road win in Vancouver Saturday night. It would have provided for even more bus travel had the team went back to Kelowna before leaving again Monday for the long 8 and a half/ 9 hour bus ride to Oregon for Tuesday's game. Traveling only five hours down the road from Pacific Coliseum is a better option considering the team has played seven of its last eight games on the road. Everyone should be better for it considering the New Year schedule has the team playing 10 of 15 games on opposition ice.

•The Rockets used an off day Sunday by relaxing and going to a movie. Anchorman 2 received mixed reviews. The general consensus was a strong start and a sad finish. As one player said to me, "If Anchorman was 35 minutes, it would have been a masterpiece".  

•The Rockets will officially hit the half way point of the season Tuesday night against the Winterhawks. My first half MVP is goaltender Jordon Cooke. I thought Cooke was the real reason why the team was able to get off to a terrific start. Cooke was named the first star six times, tying him with captain Madison Bowey for the team lead in the three star selection. "Whenever you can come out of the first half with 22 wins it is a great start to the year. To be honest, it was a team effort and not just me in the first half. We get along together well as a group and I just took off from there."

•Cooke has been named a star in 8 games this season. That ties him with Madison Bowey for the team lead. Both have been named the 1st star six times. Jackson Whistle and Nick Merkley lead the team in second star nominations with four apiece while Zach Franko has the most third star selections on the team with five. 

•Speaking of Franko, the 20 year-old has five goals in his last eight games. That's a nice run for a player who traditionally doesn't find the back of the net on a consistent basis. In fact, Franko has as many goals in December as the previous two months combined (October and November). Franko is looking forward to back-to-back games against the Winterhawks. "Every time you see the Portland Winterhawks on your schedule...they are the champs. They have always been, since I've been in the league, one of the top teams in the league and its a test to see where we are at. They may be missing a few guys but they are still finding ways to win", Franko added.     

•It is always nice to have new, yet familiar faces around the team. Ex-Rockets forward Cam Paddock is spending the week with the team, attending practices, team meetings and getting a good grasp of what it takes to coach at the WHL level. Paddock works with elite minor hockey players in North Vancouver and would consider coaching at the major junior level down the road. "I want to gather experience from watching Ryan. The teams I coach at North Shore Winter Club are off until early January so it really works out well."       

•Here is an interesting stat for ya. Only Kelowna and Portland are top five in the WHL in both home goal differential and road goal differential. The Rockets home goal differential is +32. The road differential is +33. The Rockets and Oil Kings are tied for best road goal differential at +33.

•Austin Glover is with the team as he recovers from a broken ankle suffered November 16th against Lehtbridge. The 17 year-old is now skating and could be ready to rejoin the team by the end of January. "I can see the light at the end of the tunnel. I am working on my conditioning and trying to get into game shape, so I am looking forward to getting back. It is a little weak right now, but being on the ice feels pretty good," Glover added. 

•European Kris Schmidli has turned into a pretty decent player. While 19 points in 32 games won't put the fear of god into the opposition, those numbers stack up pretty well if you compared the production/or lack-thereof of other European born players that have worn a Kelowna Rockets uniform. Schmidli's 19 points are better than those of Henrik Nyberg (17 pts), Filip Vasko (12 pts), Gal Koren (3 pts), Andreas Stene (16 pts) and Lukas Matejka (2 pts). Schmidli only trails Stepan Novotny (41 pts), Lauris Darzins (34 pts), Mikael Backlund (30 pts) and Milan Kytnar (22 pts) for points in one season by a Rockets import.     

•Best sound system in the league has to go to Vancouver's Pacific Coliseum. The music drives through the speakers with unbelievable clarity. My only complaint is a lack of a PA feed for the opposition broadcaster. It should be mandatory for every broadcast location. The same holds true in Saskatoon. The PA announcers in both cities are top quality. It is a shame they can't be apart of the radio broadcast. 

•The Rockets were on the ice at 10 am Monday morning for a practiced at Veteran's Memorial Coliseum. It's old (opened in 1960), but it still has a certain charm. The seats are the same as they were in the 60's. The score clock at centre ice is old and the score clocks in the corner of the building remain operational even though they were originally designed for the NBA's Portland Trail  Blazers, who called VMC home from 1970 to 1995. As part of the team's 40th anniversary celebration, the Blazers played a pre-season game at Memorial Coliseum in 2009 against the Phoenix Suns.

•It was the first time I had a chance to see the new ice surface at Veteran's Memorial Coliseum, which is now regulation size. Along with a larger sheet of ice, new boards, glass and benches for the players are part of the upgrades. I never noticed this before but the coaches can now enter through a door at the back of the benches rather than sliding their way, with their dress shoes on, from where the players enter the ice from the home and visiting dressing rooms.   

•The Rockets play Tuesday's game at Moda Centre (game time is a special 8 o'clock) before moving back to Veteran's Memorial Coliseum for Thursday's rematch. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  5:08 PM     2 comments:      

Pic's from an off day in Portland 

Jackson Whistle gets instruction from one of the best - Kim Dillabaugh 

Coach Cam Paddock watching practice 

Wouldn't want to lose your cell phone down there! 

An interesting sign on the sidewalk leading to our bus 

Injured Austin Glover doing bike work in Portland 

Practicing at Memorial Coliseum in Portland  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:11 AM     2 comments:      

Sunday, December 29, 2013

First to 30 wins 

Photo courtesy: Shoot the Breeze 

•Winning 30 games would be considered a tough season in the Western Hockey League. Winning 30 games in your first 35 regular season games though, is a totally different story. The Kelowna Rockets managed the impressive feat this weekend with back-to-back wins against the Kamloops Blazers and Vancouver Giants. The Rockets dominated the Blazers to the tune of 7-1 Friday night and then went out on the road a night later for a 4-2 victory at Pacific Coliseum. If their was any thought that the team had lost momentum they had gained after a strong first half, that was all erased this weekend with two significant victories. 

•Saturday night's win in Vancouver came against a Giants team that is no slouch. Playing their first game after the Christmas break, the G-Men looked sluggish out of the gates, which was expected, yet the Rockets were unable to bury them despite several quality chances in the opening 20 minutes. The best scoring chance came when rookie Justin Kirkland missed a sure goal on a slow developing three on one while shorthanded. Instead of being up 1-0, the Rockets manufactured ten shots on net but came away empty handed in the opening frame.

•Kirkland wasn't the only Rockets player that missed a glorious chance to score. Tyrell Goulbourne was robbed by the out-stretched glove of Giants goaltender Jared Rathjen in a second period set up by line-mate Tyson Baillie. Had Goulbourne scored it would have been a 3-1 game. Instead the Rockets settled for a one goal lead heading into the third period.

•What stood out for me after Goulbourne was robbed was the reaction of line-mate Tyson Baillie. Baillie skated back to the bench with Goulbourne and patted him on the rear end sending the physical message that it was ok that the golden scoring chance went for not. For me, that is a sign of quality player and a quality teammate. That is also a sign of a team playing with confidence and believing that more quality scoring chances will be manufactured even if one is snuffed out. In other words, their is no need to cry over spilled milk.

•Baillie scored his 16th goal of the season in the second period to give the visitors a 2-1 lead. Baillie is well ahead of last years scoring pace when he had 12 goals at the end of December. Last season, Baillie didn't score his 16th goal until January 25th. 

•Specialty teams were the story in this one. The Rockets scored three times with the power play and created numerous scoring chances shorthanded. In fact, I haven't seen a game this season where the Rockets have been that dangerous when playing a man short. Cole Linaker would score the game winning goal - shorthanded - 1:34 into the third period.

•Of the three goals scored on the power play, Madison Bowey's point shot was the most impressive. Making the score 4-2, Bowey drove a hard shot past a startled/screened Rathjen for his first goal in 13 games. That 12th goal ties the career high the 18 year-old set last season.

•Jordon Cooke earned his 22nd win of the season, which ties him for the league lead in that category. The 20 year-old made two timely saves in the second period when the game was tied at one. That is why is would be considered the Rockets MVP in the first half.     

•The Giants played a physical brand of hockey against the Rockets, which was a far contrast to the stick checking exploits of the Kamloops Blazers a night earlier. This game took more courage to play in because of the lack of room on the ice. What was impressive was the teams ability not to be frustrated and consequently fall into the trap of taking bad penalties. The only fight came late in the game with Giants forward Tim Traber grabbed a hold of defenceman Jesse Lees after 20 year-old shook free from the grasp of a linesman. 

•Damon Severson returned to the line up for the first time since being a casualty of Team Canada. 

•Cole Martin is a +80 when you combine this seasons +/- with last seasons impressive +47. 

•Kelowna Rockets alumnus Cam Paddock was behind the bench Saturday night. Paddock is mentoring under Head Coach Ryan Huska and Assistant Kim Dillabaugh. Paddock, who just retired this off season, is coaching minor hockey players in Vancouver and is using this four game road trip as a chance to learn what it takes to coach at the major junior level. You have to give the organization credit for being open minded in allowing Paddock to get this first hand experience.  

•The Rockets have won 14 straight games. Last season the Portland Winterhawks also won 14 straight. The longest winning streak last season was held by the Saskatoon Blades. The 'Bridge City Bunch', as broadcaster Les Lazaruk likes to refer them as, went 18 straight games without feeling defeat.  

•Up next is a date between the two best teams (statistically) in the WHL Tuesday night when the Rockets visit the Portland Winterhawks for not one, but two games. More about that match up later.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  5:45 AM     5 comments:      

Friday, December 27, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Blazers  

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open the post-Christmas break with a home game against the visiting Kamloops Blazers. The two teams are meeting for the fifth time this season. The Rockets are 4-0-0-0 with the last two games in the seasonal series decided by a single goal. After tonight’s game, these two BC Division rivals meet again in a home and home series January 31st and February 1st. Overall, the Rockets have won 12 straight games after victories against Kamloops (twice), Vancouver, Tri City, Everett, Kootenay, Swift Current, Moose Jaw, Brandon, Regina, Prince Albert and Saskatoon. The Rockets have out-scored the opposition 52-28 over that stretch. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Vancouver tomorrow night to open a four game road trip with two games against the Giants and two games against the Portland Winterhawks.    

Road Show Review: The Rockets were 6-0-0-0 on an Eastern Conference road trip. The team out-scored the opponent 33-18. Tyson Baillie had 3+9=12 on the trip. Ryan Olsen had 4+5=9 in the six games. Myles Bell had seven goals in the six games. Jordon Cooke played in four of the six games. The power play was 8 for 24 (33.3%) while the team was 22 for 25 on the penalty kill. Of the 33 goals scored on the road trip, twelve came in the third period. The Rockets outshot their opponent in 5 of 6 games with one tied.     

Record Breaking Effort: The Kelowna Rockets set a new team record with their 13th straight road victory December 17th in Saskatoon in a 7-1 win. The league record is 20 consecutive road wins by the Calgary Hitmen in 2000. 

Road Rash: Overall, the team has won 13 straight games on the road, having out-scored the opposition 63-33. Overall, the team has won 21 of their last 22 games. The Rockets are in the midst of playing 16 of their next 18 on the road…Ten of the Rockets next 12 games are on the road. Home games over that period include tonight against Kamloops and January 4th against visiting Vancouver.            

This and That: Cole Martin leads the entire WHL with a plus/minus rating of +29. No Kelowna Rockets player has ever lead the entire league in +/- at season’s end….Myles Bell has 17 goals. Only one has been scored on the power….Only the Erie Otters (OHL) have more wins (29) at the Christmas break than the Rockets do….Damon Severson returns to the team tonight after being a late cut of Team Canada at the World Hockey Championships in Sweden….The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice five times this season…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won seven straight….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert is away from the team competing at the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia as the head coach of Team Western. Lambert returns to the team January 8th in Edmonton….Jordon Cooke is 33-4-0-2 at home in last 39 starts at home dating back to last season…Two members of the Rockets are playing for Team Pacific at the Under 17 World Hockey Challenge. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby are teammates…The Rockets won 12 straight games overall in 2002-2003. That season they went 24 straight games without a regulation loss.  

Who’s Hot: Tyson Baillie is riding a career high six game point streak (3+9=12)…Myles Bell has a five game point streak (7+3=10)….Ryan Olsen has 4+5=9 in his last six games…Zach Franko has 4+5=9 in his last six games.  

Milestone Makers: 

Zach Franko is playing in his 247th career game tonight – three shy of 250.  

Zach Franko has 193 points, 7 shy of 200 for his career. 

Myles Bell is playing in his 290th game tonight – 10 shy of 300.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:33 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, December 26, 2013

Random road pics that didn't make the original cut 

These desperately needed a wash at trips end. 

 Just click on each photo for a larger image. You know the drill.   

The Regina Pats biggest fan. (bad joke) 

Art Howser Centre in Prince Albert.  

Myles Bell's Xmas gag gift. 'Old man shoes'.  

Some newer sticks have Rockets logo on them. 

Nick Merkley in Swift Current before off-site practice.  

Madison Bowey wearing skate guards for off site practice. 

Rourke Chartier making his way on bus in SC.  

A place you want to avoid in Brandon. Dentist chair.  

Visiting dressing room in Regina. 

Old school hand washing trough in Regina 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:24 PM     1 comment:      

Tuesday, December 24, 2013

Merry Christmas from me to you!  

Thanks for stopping by my blog from time to time. I want to wish all of you a Merry Christmas. Enjoy the 25th and 26th, because it is back in the saddle come the 27th for an exciting second half of the WHL schedule.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  2:38 PM     2 comments:      

Wednesday, December 18, 2013

Hoo - hoo - hoo. They went 6 and 0! 

•Hoo, hoo, hoo they went 6 and 0.The Kelowna Rockets did what many said ‘couldn’t be done’ in a six game sweep of the Eastern Division. The Rockets put an exclamation mark on the 10 day road trip Tuesday night with a dominating 7-1 win over the Saskatoon Blades. For the first time in this road trip the game was over after the opening 20 minutes. In a one-one tie, Tyson Baillie and Rourke Chartier scored goals 19 seconds apart to take a 3-1 lead into the dressing room. From there it was all downhill for the Blades. Like a good long distance runner, the Rockets wanted to finish the race hard and scored two more times in the second and two more times in the third for their 28th win of the season. The team ends the pre-Christmas break with 28 wins, three regulation losses and two shootout losses.

•The win set a franchise record. The team has now won 13 consecutive road games, seven shy of the league record of 20 set by the Calgary Hitmen in 2000. With one loss in 16 road games, only Portland has scored more road goals (79 compared to 75) but has also played three more games.     

•It only seemed fitting that the Rockets would win their final game of the road trip with six different scorers. It has been like that all trip. Scoring by committee has been the common theme for the first half of the season. Oh sure, Myles Bell had multiple goal games on this trip, as did Carter Rigby, but this isn’t a one man band. The Rockets only play finally tunes music when they play a team game with no one individual doing the heavy lifting. Let me correct myself slightly on that statement. The exception would be goaltender Jordon Cooke, who on at least three occasions in the first 33 games was the first star and was likely the difference between a win and a loss.

•The real key to the road trips success was the older players finally scoring on a regular basis. The cold prairie air allowed Myles Bell to regain his confidence. The 20 year-old was clearly a force on this trip and scored three massive goals. Bell scored twice in overtime and once late in the game in Brandon to tie the score. The Calgary resident was money. Fellow 20 year-old Zach Franko and nineteen year-old Ryan Olsen were also solid contributors on the trip. Tyson Baillie was also good, and as the teams leading scorer, he too came to the table when called upon.  

•The most impressive win of the six games came in Brandon obviously. The comeback was impressive considering how poorly they played through 57 minutes of hockey. Down two goals with just over two minutes left and the goaltender pulled for the extra attacker, the Rockets turned into a pack of wolves before my very eyes. It was weird. It was impressive. On a dime they attacked the Wheat Kings net before Zach Franko scored to make it a one goal game, and then again with Jackson Whistle pulled, Myles Bell sent the game into overtime.

•In my 18 years of calling WHL games on the radio, no team that I’ve been associated with has ever gotten off to this type of start. You only dream of covering a team that wins this many games before the Christmas break. I have seen some awfully impressive rosters during my time in Kelowna, but this one could be the most balanced. Just look at the top scorers in the WHL. You won’t find a Kelowna Rockets player anywhere close. Too many different players score on this team so it is distributed evenly throughout the lineup. When defensive defenceman Mitch Wheaton is able to manufacture a four point night, the belief in the room is that no one is a farm hand, a second fiddle or a bystander.  

•Let’s talk about the jerseys. The Rockets wore the same home white jerseys for every game on the trip. What no one knew externally was those jerseys were never washed during the road trip. Nope, not once. Oh ya, they smelled putrid, but that’s the point. It was all about winning dirty and winning greasy. Playing minor hockey, all these players likely washed their jerseys once every two weeks tops. The last time the Rockets took a similar path is when they didn’t wash their jerseys in 2005-2006 and again ran the table with six consecutive wins on the Eastern Division road trip.        

•The team arrived in Kelowna a little quieter and a lot less congested than when we headed out 11 days ago. Only three players returned with the coaching staff, trainer and radio guy. Jackson Whistle (West Kelowna), Carter Rigby (Penticton) and Joe Gatenby (Kelowna) all came back on the team bus with the satisfaction that while six wins wasn't easy, they can enjoy the Christmas break with an additional 12 points in the bank.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:00 AM     3 comments:      

Monday, December 16, 2013

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

One of many visiting dressing rooms on trip  

•Wow. What do you say? Hey, hey I like that play won't cut it. The Kelowna Rockets are an incredible 5 and 0 on this road trip with one more to go. To think this team has the ability to fight back and win games when the odds are against them. It is truly incredible. Games on the road are never easy to win. Games that include travel make it even that more challenging. The biggest obstacle is everyone is playing determined to knock off the best team - statistically - in the WHL. The Rockets are getting the oppositions best and are still winning.      

•What makes the 5 and 0 record even more impressive is both Jordon Cooke and Jackson Whistle have not had to be exceptional in any of the five games. Plus, the Rockets are playing a good portion of the trip without their top defenceman - Damon Severson. With an injury to Jesse Lees in Moose Jaw, rookies Joe Gatenby and Dalton Yorke have been inserted on the blue line and Mitch Wheaton is finding time on the power play. 

•Here is forward Carter Rigby's take on his team. "We know that when we are up or down, we can come back. We are having fun. We don't have any cockiness about us but we are playing with fire and want to end this road trip off right". 

•Rigby on other teams trying to knock them off their pedestal. "That makes us better when teams are gunning for us and saying that a win over us will turn their seasons around. It makes us better as a team and makes us want to come out hard and not let that happen".                

•If I was a smoker in Saskatchewan, I'd quit. Is it really worth hovering outside in the cold to have a 'dart'? Someone please explain to me why the number of smokers per-capita in Saskatchewan isn't down significantly to those in BC?    

•I had my best interview ever with veteran Myles Bell before Saturday's game in Regina. I thought Bell would be uptight as he made his first return to Regina since being traded away two years ago. Bell was so well spoken. Usually short on words with a quirky sense of humour, Bell spoke about playing with the Pats as a 16 year old. "I remember driving with my dad in his truck to Regina and I said to him, "Dad I think I can be a point a game guy". His dad said, "How do you figure"? Bell retorted, "I will just give Jordan Eberle the puck". Eberle now stars with the NHL's Edmonton Oilers. 

•Bell has 6 goals on this road trip, two of them in overtime. I asked Bell what it feels like to score game winners like that with his teammates jumping all over him. "It is nice. It is also nice to have the game over with. A lot of our guys were tired. It is nice to score but without the other 19 guys on the bench that chance doesn't happen". 

•This cold, prairie winter has rejuvenated Bell. Finding the back of the net was as hard as finding a cab in Swift Current at one in the morning, but his fortunes have turned around out here. I would say six goals in five games is a sign of things turning around for the 20 year-old.        

•How does it work? The more I tweet the less Twitter followers I have. The less activity, the more people that follow me. Weird? I guess the saying, 'Speak only when spoken to' does apply. If you don't follow me, you can at twitter.com/reganrant. I am fairly active, so be warned. 

•So many good interviews on this trip. A real gem before the game in Prince Albert when I caught up to former Rockets d-man MacKenzie Johnston. "I have been keeping tabs on them (Rockets) ever since I left and slowly watching them climb and keeping tabs on everybody. It is no surprise to me they are in first place. I know the goalies, I know the d-men and the forwards. They have a good group of guys there," Johnston added. 

•When you have won as many games in a row as the Rockets have (11 straight - 12 on the road - 19 of last 20) what does Rockets head coach Ryan Huska have to be weary of? "I think their is always a danger when playing games. You don't want your team to be overconfident. Our team understands we haven't been very good some nights and our goaltenders have been terrific or we have seen some bounces go our way. I believe we want to end this road trip on a high".   

•It is amazing what happens when a player is a healthy scratch. Riley Stadel didn't play Wednesday in Moose Jaw and has been a horse since. Stadel was the games second star last night in Prince Albert with a goal and an assist.             

•A good shower head is one of life's small pleasures. It is so underrated. In this day of water conservation, hotel's typical have a shower head that sprinkles you with water. In Saskatoon, it is a full on assault. When the water comes out of the shower head, be prepared for a serious hose down.     

•Unfortunately on this road trip we haven't been able to see the Rockets first round pick from this summers draft play in a game or two. Dillon Dube watched the game Saturday in Regina but was unable to play because his midget team is busy playing games and they are short staffed with several injuries. Can you imagine Nick Merkley and Dillon Dube moving the puck around on the power play next season? Yikes!   

•It is a day off in Saskatoon. I vow to have no pasta dishes today. No chicken is on my menu. I am going to eat away from the team and find a good - greasy hamburger. In case you are unsure why I have this distaste for pasta and chicken, we have the exact same thing during pre-game meal. It is a hockey staple. 

•I will let you in on a secret when this trip is over. Stay tuned.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:21 AM     1 comment:      

Sunday, December 15, 2013

A record tying night for the Rockets 

•No matter how the 2013-2014 regular season unfolds for the Kelowna Rocket, they will find their name in the WHL record books. A 5-3 win in Prince Albert Sunday night was the teams 12th straight on the road, which is second all time in league history along with the 1981 Portland Winterhawks, the 2008 Saskatoon Blades and the 2004 Kelowna Rockets. The WHL record is 18 straight road wins set by the Calgary Hitmen in 2000. In Sunday's road game, the Rockets dug themselves out of a two goal deficit, survived two penalty shots awarded to the Raiders, and then scored three times in the third period for their 26th victory of the season.  The two goal win not only extended the Rockets overall streak to 11 games, it improved its Eastern Conference record to 5-0-0-0 on a six game tour through the division.        

•While the 12 game road winning streak is not a league record, it is a franchise tying record. The Rockets also won 12 straight road games during the 2003-2004 season.   

•As mentioned, the Rockets have won 11 straight overall. Before you get to excited, the WHL record for the longest winning streak is 24 games set by the Victoria Cougars in 1981.   

•This was an impressive effort. Playing their 5th game in six nights, the Raiders had to be licking their chops on a road weary opponent. Oddly, the Rockets appeared to get better as the game wore on, not tiring like many would expect after traveling 2482 kilometers since the trip started Sunday morning when the bus left Kelowna headed for Saskatchewan. Not only did the team come back after trailing 3-2 after 40 minutes, they manufactured three goals in the final period to move six points up on Portland for first place in the overall WHL standings. 

•Rockets forward Ryan Olsen is lucky to have not suffered a significant injury after he was hit from behind into the corner boards in the first period. What is laughable is both referee’s didn’t call a penalty. It was a dangerous hit and you have to call it. You could hear the thud in the building. Isn't the safety of the player paramount? If the league wants to get rid of those type of hits, which they continually preach that they do, why is no call made? To add insult, a terrible penalty shot call against the Rockets came just a few minutes later. 

•Speaking of penalty shots, it is the second time this season Jordon Cooke has faced two penalty shots in one game. In October, against Victoria, the Royals were awarded two free passes to the goaltender. Cooke is now five for five in penalty shots this season. 

•The Rockets have scored 26 goals in the first five games of the road trip. Of those 26 goals, 13 different scorers have found the back of the net. That is a diversified attack. Myles Bell has six goals on the trip while Ryan Olsen has four. Zach Franko has three while Nick Merkley, Tyrell Goulbourne and Tyson Baillie have two each.

•Look for Merkley's third period goal, to make the score 3-3, on the next edition of the WHL Plays of the Week. The 16 year-old picked up a puck in his skates just outside the Raiders blue-line, kicked it to his stick and skated in, made a move to his right and waited for Raiders goaltender Cole Cheveldave to open his legs before niftily tucking it five hole on the 20 year-old.         

•It was nice to run into Kelly Guard during the second intermission. Guard, the Raiders goaltending coach, helped the Rockets to a WHL title in 2003 and a Memorial Cup championship in 2004.

•Ex-Blades coach (now solely Blades GM) Lorne Molleken and ex-Raiders head coach Steve Young were seen sitting together at the game. Molleken relinquished his duties after the 2013 Memorial Cup while Young's contract wasn't renewed by the Raiders at the end of April.    

•The game marked the first time MacKenzie Johnston played against his old team. Now a Prince Albert Raider, it looked odd to see Johnston wearing different colours then the familiar white, red and teal. I had a real good interview with Johnston before the game where he had a chance to publicly thank the fans of Kelowna and his billets for treating him great over his four seasons in the Okanagan. 

•The Rockets will take a well deserved break from the rink Monday. A planned tour of the PA Penitentiary is planned and then its time for some R and R.  

Sunday, December 15, 2013

Bell ignores the boo's and blasts home the OT winner  

•The number 10 in the urban dictionary is defined as perfection. The Kelowna Rockets are anything but perfect but are riding a ten game winning streak after a 5-4 overtime win Saturday night in Regina. Myles Bell played the role of hero for a second straight night when his wrist shot found the back of the net for the team’s 26th win of the season. Of the ten wins during the streak, four have come courtesy of an Eastern Conference road trip that has the WHL point leaders playing six games in eight nights. Few teams find success over a grueling schedule, but the Rockets are earning valuable points in the standings and are serving notice that they are tough to beat when rolling all four lines.

•The Pats were the team with more jump in the first period. Two goals in a span of 19 seconds had the Rockets in a huge hole early in the game. Coach Huska had no choice but to call a time out and set his team straight. Mitch Wheaton would eventually score a power play goal and the damage at periods end saw the visitors down by just one after a less than energetic opening 20 minutes.

•The second period is when the Rockets found their legs. Out-scoring the Pats 3-2 in the period, the persistent fore-check the Pats applied diminished. Instead the Rockets played a good portion of the period in the offensive zone, generating 22 shots while only giving up six. The Pats had the lead three times and the pesky Rockets, like a mosquito on a hot prairie day, wouldn’t relent. Every time the Pats struck for a goal to take the lead, the Rockets had an answer.  

•I feel especially happy for Myles Bell. Making his first appearance in Regina since a trade to Kelowna in 2011, Bell was heading into hostile territory Saturday night and delivered on the ice with a goal and an assist. The boo’s were clearly audible in the first period whenever he touched the puck, yet the now 20 year-old found the mental resolve by scoring the winner and collecting a helper on Mitch Wheaton’s first goal of the season. Bell is back to being the old Myles Bell that led the team with 38 goals last season. Deadly with the puck on his stick, the Calgary resident is a lethal weapon that is becoming the difference maker everyone projected he would be in his final season in the WHL.

•Tyson Baillie ended the night with a goal and three assists. The four point night matched his two goal and two assist effort in the second game of the season against the Kamloops Blazers. Baillie now has a team leading 22 assists and a team leading 35 points, four more than Ryan Olsen.    

•It was nice to run into ex-Rockets Craig Cuthbert and Cody Fowlie after the game. The two are playing with the University of Regina men’s hockey team. ‘Little Cutter’ is taking Business Administration and is in his final semester. I love the alumni that I witnessed as immature 16 year-old junior players now grown up into maturing men.

•Getting to the rink early afforded me the chance to catch up with Saskatchewan Roughriders radio voice Rod Pedersen. We shared some good stories and a few laughs. ’Roddy’ is a beauty, who still calls the occasional Pats game for local TV.

 Random Thoughts:  

•He won’t get much media attention, nor would he expect to, but our bus driver Mel Billings deserves a lot of credit for getting us door-to-door during this road trip. Billings deserves a pat on the back for what he does. Mel is the man driving the bus in the wee hours of the morning as we, his passengers, put our trust in him to get us from point A to point B. It is a big responsibility with little fan fare.    

•I was asked the other day by a buddy of mine from Regina if I still liked what I do. I guess it takes a special/odd personality to be driving around the prairies two weeks before Christmas with a bunch of junior hockey players. When I no longer care about the players and the coaches and if they succeed or fail, that will be my cue to call it quits.When the day comes where a win doesn’t excite me or a loss makes me agitated, then I will know I’ve had enough.

•For those wondering, the price of gas in Regina is 118.9 cents a litre at most Regina gas stations. It is a sure sign that we don’t get hosed in the winter in the Okanagan like we do in the summer when we get pillaged by excessively high gas prices.   

•I receive a real nice e-mail from Charles Martin this week, a Rockets season ticket holder and a regular reader of this blog. Martin had some encouraging words for me as we make our way across the cold prairies. His letter included the fact he is enjoying the sun in Maui right now as we experience temperatures in the low -20’s. Am I envious? Darn rights.   

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:42 AM     No comments:      

Saturday, December 14, 2013

Self doubt is not what they are all about  

•You can choose self doubt or have the belief to win. After what I witnessed Friday night in Brandon, the Kelowna Rockets believe in the latter. Down 5-3 with 2:20 remaining on the clock, Ryan Olsen and Myles Bell scored back-to-back goals 29 seconds apart before Bell would play the role of hero with the game winner on a breakaway in overtime. The win came out of nowhere considering the Wheat Kings looked like the team that was going to hand the Rockets only their fourth loss of the season. Everybody inside the building, outside of those on the Rockets bench, believed this game was over when the Wheat Kings scored a power play goal with rookie Nick Merkley in penalty box. It was the greatest comeback by the Rockets in recent memory and extended their winning streak to nine games.

•I was shocked at the outcome, I really was and rightfully admitted it on the air. The Rockets missed a glorious opportunity to score when Riley Stadel made a picture perfect pass to Zach Franko at the side of the Wheat Kings when the visitors trailed by two goals late in the game. Instead of scoring, Franko chipped the puck high and wide of the net. That miss, I thought was the game. I sure am glad I was wrong.  

•I hate to be negative after such as emotional win, but honestly I didn’t think the Rockets were that good. Not until they played with desperation late in the game, the Wheat Kings were out hustling and out chancing the Rockets. It wasn’t all negative though. The team fought back three times after trailing and showed good resilience after giving up the opening goal 29 seconds into the game and then giving up the Wheat Kings fourth goal 20 seconds into the third period.  

•The power play generated two goals on three chances. That was a nice switch from a 0 for 6 night in Moose Jaw on Wednesday.

•Tyson Baillie collected three assists and Zach Franko had a goal and two assists. Five of those six points were collected in the final crucial minutes of the third period and in overtime. Myles Bell was money on the breakaway when he made no mistake to lock down the Rockets 25th win of the season.   

•Riley Stadel had a nice bounce back game after being a healthy scratch in Moose Jaw Wednesday night. Stadel made better decisions with the puck and played a more cautious game. Maybe the word cautious doesn’t fit. The 18 year-old used better puck management if you want me to use coaches talk to describe how much more improved he was when the puck was on his stick.

•Zach Franko and Madison Bowey made the return to their home province of Manitoba. Franko ended up scoring once and adding two assists and now has 2+3=5 in three games on this road trip. Bowey picked up just his second point – an assist – in his last seven games. Franko’s mom and dad were in attendance from Winnipeg along with Bowey’s mother and brother Connor, a Rockets draft pick.

•The win moved the Rockets 4 points up on Portland for first place in the WHL overall standings with still three games in hand. The Winterhawks suffered only their 7th loss in a setback in Seattle. 

•Up next is a date with the Regina Pats tonight at the Brandt Centre. The Pats were in Saskatoon last night where they pulled through with a win. It also marks the first game for Myles  Bell in Regina since he was trade two seasons ago. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:09 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, December 12, 2013

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

WHL website doesn't lie 

•It is really hard to believe the Kelowna Rockets sit in sole possession of first place in the overall standings on December 12th. To think this team has racked up 24 wins in 29 games is mind boggling. It hasn't been easy to get there and the wins have come in a variety of different ways. I would think its safe to say this team isn't being taken lightly by the opposition at any time this season. Every night the Rockets face the best that the opposition has to offer. No night is a night off for a team that everyone else wants to knock off.

•How tight are the Kelowna Rockets players? I think a good indication of that was when Cody Fowlie showed up at the team meal this afternoon. Fowlie, who plays with the Regina Cougars men's hockey team, wasn't about to miss out on saying hi to many of his ex-teammates at the Regina hotel.   

•I asked Everett Silvertips head coach Kevin Constantine last week what he thought of the Rockets. "I think they are the best team...and I like Portland a lot. I better be careful what I say here. Portland has an extraordinary amount of talent. I don't know if Kelowna has exactly the same level of talent or not but I just like Kelowna's team game. I always have. When I coached in Everett 10 years ago, Kelowna was the model. People borrowed styles and systems and whenever you are a team that other people are borrowing your strategies from, you are the best. I've always admired the Rockets for their style of play and their ability to get good players. They have the best winning percentage, what can you say? If they have the best winning percentage they are the best team", Constantine added.

•I had to chuckle when I asked rookie forward Justin Kirkland about the fight he had with Warriors 20 year-old Jesse Forsberg Wednesday night.  Kirkland, with a big smile on his face said, "I took a couple and I tried to throw a few back. When I hit my hand on his helmet, it hurt, so I decided to hang on".  I am sure Forsberg was asked by Tyrell Goulbourne to fight but wisely said no. Interesting that Forsberg elected to scrap with a shrinking violet instead.                      

•The players on the bus are well prepared for the elements. The majority of them are wearing toque's  when they leave the warm confines of the 'iron lung'. Ryan Olsen is sporting a very fashionable Seattle SeaHawks toque while Jackson Whistle is all about supporting the Montreal Canadiens. Tyson Baillie surprised me with his Toronto Raptors toque. As Baillie told me, "Hey, I am into all kinds of sports".  I guess that includes Canada's only NBA franchise.      

•One thing I've noticed during our trip through Saskatchewan is the tendency for motorists to idle their cars/trucks while going inside a restaurant to eat. I guess it only makes sense, considering the amount of time that is needed to warm your vehicle up from a cold start.  

•Is Zach Franko a team player? If you have a chance, watch Franko unselfishly pass the puck to Ryan Olsen for an empty net goal in Moose Jaw Wednesday night. Franko could have scored, but was happy to pass it off for Olsen's seventh goal in seven games.

•Doing whatever it takes for the betterment of the team. Colton Heffley has been involved in two scraps during this road trip. Heffley can hold his own, but isn't usually the aggressor. Does he expect some coal in his stocking at Christmas and thus is in a nasty mood? My guess is he wants to do whatever he can to contribute to the success of the team and if taking off his gloves is part of the equation, so be it.          

•The travel out here in the Eastern Conference is so much easier than in the Western Conference. Oh sure, Swift Current to Edmonton is a haul, but Saskatchewan based teams meeting in head-to-head play is a walk in the park. Swift Current is ideally located. Medicine Hat is two hours away, Saskatoon is three hours away, Moose Jaw is two hours and Regina is a two and a half hour drive. The cash that those teams save on hotels and fuel compared to their Western Conference counterparts must be in the 10's of thousands.        

•The spirit within the group is good. It is amazing what winning will do. If you believe in positive energy, you will find it on this team. The players are full of energy, are having fun on this trip and have nothing but good things to say about every arena we visit. When we practiced Thursday morning at the Brandt Centre in Regina, not one negative comment was uttered from the players. They love the older buildings that hold so much character. I am glad they appreciate it as much as I do.  

•I wanted to put a shout-out to Swift Current Broncos athletic therapist Jamie LeBlanc. 'Butter', as he is known to most of us, treated the Rockets like gold during our brief stay at the I-Plex. LeBlanc was always on hand offering assistance and carrying along with him a smile. Addressing the needs of the visiting team isn't often easy, but 'Butter' made it look as smooth as......butter on toast. Corny I know, but let's move on. You have a valuable staff member there in Swift Current, but the Broncos probably already know that. I hope now you know that too.        

•On Friday's broadcast we are going to spend the 2nd intermission reflecting on Christmas thoughts from both the players and the coaches. Defenceman Jesse Lees gave me the best quote about what Christmas means to him. "You often look at other people and see their situation. We did a hamper this year for a family which was good and I've done that pretty much my whole life. It is good to help out others and at the same time it is good to reflect and be there with your family and have a good Christmas together."        

•The most interesting interview so far on the trip was a conversation I had with retired NHL's Dave 'Tiger' Williams. Williams was skating at the I-Plex Tuesday morning and I had to sit down with him for an interview. Williams spoke about several former NHL players suing the league for not doing enough to protect players from things like concussions. "If you are worried about concussions, go play another sport. Go play ping pong. Go curling. You won't get a concussion curling", Williams said. "If you blew all your money as a player, to bad for you. Call me, I have some extra". Williams will play in the NHL Alumni Winter Classic at Tiger Stadium next month when the Leafs face the Red Wings. Ironically, Williams played for both teams over his 20 years in the NHL.    

•Seriously, if you are ever in Southwest Saskatchewan stay at the Best Western in Swift Current. The hotel is solid. I know what you are thinking. How good can it be? Again, it is clean and relatively new. It has flat screen TV's, great beds and the cleaning staff are awesome. It is as good a hotel as you will find anywhere in my opinion. Check it out and try and make me a liar.      

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  4:39 PM     No comments:      

No lead is safe as Rockets win 8th straight 

Rockets Jordon Cooke denies Warriors Sam Fioretti  

•How many times in hockey have you seen one team open up a significant lead only to see the opponent battle back and either win the game or put the fear of God into the team that had it all under control? It happened Wednesday night in the Kelowna Rockets 6-3 win in Moose Jaw. A solid opening 27 minutes enabled the Rockets to build a commanding 4-0 lead before the Warriors rallied and eventually made it a one goal game. Fortunately for the Rockets, Carter Rigby's goal with just under five minutes left in the third period made it a two goal cushion before Ryan Olsen clinched it with an empty netter to make it a three goal deficit.

•It was nice to see Myles Bell score a pair of goals. The 20 year-old failed to find the back of the net Tuesday in Swift Current after hitting the goal post on a second period breakaway. Bell made up for it a night later by scoring once even strength and once on a breakaway shorthanded. It was Bell's 12th multi-goal game of his career.  

•The power play had some good looks against the Warriors but again it shot blanks. The power play went dry on six chances and appeared to struggle when it needed to step up in an effort to win the game. It is amazing to see a team leading the WHL in overall points and having a power play that is statistically the fourth worst unit among the 22 teams.

•A high five to rookie forward Justin Kirkland for defending himself in a scrap with Warriors defenceman Jesse Forsberg. Despite being three years younger, Kirkland did a good job against a much more experienced pugilist. It was Kirkland's first fight in the WHL while Forsberg has been around the block a few times when it comes to chucking the knuckles. To be honest, I am not a fan of a overage player going after a young guy like that who clearly doesn't play that type of game. So while it speaks of the character of Kirkland for standing up for himself, what does it say about Forsberg? I will let you answer that for yourself. 

•I had a concern about my lack of knowledge for the Warriors heading into Wednesday's game but those fears were put to rest considering the amount of time the same players were unitized on the ice. Leading scorer Travis Brown logged huge minutes as did Sam Fioritti, Brayden Point and Scott Cooke to name just a few.   

•You can't but be impressed by Mosaic Place. It is an unbelievable building that can only be seen in person to truly be appreciated. Everything about it is outstanding. A lot of thought went into its design. The press box is tremendous for visiting media and their isn't a bad seat in the building for the fans. Even the seats behind the team benches are raised, so when you are seated there as a fan, your vision isn't blocked by either coaches or players. The only criticism of the building I can find is the huge bowl with the high ceiling and restaurant/lounge at the north end may play a factor in killing the sound in the building and thus creating a dull atmosphere.  

•The sound system in the building is excellent. It is crystal clear. In Kelowna the sound is 'muddy' but I think the speakers in the building are the culprit there. In Swift Current, the sound system is nothing short of terrible. Whatever the case me be, I could clearly hear the PA announcer in the building in Moose Jaw and the music was loud but not irritating.

•Speaking of the PA announcer, I don't know who he was but he did an excellent job. He was clear in his delivery, wasn't over the top in any of the announcements he had to make and sounded like a complete pro. Also a high five for not using a goal horn when either the home team makes a good hit during the play or throws a few good punches at a visiting player during a fight. If you don't want to be considered 'small town', then don't do it. Whoever thought that was a good idea needs to give his/her head a shake. Trust me, its bush league. 

•The Rockets have now won eight in a row. Impressive, but it is four wins shy of the 12 the team recorded during the 2002-2003 season.   

•The Rockets have also won 9 straight games on the road. The last time that happened was from October 2/2005 to October 30/2005 when the team also won 9 straight road games. The longest road winning streak for the Rockets is 12 games during the 2003-2004 season. The longest undefeated streak on the road by the team was set in 2003, when from January 5th to March 1st the Rockets went 14 games without suffering a regulation loss.       

•A nice way to say goodbye to defenceman Damon Severson before he heads to Toronto for the start of Team Canada's training camp. Severson's parents made cheese cake for the entire team and presented the 'good eats' during the teams post-game meal in Moose Jaw. Good luck Damon in your quest to wear Canadian colours.

•The Rockets are now 2-0-0-0 on a six game Eastern Conference road trip. Up next is a date with the Brandon Wheat Kings Friday night. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:00 AM     No comments:      

Wednesday, December 11, 2013

Character win on the road 

•The good teams don't give up when things look bleak. The Kelowna Rockets showed last night in Swift Current that even a hot goaltender can be beat if you are determined enough. Just when it looked like the home town Broncos were on their way to another home ice win, the Rockets scored three goals in a span of 2:39 in a 4-2 victory. The Broncos scored what appeared to be the back breaker with a shorthanded goal with just over five minutes left to play. But cue the comeback. Zach Franko would score the tying goal before Ryan Olsen would get the game winner on the power play with 1:08 left on the clock. Colton Heffley, playing his final game in Swift Current, sealed it with an empty net goal. 

•The win extended the teams winning streak to seven games and extended their road winning streak to eight games. Now with 23 wins, the Rockets have the bragging rights of having the most victories in the WHL. The two points at the I-Plex also moved the BC Division leaders into a two way tie with Portland for first place in the overall standings.

•The Rockets had to use late game heroics because of the terrific play of Broncos goaltender Eetu Laurikainen. The 20 year-old goaltender made no less than ten big stops in the game. The visitors dominated the third period by throwing 21 shots at the Swift Current net and carried the play for a large portion of the final 20 minutes. It looked like Laurikainen was going to steal this one and was full marks for being named the first star.

•Not outdone, Jordon Cooke was his solid self. Cooke made several significant saves, including a big one against Broncos forward Jake DeBrusk on a power play in the second period to keep the game tied at one. Cooke also had a sweet glove hand save against DeBrusk again in the third period. 

•It was a battle of the Merkley's - Jay and Nick - Tuesday night and the younger Merkley delivered. Nick Merkley created some good things in the attacking zone and was in on Olsen's game winner.

•This was Zach Franko's best game of the season. The 20 year-old was on the puck, making smart plays and was clearly the best forward on the ice. Franko had great success buzzing around the Broncos net with the help of Kris Schmidli. The concern with Franko is his ability to repeat the  performance tonight when the road trip continues in Moose Jaw. 

•Speaking of Kris Schmidli, the European forward was involved in a second period fight and helped Franko score his tying goal in the third period. Schmidli also had several great chances to score but Laurikainen was on his game.     

•Tyrell Goulbourne scored his first goal in 12 games. The 19 year-old should also have been credited with an assist on Colton Heffley's empty netter to make the score 4-2. They ended up giving the helpers to Cole Martin and Rourke Chartier.

•The penalty killing unit should take a bow. The Broncos had the second best power play unit in the WHL at home and the Rockets shut them down on three occasions.  

•It was my first chance to see Broncos rookie sensation Julius Honka. It was a tough night for the Finn, who ended the night with a -2 rating. It was a tough night for a d-core in general, which typically doesn't spend a significant amount of time in their own zone. Because of a solid fore-check, specifically in the third period, the Rockets forced the 'big three' into playing a good portion of the period - and the game - inside their own end.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  3:00 AM     No comments:      

Tuesday, December 10, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Broncos 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open an Eastern Conference road trip tonight in Swift Current against the Broncos. This is the first of six games in eight nights for the BC Division leaders. These two teams will meet just once this season. Last year in Kelowna, the Rockets earned a 6-5 win. Myles Bell and Tyson Ballie each had two assists in the victory on December 5/2012. Jordon Cooke earned the win making 14 saves. The Rockets are making their first visit to the I-Plex since December 11, 2011 in a 4-3 shootout loss. Overall, the Rockets have won six straight after victories against Kamloops (twice), Vancouver, Tri City, Everett and the Kootenay Ice. The Rockets have out-scored the opposition 19-10 over that stretch. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Moose Jaw (Wednesday), Brandon (Friday), Regina (Saturday), Prince Albert (Sunday) and Saskatoon (Tuesday December 17th). 

Eastern Conference Roady: The last time the Rockets were on an Eastern Conference road trip before Christmas was in 2011 when the team went 2-2-0-2. In 2009, the Rockets were 3-3-0-0. In both situations the team played six games in nine nights. In 2007, the Rockets were 3-1-0-1 but they did not play against the Broncos in Swift Current on that swing.     

Cooke Nominated: Rockets goaltender Jordon Cooke has been nominated for Vaughn Goaltender of the Week. Cooke had a 2-0-0-0 record last week with an average of 1.96 and a save percentage of .932. Cooke was named the first star in a win over Vancouver and then was named the second star in a 3-1 victory over the Everett Silvertips.      

Road Rash: Overall, the team has won 7 straight games on the road, having out-scored the opposition 30-15. In four of those seven road games the Rockets have allowed a single goal. Kamloops, Calgary and Saskatoon owned eight game road winning streaks last season – the longest in the WHL. The Rockets won 7 straight road games back in the 2010-2011 campaign between February 23rd and March 18th. Overall, the team has won 14 of their last 15 games.          

This and That: Tonight’s game marks the first time Rockets rookie Nick Merkley has ever played against his older brother Jay Merkley of the Broncos….Broncos athletic therapist Jamie LeBlanc will join Rockets assistant coach Dan Lambert as members of the staff for Team West at the Under 17’s later this month….Four of the last six road games for the Rockets have been decided by a single goal…The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice five times this season…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won five straight….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 33-4-0-2 at home in last 39 starts at home dating back to last season…Two members of the Rockets were named to Team Pacific for the upcoming Under 17 World Hockey Challenge in late December in Nova Scotia. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have been added to the roster. Gatenby was the team’s second round pick in 2012…These two teams have been active in making trades over the years. In October of 2007, the Rockets picked up Brady Leavold for a conditional draft pick. In January of 2009, Swift Current dealt Mark Guggenberger to the team for a 5th round bantam pick. In November of that next season, in the 2009-2010 campaign, the Rockets picked up Geordie Wudrick for Stepan Novotny and prospect Tanner Clark.                  

Who’s Hot: Madison Bowey had seven goals in November….Ryan Olsen has five goals in his last five games…Damon Severson is riding a four game point streak (2+3=5).…Tyson Baillie has 2+3=5 in his last five games. 

Milestone Makers: Colton Heffley is playing in his 199th career game tonight – 1 shy of 200.

Zach Franko has 184 points, 16 shy of 200 for his career. 

Myles Bell is playing in his 284th game tonight – 16 shy of 300.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:10 AM     No comments:      

Monday, December 9, 2013

Where life makes sense 

The reader board outside the I-Plex 

‘Where life makes sense.’ That is the motto on a sign telling travelers entering Swift Current that you have indeed arrived in the Southwest Saskatchewan city.  

With a population of around 16 thousand, it is home to Saskatchewan Premier Brad Wall, the WHL’s Swift Current Broncos and Frontier Days, a much smaller version of the Armstrong Fair.  

Swift Current is the home for Kelowna Rockets forward  Colton Heffley, who showed off his athleticism both on the ice and on the baseball diamond while growing up here. The now 19 year-old is just a handful of connections with the smallest centre in the CHL. Assistant Coach Dan Lambert won a Memorial Cup with the Broncos in 1989 and married a Swift Current girl...his wife Melanie. 

I had the privilege of starting my radio career here at CKSW and will never forget the break I received from then general manager Len Enns. I also called five seasons of Broncos action on ‘Eagle 94.1’ from 1995 to 2000 before moving to Kelowna.

Growing up here, everybody pretty much knows everybody. No one is unfamiliar, even if you don’t know their name. As a team from Kelowna, we often stick out like sore thumbs when our big bus rolls into town. Now we know how the Hutterites feel. 

The arena the Broncos play in is called the I-Plex, but it will always be known as the Civic Centre to me. In the good old days corporate sponsors weren’t into dishing out big bucks for naming rights. Back then it was all about coming out on a cold winter evening and watching your hometown team play regardless of the weather. You smoked freely in the building and the lobby was often filled with gray-second hand smoke as you side stepped through the crowd to reach the public washrooms. Back then, the men’s washroom consisted of a round, three foot hand washer. It almost looked like a horse feeder. Water would shower down on your hands from the middle when pressure was applied by your foot to a round trigger housed below the basin. As a kid we would jump on the trigger with great joy as the water came firing out.  

When the Broncos first arrived in Swift Current in 1986, pre-recorded music wasn’t piped through the sound system at the Civic Centre. High above a walkway at the east end was a black mustached Keith Myashiro, often seen with a cigarette in his mouth playing an arrangement of songs on an organ. The organ was it. It was a beautiful thing. I miss that old school feel.

It is good to be back, if only for a few days.  

A few minor thoughts: 

•What do the Kelowna Rockets do on an off day on the road? Well, after traveling 11 hundred and 15 kilometers, getting used to the environment that you find yourself in is an adjustment. The weather change is obviously different. It is colder here than in Kelowna and obviously their is more snow, but the real killer is the wind. Even if the temperatures isn't so bad, the wind chill almost paralyzes you. I am sure you get used to it, but even one local today told me as he heading out to start his car, "You never get used to this weather". Hmm...I guess their goes that theory.

•The time change is a factor that your body needs to adjust too. Waking up at 8 am for breakfast at 9 am Saskatchewan time means all of us, according to our body clocks are waking up at 6 am. If you have a hard time getting out of bed at the best of times, this two hour time difference is a factor you need to consider.   

•Chapped lips. If you don't have them, you will get them in Saskatchewan. The dry air and the wind makes your lips feel like they will fall off. Trust me, they won't, but you better put on the Chapstick.     

•The Rockets dropped off their equipment Sunday night at the I-Plex, the site of Tuesday night's game against the Broncos. This morning the team geared up at the I-Plex but headed back on the bus for a practice at another arena as maintenance crews did work on the 'big rink'. That meant every player, goalies included, wore all of their equipment for a quick 15 minute ride to an alternate arena. It looked funny seeing the goalies, in particular ,wearing their pads on the bus and everyone wearing running shoes with their skates and sticks in hand. A few players worn skate guards.

•The morning workout at Fairview Arena was followed by a great lunch at 'Wong's'. Oh ya, it is Chinese food at its finest, at least the locals think it is. 'Wong's Kitchen' has been around forever. How old is it? I took my wife there on our first date and she married me, so it can't be that bad? Most of the players liked it. The coaches, training staff, bus driver and radio guy gave it a thumbs up.  Plus they gave us all fortune cookies. Mine said the Rockets will win all six games on this trip. Ok, it didn't.   

•Great hotel here. The Best Western is relatively new. It is clean and the beds are great. While we have to eat off site as a team (not in the hotel which is the norm in the Western Conference), we are only a short walk away from a restaurant that serves - yes they do - real eggs for breakfast. Many restaurants serve what Rockets athletic therapist Scott Hoyer calls 'Astronaut Eggs'. You know them? They are the eggs that are boiled in a bag for large gatherings and just taste weird. They even serve the fake eggs at Denny's now!! What gives?    

•The hotel that we are staying at has an employee we all like. Ex-Kelowna Rockets captain/assistant coach Ryan Cuthbert's mother works at the front desk.
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Sunday, December 8, 2013

Weekend success leads into tough work week 

Teddy Bear Toss is terrific  

•It was back on the bus this morning for the Kelowna Rockets, heading out east where cold temperatures for a red hot team await them on a six game in eight day road trip. Hopping on the bus blurry eyed came a little easier after back-to-back home ice wins over the Everett Silvertips and Kootenay Ice on the weekend.  Those wins weren’t easy to come by, nor are they ever for a team that continues to receive exceptional goaltending. Jordon Cooke was instrumental in a 3-1 win over Everett Friday before back up – is he really a back up? -  Jackson Whistle was lights out in a 2-1 victory over a fast skating Kootenay Ice.  It is better for the Rockets to be headed on the road riding a 6 game winning streak then going the other way. What they face over the next week and a half will be, without a shadow of a doubt, their toughest test of the season. We will discuss that more on another blog post. 

•There are so many positives to pick from in those back-to-back wins this weekend.  As mentioned, the goaltending has been phenomenal. Jordon Cooke is dialed in. Cooke was again at his best Friday night in a showdown of two teams with 20 wins on the season. Cooke, the games second star, made several timely stops and was the key in helping the penalty killing unit kill off six shorthanded chances in the game.

•The power play was good on two of four chances in the tightly contested game. Heading into the weekend the Rockets power play wasn’t very good.  The right pieces are in place to manufacture scoring chances, but getting pucks through to the net was a stumbling block. Firing at 50 percent against the Tips was the key in the two goal victory. Damon Severson’s seeing-eye wrist shot from the point stood up as the game winner.

•The win against Kootenay a night later provided a different variable for the Rockets to handle. The Ice brought some of the best team speed we’ve seen in the building this season.  Jackson Whistle was the story through the opening 40 minutes by stoning the Ice on several grade ’A’ scoring chances.  In a 1-1 tie heading into the third period, Myles Bell found the back of the net for the winner.

•Myles Bell scoring is always a positive.  It was the 20 year-olds first goal in eight games. While that isn’t a long stretch for your average WHL player, it is when you found the back of the net 36 times last season. I thought Bell was physical Saturday night with a big hit 30 seconds in on Kootenay Ice scorer Sam Reinhart and played with more determination. Bell has to remember that even if his efforts to score are in vain, he is of great value as the opposition has no choice but to respect that he is out there and his booming shot can be deployed at a moment’s notice.  Carter Rigby was the beneficiary of Bell’s work on the Rockets opening goal. Bell skated into the slot, attracting three defenders towards him. While he lost the puck, Rigby pounced on it and literally, with one hand, shoveled it into the net.

•I thought Rigby had a much better weekend because he ramped up his physical play. Rigby won’t out-skate you but he will separate you from the puck. In my opinion, he along with Colton Heffley and Tyrell Goulbourne has  to lead in that area every night. If they do, all three are significantly better players.  It is hard to play that type of game because determination and effort is required, but if it happens consistently that trio are major factors in the course of a 60 minute game.  

•The first ever Teddy Bear Toss took place Friday night and it was a huge success. It will never produce the results of what we see in Calgary, but that’s not the point. Over two thousand stuffed toys were collected for kids at KGH. From the response of the crowd to the quick clean up on the ice, the Teddy Bear Toss was huge hit.

Friday, December 6, 2013

Rockets Game Notes vs. Tips 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play game three of a four game home stand tonight against the visiting Everett Silvertips. This is the second meeting of the season between the two teams. Back on October 2nd – in Everett – the Rockets earned a 6-3 win. Madison Bowey and Nick Merkley each scored twice in the team’s 3rd win of the season. Jackson Whistle made 29 saves. Following tonight’s game these two teams meet again January 22nd in Everett before closing out the four game seasonal series March 4th at Prospera Place. The Rockets are riding a three game home ice winning streak against the Tips. The visitor’s last win in Kelowna came January 18th, 2012 with a 4-2 victory. Shane McColgan and Colton Sissons scored in a losing cause while Adam Brown was tagged with the loss in goal. Overall, the Rockets have won four straight after one goal wins against Kamloops (twice), Vancouver and a 4-1 victory in Tri City back on November 22nd.  Following tonight’s game the Rockets play their final home game before the Christmas break tomorrow hwhen they host the Kootenay Ice.   

Back Tracking: Since the Kelowna Rockets beat the Everett Silvertips back on October 2nd, the Rockets are 17-2-0-2. The Tips are 18-4-2-0. The Tips have played 15-one goal games this season. The Rockets have played 11-one goal games (8-1-0-2) including five in their last seven games.    

Severson Sings Oh Canada: Defencemen Damon Severson was one of 25 players named to Hockey Canada’s training camp roster Monday for the upcoming World Junior Hockey Championship in Sweden. Severson is one of ten WHL players (nine if you exclude former Red Deer defenceman Matt Dumba) but is one of only two WHL players on Team Canada that isn’t a first round bantam pick. Severson was taken in the 9th round of the 2009 draft. Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton is heavily involved with Hockey Canada’s management group. Severson is the 12th player within the organization to play for Canada at the WJHC.   

Road Rash: Overall, the team has won 7 straight games on the road, having out-scored the opposition 30-15. In four of those seven road games the Rockets have allowed a single goal. Kamloops, Calgary and Saskatoon owned eight game road winning streaks last season – the longest in the WHL. The Rockets won 7 straight road games back in the 2010-2011 campaign between February 23rd and March 18th. Overall, the team has won 13 of their last 14 games. Next week they begin a six game Eastern Conference road trip with stops in Swift Current, Moose Jaw, Brandon, Regina, Prince Albert and Saskatoon.          

This and That: The Rockets are 1 for 18 on the power play (6%) in their last 5 games…The team has allowed 6 power play goals against (last five games) in their last 16 kills…The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice three times this season…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won four straight. His goals against average over that stretch is 1.92 with a save percentage of .920…The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 32-4-0-2 at home in last 38 starts at home dating back to last season…Two members of the Rockets were named to Team Pacific for the upcoming Under 17 World Hockey Challenge in late December in Nova Scotia. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have been added to the roster. Gatenby was the team’s second round pick in 2012.            

Who’s Hot: Madison Bowey has 5+2=7 in his last seven games….Ryan Olsen has 4+2=6 in his last six games….Damon Severson has 3+8=11 in his last eleven games.
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Wednesday, December 4, 2013

Snatching victory from the jaws of defeat 

Ryan Olsen scored tying goal   

•I would have hated to be the fan that made a quick dash to the exit after the Vancouver Giants scored with 37 seconds left in the third period in last night's 4-3 Kelowna Rockets overtime victory. Oh sure, the goal gave the visitors a 3-2 lead, but with the goaltender pulled for the extra attacker, Ryan Olsen would take two whacks at the puck at the side of the net to tie the game at three. Then in overtime, Damon Severson would score the game winner by back handing the puck past Giants goaltender Jared Rathjen for the come-from-behind victory. The win was the Rockets 20th of the season and moved them to within three points of Portland for first place in the overall standings. The only possible loser on this night was the fan that wanted to warm up his car, avoid the post game traffic and in the process demonstrated no faith in the home teams ability to come back and win.  

•Again, this game wasn't pretty for the Rockets through 40 minutes. Generating just 13 shots on net, the only reason why they were in any position to fight back in the game was the play of goaltender Jordon Cooke. The 20 year-old goaltender made several big stops, including glove hand saves on Giants captain Dalton Thrower and a breakaway save shorthanded on Tim Traber. Cooke was the best player on the ice and was worthy of first star. His save on Jackson Houck in overtime was also clutch. 

•If I ever complain again about Cooke not playing well, you have permission to poke me in the eyes and kick me between the legs. How many times has Cooke either kept his team in the game or has stolen a game outright? Amazing.  

•It was the Rockets first regular season overtime win at home since March 12/2012. Zach Franko scored in a 4-3 win over the Kamloops Blazers.  

•The Rockets are in a situation now where they are making life difficulty for themselves. Essentially they need to 'dumb down' their game. They are trying to make pretty passing plays and it just isn't the real make up of the team. Colton Heffley's goal to tie the game at two is the best example of what this team does best. They are hard on the fore-check, win board battles and grease it up in front of the opposition goalie. I thought Heffley's goal was a perfect example where he and line-mates Kris Schmidli and Tyson Baillie literally willed the puck into the Vancouver net.   

•Tyson Baillie played on a line with Myles Bell and Tyrell Goulbourne for the majority of the game and was the best of the trio. Baillie scored once and added two assists. What I liked about Baillie's play was his willingness not to give up when things weren't going well for him early in the game. He too was snubbed on a breakaway attempt and had several good chances to score but held his head high. Eventually Baillie would be rewarded with offensive success. Baillie's mental toughness early in the game was the key in his three point effort.

•If you are a forward or defenceman entering the offensive zone, please don't attempt to stick handle through four defenders. It doesn't work. 

•The Rockets were especially sloppy in turning over the puck. It resulted in several glorious chances on Cooke. Carter Rigby's glaring giveaway in the neutral zone allowed Giants overager Cain Franson to score one of his two goals. Instead of moving the puck up ice, the Rockets d-men were often seen moving the puck backwards into their own zone which created a turnover and unnecessary play at the wrong end of the ice.  

• How did you like three-on-three in overtime? Wasn't that fantastic? Scoring chances galore. I would take that over the shootout to decide a winner.   

•Ryan Olsen has goals in three straight games.  

•Up next is a home date against the Everett Silvertips Friday night.  
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Tuesday, December 3, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Giants 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open the month of December with a home game against the Vancouver Giants. It is hard to believe the season is ten weeks old and these two BC Division rivals are meeting for the first of eight games. Following tonight’s game these two teams won’t meet again until the Rockets return the favour with a stop at Pacific Coliseum on December 28th. Last season the Rockets were 4-0-0-0 on home ice, out-scoring the Giants 22-5. The Rockets managed to shutout the Giants in two of those four games. On the road, the Rockets were 3-0-1-0 in four games in Vancouver, again out-scoring the Giants 19-10. The team is coming off a 3-2 shootout win against the Kamloops Blazers Saturday night. Justin Kirkland scored the game winning goal in the Rockets 19th win of the season. 

Severson Sings Oh Canada: Defencemen Damon Severson was one of 25 players named to Hockey Canada’s training camp roster Monday for the upcoming World Junior Hockey Championship in Sweden. Severson is one of ten WHL players (nine if you exclude former Red Deer defenceman Matt Dumba) but is one of only two WHL players on Team Canada that isn’t a first round bantam pick. Severson was taken in the 9th round of the 2009 draft. Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton is heavily involved with Hockey Canada’s management group. Severson is the 12th player within the organization to play for Canada at the WJHC.   

Road Rash: Overall, the team has won 7 straight games on the road, having out-scored the opposition 30-15. In four of those seven road games the Rockets have allowed a single goal. Kamloops, Calgary and Saskatoon owned eight game road winning streaks last season – the longest in the WHL. The Rockets won 7 straight road games back in the 2010-2011 campaign between February 23rd and March 18th. Overall, the team has won 12 of their last 13 games. This week they host Everett on Friday and Kootenay on Saturday night before beginning a six game Eastern Conference road trip with stops in Swift Current, Moose Jaw, Brandon, Regina, Prince Albert and Saskatoon.          

This and That: The Rockets have been involved in ten-one goal games this season. The team is 7-1-0-2 in those ten games. The only out-right loss in a one goal game came against the Calgary Hitmen October 22nd in a 2-1 setback….The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice three times this season. Against Kamloops Saturday night followed by games against Medicine Hat (36) and Portland (43)….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won four straight. His goals against average over that stretch is 1.92 with a save percentage of .920…The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 2. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Dating back to last season the Rockets were 19-3-0-0 in the month of November. This season they were 10-1-0-0 while last November they were 9-2-0-0….Three members of the Rockets have been named to NHL Central Scouting’s ‘Watch List’ of the eligible players for this summer’s NHL draft in Philadelphia. Justin Kirkland, Tyson Baillie and Riley Stadel have made that list….Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 31-4-0-2 at home in last 37 starts at home dating back to last season…Two members of the Rockets were named to Team Pacific for the upcoming Under 17 World Hockey Challenge in late December in Nova Scotia. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have been added to the roster. Gatenby was the team’s second round pick in 2012.            

Who’s Hot: Madison Bowey has 5+1=6 in his last six games….Ryan Olsen has 3+2=5 in his last five games….Damon Severson has 2+8=10 in his last ten games.

November Performers: Madison Bowey and Damon Severson led the team with 11 points apiece in November. Bowey had 7+4=11 while Severson had 2+9=11. Myles Bell had 3+7=10 while Nick Merkley had 1+7=8 during the month.    
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Monday, December 2, 2013

Severson: Evolving into one of Canada's best 

Photo by Shoot the Breeze - Marissa Baecker 

 Damon Severson isn't supposed to be in this illustrious group.

 Hockey Canada released its roster today for the upcoming World Junior Hockey Championships and Kelowna Rockets defenceman Damon Severson is a piece of the puzzle. The 19 year-old has evolved into a terrific player, but when he was playing bantam hockey in Saskatchewan in advance of the 2009 WHL bantam draft, Severson wasn't mentioned in the same breath by scouts who wanted to get their hands on Derek Pouliot, Griffin Reinhart and Matt Dumba. A quick skating forward named Hunter Shinkaruk was also projected to be a first round selection.

 All four were can't miss prospects. All four were taken in the first round in 2009 and are now teammates with Severson on Team Canada.

 The Melville minor hockey product was a 9th round pick that May, an afterthought by many at the time. Fast forward four years and Severson is shoulder-to-shoulder with this elite group and will be playing with purpose to earn a gold medal for Canada at the World Junior Hockey Championships in Sweden.

 Of the 10 WHL players named to Team Canada, eight were either taken in the first round of the WHL draft in 2009 or in the first round in 2010. The only exception is Severson (9th round) and Portland's Taylor Leier (2nd round).

 Is Severson the black sheep of the bunch? In 2009 he sure was, which makes his transformation even more impressive. A defenceman taken 192nd overall isn't suppose to evolve into one of the best rearguards in his age group. Funny thing is Severson did.

 Were scouts that blind to his abilities as a young player? Severson is proof that even if you are not considered the best player in bantam and you are snubbed until late in the draft, life is not over and your hockey career doesn't have to be flushed down the pooper.

 Perseverance pays off.

 Damon Severson is the poster boy for that saying on this blustery Monday afternoon. 
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Rockets well represented on World Junior Team 

Damon Severson joins select group 

 2013-Damon Severson  

 2012-None

 2011-Tyson Barrie, Ryan Huska AC

 2010- Brandon McMillan

 2009-Tyler Myers and Jamie Benn - Athletic Therapist Jeff Thorburn.

 2008: None

 2006-2007: None

 2005-2006: Blake Comeau

 2004-2005: Shea Weber

 2003-2004: Josh Gorges - Jeff Truitt video coach

 2002-2003: Marc Habscheid head coach - Athletic therapist Scott Hoyer

 2001-2002: Chuck Kobasew - Habscheid was an assistant

 2000-2001: None

 1999-2000: None

 1998-1999: None

 1997-1998: Brett McLean

 1996-1997: None

 1995-1996: Robb Gordon and Marcel Comeau. Comeau was Team Canada's head coach. 
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Sunday, December 1, 2013

Lipstick on a pig in back-to-back wins 

•You can put lipstick on a pig, but its still a pig! That old expression can be used to describe  the Kelowna Rockets 3-2 shootout win Saturday night over the visiting Kamloops Blazers. The Rockets earned their 19th victory of the season (hello lipstick) but if you look at the entire body of work, it was an ugly home ice win. For the second consecutive night the Rockets looked disinterested and put in a half-hearted effort. It would take a Justin Kirkland goal in the shootout to win it and three consecutive stops by goaltender Jackson Whistle to nail down the win. 

•The real Rockets emerged with about 4 minutes left in the game when they began to skate and force the issue in the offensive zone. A Damon Severson back door pass to 20 year-old Zach Franko late in the game looked like the finishing touch on a rough evening but the veteran missed the puck and we were headed for overtime. 

•What amazed me over the weekend was how the lackluster effort was felt throughout the entire line up. Outside of Jordon Cooke and Zach Franko on Friday and essentially Jackson Whistle on Saturday, uncharacteristic plays were being made all over the ice. No one was exempt. It was by far the teams worst two efforts of the season yet they amazingly still won.

•A few bright spots? I thought Jackson Whistle made some nice stops. I didn't like the second goal he allowed which beat the 18 year-old blocker side to tie the game at two, but Whistle was good enough to earn a star in the building. Jesse Lees had a real nice hit on Blazers forward Matt Needham, knocking the captain to the ice as he cut towards the middle. I would like to see Lees, Bowey and Severson do that on a regular basis. All three are sturdy on their skates and have the power to explode into an on-coming forward. The other positive was a solid fight rookie Dalton Yorke had with Blazers lefty Connor Clouston. The two traded blows in a spirited tilt in the third period.

•In case your forgot, both Damon Severson and Madison Bowey were playing their fourth game in four nights. Severson was able to make it through the game Saturday with a +2 rating, but Bowey showed fatigue by making plays he usually doesn't make. Obviously the other media in the building thought he was better than what I witnessed, giving the Rockets captain the second star.

•Severson and Bowey will be all ears Monday when Hockey Canada releases its list of players that will attending training camp later this month for a spot on the World Junior team. Severson has the best shot, considering his age, but it is not a slam dunk. Remember Brett Bulmer was also a second round NHL draft pick and he too didn't earn a spot on the team.

•Enough negatives. The Rockets closed out the month of November with a record of 10-1-0-0. It isn't the best November ever, but matches the 10-1-0-0 mark the team recorded in the 2010-2011 season. November has traditionally been a good month for the Rockets, who were an impressive 9-2-0-0 last season. In 2007-2008, again the team sparkled in November with nine wins in 11 games.

•The Rockets have been involved in ten-one goal games this season. The team is 7-1-0-2 in those ten games. The only out-right loss in a one goal game came against the Calgary Hitmen October 22nd in a 2-1 setback. 

•The Rockets have been out-shot on home ice three times this season. Against Kamloops last night followed by games against Medicine Hat (36) and Portland (43).

•After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won four straight. His goals against average over that stretch is 1.92 with a save percentage of .920.
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Friday, November 29, 2013

Cooke came to play in one goal road win 

•Jordon Cooke didn’t take the last place Kamloops Blazers lightly, but it sure looked like his teammates did. The 20 year-old goaltender was the only reason why his team was able to earn their 18th win of the season by escaping with a 3-2 win Friday night at the Interior Savings Centre. Cooke wasn’t fighting the puck, it was sticking to him like glue in the one goal win. It was a different story for his teammates, who looked like a team that has practiced far too much and need to play a series of games.   

•Give the Blazers credit for making life miserable for the Rockets. The last place team in the Western Conference worked their tails off and deserved better.  But when you are struggling – the Blazers have lost 9 in a row – wins are hard to manufacture even when the effort is clearly there. With ample chances to score, the lowest scoring team in the conference were only able to get two pucks past Cooke, who was named the first star.

•The best forward for the Rockets was Zach Franko. I thought he was the most dangerous player on the ice for the visitors. Franko had a goal and an assist but could have had more. The 20 year-old found some terrific scoring areas but either missed the net or couldn’t get the shot off.   

•The best Blazer in my opinion was Josh Connolly. I thought he logged tons of ice time and was as good in his own end as he was at the other end of the ice. Connolly scored the tying goal on the power play with a nice shot that beat Cooke to the blocker side.

•The game winning goal was ugly, much like the Rockets game. Tyson Baillie fired a puck that hit the post, went high in the air where it appeared to go off the 18 year-olds arm and past Blazers goaltender Taran Kozun.

•As rough as the Rockets game was on so many levels, they hit at least five goal posts with forward Colton Heffley striking metal twice. Kozun also made a nice save on Madison Bowey when the game was still scoreless and the Rockets were on the power play.   

•As critical as I could be in the Rockets effort, lets remembers their top two defenceman Damon Severson and Madison Bowey came off two emotionally charged games at the Subway Super Series on Wednesday and Thursday of this week. The two arrived in Kelowna just after 8 am Friday morning which meant they got up at 5 am for a flight out of Lethbridge.   

•The win was the Rockets 7th straight on the road. The Blazers are winless now in 9.

•The Rockets are within four points of Everett for first place in the Western Conference.  
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Thursday, November 28, 2013

Game notes vs. Blazers 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets face the Kamloops Blazers in a home and home series this weekend. The Rockets host the Blazers tomorrow night. These two teams met in a home and home series to open the regular season on September 20th and 21st with the Rockets winning both games by 5-2 scores. Since those two games, Kelowna has won 16 more times while the Blazers have lost 16 more games. Following this weekend series, the two teams meet again December 27th at Prospera Place in the first game for both following the Christmas break. The Rockets are coming off a 4-1 win in Tri City last Friday night. Overall, the team has won 6 straight games on the road, having out-scored the opposition 27-13. In four of those six road games the Rockets have allowed a single goal. Kamloops, Calgary and Saskatoon owned 8 game road winning streaks last season – the longest in the WHL. The Rockets won 7 straight road games back in the 2010-2011 campaign between February 23rd and March 18th. Overall, the team has won 10 of their last 11 games. Next week the Rockets host Vancouver Tuesday, Everett on Friday and Kootenay on Saturday December 7th.        

Severson/Bowey battle Russians: Defencemen Madison Bowey and Damon Severson return to the lineup tonight after participating in both games for Team WHL at the Subway Super Series. Bowey picked up an assist in the two games against the Russians while Severson, who was named assistant captain in last night’s 4-2 WHL win, was held off the score sheet. Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton is heavily involved with Hockey Canada’s management group.   

This and That: The Rockets begin a portion of their schedule where they will play 11 games before the Christmas break. Those 11 games will be played in 20 days….In the first two periods of their last two games, the Rockets have allowed a combined 19 shots on goal….The Rockets have played in five shootout games this season and are 3 and 2. All three shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Dating back to last season the Rockets are 17-3-0-0 in the month of November. This season they are 8-1-0-0 while last November they were 9-2-0-0….Three members of the Rockets have been named to NHL Central Scouting’s ‘Watch List’ of the eligible players for this summer’s NHL draft in Philadelphia. Justin Kirkland, Tyson Baillie and Riley Stadel have made that list….The Rockets are rated as the third best team in Canada according to this week’s CHL Top 10 junior rankings. Last week the Rockets were also rated third…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 31-4-0-2 at home in last 37 starts at home dating back to last season…Two members of the Rockets were named to Team Pacific for the upcoming Under 17 World Hockey Challenge in late December in Nova Scotia. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have been added to the roster. Gatenby was the team’s second round pick in 2012…Ryan Olsen had 6 goals after 11 games last season…Olsen’s best month for scoring goals last season was in November and again in January when he struck eight times. Half of his goal total of 32 came in those two months.           

Who’s Hot: Madison Bowey has 8+9=17 in his last 17 games….Ryan Olsen has 6+10=16 in his last 16 games and has points in nine of his last thirteen..Damon Severson has 2+8=10 in his last nine games…The Rockets have allowed the fewest goals while playing shorthanded in the WHL (12).

Milestone Makers:

Severson has 99 career assists – 1 shy of 100.

Madison Bowey played in his 150th career last Wednesday.  

Colton Heffley is playing in his 194th career game tonight – 6 shy of 200.

Cole Martin is a +59 over his career. He leads the team with a +21 rating this season.

Nick Merkley has 2+7=9 in his last 10 games.

Wednesday, November 27, 2013

Nyberg makes mature move by moving on 

Photo courtesy of Shoot the Breeze - Marissa Baecker  

Henrik Nyberg is more mature than even I realized. 

The 19 year-old surprised me and other Kelowna Rockets fans today by ending his WHL career by returning to his home in Sweden to begin a new chapter in his life. (Note: Nyberg informs me he is not quitting hockey all together)

Nyberg, even as a teenager, knew he was spinning his tires in the Western Hockey League. A diminishing role wasn’t good for him nor the team he represented for two short seasons. As an older player, Nyberg wanted to make a major contribution both on and off the ice. Nyberg didn't want to be a spare part. It takes a lot of maturity for a teenager to literally look in the mirror and see what type of hockey player they have become and come to grips that the dream of playing pro or semi pro is diminishing by the day.

Henrik Nyberg saw the light at the end of the tunnel and it didn’t include hockey, at least at a high level. I often wonder how many of his colleagues across the league, between the ages of 16 and 20, play for the wrong reasons when the desire is no longer there. How many play the game because of outside pressure from parents? How many lose the passion to play the game when outside influences from loved ones, fans and the media is so great? How many don’t want to play because in order to excel you have to lace up your skates 11 months of the year? When is the game no longer fun, which was the main reason they joined hockey in the first place? 

'Hank', as his teammates called him, was bold enough to take action on none, some or all of these feelings. Sadly, others like him won't and instead play with no real purpose. Is it exciting to come to the rink everyday to practice? Is it fun being around your teammates or is it a drag? Would I rather be hanging out with my girlfriend and doing what normal teenagers do rather than bus around Western Canada in the wee hours of the morning? Few are scared to ask themselves those question with the fear of finding out the real answer. 

Whatever Henrik Nyberg’s real motivation was for leaving the Rockets now, I applaud the move. 

‘Hank the Tank’ isn’t running out on his teammates. In my opinion, Nyberg is being the ultimate teammate. He isn’t going through the motions in practice or in games when his heart isn’t into it. He didn’t want to hold anyone back, specifically the other 22 players in the dressing room. Nyberg should be celebrated for a mature decision to leave the team and move on with his life. In the big picture, Nyberg is better for it and so are his teammates who will undoubtedly miss his bright smile.

Thanks 'Hank' for what you did in your short stay in Kelowna and for making the bold decision by following your heart.

 Henrik Nyberg didn't score many goals but this was my favourite in typical 'Hank the Tank' fashion.

     video
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Tuesday, November 26, 2013

Notes/quotes and anecdotes  

 •Good on Cody Fowlie. The ex-Kelowna Rockets forward (picture to the right) is playing this season at the University of Regina and is leading his team in scoring with three goals, 11 assists and 14 point in 14 games.    

•With GM Bruce Hamilton heavily involved, pretty much knee deep in helping Canada ice a competitive team at the upcoming World Junior Hockey Championship, the success this season of the Kelowna Rockets may rely solely on great coaching. Ryan Huska and Dan Lambert are to this point the main reason why this team is flying high in the Western Conference standings. Don't downplay the significant of good coaching. I hope the players appreciate the passion and willingness/desire to win that Huska and Lambert bring to the arena every day.    

•The 18 year-old age group has scored the most goals so far this season for the Rockets. The 18 year-olds have a combined 25 goals scored. The 17 year-old age group is closing in with 23 goals combined. The 19 year-olds have 18 goals while the two overage players have 14 goals combined so far this season.

•Call it good old fashioned WHL hockey. Seattle's Roberts Lipsbergs breaks Rockets d-man Mitch Wheaton's nose with a check from behind hit a week ago today and didn't get suspended. Not even one game. If we were using old school tactics, Lipsbergs would have his head on a swivel when the two teams meet January 26th. It is a new age in hockey where retribution isn't part of the equation, but if it was and someone went after Lipsbergs, undoubtedly the WHL would act with a heavy hand.  

•Zach Franko had 8 goals at this point last season. So far this season the 20 year-old has half as many.

•In case you are wondering, Kelowna Rockets 1st round pick Dillon Dube is having a solid season playing with the Notre Dame Argos in the Saskatchewan Midget Triple 'A' League. Dube is 6th in league scoring with 9 goals and 25 points in 18 games. 

•Damon Severson is looking forward to the Subway Super Series against the Russians later this week in Red Deer and Lethbridge. "I am going to play in both games. There is high level talent over there (Russians) and there is a high level talent level with us, so I am looking forward to it." Severson will be joined by teammate Madison Bowey for Team WHL.    

•Defensive defenceman Cole Martin is third in WHL +/- with a plus 21. It is an amazing total for a player who doesn't carry the high profile of Spokane's Mitch Holmberg or Portland's Nic Petan, who are 1-2 in league +/-. "The fact we are able to roll four lines allows us to not get tired", Martin said last week." When we are playing three pairings on defence, it makes a big difference. The other thing is we are tight as a team. I might sound like a broken record, but we are even tighter as a team than we were last season," Martin added.       

•Over the course of the season I don't often watch the Kelowna Rockets practice. I find that I am around the team a lot as is, so a little separation is always a good thing. In saying that, watching Friday morning's pre-game skate in Tri City was interesting. Who uses the pre-game skate to reset themselves and get into a mind set, which if used properly, paves the way for success that evening? If you go through the motions in the morning, I believe it affects your play when the puck drops later in the evening. The one player that stood out for me Friday was Damon Severson. Moves like a pro and passes like a pro, even in the pre-game skate. Severson does things at high speed, almost effortlessly. Frankly, its impressive to watch.

•Again another long week of practice for the Rockets before back-to-back games this weekend against the Kamloops Blazers. With a soft schedule to start the season the team has elected to take time away from the rink by handing in their skates for yoga mats. Nineteen year-old Ryan Olsen likes the change. "It is hot yoga. It is pretty tough. Some guys were struggling. I was struggling. It is core work and it stretches out the body. It is a great workout", Olsen added.

•Many people ask me why Carter Rigby isn't playing regularly. The reason? Game shape. Nothing more, nothing less. There is a pace you need to play with in the WHL. If you can't maintain that pace for 60 minutes you don't play.      

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:30 AM     1 comment:      

Saturday, November 23, 2013

How do you like those apples? 

•How do you like those apples? It was an expression often used by a school teacher of mine when we would learn something new in class. Once we came to a positive conclusion to a questions we were attempting to figure out, my teacher would proclaim, "How do you like those apples"? Translation: Pretty impressive eh? The same could be said for the Kelowna Rockets play in Tri City Friday night. A convincing and at times dominating 4-1 win. For a territorial standpoint, this game wasn't even close. The Rockets spent good portions attacking and creating good scoring chances. What amazed me the most was despite the dominant play from the road team, the Americans were still in the game heading into the third period. Madison Bowey's point shot about five minutes into the third period changed all that as the Rockets built up a 3-0 lead.

•I was a little surprised to see the Americans start 16 year-old goaltender Evan Sarthou. I anticipated number one Eric Comrie would get the nod but I had heard that the third year veteran might be  shaking off the affects of a concussion? Regardless, Sarthou played well and was the main reason why this game didn't turn into a laugher.  Sarthou is going to have to be the man when Comrie attempts to crack Team Canada's line up next month for a chance at representing his country at the World Junior Hockey Championships.

•How much time did the Americans spend in their own zone playing defence? When your top line of Brian Williams, Connor Rankin and Parker Bowles are a combined -9, you get the idea that keeping the puck out of the net was taking precedence over going to the attack. 

•An interesting move by Americans head coach Jim Hiller. With seven minutes left in the third period and the Rockets nursing a 3-0 lead, Hiller elected to pull his goalie when his team was awarded a power play. It backfired, with Cole Linaker scoring into an empty net, shorthanded, to give the Rockets a 4-0 advantage.  Moments later the Americans would score their lone goal on the power play.   

•Madison Bowey just continues to score. Now 11 goals on the season, the 18 year-old has one fewer goal than his career high of 12 set last season. Bowey has five goals in his last four games.

•It was nice to see Rourke Chartier score. The 17 year-old had just one goal in 18 games heading into Friday's contest.

•A bounce back for goaltender Jordon Cooke. While not overly busy, the 20 year-old made two point blank saves in the win. The stop he made on Matthew Gelinas in the third period was impressive.

•It appeared Americans captain Mitch Topping was hurt in the third period and never played down the stretch. 

•Former Rockets enforcer Jessey Astles didn't play against his old team. Now 20, Astles was serving game one of a two game suspension for a hit from behind earlier this week.   

•Nick Merkley had two assists and has now caught Seattle's Mathew Barzal for the WHL lead in rookie scoring by a 16 year-old. Both players have 23 points.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  5:59 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, November 21, 2013

Rockets lose for only third time 

Photo by Marissa Baecker - Shoot the Breeze  

•The Kelowna Rockets nine game winning streak started October 25th against the Victoria Royals in a 4-1 win and oddly enough ended against them in a 4-1 loss. Wednesday night at Prospera Place, the Royals scored three-third period goals on their way to their fifth straight win on the road. The loss was the Rockets first in ten games.  The Rockets limited the Royals to just eight shots over 40 minutes before surrendering 11 in the final period.

•In the early stages of the game it looked like the Royals, not the Rockets had played the night before in Seattle and arrived in Kelowna just after 6 am in the morning.  Victoria generated little in the way of offense yet opened the scoring on a Tyler Soy goal that veteran goaltender Jordon Cooke would normally stop.

•The Royals will believe the third period was the turning point, but the second period was where the Rockets game fell flat. Awarded a 5 on 3 when the game was tied at one, the Rockets had very few good looks, and when they did the majority of the shots missed the net. The timing or execution was off with many of the point shots by the defenceman going wide. Despite generating 15 shots in the period, second chances on Patrik Polivka, who was strong in the Victoria net, were few and far between. In fact, I can’t remember one multiple save Polivka had to make in the period.   

•The Royals scored the game winner on an ugly goal where a centering feed went off the skate of Austin Carroll and past Cooke. It was just another example of the type of night it was for the Rockets, who weren’t sharp in several aspects of their game. To be honest, I didn’t think the Royals were lights out either. The visitor’s top scorers, particularly Logan Nelson, had a very quiet game.  Tyler Soy was the Royals best forward and as mentioned, Polivka out dueled Cooke in goal. 

•It was Jordon Cooke’s first regulation loss at home in 19 starts dating back to last season. Cooke is 16-1-0-2 over that stretch.

•Jesse Lees returned to the line up after missing 11 games with a broken thumb.  

•The Rockets have surrendered four power play goals in their last two games.  
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Wednesday, November 20, 2013

Great game/bad hit 

•The Kelowna Rockets are a very good team. The same can be said about the Seattle Thunderbirds. So when the two hooked up in a Tuesday night game at ShoWare Center, the fans got what they  expected. No lack of scoring chances, 97 shots combined, a few nice goals and some solid stops by both goaltenders. In the end the Rockets extended their winning streak to nine games with a 4-3 shootout win. Tyson Baillie scored the game winning goal in the 5th round of the 'skills competition'. It marked the third time the team has won in the shootout. All three shootout wins have come on the road.

•What made the shootout win so impressive was how the Rockets battled back after almost losing it. The T-Birds first two shooters scored while the Rockets first, Myles Bell, couldn't find the back of the net. But rookie Justin Kirkland faced the pressure head on and scored to keep the Rockets alive before Damon Severson also responded to essentially tie the shootout at two. After Jackson Whistle stopped T-Birds forward Ryan Gropp, Baillie played hero with the game winning goal by beating Seattle goaltender Danny Mumaugh with a forehand move that enabled the Rockets to earn their 16th victory of the season.

•The Rockets were forced to win the game in the shootout after failing to capitalize on a five minute third period power play. Seattle forward Roberts Lipsbergs was slapped with a five minute major and game misconduct for hitting defenceman Mitch Wheaton from behind. Wheaton was chasing  a loose puck against the end boards behind his net when Lipsbergs hit him from behind, sending the big defenceman into the boards face first. After at least a 15 minute delay (could have been longer?) as medical personnel lifted the 18 year-old off the ice with a stretcher, the Rockets struggled mightily on the ensuing power play.  

•I wasn't at all shocked that the team struggled on that five minute man advantage, especially after seeing a teammate escorted off the ice after a significant delay. One minute you are playing your heart out and the next minute you are concerned about your teammates well being. What was impressive was the Rockets were able to refocus and pull out the win as Wheaton was sent to the hospital for further medical attention.

•The hit. I saw it twice on the big screen in the building and it didn't look good. In fact, when they showed it a second time in the building, many fans gasped as they watched Lipsbergs hit Wheaton in the back. I viewed another angle of the hit which looks even worse. This was not a good hit. I don't believe Lipsbergs is a dirty player, but he clearly threw caution to the wind in making contact with Wheaton. The European forward will be suspended without question. He has to be. It is the only way the league can send a clear message to Lipsbergs and to others that aggressive force while your opponent is in a vulnerable position won't be tolerated. Is six games enough? The longest suspension in the WHL this season is only four games. Last season, Colin Jacobs of the PG Cougars was suspended for six games for a check to the head of an opponent. The good news is Wheaton was able to travel back with the team but won't be playing anytime soon.      

•While he didn't receive a star in the building, I thought Damon Severson was a bright light on the Rockets d-core. The 19 year-old controlled play, made smart decisions with the puck and scored a goal. Severson looked World Junior material against a very good opponent. Frankly, I thought the entire d-core was solid in the one goal win.   

•The line that really impressed me was Cole Linaker playing with Tyrell Goulbourne and Colton Heffley. Linaker and Heffley generated a solid forecheck and created several quality scoring chances. It was one of Heffley's best games of the season and he and Linaker specifically were tough to play against. 

•Jackson Whistle had a strong outing in goal. Anytime you face 46 shots and stop 43 of them you have to be doing something right. Whistle's best save came late in the third period with a quick glove hand to keep the game tied at three.

•The shots. While the game sheet will say the two teams combined for 97 shots, it is hard for me to believe that. Both teams are gifted offensively, but those shot totals makes it sound like this was a wide open affair where defensive coverage was thrown out the window. As is always the case in Seattle, the shot totals are always generous. 

•The Rockets are back in action tonight with a home game against the Victoria Royals before heading back on the bus tomorrow for a Friday date against the Tri City Americans.
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Tuesday, November 19, 2013

Game notes vs. Seattle 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open a stretch of three games in four nights with a stop in Seattle (Kent) to face the T-Birds. The Rockets host Victoria tomorrow night before facing the Tri City Americans in Kennewick Washington on Friday. Tonight’s game is the first visit to Seattle (Kent) since last season’s opening round playoff series with the T-Birds that went seven games. In game six, Myles Bell scored the game winner sending the series back to Kelowna where Tyson Baillie would score the game winner in overtime. These two teams met back on October 11th with the T-Birds earning a 4-3 shootout win. Following tonight’s game the seasonal series concludes with a game January 26th (Kent) before meeting February 10th in Kelowna. Last season in two regular season visits to Seattle the Rockets were 1-1-0-0 with a 4-2 loss and a 4-3 shootout win.  

Home Stand Heaven: The Rockets wrapped up a four game home stand with a record of 4-0-0-0. The team beat Red Deer (6-2), Prince George (5-2), Edmonton (2-0) and Medicine Hat (4-3). Overall the Rockets out-scored the opposition 17-7. The Rockets were 17 for 17 on the penalty kill and were 4 for 17 on the power play (24%).        

Team Pacific Selections: Two members of the Rockets were named to Team Pacific for the upcoming Under 17 World Hockey Challenge in late December in Nova Scotia. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have been named to the roster. Merkley is a first round pick of the Rockets in 2012 while Gatenby was the team’s second round pick that season.   

Subway Super Series: Two members of the Kelowna Rockets have been named to Team WHL for the upcoming Subway Super Series. Damon Severson and Madison Bowey will play in one of two games taking place later this month in Red Deer and Lethbridge. This game was held in Kelowna back in 2009. Over the years, Luke Schenn, Tyler Myers, Brandon McMillan, Tyson Barrie and Colton Sissons have participated in the game.   

This and That: Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has signed a new two year deal with the hockey club. Lambert will be with the team through the 2015-2016 season. Lambert joined the Rockets after a 19 year professional playing career. This is his 5th season as an assistant to head coach Ryan Huska. …Three members of the Rockets have been named to NHL Central Scouting’s ‘Watch List’ of the eligible players for this summer’s NHL draft in Philadelphia. Justin Kirkland, Tyson Baillie and Riley Stadel have made that list….The Rockets are rated as the third best team in Canada according to this week’s CHL Top 10 junior rankings. Last week the Rockets were ranked 7th….The Rockets are riding a seven game winning streak. Last season the team’s longest winning streak was 8 games….The Rockets have killed off 28 of their last 30 penalty kills…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 31-3-0-2 at home in last 36 starts at home dating back to last season.   

Who’s Hot: Myles Bell has 1+4=5 in his last four games…The Rockets have allowed three power play goals against in their last fifteen games. That translates into three goals against in their last 63 kills…Riley Stadel has 9+6=15 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Nick Merkley has eleven points in his last twelve games…Madison Bowey has 5+9=14 in his last fourteen games….Ryan Olsen has 5+8=13 in his last thirteen games and has points in seven of his last ten.  

Milestone Makers:

Severson has 98 career assists – 2 shy of 100.

Madison Bowey is playing in his 149th career game tonight – one shy of 150. 

Colton Heffley is playing in his 191st career game tonight – 9 shy of 200.

Cole Martin is a +57 over his career.
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Sunday, November 17, 2013

Huska not happy in one goal win 

•Ryan Huska was clearly happy with the result but not the process in his teams 8th straight win. The Kelowna Rockets head coach said his team was "flat" and lacked "jump" in a 4-3 win Saturday night over the Medicine Hat Tigers. The Rockets looked like a team that hadn't played in a week and fell behind 1-0 after 20 minutes. While eventually building up a 4-1 third period lead, the team just wasn't sharp in letting the Tigers back into the game with a shorthanded goal followed by an breakaway goal less than a minute later. It wasn't a game of beauty but it allowed the Rockets to end a four game home stand with a flawless record heading into two road games next week in Seattle and Tri City. 

•While the Rockets and Tigers combined for 24 shots in the first period., I thought it was an ugly period by both teams. The Rockets looked rusty and the Tigers had to be feeling fatigue in their final game of a four game BC Division road trip. Coach Huska said their was no flow in the game against two teams with a combined 29 wins.

•Jordon Cooke's best save came in the second period when the game was tied at one. Cooke made a nice glove hand save against Tigers designated tough guy Jacob Doty to keep the game knotted at one. 

•With the Rockets up 4-1, they gave up a shorthanded goal which allows the Tigers to get back into the sloppy affair. Then with that power play over, Tigers d-man Ty Stanton came out of the penalty box and found the puck on his stick and scored on a breakaway. In a matter of less than a minute the score went from 4-1 to 4-3. 

•It was nice to see Myles Bell with his first three point game of the season.      

•Madison Bowey had two goals and had a tremendous hit on Tigers forward Curtis Valk in the first period. Mitch Wheaton also had two big hits as the Rockets d-core ramped up their physical play. 

•It was nice to see Tyrell Goulbourne get back into the saddle with a convincing tilt with Tigers forward Chad Labelle. It was all Goulbourne, who threw close to ten punches before eventually cutting Labelle on the side of his face.   

•The Rockets are now 15-2-0-2 after 19 games. The home record is now 9-1-0-2.
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Friday, November 15, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Tigers 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play the fourth and final game of a four game home stand tonight against the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers. This is one of three meetings between the two teams this season. The Tigers make a return visit January 24th. The Rockets lone visit to the ‘Gas City’ is January 11th. These two teams met twice last season – both in Medicine Hat – with the Rockets losing 4-3 in a shootout before earning a 5-2 win. The Tigers last appearance in Kelowna was October 12/2011 in a 4-2 win. Tyler Bunz made 34 saves in the victory. Hunter Shinkaruk scored three times. The Rockets enter tonight’s game riding a season high seven game winning streak after a 2-0 win last Saturday over the visiting Edmonton Oil Kings. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Seattle Tuesday before welcoming Victoria one night later.

Lambert Signs New Deal: Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has signed a new two year deal with the hockey club. Lambert will be with the team through the 2015-2016 season. Lambert joined the Rockets after a 19 year professional playing career. This is his 5th season as an assistant to head coach Ryan Huska.   

Team Pacific Selections: Two members of the Rockets were named to Team Pacific for the upcoming Under 17 World Hockey Challenge in late December in Nova Scotia. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have been named to the roster. Merkley is a first round pick of the Rockets in 2012 while Gatenby was the team’s second round pick that season.   

Subway Super Series: Two members of the Kelowna Rockets have been named to Team WHL for the upcoming Subway Super Series. Damon Severson and Madison Bowey will play in one of two games taking place later this month in Red Deer and Lethbridge. This game was held in Kelowna back in 2009. Over the years, Luke Schenn, Tyler Myers, Brandon McMillan, Tyson Barrie and Colton Sissons have participated in the game.   

This and That: The Rockets are playing their 19th game in 58 nights. Last season the team had played 25 games in the first 58 nights of the 2012-13 season …The Tigers are playing their 23rd game in 58 nights…Three members of the Rockets have been named to NHL Central Scouting’s ‘Watch List’ of the eligible players for this summer’s NHL draft in Philadelphia. Justin Kirkland, Tyson Baillie and Riley Stadel have made that list….The Rockets are rated as the third best team in Canada according to this week’s CHL Top 10 junior rankings. Last week the Rockets were ranked 7th….The Rockets are riding a seven game winning streak. Last season the team’s longest winning streak was 8 games….The Rockets have killed off 28 of their last 30 penalty kills…Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 30-3-0-2 at home in last 35 starts at home dating back to last season…Tyson Baillie turns 18 today.  

Who’s Hot: Carter Rigby has 1+3=4 in his first four games since missing the first 14 games of the regular season….The Rockets have allowed three power play goals against in their last fourteen games. That translates into three goals against in their last 61 kills…Riley Stadel has 9+6=15 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Nick Merkley has ten points in his last eleven games…Madison Bowey has 3+9=12 in his last thirteen games….Ryan Olsen has 5+8=13 in his last twelve games and has points in seven of his last nine.  

Milestone Makers:

Severson has 98 career assists – 2 shy of 100.

Madison Bowey is playing in his 148th career game tonight – two shy of 150. 

Colton Heffley is playing in his 190th career game tonight – 10 shy of 200.

Cole Martin is a +55 over his career.

Wednesday, November 13, 2013

'Lambo' signs on the line for another two seasons 

The Kelowna Rockets have traditionally hired from within when it comes to looking for a head coach. They like to groom their assistants to eventually move into the top spot when the vacancy becomes available. The organization got it right Wednesday when they agreed to a contract extension with assistant coach Dan Lambert. Lambert will be an excellent head coach when Ryan Huska eventually moves on to pro, but for now they have a head coach in waiting in Lambert, much like Huska was under Jeff Truitt. Truitt also waited for his time to move into the drivers seat after being an assistant to Marc Habscheid.

 The formula seems to work, so why change now? 
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Tuesday, November 12, 2013

Things that make me go hmm... 

•Busy week last week by Kelowna Rockets standards. Maybe the soft schedule to start the season has made me soft? The team played three games in four night's which is unheard of in the first six weeks of the regular season. The Rockets have played a league low 18 games this season yet sport one of the league's best records. Just when you thought the games would come fast and furious, the team has the entire week off before hosting Medicine Hat on Saturday. 

•Throw out the computer system that created this WHL schedule. It has been nothing short of stupid from a Kelowna Rockets perspective. A week between games already twice this season is crazy. The Rockets first 18 games have been played over 52 days. Talk about easing into the schedule. Oh, the crap hits the fan in December, January and February when the team plays 31 times in 64 night's.  Yikes. 

•Life without Colton Sissons hasn't been easy for Rockets forward Myles Bell. Sissons was a great set up man for Bell and won more battles than he lost when fighting for a loose puck. The end result was getting the puck on Bell's blade. Hello 38 goals. Bell is clearly a shooter and with no clear set up man as a line-mate, the 20 year-old's offensive totals are decent but not spectacular. There is no need to panic yet. Younger players have filled in nicely for a lack of Bell's scoring, but when the schedule heats up and those young bodies get tired with games and travel, Bell's stick will need to get hot. Bell has been held off the score sheet six times this season. 

•If you wonder what Bell is going through, just ask former Blazers forward Tim Bozon. Bozon was lost without Colin Smith. Smith did the heavy lifting as a line mate and was a main reason why the Montreal Canadiens draft pick was so successful last season.     

•The Rockets drew a crowd of 5,564 Saturday night against the Oil Kings and the atmosphere was clearly the best it has been this season. You could clearly hear a buzz, not dead silence during stoppages in play. Were fans having more fun? Were more people drinking? Was the game better? Whatever it was, keep it up.   

•I would have never thought that a game in early November against the Oil Kings would draw a larger crowd than the home opener back in September against Kamloops when a BC Division banner was raised to the rafters. On opening night the Rockets drew a crowd of 5,384.

•Jeff Truitt told me he did not interview for the Lethbridge Hurricanes head coaching position this summer. Truitt is an Associate Coach with the Red Deer Rebels.  Should he be a head coach in the WHL? Yes. 

•Did you notice some of the players changing their tape from pink to white during Friday's game against the Cougars? Many found the feel of the pink tape different on their sticks so the change was made. It worked. Five unanswered goals came as the result in a 5-2 win.  

•It is a clear indication that any tough guy can be fed his lunch in a fight. Victoria Royals beast Keegan Kanzig got clocked last week in a game against the Oil Kings and is out with a concussion after receiving a solid punch to the head. When two tough players elected to exchange blows, even the bigger combatant can find himself wobbling at the knee's if he gets caught with a solid punch. Ex-Portland Winterhawks enforcer Joe Mahon knows what I am talking about. 

•The Rockets have allowed a league low 2.38 goals per game. The Edmonton Oil Kings are next at 2.43.

•Only three teams have lost only once at home this season. The Rockets (8-1), Swift Current (9-1) and Medicine Hat (8-1).  

•The Rockets have the best penalty killing unit in the WHL at just over 90 percent. It is one of the main reasons why the team is 14-2-0-2 after 18 games. The last time the Rockets led the league in penalty killing percentage at seasons end was in 2003-2004. They also led the league in that category in 2002-2003.  

•Last week WHL Commissioner Ron Robison had a chance to hear from Rockets season ticket holders during a Q an A session at Prospera Place.  I thought it was interesting dialogue and something the league should consider doing in other WHL cities. Robison is a great speaker and had thoughtful answers to every query. I expected nothing less. It was a quick 76 minutes of hockey talk that allowed the fans to learn more about why the league does what it does. 

•What made the Q and A sessions run smoothly was Robison's approach to the fans. He generally looked concerned and answered the questions thoroughly. The 'Commish' is not an intimidating man which makes these type of events work well. 

•Robison is in his 14th season as Commissioner of the WHL. That is easy for me to remember. Robison came on board when I moved to Kelowna in 2000.              

•Here are a few numbers to crunch on:

47: Jordon Cooke is 47-6-1-2 in his last 56 regular season games dating back to last season.

38: The Rockets are 38-4-0-2 in their last 44 regular season games at home dating back to last season.

13: 13 of rookie Nick Merkley's 19 points have been recorded on home ice this season. 

1: Only once this season has plus/minus leader Cole Martin been a minus player. Martin is a +17.

10: The number of points Madison  Bowey has put up on the road this season. Bowey is the team leader in that department. Damon Severson and Tyson Baillie are next with 7 road points.

15: The number of games the Rockets have left before the Christmas break.

9: The number of times the Rockets have scored 5 or more goals.

24: The number of games the Rockets will have played before finally meeting BC Division rival Vancouver.

82: Rockets defenceman have been in on 82 percent of the 77 goals the team has scored this season. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:38 AM     1 comment:      

Monday, November 11, 2013

Chevy and the Hanson Brother's raise funds 

Chevy and his son with the Hanson Brother's.  

 Greg Evtushevski, better known as 'Chevy' to his former teammates and colleagues, is returning from Germany with a huge smile on his face. Why? Chevy, the owner of Kelowna based Chevy's Source for Sports, participated in two exhibition games last week with the famed Hanson Brother's to raise funds for 'Stop Concussions'. It was a chance for Chevy to get together with old teammates that he played with/against during his 15 year career in Europe. It also enabled him to play in a series of competitive games with his son.  For more information on the Stop Concussion initiative, check out this website. http://www.stopconcussions.com/

Chevy showing he's still got it. 

 Chevy is a big backer of minor hockey here in  Kelowna. He is holding a contest this winter where coaches and parents are encouraged to nominate their 'Minor Hockey Player of the Month'. You can do that by simply visiting http://www.thesun.net/PlayerOTM/index.aspx. Chevy is giving away a hockey stick every month to the winner and

 25 tickets to a Rockets home game. At the end of the contest, a winner will be drawn for the grand prize which includes a new pair of skates, hoodies for his entire team and a practice with a professional player. A BBQ will also be help in April for the grand prize winner and his team. Clearly an awesome contest from Chevy's Source for Sports.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  1:13 PM     No comments:      

Sunday, November 10, 2013

Big win against solid opponent 

Photo by Marrisa Baecker 

◦If you had any questions about how good this Kelowna Rockets team can be this season, those doubts were answered last night in an impressive 2-0 win. The Rockets penalty killing unit was terrific. Jordon Cooke was solid. The defence played with bite and the forwards created good chances at the other end of the ice. It all added up to a complete effort in the Rockets 14th win of the season against a very good Edmonton Oil King team.

◦The penalty killing unit was unbelievable. I thought Mitch Wheaton and Cole Martin were especially good in the 8 for 8 effort. Speaking of defenceman, Damon Severson's compete level was where it needs to be consistently. I thought his battle level was impressive as he fought for loose pucks along the boards and behind his own net. Even off a turnover in his own zone, the 19 year-old made a great play to redeem himself in an effort to recover. I thought Severson was very good last night.

◦For the first time this season I thought the officiating was weak. While the Rockets were guilty of some infractions, it was tough to swallow when Damon Severson was accessed a penalty for roughing with 2 and a half minutes left in the game when he was clearly cross checked in front of his own net during a goal mouth scramble.   

◦You knew goal production would be tough to come by against the Oil Kings after going three straight games without allowing a goal against. It took a bank shot off the end boards that enabled rookie Justin Kirkland to open the scoring in the second period. In fact, both goals the Rockets would score came from rookies. Kris Schmidli continued his strong play with his third goal in five games.

◦ Kirkland has seven points in his last five games. 

◦Jordon Cooke was solid yet not hugely tested in his 7th career shutout. Cooke now has the best goals against average in the WHL at 2.03.        

◦The biggest surprise for me was the play of Oil Kings forward Curtis Lazar. Maybe the road trip took its toll, but the sharp shooter was incredibly quiet. I can guarantee the next time these two teams meet those words won't be uttered from my mouth.   

◦The Rockets now have one player in the top 40 in league scoring. Tyson Ballie had an assist in the 2-0 win giving him 20 points this season. That is good for a tie for 37th spot.   

◦How about that crowd! Over 55 hundred fans took in the game and were vocally involved. Best atmosphere of the season without a doubt.    

◦The Rockets have now won 7 straight and have moved into a tie for first place in the overall WHL standings.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:35 PM     No comments:      

Saturday, November 9, 2013

Game notes vs. Oil Kings 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play game three of a four game home stand tonight when they host the Edmonton Oil Kings. This is the first of three meetings between the two teams this season. The Oil Kings make a return visit February 7th. The Rockets make one appearance at Rexall Place on January 8th. These two teams met twice last season with the Rockets losing in Edmonton 5-3 (Oct 27) before earning a 3-2 win (Nov 7) on home ice. The Rockets enter tonight’s game riding a season high six game winning streak after a 5-2 win last night over the Prince George Cougars. Following tonight’s game the Rockets host the Medicine Hat Tigers next Saturday. 

Subway Super Series: Two members of the Kelowna Rockets have been named to Team WHL for the upcoming Subway Super Series. Damon Severson and Madison Bowey will play in one of two games taking place later this month in Red Deer and Lethbridge. This game was held in Kelowna back in 2009. Over the years, Luke Schenn, Tyler Myers, Brandon McMillan, Tyson Barrie and Colton Sissons have participated in the game.   

This and That: The Rockets have 13 wins this season after 17 games. Last season it took the Rockets until their 23rd game before earning their 13th win…The Oil Kings have not given up a goal in 228:10. The Rockets longest shutout string was 224:01 set by Kelly Guard after three consecutive shutouts during the 2003-04 season….The Rockets are riding a six game winning streak. Last season the team’s longest winning streak was 8 games….The Rockets have killed off 28 of their last 30 penalty kills…The Rockets are rated as the 7th best team in the latest CHL Top 10 junior rankings…Damon Severson has 18 points after 15 games this season. Last season, Severson had 2+6=8 after fifteen games….  Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 29-3-0-2 at home in last 34 starts at home dating back to last season…Tyson Baillie turns 18 on November 16th….The Rockets were 7-4-0-1 in 12 games in October last season. This season they were 7-2-0-1 in 10 games…   

Who’s Hot: Carter Rigby has 1+3=4 in his first three games since missing the first 14 games of the regular season….The Rockets have allowed three power play goals against in their last thirteen games. That translates into three goals against in their last 53 kills…Riley Stadel has 9+5=14 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Nick Merkley has ten points in his last ten games…Madison Bowey has 3+9=12 in his last twelve games….Ryan Olsen has 5+8=13 in his last eleven games and has points in seven of his last eight games. 

Milestone Makers:

Severson has 98 career assists – 2 shy of 100.

Tyson Baillie reached the 100 point mark for his career last Friday. Baillie now has 102 points.

Baillie played in his 150th career game last Saturday in Prince George.  

Madison Bowey is playing in his 147th career game tonight – three shy of 150. 

Colton Heffley is playing in his 189th career game tonight – 11 shy of 200.

Cole Martin is a +55 over his career.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:44 AM     No comments:      

Friday, November 8, 2013

A night with the Commissioner 

Photo courtesy of Marissa Baecker 

A great night with WHL Commissioner Ron Robison and Kelowna Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton. Last night at Prospera Place, the two 'heavy hitters' spent an hour and half with season ticket holders during a first of its kind question and answer session. I had the privileged of being in the middle of it by moderating the evening. While I was loaded with questions myself, I was impressed by the number of fans that came to the meeting with a listening ear but more importantly sharing their thoughts on numerous issues including officiating and attendance. I left the meeting knowing more than when I arrived. I hope those in attendance can say the same. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:35 AM     1 comment:      

Wednesday, November 6, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Rebels 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open a four game home stand tonight against the Red Deer Rebels. The team hosts Prince George Friday, Edmonton Saturday and Medicine Hat November 16th. This is the first of two meetings between the Rockets and Rebels this season. The Rebels make a return visit February 5th. Last season the Rockets beat the Rebels twice in Red Deer by scores of 3-1 (Oct 24, 2012) and 6-1 (Dec 15, 2013). The Rockets enter tonight’s game riding a four game winning streak, having out-scored the opposition 17-9. The Rockets are coming off back-to-back wins in Prince George last weekend.  

Subway Super Series: Two members of the Kelowna Rockets have been named to Team WHL for the upcoming Subway Super Series. Damon Severson and Madison Bowey will play in one of two games taking place later this month in Red Deer and Lethbridge. This game was held in Kelowna back in 2009. Over the years, Luke Schenn, Tyler Myers, Brandon McMillan, Tyson Barrie and Colton Sissons have participated in the game.   

This and That: Eighteen year-old Madison Bowey was named captain of the Kelowna Rockets November 1st….The Rockets have scored 63 goals after fifteen games this season. Last season the Rockets scored 54 goals after fifteen games. That is 9 more goals scored than at this point last season….The Rockets have allowed 39 goals against after fifteen games this season. Last season the Rockets allowed 46 goals after fifteen games, or seven more goals than this season….Jordon Cooke was named WHL Goaltender of the Month for September/October. Cooke was 8-0-0-2 with a goals against average of 1.85…Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 28-3-0-2 at home in last 33 starts at home dating back to last season…Tyson Baillie turns 18 on November 16th….The Rockets were 7-4-0-1 in 12 games in October last season. This season they were 7-2-0-1 in 10 games…   

Who’s Hot: The Rockets have allowed three power play goals against in their last eleven games. That translates into three goals against in their last 47 kills…Riley Stadel has 7+5=12 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko has points in eleven of his first fifteen games. Franko has 4+10=14 over that period…Nick Merkley has eight points in his last eight games…Madison Bowey has 2+7=9 in his last ten games….Tyson Baillie has goals in five of his last nine games…Ryan Olsen has 4+8=12 in his last ten games and has points in six of his last seven games. 

Milestone Makers:

Severson has 95 career assists – 5 shy of 100.

Tyson Baillie reached the 100 point mark for his career last Friday. Baillie now has 101 points.

Baillie played in his 150th career game Saturday in Prince George.  

Madison Bowey is playing in his 145th career game tonight – five shy of 150. 

Colton Heffley is playing in his 187th career game tonight – 13 shy of 200.

Commish Pays a Visit: WHL Commissioner Ron Robison will address season ticket holders during a Q and A discussion tomorrow night at Manhattan Point Restaurant. Robison will be joined on stage by Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton taking questions from the crowd on a number of issues. It is the first time fans have been able to openly ask questions of the Commissioner under this format. The discussion will be moderated by Rockets radio man Regan Bartel.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:13 AM     No comments:      

Tuesday, November 5, 2013

Six months of waiting over for Hamilton  

Six months is a long time. Just ask Curtis Hamilton.

 The Kelowna minor hockey product has spent the last six months recovering from ACL surgery after he was hurt in last May's AHL playoffs.

 The son of Kelowna Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton, Curtis will be cleared for contact with the Oklahoma City Barons on Thursday - exactly six months since the surgery.

 Hamilton is a second round draft pick of the Edmonton Oilers from 2010.      

 This season is the final year of Hamilton’s entry-level contract. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  1:59 PM     No comments:      

Monday, November 4, 2013

Rockets fans Q and A with the Commish 

It isn't often fans literally have a chance to sit in the same room and ask questions of the Commissioner of the Western Hockey League. That is about to change Thursday night when over one hundred Kelowna Rockets season ticket holders will join me and Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton for a question and answer session at Manhattan Point Restaurant with Ron Robison. I will be moderating the evening (7 pm) but I want to see the fans step up and ask questions of Robison. One of the issues that will likely surface is last years playoffs where officiating, particularily in a second round series with Kamloops, appeared to be one sided. In fact, it was a letter to Robison from a Rockets season ticket holder about that very incident that prompted a visit from the Commissioner to an event like this.

 From what I understand this is the first time this format has been tried and Kelowna fans are the first to get this unique opportunity.

 If you are a season ticket holder and want to be part of the crowd, you can e-mail Gavin Hamilton for details. It should be a fun night.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:45 PM     No comments:      

Sunday, November 3, 2013

Getting it done one way or another 

11-2-0-2.

 That record after 15 regular season games is the best start in Kelowna Rockets franchise history.

 Not every game has gone as planned, nor has the team played their best hockey over the first five weeks of the Western Hockey League schedule, but the team is finding ways to win. On many nights we have seen overage goaltender Jordon Cooke be the best player on the ice and literally win a game on his own. We have witnessed rookies emerge with goals coming from sixteen year-old Nick Merkley and European forward Kris Schmidli. The wins have come in various forms. From regulation wins to shootout victories, the Rockets find themselves in the mix in the highly competitive Western Conference. On the weekend the team earned an additional four points with back-to-back wins in Prince George. Here are some of my observations.

•Jordon Cooke was not at his best Friday night in a 7-6 shootout win. The WHL/Vaughn Goaltender of the Month looked anything like himself in the one goal win. But let's give the 20 year-old a mulligan considering he has been the teams best player. Without Cooke, the Rockets record would likely include in the neighborhood of three more losses. Two weeks ago, Cooke was dynamite against Victoria and likely stole a game against the visiting Portland Winterhawks.        

•Madison Bowey was named captain on Friday and promptly racked up three assists that evening and then scored the game winner on a high light reel goal on Saturday. The 18 year-old proved in back-to-back weekend games that he is going to lead by example while being vocal in the dressing room. 

•I felt good for Jackson Whistle following a rare start Saturday night. I thought Whistle was solid in a 4-1 win. The 18 year-old looked calm and sure of himself in the saves he made. An impressive performance after back-to-back losses for him.   

•Kris Schmidl scored goals in back-to-back games and continues to improve with more ice time. The 17 year-old European forward scored a big goal Saturday giving the Rockets a 3-1 cushion when the Cougars appeared to be on their way in tying the game at two. Fellow European forward Henrik Nyberg also had a strong game Saturday but was denied his first goal of the season when he was sent in all alone in a shorthanded breakaway.

•Carter Rigby wasn't supposed to play this weekend but was forced into action after Tyrell Goulbourne went down with injury. Rigby earned an assist on the teams opening goal Saturday night. Rigby's conditioning needs to improve to be a real threat. Once that aspect of his game improves, the sky is the limit for a player that harnesses so much potential.    

•The Rockets success in Prince George is impressive. In the last ten games at CN Centre, the Rockets are 9-1-0-0. That is an impressive feat considering you can often be lulled to sleep playing in Prince George. The trip is lengthy and the atmosphere in the building is nothing to write home about. The opposing team really has to manufacture its own energy.  The coaches and the players need to be given props for being mentally engaged to come out of the northern most outpost with four points. 

•I will be honest with you; the atmosphere was a lot better in the building than what I've witnessed over the years. While 14 hundred fans showed up Friday night, over 16 hundred took in Saturday night's tilt. Sure, there were a lot of empty seats in the 59 hundred seat arena, but it wasn't a library in there.

•What a crappy schedule. The Cougars enjoyed a six game home stand but had to play those six games in nine nights. That isn't good for the team on so many fronts. Not only is it too many games over a short period of time but it is tough to sell tickets when so many games are on the menu in a span of less than a week and a half.           

•Friday's game took 2 hours and 46 minutes to play. It indeed was a marathon by regular season standards.  

•The Rockets d-core deserves credit for what they are able to do in the offensive zone, but the plus/minus numbers suggest they can play at both ends of the rink. Madison Bowey and Damon Severson are a career best +58. Defensive defenceman Cole Martin is +51 and Jesse Lees, who is sidelined with an injury, is +43 over his career. Those four d-man are a combined +210.    

•The best player for the Cougars in the two games was Troy Bourke. A tireless worker, the 19 year-old has a solid skill set and can skate. While Chase Witala is getting much of the credit for his great start offensively, Bourke is the player teams have to key on.   

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:14 PM     No comments:      

Saturday, November 2, 2013

Captain MB 

 The Kelowna Rockets have named 18 year-old Madison Bowey as team captain.

 The Winnipeg resident takes over from Colton Sissons, who to at 18, wore the 'C' on his jersey for two seasons. Bowey will follow a similar path. 

 Head Coach Ryan Huska explains why Bowey was the right choice.    

 "A lot of what Madison brings to the table are things that we look for. He is a good person off the ice. First and foremost, that is what we want in our players. He has a presence. He isn't someone that will just do the talking in the dressing room but he can back it on the ice".

 Bowey was pleased the coaching staff considered him for the prestigious honour. 

 "It is definitely an honour to be named the captain of this team. I know we have a lot of great leaders on this team and a lot of guys that could have wore the 'C', but choosing me is an honour and the leadership group is going to help me out so we are going to have a good year.

 Why does Bowey believe he is a good choice as captain?

 "Every night I try to bring out my best effort out. Guys can come up to me and talk to me if they have problems. If I need to step up in the dressing room and say something off the ice or on the ice I will do that".

 Bowey's assistant captains are Myles Bell, Tyson Baillie and Damon Severson.

 "I know some guys are older than me and you have to be a more mature player both on and off the ice now and I am definitely ready for that. I have a lot of help with my assistants. It is going to be a challenge but I love challenges and I believe I can rise to the occasion", Bowey added.      

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:14 AM     No comments:      

Friday, November 1, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Cougars 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play game three of four straight on the road when they face the Prince George Cougars. Following tonight’s game the two teams will do it all over again tomorrow night at CN Centre. The Rockets return home to face the Red Deer Rebels Wednesday night before hosting the Cougars one week from tonight at Prospera Place. This is the second of eight meetings between the Rockets and Cougars. The Rockets are 1-0-0-0 after a 3-2 win back on October 19th. These two teams will play in each other three times in the next week. Last season the Rockets were 3-1-0-0 in Prince George. The Rockets are coming off back-to-back wins over the Victoria Royals last weekend.  

Cook'n in the Kitchen: Jordon Cooke is the Vaughn Goaltender of the Week. Cooke was 2-0-0-0 and posted a goals against average of 0.96 and a save percentage of .968. Cooke stopped 61 of 63 shots in back-to-back wins in Victoria.   

This and That: Myles Bell has nine points (6+3=9) in eleven games this season. Last season he had 19 points (8+11=19) in eleven games…Zach Franko’s goal last Friday was his first in eight games…The Rockets have scored 52 goals after thirteen games this season. Last season the Rockets scored 48 goals after thirteen games. That is 4 more goals scored than at this point last season….The Rockets have allowed 32 goals against after thirteen games this season. Last season the Rockets allowed 40 goals after thirteen games, or seven more goals than this season….Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 28-3-0-2 at home in last 33 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets first round pick from this summer’s WHL bantam draft has been named to Team Alberta for the upcoming Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup this weekend in Calgary. Dube, who was born in Cochrane, Alberta, will represent his province at the tournament October 31st to November 3rd. The Rockets have no less than four prospects participating at the Under 16 Challenge. Madison Bowey’s younger brother Connor is playing for Team Manitoba while prospects Jordan Borstmayer (3rd round) and Kole Lind (4th round) are playing for Team Saskatchewan…The Rockets have out-shot the opposition in eight of the twelve games…Tyson Baillie turns 18 on November 16th….The Rockets were 7-4-0-1 in 12 games in October last season. This season they were 7-2-0-1 in 10 games…   

Who’s Hot: The Rockets have allowed two power play goals against in their last nine games. That translates into two goals against in their last 38 kills…Riley Stadel has 7+5=12 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko has points in ten of his first thirteen games. Franko has 3+10=13 over that period…Tyrell Goulbourne has eight points in his last ten games…Nick Merkley has seven points in his last six games…Madison Bowey has 3+5=8 in his last nine games…Tyson Baillie has goals in four of his last seven games…Ryan Olsen has 3+8=11 in his last eight games and is riding a five game point streak.     

Monday, January 27, 2014

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 25-20-2-2 record (14-10-0-2 at home, 11-10-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 3-2 in shootouts) and tied for seventh place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE, who have won a season high four consecutive games, will play four of their next six games against CENTRAL DIVISION TEAMS.

 SAM REINHART BOBBLEHEADS: On February 1 when KOOTENAY host the CALGARY HITMEN the first 950 fans in the door will have the opportunity to get a SAM REINHART BOBBLEHEAD courtesy of EAST KOOTENAY FOUNDATION FOR HEALTH...The bobbleheads will be handed out in an orderly fashion with a lineup of first come, first available based on one per person per paid ticket (no exceptions)...The line up and distribution will take place at the former skate sharpening location (inside rink access).

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The ICE have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or FLEX PAKS…GIFT CARDS are available at the KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY 18-3-1-2 when scoring the first goal of the game and 7-17-1-0 when their opponent scores first…The ICE are 17-2-1-1 when leading after the second period, 3-14-0-1 when losing and 5-4-1-0 when tied...KOOTENAY is 14-9-1-0 when outshooting their opponent, 9-10-1-2 when being outshot and 2-1-0-0 when shots are tied...LUKE PHILP needs one more point to reach 100 in his WHL career...JAGGER DIRK recorded his 100th WHL career assist against MOOSE JAW on January 25...LANDON PEEL played in his 100th WHL career game on January 25 against the WARRIORS...SAM REINHART recorded his fourth career hat trick and second of the season against MOOSE JAW on January 25...MACKENZIE SKAPSKI is fourth in franchise history for wins by a goaltender with 61 (NATHAN LIEUWEN - 85, TAYLOR DAKERS - 82, JEFF GLASS - 75)...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for fifth in the WHL in goals scored with 30, is tied for sixth in the League in points with 63 (30-33-63).

 SCORING STREAKS: LUKE PHILP (5-11-16) has recorded at least a point in his last ten games…TIM BOZON (8-7-15) has recorded at least a point in his last nine games…SAM REINHART (8-6-14) has recorded at least a point in the last seven games he has played in...JAEDON DESCHENEAU (2-5-7) has recorded at least a point in his last four games.

 INJURIES: Forward RYAN CHYNOWETH will be out of the KOOTENAY line up one week with an upper body injury...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up four to six months with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 49 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 22-25-2-0, after 50 games were 23-25-2-0 and after 51 games were 23-26-2-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday January 28 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday January 29 ICE @ Medicine Hat 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Thursday January 30 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday January 31 ICE vs Prince Albert 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Saturday February 1 ICE vs Calgary 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Saturday, January 25 – Kootenay 6 vs Moose Jaw 2 – Record 25-20-2-2 – Attendance: 2,299

 Goals:

 1 - Reinhart (22) from Descheneau and Franko

 2 - Reinhart (23) from Philp and Dirk

 3 - Philp (18) from Valiev and Dirk

 4 - Bozon (20) from McPhee and Philp

 5 - Peel (3) from Valiev and Philp

 6 - Reinhart (24) from Valiev and Bozon

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (31 Saves, 6 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  4:07 PM   

Saturday, January 25, 2014

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:29 PM   

Jersey Off The Back 

Cranbrook, BC -- The Kootenay ICE Hockey Club is pleased to announce that the Jersey off the Back raised $9,120 for the Kootenay ICE Education Fund.

 On Saturday, January 25th when the ICE hosted the Moose Jaw Warriors, the game worn RBK white jerseys were auctioned off in a silent auction. Forward Sam Reinhart game worn jersey brought in the most money at $1,010.

 The jersey winners will receive their jerseys at the conclusion of 2014 season. The Kootenay ICE would like to thank all the fans for their support. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:26 PM   

Monday, January 20, 2014

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 24-20-2-2 record (13-10-0-2 at home, 11-10-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 3-2 in shootouts) and in seventh place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will play four of their next five games at home.

 JERSEY OFF THE BACK NIGHT: When the ICE host the MOOSE JAW WARRIORS on January 25 it will be JERSEY OFF THE BACK NIGHT...Fans in attendance will have the opportunity to bid on the white RBK Edge Jerseys...The winning bid on each jersey will get to meet the player after the game and will receive their jersey at the conclusion of the playoffs...All money raised will go to the KOOTENAY ICE EDUCATION FUND.

 SAM REINHART BOBBLEHEADS: On February 1 when KOOTENAY host the CALGARY HITMEN the first 950 fans in the door will have the opportunity to get a SAM REINHART BOBBLEHEAD courtesy of EAST KOOTENAY FOUNDATION FOR HEALTH...The bobbleheads will be handed out in an orderly fashion with a lineup of first come, first available based on one per person per paid ticket (no exceptions)...The line up and distribution will take place at the former skate sharpening location (inside rink

 access).

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The ICE have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or FLEX PAKS…GIFT CARDS are available at the KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY is second in the WHL in overall power play (24.7%) and first on the road (28.9%)...The ICE are 13th in the League in overall penalty killing (78.6%)…JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for second in the WHL in goals scored with 30, is tied for fourth in the League in points with 62 (30-32-62)...SAM REINHART is tied for eighth in the League in assists with 36...LANDON PEEL needs to play in one more game to reach 100 in his WHL career...JAGGER DIRK needs to record two more assists to reach 100 in his WHL career...LUKE PHILP needs to record four more points to reach 100 in his WHL career

 SCORING STREAKS: LUKE PHILP (4-9-13) has recorded at least a point in his last nine games…TIM BOZON (7-6-13) has recorded at least a point in his last eight games…SAM REINHART (5-6-11) has recorded at least a point in the last six games he has played in...JAEDON DESCHENEAU (2-4-6) has recorded at least a point in his last three games.

 INJURY: Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up four to six months with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 48 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 22-25-1-0, after 49 games were 22-25-2-0 and after 50 games were 23-25-2-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday January 21 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday January 22 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Thursday January 23 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday January 24 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Saturday January 25 ICE vs Moose Jaw 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Friday, January 17 – Kootenay 6 @ Regina 1 – Record 23-20-2-2 – Attendance: 4,721

 Goals:

 1 - McPhee (5) from Chynoweth and King

 2 - Philp (16) from Peel and Bozon

 3 - Descheneau (29) from Peel and Cross

 4 - Vetterl (8) from King and Zborosky

 5 - Reinhart (19) from Philp

 6 - Chynoweth (4) from McPhee and Martin

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (22 Saves, 1 GA)

 Saturday, January 18 – Kootenay 5 @ Swift Current 2 – Record 24-20-2-2 – Attendance: 2,256

 Goals:

 1 - Bozon (19) from Philp and Murray

 2 - Reinhart (20) from Descheneau

 3 - Descheneau (30) from Franko and Reinhart

 4 - Reinhart (21) from Descheneau and Philp

 5 - Philp (17) from Vetterl and Bozon

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (34 Saves, 2 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  5:05 PM   

Thursday, January 16, 2014

ICE Fans Recognize Reinhart $5,322.17 – Bobble Heads Next 

Cranbrook, BC – East Kootenay Foundation for Health and the Kootenay ICE are preparing to say thanks to ICE fans for their continued support of the Starlite Campaign.

 In early December EKFH put out a call for fans to show their Starlite appreciation by making a donation to the campaign in honour of #23 Sam Reinhart. Whether it was a gift sent to EKFH or a donation made at the ICE office or at the recent Denham Ford “Shoot for the Truck” event hockey fans showed their true generosity by making total donations of $5,322.17 to the Starlite Campaign in tribute to the talented player. 

 In return at the February 1, 2014 home game, East Kootenay Foundation for Health will show its appreciation to the Kootenay ICE and all the players (past and current) who have supported the foundation by offering the first 950 fans through the main entrance doors a Sam Reinhart bobble head.

 With a limited number available the unique item will be given out in an orderly fashion with a lineup of first come first available bobble heads based on one per person per paid ticket. The lineup and distribution will take place at the former skate sharpening location (inside rink access) at Western Financial Place. 

 Volunteers from EKFH, the Kootenay ICE Fan Club and the Knights of Columbus will be on hand to guide fans through the process. 

 The attention may be on #23 but in true fashion the Kootenay ICE organization, its many players and its fans have long stood behind health care and the East Kootenay Foundation for Health. To date, including these recent gifts, Kootenay ICE events has realized $42,293.29 in financial support for health care. 

 What’s not as easy to capture is the number of smiles the players have brought to the hospital during their annual Christmas visits or involvement at one of the many fundraising events.

 Stars and bobble heads an unlikely match but one that works magic here in the East Kootenay. 

 Get your game tickets early (Kootenay ICE office at 250 417-0322) and we’ll see you at the rink. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:39 AM   

Monday, January 13, 2014

ICE Prospects Update 

Declan Hobbs

 15-year-old goalie

 3rd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Saskatoon 10 GP 8-2-0 1.59 .946% 1 SO

 Jayden Sittler

 17-year-old goalie

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 13 GP 9-2-2 1.94 .923% 1 SO

 Kootenay 1 GP 1-0-0 0.00 1.000%

 Keelan Williams

 17-year-old goalie

 AJHL Okotoks 8 GP 5-2-1 2.72 .892% 

 Bryan Allbee

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC AAA Midget Cariboo 27 GP 9-13-22 65pm

 Riley Boomgaarden

 19-year-old defenseman

 SJHL Melfort 30 GP 4-6-10 39pm

 Jake Dube

 17-year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Okotoks 29 GP 2-4-6 11pm

 Cale Fleury 

 15–year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Notre Dame 28 GP 4-11-15 34pm

 Dallas Hines 

 15–year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta Minor Midget Lloydminster 23 GP 6-11-17 36pm

 Matt Krawiec 

 15-year-old defenseman

 6th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Minor Midget Red Deer 24 GP 1-9-10 10pm

 Mark O’Shaughnessy

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC U-18 POE 24 GP 0-12-12 18pm 

 Dylan Overdyk 

 16-year-old defenseman

 2nd round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Edmonton

 Kootenay 4 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Andy Stevens 

 15-year-old defenseman

 5th round in 2013 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Okanagan 34 GP 1-9-10 2pm

 Jack Thomas

 17-year-old defenseman

 12th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Hockey Calgary 

 Shane Allan 

 16-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Calgary

 Connor Barley 

 15-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Midget Winnipeg 29 GP 11-8-19 37pm

 River Beattie 

 16-year-old forward

 6th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Lloydminster 22 GP 2-2-4 31pm

 Robert Johnson 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 PIJHL Delta 33 GP 4-6-10 10pm

 Owen LaClare

 18-year-old forward

 SJHL La Ronge 30 GP 18-10-28 35pm

 Jared Legien 

 15-year-old forward

 1st round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Moose Jaw 28 GP 8-9-17 14pm

 Vince Loschiavo 

 15-year-old forward

 2nd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Bantam Winnipeg 11 GP 2-3-5 4pm

 Zac Paziuk 

 16-year-old forward

 10th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Prince Albert 6 GP 1-0-1 2pm

 Ryley Risling

 17-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Canmore 25 GP 3-4-7 12pm

 Carter Sawicki

 17-year-old forward

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 

 Logan Schatz 

 16-year-old forward

 9th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Beardy’s 30 GP 13-24-37 12pm

 Drew Warkentine 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Tisdale 29 GP 3-7-10 31pm 

 Austin Wellsby 

 16-year-old forward

 4th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Fraser Valley 26 GP 11-17-28 14pm

 Kootenay 5 GP 0-0-0 0pm 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:58 PM   

11 Things 

1. Career Games – Jagger Dirk is 8th with 284. Six players have played over 300 for the ICE. In 7th place is Andrew Bailey at 286.

 Zach McPhee is at 148, Landon Peel 90, Ryan Chynoweth 143, Tim Bozon 186. 

 2. Career Defenseman Assists – Jagger Dirk has 98. Three have surpassed 100 - 128 Brayden McNabb, 107 Joey Leach, 105 Trevor Johnson.

 3. Career Points – Sam Reinhart is the 12th player to reach the 200 point milestone, Jaedon Descheneau the 22nd to reach 150 career points. Luke Philp has 91, Tim Bozon 205, Zach Franko 201.

 4. Goalie wins – Mackenzie Skapski (58) has passed Kris Lazaruk (57) for 5th place in all-time wins. In 4th is Dan Blackburn with 67.

 5. By my count Sam Reinhart is the 11th ICE player to play in the Top Prospects Game. 99 – McCarthy/Wanvig, 00 – Stoll, 01 – Blackburn, 02 – Thompson, 06 – Bohunicky/Maxwell. 07 – Negrin, 09 – McNabb/Lieuwen.

 6. Tim Bozon played in the 2011 Top Prospects Game.

 7. Don’t forget … This year EKFH is taking a different approach to “Shoot for the Star” by honouring one of the stars on the ice - #23 Sam Reinhart. 

 EKFH is encouraging fans to consider honouring Reinhart ($5,000 to light a star before the end of January) by making a donation to EKFH and the Starlite Campaign.

 Until – January 31 - Make a donation through www.ekfh.ca, click donate now, select Starlite – Show Your Star Appreciation – Sam Reinhart Kootenay ICE.

 OR - Make a donation at the Kootenay ICE or East Kootenay Foundation for Health offices.

 8. Plus … At the February 1 home game, East Kootenay Foundation for Health will show its appreciation to the Kootenay ICE and all the players (past and current) who have supported the foundation by offering the first 950 fans through the main entrance doors a Sam Reinhart bobble head (one per person per paid ticket).

 9. Sunday’s game was the third time the ICE scored 4 goals in a period and the third time they won a game when trailing by 2 goals.

 10. You’ll be hearing details soon from the Fan Club on Kootenay ICE hockey cards.

 11. There will also be another supper with the ICE and the event is always sold out so once the details are released do not hesitate to buy your tickets. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:33 PM   

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 22-20-2-2 record (13-10-0-2 at home, 9-10-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 3-2 in shootouts) and in seventh place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will play four of their next five games against EAST DIVISION teams.

 TIP THE ICE: On Tuesday, January 14 fans are invited to come down to EAST SIDE MARIO'S in CRANBROOK to be served by the ICE...The players will be waiting tables to raise money for the KOOTENAY ICE EDUCATION FUND from 6:00 - 9:00 pm...Call EAST SIDE MARIO'S at 250-489-2822 for reservations.

 JERSEY OFF THE BACK NIGHT: When the ICE host the MOOSE JAW WARRIORS on January 25 it will be JERSEY OFF THE BACK NIGHT...Fans in attendance will have the opportunity to bid on the white RBK Edge Jerseys...The winning bid on each jersey will get to meet the player after the game and will receive their jersey at the conclusion of the playoffs...All money raised will go the KOOTENAY ICE EDUCATION FUND.

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The ICE have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or Flex Paks…Gift Cards are available at the Kootenay ICE Office.

 DID YOU KNOW: SAM REINHART (4), RINAT VALIEV (106), JAEDON DESCHENEAU (122), LUKE PHILP (125), and TANNER FAITH (limited viewing) have all been listed in the NHL CENTRAL SCOUTING NORTH AMERICAN SKATERS MID-TERM RANKINGS...SAM REINHART, who has been named CAPTAIN of TEAM CHERRY for the BMO CHL/NHL TOP PROSPECTS GAME in CALGARY, ALBERTA on January 15, is the 11th ICE player in franchise history to participate in the game...KYLE O'CONNOR played in his 100th WHL career game on January 8 in LETHBRIDGE...SAM REINHART and ZACH FRANKO each recorded their 200 WHL career points against EDMONTON on January 12...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for third in the WHL in goals scored with 28, is sixth in the League in points with 58 (28-30-58)…DESCHENEAU is fourth in power play goals with 13...SAM REINHART is tied for seventh in the League in assists with 35.

 SCORING STREAKS: LUKE PHILP (2-7-9) has recorded at least a point in his last seven games…TIM BOZON (6-4-10) has recorded at least a point in his last six games…SAM REINHART (2-5-7) has recorded at least a point in the last four games he has played in...RINAT VALIEV (1-3-4) has recorded at least a point in his last three games.

 TRANSACTION / INJURY: KOOTENAY acquired 20-year-old Forward ZACH FRANKO from the KELOWNA ROCKETS in exchange for a sixth round pick in the 2014 WHL BANTAM DRAFT and a third round pick in the 2016 WHL BANTAM DRAFT on January 8…Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up four to six months with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 46 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 20-25-1-0, after 47 games were 21-25-1-0 and after 48 games were 22-25-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday January 14 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday January 15 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place 

 Thursday January 16 Practice 10:15 - 12:00 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday January 17 ICE @ Regina 6:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Saturday January 18 ICE @ Swift Current 6:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Wednesday, January 8 – Kootenay 4 @ Lethbridge 5 – Record 21-20-2-1 – Attendance: 2,757

 Goals:

 1 - Cable (9) from Descheneau and Bozon

 2 - Valiev (3) from King and Vetterl

 3 - Philp (14) from Descheneau and Bozon

 4 - Bozon (16) from Philp and King

 Goalies: Mackenzie Skapski (32 Saves, 4 GA), Wyatt Hoflin (2 Saves, 1 GA)

 Friday, January 10 – Kootenay 3 vs Edmonton 4 - SO – Record 21-20-2-2 – Attendance: 2,219

 Goals:

 1 - McPhee (4) from Valiev

 2 - Bozon (17) from Valiev and Cable

 3 - Philp (15)

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (40 Saves, 3 GA)

 Sunday, January 12 – Kootenay 5 vs Edmonton 4 - Record 22-20-2-2 – Attendance: 2,013

 Goals:

 1 - Franko (13) from Dirk and Valiev

 2 - Reinhart (17) from King

 3 - Bozon (18) from Philp

 4 - Reinhart (18) from Descheneau and Murray

 5 - Franko (14) from Descheneau and Reinhart

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (25 Saves, 4 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:00 PM   

NHL CSS Mid-Term Rankings 

http://www.nhl.com/ice/news.htm?id=699921&navid=nhl:topheads

 North American Skaters

 1 BENNETT, SAMUEL KINGSTON OHL C 6' 0.25" 178

 2 DRAISAITL, LEON PRINCE ALBERT WHL C 6' 1.75" 208

 3 EKBLAD, AARON BARRIE OHL D 6' 3.5" 216

4 REINHART, SAM KOOTENAY WHL C 6' 0.75" 185

5 DAL COLLE, MICHAEL OSHAWA OHL C/LW 6' 1.5" 179

 6 FLEURY, HAYDN RED DEER WHL D 6' 2.5" 198

 7 RITCHIE, NICHOLAS PETERBOROUGH OHL LW 6' 2.25" 231

 8 PERLINI, BRENDAN NIAGARA OHL LW 6' 2.5" 205

 9 VIRTANEN, JAKE CALGARY WHL RW 6' 0.75" 208

 10 DEANGELO, ANTHONY SARNIA OHL D 5' 10.75" 175

 11 MCCANN, JARED SAULT STE. MARIE OHL C 6' 0.25" 179

 12 BARBASHEV, IVAN MONCTON QMJHL C/LW 6' 1.0" 185

 13 HONKA, JULIUS SWIFT CURRENT WHL D 5' 10.5" 178

 14 GOLDOBIN, NIKOLAY SARNIA OHL RW 5' 11.5" 178

 15 MCKEOWN, ROLAND KINGSTON OHL D 6' 0.75" 197

 16 MILANO, SONNY USA U-18 USHL LW 5' 11.5" 183

 17 LARKIN, DYLAN USA U-18 USHL C 6' 0.75" 190

 18 HO-SANG, JOSHUA WINDSOR OHL C/RW 5' 11.0" 166

 19 SCHMALTZ, NICK GREEN BAY USHL C 5' 11.5" 172

 20 MARTIN, BRYCEN SWIFT CURRENT WHL D 6' 1.75" 182

 21 TUCH, ALEX USA U-18 USHL C/RW 6' 3.5" 213

 22 EHLERS, NIKOLAJ HALIFAX QMJHL LW 5' 11.5" 162

 23 CORNEL, ERIC PETERBOROUGH OHL C 6' 1.5" 186

 24 SCHERBAK, NIKITA SASKATOON WHL RW 6' 2.0" 174

 25 FABBRI, ROBERT GUELPH OHL C 5' 10.0" 166

 26 DE LEO, CHASE PORTLAND WHL C 5' 9.0" 177

 27 GLOVER, JACK USA U-18 USHL D 6' 3.25" 190

 28 HAYDON, AARON NIAGARA OHL D 6' 2.75" 197

 29 DOUGHERTY, JACK USA U-18 USHL D 6' 1.0" 186

 30 CHATHAM, CONNOR PLYMOUTH OHL RW 6' 2.0" 224

 31 BLEACKLEY, CONNER RED DEER WHL C 6' 0.5" 192

 32 COLLINS, RYAN USA U-18 USHL D 6' 5.0" 202

 33 MACINNIS, RYAN KITCHENER OHL C 6' 3.5" 185

 34 QUENNEVILLE, JOHN BRANDON WHL C 6' 0.5" 182

 35 KARABACEK, VACLAV GATINEAU QMJHL RW 5' 11.75" 182

 36 PETERS, ALEXANDER PLYMOUTH OHL D 6' 3.25" 207

 37 BUNTING, MICHAEL SAULT STE. MARIE OHL LW 5' 11.0" 174

 38 LEMIEUX, BRENDAN BARRIE OHL LW 6' 0.0" 206

 39 EISERMAN, SHANE DUBUQUE USHL C/LW 6' 1.5" 200

 40 GARDINER, REID PRINCE ALBERT WHL C 5' 10.5" 183

 41 JACOBS, JOSHUA INDIANA USHL D 6' 1.75" 193

 42 HAWRYLUK, JAYCE BRANDON WHL C 5' 10.25" 190

 43 WATSON, SPENCER KINGSTON OHL RW 5' 9.5" 166

 44 MACLEOD, JOHNATHAN USA U-18 USHL D 6' 1.5" 200

 45 AUBE-KUBEL, NICOLAS VAL-D'OR QMJHL RW 5' 11.0" 187

 46 ARONSSON, EMIL BLAINVILLE-BOISBRIAND QMJHL C 6' 0.0" 187

 47 SIEBENALER, BLAKE NIAGARA OHL D 6' 0.5" 192

 48 BISHOP, CLARK CAPE BRETON QMJHL C 5' 11.5" 183

 49 THOMAS, BEN CALGARY WHL D 6' 1.25" 192

 50 NANTEL, JULIEN ROUYN-NORANDA QMJHL C/LW 6' 0.0" 193

 51 MISTELE, MATTHEW PLYMOUTH OHL LW 6' 2.0" 190

 52 MAGYAR, NICHOLAS KITCHENER OHL RW 6' 1.75" 194

 53 POINT, BRAYDEN MOOSE JAW WHL C 5' 9.5" 160

 54 DONATO, RYAN DEXTER SCHOOL HIGH-MA C 6' 0.25" 174

 55 NOGIER, NELSON SASKATOON WHL D 6' 2.25" 191

 56 AMADIO, MICHAEL NORTH BAY OHL C 6' 1.0" 190

 57 SCHOENBORN, ALEX PORTLAND WHL RW 6' 0.5" 196

 58 STADEL, RILEY KELOWNA WHL D 5' 9.5" 166

 59 AUDETTE, DANIEL SHERBROOKE QMJHL C 5' 8.0" 177

 60 WALMAN, JAKE TORONTO JC OJHL D 6' 0.5" 170

 61 SNUGGERUD, LUC EDEN PRAIRIE HIGH-MN D 6' 0.25" 180

 62 FOEGELE, WARREN ST. ANDREWS HIGH-ON LW 6' 0.75" 178

 63 HICKEY, BRANDON SPRUCE GROVE AJHL D 6' 1.5" 177

 64 IVERSON, KEEGAN PORTLAND WHL C/RW 6' 0.75" 219

 65 DUKE, REID LETHBRIDGE WHL C 5' 11.5" 189

 66 MOYNIHAN, DANIEL HALIFAX QMJHL C/LW 6' 0.25" 180

 67 SLATTERY, MITCHEL HILL-MURRAY HIGH-MN LW 5' 11.5" 185

 68 LETUNOV, MAXIM YOUNGSTOWN USHL C 6' 2.25" 155

 69 DVORAK, CHRISTIAN LONDON OHL LW 6' 0.25" 178

 70 SPINNER, STEVEN EDEN PRAIRIE HIGH-MN RW 5' 11.5" 196

 71 POLLOCK, BRETT EDMONTON WHL C 6' 2.0" 182

 72 POGANSKI, AUSTIN TRI-CITY USHL RW 6' 1.25" 198

 73 CAVE, COLBY SWIFT CURRENT WHL C/LW 6' 0.0" 189

 74 KIRKLAND, JUSTIN KELOWNA WHL LW 6' 2.25" 175

 75 JENKINS, KYLE SAULT STE. MARIE OHL D 6' 0.0" 166

 76 PROPHET, BRANDON SAGINAW OHL D 6' 2.0" 202

 77 YAZKOV, NIKITA WINDSOR OHL LW 6' 1.0" 187

 78 BERKOVITZ, MATTHEW ASHWAUBENON HIGH-WI D 6' 1.0" 180

 79 WESLEY, JOSH PLYMOUTH OHL D 6' 2.5" 194

 80 LERNOUT, BRETT SWIFT CURRENT WHL D 6' 4.0" 206

 81 GERSICH, SHANE USA U-18 USHL C/LW 5' 11.0" 175

 82 VANIER, ALEXIS BAIE-COMEAU QMJHL D 6' 5.0" 225

 83 STARRETT, BEAU SOUTH SHORE USPHL PRE. LW 6' 4.75" 195

 84 MAYO, DYSIN EDMONTON WHL D 5' 11.75" 181

 85 GENDRON, MILES RIVERS ACADEMY HIGH-MA D 6' 1.5" 173

 86 BJORK, ANDERS USA U-18 USHL LW 5' 11.75" 182

 87 MIDDLETON, JACOB OTTAWA OHL D 6' 2.75" 208

 88 LABANC, KEVIN BARRIE OHL RW 5' 10.5" 186

 89 SADOWY, DYLAN SAGINAW OHL LW 5' 11.75" 183

 90 BAILLIE, TYSON KELOWNA WHL C 5' 9.5" 188

 91 PIONK, NEAL SIOUX CITY USHL D 5' 11.0" 170

 92 KUHLMAN, KARSON DUBUQUE USHL C/RW 5' 10.0" 175

 93 CLARKE, BLAKE SAGINAW OHL LW 6' 1.25" 199

 94 MACMASTER, TANNER CAMROSE AJHL C 5' 9.25" 156

 95 HITCHCOCK, RYAN USA U-18 USHL LW 5' 10.0" 170

 96 LINDO, JADEN OWEN SOUND OHL RW 6' 1.0" 201

 97 WOLFF, NICK EAGAN HIGH-MN D 6' 3.5" 200

 98 REHILL, RYAN KAMLOOPS WHL D 6' 2.0" 210

 99 FOSS, RYAN WINDSOR OHL C/LW 6' 3.0" 183

 100 FIEGL, JARED USA U-18 USHL LW 6' 1.0" 206

 101 GOULET, ALEXANDRE CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL C 5' 11.0" 191

 102 GILLIES, ALEX SALMON ARM BCHL LW 5' 11.0" 180

 103 PERRON, FRANCIS ROUYN-NORANDA QMJHL LW 5' 11.5" 166

 104 EVANS, JAKE ST. MICHAELS OJHL C/RW 6' 0.25" 172

 105 MURPHY, MATTHEW HALIFAX QMJHL D 6' 2.0" 202

106 VALIEV, RINAT KOOTENAY WHL D 6' 1.5" 205

107 ANGELLO, ANTHONY OMAHA USHL C 6' 3.75" 190

 108 MIKULOVICH, ALEKSANDR NIAGARA OHL D 6' 2.5" 206

 109 VALENTINE, DALLAS MOOSE JAW WHL D 6' 3.5" 195

 110 WINKLER, JAMES PORTLAND JR. PIRATES USPHL PRE. RW 6' 2.5" 194

 111 WILKIE, CHRISTOPHER TRI-CITY USHL RW 5' 10.5" 183

 112 LEBLANC, OLIVIER SAINT JOHN QMJHL D 5' 11.5" 157

 113 LLEWELLYN, DARBY KITCHENER OHL RW 6' 0.5" 176

 114 NEJEZCHLEB, RICHARD BRANDON WHL RW 6' 2.0" 203

 115 BAYREUTHER, GAVIN ST. LAWRENCE ECAC D 6' 0.5" 195

 116 THROWER, JOSH TRI-CITY WHL D 6' 0.5" 194

 117 DIGIACINTO, CRISTIANO WINDSOR OHL LW 5' 10.75" 186

 118 COTTON, JASON WEST KELOWNA BCHL C/LW 6' 2.25" 184

 119 IRVING, AARON EDMONTON WHL D 6' 0.5" 189

 120 BUSCH, JACOB OSHAWA OHL RW 6' 0.5" 172

 121 TURNER, MICHAEL CUSHING ACADEMY HIGH-MA LW 6' 1.5" 192

122 DESCHENEAU, JAEDON KOOTENAY WHL RW 5' 8.75" 186

123 BIRD, TYLER KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH RW 6' 1.5" 202

 124 HODGE, KRIS SHAWINIGAN QMJHL C 6' 0.5" 192

125 PHILP, LUKE KOOTENAY WHL C 5' 9.5" 178

126 JAMES, CORDELL BARRIE OHL C 6' 1.0" 190

 127 EBBING, THOMAS MICHIGAN STATE BIG10 C 5' 11.0" 170

 128 MALONE, SEAMUS DUBUQUE USHL C 5' 9.25" 165

 129 FAZLEEV, RADEL CALGARY WHL C 6' 0.75" 176

 130 TURGEON, DOMINIC PORTLAND WHL C 6' 1.75" 198

 131 LEBLANC, STEFAN MISSISSAUGA OHL D 5' 11.25" 178

 132 IACOPELLI, MATHESON MUSKEGON USHL RW 6' 1.5" 192

 133 FRIEDMAN, MARK WATERLOO USHL D 5' 10.5" 185

 134 BEAUVAIS, BRETT PENTICTON BCHL D 5' 11.25" 181

 135 RUOPP, SAM PRINCE GEORGE WHL D 6' 3.25" 174

 136 PEPIN, ALEXIS GATINEAU QMJHL LW 6' 2.0" 229

 137 PRAPAVESSIS, MICHAEL TORONTO LAKESHORE OJHL D 6' 0.75" 173

 138 MANDAT, JAN VICTORIAVILLE QMJHL C 5' 11.5" 196

 139 HIGHMORE, MATTHEW SAINT JOHN QMJHL C 5' 10.5" 170

 140 SMITH, HUNTER OSHAWA OHL RW 6' 6.5" 208

 141 WEGWERTH, JOE USA U-18 USHL RW 6' 3.0" 230

 142 LALIBERTE, KEVIN CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL D 6' 1.5" 178

 143 SLEPTSOV, ALEXEY MOOSE JAW WHL D 5' 11.5" 160

 144 BEAUDOIN, GUILLAUME BLAINVILLE-BOISBRIAND QMJHL D 6' 0.0" 182

 145 SMALLMAN, SPENCER SAINT JOHN QMJHL RW 5' 11.5" 187

 146 CARPENTER, ROBERT ISLANDERS IHC USPHL PRE. C 5' 10.0" 183

 147 VERBEEK, RYAN KINGSTON OHL LW 5' 11.5" 190

 148 COOPER, TAYLOR LETHBRIDGE WHL LW 6' 0.0" 183

 149 SPINOZZI, KEVIN SARNIA OHL D 6' 1.25" 201

 150 SHEEHY, TYLER WATERLOO USHL RW 5' 9.0" 180

 151 RAMSEY, JACK PENTICTON BCHL RW 6' 2.5" 175

 152 JEVPALOVS, NIKITA BLAINVILLE-BOISBRIAND QMJHL LW 6' 0.5" 196

 153 RATHGEB, YANNICK PLYMOUTH OHL D 6' 0.5" 189

 154 RADDYSH, DARREN ERIE OHL D 6' 0.0" 182

 155 SUMMERS, KELLY CARLETON PLACE CCHL D 6' 1.75" 191

 156 PELLETIER, JULIEN CAPE BRETON QMJHL LW 5' 11.0" 177

 157 DUDEK, JOEY KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH C 5' 11.25" 178

 158 BLACKLOCK, MASON VERNON BCHL C 6' 1.25" 199

 159 LEE, MICHAEL THE GUNNERY HIGH-CT D 5' 11.25" 165

 160 WALCOTT, DANIEL BLAINVILLE-BOISBRIAND QMJHL D 5' 11.0" 161

 161 SAVAGE, SCOTT BOSTON COLLEGE H-EAST D 6' 1.0" 171

 162 PHELPS, CHASE SHATTUCK-ST.MARYS PREP HIGH-MN LW 6' 0.0" 175

 163 PETTI, NIKI BELLEVILLE OHL C 5' 11.0" 184

 164 PICCINICH, JOHN YOUNGSTOWN USHL RW 5' 11.5" 190

 165 HORA, FRANK KITCHENER OHL D 6' 1.5" 193

 166 PROTAPOVICH, ALEKSANDR NIAGARA OHL C 6' 2.0" 186

 167 SANHEIM, TRAVIS CALGARY WHL D 6' 3.0" 181

 168 NANNE, TYLER EDINA HIGH HIGH-MN D 5' 10.0" 174

 169 MERL, STEVEN BELLE TIRE U18 (T1AAA) USMAAAE C 6' 2.5" 182

 170 DONALD, MARSHALL SHERWOOD PARK AJHL D 6' 0.0" 173

 171 BUSCH, TYLER SPRUCE GROVE AJHL C 6' 1.5" 171

 172 DONAGHEY, CODY QUEBEC QMJHL D 6' 0.5" 184

 173 WATSON, COOPER WATERLOO USHL D 6' 2.25" 172

 174 MURPHY, CONNOR CALEDONIA GOJHL C 5' 9.5" 165

 175 BROWN, CHRISTOPHER CRANBROOK KINGSWOOD HIGH-MI C 6' 0.0" 179

 176 SHARIPZYANOV, DAMIR OWEN SOUND OHL D 6' 1.25" 192

 177 WILLMAN, MAX WILLISTON-NORTH HAMPTON HIGH-MA LW 6' 0.0" 180

 178 SIMPSON, MARK MONCTON QMJHL C 6' 5.0" 179

 179 MANTHA, RYAN SIOUX CITY USHL D 6' 4.5" 225

 180 FIDLER, MIGUEL EDINA HIGH HIGH-MN LW 5' 11.75" 186

 181 JONES, NICHOLAS SHERWOOD PARK AJHL C/RW 5' 10.0" 173

 182 TOMASEK, DAVID BELLEVILLE OHL C 6' 1.0" 180

 183 WIGHT, JEFF MERRITT BCHL C/LW 6' 1.5" 180

 184 DI PERNA, DYLAN KITCHENER OHL D 6' 1.5" 198

 185 HANNOUN, DEMICO VERNON BCHL RW 5' 11.5" 186

 186 MONTOUR, BRANDON WATERLOO USHL D 5' 11.5" 172

 187 NEILL, CARL SHERBROOKE QMJHL D 6' 0.5" 215

 188 FRANCO, DOMINIC KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH RW 6' 2.75" 183

 189 DESCHAMPS, JONATHAN SHERBROOKE QMJHL D 6' 2.0" 205

 190 GUTIERREZ, JUSTIN TRI-CITY WHL C 6' 3.75" 184

 191 HOPPONEN, WALTTERI SIOUX CITY USHL LW 6' 1.25" 187

 192 PAWELCZYK, ALEX SHAWINIGAN QMJHL LW 6' 5.5" 220

 193 SWEEZEY, BILLY NOBLES & GREENOUGH HIGH-MA D 6' 0.0" 190

 194 WEBER, DEXTER DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL D 6' 0.5" 185

 195 STERK, JOSHUA OSHAWA OHL C 5' 11.25" 175

 196 DE LUCA, ANTHONY RIMOUSKI QMJHL LW 5' 9.0" 198

 197 RANDOLPH, JACOB OMAHA USHL LW 5' 9.0" 174

 198 BOIKOV, SERGEI DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL D 6' 1.0" 193

 199 MALMQUIST, DYLAN EDINA HIGH HIGH-MN C/LW 5' 10.25" 171

 200 BROUILLARD, NIKOLAS DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL D 5' 10.5" 158

 201 NIKOLISHIN, IVAN EVERETT WHL C 5' 8.25" 158

 202 RENO, PARKER RPI (RENSSELAER) ECAC D 6' 1.0" 205

 203 JOSHUA, DAKOTA SIOUX FALLS USHL C 6' 1.5" 182

 204 SMITH, EVAN SALISBURY HIGH-CT C 6' 0.0" 190

 205 BALTISBERGER, PHIL GUELPH OHL D 6' 0.5" 202

 206 WARNER, HUNTER FARGO USHL D 6' 2.25" 202

 207 HILLMAN, BLAKE DUBUQUE USHL D 6' 1.0" 170

 208 BINDULIS, KRISTOFERS SOO EAGLES NAHL D 6' 1.0" 168

 209 ALLEN, EVAN U OF MICHIGAN BIG10 C 5' 10.0" 200

 210 SMITH, MITCHELL SALISBURY HIGH-CT LW 5' 11.0" 182

 LV COURTNALL, LAWTON WATERLOO USHL LW 5' 11.0" 172

LV FAITH, TANNER KOOTENAY WHL D 6' 3.25" 211

LV HICKETTS, JOSEPH VICTORIA WHL D 5' 7.25" 180

 LV RIPLEY, LUKE POWELL RIVER BCHL D 6' 4.75" 190

 LV SISKA, JURAJ SAINT JOHN QMJHL C 6' 2.0" 194

 LV VICKERMAN, TAYLOR TRI-CITY WHL LW 5' 11.25" 194

 LV WOOD, KYLE NORTH BAY OHL D 6' 3.75" 195

 *LV - Limited viewing

 North American Goalies

 1 DEMKO, THATCHER BOSTON COLLEGE H-EAST L 6' 3.75" 192

 2 MINNEY, EDWIN USA U-18 USHL L 6' 4.25" 191

 3 WEYRICK, BLAKE USA U-18 USHL L 6' 3.0" 203

 4 PERRY, THOMAS (CHASE) WENATCHEE NAHL L 6' 2.5" 189

 5 NEDELJKOVIC, ALEX PLYMOUTH OHL L 6' 0.0" 184

 6 MORAN, BRENT NIAGARA OHL L 6' 3.5" 186

 7 MCDONALD, MASON CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL R 6' 4.0" 177

 8 EDMONDS, TY PRINCE GEORGE WHL L 6' 1.5" 174

 9 HALVERSON, BRANDON SAULT STE. MARIE OHL L 6' 3.5" 176

 10 BOUCHARD, KEVEN VAL-D'OR QMJHL L 6' 2.0" 205

 11 LOTZ, AUSTIN EVERETT WHL L 6' 0.0" 188

 12 BILLIA, JULIO CHICOUTIMI QMJHL L 5' 10.5" 164

 13 PAULIC, JUSTIN MOOSE JAW WHL L 6' 0.5" 199

 14 WILLIAMS, DEVIN ERIE OHL L 5' 11.75" 165

 15 LAVIGNE, HAYDEN TRI-CITY USHL L 6' 2.75" 182

 16 KASKISUO, KASIMIR MINNESOTA WILDERNESS NAHL L 6' 2.25" 201

 17 SEREBRYAKOV, NIKITA SAGINAW OHL L 5' 11.25" 170

 18 MANCINA, MATTHEW GUELPH OHL L 6' 2.25" 178

 19 CLEARY, SEAN LAKE FOREST ACADEMY (HIGH-IL) USMAAAW L 6' 2.25" 185

 20 GUINDON, LOUIS-PHILIP DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL L 6' 1.0" 181

 21 NAGELVOORT, ZACHARY U OF MICHIGAN BIG10 L 6' 2.0" 190

 22 PHANEUF, STORM SHAWINIGAN QMJHL L 6' 2.0" 208

 23 BRASSARD, ERIC CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL L 6' 1.0" 167

 24 MOODIE, ALEXANDER SASKATOON WHL L 6' 0.5" 182

 25 MCGOVERN, ROBERT THAYER ACADEMY HIGH-MA L 6' 4.0" 245

 26 DILLON, ALEC VICTORIA BCHL L 6' 4.75" 168

 27 BUREAU, ALEX CAPE BRETON QMJHL L 6' 0.0" 183

 28 HACKETT, CAMERON GREEN BAY USHL L 6' 0.75" 208

 29 BOW, LANDON SWIFT CURRENT WHL L 6' 3.5" 214

 30 SCHIERHORN, ERIC MUSKEGON USHL L 5' 11.5" 184

 31 VOGLER, DREW TOPEKA NAHL L 6' 0.5" 200

 32 MISKA, HUNTER PENTICTON BCHL L 6' 0.75" 170

 33 APPLEBY, KEN OSHAWA OHL L 6' 4.25" 207

 34 PAWLOSKI, JASON INDIANA USHL L 6' 0.25" 184

 European Skaters

 1 KAPANEN, KASPERI KALPA FINLAND RW 6' 0.0" 180

 2 NYLANDER, WILLIAM SODERTALJE SWEDEN-2 C/RW 5' 11.0" 169

 3 KEMPE, ADRIAN MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 6' 1.5" 187

 4 PASTRNAK, DAVID SODERTALJE SWEDEN-2 RW 6' 0.0" 167

 5 VRANA, JAKUB LINKOPING SWEDEN LW/RW 5' 11.0" 185

 6 KARLSSON, ANTON FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. RW 6' 1.25" 187

 7 NEKOLENKO, ARKHIP SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 6' 2.0" 176

 8 KAMENEV, VLADISLAV MAGNITOGORSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 6' 2.0" 198

 9 AHO, SEBASTIAN SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 9.25" 165

 10 PETTERSSON, MARKUS SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 4.0" 167

 11 FIALA, KEVIN HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 5' 10.0" 180

 12 JOHANSSON, EMIL HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 11.75" 194

 13 LAMMIKKO, JUHO ASSAT JR. FINLAND-JR. RW 6' 2.5" 189

 14 TKACHYOV, VLADIMIR OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 5' 10.0" 146

 15 PILUT, LAWRENCE HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 11.0" 165

 16 KASE, ONDREJ CHOMUTOV CZREP RW 6' 0.0" 165

 17 OLLAS MATTSSON, ADAM DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 4.0" 209

 18 MASIN, DOMINIK SLAVIA JR. CZREP-JR. D 6' 2.0" 189

 19 JENYS, PAVEL BRNO CZREP C 6' 2.5" 192

 20 SHAROV, ALEXANDER CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 6' 2.0" 187

 21 LUNDBERG, ARVID SKELLEFTEA SWEDEN D 6' 1.0" 187

 22 BERGMAN, JULIUS FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 1.0" 187

 23 LINDBLOM, OSKAR BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 6' 1.25" 191

 24 WALLMARK, LUCAS LULEA SWEDEN C 6' 0.0" 176

 25 TRYAMKIN, NIKITA YEKATERINBURG RUSSIA D 6' 7.0" 228

 26 KRASKOVSKY, PAVEL YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. C 6' 4.0" 187

 27 KAMPF, DAVID CHOMUTOV CZREP RW 6' 2.0" 183

 28 PYROCHTA, FILIP BENATKY N. J. CZREP-2 D 6' 0.0" 176

 29 MUZITO BAGENDA, DANIEL MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 6' 1.0" 198

 30 GAVRIKOV, VLADISLAV YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 2.0" 191

 31 KORSHKOV, YEGOR YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. RW 6' 3.0" 170

 32 LAUTA, ARTUR OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. RW 5' 11.0" 169

 33 VALENTSOV, VLADISLAV SKA ST. PETERSBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 2.0" 185

 34 LYALKA, VITALI DONETSK JR. RUSSIA-JR. RW 6' 1.0" 183

 35 MARIN, MARK KAZAN 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 2.0" 189

 36 ENGVALL, PIERRE FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 6' 3.5" 191

 37 BRISTEDT, LEON LINKOPING JR. SWEDEN-JR. C 5' 8.0" 180

 38 LAMSA, TEEMU TPS JR. FINLAND-JR. C 6' 3.25" 200

 39 HEDBERG, EDVIN MODO SWEDEN RW 5' 11.0" 174

 40 LAGESSON, WILLIAM FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 2.0" 196

 41 ROD, NOAH GENEVE JR. SWISS-JR. RW 6' 0.0" 188

 42 SOPANEN, EETU PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 5.0" 222

 43 GUNNARSSON, AUGUST FARJESTAD JR. SWEDEN-JR. RW 6' 0.0" 176

 44 KOSHELEV, SEMYON UST-KAMENOGORSK RUSSIA-2 LW 6' 0.0" 172

 45 VOPELKA, LUKAS OREBRO JR. SWEDEN-JR. RW 6' 0.5" 180

 46 MIRONOV, ANDREI DYNAMO MOSCOW RUSSIA D 6' 2.0" 176

 47 TUULOLA, JONI HPK JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 2.5" 180

 48 HISCHIER, LUCA BERN JR. SWISS-JR. C 6' 1.0" 189

 49 ENGLUND, ANDREAS DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 3.25" 189

 50 HOLMSTROM, AXEL SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. C 6' 0.0" 198

 51 TORNQVIST, HENRIK LINKOPING JR. SWEDEN-JR. RW 6' 1.0" 165

 52 KALAPUDAS, ANTTI KARPAT JR. FINLAND-JR. C 6' 0.0" 161

 53 ELGESTAL, KEVIN FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. RW 6' 1.0" 176

 54 ORLOVICH-GRUDKOV, DENIS SKA ST. PETERSBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 6' 0.0" 174

 55 CHEREPANOV, NIKITA YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 3.0" 202

 56 REPO, SEBASTIAN PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. RW 6' 1.5" 180

 57 DERVUK, ILYA OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 0.0" 172

 58 KIVIRANTA, JOEL JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. RW 5' 10.0" 167

 59 NASYBULLIN, EDWARD KAZAN 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 5' 9.0" 157

 60 FAZZINI, LUCA LUGANO SWISS LW 5' 9.0" 190

 61 EKESTAHL JONSSON, LUKAS MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 0.0" 165

 62 FORSLING, GUSTAV LINKOPING JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 11.25" 176

 63 YERMOSHENKO, DMITRY MVD BALASHIKHA 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 1.5" 194

 64 KLECHKIN, SERGEI SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. RW 5' 11.0" 154

 65 KARLSSON, FILIP ROGLE JR. SWEDEN-JR. C 5' 10.5" 167

 66 ZANGGER, SANDRO ZURICH SWISS RW 6' 0.0" 191

 67 HOGGER, FABIO KLOTEN JR. SWISS-JR. C 6' 0.0" 169

 68 KUZMENKO, ANDREI CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 5' 10.0" 185

 69 LEBEDEV, DMITRY YEKATERINBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. D 6' 5.0" 176

 70 MAKINEN, ATTE TAPPARA JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 3.0" 206

 71 KRUGLIKOV, IVAN MYTISCHI 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 6' 0.0" 176

 72 PETTERSSON, JESPER LINKOPING SWEDEN D 5' 9.0" 187

 73 OTTOSSON, AXEL MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. C 5' 10.0" 172

 74 BENGTSSON, LUKAS MORA SWEDEN-2 D 5' 9.5" 172

 75 MOBERG, SEBASTIAN BLUES JR. FINLAND-JR. D 5' 11.0" 154

 76 HELDNER, FABIAN VISP SWISS-2 D 6' 4.0" 209

 77 ROUHIAINEN, JERE TAPPARA JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 0.5" 165

 78 OSNOVIN, VIACHESLAV CHELYABINSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. C 6' 0.0" 187

 79 KINDSCHI, SIMON DAVOS JR. SWISS-JR. D 6' 3.25" 216

 80 PROCHAZKA, MARTIN LITOMERICE CZREP-2 LW 6' 4.0" 214

 81 SVETLAKOV, ANDREI CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. RW 6' 0.0" 191

 82 MAEKINEN, MIRO JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. C 5' 10.5" 163

 83 WESTLUND, DAVID BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 3.0" 207

 84 NIKKO, JONI LUKKO FINLAND LW 6' 2.0" 194

 85 KOLENA, MILAN BRATISLAVA RUSSIA C 6' 1.0" 187

 86 KESKITALO, MIRO JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 2.0" 176

 87 GRIGER, DAVID KARLOVY VARY JR. RUSSIA-JR. C 5' 10.0" 176

 88 HORANSKY, STANISLAV ZILINA SLOVAKIA RW 6' 0.0" 185

 89 BORGMAN, ANDREAS TIMRA SWEDEN-2 D 6' 0.0" 191

 90 EJDSELL, VICTOR FARJESTAD JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 6' 4.0" 180

 91 SCHUMACHER, ANDREAS FARJESTAD JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 6' 2.5" 187

 92 HONKANEN, MANU TPS JR. FINLAND-JR. LW 5' 11.0" 180

 93 SIIKONEN, MISKA PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. RW 6' 3.0" 200

 94 BRODECKI, ADAM BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 5' 11.0" 167

 95 NORSTEBO, MATTIAS BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 10.0" 176

 96 SILAYEV, IVAN CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. RW 5' 9.0" 176

 97 SANDBERG, FILIP HV 71 SWEDEN RW 5' 9.0" 180

 98 VAINOLA, VILLE PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 0.0" 174

 99 KOPIYENKO, ROMAN KHABAROVSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. RW 5' 7.0" 145

 100 OHMAN, ANTON SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 10.0" 172

 101 HAVLIN, TOMAS LIBEREC JR. CZREP-JR. D 6' 2.0" 192

 102 LOIBL, STEFAN LANDSHUT JR. GERMANY-JR. RW 6' 0.5" 173

 103 MICHAELIS, MARC MANNHEIM JR. GERMANY-JR. LW 5' 9.75" 167

 104 TRINKBERGER, DAVID LANDSHUT JR. GERMANY-JR. D 6' 3.25" 186

 105 IKONEN, JUUSO JYP FINLAND LW 5' 9.0" 169

 106 PFOHL, FABIO KOLN JR. GERMANY-JR. RW 6' 0.0" 187

 107 NIEDERBERGER, LEONHARD KOLN JR. GERMANY-JR. LW 6' 0.0" 156

 108 GORANSSON, MATTIAS BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 3.0" 187

 109 PITKANEN, MIIKKA KALPA JR. FINLAND-JR. RW 5' 10.0" 146

 110 KINNUNEN, SAKU KALPA FINLAND C 5' 10.0" 192

 111 ZOHORNA, RADIM BRNO JR. CZREP-JR. RW 6' 6.0" 209

 112 LANTOSI, ROBERT VASTERAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 5' 11.0" 172

 113 ASPERUP, MATTHIAS MALMO JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 5' 10.0" 168

 114 AAGAARD, MIKKEL FREDERIKSHAVN DENMARK LW 5' 11.0" 176

 115 MUSTONEN, ALEKSI K-VANTAA FINLAND-2 C 5' 9.0" 161

 116 MATTSSON, MATIAS LUKKO JR. FINLAND-JR. D 6' 0.0" 178

 117 DUNNER, NICO ZUG JR. SWISS-JR. C 6' 0.0" 187

 118 BRANDLI, PATRICK ZUG JR. SWISS-JR. C 6' 0.0" 181

 119 SKALICKY, PAVOL SPIS. N. VES JR. SLOVAKIA-JR. C 6' 5.0" 198

 120 JAROS, CHRISTIAN LULEA U18 SWE-JR. U18 D 6' 3.0" 201

 121 RASNER, ALEX OLOMOUC JR. CZREP-JR. D 5' 11.25" 178

 122 PALOCKO, MATEJ SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 RW 5' 10.75" 165

 123 VESELY, RADEK CHOMUTOV JR. CZREP-JR. RW 6' 0.0" 187

 124 ROMANCIK, LADISLAV SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 D 6' 3.5" 187

 125 KRAJNAK, MARTIN SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 C 6' 1.0" 172

 126 VOLYNEC, DANIEL EISBAREN BERLIN JR. GERMANY-JR. LW 5' 11.0" 165

 127 MAEKINEN, ATTE JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. LW 5' 9.75" 167

 128 KIRCHER, TOBIAS MANNHEIM JR. GERMANY-JR. C 5' 11.5" 174

 129 ABDUL, JINDRICH VSETIN JR. CZREP-JR. RW 6' 0.0" 167

 130 KANGASNIEMI, IIKKA BLUES JR. FINLAND-JR. LW 5' 6.0" 123

 European Goalies

 1 HUSSO, VILLE HIFK FINLAND L 6' 3.0" 205

 2 KAHKONEN, KAAPO BLUES JR. FINLAND-JR. L 6' 1.5" 209

 3 JOHANSSON, JONAS BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. L 6' 3.75" 198

 4 SOROKIN, ILYA NOVOKUZNETSK RUSSIA L 6' 2.0" 167

 5 PAJPACH, MAXIMILIAN SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 L 6' 1.25" 207

 6 SODERSTROM, LINUS DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. L 6' 3.5" 187

 7 VANECEK, VITEK LIBEREC JR. CZREP-JR. L 6' 0.75" 180

 8 NYFFELER, MELVIN ZURICH SWISS L 5' 10.0" 172

 9 SHESTERKIN, IGOR SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. L 6' 1.0" 187

 10 ERIKSSON, JESPER SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. R 5' 11.0" 183

 11 MERZLIKINS, ELVIS LUGANO SWISS L 6' 3.0" 187

 12 SENN, GILLES DAVOS JR. SWISS-JR. R 6' 4.0" 190

 13 SAARI, MIKAEL ILVES JR. FINLAND-JR. L 6' 1.25" 178

 14 SORENSEN, GEORGE HERNING DENMARK L 5' 10.0" 172

 15 VEJMELKA,KAREL PARDUBICE CZREP-JR. R 6' 3.0" 198

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:02 AM   

Sunday, January 12, 2014

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo
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Saturday, January 11, 2014

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:05 AM   

Wednesday, January 8, 2014

ICE Add Franko 

Zach Franko

 - at age 16 09-10 MJHL Winnipeg 51 GP 24-30-54 4pm

 - 08-09 Manitoba AAA Midget Winnipeg 39 GP 27-50-77 10pm

 - 07-08 Manitoba AAA Bantam Winnipeg 30 GP 43-28-71 22pm, 2nd in Manitoba AAA Bantam league scoring

 - 06-07 Manitoba AA Bantam Winnipeg 30 GP 18-25-43 40pm

– Kelowna 2008 Bantam Draft 2nd round

 - Summer 2011 invite to Detroit camp

 - Dec 28-Jan 5/10 U-17 in Timmins, Ont, West 5 GP 2-3-5 2pm 8th Place

 - Nov 16/11 WHL vs Russia in Regina 0-1-1

 - 12/13 West nominee Most Sportsmanlike Player of the Year (Dylan Wruck)

 Cranbrook, BC -- Jeff Chynoweth, General Manager of the Kootenay ICE Hockey Club today announced the Club has acquired 20-year-old Forward Zach Franko from the Kelowna Rockets in exchange for a sixth round pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft and a third round pick in the 2016 WHL Bantam Draft.

“Heading into the WHL Trade Deadline our primary goal was to add a 20-year-old Forward. We are very excited to add a player with the credentials of Zach Franko. Not only is he a top six forward who will provide much needed offence to our team, but he comes from an organization that knows how to win,” added Chynoweth.

 Zach Franko was a second round selection (32nd Overall) in the 2008 WHL Bantam Draft and is in his fourth season with the Rockets. Franko will be in the ICE line-up this Friday when Kootenay host Edmonton at 7:00 pm. For tickets please call 250-417-0322.

 As a result of today’s transaction the ICE are now carrying 23 players, including two goaltenders, eight defenseman and 13 forwards. 

 ZACH FRANKO 

 March 9, 1993 * Hometown: Winnipeg, MB 

 Left Wing * Shoots: Left * 5’11”, 181 lbs

 YEAR TEAM GP G A TP PIM

 2010-11 Kelowna Rockets 72 22 31 53 22

 2011-12 Kelowna Rockets 72 14 25 39 24

 2012-13 Kelowna Rockets 69 24 48 72 11

 2013-14 Kelowna Rockets 39 12 23 35 10 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:14 PM   

Monday, January 6, 2014

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 21-19-2-1 record (12-10-0-1 at home, 9-9-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 3-1 in shootouts) and tied for sixth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE, who have played the second most games in the WHL (43), will play three more games this week (two home - one away) before only playing five games (two home - three away) for the remainder of the month of January.

 TIP THE ICE: On Tuesday, January 14 fans are invited to come down to EAST SIDE MARIO'S in CRANBROOK to be served by the ICE...The players will be waiting tables to raise money for the KOOTENAY ICE EDUCATION FUND from 6:00 - 9:00 pm.

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The KOOTENAY ICE now have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or Flex Paks…Gift Cards are available at the Kootenay ICE Office.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY is eighth in the WHL in overall power play (23.0%)...The ICE are tied for 11 in the LEAGUE in overall penalty killing (79.0%)…SAM REINHART has been named to TEAM CHERRY for the BMO CHL/NHL TOP PROSPECTS GAME in CALGARY, ALBERTA on January 15...TIM BOZON recorded his 200 WHL career point on January 5 against MEDICINE HAT...KYLE O'CONNOR needs to play in one more game to reach 100 in his WHL career...JAGGER DIRK needs to record three more assists to reach 100 in his WHL career...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for third in the WHL in goals scored with 28, is tied for sixth in the League in points with 54 (28-26-54)…DESCHENEAU is fourth in power play goals with 13...SAM REINHART, who is tenth in the WHL in points with 50 (16-34-50), is tied for sixth in the League in assists with 34.

 TRANSACTION / INJURY: KOOTENAY traded 16-year-old Forward HUDSON ELYNUIK to the SPOKANE CHIEFS in exchange for 18-year-old Defenseman TYLER KING on December 31...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up four to six months with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 43 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 17-25-1-0, after 44 games were 18-25-1-0 and after 45 games were 19-25-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday January 7 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday January 8 ICE @ Lethbridge 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Thursday January 9 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday January 10 ICE vs Edmonton 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Saturday January 11 Practice 11:00 - 12:00 pm Western Financial Place 

 Sunday January 12 ICE vs Edmonton 6:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Monday, December 30 – Kootenay 1 @ Calgary 4 – Record 19-18-2-0 – Attendance: 6,869

 Goal:

 1 - Descheneau (26) from Philp and Dirk

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (44 Saves, 4 GA)

 Thursday, January 2 – Kootenay 2 @ Medicine Hat 5 – Record 19-19-2-0 – Attendance: 4,006

 Goals:

 1 - Martin (8) from Bozon and Philp

 2 - Bozon (13) from Philp and King

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (42 Saves, 5 GA)

 Friday, January 3 – Kootenay 3 vs Swift Current 1 – Record 20-19-2-0 – Attendance: 2,227

 Goals:

 1 - Vetterl (7) from Descheneau and Dirk

 2 - Bozon (14) from Vetterl and Dirk

 3 - Bozon (15) from Vetterl and Philp

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (21 Saves, 1 GA)

 Sunday, January 5 – Kootenay 4 vs Medicine Hat 3 - Record 21-19-2-0 – Attendance: 1,978

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (27) from Alfaro

 2 - Martin (9) from Peel and Zborosky

 3 - Descheneau (28) from Philp and Bozon

 4 - Zborosky (6) from Martin and Alfaro

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (51 Saves, 3 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  3:28 PM   

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:50 AM   

Friday, January 3, 2014

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:39 PM   

10 Things 

1. The ICE go into the weekend at .500 with 41 points in 41 games. The last time they were at .500 was after game #14 when they were 6-6-2-0.

 2. In their last 10 games the ICE have allowed 392 shots on goal which is an average of 39.2 per game.

 3. From the 3rd period in Calgary to the first 2 periods in Medicine Hat the ICE were outshot 55-16. 

 4. The trade deadline is next Friday and GM Jeff Chynoweth told us yesterday he is active on the phones and would like to add a top 6 forward, IF the price is right.

 5. One of the reasons the ICE have made the playoffs 15 years in a row is they don’t empty the cupboards in one year. The club is always thinking what the roster will look like in the next few years. So, if the only way to make a trade for another forward will make the team fragile in the future I wouldn’t expect another blockbuster deal.

 6. 3 years ago when the ICE made the 8-for-1 trade for Cody Eakin they were confident that they have enough prospects to replace the 5 players and 3 draft pick they gave to the Broncos. They were right.

 7. The only players still with the Broncos from that trade are Colby Cave and Cavin Leth (who was the 2nd round pick in the trade). The 1st round pick (Zach Gonek) was traded to Prince George and the 3rd round pick (Wyatt Sloboshan) was dealt to Saskatoon. The other players Christian Magnus, Ryan Bloom, Jarrett Zentner and Steven Myland are not with the team anymore.

 8. Not only were Tanner Faith and Tyler King teammates 3 years ago at Notre Dame, they were defenseman partners.

 9. The ICE have lost 7 games this season when facing the other teams’ regular back-up goalie.

 10. In the 2013 calendar year Jaedon Descheneau scored 50 goals. 24 at the end of last season and 26 to start this season.
Wednesday, January 1, 2014

Monthly Records 

Kootenay – 11 4-6-0-1 9

 Calgary - 12 10-1-1-0 21

 Edmonton - 16 8-3-0-0 16

 Lethbridge - 12 4-7-0-1 9

 Medicine Hat - 10 5-5-0-0 10

 Red Deer - 12 6-4-0-0 12

 Brandon - 10 6-2-2-0 14

 Moose Jaw - 9 4-4-0-1 9

 Prince Albert - 11 3-8-0-0 6

 Regina - 11 4-4-1-2 11

 Saskatoon - 11 0-11-0-0 0

 Swift Current - 9 4-2-1-2 11

 Kamloops - 11 4-7-0-0 8

 Kelowna - 12 12-0-0-0 24

 Prince George - 9 3-5-1-0 7

 Vancouver - 11 7-3-1-0 15

 Victoria - 11 8-2-0-1 17

 Everett - 11 3-8-0-0 6

 Portland - 11 6-4-0-1 13

 Seattle - 10 7-2-1-0 15

 Spokane - 10 6-4-0-0 12

 Tri City - 9 2-6-1-0 5 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:44 AM   

Tuesday, December 31, 2013

ICE Trade For King 

Cranbrook, BC -- Jeff Chynoweth, General Manager of the Kootenay ICE Hockey Club today announced the Club has traded 16-year-old Forward Hudson Elynuik to the Spokane Chiefs in exchange for 18-year-old Defenseman Tyler King

“Heading into the WHL Trade Deadline (January 10th) we were hoping to add a veteran defenseman and possibly an older forward. This transaction allows us to get a defenseman who regularly plays top four minutes in Spokane and has for the majority of the past two years. Unfortunately to get a player like Tyler we had to give up a young player in Hudson Elynuik who should have lots of potential moving forward in his WHL career. We wish Hudson all the best with the Chiefs,” added Chynoweth.

 Tyler King is in his third season in the WHL and was the Chiefs first round selection (17th overall) in the 2010 WHL Bantam Draft. He will be in the ICE line-up Thursday when Kootenay travels to Medicine Hat. 

 As a result of today’s transaction the ICE are now carrying 24 players, including two goaltenders, nine defenseman and 13 forwards. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  3:19 PM   

Monday, December 30, 2013

ICE at Mac's 

Calgary Buffaloes

 Jack Thomas

 3 GP 0-2-2 0pm

 Calgary Royals

 Shane Allan

 3 GP 1-0-1 4pm

 Cariboo

 Bryan Allbee

 2 GP 0-1-1 4pm

 Lloydminster

 Dallas Hines

 0 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Moose Jaw

 Jared Legien

 4 GP 1-2-3 4pm

 Red Deer

 Matt Krawiec

 0 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Carter Sawicki

 4 GP 0-0-0 6pm

 Jayden Sittler

 3 GP 1-1-1 2.63 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  6:38 PM   

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 19-17-2-1 record (10-10-0-1 at home, 9-7-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 3-1 in shootouts) and tied for sixth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will play four of their next five games against the CENTRAL DIVISION.

 KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE CHRISTMAS HOURS:

 Tuesday December 31 8:30 am - Noon and 1:00 pm - 2:00 pm

 Wednesday January 1 CLOSED

 Thursday January 2 Regular office hours resume

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The KOOTENAY ICE now have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or FLEX PAKS…GIFT CARDS are available at the KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY is seventh in the WHL in overall power play (23.0%)...The ICE are ninth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty killing (80.0%)…SAM REINHART has been named to TEAM CHERRY for the BMO CHL/NHL TOP PROSPECTS GAME in CALGARY, ALBERTA on January 15...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for fifth in the WHL in goals scored with 25, is tied for eighth in the League in points with 50 (25-25-50)…DESCHENEAU, who has played in 160 WHL career games in KOOTENAY, is tied for third in power play goals with 12...SAM REINHART, who is tied for eighth in the WHL in points with

 50 (16-34-50), is tied for fourth in the League in assists with 34...JAGGER DIRK has played in 277 WHL career games...TIM BOZON needs to record five more points to reach 200 in his WHL career.

 TRANSACTIONS / INJURY: Forward SAM REINHART is playing for CANADA at the 2014 IIHF WORLD JUNIOR CHAMPIONSHIP in MALMO, SWEDEN (December 26 - January 5)...Defenseman TROY MURRAY is playing for TEAM WEST at the 2014 WORLD U-17 HOCKEY CHALLENGE in CAPE BRETON, NOVA SCOTIA (December 28 – January 5)...KOOTENAY has added 16-year-old Defenseman DYLAN OVERDYK (August 3, 1997) from the EDMONTON MAPLE LEAFS of the AMHL and 16-year-old Forward AUSTIN WELLSBY (June 30, 1997) from the FRASER VALLEY THUNDERBIRDS of the BCMML to the roster...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up four to six months with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 39 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 14-24-1-0, after 40 games were 15-24-1-0 and after 41 games were 16-24-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday December 31 Day Off

 Wednesday January 1 Practice 12:00 - 2:00 pm Western Financial Place

 Thursday January 2 ICE @ Medicine Hat 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Friday January 3 ICE vs Swift Current 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Saturday January 4 Practice 12:00 - 2:00 pm Western Financial Place

 Sunday January 5 ICE vs Medicine Hat 6:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Friday, December 27 – Kootenay 4 vs Spokane 6 – Record 18-17-2-0 – Attendance: 2,945

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (24) from Bozon and Philp

 2 - Descheneau (25) from Bozon and Philp

 3 - McPhee (2) from Valiev and Vetterl

 4 - Bozon (12) from Steenbergen and Valiev

 Goalies: Mackenzie Skapski (26 Saves, 5 GA), Wyatt Hoflin (6 Saves, 1 GA)

 Saturday, December 28 – Kootenay 2 @ Spokane 1 – Record 19-17-2-0 – Attendance: 8,461

 Goals:

 1 - Cable (8) from Peel and O'Connor

 2 - McPhee (3) from Valiev

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (36 Saves, 1 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:36 AM   

Saturday, December 28, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:36 AM   

Friday, December 27, 2013

10 Things 

1. The 10-day break for the holidays is done and the ICE will play 3 games in the next 4 days. It’s the second year in a row they will start the past Xmas schedule with a home and home with Spokane.

 2. Last year after losing 1-0 at home to Spokane, the next night they won 7-3 in Spokane which started a 7 game winning streak and a stretch of games where they won 12 of 13.

 3. After being 1-3 skaters short of a complete line-up the ICE will have a full line-up going into the weekend. Jagger Dirk (3 games), Ryan Chynoweh (6 games) and Rinat Valiev (5 games) should be off the injured list.

 4. 16-year-old defenseman Dylan Overdyk and 16-year-old forward Austin Wellsby have been added to the roster for the next few weeks.

 5. Wellsby, 4th round pick in 2012, will make his WHL debut while Overdyk, 2nd round pick in 2012, played 1 game in September.

 6. It’s been a long time since the ICE played a game without Dirk in the line-up. According to my records he played in 245 consecutive regular season games. He is 3rd in team history with only Adam Taylor (289) and Andrew Bailey (276) with longer streaks. 

 7. It’s good news for the rest of the WHL as the ICE will not be playing on New Years’ Eve this season as they have a career record of 7-3-0 on December 31st.

 8. Sam Reinhart and Team Canada have 3 round robin games left at the WJHC

 Dec 28 vs Czech Rep

 Dec 30 vs Slovakia

 Dec 31 vs USA

 9. Troy Murray and Team West will start their U-17 in Nova Scotia on Monday.

 Mon 30 vs Pacific

 Tue 31 vs Czech Rep

 Wed 1 vs Sweden 

 Thu 2 vs Quebec

 10. There are many ICE prospects playing in the Mac’s Midget Tournament in Calgary.

 Calgary Buffaloes

 Jack Thomas 

 1 GP 0-1-1 0pm

 Calgary Royals

 Shane Allan 

 1 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Cariboo

 Bryan Allbee 

 0 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Lloydminster

 Dallas Hines 

 0 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Moose Jaw

 Jared Legien 

 1 GP 0-0-0 2pm

 Red Deer

 Matt Krawiec

 0 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Carter Sawicki

 1 GP 0-0-0 2pm

 Jayden Sittler 

 1 GP 0-1 6.00 (4 goals allowed in 40 minutes) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:58 PM   

Thursday, December 19, 2013

ICE Prospects Update 

Declan Hobbs

 15-year-old goalie

 3rd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Saskatoon 9 GP 8-0-0 1.43 .950% 1 SO

 Jayden Sittler

 17-year-old goalie

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 11 GP 7-2-2 1.92 .924% 1 SO

 Kootenay 1 GP 1-0-0 0.00 1.000%

 Keelan Williams

 17-year-old goalie

 AJHL Okotoks 7 GP 4-2-1 2.68 .895% 

 Bryan Allbee

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC AAA Midget Cariboo 24 GP 8-12-20 44pm

 Riley Boomgaarden

 19-year-old defenseman

 SJHL Melfort 24 GP 2-6-8 32pm

 Jake Dube

 17-year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Okotoks 23 GP 1-4-5 11pm

 Cale Fleury 

 15–year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Notre Dame 26 GP 3-10-13 30pm

 Dallas Hines 

 15–year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta Minor Midget Lloydminster 17 GP 4-7-11 24pm

 Matt Krawiec 

 15-year-old defenseman

 6th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 19 GP 1-7-8 8pm

 Mark O’Shaughnessy

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC U-18 POE 20 GP 0-9-9 12pm 

 Dylan Overdyk 

 16-year-old defenseman

 2nd round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget St. Albert

 Kootenay 1 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Andy Stevens 

 15-year-old defenseman

 5th round in 2013 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Okanagan 24 GP 1-7-8 2pm

 Jack Thomas

 17-year-old defenseman

 12th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Hockey Calgary 

 Spencer Wand

 18-year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2010 Bantam Draft

 PJHL Saskatoon 1 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Shane Allan 

 16-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Calgary

 Connor Barley 

 15-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Midget Winnipeg 21 GP 9-4-13 37pm

 River Beattie 

 16-year-old forward

 6th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Lloydminster 22 GP 2-2-4 31pm

 Robert Johnson 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 PIJHL Delta 25 GP 4-5-9 10pm

 Owen LaClare

 18-year-old forward

 SJHL La Ronge 25 GP 14-8-22 31pm

 Jared Legien 

 15-year-old forward

 1st round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Moose Jaw 24 GP 5-7-12 12pm

 Vince Loschiavo 

 15-year-old forward

 2nd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Bantam Winnipeg 8 GP 2-2-4 2pm

 Zac Paziuk 

 16-year-old forward

 10th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Prince Albert 6 GP 1-0-1 2pm

 Ryley Risling

 17-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Canmore 22 GP 1-4-5 12pm

 Carter Sawicki

 17-year-old forward

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 

 Logan Schatz 

 16-year-old forward

 9th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Beardy’s 24 GP 10-20-30 10pm

 Drew Warkentine 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Tisdale 25 GP 2-6-8 27pm 

 Austin Wellsby 

 16-year-old forward

 4th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Fraser Valley 22 GP 10-15-25 12pm 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:26 AM   

Wednesday, December 18, 2013

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter the Christmas Break with a 18-16-2-1 record (10-9-0-1 at home, 8-7-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 3-1 in shootouts) and in seventh place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will return to CRANBROOK on December 27 to start a home and home series against tHE SPOKANE CHIEFS (December 28 IN SPOKANE).

 KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE CHRISTMAS HOURS:

 December 19 to December 26 CLOSED

 Friday December 27 8:30 am – End of Game

 Monday December 30 8:30 am – Noon and 1:00 pm - 5:00 pm

 Tuesday December 31 8:30 am - Noon and 1:00 pm - 2:00 pm

 Wednesday January 1 CLOSED

 Thursday January 2 Regular office hours resume

 FLEX PAKS AVAILABLE OVER CHRISTMAS: KOOTENAY ICE FLEX PAKS will be available for fans to purchase December 19 - 21 and 23 and 24 at FIRST IMPRESSIONS (11A - 14th Avenue South)...SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00...Fans can also call FIRST IMPRESSIONS at 250-426-5995.

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The KOOTENAY ICE now have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or Flex Paks…Gift Cards are available at the Kootenay ICE Office.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY is 11-9-1-0 when outshooting their opponent, 6-6-1-1 when being outshot and 1-1-0-0 when shots are tied…The ICE are 13-3-1-1 when they score the first goal of the game and 5-13-1-0 when their opponent scores first…KOOTENAY is eighth in the WHL in overall power play (22.9%)...The ICE are ninth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty killing (80.0%)…SAM REINHART has been named to TEAM CHERRY for the BMO CHL/NHL TOP PROSPECTS GAME in CALGARY, ALBERTA on January 15...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is sixth in the WHL in goals scored with 23, is tied for ninth in the League in points with 48 (23-25-48)…DESCHENEAU has played in 158 WHL career games in KOOTENAY...SAM REINHART, who is tied for sixth in the WHL in points with 50 (16-34-50), is third in the League in assists with 34...TIM BOZON needs to record eight more points to reach 200 in his WHL career.

 TRANSACTIONS / INJURIES: Forward SAM REINHART is attending the TEAM CANADA SELECTION CAMP...Defenseman TROY MURRAY will be attending the 2014 WORLD U-17 HOCKEY CHALLENGE in CAPE BRETON, NOVA SCOTIA (December 28 – January 5) as part of TEAM WEST...KOOTENAY has added 16-year-old Defenseman DYLAN OVERDYK (August 3, 1997) from the EDMONTON MAPLE LEAFS of the AMHL and 16-year-old Forward AUSTIN WELLSBY (June 30, 1997) from the FRASER VALLEY THUNDERBIRDS of the BCMML to the roster...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up indefinitely with an upper body injury...Forward RYAN CHYNOWETH and Defenseman JAGGER DIRK will both be out of the KOOTENAY line up one week with upper body injuries...Defenseman RINAT VALIEV will be out of the ICE line up day to day with a lower body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 37 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE 12-24-1-0, after 38 games were 13-24-1-0 and after 39 games were 14-24-1-0.

 UPCOMING TWO WEEKS:

 December 19 - 26 Christmas Break

 Friday December 27 ICE vs Spokane 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Saturday December 28 ICE @ Spokane 8:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Sunday December 29 Practice 2:00 - 3:00 pm Memorial Arena

 Monday December 30 ICE vs Spokane 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Tuesday, December 10 – Kootenay 3 @ Prince George 1 – Record 17-15-2-0 – Attendance: 1,410

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (22) from Alfaro and Cross

 2 - Dirk (4) from Zborosky and Elynuik

 3 - Bozon (10) from Dirk

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (51 Saves, 1 GA)

 Friday, December 13 – Kootenay 0 vs Red Deer 4 – Record 17-16-2-0 – Attendance: 2,124

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (26 Saves, 4 GA)

 Saturday, December 14 – Kootenay 3 vs Swift Current 2 - SO – Record 18-16-2-0 – Attendance: 2,087

 Goals:

 1 - Philp (11) from Descheneau and Bozon

 2 - Descheneau (23) from Murray and Philp

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (41 Saves, 2 GA)

 Tuesday, December 17 – Kootenay 4 vs Lethbridge 5 - SO – Record 18-16-2-1 – Attendance: 1,934

 Goals:

 1 - Philp (12) from Descheneau and McPhee

 2 - O'Connor (3) from Alfaro and Zborosky

 3 - Philp (13) from Bozon and Descheneau

 4 - Bozon (11) from Descheneau and McPhee

 Goalies: Wyatt Hoflin (10 Saves, 3 GA), Mackenzie Skapski (23 Saves, 1 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:48 AM   

Tuesday, December 17, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:35 PM   

Saturday, December 14, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:15 AM   

Friday, December 13, 2013

Reinhart on Team Cherry 

Top Prospects Game Jan 15/13 in Calgary

 Team Cherry:

 Goaltenders:

 Ty Edmonds (Prince George Cougars)

 Alex Nedeljkovic (Plymouth Whalers)

 Defencemen:

 Anthony DeAngelo (Sarnia Sting)

 Haydn Fleury (Red Deer Rebels)

 Aaron Irving (Edmonton Oil Kings)

 Roland McKeown (Kingston Frontenacs)

 Nelson Nogier (Saskatoon Blades)

 Alexis Vanier (Baie-Comeau Drakkar)

 Forwards:

 Daniel Audette (Sherbrooke Phoenix)

 Ivan Barbashev (Moncton Wildcats)

 Conner Bleackley (Red Deer Rebels)

 Michael Dal Colle (Oshawa Generals)

 Chase De Leo (Portland Winterhawks)

 Robby Fabbri (Guelph Storm)

 Nikolay Goldobin (Sarnia Sting)

 Ryan MacInnis (Kitchener Rangers)

 Matt Mistele (Plymouth Whalers)

Sam Reinhart (Kootenay Ice)

Nick Ritchie (Peterborough Petes)

 Nikita Scherbak (Saskatoon Blades)

 Staff:

 Jim Peplinski – Head Coach

 Paul Reinhart – Assistant Coach

 Tim Hunter – Assistant Coach

 Brian Cheeseman – Athletic Therapist 

 Rogan Dean – Equipment Manager

 Team Orr:

 Goaltenders:

 Julio Billia (Chicoutimi Sagueneens)

 Mason McDonald (Acadie-Bathurst Titan)

 Defencemen:

 Aaron Ekblad (Barrie Colts)

 Aaron Haydon (Niagara IceDogs)

 Julius Honka (Swift Current Broncos)

 Brycen Martin (Swift Current Broncos)

 Alex Peters (Plymouth Whalers)

 Ben Thomas (Calgary Hitmen)

 Forwards:

 Sam Bennett (Kingston Frontenacs)

 Clark Bishop (Cape Breton Screaming Eagles)

 Blake Clarke (North Bay Battalion)

 Eric Cornel (Peterborough Petes)

 Leon Draisaitl (Prince Albert Raiders)

 Nikolaj Ehlers (Halifax Mooseheads)

 Josh Ho-Sang (Windsor Spitfires)

 Brendan Lemieux (Barrie Colts)

 Jared McCann (Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds)

 Brendan Perlini (Niagara IceDogs)

 Jake Virtanen (Calgary Hitmen)

 Spencer Watson (Kingston Frontenacs)

 Staff:

 Lanny McDonald – Head Coach

 Mike Vernon – Assistant Coach

 Joel Otto – Assistant Coach

 Will McMillan – Athletic Therapist

 Jason Monnery – Equipment Manager 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  1:15 PM   

Don't Forget About Tonight 

Cranbrook, BC -- The Kootenay ICE Hockey Club will once again be taking part in the traditional A&W Bear, Toque and Mitten Toss on December 13 when the Red Deer Rebels are in town.

 Fans are encouraged to bring new and unused (due to distribution in health care facilities) winter wear, clothing and teddy bears to the game to launch onto the ice after Kootenay scores their first goal.

 The ICE will be distributing the winter clothing and teddy bears to health care facilities and the Salvation Army in an effort to keep the young and old warm during the winter months.

 Tickets are available at the Kootenay ICE Office or by calling 250-417-0322.

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:02 AM   

Monday, December 9, 2013

ICE Prospects Update 

Declan Hobbs

 15-year-old goalie

 3rd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Saskatoon 7 GP 7-0-0 1.14 .959% 1 SO

 Jayden Sittler

 17-year-old goalie

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 7 GP 6-2-1 1.91 .926% 1 SO

 Kootenay 1 GP 1-0-0 0.00 1.000%

 Keelan Williams

 17-year-old goalie

 AJHL Okotoks 7 GP 4-2-1 2.68 .895% 

 Bryan Allbee

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC AAA Midget Cariboo 22 GP 8-11-19 44pm

 Riley Boomgaarden

 19-year-old defenseman

 SJHL Melfort 19 GP 1-6-7 26pm

 Jake Dube

 17-year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Okotoks 19 GP 0-0-0 2pm

 Cale Fleury 

 15–year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Notre Dame 21 GP 3-6-9 22pm

 Dallas Hines 

 15–year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta Minor Midget Lloydminster 15 GP 4-5-9 20pm

 Matt Krawiec 

 15-year-old defenseman

 6th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 15 GP 1-5-6 6pm

 Mark O’Shaughnessy

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC U-18 POE 19 GP 0-9-9 12pm 

 Dylan Overdyk 

 16-year-old defenseman

 2nd round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget St. Albert

 Kootenay 1 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Andy Stevens 

 15-year-old defenseman

 5th round in 2013 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Okanagan 22 GP 1-4-5 2pm

 Jack Thomas

 17-year-old defenseman

 12th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Hockey Calgary 

 Spencer Wand

 18-year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2010 Bantam Draft

 PJHL Saskatoon 1 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Shane Allan 

 16-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Calgary

 Connor Barley 

 15-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Midget Winnipeg 18 GP 8-4-12 37pm

 River Beattie 

 16-year-old forward

 6th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Lloydminster 22 GP 2-2-4 31pm

 Robert Johnson 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 PIJHL Delta 25 GP 4-5-9 10pm

 Owen LaClare

 18-year-old forward

 SJHL La Ronge 21 GP 14-8-22 14pm

 Jared Legien 

 15-year-old forward

 1st round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Moose Jaw 21 GP 5-5-10 8pm

 Vince Loschiavo 

 15-year-old forward

 2nd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Bantam Winnipeg 8 GP 2-2-4 2pm

 Zac Paziuk 

 16-year-old forward

 10th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Prince Albert 6 GP 1-0-1 2pm

 Ryley Risling

 17-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Canmore 20 GP 1-4-5 12pm

 Carter Sawicki

 17-year-old forward

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 

 Logan Schatz 

 16-year-old forward

 9th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Beardy’s 20 GP 6-18-24 6pm

 Drew Warkentine 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Tisdale 22 GP 1-5-6 23pm 

 Austin Wellsby 

 16-year-old forward

 4th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Fraser Valley 20 GP 9-15-24 12pm 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  3:22 PM   

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 16-15-2-0 record (9-8-0-0 at home, 7-7-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and tied for seventh place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...This week the ICE will conclude their BC DIVISION road trip in PRINCE GEORGE before returning home to host three games prior to breaking for Christmas (December 19-26).

 KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE CHRISTMAS HOURS:

 December 19 to December 26 CLOSED

 Friday December 27 8:30 am – End of Game

 Monday December 30 8:30 am – Noon and 1:00 pm - 5:00 pm

 Tuesday December 31 8:30 am - Noon and 1:00 pm - 2:00 pm

 Wednesday January 1 CLOSED

 Thursday January 2 Regular office hours resume

 FLEX PAKS AVAILABLE OVER CHRISTMAS: KOOTENAY ICE FLEX PAKS will be available for fans to purchase December 19 - 21 and 23 and 24 at FIRST IMPRESSIONS (11A - 14th Avenue South)...SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00...Fans can also call FIRST IMPRESSIONS at 250-426-5995...

 A&W TOQUE/MITTEN/BEAR TOSS: When the ICE host the RED DEER REBELS on December 13 it will be A&W TOQUE/MITTEN/BEAR TOSS NIGHT...Fans in attendance are encouraged to bring new and unused winter wear, clothing and teddy bears to launch onto the ice after KOOTENAY scores their first goal.

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The KOOTENAY ICE now have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or FLEX PAKS…GIFT CARDS are available at the KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY is 11-8-1-0 when outshooting their opponent, 4-6-1-0 when being outshot and 1-1-0-0 when shots are tied…The ICE are 12-3-1-0 when they score the first goal of the game and 4-12-1-0 when their opponent scores first…KOOTENAY is seventh in the WHL in overall power play (24.2%)...The ICE are eighth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty killing (79.8%)…TROY MURRAY has been named to TEAM WEST for the 2014 WORLD U-17 HOCKEY CHALLENGE in CAPE BRETON, NOVA SCOTIA (December 28 – January 5)... JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is sixth in the WHL in goals scored with 21, is tied for ninth in the League in points with 42 (21-21-42)…DESCHENEAU has played in 155 WHL career games in KOOTENAY...SAM REINHART, who is fifth in the WHL in points with 50 (16-34-50), is tied for second in the League in assists with 34...REINHART needs to record one more point to reach 200 in his WHL career...JAGGER DIRK, who has played in 274 WHL career games with the ICE, needs to record seven more assists to reach 100 in his WHL career…TIM BOZON has played in 173 WHL career games (KAMLOOPS / KOOTENAY).

 TRANSACTION / INJURIES: Forward SAM REINHART will be attending the TEAM CANADA SELECTION CAMP in ETOBICOKE, ONTARIO starting December 12...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up indefinitely with an upper body injury...Forward RYAN CHYNOWETH (upper body) and Defenseman RINAT VALIEV (lower body) will be out of the KOOTENAY line up one to two weeks...Forward KYLE O'CONNOR will be out of the ICE line up day to day with a lower body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 33 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE 10-22-1-0, after 34 games were 10-23-1-0 and after 35 games were 10-24-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday December 10 ICE @ Prince George 8:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Wednesday December 11 Travel Day

 Thursday December 12 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday December 13 ICE vs Red Deer 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Saturday December 14 ICE vs Swift Current 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Tuesday, December 3 – Kootenay 0 @ Victoria 3 – Record 15-13-2-0 – Attendance: 4,279

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (16 Saves, 3 GA)

 Wednesday, December 4 – Kootenay 2 @ Vancouver 3 – Record 15-14-2-0 – Attendance: 4,121

 Goals:

 1 - Martin (7) from Vetterl and Dirk

 2 - Vetterl (6) from Philp and Reinhart

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (16 Saves, 3 GA)

 Friday, December 6 – Kootenay 7 @ Kamloops 3 – Record 16-14-2-0 – Attendance: 4,053

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (20) from Dirk and Bozon

 2 - Bozon (8) from Valiev and Alfaro

 3 - Descheneau (21) from Bozon and Reinhart

 4 - Philp (9) from Descheneau and Zborosky

 5 - Alfaro (2)

 6 - Bozon (9) from Reinhart and Dirk

 7 - Zborosky (5) from Cross and Murray

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (30 Saves, 3 GA)

 Saturday, December 7 – Kootenay 1 @ Kelowna 2 – Record 16-15-2-0 – Attendance: 5,121

 Goal:

 1 - Philp (10) from Dirk and Reinhart

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (28 Saves, 2 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:57 PM   

Thursday, December 5, 2013

10 Things 

1. Milestone Update …

Career Games Played – Jagger Dirk is 11th with 272 (10th and 1st for defenseman with 274 Joey Leach), Mackenzie Skapski is 5th in goalie games with 105 (4th 108 Kris Lazaruk).

 Forward Goals – Sam Reinhart is 14th with 81 (13th 84 Jason Jaffray), Jaedon Descheneau is 28th with 52 (27th 53 Steele Boomer), Tim Bozon has 79 (4 with ICE).

 Forward Assists – Sam Reinhart is 12th with 115 (11th is Adam Taylor with 118). 

 Forward Points – Sam Reinhart is 12th with 196 (11th is Adam Cracknell at 213). Tim Bozon has 184 (15 with ICE).

 Defenseman Points – Jagger Dirk is 7th with 109 (Chad Greenan is 6th with 123)

 PPG – Sam Reinhart is 19th with 21 career PPG (Brayden McNabb, Tomas Plihal and Colin Sinclair had 22).

 SHG – Sam Reinhart is tied for 13th with 4 (tied with Joe Antilla and Andrew Bailey)

 2. The last time the ICE played in Kamloops was November 23rd, 2011. The only players still with their teams’ that played in that game … ICE – Jagger Dirk, Jaedon Descheneau, Sam Reinhart, Jon Martin, Levi Cable and Mackenzie Skapski (back-up), Blazers – Matt Needham, Cole Ully, Aspen Sterzer and Tim Bozon played for the Blazers.

 3. The last time the ICE played in Kelowna was November 25th, 2011. The only players still with their teams’ that played in that game … ICE – Jagger Dirk, Jaedon Descheneau, Sam Reinhart, Levi Cable and Mackenzie Skapski (back-up), Rockets – Madison Bowey, Damon Severson, Tyrell Goulbourne, Tyson Baillie, Colton Heffley and Jordan Cooke (back-up).

 4. With Tanner Faith and Ryan Chynoweth joining Kyle O’Connor on the injured list the ICE will be one skater short of a complete line-up for a few games.

 5. Sam Reinhart and Ryan McGill will leave for Canada’s World Junior camp next week.

 6. Russia named their 29 player list a few days ago and ICE defenseman Rinat Valiev was not invited. He is eligible to play next year.

 7. So far this year the East Conference has 23 wins and 49 losses in games against teams from the West.

 8. Michael Dyck will join the coaching staff next week. In 5 seasons as the Head Coach with Lethbridge he had 132 wins and .534% winning percentage. He also had 18 playoff wins and took the Hurricanes to the WHL Final in 2008.

 9. With Troy Murray (U-17) and Sam Reinhart (WJHC) gone for their respective International tournaments look for the ICE to call up at least one affiliated player to help fill the roster after X-mas.

 10. 5 years ago when the ICE were on the trip through the BC Division, a 16-year-old Jagger Dirk decided to leave the BCHL and join the ICE. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:51 PM   

Monday, December 2, 2013

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 15-12-2-0 record (9-8-0-0 at home, 6-4-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and in sixth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...This week the ICE are embarking on their five game BC DIVISION road trip starting in VICTORIA (December 3), VANCOUVER (December 4), KAMLOOPS (December 6), KELOWNA (December 7) and PRINCE GEORGE (December 10).

 REPLICA JERSEYS AVAILABLE: KOOTENAY ICE REPLICA BLACK JERSEYS are now available for fans to purchase at FIRST IMPRESSIONS (11A - 14th Avenue South)...Fans can also call FIRST IMPRESSIONS at 250-426-5995.

 A&W TOQUE/MITTEN/BEAR TOSS: When the ICE host the RED DEER REBELS on December 13 it will be A&W TOQUE/MITTEN/BEAR TOSS NIGHT...Fans in attendance are encouraged to bring new and unused winter wear, clothing and teddy bears to launch onto the ice after KOOTENAY scores their first goal.

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The KOOTENAY ICE now have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or FLEX PAKS…GIFT CARDS are available at the KOOTENAY ICE OFFICE.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 DID YOU KNOW: KOOTENAY is eighth in the WHL in overall power play (23.7%)...The ICE are sixth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty killing (82.7%)…SAM REINHART has been named to CANADA'S NATIONAL JUNIOR TEAM SELECTION CAMP beginning December 12 in ONTARIO...TROY MURRAY has been named to TEAM WEST for the 2014 WORLD U-17 HOCKEY CHALLENGE in CAPE BRETON, NOVA SCOTIA (December 28 – January 5)...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for sixth in the WHL in goals scored with 19, is ninth in the League in points with 39 (19-20-39)...SAM REINHART, who is fifth in the WHL in points with 46 (16-30-46), is fourth in the League in assists with 30...REINHART needs to record five more points to reach 200 in his WHL career.

 SCORING STREAKS: SAM REINHART (7-5-12) has recorded at least a point in his last seven games...JAEDON DESCHENEAU (1-4-5) has recorded at least a point in his last three games.

 TRANSACTION / INJURY: KOOTENAY has traded Defenseman JEFF HUBIC to TRI-CITY in exchange for a seventh round draft pick in the 2014 WHL BANTAM DRAFT on November 27...Forward KYLE O'CONNOR will be out of the ICE line up one week with a lower body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 29 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 9-19-1-0, after 30 games were 9-20-1-0 and after 31 games were 10-20-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday December 3 ICE @ Victoria 8:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Wednesday December 4 ICE @ Vancouver 8:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Thursday December 5 Travel Day

 Friday December 6 ICE @ Kamloops 8:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Saturday December 7 ICE @ Kelowna 8:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Saturday, November 30 – Kootenay 1 vs Edmonton 5 – Record 15-12-2-0 – Attendance: 2,153

 Goal:

 1 - Reinhart (16) from Descheneau and Valiev

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (27 Saves, 5 GA)
Monday, December 2, 2013

Starlite Campaign 

Cranbrook, BC – It’s been an annual Kootenay ICE tradition to “Shoot for the Star” since the Starlite Campaign began.

 Since then the ICE organization and some of its well-known alumni ICE players such as Matt Fraser, Drew Czerwonka, Jesse Ismond, Max Reinhart, Brayden McNabb, Cody Eakin, James Martin & Kevin King took an interest in fundraising for health care through East Kootenay Foundation for Health. The momentum added to the Starlite Campaign by the ICE through game night events, jersey donations and fan donations has reached almost the $40,000 mark.

 This year EKFH is taking a different approach to “Shoot for the Star” by honouring one of the stars on the ice - #23 Sam Reinhart. EKFH Chair Brian Clifford explains, “We felt it was a fantastic opportunity for EKFH to say thanks to fans and the ICE for all their Starlite spirit over the years by honouring Sam Reinhart, one of their stars, who is expected to be a forerunner in the 2014 NHL Drafts. “

Although honouring the young and talented center man the Starlite Campaign is still focused on fundraising with a goal of lighting 17 stars and raising $150,000 for community health care initiatives.

 EKFH is encouraging fans to consider honouring Reinhart ($5,000 to light a star before the end of January) by making a donation to EKFH and the Starlite Campaign through three different options.

 1. Starting now until – January 31, 2014 - Make a donation through www.ekfh.ca, click donate now, select Starlite – Show Your Star Appreciation – Sam Reinhart Kootenay ICE.

 2. Starting now until – January 31, 2014 – Make a donation at the Kootenay ICE or East Kootenay Foundation for Health offices.

 3. December 27, 2013 – make a donation at the EKFH/Denham Ford “Shoot for the Truck” Event.

 At the February 1, 2014 home game, East Kootenay Foundation for Health will show its appreciation to the Kootenay ICE and all the players (past and current) who have supported the foundation by offering the first 950 fans through the main entrance doors a Sam Reinhart bobble head (one per person per paid ticket).

 The Starlite Campaign and the East Kootenay Foundation for Health’s mission are to support and strengthen health care initiatives in the East Kootenay. The stars are waiting to shine, on and off the ice... to show your support for Sam and all the ICE players please consider a donation to the Starlite Campaign; www.ekfh.ca.

 EKFH is a leader in publically supported health care fund raising practicing responsible allocation of funds that ensures your money is going where it is needed most. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  1:14 PM   

Reinhart Receives Invite 

TORONTO, Ont./MONTREAL, Que. - Hockey Canada and the Canadian Hockey League announced Monday that 25 players have been invited to attend Canada’s National Junior Team selection camp, beginning Dec. 12 at the MasterCard Centre for Hockey Excellence in Etobicoke, Ont.

 The roster includes two goaltenders, eight defencemen and 15 forwards. Canada’s final roster for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmö, Sweden, will include 22 players, and must be finalized by Dec. 25. 

 Nine of the players invited to the selection camp are from the Western Hockey League, including Edmonton Oil Kings’ defenceman Griffin Reinhart, who played for Canada’s national junior team 1t the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship. Also included on the list of invitees is former Red Deer Rebels defenceman Mathew Dumba, who is currently playing in the NHL with the Minnesota Wild.

“Hockey Canada is looking forward to an extremely competitive camp in December, as we look to assemble a team that will make all Canadians proud,” said Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s senior director of men’s national teams and hockey operations. “This is a first step towards naming our roster for the IIHF World Junior Championship. We look forward to the camp getting underway.”

"On behalf of the Canadian Hockey League, congratulations and best of luck to all of the players named to Canada's National Junior Team Selection Camp," said CHL President David Branch. "The CHL is very proud of our partnership with Hockey Canada and we look forward to watching our players and coaches represent our league at the World Junior Championship in Sweden." 

“On behalf of the Program of Excellence management group, I would like to thank Ryan Jankowski for all his work,” said Bruce Hamilton, a member of the Program of Excellence management group. “I would also like to make note of the great contributions of the other members of the management group, Sean Burke, Mark Hunter and Joel Bouchard, who have provided great insight and leadership throughout.”

 “I would like to congratulate the 25 players that received an invitation today,” said Ryan Jankowski, head scout for Canada’s National Junior Team. “Canada is fortunate to have great depth of talent, and these players should be proud of this special opportunity. I would also like to thank the general managers and coaches of the Canadian Hockey League for their great support throughout this process.”

In regards to eligible players currently in the NHL, Hockey Canada will continue to communicate with NHL teams and is hopeful players may still be made available to Canada’s National Junior Team.

 The 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship will be broadcast on TSN and RDS, Hockey Canada’s official broadcasters. Check local listings for broadcast times in your area.

 For more information on Hockey Canada, the Program of Excellence and Canada’s National Junior Team, go to www.HockeyCanada.ca, or follow along through social media at www.facebook.com/hockeycanada, www.twitter.com/hockeycanada and www.twitter.com/hc_men.

 WHL PLAYERS NAMED TO CANADA NJT SELECTION CAMP ROSTER:

 Defencemen:

 **Mathew Dumba, Red Deer Rebels (Currently with Minnesota Wild)

 Josh Morrissey, Prince Albert Raiders

 Derrick Pouliot, Portland Winterhawks

 Griffin Reinhart, Edmonton Oil Kings

 Damon Severson, Kelowna Rockets

 Forwards:

 Curtis Lazar, Edmonton Oil Kings

 Taylor Leier, Portland Winterhawks

 Nicolas Petan, Portland Winterhawks

 Sam Reinhart, Kootenay Ice

 Hunter Shinkaruk, Medicine Hat Tigers

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:31 PM   

Sunday, December 1, 2013

November Team Records 

Kootenay – 13 7-6-0-0 14

Calgary - 9 4-4-0-1 9

 Edmonton - 10 8-2-0-0 16

 Lethbridge - 12 1-10-1-0 3

 Medicine Hat - 12 7-4-1-0 15

 Red Deer - 13 7-5-0-1 15

 Brandon - 13 7-4-2-0 16

 Moose Jaw - 13 2-9-2-0 6

 Prince Albert - 12 8-3-1-0 17

 Regina - 12 7-4-1-0 15

 Saskatoon - 12 3-8-1-0 7

 Swift Current - 14 9-3-0-2 20

 Kamloops - 12 1-8-1-2 5

 Kelowna - 11 10-1-0-0 20

 Prince George - 13 4-8-0-1 9

 Vancouver - 12 6-2-3-1 16

 Victoria - 13 9-4-0-0 18

 Everett - 14 10-2-2-0 22

 Portland - 11 7-2-2-0 16

 Seattle - 12 4-6-1-1 10

 Spokane - 12 6-4-0-2 14

 Tri City - 13 7-4-1-1 16

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:08 AM   

Saturday, November 30, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:36 PM   

Wednesday, November 27, 2013

Hubic Traded 

Cranbrook, BC – Jeff Chynoweth, General Manager of the Kootenay ICE Hockey Club today announced the Club has traded 19-year-old Defenseman Jeff Hubic to the Tri-City Americans in exchange for a seventh round draft pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft.

“With Tanner Faith coming back this weekend from his injury we would have had eight defensemen on our active roster. As a three year player in this League we did not feel comfortable with Jeff being in and out of our line-up on a regular basis. Tri-Cities is down to five healthy defensemen and this trade will give Jeff an opportunity to continue his WHL career with the Americans. We wish Jeff all the best in Tri-Cities,” added Chynoweth.

 As a result of today’s transaction the ICE are now carrying 22 players, including two goaltenders, seven defensemen and 13 forwards.

 The next home action for the ICE will be when they host the two-time defending Eastern Conference Champions, Edmonton Oil Kings Saturday, November 30th at 7:00 p.m. Tickets are available at the Kootenay ICE office or by calling 250-417-0322.

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:12 PM   

Monday, November 25, 2013

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter tonight's action with a 15-11-2-0 record (9-7-0-0 at home, 6-4-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and tied for third place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will host EDMONTON (November 30) before embarking on their BC DIVISION road trip (December 3 - 10).

 REPLICA JERSEYS AVAILABLE: KOOTENAY ICE REPLICA BLACK JERSEYS are now available for fans to purchase at FIRST IMPRESSIONS (11A - 14th Avenue South)...Fans can also call FIRST IMPRESSIONS at 250-426-5995.

 MOVEMBER: The KOOTENAY ICE along with the CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE are growing moustaches to raise money for PROSTATE AND TESTICULAR CANCER...Fans can donate to the cause by visiting www.movember.com and search KOOTENAY ICE...Last year, the CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE raised a total of $175,583.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 DID YOU KNOW: The ICE are 10-2-1-0 when leading after the second period, 2-7-0-0 when losing and 3-2-1-0 when tied...KOOTENAY is 11-5-1-0 when outshooting their opponent, 3-5-1-0 when being outshot and 1-1-0-0 when tied...SAM REINHART (TEAM WHL), JAEDON DESCHENEAU (TEAM WHL), and RINAT VALIEV (TEAM RUSSIA) will be part of the SUBWAY SUPER SERIES (NOVEMBER 27 - RED DEER, NOVEMBER 28 - LETHBRIDGE)…REINHART has been named Team Captain for the SUBWAY SUPER SERIES in LETHBRIDGE...TROY MURRAY has been named to TEAM WEST for the 2014 WORLD U-17 HOCKEY CHALLENGE in CAPE BRETON, NOVA SCOTIA (December 28 – January 5)...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for fifth in the WHL in goals scored with 19, is seventh in the League in points with 38 (19-19-38)...SAM REINHART, who is tied for fourth in the WHL in points with 45 (15-30-45), is fourth in the League in assists with 30...REINHART, who recorded his third career hat trick against BRANDON on November 22, needs to record six more points to reach 200 in his WHL career...JEFF HUBIC played in his 150th WHL career game on November 19 against EVERETT.

 SCORING STREAKS: SAM REINHART (6-5-11) has recorded at least a point in his last six games…AUSTIN VETTERL (1-4-5) has recorded a point in each of his last five games...LUKE PHILP (2-6-8) has recorded at least a point in each of his last four games.

 INJURIES: Forward KYLE O'CONNOR will be out of the ICE line up week to week with a lower body injury...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the KOOTENAY line up one week with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 28 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 9-18-1-0, after 29 games were 9-19-1-0 and after 30 games were 9-20-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK: 

 Tuesday November 26 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday November 27 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Thursday November 28 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday November 29 Practice 11:00 - 1:00 pm Western Financial Place

 Saturday November 30 ICE vs Edmonton 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Tuesday, November 19 – Kootenay 2 vs Everett 3 – Record 12-11-2-0 – Attendance: 2,019

 1 - Vetterl (5) from Cable and Philp

 2 - Philp (7) from Reinhart

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (19 Saves, 3 GA)

 Wednesday, November 20 – Kootenay 4 @ Red Deer 3 – Record 13-11-2-0 – Attendance: 2,156

 Goals:

 1 - Dirk (3) from Philp and Descheneau

 2 – Philp (8) from Bozon and Dirk

 3 – Zborosky (3) from Alfaro and Vetterl

 4 – Bozon (7) from Reinhart and Cross

 Goalies: Wyatt Hoflin (9 Saves, 3 GA), Jayden Sittler (17 Saves, 0 GA)

 Friday, November 22 – Kootenay 7 vs Brandon 3 – Record 14-11-2-0 – Attendance: 2,156

 Goals:

 1 - Zborosky (4) from Alfaro and Peel

 2 - Martin (6) from McPhee and Chynoweth

 3 - Reinhart (11) from Descheneau and Bozon

 4 - Reinhart (12) from Descheneau and Murray

 5 - Cable (5) from Zborosky

 6 - Cable (6) from Philp and Vetterl

 7 - Reinhart (13)

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (28 Saves, 3 GA)

 Saturday, November 23 – Kootenay 5 @ Brandon 2 – Record 15-11-2-0 – Attendance: 2,168

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (19) from Bozon and Philp

 2 - Reinhart (14) from Bozon and Zborosky

 3 - Cable (7) from Philp and Vetterl

 4 - Reinhart (15) from Dirk and Philp

 5 - Valiev (2) from Descheneau and Cross

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (24 Saves, 2 GA)

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  7:46 PM   

Sunday, November 24, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:54 AM   

Saturday, November 23, 2013

Believe In The Gold 

Cranbrook, BC -- The Kootenay ICE Hockey Club is pleased to announce that the gold sticks from tonight's game raised over $4,000 for the Believe in the Gold Childhood Cancer Fundraiser.

 On Saturday, November 23rd when the ICE hosted the Brandon Wheat Kings, the team used gold sticks during warm up and the first period that were auctioned off in a silent auction. Forward Sam Reinhart game used stick brought in the most money at $870. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:37 PM   

Friday, November 22, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:45 PM   

Thursday, November 21, 2013

Reinhart & Lazar Captains for WHL 

Curtis Lazar of the Edmonton Oil Kings will captain Team WHL for Game #5 of the series on Wednesday, November 27th, in Red Deer, AB. The 18-year-old from Vernon, BC, is in his third season with the Oil Kings, and was selected in the first round, 17th overall, by the Ottawa Senators in the 2013 NHL Draft. Lazar is an assistant captain with the Oil Kings.

Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice will serve as Team WHL captain for Game #6 of the series on Thursday, November 28th, in Lethbridge, AB. Reinhart, an 18-year-old from Vancouver, BC, is in his third season in the WHL with the Ice, and is considered one of the top prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft. Reinhart currently serves as captain for the Ice.

 Portland Winterhawks’ forward Nicolas Petan and Prince Albert Raiders’ defenceman Josh Morrissey will serve as assistant captains for both games. Petan, an 18-year-old from Delta, BC, and reigning WHL scoring co-champion, was selected in the second round, 43rd overall, by the Winnipeg Jets in the 2013 NHL Draft. Morrissey, an 18-year-old from Calgary, AB, and reigning WHL and CHL Scholastic Player of the Year, was chosen in the first round, 13th overall, by the Jets in 2013.

 Edmonton Oil Kings’ defenceman Griffin Reinhart, a 19-year-old from Vancouver, BC, will wear an ‘A’ for Team WHL in Game #5 of the series, while Kelowna Rockets’ defenceman Damon Severson will be an assistant captain for Game #6.

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:53 AM   

Wednesday, November 20, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:06 AM   

Monday, November 18, 2013

ICE Prospect Update 

Declan Hobbs

 15-year-old goalie

 3rd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Saskatoon 4 GP 4-0-0 0.75 .972% 1 SO

 Jayden Sittler

 17-year-old goalie

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 7 GP 5-2-0 1.72 .927%

 Keelan Williams

 17-year-old goalie

 AJHL Okotoks 5 GP 2-2-1 3.14 .881% 

 Bryan Allbee

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC AAA Midget Cariboo 16 GP 5-8-13 26pm

 Riley Boomgaarden

 19-year-old defenseman

 SJHL Melfort 11 GP 0-4-4 14pm

 Jake Dube

 17-year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Okotoks 14 GP 0-0-0 2pm

 Cale Fleury 

 15–year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Notre Dame 12 GP 2-4-6 14pm

 Dallas Hines 

 15–year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta Minor Midget Lloydminster 9 GP 3-2-5 6pm

 Matt Krawiec 

 15-year-old defenseman

 6th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 10 GP 1-3-4 6pm

 Mark O’Shaughnessy

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC U-18 POE 15 GP 0-6-6 

 Dylan Overdyk 

 16-year-old defenseman

 2nd round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget St. Albert

 Kootenay 1 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Andy Stevens 

 15-year-old defenseman

 5th round in 2013 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Okanagan 20 GP 1-4-5 2pm

 Jack Thomas

 17-year-old defenseman

 12th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Hockey Calgary 

 Shane Allan 

 16-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Calgary

 Connor Barley 

 15-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Midget Winnipeg 10 GP 3-2-5 21pm

 River Beattie 

 16-year-old forward

 6th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Lloydminster 21 GP 2-2-4 26pm

 Robert Johnson 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 PIJHL Delta 19 GP 3-4-7 8pm

 Owen LaClare

 18-year-old forward

 SJHL La Ronge 12 GP 10-5-15 10pm

 Jared Legien 

 15-year-old forward

 1st round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Moose Jaw 13 GP 5-2-7 8pm

 Vince Loschiavo 

 15-year-old forward

 2nd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Bantam Winnipeg 8 GP 2-2-4 2pm

 Zac Paziuk 

 16-year-old forward

 10th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Prince Albert 6 GP 1-0-1 2pm

 Ryley Risling

 17-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Canmore 17 GP 1-4-5 8pm

 Carter Sawicki

 17-year-old forward

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 

 Logan Schatz 

 16-year-old forward

 9th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Beardy’s 13 GP 4-13-17 6pm

 Drew Warkentine 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Tisdale 15 GP 1-5-6 21pm 

 Austin Wellsby 

 16-year-old forward

 4th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Fraser Valley 14 GP 3-12-15 18pm 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:12 PM   

10 Things 

1. Milestone Update …

Career Games Played – Jagger Dirk is 13th with 265 GP (12th 267 Max Reinhart), Austin Vetterl (154, 90 with ICE) Levis Cable (152) and Jon Martin (151) recently passed 150, Jeff Hubic is at 149 and Landon Cross is at 145 (11 with ICE).

 Forward Goals – Sam Reinhart is 16th with 75 (Jay Henderson is 15th with 77), Jaedon Descheneau with 51 is the 28th to reach 50. Tim Bozon has 78 (3 with ICE).

 Defenseman Goals – Jagger Dirk is 9th with 18 (James Martin and Hayden Rintoul had 19).

 Forward Assists – Sam Reinhart is tied for 14th with Colin Sinclair with 112. (Nigel Dawes had 113, Jesse Ismond 114)

 Forward Points – Sam Reinhart is 12th with 187 (11th is Adam Cracknel at 213). Jaedon Descheneau is tied for 25th with Jaroslav Svoboda with 125. Tim Bozon has 179 (10 with ICE).

 Defenseman Points – Jagger Dirk is 7th with 105 (Chad Greenan is 6th with 123)

 PPG – Sam Reinhart is 19th with 20 career PPG (tied with Max Reinhart, Ben Maxwell, Arnaud Jacquemet)

 2. The last time Everett played in Cranbrook was November 4th, 2011. The only players still with their teams’ that played in that game … ICE – Jeff Hubic, Jagger Dirk, Sam Reinhart, Jon Martin, Levi Cable and Mackenzie Skapski (back-up), Silvertips – Kohl Bauml, Josh Winquist, Austin Adam and Austin Lotz (back-up). Ryan Chynoweth played for the Silvertips.

 3. Cranbrook’s Ben Betker has not played a WHL game in his hometown and that will change on Tuesday. Unless he gets traded or the teams’ meet in the playoffs this will be the only game.

 4. The last time an ICE player played for Canada at the World Junior Championships was 2005 with Nigel Dawes and Jeff Glass winning Gold.

 5. The last ICE player to play in the World Junior Championships was Arnaud Jacquemet for Switzerland in 2008.

 6. Mackenzie Skapski’s brother Mitch used to be with the Silvertips and this year was traded to Victoria.

 7. In the 2013 calendar year Jaedon Descheneau has 42 goals in 57 regular season games. At the end of last season he had 24 goals in 34 games and this year has 18 goals in 23 games. 

 8. The ICE have 12 wins this season, last year they reached that total on New Years’ Eve.

 9. With Rinat Valiev and Matt Alfaro scoring on the road trip the only players looking for their 1st career goals are Troy Murray and Jordan Steenbergen.

 10. The longest winning streak this season by the ICE is 2 games and their longest losing streak is 2 games. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  4:40 PM   

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 12-10-2-0 record (7-6-0-0 at home, 5-4-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and tied for sixth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will play four of their next five games at home before embarking on their BC DIVISION road trip (December 3 - 10).

 REPLICA JERSEYS AVAILABLE: KOOTENAY ICE REPLICA BLACK JERSEYS are now available for fans to purchase at FIRST IMPRESSIONS (11A - 14th Avenue South)...Fans can also call FIRST IMPRESSIONS at 250-426-5995.

 MOVEMBER: The KOOTENAY ICE along with the CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE are growing moustaches to raise money for PROSTATE AND TESTICULAR CANCER...Fans can donate to the cause by visiting www.movember.com and search KOOTENAY ICE...Last year, the CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE raised a total of $175,583.

 BELIEVE IN THE GOLD: The KOOTENAY ICE are teaming up with BELIEVE IN THE GOLD to raise money for childhood cancer...On Saturday, November 23rd when the ICE host the BRANDON WHEAT KINGS the team will be playing with sticks that will be auctioned off behind Section U during the game...The winning bids will have the opportunity to meet the player and have their picture taken following the game.

 PEPSI KIDS CLUB: Registration for the PEPSI KIDS CLUB is underway…Kids from five to 12 can sign up to be part of the KIDS CLUB and receive a punch card to attend eight games for only $5.00…The events this year will include skating, tobogganing and a movie…Cost for each child is $17.00 and forms are available at the Kootenay ICE Office…Registration deadline is Friday, November 22nd.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 DID YOU KNOW: SAM REINHART (TEAM WHL), JAEDON DESCHENEAU (TEAM WHL), and RINAT VALIEV (TEAM RUSSIA) will be part of the SUBWAY SUPER SERIES (NOVEMBER 27 - RED DEER, NOVEMBER 28 - LETHBRIDGE)…TROY MURRAY has been named to TEAM WEST for the 2014 WORLD U-17 HOCKEY CHALLENGE in CAPE BRETON, NOVA SCOTIA (December 28 – January 5)...MATT ALFARO recorded his first WHL career goal on November 16 in SASKATOON...TIM BOZON recorded his 100th WHL career assist on November 16 against the BLADES…JAEDON DESCHENEAU record his 50th career goal in SASKATOON on November 16...DESCHENEAU, who is tied for fourth in the WHL in goals scored with 18, is tied for seventh in the League in points with 33 (18-15-33)...SAM REINHART, who is fifth in the WHL in points with 38 (10-28-38), is fourth in the League in assists with 28...LEVI CABLE played in his 150th WHL career game on November 13 in SWIFT CURRENT...JON MARTIN played in his 150th WHL career game in PRINCE ALBERT on November 15…JEFF HUBIC needs to play in one more game to reach 150 in his WHL career...The ICE are fourth in the WHL in overall power play (24.5%)...KOOTENAY is fifth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty kill (83.3%)...SAM REINHART and TANNER FAITH have both been listed in the NHL CENTRAL SCOUTING NORTH AMERICAN PLAYERS TO WATCH LIST.

 INJURIES / TRANSACTION: Goaltender MACKENZIE SKAPSKI (lower body) and Forward ZACH MCPHEE (upper body) will both be out of the KOOTENAY line up day to day…Forward KYLE O'CONNOR will be out of the ICE line up one week with a lower body injury...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the KOOTENAY line up two to three weeks with an upper body injury...The ICE have added 17-year-old Goaltender JAYDEN SITTLER (January 23, 1996) to the line up until November 20th (RED DEER OPTIMIST CHIEFS - AMHL).

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 24 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 8-15-1-0, after 25 games were 8-16-1-0 and after 26 games were 8-17-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK: 

 Tuesday November 19 ICE vs Everett 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Wednesday November 20 ICE @ Red Deer 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Thursday November 21 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday November 22 ICE vs Brandon 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Saturday November 23 ICE vs Brandon 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Wednesday, November 13 – Kootenay 0 vs Swift Current 3 – Record 11-9-2-0 – Attendance: 1,882

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (31 Saves, 3 GA)

 Friday, November 15 – Kootenay 2 @ Prince Albert 3 – Record 11-10-2-0 – Attendance: 2,783

 Goals:

 1 - Bozon (5) from Philp and Reinhart

 2 - Bozon (6) from Cable and Philp

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (23 Saves, 3 GA)

 Saturday, November 16 – Kootenay 6 @ Saskatoon 1 – Record 12-10-2-0 – Attendance: 4,467

 Goals:

 1 - Martin (5) from Vetterl and Chynoweth

 2 - Alfaro (1) from Descheneau and Dirk

 3 - Descheneau (17) from Reinhart and Bozon

 4 - Descheneau (18) from Bozon and Reinhart

 5 - Reinhart (10) from Descheneau and Dirk

 6 - Chynoweth (3) from Vetterl

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (26 Saves, 1 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:21 PM   

Friday, November 15, 2013

West U-17 Roster 

Goalies

 Tyson Verhelst Spokane 

 Logan Flodell Seattle

 Defense

 Ethan Bear Seattle

 Ryan Gardiner Moose Jaw

 Connor Hobbs Medicine Hat

 Wyatt Kalynuk Red Deer

Troy Murray Kootenay

Tate Olson Prince George

 Brennan Riddle Calgary

 Forwards

 Terrell Draude Calgary

 Jesse Gabriel Brandon

 Jayden Halbgewachs Moose Jaw

 Matt Campese Victoria

 Keegan Kolesar Seattle

 Colt Conrad Lethbridge

 Cameron Hebig Saskatoon

 Spencer Bast Kamloops

 Lane Pederson Seattle

 Braden Purtill Tri City

 Wyatt Sloboshan Swift Current

 Jackson Keane Swift Current

 Meyer Nell Red Deer 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:34 PM   

Thursday, November 14, 2013

NHL CSS November Watch List 

WESTERN HOCKEY LEAGUE

 A Skaters

 DE LEO, CHASE PORTLAND 25-Oct-1995 5' 9.0" 177 lbs * C L

 DRAISAITL, LEON PRINCE ALBERT 27-Oct-1995 6' 1.75" 208 lbs * C L

 FLEURY, HAYDN RED DEER 08-Jul-1996 6' 2.5" 198 lbs * D L

 HONKA, JULIUS SWIFT CURRENT 03-Dec-1995 5' 10.5" 178 lbs * D R

 MARTIN, BRYCEN SWIFT CURRENT 09-May-1996 6' 1.75" 182 lbs * D L

REINHART, SAM KOOTENAY 06-Nov-1995 6' 0.75" 185 lbs * C R

SCHERBAK, NIKITA SASKATOON 30-Dec-1995 6' 0.0" 172 lbs LW L

 VIRTANEN, JAKE CALGARY 17-Aug-1996 6' 0.75" 208 lbs * RW R

 B Skaters

 BLEACKLEY, CONNER RED DEER 07-Feb-1996 6' 0.5" 192 lbs * RW R

 HAWRYLUK, JAYCE BRANDON 01-Jan-1996 5' 10.25" 190 lbs * C R

 HICKETTS, JOSEPH VICTORIA 04-May-1996 5' 7.25" 180 lbs * D R

 IVERSON, KEEGAN PORTLAND 05-Apr-1996 6' 0.75" 219 lbs * C R

 NOGIER, NELSON SASKATOON 27-May-1996 6' 2.25" 191 lbs * D R

 POINT, BRAYDEN MOOSE JAW 13-Mar-1996 5' 9.5" 160 lbs * C R

 C Skaters

 BAILLIE, TYSON KELOWNA 16-Nov-1995 5' 9.5" 188 lbs * C R

 CAVE, COLBY SWIFT CURRENT 26-Dec-1994 6' 0.0" 189 lbs * C L

 DUKE, REID LETHBRIDGE 28-Jan-1996 5' 11.5" 189 lbs * C R

 FAZLEEV, RADEL CALGARY 07-Jan-1996 6' 0.75" 176 lbs * C L

 GARDINER, REID PRINCE ALBERT 19-Jan-1996 5' 10.5" 183 lbs * C R

 GUTIERREZ, JUSTIN TRI-CITY 22-Dec-1995 6' 3.75" 184 lbs * LW L

 HARLACHER, EDSON KAMLOOPS 22-Jan-1996 6' 2.0" 187 lbs * D L

 IRVING, AARON EDMONTON 03-Mar-1996 6' 0.5" 189 lbs * D R

 KIRKLAND, JUSTIN KELOWNA 02-Aug-1996 6' 2.25" 175 lbs * RW R

 LEEDAHL, DAWSON EVERETT 19-Mar-1996 6' 0.5" 194 lbs * C L

 LIPSBERGS, ROBERTS SEATTLE 29-Jul-1994 5' 10.0" 198 lbs * LW L

 MAYO, DYSIN EDMONTON 17-Aug-1996 5' 11.75" 181 lbs * D R

 NIKOLISHIN, IVAN EVERETT 12-Apr-1996 5' 8.25" 158 lbs * C L

 QUENNEVILLE, JOHN BRANDON 16-Apr-1996 6' 0.5" 182 lbs * LW L

 REHILL, RYAN KAMLOOPS 07-Nov-1995 6' 2.0" 210 lbs * D R

 SANDHU, TYLER EVERETT 07-Jan-1996 5' 10.0" 162 lbs * C L

 SCHOENBORN, ALEX PORTLAND 12-Dec-1995 6' 0.5" 196 lbs * RW R

 SLEPTSOV, ALEXEI MOOSE JAW 01-Feb-1996 5' 11.5" 160 lbs * D R

 STADEL, RILEY KELOWNA 16-Jan-1996 5' 9.5" 166 lbs * D L

 THOMAS, BEN CALGARY 28-May-1996 6' 1.25" 192 lbs * D R

 TURGEON, DOMINIC PORTLAND 25-Feb-1996 6' 1.75" 198 lbs * C L

 LV Skaters

FAITH, TANNER KOOTENAY 05-Oct-1995 6' 3.25" 211 lbs * D R

VICKERMAN, TAYLOR TRI-CITY 12-Apr-1996 5' 11.25" 194 lbs * LW L

 B Goaltenders

 LOTZ, AUSTIN EVERETT 27-May-1995 6' 0.0" 188 lbs G L

 C Goaltenders

 EDMONDS, TY PRINCE GEORGE 20-Aug-1996 6' 1.5" 174 lbs * G L

 MOODIE, ALEXANDER SASKATOON 16-Mar-1995 6' 0.5" 182 lbs * G L
Thursday, November 14, 2013

Pacific U-17 Roster 

Goalies

 Nick McBride Prince Albert

 Zachary Sawchenko Moose Jaw

 Defense

 Brendan Guhle Prince Albert

 Kevin Davis Everett

 Joe Gatenby Kelowna

 Brady Reagan Regina

 Chaz Reddekopp Victoria

 Noah Juulsen Everett

 Parker Wotherspoon Tri City

 Forwards

 Adam Musil Red Deer

 Matteo Gennaro Prince Albert

 Matt Barzal Seattle

 Nick Chyzowski Kamloops

 Glen Gawdin Swift Current

 Braylon Shmyr Brandon 

 Ty Comrie Tri City

 Nick Merkley Kelowna

 Giorgio Estephan Lethbridge

 Grayson Pawlenchuk Red Deer

 Brad Morrison Prince George

 Tyler Soy Victoria

 Jansen Harkins Prince George 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:13 PM   

Tuesday, November 12, 2013

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 11-8-2-0 record (7-6-0-0 at home, 4-2-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and tied for fourth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will play five of their next seven games against the EAST DIVISION.

 MOVEMBER: The KOOTENAY ICE along with the CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE are growing moustaches to raise money for PROSTATE AND TESTICULAR CANCER...Fans can donate to the cause by visiting www.movember.com and search KOOTENAY ICE...Last year, the CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE raised a total of $175,583.

 BELIEVE IN THE GOLD: The KOOTENAY ICE are teaming up with BELIEVE IN THE GOLD to raise money for childhood cancer...On Saturday, November 23rd when the ICE host the BRANDON WHEAT KINGS the team will be playing with sticks that will be auctioned off behind Section U during the game...The winning bids will have the opportunity to meet the player and have their picture taken following the game.

 PEPSI KIDS CLUB: Registration for the PEPSI KIDS CLUB is underway…Kids from five to 12 can sign up to be part of the KIDS CLUB and receive a punch card to attend eight games for only $5.00…The events this year will include skating, tobogganing and a movie…Cost for each child is $17.00 and forms are available at the Kootenay ICE Office…Registration deadline is Friday, November 15th.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 DID YOU KNOW: The ICE are fourth in the WHL in overall power play (25.3%)...KOOTENAY is sixth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty kill (82.9%)...The ICE are 8-3-1-0 when outshooting their opponent, 2-4-1-0 when being outshot and 1-1-0-0 when the shots are tied...KOOTENAY is 9-2-1-0 when scoring the first goal of the game, 2-6-1-0 when their opponent scores first...SAM REINHART, who is fifth in the WHL in points with 34 (9-25-34), is tied for third in the League in assists with 25...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for first in the WHL for scoring the first goal of the game with four, is tied for third in the League with 16 goals scored...RINAT VALIEV recorded his first WHL career goal on November 11 in CALGARY...TIM BOZON needs to record two more assists to reach 100 in his WHL career…LEVI CABLE needs to play in one more game to reach 150 in his career…JON MARTIN needs to play in two more games to reach 150 in his WHL career…SAM REINHART and JAEDON DESCHENEAU have been named to TEAM WHL for the SUBWAY SUPER SERIES (NOVEMBER 27 - RED DEER, NOVEMBER 28 - LETHBRIDGE).

 INJURIES / TRANSACTION: Goaltender MACKENZIE SKAPSKI (lower body) and Forward ZACH MCPHEE (upper body) will both be out of the KOOTENAY line up for one week…Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up three to four weeks with an upper body injury....Forward KYLE O'CONNOR will be out of the KOOTENAY line up for an underdetermined amount of time with a lower body injury...The ICE have added 17-year-old Goaltender JAYDEN SITTLER (January 23, 1996) to the line up until November 20th (RED DEER OPTIMIST CHIEFS - AMHL).

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 21 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 7-13-1-0, after 22 games were 7-14-1- and after 23 games were 7-15-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK: 

 Wednesday November 13 ICE @ Swift Current 6:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Thursday November 14 Travel Day

 Friday November 15 ICE @ Prince Albert 6:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Saturday November 16 ICE @ Saskatoon 6:05 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Tuesday, November 5 – Kootenay 3 vs Calgary 1 – Record 9-7-2-0 – Attendance: 1,908

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (14) from Reinhart and Dirk

 2 - Martin (2) from Philp and Cable

 3 - Martin (3) from Reinhart and Cross

 Goalies: Mackenzie Skapski (8 Saves, 0 GA), Wyatt Hoflin (27 Saves, 1 GA)

 Friday, November 8 – Kootenay 0 vs Red Deer 3 – Record 9-8-2-0 – Attendance: 2,908

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (25 Saves, 3 GA)

 Saturday, November 9 – Kootenay 3 vs Spokane 2 – Record 10-8-2-0 – Attendance: 2,454

 Goals:

 1 - Philp (6) from Reinhart and Bozon

 2 - Cable (4) from Peel and Murray

 3 - Vetterl (4)

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (23 Saves, 2 GA)

 Monday, November 11 – Kootenay 5 @ Calgary 1 – Record 11-8-2-0 – Attendance: 7,328

 Goals:

 1 - Bozon (4) from Descheneau and Valiev

 2 - Valiev (1) from Zborosky and Reinhart

 3 - Martin (4)

 4 - Descheneau (15) from Bozon and Philp

 5 - Descheneau (16) from Reinhart and Peel

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (29 Saves, 1 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:04 PM   

Saturday, November 9, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:52 PM   

Friday, November 8, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:46 PM   

11 Things 

1. As you heard on the radio earlier this week Mackenzie Skapski is out 7-10 days with a lower body injury. Prospect Jayden Sittler will join the club for part of next weeks’ road trip. This weekend Tyson Brouwer and Jeremy Mousseau from the Kimberley Dynamiters will be the emergency back-ups.

 2. Tonight’s game against Red Deer is one of the School Spirit nights. It’ll be a great atmosphere as over 500 tickets have already been sold to the participating schools. There is a chance for the schools to win money during the game. 

 3. The ICE plan to have another School Spirit night in conjunction with Anti-Bullying week in March.

 4. In the 2013 calendar year Jaedon Descheneau has 38 goals in 52 regular season games. At the end of last season he had 24 goals in 34 games and this year has 14 goals in 18 games. 

 5. The ICE and Rebels will meet for the 4th time this season, the Rebels lead the season series 2-1. 

 Head-to-Head Leaders – ICE Sam Reinhart 2 goals 4 assists (plus a shootout goal) and Jaedon Descheneau 2 goals 2 assists. Rebels Brooks Maxwell 2 goals 4 assists, Rhyse Dieno 1 goal 4 assists and Lukas Sutter 3 goals 1 assist. 

 6. The ICE will host Spokane on Saturday. It’s the first of 5 meetings and this year 3 will be played in Cranbrook.

 7. The ICE are usually in the top 3 in most time spent on the road but so far have played only 7 road games and only have spent 2 nights in a hotel.

 8. Next week they will have 4 road games and 5 hotel nights and then in early December it’s a 5-game BC Division road trip with 8 hotel nights.

 9. On and off the ice road trips are very important to help team unity and these trips will be a good thing for the ICE. 

 10. There aren’t many teams who have their players out in the community as much as the ICE and that was very evident the past 2 weeks as every school was visited to help promote School Spirit night. 

 11. Hearing tons of great comments as the ICE are a part of the Believe in Gold event later this month. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:57 AM   

Wednesday, November 6, 2013

ICE Believe in Gold Promotion 

Cranbrook, BC -- Jeff Chynoweth, General Manager of the Kootenay ICE Hockey Club, today announced the ICE will be helping raise money for Believe in the Gold.

 On Saturday, November 23rd when the ICE host the Brandon Wheat Kings, the team will be using yellow ribbon sticks during warm up and in the first period of the game. The sticks will be auctioned off in a silent auction during the game behind Section U with all the money raised going to Believe in the Gold. The winning bidders will receive their sticks after the game from the ICE Players.

 Tickets to the game on Saturday, November 23rd at 7:00 pm are on sale now at the Kootenay ICE Office or by calling 250-417-0322.

 Believe in the Gold supports families affected by childhood cancer, increases awareness of childhood cancers and raises funds for research into the disease that affects one in every 400 kids. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:21 PM   

Tuesday, November 5, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:44 PM   

Monday, November 4, 2013

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 8-7-2-0 record (5-5-0-0 at home, 3-2-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and tied for sixth place in the EASTERN… 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 8-7-2-0 record (5-5-0-0 at home, 3-2-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 2-0 in shootouts) and tied for sixth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE will play three out of the next four game against the CENTRAL DIVISION.

 PEPSI KIDS CLUB: Registration for the PEPSI KIDS CLUB is underway…Kids from five to 12 can sign up to be part of the KIDS CLUB and receive a punch card to attend eight games for only $5.00…The events this year will include skating, tobogganing and a movie…Cost for each child is $17.00 and forms are available at the Kootenay ICE Office…Registration deadline is Friday, November 15th.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...Each FLEX PAK purchased will include a golf voucher for WILDSTONE GOLF COURSE to be used during the 2014 golf season (while supplies last)…SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 DID YOU KNOW: The ICE are fourth in the WHL in overall power play (26.2%)...KOOTENAY is sixth in the LEAGUE in overall penalty kill (82.0%)...The ICE are 7-2-1-0 when scoring the first goal of the game and 1-5-1-0 when their opponent scores first...SAM REINHART and JAEDON DESCHENEAU have been named to TEAM WHL for the SUBWAY SUPER SERIES (NOVEMBER 27 - RED DEER, NOVEMBER 28 - LETHBRIDGE)...SAM REINHART, who is fourth in the WHL in points with 28 (9-19-28), is fifth in the League in assists with 19...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for first in the WHL for scoring the first goal of the game with four, is tied for fourth in the League with 13 goals scored...LUKE PHILP played in his 100th WHL career game on November 3 against TRI-CITY...JAGGER DIRK recorded his 100th WHL career point with an assist October 30 in RED DEER...MACKENZIE SKAPSKI played in his 100th WHL career game against the REBELS on October 30.

 SCORING STREAK: JAEDON DESCHENEAU (4-2-6) has recorded at least a point in his last four games.

 INJURIES: Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the KOOTENAY line up four to six weeks with an upper body injury...Forward ZACH MCPHEE will be out of the ICE line up an undetermined amount of time with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 17 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 4-12-1-0, after 18 games 5-12-1-0 and after 19 games 6-12-1-0.

 DRAFTED PLAYERS: TIM BOZON - Montreal Canadiens (3rd Round, 2012 NHL Draft), MACKENZIE SKAPSKI – New York Rangers (6th Round, 2013 NHL Draft).

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday November 5 ICE vs Calgary 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive) 

 Wednesday November 6 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Thursday November 7 Practice 3:45 – 5:45 pm Western Financial Place 

 Friday November 8 ICE vs Red Deer 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive)

 Saturday November 9 ICE vs Spokane 7:00 pm (102.9 FM - The Drive) 

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Wednesday, October 30 – Kootenay 4 @ Red Deer 3 - SO – Record 8-6-2-0 – Attendance: 4,209

 Goals:

 1 - Descheneau (12) from Dirk and Reinhart

 2 - Descheneau (13) from Alfaro and Hubic

 3 - Chynoweth (2) from Valiev and O'Connor

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (25 Saves, 3 GA)

 Sunday, November 3 – Kootenay 2 vs Tri-City 4 – Record 8-7-2-0 – Attendance: 1,987

 1 - Vetterl (3) from Dirk and Philp

 2 - Philp (5) from Dirk and Descheneau

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (24 Saves, 3 GA), Wyatt Hoflin (0 Saves, 0 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:28 PM   

WHL Roster vs Russia 

GOALTENDER

 Eric Comrie (Tri City Americans)

 DEFENSEMEN

 Madison Bowey (Kelowna Rockets)

 Dillon Heatherington (Swift Current Broncos)

 Josh Morrissey (Prince Albert Raiders)

 Derrick Pouliot (Portland Winterhawks)

 Ryan Pulock (Brandon Wheat Kings)

 Griffin Reinhart (Edmonton Oil Kings)

 Damon Severson (Kelowna Rockets)

 FORWARDS

 Troy Bourke (Prince George Cougars)

 Colby Cave (Swift Current Broncos)

 Greg Chase (Calgary Hitmen)

Jaedon Descheneau (Kootenay Ice)

 Jujhar Khaira (Everett Silvertips)

 Morgan Klimchuk (Regina Pats)

 Curtis Lazar (Edmonton Oil Kings)

 Taylor Leier (Portland Winterhawks)

 Brendan Leipsic (Portland Winterhawks)

 Mitch Moroz (Edmonton Oil Kings)

 Nicolas Petan (Portland Winterhawks)

 Sam Reinhart (Kootenay Ice)

 Hunter Shinkaruk (Medicine Hat Tigers)

 Chandler Stephenson (Regina Pats)

 Wednesday November 27 at Red Deer, AB

 Thursday November 28 at Lethbridge, AB

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:46 AM   

Sunday, November 3, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:42 PM   

U-16 Day 4 w/ICE Prospects Stats 

Bronze

 Manitoba 10 Saskatchewan 3

 Vince Loschiavo 1 assist

 Connor Barley 

 Cale Fleury 

 Drew Warkentine 2pm

 Declan Hobbs 25 saves

 Gold

 Alberta 4 BC 2 

 Final Stats

 Vince Loschiavo 4 GP 0-4-4 2pm

 Connor Barley 4 GP 0-1-1 4pm

 Cale Fleury 4 GP 0-1-1 8pm

 Drew Warkentine 4 GP 1-1-2 2pm

 Declan Hobbs 3 GP 0-3 7.76 .822%

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:39 AM   

Saturday, November 2, 2013

U-16 Day 3 w/ICE Prospects Stats 

BC 3 Alberta 2 OT

 Manitoba 5 Sask 2

 Vince Loschiavo 2 assists 2pm

 Connor Barley 

 Cale Fleury 

 Drew Warkentine 

 Declan Hobbs 16 saves 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  4:23 PM   

Friday, November 1, 2013

U-16 Day 2 w/ICE Prospects Stats 

BC 3 Man 2 OT

 Vince Loschiavo 

 Connor Barley 2pm

 Alberta 5 Sask 1

 Cale Fleury 4pm

 Drew Warkentine 

 Declan Hobbs dnp 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:09 PM   

ICE Join Believe Campaign 

The Kootenay Ice and the local chapter of Believe have partnered up for a special

 night on Saturday November 23rd at the Kootenay Ice game. First off Believe is a

 organization that raises funds for childhood cancer research. 

 It the was the wish of Jaycee Uphill before she passed away due to cancer that this

 program get launched in Cranbrook. Her family is carrying it on in her memory. 

 On the 23rd as the Ice battle the Wheat Kings the Kootenay Ice will play part of the

 game with their sticks wrapped in gold. Later in the game those same sticks for

 every player will be Auctioned off during the game and all money raised will go to

 Believe to help find a cure for this awful disease. The reason for Gold. Well gold

 is the official colour of the childhood cancer much like Pink is the official colour

 of breast cancer. All fans are encouraged to participate that night and wear gold

 clothing, or gold make up and show support. It will truly be a special night to

 raise awareness, raise funds and celebrate and remember those children in our area

 who are or were battling childhood cancer. There’s prizes for best dressed fan and

 door prizes and much more. This will be a night to remember and to celebrate the

 life of Jaycee Uphill and all other children with this disease in our area. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  5:11 PM   

U-16 Day 1 w/ICE Prospects Stats 

BC 5 Sask 4 

 Cale Fleury 1 assist 4pm

 Drew Warkentine 1 goal 1 assist

 Declan Hobbs 33 saves

 Alberta 3 Manitoba 2

 Vince Loschiavo 1 assist

 Connor Barley 1 assist 2pm 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:36 AM   

Thursday, October 31, 2013

WHL Grads 

Western Hockey League Scholarship Recipients, 2013-14 Academic Year

 The following is a listing of the 305 WHL graduate and players who have been awarded WHL scholarships for the 2013-2014 academic year and the post secondary institutions they currently are attending;

 I. Canadian Universities, Western Canada (185)

 Name – Home Town – Club Responsible for WHL Scholarship

 (**) Currently playing hockey in the Canada West Conference of the CIS (Canadian Inter-University Sport) or the BC Intercollegiate Hockey League (BCIHL)

 University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, SK (34)

 Max Adolph – Saskatoon, SK – Kelowna

 Kyle Aschim – Saskatoon, SK – Prince Albert**

 Sean Aschim – Saskatoon, SK – Prince Albert**

 Carter Berg – Saskatoon, SK – Victoria

 Mitch Berg – Saskatoon, SK – Saskatoon

 Andy Blanke – Swift Current, SK – Swift Current

 Brennan Bosch – Martensville, SK – Medicine Hat**

 Jimmy Bubnick – Saskatoon, SK – Kamloops

 Connor Cox – Lethbridge, AB – Moose Jaw**

 Matt Delahey – Moose Jaw, SK – Regina**

 Nick Dietrich – Deloraine, MB - Portland

 Kenton Dulle – Regina, SK – Kamloops**

 *Ryan Funk – Morden, MB - Saskatoon

 Andrew Herle – Wilke, SK – Prince Albert

 Ryan Holfeld – Leroy, SK – Medicine Hat**

 Derek Hulak – Saskatoon, SK – Saskatoon**

 Charles Inglis – Winnipeg, MB – Saskatoon**

 Kyle Jahraus – Saskatoon, SK – Prince George

 Curtis Kulchar – Martensville, SK – Kamloops/Everett

 John Lawrence – Newdale, MB – Calgary**

 Garrett Leedahl – Saskatoon, SK – Spokane

 Drew McDermott – Saskatoon, SK – Everett/Lethbridge

 Ryan McDonald – Prince Albert, SK – Prince Albert** 

 Kendall McFaull – Rosetown, SK – Moose Jaw**

 Brett Miller – North Battleford, SK – Red Deer

 Shayne Neigum – Kindersley, SK – Edmonton**

 Jadon Potter – Hoey, SK – Victoria

 Taylor Procyshen – Emerald Park, SK – Tri-Cities

 Cody Smuk – Saskatoon, SK – Moose Jaw**

 Travis Sparrow – Vanscoy, SK – Regina

 Zak Stebner – Saskatoon, SK – Prince Albert**

 Colton Stephenson – Saskatoon, SK – Edmonton

 Chad Suer – Saskatoon, SK – Moose Jaw**

 Garrett Thiessen – Prince George, BC – Prince George**

 University of Alberta, Edmonton, AB (27)

 Thomas Carr – Edmonton, AB – Medicine Hat**

 Jesse Craige – Edmonton, AB – Victoria**

 Jamie Crooks – Vermillion, AB – Victoria**

 Zack Dailey – Healy, AK – Everett**

 James Dobrowolski – Vernon, BC – Prince Albert**

 Jordan Evans – Drumheller, AB – Swift Current

 Brett Ferguson – Vibank, SK – Red Deer**

 T.J. Foster – Slave Lake, AB – Edmonton**

 Jordan Hickmott – Mission, B.C. – Medicine Hat**

 Colin Joe – Edmonton, AB – Saskatoon**

 Levko Koper – Edmonton, AB – Spokane**

 Johnny Lazo – Winnipeg, MB – Tri-Cities**

 Liam Liston – St. Albert, AB – Brandon

 Michael MacAngus – Edmonton, AB – Regina

 Matt Meropoulis – Edmonton, AB – Victoria**

 Kurtis Mucha – Sherwood Park, AB – Portland**

 Drew Nichol – Edmonton, AB – Edmonton**

 Rhett Rachinski – Edmonton, AB – Edmonton**

 Kruise Reddick – Manor, SK – Tri-Cities**

 Alex Rodgers – Salmon Arm, BC – Kamloops

 Linden Rowat – Cochrane, AB – Regina

 Jordan Rowley – Edmonton, AB – Kamloops**

 Luke Siemens – Delta, BC – Victoria**

 Tanner Sohn – Medicine Hat, AB – Medicine Hat 

 Jarrett Toll – Maple Ridge, BC – Tri-Cities**

 Travis Toomey – Leduc, AB – Saskatoon** 

 Brennan Yadlowski – Edmonton, AB – Lethbridge**

 University of British Columbia – Vancouver, BC (22)

 Joe Antilla – Madeira Park, B.C. – Kootenay**

 Anthony Bardaro – Delta, BC – Spokane**

 Nick Buonassisi – Coquitlam, BC – Prince George**

 Erik Fleming – Calgary, AB – Seattle 

 Greg Fraser – Nanaimo, BC – Prince George**

 Matt Hewitt – New Westminster, BC – Regina**

 Jessi Hilton – Sherwood Park, AB – Calgary 

 Brad Hoban – Victoria, B.C. – Swift Current**

 Luke Lockhart – Burnaby, BC – Seattle**

 Scott MacDonald – Surrey, B.C. – Everett** 

 Spencer Main – North Vancouver, BC – Kelowna

 Neil Manning – Nanaimo, B.C. – Vancouver**

 Justin McCrae – Cochrane, AB – Saskatoon

 Linden Saip – White Rock, B.C. – Kamloops**

 Kevin Smith – North Vancouver, B.C. – Moose Jaw**

 Steven Stanford – Calgary, AB – Prince Albert**

 Nolan Toigo – Delta, BC – Vancouver

 Brandon Underwood – San Marcos, CA – Kamloops**

 Wes Vannieuwenhuizen – Chilliwack, BC – Vancouver**

 Dillon Wagner – Duffield, AB – Swift Current**

 Brendon Wall – Selkirk, MB – Prince Albert** 

 *Geordie Wudrick – Abbotsford, BC – Swift Current

 University of Calgary – Calgary, AB (22)

 Chris Collins – Calgary, AB – Victoria**

 Jacob DeSerres – Calgary, AB – Seattle**

 Drydn Dow – Calgary, AB – Tri-Cities**

 Spencer Edwards – Port Moody, B.C. – Moose Jaw**

 Luke Egener – Calgary, AB – Red Deer

 Austin Frank – Calgary, AB – Prince Albert/Seattle

 Eric Frere – Trochu, AB – Kootenay

 Danny Gayle – Calgary, AB – Moose Jaw**

 Daniel Gibb – Prince George, BC – Prince George**

 Colton Grant – Standard, AB – Medicine Hat** 

 Ryan Harrison – Kelowna, BC – Prince Albert**

 Adam Kambeitz – Coaldale, AB – Red Deer**

 Kevin King – Calgary, AB – Kootenay**

 Kris Lazaruk – Edmonton, AB – Kelowna**

 Chance Lund – Fairview, AB – Seattle**

 Jordan Messier – Canmore, AB – Tri-Cities**

 Giffen Nyren – Calgary, AB – Kamloops**

 Jesse Pauls – Chilliwack, B.C. – Victoria

 Max Ross – Lethbridge, AB – Lethbridge** 

 Davis Vandane – Yorkton, SK – Saskatoon/Spokane**

 Dylan Walchuk – McBride, BC – Spokane 

 Walker Wintoneak – Flin Flon, MB – Saskatoon**

 University of Lethbridge – Lethbridge, AB (21) 

 Ryan Aasman – Medicine Hat, AB – Prince Albert**

 Shayne Brown – Stony Plain, AB – Everett

 Michael Forsyth – Calgary, AB – Medicine Hat**

 Mark Hall – Kamloops, BC – Kamloops**

 Brent Henke – Edmonton, AB – Vancouver** 

 Brock Hirsche – Lethbridge, AB – Prince George**

 Daniel Iwanski – Calgary, AB – Everett

 Damien Ketlo – Fort Fraser, B.C. – Regina** 

 Bryce Lamb – Killarney, MB – Prince Albert

 Ryan Letts – Newport Beach, CA – Spokane**

 Cason Machacek – Lethbridge, AB – Lethbridge**

 Cass Mappin – Big Valley, AB – Red Deer** 

 Mitch Maxwell – Magrath, AB – Lethbridge 

 Max Moline – Lethbridge, AB – Tri-Cities** 

 Ryon Moser – Calgary, AB – Lethbridge**

 Craig Orfino – Edmonton, AB – Regina

 Hayden Rintoul – Calgary, AB – Kootenay** 

 Alex Sirard – Calgary, AB – Swift Current**

 Tyler Skauge – Lethbridge, AB – Everett 

 Dylan Tait – Lethbridge, AB – Lethbridge**

 Jarett Zentner – Red Deer, AB – Kootenay 

 University of Manitoba – Winnipeg, MB (19)

 Darren Bestland – Brunkild, MB – Brandon**

 Travis Bobbee – Arborg, MB – Portland**

 Paul Ciarelli – Winnipeg, MB – Brandon** 

 David Conrad – Winnipeg, MB – Spokane 

 Dane Crowley – Winnipeg, MB – Everett**

 Jordan DePape – Winnipeg, MB – Brandon**

 Deven Dubyk – Minitonas, MB – Moose Jaw**

 Ian Duval – Winnipeg, MB – Kelowna**

 Nathan Green – Winnipeg, MB – Red Deer

 Cody Gross – Winnipeg, MB – Red Deer 

 Eric Mestery – Winnipeg, MB – Tri-Cities

 Gabe Minville – Winnipeg, MB – Everett

 Kyle Mulder – West St. Paul, MB – Regina

 Tyler Oswald – Sanford, MB – Saskatoon 

 Jesse Paradis – Winnipeg, MB – Kelowna/Moose Jaw** 

 Luke Paulsen – Winnipeg, MB – Kootenay**

 Brendan Rowinski – Winnipeg, MB – Moose Jaw**

 Jeremy Schappert – Winnipeg, MB – Seattle**

 Brock Sutherland – Brandon, MB – Tri-Cities**

 Mount Royal University – Calgary, AB (12)

 Spencer Asuchak – Kamloops, B.C. – Tri-Cities

 Michael Brown – Calgary, AB – Swift Current** 

 Michael Burns – Edmonton, AB – Edmonton 

 Tyler Fiddler – Prince Albert, SK – Calgary 

 Dalyn Flette – Calgary, AB – Edmonton** 

 Emerson Hrynyk – Penticton, BC – Prince Albert**

 Justin Kirsch – Chilliwack, BC – Calgary**

 Jason MacDonald – Calgary, AB – Calgary

 Nathan MacMaster – Calgary, AB – Moose Jaw

 Scott McKay – Calgary, AB – Medicine Hat**

 Simon Skrudland – Calgary, AB – Kootenay 

 Matt Strong – Calgary, AB – Victoria**

 University of Regina – Regina, SK (11)

 Austin Bourhis – Kipling, SK – Medicine Hat**

 Ryan Dech – Winnipeg, MB – Edmonton** 

 Kurtis Decker – Yorkton, SK – Medicine Hat 

 *Ryan Funk – Morden, MB - Saskatoon

 Lucas Gore – Kamloops, BC – Victoria** 

 Andrew Hayes – Sherwood Park, AB – Brandon**

 Drew Hoff – Redvers, SK – Lethbridge

 Sanfred King – Brandon, MB – Brandon** 

 Brody Luhning – Lumsden, SK – Swift Current**

 John Neibrandt – Yorkton, SK – Kootenay**

 Mark Schneider – Brandon, MB – Brandon**

 Thompson Rivers University – Kamloops, BC (6)

 Rigby Burgart – Fort St. James, B.C. – Calgary

 *Pearce Eviston – Vancouver, BC – Portland

 Justin Palazzo – Kamloops, BC – Spokane 

 Kurt Torbohm – Chase, BC – Kamloops 

 Richard Vanderhoek – Langley, BC – Kamloops 

 *Geordie Wudrick – Abbotsford, BC – Swift Current

 Simon Fraser University – Burnaby, BC (4)

 David Dotan – Richmond, BC – Prince Albert

 Kyzen Loo – Richmond, B.C. – Prince George

 Bruin McDonald – Vancouver, B.C. – Prince George

 Brenden Silvester – Port Coquitlam, BC – Seattle

 University of the Fraser Valley – Abbotsford, B.C. (2)

 Ryan Kowalski – Abbotsford, B.C. – Prince Albert

 Scott Ramsay – Abbotsford, B.C. – Seattle 

 Trinity Western University – Langley, BC (1)

 Mitch Spooner – Port Moody, B.C. – Vancouver 

 Athabasca University - Edmonton, AB (1)

 Adam Hughesman – Winnipeg, MB – Tri-Cities 

 University of Northern British Columbia – Prince George, BC (1)

 Ian Curtis – Abbotsford, BC – Prince George/Portland 

 Brandon University – Brandon, MB (1)

 Jason Swyripa – Cochrane, AB – Brandon

 University of British Columbia Okanagan – Kelowna, BC (1)

 Michael Simpson – Semiahmoo, BC – Kootenay 

 II. Canadian Universities, Eastern Canada (53)

 Name – Home Town – Club Responsible for WHL Scholarship

 (**) Currently playing hockey in the Ontario University Athletic Conference or Atlantic University Sport Conference of the CIS 

 St. Francis Xavier University – Antigonish, NS (11)

 Jason Bast – Moose Jaw, SK – Moose Jaw**

 Derek Claffey – Red Deer, AB – Swift Current**

 Morgan Clark – Toronto, ON – Swift Current** 

 Justin Feser – Red Deer, AB – Tri-Cities

 Blake Gal – Lethbridge, AB – Spokane** 

 Cole Grbavac – Calgary, AB – Medicine Hat**

 Steve Kuhn – Oyen, AB – Spokane**

 Bronson Maschmeyer – Bruderheim, AB – Vancouver**

 Spencer McAvoy – St. Albert, AB – Swift Current**

 Drew Owsley – Lethbridge, AB – Tri-Cities**

 Brennan Wray – Moose Jaw, SK – Red Deer**

 University of Waterloo – Waterloo, ON (5)

 Paul Bonar – Brandon, MB – Everett**

 Jeff Einhorn – Red Deer, AB – Victoria**

 Justin Leclerc – Saskatoon, SK – Kamloops**

 Ryan Molle – Calgary, AB – Swift Current**

 Andy Smith – Rosetown, SK – Victoria**

 Acadia University – Wolfville, NS (4)

 Colin Archer – Red Deer, AB – Red Deer**

 Brandon Glover – Victoria, BC – Moose Jaw**

 Cullen Morin – Meadow Lake, SK – Red Deer**

 Joel Ridgeway – Grosse Isle, MB – Portland**

 Dalhousie University – Ottawa, ON (3)

 Tyler Hart – Spruce Grove, AB – Vancouver**

 Brett Plouffe – Winnipeg, MB – Tri-Cities**

 Andrew Rieder – Regina, SK – Regina**

 Lakehead University - Thunder Bay, ON (3)

 Jeff Bosch – Martensville, SK – Moose Jaw**

 Jason Grecica – Surrey, BC – Portland** 

 Riley McIntosh – Coquitlam, BC – Tri-Cities**

 University of New Brunswick - Saint John, NB (3)

 Cam Braes – Shawnigan Lake, B.C. – Lethbridge**

 Cam MacLise – Lacombe, AB – Edmonton**

 Dylan Willick – Kamloops, BC – Prince George**

 Wilfred Laurier University – Waterloo, ON (3)

 Greg Lamoureux – Calgary, AB – Vancouver**

 Tanner Olstad – Calgary, AB – Tri-Cities**

 Alex Poulter – Broomfield, CO – Prince George/Everett

 York University – Toronto, ON (3)

 Ryan Kerr – Lions Bay, BC – Portland 

 Corey Scott – Calgary, AB – Moose Jaw

 Paul Sohor – East Dt. Paul, MB – Everett

 University of Guelph – Guelph, ON (2)

 Teal Burns – Prince Rupert, BC – Portland**

 Keith Hamilton – Kelowna, BC – Portland**

 University of Prince Edward Island – Charlottown, PEI (2)

 Derek Ryckman – Red Deer, AB – Lethbridge**

 Mason Wilgosh – Winnipeg, MB – Tri-Cities**

 Queen’s University – Kingston, ON (2)

 David Aime – Clandeboye, MB – Prince Albert

 Blair Wentworth – Calgary, AB – Victoria**

 St. Mary’s University – Halifax, NS (2)

 Lucas Bloodoff – Castlegar, BC – Kelowna**

 Michael Stickland – Red Deer, AB – Swift Current**

 Carlton University – Ottawa, ON (1)

 Jordie Deagle – Lethbridge, AB – Prince George**

 McGill University – Montreal, QC (1)

 Neal Prokop – Winnipeg, MB – Regina**

 Memorial University of Newfoundland – St. John’s, NL (1)

 Simon Witt – Victoria, BC – Red Deer

 Nipissing University, North Bay, ON (1)

 Grant Toulmin – Langley, BC – Swift Current

 University of Ottawa – Ottawa, ON (1)

 Warren Shymko – Calder, SK – Kelowna**

 Ryerson University – Toronto, ON (1)

 *Travis Belohrad – Superior, CO - Victoria

 St. Thomas University – Fredericton, NB (1)

 Jon Groenheyde – Surrey, B.C. – Kamloops**

 University of Toronto – Toronto, ON (1)

 Lane Werbowski – Winnipeg, MB – Tri-Cities**

 University of Western Ontario – London, ON (1)

 Matt Marantz – Calgary, AB – Spokane**

 University of Windsor – Windsor, ON (1)

 Isak Quakenbush – Fairbanks, AK – Victoria**

 III. Canadian Colleges and other (61)

 Name – Home Town – Club Responsible for WHL Scholarship

 (**) Currently playing hockey in the Alberta Colleges Athletic Conference (ACAC) or the BC Intercollegiate Hockey League (BCIHL)

 (*) Currently enrolled at two post-secondary institutions under one Scholarship

 SAIT Polytechnic – Calgary, AB (13) 

 Mason Burr – Airdrie, AB – Red Deer

 Trevor Cameron – Mission, BC – Swift Current**

 Cody Castro – Pasadena, CA – Lethbridge**

 Clayton Cumiskey – Chilliwack, BC – Edmonton/Everett**

 Zach Habscheid – Swift Current, SK – Victoria

 Tyler Hlookoff – South Slocan, BC – Edmonton**

 Jesse Ismond – Kindersley, SK – Kootenay 

 Mikael Jung – Nanaimo, BC – Vancouver 

 Wheaton King – Brandon, MB – Brandon**

 Tyler Kizuik – Indian Head, SK – Prince George

 Graham Potuer – Red Deer, AB – Everett 

 Michael Tadjdeh – Calgary, AB – Lethbridge

 David Watt – Duchess, AB – Portland

 NAIT – Edmonton, AB (11)

 Jordan Baillie – Ft. Saskatchewan, AB - Lethbridge

 Aaron Borejko – Edmonton, AB – Kelowna

 Liam Darragh – Quesnel, BC – Swift Current/Portland**

 Sam Dezman – Edmonton, AB – Medicine Hat 

 Scott Doucet – Qualicum Beach, B.C. – Regina

 Brad Haber – Aldergrove, BC – Seattle 

 Killian Hutt – Edmonton, AB – Portland 

 Josh Lazowski – Leduc, AB – Edmonton**

 Stephane Legault – Edmonton, AB – Edmonton

 Mike Piluso – Maple Ridge, BC – Vancouver**

 Charles Wells – Edmonton, AB – Seattle

 Red Deer College – Red Deer, AB (3)

 Kraymer Barnstable – Kelowna, BC – Vancouver/Red Deer**

 Neil Landry – Saskatoon, SK – Kamloops**

 Michael Salmon – Red Deer, AB – Prince George**

 Selkirk College – Castlegar & Nelson, B.C. (3)

 Markus McCrea – Canyon Lake, CA – Everett**

 Logan Proulx – Trail, B.C. – Edmonton** 

 Kyle St. Denis – Trail, BC – Kelowna

 College of New Caledonia – Prince George, BC (2)

 Lyndon Martell – Prince George, BC – Kamloops/Regina

 Tyler Miller – Prince George, BC – Moose Jaw

 Okanagan College – Kelowna, BC (2)

 Josh Cowen – Salmon Arm, BC – Red Deer

 Marc MacKenzie – Kelowna, BC – Prince Albert/Victoria

 Olds College – Olds, AB (2)

 Brandyn Hulit – Coutts, AB – Lethbridge

 Tyler Stahl – Drumheller, AB – Victoria 

 SIAST (Palliser Campus) – Moose Jaw, SK (2)

 Braeden Adamyk – Neepawa, MB – Edmonton

 Shea Howorko – Regina, SK – Swift Current

 Art Institute of Vancouver – Vancouver, BC (1)

 Mike Clements – South Delta, BC – Saskatoon 

 Augustana – Camrose, AB (1) 

 Chase Martin – St. Paul, AB – Spokane/Prince George

 Camosun College – Victoria, BC (1)

 Jason Siebert – Abbotsford, BC – Kelowna

 Chinook Helicopters – Abbotsford, BC (1)

 Brandon Stone – Vancouver, BC – Moose Jaw

 College of the Rockies – Cranbrook, B.C. (1)

 Joey Baker – Trail, BC – Portland

 Datum Marine Services – Vancouver Island, BC (1)

 Mike Alexander – Campbell River, BC – Everett

 Douglas College - Coquitlam, BC (1)

 Mike Reddington – Port Coquitlam, B.C. – Spokane 

 Estevan Energy Training Institute – Estevan, SK (1)

 Brent Benson – Weyburn, SK – Saskatoon 

 Grande Prairie Regional College – Grande Prairie, AB (1)

 Braden Gamble – North Star, AB – Victoria

 Justice Institute of British Columbia – New Westminster, BC (1)

 Steve Oursov – Chilliwack, BC – Red Deer

 Lakeland College – Vermillion, AB (1)

 David Richard – Saskatoon, SK – Seattle

 Langara College – Vancouver, BC (1)

 *Pearce Eviston – Vancouver, BC – Portland

 Lethbridge College – Lethbridge, AB (1)

 Mark Reners – Pincher Creek, AB – Lethbridge

 Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch – Winnipeg, MB (1)

 Cam Stevens – Brandon, MB – Tri-Cities

 McKay Career Training – Saskatoon, SK (1)

 Braeden Johnson – Saskatoon, SK – Saskatoon

 NorQuest College – Edmonton, AB (1)

 Jordan Kochan – Edmonton, AB – Prince Albert

 Parkland College – Canora, SK (1)

 Cody Hansen – Regina, SK – Regina

 Portage College – Cold Lake, AB (1)

 Jesse Hall – Winnipeg, MB – Brandon** 

 Sky Wings Aviation Academy – Red Deer & Okotoks, AB (1)

 Mike Snider – DeWinton, AB – Calgary

 Red River College – Winnipeg, MB (1)

 Jesse Pearson – Winnipeg, MB – Edmonton 

 SIAST (Kelsey Campus) – Saskatoon, SK (1)

 Braeden Laroque – Saskatoon, SK – Edmonton

 SIAST (Wascana Campus) – Regina, SK (1)

 Taylor Ernst – Regina, SK – Swift Current

 Vital Link Ventures – British Columbia (1)

 Cody Carlson – Victoria, BC – Medicine Hat 

 IV. US Colleges/Universities (8)

 Name – Home Town – Club Responsible for WHL Scholarship

 California State University – Long Beach, CA (1)

 Vahe Zakaryan – North Ridge, CA – Medicine Hat

 Eastern Washington University – Tacoma, WA (1)

 Uriah Machuga – Norco, CA – Kamloops

 Heald College – Hayward, CA (1)

 Mattia Bortolotto – San Mateo, CA – Prince George

 University of Idaho – Moscow, ID (1)

 Tanner Mort – Post Falls, ID – Spokane 

 Red Rocks College – Arvada, CO (1)

 *Travis Belohrad – Superior, CO – Victoria 

 Riverside City College – Riverside, CA (1)

 Tyler Vanscourt – Corona, CA – Kootenay 

 Sports Management Worldwide – Portland, OR (1)

 Eric Doyle – Calgary, AB – Everett

 Utah State University – Logan, UT (1)

 Tyler Cratzenberg – Federal Way, WA – Spokane

 V. International Colleges/Universities (1)

 Name – Home Town – Club Responsible for WHL Scholarship

 Scandinavian Top Athlete Center – Ronneby, SWE (1)

 Albin Blomqvist – Osby, SWE – Lethbridge 

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

 Summary: WHL Scholarships 2013-2014 

 Canadian Universities, Western Canada – 185

 Canadian Universities, Eastern Canada – 53

 Canadian Colleges and other institutions – 61

 U.S. Colleges, Universities – 8

 International Colleges, Universities – 1 

 Total - WHL Scholarships – 308*

 *Three WHL Graduates are currently enrolled in two different post-secondary institutions

 WHL Graduates continuing to play hockey at the elite Canadian University or College level:

 Canada West Conference – 111

 Ontario University Athletics /Atlantic University Sport Conferences – 44

 ACAC / BCIHL – 14

 Total – 169
Monday, January 6, 2014

Lists of traded picks 

As the trade deadline nears, for anyone wondering what draft picks their favorite team (or ANY team, I guess) has available to trade, I've tried to compile that info based on what the WHL and the teams tell us about the picks involved in trades.

 So, if you're wondering....

List of traded 2014 picks

List of traded 2015 picks

List of traded 2016 picks

 There's also quick links to all three of those pages over on the right side of the blog, so you can easily find the pages even after this one has moved down out of sight.

 Keep in mind that my lists are only as good as the info provided about trades. As such, any corrections or additional info is always welcomed, if you have any or spot any errors.

 Posted by Alan    at  11:46 PM   5 comments:     Links to this post  

Sunday, January 5, 2014

Trade deadline week 

The WHL trade deadline arrives four days from now - this Friday January 10 at 3:00pm Mountain time if past years are any indication. (I can't find an official notice from the league but I would be surprised if the deadline was different this year)

 So with that in mind, some idle blathering about what certain teams may or may not do in the next 96 hours...

 First, who are the sellers? It's easy to identify buyers - usually the teams at or near the top of the standings - but determining sellers is harder due to the factors teams have to consider. Like,

1.1. do they still have a realistic hope of making the playoffs? If so, is making the playoffs and getting at least two home gates very important to them? For some teams a couple home playoff games means the difference between losing money and breaking even or showing a profit, so that may factor in. 

2.What's the projected roster for the team look like for next year? Teams with good 19 year olds who are likely to return as overagers next year may not want to part with those players because they are potentially leaders on next year's team which could turn things around. Alternately, are there glaring-looking gaps in next year's roster that trading a veteran right now might help to address? 

3.What's the trade market looking like right now? If I trade player X, can I get a return on him which makes sense to my team? Even if Player X is a slam-dunk to be in the NHL next year, it doesn't mean trading him for a bucket of practice pucks this week is a good thing. He has value to my team to stay here and play the rest of the year here - aiding my other players in their development and entertaining my paying fans. So it has to be a worthwhile trade. 

4.What's the strength of the draft this year look like? If you're thinking of trading a player for draft picks, the value of those may change depending if the draft is a strong draft or a weak one. If the draft is considered several rounds deep then acquiring mid to late round picks are more valuable than in years where the draft is crap and the quality of a 5th rounder is indistinguishable from an 8th rounder. Higher picks also have less value in a strong draft since even without a 1st round pick you can still get good players in the 2nd, 3rd, 4th, etc. Higher picks in a weak draft are more valuable since not having one might mean you don't get an impact player in a particular age group. 

 Etc, etc....but with that being said, I think a look at the standings right now reveals four teams who are very likely to miss the playoffs this year and thus are almost certainly sellers: Kamloops in the West, and Lethbridge, Saskatoon, and Moose Jaw in the East. Some of those teams (Lethbridge, Saskatoon) have already started selling players but I would be surprised if the others aren't also listening carefully to offers. Kamloops is 16 points out of a playoff spot in the West and since 16 points is 2/3 of their current season total it seems daunting to think they still have a chance. Moose Jaw is only 12 points out of the playoffs in the East so they could make more of an argument for having a chance to make it, but the teams in 7th & 8th (Kootenay and Prince Albert) also have 3 games in hand AND have shown all indications of being buyers this year. It won't be easy for the Warriors to catch up.

 Teams on the bubble right now - I'd say Tri-City and Prince George in the West, and Red Deer, Prince Albert, Kootenay, Regina, and Brandon in the East - are teams that COULD make the playoffs but aren't comfortably there yet. These teams are the ones that probably have to weigh the pros and cons the most. How much can they give up and still make the playoffs? Or do they want to try to add a piece and maybe move up the standings, try to get a round or two deeper in the postseason? As I said above, I doubt Kootenay and Prince Albert will sellers, I see them as buyers. The Ice already gave up their 2015 1st round bantam pick in a trade (for Tim Bozon) and could very well lose superstar Sam Reinhart to the NHL next year, two things which to my view make them already pretty much all-in on winning this season.

 Contenders - in the East, Calgary, Edmonton, and Swift Current are atop the heap and have already made some moves indicating they intend to stay there and attempt to win a title. In the West, CHL #1 Kelowna is an obvious one and really, the West is so wide open after that with 9 points separating the next 6 teams it's not a stretch to say they are all potential buyers. Every one of those teams could believe that just one more player is the key to getting to the conference final or even to the WHL final. Given their offensive superstars I think Portland is a lock to be a buyer this year and go for back-to-back titles. Victoria is actually #2 in the conference in points right now, do they think they need just one or two players to best Kelowna or Portland in the postseason? Spokane already traded a veteran defenceman for a 16 year old rookie forward, does that mean they are prepared to drop back in the race? Etc, etc....it's an exciting time in that conference right now.

 Some things I think might happen by the deadline....I emphasize that ALL of these notes are based on nothing more than my speculation. Please don't read this and say, "OMG! Team X is trading for Player Y!". It's speculation. Nothing more.

1.I'd be surprised if Lethbridge didn't trade '94 defenceman Nick Walters. I think he might be the most appealing defenceman on the trade block this year. He is likely to be a pro next year so the incentive for Lethbridge to hang onto him is small, plus he would fetch a good price.

2.Same goes for '94 defenceman Travis Brown in Moose Jaw. Likely to play pro next year and has good value to a contender, so the Warriors are sure to be tempted to move him.

3.Overage defenceman Graeme Craig, with his Memorial Cup experience, will likely have some teams calling the Blades. 

4.Ditto for overage defenceman Sam Grist of the Blazers. Craig and Grist are both the type of big, warrior type defencemen contenders can always use for playoff runs. Their overage status is the only thing which would hamper deals for them IMO, since contenders need to either have an overage spot open or be willing to move one of their existing ones. 

5.Moose Jaw probably shops one or more of their 3 19 year old forwards - Scott Cooke, Tanner Eberle, and Jack Rodewald. Gritty-type players who could bolster a contending team's 3rd & 4th lines. 

6.I suspect Lethbridge will be looking to move overage goaltender Corbin Boes. Bringing in 19 year old Teagan Sacher seems to support that Boes could be had by a contender. 

7.Portland, Seattle, and Kootenay have open overage spots. The Hawks and Thunderbirds might both be interested in Boes. If Portland doesn't fill their open spot with Boes, then one of those overage defencemen - Grist or Craig - are good fits there too on a team with much offence but a shaky blueline group. Of course, if they land Mat Dumba maybe they don't need to tinker any more with the blueline.

8.Kelowna has historically not swung major trade deadline deals. Doesn't mean they won't this year though, but they don't really have any glaring holes so if they do anything, I think it's smaller deals for depth. A forward? ("Please hold for Alan Millar....")

9.Victoria is the best defensive team in the WHL. Is one more good offensive weapon the edge they need to take down the Rockets or Hawks in a 7 game series? Are there any of those on the market? Any that aren't overage? (Is Troy Bourke available? Is Chandler Stephenson?)

10.I think Calgary definitely adds one more defenceman, they are a bit thin there with Jaynen Rissling hurt and can use the depth. Rissling is expected back so Calgary probably isn't interested in an overage defenceman but I can see them interested in Walters or Brown. Or a less-obvious guy. (Hamonic? Bell?)

11.Edmonton I think is set on defence and in net, so if they do anything it might be up front. No offence to Riley Kieser, but as an overager there are better ones available to Edmonton if they want to upgrade. Fioretti? Leier? Local boy Mitch Holmberg???

12.Swift Current is in the same boat as Edmonton in that their defence and goaltending is probably not a concern. Another forward for depth? They are 0-4 against Calgary and 1-1 vs Edmonton this year, how much do they want to gamble on being able to beat the Hitmen or Oil Kings in a playoff series? Are they happy to stand pat and take their chances as they are right now?
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Wednesday, December 18, 2013

WHL prospects at the Macs 

The Macs Midget Hockey Tournament people released their schedule and list of invited teams for this year's tournament today. If you don't know what this is, it is one of the biggest AAA midget tournaments of the year and it's held every year from December 26 to January 1 in Calgary. It's a great chance to see many future WHLers going head to head in competition against some of the other best teams from the prairies and even some international teams every year.

 If you're interested in following the tournament but can't go to the games in person, you can follow the results at their website, http://www.macstournament.ab.ca

 Anyways, if you're interested, here's the list of WHL prospects that will be featured in this year's tournament...I've given the player's position, year of birth, WHL club that holds his rights, and how those rights were acquired by the team:

Battlefords Stars (North Battleford, SK):

 *Spencer Bast (F-97) - Kamloops Blazers (Listed player)

 Brandon Lesko (F-98) - Calgary Hitmen (2013 10th round pick)

 Rylan Toth (G-96) - Red Deer Rebels (Listed player)

 * Bast will not participate in the Macs as he will be playing at the World U-17 Challenge at the time

Calgary Buffaloes:

 Adam Berg (F-97) - Regina Pats (Listed player)

 Brayden Brown (F-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (Listed player)

 Mark Drohan (D-98) - Tri-City Americans (2013 3rd round pick)

 Oliver Lester (D-97) - Victoria Royals (2012 9th round pick)

 Ryely McKinstry (D-98) - Vancouver Giants (2013 2nd round pick)

 Matthew Phillips (F-98) - Victoria Royals (2013 2nd round pick)

 Jack Thomas (D-96) - Kootenay Ice (2011 12th round pick)

 Logan Thompson (G-97) - Brandon Wheat Kings (2012 6th round pick)

 Carsen Twarynski (F-97) - Calgary Hitmen (Listed player)

Calgary Flames:

 Carter Czaikowski (D-98) - Portland Winterhawks (2013 6th round pick)

 Cole Davis (F-97) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (Listed player)

 Aaron Hyman (D-98) - Calgary Hitmen (2013 3rd round pick)

 Riley Morris (G-97) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2012 7th round pick)

 Mark Rassell (F-97) - Medicine Hat Tigers (Listed player)

 Kurtis Rutledge (D-97) - Tri-City Americans (2012 8th round pick)

 Evan Tschumi (F-97) - Red Deer Rebels (Listed player)

Calgary Northstars:

 Brayden Dunn (F-98) - Victoria Royals (2013 4th round pick)

 Josh Logel (F-98) - Red Deer Rebels (2013 7th round pick)

 Austin Strand (D-97) - Red Deer Rebels (2012 3rd round pick)

 Kyle Yewchuk (D-98) - Edmonton Oil Kings (2013 3rd round pick)

Calgary Royals:

 Shane Allan (F-97) - Kootenay Ice (2012 7th round pick)

 Logan Ferguson (F-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (Listed player)

 Josh Giacomin (F-97) - Spokane Chiefs (Listed player)

 Cole Josefchak (D-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (Listed player)

 Max Lajoie (D-97) - Swift Current Broncos (2012 5th round pick)

 Sean Montgomery (F-98) - Prince Albert Raiders (2013 6th round pick)

Cariboo Cougars (Prince George, BC):

 Bryan Allbee (D-97) - Kootenay Ice (Listed player)

 Chase Dubois (F-98) - Prince George Cougars (Listed player)

 Steven Jandric (F-97) - Portland Winterhawks (Listed player)

 Jesse Roach (F-97) - Vancouver Giants (2012 2nd round pick)

 Colton Thomas (F-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (2013 8th round pick)

Edmonton Canadian Athletic Club (CAC):

 Brayden Burke (F-97) - Red Deer Rebels (2012 7th round pick)

 Matthew Dykstra (F-97) - Victoria Royals (2012 4th round pick)

 Cole Gammer (F-97) - Tri-City Americans (2012 9th round pick)

 Brendan Holterhus (F-97) - Vancouver Giants (Listed player)

 Ryan McKinnon (F-97) - Vancouver Giants (Listed player)

 Benjamin McLeod (D-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (Listed player)

 Dylan Stewart (F-97) - Prince Albert Raiders (2012 5th round pick)

 Eric Szudor (G-97) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (2012 6th round pick)

Edmonton South Side Athletic Club (SSAC):

 Justin Greer (D-97) - Portland Winterhawks (2012 4th round pick)

 Garan Magnes (F-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (Listed player)

 David Quenneville (D-98) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2013 1st round pick)

 Stuart Skinner (G-98) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (2013 1st round pick)

 Peter Tomaras (F-98) - Saskatoon Blades (2013 9th round pick)

Leduc Oil Kings:

 Noah Gregor (F-98) - Victoria Royals (2013 3rd round pick)

 Dalton Hamaliuk (D-98) - Spokane Chiefs (2013 2nd round pick)

 Trevor Martin (G-96) - Spokane Chiefs (2011 9th round pick)

 Curtis Miske (F-97) - Spokane Chiefs (2012 2nd round pick)

 Tristan Starzynski (F-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (2012 8th round pick)

Lloydminster Bobcats:

 Chasetan Braid (F-97) - Saskatoon Blades (Listed player)

 Kale Clague (D-98) - Brandon Wheat Kings (2013 1st round pick)

 Jerad Coghill (D-97) - Prince Albert Raiders (2012 6th round pick)

 James Hilsendager (D-97) - Regina Pats (2012 9th round pick)

 Cole Johnson (F-98) - Swift Current Broncos (2013 2nd round pick)

 Andrew Koep (F-97) - Edmonton Oil Kings (2012 2nd round pick)

 Austin McGrath (G-98) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2013 4th round pick)

 Mason Shaw (F-98) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2013 2nd round pick)

Moose Jaw Generals:

 Rykr Cole (F-97) - Regina Pats (2012 3rd round pick)

 Shane Collins (D-97) - Prince George Cougars (2012 3rd round pick)

 Dawson Davidson (D-98) - Kamloops Blazers (2013 3rd round pick)

 Jared Dmytriw (F-98) - Victoria Royals (2013 4th round pick)

 Colby Entz (G-98) - Red Deer Rebels (Listed player)

 Branden Klatt (F-98) - Edmonton Oil Kings (2013 6th round pick)

 Jared Legien (F-98) - Kootenay Ice (2013 1st round pick)

 Regan Nagy (F-97) - Victoria Royals (2012 2nd round pick)

 Grant Naherniak (G-96) - Red Deer Rebels (2011 5th round pick)

 Donovan Neuls (F-97) - Seattle Thunderbirds (2012 8th round pick)

 Caleb Riess (F-98) - Red Deer Rebels (2013 4th round pick)

 Kyle Sargent (D-98) - Red Deer Rebels (2013 9th round pick)

 Ben Verrall (D-96) - Prince Albert Raiders (Listed player)

Notre Dame Argos (Wilcox, SK):

 Colin Burston (F-97) - Calgary Hitmen (Listed player)

 Dillon Dube (F-98) - Kelowna Rockets (2013 1st round pick)

 Kaden Elder (F-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (2013 1st round pick)

 Dylan Ferguson (G-98) - Kamloops Blazers (2013 8th round pick)

 Matt Kustra (G-97) - Prince George Cougars (2012 8th round pick)

 Gage Ramsay (F-98) - Vancouver Giants (2013 3rd round pick)

 Nolan Reid (D-98) - Saskatoon Blades (2013 2nd round pick)

 Taylor Ross (F-98) - Spokane Chiefs (2013 4th round pick)

Okanagan Rockets (Kelowna, BC):

 Brendan Barry (G-97) - Kelowna Rockets (Listed player)

 Tanner Browne (D-97) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (in trade with Brandon - was Brandon's 2012 2nd round pick)

 Liam Finlay (F-97) - Regina Pats (Listed player)

 Tyson Jost (F-98) - Everett Silvertips (2013 1st round pick)

 Jake Kryski (F-98) - Kamloops Blazers (in trade with Prince Albert - was Prince Albert's 2013 1st round pick)

 Tanner Wishnowski (F-97) - Kelowna Rockets (Listed player)

Prince Albert Mintos:

 Dakota Boutin (F-97) - Brandon Wheat Kings (2012 3rd round pick)

 Connor Ingram (G-97) - Kamloops Blazers (Listed player)

 Rhys Kipling (D-96) - Prince Albert Raiders (Listed player)

 Loch Morrison (D-97) - Calgary Hitmen (2012 7th round pick)

 Matthew Parsons (D-98) - Swift Current Broncos (2013 3rd round pick)

 Kody White (F-97) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (2012 11th round pick)

 Lance Yaremchuk (F-96) - Prince Albert Raiders (2011 6th round pick)

Red Deer Optimist Chiefs:

 Gabe Bast (D-96) - Medicine Hat Tigers (Listed player)

 Layne Bensmiller (F-97) - Calgary Hitmen (Listed player)

 TJ Brown (D-98) - Brandon Wheat Kings (2013 4th round pick)

 Jeffrey De Wit (F-98) - Red Deer Rebels (2013 1st round pick)

 Jordie Lawson (F-96) - Victoria Royals (Listed player)

 Andrew Nielsen (D-96) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (Listed player)

 Chase Olsen (F-97) - Medicine Hat Tigers (Listed player)

 Carter Sawicki (F-96) - Kootenay Ice (Listed player)

 Jayden Sittler (G-96) - Kootenay Ice (Listed player)

 Tyler Steenbergen (F-98) - Swift Current Broncos (2013 1st round pick)

 Travis Verveda (D-97) - Kamloops Blazers (Listed player)

Regina Pat Canadians:

 Michael Eskra (D-97) - Vancouver Giants (2012 5th round pick)

 *Logan Flodell (G-97) - Seattle Thunderbirds (2012 3rd round pick)

 *Jayden Halbgewachs (F-97) - Moose Jaw Warriors (in trade with Kamloops - was Kamloops' 2012 1st round pick)

 Owen Sillinger (F-97) - Saskatoon Blades (in trade with Vancouver - was Vancouver's 2012 10th round pick)

  * Flodell and Halbgewachs will not participate in the Macs as they will be playing at the World U-17 Challenge at the time

Sherwood Park Kings:

 Brandon Biro (F-98) - Swift Current Broncos (2013 10th round pick)

 Tyler Brown (F-97) - Kelowna Rockets (Listed player)

 Travis Child (G-97) - Swift Current Broncos (2012 2nd round pick)

 Danton Davis (F-97) - Prince Albert Raiders (Listed player)

 Jared Freadrich (D-98) - Regina Pats (2013 4th round pick)

 Jack Hamly (F-98) - Spokane Chiefs (Listed player)

 Joel Lakusta (D-98) - Saskatoon Blades (2013 7th round pick)

 Skyler Mckenzie (F-98) - Portland Winterhawks (2013 8th round pick)

 Cameron Reagan (D-97) - Kamloops Blazers (2012 4th round pick)

 Sam Steel (F-98) - Regina Pats (2013 1st round pick)

South Island Royals (Victoria, BC):

 Josh Anderson (D-98) - Prince George Cougars (2013 1st round pick)

 Cam Coutre (F-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (Listed player)

 Dawson Haines (F-98) - Moose Jaw Warriors (2013 4th round pick)

 Haydn Hopkins (F-97) - Saskatoon Blades (2012 12th round pick)

UFA Bisons (Strathmore, AB)

 Mason McCarty (F-97) - Red Deer Rebels (2012 4th round pick)

Valley West Hawks (Langley, BC):

 Trevor Ayre (F-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (Listed player)

 Matt Barberis (D-98) - Vancouver Giants (2013 1st round pick)

 Matt Bradley (F-97) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2012 2nd round pick)

 Luke Gingras (F-98) - Saskatoon Blades (2013 4th round pick)

 Davis Koch (F-98) - Edmonton Oil Kings (2013 2nd round pick)

 Jesse Lansdell (F-98) - Saskatoon Blades (Listed player)

 Mitch Newsome (F-97) - Saskatoon Blades (2012 12th round pick)

 Devante Stephens (D-97) - Kelowna Rockets (Listed player)

 Ty Westgard (F-98) - Victoria Royals (2013 8th round pick)

Vancouver NE Chiefs:

 Caleb Fantillo (F-98) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2013 6th round pick)

 Jordan Henderson (D-97) - Spokane Chiefs (2012 4th round pick)

 Lucas Johansen (D-97) - Kelowna Rockets (2012 6th round pick)

Vancouver NW Giants:

 Tak Anholt (F-98) - Lethbridge Hurricanes (2013 2nd round pick)

 Quinn Benjafield (F-98) - Kamloops Blazers (2013 1st round pick)

 Dante Fabbro (D-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (2013 1st round pick)

 Tavin Grant (G-98) - Prince George Cougars (Listed player)

 Keyvan Mokhtari (F-98) - Everett Silvertips (2013 7th round pick)

 Ty Schultz (D-97) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2012 1st round pick)

 Owen Stout (F-97) - Prince George Cougars (Listed player)

 There are three other, international, teams at the Macs this year: the Alaska Jr. Aces, the Finnish U-17 team, and the Switzerland U-17 team. There wouldn't be any WHL prospects on the Finnish or Swiss teams (CHL teams can't draft European players until they're 17) and I did not find any WHL-affiliated players on the roster of the Alaska Aces.

 There are also several WHL prospects who are listed as Affiliate Players of these teams above. So some of these players may play in the Macs although it is not guaranteed:

Calgary Flames:

 Cale Makar (D-98) - Medicine Hat Tigers (2013 8th round pick)

Calgary Royals:

 Reed Morison (F-98) - Portland Winterhawks (Listed player)

Edmonton Canadian Athletic Club (CAC):

 Austin Shmoorkoff (D-97) - Red Deer Rebels (Listed player)

Edmonton South Side Athletic Club (SSAC):

 Matt Berlin (G-98) - Spokane Chiefs (2013 7th round pick)

 Colby Sissons (D-98) - Swift Current Broncos (Listed player)

Leduc Oil Kings:

 Lane Zablocki (F-98) - Prince George Cougars (2013 5th round pick)

Lloydminster Bobcats:

 Dalton Angeltvedt (D-98) - Swift Current Broncos (2013 9th round pick)

 Ryan Gilchrist (G-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (Listed player)

 Dallas Hines (D-98) - Kootenay Ice (2013 5th round pick)

Prince Albert Mintos:

 Zac Paziuk (F-97) - Kootenay Ice (2012 10th round pick)

 Cole Young (F-98) - Prince George Cougars (2013 11th round pick)

Red Deer Optimist Chiefs:

 Luke Coleman (F-98) - Prince Albert Raiders (2013 5th round pick)

 Matt Krawiec (D-98) - Kootenay Ice (2013 6th round pick)

 Landon Mackenzie (D-98) - Swift Current Broncos (Listed player)

Regina Pat Canadians:

 Caleb Griffin (F-98) - Seattle Thunderbirds (2013 12th round pick)

 Brandon Griffiths (D-98) - Prince Albert Raiders (2013 7th round pick)

Sherwood Park Kings:

 Carter Hart (G-98) - Everett Silvertips (2013 8th round pick)

 Colin Paradis (D-98) - Moose Jaw Warriors (2013 4th round pick)

UFA Bisons (Strathmore, AB)

 Kurtis Chapman (G-98) - Regina Pats (2013 7th round pick)

 Shaye Seefried (D-98) - Saskatoon Blades (2013 8th round pick)

 So the totals by WHL team - not counting AP's or the players who are away at the World U-17's:

 Red Deer Rebels: 11

 Edmonton Oil Kings: 10

 Medicine Hat Tigers: 10

 Saskatoon Blades: 9

 Victoria Royals: 9

 Kamloops Blazers: 7

 Lethbridge Hurricanes: 7

 Prince Albert Raiders: 7

 Spokane Chiefs: 7

 Vancouver Giants: 7

 Calgary Hitmen: 6

 Kelowna Rockets: 6

 Kootenay Ice: 6

 Prince George Cougars: 6

 Regina Pats: 6

 Seattle Thunderbirds: 6

 Swift Current Broncos: 6

 Brandon Wheat Kings: 4

 Portland Winterhawks: 4

 Tri-City Americans: 3

 Everett Silvertips: 2

 Moose Jaw Warriors: 1
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Tuesday, December 10, 2013

Dumba moves 

Is this the kickoff deal to start the WHL's trade deadline runup? Portland and Red Deer swung a potential blockbuster today, with the Rebels sending '94 defenceman Mathew Dumba and a conditional bantam draft pick to Portland in return for '95 forward Presten Kopeck and conditional bantam draft picks.

 I say potential blockbuster because of the small detail that Dumba is currently in the NHL, on the roster of the Minnesota Wild. But he hasn't suited up for a game for them in over two weeks and has only played in 13 of 32 games overall, averaging 12 and a half minutes of ice time per game. Which is not a lot of ice time for a defenceman so all these factors put together - plus the fact that they've already decided to loan him to the Canadian team for the World Juniors - would seem to indicate that the Wild are coming to the conclusion that Dumba is not in their plans for the remainder of this season. If I were a betting man I would be laying down a wager that we'll see Dumba in Winterhawks colours by the 2nd week of January.

 To break down the rest of the deal, it's hard to really understand who gets what since all the draft picks involved are conditional. We know the Rebels get Kopeck (who is currently injured and not due back until mid-January or so) and that's really the only thing for sure right now. I would speculate (and only speculation) that the conditional pick the Rebels give up is only in the case that Dumba never comes back to the WHL. In that situation, the Rebels will send the Hawks a pick and the deal is simply Kopeck for the pick, and nothing else happens.

 If Dumba DOES come back though then the Rebels don't owe the Hawks a pick at all. Instead the Hawks will send the Rebels a few more picks and the deal becomes Dumba for Kopeck and those picks. (All my speculation here still though, remember)

 The conditional picks going to Red Deer are another good source of speculation. Normally a deal for a player of Dumba's calibre would involve a 1st round bantam pick, or even more than one. (Case in point: Kootenay gave up a 1st round pick plus a prospect who was a past 1st round pick, for Tim Bozon of Kamloops earlier this year). The stumbling block in Portland giving the Rebels a first round bantam pick for Dumba is that they don't have any first round picks again until 2018 thanks to the WHL sanctions last year. So it seems pretty safe to say they didn't give up any 1st rounders for Dumba.

 So was it 2nds? 3rds? We don't know....I guess we'll have to wait and see if Dumba comes to Portland and then analyze the price the Hawks paid once we know what it was.

 This deal also cements the Rebels as sellers at this year's trade deadline, joining Lethbridge, Moose Jaw, and Kamloops as teams we can be fairly certain are willing to deal veterans for younger players and prospects. From the Rebels point of view, that might include goaltender Patrik Bartosak, the reigning CHL goaltender of the year. He's an overage AND an import, which will reduce the potential suitors for him, but he would be a nice pickup for a team that sees itself taking a little playoff run but are uncertain about their goaltending. Other possible trade bait in Rebelville would be overage forward Lukas Sutter (Memorial Cup experience there with the Blades last year) and maybe 19 year old defenceman Brady Gaudet? 
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Thursday, November 21, 2013

Playoff chances 

Another one of the things I like to do around here one or more times a year is a look at each team's chances of making the playoffs at a given point in the season. Since we know approximately how many points it takes to make the playoffs in the WHL, we can see what kind of performance each team will need for the rest of the season to get to the minimum point requirement to finish 8th in their conference.

 Over the last five years, it has taken an average of 73.2 points to make the playoffs in the Eastern Conference (let's call that 73 points) and in the West, an average of 60.4 (we'll call it 60). Obviously this number fluctuates every year - for example, at current paces it will take 78 in the East this year and 69 in the West. But since this year's paces will change as the season progresses, for the sake of our analysis here we'll use the 5-year averages of 73 and 60.

 So, the current Eastern conference standings:

 GP PTS Win% 

Medicine Hat Tigers 24 35 0.729 

Swift Current Broncos 28 33 0.589 

Prince Albert Raiders 24 30 0.625 

Edmonton Oil Kings 23 29 0.620 

Calgary Hitmen 22 28 0.636 

Kootenay Ice 26 28 0.538 

Brandon Wheat Kings 25 27 0.540 

Regina Pats 24 26 0.542 

Red Deer Rebels 24 23 0.479 

Saskatoon Blades 26 21 0.404 

Moose Jaw Warriors 27 18 0.333 

Lethbridge Hurricanes 25 10 0.200 

And current Western conference standings:

 GP PTS Win% 

Everett Silvertips 25 38 0.760 

Portland Winterhawks 24 36 0.750 

Kelowna Rockets 21 34 0.810 

Spokane Chiefs 24 33 0.688 

Victoria Royals 26 31 0.596 

Tri-City Americans 26 30 0.577 

Seattle Thunderbirds 24 28 0.583 

Vancouver Giants 26 25 0.481 

Prince George Cougars 26 22 0.423 

Kamloops Blazers 24 15 0.312 

And now the points (and records) required to make the playoffs in the East, assuming 73 points are needed:

 Points Record Win % 

Medicine Hat Tigers 39 19-28-1 0.406 

Swift Current Broncos 41 20-23-1 0.466 

Prince Albert Raiders 44 22-26-0 0.458 

Edmonton Oil Kings 45 22-26-1 0.459 

Calgary Hitmen 46 23-27-0 0.460 

Kootenay Ice 46 23-23-0 0.500 

Brandon Wheat Kings 47 23-23-1 0.500 

Regina Pats 48 24-24-0 0.500 

Red Deer Rebels 51 25-22-1 0.531 

Saskatoon Blades 53 26-19-1 0.576 

Moose Jaw Warriors 56 28-17-0 0.622 

Lethbridge Hurricanes 64 32-15-0 0.681 

And in the West, assuming 60 points are needed:

 Points Record Win % 

Everett Silvertips 23 11-35-1 0.245 

Portland Winterhawks 25 12-35-1 0.260 

Kelowna Rockets 27 13-37-1 0.265 

Spokane Chiefs 28 14-34-0 0.292 

Victoria Royals 30 15-31-0 0.326 

Tri-City Americans 31 15-30-1 0.337 

Seattle Thunderbirds 33 16-31-1 0.344 

Vancouver Giants 36 18-28-0 0.391 

Prince George Cougars 39 19-26-1 0.424 

Kamloops Blazers 46 23-25-0 0.479 

The most obvious thing that stands out here is that, given the low number of points required to make the playoffs in the West, doing this for the West so early in the season is kind of useless. Pretty much every team in the conference is still quite plausibly capable of attaining 60 points without needing a drastic turnaround. Kamloops may be a .312 team right now but they only need to get to .479 (not even above .500!) to get 60 points. 

The East though, that's another story. It's already fair to say that the playoff hopes of the Hurricanes and Warriors may be over, only 1/3 of the way into the season. The Hurricanes, currently at .200, need to play at a .681 pace the rest of the season to get to 73 points. That kind of turnaround seems unlikely in the extreme. Same goes for the .333 Warriors, who would need to improve to .622 for the rest of the season.

Saskatoon, at .404 currently, needs to get to .576 and that, while a tall order, remains do-able if things turn around for them a bit sometime soon.

So, it's still early in the year but two teams may have already firmly established themselves as trade deadline sellers (Nick Walters? Josh Derko? Travis Brown? Jesse Forsberg?). 

 Posted by Alan    at  12:36 PM   6 comments:     Links to this post  

Friday, October 18, 2013

Trainwreck in Lethbridge 

News out of Lethbridge today has the Hurricanes sending a pair of 19 year old forwards - Sam McKechnie and Jaimen Yakubowski - home to await trades. Apparently both players had requested trades and it looks like the team intends to oblige them.

 Yakubowski and McKechnie were the team's two leading goalscorers last year, Yakubowski with 32 goals and McKechnie with 26, and were 2nd and 3rd respectively in team overall points. This year though, the two each had only one goal - Yakubowski with 1g, 0a in 11 games and McKechnie with 1g, 2a in 9 games.

 It's unusual to see that kind of regression in points, especially from 19 year olds. It also makes you wonder what the Hurricanes might be able to get in return for these guys. The most likely culprit for the drop-off in these players' production is that the team has a new coach this year and perhaps these players are being used differently than they were last year....that would also explain the trade requests too obviously, if the players were clashing with coach Drake Berehowsky. Any team acquiring these players would need to keep these things in mind.

 All this only further underscores the mess that the Hurricanes organization has become though....they are 1-9-1, have an offence that is generating a league 2nd-worst 2.0 goals per game on average (only Vancouver's 1.9 is worse), been outscored 56-22 in 11 games, and are giving up an average of 41.8 shots against per game.

 The organization has missed the playoffs for four straight years (although past coach/GM Rich Preston was at the helm for all four years, never once making the playoffs) and have gotten the high draft picks that come with that, but are apparently still no closer to returning to the playoffs than they were four years ago. It's early yet of course but a 1-9-1 record and that 40+ shots per game suggests there's a significant mountain to be climbed if they are to turn things around and make the playoffs this year.

 Anyways, given that Berehowsky has (I'm assuming) already alienated two of his teams' best veterans and doesn't have better results than last year to prove that his approach is a better way, how long before it's fair to question the wisdom of his hiring? At the time he was hired this summer, many pointed out that Berehowsky's coaching resume was a little thin - only one year as a head coach, last year in the ECHL (his team missed the playoffs) and five years as an assistant, only two at the junior level (in the OHL).

 It's a mess.
Thursday, January 30, 2014

Wheat Kings Fall in Shootout to Rebels 

Ryan Pilon set up Brandon's game-tying goal on Wednesday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings were stymied by a hot goaltender on Wednesday night, dropping a 4-3 shootout decision to the Red Deer Rebels.

   Patrik Bartosak stopped 39 shots in regulation and overtime and six of seven Brandon attempts in the shootout as the reigning WHL and CHL Goaltender of the Week continued his strong January.

   Peter Quenneville scored the game-tying goal for Brandon with 1:42 left in the third period while Rihards Bukarts and Ryan Pulock also scored for the Wheat Kings.

   Brandon trailed 2-1 after the opening 20 minutes but outshot Red Deer 32-13 over the final 45 minutes but could only beat Bartosak twice in that span.

   “We gave up 13 shots in 45 minutes so I thought that was important for us and, because of that, we were able to generate a lot of offence,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “The game got better for sure as the game went along.”

  The Wheat Kings also played the game short-staffed up front after Rihards Bukarts was assessed a kneeing major a couple of shifts after be had opened the scoring for Brandon in the first period.

   With Brandon having dressed 11 forwards and seven defencemen for the game, it left the Wheat Kings basically playing three lines for most of the night.

   “Once we lost Bukarts, it was a ten forward game and it was just impossible to play four lines and it turned into a three-line game,” said McCrimmon, “The length of shifts become important and I thought, for the most part, our guys did a really good job.”

  Jordan Papirny stopped 26 shots for Brandon including 14 in the first period.

   The Wheat Kings did earn a single point with the regulation tie, moving Brandon to 26-18-5-1 and leaving them tied with Swift Current for top spot in the WHL’s East Division.

   The Wheat Kings will continue their road trip Friday when they visit the Calgary Hitmen (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff…Bukarts’ major will automatically be reviewed by the WHL office for a possible suspension…rookie Braylon Shmyr scored Brandon’s only goal in the seven-round shootout…Ryan Pulock extended his point streak to seven games while Peter Quenneville has points in six straight contests…Killarney product Reid Gow scored twice including the game-tying goal with 4:36 left in the 3rd period to help the Spokane Chiefs rally from a 5-2 deficit to beat Kelowna 6-5 in a shootout.

  at 2:08 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, January 29, 2014

Game #50 - Brandon at Red Deer (January 29, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey 

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz 

 Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Richards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - F John Quenneville (upper body) misses his third straight game for Brandon with Brett Kitt (healthy) also out of the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight.  They'll be joined by one more Brandon scratch after the pre-game warmup.

 - Brandon has an opportunity to move into sole possession of first-place in the WHL's East Division with a victory tonight.  The Wheat Kings are one point behind Swift Current with two games in hand.  Brandon is 2-3-2-0 in their last seven road games.

 - The Wheat Kings are 2-1-0-0 against the Rebels so far in 2013-2014 and have won nine of the last 11 meetings between the two teams including five straight at the Enmax Centrium.

 - Patrik Bartosak is a big reason for Red Deer's recent success.  The Rebels have won six of their last seven games and Bartosak, the reigning WHL and CHL Goaltender of the Week, has three shutouts so far this month and, overall, has a 2.43 GAA and a .933 SPCT in 11 January starts.

 - The Rebels feature two of the top WHL Prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft in defenceman Haydn Fleury and forward Connor Bleackley.  Fleury was rated 6th among North American skatings in the NHL Central Scouting Services' mid-term rankings while Bleackley was ranked 31st.  Both played in the CHL Top Prospects Game earlier this month in Calgary.

  at 7:14 PM  0 comments       

Tuesday, January 28, 2014

Brandon Comes up Short in Edmonton 

Jayce Hawryluk broke his 12-game goalless drought Tuesday 

  Three second period goals helped propel the Edmonton Oil Kings to a 4-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Tuesday.

  The game was played in the early afternoon as part of the Oil Kings’ annual Hockey Hooky promotion with more than 11,000 in attendance including some 8,000 school-aged kids.

  Jayce Hawryluk and Peter Quenneville scored the goals for the Wheat Kings, with Hawryluk’s first period power-play goal not only giving Brandon a 1-0 lead but also snapping a 12-game goalless streak for the Roblin product, his first goal since December 10th.

  Edmonton countered with a Brett Pollock power-play goal at 9:29 of the second period followed by Riley Kieser’s go-ahead goal just 40 seconds later.

  It was the Kieser goal in that sequence of events that really cost Brandon, according to Wheat Kings’ GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon.

  “So it’s 1-1 which, in of itself, isn’t the end of the world.  We gave up the next goal,” said McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “For me, of the goals we gave up today that hurt us, I thought getting scored on the shift immediately following the 1-1 goal, I thought that was really disappointing and I thought that really gave them momentum for the balance of the period.”

  Mitchell Moroz gave Edmonton a two-goal lead in the final minute of the second period before Pollock’s second of the game 4:50 into the third period made it 4-1.

  However, the two-goal outburst midway through the second period completely turned the complexion of the game and spoiled what was otherwise a decent road effort for the Wheat Kings.

  “We had a real good first period, we outshot them 14-7, we scored, we had the lead so in terms of some of those things you do need to do, we did some real good things tonight,” said McCrimmon, “Unfortunately, we just had the lapses where they climbed back into the lead.”

  Curtis Honey made 25 saves in his fourth straight start in goal for Brandon while Tristan Jarry stopped 27 shots in the Edmonton net.

  The victory was the Oil Kings sixth in a row and 12th in 13 games, giving them a three-point cushion over Calgary in the race for first-place in the Eastern Conference.

  The loss for Brandon was just their second in regulation in their last nine games, but prevented the Wheat Kings from taking over sole possession of first-place in the WHL’s East Division.

  Brandon still trailed the front-running Swift Current Broncos by a single point and get another chance to leapfrog past Swift Current on Wednesday when they visit the Red Deer Rebels (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff…Henrik Samuelsson had two assists Tuesday, giving the Edmonton forward eight goals and 17 points in eight career games against Brandon…Quenneville’s third period goal extended his point streak to five games while Ryan Pulock assisted on the goal to give him points in six straight games…F Tim McGauley’s five-game point streak ended on Tuesday.
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Game #49 - Brandon at Edmonton (January 28, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz 

 Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Richards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - John Quenneville (upper body, week-to-week) misses his second straight game for Brandon today with Braylon Shmyr and Kord Pankewicz also scratched.

 - Brandon enters Tuesday's game having gone 6-1-1-0 in their last eight contests.  The Wheat Kings are one point behind Swift Current for first-place in the WHL's East Division and can take over sole possession of top spot with a victory today.

 - Jayce Hawryluk's goalless streak is now at 12 games and counting.  The second-year forward hasn't scored since December 10th.

 - The Wheat Kings may want to keep an eye on Edmonton F Henrik Samuelsson.  In seven career game against Brandon, Samuelsson has eight goals and 15 points.  That includes a pair of goals in Edmonton's 5-4 overtime victory on December 31st.

 - The Oil Kings have won 11 of their last 12 games, a stretch that started with their New Year's Eve victory over Brandon.  The streak, which includes back-to-back wins over Calgary this past weekend, has thrust Edmonton into first-place in the Eastern Conference.

  at 11:53 AM  0 comments       

Monday, January 27, 2014

Green Quietly Effective for Wheat Kings 

Taylor Green 

  He might be 6-foot-7, but Taylor Green isn’t necessarily the type of player that immediately sticks out on the Brandon Wheat Kings’ blueline.

  A stay-at-home defeneman, Green has been able to post a particularly impressive statistic over the past two months, registering a +17 rating in his last 25 games.

  Green, who was acquired from Seattle in August for conditional fifth round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft, admits that it took him a while to adjust to his new team.

  “Coming to a new group, it’s difficult to get things off fast but I think I’ve done a good job,” said Green after Brandon’s practice in Edmonton on Monday, “We play a really easy system here for the d-men, the forwards do a good job supporting us and (Colton) Waltz has done a great job in helping me out to on the back so it’s just been an accumulation of things, but I think just being more comfortable with the system has helped me the most.”

  Green’s string of success coincides with a successful stint for the Wheat Kings, who are 17-6-5-0 in their last 28 contests – three of which Green was out of the Brandon lineup.

  “As a collective, we’ve been really good.  I can’t take all the credit, for sure,” chuckled Green, “These guys have been really good and I think, as a team not just a D-Unit but as a forward unit as well, we’ve been really good so, it’s fun.”

  The Port Coquitlam, B.C. product also points to being able to remain focused on playing defence has allowed him to progress this season.

  During his rookie season in Seattle in 2012-2013, Green bounced back and forth between forward and defence.

  Green and the Wheat Kings open a four-game road trip on Tuesday when they visit the Edmonton Oil Kings (12:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  It’s the Oil Kings annual Hockey Hooky promotion, with about 7,000 school aged kids expected to be in attendance at Tuesday’s game.

Chaff…F John Quenneville (upper body) will miss his second straight game Tuesday and is listed as week-to-week… The Wheat Kings have scored at least one power-play goal in five consecutive games (7-for-20) and now lead the WHL with a 25.3% success rate for the season.  The last time the Wheat Kings had the WHL’s #1 power-play was the 2004-2005 season…on the penalty-kill, Brandon is 21-for-25 (84.0%) in the last the last nine games…D Ryan Pulock and F Tim McGauley carry five-game point streaks into Tuesday’s contest while F Peter Quenneville has points in four straight games.
Sunday, January 26, 2014

Killer P's Come Through for Wheat Kings 

Ryan Pulock scored the game-winning

 goal for Brandon on Saturday 

   Ryan Pulock, Ryan Pilon and Peter Quenneville scored third period goals for the Brandon Wheat Kings in a 6-3 win over the visiting Prince George Cougars on Saturday night.

   Pulock's goal with 9:29 remaining snapped a 3-3 tie with Pilon adding an insurance power-play goal and Quenneville an empty-net marker, his second goal of the game.

   The Wheat Kings used a strong final frame to dispatched a Prince George team that had opened their East Division road trip with an 8-0 loss in Regina on Friday night and fell behind Brandon 2-0 in the first ten minutes of the opening period.

   "I give Prince George a lot of credit.  I expected they would respond to a real tough loss (Friday) night and I thought they did, especially when you look at the fact we had a 2-0 lead.  It would have been pretty easy for them to go away but they played extremely hard," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "I didn't think we were ready for that, I didn't think we handled it really well until the third.  The third period was easily our best, and was the difference in the game."

   The Wheat Kings may have gotten a spark early in the third period when rookies Jesse Gabrielle and Tyler Coulter engaged in fights with Zach Gonek and Wil Tomchuk respectively less than a minute apart.

   Eric Roy and Quintin Lisoway also scored for Brandon in Saturday's contest, with Roy's power-play goal with 1:38 left in the second period pulling the Wheat Kings into the 3-3 tie on what was Brandon's fourth man advantage and first successful power-play of the middle frame.

   Overall, the Wheat Kings finished 3-for-7 on the power-play but it wasn't bulletproof.

   "We were just getting into the zone.  Our breakout at the start of the game was really good, I thought, and we got into the zone pretty easily," said Brandon centre Tim McGauley, who had two assists in the contest, "During the middle of the game, they adapted to our breakout and held us up at the blueline and stopped us for a bit there."

   Curtis Honey stopped 25 shots in the Brandon net while former Virden Oil Capital Ty Edmonds stopped 25 shots for Prince George.

   Todd Fiddler, former Wheat King Klarc Wilson and Jansen Harkins scored the goals for Prince George, with Wilson's being his 20th of the season.

   The victory was Brandon's sixth in their last eight games and improved the Wheat Kings to 26-17-5-0 on the season.

   That leaves them one point behind the East Division leading Swift Current Broncos with three games in hand.

   Brandon opens a four-game road trip Tuesday in Edmonton (12:05 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...14 of Brandon's 18 skaters registered at least one point in Saturday's contest...Pulock and McGauley both extending their point streaks to five games while Peter Quenneville's got points in four straight...Virden product Landon Peel notched his third goal of the season in Kootenay's 6-2 win over Moose Jaw on Saturday...Killarney's Reid Gow got Spokane's only goal in regulation in a 2-1 shootout victory over Tri-City...former Wheat King Jordan Fransoo had his second of the year in Victoria's 3-1 victory over Vancouver.
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Saturday, January 25, 2014

Game #48 - Prince George at Wheat Kings 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz 

 Forwards

13. Richards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Ryan Pulock is expected to return to the Wheat Kings' lineup after missing Wednesday's game because of illness, although he is (technically) listed as a ? on tonight's lineup.  John Quenneville (upper body) and Brett Kitt (healthy) are out for Brandon, with Kord Pankewicz expected to join them if Pulock does the expected and plays.

 - Jayce Hawryluk will be out to break an 11-game goal-scoring drought tonight.  The second-year forward has seven assists in those 11 games but hasn't scored since December 10th.

 - Former Wheat King Klarc Wilson played his 300th career WHL game earlier this month.  Wilson's tenure in Brandon was brief, the first four months of the 2009-2010 season before being traded to Edmonton for Brent Raedeke.  He made his WHL debut in Brandon nearly five years ago, on January 28, 2009 as a 15-year old callup with the Wheat Kings for a game in his hometown of Edmonton.  Klarc will guest on our second intermission show tonight.
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Friday, January 24, 2014

Pankewicz Biding his Time 

Kord Pankewicz 

   It's called 'biding your time', and Wheat Kings' defenceman Kord Pankewicz is getting to know what that phrase means in spades this season.

   Pankewicz has dressed for just 23 of 47 games so far in 2013-2014, most recently filling in for veterans Eric Roy and Ryan Pulock, who missed Saturday and Wednesday's games respectively because of illness.

   It's not the ideal situation for the 17-year old, who'd obviously prefer to be in the lineup on a nightly basis.

   But, for now, Pankewicz is making the most of the situation.

   "I have to stay positive every day, come to the rink and put in the work," said Pankewicz after practice on Friday, "Myu time is going to come but I just need to wait, be patient and work as hard as I can."

   A year ago, the 5-foot-11, 202 pound Pankewicz was just into his third week of being a WHL blueliner after playing forward the entire first half of his rookie season with the Wheat Kings.

   His lack of experience on the blueline and unable to see as much game action as he'd like means Pankewicz puts a lot of importance on his practice habits.

   "Practice, I have to be sharp every you go out on the ice," said Pankewicz, "It's where I get most of minutes as of right now, and that's all right."

   Pankewicz has played well enough when given the opportunity, contributing five assists and a plus-five rating that ranks second-best among Wheat Kings' blueliners behind Taylor Green's +8.

   "I think it's just me maturing as a player and a person, being in the role that I am" said Pankewicz, "I think my playmaking is a lot better, and the plays that I do react on...to pinch or not to pinck, to step up or not step up."

   Brandon still has high hopes for the player they chose 11th overall in the 2011 Bantam Draft but, for now, he's content to be a good teammate, be supportive and, when he gets his chance, taking advantage of it.

Chaff...Wheat Kings' leading scorer John Quenneville (upper body) missed Friday's practice and is expected to be out of Brandon's lineup indefinitely...Prince George's last visit to Brandon was on October 7, 2011, a 6-3 Wheat Kings' victory...the first 2,000 fans in attendance at Saturday's game will receive a Matt Calvert bobblehead. 
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More Props for Wheat Kings' Quenneville 

John Quenneville 

   Another kudo for Brandon Wheat Kings' centre John Quenneville.

   The 17-year old was ranked 39th among all prospects in TSN's mid-season NHL draft rankings that were released on Thursday night.

   It's been quite a rise for Quenneville on the draft radar.

   He wasn't even listed in the initial rankings by the NHL Central Scouting Service at the start of the 2013-2014 season.

   "I knew coming into the season that I had to make up a lot of ground for last year, I missed a lot of games and didn't have the season I wanted to," said Quenneville in a recent interview, "I think I've come out to a first half and little bit of the second half of the season that I've played well and I've gained a lot of confidence."

   Quenneville currently leads the Wheat Kings in scoring with 21 goals and 45 points in 46 games, putting him in a tie for 40th-place in the WHL scoring race.

   His placing in the TSN rankings comes ten days after he was ranked 34th among North American skaters in the NHL Central Scouting Service's mid-term rankings.

   "I think anyone that says they don't take notice is lying to you," added Quenneville, "I see it and it is a confidence booster.  It means a lot to me and it kind of feels like my hard work is paying off a bit."

   Quenneville's older brother Peter was a seventh round pick of Columbus in the 2013 NHL Draft, meaning this will be the second go-round for the family.

   John says being a professional hockey player is something he's thought about for a long time.

   "I'm always dreaming, I have since I was a young kid," said Quenneville, "It would mean a lot to me to have those dreams come true and I'm working hard towards it."

   Scouts may not be able to see Quenneville in action for a while after he left Wednesday's game in Swift Current with an upper body injury.

   Brandon's next game is Saturday night when they host the Prince George Cougars.
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Thursday, January 23, 2014

Wheat Kings Can't Close Out Broncos 

Tim McGauley scored a goal in Wednesday's

 loss in Swift Current 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings let a 3-1 third period lead slip away in a 4-3 overtime loss to the Swift Current Broncos on Wednesday night.

  Nathan Burns and Coda Gordon scored 6-on-5 goals in the final 2:14 for the Broncos before Graham Black netted the winner with a penalty shot goal 1:43 into overtime.

  “We had done a lot of things that were exactly what we needed to do in order to win in here tonight,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We were in great position late in the game and  gave up two goals with the goalie out and didn’t bounce back in overtime.”

  Chad Robinson’s goal 7:29 into the second period was the only goal for the first 40 minutes of the contest, with Tim McGauley stretching Brandon’s lead to 2-0 with a power-play goal 3 ½ minutes into the third period.

  Jake  DeBrusk got the Broncos on the board just  past the six minute mark but Rihards Bukarts restored Brandon’s two-goal lead with 5:36 remaining in regulation.

  That set the stage for the Broncos comeback, which came just five days after the Wheat Kings had come back from three two-goal deficits to beat Swift Current 6-5 in Brandon.

  Brandon has surrendered five 6-on-5 goals so far in 2013-2014 and McCrimmon says their inability to win key faceoffs was a big reasons for Wednesday’s letdown.

  “In some of these situations we’ve had like this, that’s something that’s been a problem for us so that was part of it,” said McCrimmon, “Then, I just think composure, getting the job done with the game on the line.  We didn’t finish our job here tonight.”

  Curtis Honey made 39 saves in the Brandon net while Eetu Laurikainen stopped 32 shots for Swift Current.

  The victory moved the Broncos into sole possession of first-place in the East Division, one point ahead of Brandon – though the Wheat Kings do have two games in hand.

  Brandon’s next game is Saturday when they host the Prince George Cougars (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff…D Ryan Pulock (illness) missed Wednesday’s game while F John Quenneville left after the first period with what is believed to be an upper body injury…Regina lost 5-2 in Edmonton on Wednesday, leaving the Pats two points behind Brandon and three behind the Broncos in the East Division…the first 2,000 fans in attendance at Saturday’s game will receive a Matt Calvert bobblehead, courtesy of MTS Connect.
Wednesday, January 22, 2014

Game #47 - Brandon at Swift Current (January 22, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 6. Ryan Pilon - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

 Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Richards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock (illness) will not play in tonight's showdown for first-place in the WHL's East Division.  Brett Kitt and Braylon Shmyr are Brandon's other scratches.

 - With Pulock out, Colton Waltz will be called upon to play in Brandon's top-four for the second straight game, having done so in Saturday's win in Saskatoon when Eric Roy was out of the lineup.  Waltz should be fine in that role 5-on-5 but he isn't the presence Pulock is on the Wheat Kings' power-play.  It'll be interesting to see if the club tries someone else (Pankewicz) on the point on their second unit.

 - Jayce Hawryluk goalless streak has hit double digits, with the sophmore forward having gone ten straight games without a goal.  Hawryluk does have seven assists in that span so it isn't like the Roblin product isn't producing offensively, but I'm sure he'd like to break that goal-scoring slump as quickly as possible.

 - Curtis Honey won for the first time since December 7th on Saturday, making 33 saves in Brandon's win in Saskatoon and looking the best he has during the second half.  Honey missed large chunks of the first half because of injury and seemed to be shaking off some rust in his first couple of starts since the Christmas break.  He'll get the start in the Wheat Kings' goal tonight.

 - From Swift Current's side, defenceman  Julius Honka will play tonight after leaving Swift Current's 7-0 win in Prince Albert on Sunday with an injury.  Honka has 39 points in 38 games this season including three in three contests since returning from the World Junior Hockey Championship, where he helped Finland win a gold medal.
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Tuesday, January 21, 2014

Comfort Level Increasing for Pilon  

Ryan Pilon 

   The comfort level is increasing in a daily basis for Brandon Wheat Kings' defenceman Ryan Pilon.

   The 17-year old was acquired by Brandon from the Lethbridge Hurricanes in a blockbuster deal on November 16, and is starting to show why he was the third overall pick in the 2011 WHL Bantam Draft.

   In 11 games since the Christmas break, Pilon has two goals, six points and a +1 rating and has been playing regularly alongside New York Islanders' first round pick Ryan Pulock on the Wheat Kings' top pairing.

   "Points are coming now, so it's nice that way.  Confidence with the team and everything, it's been nice," said Pilon this week, "Just getting used to the team, getting used to everybody's tendancies...playing with Pulock, he nothing but help and great things.  He's been a great help and made the transition very easy for me."

   The pairing with Pulock is one that, initially, the Wheat Kings didn't pursue but it didn't take long to determine that the two Ryan's could feed off one another and become one of the top pairings in the WHL.

   When Pilon first arrived in Brandon in mid-November, one of the things he said he was most looking forward to was learning the ropes from an experienced blueliner like Pulock.

   And now, that seems to be coming to fruition.

   "The first couple of games, getting used to each other's game and what we're going to do," added Pilon of his partnership with Pulock, "Now, it's just is getting broken down and giving little tips here and there so it's been really nice."

   The Wheat Kings are 13-6-4-0 in 23 games since acquiring Pilon and are surging so far in the second half, going 7-3-1-0 in 11 games since the Christmas break.

   The surge has pushed Brandon into the hunt for top spot in the East Division and into the discussion for home-ice advantage in the first round of the WHL playoffs.

   "I haven't really had this feeling before," said Pilon, "Every game, two points are mandatory so it's coming to the rink and working hard to get those two points every night."

   The Wheat Kings will visit the Swift Current Broncos on Wednesday night (6:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

   They enter the game tied with the Broncos for top spot in the East Division, with both teams one point ahead of Regina.

Chaff...Pilon and Pulock both enter Wednesday's game on four-game point streaks while F John Quenneville has points ni five straight games...D Eric Roy, who missed Saturday's game in Saskatoon because of illness, practiced fully with the Wheat Kings on both Monday and Tuesday...a win Wednesday would allow the Wheat Kings to match their point total (56) from all of last season. 
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Sunday, January 19, 2014

Bukarts' Snipes Aid Brandon Win 

Rihards Bukarts scored twice in Brandon's 4-3 victory

 in Saskatoon on Saturday. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings moved into sole possession of first-place in the Western Hockey League’s East Division with a 4-3 win over the Saskatoon Blades on Saturday night. 

   Rihards Bukarts scored twice for Brandon including the game-winning goal with 7:34 left in the third period. 

   “I thought he played really well the entire game, and was dangerous every time he had the puck,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Scored two big goals for us and I thought just had a really solid game for our team tonight.”

  Bukarts first goal came after the marketing timeout midway through second period that tied the game 2-2 after helping turn the momentum after Saskatoon had control the first half of the second period, scoring twice to take a 2-1 lead. 

   The Latvian import is now tied for fourth in rookie scoring with 17 goals and 34 points as he enjoys a stellar freshman season in the WHL. 

   “There’s a transition for those first-year players and there’s a transition for him to adjust to the North American game,” added McCrimmon, “We’ve seen all year all of the good things he can do with the puck but he’s really taken a step in his game.” 

  Richard Nejezchleb and Ryan Pilon also scored for Brandon on Saturday while Curtis Honey stopped 33 shots in the Wheat Kings’ net. 

   Brandon is now alone atop the East Division standings, one point ahead of Regina and two up on the Swift Current Broncos. 

   “There’s a point where you need to have guys sort of say ‘why not us’,” said McCrimmon, “I think guys are getting some confidence and feeling that we’re worthy and that we can play with all of those other top teams.” 

  Brandon is idle until Wednesday when they’ll visit the Swift Current Broncos. 

 Chaff...D Eric Roy (illness), F Brett Kitt (healthy) and F Tyler Coulter (healthy) were Brandon's scratches on Saturday...Saturday's win was the Wheat Kings' 25th of the season, one more than the team had all of last year...Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon is eight wins shy of tying Bob Lowes for the most wins by a coach in franchise history. 

  at 5:18 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, January 18, 2014

Come-from-Behind Win for Wheat Kings 

﻿

Tim McGauley takes a faceoff during the third period

 of Friday's game. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings moved into a tie for first-place in the Western Hockey League's East Division with a come-from-behind 6-5 win over the Swift Current Broncos on Friday night.

   Peter Quenneville had a goal and three assists for Brandon, who overcame 2-0, 3-1 and 4-2 deficits at various points in the contest.

   "Sure wasn't perfect.  I didn't think that we played near as well as we needed to in a lot of situations through the first 40 minutes and, in the third period, I give our guys a lot of credit," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "Pretty determined effort.  I thought they worried about the process and by doing so, played a much better period."

   Jesse Gabrielle's goal with 4:23 left in the second period got Brandon to within a goal at 4-3 and Ryan Pulock tied the game with his 14th of the season 3:05 into the third period.

   Ryan Pilon then gave the Wheat Kings their first lead of the game with a 4-on-4 goal at 10:21 with Tim McGauley then scoring what turned out to be the game-winning goal on a Brandon power-play just 68 seconds after Pilon's marker.

   McGauley has dished out a pair of assists in goals by Quenneville and fellow linemate Richard Nejezchleb in the contest to finish with the third three-point game of his WHL career.

   "My linemates are always around the net.  They're always open for pucks, both Richard and Pete are really good offensive players," said McGauley, "They're really smart in the offensive zone, they know where to go at all times so it makes my job really easy, passing it across the crease and stuff like that because they're always open.  It makes my job easy when they're playing smart like that."

   Jordan Papirny made 28 saves as Brandon improved to 24-17-4-0, matching their win total from all of the 2012-2013 season.

   Graham Black scored twice for Swift Current with former Wheat King Geordie Maguire also scoring for the Broncos in his Swift Current debut.

   The Wheat Kings will be on the road Saturday, visiting the Saskatoon Blades (6:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ). 

  at 1:27 AM  0 comments       

Friday, January 17, 2014

Game #45 - Swift Current at Wheat Kings 

Goaltenders

 33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

 Defencemen

 6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 Forwards

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren
Friday, January 17, 2014

Wheat Kings Grown Up in Past Year 

Jayce Hawryluk 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings have come a long way in the last 12 months.

   A year ago, the Wheat Kings were nine games under .500 and on their way to missing the playoffs for the first time in 13 years.

   This year, Brandon looks like a solid playoff-bound team and are battling for first-place in the Western Hockey League's East Division.

   13 of the Wheat Kings' 23 players were on the roster a year ago, so the maturity of that group has gone a long way toward the team's 2013-2014 success.

   "It's a whole new dressing room in there.  From from last year, I think we've took the positives, what we learned from last year, and brought them into this year," said Brandon forward Jayce Hawryluk on Thursday, "Everyone's just realized that we've got a strong group of guys here and a good core.  We've all bought into what we need to do and we've really matured over the first half of the season."

   The maturation process has been most noticeable in players such as Hawryluk and fellow sophmore John Quenneville, who are not only 1-2 in the team in scoring but are also noticably better in their off-ice preparation and intensity level.

   The Wheat Kings are getting set to host the Swift Current Broncos on Friday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place), the team that is currently hold down first-place in the East Division.

   Brandon is 23-17-4-0 for 50 points, meaning a win Friday would match their win total from all of 2012-2013.

   That leaves the Wheat Kings two points behind the 23-16-1-5 Broncos, with the Regina Pats (23-17-3-2, 51 points) sandwiched between the two squads.

   The race for first-place in the East Division should be an interesting one to watch the rest of the 2013-2014 season.

   "It's exciting.  I think we've really worked hard for this spot," said Hawryluk, "I think, coming to the rink each day working real hard and sticking to our systems, I think we've deserved it.  It hasn't come by luck or chance, we've worked for it and we're now being rewarded."

   The Wheat Kings haven't played since Saturday's 5-2 win over Prince Albert but it's been far from a restful week for the team.

   A number of players missed practices this week because of illness but all were on the ice Thursday except Richard Nejezchleb, who is expected to play Friday night.

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

   Brandon will be looking to get their power-play back on track this weekend.

   The Wheat Kings have been good with the man advantage for most of the season and rank second overall with a 24.6% success rate.

   However, they are just 2-for-16 in their last four games.

   "For the most part, all year, we've been really strong with our entries so if we can continue that and then have a good net-front presence.  I think we lacked that when we were struggled," said Wheat Kings' right-winger Peter Quenneville on Thursday, "We'd want to be opening up for that one-timer or make a fancy play but when you get net-front presence and you get shots from the points and get a little havoc and get rebounds, that's when our power-play gets going."

   On the other side, Brandon's penalty-kill is 12-for-14 (85.7%) over the last five games.

Chaff...former Wheat King Travis Young will make his debut as head coach of the Bridgewater Lumberjacks of the Maritime Junior A Hockey League on Friday night...members of Brandon's Crocus Plains High School hockey team got a chance to attend Wednesday's NHL game in Pittsburgh between the Penguins and Washington Capitals.  Former Wheat King Eric Fehr met with the team afterward.  That's Eric in the back row, middle.  Crocus' coach is my colour man on the Wheat Kings' CKLQ broadcasts, Peter Gerlinger.  He's second from the left in the front row.

  at 8:07 AM  2 comments       

Monday, January 13, 2014

Three Wheat Kings in CSS Rankings 

John Quenneville (left), Jayce Hawryluk (centre) and Richard Nejezchleb (right) are among those

 in the NHL Central Scouting Service's mid-term rankings that were released Monday 

  Three members of the Brandon Wheat Kings were included in the NHL Central Scouting Service's mid-term rankings that were released Monday.

   John Quenneville is #34, Jayce Hawryluk is #42 and Richard Nejezchleb is #114 among North American Skaters.

   Quenneville leads Brandon in scoring with 43 points, Hawryluk is second with 41 points while Nejezchleb leads the team with 23 goals.

   Others in Central Scouting mid-term rankings include former Brandon Wheat King Taylor Cooper of the Lethbridge Hurricanes at #148, Elkhorn product Travis Sanheim of the Calgary Hitmen at #167 while former Virden Oil Capital Ty Edmonds of the Prince George Cougars is #8 among North American goaltenders.

   You can check out the complete list here.

  at 10:34 AM  0 comments       

Sunday, January 12, 2014

Redden Talks Retirement, Wheat Kings Career 

  Former Brandon Wheat Kings' defenceman Wade Redden announced his retirement earlier this week after 14 seasons in the NHL.

   I had a chance to catch up to Redden the day after the announcement.  Here's the interview that originally aired during Friday's Wheat Kings' broadcast...

  at 10:32 AM  0 comments       

Another Strong Third for Wheat Kings 

John Quenneville had three points in helping Brandon

 to a win on Saturday night. 

   John Quenneville had two goals and an assist to pace the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 5-2 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders on Saturday night.

   Brandon scored four straight games after falling behind 2-1 in the second period including three unanswered goals in the third.

   It was the second time this week that the Wheat Kings were tied 2-2 after 40 minutes and scored three unanswered third period goals.

   It was a good rebound victory for the Wheat Kings after they had dropped a 4-3 decision to Prince Albert in the first half of the home-ice weekend doubleheader.

   "We had trouble putting the puck in the net (Friday) night and, obviously, we have a good offensive team and one of the best teams in the league at scoring goals," said Quenneville on CKLQ's post-game show, "It was one of those nights (Friday) night, it wasn't going in for us and, tonight, I really think we stepped up and had a full 60 minute effort."

   Quenneville scored the game's key goal, a power-play marker with 9:11 left in the third period that snapped a 2-2 tie.

   The goal came just minutes after the Wheat Kings had killed off a Colton Waltz minor and ended a stretch where the team had scored once in their previous 15 man advantages.

   "There weren't a lot of special teams in the game but the one power-play we had early in the game, I thought we had great chances and we were really looking forward to getting another one," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "It was obviously much later in the game when we got our second opportunity but the guys made good."

   Jesse Gabrielle, Eric Roy and Rihards Bukarts also scored for Brandon while Jordan Papirny made 23 saves in the Wheat Kings' net.

   Brandon product Carson Perreaux and Josh Morrissey scored the goals for Prince Albert while Cole Cheveldave had a strong game in the Raiders' net, finishing with 37 saves.

   For Perreaux, the goal was his 14th of the season and sixth in five games against the Wheat Kings.

   Despite the win, Brandon (23-17-4-0) remains in sixth-place in the Eastern Conference, one point behind Regina and Medicine Hat.

   The Wheat Kings are also just two points behind the East Division-leading Swift Current Broncos with a game in hand.

   Brandon gets a bit of break in their schedule, with their next game Friday (January 17) when they host Swift Current.

  at 1:41 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, January 11, 2014

Game #44 - Prince Albert at Wheat Kings 

Goaltenders 

 33. Jordan Papirny 

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen 

 6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock 

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter 

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville 

 13. Richards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur 

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk 

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes 

 - Kord Pankewicz, Braylon Shmyr and Brett Kitt are the Wheat Kings' scratches for tonight. To my knowledge, all three are healthy scratches.

 - The Wheat Kings are winless in four games against Prince Albert so far in 2013-2014 including Friday's 4-3 loss in the first game of this weekend doubleheader.  Rihards Bukarts leads Brandon with five points (3 G, 2 A) in four games versus PA.  Brandon has gone 2-7-1-0 against Prince Albert the last two years.

 - Brandon's power-play has been very good for most of the season, but hasn't been producing as much recently.  Over their last six games, Brandon is 4-for-26 (15.4%) in their last six games including a 1-for 14 mark in their last three contest.  Meanwhile, the Wheat Kings penalty-kill is 10-for-12 over the last four games.

 - A scoring change in Friday's game that saw John Quenneville given the Wheat Kings' third goal spelled an end to big brother Peter's seven-game point scoring streak.  That's the longest streak for any Brandon player this season.

 - The Wheat Kings will get a much needed break this coming week.  Following Saturday's contest, Brandon doesn't play again until Friday (January 17th), when they host the Swift Current Broncos.
Saturday, January 11, 2014

Second Period Sinks Wheat Kings 

John Quenneville scored twice in his return to

 Brandon's lineup on Friday 

   A three-goal second period helped the Prince Albert Raiders to a 4-3 win over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday night.

   Brandon product Carson Perreaux notched his 13th goal of the season as part of the second period onslaught for Prince Albert, with his goal coming just eight seconds after Reid Gardiner had given the Raiders a 2-1 lead 2:02 into the middle frame.

   John Quenneville scored twice for Brandon including a goal with 5.4 seconds left in the third period while Jens Meilleur had the other goal for the Wheat Kings.

   "We had a really good first and third.  We played well, but we just didn't play good enough in the second," said Meilleur on CKLQ's post-game show, "We have to treat this game like a playoff series.  We have to forget about it and come back harder (Saturday)."

   Brandon had opportunities to come back from the deficit late in the second and early in the third period when they were awarded three straight power-play chances.

   However, the club was unable to capitalize and finished the night 0-for-5 with the man advantage.

   "It could have helped us, for sure.  It wasn't a night where we didn't have looks or didn't have chances but we didn't have results," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "Your power-play performance should be measured partly by what it does for you when you're in key situations...tonight, in the third period, we had opportunities on the power-play to make this a one-goal game and we didn't do that."

   The loss dropped the Wheat Kings a spot in the Eastern Conference standings, leaving them one point behind fifth-place Regina and just two points ahead of Prince Albert and Kootenay.

   Brandon will host the Raiders again on Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...former Wheat King Ryan Reaves signed a four-year, 4.5 million dollar contract extension with the St. Louis Blues on Friday. 

  at 12:13 AM  0 comments       

Friday, January 10, 2014

Game #43 - Prince Albert at Wheat Kings (January 10, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - the Brandon Wheat Kings will sit out D Kord Pankewicz (healthy), F Braylon Shmyr (healthy) and F Ryley Lindgren (illness) tonight. F John Quenneville returns to the lineup after missing one game with an upper body injury.

 - When Quenneville missed Tuesday's win over Red Deer, it reduced the number of Wheat Kings to have played in every game this season to three, and all three are members of the same line in Rihards Bukarts, Chad Robinson and Jens Meilleur.  Meilleur is the Wheat Kings' current 'ironman', having played in 84 straight games.

 - Some impressive numbers for Brandon over the past two months.  The Wheat Kings are 13-5-4-0 in their last 22 games and 8-1-2-0 in their last 11 home games.

 - F Peter Quenneville brings a seven-game point streak into Friday's contest, which is the longest for any Wheat Kings' player this season.  Quenneville has three goals and 11 points during the streak and has 20 points (7 G, 13 A) in the last 14 games.

 - Brandon product Carson Perreaux is having a fine season with the Raiders, scoring 12 goals and 19 points in 41 games.  He has four of his 12 goals in the three games against the Wheat Kings this season, all of which have been Prince Albert wins.

  at 6:43 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Stand Pat at Deadline 

Kelly McCrimmon 

   It was a quiet day for the Brandon Wheat Kings.

   The club did not make any moves prior to Friday's Western Hockey League trade deadline.

   That was a big contrast from 12 months ago when Brandon made three separate deals, and it's the first time since 2009 the club hasn't done something either at or just before the trade deadline.

   "When it comes down to it, we didn't want to change the makeup of our team.  We're encouraged with the young players that we have.  We don't have a lot of older player and the ones that we have are valuable, important and are good contributors to our team," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on Friday afternoon, "If you're not prepared to move prospects, draft picks or players then you can't expect that you're going to be very deeply involved in discussions for some of the players that were traded."

   McCrimmon also notes that the moves the team made in November to acquire forward Peter Quenneville and defenceman Ryan Pilon in separate deals had a bearing on standing pat on Friday.

   The Wheat Kings are 13-5-4-0 in 22 games since November 11th and McCrimmon is rightfully pleased with the progress his team has shown so far this season.

   The challenge, now, is for the team to continue that learning curve for the next two months.

   "I think guys believe we have improved and I think, collectively, we think we have lots of room left yet to continue to get better," said McCrimmon, "That's going to be the challenge now for our team is to show that improvement internally, to be the best team that we can be when the playoffs start."

   Among the moves that were completed on Friday was the Regina Pats sending former Wheat King Geordie Maquire to the Swift Current Broncos for a sixth round pick in the 2015 Bantam Draft while the Saskatoon Blades assigned Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson to the MJHL's Dauphin Kings.  The Blades had acquired Thomson's rights from the Kamloops Blazers on Wednesday.

   Here's my full interview with Kelly McCrimmon after the WHL trade deadline had passed...

Chaff...by my count, there were 31 trades involving 54 players and 45 draft picks from the end of the Christmas break on December 27th to Friday's WHL trade deadline. 

  at 2:53 PM  0 comments       

Papirny Rolling for Wheat Kings 

Jordan Papirny is 5-0 with a 1.77 GAA and .935 SPCT

 in his last five starts 

   Wheat Kings' goaltender Jordan Papirny has been on quite a roll as of late.

   The rookie is 5-0 with a 1.77 goals against average and .935 save percentage in his last five starts entering Brandon's weekend doubleheader against the Prince Albert Raiders on Friday and Saturday (7:30 p.m. both nights, Westman Communications Group Place).

   Papirny seemed to turn a corner in early December while he was in the midst of starting 18 of 19 games while his goaltending partner Curtis Honey battled concussion symptoms.

   The Edmonton product seems a lot more calm, composed and relaxed in net than he did early in the season.

   "That's something that I've really started to focus on, even at the start of December, it tried to get more towards stick too tight," said Papirny after Brandon's practice on Thurday, "Before, I'd be really strict in my routine and almost be too tight.  Now I just relax, get loose and focus on tracking the puck.  There's one puck in the game and that's all I have to worry about."

   The 6-foot-0, 170 pound Papirny has learned the ropes in his rookie season in the WHL, and part of that learning process was dialing things back a notch.

   Early in the season, Papirny was so aggressive in challenging shooters that he would leave himself out of position for second shots and was susceptible to a goal mouth pass.

   Now, he plays a little bit further back in his net.

   "If you were to go back and look at the goals against Jordan in the early stages of the season, there were times he was so aggressive that the puck ended up being tapped into an empty net.  You rarely see that anymore," said Brnadon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon after Papirny's 29 save performance Tuesday against Red Deer, "He's a lot more in control. It comes with experience.  He's a guy that understands his position real well and continues to improve."

   "The way I see it, or try and do anyways, is to try and play between my posts.  I'm not trying to slide out too far and get myself into the corners," added Papirny, "That's something I've tried to manage here lately.  It's been working in practice and I've been trying to take it into games too."

   Papirny currently ranks second among rookie WHL goaltenders with 15 wins, while his 3.36 GAA and .893 SPCT rank him second and third respectively in those two categories.

Chaff...Brandon centre John Quenneville practiced without restrictions on Thursday and should return to the Wheat Kings' lineup Friday.  Quenneville missed Tuesday's win over Red Deer with an upper body injury...former Wheat King Wade Redden retired Thursday after a 14-year NHL career.  The 36-year old Redden played a total of 1,023 regular-season games with Ottawa, the New York Rangers, St. Louis and Boston. He finished with 457 points and a plus-160 rating over his career.  He was also a two-time all-star and World Cup of Hockey gold medallist...as of Thursday night, there had been 23 trades involving 41 players and 38 draft picks since the WHL's Christmas break, though the Wheat Kings were the only WHL team not to have made a deal.  The WHL trade deadline is 1:00 p.m. (CST) Friday.

  at 8:32 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, January 8, 2014

Lisoway Steps In, Up for Wheat Kings 

Quintin Lisoway 

   It's unlikely John Quenneville will be the next Wally Pipp but Quintin Lisoway did a pretty good Lou Gehrig impersonation on Tuesday night.

   With Quenneville sidelined with an upper body injury, Lisoway moved into his regular spot between Jayce Hawryluk and Richard Nejezchleb and produced a goal and an assist in helping the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 5-2 victory over the Red Deer Rebels.

   "I was really looking forward to play with them, once I got word," said Lisoway on CKLQ's post-game show, "It's definitely more pressure but I thought I rose to the occasion."

   It was the first multi-point game of Lisoway's WHL career that included a goal and an assist while the second-year centre also finished with a +1 rating.

   "I just went out there and tried my best, like always.  I just tried getting a little gritty in the corners trying to support Richard and Jayce," added Lisoway, "I thought the game went pretty well for us.  Once we get set down in the corners, I thought when we got the cycle going, we were very strong."

   Former Rebel Chad Robinson snapped a 2-2 tie 4:30 into the third period for Brandon with Tyler Coulter and Colton Waltz also scored in the final frame for the Wheat Kings.

   Brandon put 40 shots on Red Deer netminder Patrik Bartosak but used a patient offensive approach against a team that is usually strong defensively and opportunistic offensively.

   "They play pretty tight in their end and I think you have to have patience and stick with it and not force passes that allow them to break out and now you're playing defence," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "Our team has talked about that a lot.  That's an area of our game that has gotten better and, tonight, I think we did a pretty good job of it."

   Jordan Papirny made 29 saves in the Brandon net and is now 5-and-0 with a 1.77 goals against average and .935 save percentage in his last five starts.

   Evan Polei and Grayson Pawlenchuk scored Red Deer's goals in a 2:01 span late in the second period to erase a 2-0 deficit.

   Boissevain product Meyer Nell assisted on Polei's goal in his first game back with Red Deer after playing with Team West at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last week.

   The victory for Brandon improves them to 22-16-5-0 and leaves the Wheat Kings two points behind the first-place Swift Current Broncos in the WHL's East Division.

   Brandon is also fifth in the Eastern Conference, three points behind fourth-place Medicine Hat and three head of Regina and Kootenay.

   The Raiders will be in Brandon to face the Wheat Kings on Friday and Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...former Wheat Kings' defenceman Alexander Urbom (ur-bomb) was placed on waivers by the NHL's Washington Capitals on Tuesday...the Anaheim Ducks recalled former Wheat King Nolan Yonkman from Norfolk (AHL) on Tuesday...Brandon product and former Wheat Kings' trainer Darren Granger of the Los Angeles Kings was officially named one of the equipment managers for the Canadian Men's Olympic hockey team on Tuesday...the NHL's Minnesota Wild assigned defenceman Matt Dumba to the WHL's Portland Winterhawks on Tuesday...Regina acquired D Isaac Schacher, 18, from Victoria Tuesday for fifth round picks in the 2015 and 2016 Bantam Drafts...Calgary dealt D Brennan Riddle, 16, and a third round pick in the 2015 Bantam Draft to Prince Albert Tuesday for a second round pick in 2014 and a fourth round pick in 2015.
Tuesday, January 7, 2014

Game #42 - Red Deer at Wheat Kings (January 7, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Wheat Kings' co-leading scorer John Quenneville (upper body, day-to-day) misses his first game of the season tonight. Kord Pankewicz (healthy) and Jesse Gabrielle (healthy) are also scratched tonight.

 - Quenneville's absence means Quintin Lisoway gets a chance to centre Nejezchleb and Hawryluk, the Wheat Kings' leading goal scorer and co-leading point scorer this season.

 - With Quenneville sitting tonight, only F Jens Meilleur, F Chad Robinson and F Richards Bukarts have played in all 41 games this season.

 - The Rebels and Wheat Kings have split their season series so far, with each team winning on the road.  Red Deer downed Brandon 4-2 on October 5th while the Wheat Kings won 4-3 in Red Deer on December 30th.  The two teams have been extremely tight in their season series over the last five years, with Brandon going 9-8-0-1 including a 4-4-0-1 record at home.

 - Boissevain product Meyer Nell has one goal and three points in 30 games with the Rebels this season and just returned from playing with Team West at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.  He'll be our guest on our pre-game show on 880 CKLQ tonight.

 - In case you're wondering, Canadian Junior team coach Brent Sutter has not rejoined the Rebels as of yet.

  at 6:08 PM  0 comments       

Shmyr Returns with Hardware 

Braylon Shmyr (in white) and Jesse Gabrielle (in blue) are

 both back with the Wheat Kings after playing at the

 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last week. 

   Brandon Wheat Kings' rookie Braylon Shmyr returned from the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge with some hardware.

   The 16-year old helped Team Pacific to a silver medal after they fell 4-0 to the United States in Saturday's gold medal game.

   The team still managed their highest finish since 2009.

   "I'm super proud," said Shmyr after practicing with the Wheat Kings on Monday, "Going there and getting silver medal, that's something that's something really huge.  Team Pacific hadn't won a medal in a long time so that's something to be proud of.

   Shmyr had two assists and two points in six games at the tournament on a team whose 22-player roster was made up entirely of Western Hockey League players.

   The Calgary, Alberta product says it was a great experience, and he thinks there's a major lesson he learned at the tourament.

   "I learned that every shift that you have to be going," said Shmyr, "You can't take shifts off and that probably what I'll bring here, for sure."

   Jesse Gabrielle also returned to Brandon and practiced with the Wheat Kings Monday after helping Team West to a ninth-place finish at the tournament.

   Gabrielle had one goal and two points in five games at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

   Shmyr and Gabrielle will both be available to return to the Brandon lineup Tuesday when the Wheat Kings host the Red Deer Rebels (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).
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Wheat Kings Eyeing First-Place 

Ryan Pulock 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings are in the midst of the playoff hunt in the Western Hockey League Eastern Conference but are also looking at the big picture.

   Brandon (21-16-4-0) are in fifth-place in the Eastern Conference heading into Tuesday's home game against Red Deer, one point ahead of Regina and Kootenay, two ahead of Prince Albert and four ahead of the ninth-place Rebels.

   However, the Wheat Kings are also three points behind fourth-place Medicine Hat and just four points behind the East Division-leading Swift Current Broncos with two games in hand.

   "I think the biggest goal for us is making the playoffs, and it's pretty tight," said Brandon captain Ryan Pulock after practice on Monday, "We have talked that if we start getting on a streak here and we're right in first-place so that's definitely a goal from us, and a very reachable goal as well."

   Brandon has suffered just one regulation loss in their last ten home games, going 7-1-2-0 in that stretch while outscoring their opponents 49-30.

   A victory Tuesday would be the Wheat Kings' 13th on home-ice this season, matching their home win total from all of the 2012-2013

   "I think we're just starting to play a more fully rounded game.  In the past, this has been a tough building to play in for teams and that's how we have to make it," said Pulock, who has points in all six games Brandon has played since their Christmas break, "It's our home rink, we play half our games here, so we have to expect to win every single night we're at home.  Guys are starting to get more confidence at home and I think that's helped."

   Tuesday's game continues what has been a busy second half for the Wheat Kings so far, as it will be the club's seventh game in 12 days since returning from the Christmas break.

   After a 4-3 overtime win over Regina on Saturday, Brandon took a day off Sunday and practiced Monday -- the first time they've had back-to-back days without a game since the second half started.

   "We've had a few days off but it's cut into our practice time.  I think it's important for us to get some practice here in the second half," said Pulock, "It was nice to be able to get that day off, that full day of rest and have a full day of practice before a game and I think that should help our team."

   Rookies Braylon Shmyr and Jesse Gabrielle have both returned to the Wheat Kings after playing at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last week.

   The two 16-year olds practiced with the team Monday and will be available to join the Brandon lineup for Tuesday's contest.

Chaff...former Brandon Wheat King Milan Bartovic was named to the Slovakian roster and ex Wheat King Ole-Kristian Tollefsen to the Norwegian roster for the Sochi Olympic Games.  Bartovic played two seasons with the Wheat Kings from 1999 to 2001 while Tollefsen played with Brandon from 2002 to 2004...Brandon G Jordan Papirny is 4-0 with a 1.71 goals against average and .943 save percentage in his last four starts...Moose Jaw dealt D Travis Brown, 19, to the Victoria Royals Monday for prospect Noah Gregor, 15, third round picks in the 2014 and 2016 Bantam Drafts and a conditional pick in either 2016 or 2017...the WHL trade deadline is Friday at 2:00 p.m. (CST).

  at 8:16 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, January 4, 2014

Nejezchleb Nets Overtime Winner 

Richard Nejezchleb 

   Richard Nejezchleb scored a power-play goal at 4:56 of overtime as the Brandon Wheat Kings edged the Regina Pats 4-3 on Saturday night.

   Jens Meilleur, John Quenneville and Tyler Coulter scored second period goals for the Wheat Kings to give them a 3-0 lead after 40 minutes before Regina stormed back wtih three unanswered third period goals to send the game to overtime.

   "Obviously, it's nice to get the win but it's really disappointing to give up a point to a team that's so close to us in the race right now," said Quenneville on CKLQ's post-game show, "We were getting the pucks out really fast on the breakout and I think that's one of the things we do really well as a team.  As you saw in the third period, we made some bad defensive mistakes and it cost us."

   Brandon's power-play had been largely ineffective in regular, going 0-for-4 including a 5-on-3 opportunity, but got the key goal with the man advantage at a crucial time.

   "Ryan (Pulock) brought the puck up with a lot of speed.  They did a pretty good job of deflecting him to the outside but we were able to get the puck to the front of the net," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "Richard didn't have a lot of work with, on his backhand, time running out on a puck that was bouncing and rolling but he got enough on it to give us the win."

   Jordan Papirny made 31 saves in the Brandon net as the Wheat Kings improved to 7-1-2-0 in their last ten home games and 21-15-4-0 overall.

   The victory moves Brandon, once again, into sole possession of fifth-place in the WHL's Eastern Conference standings.

Chaff...Wheat Kings' F Braylon Shmyr and Team Pacific had to settle for silver at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge Saturday as they fell 4-0 to the United States in the gold medal game...Russell product Rylee Zimmer assisted on Regina's first goal Saturday for his first career WHL point...former Wheat Kings' captain Mark Stone scored his first NHL goal in Ottawa's 4-3 overtime victory over Montreal on Saturday.

Former Wheat Kings' captain Mark Stone shows off

 the milestone puck after scoring his first NHL goal for

 Ottawa Saturday in Montreal. 

  at 11:57 PM  0 comments       

Game #41 - Regina at Wheat Kings (January 4, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - D Colton Waltz is expected to return to the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight after missing three games with an upper body injury.  Kord Pankewicz is listed as a question mark, but will sit if Waltz is ready to go following warmup.  Jesse Gabrielle (Team West, U17) and Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific, U17) are also out tonight.  Affiliate players Duncan Campbell and Tanner Kaspick were returned to the Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings once the team returned from its Alberta road trip.

 - The Wheat Kings have just one regulation loss in their last nine games at WCGP (6-1-2-0), outscoring their opponents 47-27 in the process.  The only blemish in that span for Brandon was a 4-3 loss to Swift Current on December 6th.

 - Tonight's game is the fifth of eight meetings between the Pats and the Wheat Kings during the 2013-2014 season.  The home team has won every game of the season series so far.  Richard Nejezchleb (2 G, 4 A) and Peter Quenneville (2 G, 4 A) lead the Wheat Kings with six points each against Regina while Jordan Papirny is 2-0 with a 2.00 GAA and .938 SPCT.

 - Speaking of Papirny, he's 3-0 with a 1.33 goals against average and .955 save percentage in his last three starts.

 - Another important game in the Eastern Conference playoff chase tonight.  Brandon enters the game tied with Regina and Prince Albert for fifth-place in the Eastern Conference with 44 points.  Kootenay is eighth with 43 points and Red Deer ninth with 42 points.  The Wheat Kings are also just four points behind the East Division-leading Swift Current Broncos with two games in hand
Friday, January 3, 2014

Wheat Kings Fall in Calgary 

Elkhorn product Travis Sanheim had a goal

 and an assist Thursday in Calgarys 4-1 win 

 over Brandon. 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings closed out a four-game road trip with a 4-1 loss in Calgary on Thursday night.

  Elkhorn product Travis Sanheim had a goal and an assist for the Hitmen while Peter Quenneville scored the lone goal for Brandon.

  Sanheim’s power-play marker 5:31 into the first period gave the Hitmen a 1-0 lead that held up until the end of the first period.

  It was also the first of seven man advantages for Calgary and while the goal was the lone power-play goal the Wheat Kings would surrender, Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon felt their lack of discipline played a factor in the loss.

  “With that number of penalties, you overplay guys and you underplay guys, that’s how it works,” said McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “The Lisoway line, as a line, weren’t involved in the game at all which hurts our team, when we don’t play four lines.”

  Brandon also managed just 24 shots on goal including six in the third period and had their share of issues in trying to generate offensive momentum.

  “I just didn’t think we got inside of their defence enough to generate any scoring chances from where you need to get to,” said McCrimmon, “I didn’t think we ever played great.  I thought we were okay and we were in the game.”

  Curtis Honey stopped 31 of 34 shots in the Brandon net with the final Calgary goal going into an empty-net.

  The loss leaves Brandon with a 20-16-4-0 record through 40 games, good for fifth-place in the WHL’s Eastern Conference standings.

  The Wheat Kings return home to face the Regina Pats on Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Wheat Kings’ F Braylon Shmyr was held off the scoresheet in Team Pacific’s 4-1 win over Sweden Thursday at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.  Team Pacific finished first in Group A with a 3-1-0-0 record and will play Russia in one of Friday’s semifinals...Brandon F Jesse Gabrielle had an assist in Team West’s 4-1 loss to Quebec on Friday, his first point of the tournament.  Team West finished with one win in four round-robin games and will play Germany in Friday’s ninth-place game.

  at 12:17 AM  0 comments       

Thursday, January 2, 2014

Game #40 - Brandon at Calgary (January 2, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Jayce Hawryluk will return to the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight after serving his three-game suspension.  D Colton Waltz (upper body) misses his third straight game while F Jesse Gabrielle (Team West, U17) and F Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific, U17) remain away.  F Duncan Campbell and F Tanner Kaspick are also out as healthy scratches.

 - The Wheat Kings have several players on point streaks heading into tonight's contest.  F Richard Nejezchleb and F Tim McGauley have points in five straight games while F Peter Quenneville and D Ryan Pulock have points in four straight.

 - Elkhorn product Travis Sanheim is enjoying a solid rookie season with Calgary  The 17-year old has one goal, eight points and a +8 rating in 32 games this season and scored his first career WHL goal on December 13th in a 7-0 win over Medicine Hat.

 - Brandon brings a seven-game regular season losing streak against the Hitmen into tonight's contest.  Calgary is 8-0-0-0 against the East Division this year and 17-3-0-2 overall on home-ice this season.  It's a key reason why they sit in first-place in the Eastern Conference. 

  at 7:28 PM  0 comments       

Quenneville Enjoys Productive December 

Peter Quenneville had a team-high 14 points in ten

 December games for the Wheat Kings 

  It was a productive December for Brandon Wheat Kings’ right-winger Peter Quenneville.

  The 19-year old led the Wheat Kings in scoring with six goals and eight assists for 14 points in ten games last month while scoring three power-play goals and finishing with a +4 rating.

  “I always knew that I could bring some offense and eventually the points would come once my ankle got better and things like that,” said Quenneville, who joined the team from Quinnipiac College in early November, “It was good that towards the end of the month, I was able to get rolling and get some confidence and, hopefully, the team can continue to build and win.”

  The 5-foot-11, 185 pound Quenneville enters Thursday’s contest in Calgary with a four-game point streak and has been the Wheat Kings’ top scorer through a 19 game stretch since Remembrance Day, when the team has gone 11-4-4-0.

  “The younger players are starting to mature, whether its the 16-year olds or 17-year olds in their first year, they have half year under their belt,”said Quennevillle, “Even for me, I think I’ve learned a lot in two months already and to see Johnny (Quenneville) grow up like he has, and Jayce (Hawryluk) and other guys I’ve gotten close to, I think we’re really starting to mesh and as we have more success, I think that’ll only continue.”

  The Wheat Kings enter Thursday’s game in Calgary in fifth-place in the WHL’s Eastern Conference, three points behind fourth-place Medicine Hat and two ahead of both Prince Albert and Regina.

  Jayce Hawryluk will return to Brandon’s linup for Thursday’s game after serving a three-game suspension.

Chaff...F Braylon Shmyr had an assist as Team Pacific beat the Czech Republic 4-1 Wednesday at the World Under-17  Hockey Challenge to improve to 2-and-1..Team West upset Sweden 3-2 in a shootout Wednesday at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge for their first win in three games...Saskatoon dealt F Nathan Burns, 20, and a 7th round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft to Swift Current Wednesday for F Connor Sanvido, 20, forward Wyatt Sloboshan, 16, plus a second round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft and a conditional third round pick in the 2015 Bantam Draft.

  at 11:54 AM  0 comments       

Tuesday, December 31, 2013

Wheat Kings Rally for Point 

Tanner Kaspick scored in his WHL debut

 on Tuesday in Edmonton 

  It’s not a phrase to throw around lightly but Edmonton’s 5-4 overtime victory over Brandon on New Year’s Eve may have been a moral victory over the Wheat Kings.

  Edgars Kulda got the winner 1:47 into overtime for the Oil Kings while Henrik Samuelsson scored a pair of goals for Edmonton.

  Brandon trailed 3-1 after a particularly poor opening period and were down 4-1 midway through the second period before rallying to tie the contest and send the game to overtime.

  “I thought, to a man, we were very poor in the first period for sure.  I thought we got going a little more in the second just in terms of work ethic and that type of thing,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “I think it was a case of showing too much respect to our opponent in here, to be honest in the first stages of the game.  It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, if you stand around and watch them they are going to look like a pretty impressive team and that’s what we did.”

  15-year old Tanner Kaspick, Brandon’s second round pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft, made his WHL debut Tuesday and netted his first career goal, which was the game-tying marker at 9:56 of the third period.

  Ryan Pulock, Richards Bukarts and Peter Quenneville also scored for the Wheat Kings while Curtis Honey made 33 saves in the Brandon net.

  “I give our guys a lot of credit for digging in and pushing back.  There was a stage earlier in this game where you thought the final might have been 8-1,” added McCrimmon, “It would have been a great night to steal that extra point and really feel good about the comeback and everything else but it just didn’t work out.”

  The results leaves Brandon with a 20-15-4-0 record for 44 points, still in sole possession of fifth-place in the Eastern Conference, three points behind fourth-place Medicine Hat and two points ahead of both Prince Albert and Regina.

  The Wheat Kings finish their four-game road trip Thursday in Calgary (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...the loss was Brandon’s fourth in a row in games that have gone to extra time...Eric Roy’s assist on Bukarts’ second period power-play goal was the 100th of his WHL career...Pulock’s goal was the 54th of his WHL career, seven shy of the Wheat Kings’ franchise record for goals by a defenceman...Henrik Samualsson now has eight goals and 15 points in seven career games against the Wheat Kings...Team West lost 5-2 to the Czech Republic Tuesday at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, falling to 0-and-2. Wheat Kings’ prospect Colt Conrad had two assists while Brandon forward Jesse Gabrielle was held off the scoresheet...Braylon Shmyr and Team Pacific had the day off Tuesday at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.  They have a 1-and-1 record...Brandon’s product Carson Perreaux notched his 11th goal of the season in Prince Albert’s 4-3 loss in Moose Jaw Tuesday.

  at 11:30 PM  0 comments       

Game #39 - Brandon at Edmonton (December 31, 2013) 

Tanner Kaspick makes his WHL debut in Edmonton

 on New Year's Eve 

Goaltenders

 35. Curtis Honey

33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 29. Tanner Kaspick

Notes

 - Tanner Kaspick, the Wheat Kings' second round pick in the 2013 WHL Bantam Draft, will make his WHL debut tonight.  Kaspick is currently third in the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League in scoring with 19 goals and 43 points in 26 games with his hometown Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings.

 - F Jayce Hawryluk will sit the third and final game of is suspension tonight while D Colton Waltz (upper body), F Jesse Gabrielle (Team West, U17), F Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific, U17) and F Duncan Campbell (healthy) are the other Brandon scratches.

 - This is the fifth time in the last seven years the Wheat Kings are visiting the Oil Kings on New Year's Eve.  Brandon has lost the last two, including a 6-2 setback last year in a game that saw Henrik Samuelsson have three goals and an assist.

 - A big day for some former Wheat Kings.  Mark Stone was recalled by the NHL's Ottawa Senators from Binghamton (AHL), Columbus recalled Ryan Craig from Springfield (AHL) for the second time in three days and Juraj Simek helped Servette (Geneva) win the Spengler Cup in Davos.
Tuesday, December 31, 2013

Wheat Kings Record 20th Win 

Tyler Coulter 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings jumped out to a 3-0 first period lead and went on to a 4-3 victory over the Red Deer Rebels on Monday night.

  Tyler Coulter scored 30 seconds into Monday’s game and Ryan Pulock and Tim McGauley padded Brandon’s lead before the game was eight minutes old.

  Red Deer pushed back in the second period to twice pull within a goal but the Wheat Kings made a 4-3 lead hold up by shutting down the Rebels in the final 20 minutes, allowed just six shots against.

  “It was a good effort by our guys,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “The second period was a little loose so with the our play in the third period, holding them to six shots, I thought that was a pretty good job of our guys refocusing for the third.”

  Included in Brandon’s stingy third period effort was a key penalty-kill when Richard Nejezchleb was sent to the penalty box with 2:10 remaining, his third minor penalty of the contest.

  “I don’t think we gave up a shot, we got a couple of blocks by defenceman,” said McCrimmon, “ I thought the guys on the kill really stepped up there for us at a critical time in the game.”

  Nejezchleb also had his team-leading 21st goal of the season for Brandon while Peter Quenneville contributed a pair of assists and Jordan Papirny stopped 18 shots in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  Brandon improved to 20-15-3-0 overall and moved into sole possession of fifth-place in the Eastern Conference for the second time in less than a week.

  The Wheat Kings are also now 18-1-0-0 when allowing three of fewer goals this season.

  “That’s where our focus has to be,” said McCrimmon, “I think the more guys understand that better defence is going to lead to more offensive opportunities, that’s how you get a little more buy-in for guys to do that.”

  Brandon continues their road trip Tuesday night when they visit the Edmonton Oil Kings (6:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...Team Pacific defeated Team West 6-3 Monday at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia.  Wheat Kings’ F Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific) and Jesse Gabrielle (Team West) were both held off the scoresheet.  Brandon prospect Colt Conrad scored twice for Team West...Brandon product Carson Perreaux had his 10th goal of the season in helping Prince Albert to a 4-0 win over Regina on Monday night...Saskatoon announced Monday that defenceman Nelson Nogier will undergo season-ending should surgery in mid-January...Portland F Nic Petan signed a three-year entry-level contract with the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets on Monday...15-year old D Kale Clague joined the Wheat Kings in Red Deer on Monday and is expected to remain with the team for the remainder of their Alberta road trip this week.

  at 12:26 AM  0 comments       

Monday, December 30, 2013

Game #38 - Brandon at Red Deer (December 30, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 26. Ryley Lindgren

27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 25. Duncan Campbell/29. Tanner Kaspick

Notes

 - F Jayce Hawryluk's suspension was finalized at three games earlier today.  He'll sit out his second game tonight and complete the suspension tomorrow night in Edmonton.  He'll be eligible to return to the Brandon lineup Thursday in Calgary.

 - In addition to Hawryluk, the Wheat Kings will also be without D Colton Waltz tonight, as he sees his consecutive game streak end at a team-high 84 games. Waltz suffered an upper body injury Saturdya in Regina.  Jesse Gabrielle (Team West, U17) and Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific, U17) are also out again tonight.

 - F Duncan Campbell and F Tanner Kaspick will both take warmup with one or the other being Brandon's final scratch for tonight.

  at 7:25 PM  0 comments       

Nejezchleb In, Hawryluk Out for Wheat Kings Monday 

Richard Nejezchleb will be in Brandon's

 lineup for Monday's game in Red Deer 

  It’s a case of good news and bad news for the Brandon Wheat Kings as they prepare to visit the Red Deer Rebels on Monday night (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  The good news is that forward Richard Nejezchleb will not be suspended for the charging major he took in Saturday’s loss in Regina and will be in Brandon’s lineup for their matchup against the Rebels.

  The bad news is forward Jayce Hawryluk will sit out his second straight game as part of a suspension for the checking-from-behind major he received in Friday’s home-ice victory over the Pats.

  The length of Hawryluk’s suspension hasn’t been finalized yet but the fact it continues Monday night doesn’t come as much of a shock.

  at 1:15 PM  0 comments       

Sunday, December 29, 2013

Campbell Hoping to Follow Calvert's Footsteps 

Duncan Campbell 

  Duncan Campbell finally got a chance to make his Western Hockey League debut on Saturday night.

  The 17-year old Brandon product has been with three WHL teams, going to training camp with the Prince George Cougars in 2011 and 2012 while on their protected list and also attending the Red Deer Rebels camp this year before eventually finding his way to the Wheat Kings’ camp in early September.

  The 6-foot-3, 187 pound Campbell says all of those experiences made him a better player, particularly the Brandon camp and subsequently being able to stick with the team through the pre-season.

  “Staying a little longer with Brandon really helped, I thought,” said Campbell after practicing with the Wheat Kings Sunday in Red Deer, “It took me to the next level, I knew what I had to do and I knew I had to play a better game so I just kind of took that and put it into my midget game.  It’s really helped, it’s showed on the scoreboard and I’m feeling a lot more dominant out there.”

  Campbell is leading the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League in scoring with 25 goals and 59 points in 29 games while helping Brandon to a 27-2-0-0 record and first-place in the league standings.

  2013-2014 is Campbell’s third year playing in the MMHL, something that doesn’t happen very often.

  However, former Wheat Kings’ co-captain Matt Calvert followed a similar route before becoming a dominant WHL player and moving on to the National Hockey League’s Columbus Blue Jackets.

  Campbell says Calvert’s story is one that inspires him.

  “He decided to go back for a third year in midget.  People said he couldn’t make the WHL, but he knew he could, he kept working for it and that’s what I want to do,” said Campbell, “Obviously, he’s a smaller guy and I’m a bigger guy so it’s a little different that way.  I’ll do my third year of midget and, hopefully, I think I can do it next year, I think I can crack the squad.  Just working hard every day and definitely look up to him.”

  Campbell and his Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings’ teammate Tanner Kaspick will remain with the Wheat Kings for their Alberta road trip this week.

  Brandon returns to action Monday night when they visit the Red Deer Rebels (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...the WHL is expected to rule on the length of Brandon forward Jayce Hawryluk’s suspension and if Wheat Kings’ F Richard Nejezchleb will be suspended on Monday morning.  Hawryluk has already sat out one game for a checking-from-behind major he received Friday while Nejezchleb was assessed a charging major in Saturday’s loss in Regina...Brandon F Jesse Gabrielle and Team West didn’t play Sunday at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge in Nova Scotia.  They’ll play Team Pacific in their first round-robin game on Monday...Wheat Kings’ F Braylon Shmyr and Team Pacific began their round-robin with a 4-3 loss to Quebec on Sunday.  Shmyr had an assist in the contest.

  at 10:44 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, December 28, 2013

Pats Tag Wheat Kings' Back 

Brandon product Duncan Campbell made his WHL and

 Wheat Kings' debut on Saturday. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings surrendered five goals in the second period and dropped an 8-4 decision to the Regina Pats on Saturday night. 

   Chandler Stephenson had two goals and an assist to pace the Regina offence while former Wheat King Geordie Maguire had a goal and an helper for the Pats. 

   Maguire’s goal with 9:14 left in the second period came just 31 seconds after Tim McGauley second goal of the game had pulled the Wheat Kings into a 2-2 tie.

   The Pats would add three more goals before the end of the middle frame to take a 6-2 lead into the intermission break.

   “I thought when we got the second goal with under ten minutes to play, we had a half game left, we were tied up, hadn’t been our best but were certainly in position to win the game or at least be in the game,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “That next shift, we gave up the go-ahead goal to them and I really felt that was the turning point of the game, even though it only made it a 3-2 game, I thought that that goal really hurt us.”

  Brandon was also hurt by penalties in the second period, being assessed four straight minor penalties that killed any chance the club had of generating momentum.

   John Quenneville’s power-play goal early in the third period got Brandon back to within three but their fate was sealed when Richard Nejezchleb took a boarding major at the nine minute mark that sent the Pats to a five-minute power-play.

   Ryley Lindgren scored Brandon’s fourth goal while the club was shorthanded but it was sandwiched between power-play goals from Boston Leier and Stephenson that made the final score 8-4.

   Curtis Honey went the distance in the Brandon net and faced 51 shots including 25 in the second period alone.

   The Wheat Kings fell to 19-15-3-0 with the loss while also allowing Regina to leapfrog past them and back into fifth-place in the Eastern Conference standings.

   Brandon will continue their road trip Monday night when they visit the Red Deer Rebels (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ). 

Chaff...Nejezchleb’s major will automatically be reviewed by the WHL office for a possible suspension...Brandon played without F Jayce Hawryluk Saturday after he was suspended for his checking-from-behind major he received in Friday’s win over Regina. The length of that suspension has yet to be determined...Wheat Kings’ F Jesse Gabrielle had two goals and an assist to help Team West to a 7-1 victory over Germany in exhibition action at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge on Saturday...Wheat Kings’ F Braylon Shmyr was held off the scoresheet in Team Pacific 4-3 shootout loss to Russia in another exhibition game Saturday.
Saturday, December 28, 2013

Game #37 - Brandon at Regina (December 28, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 27. Brett Kitt - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

  25. Duncan Campbell - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - As expected, Jayce Hawryluk was suspended by the Western Hockey League today for the checking-from-behind major he received in the third period of Friday's victory over Regina.  The length of the suspension has yet to be determined but given the factors of the hit and Hawryluk having been suspended for two games earlier this season, it's not unreasonable to predict a 5-7 game suspension for the Wheat Kings' forward.

 - It's not often you cheer for an opposing player to be in the lineup but that's the case for Brandon in reference to Pats' defenceman Jesse Zgraggen, who will play tonight for Regina.  Zgraggen was the recipient of the Hawryluk hit Friday and left the game afterward.  The fact he's playing tonight could lessen the punishment for Hawryluk from the WHL office.

 - In addition to Hawryluk, the Wheat Kings will also sit D Kord Pankewicz (healthy), F Jesse Gabrielle (Team West, U17) and Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific, U17).

 - Filling out the Wheat Kings' forward core tonight will either be Duncan Campbell or Tanner Kaspick.  That determination will be made following warmup but whomever plays tonight will be making their WHL debut.  Campbell currently leads the MMHL in scoring with 25 goals and 59 points in 29 games while Kaspick was Brandon's second round pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft and is third in the league with 19 goals and 43 points in 26 contests.  Both are playing 2013-2014 with the Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings.

 UPDATE: Campbell is making his WHL debut!!

 - The Wheat Kings can even their road record for the season with a regulation victory tonight.  Brandon is 8-9-1-0 on the road so far this season.  They won 11 road games the entire season in 2012-2013. 

  at 6:15 PM  0 comments       

Brandon Whitewashes Pats to Open Second Half 

Rihards Bukarts had two goals and an assist

 in Friday's win over Regina 

   Rihards Bukarts scared up a pair of first period breakaway goals to help pace the Brandon Wheat Kings to an 8-0 victory over the Regina Pats on Friday night.

   Bukarts also had an assist in a contest that saw 14 different Wheat Kings collect at least a single point.

   Brandon jumped out to a 4-0 first period lead, scoring the four goals in a six minute and one second span starting with Bukarts first goal 9:53 into the game.

   "We feel the game really good, we get fired up and everyone was in the game so every guy was a plus player tonight," said Bukarts on CKLQ's post-game show, "I feel really good after the break.  Just went from holidays home and I feel really good."

   Richard Nejezchleb added a goal and two assists for the Wheat Kings while Peter and John Quenneville each added a goal for Brandon, marking the first time the brothers had scored in the same game in their Brandon careers.

   Ryan Pulock, Ryley Lindgren and Tim McGauley scored the other Brandon goals while Eric Roy had three assists in the contest.

   Jordan Papirny stop 30 shots for his first career Western Hockey League shutout.

   "He was square to the puck, there was a lot of pucks that hit him based on him reading the play and being in position," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "We talked about the (Christmas) break, we wouldn't have had a player on our team that needed the break more than he did so good for him to come back and grab early confidence heading into the second half of the season."

   The victory improved Brandon to 19-14-3-0 for the season and moved the Wheat Kings into sole possession of fifth-place in the Eastern Conference, one point ahead of Regina.

   Brandon will visit the Pats Saturday to complete the home-and-home series.

Chaff...Brandon F Jayce Hawryluk was assessed a checking-from-behind major 3:35 into the third period after taking Regina defenceman Jesse Zgraggen into the board.  The hit is automatically reviewed by the WHL office and with Hawryluk already having been suspended for two games earlier this season, it's possible he could be facing a lengthy suspension...led by Bukarts and Taylor Green, who were +3 each, every Brandon player was a plus on Friday night...the Wheat Kings announced Friday that Hockey Hall of Famer Bryan Trottier will be their headline speaker for the CKLQ Wheat Kings' Sportsmans Dinner on February 6th.

  at 12:00 AM  0 comments       

Friday, December 27, 2013

Game #36 - Regina at Wheat Kings (December 27, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - F Jesse Gabrielle (Team West, U17), F Braylon Shmyr (Team Pacific, U17), D Kord Pankewicz (healthy) and callups Duncan Campbell (healthy) and Tanner Kaspick (healthy) are the Wheat Kings' scratches tonight.

 - The Wheat Kings had a number of players performing well heading into the Christmas break, but Colton Waltz and Rene Hunter were more than pulling their weight, especially in the absence of Eric Roy for the final three games of the first half.  Waltz has four points (1 G, 3 A) and is +6 in the last five games while Hunter has seven points (1 G, 6 A) and is +8 in the last eight contests.

 - On the other side of the coin, Ryan Pulock has struggled to produce offensively as of late, registering just one assist in the last six games while Eric Roy had one goal and a -10 rating in his final four games before being injured.

 - The Wheat Kings' key to success this season appears to be allowing three or fewer goals. Brandon is 16-1-0-0 when they allow three goals or less this season, 2-13-3-0 when allowing four or more goals.

 - Morgan Klinchuk (lower body) misses his 11th straight game for the Pats while Regina does welcome D Kyle Burroughs (concussion, missed last seven games) and former Wheat King F Geordie Maguire (upper body, missed last five games) back into their lineup tonight. 

  at 6:44 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Set to Open Second Half 

Prospects Tanner Kaspick (left) and Duncan Campbell practiced with the 

 Wheat Kings on Boxing Day. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings open the unofficial second half of the Western Hockey League season tonight when they entertain the Regina Pats (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Brandon hasn't played since a 4-1 home-ice victory over Moose Jaw on December 14th, taking a league-high 12-day break for Christmas.

   "We played a lot of games going into the break and bodies were really tired," said Brandon centre John Quenneville after Brandon's Boxing Day practice, "The physical aspect, it was nice to get that kind of rest, and just the chance to see your family and friends and get a chance to hang out with them for basically longer than the ten minutes after a game so it was break."

   The Wheat Kings will have the added benefit of having all hands of deck as they open a stretch of five games in seven days.

   Goaltender Curtis Honey, defenceman Eric Roy and centre Tim McGauley all practiced when the Wheat Kings reconvened yesterday.

   All three were on the sidelined with injuries when the club wrapped up the first half of their schedule.

   The Wheat Kings have an 18-14-3-0 record and sit in a tie for sixth-place in the Eastern Conference, one point behind the fifth-place Pats.

   "We learned a lot (in the first half).  I think we made huge steps from last year, and we're looking to make even bigger steps in the second half,"  "You've seen some games that we gave away, and you've seen some games that we came back in and saved for ourself.  I think it's all about learning how to win hockey games and I think if we can do that, we're really going to help ourselves in the second half."

   One of the unexpected players at practice Boxing Day was import forward Richard Nejezchleb.

   Nejezchleb was thought to be a shoe-in to play for the Czech Republic at the World Junior Hockey Championship but failed to crack the Czech's roster.

   Nejezchleb said he felt he had a strong camp with the Czech team but the coaching staff felt differently.

   He also feels his style of play didn't necessarily mesh with that of the Czech team.

   "Here, it's quicker and tougher and that's what I like," said Nejezchleb, who leads the Wheat Kings with 19 goals this season, "The European kind of hockey and the system we had on the National team, I didn't really like it."

   Additionally, Wheat Kings' fans won't get as much of a glimpse into the future this week as initially thought.

   15-year old Nolan Patrick, the fourth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft, suffered a shoulder injury during the final weekend of the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League schedule before Christmas and did not join the team as expected on Thursday.

   However, fellow prospects Tanner Kaspick and Duncan Campbell did practice with the team on Thursday, basically filling the spots vacated by Jesse Gabrielle and Braylon Shmyr, who are playing with Team West and Team Pacific respectively at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge that begins on Saturday.

Chaff...whether Kaspick or Campbell will be in Brandon's lineup against Regina is uncertain although a tweet from the Wheat Kings' Thursday indicated both would be making their WHL debuts on Friday...Wheat Kings' prospect Kale Clague scored a natural hat-trick in a 1:49 span of the third period Thursday, helping the Lloydminster Bobcats to a 3-3 tie against the Calgary Buffaloes at the Mac's AAA Midget World Invitational Tournament in Calgary.  Wheat Kings' prospect Logan Thompson plays for the Buffaloes but was not in net Thursday.  Dakota Boutin (Prince Albert Mintos) and T.J. Brown (Red Deer Optimist Chiefs) are the only other two Brandon prospects playing at the tournament. 

  at 8:47 AM  0 comments       

Monday, December 16, 2013

First Half Review 

John Quenneville is one of seven Wheat Kings with 20

 or more points so far this season. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings began their 12-day Christmas break on the weekend.

   The club ended the unofficial first half of the Western Hockey League regular season with an 18-14-3-0 record, nine points better than they were through 35 games a year ago.

   Brandon was two games under .500 (9-11-0-0) entering their Remembrance Day game but have gone 9-3-3-0 in their last 15 contest.

   The Wheat Kings have scored 129 goals and surrendered 129 goals in their first 35 games of the season.

   Offensively, they're the second-highest scoring team in the Eastern Conference (on a goals-per-game basis) but they're also allowed that same 3.69 goals per game against this season, fourth-worst in the East.

   "We stressed from day one that we need to better week-by-week, month-by-month and you need to be better in the second half than you are in the first half," says Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "We've moved the puck much better out of our end and that's helped us a lot in terms of spending less time in our D Zone.  I think we've grown to be quite a bit more confident with the puck in the offensive zone.  I think we're doing a much better job of having the puck and protecting the puck."

   Defensively, Brandon allowed 77 goals in their first 20 games (3.85 per game) and have cut that number down to 52 in their last 15 contests (3.47 per game), so there's been some improvement in that area.

   It's probably a little more impressive when you also consider that Curtis Honey started just one of those last 15 games with rookie Jordan Papirny having to carry the load in the Brandon net during his two absences.

   Offensively, the goals per game in the last 15 is 4.27 (64 goals) as opposed to 65 in their first 20 games (3.25 per game).

   "We try to stress every night that we begin with work ethic, then structure, then skill.  When we do it that way, then we do have good skill," added McCrimmon, "I think we have guys that are improving and playing well."

   Brandon doesn't have anyone in the top 25 in the WHL scoring race, with top-scorer Jayce Hawryluk tied for 28th with 36 points.

   However, the Wheat Kings are one of only three Eastern Conference teams with at least seven players that have 20 or more points, and Peter Quenneville, who has 15 points in 17 contests, would likely also above that mark if we had joined the Wheat Kings earlier in the season.

   The Wheat Kings are idle until December 27, when they'll entertain the Regina Pats.

   That game will begin a busy post-Christmas schedule for Brandon, during which they'll play five games in seven days and six contests in nine days.
Saturday, December 14, 2013

Bounce Back Win for Wheat Kings 

Jordan Papirny had a solid game Saturday for the Wheat Kings 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings closed out the first half of their Western Hockey League schedule with a 4-1 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors on Saturday night.

   Chad Robinson, Tyler Coulter, Quintin Lisoway and Jens Meilleur did the goal scoring for Brandon while Jordan Papirny stopped 36 shots including 17 in the third period.

   After the Wheat Kings let a two-goal lead slip away in the final minute of Friday's overtime loss to Kelowna, Papriny said on CKLQ's post-game show that Saturday's victory was a good way to rebound.

   "Anytime you have a loss like we did (Friday) night, it's not fun.  It sticks with you for a while, and I'd by lying if I said I got a lot of sleep last night," said Papirny, "I think the mission should never change before a game.  I'm always doing the same thing, just relaxing and having fun playing hockey."

   Thanks to a pair of concussions to Curtis Honey, Papirny ended up starting 18 of Brandon last 19 games including all three the team played this week.

   "I came here to play and, obviously, I got put in a pretty good situation here with Curtis being out.  That being said, I have a pretty big responsibility here in carrying the load for the team and I think I'm just going to try the same approach during the second half of the season."

   Ironically, the Wheat Kings ended up in the same situation on Saturday night as they did on Friday -- holding a two-goal lead in the final minute with the opponents net empty for an extra attacker.

﻿

  In fact, it got a little hairer for Brandon thanks to a delay of game penalty to Lisoway with 51 seconds left.

Tyler Coulter lays a check on Moose

 Jaw's Dallas Valentine Saturday 

   "It was ironic that we were in the exact same situation and added to it with the penalty.  It's an experience and, ya'know, this team hasn't had a lot of experience in those situations last season," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "You have to learn how to the win and even the losses help harden us up and hopefully that's something in the second half where we've got those lessons learned and we're a better team because of it."

   Brandon finish their pre-Christmas schedule with an 18-14-3-0 record, nine points better than they were after 35 games a year ago.

   The Wheat Kings get a 12-day Christmas break, returning to action December 27th when they entertain the Regina Pats.

  at 11:40 PM  0 comments       

Game #35 - Moose Jaw at Wheat Kings (December 14, 2013) 

Goaltenders 

33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Ren Tagolee

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 5. Colton Waltz - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - Ryley Lindgren - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce  Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - D Eric Roy (lower body) and G Curtis Honey (undisclosed) both miss their third straight game tonight while F Tim McGauley (upper body), who was injured in the second period of Friday's loss to Kelowna, is also out.  Richard Nejezchleb misses his second straight game while he competes for the Czech Republic at the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship.

 - The Wheat Kings are looking to rebound from last night's disappointing 6-5 overtime loss to the Kelowna Rockets, a game that saw Brandon give up two goals in the final 38 seconds of regulation.  It'll be interesting whether the impact of such a stunning loss still lingers tonight, or if the team can be mentally tough enough to put it behind them.

 - Brandon was 9-11-0-0 following a 6-3 home-ice loss to Swift Current on November 8th but are 8-3-3-0 in 14 games since that contest.  The Wheat Kings are sixth in the Eastern Conference and nine points ahead of where they were after 34 games last year (12-18-2-2).

 - This is Brandon's final game before a 12-day Christmas break.  The Wheat Kings' next contest after tonight will be December 27th against Regina.  The WHL schedule has Brandon playing five games in seven nights and six in nine days coming back from the Christmas break.

 - Tonight is the seventh meeting of eight for the 2013-14 season between the Warriors and Brandon.  Yes, these East Division rivals will play just one time in the second half of the season and that'll be on February 22 in Brandon. 

  at 6:32 PM  0 comments       

Rockets Snatch Win from Wheat Kings 

Rene Hunter scored the 'Teddy Bear' goal for Brandon

 on Friday night 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings let a two-goal lead slip away in the final 38 seconds in a 6-5 overtime loss to the Kelowna Rockets on Friday night.

   Ryan Olsen and Myles Bell scored wth 37.6 and 8.4 seconds left in the third period respectively, with Bell then netting the winning goal 2:52 into overtime.

   "We didn't get the job done, that's what shook down," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "We didn't get the job done when we needed to."

   Tyler Coulter's goal 20 seconds into the third period gave Brandon a 4-3 lead and Peter Quenneville's power-play marker with just 2:20 remaining in regulation, his second goal of the night, seemed to be the insurance goal Brandon needed.

   Alas, it was not to be for Brandon with the Rockets' late-game heroics.

   "I thought we played a solid game all night.  We were competing with one of the best teams in the league and it's just too bad we let it slip at the end," said Brandon rookie forward Tyler Coulter, who also had an assist in the contest. "I can't think of many worse than that...that's a tough way to end the game."

   It's the second time in less than a month the Wheat Kings have let a team score the tying goal with under 10 seconds remaining in the third period, with the Prince Albert Raiders doing the same in a 5-4 victory in Brandon on November 30th.

   "A lot of things in a game happen, and how you respond to those things is always critical," added McCrimmon, "I don't think we had the proper response and, as a result, we had the same thing happen identical as happen against Prince Albert."

   Brandon also let a two-goal third period lead slip away in their December 4th game against Regina but rallied for a 5-4 win on a Jayce Hawryluk goal with 29 seconds left in regulation.

   Peter Quenneville paced Brandon with two goals and an assist on Friday while Rene Hunter and Colton Waltz scored the other Wheat Kings' goals.

   Hunter scored the 'Teddy Bear Goal' 29 seconds into the first period while Waltz's first period marker was his first of the season.

   The Wheat Kings (17-14-3-0) still earned a single point Friday and are in sole possession of sixth-place in the Eastern Conference standings.

   Brandon concludes their pre-Christmas schedule by hosting the Moose Jaw Warriors on Saturday (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Friday's announced attendance of 4,218 was Brandon's second-largest crowd of the season...Brandon F's Tim McGauley and Rihards Bukarts both left the game Friday, presumably due to injury...no total was available Friday on the number of stuffed toys collected during Friday's Teddy Bear Toss...fans attending Saturday's home game against Moose Jaw are asked to donate a new unwrapped toy or non-perishable food item for the Westman & Area Christmas Dinner.

  at 12:19 AM  0 comments       

Friday, December 13, 2013

Game #34 - Kelowna at Wheat Kings (December 13, 2013) 

Goaltenders 

 33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Ren Tagolee

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 5. Colton Waltz - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce  Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - goaltender Curtis Honey sits for the second straight game and the 16th time in the last 18 contests.  Honey was listed as being out with 'illness' Tuesday but missing Wednesday and Thursday's practices and tonight's game makes my 'Spider Sense' tingle (meaning, it may be some type of injury).

 - the Wheat Kings are dressing 21 players for warmup, making a decision after on their defence core.  Eric Roy missed Tuesday's win over Kamloops and practice Wednesday and Thursday with a 'lower-body injury.'

 **UPDATE: Eric Roy (lower body) was scratched for the second straight game.

 - F Richard Nejezchleb (Czech Republic Jr. Team) and F Braylon Shmyr (healthy) are Brandon's other scratches for tonight's contest.

 - the Rockets enter tonight's game on an eight-game winning streak, a nine-game road winning streak and an overall record of 24-3-0-2, leading the WHL standings with 50 points.  Kelowna starts goaltender Jackson Whistle, son of former Brandon University Bobcat Dave Whistle and nephew to Brandon-West MLA Reg Helwer.

 - Kelowna defenceman Damon Severson is out tonight for the Rockets as he and the rest of the hopefuls are at the Canadian Junior Team Selection Camp.  Other Kelowna players to watch tonight including Winnipeg Jets' draft pick Ryan Olsen, who has 13 goals and 27 points in 28 games this season.  Winnipeg products Madison Bowey (11 G, 14 A in 29 GP) and Zach Franko (7 G, 15 A in 29 GP) are also key contributors for the Rockets.

  at 6:39 PM  0 comments       

Brandon Net All Papirny's Again? 

Photo by Stephen Simon 

   It looks like it'll be back to the Jordan Papirny show in net for the Brandon Wheat Kings as they close out the first half of their Western Hockey League regular season this weekend.

   Papirny's goaltender partner Curtis Honey missed Tuesday's victory over Kamloops and hasn't practiced with the team the past two days.

   Papirny was used almost exclusively by the Wheat Kings when Honey was sidelined in November and early December, and has played in 21 of Brandon's 33 games so far this year.

   "At the start of the year, I never would have imagined playing 21 games," said Papirny after Thursday's practice, "I really cherish the opportunity I've got in the net, and that's what I came here to do, so."

   A start tonight would be Papirny's 17th in the last 18 games, which includes the 15 straight games he started while Honey was sidelined.

   The product of Edmonton, Alberta seemed to wear down under the strain of those consecutive starts and Papirny admits that it is taxing to start that many games in a row.

   "I think, for the most part, it's more mentally tough than it is physically.  Getting prepared for games night after night after night really takes a toll on you," said Papirny, who was the 22nd overall pick in the 2011 Bantam Draft, "Trying to keep to a routine and certain things and priorities, that's just something I've been trying to do and I've learned to manage it a little better, so."

   The Wheat Kings will have their hands full Friday night when they entertain the league-leading Kelowna Rockets (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The Rockets lead the Western Hockey League standings with a 24-3-0-2 record and bring an eight-game winning streak into Brandon.

   "It's a big measuring stick game, obviously, playing Kelowna.  I think for me, personally, I'm just going to treat it like any other game," said Papirny, "We played Everett there in the states and they're a top-ranked team right now so I think I'll just treat it like that type of game."

   Defenceman Eric Roy also didn't practice the last two days after missing Tuesday's game while top goal scorer Richard Nejezchleb will miss the first of several games for Brandon Friday while he represents the Czech Republic for the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship.

Chaff....Friday's game is the annual Teddy Bear Toss.  Fans are urged to bring a new stuffed toy or a toque to throw on the ice after Brandon's first goal, with the items donated to the Brandon-Westman Christmas Cheer Registry...fans attending Saturday's home game against Moose Jaw are asked to donate a new unwrapped toy or non-perishable food item for the Westman & Area Christmas Dinner...former Wheat King Geordie Maguire (shoulder) is expected to be out of the Regina Pats' lineup until after their Christmas break...even though the WHL electronic scoresheet says otherwise, former Wheat King and Victoria captain Jordan Fransoo (upper body) remained out of the Royals' lineup for their 4-3 overtime win in Swift Current on Thursday.
Thursday, December 12, 2013

Bukarts Adjusting Nicely to Brandon, WHL 

Rihards Bukarts has had a good first half while 

 adjusting to Brandon on and off the ice 

   A new country, a new language and a new style of hockey.

   Those are just some of the things Wheat Kings' import Rihards Bukarts has had to get used to since arriving in Brandon in mid-August.

   There's been a lot of changes for the Latvian over the last four months, including his adjustment to the North American style of play.

   "Hockey is a little bit faster than in Europe.  You need to put pucks on the net and go for rebounds," said Bukarts, "Stops in the defensive zone, be better in the defensive zone and on offence to to change my game.  I'm getting better, I think."

   The more physical style also hasn't been a big issue for Bukarts, although he admits he could initiate contact a little more.

   Bukarts has goals in four of the last five games for Brandon and is tied for sixth in rookie scoring in the Western Hockey League with 11 goals and 24 points in 33 games.

   Off the ice, Bukarts command of English has improved dramatically -- something he credits his teammates and billets for helping him with.

   "I'm just listen to guys that are fixing me, like some words I'm saying wrong," said Bukarts, "They help me speak better and just dressing room talks and with billets, these things kist make he better."

   Bukarts, who turns 18 on New Year's Eve, says that all the adjustments and changes he's made and will continue to make during his tenure with the Wheat Kings will be worth it if he obtains his long-term goal.

   "The reason I come here is like every young hockey player, I have a dream of playing the NHL and I come to Canada to get my dreams come true," said Bukarts, "If I have a KHL contract, they are fighting between KHL and NHL, and they will never draft me from KHL so that's the reason I come to the CHL."

   The 5-foot-9, 190 pound Bukarts was Brandon's first round pick in the 2013 CHL Import Draft, seventh overall.

   The product of Jurmala, Latvia was given a late invitation early this week to play for his country at the Division I, Gruop A World Junior Hockey Championship that begins in Poland on Sunday but will not be participating in that event.

   Here's my full conversation with Bukarts prior to Tuesday's home game against Kamloops...

Chaff...D Eric Roy and G Curtis Honey, who both missed Tuesday's game with Kamloops with a lower body injury and illness respectively, did not practice with the Wheat Kings Wednesday while F John Quenneville (lower body) has also given the day off Wednesday...Brandon hosts their annual Teddy Bear Toss Friday when they entertain the Kelowna Rockets (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

  at 8:29 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, December 11, 2013

Wheat Kings Add to Blazers Misery 

Jesse Gabrielle had a goal and an assist in Tuesday's win 

   Rihards Bukarts scored a pair of goals to pace the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 5-2 victory over the Kamloops Blazers on Tuesday night.

   Jayce Hawryluk had a goal and an assist for Brandon in his first game back after a two-game suspension while rookie Jesse Gabrielle also had a goal and an assist for the Wheat Kings.

   The Wheat Kings weren't at the top of their game, but did pick up their eighth win in their last 13 contests to improve to 17-14-2-0 on the season.

   "I didn't think we used our speed or moved the puck as well as we can when we play well," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "Happy with the win, not going to be critical when we win the game, but I know we can play better than we did tonight."

   Hawryluk made his presence back in the lineup felt immediately, scoring on his first shift of the contest 1:37 into the first period to give Brandon a 1-0 lead that held up until the first intermission.

   The teams then exchanged goals in the early stages of the second period, with the Wheat Kings and Blazers combining to score four times in a four minute and 43 second span with Bukarts first of the night at 6:58 giving Brandon a 3-2 advantage at the end of the fire drill.

   Gabrielle scored his goal with 6:06 left in the middle frame and Bukarts second of the night was the lone goal of the third period.

   Gabrielle has four goals and seven points in his last eight games after tallying just one point in his first 11 games of the season.

   "(Coach Kelly) McCrimmon is working us into the lineup instead of just throwing us out there.  He's starting to trust us with the systems, and he's really helping all of us out with everything in practice," said Gabrielle, "30 games into the season, it's definitely a lot easier for me to stay up wtih the game."

   Peter Quenneville also scored for the Wheat Kings while Jordan Papirny stopped 31 shots in the Brandon net.

   Papirny got the call in the net for the 16th time in 17 games as Curtis Honey, who just returned to the lineup on the weekend after a 14-game absence, sat out Tuesday's contest because of illness.

   The victory moved Brandon into a tie for fifth-place in the WHL's Eastern Conference, five points behind the Conference leaders.

Chaff...Brandon defenceman Eric Roy also missed Tuesday's contest and is day-to-day with a lower-body injury...Kamloops captain Matt Needham left the game after being hit in the head by teammate Sam Grist's dump-in attempt in the first period...the loss was the 13th in a row for the Blazers, which sets a franchise record...the Red Deer Rebels dealt the WHL rights to defenceman Matt Dumba Tuesday, sending them to Portland along with a conditional 3rd round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft pick (if Dumba doesn't report to Portland) in exchange for F Presten Kopeck and three conditional picks, a 2nd round in 2014, 2nd round in 2015 and 2nd or 3rd round in 2016 (if Dumba does report to Portland)...Prince George attracted just 1,410 fans to their home game Tuesday, a 3-1 loss to Kootenay.  The Cougars are averaging a league-low 1,638 fans through 18 home games this season and have had a crowd of over 2,000 just twice.

  at 7:29 AM  0 comments       

Tuesday, December 10, 2013

Game #33 - Kamloops at Wheat Kings 

Goaltenders

 33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Ren Tagolee

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

  5. Colton Waltz - 9. Rene Hunter

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 11. Taylor Green

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce  Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - Goaltender Curtis Honey is out of the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight, with the unofficial word that he is sidelined because of illness.  Defenceman Eric Roy (lower body, day-to-day) is also out tonight while Brett Kitt and Ryley Lindgren are presumed healthy scratches.

 - Jayce Hawryluk returns to the Brandon lineup after serving his two-game suspension.  Hawryluk leads the Wheat Kings with 33 points this season including eight goals and 22 points in his last 14 games.  He'll go right back on the line with John Quenneville and rookie Jesse Gabrielle.

 - Tonight is the last game for Richard Nejezchleb before he leaves the Wheat Kings to attend the Czech Republic Selection Camp and, quite likely, the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship.  Nejezchleb will miss Brandon's final two games before Christmas and as many as seven games after the break.

 - Brandon's special teams have done well lately, with the penalty-kill going 14-for-17 (82.4%) in the five games since the team switched to a more aggressive philosophy.  The power-play went 0-for-4 last time out in Moose Jaw Saturday, but is still 21-for-66 (31.8%) in 16 games since November 1st.

 - the Blazers are having a tough season, sporting a 6-20-2-2 record this season and recording just one victory in 11 road games to date.  Kamloops brings a 12-game losing streak (0-10-0-2) into tonight's contest, having been outscored 59-21 in that 12-game stretch. 

  at 6:17 PM  0 comments       

Hawryluk Set to Return 

Jayce Hawryluk returns to the Brandon lineup Tuesday

 after serving a two-game suspension 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings will have their leading scorer back in the lineup when they host the Kamloops Blazers on Tuesday night (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Jayce Hawryluk returns after missing the last two games with a league-imposed suspension for a hit on Regina defenceman Kyle Burroughs last Wednesday.

   There was no penalty called at the time, but Hawryluk was suspended after the Pats asked for supplemental discipline from the WHL office.

   "Some time off that I didn't want, but that's how it went and I'm excited to get back in the lineup," said Hawryluk after Monday's practice, "We have three huge games coming up, all on home ice.  We want to get all three wins and be five games over .500 going into the Christmas break.  That would be huge for us."

   In addition to hosting Kamloops on Tuesday, the Wheat Kings also entertain the Kelowna Rockets on Friday and Moose Jaw on Saturday before having a 12-day break for Christmas.

   "We know these three games will come in handy at the end of the season so we have to make sure we give 100 per cent here," said centre Tim McGauley, "These six points here over the next three games are big for our club."

   Brandon carries at 16-14-2-0 record into the week, good for a tie for seventh-place in the Eastern Conference.

   However, the Wheat Kings have been spotty on home ice, going 8-5-1-0 including losses in four of their last seven games (3-3-1-0) at WCGP.

   Brandon is 7-3-2-0 in their last 12 games, with the club's power-play part of the reason why.

   The Wheat Kings have scored 16 power-play goals in that span, with a 31.4 per cent success rate.

   "We have some really good offensive guys on our team.  As long as we get down there and set up, we're really dangerous," said McGauley, "It's just a matter of positioning.  We're in the right spots and it's just a matter of finding our players, so."

   Brandon is not reporting any injuries heading into Tuesday's contest though defenceman Eric Roy did sit out practice on Monday.

   Kamloops carries a 12-game losing streak into Tuesday's game and are still without Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson, who left the team in mid-November to 'clear this head' and has yet to return.

Chaff...Tuesday's game will be the final one for Wheat Kings' F Richard Nejezchleb before he heads overseas to compete at the Czech Republic Junior Team Selection Camp and, probably, the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship...the Blazers haven't visited Brandon since December 16, 2011, a 3-2 Kamloops victory...Tuesday night is Rain Check Night at Westman Communications Group Place as well as the first "2 for Tuesday" of the 2013-14 Western Hockey League season.
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Saturday, December 7, 2013

Honey Returns to Starting Role, Wins 

Quintin Lisoway scored the winning goal for

 Brandon on Saturday night 

  Curtis Honey stopped 29 shots to lead the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 3-1 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors on Saturday night.

  Quintin Lisoway’s first goal of the season 5:27 into the third period snapped a 1-1 tie on a night that the Wheat Kings weren’t at their best.

  Brandon had a season-low three shots on goal in the first period and were outshot 24-11 in the first 40 minutes but still found themselves in a 1-1 tie going into the final frame.

  “What kind of turned us around in the third a little bit is that as bad as we’d been, if we could look forwards and not backwards, we were 20 minutes away from a win if we could win the third period,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “The points are huge, all the things that we talk about all the time.”

  After a scoreless first period, Reid Zalitch opened the scoring for Moose Jaw, scoring the first goal of his WHL career 8:10 into the second period.

  Eric Roy tied it for Brandon, re-directing a centreing pass from Brett Kitt home at the 12:53 mark of the middle frame.

  Kitt also had an assist on Lisoway’s game-winning goal while Tyler Coulter completed the scoring with an empty-net goal with 10 seconds left in regulation.

  Honey was rightfully named the game’s first star for his efforts in his first start since October 30th.

  “We game up way more scoring chances than we have been, and very high quality chances.  That was the concern for me was how poor we were in our end of the rink.  He was at the top of the game tonight, showed no signs of rust whatsoever and was the difference in the game, for sure.”

  Brandon is now 6-0-0-0 against the Warriors this season and 16-14-2-0 overall.

  The Wheat Kings return to action Tuesday when they host the Kamloops Blazers (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).
Saturday, December 7, 2013

Game #32 - Brandon at Moose Jaw (December 7, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 21. Tyler Coulter - 17. John Quenneville - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Jayce Hawryluk serves the second and final game of his two-game suspension tonight while Braylon Shmyr (healthy) and Taylor Green (healthy) are the other two scratches for Brandon.

 - The Wheat Kings will change up their defence pairing tonight, with Ryan Pilon and Eric Roy switching spots.  The Eric Roy - Ryan Pulock pairing came about after Brandon acquired Pilon rom Lethbridge but never seemed to click.  In fact, the duo were a combined -19 in the eight games they played together as a pairing.

 - Curtis Honey makes a start in goal for the Wheat Kings for the first time since October 30th.  Honey missed 14 games with an upper body injury and dressed Friday night, playing the third period in Brandon's 4-3 loss to Swift Current and stopped all seven shots he faced.

 - John Quenneville carries a six-game point streak into Saturday's contest, having scored six goals and 12 points in the last six games.  Peter Quenneville and Tim McGauley both have three-game point streak while Rihards Bukarts has goals in three straight games.

 - The Wheat Kings have dominated the Warriors, record-wise, in their head-to-head meetings this season.  Brandon has won all five games between the two teams this year including the three previous matchups at Mosaic Place.  Hard to believe, but it's December 7th and Saturday's game marks the fourth and final visit for Brandon to Moose Jaw for the 2013-2014 regular season.

  at 6:10 PM  0 comments       

Friday, December 6, 2013

Laurikainen Shines in Broncos Win 

John Quenneville 

   Eetu Laurikainen stopped 38 shots to lead the Swift Current Broncos to a 4-3 win over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday night.

   The Broncos scored three of their goals in a seven minute and 16 second span of the second period, with Cavin Leth, Colby Cave and Andrew Johnson netting the goals.

   "I think we had some really bad defensive breakdowns.  Bad net play, he didn't collapse down to the net and we weren't strong around the net and it cost us," said Brandon centre John Quenneville on CKLQ's post-game show, "This one definitely stings.  I think we dominated the play for a good portion of the game.  These are the ones that you have to win."

   Dakota Odgers, son of former Wheat King Jeff Odgers, opened the scoring for the Broncos by scoring his first career WHL goal just 13 seconds into the first period.

   John Quenneville tied the game before the five minute mark, extending his point streak to six games, with Richard Nejezchleb's power-play goal midway through the first gave Brandon a 2-1 lead after 20 minutes.

   Richards Bukarts scored the other goal for the Wheat Kings, with his marker coming late in the second period after the Broncos had scored their three straight goals to take a 4-2 lead.

   The Wheat Kings outshot Swift Current 41-26 but still suffered their fourth loss in their last seven home games (3-3-1-0).

   Wheat Kings' GM and coach Kelly McCrimmon said it was the type of game that you shouldn't read too much into the end result.

   "We need to win on home ice.  We're in the results business and we didn't get points tonight," said McCrimmon, "But, to overlook how well we're playing would be counter productive as well.  I think we did all kinds of good things tonight."

   Jordan Papirny started his 15th straight game and stopped 15 of 19 shots through 40 minutes before being replaced to start the third by Curtis Honey.

   Honey stopped all seven shots he faces in the third period in his first action since October 30th.

   Brandon returns to action Saturday when they visit the Moose Jaw Warriors. 
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Tai Sent to Medicine Hat 

Christopher Tai 

(courtesy www.wheatkings.com)

The Brandon Wheat Kings have announced that netminder Christopher Tai has been dealt to the Medicine Hat Tigers in exchange for a conditional pick in the 2015 Western Hockey League bantam draft.

The 18-year old Delta B.C. native was acquired from Lethbridge two weeks ago to serve as a backup to rookie Jordan Papirny while veteran Curtis Honey was out of action with an upper body injury.

Honey, who has missed the past fourteen games, has rejoined the WHL club and will be dressed for this weekend's games against Swift Current and Moose Jaw on Friday and Saturday nights.

The move to bring Tai onto the roster is a result of Czech-born goalie Marek Langhamer leaving for the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championships next week. Tai is expected to report to the Tigers on Monday.

Tai has appeared in nine games this season - eight with the Hurricanes and one with Brandon.
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Game #31 - Swift Current at Wheat Kings (December 6, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 22. Braylon Shmyr

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Brandon will be without F Jayce Hawryluk (suspension) while F Brett Kitt (healthy) and D Taylor Green (healthy) are also out tonight.

 - Curtis Honey returns from a 14-game absence but will be the backup tonight behind Jordan Papirny, who makes his 15th straight start in goal for Brandon.

 - Brandon is 5-0-1-0 in their last six games against East Division opponents, including a 3-2 shootout win in Swift Current on November 20th.

 - Quirky stat - forward Jens Meilleur has been a plus or even for 17 consecutive games, the longest currently streak on the Wheat Kings.  Meilleur has seven points (2 G, 5 A) and is +9 in that stretch.

 - The Wheat Kings were 3-for-5 on the power-play in Wednesday's win over Regina and are 20-for-57 (35.1%) in the last 14 games.  Overall, Brandon has the 2nd-ranked power-play in the WHL this season at 26.3%.
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Honey Set for Return 

Curtis Honey 

   Curtis Honey will return to the Brandon Wheat Kings' lineup Friday night when the club hosts the Swift Current Broncos (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Honey has missed 14 games with an upper body injury, which was originally suffered on October 30th.

   "We didn't think it was going to take this long but just taking it day-by-day and took longer than expected," said Honey after Thursday's practice, "Here I am now so I'm just happy to be back and happy to get back at it."

   Honey has been practicing fully with the Wheat Kings for the past week but whether he plays or is on the bench Friday night is still up in the air.

   "Obviously, getting in the first game after missing all that time will be real exciting and real fun," said Honey, "That's the next step and I'm just looking forward to it.

   Rookie Jordan Papirny has started 14 straight games in Honey's absence, going 8-4-2 with a 3.68 goals against average and .885 save percentage.

   With Honey's return, the Wheat Kings released goaltender Christopher Tai on Thursday.

   Tai was acquired from Lethbridge two weeks ago for a conditional eighth round pick in the 2015 bantam draft.

   His release reduces Brandon's roster to 23 players (two goaltenders, seven defencemen and 14 forwards).
Friday, December 6, 2013

Hawryluk Given Two-Game Ban 

Jayce Hawryluk has been suspended for

 two games by the WHL 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings will be without their leading scorer when they host the Swift Current Broncos Friday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place)

   Jayce Hawryluk has been suspended for two games by the Western Hockey League under supplemental discipline.

   The suspension stems from an unpenalized first period hit on Regina Pats' captain Kyle Burroughs in Wednesday's 5-4 victory.

   Burroughs suffered a concussion on the play and is out of Regina's lineup indefinitely.

   Hawryluk will miss Friday's game against the Broncos and Saturday's contest in Moose Jaw.

   He'll be eligible to return to the lineup for Tuesday's home game against the Kamloops Blazers. 

  at 7:49 AM  0 comments       

Thursday, December 5, 2013

Late Hawryluk Heroics Lift Brandon to Win 

Rihards Bukarts scored a goal in Brandon's

 win over Regina on Wednesday 

   Jayce Hawryluk's goal with 28.9 seconds left lifted the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 5-4 win over the Regina Pats on Wednesday night.

   Hawryluk's goal came after the Wheat Kings had let a 4-2, third period lead slip away for the second straight game but unlike Saturday's overtime loss to Prince Albert, Brandon showed more resilency in battling back and picked up two points.

   One benefit this time around for Brandon was the Pats tied the game prior to the mid-period marketing timeout, which allowed the Wheat Kings to refocus and regroup.

   "I think just kind of stick to what we do best, which is getting pucks out and getting pucks in and just trying to force their D-men to work and wear them down," said Brandon forward Peter Quenneville on CKLQ's post-game show, "We struggled at times to do that tonight but, fortunately, we came away with the win."

   The winning goal came after the Wheat Kings came up with a key penalty-kill, keeping the Pats at bay for a total of three minutes and 40 seconds including 42 seconds of a 5-on-3 man advantage.

   "The penalty-kills late in the third period were really important for us and got us to the position where we had the late power-play and didn't capitalize on that," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "We had some shifts in the third period where we had long, sustained shifts in the offensive zone and that final shift was one of those."

   Richard Nejezchleb snapped a seven-game goalless drought with his 18th goal of the season for the Wheat Kings while Peter Quenneville, Rihards Bukarts and Jesse Gabrielle also scored for Brandon.

   John Quennville extended his point streak to five games by contributing three assists to Brandon's cause.

   The victory allowed the Wheat Kings to leapfrog the Pats and move into a tie for sixth-place in the Eastern Conference.

   Brandon's next game is Friday when they host the Conference-leading Swift Current Broncos.

Chaff...Regina defenceman Kyle Burroughs left the game in the first period after he absorbed a fhit from Hawryluk.  Burroughs was wobbly and needed help to get off the ice.  Hawrulyk wasn't penalized on the play...former Wheat King Geordie Maguire picked up an assist for the Pats in his first regular-season game back in Brandon...Taylor Cooper was back in Lethbridge's lineup Wednesday for their 4-1 loss in Swift Current.  Cooper suffered a concussion in his first game with the Hurricanes on November 20...former Wheat King Nolan Yonkman is back in the American Hockey League, being returned to Norfolk by the NHL's Anaheim Ducks Wednesday.  Yonkman skated 14-plus minutes in each of his first two games with the Ducks since his November 23rd recall and notched one assist...Nesbitt product Aaron Rome has been placed on the Dallas Stars' injured reserve list with a muscle ailment. 
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Wednesday, December 4, 2013

Nejezchleb Given Chance for 2014 WJHC 

Richard Nejezchleb 

   Late Wednesday afternoon, it was revealed that Brandon Wheat Kings' forward Richard Nejezchleb would have a chance to play for the Czech Republic at the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship.

   While a release from the team stated he would be playing, Nejezchleb told me prior to Wednesday's game that he'll attend the selection camp in the Czech Republic with an eye toward earning a spot on the WJHC roster.

   According to a roster I found online, the Czech's Selection Camp includes 15 forwards, meaning two would have to be released prior to the start of the World Junior Hockey Championship.

   Goaltender Marek Langhamer of the Medicine Hat Tigers, defencemen David Nemecek of the Saskatoon Blades and Michal Plutnar of the Tri-City Americans and forward Dominek Volek of the Red Deer Rebels were also invited to the camp.

   Here's an interview I did with Nejezchleb about the opportunity that aired during our pre-game show on CKLQ...
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Game #30 - Regina at Wheat Kings (December 4, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Christopher Tai

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

  27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - Brandon goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) misses his 14th straight game for the Brandon Wheat Kings tonight.  D Taylor Green (healthy), F Braylon Shmyr (healthy) and F Quintin Lisoway (healthy) are also out tonight.

 - Brandon is could leapfrog Regina and move into seventh-place in the Eastern Conference with a regulation victory tonight.  The Wheat Kings are one point behind the Pats, though Regina does have a game in hand.

 - John Quennville enters Wednesday's game on a four-game point streak (5 G, 2 A) while Ryan Pulock (2 G, 2 A) and rookie Tyler Coulter (1 G, 2 A) are both on three-game point streaks.

 - The Wheat Kings' power-play was one of the WHL's most lethal during November.  Brandon went 17-for-52 with the man advantage in 13 games last month, a 32.0% success rate.  The Pats enter the game ranked 21st in the WHL in penalty-killing (71.1%) so that could be an interesting special teams matchup.

 - Wednesday's game is the first regular season contest for former Wheat King Geordie Maguire back in Brandon since being dealt to the Pats during the May 2nd WHL Bantam Draft.  Maguire has battled injuries but has six goals and ten points in 17 games this season including four goals and seven points in the last nine games he's played. 
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PK Change Eyes Improvement 

Jens Meilleur 

   One area of concern during the first half of the Western Hockey League season for the Brandon Wheat Kings has been their penalty-kill.

   The club is killing at a 68.3 per cent success rate over the last 22 games and have allowed 13 power-play goals against in their last 11 contest.

   The Wheat Kings have made a move to a more aggressive system on their penalty-kill the last couple of games and forward Jens Meilleur is hoping it'll be more effective for them.

   "I feel it made a difference, and I think a lot of guys penalty-killing do like the change," said Meilleur on Tuesday, "I know we let in a couple of goals in Moose Jaw but I think that was due to guys just kind of learning how to do it on the first couple of PK's.  I think as we went along, we were pretty effective in both games."

   "The biggest area where our team could improve is on our penalty-kill.  We made some changes to that on our week off and I felt on the weekend we did a better job and we didn't have the results in Moose Jaw we would have liked but liked some of the things that we did and then, of course, Saturday we only had one penalty-kill and successfully killed it," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon this week, "We've made some changes, we're looking to dp some things differently and be more aggressive in certain situations and, hopefully, we'll have improved results because of it."

   For the season, Brandon is ranked 19th in the WHL with a 72.6 per cent success rate and it would appear that opposing teams employ the umbrella power-play setup are most effective against the Wheat Kings.

   That system means forwards have to be very aware of where the shooting lanes are, and it also means there has to be effective communications among the players on the penalty-kill unit.

   "Those types of power-plays, that's when work ethic gets involved," said Meilleur, "You have to do a lot of starts and stops, getting from one lane to the other and making sure all lanes are covered."

   The Wheat Kings look to turn their home fortunes around Wednesday night when they entertain the Regina Pats (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Brandon has lost three of their last five games at home including Saturday's overtime loss to Prince Albert.

Chaff...rookie forward Ryley Lindgren should return to the Brandon lineup Tuesday after missing two games with an upper body injury...goaltender Curtis Honey is practicing fully with the Wheat Kings but remains day-to-day...Jayce Hawryluk was named the Wheat Kings' Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries IMPACT Player of the Month for November on Tuesday.  Hawryluk had eight goals and 12 assists for 20 points in 13 games last month while recording a +11 rating.
Tuesday, December 3, 2013

Pulock Motivated for Remainder of Season 

Ryan Pulock 

   Disapppointment for Brandon Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock.

   The 19-year old Grandview product was left off the roster for the Canadian Junior Team's Selection Camp later this month in what is his final year of eligibility to play at the World Junior Hockey Championship.

   "It obviously sucks but, at the same time, it's something that I can really use for motivation," said Pulock on CKLQ's Monday Sports Talk this week, "Looking at it right now it's tough but the long run for me is that I want to play in the National Hockey League one day and it's definitely not out of the question just because of one little speed bump here."

   Only eight defenceman were among the 25 players invited to the selection camp in Toronto, with former Red Deer Rebels' blueliner Mathew Dumba loaned to the team by the NHL's Minnesota Wild.

   Winnipeg Jets' first round pick Josh Morrissey of the Prince Albert Raiders, Edmonton's Griffin Reinhart, Kelowna's Damon Severson and Portland's Derrick Pouliot were the other WHL defencemen invited.

   I, personally, had an uneasy feeling for Pulock heading into the Subway Super Series after he was a) chosen to play in just one game instead of both and b) snubbed from wearing a letter despite being a second-year captain of a WHL team and a third-year participant in the series.

   I asked Pulock if he had an inkling something wasn't quite right.

   "I won't say, exactly.  Obviously, only playing in the one game and there was some little things.  I tried not to think about it and go about my stuff," said Pulock, "It was a goal to make it but without that happening, there's absolutely nothing I can do so I'm not going to sit here and dwell on it.  I'm just going to move forward."

   Pulock's not the first and certainly won't be the last quality player to not be given the opportunity to play at the World Junior Hockey Championship, but for Wheat Kings' fans, his exclusion seems eerily similar for Wheat Kings' fans to 2004, when Eric Fehr and Ryan Stone went to the camp but were among Brent Sutter's final cuts of the Canadian team that year.

   Fehr went on to win the WHL Player of the Year award, Stone finished the regular season with 99 points and the Wheat Kings advanced to the Western Hockey League Final.

   Fans can only hope Pulock's motivation from the Hockey Canada snub will motivate him to succeed in the same fashion.

   Here's the conversation between Pulock, myself and Peter Gerlinger during CKLQ's Monday Sports Talk this week...

Chaff...Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon said on Monday's Coaches' Corner on CKLQ that he was confident goaltender Curtis Honey will return to their lineup later this week.  Honey has missed the last 13 games after suffering an upper body injury October 30th. 
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Saturday, November 30, 2013

Wheat Kings Fall in Overtime 

  Sawyer Lange scored 18 seconds into overtime as the Prince Albert Raiders downed the Brandon Wheat Kings 5-4 on Saturday night.

   The Wheat Kings were unable to hold onto a 4-2 third period lead, with Leon Draisaitl scoreding with 6:53 left in the period and Chance Braid getting the tying goal with 11.1 seconds left in regulation.

   "When you commit to having your puck battle on the wall like we did, you have to win and you have to make sure you come out of the pile ahead of them.  That was part of what went wrong on the tying goal, and then just awareness of people in behind, I think that also factored into it," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "Just a combination of things that we didn't get the job done, that was the bottom line."

   Chad Robinson's shorthanded goal 5:53 had given Brandon the 4-2 advantage after Tim McGauley and Rihards Bukarts had scored the only two goals of the second period.

   Brandon fell behind 2-0 in the first period with John Quenneville getting the Wheat Kings on the board before the end of the first frame with his fourth goal in the last two contests.

   "It's disappointing for sure to lose like that," said Brandon centre Chad Robinson on CKLQ's post-game show, "What we have to take out of it is that we need to learn to hold onto a lead and stay composed in the last period.  It's something we've talked about before and it's something that we need to keep working on."

   The loss leaves Brandon with a 14-13-2-0 record and with 30 points, good for eighth-place in an Eastern Conference where five points separate fourth from ninth-place.

   The Wheat Kings next game is Wednesday when they host the Regina Pats (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Winnipeg Jets' first round pick Josh Morrissey had a goal and an assist for the Raiders...the line of Richard Nejezchleb, Peter Quenneville and Tim McGauley finished a combined -10 in Saturday's contest while D Eric Roy and Ryan Pulock were -5 and -4 respectively...the Wheat Kings will hold their ScotiaBank Skills Day on Sunday, with doors opening at 2:00 p.m. and the event starting at 2:30 p.m. 
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Game #29 - Prince Albert at Wheat Kings 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Christopher Tai

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 21. Tyler Coulter - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

  12. Jesse Gabrielle - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Curtis Honey (upper body) missed his 13th straight game while Ryley Lindgren (upper body) is out for his 2nd in a row.  Both players are day-to-day.  Brett Kitt (healthy) and Kord Pankewicz (healthy) are the other Brandon scratches tonight.

 - A scoring change from Friday's game has resulted in John Quenneville now being credited with his first career WHL hat-trick.  I had originally thought Quenneville tipped in Eric Roy's shot for Brandon's fourth goal last night but he wasn't credited with the goal until the Wheat Kings requested the change earlier today.  Quenneville still had a career high five points (3 G, 2 A) but now has his first hatty.

 - Despite not having a player in the Top 25 in scoring, the Wheat Kings rank fourth in the Western Hockey League in goals this season.  Brandon has scored 100 goals in 28 games, an average of 3.57 per game.  Only Portland, Medicine Hat and Spokane are averaging more goals per game than the Wheat Kings.

 - Moose Jaw ended up with a pair of suspensions out of last night's contest.  Tanner Eberle was given a two-game suspension for his check-to-the-head major he got late in the second period while Josh Uhrich was given a one-game ban after slew-footing Jesse Gabrielle at the end of their third period fight and receiving a game misconduct for his actions.

 - Brandon product Carson Perreaux has slowed down a bit after his tremendous start to the season. The Prince Albert forward had seven goals and eight points by October 15th but has just one goal and six points in the last 15 games.  However, he did contribute two assists as the Raiders overcame a 6-2 third period deficit to beat Regina 7-6 in overtime on Friday night.

 - Tonight's game marks the first game back in Brandon for former Wheat Kings' head coach Cory Clouston.  I'll be curious to see what type of reaction he'll get.  My best bet -- the fans won't even notice.
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Wheat Kings put up Eight-Spot in Win over Warriors 

John Quenneville had a career-high five points

 in Friday's win in Moose Jaw 

  The  Brandon Wheat Kings snapped a three-game losing streak Friday night with an 8-4 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors.

  The Wheat Kings rallied from a 2-0 deficit by scoring four goals in a three minute and 36 second span early in the second period and went on to a fifth straight victory over their East Division rivals this season.

  “We started pressuring their defence more than we had in the first period and that seemed to really force mistakes by their back end, and I thought our guys were really good around the net,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We had some chances, we got shots, we made some plays and our power-play scored for us.”

  John Quenneville paced the Wheat Kings offensively with a career-high five points on two goals and three assists while Jayce Hawryluk added two goals and two helpers.

  The Wheat Kings finished 4-for-8 with the man advantage after going just 1-for-12 on the power-play during a four-game road trip last week.

  “For me, you have to establish your point shot on the power-play and I think that when you do that, plays down at the bottom will open up,” said McCrimmon, “Our guys did a good job with traffic tonight.  When you look at the way we scored our power-play goals, it was good net-front presence.”

  Eric Roy had a goal and two assists for Brandon with Ryan Pulock, Tyler Coulter and Brett Kitt also scoring for the Wheat Kings.

  For Coulter, it was his first career WHL goal.

  The victory improved the Wheat Kings to 14-13-1-0 on the season.

  Brandon returns home to face the Prince Albert Raiders on Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).
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Friday, November 29, 2013

Game #28 - Brandon at Moose Jaw (November 29, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Christopher Tai

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Richards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - Brandon will sit G Curtis Honey (upper body), F Ryley Lindgren (upper body), F Braylon Shmyr (healthy) and D Kord Pankewicz (healthy).

 - Brandon is out to break a three-game losing streak against a team they've dominated in head-to-head matchups so far this season.  The Wheat Kings are 4-0-0-0 against the Warriors this season including two wins at Mosaic Place.

 - Ryan Pulock is the first Wheat Kings' defenceman to score 50 goals in his career since Justin Kurtz, who finished with 54 goals at the end of his fourth season in 1996-1997.  Unofficially, the Wheat Kings' team record is Brad McCrimmon with 61.

 - The Wheat Kings are 13-1-0-0 when scoring four or more goals so far this season, 0-12-1-0 when they don't.
Friday, November 29, 2013

Pulock Helps Team WHL to Victory 

Ryan Pulock 

   Team WHL overcame a 2-0 first period deficit and beat the Russian Selects 4-2 Thursday night in Lethbridge in the final game of the Subway Super Series.

   Greg Chase of the Calgary Hitmen scored twice for Team WHL while Derrick Pouliot of the Portland Winterhawks and Hunter Shinkaruk of the Medicine Hat Tigers had the other goals.

   Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock had an assist and was +1 for Team WHL in Thursday's contest.

   "It's a big opportunity for the guys here to show off their stuff for the Hockey Canada scouts, and it's the last step in the process, I guess," Pulock told Hurricanes' PBP man Pat Siedlecki after the contest, "It's for fun to be able to represent your league but, at the same time, it's a lot about business."

   Pulock and the rest of the CHL's top Canadian players will now wait on pins and needles as Hockey Canada goes through their reports and selects the players for their Selection Camp.

   That roster will be released on Monday.

   Meanwhile, Thursday's victory sealed a series win for the Canadian Hockey League.

   The CHL and Russia each won three games, but the CHL claimed the series victory on points with a 10-8 edge.

   That's because they were using the International system of three points for a regulation win, two points for an overtime or shootout win and one point for an overtime or shootout loss.
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Thursday, November 28, 2013

Tai Taking Positive Approach, and other Notes 

Christopher Tai was acquired from Lethbridge last week 

  Christopher Tai is taking a positive approach to his tenure with the Brandon Wheat Kings.

   The 18-year old netminder was acquired from Lethbridge last Thursday as insurance for the Wheat Kings while Curtis Hooney is sidelined with an upper body injury.

   What happens once Honey is healthy is anyone's guess but Tai said after practice Wednesday he can only control what he does.

   "I try to look at it in a positive light.  That's how I am, and I'm just going to keep battling no matter what happens," said Tai, "The situation is going to play out the way it's going to play out and I have no control over it.  All I can keep doing is try my hardest here."

   Honey has been out since October 30 but did practice fully with the Wheat Kings on Wednesday as he inches closer to a return to the Brandon lineup.

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿

 ﻿

Curtis Honey practiced fully with the Wheat Kings

 on Wednesday 

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

   Ivan Nalimov stopped 42 shots to lead the Russian Selects to a 3-2 win over Team WHL in Game #5 of the Subway Super Series Wednesday night in Red Deer.

   Taylor Leier of the Portland Winterhawks and Griffin Reinhart of the Edmonton Oil Kings scored for Team WHL while Winnipeg Jets' draft pick Eric Comrie of the Tri-City Americans made 22 saves.

   As expected, Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock did not play for Team WHL in Wednesday's contest but will play in the final game of the Subway Super Series Thursday night in Lethbridge.

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

   The Wheat Kings could be without rookie centre Ryley Lindgren when they return to action Friday night in Moose Jaw (6:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

   Lindgren suffered an upper body injury in Saturday's loss in Cranbrook and is listed as day-to-day.
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Tuesday, November 26, 2013

Pulock Set for Another Team WHL Experience 

Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock will play for Team WHL

 in the Subway Super Series again this year 

   Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock will be out to make a good impression this week when he suits up for Team WHL in the Subway Super Series.

   It'll be the third straight year Pulock will play for Team WHL in the event but the Grandview, Manitoba product is putting a little more importance on the annual showcase for the Canadian Junior Team than the past two seasons.

   That's because this year is the last kick at the can for Pulock to represent Canada at the World Junior Hockey Championship.

   "This is my last crack at the World Junior team.  As a kid growing up, that's kind of a dream of everyone's, I think," said Pulock, a first round pick of the NY Islanders in the 2013 NHL Draft, "Here being my last crack and the coaching staff being part of the Super Series, I need to really focus in on that game and have a good game."

   The Team WHL coaching staff of Red Deer's Brent Sutter and Kootenay's Ryan McGill are also the head coach and assistant coach with the Canadian Junior Team, giving Pulock a chance to strut his stuff for at least part of Hockey Canada's decision making team.

   "It's exciting as much as it is nerve-wracking," said Pulock, "I'm just going to go there excited and be excited to play and go out there and just play my game, don't do anything out of the ordinary and just have a solid outing."

   Pulock will play in just one of the two WHL games in the Super Series, that being Thursday night's contest in Lethbridge.

   The 19-year old has already had a chance to make an impression with the Hockey Canada folks as one of the players that participating in the Summer Development Camp in August that included a mini-tournament in Lake Placid, New York.

   Hockey Canada is expected to announce the roster for the Selection Camp on Monday, and most expect the number of players invited to be drastically reduced from what it's been in past years.

   Here's my complete interview with Pulock on playing for Team WHL and the dream of playing for Team Canada...
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Sunday, November 24, 2013

Ice Sweep Doubleheader with Brandon 

Ryan Pulock scored his 50th

 career WHL goal Saturday 

  The Kootenay Ice scored the game’s final four goals in a 5-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Saturday night.

  Ryan Pulock gave Brandon an early 1-0 lead when he scored the 50th goal of his career 1:32 into the opening period but Jaedon Descheneau tied the game for Kootenay with a power-play marker at the 8:57 to send the teams to the break in a 1-1 tie.

  John Quenneville restored Brandon’s one goal lead 3:53 into the second period as he snapped an eight-game goalless streak and the Wheat Kings preserved that 2-1 advantage until the marketing timeout midway through the frame.

  However, the Ice controlled the final eight minutes of the second period with Sam Reinhart and Levi Cable scoring goals 1:35 apart to give the Ice a 3-2 lead through 40 minutes.

  “We had a 2-1 lead, they tied it, we had the 4-on-4 situation and they went ahead 3-2,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Really from that point on, we never did really get the momentum back the way we had established it earlier in the game.”

  Brandon had a chance to restore momentum to start the third after Zak Zborosky was given a delay of game penalty right at the end of the second period.

  However, the Wheat Kings failed to capitalize with the man advantage and, more importantly, failed to recapture any momentum.

  “The power-play at the start of the third was inexplainable, quite frankly,” said McCrimmon, “We never had any urgency or any execution on it whatsoever.  A full two minute power-play to start the third, rested on good ice in a one-goal game, that’s a pretty good opportunity to get back into the hockey game.”

  Reinhart scored his second of the game on another Kootenay power-play midway through the third period and Rinat Valiev scored the Ice’s fifth goal late in the frame to make the final 5-2.

  MacKenzie Skapski, who missed eight games with a lower body injury, made his first start since November  5th and made 24 saves in the Kootenay net while Jordan Papirny stopped 33 shots for Brandon in what was his 11th consecutive start.

  The loss was Brandon’s third in a row (0-2-1-0) and dropped the Whaet Kings back to the .500 mark on the season at 13-13-1-0.

  Brandon’s next action is Friday when they pay a visit to the Moose Jaw Warriors.

Chaff...rookie Brandon F Ryley Lindgren left the game with an injury in the first period and did not return...Brandon product Landon Cross had an assist on the fifth Kootenay goal and finished the night +1...Wheat Kings’ prospect Nolan Patrick had two goals and two assists to help the Winnipeg Thrashers to a 6-0 win over the Yellowhead Chiefs in MMHL action Saturday.  Patrick has 19 points in 12 games this season.
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Saturday, November 23, 2013

Game #27 - Brandon at Kootenay (November 23, 2013) 

Goaltenders 

33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Christopher Tai

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 17. John Quenneville - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quintin Lisoway

Notes:

 - Curtis Honey (upper body) misses his 11th straight game for the Wheat Kings while F Brett Kitt, F Jesse Gabrielle and F Braylon Shmyr are all healthy scratches for Brandon tonight.

 - Brandon shuffled their lines during the second half of Friday's loss to Kootenay and those new combinations (listed above) will stick together for the start of tonight's game.  The Wheat Kings will also dress 11 forwards and seven defencemen for tonight's contest.

 - The Wheat Kings are trying to bounce back from a particularly disappointing performance, probably Brandon's worst overall effort since an 8-6 loss in Prince Albert back on September 27th.

 - Three is the magic # for the Wheat Kings so far this season.  When Brandon allows three or fewer goals, the club is 13-1-0-0 this year.  When allowing four or more, they are 0-11-1-0.

 - MacKenzie Skapski will get the start in goal for Kootenay tonight.  The New York Rangers' draft pick had missed nine straight game because of a lower body injury.
Saturday, November 23, 2013

Reinhart Hatty Leads Ice over Brandon 

Ryan Pilon scored his first goal as a Wheat Kings on Friday 

  Sam Reinhart’s hat-trick paced the Kootenay Ice to a 7-3 win over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday night.

  Kootenay lead 2-0 after the first period and extended their lead to 5-0 by the midway mark of the middle frame by scoring three times in a span of four minutes and 56 seconds.

  “I thought it was going to be critical that we score next in the second period and they score to make it 3-0 off a really soft play by us defensively,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “I thought that took the want out of us, and it then went to 5-0 before we started to play.”

  Peter Quenneville and Ryan Pilon, with his first as a Wheat King, scored before the second period ended and Ryley Lindgren made it 5-3 5:07 into the third period to give Brandon the thought of a comeback before the Ice closed things out with the final two goals of the contest.

  “There was a point in the third where it looked like we might be back.  When we made it 5-3, I thought we had momentum and were getting chances,” said McCrimmon, “If we make it 5-4, it really would have put the pressure on Kootenay.”

  Jordan Papirny made his tenth straight start in goal for Brandon and stopped 13 of 18 shots before relieved by newcomer Christopher Tai, who stopped eight of ten shots over the last 39:35 of the contest.

  The regulation loss was Brandon’s first on the road since October 30th and dropped the Wheat Kings to 13-12-1-0 overall.

  The two teams will play the second half of the doubleheader on Saturday night in Cranbrook (7:30 p.m. 880 CKLQ).
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Friday, November 22, 2013

Game #26 - Brandon at Kootenay (November 22, 2013) 

Goaltenders

 33. Jordan Papirny

 1. Christopher Tai

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes:

 - Brandon will sit G Curtis Honey (upper body), D Kord Pankewicz (healthy), F Tyler Coulter (healthy) and F Brett Kitt (healthy).

 - goaltender Christopher Tai (pronounced tie) will make his Wheat Kings' debut tonight, albeit in a backup capacity to Jordan Papirny.  Tai was acquired from Lethbridge on Thursday for a conditional eighth round pick in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft.

 - Brandon is 6-2-1-0 in nine games so far this month, including a 4-0-1-0 record in five road games.  Jayce Hawryluk (13 pts), Ryan Pulock (12 pts) and Richard Nejezchleb (11 pts) are leading the way offensively for Brandon this month while Jordan Papirny has played all nine games, posting a 2.97 GAA and .903 SPCT.

 - Tim McGauley (5 games) and Peter Quenneville (4 games) both had point-scoring streaks snapped Wednesday in Medicine Hat.  McGauley had nine points (4 G, 5 A) and Quenneville had five points (2 G, 3 A) during their streaks.

 - Had a chance to speak to Brandon product and Kootenay defenceman Landon Cross prior to the game and will have that interview during our pre-game show.  Cross has two assists and a -4 rating in 13 games with the Ice since being acquired from the Kamloops Blazers on October 22nd.
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Thursday, November 21, 2013

Wheat Kings Pick Up Goaltending Depth 

Christopher Tai 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings acquired from goaltending depth on Thursday, acquiring 18-year old Christopher Tai from the Lethbridge Hurricanes in exchange for a conditional eighth round pick in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft.

   Tai was one of three goaltenders on the Hurricanes' roster, along with former Wheat King Corbin Boes and ex Regina Pat Teagan Sacher.

   With Curtis Honey still sidelined with an upper body injury, the 5-foot-9, 175 pound Tai gives Brandon a backup for rookie Jordan Papirny.

   Papirny has started nine straight games for the Wheat Kings, with several different netminders serving as emergency backups over the last three weeks.

   Tai has played in 20 career games in the WHL and has a 5-6-0 record with a 4.44 goals against average and .871 save percentage.

   He's joined the Wheat Kings in Cranbrook and will likely be in the lineup for Friday's game against the Kootenay Ice.
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Wheat Kings Win Streak Ends 

Jesse Gabrielle scored his first two career WHL 

 goals in Wednesday's loss in Medicine Hat. 

  Tommy Vannelli scored a power-play goal 42 seconds into overtime to lift the Medicine Hat Tigers to a 4-3 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Wednesday night.

  The winning goal came after Brandon captain Ryan Pulock was handed a questionable boarding penalty with 29 seconds left in the third period.

  “I struggle with the call on Ryan Pulock with 30 seconds left,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “That’s as textbook of an example of how you want a defenceman to handle that player as you could possibly have so really disappointed with that call.”

  Miles Koules also scored the game-tying goal for Medicine Hat with 3:15 left in the third period while Brandon went 0-for-4 with the man advantage including three chances early in the third including 68 seconds of 5-on-3.

  “We knew coming out of the intermission that we were starting with the full two minutes, then had the 5-on-3 opportunity to try and go up by two,” said McCrimmon, “We just didn’t make the plays that we needed to to capitalize.”

  The loss snapped Brandon’s four-game winning streak and also ruined a milestone game for Wheat Kings’ rookie Jesse Gabrielle.

  The 16-year old played alongside 20-year olds Chad Robinson and Jens Meilleur for the second straight game and scored the first two goals of his WHL career and set up Eric Roy for Brandon’s other goal.

  “Their line supplied all of our offence, and nice goals and really good plays and they were full marks,” said McCrimmon, “I thought Jesse had a really good game and because he’s moved up a line, he gets to play a little bit more.”

  Jordan Papirny made his ninth straight start in goal for Brandon and finished with 26 saves in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  Brandon (13-11-1-0) will continue their road trip this weekend with a doubleheader in Cranbrook against the Kootenay Ice on Friday and Saturday.

Chaff...former Wheat King Taylor Cooper was stretchered off the ice during the first period in his Lethbridge debut Wednesday after going into the end boards after beating out an icing call.  Cooper later tweeted out that he had suffered a concussion and a shoulder injury...Brandon product Carson Perreaux’s eighth goal of the season was the only one of the game in Prince Albert’s 1-0 home-ice victory over Swift Current Wednesday.
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Wednesday, November 20, 2013

Game #25 - Brandon at Medicine Hat 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Justin Holder (Emergency Backup)

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes:

 - Brandon will sit G Curtis Honey (upper body), F Braylon Shmyr (healthy), D Kord Pankewicz (healthy) and F Brett Kitt tonight.

 - Jordan Papirny is 6-2-0 with a 2.85 goals against average and .907 save percentage in starting eight straight games while Honey has been injured.  He'll make his ninth straight start tonight.

 - the Wheat Kings have been enjoying extra time so far this season.  Brandon is 3-and-0 in games decided in overtime or a shootout, all by 3-2 scores.  In addition to Tuesday's shootout win in Swift Current, the Wheat Kings beat the Warriors 3-2 in a shootout on October 11th and won in overtime in Moose Jaw October 16th by a 3-2 score.

 - the Tigers are playing their first home game after five straight on the road, the last two of which were one-goal losses in Vancouver and Kelowna on Friday and Saturday.  The Tigers had gone 8-0-1-0 in their previous nine games before those two losses and are tied with Swift Current for first-place in the Eastern Conference with 33 points (15-5-3-0 record).

 - Tigers' F and Vancouver Canucks 2013 first round pick Hunter Shinkaruk has one goal and five points in six games since returning from a five-game absence due to a lower body injury.  He'll play for Team WHL in next week's Subway Super Series.
Wednesday, November 20, 2013

An Interview with Ryan Pilon 

   I spoke for a few minutes with the newest member of the Brandon Wheat Kings, Ryan Pilon, after his first practice with Brandon on Monday afternoon.

   Here`s the full interview that aired during the second intermission of Tuesday`s broadcast from Swift Current...  
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Shootout Win Extends Streak to Four 

Rihards Bukarts scored his sixth goal of the

 season Tuesday in Swift Current 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings pushed their winning streak to four games Tuesday night with a 3-2 shootout victory over the Swift Current Broncos.

  Rihards Bukarts and Tim McGauley scored in regulation for the Wheat Kings with Peter Quenneville netting the only goal of the shootout.

  It was a justifiable result for the Wheat Kings, who outshot the Broncos 49-27 including a 15-5 margin in a scoreless third period.

  “It was real good effort by our team, and I thought our work ethic was exceptional.  We were really able to sustain it because we had everybody on board and the line that was on the ice fed off the one that was coming off,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “It took 65 minutes and a shootout to get the second point and the point is important for all the obvious reasons but to see our guys rewarded for playing that hard was really nice as well.”

  Eetu Laurikainen stopped 47 shots in the Swift Current goal and was named the game’s first star for his efforts while Glenn Gawdin and Colby Cave scored the Broncos’ goals.

  Brandon did an outstanding job in moving the puck quickly out of their own end and McCrimmon gave a lot of credit to the defence core in making that happen.

  “Our defence moved the puck great tonight.  Maybe not as good in the first (period), we had a little more trouble, but in the second and third period, I think they just did a great job of getting the puck moving,” said McCrimmon, “We weren’t playing defensive zone coverage and, because of that, we had time of play offence.”

  McCrimmon also felt newcomer Ryan Pilon made a positive impact in his Wheat Kings’ debut.

Ryan Pilon made his Wheat Kings' debut

 on Tuesday 

  “Exceptional first game for him, just unbelievable poise with the puck, made a lot of really good plays.”

  Jordan Papirny made 25 saves in the Brandon net and also stopped Cave, Dillon Heatherington and Connor Sanvido in the shootout.

  Papirny wasn’t busy in the third period but made his best stop of the night in the final frame, stopping Graham Black on a 2-on-1 opportunity with about five minutes remaining in regulation.

  The victory was not only Brandon’s fourth straight, it was also the club’s fourth straight road victory.

  “You have to keep the game close, you have to be responsible and you have to avoid the inconsistencies and the lulls that we saw in our game early on,” said McCrimmon, “Really, I thought we did a pretty good job of that.”

  Brandon will continue their road trip Wednesday night when they visit the Medicine Hat Tigers (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...Ryan Pilon was pointless with an even plus/minus rating in his Brandon debut Tuesday...Tim McGauley extended his point-scoring streak to five games Tuesday while Ryan Pulock (five games) and Richard Nejezchleb (four games) both saw point-scoring streaks snapped in Swift Current...with fellow netminder Curtis Honey (upper body) still out, Jordan Papirny started his eighth straight game for Brandon Tuesday.  Papirny is now 6-2-0 in that stretch with a 2.85 GAA and .907 SPCT.
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Tuesday, November 19, 2013

Game #24 - Brandon at Swift Current (November 19, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Justin Holder (Emergency Backup)

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 2. Ryan Pulock

 6. Ryan Pilon - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 27. Brett Kitt

Notes:

 - goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) is out for the eighth consecutive game for the Wheat Kings, meaning rookie Jordan Papirny makes his eighth straight start in goal.  Other Brandon scratches are Tyler Coulter (healthy) and Braylon Shmyr (healthy).  They'll be joined by one more player following warmup.

 - as expected, Ryan Pilon will make his Wheat Kings' debut tonight.  Originally, Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon indicated that Pilon may have to be eased into the lineup this week after spending the past 10 days at home in Duck Lake, Saskatchewan.  However, Pilon was able to skate/practice with his former midget team, the Beardy's Blackhawks, during that time and reported to Brandon in better game shape/conditioning than the team had initially expected.  That's good news for the Wheat Kings.

 - the Wheat Kings are looking to extend their season-high winning streak to four games and, in the process, extend their road winning streak to four games.  Brandon has outscored their opponents 16-7 during their three-game win streak and outshot them to the tune of 133-80.

 - the special teams battle will be an interesting one tonight.  Swift Current is ranked 3rd in the WHL with a 26.2% success rate while the Wheat Kings are 20th in the WHL (or 3rd-worst) on the penalty-kill with a 74.0% kill rate.  On the other side, Brandon is 11-for-30 (36.7%) on the power-play in their last seven games and have scored at least two power-play goals in four straight games.

 - the Broncos' power-play could take a hit tonight as defenceman Julius Honka (illness) is absent from the Swift Current lineup.  Honka has 28 points in 26 games this season including 16 power-play points (4 G, 12 A).
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Pilon Set for Brandon Debut 

Ryan Pilon practiced with the Wheat Kings for

 the first time on Monday 

   Newcomer Ryan Pilon practiced with the Wheat Kings for the first time on Monday and is expected to make his Brandon debut Tuesday night when the club opens a four-game road trip in Swift Current.

   The 17-year old was acquired from Lethbridge as part of a five-player deal on Saturday that also saw the Wheat Kings acquire prospects Colt Conrad in exchange for Nick Walters, Taylor Cooper and prospect Tanner Browne.

   "I was super excited.  I was open to go to anywhere but to come to Brandon, it's really exciting with the backend they got here, playing under Pulock and Roy just to name a couple of names off," said Pilon after Monday's practice, "With the development and the Bantam Draft they had last year, it looks very promising for us."

   Pilon's acquisition came just 11 days after the Duck Lake, Saskatchewan product had requested a trade away from Lethbridge back on November 5th.

   I asked Pilon how he came to that decision.

   "It was very frustrating for me, in all situations," said Pilon, "When we made this decision, we just looked at it as being better for my career, development-wise, to come to a better situation so I'm really excited to be here now."

   The 6-foot-2, 212 pound Pilon also pointed to the opportunity to learn from a player like Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock as a tremendous opportunity.

   "Pulock's one of the players I look up in the league.  He's an amazing player, so getting to play alongside of him is going to be unreal," said Pilon, "I'm just going to be a sponge and take in as much as I can."

   Pilon partnered with 20-year old defenceman Rene Hunter for most of the drills in Monday's practice while Eric Roy moved into the slot beside Pulock on the Wheat Kings' top pairing.
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Monday, November 18, 2013

Pulock Named WHL Player of the Week 

Ryan Pulock 

   Brandon Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock was named the Western Hockey League's Player of the Week on Monday.

   Pulock had two goals and five assists for seven points in three games last week while also registering a +3 rating.

   His play helped the Wheat Kings go 3-and-0 last week.

   "Obviously, I had a few good games but it also comes along with our team playing well and producing as well," said Pulock after Monday's practice, "I give a lot of credit to the guys as well."

   Part of the reason for Pulock's success was the ability of Brandon's power-play to produce.

   The Wheat Kings went 6-for-15 with the man advantage in the three games last week and are now fifth in the WHL with 24.3% success rate for the season.

   "That's huge and I feel I play a big role in that. I think the biggest thing for us is we've kind of simplified it a bit," said Pulock, "We're been getting pucks on net and we've been able to pounce on rebounds and that's been huge for us.  I think the biggest thing to our success is being simple and shovelling pucks at the net."

   Pulock now has 21 points in 18 games this season and is 11th in defenceman scoring in the WHL.

   The Wheat Kings will take a three-game winning streak into Tuesday's game in Swift Current, the opening game of a four-game road trip for Brandon.
Saturday, November 16, 2013

Wheat Kings Acquire Pilon in 5-Player Deal 

Ryan Pilon 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings completed a five-player trade with the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Saturday, acquiring defenceman Ryan Pilon and the rights to forward Colt Conrad from the 'Canes in exchange for Nick Walters, Taylor Cooper and prospect Tanner Browne.

   The 17-year old Pilon is the prize of the deal from a Brandon standpoint.

   He's a 6-foot-2, 212 pound blueliner who was the third overall pick in the 2011 Bantam Draft and was a teammate of Wheat Kings' forward Jayce Hawryluk on the Canadian team that won gold at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament this past August.

   The Duck Lake, Saskatchewan product had requested a trade from Lethbridge and left the team back on November 6th.

   "There was a lot of interest in him because he's a premier young player and we paid, I think, a high price," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "We just really felt this was a chance that we couldn't pass up when we could add a young players that among the best players in his age group to our team."

   The deal makes a lot of sense for Brandon for a number of reasons aside from the fact Pilon is considered one of the top defencemen in the 1996-born age group.

   The Wheat Kings had three 19-year old blueliners (Walters, Ryan Pulock and Eric Roy) along with 20-year old Rene Hunter playing in their top four.

   The trade for Pilon evens things out on the back end from an age grouping standpoint, with Brandon having one 20-year old, two 19-year olds, two 18-year olds and two 17-year olds.

   Pilon fits in with what I think is a team that should peak in two years time (2015-2016) when Pilon, Hawryluk, Queneville, Papirny et al are all 19 and this year's picks in the 2013 Bantam Draft (Patrick, Clague and Kaspick most notably) are all in their 17-year old seasons.

   "He'll make a big impact on our team immediately and then, obviously, being a younger players he's going to part of our teams here for the next few years," added McCrimmon, "He's going to compliment the young players that we have coming into our organization.  For our team, it fit so well that we could justify making the move that we made because of how well he'll compliment not only this year's team but our teams down the road."

   Another benefit from the deal is that it drops Brandon down to 14 forwards and will allow this year's crop of rookie forwards a chance to get into the lineup a little more often.

   As for Colt Conrad, the St. Alphonse, Manitoba product tied for the league scoring lead in the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League last season as a 15-year old, scoring 25 goals and 67 points in 39 games as was also captain for Team Manitoba at the Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup last fall.

   This year, Conrad has 18 points in 16 games with Shattuck St. Mary's Prep Team in Minnesota and verbally committed to Western Michigan University in September.

   If Conrad eventually choose the WHL route, McCrimmon feels he can be an impact player.

   "He's an extremely skilled offensive player, and he also very competitive," said McCrimmon, "He's got grit and I think would be a great player in our league if that's the route that he chooses to go at some point."

   If Conrad ever reports to the Wheat Kings, Lethbridge would receive a fifth round pick in the 2016 Bantam Draft.

   Pilon, by the way, is expected to practice with the Wheat Kings on Sunday and make his Brandon debut on Tuesday when the club opens a four-game road trip in Swift Current.

   Here's my full interview with Kelly McCrimmon regarding the five-player trade with Lethbridge...

  at 5:37 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Win Third Straight 

Ryan Pulock had a goal and two assists in Brandon's

 6-2 win over Saskatoon on Friday night 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings stretched their winning streak to a season-high three games Friday night with a 6-2 victory over the Saskatoon Blades.

   Tim McGauley scored twice and Ryan Pulock had a goal and two assists for the Wheat Kings, who outshot Saskatoon 50-19 in the contest.

   "That's a function of the defence getting back for pucks hard, forwards being available and in position," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "The game is a lot easier when you help each other get the puck moving."

   Brandon scored twice on the power-play for the fourth straight game and are now 11-for-30 (36.7%) with the man advantage over the last seven games and fifth overall in the WHL with a 24.3% success rate.

   "Getting Peter Quenneville here has brought a lot to our power-play.  It's given us two solid units, and both units can score so I think that's a big part of it," said Pulock, who scored his team-leading seventh power-play goal Friday, "I think we've simplified it a bit, just get pucks on net and there's rebound opportunities.  You're going to get chances if you can get the puck to the net and I think that's what we've been doing here."

   Peter Quenneville also scored a power-play goal and added an assist while Ryley Lindgren also had a goal and an assist and Braylon Shmyr had the other Brandon goal.

   What a difference a week makes for the Wheat Kings, who were 9-11-0-0 after a 6-3 loss to Swift Current last Friday but managed to put together three straight wins over the span of five days while scoring 16 goals in the process.

   "It's huge for our club.  When you get winning a few games in row, you start building momentum and you gain a lot of confidence and I think that's what our team needs right now," said Pulock, "I think this was a huge win for us going into our road trip here."

   Brandon is idle until Tuesday when they'll open a four-game road trip by visiting the East Division leading Swift Current Broncos.

  at 12:20 AM  0 comments       

Friday, November 15, 2013

Game #23 - Saskatoon at Brandon (November 15, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Justin Holder  (emergency backup)

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 19. Taylor Cooper - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 28. Quintin Lisoway

Notes

 - goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) will miss his seventh straight game for the Wheat Kings while it appears D Eric Roy (lower body) will return to the lineup after missing one game.  In the unlikely event Roy can't go after warmup, then Kord Pankewicz will play for Brandon.  F Jesse Gabrielle, F Brett Kitt and F Tyler Coulter will be healthy scratches for Brandon tonight.

NOTE: Roy played Friday while Pankewicz was a healthy scratch.

 - Gabrielle was named to Team West for the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge earlier today.  The 16-year old has two assists in 10 games with Brandon this season.  Among the other players named to the 22 player roster were Brandon product Tyson Verhelst, Virden's Wyatt Kalynuk and Boissevain's Meyer Nell.  Here's Jesse Gabrielle talking about making Team West prior to Friday's game...

 - Brandon is looking for a third straight victory tonight, which would be a season high for the Wheat Kings.  They've won back-to-back games five times this season including their current two-game win streak but have yet to stretch that streak to three consecutive victories.

 - Brandon's power-play is 9-for-23 (39.1%) over the last six games and now ranks 6th in the WHL with a 24.0% success rate.  They've scored two power-play goals in each of the last three games.

 - The Wheat Kings will play five straight road games following tonight's contest, with their next home November 30 vs. Prince Albert. 

  at 6:41 PM  0 comments       

McGauley on Offensive Hot Streak 

Tim McGauley 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings look for a third straight win Friday night when they host the Saskatoon Blades (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Tim McGauley will look to continue his recent hot streak, with the second-year centre having produced seven points in five games since returning from an upper injury that caused him to miss three games.

   No player ever wants to miss games with an injury but McGauley feels sitting and watching those three games allowed him to see things from a different perspective.

   "When you watch guys like Jayce (Hawryluk) out there, he's a really good offensive player and you see his positioning out there and what he does in the offensive zone," said McGauley after Thursday's Wheat Kings' practice, "You watch guys like Chad Robinson who are really good in the defensive zone, you really get the feel for them out there when you watch them.  Then you try to learn from them and when you get out on the ice, you try to mimic their play almost."

   McGauley snapped a 13-game goalless drought by scoring for the first time since September 28 on Wednesday night in Brandon's 5-2 victory in Saskatoon.

   The 18-year old admits it was a bit of a relief to snap the long goalless drought, but he and linemates Jayce Hawryluk and Richard Nejezchleb also drew good reviews for their defensive efforts on Wednesday night.

   McGauley feels their improved defensive play is part of the reason for their offensive success.

   "Teams have been noticing our line's success and they've been matching their best players against us.  We've been doing a good job defensively," said McGauley, "We know we have to play good defensively to play offence against the top players.  We've been doing that lately."

   McGauley, Hawryluk and Nejezchleb have combined for 23 points in the last five games with the trio also combined for a +14 rating.

Chaff...the Wheat Kings are searching for a third straight victory on Friday night, which would be a season high for Brandon.  The Wheat Kings have won back-to-back games five times this season including their current two-game streak but have yet to stretch the streak to three consecutive victories...the Team West roster for the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge is expected to be announced early Friday afternoon.

  at 11:28 AM  0 comments       

Roy Expected to Return 

Eric Roy should return to Brandon's 

 lineup Friday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings look to extend their winning streak to a season-high three games Friday night when they entertain the Saskatoon Blades (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The Wheat Kings hope to have Eric Roy back in their lineup after the fourth-year defenceman missed Wednesday's 5-2 win in Saskatoon with a leg injury.

   Roy suffered the injury Monday when he blocked a shot in Brandon's victory over Lethbridge.

   He practiced fully with the Wheat Kings on Thursday.

   Meanwhile, goaltender Curtis Honey took to the ice at the end of practice Thursday.

   Honey took some shots from assistant coaches Darren Ritchie and David Anning as he works his way back from an upper body injury.

   Honey has missed the last six games.
Thursday, November 14, 2013

Shmyr Named to Team Pacific 

Braylon Shmyr 

   Brandon Wheat Kings' rookie forward Braylon Shmyr was one of 22 players named to Team Pacific Thursday for the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

   Shmyr has one goal and two points in nine games during this rookie season with the Wheat Kings.

   "One of my goals was to make that team.  I just worked hard every practice and my hard work paid off," said Shmyr on Thursday, "Every time I'm out there, I just try to give it 100 per cent.  Just try to stay positive with the ice-time I'm getting and just go out there and do my best."

   Team West's roster is expected to be named on Friday.

   The World Under-17 Hockey Challenge will take place from December 29th to January 4th in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia.

   Meanwhile, Wheat Kings' forwards Jayce Hawryluk and John Quenneville were among the 38 WHLers identified by the NHL Central Scouting Service on its latest 'watch list.'

   Hawryluk is listed in the 'B' category while Quenneville is in the 'C' category.

   A 'B' rating indicates a 2nd/3rd round candidate, a 'C' rating indicates a 4th/5th/6th round candidate.

   Hawryluk was also ranked 50th by TSN's Craig Button is his latest rankings for the 2014 NHL Draft.

  at 5:15 PM  0 comments       

Robinson Tallies Twice in Brandon Win 

Chad Robinson scored twice for Brandon

 on Wednesday night 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings picked up their third straight road victory Wednesday night, downing the Saskatoon Blades 5-2.

  Chad Robinson snapped a 19-game goalless streak by scoring a pair of goals including the game-winner late in the second period and an unusual goal early in the third.

  The Minnedosa product was credited with his second goal when when Saskatoon’s Matt Revel cleanly won a faceoff with Robinson in the Saskatoon zone, with the puck then deflecting off Blades’ defenceman Ayrton Nikkel and past goaltender Troy Trombley.

  “If it wasn’t for video replay, I wouldn’t have seen it at all and I don’t know if anyone on our bench was even paying attention until you saw it on the replay,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “It gave us an insurance goal, which sure made the third period for our team.”

  Richard Nejezchleb opened the scoring for Brandon just 15 seconds into the first period, the ninth goal in the last six games for the Wheat Kings’ import and his 17th of the season.

  Tim McGauley added a goal and an assist, his first goal since September 28th.

  The line of McGauley, Nejezchleb and Jayce Hawryluk played head-to-head with Saskatoon’s top line of Nathan Burns, Colin Valcourt and Nikita Scherback for most of the night and held the high-scoring trio off the scoresheet.

  “I thought they played those guys really hard and were the better line on the night,” said McCrimmon, “They didn’t get scored on 5-on-5 and were dangerous offensively so it was a real good night for all three of those players.”

  Ryan Pulock completed the scoring with a power-play goal with just under four minutes left in the third period with Jordan Papirny stopped 30 shots in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  The pushed Brandon back to .500 on the season at 11-11-0-0 and allowed the Wheat Kings to leapfrog past Saskatoon and into eighth-place in the Eastern Conference.

  The Blades will visit Brandon on Friday to complete the home-and-home series.

Chaff...D Eric Roy (lower body) was a late scratch for the Wheat Kings after taking warmup...Nejezchleb now has opened the scoring in five games this season including Brandon’s last three contests.  He leads the WHL with five first goals on the year...Brandon went 2-for-4 on the power-play and are 9-for-23 (39.1%) in their last six games. 

  at 11:31 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, November 13, 2013

Game #22 - Brandon at Saskatoon (November 13, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Justin Holder  (emergency backup)

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 19. Taylor Cooper - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - defencmen Eric Roy (leg) will take warmup tonight before it'll be determined whether he'll be in the Wheat Kings' lineup.  Roy took a shot off the outside of his knee during the second period of Monday's victory over Lethbridge and did not return.  He sat out practice yesterday and is considered day-to-day.

 - F Jesse Gabrielle, F Brett Kitt and F Braylon Shmyr are all healthy scratches for Brandon.  I assume Kord Pankewicz would join them if Roy is able to play.  Goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) is missing his sixth straight game so Jordan Papirny makes his sixth straight start for Brandon.

 - Brandon went 2-for-4 on the power-play against Lethbridge on Monday and are 7-for-19 (36.8%) over their last five games.  A couple of other interesting stats to keep in mind.  Brandon is 8-2-0-0 this season when scoring first, and 7-1-0-0 when scoring four or more goals.

 - former Wheat King Ayrton Nikkel returned to Saskatoon's lineup in their 4-1 loss to Prince Albert last night.  He had missed seven games with an upper body injury.

 - It's only Game #22, but an important one for Brandon.  The Wheat Kings could leapfrog the Blades and move into 8th-place in the Eastern Conference with a victory while also moving back to the .500 mark (11-11-0-0) on the season. 

  at 6:18 PM  0 comments       

Parpirny Learning on the Job 

Jordan Papirny takes a break during Tuesday's

 Wheat Kings' practice 

   Jordan Papirny has been holding down the goaltending fort for the Brandon Wheat Kings since Curtis Honey suffered an upper body injury two weeks ago.

   Papirny will make a sixth straight start for Brandon on Wednesday night when they visit the Saskatoon Blades (6:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

   "So far, I think I've really tried to manage my time out on the ice," said Papirny after Tuesday's Wheat Kings' practice, "During the games, I'm really focusing on certain aspects and trying not to get too high or too low, especially play five games back-to-back like that."

   Papirny is 3-2-0 with a 3.42 goals against average and a .900 save percentage so far this month - numbers that are skewed somewhat after he allowed six goals on 41 shots in last Friday's 6-3 loss to the Swift Current Broncos.

   However, the 17-year old admits he's had some up-and-downs over the last two weeks.

   "That's going to happen.  It's unfortunate that it's happening in a short time span of five games but I've definitely had some highs and some lows I'd like back," said Papirny, "You don't get better by not making mistakes."

   Papirny, the 22nd overall pick in the 2011 Bantam Draft, has been making the adjustment to the Western Hockey League over the first two months of the regular season.

   While you never want to stifle what's made him successful in the past, the 6-foot-0, 170 pound product of Edmonton knows there's work to do.

   "Sometimes I do play too aggressive, and me and (Goaltender coach) Brent Zelenewich have worked on that a bit," said Papirny, "From my first start of the season until now, I think I've made a big adjustment in that area.  Obviously, it's something you work on during practice but to just to play a little less aggressive is something that I'm trying to work towards and I think it'll make me a better goalie."

   Overall in his rookie season, Papirny is 4-5-0 with a 3.48 GAA and .892 SPCT.

Chaff...D Eric Roy sat out practice Tuesday after suffering a leg injury during Monday's game against Lethbridge.  He's day-to-day...the Wheat Kings are 0-2-0-0 against the Blades this season, with both previous meetings coming in Brandon...Monday's 5-3 victory over Lethbridge on Monday was the eighth time the Wheat Kings scored four or more goals in a game.  Brandon is 7-1-0-0 when scoring four or more goals this season...Moose Jaw traded D Tyler Bell, 19, to the Lethbridge Hurricanes late Tuesday nigth for a third round pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft...Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson has left the Kamloops Blazers and returned home.  According to a news released issued by the Blazers on Tuesday, Thomson went home to deal with a 'personal matter.'

  at 6:47 AM  0 comments       

Monday, November 11, 2013

Nejezchleb Hatty Paces Wheat Kings 

  Richard Nejezchleb’s first career Western Hockey League hat-trick paced the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 5-3 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Monday.

  Nejezchleb’s hat-trick goal was the game-winner with 4:45 left in the third period while Peter Quenneville and Jens Meilleur, into an empty-net, also scored for Brandon.

  Nejezchleb had three two-goals games earlier this season and another pair a year ago so the 19-year old Czech product was happy to finally complete the hat-trick.

  “It was nice.  I feel happy tonight.  I had a hat-trick, he got a win on home ice.  It’s a pretty good feeling,” said Nejezchleb on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Kelly (Wheat Kings’ coach McCrimmon) put me on the net-front on the power-play and tried to teach me how to play around the net and put the pucks in, and it works.”

  Nejezchleb moved into a tie for third in the WHL with 16 goals on the season including eight in the last five games while Ryan Pulock added three assists for Brandon.

  “It was a big game for a lot of reasons.  If you look at the Eastern Conference standings, getting some points in imperative,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, “You have to win on home-ice.  We went out to the U.S. on our long trip, we had a 5-and-2 record on home-ice which I think is pretty good, but we came home and didn’t win the Saskatoon or Swift Current games so now you’re 5-and-4 on home-ice and that’s just not good enough.  Those points are hard to get back on the road so you really have to be good on home-ice and, today, just based on the fact that is was the third game of the home stand we had here, it was imperative that we did get points and must-win is exactly how we looked at it.”

  The victory snapped a two-game losing skid and improved the Wheat Kings’ record to 10-11-0-0 on the season.

  Brandon’s next game is Wednesday night when they visit the Saskatoon Blades (7:05 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...Brandon D Eric Roy was helped off the ice in the second period after blocking a shot off the side of his left leg and did not return...former Wheat King Corbin Boes made 38 saves in the Hurricanes’ net in his first visit  back to Brandon.
Monday, November 11, 2013

Game #21 - Lethbridge at Wheat Kings (November 11, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Tyson Verhelst (emergency backup)

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

Forwards

19. Taylor Cooper - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - The Wheat Kings are looking to end a two-game losing streak, with both losses coming on home-ice.  Brandon fell 3-1 to Saskatoon last Thursday and 6-3 to Swift Current on Friday night, leaving them with six losses in their last eight games.  Following today, Brandon will visit Saskatoon Wednesday before hosting the Blades again on Friday night.

 - goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) misses his fifth straight game, meaning Jordan Papirny gets his fifth straight start for Wheat Kings.  Papirny had stopped 92 of 100 shots in the first three games of his starting streak but gave up six goals (including a  couple he'd like to have back) against Swift Current on Friday night.  It'll be interesting to see how he rebounds from that less than stellar start.

 - Brandon will also sit D Kord Pankewicz, F Tyler Coulter, F Braylon Shmy rand F Quintin Lisoway today.

 - Brandon had a rare opportunity to practice on back-to-back days on Saturday and Sunday in preparation for today's game  The Wheat Kings have practiced on consecutive days since before they left on the West Coast road trip back on October 23rd.  It'll be interesting to see if that pays dividends today.

 - Today's game is the first for former Wheat King Corbin Boes back in Brandon since the Wheat Kings dealt him to Lethbridge in early May.  Boes spent three full seasons with Brandon, compiling a 46-45-14 record with a 3.35 GAA and .901 SPCT.

 - 

  at 1:47 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, November 9, 2013

Four Goal Second Powers Broncos Past Brandon 

Tim McGauley 

   Four unanswered second period goals powered the Swift Current Broncos to a 6-3 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday night.

   Jake DeBrusk was in on all four second period goals for the Broncos, scoring once and adding three assists as Swift Current extended their winning streak to six games.

   "Similar to (Thursday) night in that regard where we gave up goals in a bunch in a short period of time," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "Tonight was a little different because of the penalty trouble but still the same result with the three quick goals in 4 1/2 minutes that not only took away our lead, it put us behind."

   The first two of those four Swift Current goals in the second period came on the power-play, and Brandon centre Tim McGauley said on CKLQ's post-game show that they can't afford to take the number of penalties that they did.

   "Discipline is a key factor, we can't be taking penalties.  We just didn't have any bounce-back after it was 3-2," said McGauley, "Once it was 3-2, we just gave up and we just couldn't get back in the game and they made it 5-2 and then it was just over because we just didn't have any jump."

   McGauley had three assists in the contest with Richard Nejezchleb scoring twice and Ryan Pulock also tallying for Brandon.

   The Wheat Kings have now lost six of their last eight games to fall to 9-11-0-0 on the season.

   Brandon returns to action Monday afternoon when they host the Lethbridge Hurricanes (2:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).
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Friday, November 8, 2013

Game #20 - Swift Current at Wheat Kings (November 8, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Justin Holder

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

19. Taylor Cooper - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) misses his fourth straight game, with former Brandon AAA Midget Wheat King Justin Holder serving as Jordan Papirny's emergency backup.  Brandon will also scratch D Taylor Green,  F Ryley Lindgren, F Tyler Coulter and F Brett Kitt.

 - In the absence of Curtis Honey, rookie Jordan Papirny has started three straight games for Brandon and stopped 92 of 100 shots for a 2.68 GAA and .920 SPCT.

 - defencman Rene Hunter will play his 200th career game as a member of the Wheat Kings tonight, joining fellow blueliners Ryan Pulock and Eric Roy at that milestone.  Pulock and Roy both reached the mark last month while Nick Walters is eight games shy of that mark.

 - I wonder if it's time to start being concerned about Tim McGauley's lack of point production this season.  The 2nd-year centre has two goals and seven points in 16 games after being the Wheat Kings' co-leader in scoring with 45 points in 66 games including 28 over the last 32 games of the 2012-13 season.  McGauley takes an 11-game goalless streak into tonight's contest, notching just four assists in that span.

 - The Broncos have made an interesting season, going 6-3-0-1 in their first 10 games before losing five straight during a swing through the WHL's U.S. Division.  Since returning from that road trip, they've won five in a row.  Particularly interested to get my first LIVE glimpse of import defenceman Julius Honka, who has 21 points in 20 games in his rookie season including 11 on the power-play. 

  at 6:40 PM  0 comments       

Peter Quenneville Interview 

For those interested, here's the interview I did with Peter Quenneville following Wednesday's Wheat Kings' practice that aired during the second intermission of Thursday's game between Brandon and Saskatoon.

  at 10:25 AM  0 comments       

Moodie Stones Wheat Kings 

Peter Quenneville scored Brandon's only goal in his

 Wheat Kings' debut on Thursday 

   Alex Moodie stopped 40 shots to pace the Saskatoon Blades to a 3-1 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Thursday night.

   Moodie was particularly sharp in stopping all 26 shots he faced during the first 40 minutes while the Blades built a lead by scoring all three of their goals in a five minute and 21 second span of the second period.

   Brett Stovin scored a pair of even-strength goals just 2:38 apart and Nathan Burns added a power-play goal marker just past the midway mark of the middle frame.

   The Blades' spurt told only part of the story for Brandon, however, with their ability to capitalize offensively being another major factor.

   "We had a lot of chances on goal, and they buried their chances and we didn't," said Brandon centre John Quenneville on CKLQ's post-game show, "If we want to win hockey games, we have to put the puck in the net."

   Peter Quenneville scored Brandon's only goal in his Wheat Kings' debut, breaking Moodie's shutout bid with 3:08 left in the third period.

   Despite the 40-plus shots, the Wheat Kings' chances were a lot of the one-and-done variety, a theme that doesn't always lead to goals.

   "Moodie was kicking out some big rebounds and it just seemed like we were a step behind in getting there," added Quenneville, "You're not going to score all pretty goals, you need to go to the net and that's how you're going to score consistently."

   The loss dropped Brandon back below the .500 mark at 9-10-0-0 on the season.

   The Wheat Kings are right back at it Friday night when the entertain the Swift Current Broncos (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).
Thursday, November 7, 2013

Game #19 - Saskatoon at Wheat Kings (November 7, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Tyson Verhelst (Emergency Backup)

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

19. Taylor Cooper - 23. Tim McGauley - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - the Wheat Kings will be without goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) for the third straight game tonight.  Tyson Verhelst, a Brandon product and Spokane Chiefs' prospect, will serve as the emergency backup behind Wheat Kings' rookie Jordan Papirny.  Verhelst, 16, played in three pre-season games with Spokane before joining the MJHL's Neepawa Natives.  He's got a 3.92 GAA and .885 SPCT in four appearances with Neepawa this season.

 - D Rene Hunter and D Kord Pankewicz are both back after missing three and two games respectively with upper body injuries, although Pankewicz will be a healthy scratch tonight. Joining Pankewicz in the stands are Jesse Gabrielle, Brett Kitt and Braylon Shmyr (all healthy).

 - Peter Quenneville will make his Wheat Kings' debut on a line with Chad Robinson and Rihards Bukarts.  Quenneville had 33 goals and 70 points in 63 games with Dubuque in the USHL last season and talking to a few hockey people the last couple of days, the belief is he's capable of producing at a similar point-per-game pace in the WHL.

 - a win tonight for Brandon would be the 340th for Kelly McCrimmon as Wheat Kings' head coach, and tie him with Bob Loucks for 17th-place in the WHL's all-time list for victories as a coach.  The Wheat Kings' franchise record for coaching wins is 363, held by Bob Lowes during his nine seasons behind the bench from 1992-2001.

 - the Blades come in having lost four in a row, outscored 22-16 in those four contests.  Coincidentally, former Wheat King Ayrton Nikkel has been sidelined for four games with an upper body.  Nikkel will miss his fifth straight game tonight.

  at 6:11 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings' Brother Act Set to Debut 

Peter Quenneville practiced with the Wheat Kings for

 the first time on Wednesday 

   Peter Quenneville is expected to make his Wheat Kings' debut Thursday night when Brandon hosts the Saskatoon Blades (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Quenneville practiced with the team for the first time on Wednesday after making the decision to leave Quinnipiac University and come to the Western Hockey League earlier this week.

   "I wasn't happy with just playing the game, playing the game I love, and when you're not smiling and not having fun, you're not getting better and you're not confident," said Quenneville after his first practice with the Wheat Kings on Wednesday, "I felt that a move to play here in Brandon and be back in Canada and get the opportunity to play with my brother will help me gain that confidence and bring the best out of me moving forward."

   Quenneville, the older brother of second year Wheat Kings' centre John Quenneville, was originally a fourth round pick of Prince George in the 2009 WHL Bantam Draft and Brandon had to first send a third round pick in the 2015 Draft to the Cougars to acquire his rights.

   "I didn't really consider anywhere else.  First and foremost, the opportunity to play with John, I never really dreamed of being able to have it," said Quenneville, "With Prince George having my rights as long as they did, it was never really an option.  Until recently, I found out that there was a trade that could have been made, I was really excited about that opportunity and felt it was best of me and my future."

   Peter practiced Wednesday on a line with centre Chad Robinson and import Rihards Bukarts while John Quenneville was with Jayce Hawryluk and Richard Nejezchleb.

   Peter and John played briefly together (11 games) with the AJHL's Sherwood Park Crusaders late in the 2011-2012 season but playing as teammates long-term will take some getting used to.  

   "The biggest thing is figuring out how to push each other but not be too in each other's face," said Quenneville, "Finding that line where Johnny pushing me and I'm pushing him and we're being positive but also, if we're getting on each other about little things here and there, that we're making sure it constructive...at the end of the day, we both love the game and we're best friends so I couldn't be more excited to be his teammate."

   "He's my brother, he's my best friend and now he's my teammate.  I don't really have words to describe what it's like, it's an amazing feeling," added John Quenneville, "I always want to do great and I always want him to do great and I think, together, we can be better than we ever were apart."

   Peter Quenneville hadn't played with Quinnipiac since October 22 because of a lower body injury, but said he felt fine in practice Wednesday.

   When the Quenneville's step on the ice Thursday night, it'll mark the first time brothers have been in the Wheat Kings' lineup together for a regular season game since Mark and James Ardelan in the fall of 2000.

Chaff...G Curtis Honey (upper body) was absent from practice Wednesday and is expected to miss his third straight game Thursday...D Rene Hunter and D Kord Pankewicz both practiced fully Wednesday and should be available Thursday.  Hunter has missed three games with an upper body injury, Pankewicz the last two...F Richard Nejezchleb was named the Wheat Kings' Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries IMPACT Player of the Month for September / October on Wednesday.

  at 8:33 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, November 6, 2013

Palmer Dealt to Hometown Royals 

Jack Palmer 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings have made their second trade in as many days, sending forward Jack Palmer to the Victoria Royals for a pair of fifth round picks in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft.

   Palmer had four goals and 15 points in 77 career games with the Wheat Kings including one goal and two assists in 15 games this year.

   "We had been in discussions with teams on a trade of a veteran forward for a couple of weeks just based on the fact that we felt that it was important for us to get from 15 forwards to 14 forwards," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on Wednesday, "So with the addition of Peter (Quenneville) to our team, we felt that it was important for us to get the trade done that we did with Jack going to Victoria late (Tuesday) night."

   The trade sends the 18-year old Palmer back to his hometown and reduces the Wheat Kings' roster to 24 players -- 15 forwards, seven defencemen and two goaltenders. 

  at 10:49 AM  0 comments       

Tuesday, November 5, 2013

Another Quenneville Joins Wheat Kings 

Peter Quenneville in action last season with 

 the USHL's Dubuque Fighting Saints. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings returned home from a 12-day road trip early Monday morning, but it's been far from a quiet 30 or so hours since.

   Jayce Hawryluk has been named the WHL and CHL Player of the Week after scoring six goals and eight points in three games last week, captain Ryan Pulock was named to Team WHL for the Subway Super Series and, today, the Wheat Kings added 19-year old forward Peter Quenneville to their roster.

   Quenneville's rights were acquired by Brandon from Prince George for a third round pick in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft, with Peter leaving Quinnipiac University in order to join the Wheat Kings.

   Peter is the younger brother of current Wheat King John Quenneville, making his decision to come to Brandon a little easier.

   However, that doesn't appear to be the only reason why he left U.S. College to come to the WHL.

   "He was drafted by Columbus, and I think he just wanted to be in an environment where there was a real focus on development and an opportunity to try and improve as much as he can as a player," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on Tuesday, " His goal was to sign with Columbus either at the end of this year or at the end of his 20-year old year.  That combined with the fact that John plays here were really the motiviating forces for him."

   The 5-foot-11, 185 pound Quenneville had four assists in five games with Quinnipiac this season after scoring 33 goals and 70 points in 63 games with Dubuque of the USHL, helping the Fighting Saints claim the USHL title last spring.

   Prior to suiting up for Dubuque, Quenneville played two seasons for the Sherwood Park Crusaders of the Alberta Junior Hockey League in 2010-11 and 2011-12 and was named AJHL's Most Valuable Player in his second season after scoring 31 goals and 81 points in 53 games.

   "He's a guy that is real good on the power-play, he's a right shot, he's got the ability to really create offence.  He'll be a guy that fits in really nicely on our team given that we've only got one other 19-year old forward," said McCrimmon, "We'll see where he fits in and what exactly his role is as time goes on.  I think he's going to be a guy that will is ogoing to make a contribution night in and night out.  He's 19-years old but he's a first-year player, there'll be an adjustment just like any player coming to the league new but I think he'll pick that up pretty quickly and be a guy that makes a 

 difference for our team."

   Czech import Richard Nejezchleb is the only other 19-year old forward currently on the Wheat Kings' roster.

   Peter Quenneville is expected to arrive in Brandon late Tuesday and could practice with the Wheat Kings Wednesday although he's apparently been hampered by a lower body injury lately and will need to have the injury assessed before hitting the ice.

   By the way, the youngest brother of the Quenneville family, David, is a 15-year old defenceman who was selected by Medicine Hat tenth overall in the 2013 WHL Bantam Draft.

Chaff...the addition of Peter Quenneville gives the Wheat Kings 25 players on their roster -- 16 forwards, seven defencemen and two goaltenders.  16 forwards is probably an excessive number so it won't be surprising to see Brandon make another move to address that in the near future.

  at 2:38 PM  0 comments       

Sunday, November 3, 2013

Wheat Kings Return to .500 

Jayce Hawryluk 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings closed out a six-game road trip with a 6-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Sunday.

  Jayce Hawryluk notched his second straight hat-trick for the Wheat Kings as Brandon moved back to the .500 mark on the season at 9-9-0-0.

  Hawryluk has six goals and eight points in two games since being a healthy scratch for Wednesday`s game in Portland.

  "He`s been on the puck, working hard, and doing a lot of good things without the puck which is important for him as well," said Brandon GM and Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ`s post-game show, "If you look at the six goals, he`s scored goals a lot of different ways over the course of the last two hockey games and lots of skill and effort involved in each one."

  John Quenneville had a goal and two assists and Richard Nejezchleb a pair of goals for Brandon, with all six of the Wheat Kings`goals coming 5-on-5.

  "We took the puck to the net pretty well, which was a direct result for some of our offensive opportunities," said McCrimmon,"It was spread out pretty well, we had two in the first, two in the second and two in the third so that was encouraging."

  Curtis Honey`s injury meant rookie Jordan Papirny was making back-to-back starts for the first time in his WHL career, with Papirny stopped 33 shots while former Wheat King Corbin Boes made 27 saves in the Hurricanes`net.

  Brady Ramsay and Tyler Wong scored the goals for the Hurricanes.

  Brandon returns to action Thursday when they host the Saskatoon Blades.

Chaff...Wheat Kings`prospects Nolan Patrick and Kale Clague were named to the All-Star team at the Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup.  Patrick led the tournament in scoring with five goals and 12 points in four games while Clague had five assists in helping Alberta win the gold medal...the Regina Pats acquired D Jesse Zgraggen, 20, from the Calgary Hitmen Sunday for a fourth round pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft.  The Pats when released 20-year old G Mac Engel.
Sunday, November 3, 2013

Game #18 - Wheat Kings at Lethbridge (November 3, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

30. Ren Tagohlee

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

7. Eric Roy - 24. Jens Meilleur

11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

15. Jack Palmer - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

27. Brett Kitt - 23. Tim McGauley - 19. Taylor Cooper

28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

- Tim McGauley returns to the Wheat Kings' lineup today after missing three games with an upper body injury, but D Rene Hunter (upper body), D Kord Pankewicz (upper body) and G Curtis Honey (upper body) all remain out of the lineup.  Tyler Coulter and Braylon Shmyr will be healthy scratches today.

- It hasn't been as good a road trip as the Wheat Kings would have hoped, but a win this afternoon would leave the team at .500 (9-9-0-0) through the first 18 games of the regular season, or the quarter-pole so to speak, having played 11 of those 18 games on the road.

- Today's game of the first for former Wheat King Corbin Boes against Brandon since the Wheat Kings dealt him to the Hurricanes during the WHL Bantam Draft in May.  Boes is 2-9-3 with a 4.34 GAA and .900 SPCT in 14 games with Lethbridge this season.  I talked to Corbin for a few minutes prior to today's game and will have that interview in our second intermission show.

- Manitoba won bronze at the Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup today with a 10-3 victory over Saskatchewan.  Wheat Kings' prospect Tanner Kaspick had a hat-trick for Manitoba while Nolan Patrick had six assists.  Five Wheat Kings' prospects played for Team Manitoba, and here's how they did statistically:

 •Nolan Patrick - 5 G, 7 A

 •Tanner Kaspick - 4 G, 2 A

 •Ty Lewis - 1 G, 2 A

 •Dylan Thiessen - 1 G, 1 A

 •Linden McCorrister - 0 G, 1 A

- Kale Clague, T.J. Brown and Team Alberta are playing British Columbia in the gold medal game at the U16 as I write this.  Clague has three assists in three round-robin games while Brown had one goal, the overtime winner in Alberta's victory over B.C. on Saturday.

  at 2:12 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, November 2, 2013

Hawryluk Hatty Powers Wheat Kings 

Jayce Hawryluk notched his first career WHL

 hat-trick on Friday 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings snapped a four-game losing streak with a 6-3 win over the Everett Silvertips on Friday night.

  Brandon scored three power-play goals in the opening five minutes of the first period after Everett forward Dawson Leedahl has handed a checking-from-behind major just 35 seconds into the opening frame.

  Richard Nejezchleb, Ryan Pulock and Jayce Hawryluk scored on that man advantage, with Hawryluk later adding a pair of even strength goals to record his first career WHL hat-trick.

  “Our team really responded well with that opportunity early in the game.  We often say that it might be the only power-play that you get which in fact, as the night went on, it was the only power-play we received,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Guys responded really well and I thought our execution was really good.”

  Rihards Bukarts added an empty-net goal for Brandon with Josh Winquist scoring two and adding an assist in a losing cause for Everett.

  Jordan Papirny made 35 saves in the Brandon net including 22 in a third period during which the Wheat Kings were outshot 24-5.

  The Silvertips scored twice in the third to turn a 5-1 game into a 5-3 game and cause some anxious moments for the Wheat Kings in the final frame.

  “I think we need more composure still when we have those situations,” said McCrimmon, “We talked about it a couple of times that it’s happened, it just not something we’ve done a great job with.”

  Brandon is now 8-9-0-0 overall heading into the final game of their six-game road trip Sunday in Lethbridge.

  at 12:51 AM  0 comments       

Friday, November 1, 2013

Game #17 - Wheat Kings at Everett (November 1, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 30. Ren Tagohlee

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 24. Jens Meilleur

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 15. Jack Palmer - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 21. Tyler Coulter

 12. Jesse Gabrielle/22. Braylon Shmyr - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 19. Taylor Cooper

Notes

 - injuries starting to pile up a bit on the Wheat Kings. Goaltender Curtis Honey (upper body) will not dress tonight, leaving Brandon with a local netminder as Jordan Papirny's backup.  Honey joins defencemen Rene Hunter (upper body), Kord Pankewicz (upper body) and Tim McGauley (upper body) on the sidelines.  The final Brandon scratch will be either Jesse Gabrielle or Braylon Shmyr.

 - the injuries to Hunter and Pankewicz leave just five healthy defencemen for the Wheat Kings. Jens Meilleur got a crash course on playing D during Brandon's game-day skate today and the veteran forward will fill in on the blueline tonight.

 - The Wheat Kings are trying to break a four-game losing streak, their longest of the season.  Brandon has scored just six goals in the first four games of their road trip, none of which have come in the first period.  In fact, Brandon has scored just two first period goals in nine road games this season, part of their reason for their 2-7-0-0 record away from home.

 - Other part of Brandon's road woes are their specialty teams.  The Wheat Kings are 4-for-41 (9.8%) on the power-play on the road this season and 26-for-36 (72.2%) on the penalty-kill.

 - Wheat Kings' prospects Nolan Patrick and Tanner Kaspick scored the goals for Team Manitoba today in their 3-2 overtime loss to British Columbia at the Western Canada Under-16 Challenge Cup in Calgary.  Manitoba is winless after falling 3-2 to Alberta on Thursday.  Alberta is playing Saskatchewan tonight. 

  at 8:52 PM  0 comments       

Thursday, October 31, 2013

Walters Has Point to Prove 

Nick Walters faces his former team for the first time

 on Friday night 

  Nick Walters will play his former team for the first time on Friday night when the Brandon Wheat Kings visit the Everett Silvertips (9:05 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  Walters was acquired by Brandon from Everett last January only with the rights to prospect Taylor Sanheim, who spent the pre-season with the Wheat Kings and is now playing with the MJHL’s Dauphin Kings.

  In return, Brandon sent Ayrton Nikkel (now with the Saskatoon Blades) and a conditional sixth round pick in the 2015 Bantam Draft to the Silvertips.

  “I don’t want to say that I have a point to prove, but I do, and make the fans know that they miss me,” said Walters on Thursday, “It’s a very weird feeling, it’s almost like I never left.  I think when I’m on the ice and I don’t have the green, silver and white gear on, it’s going to be weird.  It’s going to be a pretty memorable moment in my career.”

  Walters has one assist in 14 games with the Wheat Kings this season while largely being paired with New York Islanders’ first round Ryan Pulock on Brandon’s back-end.

  Friday’s game is the fifth of a season-long six-game road trip for Brandon, a road trip that has proved to be fruitless so far.

  Brandon has lost four straight to U.S. Division opponents so far on this trip, being outscored 20-6 in the process.

  “We’re getting away from the simple things and the systems. Especially on the road, you have to keep the game so simple to have success and I think we’re getting away from that,” said Walters, “I think we just need to stick to the game plan.”

  Part of Brandon’s game plan Friday will be to get a lead, something they haven’t had yet on this road trip.

  In fact, the Wheat Kings have yet to score a goal in the first period on this trip and have surrendered the opening game of the game in eight consecutive contests.

  “In every game we’ve started here, we’ve let the first goal in,” said Walters, “If we can get the first one, that would be huge, and maybe playing with the lead will help us win (Friday).”

  Brandon has scored just six first period goals in 16 games this season, and have led after 20 minutes three times.

  They are a perfect 3-and-0 when that does happen.

Chaff...Wheat Kings’ prospect Dylan Thiessen had a goal for Manitoba in their 3-2 loss to Alberta to open the Western Canada Under-16 Challenge Cup in Calgary on Thursday.  Tanner Kaspick had an assist for Manitoba while Kale Clague assisted on a goal for Alberta.  Clague and fellow 2013 first round pick Nolan Patrick are captains of Alberta and Manitoba respectively...F Tim McGauley (upper body) and D Rene Hunter (upper body) are both day-to-day for the Wheat Kings...Brandon is 3-0-1-1 against Everett over the past five seasons...Silvertips’ netminder Austin Lotz, a St. Adolphe, Manitoba product, is expected to miss a month after suffering an ankle injury in Everett’s last game Saturday in Kamloops.

  at 11:51 PM  0 comments       

Shorthanded Tallies Do In Wheat Kings 

Ryley Lindgren scored for the

 second straight night Wednesday 

  Shorthanded goals from Chase De Leo and Nic Petan 28 seconds apart late in the first period helped propel the Portland Winterhawks to a 5-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Wednesday night.

  The loss was Brandon’s fourth in a row and dropped the Wheat Kings to 7-9-0-0 overall including a 2-7-0-0 mark on the road.

  Taylor Leier opened the scoring with a power-play goal 52 seconds into the first period but it appeared the Wheat Kings would survive a period in which they were outshot 17-6 until the final 66 seconds.

  That’s when De Leo and Petan scored the shorthanded markers that turned a 1-0 game into a 3-0 game.

  “We needed to either capitalize on our power-play or, in a worst-case scenario, head into the break down 1-0 and regroup a little bit for the second,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We didn’t help ourselves in that situation at all and it ended up pretty much being the margin of victory as the night went on.”

  Rihards Bukarts and Ryley Lindgren scored Brandon’s goal, both coming in the third period, while Curtis Honey stopped 48 shots in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  “He was real solid.  I thought he played very, very well and couldn’t be faulted on anything he did give up,” said McCrimmon, “If it wasn’t for him, we would have given up some more.  He bounced back from a night off and played very well.”

  Keegan Iverson and Winnipeg product Brendan Leipsic had the other goals for Portland with Brendan Burke stopping 30 shots in the Winterhawks’ net.

  Brandon’s continues their road trip Friday when they visit the Everett Silvertips (9:05 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Wednesday, October 30, 2013

Game #16 - Brandon at Portland (October 30, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

22. Braylon Shmyr - 20. Chad Robinson - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Jack Palmer

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 19. Taylor Cooper

Notes

 - Brandon will be without Tim McGauley (upper body) for the second straight game tonight, with McGauley being joined on the sidelines by D Rene Hunter (upper body) and F Jayce Hawryluk (coaches' decision).  Brett Kitt took warmup but was then a healthy scratch.

- The decision to leave Hawryluk out of the lineup tonight shouldn't come as a big surprise to anyone that listened to Tuesday's game in Seattle.  Hawryluk did not have another shift after Seattle's fourth goal 4:54 into the second period.  Perhaps some tough love being handed out to the Wheat King' sophomore winnger tonight.

- Brandon went 0-for-4 on the power-play last night and are now 1-for-15 with the man advantage during the first three games of their road trip.  As discussed on the post-game show, last night's 0-for-4 was a little different than the previous game against Tri-City with Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon pointing out their the power-play was actually more of a momentum killer and a momentum builder in the contest against Seattle.

- The Winterhawks enter Wednesday's game riding an eight-game winning streak, having outscored the opposition 42-21 in the process.  Portland high-scoring trio of Nic Petan, Brendan Leipsic and Oliver Bjorkstrand have combined for 15 goals and 46 points during the streak while defenceman Derek Pouliot has 14 points (3 G, 11 A) and is +12 in the last nine contests.

- Interesting stat of the night -- Portland is 1-3-0-1 when scoring three or fewer goals this season.  When they score four or more, they are a perfect 10-0-0-0.  Gives you a good idea of the threshold for the Wheat Kings tonight.

  at 8:18 PM  0 comments       

Tuesday, October 29, 2013

Green Returns to Seattle 

Brandon defenceman Taylor Green faces his former

 Seattle teammates for the first time Tuesday 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings continue their six-game road trip Tuesday night when they visit the Seattle Thunderbirds, (8:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  It’ll be the first time Brandon defenceman Taylor Green faces his former team since being acquired by the Wheat Kings on August 15th for a conditional fifth round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft.

  “I have a lot of good memories here, I got a good start in the league here and it’ll be fun playing in the game,” said Green after Monday’s Wheat Kings’ practice at the ShoWare Center, “It was a little weird at practice first having (his former Seattle teammates) watching and stuff but I’m trying to keep it business-like and just focus on the game.”

  Green has one assist in 11 games with Brandon this season after scoring two goals and seven points in 65 games as a WHL rookie with the Thunderbirds last season.

  The 6-foot-7, 225 pound Green has been paired primarily with fellow 18-year old Colton Waltz so far this season.

  I think we’re a good pairing.  I think he’s got some offensive upside, can rush the puck and make plays and I’m a steady guy and he’s good defensively too,” said Green, “I think we’ve been playing well together and I have fun playing with him.”

  A product of Port Coquitlam, British Columbia is one of the few Wheat Kings with extensive experience playing in the U.S. Division and Green doesn’t mind sharing that knowledge.

  “(Nick Walters) and I are kind of the experts on the guys, the way teams play, the buildings and stuff,” said Green, “The guys are used to how loud and crazy some of these U.S. fans can be so it’s been fun to give the guys some pointers and be a bit of an expert for them out here.”

  Brandon will be trying to break a two-game losing skid on Tuesday night and, in the process, keep from dropping below the .500 mark for the first time this season.

Chaff...Brandon has won the last four head-to-head meetings with the Thunderbirds and haven’t lost in Seattle since October 28, 2005...the Wheat Kings will visit Portland Wednesday, Everett on Friday and Lethbridge on Sunday to close out their current road trip.

  at 12:13 PM  0 comments       

Monday, October 28, 2013

Honey Battle on Hold? 

Curtis Honey and the Wheat Kings practiced Monday at the ShoWare Center 

  The battle for Honey family supremacy may have to wait.

  Twin brothers Curtis Honey of the Brandon Wheat Kings and Connor Honey of the Seattle Thunderbirds could meet for the second time in their WHL careers on Tuesday night (8:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ), but an upper body injury that has sidelined Connor for the last eight games could scuttle the matchup.

  Curtis is about 20 minutes older than his fraternal twin, which begs the question – isn’t usually the little brother that ends up having to be the goaltender?

  “We were always on the same line, playing at the top level, until second year Pee Wee.  For the longest time, I wanted to be a goalie and my dad made a deal with me that I could tryout as a player and a goalie for the Pee Wee One team and if you make it in net, I could be a goalie because he didn’t want to go to separate rinks,” said Curtis after Monday’s practice at the ShoWare Center, “That’s how I ended up being a goalie.”

  The Honey’s paths to the Western Hockey League intersected on December 8, 2011.

  On that day, the T-Birds announced the Connor would be joining the team after spending the first part of the 2011-2012 campaign with Green Bay of the USHL while later that same day, Wheat Kings’ goaltender Corbin Boes broke his hand during a game in Edmonton.

  That would lead the Wheat Kings to recall Curtis from the AJHL’s Bonnyville Pontiacs and the Edmonton product spending the rest of the 2011-2012 season in Brandon.

  Now, the two have been on opposite ends of the Western Hockey League for over 22 months, and have been able to share each other’s experiences.

  “We compare all the time.  In the summertime, he’ll throw something out there and I’ll throw something out there,” said Curtis Honey, “I think he’s got a pretty good feel for what it’s like to be a Brandon Wheat Kings and I think I’ve got a pretty good feel of what it’s like to be a Seattle Thunderbird.”

  Curtis got the better of the Honey boys’ matchup a year ago, stopping 38 shots in Brandon’s 5-3 home-ice victory on November 6, 2012.

  Connor was held pointless in that contest.

Chaff...F Tim McGauley (upper body) sat out Monday’s Wheat Kings’ practice and is doubtful to play on Tuesday night... Brandon has not been below .500 this season, and have not lost more than two straight games this year…a league high seven Wheat Kings’ prospects will play in the Western Canada Under-16 Challenge Cup this week.  Forwards Nolan Patrick, Tanner Kaspick, Ty Lewis, Dylan Thiessen and Linden McCorrister will play for Team Manitoba while defencemen Kale Clague and T.J. Brown will both play with Team Alberta.  The event runs from October 31 – November 3 in Calgary, Alberta…Moose Jaw acquired Winnipeg product Reid Zalitach, 17, from the Vancouver Giants Monday for a fourth round pick in the 2015 Bantam Draft and a third round pick in 2016...Everett’s Josh Winquist was named the WHL Player of the Week Monday.

  at 10:54 PM  0 comments       

Sunday, October 27, 2013

Wheat Kings Fall in Tri-City 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings fell to 0-and-2 on their six-game road trip with a 4-1 loss to the Tri-City Americans on Saturday night.

  Michal Plutnar and Lukas Nickles scored first period power-play goals for the Americans as Tri-City jumped out to a 2-0 lead after the opening 20 minutes.

  “Curtis (Honey) should have saved both goals, for me, they were point shots both times without traffic,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We took three penalties in the first period, they scored twice on those opportunities and I felt that really put us in a hole.”

  Jessey Astles added Tri-City’s third goal just 2:24 into the second period before Taylor Cooper got Brandon on the board with his seventh of the season with 2:35 left in the middle frame.

  The Wheat Kings had a chance to cut further into the Americans’ lead when they were granted a pair of power-play chances early in the third period but were unable to capitalize, and then Brian Williams restored Tri-City’s three-goal lead just before the midway mark of the third.

  “Just find a goal on one of those two opportunities to make it a 3-2 hockey game and then it’s a much different final ten minutes,” said McCrimmon, “But, we were unable to do that and I look to that stretch as pretty disappointing.”

  Winnipeg Jets’ draft pick Eric Comrie stopped 24 shots in the Tri-City net while Honey finished with 25 saves for the Wheat Kings.

  The loss leaves Brandon with a 2-5-0-0 road record this season and a 7-7-0-0 mark overall.

  The Wheat Kings get a couple of off days to regroup before continuing their road trip Tuesday night against the Seattle Thunderbirds.

Chaff...F Tim McGauley, who left Friday’s game in Spokane with an upper body injury, was a game-time decision and was able to be in Brandon’s lineup, but didn’t play a shift after the midway mark in the first period...Cooper’s goal was his first against an opponent other than the Moose Jaw Warriors this season...Brandon has lost five of their last seven meetings against the Americans. Saturday, October 26, 2013

Game #14 - Brandon at Tri-City (October 26, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 15. Jack Palmer - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Taylor Cooper

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes:

 - Brandon F Tim McGauley was a game-time decision after leaving Friday's game in Spokane with an upper body injury, but is playing tonight.  Brandon will scratch D Kord Pankewicz, F Tyler Coulter, F Brett Kitt and F Jesse Gabrielle.

 - The Wheat Kings are looking to bounce from their most lopsided loss of the season, the 7-1 setback in Spokane on Friday night.  If recent history means anything, they could so exactly that.  Prior to Friday's loss, Brandon's most lopsided loss was the 5-1 setback in Regina on Thanksgiving Monday.  The team bounced back to win the next two games including a 3-2 overtime victory in Moose Jaw their next time out.

 - Saturday's game is the only meeting of the 2013-2014 regular season for Tri-City and Brandon. Last year, the Americans won the only game between the two teams, prevailing by a 4-3 score in Brandon on October 13, 2012.  In that contest, Alessio Bertaggia had two goals and an assist for Brandon.  The Wheat Kings last visit to Kennewick came on October 14, 2011 with Ryan Pulock scoring twice in a 3-2 Brandon victory.  The Wheat Kings are 2-3-0-0 against Tri-City the last five seasons, 1-1-0-0 at the Toyota Center.

 - At one time, the Tri-City Americans were Manitoba-west, boasting double digit Manitoba-born players on their roster.  Now, that number has dwindled to just two on this year's team -- defenceman Justin Hamonic and rookie forward Braden Purtill.

 - Winnipeg Jets' draft pick Eric Comrie has bounced back nicely after season-ending hip surgery last January.  Comrie, who was the 59th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, is 6-7-1 so far this season with a 2.72 GAA and .922 SPCT.

Wednesday, January 29, 2014

Raiders' family in mourning 

 F Sam Fioretti, the captain of the Moose Jaw Warriors, will sit for three games after being suspended under supplemental discipline. Fioretti, who has 40 points in 49 games, was disciplined after an incident during a game against the host Kootenay Ice on Saturday. . . . 

 F Mike Aviani of the Spokane Chiefs didn’t play Wednesday night against the Rockets in Kelowna. He is awaiting word on a suspension for a hit on D Connor Clouston of the host Kamloops Blazers during a game on Tuesday night.

 ---

 When his Tri-City Americans to meet the Oil Kings in Edmonton on Friday, general manager Bob Tory will be back home. He’s from Edmonton and owns a home there; in fact, Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal is living in it. . . . Curtis Stock of the Edmonton Journal takes a look at Tory and what he has accomplished in the WHL right here.

 ---

 The Regina Pats had three players lose considerable time to skate cuts last season. On Saturday night, they came awfully close to losing F Boston Leier, their leading sniper, to a similar injury. Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post has that story right here.

 ---

 F Todd Fiddler has been lighting it up since joining the Prince George Cougars in November. He had one goal, his 31st, in a 10-6 victory over the host Saskatoon Blades lat night. Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix has more on Fiddler right here.

 ---

 Warren Harper, who played for the 1981-82 Centennial Cup-winning Prince Alberrt Raiders, died Wednedsay after a battle with cancer. He was 50.

 From the Raiders:

“Warren passed away . . . surrounded by family and friends, including former Raiders teammates, at Prince Albert's Victoria Hospital after a long and courageous battle with cancer. 

“Harper played for the Raiders from 1980-83 and is one of only a few players to play for the Raiders in both the Saskatchewan Junior and Western Hockey Leagues. He was born and raised in Prince Albert, and was drafted by the Buffalo Sabres in the 1981 NHL Entry draft. 

“Harper was a member of the 1981-82 Raiders team that won the Centennial Cup, which was recently announced as one of the 2014 inductees into the Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame. 

 Funeral arrangements are pending.”

---

WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

It was a wild night in Saskatoon where the Prince George Cougars scored five goals in the first 12 minutes and went on to beat the Blades, 10-6. . . . It ended with Saskatoon D MacKenzie Johnston having to be restrained at the Cougars’ dressing room. . . . F Brad Morrison, 16, had a goal and three assists for the Cougars, who got two goals from each of F Jansen Harkins and F Zach Pochiro. . . . The Cougars scored their first five goals on seven shots. . . . Saskatoon G Nathan Alalouf, in from the junior B Osoyoos, B.C., Coyotes, made his WHL debut in relief of G Troy Trombley after Prince George’s fifth goal. Alalouf, who is replacing the injured Alex Moodie, gave up two goals on eight shots and Tremblay was back to start the second. . . . Saskatoon F Cameron Hebig came up empty on a second-period penalty shot with his side trailing 7-3. . . . Johnston was upset after Cougars F Aaron Macklin roughed up Saskatoon F Nikita Scherbak at 19:18 of the third period. . . . The Cougars (20-26-7) remain eight points out of the Western Conference’s final playoff spot. . . . The Blades (14-34-4) are 11th in the Eastern Conference. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix was there and his report is right here. . . .

In Calgary, the Tri-City Americans scored the game’s last four goals and beat the Hitmen, 4-1. . . . F Greg Chase got Calgary on the board with his 28th goal at 1:24 of the third period. . . . Tri-City F Brian Williams, with his 30th, got his side even at 3:04 and F Braden Purtill got his eighth at 11:34. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 39 shots, while his younger brother, Ty, scored his third goal of the season, giving the Americans a 3-1 lead at 16:46 of the third period. . . . Williams later added an empty-netter. . . . Tri-City F Phil Tot, 20, who is from Calgary, had two assists as he played in his hometown for the final time. . . . The Americans (25-21-5) are 5-0-1 in their last six games; they are eighth in the Western Conference, three points behind the Everett Silvertips and Vancouver Giants. . . . The Hitmen (31-13-6) are second in the Central Division, three points behind the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . 

The Lethbridge Hurricanes scored the game’s last three goals and beat the visiting Prince Albert Raiders, 3-2. . . . D Josh Morrissey scored twice for the Raiders, his 16th and 17th goals giving them a 2-0 lead by 8:04 of the first period. . . . F Jamal Watson got Lethbridge on the board at 13:14 of the first, on the PP. He’s got 13 goals. . . . F Taylor Cooper, with his 10th, got the Hurricanes even at 16:48 of the second and F Brady Ramsay, with his 12th, won it at 13:25 of the third. . . . Lethbridge G Jonny Hogue turned aside 41 shots for his first WHL victory. . . . According to Jeff D’Andrea of paNOW.com, the Raiders are 6-15-1 since Dec. 1, while the Hurricanes are 7-17-1. . . . The Raiders, who are 2-7-1 in their last 10, are ninth in the Eastern Conference, five points out of a playoff spot. . . . The Hurricanes (10-38-5), who had lost eight straight, are last in the conference. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, the Tigers opened up a 5-0 lead in the second period and went on to a 6-2 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Tigers were 3-for-4 on the PP. . . . F Trevor Cox had a goal, his 15th, and two assists for Medicine Hat, while D Tyler Lewington drew three assists. . . . Among the Ice’s scratches was F Jaeden Descheneau, who has an undisclosed injury. . . . Tigers F Curtis Valk picked up a goal to run his goal-scoring streak to eight games. That’s two games longer than anyone else in the WHL this season. . . . Ice F Luke Philp scored once as he ran his point streak to 11 games, the longest ongoing streak in the WHL. . . . The Tigers (29-17-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference, three points behind the Calgary Hitmen and three ahead of the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Ice (25-21-4) is eighth in the conference, five points ahead of Prince Albert and one behind the Regina Pats. . . . 

F Brooks Maxwell of the Red Deer Rebels ended a seven-round shootout and gave his guys a 4-3 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . Brandon F Peter Quenneville had forced OT with his 16th goal at 18:18 of the third period. . . . Brandon is 0-1-1 as it plays four games in five nights on an Alberta tour. . . . Brandon F Rihards Bukarts was tossed with a kneeing major at 13:13 of the first period. He had scored his 19th goal of the season at 6:43. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak stopped 39 shots. . . . Brandon F Kord Pankewicz didn’t play again after a first-period scrap with Red Deer F Evan Polei. . . . The Rebels (27-21-2) have won five in a row and are sixth in the Eastern Conference, two points behind Swift Current and one ahead of Regina. . . . The Wheat Kings (26-18-6) used the loser point to pull into a tie with the Broncos atop the East Division. . . . 

F Paul Bittner had two goals and two assists to help the host Portland Winterhawks to an 8-1 victory over the Everett Silvertips. . . . It was the third meeting between these teams in the last six days, with Portland going 3-0-0 (5-1 and 8-1 at home; 6-2 in Everett). . . . Bittner, who has 14 points in his last seven games, scored his side’s first two goals, breaking a 1-1 tie at 13:20 of the first period with his 16th goal. . . . Portland D Garrett Haar and D Mathew Dumba each had two assists and was plus-4. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic scored his 30th goal of the season. . . . The Winterhawks have won eight straight games. . . . Everett, which was 1-for-9 on the PP, has lost a season-high five in a row. . . . The Winter hawks (34-12-5) are 9-0-1 in their last 10; they are atop the U.S. Division, six points ahead of the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Everett (25-18-8) is tied with the Vancouver Giants for sixth in the Western Conference, eight points behind the Spokane Chiefs. . . . 

At Vancouver, F Dalton Sward had two goals and an assist as the Giants beat the Kamloops Blazers, 4-3. . . . Sward has 15 goals. . . . The Giants, who are 6-0-0 versus Kamloops this season, opened up a 3-0 lead in the first period, only to have the Blazers get two goals from F Cole Ully, who has 22. . . . Sward then restored the two-goal lead, only to have Kamloops F Collin Shirley get his eighth at 13:40 of the third. . . . Vancouver F Cain Franson iced it with his 18th goal at 14:49. . . . Vancouver F Travis McEvoy came up empty on a first-period penalty shot. . . . Kamloops G Cole Kehler, 16, stopped 26 shots, 10 more than Vancouver’s Payton Lee. . . . Vancouver was without D Dalton Thrower (ankle) and F Trent Lofthouse (undisclosed). As well, a flu bug has been making its way through the room and it kept D Brett Kulak, F Luca Leone and F Ty Ronning out of the lineup. . . . The Giants had F Tyler Benson, the first pick in the 2013 bantam draft, in the lineup for his third game this season. He has 72 points in 37 games at the Pursuit of Excellence in Kelowna. . . . Vancouver also dressed D Ryely McKinstry, who was the 23rd overall selection in the 2014 draft. McKinstry, who has 20 points in 28 games with the midget AAA Calgary Buffaloes, made his WHL debut. . . . The Blazers, who lost D Sam Grist and D Connor Clouston to undisclosed injuries on Tuesday, had D Cameron Reagan, 16, and F Quinn Benjafield, who turns 16 on Feb. 2, make their WHL debuts. Also added to the roster was F Deven Sideroff, 16, who played his third game this season. . . . The Giants (25-19-8) are tied with Everett for sixth in the Western Conference. . . . The Blazers (11-35-5) have lost four in a row as they prepare to go home and home with the Kelowna Rockets this weekend. . . .

In Kelowna, the Spokane Chiefs scored the last three goals of regulation time and then scored the lone goal of a six-round shootout to beat the Rockets, 6-5. . . . Kelowna had one nine in a row at home. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow scored the first and last goals of regulation time, his fourth goal of the season, on the PP at 15:24 of the third period, forcing OT. . . . Chiefs D Jason Fram scored the only goal of the skills competition. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL points derby, had a goal and two assists. He leads the WHL in goals (46) and points (90). . . . Spokane F Adam Helewka had three assists. . . . F Ryan Olsen and D Damon Severson each had a goal and two assists for Kelowna. . . . Attendance was 4,628. . . . The Rockets (40-7-3) are atop the overall standings, 12 points ahead of the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . The Chiefs (31-15-4) are fifth in the Western Conference, one point behind the Seattle Thunderbirds and two behind the Victoria Royals.

 ---

 From the Saskatoon Blades (@bladeshockey): “FACT: (Last night’s) Blades-Cougars game featured former @bladeshockey turned coaches: Struch/Leschshyn/Engele vs. Holick/Becker. #BleedBlue” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, January 28, 2014

Blazers lose game, two defencemen 

 G Rastislav Stana (Moose Jaw, Calgary, 1998-2000) has signed for the rest of this season with Kosice (Slovakia, Extraliga). He had been practising with the team for the past week. Stana was released by CSKA Moscow (Russia, KHL) two weeks ago. In 25 games, he had a 2.31 GAA and .912 save percentage. . . . . 

 D Patrik Vrana (Moose Jaw, Prince George, 2006-07) has signed for the rest of this season with Cracovia Krakow after being released by Polonia Bytom (both Poland, Ekstraliga) last week. With Bytom, he had 11 points, including four goals, in 32 games. . . .

 F Kirill Starkov (Red Deer, 2006-07) has been barred, at least temporarily, from playing with his new club, Red Ice Martigny (Switzerland, NL B), because the Danish Ice Hockey Union (DIF) cannot release his transfer card. DIU Director Enver Hansen: "If there is a risk that a player can get a suspension, we must according to IIHF rules not release his transfer card, and we must of course follow this until there is further clarification on the matter and a measurement of a possible suspension."

 ---

 Will they, or won’t they?

 I refer, of course, to the Prince George Cougars. Will they, or won’t they, be operating in the northern B.C. city when the 2014-15 WHL season gets here?

 Owner Rick Brodsky isn’t about to provide a definitive answer, at least not at this point in time.

 But he did tell me that he hasn’t spoken with anyone from True North Sports and Entertaintment, the owners of the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets. There has been ample speculation that TNSE would love to purchase a WHL franchise and operate it out of the MTS Centre, following the business models that are used by the Calgary Flames with the Hitmen and the Edmonton Oilers with the Oil Kings.

 At this point in time, the Cougars don’t seem to be part of that conversation.

“I have never talked to anyone from True North. We have never had any discussion. Period,” Brodsky told me last week, and it’s impossible to be more definitive than that.

 Through 25 home games, the Cougars’ average attendance is 1,685. That’s down from last season’s final average of 1,840.

  ---

One of the highlights of the 1972 Summit Series was the writing of John Robertson, a legendary Canadian sports writer who then was with the Montreal Star. . . . Robertson died Saturday in Gimli, Man., at the age of 79. . . . Lordy, but the man could write. Before the series began, he wrote a column predicting that the Soviets would win twice in Canada and then take all four games back home. Oh, the outrage! A nation erupted. . . . Oh yes, Robertson also said he would eat his column with Russian dressing if Canada won the series. . . . And he later did exactly that. I still remember the photo! . . . There’s more right here. . . .

 And if you click right here you’ll find Robertson’s column after the famous 1975 New Year’s Eve game between the host Montreal Canadiens and the Red Army side.

 Rob Vanstone of the Regina Leader-Post remembers Robbie, who also was known as Coconut Willie, right here.

 ---

 Greg McAuley has stepped down as head coach of the SPHL’s Fayetteville FireAntz in order to spend more time with his ailing mother. McAuley was in his first season as Fayetteville’s head coach; the team was 14-15-3. Assistant coach Sean Edwards has moved up and will run the bench.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

 The Brandon Wheat Kings scored the game’s first and last goals, but host Edmonton got four in between and the Oil Kings skated to a 4-2 victory before 11,339 fans. . . . It was Hockey Hooky in Edmonton, so the game, which started at 11:30 a.m., was attended by a whole lot of students. . . . F Brett Pollock scored twice for Edmonton, giving him 19. . . . Edmonton F Henrik Samuelsson had two assits. He’s got 65 points, including 42 helpers, in 43 games. . . . Brandon F Jayce Hawryluk got his 14th goal; he hadn’t scored in his previous 12 games. . . . The Oil Kings (35-13-1) have won six straight. They lead the Central Division by three points over the Calgary Hitmen (31-12-6). . . . Brandon (26-18-5) is fifth in the Eastern Conference, two points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers and two ahead of the Regina Pats. . . . Alicja Siekierska of the Edmonton Journal reports that Pollock and teammates Dysin Mayo and Aaron Irving “woke up at 6 a.m. to write exams.” Her game story is right here. . . . 

In Kamloops, F Mitch Holmberg scored his WHL-leading 44th and 45th goals to help the Spokane Chiefs to a 6-3 victory over the Blazers. . . . Holmberg scored on a first-period 5-on-3 PP at 15:55. . . . F Dominic Zwerger got the Chiefs’ second goal just 1:31 later, the goal coming just as the second PP expired. . . . Spokane F Mike Aviani was ejected in the second period for a headshot on Kamloops D Connor Clouston, who didn’t return. . . . The Chiefs scored two shorthanded goals on the Aviani penalty, the first coming via a penalty shot by F Liam Stewart. . . . The Chiefs lead the WHL with 14 shorthanded goals. . . . F Cole Ully and F Chase Souto each scored his 20th goal of the season for Kamloops. . . . D Sam Grist, who likely leads the Blazers in minutes played, left in the first period and didn’t return after absorbing a hit from Aviani. . . . The Blazers already were without F Matt Needham, F Luke Harrison and F Tyson Ness, all veterans who are injured. . . . With the injuries to Grist and Clouston, the Blazers, who were down to five defenceman, announced after the game that they had added D Cameron Reagan, 16, to their roster. Reagan, a fourth-round bantam draft pick in 2012, plays for the midget AAA Sherwood Park J. Ennis Kings, for whom he has 20 points, including three goals, in 31 games. He will make his WHL debut tonight in Vancouver against the Giants. . . . The Blazers wrapped up a seven-game homestand at 1-5-1. . . . The Blazers meet the Giants in Vancouver tonight, then go home-and-home with the Kelowna Rockets on Friday and Saturday, before opening a six-game homestand. Kamloops then will play 10 in a row on the road as the Tim Hortons Brier -- the Canadian men’s curling championship -- takes over the Interior Savings Centre. . . . The Chiefs (30-15-4) have won three in a row. They are fifth in the Western Conference, three points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . The Blazers, with three straight losses, are 11-34-5 and last in the Western Conference. 
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Monday, January 27, 2014

Pochiro shoots way out of PG doghouse 

 D Bryce Lampman (Kamloops, 2002-03) has signed for the rest of this season with Lørenskog (Norway, GET-Ligaen). This season, with Florida (ECHL), he had five points, including one goal, in eight games. . . .

 F Kirill Starkov (Red Deer, 2006-07) has signed with Red Ice Martigny (Switzerland, NL B) for the rest of the season, with an option. (Red Ice contacted the Danish federation and inserted a termination clause should Starkov be suspended by the IIHF over a Danish betting case.)

 ---

 George Johnson, the Calgary Herald’s sporting columnist, is one of Canada’s best wordsmiths. He was in attendance Sunday as the hometown Hitmen dropped a 3-2 OT decision to the Edmonton Oil Kings, and his report is right here.

 ---

 Things appear to be going from bad to worse for the Kamloops Blazers. They have the WHL’s second-poorest record (11-33-5) and have only one victory in their last 10 outings. And now, as they prepare to play four games in five nights, they have lost two veterans to what they are calling “long-term injuries.”

F Luke Harrison, 18, suffered an undisclosed injury during a 4-0 loss to the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers on Saturday. Harrison, who missed time earlier this season with a brain injury, was involved in a heavy collision with Tigers D Scott Allan at 14:13 of the third period. Harrison needed help from trainer Colin Robinson and left with gauze in his mouth.

 One night earlier, F Tyson Ness, 20, suffered a broken jaw when struck by a puck during a 7-2 loss to the visiting Victoria Royals. Ness is expected to be lost for the remainder of the season, although he has told team officials that he badly wants to play in one more game.

 The Blazers also are missing freshman F Eric Krienke and veteran F Matt Needham, their captain, with undisclosed injuries. According to the team, Krienke is out one to two weeks, while Needham is week-to-week.

 With the injuries, the Blazers have added F Deven Sideroff, 16, to their roster for this week. He has 55 points, 26 of them goals, in 33 games with the midget prep team at the Okanagan Hockey Academy.

 G Cole Kehler, 16, also has rejoined the Blazers and will stay with the team while G Justin Myles, who was acquired from the Seattle Thunderbirds at the trade deadline, recovers from an undisclosed injury. Kehler also attends the Okanagan Hockey Academy and plays for the midget prep team for whom he has a 19-4 record. He has gotten into six games with the Blazers this season.

 The Blazers are at home to the Spokane Chiefs on Tuesday night, then visit the Giants in Vancouver on Wednesday. F Quinn Benjafield, the Blazers’ first pick, 19th overall, in the 2013 bantam draft, is expected to make his WHL debut in Vancouver, which happens to be his hometown. Benjafield, 15, has 34 points, including 14 goals, in 27 games with the major midget Vancouver-North West Giants.

 ---

 The ECHL’s San Francisco Bulls folded on Monday. The Bulls had an ECHLaffiliation with the NHL’s San Jose Sharks. . . . “We regret to inform you that the SF Bulls are ceasing operations, effective immediately,” president/GM/head coach Pat Curcio wrote to season-ticket holders. “The team was hoping to secure new ownership, however the terms of an updated deal were unable to be finalized, cancelling the remainder of the season.” . . . Included on the roster was D Kalvin Sagert (Kamloops, Lethbridge, Regina, 2002-08). Sagert now is an unrestricted free agent, as are any Bulls players who don’t have AHL or NHL contracts.

 ---

 Ron Judd of the Seattle Times starts your Super Bowl preparations -- it’s the Seattle Seahawks and the Denver Broncos on Sunday -- with a piece that includes this: “Denver’s Gates Corporation is the world’s largest producer of automotive belts and hoses. Seattle’s Gates Foundation is the world’s largest curer of global hunger and disease.” . . . There’s more right here.

 ---

  The Portland Winterhawks, who have won seven in a row, have earned 17 of a possible 18 points since Jan. 4. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic has 20 points in the nine games he has played since serving a seven-game suspension. He has 63 points in 38 games this season. . . . If you were wondering, the Winterhawks are 5-0-0 since D Mathew Dumba joined them after getting some rest following the World Junior Championship. He’s got six points, including two goals, and is plus-10. . . . 

 Don’t look now but things are heating up in the WHL’s scoring derby. Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg continues to lead, with 85 points in 48 games, but Portland F Nic Petan is on the move, with 79 points in 41 games. . . . Holmberg leads the WHL in goals, with 43, and that’s 10 more than Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand, who is third in the points derby, with 70. . . . Petan leads the league in assists, with 55. . . . Leipsic and Petan shared the scoring title last season, each with 120 points. . . .

 The Brandon Wheat Kings, who are 4-0-1 in their last five games, open a four-game road swing in Edmonton against the red-hot Oil Kings today. If you’re in the area, not that the game is scheduled to start at 1 p.m. Yes, they are calling it Hockey Hooky. . . .

 Kootenay Ice F Luke Philp is on a 10-game point streak, with 16 points in that time, while F Tim Bozon is riding a nine-game tear. He has 15 points over that stretch. . . . Philp has the longest ongoing streak in the WHL at the moment. . . . 

 ---

 The Prince George Cougars were without three of their top eight scorers as they dropped a 6-3 decision to the Wheat Kings in Brandon on Saturday night. Ted Clarke of the Prince George Citizen reports that “centre Alex Forsberg (concussion) and winger Chase Witala (upper body) were out with injuries and centre Zach Pochiro was scratched as punishment for his undisciplined play after he took three straight minor penalties in the first period of the Regina game.” . . . The Cougars had lost 8-0 to the Pats in Regina on Friday. . . .

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAME:

In Prince Albert, F Zach Pochiro, back in the lineup after sitting out a game as a healthy scratch, forced OT and then won the game in the shootout as the Prince George Cougars beat the Raiders, 6-5. . . . Pochiro tied the game right off a faceoff with 15.4 seconds left in the third period. He then was the only one of eight skaters to score in the shootout. . . . F Todd Fiddler scored twice for the Cougars, giving him 30 goals this season. . . . The Raiders led five times in this one -- 1-0, 2-1, 3-2, 4-3 and 5-4. . . . The Raiders (23-23-3), who had scored five regulation-time goals in their previous five games, are ninth in the Eastern Conference, five points out of a playoff spot. . . . The Cougars (19-26-7) are ninth in the Western Conference, eight points out of the playoffs.

 ---

 From Francis Costello (@FrankCostello_): “Welcome back. I actually had to scroll box scores! Business idea alert: $10 annual subscription. I’d gladly play!!”

Hmmm . . . seeing as I’m unemployed . . .
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Sunday, January 26, 2014

Oil Kings complete sweep 

SUNDAY GAMES:

The Portland Winterhawks won their seventh straight game Sunday, beating the Silvertips 6-2 in Everett. . . . F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored three times and added an assist for Portland (33-12-5). He’s got 33 goals. . . . Portland, which is 8-0-1 in its last nine, broke a 1-1 tie with three second-period goals. . . . Winterhawks F Brendan Leipsic scored for a fifth straight game. He‘s got 29. . . . The same teams will meet in Portland on Wednesday. That will be the Winterhawks’ third straight game against the Silvertips; Portland won 5-1 at home on Friday. . . . The Silvertips have lost four in a row. . . . Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald reports that the Silvertips, who were playing for the fourth time in five nights, “has a hard enough time handling Portland at full strength . . . it becomes a near impossible task when the Tips are down six regulars, including two overagers.” . . . Everett was without F Manraj Hayer, F Tyler Sandhu, both of whom suffered undisclosed injuries in a loss to Seattle on Saturday, D Matt Pufahl (ribs), D Ben Betker (undisclosed), F Zane Jones (undisclosed) and F Logan Aasman (finger). . . .

F Mitch Moroz scored his 26th goal of the season at 3:34 of OT as the Edmonton Oil Kings beat the host Calgary Hitmen, 3-2. . . . The victory left Edmonton (34-13-1) with a one-point lead over Calgary (31-12-6) atop the Eastern Conference. . . . The Oil Kings have won five in a row. They had beaten Calgary 7-3 in Edmonton on Friday. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart played in his 300th regular-season game. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson had a goal, his 23rd, and two assists for Edmonton. His goal at 19:39 of the second period forced OT. . . . Oil Kings G Tristan Jarry stopped 20 shots in running his record to 30-11-1. He is the first goaltender in the CHL this season to post 30 victories. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 24 shots and now is just 12 saves shy of Martin Jones’ franchise record for most career saves (3,374, 2006-10). . . . The Oil Kings played without D Reid Petryk, who played in his 300th game on Saturday. He was ejected at 3:10 of the first period in that one, thanks to a boarding major. . . . Calgary F Pavel Padakin, who was hit by Petryk, didn’t play Sunday. . . .

G Taran Kozun turned aside 33 shots to help the host Seattle Thunderbirds to a 4-1 victory over the Kelowna Rockets. . . . Kozun now is 6-0-0 since joining Seattle from Kamloops in a deadline-day deal last month. . . . F Roberts Lipsbergs scored his 30th goal of the season for Seattle. He is the first Thunderbirds skater with back-to-back 30-goal seasons since F Greg Scott did it (2007-09). . . . Kelowna (40-7-2) was playing its fourth game in five nights, having won the first three, all at home. . . . Seattle (31-15-5) is fourth in the Western Conference, a point behind the Victoria Royals. The Thunderbirds have won nine of their last 10 games. 
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A bra on the ice? In a WHL game? 

Two former WHL players have had their contracts terminated by Esbjerg Energy, a pro team in Denmark’s Al-Bank Liga.

 F Tyler Mosienko (Kelowna, 2000-05) and F Kirill Starkov (Red Deer, 2006-07), along with backup goaltender David Jones, admitted, according to Lokalavisen.dk, before the Danish Ice Hockey Federation (DIF), having bet that “Rungsted would score at least one goal in the 1st period” of a Jan. 3 game. Rungsted scored three times in the first period, en route to a 7-4 victory.

 Lokalavisen.dk reported that team president Christian Rølmer Christensen was “both surprised and disappointed about the matter.”

After tweeting about this on Friday, The MacBeth Report checks in with:

“Players were told at the start of the season that they were prohibited from betting on their own games – this is the government lottery, not some back-alley bookie deal. A Rungsted player told someone in Esbjerg’s management that they were suspicious about what happened in the first period. The club went to the Danish Federation. The three players admitted to the bets to the DIF and Esbjerg terminated their contracts immediately. The DIF Match Fixing Committee is investigating and will report to the DIF board in about three weeks. I would guess that DIF could ban the players for a period of time. This would probably be honoured by other federations, so their careers may be done.”

---

“The process of determining who gets to host the Memorial Cup is broken,” writes Tony Saxon of the Guelph Mercury. . . . This comes after the news that the 2013 tournament, which was held in Saskatoon, fell quite a bit short of the pre-tournament profit guarantee of $3.5 million. . . . Saxon’s column is right here.

 ---

:

The junior career of Tyson Ness, 20, may have ended Friday night when the Kamloops Blazers forward took a puck to the face and suffered a broken jaw during a 7-2 loss to the visiting Victoria Royals. Ness, who had 24 points, including 12 goals, in 48 games, may need surgery. He has told people in the Blazers’ organization that he wants to come back and play one more game, so perhaps he’ll suit up for the team’s final regular-season game. . . . 

 F Curtis Valk of the Medicine Hat Tigers ran his goal-scoring streak to seven games, the longest in the WHL this season, in a 4-0 victory over the host Blazers on Saturday night. He has a team-high 26 goals. . . . G Nick Schneider, 16, earned the shutout for the Tigers. He stopped 19 shots in his first start since coming over from the Regina Pats in January. . . . The Tigers, playing their fourth game in five nights, outshot the Blazers, 34-19, including 17-9 in the third period. . . . The Blazers, who are 1-4-1 under head coach Guy Charron since he replaced Dave Hunchak on Jan. 11, were without F Matt Needham, who was injured again in Friday’s game, and lost F Luke Harrison in the third period last night following a collision with Medicine Hat D Scott Allan. Harrison, who has missed time this season with a brain injury, was attended to by trainer Colin Robinson and left with gauze in his mouth. . . . Kamloops G Justin Myles remains out with an undisclosed injury. G Al Duncan, who plays for the junior B Chase, B.C., Heat, backed up Bolton Pouliot last night. . . .  

 You may have seen this tweet from Bob Ridley, the Tigers’ legendary broadcaster, on Friday night: “Can't understand why the classy Prospera Place in Kelowna can't provide visiting broadcasters with a decent broadcast location.” . . . It turns out that he had problems broadcasting the Tigers’ 6-2 loss to the Rockets because he struggled to see past the TV cameras that were perched in front of his location. . . . 

 F Peter Quenneville had two goals to lead the host Brandon Wheat Kings to a 6-3 victory over the Prince George Cougars. Quenneville has 35 points, including 14 goals, in 30 games since leaving Quinnipiac University for the Wheat Kings earlier this season. He had four assists in five games with the Bobcats. . . . 

 The host Edmonton Oil Kings scored the game’s first five goals en route to a convincing 7-3 victory over the Calgary Hitmen. The victory left Edmonton at 33-13-1 and atop the Eastern Conference. The Oil Kings are tied in points (67) with Calgary (31-12-5), but have played one fewer game and have two more victories. . . . The Oil Kings are 9-1-0 in their last 10 and have won four in a row. . . . The same teams will meet today in Calgary. . . .  

 G Patrik Bartosak stopped 41 shots as the Red Deer Rebels went into Regina and beat the Pats, 4-0. He has five shutouts this season and 11 in his career. . . . One night earlier, the Pats blanked visiting Prince George, 8-0. . . .

 They saluted the Brodsky in Saskatoon last night -- the family owned the Blades for 37 years -- and the Blades then went out and got past the Swift Current Broncos 3-2 in OT. D MacKenzie Johnston, who is from Swift Current, got the winner at 3:16 of extra time. . . . 

 F Sam Reinhart struck for three goals, giving him 24, as the host Kootenay Ice dropped the Moose Jaw Warriors, 6-2. . . . Moose Jaw actually led 2-0 midway through the first period before giving up the game’s last six goals. . . . Ice F Tim Bozon scored his 20th goal of the season. He has 41 points, including 17 goals, in 36 games with the Ice, who acquired him from the Kamloops Blazers 13 games into the season. . . . 

 The Victoria Royals, who may be the WHL’s best defensive team these days, got 32 saves from G Patrik Polivka and beat the Giants 3-1 in Vancouver. . . . The Royals have allowed 120 goals in 41 games. At 33-16-2, they are third in the Western Conference, three points ahead of the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Victoria needs two more victories to tie the franchise’s single-season record that was set last season. . . . Vancouver D Dalton Thrower (ankle) sat out as his side played its sixth game in nine nights. . . . The Royals and Giants will meet again Friday and Saturday, this time in Victoria. . . .  

 G Jackson Whistle stopped 26 shots as the host Kelowna Rockets dumped the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 5-0. The Kelowna native posted the first shutout of the season and the third of his career. . . . The Hurricanes, who have lost eight in a row, were outscored 27-3 in a four-game swing into B.C. . . . The Rockets, who lead the overall standings, won for the 40th time this season. . . .

 In Kent, Wash., F Roberts Lipsbergs scored his 29th goal this season at 1:48 of OT as the Seattle Thunderbirds beat the Everett Silvertips, 4-3. . . . Lipsbergs scored via the PP. . . . Seattle F Ryan Gropp had tied the game 3-3 with a PP goal at 14:19 of the third. . . . Seattle was 4-for-5 on the PP. . . . F Josh Winquist scored his 30th goal of the season for Everett. He is the eighth skater in franchise history to reach 30 goals in a season. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun stopped 25 shots. He’s 5-0-0, 1.35, .952 since coming over in a deadline-day swap with Kamloops, where he was 5-19-3, 3.95, .897. . . . It was a Teddy Bear Game and Seattle D Shea Theodore scored the goal. He also had three assists. . . .

 The Spokane Chiefs outscored Tri-City 3-2 in the shootout and beat the Americans, 2-1. . . . Attendance was 10,325. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 35 shots, 15 more than Eric Williams of the Chiefs. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow scored his second goal of the season, to go with his 40 assists, all in 41 games.

 ---

From Victoria Royals F Jack Walker: “Got the win and some lady threw her bra on the ice what more could you ask for? #2pts”
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Thursday, January 16, 2014

 F Jakub Langhammer (Spokane, 2002-04) has been loaned to Sparta Prague by Hradec Kralove (both Czech Republic, Extraliga) for the rest of this season. In 33 games, he had six points, including four goals. . . .

 D Deron Quint (Seattle, 1993-96) has been traded to CSKA Moscow by Spartak Moscow (both Russia, KHL) for monetary compensation. In 43 games, he had 23 points, 11 of them goals. . . . Quint was the fourth-highest scoring defenceman at the time of the move. He played in Saturday’s KHL All-Star Game and won the shooting accuracy in the skills competition. The West won the game, 18-16. Quint had one assist.

———

Thanks to Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix for his kind words as he wrapped up a WHL notebook that is right here.

 I agree with him on D Aaron Ekblad of the OHL’s Erie Otters. Were I a rating service, Ekblad would be No. 1 on my list of players eligible for the 2014 NHL draft. Yes, I also would have had Seth Jones atop my 2013 rankings. There isn’t anything like a big, skilled defenceman.

———

Former WHLer Travis Young (Brandon, Prince Albert, 1998-04) is the new head coach of the Bridgewater Lumberjacks of the junior A Maritime Hockey League. Young is from Souris, Man., the hometown of the likes of Andy Murray, the head coach at Western Michigan, and Garry Davidson, the GM of the Everett Silvertips. . . . Young is the Lumberjacks’ third head coach this season. Their record (2-29-5) may have something to do with that. . . . Young, 31, replaces Matt Church, who resigned. Church had taken over from Ron Watkins, who was fired early in the season. . . . Young played three seasons at Acadia U in Wolfville, N.S., and was an assistant coach with the Axemen for six seasons before doing some coaching in Europe.

———

Mike Johnston, the GM and head coach of the Portland Winterhawks, and his wife, Myrna, became naturalized U.S. citizens on Wednesday. Danny Moran of The Oregonian has more right here.

———

G Cole Kehler has joined the Kamloops Blazers and will be on the bench for weekend home games against the Vancouver Giants on Friday and the Seattle Thunderbirds on Saturday. He will back up Bolton Pouliot. . . . G Justin Myles, acquired last week from Seattle, is out with an undisclosed injury. . . . Kehler, a sixth-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft, has appeared in four games with Kamloops this season. From Altona, Man., he plays with the midget prep team at the Okanagan Hockey Academy. He is 17-4-0.

———

The headline in Kamloops This Week reads — Lawyer: Tom Gaglardi, Northland are guilty. . . . The lawyer in question here is Rob Bruneau, a Kamloops defence lawyer, who is representing Gaglardi, the majority owner of the Kamloops Blazers, his father, Bob, and Northand Properties Corp. They have been charged with two counts of harmful altertation of a fish habitat. . . . Tim Petruk of KTW has more right here.

———

Keith Olbermann took a swipe at Vancouver Canucks F Tom Sestito the other night on ESPN2, after the latter picked up 27 penalty minutes in one second of playing time. Sestito’s 13-year-old sister later came to her brother’s defence on Twitter. If you missed all of this, Brent Axe of syracuse.com has the story right here.

———

Every year, columnist Gene Collier of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette offers up the Trite Trophy, and he does it in a column that is well worth reading. The 2013 version is right here.
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The story of a remarkable man 

During my almost 14 years at the Kamloops Daily News, I met many memorable people, none moreso than Kaye Kaminishi. . . . I visited his home in June 2003, planning on writing one short story. I was so taken with him and his story, that plans were changed. . . . Here are the stories that appeared in The Daily News on June 20 and 21, 2003. This is the story of a really remarkable man.

——— 

By GREGG DRINNAN

Daily News Sports Editor

It was May of 1941 and Kaye Kaminishi couldn't have asked for his life to be much better.

Born and raised in Vancouver, he was 19 years of age and a third baseman with the Asahi, a baseball team that was the pride of what was known as Little Tokyo.

If you were a Canadian youngster of Japanese descent, the Asahi, which means morning sun, was THE baseball team. As a youngster, Kaminishi wanted only one thing and that was to play for Asahi.

"They were the Yankees," Kaminishi says as he sits in his Sahali home on what is a warm summer day.

Florence, his wife of more than 50 years, is nearby as her husband reminisces and looks forward to June 28 when the Asahi will be inducted into the Canadian Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in St. Marys, Ont.

More than 60 years have passed since Kaminishi, then 17, first played for the Asahi in the 1939 season. Today, at the age of 81, his eyes dance as the memories of his three seasons with the Asahi come alive.

"When I got the uniform, I couldn't sleep all night," he says. "I was so proud and so happy. That was the team. I dreamed to get into Asahi. That was my dream. In those days, all the young kids dreamed to get into the Asahi baseball club. That was a dream."

Most of the other Asahi players, he says, were between 25 and 30; some had been there for seven or eight years. The Asahi won the Pacific Northwest championship in each of Kaminishi's three seasons.

Kaminishi's baseball career actually started in the Vancouver Buddhist Church League at the age of 13. He says he played there for "two or three years" and then "went up to the Japanese League" for another "two or three years."

But why baseball? What would draw a child of Japanese ancestry to baseball in Vancouver in the 1930s?

"That's a Japanese sport," Kaminishi explains and the smile on his face is as wide as the living room window that looks out over the city. "They're crazy about baseball. They're so noisy. That's what I don't like about it. They have bands and all. It's a big event."

In school, Kaminishi also played badminton and table tennis, "but baseball is my sport," he says, and he was always a third baseman.

"Somehow, I always played third base, even when I was a kid," he says. "Even in the Buddhist Church League, I played third base."

He's getting warmed up now. He is seated on the sofa -- actually, on the edge of the sofa. His head is tilted back. His eyes look to the ceiling but he's not seeing the ceiling. No. He's looking past it, way past it. He's seeing a young man playing the hot corner before as many as 5,000 fans at the Powell Grounds, the home field of the Asahi that now is Oppenheimer Park, located near the intersection of Main and Hastings streets, only a couple of blocks from Centennial Pier.

It was, he says, a real hot corner.

"Powell Grounds was so bad," he remembers. And he continues, in staccato-like fashion:

"Lot of pebbles. You don't know where the ball is coming from. Coach told us, 'If you can't stop it by glove, you've got to stop it with your chest.' That's pretty tough. That's what they told us all the time. Easy to say ... and you don't know which way the ball goes some times. Not like smooth ground like nowadays. You would never know which way the ball would go. It was scary sometimes. Nowadays, with the turf, they get true bounces so you know which way the ball goes."

The Asahi played a style of baseball that was called "brain ball." Today, it would be called "little ball." The Asahi players were smaller in stature than virtually all of their opponents so the home run wasn't part of their arsenal.

"We'd squeeze and bunt and steal the base," Kaminishi says. "That's the only way to get the run, eh? Games were low scoring. We'd never see over six runs in those days ... 3-2 or 3-0 ... all low scores."

In fact, they loved to squeeze with runners on second and third ... and try to score them both.

These days, Kaminishi's baseball is limited to what he sees on TV.

"The Blue Jays and Seattle," he says.

And guess what? He likes Ichiro Suzuki, the Seattle Mariners slap-hitting outfielder.

"He's quite a player, eh?" Kaminishi says of the man known simply as Ichiro.

These days Kaminishi also finds himself following the New York Yankees, what with Japanese outfielder Hideki Matsui in pinstripes.

"He's struggling a little bit," Kaminishi says. "But Ichiro ... I like Ichiro. He's all-around player, eh? He can hit and run."

Does he play like you played?

Kaminishi laughs.

"I used to do a lot of bunts," he says.

Florence describes the offensive side of her husband's game. "Speed and bunts," she says.

Even now, at 81, Kaminishi can't shake baseball. It is like a disease.

"That's right," he says. "And you can't stop it."

- - -

Kaminishi was one of 14 players on the Asahi's roster in 1941 when he and his mother boarded a passenger ship in May and headed for Hiroshima. His parents had emigrated from there; his father had died of a heart attack in 1933 at the age of 53. Kaminishi and his mother would visit with relatives and return in August. At least, that was the plan.

By leaving in May, Kaminishi missed an opportunity to be in the Asahi's 1941 team photo. Of course, he couldn't have known that it would be the Asahi's last team photo, or that the baseball team, in existence since 1914, wouldn't play another game. And he would never have believed that he wouldn't play baseball again until 1947.

"I was supposed to be coming back by the middle of August because I was still in school," Kaminishi says. "But there was no transportation at all ... because they were preparing for war. Finally, a boat came back ... it departed Japan around Oct. 15. It was the last boat to come to Vancouver, Seattle and Frisco before the war. It took about 15 days.

"That was the last boat. If I was there ... maybe I'd be dead. We were really lucky."

Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on Dec. 7, 1941. The U.S. responded by flattening Hiroshima and Nagasaki with atom bombs. Canada would get involved by declaring war on Japan early in 1942.

Then, in May of 1942, the Canadian government set up internment camps and relocated approximately 22,000 people of Japanese ancestry, including the entire Asahi roster. Kaminishi and his mother ended up in a camp just east of Lillooet.

The life that had been so promising -- they owned part of a lumber company; he had been living his dream with the Asahi -- came crashing to a halt. They started with something; they ended up with virtually nothing.

Kaminishi's father, who was a second son, had graduated from normal school in Japan. He taught school there for one year, decided that wasn't for him, and headed for Canada. He started in a gold field in the Cariboo, moved on to Vancouver and then over to Vancouver Island. Eventually, he would become a co-owner of a lumber company -- the Royston Lumber Co. -- that opened for business near Comox in 1917.

"It was quite a big mill," Kaminishi says. "It had a railroad system and 12 shareholders."

When his father passed away, his share, which Kaminishi says was more than 50 per cent of the Royston Lumber Co., went to his widow and son. His mother also continued to operate a rooming house in Vancouver.

In 1942, with the world at war, the Canadian government, citing national security, rounded up the issei (pioneering immigrants) and the nisei (the issei's Canadian-born children) who were living on the West Coast, seized their property and relocated them to one of eight internment camps or one of four other camps that were termed "self-supporting."

"We owned over 50 per cent and the other shareholders were Japanese," Kaminishi says of the lumber company that was sold by the government's Custodian of Enemy Property. "So the government is going to take our company ... tried to confiscate everything. They only gave us about one-third of the value.

"They sold it for $202,000.

"Take the taxes and lawyer's fees and there was nothing."

The government, however, couldn't take away their spirit.

TOMORROW: The camp, Kamloops and a hall of fame.

By GREGG DRINNAN

Daily News Sports Editor

It was early in 1942. The Second World War was well under way. Japan had bombed Pearl Harbor. And there was a vibrant Japanese-Canadian community located in Vancouver.

The Canadian government, not about to take any risks, rounded up about 22,000 Japanese and Japanese-Canadian people from the Lower Mainland -- never mind that about 75 per cent of them were naturalized citizens or Canadian-born -- confiscated and auctioned their property and possessions, and moved them into the Interior.

In what has been called the greatest mass movement in Canadian history, these people were relocated to one of four "self-supporting" camps or one of eight internment camps, the latter located in Kaslo, New Denver, Tashme, Roseberry, Slocan City, Lemon Creek, Sandon and Greenwood, most of which were in the Kootenays. (Tashme was actually named after three of B.C.'s security commissioners -- Talor, Shirras and Mead.) The "self-supporting" camps, which would become home to 1,161 internees, were at Bridge River, Minto City, McGillivray Falls and Christina Lake.

Kaye Kaminishi, his mother and about 300 others were moved to Bridge River, located just east of Lillooet, in May of 1942.

Kaminishi, now a Kamloops resident, had been the third baseman for the Asahi, a popular Vancouver baseball team, the three previous summers. He says the camp was "self-supporting" -- in other words, people "had to pay our own fares" to get there and also had to "build our own shacks."

"We thought the war would last maybe a couple years ... rough lumber and tarpaper, that's it," he says, with a rueful grin.

Asked how devastating he found the situation, Kaminishi replies: "Oh, gee. There was no water there, no electricity there ... so we had to carry the water from the Fraser River. We had to make an outdoor toilet. In those days it was hot and cold, 20-30 below in the winter, 95-100 in summer.

"So hot and so cold," he adds and he's rubbing his arms. "By the morning ... winter morning ... ice was forming inside. We had a stove but ..."

To make matters worse, Kaminishi says, the movements of the people in the camp were limited.

"We cannot go to the town site," he says. "There's a bridge there and we cannot cross the bridge to go downtown for a couple years."

At the same time, though, Kaminishi managed to feel some sympathy for the citizens of Lillooet. Even in his circumstances, he says, he could feel for those folks.

Japan had just bombed Pearl Harbor, he says, and "the people in Lillooet ... no see Japanese before. They were scared." Imagine their shock when it was discovered that these Japanese people all spoke English. The memory of that brings a smile to his face.

Eventually, the barricades came down and the internees were allowed into the downtown area. Kaminishi smiles and says: "We all paid with cash. Here comes 300 Japanese and they all pay with cash. Ohhh, they're all after us. Come on, come on, come on. The economy was booming."

The people in the camp, it turns out, had access to an old softball diamond so that became their game of choice. The RCMP, according to Kaminishi, would appear "once a month to check on the older people."

So Kaminishi took it upon himself to talk the police into a series of games.

"Let's have exhibition game," he says he told one officer. "We go downtown one week, then you come here. We live in Canada. Why segregation?"

Asked if he is bitter, or if he was bitter, Kaminishi, who was 19 when he first set foot in the camp, looks to the sky. His eyes draw tight. He says his understanding came from his mother who told him: "You've got to obey the government ... what the government rules are."

"But," he says, and this is as close as he'll come to admitting to any bitterness, "especially the older people suffered."

His biggest pain came from losing baseball, from losing the Asahi. How much did it hurt?

"I just can't describe myself," he says and, again, his eyes show pain. "I was crazy about baseball. You know?"

(In 1988, the Canadian government of then-Prime Minister Brian Mulroney offered a formal apology for what was perhaps the greatest miscarriage of justice in Canadian history. Each of the survivors of the camps was given $21,000 in redress money, something that hardly compensated those people for all that had been taken away and all that had been lost.

As Kaminishi told Andrew Duffy of the Ottawa Citizen earlier this year: "I lost my prime baseball years to the war.")

- - -

The war would end and it would be time to move on. Kaminishi decided to rekindle his love affair with baseball.

"I heard Kamloops had a baseball team," he says, "so I came to Kamloops. I wanted to play baseball."

It was 1947. Kaminishi would play five seasons here, starting with the Catholic Youth Organization (CYO) and, after it folded, finishing up with the Elks.

By now, he has pulled out a scrapbook and he points with obvious pride to a clipping that details a triple play. It was, according to the newspaper, the "first triple play in Kamloops organized baseball."

It was in 1951 or 1952 and took place at Riverside Park, where the band shell now is located. A couple of thousand people would show up there on Sunday afternoons to watch baseball games.

On this particular Sunday, there were runners on first and second -- their names weren't included in the story -- and Kaminishi was playing third base.

"I saw the third base coach tug an ear," Kaminishi says. "I sneak up about halfway to the plate. By gawd ... it's a bunt. It comes in my glove, right in my glove. I throw it to first, the first baseman throws it to second, easy triple play."

Kaminishi to Larry Candido to Billy Marriott and Kamloops had its first triple play.

"It was something," Kaminishi says while he flashes a smile like you just know he used to flash leather.

He remembers traveling by train to tournaments. To places like Lloydminster and Edmonton.

"We lost two games (to Edmonton)," Kaminishi says. "The Warwick brothers were playing. All the good hockey players were playing and we lost two games. Our manager ... he hired a couple more good players from someplace else and we beat Edmonton."

He laughs at the memory.

He laughs again when he remembers going on road trips and getting "25 cents for lunch money."

He remembers winning a championship in Revelstoke and riding the train back to Kamloops. Oh, he says, there was some party going on in the baggage car that night.

There wasn't a retirement party when his career ended. As Florence, his wife of more than 50 years, says, "He just went."

Kaminishi had met Florence during a sojourn into the southern Interior. She was from Winfield and was working in an orchard near Oyama. It was a meeting, Kaye says, that turned into a relationship after a lot of work by a go-between because, well, that's how things were done in those days.

After his baseball career ended, the Kaminishis got into the motel business. Florence, Kaye and his mother purchased a place in Hope in 1953. They were there for seven years.

"We came back again and bought a motel in Kamloops ... the Mayfair Motel in Valleyview," Kaminishi says. "It's not there any more. Now there's a church on the property."

The last 15 years of his working life were spent in a government liquor store.

"I retired about 15 years ago," he says, adding that his mother died in 1990.

- - -

And then, last fall, there was a phone call. It took him back to the day when he first got his Asahi uniform. This time a voice was telling him that the Asahi would be inducted into the Canadian Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum on June 28.

"Again, I couldn't sleep that night," he says.

"I'm overwhelmed. I'm looking forward to Toronto but I'm still dreaming. I can't believe that we'll be at the hall of fame. We don't get any money or anything. End of the season they maybe give us a jacket or sweater or something. We were only amateurs."

On top of all this, a National Film Board documentary has been made -- Sleeping Tigers: The Asahi Baseball Story.

Kaminishi says a lot of memories came flooding back when he saw the film. It was, he says, "Pretty sad -- a lot of veteran players who passed away."

There are believed to be 10 former Asahi players still living. Of the 11 players in the 1941 team photo, four are still with us. There have been a couple of earlier reunions but Kaminishi wasn't able to attend. He missed one because he had just started work at a liquor store and couldn't get time off. He missed another one because he had just undergone colon surgery.

"I wasn't strong enough," he says.

He was strong enough -- you bet he was -- to go to Toronto for a screening of the film, where he and Florence were able to renew relationships with, among others, Ken Kutsukake, who played on that 1941 team and now lives in Toronto.

"He's 92," Florence says, with something of a playful grimace, "and -- gee -- he drove us all around Toronto."

Jim Fukui, another player off the 1941 team, lives in Vancouver, Kaye says, "and he's 85 or 86."

There have also been interviews. There have been stories in the Vancouver Sun, the Ottawa Citizen and the Toronto Sun. A writer from the Toronto Star has made arrangements to come for a visit.

"I'm the youngest so everybody comes to me," Kaminishi says with a chuckle.

The Asahi will be inducted into the hall of fame alongside Richard Belec, a longtime amateur baseball official in Quebec; former Toronto Blue Jays star Joe Carter, who once ended a World Series with the most dramatic home run in our country's baseball history; and, former major league pitcher Kirk McCaskill.

Joining Florence and Kaye will be their son Ed, who lives in Calgary, and their daughter Joyce Shimokura, her husband Roy and their son Kenny, 14, who live in Burnaby.

- - -

And when it's all over, when the induction ceremonies are done with, after Kaminishi has looked Carter in the eye as a fellow hall of famer, the Kaminishis will return home and Kaye will begin preparations for a 13th trip to the B.C. Senior Games.

These days, you see, he's a badminton player.

"I've got about 25 medals," he says, pointing to a display on a wall. "I used to play singles and doubles and mixed doubles. Now I just play mixed doubles.

"I'm taking it easy."

And all the while he'll wonder why the baseball gods have conspired, after all these years, to put him in the spotlight.

"This happened to me 60 years ago," he says, and there is more than a touch of bewilderment in his voice. "Sports was really good to me."

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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 Getting caught up on transactions from the past few days. . . .

 G Jeff Glass (Kootenay, 2002-05) was acquired by CSKA Moscow for monetary compensation from Spartak Moscow (both Russia, KHL). In 37 games, he had a 2.32 GAA and .919 save percentage. . . .

 G Rastislav Stana (Moose Jaw, Calgary, 1998-2000) was released by CSKA Moscow (Russia, KHL) by mutual agreement. In 24 games, he was 2.41, .908. . . .

 Villach (Austria, Erste Bank Liga) announced the signing of F Eric Hunter (Prince George, 2002-07) for the rest of this season; the deal includes a club option for next season. Hunter was with Herlev (Denmark, AL-Bank Liga) this season. In 15 games, he had 13 points, including seven goals, before exercising an out clause last week. . . .

 F Denis Tolpeko (Seattle, Regina, 2003-06) has been traded by Neftekhimik Nizhnekamsk to Salavat Yulaev Ufa (both Russia, KHL) for “monetary compensation." In 38 games with Neftekhimik this season, he had 10 points, five of them goals. . . .

 F Sebastian Svendsen (Vancouver, Edmonton, Prince Albert, Moose Jaw, 2009-2012) has signed a contract through 2014-2015 with Herlev after being released by Aalborg (both Denmark, AL-Bank Liga). He wanted more ice time. In 26 games with Aalborg this season, he had two goals. . . .

 F Jeremy Colliton (Prince Albert, 2001-05) has announced his retirement due to post-concussion syndrome via Mora (Sweden, Allsvenskan). With Mora this season, Colliton, the team’s captain, had three assists in three games. He has been suffering from post-concussion syndrome for the past four months. . . .

 D Stefan Ulmer (Spokane, 2007-10) signed contract extension through 2016-17 with Lugano (Switzerland, NL A). This season, he has 15 points, six of them goals, in 36 games.

———

A daily newspaper closes its doors and coaches begin to disappear.

 The Kamloops Daily News published for the last time on Saturday.

 Early that morning, the WHL’s Kamloops Blazers announced they were making a coaching change, with Guy Charron coming out of a short-lived retirement to take over from Dave Hunchak.

 Of course, the coaching change actually had been made Thursday, when Hunchak left the Blazers while they were in Spokane. Associate coach Mark Ferner ran the bench during a 6-3 loss to the Chiefs on Friday night.

 On Tuesday, Thompson Rivers University, which is based in Kamloops, fired Keith Lundgren, the head coach of the WolfPack women’s volleyball team. Chad Grimm, an assistant coach with the WolfPack men’s team, takes over on an interim basis.

 The Blazers had a 10-28-5 record when Hunchak was replaced.

 The WolfPack, which plays in CIS’s Canada West conference, was 0-14 when the axe fell on Lundgren. He had an 11-63 all-time record.

 Now I’m not suggesting that the disappearance of a city’s only daily newspaper might figure in a decision on when to make a coaching change, but . . .

———

So . . . you’re wondering how unemployment is going.

 Well, for starters, I had to check a calendar in order to figure out Tuesday’s date. When I first got out of bed, I wasn’t even sure it was Tuesday. (BTW, the Wednesday schedule includes a stint with the vacuum cleaner.)

 I also can tell you that not having to meet a deadline six days a week is going to be a huge adjustment. In the daily newspaper business, you live by deadlines. In Kamloops, five days a week that deadline was 11 p.m.; on Wednesday’s it was 10 p.m. You didn’t miss a deadline because missed deadlines cost money. In almost 14 years here, I can’t ever recall missing a deadline.

 Meanwhile, thanks to all of you for all of the emails, tweets, texts and shoutouts. I never could have imagined so much support and, believe me, it all means a lot at a time like this.

 Thanks, too, to Elliotte Friedman of Hockey Night in Canada for what he wrote right here and to Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald for his kind words right here.

———

Tom Gaglardi, the majority owner of the Kamloops Blazers, is in a Kamloops courtroom this week. He and his father, Bob, along with Northland Properties Corporation, are facing two charges of harmful alteration of a fish habitat. . . . Tim Petruk of Kamloops This Week reports right here on Day 1 of the trial.

———

Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province has an interesting piece right here, suggesting that the Vancouver Giants, with attendance declining, need to find a new home.

———

Perhaps some WHL teams are going to have to follow the BCHL’s Chilliwack Chiefs, who announced this week BCHLthat they are going to special season-ticket prices for next season, which will be their 25th.

 From a Chiefs news release:

“To recognize and honour our loyal fans the club announced that season-tickets for the celebration 2014-15 season will be slashed, in some cases by more than 50 per cent. Adult prices will tumble from $388 this year to $199 next year. Seniors can secure their seats for just $189 and all child and youth prices will drop to $99 — down from $230.

“The new prices are available only until April 1 at which time they will rise to a level that is still at least 25 per cent lower than 2013-14.”

This follows the Penticton Vees, who in July announced a major restructuring of season-ticket prices, with BCHLsome available for as little as $149.

 There is a story right here detailing the Vees’ plan. What is interesting is that, according to the story, the Vees had sold only nine children’s season-tickets the previous season and “probably 50” over the past five season.

 All of this brings back memories of the Medicine Hat Tigers who, if memory serves correct, sold $199 season-tickets after a number of seasons of poor on-ice performance. One thing led to another and the Tigers now sell out The Arena (4,006) for every game.

———

Cal Swenson, who played for the MJHL’s Brandon Wheat Kings and the WCJHL’s Flin Flon Bombers (1966-68), died on Jan. 1. He was 65. A memorial service was held in Stony Plain, Alta., on Jan. 8.

 An obituary can be found right here.

 And right here is a brief story that appeared in the Amarillo, Texas, Globe-News.

———

Condolences to former Brandon Wheat Kings forward Steve Patrick Jr. and family on the death of his father, Steve. Steve, who died Saturday at the age of 85, played 11 years with the Winnipeg Blue Bombers and is a member of the Manitoba Sports Hall of Fame. He also was a former Manitoba MLA. Arrangements are being handled by wojciksfuneralchapel.com.

———

Vancouver head coach Don Hay will be after the 600th victory of his WHL coaching career on Friday when the Giants visit the Kamloops Blazers. Somehow that is only fitting because the first 144 of those victories came as head coach of the Blazers. Hay, who is from Kamloops and was a firefighter there before getting into coaching on a full-time basis, spent six seasons as an assistant coach with the Blazers before moving up to the head job. . . . When Hay reaches that milestone, he will be only the third coach in WHL history to get there, and he soon will move into the No. 2 slot, ahead of the retired Lorne Molleken (603). The top spot on the list belongs to Ken Hodge (742). . . . After Hay, the next coach to 600 is likely to be Don Nachbaur of the Spokane Chiefs. After losing 1-0 in OT to the visiting Seattle Thunderbirds last night, Nachbaur is at 584. . . .

  D Mathew Dumba has arrived in Portland and is preparing for his debut with the Winterhawks. Acquired last month from the Red Deer Rebels while he was with the NHL’s Minnesota Wild, Dumba has been resting after playing for Canada at the World Junior Championship. While there he ended up with a virus that really zapped his energy level. You can bet that Mike Johnstone, the Winterhawks’ GM and head coach, won’t use Dumba unless he’s healthy. . . . The Winterhawks are at home to the Moose Jaw Warriors on Friday. . . .

 By the way, the Winterhawks have signed D Blake Heinrich, who was selected by the Washington Capitals in the fifth round of the NHL’s 2013 draft. Heinrich, 18, is with the USHL’s Sioux City Musketeers and won’t show up in the WHL until their season is over. . . . At the time of the signing, he had 14 points, six of them goals, in 31 games. Last season, he put up 20 points, including three goals, in 42 games with Sioux City. . . . Heinrich, from Cambridge, Minn., was taken by the Winterhawks in the 12th round of the 2012 WHL bantam draft while playing for Hill-Murray High School. . . . At one point, Heinrich had committed to the U of Minnesota-Duluth. . . . Why do I get the feeling the Winterhawks won’t miss a beat despite the punishment meted out to them in November 2012? . . .

 D Carter Cochrane of Kamloops has signed with the WHL’s Everett Silvertips. Cochrane is a late-1996 who was never taken in the WHL’s bantam draft. He has 34 points, 12 of them goals, in 42 games with the BCHL’s Chilliwack Chiefs. In fact, he leads the Chiefs in points and is second in goals and assists. . . . Cochrane was in camp with the Silvertips as a listed player in 2012, but didn’t attend prior to this season. He will join the Silvertips once the Chiefs’ season has concluded. . . .

 The Kelowna Rockets should have F Marek Tvrdon, 20, in their lineup on Friday when they meet the Royals in Victoria. Tvrdon, acquired from the Vancouver Giants last week, has joined the Rockets from the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye and has been skating with his new teammates.

———

TUESDAY NIGHT:

In Lethbridge, F Curtis Valk broke a 1-1 tie at 5:29 of the second period as the Medicine Hat Tigers got past the Hurricanes, 2-1. . . . Valk has 20 goals this season. . . . Tigers F Cole Sanford also scored his 20th goal, pulling his mates into a 1-1 tie at 5:12 of the second, via the PP. . . . D Macoy Erkamps had given the home boys a 1-0 lead at 19:57 of the first, also on the PP. . . . The Tigers held a 42-14 edge in shots. . . .

In Spokane, F Ryan Gropp scored at 4:16 of OT to give the Seattle Thunderbirds a 1-0 victory over the Chiefs. . . . Gropp, who is from Kamloops, has 11 goals and 10 assists in 32 games since leaving the BCHL’s Penticton Vees for the Thunderbirds. . . . Seattle is 3-0-0 in its last three games, each of which has been decided in extra time. . . . G Taran Kozun, acquired last week from Kamloops, made his Seattle debut and earned the shutout with 28 saves. . . . It was his first shutout this season and the third of his career. . . . Spokane G Eric Williams stopped 22 shots. . . . Kozun came over for D Austin Douglas, G Justin Myles and a fourth-round pick in the 2015 bantam draft. . . . The Chiefs held a 4-1 edge in OT shots. . . . Seattle is 5-0-0 against the Chiefs this season. . . . Seattle (26-14-5) moved in sole possession of fourth place in the Western Conference, two points ahead of the idle Everett Silvertips. . . . The Chiefs (26-14-4) moved into fifth, one point ahead of the Silvertips. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Sunday, January 12, 2014

The first day of the next chapter 

Well, that was an interesting day.

 I’m referring to Saturday, a day in which I experienced unemployment for the first time in my life.

 I have always been employed, from my high schools days when I spent summers working for the Local Government District of Lynn Lake or Sherritt Gordon Mines. I started in the newspaper business with the Brandon Sun in the summer of 1971 and have been in one sports department or another since then.

 Until the Kamloops Daily News ceased publication with Saturday’s paper.

 The day began when I awoke and, as per usual, checked my email. Which is where I found a news release from the Kamloops Blazers informing me that head coach Dave Hunchak “has taken a leave of absence from the team effective immediately” and that Guy Charron, the head coach for more than three seasons (2009-13), was back.

 I will admit to feeling a strange sensation skip through my system when I read the news release and then realized that it meant little to me, that I no longer was employed by a daily newspaper, so I didn’t have to start assembling a story for Monday’s edition.

 The adrenaline rush that usually followed news like that just wasn’t there. It was a feeling that I hadn’t experienced in a long, long time and I’m not yet sure whether I enjoyed it. However, it’s one I realize that I am going to have to get used to.

 Anyway . . .

 Who knows what really happened with Hunchak and the coaching change; perhaps, in time, we will find out.

 The news release ended with: “No further comment will be made at this time.”

General manager Craig Bonner later said just that in a conversation with Marty Hastings of Kamloops This Week.

 On Saturday night, following a 4-3 shootout loss to the visiting Prince George Cougars, Charron, as quoted by Hastings, at least hinted that Hunchak’s disappearance was more than a leave of absence, or at least a voluntary leave of absence.

“Let’s face it — things weren’t going very well,” Hastings quotes Charron as saying. “(Bonner) doesn’t like to step in and let go of anyone unless it has to come to the point where it needs to be done and maybe it had reached that point and that’s when he asked me to come in and help the kids.”

After stepping aside as head coach after last season, Charron had been serving the Blazers as an advisor to hockey operations, a position that was created in order to keep him in the organization. One of the things that he mentioned when he left the head-coaching position was that he didn’t feel that his back could take too many more bus trips.

 The Blazers, who have lost five straight and nine of 10, opened a seven-game homestand last night. Later, they have a six-game homestand that ends Feb. 15. After that, with the Tim Hortons Brier (the Canadian men’s curling championship) in the Interior Savings Centre, they will play 11 of their last 13 games on the road, including 10 in a row.

 Yes, there are some bus miles left for Charron to travel.

 Following last night’s loss to the Cougars, the Blazers are 10-29-5 and 19 points out of a playoff spot. This is a team that has been searching for its personality and it’s no wonder, because of the 24 players listed on its roster, 12 were acquired via trades. The Blazers also are carrying 11 players who were born in 1996 or 1997, with eight others born in 1995. Yes, this is a young team.

 Hastings also reported that Hunchak actually left the Blazers on Thursday while the team was in Spokane. The head coach apparently flew home to Kamloops at that time, leaving associate coach Mark Ferner to run the bench in a 6-3 loss to the Chiefs on Friday night.

 Interestingly, I don't think there was any mention of Hunchak’s absence during Friday night’s pre-game show, game broadcast or post-game show on Radio NL, the longtime radio voice of the Blazers. Ferner appeared on both the pre- and post-game shows.

 I was at my then-desk through the entire game and listened from the start of the pre-game show to the end of Ferner's appearance on the post-game show. Perhaps I missed it, but I don't recall hearing anything about Hunchak's absence.

 Hunchak, who worked as an assistant/associate coach alongside Charron for two seasons, was named head coach on May 15. He signed a two-year contract that includes a club option for a third season. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Saturday, January 11, 2014

 This is the last print version of Keeping Score to appear in the Kamloops Daily News . . . The final edition of the newspapers carried a lot of memories from staff, former staff members and lots of readers. . . . This is my contribution. . . . 

 Scott Ostler of the San Francisco Chronicle, via Twitter as the 49ers and host Green Bay Packers kicked off on Sunday: “Man (and woman) up, 49ers fans. I dialed my thermostat down to 70. Can see my breath, which is a bad sign.” . . . One more from Ostler: “Why did they name the grass at Lambeau after a Toyota pickup?” . . . 

I remember . . . Jan. 31, 2012. The Kamloops Blazers brought Gordie Howe, accompanied by his son, Marty, to town and there was a session with the media. Marty did a lot of the talking and I remember thinking that my boyhood idol is human after all. . . .

“You have to constantly remind people who say Johnny Manziel is too small for the NFL that the kid is bigger than Russell Wilson,” notes Mike Lupica in the New York Daily News. . . . 

 I remember . . . It was April 27, 2008 when I wrote in this space: “Surely it is only a coincidence that Canucks owner Francesco Aquilini and Kamloops Blazers majority owner Tom Gaglardi, two Lower Mainland monied men who used to be friends, both ended up signing general managers with no experience to five-year contracts.” . . . A couple of days later I was called into the principal’s office and told to “quit poking Gaglardi with a sharp stick.” . . .

Here’s the headline from the Kansas City Star after the Chiefs lost to the Indianapolis Colts after leading 38-10: “Horse(bleep).” . . . 

I remember . . . the look on Mike Moore’s face one September evening in 2003. It was after an exhibition game and I had just asked the Blazers’ general manager if it was true that Maxine Patrick, the team’s long-time office manager, had left the organization. The look on Moore’s face told me it was true, but all he said was: “You’ll have to talk to our lawyer.” That was the beginning of The Daily News’ coverage of one of the biggest scandals to hit this city. . . .

 It didn’t get a lot of media attention, but the UBC Thunderbirds hockey team scored a couple of impressive victories last weekend, beating NCAA Division 1 teams from North Dakota (3-2 in OT) and Princeton 1-0 at the Great Northwest Showcase in Burnaby. Former Blazers defencemen Linden Saip and Brandon Underwood play for UBC. . . .

 I remember . . . a day late in May of 2009 when I chatted with Matt Walker of the TRU WolfPack baseball team. All he had done a few days earlier was fulfill a dream by hitting a solo home run with two out in the bottom of the ninth inning to break a 1-1 tie and give his guys the Canadian College Baseball Conference championship. Now that’s a memory! . . . 

 The time has come for WHL insiders and fans to include Calgary Hitmen head coach Mike Williamson in the conversations about the best coaches this league has seen. . . . He got his 400th regular-season coaching victory earlier this season, the 13th man in WHL history to get there. . . .

 I remember . . . April 16, 2012. Defenceman Bronson Maschmeyer’s goal at 19:39 of the third period gave the Blazers a 7-6 victory over the visiting Portland Winterhawks in Game 6 of a playoff series. The Blazers had trailed 5-2 in the third period before staging a miraculous comeback. When the game ended, the fans stood and cheered until the players came out of the dressing room and took a curtain call. . . . Yes, there were chills. . . . 

 If you’re a hockey fan, here’s hoping you got to watch at least the third period of the world junior championship game between Russia and Sweden a week ago. It was physical with plenty of scoring chances and lots of emotion, everything that world-class hockey should be. . . . “Ten members of the NHL’s St. Louis Blues will represent five countries in Sochi, Russia,” scribbles Ian Hamilton of the Regina Leader-Post. “In this country, meanwhile, those who thought a certain 38-year-old Tampa Bay Lightning star should play for Canada were left singing the St. Louis blues.” . . .

I remember . . . attending a few final nights at the provincial AA high school basketball championships. Young people playing games for all the right reasons . . . now those games were fun to cover . . .

 Isn’t it about time that the Blazers’ owners offered contract extensions to head coach Dave Hunchak and associate coach Mark Ferner, just, you know, as a gesture of good faith after going all-in last season and then saddling them with the poorest team in franchise history in their first season together? . . . 

 I remember . . . Dec. 22, 2010. When I arrived at my desk, an envelope with a Blazers logo on it was laying there. I thought it might be a donation to the Christmas Cheer Fund. Silly me. It turned out to be a letter informing me that management had barred all members of the organization from speaking to me. . . . It was shortly after that when I made my one and only appearance on CBC Radio’s As It Happens. . . . 

 After the Detroit Lions dumped head coach Jim Schwartz, Steve Schrader of the Detroit Free Press pointed out: “The Lions don’t rebuild, they unload.” . . . 

I remember . . . walking Rivershore Golf Estates in June of 2011 and watching Roger Sloan of Merritt get his first Canada Tour victory at the Western Championship. Unfortunately, the tour wasn’t able to find sponsorship and that was the first and last Western Championship. . . .

 When Austria named its roster for its hockey team at the Sochi Olympics, it included forward Brian Lebler of EHC Linz. Lebler, who is from Penticton, was a seventh-round selection by the Blazers in the WHL’s 2003 bantam draft. However, he never did play for the Blazers, choosing instead to attend the U of Michigan. . . . Phil Mushnick, in the New York Post: “Love that car ad during the BCS final, the one showing a flying Nissan landing on a train. The small-print underline warns, ‘Fantasy, do not attempt. Cars can’t jump on trains.’ ” . . .

I remember . . . March 8, 2012. The morning after the WHL honoured Spike Wallace with its Distinguished Served Award, the Blazers issued a news release headlined: Spike ready for next chapter in life. . . . According to the news release, the team and Wallace had decided by “mutual agreement” that it  was time for him to move on. . . . As I understand it, that next chapter includes a cash register. . . . 

“There’s one celebrity couple that seems to last,” claims Brad Dickson of the Omaha World-Herald. “Unfortunately, it’s Dennis Rodman and Kim Jong Un.” . . . “According to a new study,” writes R.J. Currie of sportsdeke.com, “fits of laughter can lead to fatal asthma attacks, heart ruptures and seizures. More bad news for Maple Leafs fans.” . . . 

I remember . . . covering more than one Canada Cup of Curling with better fields than the Brier and the Scotties and wondering why the event never did take off here. . . .

 The Port of Galveston has started charging passengers duty on cigarettes and alcohol purchased during cruises. To which Janice Hough, aka The Left Coast Sports Babe, writes: “It being Texas, no doubt guns can be imported for free.” . . . 

Most of all, I remember a conversation with then-publisher Dale Brin during the summer of 2002. That was the beginning of your Christmas Cheer Fund and what a success story that turned out to be. In 12 years, you handed me and the elves $667,714.68, every penny of which went to local charitable organizations. That was so far beyond even our wildest dreams that it’s ridiculous. It also says everything you need to know about the people who call this area home.

 We have had some fun over the last 14 years, haven’t we? I’ll miss you all.

 Thanks for being here.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Wednesday, January 1, 2014

Our Christmas story . . .  

For those of you who may be wondering where I have been . . . 

There wasn’t as much loot under our Christmas tree as there has been on some other Christmas Days.

In fact, the tree — it’s a four-footer that doesn’t take up a lot of space in our living room — didn’t go up until Sunday, Dec. 22. Prior to then, about the only indicator that Christmas was coming to our home was the lights and decorations that adorn cedars and a retaining wall in our front yard.

Still, I can’t recall a Christmas Day that was any more special than this one.

My day began with this text:

“Merry Christmas, Honey. Love you. My nurse started my IV at 8 so I can go home earlier. I am so excited!”

Yes, it was from Dorothy, my wife of 41-plus years.

Most of you will be aware that Dorothy underwent a kidney transplant on Sept. 23 at St. Paul‘s Hospital in Vancouver. We returned home to Kamloops on Nov. 19.

You may not be aware that she was admitted to Royal Inland Hospital in Kamloops since Dec. 5.

At that time, Dorothy was so weak that she couldn’t stand without help. The strength in her legs was minimal. She was having respiratory problems. In short, it was messy.

It turns out there was a bit of pneumonia in one lung, and an infection had gotten into her system and was wreaking havoc.

By the beginning of Christmas week, she was well enough that her doctors allowed her to come home on day passes, so we were able to enjoy Christmas in the warmth of our own home and with our family.

On New Year’s Eve, Dorothy was well enough that she was discharged. However, doctors are going to keep a close eye on her for the immediate future, meaning there will be a few medical-related appointments through the early weeks of 2014.

The good news through all of this is that the kidney Dorothy received on Sept. 23 continues to work well.

Meanwhile, Joan (not her real name), the best friend who donated a kidney in order that Dorothy would receive one from someone else, continues to do well.

In fact, she and her husband spent a few hours on Christmas Day preparing meals for shut-ins.

Yes, she really is a saint.

———

This blog will be quiet for the next while as we work to build some kind of routine into our lives. For info on the WHL trade deadline that arrives Jan. 10, I would suggest checking out Small Thoughts At Large with Alan Caldwell. There's a line over there on the right.
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Tuesday, December 31, 2013

Our New Year's Eve edition of Monday's With Murray is Jim Murray's first New Years column with the Los Angeles Times in 1961.

 Kicking off his first year at the paper, Murray chose to hand out his Linkletter Awards.

 Enjoy!

 December 31, 1961, SPORTS

 Copyright 1961/THE TIMES MIRROR COMPANY

 JIM MURRAY

 Time for Awards

     It's that time of the year again. Good-bye 1961 and your Castros and Cubas and Khrushchevs. Go and drop dead some place. Take those other guys with you and don't slam the door on the way out. Never darken our lives again.

     But before it goes, before we put on our paper hat and tin horn, reach for the bourbon and do the Twist, it is also time for our inaugural Linkletter Awards, trophies the comedian and I have collaborated on to reward, not necessarily on the basis of whether they won or lost or how-they-played-the-game, but on how much money we won on them.

     First of all, let's observe a moment of silence for those who are no longer with us. I refer to the vendor who tripped and fell in Aisle 19 and lost all his hot dogs. The dog who ate them also, because he had never eaten ballpark wieners before. And never will again. The guy who said all sharks were cowards then dove down and met one who resented his attitude. The bratwurst-maker who went broke because he couldn't cut the mustard at the World Series. The Cincinnati Reds who couldn't either.

     Our first Linkletter Award which is a series of linked letters which when stretched out spells trouble goes to the winner of the PGA tournament JERRY BARBER, for being a winning golfer so small that when he gets on the green to putt for the hole, he has to be careful not to fall in.

     And when he goes in the woods after a slice, he is harder to find than the ball. They have a two-stroke penalty for lost golfer put in just for him. He also has to be roped to his caddy when he goes down to the sandtrap.

     Our next award goes to the ITALIAN DAVIS CUP TEAM, not for getting into the Challenge Round against Australia, but for being the first team where no one knew they were there because the only balls they returned were in cans after the tournament.

     Their trip was pointless in more ways than one and our award will salute them as the team of Brotherly Love. They were supposed to give the game of tennis a shot in the arm but they missed and hit it in the head. You know tennis, of course; consolation polo for kids who are afraid of horses.

     STEVE CLARK gets an award not so much for setting a new American freestyle record but for doing it as a Yale boy. If you think it's easy to swim in a buttoned-down bathing suit with a knit tie, and not get a hernia, try it. There are several stylized swim strokes — breaststroke, backstroke, butterfly. Free style is the one you use when a shark is after you. The shark uses it, too.

     SANDY KOUFAX gets a Linkletter for setting a new league record for 3-and-2 counts. Sandy also threw two straight strikes once and the ballpark was so shocked the shout woke up Walt Alston in the dugout. They not only threw the ball out, they threw the umpire out.

     RYNE DUREN draws an award not only for striking out guys he can't see but for being the first guy to use the Braille system in baseball. When the batter calls for a look at the ball, Ryne calls for a look at the batter, and runs his hand over his strike zone.

     ROGER MARIS rates not only because he got the most valuable player award but because he has finally realized to stick in the big leagues he has to bunt and hit to left-field. We also salute the minor league manager who urged him to stop swinging for the fences, just meet the ball and choke up on the bat. This manager has been sent to the State Dept.

     L.A.'s own CAROLYN HOUSE splashes in because she won three gold medals at the age of 16 in the AAU swim nationals. Carolyn has been on or under water so much of her life she gets the bends if she gets in street clothes too fast.

     She has popularized a new hair color; natural chlorine. I won't say she astonished the swim world but they served notice the first time she grows scales she has to give the medals back.

     A. J. FOYT qualifies because he won the Indianapolis 500 at an average speed of 139.13 m.p.h. Foyt also won $117,000 which means he and his partners only took a small loss getting the car ready. Only 12 cars finished, but one of them was a Buick that made a wrong turn at Terre Haute and just thought it was the freeway rush hour. He was ineligible for prize money — it just happened to be his turn in the car pool that day — so they gave him green stamps and someone to lick them for him.

     ELGIN BAYLOR makes it because he got drafted by the Army presumably to dribble people through the Berlin Wall without drawing a foul.

     JIM BROWN crashes in as football's version of the Hollywood Freeway. Four ambulance-chasers follow him to every game but any guy who tries to tackle him single-handed gets his insurance canceled on the spot. The spot, by the way, is all that's left of the guy.

     Those, then, are our awardees. But, the moment you have been waiting for, the announcement of our ATHLETE-0F-THE-YEAR is at hand.

     Gentlemen, we give you — and please take him — the man who faced insurmountable odds and so didn't bother to surmount them — our own PETE RADEMACHER! Let's hear it out there for old Pete, our athlete of the year.

 (Note:  Thomas Peter ‘Pete’ Rademacher (born Nov. 20, 1928) is a former boxer who made boxing history by being the only man to fight for the world heavyweight championship in his first professional fight.”

*Reprinted with permission by the Los Angeles Times.

 Follow the JMMF on Facebook and find event photos, upcoming events and past Mondays With Murray posts.
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Wednesday, December 25, 2013

Merry Christmas to all and to all . . .  

THE MacBETH REPORT:

F Ashton Rome (Moose Jaw, Red Deer, Kamloops, 2002-2006) signed a one-year extension with Dusseldorf (Germany, DEL) thru 2015. This season, in 15 games, he had nine points, four of them goals. . . .

 F Zach Hamill (Everett, 2003-08) has signed with Barys Astana (Kazakhstan, KHL) for the rest of this season. This season, with the Utica Comets (AHL), he had nine points, including three goals, in 21 games.

———

G Eric Comrie of the Tri-City Americans signed a three-year, entry-level deal with the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets on Christmas Eve. According to the Jets, “The two-way deal has an average annual value of US$925,000.” . . . Comrie was a second-round selection by the Jets in the NHL’s 2013 draft. This season, he is 14-13-3, 2.52, .923 with the Americans. A native of Newport Beach, Calif., Comrie, 18, has a 43-33-8 record in 98 regular-season WHL games.

———

Right here is a Christmas story for you. It involves a youngstyer dying of leukemia and fresh peaches. It is a great read.
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Tuesday, December 24, 2013

Johnny Bower singing and swinging 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

F Casey Pierro-Zabotel (Vancouver, 2007-09) has been released by Lausitzer Füchse (Germany, DEL2). In 28 games, he had 19 points, including four goals. . . . 

F Gal Koren (Kelowna, 2010-11) was released by Medvescak Zagreb (Croatia, KHL). This season with Medvescak, he had one goal in 23 games. According to Medvescak, Koren will report to Olimpija Ljubljana (Slovenia, Austria Erste Bank Liga). . . .

F Adam Courchaine (Medicine Hat, Vancouver, 2001-05) signed a three-year contract extension with Krefeld Pinguine (Germany, DEL). The deal runs through the 2016-17 season. This season, Courchaine leads the DEL in scoring, with 39 points, including 13 goals, in 29 games. . . .

D Sergei Drozd (Tri-City, 2009-10) was assigned to Neman Grodno (Belarus, Ekstraliga) by Dinamo Minsk (Belarus, KHL). This season with Dinamo, Drozd was pointless in seven games. With Neman, he had 16 points, 10 of them goals, in 22 games. . . .

F Travis Ehrhardt (Moose Jaw, Portland, 2004-09) signed for the rest of this season with the Stavanger Oilers (Norway, GET-Ligaen). He was released from a PTO by St. John's Ice Caps (AHL) on Dec 16. In eight games with St. John’s, he had one goal. He is scheduled to arrive in Stavanger on Dec. 27 and may make his debut on Dec. 28 against Vålerenga.

———

Here from Hockey Time Machine, as a Christmas gift to you, is a video of former NHL goaltender Johnny Bower singing and swinging with his hit song Honky the Christmas Goose. . . . Enjoy!
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Monday, December 23, 2013

He'd Rather Get Fruitcake 

A note from the Jim Murray Memorial Foundation:

 As you head into the end of the year and make your plans for last-minute charitable donations, please consider donating to the Jim Murray Memorial Foundation.  With your donations, we can continue the Mondays With Murray emails, the journalism scholarship program and further educate the next generation about the late, great Pulitzer Prize-winning sports columnist Jim Murray. 

 Please mail your donations to:

 Jim Murray Memorial Foundation

 P.O. Box 60753

 Pasadena, CA 91116

———

It was almost 20 years ago when Jim Murray wrote one of the greatest Christmas columns ever to seen print.

 Here it is. Enjoy!

 December 24, 1995, SPORTS

 Copyright 1995/THE TIMES MIRROR COMPANY

 JIM MURRAY

 He'd Rather Get Fruitcake

     Stop me if you've heard this, but are you as tired as I am of the upbeat Christmas letters, the look-at-us, hurray-for-our-side family chronicles you get this time of year?

     You know what I mean. The ones that start out something like this:

     “Well, it's been a banner year for the Mulligans.  Christin finally had our first grandchild, a bouncing baby girl, 9 pounds 7 ounces, who'll probably grow up to be our first woman President.

     “John has taken over the Federal Reserve System. Paula is still working on a cancer cure at Johns Hopkins and we expect a breakthrough any day now. A Nobel Prize, perhaps?

     “Dad and I are enjoying our retirement. He has produced a new hybrid rose for our garden that is hailed by horticulturists everywhere.

     “I am still busy with my charity work, saving the whales, protecting the spotted butterflies, supporting a Hottentot village in the South Pacific and still have time to combat illiteracy in our universities and lobby for outlawing the death penalty but legalizing abortion. Dad thinks I take on too much but I was on Howard Stern twice last year and am taking dead aim on Oprah Winfrey.

     “Phil got his PhD in optical engineering and is working on the telescope with which they hope to bring in Heaven by the end of the century. Rita is in the Peace Corps some place where they can only get a message out by bottle but finds her life fulfilling and thinks the dysentery is only temporary. Harriet is still into archeology and they have found the lost city of an Aztec sun god of the second century BC, but she can't find her car keys.

     “So, all in all, it's been a joy and we look forward to more of the same in 1996 and hope you all are enjoying the happiness and success that has been our fortunate lot this year.”

    Well, when I read those, I have this irresistible urge to pen the kind of letter I dream of receiving:

     “Well, it's been a good year on balance for the Mulligans. Clarence got out of prison in time for Christmas and the good news is, he likes his parole officer.

     “Hilda got another divorce, her ninth, and she has moved back home with her 11 kids. We don't know where her ex-husband is. Neither do the police.  He's two years behind in child support to Hilda and 10 years behind to his other five wives.

     “Paul has stopped sucking his thumb. We're proud of him. He's only 16.

     “Carl is doing better. He's happy to say he cleared $30,000 last year begging from cars at the corner of Crescent Heights and Santa Monica Boulevard. He is buying a new Mercedes. He loves it when they yell at him, 'Get a life!'

     “Frank lost his job at the factory. They're downsizing. Particularly with guys like Frank who they said was late 47 times last year, didn't show up at all on 20 other days and got caught making book in the company cafeteria.

     “Tom goes around burning flags. He's not unpatriotic. He says it's a good way to meet girls.

     “Alice's movie career is progressing nicely. She got to wear clothes in her last flick — a garter belt.  She also got a speaking part — all moans. It's not Shakespeare but it's a start.

     “Jonathan flunked out of another college. The dean explained, “Jonathan missed the question ‘What year was the War of 1812?’ but he only missed by 2.”  We tell him if he had a good jump shot, he could miss it by a century and still graduate cum laude."

     Face it. Wouldn't a letter like that be a welcome relief?  So, have a great New Year. Just don't tell us about it, eh?

 Reprinted with permission by the Los Angeles Times.
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Saturday, December 21, 2013

Bjorkstrand leads Denmark to title 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

D Pavel Kubina (Moose Jaw, 1996-97) has announced his retirement through the NHLPA. Last season, with Genève-Servette (Switzerland, NL A), he had one assist in three games. . . . 

F Denis Sergeyev (Calgary, Swift Current, 2001-03) has been released by Dizel Penza (Russia, Vysshaya Liga). He was pointless in five games.

D Ian White (Swift Current, 2000-04) has signed for the rest of this season with Traktor Chelyabinsk (Russia, KHL). He had signed w/ Genève-Servette (Switzerland, NL A) three weeks ago but didn’t play any games. Last season, he had four points, two of them goals, in 25 games with the NHL’s Detroit Red Wings. . . . 

F Pavel Brendl (Calgary, 1998-2001) has signed for the rest of this season with Lausitzer Füchse (Germany, DEL2). This season, with Brno (Czech Republic, Extraliga), he had four assists in six games. . . .

D Mitch Versteeg (Lethbridge, 2006-09) has signed for the rest of this season with Bad Nauheim after release by Heilbronner Falken (both Germany, DEL2). With Heilbronner this season, he had 17 points, including six goals, in 27 games.

———

Denmark went 5-0 and won the IIHF’s Division 1 Group A U20 championship in Sanok, Poland. Denmark will move up and play with the big boys a year from now. . . . Denmark was led by Portland Winterhawks F Oliver Bjorkstrand, who was selected as the tournament’s best forward after putting up six points, four of them goals, in the five games. . . . Latvia was second at 4-1. Seattle Thunderbirds F Roberts Lipsbergs had seven points, including a tournament-high six goals, in five games for the Latvians, while Edmonton Oil Kings F Edgars Kulda had a goal and six assists. . . . Portland D Layne Viveiros had two assists in five games with Austria, which finished 2-3. 
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Friday, December 20, 2013

Tverdovsky retires 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

F Justin Taylor (Medicine Hat, Red Deer, 1999-2001, 2003-04) has signed with Sterzing/Vipiteno (Italy, Serie A) for the rest of this season. Last season, with Villach (Austria, Erste Bank Liga), Taylor had 27 points, nine of them goals, in 50 games. . . .

D Oleg Tverdovsky (Brandon, 1994-95) announced his retirement through his agent. He apparently had interest from some KHL clubs but wants to spend more time with his family — he has three children. Last season, he had five assists in 25 games with Metallurg Magnitogorsk (Russia, KHL). . . .

F Matt MacKay (Moose Jaw, Medicine Hat, Vancouver, Brandon, 2008-11) has been acquired by Red Bull Munich from Schwenninger Wild Wings (both Germany, DEL) and signed through the rest of this season. In 26 games with Schwenningen this season, he had two goals and two assists.

———

You couldn’t blame D Keegan Kanzig of the Victoria Royals if he celebrated Christmas a few days early. A third-round pick by the Calgary Flames in the 2013 NHL draft, Kanzig signed a three-year entry-level NHL contract on Thursday. . . . Kanzig, from Athabasca, Alta., is in his third season with the Royals. The 6-foot-6, 240-pounder has four points, including two goals, in 30 games this season.

———

Paul Brownfield of The New York Times takes a look right here at the decision faced by some 14-year-old hockey players — major junior or the NCAA?
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Thursday, December 19, 2013

A look at WHL attendance figures 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

F Sean O'Connor (Moose Jaw, 1999-2002) has signed with the Schwenninger Wild Wings (Germany, DEL) for the rest of this season. He had been released two weeks ago by Red Bull Munich (Germany, DEL). He had six points, five of them goals, in 13 games with Red Bull. O’Connor has dual Canadian-German citizenship, so doesn’t count as an import.

———

Neate Sager of Yahoo! Sports takes a look right here at the WHL’s suspensions to Portland Winterhawks F Brendan Leipsic, who got seven games, and Vancouver Giants D Dalton Thrower, who got two. . . . If you haven’t seen either incident, there is video here.

———

The Brandon Wheat Kings will recall three players next week to help get them through the post-Christmas roster crunch. . . . F Nolan Patrick and F Tanner Kaspick, both 15, and F Duncan Campbell, 17, will join the Wheat Kings on Dec. 26 and could play against the visiting Regina Pats on Dec. 27. . . . Campbell has 55 points, including 24 goals, leads the Manitoba Midget AAA League in scoring with the midget Wheat Kings. . . . Kaspick, taken in the second round of the 2013 bantam draft, has 38 points, 16 of them goals, with the Wheat Kings and is third in the scoring race. . . . Patrick, the fourth overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft, has 31 points, including 14 goals, in 22 games with the midget AAA Winnipeg Thrashers. . . . Brandon is without F Richard Nejezchleb, who is with the Czech Republic’s national junior team, while F Braylon Shmyr and F Jesse Gabrielle will play for Team Pacific at the U17 World Hockey Challenge in Cape Breton.

———

USA Hockey has its winter meetings scheduled for Orlando, Fla., Jan. 16-19. Jeff Z. Klein of The New York Times reports right here that USA Hockey’s board of directors “will consider a proposal . . . to ban fighting from all levels of amateur hockey in the United States.”

———

With the carnage continuing on an almost nightly basis in the NHL, Cam Cole of the Vancouver Sun writes right here that it’s time to start taking “the coach’s lunch money, too. Sit him out for the repeated sins of his players.”

———

The Swift Current Broncos dropped a 4-3 OT decision to the visiting Victoria Royals before 1,777 fans a week ago.

Later that night, Brad Brown of the Prairie Post tweeted that the game “was the worst-attended in almost six years — hasn’t been that empty since Jan. 8, 2008, vs. P.A.”

(Brown later columnized on the issue. That column is right here. One of the things that he points out is that attendance is down for 50 of the 60 teams that operate under the umbrella of the Canadian Hockey League.)

Shawn Mullin, the radio voice of the Broncos, chimed in with: “Pretty sparse crowd again tonight I have to say. How good/exciting a home team do the Broncos have to be to get some support here?”

According to figures compiled at hockeyattendance.com, the Broncos’ attendance is down 5.4 per cent after 19 home games.

In fact, according to hockeyattendance.com, only one of the WHL’s 22 teams has shown an increase in attendance over last season. That team is the Portland Winterhawks, who are averaging 6,970 fans after 16 games, an increase of 4.2 per cent over last season.

Attendance in the WHL, in its entirety, is down 12.9 per cent at the Christmas break.

Here, then, is a team-by-team look at attendance in the WHL, with all numbers from hockeyattendance.com:

 EAST DIVISION:

BRANDON: Through 17 home games, The Wheat Kings are averaging 3,548 fans per game, a decrease of 6.3 per cent over last season. And last season’s attendance was down 8.6 per cent from 2011-12.

MOOSE JAW: The Warriors have played 20 homes games, with an average attendance of 3,599. That is down 5.6 per cent. Last season’s average (3,814) was down 2.2 per cent from 2011-12.

PRINCE ALBERT: Through 19 home games, the Raiders are averaging 2,433 fans per game, a decrease of 9.0 per cent over last season. The attendance last season was up 10.2 per cent from 2011-12.

REGINA: The Pats have played only 13 homes games and they are drawing 3,726 fans per game, down 12.2 per cent over last season. In 2012-13, their attendance was up 2.8 per cent over the previous season.

SASKATOON: The Blades’ average attendance is 4,400 through 16 games. That is down 27.2 per cent from last season’s average of 6,040. That was up 19.7 per cent from 2011-12.

SWIFT CURRENT: The Broncos have played 19 home games and are averaging 2,061 fans, down 5.4 per cent from last season. That was down 1.2 per cent from 2011-12.

CENTRAL DIVISION:

CALGARY: The Hitmen have played 20 home games and are showing an average attendance of 7,708, which is down 17.1 per cent from last season’s average of 9,300. The attendance then was up 3.6 per cent from 2011-12.

EDMONTON: The Oil Kings’ attendance is down 21.2 per cent from last season. This season’s average through 17 home games is 5,972, down from 7,575 last season when attendance was up 18.0 per cent from 2011-12.

KOOTENAY: Through 20 home games, the Ice is averaging 2,193 fans, a decrease of 9.0 per cent from last season. In 2012-13, the Ice averaged 2,411 fans per game, down 14.0 per cent from the 2011-12 avearage of 2,805.

LETHBRIDGE: The Hurricanes have averaged 2,940 fans through 21 home games, and that’s a decrease of 19.5 per cent from last season. They averaged 3,650 fans per game in 2012-13, an increase of 11.2 per cent from 2011-12.

MEDICINE HAT: The Tigers have sold out all 16 of their home games, meaning the average attendance is 4,006, as it has been for each of the last several seasons.

RED DEER: Attendance at the Rebels’ 17 home games is averaging 4,797, down 7.3 per cent from last season. That average (5,175) was up 6.5 per cent from 2011-12.

B.C. DIVISION:

KAMLOOPS: In 19 games, Kamloops is averaging 4,011 fans, a decrease of 16.9 per cent. Last season’s average, 4,825, was up 15.5 per cent over 2011-12.

KELOWNA: The Rockets have played 17 home games and are averaging 5,026 fans per game, down 6.2 per cent. Last season, the Rockets averaged 5,358 per game, a decrease of 11.9 per cent from 2011-12 when that number was 6,082.

PRINCE GEORGE: Through 18 games, the Cougars are averaging 1,638 fans, down 11.0 per cent. Last season, attendance was down 10.1 per cent from the 2,047 average of 2011-12.

VANCOUVER: The Giants’ average attendance, through 16 games, is down 17.6 per cent, from 7,205 to 5,936. Last season’s figure was up 3.8 per cent from 2011-12.

VICTORIA: The Royals have played 20 home games and the average crowd is 4,263, down 17.8 per cent from last season’s average (5,189). That was down 8.3 per cent from the 5,660 of 2011-12.

U.S. DIVISION:

EVERETT: The Silvertips, through 18 home games, are averaging 4,494 fans, a decrease of 11.2 per cent from last season. The figure from last season, 5,062, was down 4.1 per cent from 2011-12.

PORTLAND: The Winterhawks have played 16 home games and are averaging 6,970 fans per game. That’s up 4.2 per cent over last season, which was up 10.1 per cent over the 6,075 average from 2011-12.

SEATTLE: Through 17 home games, the Thunderbirds, who play out of Kent, Wash., are averaging 3,887 fans, down 3.7 per cent from last season. In 2012-13, they average 4,036, and that was down 4.0 per cent from 2011-12.

SPOKANE: The Chiefs have played 18 home games, with an average crowd of 5,529. That’s a decrease of 13.2 per cent over last season’s 6,368. Last season’s figure was down 1.2 per cent from 2011-12. 

TRI-CITY: The Americans are averaging 4,015 fans through 18 games. That’s down 10.7 per cent from last season, which was down 3.4 per cent from the 4,653 average of 2011-12. 
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Wednesday, December 18, 2013

Rockets run table in East Division 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

KHL

 D Logan Pyett (Regina, 2003-08) was traded by Vityaz Podolsk to Admiral Vladivostok (both Russia, KHL) for F Mathias Porseland. In 33 games with Vityaz Podolsk, Pyett had five goals and five assists. . . .

EIHL-UKD Nikolai Ladygin (Medicine Hat, Tri-City, 2001-02) has signed for the rest of this season with the Hull Stingrays (England, UK Elite). He started this season with the Generals Kiev (Ukraine, PHL); no statistics are available. Last season, he had six points, two of them goals, in 35 games with Yuzhny Ural Orsk (Russia, Vysshaya Liga).

———

The WHL’s Christmas no-trade period began at midnight on Sunday and runs through midnight on Dec. 27.

———

TUESDAY:

In Prince Albert, F Bryson Gore broke a 2-2 tie with two third-period goals to lead the Moose Jaw Warriors to a 4-3 victory over the Raiders. . . . F Reid Gardiner pulled the Raiders into a 2-2 tie at 3:14 of the third period. . . . Gore than struck for his fourth and fifth goals of the season, at 12:06 and 18:28, the latter into an empty net. . . . Raiders D Dylan Busenius got his side to within one at 19:21 of the third. . . . The Warriors, who have won two in a row, had three defencemen — Travis Brown, Jesse Forsberg and Reid Zalitach — each get two assists. . . . The Raiders have lost seven in a row and now are tied with the Red Deer Rebels for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . .  

In Swift Current, the Broncos overcame an early 2-0 deficit with five straight goals and went on to dump the Kamloops Blazers, 6-3. . . . Kamloops got PP goals from F Cole Ully and F Aspen Sterzer at 11:10 and 11:51 of the first. . . . Ully has 15 goals; Sterzer has 14. . . . The Blazers were without F Chase Souto who suffered a suspected brain injury in a fight with F Bryson Gore of the host Moose Jaw Warriors on Sunday. . . . F Colby Cave got the Broncos even with his 19th and 20th goals, at 3:35 and 10:47 of the second. The latter came via the PP. . . . Cave also had an assist, while F Graham Black had three helpers. . . . F Collin Shirley had two assists for Kamloops. . . . The Blazers finished 3-3-0 on their East Division swing, but lost the last two. . . . The Broncos had lost four in a row. . . . 

In Saskatoon, the Kelowna Rockets finished running the East Division table as they dropped the Blades, 7-1. . . . Kelowna, which has won 12 in a row, went 6-0 on its East Division trek. . . . The Rockets set a franchise record with their 13th straight road victory. . . . Kelowna (28-3-2) leads the overall standings by eight points over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Blades have lost 11 straight. . . . The Rockets scored the game’s last six goals. . . . F Carter Rigby scored twice for Kelowna, while D Mitchell Wheaton had a goal and three assists and F Rourke Chartier, who is from Saskatoon, had a goal and two helpers. . . . Kelowna held a 51-28 edge in shots. . . . Rockets G Jackson Whistle stopped 27 shots. . . . Kelowna F Myles Bell had a goal and an assist. He totalled seven goals and three assists on the six-game jaunt. Prior to the trip, he had one goal in eight games. . . . The Blades were without F Logan Harland, F Brett Stovin, F Collin Valcourt and F Nick Zajac, all of whom are injured. As well, D Nelson Nogier suffered an undisclosed injury Sunday in Edmonton and, according to the Blades, “is expected to miss several weeks.” . . . Thus, the Blades had three prospects arrive in time for this game. D Turner Ottenbreit, a 16-year-old from Yorkton, Sask., was a 12th-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft. F Parker Smyth, 15, was a second-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft, while F Cody Prevost, 16, is a list player. Smyth, from Red Deer, is a nephew to Edmonton Oilers F Ryan Smyth. . . .

In Calgary, the Hitmen scored the game’s first six goals and went on to a 6-3 victory over the Regina Pats. . . . The Hitmen have points in their last 10 games (9-0-1) and now lead the Eastern Conference by two points over the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . Calgary F Greg Chase scored twice, giving him 19 goals, while F Radel Fazleev had three assists. . . . The Hitmen were 2-for-4 on the PP and also had two shorthanded goals. . . . Earlier Tuesday, the NHL’s Calgary Flames announced they had signed Regina F Morgan Klimchuk to a three-year entry-level contract. Klimchuk, a Calgarian who is out with a hip injury suffered in the Subway Super Series, was the 28th overall pick in the 2013 NHL raft. He has 29 points, including 12 goals, in 26 games. His contract is worth US$832,500. A $92,500 signing bonus is payable each season. The AHL salary is $70,000. . . . 

In Edmonton, the Victoria Royals fell behind early but roared back for a 5-3 victory over the Oil Kings, who had won their previous nine games. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka stopped 37 shots. . . . Royals F Brandon Magee had a goal, his 12th, and two helpers. The goal was an EN. . . . F Mitch Moroz gave Edmonton a 1-0 lead, with his 21st goal, at 4:30 of the first. . . . F Matt Dykstra, a 16-year-old from Edmonton, pulled Victoria even with his first WHL goal in his third goal this season at 11:37 and F Axel Blomqvist gave the Royals the lead, with his 11th, at 16:36. . . . Victoria scored four straight goals before Edmonton cut the lead to 4-3. . . . The Royals took the game’s first five minor penalties, all in the second period, but surrendered only one PP goal. . . . Victoria went 3-1-1 on a road swing that featured stops in Vancouver, Swift Current, Medicine Hat, Lethbridge and Edmonton. . . . The Royals are tied for third with the Everett Silvertips in the Western Conference, just two points behind the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Oil Kings trail the Eastsern Conference-leading Calgary Hitmen by two points. . . . 

In Cranbrook, Lethbridge F Reid Duke scored the only goal of the shootout as the Hurricanes got past the Kootenay Ice, 5-4. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski had stopped 27 straight shootout attempts when Duke scored. . . . The Ice led this one 3-1 at 4:16 of the first period. . . . Lethbridge tied it on goals by F Kolten Olynek, at 10:04 of the first, and Duke, at 14:20, on the PP. . . . F Tim Bozon gave the Ice a 4-3 lead with his 11th goal at 14:51 of the second. . . . F Giorgio Estephan pulled Lethbridge even, with his sixth goal, at 10:20 of the third. . . . The Ice was able to dress only 15 skaters, while the Hurricanes went with 17. . . . Kootenay is without D Jagger Dirk, F Ryan Chynoweth, D Tanner Faith and D Rinat Valiev, all out with injuries, and F Sam Reinhart, who is with Canada’s national junior team. . . . Attendance was 1,934. According to Jef Hollick, the Ice’s radio voice, it was the “smallest crowd in team history.” . . .

In Red Deer, F Lukas Sutter scored twice and F Conner Bleackley had a goal and two assists as the Rebels beat the Medicine Hat Tigers, 5-2. . . . F Curtis Valk opened the scoring for the Tigers, getting his 15th goal, on the PP, at 1:33 of the second. . . . The Rebels scored the next four goals, with Sutter getting his sixth and seventh, and Bleackley adding his 17th. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak kicked out 46 shots. . . . Red Deer was without four of its top six scorers — F Matt Bellerive, F Rhyse Dieno and F Brooks Maxwell are injured, while F Dominik Volek is in the Czech Republic national junior team’s selection camp. . . . Greg Meachem, the sports editor of the Red Deer Advocate, also reports that Red Deer F Vukie Mpofu left after the warmup. Mpofu a 17-year-old freshman, was injured during a Monday practice and apparently aggravated the injury during the warmup. . . . F Brayden Burke, a 16-year-old from Edmonton, made his WHL debut with the Rebels. He was a seventh-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft. . . . The Rebels have won three straight and now are tied with the Prince Albert Raiders for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., F Branden Troock scored twice and set up another as the host Seattle Thunderbirds defeated the Tri-City Americans, 5-2. . . . Troock, who was plus-4, has 7 goals. . . . F Alexander Delnov helped Seattle with a goal, his 16th, and three assists. He was plus-4. . . . Seattle F Ryan Gropp, the third member of that line, had one goal, his fifth, and also was plus-4. . . . Seattle is 9-1-0 in its last 10 and is just four points behind the U.S. Division-leading Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Thunderbirds dressed 16 skaters. Among the scratches was F Keegan Kolesar, who took a headshot from Portland F Brendan Leipsic on Saturday. Leipsic drew a seven-game suspension. . . . The Americans have lost four in a row. . . . 

In Portland, F Josh Winquist scored twice as the Everett Silvertips halted a four-game losing skid with a 4-2 victory over the Winterhawks. . . . The Silvertips had lost six of seven. They also had dropped 16 straight regular-season decisions in Portland. . . . Winquist, whose second goal was into an empty net, has 26 goals. . . . According to the WHL website, Everett G Austin Lotz made 14 saves in the game’s first 26:37, then was replaced by Daniel Cotton, who stopped seven of nine shots. . . . According to the Everett Herald, Lotz was injured “after taking a knee to head from Portland’s Shane McColgan.” The Herald has the injury occurring late in the first period, with Lotz not returning for the second. Lotz, according to the newspaper, stopped all seven shots he saw, with Cotton coming in to stop 13 of 15. . . . Earlier in the day, Portland F Brendan Leipsic was suspended for seven games for a headshot on Seattle F Keegan Kolesar. Leipsic, who has 43 points, 20 of them goals, in 29 games, will be eligible to return on Jan. 8 against the host Silvertips. . . . Leipsic served a three-game suspension earlier this season
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Monday, December 16, 2013

Some Sunday stuff . . .  

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Lauris Darzins (Kelowna, 2004-06) was released by mutual agreement by Traktor Chelyabinsk (Russia, KHL). He had three goals and three assists in 19 games. . . .

EIHL-UKF Ned Lukacevic (Spokane, Swift Current, 2001-06) has signed with the Fife Flyers (England, UK Elite). This season, he has played with three teams — he had seven points, including two goals, in 10 games with the Tohoku Free Blades Hachinohe (Japan, Asia HL); he was pointless in one game with the Bakersfield Condors; and he had two goals in nine games with the Reading Royals (ECHL).

———

 “Former baseball star and Jacksonville native Ryan Freel was suffering from a degenerative brain disease known as chronic traumatic encephalopathy when he committed suicide last year,” reports Justin Barney of the Florida Times-Union, “his family announced Sunday at a private mass remembering the Englewood graduate.” . . . Barney’s story is right here.

———

SUNDAY:

In Calgary, D Kenton Helgesen had a goal and two assists to lead the Hitmen to a 5-2 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . Helgesen, who has been playing as a forward for a few weeks, was back on defence with Jaynen Rissling out with an undisclosed injury. . . . Calgary is 8-0-1 in its last nine games, while the Broncos have lost four in a row. . . . Calgary D Travis Sanheim, a 17-year-old from Elkhorn, Man., scored his first WHL goal in his 28th game of this season. . . . Calgary F Calder Brooks had two assists. He’s got six points over his last three games. . . . Calgary has won all four games with the Broncos this season. . . . The Hitmen stayed even with the Edmonton Oil Kings atop the Eastern Conference, each with 47 points. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, F Brayden Point had two goals and an assist to help the Warriors to a 5-2 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . Point has 13 goals. . . . The Warriors, who had lost seven in a row, led 3-0 in the second period. . . . The Blazers had a three-game winning streak ended. . . . D Ryan Rehill drew two assists for the Blazers. . . . Moose Jaw is 2-6-2 in its last 10 and is 12 points out of a playoff spot. . . . The Blazers are 3-2-0 on an East Division swing that ends Tuesday in Swift Current. . . . Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald has a game story right here.

In Lethbridge, the Victoria Royals scored the game’s first three goals and went on to a 6-1 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . D Brett Cote and D Chaz Redekopp each had two assists for the Royals. . . . Victoria G Coleman Vollrath stopped 30 shots, losing his shutut bid at 7:20 of the second when F Tyler Wong got his 14th goal on a PP. . . . Victoria D Ryan Gagnon scored his first goal of the season on a first period PP. It also was the first goal of the sophomore’s career; he has played 85 regular-season games. . . . The Hurricanes have lost four straight. . . . Victoria, with points in three straight (2-0-1), is tied with the Everett Silvertips for third in the Western Conference. . . . 

In Edmonton, G Tristan Jarry turned aside 27 shots as the Oil Kings dropped the Saskatoon Blades, 4-0. . . . Jarry has four shutouts this season and 10 in his career. . . . The Oil Kings held a 21-2 edge in shots in the first period. . . . Edmonton F Luke Bertolucci opened the scoring with his first goal of the season at 2:11 of the first period. It came in his 30th game this season. . . . Bertolucci also had an assist. . . . D Chance Patterson, 16, and F Davis Koch, 15, both made their WHL debut with the Oil Kings. Patterson was taken in the fifth round of the 2012 bantam draft; Koch was a second-round selection in 2013. . . . The Oil Kings have won nine in a row and are atop the Eastern Conference, tied with the Calgary Hitmen. . . . The Blades have lost 10 straight. . . . 

In Everett, G Eric Williams kicked out 29 shots to spark the Spokane Chiefs to a 2-0 victory over the Silvertips. . . . He’s got two shutouts this season and eight in his career. . . . Spokane D Tyler King got the game’s opening goal, his first in 35 games this season, at 9:22 of the first period. . . . This was Everett’s fourth straight loss. . . . Spokane has won three straight and is tied with the Seattle Thunderbirds for fifth in the Western Conference, just two points behind Everett and Victoria. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, D Tommy Vannelli scored the only goal of the shootout as the Tigers beat the Regina Pats, 4-3. . . . Regina held 2-0 and 3-2 leads in this one. . . . F Trevor Cox forced OT with his 10th goal at 1:30 of the third. . . . Regina got its first two goals from F Austin Wagner and F Dane Schioler, both of whom scored their first WHL goals. . . . Wagner, a 16-year-old from Calgary, was playing in his 21st game this season; Schioler, a 17-year-old from Winnipeg, was playing in his second game. . . . Regina G Nick Schneider stopped 39 shots through OT, 13 more than Medicine Hat’s Daniel Wapple. . . . The Tigers have won their last two to stay within two points of Edmonton and Calgary. . . . Regina has points in six straight (3-0-3) and is fifth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind the Tigers. . . . Prior to the game, Dave Dawson of Shaw TV Sports tweeted:  “Defenceman Spenser Jensen has reportedly left the @tigershockey to pursue schooling. #whl” . . . Jensen, an 18-year-old from Airdrie, Alta., had three assists in 28 games. He was in his third season with the Tigers.. . . 

In Prince Albert, the Kelowna Rockets scored the game’s last three goals and beat the Raiders, 5-3. . . . Kelowna F Nick Merkley tied the score 3-3, with his ninth goal at 2:17 of the third. . . . Rockets F Tyson Baillie gave his side its first lead with his 14th goal at 9:44. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 28 shots. He faced two penalty shots, with F Tim Vanstone unable to score in the first period and F Shane Danyluk coming up empty in the second. . . . Kelowna has won 11 in a row (20 of its last 21) and is 5-0-0 on its East Division swing. The Rockets wrap up the trip on Tuesday in Saskatoon. . . . The Rockets also tied a franchise record with their 12th straight road victory. Gord McGarva, the analyst on Rockets' broadcasts, reports that the 2003-04 team also won 12 in a row on the road. . . . The Raiders now have lost six in a row. They hold down the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot, two points ahead of the Red Deer Rebels. . . . Dave Leaderhouse of the Prince Albert Daily Herald has a game story right here.

In Vancouver, G Ty Edmonds turned aside 41 shots to lead the Prince George Cougars to a 3-1 victory over the Giants. . . . F Carter Popoff opened the scoring for Vancouver, getting his 10th goal at 7:02 of the first. . . . F Jordan Tkatch pulled the Cougars even, with his ninth goal, at 3:38 of the second. F Zach Pochiro, with his 11th, gave the visitors the lead just 25 seconds later. . . . Vancouver lost D Dalton Thrower to a headshot major and game misconduct 48 seconds into the third. . . . F Tyler Benson, the first pick in the 2013 bantam draft, played his second game of the season with the Giants. . . . The Cougars closed to within four points of the Tri-City Americans, who hold down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Saturday, December 14, 2013

Rockets really rolling 

SUDBURY SATURDAY NIGHT:

In Regina, F Myles Bell scored his second OT goal in as many nights as the Kelowna Rockets got past the Pats, 5-4. . . . After a scoreless third period, Bell, who played two seasons with the Pats, scored his 15th goal of the season at 3:07 of extra time. . . . On Friday night, Bell scored in OT as the Rockets beat the Wheat Kings 6-5 in Brandon. . . . Last night, Kelowna F Tyson Baillie had a goal, his 13th, and three assists. He has a goal and six helpers since being snubbed by those who picked the rosters for the Top Prospects game. . . . D Colby Williams scored twice for Regina, which held 2-0, 3-2 and 4-3 leads. . . . The Rockets are 4-0 on their East Division swing and have won 11 straight road games. . . . Overall, Kelowna has won 10 in a row and 19 of 20. The Rockets (26-3-2) are atop the overall standings. . . . The Pats have points in five straight and are tied for fifth with Brandon in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Saskatoon, F Carson Bolduc scored twice to help the Kamloops Blazers to a 3-2 victory over the Blades. . . . The goals were the first for Bolduc with the Blazers since he was acquired from the Prince George Cougars on Nov. 26. . . . Bolduc’s second goal broke a 2-2 tie at 8:19 of the third period. . . . Saskatoon D Nolan Reid had tied the score with a PP goal at 1:17 of the third. Reid, a 15-year-old from Deer Valley, Sask., scored his first WHL goal in his second game. . . . The Blazers have won three in a row for the first time this season. . . . Saskatoon has dropped nine in a row. . . .

In Brandon, the Wheat Kings scored the game’s first two goals and went on to beat the Moose Jaw Warriors, 4-1. . . . Brandon D Rene Hunter assisted on each of the first two goals en route to a three-assist game. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny turned aside 37 shots. . . . The Wheat Kings have points in four straight games. . . . The Warriors have lost seven in a row. . . .

In Cranbrook, F Tim Bozon and F Luke Philp had shootout goals as the Kootenay Ice edged the Swift Current Broncos, 3-2. . . . Swift Current F Graham Black broke a 1-1 tie at 5:32 of the third period, only to have Ice F Jaedon Descheneau tie it at 17:54. . . . Black has 17 goals; Descheneau has 23. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 41 shots and was perfect on two shootout attempts. According to WHL Facts (@WHLFacts), Skapski is 11-for-11 in shootout stops this season, after stopping 24 of 25 last season. . . . The Broncos have lost three in a row. . . . 

In Red Deer, the Rebels scored a 3-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes by winning a six-round shootout. . . . Red Deer F Nell Meyer, who has one goal in 29 games, scored in the sixth round to win it. . . . Lethbridge F Reid Duke forced OT with his sixth goal at 16:13 of the third period. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak turned aside 42 shots and was beaten only once in the shootout. . . . Red Deer F Lukas Sutter scored his fifth goal on a penalty shot at 13:31 of the third. . . . The victory left Red Deer at 16-16-2, making it the 17 of the WHL’s 22 teams to have at least a .500 winning percentage. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, the Tigers scored the only two goals of the shootout and beat the Victoria Royals, 4-3. . . . F Curtis Valk and F Miles Koules both scored for the Tigers in the shootout. . . . Royals F Austin Carroll forced OT with goals at 8:02 and 9:35 of the third period. . . . He’s got 17 goals. . . . Victoria D Chaz Reddekopp, a 16-year-old from West Kelowna, scored his first WHL goal in his 28th game, 27 of which he has played this season. . . . 

In Portland, F Paul Bittner scored three times in the third period to help the Winterhawks to a 5-3 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Bittner tied the score 2-2 with his seventh goal 14 seconds into the third, via the PP. . . . He gave his side its first lead at 10:30, on another PP, and later added an empty-netter. . . . It was his second three-goal game this season, both against Seattle. . . . F Scott Eansor, a 17-year-old from Englewood, Colo., scored his first goal in his 30th game for Seattle. . . . F Chase De Leo and D Garrett Haar each had three assists for the Winterhawks. . . . Portland D Keoni Texeira, a 16-year-old from Fontana, Calif., scored his first WHL goal at 4:43 of the second and it was the Teddy Bear goal. It came in his 32nd game. . . . D Adam Henry had two goals, giving him five, for Seattle, which had won eight straight. . . . The Thunderbirds dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic took a headshot major and game misconduct for a hit on Seattle F Keegan Kolesar at 9:12 of the third. . . . The score was 2-2 at the time, but Seattle took three minor penalties on Leipsic’s major. . . . The Winterhawks trail the Kelowna Rockets by four points in the race for first overall. . . . Kelowna holds three games in hand. . . .

In Everett, the Vancouver Giants scored five of the game’s last six goals and beat the Silvertips, 6-3. . . . F Jackson Houck had two goals, giving him 17, and an assist for Vancouver. . . . F Josh Winquist got his 24th goal and an assist for Everett. . . . Houck tied the game 2-2 at 5:46 of the second period. . . . F Carter Popoff gave the Giants their first lead with his ninth goal, via the PP, 53 seconds into the third. . . . Houck then stretched the lead to two at 7:04. . . . F Alex Baer drew assists on both Houck goals. . . . The Giants, who have won four in a row, had beaten the visiting Silvertips 3-0 on Friday night. . . . Everett has lost three in a row and five of six. . . . Vancouver is 7-1-2 in its last 10. . . .

In Spokane, the Chiefs struck for four first-period goals and they went on to beat the Prince George Cougars, 6-3. . . . WHL scoring leader Mike Holmberg and F Mike Aviani each had a goal and two assists in the first period. . . . Holmberg finished with two goals and two assists. He leads the WHL in goals (37) and points (74). His first goal, at 4:35 of the first, was the Teddy Bear goal. . . . Aviani finished his 25th goal and four helpers. . . . The Chiefs were 3-for-8 on the PP. . . . The Cougars scored three second-period goals to cut the Spokane lead to 4-3. . . . Former Spokane F Todd Fiddler had a goal, his 15th, and two assists for Prince George. . . . The Chiefs put it away with two third-period goals, from D Jeff Rayman, who scored his first WHL goal in his eighth game, and Holmberg. 
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Friday, December 13, 2013

Rockets storm back in Brandon 

  F Pavel Brendl (Calgary, 1998-2001) has been returned to Pardubice by Brno (both Czech Republic, Extraliga) at the end of the loan period. He had four assists in six games with Brno. . . . 

 D David Hoda (Chilliwack, 2007-08) signed for the rest of this season with Orlova (Czech Republic, 2. Liga). He started the season with Polonia Bytom (Poland, Ekstraliga) and had two goals and two assists in 15 games.

———

The headline is: Hockey was his life but hazing nearly ended it. . . . Roy MacGregor of The Globe and Mail tells the story right here.

———

Rob Vanstone, in the Regina Leader-Post:

“Something is wrong with this picture: Thanks to the WHL’s partial interlocking schedule, the Portland Winterhawks will not pay a visit to Saskatchewan this season. That is truly unfortunate for hockey fans who would enjoy watching the league’s highest-scoring team.

“The Winterhawks are more than happy to deploy Saskatchewan-born star players, such as left-winger Taylor Leier (who is from Saskatoon) and defenceman Derrick Pouliot (Weyburn). In return for mining this region for talent, the Winterhawks — and every Western Conference team — should play in every rink every season. Fans in all WHL cities should be able to see every team at least once. Is that too much to ask?

“Alas, the answer is yes.”

 ———

FRIDAY:

In Prince Albert, F Matt Needham had two goals and two assists to lead the Kamloops Blazers to a 4-2 victory over the Raiders. . . . The Blazers, who ended a franchise-record 13-game losing streak in Regina on Wednesday, now have won two in a row. . . . Needham broke a 1-1 tie at 6:17 of the second period and gave his side a 3-1 lead just 21 seconds later. . . . Kamloops D Ryan Rehill was pointless but finished plus-3. . . . Needham was plus-4. . . . Two Raiders — F Dakota Conroy and F Leon Draisaitl — were minus-4. . . . Kamloops G Taran Kozun, who once played for the midget AAA Prince Albert Mintos, stopped 39 shots. . . . The Raiders, who now have lost five in a row, chose not to start G Cole Cheveldave, who was acquired from Kamloops over the summer. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride stopped 24 shots. . . . D Mackenze Stewart, an 18-year-old from Calgary, scored his first WHL goal for the Raiders and it was the Teddy Bear goal. He has played in 24 games, 18 of them this season. . . . Andrew Schopp of the Prince Albert Daily Herald has a game story right here.

In Saskatoon, F Connor Gay broke a 2-2 tie at 5:42 of the second period and the Regina Pats went on to a 5-3 victory over the Blades. . . . Gay, who also had an assist, has six goals. . . . The Pats are 6-2-2 in their last 10. They have moved into fifth in the Eastern Conference, one point ahead of the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . Regina G Dawson MacAuley stopped 33 shots. . . . F Braden Christoffer had two goals, giving him seven, and an assist for the Pats. . . . F Nikita Scherback scored twice and added an assist for the Blades. He’s got 20 goals in his freshman season. . . . Saskatoon has lost eight straight games. . . . 

In Brandon, the Kelowna Rockets completed an amazing comeback in beating the Wheat Kings 6-5 on F Myles Bell’s goal at 2:25 of OT. . . . The Rockets, who have won nine straight and 10 in a row on the road, actually trailed 5-3 with 40 seconds left in the third period. . . . With G Jackson Whistle on the bench, the Rockets got goals from F Ryan Olsen, at 19:22 of the third, and Bell, at 19:51, to force extra time. . . . The game drew 4,218 fans, the second-largest crowd of this season in Brandon. . . . Bell, who has 14 goals, also had an assist. . . . F Zach Franko, one of two players on the Rockets’ roster who is from Manitoba, helped out with a goal, his eighth, and two assists, while F Tyson Baillie, who somehow didn’t get invited to the Top Prospects Game, had three helpers. . . . Brandon got two goals and an assist from F Peter Quenneville. He’s got 15 points, including eight goals, in 16 games. . . . The Rockets lead the overall standings by four points over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . Here’s how Rob Henderson of the Brandon Sun began his game story: “Now we know why it’s the fat lady and not Neil Diamond who decides when games are over. With about a minute and a half left in the third period, the Brandon Wheat Kings had a two-goal lead over the Western Hockey League-leading Kelowna Rockets and ‘Sweet Caroline’, normally the hallmark of a victory by the home team, was pumping over the sound system. In the blink of an eye, the Rockets were celebrating a 6-5 overtime victory. . . . Brandon D Rene Hunter scored his team’s Teddy Bear goal 19 seconds into the game. . . . 

In Edmonton, the Oil Kings went 4-for-6 on the PP and beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 7-3. . . . These teams have played three times since Nov. 29, with the Oil Kings going 3-0. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson scored three times for Edmonton, which led 4-1 after one period. . . . Samuelsson, who has 14 goals, will head for the U.S. national junior team’s selection camp. . . . Edmonton got a goal and two assists from F Lane Bauer, who now has eight points, including three goals, in 26 games. . . . F Mitch Moroz got his 20th goal of the season for the Oil Kings. . . . Edmonton has won eight in a row and 17 of 20. The Oil Kings (22-9-1) and Calgary Hitmen (20-7-5) lead the Eastern Conference, each with 45 points. . . . 

In Cranbrook, G Patrik Bartosak turned aside 35 shots to help the Red Deer Rebels to a 4-0 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . He’s got two shutouts this season and eight in his career. . . . The Ice, with F Sam Reinhart and head coach Ryan McGill, in Toronto with Canada’s national junior team, went with 15 skaters. . . . F Brooks Maxwell scored twice, giving him nine, and added an assist for Red Deer, which scored twice in each of the first and third periods. . . . The Rebels (15-16-2) closed to within one point of the Ice (17-16-2), which is tied for seventh with the Prince Albert Raiders in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Calgary, F Brady Brassart struck for three goals as the Hitmen dropped the Medicine Hat Tigers, 7-0. . . . Brassart scored three of the game’s first four goals, giving him 13 this season. . . . F Greg Chase drew an assist on each of Brassart’s goals. . . . F Calder Brooks scored twice, giving him eight, and F Jake Virtanen had the other two. He’s got 17. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 29 shots in putting up his second shutout this season and the seventh of his career. . . . Calgary is 7-0-1 in its last eight. . . . The Hitmen had five players at plus-3, while F Alex Mowbray and F Chad Labelle of the Tigers each was minus-4. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., F Todd Fiddler had two goals and an assist to lead the Prince George Cougars to a 5-1 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . Fiddler opened the scoring at 4:48 of the first period and then gave his sde a 3-1 lead at 4:44 of the second, on the PP. . . . He’s got 14 goals. . . . Since joining the Cougars, Fiddler has 23 points, 12 of them goals, in 15 games. . . . Fiddler and the Cougars play in Spokane tonight. He scored 42 goals for the Chiefs last season. . . . F Connor Rankin scored for his Americans, his 12th goal, at 1:31 of the second, serving as the Teddy Bear goal. . . . Cougars G Ty Edmonds, who was named to the Top Prospects game earlier in the day, turned aside 32 shots. Americans F Marcus Messier came up dry on a penalty shot at 11:31 of the third. . . . The Cougars were 3-for-6 on the PP. . . . Prince George (13-17-5) is six points behind the Americans (17-5-3), who hold down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . Tri-City has lost three in a row. . . . The Americans were without injured forwards Jessey Astles and Phil Tot. . . . 

In Vancouver, G Jared Rathjen stopped 22 shots to lead the Giants to a 3-0 victory over the Everett Silvertips. . . . It was the first career shutout for Rathjen, a 19-year-old from Prince George, who was making his 58th WHL regular-season appearance. . . . Vancouver F Trent Lofthouse opened the scoring at 9:04 of the second. His seventh goal this season was the Teddy Bear score. . . . The Giants have climbed to seventh in the Western Conference and now have won three in a row. They are 6-1-3 in their last 10. . . . The teams meet again tonight in Everett. . . . The loss ended an Everett streak of having picked up at least one point in 11 games against Vancouver. . . . The Giants finish their weekend on Sunday against the visiting Prince George Cougars. F Tyler Benson, the first overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft, is expected to play his second game of the season with Vancouver. . . .

In Kent, Wash., the host Seattle Thunderbirds erased a 2-1 deficit and beat the Portland Winterhawks, 3-2. . . . F Chase De Leo scored twice for Portland, giving him 21 goals. . . . His second goal, at 16:01 of the second, gave the visitors a 2-1 lead. . . . Seattle F Justin Hickman tied the game at 4:46 of the third period, with F Branden Troock breaking the deadlock at 7:36, via the PP. Troock, who scored twice and added an assist, has 15 goals. . . . Seattle G Danny Mumaugh stopped 33 shots. . . . The Winterhawks are without F Oliver Bjorkstrand, F Taylor Leier, F Nic Petan, D Derrick Pouliot and D Layne Viveiros, all of whom are off to international tournaments. . . . With them gone, F Colton Veloso, who had an assist, and D Justin Greer made their WHL debuts. . . . Seattle has won eight in a row and is fourth in the Western Conference, just two points behind Everett. . . . The Thunderbirds and Winterhawks meet tonight in Portland in a Teddy Bear toss game that is sold out.

———

From Tim Pigulski (@tpigulski): “According to Konowalchuk, the reason Eansor switched jerseys to start the 3rd is because he threw up on himself at intermission. #guts”

The WHL scoresheet indicates that Seattle F Scott Eansor changed sweaters because of “blood on jersey.”
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It's Royals, in OT 

Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post reports that three injured Pats — D Kyle Burroughs (concussion), F Morgan Klimchuk (hip) and F Geordie Maguire (shoulder) — won’t play in any of the club’s four pre-Christmas games. . . . Regina F Max Kammerer (concussion) has been cleared to play, just in time to head for the German national junior team’s selection camp for the World Junior Championship.

———

THURSDAY:

In Swift Current, the Victoria Royals blew a 3-0 lead and then beat the Broncos in OT when F Axel Blomqvist scored at 3:31 of the extra period. . . . The Royals took a 3-0 lead in before the game was four minutes old, on goals by F Ben Walker (1:50), F Tyler Soy (2:46) and F Steven Hodges (3:35). . . . D Julius Honka got the Broncos on the board on the PP at 10:40 of the first. . . . F Glenn Gawdin cut the deficit to one at 5:18 of the third and F Jay Merkley tyied it at 14:31. . . . Blomqvist, who has 10 goals, also had two assists and was plus-4. . . . Honka also had an assist. The Finnish freshman has 36 points, 12 of them goals, in 34 games. . . . The Royals were without F Brandon Magee, who drew a two-game suspension for a spearing match he took in Vancouver on Tuesday. . . . Vancouver D Mason Geertsen drew a three-game suspension for a headshot to Victoria F Austin Carroll in that one. Carroll didn’t play last night. . . . The Royals also were without D Jordan Fransoo, D Joe Hicketts, F Logan Nelson and F Jack Walker, all veterans who are injured. . . . Victoria had F Matt Dykstra, a fourth-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft, in its lineup.

———

From Molly Burke (@mollyburke): “Okay . . . so maybe I should pick Dad up for a haircut this week.”

 ———

From Patrick Burke (@BurkieYCP): “@mollyburke No I’m buying him a brush for Christmas don’t you ruin this.” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Blazers end losing skid 

A tip of the cap to the WHL for posting details of the Portland-Red Deer trade from Tuesday. . . . In that exchange the Winterhawks acquired D Mathew Dumba from the Rebels for F Presten Kopeck. Four conditional bantam draft picks were involved. . . . Should Dumba end up in Portland after the World Junior Championship, the Rebels will get second-round bantam picks in 2014, 2015 and 2016. There are conditions on the 2016 selection that could turn it into a third-round pick, all depending on when Dumba would be returned. . . . If Dumba doesn’t go to Portland, the Rebels cough up a third-rounder in 2014, meaning the deal would become Kopeck for that selection.

———

The Saskatoon Blades have brought in D Nolan Reid from the midget AAA Notre Dame Argos. Reid, a 15-year-old from Deer Valley, Sask., was the Blades’ first pick, 41st overall, in the 2013 bantam draft. He has 19 points in 23 games with the Argos. . . . Reid is expected to practise with the Blades today and could play Friday and Saturday against the visiting Regina Pats and Kamloops Blazers. . . . The Blades have lost D David Nemecek to the Czech Republic’s national junior team’s selection camp.

———

The Portland Winterhawks, about to lose five players to Christmas tournaments, have brought in F Skyler McKenzie, F Colton Veloso and D Justin Greer. . . . McKenzie was an eighth-round pick in the 2013 draft. From Sherwood Park, Alta., McKenzie is playing with the midget AAA Sherwood Park Kings. . . . Greer, who is from Edmonton, was taken in the fourth round of the 2012 draft. He is playing for the South Side Athletic Club midget AAA team in Edmonton. . . . Veloso, from Winnipeg, plays for the midget AAA Winnipeg Wild.

———

The Victoria Royals have acquired F Braden Oleksyn, 17, from the Calgary Hitmen in exchange for F Landon Welykholowa, 17. . . . Oleksyn, from Saskatoon, was pointless in seven games with the Hitmen this season. A third-round bantam draft pick by the Hitmen in 2011, he had 28 points, including 11 goals, in 50 games with the SJHL's La Ronge Ice Wolves last season. . . . Welykholowa, who is from Calgary, had one goal in 18 games with Victoria. He was a third-round pick by the Prince Albert Raiders in the 2011 bantam draft. Last season, he played 34 games the midget AAA Calgary Buffaloes, putting up 26 points, including 12 goals.

———

The WHL’s Christmas trade moratorium runs from Dec. 15 through Dec. 27.

———

The Everett Silvertips had lost 15 straight games to the Chiefs in Spokane going into last night’s game. It all began with a devastating setback on March 14, 2010. Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald examines the situation right here. . . . BTW, the skid now is at 16 after the Chiefs won 5-3 last night.

———

WEDNESDAY:

In Prince Albert, F Curtis Lazar and F Mitch Moroz had two goals each to help the Edmonton Oil Kings to a 7-5 victory over the Raiders. . . . Edmonton has won seven in a row. . . . Lazar’s 20th goal of the season, at 16:03 of the first, gave the Oil Kings a 2-1 lead and they never trailed after that. . . . Lazar’s second goal, at 17:29 of the third, left Edmonton with a 6-4 lead. . . . Moroz has 19 goals in 31 games. Two seasons ago, he scored 16 times in 66 games; last season, he had 13 scores in 69 outings. . . . F Dakota Conroy had two goals for the Raidersd, giving him 15, while F Leon Draisaitl had a goal, his 18th, and two assists. Draisaitl, who will play for Germany at the World Junior Championship, extended his point streak to seven games. He has 19 points, including eight goals, over that stretch. He has multiple points in 10 of 16 games since Nov. 1. . . . Edmonton D Aaron Irving, in his first season, had a goal and an assist. He’s got 24 points, seven of them goals, in 31 games. . . . The Oil Kings (21-9-1) and Calgary Hitmen (19-7-5) each has 43 points, tops in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Raiders, who are tied for fifth with the Regina Pats, have lost four in a row. . . .

In Moose Jaw, the Kelowna Rockets scored the game’s first four goals and went on to a 6-3 victory over the Warriors. . . . The victory, their eighth in a row, lifted the Rockets atop the overall standings. . . . F Myles Bell’s second goal of the game and 12th of the season, shorthanded at 6:47 of the second, gave Kelowna a 4-0 lead. . . . The Warriors got to within 4-3 when F Scott Cooke got his first goal of the season at 9:26 of the third. . . . F Carter Rigby restored Kelowna’s two-goal lead at 15:01. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 35 shots in running his record to 18-1-2. . . . Kelowna is 2-0 on its East Division swing. . . . The Warriors have lost six in a row and, at 8-20-6, are 14 points out of a playoff spot. . . .

In Regina, F Jesse Shynkaruk’s shootout goal gave the Kamloops Blazers a 4-3 victory over the Pats, snapping a franchise-record 13-game losing streak. . . . Shynkaruk, who is from Saskatoon, scored his first WHL goal in a 5-2 loss to the Wheat Kings in Brandon on Tuesday night. . . . The Blazers hadn’t won since beating the visiting Red Deer Rebels 4-1 on Nov. 5. . . . F Matt Needham gave the Blazers a 3-2 lead with his second goal of the game, and seventh of the season, at 19:07 of the third. . . . However, Regina F Boston Leier forced OT with his second goal of the game, and 22nd of the season, at 19:25. . . . Needham also had an assist, while linemate Cole Ully scored once, his 12th, and added two helpers. Ully’s goal pulled the Blazers into a 2-2 tie at 18:37 of the third. . . . Kamloops G Taran Kozun, who was on the bench when Ully scored, stopped 39 shots through OT. . . . Regina has points in its last three games (2-0-1). . . . Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post has more right here.

In Lethbridge, F Calder Brooks scored twice to lead the Calgary Hitmen to a 5-3 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . Brooks has six goals this season. He gave his mates a 2-0 lead at 18:55 of the first and made it 3-1 at 5:33 of the second. . . . Calgary F Jake Virtanen had a goal, his 15th, and an assist. . . . The Hurricanes had won their previous two home games. . . . Lethbride F Reid Duke got his guys to within 4-3 with his fourth goal at 3:42 of the third. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart iced it with his 10th, into an empty net, at 19:38. . . . The Hitmen are 6-0-1 in their last seven and 8-1-1 in their last 10. . . .

In Spokane, F Mike Aviani broke a 3-3 tie with a PP goal at 16:12 of the third period as the Chiefs beat the Everett Silvertips, 5-3. . . . Spokane scored the game’s first three goals, taking a 3-0 lead on F Dominic Zwerger’s fifth goal at 4:19 of the second. . . . Zwerger was playing his first game since suffering an undisclosed injury on Nov. 8. . . . The Silvertips scored twice in the second and tied it on F Tyler Sandhu’s 13th goal at 8:19 of the third. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg scored twice, giving him a WHL-leading 35 goals, the last one into an empty net. . . . Holmberg also had an assist, giving him 70 points, four more than Portland Winterhawks F Nic Petan. . . . G Eric Williams stopped 34 shots for Spokane, 17 more than Everett’s Austin Lotz.

———

HAVE A GOOD DAY:

 Second baseman Robison Cano, who is in the process of cutting a rather large deal with the Seattle Mariners, will make $45 dollars a minute for the next 10 years. That computes to $65,753 each day for 10 years.

———

From Barney Shynkaruk (@bshynk): “@jesseshynkaruk0 made Romans night by tossing him a puck in warm up. Then he scores on a dirty move for shootout winner. #proud parents”

 ———

From former Portland/Kamloops G Kurtis Mucha (@tooka31): “Tweet #200. How to double up your followers? Get a quick NHL call up haha. #thankful #twittertips #bruins #lucky #gobears”

Mucha, who plays for the U of Alberta Golden Bears, practised with the Boston Bruins on Wednesday.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, December 10, 2013

Winterhawks roll dice on Dumba 

With the WHL’s Christmas trade moratorium arriving this weekend, the Portland Winterhawks and Red Deer Rebels gone one done on Tuesday morning.

 And what a deal it was, with the Winterhawks acquiring the rights to D Mathew Dumba.

Portland also gets an undisclosed conditional 2014 bantam draft pick in the deal, while the Rebels acquired F Presten Kopeck and undisclosed conditional draft picks in 2014, 2015 and 2016.

 It was just over a year ago when the Winterhawks got whacked by the WHL — they were barred from the first five rounds of the 2013 bantam draft and forfeited first-round selections in the 2014, 2015, 2016 and 2017 drafts. So those picks are out of play when it comes to trades.

 Dumba, 19, has spent this season with the NHL’s Minnesota Wild, and has two points in 13 games. But he last played on Nov. 23. In fact, he played just four games in November.

 Dumba, a native of Regina, was the seventh overall pick in the NHL’s 2012 draft.

 Last season, he had 42 points, 16 of them goals, in 62 games with Red Deer. In 199 career WHL games, he has 127 points, including 51 goals. He was the fourth overall selection in the 2009 bantam draft.

 Dumba will leave the Wild this week and join the Canadian national junior team’s selection camp that opens Thursday. Considering his idleness in Minnesota, one has to believe the chances are good that he will join the Winterhawks following the World Junior Championship that opens Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden.

“We feel acquiring the rights to Mathew Dumba is a risk worth taking,” Mike Johnston, the Winterhawks’ general manager and head coach, said in a news release. “He’s an impact player who can dominate both ends of the ice. He would also bring terrific character and leadership, as he’s a very highly regarded player around the league.”

Kopeck, 18, is in his second season with the Winterhawks. He has 10 points, including four goals, in 24 games. Last season, he had 19 points, 10 of them goals, in 64 games. The Medicine Hat native was a third-round pick in the 2010 bantam draft.

 Kopeck, who hasn’t played since Nov. 22, is recovering from hernia surgery. He is expected to be game-ready sometime in January.

 Greg Meachem of the Red Deer Advocate has more right here.

 Alan Caldwell, over at Small Thoughts At Large, takes a look at the deal right here.

———

The WHL’s Christmas trade moratorium runs from Dec. 15 through Dec. 27.

———

BCHLThe BCHL’s Victoria Grizzlies fired general manager and head coach Bill Bestwick on Tuesday. According to a release from the team: “The new ownership group, which took over operations (Monday) has decided it was important to move in a different direction immediately.” . . . Craig Didmon, who had been Bestwick’s assistant, ran the bench during last night’s 4-2 victory over the visiting Nanaimo Clippers. . . . Under Bestwick this season, the Grizzlies were 19-8-3-2, which left them second in the Island Division, five points behind the first-place Powell River Kings. . . . In his time with the Grizzlies, Bestwick was 52-21-3-12. . . . Mario Annicchiarico of the Victoria Times Colonist has more right here.

———

SJHL

Austin Rediron, a goaltender with the SJHL’s Melfort Mustangs, stopped 19 shots, and had a goal and an assist on Tuesday night. You can see the goal right here. . . . It was Melfort’s fifth goal in a 5-2 victory over the Kindersley Klippers.

———

TUESDAY:

 When the night ended, the Edmonton Oil Kings (20-9-1), Swift Current Broncos (19-12-3), Calgary Hitmen (18-7-5) and Medicine Hat Tigers (19-9-3) were tied atop the Eastern Conference, each with 41 points. . . . By winning percentage, it’s Edmonton and Calgary, .683; Medicine Hat, .681; and Swift Current, .603. . . .

 Not only that, but the Prince Albert Raiders (17-12-2), Brandon Wheat Kings (17-14-2) and Kootenay Ice (17-15-2) are tied for fifth, each with 36 points. . . .

 This all could get pretty messy for the playoffs get here.

In Brandon, F Rihards Bukarts broke a 2-2 tie with his first of two goals at 6:58 of the second period and the Wheat Kings went on to a 5-2 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . It was the Latvian’s first two-goal game. . . . Brandon has won its last two games and is 8-3-2 in its last 13 outings. . . . It was the 13th straight loss for Kamloops, and that’s a franchise record. The 1981-82 Kamloops Junior Oilers had a stretch of 12 consecutive losses. . . . Bukarts’ first goal, his 10th of the season, came just 49 seconds after Kamloops F Eric Krienke pulled his side into a 2-2 tie. . . . F Chad Robinson and F Jens Meilleur each had two assists for Brandon. . . . F Jesse Shynkaruk, a freshman from Saskatoon, had the Blazers’ other goal, the first of his career. . . . Kamloops gave G Cole Kehler, who turns 16 on Dec. 17, his first career start; he stopped 26 shots. . . . The Blazers lost C Matt Needham, their captain, when he took a puck to one ear in the first period. It’s not known whether he will be in the lineup tonight against the Pats in Regina. . . .

In Swift Current, the Kelowna Rockets won for the 16th time in 17 games as they doubled the Broncos, 4-2. . . . Kelowna F Ryan Olsen broke a 2-2 tie with his 12th goal, on the PP, at 18:52 of the third period. . . . The Rockets have won seven in a row. . . . D Damon Severson had two assists for Kelowna, which trailed 1-0 after the first period and 2-1 late in the third. . . . F Zach Franko, with his seventh, pulled the Rockets even at 16:42 of the third. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 24 shots as he ran his record to 17-1-2. . . . His other numbers are 2.11 and .927. . . . Broncos G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 40 shots. . . . Kelowna (23-3-2) is tied with Portland (22-6-4) for top spot in the overall standings. The Rockets have four games in hand. . . .

In Saskatoon, the Edmonton Oil Kings held a 49-20 edge in shots as they beat the Blades, 3-1. . . . F Cole Benson’s second goal of the season, shorthanded at 9:57 of the second, broke a 1-1 tie. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson added insurance with another shortie, at 19:31 of the second. . . . Saskatoon’s PP is 0-for-16 over four games. . . . The Blades have lost seven in a row and 12 of 13. . . . Saskatoon G Troy Trombley turned aside 46 shots. . . . Edmonton D Aaron Irving had two assists. A freshman from Edmonton who was pointless in five games last season, Irving has 22 points, including 16 assists, in 30 games this season. . . . The Oil Kings have won six in a row and 15 of 18. . . .

In Lethbridge, F Tyler Wong continued his stellar season with two goals as the Hurricanes romped past the Red Deer Rebels, 6-0. . . . Wong, a 17-year-old sophomore from Cochrane, Alta., has 25 points, including 14 goals, in 33 games. Last season, he finished with 13 points, five of them goals, in 54 games. . . . According to post-game chatter, one of Wong's goals may end up going to F Josh Derko. . . . Lethbridge G Teagan Sacher stopped 35 shots for his first shutout this season and second of his career. . . . Red Deer starter Patrik Bartosak stayed home with the flu, so the start went to Taz Burman, who gave up six goals on 27 shots. Grant Naherniak, up from the midget AAA Moose Jaw Generals, played 12:29, stopping all six shots he faced. . . . Lethbridge F Reid Nemeth scored his first goal in his 23rd game this season. . . . The Hurricanes took 101 of the game’s 196 penalty minutes. Most of those penalties were handed out in the last half of the third period. . . . Lethbridge (5-24-4) has won two of three games. . . . Things got heated, too. Here’s Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald: “The game looked like a real rivalry game, complete with Rebels’ head coach Brent Sutter and Hurricanes’ assistant Brad Lukowich yelling at each other as time wound down. Lukowich could be seen point ing at the scoreboard while Sutter could only glare and share some opinions.” . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Logan McVeigh scored 27 seconds into OT to give the Tigers a 1-0 victory over the Calgary Hitmen. . . . It was McVeigh’s sixth goal of the season. . . . Medicine Hat G Daniel Wapple stopped 39 shots, while Calgary’s Chris Driedger turned aside 33. . . . Wapple has one shutout this season and two in his career. . . . Calgary has points in six straight games and is 8-1-1 in its last 10. . . . The Tigers had F Blake Penner back in their lineup. He hadn’t played since Oct. 30. . . . Medicine Hat didn’t dress three players who are preparing to play in the World Junior Championship — F Markus Eisenschmid (Germany), G Marek Langhamer (Czech Republic) and F Hunter Shinkaruk (Canada). . . .

In Prince George, D Jagger Dirk’s fourth goal of the season broke a 1-1 tie at 4:12 of the third period and the Kootenay Ice went on to a 3-1 victory over the Cougars. . . . Ice G MacKenzie Skapski finished with a career-high 51 saves, 22 more than Prince George’s Ty Edmonds. . . . F Jordan Tkatch, with his seventh, gave the Cougars a 1-0 lead at 13:22 of the second. . . . Ice F Jaedon Descheneau tied it, with his 22nd, at 17:34 of the second. . . . Ice F Tim Bozon added insurance with his 10th at 15:59 of the third. . . . Attendance was 1,410 and, according to Jeff Hollick, the radio voice of the Ice, it was the smallest road crowd ever for a Kootenay game. . . . The Ice dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum. F Sam Reinhardt, who will attend the Canadian national junior team camp later this week, was one of Kootenay’s scratches. . . . Kootenay did get back F Kyle O’Connor, who hadn’t played since Nov. 11. . . .

In Vancouver, the Giants scored the game’s first two goals, both in the first period, and went on to a 3-2 victory over the Victoria Royals. . . . It was the third straight meeting between the teams, with the Giants winning the last two. . . . The Giants are tied for seventh in the Western Conference with the Tri-City Americans, one point behind the Spokane Chiefs. . . .  Vancouver held a 2-0 first-period lead after outshooting the Royals, 22-1. Through two periods, shots were 31-7. . . . Victoria held a 9-2 edge in the third period. . . . Vancouver F Travis McEvoy gave his side a 3-1 lead with his sixth goal at 4:47 of the second. . . . Victoria got both of its goals from F Ben Walker, who has 12 goals. He scored once on the PP and once while shorthanded. . . . The Royals are fifth in the conference, a point behind the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Among Victoria’s scratches were F Logan Nelson (undisclosed injury) and F Steven Hodges (personal). . . . Vancouver D Mason Geertsen was hit with a headshot major for a game-ending hit on Victoria F Austin Carroll. In the resulting gathering, Victoria F Brandon Magee was given a match penalty for spearing. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., F Mathew Barzal broke a 1-1 tie at 2:50 of the third period as the Seattle Thunderbirds beat the Tri-City Americans, 3-1. . . . Seattle has won seven in a row and now is fourth in the Western Conference, one point ahead of the Victoria Royals. . . . The Americans slipped to eighth in the conference. . . . Barzal, who also had an assist, has six goals. . . . Seattle F Roberts Lipsbergs opened the scoring with his 20th goal at 5:12 of the second. He later added an empty-netter. . . . Tri-City F Lucas Nickles tied it with his eighth at 17:24 of the second. . . . Seattle G Danny Mumaugh stopped 22 shots, while Tri-City’s Eric Comrie turned aside 29. 
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 THE MacBETH REPORT:

KHL

 F Tomas Netik (Medicine Hat, 2000-01) has signed with Neftekhimik Nizhnekamsk (Russia, KHL) for the rest of season. He played with this club last season.

———

The Portland Winterhawks have scored a WHL-leading 156 goals this season. Not only is that the most in the WHL . . . it’s the most by 39 (Seattle and Swift Current each has scored 117 times). . . . Portland has four skaters among the WHL’s top 10 point-getters — Nic Petan has 66 points, one off the WHL lead that is held by Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg; F Oliver Bjorkstrand, 56; F Taylor Leier, 43; and, F Brendan Leipsic, 42. . . . Portland is about to lose five players to international tournaments. Leier, Petan and D Derrick Pouliot will attend the Canadian national junior team’s selection camp. Bjorkstrand (Denmark) and D Layne Viveiros (Austria) are scheduled to play in the World Junior Championship (Division 1, Group A) in Sanok, Poland. That tournament begins on Sunday. . . . And here's a teaser for you: I have no idea what might be announced today, but I have been told there is "big news coming out of Portland" today. So don't say you weren't warned!

———

F Jermaine Loewen, 15, practised with the Kamloops Blazers in Brandon on Monday. Loewen, a third-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft, may play against the Wheat Kings tonight. He has eight points, including five goals, in 21 games with the Interlake Lightning, a Manitoba midget AAA club. . . . The Blazers have last a franchise record-tying 12 straight games as they open a six-game East Division swing in Brandon tonight. . . . The Wheat Kings will have F Jayce Hawryluk back in their lineup tonight. He has served a two-game suspension for a hit on Regina Pats D Kyle Burroughs, who ended up concussed.

———

ECHLFormer WHLer Ned Lukacevic (Vancouver, Spokane, Swift Current, 2001-06) has been suspended by the ECHL’s Reading Royals. From a Reading news release: “Lukacevic, an eighth year pro who was born in Podgorica, Montenegro, was claimed by the Royals from ECHL waivers on October 28. He played nine games with Reading and scored two goals. In 136 career games with the Royals, Lukacevic recorded 69 points (30g-39a). . . . It is the understanding of the team that Lukacevic intends to pursue an opportunity to play hockey in Europe.”

 ———

From Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post: “Regina has called up two players from the junior A ranks to fill holes created by injuries, bringing in F Dane Schioler, 17, from the MJHL’s Portage Terriers and D Nathyn Mortlock, 17, a recent list pickup from the AJHL’s Grand Prairie Storm.”

 ———

Ch-ching! Ch-ching!! Just in time for Christmas, the WHL has fined the Seattle Thunderbirds and Spokane Chiefs for a “multiple fight situation” during their game in Seattle on Friday night.”

 ———

F Jackson Houck of the Vancouver Giants will complete a three-game suspension tonight as his mates play host to the Victoria Royals, the third straight game in which these teams will have met. Houck drew a three-game suspension for a hit from behind that has left Kootenay Ice F Ryan Chynoweth with a concussion.

———

The junior B Revelstoke Grizzlies of the Kootenay International Junior Hockey League have gone through a coaching change. Darren Naylor left the team after Thursday’s practice, citing family reasons. He was in his first season with the team that is eight points out of a playoff spot. . . . Sheldon Nohr has stepped in as interim head coach. . . . Alex Cooper of the Revelstoke Times Review has more right here.

———BCHL

The BCHL’s Victoria Grizzlies unveiled a new ownership group at a news conference on Monday. Interestingly, as Mario Annicchiarico of the Victoria Times Colonist notes right here, general manager and head coach Bill Bestwick wasn’t in attendance.

———

Geoff Baker spent a number of years covering the Seattle Mariners for the Seattle Times. He recently left sports for investigative reporting. Right here, Baker takes a lengthy and intriguing look at goings-on in the Mariners’ front office. Brew a pot of coffee and settle in for an outstanding read.

———

Wes Welker, a receiver with the NFL’s Denver Broncos, suffered his second concussion in four weeks on Sunday. . . . Sports writer Jeff Pearlman penned a letter to Welker, asking the NFLer to retire. That is right here.

———

Just in case you weren’t aware, TSN is televising every game of basketball that involves Andrew Wiggins.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

PhotobucketPhotobucketPhotobucket 

 Posted by Gregg Drinnan   at 12:12 AM    0 comments        

 Labels: Dane Schioler, Geoff Baker, Jackson Houck, Jayce Hawryluk, Jermaine Loewen, Nathyn Mortlock, Ned Lukacevic, Nic Petan, Ryan Chynoweth, Tomas Netik  

Sunday, December 8, 2013

A real surprise in Victoria 

 The Victoria Royals had a surprise for 10-year-old twin sisters on Saturday night. This is a wonderful story and you are able to check it out right here.

———

SUNDAY:

In Calgary, the Hitmen scored the game's last four goals and beat the Portland Winterhawks' 4-1. . . . Calgary F Pavel Padakin scored the game's last two goals, the second one into an empty net. He's got 11 goals. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand notched the game's first goal, his 25th, at 9:15 of the first. . . . Calgary took the lead with two late second-period goals, F Greg Chase getting his 17th at 17:41 and D Kenton Helgeson scoring his fourth at 19:51. . . . Portland went 1-1-1 in playing three games in as many nights in Alberta. . . . The Winterhawks (22-6-4) leads the overall standings by two points over the Kelowna Rockets (22-3-2), who now hold five games in hand. . . . The Hitmen (18-7-4) trail the Eastern Conference-leading Swift Current Broncos (19-11-3) by one pint with four games in hand. . . . WHL Facts (@WHLFacts) tweeted: “99 — Winning 4-1 tonight, the @WHLHitmen have snapped Portland's streak at 99 straight regular-season games of scoring at least 2 goals.” . . . 

In Edmonton, the Oil Kings took a 2-1 first-period lead and went on to a 2-1 victory over the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . Edmonton has won five in a row. . . . F Reid Petryk scored at 6:17 and D Dyson Mayo made it 2-0 at 17:12. . . . D Tommy Vannelli got the Tigers on the board at 19:46. . . . Vannelli has nine goals. . . . Petryk and Mayo each had an assist, as well. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 38 shots, eight more than Medicine Hat's Daniel Wapple. . . . The Tigers are without G Marek Langhamer, who is headed for the selection camp of the Czech national junior team. G Christopher Tai, acquired last week from Brandon, backed up Wapple.

———

From Spokane Chiefs head coach Don Nachbaur (@HCChiefs42): “Spent the day shopping with my wife. Much easier to skate thru a no puck practice! #exhausted #gimmetheline.”

 ———

From Spokane F Mitch Holmberg (@mitchholmberg17): “@HCChiefs42 I beg to differ. #scrimage.”

 ———

From Nachbaur: “@mitchholmberg17 Have you shopped with the expert? #Iwalked500milesormore.” 
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Silvertips spoil Teddy Bear party 

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

 If ever a moment could describe a season, the Kamloops Blazers despondently picking teddy bears off the Interior Savings Centre ice following Saturday’s WHL game would be it.

 The Blazers were hammered 7-0 by the Everett Silvertips on Teddy Bear Game night. Not only was it the team’s 12th straight loss, it also came on what should have been a fun night.

 Instead, 4,119 disappointed fans had to throw their teddy bears at game’s end, when the Silvertips were celebrating, and the Blazers had to help clean up the building they had just been blown out of.

 It was the second straight thumping for the Blazers, who lost 7-3 to the visiting Kootenay Ice on Friday.

“I’m at a loss for words right now,” said Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak. “We just basically fell apart. You can see the frustration on guys, but at the same time, there’s no excuse for that to happen in our building, ever.

“That should never happen in our building — it doesn’t matter who we play. To watch these last two nights, it’s sickening. It’s sickening to watch . . .”

The 12-game losing skid ties the franchise worst, which the Junior Oilers set in 1981-82.

 The Blazers knew this was going to be a tough season — they lost most of the key players who carried the mail on the team that went to the Western Conference final last season. But what happened on Friday and Saturday had less to do with experience and more to do with performance.

“There’s guys in that room that just have to get better. They just have to get better,” Hunchak said. “Yeah, 13-14 new guys — that’s just an excuse. We have to be better as a hockey team.”

The Silvertips, coming off back-to-back losses, played a nearly perfect game Saturday, even if the Blazers never really pushed them. Everett got 26 saves from Austin Lotz, who now has four shutouts, as well as two goals apiece from Ben Betker and Ivan Nikolishin.

 It’s not the first time the Blazers have been shut out on Teddy Bear Night — in 2008, Travis Yonkman stopped 28 shots as the Swift Current Broncos shut out the Blazers 2-0. Yonkman likely had to work harder for that shutout than Lotz did Saturday.

“Right now our group is so wishy-washy as far as the decisions they make with the puck,” Hunchak said. “We didn’t have the puck tonight. That’s the bottom line — (Everett) had the puck pretty much the final 40 minutes, and when you don’t have the puck, it’s hard to generate anything.”

Kamloops hit the road right after the contest for a six-game trip to the East Division, a trip that will take it into Christmas. The first game is scheduled for Tuesday against the Wheat Kings in Brandon.

“Believe me, we’re trying everything right now. We are trying absolutely everything we can to get this thing righted,” Hunchak said. “It’s everything from (defensive) zone coverage right on up to the offensive zone.

“We’ve tried different things to get a spark here and at some point, it has to fall on the players’ laps. I’m willing to take as much criticism as anybody, but at some point, it’s got to start falling on some players’ laps here as well.”

The Blazers, now 6-20-4, are last in the Western Conference. They have lost as many games in regulation (20) as they did in each of the past two regular seasons.

 The Blazers also are facing a schedule that will get much more difficult from this point forward. Because the Tim Hortons Brier is forcing the team out of ISC for a month starting in mid-February, Kamloops has played 19 of its first 30 games at home.

 Starting with the six games in the East Division, the Blazers will play 12 of 13 on the road. In total, 25 of the team’s last 42 games will be played away from home.

 Kamloops has lost eight straight on the road, and is 1-9-1 away from ISC. Not that things are going so well at home either.

“We’ve been embarrassed in our building the last two nights (so) I would hope they’d be angry,” Hunchak said. “Just from a personal perspective, you should be angry with what’s going on.”

Carson Stadnyk, Mirco Mueller and Jujhar Khaira also scored for the Silvertips. For the second straight night, Taran Kozun was pulled out of the Blazers goal. On Saturday, he left after allowing five goals on 29 shots; Cole Kehler stopped nine of the other 11 Everett shots.

 JUST NOTES: Kamloops D Sam Grist sat out a one-game WHL suspension for a match penalty he took in Friday’s loss. . . . Kamloops F Joe Kornelsen (head) sat out Saturday, while F Aspen Sterzer (lower body) returned after missing two games. . . . Referee Brett Iverson, who once again proved the one-man system to be superior, gave the Silvertips two power plays, on which they scored once, and the Blazers one man advantage. . . . The Daily News’ Three Stars: 1. Mueller: San Jose Sharks prospect was outstanding; 2. Lotz: Didn’t exactly steal Christmas, but was solid; 3. Betker: Made it tough for Kamloops forwards to do anything. . . . The Blazers’ next home game is scheduled for Dec. 29, when the Vancouver Giants visit.

 mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca

———

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

 The Everett Silvertips don’t get to have a Teddy Bear Game, so they decided to spoil the fun for the Kamloops Blazers.

 The Silvertips shut out the Blazers 7-0 at Interior Savings Centre on Saturday night. It ruined the annual Teddy Bear Game for the 4,119 fans in attendance, who were forced to throw their bears on the ice at game’s end while the Silvertips were celebrating.

 Everett doesn’t hold a Teddy Bear Game.

“Long before my time, not sure when — maybe 2004, 2005 or 2006 — they got shut out two years in a row on Teddy Bear Toss night,” explained 19-year-old defenceman Ben Betker, who scored twice Saturday in what was his 100th career WHL game. “So we don’t do one down there anymore. It’s kind of too bad, because I enjoy the Teddy Bear Toss nights.”

Betker certainly enjoyed Saturday’s, especially playing the part of the Grinch. His strong defensive play — it was a solid team effort, really — helped Austin Lotz record his fourth shutout of the season with a 26-save effort.

 Everett had lost two straight games coming into Saturday’s contest, so wasn’t really focusing on teddy bears.

“I think it’s just a bonus,” Betker said. “We definitely knew it was Teddy Bear Night, but for the most part, we just wanted to come in here and execute our game plan.

“For them to not get to throw their bears is kind of a bonus.”

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca 
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Rockets' management team visits Saskatoon 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

KHL

 F Tomas Netik (Medicine Hat, 2000-01) exercised an opt-out clause to obtain his release from Slovan Bratislava (Slovakia, KHL). He had 11 goals and three assists in 31 games.

———

The Moose Jaw Warriors are switching trainers in mid-stream. Curtis Amiot, the head trainer and athletic therapist, is leaving the Warriors after eight years to join the Moose Jaw Police Service. He will be replaced by Brooke Kosolofski, who has been with the AJHL’s Grande Prairie Storm. . . . Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald reports that “Amiot said he started looking at a career change after he and his wife began to have a family. Amiot’s wife Andrea is due with the couple’s second child at the end of March.”

 ———

SUDBURY SATURDAY NIGHT:

In Moose Jaw, the Brandon Wheat Kings scored the game’s last three goals and beat the Warriors, 3-1. . . . D Reid Zalitach scored his first WHL goal in 68 games — it was the Teddy Bear goal — to get the Warriors started in the second period. . . . Brandon D Eric Roy pulled his guys even at 12:53 of the second and F Quintin Lisoway’s first goal of the season, in his 29th game, at 5:27 of the third, stood up as the winner. . . . Brandon G Curtis Honey stopped 29 shots in his first start since Oct. 30. . . . The Warriors have one victory in their last 10 games (1-7-2). . . . 

In Saskatoon, F Dyson Stevenson scored twice to lead the Regina Pats to a 3-2 victory over the Blades. . . . Stevenson, who has 18 goals, gave his side a 2-1 lead at 16:33 of the second and upped it to 3-1 at 16:26 of the third. . . . Regina, which is sixth in the Eastern Conference and just four points out of second, held a 49-23 edge in shots. . . . Pats F Boston Leier had two assists. . . . Saskatoon has lost six in a row and 11 of 12. The result is that the Blades now are 11 points out of a playoff spot. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix reports: “Three members of the Kelowna Rockets’ management team, including assistant general manager Lorne Frey, attended Saturday’s game. The Rockets have just two 20-year-old players. The trade deadline is Jan. 10.” . . .

In Calgary, F Jake Virtanen scored twice to help the Hitmen to a 5-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Virtanen has 14 goals. . . . The Hitmen scored three times in the first period to take control. . . . Lethbridge took 65 of 104 penalty minutes. . . . Calgary (17-7-4) is third in the Eastern Conference, just two points behind the Swift Current Broncos (19-11-4). Calgary holds five games in hand. . . .

In Red Deer, F Brendan Leipsic scored twice and added an assist as the Portland Winterhawks got past the Rebels, 5-4. . . . Leipsic’s 20th goal, at 15:04 of the second period, gave his side a 5-3 lead. . . . Portland F Nic Petan had two assists. With 66 points, he is within one of F Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs, who leads the scoring race. . . . Portland F Shane McColgan was back in the lineup for the first time since Oct. 26. He had one assist. . . . The Winterhawks (22-5-4) continue to lead the overall standings. They are two points ahead of the Kelowna Rockets (22-3-2), who have four games in hand, and the Everett Silvertips (21-6-4). . . . Portland is 7-1-2 in its last 10. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, D Ty Stanton broke a 3-3 tie at 13:44 of the third period to give the Tigers a 4-3 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Stanton’s third goal of the season came via the PP. . . . The Raiders, who have lost three in a row, had erased a 3-1 third-period deficit on goals by F Dakota Conroy, at 1:06, and F Leon Draisaitl, shorthanded, at 12:40. . . . Draisaitl also had an assist to go with his 17th goal. . . . D Tommy Vannelli had two goals, giving him eight, for the Tigers. . . .

In Kamloops, G Austin Lotz stopped the Teddy Bears as the Everett Silvertips blanked the Blazers, 7-0. . . . It was Teddy Bear toss night; the fans threw the toys at game’s end. . . . Lotz stopped 26 shots in posting his fourth shutout this season and the fifth of his career. . . . D Ben Betker and F Ivan Nikolishin had two goals each. . . . The Blazers have lost 12 straight games. . . . Every Everett skater, with the exception of D Micheal Zipp, was at least plus-1. Zipp was even. . . . Every skater in the Kamloops lineup was at least minus-1. . . . Everett won all four games in the season series with the Blazers. . . . Kamloops was without D Sam Grist, who served a one-game suspension for a match penalty in incurred on Friday night. . . . The Blazers headed east right after the game. They open an East Division tour in Brandon on Tuesday night. . . .

In Prince George, the Cougars got off to a 3-0 lead and went on to beat the Tri-City Americans, 5-2. . . . Prince George F Troy Bourke returned from a three-game suspension to draw three assists. . . . Attendance was 2,498. . . . Prince George F Tyler Mrkonjic’s second goal of the season, at 5:36 of the first, was the Teddy Bear goal. . . . F Todd Fiddler’s 12th goal, at 10:28 of the second period, on the PP, gave the Cougars a 3-0 lead and stood up as the winner. . . .

In Kelowna, D Myles Bell broke a 1-1 tie with his 10th goal at 12:20 of the third period as the Rockets beat the Kootenay Ice, 2-1. . . . Bell, who hadn’t scored in his previous eight games, also drew an assist on F Carter Rigby’s goal at 10:22 of the second period that tied the game. . . . F Luke Philp had given the Ice a 1-0 lead at 18:30 of the first period, on the PP. . . . The Rockets, who left on an East Division swing on Sunday, have won six in a row and 15 of 16. . . .

In Kent, Wash., the host Seattle Thunderbirds scored three third-period goals and beat the Spokane Chiefs, 4-2. . . . Seattle F Ryan Gropp broke a 2-2 tie at 10:20 of the third period, via the PP. It was his fourth goal. . . . D Adam Henry and D Shea Theodore each had two assists for Seattle. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg scored his WHL-leading 33rd goal. . . . The Thunderbirds have won six in a row. They are 7-1-2 in their last 10. . . .

In Victoria, F Carter Popoff had a goal and three assists as the Vancouver Giants dumped the Royals, 7-4. . . . The Giants erased a 2-0 first-period deficit with six straight goals, five of them in the second period. . . . The visitors were 3-for-6 on the PP. . . . Vancouver F Cain Franson and F Trent Lofthouse, who was acquired earlier from Victoria, each had a goal and two assists. . . . F Steven Hodges scored twice for the Royals. . . . F Austin Carroll scored Victoria’s Teddy Bear goal at 3:51 of the first. . . . The Royals had beaten the visiting Giants 4-2 on Friday night; the teams meet again Tuesday, this time in Vancouver. 
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Seattle pick visiting Wisconsin 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Czech-ELH

 F Stepan Novotny (Kelowna, Swift Current, 2008-11) has been loaned by Plzen to Brno (both Czech Republic, Extraliga) for the rest of this season. He had three goals and an assist in 17 games. . . .

 F Ivan Dornic (Portland, 2003-05) and F Roman Tvrdon (Spokane, 1999-2001) have signed for the rest of this season with Unia Oswiecim (Poland, Ekstraliga). . . . This season, Dornic, with Zilina (Slovakia, Extraliga), had one assist in 12 games, while Tvrdon, with Povazska Bystrica (Slovakia, 1.Liga), had a goal and four assists in nine games. . . . 

 F Tomas Fojtik (Portland, 2003-04) signed a short-term contract with the Swindon Wildcats (England, Premier). Swindon is short players due to injury and the Division 1 Group B World Junior Championship. Fojtik lives and works in Swindon. This season with Slouth (England, Premier), he had five assists in 11 games before being released on Oct. 21. . . .

Czech-ELH

 F Ryan Hollweg (Medicine Hat, 1999-2004) signed a two-year extension with Plzen (Czech Republic, Extraliga). He has three goals in 18 games this season.

———

F Dante Fabbro is spending the weekend in Madison, Wisc., checking out the University of Wisconsin campus and the men’s hockey program. The Seattle Thunderbirds selected Fabbro, who is from Coquitlam, B.C., with the eighth overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft. . . . There’s more on Fabbro and his visit right here.

———

SJHLThe SJHL’s Melfort Mustangs have fired general manager/head coach Gavin Holcomb. . . . Trevor Blevins has stepped in as interim head coach. Blevins is a former Melfort player and assistant coach. . . . Dwight Kulchysky will remain on as assistant coach and also will serve as the interim general manager. . . . The Mustangs are 10-12-0-4 after beating the visiting Estevan Bruins 4-2 on Friday night. Melfort is fourth in the four-team Sherwood Division, four points behind the division-leading Nipawin Hawks.

———

Over at greatesthockeylegends.com, Joe Pelletier has named his 2013 Hockey Book of the Year. . . . The honour goes to Keon and Me, by Dave Bidini. . . . If you haven’t already, you really should visit Pelletier’s website. If you are a reader of hockey books, this is a great site as Pelletier keeps tabs on what’s on the shelves and what’s on the way.

———

The Brandon Wheat Kings have traded G Christopher Tai, 18, to the Medicine Hat Tigers for an undisclosed 2015 bantam draft pick. With the move, Brandon made room for G Curtis Honey, who missed 14 games with an undisclosed injury. He played the third period of Brandon’s 4-3 loss to the visiting Swift Current Broncos Friday night. . . . Tai played in one game with Brandon, after coming over from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. He gave up one goal in 30 minutes with the Wheat Kings. Tai is expected to arrive in Medicine Hat on Monday. . . . The Tigers need a goaltender with G Marek Langhamer soon to leave for the selection camp of the Czech Republic national junior team.

———

FRIDAY NIGHT:

In Brandon, the Swift Current Broncos erased a 2-1 first-period deficit with three second-period goals in a 7:16 span and beat the Wheat Kings, 4-3. . . . The Broncos (19-11-3) have won three in a row and lead the Eastern Conference by four points. . . . F Dakota Odgers opened the game’s scoring for the Broncos with his first WHL goal. It came in his 13th game, four of which have come this season. . . . F Andrew Johnson’s fourth goal, at 13:36 of the second, stood up as the winner. . . . Broncos G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 38 shots. . . . The Wheat Kings were without F Jayce Hawrulyk, their scoring leader, who served the first game of a two-game suspension. He drew the punishment under supplemental discipline for a hit on Regina D Kyle Burroughs on Wednesday night. Burroughs, who is going through the WHL’s concussion protocol, didn’t play Friday night. . . . Regina F Max Kammerer also is concussed. . . .

In Moose Jaw, the Regina Pats scored two shootout goals to beat the Warriors, 5-4. . . . The Warriors actually took a 4-2 lead into the third period. . . . F Dyson Stevenson got the Pats to within one with his 16th goal at 12:26 of the third, with F Chandler Stephenson forcing extra time with his second goal of the game, and his 13th this season, at 16:26. . . . Stephenson also had an assist. . . . F Brayden Point scored twice, giving him 11, and added an assist for Moose Jaw, which got three assists from D Jesse Forsberg. . . . F Boston Leier and Stevenson scored for the Pats in the shootout, while the Warriors got a goal from F Torrin White. . . .

In Edmonton, F Mitchell Moroz and F Reid Petryk scored shootout goals to give the Oil Kings a 5-4 victory over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Winterhawks erased a late 4-2 third-period deficit to force OT. F Taylor Leier scored twice, giving him 22, at 17:13 and 19:04. . . . F Edgars Kulda had his ninth goal and an assist for Edmonton, which has won four straight. . . . F Nic Petan had a goal and two assists for Portland, giving him 64 points and moving him to within two points of the WHL points lead. He also had Portland’s lone goal in the shootout. . . . Portland (21-5-4) has points in seven straight (5-0-2) and leads the overall standings by two points over the Kelowna Rockets and Everett Silvertips. . . . This was a meeting of the two teams that appeared in the last two WHL finals, Edmonton winning the first title and the Winterhawks now the defending champions. . . . Edmonton D Dyson Mayo scored the game’s second goal at 15:20 of the first period; it was the Teddy Bear goal. . . . Portland D Derrick Pouliot had a goal and two assists. . . .

In Lethbridge, the Hurricanes beat the Prince Albert Raiders 3-1 for their third victory in their last 18 games. . . . The Hurricanes (4-23-4) had lost seven in a row. . . . Lethbridge F Russell Maxwell opened the scoring late in the second period with the Teddy Bear goal. . . . F Tyler Wong gave the home side a 2-0 lead with his 12th goal at 1:07 of the third period. . . . F Riley Sheen put it away with an empty-netter at 18:55. . . . Sheen has six goals. . . . Lethbridge G Teagan Sacher stopped 31 shots. . . . Only two minor penalties were called, both against Lethbridge. . . .

In Kamloops, F Tim Bozon burned his former team for two goals and two assists as the Kootenay Ice beat the Blazers, 7-3. . . . Bozon has 19 points, including six goals, since being acquired by the Ice from Kamloops. He has nine goals on the season. . . . F Jaedon Descheneau had two goals, giving him 21, and an assist for Kootenay, while F Sam Reinhart had two assists. . . . F Eric Krienke scored his first WHL goal for the Blazers. He’s a 17-year-old freshman from Calgary. . . . Kamloops D Sam Grist was hit with a match penalty for attempt to injure during a third-period scrap with Ice F Jon Martin. Grist apparently used Martin’s helmet to strike the Ice player. . . . The Blazers are at home to the Everett Silvertips tonight, so Grist may have to sit out depending on how the WHL office views the matter. . . . Ice F Ryan Chynoweth was among the scratches. He was injured when hit from behind during a game in Vancouver on Wednesday night. . . . Kamloops, which has lost 11 in a row, is without F Aspen Sterzer, who suffered an undisclosed injury on Nov. 29 against visiting Kelowna. Sterzer isn’t expect to play tonight, either. . . .

In Prince George, F Braden Purtil scored his third goal of the season at 4:21 of OT as the Tri-City Americans beat the Cougars, 4-3. . . . Cougars F Todd Fiddler forced OT with his 11th goal at 18:15 of the third period. . . . F Lucas Nickles had a goal, his seventh, and two assists for the Americans, who have won three in a row. . . . Americans G Eric Comrie turned aside 38 shots. . . . Prince George F Troy Bourke completed a three-game suspension. . . . The Cougars are hurting through sickness and injuries. Ted Clarke of the Prince George Citizen reports that the Cougars had just six forwards available for one practice this week. . . . Prince George F Zach Pochiro (concussion) was symptom free only to have headaches return. Also out with concussions are F Jari Erricson, D Tate Olson and F Brad Morrison. . . . Also out of the Cougars lineup are D Raymond Grewal (ankle), F David Soltes (knee) and G Brett Zarowny (groin). . . .

In Kelowna, the Rockets scored the game’s last three goals and beat the Everett Silvertips, 3-1. . . . Kelowna F Ryan Olsen got his fifth goal, on the PP, at 10:55 of the second and D Damon Severson, with his eighth on a PP just 57 seconds into the third, broke the 1-1 tie. . . . Olsen, whose first goal was the Teddy Bear score, later scored his second of the game. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 26 shots. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist had his point streak snapped at 18 games. He had 40 points, including 16 goals, over that stretch. That is the longest point steak in the league this season. . . . The Rockets, who have the WHL’s best winning percentage (.846), have won five straight. . . .

In Victoria, F Brandon Magee scored twice, the last one into an empty net, as the Royals doubled the Vancouver Giants, 4-2. . . . Magee has 10 goals. . . . Royals F Taylor Crunk snapped a 2-2 tie with his third goal at 9:50 of the third. . . . Vancouver lost F Tim Traber, who spent two seasons with the Chilliwack Bruins and two with the Royals, to a boarding major and game misconduct at 10:44 of the first period. . . . The Giants had earned at least a point in each of their previous 11 games. . . . 

In Spokane, F Branden Troock struck for three goals and added an assist as the Seattle Thunderbirds dropped the Chiefs, 7-3. . . . Troock, who enjoyed his first WHL hat trick, has 13 goals. . . . Seattle, which won 5-1 in Spokane on Sunday, has won five in a row. . . . Seattle D Shea Theodore had four assists for the first time in his career, with D Jarret Smith scoring his first goal and adding two helpers for his first three-point outing. Smith has two goals in 101 regular-season games. . . . F Adam Helewka had two goals, giving him 14, and an assist for Spokane. . . . Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL in goals (32) and points (66), was held pointless and, in fact, was ejected after becoming involved in a multi-fight situation at 17:41 of the third period. . . . Seattle held a 25-15 edge in shots on goal. 
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A game to remember for Bozon 

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

 Tim Bozon didn’t get the farewell he deserved Friday, but he certainly had a night to remember.

Bozon had two goals and two assists as the Kootenay Ice defeated the Kamloops Blazers 7-3 at Interior Savings Centre. It was Bozon’s first game in Kamloops since the Blazers traded him and defenceman Landon Cross to the Ice in an October deal that brought Collin Shirley, Matt Thomas and a trio of draft picks to town.

Bozon had been a big reason the Blazers were so successful in 2011-12 and 2012-13, in which the team had more playoff success than it had had in the previous decade combined.

The 19-year-old Bozon has signed a contract with the Montreal Canadiens, so likely won’t be back next season. Even then, the Ice, which plays in the Eastern Conference, only stops here every other season.

With this in mind, Bozon played his best game of the season, helping the Ice snap a three-game losing streak.

“I knew it was my last time playing here ever, and obviously I wanted to make it special,” said Bozon, who plays internationally for France. “Lots of emotion right now — for sure it’s going to be my last time, and it feels good.”

Nothing is feeling good for the Blazers, whose losing skid has hit 11 games. And, while they might have felt good about themselves after a pair of close losses to the Kelowna Rockets the previous weekend, there were few positives to gain from Friday’s thumping.

“We didn’t play well at all,” said head coach Dave Hunchak. “Every time we turned the puck over, every time we made a mistake, it ended up in the back of our net. . . .

“I’m very disappointed in our effort tonight.”

Since trading away Bozon and Cross, who played well and earned an assist in the victory, Kamloops has gone 2-9-4.

The Blazers have been decent in some of those games, and absolutely horrible in others.

The latter was the case last night, as Kootenay scored twice in the first period, and put the game away with four goals in the last nine minutes of the second period.

“No emotion, no jump whatsoever from our group tonight,” Hunchak said. “I’m at a loss to explain why that is. We had a good week of practice again, thought we were making steps forward, then we lay an egg like this.”

If the Blazers are trying to forget this one, they certainly haven’t forgotten Bozon, or the fact that he asked to be traded. With this in mind, whoever chooses the three stars left the winger out of the post-game ritual, keeping him from getting a farewell cheer from the fans.

Ice head coach Ryan McGill was fuming after the game, and Bozon seemed a little disappointed.

“I can’t control that, it’s up to whoever picks,” Bozon said. “But, for sure, I really wanted to have a last chance to thank the fans for everything they did over the last two seasons.

“Unfortunately, I couldn’t do it, but I just want to make sure they know that (I’ll) always love them and it was fun to play for the Blazers.”

Jaedon Descheneau had two goals for the Ice, and Matt Alfaro, Zak Zborosky and Luke Philp also scored in the victory. Wyatt Hoflin stopped 30 shots as the Ice was outshot 33-26.

Josh Connolly, Cole Ully and Eric Krienke, with his first career WHL goal, scored for Kamloops. Taran Kozun was pulled in the second period after allowing five goals on 20 shots; Cole Kehler stopped four of six shots in relief in what was his WHL debut.

Kamloops is home to the Everett Silvertips tonight, 7 o’clock, at ISC.

JUST NOTES: Attendance was 4,053. . . . The Blazers were without G Bolton Pouliot (right hand) and F Aspen Sterzer (lower body) due to injury. Pouliot, who has missed three straight games, is out until after Christmas, while Sterzer, who has sat out two straight, is day-to-day. Hunchak said Sterzer won’t be playing tonight. . . . Kamloops F Joe Kornelsen left Friday’s game with what appeared to be a head injury after taking an early hit from Hudson Elynuik. Kornelsen returned later in the period, but wasn’t on the bench at game’s end. “I’m not sure what the extent is,” Hunchak said. . . . Elynuik was assessed a checking-to-the-head minor on the play. . . . Blazers D Sam Grist was assessed a match penalty for an incident during a third-period fight with Jon Martin. Grist had in his hand Martin’s helmet as he swung for a punch and appeared to hit Martin. He faces a WHL suspension. . . . The Daily News’ Three Stars: 1. Bozon: Everyone in the rink could see he was the best player on the ice; 2. Descheneau: 21 goals playing in the shadow of Sam Reinhart; 3. Reinhart: Great player. . . . The Ice was 3-for-4 on the power play, while Kamloops went 2-for-4.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca 
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Thursday, December 5, 2013

Off to camps they go 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Czech-ELH

 F Lukas Bohunicky (Kootenay, 2005-07) has been loaned to Ceske Budejovice by Mlada Boleslav (both Czech Republic, 1. Liga) for one month. He had three points, one of them a goal, in 23 games with Mlada Boleslav.

———

The Czech Republic’s national junior team will have at least five WHLers at its selection camp. G Marek Langhamer (Medicine Hat), F Richard Nejezchleb (Brandon), D David Nemecek (Saskatoon), D Michal Plutnar (Tri-City) and F Dominek Volek (Red Deer) all were invited on Wednesday. . . . The selection camp opens Dec. 13 in Rokycany, Czech Republic. . . . There’s more right here on the Czech team.

 Meanwhile, Edmonton Oil Kings F Henrik Samuelsson is the only WHLer, and one of five CHL players, invited to the U.S. national junior team’s selection camp. Samuelsson (undisclosed injury) won’t play Friday when the Oil Kings are at home to the Portland Winterhawks. The U.S. team will gather in Minneapolis on Dec. 15. . . . Here’s SI.com on Samuelsson’s chances of making the team: “Henrik Samuelsson is one of just four first-round picks headed to camp, but he’s a good bet to be one of the two forwards cut loose. He’s proven to be a solid player with Edmonton of the WHL and would bring a rugged presence to the bottom six, but he’s struggled to make his mark in previous USA camps, and then there’s that CHL thing.”

Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post reports that Regina Pats LW Maximilian Kammerer is expected to attend the German national junior’s selection camp. . . . The World Junior Championship runs Dec. 26 through Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden.

———

WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

In Brandon, F Jayce Hawryluk broke a 4-4 tie with 28.9 seconds left in the third period and the Wheat Kings beat the Regina Pats, 5-4. . . . With the victory, Brandon (15-13-2) moved past Regina (15-13-1)and into a sixth-place tie with the Kootenay Ice (15-14-2) in the Eastern Conference. . . . Hawryluk, who has 13 goals, scored twice and added an assist. . . . The Pats pulled into a 4-4 tie with goals by F Braden Christoffer at 7:48 of the third period and D Griffin Mumby at 8:40. . . . Mumby scored his first WHL goal in his 73rd game. The 17-year-old from Calgary was scoreless in 51 games last season. . . . Regina lost D Kyle Burroughs after he absorbed a first-period hit from Hawryluk. Burroughs was wobbly and needed help to get off the ice. He didn’t return. Hawrulyk wasn’t penalized on the play. . . . G Jordan Papirny stopped 30 shots in his 14th straight start for Brandon as G Curtis Honey remains sidelined with an injury. . . . Brandon was 3-for-5 on the PP. . . . The Pats are without F Morgan Klimchuk (hip). . . .

In Swift Current, F Graham Black had a goal, his 16th, and two assists to help the Broncos to a 4-1 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Black also was plus-4. . . . The Broncos (18-11-3) lead the Eastern Conference by two points over the idle Medicine Hat Tigers (17-8-3), who hold four games in hand. . . . Broncos F Colby Cave opened the scoring, with his 17th, at 1:53 of the first period. That was the Teddy Bear goal. . . . Broncos G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 35 shots. . . . The Hurricanes have lost seven in a row and have one victory in their last 18 outings. . . . Lethbridge had F Russell Maxwell (undisclosed injury) and F Tyler Cooper (concussion) back in its lineup. . . . The Hurricanes got their goal from F Carter Folk, a 17-year-old Reginan. It was his first WHL goal and came in his 22nd game, 15 of which have come this season. . . .

In Red Deer, the Rebels overcame a 3-1 deficit with four straight goals and beat the Prince Albert Raiders, 6-3. . . . The Raiders got goals from F Leon Draisaitl, his 16th, and F Mike Winther, his third, at 16:32 and 16:59 of the second to take a 3-1 lead. . . . But the Rebels tied it before period’s end as D Kayle Doetzel, with his first, and F Dominik Volek, with his 14th, counted 35 seconds apart. . . . Rebels D Haydn Fleury broke the 3-3 tie with his fifth goal 42 seconds into the third. . . . Volek had a goal and an assist, and was plus-3. . . .

In Spokane, F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL’s leading scorer, struck for two shorthanded goals in the first period and the Chiefs went on to a 2-1 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . With D Tyler King off for tripping, Holmberg scored at 17:51 and 19:29. . . . Chiefs G Eric Williams turned aside 27 shots, 10 fewer than Saskatoon’s Troy Trombley. . . . Saskatoon went 0-5 as it played five times in six nights on its U.S. Division swing. The Blades are 1-9-0 in its last 10. . . . The Chiefs were 0-for-4 on the PP; it has gone three games without a PP goal. . . . F Liam Stewart drew assists on both of Holmberg’s goals. Holmberg leads the WHL in goals (32) and points (66). . . . The Chiefs are without D Reid Gow, who has an undisclosed injury. He has yet to score this season, but has 33 assists in 28 games. . . . Saskatoon D David Nemecek took a charging major and game misconduct for a second-period hit on Spokane F Riley Whittingham. . . .

In Vancouver, G Jared Rathjen stopped 33 shots to lead the Giants to a 3-2 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Ice, which has lost three straight, outshot its hosts 8-4 and 14-5 in the last two periods. . . . Vancouver F Jackson Houck broke a 2-2 tie with a PP goal at 15:19 of the third period. . . . F Austin Vetterl had pulled the Ice into a 2-2 tie at 6:14, on the PP. Vetterl, who once played for the Giants, also had an assist. . . . The Giants (13-11-7), with points in 11 straight games (6-0-5), hold down the Western Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot, seven points up on the Prince George Cougars (11-16-4). . . . Vancouver’s next three games all will be against the Victoria Royals. They’ll play Friday and Saturday in Victoria, then return for a game in Vancouver on Tuesday. The Royals (19-11-1) are fourth in the Western Conference, six points ahead of the Giants.

———

From Red Deer Rebels (@Rebelshockey): “Thanks again to all the fans who braved the roads and the windchill tonight. The support is appreciated! #reddeer”

 ———

From F Henrik Samuelsson (@Hsamuelsson1994) of the Edmonton Oil Kings: “After 1/2 a year I figured out what my password was for twitter. Exciting news thought I'd share that. #excitement”

More from Samuelsson: “And also thanks for all the congratulations! Even tho most of you will be rooting for canada...”

 ———

From Joe McFarland (@JoeMcFarland): “Lethbridge Hurricanes are 3-22-2-2. They were 28-34-3-7 last year. So just to match last year, they'd have to go 25-12-1-5 rest of way. #WHL” 
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Wednesday, December 4, 2013

The Book Shelf: Part 4 of 4 

A brief look at some of the books I have read over the last while:

Raylan – Raylan, of course, is Raylan Givens, the U.S. Marshal who is the focus of the TV series Justified. Raylan, the book, was written by Elmore Leonard, and it is a treat to read any of his work. His dialogue and his characters always make his work worth reading, and this one is no different. Even if the first half deals with the stealing of kidneys. (William Morrow, hard cover, 263 pages, US$26.99 -- found at Chapters for $7.99)

Randy Bachman's Vinyl Tap Stories – If you are a fan of Randy Bachman's Vinyl Tap, the popular CBC radio program, you'll enjoy reading this book. And if you haven't heard even one Vinyl Tap show, you'll enjoy it, too. Lots of music-related stories here, and lots of anecdotes involving Guess Who, BTO, Bravebelt, Chad Allen and the Expressions, and on and on. The last few pages feature a whole bunch of interesting lists, too. (Penguin, soft cover, 224 pages, Cdn$20.00)

Red Mittens & Red Ink: The Vancouver Olympics – Vancouver-based journalist Bob Mackin takes an intriguing look at the 2010 Olympic Winter Games that were held in Vancouver and Whistler. Mackin tackles the years before the Games, the leadup to the Games, the two weeks of the Games and the post-Games period. If you have any interest at all in what went on behind the scenes, in the impact the recession had on these Games, the city of Vancouver and the province of B.C., you absolutely must read this book. If you want to know whose backs got scratched, you absolutely must read this book. If you are a sports fan and a taxpayer, and wonder how our dollars get spent, well, have a towel ready because you will cry your eyes out. . . . This book is available in many forms; I found a Kindle version at www.shamswords.com.

Selling The Dream: How Hockey Parents and Their Kids are Paying the Price for our National Obsession – The subtitle pretty much says it all. You may have heard stories about the lengths some parents go to in order to facilitate their child’s minor hockey career. Well, Ken Campbell, a veteran writer with The Hockey News, and Jim Parcels, a veteran minor hockey observer, have taken some of them and put them between the covers of one book. But there is more to this book than that. There a whole lot of numbers, statistics and facts, explaining just what the odds are of your child making it to the NHL. This should be required reading for anyone with anything whatsoever to do with minor hockey. If you are a parent about to enter the world of minor hockey, well, be prepared to have nightmares. And, yes, the authors agree that spring/summer hockey sucks. (Viking, hard cover, 360 pages, $32.00)

The Short Sweet Dream of Eduardo Gutierrez – Written by famed New York newspaperman Jimmy Breslin, this is one of those books that will stay with you long after you have finished reading it. The teenaged Eduardo Gutierrez leaves Mexico, taking the overland route across the border, and goes to New York City looking for a job and money to send home. He ends up dead after drowning in concrete following the collapse of the apartment building on which he was working. In between life and death, Breslin, as only he can, takes apart the bureaucracy that allowed all of this to happen. This was published in 2002 but still has its bite today. (Crown, hard cover, 214 pages, Cdn$33.00, US$22.00)

The 34-Ton Bat: The Story of Baseball as Told Through Bobbleheads, Cracker Jacks, Jockstraps, Eye Black, and 375 Other Strange and Unforgettable Objects – Like your grandfather or favourite uncle who loves to tell you stories, author Steve Rushin presents for our reading enjoyment about a million wonderful baseball-related stories, as he lets us in on a whole bunch of the game’s secrets. It isn’t just that he tells us about the evolution of the catcher’s mitt; he tells us through anecdotes and is able to put faces on the players. This is one of those books that will have you saying “I didn’t know that! That’s interesting!” a few thousand times. (Kindle)

A Wanted Man – This is the latest (No. 17) in the Jack Reacher novels, all of them written by Lee Child. Following the 6-foot-4, 240-pound Reacher’s wanderings throughout the U.S., as the former military policeman encounters situations, conspiracies and crooks and thieves, is great escapism. (Dell, soft cover, 533 pages, Cdn$10.99, US$10.99)

What the Dog Saw: And Other Adventures – Author Malcolm Gladwell, as only he can do, explores various subjects in this work that was published in 2009. Gladwell writes some interesting stuff and this is no different. The highlight, perhaps, is a chapter that deals with Ron Popeil, the king of television marketing. Or maybe it's the one on Enron. Or maybe . . . Each of the 19 essays contained in this book have appeared in The New Yorker. (Little, Brown and Company, 432 pages, Kindle)

Whitey Bulger: America's Most Wanted Gangster and the Manhunt that Brought Him to Justice – There were a couple of Boston-based gangsters who believed they had immunity granted to them by the FBI, so they acted accordingly. Yes, they killed, they extorted, they did it all. You're thinking it's a work of fiction. Uhh, no. Authors Kevin Cullen and Shelley Murphy, a pair of Boston Globe reporters, detail the story of James (Whitey) Bulger, from his childhood in South Boston through his arrest in Santa Monica, Calif., at the age of 82. This is a great, if terrifying, read. (W.W. Norton & Co., 496 pages, Kindle)

The Whore of Akron: One Man's Search for the Soul of LeBron James – Scott Raab, who has written for Esquire since 1997, was born and raised in Cleveland. He is a Cleveland fan. Cleveland Browns. Cleveland Indians. Cleveland Cavaliers. No, he is not a fan of LeBron James. This is Raab's story of that relationship and all that went wrong. It is profane. It is hilarious. (Harper Perennial, soft cover, 302 pages, US$14.99, Cdn$16.99)

Winter of the World – Author Ken Follett’s Century Trilogy follows five familes through the 20th century. This is the second book, following Fall of Giants and preceding Edge of Eternity, which is scheduled for publication in the fall of 2014. Winter of the World’s focus is on the Second World War – the buildup, the fighting and the aftermath. If you are looking for a lengthy easy-to-read work of historical fiction, this is for you. It is escapism, for sure, and there also is a hint of American propaganda, but, hey, it’s enjoyable prose. (Kindle) 
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Tuesday, December 3, 2013

Stewart to Scotland; Tookey to Hall of Fame 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 D David Hajek (Spokane, 1998-99) has signed an extension through the end of this season with Dresden (Germany, DEL2). His initial contract expired on Dec. 1. Both contracts were "financed through a unique fan campaign." This season, Hajek has 10 points, including two goals, in 13 games.

———

F Liam Stewart of the Spokane Chiefs is to leave on the weekend for Dumfries, Scotland, where he will play for Great Britain at the IIHF U20 world championship (Division I Group B). . . . The tournament runs Dec. 9-15. . . . Stewart, the son of actress/model Rachel Hunter and music legend Rod Stewart, is in his third season with the Chiefs. He has 13 points, including five goals, in 24 games. . . . Liam was born in London and has a British passport, although he was raised in the U.S., and now calls Hermosa Beach, Calif., home. . . . Stewart is expected to rejoin the Chiefs after the Christmas break, in time to face the host Kootenay Ice on Dec. 27.

 A Tuesay afternoon tweet from Rachel Hunter (@rachelhunterx): “Sunday I will be in Dumfries Scotland ... Watchin Great Britain.... @liamstewart11 @ New Zealand.”

 ———

Tim Tookey, an Edmonton native who played three seasons (1977-80) with the Portland Winterhawks, was inducted into the Hershey Bears’ Hall of Fame on Sunday. . . . Chris Fidler of the Lebanon Daily News has more right here.

———

So . . . there was a trade in the OHL on Tuesday that had two players moving from the Windsor Spitfires to the Guelph Storm in exchange for one player and eight draft picks. Yes, eight draft picks! . . . The Storm, which obviously is all-in on this season, acquired F Kerby Rychel, the son of Windsor GM Warren Rychel and the Spitfires’ captain, and D Nick Ebert, in the process giving up F Brody Milne, Guelph’s second-round draft picks in 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018, Guelph’s fourth-round pick in 2015 and a 15th-round pick in 2017, as well as Kitchener’s third-round pick in 2016 and Windsor’s fourth-round pick in 2014. . . . (Why all the second-rounders? in the OHL, teams aren’t allowed to trade first-round picks). . . . Wouldn’t you have loved to have been the fly on the wall when this monstrosity was being put together? . . . Rychel, a first-round selection by the Columbus Blue Jackets in the NHL’s 2013 draft, has 39 points, including 16 goals, in 27 games this season. . . . Ebert was a second-round pick by the Los Angeles Kings in the 2012 NHL draft. 

———

Former NHL enforcer Gino Odjick is in the psychiatric unit of a hospital in Gatineau, Que., as he tries to get a handle on his life. Brad Ziemer of the Vancouver Sun writes: “Odjick and close friends blame his health problems on concussions suffered while playing hockey and serving as an enforcer who frequently got involved in on-ice fights.” . . . That story is right here but be forewarned that it’s a tough read.

———

The NFL’s Kansas City Chiefs have been hit by a lawsuit filed by five former players “who are hoping to learn what the team knew about concussions, and when it was known. They are seeking undisclosed financial damages,” writes Sam Mellinger of the Kansas City Star. . . . That story is right here.

———

TUESDAY:

In Calgary, the Red Deer Rebels scored the game’s first two goals but gave up the last five and dropped a 5-2 decision to the Hitmen. . . . F Rhyse Dieno, with his 11th, and F Dominik Volek, with his 13th, both via the PP, gave the Rebels a 2-0 lead by the time the game was 1:07 old. . . . The Hitmen tied it before the end of the period and F Chase Lang’s first goal, at 5:54 of the second, stood up as the winner. . . . Lang also drew an assist, on F Linden Penner’s first WHL goal in his 19th game, 18 of them this season. . . . Calgary D Jaylen Rissling took an instigator minor, fighting major and game misconduct at game’s end. . . . The Hitmen held a 40-18 edge in shots. . . . Calgary (16-7-4) has won three in a row. . . . The Rebels (13-14-2) have lost two straight and are two points out of the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Everett, F Oliver Bjorkstrand had a goal, his 24th, and two assists as the Portland Winterhawks doubled the Silvertips, 6-3. . . . The victory allowed the Winterhawks (21-5-3) to move atop the WHL’s overall standings, a point ahead of Everett (20-5-4), which had won five straight. Portland is 5-0-1 in its last six and 7-1-2 in its last 10. . . . These were the first teams to 20 victories this season; the Kelowna Rockets won their 20th game last night. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist ran his point streak to 18 games with two goals — he’s got 23 — the first coming via the PP at 3:57 of the first. . . . Winquist has 40 points, including 16 goals, during his 18-game tear. . . . Portland then scored the next five goals to take control. . . . Portland D Keoni Texeira had two assists in his first multi-point game. . . . Winterhawks F Taylor Leier scored his 20th goal of the season. . . . Winterhawks G Brendan Burke stopped 35 shots in posting his 50th career victory. He is 50-11-6. . . . Portland now heads out on an Alberta swing that opens Friday in Edmonton against the Oil Kings. These teams met in the last two WHL finals, each winning once.

In Kelowna, the Rockets erased 2-1 and 3-2 deficits and beat the Vancouver Giants 4-3 in OT. . . . D Damon Severson got the winner at 2:36 of extra time. He’s got seven goals. . . . This was the first of eight meetings between these two teams. . . . The Rockets (20-3-2) boast the WHL’s best winning percentage (.840). Portland (.776) is next. . . . Kelowna trails the Winterhawks by three points but has four games in hand. . . . The Giants are 5-0-5 in their last 10. . . . At 12-11-7, the Giants hold down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. They are five points ahead of the idle Prince George Cougars (11-16-4). . . . F Cain Franson scored twice for Vancouver, giving him 10. . . . Kelowna F Ryan Olsen forced OT with his ninth goal at 19:43 of the third. That goal came just 20 seconds after F Alex Baer had given Vancouver a 3-2 lead with his fourth goal. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke turned aside 29 shots in running his record to 15-1-2. In his fourth season, the Leduc, Alta., native is 68-28-10. . . . F Tyson Baillie had a goal, his 12th, and two assists for the Rockets. . . . 

In Victoria, G Coleman Vollrath stopped 25 shots to help the Royals to a 3-0 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . That was the first career shutout for Vollrath, an 18-year-old from Calgary in his second season. He has a 1.88 GAA, .942 save percentage and 6-2-1 record as he backs up Patrik Polivka. . . . The Royals were 2-for-3 on the PP, with their other goal coming while shorthanded. . . . F Logan Nelson had a goal, his 12th, and an assist, while D Brett Cote had two assists. . . . The game might have featured a brother act, with F Mitch Skaspki in Victoria’s lineup, but his brother, G Mackenzie, was on the Ice’s bench in support of Wyatt Hoflin, who stopped 16 shots. . . . The Royals (19-11-1) are 8-2-0 in their last 10 and are fourth in the Western Conference. . . . The Ice, which has been shut out four times this season, will catch a morning ferry and play in Vancouver tonight. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash, the Tri-City Americans scored two PP goals as they beat the Saskatoon Blades, 3-1. . . . The Americans scored three first-period goals, the first two on the PP. . . . F Taylor Vickerman, who is from Kennewick, scored his second goal to get the Americans started. It was his first goal since returning to the lineup three games ago. He sat out 25 games with an injury. . . . Tri-City F Phil Tot had two assists. . . . The Blades are 0-4 in their swing through the U.S. Division. The tour concludes tonight in Spokane.

——— 

From Scott Sepich (@SSepich): “Current WHLers Alex Delnov and Nikita Scherbak not invited to Russia's WJC camp, but ex-Winterhawk Kirill Vorobev is going.”

 ———

From Meghan Calder (@CalderMeghan): “@Reid Nemeth of the @WHLHurricanes is a keeper. He’s shovelled my driveway twice in 24 hours. Thank you!”

 ———

From Portland Winterhawks F Brendan Leipsic (@bleipsic): “First time being champagned showered in the penalty box tonight #RainingBeers" 
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Blazers dealing with injuries 

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

Having avoided the bug for much of the WHL season, the Kamloops Blazers find themselves dealing with a few injuries.

 Forward Aspen Sterzer, who sat out Saturday’s 3-2 shootout loss to the Rockets in Kelowna, missed practice Monday and Tuesday with what the team is calling a “lower body” injury. He was on the sidelines alongside goaltender Bolton Pouliot, who injured his right hand in practice last week and is expected to miss four to six weeks.

Pouliot definitely won’t be suiting up this weekend when the Blazers take on the Kootenay Ice on Friday and the Everett Silvertips on Saturday, both at Interior Savings Centre. Sterzer’s status is up in the air.

“It’s day to day. We’ll see where he’s at,” Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak said after practice Tuesday. “It’s hard to say at this point. (Athletic trainer Colin Robinson) makes the decision as to who can go and who can’t, and he decided that Aspen needed the extra day (Tuesday).”

Cole Ully, who leads the Blazers with 28 points in 26 games, wore a yellow “no contact” jersey at Tuesday’s practice, but Hunchak said it was “precautionary” and Ully should be fine for the weekend.

The Blazers have played 28 games this season, nearly half of the regular season, but really haven’t had to deal with many injuries. Heading into last weekend, Kamloops had only lost four man-games due to injury, all in one-game stretches.

But things have become more challenging lately, with Jordan Thomson leaving the team for personal reasons last month, tightening the Blazers’ defensive ranks to six, and Sterzer and Pouliot missing games on the weekend.

“I think (Robinson) has done a tremendous job with keeping our guys healthy,” Hunchak said. “There’s no question we’ve had our bumps and bruises, but he’s done a great job of keeping the guys going. To the guys’ credit, they’ve worked through some things.

“To have a full lineup for the most part has been a luxury.”

Sterzer, 19, is having a career season, with 20 points, 12 of them goals, through 27 games. He also is plus-2, the second best rating on the Blazers.

The Blazers have two extra forwards, so there are warm bodies to replace Sterzer, if he remains out of the lineup. The Blazers don’t have such a luxury with goalies, so they called in Cole Kehler of Altona, Man., to replace Pouliot.

Kehler, who turns 16 on Dec. 17, is to remain with the team until Pouliot’s return — expected after Christmas — before heading back to Penticton’s Okanagan Hockey Academy. 

Taran Kozun has been excellent in two starts since Pouliot’s injury, despite the losses. Even then, Hunchak said after Friday’s 3-2 home loss that Kehler wouldn’t be around simply as a backup, and that he could expect to earn some playing time. That might happen as soon as the weekend.

“We’ll look at that closer to the weekend,” Hunchak said Tuesday. “There’s the potential for (a start) and we want him to be ready at all times.”

JUST NOTES: Friday’s and Saturday’s games are scheduled for 7 p.m. . . . Saturday’s game will be the annual teddy bear toss. . . . Kamloops has lost 10 straight games and now is 6-18-4 and last in the Western Conference. . . . Kootenay (15-12-2) lost 3-0 to the host Victoria Royals last night and now is sixth in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Silvertips lost 6-3 to the visiting Portland Winterhawks last night. Everett (20-5-4) fell to second in the Western Conference.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca
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The Book Shelf: Part 3 of 4 

A brief look at some of the books I have read over the last while:

Keepers of the Game: When the Baseball beat was the best job on the paper – Author Dennis D’Agostino has written a fascinating oral history of Major League Baseball and the newspaper business. D’Agostino has spoken with 23 men – including Bob Elliott of the Toronto Sun – who either were or are on the baseball beat for daily newspapers. Some of these men are the greatest baseball writers of their time and their stories make for wonderful reading. The book opens with a wonderful forward by the legendary Dave Anderson. As an aside, D’Agostino is married to Los Angeles Times hockey writer/columnist Helene Elliott. (Potomac Books, Kindle, $16.25)

Last King of the Sports Page: The Life and Career of Jim Murray – Written by Ted Geltner, it is just that, a look at the life, times and career of Murray, the Pulitzer Prize-winning sports columnist who is mostly remembered for his work with the Los Angeles Times. But he was more than that because he also was a Hollywood-type reporter at one time – he covered the movie scene for Time magazine – and also was in on the ground floor when Sports Illustrated got started. (Kindle, $16.01)

League of Denial: The NFL, Concussions and the Battle for Truth – Written by ESPN investigative reporters Mark Fainaru-Wade and Steve Fainaru, who are brothers, this book accompanies the two-hour Frontline special that appeared on PBS-TV in October. The TV special was heavy-hitting; the book is that and then some. The book opens with the devastating story of former Pittsburgh Steelers centre Mike Webster and goes from there. It details the moves the NFL made to keep concussion-related information from players, the battles between experts, especially those who were in the NFL's hip-pocket and those who weren't, and what would become the race between interested party to get their hands on the brains of deceased players. History will show that the TV show and this book played an important role in the concussion story. Read this book and you will never, ever look upon the NFL the same way again. (Crown Archetype, 416 pages, Kindle)

Live By Night – No one does Boston gangsters any better than Dennis Lehane. This one isn’t up there with his best – Mystic River; Gone, Baby, Gone – but it’s still pretty damn good. Start with Joe Coughlin, the son of a Boston police captain who takes the wrong fork in the road, and throw in South Florida and Cuba and you’ve got an entertaining read. Oh yes, there’s also a touch of baseball here. (William Morrow, soft cover, 402 pages, US$16.99, Cdn$18.99)

Mulligan’s Stew – The ubiquitous Terry David Mulligan tells his story and, yes, it’s interesting if a little shallow. Uhh, the book is shallow, as in thin, but his life has been anything but. Mulligan actually started out in the RCMP before heading off into radio and then TV and movies. Yes, there is some name dropping in here but, all in all, it’s a quick and interesting read. Glen Schaefer, an entertainment writer at the Vancouver Province, helped with the writing. (Heritage, soft cover, 221 pages, Cdn$19.95)

The Murder Room – The Vidocq Society was started by three men, each a crime fighter in his own way, and eventually grew to involve almost 200 members and associates. It would meet and attempt to solve cold cases. This is an intriguing look at the society, focussing primarily on two members – forensic artist Frank Bender and profiler Richard Walter. More than anything, though, this is a window in the evil that lives in our world. Author Michael Capuzzo tends to over-write at times, and the story jumps around a bit, but, still, this is an intriguing if scary read. (Gotham Books, soft cover, 439 pages, Cdn$19.50, US$17.00)

Northern Light: The enduring mystery of Tom Thomson and the woman who loved him – It somehow is only fitting that Roy MacGregor, one of our country's great essayists, has an obsession with Tom Thomson, the Group of Seven artist, and what happened to him in July 1917. MacGregor, who spent a lot of his young life in what had been some of Thomson’s haunts, explores Thomson's demise from every angle and then some in what is a thoroughly engrossing read. You don't have to know anything about Thomson or landscape art to enjoy this book, although, in the end, it will leave you wondering what really happened. (Vintage Canada, soft cover, 358 pages, US$19.50, Cda$22.00)

The Notorious Bacon Brothers: Inside Gang Warfare on Vancouver Streets – If you live in B.C., you are well aware of the Bacon brothers – Jamie, Jarrod and Jonathan. And you know full well of all the blood that has been shed as the various gangs, including the mighty Hells Angels, battled for control of the drug trade on the Lower Mainland, in Prince George, and in Kamloops and Kelowna. Author Jerry Langton does a good job of outlining the history of gangs in B.C., and all those involved. In fact, you really do need a scorecard in order to keep track of all the players. But he does make some logistical errors involving the location of some Lower Mainland areas; also, there isn’t a Tim Hortons within crawling distance of the Aberdeen Mall in Kamloops. And if you’re looking for a whole lot of background on the Bacon boys, including just how much their parents knew, that really isn’t here. Still, as a straight-up, easy-to-read book explaining all that’s gone down, including the Surrey Six shooting that really shook things up, this is a pretty good read. But if you are a follower of reporter Kim Dolan in the Vancouver Sun, there won't be much here that is new. (Wiley, Kindle)

Over The Line: Wrist Shots, Slap Shots, and Five-Minute Majors – The acerbic and colourful Al Strachan provides the reader with 265 pages of anecdotes, bon mots and tales from the world of the National Hockey League. . . . Of “radio people,” he writes: “They’re biased and proud of it. That’s why the continent is full of stations calling themselves The Fan or The Team. I don’t know an any called The Truth.” . . . Strachan thinks Don Cherry should be in the Hockey Hall of Fame and that Gary Bettman shouldn’t be the commissioner of the NHL. If you follow the NHL, you will enjoy this one. (McClelland & Stewart, soft cover, 265 pages, Cdn$19.99)

Pull Up a Chair: The Vin Scully Story – This apparently is the first biography of Vin Scully, the legendary radio voice of the Brooklyn/Los Angeles Dodgers, and it’s a fun and entertaining read. Author Curt Smith writes in something of a different voice, and it takes a bit to get used to it. But once you get into the rhythm, it’s great. “The sound of (Scully’s) voice,” actor Robert Wuhl once said, “like the sound of your dad coming home and throwing his keys on the kitchen table, is the sound of comfort and security for so many of us.” Ain’t that the truth. (Potomac Books, hard cover, 264 pages, US$29.95; actually found this one at a Walgreens in Bellingham, Wash., for $5. Perhaps my best buy of 2013) 
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Topping chooses school 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

EIHL-UK

 D Matt Suderman (Saskatoon, Everett, 1999-2004) has been granted his release by the Hull Stingrays (England, UK Elite) for personal reasons. In 24 games, he had one assist and 115 penalty minutes.

———

“In order to have a buyer, you have to have a seller,” Nevin Markwart told Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post on the weekend. Markwart, a former Pats player, fronts a group that is interested in buying the WHL franchise. . . . Harder’s story is right here.

———

Meanwhile, Greg Harder also reports that Pats star F Morgan Klimchuk injured a hip in the third period of the Subway Super Series final game in Lethbridge on Thursday. Klimchuk told Harder that he is week-to-week; it sounds as though he won’t play again until after Christmas.

———

D Joel Topping, 18, has brought an end to his WHL career in the middle of his second season. Topping, who played 93 games with the Lethbridge Hurricanes, has chosen to return to his hometown and attend Red Deer College. His dream is to become a teacher. . . . Topping, a second-round selection in the 2010 bantam draft, put up 20 points, including one goal, with Lethbridge. . . . That one goal came on Feb. 8, pulling the Hurricanes into a 1-1 tie with the host Prince Albert Raiders at 13:17 of the third period. The Raiders went on to a 2-1 OT victory.

———

Scott Parker (Kelowna, 1995-98) was as tough as they come. These days, as this piece right here indicates, he is battling concussion-related problems. Oh, he also calls Bob Hartley, now the head coach of the NHL’s Calgary Flames, a bully.

———

From Paul Kingsmith (@paulkingsmith): “With Topping leaving for school it's down to just 9 players on the @WHLHurricanes roster who were with the team at the end of last (season).”
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The Book Shelf: Part 2 of 4 

A brief look at some of the books I have read over the last while, perhaps to help you with some Christmas shopping (for yourself):

Detroit: An American Autopsy – Wow! If you have ever wondered how it is that a city like Detroit ended up filing for bankruptcy, Charlie LeDuff has written a real eye-opener. This isn't a book full of numbers; it is a book loaded with anecdotes that will leave you shaking your head. Time after time, you will stare at the heavens in bewilderment. A good portion of the book is centred on Detroit's firefighters and the incredible conditions under which they were expected to work. Sheesh, they had to bring their own toilet paper to work. LeDuff is a former Los Angeles Times and New York Times reporter who returned home to Detroit to write for the News. I highly recommend this book. (The Penguin Press, 286 pages, Kindle)

Dream Team: The book’s subtitle almost says it all – How Michael, Magic, Larry Charles, and the greatest team of all time conquered the world and changed the game of basketball forever. . . . Yup, that about sums it up. Except that it doesn’t, because it doesn’t say enough. This is a terrific book, full of colourful anecdotes involving some of the greatest basketballers of our time. But it is so much more than that. Author Jack McCallum, he of Sports Illustrated fame, does a wonderful job of explaining how all of these huge egos came together to form a team in the truest sense of the word. (Ballantine Books, hard cover, 351 pages, Cdn$34.00, US$28.00)

A Drinking Life: A Memoir – Pete Hamill, a New York newspaperman with Irish in his blood, opens his book with this: “This is a book about my time in the drinking life. It tells the story of the way one human being became aware of alcohol, embraced it, struggled with it, was hurt by it, and finally left it behind. There is no hero.” There may not be a hero, but this is a wonderful read that paints a terrific picture of growing up in a hard-scrabbled area of New York when booze was the milk of the working man. It really is a book about coming of age and starting to grow old. (Kindle, $10.03)

Drunk on Sports – Tim Cowlishaw is a recognizable face on the sporting scene; after all, he is a sports columnist with the Dallas Morning News and also holds down a spot on ESPN’s popular show Around The Horn. This is his story, and it’s an interesting read. This is a man who had the world by the tail, with a dream job and all that goes with it, including booze, booze and more booze. He wrote about and talked about the Dallas Cowboys and drank with then-head coach Jimmy Johnson. He covered Super Bowls and drank. He covered NASCAR and drank. A lot. He covered the Dallas Stars and drank. Yes, he drank a lot. But he didn’t see that as a problem, until he ended up in hospital a couple of times, once with a fracture to his skull. It’s worth noting that Cowlishaw says the aforementioned A Drinking Life: A Memoir, by Pete Hamill, had quite an influence on his desire to be a sports writer. (Kindle, $9.73)

End Zones & Border Wars: The Era of American Expansion in the CFL – Written by Vancouver Province sports columnist Ed Willes, the title pretty much says it all. This is a decent overview of what had to have been the darkest and most hilarious days in the CFL's history. In all honesty, though, this book could have used more Pepper Rodgers. (Harbour Publishing, soft cover, 208 pages, $19.95)

Fall of Giants – This is the first of Welsh author Ken Follett’s expansive historical trilogy that follows five families through the 20th century. Fall of Giants takes the families, and the reader, through the First World War and the Russian Revolution. If you like good, long reads that are loaded with great characters, international intrigue, historical figures and some just plain folks who are trying to make their way in the world, you won’t want to miss this. Just be prepared to get hooked on the series. (Kindle, $12.82) (See Winter of the World further down here.)

419 – Anyone with a computer and an email account has received one of those Nigerian notes. And, surely, you have wondered what might happen were you to respond. This is the riveting story about all that and more. There is deceit and death and death and deceit and, in the end, the circle is unbroken. An award-winning work from author Will Ferguson, this is one of those MUST reads. I found it to be thoroughly engaging. (Penguin, Kindle, $15.99) 

Gordon Lightfoot: The Man, The Music and the World in 1972 – Author/musician/man-about-Canada Dave Bidini, who is really good, set out to write a book about Canadian icon Gordon Lightfoot but the subject chose not to co-operate. Bidini forged ahead anyway, and has produced another gem. Like Stompin’ Tom Connors, Bidini writes about things Canadian, mostly hockey and music. In this book, he examines Lightfoot’s legacy in detail. In one aside to Lightfoot, Bidini writes: “Your music tapped into the very essence of the Canadian soul at a time when Canadians were just trying to figure out who they were and what they were about. You gave your people a voice. You gave them a musical hero.” Bidini wraps it all around the 1972 Mariposa Folk Festival. Ahh, 1972. Yes, Harry Sinden makes the odd appearance, and so do Bidini’s beloved Toronto Maple Leafs. At one point, he writes that Lightfoot records “most of your song ideas on a cassette recorder, often while you’re sitting around watching the Leafs play (you’ve done a lot of estimable things, Gord, but finding inspiration in the god-awful Leafs might be your greatest achievement.” If you haven’t met Bidini on the printed page, you should. (McClelland & Stewart, soft cover, 256 pages, US$18.99, Cdn$21.00)

The Innocent – I hadn't read anything written by David Baldacci prior to picking up this book. The central character is Will Robie, a hitman/assassin who is in essence a U.S. government employee. In this story, he gets tangled up in a web that involves a 14-year-old girl who has witnessed the murder of her parents. All in all, it was a good read over a couple of hotel days. (Vision, paperback, 543 pages, US$9.99, Cdn$10.99)

The Instigator: How Gary Bettman Remade the League and Change the Game Forever – Author Jonathon Gatehouse, who obviously knows his way around the National Hockey League, goes into great detail in explaining how the NHL has gotten from where it was when Gary Bettman moved into the commissioner's office to where it is today. You won't be surprised to read that this is Bettman's league and he wants/has total control. There really aren't any surprises here, but it is an interesting and valuable read, just the same. (Penguin, soft cover, 379 pages, Cdn$20.00) 
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Sunday, December 1, 2013

Padakin does it again 

SUNDAY’S GAMES:

In Calgary, the Hitmen scored three second-period goals and went on to beat the Medicine Hat Tigers, 4-1. . . . F Pavel Padakin scored the game’s first goal, the Teddy Bear Goal, at 3:42 of the second period. He also got that goal a year ago and now is the first player in franchise history with two such scores. . . . Attendance was 17,199 and they tossed 25,921 stuffed toys onto the ice. According to the Hitmen, that total is 998 shy of their record total from 2007 . . . . F Greg Chase scored twice for Calgary, giving him 16 on the season, while D Alex Roach had two assists. . . . Padakin’s goal was his seventh. . . . Padakin almost certainly will be hearing from the WHL office, after he took a slashing major and game misconduct at game’s end. . . .

In Lethbridge, the Edmonton Oil Kings opened up a 2-0 lead and went on to beat the Hurricanes, 3-2. . . . Edmonton had beaten host Lethbridge 2-1 on Friday night. . . . F Edgars Kulda’s eighth goal, at 13:26 of the second period, via the PP, gave the visitors a 3-1 lead. . . . Lethbridge F Reid Duke got his side to within one with a PP goal at 11:18 of the third. It was his second goal. . . . Hurricanes D Nick Walters played in his 200th regular-season WHL game. . . . The Hurricanes (3-22-4) have won just once in their last 17 outings. . . . Edmonton has won three in a row. . . .

In Spokane, the Seattle Thunderbirds outshot the Chiefs 46-29 as they cruised to a 5-1 victory. . . . D Adam Henry had a goal and two assists for Seattle, which got two assists from D Shea Theodore. . . . Seattle was 3-for-6 on the PP. . . . The Thunderbirds had a 5-0 lead before F Riley Whittingham scored for the Chiefs at 11:27 of the third. . . . Seattle G Justin Myles stopped 28 shots. . . . The Thunderbirds (16-9-4) have won four in a row and are tied with the Chiefs (17-10-2) for fifth spot in the Western Conference. . . . The Chiefs have lost three in a row and four of five. . . . Spokane was without D Reid Gow, its captain, after he suffered an undisclosed injury in a Saturday game. . . . Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL in goals (30) and points (64), was held without a point for the second game in a row. He has played 29 games this season and has points in 25 of them. . . .

In Portland, F Nic Petan struck for four goals and added an assist, leading the Winterhawks to a 6-5 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . F Brendan Leipsic drew five assists for Portland, which held a 53-16 edge in shots. . . . The Blades are 0-3 in the U.S. Division. . . . Petan, who didn’t get his first goal until 15:37 of the second period, has 19 scores this season. . . . The Blades led 4-1 when Petan scored his first goal. . . . Portland scored six goals but only five players picked up points. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand had two goals, giving him 23, and added an assist. He broke a 5-5 tie at 19:40 of the third. . . . F Nathan Burns and F Matt Revel each scored twice and added an assist for the Blades. Burns has 14 goals; Revel has nine. . . . F Nikita Scherbak had four assists and was plus-4 for Saskatoon. . . . Petan now has 60 points, just four behind WHL scoring leader Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Holmberg also leads the WHL in goals (30), while Petan leads in assists (41). . . . The Winterhawks (20-5-3) closed to within one point of the Everett Silvertips (20-4-4), who lead the overall standings.

———

From Portland Winterhawks (@pdxwinterhawks): “Saskatoon takes their lone timeout. If they want another then head coach Dave Struch will need to dump a soda on the ice.”

Someone has been paying attention to the follies of Brooklyn Nets head coach Jason Kidd. 
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Sunday, December 1, 2013

The Book Shelf: Part 1 of 4 

A brief look at some of the books I have read over the last while, perhaps to help you with your Christmas shopping:

An Accidental Sportswriter – You may know Robert Lipsyte as the ombudsman at ESPN. But in an earlier life, he was a sports writer/columnist at The New York Times. Not really a sports fan, he took a different outlook into press boxes and often wrote in just that fashion. He spent a lot of time around Muhammad Ali, in good times and bad, and examines all of that here. He also explores the hypocrisy of journalists covering baseball during the days of the McGwire-Sosa home run wars and not exploring the issue of PEDs. All in all, there is much food for thought here. (Ecco, soft cover, 246 pages, US$14.99, Cdn$16.99)

The Bad Guys Won! – Author Jeff Pearlman, a prolific writer of really good sports-related books, tells the story of the 1986 New York Mets, who owned New York City before, during and after their run to the World Series title. This was the team of Keith Hernandez, Gary Carter, Dwight Gooden and Darryl Strawberry et al, and there are stories. Oh, are there stories! You may remember the 1986 Mets as the team that won when the ball went through Bill Buckner’s legs. No. That happened in Game 6. There was a Game 7. A few words of warning: If you are a sports fan of today‘s generation, you will be used to the porridge served up by today’s overpaid athletes. You may not be prepared for how things were in the mid-1980s. (It Books, soft cover, 297 pages, US$14.99)

Bad Sports: How Owners Are Ruining the Games We Love – Author Dave Zirin makes a case that tax payers who fund the building of stadiums for billionaire owners should have a whole lot more say in the operation of the franchises that inhabit those facilities. He does it with some nightmarish anecdotes and histories involving the likes of Ed Snider, Daniel Snyder, George Steinbrenner, Donald Sterling, David Glass, James Dolan et al. In the NFL, the Green Bay Packers are a community-owned, not-for-profit operation; the league now has it in its constitution that there can't be another such ownership situation. (The New Press, soft cover, 222 pages, Cdn$20.95)

Bill Veeck: Baseball’s Greatest Maverick – If you attend a professional baseball game this season, virtually any of the promotions that take place can be traced back to Bill Veeck, who at one time owned the St. Louis Browns, Cleveland Indians and Chicago White Sox. He was the first owner who understood – really understood – that the fans come first. That didn’t make him popular with fellow owners, a point that is made abundantly clear by author Paul Dickson. What really is amazing about Veeck is that he was able to accomplish what he did despite living daily with an incredible amount of physical pain, most of it brought on by the loss of one leg. (Walker & Company, soft cover,435 pages, US$19.00)

The Black Box – The latest in the Harry Bosch detective novels by Michael Connelly, The Black Box is a good way to while away a few hours on the deck. There really aren’t any surprises – this one involves a cold case, one that Bosch was involved with in its infancy and one that he picks up again 20 years later – but if you’re a Bosch/Connelly fan you are certain to enjoy it. (Kindle, $10.06)

Bobby Orr: My Story — As the title suggests, this is the story of Bobby Orr, a defenceman who changed hockey as much as anyone. It also is the story of a great player whose career was cut horribly short by knee problems, and who became entangled in the Alan Eagleson mess. Unfortunately, while Orr touches on many things that happened during his career, he really doesn’t provide a whole lot of insight. And if you’re looking for dressing room dirt, forget it. His views on today’s game, which he presents near book’s end, are interesting. (Viking, hard cover, 290 pages, Cdn$32.00)

Breakaway: From behind the Iron Curtain to the NHL — the untold story of hockey’s great escapes – Written by Tal Pinchevsky, it is the story of how the first players got from behind the Iron Curtain and into the NHL and, really, about the only thing missing is Steve McQueen on his motorcycle. There are some amazing stories in there, about what players went through as they escaped oppression to get to North America and about the problems some had adapting to life over here. Like the Russian couple who didn’t believe their chequing account was overdrawn because they still had cheques left. Living the way we do, it is awfully hard to relate to the way life once was in that area of the world. (Wiley, hard cover, 274 pages, Cdn$32.95, US$27.95)

Brimstone – Robert B. Parker is perhaps best known for his three dozen or so novels featuring a detective named Spenser. However, Parker is also a writer of many other genres, including westerns. Brimstone is a sequel, if you will, to Appaloosa. And if you have seen the movie that was made based on Appaloosa, you can’t read Brimstone without picturing actors Ed Harris and Viggo Mortensen working through the dialogue. This is light and entertaining stuff. (Putnam, hard cover, 293 pages, Cdn$32.50, US$25.95)

The Cocktail Waitress – James M. Cain died in 1977 and it was believed his writing died with him. But some 35 years later a manuscript was discovered – Hard Case Crime editor Charles Ardai explains it all in an afterword – and that turned out to be The Cocktail Waitress. The book opens with Joan Medford burying a husband and it goes on from there, adding intrigue along the way as she narrates the story. Cain also wrote, among other books, Double Indemnity and The Postman Always Rings Twice. Like those, The Cocktail Waitress leaves you wondering if all is as it seems. (Kindle version)

The Cold Dish – This is the first book in author Craig Johnson’s Walt Longmire mystery series. Longmire is the sheriff of Wyoming’s Absaroka County. In the series opener, he is dealing with the murder of young men who, a few years earlier while still in high school, had been involved in the rape of a Cheyenne girl. The characters are terrific, as is their development. As well, Johnson can write. As Longmire struggles through a blizzard on foot, you find yourself reaching for a blanket. (Penguin, soft cover, 354 pages, Cdn$16.00, US$15.00) 
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Saturday, November 30, 2013

Raiders do it again 

F Brayden Cuthbert, who hasn’t played in the WHL since having his 2010-11 season ended by a brain injury, MJHLwas dealt by the MJHL’s Neepawa Natives to the Dauphin Kings on Saturday. . . . Cuthbert, 19, was traded for F Michael Sofillas, 20, D Colton Magwood, 20, and a fifth-round selection in the MJHL’s 2014 bantam draft. . . . Cuthbert, who is from Brandon, put up 43 points, including 16 goals, in 63 games with the Natives. . . . Sofillas has played 119 WHL games with the Lethbridge Hurricanes, including 52 last season.

———

SUDBURY SATURDAY NIGHT:

In Swift Current, F Jay Merkley’s second goal of the game, at 10:56 of the third, broke a 3-3 tie as the Broncos got past the Red Deer Rebels, 4-3. . . . Merkley, who also had an assist, has 12 goals this season. . . . F Graham Black, who didn’t play Friday night, had two assists for the Broncos. . . . F Conner Bleackley had pulled Red Deer even at 3-3 just 31 seconds before Merkley’s score. . . .  

In Brandon, the Prince Albert Raiders scored the game’s last three goals and beat the Wheat Kings 5-4 in OT. . . . Raiders F Leon Draisaitl had two goals, giving him 15, and two assists. . . . He set up F Chance Braid’s tying goal with 11.1 seconds left in the third period and also had the primary assist on D Sawyer Lange’s winner just 18 seconds into extra time. . . . Draisaitl now has 100 regular-season points in 92 games. . . . The Raiders scored the game’s first two goals, then surrendered four in a row. . . . One night earlier, the Raiders erased a 5-0 lead in Regina and beat the Pats 7-6 in OT. Draisaitl, who has 42 points in 28 games, had two goals and an assist in that one. . . . Draisaitl has 11 points, five of them goals, in his last three games. . . . Brandon D Eric Roy finished minus-5, while partner Ryan Pulock was minus-4. . . . With G Curtis Honey injured, Brandon G Jordan Papirny made his 13th straight start. . . . This was the first appearance in Brandon for former Wheat Kings head coach Cory Clouston, who now is the Raiders’ head coach. He was fired in Brandon after th 2011-12 season. . . . 

In Regina, F Boston Leier had two goals and three assists to spark the Pats to a 6-1 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . Leier has 29 points, including 17 goals, in 23 games since being acquired from the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . Regina F Braden Christoffer added two goals — he went into the game with two in 21 games — and a pair of assists. . . . The Warriors had F Jayden Halbgewachs, 16, in the lineup. Earlier in the day, he had a goal and three assists in leading his Regina Pat Canadians to a 4-3 OT victory over the visiting Tisdale Trojans in a Saskatchewan Midget AAA League game. . . . Among the Warriors scratches were F Josh Uhrich and D Tanner Eberle. Uhrich served a one-game WHL suspension, while Eberle sat out the first of a two-game sentence. . . . Regina again was without F Morgan Klimchuk, who suffered an undisclosed injury in Thursday’s Subway Super Series game in Lethbridge. . . . The Warriors took 83 of 161 penalty minutes. . . . G Nick Schneider, 16, made his second career start for the Pats and stopped 13 shots in earning his first victory. . . . The Warriors went with G Zach Sawchenko, who is to turn 16 on Dec. 30. He stopped 29 shots. . . . 

In Cranbrook, F Curtis Lazar had a goal, his 17th, and two assists as the Edmonton Oil Kings dropped the Ice, 5-1. . . . The Oil Kings, who have won 11 of their last 14 games, built a 4-0 lead before F Sam Reinhart scored shorthanded for the Ice at 12:20 of the third. . . . He’s got 16 goals. . . . Reinhart, who went into the game having taken one minor penalty this season, was hit with a misconduct at 19:27 of the first period. . . . If you’re wondering why I rarely refer to a player’s accumulated penalty minutes here it’s because the WHL refuses to include misconducts and game misconducts. For example, Reinhart’s total shows him with two penalty minutes this season. That is wrong. He has 12. . . . Edmonton D Griffin Reinhart picked up one assist, giving him 100 points in 181 career games. . . . The Ice had D Tanner Faith back after he sat out 21 games with a shoulder injury. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the host Seattle Thunderbirds broke a 2-2 tie with four second-period goals and went on to beat the Victoria Royals, 6-3. . . . It was Shea Theodore bobblehead night and the veteran defenceman responded with a goal, his 12th, and an assist. . . . Seattle F Branden Troock added his ninth goal and two assists, while F Roberts Lipsbergs had two goals, giving him 17, and an assist. . . . Victoria had won its previous five games. . . . 

In Prince George, F Tim Traber broke a 3-3 tie at 14:05 of the second period as the Vancouver Giants beat the Cougars, 5-3. . . . Traber, 20, has six goals in 26 games with the Giants after totalling 11 in 215 games over four seasons with the Chilliwack Bruins (remember them?) and Victoria Royals. . . . The Giants are 5-0-4 in their last nine games. . . . F Cain Franson had a goal, his eighth, and two assists for Vancouver. . . . Cougars G Ty Edmonds made his second start in two nights after Brett Zarowny was injured in Friday’s pregame warmup. G Matt Kustra, 16, was brought in from Notre Dame in Wilcox, Sask., and backed up Edmonds. . . . Edmonds made 49 saves last night. . . .

In Everett, D Matt Pufahl, who played 83 games with Saskatoon over the previous two seasons, scored twice and added an assist as the Silvertips bounced the Blades, 5-1. . . . Everett scored all five of its goals on the PP, in seven opportunities. . . . The Blades are 0-2-0 on their U.S. Division tour. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist had three assists as he ran his point streak to 17 games. . . . Everett F Ivan Nikolishin had a goal, his seventh, and two helpers. . . . Pufahl has 11 goals. . . . 

In Kelowna, F Justin Kirkland scored the only goal of the skills competition (aka the shootout) to give the Rockets a 3-2 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . Blazers captain Matt Needham forced OT with a PP goal at 4:14 of the third. He’s got five goals. . . . Kamloops now has lost 10 in a row. . . . Kelowna G Jackson Whistle stopped 35 shots through OT and three more in the shootout. . . . Kamloops scratched F Aspen Sterzer with an undisclosed injury. He was injured in Friday’s 3-2 loss to the visiting Rockets. . . . F Carson Bolduc, acquired earlier in the week from the Prince George Cougars, was in the Blazers’ lineup. He missed Friday’s game due to illness. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., F Connor Rankin and F Phil Tot scored in the six-round shootout as the Tri-City Americans beat the Spokane Chiefs, 2-1. . . . F Riley Whittingham got Spokane’s goal, at 7:41 of the first period. . . . F Jessey Astles pulled the Americans even, on the PP, at 19:19 of the first. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 26 shots through OT, while Eric Williams of the Chiefs turned aside 23. . . . Astles has five goals this season. He went into the season with seven in 179 career games split between the Kelowna Rockets and Saskatoon Blades. . . . F Mitch Holmberg was the only Spokane shooter to find success in the shootout.

———

From Prince Albert Raiders D Josh Morrissey (@Morrissey_10): “4 nights, 4 games, 4 different cities, 3 provinces and what a way to end it off with another comeback OT win! #ComebackKids #bigweekend”

Morrissey played for Team WHL in the Subway Super Series on Wednesday and Thursday nights, then rejoined the Raiders for games on Friday and Saturday. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Some comeback by Raiders! 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Swiss-NLA

 D Ian White (Swift Current, 2000-04) signed for the rest of this season with Genève-Servette (Switzerland, NL A). Last season, he had four points, including two goals, in 25 games with the Detroit Red Wings (NHL). . . .

 F Konstantin Pushkarev (Calgary, 2004-05) was reassigned to Nomad Astana (Kazakhstan, Kazakh Vysshaya Liga) by Barys Astana (KHL). This season, with Barys, he had one assist in two games. Earlier with Nomad, he had three points, including one goal, in 13 games.

———

Connie Broden, the only person in history to have won a world hockey championship and a Stanley Cup title in the same season, has died. He left us a week ago at the age of 81. . . . As Dave Stubbs of the Montreal Gazette notes, Broden “played just six regular-season games with the Canadiens, three in 1955-56 and three more in 1957-58. Broden appeared in seven more playoff games, six in 1956-57, one more the following season. . . . a player’s stats are not inscribed with his name on the Stanley Cup, where Connell Broden is twice engraved on the genuine trophy, Connie Broden appearing twice on the replica.” . . . Broden was so much more than a hockey player, though. He later became Quebec’s brewmaster for Molson’s, a company with which he spent 32 years. He ended up as the president of Molson’s Alberta. . . . Later, he scouted for the Winnipeg Jets and Phoenix Coyotes. . . . Stubbs’ complete story is right here.

———

G Bolton Pouliot, 19, of the Kamloops Blazers suffered an injury to his right hand in practice on Thursday afternoon and, according to the team, “is expected to be out . . . until after the Christmas break.” . . . As a result, the Blazers have brought in G Cole Kehler, 15, from the Okanagan Hockey Academy in Penticton, B.C. Kehler, who turns 16 on Dec. 17, is from Altona, Man. He was a sixth-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft. The 6-foot-3, 190-pounder is 12-1-0, 2.22 with OHA’s midget prep team. . . . Kehler is expected to stay with the Blazers until Pouliot returns. . . . If Kehler stays with the Blazers through December, he will be on their roster during their East Division swing that takes them up to the Christmas break.

———

The Victoria Royals have signed F Keith Anderson, 16, who is from Hermiston, Ore., and is playing for the Compete Hockey Academy in the Canadian Sports School Hockey League. The 6-foot-4, 208-pounder has 23 points, including 13 goals, in 13 games. He was selected by the Royals in the sixth round of the 2012 bantam draft. Anderson played last season with the Arizona Bobcats, a Tier 1 U16 team that won the state championship. . . . One of the Black Friday’s related headlines that I saw yesterday went like this — The Worst of Black Friday: Guns, Knives and Brawls. . . . Gee, do you think Black Friday has jumped the shark? . . . G Curtis Honey of the Brandon Wheat Kings has returned to practice and should be back in the lineup soon. He has been out for almost a month. Once he returns, Brandon will have three goaltenders on its roster, the other two being Jordan Papirny, who has been the starter in Honey’s absence, and Christopher Tai, who was acquired from the Lethbridge Hurricanes earlier this month. . . . After Friday’s games, 17 of the WHL’s 22 teams were sporting at least a .500 winning percentage. . . . Is it time to quit with the anthems before sporting events? Just asking. . . .

——— 

FRIDAY NIGHT LIGHTS:

In Spokane, F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored three times to lead the Portland Winterhawks to a 6-3 victory over the Chiefs. . . . Bjorkstrand has 21 goals. . . . It was Portland’s fifth straight victory over Spokane this season. Overall, the Winterhawks have taken 13 in a row from Spokane. . . . F Paul Bittner had three assists for Portland. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL in goals (30) and points (64), had his third three-goal game this season. . . . Portland F Nic Petan had two assists, giving him a WHL-leading 40. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, the Brandon Wheat Kings erased a 2-0 deficit with five straight second-period goals and went to an 8-4 victory over the Warriors. . . . Moose Jaw, down 5-2 late in the second, got to within 5-4, only to have Brandon score the game’s last three goals. . . . F John Quenneville had two goals and three assists for Brandon, while F Jayce Hawryluk added two goals and two assists. . . . Hawryluk has 18 points in 12 games this month, including three four-point outings. . . . Brandon was 4-for-8 on the PP. . . . Moose Jaw F Tanner Eberle departed at 18:33 of the second with a headshot major. . . . F Scott Cooke, who had been out all season with a broken bone in his right leg, played his first game for the Warriors. He was acquired earlier this month from the Vancouver Giants. . . . 

In Regina, the Prince Albert Raiders gave up the game’s first five goals — they trailed 5-0 as late as 7:00 of the second period — before beating the Pats, 7-6 in OT. . . . The Raiders trailed 6-2 going into the third period. F Leon Draisaitl tied the score at 13:21 and won it at 1:37 of OT while on a PP. . . . He’s got 13 goals this season. . . . D Josh Morrissey scored his 12th goal and added three assists for the Raiders. . . . Prince Albert F Tim Vanstone, who went into the game with one goal in 66 games, scored twice. . . . F Boston Leier scored twice for Regina, giving him 17. . . . Regina G Dawson MacAuley stopped 46 shots. . . . Prior to the game, Phil Andrews, the radio voice of the Pats, tweeted: “No Morgan Klimchuk for the Pats tonight. Left halfway through the 3rd (Thursday) night in Super Series. No confirmation on if it's an injury.” . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., the Victoria Royals scored the game’s first three goals, all via the PP, and went on to beat the Tri-City Americans, 3-1. . . . Victoria, which has won five in a row, was 3-for-4 on the PP; the Americans were 1-for-4. . . . F Logan Nelson drew two assists for Victoria, which got 33 saves from G Patrik Polivka, who now has been the first star in five straight games. . . . F Axel Blomqvist scored his first goal in three games since the Royals acquired him from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. He’s got four points in those three games. . . . The Americans had F Taylor Vickerman, who is from Kennewick, in their lineup for the first time since he suffered an undisclosed injury on Sept. 24 in a game against the host Portland Winterhawks. He ended up missing 25 games. . . . The Americans are without D Mitch Topping (broken arm) and D Wil Tomchuk (broken wrist, surgery next week). . . . Annie Fowler of the Tri-City Herald reports that Tomchuk and Topping aren’t expected back before at least late January. . . . The Royals were without head coach Dave Lowry, who was in Vancouver to attend his daughter Sarah’s graduation from UBC. She now has a master’s in kinesiology. . . . In Lowry’s absence, veteran assistant coach Enio Sacilotto was in charge. . . . Lowry is expected back in time to work the bench tonight in Kent, Wash., against the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . The Royals (18-10-1) are one point behind the B.C. Division-leading Kelowna Rockets (18-3-2), who hold six games in hand. . . . 

In Swift Current, G Chris Driedger turned aside 37 shots to help the Calgary Hitmen to a 3-1 victory over the Broncos. . . . F Brady Brassart broke a 1-1 tie with his ninth goal of the season, on the PP, at 10:18 of the third. . . . D Stephen Shmoorkoff, acquired by the Broncos from the Edmonton Oil Kings on Thursday, didn’t play. The Broncos also were without F Graham Black and F Coda Gordon, their two leading scorers. . . . Broncos F Dakota Odgers, 17, played his first game after being out all season with a shoulder injury. . . . 

In Lethbridge, the Edmonton Oil Kings held a 45-16 edge in shots and scored the last two goals to beat the Hurricanes, 2-1. . . . F Mitch Moroz tied the score at 13:47 of the third and F Curtis Lazar won it at 16:02. . . . Moroz has 17 goals; Lazar has 16. . . . F Riley Sheen had given Lethbridge a 1-0 lead with a PP goal, his fifth, at 11:14 of the third. . . . Lethbridge G Corbin Boes stopped 43 shots. . . . D Aaron Irving had two assists for Edmonton. The 17-year-old freshman from Edmonton has 20 points, including 15 helpers, in 25 games. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Wyatt Johnson’s fourth goal of the season, at 11:51 of the second, gave the Red Deer Rebels a 2-1 victory over the Tigers. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak stopped 37 shots. He stopped Medicine Hat F Trevor Cox on a second-period penalty shot. . . . F Curtis Valk scored for Medicine Hat at 10:54 of the first. . . . Red Deer F Scott Feser, playing his first game this season, tied it at 18:13 with his second goal in 41 regular-season games. . . . 

In Kamloops, F Tyson Baillie broke a 2-2 tie at 17:20 of the third period as the Kelowna Rockets got past the Blazers, 3-2. . . . Kamloops D Josh Connolly had tied the game 2-2 on the PP at 10:04 of the third. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 37 shots, four more than Taran Kozun of the Blazers. . . . F Cole Ully had two assists for Kamloops. . . . The Blazers have lost nine in a row as they to Kelowna for the rematch tonight. . . . The Rockets (18-3-2) are 9-1-0 in their last 10. . . .

In Prince George, the Cougars scored twice in the shootout and beat the Vancouver Giants, 6-5. . . . Prince George F Chase Witala scored two third-period goals, the second one, his 18th, forging a 5-5 tie at 18:19. . . . Alex Forsberg and Witala scored for the home side in the shootout, while only F Cain Franson scored for Vancouver. . . . F Dalton Sward scored three times for Vancouver in what was his 200th game. He’s got six goals this season. . . . The Giants have points in eight straight (4-0-4). . . . D Peter Kosterman had three assists for Prince George. It was his second multi-assist game in 263 regular-season games. . . . Kosterman went into the night with three assists in 29 games this season. . . . Cougars G Ty Edmonds stopped 46 shots. He was forced into action when Brett Zarowny, who was to start, was injured in the warmup. . . . The Cougars also were without F Troy Bourke (WHL suspension) and the injured — D Joseph Carvalho (broken jaw), F Jari Erricson (concussion), D Raymond Grewal (ankle), D Tate Olson (concussion), F Zach Pochiro (concussion) and F David Soltes (knee). . . . Late Friday night, Cheryl Kustra (@CherylCkustra) tweeted: “Well . . . Congratulations and Good Luck to Matt Kustra. Just got a phone call that he’s called up to Prince George Cougars. Proud momma.” G Matt Kustra, from Yorkton, Sask., was an eighth-round pick by the Cougars in the 2012 bantam draft. . . . Kustra has been playing for the midget AAA Notre Dame Argos out of Wilcox, Sask. . . .

In Kent, Wash., the host Seattle Thunderbirds scored three times in each of the last two periods and beat the Saskatoon Blades, 6-2. . . . It was Saskatoon’s first game of a U.S. Division swing. . . . F Alex Delnov, fresh off playing for Russia in the Subway Super Series, had two goals, giving him 12, and three assists for Seattle. . . . Delnov played for Russia on Wednesday, but was scratched on Thursday. . . . F Ryan Gropp added a goal, his third, and two assists for Seattle. He’s got six points in 14 games since leaving the BCHL’s Penticton Vees and joining Seattle. . . . The Thunderbirds were 3-for-5 on the PP.
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Rockets post up on Blazers 

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

 It took 57 minutes Friday, but the Kelowna Rockets finally found a way to use a goalpost to their advantage.

Tyson Baillie banked in the winning goal with 2:40 remaining in the third period as the Rockets defeated the Kamloops Blazers 3-2 in a WHL game at Interior Savings Centre. The Rockets (18-3-2), still sitting second in the Western Conference, will play host to the last-place Blazers (6-18-3) tonight.

 It was Kamloops’ ninth straight loss, and the one it deserved to lose the least. The Blazers outshot the Rockets 39-36 and clawed back from a 2-0 deficit to tie the game in the third period.

 But Baillie ended any thoughts of a Kamloops upset when he bounced a shot off the goalpost to the right of goaltender Taran Kozun, off Blazers defenceman Sam Grist, and into the Kamloops goal.

 Dave Hunchak, the head coach of the Blazers, could only shake his head.

“When you’re going through this, that tends to happen,” he said. “They hit the post and it goes off of Sam’s back and into the net. It’s unfortunate, because at that stage we were feeling like we were going to push.”

It certainly wasn’t the first post the Rockets had hit — Colton Heffley hit the cross-bar in the first minute and Kelowna players struck iron four other times before Baillie’s bouncer.

“I think we maybe hit six (posts),” said Rockets head coach Ryan Huska. “I think you make your breaks a lot of the time. . . .

“When you’re working and playing your way, the shots maybe go post and in. When you’re shortcutting things a little like tonight, that’s kind of the way the game’s going to end up.”

The Blazers haven’t won a game since Nov. 5, and looked hungry last night. They played a solid first period, but came out of it down 1-0. They followed with an even better second period, but still trailed 2-1.

“I thought we did a lot of good things here tonight,” Hunchak said. “That’s a hell of a hockey team on the other side and at times we had them on the ropes.

“I know where we’re at as far as our wins or losses are concerned, but it’s about the process right now and I thought for the better part of the game our process was pretty good.”

The Blazers simply couldn’t put the puck in the net. Matt Needham and Josh Connolly did, the latter on a power play, but Kamloops players couldn’t beat Rockets goaltender Jordon Cooke or simply shot wide.

“(The puck) has got to start going in at some point here,” Hunchak said. “Scoring chances, I know we outchanced them tonight. We missed some glorious scoring chances — at some point, it has to start going in.”

Zach Franko opened the scoring for the Rockets on a first-period power play, before Ryan Olsen made it 2-0 halfway through the second period. Needham banged in a rebound later in the second, before Connolly tied it on a power play around the midway point of the third period.

 Cooke brought it home for the Rockets, stopping 37 shots.

“I thought Kamloops played a very good game,” Huska said. “When you look at our group, our goaltender was good for us, but you stretch to find too many other guys that I could include in that category.”

Kozun also was solid for the Blazers, stopping 33 shots. He stands to get more starts as Bolton Pouliot injured his right hand in practice on Thursday and is out until after Christmas.

 The Blazers have called up Cole Kehler from the Okanagan Hockey Academy.

 Whoever starts in goal, the Blazers are feeling a little more confident after last night.

“We aren’t too worried about the results right now, more the process,” said Blazers forward Cole Ully, who had two assists. “Hopefully the results will come, hopefully (tonight).”

JUST NOTES: Attendance was 4,227. . . . Kamloops scratched F Carson Bolduc, whom it acquired from the Prince George Cougars on Tuesday. Bolduc is out due to illness. . . . The Daily News’ Three Stars: 1. Franko: Kept buzzing all game; 2. Ully: Had two assists, two big hits and should have had two goals; 3. Cooke: There’s a reason he’s 14-1-2 this season. . . . The Blazers’ next home game is Friday, 7 p.m., against the Kootenay Ice. . . . G Liam McLeod, who is from Kamloops, is no longer with the BCHL’s Nanaimo Clippers. The 17-year-old posted on his Twitter feed: “Thanks a lot to the @ClippersHockey for the time I spent with the team, best of luck the rest of the season.” McLeod, whom the Blazers selected in the 2011 bantam draft and who attended main camp this summer, no longer is on Kamloops’ list.  
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Thursday, November 28, 2013

Broncos, Oil Kings swing deal 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Czech-ELH

 F Pavel Brendl (Calgary, 1998-2001) has been loaned to Brno by Pardubice (both Czech Republic, Extraliga) for 30 days. Brendl hasn’t played this season. Last season, with Pardubice, he had eight points, five of them goals, in 20 games.

———

The Swift Current Broncos have acquired D Stephen Shmoorkoff, 19, from the Edmonton Oil Kings for G Alec Dillon, 17, and a conditional fourth-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft. . . . According to Edmonton’s news release: “If Dillon plays in the WHL, a fourth-round pick is returned to the Broncos.” . . . Shmoorkoff is pointless in 16 games with the Oil Kings this season. . . . The Edmonton native had four points, one of them a goal, in 34 games last season. . . . “(Shmoorkoff) is a veteran defenceman with experience in a winning organization,” Mark Lamb, the Broncos’ general manager and head coach, said in a news release. “He is a very physical player and will bring his physicality and wealth of experience to our young defensive group moving forward.” . . . Dillon, from Victoria, is a 6-foot-5, 170-pounder who was a fifth-round selection in the 2011 bantam draft. He is with the BCHL’s Victoria Grizzlies, going 2.49, .917 in 13 games. . . . At the same time, the Broncos sent F Brandan Arnold, 16, to the midget AAA Tisdale, Sask., Trojans. Arnold, from Dodsland, Sask., was pointless in one game. He was a seventh-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft.

———

A tweet from Chris Dilks (@ChrisDilks): “Champlin Park '96 F Calvin Spencer will be playing for Seattle (WHL). Big, physical kid, not a big scorer. Tough loss for CP.”

 ———

NHLFormer Moose Jaw Warriors F Brooks Laich, now with the NHL’s Washington Capitals, is obsessed with hockey. In fact, it’s gotten to the point where Washington head coach Adam Oates wants Laich to perhaps rethink things a bit. . . . Barry Svrluga of the Washington Post has a terrific read right here.

———

NHL

Brian Costello of The Hockey News notes that the Calgary Flames have taken to releasing specifics about injuries to players. And he appreciates it. That piece is right here.

———

Former NHLer Rick Vaive, saying that he didn’t see the contents of the concussion-related lawsuit before it was filed against the NHL, has asked that his name be removed from it. . . . There’s more right here.

———

NHLFormer Saskatoon Blades F Bob Bourne, who was a terrific player with the New York Islanders as they won four straight Stanley Cups, is part of the concussion-related lawsuit against the NHL. “Life after hockey hasn’t been fun for me. It’s been a struggle,” Bourne told Dave Feschuk of the Toronto Star. “I’m articulate. I consider myself a smart guy. But there’s a reason why things haven’t gone as well as they should have.” . . . Feschuk’s piece is right here. Read it and wonder how many former players are in the same boat.

———

F Anthony Ast of the Vancouver Giants has been honoured with the Canadian Diabetes Association’s National Young Volunteers of the Year Award. . . . Ast, 18, was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes in January 2002. . . . The Giants’ news release is right here.

———

Old friend Ben Laursen will be in the spotlight in the first intermission Friday as the Brandon Wheat Kings play host to the Prince Albert Raiders. Laursen, who has been a volunteer with the Wheat Kings since before Rudy Pilous was the head coach, will be saluted by the Wheat Kings and Atom-Jet Group as the Innovator of the Month. . . . These days, Laursen is the director of off-ice officials.

———

I don’t know if you posted details of your Thanksgiving Day menu anywhere on the Internet, but Kris Jenner did and it’s right here. Enjoy!

———

Jason Kidd, the head coach of the NBA’s Brooklyn Nets, was out of timeouts, so he innovated. Unfortunately for him, it’s going to cost him $50,000. There’s more right here.
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Pre-Christmas roster shuffling begins 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

D Ivan Usenko (Swift Current, 2001-02) has been recalled by Dinamo Minsk (Belarus, KHL) from Neman Grodno (Belarus, Ekstraliga). This season, he has one goal in three games with Dinamo and 12 points, including four goals, in 22 games with Neman. He also is plus-16 with Neman.

———

The pre-Christmas lineup shuffling has begun as WHL teams prepare to lose players to various competitions over the holidays. . . . On Wednesday, the Tri-City Americans acquired D Jeff Hubic, 19, from the Kootenay Ice for a seventh-round selection in the 2014 bantam draft. . . . Hubic, a fourth-round pick in the 2009 bantam draft, is in his third WHL season. He has 14 points in 153 career games. . . . This season, the Reginan had six points, one of them a goal, in 27 games with the Ice. . . . In a news release, Americans GM Bob Tory explained the deal from his perspective: “With the injuries to (Mitch) Topping and (Wil) Tomchuk, and with Michal (Plutnar) and Parker (Wotherspoon) away for tournaments before and after the winter break, we needed to address a depth issue on our blueline. Jeff is an experienced defenseman, who will add size to our group.” . . . And from another news release, here’s Ice GM Jeff Chynoweth: “With Tanner Faith coming back this weekend from his injury we would have had eight defencemen on our active roster. As a three-year player . . . we did not feel comfortable with Jeff being in and out of our line-up on a regular basis. . . this trade will give Jeff an opportunity to continue his WHL career with the Americans.”

———

Andrew Schopp of the Prince Albert Daily Herald reports that Bruno Campese, the GM of the Prince Albert Raiders, has started working on how he will fill his club’s roster with players away. The Raiders may end up being without half-a-dozen players. . . . That story is right here.

———

Barring the unexpected, D Griffin Reinhart of the Edmonton Oil Kings will make the Canadian national junior team’s final roster. But will the team have him on that roster when it begins play at the World Junior Championship in Sweden? Reinhart has three games of a suspension to serve, left over from the previous tournament. . . . Sunaya Sapurji of Yahoo! Sports looks at that situation right here.

———

If you happened to be watching the Russian side beat Team WHL 3-2 in the Subway Super Series game in Red Deer last night, you saw the WHLers score an apparent tying goal late in the game only to have referee Chris Crich wave it off. . . . An explanation wasn’t provided to TV viewers. . . . Here’s Greg Meachem, the sports editor of the Red Deer Advocate: “The WHL squad appeared to net the tying goal with 1:30 remaining but it was waved off with the ruling being that the referee intended to blow the whistle before the puck entered the net.” . . . By the way, attendance was announced at 6,057. The Enmax Centrium has 6,000 seats, with room for 1,000 standees. If you were watching the game, you can do the match and then ask: “What was with all the empty seats?”

———

Boston College made it official on Wednesday, announcing that F Tanner MacMaster of Calgary has committed to play there starting in 2014-15. . . . MacMaster, from Calgary, has 20 points in 20 games with the AJHL’s Camrose Kodiaks. Last season, he put up 48 points in 54 games with Camrose. . . . The Spokane Chiefs selected him with the 19th overall pick in the 2011 bantam draft. . . . He had given BC a verbal commitment in February.

———

“I’ve spent half a career arguing with Don Cherry,” writes Jack Todd in the Montreal Gazette. “I’ve hated him longer than some of you have been alive. You know how it is: I’m one of those lefty kook tree huggers he’s always snarling about and he’s one of those pigheaded, narrow-minded, right-wing bullies I’ve been battling since fourth grade.” . . . So why is Todd now writing that Cherry and, in turn, CBC-TV need to be saved? . . . The answer is right here.

———

Lawyers involved said Wednesday that more than 200 players are involved in the brain injury-related lawsuit that was filed against the NHL earlier this week. . . . Stephen Whyno of The Canadian Press has more right here.

———

Over at SI.com, Michael McCann takes an in-depth look right here at the class-action lawsuit filed against the NHL by 10 players earlier this week. McCann is a Massachusetts attorney and the founding director of the Sports and Entertainment Law Institute at the University of New Hampshire School of Law. . . . He explains what the lawsuit means and the ways in which the NHL may choose to defend it.

———

Meanwhile, Paul Anderson, who has done a terrific job of detailing the NFL’s problem with brain injuries, also has taken a look at the NHL situation. Right here, he explains how the Derek Boogaard wrongful death lawsuit could impact the lawsuit filed this week.

———

In Quebec, a CBC story informs us, “a 14-year-old boy is suing Hockey Canada and other minor leagues after he was cross-checked by an opponent, resulting in a serious concussion. In 2010, Alexis Turcotte, then 11 years old, was on the ice with his peewee team in Trois-Pistoles, Que., when he was reportedly cross-checked from behind. When he got up, he was cross-checked again, this time hard in the face.”

There is more right here.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Wednesday, November 27, 2013

Catching up . . . 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

F Marek Kalus (Spokane, Brandon, 2010-13) signed a tryout deal with Cracovia Krakow (Poland, Ekstraliga) after being released from a tryout with Västerås (Sweden, Allsvenskan). He had two assists in eight games during the tryout. Earlier this season, he had four assists in 12 games with Dukla Trencin (Slovakia, Extraliga). . . .

F Gilbert Brulé (Vancouver, 2002-06) signed for the rest of this season with Metallurg Magnitogorsk (Russia, KHL). This season, he had six goals and two assists in eight games with Portland (AHL). . . .

D Jim Vandermeer (Red Deer, 1997-2001) signed a one-year extension with Kloten (Switzerland, NL A). At the time of the signing, he had eight points, one of them a goal, in 24 games. . . .

F Brett McLean (Tacoma/Kelowna, Brandon, 1994-99) signed a one-year extension with Lugano (Switzerland, NL A). This season, he has 24 points, 12 of them goals, in 25 games. That left him third in the NL A scoring race. . . .

F Marcin Kolusz (Vancouver, 2003-04) signed for the rest of the season with Tychy (Poland, Ekstraliga) after being released by Krynica for financial reasons. This season with Krynica, he had 27 points, eight of them goals, in 19 games. He was fourth in league scoring at the time of his release. Krynica also released three other players, including its leading scorer. . . .

F Clarke Breitkreuz (Regina, Prince George, 2008-10) has been loaned to Grizzly Adams Wolfsburg (Germany, DEL) by Löwen Frankfurt (Germany, Oberliga). This season with Löwen, he had 34 points, including 26 assists, in 13 games. He was leading the team in assists and points. . . .

F Adam Rehak (Medicine Hat, 2011-12) signed for one year plus an option with Cracovia Krakow (Poland, Ekstraliga). Rehak started the season with Meran/Merano (Italy, Austria Nationalliga), putting up 12 points, including seven goals, in 12 games. He Rehak wanted to move closer to hometown of Ostrava. . . .

F Justin Maylan (Moose Jaw, Prince George, Prince Albert, 2007-12) signed for the rest of the season with Herning (Denmark, AL-Bank Liga). This season, Maylan had one assists in three games with South Carolina (ECHL) and was pointless in four games with Oklahoma City (AHL).

———

You may be aware that 10 former NHL players have filed a class-action lawsuit against the league, the claim being that not enough has been done to protect players from brain injuries.

Eddie Pells of The Associated Press examines that situation right here.

You can bet that the WHL and its owners/operators are paying attention.

Earlier this year, after the NFL had settled a similar lawsuit brought against it by former players, I asked a legal expert if, in his opinion, hockey leagues were open to such action.

His response:

“I think hockey is in a different position than football because there are no allegations that the sport was sitting on information and not sharing it with players. Hockey was first out of the starting blocks with its baseline neurological testing program in 1997-98. “Hockey has not, in my view, had the sort of radical re-writing of the rulebook that the NFL recently undertook and so has not done enough to remove the unnecessary risks from the game.

“I think there will be hockey lawsuits (yeah, there’s already Boogaard but this case is singularly unique) in the NHL.

“I think where the CHL/WHL is vulnerable is that legally minors can’t consent and courts are taking a harsher and narrower view to inherent risks to the game (i.e. Could the game survive without fighting? That is the ultimate test of whether or not a risk is inherent. ‘Are the penalties for headshots sufficient to disincentivize teams, coaches and players? Or does the league consider it part of the game?’) especially now that teams are being bought and sold for nearly $10 million.”

———

Was Tuesday’s deal between the NHL and Rogers Communications the death knell for TSN? And maybe for CBC-TV, too? . . . Cam Cole of the Vancouver Sun opines right here.

———

Over at the National Post, Scott Stinson writes: “Rogers will collect all of the revenues from the advertisements and sponsorships that are sold on Hockey Night in Canada, even the versions of it that appear on CBC. . . . The executives could talk up the partnership all they want, but it is Rogers that is piloting the ship, and the CBC trailing behind in its dingy. Four years from now, the rope could be cut.”

Stinson’s complete column is right here.

———

F Henrik Nyberg, 19, has left the Kelowna Rockets and returned to his home in Danderyd, Sweden. Last season, Nyberg had 17 points, including eight goals, in 54 games. This season, he had three assists in 21 games. . . . "Henrik has come to the realization that playing in North America is not in his future and he wants to move on with his life," Rockets' head coach Ryan Huska said in a news release.

———

A few things that occurred while Taking Note was in darkness . . .

The Kamloops Blazers traded F Aaron Macklin, 18, to the Prince George Cougars for F Carson Bolduc, 17, on Tuesday. . . . Bolduc, who is from Salmon Arm, B.C., had left the Cougars and asked for a trade. He had seven points in 54 games last season, and had two goals in 17 games this season. . . . Bolduc played bantam in Kamloops before being selected by the Cougars in the Macklin, from High River, Alta., had seven points, three of them goals, in 20 games this season. Last season, he had four points, one of them a goal, in 62 games.

———

The Victoria Royals made two trades, the first one announced immediately following a 2-1 victory over the Blazers in Kamloops on Nov. 19.

In that deal, the Royals sent F Luke Harrison, 18, to the Blazers for a 2014 sixth-round bantam draft pick.

Harrison, from West Kelowna, was in his third season with the Royals. In 92 games, he had six points, including four goals. This season, he had three goals in 23 games with the Royals.

The next day, the Royals announced the acquisition of Swedish forward Axel Blomqvist, 18, from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. The Royals also received an undisclosed conditional 2016 bantam draft pick, while surrendering fourth- and eighth-round selections in the 2014 draft.

The 6-foot-6, 212-pound Blomqvist had 13 points, eight of them goals, in 19 games with the Hurricanes this season. He becomes the Royals’ second import, alongside G Patrik Polivka. Last season, as a freshman, Blomqvist had 33 points, seven of them goals, in 59 games.

Undrafted, Blomqvist went to camp with the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets and later signed a three-year NHL contract.

———

Jim Swanson, who spent a number of years covering the WHL and the Prince George Cougars for the Prince George Citizen, has signed on as the general manager of baseball’s Victoria HarbourCats, who play in the West Coast League. . . . Swanson is a long-time baseball guy and was heavily involved in the Prairie League, a now-defunct independent league that had franchises in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, North Dakota and Minnesota. . . . He also has been heavily involved in baseball in Prince George and was a major push behind the World Baseball Challenge, the 2009, 2011 and 2013 editions having featured tremendous international competition. . . . He was the manager of the Prince George Axemen, who won the 2012 Canadian senior championship. . . . The HarbourCats are preparing for their second season in the WCL.

———

The Vancouver Giants dealt F Scott Cooke, 19, to the Moose Jaw Warriors for a sixth-round selection in the 2014 bantam draft. Cooke, who has yet to play this season after breaking his right leg in the exhibition season, is from White Rock, B.C. He was back practising this week so his return should be imminent. Cooke had one assist in 40 games last season, after putting up a goal and two helpers in 34 games in 2011-12.

———

The Brandon Wheat Kings acquired G Christopher Tai, 18, from the Lethbridge Hurricanes for a conditional eighth-round pick in the 2015 bantam draft. The Wheat Kings needed some depth behind Jordan Papirny, as Curtis Honey has been out with an undisclosed injury. At the time of the trade, Papirny had made nine straight starts, most of them with an emergency backup on the bench. Tai became expendable in Lethbridge after the Hurricanes acquired G Teagan Sacher, who turns 19 on Dec. 1, from the Regina Pats to work in support of starter Corbin Boes, 20, who was acquired from Brandon over the summer.

——————————— 

As all are aware, Nov. 22 marked the 50th anniversary of the assassination of JFK. . . . Right here is the column written by the legendary Jimmy Breslin following the assassination. This is one of the most remarkable newspaper pieces I have ever read. You won’t be wasting your time by giving it a look.

 And right here is a piece in which Breslin explains the circumstances involved in his decision to write that particular column.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Monday, November 18, 2013

 F Jan Eberle (Seattle, 2006-08) has been loaned to Berounsti Medvedi (Czech Republic, 1. Liga) by Kladno (Czech Republic, Extraliga). This season, Eberle had four assists in 18 games with Kladno. . . .

 D Burke Henry (Brandon, 1995-99) has signed for the rest of this season with Nikko IceBucks (Japan, Asia HL). Last season, Henry had 20 points, six of them goals, in 49 games with Orli Znojmo (Czech Republic, Austria Erste Bank Liga).

———

Taking Note is fading to black for a few days as my wife, Dorothy, and I embark on the next stage of our journey.

 Doctors on the post-transplant team at St. Paul's Hospital cleared her to return home on Monday, eight weeks after she underwent a kidney transplant.

 There were a couple of speed bumps along the way, but things have been great of late. So we will hit the road and head for home on Tuesday morning. We have been hanging out on Robson Street for nine weeks so it is time.

 Living, walking and driving in downtown Vancouver has been an interesting experience. As I write this, I am within a few hours of escaping without having had even one other driver honk at me. Honking, if you aren't aware, is the first resort of  unhappy downtown Vancouver drivers.

 Of course, there are times when a driver here has every reason to lean on the horn and aim it at pedestrians who scurry into a crosswalk seconds after the 'Don't Walk' signal has begun flashing.

 That is one thing I won't miss after leaving here.

 But I will miss strolling along Robson, Burrard, Davie and Denman Streets, my senses being tickled by the scintillating aromas emanating from so many restaurants. I will miss walking around downtown and hearing all of the different languages being spoken by so many people of different ethnicities. I will miss sitting in or outside a Starbucks that is located less than a block away and watching the people.

 My late father, who was born, raised and lived in northern Manitoba for almost all of his life, would sit in the concourse outside the Safeway in a mall in Brandon, look around, and ask: "Where are all the people going?"

 As I have watched the hustle and bustle on Robson Street for these past weeks, I often have thought of him.

 What I won't miss are the pedestrians who race along at high speed while looking down at their phones, obviously believing that others will do the dancing away to avoid collisions. Nor will I miss the pedestrians who, obviously caught up in whatever it is about those phones that hypnotizes them, suddenly come to dead stops right in front of you and right in the middle of the sidewalk. (After walking around here for a while, you come to realize that it really is the phones that are smart because it sure isn't the users.)

 Nor will I miss those people who, as they do whatever they're doing on the street at 3 a.m., feel the urge to yell and holler as though they are the only people left on the face of the earth.

 I also will miss Perry Mason, Steve McGarrett, Matt Dillon, Miss Kitty, and Ben Cartwright and his boys. I reconnected with those old friends while Dorothy napped away more than a few afternoons.

 And it was great to be within walking distance of the seawall at Coal Harbour. How marvellous it must be to walk there on glorious summer days! I will long remember seeing the Nova Spirit tied up there. (Go ahead, Google it).

 It also was nice to be close enough to Stanley Park to enjoy its pleasures. There is nothing like sitting on a park bench under a deep blue sky, while watching float planes landing and taking off, and freighters loaded with containers gliding under the Lions Gate Bridge and making their way into Burrard Inlet.

 Most of all, Dorothy and I will miss the terrific caregivers with whom we have been dealing at St. Paul's Hospital. There are some wonderful people on 6A and 6B, and who knew there were doctors in this world who prefer to be called by their first names?

 It has been quite a ride for the last four years and it's hard to believe that the transplant we have long thought about and only sometimes dared to dream about is behind us. Not only that, but the healing process is well underway.

 The next stage begins today with the drive home.

 To those of you who sent so many messages, texts and emails over the last while, thanks so much from both of us. You have no idea how much weight each of your words carry until you are on the receiving end. You all have played a part in Dorothy's healing to this point.

 Thank you! A thousand thank yous!!

 And we'll see you back here in a few days. 

———

You may have noticed — or perhaps you didn't — that I recently disabled the function that allowed readers to leave comments on this blog.

 I have learned a couple of things over the last few weeks: 1. Life really is a day-to-day proposition; 2. As such, it is too short to waste time dealing with those who love to throw darts while hiding behind the cloak of anonymity.

 Thus, the comment function no longer functions.

———

NHL

Former Buffalo Sabres players Danny Gare and Andrew Peters are undergoing testing at the U of Buffalo in an attempt to see if it can be determined whether they have CTE, the degenerative brain condition that has been linked to head trauma. There is more right here.

 ---

The Vancouver Giants have dropped F Andreas Eder, 17, from their roster and he has returned to his home in Munich, Germany. He had three points, two of the goals, in 19 games with the Giants. Of late, he had found himself a healthy scratch. He was pointless in his last six games and last played on Nov. 11. . . . The Giants selected Eder with their second pick in the CHL's 2013 import draft. . . . Last season, the Giants dropped F Ales Kilnar, 19, in the early going. Kilnar, from Czech Republic, got into one game before departing.

———

The Brandon Wheat Kings are expected to have D Ryan Pilon, 17, in their lineup tonight when they meet the Broncos in Swift Current. Pilon, who was acquired Saturday from the Lethbridge Hurricanes, practised with his new teammates on Monday in Brandon. . . . Pilon was the third overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft, but left the Hurricanes and asked to be traded. . . . “I couldn’t wait to get here . . . I’m real excited to be here and it looks good,” Pilon told James Shewaga, the Brandon Sun's sports editor. “I think I feel really comfortable. The guys on the back end have been really good to me. (Ryan) Pulock, (Eric) Roy and (Rene) Hunter, they have been nothing but great for me and the coaching staff have really brought me in good, so I am really excited for (tonight).” . . . Pilon had been at home in Duck Lake, Sask., and was skating with the midget AAA Beardy's Blackhawks.

———

From Hartley Miller (@Hartley_Miller) of Prince George radio station 94X: "Frustrated over a lack of ice time, 2nd year forward Carson Bolduc (17) has left the @PGCougars. Bolduc has 2 goals in 17 games. @94XFM" 
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Now is the time for enlightened discussion 

 By PETER SOBERLAK

 Brian Burke’s recent statement in reaction to the Miami Dolphins' scandal and questions posed to him about hazing and bullying should be taken with a grain of salt.

 Certainly, as the leader of an organization -- he is the president of hockey operations with the NHL's Calgary Flames —  it is commendable to make players and staff aware of a "no hazing" policy and address the issue in a proactive fashion. However, unless there are programs and policies in place that educate and make individuals aware of the issues at a deeper level, the effort is futile.

 Bullying, abuse and harassment is not only about the overt physical assaults and public humiliation that take place in many hazing rituals, it also is about the invisible psychological trauma that victims suffer from in isolation that needs to be addressed. 

 We need to look at victims of bullying and abuse as individuals and refrain from painting all athletes or employees with the same brush.

 Burke's example of how he would deal with locker-room bullying if it were him ("Now I know as a player, if I felt I was getting bullied, I know what I'd do — I'd end it right there in the dressing room. Whether I wanted to fight or not, I'd fight the guy. I'm amazed that this has gotten to where it is without the players dealing with this.") — is an extremely narrow-minded and unrealistic approach to addressing an issue that has become a major concern in all aspects of society.

 Would it be appropriate for an individual working in the front office who was being harassed either physically or emotionally to physically assault a colleague to deal with the situation? Why is it any different in a locker-room setting?

 The main issue with bullying, abuse and harassment is that it affects different people in different ways. The suck-it-up-and-punch-him-out approach mentality is simply archaic and short-sighted, and I would expect more from a man of Burke’s experience and knowledge.

 I would hope that with the recent attention to the issue of bullying, abuse and harassment in the work place, leaders such as Brian Burke would refrain from taking a defensive approach, grounded in denial and bravado, and seize the opportunity to encourage discussion that is realistic, acceptable and productive. 

 (Peter Soberlak is a former WHL player who now is the chair of the physical education department at Thompson Rivers University in Kamloops. He has a bachelor's degree in psychology from UBC and a master's degree in sport and exercise psychology from Queen's University. He works in sports psychology with TRU's athletic teams and with the WHL's Kelowna Rockets.)
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Sunday, November 17, 2013

Let the party begin! 

It was mostly a quiet Sunday, unless you happened to be in Regina.

Early Sunday evening, Cst. Black of the Regina Police Service (@cstblack) tweeted: "#yqrtraffic Albert St closed southbound at 12th Ave & northbound at 13th Ave for #greenmile celebration. @reginapolice."

Yes, Grey Cup week in Regina got off to an early start.

---

SUNDAY:

In Calgary, the Hitmen scored the game's last two goals and beat the Moose Jaw Warriors, 3-2. . . . F Jake Virtanen, who sat out the previous game with an undisclosed injury, broke a 2-2 tie at 16:39 of the second. . . . Virtanen, who also had an assist, has 10 goals this season. . . . Calgary F Pavel Padakin tied the game at 15:45 of the second, via the PP. . . . F Miles Warkentine had two assists for the Warriors (7-16-4), who have lost five in a row and are six points out of the Eastern Conference's last playoff spot. . . . The Hitmen (12-6-4) have won two straight and are tied with the Prince Albert Raiders (13-8-2) for fourth in the Eastern Conference.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

PhotobucketPhotobucketPhotobucket 

 Posted by Gregg Drinnan   at 10:57 PM    0 comments        

 Labels: Jake Virtanen, Miles Warkentine  

Saturday, November 16, 2013

Wheat Kings land Pilon 

The Brandon Wheat Kings won the Ryan Pilon sweepstakes on Saturday, acquiring the 17-year-old defenceman from the Lethbridge Hurricanes.

 In exchange for Pilon, the third overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft, the Wheat Kings gave up D Nick Walters, 19, F Taylor Cooper, 18, and D Tanner Browne, 16.

 Brandon also acquired the rights to F Colt Conrad, 16, who is playing for a midget team at Shattuck-St. Marys in Faribault, Minn.

 Pilon had seven points, including three goals, in 17 games when he left the Hurricanes and went home to await a trade. Pilon, who is eligible for the 2015 NHL draft, is from Duck Lake, Sask. He is likely to play his first game with the Wheat Kings when they meet the Broncos in Swift Current on Tuesday.

Conrad, from St. Alphonse, Man., was a third-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft. He has made a commitment to attend Western Michigan in 2015. Should he end up signing with Brandon, the Hurricanes will receive a fifth-round pick in the 2016 bantam draft.

 Walters is from Spruce Grove, Alta. Brandon acquired him from the Everett Silvertips last season. A draft pick of the NHL's St. Louis Blues, Walters has two assists in 21 games this season. He has played 195 career WHL games and has 43 points, including seven goals.

 Brandon selected Cooper, who is from Sherwood Park, Alta., in the sixth round of the 2010 bantam draft. He has 10 points, seven of them goals, in 22 games this season. Last season, he put up 25 points, including nine goals, in 64 games.

 Browne, from Kelowna, was a second-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft. He is playing for the major midget Okanagan Rockets, who are based in Kelowna.

———

SUDBURY SATURDAY NIGHT:

In Saskatoon, F Jaedon Descheneau had two goals and two assists to help the Kootenay Ice to a 6-1 victory over the Blades. . . . Descheneau, who enjoyed his first career four-point game, has 18 goals now. . . . F Sam Reinhart added a goal, his 10th, and two helpers, while D Jagger Dirk had three assists. . . . The Ice scored the game's first three goals and the last three. . . . Saskatoon has lost five in a row. . . .

In Edmonton, F Mitch Moroz scored twice to lead the Oil Kings to a 4-2 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . Moroz, who also had an assist, has 15 goals in 23 games this season. That's two more than he scored in 69 games last season and one fewer than he notched in 66 games in 2011-12. . . . Moroz's second goal of the game, on the PP at 7:48 of the third, broke a 2-2 tie. . . . Swift Current F Graham Black and a goal, his 15th, and an assist to run his point streak to 11 games. . . . WHLFacts tweets that Edmonton G Triston Jarry "has kept opponents to 2 goals or less in 14 straight starts (1.42 GAA over that span)." . . .

In Lethbridge, F Wyatt Johnson scored at 1:20 of OT as the Red Deer Rebels beat the Hurricanes, 4-3. . . . Johnson has three goals this season. . . . The Hurricanes forced OT with a pair of second-period goals, from D Lenny Hackman, his first, and F Brady Ramsay, his seventh. . . . The Rebels have won four straight. . . .

In Kamloops, the Portland Winterhawks scored three times on the power play and twice while shorthanded as they beat the Blazers, 7-3. . . . The Blazers led 2-1 in the first period, then trailed 3-2 at the break. Kamloops tied it early in the second but then gave up the game's last four goals. . . . Portland, which scored four unassisted goals, got two each from F Chase De Leo and F Brendan Leipsic. . . . Portland skaters totalled 11 points on the seven goals. . . . F Chase Souto scored twice for the Blazers, giving him 14. . . . Portland's rendan Burke stopped 25 shots in becoming the first WHL goaltender this season to 15 victories. . . . Kamloops has lost five straight. . . . The victory lifted the Winterhawks back atop the overall standings, two points ahead of the Everett Silvertips. . . . The Kelowna Rockets are five points behind Portland and hold five games in hand. . . .

In Victoria, F Jaimen Yakubowsk broke a 1-1 tie at 10:22 of the second period and the Seattle Thunderbirds went on to beat the Royals, 3-1. . . . It was Yakubowski's second goal in nine games since being acquired from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Seattle had lost six in a row. . . . Among Seattle's scratches was F Mathew Barzal, the first overall selection in the 2012 bantam draft. Barzal, 16, has 22 points, including 19 assists, in 22 games, but has just three assists in his last nine games. . . . The Royals continue to play without D Keegan Kanzig, who has been out since sustaining a suspected brain injury in a fight with Edmonton Oil Kings F Brandon Baddock on Nov. 6. . . .

In Everett, F Troy Bourke broke a 1-1 tie at 15:41 of the third period as the Prince George Cougars beat the Silvertips, 3-1. . . . Bourke has 10 goals. . . . F Chase Witala scored twice for the Cougars, giving him 14. . . . Prince George G Brett Zarowny made 34 saves. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist scored his club's goal, running his point streak to 12 games. . . . F Alex Forsberg had two assists for the visitors. . . . Prince George F David Soltes left in the second period after taking a hard check along the boards. . . .

In Spokane, F Boston Leier scored the only goal of the skills competition to give the Regina Pats a 3-2 victory over the Chiefs. . . . F Mike Aviani gave the Chiefs a 2-1 lead with his 20th goal at 10:10 of the third period, via the PP. . . . F Dyson Stevenson pulled Regina even at 12:37. He's got 12 goals. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow drew two more assists, giving him 30, in 23 games. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL's leading scorer, was held pointless. . . . Regina F Braden Christoffer took a charging major and game misconduct late in the second period. . . . The Pats are 4-2-0 on an eight-game swing that continues Friday in Red Deer. . . .

In Vancouver, the Giants beat the Tri-City Americans 5-2 with all seven goals coming in the third period. . . . Vancouver took a 3-1 lead, only to have Tri-City F Brian Williams get his side to within one with his 19th goal. . . . The Giants put it away with two empty-netters. . . . Vancouver's first two goals, from F Carter Popoff and D Dalton Thrower, both came via the PP in the first four minutes of the period. . . . Vancouver F Tyler Benson, the first selection in the 2013 bantam draft, made his WHL debut. He was pointless and plus-1. . . . Vancouver is 3-0-1 in its last four games. . . . All told, 16 of the WHL's 22 teams have winning percentages of at least .500. The Giants need one more victory to make it 17. . . .

In Kelowna, the Rockets ran their winning streak to eight games as they beat the Medicine Hat Tigers, 4-3. . . . Kelowna erased a 1-0 first-period deficit with four straight goals and then hung on as the Tigers scored twice in the second half of the third period. . . . D Madison Bowey scored Kelowna's last two goals, giving him eight on the season. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 33 shots in running his record to 12-0-2. . . . The Rockets lead the B.C. Division by five points over the Victoria Royals. Kelowna holds five games in hand, too.

———

From Steve Ewen (@SteveEwen) of the Vancouver Province: "#WHL Saw a couple of Moose Jaw Warrior scout types at Giants-Ams. Giants have five extra bodies." 
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Friday, November 15, 2013

Silvertips move to top of standings 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

D Derek Meech (Red Deer, 1999-2004) has been released by Dinamo Minsk (Belarus, KHL). He had five assists in 23 games. There are reports that Meech has circulatory problems that may threaten his career.

———

Shelley and Chris Moulton have been honoured as Volunteers of the Year at the 2013 Community and Business Excellence Awards in Fernie, B.C. Chris is the Spokane Chiefs' director of player personnel. . . . According to a news release from the Chiefs: "The Moultons founded and operated a new charity, Fernie Friends for Friends, dedicated to raising funds for cancer patients and their families living in Fernie. . . . More info is available at www.ferniefriendsforfriends.com. . . . And if you click right here you will find a Fernie Free Press story on the Moultons and their decision to found Friends for Friends.

———

David Branch, the OHL commissioner, has suspended F Matt Rupert of the London Knights for 15 games for a headshot. . . . Sunaya Sapurji of Yahoo! Sports has more right here, including the video of the hit.

———

During his professional career as an enforcer, Jim Thomson had 115 fights. He's retired now, though, and explains right here why he thinks there isn't any place in the game for fighting.

———

FRIDAY:

In Brandon, the Wheat Kings held a 50-19 edge in shots as they beat the Saskatoon Blades, 6-2. . . . Brandon, which won 5-2 in Saskatoon on Wednesday, has won three in a row for the first time this season. . . . The Blades have lost four straight. . . . F Tim McGauley, a first-round selection by the Blades in the 2010 bantam draft, had two goals for Brandon. He has eight points, including three goals, in his last four games. . . . F Richard Nejezchleb had two assists for Brandon, giving him season totals of 17 goals and five helpers. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny started his seventh straight game with G Curtis Honey sidelined with an undisclosed injury. . . . Prior to the game, a moment of silence was observed in memory of Keith McCallum, who once owned a piece of the Wheat Kings and was the brother of the late Dunc McCallum, a former Brandon coach. Keith died a week ago. . . .

In Prince Albert, F Chance Braid opened the scoring with his first goal of the season and the Raiders skated to a 3-2 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . Braid had nine goals in 67 games last season; this was his first score in 23 games this season. . . .

In Red Deer, the Rebels scored twice in the game's first 10 minutes and went on to a 4-2 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . D Haydn Fleury scored his fourth goal, via the PP, at 4:30 and F Dominik Volek got his seventh, shorthanded, at 9:45 to get the Rebels rolling. . . . Red Deer has won three straight. . . . Moose Jaw has lost four in a row. . . .

In Calgary, Russian F Radel Fazleev scored the only goal of the shootout as the Hitmen got past the Swift Current Broncos, 3-2. . . . The Broncos had won their previous nine games. . . . Fazleev, a freshman, has two goals in 21 games. . . . F Jay Merkley gave the Broncos a 2-1 lead with his ninth goal, on the PP, at 4:47 of the second. . . . D Kenton Helgesen forced OT with his third goal at 19:06 of the third. . . . F Jake Virtanen, with an undisclosed injury, was among Calgary's scratches. . . .

In Victoria, F Logan Nelson scored 52 seconds into OT to give the Royals a 2-1 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Nelson has 10 goals this season. . . . Victoria F Brandon Magee forced OT with his sixth goal at 12:59 of the second. That was his fifth goal in three games. . . . The Thunderbirds now have lost six in a row. . . . Seattle had D Evan Wardley back after he served a four-game WHL suspension. . . .

In Everett, the Silvertips scored the game's first three goals and then held on for a 3-2 victory over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . In the last three seasons, Portland won 26 of 30 games with Everett. . . . F Tyler Sandhu scored twice, at 8:57 of the first and 1:19 of the second, to give the home side a 3-0 lead. He's got five goals in his last two games. . . . The Winterhawks, outshot 32-13 through two periods, scored two third-period goals as they outshot Everett , 15-4. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist had one assist, running his point streak to 11 games. . . . F Nic Petan had two assists for Portland, giving him 201 points in 158 regular-season games. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz, who hadn't played since suffering an ankle injury on Oct. 26, stopped 26 shots. . . . The Silvertips (15-3-4) are tied with Portland (16-5-2) atop the overall standings. . . .

In Kennewick, Wash., the Tri-City Americans scored the game's first four goals and went on to a 5-3 victory over the Regina Pats. . . . F Brian Williams scored twice for the Americans, giving him 18. . . . F Marcus Messier of the Americans scored the game's first goal, a shorthanded effort in the first period. It was the first SHG allowed by the Pats this season. . . . G Nick Schneider started for the Pats. It was his first WHL appearance. . . .

In Spokane, F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL's leading scorer, had two goals and two assists as the Chiefs dumped the Prince George Cougars, 5-2. . . . Holmberg leads the WHL in goals (25) and points (55). He's the first skater in the entire CHL to get to 25 goals this season. He leads the WHL points derby by 10 points over Portland F Nic Petan. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow had three assists as he was in on each of the game's last three goals. Gow, who has yet to score this season, has 28 assists in 22 games. . . . The Chiefs scored the game's last four goals after F Todd Fiddler, who scored 42 goals for Spokane last season, gave the Cougars a 2-1 lead at 13:38 of the second period. . . .

In Vancouver, the Giants scored the game's first three goals and beat the Medicine Hat Tigers, 3-2. . . . F Dalton Sward gave the Giants a 3-0 lead at 12:31 of the first period. . . . Vancouver D Dalton Thrower returned after missing two games after taking a headshot in a Nov. 5 game.  
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Special night for Americans 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

EIHL-UK

 D Mike Egener (Calgary, 2000-04) has signed a two-year deal with the Coventry Blaze (England, UK Elite). He has been cleared by doctors to resume playing after recovering from Guillaume-Barre Syndrome. Last season with Coventry, he had 15 points, including three goals, in 56 games.

———

Here is the lead to Annie Fowler's story in Friday's Tri-City Herald:

"The Tri-City Americans will honor one of their own tonight when they host the Regina Pats for the inaugural Shaun Vey Aware Down There Night.

 "Vey, who played for the Americans from 2004-08, was diagnosed with testicular cancer in February. He is in the Tri-Cities to bring awareness and raise funds for men’s health issues. All funds raised will stay local and benefit the Tri-Cities Cancer Center Foundation."

 The complete story is right here.

———

Last week, when WHL commissioner Ron Robison was involved in a Q and A with fans in Kelowna, he admitted to some concerns regarding attendance in a few centres. One of the spots where things aren't what they used to be is Victoria. Cleve Dheensaw of the Victoria Times Colonist has more right here.

——— 

It would seem the WHL isn't the only sporting organization that may be keeping a wary eye on its crowd counts. Here's a tweet from Blake Price (@blakeprice1040) of Vancouver radio station Team 1040 from the Canucks' home game last night: "As I look at hundreds of empty seats here, let it be noted that even the LA Lakers said this week that their sellout streak was over at 320."

———

Bob Fitzsimmons was the lawyer for the late Mike Webster, the former Pittsburgh Steelers centre whose story is such a big part of League of Denial, both the TV show and the book. Fitzsimmons also is a director of TauMark, the firm that is using brain scans to test for CTE in living ex-football players. So far, nine players have been tested and all have come back positive. And more players, a lot more, want to be tested. There's more right here.

———

A bill before the state legislature in Albany, N.Y., would ban tackling in football for youngsters under the age of 14. Dr. Robert Cantu, perhaps the foremost concussion expert in the U.S. and a co-director of Boston University's Center for the Study of Traumatic Encephalopathy, appeared in Albany on Thursday.

 "Youngsters are particularly vulnerable," said Dr. Cantu said. "We have six youngsters in our brain bank at BU who ... have chronic traumatic encephalopathy shown at the high school level. So this is an entity that is already developing in these players."

 Jordan Carleo-Evangelist of the Albany Times Union has more right here.

———

NHLDon't blame the Marsh Pegs for the injury suffered by Tampa Bay Lightning star Steven Stamkos on Monday. Stamkos ended up with a broken right leg when he slid into a goal post during the second period of a 3-0 loss to the Bruins in Boston. Fred Marsh of Kamloops, who invented the pegs, told Damian Cristodero of the Tampa Bay Times that he has watched the collision a number of times and feels the pegs did what they are meant to do. . . . That story is right here.

———

D Eric Roy was back at practice with the Brandon Wheat Kings on Thursday. He missed Wednesday's 5-2 victory over the Blades in Saskatoon with an injury incurred when he blocked a shot in a Monday game. He likely will play in the rematch in Brandon on Friday. . . . F T.J. Dumonceaux of the Vernon Vipers isn't going to be suspended by the BCHL for the punch that floored linesman Ryan Dawson on Sunday. . . . There's more right here.

———

THURSDAY:

In Edmonton, D Griffin Reinhart had a goal and two assists to help the Oil Kings to a 6-2 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . This was the Oil Kings' first home game since Oct. 20. . . . They are 8-2-0 in their last 10 outings. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar scored his 14th goal of the season. . . . Edmonton (13-8-1) moved a point ahead of the idle Prince Albert Raiders and into third place in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Warriors have lost three and a row. They are 11th in the 12-team conference, four points out of a playoff spot. . . . The Oil Kings' PP, which hadn't scored in 23 opportunities, was 2-for-3. . . . What was the difference with the PP? “We got a great net-front presence and we got some better puck movement,” Edmonton head coach Derek Laxdal said on the team's website. “We changed it up, give it a different look, change sides on it and split up Curtis (Lazar) and Sammy (Henrik Samuelsson) to create some inner competition. If you want that heavy ice time, now you’ve got to go out and earn it.” . . . Before the game, the Warriors added F Erik Benoit, 20, to their roster. Benoit was released earlier by the Seattle Thunderbirds, for whom he had eight points, including three goals, in 19 games this season. Benoit, who played for the Warriors last night, also has played with the Kootenay Ice and Saskatoon Blades. . . . Benoit's presence gives the Warriors three 20-year-olds, the others being F Sam Fioretti and D Jesse Forsberg.

———

From Jeff Paterson (@patersonjeff), of Vancouver radio station Team 1040: "#Canucks 1st rounder Hunter Shinkaruk watching warm-up from management box with Stan Smyl."

 The Canucks were at home to the San Jose Sharks last night. Shinkaruk and his Medicine Hat Tigers meet the Giants in Vancouver tonight.

———

From Reid Wilkins (@Reid Wilkins) of Edmonton radio station 630 CHED: "Chris Nilan says fighting is slowly being weeded out of hockey. Will disappear from junior then the NHL." 
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Thursday, November 14, 2013

Denial no longer is acceptable 

Peter Soberlak is a former WHL player who now is the chair of the physical education department at Thompson Rivers University in Kamloops. He has a bachelor's degree in psychology from UBC and a master's degree in sport and exercise psychology from Queen's University. He works in sports psychology with TRU's athletic teams and with the WHL's Kelowna Rockets.

Beginning today, Soberlak becomes a contributor to Taking Note.

His first piece is his reaction to a column by Iain MacIntyre that appeared in the Nov. 8 edition of the Vancouver Sun. That column was headlined: NHL needs to watch for NFL-style brutality.

 It can be found right here.

By PETER SOBERLAK

Response to Iain MacIntyre’s column in the Vancouver Sun regarding the recent scandal that has enveloped the NFL's Miami Dolphins . . .

"I don't think it can happen (in the NHL)," Phoenix Coyotes captain Shane Doan told MacIntyre. "There are so many more football players on a team, and I think sometimes those numbers can work against you. In hockey, it's just a tighter group because there are fewer people. There are only 23 players and, for the most part, if something is going on, there are so many good people in the rooms — at least in the rooms that I've been involved in — that they won't let that happen."

"Different situation," San Jose Sharks head coach Todd McLellan said. "I don't know what happens in every locker-room in the National Hockey League. I know what happens in ours; we're a family. We don't all get along all the time. There are some battles and bickering, but the family itself takes care of it."

Laurence Gilman, the Vancouver Canucks’ vice-president of hockey operations and assistant general manager, said simply: "Our team and our game is built on a foundation of respect. I don't think what happened (with the Dolphins) could ever remotely happen in our locker-room."

———

In fact, abuse, bullying and harassment is happening at some level in almost every locker-room, in every league, in every town, and on every team in organized sport, including the NHL.

To publicly deny this is showing a lack of respect and knowledge, and furthermore, sweeping an extremely important societal issue under the carpet, while discrediting and alienating individuals who have been victims of abuse, bullying and harassment at the hands of teammates and coaches.

Instead, these individuals who are seen as role models should publicly acknowledge that this is an issue that needs attention, awareness, and understanding, so organizations can develop the tools and strategies to deal with harassment and abuse.

Abuse and harassment is fundamentally based on the notion of one person’s power and influence over another person. Regardless of the number or size of the group, bystanders also are responsible for accepting and often encouraging this behaviour, which unfortunately is at the core of elite sport culture through its focus on competition, the traditions of hazing and the idea of earning one’s rite of passage to acceptance from teammates and coaches.

Most often, the abuse victim remains silent out of fear for repercussions from the abuser, the peer group, or the institution at large.

Individuals who suffer through abusive situations need a voice and an avenue to be heard in order to heal. This starts with education, awareness and understanding of the issues within these organizations. Sport is an extremely influential and pervasive component of society and should be used as a vehicle to educate and promote acceptance and understanding of abuse, bullying and harassment. Denial simply is not acceptable any longer. 
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Pats roar back for victory 

The Portland Winterhawks were the guests of honour at an NBA game on Wednesday

night as the Portland Trail Blazers saluted the WHL's defending champions. 

The hockeyists gather at mid-court to pose, along with the Ed Chynoweth Cup. 

Later, the players took some free throws, which isn't to be confused with 

a shootout, and rumour has it that Brendan Leipsic, who is pictured here,

dominated the unofficial competition.

(Photos courtesy Portland Winterhawks) 

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Petr Kalus (Regina, 2005-06) has signed for the rest of the season with the Nottingham Panthers (England, UK Elite).

———

F Trace Elson has left the AJHL's Whitecourt Wolverines and is joining the Vancouver Giants. . . . Elson, who will turn 19 on Nov. 25, had 30 points, including 13 goals, in 20 games with the Wolverines. He also was the team captain. Last season, he had 26 points, 13 of them goals, in 55 games with Whitecourt. From St. Albert, Alta., he had one assist in five games with the Red Deer Rebels in 2011-12.

———

The Prince George Cougars will be without D Joseph Carvalho, who suffered a broken jaw in Tuesday's 6-1 loss to the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers. Carvalho, who turned 18 on Nov. 6, took a puck to the face when he went down to block a shot in the second period. The sophomore from Burnaby, B.C., had seven points, one of them a goal, in 23 games. . . . The Cougars meet the Chiefs in Spokane on Friday.

———

Trent Knorr, a former on-ice official in the WHL who is from Powell River, B.C., made his debut as an NHL referee on Wednesday night. With his wife, who is expecting their first child in January, and parents in the stands, Knorr worked the game between the Toronto Maple Leafs and the host Minnesota Wild. He wears No. 44. . . . Former WHL G Mac Engel (Spokane, Prince George, Regina, 2010-14) has joined the AJHL's Whitecourt Wolverines, Engel, 20, from Red Deer, got into three games with the Regina Pats this season before being released. . . . The Kelowna Rockets have signed assistant coach Dan Lambert to an extension that runs through 2015-16.

———

The Moose Jaw Warriors have dropped D Royce Rossignol, 17, from their roster. Rossignol, from Cloverdale, B.C., was pointless in three games this season. He was a seventh-round selection in the 2011 bantam draft. . . . Meanwhile, the Warriors, who will play their next five games on the road, have brought in F Brett Howden, the fifth overall selection in the 2013 bantam draft, from the midget AAA Eastman Selects, and F Ethan Lazaro, from the midget AAA St. Albert Raiders. . . . Lazaro, 16, was a seventh-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft. . . . Howden is the younger brother of former Warriors F Quinton Howden, who was selected by the Florida Panthers in the first round of the NHL's 2010 draft and is with the AHL's San Antonio Rampage. . . . Warriors F Jack Rodewald underwent surgery yesterday to repair a broken jaw suffered in Tuesday's 5-3 loss to the visiting Lethbridge Hurricanes. Moose Jaw also is without injured forwards Brandon Del Grosso and Brandon Potomak. . . . The Warriors will play three games in four nights in Alberta, starting tonight against the Oil Kings in Edmonton.

———

From the New York Daily News: "A swarm of law enforcement officials, including agents from the FBI and the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Eastern District of New York, arrested Phil Kenner and Tommy Constantine on multiple charges emanating from a wide-ranging grand jury investigation that concluded that the men bilked the players of the money they trusted them to invets for more than a decade." . . . The players in question were hockey players, including former NHLer Bryan Berard, who refused to give up in his pursuit of these two men. . . . There is more right here.

———

Keith McCallum, who once owned a piece of the Brandon Wheat Kings, died on Saturday, one week before his 76th birthday. . . . He was the brother of the late Dunc McCallum, a former NHL defenceman and former head coach of the Wheat Kings. . . . A native of Flin Flon, Keith spent 43 years operating McCallum Jewellers in Brandon, before retiring six years ago. . . . Besides owning a chunk of the Wheat Kings, he also was heavily involved with the Brandon Olympics, a senior team that once was a force, and the Brandon Pioneer Oldtimers. . . . A service of remembrance is scheduled for Brandon's Central United Church 327-8th St., on Saturday at 2 p.m. . . . In lieu of flowers, the family asks that those who wish donate to mthe Brandon Regional Health Centre Foundation, 150 McTavish Ave. East, Brandon, Man., R7A 2B3 or to a charity of choice. . . . A complete obituary is right here.

———

WEDNESDAY:

In Saskatoon, F Chad Robinson scored twice as the Brandon Wheat Kings dumped the Blades, 5-2. . . . Robinson went into the game with one goal this season, that one coming on Sept. 21. . . . His second goal of the season, at 17:01 of the second period, broke a 2-2 tie. . . . Robinson's second goal of the game actually came when Saskatoon F Matt Revel cleanly won a faceoff and pulled the puck off Blades D Ayrton Nikkel and past G Troy Trombley. Robinson was credited with the goal. . . . With G Curtis Honey injured, G Jordan Papirny made his sixth straight start for Brandon. . . . Brandon F Richard Nejezchleb opened the scoring just 15 seconds into the first period. That was his ninth goal in his last six games and his 17th on the season. . . . Among Brandon's scratches was D Eric Roy, who was injured while blocking a shot on Monday. . . .

In Swift Current, G Eetu Laurikainen turned aside 14 shots as the Broncos blanked the Kootenay Ice, 3-0. . . . The Broncos have won nine in a row. . . . Laurikainen, a Finnish sophomore, has one shutout this season and two in his career. . . . Broncos F Jay Merkley scored his eighth goal at 15:30 of the first period and it stood up as the winner. . . . Broncos F Graham Black got his 13th goal, shorthanded, at 18:20 of the first period. . . . Black left 22 seconds into the second period for a brief time. According to a tweet from Brad Brown of the Prairie Post, Black was favouring his left shoulder after crashing into the boards. He missed a shift or two before returning to the game. . . . The Ice, which was able to muster only a season-low 14 shots on goal, has been shut out three times this season. . . . Kootenay D Rinat Valiev was in his first WHL fight and also picked up a game misconduct for his efforts. Ice assistant coach Jay Henderson told Trevor Crawley of the Cranbrook Daily Townsman that Valiev got the game misconduct for a slew foot. . . .

In Kamloops, the Medicine Hat Tigers opened a 2-0 lead with two PP goals and beat the Blazers, 3-1. . . . Medicine Hat F Logan McVeigh was back playing in Kamloops for the first time since the Blazers dealt him to the Prince Albert Raiders on New Year's Eve of 2011. . . . McVeigh drew an assist on the game's first goal, a PP score by D Kyle Becker. . . . D Tommy Vannelli had two assists for the Tigers. . . . The Blazers were without D Jordan Thomson, the fourth overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft. He has left the team and is at home in Wawanesa, Man., pondering his future. . . . Kamloops D Connor Clouston, 16, the son of Shaun Clouston, the Tigers' general manager and head coach, got his first WHL point when he drew an assist on D Sam Grist's third-period goal. . . . The Blazers have lost four in a row. . . . The Tigers are 2-0 on a swing into the B.C. Division that continues Friday in Vancouver. . . .

In Everett, F Dyson Stevenson scored at 1:11 of OT as the Regina Pats erased a late 5-3 deficit and beat the Silvertips, 6-5. . . . The Pats tied the game on goals by F Dryden Hunt at 14:29 of the third period and D Dmitry Sinitsyn, on the PP, at 18:51. F Connor Gay drew an assist on each of those goals. . . . Sinitsyn, who drew an assist on the winner, finished with a goal and three helpers. The Russian freshman went into the game with seven points in 21 games. . . . Everett F Tyler Sandhu scored three times, giving him nine this season. It was his second career hat trick. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist continued his hot streak with three assists. He has 38 points in 21 games. In his last 10 games, he has put up 26 points. In fact, he has had multiple points in nine of those games. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz was on the bench, backing up Daniel Cotton, the first time he had been in uniform since suffering an ankle injury on Oct. 26. . . . Regina played without F Chandler Stephenson, who completed a two-game WHL suspension. . . . The Pats are 3-1-0 on an eight-game road trip that continues Friday against the Tri-City Americans in Kennewick, Wash. . . . Everett has points in six straight games as it prepares to play host to the Portland Winterhawks on Kevin Constantine Bobblehead Night on Friday.

 NOTE: Photographer Chris Mast has posted a gallery from Regina's victory over Everett right here. You will want to check out the second-last photo. That one picture sums up the entire game — it is a cliche, but the joy of victory and the agony of defeat has never been more in evidence. Be sure to take a look.

———

Wednesday, November 13, 2013

Thomson leaves Blazers; Hurricanes get Bell 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Adam Rehak (Medicine Hat, 2011-12) has been released by Meran/Merano (Italy, Austria Nationalliga). He had 12 points, including seven goals, in 12 games.

———

D Jordan Thomson, the fourth overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft, has left the Kamloops Blazers and returned to his home in Wawanesa, Man., which is located just southeast of Brandon.

 "Everything is all right," Thomson told me Tuesday evening. "(I) just need to clear my head."

 Thomson has seven assists in 20 games this season. Last season, as a 16-year-old rookie, he had 14 points, two of them goals, in 47 games.

 Earlier in the day, the Blazers issued a news release that stated Thomson had returned home "for an undetermined time due to a personal matter."

“At this point it’s all about Jordan," head coach Dave Hunchak told Adam Williams of the Kamloops Daily News last night. "We support him and he’s gone home in the best interests of him. We’re here for him 110 per cent and are going to support him.”

Hunchak said the team is taking a "week-to-week" approach with Thomson.

 His departure leaves the Blazers with six defenceman on their 21-man roster.

 The Blazers (6-12-3) are at home to the Medicine Hat Tigers (14-3-3) tonight.

———

First, the Lethbridge Hurricanes added a victory; then they added a defenceman.

 After winning 5-3 in Moose Jaw to end a 10-game losing skid last night, the Hurricanes announced that they have acquired D Tyler Bell, 19, from the Warriors for a third-round 2014 bantam draft pick.

 It seems that the general managers, Alan Millar of the Warriors and Lethbridge's Brad Robson, struck up a conversation during the game.

“It was discussed during the game and looked at seriously in the second intermission and then we completed it right afterwards,” Millar told Katie Brickman of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald.

 The Hurricanes have been playing with six defencemen since last week when D Ryan Pilon left the team and returned home to await a trade.

 The Warriors acquired Bell last season as part of a deal in which D Joel Edmundson moved to the Kamloops Blazers. Bell, from Regina, has five points, one of them a goal, in 23 games this season. In 146 career games, he has 26 points, including five goals.

 Bell, who is expected to join his new club Thursday, will bring a physical presence to the Lethbridge back end.

———

The Red Deer Rebels have promoted Shaun Sutter to assistant general manager and director of player personnel. He had been working as the Rebels' senior scout since 2011. . . . Sutter played four WHL seasons (Lethbridge, Medicine Hat, Calgary, 1997-2001) and was a fourth-round pick by the Calgary Flames in the 1998 NHL draft. He played eight seasons of pro hockey and also worked as an assistant coach with the Regina Pats (2009-11). . . . He is the son of former NHL player and coach Brian Sutter.

———

D Dalton Thrower, the captain of the Vancouver Giants, was on the ice Tuesday. Thrower has missed two games after taking a headshot from F Mitch Moroz of the Edmonton Oil Kings on Nov. 5. Thrower was wearing a non-contact jersey at yesterday's practice. It isn't known if he will play Friday against the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province also reports that F Tyler Benson, the first overall selection in the 2013 bantam draft, skated with the Giants yesterday. Benson, who plays for the Pursuit of Excellence in Kelowna, is scheduled to make his WHL debut on Saturday against the visiting Tri-City Americans. . . . Andy Neal reports on his blog, Neal's Notes, that the Victoria Royals were missing five players when they practised on Tuesday. D Joe Hicketts, D Jordan Fransoo and D Keegan Kanzig didn't skate, nor did F Jack Walker and F Brandon Magee. All are believed to be injured with the exception of Magee. Head coach Dave Lowry told Neal that Magee was given a "maintenance day." . . . The Royals are home to the Seattle Thunderbirds for a Friday-Saturday doubleheader. . . . D Eric Roy may not play for the Brandon Wheat Kings tonight when they meet the visiting Saskatoon Blades. Rob Henderson of the Brandon Sun reports that Roy was injured while blocking a shot on Monday and didn't practice Tuesday. G Curtis Honey, who has missed five games with an undisclosed injury, also sat out practice.

———

TUESDAY:

In Prince Albert, the Raiders ended a three-game losing skid with a 4-1 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride, making his first career start at home, stopped 28 shots. . . . Blades G Alex Moodie, making his fifth straight start, stopped 42 shots. . . . Saskatoon D Ayrton Nikkel returned after missing seven games with an undisclosed injury. . . . Earlier in the day, the Raiders removed F Lance Yaremchuk, 17, from their roster. A native of Prince Albert, he had three points, including a goal, in eight games. He was a sixth-round selection in the 2011 bantam draft. . . .

In Moose Jaw, the Lethbridge Hurricanes snapped their 10-game losing skid with a 5-3 victory over the Warriors. . . . F Axel Blomqvist scored the Hurricanes' first three goals, the third one forging a 3-3 tie at 16:55 of the second period. . . . F Russ Maxwell broke the tie at 17:24. . . . Blomqvist has eight goals. . . . F Josh Uhrich scored his fourth goal of the season for the Warriors and also added an assist. He has one goal in each of his last four games. . . . Moose Jaw lost F Jack Rodewald to a broken jaw in the second period. According to Katie Brickman of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald he "was injured in a collision midway through the second period. . . . He returned to the bench, but left and did not return." Rodewald went for X-rays and his jaw was found to be broken in two places. He is to have surgery today. Rodewald, who was playing in his 150th career game, had career highs in goals (9), assists (8) and points (17) in 24 games. . . . 

In Prince George, F Miles Koules scored twice to lead the Medicine Hat Tigers to a 6-1 victory over the Cougars. . . . Koules has six goals this season. . . . The Tigers scored the game's last five goals, four of them in the third period. . . . The Cougars were playing their fourth game in five nights in four different cities. . . . Tigers G Daniel Wapple stopped 39 shots, 18 of them in the second period. . . . Medicine Hat D Matt Staples, who went into the game with two assists in 17 games, had his first WHL goal and an assist. He's a sophomore from Coppell, Texas. . . . Prince George D Joseph Carvalho left late in the second period after taking a shot high, perhaps off his face. He didn't return. . . . The Tigers are 7-0-1 in their last eight games. . . .

In Portland, the Winterhawks got five first-period goals from five different scorers en route to a 10-2 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . The Winterhawks, who lost two home games in a row during parent's weekend, now have won two straight. . . . Seattle now has lost five in a row. . . . After the first period, the Thunderbirds had been outscored 15-4 in their last four periods in Portland. . . . F Paul Bittner led Portland with his first WHL three-goal game and his first four-point outing. He wound up plus-5, as did D Derrick Pouliot, who had a goal and an assist. . . .Portland F Nic Petan had a goal and two assists. He leads the WHL in assists (31) and is second in points (43). He is eight points behind Spokane F Mitch Holmberg. . . . Portland twice has scored 10 goals against Seattle this season. On Sept. 28, the Winterhawks beat visiting Seattle, 10-4. . . . Seattle D Evan Wardley completed his four-game WHL suspension by sitting out this game. . . . Prior to the game, the Thunderbirds released F Erik Benoit, 20. That leaves them with F Seth Swenson and F Mitch Elliot as their 20-year-olds, meaning there is room for one more. Benoit had eight points, three of them goals, in 19 games with Seattle. . . . The Winterhawks are alone atop the overall standings, three points ahead of the Medicine Hat Tigers and Everett Silvertips, both of whom are 14-3-3.

———

From Lethbridge G Chris Tai (@chrisstopper95), who turned aside 36 shots and was the game's first star as the Hurricanes ended a 10-game losing skid: "So that's what winning feels like."

———

From Ryan Bittner (@17Bittner): "So proud of me little big brother @unclebittsy_7 and getting his first hat trick in the WHL! #SoProud"

———

From Prince George F Zach Pochiro (@Z_Pochiro): “Shoutout to @joecarvalho27 for blocking a shot with his face today. Kids a warrior #getbetter” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Monday, November 11, 2013

Broncos streak now at eight wins 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Alex Leavitt (Swift Current, Everett, 2003-05) signed for the rest of the season with Aalborg (Denmark, AL-Bank Liga) after a successful tryout. During the three-game tryout, he put up six points, including four goals. Earlier this season, he had three points, one of them a goal, in 10 games with Oskarshamn (Sweden, Allsvenskan).

———

At 19 years of age, F Jesse Miller should be enjoying his second season with the WHL's Red Deer Rebels. But that's not how things have turned out. Miller had two assists in 26 games last season when it all came crashing down thanks to a brain injury. . . . There's more right here.

———

MONDAY:

In Swift Current, the Broncos ran their winning streak to eight games with a 7-1 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . The Broncos won three weekend games by a combined score of 19-6. . . . F Colby Cave and F Coda Gordon each had two goals and two assists for the Broncos, with D Brycen Martin adding a goal and three helpers. . . . Broncos F Connor Sanvido ran his goal-scoring streak to six games with his 12th score of the season. . . . The Broncos were 4-for-7 on the PP. . . . F Josh Uhrich scored for Moose Jaw, giving him three goals this season and a three-game goal-scoring streak. . . . Moose Jaw G Zachary Sawchenko started a second straight game for the first time this season. He gave up three goals on 18 shots and was replaced by Justin Paulic to start the third period. . . .

In Brandon, F Richard Nejezchleb scored three goals to help the Wheat Kings to a 5-3 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . The Hurricanes now have lost 10 in a row to slip to 2-17-1-2. . . . Nejezchleb, who scored 11 goals in 35 games last season, has 16 goals in 20 games this season, including eight in his last five games. . . . With only three assists, Nejezchleb is 16-3 and in the running for a Cy Young Award. . . . Nejezchleb broke a 3-3 tie at 15:15 of the third period. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock had three assists. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny stopped 26 shots in his fifth straight start. . . . Lethbridge captain Josh Derko was scratched with an undisclosed injury just prior to the game. . . . The Wheat Kings had lost their previous two games, both at home. . . .

In Everett, F Ivan Nikolishin scored at 1:07 of OT to give the Silvertips a 4-3 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . F Jujhar Khaira, who had been out since Oct. 12 with an undisclosed injury, set up the winner. . . . Vancouver F Carter Popoff forced extra time with a goal at 15:48 of the third period. . . . The Giants continue to play without D Dalton Thrower, their captain, who is out with an undisclosed injury. Thrower was injured on hit by Edmonton F Mitch Moroz on Nov. 5. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist had a goal, his 16th, and an assist. He has 35 points in 20 games this season, including 23 over his last nine outings. He had two or more points in eight of those games. . . .

In Calgary, F Jaedon Descheneau, who sat out the previous game in a coach's decision, had two goals and an assist as the Kootenay Ice dumped the Hitmen, 5-1. . . . Descheneau has a team-high 16 goals. . . . It was the first of four straight on the road for the Ice. . . . Kootenay F Tim Bozon scored his first goal in his eighth game since being acquired from the Kamloops Blazers. He also had two assists, giving him six helpers with Kootenay. . . . D Rinat Valiev, a Russian freshman, scored his first WHL goal in his 10th game since reporting to Kootenay. He also has five assists. . . . Ice G Wyatt Hoflin stopped 29 shots. With starter Mackenzie Skapski injured, G Jayden Sittler, who plays for the midget AAA Red Deer Optimist Chiefs, is with the Ice through Nov. 20. . . . The Hitmen have lost four straight. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Sunday, November 10, 2013

The story of Hick Abbott 

If what follows looks familiar, it likely is. I post this story every year in memory of all those who served and in honour of those who continue to serve. This is the story of Lyman (Hick) Abbott, a fine, young athlete who lost his life in the First World War.

 BY GREGG DRINNAN

 Edward Lyman Abbott was, they all agreed, one of a kind.

 He was a superb athlete and, just as important, he was a true sportsman. Everyone in southern Saskatchewan knew Abbott as Hick, which was shortened from Hickory, and he was loved by young and old alike.

LYMAN (HICK) ABBOTT 

 In the early part of the 20th century, Hick Abbott was the best athlete in Regina and maybe all of Western Canada. To this day, it may be Abbott who is the best athlete Regina has seen.

 According to the Regina Leader:

“Previous to going to the war Abbott was one of the greatest hockey players that this Dominion every saw. He also was a stellar lacrosse, rugby and soccer player. He piloted Regina to a western championship in rugby in 1915 and what he did to bring the Allan Cup to Regina any of the old-time fans know.”

As we pause at the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month, his story is but one of many worth remembering. This, then, is that story. Or, at least part of it.

 --------

 The gentlemen of Regina’s sporting scene would gather at Joe Potts’ Rose Athletic Parlours on the east side of the 1700 block Rose Street. They would go there for a shave, maybe a trim and, most definitely, to talk about how their sporting world turned.

 The Rose Athletic Parlours – the name was in honour of a Potts penpal, Philadelphia Athletics manager Connie Mack – was a seven-chair operation, with each barber having his own washbasin and mirror. There were two other huge mirrors – floor to ceiling – and a circular leather seat that surrounded a pole on which was beautiful leather backing. A long glass counter was home to a gold-coloured cash register and boxes of chocolate bars. Mahogany-veered cabinets behind the counter were full of tobacco products.

 And there were photographs – they didn’t call them pictures then – everywhere. 

JOE POTTS 

 Photographs of prominent athletes. Many of them autographed.

 The billiard room was separate and featured Boston tables, although there was one billiard table. Each table had its own mahogany cabinet in which players hung their hats and coats.

 This is where doctors, dentists, lawyers and businessmen came. This is where they talked about the exploits of their favorite son.

 Hick Abbott was of fair complexion. He had gray eyes that, in a blink, would steal a young girl’s heart. And that hair. Oh, that light brown hair that always had that naturally tousled look. Born in Orillia, Ont., in the Hovering parish, on May 1, 1891, Abbott, who was of the Methodist faith, moved to Regina for some reason long since lost. His father, James Henry Abbott, lived his last days in Toronto. In a file folder full of documents, notes, papers and photographs, there isn't a mention of a mother. Perhaps Hick Abbott’s mother died and he moved to Regina to live with his sister, Robena Myrtle, who was a provincial government employee. A brother, Samuel Percival Abbott, lived near White Bear, Sask.

 Hick Abbott played football (rugby football, it was frequently called then), hockey, baseball, lacrosse, soccer, basketball. He excelled at them all. He played in high school. He played for club teams. He played on playgrounds or in a gymnasium. It didn’t matter. He just wanted to play. He had to play.

 But hockey was his game. He was a right winger who played for as many teams as he could.

 He played for the Regina Bees Capital Hockey Club, which won the Valkenburg Cup as the province’s 1911-12 amateur champions.

 But how was he to know that the highlight of his athletic career would come in the spring of 1914 when he helped the Regina Victorias to the 1914 Allan Cup title? The team photo refers to the Vics as World’s Amateur Champions 1914. There’s Abbott – bottom row, third from the right, next to Joe Potts, the Vics’ manager. The newspaper refers to Abbott as “the speedy and consistent right wing who is the sharpshooter of the team.”

But there was trouble in Europe where, before long, the First World War would be raging. Soon, newspapers were full of casualty reports. Regina’s sons were dying over there.

 Naturally, Abbott heard the call, as did many of his teammates from that 1913-14 team, including goaltender Fred McCulloch, defencemen Charlie Otton and Austin Creswell, who was the team captain, and rover Freddy Wilson.

 Abbott took officer training in Winnipeg, qualifying for the rank of lieutenant. He returned to Regina and enlisted with the 68th Battalion.

 On the day Abbott enlisted – Sept. 23, 1915 – he was a 24-year-old student at law who lived in Regina at 2254 Rose St.

 Seven months later, on April 28, he was on the S.S. Olympic as it sailed from Halifax. Abbott headed overseas as a platoon commander and officer in charge of records.

 Abbott was a true warrior. Whether it was on the field of play or on the field of war, there wasn’t any quit in this man.

 Upon his arrival in England, he quickly transferred to the 52nd Canadian Infantry Battalion, a trench unit. In the ensuing 26 months, shrapnel was the only thing that kept him from the front.

 He was first injured on Oct. 7, 1916, while in action near Courcelette, about 30 miles northeast of Amiens, in what came to be known as the Battles of the Somme.

 Four days later, Abbott was admitted to No. 14 General Hospital at Boulogne with a wound to his left shoulder. Two days later, he was in England, safely ensconced in a war hospital in Reading, a few miles west of London.

 A doctor noted a “shrapnel bullet localized near wound.” That shrapnel was removed on Oct. 24; he was discharged from hospital on Nov. 13.

 Abbott rushed back to the front and stayed until June 3, 1917, when he was granted 10 days leave, which he spent in Paris.

 On July 26, 1917, following the Battle of Vimy Ridge, Abbott was awarded the Military Cross “for conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. He handled his men in the most able manner, and successfully led them through an intense hostile barrage. He set a fine example of courage and initiative.”

Three months later, on Oct. 27, he was awarded a Bar to his Military Cross.

 The Bar, according to a letter Potts received from Abbott in early November, was “just for a little trench raiding affair.”

Abbott also mentioned that he now was wearing “a pair of plate glass spectacles on account of recent injuries to my eyes.”

The glasses were the result of his being wounded for a second time. He took a bullet – or a piece of shrapnel – in the right temple on Sept. 4, 1917, while raiding enemy trenches near Leuze, just over the border from France in the southwest part of Belgium.

 A medical report indicates this was a “Severe G.S.W. (gunshot wound) near right eye.” Before he reached the hospital in Boulogne, the shrapnel//bullet was “removed with giant and small magnet.”

The Sept. 11 edition of The Leader reported, under the headline Popular Regina Young Man Is Among Wounded:

“As the casualty lists come in, more and more Regina soldiers are listed either as killed, wounded or gassed. In the list of yesterday appears the name of one of the best known and popular young men of the city, Lieut. Edward Lyman Abbott, as being wounded. This is the second time within 10 months that ‘Hick’ . . . has suffered injuries on the battlefield.”

The story continued:

“. . . he has written to friends in the city and appeared to be carrying on without much worry. Abbott was one of the finest athletes and best sportsmen in the city, standing at the head in every branch of sport he entered. He was particularly noted for his prowess at hockey, and football, two games in which he had no superior in the west.”

By Sept. 15, he had been “invalided, wounded and detached” to the Manitoba Regimental Depot and was being cared for in the 3rd London General Hospital in Wandsworth.

 A doctor's report noted: “Recommended for convalesence . . . to report back in three weeks.” Abbott was discharged on Sept. 24, 1917, and spent the next month at St. Mark's College, leaving there on Oct. 25, 1917.

 The next entry in his medical record is dated Sept. 14, 1918. It is short and to the point: K. in A.

 Killed in Action.

 It was, in the words of General Erich Ludendorff, the “black day of the German army.”

It was Aug. 8, 1918. It was the day on which the Battle of Amiens began. It was the battle in which Hick Abbott died.

 After recovering from his head wound, Abbott returned to France on Dec. 24, 1917. A week later, he was back with his unit.

 With Capt. G.M. Thomson heading for England, application was made for Abbott to be an acting captain with the 52nd Battalion. That was approved on March 16, 1918.

 Abbott, then, was a captain when the Battle of Amiens, one of the war’s most decisive battles, began. The German’s spring offensive had been stopped only eight miles from Amiens. Now it was time to push them back. Later, after the Armistice had been signed on Nov. 11, 1918, it was generally acknowledged that this was where the tide had turned. In two weeks, 46 German divisions were defeated – 34,250 prisoners and 270 heavy guns were captured.

“It was,” said Ludenhoff, “the black day of the German army in the war . . . To continue would be a gamble. The war would have to be ended.”

On Aug. 14, with the battle almost won, Abbott – always the leader – was first out of a trench as he led a charge towards the enemy.

 According to Earl Longworthy, an acquaintance of Abbott’s, he was killed by a sniper’s bullet to the head.

 Longworthy was with Abbott’s battalion the day after his death and reported the platoon “worshipped the ground Abbott walked on and were in sorrowful spirits because of his death.”

A testimonial, author unknown, reads in part:

“Abbott was the type of Canadian, and the type of Britisher, that the Germans cannot understand; the type that fights with a silent fury and yet that does not hate; too much of a sportsman to fight unfairly, but more dangerous in attack than their finest products of hate-inspiration because of utter recklessness combined with a deadly skill and total inability to recognize defeat.”

By the time of his death on Aug. 14, 1918, Abbott’s father also was dead. Hick’s medals went to his sister, Robena, who was living in Regina at 2072 Angus St. A plaque and scroll went to his brother, Samuel, at White Bear.

 Abbott’s will, dated July 1, 1916, indicated that there may have been another woman – besides his sister – in his life.

 His will appointed his sister and R.D. MacMurchy, a Regina barrister, as executors. It read in part:

“I give and bequeath unto my sister Robena Myrtle Abbott all property, real and personal in my possession or due me at the time of my decease and in the advent of her prior decease all said property, real and personal to Miss Edith May Longworthy, 2035 Hamilton St., Regina, Canada.”

Word of Abbott’s death was reported in The Leader of Aug. 22, 1918:

“The death of the popular young Regina officer came as a great shock to his many friends in the city and to the hundreds who knew him through the province particularly as one of the finest athletes who ever appeared before the public in the province.”

Joe Potts was devastated by the news and wrote an appreciation that appeared in The Leader:

“The world of sport of Regina, and for that matter the entire province of Saskatchewan, is the poorer today by the loss of Hick Abbott.

“As long as Regina is, the name of Abbott will live. To the present generation his name stands supreme as a monument to the best that was in sport. To the future generation he has left an ideal for them to attain.

“The citizens of Saskatchewan have lost one of nature’s gentlemen, one who held dear the traditions of his land and one who ever had at heart one thing – the interest of his fellows.

“A hero among his fellows he was equally loved by the boys. No business was ever too pressing to prevent him claiming their comradeship. To the younger lads of Regina his life and glorious death will be an inspiration.

“In expressing these thoughts I am but giving voice to those of everyone in the city who knew him. As one who knew him intimately from the time he grew out of boyhood the loss is personally great.”

Potts, who had named his first-born son after Abbott – J. Lyman Potts, born on Nov. 11, 1916, is retired and living in Burlington, Ont. – would make certain that Hick wouldn’t be forgotten.

 Late in 1918, Joe Potts started a fund-raising drive, the result of which would be the Abbott Memorial Cup, which for years would go annually to the champion of western Canadian junior hockey.

 When the subscription drive started, the first name on the list was Lyman Potts ($10). The second name was that of Lieut. Austin Creswell, the captain of the 1914 Victorias.

 E.A. Jolly, a prominent Regina druggist, sent in $5, along with a note:

“Captain Abbott was one of the highest types of Canadian citizens and his record on the ice and subsequently on the battlefield proved him a man of whom all of us should be proud. I remember the great games with Melville when Abbott worked so valiantly and well for victory, and I also remember what a great power Abbott was to the Victoria team when they won the Allan Cup on that great night in Winnipeg nearly five years ago.”

Dick Irvin, who would later prove to be one of the NHL's great coaches, wrote from Belgium where he was a private “doing despatch work on a motorcycle . . . and seeing the sights of France and Belgium over the handle bars.”

Irvin was a 21-year-old centre on the Winnipeg Monarchs team that lost the 1914 Allan Cup final to the Vics.

“I am interested in what you say about the proposed Abbott Cup and you can put (me) down for a five spot,” Irvin wrote. “I think the idea splendid for junior hockey in the west and, as far as the memorial is concerned, you couldn’t have picked on a better name as Abbott was a . . . man all through.”

Hector Lang, the principal of Regina’s Central Collegiate during Abbott’s high school years who later moved to Medicine Hat and would be the Alberta trustee for the Abbott Cup, wrote that Abbott “at his studies, in his games, and on the field of battle, displayed always in the highest degree the character of the true sportsman. I remember, too, the other boys who studied and played with him – all good boys and true sports, and all of them better because of the influence of the big-hearted and fair-minded Hick Abbott.”

Sid Smith wrote from Gull Lake, Sask., expressing the hope that “this trophy will not be handled in such a way that it will fall into disregard, be forgotten as is often the case with such.”

Almost 80 years later, the Abbott Memorial Cup no longer could be considered a prominent trophy. Where it once went to the winner of a best-of-seven series, in its last years it was presented to the winner of one round-robin game between two western representatives during the Royal Bank Cup.

“I know absolutely nothing about the Abbott Cup,” admitted one member of the Melfort Mustangs, Abbott Cup winners for 1996.

“It’s just an appetizer (for the Royal Bank Cup),” added another player.

 It seems, alas, that Sid Smith’s worst fears were recognized.

 Hick Abbott, who left Regina to fight for his country’s freedom, never returned to his adopted home town.

 He is buried in Roye New British Cemetery, a few miles north of Paris.

 Plot 1, Row B, Grave 13.

 (J. Lyman Potts, Joe’s eldest son, realized in the mid-1990s, that the Abbott Cup no longer was being given the respect it deserved. He wrote to old friend Tom Melville, a former Regina Leader-Post sports editor, and the two of them mounted a lengthy campaign that resulted in the Abbott Cup being retired to the Hockey Hall of Fame in Toronto.) 
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Linesman takes punch, stitches in BCHL game 

Late Friday night, we learned, thanks to Vancouver radio station CKNW, that D Brett Kulak and F Jackson Houck of the Vancouver Giants face criminal charges stemming from a summer house party in Delta, B.C.

 Kulak, 19, is dealing with charges of assault causing bodily harm and threats to cause death or bodily harm. A native of Stony Plain, Alta., Kulak was a fourth-round selection by the Calgary Flames in the NHL's 2012 draft.

 Houck, 18, has been charged with assault causing bodily harm. From North Vancouver, Houck was selected by the Edmonton Oilers in the fourth round of the 2013 draft.

 On Saturday, Ron Toigo, the Giants' majority owner, issued a statement that was posted here late that night.

NHLOn Sunday, it was the turn of Jay Feaster, the Flames' general manager. He issued his statement:

 "We were just made aware that Brett has been charged with assault and uttering threats as the result of an incident this past August in Delta, B.C. We have discussed the matter with Brett and are continuing to acquire additional information.

 "While we don’t condone the behaviour associated with these charges, the Calgary Flames organization continues to support Brett as he moves through the legal process and we learn more about the incident.

 "As the matter is before the courts in B.C., we are limited in the information we can publicly discuss and are unable to comment any further on the incident at this time.”

Kulak scored two goals and Houck one on Saturday as the Giants beat the visiting Prince George Cougars, 5-1.

 Kulak next is scheduled to appear in court on Nov. 20. Houck's next appearance is scheduled for Feb. 28.

———

It was late Saturday night when I noticed a couple of tweets:

 From Patrick (@pliefke85): "Thoughts with @daddeo87 tonight from myself & @JamesCarr15. May the surgeons have steady hands and praying for a quick recovery."

 From BL-7 (@BLdash7): "At the hospital waiting for @daddeo87 to get zipped up and he has a new friend waiting. #teddybearpicnic"

 It turns out that @daddeo87 is the Twitter handle of Ryan Dawson of Kamloops, who works a lot of junior hockey games as an on-ice official. He was working as a linesman for a BCHL game in Vernon on Saturday night when he took a punch to the face.

 Neate Sager of Yahoo! Sports has the details and video right here.

 Later, Dawson tweeted: "All stitched up and heading for home! Thanks to @rbstripes90 and @BLdash7 for their support and patience waiting #trueteammates"

 The referee for the game — the Prince George Spruce Kings and Vernon Vipers played to a 4-4 tie — was Brandon Liefke. Riley Balson was the other linesman. The incident took place at 14:28 of the third period.

———

To say a lot has been written about President John F. Kennedy over the years is something of an understatement. And a lot more is going to appear over the next few days. . . . But this story right here is different. Written by Paul Gregory, it appeared in The New York Times and carried the headline Lee Harvey Oswald Was My Friend.

———

So . . . Jay Glazer of Fox-TV got the first interview with Ritchie Incognito and it aired on Sunday's NFL pregame show. Never mind that the two men are friends and business partners. As Dave Zirin of The Nation writes that the result was "a big steaming pile of propaganda." . . . That piece is right here.

———

If you read anything today, click right here and make it this story. It details how San Francisco is about to become Gotham to help a boy's dream come true. Awesome stuff!

———

SUNDAY:

In Portland, F Nic Petan had a goal and two assists and F Taylor Leier scored twice as the Winterhawks bounced the Regina Pats, 5-2. . . . Leier has 15 goals. . . . Portland, which had lost its last two games, both at home, outshot Regina, 58-23. . . . Regina F Chandler Stephenson took a headshot major and game misconduct at the final buzzer. . . . The Pats apparently hit three goal posts in the game's first 10 minutes. They trailed 1-0 on a goal by Petan. . . . Still, Portland finished the first period ahead 16-5 on the shot clock and 2-0 on the scoreboard. . . . D Tye Hand was among Regina's scratches. He left Saturday's game in Kent, Wash., after taking a hit from F Justin Hickman early in the third period. Hand has missed time each of the last two seasons with brain injuries. Hickman drew a boarding major and may open the week on a 'tbd' suspension. . . . The Winterhawks (15-4-2) moved back atop the overall standings, two points ahead of the idle Kelowna Rockets (14-2-2), who hold three games in hand. . . .

In Kamloops, F Todd Fiddler scored on the PP just 19 seconds into OT to give the Prince George Cougars an 8-7 victory over the Blazers. . . . Fiddler, playing his third game with the Cougars since being acquired from the Moose Jaw Warriors, had three goals and two assists. . . . The game featured 98 shots, 54 by the Cougars, and 19 skaters picked up at least one point. . . . The teams combined for 38 shots and seven goals in the first period. The Blazers led 24-14 in shots, but trailed 4-3 in goals. . . . Here is how the leads went: K, 1-0; PG, 2-1; PG, 4-2; PG, 5-3; K, 6-5; PG, 7-6. . . . Kamloops F Aspen Sterzer forced OT at 15:45 of the third period with his second goal of the game and 12th of the season. . . . Sterzer has a career-high 19 points in 21 games. Two seasons ago, he had 18 points in 63 games. Last season, injuries limited him to 31 games. . . . Each team used two goaltenders. . . . The Cougars ended a seven-game losing skid. . . . The Cougars (8-11-4) moved into sole possession of eighth place in the Western Conference, two points ahead of the Vancouver Giants and five up on the Blazers (6-12-3). . . . Kamloops has opened a five-game homestand with two losses. When the homestand ends on Nov. 19, the Blazers will have played 16 home games and eight on the road. Why the spread? The Blazers will be out of their building late in February and early in March to make room for the Brier, the Canadian men's curling championship.

———

From Schlossman (@SchlossmanGF): "NASA astronaut Karen Nyberg brought a UND hockey game puck with her to space. Believed to be first hockey puck in space."

 (Nyberg is a U of North Dakota alum.) 
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Saturday, November 9, 2013

Giants owner issues news release 

This news release issued on Saturday needs no further comment: 

VANCOUVER, BC — Vancouver Giants owner Ron Toigo has issued the following statement regarding Giants players Brett Kulak and Jackson Houck:

 Due to an incident that took place on August 18 at a Tsawwassen house party, both players will be in court on November 20th to have these matters dealt with.

 We cannot comment on the charges or the likely outcome at this time, and hopefully this will all be behind us after that court date.

 What we can say is that our players are held to a higher standard and, for the most part, live up to that.

 This is the first instance that we have had a player have to go to court and that is unfortunate.

 Both Jackson and Brett have been, and are, exceptional people.

 They have been good students, and have put in many hours of community service hours through school visits and the Read to Succeed program, Odd Squad with Chris Graham of the Vancouver Police, and hospital visits with the Giants' Christmas program.

 Both these players have been, and are, very good citizens and have been good members of our community.

 It is unfortunate that one negative incident gets the attention instead of all the good things that have been done.

 They are both prepared to deal with whatever the court decides.

 Please appreciate and understand that the players and anyone from the Vancouver Giants organization cannot comment on any of these legal matters.

———

There isn't much doubt that the biggest challenge facing minor hockey in Canada is the cost of playing the game.

 A friend with five-year-old twins found that out this autumn as the boys were equipped and registered to play in an initiation 'Fun Hockey' program.

 Here's a look at what it cost to get started:

 Skates were $89 each.

 Equipment was $138.50 each.

 Registration was $205 each.

 They owned helmets, otherwise the cost would have been even more. As it was, he said they spent $964 total.

 The friend added that had he and his wife registered their boys in the initiation program operated by their city's minor hockey association, the registration fee would have been $620 each and he estimated it would have ended up costing $1,795 in total.

 "Next year," he figures, "we would have the hockey gear costs except for new elbow pads, helmets and skates and we are still looking at $1,400. Hopefully, all of their gear fits but I know the elbow pads won't."

 On the same subject, James Mirtle of The Globe and Mail takes a look at minor hockey and the costs right here. Should my friend's two boys end up playing rep hockey, he had better hope he wins a lottery in order to pay their way.

———

Congratulations to Brian Coates and Tom Thompson, two men with ties to the WHL, both of whom are among the 2014 class of inductees to the Manitoba Baseball Hall of Fame. . . . Coates (Brandon, 1971-72) is from Roland, Man., while Thompson was the last general manager of the Winnipeg Warriors, before the WHL franchise picked up and moved to Moose Jaw in 1984.

 From the Manitoba Baseball Hall of Fame news release:

 "Brian Coates . . . was an outstanding batter, fielder, pitcher, competitor, and leader by example, for the great Carman Goldeyes Junior and Senior dynasties of the 1970s and '80s. When not pitching, Brian played 1st or 3rd base and was always one of their top performers. He was a feared batter for both average and power and often a league leader in several offensive categories. In his career, Brian played on many all-star teams highlighted by winning the Western Canada Senior Championship in Nanaimo, B.C., with the the Redboine all-stars in 1978. Brian also enjoyed a successful professional hockey career after being drafted by the Boston Bruins in 1972."

 "From 1972 to 1991, Tom (Thompson) was a driving force on the Winnipeg and Manitoba baseball scene. He began his coaching career with the Issac Brock Royals and achieved immediate success by capturing Manitoba Bantam titles in 1973 and ’74 and Provincial Midget titles in 1975 and '76. Tom was one of the founding members of the reformed Manitoba Junior Baseball League in 1977. He became owner, operator, and coach of the South End Chiefs for 10 years and his teams were highly competitive and annually one of the top teams in the league. In 1981, Tom coached Team Manitoba at the Canada Summer Games. In 1987, Tom took over the Elmwood Giants Junior Team and in his first year at the helm captured the MJBL crown and the Western Canada Junior championship and then added another MJBL title in 1990. Over the years, Tom also served on the MBA executive as Competition and Development Chair and served in similar capacities with the Winnipeg Minor Baseball Association."

———

G Spencer Tremblay, 19, who has had stints with the Moose Jaw Warriors, Red Deer Rebels and Regina Pats, now is with the BCHL's Chilliwack Chiefs. They have acquired the Winnipegger from the MJHL's Waywayseecappo Wolverines for future considerations.

———

SUDBURY SATURDAY NIGHT:

In Swift Current, the Broncos ran their winning streak to seven games with a 6-2 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Swift Current took control with four goals before the game was 15 minutes old. . . . Broncos F Colby Cave had two goals and an assist, while D Julius Honka drew three assists. . . . Swift Current G Eetu Laurikainen made 40 saves. . . .

In Saskatoon, F Torrin White scored at 3:59 of OT to give the Moose Jaw Warriors a 4-3 victory over the Blades. . . . Still, the Blades went 2-0-1 in playing three games in three nights in three different cities. . . . The Warriors had lost five straight. . . . White, who has six goals, finished with two goals and an assist. . . . Saskatoon D Ryan Coghlan forced OT with a PP goal at 12:44 of the third period as the Blades erased a 3-1 deficit. . . . Moose Jaw F Josh Uhrich, who scored his first goal of the season Friday, added another one in this game. Uhrich, 17, also added an assist as he doubled his point total. He's got four in 21 games. Last season, as a freshman, he had four points, one of them a goal, in 58 games. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherbak had his point streak snapped at 13 games. . . .

In Lethbridge, the Red Deer Rebels scored three PP goals and beat the Hurricanes, 4-3. . . . The Rebels finished a six-game road swing at 3-3. . . . The Hurricanes, now 2-16-3, have lost nine in a row. . . . Red Deer D Haydn Fleury had three assists. . . . F Rhyse Dieno gave the visitors a 4-1 lead with his seventh goal, on the PP, at 10:50 of the second. . . . The Hurricanes got late second-period goals from F Jamal Watson and F Brady Ramsay, but couldn't beat G Patrick Bartosak in the third period. . . .

In Calgary, F Curtis Valk scored the only goal of the shootout as the Medicine Hat Tigers beat the Hitmen, 3-2. . . . Medicine Hat G Daniel Wapple stopped 36 shots through OT and added three more in the skills competition. . . . Calgary D Kenton Helgesen scored with 10.3 seconds left in the third period to tie it 2-2. . . . Calgary has lost three straight. . . . Medicine Hat F Hunter Shinkaruk scored in his second game back from a hip injury. He hadn't played since Oct. 23. He has 11 points, five of them goals, in nine games. . . . Shinkaruk also scored an 'own' goal, beating Wapple through the five-hole early in the first period. “I hadn’t been back in the lineup for awhile,” a joking Shinkaruk told Scott Fisher of the Calgary Sun. “I thought I might as well get my first goal and work on it from there.” In explaining what happened, Shinkaruk added: “I saw it there and I panicked. I tried to take it to the corner and I guess I picked (Wapple’s) five-hole pretty good. It was a little bit of a tough skate back to the bench, but luckily enough, I got another one (at the other end) to even it out.” . . .

In Kelowna, G Jordon Cooke stopped 25 shots to help the Rockets to a 2-0 victory over the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . With the victory, their seventh straight, the Rockets (14-2-2) moved into a tie with the Portland Winterhawks (14-4-2) atop the overall standings. . . . Cooke has two shutouts this season and seven in his career. . . . WHL Facts (@WHLFacts) notes that, going back to last season, Cooke is 16-0-2 in his last 18 regular-season starts. . . . The Oil Kings had put up three shutouts in a row going into this one. . . . The shutout streak ended at 257 minutes 44 seconds when F Justin Kirkland scored his fourth goal, via the PP, at 9:34 of the second period. . . . The Oil Kings, who were 0-for-8 on the PP, had a four-game winning streak ended as they finished 6-2-0 in a road swing. They were playing their fifth game in seven nights. . . .

In Kent, Wash., the Regina Pats began a U.S. Division tour with a 5-3 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds, who now have lost four in a row. . . . Regina held a 54-31 edge in shots. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk scored twice for Regina, which has won three straight. He got the Pats' first two goals, at which point he had figured in six straight Regina scores. . . . Regina F Braden Christoffer broke a 2-2 tie at 8:50 of the third period and F Boston Leier made it 4-2 at 11:18 on the PP. . . . Regina D Connor Gay had a career-high three assists. . . . Seattle D Ethan Bear, 16, didn't play after leaving the previous night's game in the second period with an undisclosed injury. . . . The Pats arrived in Kent on Friday and watched the first two periods of the Thunderbirds' 5-3 loss to the Victoria Royals. . . . Seattle F Justin Hickman took a boarding major and game misconduct at 3:03 of the third period for a hit on Regina D Tye Hand. . . . Hand, who needed help leaving the ice and didn't return, was playing his fifth game since returning from a suspected brain injury. . . .

In Cranbrook, G Wyatt Hoflin stopped 23 shots to help the Kootenay Ice to a 3-2 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Hoflin is shouldering the load with G Mackenzie Skapski injured. . . . F Austin Vetterl's fourth goal, a PP snipe at 18:49 of the second period, gave the home side a 3-1 lead and stood up as the winner. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg became the first WHLer to 50 points as he notched his 23rd goal and an assist. He leads the WHL in goals, assists (28) and points (51). . . . F Mike Aviani, the other half of Spokane's Daily Double, got his 18th goal. . . . Spokane F Dominic Zwerger, who I don't believe returned to Friday night's game after getting into a fight with F Brady Ramsay of the host Lethbridge Hurricanes just nine seconds into the first period, was scratched. Zwerger, 17, is a freshman from Austria. That was the first fight of his WHL career and came in his 13th game. His only other penalty this season? A headshot major in his first game. . . . The Ice scratched F Jaeden Descheneau, its second-leading scorer. The move was a coach's decision. . . .

In Vancouver, the Giants scored the game's last four goals and beat the Prince George Cougars, 5-1. . . . D Brett Kulak scored twice for the Vancouver. . . . D Dmitry Osipov, the first selection in the CHL's 2013 import draft, scored his first WHL goal in the second period and it stood up as the winner. . . . Kulak has nine goals this season. . . . The Cougars have lost seven in a row. . . .

In Portland, F Brandon Magee scored 31 seconds into OT was the Victoria Royals beat the Winterhawks, 3-2. . . . That was Magee's second goal of the game. . . . The Royals ventured into the U.S. Division and won twice in two nights. They beat the host Seattle Thunderbirds 5-3 on Friday night. . . . Victoria G Coleman Vollrath turned aside 41 shots. . . . Magee has five goals this season. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored his 16th goal as he ran his point streak to 14 games, the longest in the WHL at the moment. . . .

In Kennewick, Wash., F Brian Williams scored a PP goal 18 seconds in OT to give the Tri-City Americans a 4-3 victory over the Silvertips. . . . Williams, who has 16 goals, scored twice and set up another. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist scored his 15th goal at 4:58 of the third period, on a PP, to force OT. . . . Tri-City F Ty Comrie and F Phil Tot, both of whom sat out Friday's game, were back for this one. . . . The Silvertips had won three in a row. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Friday, November 8, 2013

Two Giants facing charges 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Bernhard Keil (Kamloops, 2010-11) has signed for the rest of this season with Red Bull Munich (Germany, DEL).

———

Vancouver radio station CKNW reported Friday night that two veteran players with the Vancouver Giants — F Jackson Houck and D Brett Kulak — are facing criminal charges stemming from an Aug. 18 house party in Delta. B.C. According to CKNW, the players, who continue to play with the Giants, have already made three court appearances. . . . Kulak leads the Giants in points (20), while Houck has a team-high eight goals. . . . The Giants, who were idle last night, are at home to the Prince George Cougars tonight. . . . The CKNW report is right here.

———

On Wednesday night, F Brandon Baddock of the visiting Edmonton Oil Kings left Victoria Royals D Keegan Kanzig woozy and wobbly following a late second-period fight. (Kanzig was scratched from Victoria's game with the host Seattle Thunderbirds last night.)

 Which got me to wondering what the numbers are looking like, so I scurried over to hockeyfights.com and checked things out.

 According to hockeyfights.com, in 2011-12, there were 790 fights during the WHL's regular season.

 In 2012-13, there were 666 fights during the WHL's regular season, a decrease of 15.7 per cent.

 This season, through Friday's action, there have been 206 fights in 217 games, leaving the WHL on a 752-fight pace. If that plays out, it would be a 12.9 per cent increase over last season.

———

Brent Sapergia, who played with the Saskatoon Blades and Medicine Hat Tigers (1979-81), got caught up in a drug ring and found himself in a New York court room last month. . . . The New York Post story is right here. . . . And right here is a story from the Winnipeg Free Press.

———

A fourth former NFL player has demonstrated signs of CTE. Former Miami Dolphins wide receiver Mark Duper confirmed it to CBS Sports on Friday. That story is right here.

———

Elliotte Friedman's weekly column — 30 Thoughts — is right here. At the end of it, he writes:

 "Here are the eight NHL teams to watch for my Nov. 1 stat, ie. if you're four points out of the playoffs after games on that date, you are in a brutal spot to make it. The teams: Dallas Stars, Ottawa Senators, Philadelphia and Winnipeg (five points back), Calgary (7), Florida (8), Buffalo and Edmonton (11). Some of you think the new format will change things. We'll all find out together."

 I don't know if Friedman's theory applies to the WHL and its 72-game regular season, but if it does only the Kamloops Blazers, Moose Jaw Warriors and Lethbridge Hurricanes were at least four points out of the playoffs after Friday's games. The Blazers were four points out in the Western Conference; the Warriors were four points back in the Eastern Conference, with the Hurricanes 13 off the pace.

———

The Vancouver Giants won't have D Dalton Thrower, their captain, in the lineup tonight when they play host to the Prince George Cougars. According to Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province:

 "The Giants aren't saying what's wrong with the Montreal Canadiens prospect, but Thrower took a blindside hit to the head from Edmonton Oil Kings winger Mitch Moroz behind the Vancouver net on the first shift of the third period in Tuesday's 3-0 home side defeat at the Coliseum.

 "Thrower stayed down for a time, but went to the bench without assistance and remained in the game. He later challenged Moroz to a fight. Moroz declined and Thrower was assessed an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty.

 "Moroz didn't get a penalty for the check.

 "Thrower did suffer a concussion last season while with the Saskatoon Blades, the result of a fight in practice in early November. He ended up missing 11 games."

 Ewen's story is right here.

 Meanwhile, the WHL injury list shows Vancouver F Rob Trzonkowski as being out indefinitely with an undisclosed injury. However, the team's stats page has an 'x' beside his name, indicating that he no longer is with the team. Trzonkowski, 19, had one point, a goal, in three games. 

———

The Regina Pats have dealt G Teagan Sacher, 19, to the Lethbridge Hurricanes for a fifth-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft. Sacher, from Winnipeg, played 26 games with the Pats last season (8-13-2, 3.87, .883), but was limited to two games this season because of injury. Sacher left the Pats on Oct. 15  with the team stating that he was going to "pursue academic interests at the University of Winnipeg." . . . Sacher is to join the Hurricanes before they play in Brandon on Monday. . . . The Hurricanes have two goaltenders on their roster -- Corbin Boes, 20, and Christopher Tai, who turns 18 on Dec. 1. They also are working to trade D Ryan Pilon, 17, who has left the team and is at home awaiting a deal.

———

FRIDAY:

In Moose Jaw, F Nate Burns had a goal and two assists as the Saskatoon Blades opened a 4-0 lead and hung on to beat the Warriors, 4-3. . . . The Warriors are 0-5-3 on home ice since beating the Vancouver Giants 2-1 on Oct. 5. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherback had two assists as he ran his point streak to 13 games. The Russian freshman has 11 goals and 10 assists over that stretch. . . . Saskatoon D David Nemecek was bleeding and went to the dressing room after a third-period scrap with Moose Jaw D Jesse Forsberg. . . .

In Brandon, F Jake DeBrusk enjoyed a four-point second period to help the Swift Current Broncos dump the Wheat Kings, 6-3. . . . A freshman, DeBrusk went into the game with six points in 20 games. . . . Swift Current has won six in a row, while Brandon has dropped two straight, both at home. . . . The Broncos erased a 2-1 first-period deficit with five straight goals, four of them in the second period. . . . Swift Current D Jordan Harris, 17, scored his first WHL goal in his 38th game. He played 17 games with the Prince George Cougars last season. The Cougars selected the Prince Albert native with the 10th pick of the 2011 bantam draft. . . . With G Curtis Honey hurt, Brandon G Jordan Papirny made his fourth consecutive start. Honey was on the bench, though. . . .

In Cranbrook, G Patrik Bartosak stopped 19 shots to lead the Red Deer Rebels to a 3-0 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . Bartosak has one shut out this season and seven in his career. . . . It was School Spirit Night, and attendance was 2,908. . . . The Rebels snapped a three-game losing skid. They are 2-3-0 on a six-game road swing that ends tonight in Lethbridge. . . .

In Lethbridge, F Mitch Holmberg became the WHL's first 20-goal scorer this season as he led the Spokane Chiefs to a 6-2 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . Holmberg scored three times, giving him 22 goals, and added an assist. He leads the WHL in goals and points (49). . . . Holmberg's first goal tied the game 2-2 and his second gave his side a 3-2 lead. It stood up as the winner, giving him a league-high six GWG this season. . . . There were three fights in the game's first eight minutes. . . . The Hurricanes now have lost eight straight. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Cole Sanford scored twice and added an assist to lead the Tigers to a 5-3 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Sanford has 12 goals in 18 games this season. He had two goals in 53 games last season. . . . Tigers F Trevor Cox, who chipped a front tooth in his previous game and posted a 'Sorry, Mom' photo on Twitter, had three assists. . . . Raiders F Shane Danyluk drew a cross-checking major and game misconduct for a hit on Sanford late in the third period. . . .

In Kelowna, the Rockets scored the game's last five goals and beat the Prince George Cougars, 5-2. . . . The Cougars led 2-0 late in the second period and took a 2-1 edge into the third. . . . Kelowna held a 51-28 shot advantage, including 19-5 in the second period. . . . F Todd Fiddler, 20, played his first game with the Cougars after being acquired from the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . .

In Everett, G Daniel Cotton stopped 14 shots for the shutout as the Silvertips beat the Tri-City Americans, 2-0. . . . Everett held a 35-14 edge in shots. . . . Cotton has two shutouts this season and four in his career. . . . He is the go-to guy in Everett as Austin Lotz rehabs an ankle injury. . . . The second intermission was extended by about 45 minutes when a pink breast cancer awareness logo came through the ice and got caught by a Zamboni. . . . The Americans were missing F Ty Comrie, F Marcus Messier, F Philip Tot and F Taylor Vickerman. . . . Tri-City, which had won six of seven, has been blanked twice this season, both times by Everett. . . .

In Kamloops, the Edmonton Oil Kings scored four times in 4:20 early in the second period en route to a 5-0 victory over the Blazers. . . . Edmonton G Tyler Santos posted his first WHL victory and shutout in his third start. . . . Tristan Jarry, the Oil Kings' No. 1 goaltender, has posted two straight shutouts. Overall, the Oil Kings are riding a shutout streak of 228 minutes 10 seconds. . . . The Oil Kings have won four in a row and seven of eight. . . . Edmonton F Brandon Ralph, from Fort McMurray, Alta., scored twice, his first two WHL goals coming in his seventh game. . . . Santos, a 19-year-old from Edmonton, finished with 33 saves, including turning aside freshman F Eric Krienke on a third-period penalty shot. . . . Santos also has stopped Kootenay F Sam Reinhart on a penalty shot this season. . . . 

In Kent, Wash, G Coleman Vollrath stopped 43 shots to spark the Victoria Royals to a 5-3 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . At one point in the second period, Seattle held a 20-5 edge in shots and was trailing 2-0. . . . F Tyler Soy, the eighth overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft, had a goal, his fourth, and two assists for the Royals. . . . D Shea Theodore scored all three Seattle goals.

———

From Hecklers Row (@Hecklers_Row): "half way threw the first and the chiefs coach has already yelled at us, love it @WHLHurricanes @Jordancjoc @CanesCast"

———

From ESPN's John Buccigross (@Buccigross): "University of Minnesota women's hockey team (11-0-0, 9-0-0 WCHA) recorded its 60th-straight victory with a 4-1 win over St. Cloud State"

———

From Iain MacIntyre (@imacVanSun) of the Vancouver Sun: "Once asked Alex Edler how he treats himself at dinner out. 'Maybe have french fries instead of a baked potato.' Look out, LA!" 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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WHL commissioner hears from Kelowna fans 

By Doyle Potenteau

Kelowna Daily Courier

 Ten words.

“No discussion. We don’t envision expansion in the foreseeable future.”

And just like that, Ron Robison put an end to any speculation that Nanaimo and Winnipeg will be getting WHL franchises in the near future. Of course, things could change, possibly tomorrow, but, for now, Vancouver Island and Manitoba have only one franchise each.

Too bad, because both cities would be excellent markets, especially Nanaimo, with its close proximity to Victoria.

On Thursday night, the WHL commissioner got up close with the paying public in what he called a test case: Fielding questions from a group of Kelowna Rockets season-ticket holders. It was a first for Robison and the league, and only time will tell if Robison will meet with fans in other cities.

Prior to Robison fielding questions from those fans, yours truly peppered Robison with a series of questions.

Q: As the WHL commissioner, you must identify or relate to NHL commissioner Gary Bettman. Maybe not the booing that he receives, but . . .

A: (Laughing) There you go . . . but I think those in the commissioners’ club have a lot in common. We have many of the same challenges. Obviously the scope of Mr. Bettman’s responsibilities is very significant, but there are many similar changes when you’re running leagues.

Q: Attendance levels are down in Kelowna. Is this a specific issue or is it league-wide?

A: We’re off to a slower start than we like. We had a marketing conference recently, and we addressed that with our marketing directors, but we’re down seven per cent. We have 15 of our 22 teams down in attendance, so it’s a slower start than we anticipated, but last season we recovered nicely and we exceeded the previous season by two per cent. So we’re not really into the hockey-season type of time yet, and I think it’ll pick up as the season progresses. But we are certainly doing everything we can to boost those numbers in the meantime.

(As a sidebar, Robison noted that the U.S. Division is doing better than expected, and that it’s ahead of projections at this stage, but that the larger markets are down.)

Q: Travel costs. Like the price of gas, they must be going up, which affects bottom lines.

A: Two areas that have primarily increased are travel and the costs of hockey operations. Our priority is to make sure the players are taken care of in a first-class manner, both from a travel and a hockey perspective.

So (increases) are not surprising; there are costs related to inflation, primarily on travel, and then there’s additional costs in which we want to make sure that are in place to support the player experience.

We always have to be very conscious of managing our operating costs, especially in a league where we have such a wide diversity of markets. But I think, overall, our first priority will always be the treatment of the players and making sure that their experience is not only what they expect, but what our teams can reasonably provide.

Q: Fighting. Fans are generally either for it or against it. How does the league view it?

A: We feel we are doing a very good job of managing that particular area. Fighting was down just over 18 per cent last season, and our levels have really levelled off. We don’t believe it’s a major cause for concern at this stage. Having said that, player safety is always a priority for us, and we continue to monitor these matters. But right now, we don’t see it as a front-burner issue.

Q: What sparked this idea of meeting fans face-to-face?

A: Fans are a very important part of the WHL. We rely on their support and we value their opinion. Quite frankly, I look forward to the exchange; we always learn from sessions of this type, and I think the league always has to be not only relying on our clubs to be close to the fans and their views and opinions on the game, but also the league office needs to be in touch. This is an opportunity to go 1-on-1 with fans in Kelowna who have been extremely loyal and supportive of this franchise for many years.

————————

I asked other questions, but Regan Bartel, the radio voice of the Rockets who moderated the exchange, and the approximately 30 fans in attendance (overall, there were 50 people, including media) also had many questions.

Here’s a sampling from what was asked:

Q: Officiating will always be an issue, will it not?

A: Well, it is. It’s always the most controversial part of the game, and it always will be, quite frankly. It’s judgement and its a fast-moving sport, and, consequently, we expect a lot from our officials. I think the pressure is more on the officials today than ever before because, of course, we’ve moved to a four-man system on the ice, and the expectations, rightfully so, is that we’re going to have better coverage. And a lot of times, it doesn’t translate into that on some nights.

To really understand . . . I got a call probably 3-to-4 years into the job, and one of our general managers called and said: ‘We spend all this time with our players developing them; what do we do with the officials to support them?"

And, really, up to that point, and not to be critical, we just really gave them a jersey and a whistle and said good luck and hope that everything works out. There was a little bit of work being done, but not a lot. And since that time, we’ve established a very extensive development program for officials. We have a whole staff of supervisors who are really coaches, and so we really look at our officials in the same way that (Rockets GM Bruce Hamilton) looks at his players. We hold them accountable for their performance. They are expected to develop, and if they are performing well, they get rewarded by more games.

A lot of time, I think that perspective is lost by aggravation of a missed call or a situation that might occur. But on the whole, our officiating program is in really good shape.

(Robison added that approximately one-third of the league’s overall budget is dedicated to officiating, and that the league employs around 135 linesmen and referees.)

Q: Does the WHL have to follow the NHL’s lead in terms of shootout/loser points? Could the WHL look at changing the points system?

A: I’m a big proponent of that; incentivize the first 60 minutes because that’s what hockey should be about. Why not provide an additional point? I think we are too much inclined to follow the traditions of the game and not want to step out of the box.

I think we kind have been guilty of following traditions instead as opposed to stepping out and making that incentive for teams. 
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Thursday, November 7, 2013

Howitzer or cannon? 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Bernhard Keil (Kamloops, 2010-11) has been released by the Straubing Tigers (Germany, DEL). He was pointless in 13 games with the Tigers and had two assists in three games while on loan to Kaufbeuren (Germany, DEL2). . . .

 G Tyler Plante (Brandon, 2003-07) has signed for the rest of the season with Lørenskog (Norway, GET-Ligaen). Last season, in five games with Colorado (ECHL), Plante had a 4.09 GAA and .879 save percentage. In nine games with Asiago (Italy, Serie A), he was 2.29 and .911. . . .

 D David Hoda (Chilliwack, 2007-08) has been released by Polonia Bytom (Poland, Ekstraliga) by mutual agreement. He had two goals and two assists in 14 games. . . .

 F Radek Meidl (Seattle, Tri-City, 2006-08) has signed a tryout contract with Polonia Bytom (Poland, Ekstraliga). The length of the tryout isn't known. Last season, in the Czech Republic 1. Liga, he had five points, three of them goals, in 15 games with Berounsti Medvedi and four points, including three goals, in 21 games with Sumperk.

 F Konstantin Panov (Kamloops, 1998-2001) cleared KHL waivers and was assigned by Traktor Chelyabinsk to Chelmet Chelyabinsk (Vysshaya Liga). This season, Panov had five points, including one goal, in 18 games with Traktor. Last season, with Traktor, he had 25 points, 10 of them goals, in 45 games.

———

Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that Vancouver Giants D Dalton Thrower, the team captain, won't play Saturday against the visiting Prince George Cougars. . . . Ewen tweets that Thrower didn't skate Thursday after taking a "hit to head Tuesday from Edmonton's Mitch Moroz early in third. He did finish game, though." . . . Ewen has more right here.

———

"He has got an absolute howitzer from the blue line," Garry Galley of Hockey Night in Canada said early in the first period of Thursday's night's game between the visiting Montreal Canadiens and the Ottawa Senators. Galley was referring to D P.K. Subban of the Habs, who had just fired a shot from one point. The late Danny Gallivan may have called it a cannonading drive.

 Mark Lee, a play-by-play voice on HNIC, also is a frequent user of howitzer in trying to describe what one assumes is a cannonading drive.

 But if you look up howitzer in a dictionary, or even Wikipedia, you find out something completely different. Here is the start of the definition of howitzer from Wikipedia:

 "A howitzer is a type of artillery piece characterized by a relatively short barrel and the use of comparatively small propellant charges to propel projectiles at relatively high trajectories, with a steep angle of descent."

 I would suggest that oldtimers might remember Montreal/Quebec Nordiques D J.C. Tremblay launching what might be called howitzers from the neutral zone. Somehow, though, I don't think Subban was lobbing shots from the offensive blue line last night.

———

With G Mackenzie Skapski out with an undisclosed injury, the Kootenay Ice is going to use three different backup goaltenders, including two from the junior B Kimberley Dynamiters, over its next three games. . . . Trevor Crawley of the Cranbrook Daily Townsman has the details right here.

———

THURSDAY:

In Brandon, the Saskatoon Blades scored three second-period goals and beat the Wheat  Kings, 3-1. . . . F Brett Stovin scored the game's first two goals, getting his third and fourth of the season at 5:2 and 7:58. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherbak ran his point streak to 12 games with a second-period assist. . . . This was Brandon's first home game since Oct. 19. The Wheat Kings had gone 2-4 on a swing on which they won their last two games. . . . The Blades halted a four-game losing streak. . . . Attendance was announced as 2,926. . . . With G Curtis Honey injured, the Wheat Kings had Tyson Verhelst on the bench backing up Jordan Papirny. Verhelst, from Brandon was a third-round pick by the Spokane Chiefs in the 2012 bantam draft. . . . F Peter Quenneville, 19, who left Quinnipiac to join the Wheat Kings, scored Brandon's goal in his first WHL game.

———

From Hall of Fame writer Jim Matheson (@NHLbyMatty) of the Edmonton Journal: "Devan Dubnyk at 6'5" looking at 6'7" Ben Bishop. "I'm a rarity. He's an anomaly." 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Bowles ends Portland's win streak 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Petr Kalus (Regina, 2005-06) has been granted his release by Djurgården Stockholm (Sweden, Allsvenskan) for personal reasons. He was pointless in two games.

———

By now you likely have seen video of Marty the Marmot, the Victoria Royals' mascot, getting body-slammed by an overzealous fan the other night.

 This was one moment in an intermission promotional event — a game of musical chairs was involved — that went a little bit wrong. And in this day and age of instant communication, the video was viral before Cam Hope could blink.

 "It really is incredible how an incident like that takes off into the viral-sphere when video of it exists," Hope, the Royals' general manager, told me via email on Wednesday night. "The legs it had as a story was a shock to me."

 There certainly is a lesson of some kind to be learned there, that's for sure.

 As for the incident itself, Hope said it was a case of someone getting caught up in the moment.

 "The fan who roughed up the mascot thought that he was being playful and entertaining, but he was certainly over-exuberant," Hope said. "Thankfully, the mascot was just fine, and the young man was immediately apologetic, contrite, and wanted to make things right."

 Yes, the Royals heard from the fan, who has done all he could to make things right.

 "He made a nice donation to the Movember campaign, personally called to apologize, and was truly remorseful about what happened," Hope said. "For us, it was water under the bridge by the next day, and for him, a lesson learned.

 "Yet two days later the story kept growing . . ."

 Welcome to the world of the Internet.

———

The Victoria Royals have acquired F Jack Palmer, 18, from the Brandon Wheat Kings for a pair of fifth-round selections in the 2014 bantam draft. . . . Palmer was taken by the Wheat Kings in the eighth round of the 2010 bantam draft. . . . This season, he had three points, one of them a goal, in 15 games with Brandon. Last season, as a freshman, he had 12 points, including three goals, in 60 games. . . . Palmer, who is from Victoria, is the son of former Victoria Cougars F Brad Palmer, who went on to split 168 NHL games between the Minnesota North Stars and Boston Bruins.

———

Here is the start of a story on ESPN's website: "Pro Football Hall of Famers Tony Dorsett and Joe DeLamielleure, and former NFL All-Pro Leonard Marshall have been diagnosed as having signs of chronic traumatic encephalopathy, a degenerative condition many scientists say is caused by head trauma and linked to depression and dementia, doctors have told 'Outside the Lines.' " . . . This is ground-breaking news as the medical community now is working to diagnose CTE in living people. Previously, it could only be found in the brain of a deceased person. . . . The entire story is right here.

———

These are interesting sporting times in Lethbridge. As has been documented here, three players have left the Hurricanes over the last few weeks, apparently disappointed in that team's direction. Two have been traded, with D Ryan Pilon the next one soon to be moved. . . . Now there is word that not only has Lethbridge College suspended its men's volleyball team and withdrawn it from league play, but the school has asked the Lethbridge Regional Police Service to look into alleged drug use. . . . There's more right here.

———

A 15-year-old suffers a brain injury in October 2011 and two years later a lawsuit is filed. You have to wonder if this is the future. . . . The Orange County Register has that story right here.

———

WEDNESDAY:

In Medicine Hat, F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL's leading scorer, scored at 1:58 of OT to give the Spokane Chiefs a 5-4 victory over the Tigers. . . . Holmberg, who also had two assists, leads the WHL in goals (19) and points (45). . . . Spokane has won 13 games, with Holmberg holding five game-winning goals. . . . Spokane F Adam Helewka forced OT with his ninth goal, a PP score, at 13:57 of the third period. . . . F Mike Aviani scored twice for the Chiefs, giving him 17. . . . Medicine Hat D Tommy Vannelli had three assists. . . . Tigers F Hunter Shinkaruk (hip), out since being hurt on Oct. 23, sat out his fifth straight games. He may be back in the lineup on the weekend. . . .

In Lethbridge, the Regina Pats jumped out to a 3-0 first-period lead and went on to beat the Hurricanes, 5-2. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk scored the Pats' last two first-period goals. The first was the team's sixth shorthanded goal this season. . . . Klimchuk add a third goal early in the second period, giving him a natural hat trick. He scored once on the PP, once SH and once at even strength for his first WHL three-goal game. . . . Klimchuk also had an assist. . . . The Hurricanes had F Jamal Watson back in the lineup for the first time since Oct. 16. . . . D Jesse Zgraggen, acquired earlier in the week from the Calgary Hitmen, scored Regina's first goal and added a first-period assist. He finished with a goal and two helpers for the first three-point night of his 255-game career. . . . The Hurricanes have lost seven in a row and are 2-14-3 this season. . . .

In Prince Albert, F Graham Black's OT goal gave the Swift Current Broncos a 4-3 victory over the Raiders. . . . Black, who also had two assists, scored his ninth goal of the season at 3:27 of OT. He's got 22 points in 19 games. . . . The Broncos led 3-1 in the second period, only to have Prince Albert come back. A goal by D Josh Morrissey at 14:47 of the third period forced extra time. . . . There was a video review in the second period that lasted 18 minutes due to an equipment malfunction of some sort. . . .

In Everett, F Josh Winquist had a goal and two assists to lead the Silvertips to a 3-1 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . Winquist has 18 points, including seven goals, over his last six games. Prior to that, he was pointless in three straight. . . . On the season, he has 30 points, 14 of them goals, in 17 games. . . . Click right here for a Chris Mast photograph of Winquist. . . . Everett G Daniel Cotton lost the shutout bid when F Aspen Sterzer scored his 10th goal of the season at 18:48 of the third. . . . The Blazers scratched F Matt Needham, their captain. He had taken a puck in the face during a 4-1 victory over the visiting Red Deer Rebels on Tuesday night, but had finished the game. . . .

In Portland, F Parker Bowles' breakaway goal with 26.6 seconds left in the third period gave the Tri-City Americans a 3-2 victory over the Winterhawks, who had their 11-game winning streak snapped. . . . Bowles has eight points, including three goals, in four games since returning from injury. He missed the season's first 17 games. . . . The Winterhawks have two home losses this season, both at the hands of the Americans. . . . Portland did score the game's first goal for the ninth straight time. . . . The Winterhawks led 2-0 in the second period. . . . Tri-City F Brian Williams tied the game with 1.2 seconds left in the second period. . . . The Americans (11-8-2, .571), who have won seven of nine, have the U.S. Division's poorest record. . . . The defending-champion Winterhawks (14-4-1) continue lead the overall standings. . . .

In Victoria, G Tristan Jarry posted his second straight shutout as the Edmonton Oil Kings beat the Royals, 5-0. . . . Jarry, who has three shutouts this season and nine in his career, stopped 21 shots. He is riding a shutout streak of 168 minutes 10 seconds. . . . The Oil Kings have won three in a row, all on the road. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson had a goal and two assists. . . .

In Kelowna, the Rockets scored three quick first-period goals and went on to beat the Red Deer Rebels, 6-2. . . . The Rockets scored three times in the game's first 7:06 and added another at 13:35 of the first period to take control . . . The Rockets have won five in a row. . . . Kelowna F Rourke Chartier scored for the first time in 13 games to open the scoring. . . . A dozen Rockets picked up at least one point with D Damon Severson getting a goal and two assists.

———

From the Ontario Hockey League (@OHLHockey): "#OHL Disciplinary Action: Robby Fabbri (GUE) is suspended for 10 games for checking to the head penalty assessed Friday November 1 vs. KIT." 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, November 5, 2013

Someone's interested in buying Pats 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

KHL

 D Cam Barker (Medicine Hat, 2001-06) has signed for the rest of the season with Barys Astana (Kazakhstan, KHL). Last season, Barker had two assists in 14 games with the Vancouver Canucks (NHL) and eight points, three of them goals, with the Texas Stars (AHL).

———

The morning dawned damp and dreary in Vancouver yesterday. And it only got worse when the first email to arrive notified me of the death of Bob Hughes, a former sports editor/columnist at the Regina Leader-Post.

 He was the sports editor who hired me — I had been in my second stint at the Brandon Sun — in the spring of 1983. He later promoted me to assistant sports editor, and when he moved into the managing editor's office in 1988 he asked me to succeed him as sports editor.

 That's when I found out how hard it is to replace a legend.

 Hughes was one of the last of the lead sports columnists who also was a newspaper's sports editor. For a lot of his career as THE columnist and THE voice in Regina, the beloved Saskatchewan Roughriders couldn't get out of their own way, as they stumbled from one season to the next. For all of that time, Hughes' columns were must-reads as his thinly veiled sarcasm skewered the footballers, the coaches and the management like so many shish kebabs.

 When he became the managing editor, it marked the end of an era as the decision was made to separate the roles of columnist and sports editor.

 Still, almost everywhere I went, people would ask me why I was so soft on the Roughriders, never mind that I wasn't the columnist. And, really, it wasn't that the new columnist, Nick Miliokas, was soft on anyone; it was that Bob Hughes' column no longer was there to be enjoyed by a reader with his/her morning coffee.

 I always will remember Hughes for always being there for me. When I was the assistant sports editor, he worked during the day and I worked at night. I frequently would drop by during the day to chat, more to find out what was going on with the Roughriders and to learn how he wanted to handle it.

 But when he moved up and I moved into the chair behind what had been his desk, he left me alone. Rarely, if ever, did he venture to my little corner of the office. But his door always was open. That is something that I have never forgotten.

 He also was the push behind a sports department that at one time included a staff of 12 and was responsible for putting out a tremendous sports section. It was because of Hughes that we often covered a Roughriders home game with the sports editor, four writers and two photographers. The message from him as he left sports was that when it's the only show in town, you can't over-cover it. When it's the only show in town, you make it your show -- let the readers know where to turn if they want the best coverage.

 What else do I remember about Bob Hughes? Well, he was the most impeccable dresser I have ever encountered. I can't ever remember seeing him when he didn't look as though he had stepped out of an ad in GQ.

 I remember his sense of humour and a laugh that had more than a bit of a cackle in it.

 I remember one day when he and I took his oldest son and my son to a home/auto show that was in some of the buildings on the exhibition grounds. On display was one of those expensive cars, a Lamborghini perhaps, with two short-skirted gals standing guard alongside a velvet rail. With Hughes chatting up one of the girls, the boys got under the rail and into the car. They were -- VROOM! VROOM! -- having the time of their lives and Hughes thought it was hilarious. He did manage to extricate both boys between laughs.

 That is what I will remember about Bob Hughes. That and Chaos by the Creek.

 For more on Hughes, right here is a story that appeared on The Leader-Post's website.

———

And one more makes three . . .

 D Ryan Pilon, the third overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft, is at home awaiting a trade after leaving the Lethbridge Hurricanes.

 Pilon, from Duck Lake, Sask., turned 17 on Oct. 10 and was going to be a cornerstone of the rebuild that the Hurricanes' braintrust is working on.

 This season, Pilon has seven points, three of them goals, in 17 games. Last season, as a freshman, he had 28 points, including five goals, in 57 games.

 Pilon played for the gold medal-winning U-18 Canadian team at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka tournament and was Team West's captain at the last U17 World Hockey Challenge.

 Pilon is the third player to leave the Hurricanes in recent days. F Jaemen Yakubowski and F Sam Mckechnie, both 19, were traded to the Seattle Thunderbirds after asking for trades.

 The Hurricanes are 2-13-3 and already are 11 points out of a playoff spot in the 12-team Eastern Conference.

 Will the last one out, please turn out the lights in the dressing room.

———

Tweet from Brody Sutter (@Sutts19): "Time for a change in Lethbridge, community ownership is clearly not working. With local investors interested, why wouldn't you #SellTheCanes."

 The son of former WHLer Duane Sutter, Brody played three-plus seasons with the Hurricanes. He now is with the AHL's Charlotte Hurricanes. In recent times, at least two of his uncles, Rich and Ron Sutter, have expressed interest in purchasing the Hurricanes.

———

F Peter Quenneville, 19, has left the Quinnipiac University Bobcats to join his brother, John, 17, with the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . Another brother, David, was selected by the Medicine Hat Tigers with the 10th overall selection of the 2013 bantam draft. . . . They are from Edmonton. . . . The Wheat Kings acquired Peter's rights from the Prince George Cougars for a third-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft. The Cougars had selected him in the fourth round of the 2009 draft. . . . Peter was a seventh-round selection by the Columbus Blue Jackets in the NHL's 2013 NHL draft. . . . Peter had four assists in five games with the Bobcats. He played last season with the USHL's Dubuque Fighting Saints, putting up 70 points, including 33 goals, in 63 games. He also played two seasons with the AJHL's Sherwood Park Crusaders and was the league's MVP in 2011-12. . . . The Wheat Kings, now with two 19-year-old forwards on the roster, are at home to the Saskatoon Blades on Thursday. . . . Quinnipiac is based in Hamden, Conn.

———

Tweet from John Quenneville (@jaquinder88): "One of the best days of my life. Reunited with the big bro @Triple_P_Pete #deadly"

———

The Regina Pats haven't been sold. Yet. . . . "Our situation is," Russ Parker, who owns the WHL franchise with his wife Diane, told Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post, "if somebody comes along and the deal makes sense, then it's something we'd probably consider. I've heard this last week that a deal was done. We're talking to someone but that's all it is. I'm not divulging anyone's names or anything. All I'm saying is there's interest in our team and leave it at that." . . . Harder's story is right here.

———

OK. Where does it end? The ECHL's Bakersfield Condors have unveiled the sweaters they will wear in a game on Sunday, which just happens to be the 150th anniversary of the Gettysburg Address. Check out the wardrobe right here.

———

A fan writes with questions for WHL commissioner Ron Robison, who will meet with about 100 season-ticket holders in Kelowna on Thursday:

 1. What is the league trying to hide when designating an injury as 'upper' or 'lower' body without reporting the issue? In reporting details of injuries, are you afraid insurance rates will rise significantly as a result of the true scope of the injuries sustained?

 2. Doesn't the use of developmental referees in a developmental league exacerbate the issue of injuries when a raw referee who can't quite see the game as clearly as a veteran official could, may miss countless calls away from the puck (be it head shot, stickwork, boarding) and the resulting infraction ends up as a retaliation call?

 3. Why doesn't the WHL allow teams to replay penalty calls on their in-house screens for the fans to get a better look at the quality of officiating?

———

There wasn't anything on the WHL website last night, but there are reports that D Evan Wardley of the Seattle Thunderbirds has drawn a four-game suspension after taking a charging major in a game against the visiting Portland Winterhawks on Friday. He already has served one game. . . . There also wasn't anything on the WHL website about a suspension to Everett Silvertips F Dawson Leedahl. But he apparently got two games for a checking-from-behind major against the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday. He has missed one game, so will be eligible to return after sitting out a game against the visiting Kamloops Blazers tonight.

———

TUESDAY NIGHT:

In Cranbrook, G Wyatt Hoflin came on in relief and stopped 30 shots to help the Kootenay Ice to a 3-1 victory over the Calgary Hitmen. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski left with an undisclosed injury after one period and eight saves. . . . The Ice erased a 1-0 second-period Calgary lead with three third-period goals. . . . F Jon Martin scored the Ice's last two goals. . . . F Jaedon Descheneau notched his 14th goal of the season for Kootenay. . . . Attendance was announced at 1,958, and that's the second straight home game that the Ice played before fewer than 2,000 fans. . . .

In Kamloops, G Bolton Pouliot stopped 36 shots to lead the Blazers to a 4-1 victory over his former team, the Red Deer Rebels. . . . Pouliot, 19, was dealt to the Blazers earlier this season, for a sixth-round pick in the 2016 bantam draft. . . . Red Deer plans on riding Patrik Bartosak, so GM/owner Brent Sutter dealt Pouliot to give him an opportunity to play. . . . F Cole Ully had a goal, his eighth, and two assists for Kamloops. . . . The Blazers (6-10-2) have points in their last three games (2-0-1). . . .

In Vancouver, G Tristan Jarry turned aside 37 shots as the Edmonton Oil Kings beat the Giants, 3-0. . . . Jarry has two shutouts this season and eight in his career. . . . This was Edmonton's first victory in six visits to the Pacific Coliseum. . . . Edmonton D Cody Corbett, who missed seven games with an injury, scored his eighth goal of the season in his 11th game. That is tops among WHL defencemen and also is a career high. He scored six goals in 54 game two seasons ago and had seven in 71 games last season. . . . Corbett also had an assist. . . . The Oil Kings are 4-1-0 in their last five games, all on the road. They'll play the next three on the road, too.

———

From Victoria Cougars (@victoriacougars): "I wonder if this Marty the Marmot 'attack' is a staged publicity stunt by the Victoria Royals. Only 3500 fans last Friday is disturbingly low."

———

From Tommy Carson (@tommycarson): "Front page of Times Colonist 'Police Probe Assault on Royals Mascot'. Page 2, story of scout leader sexually assaulting boys. #bizzaroworld" 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Monday, November 4, 2013

Fiddler lands with Cougars 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

DEL

 D Jeff Woywitka (Red Deer, 1999-2003) has signed for the rest of the season with Augsburger Panther (Germany, DEL). Last season, with the Peoria Rivermen (AHL), he had 11 points, including one goal, in 34 games. . . .

EIHL-UK

 D Ray Macias (Kamloops, 2002-07) has been released by the Braehead Clan Glasgow (Scotland, UK Elite). He had five points, two of them goals, in eight games. Macias was signed as an injury replacement for D Kenton Smith (Calgary, 1995-2000), who was cleared to return to action on Monday.

———

This story about the closing of a Waffle House will be the best thing you read today. Maybe the best story you will read this week or this month. Click right here. You won't be disappointed.

———

Remember the WHL feature Ask the Commissioner? Well, the show is going on the road. 

 Ron Robison, the commissioner of the WHL, will be in Kelowna on Thursday where he and Bruce Hamilton, the Rockets president/general manager and the chairman of the WHL's board of governors, will take part in a question-and-answer session.

 According to a Rockets news release, "seating will be open to the first 100 season-ticket holders to RSVP . . ."

 Regan Bartel, the Rockets' radio voice, will serve as moderator and, on his blog, he reports that "over one hundred Kelowna Rockets season-ticket holders" will get to share in the fun.

 Bartel suggests on his blog that "one of the issues that will likely surface is last year's playoffs where officiating, particularly in a second-round series with Kamloops, appeared to be one-sided."

 So that's one question for Ask the Commish — why did the officiating suck in that series? With Bartel having suggested one question, here as a public service are a few more:

 1. How interested is the WHL in getting a franchise into Winnipeg under the ownership of True North Sport & Entertainment?

 2. Assuming the WHL wants into Winnipeg, would it prefer to put an expansion franchise in there or to move one of its existing small-market teams?

 3. It seems that team expenses continue to rise while revenues appear to have gone flat. That being the case, is anything being done to help out the small-market teams?

 4. Is revenue sharing in the WHL's future?

 5. How much concern is there in the WHL office that attendance in Kelowna has dropped by about 1,000 per game from two seasons ago?

 6. While it's nice to be able to watch WHL games on Shaw, why does the WHL feel it's important to have its games on TV, especially early in the season?

 7. How much impact does having those games on live TV have on the gate for those  televised games?

 8. On Oct. 30, the Kootenay Ice played in Red Deer and the game was televised on Shaw. Attendance was announced as 4,209 but anyone who watched knows there weren't nearly that many people in the building. Would the WHL consider having its teams announce true attendance figures (bums in the seats) from games, rather than number of tickets in distribution or whatever it is they announce now?

 9. The chances of a franchise landing in Nanaimo appear to be slim and none. Will the WHL or the Victoria Royals consider paying travel subsidies to help teams cover the expenses incurred when having to travel to Vancouver Island?

 10. How can the WHL penalize players for checking an opponent to the head — in some instances, players are even suspended for that foul — while allowing two players to stand and punch each other in the head?

 11. How many brain injuries have been incurred by WHL players over the last two seasons?

 12. What all went into the WHL's decision not to publish its annual Guide?

 13. In this video age where teams put their highlights online, why are teams allowed to give phantom assists to players who don't deserve them?

 14. Taking Ask the Commissioner on the road is a great idea. Do you have a session planned for Portland?

———

Controversy over an apparent brain injury has come to British soccer after a goalkeeper was knocked unconscious during a Sunday game but was allowed to stay in the game. Sam Borden of The New York Times has more right here.

———

The Regina Pats have trimmed two players from their roster and added a goaltender. . . . D Stephen Hak, 19, and F Patrick D'Amico, 19, have both been released. Hak came over from the Red Deer Rebels last season. From Winnipeg, he had 10 points in 73 games with Regina.This season, he had five assists in 16 games. D'Amico had three points, including one goal, in 13 games this season. . . . The Pats also added G Nicholas Schneider, 16, from the midget AAA Leduc, Alta., Chrysler Oil Kings. He will support Dawson MacAuley, following the release of G Mac Engel, 20.

———

F Todd Fiddler, who scored 42 goals last season for the Spokane Chiefs, has been acquired by the Prince George Cougars. . . . The Moose Jaw Warriors got Fiddler from the Chiefs over the offseason, but dropped him last week. He had 10 points in 14 games with the Warriors, but had been a healthy scratch three times. . . . In 228 regular-season WHL games, split among the Medicine Hat Tigers, Prince Albert Raiders, Spokane and Moose Jaw, Fiddler, from Meadow Lake, Sask., has 153 points, including 79 goals. . . . The Cougars gave the Warriors a conditional fifth-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft. . . . Fiddler's arrival will leave the Cougars with three 20-year-olds, the others being F Klarc Wilson and D Peter Kosterman. . . . The Cougars next play Friday when they meet the Rockets in Kelowna.

 Katie Brickman of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald has more on the trade right here, including Warriors general manager Alan Millar on whether a junior A team may have tampered with Fiddler.

———

Former NHL D Jamie Macoun sometimes can't remember the names of his children. He can't remember his dog's name. . . . So he is all for the funding that the Canadian government announced Monday will be used for new research into brain injuries in children and youths. . . . Bill Graveland of The Canadian Press has more right here.

———

The Lethbridge Hurricanes announced Monday that D Kristian Khenkel will be permitted to join the WHL team after playing for his native Belarus at the IIHF World Junior Championship (Division I Group A) in Sanok, Poland, Dec. 15-21. From Minsk, Khenkel will turn 18 on Thursday. . . . The Hurricanes selected Khenkel in the first round of the CHL's 2013 import draft. However, the IIHF had refused to approve Khenkel's international transfer, choosing to validate a contract he had signed in 2011 at 14 years of age.

———

George Johnson of the Calgary Herald is one of our country's best wordsmiths. Right here is a piece on Herm (Ham Hands) Harrison, one of the greatest of all tight ends to have played in the CFL. Harrison, who starred with the Calgary Stampeders, died on Saturday.

———

Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix reports that Saskatoon Blades D Aryton Nikkel, who has been out since Oct. 25, won't play until sometime after the weekend. . . . Steve Hildebrand, the Blades' athletic trainer, told Bowman that Nikkel won't play for "another week or two." . . . Nikkel, 18, suffered an undisclosed injury in a fight with Evan Polei of the Red Deer Rebels.

———

F Anthony Ast of the Vancouver Giants isn't expected to play tonight against the visiting Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . According to Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province, Ast didn't practice Monday thanks to an undisclosed injury. Ast, who has six points, including three goals, in 18 games this season, missed 64 games over his first two seasons.

———

From Todd Vrooman (@ToddVrooman), the play-by-play voice of the Portland Winterhawks: "The @pdxwinterhawks have trailed for a grand total of 7:15 during their entire 11-game winning streak."

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Sunday, November 3, 2013

Happy 90th birthday to Howie Meeker! 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

KHLF Igor Valeev (Lethbridge, Saskatoon, Swift Current, 1998-2000) has been reassigned by Traktor Chelyabinsk (Russia, KHL) to Chelmet Chelyabinsk. Valeev will be captain of Chelmet (Vysshaya Liga). This season, he was pointless in six games with Traktor, after putting up six points, two of them goals, in 13 games with Chelmet.

———

For your viewing pleasure . . . Eric Veilleux, the head coach of the QMJHL's Baie-Comeau Drakkar, was suspended for two games and fined $1,000 for this tantrum right here.

———

OHLThe OHL's Erie Otters had their 11-game winning streak come to an end Sunday afternoon when they dropped a 6-2 decision to the Knights in London. Former WHL player and coach Kris Knoblauch is the head coach of the Otters, who establishd a franchise record with the streak. . . . Meanwhile, the Guelph Storm is on a 10-game winning streak after beating the visiting Sudbury Wolves, 3-1, on Sunday. Here’s Tony Saxon in the Guelph Mercury: “It was the first time in the past nine home games that the Storm has failed to score at least five goals and send the crowd home with free chicken wings as part of an in-house promotion.” . . . The Storm next plays Thursday in London.

———

Whatever happened to Howie Meeker? Roy MacGregor of The Globe and Mail caught up to him at his home in Parksville, B.C. No, Meeker hasn't gotten less opinionated. Check out that piece right here . . . and Happy Birthday to Howie, who turns 90 today.

———

Richard Deitsch of Sports Illustrated writes a weekly media column that is terrific. If you haven't already, check it out; you may become a weekly reader. This week's entry is right here.

———

If you enjoy looking at quality hockey photos, click right here and check out some of the work of Chris Mast from Friday's game between the Brandon Wheat Kings and host Everett Silvertips.

———

SUNDAY:

In Regina, the Pats scored three first-period goals and went on to beat the Moose Jaw Warriors, 3-1. . . . F Boston Leier scored the game's first two goals, giving him 12 on the season. . . . The Pats broke open a scoreless game with three goals in 4:15 in the last five minutes of the period. They scored one at even strength, one on the PP and one shorthanded. . . . After the game, the Pats released veteran G Mac Engel, 20, and acquired D Jesse Zgraggen, 20, from the Calgary Hitmen for a fourth-round pick in the 2014 bantam draft. Zgraggen became available because D Alex Roach, 20, returned to the Hitmen from the Los Angeles Kings organization. . . . Zgraggen was acquired by Calgary from the Victoria Royals last season. This season, he had eight points, one of them a goal, in 16 games with the Hitmen. . . . Engel wasn't eligible to play yesterday because he and Pats F Dyson Stevenson are awaiting suspension news from the WHL office for their roles in some antics late in Friday's 8-1 loss to the host Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Regina did have F Connor Gay back in the lineup after he missed four games with a brain injury. . . . With Engel suspended, Regina had Braven MacPherson of the junior B Regina Capitals on the bench in support of G Dawson MacAuley. . . .

In Lethbridge, F Jayce Hawryluk enjoyed his second consecutive three-goal game as the Brandon Wheat Kings dumped the Hurricanes, 6-2. . . . Hawryluk, who has nine goals, also had an assist. He has eight points, including six goals, in two games since being a healthy scratch. In 17 games, he has 19 points. . . . The Wheat Kings finished their road swing at 2-4. They are 9-9-0 overall. . . . The Hurricanes have played 18 games, meaning they are at the one-quarter pole, and have only two victories. . . . Lethbridge F Tyler Wong, who had five goals in 54 games as a freshman last season, scored once. He now has 15 points, including eight goals, in 18 games. . . .With G Curtis Honey out with an undisclosed injury, Brandon again had Jason Hadaller on the bench backing up Jordan Papirny. Hadaller, 16, is from Seattle and is the first player out of Everett Youth Hockey to dress for a WHL game. . . . Lethbridge G Corbin Boes, who was acquired over the summer from Brandon, went the distance with 27 saves. . . .

In Calgary, the Edmonton Oil Kings opened a five-game road trip with a 4-2 victory over the Hitmen. . . . The Oil Kings scored the game's last three goals, including one from F Curtis Lazar, who has 11 snipes this season. . . . Edmonton D Cody Corbett had two assists in his first game after not playing since Oct. 11 because of an undisclosed injury. . . . D Alex Roach, 20, played his first game with the Hitmen after being returned by the NHL's Los Angeles Kings. . . . Calgary D Jaynen Rissling scored his fifth goal of the season in his 17th game. That equals his output in each of his previous three seasons, in 61, 55 and 67 games. . . .

In Cranbrook, the Tri-City Americans scored the game's last two goals to beat the Kootenay Ice, 4-2. . . . F Brian Williams broke a 2-2 tie with his 13th goal at 10:21 of the third period and F Marcus Messier later added an empty-netter. . . . Tri-City's Comrie Connection struck again, too. G Eric Comrie stopped 30 shots, while younger brother Ty scored his second goal in as many games. . . . F Parker Bowles had three assists for the Americans, giving him five points in three games since he came off the injured list. . . . The attendance was announced at 1,987. Ice owner/GM Jeff Chynoweth confirmed that it's the smallest crowd in Kootenay franchise history. . . . The Americans went 2-0-1 as they played three games in as many nights in the Central Division.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Sunday, November 3, 2013

Winterhawks' streak reaches 11 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Andrej Kudrna (Vancouver, Red Deer, 2008-11) was released by Slovan Bratislava (Slovakia, KHL). He had yet to play a game this season.

———

As Alan Caldwell of Small Thoughts at Large tweeted on Friday, the Calgary Hitmen got back D Alex Roach, 20, from the NHL's Los Angeles. . . . Roach played three games with the ECHL's Ontario Reign, earning three assists. . . . The Kings signed him as an undrafted free agent. . . . Roach, from Quesnel, B.C., has 83 points, 23 of them goals, in 184 games with the Hitmen. . . . His return leaves the Hitmen with four 20-year-olds, one over the roster limit. They will have 14 days to move Roach, D Jesse Zgraggen, F Brady Brassart or D Jaynen Rissling.

———

OHL

The OHL's Erie Otters ran their winning streak to a franchise-record 11 games on Saturday as they dumped the host Niagara Ice Dogs, 6-0. Kris Knoblauch, a former WHL player and coach, is the Otters' head coach. . . . The Otters are scheduled to meet the Knights in London this afternoon.

———

You likely are aware that the legendary Bobby Orr has written a book in which he makes the case that fighting belongs in hockey, at least at the NHL level. If you missed it, The Globe and Mail carried an excerpt from that book right here. . .

 Ken Dryden, the former goaltending great, disagrees. Dryden's piece from Saturday's Globe and Mail is right here.

———

Mike Beamish of the Vancouver Sun, who normally spends his time covering the B.C. Lions, had a couple of good reads in Saturday's sports section, both of them involving Pavel Bure. The first one is right here, with the other right here. . . . The first of those involves a confession from Beamish, who admits to once asking Bure for his autograph. The second story is about how Igor Kuperman played a role in Bure ending up with the Vancouver Canucks, who retired his number (10) last night.

———

SUDBURY SATURDAY NIGHT:

In Lethbrige, F Jessey Astles had two goals and two assists as the Tri-City Americans dropped the Hurricanes, 8-1. . . . The Hurricanes have played 17 games this season and won only two of them. They are  2-12-3 and already nine points out of a playoff spot. . . . Astles, who has a career-high four goals this season, went into the game with two assists in 16 games. He also was plus-4. . . . Going into this season, Astles had seven goals in 179 games. . . . F Devon McAndrews, who joined the Americans from the AJHL this week, had a goal, his first, and two assists. He also finished plus-4. He had two assists in 13 games with the AJHL's Spruce Grove Saints. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 24 shots for the victory; his brother Ty, 16, scored his first WHL goal. . . . The Americans have points in five straight (4-0-1). . . . F Parker Bowles scored for a second straight game for the Americans. He had missed the season's first 18 games as he recovered from offseason shoulder surgery. . . .

In Prince George, the Kelowna Rockets scored the game's last three goals and beat the Cougars, 4-1. . . . Kelowna F Carter Rigby picked up an assist in his first game this season after recovering from shoulder woes. . . . The Rockets had beaten the host Cougars 7-6 in a shootout on Friday night. . . . Kelowna (11-2-2) has won four straight and leads the B.C. Division by three points over the Victoria Royals (10-8-1), who have played three more games. . . . F Tyrell Goulbourne was scratched by the Rockets after suffering an undisclosed injury on Friday. . . .

In Victoria, the Royals scored the game's first three goals and beat the Red Deer Rebels, 3-1. . . . Victoria F Steven Hodges, who played his first game of the season on Friday, drew two first-period assists. He had been recovering from offseason shoulder surgery. . . . This was the first time in four opportunities that Victoria head coach Dave Lowry had earned the victory over Red Deer GM/head coach Brent Sutter. Lowry was an assistant under Sutter for three seasons with the NHL's Calgary Flames. . . .

In Swift Current, the Broncos scored six third-period goals and beat the Saskatoon Blades, 7-6. . . . Saskatoon actually took a 5-1 lead into the third period. . . . Swift Current F Graham Black tied it at 11:36 of the third period and F Connor Sanvido won it at 19:15. . . . Black finished with two goals and two assists, getting a goal and two helpers in the third period. . . . Saskatoon F Matt Revel scored a natural hat trick, getting three goals in 10:53, the first coming in the first period and last two in the second. . . . Swift Current had a 23-7 edge in third-period shots. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherbak, a Russian freshman, ran his point streak to 11 games with a first-period assist. . . . Tweet from Blades radio voice Les Lazaruk (@Bladesvoice): "I believe it was the late, great Jack Buck who said it, but I can't believe what I just saw. @bladeshockey L 7-6 in Swift. Led 5-1 after 40." . . . The Broncos have won four in a row; the Blades have lost four straight. . . .

In Moose Jaw, F Dakota Conroy scored at 2:53 of OT to give the Raiders a 3-2 victory over the Warriors. . . . Raiders D MacKenzie Johnston had forced extra time with a goal at 16:47 of the third period. It was his first goal of the season. . . . Johnston, 20, who was acquired last month from the Kelowna Rockets, has nine goals in 246 career games. . . . The Raiders (11-6-1) lead the East Division and are one point behind the Eastern Conference-leading Medicine Hat Tigers (11-3-2). . . .

In Everett, G Daniel Cotton stopped 16 shots as the Silvertips blanked his old club, the Seattle Thunderbirds, 5-0. . . . Cotton has three career shutouts, one this season. . . . All of his shutouts have been with Everett. He played 18 games with Seattle -- one in 2010-11 and 17 in 2011-12 -- before he ended up in Everett. . . . F Josh Winquist scored twice, giving him 13 on the season. . . . Everett held a 12-2 edge on shots in the first period and 11-5 in the second. . . . The Silvertips (11-3-2) are three points off the U.S. Division lead. . . . The Silvertips have added F Darcy DeRoose, 18, to their roster, although he didn't play in this one. A native of Weyburn, Sask., he had been with the SJHL's Estevan Bruins, for whom he had 12 points, eight of them goals, in 14 games. Earlier in his career, he played three games with the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . Everett F Dawson Leedahl didn't play as he is awaiting word on a suspension after a checking-from-behind major in Friday's 6-3 loss to the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . Seattle was without F Roberts Lipsbergs (undisclosed injury) and D Evan Wardley, who is awaiting word on a suspension after he took out Portland F Adam De Champlain one night earlier during a 5-2 loss in Kent, Wash. . . . 

In Kamloops, D Brett Kulak's shootout goal gave the Vancouver Giants a 4-3 victory over the Blazers. . . . The Giants have won four of five, with the victories all coming on the road. In the last week, they won twice in Kamloops and twice in Prince George. . . . Blazers F Nick Chyzowski, 16, scored his first two WHL goals, pulling his side into 2-2 and 3-3 ties in the third period. He is the son of former Blazers F Dave Chyzowski. . . . F Aspen Sterzer had three assists for Kamloops. . . .

In Spokane, the Portland Winterhawks ran their winning streak to 11 games with a 3-1 victory over the Chiefs. . . . The defending-champion Winterhawks have the WHL's best record, at 14-3-1. . . . Portland has won six in a row on the road. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored the game's first goal to run his point streak to 12 games. . . . Portland F Nic Petan drew an assist on that goal and is riding an 11-game point streak. . . . Petan finished with three assists. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg had his season-opening point streak stopped at 17 games. He put up a league-leading 42 points over that stretch. . . . The Winterhawks next play Wednesday against the visiting Tri-City Americans. . . . The Chiefs (12-5-0) are three points in back of the Winterhawks.

———

NHLThe NHL had one of its dimmer moments Saturday when it announced that Philadelphia Flyers G Ray Emery wouldn't be suspended for his Friday night assault on Washington Capitals G Braden Holtby. . . . Apparently, the NHL doesn't have a rule that covers an assault on an unwilling dance partner. . . . John MacKinnon of the Edmonton Journal gives the NHL a few jabs right here.

———

From Hall of Fame hockey writer Helene Elliott (@helenenothelen) of the Los Angeles Times: "NHL once suspended Sean Avery for conduct detrimental to the game but won't invoke clause to suspend Ray Emery for (Friday) night's craziness?"

———

From columnist Gary Lawless (@garylawless) of the Winnipeg Free Press: "so if the #blackhawks score a couple more should we expect a line brawl featuring 1 of #nhljets beating up someone who doesn't want to fight."

———

From TSN's Dave Hodge (@TSNDaveHodge): "There's nothing in the rule book that allows the NHL to suspend Ray Emery, which means there's nothing that covers stupid stuff." 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Friday, November 1, 2013

Holy Helewka! Adam scores four!! 

It was an interesting day in Vancouver, to say the least.

 For a number of years there have been rumblings that the Canucks and former star Pavel Bure were feuding, or at least their camps weren't communicating. The Canucks moved to put all of that chatter to rest earlier NHLthis year when they announced that they would retire Bure's number this season.

 That ceremony is to take place tonight as the Canucks and their fans honour Bure with the Toronto Maple Leafs in town. In advance of that, the Canucks staged a news conference on Friday with Bure the guest of honour.

 Great stuff, right?

 Well, that news conference was hardly over when the Canucks revealed that the Sedin twins, Daniel and Henrik, had been signed to four-year contracts, each worth US$28 million.

 That pretty much took care of the Bure headlines. He got about 15 minutes in the spotlight. And it causes one to wonder: Why the rush to announce the Sedin signings? Couldn't that have waited a few days, something that would have allowed Bure to have the spotlight to himself through tonight?

 Unless all the talk of hard feelings . . . nah, never happen.

 Of course, the B.C. Lions were at home to the Calgary Stampeders last night and maybe the Canucks wanted to make sure they didn't get a whole lot of publicity.

———

It also has been rather interesting on Twitter the last couple of days as a number of proponents of fighting in hockey have sent along a link to a column by pugilism fan Brian Burke that appeared in USA TODAY on Thursday. If you missed it, that link is right here.

 However, the fight fans didn't bother sending along a link to the second part of the deal. You see, USA TODAY, in one of those pro and con features, also ran a column that was headlined: The case against fighting. . . . It was written by Michael J. Stuart, David W. Dodick and Aynsley M. Smith, all of whom are with the Mayo Clinic. Stuart has two sons and a daughter who play hockey; Mark is a defenceman with the Winnipeg Jets. . . . That column is right here.

———

A tweet from Alan Caldwell (@smallatlarge): "Sounds like the Hitmen are getting O/A d-man Alex Roach back from the L.A. Kings. Now have 14 days to trade Jesse Zgraggen to stay at 3 O/A."

 The return of Roach would leave the Hitmen with him, Zgraggen, also a defenceman, F Brady Brassart and D Jaynen Rissling as 20-year-olds on their roster. Each team is allowed to dress three per game.

———

The Regina Pats have released F Carson Samoridny, 19. He had one goal in 10 games this season but had been a healthy scratch on six occasions. . . . In his WHL career, he put up 23 points, 11 of them goals, in 103 regular-season games with Regina, the Calgary Hitmen and Everett Silvertips. . . . A native of St. Albert, Alta., the Pats acquired him from the Calgary Hitmen on Jan. 10 for F Colten Mayor and a fourth-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft.

———

Dear WHL . . . If you aren't going to publish a Guide this season, please update the hometowns on the individual player pages on your website. Thank you.

———

So . . . you are watching an NFL game on TV and notice all the pink stuff. Yes, the NFL, like so many other organizations, including the WHL and its teams, go pink for Breast Cancer Awareness. Now you're wondering how much of the money raised by merchandise sales ends up going to the fight against breast cancer. . . . Well, check out this piece right here by Father Raymond J. De Souza. It was in the National Post earlier this week.

———

In the QMJHL last night, the visiting Halifax Mooseheads dropped the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies, 15-5. . . . Halifax set a franchise record for goals in a single game. . . . A tweet from Herd History (@HerdHistory): "Last time 20 or more goals were scored in a QMJHL game was on Jan 19, 1992 (22- Granby/Drummondville) via @MLalancette." . . . The Huskies did win 69 per cent of the faceoffs, though. . . . It was 4-4 after one period. . . . D Matt Murphy of the Mooseheads was plus-7.

———

Columnist Stephen Hume of the Vancouver Sun took on the NHL because of the amount of bullying and brain injuries he sees in the game. That was in Friday's newspaper. Then, right on schedule, the Philadelphia Flyers came along last night to make him look good. . . . That column is right here.

———

FRIDAY NIGHT:

In Medicine Hat, F Curtis Valk and D Tommy (Milli) Vannelli scored in the shootout as the Tigers beat the Tri-City Americans, 3-2. . . . F Logan McVeigh forced OT with a goal at 14:18 of the third period as the Tigers erased a 2-0 deficit. . . . The Tigers (11-3-2), who won their fourth straight game, moved past the idle Calgary Hitmen (10-3-3) and on to the top rung in the Eastern Conference. . . . Tri-City F Parker Bowles, playing his first game after undergoing offseason shoulder surgery, opened the scoring at 11:54 of the second period. . . . The Tigers were again without F Hunter Shinkaruk (hip), who spent the evening working alongside play-by-play man Bob Ridley. Next thing you know, Shinkaruk will be driving the bus. . . .

In Prince Albert, the Raiders scored five PP goals and beat the Regina Pats, 7-1. . . . The Raiders scored on their first five PPs and ended up 5-for-7. . . . D Josh Morrissey had a goal and three assists for the Raiders. . . . The Raiders honoured retired F Mike Modano, retiring his number (9) in a pregame ceremony. . . . An extremely humble Modano offered up a terrific speech to cap the ceremony. . . . Think about this for a minute: There was a time when the WHL East featured Modano, Theo Fleury (Moose Jaw Warriors) and Joe Sakic (Swift Current Broncos) all at the same time. . . . In the warmup, the Raiders wore retro sweaters, all with Modano on the namebar and sporting No. 9. . . . Prior to the game, Raiders head coach Cory Clouston told Drew Wilson, the team's radio voice on CKBI, that F Craig Leverton likely is out for "a couple of weeks." Leverton left Tuesday's 3-1 loss to the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers with an undisclosed injury. . . .

In Saskatoon, the Swift Current Broncos were 2-for-2 on the PP as they beat the Blades, 5-3. . . . Broncos D Julius Honka, who would seem to be the real deal, had a goal, his sixth, and an assist. He has 19 points in 18 games. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherback scored his 12th goal as the Russian freshman ran his point streak to 10 games. . . . It was the Blades' 1,000th game in what now is Credit Union Centre. . . . Swift Current has won three straight, while Saskatoon has lost three in a row. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix covered the game and his story is right here.

In Kent, Wash., the Portland Winterhawks outshot the Seattle Thunderbirds 15-2 and outscored them 3-0 in the first period en route to a 5-2 victory. . . . When the game began, Portland was atop the overall standings, one point ahead of Seattle. . . . The Winterhawks (13-3-1) now hold a three-point lead over the Medicine Hat Tigers (11-3-2), Spokane Chiefs (12-5-0) and Seattle (11-4-2). . . . F Brendan Leipsic scored the game's first two goals, the first on a 5-on-3 PP at 3:45. . . . Leipsic and teammate Oliver Bjorkstrand are on 11-game point streaks. . . . The Thunderbirds were trailing 3-0 before they got their first shot on goal. . . . In fact, Portland mounted a 15-shot attack before Seattle managed its first shot on goal. . . . Portland held a 32-8 edge in shots after two periods. . . . In the second period, Seattle D Evan Wardley was tossed with a charging major for a hit on F Adam De Champlain, who needed help to get off the ice and didn't return. . . . Early in the third period, Seattle radio voice Thom Beuning, who is as good a play-caller as there is in the WHL, suggested that Portland had had the puck "75 to 80 per cent of the time." . . . Moments after that, Seattle scored to cut the Portland lead to 4-2. . . . The Winterhawks, who have put together nine-game winning streaks in each of the last four seasons, now have won 10 in a row. . . . Seattle F Jaimen Yakubowski wasn't suspended after a penalty he took in Wednesday's 4-2 victory over the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings was changed. Originally, he was penalized for a headshot on D Tyler Green, but it was later changed to a charging major. Yakubowski scored Seattle's first goal, a shorthanded effort, cutting Portland's lead to 4-1 in the second period. . . . Seattle F Connor Honey missed his 10th game with an undisclosed injury. . . .

In Prince George, the Kelowna Rockets got shootout goals from F Myles Bell and F Justin Kirkland to beat the Cougars, 7-6. . . . The Cougars trailed 6-2 late in the second period before scoring four straight goals to force OT. F Troy Bourke tied it 6-6 with his second goal of the game at 14:42 of the third period. . . .  The Cougars have lost four in a row, but have picked up three loser points from those games. . . . Kelowna D Madison Bowey, named team captain earlier in the day, had three first-period assists. . . .

In Vancouver, F Adam Helewka, who is from Burnaby, B.C., scored four times to lead the Spokane Chiefs to a 6-4 victory over the Giants. . . . The Chiefs had lost their last two games, while the Giants had won three in a row. . . . Helewka, who also had an assist, now has eight goals in seven games this season. He finished last season with 10 goals in 60 games as a freshman. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL's leading scorer, had four assists. . . . G Jared Rathjen made his second straight start for the Giants, after returning from an undisclosed injury. . . .

In Everett, the Brandon Wheat Kings scored three early PP goals and went on to a 6-3 victory over the Silvertips. . . . Brandon F Jayce Hawryluk went in with three goals and came out with six after counting his first WHL hat trick in his 77th regular-season game. . . . Hawryluk had been a scratch (coach's decision) on Wednesday for a 5-2 loss in Portland. . . . Everett F Dawson Leedahl was tossed with a checking-from-behind major just 35 seconds in the first period. Brandon struck three times in 2:41 on the ensuing PP. . . . It turned out to be Brandon's only PP opportunity through two periods. . . . Brandon ended up with four goals on its first five shots. . . . Everett G Daniel Cotton started in place of the injured Austin Lotz (ankle). . . . Brandon G Curtis Honey didn't dress with an undisclosed injury. The Wheat Kings had Jason Hadaller, from the Seattle Sno-Kings organization, on the bench in support of Jordan Papirny. . . . At one point, Everett head coach Kevin Constantine pulled Cotton for the extra attacker with 7:53 left in the third period and his side down, 6-3. . . . The Wheat Kings finished 1-4 on their trip through the U.S. Division. . . . Everett had won its last four games. . . . The Wheat Kings also were without D Rene Hunter, F Tim McGauley and D Kord Pankewicz, all out with undisclosed injuries. . . . Brandon F Jens Meilleur moved to defence for this one. . . .

In Victoria, G Patrik Bartosak stopped 42 shots to lead the Red Deer Rebels to a 2-1 victory over the Royals. . . . Red Deer had lost its last five games, all on home ice. . . . Red Deer D Haydn Fleury gave hs guys a 2-0 lead with a PP goal late in the second period. . . . F Ben Walker got the Royals to within one at 6:04 of the third but the home side wasn't able to beat Bartosak again. . . . The Victoria Times Colonist reports that Royals D Joe Hicketts, 17, could miss up to three months of the season. He has undergone surgery on an undisclosed injury after being injured during a game against the visiting Kelowna Rockets last 

 weekend.

———

From Jeff Paterson (@patersonjeff), a former radio voice of the Kamloops Blazers who works for Team 1040 radio in Vancouver: "#WHL crowds in 3 BC rinks on a Friday night: Vancouver 4772, Victoria 3787 & Prince George 1406. Where are the fans?"

———

From game show host Pat Sajak (@patsajak): "Love hockey, but Flyers are part of reason it remains a niche sport. Shameful tonight (including Philly radio team.)" 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, October 31, 2013

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Brock Nixon (Kamloops, Calgary, 2003-08) has been released by Kallinge/Ronneby (Sweden, Division 1). He had one goal in three games, but has been out for six weeks with a broken arm. The club reports the cast was removed Tuesday, but the arm has not healed, so is back in a cast for another six weeks. . . .

 F Petr Kalus (Regina, 2005-06) signed for the rest of this season with Djurgården Stockholm (Sweden, Allsvenskan). This season, he had one assist in three games with Dukla Trencin. Djurgården's fans raised/contributed more tha 400,000 SEK (US$61,700) to help finance the signing. . . .

 F Kamil Vavra (Regina, 2003-04) signed for the rest of this season with Deggerdorf (Germany, Oberliga) after a successful tryout. He had one assist in four games. . . .

 F Josh Holden (Regina, 1994-98) signed a two-year extension with Zug (Switzerland, NLA). He had six points, two them goals, in six games. He now is under contract through 2015-16. Holden's deal also includes a two-year option to coach Zug's minor teams or hockey academy. The option is void if Holden plays after 2015-16.

———

The Victoria Royals have returned F Regan Nagy, 16, to the midget AAA Moose Jaw Generals. He had one assist in 11 games with the Royals. Last season, he had 34 points, including 34 goals, with the Generals, who are the host team for the 2014 Telus Cup, the national midget AAA championship tournament.

———

F Nikita Scherback was the third-last player selected in the CHL's 2013 import draft. But it is looking as though the Saskatoon Blades got themselves a winner. Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix has more right here on the Russian who is burning up the WHL.

———

F Parker Bowles, who has yet to play this season because of a shoulder injury, is scheduled to return to the Tri-City Americans' lineup tonight as they open a Central Division swing against the Tigers in Medicine Hat. . . . “I’ve been waiting for this day way back to summer when I knew he would be delayed,” Americans head coach Jim Hiller told Annie Fowler of the Tri-City Herald. “The guys have done a good job in his absence. He is one of our top offensive players. His offensive ability will help us and it will go up and down the lineup.” . . . Tri-City has been averaging 2.5 goals per game. Bowles had 44 points, 21 of them goals, in 71 games last season.

———

The Red Deer Rebels have dropped D Austin Shmoorkoff, 16, from their roster. He will join the midget AAA Edmonton-Canadian Athletic Club. He was pointless with one minor penalty in six games with the Rebels. . . . Red Deer also announced that it had returned G Rylan Toth, 17, to the midget AAA Battlefords Stars.

———

Dr. Oz has been shilling on behalf of the NFL, and all it cost the league was 20 grand and a pair of Super Bowl tickets. There's more, from the Los Angeles Times, right here.

———

If you are a fan of Johnny Cash, The Man in Black, you will want to click right here to learn what Rolling Stone says is 10 things you didn't know about him.

———

Prior to Thursday night, I had never before been in Vancouver for Halloween. Remind me never to return. . . . Who knew fireworks were such a big part of the spookiest night of the year? There were times when I wondered if this is what it sounds like in a war zone. . . . Can only imagine what birds, cats and dogs were feeling.

———

From former WHLer Matt Kassian (@kassassination), now of the Ottawa Senators: "Funny thing - during a TV timeout tonight Pierre Mcguire leaned over and told me 7 or 8 facts about my life I didnt know."

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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WHL to Winnipeg? No deal in place 

Jim Toth of Winnipeg radio station CJOB tweeted on Wednesday afternoon that he has "confirmed #TNSE had another meeting with a #WHL franchise recently." He later tweeted that the meeting hadn't produced a deal.

 TNSE refers to True North Sports & Entertainment Ltd., which owns the NHL's Winnipeg Jets. There have NHLbeen rumours, pretty much since the Atlanta Thrashers relocated to Winnipeg and became the Jets, that the NHL team is interested in owning a WHL franchise that would play out of the city's MTS Centre.

 That speculation heated up a few months ago with rumours that TNSE had been kicking the tires that belong to the Kootenay Ice.

 Toth, on The Upperdeck Sports Show, threw more stuff into the rumour mill last night.

 Toth, who said he had been working on the story since the weekend, told his audience that he had heard a deal had been struck to bring a WHL franchise to the Manitoba capital. He was told yesterday by TNSE, he said, that the rumour was "1,000 per cent false."

 "I can confirm there is no deal in place," Toth said.

 He added that "another meeting did take place" between TNSE and a WHL franchise at some point over the "last two to three weeks," and that this meeting was precipitated by the franchise.

 Toth said that this franchise is "different from the first one."

 TNSE, he stated, is not actively seeking a team right now, but "continues to do due diligence with all opportunities that come forward."

 "That," Toth said, "is where it sits right now. There is no deal and nothing currently going on."

 Toth said he had asked TNSE if chairman Mark Chipman would comment and was told he wouldn't "because there's nothing going on."

 Toth did reference the recent sale of the Saskatoon Blades, which he said was for $9 million, and also mentioned having heard a rumour that the Regina Pats are "to be sold by December for $7 million." Of course, rumours involving the sale of the Pats have been around for more than a few years.

 So . . . here we go again. Let the speculation begin. Which WHL team may have inititiated contact with the owners of the Winnipeg Jets?

 For starters, eliminate the Lethbridge Hurricanes, Moose Jaw Warriors, Prince Albert Raiders and Swift Current Broncos, the four community-owned teams. As stated numerous times previously, each of those communities understands the value of its franchise and knows full well that if it leaves it won't be coming back.

 I asked Ice owner Jeff Chynoweth on Wednesday afternoon if he had been in touch with TNSE recently and he responded: "Nope . . . don't know where all that is coming from."

 So that leaves . . .

———

1. This will be a big weekend in Prince Albert where the Raiders will salute Mike Modano, the best player in the franchise's history, and retire his number (9). . . . The emcee of Friday's gala celebration will be Kevin Smook, the radio voice of the Raiders during Modano's seasons in Prince Albert. . . . Smook also is to be congratulated on his recent successful foray into provincial politics in Alberta where he was elected as a municipal councillor in Division 1 of the Beaver County area. . . . The Regina Pats will provide the opposition in Prince Albert on Friday night.

 2. Canadian cyclist Ryder Hesjedal "chose the wrong path." Yawn! Surely there isn't any surprise here. Ho hum! Let's move on.

3. D Joe Hicketts of the Victoria Royals will be out indefinitely. It seems he suffered some sort of injury last weekend and has since had upper-body surgery. Thanks to the WHL's inane rules about disclosing injuries, you are free to speculate on the injury.

 The Royals, however, will have F Steven Hodges in their lineup for the first time this weekend. A third-round pick by the Florida Panthers in the 2012 NHL draft, Hodges is coming off offseason leg surgery.

 You are free to wonder how it is that we know that Hodges had leg surgery, while all we know about Hicketts is that he had upper-body surgery.

 According to the Victoria Times Colonist:: "Hicketts, touted as a first- or second-round pick for the 2014 NHL draft, was injured last weekend in a game against the Kelowna Rockets. In 15 games this season, Hicketts has four goals and five assists and is a team-best plus-5."

 The Royals are at home to the Red Deer Rebels on Friday and Saturday nights.

 4. The QMJHL's Saint John Sea Dogs have named Ross Yates as their new head coach. Yates and head scout Christian Vermette will serve as co-general managers. They replace Mike Kelly, who was fired on Tuesday. . . . Yates has been an assistant coach with the Sea Dogs for two seasons. Before that, he was the head coach of the AHL's Syracuse Crunch for four seasons. . . . Vermette is in his fourth season as Saint John's head scout.

 5. The NFL's public relations machine was hard at work in the Chicago area on Tuesday. Roger Goodell, the NFL commissioner, was there. So was Associated Press sports columnist Jim Litke. The result is right here.

 6. The OHL handed out a couple of stiff sentences on Wednesday. both resulting from incidents in Oct. 25 games. . . . F Damian Bourne of the Mississauga IceDogs has drawn a 10-game suspension for a damaging headshot against the Oshawa Generals. If you haven't seen the video, it's right here. . . . F Cameron Brace of the Owen Sound Attack, meanwhile, drew eight games for a headshot in a game with the Plymouth Whalers.

 7. To pay donors for organs, or not to pay? That is a question making the rounds these days, thanks to a study done by U of Calgary researchers. . . . Margaret Somerville, founding director of the Centre for Medicine, Ethics and Law at McGill University in Montreal, ponders the subject right here.

 As I sit here and watch, and help as much as I can, my wife, Dorothy, recover from a Sept. 23 kidney transplant, I ponder that question. And I keep coming back to a conversation we had with the transplant surgeon just three days before surgery.

 In the months leading up to this, I had come across a story on the Internet that was from an American newspaper and included the names of donors and recipients who had been involved in a kidney exchange that included, if I recall correctly, six or eight people.

 I asked the surgeon why, in Canada, the names of donors and recipients, especially the donors, are so closely guarded. His response: "We want people to do this for the right reason."

 The more Dorothy and I have discussed the option of paying donors for organs, the more we come back to "the right reason."

 And the more we talk about it the more we believe "the right reason" is the best option.

 8. When the St. Louis Cardinals look back and wonder what went wrong in Game 6 of the World Series, they need only look at the second inning. Runners on first and second with no one out in a scoreless game and the next two hitters aren't able to advance the runners. Talk about wasted at-bats. The runners later moved over on a wild pitch but it was all for naught when Boston starter John Lackey notched another strikeout. . . . This is the Big Show. You simply can't waste your at-bats; you have to get the runners over. . . . In hindsight, the Cardinals lost any chance they had of taking control right there. . . . Thankfully, the World Series is over, which means no more beard jokes.

 9. The Detroit Red Wings went into Vancouver and beat the Canucks 2-1 last night. Here's a tweet from Blake Price (@blakeprice1040): "Bottom 6 forwards of the Canucks all played under 10 minutes... I don't think you could find that another time in the NHL all season."

 WEDNESDAY NIGHT:

In Regina, G Dawson MacAuley stopped 36 shots as the Pats beat the Moose Jaw Warriors, 3-0, to end a three-game losing skid. . . . MacAuley's second career shutout, and second this season, came in his 23rd game. It was his 15th appearance this season. . . . The game was scoreless going into the third period when F Boston Leier scored twice. He's got 11 goals this season. . . . The Pats had D Tye Hand back after he sat out 10 games with concussion-like symptoms, which may or may not mean he had a brain injury. He did miss time late last season with a brain injury. . . . On this night, he was plus-2 and got into a fight. . . . The Warriors had F Jayden Halbgewachs, 16, in their lineup for the first time this season. A first-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft, the Warriors acquired him from the Kamloops Blazers last season. He has 16 points in 10 games with the midget AAA Regina Pat Canadians. . . .

In Saskatoon, the Medicine Hat Tigers scored the game's last three goals and beat the Blades, 4-3. . . . Tigers F Steve Owre broke a 3-3 tie at 10:20 of the second period. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherback scored twice, running his point streak to nine games. He's got 16 points over that stretch. The Russian rookie has 11 goals. . . . The Tigers, who have won three straight, continue to play without F Hunter Shinkaruk (hip). . . . Medicine Hat F Blake Penner left in the third period with an injured right knee. He was injured after taking a hit from Saskatoon D David Nemecek. . . .

In Red Deer, the Kootenay Ice scored two third-period goals to force overtime and then got the only goal of the shootout to beat the Rebels, 4-3. . . . The Ice has won two in a row. . . . The Rebels head out on a western swing having lost five straight, all at home. . . . F Ryan Chynoweth's second goal with the Ice tied the game at 11:20 of the third period. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart scored the only goal of the shootout. . . . F Jaeden Deschenau scored twice for the Ice, giving him 13. . . .

In Kamloops, the Blazers got two goals from F Aspen Sterzer as they beat the Spokane Chiefs, 5-4, and ended a four-game losing skein. . . . Sterzer broke a 4-4 tie with his eighth goal of the season at 10:21 of the third period. He went into the season with seven career goals in 104 regular-season games over three seasons. . . . Sterzer also had an assist, while F Cole Ully had a goal and two helpers. . . . Trailing 3-0 in the second period, the Chiefs changed goaltenders, with Eric Williams replacing Garret Hughson, and tied the game before the end of the period. . . . F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL with 18 goals, tied the game at 19:59 of the second. . . .

In Prince George, D Dalton Thrower scored at 3:13 of OT to give the Vancouver Giants a 3-2 victory over the Cougars. . . . The Giants had won 6-5 in Prince George on Tuesday night. . . . Cougars F David Soltes scored with 24.1 seconds left in the third period to force OT. . . . All three Vancouver goals were unassisted. . . . Cougars F Chase Witala had his goal-scoring streak stopped at six games. He did pick up an assist on Soltes' goal. . . . Five of the Cougars' six home games have gone into OT. The Cougars are 1-1-1-2 in those five games, meaning they have an OTW, an OTL, a shootout win and two shootout losses. . . .

In Portland, the Winterhawks got two quick first-period shorthanded goals and went on to beat the Brandon Wheat Kings, 5-2, as they ran their winning streak to nine. . . . Portland F Taylor Leier scored a PP goal 52 seconds into the first period, the third straight game in which the Winterhawks have scored in the game's opening minute. . . . F Chase De Leo and F Nic Petan struck for shorthanded goals just 53 seconds apart to give the home side a 3-0 lead late in the first period. . . . The Winterhawks moved back into first place in the Western Conference and now lead the U.S. Division and the WHL's overall standings by a point over the Seattle Thunderbirds. Those two teams will meet Friday in Kent, Wash. . . . The Wheat Kings have lost four straight in the U.S. Division. . . . Brandon played without D Rene Hunter, who suffered an undisclosed injury in Kent on Tuesday. . . . Brandon F Jayce Hawryluk sat out in a coach's decision.

 From Boston Police Dept. (@boston police), at 10 p.m. ET: "Anyone who is not in a bar and does not have a ticket to the game must leave the permitter (sic) area around #Fenway." 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, October 29, 2013

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 Dinamo Minsk has recalled F Sergei Drozd (Tri-City, 2009-10) from assignment to Neman Grodno (Belarus, Ekstraliga). He had 17 points, including five goals, in 17 games with Neman. . . .

 F Jaroslav Kristek (Tri-City, 1998-2000) has been released by mutual agreement from Dinamo Minsk (Belarus, KHL). He had one assist in seven games.

———

1. The Vancouver Giants revealed on Tuesday that F Tyler Benson, the first overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft, will make his WHL debut on Nov. 16 against the visiting Tri-City Americans. . . . Benson, 15, has 34 points, including 15 goals, in 16 games with the Pursuit of Excellence U-18 Prep team. . . . Veteran WHL referee Steve Papp has been selected to work the World Junior Championship that begins Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden. . . .

2. The Kamloops Blazers' roster stands at 22 after the club dropped F Mitch Friesen, 17, on Tuesday. . . . A native of Surrey, B.C., Friesen had two assists in 55 games with the Blazers over last season and this one. This season, he had one assist in nine games. . . .

QMJHL3. The QMJHL's Saint John Sea Dogs fired Mike Kelly, their general manager and head coach, on Tuesday. . . . At 5-10-2, the Sea Dogs have the WHL's second-poorest record and are winless in eight. . . . Kelly, a former head coach of the Brandon Wheat Kings, was the Sea Dogs' associate coach when they had three straight 50-win seasons (2009-12) and also won a Memorial Cup. He had been head coach since the summer of 2012. . . . A new coach is expected to be introduced within days.

4. The Everett Silvertips will be without G Austin Lotz for up to four weeks. It seems he suffered an ankle injury during a 7-6 overtime victory over the Blazers in Kamloops on Saturday -- he apparently was injured in regulation time and he did finish the game -- and now is encumbered with a walking boot. . . . Lotz started his 11th straight game on Saturday. . . . With Lotz injured, Daniel Cotton, 19, moves up the depth chart, while the Silvertips have brought in Nik Amundrud, 16, to back him up. Amundrud, who is from Melfort, Sask., was a third-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft.

 5. If you are a baseball fan of a certain vintage, you recognize the radio call letters KMOX. Yes, that is the AM radio home of the St. Louis Cardinals. KMOX is at 1120 on the AM dial and its 50,000-watt signal covers a good part of North America and beyond. . . . David Waldstein of The New York Times set out Sunday to see if he could outdrive the signal while Game 4 of the World Series was being played. . . . This is good stuff and it's right here.

 6. The St. Louis Cardinals are in Boston to meet the Red Sox in Game 6 of the World Series tonight. And you are wondering what it would cost you to get into Fenway Park for this one. Jeff Passan of Yahoo! Sports has the answer(s) right here.

NHL7. If you're a regular here, you will recall that yesterday I had a bit about Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella and the way he is playing his top three forwards well over 20 minutes per game. . . . That led me to wonder whether an NHL coach really needs 12 forwards at his disposal. . . . In Tuesday's Vancouver Sun, columnist Iain MacIntyre pointed out that the Caucks had gone into Monday's game against the visiting Washington Capitals not having practised in 10 days. Seriously. . . . The Canucks didn't practise while on a seven-game road trip and when the trek was over Tortorella gave his side two days off. That led them into Monday's game, which they won, 3-2. . . . The Canucks, who are 9-4-2 going into tonight's game against the visiting Detroit Red Wings, played nine of their first 15 games on the road. . . . Prior to Monday's game, Tortorella promised that "we'll practice (Tuesday). Win or lose." . . . They did. . . . But 10 days without a practice. Sacrilege, surely.

8. Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald reports that the Moose Jaw Warriors are concerned that an unnamed junior A team may have tampered with F Todd Fiddler, 20, before he was dropped from the WHL team's roster on Monday. . . . That story is right here.

 www.mjtimes.sk.ca/Sports/Hockey/2013-10-28/article-3450719/Fiddler-and-Warriors-part-ways/1

 TUESDAY NIGHT:

In Prince Albert, the Medicine Hat Tigers unleashed a 50-shot attack and beat the Raiders, 3-1. . . . G Cole Cheveldave stopped 47 shots for the Raiders, 26 more than Marek Langhamer of the Tigers. . . . The Tigers were without F Hunter Shinkaruk (hip) for a second straight game. . . . F Mike Winther of the Raiders sat out Game 2 of a four-game suspension for a headshot. . . . This was the 10th time the Clouston brothers opposed each other as WHL coaches. Cory, who has coached the Kootenay Ice, Brandon Wheat Kings and Prince Albert, is 5-4-1, while Shaun, the Tigers' head coach, is 5-5. . . .

In Kent, Wash., F Seth Swenson had a goal and two assists to lead the Seattle Thunderbirds to a 4-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . Seattle is 11-3-2 and now leads the Western Conference, by one point over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Wheat Kings are 0-3 on their swing through the U.S. Division. . . . Swenson scored his fourth goal in three games, this one coming on a second-period penalty shot. . . . F Sam Mckechnie scored in his first game with the Thunderbirds. He and F Jaimen Yakubowski were acquired last week from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. Yakubowski made his Seattle debut on the weekend; Mckechnie hadn't had as much opportunity to skate after he and Yakubowski were sent home to await a trade, so his debut had to wait. . . . Meanwhile, Yakubowski got a major and game misconduct in the first period for a headshot on D Taylor Green. . . .

 In Prince George, F Jackson Houck struck for three goals to lead the Vancouver Giants to a 6-5 victory over the Cougars. . . . Houck now has two WHL hat tricks to his credit. . . . The teams play again tonight in P.G. . . . Houck went into the game with three goals this season. . . . F Chase Witala scored one of the Cougars' goals as he ran his sniping streak to six games. . . . Witala also had three assists, giving him 20 points, 10 of them goals, in 10 games. . . .

In Lethbridge, F Connor Sanvido's shootout goal gave the Swift Current Broncos a 3-2 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . Sanvido was the only one of six shooters to score. . . . The Hurricanes have lost three in a row and have won once in their last 10 outings. . . . F Riley Sheen, acquired last week from the Seattle Thunderbirds, scored in his first game with the Hurricanes. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Monday, October 28, 2013

 1. F Todd Fiddler, a 42-goal man with the Spokane Chiefs last season, no longer is with the Moose Jaw Warriors. Fiddler, 20, had 10 points, two of them goals, in 14 games, but was minus-8 and had been a healthy scratch on three occasions. . . . Interestingly, writers with the Moose Jaw Times-Herald at least twice referred to Fiddler's being scratched as a "coach's decision," which somehow sounds more sinister than healthy scratch. . . . No matter. It would seem that Fiddler, who is from Meadow Lake, Sask., was deemed a poor fit for a team that saw him as a top six forward when he was acquired. . . . The Warriors are 6-8-3 and tied for seventh in a 12-team Eastern Conference in which there isn't much breathing room. . . . The Warriors acquired Fiddler from the Chiefs on May 2 for a third-round pick in the 2014 bantam draft. . . . With Fiddler gone, the Warriors are left with two 20-year-olds -- F Sam Fioretti and D Jesse Forsberg.

 2. The Moose Jaw Warriors have acquired D Reid Zalitach, 17, from the Vancouver Giants for a fourth-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft and a third-round pick in 2016. . . . This season, he was pointless in eight games. With the Giants carrying nine defenceman, something had to give. . . . Zalitach, who played minor hockey in Winnipeg, had seven assists in 54  career games with the Giants. . . . He was a second-round pick in the 2011 bantam draft.

 3. These are interesting times in Vancouver where many members of the media refer to the head coach of the Vancouver Canucks as Torts, as though he is a long-lost brother, recently returned after spending the last NHLwhile on a desert island with only a hockey puck for company.

 There are members of that same media corps who seemingly are waiting for the Canucks to implode, the victim of a head coach, John Tortorella, who has been playing the heck out of a select few forwards.

 Following weekend games, no NHL forwards were seeing more playing time per game than Ryan Kesler (22 minutes 32 seconds), Henrik Sedin (22:24) and Daniel Sedin (22:09). In a league in which the top 13 players in terms of ice time were defencemen, the three Vancouver forwards were 14th, 15th and 16th overall.

 Furthermore, the Canucks wrapped up a seven-game road trip on Friday in St. Louis, where they beat the Blues 3-2 in overtime to go 5-1-1 on the swing and improve their overall record to 8-4-1. In that game, Henrik Sedin played 25:04, while his twin brother played 24:06. Kesler was at 24:24.

 Granted, Tortorella's hand has been forced, at least a bit, by injuries, especially to Alex Burrows and Jannik Hansen. But, while I haven't yet watched a Canucks game from start to finish -- these darned baseball games keep getting in the way -- I have to wonder if Torotorella is proving, intentionally or otherwise, that NHL coaches really don't need 20-man rosters.

 With the number of timeouts in one NHL game, of the TV variety (three each period) and otherwise, and with highly conditioned professional athletes at his disposal, is there a reason why an NHL coach needs 12 forwards, rather than nine, at his disposal? Sheesh, in one game on that road trip, Andrew Alberts, who was the seventh defenceman dressed and was expected to be used up front, played only 37 seconds. So taking those timeouts into account and with judicious use of a third line, you have to think an NHL coaching staff could easily get by with nine forwards.

 Of course, the winner in all of this would seem to be the fans. When you are paying what they are for tickets, they should be thrilled to see a team's best players getting lots and lots of playing time.

 (In last night's 3-2 victory over the visiting Washington Capitals, Kesler played 23:53, with Henrik Sedin at 23:15 and Daniel at 23:13.)

 4. Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that the race to play host to the 2016 Memorial Cup may WHL team logofeature the Vancouver Giants and Red Deer Rebels. While Brent Sutter, the Rebels' owner, general manager and head coach, wouldn't confirm that, Vancouver majority owner Ron Toigo seemed to do just that. And if you read between the lines, it would seem that Sutter wasn't at all enamoured with the process that led to the Saskatoon Blades being the host team for the 2014 tournament. That piece is right here.

 5. The great Roger Angell weighs in right here with a piece on, uhh, the beards of the Boston Red Sox. Yes, it's good! The essay, not the beards.

 6. Is it just me or is Tiger Woods on the verge of becoming a cartoon figure? He and his agent, Mark Steinberg, know they don't have a case against Brandel Chamblee, otherwise they would have visited court already. Instead, they will try to get Chamblee fired from his position with the Golf Channel. Never mind that Chamblee upset them with something he wrote at Golf.com. . . . Yes, it's all rather strange. . . . Greg Doyel of CBSSports.com sums it all up right here.

 7. No one in the sporting world is more fun to listen to than Charles Barkley. Richard Deitsch of si.com chatted with Sir Charles and the results are right here.

 8. Nick Deschenes is the new general manager and head coach of the BCHL's Trail Smoke Eaters. Deschenes replaces Bill Birks, who was fired on Oct. 17. . . . Deschenes, from Morinville, Alta., moves over from the junior B Grand Forks Border Bruins of the Kootenay International Junior League, where he was 6-7-0-1. . . . Deschenes played with the AJHL's Fort Saskatchewan Traders before going on to spend four years at Yale. He played in the AHL and ECHL, and spent five years in Europe. . . . He was in his second full season with the Border Bruins. . . . Assistant coaches Barry Zanier and Craig Clare had been running the Smokies, but now will resume their original jobs. . . . The Smoke Eaters are 4-14-1-1 (yes, there are ties in the BCHL) and are sixth in a six-team division, 11 points out of fifth.

———

From Janice Hough (@leftcoastbabe): "#Cards lost 3-1 to #RedSox, #Rams had sure comeback fall short at the 2 yard line. Tonight's headline 'Dispirited of St. Louis.' " 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Calgary, AB – Team Orr scored a 4-3 victory over Team Cherry in the 2014 BMO CHL / NHL Top Prospects Game on Wednesday night before a crowd of 11,631 at the Saddledome in Calgary, AB.

 Jared McCann of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds broke a 3-3 deadlock 16:31 into the third period, ripping a shot past Plymouth Whalers’ netminder Alex Nedeljkovic to give Team Orr a lead they wouldn’t relinquish.

“Kind of a storybook ending,” said McCann, who took home Jim Gregory Player of the Game honours for Team Orr with his game-winning effort.  “I was just excited to come here and play my game tonight, and I think I did that.”

Brendan Lemieux of the Barrie Colts, Blake Clarke of the Saginaw Spirit also scored for Team Cherry while Josh Ho-Sang of the Windsor Spitfires had a goal and an assist.  Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart and Nikolay Goldobin of the Sarnia Sting each picked up a goal and an assist for Team Cherry, who also got a marker from Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals in what was a hard-played, physical and temperamental affair.

“It was another great hockey experience,” said Team Orr captain Aaron Ekblad, who tallied a pair of assists in the win.  “There’s an intensity with showing your stuff, and no one wants to be embarrassed out there.”

A scoreless first period wasn’t without its share of action and scoring chances.  Mason McDonald of the Charlottetown Islanders had to be particularly sharp early for Team Orr, getting across to stop a one-timer from Red Deer’s Conner Bleackley off a 2-on-1 chance less than two minutes in.  

 Reinhart also had some golden opportunities in the opening frame, ringing a shot off the post.

“It was a good experience…It’s definitely an important one to play well in,” said Reinhart.  “It is just one game, and now I’m sure guys will focus and hopefully carry over that confidence to their Club teams.”

Prince George’s Ty Edmonds may not have faced as much work in the first, but still came up with key stops on Brendan Perlini of the Niagara Ice Dogs and Calgary’s Jake Virtanen.

 The goals didn’t come until midway through the second frame.  Lemieux opened the scoring on a Team Orr power play.  After Aaron Ekblad and Leon Draisaitl hit the post in quick succession, the puck came back to Julius Honka at the point, and his shot hit Lemieux in front of the net and trickled past Edmonds. 

Before the goal announcement could even be made, however, Team Cherry tied it up.  Off the ensuing faceoff, Dal Colle scored on the rush, firing home a perfectly placed wrist shot just eight seconds after the game-opener.

 Team Orr converted yet another power play chance, with Clarke firing home a quick wrist shot that beat Nedeljkovic on the short side right under the crossbar.

 Team Cherry nearly tied it shortly after, but Dal Colle, gunning for his second of the period, rang his hard shot off the crossbar.

 Team Orr immediately took the puck the other way and Josh Ho-Sang put them up by two, showing good hand-eye coordination as he batted the puck in out of mid-air after Brayden Point’s shot attempt tipped off the defender’s stick.

 Team Cherry pulled within one goal early in the third frame as Sarnia Sting forward Nikolay Goldobin scored on a wraparound 4:07 in.

“I’m pretty happy, but I can play better,” said Goldobin, who was Team Cherry’s Jim Gregory Player of the Game Award recipient.  “You get the best players in the CHL, and it’s a fun experience.”  

Team Cherry knotted the game at 3-3 with six minutes to go, courtesy of a power play marker from their captain.  Reinhart banged home a perfect cross-crease pass from Goldobin after some good pressure in Team Orr’s zone.

 The deadlock wouldn’t last though as Team Orr responded just 2:38 later as McCann of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds ripped a shot past Nedeljkovic.

 GAME NOTES:  Goaltender Ty Edmonds made 16 saves on 17 shots through the first half of the game for Team Cherry, while Alex Nedeljkovic stopped 13 of 16 shots while taking the loss…Netminder Mason McDonald made 15 saves on 16 shots through the first 29:08 of the game, while Julio Billia of the Chicoutimi Sagueneens made 17 saves on 19 shots, claiming the victory for Team Orr…Billia stopped Goldobin on a penalty shot attempt 5:29 into the third period…Julius Honka of the Swift Current Broncos picked up two assists for Team Orr, but had to leave the game in the third period after taking a stick to the face…Team Orr finished 2-for-3 on the power play while Team Cherry was 1-for-3 on the man advantage....Final shots on goal were 35-33 in favour of Team Cherry....This was just the fourth time in the 19-year history of the Top Prospects Game where the final score had a one-goal differential.....This marks the fourth straight victory for Team Orr who wins the Don Cherry/Bobby Orr Trophy.

2. ORR Brendan Lemieux, (1) (Julius Honka, Aaron Ekblad), 9:00 (PP)  

2. CHRY Michael Dal Colle, (1) (Ivan Barbashev, Sam Reinhart), 9:08  
 

2. ORR Blake Clarke, (1) (Julius Honka, Aaron Ekblad), 13:16 (PP)  

2. ORR Josh Ho-Sang, (1) (Brayden Point), 17:42  
 

3. CHRY Nikolay Goldobin, (1) (Matt Mistele, Ryan MacInnis), 4:07  
 

3. CHRY Sam Reinhart, (1) (Nikolay Goldobin, Anthony DeAngelo), 13:53 (PP)  

3. ORR Jared McCann, (1) (Josh Ho-Sang), 16:31   
1. CHRY - 90 Nikolay Goldobin

 2. ORR - 19 Jared McCann

Norfolk 4, WBS 1 1/24

January 24th, 2014

1 Comment

There were some exciting storylines in tonight’s 4-1 Norfolk win over WBS. You had Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers tossed from the game for getting into a goalie fight in the second period. You had rookie John Gibson continuing his mastery of the AHL affiliate of his hometown team. You had the Penguins losing their first game of a week again.

To be honest, I would argue the No. 1 reason the Penguins lost was that their power play was dismal, going 0 for 5 while Norfolk went 2 for 3, but that’s somewhat boring to write about, so we’ll stick with the other stuff.

Norfolk took a 2-0 lead in the last six minutes of the first period. Devante Smith-Pelly tipped in an Alex Grant shot from the top of the left faceoff circle and John Kurtz steered in a Garnet Exelby shot from the left point with his skate. A video review showed no distinct kicking motion, apparently.

About six minutes into the second, Deslauriers was on top of a puck at the top of the crease when Zack Stortini plowed in and took an extra whack. Deslauriers was irate, throwing punches at Stortini with his glove, but the melee soon broke up.

Then it was time for a promotional timeout, so both teams went back to the benches. At that point, Deslauriers and Gibson had words. At the end of the timeout, they came together and fought, more or less. Gibson quickly tackled Deslauriers. Gibson got a double minor for roughing. Deslauriers got a double minor for roughing, a fighting major and a game misconduct. Eric Hartzell came on in relief.

The Penguins seemed to play a little better after the rhubarb and made the score 2-1 before the period ended. Brian Dumoulin took a shot from the center point and Zach Sill tipped it in. Sill has scored in back-to-back AHL games, separated by two months in the NHL. He looked great tonight.

The Penguins had three power plays in the first half of the third period but didn’t get much going on any of them. Norfolk cashed in on its first, with Emerson Etem hitting Smith-Pelly at the left post, to basically put the Penguins away at 3-1.

Getting back to the original three exciting storylines, credit to Deslauriers, I guess, for trying to spark his team and maybe get Gibson off his game. He gave it his best shot.

Meanwhile, the stat on the first game of the week is this: Since Nov. 24, the Penguins are 1-8 in the first game of any calendar week. An odd trend continues.

And Gibson is now 3-0 against the Penguins this season, having stopped 72-of-75 shots. I would guess the Penguins would prefer to get a crack at Brad Thiessen tomorrow night.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 1/24

January 24th, 2014

1 Comment

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming week of games against Norfolk (twice), Hershey and Syracuse.

Their guest this week is Penguins winger Dominik Uher, who discusses everything from playing on the Utz line with Zack Torquato and Anton Zlobin and his comeback from a recent injury to his father’s experiences as a mountain climber, including scaling K2.

Also on the docket this week: How far Philip Samuelsson has come from his rookie season to this week, when he was selected as the AHL Player of the Week, how recently demoted defenseman Simon Despres figures into Pittsburgh’s long-term plans and why the Penguins passed on claiming forward Dustin Jeffrey when the Dallas Stars waived the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton alum a few days ago.

There’s a lot more inside, too, so click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit012414
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Hartzell, Jeffrey, etc. 1/22

January 22nd, 2014

5 Comments

Some notes from WBS Penguins practice today:

– Eric Hartzell, who had a really good weekend, didn’t practice today due to illness. Video coach Samson Lee, who sources say turned in an MVP caliber performance for the D League championship team at Coal Street last season, filled in. Hartzell is expected to be fine for this weekend. If not, the Penguins actually have a call-up option in Wheeling now that Peter Mannino has reported.

– Adam Payerl skated for a little while in full gear at the end of practice today. He’s not close to returning from his upper body injury — coach John Hynes said he’s week to week — but that’s a significant upgrade considering there was a possibility he would be out for the rest of the season.

– No significant changes as far as line combinations and D pairs go. The Tom, Nick & Harry Line and Grandma UTZ line are still intact. (@Brenda: Grandma Utz)

– According to reports, Dallas put Dustin Jeffrey on waivers today. If no other NHL team takes him, Pittsburgh could re-claim him and send him to WBS. Will that happen? I really have no idea. I haven’t heard anyone talk about Jeffrey since he was originally claimed by the Stars. If I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know.

– According to reports out of Pittsburgh, Andrew Ebbett is back practicing and Brian Gibbons, Beau Bennett and Tomas Vokoun are skating on their own. Pittsburgh has 22 healthy players on the roster — 12 forwards, eight defensemen and two goalies — so when two of those aforementioned forwards get healthy, a roster addition for WBS would be a good possibility.

– @CanyonVR: Here’s the thing on Despres. I wouldn’t trade him unless it’s part of a big move. Two reasons why. First of all, he’s getting better. He’s been awesome in the AHL this season. He’s a much better player now than he was a year ago at this time, and that’s really all you can ask from a prospect. Second, Brooks Orpik, Matt Niskanen and Deryk Engelland are unrestricted free agents after this season and of all the Penguins defensive prospects, to me, Despres is the one closest to being ready for full-time NHL duty.

Frankly, I don’t understand the negative vibe that seems to be surrounding Despres right now. Was he that bad in his 18 games in Pittsburgh this year? I thought he was OK. He’s a 6-foot-4, 225-pound 22-year-old defenseman who’s getting better. You don’t throw a prospect like that in the discard pile unless you’ve got a really, really good reason.

More on Despres online and in the paper on Sunday. I talked to him and Hynes about his place in the organization these days.

The Penguins have an early bus for Norfolk tomorrow, so the next blog update will come Friday night. Until then …

Bye for now,

jb
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Samuelsson, an interesting stat, etc. 1/21

January 21st, 2014

5 Comments

The Penguins had an optional practice today, so no on-ice observations from me today, but a couple of topics of conversation anyway.

One is Philip Samuelsson, who was named AHL player of the week yesterday.

I talked to Samuelsson about pretty much every angle of his one-goal, four-assist, plus-6 weekend — whether he expected it, the impact of the return of Simon Despres on his game, whether his confidence is at an all-time high after an NHL stint — so check that out tomorrow online or in the paper.

Samuelsson’s selection marked the 18th time in Penguins history a player was so honored by the AHL. When you read that sentence, did you smell a Sporcle coming? It’s at the bottom of this post. If you don’t want to play trivia games and you just want to see the list, I think you can just click on the “give up” button on the quiz and it’s right there for you.

Two is this odd little stat, with an assist to broadcaster Mike O’Brien, who noticed it before I did. There have been 16 weeks in the AHL regular season so far. Here is the Penguins’ record broken down by game of the week:

First game: 7-7-2

 Second game: 11-3-1

 Third game: 5-2-1

 Fourth game: 1-0-0

Add it up and that’s 7-7-2 in the first game of the week (.500) and 17-5-2 thereafter (.750). What to make of that, aside from nice, round points percentages? It seems like a large enough sample size where it isn’t a coincidence.

I wonder if it has something to do with the intensity with which the Penguins practice. Let’s say the Penguins practice hard all week, so they have less jump than their fresher opponents in the first game of the week, but because they’re better conditioned, they wear down less quickly and less noticeably than their opponents.

Or how about this: Coach John Hynes is really good at making adjustments between the first and second game of a given week.

I don’t know. Those might be crackpot theories, but they’re the best I’ve got.

Bobby Farnham had some thoughts. He said the Penguins play better when they’re a little bit on edge, like they would be if they lost the first game of the week and heard about it from the coaching staff. Here’s a stat that backs up his theory: When the Penguins lose the first game of the week in regulation, they’re 6-0-1 in the second game of that week.

This type of analysis would be useless in the NHL, where teams basically play every couple of days. I think it’s significant in the AHL, however, because so many games are played on weekends. Teams gear up for a stretch of games, then have a few days to recover and work on some things in practice, then gear up for the next stretch. If teams can identify the weak spots in that cycle, they can more easily work to correct them.

If you have any theories, post them in the comment section.

Speaking of comments, if the Uher-Torquato-Zlobin line sticks together, it will definitely be known as the Utz Line. Maybe even the Grandma Utz Line. The game gets chippy when the Grandma Utz Line is on the ice.

OK, on to the Sporcle quiz. Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing Services

Share|

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

Author: 

jbombulie


Categories: 

Uncategorized


Tags: 

WBS 5, Providence 1 1/19

January 19th, 2014

2 Comments

The first time the WBS Penguins played in Providence, they got dominated. When they returned a short time later, they were the ones doing the dominating.

Although the stakes aren’t nearly as high and it’s a two-game situation rather than a best-of-seven series, the Penguins followed the same formula this weekend that they used in the second round of the playoffs last spring.

Zack Torquato had a goal and an assist early as the Penguins built a 3-0 lead and Tom Kostopoulos added a goal and an assist late to make sure there would be no P-Bruins comeback. After losing 5-1 at Providence on Friday, the Penguins won by the exact same score today.

Torquato made a nifty little backhand pass in tight quarters to set up Anton Zlobin for a blast from the high slot less than three minutes into the game. About 10 minutes later, those two plus linemate Dominik Uher got in on the forecheck and shoved a puck past goalie Jeff Jakaitis.

If that line sticks together, it needs a nickname. Uher-Torquato-Zlobin has a lot of weird letter combinations in it. Would be a giant Words With Friends score. I need something easier to type.

Anyway, in the final minute of the period, Simon Despres tried to find Denver Manderson in the slot from the right half-wall, but the puck banked off a P-Bruins defender and in to make it 3-0.

I know there’s a feeling that Penguins management is somehow dissatisfied with Despres, but if I stick to what I’ve seen with my own eyes, the kid is playing some unbelievable hockey. In his last 10 AHL games, he has six goals, three assists and a plus-14 rating.

And here’s the thing about those stats: He’s acquiring them without much power-play time at all. For the season, he has six goals and nine assists in 20 games. Only one of those 15 points — an assist — came on the power play.

Providence tried to get back in the game throughout the second period and into the third. After the Penguins held a 19-9 shots advantage in the first period, the P-Bruins outshot them 24-13 the rest of the way.

For a moment, it looked like it might be a game. Scott Harrington and Torquato were called for separate penalties on the same play — a two-ref special — and former Penguins D Joe Morrow buried a one-timer 3:11 into the third. Then Bobby Farnham took a penalty a few minutes later. If Providence scores there, it’s a game.

They didn’t. The PK held its ground and Eric Hartzell didn’t blink. He made 33 saves in the game to improve to 7-2-1 for the season. I don’t know if Hartzell is emerging as the No. 1  — I thought that was happening once before this season and it was a false start — but I know he had a great weekend. In January, he’s 3-0 with a 1.36 GAA and .948 save percentage.

Kostopoulos finished things off late. He stole a puck behind the net and centered to Nick Drazenovic for a goal with 7:07 left and took a long lead pass from Harry Zolnierczyk and converted a breakaway a few minutes later.

In the big picture, the Penguins built some momentum this weekend. They might not have faced the best goaltending performances the last two days, but they rebounded from a poor loss Friday with convincing victories Saturday and Sunday. They’re in a good place heading into another three-game road trip next weekend.

The team is off tomorrow, so check back for the next blog update Tuesday or Wednesday.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Portland 2 1/18

January 18th, 2014

2 Comments

When Philip Samuelsson woke up the morning of Jan. 8, he had three goals and 24 assists in 143 career AHL games.

He came out that night and scored twice in a 4-2 Penguins loss to Syracuse, prompting the Crunch’s Joey Mormina, a former D partner of Samuelsson’s with the Penguins, to offer the following quip:

“We probably have to put a shadow on Sammy next game,” he said.

Mormina was joking, of course, but maybe he was on to something. Since that night, Samuelsson is on one of the least-expected offensive tears in recent Penguins history. He has multi-point outings in three of his last five games. Tonight, he had a goal and three assists in a 4-2 win over Portland in Lewiston, Maine.

He wasn’t the only defenseman who had a big night. Simon Despres had two goals and Scott Harrington also scored. Reid McNeill had his first career regular-season AHL point and threw two big hits in the first period. The D also put in some work on the penalty kill, holding Portland scoreless on a 5-on-3 lasting more than a minute early and on a double minor that covered the last 3:20 of the game late.

In a reversal from the night before, rather than taking a penalty in the first minute, the Penguins went on the power play. Harrington scored from the top of the right circle to make it 1-1.

Brandon McMillan scored on Eric Hartzell from a bad angle to make it 1-1 later in the first, but the Penguins took over with a two-goal second.

Despres scored on a bomb from the point less than nine minutes in and Samuelsson buried a one-timer from the blue line about eight minute later. Despres made it 4-1 early in the third. Harry Zolnierczyk might have got a stick on it, but that would throw off the offense-from-the-defensemen storyline, so we won’t question the official scorer on that one.

I’m not sure if working the puck low to high was part of the game plan tonight, but the Penguins did a great job of it. They also did a good job getting pucks through. They didn’t have massive amounts of traffic in front, which might be an indictment of Portland goalie Mark Visentin, but they had enough.

Whatever the particulars, in the big picture, the Penguins took a poor performance that did not impress coach John Hynes in Providence the night before and improved on it greatly. They tend to do that. They’ve only had back-to-back regulation losses once this year, and that was back in the beginning of November.

More tomorrow after the game in Providence. The puck drops at the same time as kickoff of the AFC Championship Game, so there will probably be literally dozens in attendance at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center.

Bye for now,

jb
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Providence 5, WBS 1 1/17

January 18th, 2014

0 Comments

I was on the desk tonight and we had a correspondent in Providence, so check out the game story tomorrow online and in the paper for more details.

In the meantime, a brief recap from coach John Hynes.

“I think if you look at it, Providence outplayed us. That’s as a team. That’s on everybody. That’s not any one particular player. It’s not on the goalie. It’s on us as a team. We weren’t prepared to play the way we needed to play.”

Harry Zolnierczyk was called for goaltender interference less than a minute into the game and Justin Florek scored at the tail end of the power play. Bobby Robins bulldozed in on the forecheck, went to the front of the net and made it 2-0 midway through the first.

Providence tacked on three goals in a third in a game that wasn’t really ever close. That’s sort of how the Penguins’ losses have gone lately. When they’re in a game, they win it. When they lose, they’re not in the game.

On the personnel front, Simon Despres, Nick Drazenovic and PL3 were back from Pittsburgh. Denver Manderson, Harrison Ruopp and Nick D’Agostino were scratched.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 1/17

January 17th, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the unusual weekend slate against Providence, Portland and Providence again. Their guest this week is Penguins assistant coach Alain Nasreddine, who was recently announced as one of three members of the inaugural class in the Penguins Hall of Fame. Nasreddine discusses everything from his reaction to the honor to his early days in the American Hockey League and the current state of the Penguins.

Also on the docket this week: What the return of Nick Drazenovic does to the team’s depth at center, how the Wheeling call-ups such as Denver Manderson and Anton Zlobin are handling the AHL and the format change to the All-Star Game, which will pit a team of 20 of the league’s finest against Swedish club Farjestad BK next month in St. John’s, Newfoundland.

There’s a lot more inside, too, so click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit011714
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Despres, Drazenovic, PL3 sent down 1/16

January 16th, 2014

2 Comments

WBS got some significant reinforcements today when Pittsburgh sent down defenseman Simon Despres and forwards Nick Drazenovic and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond.

The Despres demotion indicates that Paul Martin is close to returning from injury, which will give Pittsburgh its full complement of eight healthy defensemen on one-way contracts. Just as he was at the end of training camp, Despres is the odd man out because he is on a two-way contract and doesn’t need to clear waivers.

There have been reports out of Pittsburgh about the front office souring on Despres. That may very well be true, but it doesn’t have much bearing on today’s transaction. What else could Pittsburgh do? Keep nine defensemen? Send down Robert Bortuzzo or Deryk Engelland? Not likely.

It’s a big help for WBS, of course. He’s been outstanding in the AHL this season, playing a stay-at-home role very effectively. He’s still 6-4, 225. He’s still a real solid prospect. At the very least, he’s still an attractive trade chip to a GM of a team selling a rebuilding effort.

As for the other two moves, you can scratch all the inches I wrote this week about WBS breaking in a new first-line center or needing to show team toughness with its top heavyweight out.

It also indicates to me that the forward depth chart in the organization is very much in a state of flux. Pittsburgh has seven forwards on the injured list with varied expected dates of return. Since WBS plays three games before Pittsburgh’s next game Monday, it made sense to send down Drazenovic and PL3 while things shake out.

One other move today, as reports out of Wheeling indicate that goalie Peter Mannino has decided to report to the ECHL’s Nailers after all. In November, Mannino was suspended for failing to report and was reportedly rethinking where his career was headed. Mannino’s return will help stabilize the crease in Wheeling and provide AHL depth in case of injuries.

One last thing today. A preemptive correction. While discussing the Providence Bruins on the Penguins Pit podcast that will be released tomorrow, I called Providence forward Craig Cunningham by the wrong first name. I called him Casey Cunningham, who is an assistant wrestling coach at Penn State. My apologies. (Unless co-host Michael Cignoli edits it out before it airs. Then I take my apology back.)

Bye for now,

jb
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PL3 up 1/15

January 15th, 2014

0 Comments

Another day, another call-up at Coal Street. This time it’s Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond headed to Pittsburgh.

Leblond has been outstanding in his role for WBS this season. He’s physical on the forecheck, good in the locker room and fights anyone who needs to be fought. To Pittsburgh fans not familiar with his game, he’s a cross between an old-school and a new-generation heavyweight. Old school in that he knows his role and does it enthusiastically. New generation in that he turned pro in 2005-06, after the obstruction crackdown of the 2004-05 lockout, so he’s not a lumbering enforcer.

I don’t think Leblond was called up to specifically combat anyone on Washington’s roster. John Erskine is a veteran tough guy and Tom Wilson is an impressive young player, but I don’t think they’re the kind of guys who are going to make an appointment with Leblond in warm-ups. I think Leblond’s appeal is more that he’s a veteran, steady, physical player who has played 40 NHL games and won’t be at all out of place on a fourth line.

On his career fight card, Leblond does have dates with two of the more notorious Pittsburgh Penguins villains of recent vintage, so he has that going for him. Both are great fights too, by the way.

As for WBS, only 11 forwards were on the ice at practice this morning. Perhaps someone comes down before Friday. Perhaps someone will be called up from Wheeling. If the latter is the case, there are four healthy Nailers forwards who were in training camp in Wilkes-Barre: Cody Sylvester, Jack MacLellan, Chaz Johnson and Patrick McGrath. Those last two could certainly stir some things up on the fourth line if it came down to it.

With Leblond and Zach Sill up and Adam Payerl out long term with an injury, the WBS lineup is probably running as short on toughness as it is on experienced centers these days. The Penguins are fourth in the AHL with 49 fighting majors. Here’s who earned them:

11  LEBLOND 

6  FARNHAM 

4  MCNEILL, PAYERL, UHER 

3  MIKKELSON, SILL 

2  RUOPP, SAMUELSSON 

1  D’AGOSTINO, DESPRES, DUMOULIN, GIBBONS, HARRINGTON, KOSTOPOULOS, MERTH, STEVENSON, THOMPSON, ZOLNIERCZYK 

The Penguins don’t have a direct replacement for Leblond, as in a guy who can square off with Bobby Robbins and be done with it, but Reid McNeill is a guy who’s shown a willingness to drop the gloves lately. He’s a big guy (6-4, 204) and he had good fights with 6-6 Adirondack defenseman Steven Delisle and experience fighter Micheal Haley of Hartford last weekend.

The Penguins get on a bus bound for Providence right after practice tomorrow, so I won’t have the regular afternoon blog update unless there are transactions afoot. In that case, I’ll stop by and share some notes or what have you.

Bye for now,

jb
Drazenovic up 1/14

January 14th, 2014

2 Comments

Nick Drazenovic got a nice 27th birthday present today, his first call-up to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Why did Drazenovic get the call? Before the move, Pittsburgh was down to nine healthy forwards.

Here’s the injury report: James Neal is day to day with an upper-body injury. Brian Gibbons (lower) is out at least a week. Joe Vitale (upper) is out about three weeks. Beau Bennett (hand/wrist) is still about four weeks away. Jayson Megna (lower), Andrew Ebbett (ankle) and Chuck Kobasew (lower) have been skating. According to reports, they’ll be evaluated tomorrow.

So if Neal plays and Deryk Engelland slides up to fourth-line forward again, that’s 12 for tomorrow’s game against Washington. If Neal can’t go, it seems to me another call-up, Harry Zolnierczyk most likely, is possible before game time.

That will play itself out, of course. For fans in Pittsburgh, here’s what Drazenovic brings. He’s a skill guy, not particularly big or fast, but creative and pretty good in the faceoff circle. Since returning from an injury Dec. 11, he has 10 points (5-5) in 14 games. In his career, he’s played 11 NHL games with St. Louis and Columbus.

Drazenovic is a center. Almost all centers can easily move over to the wing, so perhaps that’s plan, but I also think it’s entirely possible Drazenovic centers the third line and Brandon Sutter moves up to the wing on the Kunitz-Crosby line.

The move breaks up the vaunted Tom, Nick & Harry line in Wilkes-Barre, of course, so how does Tom, Denver and Harry sound?

With the top four centers from opening night currently in Pittsburgh (Gibbons, Ebbett, Drazenovic and Sill), Denver Manderson centered the WBS top line with Zolnierczyk and Kostopoulos today.

That allowed coach John Hynes to leave his second and third lines — Kuhnhackl-Torquato-Zlobin and Uher-Carman-Thompson — alone to build some chemistry or whatever. Carter Rowney has shifted to center on the fourth line between PL3 and Bobby Farnham.

For those of you scoring at home, the four WBS centers have combined for 66 career AHL points, and Carman has 56 of them. By contrast, on opening night, the four WBS centers had combined for 617 career AHL points. It really puts a perspective on things, though, doesn’t it? (link NSFW, foul language by David St. Hubbins)

WBS doesn’t play until Friday, so there could be further lineup changes by then. If not, I talked to Manderson, Kostopoulos and Hynes about adapting to the changes in the middle. Look for that tomorrow in the paper and online.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 5, Hartford 3 1/11

January 11th, 2014

10 Comments

Here’s the situation the WBS Penguins found themselves in tonight.

With veteran Dov Grumet-Morris scratched and back-up Scott Stajcer not arriving at the rink until the game had started after an ECHL call-up, Jason Missiaen was the man in net for the Hartford Wolf Pack tonight.

Missiaen is a giant, 6-foot-8 goalie and he owned the Penguins in his previous start against them, pitching a 35-save shutout last Jan. 6. But this season has been an entirely different story for Missiaen. He hasn’t won since Oct. 30. Coming into tonight, he was 0-8-1 with a 3.80 GAA in his last nine starts.

When Dominik Uher scored on the Penguins’ first shot, shorthanded about five minutes into the game, it looked like the Penguins might cruise to an easy win.

But that’s not what happened. Throughout the rest of the first period and into the second, Hartford blocked and deflected shots left and right. The Penguins got only eight pucks through to Missiaen, two in the first and six in the second.

In the meantime, the Wolf Pack scored three goals of their own.

T.J. Hensick, back from Sweden, signed by Abbotsford and claimed on AHL waivers by Hartford this weekend, paid immediate dividends. On a first-period power play, he stickhandled through the Penguins defense with ease and picked a corner.

In the second, Danny Kristo scored on a breakaway and a Ryan Bourque shot fell to the crease, pinballed around and went in off the skate of defenseman Scott Harrington.

Coming into the third, the Penguins trailed 3-2. The question wasn’t if they could score on the shots they would get. The question was whether they’d get enough shots in the first place.

They did, emphatically, outshooting Hartford 17-2 in the period. Tom Kuhnhackl fired a shot in off Missiaen’s arm on the power play to tie it 3-3. Anton Zlobin scored his second goal of the game, jamming in the rebound of a Brendan Mikkelson point shot, to give the Penguins the lead for good.

It’s the first time in a while the Penguins have won without an offensive contribution from the Tom, Nick & Harry line. They had no points while the second- and third-line European wingers did the heavy lifting. That was a little different dynamic.

Overall, I thought the Penguins were pretty mediocre for two periods and great in the third, and on this night, that was enough. I think the more important takeaway is this: They found a way to go 2-0 this weekend after a pretty dismal home loss to Syracuse on Wednesday.

Check back for the next blog update Monday or Tuesday after practice. Until then …

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Adirondack 1 1/10

January 10th, 2014

4 Comments

The first period of tonight’s 4-1 WBS win over Adirondack made me think of this quote from defenseman Philip Samuelsson from after the team’s last game, a 4-2 home loss to Syracuse on Wednesday.

“Anytime you put yourself in penalty trouble right away, it kind of puts you in a tight spot. Normally our penalty kill can bail us out of that, but tonight, we weren’t able to do that.”

On Wednesday, the Penguins took two early penalties, the Crunch converted on both ends of the 5-on-3 power play that followed and the Penguins were never really in the game.

Tonight, the Penguins took two early penalties but killed a full two-minute 5-on-3 power play, allowing just two shots, and turned in a fairly convincing 4-1 victory. You could say the penalty kill bailed them out.

So did the Tom, Nick & Harry line, which combined for three goals and seven points. Brian Dumoulin added a goal and an assist. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made 31 saves, outdueling reigning AHL player of the week Cal Heeter.

A few minutes after the first-period kill, Nick Drazenovic stole a D-to-D pass behind the net and centered to Tom Kostopoulos for a goal.

Adirondack’s Kris Newbury gave the Penguins some problems early. He dropped Harrison Ruopp in a fight, then played to the crowd. (Ruopp was OK.) He drilled Scott Harrington with a hit. Then, about seven minutes into the second, he cleanly won an O-zone faceoff back to Jason Akeson for a one-timer goal that tied the score 1-1.

The Penguins took over for good on a 5-on-3 power play of their own in the second. Zack FitzGerald got a double minor for roughing for a hit on Bobby Farnham. A minute later, Matt Mangene was called for goalie interference on what was basically a shorthanded breakaway.

The Penguins scored two 5-on-3 goals. First, Drazenovic made a cross-ice pass to Kostopoulos to make it 2-1. Then, the Penguins counter-attacked after Deslauriers stopped Rob Bordson on a shorthanded breakaway with Kostopoulos hitting a trailing Dumoulin on a 3-on-1 to make it 3-1.

The Phantoms outshot the Penguins 13-4 in the third, but Deslauriers didn’t flinch and Harry Zolnierczyk finished things off with an empty netter.

The situations that led to the 5-on-3 power plays were sketchy at best, as referees Chris Brown and Jamie Koharski didn’t call a very good game. In fact, it’s hard to say which was the better team tonight. All we know for sure is that the Penguins were better on the two-man advantage than the Phantoms were, and decisively so.

One statistical note: Kostopoulos’ game-winner was his 14th in a Penguins uniform, claiming one of the few team records he didn’t already hold by himself. He broke a tie for the top spot with Michel Ouellet.

Kostopoulos will be a slam-dunk induction into the Penguins hall of fame after he retires. When that happens, he will join Dennis Bonvie, Alain Nasreddine and Kevin Blaum, who were announced as the three members of the inaugural class today.

I didn’t get a chance to talk to Nasreddine about the honor since he’s on the road with the team — I’ll catch up with him tomorrow or early next week — but check out my story in the paper or online tomorrow with comments from Bonvie and Blaum about the honor.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 1/10

January 10th, 2014

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming weekend slate against Adirondack and Hartford. Their guest this week is a friend of the podcast, former Penguins assistant equipment manager Josh Richards, a Wilkes-Barre native who now holds that job with the NHL’s Dallas Stars. Richards discusses life in the NHL, his encounters with other Wilkes-Barre/Scranton alumni and more.

Also on the docket this week: The recent play of Harry Zolnierczyk and Jonathan’s pick for this year’s most interesting Olympic team. Plus, Jonathan’s rant makes a return after a one-week hiatus, and it’s a bonus three-parter. Click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit011014

 Penguins Pit - 1/10/14 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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Gibbons an all-star 1/9

January 9th, 2014

3 Comments

Gibbons

Playing on the top line of the Pittsburgh Penguins alongside Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz tends to raise one’s profile in the hockey world.

Just ask Brian Gibbons, who was named an AHL all-star this afternoon.

It’s a greater honor than perhaps ever before, as only 20 all-stars were chosen — 12 forwards, six D and two goalies. That’s due to a format change. Instead of two teams of AHL stars facing off in an East-West or Canada-World set-up, it’s one team against Farjestad of the Swedish Hockey League on Feb. 12 in St. John’s.

Gibbons was among the league leaders in scoring with nine goals and 27 points in 23 games when he was called up Dec. 17, so he fits in a traditional all-star sense. Also, if this turns into an actual hockey game, the speedy Gibbons is one of the better penalty killers I’ve seen in the AHL this year.

I would put the chances of Gibbons actually playing in the game as less than 50-50. Pittsburgh has four injured forwards — Beau Bennett, Chris Conner, Jayson Megna and Andrew Ebbett. At least two of those four would have to A) get healthy and B) be a more attractive option in Pittsburgh’s lineup than Gibbons before Feb. 12 for him to get sent down. Not likely, although trades and waiver claims and whatnot are always a possibility and occasionally, NHL teams like to send prospects down for events like this because it’s a good experience for them.

EDIT: AHL all-star game is during the Olympic break, so nevermind all that. My mistake.

I was going to compile a list of snubs because that’s always part of the all-star process, but then I decided to do this instead because it’ll be more fun. If the object of the all-star game were to beat Farjestad at all costs and the players involved would all treat it like a playoff game, who would you pick for your team? I picked mine here.

FIRST LINE

 Brandon Pirri (Rockford), Andy Miele (Portland), Jonathan Marchessault (Springfield)

 The reigning AHL scoring champ, a Hobey Baker winner having a great year and a winger with wheels who can score.

SECOND LINE

 Mike Hoffman (Binghamton), Vladislav Namestnikov (Syracuse), Emerson Etem (Norfolk)

 Three dynamic players with speed and skill.

THIRD LINE

 Luke Adam (Rochester), Travis Morin (Texas), Colton Sceviour (Texas)

 They’re no longer really hot-shot prospects, but they can get things done.

FOURTH LINE

 Stefan Matteau (Albany), Mike Zigomanis (Rochester), Chris Brown (Portland)

 Zigomanis is a veteran leader who can do the little things. The other two have a nice combo of skill and physicality.

DEFENSE

 T.J. Brennan (Toronto)-Jamie Oleksiak (Texas)

 Scott Harrington (Penguins)-Adam Clendening (Rockford)

 Nathan Beaulieu (Hamilton)-Dylan McIlrath (Hartford)

 An offensive guy and a defensive guy and a righty and lefty on each pair.

GOALIES

 John Gibson (Norfolk)-Martin Jones (Manchester)

 With the kind of year he’s having, Jones should start, but I’m a sucker for Gibson. So big and athletic.

Now, as per request, an AHL all-star team with only AHL-contracted players.

FIRST LINE

 Derek Nesbitt (Oklahoma City)-Corey Locke (Chicago)-Jeff Hoggan (Grand Rapids)

 A goal scorer, a play maker and a solid vet.

SECOND LINE

 Jason Jaffray (St. John’s)-Jeff Taffe (Hershey)-Tom Kostopoulos (Penguins)

 A line with a Penguins flavor.

THIRD LINE

 Kael Mouillierat (St. John’s)-Mike Zigomanis (Rochester)-Evan Rankin (Syracuse)

 Rankin can finish for a couple of good set-up guys.

FOURTH LINE

 Cal O’Reilly (Utica)-Darryl Boyce (Springfield)-Jon DiSalvatore (Syracuse)

 Veterans coming back from Europe and having good years.

DEFENSE

 Evan Oberg (Chicago)-Vincent LoVerde (Manchester)

 Nathan Paetsch (Grand Rapids)-Brent Regner (Chicago)

 Brennan Evans (Grand Rapids)-Joey Mormina (Syracuse)

 It’s tough to find offensive defensemen on AHL deals. These guys are all having good years.

GOALIES

 Thomas McCollum (Grand Rapids)-Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers (Penguins)

 McCollum is a slow-to-develop prospect, but he’s having a great year. Pair him with a steady vet in Deslauriers.

You could win quite a few games in the AHL with this lineup, although you’d have to get a waiver on the old veteran rule first.

Bye for now,

jb
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Syracuse 4, WBS 2 1/8

January 9th, 2014

5 Comments

Coach John Hynes had quite a few easy excuses at his disposal tonight if he wanted to paint a 4-2 loss to Syracuse as no big deal.

– Syracuse scored its first two goals on the power play after two penalties on the Penguins 1:20 apart that easily could have gone uncalled. Could have used the old no-breaks-from-the-refs line.

– The first Syracuse goal, by Vladislav Namestnikov on a 5-on-3, deflected in off the shaft of Philip Samuelsson’s stick. The second came when Brett Connolly fanned on a one-timer from the left circle and it slid right to Jon DiSalvatore at the left post for a redirection. could have the used the old bad-bounces line.

– Those goals came 30 seconds apart in the first period. Syracuse’s third and fourth goals came 55 seconds apart in the second period. Could have used the old two-bad-minutes-killed-us line.

– Syracuse dropped four of the first five meetings against the Penguins this year, and Crunch defenseman Joey Mormina said after the game that he and his teammates were getting a little sick of it. Could have used the old can’t-beat-a-division-rival-every-time line.

Hynes didn’t use any of them. In fact, judging by a few clues — some debris in the locker room, the longer-than-usual wait time before he gave the team his usual post-game address, the comments he made to reporters — Hynes didn’t let his players use any of them either.

“We got outplayed. We got outworked. We got outcoached. We got out-everything tonight,” Hynes said. “Syracuse played a real good game and we didn’t have much going for ourselves.”

Hynes said he didn’t view it as a wake-up call kind of game, but I wonder. On the surface, things were looking up lately. The Penguins got a few key players back from Pittsburgh. They were 3-1-1 in their last five coming into tonight, including a convincing win over Binghamton on Sunday. In reality, though, they still have six key players up in the NHL. It will still require exceptional effort to maintain the .629 winning percentage they’ve had this season. A vivid reminder of that might have been in order.

On the personnel front, with some players back from Pittsburgh and Bobby Farnham back from injury, the Penguins had some extras on the roster. They remedied that by sending LW Cody Sylvester, D Peter Merth and D Nick D’Agostino to the ECHL’s Wheeling Nailers this afternoon.

Merth only played two games this season due to injury. He could use the ice time. Sylvester was just OK in a 17-game stay. D’Agostino’s demotion is a bit of a surprise, since he hadn’t been playing poorly in my opinion, but he’s a rookie after all, and if he was going to find himself a healthy scratch in the AHL, he’s better off playing in the ECHL.

The Penguins are getting on a bus bound for Glens Falls right after practice tomorrow, so I won’t have the standard post-practice update. What I will have, however, is some discussion of the AHL all-star roster, which is due out tomorrow afternoon.

I don’t think the Penguins will have any selections. Brian Gibbons is a possibility, maybe, but he’s playing on Pittsburgh’s first line last I checked. Tom Kostopoulos is having a very good season too. But the new format makes it much harder to be an AHL all-star this season.

One roster will be chosen to take on Farjestad of the Swedish Hockey League in St. John’s on Feb. 12. Since the game will probably more closely resemble an actual hockey game than recent all-star affairs, might the AHL pick a roster that resembles an actual hockey roster, with a checking line and stay-at-home defensemen for instance? That would be really cool.

Even if they stick to the more traditional all-star selection method of picking guys with lots of points and getting as many teams as possible represented, the fact that it’s a more elite honor this year will make for better discussion.

Saunders1407 suggested on Twitter that I should pick an all-AHL contract all-star team. I’m up for that. Could be fun. No matter what, lots of stuff to write about.

Bye for now,

jb
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Cold, Olympics, etc. 1/7

January 7th, 2014

2 Comments

If you ran into someone at Penguins practice this morning at the Mohegan Sun Arena and began to make small talk, there were two topics of conversation bound to come up: The weather and the Canadian Olympic roster selection.

So rather than swim upstream and try to do a story about some serious hockey topic — say, the effect of secondary scoring on the fortunes of the WBS Penguins — I just went with it.

So I’m working on a story you can read in the paper or online tomorrow about which Penguins player comes from the coldest hometown. The leading candidates are Carter Rowney (Sexsmith, Alberta), Harrison Ruopp (Zehner, Saskatchewan), Brendan Mikkelson (Regina, Saskatchewan), Eric Hartzell (White Bear Lake, Mn.) and Anton Zlobin (Moscow, Russia).

It will be a combination of science, anecdotal evidence and quips from the players involved. Hopefully it will be an amusing read.

As for the Olympic roster, my biggest gripe is the snub of James Neal. How many players in the world are better pure goal scorers than Neal? It’s a really short list. Ovechkin and Stamkos, sure. Crosby, Malkin and Kane? Maybe. Anyone else would be stretching it.

Neal has both pedigree (he’s a former 40-goal scorer) and current form (14 goals in his last 16 games). I can’t understand why he wouldn’t be considered among Canada’s top six forwards, let alone top 12.

My rule for whining about Olympic snubs and things of this nature is this: If you complain about someone being snubbed, you have to pick someone who you would leave off instead. So, to follow that rule, I’d take Neal over Chris Kunitz, Jeff Carter, Patrick Marleau and Jamie Benn. I’d probably pick Claude Giroux and Martin St. Louis over that group too, but that’s another story.

In keeping with this theme, I created a Sporcle quiz. Name the active NHL players who have scored 40 goals in an NHL season who were not named to Olympic rosters today. It’s at the bottom of this entry.

There was some serious business going on today, too. Like an actual practice. Bobby Farnham was back on the ice after missing last week with an injury. Nick Drazenovic didn’t practice, but he’s had some maintenance days in recent weeks, so that’s not shocking or anything.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Binghamton 1 1/5

January 5th, 2014

Comments Off

When I send in my story after a game, the editor handling it will usually check out the box score on theahl.com, see who the top two stars of the game are and include their headshots with the game report. Standard practice in the newspaper business.

When I called in to make sure my stories arrived tonight, the first thing I heard was this:

“Who the hell are these guys?”

These guys are Barry Goers and Zack Torquato, both of whom had a goal and an assist to lead the WBS Penguins to a 4-1 victory over the first-place Binghamton Senators, who had won seven in a row coming in.

Goers and Torquato have been up from Wheeling for a little while now, and they’ve played pretty well, but they haven’t really done anything to grab a headline. Until tonight that is.

Coach John Hynes wasn’t entirely pleased after a 4-2 loss to Manchester the night before, citing too many passengers. He made three lineup changes, with Carter Rowney, Goers and Harrison Ruopp going in for Cody Sylvester, Reid McNeill and Nick D’Agostino. It was clear he also wanted to see more from players not named Tom, Nick or Harry.

The Penguins responded by playing a solid first period, limiting Binghamton’s chances and taking a 1-0 lead thanks in large part to Goers. He skated up the right wing and threw a puck into the crease.  Anton Zlobin buried the rebound, then spun his stick in his hand and slid it back into an imaginary sheath on his hip. Nifty celebration.

Goers doesn’t have the pedigree or size that the other WBS defensemen do, but he brings a certain something that the lineup otherwise lacks. I don’t know what to call it. Maybe it’s moxie, like Matt McGloin has. Whatever you call it, he has five points in six AHL games this season.

Ruopp had a good game too, playing a very physical style. He left the ice for a while after being boarded by David Dziurzynski in the third period but returned before the game was over.

Binghamton caught a bad break to fall behind 2-0 early in the second. A Tom Kostopoulos slap shot from the right wing hit defenseman Michael Sdao in the hand. As he slowly retreated from the ice, hunched over and holding his hand, the puck went from Scott Harrington at the right point to Harry Zolnierczyk in the right-wing corner to Nick Drazenovic at the far post for a goal.

This is a very good Binghamton team. Quick and deep with a good mix of skill and grit. They weren’t going to call it a day after falling behind 2-0. In fact, the game could have gone either way during a 10-minute stretch of the second.

PL3 got a double-minor for high-sticking at 8:06. Binghamton cut the lead to 2-1 halfway through the second minor. Matt Puempel made a nifty between-the-legs pass from the right half-wall to Cole Schneider alone in the slot for a goal at 10:53.

Momentum could have been building for Binghamton, but the Penguins stopped it right there. Goers took a holding penalty at 12:50, but it was a good penalty, preventing a prime Binghamton scoring chance, and the Penguins killed it.

Then, with 2:14 left before intermission, Torquato made a heads-up play to restore a two-goal lead. On an O-zone faceoff

 in the right circle, Torquato saw an open space ahead of him, pushed the puck in the right-wing corner, tracked it down and fired a bad-angle shot that banked in off goalie Nathan Lawson.

Torquato said the shot was a lucky bounce, but going forward with the faceoff was part of a plan. He tried to win a faceoff back a few seconds earlier, but the linesman blew the play down and the teams had to reset. Torquato figured the B-Sens centerman would expect him to try to win it back again, so he went with the old okie-doke instead.

By the time Goers came late into the zone after a line change, took a pass from Paul Thompson and buried it at 6:31 of the third period, Binghamton’s seven-game winning streak was over.

A couple of notes before I go:

– @Thomas Nick: Hynes said Bobby Farnham has been out this week with an injury and he should be back on the ice by Tuesday’s practice. I don’t know any more than that.

– @ Nafsnep: The Penguins looked very much like a team with just one scoring line last night. Tonight, different story. An interesting stat along those lines: The Penguins are 5-0-0 this season when Anton Zlobin records a point.

– Interesting stat No. 2: The Penguins are 9-0-0 when leading after the first period this season.

– Interesting stat No. 3: The Penguins are 11-0-4 against I-81 teams this season — 2-0-1 vs. Binghamton, 5-0-2 vs. Hershey and 4-0-1 vs. Syracuse. The flipside, of course, is that they’re 9-10 against teams from places near other highways.

Expect the next blog update Tuesday. Till then …

Bye for now,

jb

Penguins head to Norfolk with roster intact

 January 24. 2014 12:05AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

UP NEXT

• Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (24-12-1-3, 52 points, 2nd place in the East Division) at Norfolk Admirals (21-13-1-6, 49 points, 3rd place in the East Division)

• 7:30 p.m., today, Scope Arena, Norfolk, Va.

• Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3-FM

Players to watch

• Norfolk — G John Gibson has been stellar against the Penguins, winning both starts and posting a 1.01 GAA and a .963 save percentage.

• Penguins — Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond has racked up 23 penalty minutes against the Admirals this season, including two heavyweight bouts against Zack Stortini. A big fight from Leblond could be a momentum-changer for the Penguins.

More 
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As the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins boarded a bus for Norfolk after Thursday’s practice, coach John Hynes experienced something that hadn’t happened in quite a while.

None of his players were called up to Pittsburgh.

Instead, Hynes got someone back from Pittsburgh as center Zach Sill was reassigned by the big club on Thursday.

“It’s foreign,” Hynes said of not having to deal with call-ups for an entire week.

“You always want to have guys have opportunities to go up. That’s part of the job and it’s an exciting time. But from a continuity standpoint, it’s a little bit easier when there’s not so much transition going on.”

The Penguins know they won’t be in for an easy time as they open the first of a back-to-back set in Norfolk tonight. In two meetings against the Admirals this season, the Penguins are 0-2 and have only managed a pair of goals against goaltender John Gibson, a Pittsburgh native.

This weekend marks the first trip to Norfolk this season for the Penguins, and despite the lack of success so far, they’re looking forward to setting up shop in Virginia for a couple days.

“You don’t see that a lot in this league where you play in the same city two nights in a row,” center Mike Carman said. “It helps that we don’t have to go to three cities in three nights. It’s nice to be able to gameplan against the same team for two nights.”

After two games in Norfolk, the Penguins travel to Hershey on Sunday to close out their second weekend of three road games in three nights. Having the first two in Norfolk, Hynes said, presents a bit of a playoff feel.

“You get in there the day before and it’s nice to be somewhere for a couple days and focus on one team,” he said. “It is a little bit like the first two games of a playoff series.”

The Penguins opened last weekend with a loss to Providence before following it up with two straight wins. The turnaround did give the team confidence, Carman said, but they’d rather not have to respond to another loss to kick off the weekend.

“When we do have an off night, we know we have the ability to respond and make up for it,” Carman said. “But hopefully we’re putting together more winning streaks rather than having to lose one to get us going.”

NOTES

• Sill, 25, returns to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton after he was called up to Pittsburgh on Nov. 24 and appeared in 20 games, playing a major role on the team’s penalty kill. He’ll do the same with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, where he had five points in 14 games before the call-up, which was the first of his five-year career.

• Norfolk trails the Penguins by three points for second place in the East Division. They’ve been a tough opponent in recent years, beating the Penguins five times in eight meetings last season. Over the last five years, the Penguins are 15-22-1-0 against the Admirals.

• In the first two meetings this season, the Penguins and Admirals combined for six fighting majors. Hynes said the physical play is typical of the teams in the East Division.

“All the teams in the division play a heavy, hard style,” he said. “There’s guys that fight on every team and they’re always physical contests.”

Penguins get good return on Despres’ investment

 January 22. 2014 11:52PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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There’s a few reasons why Simon Despres is happy to be back with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Topping the list is simply just being able to play hockey again.

Before Despres was sent down by Pittsburgh on Jan. 16 he was a healthy scratch for five of the last eight games with the NHL club.

Watching from the stands, even if it’s in the NHL, is something that Pittsburgh’s 2009 first round pick clearly doesn’t want to do.

“I’d definitely love to be in the NHL right now, but if that means being in the stands every two or three games, then I’d rather be here playing and helping the team win,” Despres said after Wednesday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex. “Right now, with nine D men up there, I’d rather be here and play.”

In his first three games back, Despres has done plenty to help Wilkes-Barre/Scranton win. He has scored three goals and posted a plus-6 rating in those three games while paired with defense partner Philip Samuelsson.

On the season, Despres has played in 20 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and has three goals, 14 points and is a plus-19, which is tops on the team.

“It’s like I never left,” he said. “I’m really comfortable with the team and the coaches here, so it’s an easy transition.”

Other than a love of the game, Despres said it’s important to him to be playing rather than watching so he can show the organization just how much he has improved since he turned pro three years ago. The numbers prove it.

In limited action with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton over the last three seasons, Despres posted 15 points and a minus-5 in 44 games as a rookie and seven points and a minus-5 in 27 games last season.

Heading into this weekend, he is just one point away from matching his season-high in the AHL, and he has only played in less then half as many games.

“I can’t show my game by being in the stands,” Despres said. “It’s my third year pro and I feel like my game’s progressing.”

While success in the AHL has come relatively easily for Despres, his NHL numbers haven’t been as lofty. This season, in 18 games with Pittsburgh, Despres had no goals, four assists and an even rating.

Last year was better, however, with two goals, seven points and a plus-9 in 33 NHL games.

“In the NHL the players are stronger and make more plays. Here, I feel like it’s more chip it in, forecheck, breakout - stuff like that,” Despres said. “I’ve got some good assets to my game and I can help the team put up some offensive numbers.”

NOTES

- G Eric Hartzell missed Wednesday’s practice due to illness but head coach John Hynes said he will be fine for this weekend. Video coach Samson Lee took Hartzell’s place in practice. Lee is coming off a stellar run as the backstop for the team that claimed the championship in Coal Street’s Fall “D” League.

- C Adam Payerl joined his teammates on the ice for the last half of practice. Payerl has been out with an upper body injury and Hynes said he is still considered week-to-week.

- Former WBS Penguins forward Dustin Jeffrey was reportedly placed on waivers by the Dallas Stars on Wednesday.

- G Peter Mannino, who was suspended on Nov. 20 when he failed to report to Wheeling, joined the Nailers last week. The move gives the Penguins some much-needed goaltending depth if Wilkes-Barre/Scranton loses a goaltender. “We didn’t have an option down there, is what happened,” Hynes said. “It’s nice that he’s back working and getting himself ready to go.” In three games with the Penguins this season, Mannino was 1-1-0 with a 3.40 GAA and a .877 save percentage.

Pens’ Samuelsson racks up another honor

 January 21. 2014 11:33PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins defenseman Philip Samuelsson was named the AHL Player of the Week on Monday.

More 
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There is one honor that Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Philip Samuelsson said tops being named the AHL’s Player of the Week on Monday.

At the end of last season, Samuelsson was named the team’s Most Improved Player.

“That was a pretty good one,” he said on Tuesday after the team held off-ice workouts at the Toyota Sportsplex. “It’s nice to see your hard work be noticed and it always feels good to be singled out like that.”

Still, Samuelsson is equally as proud of being named the top player in the AHL for the week ending Jan. 19. For the achievement, Samuelsson will receive an etched crystal award - one that he earned after posting a goal and four assists, along with a plus-6 rating, in three games last week.

Samuelsson is the first Penguin to receive the honor this season and the first since Ben Street was named Player of the Week on Nov. 13, 2011.

“It’s a pretty special feeling to be honored like that,” he said. “I’ve come a long way, but there’s still some areas I can improve on.”

The recognition comes on the heels of an eventful weekend for Samuelsson during a three-game road trip.

On Friday night in Providence, Samuelsson was one of just six Wilkes-Barre/Scranton skaters with an even or better rating in a 5-1 loss to the Bruins. He came back in Saturday’s 4-2 win at Portland with a career game offensively, scoring the game-winning goal and establishing personal highs with three assists and four points. On Sunday afternoon at Providence, Samuelsson drew an assist on the game-winning goal and compiled a plus-4 rating as the Penguins downed the Bruins 5-1.

“We’re playing good right now,” he said. “We still have some things to work on and it’s good to have this whole week to dissect our game.”

On the season, Samuelsson has posted three goals, 14 assists and 17 points - all career highs, and is second on the team with a plus-14 in 38 games.

After a day off on Monday head coach John Hynes gave most of his players a respite from the ice and allowed them to work out at the rink instead.

Perhaps it was a reflection of just how happy Hynes was with his team’s ability to rebound after opening the road trip with a loss.

“On Friday night we weren’t moving our feet and we were second place everywhere,” Hynes said. “We played with more tempo and desire on Saturday and Sunday. There was some serious push-back.”

As for Samuelsson’s Player of the Week honor, Hynes was equally pleased.

“I’m really happy for Sammy. He’s a guy that plays the game the right way and he has really grown as a player,” Hynes said. “It’s nice to see him get recognized.”

Penguins make most of second chance

 January 19. 2014 11:47PM

KEN CASTRO For The Times Leader 
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PROVIDENCE, R.I. — The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins did an about face yesterday afternoon in a satisfying 5-1 win over the Providence Bruins at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center.

Less than 48 hours following a sub par effort against the Bruins on Friday night, the Penguins returned to the scene where they were outskated and outplayed in nearly all facets of the game in a dour 5-1 defeat.

The Penguins, using Saturday’s win over the Portland Pirates as a springboard, roared out of the gate with three goals in the opening period and rookie goalie Eric Hartzell took the reins the remainder of the way in earning his seventh win of the season.

“We didn’t like the way we played Friday night as a team and there were certain things that we wanted to do better, and were able to do those last night,“ Pens head coach John Hynes said. “After that game, we had to get better as the weekend went on and we were able to do that.”

Rookie Anton Zlobin got things started for WBS at 2:47 in the first with assists from Dominik Uher and Zach Torquato. Torquato got his third goal of the season later in the period, finishing by hacking at a short rebound on the post to the right of Providence goalie Jeff Jakaitis.

Hartzell finished with 33 saves in the effort. Providence finally solved Hartzell on a five-on-three power play early in the third on defenseman Joe Morrow’s blast from the point.

“From a players’ standpoint, you don’t want to have a game like we did Friday night,” Hartzell said. “It’s something that sticks in our head, but coach reinforced that we had a lot of things to work on to get better and pull together as a team. I thought we did a real good job of bouncing back.”

The Bruins, sporting the fourth-ranked power play in the AHL (22.1 percent) failed to crawl back into the contest despite a number of intense flurries in close to Hartzell in the latter period.

“We pride ourselves on doing well on the PK, so I have to give the guys credit ,” said Hartzell who was the recipient of a more than a few blocked shots while skating a man down. “Can’t thank them enough tonight.”

“We skated harder (tonight) than we did on Friday,” said Hynes in explaining the positive turnabout. “We had more puck pressure, our team was faster. It wasn’t so much systematic as it was the tempo of the game. Our skating and compete level was a lot higher than it was Friday night,” Hynes said.

Jakaitis, currently on loan from the ECHL’s South Carolina Stingrays, got his first start of the season for the Bruins. Jakaitis faced 19 shots in a first period that was dictated by the visitors.

“We know we’re a good hockey team; obviously, we’ve proved it.” Hartzell said. “There’s a lot of games left, so we’ll just throw that one (on Friday) in the back pocket and just move forward. The boys did a great job tonight. When you score four or five goals, you give yourself a chance to win every night.”

Late in the first, in a four-on-four situation, Simon Despres upped the Penguins advantage to 3-0 by lifting a backhander in the low slot past Jakaitis.

Samuelsson’s big night sinks Pirates

 January 18. 2014 10:44PM

KEN CASTRO For The Times Leader 
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LEWISTON, Maine — Philip Samuelsson finished with a career-high offensive game and Simon Despres scored twice in a 4-2 win over the Portland Pirates at the Androscoggin Bank Coilsee last night.

The Penguins will return to Providence today for in a rematch with the Bruins, who took a 5-1 victory at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center on Friday.

Despres snapped a 1-1 deadlock at 8:46 of the second period when he drove a shot from just outside the circle to the left of Pirates goalie Mark Visentin.

The go-ahead score was the first for the Penguins blue liner since his recall from Pittsburgh last Thursday.

Samuelsson added an assist on Despres second period tally, and late in the period collected the game-winning goal as well with 2:25 to go.

Despres got his second of the night, and fifth goal of the season at the 4:20 mark of the third

The Pirates came into the game with a pedestrian home record of 6-4-0-5.

In spite of a record that has relegated them to 13th place in the Eastern Conference, the Pirates entered last night’s action, ranked sixth in penalty killing percentage. Penguins defenseman Scott Harrington however, got the visitors untracked early when he knocked home a goal from the low slot, just 18 seconds into a power play. Pirates defenseman Chris Brown precipitated the man advantage for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, as a result of a holding call only 49 seconds into the first period.

The Penguins by contrast, exhausted all three of the Pirates’ power play opportunities in the opening period, including a five-on-three eclipsing a span of 1:41.

Friday night in Providence, a persistent Bruins team made certain that coach Hynes’ squad found the going rough in terms of getting a consistent offensive flow. Last night at the Coilsee, although outshot 21-15 through two stanzas, the Pens were efficient in taking advantage of the Pirates miscues in their own end, in forging a 3-1 lead.

The Pirates could not convert on a double minor to Harrington with 3:20 left in regulation. Penguins goalie Eric Hartzell made four saves in the penalty killing sequence.

Hartzell finished with 27 saves while upping his record to 6-2-1.

Notes

• Pens defenseman Brian Dumoulin, a native of nearby Biddeford, Maine, returned to the Coilsee, when he had helped his high school team, the Biddeford Tigers, win a state championship back in 2007-08.

• The Pirates moved approximately 35 miles northwest from their long-standing home arena, the Cumberland County Civic Center in downtown Portland, when the principles involved were unable to settle their financial disagreements last September.

The Coilsee housed the Lewiston Maineiacs of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League from 2003-11.

***

A tough decision that paid off

 January 18. 2014 10:44PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Anton Zlobin scored 46 goals in 46 games as a 16-year-old playing for Spartak in his native Russia.

Anton Zlobin scored 46 goals in 46 games as a 16-year-old playing for Spartak in his native Russia.Anton Zlobin scored 46 goals in 46 games as a 16-year-old playing for Spartak in his native Russia.
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Anton Zlobin scored 46 goals in 46 games as a 16-year-old playing for Spartak in his native Russia.

After being drafted in the first round in both the KHL and QMJHL drafts, Anton Zlobin made the choice to continue his career in Canada.

Scoring the game-winning overtime goal in the Memorial Cup in juniors is the moment that Anton Zlobin said is tops in his hockey career, so far.

More 
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Anton Zlobin accomplished something at age 17 that few hockey players ever have — he was a first round pick in two different drafts in the same year.

Coming off a season in his native Russia where he scored 46 goals in 46 games as a 16-year-old, Zlobin was selected in the first round by the Dynamo Moscow in the 2010 Kontinental Hockey League draft, and he was also a first round pick by Shawinigan in the QMJHL draft that same year.

Zlobin had a difficult decision to make.

Should he stay in his native Russia and play close to home in a place where he already had plenty of success, or should he venture to Canada, a new land with a new language and culture but perhaps a better opportunity to build a hockey career?

“It was a pretty tough call,” Zlobin said. “I thought about it a lot, and I felt I needed to play in Canada.”

When Zlobin boarded a flight for an overseas trip to Quebec, he admits the nerves set in once the plane was in the sky.

“I was thinking ‘What am I doing?’” Zlobin said. “It was a new place, different team and different language. But once I got there my coach and team helped me a lot, and when I was able to start speaking a little bit of English it got better.”

That was reflected in Zlobin’s play on the ice. In his first year in the QMJHL, Zlobin posted a respectable 23 goals and 45 points in 59 games.

Still, he knew he could do better. During his rookie season in Quebec, Zlobin carefully studied his more experienced teammates on the ice and made mental notes of the areas where he needed to improve.

And then came the ultimate challenge.

At the conclusion of the season Zlobin sat down with general manager Martin Mondou for an end of the year meeting. Mondou asked Zlobin how many goals he would score next season and he said 30-something.

Mondou knew Zlobin could do better and he told his young player that he will score 40 goals next season.

“I said I would try,” Zlobin said. “When the GM asks you to score 40 goals, you need to score those goals.”

That season Zlobin scored 40 goals in 66 games to lead Shawinigan — fulfilling Mondou’s request — and capped the season with an even greater achievement.

Although Shawinigan was eliminated in the second round of the QMJHL playoffs, they still participated in the Memorial Cup — an annual championship tournament featuring the best of the 60 teams from three leagues comprising all of junior hockey in Canada. Shawinigan made it to the championship game and won it 2-1 in overtime on a game-winning goal by Zlobin.

Zlobin finished the Memorial Cup tournament with five goals and nine points in six games, but the overtime game-winner was clearly the highlight.

“It’s pretty much the best moment of my life right now,” he said. “Not a lot of Russian guys were in the Memorial Cup before that. It was a pretty sweet moment.”

After that, Zlobin was drafted for a third time in his career — by the Pittsburgh Penguins in the sixth round of the 2012 NHL Draft.

He spent the 2012-13 season in juniors and posted an incredible 29 goals and 91 points in 61 games. Just as important, Zlobin also played in 33 playoff games during his junior career, giving him valuable experience playing in high-pressure situations.

“No matter what level it is, when you get into the playoffs it’s a different game,” Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes said. “(Zlobin) has won a Memorial Cup, which is very difficult to win, and at a young age he knows what playoff hockey is like.”

Still, Zlobin also knows what it’s like to have doubts.

When his coach put him on the ice for an overtime faceoff in the Memorial Cup championship, he worried if he would be a defensive liability. Zlobin told his coach that if his team loses the faceoff, he wanted to come off the ice, but he stayed and scored.

Despite Zlobin’s misgivings about his defensive play, his numbers in juniors indicate that he isn’t that much of a liability. Over his three junior seasons, Zlobin posted a plus-61 rating and he is currently a plus-7 through his first 17 games with the Penguins.

Zlobin, however, doesn’t put much stock in the numbers.

“In juniors, it was high because I scored a lot and we were good offensively,” he said. “This year, I still need to improve my defensive play and coach Hynes is helping me all the time with that.”

The help is paying off, according to Hynes.

“His defensive play is much better than people give him credit for,” Hynes said. “Since he’s been with us, he’s committed to playing both sides of the puck. Now, he’s a responsible player with the ability to score goals, and you’re seeing that combination come together.”

Penguins stifled in Providence

 January 17. 2014 11:52PM

KEN CASTRO For the Times Leader 
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PROVIDENCE, R.I. — The Providence Bruins scored three times in the third period, and goaltender Niklas Svedberg made 26 saves in a 5-1 win over Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center.

The Penguins lost in the first of a three-game road swing through New England, managing only 13 shots on Svedberg through the first two periods.

“Providence played well, they didn’t give us a lot of time,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “They played a pretty good systematic game and checked hard.

Providence’s Justin Florek registered the game’s first score at 2:29 of the opening period, a scant three seconds after a Bruins power play expired.

In the latter portion of the man-advantage, Providence defenseman David Warsofsky dinged the post to the left of Penguins goalie Jeff Deslauriers. Harry Zolnierczyk provided the Bruins with the power play when he was whistled for goaltender interference just 26 ticks in.

Florek was skating for the first time with Providence since being sent down from a recent stint with the Boston Bruins.

Providence’s penalty minute-leader Bobby Robins pushed the Bruins’ lead to 2-0 at 12:41 when he collected his fifth goal of the season.

The Penguins trio of Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Nick Drazenovic and defenseman Simon Despres, all of whom were returned from Pittsburgh Thursday, were active on the score sheet. Letourneau-Leblond tussled with Robins at 17:31 in the third, while Drazenovic picked up an assist on a Zolnierczyk goal. Despres had a pair of shots and finished with a plus-1 rating.

Providence struck twice in the final period on markers from Craig Cunningham and Zach Trotman. Cunningham recorded his team-high sixth power play goal of the season at 6:01. Trotman, the second-year pro defenseman, drove a wrist shot from the top of the circle that eluded Deslauriers to provide the Bruins with a 4-0 lead.

Eric Hartzell finished out the game in relief of Deslauriers in net following Trotman’s goal.

With 7:35 left in regulation, Zolnierczyk closed the Bruins lead to three, breaking Svedberg’s bid for his third shutout of the year in the process. Zolnierczyk’s goal, his 13th, came as he hammered a loose puck from a scrum in close proximity to the Bruins goaltender.

Hartzell made his 11th appearance of the season, allowing one goal on five shots. Providence’s Alexander Khokhlachev capped the scoring for the night with 3:20 remaining in the final period.

“Providence outplayed us,” Hynes said. “It’s not a particular player (or) our goalie. It wasn’t his fault. As a team, we weren’t prepared to play the way we needed to play.

“(Making the switch in net) wasn’t to try and instill a comeback. It was a situation where we had given up four, and there were a couple of tough ones at the end that went in. Hartzell will go in tomorrow night, so we gave him 11 minutes of action to get himself ready for Saturday.”

Providence 5, Penguins 1

Penguins`0`0`1` — ` 1

Providence`2`0`3` — `5

Penguins hit the road bolstered by new additions

 January 17. 2014 10:01AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up Next…

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (22-11-1-3, 48 points, 2nd Place in the East Division) at Providence Bruins (20-13-1-5, 46 points, 2nd Place in the Atlantic Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center in Providence, RI

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Providence - Former Penguin Nick Johnson has three goals this month for the Bruins, including one game-winner.

Penguins - During last season’s playoffs, Paul Thompson had three goals and five points in seven games against the Bruins.
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Three Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins missed Thursday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex, and head coach John Hynes was fine with it.

Ultimately, after a week where Hynes saw two more of his players get called up to Pittsburgh, he was just happy to get three back.

Pittsburgh sent down forwards Nick Drazenovic and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and defenseman Simon Despres on Thursday morning. The trio didn’t make it back in time for the Penguins late morning practice, but Hynes said they will join the team later in the day in Providence, where Wilkes-Barre/Scranton will take on the Bruins tonight.

“Anytime you can add those three to your lineup, it’s nice,” Hynes said. “With so many guys injured and others coming back from injury, you know there’s going to be some lineup fluctuation. We’re used to that.”

The moves allow Hynes to reform his top line with Drazenovic centering Harry Zolnierczyk and Tom Kostopoulos. He also regains a valuable fourth line winger in Leblond, whose toughness will be needed when the team takes on a Bruins lineup that has noted enforcer Bobby Robins.

Hynes also gains a skilled, experienced defenseman in Despres, who has been up in Pittsburgh since being recalled on Nov. 27.

“It will be nice for him to get back to playing regular minutes and against other teams top lines,” Hynes said. “Those are things he thrived in when he was here before.”

Aside from the new faces, tonight’s game kicks off a three-game set this weekend that leads off against the Bruins, takes the Penguins to Portland on Saturday to face the Pirates before returning to Providence on Sunday to close out the trip.

The Penguins haven’t seen Providence since they eliminated them in the second round of last season’s playoffs in a grueling seven-game series.

Despite the lack of head-to-head meetings, the Penguins are well aware of what to expect from the Bruins.

“After last year’s playoff series, we know they’re a good team and we know the style they play,” said winger Bobby Farnham. “I think that playoff series in in the back of everyone’s mind. It’s a pretty good rivalry.”

Farnham and Zolnierczyk will be making a homecoming of sorts this weekend as well. Both players went to school at Brown University, which is in Providence, and Farnham grew up nearby and said the game gives his family and friends and chance to come watch him play.

“It’s always fun to go on the road, but this one I especially like,” Farnham said. “It’s great to go back to Providence and play and I really love playing in their rink.”

NOTES

- This weekend’s road trip will take the Penguins to two places they haven’t been this season - Providence and Portland. Next weekend they’ll hit the road for another new destination in Norfolk. Hynes likes the fact that his team is seeing some new venues, and new opponents, as the season nears the midway point.

“Different cities, difference arenas, it’s nice,” he said. “I like that we’re getting some different environments at this time of year because it keeps things fresh.”

- Injured center Adam Payerl shot the puck off the ice while his teammates practiced on Thursday. Hynes said Payerl is making progress but is still a few weeks away from returning to the lineup.

Drazenovic, PL3 the latest WBS Pens to leave for Pittsburgh

 January 16. 2014 12:03AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Nick Drazenovic, right, was called up to Pittsburgh in advance of the Penguins' game Wednesday against the Washington Capitals.
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Another week, another couple of players lost via call-up to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

On Tuesday, the latest Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to leave for Pittsburgh Nick Drazenovic and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, who reported to the team Wednesday.

Drazenovic was the team’s last remaining center from the opening night roster and he was Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s fifth-leading scorer with 20 points in 26 games. Drazenovic centered the team’s top line with wingers Harry Zolnierczyk and Tom Kostopoulos.

Leblond got his first call-up of the season and he was leading the Penguins with 137 penalty minutes in 31 games. He has 40 NHL games in his career with New Jersey and Calgary, and has been a staple on the Penguins’ fourth line.

During Tuesday’s practice, Denver Manderson filled Drazenovic’s spot on the top line. Manderson, who is a rookie, has no goals and three assists in 18 games with the Penguins this season, but he does have an offensive track record in juniors and the ECHL that shows he may be a good fit centering the top line.

Manderson, 24, scored 40 goals in his last season of juniors and posted 18 goals with Wheeling the year before last. So far with the Penguins, Manderson has played primarily on the third and fourth lines.

“In juniors and the ECHL, he’s been in more offensive situations,” head coach John Hynes said. “We feel he has some of that offensive skill and this is more of an opportunity to create some offense.”

Manderson said if he does play between Zolnierczyk and Kostopoulos, his approach won’t change much.

“Just try to win faceoffs and catch up to Z,” he said. “I’ve pretty much played with skilled guys all along, so it’s nothing new to me.”

Manderson was referring to his junior years in the British Columbia Hockey League, when his linemate was current Pittsburgh Penguin Beau Bennett. in the 2009-10 season, the duo combined for 81 goals and 233 points.

Even if the opportunity to center a team’s top offensive players isn’t new to Manderson, the fact that it is coming this season is something he appreciates even more.

Last year, an injury limited Manderson to just one game with Wheeling.

“I couldn’t even imagine a year as bad as that,” he said. “it was tough, but it also made me realize just how much I missed it. If I think I’m having a bad day now, I always reflect back on last year and it puts me back in place.”

Notes

• Manderson joins Brian Gibbons, Jayson Megna, Andrew Ebbett and Zach Sill as the other centers who have been called up to Pittsburgh this season. He believes the demand for centers is a result of versatility. “I think a lot of guys who can play center can also play wing,” Manderson said. “Maybe that has something to do with it.”

• Speaking of versatility, Hynes wasn’t sure where Pittsburgh would use Drazenovic, but he does know what the big club found appealing. “He’s done well for us in the middle and very well on faceoffs,” Hynes said. “That was intriguing to Dan (Bylsma) and those guys. I know he’s going to play, but I’m not sure where.”

• With Drazenovic gone, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton is left with Manderson, Zack Torquato and Mike Carman as its centers. Hynes said RW Carter Rowney will move to center as well. While more players could return from Pittsburgh before Wilkes-Barre/Scranton hits the road this weekend, Hynes is preparing with the roster he has today.

“The way the year has gone, everytime you think someone’s going to come back there’s another injury,” he said. “We’re going to juts focus on the guys we have here right now.”

• The Penguins swapped defensemen this week, bringing Nick D’Agostino up from Wheeling and sending Barry Goers to the Nailers.

Mending from a broken season

 January 11. 2014 11:01PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Barry Goers is working hard to make up for last season where the NHL lockout and a concussion hampered his career.

More 
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Barry Goers is trying to get back his lost season.

For a player who was undrafted and spent the first three years of his pro career mainly in the ECHL, Goers figured he got his big break before the start of last season when he signed an AHL deal with the Lake Erie Monsters.

Finally, Goers figured, he can start to build his AHL career and hopefully earn an NHL contract at some point. There was plenty of reason for optimism after Goers finished up the 2011-12 campaign with a 19-game stint in Lake Erie that saw him post seven points, good enough to earn the AHL deal.

But the plan hit a few bumps along the way.

It began in the preseason when Goers received an invite to the Colorado Avalanche’s training camp.

“It was going to be my first NHL camp and I was very excited,” said the 27-year-old defenseman. “

But then the NHL lockout struck and Goers lost the opportunity when the NHL preseason was scratched.

“It was pretty devastating,” Goers said. “But the lockout happened to everybody so I’m sure there were others in a similar situation.”

Still, it wouldn’t be the last time the NHL lockout would haunt Goers’ season.

For the first three months of the season, Goers didn’t register a point and found himself in and out of the lineup. Part of the reason, of course, was the lockout that sent an exodus of NHL players to the AHL, creating a logjam of depth at every position.

Goers was the odd man out.

“I was fortunate to stay with Lake Erie, but it was hard being in and out of the lineup a lot,” he said. “It was something I had to overcome.”

There was a light at the end of the tunnel last season when word trickled down that the lockout would soon end. Finally, Goers thought, the depth that kept him out of the lineup on so many nights was about to lessen, freeing up plenty of ice time.

But that’s when disaster struck again.

Shortly before the lockout ended in January, Goers suffered a severe concussion and missed the next three months. He had to watch as players went back up to the NHL and opportunities for ice opened up in Lake Erie.

When Goers did get healthy enough to play again, Lake Erie sent him down to the Central Hockey League where he joined the Denver Cutthroats for their playoff run. Denver was eliminated from the postseason before Lake Erie’s season was over, so Goers did make it back to the AHL for one game to finish the year.

He was happy with the opportunity to at least finish the season in the AHL, but Goers can’t help but wonder what things would’ve been like if not for the lockout and concussion.

“The season was pretty broken,” he said. “I went through a lot of adversity.

“Now, I just want to get back to building off the last several years of my career and continue working my way up.”

So far Goers has done just that. Although he started the season back in the ECHL with Wheeling, he earned a call-up to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in December and signed a PTO.

So far, Goers has impressed, posting a goal and five points in his first seven games with the Penguins.

“I take what the game gives me and don’t overdo things,” Goers said of his approach. “I want to be hard to play against, bring a lot of speed and push the pace offensively when I can.”

While his offensive numbers are nice, there’s more to Goers’ that has caught the eye of head coach John Hynes.

He said Goers doesn’t necessarily have to produce points in order to stay in the lineup. He simply has to play a good, overall game at both ends and be an impact.

“In his pro career he’s a guy that has had to earn every opportunity he’s gotten,” Hynes said. “He doesn’t take a day off, and a player like that is a pleasure to coach. His professionalism and ability to compete allow him to make the best of his situations.”

That includes both on and off the ice.

Away from the rink, Goers gets involved in numerous community and charity projects. Despite playing sparingly in Lake Erie last season, Goers was still named the Monsters’ Man of the Year for the work he did with Cleveland-area charities.

Even dating back to his childhood outside of Philadelphia where Goers was an Eagle Scout, his college days at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell and later with Las Vegas in the ECHL, he was involved in the community.

There is one program that Goers has implemented at every stop of his career — Cell Phones for Soldiers. His dedication to the program stems from his brother who enlisted in the military out of high school.

“I wanted to do something while I was playing hockey and this was a great fit,” he said. “They recycle old phones and buy calling cards for soldiers overseas because it’s very expensive for them to communicate with their families back home. So far, in all the years I’ve been involved, we’ve collected about 2,000 phones. My brother was my inspiration for that.”

Penguins comeback silences Wolf Pack

 January 11. 2014 10:58PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins center Dominik Uher is checked by Hartford defenseman Conor Allen as he shoots during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.

Penguins center Dominik Uher reacts to scoring the first Penguins goal against Hartford during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township. Hartford goalie Jason Missiaen hang his head after the tally.

Penguins forward Tom Kostopoulos watches the puck go toward the goal as Hartford defenders Kyle Jean, Stu Bickel and Darroll Powe follow the play.

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – It took the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins two periods to find a solution against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Saturday.

Shoot the puck more.

After managing just eight shots in the first two periods, the Penguins peppered Hartford goaltender Jason Massiaen with 17 shots in the third period, scoring three times to earn a 5-3 win.

Anton Zlobin led the way with two goals while Tom Kuhnhackl scored a critical power play tally in the third to spark a comeback. The win improves the Penguins to 22-11-1-3 and is their second in a row.

The Penguins managed only two shots in the first period, but managed to score on one when Dominik Uher connected with a shorthanded goal for an early 1-0 lead.

Hartford evened it up later in the period when T.J. Hensick, who was playing in his first game since being claimed off waivers, scored on the power play to send a 1-1 tie into the second period.

Minutes after Hartford gained their first lead of the night on a breakaway tally by Danny Kristo, the Penguins evened it up on a breakaway tally by Zlobin.

The tie last less than two minutes when Hartford pounced on a loose puck in front. Hensick sent a shot in from the slot that Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers stopped but didn’t cover. The puck laid at Deslauriers’ feet and before he could fall on it Hartford Ryan Bourque punched it in to put the Penguins down 3-2.

Deslauriers did recover from the miscue when made a quick stop on J.T. Miller, who was alone at the corner during a Hartford power play.

After two periods the Penguins sent only eight shots at Hartford goaltender Jason Missiaen but connected on two.

“We didn’t play our system,” Zlobin said. “After the second period coach talked to us and said we need to shoot more. That’s what we tried to do, and it worked.”

Kuhnhackl gave the Penguins their second tie of the night when he scored from in close on a power play midway through the third period, giving the Penguins a big momentum boost.

“Once we tied it you could feel there was a big momentum push,” said head coach John Hynes. “It was really just puck pressure. We didn’t spend a lot of time in our zone. We felt as a group we got stronger as the game went on.”

Zlobin tallied the eventual game-winner when he tipped in a rebound resulting from a Brendan Mikkelson point shot three minutes later.

“I didn’t know when I scored it,” Zlobin said. “All the fans were getting crazy and I realized I scored. It was a pretty good feeling.”

Zlobin’s goal was his fourth of the season – all coming in the last seven games.

On the defensive side, the Penguins shut down the Wolf Pack, limiting them to two shots in the period.

“We’ve been a third period team all season long,” Kuhnhackl said. “We kept it going and played in their zone.”

Notes

• C Adam Payerl (injury), D Barry Goers and C Denver Manderson were scratched for the Penguins.

Penguins battle past Phantoms

 January 10. 2014 11:45PM

BRENDAN O’MEARA For The Times Leader 

More 
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GLENS FALLS, N.Y. — Helmets jarred, gloves dropped and punches flew during Friday night’s game between the visiting Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and the Adirondack Phantoms, a game ultimately won by the visitors, 4-1.

Tom Kostopoulos, the Pens’ captain and leading scorer, scored two goals and assisted on another, leading a second-period charge that put his team up for good.

In that second period, Adirondack’s Zack FitzGerald went to the box with a double minor for boarding. Just over a minute later, Matt Mangene joined him to give the Pens a 5-on-3. At the 9:40 mark, Brendan Mikkelson and Nick Drazenovic assisted Kostopoulos who went top shelf to beat Adirondack’s Cal Heeter (20 saves).

While FitzGerald continued to serve the double-minor, the Penguins maintained the 5-on-3, despite the goal. Fifty-two seconds later, Kostopoulos went the other way, waited patiently and fed a trailing Brian Dumoulin for the 3-1 lead.

Two goals in under a minute turned the game in favor the Penguins (21-11-1-3).

“Big, that got a lot of momentum for us,” Kostopoulos said. “We knew both teams would play tight defensively and there wouldn’t be a lot of goals.”

Jeff Deslauriers, the Penguins’ goalie, turned away 31 shots and allowed just one—a slap shot from Jason Akeson off a face off at the 13:03 mark in the second period to tie the game at one.

Right from the opening whistle, both teams sparred, sending eight players to the penalty box with Wilkes-Barre’s Bobby Farnham taking the worst of it with a 10-minute misconduct. Twenty-one penalties were recorded in the game.

In the first period, Wilkes-Barre found itself down on a 5-on-3, killed it, then went the other way where Kostopoulos notched his first goal of the night and his 13th on the season.

“Being down on a 5-on-3 early, our goalie was our most important penalty killer,” Kostopoulos said. “That was a huge turn for us.”

Adirondack was 0-for-5 on the power play while the Penguins were 2-for-5.

“We knew it was going to be competitive and tough game,” said John Hynes, Wilkes-Barre’s head coach. “I liked our stick-to-itiveness. We have to focus on our game. We want to continue to get better and grow as a team. If we get the individual players better, we’ll be better at the end of the season.”

Hynes liked what he saw from his captain, who set the tone on the offensive side of the ice.

“He did a nice job, that’s why he’s our leader,” Hynes said of Kostopoulos. “In these heavier games, he finds a way to make us better.”

Going back to Jan. 3, the Penguins have played five games, alternating wins and losses. Saturday night they look to string together two wins for the first time since Dec. 31 and Jan. 3.

“Our big fault is that we’re up and down,” Kostopoulos said. “We win one, we lose one, we win one, we lose one. We need to get consistent from game to game.”

Harry Zolnierczyk added an empty-netter with 45 seconds remaining for the 4-1 lead.

Penguins ready to face the ‘Heet’

January 09. 2014 11:53PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

UP NEXT

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (20-11-1-3, 44 points, 2nd place, East Division) at Adirondack Phantoms (18-13-0-2, 38 points, 3rd place, Northeast Division)

7 p.m. today, Glens Falls Civic Center, Glens Falls, N.Y.

Radio: Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch

Adirondack: Cal Heeter of course, assuming he gets the start in net. Two goals allowed and two shutouts in his last four games - all wins.

Penguins: Paul Thompson. Sure, his season numbers might not be impressive, but last year’s 20-goal scorer has been playing better of late. He has a goal and an assist in the last five games and set up a great scoring chance i nthe opening minutes of the Syracuse game on Wednesday.

More 
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The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins are well aware that they’ll be going up against the AHL’s hottest goaltender when they face Cal Heeter and the Adirondack Phantoms tonight.

Heeter, who was named the AHL’s Player of the Week on Jan. 6, has won his last four starts, posting two shutouts and allowing a total of two goals in the process.

But the Penguins aren’t viewing tonight’s game as a matchup against a hot goaltender, but rather a contest against a hot team.

“We know we’re not just facing a goaltender, we’re facing an excellent team,” Penguins coach John Hynes said after Thursday’s practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena. “They’re a formidable team in general and they’re really moving up in the standings.”

The Penguins have faced the Phantoms twice this year, winning the first contest on Oct. 6 by a score of 6-3 and dropping the second 3-1 on Nov. 27. While Heeter has been hot lately against other teams, the Penguins have gotten to him this season. He was pulled after two periods on Oct. 6 after the Penguins scored five goals.

But that matters little now against an Adirondack team that is 7-3 in its last 10 games and have allowed a league-low 76 goals on the season.

Winger Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond said the Phantoms’ recent success is partly attributable to Heeter, but more a result of their overall team play.

“The whole team is playing better. They had a tough start, but they have a lot of good, young guys and I know they work hard,” he said. “There’s a reason they’re winning games. They’re not just lucky.”

Gibbons an all-star

Forward Brian Gibbons, who is currently with Pittsburgh, has been named to the 2014 AHL All-Star team on Thursday. Gibbons is the only representative of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on the roster. Former Penguin Ben Street, now with Abbotsford, also made the team.

In 23 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Gibbons has nine goals and 27 points and, despite being recalled on Dec. 17, he still leads the AHL Penguins in assists (18) and points.

Gibbons is part of a 20-man AHL roster that will face off against Färjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League in the two-day event, which includes a Skills Competition on Tuesday, Feb. 11 and the All-Star Game on Wednesday, Feb. 12 at Mile One Centre in St. John’s, N.L.

NOTES

• When it comes to facing Heeter, Hynes offered a synopsis on the Penguins’ game plan: “You understand you’re playing a team with a good goalie, so it’s your ability to get traffic in front of the net and make him work for saves — those are the things you want to have.”

- Tonight’s game will be the fourth of 14 contests for the Penguins in January - a month which also features a trio of three-in-threes. Hynes said there’s no reason to rest his players during the grind as there are two weeks that feature four days without games. Leblond agreed, adding the team trains all year for such grueling stretches in the schedule.

“Our schedule is tough in January, but you just have to be a pro, get your rest and when it’s game time go all out,” he said. “The three-in-threes are tough, but it’s also the fun part of being a hockey player. You want to play every night.”

• One bright spot in Wednesday’s 4-2 loss to Syracuse was the performance of goaltender Eric Hartzell, who came on in relief of Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers in the second period and stopped all five shots he faced. The previous game against Syracuse, Hartzell was pulled after allowing two goals on the first three shots.

“Sometimes for a goalie it’s nice when you don’t have as much success against a team but you get to face them again and redeem yourself,” Hynes said. “Eric came in and showed he was ready to play. It was good to see.”

• The start time for the Penguins’ road game vs. the Albany Devils on Saturday, March 1 has been changed to 5 p.m. The contest, set to take place at Historic Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City, was originally scheduled for 7 p.m. Broadcast details will be announced at a later date.

Penguins disappear in loss to Crunch

 January 10. 2014 11:47PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Dominik Uher, left, and Syracuse right wing Eric Neilson chase down the puck in the corner at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Wednesday night.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins right wing Paul Thompson, left, takes a swing at a loose puck as Syracuse goalkeeper Kristers Gudlevskis defends at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Wednesday night.

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – There’s a simple reason why the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins lost to the Syracuse Crunch on Wednesday 4-2.

The Crunch showed up, the Penguins didn’t.

Despite a two-goal effort from defenseman Philip Samuelsson, the Penguins spotted Syracuse two power-play goals in the first period and couldn’t dig out of the hole to lose to the Crunch for the first time in regulation this season. The loss drops the Penguins to 20-11-1-3 and three points behind first place Binghamton, who won their game on Wednesday.

“Give Syracuse credit. They played an excellent game,” said head coach John Hynes. “On the flip side of that, we were nowhere to be found.”

The Crunch scored the first of their four goals during a two-man advantage midway through the first period on shot by Vladislav Namestnikov that deflected off Samuelsson’s stick and past Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers.

On the second half of the power play, the Crunch connected again just 30 seconds later on a goal by Jon DiSalvatore to make it 2-0.

“Anytime you put yourself in penalty trouble right away it puts you in a tough spot,” Samuelsson said.

Hynes said the two penalties - a roughing call on Bobby Farnham followed by a cross-checking minor on Reid McNeill - weren’t the best decisions by his players.

“The first penalty was an ill-advised penalty,” he said. “The second on that put us down five-on-three was a little bit questionable. We didn’t get off to a great start and we put ourselves in trouble with some bad penalties.”

The start was exactly what the Crunch, who came into the game 1-4 against the Penguins, were looking for.

“We view this as a statement game,” said Crunch defenseman and former Penguin Joey Mormina. “A team that’s beaten up on us quite a bit this year. We felt if we came out and asserted ourselves physically that would put us in a good position and we’d end up on some power plays.”

In the second period the Penguins fell into a deeper hole thanks to another pair of Syracuse goals. During an extended shift in their own zone and playing basically while Dominic Uher skated without a stick, the Penguins left Crunch forward Brett Connolly open at the corner and with plenty of time to put home a rebound to make it 3-0.

Less than a minute later, Cedric Paquette raced in on a breakaway and fired a shot from the slot. Deslauriers made the initial save to kicked the rebound directly back in front to Paquette, who put it home to make it 4-0.

Down 4-0, Deslauriers was pulled for Eric Hartzell. On the night Deslauriers stopped 13 of 17 shots and it marked his first early exit of the season.

Despite the lopsided score in the waning minutes of the second period, the Penguins weren’t finished.

Samuelsson got his first of two goals after he exited the penalty box and took a Denver Manderson pass for a breakaway. As he approached the crease, Samuelsson switched to his backhand and slid the puck between the legs of Syracuse netminder Kristers Gudlevskis to make it 4-1. The goal was Samuelsson’s first of the season.

Late in the third, Samuelsson got his second when he knocked in a deflection in front of the crease to make it 4-2.

The two-goal game was the first of Samuelsson’s pro career and matched his goal output from all of last season, but it didn’t make up for any of the Penguins’ shortcomings on the night.

“We got outplayed, outworked, outcoached. We got out everything,” Hynes said. “(Syracuse) was at a different level than we were tonight. That’s on all of us.”

NOTES

- RW Carter Rowney, D Harrison Ruopp, C Adam Payerl (injury) and C C.J. Severyn (injury) were scratched for the Penguins.

- Before Wednesday’s game, the Penguins reassigned D Nick D’Agostino, D Peter Merth and F Cody Sylvester to Wheeling.

* * *

Syracuse 4 Penguins 2

Syracuse 2 2 0 — 4

Penguins 0 1 1 — 2

Penguins ready for another division foe

 January 08. 2014 3:28PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up Next…

Syracuse Crunch (14-14-2-3, 33 points, 5th place in the East Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton (20-10-1-3, 44 points, 2nd place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Syracuse - Defenseman Matt Taormina has three goals on the season, and two of them have come against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Penguins - Whoever starts in net tonight. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers is 4-0-1 against the Crunch with a 2.06 GAA and a .922 save percentage. Rookie Eric Hartzell was pulled after allowing two goals in his only start against the Crunch. On Sunday he held Binghamton’s potent offense to just one goal.

More 
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In five games against the Syracuse Crunch this season, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins’ top line of Harry Zolnierczyk-Nick Drazenovic-Tom Kostopoulos have combined to scored eight goals and 14 points.

Not counting those players who are injured or called up to Pittsburgh, the rest of the Penguins forwards have scored five goals and nine points.

When the Penguins face a Crunch team tonight that has allowed a lofty 103 goals in the season, it’s a prime opportunity to get a boost in secondary scoring from the second, third and fourth lines. They got it during Sunday’s win over Binghamton with goals by Anton Zlobin and Zack Torquato, and it’s something the Penguins hope will carry over to tonight.

“It’s huge for our team to get that secondary scoring,” said winger Paul Thompson, who set up Zlobin’s goal on Sunday. “We know we can rely on our top line to produce, but we need more than that.”

Still, head coach John Hynes said there is one element more important that the players on the second through fourth lines showing up on the scoreboard.

It all boils down to simply playing the right way.

“When that happens, for the guys who are supposed to score it’s easier on them,” Hynes said. “It’s always easier when you get contributions from everybody, and it doesn’t necessarily have to be on the scoreboard.”

Against Syracuse this season the Penguins are 4-0-0-1, which matches their success against other division rivals Hershey and Binghamton. They have scored 20 goals in five games against the Crunch and the only loss came in a shootout.

“We play them all so often and they’re all close to us, so it’s a rivalry every time we play them,” Thompson said. “It gets you a little extra amped up.”

And if that extra adrenaline leads to a bit of secondary scoring, all the better.

“It’s huge to have so much depth and that secondary scoring,” Drazenovic said, adding that as the first line center he doesn’t mind the pressure to put up points.

“It’s fun to have that pressure and do what we can to help the team win. Harry and Tom are NHL-caliber players and to center them is a lot of fun for me.”

Notes

• Former assistant equipment manager Josh Richards, who now holds the same position with the Dallas Stars in the NHL, visited the locker room after Tuesday’s practice. Richards is in town while his NHL team is on the road.

• Bobby Farnham, who has been out with an injury, practiced in full on Tuesday.

Goers, Torquato help Penguins dominate Senators

 January 06. 2014 7:56PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Binghamton Senators defenseman Chris Wideman, left, tangles with Penguins winger Harry Zolnierczyk as he skates toward the Binghamton net during Sunday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.

Penguins forward Paul Thompson watches the puck bounce in front of him while he was sprawled on the ice against the boards during Sunday's game against the Binghamton Senators at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.

Penguins center Mike Carman races past Binghamton Senators defenseman Chris Wideman in pursuit of the puck during Sunday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.

Penguins defenseman Barry Goers skates to play the puck as Binghamton Senators' David Dziurzynski follows during Sunday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.

More 

 Story Tools  PrintPrint | E-MailEMail | SaveSave |    Hear   Generate QR Code QR 

Send to Kindle

Font size:  

Get E-Mail AlertsGet Text Alerts

WILKES-BARRE TWP. – After Sunday’s game, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Barry Goers admitted he was a little rusty with interviews because he hadn’t done many lately.

But on the ice, there was no rust in Goers’ game as he set up a goal and added another to lead the Penguins to a 4-1 win over the division-leading Binghamton Senators.

Zack Torquato scored the game-winner, Nick Drazenovic scored his second goal in two games and goaltender Eric Hartzell stopped all but one of the 24 shots he faced in the win, which moves the Penguins to within one point of first-place Binghamton.

“It was more of what we needed,” head coach John Hynes said of the effort that resulted in scoring from all areas of the lineup. “The big thing is guys brought their elements to the game.”

For Goers, a 27-year-old defenseman who has spent most of his four-year career in the ECHL, that element was offense, along with his steady play at the blueline.

Goers helped get the Penguins on the board first when he skated behind the Binghamton net and dished a pass out to Anton Zlobin in front, who buried the shot for a 1-0 first period lead.

“We started playing a sound game and then, when you get that first goal, it just breeds confidence,” Hynes said.

The only blemish in the second period was a Binghamton goal on the second half of a four-minute power play. Other than that, it was all Penguins.

The top line of Harry Zolnierczyk-Drazenovic-Tom Kostopoulos produced for the third straight game. Early in the second period, Binghamton’s Mike Sdao skated off the ice after taking a Kostopoulos shot to the hand. Before the Senators could get a fifth player over the bench, Zonierczyk quickly sent a cross-crease pass to Drazenovic at the corner post for the Penguins’ second goal of the game.

Drazenovic now has goals in back-to-back games and, soon after the tally, teammate Torquato extended the Penguins lead with a clever faceoff play deep in the Binghamton end.

Instead of drawing the puck back, Torquato pushed it ahead, blew by center Jim O’Brien and ripped a bad angle shot that bounced in behind goaltender Nathan Lawson for a 3-1 lead.

Torquato — another player who spent most of his career in the ECHL — said it was important not to rely on the top line to do all of the offensive work.

“Our older guys set a good example. They play hard every night, and we have to follow their lead,” Torquato said. “We can’t just have one line, and tonight everyone stepped up.”

Goers made it 4-1 with his first AHL goal at 6:35 in the third period. Paul Thompson carried the puck into the Binghamton end, hit the brakes and fed a pass to Goers in the high slot, who roofed a shot over Lawson.

For a player who not too long ago was buried on the Penguins depth chart and was scratched for the last three games, Goers hopes the goal and assist will go a long way to keeping him in the lineup. In six games with the Penguins, Goers now has a goal and five points.

“It’s difficult to get into the lineup in this organization. I just have to try to bring something different and unique,” Goers said. “Try to be a spark for the team.”

The Penguins wrapped up the weekend winning two out of three and get a break before hitting the ice again this Wednesday with a home contest against Syracuse.

Notes

• D Peter Merth (injury), D Reid McNeill, C Cody Sylvester, D Nick D’Agostino, LW Bobby Farnham, C Adam Payerl (injury) and LW C.J. Severyn were scratched for the Penguins.

• The top line of Zolnierczyk-Drazenovic-Kostopoulos now has five goals and 10 points in the last four games.
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FLYERS VS. BRUINS GAME PREVIEW (6:15 A.M. EST)

 Looking to end a three-game losing skid, the Philadelphia Flyers (25-21-6) are at home to take on the defending Eastern Conference champion Boston Bruins (31-15-3). Game time for the Saturday matinee at the Wells Fargo Center is 1:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philadelphia.

 This is the first of three meetings between the teams this season and the first of two in Philadelphia. The club will meet again on Philly in a nationally televised game on March 30 and conclude the season series with an April 5 matinee in Boston. 

 After today's game, the team with hold the Annual Flyers' Wives Carnival tomorrow afternoon. The team will return to practice on Monday and then play the Red Wings at home on Tuesday. From there, the Flyers embark on a brutally difficult three-game road trip where they will play each of the powerhouse California-based teams.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have a 5-5-2 record thus far in January. The club has scored three or more regulation goals in eight of the 12 games (5-1-2 record). Meanwhile, they have allowed three or more regulation goals in nine games (3-4-2 record), including each of the last eight matches.

 The Flyers are coming off a 5-2 loss in Columbus on Thursday. In a game somewhat similar to a December road game against the Blue Jackets, the Flyers came back after trailing at the first intermission (in this case, briefly taking a 2-1 lead in the second period) only to fall behind again and lose by a significant margin. Brayden Schenn and Vincent Lecavalier (power play) scored for the Flyers.

 The Flyers have not only been hemorrhaging goals of late, they've also been giving up way too many shots. Over the last five games, goaltenders Steve Mason and Ray Emery have been bombarded with an average of 36 shots per game. In Columbus, Emery faced 39 shots by Columbus. Mason is likely to be back in goal tonight.

 Philadelphia made a forward line change last game. Craig Berube broke up the second line -- which had been the team's hottest line over the last six weeks -- in order to move struggling Lecavalier from third line right wing to his more accustomed center spot. In so doing, Brayden Schenn moved from center to left wing on the second line. Scott Hartnell, who had exclusively played left wing since he first came over to the Flyers from Nashville, played right wing on Sean Couturier's line.

 On the Flyers' injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is slated to remain out of the lineup until after the Olympic break. 

BRUINS OUTLOOK

 Boston is coming off a four-day schedule break, while the Flyers are playing for the fourth time in six days. While there are no absolutes -- or excuses -- in hockey, this scenario favors the Flyers early in the game and the Bruins later. 

 Over the last eight weeks, the Flyers have become adept at playing comeback hockey. That is never ideal, however, and the Bruins are not usually an opponent against which chasing the game is going to yield a favorable outcome. Boston, which has the NHL's second-best goals against average, enters this game with a 22-5-1 record when scoring 1st and 4th in NHL (22-2-0) leading after 2nd pd.

 The Bruins are 5-3-1 thus far in January. The club went through a little rough spell in which it lost three of four games but had points (2-0-1) in each of the last three games before the four idle nights.

 On Sunday and Monday, the Bruins faced a pair of tough opponents. On Sunday, in a road rematch of last season's Stanley Cup Final matchup, the Bruins lost 3-2 via shootout to the Chicago Blackhawks. The next night in Boston, the Bruins coughed up a 2-0 lead to the Los Angeles Kings but quickly rebounded to win 3-2. 

 Brad Marchand tallied a first-period shorthanded goal for the Bruins and, in the third period, answered Jeff Carter's tying goal by putting the Bruins ahead again 18 seconds later. Patrice Bergon assisted on both Marchand goals. Torey Krug also scored for Boston in the opening period, while backup goalie Chad Johnson earned the win with 21 saves.

 Overall, the Bruins have been a much better home than road team to date this season. Boston enters today with a 12-10-1 road record compared to its 19-5-2 mark at TD Garden.

 After the Flyers staged their historic comebacks from a three-games-to-none series deficit and a 3-0 first-period deficit in Game 7 of the 2010 Eastern Conference Semifinals, the Bruins started to run roughshod over the Flyers. The next season, Boston swept the season series and then trounced Philly in a four-game playoff sweep. 

 Part of the reason why the Flyers started to add size and physicality on the blueline -- at the expense of some mobility -- may have been that the Bruins' big forwards had run roughshod over the team in muscle-to-muscle battles down low in the Philly zone during the 2011 playoffs. That was especially true of the trio of David Krejci, Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton (now with Columbus, replaced in Boston by Jarome Iginla).

 Since the Flyers added the beefy likes of Nicklas Grossmann and Luke Schenn to the roster, they have fared a bit better against Boston in the regular season. The Flyers are 5-2-2 in their last nine games against Boston, including wins in each of the last two games in Philadelphia. 

 However, part of what makes the Bruins a tough matchup for most of the teams in the NHL is the depth and balance of their roster. Apart from size and muscle -- including arguably the most physically imposing defenseman in the NHL in Zdeno Chara -- the Bruins also have speedsters like Marchand and all-around talents like Bergeron and Loui Eriksson. They get strong goaltending from Tuukka Rask as well. 

 In virtually every major NHL statistical category, the Bruins rank in the top half of the NHL. They are very good at five-on-five play, rank in top half of both ends of special teams, the top eight in offense, the top two in GAA and the top five in faceoffs. As such there are no glaring areas where the Bruins are vulnerable, except for some injury issues on the blueline.

 With the Flyers struggling right now on the defensive side of the puck and both Schenn and Grossmann struggling this month, it will be interesting to see if head coach Craig Berube sacrifices some muscle to get the small but more mobile Erik Gustafsson back into the lineup or if he continues with the lineup that he has been using. Andrej Meszaros' recent offensive hot streak has probably earned the Slovakian defensemen more time in the lineup, although he has had his own share of defensive misadventures along with undersized offensive defenseman Mark Streit. 

 On the Boston injury front, defenseman Dennis Seidenberg (knee surgery to repair torn ligaments) was lost in December for the season. Defenseman Dougie Hamilton (concussion) is officially a game-time decision, as is forward Chris Kelly (leg). Adam McQuaid (leg) is unavailable.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.65 (16th), Bruins 2.86 (8th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.83 (19th), Bruins 2.16 (2nd)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.89 (22nd), Bruins 1.32 (5th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.5% (18th), Bruins 19.1% (13th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.3% (5th), Bruins 82.8% (12th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.2% (20th), Bruins 52.1% (5th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek 

 10 Brayden Schenn - 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 19 Scott Hartnell

 9 Steve Downie - 18 Adam Hall - 37 Jay Rosehill

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Chris VandeVelde (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

BRUINS

 17 Milan Lucic - 46 David Krejci - 12 Jarome Iginla

 63 Brad Marchand - 37 Patrice Bergeron - 18 Reilly Smith

 34 Carl Söderberg - 51 Ryan Spooner - 21 Loui Eriksson

 22 Shawn Thornton - 11 Gregory Campbell - 20 Daniel Paille

 33 Zdeno Chara - 55 Johnny Boychuk

 86 Kevan Miller - 43 Matt Bartkowski

 62 Zach Trotman - 47 Torey Krug

 40 Tuukka Rask

 [30 Chad Johnson]

Scratches: Dougie Hamilton (concussion, game-time decision), Chris Kelly (leg, game-time decision), Jordan Caron (healthy), Adam McQuaid (leg), Dennis Seidenberg (IR, knee surgery), Marc Bergeron (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

 *********

BULLIES TEAMS HONORED

 All living members of the Flyers' 1974 and 1975 Stanley Cup winning teams are in Philadelphia for a special reunion over Carnival weekend. This year marks the 40th anniversary of the Flyers' first championship, which made them the first 1967 NHL expansion team to win the Cup.

 Today, the Cup-team Alumni will be presented with the Spirit of Giving Award for the work that so many of them have done in the Philadelphia community even long after their playing days ended. A large percentage of the team that Fred Shero said would "walk together forever" permanently settled in the Delaware Valley.

 At tomorrow's Wives Carnival, there will be a special spotlight on the Flyers Alumni at Alumni Alley, located on the Mezzanine Level of the Wells Fargo Center.

 This year's reunion may be the last time that the entire living contingent of Cup-era players gathers in the same place. It is very special that Alumni such as Ross Lonsberry (who has battled cancer in recent years), Terry Crisp (who works full-time as a Nashville Predators television commentator) and Bobby Taylor (Tampa Bay Lightning commentator) can attend, especially while the current hockey season is ongoing. 

 Barry Ashbee, an all-star defenseman in 1973-74 and an assistant coach on the second Cup team, passed away in 1977. Head coach Fred Shero passed in 1990. Right winger "Cowboy" Bill Flett, a member of the first Cup team, died in 1999. Wayne Stephenson, Bernie Parent's backup acquired in 1974-75, passed in 2010. 

 *********
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BAD HABITS COME TO ROOST

 When the Flyers beat the New York Islanders, 6-4, last Saturday night, Craig Berube was not a happy man after the game. The events of the three games that have followed have shown why the coach was simultaneously peeved at and concerned about his club.

 Even as the Flyers matched a franchise single-season record with nine wins in games they trailed at some point in the third period -- with all nine wins coming after Thanksgiving, no less -- it was clear to anyone who knows that hockey that what the team was doing was unsustainable. 

 It's good for any team to have confidence in its ability to come back when it needs to. Even in going 0-2-1 over the last three games, the Flyers came back from a 2-0 deficit to tie Carolina in the third period of Wednesday's game and briefly led 2-1 in the second period last night in Columbus after trailing first in the game. 

 However, no team in the world can consistently survive the multitude of problems that have been evident in the Flyers' play even during much of their 5-1-0 road trip after Christmas as well as their 2-3-1 road trip after Thanksgiving and their home-and-home splits with Washington and Columbus before Christmas. 

 For middle of the pack teams like the Flyers, long losing streaks are often born of issues that go uncorrected while the team is keeping its head above water in the win-loss column. Often, a club can outscore its mistakes for awhile, pull off a few comeback wins (not nine of them, mind you) and win ugly for a stretch. Inevitably, unless the problems get corrected, the wins stop coming.

 The Flyers have a 5-5-2 record thus far in January. On the bright side, the club has scored three or more regulation goals in eight of the 12 games (5-1-2 record). However, the goal scoring and the comebacks temporarily masked the fact that team has allowed three or more regulation goals in nine of the 12 games (3-4-2 record), including each of the last eight games. That's just not going to cut it. 

 The Flyers were outshot in Columbus by a 39-28 margin; the fourth time in the last five games Philly has been outshot. More disturbingly, they’ve allowed an average of 36 shots per game in that span. That means other teams are finding way too many open lanes.

 Following last night's 5-2 loss in Columbus and Wednesday's deceptively close 3-2 losing score against Columbus, it was no longer possible to ignore that the Flyers have rarely produced even 30 to 40 minutes of even to superior play in most of their games of the last seven weeks, much less anything close to the coveted "60-minute effort" where they control all three periods.

 The automatic place that many folks automatically look for blame is the goaltending and the six starters on the defense corps. So let's look at these areas first. 

 As far as the Flyers' goaltending goes, there has been a bit of a drop off in the play of Steve Mason and Ray Emery since the end of November. It's not necessarily the number of goals they've allowed, it's been more in terms of things such as some puck-tracking and rebound control.

 I thought Mason played pretty well against the Hurricanes on Wednesday, actually. Alexander Semin's goal was a perfectly placed shot in which the goal-scorer also used defenseman Andrej Meszaros as a screen. The second goal, Nathan Gerbe's between-the-legs breakaway goal, was equally unstoppable. The rebound allowed on Jiri Tlusty's game-winning goal was from a point shot through heavy traffic. Mason never saw the shot and was actually fortunate to make the initial save. He needed some help on cleaning up the rebound -- or at least someone covering Tlusty -- and got none. 

 From what I have seen -- and forget the statistics-only arguments and actually pay attention to the games -- there has been a minor but correctable downturn in the goaltending but the crux of the problem most nights has NOT been between the pipes. Rather, it has been a major downturn in team defense from where it was during that Nov. streak of five-plus games of not allowing a single even-strength goal to the opposition.

 On the blue line, there is no question that individual members of the Flyers' defense corps have been struggling of late, and that all three of the pairings have had issues in certain games. There have been different goats on different nights, and everyone has had their turn. Some have taken multiple turns.

 For example, Nicklas Grossmann -- who has quietly played much better hockey in the last two games despite the team losses-- went through a horrid stretch with and without the puck where almost every mistake he made ended up in the net in games against Tampa, the Rangers and Buffalo. In the last couple games Luke Schenn has been the one getting victimized (and also having some bad puck luck on pucks that bounce off him into the Philly net).

 There is also no question that the Flyers could really, really use a strong two-way defenseman with high-end mobility and puck-moving skills to play about 22 minutes a game. Unfortunately, there's no one they can call up who fit all those criteria nor are other teams eager to trade such defensemen.

 However, many of the problems that get blamed on the defense being too slow or lacking first-pass ability are things for which the forwards are equally -- and sometimes even more -- to blame. For example, at least three times in the Carolina game, the Flyers executed sloppy line changes; too slowly and with the forwards coming on the ice making themselves unreachable and stationary targets. As a result, the defensemen had nowhere to go with the puck and ended up getting pressured by opposition forecheckers. 

 That is just one example. There are many others. The Flyers have collectively allowed a host of bad habits to creep back into their games -- things that Berube and his staff spent a lot of time in October and November trying to clean up, and which have reared their ugly heads again. Just to name some of the problems that run through the forward lines as well as the defensemen:

 * Players not moving their feet consistently. The Flyers may not have the fastest roster in the NHL under any circumstances, but they manage the game a hell of a lot better at both ends when their feet are moving. 

 * Terrible gap control and poor puck support.  For far too many segments of games, it seems like there are two opposing players around the puck. Too many turnovers are taking place in the defensive and neutral zones. The backchecking by the forwards is spotty. Players cheat out of the defensive zone too early.

 * Subpar puck management. Failed clearing attempts create extended shifts in the defensive zone (one such shift was a turning point in last night's game after Philly had taken a lead). Bad outlet passes in skates or wide of the target create abortive breakouts, turnovers or needless icings. Giving up real estate with risky back passes and diagonal passes in the offensive zone creates potential odd-man rushes for the opposition. The Flyers have been guilty of each and every one of these things with alarming frequency. 

 * Needless, momentum-killing penalties. The Flyers have good PK units, but the team still takes far too many dumb penalties. Of late, some have been ending up as opposing power play goals and changing the course of games. 

 How do these things get corrected? That usually starts at practice and then fixed in stages in game action. Unfortunately, the game schedule right now is so tightly packed that there is scarcely time to work on these issues at practice. Practices right now are either short ones, optionals or not held at all due to back-to-back games and three-in-four situations.

 As such, the Flyers have to try and correct their issues only in games. That's tough to do, but the best teams (and all teams go through these sorts of ups and downs during the season) find ways to manage it and to avoid lengthy losing streaks. 

 The Flyers have a tough matinee home game tomorrow against the Bruins. They had better get back on the same page with one another defensively as well as offensively, or the result could be an ugly loss. 

 *********

 Note: My Steve Mason contract blog will run next Monday, since there are back-to-back non-game nights after Saturday's game. The Flyers' Wives Carnival is on Sunday.
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FLYERS VS. BLUE JACKETS GAME PREVIEW (12:15 A.M. EST)

 Looking for a more complete all-around performance than they have produced most of this month, the Philadelphia Flyers (25-20-6) are on the road on Thursday to take on the red-hot Columbus Blue Jackets (25-20-4). Game time at Nationwide Arena is scheduled for 7:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philadelphia.

 This is the third of four meetings between the teams this season and the final one in Columbus. On Dec. 19 and 21, the clubs split a home-and-home set. 

 In the first game in Philadelphia, the Flyers waged arguably the most dramatic of their nine third-period comeback wins this season. A five-goal outburst in the third period lifted the Flyers to a 5-4 win, capped by Claude Giroux (four points) scoring the tying goal with 3:46 left in regulation and then potting the winning goal on a spectacular backhanded shot with 1:38 remaining in regulation. 

 Two nights later in Columbus, the Flyers came back to the tie the game in the second period after trailing 2-0. This time, the Blue Jackets forged ahead for good and went on to win by a 6-3 count. Ryan Johansen and ex-Flyer R.J. Umberger had two goals apiece for Columbus.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers return to action on Saturday. The defending Eastern Conference champion Boston Bruins will come to Philly for a 1 p.m. matinee. Due to the rescheduled game against Carolina that was held on Wednesday, the Flyers will end up playing three games within a span of roughly 92 hours.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have a 5-4-2 record thus far in January. The club has scored three or more regulation goals in eight of the 11 games (5-1-2 record). Of greater concern is the fact that Philly has simultaneously allowed three or more regulation goals in eight games (3-3-2 record), including each of the last seven matches.

 The Flyers are coming off a 3-2 home loss to Carolina. As has become their custom since Thanksgiving, Philly rallied back from a 2-0 deficit to tie the game. A Giroux goal in the final minute of the second period and a Scott Hartnell power play goal three minutes into the final stanza equalized the game. 

 However, the team finished the game by getting significantly outplayed over the final 15 minutes, just as they had been thoroughly outplayed in the first six minutes of the first period and the early stages of the middle frame. Philly hung by a thread, mostly due to some strong goaltending by Steve Mason (27 saves) but finally Jiri Tlusty potted the rebound of a point shot through traffic and put the Canes ahead to stay with 6:10 left in regulation.

 Earlier in the game, Alex Semin put Carolina ahead, 1-0, midway through the first period. Semin generated speed through the neutral zone and then used Andrej Meszaros as a screen as he sniped a goal from the right circle on a picturesque shot that beat Mason over the glove in the top left corner of the net. 

 In the first six minutes of the opening period, the Flyers were outshot by a 5-0 margin. Thereafter, Philly held Carolina to just three more shots over the final 14 minutes of the period. Unfortunately for Philadelphia, one of them was Semin's goal. 

 The Flyers had all of two good shifts in the first period; both by the Brayden Schenn line. On one shift in particular, they had one shift where they hemmed Carolina deep in their own end, got a cycle going and generated a good scoring chance at the end. That was about it for a period where Philly managed a pathetic three shots (plus four missed shot attempts and four Carolina blocks).

 At 13:38 of the second period, Nathan Gerbe scored a breakaway goal as he successfully pulled off a spectacular but risky between-the-legs shot moving to his right. One the sequence, a Sean Couturier pass intended for Luke Schenn at the point skittered through the defenseman's legs. Speedy mite-like forward Gerbe flew past Schenn, gathered the puck and went off on a breakaway.

 Giroux's goal in the final 36.4 seconds of the middle stanza gave the club life heading into the third period. A careless offensive zone high-sticking penalty by Riley Nash early in the final stanza gave Philly a power play chance, which quickly resulted in Hartnell scoring on the rebound of a Simmonds shot just 13 seconds into the man advantage.

 Rather than the rapid two-goal comeback lifting the Flyers to generate a sustained push to win the game, it was Carolina that responded well in the shifts to come. For much of the remainder of the game, it felt as if the only way the game would even get to overtime -- much less the Flyers winning -- was if Mason singlehandedly got Philly to that point. 

 On Tlusty's winning goal, Braydon Coburn broke a stick and Jakub Voracek gave his stick to Coburn. With Carolina keeping the Flyers pinned in their own end, Voracek had no chance to get back to the bench for a new stick, and Sekera weaved a shot through traffic. Mason was unable to see the puck, made the initial stop but left out a rebound that an open Tlusty quickly stashed in the net. 

 Playing through a hand injury sustained as a result of a Cal Clutterbuck slash in Monday's game on Long Island, Voracek had some difficulties handling the puck at times and did not attempt a shot in the match. He did have an assist on Giroux's goal, playing the puck near the crease moments before Giroux backhanded a shot in off goaltender Anton Khudobin (22 saves).

 Hartnell and Simmonds each extended their scoring streaks to five games. Hartnell has seven points (two goals and five assists) in that span. Simmonds has eight points (two goals and six assists). Additionally, dating back to Dec. 17, Simmonds has produced at least one point in 15 of 18 games, generating 23 points (12 goals, 11 assists).

 All in all, the Flyers' performance against Carolina was lackluster. The Flyers' feet weren't moving and the attention to detail was lacking at times.

 The Flyers couldn't cope with the Hurricanes' speed both in carrying the puck up ice and in getting their forecheck going. Philly had trouble on breakouts, especially early in the first period and for much of the third. Philly's own forecheck was sporadic and the passing was bad. The line changes were slow and sloppy. The puck support was inconsistent, and the decision-making with the puck (particularly by Couturier in this game) was sometimes questionable.

 On the Flyers' injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is slated to remain out of the lineup until after the Olympic break. 

BLUE JACKETS OUTLOOK

 Columbus rides a seven-game winning streak into Thursday's game. Overall, the club is 8-1-0 thus far in January. 

 Former Flyers goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky has been outstanding of late, demonstrating the form that helped him to win the Vezina Trophy last season. Bobrovsky has won each of his last eight starts, with a 1.77 goals against average, .941 save percentage and one shutout in that span. Bobrovsky was injured at the time the two clubs met in the December home-and-home. This will be his first career game against the Flyers.

 In their most recent game, Columbus captured a 5-3 home win over the Los Angeles Kings on Tuesday night. Two goals by Umberger (his 12th and 13th of the season) and Johansen's 19th goal of the campaign forged a 3-2 lead for the Blue Jackets before Nathan Horton extended the lead to two goals in the final minute of the second period. Artem Anisimov's 13th goal of the season briefly gave the Jackets a three-goal cushion late in the third period. LA got that one back against Bobrovsky (26 saves) but got no closer.

 Horton, who often gave the Flyers fits during his stint with the Boston Bruins, is another key Columbus player who was out of the lineup when the clubs met previously. Making his season debut on Jan. 2 after recovering from offseason shoulder surgery, Horton has three goals (two on the power play) and six points to date.

 In the front end of the December home-and-home, the Flyers managed to snap a lengthy point streak for Johansen in the game in game in Philadelphia. He struck back the next night. For the season, the player leads the club with 37 points. Johansen had been held

 pointless in six of seven games after the Christmas break but has come on again of late with points in four of the last five games (three goals, two assists).

 During the New York Rangers career of Brandon Dubinsky, the player frequently got under the skin of the Flyers. While his career statistical totals against the Flyers aren't eye-catching (five goals, 13 points in 34 games to go along with 69 penalty minutes), Dubinsky had a knack for scoring at critical junctures. 

 On the Columbus injury front, Marian Gaborik remains sidelined with the broken collarbone he suffered against the Flyers in Dec. Additionally, Blake Comeau (sprained knee) and Jared Boll (bone bruise in his left foot) are on injured reserve.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.67 (17th), Blue Jackets 2.84 (8th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.78 (18th), Blue Jackets 2.80 (19th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.93 (19th), Blue Jackets 1.06 (11th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.5% (18th), Blue Jackets 19.2% (13th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.2% (6th), Blue Jackets 80.2% (19th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.4% (19th), Blue Jackets 51.0% (13th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek 

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 9 Steve Downie - 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 29 Ray Emery

 [35 Steve Mason]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

BLUE JACKETS

 71 Nick Foligno - 19 Ryan Johansen - 18 R.J. Umberger

 38 Boone Jenner - 42 Artem Anisimov - 8 Nathan Horton

 11 Matt Calvert - 17 Brandon Dubinsky - 13 Cam Atkinson

 24 Derek MacKenzie - 55 Mark Letestu - 26 Corey Tropp

 7 Jack Johnson - 51 Fedor Tyutin 

 27 Ryan Murray -21 James Wisniewski

 6 Nikita Nikitin - 58 David Savard

 72 Sergei Bobrovsky

 [31 Curtis McIlhinney]

Scratches: Dalton Proust (healthy), Cody Bass (healthy), Marian Gaborik (IR, broken clavicle), Jared Boll (IR, foot), Blake Comeau (IR, sprained knee).

 *********
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UPDATE 3:00 P.M. EST

 Jakub Voracek (hand injury) will be in the Flyers lineup tonight. Projected lineups have been updated accordingly.

 ************

Following yesterday's cancellation of the Flyers-Hurricanes game due to heavy snow, arctic temperatures and heavy wind gusts in the Delaware Valley, the game was rescheduled for tonight. Yesterday's game preview is updated below, including the club's rankings in various statistical categories following last night's NHL games.

 With today initially scheduled to be an off-day for the Flyers, I had planned to do a Meltzer's Musings blog assessing Steve Mason's contract extension. That will run instead on Friday.

FLYERS VS. HURRICANES GAME PREVIEW (7:30 A.M. EST)

 Sporting an 11-1-1 record over their last 13 home games, the Philadelphia Flyers (25-19-6) are back at the Wells Fargo Center tonight to host the Carolina Hurricanes (20-19-9). Game time is scheduled for 6:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on TCN Philadelphia.

 This is the third of four meetings between the teams this season and the first of two in Philly. The season series will conclude with a Sun. April 13 afternoon game at the Wells Fargo Center.

 Historically, the Flyers have dominated the Hurricanes, with a 20-3-3 mark over the last 26 meetings and a 10-1-2 record over the last 13 games in Philadelphia. It has been a different story so far this season, however, with the Canes winning each of the first two games. 

 On Oct. 6, Carolina defeated the Flyers by a deceptive 2-1 score. The game proved to be Peter Laviolette's final game as the Flyers' coach. Coincidentally, Laviolette's last game was against the team he'd led to a Stanley Cup.

 In the game, the Hurricanes outshot the Flyers by a 34-18 margin, with a 60-40 differential in attempted shots. Much of that differential due to a lopsided first period, in which the Flyers struggled to cope with Carolina's speed. Jeff Skinner dominated in particular.

 Only the strong play of goaltender Steve Mason, who was stellar after allowing an early soft goal, kept the score respectable for the Flyers. Luke Schenn scored the lone Flyers goal, directly off a faceoff win. A few minutes later, the defenseman gave the goal back on a bad giveaway into the slot.

 Philadelphia had several good chances to re-tie the game in the third period, but they were unable to find an equalizer.

 On Nov. 5, the Flyers lost 2-1 in overtime. Philly was just 53 seconds away from its second straight 1-0 road victory when a downward spiral began against a team that brought a five-game losing streak into the game and had been having great difficulty scoring goals.

 At 16:02 of the third period, Scott Hartnell tipped home a Kimmo Timonen point shot to give the Flyers a 1-0 lead. Both Hartnell and Timonen recorded their first point of the 2013-14 season. Claude Giroux got the secondary assist.

 With Carolina goaltender Justin Peters pulled for an extra attacker, the Flyers lost a defensive zone faceoff. Carolina pinned the Flyers in deep, and eventually cashed in as Jordan Staal got loose behind Giroux and scored after receiving a pass from his brother Eric. The faceoff deep in Philadelphia territory was set up by a needless icing by Flyers defenseman Nicklas Grossmann, who inexplicably hammered the puck down the ice when under no pressure.

 In overtime, the Flyers played things almost too conservatively at first and then made final costly gaffe. With no support nearby, Mark Streit attempted to stickhandle the puck into the offensive zone and lost the disc to Ron Hainsey. Hainsey got the puck quickly to veteran defensive forward Manny Malhotra, who skated off on an breakaway. Malhotra slid a backhanded shot past Mason at the 2:40 mark of OT. 

 The Flyers got outshot 36-29 in regulation and 2-0 in OT. Mason was once again excellent in making 36 saves, and could not be faulted for either of the late Carolina goals.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers return to action tomorrow night, paying a visit to Columbus. On Saturday, the defending Eastern Conference champion Boston Bruins come to Philly for a 1 p.m. matinee. Due to cancellation of last night's game, the Flyers will end up playing three games in a span of roughly 92 hours.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have a 5-3-2 record thus far in January. On the positive side, the club has scored three or more regulation goals in eight of the 10 games (5-1-2 record). Of great concern is the fact that Philly has simultaneously allowed three or more regulation goals in seven games (3-2-2 record), including each of the last six matches. 

 In the front half their home-and-home set with the Islanders, the Flyers tied a franchise record for games won after trailing at some point of the third period. On Tuesday, the Flyers blew a 3-1 lead in the third period and went on to lose via shootout. It was the sixth game Philly has lost when leading after two periods (15-2-4).

 Matt Read was the big standout offensively for the Flyers on Tuesday, potting a spectacular shorthanded goal on an elevated backhand shot and later scoring an even strength goal on the rush. Read has scored 13 goals this season and 48 in his 164 career regular season games. He's scored six this season against the Isles (three empty net, two even strength, and one shorthanded) and 10 for his career.

 Wayne Simmonds also scored for the Flyers on Long Island, following up his own rebound after a good feed by Scott Hartnell. Simmonds leads the club with 17 goals and bring a four-game point streak (two goals, seven points) into tonight's game. Dating back to Dec. 17, Simmonds has racked up 12 goals, 10 assists and 22 points in 17 games. The power forward has recorded at least one point 14 of the 17 tilts.

 The Flyers had been winning the special teams battles in the majority of their recent games. Despite Read's shorthanded tally, yesterday's outcome was largely due to bad penalties -- both Steve Downie and Hartnell were guilty parties-- and special teams failures. 

 Philly was unable to cash in on any of its three power plays against the Islanders on Tuesday, who came into the game ranked last in the NHL on the penalty kill. Early the third period, the Flyers had a 4-on-3 power play with an opportunity to extend a 3-1 lead. They were unable to cash in, and New York began its comeback shortly thereafter.

 Penalty killing, which had been a rock of strength for the Flyers heading into the game but which has stumbled in two of the last three games, was also a trouble spot on the Island. The Islanders went 2-for-6 on the man advantage yesterday, and their lone even strength goal (which cut the deficit to 3-2) was scored moments after the expiration of an Adam Hall penalty.

 In the second period of yesterday's game, Hartnell took a needless tripping penalty behind the Islanders' net. New York's deadly John Tavares made the Flyers pay, tying the game at 1-1. 

 In the latter stages of the third period, the Flyers were hemmed in deep in their own zone for an extended period of time but all play was along the perimeter. Outworked along the boards inside the left point, Downie grabbed defenseman Calvin de Haan and took a holding penalty. The Isles cashed in on the power play to tie the game. 

 The Flyers lost top line right winger Jakub Voracek to a hand injury in the third period of Tuesday's game, resulting from a slash by New York's Cal Clutterbuck. He briefly returned from the locker room but was unable to continue. Officially, he is a game-time decision to play against the Hurricanes.

 Elsewhere on the injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is slated to remain out of the lineup until after the Olympic break. 

 Mason is likely to return to the net in tonight's game after a strong outing by Ray Emery in Tuesday's game. Mason is coming off a hard-luck game on Saturday, in which he was pulled in the second period with the team trailing 4-3. The Flyers' goaltender had no chance on any of the four goals that got past him on 24 shots, and actually had to make numerous tough saves to even keep the Flyers within shouting distance at times. 

HURRICANES OUTLOOK

 The Canes are 5-3-0 thus far in January. After staging a comeback on New Year's eve to defeat Montreal, Carolina began the 2014 calendar year with four more consecutive wins. 

 The club has cooled off of late, however. The Hurricanes have dropped three of their last four games, including a 5-3 home loss to Tampa Bay on Sunday. The Bolts built a 4-0 lead from which the Canes were not quite able to recover. 

 Alexander Semin (power play), Eric Staal and Ron Hainsey scored in a losing cause against the Lightning. Peters started the game, getting pulled at 15:07 of the first period after Tampa scored its third goal on seven shots. Anton Khudobin took over, stopping 15 of 17 shots over the remainder of the game.

 Eric Staal leads the team in overall scoring, with 11 goals and 28 assists for 39 points. Skinner's 21 goals in 37 games paces the club in the goal-scoring department.

 On the injury front, goalie Cam Ward remains shelved with a lower body injury and defenseman Joni Pitkänen is out for the season after undergoing heel surgery.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.68 (16th), Hurricanes 2.42 (25th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.78 (17th), Hurricanes 2.79 (18th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.93 (19th), Hurricanes 0.81 (26th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.2% (19th), Hurricanes 14.6% (25th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.1% (7th), Hurricanes 79.4% (24th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.4% (18th), Hurricanes 51.6% (9th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek 

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 9 Steve Downie - 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

Hurricanes

 19 Jiri Tlusty - 12 - Eric Staal - 28 Alexander Semin

 53 Jeff Skinner - 16 Elias Lindholm - 15 Tuomo Ruutu

 14 Nathan Gerbe - 11 Jordan Staal - 39 Pat Dwyer

 22 Manny Malhotra - 20 Riley Nash - 18 Radek Dvorak

 27 Justin Faulk - 4 Andrej Sekera

 26 John-Michael Liles - 65 Ron Hainsey

 73 Brett Bellemore - 7 Ryan Murphy

 35 Justin Peters / 31 Anton Khudobin

Scratches: Mike Komisarek (healthy), Jay Harrison (healthy), Drayson Bowman (healthy), Cam Ward (IR, lower body), Joni Pitkänen (IR, heel surgery).

 *********
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GAME CANCELLED 

 With a snow emergency in effect in Philadelphia, tonight's Flyers-Hurricanes game has officially been cancelled. The game will be played tomorrow night at 6 p.m. EST.

 **************************************

FLYERS VS. HURRICANES GAME PREVIEW (5:30 A.M. EST)

 Sporting an 11-1-1 record over their last 13 home games, the Philadelphia Flyers (25-19-6) are back at the Wells Fargo Center tonight to host the Carolina Hurricanes (20-19-9). Game time is scheduled for 7:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the third of four meetings between the teams this season and the first of two in Philly. The season series will conclude with a Sun. April 13 afternoon game at the Wells Fargo Center.

 Historically, the Flyers have dominated the Hurricanes, with a 20-3-3 mark over the last 26 meetings and a 10-1-2 record over the last 13 games in Philadelphia. It has been a different story so far this season, however, with the Canes winning each of the first two games. 

 On Oct. 6, Carolina defeated the Flyers by a deceptive 2-1 score. The game proved to be Peter Laviolette's final game as the Flyers' coach. Coincidentally, Laviolette's last game was against the team he'd led to a Stanley Cup.

 In the game, the Hurricanes outshot the Flyers by a 34-18 margin, with a 60-40 differential in attempted shots. Much of that differential due to a lopsided first period, in which the Flyers struggled to cope with Carolina's speed. Jeff Skinner dominated in particular.

 Only the strong play of goaltender Steve Mason, who was stellar after allowing an early soft goal, kept the score respectable for the Flyers. Luke Schenn scored the lone Flyers goal, directly off a faceoff win. A few minutes later, the defenseman gave the goal back on a bad giveaway into the slot.

 Philadelphia had several good chances to re-tie the game in the third period, but they were unable to find an equalizer.

 On Nov 5., the Flyers lost 2-1 in overtime. Philly was just 53 seconds away from its second straight 1-0 road victory when a downward spiral began against a team that brought a five-game losing streak into the game and had been having great difficulty scoring goals.

 At 16:02 of the third period, Scott Hartnell tipped home a Kimmo Timonen point shot to give the Flyers a 1-0 lead. Both Hartnell and Timonen recorded their first point of the 2013-14 season. Claude Giroux got the secondary assist.

 With Carolina goaltender Justin Peters pulled for an extra attacker, the Flyers lost a defensive zone faceoff. Carolina pinned the Flyers in deep, and eventually cashed in as Jordan Staal got loose behind Giroux and scored after receiving a pass from his brother Eric. The faceoff deep in Philadelphia territory was set up by a needless icing by Flyers defenseman Nicklas Grossmann, who inexplicably hammered the puck down the ice when under no pressure.

 In overtime, the Flyers played things almost too conservatively at first and then made final costly gaffe. With no support nearby, Mark Streit attempted to stickhandle the puck into the offensive zone and lost the disc to Ron Hainsey. Hainsey got the puck quickly to veteran defensive forward Manny Malhotra, who skated off on an breakaway. Malhotra slid a backhanded shot past Mason at the 2:40 mark of OT. 

 The Flyers got outshot 36-29 in regulation and 2-0 in OT. Mason was once again excellent in making 36 saves, and could not be faulted for either of the late Carolina goals.

 Coming into tonight's game, both the Flyers and Hurricanes will be in action for the third time in four nights. The Hurricanes had a day off yesterday after games on Saturday and Sunday. The Flyers are in the second half of back-to-back games after yesterday's 4-3 road shootout loss to the New York Islanders.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers will have a day off tomorrow. They return to action on Thursday, paying a visit to Columbus. On Saturday, the defending Eastern Conference champion Boston Bruins come to Philly for a 1 p.m. matinee. 

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have a 5-3-2 record thus far in January. On the positive side, the club has scored three or more regulation goals in eight of the 10 games (5-1-2 record). Of great concern is the fact that Philly has simultaneously allowed three or more regulation goals in seven games (3-2-2 record), including each of the last six matches. 

 In the front half their home-and-home set with the Islanders, the Flyers tied a franchise record for games won after trailing at some point of the third period. Yesterday, the Flyers blew a 3-1 lead in the third period and went on to lose via shootout. It was the sixth game Philly has lost when leading after two periods (15-2-4).

 Matt Read was the big standout offensively for the Flyers yesterday, potting a spectacular shorthanded goal on an elevated backhand shot and later scoring an even strength goal on the rush. Read has scored 13 goals this season and 48 in his 164 career regular season games. He's scored six this season against the Isles (three empty net, two even strength, and one shorthanded) and 10 for his career.

 Wayne Simmonds also scored for the Flyers yesterday, following up his own rebound after a good feed by Scott Hartnell. Simmonds leads the club with 17 goals and bring a four-game point streak (two goals, seven points) into tonight's game. Dating back to Dec. 17, Simmonds has racked up 12 goals, 10 assists and 22 points in 17 games. The power forward has recorded at least one point 14 of the 17 tilts.

 The Flyers had been winning the special teams battles in the majority of their recent games. Despite Read's shorthanded tally, yesterday's outcome was largely due to bad penalties -- both Steve Downie and Hartnell were guilty parties-- and special teams failures. 

 Philly was unable to cash in on any of its three power plays against the Islanders, who came into the game ranked last in the NHL on the penalty kill. Early the third period, the Flyers had a 4-on-3 power play with an opportunity to extend a 3-1 lead. They were unable to cash in, and New York began its comeback shortly thereafter.

 Penalty killing, which had been a rock of strength for the Flyers heading into the game but which has stumbled in two of the last three games, was also a trouble spot yesterday. The Islanders went 2-for-6 on the man advantage yesterday, and their lone even strength goal (which cut the deficit to 3-2) was scored moments after the expiration of an Adam Hall penalty.

 In the second period of yesterday's game, Hartnell took a needless tripping penalty behind the Islanders' net. New York's deadly John Tavares made the Flyers pay, tying the game at 1-1. 

 In the latter stages of the third period, the Flyers were hemmed in deep in their own zone for an extended period of time but all play was along the perimeter. Outworked along the boards inside the left point, Downie grabbed defenseman Calvin de Haan and took a holding penalty. The Isles cashed in on the power play to tie the game. 

 The Flyers lost top line right winger Jakub Voracek to a hand injury in the third period of yesterday's game, resulting from a slash by New York's Cal Clutterbuck. He briefly returned from the locker room but was unable to continue in the game.

 Elsewhere on the injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is slated to remain out of the lineup until after the Olympic break. 

 Mason is likely to return to the net in tonight's game after a strong outing by Ray Emery in yesterday's game. Mason is coming off a hard-luck game on Saturday, in which he was pulled in the second period with the team trailing 4-3. The Flyers' goaltender had no chance on any of the four goals that got past him on 24 shots, and actually had to make numerous tough saves to even keep the Flyers within shouting distance at times. 

HURRICANES OUTLOOK

 The Canes are 5-3-0 thus far in January. After staging a comeback on New Year's eve to defeat Montreal, Carolina began the 2014 calendar year with four more consecutive wins. 

 The club has cooled off of late, however. The Hurricanes have dropped three of their last four games, including a 5-3 home loss to Tampa Bay on Sunday. The Bolts built a 4-0 lead from which the Canes were not quite able to recover. 

 Alexander Semin (power play), Eric Staal and Ron Hainsey scored in a losing cause against the Lightning. Peters started the game, getting pulled at 15:07 of the first period after Tampa scored its third goal on seven shots. Anton Khudobin took over, stopping 15 of 17 shots over the remainder of the game.

 Eric Staal leads the team in overall scoring, with 11 goals and 28 assists for 39 points. Skinner's 21 goals in 37 games paces the club in the goal-scoring department.

 On the injury front, goalie Cam Ward remains shelved with a lower body injury and defenseman Joni Pitkänen is out for the season after undergoing heel surgery.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.68 (15th), Hurricanes 2.42 (25th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.78 (17th), Hurricanes 2.79 (18th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.93 (17th), Hurricanes 0.81 (26th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.2% (19th), Hurricanes 14.6% (25th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.1% (8th), Hurricanes 79.4% (25th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.4% (17th), Hurricanes 51.6% (9th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 9 Steve Downie - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 37 Jay Rosehill - 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Jakub Voracek (hand, will be re-evaluated today), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

Hurricanes

 19 Jiri Tlusty - 12 - Eric Staal - 28 Alexander Semin

 53 Jeff Skinner - 16 Elias Lindholm - 15 Tuomo Ruutu

 14 Nathan Gerbe - 11 Jordan Staal - 39 Pat Dwyer

 22 Manny Malhotra - 20 Riley Nash - 18 Radek Dvorak

 27 Justin Faulk - 4 Andrej Sekera

 26 John-Michael Liles - 65 Ron Hainsey

 73 Brett Bellemore - 7 Ryan Murphy

 35 Justin Peters / 31 Anton Khudobin

Scratches: Mike Komisarek (healthy), Jay Harrison (healthy), Drayson Bowman (healthy), Cam Ward (IR, lower body), Joni Pitkänen (IR, heel surgery).

 *********
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FLYERS VS. ISLANDERS GAME PREVIEW (9:00 P.M. EST, 1/19/14)

 In the back end of a home-and-home set, the Philadelphia Flyers (25-19-5) are in Nassau Coliseum for a return match with the New York Islanders (19-24-7). Game time is 1:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the fourth and final game between the teams this season, and the second on Long Island. The Flyers, who are 30-3-2 in their last 35 games against the Islanders and are 3-0-0 against the Isles in the meetings this season, will look to sweep the season series.

 On Oct. 26, a struggling Flyers team captured a 5-2 road win over the Isles to improve their early season record to 3-7-0. The match marked the first time in the 2013-14 that the Flyers scored more than two goals in a a game. Vincent Lecavalier notched a hat trick on a power play goal and a pair of even strength tallies. Jakub Voracek lit the lamp for the first time in the 2013-14 season, and Matt Read added an empty net goal. Victorious goaltender Steve Mason made 26 saves. 

 On Nov. 23, the Flyers won at home by an identical 5-2 score after a scoreless opening period. Matt Read scored a pair of goals, while Wayne Simmonds, Claude Giroux (power play) and Brayden Schenn contributed single tallies and Jakub Voracek provided spectacular assists on the Giroux and Schenn goals. Mason turned back 36 of shots to improve his season save percentage at the time to .933, and lower his goals against average to 2.11.

 This past Saturday night in Philly, there were three lead changes en route to a 6-4 Flyers victory. Andrej Meszaros notched a pair of goals for the Flyers, while Adam Hall, Voracek, Michael Raffl and Read (empty netter) also scored and Giroux made tremendous setups on the tying and winning goals. John Tavares, Cal Clutterbuck, Brock Nelson and Brian Strait were credited with the four Islanders goals. New York outshot the Flyers by a 27-18 margin through the opening two periods, but the Flyers outshot the Isles, 14-2, in the third period. 

 Philly allowed just five shots in the final 24 minutes of Saturday's game after a hung-out-to-dry Steve Mason (20 saves on 24 shots) was replaced by Ray Emery. Kevin Poulin stopped 26 of 31 shots for the Islanders.

 After Monday's game, the Flyers will be right back in action on Tuesday, returning home to play the Carolina Hurricanes. The Flyers will be playing for the third time in four nights, as will the Canes. However, Carolina will be idle on Monday.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have a 5-3-1 record thus far in January. On the positive side, the club has scored three or more regulation goals in seven of the nine games (5-1-1 record). Of concern is the fact that Philly has simultaneously allowed three or more regulation goals in six games (3-2-1 record), including each of the last five matches. 

 Saturday's comeback win tied a Flyers franchise record for games won after trailing at some point of the third period. It was the team's fifth win when trailing after two periods. All of the club's successful third-period comebacks have happened after Thanksgiving. 

 While the club knows it is not out a game if it trails, frequently chasing the game and giving up as many goals as Philly has yielded of late is not a recipe for sustained success. For this reason, Flyers coach Craig Berube was not happy after Saturday's game despite the win and the six-goal bonanza. 

 For much of Saturday's game, Berube used Vincent Lecavalier on the left wing of the Giroux line. However, Raffl was back with the top unit on the shift where he scored the game-winning goal.

 The Flyers went 0-for-2 on the power play last game, which ended a streak four consecutive games in which the club scored at least one power play goal. However, while the team has struggled defensively at five-on-five of late, the penalty kill has been excellent with the exception of yielding two goals to Nashville last Thursday. The Flyers went 3-for-3 on the PK on Saturday and are now 36-for-39 (92.3 pct) over the last 11 games. 

 Meszaros has scored three goals in the last two games. Meanwhile, team captain Giroux has posted 23 points (eight goals, 15 assists) over the club's last 18 games. 

 The Flyers dominated the faceoff circle in Saturday's game against the Islanders, going 39-for-58 (67 percent) for the game. The club was led in that department by Giroux (12-for-17) and Adam Hall (11-for-13).

 The shorthanded goal the Flyers yielded to Cal Clutterbuck in the first period of Saturday's game was the eighth that Philly has given up this season. Only the Edmonton Oilers (nine) have given up more.

 With back-to-back games on Monday and Tuesday, the Flyers are likely to split the goaltending chores. It is not known as of this writing whether Mason or Emery will get the call on Long Island.

 In Thursday's game, the Flyers dressed Jay Rosehill and the Islanders started Eric Boulton. The inevitable happened at 15:24 of the first period, when they squared off in an active fight. It was their second bout of the year, having also fought in the Oct. 26 game on Long Island (at a time when the Islanders had an odd-man rush going; causing the play to end). Rosehill has played in all three games against the Islanders to date this season.

 On the injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is slated to remain out of the lineup until after the Olympic break. 

ISLANDERS OUTLOOK

 The Islanders are 6-3-0 thus far during the month of January. They had been playing much better hockey heading into the game in Philly -- where the Isles continued to assert themselves offensively for the first 26 minutes of the game -- but their defense and goaltending was subpar in Saturday's game.

 Tavares, the NHL's First Star of the Week last week, continued his offensive streak with a goal in Thursday's game. Linemates Thomas Vanek and Kyle Okposo set him up at point blank range. Despite the even strength tally, Tavares ended up minus-three for the game, while his linemates were minus-two.

 On the injury front, Travis Hamonic remains sidelined with an upper body injury that could be a concussion. Veteran defenseman Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) and veteran goalie Evgeni Nabokov (lower body) remain on injured reserve.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.67 (15th), Islanders 2.66 (16th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.78 (17th), Islanders 3.20 (29th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.92 (18th), Islanders 0.84 (25th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.5% (16th), Islanders 18.4% (18th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.6% (7th), Islanders 75.5% (30th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.6% (17th), Islanders 46.4% (27th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 9 Steve Downie - 18 Adam Hall - 37 Jay Rosehill

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason / 29 Ray Emery

Potential Scratches: Chris VandeVelde (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

ISLANDERS

 26 Thomas Vanek - 91 John Tavares - 21 Kyle Okposo

 12 Josh Bailey - 51 Frans Nielsen - 15 Cal Clutterbuck

 40 Michael Grabner - 29 Brock Nelson - 13 Colin McDonald

 36 Eric Boulton - 53 Casey Cizikas - 17 Matt Martin

 37 Brian Strait - 47 Andrew MacDonald

 44 Calvin de Haan - 46 Matt Donovan

 7 Matt Carkner - 14 Thomas Hickey

 60 Kevin Poulin / 45 Anders Nilsson

Potential Scratches: Travis Hamonic (upper body), Peter Regin (healthy), Radek Martinek (healthy), Evgeni Nabokov (IR, lower body), Lubomir Visnovsky (IR, concussion).

 *********

BOURDON CLEARED FOR CONTACT

 The Flyers announced yesterday that defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon, who has missed over a full calendar year due to concussion-related issues, has been cleared for contact and will soon resume his career. Bourdon skated on Sunday at the Skate Zone in Voorhees.

 The 24-year-old player, who cleared waivers back in Sept. (which is why he has not been on the long-term injured reserve list), is expected to be loaned the Phantoms this week. This is very encouraging news for the likable and hard-working defenseman, who previously experienced a series of setbacks while recovering from concussions. 

 Bourdon dressed for 45 regular season games for the Flyers during the 2011-12 season, as well as Game One of the Flyers-Penguins playoff series. He tallied four goals, seven points and 57 penalty minutes while frequently playing with Braydon Coburn as his partner.

 *********
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FLYERS TIE FRANCHISE RECORD WITH NINTH THIRD-PERIOD COMEBACK WIN

 The Philadelphia Flyers have gotten pretty good at this third-period comeback win. Tonight's 6-4 victory over the New York Islanders at the Wells Fargo Center tied a franchise record for third period comebacks. 

 The win marked the ninth time this season -- all since after Thanksgiving -- that the Flyers have come back to win after trailing at some point in the third period. It is their fifth win when trailing at the second intermission.

 There were three lead changes in the game. The Flyers trailed 2-0 and then went on to score the next three goals on a pair of goals by Andrej Meszaros and an Adam Hall deflection. The Islanders then came back to score the next two and take a 4-3 lead to the second intermission. In the third period, the Flyers outshot the Islanders by a 14-2 margin and scored three unanswered goals by Jakub Voracek, Michael Raffl and Matt Read (empty net goal) to grab the 6-4 win. 

 John Tavares, Cal Clutterbuck, Brock Nelson and Brian Strait (on a shot that appeared to be deflected by Nelson) were credited with the four Islanders goals. New York outshot the Flyers by a 27-18 margin through the opening two periods. 

 Flyers goaltender Steve Mason, with the ink just dried on his new three-year, $12.3 million contract, deserved better than what he got tonight. The Flyers' goaltender had no chance on any of the four goals that got past him on 24 shots, and actually had to make numerous tough saves to even keep the Flyers within shouting distance at times. 

 The Tavares goal at 7:43 of the first period saw Braydon Coburn and Adam Hall abandon coverages in front of the net while Nicklas Grossmann lost a battle behind the net. The Islanders' most dangerous player was left all alone at point blank range to receive a feed from Thomas Vanek.

 Clutterbuck's shorthanded goal at 11:54 of the first period was the eighth the Flyers have allowed this season; only Edmonton (nine) has allowed more. On the play, Voracek got outworked by Frans Nielsen on a counterattack up the left side and Scott Hartnell dogged it on the backcheck -- no other way to put it -- to allow Clutterbuck to get wide open over the middle. 

 Nelson's goal at 11:05 of the second period was a vicious deflection of a Calvin de Haan point shot that had a lot of movement on it in its own right.

 The goal credited to Strait at 14:00 of the middle stanza was a play where Mason was screened by defensemen Mark Streit and Grossmann (who was attempting to block a shot). The puck appeared to deflect off the stick of Nelson, hit the post and go in. 

 Mason was pulled by Craig Berube after the fourth goal, but it had nothing to do with the way the goaltender was playing. The changeover to Ray Emery was done solely to wake up the team. 

 After the game, Berube aptly described Mason as a "victim" in this game, and the coach was absolutely right. Under the same set of conditions, no goaltender in the world was going to give up less than the four goals. 

 Over the remaining 24:00 of the game after the change in net, the Flyers gave up just five shots on goal. Emery was tested only once among the shots he saw. So the message was heard loud and clear. 

 Early in the season, third periods were a major trouble spot for the Flyers. Winning, losing or tied after two periods, Philly's goal and shot differential early in the season was horrific. Over the last seven weeks, third periods have become the team's saving grace on many nights. 

 The Flyers came at the Islanders with ferocity in the third period, whether it was generating speed through the neutral zone or getting pucks in deep and pounding the Isles with their forecheck. It felt like a matter of time until they got rewarded on the scoreboard. 

 After the game, I asked Voracek what he thinks the main difference is now between the Flyers' third periods early in the season and the ones since Thanksgiving.

 "Confidence," he said. "I think we're skating better in the third period than we used to in the beginning of the season. We have more energy. We're really working on our forecheck in practices and games. I think that's what won us the game today in the third period."

 The sequence that ended with Voracek's game-tying goal at 7:14 saw the Flyers work the puck in deep and generate a pair of good chance. The first one, by Raffl, was not cashed in. The second one, on a tremendous passing sequence that saw Kimmo Timonen find Claude Giroux and the Flyers' captain feather a pass to Voracek in the right circle, got hammered home. The tally was Voracek's 14th of the season. 

 At the 15:45 mark, Raffl was the trailer on a rush up the ice and ripped home the go-ahead goal from the left slot. Once again, Giroux made a tremendous setup play to create the scoring chance. Voracek received the secondary helper. Read's empty net goal sealed the win.

 The Islanders' team defense was every bit as porous as Philly's throughout the game. Both teams had too many forwards cheating out of the zone and providing precious little backchecking help, while the defensemen blew assignments and made poor breakout pass attempts under the slightest pressure. 

 Meanwhile, the New York goaltending in the game was subpar; far worse than Philly's in actuality. Although Kevin Poulin could only be directly faulted on the first Flyers' goal, he looked shaky all night on shots from all angles. It is fair to say that the Islanders' scatterbrained defense in this game was an example of mediocre defense and mediocre goaltending feeding into each other and dragging the other down even further.

 Meszaros' first goal at 14:43 was one of the softest goals an opposing goalie has yielded to Philly this season (although Sean Couturier's goal out of the corner probably topped it). The Flyers defenseman carried the mail up the left side and fired a routine shot from a severe angle that got under Poulin's stick and slipped through the five hole. 

 The soft goal gave the Flyers life when they were on the ropes early. 

 Meszaros' second goal at 18:38 of the first period was partially due to a great move by Meszaros to fake a shot and move around a defender, partially due to Poulin crouching too low and leaving room upstairs and partially due to a beautiful shot by Meszaros to top-shelf it. Meszaros said after the game that he saw room in both top corners, went for the high blocker side (where he tries to go in practice) and was fortunate enough to hit the mark.

 The Hall goal at 3:45 of the second period was an unstoppable one. The Flyers forward deflected a Streit point shot and the puck severely changed direction on Poulin. The play was briefly reviewed to check if Hall played the puck with a high stick but the goal stood.

 Philly came out on the favorable end of a waved off Islanders goal not all that long thereafter. Vanek was called for a crease/ non-penalty goalie interference violation for falling into the middle of the crease without being pushed. The Flyers temporarily held their 3-2 lead but it was clear even then that neither team was done scoring for the night. 

 The Flyers went 0-for-2 on the power play in the game, with a shorthanded goal allowed. New York went 0-for-3 on the man advantage, and Philly's stellar third-period kill of an automatic delay of game penalty on Meszaros for flipping the puck over the glass in the defensive zone was a momentum builder for the Flyers in the final stanza. 

 It is wonderful that the Flyers know they are not out of games when they trail, and have become an excellent comeback team. However, no team can afford to play with fire like that too often. 

 The same Flyers' team that, in November, went six-plus games without allowing a single even strength goal has been awful defensively too often of late. 

 Philly has a 5-3-1 record thus far in January. The club has scored three or more regulation goals in seven of the nine games (5-1-1 record). That's quite good, but what's not so good is that they've allowed three or more regulation goals in six games (3-2-1 record), including each of the last five matches. 

 Over the long haul, this is unsustainable. For this reason, Berube was an unhappy coach after the game. In his roughly 65-word postgame press conference, "Chief" used about half the words to say the team played well in the third period. The others, straight and to point, were used to convey that the first 40 minutes were unacceptable and that Mason was not the one deserving of blame. 

 Final thoughts: Sometimes one team just has another one's number. In their last 35 games against the Islanders, the Flyers sport a 30-3-2 record. The Flyers have already clinched the season series again this year.

 Philly will look for a season series sweep in the back end of the home-and-home set. The two teams will rematch at Nassau Coliseum on Monday afternoon. Opening faceoff is 1 p.m. 

 *********
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FLYERS VS. ISLANDERS GAME PREVIEW (5:15 A.M. EST)

 In the front end of a home-and-home set, the Philadelphia Flyers (24-19-5) play host to the New York Islanders (19-23-7). Game time is 7:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the third of four meetings between the teams this season, and the second and final one in Philadelphia. 

 On Oct. 26, a struggling Flyers team captured a 5-2 road win over the Isles to improve their early season record to 3-7-0. The match marked the first time in the 2013-14 that the Flyers scored more than two goals in a a game. Vincent Lecavalier notched a hat trick on a power play goal and a pair of even strength tallies. Jakub Voracek lit the lamp for the first time in the 2013-14 season, and Matt Read added an empty net goal. Victorious goaltender Steve Mason made 26 saves. 

 On Nov. 23, the Flyers won at home by an identical 5-2 score after a scoreless opening period. Matt Read scored a pair of goals, while Wayne Simmonds, Claude Giroux (power play) and Brayden Schenn contributed single tallies and Jakub Voracek provided spectacular assists on the Giroux and Schenn goals. Mason turned back 36 of shots to improve his season save percentage at the time to .933, and lower his goals against average to 2.11.

 After tonight's game, the teams will rematch on Long Island on Monday afternoon. The Flyers will be right back in action on Tuesday, returning home to play the Carolina Hurricanes.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 On the heels of a 10-game home winning streak, the Flyers have lost each of their last two home matches. Overall, they are 1-2-1 in their last four games. 

 Early in the 2013-14 season, the Flyers were getting lights out goaltending (especially from Mason) and demonstrating significantly improved team defense. The problem in the first six weeks was a severe lack of goal scoring. 

 Since the start of December, the trend has reversed. The Flyers have been scoring with regularity, ranking near the top of the NHL in goals per game over the last seven weeks. However, team defense has gone south and the goaltending has been average on many nights. 

 Philly has a 4-3-1 record thus far in January. The team has scored three or more regulation goals in six of the eight games (4-1-1 record). They have allowed three or more regulation goals in five games (2-2-1 record), including each of the last four. 

 The Flyers are coming off a 4-3 home shootout loss to the Nashville Predators on Thursday night. An early first-period goal by Brayden Schenn gave the Flyers a quick lead but the team spent much of the night playing from behind until an Andrej Meszaros goal in the final five seconds of the second period tied the game at 2-2 and a Simmonds power play goal in the final two minutes of the third period sent the game to overtime.

 Mason turned back 34 of 37 shots in regulation and overtime. In the shootout, he stopped the first four Nashville shooters before yielding goals to each of the last three. Brayden Schenn and Sean Couturier were the only two of seven Philadelphia shooters to score.

 On a nearly annual basis in recent year, the Flyers have dominated the season series with the division rival Islanders. Philly enjoys a record of 29-3-2 in the last 34 games with the Islanders, including a 16-1-2 mark in the last 19 games played at the Wells Fargo Center.

 On the injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is slated to remain out of the lineup until after the Olympic break. 

ISLANDERS OUTLOOK

 Head coach Jack Capuano's job appeared to be in imminent jeopardy a few weeks ago, with the club sputtering. However, the club has played much better hockey since the calendar flipped to January. The Isles are 6-2-0 this month.

 New York is coming off a 2-1 road shootout win against Tampa Bay on Thursday. Thomas Vanek's late second period power play goal knotted the score at 1-1. After a scoreless third period and overtime, opening round shooter Frans Nielsen scored the first and only goal for either side. Kevin Poulin (30 saves in regulation and overtime) stopped Valtteri Filppula, Nikita Kucherov and Victor Hedman in succession to backstop his club to a second point. 

 John Taveras has returned of late to the form that made him a Hart Trophy finalist last season. In the 10 games since the Christmas break, Tavares has racked up eight goals, 10 assists and 18 points. For the season, he has lifted his team-leading totals to 21 goals, 36 assists and 57 points in 49 games. 

 The Islanders and Flyers have scored goals at about the same pace this season. However, New York is more top-heavy than the Flyers have been.

 Apart from second line center Frans Nielsen (17 goals, 41 points), scoring depth behind the Tavares line has been a problem for the Islanders for much of the season. Beyond the team captain and linemates Kyle Okposo (19 goals, 46 points) and Vanek (13 goals, 32 points in just 33 games), the drop-off is severe after Nielsen. 

 No other Isles player has reached double-digit goals yet. Defenseman Andrew MacDonald (three goals, 22 points) is the only other Islanders player with more than 15 points on the season. 

 The team needs players such as speedy former 34-goal scorer Michael Grabner (seven goals, 15 points) to contribute more offensively. Grabner recently notched goals in back-to-back games but has gone pointless in the last three matches and, at one point this season, went 32 games without a goal after scoring a pair on opening night.

 Spotty goaltending and so-so team defense have been the Islanders biggest problems over the course of the season. For the bulk of the season, poor penalty killing has been an Achilles heel that has cost the Islanders numerous games this season. Coming into tonight's game, the Islanders have killed penalties at a 75.2 percent rate.

 On the injury front, Travis Hamonic is sidelined with an upper body injury that could be a concussion. Veteran defenseman Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) and veteran goalie Evgeni Nabokov (lower body) remain on injured reserve.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.60 (16th), Islanders 2.63 (15th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.75 (17th), Islanders 3.14 (28th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.90 (20th), Islanders 0.85 (24th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.68% (15th), Islanders 18.71% (14th, nrounding)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.4% (7th), Islanders 75.2% (14th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.2% (19th), Islanders 46.7% (27th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 9 Steve Downie- 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

ISLANDERS

 26 Thomas Vanek - 91 John Tavares - 21 Kyle Okposo

 12 Josh Bailey - 51 Frans Nielsen - 16 Peter Regin

 40 Michael Grabner - 29 Brock Nelson - 15 Cal Clutterbuck

 17 Matt Martin - 53 Casey Cizikas - 13 Colin McDonald

 37 Brian Strait - 47 Andrew MacDonald

 44 Calvin de Haan - 46 Matt Donovan

 4 Radek Martinek - 14 Thomas Hickey

 60 Kevin Poulin

 [45 Anders Nilsson]

Potential Scratches: Travis Hamonic (upper body), Eric Boulton (healthy), Matt Carkner (healthy), Evgeni Nabokov (IR, lower body), Lubomir Visnovsky (IR, concussion).

 *********

STOLARZ CUT BY SKATE

 Flyers goaltending prospect Anthony Stolarz suffered a frightening injury in last night's Ontario Hockey League game between his London Knight's club and Saginaw spirit. At the 3:42 mark of the first period, Saginaw center Eric Locke accidentally landed on the back of Stolarz's leg with his skate, causing a severe cut. 

 Here is video of the incident:

 Thankfully, Stolarz's injury appears to be much less severe than the one sustained last season, by Flyers forward prospect Eric Wellwood. In an April 7 American Hockey League game, Wellwood's achilles tendon was 70 percent severed and three additional tendons were completely severed when he was sliced by his own skate blade. The player, who was signed to a minor league contract as a restricted free agent last summer, has not played a game this season.

 Stolarz, who lost a large amount of blood, was taken off on a stretcher and brought to a hospital in London, Ont. Several hours later, the player posted the following on his Twitter account:

 In order to prevent accidents such as the one last night in London, goaltenders are supposed to wear kevlar socks (or similar guards) to protect the backs of their legs from wayward skate blades. Based on the severity of the laceration, it is unlikely that Stolarz took the safety precaution.

 Some leagues require goaltenders are required to wear leg guards underneath their uniforms, and all recommend it. In reality, many goalie opt not to so for comfort.

 Stolarz, the Flyers second-round pick (45th overall) in the 2012 NHL Draft,has posted a 21-4-2 record for the Knights this season, with a 2.59 goals against average, .925 save percentage and three shutouts. 

 The 6-foot-6 native of Jackson, NJ was a member of Team USA at the recent World Junior Championship in Malmö, Sweden. In his lone appearance in the tournament, Stolarz recorded a 15-save shutout in an 8-0 romp over Germany.

 The goaltender, who is already under entry level contract with the Flyers, will turn 20 years old on Monday. Although the player will likely need additional seasoning before he is ready for the NHL, Stolarz has already come a long way since he was drafted out of the NAHL and briefly played collegiate hockey for the University of Nebraska at Omaha before opting to go to the OHL with London.

 *********
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Last night at the Wells Fargo Center, the Philadelphia Flyers played a strange -- but entertaining -- game against the Nashville Predators in a 4-3 shootout loss. Both games against Nashville this season ended up being decided by skills competition. The Flyers won the first one in Nashville. The Preds returned the favor in Philly.

 Brayden Schenn, Andrej Meszaros and Wayne Simmonds (power play) tallied for the Flyers. Eric Nystrom, David Legwand (power play) and Shea Weber (power play) scored for Nashville in regulation. 

 Steve Mason turned back 34 of 37 shots in regulation and overtime, while Predators counterpart Carter Hutton stopped 27 of 30 Flyers shots.

 In the shootout, neither team was able to pot a goal in the first four rounds. Vincent Lecavalier, Claude Giroux, Michael Raffl and Matt Read were unable to convert for Philly, while Steve Mason stopped Nashville's Craig Smith, Legwand, Seth Jones and Gabriel Bourque in succession. 

 Thereafter, the shootout turned into a goal-a-thon.

 In round five, Brayden Schenn scored for the Flyers. Matt Cullen kept the game alive for the Preds. In round six, Sean Couturier scored to again put Philly one save away from the win. Nashville defenseman Ryan Ellis responded with a goal. 

 In round seven, Simmonds took himself out a little too wide up the right side and Hutton ended up with an easy save. In the bottom of the round, Nashville defenseman Roman Josi put a slick move on Mason and slide the puck home to give his team the win.

 On one hand, the Flyers were lucky to come away with even one point from the game. 

 The club needed an Andrej Meszaros goal in the waning seconds of the second period to forge a 2-2 tie and then a Wayne Simmonds power play goal late in regulation to send the game to overtime. 

 Comebacks have become a way of hockey life this Flyers team of late. The team has already won eight games they've trailed at some point in the third period, which is one away from tying the all-time franchise record. The comebacks have happened over a stunningly short span of time: all have taken place in games played since the start of the team's post-Thanksgiving six-game road trip. Last night, the Flyers came agonizingly close to their ninth.

 After the game, Flyers coach Craig Berube said that the biggest thing he was unhappy with was the Flyers' board work in the game. Nashville owned the walls in the Philadelphia zone, and the Flyers were not able to pin Preds players to the boards, prevent Nashville from cycling the puck for extended amounts of time. Additionally Philly lost most of the 50-50 pucks in their own zone where it was one player from each side going into corners. 

 Something else that proved costly in the game for the Flyers was ill-timed penalties. Nashville is a team that lives and dies on its power play to generate the bulk of its scoring. Although the Flyers' penalty killing had been on a tremendous hot streak coming into the game, they put themselves in position to fail against Nashville's better shooters, and they paid the price. 

 In the first period, Kimmo Timonen took a boarding minor with the Flyers already shorthanded 5-on-4 with 1:14 left to kill. The team survived the two-man disadvantage portion, but then made a fatal mistake. Chris VandeVelde had an open opportunity to clear the puck down the ice but elected instead to try and carry the puck up the right side. He turned it over. Seconds later, an open Legwand fired an unstoppable shot home from the opposite side before Mason had a prayer of getting over and getting set. 

 In the third period, Nicklas Grossmann took a careless high-sticking double minor after his stick bloodied Patric Hörnqvist's mouth. Nashville scored on the ensuing four-minute power play -- in the first half of it, too, leaving an additional two minutes of attacking opportunity. 

 On the goal, the deadly Weber had time to wind up and fire from the point. In the blink of an eye, the puck was in the back of the net. 

 The two Nashville power play goals forced Philly to play comeback hockey yet again. 

 On the other hand, the Flyers were unlucky not to win the game in regulation and in both the overtime and the skills competition phases. There were stretches of play where the Flyers were the dominant team and Nashville goaltender Hutton came up with several freak luck saves that are goals 99.9 percent of the time. 

 In the first period, the Flyers controlled the play for the opening 10 minutes. They had their feet moving and were able to hit the blueline with speed several times and to force turnovers on their forecheck. 

 At the 1:26 mark, Brayden Schenn won a left circle faceoff cleanly back to Meszaros. The defenseman, whose long-lost offensive confidence has been restored in the last few weeks, made a strong move to skate the puck toward the slot. All Nashville eyes were on the Flyers' defenseman and players froze in their tracks. Meszaros then gave the puck to Simmonds, who found Schenn all alone near the left post for a tap-in goal.

 The goal was Schenn's 13th of the season and sixth in the last 10 games.

 Unfortunately for the Flyers, the game started to get away from them in the second half of the first period, and they ended up skating off with a 2-1 deficit to the first intermission.

 A defensive coverage breakdown by the Claude Giroux line -- particularly Raffl -- and Meszaros created some open space, and Nystrom slipped behind Meszaros to receive a pass from Bourque and re-direct it home from point blank range. Weber earned his first of two assists in the game on the play. That was supplemented five-plus minutes later by the Legwand power play goal, assisted by Mike Fisher and Weber. 

 In the second period, there was sequence where Hutton was hopelessly caught behind the net and the puck came out to Michael Raffl in point blank range. Somehow, Raffl's shot got partially blocked and fluttered in at knuckleball speed, enabling the goaltender to (barely) get back in time to make the save.

 Shortly thereafter, Lecavalier had a wide open chance in front where Hutton appeared to be dead-to-rights but made a desperation save to keep the Predators ahead by a goal.

 Finally, in the waning seconds of the middle stanza, Meszaros rushed in with the puck and fired a rocket home from the left side to tie the game at 2-2 with less than five seconds remaining in the period. 

 The Grossmann double minor and the ensuing Weber power play goal put the Predatos ahead 3-2 with 14:50 left in the third period. The Predators protected the lead until, with 3:04 left on the game clock, Fisher went to the box for a defensive zone slash on Jakub Voracek. A moment later, Weber rammed Voracek into the boards from behind, but only one penalty was called. 

 It should be noted, by the way, that Voracek was not used at all in the shootout. 

 Mason was pulled for an extra attacker during the Flyers' powerplay, making it a 6-on-4. With 1:44 remaining in regulation, Simmonds tipped home a puck to tie the game. Timonen and Scott Hartnell earned the assists. The game went to OT>

 In the OT, Matt Read beat Hutton cleanly with a blast from the right circle but the shot hit the post and then pinballed off the goalie's back. Nearly every time this happens, the puck will end up going in the net. This time it went wide.

 In the shootout, the Flyers inability to convert any of their first four chances while Mason stopped four in a row proved costly. Thereafter, it was Mason who was unable to slam the door when Schenn and Couturier gave the team two chances to come away with two points from the game if the goalie could make saves in the bottom half of the round.

 Ultimately, it was hard to be too upset over the outcome. Of much greater concern right now is the way the Flyers have backslid defensively since December. This has been a teamwide issue and not just one of the defensemen and goaltenders. 

 On many nights, the Flyers have scored enough to compensate for mediocre defensive play and a stretch of average goaltending. In last night's game, Mason played well enough to deserve to win. Overall, though, the team's goaltending of late has been so-so.

 Early this season, the Flyers were getting outstanding goaltending, decent (but not infallible) defense and zero offense. Now they are doing well offensively on most nights, but have been recently getting subpar team defense and average goaltending. 

 There are plenty of areas that need to be cleaned up as the club pushes toward the Olympic break. The Flyers will start a home-and-home set against the Islanders with a 7 p.m. game on Saturday at the Wells Fargo Center.

 *********
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FLYERS-PREDATORS GAME PREVIEW (8:15 A.M. EST)

 Winners of 10 of their last 11 home games, the Philadelphia Flyers (24-19-4) return to the Wells Fargo Center tonight to take on the Nashville Predators (20-21-7). Game time is 7:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the second and final meeting of the season between the teams. 

 On Nov. 30, the Flyers rode a 34-save performance by Steve Mason to a 3-2 shootout win in Nashville. Vincent Lecavalier was the lone shooter for either side to score in the shootout. Claude Giroux and Sean Couturier (game-tying goal with 6:57 left in the third period) tallied in regulation for the Flyers. Mike Fisher and Colin Wilson scored for the Predators. The Flyers went 5-for-5 on the penalty kill in this game, including three in the second period.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers will host the New York Islanders on Saturday. The game will be the front end of a home-and-home set.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers are coming off a 4-3 win in Buffalo on Tuesday night. Philly played a listless first period and had to battle back from 1-0 and 2-1 deficits over the course of the game. The Flyers notched a pair of power play goals in the game, which proved key to the comeback against the team with the worst record in the NHL.

 Scott Hartnell led the way with a goal and two assists. Lecavalier scored the game-winner in the final half-minute of regulation. The Flyers also got goals from Jakub Voracek and Brayden Schenn. 

 Mason was not at his best in goal, nor was the team defense in front of him particularly tight. Nevertheless, the Flyers held the Sabres' low-watt offense to 19 shots for the game.

 Philly's three-goal outburst in the final five minutes of regulation marked the eighth time this season the club has trailed at some point in the third period and has come back to win. The franchise record is nine. 

 The team held an optional skate yesterday, in which only a few players participated. Hartnell, who briefly left Tuesday's game after blocking a shot that struck him in the ankle, is officially a gameday decision for today. 

 On the injury front, Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is out for about six weeks. 

PREDATORS OUTLOOK

 Barry Trotz's Predators have slogged through January with a 2-3-3 record to date. However, Nashville is coming off a 4-2 home win on Tuesday against the Calgary Flames; the team with the third-worst record in the NHL. 

 In Tuesday's game, Shea Weber notched his 11th goal of the season, blasting home a laser beam from the point to open the scoring. The game entered the third period tied at 1-1 before the Predators pulled away on goals by Ryan Ellis, Craig Smith and Viktor Stalberg. The Flames later shaved one goal off the three-goal deficit but got no closer. Carter Hutton made 22 saves for the win. David Legwand had three assists.

 Weber has racked up 18 points (four goals, 14 assists) over the last 19 games. He leads all NHL defensemen in goals and is in the top 10 for overall scoring at his position. The big blueliner, who did not play when the Flyers visited Nashville back in late Nov., will play his first game tonight against Philadelphia since the team signed him to a 14-year, $110 million offer sheet as a restricted free agent in the summer of 2012. The Predators matched the offer to retain their franchise player. 

 Mike Fisher has also been hot as of late for Nashville, compiling 11 points (five goals, six assists) over the last nine games. Meanwhile, Smith recently took over the team goal-scoring lead for the season (14). He has eight goals and 12 points over the last 14 games.

 The Flyers will face several important challenges tonight when dealing with Nashville. Although Philly has turned into the NHL's best comeback team over the last eight weeks and has already managed a third period comeback against the Preds in the first meeting of the season, that is really not the way to go against this team.

 For the season, the Predators sport an impressive 17-2-4 record when scoring first, and are 14-1-1 when leading after the first period (14-0-2 when leading at the second intermission). 

 On the flip side, Nashville has the worst winning percentage in the NHL when yielding the first goal of the game. The Preds have gone on to lose 22 of 25 games (3-19-3 record) when giving up the first goal. That includes the shootout loss to Philly earlier this season. Flyers captain Giroux scored the first goal in that game, although the Predators scored each of the game's next two goals and took a lead in the third period.

 Another challenge: the Flyers' penalty killing has been outstanding lately, killing off 30 of its last 31 manpower disadvantages over the last nine games. Tonight, Philly will meet up with a team that has been on a tear on the power play and relies heavily on generating its goals while on the man advantage. Thirteen of Nashville’s last 42 goals have come on the power play, and the team's power play has risen to seventh (20.6 percent efficiency) in the NHL.

 For the season, the Preds are 16-4-2 in games where they score at least one power-play goal. Additionally, Nashville is the only team in the NHL that has not yielded a single shorthanded goal this season. The club brings a streak off 66 consecutive games without allowing a shorthanded goal -- including late-game shorthanded empty netters -- into tonight's tilt.

 Lastly, the Flyers come into tonight's game ranked in the bottom third of the league in faceoff percentage. They could have tough time in the circle tonight against Nashville. The Predators rank atop on the NHL in faceoff winning percentage (54.2 percent) this season.

 With All-Star caliber goaltender Pekka Rinne still sidelined after hip surgery, the Predators made a trade with Edmonton yesterday to acquire Devan Dubnyk. Matt Hendricks went the other way in the deal. Dubnyk's availabilit for tonight is unclear as of this writing.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.60 (16th), Predators 2.35 (25th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.74 (17th), Predators 2.88 (21st)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.89 (22nd), Predators 0.72 (27th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.5% (16th), Predators 20.6% (7th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 85.0% (7th), Predators 82.2% (14th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.0% (21st), Predators 54.6% (1st)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 9 Steve Downie- 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

PREDATORS

 57 Gabriel Bourque - 11 David Legwand - 15 Craig Smith

 27 Patric Hörnqvist - 12 Mike Fisher - 33 Colin Wilson

 24 Eric Nystrom - 7 Matt Cullen - 13 Nick Spaling

 16 Rich Clune - 28 Paul Gaustad - 25 Viktor Stalberg

 59 Roman Josi - 6 Shea Weber

 4 Ryan Ellis - 8 Kevin Klein

 42 Mattias Ekholm - 3 Seth Jones

 30 Carter Hutton (or 40 Devan Dubnyk)

 [39 Marek Mazanec or Hutton]

Potential Scratches: Devan Dubnyk (acquired yesterday) or Marek Mazanec (healthy), Pekka Rinne (IR, hip surgery), Victor Bartley (healthy).

 *********
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FLYERS STAGE 8TH THIRD-PERIOD COMEBACK OF SEASON, WIN UGLY IN BUFFALO

 It was not exactly artistic and it took three goals in the final six-and-a-half minutes of the game to accomplish their objective, but the Philadelphia Flyers skated off with a 4-3 regulation victory on the road against the Buffalo Sabres. The victory halted Philly's two-game losing skid.

 Scott Hartnell, who briefly left the bench after taking a puck off his foot while blocking a shot, led the Flyers with a power-play goal and two assists. Philly also got tallies from Jakub Voracek (power play), Brayden Schenn and Vincent Lecavalier. 

 Lecavalier's game-winning goal with 14.8 seconds left in regulation was his first non-shootout goal since a late-game goal in his return to Tampa Bay on Nov. 27. Not counting the nine games the veteran missed in December with a back injury, Lecavalier had gone 13 games without a goal. However, he did notch game-winning shootout goals against Nashville on Nov. 30 and Vancouver on Dec. 30.

 Wayne Simmonds had two assists in the game. Over his last 14 games, he has generated 10 goals and seven assists for 17 points. Hartnell (five goals, nine assists in the last 14 games) and Brayden Schenn (five goals, four assists in the last nine games) have also thrived since the trio was put together as a line.

 Tonight's win in Buffalo marked the eighth time this season -- all since early December -- that the Flyers have come back to win a game after trailing at some point in the third period. The all-time franchise record is nine. 

 The Flyers dominated on special teams in this game which was arguably the biggest factor that contributed to the win. Philly went 2-for-6 on the power play and 4-for-4 on the penalty kill. 

 Philadelphia now has the NHL's fifth-ranked road power play (23-for-94, 24.5 percent), which has pulled the club's overall rating to 15th in the league (18.5 percent) despite its struggles at home (11.9 percent, 28th in the NHL). The team has scored at least one power play goal in each of the last three games and is 6-for-25 (24 percent) over the last six games. 

 On the penalty kill, the team has survived 30 of its last 31 manpower disadvantages (96.8 pct) over the last nine games. The only blemish came on a fluke bounce off Braydon Coburn that pinballed into the net in the second period of Sunday's game in New York.

 Matt Read returned to the lineup for the Flyers after missing the last six games. He recorded an assist, a shot, a blocked shot and was plus-1 in 18:24 of ice time, including 3:43 on the penalty kill (tops among Philly forwards). Steve Downie remained a healthy scratch for Philadelphia.

 Philly held Buffalo to 19 shots for this game, while generating 33 of their own. However, the Flyers were guilty of some ugly turnovers and coverage breakdowns along the way. Giving up three goals to what is by far the worst offensive team in the NHL -- the Sabres came into the game averaging 1.61 goals per game -- and getting away with yielding a 2-on-1 rush and a handful of other chances that fizzled out was not very impressive. 

 Put another way, despite the modest Buffalo shot totals, the Flyers ended up on the wrong side of the puck a few too many times in the game. That was especially true in the first period. Had the Flyers been up against even an average offensive opponent, this game very well could have gone much the way Sunday's game in New York went, with the Flyers finding themselves in a 3-0 hole before they got going. 

 Actually, the second half of the opening period against the Rangers wasn't that bad for Philly. I thought those 10 minutes were better hockey by the Flyers than the entire opening 20 the team played tonight, but the three-goal deficit on the scoreboard masked it.

 The Flyers played much better over the final 40 minutes of the game but there were still some sloppy breakdowns that easily could have been momentum turners -- ala the Tampa Bay game last Saturday -- if the Sabres had better finishers. 

 Steve Mason (16 saves) went long stretches in this game without seeing shots. His performance was average; no more and no less. On two of the three goals Mason yielded, he opened up the five-hole and wasn't able to seal off his pads in time. 

 Tyler Ennis's sharp angle game-tying goal at 16:47 of the third period after the Flyers took their first lead of the game -- was one the goalie probably should have come up with. The opening goal by Cody Hodgson was a case of a player being left wide open in a dangerous area of the ice and having any number of ways he could have attacked the net. The middle goal, which gave Buffalo a 2-1 lead at 6:27 of the third period on a tip-in by Matt D'Agostini off a cross-ice play by Steve Ott, was unstoppable.

 At the other end of the ice, Jhonas Enroth (29 saves) probably deserved a little better fate. The acrobatic Swede authored numerous excellent saves through the game and deserved to be in the running for first star of the game until his team got panicky late in the game under an assertive Philadelphia attack.

 When all is said and done, the Flyers got their two points and they got them in regulation. The win the Flyers 20th regulation win and 21st non-shootout win of the season. By comparison, Washington (same number of points as the Flyers but with a game in hand) has only accomplished 14 of its 22 wins on the season in regulation or overtime. 

 The regulation and overtime win stat may not mean much now, but it could if tiebreakers come into play at the end of the season to determine playoff spots and matchups. 

 The Flyers will return home to the Wells Fargo Center for the next two games. They will take on Nashville on Thursday night and then come back Saturday night to open a home-and-home set against the New York Islanders with a game in Philly.

 *********

WEDNESDAY PRACTICE UPDATES

 After Wednesday's practice, I will post off-night updates to this blog.

 *********
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FLYERS-SABRES GAME PREVIEW (8:15 A.M. EST)

 Looking to snap a two-game losing streak, the Philadelphia Flyers (23-19-4) are in western New York tonight to take on the Buffalo Sabres (13-26-5). Game time is 7:30 p.m. EST. The match will be televised nationally on NBC Sports Network.

 This is the second of three meetings between the teams this season and the lone game in Buffalo. The teams will conclude the season series at the Wells Fargo Center on Sun. April 6.

 On Nov. 21, the Flyers downed the visiting Sabres by a 4-1 count after trailing 1-0 at the first intermission. Matt Read scored a pair of goals at even strength in the second period to give Philly the lead. Vincent Lecavalier added some insurance with a mid-third period power play goal and Scott Hartnell sealed the final score with an empty net goal. Winning goalie Ray Emery made 29 saves, while Ryan Miller was strafed for 45 shots and stopped 42.

 After tonight's game, Philly returns home to the Wells Fargo Center on Thursday to play the Nashville Predators. The Flyers will host the New York Islanders on Saturday.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers are coming off back-to-back losses over the weekend to Tampa Bay (home) and the New York Rangers (road). In both games, the Flyers got sloppy defensively and received so-so goaltending during a crooked-number goals against period that dug too deep of a hole from which to recover. 

 In Sunday's 4-1 loss at Madison Square Garden, the Flyers found themselves staring at a 3-0 deficit before the first period even reached its midway point. At the other end of the ice, the team generated a lot of quality chances against Henrik Lundqvist but was unable to solve the Rangers' former Vezina Trophy winner until Mark Streit weaved home a power play point shot through traffic in the third period to avoid the shutout.

 Matt Read (concussion) is expected to return to the lineup tonight. Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is out for about six weeks. 

 The Flyers did not practice yesterday following the back-to-back games over the weekend. Projected lines will be updated later today.

SABRES OUTLOOK

 Although mired at the bottom of the NHL standings, the Sabres have earned at least one point in seven of their last 10 games (5-3-2) coming into tonight's game. The club enters this contest coming off a 2-1 shootout win over Washington.

 Miller was the star of the game. The Sabres' netminder turned back 28 of 29 shots in regulation and overtime before stopping Eric Fehr, Alexander Ovechkin and Nicklas Bäckström in succession in the shootout. 

 In regulation, Tyler Ennis' late first-period power play goal proved to be the only puck the Sabres would get past Phillip Grubauer until the shootout. After Matt Moulson and Linus Omark failed to cash in their shootout opportunities, Cody Hodgson tallied to win the game.

 By far, the Sabres are the most anemic offensive team in the NHL. The club has scored a mere 77 goals in 44 games. They are the only team in the NHL that has yet to reach 100 goals for the season. Even the Calgary Flames, who have been shut out with alarming frequency of late, have managed to score 103 times.

 At home, the Sabres have at least been somewhat competitive as the season has progressed. They've managed to take away at least one point in half of their home games (9-12-3) to date. The Flyers have won six of their last eight games against Buffalo. However, the Sabres have won each of the last two played in Buffalo.

 Tyler Myers' suspension has ended, and he will return to the lineup tonight. On the Sabres' injury front, Cody McCormick (upper body), Drew Stafford (upper body), Henrik Tallinder (upper body) and Kevin Porter (lower body) are all sidelined.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.56 (18th), Sabres 1.61 (30th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.74 (17th), Sabres 2.70 (16th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.89 (21st), Sabres 0.59 (30th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.0% (17th), Sabres 13.0% (28th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.7% (8th), Sabres 82.9% (13th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.0% (21st), Sabres 46.6% (26th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 9 Steve Downie - 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

SABRES

 26 Matt Moulson - 63 Tyler Ennis - 28 Zemgus Girgensons

 27 Matt D'Agostini - 19 Cody Hodgson - 9 Steve Ott

 17 Linus Omark - 23 Ville Leino - 65 Brian Flynn

 82 Marcus Foligno - 24 Zenon Konopka - 37 Matt Ellis

 3 Mark Pysyk - 10 Christian Ehrhoff 

 57 Tyler Myers - 52 Alexander Sulzer

 6 Mike Weber - 4 Jamie McBain

 1 Jhonas Enroth

 [30 Ryan Miller]

Potential Scratches: John Scott (healthy), Brayden McNabb (healthy), Cody McCormick (IR, upper body), Drew Stafford (IR, upper body), Henrik Tallinder (IR, upper body), Kevin Porter (lower body).

 *********

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:
Meltzer's Musings: Lost Weekend, Grossmann, Gostisbehere Injury

January 13, 2014, 9:09 AM ET [471 Comments]   

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

More Sharing Services

4

 Bill Meltzer

 Philadelphia Flyers Blogger • NHL.com • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

MONDAY QUICK HITS

 * The Tampa Bay Lightning and New York Rangers are two clubs that, no matter how well the Flyers are playing leading up games against those teams, always give Philly trouble. Therefore, it was not surprising -- but it was disappointing -- that Philly lost both ends of their weekend back-to-back games with those two teams.

 In Sunday's 4-1 loss in New York, the Flyers simply dug themselves too deep of a hole early in the game. Defensively, they couldn't handle the Rangers' aggressive forechecking in the first half of the opening period. In the meantime, Philly got mediocre goaltending from Ray Emery, who came up small on two of the Rangers' three goals in the opening period.

 The Flyers have been an outstanding comeback team over the last six weeks, but they couldn't make headway against Henrik Lundqvist and company, despite abundant chances. There are games where a goalie is made to look better than he played and ones where the goalie has to earn his saves. For the former Vezina winner, last night's performance fell in the latter category.

 Lundqvist fought off a lot of screens and several deflections. His rebound control was outstanding. In short, it was a vintage performance from the Rangers' goaltender in preventing the Flyers from getting a foothold in climbing the comeback hill. The Rangers' defense blocked 14 shots and the Flyers missed the net on seven others but Lundqvist truly had to work for many of the 37 saves he made. 

 After the disastrous first 10 minutes of the first period, the Flyers buckled down and played fairly well -- although they took some ill-timed penalties -- the rest of the way. It still wasn't nearly enough to overcome the horrific start to the game. 

 The Rangers made it 4-0 and broke the Flyers' string of consecutive penalty kills on a puck that bounced in off Braydon Coburn. Mark Streit got the Flyers on the board at 6:49 of the third period on a power play point shot through traffic in front of Lundqvist.

 * Former Flyers winger Dan Carcillo scored the Rangers' first goal on a play where Mark Streit got beaten behind the net and Emery neither tracked the puck nor moved very well to get over as Carcillo came out from behind the net. 

 Later in the game, Carcillo fought Luke Schenn. The bigger and stronger Schenn got the better of the long fight, in my opinion. Carcillo then kept up a running trash-talk battle with Wayne Simmonds and others and got involved in an altercation in the final 11 seconds of the game.

 In short, last night the Rangers got the "good Carcillo": a game where he drives an opponent to distraction and also plays effectively from a hockey standpoint. That is what he needs to do to stay in the Blueshirts' lineup for the long haul.

 The player's past history is that the "bad Carcillo" nights will inevitably start to outnumber the good ones at some point. Eventually, he becomes more of a hindrance than a help to his own team, because he has zero ability to control his temper and no semblance of playing with discipline (making him perhaps the easiest player in the NHL to goad into bad penalties despite his 360-plus games of experience at the top level). 

 The reason why Carcillo stays in the NHL is that the guy can play a bit on top of his physical aggressiveness. The reason why he's now in his sixth NHL organization at age 28 is that he's never learned how to channel his emotions properly for the long haul. 

 * Nicklas Grossmann is a good NHL defenseman. For much of his Flyers tenure, he's been a set-and-forget type of defensive defenseman from whom you know what you'll get virtually every game. He knows how to maximize his strengths and play around his limitations.

 With that said, Grossmann had a horrific weekend against the Lightning and Rangers. He had an awful turnover that led to a goal against the Bolts. He ran around out of position on another Tampa goal. Last night, he lost a battle on the walls to the much smaller Mats Zuccarello. He also took a couple penalties, including one that resulted in the Rangers' fourth goal of the game. 

 When all was said and done, Grossmann was out for five even-strength goals against in the two games, including three where he was partially at fault. It doesn't get much rougher than that. 

 Oddly enough, I thought Grossmann had played two excellent games in the Flyers' wins over New Jersey and Montreal heading into the weekend. I am not in favor of scratching him, but I will say that he needs to be much, much better than he was against both the Lightning and Rangers.

 * Flyers defense prospect Shayne Gostisbehere had to leave Union College's game on Saturday with a lower-body injury. He attempted to skate one more shift but was unable to continue in the game. He was slated to be re-evaluated yesterday or two, according to Ken Schott. 

 *********
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UPDATE (12:15 PM)

 Steve Downie, who has been struggling of late, will be a healthy scratch tonight. Jay Rosehill will dress for the game.

FLYERS-RANGERS GAME PREVIEW (8:30 A.M. EST)

 Playing the second half of back-to-back games, the Philadelphia Flyers (23-18-4) are in Manhattan tonight to take on the New York Rangers (23-20-3). Game time at Madison Square Garden is 7:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised nationally on NBC Sports Network.

 This is the second of four meetings this season between the Metropolitan Division rivals and the first of two in New York. The teams will rematch again on Sat. March 1 in Philly and Wed. March 26 in New York.

 On Oct. 24, a Flyers team that dragged a 1-7-0 record into the game downed a Rangers team that had yet to play a home game and was 2-5-0 on a marathon trip as the team arrived in Philadelphia. The Flyers won, 2-1, behind 30 saves from Steve Mason and goals by Matt Read and Braydon Coburn. A would-be tying goal by J.T. Miller was disallowed because it was kicked into the net. Cam Talbot started in net for the Blueshirts, in place of an injured Henrik Lundqvist.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers are in upstate New York to take on the Buffalo Sabres on Tuesday night. Thereafter, Philly returns home to the Wells Fargo Center to play the Nashville Predators on Thursday and the New York Islanders on Saturday.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers saw their 10-game home winning streak snapped on Saturday, losing 6-3 to the Tampa Bay Lightning. Philly was sloppy defensively with and without the puck and Steve Mason (after a strong first period) had a couple letdowns in the second period. 

 Jakub Voracek notched a pair of goals for the Flyers. Wayne Simmonds tallied just the 10th home power play goal the Flyers have scored to date this season.

 Philly's penalty kill has been excellent of late, killing off 22 consecutive shorthanded situations over the last seven games. The team is still nowhere near matching its franchise record of 37 consecutive kills. 

 Matt Read (concussion) skated in a non-contact jersey on Friday. There is still no timetable for his return. Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is out for about six weeks.

RANGERS OUTLOOK

 The Rangers come into tonight's game with a 3-0-1 mark over their last four games, including back-to-back wins in the last two contests. On Friday night, the Rangers were outplayed at times by the visiting Dallas Stars but twice rallied back from one-goal deficits before Rick Nash potted a rebound goal with 1:58 left in regulation to give the Blueshirts a 3-2 win in regulation.

 Two nights earlier, the Rangers downed the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks by a 3-2 score in regulation. First period goals by Brad Richards and Mats Zuccarello sent the Rangers to intermission with a 2-0 lead. Chicago rallied in the second period to tie the game. With 5:57 left in the third period, Carl Hagelin put New York ahead to stay. 

 Richards leads the Rangers in overall scoring coming into tonight's game, with 11 goals, 22 assists and 33 points. Zuccarello, who also has 11 goals, is one assist behind. Those two players, along with rookie Chris Kreider (25 points) and Hagelin (19 points) pace the club in goals. Nash has been limited to 29 games played thus far due to a concussion, notching 10 goals 19 points.

 By his lofty standards, former Vezina Trophy winner Lundqvist has had an off season thus far (2.73 GAA, .908 save percentage in 34 games). It took him awhile to adjust to a severe reduction of the size of his goalie pads this season, in order to comply with the new goaltending equipment regulations the NHL set.

 After being riddled with injuries earlier this season, the Rangers are now a much healthier team. Derek Dorsett (broken fibula) is the only current significant injury.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.60 (18th), Rangers 2.41 (24th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.71 (16th), Rangers 2.63 (14th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.93 (18th), Rangers 0.82 (26th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 17.8% (17th), Rangers 21.3% (6th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.8% (6th), Rangers 84.7% (8th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.1% (19th), Rangers 49.5% (17th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 15 Tye McGinn - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 37 Jay Rosehill- 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 29 Ray Emery/ 35 Steve Mason

Potential Scratches: Steve Downie (healthy), Matt Read (concussion), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

RANGERS

 20 Chris Kreider - 21 Derek Stepan - 61 Rick Nash

 24 Ryan Callahan - 19 Brad Richards - 62 Carl Hagelin

 67 Benoit Pouliot - 16 Derick Brassard - 36 Mats Zuccarello

 22 Brian Boyle - 28 Dominic Moore - 13 Dan Carcillo

 27 Ryan McDonagh - 5 Dan Girardi

 18 Marc Staal - 6 Anton Stralman

 17 John Moore - 4 Michael Del Zotto

 30 Henrik Lundqvist

 [33 Cam Talbot]

Potential Scratches: Justin Falk (healthy), Derek Dorsett (IR, broken fibula).

 *********

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:
Flyers Gameday: 1/11/14 vs. Tampa Bay

January 11, 2014, 7:58 AM ET [463 Comments]   

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

More Sharing Services

2

 Bill Meltzer

 Philadelphia Flyers Blogger • NHL.com • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

FLYERS-LIGHTNING GAME PREVIEW (6:30 A.M. EST)

 Riding a 10-game winning streak at home and a three-game winning streak overall, the Philadelphia Flyers (23-17-4) play host to the Tampa Bay Lightning (26-14-4) in a Saturday matinee. Game time at the Wells Fargo Center is 1:00 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the second of three meetings between the teams this season and the lone one in Philadelphia. The clubs will rematch again on Thursday, April 10, in Tampa.

 Back on Nov. 27, the Flyers brought a six-game point streak (5-0-1) into Tampa but skated off with a 4-2 loss in regulation. Ray Emery made 31 saves in a losing effort, while Anders Lindbäck stopped 19, including a first-period penalty shot attempt by Wayne Simmonds. Bolts defenseman Victor Hedman scored a pair of goals and added an assist, as Tampa built a 3-0 lead that they took into the late stages of the third period.

 Making his return to Tampa after being bought out by his longtime club, Vincent Lecavalier scored with 1:53 left in the third period. Forty seconds later, Mark Streit cut the Flyers' deficit to 3-2. That was as close as the Flyers got, and the Lightning went on to add an empty net goal.

 After today's game, the Flyers are right back in action on Sunday. The club will travel to Manhattan to take on the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers are 6-1-0 in their last seven games. Coming off a 5-1-0 road trip and playing the second half of back-to-back games, Philly downed the visiting Montreal Canadiens by a 3-1 count on Wednesday night. Sean Couturier, Zac Rinaldo and Michael Raffl scored for the Flyers. Steve Mason was sharp in making 19 saves.

 Philly's penalty kill has been excellent of late, killing off 19 straight disadvantages. However, the team is just 9-for-79 (11.4%) on the power play at home, compared to its 20-for-85 (23.5%) efficiency on the road. The Flyers yielded a shorthanded goal to Tomas Plekanec in the Montreal game and have allowed seven shorties this season. Only Edmonton (eight) has allowed more.

 Matt Read (concussion) skated in a non-contact jersey yesterday. There is still no timetable for his return. Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee) could be physically able to play today but the team is unlikely to make a lineup change right now. Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) is out for about six weeks. The club recalled Tye McGinn yesterday.

LIGHTNING OUTLOOK

 The Lightning are 3-2-0 thus far in January, but have dropped two of their last three. They are coming off a 4-3 home loss to Washington on Thursday. Tampa fell behind 3-1 in the first period and had to battle back to tie the game. Eric Fehr's goal with 58 seconds remaining in regulation sent the Bolts to defeat. Lindbäck made 16 saves.

 Thirty-eight year-old right winger Martin St. Louis leads the team in scoring with 19 goals and 41 points in 44 matches. He had an assist in the Washington game after a two-goal effort in Tampa's victory over Winnipeg. For his career, St. Louis has racked up 57 points (14 goals, 43 assists) in 44 regular season games against the Flyers.

 Before being held without a point in the game against Washington, former Detroit Red Wings center Valtteri Filppula had compiled points in nine of his previous 11 games. In that span, Filppula has scored seven goals and six assists for 13 points. For the season, Filppula is second on the Lightning in overall scoring with 17 goals and 34 points.

 Tampa comes into today's game with the NHL's fifth-best scoring ratio at even strength. Hoever, the club ranks in the bottom one-third of the NHL in power play efficiency, connecting on 16.6 percent of their opportunities. On the road, the team is 11-for-76 (14.5 percent); ranking 24th in the NHL in that category. In the penalty killing department, the Lightning rank 17th at 80.8 percent success.

 The Bolts have played shorthanded 151 times thus far, ranking just below the middle of the pack in the NHL (17th). Conversely, the Flyers have played shorthanded 175 times; only Ottawa (177 times shorthanded) has had to kill more penalties. In terms of penalty minutes per game, the Flyers (15.9 PIM average) are the most penalized team in the NHL, while Tampa (11.2 PIM) is close to the middle of the pack. 

 Goaltender Ben Bishop remains sidelined with a sprained wrist, so Lindbäck is likely to start again for the Lightning. Franchise center Steven Stamkos (fractured right tibia) is rehabbing in an attempt to be cleared to play in time for the Olympics. Keith Aulie (hand surgery) has resumed skating in non-contact drills.

 Defenseman Radko Gudas (lower body) did not practice yesterday after sustaining an injury in Thursday's game. He is officially day-to-day.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.59 (17th), Lightning 2.75 (12th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.64 (15th), Lightning 2.36 (6th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.96 (16th), Lightning 1.32 (5th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 17.6% (19th), Lightning 16.6% (21st)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.6% (8th), Lightning 80.8% (17th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 49.0% (21st), Lightning 48.1% (24th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 9 Steve Downie - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 37 Jay Rosehill - 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason / 29 Ray Emery

Potential Scratches: Tye McGinn (healthy), Matt Read (concussion), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee), Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

LIGHTNING

 18 Ondrej Palat - 9 Tyler Johnson - 26 Martin St. Louis

 17 Alex Killorn - 51 Valtteri Filppula - 16 Teddy Purcell

 86 Nikita Kucherov - 44 -Nate Thompson - 11 Tom Pyatt

 12 Ryan Malone - 19 B.J. Crombeen - 23 J.T. Brown

 77 Victor Hedman - 6 Sami Salo

 25 Matt Carle - 22 Jean-Philippe Cote

 2 Eric Brewer - 8 Mark Barberio

 39 Anders Lindbäck

 [31 Cedric Desjardins]

Potential Scratches: Richard Panik (healthy), Andrej Sustr (healthy), Steven Stamkos (IR, fractured tibia), Ben Bishop (day-to-day, sprained wrist), Keith Aulie (IR, hand surgery), Radko Gudas (day-to-day, lower body), Brian Lee (IR, knee surgery), Mattias Öhlund (IR, knee).

 *********

 Special note: Starting at 11 a.m., Mark Howe and Jay Greenberg will be in the Wells Fargo Center concourse today to autograph copies of their "Gordie Howe's Son" autobiography of the Flyers' Hall of Fame defenseman.
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Post-Practice Update (11:15 AM EST)

 The Flyers had an early practice today as they prepared for back-to-back games on Saturday at the Wells Fargo Center against Tampa Bay and Sunday at Madison Square Garden against the Rangers.

 Matt Read (concussion-like symptoms) skated today in a non-contact jersey and did not participate in line rushes. According to head coach Craig Berube, Read stayed out a little longer than he had been scheduled to initially and was feeling a little better than in recent days. There is still no timetable for a return, but it's an encouraging first step. 

 With Read and Zac Rinaldo (high ankle sprain) sidelined, the team has recalled Tye McGinn

 from the Phantoms. Jay Rosehill took most of the line rushes with the fourth line today, but Berube said the decision as to which one will play against Tampa will be made tomorrow. As of now, it seems more likely that Rosehill will be in the lineup.

 Flyers assistant coach Ian Laperriere, who runs the penalty kill, pointed to a host of reasons for the success the team has had in that department of late (19-for-19 over the last six games). 

 For one thing, there has been good positioning and pucks are being cleared from the zone when there is a chance to do so -- as opposed to needing multiple attempts to get the puck to safety. For another, the PK forwards have been stronger of late in assist the defensemen and goaltender in not letting passes and shots get through. The defense has been doing a good job boxing out and blocking shots when there is an opportunity.

 Of course, in many cases, a team needs its goaltender to be its best penalty killer. Defenseman Braydon Coburn noted that element has been in place in most of the games this season when necessary. 

 In general terms, Coburn said that the Flyers penalty killing units have been doing a good job of being the ones to dictate the play. The PK has not been letting other teams play to their own strengths on the power play -- which can vary based upon their power play systems and personnel -- and has been forcing them into areas where the Flyers penalty killers can get to the puck and get it out of the zone.

 Kimmo Timonen said that even when the team was struggling early in the season, every one in the room knew they ought to be a considerably better club and would be if they put the talk into action.

 At the same time, the veteran cautioned that there are still many areas that need ongoing improvement and there is no room for the team to relax and feel like the hardest work has already been done.

 "It took a lot of hard work to get where we are now from where we were," said Timonen. "We are playing pretty well now, and our record has improved. But now we've got to work even harder to get where we need to get, and that won't get any easier."

 ***************

FRIDAY QUICK HITS

 * The Flyers announced on Thursday that Zac Rinaldo, who recorded a goal and a fight in Wednesday's 3-1 home win over the Montreal Canadiens, sustained a high ankle sprain in the game. He will be out for the next six weeks.

 The revelation of the injury was very surprising, at least to me. After Wednesday's game, Rinaldo seemed fine. He was in a jovial mood, joking around with the media in the locker room and was not noticeably limping, favoring a leg or even so much as wearing an ice pack (such that I can remember, at least). 

 * With Rinaldo joining Matt Read (concussion-like symptoms) on the sidelines, the Flyers are down to 12 forwards. The club will recall a player from the Phantoms before Saturday's home matinee against Tampa Bay, with the potential fill-in candidates being someone such as Kris Newbury or Tye McGinn.

 * After Wednesday's game, I asked Steve Mason if he felt more on top of the puck and in better control of rebounds in the Montreal game than his previous start in Phoenix. He gave me a quizzical look and said, "I don't know. I guess my rebound control in Phoenix wasn't very good. Maybe better rebounds tonight. I don't know."

 I was not trying to be flippant in my question to Mason. I think that his rebound control for most of the season has been superb -- as it was against the Canadiens -- but it wasn't quite up to its norm in the game against the Coyotes. Like a pitcher in baseball who works out of jams on a night where he doesn't have his best command, I thought Mason did a good job in Phoenix of fighting through some adversity, especially in the second period, when he didn't have his "A" game going. By the latter stages, he was locked in again and slammed the door.

 That's what a top-flight goalie sometimes has to do, and he did it well.

 Actually, one of the most encouraging things I've seen from Mason this season is the way he battled through a slight downturn in December and found ways to keep his team in games. He's been outstanding in most of his recent starts, including Wednesday.

 Against the Habs, Mason may not have seen a lot of shots in quantity but he had to make some tough saves and looked very calm in making them. That kind of goaltending inspires a lot of confidence in a team.

 * One of the best pieces of coaching that I think Craig Berube has done so far this season was in publicly noting the failure of Flyers' forwards to do their part in the defensive zone in loss to Columbus where multiple Blue Jackets goals were scored off point shots. Ever since then, the Flyers have been doing a much better job of contesting the points and blocking down shots. 

 If you want to find one big reason why team has been on such a good penalty killing roll of late -- they have killed off 19 straight disadvantages over the last six games -- this is one of the most dramatic improvements the team has made of late. Other teams are having a tough time getting pucks on the net.

 There's more to it than just that, of course. The club is also doing a good job at preventing opposing power plays from even getting set up in the first place. 

 * Starting at 11 a.m. on Saturday, Flyers fans attending the matinee game against Tampa Bay will have an opportunity to meet Hall of Fame defenseman Mark Howe and Hall of Fame writer Jay Greenberg in the Wells Fargo Center concourse. They will be autographing copies of Howe's new autobiography written in conjunction with Greenberg.

 * Heading into Friday's AHL action, the Adirondack Phantoms have allowed the fewest goals in the league (76) by a margin of a half-dozen tallies. They still have trouble putting the puck into the opposing net with any regularity but the teamwide commitment to defense that Terry Murray has instilled and the outstanding season that Cal Heeter is having in goal have been key reasons for the Flyers' farm team has been overachieving despite its modest goal output. 

 * Flyers 2013 first-round pick Samuel Morin missed last night's game for Rimouski against St. John. He is battling the flu. Morin's Oceanic team was still able to cruise to a 5-0 win.

 * I will have a post-practice blog update from Voorhees on Friday afternoon. 

 *********
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FLYERS CAPTURE 10th CONSECUTIVE WIN AT HOME

 The Philadelphia Flyers have been winning a lot of different ways of late. On Wednesday night at the Wells Fargo Center, they didn't have to rely on comeback hockey or the fates of overtimes or shootouts. Instead, they grabbed an early lead and never looked back in a workmanline 3-1 win over the Montreal Canadiens. 

 The win was the 10th in a row on home ice for the Flyers. The team is now 12-7-0 at the Wells Fargo Center this season.

 Sean Couturier, Zac Rinaldo and Michael Raffl scored for the Flyers. Rinaldo, who later fought Brandon Prust and was credited with four shots on goal in 4:53 of ice time, notched his first goal of the season. For Raffl, two of his three NHL goals to date have come at Montreal's expense. In perhaps his best all-around performance since the early part of the 2012 calendar year, Andrej Meszaros racked up three assists in 15:52 of ice time.

 Steve Mason was calm, cool and collected in making 19 saves for the win. Mason's stops included a breakaway save on longtime Flyer Daniel Briere in the first period and a couple of good stops on Max Pacioretty.

 The Flyers have been on a roll on the penalty kill of late. They have killed of 19 consecutive penalties over the last six games. Tonight, Philly went 4-for-4 on the PK. The defenders did an excellent job of denying the passing lanes and many of the Flyers' 21 blocked shots came during the penalty kill. 

 Couturier got the Flyers rolling at 6:27 of the first period. With Steve Downie and Vincent Lecavalier going to the net, Meszaros got a point shot through on net. Lecavalier got a stick on the puck near the crease. Couturier alertly pounced on the rebound and deposited it past Peter Budaj. 

 Rinaldo made it a 2-0 game at 14:39. He grabbed his own rebound of a left circle shot and backhanded a shot through the five-hole, courtesy of the puck deflecting off the stick of Montreal's Lars Eller. Luke Schenn (who also had seven hits and three blocks in 16:15 of effective ice time) and Meszaros got the helpers.

 The two-goal lead held til 8:24 of the second period. Shortly after the Flyers killed off their third penalty of the game, Meszaros carried the mail up the left side and put the puck toward the net. Raffl got to the loose puck in the slot at lifted it home to make it a 3-0 lead.

 The lone blemish on this game for the Flyers was the power play. The team is now 9-for-79 on PP at home (11.4%), compared to its healthy 20-for-85 (23.5%) on the road. 

 Philly's first power play went fine. The second unit kept the Habs hemmed in deep in their own end for the entire two minutes but just wasn't able to nab a goal.

 The next power play was atrocious. The Flyers were very sloppy with the puck, turning the puck over multiple times. The final turnover was one by Downie in the neutral zone. Tomas Plekanec took a feed from Brian Gionta, skated into the slot and sniped a shot home for a shorthanded goal at 17:31 to trim the deficit to 3-1. 

 After the horn sounded at the end of the second period, a scrum developed in the corner behind the Habs net. Things seemed to be settling down when P.K. Subban (22:24 TOI, three shots, zero points, minus-one) threw a gloved sucker punch that drew a roughing minor to leave his team shorthanded at the start of the third period.

 Canadiens coach Michel Therrien was not a happy man, even after the Canadiens killed off their third penalty of the game. Subban sat on the bench for seven-plus minutes after his penalty expired, before resuming frequent shifts in the latter part of the game.

 The Flyers bottled up the neutral zone and kept a tight forward-to-D gap throughout the third period, limiting Montreal to five shots. Philly killed off a Lecavalier hooking penalty (taken at 13:08) in good shape. 

 With time ticking down to about 90 seconds left in the game, the Habs worked the puck deep into the Flyers' end of the ice. Therrien refused to pull Budaj for an extra attacker.

 Play swung the other way and there was a stoppage of play with an upcoming faceoff in the Montreal defensive left circle. Therrien refused to take a time out. 

 The Canadiens won the faceoff and moved up the play. Budaj did not follow the play up the ice, heading to the bench. By this point, it was clear that the Montreal coach was waving the white flag on the game, down two goals.

 Briere took a goalie interference penalty with 14 seconds left in the game. The Flyers ragged off the remaining time on the clock to skate off with their seventh straight regular season home victory against Montreal, and 10th overall including Games 1, 2, and 5 of the 2010 Eastern Conference Finals.

 The Flyers are back in action on Saturday afternoon. The Tampa Bay Lightning will come to town for the 1 p.m. matinee. The next night, the Flyers are in Madison Square Garden to take on the New York Rangers.

 *********

QUICK HITS

 * After the game, this was Therrien's explanation for his refusal to pull his goaltender in the final 90 seconds and simply conceding the win to Philadelphia: "You know what? In the third period we got four shots on net. When you have momentum and you’re creating a lot of chances, there is a reason why you can take a goalie out, especially when you’re down by two goals. But when you have four shots on net and you’re down by two goals, there is no reason."

 * Before the game, Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren gave an update on the status of Matt Read. The player, who was initially reported to be out day-to-day with an upper body injury and passed baseline concussion testing, has since been experiencing concussion-like symptoms. The symptoms are apparently still ongoing, so there is no timetable for a return.

 * Count me among those who feels that Claude Giroux deserved a spot on Team Canada for the Olympics. I would take Giroux in a heartbeat over Jeff Carter or Rick Nash, and it has not because of the NHL uniforms they wear. I just think Giroux is the most dynamic player of the three, especially over the last seven weeks or so after a slow start.

 Meanwhile, despite public insistence to the contrary, I sincerely doubt Chris Kunitz would have made the Olympic team if not for his chemistry in Pittsburgh with Sidney Crosby.

 From the narrowest of prisms -- the Flyers-only standpoint -- the omission of Giroux could be a positive thing: He can focus only on his NHL team and then rest for the stretch drive while a grueling and fast-paced Olympic tourney is played overseas.

 As for the motivation factor, I agree with what former Flyers player Brad Marsh argued in his blog earlier today at HockeyBuzz: Something like an Olympic snub could be an energizing emotion for a player. He was specifically referring to the Ottawa Senators' Bobby Ryan, but just as easily could have directed it toward Flyers' captain Giroux.

 These are the dog days of the season for many players; still a long way from the stretch drive and playoffs but with a lot of bumps and bruises already accumulated. Players who've been selected for the Olympics have those preparations in the back of their mind. Giroux, meanwhile, has the chance to make the Olympic decision-makers such as Steve Yzerman look foolish for his omission. 

 The feeling of being denied something coveted is a genuine button-pusher for a proud and competitive athlete. These guys always look for any way possible to get the energy juices flowing, especially this time of the season. 

 * I was not surprised that Nicklas Grossmann was left off Team Sweden's roster for the Olympics. However, the SIF has taken big physical shot blocking defensemen to play for Tre Kronor in the Olympics before, ranging from Ulf Samuelsson to Mattias Norström to Douglas Murray. None of those guys were fleet skaters, either. So it was not a foregone conclusion that Grossmann would not go because "he's just not suited to the big ice and international rules". 

 Rather, it was a numbers game that severely worked against Grossmann. There were two far more glaring omissions on the Tre Kronor roster -- Tampa's Victor Hedman and Minnesota's Jonas Brodin -- while the squad is gambling by taking Vancouver's Alex Edler (dealing with injuries and still under IIHF suspension to start the Olympics) and Buffalo's Henrik Tallinder (likely going primarily because he played well in Sweden's gold medal winning World Championship run last year). 

 The Swedes figured they are getting a physical element from Niklas Kronwall (a no-brainer selection) and players like Kronwall and Niklas Hjalmarsson are good shot blockers in their own right. Even so, I think when it comes to dealing with some of the tourney's bigger forwards, Grossmann's size and strength could have helped.

 Grossmann ranks 4th in the NHL with 107 blocks. He is 12th among NHL defensemen with 105 credited hits.

 * Speaking of Grossmann, the big Swede banged up his forearm last night in the 3-2 overtime win in New Jersey. He missed one shift and donned a protective sleeve before going on to assist on goals in the third period and overtime. In tonight's game, he again showed some uncharacteristic offensive push early in the game. At one juncture, he also appeared to be favoring his left forearm again -- or else the sleeve slid on him -- but he missed no shifts. 

 * Before the game, I commented that I thought Rinaldo would make some noise in this game after being uncharacteristically disengaged from his usual style of play in Tuesday's game in New Jersey (7:52 of ice time). By making noise, I was thinking more in terms of stirring the pot with his physical play. Scoring a goal and leading the Flyers in shots through 40 minutes was not what I had expected! 

 * Rinaldo was in the middle of one of most genuinely funny moments in the locker room in recent years. Tim Panaccio asked him a question about the team's play now compared with early in the season and asked Rinaldo if he thought the boos affected the team's play at home back during the time when there were a lot people calling for an organizational bloodletting and a roster fire sale.

 "What's that?!" Rinaldo asked, with a shocked and puzzled look on his face.

 Panotch re-asked the question. Rinaldo realized he'd misunderstood the query.

 "Oh! I thought you said the booze affected us!" Rinaldo said and broke into a huge smile, amidst much laughter.

 * Coming off back-to-back games, the Flyers will not practice tomorrow. Practice will resume at the Skate Zone on Friday.

 *********
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FLYERS-CANADIENS GAME PREVIEW (7:30 A.M. EST)

 Returning to the Wells Fargo Center after a 10-point post-Christmas road trip, the Philadelphia Flyers (22-17-4) will play host to the Montreal Canadiens (25-14-5) on Wednesday night. Game time is 7:30 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly and nationally in Canada on TSN in English and RDS in French.

 This is the third and final meeting between the teams this season, and the second of two in Philadelphia. 

 On Oct. 5, the second game of the regular season and the penultimate game of the Peter Laviolette coaching regime, the visiting Flyers got dominated in a 4-1 road loss in Montreal. Ray Emery held the game close for two periods, keeping the deficit to 1-0. The Canadiens pulled away in the third period. Vincent Lecavalier scored his first regular season goal as a Flyer for the lone Philadelphia tally. Brian Gionta, Lars Eller, Brendan Gallagher and Rene Bourque (empty net) scored for Montreal.

 On Dec. 12, the Flyers were returning home from a six-game road trip (2-3-1) and playing for the second time in as many nights; the same set of conditions as tonight. Philly captured a 2-1 win. 

 Rookie left wing Michael Raffl, whose father traveled from Austria to see his first NHL game, scored his second career NHL goal and third point in the last three matches. Linemate Claude Giroux had a goal and an assist. Jakub Voracek had a pair of helpers, including a nifty setup on the Giroux goal. 

 Steve Mason turned back 20 of 21 shots to notch the win. Mason flirted with a shutout until the final minute of the third period until a desperation rush and a defensive turnover led to Alex Galchenyuk trimming the deficit to one goal with 56 seconds remaining on the clock.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers return to action on Saturday. The club will host the Tampa Bay Lightning in a 1 p.m. matinee.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers finished their most recent six-game road trip with a 5-1-0 record. Four games on the trip, including last night's 3-2 overtime victory in Newark, saw the Flyers rally from behind in the third period and go on to win the game.

 Dating back to December 4, the Flyers have won six games they have trailed in the third period. They did not trail at the second intermission in all of these games, but played from behind at some juncture(s) of the third period. According to the Flyers' Brian Smith, who checked with the Elias Sports Bureau, the Flyers all-time franchise record for third period comeback wins in a season is nine. 

 Last night, the Flyers fell behind in the first minute of the opening period and, after scoring a pair of third-period goals to take a 2-1 lead, yielded a game-tying goal in the final minute of regulation. They bounced back to win 3-2 in overtime.

 Claude Giroux's power play goal knotted the score at 1-1 in 5:18 of the third period. Scott Hartnell put Philadelphia ahead a little over four minutes later. Ray Emery (31 saves) helped the team overcome a very sluggish start to the game and emerged the winning goaltender.

 Brayden Schenn, who suffered a gash on his torso after being nicked by a skate and was later denied by Martin Brodeur from point blank range with a chance to put the game away, ended up scoring the overtime winner. The winning score was made possible by defensive defenseman Nicklas Grossmann's stunningly perfect pass to an open Schenn as he came off the bench and skated unimpeded down the right wing into the slot.

 Grossmann also assisted on Hartnell's goal. It was just the second multi-point game in the big Swede's NHL career. Earlier in the game, Grossmann missed one second period shift after appearing to hurt his left wrist or forearm on a shot block. 

 Hartnell's goal extend his consecutive game point streak to eight games; a new career high. His previous career high was seven games, which he's accomplished twice. Linemate Simmonds assisted on Schenn's game-winner and has recorded at least one point in nine of the last 10 games. Simmonds has also scored nine goals in that span. Schenn has four goals and seven points in the last five games.

 Voracek's assist on Giroux's power play goal gave the Czech player a point in 11 of the last 14 games. Giroux, who learned yesterday that he was not on the Canadian Olympic team roster, has points in 12 of the last 14.

 Raffl returned to the lineup yesterday after missing two games with a mild concussion. Matt Read (upper body) remains out of the lineup. Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee) practiced with the team on Monday but is not ready for clearance to play. 

 Mason is expected to get the start in goal tonight. He had some rebound-control issues in the Flyers' win in Phoenix but otherwise played well in the 5-3 game.

 Philly's penalty kill has been excellent of late, killing off 15 straight disadvantages. On the power play, the club has connected on 23.5 percent (20-for-85) of its road opportunities. By contrast, Philly ranks next to the bottom in the NHL (9-for-76, 11.8 percent) in its power play efficiency at home. The club will look to improve upon that starting tonight. It may be tough to do against the NHL's fourth-ranked penalty kill.

CANADIENS OUTLOOK

 The Habs, who are 2-1-2 in their last five games, were idle last night after a 2-1 home win over the Florida Panthers on Monday. David Desharnais and Brian Gionta tallied for Montreal, while Carey Price made 26 saves to get the win against Florida counterpart Tim Thomas (33 saves).

 It was revealed yesterday that the Canadiens will be without highly regarded 19-year-old forward Alex Galchenyuk for the next four to six weeks. He sustained a broken hand in the Florida game. Galchenyuk is currently fourth in the team in scoring with 23 points (10 goals, 13 assists).

 Ryan White missed the Florida game after sustaining an upper-body injury in the Habs' 6-4 win in Dallas last week. He is officially day-to-day. 

 After much controversy and public debate, reigning Norris Trophy winner P.K. Subban made the Canadian Olympic team. The sometimes-controversial defenseman leads the Canadiens in scoring with 33 points (seven goals, 26 assists) and is a plus-14 on the season.

 Ex-Flyer Daniel Briere has been a healthy scratch at times and has not been a good fit with coach Michel Therrien's system. However, he had a three-point game (two goals, one assist) against Ottawa on Jan. 4, snapping a 10-game pointless streak. In many of those games, Briere played sparingly. 

 Czech Olympian Tomas Plekanec, who hails from the same hometown as Jakub Voracek and Jaromir Jagr, has three assists in the last two games. However, the 31-year-old center had been held pointless in nine of the team's previous 11 matches. 

 The Habs have been a good road team for the most part this season, bringing a 12-7-2 away mark into tonight's tilt. However, the Flyers have beaten the Canadiens six straight times in Philly heading into tonight's game and are 9-3-0 overall in the last 12 meetings.

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.58 (19th), Canadiens 2.52 (21st)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.67 (16th), Canadiens 2.27 (4th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.92 (19th), Canadiens 0.96 (16th)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.0% (17th), Canadiens 20.1% (9th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 84.2% (8th), Canadiens 85.9% (4th)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 48.9% (21st), Canadiens 48.87% (22nd)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 9 Steve Downie - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 36 Zac Rinaldo - 76 Chris VandeVelde - 18 Adam Hall

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Matt Read (upper body), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

CANADIENS

 67 Max Pacioretty - 51 David Desharnais - 11 Brendan Gallagher

 48 Danny Briere - 14 Tomas Plekanec - 21 Brian Gionta

 17 Rene Bourque - 81 - Lars Eller - 49 Michael Bournival

 8 Brandon Prust - 53 Ryan White (?) - 32 Travis Moen

 26 Josh Gorges - 76 P.K. Subban

 79 Andrei Markov - 74 Alexei Emelin

 6 - Douglas Murray - 55 Francis Bouillon

 31 Carey Price

 [30 Peter Budaj]

Potential Scratches: Raphael Diaz (healthy), Ryan White (upper body, listed as day-to-day), George Parros (concussion, could play), Alex Galchenyuk (IR, broken hand), Davis Drewiske (IR, shoulder surgery).

 *********

 Coming tomorrow: A look at the Flyers' Olympians and Olympic omissions.
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FLYERS-DEVILS GAME PREVIEW (6:30 A.M. EST)

 Wrapping up a six-game road trip with a stop near home, the Philadelphia Flyers (21-17-4) are in Newark to take on the New Jersey Devils (17-18-8). Game time is 7:30 p.m. EST. The match will be televised locally on The Comcast Network, nationally in the U.S. on NBC Sports Network and nationally in Canada on TSN2 in English and RDS2 in French.

 This is the third of four meetings between the teams this season, and the last of two at the Prudential Center. The teams will wrap up the season series in Philadelphia on Tuesday, March 11.

 On Nov. 2, the Flyers were coming off a 7-0 shellacking at home by Washington as they headed to Newark. Philly mustered only a Brayden Schenn goal in the first period but limited New Jersey to 14 shots for the game as Ray Emery recorded a shutout. Both teams went 0-for-5 on the power play in this game.

 Five nights later, the Devils returned the favor by shutting out the Flyers in Philadelphia and breaking a team-wide goalless drought that reached 151:03 minutes of hockey. Adam Henrique put the Devils ahead just 1:57 into the first period and the Devils led the rest of the way. Cam Janssen added some insurance by scoring just his 4th career goal in his 133rd NHL regular season game. Martin Brodeur made 22 saves and the Devils went to win 3-0. Afterwards, the Flyers held closed-door team meeting in the locker room.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers are right back in action tomorrow night. As they did at the conclusion of their six-game post-Thanksgiving road trip, the Flyers have a home meeting with the Montreal Canadiens one night after the concluding game of the trip. Game time tomorrow is 7:30 p.m. EST.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers finished the western portion of their road trip with a 4-1-0 record. On Saturday in Phoenix, the Flyers overcame second-period deficits of 2-0 and 3-1 to roar back for four unanswered goals en route to a 5-3 victory. 

 The second-line trio of Brayden Schenn, Scott Hartnell and Wayne Simmonds (power play goal) all scored in the Coyotes game. So did top line forwards Jakub Voracek and Claude Giroux (empty net goal). Steve Mason struggled a bit with rebound control but battled through en route to a 26-save performance. 

 The Flyers started out the season by averaging a pathetic 1.47 goals per game (22 goals) through the first 15 games of the season. Game 15 was the 3-0 shutout loss at the hands of the Devils. The loss dropped the club's record to 4-10-1. 

 Since that time, they have brought their season average up to 2.64 goals per game (111 goals in 42 games) by averaging 3.296 goals per game (89 goals) over the last 27 games. In that span, the club has posted a record of 17-7-3.

 Hartnell has points in seven straight games, posting three goals and five assists over that span. Linemate Simmonds has been scorching hot of late, with nine goals in his last nine games. Additionally, he's recorded at least one point in eight of the last nine games.

 In the Phoenix game, Giroux recorded his first point after going pointless in back-to-back games following a career-best nine-game point streak. Voracek's goal and assist snapped a string of three straight games without a point on the heels of a career-best nine-game point streak of his own.

 The Flyers may get Michael Raffl (concussion) back in the lineup tonight. He participated fully in practice yesterday morning, skating on the fourth line, and was scheduled to meet with a doctor in the afternoon. The Austrian winger told the media after practice that he has felt fine since the day after the concussion. If he gets medical clearance, he is likely to quickly return to the Giroux and Voracek line despite skating with the fourth line group yesterday. 

 Matt Read (upper body) did not participate in practice yesterday. Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee) practiced with the team but said he still has 10 to 15 percent to go before he's ready to play again. 

 With the Flyers playing on back-to-back nights and Emery having played well in two previous starts against the Devils this season, Craig Berube may give "Razor" the nod tonight and then come back with Mason against Montreal tomorrow.

 At yesterday's practice, several Flyers veterans preached the need for the Flyers to be patient against New Jersey and to avoid turnovers around both the offensive and defensive bluelines in particular. Voracek said the club has to be "ready to expect a boring game" and Hartnell noted that a big part of the reason why the Devils often seem to get the better of the Flyers is that they have outworked Philly in the trenches.

 Philly's penalty kill has been excellent of late, killing off 12 straight disadvantages. On the power play, the club has connected on 23.9 percent (19-for-80) of its road opportunities. By contrast, Philly ranks next to the bottom in the NHL (9-for-76, 11.8 percent) in its power play efficiency at home.

DEVILS OUTLOOK

 The Devils have lost back-to-back games since knocking off the Eastern Conference leading Pittsburgh Penguins on New Year's Eve. The glass half-full outlook is that the club has managed to take away at least one point in seven of their last 10 games (5-3-2). The glass half-empty view is that the club has dropped four of its last six games, with three of the losses coming in regulation. 

 New Jersey enters this game coming off a 5-3 home loss to Chicago last Friday and a 2-1 road loss to Buffalo on Saturday. 

 In the Blackhawks game, the score was tied 1-1 at the second intermission before the walls caved in on Jersey. A three-goal explosion by the dangerous Hawks in the first five and a half minutes of the third period decided the outcome. Devils got all three goals from their defense, as Marek Zidlicky potted his sixth and seventh goals of the season and Andy Greene notched his seventh. Martin Brodeur stopped 19 of 24 shots. 

 In the Buffalo tilt, the game was scoreless until the final 31 seconds of the middle stanza, when a Matt Moulson power play goal gave the Sabres a 1-0 lead. Michael Ryder even the score with a New Jersey power play goal at 7:46 of the third period but Buffalo ended up winning both the special teams battle and the game when Matt D'Agostini notched a power play goal with 8:11 remaining in regulation. Cory Schneider made 20 saves in the loss.

 Buffalo defenseman Tyler Myers received a three-game suspension from the National Hockey League as a result of a high hit on Dainius Zubrus in Saturday's game. However, former Flyers forward Zubrus is OK and will be in the lineup tonight.

 Patrik Elias, a Flyer-killer throughout his NHL career, will not be available to the Devils tonight. The club has placed him on injured reserve with an upper body injury. Swiss sniper Damien Brunner (sprained right knee) is also on IR. 

 Without those two players, most of the burden for carrying the New Jersey offense will fall on the legendary Jaromir Jagr (team-leading 13 goals and 34 points), Ryder (13 goals), defenseman Zidlicky (22 points, five power play goals) and some combination of Travis Zajac (seven goals, 19 points) and/or Henrique (nine goals, 19 points). 

 Jagr is six goals away from scoring the 700th regular season goal of his Hall of Fame career. He scored an empty net goal the last time the Devils played the Flyers.

 As one would figure, every NHL team has a better record in game where the club scores first than in games where it trails. In the Devils' case, however, the difference is extreme this season. When the offensively challenged Devils have to chase games, they have a very tough time catching up. 

 New Jersey enters tonight with the NHL's second-worst winning percentage (3-13-3, .150 winning percentage) and just nine points out of the 19 games in which they have yielded the game's first goal. Conversely, in the 24 games where the Devils have scored the game's first goal, the club has come away with points in 19 of the 24 games (14-5-5).

KEY STAT COMPARISONS (NHL OVERALL RANKING)

 Non-shootout goals per game: Flyers 2.57 (19th), Devils 2.35 (26th)

 Non-shootout goals against per game: Flyers 2.69 (16th), Devils 2.42 (8th)

 Even strength Goals For/Against Ratio: Flyers 0.92 (19th), Devils 0.91 (21st)

 Power play efficiency: Flyers 18.0% (18th), Devils 18.2% (15th)

 Penalty killing efficiency: Flyers 83.9% (9th), Devils 86.1% (3rd)

 Faceoff percentage: Flyers 48.7% (22nd), Devils 46.0% (29th)

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change, updated after morning skate)

FLYERS

 9 Steve Downie/ 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 92 Jakub Voracek

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 36 Zac Rinaldo / 9 Steve Downie - 14 Sean Couturier - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 12 Michael Raffl - 76 Chris VandeVelde / 18 Adam Hall - Hall/Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 41 Andrej Meszaros - 22 Luke Schenn

 29 Ray Emery

 [35 Steve Mason]

Potential Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Matt Read (upper body), Hal Gill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

DEVILS

 8 Dainius Zubrus - 19 Travis Zajac - 68 Jaromir Jagr

 29 Ryane Clowe - 14 Adam Henrique - 17 Michael Ryder

 20 Ryan Carter - 11 Stephen Gionta - 18 Steve Bernier

 15 Reid Boucher - 21 Andrei Loktionov - 9 Mike Sislo

 6 Andy Greene - 7 Mark Fayne

 34 Jon Merrill - 2 Marek Zidlicky

 24 Bryce Salvador - 28 Anton Volchenkov

 30 Martin Brodeur

 [35 Cory Schneider]

Potential Scratches: Eric Gelinas (healthy), Cam Janssen (healthy), Jacob Josefson (healthy), Patrik Elias (IR, upper body), Damien Brunner (IR, sprained knee), Adam Larsson (IR, lower body), Peter Harrold (IR, broken foot).

 *********

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:
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POST-PRACTICE UPDATE (1:15 p.m. EST)

 The Philadelphia Flyers returned to the Skate Zone in Voorhees today for an 11 a.m. practice. With the team completing their six-game road trip with a game in Newark tomorrow, followed by a home game on Wednesday, it was a short session. From start to finish, the full-ice practice lasted about half an hour. 

 The team practiced with mostly the same forward lines and defense pairings as in Saturday night's 5-3 win in Phoenix. The big news, however, was that Michael Raffl participated in full and is likely to return to the lineup tomorrow night in New Jersey. The Austrian left winger, who says that he has had no headaches or other concussion symptoms since the morning after the injury, is meeting with a doctor later this afternoon. If he gets clearance to play, look for Raffl to return to the lineup tomorrow.

 Raffl skated on the fourth line today, with Steve Downie staying on the top line. There is a good chance, however, that Raffl will quickly return to Claude Giroux's line.

 Today's lines:

 Steve Downie - Claude Giroux - Jakub Voracek

 Scott Hartnell - Brayden Schenn - Wayne Simmonds

 Zac Rinaldo - Sean Couturier - Vincent Lecavalier

 Michael Raffl/Jay Rosehill - Chris Vandevelde - Adam Hall

 Kimmo Timonen - Braydon Coburn

 Nicklas Grossmann - Mark Streit

 Andrej Meszaros - Luke Schenn

 Hal Gill - Erik Gustafsson 

 Steve Mason / Ray Emery

 Additionally, Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee) participated fully in practice today. Afterward, he said that he felt pretty good but was still about 10 to 15 percent away from realistically being ready to play in a game. 

 Matt Read (upper body) did not participate in practice today. There was no update on his status as of this writing.

 There was no hint of whether Steve Mason or Ray Emery would get the start in goal tomorrow night. However, with back-to-back games and with Emery having recorded a 1-0 shutout win in New Jersey earlier this season, I would not be surprised if Emery gets the Devils match and Mason plays against the Canadiens on Wednesday.

 VIDEO: Craig Berube on the 4-1-0 western road swing, playing New Jersey and the play of Vincent Lecavalier since returning to the lineup.

 ***********

FLYERS WORLD JUNIOR CHAMPIONSHIP WRAPUP

 The 2013-14 World Junior Championships wrapped up yesterday in Malmö, Sweden. Congratulations go out to the scrappy underdog Finnish team that got hot at just the right time to capture a surprise gold medal. 

 The host Swedes settled for silver after a hard-fought 3-2 loss in the gold medal game. Team Canada, which never quite clicked in the tournament against the medal contending teams with the exception of Team USA, dropped the bronze medal game to Russia, 2-1.

 The Flyers had five participating players in tournament. Before giving my take on their individual performances, I will first say that players' offensive totals in IIHF tournaments can often been skewed, either favorably or unfavorably depending on the player's role (which may differ from his use on his junior club team and/or a projected NHL role). 

 In a short tourney, point totals can also be skewed based on whether the player racks up a few multi-point games against the relegation round bound (i.e. weak sister) opponents in the round robin preliminary round. 

 Over the years, I have learned to look at things other than point totals on which to base my opinion of a player's performance. The Under 20 World Championship is, of course, a prestigious and high-profile event but the tourney is still just a five-to-seven game sampling of someone's abilities.

Scott Laughton (Canada): People's offensive expectations for the Flyers' 2012 first-round pick may be been too high before this tournament. He is having a prolific offensive season in the Ontario Hockey League, and was named captain of the Canadian team. However, his role on this team was not primarily an offensive one. 

 Laughton was cast in more of a third-line shutdown center role -- which is his most likely eventual role at the pro level as well. As such, I was not all that bent out of shape that he produced no goals and just one assist in seven tourney games. 

 In terms of overall play -- presence on the walls, winning faceoffs, breaking up scoring chances, hemming opposing teams in deep, creating some hard-working scoring chances and shots on goal -- I thought Laughton was pretty decent. I was hoping he'd make a little more impact in swinging momentum in Canada's favor when the team energy level needed a boost, but he often was not on the ice in situations where I thought his particular skill set would be best used.

Robert Hägg (Sweden): Although Hägg's skill set suggests that of a two-way defenseman with above-average offensive upside, he was deployed in mostly a shutdown defensive role in the tournament along with Robin Norell. 

 That was not a surprise, because Hägg was used the same way in the Lake Placid preparatory tournament over the summer. Right after that, he had a dynamic offensive preseason for Modo before what has thus far been an uneven SHL reason for him. Hägg, who scored one goal in the WJC, did not get much power play time in this tournament. 

 Overall, I thought Hägg played quite well in the tournament. He took a few bad penalties, and he got beaten defensively a few times (most notably by Rasmus Ristolainen in the gold medal game). However, when you look at the overall body of his work in the WJC, I thought he defended well and moved the puck extremely well. He also showed a bit of physical edge that could be translated to the smaller rink.

 The seven-game sampling, in my opinion, is reasonably reflective of what I've seen in his Modo games this season: a player with all of the physical tools to become a top-three NHL defenseman someday but who is still very raw. Hägg has barely scratched the surface of his abilities at both ends of the ice and is still trying to figure out exactly what he game should be. The process with him could be a frustrating one at times but the upside is very high if he can get through the learning curve. 

Taylor Leier (Canada): Leier is having a tremendous Western Hockey League season for Portland, but was expected to play more of a checking role at the WJC. That is also likely closer to what his pro role will be, at least at the NHL level (at the AHL level, I think he may produce at a decent offensive clip). However, I did not think Leier played very well in his assigned role in Malmö -- an unpleasant surprise both because he'd performed similar duties in Portland as his main role earlier in his junior career and because he is seemingly a well-suited player for the bigger rink. 

 Simply being named to the team over higher-profile candidates was a nice accomplishment for Leier, and seven games of limited ice time does not make or break a career. He still projects as a versatile role player with both grit and speed. As far as the tournament itself goes, though, Leier came out on the wrong end of too many shifts that were the crux of why Team Canada took him in the first place.

Valeri Vasiliev (Russia): As with Hägg in the SHL, Vasiliev already plays regularly at the professional level as a third-pairing KHL defenseman for Spartak Moscow. He played the same role in the WJC that he does thus far in Russia -- that of a supporting cast defensive defenseman with a bit of a physical edge and decent mobility. 

 In the four KHL games I've seen Vasiliev play this season, his main weakness seemed to be getting himself out position. I thought he was a little more conservative in the Team Russia WJC games I watched. He had a couple good games and a couple so-so ones. 

 In terms of long-term upside to come over the NHL, which he has said to the Russian media that he'd like to do in a couple years, the physical part of the challenge will be two-fold. He still needs to add muscle to play the style he needs to play. I also think he needs to do a little better job at keeping the play in front of him. I like his first-pass ability and second-effort competitiveness (with Hägg, I'd like to see a little more competitiveness at times). 

Anthony Stolarz (USA): The good news on the Flyers' 2012 second pick is that he dressed for every game in the tournament and got the benefit of being part of the Under-20 national team's (ultimately unsuccessful) drive to repeat its 2012-13 gold medal run. The bad news is that, as expected before the tournament, it was Jon Gillies who got all of the meaningful starts. Stolarz did get one start, and recorded a shutout against in Germany. However, he only saw 15 shots for the game, and was never really tested in a match where Team USA spent most of the game with the puck in the German end of the ice (53-15 shot advantage) and racked up an 8-0 win on the scoreboard.

 Stolarz has already come a long way since the 2012 Draft. The decision to leave college hockey to play for London in the OHL has been a beneficial one for him. He still has an equally long way to go before he's ready to challenge for an NHL job. As with most every goalie his size, it takes a lot of time and coaching to get those long limbs in synch and squared consistently, without leaving some holes. 

 What I can say about Stolarz is that he's obviously a bright young man and every coach I've spoken with about him says that he has a strong work ethic along with the raw tools and tremendous size. He's going to be a work in progress for several years to come, but he has NHL starting goaltender upside if the process is managed successfully. 

 *********

FLYERS PRACTICE REPORT 1-6-14

 The Flyers will hold practice today at 11 a.m. at the Skate Zone in Voorhees. I will have a post-practice report this afternoon.

 On a side note, it is nice to be back in Philly after the holidays. I will be here for the duration of the season. The practice reports and videos will again be a regular feature of the blog as they were before Thanksgiving and the Flyers pair of six-game road trips after Thanksgiving and Christmas.

 *********

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:

P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses 

January 20, 2014 08:58 AM 
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By Mark Divver 

The 16th weekend of the season started on a very positive note with a solid win over a good Wilkes-Barre/Scranton team on Friday, then crashed and burned in a hideous loss in Springfield on Saturday, followed by another defeat in a rematch with Wilkes at home on Sunday. Here's my take on the good, the bad and the ugly.

Good

*** Alex Khokhlachev scored a pretty goal on Friday night. He also recorded an assist, seven shots and was plus-three.

*** After scoring 11 goals in 71 games as a rookie, Justin Florek already has 10 goals this year.

*** Bobby Robins has 5 goals in 34 games this season. He scored 4 in 74 games last season.

*** With 4-24-28 in 41 games, Joe Morrow is seventh in scoring among AHL defensemen.

*** Zach Trotman, whose plus-13 is the best on the team, was recalled to Boston for the second time this season.

*** After languishing at or near the bottom for much of the season, the penalty kill is up to 21st in the AHL.

*** Matt Lindblad returned after missing a month with a groin injury.

Bad

*** Carter Camper broke a bone in his toe during Sunday's game. Team's top scorer is expected to miss a month.

*** The P-Bruins are 1-4 in their last 5 games.

*** By the end of the day on Sunday, Providence had slipped to seventh place in the Eastern Conference.

*** Rough numbers this weekend: Minus-threes for Matt Fraser on Saturday and Tommy Cross on Sunday.

*** Jeff Jakaitis gave up five goals on 32 shots on Sunday in his Providence debut.

*** Craig Cunningham's ill-timed boarding penalty in the third period on Saturday in Springfield. The Falcons tied the game on the PP, then tallied the winning goal 30 seconds later. 

Ugly

*** After leading by two at the start of the third period, the P-Bruins gave up four straight goals in Saturday night's 5-3 loss in Springfield. It doesn't get much uglier.

*** Providence gave up 19 shots and dug themselves a 0-3 hole in the first period on Sunday.
A more mature Cassidy likes keeping the Bruins well-fueled 

January 16, 2014 09:45 PM 
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Frieda Squires/The Providence Journal 

Providence Bruins head coach Bruce Cassidy has helped send five defensemen up to Boston since 2009, when he came to Providence. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

Ready or not, Bruce “Butch” Cassidy was 37 years old when the Washington Capitals hired him as their head coach in 2002.

And, as the saying goes, coaches are hired to be fired.

So, after leading the Caps to the playoffs in 2002-03 and losing in the first round to eventual Stanley Cup champ Tampa Bay, Cassidy got the ax when his team started slowly the next season.

“I look back now and say, wow, I was young,” says Cassidy, now in his third season as head coach of the Providence Bruins.

“That was a tough environment in terms of the locker room. You’re a young guy and you come in and there’s a lot of different personalities. In hindsight, it wasn’t tailor-made for what my skills were at the time,” he says.

Older and wiser now, the 48-year-old Cassidy is playing a critical role in the success of the Boston Bruins by developing future NHL players in a winning environment in the AHL. At the same time, he is steadily working his way toward what he hopes will be another opportunity to coach in the NHL.

In a salary-cap sport such as pro hockey, growing your own players is critical. Developing defensemen has become Cassidy’s calling card.

Since Cassidy came to Providence as an assistant to Rob Murray in 2009, five defensemen have moved up to the NHL with his help: Johnny Boychuk, Adam McQuaid, Torey Krug, Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller.

As an assistant coach with Chicago from 2004-06, Cassidy had a hand in the development of Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook, Dustin Bfuglien and James Wisniewski.

“I do believe I’m good at this,” Cassidy says, without a hint of bravado.

Cassidy was a brilliant offensive defenseman in junior hockey, scoring 111 points in 70 games for Ottawa of the Ontario Hockey League in 1983, when Chicago drafted him in the first round. Serious knee injuries kept him from fulfilling his promise as a player.

There’s no doubt that he and assistant coach Kevin Dean have done an outstanding job over the first half of this AHL season. The P-Bruins have continued to win even while sending a total of nine players up to the NHL for stays of varying length.

Cassidy might not have ended up in the Boston organization if he hadn’t been willing to swallow his pride and take a job as an AHL assistant. Looking for work in the summer of 2009, he phoned Boston GM Peter Chiarelli about the job in Providence.

While the two weren’t best buddies, they had played hockey and baseball against each other while growing up in Ottawa. They had also worked together when Cassidy coached Ottawa’s farm team in Grand Rapids — he was AHL Coach of the Year in 2002 — and Chiarelli worked in the Senators’ front office. Cassidy got the job.

“I’m glad I wasn’t too proud to go back to being an assistant in the American League. I didn’t say, ‘Well, I’ve won Coach of the Year in that league.’ I just wanted to get back to work,” said Cassidy.

What happened in Washington didn’t concern Chiarelli in the least.

“If you look at [Claude Julien] in Boston, he had been fired twice. I truly believe that those coaches who have gone through that successfully are better coaches as a result. They learn from what they did before, and I’d put Butch in that category. It’s one of the reasons why I hired him,” Chiarelli said.

Under Cassidy, the P-Bruins play hard and are always well-prepared. Early on, Cassidy changed his systems to mirror Boston’s, which makes it easier for players to fit in when are called up.

“Butch is a really smart hockey guy. Systems-wise, he breaks the game down very well. He’s got a creative mind,” said Don Sweeney, Boston’s assistant general manager.

“The game interests me. It excites me. I don’t just watch our team. I watch other hockey,” said Cassidy, who has two years left on his contract after this season.

He says he’s as demanding as ever, but is perhaps more patient, especially with young players, than he was earlier in his career.

“I’ve evolved in terms of maturity. Having young children, I’m sure, has an effect on your patience level,” he said.

“Butch has an edge — I don’t know if many people know about it — but that’s a good thing in his character set,” said Chiarelli.

“I don’t think you can be a complete nice guy and be a proficient coach. Butch is a good guy but he’s got a certain way about himself. He demands a lot from the players. You can hear him up here [in the press box at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center] — sometimes too much. But I think he’s a terrific coach.”

Cassidy — who lives in Providence with his wife, Julie, and young son, Cole, and his daughter, Shannon — is in a good place in his life right now.

“I like it here. I love being part of the Boston Bruins,” he said.

“Now it’s just enjoy the moment, stay in the moment. Try to get better for down the road, if a better opportunity comes,” he said.

“I want to coach the best players in the world, in the best league in the world, but I don’t get caught up in looking too far ahead.”

On Twitter: @MarkDivver

P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses 
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By Mark Divver 

The 15th weekend of the season wasn't kind to the Providence Bruins. They are one of the top offensive teams in the AHL, but their scoring touch deserted them as they dropped two of three games. Here's my take on the good, the bad and the ugly.

Good

*** At the halfway point of the season on Saturday night, the P-Bruins were on track to finish with 92 points, which should guarantee that there will be playoff hockey at The Dunk in late April/early May.

*** Thanks to shootout goals by Alex Khokhlachev, Jared Knight and Seth Griffith and clutch stops by Nik Svedberg, Providence was able to grab a win on Friday night.

*** Providence gave up just three goals in three games this weekend.

*** Craig Cunningham is on pace for another 25-goal season. He has recorded at least one shot on goal in 38 of 39 games this season, and is fifth in the AHL in shots.

*** The penalty kill was a perfect 9-for-9 on the weekend and has moved up to 24th in the AHL. 

*** David Warsofsky (plus-13), Nick Johnson, Zach Trotman and Justin Florek (all plus-12) are among the AHL leaders in plus-minus.

*** David LeNeveu gave up the game's only goal in the first minute, but played well on Saturday in his first start for the P-Bruins.

*** Florek scored his first NHL goal in Los Angeles on Thursday.

*** Ryan Spooner was named to the AHL All-Star team.

Bad

*** The power play is 0-for-11 in the last three games.

*** Malcolm Subban missed the weekend with a foot injury.

Ugly 

*** The P-Bruins scored just once in nine periods plus an overtime this weekend.

Phil Varone promoted to Buffalo Sabres 

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 6:25 p.m. EST January 22, 2014
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The official portion of practice for the Rochester Americans was over but, as always, players were still on the ice.

That’s when Chadd Cassidy returned from the dressing room, opened the gate to the rink at Bill Gray’s Regional Ice Plex and waved for Phil Varone to come to his office.

Varone’s mind began to race. So did his heart.

This could only mean one thing, he immediately thought: The long-awaited callup.

But then, as he walked off the ice toward the dressing room, Varone started to reason with himself.

“You think, ‘maybe he just wants to talk to me,’ and then you think ‘maybe he wants to talk about the weekend coming up,’ ” Varone said.

In other words, he was preparing himself for a letdown, just in case the parent Buffalo Sabres weren’t about to reward him for his stellar play.

But there was no letdown, only elation, as Cassidy told the third-year centerman that sweater No. 84 was waiting for him in the Sabres dressing room at the First Niagara Center. He’s expected to make his NHL debut on Thursday night against the Carolina Hurricanes.

“I just thought about my family; I owe a lot to them,” said Varone, who has produced 8 goals, 25 assists and 33 points in 38 games with the Amerks. He talked about his parents, Helena and Tony, back home in Toronto. His brother Rick. His grandparents. His girlfriend.

“I’ve never been to a hockey school in my life; my dad taught me everything I know,” he said. “My brother is 7 years older than me but we’re very close. My mom’s my biggest cheerleader. I could be a minus-4 and she’ll still think I played well. She doesn’t let me get down.

“I’ve got a lot of other people to call, too,” he said.

While Varone was heading west, center Kevin Porter and defenseman Brayden McNabb were joining the Amerks. They were reassigned by the Sabres and should play Thursday night in Cleveland against the Lake Erie Monsters.

Varone, 23, is in his third season with the Amerks. He led the team in scoring as a rookie (11-41-52 in 76 games), slumped last season (11-24-35 in 62 games) and this season has been by far their most consistent and reliable forward.

He has played in every game and is used in every situation. He also has seen several teammates called up. He said he never got discouraged but instead was happy for them.

“A lot of guys who were capable of going up got a chance,” he said. “You know that they (Sabres management personnel) are watching. You see them at our games. A lot of guys wouldn’t be playing in the NHL without having played in the AHL first.”

Varone has never even played in a preseason game with the Sabres. His only experience in a Buffalo uniform came at the prospects tournament in Traverse City, Mich., and in intrasquad scrimmages in training camp.

He was drafted in 2009 in the fifth round by the San Jose Sharks but wasn’t offered a contract. He instead signed an American Hockey League contract with the Sabres in the summer of 2011, and had the deal upgraded to a three-year entry-level NHL contract by March 2012.

“It’s the road less taken,” Varone said, “but I wouldn’t change it. Not a thing.”

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Amerks/Sabres moves

Amerks center Phil Varone was called up by the Buffalo Sabres on Wednesday, the first promotion to the NHL for the third-year center.

The Sabres also returned center Kevin Porter and defenseman Brayden McNabb to the Amerks.

Right winger Joel Armia (hand) won’t play this week. He broke a bone in his hand in training camp with the Sabres and it is again bothering him.

Center/right winger Mike Zigomanis (neck) is skating and could play next weekend. He has been out since Dec. 20. Defenseman Nick Crawford (upper body) is day-to-day.

Rochester plays the Lake Erie Monsters at 7 p.m. Thursday in Cleveland and is at Binghamton for a 7:05 p.m. game on Saturday.

The Amerks finally return home to play the Chicago Wolves on Wednesday, their first game at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial since Jan. 11.

Amerks' Lieuwen pushing for more ice time

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 9:32 p.m. EST January 14, 2014

Nathan Lieuwen
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There has been no question since training camp that on the Rochester Ameicans depth chart, Nathan Lieuwen has been No. 2 behind third-year goalie Matt Hackett.

But the second-year goaltender may have a chance to state his case for more playing time — by playing more.

While coach Chadd Cassidy wouldn't say who his starter will be on Wednesday night, he at least hinted that it may be Lieuwen who faces the Texas Stars in Cedar Park, Texas.

"Certainly Nathan has made a great case to play," Cassidy said. "The last month of his season has been really good."

That's bordering on being an understatement, actually, though the sample size is rather limited. Lieuwen has played just three American Hockey League games since Dec. 14 and has allowed only two goals. He is 1-1-1 with a 0.66 goals-against average and .977 save percentage.

On Saturday night in Hamilton, he made 34 saves in a 3-1 victory over the Bulldogs.

Over that same span, Hackett is 3-4 with 2.42 GAA and .907 save percentage. Those numbers don't include the outdoor game on Dec. 13, since weather, lighting and ice conditions created a totally unique atmosphere for a goalie.

For the season, Hackett is 9-12-2 with a 2.89 GAA and .904 save percentage. Lieuwen is 6-5-1, 2.63, .918.

Whoever starts against the Stars will face one of the AHL's most potent attacks. Texas boasts three of the league's top four scorers and four of the top nine.

Center Travis Morin has 23 goals, 27 assists and 50 points in 32 games, right winger Colton Sceviour has 23-17-40 in 31 games, center Chris Mueller 15-19-34 in 36 games and left winger Curtis McKenzie 12-21-33 in 37 games.

Conversely, the Amerks have just one of the AHL's top 63 scorers — center Phil Varone is tied for 18th with 7-23-30 in 35 games.

"We'll need to be very patient with our offense and make sure we take care of our own end first," Cassidy said.

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@kevinoDandC

On the road

The Amerks' three games this week are on the road:

Wednesday: 8:30 p.m., vs. Texas Stars at Cedar Park, Texas.

Friday: 8 p.m. at Oklahoma City Barons.

Saturday: 8 p.m. at San Antonio Rampage.

Rasmus Ristolainen rejoins Amerks. 

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 5:18 p.m. EST January 13, 2014

risto.jpg

(Photo: AFP)

SHARE

CONNECT

TWEET

COMMENT

EMAIL

MORE

The euphoria has abated and the celebratory gatherings are over. Rasmus Ristolainen is ready to play some hockey again.

The smile apparently isn’t going anywhere, though.

Nor should it. Ristolainen scored the “golden goal” at the World Junior Championships on Jan. 5, jamming a backhander into the net 9:42 into overtime as Finland defeated Sweden 3-2.

He spent the last week on the victory tour in his home country of Finland.

“I’m very happy,” the talented defenseman said on Monday when he rejoined the Rochester Americans for practice. “It’s my first big medal. I have never won before.”

The Finnish team made sure they marked their accomplishment — the country’s first gold at the WJC since 1998 — in an appropriate manner, too. Following the victory in Malmo, Sweden, they all headed back to Finland.

“We had some party with the team,” Ristolainen said. “And then I went to my hometown (Turku) and we had a party.”

The parent Buffalo Sabres apparently gave their blessing for Ristolainen, the eighth overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft, to take all of last week off, even though the Amerks had games on Wednesday (a 3-1 loss to Binghamton), Friday (a 2-1 loss to Hamilton) and Saturday (a 3-1 victory at Hamilton).

There was never any expectation of a return for Wednesday’s game, but the Amerks initially thought they could and/or would have him for the weekend.

For whatever reason, he didn’t fly back to the United States until Saturday and said on Monday that he says he’s recharged and ready to help the Amerks in their quest to say in the playoff chase in the American Hockey League’s Western Conference.

The Amerks take a 15-14-3-3 record into Cedar Park, Texas, on Wednesday for an 8:30 p.m. game against the Texas Stars in the start of a three-game road trip.

“It was nice to have the one-week break and I’m full of energy now,” he said.

The Sabres have high expectations for Ristolainen, 19. He played 19 NHL games this season (one goal) and produced 2 goals, 2 assists and 4 points in 5 games with the Amerks.

He missed the first three weeks of December because of a concussion, sustained when he was sucker-punched by Lake Erie’s Mitchell Heard in a Nov. 29 game.

Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy has no concerns of any sort of World Junior “hangover” from the standpoint of competiting and wanting to win.

“That’s his game (competing hard), he wins a lot of his puck battles,” Cassidy said. “He should be back and raring to go.”

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@kevinoDandC

Amerks update

The Amerks are slowly returning to health. Right winger Jamie Tardif (concussion) has been cleared for contact and center/left winger Freddy Roy (health issue) was back in practice on Monday.

Coach Chadd Cassidy said there is an outside chance that both could play Wednesday. Friday at Oklahoma City could be a more likely return date.

Defenseman Jerome Gauthier-Leduc, who missed Saturday’s game because of a middle/upper body injury, also is ready to play.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 
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NORTH BAY, ONT. — The Saginaw Spirit imploded in the last three minutes of the second period Thursday, Jan. 23 at North Bay in what turned into a 5-1 defeat.

An early goal by Alex Henriksson of the Battalion broke North Bay into the scoring column at 2:23 of the first period, but the Spirit played them even until 16:52 of the second period when Ben Thomson lit the lamp on the power play for the 2-0 advantage.

Before the period was out, North Bay had goals from Nick Paul and a second power play goal by Kyle Wood to take a 4-0 game into the third. 

After winning six straight games to start January, Saginaw has dropped it last two allowing 12 total goals to fall to 22-19-4-1 with 49 points in the West, while North Bay improved to 24-17-4-2 with 52 points in the Central.

North Bay’s Miles Liberati scored at 3:01 for an insurmountable 5-0 lead.

Cody Payne scored his team high 18th goal of the season midway through the period to prevent the shutout, but it wasn’t enough. Daniel De Sousa and Eric Locke assisted on the goal.

Former Spirit forward Zach Bratina had two assists and a 5-minute major for a first-period fight with Dylan Sadowy.

North Bay outshot Saginaw 41-29. 

Serebryakov finished with 36 saves for the Spirit, while Jake Smith had 28 for the Battalion.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Spirit Insider: Saginaw's immense potential is matched by its maddening inconsistency

Photo Gallery: The Saginaw Spirit fall to the Windsor Spitfires 6-5

The Saginaw Spirit have surged early in the second half, but they're still searching for consistency. (Courtney Sacco | The Ann Arbor News)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are a mystery trapped in an enigma.

They possess enough talent to beat the best teams in the Ontario Hockey League, but they have several losses to last-place teams. Saginaw has beaten teams stocked with NHL prospects and been rolled by rebuilding squads.

Through 45 games, one thing is certain — you don’t know what team you’ll see on a given night.

“The biggest temptation in this sport, or any sport, is thinking you have to do more than you have to, and you don’t,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “The simple things are what make the great teams and championships teams because they do them all the time.”

The Spirit did those little things — such as finishing checks, making the easy pass, clearing the puck and taking advantage of offensive opportunities — in November and put together impressive wins over division leading Sault Ste. Marie and Windsor before getting away from them and suffering a disastrous December. 

Saginaw got back to the basics and opened January with six straight wins, including over top teams Guelph and London, before getting rolled by rebuilding Plymouth.

“We’re more consistent now than we were at the beginning of the season, so we have to be more consistent at the end than we are now,” Gilbert said. 

Now that Saginaw has everyone back from international tournaments, injuries and suspensions, it has begun to stabilize with a shutout win over London and a tightly contested victory of Midwest leading Guelph.

Captain Eric Locke has hit his stride since overcoming a shoulder injury with five goals and four assists in January, while Kristoff Kontos and Dylan Sadowy have recovered their scoring streak. Kontos and Sadowy are tied with Cody Payne, who scored two goals against the Whalers, for the team lead with 17 goals apiece.

Jake Paterson flashed elite-level goaltending with 89 saves against 90 shots over two games against two-time defending champion London, but he struggled and was pulled in the first period against Plymouth.

If anything works in Saginaw’s favor, it’s the club’s habit of excelling in the second half of the season.

In Gilbert’s first season at the helm two years ago, the Spirit rebounded from a disappointing start and advanced to the second round of the playoffs, while a streak in January last year helped Saginaw, which fielded the third youngest roster in the OHL, to the playoffs.

“If you’re not playing like a machine (in the playoffs), you’re going to be in trouble,” Gilbert said.

27th annual Shiver on the River

The 27th annual Shiver on the River is slated to begin Feb. 2 and runs through Feb. 16, which is a week later than previous years. The Saginaw News, MLive Media Group, Saginaw Spirit, Cabela’s, The Dow Chemical Company and E and J Gallo are sponsoring the tournament, which requires a $10 entrance fee. The Top-15 finishers will be honored at the Saginaw Spirit game Feb. 28.

Standings

A loss to Plymouth ended Saginaw’s six-game winning streak, however, the Spirit remain in third place in the West at 22-18-4-1. Sault Ste. Marie leads the division at 32-10-1-4 and the Greyhounds are followed by second-place Windsor at 27-17-2-0. The Whalers are fourth at 17-23-0-5, and Sarnia sits in last at 14-26-1-4.

Guelph and Erie are in a battle in the Midwest with a shootout loss for the Storm providing a one-point lead on the division over the Otters. London has fallen back at 29-11-1-4, while Owen Sound sits in fourth at 21-18-3-3 with Kitchener bringing up the rear at 15-28-1-1.

Sudbury leads the Central at 25-12-3-4, despite two straight losses, and the wolves hold a five-point lead on North Bay for the division. The Battalion are 23-17-4-2 followed by Barrie at 23-17-1-2 and Mississauga at 17-26-1-3. Niagara is last at 15-24-2-4.

Oshawa leads the Midwest at 29-12-0-4 followed by Kingston at 24-17-2-2. Peterborough is third at 20-21-0-4, and Ottawa is fourth at 15-25-1-3. Belleville is last at 13-27-2-2.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at North Bay Battalion

Puck Drops: 7 p.m., Thursday

Record: Saginaw 22-18-4-1, North Bay 21-17-4-1

Notes: Overage forward Barclay Goodrow leads the Battalion with 22 goals and 41 points, while Mike Amadio has a team-high 21 assists. Former Spirit forward Zach Bratina has three goals and two assists in 11 games with North Bay. Jake Smith is the No. 4-ranked goalie in the OHL with a 2.58 GAA.

Saginaw Spirit at Sudbury Wolves

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Friday

Record: Sudbury 25-12-3-4

Notes: Nathan Pancel leads the Wolves with 36 goals, while Mathew Campagna has 45 assists. Both are second best in the OHL. Nicholas Baptiste has 25 goals and 29 assists for Sudbury, and Franky Palazzese has a 22-12-2-3 record in net with a 2.91 GAA and .917 save percentage.

Saginaw Spirit at Guelph Storm

Puck Drops: 6:30 p.m., Sunday

Record: Guelph 35-8-2-0

Notes: Justin Nichols is 25-4-1-0 with a 2.70 GAA and .924 save percentage for the Storm, and Scott Kosmachuk has a team high 33 goals and 63 points. Brock McGinn and Robby Fabbri have 28 goals apiece for Guelph, which is a point back of Erie for first in the Midwest.

Saginaw Spirit at Sault Ste. Marie

Puck Drops: 7:07 p.m., Wednesday

Record: Sault Ste. Marie 32-10-1-4

Notes: Matt Murray is the No. 2-rated goalie in the OHL with a 2.43 GAA, while building up a 24-7-1-4 record in net and .923 save percentage. Sergey Tolchinsky leads the team with 22 goals and 47 assists for 69 points, while Jared McCann has 21 goals and 24 assists. Darnell Nurse is the Greyhounds captain, a top prospect of the Edmonton Oilers and leading defenseman. He has 10 goals and 30 assists.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Kristoff Kontos 17, Cody Payne 17, Dylan Sadowy 17

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 39, Jesse Graham 28

Points: Kontos 56, Jimmy Lodge 37

Plus-minus: Daniel De Sousa + 19, Eric Locke +18

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 79, Justin Kea 73

PP goals: Justin Sefton 6, Payne 5

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (15-10-2-0, 3.54, .906), Nikita Serebryakov (7-8-2-1, 3.54, .896)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
New York Islanders prospect Jesse Graham developing chemistry with Saginaw Spirit
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Jesse Graham has a goal and 17 assists in 21 games for the Saginaw Spirit since coming over in a trade with the Niagara IceDogs. (Courtney Sacco | The Ann Arbor News)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit’s struggles in the defensive end last season were well documented.

They had the effort, but the skill and intangibles were lacking at times.

Saginaw made an effort to upgrade the overall size of the group during the offseason and early in the year by adding Sean Callaghan, Justin Sefton and Daniel De Sousa, but it took the Spirit until November to upgrade the offensive end of the defensive group when they made a big splash by trading for Jesse Graham.

“He’s a good skater,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “He’s agile, and he sees the ice well.”

A 1994-born defenseman, Graham came to Saginaw after spending his entire career with Niagara where he became a captain and was drafted by the New York Islanders in the sixth round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

Graham, 5-foot-11, 172-pounds, came over for three Ontario Hockey League draft picks and wasted no time making an impact with an assist in his first game in a Spirit uniform against Windsor, and he’s made that offensive impact a regular staple of his game with 17 assists in 21 games for Saginaw.

He broke through for what proved to be the game-winner Saturday, Jan. 18 against Central Division leading Sudbury for his first goal with Saginaw.

“(My role) is to play solid defensively and help out offensively when I get the opportunity,” Graham said. “I think I’m here to help out on the power play.”

While Graham’s arrival has provided an offensive upgrade on the back end for Saginaw, it hasn’t come without its share of bumps.

Saginaw struggled through a difficult December, and Graham has had to adjust coming from a rebuilding team, where he was asked to do a lot, to one that is in position to surprise some people come playoff time.

“He’s such a dynamic player,” Gilbert said. “He’s smart, and he competes hard for a guy his size. He wants to win and compete, and sometimes that gets the best of him and he tries to do too much.

“He’s coming from an atmosphere where he was told to pretty much do whatever and carry the puck end-to-end, and that’s not the way we play.”

It’s a work in progress, but Graham has been showing improvement at times in January.

He has partnered with Brandon Prophet and Sean Callaghan during his tenure with the Spirit, and he’s started to develop chemistry with both players by recording a plus-rating in 5 of 6 games to start January.

“They’re both good players, and I think we’ve found that we play together well,” Graham said.

The combination of the chemistry developed on the defensive end, combined with the return of Jake Paterson from the World Junior Tournament and the return of a healthy Eric Locke, and a six-game winning streak to start the month has people forgetting about a disastrous December.

“The second half is still pretty long, but Patty’s been playing great in net, and we’ve got Locker back and he’s been on a bit of a role,” Graham said. “I think if we just keep playing the system the coaches implement for us, and keep rolling, we can have a good run.”

Which may just be his last.

Graham advanced to the Eastern Conference finals as a rookie with the IceDogs before advancing to the OHL Championship during his sophomore season.

As a 19-year old, he’s eligible to return next season as an overage player, which would trigger a clause in the trade with Niagara that would send a fourth pick to the IceDogs, however, he also could embark on his professional career with New York’s affiliate in the American Hockey League.

“Hopefully I can keep playing well and we’ll see what happens in the offseason with the Islanders,” Graham said.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Daniel De Sousa a big positive since coming from Belleville
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Saginaw's Daniel De Sousa celebrates after scoring a goal in the Hockeytown Winter Festival at Comerica Park in Detroit. (Courtney Sacco | The Ann Arbor News)
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Daniel De Sousa

Saginaw Spirit

Resume: De Sousa is in his second OHL season and first with the Saginaw Spirit after coming over in a trade with Belleville early in the 2013-14 season. He had two assists in 44 career games with the Bulls and a combined 0 plus/minus rating, but he's had a breakout season with the Spirit tallying two goals and eight assists in 31 games with Saginaw. He also leads the Spirit with a plus-23 rating. He played for Team Ontario last year in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

Position: Defenseman

Age:  17

Hometown:  Mississauga, Ont.

Parents: Lucy and David De Sousa

Nickname: Sousa

What do you like most about playing in the OHL?  Being around the guys, the intensity and the good hockey.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? Hangover

What is your favorite video game? NHL '14

Do you have a special pregame meal? Rice and chicken

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Working out.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Drew Doughty

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Playing in the OHL and going to the (World Under-17 Hockey Challenge)

If you could pair with any defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Bobby Orr

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  No

What was your favorite subject in school?  Math

When did you start playing hockey? 4 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score? I would fake forehand then backhand it top shelf.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? I stepped on the mat and fell (during pregame introductions).

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 18, 2014 at 11:04 PM, updated January 18, 2014 at 11:10 PM 

0 

SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw didn’t play its best game Saturday against Central Division leading Sudbury.

But the Spirit are learning how to get the ‘W’ when they don’t bring their ‘A’ game.

Saginaw punched in two goals 30 seconds apart in the first period and staved off a late charge by the Wolves to pick up a 4-3 win.

With six straight wins, the Spirit have improved to 22-17-4-1 with 49 points, while the Wolves saw their five-game winning streak come to an end and now sit at 25-11-3-4. With 57 points, Sudbury has a seven-point lead in the Central, while Saginaw is in third place in the West three points back of Windsor.

“We worked hard, but we worked harder than we had to,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “The inconsistency of staying with the game, making the simple play at the right time, all the time is still there.”

Sudbury went on the power play at 7:33 of the first period when Cody Payne was called for a check to the head, but the Spirit killed the penalty and created their own opportunities that Kristoff Kontos turned into a shorthanded goal when he snapped a wrister top shelf over Wolves goalie Franky for the 1-0 lead midway through the first, and Dylan Sadowy added a backhand goal off a rebound 30 seconds later for the quick 2-0 lead.

That’s when the Spirit let up a little bit and let Sudbury back into the game.

The Wolves picked up the pace and in the closing seconds of the period and Nicholas Baptiste beat Jake Paterson off the bounce for his 25th goal of the season to make it 2-1 heading into the second.

Eric Locke kept up his strong play with a sharp wristshot 19 seconds into the second period for a 3-1 Saginaw lead, but Connor Crisp answered for the Wolves seven minutes later.

Jesse Graham scored his first goal as a member of the Spirit in the third period at 14:02, and Evan de Haan scored for Sudbury two minutes later to draw the Wolves within one again.

But Paterson made the lead stand and finished with 37 saves.

HIGHLIGHTS

• Jake Paterson had another strong performance in goal for Saginaw. He was beaten for three goals, but all three were excellent shots by Sudbury skaters.

• Jesse Graham finally got his first goal with Saginaw, while Brandon Prophet tallied a pair of assists.

• The Spirit didn’t play their strongest game in this six-game winning streak, but they still found a way to hold on and win. Saginaw has beaten three of the strongest teams in the league during the streak — including Sudbury, London and Guelph — which has helped build chemistry and confidence in the locker room. 

LOWLIGHTS

• Saginaw had a couple opportunities to put the game away, but it let off the gas pedal and let Sudbury back into it each time.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw Spirit forward Blake Clarke scores for Team Orr in Top Prospects Game
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Members of Team Orr celebrate a goal during the CHL/NHL Top Prospects game in Calgary. (Jeff McIntosh | The Canadian Press/AP Photo)
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SAGINAW, MI — Blake Clarke is still looking for his first goal as a member of the Saginaw Spirit, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t scored a big goal this year.

The 17-year old forward played for Team Orr in the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary where he snapped a shot past Plymouth goalie Alex Nedeljkovic in second period of what became a 4-3 win for Team Orr over Team Cherry.

The St. Louis-area native has five assists in eight games since coming to Saginaw in a trade from North Bay, and he was ranked on the Central Scouting Service midterm rankings heading into his draft year. The 2014 NHL Entry Draft takes place in Philadelphia.

As a rookie, Clarke scored 19 goals and had 32 assists in 68 regular season games with the Battalion before scoring three goals with three assists in five playoff games. He was traded for Zach Bratina.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Spirit Insider: Mitchell Stephens returns from World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, hopes to make impact for Saginaw

Stephens.jpg

Mitchell Stephens had two assists for Ontario in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge. (File | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — Mitchell Stephens has made solid progress during his rookie season with the Saginaw Spirit.

And it’s been headlined by his inclusion in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge with Team Ontario.

“It was a huge honor playing for your home province,” said the 16-year old Peterborough, Ont. native. “The outcome wasn’t what we wanted, but it was awesome getting to play with some of the best players in my age group.”

Ontario finished fifth in the tournament, however, it was a successful individual experience for Stephens who opened the tournament primarily as a checking forward defending the opposition’s best lines before being promoted to the No. 1 line.

“It was different,” he said. “You play against all the best players in the world. You play against the best players in Russia and Germany. It really shows a lot, because come draft time, you really see those players getting drafted.”

Stephens finished the tournament with two assists.

“It gave me more confidence that coming back here, I can play a bigger role and contribute more,” he said. 

Stephens, who has five goals and nine assists in 33 games for the Spirit, scored a goal in his return to Saginaw against Ottawa before helping the Spirit down two-time defending champion London 2-0 on Saturday, and his continued progression will be key as Saginaw tries to make a push down the stretch.

27th annual Shiver on the River

The 27th annual Shiver on the River is slated to begin Feb. 2 and runs through Feb. 16. The Saginaw News, MLive Media Group, Saginaw Spirit, Cabela’s, The Dow Chemical Company and E and J Gallo are sponsoring the tournament, which requires a $10 entrance fee. The Top-15 finishers will be honored at the Saginaw Spirit game Feb. 28.

Standings

With four straight wins, Saginaw has improved to 20-17-4-1 and sits seven points back of Windsor with 45 points. Sault Ste. Marie leads the West at 29-10-1-4 with 63 points. Plymouth has won 3 of 4 and is eight points back of the Spirit. Sarnia is last in the West at 14-23-1-4 with 33 points.

Erie remains atop the Midwest with wins in 5 of 6 games to improve to 34-7-2-0 with an OHL leading 70 points, and Guelph trails the Otters by three points at 32-8-2-1 for 67 points. Two-time defending champion London is in third at 28-9-1-4 with 61 points followed by 20-16-3-3 Owen Sound and Kitchener at 15-25-1-1.

Oshawa leads the East Division and Conference at 27-12-0-4 with 58 points. Kingston sits in second in the East at 24-14-2-2 with 52 points followed by Peterborough, which is 17-21-0-4 with 38 points. Ottawa is fourth with 14-23-1-3 with 32 points, and Belleville is last with 12-26-2-2 with 28 points.

Sudbury had an eight-point lead in the Central at 24-10-3-4 with 55 points followed by North Bay at 21-17-4-1 with 47 points. Barrie is a game back of the Battalion at 21-17-1-2 with 45 points. Mississauga is fourth in the Central at 16-24-1-3 with 36 points, and Niagara is last at 14-22-2-4 with 34 points.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at London Knights

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 20-17-4-1, London 28-9-1-4

Notes: The Knights sit in third place in the Midwest with leading scorers Max Domi, Chris Tierney and Gemel Smith. London has eight NHL prospects, including Nikita Zadorov who began the season with the Buffalo Sabres. The Spirit beat London 2-0 on Saturday for their first shutout in a year and a half. 

Sudbury Wolves at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: Sudbury 24-10-3-4

Notes: The Wolves have won 8 of 10 and sit atop the Central Division with 55 points led by Nathan Pancel’s 36 goals, which is second best in the OHL, and Mathew Campagna, who is second in the OHL with 44 assists. Buffalo Sabres prospect Nicholas Baptiste has 23 goals and 28 assists.

Saginaw Spirit at Plymouth Whalers

Puck Drops: 2 p.m., Monday

Record: Plymouth 16-21-0-5

Notes: The Whalers are in a bit of a rebuilding mode, but they still have first round Chicago Blackhawks prospect Ryan Hartman and leading goal scorer Zach Lorentz with 19 points. Overage forward Zach Lorentz leads the team with 32 points.

Saginaw Spirit at North Bay Battalion

Puck Drops: 7 p.m., Thursday

Record: North Bay 21-17-4-1

Notes: Overage forward Barclay Goodrow leads the Battalion with 22 goals and 40 points, while Mike Amadio has a team-high 21 assists. Former Spirit forward Zach Bratina has two goals and two assists in eight games with North Bay. Jake Smith is the No. 5-ranked goalie in the OHL with a 2.69 GAA.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Kristoff Kontos 16, Cody Payne 15, Justin Kea 15, Dylan Sadowy 15

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 38, Jesse Graham 28

Points: Kontos 54, Jimmy Lodge 36

Plus-minus: Daniel De Sousa + 19, Eric Locke +15, Sean Callaghan +15 

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 73, Justin Kea 71

PP goals: Justin Sefton 6, Payne 5

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (13-9-2-0, 3.54, .903), Nikita Serebryakov (7-8-2-1, 3.52, .897)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Championship aspirations for the Saginaw Spirit rest on the shoulders of goalie Jake Paterson
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Jake Paterson has played for Canada in the World Junior Hockey Championships, been drafted and signed an entry-level deal with the Detroit Red Wings. Now he has his sights set on a championship caliber ending to likely his last season with the Saginaw Spirit. (Jeff Schrier | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — Hockey teams can win championships without elite scorers, and they can win the big one with question marks in the defensemen corps

But a championship caliber goalie is a must.

The Saginaw Spirit have goals, hopes, aspirations and expectations of making a run at the J. Ross Robertson Cup and many of them rely on Jake Paterson prospering in net.

A 19-year old Mississauga native, Paterson has become one of the better junior hockey goalies in the world during his time in Saginaw with two appearances in the World Junior Hockey Championships. He’s powered the Spirit to two playoff appearances in his first two years as a starter, including a spot in the second round of the 2012 playoffs when he handed champion London 2 of its 3 tournament losses.

And with wins in two games since returning from Sweden with team Canada, Paterson has flashed elite play that has Saginaw surging to start the second half of the season.

“That’s the Jake Paterson I know, and that’s the way Jake Paterson can play,” said Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert after Paterson backstopped the Spirit to a 2-0 win over two-time defending champion London for Saginaw’s first shutout in more than a year.

"He's going to have his tough nights, but whenever he performs like that, and we play like that in front of him, we're going to win some hockey games."

Paterson.jpg

Jake Paterson

Between training camp and competing in Malmo, Sweden with Canada, Paterson missed close to a month with Saginaw. And during that time, the Spirit lost six straight games to close out December, allowing 35 goals in the process.

“He’s the No. 1 goalie,” Gilbert said. “And it’s nothing against (backup Nikita Serebryakov). He struggled early when Jake was gone, but he bounced back and won us some big games. But it’s good to have your No. 1 guy back, no question.”

Paterson is not only the No. 1 goalie for Saginaw, but he’s also the No. 2 goalie prospect in the Detroit Red Wings organization, according to hockeysfuture.com, after the club selected him with the No. 80 overall pick in the third round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

“We’re trying to make a push here in the second half, and the last couple games have been huge for us,” Paterson said. 

And he’s really trying to make it a good one.

In his fourth year in the Ontario Hockey League, Paterson has the possibility of playing another season with the Spirit as an overage player, however, after signing a three-year entry level contract with the Red Wings earlier this year, it appears he’s playing down the stretch of his swan song season in Saginaw.

It’s been a memorable one so far with a strong start that was accentuated by seeing playing time with Canada in Sweden after serving as the No. 3 goalie last year. He won his first start with Canada 7-2 against Germany before falling 5-4 in a shootout against the Czech Republic.

“Obviously, whenever you get to represent your country, it’s a special feeling,” Paterson said. “The chance to get to play this year was really special. … It’s the best in the world, so everyone’s pretty-highly skilled. Everything happens real quick up there.

“It was good to be there, but I’m excited to be back and get ready for the second half.”

And with four straight wins, it appears the second half is primed to be a good one.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Andrey 'Russia' Alexeev once scored a goal off his head
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Andrey Alexeev is in his second season with the Saginaw Spirit after coming over from Russia in the 2012 CHL Import Draft. (File | MLive.com)
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Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Brandon Prophet dragged off the ice after losing skate blade last year
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Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Zach Bratina started playing hockey at 3 years old

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Cody Payne has to eat before his gameday nap

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw rookie Mitchell 'Chubby' Stephens wouldn't mind scoring on Patrick Roy

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw forward Justin Kea aka 'Jumbo' is pretty good at sudoku

Spirit Spotlight: When he's not playing for Saginaw, Kristoff Kontos likes the outdoors

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw's Jake Paterson believes in playoff beard luck, will try to grow a better one in 2014
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Andrey Alexeev

Saginaw Spirit
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Andrey Alexeev

Resume: A 5-foot-9, 180-pound wing, Alexeev was drafted by the Saginaw Spirit in the 2012 CHL Import Draft, No. 33 overall. He has 11 goals and 10 assists in 40 games, surpassing last year's goal total with half the season still to play. Alexeev has a plus/minus rating of plus-12 after going minus-5 last year as a rookie. He is eligible for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia. 

Position: Right wing

Age:  18

Hometown:  Moscow, Russia

Parents: Sergei and Alla Alexeev

Nickname: Alex or Russia

What do you like most about playing in the OHL?  The competition level and stick handling.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Pittsburgh because of (Evgeni) Malkin and Detroit because of (Pavel) Datsyuk.

What is your favorite movie? Alpha Dog

What is your favorite video game? NHL '14

Do you have a special pregame meal? Chicken and pasta

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Just relax and watch movies. Talk with friends.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Datsyuk and (Pavel) Bure

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Scoring my first hat trick in the OHL against Mississauga.

If you could pair on a line with any two forwards in NHL history, who would they be? Datsyuk and Malkin

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  I drink a coffee.

What was your favorite subject in school?  Russian language

When did you start playing hockey? 4 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score? I would fake a shot then go between my legs and shoot.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? I have two. First, I was in penalty box. When I left, my shirt got stuck on the door and I fell. The next one, I scored off my head. I fell down and shot went off my head through 5-hole into goal.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
NHL's Central Scouting ranks four Saginaw Spirit players and one Saginaw native on midterm rankings
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Dylan Sadowy is one of four Saginaw Spirit players named in the NHL Central Scouting Service's midterm rankings leading up to the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — The NHL releseased its midterm Central Scouting rankings for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia, and four Saginaw Spirit players and one Saginaw native found their names on the list.

Goalie Nikita Serebryakov was ranked the No. 17 North American goalie, while defenseman Brandon Prophet was listed as the No. 76 skater in North America. Dylan Sadowy was ranked the No. 89 skater and Blake Clarke the No. 93 skater in North America. Erie goalie and Saginaw native Devin Williams was ranked the No. 14 North American goalie.

Serebryakov is 7-8-2-1 on the season with a 3.52 goals-against average and .897 save percentage, including the month of November when he was 5-0-1-0 with a 1.94 GAA and .942 save percentage.

Prophet, 6-foot-2, 202-pounds, has a career high nine assists and plus-10 rating with two goals in 40 games for the Spirit, while Sadowy is tied for second on the team with 15 goals and four assists with a plus-5 rating. 

Clarke has five assists in seven games for Saginaw since coming over in a trade with North Bay prior to the Hockeytown Winter Festival. He scored 19 goals as a rookie and is set to play in the 2014 CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Wednesday, Jan. 15.

 Williams has gone 15-4-1-0 for the Otters. He was the Ontario Hockey League's Goalie of the Month for November after winning nine straight games, including two shutouts, with a 1.95 GAA and .925 save percentage.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Jake Paterson's dynamite performance gives Saginaw Spirit first shutout since Sept. 27, 2012 in win over London

Saginaw Spirit lose to Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in overtime 4-5, Saturday, Dec. 7, 2013

Jake Paterson made 30 saves for the Saginaw Spirit who defeated the London Knights Saturday, Jan. 11 for their first shutout win since Sept. 27, 2012. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit still have championship aspirations.

And Saturday they proved they’re more than just dreams.

Saginaw hosted two-time defending champion London and the Spirit took advantage of a brick-wall performance from Jake Paterson, who tallied 30 saves in net, to capture their fourth straight win, 2-0.

The Spirit improved to 20-17-4-1 and 45 points with their first shutout since blanking Sudbury 5-0 with another 30-save performance from Jake Paterson on Sept. 27, 2012.

London fell to 28-9-1-3 with 60 points.

“That’s the Jake Paterson I know, and that’s the way Jake Paterson can play,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said.

The 19-year old Detroit Red Wings prospect, in his second game back from the World Junior Championships in Sweden, played like he’s already wearing the winged wheel, stopping a pair of point-blank chances early to keep the game scoreless.

London crashed hard on net and fed a pass in front of the Saginaw goal for a prime scoring opportunity early in the second, but Daniel De Sousa pounced on it and cleared it out of Saginaw’s zone.

The Spirit, who are used to suffering debilitating turnovers of their own, forced the Knights into a pair of costly ones.

Early in the second period, Saginaw dumped the puck into London’s end and went off for a line change, but second-year forward Dylan Sadowy pressured the puck, forced a turnover and buried it top shelf over London’s Jake Patterson, while falling to the ground, with what proved to be the game winner.

The Knights fought right back though, forcing a two-on-none breakaway, but Paterson took up space and London was off target on the shot.

Saginaw limited the Knights to six shots on goal in the second period, but London came out firing on all cylinders in the third.

“I think in the third period, we sat back a little bit, which is not what we want to do,” Gilbert said. “But we’re proud of our guys. They battled their backsides off.”

Captain Eric Locke kept up his torrid start to the second half with strong play on both ends of the ice, and he made it count midway through the third when he pounced on a London pass in the neutral zone and raced down the ice on the breakaway.

He deked left and then lifted the backhand over Patterson’s outstretched glove for the 2-0 lead.

“Locker was blocking shots and back-checking like a madman,” Gilbert said. “That’s how he got his goal, his commitment to playing hard without the puck, as well as with the puck.”

Jesse Graham was called for a cross-checking penalty with 3:29 left in the third and the Knights pulled their goalie for nearly two minutes of 6-on-4, but Saginaw crashed hard on its own goal and backed up Paterson for the win.

Kristoff Kontos appeared to score an empty netter, but officials ruled the time expired before the puck crossed the line.

HIGHLIGHTS

• Jake Paterson was dynamite in goal for the Spirit. London had several quality scoring opportunities where they missed the net, but Paterson stood on his head with a couple SportsCenter quality saves to keep them scoreless, too. If he plays like that consistently throughout the second half, Saginaw becomes very real championship contenders.

• The defense had a couple lapses, but for the most part it cleared players and the puck out of the front of the net, blocked shots and played physical in its own end.

• Saginaw's penalty kill has been at minimum stingy in the last week. The Spirit held the Knights scoreless on four opportunities, including one late in the third period when London pulled its goalie for a 6-on-4 advantage.

LOWLIGHTS

• The Spirit were a little sluggish the first half of the third period, but they snapped out of it.

• Saginaw gave up several quality scoring opportunities to London, but Paterson either made the save or the Knights missed the net.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw Spirit feel like they're turning the corner, ready to surge in the second half
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Saginaw has played its two best games in more than a month, winning both to start the second half of the season. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — After a brutal December, the Saginaw Spirit have delivered a few rays of hope that things are turning around in the second half of the year.

Saginaw dropped 9 of 10 games last month in spectacularly disappointing fashion, but a come-from-behind win against Niagara and an impressive defeat of Guelph, one of the best teams in the Ontario Hockey League, has quickly turned disappointment back into optimism.

“We were making mental mistakes and making bad decisions, playing hockey that was not indicative of how we want to play,” said Spirit coach Greg Gilbert of December. “We want to sacrifice for each other. We want to make smart plays, not put ourselves in bad areas.”

Part of Saginaw’s struggles were the result of an ever-changing roster.

Jake Paterson has been gone playing for Canada in the World Junior Hockey Championships, while rookie Mitchell Stephens played for Ontario in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge. Cody Payne, who is tied for the team lead with 15 goals, has been suspended for all but six minutes of the last seven games, and captain Eric Locke missed six weeks with an upper-body injury.

Saginaw has also made trades that brought in defenseman Jesse Graham and forward Blake Clarke during that time.

“Definitely (it’s tough) when the lineup is mixed and matched,” Spirit forward Jimmy Lodge said. “You get used to playing with certain guys and then it gets mixed up, but guys are starting to come back. And we’re playing better as a team.”

Locke struggled to get his legs underneath him after returning from six weeks away, but the Spirit’s last two games — both wins — have easily been his best since returning. He’s spearheaded Saginaw’s resurgence with strong play on both ends of the ice.

“Last year, he was a pitbull,” Gilbert said. “He was a punishing guy and took as much pride playing without the puck as he did with the puck. When he first came back this year, I think he was looking a little more offensively, and he cheated (the game).

“The last couple games is how he has to play if he’s going to be our leader. Our leader has to optimize how we play, and that’s what he’s doing right now.”

The Buffalo Sabres prospect scored a goal with two minutes remaining to force overtime against Niagara, and he had an assist leading an offensive attack that went up on the Storm 3-0.

Now with Paterson, Payne, Stephens and Co. returning, Saginaw has its sights set on a strong end to the season.

“The last two years, we’ve been a second half team, and I don’t see why we can’t do that again to get on a roll and show the league we’re a contender,” Locke said.

“I’ve always believed in this team from Day 1. I know we have a good lineup. … We’ve got some big boys up front. Just the grind style we’re playing, with the finesse and skill we have, as well, that makes us a pretty complete team.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter. Rampage – Comets at the AT&T Center
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POST-GAME QUOTES AT END OF THE REPORT

Greetings from the AT&T Center.

The battle of 6-6 goaltenders tonight — Jacob Markstrom for the Rampage and Mattieu Corbeil for the Utica Comets.

Utica is the new Vancouver Canucks affiliate in the AHL.

Corbeil played for the Missouri Mavericks of the CHL last season and began this year with the new CHL team, St. Charles Freeze and also with Wheeling Nailers of the ECHL.  The way this works many times, these newbies usually make a big splash against San Antonio.  We’ll see.

Rough start for SA — outshot 3-0 by the offensively challenged Comets, who are one of two teams in the AHL who have a worse record than San Antonio.

Quinton Howden! Nice to see the number one pick find the net. Went top shelf over Corbeil for his fifth of the year at 7:34 from Greg Rallo and Jared Gomes.

Jared Gomes gets his first on a nice hustle play. Rebound off a Rallo shot at the side of the net, Gomes was right on it and slipped it on the ice into the vacated net. 14:56.  2-0 Rampage. Howden gets the secondary assist. It took Gomes 38 games to nab his first this season on his 54th shot.

Juicy rebound for Nicklas Jensen at 16:22 and Utica halves the Rampage lead. Comets leading scorer Pascal Pelletier gets the assist along with Benn Ferriero.  2:50 left int he first period. 2-1 SA.

End of first: San Antonio 2, Utica 1. Shots: Rampage 9, Comets 10.  Penalty box officials feel neglected…no penalties.

Second period underway. Juicy stat — Utica is 0-16-0-1 when trailing after 2 periods.

Rampage get first power play. Utica’s Ferriero’s goes off for slashing at 4:50. Doug Janek goes off for high sticking 200 feet from the Utica goal.  We’ll play 4-on-4.

End of 2: San Antonio 2, Utica 1.  Shots: 19-18 favor Comets.

Third Period

Comets go on the power play as Rallo goes off for tripping — :56 into the third period. Markstrom with two big saves right off the bat.

Penalty killed.

Markstrom putting on a clinic. Great saves. The Rampage are playing the second worst team in the AHL and Markstrom has to put on a clinic to keep San Antonio in the game.

Rampage can’t clear the puck. Comets score. Jensen again standing at the side of the crease puts the puck over Markstrom for a 2-2 tie. 6:39 left in regulation.

This could easily be 10-2 if it weren’t for Markstrom. He’s been terrific tonight. The Comets have a young kid in net, who’s goals against in the CHL this season was 5.34 in two games, and they’ve put two shots on goal in the third period and 18 in the game.

Going to overtime for the second straight game. Abbotsford beat the Rampage Saturday night in OT. Utica outshot the Rampage 15-3 in the third period. Rallo had a nice chance with three seconds left, but could not get the puck past Corbeil.

Shots at the end of regulation: 34-21 Comets.

Overtime

Utica pressing the action again in OT. The Comets, 24th in the league in shots per game with just under 28, have outshot the Rampage by 14 tonight even though the Rampage are second in the league in shots.

Going to a shootout.

Rampage are 5-3 in the shootout. Utica is 1-2.  Final shots 36-23 Utica.

Denny Urban first shooter for Rampage: right down the middle lost puck shot wide.

Benn Ferriero stopped by Markstrom.

Wade Megan went wide right, stopped by Corbeil.

Pelltier stopped by Markstrom.

Bobby Butler five-hole. Scores.

Jensen had Markstrom down but couldn’t lift the puck.

McFarland didn’t get a shot off.

Alexandre Grenier tried backhand but Markstrom kept the pad down.

Logan Shaw stopped at the post.

Colin Stuart’s shot goes wide. Rampage win 3-2 in a shootout.

Markstrom the star tonight. Gomes with a goal and assist. Rallo two assists, Howden goal and assist. Utica outplayed the Rampage second half of the game.

Official stars of the game: 3. Jensen, 2. Gomes, 1. Butler.

POST GAME QUOTES

Gomes on his first goal after 37 games:  “Certainly it’s in the back of your mind, but I try and focus on doing the right things,  going hard to the net, keeping things simple and it finally paid off.”

“I knew (Rallo) would put that one on net. I got a good juicy rebound and just pulled it around the goalie.”

Coach Tom Rowe

“I told the guys we didn’t play great tonight but you have to give them credit. We came out pretty good at the beginning, got the lead. I think our guys sat back, thought it was going to be a little easier. They came at us, kept up the pressure. We played, I thought really good the other night and lost in overtime. We didn’t play that great tonight and the guys figured out a way to get through.”

“I thought Markstrom was really good. He was outstanding.”

On third period meltdown being outshot 15-3.

“We didn’t manage the puck well. Some guys try to do too much during a tight game like that. The ice wasn’t great. We needed to chip in a little more, not try and make too many plays. They did a good job just getting it and firing it to our net, got us running around in our end a little bit.”

On Gomes and Howden’s game.

“They are still young pros. I think having Rallo with them helps calm them down. Ralls is good because he gives them crao when they need it and pats them on the back when they get too much pressure. It’s a good line for us.  They have the checking assignments against the other team’s top line. I thought they set the tone for the game tonight.”
This Is How the Rampage are Supposed to Play

Posted on January 8, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski 
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Are they real, or was last night’s performance, a rousing 5-1 win over the division-leading Abbotsford Heat, Memorex?

Pardon the 20-year old commerical reference. But Rampage head coach Tom Rowe and Rampage fans have been wondering about the makeup of this club.

All agree. The team is made up of good players, great guys, fun to meet and talk to and, at times, fun to watch.

For most of December, drop the last part of that sentence.

The team could look like world beaters for a good stretch, and then suddenly turn into the Keystone Cops (pardon the old timer reference).

But for one night in the last six weeks, the Rampage game plan came together.

I’m sure team general manager Rick Santos figured on something this like scenario when drawing up the 2013-14 edition of the San Antonio Rampage.

You get Joey Crabb and Bobby Butler for scoring — a ton of goals there. At least 20 each. Then, you bring back Jon Matsumoto, who did wonders for the team two years ago in helping the club get to the second round of the playoffs. Add some defensive experience with Greg Zanon. This kid Vincent Trocheck is going to raise eyebrows. Some nice d-depth with Colby Robak, John Lee, Michael Caruso and this Jonathan Racine kid looks tough as nails. And there’s the stand-bys — Greg Rallo, Jed Ortmeyer, Eric Selleck and that big surprise from last season, Jared Gomes.  And we have to think this is going to be Garrett Wilson’s break out year.

Jacob Markstrom and Dov Grumet-Morris in goal — nice combo.

The parent Florida Panthers sent in some NHL guys on defense — Ryan Whitney, Matt Gilroy and Doug Janik and Steve Pinizzotto up front.

What looked good on the wall, for whatever reasons, unfortunately, didn’t translate well onto the ice.

Special teams were a huge problem. And getting lost in the moment, allowing four goals in four minutes in Texas two weeks ago, or five straight in OKC after leading 3-0, seemed to be the storyline rather than a compelling victory sealed by a nice combination of youth and veteran savvy.

So here in lies the significance of Tuesday’s win.

The big win over a disinterested Heat team, which had won four straight this season over San Antonio, included exceptional, in fact record-tying special team play. For the first time since 2012, the Rampage scored four power play goals, tying a franchise mark. At the other end, penalty killers kept the Heat off the board on five tries.

And who scored the goals was also significant. Butler, Gilroy, Robak, Crabb and John McFarland, a highly thought of second round draft pick with size and speed up from Cincinnati, bent the twine, with Janik and Robak getting two assists as well. Scoring from the back line?

Just an observation, but it seems when this team gets blueliners on the scoresheet, they win hockey games.

For the first time since Thanksgiving, the Rampage gave their coach a reason to smile.

They have seven more games left on this homestand and a ton of catching up to do. No reason to have this club get any deeper in the hole. Let’s see how much they can climb out of it before the Rodeo Road Trip.
Plymouth Whalers Alex Nedeljkovic, Alex Peters and Matt Mistele Play in BMO CHL/NHL Prospects Game
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Plymouth Whalers goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic

Rena Laverty

If you watch the Whalers practice this week, you'll notice that Alex Nedeljkovic, Matt Mistele and Alex Peters are missing.

That's because they're in Calgary, AB, getting ready to play in tonight's BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

The game features 40 of the top-rated CHL players eligible for the 2014 National Hockey League Draft, which will be held June 26-27 in Philadelphia.

Nedeljkovic comes into the game as the highest rated CHL goaltender in the most recent NHL Central Scouting mid-term rankings. He's fifth overall among all North American goaltenders.

Peters is rated 36th among North American prospects; Mistele checks in at 51st.

The other Whalers listed in the mid-term rankings include Connor Chatham (30), Josh Wesley (79) and Yannick Rathgeb (153).

Central Scouting mid-term rankings: North American prospects. 

North American goaltenders.

Recently, NHL Central Scouting Director Dan Marr visited Compuware Arena and spoke about several of the Whalers up for the 2014 NHL Draft. 

“He moves well for a big man,” Marr said about Chatham during a recent Plymouth-Sarnia game after Chatham moved easily around Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo. “He’ll starting putting more numbers on the board eventually. But you like to see a guy who is making something happen every time he’s out there.”

It’s often hard to judge the progress of defensemen, but Marr and his staff has seen improvement with Peters.

“Peters is learning that less is better,” Marr said. “By that, I mean he’s learned to simplify his game. He starting to put himself in positions where he’s not going to get burned or give the puck away. Defensively, he’s always been pretty sound. I think he’s a pretty reliable guy that the coach can put out in any given situation.”

Nedeljkovic seems to enjoy the challenge of facing a lot of shots on for a team that doesn’t score a lot of goals.

“When NHL teams draft a goalie, (they) look at a guy and say, ‘Is he going to be a number one for our team and play for us for a number of years?’," Marr said. "Alex has shown that he can handle the load in Plymouth and he can be a number one guy. He comes up big and he gets the job done, game in and game out.”

There’s nothing neutral about Rathgeb’s game. He hits, he fights and he adds offense from the back end. But coming from Switzerland means adjustments – on and off the ice.

“You have to let a European kid go around the block once,” Marr said. “He’s got to figure out the league. I see that under forecheck pressure, Rathgeb is a lot more composed (now), he’s not rushing to get rid of the puck and he’s much more comfortable to hang on to the puck and make a good first pass.

“European players usually come to North America a little more skill-oriented. Rathgeb has the skills where he can stick handle with the puck and make the good first pass out of the zone. That’s all a coach wants out of a d-man.”

Marr praised the way that Vellucci and the rest of his coaching staff develops players.

“You look at the NHL and teams like the Red Wings and New Jersey and the way they patiently develop players,” Marr said. “Mike is patient with his young players, too. They don’t have the pressure to have to carry the team. Young players may find that frustrating, but if they apply themselves in practice, the Whalers do have a development system. And all of these first-year players are going to have an impact and are going to contribute next year.”

AUDIO - Listen to the entire Dan Marr interview.

As it turns out, several of the Whalers' young players are starting to contribute now.

And Nedeljkovic, Peters and Mistele will be back in time for Friday agame against Sudbury.

A side story to tonight's game - will Peters or Mistele drop the gloves and keep a Plymouth tradition alive of having a scrap during the game? In 2012, Tom Wilson dropped the gloves against Dalton Thrower. In 2013, Ryan Hartman fought Kerby Rychel.

Plymouth Whalers Close Out Ottawa, 3-1, on Saturday
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Plymouth's Zach Lorentz (green jersey, 9) scores the game-winning goal in the second period in the Whalers' 3-1 win over Ottawa on Saturday at Compuware Arena.

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH - After the Plymouth Whalers defeated London, 2-1 in a shootout, on Dec. 29 at Comerica Park during the Hockeytown Winter Classic, Whalers goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic spoke about how his team is starting to learn how to win tight games.

"We're starting to figure out how to play, how to win and how to finish off games," Nedeljkovic said then. "Especially (in) tight games. Early in the season, we had leads in the third period and ended up giving up the lead. We can't let those games get away. We've learned from it and (are) starting to see results."

Saturday's 3-1 win over the Ottawa 67's is proof that Nedeljkovic and the Whalers are becoming more like Joe Nathan and less like Jose Valverde.

Plymouth has won five of its last seven games and improves to 16-21-0-5. Ottawa is 14-23-1-3.

GAME SUMMARY

Nedeljkovic and linemates Zach Lorentz and Matt Mistele joined forces as the game's three stars to lead to Whalers in the victory. First star Lorentz scored the first two goals of the game, Mistele figured on on all three goals with an empty netter in the final minute while assisting on the Lorentz goals and Nedeljkovic stopped 41-of-42 shots.

Lorentz was named the first star, Nedeljkovic second and Mistele third, but the order could have been changed with no argument. 

"We're starting to figure out how to play, how to win and how to finish off games." - Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic. 

In truth, a lot of guys who wore the Plymouth green could have been named a star. 

Lorentz gave Plymouth a 1-0 lead at 2:08 of the first period when the Whalers took advantage of a turnover in the Ottawa zone. Gianluca Curcuruto picked off a loose puck at the point and found Mistele, who took a shot that was re-directed by Lorentz at the left circle past Ottawa goaltender Philippe Trudeau.

Lorentz gave then Whalers a 2-0 at 12:25 of the second period with linemates Mistele and Ryan Hartman working effectively deep in the Ottawa zone. Lorentz found the puck behind the 67's net and scored on a wraparound at the left post, beating Trudeau and defenseman Nevin Guy to the spot to score.

Ottawa cut the Plymouth lead to 2-1 on Dante Salituro's power play goal at 19:05 of the second period. Guy started the play with a hard shot from the right point that was redirected by Salituro, back-door, at the left post.

The goal was Salituro's 14th of the season.

The 67's pressured in the third period with 14 shots with their most dangerous play not a shot as Travis Konecny rang a puck off the the crossbar. The Whalers were able to ice the game when Mistele scored on the empty net with 44 seconds remaining.

Plymouth remains home next week, hosting Sudbury on Friday and Windsor on Saturday at Compuware Arena. Both games start at 7:05 pm.

Another Shootout, Another Win for the Plymouth Whalers - 4-3 Over Niagara
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First star Francesco Vilardi (blue jersey, 7) scores in the first period on Saturday in the Whalers' 4-3 shootout win over Niagara at Compuware Arena.

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH – Connor Chatham and Zach Lorentz scored goals in the shootout and goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic stopped Billy Jenkins and Brendan Perlini in the session as the Plymouth Whalers defeated the Niagara IceDogs, 4-3, in an Ontario Hockey League game played Saturday at Compuware Arena.

GAME SUMMARY

Plymouth has won four straight shootouts – and four of its last five games – to improve to 15-21-0-4, eighth in the Western Conference. Niagara is 12-21-2-4, eighth in the Eastern Conference. 

Rookies scored all three Plymouth goals. First star Francesco Vilardi scored twice (6-7), both in the first period, while Cullen Mercer scored his first OHL goal in the second period. 

Niagara never led, but came back from deficits of 1-0, 2-1, and 3-2 before losing. Eric Ming (16), Luke Mercer (2) and Brendan Perlini (24) scored for Niagara. Perlini’s goal came at 19:31 of the third period with the goaltender pulled to send the game into overtime.

Nedeljkovic stopped 39-of-42 shots to backstop the Whalers in the win. He’s been named a star in three straight starts, dating back to Dec. 29 in the Whalers’ 2-1 win in a shootout at Comerica Park over London.

Vilardi got things rolling at 2:10 of the first period to give Plymouth a 1-0 lead, when a turnover led to Matt Mistele's pass from the left circle to Vilardi in front and he made no mistake.

"I didn't have to do much," Vilardi said. "Matt made the play and I tapped it in."

After Erie Ming tied the game at 1-1 for Niagara at 7:42, Vilardi scored again to give Plymouth a 2-1 lead at 8:35 of the first period, following up Gianluca Curcuruto's shot from the point and batting home the rebound in front of Niagara goaltender Blake Richard.

The same script followed in the second period, with both Mercers (not related) scoring. Luke Mercer tied the game at 2-2 for Niagara, capping good pressure in the Plymouth zone with a shot from the high slot that Nedeljkovic appeared to be screened on.

But 1:42 later, the Whalers' Mercer scored his first OHL goal, started when Lorentz skated wide along the right boards in the Niagara zone and fed Mercer at the hashmarks, who buried the shot, mid-shelf, to restore the Whalers lead to 3-2

Trailing in the third period, Niagara pressured the entire frame, outshooting Plymouth, 14-3, finally tying the game with the goaltender pulled for the extra attacker. Perlini's hard shot through traffic found the back of the net at 19:31.

After overtime solved nothing, the Whalers used their familiar formula to win the shootout.

The Whalers are off until next Friday when they play in Sarnia against the Sting (7 pm, www.plymouthwhalers.com). Plymouth’s next home game is next Saturday against Ottawa at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena.

Plymouth Whalers Beat the Soo, 3-2, in Thursday Shootout
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Plymouth's Jordan Addesi (blue jersey, 19) scores to give the Whalers a 3-2 shootout win over Sault DSte. Marie on Thursday.

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH – Jordan Addesi’s first goal as a Plymouth Whaler doesn’t count towards his personal statistics. But it counts in a big way towards a Plymouth victory.

GAME SUMMARY

Addesi scored the deciding goal in a shootout as the Whalers came from behind to defeat the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, 3-2, in an Ontario Hockey League matinee played Thursday at Compuware Arena.

After Addesi scored to give the Whalers a 3-2 lead in the shootout, first star Alex Nedeljkovic stopped Soo rookie Michael Bunting to preserve the victory.

Earlier in regulation, the Hounds had leads of 1-0 and 2-1, only to see Plymouth come back each time.

Sergei Tolchinsky scored his 21st of the year and Jared McCann his 18th for the Soo. Besides Lorentz’s goal, Carter Sandlak added his team-leading 18thof the season for the Whalers.

Plymouth improves to 14-21-0-4. Sault Ste. Marie is 26-8-1-4. 

The game was scoreless, tied or no more than a one-goal differential the entire way. The first period appeared to be scoreless, but Tolchinsky threaded the needle with a shot that was tucked inside the right post as time expired. After a video review, the goal stood as video replay showed the goal came with just 0.3 seconds remaining in the period.

Plymouth tied the game at at 1-1 at 6:15 of the second period while holding a five-on-three advantage. Matt Mistele - at the lower rim of the right circle in the Soo zone - found Sandlak at the hashmarks and he made no mistake.

McCann gave the Soo a 2-1 lead at 16:23 of the second period with a wicked shot that seemed to handcuff Nedeljkovic.

The Whalers never quit and kept pressuring the Soo, outshooting the Hounds, 13-7, in the final period.

Trailing 2-1 in the final minute of play in regulation, Plymouth head coach Mike Vellucci pulled Nedeljkovic for the extra attacker and the move worked when Zach Lorentz tied the game with his 16th goal of the year at 19:04. There was nothing pretty about the play, just a scramble in the Soo blue ice that found Lorentz on the side of the goal.

After a scoreless overtime, Chatham and Lorentz scored for the Whalers in the shootout, while Andrew Fritsch and Tolchinsky replied for the 'Hounds.

That left Addesi and Nedeljkovic to join forces to win the game for the Whalers.

Nedeljkovic continues his good play for the Whalers. He won his third straight shootout and stopped 32-of-34 shots in the Plymouth victory. He's been the first star each in his last two starts.

The Whalers are off until Saturday when they host Niagara at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena.

Yesterday at 11:55 PM 

UMaine loses another road hockey game 

The Black Bear men lose 3-2 at New Hampshire.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

DURHAM, N.H. — Thundersticks in the crowd and lightning-quick goals on the ice.

The Maine men’s hockey team let down its guard just enough Friday night in the raucous Whittemore Center and fell 3-2 to New Hampshire.

It was another hard-fought but ultimately fruitless trip for the Black Bears, who have yet to win as a visiting team this season.

New Hampshire (14-12-1, 6-5 Hockey East) scored in each period, each time capitalizing on a defensive lapse and revving up its 6,501 white-clad fans.

The pivotal goal may have been defenseman Eric Knodel’s blast from the blue line to put the Wildcats ahead 2-1 in the second period. It eluded Maine goaltender Martin Ouellette, who wasn’t nearly as sharp as he usually is. But Maine Coach Red Gendron said the blame extended further.

“We had a forward come back instead of stop in the slot. They circled. Knodel got a shot,” Gendron said. “We had a forward in the neighborhood who chose not to go down on one knee and get big low to block the shot. Those are the facts of the game. It’s all those little micro-moments. You either do it or you don’t do it.

“And if you don’t do it and you lose, that’s why.”

The Wildcats scored 47 seconds into the game after Ouellette bit on a fake and wound up out of position. But No. 20 Maine (11-9-3, 5-4-2) answered 1:59 later when Will Merchant scored his first goal of the season on a wrist shot.

“The bigger rink, with my speed, I kind of like that. I like to be able to move around,” said Merchant, a sophomore forward.

“We knew we were not in trouble at that point. It was early. It was a good shot from (Josh) Henke at the point, kind of got jumbled up, and I got it, shot it and it went in.”

It was a rare accurate shot for Maine in the early going.

The Black Bears continually missed the net on quality opportunities and wouldn’t score again until less than a minute remained.

By that time Maine trailed 3-1 and had pulled Ouellette. With everyone flailing at the puck out front, Mark Anthoine ultimately got it and batted it into the far side of the net with 54.7 seconds remaining.

Maine got another good scoring chance but couldn’t convert.

It was the 116th meeting between the fierce rivals and Maine now owns a 59-51-6 edge. They won’t have to wait long for the rematch. It’s at 7 p.m. Saturday in Orono.

Maine is 9-1 at home this season, and Anthoine has an idea of what needs to change for the Black Bears to turn the tables on New Hampshire.

“Just sticking to the systems for 60 minutes,” he said. “If you’ve got guys out of position here and there with a quick team that’s sitting back and looking for turnovers, it’s going to hurt you.”

Maine then returns to the road with a trip to Notre Dame on Feb. 7-8. The team is tired of hearing about its struggles away from Orono, but the narrative will remain until the Black Bears prove they can win as visitors.

Anthoine had a sly answer for that, too.

“All I can say is good things take time, and I’d rather be blooming when the time is right than too early,” he said.

When will that time be?

“I guess everyone’s going to have to wait to find out,” Anthoine said.

“Because I have confidence in our team and I know good things are going to come. We’re on the brink.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com 

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH

Were you interviewed for this story? If so, please fill out our accuracy form
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Fledgling Penguin Brian Dumoulin on the march 

Biddeford-born, his goal is to be in Pittsburgh.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — A crowd of at least two dozen waited for the rosy-cheeked youngster to emerge from the visiting dressing room at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.
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Brian Dumoulin played hockey for Boston College and now is a defenseman for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. 

John Quackenbos/Boston College 
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Parents, cousins, nephews, nieces, uncles, aunts, grandparents – Brian Dumoulin greeted each of them warmly and appreciatively.

A native of Biddeford, Dumoulin plies his trade in Pennsylvania these days. He is a professional hockey player, a defenseman with the top minor-league affiliate of the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Dumoulin’s team – the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins – made its only visit of the regular season to Maine last weekend, beating the Portland Pirates 4-2.

One month earlier, the 22-year-old Dumoulin was enjoying his first taste of National Hockey League action. Injuries and a suspension left Pittsburgh thin on defense, so Dumoulin and his old Boston College teammate, Philip Samuelsson, were called up.

“I got a chance to see what it takes,” Dumoulin said of his six-game stint in December. “There’s still obviously a lot of things I can improve on.”

Pittsburgh went 5-1 during Dumoulin’s time with the club. He skated between 18 and 21 minutes per game, was whistled for two penalties and, in the opening minute of his second game, notched his first NHL point when his slapshot got past Toronto goalie Jonathan Bernier thanks to a deflection by Penguins teammate Chris Conner.

“He did very well,” said Jason Botterill, Pittsburgh assistant general manager, of Dumoulin’s debut. “There’s elements he needs to work on, but we’re not hoping he can be just a sixth, seventh or eighth defenseman; with his poise and smarts with the puck, we’re hoping he can contribute on the power play and the penalty kill and he can excel in the National Hockey League.”

Growing up, Dumoulin led Biddeford High to consecutive Class A state titles in 2007 and 2008 before joining the N.H. Junior Monarchs and then Boston College, where he won NCAA titles in 2010 and 2012.

Drafted in the second round in 2009 by Carolina, Dumoulin instead came to Pittsburgh before making his pro debut, in a draft day trade involving Jordan Staal in June 2012.

Dumoulin spent all of last season with Wilkes-Barre, scoring six goals and assisting on 18 others before helping the team win playoff series against Binghamton and Providence before finally falling to Syracuse.

“Last year was a positive year for him,” Botterill said by phone from Pittsburgh. “What really got us excited was how he elevated his play in the playoffs. He became, at times, a dominant player. He worked the penalty kill and the power play and helped Wilkes-Barre get to the conference finals.”

Wilkes-Barre Coach John Hynes said he can see the improvement in Dumoulin’s game.

“Brian’s really taken a step up in his second year as a pro,” Hynes said. “You can see this year his ability to distribute the puck, whether it’s on the power play or breakouts or coming up ice, he’s really taken the next step.”

A shoulder injury in his first exhibition game of the fall put a damper on Dumoulin’s training camp, but he seems fully recovered. A rangy 6-foot-3, he has three goals and seven assists in 32 AHL games this season and sports a plus/minus rating of minus-3.

With Pittsburgh, he had a chance to play road games in Detroit, New York and Ottawa and home games against Toronto, Minnesota and Calgary. The experience left him yearning for more, but with a better understanding of the aspects that need improvement.

“One obvious area is moving the puck quicker,” he said. “Up there, the window is only open for so long.”

Dumoulin returned to the AHL just before Christmas, upon the expiration of Pittsburgh defenseman Deryk Engelland’s five-game suspension. Engelland is one of a handful of Penguins who will be unrestricted free agents next season.

(Continued on page 2)
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Brian Dumoulin played hockey for Boston College and now is a defenseman for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. 
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“We’re not going to be able to sign all of them,” Botterill said. “There will be competition for sure, but we certainly see Brian in the mix for those positions.”

Dumoulin said he is about a semester shy of his bachelor’s degree in marketing from Boston College. He plans to dwell in Boston this summer and take two classes. His younger sister, Katherine, also plays hockey for Biddeford High, where she is a sophomore.

“A lot of times, the biggest adjustment for a young pro is just the amount of games in a season,” said Hynes. “It’s being consistent in how he plays night in and night out, and being mentally prepared every game and every practice to be able to continue to improve.”

Wilkes-Barre sits a point out of first place in the East Division. This weekend’s schedule has games in Norfolk, Va., and Hershey, Pa.

“He has really grown in his ability to defend against bigger, stronger professional players,” Hynes said. “He’s done a good job with that. He’s turning himself into a guy who’s right on the cusp of full-time NHL duty.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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UMaine hockey player is living the dream 

Mark Anthoine of Lewiston is representing his state at the state university.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

DURHAM, N.H. — There are many people to credit for Mark Anthoine’s college hockey career. But the first assist might go to Emilio Estevez.

click image to enlarge

Mark Anthoine of the University of Maine, left, has a penchant for big goals – remember the winner in the Hockey East semifinals two years ago? – and a knack for producing on the power play and penalty kills. The biggest test lies ahead – helping the team return to the NCAA tournament. 
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UMAINE WEEKEND

FRIDAY: Maine at New Hampshire, 7:30 p.m.

SATURDAY: New Hampshire at Maine, 7 p.m.

Anthoine was born in Lewiston in 1990. Two years later, Estevez starred in a low-budget, low-brow Disney movie called “The Mighty Ducks,” as the reluctant coach of a youth hockey team. Two sequels followed. Faster than you can say “Flying V,” Anthoine was hooked on hockey despite being born into a basketball family (his father, Mark, played that sport at Bowdoin College).

“I just happened to get on skates,” Anthoine said. “I’d play on Rollerblades in the neighborhood with my best friends.”

It was the beginning of an unlikely rise for Anthoine, now a senior left winger at the University of Maine. Relatively few Maine-born players get to skate for the Black Bears, who face New Hampshire at 7 p.m. Friday. Fewer still were drawn to the sport by a film trilogy.

But once Anthoine committed to hockey, his natural ability was apparent. He skated on tennis courts-turned-hockey rinks in his friends’ back yards. He played for a youth traveling team, then briefly for perennial state power St. Dominic. He left there to join the Portland Junior Pirates for two seasons, excelling enough to be named to an AJHL all-star team.

It was at that event that then-Maine Coach Tim Whitehead first saw Anthoine play. Anthoine, naturally, had grown up rooting for the Black Bears. Greg Moore of Lisbon was an early hero.

Whitehead was eager to get a look at another local talent.

“I just loved the wide-base skating and his strength on his feet,” Whitehead recalled. “He had a good scoring touch and courage in traffic. When you see a Maine kid that catches your eye right away, it’s a good feeling.”

But first, all agreed that Anthoine needed more seasoning, and for that he had to travel to the Midwest to play in America’s premier junior league, the USHL. Anthoine spent two seasons with the Chicago Steel, but Whitehead and his staff, after much debate, reckoned he could use one more winter away. Anthoine was a USHL all-star that year.

“He hadn’t completely conquered that level,” Whitehead said. “That extra year was just what he needed to be an impact player at Maine.”

When Anthoine finally arrived in Orono in 2010, he was polished enough to contribute in all 33 games, the only freshman to do so.

His sophomore season brought a big breakthrough. Anthoine scored 12 goals, 11 of them on the power play, which tied for the national lead. He netted four game-winners, including the one that he still counts as his most memorable in a Black Bear sweater. In the Hockey East semifinals at TD Bank Garden, Anthoine found himself in a position every player dreams of.

“Someone tried to clear the puck and I intercepted it,” he said. “I just got off a quick shot low on the ice and beat him glove-side.”

That lifted the Black Bears over Boston University in a season that ended in the NCAA tournament.

Whitehead can still vividly recall the goal as well, and said it was indicative of the kind of player Anthoine had become.

“He just had a knack for scoring the big goal,” Whitehead said. “We had put him at the net front on the power play that year and everything clicked. He just developed a great shot from the slot. It wasn’t just deflections and rebounds. He developed a really nice one-timer and could get it off quick. And that’s exactly what that goal was.”

Anthoine’s junior season wasn’t nearly as memorable. He netted only four goals; Whitehead was dismissed at the end of the year, replaced by Red Gendron.

(Continued on page 2)
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Mark Anthoine of the University of Maine, left, has a penchant for big goals – remember the winner in the Hockey East semifinals two years ago? – and a knack for producing on the power play and penalty kills. The biggest test lies ahead – helping the team return to the NCAA tournament. 
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UMAINE WEEKEND

FRIDAY: Maine at New Hampshire, 7:30 p.m.

SATURDAY: New Hampshire at Maine, 7 p.m.

Anthoine is looking for a grand finale. Maine is 11-8-3 and 5-2-3 in Hockey East play entering the weekend series with New Hampshire (Saturday’s rematch is in Orono). Anthoine has 15 points and a plus-6 rating while seeing extended time on both the power play and penalty-kill units.

He is one of the team’s assistant captains. Gendron has been impressed.

“He’s always one of the hardest workers at practice and he competes like a dog,” Gendron said. “Leadership doesn’t have to be somebody giving a big speech and trying to inspire people with words. There are all different forms of leadership, and I think he does it best by how he competes, how he takes care of his business, the example that he sets.”

Anthoine said he would like to play professionally when his time at Maine is done. He calls himself a “defensive forward” and vows to bring a strong work ethic to any team in need of those traits. His coaches suggest Anthoine is selling himself short with that description.

The business management major has also joked with his roommates, Jon Swavely and Brice O’Connor, about starting a business together. They would take care of the books and he would be the people person. Anthoine is a natural on social media, as any of his 1,009 followers on Twitter (@twandog) can attest.

But truthfully, he’s not sure what he’ll do after hockey.

Anthoine wants to take this season as far as he can, hopefully all the way to the NCAA tournament again. He’s been thrilled to be one of only a couple dozen native Mainers to compete for the Black Bears.

Whitehead said it’s a blessing and a burden that Anthoine has worn well.

“Everybody knows who you are and that’s good; there’s an exciting part of that, to be a Maine kid playing for your state university,” Whitehead said.

“But coming with that is that responsibility to represent the school in the right way. And people know you, so now they’re looking for you to produce and that’s not easy. When you know the little kids are watching you, there’s a little bit more added pressure.”

Anthoine doesn’t focus on that, though.

“It’s an amazing experience to be part of this, and it’s not even just the hockey. It’s a family. For some reason, anywhere you go, there’s some connection to Maine hockey, whether they’re a fan or they know people from here,” Anthoine said.

“I’ve been proud of representing the state.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Pirates no match for Sharks in 6-3 loss 

Portland Coach Ray Edwards calls the game 'an unacceptable performance.'

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Shaking off a desultory first period Tuesday night, the Portland Pirates came out flying for the second period by peppering Worcester’s goaltender with shots until opening a lead. They appeared destined to head to the third period still in front of the Sharks.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Bridgeport Sound Tigers

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

Instead, the Sharks took advantage of a defensive lapse and scored with 3.7 seconds left to tie, then completely dominated Portland over the final 20 minutes for a 6-3 victory before a crowd listed as 1,632 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

“You don’t want to overreact after one loss,” said Portland Coach Ray Edwards. “The emotions are high right now so you’ve got to be smart. But at the end of the day, the effort, we got outcompeted by about 50 of that 60 minutes.”

Dan DaSilva had a hat trick for the Sharks, one of five teams that stands between the Pirates and the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference.

Worcester tied the score at 3 in the waning seconds of the second period when Travis Oleksuk tipped in a blast from the blue line from Matt Tennyson after Yanni Gourde dug the puck out from behind the net.

The Pirates had taken a 3-2 lead on a power-play goal by Brandon Gormley with assists from Brandon Yip and Lucas Lessio.

A Yip tip seven minutes into the period had given Portland a 2-1 lead after an initial shot from the right point by Daine Todd. Lessio received the second assist.

The goal capped an 11-shot flurry by the Pirates to open the second after playing on their heels for much of the first. When Worcester finally put a shot on net in the second, the result was a Tennyson goal after he gathered in a deflection and made it 2-2.

“The first period we didn’t show up on time,” Edwards said. “The second period was much better, but it was still probably only 12 or 13 minutes of good hockey. And the third period was obviously unacceptable.

“Overall, it was an unacceptable performance. We were embarrassing. I feel bad for the fans that did show up to have to see that.”

The loss was the fourth in a row for the Pirates, who begin the second half of their 76-game regular season Friday night against Bridgeport.

“We played a couple good games this weekend and lost, but I thought we were playing well,” Edwards said. “When you follow it up with a game like that, it makes you have some concerns.”

Luis Domingue made 41 saves for the Pirates, who were outshot 18-3 in the third.

“We gave him absolutely no help,” Edwards said. “We allowed first shots, second shots, third shots. It was not a pretty performance by our standard, that’s for sure.”

The winner came on a power play three minutes into the third when DaSilva tipped in a shot by Sean Acolatse. Worcester then killed off a penalty before DaSilva scored on a set play following a faceoff from the right circle.

“We do different faceoff plays,” said Worcester Coach Roy Sommer. “Most of the time they don’t work. That one worked.”

Acolatse finished off the scoring with a little under four minutes left on a shot from the blue line that deflected past Domingue. Harri Sateri stopped 25 shots for the Sharks.

It was a rough first period for Rusty Klesla. He was sent off three times for minor infractions: roughing, tripping and delay of game (flipping the puck over the glass in Portland’s defensive end).

Still, the Pirates managed to kill off all three penalties and headed into the second tied at 1 thanks to a late goal by Lessio, his 13th of the season.

Gormley had sent a long pass toward the left faceoff circle and Lessio needed all of his 73 inches, plus stick, to stretch for the puck. But gather it in he did, and ahead of the Worcester defense. A quick deke and a backhand flip past Sateri gave Portland the tying goal.

Worcester had taken a 1-0 lead in the game’s 12th minute when DaSilva knocked in a loose puck from near the left post.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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Pirates ‘let one get away’ in 4-2 loss to Penguins 

Portland falls behind early to Wilkes Barre/Scranton and snaps its seven-game string of earning at least one point.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — For the first time since late November, the Portland Pirates came up empty at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton jumped ahead early and never trailed for a 4-2 American Hockey League victory Saturday night before a crowd of 2,961 at the Colisee, where the Pirates had managed at least a point in their previous seven games.

“We worked hard,” said Portland head coach Ray Edwards. “We’re doing some good things and not winning, and that’s the discouraging part.

“Honestly, I thought we were good enough to win,” Edwards added. “We held them to limited opportunities. It was another game we could have won and we let get away from us.”

Simon Depres scored twice for the Penguins, who converted a power play in the game’s second minute and never trailed. Philip Samuelsson added a goal and three assists.

The Pens were coming off a 5-1 loss in Providence Friday night. On Saturday, Scott Harrington converted a power play 67 seconds after the opening puck dropped and the Penguins protected their lead throughout a minute and 42 seconds of a 5-on-3 advantage later in the period.

“Anytime you come off a loss like that you want to have something good happen early,” said Pens head coach John Hynes, “whether it’s good play, a good penalty kill, a goal. We were able to have a combination of those things and that helped us get ourselves going early.”

The Pirates trailed 4-1 when Brandon Gormley pounced on his own rebound and put it home for a power play goal that cut the margin in half. Portland came no closer over the final 10 minutes, even with a 6-on-4 skater advantage in the last two minutes with goalie Mark Visentin on the bench and a Penguin in the penalty box.

Edwards blamed himself for not calling time before the lengthy 5-on-3 power play in the first period, after Andy Miele left the ice to get a concussion test.

“Just to make sure they knew what the plan was,” Edwards said. “That’s a crucial part in the game. We got a couple chances, but I thought we could have been cleaner there.”

The Pirates managed an even-strength goal seven minutes later when Brandon McMillan scored from a tough angle. Gormley and Connor Murphy assisted.

The Penguins took a 3-1 lead into the third after scoring twice in the second, both on slap shots from the point through traffic. The first came courtesy of Depres, who entered the contest leading his team with a plus-14 rating, and the second was from Samuelsson, whose father Ulf won two Stanley Cups with Pittsburgh.

Visentin finished with 18 saves. Eric Hartzell made 27 for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

The Pirates continue their four-game homestand Tuesday night against Worcester.

NOTES: Biddeford native Brian Dumoulin started at defense for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, skating on the Colisee ice for the first time since Biddeford High beat Lewiston 4-1 for the 2008 Class A state title in Dumoulin’s junior year. The Tigers also won a state title his sophomore year and he went on to win two NCAA championships with Boston College before turning pro with the Penguins.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.comT
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College Connections: Gillies hopes he’s saved the best for Friars 

Gold eluded the goalie from South Portland in the world junior hockey championships.

By Steve Craig scraig@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

Jon Gillies would have loved to win another gold medal.

Jon Gillies 
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Instead he’ll look at his second trip to the world junior hockey championships as another step in his burgeoning career as a top-level goalie.

Gillies, a native of South Portland and sophomore at Providence College, was one of the three returning players from the U.S. squad that won the junior worlds in 2013 in Russia. This time, with Gillies moving from backup to starter, the Americans didn’t reach the medal round, eliminated by Russia in the quarterfinal.

“Obviously the result was different. You hate to lose but in the grand scheme and big picture it was a good learning experience,” Gillies said.

“If you’re going to play this game at a high level, you have to learn to deal with the wins and the losses. It wasn’t a great feeling going home early.”

In Malmo, Sweden, Gillies went 2-2, earning opening-round wins against the Czech Republic (5-1, 23 saves) and Slovakia (6-3, 27 saves). In the final game of the pool play, Gillies’ 21 saves weren’t enough to beat Canada, which won 3-2. That loss proved important because it set up a much tougher quarterfinal against Russia.

Gillies made 20 saves as the Russians won 5-3, capping it with an empty-net goal.

Gillies said earlier this week it’s nice to be back on New England soil and he’s getting readjusted to the pace of Hockey East, which he called a marathon compared to the sprint pace of the world juniors.

“It’s getting back to my (hockey) family in a way and getting back with the boys and getting back to the systems we’re running here,” Gillies said, adding that he’ll try to bring his world juniors “experiences and lessons to my teammates if we ever need them.”

Providence is 13-5-4 overall and ranked No. 6 nationally in the most recent polls, but has struggled of late, going 0-2-1 in 2014 as the offense has been held to two or fewer goals in each game.

Gillies, who is 10-3-3 overall, is 0-2 since returning from Sweden.

His 2.01 goals-against average ranks 11th nationally and his .937 save percentage is third-best.

Earlier this season he ran off three quick shutouts, giving him eight in his short Friars career to set a school record.

“A shutout is a team stat as well. The first half of the season we were really on a roll. The guys made it pretty easy on me every night,” Gillies said. “It was a good run for us and now we have to get back on our horse a little bit.”

A third-round pick of the Calgary Flames in 2012 (75th overall), the 6-foot-5, 215-pound goalie said he’s trying not to think much about his professional future.

He knows any decision will come after the college season is over and the Friars, including senior defenseman Kevin Hart of Cumberland (Greely), have the look of an NCAA team.

“I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. Both my feet are firmly in Providence. Right now I’m a Friar,” Gillies said.

MEN’S BASKETBALL

Southern Maine Community College point guard and captain Jose Nouchanthavong of Westbrook was named the national U.S. Collegiate Athletic Association player of the week after a 26-point, 10-assist, 8-rebound gem in a win against the College of St. Joseph (Vt.). Nouchanthavong leads the Seawolves in scoring (13.8 ppg) with 5.6 assists a game.

Freshman Antencio Martin of Kittery (Traip Academy) is also helping the Seawolves, now 14-4. Martin is averaging 10.2 points and 5.4 rebounds coming off the bench.

WOMEN’S BASKETBALL

Southern Maine Community College is 12-4 after a recent 80-46 win against Eastern Maine Community College that saw senior Danielle McCusker of South Portland (16 points), sophomore Nyalieb Deng of Portland (11 points) and sophomore Maria Veino of Sanford (10 points) each reach double figures. McCusker leads the team with a 15.7 scoring average.

(Continued on page 2)
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Black Bears beat BU, and the weather

Mother Nature provided a wet, tricky rink at Fenway Park, but the Maine hockey team was all in: ‘We’ll play through anything.’

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

BOSTON — In retrospect, it was hard to believe what they pulled off Saturday at Fenway Park.

click image to enlarge

University of Maine player Connor Leen pressures Boston University goalie Matt O’Connor during the “Frozen Fenway” outdoor hockey game played despite rain and lightning on Saturday. 
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Thunder pounded the stadium like fireworks explosions. Lightning streaked the sky. Rain came billowing in over the right-field grandstand.

And still they got an outdoor hockey game in, a 7-3 Maine victory over Boston University.

“The challenge all day was keeping the puck playable. I don’t think the players were ever at any risk, with the possible exception of the thunder,” Hockey East Commissioner Joe Bertagna told reporters between the second and third period of the nightcap at Fenway, a game that featured a 69-minute rain delay.

The game was originally scheduled to begin at 6:30 p.m. It was moved to 5:45 p.m. in a concession to the 8:15 Patriots playoff game being played just down the road.

Then, with rain in the forecast, the faceoff was moved up to 3 p.m.

But that was after Northeastern and UMass-Lowell completed the noon first game of the doubleheader.

Time was of the essence, Bertagna said, and the response was to shorten up intermissions and TV timeouts in the opener, played in an incessant drizzle.

Still, the puck didn’t drop for Maine vs. Boston University until 3:30 p.m. Shortly after that, the thunder and lightning arrived, forcing a delay that stretched on long enough to make people wonder if the game would ever resume. There was the option of continuing the game Sunday afternoon.

But Bertagna said officials were loath to take that step.

“You’ve got a lot of people who bought tickets for (Saturday),” he said.

“Maybe they can’t come Sunday. So we were trying to do that balance between accommodating people who didn’t want to come back, we assumed, and juggling with the elements.”

All that was needed for an official game was two full periods, so when play did resume, the first intermission was shortened to five minutes and the players never left their benches.

Then, the rain started subsiding and a full intermission and third period followed.

Players said the conditions weren’t ideal.

“Just the unpredictability with that layer of water on the ice, The pucks can bounce anywhere,” Maine center Devin Shore said.

“It takes a toll on your legs. It was obviously slow ice, so you get fatigued quicker than you would otherwise.”

Maine freshman Cam Brown said shifts were shortened to alleviate the fatigue. But still, the near-constant rain weighed on the players. Literally.

“Mainly, the skates were the heaviest. It felt like you had weights on your feet,” he said. “But it was good for conditioning, I guess.”

‘WE HAVE TO PLAY THIS GAME’

Brown is the only Massachusetts native on the Maine roster, growing up in Natick, just 20 miles from Fenway. You can only imagine what Saturday’s game meant to him.

“We woke up (Saturday) morning and we were all kind of wondering if they would cancel the game early,” Brown said long after the game ended, surrounded by family members wearing his replica jersey in the Fenway concourse.

“As soon as we got here and we warmed up on the ice, we were like, ‘We have to play this game. Don’t cancel this game. We’ll play through anything.’”

The Black Bears didn’t dress in the Red Sox locker room, but Brown got a glimpse inside and spotted the cubicle of his favorite player, Shane Victorino.

Later, in the dugout, some of the players picked up the bullpen phone to see if anyone would answer. Apparently, they wanted to call for a relief pitcher.

“We were all smiling like kids the whole day,” Brown said.

Added Shore: “I’m at a loss for words. When you’re walking out and you kind of take a quick peek back, it means even more with them just winning the World Series. You sit in the dugout, waiting for the game to begin and David Ortiz was sitting right here.”

BACK IN EYE-BLACK

As the Maine players lined up for the national anthem, the camera panned to the face of defenseman Daniel Renouf and the crowd couldn’t help but laugh. Renouf had a half-dozen streaks of eye-black running down both sides of his face, a look both menacing and comical.

It was a team theme. The Black Bears all sported some version of the grease that baseball players wear to reduce the glare of sunlight.

“We just had to do that, because baseball guys do it and it was all part of the fun,” Brown explained.

Shore showed up for the postgame interviews sporting large rectangles of black grease covering each cheek.

“I used to play lacrosse,” Shore said. “It’s an outdoor game as well, so we kind of do fun stuff like this.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Young, talented and committed to UMaine hockey 

A seventh-grader who starts for the NYA varsity plans to be a Black Bear in six years.

By Scott Dolan sdolan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

A 13-year-old Yarmouth boy who reached hockey fame by the time he was just 9 by appearing on ESPN scoring a dazzling goal has made history again.

click image to enlarge

Oliver Whalstrom, who plays forward for North Yarmouth Academy varsity, says he is committed to play for the University of Maine men's hockey team beginning in the 2019-20 season. 
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Oliver Wahlstrom, a seventh-grader who plays forward for North Yarmouth Academy varsity, has made a verbal commitment to begin play for the University of Maine men’s hockey team beginning in the 2019-20 season.

According to his current coach, Wahlstrom is the youngest player ever to commit to an NCAA college hockey program.

While he understands circumstances can change before he gets through high school, Wahlstrom said he knows this is what he wants. He said he loves the campus at Orono and likes how experienced the hockey coaching staff is there.

“I just love Maine. I don’t feel like leaving,” Wahlstrom said in a telephone interview Saturday evening after coming off the ice after North Yarmouth Academy’s home loss against Berwick Academy. “I’m a kid who likes fishing, hunting, plays golf, likes the woods.”

The verbal agreement isn’t binding for either party. NCAA rules prohibit prospective student-athletes from signing a letter of intent until their junior year in high school.

UMaine men’s hockey coach Red Gendron declined to comment Saturday on Wahlstrom, saying he could not do so without a letter of intent.

Wahlstrom said as a Maine native he’s just not a city kid, but so far he likes the bright lights of the media attention he’s receiving for his hockey skills.

“It pumps me up to try harder,” he said of the phone calls he’s received and on-camera interviews. “All I can do is work from here and be the best I can when I enter UMaine.”

Wahlstrom had his first brush with fame in 2009, when he appeared between periods at a Boston Bruins game in a televised shootout – just him against the goalie. The move he made during that Mini One-on-One event was so stunning – balancing the puck on the blade of his stick before launching off a 360-degree spin into the net, which left the goalie with no time to react.

That 70-second video made the rounds from NECN to ESPN, then to the Internet on YouTube and NHL.com. The YouTube video alone has received more than 4.3 million views.

In committing to play for UMaine, the 5-foot 9-inch, 155-pounder is skating a path similar to that of his father, Joakim Wahlstrom, who played for the University of Maine in 1988 and 1989.

“He’s much better than I ever was. He has a different level of play,” his father said Saturday. “He’s on the right path. He’s got a big passion for the game. He works really hard.”

Joakim Wahlstrom said he and his wife, Penny, are both Orono graduates and feel very comfortable with Oliver’s decision to go to their alma mater, knowing he will be safe in that environment.

“There’s a lot of history that goes along with his decision,” his father said.

But Joakim Wahlstrom admits that there are a lot of years between now and when his son is committed to start playing with the Black Bears, and it’s possible something could change.

“You can’t know,” Joakim Wahlstrom said. “But with his skill set right now, he looks like he’s going to have a good hockey career coming up. That’s up to him now.”

At North Yarmouth Academy, Oliver Wahlstrom is the youngest player on the team, competing with high school-age teammates and opponents. And he’s more than holding his own, playing on the first line at left wing. He has three goals and six assists for nine points with many games left in the season.

(Continued on page 2)

Continued from page 1)

click image to enlarge

Oliver Whalstrom, who plays forward for North Yarmouth Academy varsity, says he is committed to play for the University of Maine men's hockey team beginning in the 2019-20 season. 
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Wahlstrom said his father first put him on skates when he was a year old and could not stay up. By 3, he was able to stay on his feet and skate around the rink

“I started playing competitively when I was 6 or 7 with boys a year older than me,” he said. He has played since in numerous youth leagues.

Wahlstrom’s coach at North Yarmouth Academy, Eric Graham, said it’s been a lot of fun working with Oliver, seeing him improve with every game he plays as he adjusts to the prep school level.

“He wants to compete. He wants to find out what he can do,” Graham said. “He stands out in a lot of ways.”

Graham said most 13-year-olds would be too young to make such a decision, but not Oliver.

“For a lot of kids, I would say yes, it’s too young, too early,” Graham said. “But having known Oliver, to see how he plays, to see how he handles himself with the media, he is not a typical 13-year-old. He thinks it’s the best place in the world for his development. I think he’s known this and had this as a goal for quite a while.”

Scott Dolan can be reached at 791-6304 or at:
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UMaine plays through the rain at Fenway Park to beat BU, 7-3 

The Black Bears weathered a delay in the first period and went on to the win.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

BOSTON — Ryan Lomberg sure knows how to open the floodgates.

click image to enlarge

UMaine players celebrate Ben Hutton’s first-period goal against Boston University on Saturday. 
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UMaine players Ben Hutton, left, and Brice O’Connor team up on Boston University’s Danny O’Regan during first period on Saturday. 
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The Maine sophomore forward scored a first-period goal Saturday that precipitated two incredible happenings – a 69-minute rain delay, then a deluge of Black Bear goals.

The result was a 7-3 victory over Boston University that was a storied memory for all the participants and witnesses at Fenway Park.

The outdoors game, Maine’s second ever, was played in a light rain that became a downpour at times.

Lomberg took a centering pass from Mark Anthoine in the slot and quickly wristed it past Boston goaltender Matt O’Connor for a power-play goal 6:37 into the first period.

Moments later, two loud thunderclaps sounded and officials quickly evacuated the ice. The Black Bears exited to the strains of AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck,” pausing to salute their fans taking refuge under overhangs on the first-base side of the ballpark.

The wind picked up, and a drenching rain turned the rink into a swamp on a 58-degree day. Meanwhile, the players cooled their heels in the locker room, turned up the stereo system, and fretted that the game might be washed out.

“I think we found the right balance of focus and loosesness because you don’t know how long the delay is soing to be, or what’s next. You have to be ready to continue the game. At the same time it’s a rain delay during a hockey game at Fenway Park. It’s kind of unique, so we just took time to enjoy it, listen to some tunes, and we got a kick out of them shoveling the water off of the ice. We had a TV in there,” Maine center Devin Shore said of the hour-long wait.

“Everyone was great, everyone was focused in when it came time for game time.”

Play resumed with Maine on a power play, and Shore easily won the faceoff. Ben Hutton gathered the puck at the left point and sent a wrist shot into the net. Five seconds had elapsed. Two more goals followed before the first period ended – Andrew Cerretani’s first of the season and another power-play score from Shore.

Both coaches agreed it was the Black Bears’ ability to capitalize on all three first-period man advantages that led to the decisive victory.

“They’re not drawing a Picasso out there. They get it to the point, they get it to the net, and their forwards get to the net with purpose,” Boston University Coach David Quinn said.

“Don’t understimate what that can do to you mentally. Because you wait for an hour and then you go out there and, boom, seconds later it’s 2-0.”

Maine (11-7-2, 5-2-1 Hockey East) took a 5-0 lead into the third period after Lomberg’s second goal. Then the Terriers (7-10-2, 2-5-1) took advantage of some careless play to cut the deficit to 5-3.

Maine Coach Red Gendron called a timeout and had some stern words for his team.

The gist of it was to get back to playing the solid hockey that created the big lead in the first place. The Black Bears regrouped and added a pair of empty-net goals to seal the win.

“We just did very, very simple things and I think the conditions out there dictated that that might have been the most prudent way to go,” Gendron said. “And to the credit of our players, they executed perfectly. And so we basically made it pretty difficult for BU to come back.”

By the time the game ended, the rain had stopped and the Black Bear contingent among a crowd generously announced at 25,580 celebrated loudly after a bizarre afternoon of hockey.

“It was an unbelievable hockey experience, the best I’ve had in my whole life,” Maine center Cam Brown said.

“The rain delay made it more exciting. We were all in the locker room itching to get back out there. And the crowd was crazy for us, so that was cool.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Frozen Fenway: UMaine hoping rain stays away 

The Black Bears are excited about Saturday’s game against Boston University at Fenway Park – weather permitting.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

BOSTON — If you want to put a lump in the throat of a rough-and-tumble hockey player, just bring up the prospect of playing the sport outdoors.
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The scene at Fenway Park on Jan. 6, 2012, the day before the University of Maine and the University of New Hampshire met as part of Frozen Fenway. 
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FROZEN FENWAY

WHO: Maine vs. Boston University

WHAT: Hockey East game

WHEN: 3 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: Fenway Park

TV: NESN

“It’s special because that’s the roots of the game,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said, with a faraway look in his eye.

Freshman defenseman Dan Renouf ruminated about how much fun he and forward Devin Shore had while growing up playing on an elaborate hand-crafted rink in Shore’s Ontario backyard. They called it Shore Gardens, and Devin’s father handled grooming duties on a makeshift Zamboni.

Mark Anthoine, a Black Bear senior, said the moment ponds froze over in Lewiston was a magical one, with neighborhood kids rushing outside to push a puck around in the elements.

“If it’s cold out, the lungs get pretty tight really quick,” Anthoine said as his team prepared to face Boston University at 3 p.m. Saturday in Fenway Park.

“I think it just brings you back to childhood, being able to go out there and play pickup hockey, only this time we’ll be able to hit each other with pads on.”

Weather permitting.

The game, originally scheduled for 6:30 p.m., was first moved to 5:45 and then to 3 in at attempt to beat a troublesome forecast that includes rain. You can play outdoors hockey in bitter cold, or even a light snowfall, but not rain.

The situation is fluid. The game may be pushed back to Sunday or canceled altogether if the skies don’t cooperate.

“It’d be heart-breaking,” Renouf said of a potential cancellation.

“It’s going to be an experience of a lifetime. It’s going to be tough weather, but I think that will just make it more interesting.”

Renouf has eight members of his and his girlfriend’s families planning to attend Maine’s second-ever outdoor game. Two Januarys ago, the Black Bears beat New Hampshire 5-4 in overtime as part of what is being called Frozen Fenway.

Connor Leen was a freshman in that contest, and he remembers it as a surreal experience. The Black Bears made it a point to get their photos taken everywhere – in the locker stalls they were borrowing from Red Sox players, in front of the Fenway Park sign, atop the fabled Green Monster.

“It was just a great experience from start to finish and I can’t wait to get back there,” Leen said.

“From an energy standpoint, you definitely have more. You’re outdoors and it’s exciting and you’re ready to go.”

Anthoine scored two goals in his Fenway debut. He said he recalls the scene vividly.

“Just the whole camaraderie of all of us being there together in such a rich, historic environment. It was behind hockey itself. It was part of sports history,” he said.

“Everyone from New England on the team has a heart for the Red Sox.”

Anthoine said a photograph taken before that game of his entire class still serves as the background on his iPad. It was a chilling moment, despite the fact the game was played in 60-degree weather.

Saturday’s forecast calls for highs to reach the mid-50s. No one will be keeping a closer eye on the weather than Kevin Ritz, the team’s equipment manager.

He said players will be given the option to choose their own extra gear – a hat or a pair of gloves to wear beneath their equipment, for example. But one thing will be mandatory.

“Every guy will have a pair of skate guards when they’re walking to and from the ice because it’s a long walk and we don’t know what they may step on,” Ritz said.

He’s bringing an extra glove dryer. He’ll monitor ice conditions to see what impact it’s having on the players’ skates.

And he’ll look to the sky.

“I can’t do much to keep them dry,” he said. “I wish I could hold an umbrella over all of them, but I only have two hands.”

Renouf said rough ice would be appropriate for this Black Bears team.

“I think it suits our game of hockey. We’re not overly skilled, but we’re going to be chipping pucks, we’re going to be chasing pucks to the net,” he said. “We’re kind of a gritty-nosed team, and the ice conditions kind of match our style.

“We’re really just there for the two points. I’m going to soak it in, but we’re there for the hockey.”

Of course, if there’s too much soaking, there won’t be any hockey.

But you get his point.

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Pirates can’t find second win in Newfoundland 

The IceCaps drop the Pirates 4-2.

By Chris Ballard 

 Special to the Press Herald 

ST. JOHN’S, Newfoundland — Despite playing what Coach Ray Edwards called their best game in three on a Newfoundland road trip, the Portland Pirates still dropped a 4-2 decision to the St. John’s IceCaps on Tuesday night, giving them one win and two losses in three nights in Atlantic Canada.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Norfolk Admirals

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

Down 3-2 with goaltender Louis Domingue pulled for an extra skater, the Pirates pressured IceCaps netminder Eddie Pasquale, who came up with several unlikely stops to bring the fans to their feet before teammate Carl Klingberg scored into an empty net – his second goal of the evening – to seal the victory.

Edwards still found a bright side.

“Tonight was the best game we’ve played of the three games,” he said. “We played our system five strong. Give credit to Eddie (Pasquale), he kept them in it.”

For the second consecutive night, the Pirates scored first, with Lucas Lessio potting his 10th of the year in the opening period.

But the IceCaps sustained pressure in the final minute of the period and it paid off as defenseman Ben Chiarot found the back of the net with a wrist shot from the point that bounced off the post and behind Domingue with all of 5.9 seconds left – discouraging, to say the least, to the Pirates, who held a 16-9 advantage in shots.

The IceCaps turned the table in the second period, jumping ahead near the halfway point when Klingberg deflected a John Albert shot behind Domingue.

The IceCaps pushed their lead to 3-1 early in the second period. Albert worked hard in the offensive zone to keep the play alive before captain Jason Jaffray found Andrew Gordon alone in front, and he chipped the puck over Domingue.

With 13:26 left in the third period, Portland cut the lead to one as forward Tobias Rieder deflected Brett Hextall’s shot behind Pasquale for his second goal of the series.

The Pirates kept pressing but Pasquale was equal to the task, and the late empty-netter wrapped up the win for the home team.

Pasquale turned in another solid performance, stopping 28 of 30 shots while Domingue chalked up 30 saves.

Both teams performed admirably on the penalty kill as neither team scored a power play goal on three chances apiece.

Coming off the three games in three nights in St. John’s, the Pirates will enjoy a short two-day break before embarking on another grueling three-in-three situation.

The Pirates will be in Lewiston to face the Norfolk Admirals on Friday evening and then hit the road for a game in Bridgeport, Conn., against the Sound Tigers on Saturday night before playing a matinee in Worcester, Mass., against the Sharks on Sunday.

Edwards is none too pleased with having to play consecutive back-to-back-to-back series but he knows there’s not much he or his team can do.

“It’s ridiculous,” he said. “But that’s life in the American Hockey League.”

Were you interviewed for this story? If so, please fill out our accuracy form

Send question/comment to the editors

January 11 

Pirates lose leads, game to Admirals

Norfolk’s Max Friberg ties the score with 24 seconds left, and the Admirals prevail in a shootout, 5-4.

By Paul Betit 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — No lead was safe for the Portland Pirates Friday night as first they lost a 3-0 edge to the Norfolk Admirals and upon regaining the advantage, surrendered the tying goal with just 24 seconds left in regulation prior to falling in the shootout for a 5-4 loss at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

COMING UP

SATURDAY: Pirates at Bridgeport Sound Tigers, 7 p.m.

SUNDAY: Pirates at Worcester Sharks, 3 p.m.

Norfolk’s John Kurtz and Jessee Blackett scored in the shootout while goaltender Brad Thiessen stopped four Pirates.

“It was horrible because we lost, but I thought we played a hard game,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “Five on five, I really liked our game. I liked our work ethic. I like the way we skated. We played with pace and we played hard. We don’t like the score, but you like a lot of things about that game, at least I did.”

But Portland still snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. Up 4-3 when rookie Tobias Rieder poked a rebound past Thiessen with less than three minutes left in regulation, the Pirates again squandered the lead when Max Friberg banked a power-play goal in the waning moments to bring on overtime.

The Admirals stayed in the game by scoring on three of their four power plays.

“We can’t get too upset with our penalty-kill unit,” Edwards said. “They’ve been top five most of the year, but we couldn’t get the job done. Give (Norfolk) credit, they made some nice plays and executed very well, and their power play kept them in the game.”

The Pirates held a 2-0 lead after one period.

Moments into his first shift, Andy Miele swept in a shot from the middle of the right circle for his team-high 15th goal a little more than a minute into the game. It was the 50th career goal for Miele, in his third season with the Pirates.

With less than nine minutes left in the first period, defense man Chris Summers put in a blast from center-point for his second goal of the season. Miele, who leads Portland with 16 helpers, drew an assist.

Ethan Werek made it 3-0 two minutes into the second period with his second goal of the season.

The Admirals’ first goal came less than seven minutes into the period when Devante Smith-Pelly’s wide-angled shot from the bottom of the left circle deflected past goalie Mark Visentin.

With 15.1 seconds left in the period, Friberg scored his 10th goal on Norfolk’s second power play.

Midway in the third period, Norfolk’s Emerson Etem made it 3-3 with another power-play goal.

“They’re good team, so you’re not going to have momentum the whole game.” Edwards said. “They got momentum back, and we fought to try to get it back.”

It was the Pirates’ first loss at home since dropping a 4-3 decision to Manchester in a Dec. 7 shootout.

“We’re playing better here and for us to make a push we’re going to have to win more games here,” Edward said.

The Pirates, who have earned points in their last six home games, play 25 of their final 43 games in Lewiston.

Were you interviewed for this story? If so, please fill out our accuracy form

B-Sens in-game report (1-24-14): Binghamton defeats Albany for third straight victory

Posted on January 25, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators added another goal in the third period and defeated the Albany Devils, 5-2, on Friday.

The B-Sens wasted little time increasing their lead in the third period. Matt Puempel lost the puck in the slot trying to get around a defender, but Derek Grant picked it up, took two strides and fired a shot past Kinkaid to give Binghamton a 5-1 lead with 18:34 left in regulation.

Albany scored with 2:34 remaining to cut the lead to 5-2.

Binghamton outshot Albany, 40-28.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators lit the lamp three times in the second period and lead the Albany Devils 4-1 after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The B-Sens scored their league-leading 14th shorthanded goal of the season to take a 2-1 lead 18:35 into the second period. Corey Cowick poked a loose out of the defensive zone and Grant raced after it, picked it up inside the offensive zone and beat Kinkaid on a low shot between the legs after a deke.

Corey Cowick gave the B-Sens a 3-1 lead with 5:03 left in the second. David Dziurzynski was denied on a wraparound but Cowick swatted in the rebound for his eighth goal of the season.

Shane Prince gave the B-Sens a 4-1 lead with 3:04 remaining, burying a high wrist shot following a beautiful cross-ice pass from Andre Petersson.

B-Snes are leading in shots, 26-16.

FIRST PERIOD: The Albany Devils took a quick lead but the Binghamton Senators tied it up late and the teams skated into the locker room tied at after 20 minutes on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Stefan Matteau gave the Devils a 1-0 lead 1:09 into the game. Artem Demkov took the puck out of the left-wing corner and drove to the net. He threw the puck toward the net and after it bounced around in front, Matteau whacked it through the chaos and past B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond for the goal.

The Senators’ power-play unit evened the score late in the first period. With Binghamton cycling the puck around in the offensive zone, Chris Wideman took a pass from Mike Hoffman at the left point and fired a shot toward the net. Puempel redirected it past Devils goalie Keith Kinkaid for his 15th goal of the season with 4:33 left.

B-Sens lead the Devils in shots, 11-8.

PREGAME: Goaltender Nathan Lawson missed his fourth straight game with a lower-body injury. Andrew Hammond made his fourth straight start. … Defenseman Tyler Eckford and forward Darren Kramer were healthy scratches for the B-Sens.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman
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Goaltender Nathan Lawson not on the ice Thursday at Binghamton Senators practice

Posted on January 23, 2014 by mweinste


Hammond

Ottawa goaltenders coach Rick Wamsley, top, and B-Sens video coach Tim Marks work out goaltender Andrew Hammond on Thursday.

The Binghamton Senators will likely be without goaltender Nathan Lawson this weekend as he continues to work back from a lower-body strain.

The 30-year-old American Hockey League veteran was on the ice for a part of the team’s practice on Wednesday, wearing his game-red jersey and rotating in drills with Scott Greenham, but he was not on the ice for Thursday’s practice as the team prepares for three straight games beginning Friday.

Lawson suffered a lower-body injury while moving side-to-side trying to make a save during the first period of the team’s 4-1 loss to Adirondack on Jan. 11. Backup Andrew Hammond started the past three games, compiling a 2-1 record with a .913 save percentage.

The B-Sens continued to keep things light on Thursday with more uncontested drills. They also spent a significant time practicing the power play. Here is how the power play lines look.

PP 1

Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Chris Wideman-Mike Hoffman

PP 2

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Danny New-Derek Grant

New continues to receive more playing time and responsibility since joining the club on Dec. 14. He has yet to be a healthy scratch since his call-up, forcing one of Tyler Eckford, Ben Blood or Michael Sdao to sit. New has been paired with captain Mark Borowiecki on 5-on-5 situations.

Forward lines at practice:

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski/Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings at practice:

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood/Tyler Eckford-Chris Wideman

Binghamton will be on home ice this Friday versus the Albany Devils and Saturday versus the Rochester Americans before hitting the road Sunday for Albany to finish up the weekend.

IMG 0933

Players wait in line for a drill on Thursday.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Nathan Lawson
 |   | | |  

Jared Cowen coming alive in Ottawa

Posted on January 23, 2014 by mverderame


The Ottawa Senators have been struggling this season, sitting 10th in the Eastern Conference and two points out of a playoff spot.

Defenseman Jared Cowen is trying to turn their fortunes around, scoring three points (0 goals, 3 assists) in January. Cowen is averaging 23:08 of ice time this month, thriving with a partner in Erik Karlsson on the blue line.

The former first round pick of 2009 is still trying to improve in his own zone with a -1 rating this month. However, coach Paul MacLean is showing confidence in his overall ability by giving him so much game action.

Mika Zibanejad started the month hot, scoring three points in the first two games of 2014. Since, the native Swede is without a point in six games. Forward Mark Stone has also been silent lately, without a point in the past four contests.

Stephane Da Costa was called up on Monday and played 10 minutes and 37 seconds in Ottawa’s 2-0 win over the Washington Capitals on Tuesday. He recorded one shot on goal. Da Costa is still looking for his first point in five games this season with Ottawa.

    | | |  

Injured Binghamton Senators goalie Nathan Lawson sees work at Wednesday’s practice

Posted on January 22, 2014 by mweinste


LAwson1

Binghamton Senators goalie Nathan Lawson watches a drill at the other end of the ice during Wednesday’s practice at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Binghamton Senators goalie Nathan Lawson remains a longshot to play this weekend, but he continues to make progress in his recovery. The 30-year-old American Hockey League veteran was on the ice for a part of the team’s practice on Wednesday, wearing his game-red jersey and rotating in drills with Scott Greenham.

Lawson suffered a lower-body injury while moving side-to-side during the first period of the team’s 4-1 loss to Adirondack on Jan. 11. Backup Andrew Hammond started the past three games, compiling a 2-1 record with a .913 save percentage.

For the season, Hammond has a 11-7-3 record with a 3.20 goals-against average and .898 save percentage in 21 games. In 22 games, Lawson is 14-5-0 with a 2.52 GAA and .923 save percentage. Greenham has spent most of the season with the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL and has not appeared in an AHL game this season.

lawson2

Nathan Lawson follows the action during Wednesday’s practice.

The B-Sens kept practice light for the most part on Wednesday as they prepare for a three-game weekend beginning Friday with a home game against Albany. Binghamton hosts Rochester on Saturday and then travels to Albany on Sunday for a 3 p.m. start. Practice started with several uncontested drills. Coach Luke Richardson said he doesn’t want to wear the players’ legs out during the week with a busy weekend on the horizon.

With Stephane Da Costa up in the National Hockey League with the Ottawa Senators, the B-Sens have chosen Jean-Gabriel Pageau to take up his old center spot between left wing Mike Hoffman and right wing Cole Schneider on the team’s top line. Da Costa has averaged a point per game with 37 points (12 goals, 25 assists) in 37 games, but Pageau is scoring at a slightly higher clip with 19 points (6-13) in 17 games.

Pageau’s speed and grittiness should work well with the always-evolving two-way game of Hoffman, who is second in the AHL in scoring with 45 points (18-27) in 38 games, and the hard-working Schneider, who has scored the majority of his 32 points (14-18) creating havoc in front of the opposing net.

line

Mike Hoffman, bottom left, Jean-Gabriel Pageau, center, and Cole Schneider, top, make up the Binghamton Senators’ top line.

Forward lines at practice:

Mike Hoffman-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Corey Cowick

Missing: Wacey Hamilton.

Defensive pairings at practice:

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood/Tyler Eckford-Chris Wideman
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Binghamton Senators second-leading scorer Stephane Da Costa re-called to Ottawa

Posted on January 20, 2014 by mweinste


Binghamton’s Stephane Da Costa makes a move with the puck against Albany last month. KRISTOPHER RADDER / Staff Photo

Center Stephane Da Costa, the B-Sens’ second-leading scorer, has been re-called to the Ottawa Senators following an injury to recent call-up Mark Stone during the National Hockey League team’s practice on Monday.

Da Costa, 24, has appeared in 39 career games in parts of four seasons with Ottawa, compiling four goals and three assists to go with 10 penalty minutes. Da Costa made Ottawa’s roster out of training camp this season but was sent back to Binghamton of the American Hockey League on October 18.

Da Costa has 12 goals and 25 assists with a plus-11 rating in 37 games with the B-Sens this season. He had combined with leading scorer Mike Hoffman and Cole Schneider (previously Stone before his call-up) to provide one of the best scoring lines in the league.

The B-Sens will have plenty of worthy candidates to center the line of Hoffman and Schneider. Derek Grant (4 goals-4 assists in 8 games), Jean-Gabriel Pageau (6-13 in 17 games) and Jim O’Brien (6-10 in 31 games) are all experienced centers with some NHL experience. Matt Puempel (14-7 in 40 games) also has played some center this season and coach Luke Richardson is very high on the rookie as he tries to incorporate him into a top-six forward spot.

Ottawa hits the road for three straight games this week, the first Tuesday against the Washington Capitals in a 7:00p.m. contest.

Binghamton will be on home ice this Friday versus the Albany Devils and Saturday versus the Rochester Americans before hitting the road Sunday for Albany to finish up the weekend.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, stephane da costa
 |   | | |  

Binghamton Senators executive Tom Mitchell honored for his playing days in the Mohawk Valley

Posted on January 20, 2014 by mweinste


tommitchell

Binghamton Senators executive vice president of operations Tom Mitchell spent three full seasons with the Clinton Comets. PHOTO CREDIT: uticacomets.com

Tom Mitchell has done a lot for professional hockey in the Binghamton area, but he is also highly revered in the Mohawk Valley region of New York.

Before becoming a businessman and hockey ambassador in Broome County, Mitchell was a professional hockey player in the Minnesota North Stars organization.

Following training camp in his rookie season in 1968, Mitchell was assigned to the North Stars’ secondary affiliate in the Eastern Hockey League, the Clinton Comets. He spent three full seasons with the Comets and was among a group of eight former players to be honored last month in a ceremony at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

“It’s a great honor, especially to be here along with a few other guys I played with; it seemed like yesterday and here it is 45 years later,” Mitchell said by phone last week. “Hockey’s doing well in that area that’s for sure. It was quite an honor. I ran into a lot of people that night who were kids when I played, and now they’re fathers.”

Clinton Comets Night

Tom Mitchell’s banner, upper right, hangs with seven others at the Utica Memorial Auditorium. PHOTO CREDIT: uticacomets.com

The ceremony took place on Dec. 13 during an American Hockey League game between the first-year Utica Comets and the Binghamton Senators, who Mitchell co-owns and serves as executive vice president of operations.

The Clinton Comets played in the Clinton Arena and the Utica Memorial Auditorium. Mitchell scored 137 points (59 goals, 78 assists) in 211 regular-season games with the Comets, and added 24 points (15-9) in 39 playoff games.

“Some great teams,” Mitchell said. “Won three (titles) in a row, two I was there and it was a lot of fun.”

The other former Clinton Comets honored were Archie Burton, Jack Kane, Dave Armstrong, Borden Smith, Tim Hook, Pete Prevost and Ian Anderson.

Their jersey numbers and likenesses will hang permanently in recognition of their efforts on behalf of the Clinton team, the Mohawk Valley’s original professional hockey team and five-time Eastern Hockey League champions.

Mitchell said he was impressed with the crowd in Utica and is happy to see the AHL back in the city. He also said the arena has kept its old charm yet has made some vital upgrades as well.

“The bowl itself other than scoreboard and video screens looks the same; it looks very clean in there,” Mitchell said. “That part is not much different, but the facilities for the teams are a million times better.“

Mitchell retired from hockey and moved to Endicott following his time with the Comets. He has been a part of the Binghamton Whalers and Binghamton Rangers organizations over the years.
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In-game report (1-18-14): Binghamton Senators defeat Syracuse Crunch

Posted on January 19, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators won their second straight game on Saturday with a 6-3 victory over the Syracuse Crunch at the War Memorial at Oncenter.

Binghamton has won seven of eight contests against the Crunch this season. B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond made 34 saves.

Connolly completed his hat trick with a power-play goal 4:01 into the third period to cut Binghamton’s lead to 4-3. Connolly tipped in a cross pass from Vlad Namestnikov.

The B-Sens took a 5-3 lead midway through the third period. Corey Cowick had the puck in the offensive zone, skated around a defenseman in the left circle, cut toward the net and put the puck past Desjardins for the goal with 10:24 remaining.

Andre Petersson scored an empty-net goal with 2:20 left. Pageau had a breakaway, waited for Petersson then dished it off for the assist.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators added another power-play goal in the second period and lead the Syracuse Crunch, 4-2, after 40 minutes on Saturday.

Some great physical play by Jean-Gabriel Pageau helped give the B-Sens a power play to set up their fourth goal of the night. Following several clean checks during play, three Syracuse players went after Pageau during a break. Syracuse’s P.C. Labrie and Eric Neilson, along with Binghamton’s Andre Petersson, each got roughing penalties during the scrum.

Shane Prince converted the ensuing power play, tipping in a shot by Danny New to give Binghamton a 4-2 lead with 4:32 left in the second. Pageau also had an assist.

Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis, the reigning AHL player of the week, was pulled after the first period and replaced by Cedrick Desjardins.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators and Syracuse Crunch combined for five goals in the first period, and the B-Sens will take a 3-2 lead into the locker room after 20 minutes.

The Crunch took advantage of Stephane Da Costa’s delay of game penalty for flipping the puck over the glass in the defensive zone early in the first period. On the ensuing power play, Brett Connolly beat B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond with a high wrist shot from the right circle to give the Crunch a 1-0 lead with 14:01 left in the first.

Binghamton added to its league-leading shorthanded goal total with 8:14 left in the first to tie the score at 1. Cole Schneider skated the puck into the offensive zone along the left boards, then dished it over to O’Brien at the right circle. O’Brien skated toward the net, lost the puck, gathered it back and beat Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis from the low slot for the B-Sens’ 13th shorthanded tally. Binghamton has 32 shorthanded goals since the start of of the 2012-13 season.

The B-Sens took the lead less than three minutes later on a goal by Andre Petersson. Chris Wideman blasted a slapshot from the right point and Petersson redirected it past Gudlevskis for the goal with 5:34 left in the first.

Binghamton went on the power play shortly after taking the lead and Matt Puempel quickly made it a two-goal lead with 4:15 left. He got a burst of speed as the B-Sens took the puck into the offensive zone and broke in alone on Gudlevski, beating the Syracuse goalie five-hole.

Connolly scored his second of the game with 2:34 left to cut Binghamton’s lead to 3-2. Connolly’s shot from the high slot beat a screened Hammond high.

PREGAME: Forwards David Dziurzynski and Darren Kramer and defenseman were the scratches for the B-Sens. … Goaltender Andrew Hammond made his second straight start and third straight appearance since Nathan Lawson suffered a lower-body injury last Saturday against Adirondack.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Matt Puempel-Jim O’Brien-Derek Grant

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Buddy Robinson

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Andre Petersson

Defensive pairings

Danny New-Mark Borowiecki

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman
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Binghamton tops Bridgeport 6-2

Posted on January 18, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators snapped their two-game losing streak on Friday night, beating the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 6-2.

Binghamton rode two-goal nights from Andre Petersson and Mike Hoffman, along with a four-assist performance by Stephane Da Costa to victory at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. Defensemen Chris Wideman and Fredrik Claesson also had two assists each, with Cole Schneider and Matt Puempel notching the other tallies.

Andrew Hammond was solid for the B-Sens in net, making 30 stops to earn his 10th victory of the season. Hammond wasn’t pressured with many difficult shots thanks to a physical effort from his group, which ultimately frustrated the Sound Tigers into nine penalties.

After going 0-for-14 in their previous two games on the power play, the B-Sens took advantage of Bridgeport’s transgressions. Binghamton cashed in twice with the man-advantage, getting goals from Hoffman in the second period and Puempel in the third.

With the victory, the B-Sens took a three-point lead in the American Hockey League’s East Division over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins with 51 points.

Binghamton will next be in action on Saturday night at 7 p.m. against the Syracuse Crunch.

SECOND PERIOD

After 40 minutes, the Binghamton Senators lead the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 4-2 on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Mike Hoffman scored on the power play, Andre Petersson notched his second marker of the game in the middle frame and Cole Schneider scored his 14th of the year, giving Binghamton a commanding two-goal lead heading into the third.

Hoffman broke a 1-1 tie at 1:16 of the second, taking a Stephane Da Costa pass at the right circle and one-timing it past Sound Tigers goaltender Kenny Reiter. The goal was Hoffman’s team-leading 17th of the season, giving the All-Star 42 points.

At 10:30 of the second, Petersson added to the lead with his 13th of the year and second of the night. The native Swede skated up the right wing before unloading a wrist shot between the legs of a Bridgeport defenseman.

The shot was either not seen by or confused Reiter, who barely moved before being beaten stick-side. Bridgeport would cut the deficit in half at 18:08, when Mike Halmo stepped into the B-Sens zone and beat Binghamton goalie Andrew Hammond with a wrist shot.

However, the B-Sens only took 19 seconds to answer. Schneider took a Da Costa pass in front of Reiter and made a move before flipping a backhand shot into the top of the net, restoring the two-goal lead. Claesson also was credited with an assist, giving he and Da Costa two assists each on the night.

FIRST PERIOD

After one period, the Binghamton Senators and Bridgeport Sound Tigers are tied 1-1 on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Bridgeport took the lead at 7:26 of the first period on a power play goal by Anders Lee, who beat B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond between the right arm and body. Binghamton responded at 14:34 on an Andre Petersson tally.

Petersson took a feed in the slot from defenseman Fredrik Claesson before firing a wrist shot past the glove hand of Bridgeport goaltender Kenny Reiter. The marker was Petersson’s 12th of the season and gave Claesson his 17th assist, second among B-Sens defensemen behind only Chris Wideman’s 21.

Hammond, playing in the absence of the injured Nathan Lawson, made 12 saves in the first 20 minutes. Reiter made nine, including a sprawling stop to thwart Jean-Gabriel Pageau’s shorthanded bid.

Lines:

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Jim O’Brien

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Buddy Robinson

Cole Schneider-Stephane Da Costa-Mike Hoffman

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Andre Petersson

Defense:

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Tyler Eckford-Chris Wideman

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson
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Things to watch for this weekend: Binghamton Senators look to get back on winning track

Posted on January 16, 2014 by mweinste


B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond has taken over the No. 1 spot as Nathan Lawson deals with a lower-body injury.

After back-to-back losses to the Adirondack Phantoms, the Binghamton Senators face two teams at the bottom of the American Hockey League Eastern Conference standings this weekend as they attempt to end the minor losing streak.

The B-Sens (23-12-0-3, 49 points) still remain in first place in the East Division, one point ahead of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton (22-11-1-3, 48), despite the recent losses.

Binghamton begins the weekend at home on Friday against Bridgeport (14-20-1-4, 33), which is 3-6-0-1 in its past 10 games. The Sound Tigers have allowed the third-most goals in the AHL this season (126) and have the second worst record on the road (4-11-0-4).

The B-Sens then travel to Syracuse to play the rival Crunch on Saturday. Binghamton has beaten Syracuse in six of the seven meetings this season and have already clinched the 10-game season series. The Crunch have scored the sixth fewest goals in the AHL (94) but do have a point in five straight games (3-0-1-1) heading into the weekend.

Here are some other things to watch for this weekend:

Can the B-Sens power-play unit bounce back from an 0-for-14 performance over the past two games? The Adirondack Phantoms’ second-ranked penalty-killing unit dominated Binghamton’s fourth-ranked power-play unit in the previous two games. The B-Sens had trouble maintaining possession and rarely felt comfortable in the offensive zone against Adirondack.

The B-Sens face two penalty-killing units in the lower half of the league rankings this weekend. Bridgeport and Syracuse are both ranked 20th with a rate of 81.2 percent. Adirondack is at 88.8 percent.

Can Stephane Da Costa and Mike Hoffman break out of minor scoring funk? Mike Hoffman still remains second in the AHL in scoring with 41 points (16 goals, 25 assists) but the left winger has only two assists in the past five games. Linemate Stephane Da Costa, who is tied for 11th in scoring with 32 points (12-20), is scoreless in his past five games. The B-Sens have a 22-3 record over that span.

Can goalie Andrew Hammond handle the full load with Nathan Lawson injured? Hammond allowed four goals in Wednesday’s loss to Adirondack on Wednesday and will likely be called upon again at least once this weekend with backup Scott Greenham promoted from Elmira of the ECHL. Hammond is 9-7-3 with a 3.28 goals-against average and .894 save percentage in 19 games with the B-Sens. Greenham was6-10-2 with a 3.08 GAA and .909 save percentage with the Jackals.

The 26-year-old Greenham has played five AHL games over the previous two seasons, including a period for the B-Sens in the final game of the season against Syracuse last April.
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Alumni report: Mika Zibanejad enjoying 2014

Posted on January 16, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators are playing well and in first place of the American Hockey League’s East Division.

This is good news for the Ottawa Senators, who are likely looking at the roster and thinking about which man will be the next to get a crack at his National Hockey League dream.

Earlier this season, Ottawa called Mika Zibanejad up and the results have been excellent. The native Swede has 19 points in 37 games, and since the New Year rang in he has collected a goal and two assists in five games.

Mark Stone, who was called up on New Year’s Eve, has been a welcome addition as well. Stone has a goal and an assist in five games, giving him a real chance to stick in Ottawa with similar production going forward.

Other ex-B-Sens on the roster include forward Jason Spezza and defensemen Chris Phillips, Jared Cowen, Eric Gryba, Cody Ceci and Patrick Wiercioch.

Wiercioch has been a healthy scratch lately, only playing one game in January. Gryba has played in two, registering a +1 rating. Cowen, Ceci and Phillips have played in all five games since the calendar turned.

Cowen and Phillips each have an assist and Ceci is a +1 rating but scoreless this month. Ceci was called up in mid-December as an emergency fill-in but has been terrific on the blue line, keeping him up with the parent club.

Adirondack beats Binghamton 5-3, wins season series

Posted on January 16, 2014 by mverderame


The Adirondack Phantoms topped the Binghamton Senators 5-3 on Wednesday night, beating the B-Sens for the second time in four days.

Binghamton forward Corey Cowick had his best game of the season with two goals and an assist, but it wasn’t enough. Wacey Hamilton scored the other B-Sens goal. Fredrik Claesson, Mark Borowiecki, Mike Hoffman and Michael Sdao had one assist each.

Going into the third period, Binghamton trailed 3-2. Adirondack struck first when Jason Akeson scored at 4:29 from the slot on the power play. The score remained the same until 27 seconds remained, when Cowick tipped a Chris Wideman slapshot past Phantoms goaltender Yann Denis.

The marker was too little, too late, as Phantoms forward Ben Holmstrom found an empty net with six seconds remaining, making the final 5-3.

Binghamton will next be in action on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena, taking on the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

SECOND PERIOD

After two periods, the Adirondack Phantoms are leading the Binghamton Senators 3-2 on Wednesday night at the Glens Falls Civic Center.

Trailing 2-0 entering the frame, the B-Sens cut the lead in half at the 7:35 mark. Corey Cowick fought through a check and took control of the puck in front of Phantoms goaltender Yann Danis before beating him between the legs.

The marker was Cowick’s fifth of the season, with assists from Fredrik Claesson and Mark Borowiecki.

However, Adirondack responded quickly on the man advantage. Only two minutes and two seconds later, Tye McGinn collected a rebound left by Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond and stashed it over his left shoulder, giving the Phantoms a 3-1 edge.

The B-Sens cut into the deficit once more with their speciality; a shorthanded goal. Wacey Hamilton started up the right wing on a two-on-one with Corey Cowick. Hamiton kept the puck and beat Danis short-side, scoring his second of the year. Cowick got the assist, giving him a two-point night.

The period ended with a brawl between B-Sens defenseman Chris Wideman and Adirondack forward Matt Mangene. Both received fighting majors to be served starting the third period.

The shots are 29-23 in favor of the Phantoms.

FIRST PERIOD

After the first period, the Adirondack Phantoms are leading the Binghamton Senators 2-0 at the Glens Falls Civic Center on Wednesday night.

Petr Straka scored the first goal of the contest at 12:42, coming down the middle of the ice and splitting B-Sens defensemen Ben Blood and Chris Wideman. Straka beat goaltender Andrew Hammond under the blocker and over his left pad, his sixth of the year.

At 18:25, Kris Newbury unloaded a slapshot from the left circle and beat Hammond clean over his left shoulder and under the crossbar. Straka picked up the primary assist.

Despite allowing two goals, Hammond was sensational. The backup goalie has been thrust into the starting lineup with Nathan Lawson’s lower body injury, and kept Binghamton in the game with a host of tough stops from in close and through screens.

The shots are 18-11 in favor of the Phantoms.

Lines:

Cole Schneider-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mike Hoffman

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Buddy Robinson

Defense:

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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Jean-Gabriel Pageau reassigned to Binghamton Senators

Posted on January 15, 2014 by mweinste


Jean-Gabriel Pageau, left, skates with the puck against Rochester last season.

The Binghamton Senators have gotten some help from Ottawa as they currently fight to hold on to first place in the American Hockey League East Division.

Center Jean-Gabriel Pageau was sent to the B-Sens from Ottawa on Wednesday morning, giving Binghamton another quality penalty killer and talented scorer at the AHL level.

Pageau wrapped up his second stint in Ottawa this season with a goal and a minus-2 plus/minus rating in 13 games since early December.

Pageau made the Senators roster out of training camp but struggled with scoring and faceoffs in his first eight games before being sent to Binghamton at the end of October. The 21-year-old has two goals, a minus-5 rating and 10 penalty minutes in 21 games with Ottawa this season.

Pageau has been much more productive at the AHL level this season, scoring 16 points (six goals, 10 assists) in 15 games with a plus-5 rating. Pageau is not expected to play tonight against Adirondack according to B-Sens play-by-play man Grady Whittenburg.

In Pageau’s final game with Binghamton on Dec. 12 before his recent call up, he was centering a line of Matt Puempel and Buddy Robinson.

The B-Sens now have 14 forwards and seven defensemen on their active roster. Darren Kramer and Tyler Eckford are the other expected scratches for Wednesday’s game against Adirondack.

Binghamton (23-11-0-3, 49 points) have a one-point lead over Wilkes-Barre/Scranton (22-11-1-3, 48) for first place in the East Division. The B-Sens will host Bridgeport on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena and then travel to Syracuse on Saturday to conclude the weekend.
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Binghamton Senators roundup: Lawson ruled out this week; Schneider, Borowiecki miss practice

Posted on January 13, 2014 by mweinste


Nathan Lawson was watching Monday’s practice in the stands with one crutch to his side but Richardson said the veteran goaltender’s injury is not as serious as first feared.

“He caught a rut I think,” the second-year coach said. “Strained a lower body muscle but nothing major. We thought it was a little more but he came in (Sunday) and it was OK, not too swollen. (Monday) a little better again.

“Hopefully not long term but he won’t be available this week for sure.”

Lawson left Saturday’s 4-1 loss to the Adirondack Phantoms early in the first period. He seemed to injure himself while trying to quickly move side-to-side following a wild exchange in front of the net. He was slowly helped off the ice and Andrew Hammond relieved him.

“We thought it was more serious and I think he did too,” Richardson said.

Scott Greenham was re-called from Elmira. He is 6-10-2 with a 3.08 goals-against average and .909 save percentage in 19 games for the Jackals.

Rutkowski up; Karlsson down

The B-Sens re-called defenseman Troy Rutkowski from the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL and sent down forward Ludwig Karlsson. Rutkowski has five assists in 20 games with Elmira and a goal in eight games with the B-Sens. Karlsson is scoreless in eight games with Binghamton and has 11 points (4 goals-7 assists) in 20 games with the Jackals.

Schneider, Borowiecki miss practice

Binghamton was without two of its veterans Monday as forward Cole Schneider was out with the flu and defenseman Mark Borowiecki was recovering from dental work. Borowiecki lost a tooth against Rochester last Wednesday.

Monday’s forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Matt Puempel

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

David Dziurzynski-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Monday’s defensive pairings

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood-Danny New

Chris Wideman-Tyler Eckford/Troy Rutkowski

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Nathan Lawson, scott greenham
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In-game report: Adirondack Phantoms defeat Binghamton Senators, 4-1

Posted on January 12, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators went 0-for-8 on the power play and lost to the Adirondack Phantoms, 4-1, Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Jason Ackeson scored an empty-net goal with 31 seconds remaining.

Binghamton went 0-for-4 on the power play in the third period and outshot Adirondack 34-31 for the game.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators scored in the closing minutes of a fight-filled second period and trail the Adirondack Phantoms, 2-1, after 40 minutes on Saturday.

After a lousy four-minute power play that featured bad passes and a lot of Adirondack clears, the B-Sens got on the scoreboard in the closing minutes of the second period.

Andre Petersson skated down the left side of the ice, cut toward the center as he entered the offensive zone and fired a wrist shot over the glove of Yann Danis with cut the Adirondack lead to 2-1 with 2:16 left.

FIRST PERIOD: Jason Akeson had a goal and an assist in the first period as the Adirondack Phantoms took a 2-0 lead into the locker room over the Binghamton Senators Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Adirondack took a 1-0 lead with 16:38 left in the first period. The Phantoms’ Jason Akeson rushed the puck into the offensive zone and dished it to Kris Newbury at the top of the left circle. Newbury wound up and beat Lawson gloveside.

Nathan Lawson left the game after five minutes following a wild exchange that almost saw the Phantoms take a 2-0 lead. The play started when Adirondack’s Bruno Gervais fired a slap shot from the point off the post, putting Lawson out of position to the left of the goal. The veteran goaltender was slow getting up as the puck bounced back out to the point. Brandon Manning gathered it and fired a shot toward the wide-open net but missed wide before Lawson crumpled to the ground and the whistle blew.

Lawson was slowly helped off the ice and Andrew Hammond relieved him.

Some nifty stickwork on the power play by Akeson gave the Phantoms a 2-0 lead with 1:39 left in the first period. Akeson took the puck at the left point, juked David Dziurzynski, skated around Derek Grant and fired a wrist shot past Hammond from the slot.

PREGAME: Nathan Lawson started in goal for the B-Sens for the second straight night. … Forwards Wacey Hamilton and Buddy Robinson, and defenseman Tyler Eckford were the scratches for Binghamton.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Matt Puempel-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Shane Prince-Derek Grant-Ludwig Karlsson

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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Postgame recap: Binghamton beats Hershey 4-2

Posted on January 11, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators topped the Hershey Bears 4-2 on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Cole Schneider scored his 13th goal of the season into an empty net with 56 seconds remaining. The tally came shorthanded, the 11th such goal of Binghamton’s season to lead the American Hockey League.

The B-Sens led 3-2 heading into the final 20 minutes and played a defensive style, forcing the Bears to the boards and clearing out any loose pucks around goaltender Nathan Lawson.

Lawson wasn’t spectacular but didn’t need to be, making 29 saves without allowing many rebounds. Lawson earned his 14th win of the season, giving the B-Sens 49 points and keeping them in first place of the East Division.

The other three goals on the night were scored by Derek Grant, Matt Puempel and Shane Prince. Grant’s was shorthanded as well, beginning the scoring in the first period with his fourth marker of the year.

Binghamton has now won nine of its previous 10 games and will be in action on Saturday night against the Adirondack Phantoms.

SECOND PERIOD

After two periods, the Binghamton Senators lead the Hershey Bears 3-2 on Friday night with goals from Derek Grant, Shane Prince and Matt Puempel.

The host B-Sens gave up the 1-0 lead they entered the frame with only 44 seconds into the second, when Brandon Segal beat Binghamton goaltender Nathan Lawson. Segal took a beautiful behind-the-back feed from Nicolas Deschamps before firing past Lawson’s glove hand.

At 7:43 of the second, Puempel slid the puck past Leggio following a nice feed by Andre Petersson from the boards. For Puempel, the goal was his 12th of the season. A minute and 23 seconds later, the Bears tied the contest on Segal’s second of the night on a goalmouth scrum.

The scoring was capped at 11:21 when Shane Prince deflected a high slapshot off the stick of Chris Wideman past Leggio. The goal was Prince’s seventh of the season.

Shots are 24-20 in favor of Hershey. Neither team has a penalty carrying over into the third period.

FIRST PERIOD

Derek Grant tallied the only goal of the first period, scoring shorthanded to give the B-Sens a 1-0 lead after 20 minutes  against the Hershey Bears on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Most of the period featured two teams battling hard for tight spaces in front of each others nets, but Grant was the man to break through. Following a holding minor to Michael Sdao, Grant was able to take a David Dziurzynski pass before streaking to a breakaway.

Grant then skated in on Bears goaltender David Leggio before going high over the glove hand, beating Leggio for his fourth goal of the season. For Binghamton, Grant’s goal gives it 10 shorthanded goals on the season, tops in the American Hockey League.

Defensively, the B-Sens shut down most challenges from Hershey before they turned into scoring chances. When they did, Binghamton goalie Nathan Lawson was up to the task, making 12 saves.

The lines are as follows:

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

Matt Puempel-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-David Dziurzynski

Defense:

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Tyler Eckford-Chris Wideman

Michael Sdao-Chris Wideman

    | | |  

Mike Hoffman representing B-Sens in All-Star Game

Posted on January 10, 2014 by mverderame


The roster for the 2013-14 American Hockey League All-Star team was announced on Thursday afternoon, and Binghamton Senators forward Mike Hoffman got some good news.

Hoffman was the only member of the B-Sens to be so honored. The Kitchener, Ontario native has enjoyed a tremendous campaign, notching 40 points (16 goals, 24 assists), second-best in the AHL.

This season the AHL All-Star Game will beheld in St. John’s, NL on Feb. 12, with the skills competition coming the night before. The AHL team will do something it has never done before, playing Färjestad BK of the Swedish Elite League.

The former fifth round pick of Ottawa in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft enjoyed a brief call-up this season to the National Hockey League, playing three games without scoring any points. The 24-year-old has played seven career games in the NHL.

    | | |  

Binghamton Senators general manager Tim Murray hired by Buffalo Sabres

Posted on January 9, 2014 by mweinste


The man who helped build the city of Binghamton’s lone Calder Cup-winning team is officially moving on.

After days of speculation, the Buffalo Sabres introduced Tim Murray as their new general manager on Thursday. Murray served as the Ottawa Senators’ assistant general manager and the B-Sens’ general manager since 2007.

“It’s been great working with Tim and the staff up there, which was led by him,” B-Sens’ executive vice president of operations Tom Mitchell said. “As you can see over the past three or four years the talent has grown here in Binghamton and Tim was always at the head of that.

“There were no player changes that happened here without Tim’s blessing.”

Pierre Dorion, Ottawa’s director of player personnel, and Randy Lee, Ottawa’s director of hockey operations and player development, will be named co-assistant GMs in the next few days by Senators GM Bryan Murray, according to Bruce Garrioch of the Ottawa Sun. Tim Murray is Bryan’s nephew.

Among the players Murray has identified and developed are Erik Karlsson, the 2012 Norris Trophy winner as the National Hockey League’s top defenseman, and forward Jakob Silfverberg, who was traded to Anaheim last summer.

Murray also built the 2011 Calder Cup-winning team, signing veterans like forward Corey Locke and defenseman Andre Benoit to go along with a young group of prospects like Mike Hoffman, Jim O’Brien and Kaspars Daugavins.

“They’ll all tell you he has a keen eye for talent,” Mitchell said. “He’s worked in the hockey business for years and years and has grown in it. I know the whole organization is happy for him. The people who will fill those shoes will shift gears and be ready quickly.”

Murray is regarded to have a strong track record in identifying young talent. Hired by Florida in 1994, Murray eventually worked his way up to become the Panthers director of amateur scouting. He also worked in various amateur and pro scouting jobs with the Anaheim Ducks and New York Rangers before joining the Senators.
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Former Binghamton Senators forward Dustin Gazley gets second chance in AHL

Posted on January 9, 2014 by mweinste


Dustin Gazley took advantage of an opportunity last season in Binghamton to earn an American Hockey League contract with the Hershey Bears, but he spent the first few months of this season back in the ECHL.

After scoring 18 points (8 goals-10 assists) in 25 games with the Reading Royals, Gazley finally got his call to the Bears on Dec. 30. The 5-foot-9, 154-pound forward made his Hershey debut on Jan. 3 in a 1-0 loss at Adirondack.

Gazley went scoreless again in his second game, but finally found the scoresheet in his third game, a 6-3 victory over Manchester on Sunday. Gazley scored a power-play goal midway through the first period to give his team a 1-0 lead and then added an assist later in the period.

In the three games Gazley has been in the lineup, Hershey has gone 6-for-10 on the power play, according to Tim Leone of pennlive.com.

“I just try to use my speed out there as best I can, retrieve pucks and hunt pucks down,” Gazley told Leone. “I think that’s a key on the power play. When you’ve got pucks along the wall and you’re battling in there, you’ve got to get in there.”

After a four-year career at Michigan State, the native of Novi, Mich., earned ECHL Rookie of the Year with the Elmira Jackals in 2011-12, scoring 85 points (25-60) in 72 games. Gazley began the 2012-13 season with Elmira again and remaining just as productive, producing 49 points (14-35) points in his first 35 games.

Injuries and the end of the National Hockey League lockout in January opened up an opportunity for Gazley in Binghamton, and he stuck with the B-Sens for the remainder of the season. In 29 games, Gazley scored 9 points (4-5) and formed a productive line with Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Corey Cowick.
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Former Binghamton Senators fan favorite Kaspars Daugavins makes Latvian Olympic team

Posted on January 8, 2014 by mweinste


Kaspars Daugavins during the 2011 Calder Cup playoffs.

Kaspars Daugavins, who played a major part in the Binghamton Senators’ run to the Calder Cup in 2011, was chosen to represent Latvia in the 2014 Olympic Games in Sochi next month.

Daugavins scored 19 goals and had 35 assists in 73 games during the 2010-11 regular season and added 20 points (10 goals, 10 assists) in 23 playoff games that season, his most productive with the B-Sens. The 25-year-old native of Riga, Latvia, totaled 112 points (48 goals-64 assists) in 189 games over parts of six seasons with Binghamton.

Roman Wick holds the Calder Cup while he and Kaspars Daugavins, center, celebrate their championship in 2011.

He played 11 games in Binghamton to finish the 2006-07 season after his year and juniors. He played three more games the following season with the B-Sens after his junior season and then split 2008-09 between his junior team and Binghamton, playing 23 games with the B-Sens.

The 5-foot-11, 213-pound forward has played 91 career National Hockey League games between Ottawa and the Boston Bruins, amassing 15 points (6-9). He currently plays for Genève-Servette HC of the National League A in Switzerland and has 25 points (9-16) in 29 games.

Daugavins in 2011.

Daugavins re-signed with the Ottawa organization for two more seasons after the Calder Cup season in Binghamton. The two-way contract was worth $600,000 at the NHL level and $105,000 in the AHL (a $42,500 raise from the $67,500 he earned each of his first three seasons while playing on an entry-level contract).

“It wasn’t easy to make my choice,” Daugavins told the Press & Sun-Bulletin at the time. “But I made the right call. I hope to finally make the big team.” He considered returning to his hometown of Riga, Latvia, to play in the Kontinental Hockey League.

Daugavins was the Senators’ third-round pick in the 2006 draft.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators
 |   | | |  

In-game report: Binghamton Senators beat Syracuse Crunch

Posted on January 5, 2014 by mweinste


Chris Wideman scored on a one-timer with 3:34 left in overtime to give the Binghamton senators a 6-5 victory over the Syracuse Crunch on Saturday.

The B-Sens scored two power-play goals to open the third period and take a 5-3 lead.

With Binghamton in the offensive zone, Cole Schneider emerged from a scrum in the corner with the puck, skated toward the net then found Chris Wideman in the slot for the one-timer with 18:44 left in the third.

Da Costa then added his second of the game 34 seconds later to put the B-Sens in control.

Syracuse would go on to tie it with two straight goals. Connolly cut the lead to 5-4 with 11:54 left after skating end-to-end and beating Hammond with a wrist shot. Joey Mormina threw a soft floater to the goal from the blueline and it beat a surprised Hammond with 2:59 remaining as Syracuse tied the score at 5.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators allowed an early goal but then rallied back with two of their own and are tied with the Syracuse Crunch at 3 after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The Crunch went ahead, 3-1, 26 seconds into the second period after a shorthanded rush by Kyle Rankin. Rankin blocked a shot in the defensive zone, skated the puck down the ice to the left of the net and passed back to Cedric Paquette in the high slot. Paquette sent the puck back to Rankin, who shot from the left circle. Joey Mormina knocked in the rebound for the goal.

The B-Sens cut the lead to a goal 47 seconds later, cashing in on the same power play that yielded Syracuse’s goal. Jim O’Brien skated into the zone along the right-wing boards and beat Desjardins on the far side.

Binghamton then tied the score at 3 two minutes later on a goal by Shane Prince. Mike Hoffman gathered a bouncing puck and sent it to his right to Prince, who fired a wrist shot past Desjardins from the right circle.

B-Sens defenseman Mark Borowiecki left the game with 1:15 remaining in the second period after being boarded by Cedric Paquette.

FIRST PERIOD: The Syracuse Crunch scored twice in 23 seconds and lead the Binghamton Senators, 2-1, after one period Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Stephane Da Costa extended his points streak to seven games early in the first period to give Binghamton a 1-0 lead. Da Costa stole the puck from a Syracuse defenseman in the slot, turned and fired a wrist shot over the glove of Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins 3:34 into the game.

The Crunch quickly stormed back with two quick goals to take the lead, the first by Brett Connolly 5:40 into the game. Vladislav Namestnikov went for a wraparound on Hammond and Connolly poked at the rebound from the crease and tied the score.

Syracuse took the lead 23 seconds later on a goal by Geoff Walker. Mike Angelidis stole the puck from Binghamton’s Chris Wideman in the corner to the left of Hammond and sent a pass to the right circle to Walker, who scored high gloveside on Hammond.

Syracuse outshot Binghamton, 12-11.

PREGAME: Center Derek Grant missed his second straight game with a muscle pull. Center Wacey Hamilton and defenseman Ben Blood were also scratched. Goaltender Andrew Hammond started for Binghamton after backing up Nathan LAwson the previous four games..

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Corey Cowick

Ludwig Karlsson-Matt Puempel-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Tyler Eckford
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AHL: Bulldogs’ bite sharper with impressive penalty kill

Penalty kill hugely important 

Canadian Press File Photo

"We want to take pride in our defensive play, pride in our defensive zone coverage and the penalty kill is part of that," says Hamilton Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre, pictured. 

By  Ken Peters  

All hockey forwards love to play the power play. 

It's a chance to score, make the crowd roar, become the game star and pad your personal statistics. It's gravy minutes. 

The penalty kill? Not so much. It's more guts than glory. 

Forwards asked to work the PK, as it's known in hockey parlance, are required to bust their butt, keep the opposition on the perimeter and block shots. When that opposition defenceman lets go with the one-timer from the point, guys such as Hamilton Bulldogs forward Maxime Macenauer knows it's their job to get a body part in front of the blast. 

Does it hurt? Does it leave a mark? Do hockey players say bad words when they catch a howitzer in the calf or the high ankle? Just a bit. 

The thing is this, one of the main reasons the Hamilton Bulldogs are 19-16-0-4 and just a weekend effort away from overtaking first place in the American Hockey League's North Division is their penalty kill. 

The penalty-kill heroes might be asked to snuff out as many as 25 opposition power plays this weekend as the Bulldogs play three games in three nights. The Bullies get the party started Friday night at 7:30 when they host the division-leading Toronto Marlies. 

On Saturday, the Bulldogs travel to Cleveland to face division rival the Lake Erie Monsters. 

On Sunday, Sylvain Lefebvre's crew returns to Copps Coliseum to host the Chicago Wolves. Game time is 4 p.m. 

The Dogs have surrendered just 32 goals in 203 short-handed situations, leaving the club tied for eighth in the 30-team AHL in penalty-kill efficiency. 

And, at home, the canines are even better, killing off nearly 87 per cent of power-play chances. 

The Bulldogs first penalty-kill unit usually features Greg Pateryn and Jared Tinordi on defence. Macenauer, Mike Blunden, Patrick Holland, Justin Courtnall, Joonas Nattinen and Gabriel Dumont are the forwards logging the bulk of PK time. 

Lefebvre said, during the Dogs' recent six-game win streak, the club didn't surrender a power-play marker in 20 chances. 

"That's the way we have to play. We want to take pride in our defensive play, pride in our defensive zone coverage and the penalty kill is part of that. 

"Usually when your penalty kill goes well, your best penalty killer is your goaltender," Lefebvre added. Which is a reason why Dustin Tokarski sports an out-of-this-world 2.09 goals-against average. Robert Mayer boasts a still-respectable 2.96 GAA. 

Macenauer is asked what makes a good penalty killer. "Keep it simple, play as a unit. We have a plan. We go out there and we know what we're doing. We always have four guys working together. That's why we have success." 

Macenauer is usually paired with Holland, and sometimes Louis Leblanc. 

The PK crew watches video of the opposition power play and makes adjustments. 

"It's just going out there and working your ass off," Macenauer said in a rather colourful, if not quite fit for a family newspaper, description of the task. 

Macenauer said every member of the PK adopts a mindset that the opposition won't score a power-play goal. If that means sacrificing your body to block a puck, that's the price that must be paid. 

Macenauer even got the penalty-killer bonus last game — the relatively rare short-handed goal in a 3-1 loss to Utica. 

The PK crew remembers with pride one contest in Rochester earlier this season. The Amerks had 12 power-play chances and came up with a goose egg. It's a stat the PK crew prides itself in. 

Macenauer knows shot blocking comes with the PK job. He said Dumont and Holland are the best at it. And the worst place to get hit? 

"They are all bad," he says, chuckling. "The calf can be really, really bad. You get a real big bruise in the morning. It hurts, that's for sure." 

A big 9,000-plus crowd is expected at Copps for the Marlies contest Friday night. 

Macenauer said a crowd that size translates into a seventh man on the ice for the Bulldogs. And the penalty kill can use all the extra help it can get — even one that is getting the job done. 

NOTES: The Bulldogs will begin selling 2014-15 season tickets on Friday night. Packages will be available at Copps Coliseum behind section 116 next to guest relations. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388
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AHL: Marlies vs. Bulldogs is the AHL’s version of the Hatfields and the McCoys

Back with the Bulldogs 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Hamilton native Drew Schiestel (22), pictured with Stephen MacAulay last December, is back in the American Hockey League with the Bulldogs after stint in the ECHL.

next play/pause pre 2/2 

By  Scott Radley  

He doesn't point to a particular goal or hit or save as a specific example. Mostly because he doesn't have to. It happens on all of them. 

During the six games a year the Toronto Marlies roll into Copps Coliseum to play against the Hamilton Bulldogs — including Friday when 10,000 or more will make up one of the biggest crowds of the American Hockey League season, if not the biggest — the visitors get a huge roar from the generous number of folks sitting in the stands wearing blue and white whenever they do something good. 

That has to be annoying for the guys who call the building home. 

"For sure," says Hamilton forward Gabriel Dumont. "It gets you mad. You're in your own building. You shouldn't hear them." 

Welcome to the AHL's version of the Hatfields and the McCoys. Or more accurately, the battling Gallagher brothers of Oasis fame, because this feud is more within the family than without. 

According to Bulldogs president Stephen Ostaszewicz, few of those wearing Marlies colours when the teams meet have made the trek from Toronto. Instead, most are locals who generally root for anything related to Hamilton but who've jumped to the other side for the night. 

"We recognize that many of our fans are also Maple Leaf fans by virtue of where we live geographically," he says. "Probably six times a year there's that individual conflict about who to cheer for as a Leafs fan and as a Bulldogs fan." 

Conflict? At one of these games? Really? 

The teams have split their eight matchups so far this season with five of the outcomes decided by a single goal and two more by two scores. The Marlies are ahead in cumulative scoring by a razor-thin 17-15. 

On top of that, the two teams have so many intertwining branches, it's like a giant game of Twister. 

Toronto's leading scorer — fourth in the entire league — is Spencer Abbott. He's from Hamilton and played for the Hamilton Red Wings. The Sherwood Secondary grad has scored at least a point in every trip home this year and isn't unaware of the audible roar when he does. 

"It is noticeable," he says. 

Abbott's also an excellent golfer who spends time on the links at Glendale in the summertime with Bulldogs defenceman Drew Schiestel, a St. Thomas More grad who grew up cheering for the Leafs. 

Schiestel spent four seasons playing defence in the Buffalo Sabres system with Toronto's top blueliner, T.J. Brennan. The Marlies' star goalie is Drew MacIntyre, who was in net for the Bulldogs the last time the team made it to the Calder Cup semifinals, largely on the strength of his excellence. 

It goes on and on. The ties go so deep that even the Marlies' play-by-play broadcaster, Todd Crocker, and Toronto's head athletic therapist, Luc Leblanc, held the same roles in Hamilton for years. 

The proximity and the resulting passion for the two organizations has certainly helped at the gate. Friday's game will be huge. It won't be the first time, either. 

Five times this season already, the Marlies have come here. In those games, the Dogs have averaged 5,705 fans compared to 4,253 for all other games. Take away the massive school-day game against Rochester and the average for non-Toronto hockey drops to 3,786. Meaning the Marlies are good for nearly 2,000 additional fans a night. 

Rather than complain about the mixture of support, the Bulldogs players say they generally love that bump in the crowd. They enjoy the college football atmosphere with noise rising and falling all game, no matter which side it doing something well. 

"I think it makes it that much better," says Hamilton captain Martin St. Pierre. "If you can't get up to play in front of 10,000 or 11,000 fans, there's something seriously wrong with you." 

But, if you're rooting for the home side, you have to wonder whether it's good or bad to have such a diversity of full-throated opinion in the rink. 

It was about this time last winter that most of us not living in the Ottawa area heard about the plan hatched by the Senators to do what it could to stop Torontonians from filling their barn when the Leafs played there in an effort to preserve home-ice advantage. They weren't the first or the last to try this. The Washington Nationals once took steps to block Philadelphia Phillies fans from buying tickets in Major League Baseball. Leading up to last weekend's National Football League semifinal games, both Seattle and Denver attempted to keep their stadiums free of opposing views. There have been others. 

Might this be something the Dogs would ever think about doing? 

"No," laughs Ostaszewicz. "There's not a chance of that happening." 

sradley@thespec.com 

905-526-2440 | @radleyatthespec

Spectator columnist Scott Radley hosts The Sports Lounge weeknights at 9 on 900CHML.
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AHL: Bulldogs hold on to tame the Wild

Crease battle 

John Rennison,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Justin Courtnall, centre, is pushed onto goaltender Johan Gustafssonon by Nicholas Rioux in front of the Iowa Wild net. The Bulldogs won the American Hockey League contest at Copps Colisum on Sunday, 3-1, their seventh victory in their past eight games.

next play/pause pre 1/3 

By  Ken Peters  

Let's consider the Hamilton Bulldogs' water dish half full at the halfway mark of their American Hockey League season. 

Yes, the Bulldogs saw their six-game win streak snapped Saturday night. 

But the Dogs, playing another of their dreaded three-games-in-three-nights scenarios, gutted out a 3-1 win Sunday afternoon over the Iowa Wild. 

After claiming four of a possible six points over the weekend the Bulldogs are nipping on the heels of the North Division-leading Toronto Marlies. And, at the midway point of the season, the Bulldogs, boasting a 19-15-0-4 record, would be in the playoffs if the post-season began today. 

With the win, coming before 3,540 at the still-named Victor K. Copps puck pavilion, the Dogs have won seven of their past eight. Hamilton head coach Sylvain Lefebvre will gladly take it. 

"I'm pleased with it. Obviously, there were some things (Saturday) night that didn't go our way. The guys regrouped today and we had a very good start. The guys showed some maturity and seems like we're gaining maturity as a group," Lefebvre said. 

The Dogs are playing well. Lefebvre liked the work of his penalty kill. It gave up a power-play marker Sunday but killed about 20 opposition chances over the three-game weekend stretch. 

The Dogs took a 2-1 lead into the final period and, running on fumes, nursed it home. The club lost Gabriel Dumont halfway through the final period when he blocked a shot with his foot. He limped off but returned to the bench a few minutes later, although he didn't play for the rest of the contest. 

The Bulldogs opened the scoring at 18:44 of the opening period with a nifty little piece of magic from Dumont. The Bulldogs forward took a pass at the side of the Wild net from Marty St. Pierre. Dumont pulled the puck to his forehand as he stole in front to beat Iowa netminder Johan Gustafsson. The power-play marker was Dumont's eighth of the season. 

The Bulldogs were clearly the best squad in the first 20 minutes, outshooting the Des Moines-based Wild, 18-8. 

Hamilton native Marc Hagel scored his first goal of the season in the second stanza and it was a beauty. Working the power play, the Wild's Justin Mercier broke down the left wing in the Dogs' zone and got the puck out front to Warren Peters. Peters froze Tokarski before making a short pass back in front to Hagel who buried it into a wide-open cage. The marker, coming at 6:13 of the second period, left it tied 1-1. 

But the Bulldogs got it back about six minutes later with a nice offensive foray into the Iowa zone. Rookie Sven Andrighetto found a loose puck and some free ice just inside the blue line before unleashing a laser beam at the Iowa net. Gustafsson kicked it out to his right but Bulldog defenceman Nathan Beaulieu had snuck in from the left point and buried the rebound. That marker, Beaulieu's fourth of the season, would stand up as the winner. 

Nick Tarnasky added an empty-netter with six seconds left. 

Hamilton outshot Iowa 34-28. Tokarski had another strong outing in helping preserve the victory. 

Beaulieu admits his Dogs are in a zone, putting together their best hockey of the season. 

"I think we're starting to believe just how good we are. At the beginning of the year, I think we were trying to figure out our identity but we have a good thing going now and we're doing what we need to do," he said. 

Beaulieu scored some points in the locker-room. After the Wild's Jim McKenzie pasted Patrick Holland into the boards, Beaulieu showed up and dropped the gloves. 

"If I hit someone from behind, I expect someone to come up and stick up for their team. It's a hockey play. It happens," he said. 

On Saturday night, the Bulldogs squandered a 1-0 lead only to fall 3-1 to the Rochester Americans. The loss snapped the Dogs' season-high six-game win streak. 

Hamilton is back in action Saturday when the canines host the Utica Comets. Game time at Copps Coliseum is 7 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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AHL: Hot Bulldogs hope to extend five-game win streak

On a roll 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Coach Sylvain Lefebvre, pictured back right, and his Hamilton Bulldogs are on a nice roll in the American Hockey League these days, having won five straight and collected at least a point in six consecutive games.

By  Ken Peters  

Three games in three nights? 

Bring it on say the red-hot Hamilton Bulldogs who are currently chewing through American Hockey League opponents like hungry canines eying pork chops hanging from a string. 

The 17-14-0-4 bone chewers are on a season-best five-game winning streak and have recorded points in their past six contests. 

So, if there is ever a good time for the Bulldogs to face another one of their nine three-in-three ordeals, this is it. 

Sylvain Lefebvre's crew will face the Americans in Rochester on Friday night. Cross the border to face those same Amerks on Saturday night at Copps Coliseum. And complete the weekend trifecta by hosting the Wild of Iowa on Sunday at 4 p.m. 

The Bulldogs get back in action after sweeping a pair in Abbotsford in which they limited the West Division-leading Heat to just two goals in back-to-back 2-1 and 3-1 victories. 

A productive weekend could possibly put the Bulldogs in top spot in the North Division after 38 games — the official midway mark of the 76-game AHL season. 

"We're in a zone right now, we're playing well as a team. We're playing well defensively, we get scoring chances, we're playing with confidence. That's the main difference between this winning streak and when we weren't winning," Lefebvre said. 

"Right now, we're playing with confidence and we have to keep it that way." 

Lefebvre admits his canines are playing their best hockey of the season. 

"At the same time, I don't want them to have a satisfied feeling. I don't want them to feel like they have done it all." 

In the ultracompetitive North Division, even a five-game win streak wasn't enough to vault the Dogs into first place. They still trail the Toronto Marlies by three points and find themselves just one and four points ahead of Lake Erie and Rochester, respectively. 

"If we didn't win those five games, we would have been in trouble," Lefebvre said. 

Lefebvre admits it's "possibly" a good time for a three-in-three. 

"We played well the last three-in-three," he said of the Bulldogs, who swept all three right after Christmas including a pair against the Marlies and a third from Utica. 

Defenceman Greg Pateryn, who leads the Bulldogs with a plus-11 this season, admits the two Abbotsford contests were a bit of a coming-out party for the Bulldog defence. 

"I think that is something we have to pride ourselves on, our defensive game. If the opposition doesn't get as many chances, statistically, we have done well all season," he said. 

Pateryn said the Bulldogs are playing as a team. That's translating into victories. 

"We know we are a good hockey team. So I think we just have to keep confidence in ourselves and each other," he said. 

NOTES: Seven former Bulldogs will represent five different countries among the 12 men's Olympic hockey teams that will compete in Sochi, Russia, next month. Those named as Olympians include CareyPrice and P.K.Subban (Canada), MaxPacioretty (United States), JaroslavHalak and MarcelHossa (Slovakia), YannickWeber (Switzerland) and TomasPlekanec (Czech Republic). … The Canadiens have reassigned RobertMayer back to the Bulldogs after a stint in the Spengler Cup with Swiss team Geneve-Servette HC. In two games in the tournament, the Havirov, Czech Republic-born goalie had a record of 2-0-0 with a 2.95 goals-against average and .918 save percentage. … The Bulldogs have assigned goalie MikeCondon and defenceman DrewSchiestel to the ECHL's Wheeling Nailers. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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AHL: Streaky Bulldogs hope to chill the Heat 

Big collision 

Barry Gray,Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Hamilton Bulldogs' Patrick Holland, left, collides with Toronto Marlies' Sam Carrick during first-period American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum last Friday. The Bulldogs are on a bit of tear at the moment, largely due to an improved offence.

By  Ken Peters  

The streaky Hamilton Bulldogs are back in their coaches' good books these days. 

The American Hockey League club, which lost five in a row before Christmas, has put together a terrific, little three-game win streak since Boxing Day by following a chapter out of the hockey manual. That would be Chapter 2 that suggests winning teams fire the puck. 

The Bulldogs are ripping the rubber. In their past five contests, the team is averaging more than 40 shots on net. That's threatening to turn opposition netkeepers into on-skate versions of the Michelin man. It has also put the Bulldogs (15-14-0-4) in second place in the logjam known as the American Hockey League's North Division. Hamilton has 34 points, three back of Toronto and just one more than the Monsters of Lake Erie. 

Little wonder the Hamiltons have registered points in the past four contests. The Bulldogs hope to keep the streak alive when they meet the Heat (23-9-1-1) of Abbotsford for a pair of weekend contests on Friday and Saturday nights in the B.C. city. That won't be easy. The Heat skate well and lead the West Conference. The Dogs have lost their past two games to the Heat, both via the shootout. 

Bulldog bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre suggests this hockey truism is at play: Shooters have to hit the net to have a chance to light the lamp. 

"If you miss the net, chances are you are not going to score. We have been focusing on putting as many shots on net as we could," he said. "If you are struggling to score goals, you have to put the puck on the net. If you do that, it's more than likely you'll get chances. When you do get chances, your confidence level gets higher," he added. 

Lefebvre was delighted the Bulldogs carved together the three-game winning streak by winning three games in three nights. 

Mike Blunden, who bagged a pair of markers in a Saturday night win over the Toronto Marlies, said the Bulldogs are working hard and playing team hockey. Oh, and one other not so minor detail: They're scoring. 

"When we were losing, we were having a tough time, I think we were shut out a couple of times and we had a tough time scoring goals. But, right now, we have gotten back to basics, shooting a lot of pucks, and we're getting bodies to the net and banging rebounds home," he said. 

NOTES: The Bulldogs' next home game is Jan. 11 at 7 p.m. versus the Rochester Americans. There'll be a celebration of mascot Bruiser's 18th birthday and fans attending the game will receive a free Bruiser bobblehead. … Forward Ben Duffy was released Dec. 26 from his standard players' contract. … Forward Steve Quailer and defenceman Drew Schiestel were listed this week as day-to-day with upper-body injuries. … Among the Ontario-born players on the Heat is forward Josh Jooris of Burlington, who has 12 points in 31 games. … The Heat's Ben Street is fifth in league scoring with 32 points. … The all-time matchup between Hamilton and Abbotsford favours the Heat, 14-10-1-5. 

kpeters@thespec.com

Brandon Segal headlines midseason player awards for Hershey Bears

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on January 24, 2014 at 1:12 PM, updated January 24, 2014 at 1:13 PM

The Hershey Bears, riding a wave of momentum, hit the midpoint of the 2013-14 regular season last weekend.

Here are my midseason picks for individual player awards:

MOST VALUABLE PLAYER: Brandon Segal. It would have been a more difficult choice two weeks ago, with Nicolas Deschamps and David Leggio right in the mix. But Segal fashioned a seven-game point streak and vaulted into the team scoring lead (13-20-33 in 34 games).

MOST IMPROVED PLAYER: Ryan Stoa. The forward has thrived in the wake of a move from wing to center. In 34 games, Stoa (9-13-22) has exceeded his point total from last season (11-8-19 in 46 games).

TOP ROOKIE: Nathan Walker. The winger has missed the past nine games due to injury. But he is still the leading rookie scorer on the team (5-5-10 in 25 games).

TOP DEFENSEMAN: Tyson Strachan. After starting the season with the Washington Capitals, Strachan has been a steadying mainstay on the blue line. He leads Hershey in plus-minus (plus-10) and has chipped in with timely offense (2-10-12 in 31 games).

TOP FORWARD: Brandon Segal. Averaging nearly a point per game, the winger is on pace for a career-best points total. Segal's most offensively productive season was 2008-09, when he produced 26-26-52 in 69 games with the Norfolk Admirals.

UNSUNG HERO: Cameron Schilling. Strachan's partner on the top D-pair doesn't get much glamour spotlight. The team's reigning rookie of the year has been a reliable presence in all 39 games (plus-nine), has chipped in with 3-7-10 and is playing with a hard-nosed edge. Schilling, who had 61 penalty minutes in 70 games in 2012-13, is No. 3 on the club in penalty minutes this season (69).

ON TWITTER: @timleone

As the 2013-14 season has developed, I keep reflecting on a quote from Rockford IceHogs head coach Ted Dent on Mike Haviland that appeared in PennLive's preseason profile of the new Hershey Bears head coach.

Dent, who served Haviland as an assistant coach in the AHL and ECHL and knows him well, said this:

“One of his famous sayings is, 'Call a spade a spade.' When you're doing well, he'll tell you. When you're not doing well and he needs more, he'll tell you, as well.”

That, indeed, is what the Bears have gotten in a regular-season campaign that reached its midpoint last weekend.

There are few grays with the colorful Haviland. It is logical to extrapolate that his frank comments in post-game press conferences are even more blunt inside the locker room.

Said Bears captain Dane Byers: “Guys respect him and he holds guys accountable, whether you like it or not. I think me personally, I think that's the way the game should be played. Players have realized that if you don't work hard or play hard or do the system, you're not going to play. I think that's a huge thing, to be accountable to the coach and to each other in the room.”

Said Bears President-GM Doug Yingst: “He's a player's coach, but he's very demanding. I think his demanding and his disposition and personality was a change not only for the players from the Washington-Hershey organization in the past but for all players, so I think there was a big adjustment.”

Hershey Bears name new head coach

Hershey Bears President-GM Doug Yingst. Mark Pynes | mpynes@pennlive.com

Adjustment is the byword for an often fitful first half of the season.

A new head coach. Lots of new faces from heavy roster turnover. A choppy schedule early in the season that slowed the melding process.

It translated into one win in the first five games for a team that entered the season with deep-playoff goals and was still stuck at .500 on Dec. 27 (12-12-2-3).

“It's a long year and you can't panic early on,” Haviland said. “I understand the record and everybody was maybe a little bit of like, oof. But you stay with the foundation.”

The club has gone 7-2-1-0 since (.750 points percentage) to rise to a season-best five games above .500 (19-14-3-3, 44 points). It is a sign that the adjustment period is over.

“I like where we're at now,” Haviland said. “I think it took a little bit early on. Again, I'm not an excuse guy, but a new adjustment to a lot of different things. It took a little longer for them to grasp what I was wanting. But right now, for me the last two months, we have gotten it and we understand and we're a totally different team.

“They're very, very businesslike, but they also have fun with each other. The chemistry is there. It's a good group.”

In a heady January, the rampaging Nicolas Deschamps-Ryan Stoa-Brandon Segal line has started to get offensive support from elsewhere in a lineup that has proven to be quite deep despite the injury losses of mainstays Garrett Mitchell and Tomas Kundratek and the NHL recall absences of Philipp Grubauer, Michael Latta, Nate Schmidt, Connor Carrick and Dmitry Orlov.

“I think it appears to all of us that things are improving,” Yingst said. “I think the team is starting to come together.

“There seems to be the chemistry and camaraderie that we were hoping would happen a little sooner as we got off to a sluggish start. It seems to be coming together now. The month of January has been good to us. Hopefully, what we see now is what continues.”

Despite the recent surge, Hershey currently sits in ninth place in the Eastern Conference. The top eight teams make the playoffs.

Dane Byers 13-14

Dane Byers Hershey 

Bears Photo

“You don't quite have a team, I say, until after Christmas,” Byers said. “We finally, I think, guys know their roles and are coming together.

“Right now, I think we're confident that we could probably beat any team in the league right now. Mentally, that's huge to think that and to know that. So I think it's definitely headed in the right direction. I always used to say it's the dog days of hockey the next couple months. You've got to be really good mentally and sharp. While teams have call-ups and whatnot, you can't let that affect you. You've just got to go about your business and be professional.”

The task is to keep climbing in the conference and the East Division. The season's aim was to be more than a marginal playoff team.

“We've still got to go here,” Haviland said. “We're not in any position we want to be in. I'd prefer to be sitting on the top of the league like everybody else would be.”

Haviland last served as a head coach with Rockford in 2007-08. He said he is continuing to make his own adjustments in returning to the role.

“I think maybe I'm a little more patient when it comes to stuff,” Haviland said. “Maybe the players wouldn't say that. But I think I am. The other thing is that personalities change as you go on in years, so you have to adapt to the situation and the players that you have. You have to make sure that you understand the athletes that you have.

“I think it's about your approach and how you deliver your message. You can't always be yelling and screaming, yelling and screaming. They'll turn you off in a heartbeat, your players.”

But he's still going to call a spade a spade.

“I don't think you're going to fool anybody anywhere,” Haviland said. “I wouldn't like it as a player if I wasn't told what has to be done, what needs to be done, and being held accountable.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

New York's Madison Square Garden is one of the most renowned buildings in sports.

Not a bad place to record your first career NHL victory, which is exactly what Philipp Grubauer did.

The goalie made 30 saves for the Washington Capitals in a 4-1 win over the New York Rangers on Dec. 8. 

“I tried to keep it out of my head and not to think about it too much that I'm playing in New York and playing in Madison Square Garden,” Grubauer said Thursday. “I just tried to focus on the game and just play hockey.”

Grubauer's focus returned to the Hershey Bears this week after he was reassigned by the Capitals.

After being recalled in late November, the 22-year-old went 6-4-5 with a 2.38 goals-against average and .926 save percentage for the Caps, stamping himself as a potential future No. 1 in the organization.

“It was really good,” Grubauer said. “I learned lots. I improved from every game I played, from the first game to the last game. I went through everything – through shootouts, through OT's, getting pulled, getting thrown into games, winning my first game. Lots of experience up there in those 16 games. I come back here with lots of confidence.”

Grubauer's return again gives Hershey, which also has David Leggio, one of the most formidable tandems in the AHL. 

During Grubauer's NHL stay, Leggio (12-12-2) started 19 of Hershey's 23 games (82.6 percent). Grubauer started nine of Hershey's first 16 games (56.3) and Leggio seven (43.7).

“I want them to compete against each other,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They're two real good goalies. I spoke with both of them and told them, 'We really want you to compete and go after it here and push each other in the second half here.'

“The good thing about both of them is they both want the net. It's a good thing to have.”

Grubauer has gone 4-4-1 with a 2.60 GAA and .910 save percentage in Hershey. His last start for the Bears was Nov. 24 against Binghamton.

Grubauer's NHL recall was sparked by an ankle injury suffered by Michal Neuvirth. When Neuvirth, who made a conditioning start for Hershey in mid-December, returned to action, the Caps carried three goalies until Grubauer's reassignment.

“It depended which goalie played the next day,” Grubauer said. “They always got the majority of practice.

“Everybody is making a big deal out of the goalie situation. I don't think it was bad. You had to earn your spot and you had to earn your net in practice. I think that's what I did and my consistent play up there kept me up there for a while.”

NOTEBOOK

Hershey's win over Albany on Sunday was Leggio's 100th AHL victory.

Former Bears goalie Joe Junkin, a Harrisburg resident, died at 67 on Jan. 11. He made 17 appearances for Hershey in 1969-70 (4-7-6).

Friday night's game at Syracuse will be televised on WHTM-TV's RTV Channel 27.2, Verizon Fios Channel 461, Comcast Channel 246, Blue Ridge Cable Channel 152 and Kuhn Communications Channel 67. York Revolution broadcaster Darrell Henry will handle the radio broadcast of the game. 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

As the cliché goes, character is revealed more in difficult times than good times.

Steven Oleksy made an impressive character display this week when he was reassigned by the Washington Capitals to the Hershey Bears.

Instead of wallowing in disappointment over the end of a magical NHL run that began last March, Oleksy took to Twitter and thanked fans for their support and inspiration.

“Throughout a career you face so many ups and downs,” Oleksy said. “You question a lot of things. Question your game. Question should you give it up or shouldn't you. But when you have so many people pushing you and rooting for you, it really helps motivate you to continue and to continue to work hard. That tweet was just what I was feeling. I wanted to reach out to everybody and let them know how much I appreciated their support.

“Every word I said is true. Obviously, if you look at my background and where I've played, I've played in a lot of different places and a lot of different cities. Everywhere I've went, the fans have been great to me. I've got a lot of fans from all those cities that continue to follow me. When that happened, I can't tell you how many people reached out to me and stuff like that. That's a great feeling for a player.”

Oleksy returned to practice Thursday with the Bears at Giant Center and paired with Julien Brouillette.

After beginning the 2012-13 season with more career ECHL games than AHL games, the 27-year-old made a storybook rise to the Caps.

He played 28 regular-season games (1-8-9) and seven playoff games (0-1-1). This season, he has played 33 games (2-8-10). 

“It's been great, obviously, to have the opportunity I did, to be a part of it,” Oleksy said. “Obviously, playing in the playoffs last year with Washington and things like that, it was a great experience. I think that's just the start of many more.

“It's part of hockey. You can think about it two ways. You can get negative about it and get a bad attitude or you can think of it as a positive and work on your game and do what it takes to get back up there. For me, I think there's only one way to look at it, and that's a positive way. I'm coming down here with a great group of guys and a group of hard-working guys, too.”

Though Oleksy's last game for Hershey was March 3, 2013, against Syracuse, he was still named Hershey's top defenseman last season (2-12-14 and 151 penalty minutes in 55 games). 

Ironically, the 6-foot, 190-pounder figures to return to Hershey's lineup against Syracuse, which hosts Hershey Friday night. In another twist, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, a team Oleksy amassed 52 penalty minutes against in 11 games last season, are scheduled to visit Giant Center Sunday.

“I've heard great things about his work ethic and his compete level,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “You can see out there he's got a good stick. His positioning is good. I'm excited to work with him. He's excited to be here. He's excited about getting his game to kind of where he wants it to be again.”

Haviland said the attitude Oleksy has displayed since returning to Hershey matches the attitude he displayed on Twitter.

“A guy that's had to work for everything he's got, they understand the game,” Haviland said. “It's not the greatest thing when you get waived or you get sent down from the National Hockey League, but he comes with a great attitude. I think that's the biggest part of it. Guys can come down and be disgruntled, and he certainly isn't.

“Everybody I've talked to around here loves him, says he a great kid, a great man. We just want to help him. He wants to help the team and we want to help him.”

Oleksy said he talked to Caps management in the wake of his reassignment. For now, he is back wearing No. 7 in Hershey, which rookie defenseman Patrick Wey, who switched to No. 28, gave back to him.

“I think it's on me to work hard and play good,” Oleksy said. “They said they had no problem calling me back up if they needed me or if they felt they wanted to bring me back up there. That's all you can really ask for in a situation like that.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears F Stan Galiev making progress in return from shoulder injury

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on January 23, 2014 at 1:30 PM, updated January 23, 2014 at 1:31 PM

Stan Galiev hasn't played for the Hershey Bears since suffering a shoulder injury on Dec. 21 on a hit by Worcester Sharks defenseman Adam Comrie, a former ECHL teammate with the Reading Royals.

Though he likely won't be back in the lineup until February, the winger, who has produced 3-1-4 in eight games for Hershey, took another step forward Thursday when he got back on the ice briefly for practice at Giant Center.

Wearing a non-contact jersey, Galiev participated in warmup drills with the team before departing.

“He's getting close, obviously,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He's feeling better. I still think he's a good couple weeks away here from contact. But I think just skating and getting up and down a little bit, it's going in the right direction.”

NOTEBOOK

Haviland said Ryan Stoa's one-game suspension, which will be served Friday when the Bears play Syracuse, resulted from a neutral zone tangle with Bridgeport's Mike Halmo that was deemed a slew-footing incident. “It is what it is,” Haviland said. “The league makes a decision. We've got to uphold it. It happens, you move on. … Stoa is not a dirty player at all. If anybody, he was more kind of shocked and upset a little bit. Certainly, you can see something when you watch the film. They made a decision and we've got to honor that decision.”

Josh Brittain's reassignment to Reading this week partly resulted from Dustin Gazley's strong play (4-1-5 in nine games) since being recalled from Reading. “Gazley came in and played very, very well,” Haviland said. “He took another spot here. We wanted to get [Brittain] playing some games, get some more minutes in games. His minutes had really gone down even when he was playing. We have to use the affiliate to our advantage.”

Haviland said Nathan Walker (lower body), sidelined since Dec. 28, will return to the lineup at some point this weekend.

Julien Brouillette and Chay Genoway, who both suffered blows to the face last weekend, fully participated in practice.

Lines:

Deschamps-Wellman-Segal

Taffe-Latta-Gazley

Byers-Potulny-Watkins

Whitmore-LeBlanc-Walker

J. Mitchell-Stoa-Rechlicz

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Brouillette-Oleksy

Wellar-Kolomatis

Genoway-Wey

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Heading into the second half of the 2013-14 regular season, the Hershey Bears are scheduled to visit the Syracuse Crunch Friday night, host the Crunch Saturday night and host the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Sunday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Crunch time. Since Dec. 27, the Bears have suffered just three regulation losses. Two of them have been against Syracuse, which has won the last two meetings and will be looking to climb out of the East Division basement with two more cracks against the Bears.

2. Three in a row. The Bears are riding another two-game winning streak, but they still haven't reached three in a row all season. The last time Hershey went this late into a season without at least a three-game winning streak was 1998-99, when three in a row was achieved during games 38-40 (and ultimately reached four). Friday's Syracuse game will be the 40th game of the season.

3. Hello again. The Bears haven't played WBS since recording a 2-1 shootout win on Dec. 28 at Giant Center. The Bears have gone 2-4-1-0 against the Baby Pens.

4. Road-weary Pens? Sunday's game will cap a six-game road stretch for WBS, which is jousting with Binghamton for first place in the East. 

5. Helping hand. WBS, which visits Norfolk Friday and Saturday nights, would help Hershey's short-term cause with a pair of regulation wins. The next notch in Hershey's belt would be chasing down Norfolk for third place in the East. The Bears are five points behind with two games in hand.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Washington Capitals reassign G Philipp Grubauer to Hershey Bears

 Dave Sottile | Special to PennLive

  Posted 1/20/2014 1:17 PM  

 The rookie netminder had started 14 of Washington's past 20 games, but had allowed six goals on just 22 combined shots and was pulled from his past two outings. The Caps also placed former Bears D Steve Oleksy on waivers. Read more » 
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Hershey Bears loan LW Josh Brittain to ECHL's Reading Royals

 Dave Sottile | Special to PennLive

  Posted 1/20/2014 11:51 AM  

The line of Nicolas Deschamps, Ryan Stoa and Brandon Segal have delivered the lion's share of offensive production for the Hershey Bears in 2013-14.

But the Bears, who have plenty of depth, are an orchestra rather than a three-piece band.

A case in point was Sunday night's 4-3 shootout win over the Albany Devils at Giant Center, a sixth straight at home for Hershey.

Centerman Ryan Potulny hadn't scored a point in nine games since re-signing with Hershey in late December. Defenseman David Kolomatis had been scratched in five straight games and six of seven.

Those two delivered goals that rallied Hershey from a 3-1 third-period deficit.

“They just don't give up,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's great to see. The confidence level is really high through the whole team.

“It's not just that top line everybody's talking about. It's through the whole team. It doesn't matter who you put in there. They believe in each other.”

Potulny scored on the power play at 10:49 to draw Hershey within 3-2 and also produced a tally in the shootout. His first point of a season that began with a KHL shoulder injury also was his 300th career AHL point.

“I think it's going to give him confidence,” Haviland said. “Ryan, he's getting himself in shape. It's a tough thing to come back and sit out, your timing as a player. I think he's starting to come now.

“I've got a lot of respect for him. He really wants to play. He showed what he's got and I'm really happy he got that goal tonight, for the team and for himself, too.”

Kolomatis, carrying the puck from the neutral zone to the right circle, followed at 16:56 to tie it 3-3 with a 4-on-4 goal. He is still Hershey's leading scorer among defensemen (6-11-17) despite a largely idle January.

“It's coming to the rink with the right attitude every day,” Kolomatis said. “Obviously, the lines of communication were open with the coaching staff. They were open about it. They were honest with me, which was my biggest thing. I knew eventually I was going to get my shot again.”

<br>

AFTER TWO: The Devils, leading 2-1 at second intermission, were 20-0-0-1 in games they led after two periods. The Bears were 2-10-0-1 in games they trailed after two.

But the numbers didn't matter for a Hershey team that has been surging since Dec. 28.

“I think there's a lot of character in this locker room,” Potulny said. “I thought so from day one. Obviously, I wasn't here. When I got here, I think it was right at the end of some tough times. But we just tried to emphasize staying positive. I tried to bring that into the room when I got here. It's not just one guy.”

The Bears overcame a Rod Pelley short-handed goal in the third that put them down two and a fruitless 5-on-3 power play that lasted a full two minutes.

“I think before we'd get scored on and guys would just kind of shrug their shoulders and say, 'Here we go again,'” Potulny said. “We aren't going to do that anymore. We showed that tonight. We kept going. Teams can't sit and dwell on goals. It's going to happen.”

PLAYOFF POSITION: The win moved Hershey to a season-best five games above .500 (19-14-3-3, 44 points) and into eighth place in the Eastern Conference. The top eight qualify for the playoffs.

“A lot of confidence,” Haviland said. “We believe that we can win every game now. You see it out there.”

MIGHT HAVE BEEN EASIER: Hershey led 1-0 on Dustin Gazley's first-period power play goal and buzzed during the first five minutes of the second. But the Bears, frustrated by missed opportunities and goalie Scott Wedgewood (32 saves), couldn't get a 2-0 lead that would have made a three-in-three Sunday look more daunting for the travel-weary Devils.

“Give credit to that goalie,” Haviland said. “He played well. That kid was good in the net for them tonight.

“We just couldn't finish. We had some chances and he made some saves. It would have been nice to be up maybe two or three, but that's the way it goes.”

Instead, Albany's Mike Sislo tied it 1-1 at 5:57 of the second and the Devils became energized.

“That's how fast momentum swings,” Haviland said. “They kind of took over, I thought, there.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears defenseman Chay Genoway rode a three-game point streak into Saturday night's 5-3 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Giant Center.

Chay Genoway 13-14

Chay Genoway 

Hershey Bears Photo

But he didn't get to finish the contest.

Genoway exited at 10:57 of the second period after his head collided with a Bridgeport player's knee while Hershey was on a power play.

Genoway suffered an extremely bloody nose – a shovel was brought out to scrape blood from the ice – and didn't return.

“It was a precaution,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Beaksie [Bears trainer Dan Stuck] said, 'Let's just keep him out.' I agreed with it.

“We're not going to mess around if he had a headache or whatever he may have. We don't know yet. It was more precautionary. It was his nose. I think he was having a tough time kind of breathing out of his nose.”

NOTEBOOK

Former Bears defenseman Zach Miskovic was traded from the San Antonio Rampage to the Rockford IceHogs in exchange for future considerations. The Illinois native, a member of Hershey's 2009-10 Calder Cup team, has produced 0-2-2 in 10 games with San Antonio and 2-2-4 in six games with Cincinnati (ECHL) this season.

Rookie defenseman Patrick Wey returned to the lineup for the first time since Dec. 13 in the wake of a lower body injury and was minus-2. “When you sit out that long, I knew it was going to kind of be a struggle at times,” Haviland said. “He'll get better. He'll get better as his games go on here. When you sit out that many weeks, it's tough. You're timing's off.”

Ryan Stoa's goal and assist increased his season point total to 21, exceeding his 2012-13 point total (19).

Michael Latta has produced points in all four games (1-4-5) since being reassigned by the Washington Capitals.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Win over Bridgeport Sound Tigers maintains midterm momentum for Hershey Bears: Inside the Game

1 / 13

Hershey Bears beat Bridgeport Sound Tigers 5-3 Saturday January 18, 2014 at the Giant Center. Ryan Stoa scored the first goal of the night off of Sound Tigers goalie Kenny Reiter. Photo by: Christine Baker | cbaker@pennlive.com

CHRISTINE BAKER 
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Encouraging momentum continues to ride with the Hershey Bears, who hit the midpoint of the 2013-14 season Saturday night with a 5-3 victory over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Giant Center.

Since Dec. 28, the Bears have gone 6-2-1-0 (a scorching .722 points percentage) to rise from .500 to 18-14-3-3, 42 points.

Hershey's record at 38 games projects to 84 for the season. But the team, one point out of the playoff-qualifying top eight in the Eastern Conference, is obviously aiming for more in the second half.

“Let's hope the way we're playing continues into the second half,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “The goals have not changed here in any mindset.

“It's a sprint now for me. It's a sprint. It's on. It's been on for us for the last month here. They've responded better, obviously, but there's still more. We're not where we want to be and we've got to keep pushing.”

The Bridgeport game provided another example of the team's growing confidence and composure in tight games. And also its ability to wear foes down.

Brandon Segal, breaking a 3-3 tie, scored the game-winning goal on the power play at 17:03 of the third and Cameron Schilling added a late empty-netter against a Bridgeport team whose speed and skill provided a keen challenge.

“That's kind of our game,” Segal said. “It wasn't our best game for sure. We gutted one out. We found a way to win. We just kept pressuring, kept getting to the net, and sure enough we got a goal there on the power play.”

Segal extended his point streak to seven games (6-7-13) with another big performance. The winger also had a second-period power play goal and an assist for a three-point game.

Linemate Ryan Stoa had a goal and an assist. And though linemate Nicolas Deschamps didn't formally record a point, he played a key role by drawing a tripping penalty on Marc Cantin that set up the power play during which Segal scored the game-winner.

“I like the way our team's going,” Segal said. “We're growing and we're coming together as a team. This is the time you need to come together. You don't want to look back and it's all of a sudden April and you're points behind for a playoff spot.”

<br>

LIFE OF RILEY: Goalie Riley Gill (2-1-0) made 28 saves in his first home start en route to recording his first win at Giant Center. The victory was made a bit sweeter by the fact that he made two appearances for the Sound Tigers in 2010-11.

“I spent a few games with them and, obviously, this one's nice to get under my belt,” Gill said.

Gill surrendered a deflating goal to Mike Keenan, whose low-percentage shot off the wall got through, that tied the game 3-3 with 9.3 seconds left in the second. But he came up big in the final five minutes of the third.

“I think he'd want that third one back, the slapper at the end of the second,” Haviland said.

“I guarantee you, knowing Giller and getting to know him a little bit here, if I talked to him, he'd say he knows he can be a little bit better, too. But he made the saves he needed to make to help us get two huge points for us.”

It was Hershey's fifth straight home win.

“We're finding ways to win now rather than finding ways to lose,” Gill said. “It's hopefully a bright future for the rest of the season here.”

SURGING TAFFE: Bears forward Jeff Taffe endured a goal drought from Dec. 1-Jan. 11, but he is in a scoring groove now. Taffe had a goal and two assists against Bridgeport to run his point streak to four games (2-5-7).

The streak has coincided with being placed on a line with Michael Latta and Dustin Gazley.

“I think it's really helped him,” Haviland said. “I think he really likes playing with little guy there, the little Gazley guy. Latta, too. Michael Latta can make some plays, too. You've got a lot of energy with both of those guys.”

PHYSICAL THERAPY: Haviland said the Bears, who lost at Syracuse Friday night, didn't seem to have their legs early after a lengthy trip.

But a Latta fight with Sound Tigers captain Chris Bruton and a big hit on Aaron Ness by Bears captain Dane Byers, followed quickly by Byers fighting Mike Halmo, helped jolt the Bears late in the first.

“That's the game inside the game we're understanding a little more,” Haviland said, “especially at home.”

Resurgent Ryan Stoa has become a center of attention for Hershey Bears

Ryan Stoa Hershey Bears

Hershey Bears forward Ryan Stoa has thrived after a move from wing to center. Joe Hermitt, PennLive.com (2013) 
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Ryan Stoa produced 19 points in 46 games for the Hershey Bears last season.

He already has matched that total in 31 games this season.

A move from wing to center has sparked a return to the high-impact form that Stoa showcased during his three-year tenure with the Lake Erie Monsters.

“Coaches always used to harp on me to move my feet,” Stoa said. “I feel like as a winger, there's a little more standing around going on.

“At center, you're always moving, you're always involved in the play, you're taking faceoffs, you're low in the D zone. I think that is definitely good for me to be always moving and to be involved and have the puck more.”

Much of Stoa's 2012-13 campaign was sundered by an upper body injury that kept him sidelined from Nov. 9 through Dec. 29.

The arrival of new head coach Mike Haviland and assistant coach Ryan Mougenel in 2013-14 meant a different look at Stoa's 6-3, 228-pound tool box. Haviland said he told Mougenel he saw a better fit at center.

“I kept saying, 'This kid's got great hands and vision,'” Haviland said. “That's all I kept seeing. I just felt maybe he was limited along the wall. For him, I think more moving and being able to dish the puck coming up the ice was more his game.”

Stoa, 26, hadn't played the position since he was a teen, but he has answered with 8-11-19 (and has a team-best five shootout tallies). Haviland also applauds Stoa's down-low prowess in the defensive zone, which has fueled possession changes and rushes that result in chances in the offensive zone.

“I'm proud of Ryan Stoa,” Haviland said. “Ryan Stoa was challenged pretty hard this year by me and Moug to kind of get his career going. He's responded. He's responded in a big way. He's working at it. He's taking a lot of pride in his game. He's not done yet. He's got a goal. He really wants to get back in the National Hockey League.

“I'm proud of Ryan Stoa.” -- Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland

“By any means, he's not letting up and I'm not letting up. None of us are. We want to keep pushing him to get his chance to go back there. He's got a lot of talent, the kid.”

A 2005 second-round pick (34th overall) by the Colorado Avalanche, Stoa has played 37 career NHL games for the Avs.

“When the puck comes to the middle, you're usually the guy that's distributing it one way or the other,” Stoa said. “I definitely enjoy [center] over wing.

“I'm lucky enough to find some chemistry with linemates and pretty happy.”

Ryan Stoa 13-14

Ryan Stoa 
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Stoa and wingers Nicolas Deschamps (6-2, 186) and Brandon Segal (6-2, 215) are arguably the most dominant line in the AHL right now. The physics of a combined 629 pounds in forecheck ferocity has resulted in a high-scoring trio that is hard to corral.

Segal (11-18-29) and Deschamps (11-11-22) respectively rank one-two in Hershey scoring, and Stoa is tied for fifth with Peter LeBlanc.

“I don't think there's one thing that stirs that line,” Haviland said. “I think they all bring something.

“I just love that they don't panic. They hold onto it. They use their big bodies and they wait and they kind of feed off each other. I think they kind of wear teams down.”

Ironically, early in the season all three were more likely to be dressed in a suit in the press box instead of in a uniform for games.

Stoa didn't play in five of the first eight games. Segal didn't play in five of the first nine, and Deschamps didn't play in five of the first 11. 

Haviland said the spotty nature of the schedule at the start of the season and a large roster conspired to slow the lineup sifting that ultimately produced the Deschamps-Stoa-Segal combination.

“All of them maybe had a little slower start than maybe they wanted and we wanted as a coaching staff,” Haviland said. “I don't think there was like games, either, to help them process along. It wasn't like, 'You're going to [punitively] sit out.' It wasn't one of those.” 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Riley Gill has been superb in his two starts with the Hershey Bears this season.

With the Bears heading into another three-in-three this weekend, Bears head coach Mike Haviland said the goalie is slated to start one of the games.

Gill (1-1-0) has a 0.99 goals-against average and .969 save percentage. He has surrendered just one goal in six regulation periods.

“He deserves it,” Haviland said Thursday. “He's played well. I think with the three-in-threes, we've got to be smart here. For sure, he'll get something.”

With Hershey playing well, winger Derek Whitmore and defenseman David Kolomatis are waiting for chances to get back into the lineup.

“I said, 'If you guys were in the lineup, you wouldn't want to be pulled out,'” Haviland said. “I think honestly and communication goes a long way. We've talked to both of them, even Patrick Wey, and said, 'Hey, the team's playing good.' And they all agree. It's tough.

“There's certain things we want them to work on, too, to make sure they're ready. They're working really hard with Moug [assistant coach Ryan Mougenel]. You re-evaluate after every game, but you want that continuity which we've had. It's showing on a lot of different areas of our game.”

Whitmore, caught in a veteran scratch spot since Ryan Potulny's re-signing, has been scratched in four straight and seven of eight. Kolomatis, still the leading scorer among Hershey defensemen (5-11-16), has been scratched in three straight and four of five.

“Whitter's got the two things, because he's got the vet and the team's playing well,” Haviland said.

“Kolomatis has played very, very well for us, and guys have gone in and played well, too. It's nothing to do with their play.”

NOTEBOOK

Wey, returning from a lower body injury that has sidelined him the past 13 games, won't be sent to Reading (ECHL) to get some game action, Haviland said. “We're going to keep him around right now,” Haviland said. “I have no plans of putting him down right now.”

Nathan Walker, sidelined the past six games by a lower body injury, returned to practice at Giant Center but didn't fully participate in a workout that focused mainly on special teams. “He said he feels better, so we'll start pushing him now,” Haviland said. “I would think next week would be full-blown. I don't think he'll be ready for this weekend.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears Thursday story links as the club prepares for a Friday night game against the Syracuse Crunch:

Bruce Boudreau's Anaheim Ducks set team records in a 9-1 rout of the Vancouver Canucks (latimes.com).

Former Bears forward Chris Bala is joining the Reading Royals Wall of Honor (readingeagle.com).

Syracuse goalies are good at pitching shutouts (syracuse.com).

The New York Islanders reassigned Ryan Strome, who has played well against Hershey, to Saturday foe Bridgeport (ctnews.com).

Bears forward Michael Latta could be a silver lining to the Martin Erat-Filip Forsberg trade (pennlive.com).

Hershey's Gopher alumni enjoyed Minnesota's visit to Penn State (pennlive.com).

Complicated NHL rules govern AHL assignments during the Olympic break (pennlive.com). 

And here are Japers' Rink's Thursday Caps clips.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears F Michael Latta could be silver lining to Martin Erat-Filip Forsberg trade

Michael Latta

Referees break up a fight between Washington Capitals forward Michael Latta and Nashville Predators forward Richard Clune (16) during the first period of a preseason NHL hockey game, Wednesday, Sept. 25, 2013, in Washington. (AP Photo/Alex Brandon) 
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The Martin Erat-Filip Forsberg trade is red meat for debate among Washington Capitals fans.

Erat, acquired from the Nashville Predators on April 3, 2013, to boost the roster for a Stanley Cup playoff run that eventually ended in the first round, demanded a trade in November and has produced 0-15-15 in 39 games for the Caps in 2013-14.

Forsberg, taken by Washington with the No. 11 pick in the 2012 NHL entry draft, is a 19-year-old still full of first-round promise.

But right now Forsberg is playing for the Milwaukee Admirals, where he's produced 5-7-12 in nine games for former Caps assistant coach Dean Evason. The centerman has produced 1-4-5 in 12 games with Nashville.

There was a third player involved in that deal who aims to be a long-term silver lining for the Washington organization: Michael Latta.

“I don't really think about that trade too much,” Latta said. “I just figure I'm here now. Whether or not they like the trade or don't like the trade, I'm just trying to prove myself. I'm not trying to prove the trade or anything. I just want to be on that team full-time. That's what I'm working towards.”

Latta, currently back with the Hershey Bears after being reassigned last Saturday, has spent 17 games with the Caps (1-3-4).

Bears head coach Mike Haviland's firm belief is that Latta's long-term destination is the NHL.

“I think Michael Latta is an NHL player,” Haviland said. “He's a team guy. He's going to be a good faceoff guy, penalty killer, going to stick up for his teammates. As he gets confident and he grows in his career, I think you're going to see him make more and more plays at the next level.

“He's a guy who's very, very well-liked here and, what I hear, very well-liked in Washington in the inner locker rooms. He has a bright future ahead of him.”

Latta has been a major contributor in 14 games with Hershey (3-7-10 and loads of intangible physicality and emotion).

The 6-foot, 213-pounder, sidelined since suffering an ankle injury Dec. 15 against the Philadelphia Flyers, returned to Hershey's lineup with a bang last weekend.

Latta, who hadn't played for Hershey since Dec. 14, had two assists – one a superb airborne helper on a Dustin Gazley goal – in Saturday's win over Springfield. He followed with another assist and two fights in Sunday's win over Albany.

“Every time you get an injury, as bad as it is, you always come back almost fresher and more motivated,” Latta said. “I've been skating a lot in Washington. I was ready to come back in good shape and ready to compete.”

In Hershey, Latta commands major minutes, not marginal minutes.

“I think there's a lot more skill there than obviously he gets to show in his four minutes up there, the four-five minutes he gets a night on fourth line,” Haviland said. “He understands that. He's trying to find his way there. Down here, I think, you really get to see the true player that he is, the skill level that he has.”

The Bears were 10-9-2-3 when Latta was recalled in mid-December. He rejoined a team looking increasingly like it has found a groove (17-13-3-3) in the wake of impressive wins over Springfield and Albany.

“One of the biggest things before is we kind of lacked chemistry and consistency, I found, at the start of the year,” Latta said. “But now all lines are firing. We have four real good lines here. I think that helps a lot.

“Everyone's just kind of in a routine now. Those are two of the most dominant games I've seen Hershey play in my time here.”

NOTEBOOK

On Jan. 21, the Bears will host a Defend the Kids event at The Coliseum Megaplex in Camp Hill to benefit Big Brothers Big Sisters of the Capital Region and Penn State Hershey Children's Hospital. Throughout the event, scheduled to run from 5:30-9:30 p.m., Bears players and coaches will be available for autographs and photo opportunities. Ticket packages, which include food and beverages, cost $50 and $100. Tickets can be purchased at The Coliseum Megaplex, located at 410 Saint John's Church Road in Camp Hill, or by calling 717-972-1000.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears' Gopher alumni enjoy Minnesota's visit to Penn State

Ryan Stoa Hershey Bears

Hershey Bears centerman Ryan Stoa traveled to State College Monday night to see Minnesota play Penn State at Pegula Ice Arena. PAUL CHAPLIN, The Patriot-News (2012) 
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Ryan Stoa ventured into new Big Ten enemy territory Monday night.

The former Minnesota Golden Gophers forward traveled to State College to watch his alma mater play Penn State at Pegula Ice Arena.

Ryan Potulny 12-13

Ryan Potulny
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“It was a good game, a good atmosphere,” Hershey Bears centerman Stoa said Tuesday. “The student section is into the game.

“It was kind of good to see a program like that blossoming.”

Top-ranked Minnesota won 5-2 Monday night and also defeated the Nittany Lions 3-2 on Sunday.

Four former Gophers – Stoa, Ryan Potulny, Nate Schmidt and Jeff Taffe – currently play for Hershey. In addition, Potulny's brother, former Bears forward Grant Potulny, is a Minnesota assistant coach.

Stoa was the only one of the four who went to see Monday night's game in person. Schmidt and Potulny said they watched the contest on TV.

“First of all, I couldn't believe how many people were there,” Schmidt said. “It was great. It was a good game. Glad the away team came out with two wins.

“It's still in January. If this is happening at the end of the year, maybe we'll feel a little bit vocal about it.”

Rookie defenseman Schmidt finished his college career at Minnesota in 2012-13, where he played for Grant Potulny, and joined a Hershey team with Ryan Potulny on the roster.

Nate Schmidt 13-14

Nate Schmidt

Hershey Bears Photo

“They're both great guys,” Schmidt said. “Can't say anything bad about either of them.

“Grant was really into the mental game. He taught us how to play in the big games. That was his mantra. His thing was always win big games, never let the moment get too big for you.”

Ryan Potulny said his brother didn't travel with Minnesota to State College for the two-game series. Instead, he was on a recruiting trip.

“He enjoys it,” Ryan Potulny said. “They're having a good season, which is easier on a coach, I think. He loves being able to recruit kids. He'll call me and tell me about kids he's recruiting.”

Ryan Potulny has a special bond with the 2013-14 Minnesota team. In the wake of shoulder surgery for an injury suffered in a KHL exhibition game, he practiced with the Gophers while rehabilitating and getting in shape before eventually signing an AHL deal with the Bears on Dec. 22.

“Sitting in the locker room, you get to know the guys on a lot more personal level and you're practicing with them every day,” he said. “It was fun for me to be with them. When you're away from hockey, that's one of the things you really miss is just being in the locker room with guys and stories and stuff like that.

“I got to know what kind of kids they are. When you're watching the game, it's a little more fun now that I know them on a personal level rather than just watching them play hockey.”

NOTEBOOK

The Bears held their annual rookie dinner in conjunction with their trip to play the Albany Devils in Atlantic City. “It was just a good team bonding experience,” Schmidt said. “That's about all I can say about it.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Complicated NHL rules govern AHL assignments during Olympic break

Philipp Grubauer 

Complicated rules govern whether players like goalie Philipp Grubauer will be eligible to return to the AHL during the NHL's Olympic break. Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com 2013 
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AHL clubs figure to get roster boosts during the NHL's Olympic break, which runs from Feb. 9-18.

A complicated set of rules based on NHL time and games played will govern the AHL return eligibility of players.

Syracuse.com's Lindsay Kramer obtained a copy of the rules and goes over them in a story published earlier this month (bring your thinking cap).

Connor Carrick, Dmitry Orlov and Philipp Grubauer are the players currently on the Washington Capitals' roster who would figure to potentially return to the Hershey Bears. 

“I haven't been in any of those discussions, to be honest with you,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I would imagine they are. I would imagine Washington is formulating some sort of plan. I haven't heard anything yet on it.”

NOTEBOOK

Hershey's 4-1 win over the Albany Devils on Sunday gave Haviland and assistant coach Ryan Mougenel a happy homecoming to Atlantic City, where Haviland coached and Mougenel played in the ECHL. “It's nice when the team plays well,” Haviland said. “It was a good game for us. I thought we played really well against a good team again.” Haviland said he got a chance to visit with Albany head coach Rick Kowalsky, who played for him in the ECHL and served as an AHL assistant coach for him. “It was nice to see him again,” Haviland said. “He's a good man and we're really good friends.”

Rookie winger Nathan Walker, who has missed the past six games with a lower body injury, remained out of practice Tuesday at Giant Center and is listed as day-to-day, Haviland said. Ryan Stoa sat out practice for maintenance.

Rookie defenseman Patrick Wey (lower body), sidelined the past 13 games, has been cleared to return to the lineup. “We'll see how he practices this week and make decisions,” Haviland said. “We're back to that eight defensemen.” Might an assignment to Reading (ECHL) be possible? “We'll talk about that, obviously, Doug [Yingst] and I, probably today and tomorrow. We'll see where we're at and go from there.”

Reading's Brandon Anderson was selected as ECHL goalie of the week. Anderson went 4-0-0 with a 1.25 goals-against average and .952 save percentage.

Haviland put the Bears through a 10-minute conditioning skate at the end of practice. “These Tuesday days have been not overly long, but a hard practice that first day for 40-45 minutes and then get them off to prepare as the week goes on here,” Haviland said. “It's been working out pretty well for us. There's nothing wrong with a little skate at the end after a day off [Monday].”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Looking to climb their way into the Eastern Conference playoff picture, the Hershey Bears are scheduled to visit the Syracuse Crunch Friday, host the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday and host the Albany Devils Sunday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Crunch momentum. The defending East Division champions are in last place, but Syracuse is riding a five-game point streak (3-0-1-1) into the week.

2. Bad combination. Bridgeport ranks No. 1 in the AHL in average penalty minutes per game (26.6) and No. 20 on the penalty kill (81.2).

3. Key subtraction. Ryan Strome, who has produced 2-3-5 in two games for Bridgeport against Hershey, has been on recall to the New York Islanders since Dec. 11.

4. Home momentum. The Bears have won four straight home games and will look to make it five when Bridgeport visits. It is Hershey's longest home winning streak since a seven-game run from March 3-25 during the 2011-12 season.

5. Segal streak. Bears winger Brandon Segal has scored goals in five straight games, which is tied for the longest streak in the AHL in 2013-14.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
A season-best four games above .500, the Hershey Bears enjoyed a day off Monday after their 4-1 victory against the Albany Devils on Sunday at Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City, N.J.

The Bears are idle until Friday, when they visit the Syracuse Crunch for a 7 p.m. game, but the numbers of a hockey season never rest.

Here are five statistical facts about first-year head coach Mike Haviland’s team, which sits at 17-13-3-3 (40 points) through 36 games:

1. SOLID IN THE SHOOTOUT: The AHL has 30 teams, and the Bears are one of 12 with a winning record in the shootout, having gone 4-3 in the post-overtime tiebreaker round so far this season.

Goalie David Leggio (3-2) has been stellar in his five shootout appearances, stopping 23 of 30 shots (.767 save percentage). Philipp Grubauer (1-1) turned aside seven of the 14 shootout pucks fired his way (.500 SvP) before being recalled by the Washington Capitals.

Offensively, left winger Ryan Stoa has done his part by scoring five shootout goals. That ties him with Norfolk Admirals rookie center Rickard Rakell for the league lead.

Ryan Stoa 13-14

Ryan Stoa 
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Since the AHL implemented shootouts to break ties nine years ago, Hershey has finished with more skills competition wins than losses on only three occasions: 2009-10 (4-3), 2008-09 (7-6) and 2004-05 (7-2).

Looking further back into the record book, the Bears went 4-1 in shootouts during the 1986-87 season, when the league first experimented with the tiebreaker round.

2. SEGAL STILL STREAKING: Hershey right winger Brandon Segal has scored a goal in five consecutive games, which matches the longest such streak in the AHL this season. Norfolk’s Devante Smith-Pelly and Albany’s Reid Boucher also netted goals in five straight games.

Brandon Segal 13-14
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Saturday night marks the five-year anniversary of Bears left winger Alexandre Giroux setting the AHL record for consecutive games with a goal. On Jan. 18, 2009, Giroux’s power-play shot eluded Worcester Sharks goaltender Thomas Greiss, marking the 15th straight game he scored, which broke Hockey Hall of Famer Brett Hull’s record of 14, set during the 1986-87 season with the Moncton Golden Flames.

3. MAN-DOWN MAGIC: The Bears have scored seven short-handed goals so far this season, which ties them for second place on the AHL rankings with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. A third East Division team, the Binghamton Senators, lead the league with 11.

As a means of comparison, Hershey mustered just five short-handed goals last season after scoring a combined 40 man-down goals from 2009-10 through 2011-12.

Nicolas Deschamps 13-14
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Left wingers Nicolas Deschamps and John Mitchell are tied for the team lead with two short-handed goals apiece.

The Bears team record for shorties in a season is 24, set during by the 2006-07 squad. 

On the flip side of the coin, Hershey has also surrendered seven short-handed goals this season. Only the Bridgeport Sound Tigers (nine), Milwaukee Admirals (eight) and St. John’s Ice Caps (eight) have coughed up more.

The Bears’ single-season mark for most short-handed goals allowed is 18 in 1990-91.

4. AN EFFICIENT MARKSMAN: Hershey defenseman Julien Brouillette is known for strong two-way play, but some might be surprised to find out he’s the AHL’s most-efficient sniper among blueliners so far this season.

Julien Brouillette 13-14
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Brouillette leads all league defensemen in shooting percentage, having scored his five goals on just 21 shots in his 21 games this season. That means 23.8 percent of the pucks he’s fired on net have wound up behind goalies.

Since the 27-year-old defender made his AHL debut during the 2009-10 season, his career high for goals is seven. He scored those in 74 games with the Bears during the 2011-12 campaign.

5. SURPRISINGLY PROFICIENT: Although the Bears struggled to score goals early this season, it might catch some off guard to know Hershey currently ranks fifth among 30 AHL teams in average goals per game.

The Bears have scored 114 goals in their 36 games so far, an average of 3.17 goals per game. Only the Texas Stars (3.63), Binghamton Senators (3.51), Grand Rapids Griffins (3.45) and Providence Bruins (3.23) have created more average offense per outing.

CONTACT: dsottile@pennlive.com

ON TWITTER: @davesottile
The Hershey Bears earned four of a possible six points last weekend and moved a season-best four games above .500.

Hershey lost 4-2 at Binghamton Friday night, beat Springfield 5-3 Saturday night at Giant Center and defeated Albany 4-1 Sunday at Atlantic City.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. Brandon Segal. The reigning first star had another strong week, producing 4-1-5 with a plus-two rating in three games and running his goal streak to five games.

2. Michael Latta. The centerman made a high-impact return from the Washington Capitals, recording three assists with a plus-three rating in two games (along with two fights against Albany).

3. Dustin Gazley. The winger, continuing to bring speed and energy to the lineup, scored goals against Springfield and Albany.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Springfield Falcons D Patrick McNeill moved by ovation that greeted his return to Hershey

Springfield Falcons D Patrick McNeill on returning to Giant Center

Springfield Falcons defenseman Patrick McNeill won two Calder Cups with the Hershey Bears. He played at Giant Center for the first time in an opposition uniform Saturday night in a game won 5-3 by Hershey.
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Springfield Falcons head coach Brad Larsen, former captain of the Hershey Bears, put two of his ex-Bears in the starting lineup Saturday night at Giant Center.

Patrick McNeill 12-13

Patrick McNeill

HERSHEY BEARS

Defenseman Patrick McNeill, making his first return to Giant Center in an opposition uniform, and former Bears captain Andrew Joudrey both got nice ovations when their names were announced.

“That was pretty special,” McNeill said. “I tried to not feel overcome with emotion there. When you think back at all the time spent here and the wins we had, I was grateful for the ovation.”

McNeill and Joudrey both were on Hershey's 2008-09 and 2009-10 Calder Cup clubs. McNeill ranks No. 8 in all-time scoring among Hershey defensemen (152 points).

The Bears beat the Falcons 5-3. However, Springfield still owns the AHL's top points percentage (.750) and is looking like a Calder Cup contender.

“The camaraderie in the room and just the overall fun you have when you're playing winning hockey is great,” McNeill said. “That's definitely what we had in the back-to-back years that we won here.

“In Springfield this year, things have been going well for our team. Everybody gets along great. It's definitely got a similar feel to what we had here in Hershey.”

Said Joudrey: “I think we've done a lot of good things. We have the makings of a really good team. The biggest thing with a young team is going to be our progression from here until playoffs.”

McNeill signed as a free agent with the Columbus Blue Jackets organization following last season and was reunited with Joudrey.

“It's nice to have a familiar face there when you go to a new team,” McNeill said. “Nothing's changed. Our friendship never has ended, but it's picked right back up where we left off when we were here in Hershey.”

McNeill has produced 5-13-18 in 28 games with the Falcons.

“I know last year was a tough year with the [NHL] lockout and trying to get some playing time,” Joudrey said. “He's stepped in really well for us this year.

“He's been a really calming influence for the young guys. You see him putting up points and playing the way he can. I'm very biased, but I'm very happy for him. He adds a lot to us.”

Joudrey departed Hershey following the 2010-11 season, so he is familiar with the drill of returning to Giant Center.

“It's always fun,” Joudrey said. “A lot of good memories here. It's a great building, great atmosphere. It's exciting, too, because you see the young guys who haven't been here and they see the crowd and they feel excited. It's a special place. We didn't get the result, but it's always fun to come back and play here.”

NOTEBOOK

Former Bears centerman Ryan Craig, Springfield's captain, was reassigned to the AHL by Columbus Friday night. But he was a scratch for the game.

Nicolas Deschamps scored on a penalty shot at 11:48 of the first period. It was Hershey's first successful penalty shot in the regular season since Nov. 17, 2012, when Garrett Mitchell scored on Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goalie Brad Thiessen.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Inside the Game: Hershey Bears handle powerful Springfield Falcons
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At .750, the Springfield Falcons have the top points percentage in the AHL.

Brandon Segal 13-14

Brandon Segal 

Hershey Bears Photo

In Nicolas Deschamps, Brandon Segal and Ryan Stoa, the Hershey Bears may have the top line in the league right now.

The trio continued their production spree in Saturday night's 5-3 win over the Springfield Falcons at Giant Center.

Each of them scored as Hershey ran its home winning streak to four in a row.

“That line has been arguably one of the better ones I've seen this year,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They've played very well. They've got a ton of confidence. They do mostly everything right. They put pucks behind people. They protect pucks. They take pucks to the net.”

In addition to motivated size, they showcased hands against Springfield.

Stoa, converting a Tyson Strachan feed, scored off the rush from the high slot to give Hershey a 1-0 lead. Deschamps, hauled down by Austin Madaisky, scored a nifty penalty shot goal.

And Segal, breaking a 2-2 tie in the second period, deftly deflected a Chay Genoway right point shot past goalie Mike McKenna.

“That was just a beautiful goal there,” Segal said of Deschamps' tally, “to put it in the top corner like that.”

Segal ran his goal-scoring streak to four straight games. In that span, he has produced 6-4-10.

“I don't want to get too big of a head because we've got a lot more season ahead of us here,” Segal said. “We've just got to make sure we bring it every night and help our team win.

“We read off each other well. We cycle the puck. It's nice having chemistry. You always look for it each year. We've got something good right now and, hopefully, we keep it going the rest of the year. We're all determined to make each other better every night. It's as simple as that.”

In the last four games, the line has combined for 10-9-19.

“They've really kind of set the standard,” Haviland said. “We do a lot of that on the bench, saying, 'Hey, let's go. Everybody play like this. Everybody go like this.' It's nice to have.”

<br>

Another signature victory: In their previous home game on Jan. 5, the Bears beat the Manchester Monarchs, who are in first place in the Atlantic Division. The Springfield win marked more success against another top Eastern Conference team.

“They're a hard team, this team,” Haviland said. “They play a great, structured game. They support the puck real well.

“I think Manchester's more of a transition go-go-go-type team. This team plays, I think, the right way in all three zones. It's a tough team. It's like a playoff game.”

Hershey took a 3-2 lead into the third period and built on it.

“It's a good character game to understand what it's going to take to win hockey games in the second half and into the playoffs,” Haviland said. “You have to learn how to win these one-goal games and games that you have to fight for every inch of the ice.”

Unsportsmanlike conduct: Bears winger Josh Brittain goaded Springfield's Cody Bass into an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty off a faceoff in the second period. But then he kept engaging until he got one of his own.

“Britter needs to get away from there,” Haviland said. “He doesn't need to do that. It's a 2-2 hockey game. We've got an advantage there. You do that in a playoff game, you change momentum.

“I think probably every ref in the league is going to call that. He goes back and engages again, engages again. Whether he did anything or said anything, he goes back into where he shouldn't have went in. The penalty's called. Everybody knew it. There's times in the game where you have to be disciplined and have to be smart.”

Gazley going: It is not unusual for recalls from the ECHL to start with a productive spurt and tail off. Winger Dustin Gazley, who has played five games for Hershey after being recalled from Reading, is showing no signs that.

Gazley scored a third-period goal that stood as the game-winner and had a game-high six shots.

“He competes,” Haviland said. “He's got a nose for the net. What I really like about him, he hounds the puck. That kid gets up and he hounds the puck. He back pressures the puck. The new game now, it doesn't matter about your size. It's a speed game.

“He's getting chances every night. He creates it with his speed.”

Latta returns: Michael Latta, reassigned earlier in the day by the Washington Capitals after coming off injured reserve, played his first game for Hershey since Dec. 14. The centerman had two assists, including a flying helper on Gazley's goal after receiving a pass from Jeff Taffe.

“He got better as the game went on,” Haviland said. “I think it's tough for Lats. He's really been working hard up there. His first game in a while. He's a gamer, Latter. You could see the compete level just kept going up and up and up. He's a man. He plays a man's game.

“Hopefully, you get him for as many games as we can until he gets that call back.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Washington Capitals reassign Michael Latta to Hershey Bears

Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

Posted 1/11/2014 10:14 AM
Michigan State is off to a strong start in 2014.

The Spartans beat Stanford in the Rose Bowl on New Year's Day and knocked off previously unbeaten Ohio State in basketball on Jan. 7.

Dustin Gazley 13-14

Dustin Gazley Hershey Bears Photo

New Hershey Bears winger Dustin Gazley, who played at Michigan State from 2007-11, has tried to play his own small role in the green wave.

Recalled from Reading (ECHL) last week, Gazley made his Hershey debut Friday and recorded his first Hershey points (1-1-2) Sunday.

“It was a good weekend for me,” Gazley said Thursday. “I just went out there and played as hard as I could and tried to do the right things. I got an opportunity to be on the power play there and I scored my first goal on the power play as a Hershey Bear.”

The Bears also got an inspiring performance last weekend from Reading recall Riley Gill, who made 33 saves in his first start in goal for the club in a 1-0 overtime loss at Adirondack Friday.

“Sometimes a team needs a shot in the arm,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought we were playing better as a group. But they've come in, they've fit in well and they've played well. I think some new life here or there is not a bad thing every once in a while.”

Gazley sparked Hershey's power play, which has produced three extra-man goals in each of its last two games, with a boost in speed. Speed is an essential part of the game for the 5-9, 154-pounder, who continued to practice on Hershey's No. 1 power play unit this week.

“I've dealt with it my whole career just about,” Gazley said. “Guys have always been bigger than me. I try to work on my speed the best as I can. For smaller guys, I think that's what you need is speed to get around the big defensemen and out of the corners and everything.”

Gazley, 25, will enjoy a homecoming of sorts Friday night when the Bears visit the Binghamton Senators. He produced 4-5-9 in 29 games with the B-Sens in 2012-13.

That performance landed Gazley an AHL contract with Hershey last summer. But after starting in Hershey's training camp, he began the season with Reading (8-10-18 in 25 games).

“I just tried to stay positive,” Gazley said. “Work hard every time you're on the ice and off the ice.

“In the back of my mind, you want to be in the AHL. That's the ultimate goal is to make it at the next level and everything. I just stayed positive and just tried to work as hard as I could. I got the opportunity and I'm trying to make the best of it right now.”

Riley Gill 13-14
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With Hershey again scheduled to play three games in three days, Haviland said Gill again will draw one start this weekend as he tries to manage David Leggio's workload.

“He deserves it,” Haviland said of Gill. “He's earned it. Again, I don't think we want to keep pushing three-in-threes, even though Leggy's done it.”

The Adirondack start marked Gill's first complete game in the AHL.

“It was nice getting a game under my belt and obviously stopping some pucks and be somewhat successful, seeing the puck well,” Gill said. “The guys were doing a great job in front of me clearing out rebounds and everything. It was just a good first building-block game to try to get some more good quality games in the rest of the season.”

It has been a whirlwind season-plus for Gill, 28, undrafted out of Western Michigan. The 6-1, 215-pounder began last season with the Louisiana IceGators in the SPHL, rose to backstop Reading to the Kelly Cup and has now landed in Hershey in the wake of Philipp Grubauer's recall to the Washington Capitals.

“It's definitely been a crazy ride the last year or so,” Gill said. “I've always been a confident guy. Being a goalie, you have to be that confident guy.

“I knew I could stop the puck. I've just got to get a chance to do so. Obviously, I ran into some great coaches and great players along the way to help me be where I am today. I just feel very blessed to have the opportunity.”

The Caps continue to carry three goalies (Grubauer, Braden Holtby and Michal Neuvirth). If they ultimately resolve the logjam by trading one of the three, it could result in Gill remaining with the Bears for the rest of the season.

“Obviously, I always keep an eye on it, considering it's affecting my job,” Gill said. “It sounds like they have a great situation up there, too, with three great goalies. From a coaching standpoint, it's always a good thing to have three great goalies.

“As far as for me down here, I'm just taking it day-by-day and, hopefully, get into some more games and help the team win some games.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears F Garrett Mitchell out of sling; Mike Haviland not surprised by Alexander Urbom waiver loss 

Garrett Mitchell Hershey Bears

Hershey Bears winger Garrett Mitchell is out of a sling in the wake of shoulder surgery. PAUL CHAPLIN, The Patriot-News (2012) 
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Garrett Mitchell checked another box on the long way back from shoulder surgery.

The Hershey Bears winger is out of a sling. Bears winger Stan Galiev, who Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Tuesday he expects to be sidelined another couple weeks, also is out of a sling for a shoulder injury that didn't require surgery.

“Today [Mitchell] was all excited he was out of the sling,” Haviland said Thursday. “I would think maybe he can start doing some more rehab. That's a good sign.

“Even Galiev's out of the sling, too, I saw. He was excited, too, this morning when I talked to him. That's all positive things, right? The next step in their rehab.”

Mitchell, trying to make it back before the end of the season, has stationed himself in Hershey for his long-term rehab. Defenseman Tomas Kundratek, who underwent ACL knee surgery, is stationed in Washington, D.C., for his rehab.

“He's doing really well they say,” Haviland said.

Defenseman Patrick Wey, sidelined by past 10 games by a lower body injury, has been practicing in a full-contact jersey. That doesn't necessarily mean he'll return to the lineup this weekend.

“He's still a little sore,” Haviland said. “He's been practicing. We'll see. We're going to go day-by-day with him now and just figure it out.”

Winger Nathan Walker (lower body) didn't participate in Thursday's practice.

“He's just sore and we're just doing precautions because we have healthy bodies,” Haviland said.

NOTEBOOK

Haviland said he wasn't surprised that the New Jersey Devils reclaimed Alexander Urbom on waivers from the Washington Capitals Wednesday. Urbom was assigned to Albany. “I kind of figured Urbom would get picked up off of waivers by New Jersey,” Haviland said. “They really liked him. I think they're kind of missing some guys, so I figured that would happen. He's a pretty good player. I don't mind him, especially at the American League level.”

The Caps recalled Connor Carrick on Wednesday and the rookie defenseman is expected to be in the lineup Thursday night at Tampa Bay. “Connor, playing the way he played in the World Juniors, I think that they wanted to see him up there,” Haviland said. “He gets a chance to go back after some games in the American League and the World Juniors. They obviously have reasons for why they want Connor. Whether it's left-right, I don't know. I'm happy for him and, hopefully, he plays well enough to stick up there.”

The primary focus of Thursday's practice at Giant Center was the power play, which is coming off a highly productive weekend. “Our power play has been a lot better recently,” Haviland said, “but you've got to keep practicing and get familiar on it and try to work some other guys into it.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Washington Capitals lose Hershey-bound D Alexander Urbom on waivers, recall D Connor Carrick from Bears

Alexander Urbom

The Washington Capitals lost the services of defenseman Alexander Urbom on Wednesday when he was claimed off waivers by the New Jersey Devils. The Caps obtained him back in October by taking him off waivers from the Devils. (AP Photo / Nick Wass)

Print 

Dave Sottile | Special to PennLive By  Dave Sottile | Special to PennLive   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 08, 2014 at 12:54 PM, updated January 08, 2014 at 2:11 PM 

0 

Hershey Bears hockeyBrandon Segal headlines midseason player awards for Hershey Bears

Entering season's second half, Hershey Bears believe they've made a turn for the better

Quad City Mallards offer Richard Sherman roster spot, St. John's IceCaps could move to Thunder Bay, and more

Hershey Bears-Syracuse Crunch scouting report

After reassignment by Washington Capitals, Philipp Grubauer's focus returns to Hershey Bears

All Stories | All Videos

Washington Capitals defenseman Alexander Urbom was supposed to be assigned to the Hershey Bears if he cleared NHL waivers by noon Wednesday, but the 23-year-old was reclaimed by the New Jersey Devils and could face the Bears in an opposition  uniform as soon as this weekend.

To replace Urbom on the roster, Washington recalled defenseman Connor Carrick from Hershey.

Urbom, a former AHL all-star, was plucked by the Caps off waivers from the Devils on Oct. 3 and played 20 games for Washington this season, accounting for a goal, an assist and 19 penalty minutes.

He sat out the last 17 consecutive games as a healthy scratch and was placed back on waivers Tuesday. New Jersey claimed him back and since no other NHL team put in a claim, Urbom was eligible to be sent down to the AHL’s Albany Devils without being subject to waivers again.

The Caps lost and eventually reacquired forward Chris Bourque in similar fashion with the Pittsburgh Penguins during the 2009-10 season, a move that helped fuel Hershey’s second consecutive Calder Cup title.

The Devils sent Urbom to Albany on Wednesday, so he could possibly play against Hershey on Sunday afternoon, when the Devils and Bears meet at Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City, N.J.

The 19-year-old Carrick, who just returned to the Bears after spending time with Team USA at the World Junior Hockey Championships, has four assists in 13 games for Hershey this season. He has also played three games for Washington, contributing a goal.

Carrick accompanied the Caps on their road trip to Florida. Washington plays Thursday night against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

CONTACT: dsottile@pennlive.com

ON TWITTER: @davesottile
Connor Carrick back on ice with Hershey Bears after travel nightmare
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The planned itinerary called for Connor Carrick to be back in Hershey by Friday night, well before his Hershey Bears teammates got back from a trip to Glens Falls, N.Y.

However, the rookie defenseman's return from playing for the U.S. at the World Junior tournament certainly didn't go that seamlessly.

Carrick's initial flight from Copenhagen, Denmark, to Washington went well and arrived on schedule around 3:15 p.m., leaving him well-positioned to catch a 7 p.m. flight for a final hop to Harrisburg International Airport.

We'll let Carrick take it from there:

“As soon as I landed, checked the monitor; the flight's canceled. So I go over to customer service. There must have been 300 people there. There was a 10 o'clock flight; I think that one got canceled. I was put on the 9 a.m. the next morning. I got a hotel, woke up, checked the computer and that one's canceled. Then I was scheduled for the 7 o'clock, but I got on the noon standby, which was nice.

“As soon as I land, I look for my bags and I'm missing some baggage. So it's an hour or two to talk to the people at the airport. And then my bags are trickling in. My clothing bag's still not in, but I finally got my hockey stuff and my sticks. That's all that matters.”

Carrick got back to Hershey late Saturday afternoon. Since his baggage already was checked and not retrievable, he didn't consider switching from plane to car to be an option.

“I would have loved to drive, but there's no point in me being here without my equipment,” Carrick said. “I'm useless to Hershey, Pennsylvania, without hockey gear.”

On Tuesday, with his tardy equipment finally in tow, he was on the ice with the Bears for practice at Giant Center.

“He looks good,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I think he needed a couple days here to get back on the [smaller North American] surface. It's a big surface over there. Take a couple days to get him back into this style of play.”

The tournament helped Carrick, sidelined by an upper body injury in late November, get back into the swing of playing.

But the fact that the U.S., considered a contender for gold, didn't earn a medal was a disappointment.

“It was a good time,” Carrick said. “We wanted a better result. It's fun to play with those guys.

“I got better as the tournament went on. That's why I got upset that we had the exit we did. The first three games just kind of kept it simple and solid against the Czechs, Slovaks and Germany. I thought I was a little bit better against Canada, had some more opportunities on both sides of the puck. Russia, I thought, was my best game.”

Finland upset host Sweden in the gold medal game.

“They did a good job,” Carrick said. “They had a good team. They deserve it.”

Florida State and Heisman Trophy winner Jameis Winston won the national championship Monday night. Winston, who turned 20 Monday, has been heralded for his precocious athletic achievements at age 19.

Nathan Walker 13-14

Nathan Walker 
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Carrick and Bears rookie winger Nathan Walker are playing pro hockey at age 19. Carrick has played three games with the Washington Capitals and could potentially see more NHL action before 2013-14 concludes.

“This is the second-best league in the world in hockey,” Haviland said. “For them to step in and contribute and be a part of a team and not only just play, but they play minutes and have production, it's an amazing thing to see. It really is.”

Carrick has four assists in 13 games with Hershey. Walker, currently injured, has produced 5-5-10 in 25 games.

“I was fortunate enough to see Kaner [Patrick Kane] at 18, 19, 20 [with the Chicago Blackhawks],” Haviland said. “It's amazing to see those guys do it and these guys do it. The fun part about that is seeing those guys in four and five years from now, how much their growth is, how they mature and how much their confidence grows.

“They're young boys and they're playing a man's game. It can be pretty intimidating at times, but certainly those two aren't at all.”

NOTEBOOK

Former Bears goalie Peter Budaj, who now plays for the Montreal Canadians, was named to Slovakia's 2014 Olympic team.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
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Chay Genoway is a native of Morden, Manitoba, and played in college at the University of North Dakota.

Chay Genoway 13-14
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So the Hershey Bears defenseman knows cold.

The artic freeze currently blanketing central Pennsylvania rates with the bitterest he's experienced.

“This morning, Jan. 7, Tuesday morning, it was one of the colder days I've seen,” Genoway said. “Just the wind. When you were out in the wind, it was pretty cold. It's up there. It definitely reminded me of North Dakota a little bit.

“The coldest part about it is the wind. In North Dakota, it always had that wind. It was coming from all different areas. It would always meet up, it seemed, in Grand Forks, North Dakota.”

Genoway played for the Houston Aeros his first two pro seasons and said he had to winterize his wardrobe after he was traded to Hershey last season.

“I had to go out and buy some winter coats and pants when I came here,” he said.

The Bears practiced as scheduled Tuesday at Giant Center.

“It's cold,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I'm not liking it too much.

“It's similar to when I was in Toronto when I was in high school [playing junior hockey].”

NOTEBOOK

The Washington Capitals placed defenseman Alexander Urbom on waivers, The Washington Post reported. The former AHL all-star, who has produced 1-1-2 in 20 games with the Caps, figures to be ticketed for Hershey if he clears.

Bears winger Stan Galiev, who has missed the past seven games with a shoulder injury, remains sidelined. “He's still in a sling,” Haviland said. “He's progressing. From what I hear, it's healing nicely. But he's still, I would say, a couple more weeks, for sure.”

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov, a former Bear and Capital, was named to the 2014 Russian Olympic team.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
A January stretch of three-in-threes continues as the Hershey Bears are scheduled to visit the Binghamton Senators Friday, host the Springfield Falcons Saturday and play the Albany Devils Sunday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Ex-Bears homecoming. Former Bears captain Brad Larsen's Falcons are currently the AHL's top team. The head coach has former Bears Patrick McNeill and Andrew Joudrey on the roster. Former Bear Ryan Craig is currently on recall to Columbus. Saturday's game will mark McNeill's first visit to Giant Center since he departed as a free agent last summer.

2. Dedicated killers. One of the reasons Springfield is atop the AHL is a penalty kill ranked No. 1 (89.8 percent). That looms as a challenge for a Hershey power play that jumped into gear last weekend. Joudrey is one of the AHL's premier PK men.

3. Atlantic City. The Bears and Albany will play at Atlantic City's Boardwalk Hall. The two teams are also scheduled to play at the historic venue on Feb. 14.

4. Marked man. Binghamton's Mark Stone begins the week on recall to Ottawa and it would be a tactical bonus if he stays up. The forward has produced 4-6-10 in seven games against Hershey.

5. Connor Carrick. The rookie defenseman returned last weekend after playing for the U.S. at the World Junior tournament. The Bears opted to scratch him on Sunday and give him the week to practice before he returns to the lineup. He hasn't played for Hershey since Nov. 23.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
After a travel itinerary fraught with delays, Connor Carrick rejoined the Hershey Bears Saturday after playing for the U.S. at the World Junior tournament.

The arrival of his equipment was another matter.

Carrick's gear didn't arrive in Hershey until late Sunday afternoon, Bears head coach Mike Haviland said, and that played a role in the decision to keep the defenseman out of the lineup in Sunday night's 6-3 win over the Manchester Monarchs at Giant Center.

“He hasn't played in a couple of days with travel,” said Haviland, who added that Carrick was unable to participate in the morning skate. “How fair was it to him to put him to jump into a game here when we have three days of practice here?

“We'll get Connor in here this weekend and he'll get acclimated back into the smaller surface. I just felt it wasn't right.”

NOTEBOOK

Jeff Taffe 13-14
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Jeff Taffe had two assists for his first multi-point game since Nov. 14 at Charlotte.

Manchester goalie Jean-Francois Berube made his 24th straight start, but he didn't complete the game. He was replaced by Mathias Niederberger at 4:09 of the second period after surrendering five goals on 13 shots.

Former Bears and Washington Capitals defenseman Jeff Schultz played for Manchester. He finished even and recorded no shots or points.

Brandon Segal's four-point game (1-3-4) tied Hershey's season high for points in a game. Dmitry Orlov recorded four points at St. John's on Oct. 19.

Hershey has won three straight home games to improve to 10-6-1-3 at Giant Center.

Casey Wellman played his 199th AHL game and is poised to reach 200 Friday at Binghamton.
By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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The Manchester Monarchs are in first place in the Atlantic Division and are second in the Eastern Conference. So when they visited Giant Center Sunday night, it was a chance for the Hershey Bears to gauge themselves against one of the AHL's top teams.

Dustin Gazley 13-14
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The Bears acquitted themselves well, recording a 6-3 victory that was among their most impressive of the season.

“I think they're a very good team,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They're fast. They transition. We should have a lot of confidence right now and know what we can do and feel good about ourselves and know that if we play the right way, we get rewarded and play to our identity.”

The Monarchs were flying at 5-on-5 in the first 10 minutes. But the Bears hung in and eventually put their big-body forwards to work cycling in the offensive zone to produce scoring chances and draw penalties.

Hershey took a 2-0 lead on goals by Dustin Gazley (power play) and Peter LeBlanc and led 3-2 at first intermission. From there, the Bears scored four straight goals before Manchester's Nick Deslauriers added a score late in the third.

“We talked about really managing the puck tonight and not giving them the odd-man rushes,” Haviland said. “I thought we did a real good job with that early on and I thought our confidence grew as the game wore on. There was no big tweak that we made. We stuck with the game plan and what we put in right from the start and we executed it tonight.

“I know it's three-in-three, but it's three-in-three for both teams. I just thought we did a real good job of protection of the puck, and we kind of wore them down down there.”

Haviland said he didn't make an issue of the game being a measuring stick with the team, but the notion was in the air.

“Whenever a top team in the league or the conference comes into your building, you want to show them they're going to be in a game,” winger Brandon Segal said. “When we're on our game, we can compete with anyone, we can beat any team in the league.

“We've got a great team. It's just a matter of us kind of playing for 60 and getting into a groove, which we are now. We've got a lot more work ahead of us now.”

LINK TO GAME STORY

Turning point: Manchester struck for two quick goals from Andrew Campbell and Nick Shore (power play) late in the second to tie the game 2-2. Hershey responded with a Ryan Stoa power play goal at 18:17 to regain momentum.

“We never lost our composure and we got a huge goal to go up 3-2,” Haviland said. “We've done that in the past month or so is really have shown the character and shown the resolve of not hanging our heads and kind of going in the other direction. We're going in the right direction. There's nothing to be said any more on the bench. The guys are like, 'OK, back to work.' And that's the way it should be.

“It's a feeling that we're in every game and we can win every game. That's what you want.”

<br>

Strong weekend: With wins over Manchester and Rochester at Giant Center and an overtime loss at Adirondack, Hershey earned five of a possible six points for arguably its strongest weekend of the season. 

“You couldn't ask for a better team here,” Gazley said. “It's good that we got five out of six points. It's a good goal for next weekend and, hopefully, we'll keep it going.”

They Bears have earned seven of a possible eight points in their last four.

“I like the belief in the room,” Haviland said. “I like the way they feel right now. It's a fun room to be around.”

Gazley landmark: Gazley, who scored four goals for the Binghamton Senators last season, notched his first for the Bears. The winger, recalled from Reading (ECHL) last week, said it was a big moment in his career. 

In the three games Gazley has been in the lineup, Hershey has gone a smoking 6-for-10 on the power play and climbed to No. 19 (16.5 percent) in the AHL.

“I just try to use my speed out there as best I can, retrieve pucks and hunt pucks down,” Gazley said. “I think that's a key on the power play. When you've got pucks along the wall and you're battling in there, you've got to get in there.”

Disco inferno: The line of Segal, Stoa and Nicolas “Disco” Deschamps, who had a short-handed goal, keeps rolling. All three scored against Manchester.

“They have been outstanding,” Haviland said. “I think it may be pushing other lines.” 

The trio has been carrying the scoring load. But in the last two games, the Bears have gotten improved scoring variety from the forwards, with Gazley, Peter LeBlanc, Casey Wellman and Matt Watkins also scoring goals.

“Things are feeling good right now,” Segal said. “Pucks are finding sticks and going in the back of the net. It's a team effort. Everyone's kind of been finding the back of the net right now, which is nice.”

Eleven and seven: Hershey dressed 11 forwards and seven defensemen instead of the usual 12 and six.

Haviland said it was done partly to ease wear and tear on Tyson Strachan amid a three-in-three and partly with a bit of sentiment to get ex-Monarch David Kolomatis in against his former team.

“I've done it a lot in the past,” Haviland said. “I actually don't mind it. I'm sure they don't like it too much. I don't mind it, and it also opens up some guys up front to get double-shifted and stuff like that, too.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears mulling Connor Carrick's return to lineup
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Connor Carrick rejoined the Hershey Bears on Saturday after playing for the U.S. at the World Junior tournament.

The rookie defenseman didn't play in Saturday night's 5-1 win over the Rochester Americans at Giant Center, but it's possible he could play Sunday when the Manchester Monarchs visit.

“Is tomorrow the right day or do we practice him all week and get him back in starting next Friday?” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We'll make that decision tonight and maybe even sleep on it and think about it in the morning.”

Carrick had three assists and was a team-best plus-seven for the U.S. in five games. Sidelined by injury before departing, Carrick, 19, hasn't played for Hershey since Nov. 23.

“I thought his game got much better as the tournament went on,” Haviland said. “He was building some confidence. He went over, remember now, without playing. I think he struggled early on in the tournament and then he really found his game and they really liked him.”

NOTEBOOK

Nathan Walker 13-14
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Rookie winger Nathan Walker was sidelined by a lower body injury. “He's just sore,” Haviland said. “It's kind of a day-to-day.”

Dave Parro, president of the Hershey Bears Alumni Association, presented Nicolas Deschamps with the AHL player of the week award he earned last month during a pregame ceremony. “That was great for Disco,” linemate Brandon Segal said. “He's been playing really well for us.”

Julien Brouillette returned to the lineup after missing five games with an upper body injury.

Hershey scored three power play goals in a game for the first time since Jan. 13, 2013, against Connecticut.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Dissecting the game: Hershey Bears 5, Rochester Americans 1

Hershey Bears G David Leggio on playing against Rochester Americans

Hershey Bears goalie David Leggio played for the Rochester Americans the previous two seasons. He made 20 saves against them Saturday night in a 5-1 Hershey win at Giant Center.
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LINK TO GAME STORY

Power play surge: The Hershey Bears' power play, which has been ensconced in the AHL's bottom third for much of the season, busted loose for a season-high three extra-man goals in Saturday night's 5-1 win over the Rochester Americans at Giant Center.

Brandon Segal got two of them, including a 5-on-3 tally that tied the game 1-1 at 16:57 of the second period. The 5-on-3 goal, off a determined power drive to the net, ended a stretch of five straight regulation periods without a goal for Hershey, which was shut out 1-0 Friday night at Adirondack.

“We've had a tough time scoring goals,” Segal said. “We played a hell of a game last night, I thought, at Adirondack. Their goalie [Cal Heeter] played really well and we just couldn't buy one. I saw just kind of a lane to the net. Stoasie [Ryan Stoa] did a good job botching up their D and I just took it hard and put it in.”

Subtracting a tally credited for winning a shootout, the Bears had averaged just one goal a game in their previous four games.

“We've had a pretty good power play and couldn't really finish it,” Segal said. “We talked about it and talked about it. Tonight we just got it done.”

<br>

Defensive clampdown: Hershey has allowed foes just one goal a game in the last three games. 

“I think we just committed to it,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's not just the goalies or defense. It's everybody's committing to it now. Everybody's really understanding what we're expecting out of them. They've made a commitment to each other that if they take care of their own end, they'll get chances at the other end.”

Sustained cycling in the offensive zone also has played a role in reducing goals allowed, Haviland said.

“I always say the best defense is a great offense,” Haviland said. “If you play in their end, it limits your time in your end.”

Home cooking: Hershey appears to finally be establishing a strong home identity. The Bears have gone 5-2-0-0 in their last seven games at Giant Center to improve to 9-6-1-3.

“I think the confidence level is growing in the room, for sure,” Haviland said. “I think we believe in each other and believe. You've seen us come back now in periods. When you get that confidence in each other and the way we're playing, you start to get points. You start to get wins.”

The Bears revived from a 1-0 deficit against Rochester. Though they haven't been able to muster a sustained winning streak, they have repeatedly shown fiber in overcoming in-game adversity.

David Leggio 13-14
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Hershey Bears Photo

“We're older,” goalie David Leggio said. “We know one or two goals, you just can't say, 'Oh, well, and shut it down.' We just have a group that goes out there and plays. We're just getting everyone on the same page. I think that's happening now. I think we just have to keep doing that, keep going forward and keep building on it.”

Hershey has earned five of a possible six points in its last three games and climbed two games above .500 to match a season high.

“We still have a lot more work to do,” Segal said. “We're playing well and this is the time right now you've got to make a push. You don't want to look back and all of a sudden it's March and you're in a dog fight. You want these points right now.”

Ex-Amerks: Leggio (20 saves), Jeff Taffe (0-1-1) and Derek Whitmore all previously played for Rochester. Whitmore, a Rochester native, returned to the lineup after being the veteran scratch for the past three games and Ryan Potulny sat out as the extra vet.

“You like to do those little things if you can,” Haviland said. “Certainly, that had some sort of [role in the] decision-making. That was part of it. With the travel and Potsy just coming back, I thought the three-in-three, maybe it was just right to rest him and give him a break and do the right thing for him.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Dissecting the game: Hershey Bears 5, Rochester Americans 1

Hershey Bears G David Leggio on playing against Rochester Americans

Hershey Bears goalie David Leggio played for the Rochester Americans the previous two seasons. He made 20 saves against them Saturday night in a 5-1 Hershey win at Giant Center.
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LINK TO GAME STORY

Power play surge: The Hershey Bears' power play, which has been ensconced in the AHL's bottom third for much of the season, busted loose for a season-high three extra-man goals in Saturday night's 5-1 win over the Rochester Americans at Giant Center.

Brandon Segal got two of them, including a 5-on-3 tally that tied the game 1-1 at 16:57 of the second period. The 5-on-3 goal, off a determined power drive to the net, ended a stretch of five straight regulation periods without a goal for Hershey, which was shut out 1-0 Friday night at Adirondack.

“We've had a tough time scoring goals,” Segal said. “We played a hell of a game last night, I thought, at Adirondack. Their goalie [Cal Heeter] played really well and we just couldn't buy one. I saw just kind of a lane to the net. Stoasie [Ryan Stoa] did a good job botching up their D and I just took it hard and put it in.”

Subtracting a tally credited for winning a shootout, the Bears had averaged just one goal a game in their previous four games.

“We've had a pretty good power play and couldn't really finish it,” Segal said. “We talked about it and talked about it. Tonight we just got it done.”

<br>

Defensive clampdown: Hershey has allowed foes just one goal a game in the last three games. 

“I think we just committed to it,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's not just the goalies or defense. It's everybody's committing to it now. Everybody's really understanding what we're expecting out of them. They've made a commitment to each other that if they take care of their own end, they'll get chances at the other end.”

Sustained cycling in the offensive zone also has played a role in reducing goals allowed, Haviland said.

“I always say the best defense is a great offense,” Haviland said. “If you play in their end, it limits your time in your end.”

Home cooking: Hershey appears to finally be establishing a strong home identity. The Bears have gone 5-2-0-0 in their last seven games at Giant Center to improve to 9-6-1-3.

“I think the confidence level is growing in the room, for sure,” Haviland said. “I think we believe in each other and believe. You've seen us come back now in periods. When you get that confidence in each other and the way we're playing, you start to get points. You start to get wins.”

The Bears revived from a 1-0 deficit against Rochester. Though they haven't been able to muster a sustained winning streak, they have repeatedly shown fiber in overcoming in-game adversity.

David Leggio 13-14

David Leggio 

Hershey Bears Photo

“We're older,” goalie David Leggio said. “We know one or two goals, you just can't say, 'Oh, well, and shut it down.' We just have a group that goes out there and plays. We're just getting everyone on the same page. I think that's happening now. I think we just have to keep doing that, keep going forward and keep building on it.”

Hershey has earned five of a possible six points in its last three games and climbed two games above .500 to match a season high.

“We still have a lot more work to do,” Segal said. “We're playing well and this is the time right now you've got to make a push. You don't want to look back and all of a sudden it's March and you're in a dog fight. You want these points right now.”

Ex-Amerks: Leggio (20 saves), Jeff Taffe (0-1-1) and Derek Whitmore all previously played for Rochester. Whitmore, a Rochester native, returned to the lineup after being the veteran scratch for the past three games and Ryan Potulny sat out as the extra vet.

“You like to do those little things if you can,” Haviland said. “Certainly, that had some sort of [role in the] decision-making. That was part of it. With the travel and Potsy just coming back, I thought the three-in-three, maybe it was just right to rest him and give him a break and do the right thing for him.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
The Hershey Bears get a break from East Division games at the dawn of 2014 as they visit the Adirondack Phantoms and host the Rochester Americans and Manchester Monarchs.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Glens Falls, N.Y. On Friday, the Bears are scheduled to make the first of three visits to Glens Falls Civic Center, where the Phantoms are in their final season before relocating to Allentown. Adirondack beat Hershey 4-3 in overtime in the regular-season opener at Giant Center on Oct. 5.

2. AHL tradition. The Americans, Hershey' most tradition-rich rival, are scheduled to visit Giant Center for the only time this season on Saturday. Current Bears Jeff Taffe, David Leggio and Derek Whitmore, a Rochester native, are former Amerks.

3. David Kolomatis and Jeff Schultz reunions. Hershey defenseman Kolomatis spent the first four full seasons of his professional career with the Monarchs, who are scheduled to visit Giant Center Sunday. Former Bears and Washington Capitals defenseman Jeff Schultz plays for Manchester.

4. Penalty kill. Hershey's penalty kill has gone 10-for-10 in the last two games. A Rochester power play led by Luke Adam (eight power play goals) and ranked No. 9 in the AHL (19.7 percent) shapes up as the week's biggest challenge. 

5. Forward scoring. The Bears have combined for four goals in their last three games. Two of them were scored by defensemen (Kolomatis and Tyson Strachan).

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears roster tweaks made with workload, speed in mind

Riley Gill at practice

Goaltender Riley Gill practiced with the Hershey Bears on Monday morning at Giant Center after his promotion from the ECHL's Reading Royals. Gill, who won playoff MVP honors last spring for the Kelly Cup champs, is eager to show his new teammates he can play at the AHL level, too. (DAVE SOTTILE | dsottile@pennlive.com)
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Workload and speed were the main reasons why the Hershey Bears tweaked their roster Monday by recalling goalie Riley Gill and forwards T.J. Syner and Dustin Gazley from the ECHL’s Reading Royals and reassigning defenseman Brett Flemming to Reading.

Hershey plays three games in as many nights this weekend, beginning Friday in Glens Falls, N.Y., against the Adirondack Phantoms, the first of seven straight three-in-three weekends through mid-February.

Since goaltender Philipp Grubauer’s promotion to the NHL’s Washington Capitals on Nov. 30, goalie David Leggio has played 12 of Hershey’s 13 games. Five of them went to overtime and Bears coach Mike Haviland is wary of taxing his No. 1 netminder.

“I think we’re going to have to give him a break,” Haviland said after practice Monday at Giant Center. “I think it’s a lot to ask anybody, especially a goalie, to have that load of playing three games in three nights.”

Gill backstopped Reading to the ECHL title last season and was named Kelly Cup playoff MVP. This season, the 28-year-old goalie is 10-6-0 for the Royals with a 2.23 goals-against average and .922 save percentage.

Dustin Gazley 13-14
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“Whether it be [Brandon Anderson] or Gill, one of the two may see some action this weekend for sure,” Haviland said. “Leggy and I talked about that this morning. With travel mixed in – Adirondack isn’t around the corner – one of those two will get into one of those games this weekend. I don’t know which one at this point.”

Anderson missed practice Monday with flu-like symptoms.

“We’ll reevaluate him later this afternoon, but one of them has got to go back to Reading, because the Royals play in Wheeling [Tuesday] night,” Haviland said. “They need a goalie.”

Gill has been playing regularly and Anderson hasn’t seen any action since Dec. 7, so it seems likely Anderson will be the one heading back to Reading if he’s healthy enough.

“For me, [game sharpness] definitely does play a factor in the decision,” Haviland said. “As much as you want to see them in action, we still have to win hockey games. Maybe Andy needs to go back and play [in the ECHL] and then see what he has.

Hershey Bears Shutout Worcester 4-0 

Goalie David Leggio has played 12 of the Hershey Bears' 13 games since Philipp Grubauer was promoted to the Washington Capitals on Nov. 30.

Harvey Levine | Special to PennLive.com

“We play three-in-three situations the next seven or eight weeks coming up, so we have to be smart about who we put into the lineup and when we put them in the lineup. Are they ready to be put in?”

Leggio, who owns a 6-6-0 mark since Grubauer was recalled, said he wasn’t worried about fatigue.

“I feel good, and no, I don’t feel like I need a rest,” Leggio said Monday. “I played a lot games in Rochester last year, and the year before, I played almost every game down the stretch in the second half. I’m used to the workload.

“I try to take care of my body. The more you play as a goalie, usually the better you feel. It can be demanding physically, but it’s more important that mentally, you hit the reset button after every game.”

Gill is eager to see action at the next level. He served as Leggio’s backup for three games earlier this month and hasn’t played an AHL game since Feb. 13, 2011 for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

“We’ve had our share of ups and downs in Reading this season, but I still think I’ve played well,” Gill said. “My confidence is high, which is big for a goalie. If I can keep that confidence level up, I think I can help this team.

“[Getting an AHL start] would be a special time for me, an exciting time. I’m itching to get into a game. Obviously, I want to prove myself. I want to prove to my teammates that I can play at this level.”

THE NEED FOR SPEED: The recalls of Syner and Gazley were more a matter of Hershey’s coach searching for the right personnel mix for his sub-.500 team.

Gazley, 25, has eight goals and 10 assists in 25 games for the Royals. He split last season between the ECHL’s Elmira Jackals (14-35-49 in 37 games) and AHL’s Binghamton Senators (4-5-9 in 29 game). In 2011-12, he topped the ECHL scoring list with 85 points in 72 games.

Syner, 25, has seven goals and 11 assists in 20 games for Reading this season. He also played two games for the Bears without registering a point. He played parts of the past two seasons in Hershey.

T.J. Syner 13-14
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“[Gazley] has speed, good skills and he’s put up some good numbers in the ECHL,” Haviland said. “I remember him in Binghamton last year. He creates offensive chances with his speed. For me, speed kills and I think we need more speed. That’s why him and T.J. were here today. 

“We’ve got to keep pushing the envelope here. We want hungry guys, guys who want to compete. I think speed kills. Those two guys have played well down there. Will they get in our lineup? At this point, I don’t know. We’ll have to see how it goes here during the week. We saw T.J. for a couple games already and I’d like to see Gazley. We play three in three. In my mind, I’m going to try to get him in there. Both of them were good in practice today.”

After the workout, Syner was scheduled to return to the Royals in time for their road game Tuesday night in Wheeling, W.Va., against the Nailers. He could be recalled back to Hershey later in the week.

During Monday’s practice, Gazley skated on a line with Ryan Potulny and Jeff Taffe.

“It’s a huge confidence booster for me,” Gazley said of his new veteran linemates. “I just have to take that opportunity and make the most of it, show them what I can do.”

Listed at 5-foot-9 and 154 pounds, Gazley doesn’t strike a physically imposing presence in his No. 10 jersey. To him, though, size is a non-factor.

“I grew up playing against bigger guys my whole life, so I’m used to it now,” the former Michigan State player said. “During the summer, I work on my speed and skills, trying to beat guys out of the corner and to the net. I try to use that to my advantage and that’s how I’ve always played.”

Said Haviland of Gazley: “He’s skilled enough to play with them. He led the ECHL in scoring before, and it’s good for them to have a guy who’s full of energy and can skate. Hopefully it will be a good fit for us.”

LEAVING AN IMPRESSION: The reassignment of Flemming to Reading was simply a matter of numbers. The 22-year-old defenseman made a positive impression on his Hershey coach.

“We sent Flemming back today to keep playing,” Haviland said. “We like Flemmer a lot. He played very well for us in the three games he played, but he needs to play games. When you’ve got seven or eight defensemen – and if [the injured Patrick Wey] is cleared by Thursday – all of a sudden that’s nine.
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“What good is it having a guy around just to practice? Why not let him go play games? He did himself a lot of good in my mind. I was very impressed with how he played here.”

Flemming had one assist in three games with the Bears. In 16 games for Reading this season, he has a goal and three assists.

NOTES: Wey, who missed the past seven games with a lower body injury, took part in much of Monday’s practice wearing an orange jersey, but hasn’t been medically cleared to play yet. … With Grubauer scheduled to start again for Washington on Monday night against the Ottawa Senators, it’s becoming less likely he’ll be back in Hershey’s lineup anytime soon. “You’re proud when guys get called up and stay in the NHL,” Haviland said. “I’m happy for Grubi. I watch the games I can when we’re not playing and he’s playing well [for the Caps]. He looks a lot more confident and I’m proud of him.” … The Bears are scheduled to practice Tuesday at 9 a.m. before taking Wednesday off for the New Year’s Day holiday. They’ll skate again Thursday morning before leaving for Glens Falls, N.Y.

CONTACT: dsottile@pennlive.com

ON TWITTER: @davesottile
Lake Erie Monsters lose to Rochester Americans, 4-1
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Lake Erie Monsters defenseman Stefan Elliott is part of an unsuccessful power play in the second period against Rochester on Thursday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/Plain Dealer)
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Are you living with an illness?

Sponsored Link

CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters are reeling.

A lethargic first period against Rochester on Thursday night at The Q led to a 4-1 loss -- their sixth in a row.

Lake Erie (17-19-0-3) and Rochester (18-15-3-3) are members of the five-team Western Conference North Division. Lake Erie entered the night in fourth; Rochester, third.

The Monsters' previous five losses occurred during a road stretch that began Jan. 10 in Rockford, Ill., and ended Jan. 18 in Des Moines, Iowa. They dropped three games by one goal and two by scores of 6-1.

The Monsters have not won since Jan. 4, when they disposed of Milwaukee, 6-1, at The Q. They are 12-7-0-1 at home.

Rochester, which has won three straight and four of five, dictated terms in the first period. It held a 17-9 advantage in shots and led, 3-0.

"I don't think the effort was there from the start of the game,'' Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth said. "It got better probably midway through the second period, but you can't spot a team three goals in the first.''

Chynoweth is dealing with a roster depleted by injuries and call-ups, but he figures effort -- and intensity and desire -- can come from anyone who puts on the uniform.

"You can use (injuries, call-ups) as an excuse if you want,'' he said, "but what we need to figure out in the room is: When we're missing guys like Bryan Lerg, Mark Olver and J.T. Wyman -- guys who are big-time leaders for us in the room -- where is it going to come from? 

"We were flat. We tried before the game to get them up, we tried between the first and second periods. The players have to be able to pick one another up. You can't play the game without the intensity and emotion that it takes from shift to shift.''

The Americans opened the scoring at 10:45, Luke Adam beating goalie Calvin Pickard with a backhander from tight right. They had goals at 14:42 and 15:19, the latter sending Pickard to the bench in favor of Sami Aittokallio.

"I didn't like the goals,'' Chynoweth said. "I didn't think (Pickard) was good enough.''

The Monsters pulled within 3-1 at 19:47 of the second. Brad Malone redirected Karl Stollery's shot on the power play. But Rochester re-established a three-goal cushion on Adam's one-timer at 14:34 of the third. Adam's 17th, from a tight angle in the right circle, came on the power play. The puck squirted out of Aittokallio's glove.

"They came out and applied pressure,'' Chynoweth said. "We continued to turn the puck over. Two of the first three goals, we had full possession of it.''

The Monsters did not create enough legitimate chances against Americans goalie Nathan Lieuwen (31 saves).

"We've got to simplify things offensively,'' Chynoweth said. "We need to get more shots to the net. We need to go to the dirty areas.''
Lake Erie Monsters pound Milwaukee Admirals, 6-1
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Milwaukee Admirals' Vinny Saponari tries to get past Lake Erie Monsters' Karl Stollery as Sami Aittokallio guards the goal in the first period Saturday, January 4, 2014 at Quicken Loan Arena in Cleveland. (Joshua Gunter/The Plain Dealer)

Joshua Gunter, The Plain Dealer
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- On Friday night at The Q, Monsters left winger David van der Gulik returned to the lineup after missing 11 games because of injury. He failed to score but contributed in smaller ways in a victory over the Milwaukee Admirals.

On Saturday night at The Q, van der Gulik also tended to the big stuff. He notched a natural hat trick over the second and third periods to propel the Monsters to a 6-1 rout of  the Admirals.

Mark Olver had a goal and three assists and goalie Sami Aittokallio played superbly as Lake Erie (17-13-0-3) won its second in a row and fifth of seven. Lake Erie improved to 12-6-0-1 at home, including seven victories in the last eight.

The Monsters have won the first two of a four-game season series against Milwaukee (16-10-5-1). On Friday, they set a franchise record for fewest shots allowed (14) in the 4-2 conquest. They beat goalie Scott Darling twice; Darling entered the set at 7-1-0 with a 1.43 goals-against average and .955 save percentage.

Lake Erie went 4-0-0-0 against Milwaukee last season and leads the all-time series, 13-5-3-1.

"That's a good hockey team over there,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "To get the four points is huge, especially with us going on the road.''

The Monsters are on the road for five straight games. They do not return to The Q until Jan. 23 against Rochester.

Saturday night's contest featured a veritable hockey cornucopia for the crowd of 9,045, the radio listeners, and the WUAB/TV 43 viewership. When the Monsters weren't scoring goals, they were out-hustling and out-muscling an opponent that didn't take losing well. The teams combined for 27 infractions for 120 minutes.

"That was a great hockey game for the home crowd,'' van der Gulik said. "It had everything. Hopefully, a night like this brings more fans.''

For all of van der Gulik's brilliance, he briefly was forced out of the limelight midway through the third period. With the Monsters ahead, 5-1, Aittokallio and Darling skated to center ice and squared off. They tugged at sweaters and landed punches before exiting to their respective locker rooms, teammates laughing and applauding.

"These are once-in-a-lifetime opportunities,'' Aittokallio said. "So when I saw my chance, I went.''

Count Chynoweth among the few who were not enthused. Chynoweth already has seen enough injuries this season.

"It always makes me nervous when goaltenders fight,'' he said. "Sami was playing very well.''

Aittokallio, who said he would not have tangled if the game outcome had been in doubt, expressed disappointment in his performance as a pugilist. At 6-1, 175, he struggled with the 6-6, 190-pound Darling.

"It didn't go too well,'' said Aittokallio, who suffered several scrapes to his face. "I forgot he's a big boy. He got me a couple of times. I think I got him at least once -- I hope.''

Oh, by the way: Aittokallio stopped 21 shots before giving way to Calvin Pickard, who was 1-of-1 in the final 9:45. Aittokallio and Pickard have been sharp in the midst of a healthy competition for starts.

Monsters center Joey Hishon opened the scoring at 14:30 of the first. When J.T. Wyman put the puck on net, Darling kicked it out front, where Hishon pounced for his fifth.

The Admirals tied it at 15:27. Then van der Gulik took over.

Inside the first minute of the second period, van der Gulik created a play on the left side and eventually fed Andrew Agozzino, whose shot was stopped. van der Gulik punched in the rebound from the top of the crease for his fourth. With Lake Erie on the power play at 8:47, he secured Olver's carom off Milwaukee defenseman Bryan Rodney's glove and beat Darling from the slot.

Even when van der Gulik made a mistake, it worked out. At 19:57 of the second, he closed his hand on the puck for a penalty. Moments after the Monsters killed the penalty early in the third, Olver chipped the puck to an open van der Gulik, who out-foxed Darling with a backhander at the right post.

"vandy does so many things well,'' Chynoweth said. "He's under-appreciated for his defensive play. He's probably our best guy along the boards. He goes to the right spaces. (Saturday) he was rewarded for it.''

van der Gulik missed the first eight games of the season because of a knee injury. He returned for 12 but was sidelined again because of a broken bone in his foot.

"It feels good to be back,'' he said. "It feels even better to be back for these past two two games.'' 

Later in the third, Karl Stollery scored after the puck struck iron, then Darling's leg, then crossed the line. The #Monsters accounted for the final margin on Olver's power-play tally.
Lake Erie Monsters defeat Milwaukee Admirals, 4-2
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Lake Erie Monsters center Mitchell Heard is denied by Milwaukee Admirals goalie Scott Darling in the second period Friday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters enjoy facing the Milwaukee Admirals -- even when the Admirals feature a goalie on a roll.

Andrew Agozzino, Matt Hunwick, Mark Olver and Brett Clark scored goals as the Monsters prevailed, 4-2, Friday night at The Q. The Monsters out-shot the Admirals, 30-14.

"We blocked a lot of shots,'' Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth said. "The guys did a good job of protecting the middle of the ice, which kept the shots to the outside.''

Among Monsters with a block was left winger David van der Gulik, who returned after missing 11 games because of injury. The veteran van der Gulik, though scoreless, did plenty of little things to help his club.

Lake Erie (16-13-0-3) has won four of six overall and six of seven at home. Milwaukee (16-9-5-1) had secured points in seven of the previous 10.

Once again, the Monsters proved to be resilient. They improved to 9-3-0-1 after a regulation loss; on New Year's Day in Utica, they had fallen, 3-2.

Lake Erie won the first of four meetings against the Admirals, a season series that continues Saturday night at The Q. Lake Erie went 4-0 against the Admirals last season -- holding a 13-3 advantage in goals -- and is 12-5-3-1 all time.

Friday's game figured to be a formidable challenge for the Monsters because of Scott Darling, who was coming off a 33-save victory over Iowa, 4-0, Dec. 29. Darling, in his fourth pro season out of the University of Maine, went 6-1-0 with a 1.12 goals-against average and .964 save percentage in December. He entered Friday at 7-1-0 with a 1.43 GAA and .955 save percentage in 12 AHL appearances this season.

The Monsters were unimpressed. They pressured the Milwaukee defense and Darling early and often, scoring twice in the opening eight minutes to take a 2-0 lead.

At 1:48, Agozzino received a pass from Markus Lauridsen and bagged his eighth. J.T. Wyman created the play. Agozzino, who celebrated his 23rd birthday Friday, has a three-game goal streak.

Defenseman Hunwick made it 2-0 at 7:21. Hunwick controlled the puck behind the cage before banking it off an Admiral for his sixth. Joey Hishon and Lauridsen earned the assists.

"I definitely was looking to pass and got a fortunate bounce,'' Hunwick said.

The Admirals decided to start something immediately after the goal. Monsters enforcer Daniel Maggio was happy to oblige, tangling with Michael Liambas. Chynoweth said he appreciated Maggio's willingness to go.

Milwaukee righted itself and pulled within 2-1 at 14:18. The goal was credited to defenseman Bryan Rodney.

During a Monsters power play in the second period, Hunwick fed Hishon, who made the unselfish play from the right side and found Olver in the left circle. Olver, continuing his strong play, scored at 7:47 for his eighth.

Late in the second period, Darling poked away a golden opportunity for Lake Erie. Milwaukee turned the momentum of the save into a goal at 18:32, Liambas converting from the top of the crease.

The Monsters out-shot Milwaukee, 21-11, through two.

Lake Erie scored an empty-netter in the final minute of the third. It resulted from a clear by Clark.

"We had a really strong defensive game,'' Hunwick said. "It started in the offensive zone, with the forecheck. We eliminated plays before they got out of the zone.''
Lake Erie Monsters defeat Chicago Wolves, 5-4, in OT
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Lake Erie Monsters goalie Calvin Pickard works to deny the Chicago Wolves in the first period Saturday afternoon at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters did not allow an embarrassing loss to have an adverse residual effect. The minimal time they had to stew probably helped. 

Center Mark Olver scored at 2:48 of overtime to lift the Monsters to a 5-4 victory over the Chicago Wolves on Saturday afternoon at The Q. On Friday night at The Q, the Monsters were drilled by the Wolves, 4-0. 

"Big response,'' said Lake Erie left winger Andrew Agozzino, who made OT possible with a goal at 18:15 of the third period. "That's how you need to win games in this league. It says a lot about the leadership in our room.'' 

The Monsters (15-12-0-3) have won three of four. Five of their last six have been decided in overtime or shootout; they are 3-1-0-2 in that span. 

The Wolves (16-12-1-2) had won seven in a row against Lake Erie over three seasons. They slipped to 17-4-1-0 in the all-time series. 

The Monsters, resilient no matter the circumstances, improved to 8-3-0-1 after a regulation loss. 

"I like that fact,'' Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth said, "but I don't like some of the points we've given away. I wish we didn't need to have as many bounce-backs.'' 

Chynoweth, instead of laying into his team late Friday night, remained relatively calm. Stern, but calm. His players rewarded him with a strong performance on the quick turnaround. 

"We have a lot of injuries, a lot of regular guys out,'' Chynoweth said. "We've tried to stay as positive as we can, going over details and making corrections. It's not a time to blow up and get upset. They're still learning. But we need to figure it out in a hurry.'' 

Olver, one of the Monsters' best players, beat goalie Matt Climie glove-side from the right edge of the slot for his seventh. He converted a feed from left winger Michael Schumacher, who had intercepted a Wolves pass. 

"Schu had a great stick,'' Olver said of the steal. "I waited in the slot for Schu to make the pass. It came, and I shot it home.'' 

Climie, in his previous 11 appearances against the Monsters, was 10-0-0 with a 1.46 goals-against average and .948 save percentage. 

Lake Erie scored twice in a span of 69 seconds early in the first period to take a 2-0 lead. Schumacher's penalty provided the impetus. 

After Schumacher went to the box for holding the stick at 2:41, his teammates stuffed the Chicago power play. As the penalty kill ended, Schumacher zipped ahead and received a pass from Karl Stollery. Schumacher's first shot did not get through but the rebound off a spin did, the puck trickling past Wolves defenseman Evan Oberg and Climie at 4:50. 

The shots were Lake Erie's first and second. 

Schumacher, 20, a 6-5, 210-pounder from Frolunda, Sweden, scored his first goal in eight games with the Monsters. He was recalled from Denver of the CHL on Dec. 9. He spent the previous two seasons with Sault Ste. Marie of the OHL, amassing 46 goals and 54 assists in 130 games. 

"Schumacher's a big body,'' Chynoweth said. "He creates room and has a really good stick.'' 

Monsters left winger Trevor Cheek made it 2-0 when he beat Climie from the right edge of the slot at 5:59. Credit Cam Reid with the assist. 

Lake Erie continued to apply pressure and had several looks at a three-goal cushion, to no avail. Chicago eventually gained traction and scored at 16:41 of the first, right winger Sebastian Wannstrom punching in a rebound from the front. One of the assists when to Christian Hanson, son of Dave, a Hanson brother from "Slap Shot.'' 

In the final seconds of the first, Wolves right winger Mark Mancari skated in alone on goalie Calvin Pickard. Mancari, who owns more than 200 goals in the AHL since debuting in 2005-2006, attempted to go between Pickard's legs. Pickard rejected him. 

"After (the Wolves) kind of took it to us Friday,'' Olver said, "it was nice to come out and body them. We were very physical in the first period.'' 

The Monsters remained in control through the mid-point of the second period. They had pulled ahead, 3-1, at 8:09 on right winger J.T. Wyman's follow. Schumacher earned the assist. 

Chicago erupted for three goals late in the second. Center Keith Aucoin, another Chicago player with a loaded AHL resume, bagged a redirect at 15:46. The Wolves tied it at 18:58 on a goal credited to Oberg and pulled ahead, 4-3, when Aucoin scored at 19:33. 

The Monsters were in trouble until Agozzino went top-shelf for his sixth after Matt Hunwick got the puck to the net. 

"Between the second and third periods, we challenged ourselves to be better in the third,'' Agozzino said. "It took 19 minutes to get the tying goal, but we got it. I was really happy that we stuck with it and kept pushing.'' 

The Wolves finished with a 39-31 advantage in shots. 

The NHL's St. Louis Blues did the Monsters a favor Saturday morning, recalling left winger Sergey Andronov from the Wolves. Andronov had notched a hat trick Friday night.
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Allen Lessels' College Hockey: A Maine focus for Wildcats
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By ALLEN LESSELS

New Hampshire Union Leader 

DURHAM -- The level of urgency spikes up a bit for the University of New Hampshire hockey team in a two-game set against No. 20 Maine this weekend.

The Wildcats are coming off a tough series in which they dropped a pair of 3-1 games to Union, which moved up to No. 4 in the country with the wins. Worse yet, UNH lost two of its key performers for an extended period of time when junior defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk went down with a broken ankle and junior center Grayson Downing suffered a sprained shoulder.

Coach Dick Umile said van Riemsdyk, a first-team All-American last season and playing even better this year, will likely be out six weeks. Downing could be gone for three to four weeks.

Now comes Maine, starting with the annual Whiteout the Whit game at home on tonight at 7:30, followed by a game in Orono on Saturday at 7.

"This is crunch time, especially how the past weekend went and not being able to get a win," said UNH goalie Casey DeSmith, a junior from Rochester. "It stresses the importance of weekends like Maine and Notre Dame that are really huge for us coming up."

After Maine this weekend, Hockey East newcomer Notre Dame will be at the Whittemore Center for games on Jan. 31 and Feb. 1 and Vermont is due in for two more on Feb. 7 and 8.

UNH is competing with all three teams for position nationally with an eye on the NCAA tournament as well as for home ice in the Hockey East tournament.

The Wildcats are 13-12-1 overall and 5-5-0 in Hockey East and have 10 games left, all of them league contests.

They are in sixth place in Hockey East going into the weekend and are a point behind fifth-place UMass-Lowell and two behind fourth-place Maine.

Maine is 11-8-3 overall and 5-3-2 in the league.

The top five teams in Hockey East earn a bye for the first round of the tournament and the top four get home ice for the quarterfinals.

The teams that rank No. 6 through No. 11 will square off in a one-game series in the first round.

"Single elimination," said UNH coach Dick Umile. "You prefer not to be in that. You can run into a hot goalie, home ice."

Teams at Nos. 6-8 will host the first-round games and winners move on to best-of-three quarterfinals hosted by the top four teams.

Senior defenseman and captain Eric Knodel helped the team overcome the loss of van Riemsdyk on Saturday night and Umile is looking for him and others to do it again.

"Eric Knodel's had a fabulous season and I thought on Saturday night that he really stepped it up," Umile said. "He was great."

Van Riemsdyk leads Hockey East defensemen in scoring with four goals and 19 assists for 23 points and will be difficult, at best, to replace.

"He might be the best in the country," Umile said. "The country, let alone Hockey East. He does a lot."

- - - - - - - -

DARTMOUTH COLLEGE will look for a little revenge on Friday night in Troy, N.Y., against Rensselaer.

The Big Green are 3-13-3 overall and are 2-9-1 in the ECAC. They lost at home to RPI, 7-1, on Nov. 2. RPI is 8-10-4 and 3-5-3.

Sophomore James Kruger made 23 saves in his second career start to lead Dartmouth to a 1-1 tie with No. 12-ranked Cornell on Saturday night.

- - - - - -

PLYMOUTH STATE sophomore goalie Gordon Ceasar, who transferred in from Utica and began playing at the start of the second semester, made 25 saves for a 3-0 shutout of UMass-Dartmouth on Saturday. Ceasar has allowed 12 goals in his six games and has a save percentage of .938 to go with his 3-3-0 record.

The Panthers, 7-9-0, play Worcester State at home on Saturday at 6 p.m.

- - - - - - - 

THE ST. ANSELM MEN, 5-7-3, are at Skidmore, 6-7-5, on Friday night and play at Castleton State, 9-8-1, on Saturday at 4 p.m. ... The St. Anselm women, 14-2-0, have a couple of home games with St. Michael's, 1-12-2, on Friday night at 7 followed by a showdown with Norwich, 12-3-0, on Saturday at 3 p.m. ... The New England College men, 11-5-1, are at Castleton on Friday night and at Skidmore on Saturday. ... The UNH women, 9-12-2 overall and 4-5-2 in Hockey East, are at league-leading Boston College on Saturday at 2 p.m. and play the Eagles at home on Sunday, also at 2. BC is 11-1-1 in the league ... The Dartmouth women, 9-12-2 overall and 4-5-2 in the ECAC, play Rensselaer at home on Friday night at 7 and have Union in on Saturday at 4.

alessels@unionleader.com
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Monarchs hope to have it their way with Kings throwback uniforms
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By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

The Manchester Monarchs’ return to home ice this weekend won’t be pretty.

The Monarchs (26-12-6) host Worcester tonight at 7 at Verizon Wireless Arena. On Saturday, Portland comes to visit for a 7 p.m. game on “Los Angeles Kings Night.” Manchester will wear a jersey formerly worn by its NHL affiliate.

And what a jersey it is.

Considered by many fans to be one of the worst NHL sweaters ever and dubbed the “Burger King” jersey for the king’s head on the front bearing a striking resemblance to the fast food king himself, the Monarchs will don the Kings’ third jersey from 1995-96.

Over the summer, the Monarchs asked fans to vote on which former L.A. jersey the team should wear for Kings Night. The choices were the classic gold and purple sweaters with the jewel-adorned crown from the 1970s, the purple-based redesign from the early 2000s ... and “the King.”

Popular hockey blog Puck Daddy on Yahoo.com urged fans to “force” the Monarchs to wear that last option and vote for the king...and people listened. Coming in with 75 percent of the votes, the garish jersey won out easily.“We were overwhelmed with the response the jersey vote received and we owe a lot of thanks to Puck Daddy for helping spread the word about our Kings Night contest, as well as Monarchs hockey across the country,” said Monarchs vice president of public affairs Kim Mueller. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder and the winning jersey may not be attractive to everyone, but it was worn in so few games in Los Angeles that it has become a collector’s item. The Monarchs players are excited to wear them and we’re glad we can provide what has turned into an iconic jersey for fans to add to their collections.”The jerseys will be auctioned off after the game with proceeds going to the Monarchs Care Foundation.Monarchs head coach Mark Morris said he doesn’t care so much about the jersey as he does about the player wearing it.“What is it? Have it your way at Burger King?” Morris joked. “I’m not sure about that selection, but it’s just material. It’s the heart inside the jersey, that’s my only concern.”

The Monarchs are once again dealing with roster shakeups. Veteran defenseman Jeff Schultz and scoring prodigy Tyler Toffoli were called up to L.A. Wednesday while forwards Tanner Pearson and Linden Vey were sent back to Manchester.

Additionally, Cameron Burt and Maxim Kitsyn were assigned to Ontario of the ECHL. And then there was second-leading scorer Brandon Kozun, who was traded to Toronto for Andrew Crescenzi, a 6-foot-5 checking specialist.

“I’m not privy to all the information that came out of that trade but I was of the impression that he was looking for a fresh opportunity after being here four seasons,” Morris said. “He thought a change of scenery would reinvigorate his opportunities to possibly get a look at the NHL level.”

Crescenzi was expected in town today but it was not known if he would be ready to play this weekend or need some practice time to acclimate. It’s not an offense-for-offense swap as Kozun had 10 goals and 19 assists and Crescenzi had one of each.

Coming off a tough road trip to Newfoundland where the Monarchs dropped two of three games against the IceCaps, Manchester had another challenging week with shortened practice time and another crash course in chemistry with new line combinations coming out of all the transactions.

“It’s par for the course,” Morris said. “There’s a lot of moving parts there and we’ll do our best to try and solidify our lineup and get everybody up to speed.”

Following Saturday’s Kings Night festivities, the Monarchs will close the weekend on the road at Worcester Sunday at 3 p.m.

iclark@unionleader.com
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Ian Clark's On Hockey: Kings want 'complete' players
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 Los Angeles Kings coach Darryl Sutter behind the bench during a game in Buffalo. (Kevin Hoffman/USA TODAY) 

WHY does one player become an everyday player in the NHL and another just can't stick? 

For hockey fans, that question can be perplexing. But for Los Angeles Kings head coach Darryl Sutter, who makes those decisions on Manchester Monarchs players all year long, it comes down to being a complete player upon arrival.

"This is different than any other league and the fact that you're not playing 19-to- 20-year olds against 20-year-olds," Sutter said. "I'm playing somebody better than you against (the opposition) because we have a chance of (winning). I'm not watching to see if you're developing. You're not developing during a game."

Sutter doesn't want works in progress. To him, if you're playing, you better be playing the style of hockey that will define your career. 

"I tell them I'm not going to play them eight minutes. They're either going to play and they're going to play the role they're going to eventually play into or they're not going to play," Sutter said. "We're lucky to be able to do that here. Because they're entry level, it's good for them."

Sutter pointed out two current L.A. Kings who have made the transition to full-time NHL players. Dwight King played more than 200 games with Manchester in the AHL. Kyle Clifford played just seven in the playoffs in 2010.

The difference is apparent, Sutter said. 

"Dwight King is a complete player. How long did he play in the American Hockey League? And you look at a guy like Cliffy, who's struggling now. He didn't play enough time in the American Hockey League," Sutter said. "He probably didn't play enough time and now he's in his third year and probably his best year as an NHLer was his first year. Now he's in his third or fourth year and he's kind of reset. It's valuable."

The topic is especially pertinent this season where three players have found themselves in a seemingly constant revolving door of call-ups to L.A. and send-downs to Manchester. 

Those players are Linden Vey and Tanner Pearson (currently with the Kings, but both were healthy scratches Monday against Boston) and Tyler Toffoli, who is back with the Monarchs after sitting in L.A. in recent weeks.

Toffoli made a splash in the NHL playoffs last season, scoring two goals and four assists in 12 postseason games. He has nine goals and eight assists for 17 points in 33 NHL games this year and Sutter made it clear that his demotion was production-based.

Vey has five assists in 14 games with L.A. this year and Pearson has one goal in seven games. All three of them are scoring at higher paces during AHL play, but Sutter doesn't pay attention to that (and was not aware of Toffoli's hat trick in St. John's over the weekend) and says the up-and-down is a good experience in the long run.

"I did that too and I remember going up and down, up and down, up and down until finally I was able to stick," Sutter said. "If they continue to work, they're going to have good careers."

And of course, rookie goalie Martin Jones made sure his NHL introduction was a good one as he played himself right into the backup role in L.A.

Sutter might take the two-week NHL break for the Olympics as an opportunity to see the Monarchs in person to find that next complete player. 

"There's lots of guys down there," Sutter said. "There's a couple other kids that are having pretty good years too."

.

Ian Clark covers pro hockey for the New Hampshire Union Leader and Sunday News. His email is iclark@unionleader.com.

Game preview: IceHogs at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 24, 2014 1:52 p.m.  

Here's a preview of the Rockford and Milwaukee three-game series that begins tonight at 7. The Admirals visit the IceHogs on Saturday and the two teams meet at the BMO Harris Bradley Center at 5 on Sunday.

ROCKFORD (18-19-4-2)

Against Milwaukee: 1-2

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (4 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: 0-2-1-0

Away rank: 23rd (6-11-3-1)

Special teams: PP 10th (18.8%), PK 30th (74.5%)

Scoring leader: Adam Clendening - 32 points in 43 games (5 g 27 a)

Other notes: Rockford has won just six of its 21 road games and is winless in its last six. ... Overall, the IceHogs have just three wins in their last 15 outings.

MILWAUKEE (19-12-5-3)

Against Rockford: 2-0-1-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (11 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 1-0-0-1

Home rank: 11th (12-3-2-0)

Special teams: PP 13th (17.9%), PK 15th (82.5%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 26 points in 39 games (15 g 11 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee beat Rockford, 4-2, in the IceHogs' only trip to the Bradley Center Nov. 1. ... The Admirals are hoping for their first winning streak since beating San Antonio and Rockford Dec. 20-21. ... Milwaukee is 8-2 in its last 10 home games. ... Simon Moser has three goals and four assists in his last eight games. Bryan Rodney has eight assists in his last 11 contests. Joe Piskula has three assists in his last five games. Goalie Marek Mazanek (6-1-1) has given up eight goals in his last three games since being reassigned from Nashville. Before he left, he was 5-0 with 10 goals allowed. ... Taylor Beck, called up by Nashville Tuesday night, was a healthy scratch in the team's victory last night. He leads Milwaukee with 27 points and 16 assists. ... Country star Dierks Bentley performs after the game and a near-sellout crowd is expected.
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Admirals notebook

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 24, 2014 1:50 p.m.  

IN REVIEW


LAST WEEK: Saturday - Lost, 2-1, at Oklahoma City. Sunday - Lost, 5-4 (SO), at Oklahoma City. Tuesday - Won, 3-2, vs. Toronto.


RECORD: 19-12-5-3.


STANDINGS: Tied for second place in the Midwest Division (11 points behind Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Vinny Saponari had three points in the last two games, including an assist on Colton Sissons' game-winning goal. On Sunday, the rookie had a goal and an assist for his third mutli-point game of the season.

STANDOUT STAT

Milwaukee has lost just three times in regulation at home, which is the second fewest in the AHL. But the team has also played the second-fewest home games (17).

COMING UP


Rockford (18-19-4-2), 7 p.m. Friday and Sunday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250); Admirals at IceHogs, 7 p.m. Saturday: The IceHogs rank last in the AHL on the penalty kill (74.5%) and have won just six of their 21 road games. Rockford is also winless in its last six road contests. Overall, Rockford has three wins in its last 15 outings. Milwaukee has two victories and an overtime loss against the IceHogs in three games.

AROUND THE RINK

GOALIE UPDATE: Scott Darling, the reigning goalie of the month, has missed the last four games because of an injury he sustained in practice. And Magnus Hellberg has not played in the last three games after he was hurt near the end of overtime on Thursday.

"Neither one are close," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "They're working out, but as far as being on the ice, they're both a ways away."

MOSER HOT TOO: Taylor Beck, who was recalled by Nashville Wednesday, wasn't the only Admiral piling up stats as of late. Simon Moser has three goals and four assists in his last eight games.

NOT ENTIRELY POWERFUL: Milwaukee did manage three power-play goals Tuesday for the fourth time this season and second time in five games, but the team failed to score on two 5-on-3 man advantages there were each at least 1 minute long.

"It's a disappointing area in our group," Evason said after the game. "It's something we have to address here in the next few days."

Milwaukee's 11 power-plays were also a season high.

HOPE IT HELPS IN LONG RUN: Kevin Henderson was a healthy scratch Tuesday and his coach had a reason for it.

"You get a different perspective - trust me - when you're (in the stands)," Evason said. "It sucks, clearly. Sometimes you get a look and come back fresh." 
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Admirals lose Taylor Beck to Predators

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 22, 2014  

Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said in recent weeks Taylor Beck deserved to be playing for Nashville.

The Predators listened, as the team recalled the Admiral after last night's 3-2 victory over Toronto.

Beck leads Milwaukee with 27 points (11 goals, 16 assists) in 35 games. He has three goals and eight assists in his last nine games and six goals and 13 assists in his last 20.

This is the second recall for Beck, who appeared in two games with Nashville in November.

Last season, Beck made his NHL debut March 19 and remained with the Predators for the rest of the regular season.

Here's the feature story I did on Beck last week.
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Admirals 3, Marlies 2: Salomaki scores two of his team's three PPGs

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 21, 2014  

Milwaukee did two things to Toronto on Tuesday that most teams haven't been able to: score three power-play goals and beat the Marlies when they are on the road.

Miikka Salomaki had two of them and Colton Sissons added the other in a 3-2 victory over Toronto, which entered the game ninth on the penalty kill (84.2%) in the AHL.

More impressive are the North Division-leading Marlies' results on the road. They rank second in the league with 13 wins on the road and were 6-1 in their last seven away from home.

"Toronto is a good team, period," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said.

But Toronto, playing its sixth contest in its seven-game road trip, committed 11 penalties.

"I don't want to get fined, so I'm going to stay off of that," Toronto coach Steve Spott said. "I think when you take 11 minor penalties, usually it has to do with some mental fatigue and it's been a long trip. We didn't give ourselves a chance to be successful when you take that many minor penalties."

Milwaukee finished with a season-high 46 shots - the previous best was 45 on Sunday - to avoid its first four-game winless streak of the year.

Taylor Beck finished with two assists - he has 11 points in his last nine games - and goalie Marek Mazanec rebounded from a two-loss weekend by making 25 saves.

"We said after the game we played hard in this game," Evason said.

The third period began with Milwaukee on a power play, and it needed 25 seconds to capitalize.

Taylor Beck retrieved the puck before it crossed the Toronto blue line and banked it off the wall to Salomaki in the right circle.

Salomaki immediately shot and scored past the stick of goalie Garret Sparks for a 2-1 lead with 19:35 and his first two-goal game of the season.

"When you get a power-play chance, you have to score if you want to win," Salomaki said. "Everyone wants to score, of course, but the most important thing is we won the game."

Milwaukee took a 3-1 lead on Sissons' team-high 15th goal with 14:43 remaining. There was a scramble for the puck after Vinny Saponari's close shot appeared to bounce off a player in front of the net.

"I spun and saw it floating around," Sissons said. "(Austin) Watson was batting at it and then it just landed on my stick, and I just thrashed it in through the goalie's five hole. So a little bit of luck there."

Toronto got its final goal, from Greg McKegg, with 1:31 left and shortly after its goalie was pulled.

Milwaukee led, 1-0, on the first power-play goal by Salomaki with 11:34 to go in the first period.

Beck skated behind the net with the puck and sent it through the slot to Bryan Rodney at the right circle. He quickly sent it to Salomaki in front of the crease for the tap in.

Toronto tied the score at 1-1 with 13:00 left in the second period.

McKegg's shot bounced off Mazanec at the left crease, but he was unable to swat the puck away with his stick before Wade MacLeod slammed home the rebound.
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Game preview: Toronto Marlies at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 21, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Toronto at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

TORONTO (23-11-2-2)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: First in the North

Streak: 5-0-0-1

Away rank: 4th (13-7-1-2)

Special teams: PP 6th (20.9%), PK 9th (84.2%)

Scoring leader: Spencer Abbott - 41 points in 36 games (10 g 31 a)

Other notes: Toronto has won six of its last seven games and the last five contests were on the road. ... Only two teams (Manchester and Abbotsford) have more wins and points on the road than Toronto. The Marlies have not lost in regulation on the road in the last seven games (6-0-0-1) and have just one regulation loss in their last 12 away games (9-1-0-2). ... Abbott and T.J. Brennan (40 points) are the only two Marlies with more than 21 points. Abbott has a six-game point streak. ... Former Admirals' goalie Drew MacIntyre is 18-9-2 with a 2.41 goals-against average.

MILWAUKEE (18-12-5-3)

Against Toronto: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (2 points behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: 0-1-0-2

Home rank: 14th (11-3-2-0)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.4%), PK 15th (82.1%)

Scoring leader: Taylor Beck - 25 points in 34 games (11 g 14 a)

Other notes: The team is hoping to avoid its first four-game winless streak of the season.

Milwaukee is 3-1-1-0 in its last five home games against Toronto. ... Marek Mazanec was reassigned from Nashville last week and the 2-1 loss he suffered Saturday at Oklahoma City was his first start with Milwaukee since Nov. 3. He also lost the following day at the Barons, 5-4, in a shootout. Mazanec got off to a 5-0 start with the Admirals before he was called up. ... Nashville coach Barry Trotz told reporters the Predators will call up a forward before their four-game road trip that begins Thursday, and it will likely be Beck. He has three goals and six assists in his last six games. In the last four games, Filip Forsber has three goals and two assists, and Simon Moser has two goals and three assists. Mark Van Guilder is coming off his second multi-point game of the season. ... Milwaukee's next three games are against Rockford, including home games on Friday and Sunday. The IceHogs host the Admirals on Saturday.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Game preview: Milwaukee Admirals at Oklahoma City Barons

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 18, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Milwaukee at Oklahoma City games at 7 tonight and 4 p.m. Sunday.

OKLAHOMA CITY (14-20-1-5)

Against Milwaukee: 0-2

Standings: Tied for fourth in the West (1 point behind third-place Charlotte)

Streak: L 3

Home rank: 22nd (9-9-1-1)

Special teams: PP 11th (18.6%), PK 26th (78.0%)

Scoring leader: Roman Horak - 23 points in 37 games (9 g 14 a)

Other notes: Utica is the only team in the Western Conference with fewer points than Oklahoma City. ... The team lost to Rochester, 4-3, yesterday. ... The Barons have lost three straight home games; the franchise record is four. ... Oklahoma City has won five of the last seven home games against Milwaukee. ... The Barons allow the most shots per game in the league (33.43). ... Steve Pinizzotto and Jack Combs will make their Oklahoma City debuts today. The two were acquired in trades yesterday.

MILWAUKEE (18-11-5-2)

Against Oklahoma City: 2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (1 point behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: 1-0-0-1

Away rank: 16th (7-8-3-2)

Special teams: PP 14th (18.0%), PK 14th (82.5%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 24 points in 36 games (14 g 10 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee lost a 5-4 shootout at San Antonio on Thursday. The team has lost its last three on the road and has given up at least four goals in all of them. ... Milwaukee beat Oklahoma City by a total score of 9-2 in the first two games. Both were at home. ... Marek Mazanec will start for the Admirals for the first time since Nov. 3 at Iowa. The goalie was 5-0 with the Admirals with a 1.97 goals-against average when he was called up to Nashville. ... Taylor Beck has a four-game point streak (3 g 5 a), as does Anthony Bitetto (0 g 5 a). In Simon Moser's last five games, he has two goals and three assists. Austin Watson has one goal and three assists in his last five. ... Kevin Henderson has a two-game goal streak for the first time this season.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Marek Mazanec sent to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 17, 2014  

Nashville has reassigned goalie Marek Mazanec to Milwaukee after he posted an 8-10-4 record in 25 games with the Predators.

Mazanec was 5-0 with the Admirals with a 1.97 goals-against average when he was called up.
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Admirals sign goalie Hannu Toivonen

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 15, 2014  

Goalie Hannu Toivonen has signed a professional tryout contract with Milwaukee this afternoon.

The move was made because reigning goalie of the month, Scott Darling, suffered an unspecified injury in practice on Tuesday.

Toivonen was a 2002 first-round draft pick by Boston and played in 61 games for the Bruins and St. Louis Blues.

Toivonen returns to the AHL for the first time since going 4-1-0-1 with Rockford in 2010-'11.

Since then, the goalie played in the Swedish and Finnish leagues before joining Toledo this season. He had a 7-8 record for the Walleye.

Meanwhile, Nashville obtained goalie Devan Dubnyk from Edmonton in exchange for Matt Hendricks.
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Admirals 6, Monsters 5: Milwaukee almost blows four-goal lead

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 12, 2014  

Milwaukee scored a season high for goals Sunday, but almost blew a four-goal lead in the final period.

The Admirals also matched a season best with three power-play goals and even scored a short-handed goal, but they also gave up a shorty and allowed Lake Erie to score two power-play goals.

It was one of those crazy games, but fortunately for Milwaukee, it held on for a 6-5 victory over the Monsters in front of 3,588 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"It was a lot of everything," Admirals' coach Dean Evason said. "But all in all, we liked the effort that our hockey club put in. Clearly we didn't think that we should be shorthanded as much as we were in the third period. There were some strange things going on out there. Certainly our power play was good and we did a lot of great things early."

Like score three times in the final 8-plus minutes of the opening period for a 3-0 lead to halt a six-game losing streak to Lake Erie.

Another positive was a four-point game from Filip Forsberg, who was reassigned from Nashville on Friday for the third time this season for playing time.

"It's a great opportunity for me to come here and play a lot," said Forsberg, who has five goals and seven assists in nine games with the Admirals. "I'm just trying to play as good as possible and then we'll see when, hopefully, they'll call me up. Until then, I'm just going to work as hard as I can here to be as prepared as possible."

But it wasn't all positive for Milwaukee, which avenged two losses at Lake Erie last weekend by a total score of 10-3.

The Monsters trailed, 6-2, after a power-play goal by Miikka Salomai with 19 minutes 19 seconds left in the game.

Only three teams in the AHL have fewer points on the road than Lake Erie, but instead of packing it in after playing its third game in three days, the team started a comeback on a goal by Joey Hishon with 18:28 remaining.

Hishon's third goal of the game, this one on the power play, cut the deficit to 6-4 with 3:25 to go.

Milwaukee's lead was down to 6-5 when Matt Hunwick skated past Forsberg in the left circle and scored on a shot from the left goal line that sailed over goalie Scott Darling with 1:20 remaining.

Lake Erie failed to get off another shot, and that was a relief for Darling, who lost both games in Cleveland last weekend after being named goalie of the month in December.

"I didn't play good at all," Darling said. "The boys bailed me out. When they score six goals, there's now way we should ever lose a game. It shouldn't have been that close. I guess I just made it interesting. They played great. The offense was there. Defense was there, too. I just got beat shortside twice and I couldn't make a big save to slow them down. Luckily the guys pulled it out for me."

Milwaukee took its 3-0 lead on power-play goals by Forsberg and Taylor Beck that were sandwiched around Kevin Henderson's goal.

A short-handed goal by Colton Sissons gave Milwaukee a 4-1 lead with 7:38 left in the second.

It became 5-1 with 4:49 remaining when Forsberg added another goal on a quick shot from the slot to the top right corner of the net past goalie Calvin Pickard.

"It's world class, it's NHL caliber and it was in the net in a hurry," Evason said. "He was a difference maker."
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Game preview: Lake Erie Monsters at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 12, 2014  

Here's a preview of the game at 5 tonight between Lake Erie and Milwaukee.

LAKE ERIE (17-15-0-3)

Against Milwaukee: 2-0

Standings: 3rd in the North (7 points behind first-place Toronto)

Streak: L 2

Away rank: 27th (5-9-0-2)

Special teams: PP 6th (19.9%), PK 11th (83.8%)

Scoring leader: Mark Olver - 28 points in 34 games (9 g 19 a)

Other notes: Only three teams in the AHL have fewer points on the road than Lake Erie. The Monsters lost at Rockford, 4-3, on Friday, and 6-1, on Saturday. ... Lake Erie beat Milwaukee, 6-1, and 4-2, last weekend in Cleveland. The second game, on Saturday, featured 124 penalty minutes (the Admirals had 77). ... Lake Erie is 4 for 12 on the power play and 8 for 8 on the penalty kill in the series.

MILWAUKEE (17-11-5-1)

Against Lake Erie: 0-2

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (1 point behind third-place Rockford)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 14th (10-3-2-0)

Special teams: PP 18th (16.8%), PK 12th (83.8%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 23 points in 34 games (13 g 10 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee lost to Chicago, 2-1, on Saturday to fall to 1-3 in its last four games. The Admirals have not lost back-to-back home games in regulation all season. ... Milwaukee has lost the last six game to Lake Erie. Goalie Scott Darling allowed eight goals in the series and no one has more than one point. "Hopefully we're ready for a little redemption and to play better than we did there," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It's a situation for us to have a good rebound not only from (Saturday's) standpoint but from the two games in Lake Erie as well."
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Wolves 2, Admirals 1: Two turnovers prove costly

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 11, 2014  

If only Milwaukee could have the first 71 seconds of the second period back.

That's when two costly turnovers by Bryan Rodney led to both of Chicago's goals, including a short-hander, as the Wolves held on for a 2-1 victory Saturday in front of a season-high 8,343 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"We played a good hockey game," said Milwaukee coach Dean Evason after his team lost at home in regulation for just the third time in 15 games. "I think we'll find that we out-chanced them by a large margin. We've got to take a lot of positives out of this, as frustrating as it is."

Chicago improved to 4-0-0-1 against Milwaukee this season and all five games were decided by one goal. Last year, the Admirals were 10-2 against the Wolves.

Goalie Magnus Hellberg was hoping to win consecutive starts for the first time this season but instead lost his AHL-leading 13th game.

"He was good and sound," Evason said. "He made stops when he had the opportunity to do that. You can't fault him on the two goals. He was kind of hung out to dry. We were happy with his game, for sure."

Chicago won for the eighth time in its last 10 games, and tied the score at 1-1 when Dmitrij Jaskin scored with 19:39 left in the second period.

Rodney lost control of the puck in the left circle of his own zone and Jaskin took advantage by grabbing it for a backhander at the left crease.

"I just mishandled it," Rodney said. "I sort of looked up before I had it, like a receiver looking to run before catching the ball. You make mistakes like that in a tight checking game, sometimes they end up in your net and it cost us tonight."

Milwaukee was then on a power play with the puck in the Chicago zone. But Rodney was unable to control a pass near the blue line and Keith Aucoin chased it down to score from the left side of the ice on another shot that beat Hellberg high to his glove side.

"It was kind of a spinning puck," Rodney said. "I thought Taylor (Beck) was going to whack at it and he missed it. Their guy missed it and then I missed it, so I don't know how all three of us managed to miss swiping that puck."

It was the seventh short-handed goal Milwaukee has given up this season after allowing a total of only five all of last year.

"Some have been very unintelligent, where we're staying in for an offensive chance and not recognizing the situation in the game and getting out," Evason said. "Tonight was not that case. It was just a turnover that ended up in our net. The majority of the goals are given because of our mistakes. Clearly tonight was as well but it wasn't a brain-dead mistake. It was just a bad play."

Milwaukee's second period got even worse when the team failed to score on a four-minute power play that began with 15:29 to go. Beck's shot with 12:08 to go bounced off the pipe.

In the third period, Milwaukee managed just three shots on its two power plays. All-star goalie Jake Allen used a left-toe save to rob Anthony Bitetto with a shot from the right crease with 3:10 to go.

"I'm glad to see it but I've seen it before," Chicago coach John Anderson said. "That's why he's an all-star. He's been playing really solid for us all year."

The Admirals, who managed just one shot in the first 11-plus minutes of the game, took a 1-0 lead on Vinny Saponari's power-play goal with 6:14 left in the opening period.
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Game preview: Chicago Wolves at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 11, 2014  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Iowa and Milwaukee.

CHICAGO (19-13-1-2)

Against Milwaukee: 3-0-0-1

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (10 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: W 2

Away rank: 11th (9-6-1-2)

Special teams: PP 30th (11.6%), PK 8th (84.8%)

Scoring leader: Corey Locke - 25 points in 33 games (6 g 19 a)

Other notes: Chicago has won seven of its last nine games but has just one win in its last five road games. ... The Wolves have allowed three goals in each of their last four games but won three of them. ... This is the fourth time Chicago has visited Milwaukee but first since Nov. 22. ... Mark Mancari has three goals and an assist in the first four games of the series.

MILWAUKEE (17-10-5-1)

Against Chicago: 1-1-2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (1 point behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 13th (10-2-2-0)

Special teams: PP 17th (16.9%), PK 13th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 23 points in 33 games (13 g 10 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee is 6-1 in its last seven home games. ... Magnus Hellberg has appeared in all four games of the Chicago series and has allowed 10 goals. ... Nashville reassigned Filip Forsberg on Friday and Milwaukee sent Josh Shalla to CIncinnati as a result. Forsberg was named most valuable player at the World Junior Championships (Dec. 26-Jan. 5) and has appeared in seven games with the Admirals (three goals, five assists). Shalla has two goals and two assists in 24 games with Milwaukee. ... The Admirals host Lake Erie at 5 p.m. Sunday.
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Get to know: Admirals enforcer Mike Liambas

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 10, 2014  

Ever since Mike Liambas joined Milwaukee midseason last year, the Woodbridge, Ontario, native has been an enforcer who will stick up for teammates and fight anybody, regardless of size. The 5-foot-9, 196-pound, 24-year-old left wing has a team-high 107 penalty minutes this season to go with three assists and one goal in 22 games.

Q. You've been in a fight or two — what's the weirdest thing someone said to start a fight, or during it or after it?

A. When I was back in Bloomington in the IHL, someone asked me if I just came out of prison. Or what penitentiary I just came out of because I had a mohawk and a black eye.

Q. What is the best and worst band of all time?

A. I'm going to go with Justin Bieber as the worst band ever. I don't know if you can call him a band. A little boy band, I guess. I'm going to say Miley Cyrus the best, just because I want to meet her when she comes to town March 9.

Q. Who's your roommate on the road and what's the most annoying thing about him?

A. Mathieu Tousignant. One annoying thing is that you really don't understand what he's talking about because he's talking a million miles a minute in broken English/French — whatever it is. Other than that, he pees about every 10 minutes.

Q. Besides food or water, what's the one thing you could not go a day without?

A. I like my naps. Sometimes I take like four-hour naps.

Q. What scares you the most?

A. When my roommates (Scott Valentine and Colton Sissons) wake up and they're dressed in their matching robes with nothing on underneath. They come sit down on the couch for their morning breakfast. It's a pretty great sight to see.

Q. What is your favorite movie?

A. Probably 'The Shawshank Redemption' for 11 months out of the 12, but as soon as Dec. 1 hits until the 31st, it's got to be 'Elf.' I really like 'Elf.'

Q. Name the song you like the most but are afraid to admit.

A. Probably 'Hit Me Baby One More Time' by Britney Spears.

Q. When was the last time you laughed so hard that your stomach hurt?

A. It was like a Sunday night; the team got home late and we had Monday off. We were out and had a good time. When we got home, Sissons went to go pour a glass of water before bed. And I had just filled up the Brita filter. So when he went to pour it, the lid fell off and water went everywhere. He had to clean it up right before he went to bed.

Q. Favorite or least favorite athlete outside of hockey?

A. My least favorite athlete would have to be Dean Evason (as the Admirals coach walks by). Evason's response: 'I'll play you in any sport you want.'

Q. Name the TV show you always have to watch?

A. I was really into 'Dexter' but that just finished. I still love 'Seinfeld.' It's the best sitcom ever put on TV.

Q. What is the one thing your teammates don't know about you?

A. I've got a pretty big open-book policy. I am what I am. What you see is what you get.
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Admirals notebook: Colton Sissons makes all-star team

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 10, 2014  

IN REVIEW 


LAST WEEK: Friday - Lost, 4-2, at Lake Erie. Saturday - Lost, 6-1, at Lake Erie. Monday - Won, 4-3 (shootout) vs. Iowa.


RECORD: 17-10-5-1.


STANDINGS: Third place in the Midwest Division (one point behind second-place Chicago).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Taylor Beck had a goal and two assists in the three games, and also gave his team a 1-0 lead in the shootout on Monday. He surpassed the 100-career point mark as an Admiral and has three goals and four assists in his last seven games. "He's developing," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "And that's what you're supposed to do in the American Hockey League is develop. And Taylor's developing to be an NHL player, and he's getting close."

STANDOUT STAT

When Milwaukee beat Iowa, it was the first time in 15 games the team allowed at least three goals and won.

COMING UP


Chicago (19-13-1-2), 7 p.m. Saturday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250): The Wolves have won seven of their last nine games, including a 2-1 overtime victory at home against Milwaukee on Dec. 22. Chicago is 3-0-0-1 against the Admirals, including a 2-1 mark at the Bradley Center.

Lake Erie (17-13-0-3), 5 p.m. Sunday at the Bradley Center (AM-1250): The Monsters, who play at Rockford Friday and Saturday, beat Milwaukee twice last weekend by a combined score of 10-3. The 6-1 game Sunday featured 124 penalty minutes.

At San Antonio (13-20-0-3), 7 p.m. Thursday: The Rampage have two wins in its last nine games and only two teams in the league have fewer points. San Antonio is 1-1 against Milwaukee, including a 3-2 shootout victory at home Nov. 10.

AROUND THE RINK

SISSONS NAMED ALL-STAR: Colton Sissons was selected as Milwaukee's only all-star on Thursday, and he became the first Admirals' rookie to be chosen since Linus Klasen in 2011.

The center is tied for second among AHL rookies with 13 goals and he is one of four Milwaukee players to appear in all 33 games.

Sissons, one of just three rookies selected for the team, leads Milwaukee with 23 points, four game-winning goals, 91 shots and four multi-point games.

St. John's is hosting the all-star game Feb. 12.

WELL THAT'S INTERESTING: Sissons was the only player in the AHL to lead his team in goal scoring but not have any on the power play. That ended when the rookie scored a PPG in the second period against Iowa.

TWEET OF THE WEEK: Sissons - "I wonder what the chances of @Pink being a @mkeadmirals fan for the day in Milwaukee. I know you have a few fans in our (locker) room #danceparty.

ALUMNI UPDATE: Defenseman Mattias Ekholm scored his first NHL goal on Tuesday to give him five points in 29 games with Nashville this season. He had 10 goals and 22 assists in 59 games with Milwaukee last year.

AHL NEWS: A total of 149 former and current AHL players will represent their countries in next month's Winter Olympics, including Milwaukee's Simon Moser. ... St. John's had its 91st consecutive regular-season sellout on Monday to break the league record of 90 set by Wilkes Barre/Scranton from 2002-'04. ... Chicago forward Mark Mancari became the 87th player in league history to reach 500 career points on Saturday. Teammate Keith Aucoin moved into sole possession of seventh place on the AHL's all-time scoring list with his 830th career point.
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Filip Forsberg returns to Admirals - again

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 10, 2014  

Forward Filip Forsberg has been reassigned - again - to Milwaukee.

He played four games with the Admirals from Nov. 8-13 (one goal, five assists) and three more from Dec. 20-22 (two goals).

Forsberg was named most valuable player, best forward and a media all-star at the recent World Junior Championships, as he helped Sweden to a silver medal.

He's also appeared in 12 games with Nashville and tallied one goal and four assists.
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Colton Sissons lone Admirals player named all-star

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 9, 2014  

Colton Sissons was just selected as Milwaukee's only all-star, and he became the first Admirals' rookie to be chosen since Linus Klasen in 2011.

The center is 11th among AHL rookies with 23 points and his 13 goals is tied for 15th among all players. He's also one of four Milwaukee players to appear in all 33 games.

St. John's is hosting the all-star game Feb. 12.

Here's the entire roster for the contest.
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Monday leftovers: Taylor Beck continues to shine for Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 7, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-3 shootout victory over Iowa on Monday, including video highlights ...

PICKING UP STEAM: Taylor Beck not only had a goal and an assist to give him 101 career points with Milwaukee, he played on two lines most of the night. He also scored one of his team's two goals in the shootout and has three goals and four assists in his last seven games. Afterward, Milwaukee coach Dean Evason was pleased with Beck's attitude this season after appearing in several games with Nashville toward the end of last season. "He could've come back here and be bitter and negative," Evason said. "He's developing. And that's what you're supposed to do in the American Hockey League is develop. And Taylor's developing to be an NHL player, and he's getting close."

WELL THAT'S INTERESTING: Colton Sissons was the only player in the AHL to lead his team in goal scoring but not have any on the power play. That ended when the rookie scored a PPG in the second period. ... This was the first time in 15 games Milwaukee allowed at least three goals and won. ... Iowa is 0-4 against Milwaukee. The Wild scored a total of only two goals in losing the first three games. ... Milwaukee avoided losing its third straight game in regulation for the first time this season. The Admirals were coming off two losses at Lake Erie by a total score of 10-3. ... The team has won six of its last seven home games. It hosts Chicago on Saturday and the Monsters on Sunday.

SPECIAL AGAINST IOWA: Milwaukee was 2 for 3 on the power play. It was the eighth time the Admirals had at least two PPG in a game, and three of them were against the Wild. The team is also 13 for 13 on the penalty kill in the last three games against Iowa. A key to the victory Monday was keeping Iowa scoreless on its 4-on-3 power play with 4:28 left in overtime. The first line of Mathieu Tousignant, Sissons and Simon Moser was followed by Scott Ford, Mark Van Guilder and Austin Watson.
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Admirals 4, Wild 3: Magnus Hellberg recovers for shootout victory

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 6, 2014  

This year's Magnus Hellberg turned into last season's Magnus Hellberg at just the right time Monday, as the goalie helped Milwaukee to a 4-3 shootout victory over Iowa on Monday in front of 2,466 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

After giving up two goals - a third did not count because of an early whistle - in the third period, Hellberg stopped all six shots in overtime and then four more in the shootout to give the Admirals a 4-0 record against the Wild.

Hellberg was 18-7 in his final 25 games last season but leads the AHL with 12 losses this year. He allowed a total of 10 goals in losing his previous three starts but overcame a shaky third period to win for just the third time in his last 11 decisions.

"That's him," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "That's what we saw last year. We saw him battle, compete and when you lose your confidence a little bit, things don't go your way. It seems like bad things just seem to happen. For him to have a performance like that, for his teammates to see him in that shootout, I think will go a long way."

Taylor Beck surpassed the 100-point total in his career as an Admiral after he finished with a goal and an assist in regulation, and was an easy choice as his team's first shooter in the shootout.

"Oh my gosh, yeah," Evason said. "If Nashville had room, he wouldn't be with us. We really believe that. He is just played so well. Every game he generates offensively and doesn't turn the puck over. He's playing a real sound two-way game."

Beck scored with a low shot past the left foot of Iowa goalie Johan Gustafsson for a 1-0 lead and then Hellberg went to work.

Hellberg made a glove save against Zack Phillips before Tyler Graovac's shot bounced off the goalie's knee. Carson McMillan's shot did the same Hellberg's glove and he used his right skate to block a shot by Kris Foucault.

"I feel comfortable doing shootouts," said Hellberg, who has stopped 17 of the 19 shots he's faced in the shootout. "I've always liked it. ... Obviously I saved my own (expletive) a little bit during the overtime and shootout. I wanted to get the win in regulation but we got the two points and that's what matters."

Milwaukee won the shootout, 2-0, when Vinny Saponari scored with a backhanded flip over Gustafsson in the top of the fifth and sent the crowd back into the frigid weather.

"We were saying we thought we'd maybe have 100 people," Evason said. "It shows a lot about our fan support. It certainly wasn't full, but to have people here says a lot about our fans and the city of Milwaukee."

Iowa held a 1-0 lead after the first period on a goal by Brett Bulmer with 15:58 left.

Austin Watson's power-play goal 1:10 into the second period tied the score at 1-1.

Milwaukee made it 2-1 on another power-play goal by Colton Sissons with 11:37 to go in the second. It was his team-leading 13th goal but first on the power play.

Iowa tied the score at 2-2 on a goal by Kyle Medvec on a shot from the right point that floated over the right shoulder of Hellberg with 18:30 left in the third.

Milwaukee regained the lead on a goal by Beck on a shot from the left crease with 16:10 left, but Iowa tied the score at 3-3 when Chad Rau deflected the puck in from the left side of the net on a shot from Brian Connelly with 8:03 remaining.

Honor for Moser: Rookie forward Simon Moser was named to the Swiss Olympic Hockey team earlier in the day. He helped the team to a silver-medal finish in the World Championships last year.
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Free parking at Admirals' game tonight

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 6, 2014  

While you're complaining how cold it is on the drive to the BMO Harris Bradley Center tonight, at least keep in mind you will not have to pay for parking.

The Admirals, who host Iowa tonight at 7, announced there will be free parking at the Bradley Center parking structure and surface lot. Both are located on the corner of 6th St. and Highland Ave.

The team will also give away free hot chocolate and coffee for all fans as they enter the building, and the ticket window in the inner lobby at the northeast corner of the building will be open for walk-up purchases.

The game was originally scheduled for March 9, but because of a concert had to be moved to tonight. As a result, the team already lowered prices of domestic beer, hot dogs, soda and popcorn to $2.
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Game preview: Iowa Wild at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 6, 2014  

 Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Iowa and Milwaukee.

IOWA (14-14-2-1)

Against Milwaukee: 0-3

Standings: 5th in the Midwest (7 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: 1-0-0-1

Away rank: 21st (7-3-1-1)

Special teams: PP 17th (16.7%), PK 20th (81.0%)

Scoring leader: Erik Haula - 17 points in 24 games (9 g 8 a)

Other notes: This is Iowa's first trip to Milwaukee after the team was outscored by a combined 10-2 in the first three games of the series. Goalie Johan Gustafsson has allowed eight goals in two of the games. ... Iowa has 14 of a possible 18 points in its last nine games.

MILWAUKEE (16-10-5-1)

Against Iowa: 3-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (3 points behind second-place Chicago)

Streak: L 2

Home rank: 17th (9-2-2-0)

Special teams: PP 20th (15.9%), PK 13th (83.0%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 22 points in 32 games (12 g 10 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee begins a three-game homestand after losing both games in Lake Erie over the weekend by a total score of 10-3. It was the first two games for Scott Darling after the rookie was named goalie of the month. He allowed eight goals against the Monsters, which is the same amount he gave up in going 6-1 in December. ... Against Iowa, Darling is 2-0 without a goal allowed. Sissons has two goals and an assist. Anthony Bitetto, Bryan Rodney and Mark Van Guilder each have a goal and two assists. ... Milwaukee has lost three of its last four games and is trying to avoid its first three-game losing streak in regulation. ... The Admirals are 5-1 in their last six home games.

.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2rLuCtLxZ 
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Circumstance, inconsistency hold Smith-Pelly back
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Devante Smith-Pelly will be at Scope on Friday night battling Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the first game of a two-game weekend series. 
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By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© January 24, 2014


NORFOLK

Ask Trent Yawney about Devante Smith-Pelly and you get a list of his attributes as well as a sense of why he's with the Norfolk Admirals instead of in the NHL.

Smith-Pelly "is an NHL player," Norfolk's coach said. "If circumstances were different up there, you wouldn't see him here."

"Circumstances" are Corey Perry, Teemu Selanne and Kyle Palmieri - the top three right wingers with the Anaheim Ducks, the Admirals' parent club. Perry has 27 goals and 55 points. Selanne is a perennial all-star about to play in his sixth Olympics. Palmieri is an enigmatic player with a knack for the net.

Jakob Silfverberg is another "circumstance." He scored in his first four games with the Ducks after coming from Ottawa in a trade for Bobby Ryan.

"Circumstances" include the Ducks leading the NHL with 79 points, winners of 18 of their past 20 games and 20-1-2 at home going into Thursday's game against Los Angeles.

There is no room for a 21-year-old power forward, which is why Smith-Pelly will be at Scope tonight battling Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the first game of a two-game weekend series.

"He's a victim of numbers," agreed Bob Ferguson, Norfolk's assistant general manager. Ferguson scouted Smith-Pelly as a junior player in Mississauga of the Ontario Hockey League, where he was a point-a-game player near his Toronto home.

"I think it's safe to say that there are a lot of teams in the NHL he'd be playing on now," Ferguson said. "But this team won 18 of 20. He's going to have to be patient."

Asking a 21-year-old to be patient is like asking him to give up video games and pizza. That's especially true for a guy who played 49 games for the Ducks as a 19-year-old. Smith-Pelly was the hot story in training camp then - a kid who played too well to send down to play against kids, but who also couldn't be sent to the AHL because of his age.

The AHL will not take 19-year-olds from the junior hockey feeder system.

So Smith-Pelly played in the NHL, scoring seven goals and logging 13 points while averaging 12 minutes of ice time for what was then a bad team.

His age and inexperience allowed the Ducks to send him to Norfolk last season during the NHL lockout. But when it ended, he got only a cursory glance in Anaheim and got sent back with the rap of being inconsistent and out of condition.

A player whose game was still evolving.

"He's a power forward," Ferguson said.

Which means?

"It's being hard to play against, being hard on the puck, going to the net," Smith-Pelly said. "Obviously, most of my goals come from within 5 feet of the net. I think that's where most power forwards score goals."

"He's got to utilize his skills and work on becoming a physical force," Ferguson added. "He's doing a good job here, controlling the tough areas - the corners, along the boards at our end of the ice and the corners at the offensive end, along with playing the net. That's where he's going to get his points, and that's the type of play that's going to keep him in the NHL. That's the game he has to play down here, and he has to be consistent at it."

Most players in the AHL are not in the NHL because they don't score and play defense consistently.

"It's more mental than physical," Smith-Pelly said. "You're not going to feel good every game. The nights you're not feeling good, you still need to get the puck out. You have to push through it. If you have the right mindset, most things will take care of themselves."

It's a mindset he's still working on after the Ducks sent him back down Nov. 27, claiming consistency was still lacking. He had been in the NHL a week. Earlier in the season, it was two weeks. He's one Duck injury from another call-up.

Since those 49 games two seasons ago, he has had five round trips between Anaheim and Norfolk, logging 23 NHL games with one goal and seven assists. Smith-Pelly has had more frequent bus miles than frequent flyer miles in the past two seasons.

"A lot of young players will go up there and have a two- or three-game boost, but then have two or three bad games and play themselves out of the league," Ferguson said. "The biggest thing with Devo right now is his giving us the same type of game night after night. Is he doing it? Yes, a lot more in the last 10-15 games."

Smith-Pelly is a big guy who used to be bigger. He's a 6-footer and last year played at 222 pounds, but faced criticism that his conditioning was up and down.

He's at 215 pounds now.

"I learned last year that there are certain foods that I have to stay away from," he said. "All summer and all through the season, I've been on a strict diet, and I think it's showing on the ice."

He recently came off a five-game goal-scoring streak, the longest of his pro career, though he cautions that "my game doesn't translate easily to the score sheet." Maybe not, but he has 12 goals and 20 points in 28 Admirals games.

"He can score," Yawney said. "I don't think he's going to be looked at as a go-to guy to score goals, but he can definitely complement those guys because of his ability to win battles in the corners, get pucks to the net area and make plays."

So Smith-Pelly plays regular shifts with all sorts of line combinations, and adds power-play and penalty-killing time as well as serving as a sounding board for young players.

"He's one of the guys that we, as a coaching staff, want on the ice in the last minute of a period, last minute of a game," Yawney said. "That's because of his ability to make the right play, make the right read, even without the puck. His hockey sense is really high. It usually takes a while to acquire that and for a young guy to have it already, that's a gift."

It's one that can help him back to the NHL to stay.

"People forget that he's only 21," Yawney said. "You're not the finished product at 21."
“Pink in the Rink” ends with Blacker’s OT goal for Admirals

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© January 19, 2014


NORFOLK

On a Saturday night that ended a week in which he had spoken often and passionately about his mother’s death from breast cancer five years earlier, Jesse Blacker paused and took in the moment in the second period when a fan, Debbie Hodges, was lauded before a full house at Scope for her fight with illness.

“When you see a presentation like that to someone who beat it, that’s awesome,” said Blacker, a defenseman who punctuated the evening by popping a rebound into the net 2:21 into overtime to give the Admirals a 1-0 win over Worcester.

It was “Pink in the Rink” night, Norfolk’s annual pink ice game to benefit breast cancer research, and 8,701 watched more than 62 minutes of scoreless hockey before Blacker ended it. He had shared his mother’s story during the week to promote the game. Blacker has a pink ribbon tattoo on his left calf in her memory.

It matched thousands of pink ribbons worn Saturday at Scope.

But Worcester worked mightily to put a damper on the evening, thwarting the Admirals at every opportunity – including during a 56-second 5-on-3 advantage in the second period.

The power play stretched for the final 4:22 of the second period and the first 42 seconds of the third. Over that time, Norfolk took only two shots and chased the puck into its own end of the ice six times.

Of the 5-on-3 opportunity, “usually, when you don’t score on those, you wind up on the losing end,” Admiral coach Trent Yawney said.

Norfolk got one more try on the power play in overtime, when the Sharks’ Konrad Abeltshauser was called for tripping David Steckel.

Playing 4-on-3, Alex Grant sent a long shot toward Worcester goalie Harri Sateri. Devante Smith-Pelly’s rebound also was sent back, but the puck was left for Blacker, who put it high into the net to give Norfolk a split in the two-game series.

“I actually didn’t know it had gone in until I saw everyone celebrating,” said Blacker. The Admiral power play has scored seven times in their last five games after a 4-for-50 drought.

He has two power play goals and four assists over those five games. Blacker also has three shootout goals in Norfolk’s last six games.

He made sure that the Admirals didn’t need another one Saturday.

That he was able to get that goal was testimony to a complete turnabout in the Admirals’ play since they dropped a 3-2 shootout to Worcester on Friday.

“We were much more focused, much more competitive,” Yawney said. “When we play the right way, we’re usually an in-your-face team.

“I like the way they responded (Saturday). They recognized that it wasn’t their best effort (Friday), but they got a point and had an opportunity to get three out of the four when maybe they could have gone away with zero. Give them full marks for that.”

Meetings Saturday morning with coaches and player leaders drove that scenario home.

“We had to get back to a grinding style of hockey,” Blacker said.

But for 62-plus minutes, it wasn’t clear if that would matter.

They played Worcester head-to-head all over the ice, and Norfolk goalie John Gibson matched Sateri save for save.

Norfolk’s penalty killers thwarted back-to-back two minute assessments in the third period, clearing the puck nine times and not allowing a shot on goal.

Gibson had 20 saves in his third shutout of the season. He will give way to Brad Thiessen today at Charlotte, where Norfolk finishes its three-games-in-three-days weekend.

The win was the Admirals’ eighth in their last 11 games.

Two of the three losses were to Worcester, which had won four games in a row before Saturday.

“I thought the coolest thing about the whole game was Jesse Blacker getting the goal,” Yawney said. “How fitting is that?”
Goalie helps Admirals "steal" a point
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NORFOLK

Another Friday night. Another shootout.

After a rally in which the Admirals tied things with 25.5 seconds to play on David Steckel's goal, Dan DaSilva's success in a shootout gave Worcester a 3-2 win at Scope.

His goal was added to Yanni Gourde's in the shootout. The Admirals' only tally came from Jesse Blacker, his third in as many shootouts this season.

It was the Admirals' sixth Friday night overtime or shootout this season and 14th in 39 games overall.

And it was clear that Norfolk stole a point.

"Our goalie (John Gibson) got us that point," Admirals coach Trent Yawney said. "Our execution was terrible in the passing and receiving department, and I thought our compete level was very low. Only about half of our forwards played (hard) and only a couple of defensemen."

Norfolk chased the game all night. Worcester's Lane Scheidl scored only 1:50 in, the earliest all season that the Sharks have scored. It became 2-0 in the second on Sena Acolatse's goal.

"They played hard. They played way harder than us," said Yawney, who was plainly disappointed in the Admirals. "We were way lucky to get a point out of this.

"We're halfway through the season, and they've got to figure it out. It's not about pretty plays, and toe drags and tic-tac-toe things. It's about winning loose puck battles."

Norfolk didn't win many, and Worcester confounded things by pressing the issue, keeping the puck in the Admirals' end for long periods, exhausting defenders before they could get things going the other way.

"It's hard to score from your own end," Yawney said.

The win was Worcester's fourth in a row, and it broke a three-game Admiral home winning streak.

The two play again tonight.

It could have been much worse Friday. Worcester was playing without captain Rob Davison (flu), with winger Brodie Reid having suffered an injury in the morning skate and with goalie Harri Sateri recovering from his last start, when he gave up eight goals against Providence on Jan. 5.

The Sharks' Daniil Tarasov missed an open net. They were thwarted on a 5-on-3 power play that stretched 1:41 of the opening period. Gibson stopped Tyler Gron on a one-on-one attempt in the second period and Scheidl on an open shot in the third.

But the Admirals' were the more frustrated team.

Sateri was partly responsible, denying

Steve Whitney on an open second-period shot

and Devante Smith-Pelly on what looked like a sure third-period goal.

Shortly after Whitney was thwarted, he tipped in a shot by Alex Grant on a second-period power play to cut the Worcester lead in half.

It seemed to pick the Admirals up, and that effort was rewarded with Steckel's game-tying goal in the waning seconds of regulation.
Admirals coach wants team to be more aggressive
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“You don’t have to put a guy through the glass, but you want to make sure he knows you’re there,” said Norfolk’s Devante Smith-Pelly, left, of the emphasis on tougher play.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>
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NORFOLK

Here's what coach Trent Yawney wants to see tonight when the Norfolk Admirals entertain Worcester to begin the second half of their AHL season:

Norfolk wins the opening faceoff and gets the puck into the Worcester end. The Admirals take a shot. If it doesn't go in, they get the rebound and send in another shot. And another, keeping up the pressure.

Then, when the Sharks get the puck, Norfolk defenders forecheck hard, creating a turnover or at least delaying Worcester from getting the puck into the Norfolk end. Frustration ensues.

When there's a chance to hit a player, the Admirals do it. Even more frustration builds.

Yawney has seen that scenario at times during the first half of a season in which the Admirals have compiled a 20-13-1-4 record. But not enough, and especially not enough at home. Besides that consistency, he wants the team to be tougher.

"You don't have to put a guy through the glass," Norfolk winger Devante Smith-Pelly said, "but you want to make sure he knows you're there."

Said Yawney: "You want to play in-your-face.... You want to be tough to play against."

It's coach-speak that misleads many who believe toughness is demonstrated only when gloves go down and fists go up. For players and coaches, major penalties are the wrong metric.

"You definitely want to stick up for your teammates, but it's not gloves on the ice," defenseman and team captain Garnet Exelby said. "More than half the guys on a team will never be in a pro fight.

"I think being tough to play against involves how quickly a team gets frustrated when they play you. If they don't get any scoring chances... they don't get any goals and that's going to wear on a team. Eventually, they'll get frustrated and they might take some penalties. That's the kind of team we want to be."

Yawney is more of a bottom-line coach than a stats guy. By and large, the only meaningful statistic is the Admirals' record and the fact that they have spent three months inside the playoff ladder. They've won seven of their past nine.

But one number loomed large when Norfolk headed into a three-game trip last weekend:

"Our power play over the last 50 (chances) wasn't good enough," Yawney said. "It was like 4 for 50. And with the talent we have with this group, that's totally unacceptable."

The power-play drought started as early as the home opener. The Admirals scored four times in five man-advantage chances in the first period of a 5-0 win over Binghamton, then went 0 for 7 the rest of the game.

There were more 0 for 7s and a 1 for 10 while Norfolk sought a remedy. Players got shuffled in and out of positions. Yawney frequently refers to a 3-2 loss at Binghamton on New Year's Eve, a game in which the Admirals played well enough to win but went scoreless on 5-on-3 power plays covering 1:48 and 1:12.

A win would have tied them with the Senators for the East Division lead.

"You should score on a 5-on-3," Yawney said, blaming a frequent culprit on both the power play and Norfolk's offense in general: failing to shoot while trying to make the perfect play.

"Sometimes, we're reluctant to throw it into the paint," he explained. "We will try and make a play, hang onto it until the play is there, and in that extra second, everything changes. And after awhile, when you stop shooting the puck, everyone stops going to the net (to rebound a shot).

"Sometimes those bad-angle shots, the ones where you want to hang onto the puck until the last possible second but let it go, those are the ones that create the most havoc in front of the net."

Last Friday, the power-play answer came in Lewiston, Maine, where the Admirals scored three times in four chances in a 5-4 shootout win over Portland. Two of the goals came from Max Friberg, a forward installed that night on the back line with Jesse Blacker on the power play. Blacker had three assists.

By the end of the weekend, the Admirals had five power-play goals in 14 chances in a 5-1 loss at Worcester and 2-1 win at Springfield. Numbers like that make opposing teams wary of the penalty box.

"They deserve a lot of credit for starting to take ownership of it," Yawney said. "There's still a long way to go, and they're not going to score every night, but the power play should, at worst, create some type of momentum for the team."

So, too, should pressure defense and more shots, particularly at home, where the Admirals play five of their next six games and 19 of their next 29 before finishing the regular season with 7 of 9 on the road.

They are 8-7-0-2 at home, and it took them three straight wins to get over .500. In the Eastern Conference, only Syracuse and Hartford have fewer points at home than the Admirals' 18.

Norfolk is 12-6-1-2 (27 points) on the road - better than every team in the East except Manchester.

"We're still a work in progress," said Exelby. "We want to be better than we are, particularly at home. (The upcoming home stretch) will make or break our season, most likely. We should be thankful for that and take advantage of it."
It's not Anaheim, but the ice time is nice for Etem
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Emerson Etem of the Norfolk Admirals and Zach Trotman of the Providence Bruins keep their eyes on the puck during their American Hockey League game at the Norfolk Scope on Friday, Nov. 29, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Anaheim Ducks' Emerson Etem stretches for the puck during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the Carolina Hurricanes in Raleigh, N.C. on Friday, Nov. 15, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Karl B Deblaker | The Associated Press)</span>
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NORFOLK

On Day 1 of Emerson Etem's latest incarnation as a Norfolk Admiral, he said the Anaheim Ducks sent him down to work on defense.

"I was getting a little more lackadaisical on the defensive side of the puck," he admitted. "Maybe that wasn't the only reason, but it was a factor in an accumulation of things."

Fresh on his mind was a night in November in Dallas, when he scored a goal but was victimized by the Stars' Cory Eakin, who skated around Etem and scored to trigger a three-goal, 53-second deluge that beat Anaheim 6-3. On the way back to California, Etem and winger Devante Smith-Pelly were told they were to catch another plane a few hours later to Norfolk.

Etem played two games for the Admirals, then was summoned back to Anaheim, where he played two more games before coming back to Norfolk on Dec. 10.

"I was there late," Etem said of the play against Eakin. "So I was sent down to patch a couple of things up on the defensive side."

Bob Ferguson has a different version of the story.

"He was not assigned here for defense," insisted Ferguson, the Admirals' assistant general manager and chief liaison with the Ducks. "He was assigned here to play the minutes and in situations he needs to play in to become a more-complete player. Part of that package is learning to become more accountable, to be a better defensive player."

The offense is there, at least in the AHL. Etem has eight goals and 20 assists, with points in 11 of his 12 games for the Admirals going into this weekend's home series against Bridgeport that begins tonight.

Those numbers were good enough for the AHL to name him Thursday as the league's Player of the Month for December.

The numbers also are a far cry from his six goals and four assists in 26 games with the Ducks this season, but his 20-plus minutes a game of ice time he is getting with Norfolk dwarf the 8-10 minutes on Anaheim's fourth line. Plus, while the Ducks didn't employ him on their power play, he is handling that duty in Norfolk.

"You can't put a price on time in the NHL, whether it's one shift or two minutes or 20 minutes," Ferguson said. "But there's value in playing in all situations, in key situations: last minute of the period, last minute of the game, playing to defend a lead... All of that is part of the learning experience."

It's experience that a 21-year-old can't get in the NHL, where teams have veterans to handle that sort of thing.

"You look at a guy in Anaheim like Ryan Getzlaf," Etem said. "He's so consistent, night in and night out. He puts it on the line, not only defensively but you can count on him to score, and people look at him as a goal scorer. That's what I bring here (in Norfolk), and that's what I want to bring there."

Getzlaf has 20 goals and leads the Ducks with 47 points. He's also plus-18, meaning he has been on the ice 18 more times when Anaheim scores than when it's scored against - a sign of defensive prowess.

Word came down from Anaheim to Admirals coach Trent Yawney about what he was getting when Etem came back.

"Communications with those guys... were that he had some things that had crept into his game that weren't there at the time of his recall," Yawney said.

That came last season after only 45 games with the Admirals.

"We forget that he's such a young player," Yawney said. "With young players, it's all about getting better, and you've got to make some mistakes to get better. I don't think he was playing as terribly up there as maybe he thinks he was playing. It's just that consistency keeps you at that level. We don't want our young guys getting bad habits and then trying to break them three years down the road."

There were mistakes before he got to the Admirals the first time, last season after leading all of major junior hockey in 2011-12 with 61 goals playing for Medicine Hat of the Western Hockey League. The numbers showed the potential that led Anaheim to choose him in the first round of the 2010 draft.

But they are numbers that can hide weaknesses.

"All of these players were the top players on their teams at lower levels," Ferguson said. "If they were one of the top players, they could get away with some things defensively. They weren't held accountable for surrendering scoring chances, so they developed some bad habits. It's not that they aren't capable."

The job of the Admirals coaches is bringing out that capability and making sure that it's consistent.

"Defense is work ethic and hockey sense," Ferguson said. "Goal scoring goes into a slump, but defensive hockey can never go into a slump because that's work ethic."

In Etem's case, that shows at both ends. While killing a penalty at Binghamton on Tuesday, he gathered a puck and raced to the other end to score 1 of 2 shorthanded goals the Admirals had.

"The more defense I play, the better defense I play, the more often it turns into a transition game where I can use my speed," Etem said. "From defense comes offense."

Added Yawney: "Always has. Always will."
Oklahoma City Barons to face Charlotte Checkers on Thursday and Friday

The West division rival Checkers have dominated the series, winning all four games, all four of which were played in Oklahoma City.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 22, 2014  

Barons at Charlotte

When: 6 p.m. Thursday, 6 p.m. Friday

Where: Time Warner Cable Arena

Radio: KXXY-FM 96.1, Jim Byers play-by-play.

Scouting report: The West division rival Checkers have dominated the series, winning all four games, all four of which were played in Oklahoma City. Three games, though, have been decided by one goal — 3-2, 3-2 and 2-1. ... Coming off a season-long seven-game homestand in which they went 4-3, the Barons will play nine of the next 12 games on the road. ... The Barons are led by team captain Anton Lander (24 points in 25 games). ... Roman Horak, obtained in an early-season trade, has 23 points. ... OKC's Taylor Fedun is one of the top scoring defensemen (22 points) in the AHL. ... Goaltender Richard Bachman is coming off back-to-back wins over Milwaukee. Bachman is 0-3 against Charlotte despite a solid 2.16 goals against average and .929 saves percentage. ... Charlotte, the Carolina Hurricanes' affiliate, is in 10th in the Western Conference, one standings point in front of the Barons. ... The Checkers are led by Aaron Palushaj (36 points in 39 games). Palushaj has scored five goals in four games versus OKC. ... With 28 points each Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry are among the AHL's top 40 scorers. Charlotte's top goalie is John Muse (14-8-5, 2.46 GAA, .919 saves percentage).
OKC Barons: Barons win a shootout, sweep Milwaukee

Oklahoma City won its first shootout in six tries this season. Goaltender Richard Bachman comes up big.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 19, 2014  

The Barons finally won a shootout.

In an American Hockey League game the Barons felt they should have won in regulation, Oklahoma City ended a season-long shootout slump by posting a 5-4 win over the Milwaukee Admirals on Sunday afternoon at the Cox Convention Center.

In five previous shootouts, all losses, the Barons were a league-worst 2-of-22 on shootout attempts. Opponents were 11-of-23.

In Sunday's win, OKC scored three shootout goals. Barons goaltender Richard Bachman stopped four of Milwaukee's six shots.

“We were due to win one,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “Maybe it was a blessing in disguise. Tonight, we got some bounces to go our way like our fourth goal. But we've had plenty of those go against us. You hope all these things even out throughout the course of a season.”

Ryan Hamilton and Jack Combs gave the Barons a two-goal advantage in the shootout, but Milwaukee's second and fifth shooters tied it.

When the shootout went in “sudden death,” C.J. Stretch scored for OKC. Bachman secured the win when Milikka Salomaki's shot went wide.

Milwaukee (18-12-8) outshot the Barons 45-25. But the Barons (16-20-6) were in position to win in regulation, leading 4-2 with five minutes left. The Admirals scored twice late, including the tying goal on Simon Moser's shot off a draw with 2.6 seconds remaining.

“We certainly make games exciting,” Stretch said. “Bachs stood on his head for us. We just need to score some goals for him and not take bad penalties.”

Obtained in a trade Friday with the Florida Panthers/San Antonio Rampage, Combs scored midway through the second period when he stuffed home a rebound. Matthew Ford used some fancy moves to fire a laser to give OKC a 3-1 lead with 13:05 remaining.

After Milwaukee scored with 7:30 left, the Barons went back up 4-2 on a fluke goal. Taylor Fedun was credited his sixth goal when his slap shot on a power play was blocked to center ice but deflected into the net off Milwaukee defender Mark Van Guilder's leg.

Fedun's goal was needed since Milwaukee scored twice the final five minutes.

“I've only been here two games, but I like what I've seen,” said Combs, who had 82 points during the 2010-11 season for the Tulsa Oilers of the Central Hockey League. “This team competes hard, and they have great goaltending. I think this team has the recipe to make a successful playoff run.”

Nelson said a seven-game homestand might be pivotal if the Barons are to make the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season. As it turned out, seven home games over a 16-day span didn't significantly alter the Barons' playoff prognosis.

Going 4-3 on the homestand, the Barons are within striking range. But they've dug themselves a hole with three months left in the regular season. Oklahoma City is in 11th. The top eight make the playoffs.

The Barons are four points behind Rockford and Hamilton, currently tied for the final two playoff spots. One variable that makes a playoff run more challenging is OKC has only 34 games remaining, less than any team in the league.

“We've had almost 50 players come through here, including eight goalies,” Nelson said. “This looks like it will pretty much be our team the rest of the year.

“This is a different group than we had on that Midwest swing in December. I like the makeup of this team. Now we need to go on the road and win some games.”
OKC Barons notebook: Goaltender Richard Bachman starts all three weekend games

The former Dallas Stars goaltender recorded 98 saves in three games, including 73 over two games vs. Milwaukee.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 19, 2014  

Barons goaltender Richard Bachman started Friday, Saturday and Sunday, which is hockey's version of a triple-header. A 26-year-old veteran with 35 games NHL experience, Bachman recorded 98 saves in the three games, including 32 and 41 in wins over Milwaukee Saturday and Sunday.

“Because we played three games in three nights, Milwaukee was the fresher team,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “Our guys hung in there, and Bachman played well. Needing solid (goaltending) is a given on any team but especially with our team.”

PENALTY KILL UNIT SHINES

Milwaukee is in the top half of the American Hockey League in power play percentage (18.0), but the Admirals were only 1-for-12 in the two games, including 1-for-8 in Sunday's game. In the two games, the Barons killed off three 5-on-3 situations.

“We were very good, and we had to be against these guys,” Nelson said. “We took a lot of unnecessary penalties today. Those things happen. Bachs was really good. We need that unit to keep moving in the right direction and generate something on our power play. It's basically all special teams these days.”

ATTENDANCE UPDATE

Bolstered by Saturday's crowd of 6,196 — the second largest this season — the Barons are averaging around 3,300 fans a game, which ranks 26th in the 30-team American Hockey League. Last season, the Barons finished 30th, averaging 3,527 a game.

Barons crowds traditionally are larger after the holidays and football season. The past nine games, dating back to Dec. 21, the Barons are averaging close to 3,700. With more group sales the final three months, the Barons could climb as high as 21st in the AHL attendance charts.

HIT THE ROAD

The Barons play a two-game series Wednesday and Thursday at West Division rival Charlotte. The Checkers lead the season series 4-0, all four games held in Oklahoma City. Charlotte opened the season with wins Oct. 4-5 at the Cox Convention Center and won another two-game series earlier this month.

The Barons will host Toronto on Jan. 30, followed by a four-game road trip to Texas and Charlotte. OKC (5-11-4 on the road this season) will play nine of its next dozen games on the road.
Oklahoma City Barons: OKC uses two early goals to get past Milwaukee Admirals

The Barons have surrendered 135 goals this season, the second most in the 30-team American Hockey League. But in Saturday's win, the Barons never trailed.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 18, 2014  

Looking like the team that made a run to the Western Conference finals the past two years, the Oklahoma City Barons scored two early goals and played solid defense to post a 2-1 win over the Milwaukee Admirals on Saturday night in front of 6,196 fans at the Cox Convention Center.

The Barons have surrendered 135 goals this season, the second most in the 30-team American Hockey League. But in Saturday's win, the Barons never trailed.

“I'd always prefer to have more than a one-goal lead but it did maybe have the flavor from two years ago,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We played pretty good defensively and (Richard) Bachman was excellent in net. It was a solid win.”

After killing off a five-on-three penalty midway through the first period, Will Acton and Brad Hunt scored goals late in the opening period to give the Barons a 2-0 lead.

“We've been coming from behind so often it was great having the lead,” Hunt said. “Knowing we don't have to play in desperation mode late we can just play our game.”

The two early goals were enough for Bachman, who recorded 32 saves for his seventh win of the season.

Bachman's highlight saves were stopping a rebound with his glove near the goal line early in the third period and a key stop late in the game that preserved the 2-1 lead.

“He had four or five quality saves that were outstanding,” Nelson said. “The save he made in the second period was exceptional when they were trying to jam the puck in. That save he made late in the third when the net came off (the posts) was the game in a nutshell.”

Milwaukee cut the lead to 2-1 on Michael Liambas' goal late in the second period, but it was the only goal against Bachman.

“It's nice having the lead going into the third period,” Bachman said. “It allows us to be a little more defensive-minded. We're not chasing the game. You force them to make plays they normally wouldn't have to make.

“We took away the middle and got pucks deep. It was a good third period, a good learning game how to play with the lead.”

Milwaukee outshot the Barons 33-25, including 9-4 in the final period, but Bachman and the defense prevented the Admirals from registering the tying goal.

“It forces them to play a different game because they're playing catch-up mode,” Hunt said. “When you have the lead that's when the other team has to do things outside their comfort zone. We need to keep coming out strong like that. Scoring the first goal is huge.”

The win ended a season-worst, three-game home losing streak. The Barons close out a seven-game homestand at 4 p.m. Sunday against Milwaukee.

“It's starting to come around,” Hunt said. “You can see it. The younger guys are coming around. We're gaining more and more confidence which is awesome.”
OKC Barons notebook: Steve Pinizzotto makes a big impact

 By Michael Baldwin  Modified: January 18, 2014 at 10:58 pm •  Published: January 18, 2014  

Acquired in a trade Friday from the Florida Panthers organization, 29-year-old veteran forward Steve Pinizzotto is known for his physical play. Pinizzotto didn't score in his Barons debut Saturday night, but was named the No. 3 star in Oklahoma City's 2-1 win over Milwaukee.

“I'm big on finishing my checks,” said Pinizzotto, who came over from the San Antonio Rampage. “I play an aggressive style. That's what I like to do; try to get the entire team involved. It's exciting for the fans, too.”

NELSON BOBBLEHEAD DOLL

The first 2,000 fans at Saturday's game received a bobblehead of coach Todd Nelson, the first and only coach in the Barons four-year history.

“They did a really good job,” Nelson said. “Give the people who made them credit. They made me look more attractive. It turned out well.”

Did Nelson, from Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, think he'd ever have a bobblehead doll?

“No, I never dreamed of something like that,” Nelson said. “The fans seem to enjoy it. That's the main thing.”

PENALTY KILL A BIG LIFT

After surrendering two power-play goals during a five-on-three situation in a 4-3 loss to Rochester Friday night, the Barons killed off a five-on-three penalty midway through the first period Saturday. The Barons scored two goals later in the period to lead 2-0.

“After we got that kill, it lifted our bench,” Nelson said. “It's amazing what things like that can do for a team. Then when we scored a couple of goals, it gave us more confidence.”

INSURANCE GOAL NOT NEEDED

After Milwaukee pulled its goaltender for an extra skater, Will Acton missed an opportunity to clinch the win, missing an open net from 40 feet with just under a minute left.

“I nearly had a heart attack because of the way things have been going — bad karma,” Nelson said. “I was really proud of the guys the way they worked so hard for 60 minutes against a very good hockey team.”

OIL SPILLS

The Barons close out a seven-game homestand hosting Milwaukee Sunday afternoon at 4 p.m. Fans can skate with Barons players and coaches after the game. ... Saturday's crowd of 6,196 was the second largest this season behind the Nov. 12 kids field trip matinee (6,771).
OKC Barons: Rochester comes back to win, takes advantage of Barons penalties

Oklahoma City continues homestand at 7 p.m. Saturday against Milwaukee Admirals at Cox Center

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 17, 2014  

Having two players in the penalty box late in a tie game leaves no margin for error.

The Rochester Americans scored two power-play goals the final six minutes to notch a 4-3 win over the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

With 71/2 minutes remaining, Tyler Pitlick was whistled for a four-minute, double-minor for high-sticking. Less than a minute later, teammate Matthew Ford was called for goaltender interference while attempting to score a short-handed goal.

“This was a tough one for us,” said Barons center Will Acton. “(Ford) was on a breakaway to where it looked like we might take the lead. A couple of seconds later, we're down five-on-three. It was a tough call that put us in a real tough spot.

“We tried to hold them off for as long as we could, but they ended up getting two goals out of it. That was the game.”

With just five seconds left on Pitlick's first penalty, Jamie Tradit scored with 5:36 remaining to give the Americans a 3-2 lead. Only 12 seconds remained on Pitlick's second penalty when Colton Gillies pushed Rochester's lead to 4-2.

The insurance goal proved to be the difference when Pitlick scored with 1:45 remaining.

“It was a long-five-on-three,” Barons coach Todd Nelson said after his club fell to 14-20-6. “They capitalized and we had to scramble to try and make a game of it. Penalties cost us.”

Nelson said Ford's penalty was the correct call.

“It was a penalty,” Nelson said. “He was going hard to the net. He fanned on the puck. I think he tried to pull up and stop, but his momentum kept going.”

Losing three consecutive home games for the first time all season, the Barons owned 1-0 and 2-1 leads on goals by Roman Horak and team captain Anton Lander. Defenseman Taylor Fedun had an assist on both goals.

“That's a game we have to get,” Nelson said. “We had chances to score goals to put us back in the lead. It's frustrating because that's a game we should have won. Now we have to wipe it clean and get ready for Saturday's game.”

The Barons close out a seven-game homestand with games Saturday night and Sunday afternoon against the Milwaukee Admirals.

“Milwaukee is a team that doesn't make many mistakes and plays extremely hard,” Nelson said. “We'll have to put on our work boots for 60 minutes if we want to beat them.”
OKC Barons notebook: Barons trade forwards Ryan Martindale, Derek Nesbitt to San Antonio

Oklahoma City gets Jack Combs, Steve Pinizzotto in return. Both expected to play at 7 p.m. Saturday, when the Barons host the Milwaukee Admirals at the Cox Center.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 17, 2014  

The Barons on Friday obtained Jack Combs and Steve Pinizzotto in separate trades with the Florida Panthers organization, sending center Ryan Martindale and left winger Derek Nesbitt to the San Antonio Rampage.

Combs and Pinizzotto were not in uniform during the Barons' 4-3 loss to Rochester on Friday night but are expected to make their Barons debuts 7 p.m. Saturday against Milwaukee.

Pinizzotto, a 29-year-old veteran, has scored 117 points in 254 career American Hockey League games. Combs, 25, has scored 66 points, including 33 goals, in 143 AHL games.

“Pinizzotto plays a very abrasive style,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He always finishes his checks. He'll definitely make our team tougher to play against, and he can chip in goals here and there. He also won (AHL) championships in Hershey.

“Combs can put up numbers at the lower levels. He just needs a fresh opportunity because he can produce points. He finds ways to get it done. He should help us offensively.”

HOMESTAND CONTINUES

The Barons close out a seven-game homestand by hosting the Milwaukee Admirals Saturday night and Sunday afternoon. Fifth in the Western Conference, Milwaukee is the Triple-A affiliate of the Nashville Predators.

The Admirals have three players that have scored 24 points — 20-year-old rookie center Colton Sissons and AHL veterans Taylor Beck and Anthony Bitetio.

OIL SPILLS ...

The Barons have allowed 1,471 shots this season, the most in the AHL but they've outshot their opponent in eight of the last nine games. ... Rochester defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen, who had an assist on the Americans' last goal, scored the overtime game-winning goal for Finland earlier this month the gold-medal game against Sweden at the Under-20 world junior championships. ... The Barons Drive Away Every Saturday prize is a 2014 Jeep Cherokee Sport that one fan will win.
OKC Barons: 'Juice boy' competition adds some fun to Barons practices

Similar to a free-throw shooting contest between players in basketball, hockey has a version called “juice boy,” a tradition that dates back several decades.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 16, 2014  

photo - &quot;Juice Boy&quot; for the day, Tyler Pitlick, right, pushes the juice cart through the locker room and serves post-practice beverages to teammates, from left, Roman Horak, Derek Nesbitt and Matt Ford. At the end of practices, many minor league hockey teams stand in a long line and each take a turn trying to get a shot past the goalie. Whoever is last remaining has to go get juice and serve it to his teammates after practice. This tradition is known as &quot;Juice Boy.&quot; Photo by Jim Beckel, The Oklahoman 

"Juice Boy" for the day, Tyler Pitlick, right, pushes the juice cart through the locker room and serves post-practice beverages to teammates, from left, Roman Horak, Derek Nesbitt and Matt Ford. At the end of practices, many minor league hockey teams stand in a long line and each take a turn trying to get a shot past the goalie. Whoever is last remaining has to go get juice and serve it to his teammates after practice. This tradition is known as "Juice Boy." Photo by Jim Beckel, The Oklahoman

Tyler Pitlick rolled a cart through the Barons locker room after Wednesday's practice. He stopped at each locker to offer teammates a cup of Gatorade.

Pitlick was that day's “juice boy.”

Similar to a free-throw shooting contest between players in basketball, hockey has a version called “juice boy,” a tradition that dates back several decades.

In hockey's version, each player attempts to score from the hash marks in front of the crease. If the shot is blocked by the goaltender, the skater gets a second chance. Fail to score and you return to a group of players who haven't scored. The competition continues until only one player hasn't scored.

“Juice boy tradition is you usually have a pretty good game the next game,” said Pitlick, the Barons' third-year forward.

The next game is 7 p.m. Friday, when the Barons host Rochester, the first game of a weekend triple-header. Oklahoma City hosts Milwaukee at 7 p.m. Saturday and 4 p.m. Sunday at the Cox Convention Center.

Wednesday's practice wasn't the first time this season Pitlick lost the juice boy competition.

“It can be stressful when you're one of the last guys out there. That's pretty nerve wracking,” said defenseman Taylor Fedun. “I've been juice boy before. But no way did I want to lose ‘mustache boy.' I don't look good wearing a mustache.”

“Mustache boy” is held two or three times a season. That day's juice boy loser is required to grow a mustache the entire month. Earlier this season, Barons players concocted “magazine boy.” That day's loser was required to purchase new magazines for all the locker-room toilet stalls.

Another variation is teammates drop their sticks on the ice. Under those rules, the losing shooter is required to return all sticks to the locker room.

Barons assistant coach Gerry Fleming a decade ago was head coach of the Florida Everblades in the ECHL. The Everblades' juice boy penance was the player was required to practice in a beat-up, pink helmet with a plastic Gatorade cup taped to the top and the words “free agent” written on the side.

“We did it during the playoffs to ease the tension,” Fleming said. “They had to wear that pink helmet at every practice until he was no longer juice boy. It was comical. We actually went to the finals that year.”

Juice boy is more common in the minor leagues, college and junior ranks. The Barons hold juice boy around 25 times a season. It's common for teammates to root against the top scorers.

At a Barons practice last season, Edmonton Oilers star Jordan Eberle was one of two juice boy skaters remaining. Teammates were hoping Eberle, an NHL All-Star who was playing for Oklahoma City during the lockout, would be juice boy.

“You always have horses you want to lose,” said defenseman Brad Hunt. “(Matthew) Ford said I'm his horse. He's always rooting against me. I'd never really done this before. It's awesome. It's fun, a competitive element.”

Barons coach Todd Nelson first experienced juice boy 20 years ago, when he was playing for Grand Rapids. Nelson said variations included shooting the puck from center ice at an angled goal nearly 100 feet away.

“We had to hit nothing but net,” Nelson said. “It couldn't hit a post or the crossbar. It couldn't skip. But if you hit nothing but net you were safe.”

One variation to that contest was a player was rewarded for hitting the crossbar. Under those rules, the player that dinged the crossbar threw a “safe” teammate back into the competition.

“It was sort of like dodge ball,” Nelson said. “That made it a lot more interesting.”

Goaltenders are neutral. But the Barons' Richard Bachman, who has played in 35 NHL games the past four seasons, confessed it's common to ratchet it up for the top forwards.

“You probably bear down a little more,” Bachman said. “Everyone wants to see those guys serve the juice.”

There are benefits. For a goalie, it's an extended version of a shootout.

“It's like facing 50 breakaways,” Bachman said. “You might try something you'd never try in a game.”

The competition rewards players for putting the puck in the net.

“These days, 90 percent of the goals scored are within 10 feet,” Nelson said. “It forces players to find ways to score in close.”

Pitlick also lost a juice boy competition in Chicago during a December road trip. The interesting variable that day was Colton Nelson, Todd Nelson's 17-year-old son, participated.

It appeared Colton Nelson, who plays junior hockey in the area, would be juice boy when Pitlick scored. The competition didn't end, however. That frigid day in Chicago, there was another wrinkle.

“We had the no-celies rule that day,” said assistant coach Rocky Thompson. “Pitter scored, but he celebrated. Because he celebrated he had to rejoin the competition. They ended up shooting around 40 times each. It ended with Pitter being juice boy. The guys loved it.”

Pitlick, who was Edmonton's second-round pick in 2010, made his NHL debut earlier this season. He played three games with the Oilers but has spent the bulk of the past two seasons with Oklahoma City.

“With you guys (the media) watching, I think a couple of guys cheated today,” Pitlick said. “They missed but skated to the other end. Some of them make up rules as they go along. But it's all good. Like I said, juice boy often has a good next game. Besides, it's all in fun.”
Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Rookie Martin Gernat scores Barons' only goal in loss

Rookie defenseman Martin Gernat scored the Barons only goal Saturday night in a 2-1 loss to Charlotte. Gernat has three goals in 27 games with Oklahoma City, all on the current seven-game homestand.
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Rookie defenseman Martin Gernat scored the Barons only goal Saturday night in a 2-1 loss to Charlotte. Gernat has three goals in 27 games with Oklahoma City, all on the current seven-game homestand.

“We're starting to see the offensive side to him,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “With these young guys it's always a work in progress. They have to learn all the things about going through their first pro season and try to develop some consistency.”

WINTERFEST UNDERWAY

After Saturday's game the Barons kicked off their inaugural WinterFest downtown at the Myriad Gardens, a 24-hour skating festival at the Devon skating rink.

Notable Barons appearances include: Tyler Pitlick (6-7 a.m.); C.J. Stretch (7-8 a.m.); Richard Bachman (9-10 a.m.); Matthew Ford (9-10 a.m.); Taylor Fedun (11 a.m.-noon); Derek Nesbitt (noon-1 p.m.) and Brad Hunt (4-5 p.m.); former OKC Blazers players autograph session (4-5 p.m.)

Demonstrations include: OKC figure skating club (1-2 p.m.); Oklahoma curling club (3-3:30 p.m.); sled hockey, similar to wheelchair basketball (3:30-4:30 p.m.).

Admission is free. Skate rentals are available for $7. WinterFest will end around 7 p.m. on Sunday.

UP NEXT

The Barons are in the middle of a seven-game homestand that concludes with a “triple-header” Friday, Saturday and Sunday at the Cox Convention Center. The Barons host Rochester on Friday night and Milwaukee Saturday night and Sunday afternoon.

OIL SPILLS

Defenseman Taylor Fedun has a plus-8 rating for the season, tops on the roster. ... After suffering injuries early in Friday's game, Curtis Hamilton (knee) and Andrew Miller (broken hand) were scratched for Saturday's game. ... Mark McIntosh won a 2013 Chrysler 200 as part of the Barons “Drive Away Every Saturday” promotion
OKC Barons: Philippe Cornet scores game-winner to beat his former team
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Philippe Cornet scored 50 goals his three seasons with the Oklahoma City Barons.

On Saturday night, Cornet, now playing for Charlotte, scored the game-winning goal with 1:36 remaining as the Checkers rallied past the Barons 2-1 at the Cox Convention Center.

A 23-year-old left winger, Cornet was an American Hockey League All-Star with the Barons, helping Oklahoma City reach the Western Conference finals the past two seasons. The Edmonton Oilers, though, didn't re-sign the Val-Senneville, Quebec, product.

“Everyone in Oklahoma City was good to me. I still keep in touch with a lot of the players and coaches,” Cornet said. “It's always special when you score a goal late to win a game, but it was a little strange.”

Cornet signed with San Antonio in the offseason. Squeezed in a numbers game, not getting much ice time, the Rampage traded Cornet to Charlotte.

“My entire career has kind of been a roller coaster,” Cornet said. “I'm grateful I got a shot with Charlotte, a great team, a great organization.”

Cornet has scored 20 regular-season goals at the Cox Center, 23 including the playoffs. But Saturday's goal was his first against the Barons.

“Phil was a big part of this organization the first three years,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “It is kind of weird when a guy you had scores a game-winner on you. But Phil is that kind of player. He placed that shot really well on (goalie) Richard (Bachman).”

The Barons led 1-0 on rookie defenseman Martin Gernat's third goal of the season, all coming the past week. Charlotte tied it on a power-play goal late in the second period.

Both teams had some good scoring chances in the third period. Cornet produced the game-winner on a two-on-one play on a pass from Aaron Palushaj, who was in the NHL with the Carolina Hurricanes earlier in the week.

“It's a game that could have gone either way,” Nelson said. “I thought we played much better for 60 minutes tonight. We had our scoring chances. Their goalie (John Muse) made some big saves. We had some chances to bury the puck but he either made the save or it was to the side of the net.”

Suffering back-to-back losses to Charlotte after winning the first three games of a seven-game homestand, Oklahoma City outshot the Checkers 37-33. The Barons also had a power-play opportunity with less than six minutes to play.

“This was a big weekend for us and we came up really short,” said Barons captain Anton Lander. “We have to play a little bit smarter there at the end. You can't give up two-on-ones. We also had a great chance on the power play. That's where me and others on the power play have to step up.

“Phil is a great guy, a great hockey player. He's always been good around the net, scoring big points. That's how it is in hockey. It's a business. Players come and go. Unfortunately for us Phil finished off the game.”
OKC Barons: Charlotte uses big first period to cruise past Barons

Oklahoma City and Charlotte will wrap up the two-game series at 7 p.m. Saturday at Cox Center.
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Backup goaltender Chet Pickard posted a solid win in his first Barons start last weekend. His second start was much less memorable.

Pickard allowed four goals in the first 15 minutes of the Barons' 5-2 American Hockey League loss to the Charlotte Checkers on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

With 5:26 left in the first period, Barons coach Todd Nelson pulled Pickard, inserting No. 1 goalie Richard Bachman.

“We got scored on the first shift, lost two forwards (to injuries) early in the game and it snowballed from there,” Nelson said. “That was one of the worst periods I've seen our team play in my four years here. The bottom line is it's a team game. The game was lost the first 15 minutes.”

The Checkers outshot the Barons 21-8 in the first period to build a 4-0 lead. Charlotte fired 15 shots at Pickard before he exited.

“I've been in that same exact position before,” Bachman said. “It's no fun for the goalie or the guys. The one positive is we came out in the second period and started establishing the game we've been playing the past few weeks.”

Pulling a goalie after a rough start is common, but Nelson had other variables to consider.

Bachman, a 26-year-old veteran with NHL experience, started Thursday night in the Barons' 3-2 win over Utica and will get the start Saturday night at 7 against Charlotte. It will be OKC's and Bachman's third game in three nights.

“I had to do it,” Nelson said. “Chet would probably like to have the first goal back, but after that it was the guys in front of him that were playing brutal. It was point-blank opportunities. They had four or five breakaways. You can't fault him on that.”

Pickard was Nashville's No. 1 pick in 2008, selected 18th overall. But at age 24, Pickard no longer is viewed as an elite prospect.

One reason Pickard is in Oklahoma City is the Edmonton Oilers, the Barons NHL parent club, want 20-year-old Laurent Brossoit to get more time in net with Double-A Bakersfield (Calif.). Brossoit has played well with the Condors, posting five shutouts and a 0.99 goals against average.

“There's a great debate whether we bring Brossoit back up,” Nelson said. “He wouldn't get as many minutes. Down there, he gets more experience. All those type of things come into play. It's an organizational decision.”

Charlotte center Victor Rask scored 33 seconds into the game. Matthew Pistilli, a 25-year-old veteran recently called up after leading the ECHL in scoring, had two goals.

Pistilli, who has four goals in six games with Charlotte, scored his second goal 25 seconds after Chris Terry lit the lamp to make it 4-0.

The Barons outshot Charlotte 43-38, including 35-17 the final two periods. But a 4-0 hole was too much to overcome.

“We have to limit turnovers and be aware,” Bachman said. “They like to send guys. We have to be aware of their rush game because that's where they killed us tonight.”
OKC Barons: Taylor Fedun's overtime goal leads Barons to 3-2 victory over Utica

Oklahoma City's homestand continues at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday against the Charlotte Checkers.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 9, 2014  

Oklahoma City Barons general manager Bill Scott bounced down the steps while leaving press row.

“Just the way we drew it up,” Scott announced.
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Scott was being sarcastic after the Barons stole an American Hockey League win Thursday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The Barons tied Utica with four seconds left in regulation then won it 3-2 on Taylor Fedun's goal 17 seconds into overtime.

“I think there definitely was some help from up above on that one,” Fedun said. “After my initial shot it I was just trying to get a handle on it to tip it past (Utica goalie Joe Cannata). It took a miraculous bounce between the defenseman's legs.”

OKC coach Todd Nelson pulled goaltender Richard Bachman with just over a minute left in regulation for an extra attacker. Essentially down to their final shot, the Barons tied it on Curtis Hamilton's goal with four seconds left.

“Earlier in the season we've had some breaks go against us, but tonight we had some breaks go our way,” Nelson said. “They're supposed to all even out by the end of the year. Tonight, the hockey gods were in our favor.”

Fedun was OKC's only defenseman on the ice to start overtime, but the Princeton graduate attacked the play as if he were a forward. Fedun fired a shot at Cannata, corralled the rebound and fired again.

“I was looking to pass the entire time, but there was a little bit of room,” Fedun said. “I just threw it on net and got a very lucky bounce. I was able to get it (back) from between the guy's legs, then get it up and over the goalie. A huge break helped us get a huge win.”

Utica, the Vancouver Canucks' Triple-A affiliate, is last in the Western Conference, but the Comets (11-18-4) were in control much of the game.

Nicklas Jensen scored just his second and third goals of the season for the Comets. Jensen's second goal of the game late in the second period gave Utica a 2-1 lead that stood up until Hamilton tied it.

“We were flat. That, coupled with Utica playing a strong game, Richard had to make some key stops for us,” Nelson said. “We weren't skating like we usually would. The last 10 minutes, we finally started throwing more pucks on net to generate some momentum.”

Barons team captain Anton Lander, who was reassigned to OKC from Edmonton last week, had the key assist on both regulation goals, including Hamilton's game-tying goal.

“When you score those type of goals it gives you a lot of energy,” Lander said. “The whole bench goes crazy. Your guys suddenly feel great. That carried into overtime. We were like, ‘Let's go. Let's win this game.'”

The Barons (14-17-6) have struggled to put back-to-back wins together all season. But they're undefeated in 2014.

After rallying to win a second consecutive game, OKC is riding a three-game winning streak.

“This shows the team character we're starting to build,” said defenseman Brad Hunt, who had two assists. “We're getting some key guys back like Anton. It's good to see this team mold together.”

The Barons have no time to celebrate. They host West Division rival Charlotte Friday and Saturday at the Cox Convention Center. Game time both nights is 7.

“It's basically a new game (Friday),” Lander said. “The past is past. It's a new challenge every day, but this was a good win.”
OKC Barons notebook: Coach Todd Nelson's overtime strategy is to 'go for it'

Defenseman Taylor Fedun scores 17 seconds into overtime as OKC beats Utica.
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Barons coach Todd Nelson opened overtime with three forwards and defenseman Taylor Fedun.

“I'm thinking, ‘Go for it' because our record isn't too good in shootouts,” Nelson said. “It also gives us some options off the rush since forwards generally are more aggressive.”

But it was Fedun who scored the game-winner 17 seconds into the extra period to lift Oklahoma City to a 3-2 win over Utica Thursday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The Barons are 0-5 in shootouts this season with an American Hockey League-worst 2-of-22 on shootout attempts. OKC goalies saves percentage is .522 in shootouts.

HUNT REASSIGNED TO OKC

Veteran defenseman Brad Hunt made his NHL debut last week playing three games for the Edmonton Oilers. Reassigned Thursday to Oklahoma City, Hunt notched two assists his first game back with the Barons.

“Putting on an NHL jersey is something I've dreamed of since I was a little kid playing street hockey,” said Hunt from Ridge Meadows, British Columbia, Canada. “It was an unbelievable experience. That's something no one can ever take away from me, something I'll hold in my heart for a long time.”

NEXT UP: CHARLOTTE

The Barons host Charlotte at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday. The West Division rivals haven't met since the Checkers won the first two games of the season by identical 3-2 scores in OKC.

“We're both very different teams than we were back in October,” Fedun said. “We'll enjoy this one then starting watching film (Friday) morning.”

Aaron Palushaj and Zach Boychuk, Charlotte's top scorers who have a combined 55 points, are with the NHL team, the Carolina Hurricanes. The Checkers top scorer on the roster is 24-year-old veteran Chris Terry (26 points, 13 goals, 28 games). Forward Philippe Cornet, who was an AHL All-Star for the Barons during the 2011-12 season, currently plays for Charlotte.

OIL SPILLS ...

Oklahoma City center C.J. Stretch, who suffered a severe lip laceration last Saturday, is wearing a protective mask. ... Left-winger Curtis Hamilton's scoring streak ended at four games. Hamilton scored five goals the previous four games. ... By winning on a week night, fans who attended Thursday game receive a free ticket to the Jan. 30 game against Toronto.
OKC Barons: Barons have to take advantage of seven-game homestand

Oklahoma City can get back in the AHL playoff chase by winning at the Cox Center, beginning at 7 p.m. Thursday against the Utica Comets.
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The Barons officially don't hit the halfway point of their season until they close out a Thursday/Friday/Saturday tripleheader this weekend at the Cox Convention Center.

Even though 40 games remain in the American Hockey League regular season, the final six games of a seven-game homestand the next two weeks might be pivotal as Oklahoma City attempts to reach the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

OKC (13-17-6) currently is in 11th place. The top eight teams advance to the playoffs.

“Let's face it, this could be our season,” said Oklahoma City coach Todd Nelson. “We have to be strong here at home. If we come out of this homestand the way we want to, it will set us up to make a pretty good playoff run. We have to take care of business here at home.”

Starting with Thursday night's rescheduled game with Utica, the seven games on this homestand is a softer spot on the schedule.

Half of the Barons' 34 games during the 2013 portion of the schedule were against Western Conference powers Texas, Abbotsford and Chicago.

“December was a really tough schedule with the teams we faced and a two-week road trip,” Nelson said. “We actually gained some confidence playing with them. We've had our chances.”

Nelson said the key is playing team structure for 60 minutes with minimal sloppy segments.

“After Christmas, we've been playing more complete hockey,” Nelson said. “I like where we're at. We're starting to play the right way. As long as we do that we'll have some success.”

In December, the Barons didn't face one team below .500. On this homestand, five games are against current non-playoff teams, including four upcoming games against Utica (15th), Charlotte (13th) and Rochester (10th).

“We know the standings,” said Barons team captain Anton Lander. “We've got work to do to get into the playoffs. We need to get on a streak.”

Lander last weekend was reassigned from Edmonton to Oklahoma City. A fourth-line NHL player, Lander leads a No. 1 AHL line.

“When you play the fourth line you don't get as much ice time. You don't want to turn the puck over. It's a different kind of game,” Lander said. “Here, I get more ice time and can make more plays. You still have to work on everything.”

Unpleasant stats portray why the Barons will have to mount a second-half run to reach the playoffs:

*0-5 record in shootouts (AHL worst 2-of-22 on shots).

*121 goals allowed; second most in the AHL.

*Five total road wins. OKC is 5-11-4 away from home.

“That sort of reflects our youth,” said left winger Curtis Hamilton. “As the year goes on the young guys will get more comfortable, which will help us win more games.”

Hamilton is riding a career-best four-game point streak that includes five goals. Goaltender Richard Bachman has had some rough stat nights since he returned from the Oilers, but Bachman is an elite netminder at the AHL level.

The first half of the season, the Barons scored two or fewer goals in half their games. But the last three games, OKC has scored 15 goals.

“We're capable of doing it for sure,” said forward Will Acton, who played in 23 NHL games earlier this season. “I have a lot of confidence in this team. Bachman is really good. He can make big saves at key times. We just have to put it all together around him.”

The Barons went through a similar slow start last season. The Barons got hot in February and went on a four-month run behind veteran goaltender Yann Danis and a constantly improving defensive corps. The goal is to duplicate that in 2014.

“Everyone loves to play at home,” Lander said. “You have to be strong at home. Hopefully we can get really strong these next six home games and gain some momentum.”
OKC Barons rally past San Antonio
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For the first time this season, the Oklahoma City Barons won a game when trailing after two periods.

Down 3-0 midway through the second period, the Barons scored three third-period goals in a little over one minute to storm back for a 5-3 win over the San Antonio Rampage Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The Barons entered the game 0-15 in games they trailed after two periods. In contrast, they've lost six games this season when leading after two periods.

“We've been playing solid hockey since Christmas with the exception of the late collapse (New Year's Eve) against Texas,” said coach Todd Nelson. “We learned from that and hopefully we can keep pushing forward.”

Oklahoma City scored two goals in the second period, then lit the lamp three times in a one-minute, 13-second span to post back-to-back wins for the first time in nearly three months.

“It started (Friday) night when we protected a lead where in the past we've sometimes collapsed,” Nelson said. “We gained a lot of confidence from that.”

Derek Nesbitt tied the game with 6:36 remaining. Just 55 seconds later, team captain Anton Lander, who arrived in Oklahoma City late Saturday afternoon after being reassigned by Edmonton, scored the go-ahead goal. Eighteen seconds, later rookie defenseman Martin Gernat scored an insurance goal.

“That's why he's our captain,” Nelson said. “He's a solid character guy. He pounced on a miscue by them and scored a beautiful goal.”

Gernat, a 20-year-old rookie defenseman from Slovakia, scored his first two professional goals. Gernat's first goal trimmed San Antonio's lead to 3-2 late in the second period. Gernat's second goal capped the three-goal barrage.

“That goal late in the second gave us some energy,” Lander said. “Nelly gave us a great speech (at the second intermission). Once we tied it up, we just wanted to keep it going, get more. The best defense is when you keep scoring.”

The Barons didn't have a shot on goal the first nine minutes but had 41 shots the final 2½ periods, including outshooting the Rampage 17-8 in the third period.

“We just have to play our game for 60 minutes,” Gernat said. “We just need to keep it simple and keep shooting everything on net. That was important. Tonight we scored two or three goals off rebounds.”

Saturday's game opened a seven-game homestand that continues Wednesday against Utica and next Friday and Saturday against Charlotte.

“This was a good start (to the homestand),” Nelson said. “The guys cranked it up the last 10 minutes and were relentless. It was great to see.”
OKC Barons' Todd Nelson coaches 500th game
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After the Barons' 5-3 win over San Antonio Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center, Derek Nesbitt and Matthew Ford presented Todd Nelson with a game puck, representative of his 500th career regular season game as a coach.

“I didn't know,” Nelson said. “Those guys look at stats like that. It was nice of the guys to do that.”

LANDER ARRIVES IN TIME

Captain Anton Lander, reassigned to the Barons on Saturday after Edmonton activated Mark Arcobello off injured reserve, arrived in Oklahoma City at 3:30 p.m. A few hours later, Lander scored the game-winning goal with 5:41 to play.

“I had some good food, breakfast at the airport (in Los Angeles),” Lander said. “I was glad I got here in time to play. It was a great win for us.”

GERNAT SCORES FIRST TWO GOALS

Defenseman Martin Gernat, a 20-year-old rookie from Slovakia, scored his first two professional goals in Saturday's win. Gernat has 10 assists. He scored 12 goals in two seasons in the WHL before turning pro last summer.

“He's played in Europe and Canada but I've been in the same situation,” said Lander, from Sweden. “Here it's different rules, a different system. Everything is new. Everyone knows he has great hands. It was great to see him score his first goal.”

HAMILTON STAYS HOT

Forward Curtis Hamilton has scored a point in four consecutive games, including five goals. Hamilton scored two goals in back-to-back games, had an assist in Friday's win in San Antonio and scored his fifth goal of the season in the second period Saturday.

“He's played well on the penalty kill and we knew he had some skill to score some points,” Nelson said. “It's rewarding for him because he's been doing the necessary things defensively. It's great to see him get some points offensively.”

OIL SPILLS

Goaltender Richard Bachman notched his second win since returning from a groin injury a month ago, the other a 2-0 shutout against the Texas Stars. Saturday's win ended a four-game winless streak for Bachman. ... The Barons, who didn't face a sub-.500 team in December, went 2-7-3 in December. ... Lander was the Barons' 92nd roster transaction of the season. In contrast, San Antonio, the Florida Panthers' Triple-A affiliate, has had only 50 roster transactions.
Oklahoma City Barons: Curtis Hamilton once again looking like a rising star

Curtis Hamilton, who turned 22 over the holidays, got a late start to the 2013-14 season after suffering a torn ACL in the first round of last year's playoffs. He returned in late November and has steadily elevated his game as he's moved up the depth chart.
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Curtis Hamilton has reminded everyone the past week why he once was a top prospect after strong performances at the Under-18 and Under-20 junior world championships.
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Since he turned pro, Hamilton scored only 10 goals his first 117 games over three seasons with the Barons. In the next two games, he lit the lamp four times.

Hamilton recorded the first two-goal game of his pro career a week ago and followed with another two-goal game on New Year's Eve in a 6-5 overtime loss to the Texas Stars.

“Coach (Todd Nelson) and the staff keep telling me I need to shoot more,” Hamilton said. “I'm getting more opportunities. Early in the year I was hitting the post some. Now some of those are going in. It's only two games. Hopefully I can keep it going.”

Hamilton will try to keep it going Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center when the Barons host the San Antonio Rampage.

Given a more pivotal role, Hamilton looks more like the player who four years ago scored five points in six games at the Under 18 World Juniors. Two years later, Hamilton scored four goals and was Team Canada's second-leading scorer behind Flyers rising star Brayden Schenn at the Under 20 junior world event.

“Those are fond memories. Every time you get to play for your country it's always special,” Hamilton said. “Part of pro hockey is continuing to play well against guys who played with and against growing up. You have to respect them but not respect them too much.”

Barons general manager Bill Scott said it's not uncommon for players like Hamilton, a 2010 second-round pick selected 48th overall, to need time to adapt after turning pro at age 20.

“You knew he had played well in big pressure situations at world events,” Scott said. “He sees an opportunity here and is taking full advantage. This is the best hockey we've ever seen him play.”

Hamilton, who turned 22 over the holidays, got a late start to the 2013-14 season after suffering a torn ACL in the first round of last year's playoffs. He returned in late November and has steadily elevated his game as he's moved up the depth chart.

“Curtis came back in great shape,” Scott said. “In practices leading up to his first game back, you sensed a renewed joy for the game. He's shooting the puck hard. He's always had a heavy shot. He's finishing checks and has a little more quickness.

“You add all those things up, he's a guy playing with confidence who is being rewarded for all his hard work.”

With Linus Omark traded to Buffalo and former Barons Mark Arcobello and Anton Lander in Edmonton, Oklahoma City doesn't have a player listed among the AHL's top 70 scorers.

Playing on a line with fellow third-year pros Tyler Pitlick and Ryan Martindale, Hamilton supplying steady offense could bolster a roster that's undergone 90 transactions.

“Curtis is hanging onto the puck a bit longer. That's the biggest difference I've noticed,” Nelson said. “He's playing with more confidence. We're going to need everybody, including Curtis, to chip in on offense.”

It's a crossroads season for Hamilton. In the third and final year of his entry-level contract, Hamilton will be a free agent if the Oilers don't re-sign the Kelowna, British Columbia, product next summer.

“I'm taking it day by day,” Hamilton said. “You can never look too far ahead. I've had to work my way up. This year with all the changes they're trying to develop more young players. I'm getting more of a chance.

“The past couple of years there have been a lot of opportunities in Edmonton's organization. It's like a carrot dangling if front of you if you play well. But my focus is improving every day, working hard and helping this team here win games.”
St. Cloud's Dowd stretching his roots

Monday, 01.20.2014 / 3:00 AM / On Campus

By Bob Snow - NHL.com Correspondent
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Across the state of Minnesota, pond hockey is big.

Real big.

At St. Cloud State University, senior captain Nic Dowd, who hails from the southern-most NCAA setting of Huntsville, Ala., has hockey roots defined in relation to the biggest "pond."

"Both my parents were born in England," Dowd said. "My dad's from London, my mom's from Birmingham. I was born in Huntsville."

Why did the Dowd family cross the big "pond" that provided the rare opportunity for a southern kid with English roots to ascend to the pinnacle of NCAA hockey in the hotbed of Minnesota, and maybe beyond?

"My dad practiced medicine there and my mom was a nurse, so they met through that connection," Dowd said. "He wanted to practice in the United States, so they decided to move over and take the lead here."

For Dowd, his hockey career began where most tyke-to-titan runs originate.

"I have two older brothers, Josh and Matt," Dowd said. "As any younger brother would say, when they needed a goalie to shoot at, they stuck me in net. But I was blessed to have them pushing me in the right direction."

Dowd's compass took him in many directions -- prep school, then to the USHL and onto the North American League before his current four-year run with the Huskies.

Last season, he made his first appearance in the Frozen Four for St. Cloud. 

"When I was 17 or 18, I talked to [University of] Alabama-Huntsville a little bit, but no offers were fielded," he said about an early opportunity to play Division I in his backyard. 

"When I was in the North American League, [St. Cloud] coach [Bob] Motzko came all the way up there to Washington to watch me play. A week or two later, I was committed. I talked to Air Force and New Hampshire, but my dad and I met with coach Motzko. I thought, 'if he came all the way to watch me, St. Cloud was a good fit for me.' "

And a good fit it was.

At 23, and drafted by the Los Angeles Kings in the seventh round in 2009, the 6-foot-two, 195-pound wing is ending the best run in school history while honing his skill set to prepare for another NCAA Tournament and beyond. 

Entering last weekend, Dowd's 19 points (11 goals, eight assists) was good for No. 2 on the Huskies roster. 

"There was some discussion [about leaving St. Cloud last summer]," Dowd said, "but they gave me all the information to make my own decision." 

One that also gives a Dowd and St. Cloud a second shot at a first-ever national title in Philadelphia on April 12. 

Last April, the Huskies lost their semifinal game of the Frozen Four, 4-1, to No. 1 Quinnipiac. Dowd believes his team is good enough to return this season. 

"No doubt, we can get to Philadelphia," Dowd said. "We have a lot of guys back from last year. One of our biggest attributes right now is that we don't have any players that are up in the 30- or 40-point mark. The majority are right around 15-18 points. We're scoring from everywhere right now and great goaltending. It has been a team game for us."

Ten Huskies have reached double digits in scoring. That fact contributes mightily to St. Cloud's current perch atop the newly established National Collegiate Hockey Conference (NCHC), an eight-team morphing of former WCHA powers, sprinkled with a few former CCHA programs. 

St. Cloud ended the 2012-13 regular season as the Western Collegiate Hockey Association champion, also a first in team history.

"Playing in the WCHA and now transferring into this new league makes both leagues very comparable," Dowd said. "You're playing elite teams every single night."

Last season's team featured Hobey Baker winner and captain Drew LeBlanc, who has appeared in two games for the Chicago Blackhawks this season. With a "C" now stitched to his jersey, Dowd is proud of his team's ability to rally and/or win tight games. 

"The one thing that has really changed on our team since last spring is that last year whenever we scored first, I think we pretty much won every game," Dowd said. "If we didn't score first, we had a hard time winning. This year, we've won a lot of one-goal games going into the third period, and we've also come back from one- or two-goal deficits."

What are Dowd's focus areas to improve his play down the stretch of his senior year? 

"Coach has stressed, 'don't be a player that I'm not.' " Dowd said. "There may be a lot of games where I don't come up on the point sheet and box score. That's not to say I can't put up numbers, but there are other facets of the game that push me in the right direction. 

"Speed and strength on my feet is a key to the next level; going from playing college to playing against men. Maintaining my body outside the rink the past couple years is key to getting through 82 games at the pro level. Putting my body is the best position to make plays has been a major focus."

For now, though, the main focus is a trip to the Frozen Four, which is less than three months away.

"We're becoming very resilient," Dowd said confidently. "I've been around some very good captains. Hopefully, looking back when I leave, I've left my mark, so St. Cloud can keep pushing in the right direction."
Mitch Callahan, Tom McCollum finish the job this time for Grand Rapids Griffins
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Mitch Callahan and Tom McCollum took care of some unfinished business for the Grand Rapids Griffins on Friday.

Callahan, who had an apparent goal taken away last game, scored his team-leading 16th goal and McCollum registered his second shutout of the season in a 3-0 win against Abbotsford before 8,098 at Van Andel Arena.

The Griffins (26-10-1-2) scored single goals in each period against former longtime Grand Rapids goalie Joey MacDonald for their third win in a row and fourth in five games.

Chad Billins receives Calder Cup title ring

Billins, an all-star defenseman for Grand Rapids last season who now plays for Abbotsford, was given his title ring by Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan in a pregame ceremony

Abbotsford, third in the conference and second in the West Division, fell to 25-14-1-1. The two teams meet again Saturday,

In the Griffins’ 3-1 win against Chicago on Wednesday, Callahan had a terrific redirect about eight feet out from the net on a shot from the point. He was originally credited with a goal, but replays later showed the puck hit the tip of his stick and then touched the lower part of Jordin Tootoo. Tootoo was picked up the score.

It was an emphatic goal this time as the third-year right wing short-hopped an airborne puck in front, and backhanded it past MacDonald with just under seven minutes remaining in the second period.

It continued an impressive season for Callahan, who has 23 points (16-7-23) to close in on his total the past two seasons combined with the Griffins. Last year, he had 20 points (11-9-20).

"I don't know if he's playing differently, but he's been real good all year and his role has increased with the guys gone (with call-up to Detroit)," said coach Jeff Blashill. "But I will also say it took me too long to figure out last year how good he was, and I think I realize that now and really trust him out there." 

One change has been a reduction in penalty minutes. His total has declined from 103 his first season to 93 last year and to 37 this season. He also has taken on a different role with so many players moving back and forth to Detroit.

"This is a chance for guys like me and (Landon) Ferraro to step up and shine with all the guys going up," Callahan said. "I'm taking full advantage of it and Blash is giving me big-time minutes. 

This is a chance for guys like me and (Landon) Ferraro to step up and shine. -- Mitch Callahan 

"At the same time, it'd be nice to have our actual team in the lineup, but, for right now, I'm getting an opportunity that I probably wouldn't get with the full, regular team, so I have to take advantage of it." 

Meanwhile, McCollum avenged a near-shutout last game when he allowed a goal with 35 seconds remaining. This time he turned back 35 shots in his 17th consecutive appearance.

"Yeah, I have to admit I was pretty relieved when I saw the puck go down on their end in the closing seconds there," said McCollum, who has allowed two goals his past three games. "... That's a really good team over there, and they played really hard and our guys made some great defensive plays."

David McIntyre opened the scoring with 1:35 remaining in the first period when he backhanded in a rebound off Ryan Sproul’s shot from the other side.

After Callahan’s goal in the second, the Griffins went up 3-0 with 8:44 left in the third when Landon Ferraro came in from the right side and slammed in a rebound off a shot by Teemu Pulkkinen.

The shutout was the fifth of his career, well behind his counterpoint Friday; MacDonald had 20 for the Griffins in 210 games.

NOTES

 Defenseman Chad Billins, who was on the Griffins’ Calder Cup championship team last season, was given his title ring in a brief ceremony on the ice before the game. Injured Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan presented it to him … Martin Frk appeared to get off the schneid with his first point this season with second assist on David McIntyre’s first goal, but it was later changed.
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Two former Grand Rapids Griffins standouts return to Van Andel Arena tonight

-ad33fba823b704c2.jpg

Chad Billins, left, and goalie Joey MacDonald, both significant players in the past for the Griffins, return tonight with Abbotsford. (MLive file photos)
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GRAND RAPIDS MI – Chad Billins and Joey MacDonald, who made their marks during different eras with the Grand Rapids Griffins, return tonight as members of the Abbotsford Heat.

Billins, a second-year defenseman, was an AHL All-Star on last year’s Calder Cup championship team, while MacDonald holds most goalie records in two stints with the Griffins beginning in 2005.

The teams meet at 7 tonight and Saturday in a matchup more meaningful than just a reunion. Grand Rapids, leaders in the Midwest Division at 26-10-1-2, are atop the Western Conference with 55 points, three ahead of Abbotsford, which is 25-13-1-1 and in a dog fight with Texas (24-10-2-3, 53 points) for the lead in the West Division.

Billins, a big reason for the Heat’s success with a team-leading 30 points (8-22-30), will be presented his championship ring by the Griffins in a brief ceremony just before the game.

“It will be pretty awesome,” said Billins, a former Ferris State standout who will have family members in attendance. 

Then it’s off to work.

“Being back is going to be exciting, and it was fun last year and we won a championship, but things change,” he said. “I’m with a different organization now, it’s just part of the business and it’s my job to focus on getting us a win and a couple points.”

-51c74a0dc1edcd09.jpg

Chad Billins

CALGARY, CANADA - SEPTEMBER 12: Joey MacDonald of the Calgary Flames poses for his official headshot for the 2013-2014 season on September 12, 2013 at the WinSport Winter Sport Institute at Canada Olympic Park in Calgary, Canada. (Photo by Brad Watson/NHLI via Getty Images) *** Local Caption *** Joey MacDonald

Joey MacDonald

Billins, undrafted out of Ferris State, signed an AHL contract before last season with Grand Rapids and, after the season, elected to look elsewhere as an unrestricted free agent. 

In hindsight, if he stayed he may have reached Detroit this season given all the injuries on the Red Wings, but he wasn’t blind to the next wave of touted prospects coming to Grand Rapids this year, including Xavier Ouellet, Alexey Marchenko and Ryan Sproul. 

“Obviously, my goal was to get an NHL contract,” Billins said. “I discussed the options with my agent and we found that Calgary was the best fit.”

Billins, 24, was recalled by the Flames in early November, and picked up two assists in two games, before he was returned to Abbotsford.

Meanwhile, MacDonald will be making his first appearance to Van Andel Arena since his second stint with the Griffins ended in 2011-12 season. He is the Griffins’ all-time leader in wins (109), shutouts (20) games played (210) along with saves and minutes played in stints from 2002-07 and then 46 games in two seasons in 2010-12. In the second stay, he also appeared in 29 games with the Red Wings.

MacDonald, 33, appeared in 21 games for the Flames last season, with an 8-9-1 record, 2.87 goals against average and .902 save percentage. He started this season in Calgary, posting a 3.17 GAA and .885 save percentage before he was sent to Abbotsford. 

Since, he is 5-6 in 12 games (2.81 GAA, .913 save percentage) in Abbotsford, playing mostly behind Joni Ortio, though the two have alternated starts since the first of the year. MacDonald started the Heat’s last game, a 4-3 overtime win at Rockford on Wednesday.

“Both of those guys have friends on our staff and, obviously, in the locker room,” Griffins coach Jeff Blashill said. “For Chad, having played here last year, it will be an emotional time for him to come back … Both are real class people and it will be fun to compete against them.”

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.
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Detroit Red Wings Gameday: Which player called up from Grand Rapids has been the most impressive?

Petr-Mrazek-1-12-14.jpg

Petr Mrazek has appeared in six games for the Detroit Red Wings this season. (AP Photo)
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GAME INFORMATION

• Who: Detroit Red Wings (20-16-10) vs. New York Rangers (24-21-3)

• Faceoff: 7 p.m. at Madison Square Garden

• Live coverage: Join the MLive conversation at 6 p.m. ET and follow Ansar Khan (@AnsarKhanMLive) and Brendan Savage (@BrendanSavage) on Twitter.

• TV: Fox Sports Detroit

• Radio: WXYT-FM (97.1) and WXYT-AM (1270)

• Latest line: Rangers -1.5 (5.0)

THE STORYLINE

A rash of injuries this season has forced the Detroit Red Wings to rely on their farm team in Grand Rapids more than usual.

Seven players who are regulars in Grand Rapids – we're not counting NHL vets like Cory Emmerton and Jordin Tootoo – have been called up to help fill the void created by injuries.

The seven players who have been recalled in a pinch are – in alphabetical order – Adam Almquist, Luke Glendening, Tomas Jurco, Alexey Marchenko, Petr Mrazek, Xavier Ouellet and Riley Sheahan.

Their playing time has varied. 

Marchekno, for instance, appeared in just one game before being sent back down while Glendening has impressed coach Mike Babcock enough to play in 21 games.

(Gustav Nyquist was left off our list since he was in the Red Wings' plans all along and started the season in Grand Rapids only because of a roster/salary cap crunch.)

Regardless of how much they've played, which one of the seven has impressed you the most this season?

HISTORY

The Red Wings lead the all-time series with the Rangers 261-210-103-2.

In their most recent meeting, the Rangers won 3-2 in overtime Oct. 26 at Joe Louis Arena on a goal by Derick Brassard. Daniel Alfredsson and Drew Miller scored for the Red Wings, who got 37 saves from Jimmy Howard.

PLAYERS TO WATCH

Jurco was leading Grand Rapids in scoring before being recalled. He has 13 goals and 19 assists in 32 games for the Griffins and his six power-play goals are tied for the team lead.

Brad Richards leads the Rangers in scoring with 12 goals and 35 points. He's had a point in six straight games, bagging three goals and five assists in that span.

I'd go with Sheahan. When he's in the game the Wings have a much better foreheck, and can hold onto the puck longer in the offensive zone. Those are two areas the Wings have really needed help with. He's also been very responsible defensively, and has produced points.
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it's so interesting to me that while almost nobody here agrees, the answer in the coaches mind is quite obviously Glendening, not just reflected by his playing time but also in comments by the coach to the effect that Glendening is the one guy who has shown he doesn't want to go anywhere. His playing style, much like Lash, simply does not draw the eye as much as guys like Sheahan and Jurko (who have been outstanding for sure). But other than his incredible consistency, defense, and incessant fore-checking, I have been most impressed by Glendening's penalty killing. He has clearly been one of the team's best, some shifts reminding me of Zetterberg with his aggression and tenacity. Our team's rise on the PK has essentially coincided with Luke becoming a mainstay. You're also talking about a born leader who was a captain in college and I'm sure sets a really high bar of professionalism for his age. For a guy who was undrafted and playing in the ECHL last year around this time, what Glendening has accomplished is nothing short of amazing, so as I'm typically drawn towards underdogs anyway, I'm going to pick Luke as by far the most impressive Griff. I hope he is our grind line 3.0 center for many years to come
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oops... obviously meant JurCo
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Best performers - Jurco and Sheahan. But they were expected to be good.

So the most impressive for me is Marchenko. Walks in and plays a smart and steady game. No major mistakes. +2. People keep figuring out how to acquire a RH defensmen well we already have one you guys. He's played pro in Russia for awhile already. He's played a few months in the AHL already. Why are guys like Lashoff and Quincey playing instead of him. Are these two guys part of our future or part of our past?
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Good point. He seemed to learn his lesson quite quickly.
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Who learned a lesson - Marchenko? What was the lesson?
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Personally I thin Lashoff has been playing pretty darn well considering he's only 23 years old and is more or less a rookie, a solid 3rd pair D-man, KQ on the other hand is over paid and therefore I feel expendable. I think some people think we can have stars on all 4 forward lines and on 3 D pairings, in the cap era that is not going to happen and players like Lashoff are exactly what you want for a 3rd pair guy, not to mention he is probably our nastiest d-man most of the time when Smith is does not have his dander up.
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no brainer,Mrazek,holding the ducks to 1 goal at the pond, was impressive
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I think that was just a solid game by the whole team. I think Babcock even said the goalie didn't have to do that much. I dunno I think Mrazek is worse than last year.
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Mrazek has been good in the starts he has had, the biggest problem is keeping him on the bench so much as either Howard's or Gustavson's back up. We need him playing in Grand Rapids where he can start more games than he sits.
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Most impressed by Tinky Winky since we didn't really know what to expect from him. He has played great thus far.
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Sheahan yet I would have to say Jurco simply because of his skil. He made bad gaffes but the upside was better. But again, I would pick Sheahan, and not just because of his work on the ice. He plays the game the right way. Him and Tats can be a very dangerous tandem. Plus he knows how to party. Anyone that wears a teletubby as an outfit earns bro points from this fan.
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for their upside...Jurco and Mrazek. I think next year you move Sheahan to the wing and have him play with Andersson and Miller for the 4th line.
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I'd rather trade Andersson. He brings nothing Sheahan doesn't bring and Sheahan brings a lot more of it. I'd like to see the 4th line be Ferraro-Sheahan-Callahan.
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that could be good too
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Ferraro brings Helm speed, Sheahan excellent defensively and showing great offensive skills and Callahan with tons of grit and scoring touch.
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and the three other lnes are datsyuk, zetterberg, abdelkader..then Weiss, franzen,nyquist and the helm , tatar, jurco. no need to resign alfie..it is a one year thing.
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Jurco, no question. Mrazek, Sheahan, and Almquist look good to me, as well. Almquist probably won't get over the "too small" stigma any time soon, but I think he could be a pretty good offensive defenseman in the future.
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Not very small dmen have long careers in the NHL. I'd try to trade him. We have Sproul, Oulette, Marchenko, Backman.
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perhaps winterpeg would take Almquist plus others in a package for bguflyn ( sp ? )...never quite knew how to spell that weird name.
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He's smallish and certainly not going to grow to a Chara or Weber sized guy, but that was the knock on guys like Rafalski and Dan Boyle when they came into the league. He's going to need to add a few pounds in order to not get killed, but I think plenty of guys have proven that you can be under 6'2 and still play defense in the NHL.

Still, can't argue with trying to trade a few of the organization's young d-men to sweeten the trade pot with a few of the older player to fill other needs.
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I don't think Almquist really has much trade value so he wouldn't really sweeten the pot. Sproul and Oullete and Marchenko would but I don't know about Almquist. Aside from Nyquist, Tatar, Abby, DK, Smith, there isn't much on the current roster that would interest many teams.
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I would say Mrazek has been pretty good and Glendening has at least been consistent. Jurco show the most promise but has not played enough to really say he's made an impact along with the rest.
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It is a tie between Sheahan and Jurco. And I have liked Glendening as well.
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Jurco. The sad deal is that they all could not stay here.

LikeReplyShare

torontowinger

Yesterday

give it time, they will all be here
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not much time left in this season , if the wings don't get it in gear real soon
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i meant eventually ( cleary and bertuzzi and sammy gone next year ) replaced by jurco, sheahan, perhaps ferraro and / or callahan.
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I hope so still trying to figure out WHY BERTUZI, CLEARY, AND SAMMY ARE STILL ON THE WINGS?
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you look at flippula and hudler, those 2 have more points than all the wings, except datz and z UNFREAKING BELEIVABLE
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI –Jordin Tootoo couldn’t recall his last two-goal game, but he will remember Wednesday because, he said, it was one more goal than he deserved.

The veteran forward was credited with two goals, even though as he insisted he never touched one of them, to help the Griffins defeat Chicago 3-1 before 5,493 at Van Andel Arena.

No matter who it was credited to, the game’s first two goals help propel the Griffins to 26-10-1-2 and 55 points to open a 12-point lead over the Wolves (20-14-1-2) atop the Midwest Division.

Tootoo, an 11-year pro who has been with Detroit and Nashville since his last AHL season in 2005-06, scored his second and third goals of the season. It just took a while to figure that out.

The first goal, coming moments after a Griffins power play, was initially credited to Mitch Callahan, who was camped out about five feet farther than Tootoo from the front of the goalmouth. David McIntyre’s shot from inside the right blueline was redirected into the goal with 7:19 left in the second period.

“I had no idea,” Tootoo said of the first goal. “I was just in front of the net … and one of their guys was right in front of me and I was between him and the goalie and I didn’t feel anything. But, I guess, obviously, video replay showed that it hit me.”

It wasn’t until two-plus minutes into the second period when the scoring change was announced, and given to Tootoo. Less than 20 seconds later, as the Griffins just finished killing off a five-on-three, Tootoo put a shot through Jake Allen’s legs for a 2-0 lead.

It was first time Tootoo had two goals in a game since a three-point night April 5, 2011, against Atlanta while he was with Nashville. 

Meanwhile, goalie Tom McCollum faced 34 shots and saved the first 33 before allowing a goal with 35 seconds remaining to Michael Davies.

“I think for the next 20 minutes, yes,” he said when asked if he was upset about losing his second shutout of the season. “But as a whole, the team played unbelievable tonight.”

The pivotal moment defensively came as the Griffins were down two skaters the final 10 seconds of the second period and survived another minute to start the third.

“That five on three, I don’t know if they even had a shot,” McCollum said. “A five on three for that long against a team with that much fire power offensively is extremely impressive. 

"They did a really good job taking away the shooting lanes and their passing lanes. You could tell they were trying to figure out what to do and our guys just didn’t give them any options.” 

The Griffins’ third goal came from Xavier Ouellet on a slap shot just inside the blueline with just under two minutes left. 

NOTES

 With leading scorer Tomas Jurco recalled to the Red Wings on Tuesday, the Griffins got center Louis-Marc Aubry from Toledo. Aubry last played with the Griffins on Dec. 26 … Defenseman Alexey Marchenko also played his first game after 11 days with the Red Wings … Captain Jeff Hoggan missed his fourth game with an upper body injury … The Griffins’ 12th annual Great Skate will be held at Rosa Parks Circle, with members of the Griffins on hand from 10 p.m. Saturday to 10 p.m. Sunday.
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The Detroit Red Wings have sent rookie defenseman Alexey Marchenko back to Grand Rapids of the AHL, according to AHL.com.

The Red Wings recalled Marchenko two weeks ago when Danny DeKeyser was sidelined with a groin injury.

Marchenko made his NHL debut in a 5-1 victory at Dallas, where he had a plus-2 rating. He saw 13 minutes, 21 seconds of ice time and spent 57 seconds on the penalty-killing unit.

He also drew a hooking penalty.

Marchenko was a healthy scratch during the Red Wings' last three games.

In 33 games with Grand Rapids, Marchenko had two goals, 14 assists and a plus-15 rating. He will represent the Griffins in the AHL All-Star Game.

Marchenko will have good shot at making the big club out of camp if Q leaves. I haven't given up on this season by any means, but I am really looking forward to the next couple seasons, when the Wings have a better mix of vets & energy guys. Sheahan, Jurco, Ferarro, & Callahan could all add some much needed energy to this line-up. As it stands now, once the Wings fall behind they seem to be toast. They get on the PP and they seem to relax and let the PK'ers dictate the play, rather than attack. I think Sproul or Smith will eventually get a shot at PP QB, but suspect the Wings will try to sign Boyle on a short term deal this summer until one of those guys are ready. Addition by subtraction, + energy, + a good PP QB like Boyle and this team could be alot better.
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4 Days Ago

The Wings do NOT like young players and that is why they look slow.
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SimonSaid

4 Days Ago

That makes zero sense.
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carlisle-express

4 Days Ago

Babcock like his plodders like Bert, Sammy, Cleary.The Wings cannot skate with the faster teams. Holland screwed this team up....does that help?
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striker3201

4 Days Ago

It makes no sense to not play the younger kids that are ready full time period. The teams that are kicking butt are letting the kids play early. KH and Bab wake up..
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GallopingGreg

4 Days Ago

I like a lot of what Marchenko brings to the table. Really. He's extremely mobile and is an excellent outlet passer. So, he's got a chance. Fact is, he's also someone who could be valuable chip. RH shooting D-men are at a premium. I hope the Wings really know they could have something here. Small, small sample size, but his play at GR seems to be a sign of things to come. Quick learner.
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Brendan Savage | bsavage@mlive.com

4 Days Ago

Story was updated to reflect he'll play in the AHL All-Star Game
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Greg Zomberg

5 Days Ago

I wonder why they never call up Sproul, he is the best one out of all the Dmen in G.R.
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US131

5 Days Ago

when he stops playing 4th forward i'm sure he'll get a chance ...

:-)
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gjdodger2

5 Days Ago

I'd still rather have him out there than Smith--who set up Anaheim's game winning goal.
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wingedrider

4 Days Ago

Exactly! Too bad we have to wait for Quincey removal at UFA deadline or please March 5 trade deadline
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Brendan Smith's Momma Wanna Be - #2, can I adopt you?

4 Days Ago

Obviously I am biased, but last time I checked Hockey is a team sport. No one guy wins or loses a game for the team. yeah, Smitty could have played that shot better, but where was the help? Where was the scoring? And seriously, don't the guys who are going to receive a pass have some responsibility to catch it? Seems like our guys expect it to land perfectly on their stick and if it doesn't - they can't handle it.
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RW19

5 Days Ago

Most likely a good indication that Ericsson will be back for Thursday's big game

Grand Rapids Griffins enjoyed best first half ever: What worked?

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 13, 2014 at 10:00 AM, updated January 13, 2014 at 11:39 AM 
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins got off to such a strong start, most of the first half of the season has been about managing success.

The Griffins reached the mid-point of the season Saturday, and their 25-10-1-2 record after 38 games is the best in AHL franchise history, surpassing the 22-12-2-2 start a season ago when they won the Calder Cup Trophy.

The Griffins, who host Chicago on Wednesday and Abbotsford on Friday and Saturday, lead the Western Conference with 53 points, have the third best record overall and are tied for the most wins in the league with 25.

MORE: Grand Rapids Griffins have found success despite a revolving door the first half of the season

The difference? A great start. The Griffins enjoyed two seven-game winning streaks from late October through the first week of December, going from 2-2-1-1 to 17-4-1-1 and into first place since Nov. 3. More impressively, it came during an especially chaotic period with the Red Wings that led to an endless stream of player transactions.

The first-half MVP award could go to a group of young players who, despite a season’s worth of distractions around them, have performed better than expected.

“Our young guys have adjusted so quickly, especially a lot of the D we have got,” goalie Tom McCollum said. “… Our young guys have stepped up and played great. That’s something we definitely hoped for, but I think how well they’ve played has really surprised everybody.”

Here are three takeaways from the first half.

• Solid rookie core. Rookie Teemu Pulkkinen has adjusted to the smaller rinks and has been solid. He’s second on the team in scoring (13-17-30), mostly on a line with another rookie in Calle Jarnkrok (10-7-17) and fast-developing second-year player Tomas Jurco (13-19-32).

 The emergence of the team’s young defensemen has attracted even more attention. That group includes all-star Alexey Marchenko, Xavier Ouellet and Ryan Sproul.

“I think our young (defensemen) have really developed,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “I don’t know if surprised is the word, but we’re pleasantly happy. A lot of nights we are dressing three first-year D and they’ve all developed into real trustworthy, very good hockey players.” 

• Success in a revolving door. The Griffins so far have seen five players reach Detroit for the first time in Luke Glendening, Adam Almquist, Marchenko, Ouellet and Jurco. That already matches an all-time high for Grand Rapids (reached throughout the 2005-06 season).

Overall, the Griffins have had 66 transactions, including 22 recalls to Detroit and 22 assignments from Detroit. Glendening was called up six different times, and remains with the Red Wings since Dec 30. 

By comparison, in 2011-12 (excluding lockout of last season), the Griffins had 49 transactions at mid-point.

• Veterans on duty. Perhaps the biggest challenge Blashill has faced in Grand Rapids came early in the season as established NHLers Cory Emmerton and Jordin Tootoo landed back in the AHL. Patrick Eaves was also part of the group from Detroit that came on board in mid-November. They joined AHL journeymen Jeff Hoggan, Nathan Paetsch, Triston Grant and Brennan Evans that overloaded the veteran roster, most nights forcing at least one vet to sit. 

Hoggan, the team captain, and Evans volunteered to sit out the first games, setting the tone that has worked so far. The AHL veterans have, in general, rotated DNPs, injuries have helped make it work and peace reigns. Of course, winning helps.

Not everything is rosy. The Griffins face challenges, too, entering a second half.

Here are three worries:

• Fatigue. It’s a long season, and young players accustomed to about 60 games in juniors could hit the wall. The Griffins last season played 100 games en route to the title. 

A brutal March also looms with just four home games, just one after March 8. Trips to San Antonio, Oklahoma City and a bus trip to Iowa are also included during March.

• Martin Frk. The touted right winger has struggled his first season. He tore it up in juniors a year ago (35-49—84 in 56 games) as the Halifax Mooseheads won the QMJHL President Cup and the CHL Memorial Cup.

 The adjustment to the pros has been difficult so far. He was sent to Toledo, where he fared well (5-8-13 in 15 games), but remains scoreless in 10 games since and in 16 games overall. 

• Goaltending. It’s not about Tom McCollum, but about the depth behind him. McCollum has carried the load with 2.21 goals against average and .923 save percentage. When he has faltered, overwork could be blamed because there isn’t a reliable backup. He has appeared in 15 consecutive games, 14 as a starter. 

Jared Coreau, a 22-year-old rookie who was at Northern Michigan last season, started Jan. 4 at Rockford and was pulled in the second period after allowing three goals. 

With expected No. 1 Petr Mrazek in Detroit since Dec. 11 due to an endless string of nagging injuries to Jimmy Howard and Jonas Gustavsson, McCollum may not get much relief.

Mitch Callahan leads the Griffins with 15 goals and doesn't even get a mention. Theres good hockey journalism for you. If you've seen the Griffins play much in this year and last you realize he's a really decent player on the forecheck and gritty and slippery if that makes sense.

Its good to see Tatar blossoming with the Wings a bit but Nyquist needs to bring more to the table as he did at Grand Rapids. Jurco should make the Wings next year but Pulkinen and Jarnkrok need to adjust to the physical game to take the next step. They both get ridden off the puck easily, much as Jurco did in the first 3/4 of his first season in Grand Rapids. Ryan Sproul and Almquist play like 25 year olds already, its uncanny. Im not sold on Oullet and I am also wondering if Glendening and Teletubby could be more than 25 pt a season players.

 Jeff Hoggan and Paetsch are really underated. Hoggan could easily take the place of Bertuzzi, Cleary or Samuellson and give you more grit and determination in front of the net. I think Hoggan played in the NHL for a couple seasons.
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Matt Gajtka

4 Days Ago

Callahan brings a lot to the table, but I think the three positives mentioned were supposed to be under the category of "pleasant surprises." For better or worse, Callahan doesn't stand out too much because he's consistent most nights. I wonder if he has a future as an "energy" guy in the NHL.
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MichaelDavid

4 Days Ago

A lot of factors are contributing to the Griffins success. I agree that the veterans in the locker room are having a very positive influence on the young players. Coach Blashill has to take some credit, too, as he has a great track record of developing young players. After that, it's simply the Detroit scouts, and their system, that is bringing in fine talent in the later rounds of the draft. All together, the Griffins are becoming a model AHL organization.
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phtpl

5 Days Ago

Peter, please correct your article title. Go Griffins!

LikeReplyShare

Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com

5 Days Ago

The best and more. Thanks
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US131

5 Days Ago

Hoggie is a consummate leader. i guarantee the Griffs locker room is more stable, open, and positive than 90% of the league. i truly think that's the recipe for success in the AHL -- have yer 10+ youngings straining at the bit to get to the big show -- already highly motivated to put up points ... and mix in a handful of vets who luv the game enuf they're willing to endure bus trips to des moines for the chance to play and mentor for jus' a few years longer ...

LikeReplyShare

Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com

5 Days Ago

Totally agree with you US. The Griffins' good fortune was to find vets willing to buy into that. Couple of those journeymen (Hoggan, Paetsch) gave up opportunties elsewhere that could have come with another shot at the NHL

By  MLive Staff   
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on January 11, 2014 at 11:24 PM, updated January 11, 2014 at 11:25 PM 
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 GRAND RAPIDS, Mich. – The Grand Rapids Griffins stormed back from a 1-0 deficit through the first 26 minutes and rolled to a 4-1 victory over the Iowa Wild on Saturday at Van Andel Arena, splitting the teams’ two-game weekend set.

 The Griffins dominated the shots category for the second straight night, finishing with a 34-18 advantage after Friday’s 43-26 showing, and wrapped up the first half of their regular season schedule with a 25-10-1-2 record. By comparison, last season’s Calder Cup championship squad was 22-12-2-2 at the turn, and only the team’s 2000-01 IHL edition (29-6-3) had more than the current unit’s 25 wins and 53 points through the first 38 games.

 Adding to their laurels, the Griffins lead with Western Conference with 53 points, maintain a 10-point lead over Chicago in the Midwest Division race, and sit just one point back of AHL co-leaders Manchester and Springfield.

 Grand Rapids, which still has lost consecutive games in regulation only once this season, will continue its six-game home stand by hosting the Chicago Wolves on Wednesday at 7 p.m.

 Potential frustration loomed for the Griffins in the opening period coming off last night’s 3-2 loss. Grand Rapids fired 13 fruitless shots on John Curry, while the Wild (15-15-2-2) connected on just their fourth and final try at the 18:49 mark, when Kyle Medvec ripped the puck over Tom McCollum’s glove from above the left circle.

 Andrej Nestrasil broke the series’ combined 0-for-36 power play drought and the Griffins’ 0-for-18 skid against Iowa by tying the game with an unassisted goal 6:41 into the second. He picked up a wayward puck in the right circle, skated between the hashmarks and wristed a shot just inside the left post. 

 The Griffins kept plugging away and finally seized the lead at seven minutes of the third, making it 2-1 on the scoreboard and 29-17 in shots. From the high slot, Xavier Ouellet teed up a rocket that Mitch Callahan tipped past Curry’s blocker. 

 After earning an assist on the go-ahead tally, Tomas Jurco gave the Griffins breathing room 4:21 later, finishing off a 2-on-1 by potting Cory Emmerton’s pass at the left post. Brennan Evans then accounted for the 4-1 margin by scoring his career-high fourth goal of the campaign, banking a puck off the boards from deep in his own end that slid the length of the ice into an empty net with 54 seconds remaining.

 McCollum faced light duty, having to make only 17 saves, but accomplished a weighty milestone. His 60th victory in a Griffins uniform made him just the third goalie to reach that plateau, joining eventual NHLers Joey MacDonald (109) and Jimmy Howard (90).

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins lost Friday despite tying a season high for shots, which annoyed the offense, disappointed the goalie and left the coach chalking it up to just one of those nights.

The Griffins had 43 shots on goal, but two scores weren’t enough in a 3-2 defeat before 7,285 at Van Andel Arena. 

Iowa, which had 26 shots, got the game winner when Jake Dowell knocked a loose puck past Tom McCollum with 6:30 remaining.

The game ended with the Griffins on a power play and Ryan Sproul about to snap a rebound toward an open spot on net when the buzzer sounded.

The Griffins, now 4-6 in their past 10, are 24-10-1-2 in losing to the Wild (15-14-2-2) for the first time in four meetings this season.

Teemu Pulkkinen, who scored a tying goal in the third period after assisting on the Griffins score in the first, said the team should be frustrated by the loss.

“We focus on every game and we want to win every night and this was a very tough loss for us,” said the first-year forward. “We just have to get it back tomorrow and get the win tomorrow.”

McCollum, meanwhile, put the blame on himself.

“I think we can quickly dismiss this one because it was completely my fault we lost,” he said. “The difference was their goalie played better than I did. He made four or five great saves and I gave up three terrible goals.”

Blashill’s evaluation was more muted. 

“Yeah, it was one of those nights where I thought from the process standpoint I thought we were real good,” he said. “I like our energy, I like the way we competed, our attention to detail. We missed the net too many times, and then didn’t get enough seconds.”

The Griffins started strong, scoring just 50 seconds into the game when Cory Emmerton took a rebound and batted it the air past Johan Gastafsson. 

But that was it until the third period for the Griffins, who dominated the offensive end with a 26-15 shot advantage through two periods.

The Wild tied it seven minutes into the first, and took the lead midway through the second period, despite the light output. After digging the puck out of the corner, Carson McMillan flipped a shot on McCollum, who had it dribble through his pads. 

The Griffins tied it 2-2 in the third on Pulkkinen’s goal, which came as Tomas Jurco skated in from the right, was denied and the puck squirted free to the right in front of a waiting Pulkkinen. 

Pulkkinen (13-17-30) and Jurco (12-18-30) are tied for the team scoring lead.

NOTES

 The Red Wings recalled center Riley Sheahan on Friday afternoon, and Trevor Parkes was brought up from Toledo of the ECHL. Parkes leads the Walleye in scoring with 32 points (16-16-32) …. Iowa is the former Houston Aeros franchise and is still the affiliate of the Minnesota Wild. Griffins center David McIntyre played with the team the previous two seasons …. The teams play again Saturday.
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EL SEGUNDO, Calif. -- With two of their top three centers dealing with injuries that might continue to keep them out of the lineup this weekend, the Detroit Red Wings have recalled Riley Sheahan from the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Coach Mike Babcock said after Thursday's 4-1 loss at San Jose that he needed another center, if Helm wasn't available Saturday in Los Angeles, so that he could move Justin Abdelkader back to the wing, where he is more effective.

Sheahan (6-foot-2, 212) had two assists during a four-game stint with the Red Wings last month. He has 18 points (eight goals, 10 assists) in 28 games with the Griffins.

Helm (groin) has missed three games but appears closer to returning than Datsyuk (lower-body injury), who has sat out the past two. Both are listed as day-to-day, as is Johan Franzen, out since Dec. 15 with a concussion.

With the WIngs having to make decisions on some of their prospects, running out of waiver options, it would make sense to call them up and let them play. Sheahan, Ferraro and Callahan need to be given a chance to show what they can do. Babcock likes and continues to play Glendening even though his production, in all areas of the game, has been unimpressive.
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MostAverageFan

Last Week

Worth noting:

Some of Emmerton's 2013-2014 AHL Statistics:

1st-Goals: 5 (Tied for 2nd-Overall)

Shorthanded Goals: 2 (Tied for 3rd-Overall)

Shorthanded Assists: 2 (Tied for 1st-Overall)

Shorthanded Points: 4 (Tied for 1st-Overall)

Emmerton also has 5 1st-Goal Assists, 2 Game-Winners, and 5 Game-Winning Assists...

... which means in 29 Games, Emmerton has directly-factored on 10 of the Griffins 1st-Goals and 7 Game-Winners...

Essentially, he is Scoring the 1st-Goal every 3 Games, and ensuring a Game-Winner every 4 Games... no other AHLer has more Shorthanded Points... 27 Points in 29 Games is respectable to say the least... both of Emmerton's 2 NHL Points this Season were 1st-Goal Assists...

Emmerton strikes me as underrated and, while not surprised Sheahan usurps his assignment (given the circumstances), do wonder why Glendening - a Grand Rapids-native with a more-expensive *two-way* Contract - does...?
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NewfieWing

Last Week

Emmerton has taken to his demotion as a real professional and will earn his way back to the NHL with some team, not likely the Wings. We have guys performing better in GR now than some of our vets and it may be that nasty decisions need to be made.

Realistically, though, I just don't see this management group sacrificing vets even if it mens missing the play-offs. Or, maybe they will when it gets to be panic time, which I would expect to be at the Olympic break, unless there is an unexpected and dramatic improvement in production.
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Last Week

I understand your estimation... except, is Glendening a "Veteran"? Doesn't Emmerton have more experience?
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Last Week

The idea that the Wings would be better off with Emmerton getting significant ice time or playing ahead of Glendening is -- to be polite -- is silly. Each is a fourth-line center whose contributions would be on the PK, mostly, with limited ice time -- up to 10-12 minutes per game, and most likely less.

For some reason, Glendening has displaced Emmerton in the role of 4th/5th center. Regardless of his production in the AHL, Emmerton is nothing more than a fourth-line checker in the NHL.

Now, the real issue is NOT this team's fourth- or third-line player grouping; the issue is its front-line personnel. There are not enough goal-scorers among the top six, pure and simple.

If Bertuzzi and Cleary, both past their primes, are being looked to provide offense, well, that should be a HUGE alarm sounding.

The Wings don't score, fellas ... that's because of the decline in offensive production from the back end (the defense) and the lack of snipers up front.

Why waste time worrying about the fourth line? As I said, it's silly.
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powayslugger

Last Week

Seems like we need BIGGER/TOUGHER PLAYERS on this west coast trip. Glad to see Sheahan recalled. It got real chippy at the end of the Sharks game and I expect that the physical play to continue until they get off the plane at Metro airport. Got to get tougher wings... got to skate,,, got to score more goals. Howard, Gustavsson or Mrazek... one of you guys needs to step up and make some big league saves out there. We need to get 2 or 3 more points out of this trip.
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Josey Wales

Last Week

Musical chairs with GR and the ER will yield little to nothing; aside from chronic unfamiliarity, inconsistencies, errors, miscues, breakdowns…the very essence of what plagues this team now in virtually every loss.

For this team to be successful, it is imperative the lines spend ample (40 games) time with one another to hone the senses of team-mates strengths and weaknesses.
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How about let's recall Blashill and send Babcock down. While we're at it, send down Cleary and Samuelsson and Bertuzzi and Quincey and Howard. Watching Mrazek, Marchenko, Jurco, Tootoo, and Sheahan play would be a lot more entertaining.
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Last Week

Yes lets do that I heard Blashill has some kind of magic power he could turn this team around in a couple days.
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Jo Der - Unicron

Last Week

I was going to say it would be easier if he just followed the Griffins.
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Last Week

I believe that they are growing tired of the Nyquist-is-an-automatic top six guy line of thinking. Maybe he is and maybe he finally needs to play with Tatar and Andersson. Yesterday Bert was on that line and he was, well, invisible ... at 6'3 225.

Zetterberg with Abby and Alfie

Andersson with Tatar and Nyquist

Sheahan with Bertuzzi and Cleary

Glendening with Miller and Eaves

Interesting line-up no
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Jeff Blashill, the second-year coach of the Grand Rapids Griffins, was named coach of the AHL all-star team, the league announced Thursday, Jan. 9.

Blashill, who took the Griffins to the Calder Cup title last season in his first year and has the team in first place in the Midwest Division this season, will be joined by Rob Zettler of the Syracuse Crunch, winners of the Eastern Conference last season.

Also named to the team from Grand Rapids was defenseman Alexey Marchenko, who is currently with the Detroit Red Wings. He was recalled by the NHL team Jan. 2. 

alexeymarchenko.jpg

Alexey Marchenko

Blashill and Zettler will lead the AHL All-Star team of 20 players in a format change for the league. Instead of playing east against west, the AHL team will face Färjestad BK, one of the top professional teams in the Swedish Hockey League, on Wednesday, Feb. 12. A skills competition will be held the day before.

“It’s an exciting opportunity to coach the AHL team, especially with the different format we’ll have this year,” Blashill said. 

He credited players from last year's championship team for his selection.

Blashill is the first Griffins coach in an all-star game since Bruce Cassidy’s participation in 2002.

Marchenko has 16 points (2-14-16) and a plus-15 plus/minus rating in 33 games with the Griffins. He was recalled by Detroit following a lower body injury to Danny Dekeyser.

The team, selected by a committee of AHL coaches and general managers features 12 forwards, six defensemen and two goaltenders. 

Blashill said he will gather information from other coaches who have international experience to learn more this month about Färjestad BK.

“I will reach out to as many coaches and gather as much information as I can to try and at least be as prepared as possible for it,” he said.

Also on the team is defenseman Chad Billins, who was an all-star as a rookie last year with the Griffins and now plays for Abbottsford, the minor league affiliate of the Calgary Flames.

Here is the complete team as announced by the league:

Forwards 

 Brett Connolly, Syracuse Crunch 

 Brian Gibbons, W-B/Scranton Penguins 

 Mike Hoffman, Binghamton Senators 

 Jason Jaffray, St. John’s IceCaps 

 Travis Morin, Texas Stars

 Brandon Pirri, Rockford IceHogs 

 Colton Sceviour, Texas Stars 

 Colton Sissons, Milwaukee Admirals 

 Ryan Spooner, Providence Bruins 

 Ben Street, Abbotsford Heat 

 Ryan Strome, Bridgeport Sound Tigers 

 Linden Vey, Manchester Monarchs 

Defensemen 

 Chad Billins, Abbotsford Heat 

 T.J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies 

 Cody Goloubef, Springfield Falcons 

 Alexey Marchenko, Grand Rapids Griffins 

 Brayden McNabb, Rochester Americans 

 Frederic St. Denis, Springfield Falcons 

 Goaltenders 

 Jake Allen, Chicago Wolves 

 Martin Jones, Manchester Monarchs 

Of the 20 players named to the AHL All-Star team, 19 have NHL experience, including 14 who have played in the NHL this season.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- Talk about conditioned stimulus. Whistle a Grand Rapids Griffins power play when they play Rockford, and a goal won’t be far behind.

The Griffins scored a season-high three power-play goals Wednesday, continuing a season-long spell over the IceHogs in a 4-2 victory before 3,672 at Van Andel Arena in the opener of a six-game homestand.

Ryan Sproul’s first-period goal tied it and Mitch Callahan had the go-ahead goal with 2:25 left in the second period, both with a man advantage, to help the Griffins improve to 6-1-0-1 against their Midwest Division rivals.

The Griffins (24-9-1-2) have taken advantage of the man advantage all season against Rockford (16-16-3-2). They scored three times in eight opportunities Wednesday, after converting eight of 26 (30.8 percent) in eight previous games. That includes at least one power-play goal in every game but one.

The Griffins also have scored with a man advantage the past three games.

"I wasn't aware of that particular stat, but our power play has got to be the difference in some games, and I thought tonight it was," Callahan said. "I think with our power play, we're just trying to keep it simple and get pucks to the net instead of making cute finesse plays." 

 Overall, the Griffins are 10th in the league in power plays at 18.7 percent.

RECENT: 

Griffins have found success despite revolving door the first half of the season

Griffins' Tomas Jurco credits time with Red Wings for selection to Slovakian Olympic team

The third power-play goal came from Riley Sheahan with 30 seconds remaining, coming after the IceHogs took a slashing penalty after pulling their goalie.

Coach Jeff Blashill thought the execution of the special teams wasn't as sharp as past games, despite the results.

"I actually thought they were a little situational," he said. "Some nights your power play is real good and you don't score, and tonight I didn't think our power play was great, but we kind of scored on weird times, including the one at the end.

"I think our power play, especially our breakout, has to be better."

The IceHogs, who defeated the Griffins 4-2 at home on Jan. 4, scored first on their own power play. Drew LeBlance took a feed from in back of the net from Brad Winchester and shoved it past goalie Tom McCollum six minutes into the game.

The Griffins, after one missed power play, converted on the second when Sproul connected on a slap shot about five feet inside the blue line with 2:44 left in the first period.

Callahan scored his team-leading 14th goal with 2:25 left in the second period with about 20 seconds left on a power play. His shot in front was juggled in the air by goalie Jason LaBarbera, who couldn’t hold it, and Callahan converted his rebound.

Brennan Evans put the Griffins ahead 3-1 less than two minutes into the third.

The power play turned against the Griffins late as Adam Clendening scored a short-handed goal with 12 minutes left in the game.

 .

 Overall, McCollum, appearing in his 13th consecutive game, faced 33 shots. The Griffins had 40 shots on LaBarbera, making just his fifth start on the season after appearing in seven games in the NHL earlier this season with Edmonton.

NOTES

The Griffins moved up to second in AHL average attendance at 7,792, thanks to serving as the home team for the outdoor game Dec. 30 at Comerica Park. Attendance for that game was 20,337. Hershey leads the league at 9,209 per game … A 4-by-6 foot card of support for the West Michigan Whitecaps was placed on the concourse for fans to sign. It will remain through Jan. 16. The Whitecaps’ Fifth Third Ballpark suffered major fire damage Jan. 3 … The Griffins and IceHogs, who have played three times since Dec. 20, won’t meet again until March 28.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Tomas Jurco, who played on the same line with Tomas Tatar a few times last season with the Grand Rapids Griffins, will reunite with his former teammate on a bigger stage next month.

Jurco, the leading scorer on the Griffins with 29 points (12-17-29), will play for Slovakia in the Winter Olympics next month in Sochi, Russia, following an announcement Tuesday, Jan. 7. 

He will be joined by Tatar, his former teammate on Grand Rapids who is now with the Detroit Red Wings.

MORE: First half has been a revolving door for Griffins

“The times we played together were good ones,” Jurco said of Tatar, who played most of last season in Grand Rapids before sticking with the Red Wings this season. “I think we both have that European thinking with a little more passing and creative playing. I think we played well with each other, but there’s no way of knowing what our lineup will look like.”

Otherwise, the 6-foot-2, 193-pound Jurco expects a lot of new faces on a veteran Slovakian team. The 21-year-old, who played for Slovakia in the 2011 and 2012 World Junior Championships, said he recognized only a few names on the roster besides Tatar.

“I only played with a couple of them, most of them are older, so like three-quarters of the team I’ve never played with,” he said. “It will be something new for me, but I’m really excited and looking forward to it. “

Jurco, picked in the second round by Detroit in 2011, has also played seven games this season with the Red Wings, with three points (2-1-3). 

That successful stint in December helped his stock, he said.

“I was hoping I would make it, and I thought I had a chance, but I didn’t know for sure,” Jurco said. “I knew I had a pretty good chance after I played in the NHL. Those few games helped me.”

He said he has not received a schedule from the team, and when he would have to leave the Griffins.

Slovakia in in Group A in hockey, which is scheduled to run Feb. 8-23. Others in the group are the United States, Solvenia and host Russia.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – It was all so simple at this time last season for the Grand Rapids Griffins. There was no NHL, so no juggling and no shuffling of players to the Detroit Red Wings.

The lockout of a year ago ended Jan. 6, 2013, and the first Grand Rapids-Detroit transaction of the season came a week later when defensemen Brendan Smith and Brian Lashoff joined the Red Wings for the belated start the season Jan. 19. And those two were expected to be in Detroit anyway.

This season, it is back to normal for the organization, and the revolving door has been on high. Five players already have made their NHL debuts, three veterans from Detroit have spent time in Grand Rapids and the Griffins’ transaction sheet near the midseason mark is almost as long as last year’s for the season.

Second-year coach Jeff Blashill has repeatedly said player moves are a constant in the AHL, and won’t be used as an excuse. So far, that hasn’t been necessary anyway, as success has continued for last year’s Calder Cup champs. 

The Griffins have held the Midwest Division lead since early November, and have the best mark in the Western Conference (49 points at 23-9-1-2) heading into Wednesday’s home game against Rockford. 

The Griffins are also home Friday and Saturday against Iowa. 

All the player moves can get a little confusing. To put it into perspective, they’ve been broken into three categories – “first timers,” “still newbies” and “Red Wings revisited.” 

Here’s a look at each: 

THE FIRST-TIMERS

Already, five players from the Griffins roster this season have made their NHL debuts with the Red Wings:

• Center Luke Glendening – No one knows the I-96 expressway like Glendening, who has been recalled six times and is currently with the Red Wings. He has played 18 games with Detroit, and has impressed Mike Babcock with his work ethic.

• Defenseman Xavier Ouellet –First-year player ping ponged between teams in October and early November. He played in three games with Detroit (Oct. 21 vs. San Jose, Nov. 9 vs. Tampa Bay and Nov. 13 against Winnipeg) without a point. He also received good reviews.

• Defenseman Adam Almquist – He played in two games (Nov. 4, 7) with a goal Nov. 7 against Dallas. He impressed, though brass wants to see him gain weight and strength.

• Forward Tomas Jurco – The touted right winger made the most of his first recall. He joined the Red Wings on Dec. 15, played in seven games and had two goals (the first came in his second game, against Anaheim on Dec. 17) and an assist. He rejoined the Griffins on Dec. 30.

• Defenseman Alexey Marchenko – A first-year player and the most recent call-up (Jan. 2) after an injury to Danny DeKeyser. He made his debut in the Red Wings’ last game Jan. 4 and looked solid. 

STILL NEWBIES

Three players, who previously made their NHL debuts, have gotten another dose this season:

• Center Riley Sheahan – The Red Wings top pick in 2010 was up four games with the parent club from Dec. 16-28 with Henrik Zetterberg out. He had two assists in his first recall since a one-game stop last season. 

• Petr Mrazek – Injuries to Jonas Gustavsson and Jimmy Howard have keep the Griffins’ expected starter in Detroit more often this season. After two short stints in October, the second-year goalie has been with Detroit since Dec. 11. He has played in four games – started three – with 1.90 goals against average and .910 save percentage.

• Gustav Nyquist - OK, he is a bit of a stretch here, since he has some experience, and his move to Detroit was expected all along. The only surprise was how long it took. As injuries mounted, he joined the Red Wings on Nov. 21, and that’s where he will stay. He has nine points (4-5-9) in 18 games, after 40 previous games with the Red Wings in stints the previous two seasons. 

RED WINGS REVISITED

It’s rare for Grand Rapids to get a Red Wings’ veteran for anything other than a rehab assignment. This season, however, the Griffins have had three for an extended period, with two currently with the team.

• Center Cory Emmerton - After playing two seasons with the Red Wings, Emmerton was the odd-man out coming out of camp, cleared waivers and, save for a 10-day stretch in December, has spent the season back with the Griffins. He has 24 points (9-15-24) in 27 games with the Griffins; and nine games with two assists with Detroit. 

• Forward Jordin Tootoo - The 30 year-old Tootoo, a 10-year NHL veteran, joined Grand Rapids on Nov. 14 and, outside of a five-day trip back to Detroit, has stayed. He has five points (1-4-5) in 17 games. He also has played 10 games with Detroit. 

• Forward Patrick Eaves – It took Eaves a while to return following concussion issues, and he joined the Griffins on Nov. 15 and stayed just short of a month before joining the Red Wings, where he played the past four seasons. He’s still there, after six points (4-2-6) in eight games with Grand Rapids. How long he stays will be determined, in part, by injury issues to others.
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Young Detroit Red Wings forwards Tomas Tatar and Tomas Jurco will be making their first Olympic appearance in Sochi, Russia, next month, as both were selected to play by Slovakia on Tuesday.

Tatar, 23, has 16 points (eight goals, eight assists) in 35 games during his first full NHL season. He represented Slovakia in the 2010 and 2012 World Championships and in the 2009 and 2010 World Junior Championships.

Jurco, 21, had three points (two goals, and one assist) during a seven-game stint with the Red Wings before being reassigned to the Grand Rapids Griffins on Dec. 31. He has 29 points (12 goals, 17 assists) in 29 games in Grand Rapids.

Jurco played for Slovakia in the 2011 and 2012 World Junior Championships.

Here is the complete Slovakian roster, per NHL.com:

Goaltenders: Peter Budaj, Montreal Canadiens, Jaroslav Halak, St. Louis Blues, Jan Laco, Donbass Donetsk (KHL)

Defensemen: Ivan Baranka, Avangard Omsk (RUS), Dominik Granak, Dynamo Moscow (RUS), Zdeno Chara, Boston Bruins, Martin Marincin, Edmonton Oilers, Andrej Meszaros, Philadelphia Flyers, Andrej Sekera, Carolina Hurricanes, Michal Sersen, Slovan Bratislava (KHL), Lubomir Visnovsky, New York Islanders

Forwards: Milan Bartovic, Slovan Bratislava (KHL), Marian Gaborik, Columbus Blue Jackets, Michal Handzus, Chicago Blackhawks, Marcel Hossa, Dinamo Riga (KHL), Marian Hossa, Chicago Blackhawks, Tomas Jurco, Detroit Red Wings, Tomas Kopecky, Florida Panthers, Tomas Marcinko, HC Kosice (SVK), Michel Miklik, Slovan Bratislava (KHL), Peter Olvecky, Slovan Bratislava (KHL), Richard Panik, Tampa Bay Lightning, Tomas Surovy, Dynamo Minsk (KHL), Tomas Tatar, Detroit Red Wings, Tomas Zaborsky, Salavat Yulayev Ufa (RUS)

Red Wings will get a look at Alexey Marchenko, who's made smooth transition to North America
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Alexey-Marchenko-1-3-14

Defenseman Alexey Marchenko is having a strong rookie season with Grand Rapids.

MLive/Ansar Khan

DETROIT – Alexey Marchenko is mobile, can make a good first pass, and has decent size and a right-handed shot.

Those are qualities that prompted the Detroit Red Wings to take a flier on the Russian defenseman in the seventh round of the 2011 draft, selecting him with their final pick, 205th overall, after he went undrafted the year before.

Marchenko, 22, already has advanced further than many seventh-round picks, playing a key role for the Grand Rapids Griffins.

He’ll take the next step in his career on Saturday, when he makes his NHL debut for the Red Wings at Dallas (8 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit), the start of a four-game trip.

“Every time I call down to Grand Rapids they say he’s their best guy,” Red Wings coach Mike Babcock said. “If you do well down there you get an opportunity here. You come up and try to make a case for yourself that you can stay. That’s the opportunity he’s been given by the guys getting injured.”

Marchenko will be wearing No. 47. He was recalled due to Danny DeKeyser’s groin injury, which has him listed as day-to-day.

“For sure I’m excited about it,” Marchenko said. “To be honest, I didn’t really expect it. I think it’s a good experience for me, help me to improve my level of game.”

The 6-foot-2, 212-pound Marchenko played four seasons with CSKA Moscow in Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League.

“Evidently he can really make plays coming out of his own zone,” Babcock said. “He defends well. He’s a heavy guy, doesn’t seem to mind the heavy going.”

Marchenko has 16 points (two goals, 14 assists) in 33 games and is tied for the Griffins’ team lead with a plus-15 rating in his first AHL season.

“I can tell that the (North American) game is more physical and I think more quick,” Marchenko said. “You have to make quick decisions, think faster. I have to improve a little bit my quickness.”

He added, “I think it’s easier to come from the big (European) rink to the smaller ice. The style of the game is different, but I think in training camp I adjusted to it. When we started regular season, it took me not as much time to get adjusted.”

“Every time I call down to Grand Rapids they say he’s their best guy. If you do well down there you get an opportunity here." -- Mike Babcock

Marchenko didn’t watch a lot of NHL games when he was in Russia but he admired offensive-minded defenseman Sergei Zubov.

“He’s a great defensive player in our zone and very smart,” said goaltender Petr Mrazek, who played with Marchenko in Grand Rapids. “I would say he’s not much offensive-(minded), he’s always where he has to be.”

Said Gustav Nyquist: “When I played with him in GR he was a real solid, well-rounded player, plays good defensively and has offensive abilities as well.”

Marchenko will be paired with Kyle Quincey, Babcock said.

“Just try to keep it simple and try not to do too much; the game will come to him,” Quincey said. “It’s a good time to (make NHL debut), we’re on the road. The boys will take care of him. It’ll be a good time.”

Quincey recalled his first game in Anaheim on Nov. 25, 2005.

“I just tried not to fall over in warm-up,” Quincey said. “I was playing with (Chris Chelios). I was lucky to have such great guys and great players around me. Cheli was a huge help. Hopefully we can do the same for Marchie.”

Marchenko will be the third defenseman to make his NHL debut for the Red Wings this season, joining Xavier Ouellet and Adam Almquist.

Marchenko speaks better English than most Russian players who are new to North America.

“I studied in school; (started) when I was 8,” Marchenko said. “It was special English school; we got five lessons a week. Coming here it’s easier to learn it; you’re always speaking English, in the dressing room, everywhere.”
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DETROIT – Detroit Red Wings defenseman Danny DeKeyser is out with a lower-body injury.

DeKeyser is listed as day-to-day with what appears to be a groin injury.

The Red Wings have recalled defenseman Alexey Marchenko from the Grand Rapids Griffins. He will make his NHL debut Saturday night against the Dallas Stars at the American Airlines Center (8 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

The 6-foot-2, 212-pound right-handed shooting Marchenko has 16 points (two goals, 14 assists) in 33 games and is tied for the Griffins’ team lead with a plus-15 rating in his first AHL season.

The Red Wings selected Marchenko, 22, was their final pick in the 2011 entry draft (205th overall in the seventh round), after he was passed over in the 2010 draft.

A strong skater and good puck-mover, Marchenko played four seasons with CSKA Moscow in Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League.

DeKeyser missed 15 games from Nov. 21 to Dec. 19 with a separated shoulder. He has 10 points (two goals, eight assists) and a plus-1 rating in 27 games.

With Jonathan Ericsson out due to a broken ribs, the Red Wings are missing two of their top three defensemen.

Detroit prospect Martin Frk struggles to find his place with Grand Rapids Griffins

AHL Marlies Griffins Hockey.JPG

Martin Frk flies over the top of the net and Toronto goalie Drew MacIntyre during the outdoor game Monday at Comerica Park. (AP photo)
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – This is not the start Martin Frk expected in his first season with the Grand Rapids Griffins, and that was made clear over the holidays.

The right winger was a healthy scratch from the Griffins’ New Year’s Eve game against Toronto and then posted on Twitter in the early morning hours of Jan. 1:

Frk, the Red Wings' second-round pick (49th overall) in the 2012 draft, has struggled in his first year in Grand Rapids. He is without a point in 11 games, including the past six games since he was recalled Dec. 19 from Toledo. 

Before the season, he was considered the organization's No. 10 prospect by RedWingsCentral.com; now he’s No. 17. 

Frk  now finds himself in a tough spot. It’s difficult to be confident without a point, but difficult to get points without confidence.

“I’m still just trying to learn,” said the 20-year-old. “Always when I played before I was like the top scorer on the team, and now I haven’t done anything, really. But I have to stay positive and work to get better.”

The 6-foot, 203-pound Czech Republic native had three impressive seasons with Halifax in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Last season, he had career highs with 35 goals, 49 assists and 84 points to help the Mooseheads win the Memorial Cup.

“I played three years in Halifax and it was all different, and now I’m here and, really, I don’t know too much, yet,” Frk said. “I’m thinking too much on the ice, and that’s why my game’s a little bit down. So, it’s been a little hard for me. Hopefully I will get it as soon as I can.”

Likewise, Frk has to gain coach Jeff Blashill’s trust before he will give him more time on the ice. That includes playing stronger defensively, and dealing with bigger players in the AHL.

“He hasn’t had lots of opportunities since he’s been called back up, but he’s had some,” Blashill said. “I think his confidence is growing day by day here and I see flashes of greatness, and it’s just going to take time to earn the coach’s trust and all the situations out there.”

His situation is similar to what Tomas Jurco went through last season, though Jurco didn’t face as much competition on the front line. Jurco, another goal-scorer who was Detroit's first choice (35th overall) in 2011 draft, struggled until the second half of the season, and then became a force in the Calder Cup playoffs.

“It’s not the easiest step to make from juniors,” said Jurco, who just returned to the Griffins after a successful seven-game stint with the Red Wings. “The system, being really good defensively and being responsible. I had to get way better at that, and it took me a few months to figure out.

“In January (last year), I was in the same spot as him, really,” Jurco said. “Maybe I didn’t go down to Toledo, but I didn’t play a lot here. We’ve talked in the past, and I think he’s on a good way to being a really good hockey player.”

Frk was assigned to Toledo of the ECHL on Nov. 4 and played 15 games with the Walleye. He had 13 points (5-8-13).

“From all indications, he worked really hard down there, put in extra work and had a great attitude,” Blashill said.

Now it’s just a matter of Frk gaining confidence and producing when given opportunities. He will be active for Friday’s home game against Chicago, Blashill said, and will be paired on a line with Andrej Nestrasil and Triston Grant.

A goal would certainly help the mood.

“That would make me happy,” Frk said. “My role is scoring goals on teams, so it’s difficult when you see that zero, zero, zero up there (in scoring).”

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Tomas Jurco came back to Grand Rapids on Tuesday, disappointed he won’t play in an outdoor game but confident in what he showed in Detroit.

The second-year right winger, who had three points (2-1-3) in seven games with the Red Wings in his first exposure to the NHL, was sent to Grand Rapids early Tuesday following Detroit’s loss Monday at Nashville, when Luke Glendening was recalled.

With the move, the 21-year-old missed out on a chance to play with the Red Wings today against the Toronto Maple Leafs before a crowd of 100,000-plus at the Big House. And, he also missed the Griffins’ game on Monday against the Toronto Marlies at Comerica Park.

“It’s a pretty big disappointment for me, but I just got to move on and play hard here every game,” he said Tuesday after playing in the Griffins' 3-1 loss to the Marlies at Van Andel Arena. “It’s just the same game, just playing outside. For every player it’s a special night, so that’s why it’s a little disappointing. But it’s just a game so I’m not going to make a big deal of it.”

Jurco remains the Griffins’ leading scorer with 27 points (11-16-27). He was paired Tuesday with Teemu Pulkkinen and Calle Jarnkrok, and some power-play shifts.

“Tomas is a high-end player in this league, and he’s going to be a high-end player in the National Hockey League,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “He makes something happen out of nothing.

“But, if fatigue was a factor for anyone, I would say it was him considering he played in Nashville last night and drove here today.”

Jurco’s return to Grand Rapids comes with renewed belief in his ability.

“I think I gained a lot of confidence up there,” Jurco said. “I was playing my first games with Pav and Alfie (Pavel Datsyuk and Daniel Alfredsson), so that gives you confidence that coach puts you in those lines. 

“So, coming back here I feel a little better about myself, and I think I can play at the next level if I work hard, and we’ll see in the future. Hopefully, I make it.”
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI - The Grand Rapids Griffins finished the greatest year in franchise history on a low note.

The Griffins, who won their first Calder Cup in June and have led the Midwest Division nearly all this season, finished 2013 with 3-1 loss to the Toronto Marlies before a New Year's Eve sellout of 10,834 at Van Andel Arena.

Toronto scored twice in the third period and goalie Garret Sparks, who came in with a 4.10 goals against average, turned aside 31 or 32 shots to beat the Griffins a second consecutive night.

The teams, which met Monday outdoors at Comerica Park as part of the Hockeytown Winter Festival, went inside and continued their physical play, especially early on.

The first period was marked by 15 infractions and 44 penalty minutes, including three fights. 

That was similar to Monday’s game, when nine penalties were called in the first period – including a fight between Triston Grant and Toronto’s Jamie Devane (a scratch on Tuesday) on a frigid night. 

That game settled down afterward, and, for the most part, that was the case again when the teams went back indoors.

Landon Ferraro and Toronto’s Kevin Marshall and Brennan Evans and Toronto’s Korvinian Holzer did battle within minutes of each other by mid-point of the first period.

Late in the first, Sparks slashed Jordin Tootoo, who, in turn, took a swing the goalie before swarmed by the Marlies.

Then, in the second, Toronto’s David Broll dropped his gloves in anticipation of a fight with Tootoo, who wasn’t even aware of Broll. Triston Grant crosschecked Broll to protect him.

Through it all, the Griffins could not capitalize. They came up empty on five power play opportunities.

"It was just a tight game," said coach Jeff Blashill. "And lots of times those games come down to special teams, and we lost the power play battle, and I was very disappointed with our power play."

 Meanwhile, the Griffins were unable to solve Sparks, who was in just his fourth game of the season and seventh career AHL game. 

"I think it was just execution," said Mitch Callahan, who had a third-period goal for the Griffins. "Just trying to be cute in the offensive zone and not getting the puck in deep and not playing the game that we are used to playing."

On the other side, the Marlies made the most of 19 shots on Tom McCollum, making his 10th consecutive start. The first two goals came from the right circle – in the first period on a power play by T.J. Brennan, and early in the third by Troy Bodie. 

The Marlies’ Wade MacLeod added a third goal near the mid-point of the third period before Callahan accounted for the Griffins' lone goal.

Tomas Jurco, who arrived in Grand Rapids in the afternoon after playing with Detroit against Nashville on Monday night, was coupled with Teemu Pulkkinen and Calle Jarnkrok. He got off a shot and had a penalty.

Notes

Martin Frk, one of the Red Wings top prospects heading into the season, continues to struggle. The right winger, recalled from Toledo on Dec. 20, was a scratch and remains without a point in 11 games … The sellout was the fifth at Van Andel Arena on a New Year’s Eve, and the first since 2010. It was the fourth in a row with 10,000-plus … The Griffins and Marlies wore the same Hockeytown Winter Festival jerseys are on Monday … The teams will meet once more this season, on Feb. 7 at Toronto.

ANN ARBOR -- Detroit Red Wings rookie Luke Glendening is becoming an old pro when it comes to outdoor games.

The Grand Rapids native will play in his second outdoor game in three nights, the fifth of his career, Wednesday in the Winter Classic against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Being at Michigan Stadium makes it more special for the 24-year-old center, who served as the Wolverines' captain for two seasons.

He didn’t think it would happen on Sunday, when he was reassigned to the Grand Rapids Griffins. But he was recalled on Tuesday because the Red Wings wanted another center. They sent down left wing Tomas Jurco to make room for Glendening.

“I was planning on watching this one on TV, excited to see how it turned out,” Glendening said. “Now that I have the opportunity to be a part of it, I’m excited.

“The fact that I went (to Michigan) and played at the Big House before, all of that makes it extra special.”

Glendening played in three outdoor games with Michigan, including the 2010 Big Chill at the Big House against Michigan State.

“To be back in Ann Arbor is fun for me,” Glendening said. “It’s a little overwhelming, but I’m just trying to take it all in and enjoy it.”

Glendening received the good news Monday night -- during a phone call from Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill -- while driving home with his mom after scoring two goals in the Griffins’ 4-3 shootout loss to the Toronto Marlies at Comerica Park.

"The fact that I went (to Michigan) and played at the Big House before, all of that makes it extra special."� -- Luke Glendening

“I had a great time playing in the game (Monday),” Glendening said. “That was a special game, but obviously it was a little disheartening not to be able to play in (the Winter Classic), and now that I have the opportunity it’s pretty cool.”

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock said Glendening was reassigned to the Griffins on Sunday so that he could play in the AHL outdoor game.

“I wasn’t sure he was going to be able to play in this game (Winter Classic) for us,” Babcock said. “I thought it was unfair if he didn’t play (in either outdoor game).”

Then Babcock decided to play Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg on the same line (with Todd Bertuzzi), creating a need for another center on Wednesday. So Glendening got the call and Jurco was sent down.

“It’s unfortunate for Jurco,” Babcock said. “Now he misses on playing outdoors (in the AHL and NHL), which wasn’t our plan at all, but that is the way it happens. That is the change in day-to-day business in our league.”

Michigan coach Red Berenson speaks highly of Glendening. The Red Wings signed him to a one-year free-agent contract on July 5, after a strong rookie season with the Griffins.

“Luke Glendening came to Michigan as a recruited walk-on with no promise that he’d ever play,” Berenson said. “He just wanted a chance with the team. He made a mark every day in practice. He ended up being our captain his junior and senior years.

“He never led the team in scoring, but he was our leader on and off the ice. Now he’s showing that he can play pro hockey and now he’s in the NHL. He’s a good example for young kids that aren’t getting all the attention and aren’t draftable and aren’t this and aren’t that, but they really want a chance.”
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ANN ARBOR -- The Detroit Red Wings have reassigned forward Tomas Jurco to the Grand Rapids Griffins and recalled Luke Glendening.

Jurco had three points (two goals, assist) and an even plus-minus rating in seven games with the Red Wings, his first taste of NHL experience.

Glendening, who was sent down on Sunday, has shuffled back and forth several times this season.

The Red Wings are practicing at Michigan Stadium today in preparation for Wednesday's Winter Classic vs. the Toronto Maple Leafs (1 p.m., NBC).

Right wing Daniel Alfredsson, who sat out Monday's 6-4 loss at Nashville due to back spasms, is skating today.

NHL chief operating officer John Collins said today that 105,500 tickets have been sold for the event, which would set a world record for attendance at a hockey game.

DETROIT – Grand Rapids Griffins Triston Grant didn’t care what the surroundings were or what the temperature was when he engaged Toronto’s Jamie Devane in a first-period fight Monday at Comerica Park.

Of course, he cared a little more afterward on a frigid night.

Grant, one of the more physical players on the Griffins, and Devane, who's third on the Marlies in penalty minutes, squared off near center ice with about seven minutes left in the opening period of the Hockeytown Winter Festival game, won by the Marlies, 4-3, in a shootout.

At that point, there already were five penalties called in a chippy start, including a charging call on Toronto’s Kenny Ryan. His shoulder hit left Teemu Pulkkinen with a bloody nose and forced him into the dressing room before returning shortly thereafter.

“Everyone was jacked up,” said Grant, who leads the team in penalty minutes with 58. “It wasn’t premeditated or anything like that. At that point, it seemed like it was time to go. Maybe they were just being a little more physical than us. So I thought it was a good decision.”

tristongrant.jpg

Triston Grant

The 6-foot-1, 215-pound Grant threw a couple of lefts that connected to the chops of Devane, who checks in a 6-5 and 220 pounds. He also connected a couple of times with his helmet, and took at least one solid hit to the face as well.

That hurts with the wind chill at 10 degrees.

“I haven’t done that in years,” Grant said with a smile about fighting outside. “Probably on the playground somewhere.” 

Both players were seen holding their hands while in the penalty box.

“Yeah, I had my left hand under my arm pit trying to keep it warm in there,” Grant said. “The worst part about it was there wasn’t a heater in the penalty box.”

Grant downplayed any residual effect tonight, when the teams meet again.

“It will be good to get back at it again against this team,” he said of the Marlies. “This was a great experience (playing outdoors) – they obviously know what they’re doing putting these (events) together. And we’re looking forward to playing them at home.”

DETROIT – The experience of playing and losing outdoors at Comerica Park has to fade quickly for the Grand Rapids Griffins.

They face the Toronto Marlies again Tuesday.

The Griffins, after dropping a 4-3 decision in a shootout Monday before 20,337 fans outdoors as part of the Hockeytown Winter Festival, turn around and host the Marlies 6 p.m. Tuesday in the annual New Year’s Eve game at Van Andel Arena.

“It will be interesting,” Griffins coach Jeff Blashill said of the turnaround. “The event build-up to play in the game is one thing. We’re going to have to do a real good job of re-focusing. 

“The one good thing for us is the New Year’s Eve game is a big game for us and guys know there will be a real good crowd, so we’re going to have to put this event, which was a great event, behind us.”

The Griffins picked up a point but gave away the game against the Marlies at Comerica. Luke Glendening was the bright spot. He scored twice in the second to give the Griffins a 3-2 lead, but the Marlies tied it early in the third and then scored twice in a four-round shootout.

Tom McCollum, who faced 25 shots, said it will be comforting to be back inside.

“Definitely,” he said. “It’s a lot more familiar conditions to everybody, and everybody will be a lot more comfortable in there, and we’ll just get back to work tomorrow.”

The Marlies scored twice in the first period and led 2-1.

“I think we just didn’t come out as ready to play as they did,” said forward Triston Grant. “They came out ready to play more than us in the first period, and we got stuck watching on a few plays.”

Xavier Ouellet had the Griffins goal in the first.

Coach Jeff Blashill did not think the lack of practice time on the outdoor ice was a factor. 

“We’re both playing in the same outdoor game, so I don’t know,” Blashill said. “We weren’t as sharp as they were early. They did a better job early probably of playing north-south hockey and being hard at the net.”

Glendening, in his first game back after seven with the Detroit Red Wings since Dec. 11, scored on a pair of backhands that both eluded goalie Drew MacIntyre. 

“Luke is a really good hockey playing for one,” Blashill said. “But to come back in and be able to play after just getting in last night, I thought he did a real good job.”

The second-year center, who wasn’t sent back to Grand Rapids until after the Griffins left by bus Sunday afternoon to Detroit, didn’t think his past experience helped. He also played in three previous outdoor games while with the University of Michigan.

“You just get back to your roots of playing the way you did as a kid,” he said. “The ice is still bad at times, and chips, and there are things that go wrong in every outdoor game but you just have to it all in stride.”

Glendening didn’t think he would be recalled by the Red Wings for their game New Year’s Day at the Big House. 

“I don’t think I’m going to play,” he said. “Obviously, it would have been quite an experience where I went to school, but I got to play in the Big Chill. But (Darren) Helm is back and he’s great player and I’ll be excited to watch the game.”
By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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NASHVILLE, Tenn. -- The Detroit Red Wings have missed Darren Helm's speed and energy for most of December after he was idled by a sprained left shoulder.

The club is planning on having Helm return to the lineup Monday against the Nashville Predators (8 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit), general manager Ken Holland said on Sunday.

The Red Wings reassigned center Luke Glendening to the Grand Rapids Griffins, which enables him to play in Monday's game at Comerica Park against the Toronto Marlies.

Helm has missed 11 games since being injured Dec. 4 in a 6-3 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers.

After a good practice on Sunday, Helm said there was a good chance he could play Monday.

“It was a good day today, I moved in the right direction," Helm said. "Hopefully tomorrow it feels the same way, or better."

Helm, whose main concern is how the shoulder will respond to contact, said he did a little more on Sunday.

“I did some keepaway stuff with (Daniel Alfredsson) and a couple other guys and made sure Tag (Todd Bertuzzi’s son) didn’t touch the puck too much," Helm said. "It was good. I got my confidence going.''

Helm provided a huge lift after he returned on Nov. 2, following a lengthy absence due to a back injury and, more recently, a pulled groin. He has seven goals and three assists in 15 games.

Helm skated on a line with Tomas Jurco and Justin Abdelkader on Sunday.

Glendening has appeared in 16 games for the Red Wings this season (one assist, minus-7 rating).

History helping Kings prospects learn in the present

Friday, 01.17.2014 / 2:00 PM / AHL Update

By Alyssa Dombrowski - Special to NHL.com

If there's anyone who can understand the trials and tribulations of an athlete's first year as a professional, it's a longtime friend who is experiencing the same transition alongside him.

Rookies Derek Forbort and Nick Shore of the American Hockey League's Manchester Monarchs have a history that dates back to when they were teammates in the United States National Team Development Program, capturing a gold medal at the 2010 World Under-18 Championship.

"The first time we met was with the U-17 National Development Program [in 2008-09], where he played in a tournament with us," Shore said of Forbort. "The next year he joined the team full-time, so I got to know him a lot better."

 Rookies Derek Forbort and Nick Shore of the American Hockey League's Manchester Monarchs have a history that dates back to their time in the United States National Team Development Program. (Photo: Steve Babineau)

Following the 2009-10 season, both players began their collegiate careers in the Western Collegiate Hockey Association, Shore with the University of Denver and Forbort at the University of North Dakota. Forbort was selected with the 15th pick by the Los Angeles Kings in the 2010 NHL Draft; coincidentally, the same organization took Shore in the third round (No. 82) the subsequent year.

"[In college], we played each other quite a bit, and it was a good rivalry so we competed hard against each other," Forbort said. "We've remained close buddies, so seeing him get drafted by the Kings a year after I did was pretty cool knowing that I'd be getting to play with him down the road."

The camaraderie that began in their junior days followed the two young players down that road.

"After I got drafted, Derek was someone I reached out to because he went through a similar experience being chosen by the same team the year before," Shore said. "He was a really big help in letting me know what to expect heading into my first development camp and things like that."

Both Shore, a center, and Forbort, a defenseman, were assigned by Los Angeles to the Monarchs prior to the start of this season. Heading to Manchester meant placing their development in the hands of Mark Morris, a veteran coach who recently became the first in hockey history with 300 wins at both the collegiate and professional levels.

Morris, who has been coaching the Kings' prospects in Manchester since 2006, has been most impressed by the maturity of two of his youngest players.

"They both have a really calm demeanor and let their actions speak for themselves," Morris said. "They're low-maintenance players and excellent professionals who work hard both on and off the ice. I've found them to be very coachable."

At the season's halfway point, Manchester sits atop the AHL standings with a league-best 56 points. Shore, 21, leads all Monarchs rookies in scoring with 18 points in 33 games, while Forbort, just six months Shore's senior, has notched 12 points with a respectable plus-7 rating in 40 games. Their history of competing together and on opposing teams has allowed each to develop a strong understanding of the other's style on the ice.

"Nick is a really smart player, so it's easy to play with him," Forbort said. "He's good defensively and he makes good plays with the puck, which is something I like to pride myself on as well."

"I think the more you play with someone or even against them, the more you recognize different tendencies that certain players have," Shore said. "Obviously playing with Derek that one year and then against him the past three, you notice certain things that can be used to your advantage."

Off the ice, Shore and Forbort live together along with fellow Monarchs rookie Scott Sabourin, a situation that has proven to be mutually beneficial for all three prospects.

"We're all going through it together for the first time, so it's nice to have those guys there to just deal with the things that come with being a pro," Forbort said.

"It's been a really good experience so far," Shore said. "I think we've all really enjoyed it and are eager to get going with the rest of the season."

That eagerness is exactly what makes for a successful player and teammate, according to Morris.

"They both continue to absorb any type of critique of their game and are quick to try to apply it to their repertoire," Morris said. "Neither player seems to be about themselves -- they're well-liked by everybody that they play with on a daily basis."

Morris knows a thing or two about what it takes for young talent to earn a shot at the next level. Over his eight seasons in Manchester, he has helped many of his players advance to the Kings' full-time roster, including 2012 Stanley Cup champions Jonathan Quick, Slava Voynov, Dwight King, Jordan Nolan, Kyle Clifford and Jonathan Bernier.

"When you have a really good foundation like Nick and Derek do, it's just a matter of time until you really see their games blossom," Morris said. "It's pretty typical of guys that I've seen that have gone on and done well, to show those flashes of brilliance where you can see that they're getting it."

He has no doubt Forbort and Shore could soon join the ranks of his former players in Los Angeles.

"There are good signs that there are big things coming down the road for both of these guys. I'm excited to see them continue to pursue their dreams of making it to the NHL," Morris said.

For the latest news, scores and stats from around the American Hockey League, visit theahl.com.
Granlund's OT goal caps comeback as Heat edge IceHogs

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Just call the Abbotsford Heat the Cardiac Kids.

The local AHL club has exhibited a flair for the dramatic all season long, and they showcased it once again during a Wednesday morning road game vs. the Rockford IceHogs.

Trailing 3-1 heading into the third period, the Heat rallied to knot the score and then secured a 4-3 victory on Markus Granlund's power-play goal at 3:40 of overtime.

It marked the seventh time this season that Abbotsford has rallied to win after trailing in the third period – a remarkable stat which seems to be borne of the team's talented-but-youthful composition, with respect to the digging of deficits followed by enthusiastic comebacks.

The Heat got tremendous performances from several players, most notably defenceman Chad Billins. The AHL all-star registered three points (one goal, two assists), including the game-tying goal with 6:04 remaining in the third period, and the primary assist on Granlund's game-winner.

Evan Trupp, making his AHL debut on Wednesday after being summoned from the ECHL's Alaska Aces earlier in the week, celebrated his career milestone with a third-period goal, and Mark Cundari's power-play marker in the middle frame was his second goal in three games. Heat centre Corban Knight, a former teammate of Trupp's at the University of North Dakota, notched two assists.

Joey MacDonald picked up the win between the pipes, turning aside 32 of 35 shots, while his Rockford counterpart Jason LaBarbera stopped 29 of 33.

Both teams found success with the man advantage – the Heat went 2-for-3, while the IceHogs were 2-for-4. The penalty kill continues to be a sore spot for Abbotsford, which sits 28th in the league (75.6 per cent) in that department.

The victory enabled the Heat (25-13-2, 52 points) to leapfrog the Texas Stars (23-10-5, 51 points) for first place in the West Division, though the Stars have two games in hand.

Abbotsford wraps up its six-game road trip with a Friday-Saturday set at the Grand Rapids Griffins. The Detroit Red Wings affiliate won the Calder Cup last season, and they lead the Western Conference with with a 25-10-3 record and boast the second-stingiest defence (2.34 goals against per game) in the AHL.

Street recalled by Flames after scoring OT winner vs. Rampage

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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A memorable couple of days for Ben Street began with an all-star nod, continued with a slump-busting overtime goal, and ended with an NHL recall.

The Coquitlam-born centre, on the heels of being named to the AHL all-star game on Thursday, scored at 3:38 of the extra session on Saturday evening to lift the Abbotsford Heat to a 3-2 overtime victory over the San Antonio Rampage.

Street's team-leading 17th goal of the season snapped the Heat's season-high four-game losing streak – they were coming off a 5-0 defeat to the Texas Stars the night before which allowed the Stars leapfrog them for first place in the West Division.

After the game, Street found out he'd been summoned by the Calgary Flames. He began the season with the NHL club, posting one assist in eight games before being reassigned to Abbotsford.

Saturday's victory was Troy Ward's 100th as head coach of the Heat. He ascended to the top job prior to the 2011-12 season, after serving as an assistant under Jim Playfair in 2010-11.

The Heat had to rally twice to secure Ward's milestone. They fell behind on Vincent Trocheck's goal at 6:29 of the first period, but drew even on a strike by Chad Billins – a fellow AHL all-star game selection along with Street – later in the frame.

Garrett Wilson staked the Rampage to another one-goal advantage in the second period, before Josh Jooris's fourth goal of the season midway through the third set the stage for OT.

Heat goalie Joni Ortio was coming off his first back-to-back losses of the campaign, but he turned things around with a 31-save performance. His Rampage counterpart Jacob Markstrom stopped 23 of 26 Abby shots.

The Heat (24-13-2, 50 points) are at the midpoint of a six-game road trip, which continues on Wednesday at the Rockford IceHogs.

ICE CHIPS:

• Saturday's game marked the AHL debut of Cloverdale-born forward Jordan Kremyr, who was inserted into the lineup in place of Corban Knight. Kremyr was recalled earlier in the week from the ECHL's Alaska Aces, where he'd posted nine goals and three assists in 29 games.

• The Heat's penalty-killing struggles continued on Saturday, as both Rampage goals were with the man advantage. San Antonio finished 2-for-4 on the power play, while Abbotsford was 0-for-3. The Heat are 28th in the league on the PK, with a 76.3 per cent success rate.

• Tyler Wotherspoon was on the ice for all three Heat goals, and his +3 rating was a single-game best for the rookie defenceman. He also notched an assist on Billins's marker.

Abbotsford's Street, Billins named to AHL all-star game

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Ben Street and Chad Billins will represent the Abbotsford Heat at the AHL all-star game.

Neither selection, announced on Thursday, is a particular surprise, as both players have had outstanding first halves of the season to help power the Heat to the top of the West Division.

Street, a 26-year-old centre from Coquitlam, started the season in the NHL with the Calgary Flames, and he's been lighting up the AHL since being sent down in late October. He's currently sixth in league scoring with 16 goals and 16 assists for 32 points in 29 games.

Billins, who signed with the organization as a free agent in the summer, is fourth among AHL defencemen in scoring with six goals and 20 assists in 33 games. He's been instrumental in the Heat's success on the power play, quarterbacking a unit which sits second in the league with a 24 per cent success rate.

The AHL all-star game has a different format this year – rather than having conference teams play each other, the league's all-stars will face Färjestad BK, a Swedish Elite League team, in St. John's, Nfld. The all-star event includes a skills competition on Feb. 11, followed by the game on Feb. 12.

Dumont, Bulldogs rally past Heat, complete weekend sweep

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Gabriel Dumont has a history of memorable performances at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, and he fashioned another on Saturday.

The Hamilton Bulldogs forward scored the tying and go-ahead goals to spark his team to a 3-1 victory, capping a sweep of the two-game weekend set vs. the Abbotsford Heat. Hamilton also won 2-1 on Friday.

Rewinding back to the spring of 2010, Dumont made his pro debut against the Heat in the second round of the Calder Cup playoffs. He'd signed an entry-level contract with the Montreal Canadiens at the conclusion of his junior season with the Drummondville Voltigeurs, and was subsequently assigned to the Bulldogs, their AHL affiliate.

In Game 3, he notched his first pro goal in a 3-2 Hamilton victory at the AESC, and the Bulldogs went on to win the series in six games.

“For sure, I remember my first goal,” Dumont said with a grin following Saturday's win. “It’s already starting to feel like a long time ago.

"It’s always a fun environment to come back here and play. We’ve had good playoff games against Abbotsford so those are some good memories.”

The 23-year-old Dumont, who has notched six of his 42 career AHL regular season goals against the Heat, stands just 5'9". But he's an outlier size-wise on a Bulldogs squad which boasts tremendous size and speed. They made life difficult for a typically high-scoring Heat squad on both Friday and Saturday, but the hosts did get off to a solid start in the second game.

Markus Granlund opened the scoring midway through the first period on the power play. Kane Lafranchise kept the puck in the offensive zone and walked in from the point, then attempted a centring pass over to Granlund. The puck took a deflection but found its way to the Finnish centre anyway, and he roofed a close-range shot on Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski for his 14th goal of the season, tops among rookies in the AHL.

Heat keeper Joey MacDonald, making his first start since Dec. 12 after Joni Ortio got the nod six games in a row, did his best work late in the first. Hamilton forward Mike Blunden took a pass in the slot with MacDonald seemingly down and out, but he scrambled back in time to kick out Blunden's shot with his right pad and stone him again on the rebound attempt.

Blunden, who also rang a shot the post in the first minute of the game, had a snakebit start, but he got a measure of revenge late in the second period. His sharp-angle shot got behind MacDonald, and Dumont tapped it in.

Dumont got his second of the night just 49 seconds into the third period on a power play, jamming a rebound between MacDonald's pads.

The Heat's vaunted power play, which came in ranked second in the AHL with a 25 per cent success rate, had three opportunities to generate the equalizer in the third period. But the Bulldogs smothered them, with a late assist from Heat centre Ben Street – he took an interference penalty with 1:18 remaining in regulation, during an Abby man advantage with MacDonald pulled for an extra attacker.

Hamilton's Maxine Macenauer rounded out the scoring with an empty-netter with 16 seconds left.

Heat head coach Troy Ward noted his team brought a better level of competitiveness in Saturday's rematch than they had Friday, but acknowledged the power play "struggled all weekend."

“They gave us every chance to try and get back in the game," Ward said. "We had three power plays down the stretch and then took ourselves off the power play in the last two minutes. A veteran guy who we don’t need a penalty from took a penalty.

"The difference in the weekend was their goalie gave them a lot of confidence. They played with a reckless abandon knowing he was on his game, sort of how we’ve played with Orts. They were chaotic and that caused us problems. We showed our youth tonight.”

Lafranchise theorized that the Heat's man-advantage miscues might have come from players trying to do too much individually.

"That happens when you're down and everyone wants to get that goal," he said. "Guys might not be making the passes they need to make, and I know myself, there's better plays I can make, maybe a little bit quicker."

The Heat (23-11-2, 48 points) still occupy the second seed in the Western Conference, but the Texas Stars (21-10-5, 47 points) are just one point back of them in the West Division, with both teams having played 36 games.

Hamilton (17-14-4, 38 points) is seventh in the Western Conference, having won five in a row. Their last defeat was against the Heat on Dec. 22, when Abbotsford rallied to win 3-2 in a shootout at Copps Coliseum.

“Before this we had four losses in a row,” Dumont noted. “Sometimes it takes a little slap in the face to wake up. After the fourth loss some guys got up in the room and talked things out. Since then we haven’t lost so it has been a big step forward for us going towards the end of the season.

“Abbotsford’s obviously one of the best teams in the league,” Dumont added. “We both tried to play a tight game. We tried to limit their numbers and when we had chances tonight we scored.”

The Heat now embark on a six-game road trip, beginning on Tuesday at the San Antonio Rampage.

Bulldogs keep Heat at bay, win 2-1

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Mark Cundari authored a pair of highlight-reel plays, but the Abbotsford Heat were otherwise smothered for much of the night by the Hamilton Bulldogs in a 2-1 home loss on Friday.

Cundari's titanic hip check on Bulldogs blueliner Joel Chouinard late in the first period was the game's most memorable moment. As Chouinard crossed the centre line and dumped the puck into the Heat zone, he was met by Cundari, who sent him on a surreal 360-degree, head-over-heels flight (see video below).

Early in the third period, Cundari showcased his offensive chops, hitting Sven Baertschi with a backdoor pass for a tap-in goal.

But that marker ended up being the Heat's lone goal of the evening – the Bulldogs hung on to win behind tallies from Justin Courtnall and Christian Thomas, and a 28-save effort from goalie Dustin Tokarski.

"Their thing is being super-aggressive and taking it to us, and when we sit back and let that happen, the result is a 2-1 loss," Heat defenceman Cundari analyzed afterward.

"They fight fire with fire, basically. They're constantly in our face – they go too hard on the forecheck, they're pinching their D, so it kind of gets frustrating. But at the same time, we formulate plans pre-game to counter that. I think they were pretty effective tonight."

The Heat weren't able to generate much offensively in the first two periods, as the Bulldogs limited them to just 15 shots over 40 minutes.

Courtnall, meanwhile, opened the scoring with a terrific individual effort at 7:13 of the first period – he beat Heat blueliner Brady Lamb to the outside, swept around the net and tucked the puck past Abby netminder Joni Ortio inside the far post. And Thomas, at 10:02 of the second, made it 2-0.

The Heat mounted a sustained push in the third period, out-shooting the Bulldogs 14-3 in the frame, and got to within a goal on Baertschi's strike at the 3:44 mark.

They had their chances to tie – Max Reinhart and Brett Olson both had cracks at a bouncing puck in front of Tokarski with just over a minute left but couldn't find the handle, and Baertschi whiffed on a desperation one-timer in the waning seconds.

"I thought we were just mentally slow," Heat head coach Troy Ward said. "It was a long week (between games), and it looked like a long week for our players. We were slow mentally, that was my disappointment.

"It's a game that required hard, it's a game that required guts, and we didn't have enough of that today."

On the bright side, Baertschi, after going pointless in his first four games with the Heat, has now scored in two straight games.

"It's important for us to get him going," Ward noted. "He has a little bit more of a focus to him, because he dropped down from the NHL and at one particular time, maybe not too long ago, he was – and maybe still is in a lot of ways – the eyes of the franchise moving forward. It's important that he score goals."

Breaking down his epic hit, Cundari said he noticed Chouinard's teammates had already peeled off for a line change, which allowed him to step up aggressively in the neutral zone.

"He went up in the air, I felt him on my back and kind of gave him a little shove upwards, and he just somersaulted," Cundari recounted with a chuckle. "I don't remember the play exactly – I was watching it on the replay there. But it did look pretty cool.

"I'm used to playing that physical game, and that's kind of what I bring to the table. You don't get highlight hits like that every game, but it's something that pumps up the guys, and it's a big energy boost to the team."

ICE CHIPS:

• Markus Granlund and Chris Breen, both returned to the Heat by the Calgary Flames earlier in the week, were in the lineup on Friday, as was forward Adrian Foster, who was picked up from the ECHL's San Francisco Bulls.

Foster, skating on a line with Baertschi and Granlund, notched the secondary assist on Baertschi's goal and was named third star of the game.

Breen, meanwhile, was on the ice for both Bulldogs goals (plus Baertschi's tally), and Ward said the fact the 6'7" defender played just two games in the month of December showed.

Granlund's night ended early, as he took a puck in the face late in the third period, but Ward indicated he just required a couple of stitches and will be fine.

• Ward provided an update on forward Michael Ferland's status, noting that the sophomore pro will "be out long-term." Ferland, who was in the midst of a breakout season, hasn't played since Dec. 12 after suffering a knee injury during a practice.

"He's going back to Calgary for another evaluation to see what the long-term situation is going to be," Ward said. "There's some swelling and there's some things in that area that all have to sort itself out. So we're being patient and waiting to see what happens."

• The Heat (23-10-2) and Bulldogs (16-14-4) renew hostilities on Saturday (7 p.m., Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

Heat news and notes: Newcomer Foster aims to make impact

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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When you really dig into it, the parallels between Krys Kolanos and Adrian Foster are quite striking.

Both players were first-round NHL draft choices who were sidetracked by injuries early in their careers. Kolanos, the 19th overall selection by the Phoenix Coyotes in 2000, was derailed by concussion issues; Foster, taken 28th overall by the New Jersey Devils in 2001, played just 39 regular season games over the course of four Western Hockey League campaigns due to nagging abdominal issues, and later endured his own concussion battle.

Both players went on to journeyman careers that included stints overseas, and both crossed paths with current Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward with the AHL's Houston Aeros.

And as of Monday, when Foster signed a professional tryout (PTO) contract with the Heat, both can say they've reunited with Ward in Abbotsford. Kolanos, of course, carved out an improbable comeback story over the 2011-12 and 2012-13 seasons, parlaying a training camp tryout into a contract from the Heat and an eventual 13-game stint with the Calgary Flames. He's the Heat's all-time leading goal-scorer with 48.

Foster, a 31-year-old Lethbridge native summoned from the ECHL's San Francisco Bulls after Heat centre Markus Granlund was recalled by the Flames, can only hope to replicate Kolanos's out-of-nowhere impact with the Heat. But reflecting on his AHL opportunity following Tuesday's practice, he was less focused on individual goals and more concerned with fitting in with a high-flying group which currently sits first in the AHL's Western Conference.

"The team's obviously doing really well, so they don't need anyone to come in and save them or anything," noted Foster, who practiced in Granlund's spot between Sven Baertschi and Brett Olson on Tuesday. "I'm just coming in and filling a spot. I'm a veteran who can give little leadership . . . and just be a good support for all the guys. I'm excited, and we'll see how it goes."

Foster notched 15 goals and 23 assists in 70 games for the Aeros in 2007-08, when Ward served an assistant coach and assistant GM.

"I wanted to bring a guy who I felt was hungry and really wanted to prove himself," Ward explained, noting that Foster had waited for an AHL deal to materialize over the past two off-seasons and into the fall before eventually settling on ECHL employment.

"Everyone was basically telling him it was over. But he went to Idaho (the ECHL's Steelheads) and had a point a game (last season), and this year he went to San Fran and had a point a game there (5-12-17 in 15 games)."

Foster said he inquired about a spot in Abbotsford earlier this fall, but the Flames were content to move forward with a youthful forward corps at the AHL level. Since then, injuries on both the NHL and AHL rosters have opened an opportunity.

A big part of trying to catch on with the Heat, Foster said, had to do with his respect for Ward.

"We always had a really good relationship," he said. "He has a lot of attention to detail, and from the second I got here, you can see the professionalism. You get that expectation to win and that winning culture, and he's obviously brought that here.

"They've got a young team and they've got a winning team, and they're obviously doing something right."

NEMISZ A 'CLASS ACT': WARD

Longtime Heat forward Greg Nemisz, traded to the Carolina Hurricanes late Monday afternoon in exchange for Kevin Westgarth, caught a 6 a.m. flight out of town on Tuesday en route to Charlotte, N.C., where he'll join the AHL's Checkers.

But before he left, he made a 4:15 a.m. stop at Ward's office.

"He came in and met with me, said our good-byes," said Ward, who gets an incredibly early start to most workdays. "I was happy about that. He's a class act."

Nemisz, the 25th overall selection in 2008 by the Flames, departs as a former first-round draft choice who never lived up to that lofty billing. But it's easy to forget the promise he showed his first two pro seasons with the Heat – he posted 14 goals, 19 assists and 33 points in 68 games as a rookie, and 13-16-29 in 51 games in 2011-12. During that span, he earned his way into 15 NHL games.

Last season, things went off the rails for Nemisz – he suffered a lower-body injury just before training camp and was sidelined two months, then struggled mightily after returning. He ended up with just 10 points in 51 games.

Nemisz nearly equaled his output from last season in his first 32 games of the 2013-14 campaign, notching five goals and four assists prior to the trade.

"I thought last year was devastating for him in the organization," Ward said, referring to Nemisz's injury-marred 2012-13. "This year, they decided to sign him back, and I actually thought he was doing a ton better than he did last year. But in this business, if you want something, you've got to give up something, and he was the piece that made it work for Carolina."

GRANLUND, BREEN BACK

The Heat received some mid-week reinforcements, as Granlund and defenceman Chris Breen were sent down by the Flames.

Granlund, a highly skilled rookie centre who has 24 points in 29 games with the Heat, didn't end up making his NHL debut during his four-day sojourn in Calgary.

The 6'7" Breen, meanwhile, spent the past month with the Flames and has suited up for five NHL games this season. He's also gotten into 10 games with Abbotsford during a pair of conditioning stints earlier in the fall, and has three assists and a +7 rating in those contests.

BULLDOGS THIS WEEKEND

The Heat host the Hamilton Bulldogs, the Montreal Canadiens' affiliate, in a Friday-Saturday set this week. Opening faceoff is at 7 p.m. both nights at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Heat sign former first-round pick Foster, Nemisz traded to Hurricanes

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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With Markus Granlund recalled by the Calgary Flames on Sunday, the Abbotsford Heat signed a forward with ties to head coach Troy Ward on Monday.

Granlund, summoned by the NHL parent club due to injury uncertainty surrounding Heat alum Mikael Backlund, watched the Flames' 2-0 loss to the Vancouver Canucks on Sunday from the press box as Backlund ended up playing.

The recall was well-earned, though, as the 20-year-old Finnish rookie centre has lit it up to the tune of 13 goals and 11 assists in 29 games in Abbotsford, fashioning an 11-game point streak along the way.

In Granlund's absence, the Heat signed Adrian Foster, recently of the ECHL's San Francisco Bulls, where he'd posted 17 points (five goals, 12 assists) in 15 games.

Foster is a former first-round draft choice of the New Jersey Devils (28th overall in 2001), but has not played an NHL game in a career which has seen him suit up for 200 AHL games along with stints in Austria, Germany, Sweden and Russia.

Foster and Ward crossed paths in 2007-08 with the Houston Aeros – Ward served as an assistant coach and assistant GM for the AHL club, and Foster posted 15 goals and 23 assists in 70 games.

The Heat, currently on a three-game winning streak, host the Hamilton Bulldogs in a Friday-Saturday set this week, with games beginning at 7 p.m. both nights at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

NEMISZ TRADED TO HURRICANES

Later in the day, longtime Heat forward Greg Nemisz was traded to the Carolina Hurricanes in a deal with saw the Flames land enforcer Kevin Westgarth.

Nemisz, the Flames' first-round draft choice (25th overall) in 2008, was in his fourth season in Abbotsford and was second on the club's all-time games played list with 206. He was a steady producer during his first two pro seasons, posting 14 goals and 19 assists in 68 games in 2010-11 and 13 goals and 16 assists in 2011-12.

The Courtice, Ont. native's career hit a major speed bump in 2012-13, though, as he began the campaign injured and never really found his groove, finishing with just 10 points in 55 games. He'd been somewhat more productive this fall, with five goals and four assists in 32 games.

During his tenure in the organization, Nemisz got into 15 NHL games, registering one assist.

MacDermid's game-winner boosts Heat past Barons

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: December 29, 2013 12:00 AM 

Updated: December 29, 2013 12:25 AM     

Lane MacDermid is better known for what he does when his gloves are lying on the ice than when he's actually wearing them, but on Saturday evening, the tough guy was an offensive difference-maker for the Abbotsford Heat.

MacDermid's third-period goal stood up as the game-winner as the Heat beat the Oklahoma City Barons 4-2 to wrap up a sweep of a two-game set at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

"Any time you score a goal it makes you feel good that you can contribute to the team,” said MacDermid, whose goal was his first in 11 AHL games this season. “And it was a third-period goal that helped the guys get the win.”

MacDermid's statistical profile in 260 previous AHL games over parts of five seasons features a plethora of penalty minutes (534) and fights (64) to go with just 18 goals.

But at 10:31 of the final frame on Saturday, with the Heat nursing a 2-1 lead, MacDermid showed some deft finish, chipping a sweet feed from Carter Bancks over the left pad of Barons goalie Richard Bachman.

The goal proved pivotal, as OKC forward Curtis Hamilton notched his second of the night just 15 seconds later to quickly pare the Heat lead back to one. But Abbotsford would prevail, with goalie Joni Ortio making 32 saves for his AHL-leading 15th win of the season and Sven Baertschi supplying an insurance marker on the power play with 1:17 remaining in regulation.

"Any time you get something (offensively) from (fourth-liners) Carter and Lane and Turner (Elson), they work so hard and they do all the physical things, and they're usually people we don't come in here and talk about a lot," Heat head coach Troy Ward noted, reflecting on MacDermid's goal.

"But they're players who, at the end of the year, get you where you want to be because they're big and they're physical, they're not afraid, and they get after people. For them to be rewarded and for Lane to get his first goal as an Abbotsford Heat player, I was real happy for them. They've been working extremely hard."

Ward said it's a priority for him to help MacDermid, a 6'3", 205-pound winger who was acquired from the Dallas Stars in a trade on Nov. 22, to expand his offensive skill set. Toughness is still a commodity in the NHL, but it's growing ever more difficult for players who traffick strictly in fisticuffs to find big-league employment.

"One of the reasons we think he can go play up there is his size and he's got a little push-back, and he'll protect his teammates," Ward said. "But in order to stay up there and not just have a cup of coffee, usually what would derail a player like that is that they're not doing something offensively. In today's game, you've got to do both.

"We've told him since we've acquired him that we have to work on his offensive game. We've put a lot of time into that, we've put a lot of video into that, and for him to get rewarded, it was a good thing."

“He (Ward) is a great teacher and he’s trying to help me along with my offensive game,” MacDermid said. “I may have meshed myself into a certain role but to branch out and work on my game would be good.”

Baertschi, by way of contrast, is looked upon as a potentially elite offensive player, but goals have been tough to come by for him this season. He had just two in 26 NHL games with the Calgary Flames before being sent down to Abbotsford on Dec. 12, and he didn't muster a point in his first four contests with the Heat.

He broke through in the late going on Saturday, converting on a slick centring pass from Corban Knight.

“It was pretty important for me,” said Baertschi. “It’s been quite the grind. I’ve been getting a lot of shots, chances, and our line (with Markus Granlund and Brett Olson) has created a lot of chances but the goals just weren’t there. But tonight, with Granny getting one and me getting one, that’s going to give us some confidence.”

Baertschi acknowledged it was "tough" to deal with being demoted to the AHL, but said he's been working hard to stay positive.

“It’s something that I guess as a pro athlete you’ve got to deal with," he reasoned. "There are up and downs in sports. The last thing I wanted to do this year was be back here but that’s the way it worked out.

“For me, it’s important that since the guys were doing so well here that I didn’t want to come in and be all negative that I got sent down. It was important I stay positive and want to be part of the group. Usually when the team’s playing well and you’re winning it’s a better spotlight on you.”

Ward said Baertschi has dealt with being sent down "really well" and described him as "a joy to coach," but noted that generating offence has been a struggle for the 21-year-old Swiss left winger. Part of that, he said, has to do with the fact that the AHL game is more chaotic than the NHL, where the level of system execution is higher.

"American League hockey is more of a rat race," Ward said. "Coming down here in your development as a player, you've got to develop hard, you've got to get over pucks. In some ways, he's behind some of our guys.

"He's trying to get all that back into form again, and that's going to take some time. I'm happy with him, I'm not disappointed.

"Some other guys . . . are making more plays than Sven right now. But he's also got to understand, and we all understand within the organization, we're trying to develop the (complete) hockey player."

The Barons (11-17-5) took the play to the Heat (23-9-2) in the early going on Saturday – they opened the scoring at 7:49 of the first when Hamilton whacked a rebound out of the air past Ortio, and came close to doubling that lead when defenceman Brad Hunt hammered a slap shot off the crossbar.

But the Heat hung around long enough for Markus Granlund to level the score on a fantastic individual effort late in the first period. On a one-on-one rush, he made a move to his left, then fired home a top-corner wrist shot against the grain.

The Heat took their first lead of the night on a second-period power play, as Ben Street slipped a cross-crease pass to Knight for a tap-in.

Knight, a rookie centre, had gotten off to a terrific start to the season (11 points in his first 11 games), but he later endured a stretch in November where he registered just a goal and an assist in 10 games. He's regained his scoring touch, though – his two-point outing on Saturday gave him eight points (two goals, six assists) in the past seven tilts.

"I think that's just hockey – there are some times where you're just snakebit," he analyzed. "I was working hard, but things just weren't coming. For me tonight and the last couple games, I've been playing with some pretty good players, and the power play, we've been making stuff happen.

"I've got to give a lot of credit to the guys I've been playing with – they've been making my job easy and giving me plays that I can capitalize on."

The Heat are back in action on home ice next week, hosting the Hamilton Bulldogs in a Friday-Saturday set at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre (7 p.m. start both nights).

Game 36 rewind: Phantoms 5, Senators 3 

The Phantoms rode a strong first period to the second win over the Senators in as many games. After a 18-shot first period, the Phantoms led 2-0. That margin held after a slower second and third period.

Petr Straka got the Phantoms started and Kris Newbury added the second goal in the first period. Tye McGinn scored a power-play goal in the second and Jason Akeson added another in the third. Ben Holmstrom scored a empty-netter from center ice with six seconds to play.

Yann Danis made 31 saves in his second start since coming back from a sprained knee.

January 15, 2014 6:15 pm
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Game 35: Phantoms 4, Binghamton 1 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Yann Danis returned to the ice with a strong performance, helping the Phantoms to a 4-1 win over Binghamton on Saturday.

It was Danis' first game back since spraining his left knee on Nov. 29. He made 33 saves and allowed just one goal. 

The Phantoms needed to recover after a bad loss to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday, by an identical 4-1 score. Terry Murray wanted Jason Akeson, in particular, to get back to a shot mentality.

He did, scoring two goals and assisting a third.

Akeson set up Kris Newbury 3:22 into the game to give the Phantoms the first goal - something else Murray stresses frequently. Late in the period, Akeson added a power-play goal (the Phantoms were 1 for 3).

The Senators scored their only goal in the second period, courtesy of Andre Petersson.

The 2-1 score held through most of the second period, until Akeson notched an empty-netter with 32 seconds to play. Just for good measure, Rob Bordson added one more goal after that.

The Phantoms' second-ranked penalty kill held the Senators' fourth-ranked power play without a goal, despite giving them eight chances. 

January 12, 2014 12:06 am
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Glens Falls in talks with AHL team, but which team? 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Glens Falls Mayor Jack Diamond said the city has exchanged contract proposals with an AHL team, as Maury Thompson reported in Friday's paper.

That leaves the question of which team. Diamond declined to even hint at that.

The Portland Pirates, affiliate of Phoenix, are having issues with their own Cumberland County Civic Center and toured the Glens Falls Civic Center and Rec Rink early in November. Late in December, the Pirates dropped their lawsuit against the building and returned to the negotiating table.

At the time, that, paired with a bill introduced to grant the Pirates an exception to the state law that prevents them from profiting off sale of alcohol, seemed like an indication that they would come up with a solution.

It's possible that negotiations have soured again. It's also possible the the Pirates need a plan B and want leverage on the CCCC. 

A Civic Center employee said the Pirates were the only team to have toured the building and are still their only real lead.

Another team with the right circumstances is the Oklahoma City Barons, affiliate of Edmonton. 

The Barons are geographically isolated in Oklahoma City. Their closest opponent is Texas at five and a half hours away, then Iowa and San Antonio. 

Additionally, the Barons have a clause in their contract with the city-owned Cox Convention Center that allows them to opt out of the lease if the attendance averages fewer than 4,000 fans.

Their average attendance was 4,155 in their first year (2010-11), but has been below 4,000 since. The Phantoms have averaged a greater attendance each of the past two season and so far this one (though only by six at the moment). 

A move from Oklahoma City to Glens Falls would probably mean less corporate sponsorships, but higher attendance and lower travel costs.

According to Thompson, Ed Bartholomew, president of the Warren County Economic Development Commission, recently said they were targeting teams outside of the northeast, who liked the ease of travel. Diamond declined to say even say what side of the country the team is currently located on.

The league may not be a huge fan of bringing a western team east. The conferences are already out of whack with Utica, Rochester, Toronto and Hamilton all playing in the Western Conference.

There could be other teams in the mix on this, but it's impossible to know for sure, since no one is speaking publicly on the matter. 

January 10, 2014 6:30 pm
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Game 34 rewind: Penguins 4, Phantoms 1 

Everything that had gone right for the Phantoms in the previous four games was missing in the loss to the Penguins.

The Phantoms got into penalty trouble in the second when a double minor and goaltender interference combined for a two-minute five-on-three and the Penguins scored twice in 52 seconds.

January 10, 2014 6:15 pm
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Flyers recall McGinn 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers recalled Tye McGinn Friday morning after Zac Rinaldo suffered an ankle sprain that will keep him out six weeks.

Ironically, McGinn was called up for the first time when Rinaldo was cut by a skate last season. 

The recall is McGinn's fourth of the season. He has played six games in the NHL this year, scoring three goals and serving four penalty minutes. McGinn did not play in his last, one-day, call up.

McGinn has six goals and six assists in 28 games with the Phantoms this season.

The leaves the Phantoms without a healthy scratch among the skaters ... again. Both Tyler Brown (separated right shoulder) and Doug Clarkson (left hand) have been skating, but neither is cleared to practice. 

January 10, 2014 12:15 pm
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Phantoms score four goals in win 

The previous two games had not seen a goal until the third period, but the Phantoms made sure to get started earlier on Saturday. They scored early and often; it was only the fifth game this season they have scored four or more goals.

Bruno Gervais got it started with 1:03 left in the first period, on something of a broken play. 

Rob Bordson was behind the net, made a read on the defenseman and stole the puck. He saw Marcel Noebels in front of the net and tried to hit him. 

"I kinda fumbled it a little bit," Bordson said. "The guy, once he turned it over kinda back pressured a little bit and I threw it up. It kinda went to the right area. Right intentions, wrong guy."

Gervais started approaching the net when he saw Bordson come up with the takeaway. He saw the puck get tipped an just went after it.

"it was just a loose puck in the slot and I was lucky enough to get to the puck," G

ervais said. "I had my winger beat, and I got to the puck. It was so far to the right, I was just trying to pull it back across (goaltender Scott Wedgewood's) body."

Kris Newbury added to lead 1:21 into the second period. Again, it wasn't quite as drawn up; there was some luck involved. 

"It was a lucky bounce," he said. "I was actually trying to pass it and it went off the guy's skate and in."

With 5:05 left in the second, Newbury struck again, this time with a power-play goal off the faceoff. The puck flew straight up of the faceoff and everyone froze, waiting for it to come down.

Newbury said he heard the linesman say the puck was in the air and just picked a side, hoping it would come down in front of him. It did and he quickly slid toward the slot slightly, taking the shot before anyone else had reacted.

"The linesman gets an assist on that one," Newbury joked.

He still wasn't done, however, and set up Tye McGinn just 90 seconds later for the fourth and final goal.

"(Mark) Alt threw it up, (Jason Akeson) made a nice chip, Newbs and I had a two-on-one, I just tried to get to the net with my stick down," McGinn said. "Newbs made a great pass and luckily I got my stick on it."

Terry Murray credited the increase in scoring to an increase in shots and better shots at that.  Newbury added that the clean passes made a big difference. Whatever it was, the four goals, fourth straight win and shutout all gave the Phantoms a confidence boost as they try to continue to roll.

January 05, 2014 12:05 am
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Fitzy Night a success 

Zack FitzGerald Appreciation Night started off with something of a prank. FitzGerald's teammates told him to lead them out of the tunnel for warmups and they would follow. They let him take a lap, however, before taking them ice behind him.

Others might call it a tribute; FitzGerald called it a prank.

"I'm sure a lot of people took it as me coming out because it was my night, but that was the boys making fun of me right there," FitzGerald said. "It was a little embarrassing."

The crowd thought nothing of it and gave him a good ovation. That cheer was nothing, however, compared to the one for his video thanking the fans - and saying hi to his parents. The crowd roared, waving their larger-than-life "Fitzy head on a sticks." 

It was a large crowd of 4,141 and "a funny-looking crowd," according to FitzGerald. He added that some of his teammates might have nightmares of his face now.

Part of what made the night special for FitzGerald was having his family, who lives in Minnesota does not often see him play, there. 

"They obviously put me into the game; they were at every game," he said. "To have them here, all the way out here in New York and traveling through a snowstorm, there just aren't words to do it justice."

FitzGerald didn't do much in the game, not even able to drop the gloves, but the fans didn't seem to mind.

They did rain boo's down on the officials for calling FitzGerald for a high stick.

FitzGerald, a nine-year veteran of the AHL said he has never seen anything like this.

"Players come and go from teams," he said. "To be in my second year with the team and have something like that, it's pretty special. Two years is long, but really it's a short stay - time flies - to be appreciated like that ... I love it."

January 04, 2014 11:44 pm
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Game 33 rewind: Phantoms 4, Devils 0 

Cal Heeter come up with his second consecutive shutout. It was also the Phantoms' fourth consecutive win. This is now their longest winning streak since winning seven games in October and November.

Kris Newbury scored two goals and assisted one. Bruno Gervais and Tye McGinn also scored.

January 04, 2014 6:15 pm
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Game 32 rewind: Phantoms 1, Hershey 0 (OT) 

After 60 minutes and 25 seconds of scoreless hockey, the Phantoms got the only power play of the game. Twenty-four seconds later, Jason Akeson won the game.

The Phantoms did not commit a single minor penalty in the game, for the first time in at least two years.

January 03, 2014 6:15 pm
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Gervais, Noebels, Mathers ready to go 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms finally have good news on the injury front: Bruno Gervais, Marcel Noebels and Derek Mathers are ready to play.

Gervais and Mathers were out five and four days respectively with groin injuries. Noebels missed more than two weeks after being concussed.

In other good news, Yann Danis returned to practice on Wednesday, though he is not ready to play. Terry Murray said he is hoping that with one more week of practice under his belt, Danis will be back in game shape.

On one hand, it's a relief to have some players back in the lineup after the Phantoms played two games without a healthy scratch. But Murray said he wants to make sure the team keeps playing the way it has been.

"The scary thing, though, is that when you get players back, guys do kinda sit back and take a deep breath, Murray said. "The high end that you were showing drops and that can be the difference in the game. It's very important to maintain the same attitude, the same work ethic, the same tempo of play and now add the good players that are coming back, that should give you a push."

The Phantoms are still missing Tyler Brown, who hurt his shoulder on Saturday, Doug Clarkson with a hand injury, Cullen Eddy with a fractured fibula and Matt Konan with a concussion

January 02, 2014 6:52 pm
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Noebels cleared, Mathers says he's ready
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There may be hope on the horizon for the injury-ridden Phantoms. 

Derek Mathers skated before the team's practice on Monday. He said he skated for 45 minutes and feels great. 

According to Mathers, he is ready to play in Tuesday's game, but that he didn't know if the trainer/coach would decide to hold him out for one more day. It appears they will as Terry Murray said Doug Clarkson, who was recalled Sunday night, will be in the lineup.

Also, Marcel Noebels tweeted that he has been cleared to play.

Finally cleared to play. It's been way too long.

— Nobs #15 (@MarcelNoebels) December 30, 2013

Noebels suffered a concussion at Hartford on Dec. 13. Having been off the ice for two weeks, Murray will probably want to see him skate and "get back into game shape" before putting him in the line up.
Matczak makes quick transition with Phantoms
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When Mike Matczak woke up in Reading, Pa., Saturday morning, he expected to play there with Kalamazoo. Instead, he got a call from the Phantoms, hopped in a car and made the five-hour drive to Glens Falls.

The Phantoms were out of players and signed Matczak to a professional tryout. He got to the Civic Center around 4:30, two and a half hours before the game, and sat down with the staff to learn the team.

"It all happened so fast, you don't really have time to think about it, which I think ends up helping," Matczak said. "You don't have time to be nervous, you just jump out there and play."

Coming off the Christmas break, Matczak has more off-ice gear than he would have otherwise. But he said he's used to the situation after going back and forth between the ECHL and AHL last year.

Matczak has played in the ECHL so far this season, so this is an opportunity for him to prove what he can do in the AHL. A good performance now could mean signing with the Phantoms or impressing another AHL team.

"I'm just going to make the most of it," he said. "Whether I'm here for one game, a week or however long, I'm going to do my part to help the team here."

Terry Murray credited Matczak for jumping right in with very little time to adjust or learn the team, saying he played pretty well on Saturday night.
Noebels is out, presumably still working his way back from the concussion. FitzGerald is also out.

December 27, 2013 at 6:34 PM
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Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, Brown-Bordson-Holmstrom, Straka-Cousins-Alderson, Mangene-Flanagan-Mathers.
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Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Delisle, Lauridsen-Alt, Lamarche-Eddy. Heeter in net.
Greenville no longer Phantoms, Flyers' ECHL affiliate
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The Phantoms and Flyers have quietly ended their affiliation with Greenville. 

The writing was on the wall as the players the Phantoms/Flyers had in Greenville got very little playing time and then were moved to other teams. The organization is no longer listed with an affiliate on the ECHL website.

In all, the organization now has three players in the ECHL. Andrew Johnston (Orlando) and Maxime Lamarche (Elmira) are on NHL contracts and Doug Clarkson (Reading) is on an AHL contract.

Johnston was sent directly to Orlando at the start of the season. Carsen Chubak started in Greenville and played two games but then bounced from there to Gwinnett to Orlando. He's now with the Phantoms while Yann Danis recovers from a sprained knee.

Lamarche and Clarkson were both sent down later in the season and straight to other teams. Lamarche is with Elmira and Clarkson with Reading.

"Next year, I'd like to nail down an affiliate, hopefully geographically a little bit closer," Phantoms general manager and Flyers assistant general manger Ron Hextall said. "What I'd like to do is where you send a guy for a couple of games to get him going."

He said it's a little bit scary not to be able to get a player like that, with a snap, if they needed one. 

That's why the Phantoms have carried a larger roster this year, scratching two or three forwards and one or two defensemen most games.

Hextall said there are some players for whom it's beneficial to practice at the AHL pace, but others who have to play. The latter group might be sent to the ECHL to get the playing time if they weren't getting it with the Phantoms.

As of now, there are two ECHL teams without affiliates: Fort Wayne and Las Vegas. Neither of those teams fit the geographical profile Hextall was hoping for.

It is common for teams to share affiliates (and for it to work out better than the Phantoms/Flyers sharing with the Wolf Pack/Rangers).

Last year, only the Phantoms/Flyers were officially affiliated with Trenton, but Albany/New Jersey also used the Titans. This year, seven ECHL teams have two AHL/NHL affiliates.
Phantoms finish strong
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Jason McKibben

Kris Newbury rips a shot toward Senators goalie Andrew Hammond in the first period of their game Wednesday, January 15, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. The shot beat Hammond and put the Phantoms up 2-0. (Jason McKibben - jmckibben@poststar.com)
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GLENS FALLS -- The Adirondack Phantoms came out flying on Wednesday night. They had four shots in the first minute and a half and 15 shots in the first 13 minutes. By the end of the first period, the Phantoms had a 2-0 lead over Binghamton.

It was everything head coach Terry Murray preaches in the first period.

Then it wasn’t.

The Phantoms dropped off in the second period, but responded with goals as needed and came up with a 5-3 win.

They commanded the first period, putting 18 shots on net and more than a few landed just wide.

“I think the first period was one of the better periods I’ve seen all year,” Jason Akeson said. “We stressed that before the game and that’s what had to happen.”

The Phantoms already had 14 shots when Petr Straka put the Phantoms on the board 12:48 into the game. Straka said it’s about shots not goals, but Akeson pointed out that they carried the momentum.

Rob Bordson had another chance a few minutes later, but hit the post on a mini-breakaway.

Kris Newbury hit the second goal, sniping a shot from the far side of the left circle, which has become something of his favorite spot, with 1:35 left in the first period.

Straka said the team talked about needing to maintain the same level of play during that first intermission, but they weren’t able to do that.

“There was definitely a dropoff,” Ben Holmstrom said. “In the second period, we didn’t play our game. In the first period, we got off to a real quick start, put pucks in deep and we were kinda dictating the play. Second period, we started to make some turnovers and kinda own worst enemy when that happens.”

So why did the Phantoms’ play change?

“That’s a good question,” Tye McGinn said. “We gotta find a way to play 60 minutes. The two goals is the most dangerous lead in hockey because you can get too comfortable. We gotta find ways, if we’re up two goals going into the second or third period, to stick to our game.”

Murray said it wasn’t a matter of sitting back and getting comfortable. They just didn’t do the good things that they did in the first period and let some bad habits creep back in.

In the second period, the Phantoms tried to carry the puck into the zone more, rather than passing it up or chasing it down. Murray said that played a part in the slower second period.

The Senators took advantage. Corey Cowick beat Zack FitzGerald and made it a one-goal game 7:35 into the period.

The Phantoms responded. McGinn backhanded a rebound of Newbury’s shot for the first of two power-play goals two minutes later.

The Senators weren’t done, however. Wacey Hamilton notched a shorthanded goal after the Phantoms overstayed their welcome in the zone, to use Murray’s words, and brought Binghamton back within a goal at the end of the second period.

This time it was Akeson who scored a power-play goal to bring the lead back to two, with a wrist shot in the slot.

Murray said the Phantoms didn’t escape with the win, despite letting up in the second period.

Akeson said it doesn’t matter how you get the two points as long as you come up with the win, but Murray still wasn’t happy with the difference between the first period and the rest of the game.

Binghamton 0 2 1 — 3

Adirondack 2 1 2 — 5
Midseason report: Albany Devils off to best start since '98-99

Albany off to best start since 1998-99 season

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:41 pm, Wednesday, January 15, 2014
Veteran coach Tom McVie had a time-tested theory about minor-league hockey rosters.

"You're better off with a short bench," he often said. "There's no grumbling about playing time. Just get out there and play."

Through the first half of this American Hockey League season, the Albany Devils have been able to dress the preferred quota of 20 players for most games, but barely.

Yet the Devils are amidst their finest AHL season since 1998-99, when the organization supplied players to the Albany River Rats rather than owning their franchise as they have for the past eight AHL seasons.

The A-Devils entered Wednesday 21-11-3-2 through 37 games. That's good for second in the Northeast Division, fifth in the Eastern Conference and seventh overall. They are seven points clear of a playoff spot, a level they've reached once in 13 years.

Under fourth-year coach Rick Kowalsky, the Devils have stayed afloat through injuries and call-ups. Three years out of Union College, goaltender Keith Kinkaid has led the league in goals-against average much of the season until a recent slide took him out of the top five.

Albany also has learned that high performance can be taxing.

"We just crested the halfway point," Kowalsky said, "and these games — the intensity, the tight checking, the goaltending, blocking shots, the desperation — this early, it's going to be a long second half if all these games are like this."

Here is what we gleaned from the first half:

Most valuable player

It's easy to take left wing Joe Whitney for granted, since with little fanfare he has led the Devils in scoring each of the past two seasons. Armed with a new contract and a better two-way game, Whitney has scored no matter who's in the lineup and is tied for fourth in the league in points.

At 5-foot-6, he still gets overlooked. Whitney was bypassed for the AHL All-Star Classic.

Difference maker

As a pro rookie last season, Kelly Zajac played only 29 games, a majority in the ECHL. Zajac, a former Union star, has fought back from injuries to become an offensive weapon. He is third among the Devils in scoring.

Unsung hero

Rod Pelley has just nine points in 36 games, but that's not how he should be judged. A veteran of 256 NHL games, Pelley, 29, was installed as captain, and his work in the locker room has triggered the on-ice success.

Top newcomer

Stefan Matteau endured the difficult demotion last season from the NHL to the Quebec Major Junior League, where he had issues with the coach.

Only 19, he has embraced the opportunity to develop his skills at the AHL level and shown a maturity level beyond his years.

Room for improvement?

While players such as Zajac and defenseman Raman Hrabarenka have shown encouraging growth in their second pro seasons, center David Wohlberg (two goals, no assists) and defenseman Corbin McPherson (a healthy scratch four times) seem to be slow developers.

O, we hardly knew you

Rostislav Olesz, a former first-round draft choice, began the season in New Jersey. When he was reassigned to Albany for what would be a third consecutive year in the AHL, Olesz lasted five games, then took off to play in Switzerland.

First-half highlight

There have been four- and six-game winning streaks, the latter a franchise record, but the most impressive feat was last weekend's back-to-back victories over Springfield and Manchester, the top two teams in the AHL.

"They're the best team we've played this year, by a long shot," Manchester coach Mark Morris said after Saturday's 5-2 verdict.

Second-half outlook

As long as the defense stays strong — Albany has sent two to the NHL already and has Adam Larsson and Alexander Urbom eager to return — the Devils should stay in the playoff race.

Then again, this is the minor leagues, where injuries at the NHL level often have more impact than anything that happens within the team.

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils' weekend

Friday: at Utica, 7 p.m., Memorial Auditorium, Utica (http://ahllive.com)

Saturday: at Adirondack, 7 p.m., Glens Falls Civic Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Sunday: at Hershey, 5 p.m., Giant Center, Hershey, Pa. (WTMM 104.5 FM)
In win, Albany plays to crowd

With more than 6,000 fans in stands, Devils beat one of AHL's best teams

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:11 pm, Saturday, January 11, 2014 
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Albany Devil's #17 Scott Timmins, at right, scores on Monarchs goalie Jean-Francois Berube, left, during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025290A

Albany Devil's #17 Scott Timmins, at right, scores on Monarchs goalie Jean-Francois Berube, left, during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) 

Albany Devil's goalie Keith Kinkaid, at right, stops a shot from Monarchs #15 Brandon Kozun during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025290A

Albany Devil's #25 David Wohlberg, left, and Monarchs #55 Jeff Schultz tangle during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025290A

Albany Devil's #16 Chris McKelvie, left, and Monarchs #7 Andrew Bodnarchuk during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025290A

Albany Devil's #15 Harri Pesonen, left, tries a shot at Monarchs goal during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025290A

Albany Devil's #17 Scott Timmins, at bottom, and Monarchs' #9 Linden Vey during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Jan. 11, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025290A

.
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Once they got fans into the building, the Albany Devils didn't allow them to leave disappointed.

A season-high crowd of 6,382 Saturday on "Kids Get In Free" night at Times Union Center watched the Devils beat the Manchester Monarchs, 5-2.

On back-to-back nights Albany defeated the top two teams in the American Hockey League. The Devils won 3-0 Friday night in Springfield.

"They're the best team we've played this year, by a long shot," said Manchester coach Mark Morris, whose team lost for only the 10th time in regulation in 40 games. "They're big and physical. That's the first time some of our guys have seen that."

Morris called it a playoff game because of its intensity, and his Devils counterpart, Rick Kowalsky, didn't dispute the notion.

"A big goal here. There were some big hits tonight," Kowalsky said. "(Fans) help with increasing that level, because they were into the game. In a tight game like that, that helps with your momentum shifts."

Scott Timmins had two goals and an assist, getting Albany on the board first and scoring what proved to be the game winner early in the second.

Adam Larsson, a 2011 first-round draft pick by New Jersey, added three assists in his first AHL home game of the season. Larsson, coming off a knee injury, was sent down Thursday by the NHL Devils.

"I have a lot of fun here," Larsson said. "I've been out for six weeks, and finally I'm back into the game."

"He slows down the game out there," Timmins said of Larsson. "He doesn't panic with the puck. He sees the open plays and makes it look really easy out there. You get open for him, and he seems to find you every time. He's been awesome to play with."

How long Larsson and fellow defenseman Alexander Urbom, reacquired Thursday via waivers from the Washington Capitals, are with Albany is uncertain.

What is known is, after a four-game losing streak, the Devils do have the pieces to stay in the playoff chase. When the game ended, they were fourth in the Eastern Conference, nine points clear of a postseason berth.

"I said to the guys, 'Set the bar,'" Kowalsky said. "This is a good opportunity to see where we hold up, back-to-back."

The Devils finish their three-game weekend Sunday with a "home" game at Atlantic City, N.J., against perennial AHL power Hershey, which has struggled most of this season.

"You don't want to take the foot off the gas after beating the top two teams," Timmins said. "We're pretty happy about it, but other teams are going to see that, and they're going to bring their best for us. We can't take Hershey too lightly."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 5, MONARCHS 2

Manchester 1 1 0—2

Albany 1 3 1—5
Albany Devils get reinforcement on defense

Urbom, Larsson join Albany as team looks to end four-game skid

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:46 pm, Thursday, January 9, 2014 
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Mattias Tedenby was excited Thursday when he saw Alexander Urbom, a fellow Swede, back on the Albany Devils' roster.

That was before another Swedish defenseman, Adam Larsson, was reassigned by the New Jersey Devils to their AHL team.

The Devils, beginning a three-game weekend Friday at Springfield, will welcome the reinforcement as they try to plug a four-game losing streak.

"I feel like I never left," said Urbom, who played 190 games the past three seasons for Albany.

Urbom, 24, was lost on waivers Oct. 3 to the Washington Capitals and reclaimed Wednesday by the Devils. Larsson, 21, is a 2011 first-round draft choice sent to get the ice time that he couldn't get in New Jersey.

"He hasn't played in awhile, but he'll pick up pretty quick in what we've done," said Devils coach Rick Kowalsky, who was talking about Urbom but just as easily have been speaking of Larsson. "Not much has changed, and certainly he'll be a welcome addition for us."

Larsson, who had 19 points in 33 games last season for the A-Devils during the NHL lockout, is coming off a knee injury.

Urbom was a healthy scratch in every Capitals game since Nov. 29, sitting out as many games as he has played (20).

"I didn't want to leave," Urbom said. "I was disappointed not making the team in New Jersey. Then, of course, I got an opportunity in the NHL, so I was real happy. I think I played well, to be honest, in Washington."

He had one goal, one assist and a plus-1 rating for the Capitals.

Notes: The Devils were shut out from the AHL All-Star Classic selections. Former RPI forward Brandon Pirri, playing for the Rockford IceHogs, was selected for next month's game against Farjestad BK of the Swedish League on Feb. 12 in St. John's, Newfoundland. ... The Devils announced that their March 1 game in Atlantic City against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton has been moved from a 7 p.m. start to 5 p.m.

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Weekend schedule

Friday: at Springfield, 7 p.m., Mass-Mutual Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Saturday: vs. Manchester, 5 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)

Sunday: vs. Hershey, 4 p.m., Atlantic City, N.J. (WTMM 104.5 FM)
Familiar foe pushes Devils' losing skid

Albany's Tedenby gets 2 goals, but Falcons' goalie hangs on for win

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:43 pm, Tuesday, January 7, 2014 

 1 of 3 .

View: Larger | Hide 

.

Devil's Mattias Tedenby goes in for a goal against Springfield goalie Mike McKenna during their hockey game at the Times Union Center on Tuesday Jan. 7, 2014 in Albany, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00025270A

Devil's Mattias Tedenby goes in for a goal against Springfield goalie Mike McKenna during their hockey game at the Times Union Center on Tuesday Jan. 7, 2014 in Albany, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) 

Devil's Chris McKelvie passes the puck during their hockey game against Springfield at the Times Union Center on Tuesday Jan. 7, 2014 in Albany, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00025270A

Devil's Rod Pelley takes a shot on goal during their hockey game against Springfield at the Times Union Center on Tuesday Jan. 7, 2014 in Albany, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00025270A
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A familiar face was in the opposing net Tuesday night, but the Albany Devils didn't have time to exchange pleasantries.

Mike McKenna, who tended goal three seasons ago for Albany, made 25 saves as the Springfield Falcons edged the Devils 3-2 in front of 2,092 at Times Union Center.

Mattias Tedenby, who played with McKenna toward the end of that 2010-11 season, scored both Devils goals, but it wasn't enough to keep Albany's losing streak from growing to four.

"He's a pretty good player," said McKenna, who also was a teammate of fourth-year defenseman Dan Kelly in Albany.

McKenna, 30, now married and a father to an 8-month-old girl, said he believes Springfield is the 16th uniform he has worn in a nine-year pro career.

"And I've never been traded," he said with a laugh. "I hold on to that as a little bit of consolation."

The Falcons, expanding their Northeast Division lead over the Devils to 11 points, scored three ways in the first period — even strength, short-handed and on a power play — to win a game coach Brad Larsen wasn't sure they deserved.

"We snuck away with two points," Larsen said.

Michael Chaput, younger brother of former Albany River Rats forward Stefan Chaput, scored twice for Springfield.

Tedenby tied it at 1 in the first and got the Devils to within a goal in the second.

"Tedenby was all we could handle," Larsen said. "He was the best player on both teams."

Kelly Zajac, who was questionable to play because of body soreness, set up both goals, raising his assist total to 16, second on the team to Joe Whitney's 21.

"He has escapability where he can get away from guys," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said of Zajac. "Those two were arguably the best two on the ice for both teams. Teddy was flying and had a lot of confidence with the puck."

Tedenby, who had a two-game conditioning stint here last month, cleared NHL waivers Saturday and was reassigned to Albany by the New Jersey Devils.

He has one goal and no assists in 15 NHL games this season. He has five goals and an assist in four AHL games thus far.

"I've got a different role here," he said. "I play more. Of course, the NHL is a little better league, but I play with good guys here."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

FALCONS 3, DEVILS 2

Springfield 3 0 0 — 3

Albany 1 1 0 — 2
Matteau readjusts to Albany Devils' routine

Highly touted left wing is back from stint with U.S. team in world junior event

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:54 pm, Monday, January 6, 2014 

.

New Jersey Devils' Stefan Matteau celebrates his first NHL goal, during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Pittsburgh Penguins on Saturday, Feb. 9, 2013, in Newark, N.J. (AP Photo/Bill Kostroun) Photo: Bill Kostroun / FR51951 AP

New Jersey Devils' Stefan Matteau celebrates his first NHL goal, during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Pittsburgh Penguins on Saturday, Feb. 9, 2013, in Newark, N.J. (AP Photo/Bill Kostroun) 
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Ringing out the old and bringing in the new year has been slow for Stefan Matteau, but it has nothing to do with a New Year's Eve celebration.

Matteau took a three-week absence from the Albany Devils to play for the U.S. in the World Junior Hockey Championship in Sweden.

The Americans were eliminated in the quarterfinals Thursday, and Matteau admitted that his body was still on Sweden time Saturday night when he and his linemates were on the ice for three goals against in a 4-0 loss to the Adirondack Phantoms.

"It's six hours ahead over there," he said Monday following Devils practice at Times Union Center. "They say it takes about a day for every hour that there's a change, so I'm still in the middle of it."

Matteau had a solid tournament in Sweden. He had three goals and an assist and was a plus-4 in his five games. He was selected the U.S. Player of the Game in a 5-1 victory over the Czech Republic.

"It was a good experience," said Matteau, the final cut from last year's U.S. team. "It was nice to see all my old teammates. Personally I had a good, strong tournament, and so did our team. We just came up short."

A 6-foot-3, 215-pound left wing, Matteau had six goals and seven assists in 25 games before leaving the Devils, who won only twice in six games without him.

The Devils enter Tuesday night's game against Northeast Division-leading Springfield in sixth place in the Eastern Conference, six points clear of a playoff position.

"Nothing's changed for us," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He's still a member of this team when he's gone, and he was keeping tabs on us.

"I'm sure if you're sitting in a management position, you're worrying a little about injury, and he left us at a time when we were losing guys (to injury) one a week. The experience alone and the opportunity to represent your country is something you've got to let a kid do."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils this week

Tuesday: vs. Springfield, 7 p.m., Times Union Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Friday: at Springfield, 7 p.m., MassMutual Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Saturday: vs. Manchester, 5 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)
Point not enough to satisfy Albany

Devils waste two-goal edge in the third period, lose in OT to Springfield

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:23 pm, Friday, January 3, 2014 
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A year ago earning a standings point in any game may have satisfied the Albany Devils.

That's not the case in a season in which the Devils are challenging for a division title and a possible American Hockey League playoff berth, which would be only their second in 14 years.

In a showdown Friday night between the Northeast Division's top two teams, the Devils frittered away a two-goal third-period lead and lost in overtime to the first-place Springfield Falcons 4-3 at Times Union Center.

The Devils, as they did Sunday in a 3-2 shootout loss at Bridgeport, picked up one point, but the Falcons received two to stretch their division lead to seven.

"That's two games now we've given up two-goal leads in the third period," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "That's certainly a little frustrating, and something we've got to remedy."

Harri Pesonen and Rod Pelley scored 68 seconds apart in the third to give the Devils a 3-1 lead, but the Falcons answered just 30 seconds after Pelley's goal and another 1:01 after that to tie it.

Darryl Boyce scored 3:13 into overtime for the game winner.

Springfield had a chance to win in regulation, but Lukas Sedlak, facing a wide-open net, hit the goal post with 1:50 to play.

"You don't get greedy," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "You're down 3-1 and you find a way to get two points, you'd be happy with that."

Albany, whose franchise-record six-game home winning streak was snapped, played with a short bench after forwards Tim Sestito (upper body) and Riley Boychuk (nausea) went down.

The Devils already were without forward Mike Sislo, recalled to the New Jersey Devils earlier Friday, and defenseman Dan Kelly, who has the flu, forcing Kowalsky to roll just three forward lines for much of the game.

"Lately we're short guys," said center Kelly Zajac, who had a goal and an assist. "It's tough on the body, tough on the team. We've got to battle through that."

The Devils seemed in control after Pelley's goal with 7:53 to play. Chris McKelvie, with a defender on his back, pushed the puck to Pelley for the two-goal lead.

Springfield had only two shots the final 10 minutes of the third, and both resulted in goals.

"I don't know if we relaxed or what happened there," McKelvie said, "but we had a couple of breakdowns. They're a really good hockey team, so you can't let that happen."

"Your urgency, your desperation, your compete level has to come up higher knowing that a good team is going to make a push," Kowalsky said. "Not only that, defensively your focus has to be right on from the goaltender out, and I didn't think we were sharp enough."

The teams meet twice in the next seven days, but Albany first has a road date Saturday against the Adirondack Phantoms.

The Devils, who haven't suffered a regulation loss at Times Union Center since Nov. 9, took limited satisfaction in extending their home points streak to 10.

"It's not good enough," said goaltender Keith Kinkaid, who fell to 13-5-1. "We're not chasing many teams, but they're one team that we're chasing. We can't just give points away like that."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

FALCONS 4, DEVILS 3 (OT) 

Springfield 1 0 2 1 — 4

Albany 1 0 2 0 — 3
Hrabarenka making great strides

Hulking defenseman gains confidence, leads to better play

By Pete Dougherty

Published 7:34 pm, Thursday, January 2, 2014 

.

Raman Hrabarenka (41) of the Albany Devils, breaks toward the Springfield Falcon's goal, Wednesday evening, Jan. 23, 2013, during the first period at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Dan Little/Special to the Times Union). Photo: Dan Little / Dan Little

Raman Hrabarenka (41) of the Albany Devils, breaks toward the Springfield Falcon's goal, Wednesday evening, Jan. 23, 2013, during the first period at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Dan Little/Special to the Times Union). 

.. 

0

in

Share

. 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This  

Font 

 Latest News  .

Counterfeit money, ecstasy charges for New York man  

Scotia-Glenville students test vehicles  

Saratoga County man indicted in X-ray death plot  

Woman robbed at Super 8 Motel  

Albany

Asked about the improvement of second-year defenseman Raman Hrabarenka this season, Albany Devils coach Rick Kowalsky shook his head and smiled.

"These kids, they're still kids," Kowalsky said, "and confidence is such a big thing. The ones that are playing well have it."

Hrabarenka, whose 6-foot-4, 235-pound frame makes some forget that he is only 21, has found that confidence after an unproductive rookie season.

After spending more time in street clothes than in uniform a year ago, Hrabarenka is Exhibit A when developing reasons for Albany's rise through the American Hockey League standings.

"The second year, I don't want to say easy, but it's more comfortable," Hrabarenka, a native of Belarus, said Thursday after practice. "I know the system, I know the coaching staff. It's helped me inside the game and outside the game."

Hrabarenka, who managed just five points in 34 games as a rookie, was in ECHL Elmira when the Devils got this season off to a fast start.

When offense-minded defensemen Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill were called to the NHL, Albany brought back Hrabarenka, who has looked like a different player than the one who seemed lost at the AHL level.

"The confidence, the composure with the puck all came from getting more minutes and playing in a lot of situations in Elmira," Kowalsky said. "Hopefully he can continue to do it.

"He's had some mishaps recently that we saw more of last year. He's a year older, and he understands, 'Some nights I may not have my hands or feel that good, or it may not be my night, and I've got to keep it simple.' He's made some plays, and his composure with the puck is a long way from where it was last year."

The Devils enter the new year sixth among the American Hockey League's 30 teams with 42 points, nine more than they had through 31 games last season.

With 15 points in 20 games, Hrabarenka is tied for fifth in team scoring, tops among defensemen. He has at least a point in 10 of his past 12 games and is a presence on the power play.

"I like to play offensively when I have a chance, but it's a big difference between junior and the pro level," he said. "Here I need to play a more of a defensive game first. Then, when you have experience and confidence, sometimes you can jump a play and play more offensively when you have a chance."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils this week

Friday: vs. Springfield, 7 p.m., Times Union Center (http://ahllive.com)

Saturday: at Adirondack, 7 p.m., Glens Falls Civic Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)
Dynamic duo bedevil Portland

Whitney, Timmins lead Albany to a record sixth home win in row

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:31 pm, Saturday, December 28, 2013 
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Devils' Seth Helgeson, center, controls the puck during their hockey game against the Portland Pirates on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025187A

Devils' Seth Helgeson, center, controls the puck during their hockey game against the Portland Pirates on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) 

Devils' David Wohlberg, center, works the puck as Pirates' Lucas Lessio, left, and Daine Todd, right, defend during their hockey game on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025187A

Devils' Harri Pesonen, center, chases a loose puck in front of the net during their hockey game against the Portland Pirates on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025187A

Devils' Dan Kelly, left, passes the puck as Pirates' Randy Jones defends during their hockey game on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025187A

Devils' Artem Demkov, center, controls the puck during their hockey game against the Portland Pirates on Saturday, Dec. 28, 2013, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025187A
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As the game Saturday approached its midway point without a goal, the Albany Devils reached for their kindling.

Joe Whitney and Scott Timmins have been fire on ice for the Devils, who were ignited for a second straight game by their undersized duo to record their franchise-record sixth consecutive home victory.

Timmins found Whitney in the slot area for the game's first goal with 10:25 remaining in the second period as the Devils rode out a 4-1 victory over the Portland Pirates in front of a season-high crowd of 4,566 at Times Union Center.

In Friday night's 2-0 victory over the Adirondack Phantoms, it was Whitney, at 5-foot-6, who found Timmins, who is 5-11, in the slot to open the scoring.

"He's one of the most skilled players I've ever played with," said Timmins, sounding more like Whitney's agent than his linemate. "Playing with him is a blast. We always seem to know where each other are on the ice. I've never clicked with a player like that before."

Timmins, a September trade acquisition from the Florida Panthers, had missed 14 games because of a knee injury, returning to the lineup last weekend. He has at least a point in all four games since his return and in all but two games this season.

Whitney, the A-Devils' top scorer the past two years, continued to pile up points in Timmins' absence, but his presence seems to bring out the best in the 24-year-old center.

"He makes the right plays," said Whitney, 25, who raised his team-leading totals to 11 goals and 31 points. "He's got good skills. It's easy when you play with guys who know what they're doing and are smart players."

Albany had just failed on its fifth power-play opportunity of the game when Whitney got the train rolling. His wrist shot six seconds after a Portland penalty expired triggered a three-goal burst in 4 minutes, 49 seconds.

Just 95 seconds later, Timmins won an offensive-zone face-off and drew the puck back to rookie defenseman Seth Helgeson, whose first career goal (34 games) made it 2-0.

"There were a lot of calls made our way," said Helgeson, whose team was 0-for-8 with the man-advantage. "Maybe we didn't score on them, but we gained some momentum and rode that to scoring a few goals."

Mike Sislo gave the Devils a three-goal lead two seconds after the end of another Pirates penalty, and it was lights out. Albany is 16-0-0-0 this season when leading after two periods.

Keith Kinkaid, coming off his league-best fourth shutout Friday night, faced a barrage in the third. Albany was outshot 17-4, but Kinkaid still lowered his AHL-leading goals-against average to 1.92.

"He did a great job of fighting off some traffic and pucks," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "A little different night than last night. He had some things in tight. He had to fight through traffic and find his way to seeing some shots."

The Devils finish their first of 11 three-games-in-three-days stretches Sunday at Bridgeport, but Kinkaid will rest. Whitney and Timmins will not.

"They're obviously key guys for us," Kowalsky said. "That chemistry has been there from Day 1."

pdougherty@timesunion.com

DEVILS 4, PIRATES 1

Portland 0 1 0 — 0

Albany 0 3 1 — 4
Kinkaid posts another shutout

Defense solid in front of Albany goalie, who leads league with four

By Pete Dougherty
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Based on statistics, Albany Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid should get consideration for a spot on the American Hockey League all-star team, to be announced the second week of January.

In reality, maybe the entire Devils' defensive corps should go to St. John's, Newfoundland, for the Feb. 12 game.

Kinkaid posted his league-high fourth shutout and lowered his goals-against average to 1.97, also best in the AHL, as the Devils locked up the Adirondack Phantoms 2-0 at Times Union Center.

"The guys made it easy on me again," said Kinkaid, who made 19 saves, "and they've been doing that most of the year."

There is no guarantee any of the Devils will earn all-star status. For the first time the AHL will play Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League.

As a result, only half the usual number of all-stars will be selected, so not all 30 teams will be represented.

In silently stating his case, Kinkaid — three years removed from Union College — won his 50th career AHL game and tied Jeff Frazee's franchise record for shutouts in a season. 

"You get a team that's structured on the checking part of the game, the goalie only has to pull down maybe four or five big stops in a game," Phantoms coach Terry Murray said. "That's a tough thing for a goalie sometimes, and he did it."

Scott Timmins, in his first home game since Nov. 1, scored the goal that mattered 6:10 into the game. Chris McKelvie added an empty-netter with 3.7 seconds left.

"We don't expect him to make every save," Timmins said, "but with the lead, we don't give him too many chances back there. He makes the saves that he should. That's huge as a team for confidence. Our strong suit is team defense, and with him back there, we're a confident bunch."

"They play a trap game, just like the New Jersey Devils," said Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter, who took the loss despite stopping 31 of 32 shots. "Their whole organization does pretty much the same systems. Hey, that's the game they play. It works. They can win one-goal games like that."

The Devils, who won their fifth consecutive home game and moved into fourth place in the conference standings, had scored 25 goals in their previous four Times Union Center appearances.

The return of Timmins, who led Albany in scoring when he injured his knee Nov. 8 at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, should bolster the offense more, but the Devils' calling card has always been about the type of defense they showed against the Phantoms.

"The team plays well in front of (Kinkaid)," Murray said. "They get over the top with four and five guys once they get that one-goal lead. They don't give anything up off the attack. They dump and battle in the corners, but he made a couple of very big stops there in the second period."

"He just keeps chugging along here," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said of Kinkaid. "After the first we did a better job in front of him, but when we needed him, he was solid."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, PHANTOMS 0

Adirondack 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 1 0 1 — 2
Tlusty, Staal, Semin line back together for Canes

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Jan. 16, 2014
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Jiri Tlusty, left, Eric Staal, center, and Alexander Semin confer during the Carolina Hurricanes training camp practice at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Sept. 12, 2013. 
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RALEIGH With nine minutes left in the second period Monday against the Calgary Flames, Carolina Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller sent Jiri Tlusty on the ice to join Eric Staal and Alexander Semin.

It’s the line that was so dynamic and effective for the Canes last season. Muller thought it would be the same this season before injuries to all three forwards derailed his plans.

It’s a line, Muller said Thursday, the Canes may have to revisit and rely on in the final 36 games of the regular season if they are to return to the Stanley Cup playoffs for the first time since 2009.

“We’re looking for synergy going down the stretch,” Muller said. “When you look back last year, Eric, Semin and Tlusty were a dominant line. We need those three guys to play better hockey in the second half if we’re going to get a better record overall.

“There’s no reason (not) to put them back together. They should be a strong No. 1 line and we should get production from them.”

Muller said he is reluctant to switch up Jordan Staal’s line with wingers Nathan Gerbe and Patrick Dwyer. That means Jeff Skinner, the team’s top goal-scorer with 21, will be the left winger on the third line with rookie center Elias Lindholm and right wing Tuomo Ruutu.

Skinner was playing with Eric Staal and Semin until Staal left the Jan. 4 game against the New York Islanders with an injury. Skinner then centered the top line while Staal was out the next three games.

Skinner, who is among the NHL’s leaders with nine power-play goals, will stay on the No. 1 power-play unit with Eric Staal, Semin, Lindholm and John-Michael Liles.

“When a guy is as hot as Jeff is, you want to make sure you surround him with the right people,” Muller said. 

Skinner, who has a team-best five game-winning goals, said he was fine with the shift to the third line. He noted he has played with Lindholm and Ruutu this season.

“As a player, you just sort of go out there and do your job,” Skinner said. “It’s the coach’s job to sort of put together lines. Obviously, he has to balance out that lines and I’m aware of that. I don’t really see it as moving. I see it more as an opportunity for me and ‘Lindy’ and ‘Ruuty’ to get going here.”

Skinner has really been going – in a recent 17-game stretch, he scored 17 goals. Lindholm had a goal and two assists last week in the Canes’ big win against Toronto. Ruutu, in contrast, has not scored and has five assists in the past 14 games.

Then again, no one had a goal the past two games. The Canes (19-18-9) were blanked by Columbus and Calgary.

“Sometimes you just need to shake it up,” Skinner said. “We haven’t scored the last couple of games.”

Eric Staal suffered a serious knee injury in May in the IIHF World Championship, which set him back. Tlusty and Semin both were injured in the preseason, and Semin then sustained a concussion Nov. 16 and was sidelined for almost a month.

Tlusty, who has six goals after scoring 23 last season, underwent an appendectomy on Christmas Eve. He returned Monday after missing eight games and was on the third line until Muller’s second-period move.

Semin has six goals and 18 points in 34 games, but has been a little more productive in the 14 games since returning from the concussion.

Muller used the Tlusty-Staal-Semin line early in the season before making changes. 

“We had something going last year,” Tlusty said. “We had confidence in each other last year. We helped each other out when someone made a mistake.

“We can’t just think it’s going to be the same way. We have to work for it. Hopefully, with a lot of effort, we can get back on track.” 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/01/16/4617561/tlusty-staal-semin-line-back-together.html#storylink=cpy
DeCock: Hard work will pave path back to Hurricanes’ winning ways

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Tuesday, Jan. 14, 2014
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RALEIGH Hard to believe it has been less than a week since the Carolina Hurricanes were on top of the world, riding a five-game winning streak after blowing the Toronto Maple Leafs off the PNC Arena ice in front of a satisfied home audience.

Monday night, after as listless a loss as any the franchise has ever played in the building, the Hurricanes were booed off the ice, and deservedly so, by the few fans who stuck around until the end of the Calgary Flames’ 2-0 win.

Chalk up Friday’s loss at the Columbus Blue Jackets to a hot goalie if you like – certainly Sergei Bobrovsky was exceptional, even if the Hurricanes absolutely could have played better – but not Monday’s debacle. There’s no rational reason why the Hurricanes should get outworked, outhit, outhustled and outplayed by a less talented team coming from two time zones away.

Aside from the play of goalie Anton Khudobin, who continues to shine since returning from a lengthy injury absence, there wasn’t a single positive to be taken from the loss to Calgary. It was as embarrassing as it was baffling, considering how well the Hurricanes have played of late.

“If (the Flames) weren’t where they are in the standings, and if we didn’t have four days break here, everything wouldn’t be as magnified,” Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller said. “But the bottom line is, every game means something. Overall, we have been pretty good lately. … It was everybody last night, but we had a little bit of a drop in our energy level. We only had one time where we put together back-to-back shifts.”

The Hurricanes can offer explanations – the return of three players from injury didn’t go as planned; Calgary played an exceptional grind-it-out defensive game – but there’s no excuse for what happened Monday night.

“It was ugly. It was just an ugly game,” said Hurricanes captain Eric Staal, who returned to the lineup along with Jiri Tlusty and Riley Nash. “I don’t think there was a lot of entertainment value. Those are the ones you want to get down there and gut it out, but last night unfortunately we were not able to muster enough out of everybody.”

Tuesday’s practice had some grit to it –17 hours too late – and the Hurricanes won’t get a chance at redemption until they host the Florida Panthers and Tampa Bay Lightning on Saturday and Sunday. That’s more than enough time to think about the error of their ways and get back to the formula that had made the Hurricanes successful as recently as last week, before a goal drought of 121:09 began.

“Maybe the six goals against Toronto sent us off track as far as thinking, ‘Hey, we’re a big scoring team and we’re going to try and score goals,’ ” Muller said. “What we have to get back to this week is we have to play hard and play the right way and defend well and play well without the puck and be hard to play against, and then when we do get the puck we have to find ways to get through some of these teams to get second, third chances.”

It’s bad enough the Hurricanes have a handful of highly paid players who aren’t delivering, with Alex Semin leading the list, on pace for a paltry 12 goals and missing the net on a staggering 36 percent of his attempts. (“He has another gear,” Muller acknowledged Tuesday, stating the obvious.) If the Hurricanes are going to get outworked as well, they might as well pack it in now. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/01/14/4610820/decock-hard-work-will-pave-path.html#storylink=cpy
Boychuk, Lindholm give Canes a spark

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Jan. 10, 2014

Zach Boychuk was once a first-round pick by the Canes and drawing praise for his offensive instincts and potential.

Elias Lindholm is now that guy.

On Thursday, the two had a big hand in the Canes rolling past the Toronto Maple Leafs 6-1 for a fifth straight win. Lindholm had a goal and two assists, and Boychuk a goal and assist as they played the wing on the fourth line with center Brett Sutter.

Lindholm, the fifth overall pick of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, returned Tuesday from the World Junior Championship, where he played for Sweden and won a silver medal. He assisted on Jeff Skinner's power-play goal in the first period and scored on a 5-on-3 power play late in the game while also assisting on Boychuk's even-strength score that gave the Canes a 1-0 lead.

Lindholm, 19, said it took him 19 hours to get back from Sweden and after Wednesday's practice with the Canes said he was feeling the effects of the travel. But he seemed fresh enough Thursday.

"I played all right, I guess," Lindholm said. "I was kind of lucky today. It was nothing special. I played with good players and we had good chemistry out there.

"I tried to keep it simple. When you're playing on the big ice and not playing with men (in the World Junior), it's kind of slowed down. So I kept it simple tonight."

That's Boychuk's approach: keep it simple and play hard. The Canes' first-round pick in 2008, he has spent much of his career in the AHL and much of last season going from team to team -- from the Charlotte Checkers (AHL), to the Canes fo one game, to the Pittsburgh Penguins, to the Nashville Predators and finally back to the Canes after being on waivers three times.

But Boychuk, 24, would like to prove he deserves an NHL roster spot. His goal was his first since scoring for the Preds last season, his assist came on a crisp pass off the rush to set up Pat Dwyer's score and he finished plus-2 for the night.

"It's definitely one of the best games I've played," Boychuk said. "Every line as chipping in with the goals. The depth helps. Hopefully we can keep the momentum into next game.

"It's nice to jump on a team early and contribute as a fourth line. That's what you want to do, create energy any way you can, and it's a bonus if you get a goal."

Boychuk said that has been the message from Canes coach Kirk Muller -- to keep pushing, keep generating that energy. Boychuk, Sutter and Lindholm did just that.

Lindholm played six games for Sweden in the World Junior, finishing with two goals and seven assists. Muller said Wednesday that a decision on putting Lindholm in the lineup Thursday would be made after the morning skate, but he was on the top power-play unit at the skate and at wing on the fourth line.

"This morning I heard (Muller) tell 'Lindy' to be ready and keep up with these guys because we've been playing well," Boychuk said, smiling. "It was good to see that he was keeping up and we were actually trying to keep up with him.

"He was awesome tonight. He was in on the forecheck, first guy, and making plays. That's what you need out of high draft pick like that. He's playing with a lot of confidence right now."

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/01/09/4601290/boychuk-lindholm-give-canes-a.html#storylink=cpy
LeNeveu Excited to be Back with Wolf Pack

January 16, 2014  

Here’s a feature I posted today on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on new/old Pack goaltender David LeNeveu.

With LeNeveu returning, the Pack now have a pair of veteran goaltenders on their second go-rounds with the franchise, LeNeveu and Dov Grumet-Morris.  They also are suddenly very experienced in net, after being extremely young there prior to Grumet-Morris’ arrival.

As you will read, it took LeNeveu until almost Thanksgiving to find a place to play this year, but since he hooked on with South Carolina in the ECHL in late November, he has been on a good roll.

His earlier tenure with the Wolf Pack was a quick snapshot, just 13 regular-season games and four playoff outings in 2007-08, but LeNeveu remembers Hartford as one of his favorite places.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Grumet-Morris Back, McIlrath Returns to Full Practice

January 15, 2014  

Dov Grumet-Morris was back in the fold at the Wolf Pack’s practice today, but still had to hold off passing out any cigars.

The second Grumet-Morris baby has apparently still refused to make its appearance, with Grumet-Morris’ wife Rachel now a week-and-a-half past her due date.  Dov had rushed back to San Antonio on Saturday when the birth appeared imminent, his second trip in the span of a week, but things did not progress to the point of delivery, and today he was back on the job.  It doesn’t sound like anything is wrong, thankfully, but Mother Nature is not cooperating with the hockey schedule.

Dov Grumet-Morris

Dov Grumet-Morris

With Grumet-Morris back in town and David LeNeveu newly added to the Wolf Pack roster, Jason Missiaen was reassigned to Greenville.  Interestingly, both Grumet-Morris and LeNeveu are on AHL contracts, so if the Rangers were to need a goaltender, they would have to dip down into the ECHL and recall either Missiaen or Scott Stajcer, who was moved yesterday to the Florida Everblades.  That is, of course, unless they were to sign either Grumet-Morris or LeNeveu to an NHL deal.  According to capgeek.com, the Rangers currently have at least one NHL contract slot to offer of the 50 each team is permitted to carry at one time.

Here’s hoping Missiaen can find his game in the ECHL.  He’s a real hard worker and a real nice kid, and proved last year that at his best he’s a real good AHL goaltender, but right now he seems to be in one of those funks where the puck just won’t hit him, and the harder he tries, the worse it seems to get.  Tough to watch a good guy struggle, and I’ll be keeping my fingers crossed that Missiaen can turn it around soon.

He and Stacjer will have to keep their phones handy too, in case Grumet-Morris gets called away again in the next couple of days to head to the delivery room.

Also notable today was that Dylan McIlrath returned to full practice.  The big D-man has been out since suffering a lower-body injury in the Pack’s last game before Christmas, December 21 against Springfield, and has been progressing nicely.  Haven’t heard it said yet that McIlrath is definitely returning to action this weekend, but it’s certainly looking like he has a good chance to do that.

Michael Kantor is also looking like he is ready to play, after sitting out the last two games.  Kantor was hurt for four games, and then got banged up again in his first game back, Friday in Worcester.  Brendon Nash, meanwhile, has started skating after practice, and Shawn O’Donnell is still off skates for now.

Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Comment »

Wolf Pack Light up Transaction Wire

January 14, 2014  

The Wolf Pack roster had already undergone some significant tweaks over the past couple of weeks, and it got shaken up again today.

The changes were mostly subtractions, but there was one addition, and a notable one at that.  After bringing back former Wolf Pack Dov Grumet-Morris in mid-December, the Pack signed another one of their exes today, 11th-year pro backstop David LeNeveu.  LeNeveu was with the Pack for 13 games back in 2007-08. Ken Gernander’s first season as head coach, after being acquired by the Rangers from Phoenix in the trade-deadline deal that sent Al Montoya to the Coyotes, and had a pretty good run down the stretch that season.  The former Cornell Big Red was 8-3-2 in those 13 outings, with a 1.83 goals-against average, a 92.4% save percentage and one shutout.

David LeNeveu, in 2007-08 action with the Wolf Pack

David LeNeveu, in 2007-08 action with the Wolf Pack

That was LeNeveu’s first experience outside the Phoenix organization, which drafted him in the second round in 2002.  That was after his freshman season at Cornell, where he had two of the best goaltending years in NCAA history.  The Fernie, B.C. native has been a well-traveled man since his first Wolf Pack stint, seeing further AHL action in Iowa, Springfield and Oklahoma City and playing two seasons in Austria.  This year he was out of action until signing an ECHL deal with South Carolina November 27, and quickly proved with the Stingrays that he can still play.  LeNeveu pitched shutouts in both of his first two ECHL outings, and totaled three shutouts, a 1.64 GAA and a 94.0% save percentage in eight games.

With LeNeveu joining the roster, Scott Stajcer was moved back to the ECHL, and to a new destination.  He’ll be joining the Florida Everblades, after playing the first eight games of his ECHL season with Greenville.  Grumet-Morris remained away from the team, having gone back to San Antonio to be with wife Rachel, as they await the arrival of their second child.  As I write this on Tuesday night, haven’t heard any word yet on whether the blessed event has yet occurred.

Along with Stajcer, also deleted from the Wolf Pack roster today was Kyle Jean, who was reassigned to Greenville, and Brodie Dupont, Akim Aliu and Sam Klassen, all released from their PTOs.

Dupont was hamstrung by the AHL veteran rule, with the Wolf Pack finding themselves with two extra veterans after adding T.J. Hensick.  Hensick’s arrival also made the Pack somewhat crowded with centers, which hurt both Jean’s and Dupont’s causes.  Also, the Wolf Pack and Rangers have never seemed to like to carry more than one or two extra players on the Pack roster, and with Michael Kantor getting healthy and Justin Vaive in for a look after a great start with Greenville, I think the feeling was there were just too many extra bodies around.  That’s a tough break for the likes of Dupont and Aliu, but with the way the Wolf Pack’s record has shaken out thus far, it’s certainly no surprise that the organization is shuffling up the deck.

Klassen has given the Wolf Pack some quality minutes, as he certainly did last year, and the fact that he is headed back to the ECHL seems to indicate that Dylan McIlrath is close to a return, and that Bretton Stamler has intrigued the coaches enough that they would like to get a bigger sample size to judge his long-term prospects.

Hensick is the kind of high-end player who could really make a difference in the Wolf Pack’s second-half fortunes, and I posted a feature about him today to the Wolf Pack’s website, at http://www.hartfordwolfpack.com/news/detail/hensick-pumped-to-be-back-in-ahl.

I wondered if the veteran pivot might be upset by his sudden waiver detour to Hartford, after he thought he was headed to Abbotsford, whose presence in the Western Conference would have meant more familiar ground for Hensick.  He was quick to say, though, that just the opposite was true, that he was flattered by the Wolf Pack and Rangers’ interest in him, and that he is excited to get a taste of life in the Eastern Conference, especially given the easier travel out this way.
HAWK’S EYE: LENEVEU ON BEING BACK IN CT

Posted on January 16, 2014 | Leave a comment 

LeNeveu Action Shot 2BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

What was newly-signed Hartford Wolf Pack goaltender David LeNeveu’s reaction when he heard that the Pack were interested in him?

“I said, ‘Let’s sign the papers right now!,’” the veteran netminder said with a chuckle.

Like his new Wolf Pack stablemate, Dov Grumet-Morris, LeNeveu is going “back to the future” with the Pack.  Grumet-Morris had spent time in the Wolf Pack/Connecticut Whale net in 2010-11, and LeNeveu played 13 late-season games with the Pack in 2007-08, after the parent New York Rangers acquired him in a trade-deadline deal with the Phoenix Coyotes.

“I loved my time when I was here,” LeNeveu said Wednesday, a day after inking an AHL contract with the Wolf Pack.  “We tried to come back (after 2007-08), and unfortunately it didn’t work out before.  I’d been saying I’d want to come back every year since, so finally it came through for me, and I’m real excited to be back.

“Actually, it (this chance with the Wolf Pack) came right out of the blue.  Obviously I’ve seen the struggles that they’ve had this year, and they brought Dov in and I thought they were pretty set with what they were doing, but I was thankful for the opportunity to try and make the most of it here and get this thing going.”

LeNeveu had excellent success in his short earlier stint with the Wolf Pack, going 8-3-2 with a 1.83 goals-against average, a 92.4 % save percentage and one shutout in his 13 appearances.  That was for a Pack team that finished with 50 wins and a franchise-record 110 points under first-year head coach Ken Gernander, but were upset in the first round of the postseason by the Portland Pirates.

“I was just coming in here trying to do everything I could to win,” LeNeveu remembered of that stretch run in Hartford.  “Obviously, we were gearing up for playoffs, and we were trying to make a playoff run, but unfortunately we fell short that year, and that’s the real goal.  Coming in here, it’s the same idea again, we’ve got to win.  We’ve got to get a bunch of wins going here, and that’s all the focus is right now.”

This has been a bit of a strange year so far for LeNeveu, who is in his 11th year of pro hockey out of Cornell University.  After playing last season in Austria, the 30-year-old Fernie, B.C. native found himself squeezed out of a tight North American goaltending jobs market, and was without a team until signing with the South Carolina Stingrays of the ECHL November 27.

“We decided last year that my goal was to get back to the NHL, and the only way to do that is to come back over to North America,” LeNeveu said.  “And unfortunately, there just didn’t seem to be a job that showed up.  We thought we could get one early and it didn’t happen, guys took spots and I was kind of left on the outside looking in.  And that unfortunately happens, especially as you get older, and sitting out is no fun.  I kept busy, though, we had a bunch of stuff going on, but at the end of the day I was going a little bit crazy, and I said, ‘I gotta play.  Just get me anywhere, I gotta play.’  And we were given an opportunity down in South Carolina, which is a great organization.

“The coaching staff down there is unbelievable, they move guys in and out all the time, their goal is to move guys on and upward.  That happened for me as well, so I was thankful for the opportunity there, and I was able to come out with this job.”

LeNeveu did a terrific job of maximizing his chance with the Stingrays, winning his first two ECHL starts by shutout and compiling a record of 4-4-0, with a 1.64 GAA, a 94.0% save percentage and three shutouts in eight games.  Clearly, he did not allow any rust to form on his game during his down time.

“I was raring to go,” LeNeveu said.  “It worked out well when I was at home (in Nanaimo, B.C.), too, because my goalie coach that I’ve work with over the summers, he lives 20 minutes north of me on (Vancouver) Island.  So I was seeing him every week, I was working out with my old junior club, the Nanaimo Clippers, they were nice enough to let me come skate with them and work with their goalies.  So it’s not like I was just sitting at home, I was on the ice every single day, I was working out every single day.  I was just chomping at the bit to get going, and once the opportunity came, I was just stepping right in.”

So LeNeveu has gone from being full-time at home with his wife April and three daughters, to being all the way across the continent, first in Charleston, South Carolina and now in Hartford.  With LeNeveu’s oldest daughter, Ashlynn, being six years old and already in school, and her four-year-old sister Hannah going to preschool, the family is going to stay in Western Canada.

“I’m going to go visit over the All-Star break, and then hopefully they’re going to come over here over spring break,” LeNeveu said.  “Then we’re just going to play it by ear, because there’s no point in pulling our kids out of school mid-year.  It would be too late, it would be tough on the family life.  And my wife’s got a good routine going at home too.

“We’ve got Face Time, we’ve got Skype, we’re talking every day.  It’s not the ideal situation, but it happens from time to time in a hockey life and we’ll make it work.

“That’s the life of a hockey player usually.  There’s a very select few that get to stay in one organization for most of their career or their whole career, and everybody else has to kind of go where the contracts are.  And that’s just life.  If you want to play hockey, you’ve got to go where your offer is.”

This latest offer gives LeNeveu not only the opportunity to return to familiar ground, but also to share a net with Grumet-Morris, who is a fellow Ivy League product (Grumet-Morris played at Harvard at the same time LeNeveu starred at Cornell) and has also had a much-traveled career throughout the pro ranks.

“It’s funny, me and him were talking this morning, everywhere I go or everywhere he goes, one of us follows,” LeNeveu said of his former ECAC foe.  “He went to Austria, and I followed and I was in Austria.  I was in San Antonio and then up in Phoenix, and he was in San Antonio.  Everywhere he is, I am, and vice versa.  We know each other very well and we have a great relationship, so I’m looking forward to working with him.”

It’s been over a decade now since the two years (2001-02 and 2002-03) in which LeNeveu and Grumet-Morris went head-to-head as backstops of a pair of bitter ECAC rivals, but LeNeveu remembers it fondly.

“Obviously it’s a huge rivalry,” he said, “and at that time we probably hated each other, because nobody wanted to lose those games, that’s for sure, but we had a blast.  We both had successful college careers, and I’m just happy to be riding this wave along with him.”

Though he already has ten professional seasons under his belt, LeNeveu is still relatively young, especially by the standards of the goaltending position, which has seen a number of individuals in recent history not make a breakthrough to the top level until past their 30th birthdays.  LeNeveu believes that the beginning of this year goes into the “whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger” category, and feels that he still may be reaching his peak as a player.

“If I didn’t think I could play, this would have been a year that could have sent guys home, saying, ‘You know what, that’s it, I’m retiring,’” LeNeveu said.  “But I have the belief that I’m playing my best hockey right now.  These last couple of years I think I’ve been at the top of my career.  That belief has kept me going.  I believe it, and I know the coaching staff here supports me in it, and you’ve just got to keep going.  You’ve got to keep believing in yourself, get in the right place at the right time, put some wins together and get a little lucky, get the timing right, and you’re off and running.”

What was newly-signed Hartford Wolf Pack goaltender David LeNeveu’s reaction when he heard that the Pack were interested in him?

“I said, ‘Let’s sign the papers right now!,’” the veteran netminder said with a chuckle.

Like his new Wolf Pack stablemate, Dov Grumet-Morris, LeNeveu is going “back to the future” with the Pack.  Grumet-Morris had spent time in the Wolf Pack/Connecticut Whale net in 2010-11, and LeNeveu played 13 late-season games with the Pack in 2007-08, after the parent New York Rangers acquired him in a trade-deadline deal with the Phoenix Coyotes.

“I loved my time when I was here,” LeNeveu said Wednesday, a day after inking an AHL contract with the Wolf Pack.  “We tried to come back (after 2007-08), and unfortunately it didn’t work out before.  I’d been saying I’d want to come back every year since, so finally it came through for me, and I’m real excited to be back.

“Actually, it (this chance with the Wolf Pack) came right out of the blue.  Obviously I’ve seen the struggles that they’ve had this year, and they brought Dov in and I thought they were pretty set with what they were doing, but I was thankful for the opportunity to try and make the most of it here and get this thing going.”

LeNeveu had excellent success in his short earlier stint with the Wolf Pack, going 8-3-2 with a 1.83 goals-against average, a 92.4 % save percentage and one shutout in his 13 appearances.  That was for a Pack team that finished with 50 wins and a franchise-record 110 points under first-year head coach Ken Gernander, but were upset in the first round of the postseason by the Portland Pirates.

“I was just coming in here trying to do everything I could to win,” LeNeveu remembered of that stretch run in Hartford.  “Obviously, we were gearing up for playoffs, and we were trying to make a playoff run, but unfortunately we fell short that year, and that’s the real goal.  Coming in here, it’s the same idea again, we’ve got to win.  We’ve got to get a bunch of wins going here, and that’s all the focus is right now.”

This has been a bit of a strange year so far for LeNeveu, who is in his 11th year of pro hockey out of Cornell University.  After playing last season in Austria, the 30-year-old Fernie, B.C. native found himself squeezed out of a tight North American goaltending jobs market, and was without a team until signing with the South Carolina Stingrays of the ECHL November 27.

“We decided last year that my goal was to get back to the NHL, and the only way to do that is to come back over to North America,” LeNeveu said.  “And unfortunately, there just didn’t seem to be a job that showed up.  We thought we could get one early and it didn’t happen, guys took spots and I was kind of left on the outside looking in.  And that unfortunately happens, especially as you get older, and sitting out is no fun.  I kept busy, though, we had a bunch of stuff going on, but at the end of the day I was going a little bit crazy, and I said, ‘I gotta play.  Just get me anywhere, I gotta play.’  And we were given an opportunity down in South Carolina, which is a great organization.

“The coaching staff down there is unbelievable, they move guys in and out all the time, their goal is to move guys on and upward.  That happened for me as well, so I was thankful for the opportunity there, and I was able to come out with this job.”

LeNeveu did a terrific job of maximizing his chance with the Stingrays, winning his first two ECHL starts by shutout and compiling a record of 4-4-0, with a 1.64 GAA, a 94.0% save percentage and three shutouts in eight games.  Clearly, he did not allow any rust to form on his game during his down time.

“I was raring to go,” LeNeveu said.  “It worked out well when I was at home (in Nanaimo, B.C.), too, because my goalie coach that I’ve work with over the summers, he lives 20 minutes north of me on (Vancouver) Island.  So I was seeing him every week, I was working out with my old junior club, the Nanaimo Clippers, they were nice enough to let me come skate with them and work with their goalies.  So it’s not like I was just sitting at home, I was on the ice every single day, I was working out every single day.  I was just chomping at the bit to get going, and once the opportunity came, I was just stepping right in.”

So LeNeveu has gone from being full-time at home with his wife April and three daughters, to being all the way across the continent, first in Charleston, South Carolina and now in Hartford.  With LeNeveu’s oldest daughter, Ashlynn, being six years old and already in school, and her four-year-old sister Hannah going to preschool, the family is going to stay in Western Canada.

“I’m going to go visit over the All-Star break, and then hopefully they’re going to come over here over spring break,” LeNeveu said.  “Then we’re just going to play it by ear, because there’s no point in pulling our kids out of school mid-year.  It would be too late, it would be tough on the family life.  And my wife’s got a good routine going at home too.

“We’ve got Face Time, we’ve got Skype, we’re talking every day.  It’s not the ideal situation, but it happens from time to time in a hockey life and we’ll make it work.

“That’s the life of a hockey player usually.  There’s a very select few that get to stay in one organization for most of their career or their whole career, and everybody else has to kind of go where the contracts are.  And that’s just life.  If you want to play hockey, you’ve got to go where your offer is.”

This latest offer gives LeNeveu not only the opportunity to return to familiar ground, but also to share a net with Grumet-Morris, who is a fellow Ivy League product (Grumet-Morris played at Harvard at the same time LeNeveu starred at Cornell) and has also had a much-traveled career throughout the pro ranks.

“It’s funny, me and him were talking this morning, everywhere I go or everywhere he goes, one of us follows,” LeNeveu said of his former ECAC foe.  “He went to Austria, and I followed and I was in Austria.  I was in San Antonio and then up in Phoenix, and he was in San Antonio.  Everywhere he is, I am, and vice versa.  We know each other very well and we have a great relationship, so I’m looking forward to working with him.”

It’s been over a decade now since the two years (2001-02 and 2002-03) in which LeNeveu and Grumet-Morris went head-to-head as backstops of a pair of bitter ECAC rivals, but LeNeveu remembers it fondly.

“Obviously it’s a huge rivalry,” he said, “and at that time we probably hated each other, because nobody wanted to lose those games, that’s for sure, but we had a blast.  We both had successful college careers, and I’m just happy to be riding this wave along with him.”

Though he already has ten professional seasons under his belt, LeNeveu is still relatively young, especially by the standards of the goaltending position, which has seen a number of individuals in recent history not make a breakthrough to the top level until past their 30th birthdays.  LeNeveu believes that the beginning of this year goes into the “whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger” category, and feels that he still may be reaching his peak as a player.

“If I didn’t think I could play, this would have been a year that could have sent guys home, saying, ‘You know what, that’s it, I’m retiring,’” LeNeveu said.  “But I have the belief that I’m playing my best hockey right now.  These last couple of years I think I’ve been at the top of my career.  That belief has kept me going.  I believe it, and I know the coaching staff here supports me in it, and you’ve just got to keep going.  You’ve got to keep believing in yourself, get in the right place at the right time, put some wins together and get a little lucky, get the timing right, and you’re off and running.”

CANTLON’S CORNER: SPRING CLEANING STARTS EARLY IN HARTFORD
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CROMWELL, CT,  January, 14, 2014  – The Hartford Wolf Pack equipment staff had a busy day courtesy of the coaching staff that made wholesale changes to nameplates and sending five players to clean out their lockers.

With their team cresting at the bottom of the Northeast Division and hovering at 29th out of the 30 AHL teams in the league, for Head Coach Ken Gernander and his assistants, Jeff Beukeboom and Pat Boller, patience has finally run out.

After a weekend of playing three-games-in-three nights and losing them all even after adding three new faces over that same stretch, the team took Monday off. When they returned Tuesday they learned that the team had dispatched five players.

Among those released, three were on PTO contracts. They were forwards Brodie Dupont, Akim Aliu and defenseman Sam Klassen, who will head back to Greenville (ECHL) were he had signed a deal at the beginning of the season after being cut from Wolf Pack training camp.

Dupont was a surprise to even have made the team out of training camp as an invitee. He and rookie Shawn O’ Donnell were re-signed on their PTO deals just ten games ago.

Dupont struggled, as have his teammates. After 26 games, the seven year pro had just one goal and six points. He missed five games due to a high ankle sprain injury suffered in Springfield November 1st that began the two month swan dive the team has experienced.

A victim of the numbers game, Dupont was often the veteran scratch. A team can only play five veterans in the lineup, and with the team acquiring T.J. Hensick, he was going to lose more ice time and would have left the team with seven veterans.

“I kinda suspected something might be up when we got T.J. (Hensick) and we have 31 players in the room, Dupont said. “This is a business. I’m not a player like T.J. I’m not a point a game guy; never have been. I know how contracts work and figured mine was the easiest (to let go). I just didn’t know if it would a week, two weeks or a month.”

Dupont is an affable person and was always accessible. He will be missed both the media and teammates alike.

“I had a real good meeting with the coaches,” Dupont added. “I really am super grateful for the chance. I have no hard feelings at all. It was kinda weird; I thought I did better starting my second PTO than my first. But I’m not surprised. When you’re in last place, the team is gonna make changes. This is a place a Hartford team has never been in.”

The day though had a very surreal moment for Dupont.

“To be honest, it felt like the last day of training camp, or on (NHL) trade day. Everybody was waiting for something to happen. I just reintroduced myself to (goalie) David LeNeveu, who I played with in my first year. Twenty minutes later, I was shaking his hand telling him I was leaving.”

Dupont and his wife are heading back to their home near St. John, New Brunswick to figure out their next step.

“This is hardest on the wives and girlfriends than the guys,” Dupont said. “She been very supportive. We know what we were getting into, but we both really liked Hartford and will miss it. I just wanted to say thanks to everybody. They were great to us.”

Dupont has already received one solid offer from Europe, and few ECHL offers. He will consult with his agent over the next few days and make a decision from there.

Aliu came with a tremendous amount of baggage to begin with. After nine games, Aliu, an Ontario native who was born in Nigeria, had just one goal, was a minus-3 and was playing on the fourth line. The Wolf Pack were his eleventh professional team in five years.

Klassen too was a victim of numbers. With the return of Conor Allen from the Rangers,  and the return of Dylan McIlrath to the lineup very shortly as well as Brendon Nash – both from injuries – there was just no ice time to be had for the amiable defenseman.

Kyle Jean’s reassignment to Greenville was long overdue. While Jean got off to a good start last year with seven points in his first 14 games, he’s had a paltry 16 n over the next 59 games.

This season, Jean started out on the second line and after playing in 27 games has delivered just two goals and two assists for four points this season. He was playing on the fourth line and on far too many occasions was too invisible on too many nights.

The Wolf Pack have already used 11 players from their ECHL affiliate in Greenville that they share with the Philadelphia Flyers. Granted there have some for injury reasons, but clearly the team is using the outer limits of their depth chart, hence the signings of Hensick and LeNeveu.

After this flurry of activity, others who may be on a short lash include Kyle Beach and Andrew Yogan.

Beach has registered just a lone assist in 12 games since he was acquired in a trade for Brandon Mashinter. He was a healthy scratch both Saturday and Sunday.

Yogan has been a healthy scratch in five of the last eight games and has just two goals and six points.

As for the goaltending, that situation, a point of pride at the start of the season, has become the proverbial revolving door.

Since Cam Talbot’s elevation after five games to the Rangers, goaltending has been a desolate area for the Wolf Pack.

Jason Missiaen, highly praised by Gernander at the beginning of the season for his hard work in training camp, and after a solid second half of last year, has clearly lost his self-confidence as well as the confidence of his coaches. Missiaen was given the hook after just two periods Sunday in Bridgeport that saw him give up two bad goals – one by Aaron Ness into a half wide open cage guarded by a 6’8 player and then he was totally handcuffed on Andrew Clark’s shot from the left wing faceoff circle.

LeNeveau was signed to an SPC contract (standard players). Meanwhile, Dov Grumet-Morris is attending to family matters in San Antonio awaiting the birth of his second child. LeNeveu becomes the teams sixth netminder at just a little over the halfway mark in the season.

LeNeveu, an 11th year pro, will have his second tour of duty with the Wolf Pack like Grumet-Morris before him. Having played 13 games with the Wolf Pack in 2007-2008, the netminder registered just a 1.88 GAA. LeNeveu started the season with the South Carolina Stingrays, (ECHL), and had recently played for the Providence Bruins with Niklas Svedberg having been recalled to Boston.

Scott Stajcer, has been reassigned to the Florida Everblades (ECHL) and not Greenville with a logjam in net in Greenville with Jeff Malcolm and Connor Knapp (Flyers property) in the dual affiliation arrangement.

NOTES:

◾Former Springfield Falcons goalie Allen York replaces LeNeveu spot with South Carolina (ECHL).

◾Former Whale forward Brandon Segal has scored six games in a row for Hershey.

◾The New Jersey Devils reassigned first round pick defenseman Adam Larsson to Albany and he responded with three assists in his first game.

◾Former Wolf Pack forward Devin DiDiomete has signed a contract extension with HC Milano Rossoblu (LIHG A-League) in Italy.

◾Congrats to Hamden native and Gunnery Prep defenseman Mike Lee for making the midseason top 200 players ranking for the NHL Central Scouting Bureau. Lee has committed to going to the University of Vermont next fall.

◾Two other players twin brothers Evan and Mitchell Smith (Stouffville, ON) from Salisbury Prep made the top 200 as well.

HAWK’S EYE: T.J. HENSICK PUMPED TO BE BACK IN AHL
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By the time T.J. Hensick played his first game in a Hartford Wolf Pack uniform Saturday night in Wilkes-Barre, he had been through a whirlwind of change in the previous 72 hours.

The seventh-year pro center had been over in Sweden, experiencing European hockey for the first time with the Modo club of Ornskoldsvik, before being offered an opportunity to return to North America, on an American Hockey League deal with the Abbotsford Heat, the westernmost member of the AHL.

In order to play in the AHL after starting the season in Europe, though, a player has to clear AHL waivers, and the Wolf Pack took advantage of the chance to bolster their offense with Hensick’s skills, putting in a waiver claim and thereby changing the former Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blue’s destination to the far eastern edge of hockey’s top development loop.

“It was a long three days,” Hensick said Sunday in Bridgeport, before he suited up for his second game with the Wolf Pack, “but I’m excited to be back in the American Hockey League and be in Hartford. It’s a good feeling when you get claimed off waivers, it means the team obviously wanted you. It just feels good to be back in North America and in the American Hockey League.”

Playing with the Wolf Pack is likely to be a different experience, though, than Hensick’s earlier AHL stops. Having logged a total of 321 previous AHL games with the Lake Erie Monsters and the Peoria Rivermen, Hensick is certainly familiar with the league, but he has never played in the Eastern Conference, meaning that he is going to be seeing a lot that is new to him.

“I’m excited to see the new buildings, play teams that I’ve never played in my seven-year pro career, and see the mix,” he said. “You always hear from the West side that this is a little more physical in the East, or a little more scoring, or the West always wants to be better than the East. It will be fun, it’ll be exciting to see new buildings. The buildings here I think are a little bit newer maybe than the West, but I’m looking forward to it, in every game, every building, every chance to play.”

One thing that Hensick knows will be a definite positive for him is the travel in the Northeast Division, which is much less burdensome than what he underwent in Cleveland and Peoria.

“I was shocked when they said it was only a 40-minute drive down the highway to Bridgeport,” he laughed. “It’s great, it feels good. You feel energized, you don’t have to worry about waking up early, catching a flight. You don’t have to worry about getting your bags to wherever you’re going. Last year I remember in Peoria I played in Milwaukee on Friday, bused to Chicago to play a game Saturday night in Oklahoma City and then bused from Oklahoma City down to Austin to play Texas. So the travel will definitely be easier, and I’m looking forward to that, for sure.”

The Wolf Pack are certainly looking forward to having Hensick juice up their attack, and his 100 career AHL goals and 337 points in his first six years indicate that he should be a real shot in the arm for Ken Gernander’s crew.

“I like to think of myself as a skilled guy that can make plays, make room for other guys on my line with the hockey sense I have,” Hensick said when asked how he sees himself as a player. “I like to be a guy on the power play that’s a go-to guy that can help the team score there and be a difference. That’s usually been my game in the past.”

Hensick showed exactly those attributes in his first two games with the Wolf Pack this past weekend. The University of Michigan Wolverine product chipped in a goal and an assist in his debut in Wilkes-Barre, then had a helper in the Pack’s 6-3 loss at Bridgeport Sunday. His first Wolf Pack linemates were Jesper Fast and Ryan Bourque, and Hensick has enjoyed that combination.

“Any time you get new linemates, a new situation and a new environment, you definitely have to build some chemistry with your linemates,” he said. “But I think with my skills, and playing with the wingers I played with, I think we’ll be able to create a lot. It’s going to be a chemistry thing, you’ve got to get used to where guys are going to be on the ice at all times and be able to trust the situation.”

As for Hensick’s Swedish sojourn, it turned out to be short, but sweet. After six years back and forth between the NHL and AHL, the timing seemed right to give the European route a whirl.

“It was something in the back of my mind,” he said. “The setting that came up last summer (with Modo), it just felt like the right time to go try it out and see how it went. I enjoyed every minute of my time in Sweden. It’s a great league, just from a personal standpoint, I thought it was better for my career to come back here and be in the American Hockey League and hopefully continue on, next year hopefully find a two-way (NHL) contract back home. But I’ve got nothing to say but good things about the Swedish League. It’s a really good league. Obviously the biggest difference is the ice, the ice is way bigger (in Europe). I felt (Saturday) when I came out for warmups, I thought I was running into guys. That’s the biggest adjustment, but I enjoyed my time, my wife enjoyed her time over there. Just for me, I thought it was best to come back.”

Having been in the Western Conference for his entire AHL career, and coming in from Europe, Hensick had no preconceived notions about the Wolf Pack and its personnel, and his overall first impression is quite positive.

“It seems like a good group of guys,” he said. “Obviously it’s a little nerve-wracking walking into a locker room, especially being claimed off waivers, being a veteran guy. You don’t know where the mindset is, the mood. You don’t want to be the guy that disrupts anything, but it seems like it’s a great mix, and I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone a little bit better as the season goes on.”

CANTLON: DESPERATE TIMES FOR DESPERATE WOLF PACK
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special To Howlings

BRIDGEPORT, CT - The Horror Show that has been the Hartford Wolf Pack season to this point, has taken a turn for the worse with a going winless in all three weekend contests ending by getting a 6-3 spanking by the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Sunday afternoon before 6,006 at the Webster Bank Arena.

The Wolf Pack record is a dismal 11-20-0-5 for just 27 points. Meanwhile, Bridgeport increased their lead over the Wolf Pack to six points at 14-20-1-4 for 33 points. It gets worse. Not only are the Pack in last place in the Northeast Division, and not only do they have the second worst record in the AHL, a single point better than the Utica Comets (playing Sunday night in San Antonio) putting them 29th out of 30 teams, but the Pack are 14 points out of the eighth and last playoff spot just past the midway point in the schedule.

When the Wolf Pack return home against Springfield this coming Friday, a new game program is a must. It goes without saying that more changes are coming.

“You would be pretty hard pressed to say we’re not frustrated right now,” head coach Ken Gernander said while wearing the game fortunes on his face.

The Wolf Pack were able to claw back to even the game on a five on three powerplay as Aaron Johnson ended a 24 game scoreless drought converting a short pass from newcomer T.J. Hensick dead center 40 feet out ripping a rocket over Parker Milner’s glove hand.

“We got him to give some offensive spark from him,” Gernander said. “He had a goal and assist last night and he made a nice play there.”

They had just 33 seconds of the five-on-three and scored 22 seconds into that brief chance.

The Sound Tigers answered back with two goals to recapture their two goal lead in a 2:34 second span.

Defenseman Aaron Ness was open in the left wing circle and fired Chris Langkow’s pass into a half wide open net. Langkow was able to go all the way around the net from the right wing to left wing side, found an open net at 25 feet out, good for his third of season at 16:38.

That goal came exactly sixty seconds after Milner flat out robbed a wide open J.T. Miller off the right wing on a cross ice pass from Danny Kristo with a glove save on a shot ticketed for the top shelf.

The Sound Tigers Andrew Clark was open in the faceoff circle, took a nice pass from Scooter Vaughan from the left wing boards after Peter Boyd did some hard work to free the puck up.  Clark then snapped his shot and it handcuffed goaltender Jason Missiaen and went over the goal line with 47.5 seconds left in the period.

Gernander who’s openly stated a desire for better goaltending pulled Missiaen after the second period.

“I wasn’t happy, it wasn’t what we needed. See the two saves the guy (Milner) made at the other end of the ice? They get two bell ringer saves and they come down and score,” Gernander said.

On the very first shot that Scott Stajcer faced at 2:57 Chris Bruton, coming from behind the net, got the inside step on Tommy Hughes. Kyle Jean failed to pick him up and Bruton’s backhander became his second of the season.

Then Alan Quine picked up his second point of the night for Bridgeport with a rifle shot from the right point wide open that was deflected by Joey Diamond to the short side just inside the left post at 8:06 for the his sixth of the season.

The party was over at that point.

J.T. Miller, just sent back to Hartford by the  Rangers this past week, scored his eighth goal in ten games as he redirected Ryan Bourque’s pass from the right wing boards at 14:51 closed out the games scoring.

The Sound Tigers scored first on a rush as Clark fired a shot from top of the right wing faceoff circle as three other Sound Tigers converged on the net. Scott Mayfield got the first whack at the rebound, but Anders Lee was able to jam home his 14th of the season at 8:56.

Dallas Jackson’s wide open shot on the right wing circle went off Lee or a defenseman’s skate again with Lee on the doorstep and its goes in at 10:28.

The Pack pulled to within one goal as veteran Darroll Powe made a strong move down the right wing getting past the Sound Tigers’ Mike Halmo as Milner came out to take away the angle. Powe neatly chipped the puck over his glove hand for his fifth goal at 12:35.

It was a scrappy first period with three fights. There was the Bretton Stamler-Marc Cantin, Stu Bickel-Chris Bruton fight that when Bickel’s instigator penalty was added the fighting gave the Sound Tigers a power-play and Haley, an ex-Sound Tiger, with Mike Keenan, who earned the instigator for a Wolf Pack powerplay.

The shots were 11-6 Sound Tigers and four of the Wolf Pack shots came in the last four minutes courtesy of the Keenan instigator minor.

While mired in last place in both the conference and the division for over three and half weeks have begun to remake its roster. Over the past 72 hours they’ve added three more forwards, Miller, claimed Hensick – a former high scoring AHL forward  - off waivers from Abbotsford late Friday. Sunday morning they announced the signing of Justin Vaive, son of former 50 NHL goal scorer Rick Vaive, from their ECHL affiliate in Greenville, to a 25 game PTO. Vaive had 18 points in 15 games in Greenville.

You can see the theme of what’s being addressed; offense, offense and offense with the worst goals-for in the AHL at 82.

“We’ve got plenty of bodies here. Clearly we’re going to have to make decisions on people to proceed forward. Clearly, we’re not happy with the way things are going. We’re going to use all available avenues to improve this team,” Gernander said.

NOTES:

◾Kyle Beach was a healthy scratch for the second consecutive game. Beach has not met the expectations the team had for him since coming to the Pack in a trade for Brandon Mashinter three weeks ago from the Chicago organization. Andrew Yogan was also a healthy scratch. For Yogan it was the fifth scratch in eight games. Meanwhile Brodie Dupont was the veteran scratch, Sam Klassen (healthy-numbers), Shawn O’ Donnell (healthy-numbers), Michael Kantor (injured), Brendon Nash (lower body injury) and Arron Asham (veteran-healthy) did not play.

◾Bridgeport Parker Milner played one year at Avon Old Farms before going to Waterloo (USHL) and then a standout four year career at Boston College winning two NCAA titles..

◾Dov Grumet-Morris and wife Rachel still awaiting baby number two, but Gernander was pointed in regards to his status, “ He has been told he has to be back next week,” Gernander would probably drive to San Antonio to retrieve him.

◾Ryan Bourque’s three game goal scoring streak came to an end, but his point scoring streak continues at four games. Miller had a game high six shots on goal.

◾Bridgeport picked up five fighting majors on the night to lead the AHL with 65. The Wolf Pack are second with 54. The bouts were Darrol Powe-Anders Lee and Diamond and Conor Allen had a Hockey East bout near the end of the second period. Diamond is from the University of Maine and Allen from UMass-Amherst.

◾Micheal Haley was holding his right hand gingerly after the game shaking hands with his left only.

◾Forgot first place folks with a win Sunday the Springfield Falcons are 29 points ahead of the Wolf Pack. On November 1st the Pack were in first place and Springfield was in third place.   The sand in that hour glass is mighty low.

CRAWFORD: INJURED RETURN, RESULTS DON’T CHANGE

Posted on January 11, 2014 | Leave a comment 

Hartford-Wolf-Pack-Logo2-150x1331      VERSUS      Worcester1-150x135

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Worcester, MA, January 10, 2014 – Brodie Reid’s goal with 6:21 remaining in the third period was the game-winner for the Worcester Sharks Friday night at the DCU Center, in a 3-1 victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack.

Tyler Gron also scored for Worcester and Daniil Tarasov added an empty-netter, and had an assist. Troy Grosenick made 21 saves to get the win in the Shark net. Ryan Bourque scored the only Wolf Pack goal, and Dov Grumet-Morris had 30 stops.

“I thought we came out real well, and then kind of got off of our game in the second period,” Wolf Pack forward Brodie Dupont said. “It was one of those games where one bounce could have changed the game. I think the majority of the game we played well, but there was that 20-minute lapse that they took the momentum. We’ve got to get these points, so we’ve just got to put it behind us, take the positives out of it and keep going.”

With the game tied at one in the third, Reid broke up a Wolf Pack clearing attempt near the blue line on the left-wing side. Yanni Gourde got the puck back to Reid, who cut across the slot and unloaded a shot that went off of Grumet-Morris and into the net, for what turned out to be the winner.

Tarasov iced the game with 34.5 seconds left, after the Wolf Pack pulled Grumet-Morris for an extra attacker, beating Conor Allen to the puck deep on the right-wing side and flicking it into the open net.

The only goal of the first period came on the game’s first power play, with Gourde off for goaltender interference.

Bourque, who scored a shorthanded goal in the Wolf Pack’s 3-2 loss to the Sharks Saturday at the XL Center, struck for his sixth of the season at 7:23, off of a pass from Oscar Lindberg. Lindberg fed the puck from below the goal line on the left-wing side to Bourque near the faceoff dot, and Bourque ripped a quick shot high into the net behind Grosenick.

A Shark power-play marker was the only scoring of a second period in which the Wolf Pack were outshot 13-6.

With Aaron Johnson off for delay of game, Gron scored his first career AHL goal to tie it up at 10:16. Gron gained control of the puck behind the net and played it toward the front of the goal, and it deflected off of Tarasov’s stick toward the left side of the goalmouth. Gron moved back out from below the goal line, found the puck and snapped it past Grumet-Morris.

The Wolf Pack continue a three-game road weekend Saturday night at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. Faceoff is 7:05 PM, and all the action can be heard live on Fox Sports Radio 1410, and on-line at www.foxsportsradio1410.com and iHeartRadio. Video streaming is available at www.ahllive.com.

The Wolf Pack’s next home game is Friday, January 24, a 7:00 PM contest against the Springfield Falcons. All Wolf Pack Friday-night home games feature $1 hot dogs and $2 beers through the start of the second period, presented by Marc’s Appliance Warehouse, located at 75 Prospect Ave., Hartford, CT.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499. Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger. To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

Hartford Wolf Pack 1 at Worcester Sharks 3

 Friday, January 10, 2014 – DCU Center

Hartford 1 0 0 – 1

 Worcester 0 1 2 – 3

CANTLON’S CORNER: WOLF PACK ARE ROAD WARRIORS
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CROMWELL, CT - The Wolf Pack will be road warriors this weekend. The team travels to Scranton/Wilkes Barre to play the Penguins Friday night and then travel up to Massachusetts to play Worcester on Saturday and will complete the weekend trilogy in Bridgeport against the Sound Tigers on Sunday. Still mired in last place in the Northeast Division, four points behind Bridgeport (31 to 27) and two points ahead of the Utica Comets for the last spot overall in the AHL, wins have got to start piling up soon or there is a real possibility the team will fail to make the playoffs.

“Certaintly, we know where we are and we have to get some wins together in the second half,“ said Head Coach Ken Gernander.

The players are equally aware of where they are and the possibilities.

“This is a funny league,” forward Ryan Bourque said. “You can be down in the standings, but you put together five, six, seven wins and you can find yourself near the top. We have to put some wins on the board in the second half.”

It will certainly help if the roster could be complemented by getting some of the players back from the injured list. Defenseman Stu Bickel will be back in the lineup playing defense as will captain Aaron Johnson, who was hit in the right eye with an errant stick last week. Johnson is awaiting a final medical review by the eye doctor late Thursday and if approved will be sporting his familiar number 44 jersey. Bourque has been nursing an injury but is scheduled to play.

According to Gernander, the team will get back its recent MVP in Dov Grumet-Morris still in waiting for baby number two as the due date has come and gone for he and his wife Rachel. “Dov will play in Worcester and we’ll play it by ear for the rest of the weekend, but I don’t think we are carrying three goalies,” said Gernander.

Defenseman Dylan McIlrath and Michael Kantor are still on the injured list. Late Thursday, goalie Jeff Malcolm who hasn’t played a full game in a month and defenseman’s Samuel Noreau and Mike Marcou were sent back to Greenville (ECHL).

Grumet-Morris being back in the pipes is a key piece of the puzzle and his teammates appreciate what he has done for them. “He has given us some big saves in games. I kinda realize after hearing things about him why he is so good. He has given us a chance in every game out there and we have to start scoring some goals for him,” said Bourque.

The play of Bourque and Darrol Powe has been a shining light despite the persistent penalty problems that have plagued the team all season long. “They have become a very good combo. It was good to see Borkie (Bourque) get a goal and Darrol got one as well,” Gernander said.

The other face back in the lineup was forward Micheal Haley who is coming off sports hernia surgery. “I felt better Saturday and after watching my teammates for a month and a half. I was ready to play,” Haley said. The regimen for his recovery was not just sitting on the couch. “After two weeks you begin therapy and they were long days. I was in early. When the guys were on the ice I was upstairs in the pool and doing a specialized regimen. Break for lunch and then back around 3 for an afternoon session. Damien (Hess) and the training staff were great we were always ahead of schedule and we set a deadline to return and we reached it,” said Haley.

The return of Haley, Bickel, Johnson and Grumet-Morris will hopefully allow the Wolf Pack set the ship on an upward course.

AHL All Star Game 

The league announced its squad that will compete against Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League (SHL) in St. John’s, Newfoundland on February 12th.

For the first time in franchise history there will be no Hartford players representing the team.

Springfield, leader of the division, placed two defenseman in Frederic St. Denis and Cody Golobeuf on the squad. Ryan Strome, currently on recall to the Islanders was nominated from Bridgeport.

ROSTER MOVES 

Worcester lost Matt Tenneyson to recall to San Jose and reassigned Sebastian Stalberg who scored his first goal of the year against Hartford last week to San Francisco Bulls (ECHL).

Bridgeport signed forward Chris Langkow and defenseman Mike Cornell to standard player contract after their PTO contracts expired. With the recall of goalie Anders Nilsson led them to recall one time Avon Old Farms standout Parker Milner from Stockton (ECHL)

Peter Boyd with South Carolina (ECHL) was signed to a PTO to replace Justin Johnson who incurred another instigator penalty last weekend and now has a six game suspension on top of a four game one he had. Johnson who took out two Wolf Pack players (Stu Bickel and Michael Kantor) in the last month by jumping them before a fight started has now been suspended for 10 of the next 11 Sound Tiger games.

WOLFPACK OLYMPIANS

When you’re watching Olympic hockey next month your going to hear and see a lot of familiar names who have worn the Wolf Pack jersey.

A dozen ex-Wolf Pack players (14 in total) including Ryan Callahan and Ryan McDonagh for Team USA, will be representing their home countries in Sochi, Russia.

In addition, four ex-Sound Tigers, Beast of New Haven player and Springfield Falcon will be sporting their home country jersey. The host Russian team has Artem Anisimov and Fedor Tyutin now both with Columbus.

The Slovak team has defenseman Ivan Baranka (Avangard Omsk Russia-KHL), Marcel Hossa (Dynamo Riga Latvia-KHL) and Tomas Zaborsky (Salavat Yulaev Russia-KHL). Finland has Lauri Korpikoski (Phoenix), Sweden has Carl Hagelin (Rangers), Norway Mats Zuccarello (Rangers), Austria Thomas Pock (KAC Klagenfurter Austria-AEHL), Switzerland Andres Ambuhl (HC Davos Switzerland-LNA) and Latvia has Juris Stals (HK SKP Propad Slovakia-SLEL).

The majority of ex-Sound Tigers are on the Swiss team, Nino Neiderreiter (Minnesota), Mark Streit (Philadelphia) and Tobias Stephan (HC Geneve-Servette Switzerland-LNA). Tomas Marcinko (HC Kosice Slovakia-SLEL) will lace them up for Slovakia.

The lone Springfield Falcon is Patrick Thoresen (SKA St. Petersburg Russia-KHL) will skate for the Swiss.

The Beast of New Haven representative will be Herbert Vasiljves (Krefeld Germany-DEL) in his third and likely last one as a player for Latvia.

The Latvian team will be coached by current NHL head coach in Buffalo and former Hartford Whalers assistant coach Ted Nolan.

Former Springfield Indians player Emmanuel “Manny” Vivieros will be the head coach for Austria and another ex-Indians player Sean Simpson will lead the Swiss team and one of his assistants is a former Springfield Falcons head coach Rob Daum. Former Springfield Falcons assistant coach Zinetula Bilyaletdinov will coach the Russian team.

For the women’s side of the Olympic ledger Wallingford is on center ice with Julie Chu (Fairfield/Choate Prep), Jennifer Pucci (Choate Prep) and Hillary Knight (Choate Prep) all from the prep school in the middle of Connecticut and will represent the USA squad on the ice.

The team’s head coach is Katey Stone, a graduate of Taft Prep (Watertown) and is the first female to coach the Olympic women’s team.

Former Wolf Pack and New Haven Nighthawks goalie Robb Stauber is the Team USA Olympic goalie coach.

Former Hartford Whalers great Kevin Dineen will be the head coach for the women’s hockey club for Team Canada.

Duclair Signs With Rangers

New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced last week that the club has agreed to terms with forward Anthony Duclair to an entry level contract.

Duclair, 18, has registered 31 goals and 26 assists for 57 points, along with 42 penalty minutes and a plus-11 rating in 37 games with the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL) this season. He is tied for third in the league in points and game-winning goals (five), ranks third in goals, is tied for ninth in shorthanded goals (three), and 14th in power play goals (eight). He leads the Remparts in goals, points, power play goals, shorthanded goals, and plus/minus rating, and is tied for second in assists. Duclair has posted 19 multi-point performances, with eight multi-point efforts in a nine-game span from December 4th to December 29th. He has also notched two hat tricks, including a career-high, four goals on October 26th against Charlottetown.

ANTHONY DUCLAIR

LEFT WING  - QUEBEC (QMJHL)

Goals: 31 | Assists: 26 | Pts: 57 Games: 37 | +/-: +11

Duclair was named the QMJHL’s second star for the month of December, registering 22 points (nine goals, 13 assists) and a plus-eight rating in 10 games during the month. He was also named first star of the week for the period ending on December 29th, and third star of the week for the period ending on December 8th.

The 5-11, 185-pounder has skated in 155 career QMJHL contests over three seasons with Quebec, registering 82 goals and 91 assists for 173 points, along with 114 penalty minutes and a plus-72 rating. He established several career-highs as a rookie in 2011-12, including games played (63), goals (31), assists (35), points (66), penalty minutes (50), and plus/minus rating (plus-38). Duclair ranked fourth among league rookies in points and tied for third in goals that season.

The Pointe-Claire, Quebec native was originally selected as the Rangers’ third round choice, 80th overall, in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

Tambellini Leaves North Dakota

As the second semester of the US collegiate hockey season is set to begin the Rangers 3rd round pick 65TH overall from last years draft Adam Tambellini has filled out a change of address card.

He leaves the highly acclaimed national program of University of North Dakota Fighting Sioux to play Canadian major junior hockey with the WHL Calgary Hitmen whose President of Hockey Operations is former Ranger Kelly Kisio.

Tambellini, in his freshmen season had two goals and two assists in 16 games for the green clad perennial national title contenders whose rights were acquired yesterday by Calgary from the Portland Winter Hawks ahead of today’s WHL Trade Deadline for a 1st round pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft.

He played Canadian Junior A hockey for South Surrey and Vernon (BCHL) before going to North Dakota.

One of his new teammates in Calgary is Cal Babych son of Hartford Whaler Dave Babych. The teams Director of Player Personnel is former New Haven Nighthawk and Spingfield Indian Dan Bonar. His father is Steve Tambellini former GM of Edmonton and is now a part-time scout with Anaheim and his older brother Jeff played in Bridgeport is now with MODO in Sweden.

Tambellini is going to a team with the second best record in the WHL and lead the Eastern Conference with a 28-8-2-3 record for 61 points. The Hitmen also have gone 15-1-1 in their last 17 games.

Redden Retires After 14 seasons

Defenseman Wade Redden has hung up his skates for good. Through the NHLPLA Redden who split last season between St. Louis and Boston announced the end of his 1,023 game NHL career that featured 109 goals and 459 points. Redden of course spent two seasons here when the franchise was known as the Connecticut Whale when he was exiled after a poor performance with the Rangers after signing a six year $39 million dollar contract to keep the contract from counting as a salary toward the cap.

Redden was stellar as captain, gracious and professional despite the obvious difficult situation and was very well thought of by his teammates.

Redden and his wife Danica reside in the Okanagan territory of Western Canada in Kelowna, BC where he has been skating with the WHL Kelowna Rockets in the event an NHL offer came his way which never happened.

I can see Redden becoming a junior coach in the near future.

HAWK’S EYE: NOTHING WOODY ABOUT CONOR ALLEN
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A year ago at this time, Hartford Wolf Pack defenseman Conor Allen was halfway through his third season at U. Mass-Amherst, an undrafted free agent with no assurances of his hockey career continuing past the end of his college days.

As it would turn out, though, not only would the Chicago native get a chance to make hockey his profession, he would get all the way to the top level of the game, all before the end of 2013. After being signed to a free-agent, NHL contract by the New York Rangers at the end of March, a fine training camp with the big club and a strong start with the Wolf Pack, Allen was recalled by New York December 28.

The 23-year-old blueliner made his Ranger debut in a 4-3 win at Tampa Bay December 29, and played two more games with the parent club before being returned to the Wolf Pack on Sunday. After the Wolf Pack’s practice on Monday, Allen reflected on how far he has come in such a short time.

Allen Action Shot 2“Definitely it’s been a long road,” he said. “And I’m really happy that it happened for me, but I have a lot of work left to do down here in Hartford. But it’s weird to think where I was not even a year ago, but six months ago.”

And how did it feel to step out on NHL ice for the first time in regular season?

“It was really exciting,” Allen said. “It’s kind of the life-long dream that everyone talks about. A lot of fun, and I’m really happy to play the way I did, and hopefully I get another chance.”

The New York media took a liking to Allen’s story, especially the fact that his dad, Ron, was able to make the trip to Tampa to watch Allen’s first NHL game, while his mom, Julie, was not.

“There were a couple of things my mom had to take care of in Chicago with my other siblings,” Allen explained, “but she was watching on TV.

“I’m the youngest of four in my family, an older brother and two older sisters. And my brother is just getting ready to go to China and had some things to take care of, and my mom was helping out with that.”

Allen’s brother, Michael, is a graduate student in Political Science at Cornell University, after having spent a year of his college career in China. Julie Allen is a lawyer and Ron Allen is a law professor, so there are definitely some very cerebral genes in the family. Some very athletic ones as well, given that the family now can boast of having an elite pro athlete too.

“I’m definitely the black sheep here,” Allen joked. “I haven’t graduated college yet, but all my siblings have, and they’ve all done extraordinary things. I’m taking my own path, but I’ll get my degree one day and my parents will be happy and get off my back about that. But yeah, they’re all doing great things and I’m happy for them.

“They’re all very, very talented people.”

Conor Allen is no slouch in the talent department either. He registered 33 points in 66 games in his last two college seasons, and erupted for seven points in the last seven AHL games he played prior to his recall. When asked if the callup was a surprise, Allen says it wasn’t something he really considered until it became a reality.

“I think the best way to go about it is, just do your business down in the AHL and try not to think about it,” he elaborated. “And if you take care of business down here, things should work out for you. So no, I wasn’t really thinking about it, but I’m happy it happened.”

And if it did strike as a bolt out of the blue, at least Allen’s preseason experience with the Rangers, which saw him compete for an NHL job until the last Ranger cuts, gave him a good frame of reference on what the transition to the NHL was going to be like.

“It’s a bit of a different game, but I think that playing preseason, for that month that I was in preseason, got three games, really helped me, not only just feel an NHL game, but I knew the guys a little bit,” he said. “It wasn’t just totally going into a new team. I wasn’t comfortable really, but I kind of, in a way, told myself I’d been there before. But definitely it’s a shock to the system to play in The Show, and now if it happens again, I think I’ll be more prepared.”

Prepared or not, Allen’s NHL baptism certainly seemed to generate positive results. He averaged nearly fourteen-and-a-half minutes of ice time in the three games he played, had two shots on goal, and was not in any way out of his element defensively.

“I was on the ice for one goal-against,” Allen said, using a common measuring stick applied to young defensemen. “It was a nice play by Tampa Bay and (Valtteri) Filppula had a nice high tip. Other than that, we did our best. I thought I did pretty well for my first couple of games, and hopefully I just build off of that, if I get another chance, and down here as well.”

Having gotten that first NHL look, Allen knows that it is now even more important to keep improving, and to focus on the here-and-now with the Wolf Pack.

“Not even going up and down (to and from the Rangers), I already had things I needed to work on,” he said. “If you look at my stats now, I think I’m minus-8, and that’s not acceptable, and I need to work on just defense, just all-around play in my own zone. And if you can take care of that, other things will happen for you.”

CANTLON: PACK STRUGGLES TO FIND WINS CONTINUE IN LOSS TO PENS
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT January 3, 2014 - Paul Thompson’s shootout goal gave the visiting Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins a 2-1 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack in front of 3,049 at the XL Center Friday night.

Despite the loss, the Pack did pick up a regulation point but remain mired in last place in the division four points behind the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. On the bright side however, they stayed a point ahead of the Utica Comets for last place in the entire AHL.

The Penguins are in second place in the East division, a point behind the Binghamton Senators.

Thompson scored the second Penguins shootout goal as a right handed shot coming off the left wing beating Wolf Pack starter Dov Grumet-Morris through the five-hole giving the Pens the extra point.

Nick Drazenovic scored the other shootout goal while Danny Kristo registered the lone Wolf Pack shooter to tally in the skills competition.

Defenseman Sam Klassen’s left point shot seemed like it would be the only puck to hit the back of the net…OK, trickle over the goal line…as the Wolf Pack gained a 1-0 lead over the Penguins at 6:36 of the third period.

Klassen, who returned from the Pack’s ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, signed a 25-game Professional Try-Out (PTO) contractwith the team as injuries to two defensemen, Dylan McIlrath and Stu Bickel, warranted the need for more blueline help. Klassen was happy to redeem himself after missing a solid scoring chance minutes earlier as his shot went wide.

“(Oscar Lindberg) made a nice pass back to me at the point there and I had lots of time. I shot it hard and got a bit of a lucky bounce off the goalie there, but it felt nice to get one,” Klassen, who had one goal in 75 games last season, said of his first tally in his sixth game back in Hartford.

“He had a real nice look before and got a nice pass from (Jesper) Fast and he pulled it wide,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said. “We spread the puck to the point (on Klassen’s goal). The way they were defending so tight we thought it would best to spread it to the point and get it past the first line of shot blockers and get it through the box and battle for the puck. We thought it might be the way to go and it worked.”

The Penguins fired sixteen shots at Grumet-Morris in the third period. The veteran netminder in his second tour of duty with the Wolf Pack rejected fifteen of them, but was beaten via a costly turnover in front by veteran Darrol Powe.

While in front of the net, Powe over-handled the puck, lost control of it and then the puck seemed to change direction off a slight deflection off Klassen’s left skate. Klassen’s back was turned to the play, but the puck wound up on the stick Penguins Harry Zolnierczyk and he quickly snapped his eleventh of season on Grumet-Morris to the open short-side at 16:01. The goal tied the game at one.

“Sometimes that’s all it takes, doesn’t it? Just one turnover,” remarked Gernander.

Grumet-Morris, starting his eighth consecutive game, shut the door on the Penguins before that unfortunate turnover.

The Wolf Pack netminder stopped Brendan Mikkelson twice from the right point and made a spectacular diving play at 11:35 to deny Thomas Kuhnackl and keep the game scoreless.

“It’s getting redundant,” Gernander said. “Dov’s will to compete and battle gives us a chance to win. You see the effort that guys can rally around and see how hard he is working. It’s time to pull up the socks and get to work,”

“We played a really good game and on that play it was really four mistakes before that goal; it wasn’t just one,” the always erudite Grumet-Morris said. “It’s part of the process we have been talking about in learning how to win. We will get better and I recognize we gave a solid effort tonight.”

Grumet-Morris will not be around for tomorrow’s game with the visiting Worcester Sharks as he will head back to San Antonio Saturday morning to be with his wife Rachel for the birth of their second child.

Jason Missiaen, back off the injured list, will start in goal tomorrow night against Worcester. Gernander has sent a clear message to Missiaen and the team’s third goalie, Jeff Malcolm. “We’ve asked both goalies to step their games up. It’s pretty blunt. We need them to play better,” Gernander said.

The second period was a rocky and unproductive one for both teams.

The Wolf Pack had three shots the first two minutes and just one over the next eight. At one point, the visitors kept the Wolf Pack pinned in their zone for a full two minutes, but strong team defense allowed for just a lone quality scoring chance.

Meanwhile, Hartford’s best quality scoring chance came from Marek Hrivik with 49.1 seconds left in the period.

In the first period, the Pack started off well and earned an early five-on-three power play for 1:49, but managed just four shots. Their best scoring chance didn’t even count as a shot on goal as a wide-open Danny Kristo, on the left wing side, missed a wide open net at 3:17.

Danny Syvret launched two chances from the right point while Fast had a backhand stopped at 3:56 and then Kristo at 4:31.

The Penguins started to get quality chances of their own when Philip Samuelsson came out of the penalty box and tested Grumet-Morris.  That was followed by Dominik Uher, but he was stopped by Morris’s glove hand at 10:32.

Late in the period Kyle Jean, now playing on the fourth line, found defenseman Samuel Noreau coming off the right point, but Penguins goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers came out to make the save at 16:33.

NOTES:

◾The two parent clubs met tonight as well and much like the last time that happened, when the Rangers played the Islanders and the Pack played th Sound Tigers, both varsity and the JV teams lost. Friday night Pittsburgh prevailed 5-2 with Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz pacing the win over the Blueshirts.

◾Wolf Pack Captain Aaron Johnson was cut under his right eye in OT and was still being evaluated after the game.

◾Micheal Haley returned to the lineup missed 12 games following sports hernia surgery was last seen skating on November 27th.

◾Wolf Pack scratches included Dylan McIlrath (left knee – two more weeks), Stu Bickel (upper body), Michael Kantor (concussion) and Brendon Nash (injury). None of the injured players skated this week. Brodie Dupont was a veteran scratch while goalie Jeff Malcolm and Andrew Yogan (scratched for the fourth time in the last six games, were healthy scratches.

◾Former Whalers and Rangers star Ulf Samuelsson’s son started the game for the Penguins. Samuelsson played his first NHL game against the Rangers where his father is the Rangers’ Assistant Coach, at MSG last week.

◾Former Quinnipiac University top goalie Eric Hartzell was a backup Friday night for WB/S, so both NCAA championship final goalies did not play.

◾Lots of ex-Wolf Pack and Connecticut natives on the US Olympic hockey team.

◾Former Wolf Pack forward Ryan Callahan and defenseman Ryan McDonagh were named to the 2014 squad to play in Sochi, Russia. The honor is the second one for Callahan the current Rangers captain and the first for McDonagh. The Nutmeg State will also be well represented for the red, white and blue. Montreal Canadiens left winger Max Pacioretty (New Canaan/Taft Prep), St. Louis Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk (Greenwich/Brunswick Prep) and LA Kings goalie Jonathan Quick (Hamden/Avon Old Farms).

◾Quick is constantly misidentified as being from Milford which was the hospital he was born in. He played high school hockey at Hamden and his prep school hockey at Avon Old Farms.

◾What a week for former Hotchkiss Prep player Luke Glendening. He played in two outdoor games in the space of three days-a pro hockey first. On Monday, he played at Comerica Park home of the Detroit Tigers in the AHL Outdoor Classic between the Grand Rapids Griffins and Toronto Marlies. Glendening, the captain for Grand Rapids, the defending AHL Calder Cup champs, scored two goals in a 4-3 shootout loss to the Marlies. Then on New Year’s Day, he played in the NHL Outdoor Winter Classic at the Big House at Ann Arbor between the Red Wings and Maple Leafs. Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock had the Grand Rapids, Michigan native and Wolverine alumnus, on the ice taking the faceoff to start the game a 3-2 shootout loss to the Maple Leafs. It was his fourth outdoor game having played in the first outdoor game at the University Michigan iconic stadium when Michigan played arch-rival Michigan State in The Big Chill game on December 11, 2010. Glendening, a walk on for hockey at Michigan and is one of eight players to wear the C two years in a row (former Wolf Pack Jed Ortmeyer was another), was playing in his fourth outdoor game. His very first was against Wisconsin on February 6, 2010. He also played in the 2011 NCAA championship game a 2-0 loss to North Dakota.

PACK HAVE BIG ENOUGH BOAT TO SINK SHARKS IN OT

Posted on December 29, 2013 | Comments Off 

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo      VERSUS      Worcester

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT (December 28, 2013) – Oscar Lindberg’s overtime tally gave the Hartford Wolf Pack their second consecutive victory, 3-2, over the visiting Worcester Sharks before 4,724 at the XL Center Saturday night.

The game winner came as Aaron Johnson, battling along the left wing boards, spotted a completely abandoned Lindberg, who one-timed a shot from 30 feet that cleanly beat Sharks’ goalie Harri Sateri at 3:14 for his seventh of the season.

“It was a long shift in overtime and Johnner (Johnson) sent me a nice pass and I got the shot off quickly,” Lindberg said.

Johnson, the team captain, was especially strong in the third period and his initial intended target on the game winner surprisingly wasn’t Lindberg.

“I was looking for Syvie (Danny Syvret) at the point and they were cheating on him. I saw him (Lindberg) there and I tried to fire it as hard as I could and he made a great pickup and (scored) a great goal,” Johnson said.

On the previous shift to the game winner, Lindberg and Johnson each nearly scored what would have been the game winner. Johnson, as a trailer after some strong play up front, took a great feed from Danny Kristo but was denied by Sateri making a great glove stab of the puck at 2:42. On the ensuing faceoff, Lindberg fired a shot but just missed wide.

“I was so close I thought I had it,” Lindberg said smiling.

The Pack win, coupled with Bridgeport’s 6-3 loss in Springfield to the Falcons, leave the Pack now just two points behind the Sound Tigers which would free them from both the division and conference cellar. Utica lost in a shootout to Hamilton and are now three points behind the Wolf Pack for the last overall spot in the AHL.

Head coach Ken Gernander was pleased with the win and knows the importance of getting a winning streak going.

“We gotta string a couple together. We put ourselves in a spot here, but it’s gonna be necessary from here on out to play our best hockey.”

The Wolf Pack had a late chance in regulation with 2:28 left when Lindberg’s shot was redirected by Kristo and just went wide. Then at 9:25 Johnson’s left point shot was deflected off a player up high. Sateri had to make an diving save to keep the score tied two.

The Sharks scored early in the third shortly after successfully killing off a Wolf Pack powerplay to even the game at two.

Dylan DeMelo, coming along the right wing boards, corralled a loose puck and put shot on net. Danill Tarasov was able to get the rebound between defenseman Tommy Hughes and Johnson and Freddie Hamilton put in the rebound for his team leading eleventh goal of the season at 4:01.

But, it was Grumet-Morris who was the difference in the game making numerous key saves. The Pack’s veteran netminder stopped Adam Comrie at 12:20 and robbed DaSilva with 4:31 left off the right wing.

“He comes out and makes an aggressive play. He’s a competitive kid,” Gernander said of his goaltender, who’s on his second stint with the team.

The second period was mostly Sharks. They came out of the locker room skating, hitting and shooting and had control of the puck for a majority of the period.

Grumet-Morris was tested right off the bat when at 2:53 Dan DiSilva, the Sharks first goal scorer, was denied and then again at 5:40 when Grumet-Morris rejected Tarasov’s bid from the slot.

Rylan Schwartz was stopped at 11:46 and then Travis Oleksuk’s follow up seven seconds later denied as well.

“Dov’s an experienced guy,” Johnson said. “He really wants to show he is not done here at the AHL level. He’s 30, 31…he’s still a young buck and he’s done a great job for us. We rely a lot him now and he has gotten a couple wins for us.”

In a rare moment of what has been a tough regular season, the Wolf Pack got the lead just as fans settled into their seat.

Kristo straight down the middle, split the defensive pair of Taylor Doherty and Konrad Abeltshauser and took a deft pass from Jesper Fast from the right wing and beat Sateri stick-side for his team leading twelfth goal and team leading 22nd point.

“It was a good play fast taking a hit and Lindy (Lindberg) making a play along the wall. We asserted ourselves,” Gernander said of the goal.

Grumet-Morris made his sixth straight for the AHL affiliate of the New York Rangers. He stopped Eriah Hayes at 3:08 before the Wolf pack almost had it 2-0 as Kyle Beach, coming out of the penalty box, was stopped on a breakaway backhand attempt at 7:39.

The Wolf Pack did get that 2-0 lead when veteran Brodie Dupont won a draw in the right wing faceoff circle from DiSilva and got it straight back to NHL veteran Arron Asham, who fired a snapshot cleanly beating Sateri for his first goal with the Wolf Pack in fifteen games at 13:51.

“Been a few years since I scored in the AHL, “ joked Asham, whose last goal was scored as a Quebec Citadelle in 2001-2002, a team no longer in existence. “It’s something we do once in a while. Brodie drew it back there, made a great play and I got it on net,” said Asham.

The coach appreciated it as well.

“There are no small plays in a game. Face-offs happen, but there was one that was a direct result in a scoring play.”

The Sharks nearly answered back at 14:55 as Curt Gogol was wide open in the slot, but Grumet-Morris was able to stop the quality scoring chance.

“Everybody gets a chance to make a difference in a game and that was the play that I made a difference,” remarked Grumet-Morris.

The Sharks finally found the back of the net as DiSilva scored his second goal by making a perfect move on Johnson, slipped in front and put one past Grumet–Morris at 19:01.

NOTES:

Defenseman Conor Allen is on recall to the Rangers because Anton Stralman was injured in Washington last night.

Wolf Pack injury list update:

◾Defenseman Dylan McIlrath is out with left leg injury and will be out at least another week or two at this point.

◾Stu Bickel is still being evaluated and has not skated with the team

◾Goalie Jason Missiaen is expected to start skating with the team next week.

◾Micheal Haley who had sports hernia surgery hopes to start skating with the team next week as well.

◾Michael Kantor is out with concussion symptoms from being jumped by Justin Johnson of Bridgeport on Thursday so following medical protocol will be out at least a week if not more. In a related story,Johnson was handed three more games of suspension by the AHL on Sunday morning for the incident on top of accumulating his fourth instigator penalty of the season and second against the Wolf Pack in a month.

The defense having lost Allen to a NY recall, and with McIlrath and Bickel out with injuries, the Wolf Pack signed defenseman Sam Klassen (25 game PTO) who played in Hartford last year.

◾Rookie defenseman Charles Dodero was recalled from Greenville and was reassigned to Idaho (ECHL).

◾The AHL outdoor game between Grand Rapids and Toronto will be available on several outlets in the US on Monday night at 5pm from Comerica Park in Detroit, Michigan. (Here) in the US on Monday night at 5pm from Comerica Park in Detroit, Michigan.

◾Of course New Years Day the parents teams the Toronto Maple Leafs and Detroit Red Wings will battle on the New Years Day NHL Outdoor Classic.

In World Junior hockey Championship action today the Czech Republic ended a 20 year drought and beat Canada 5-4 in a shootout. Former Wolf Pack head coach Ryan McGill is an assistant coach with the Canadian team.

Earlier in the day the US squad downed Slovakia 6-3 with Stefan Matteau of Albany scoring goal. After holding solid 3-0 lead all powerplay goals the Slovaks used their powerplay late in the second period to pull to 3-2.

The US pulled away midway through the third period. North Branford’s Adam Erne is on the team. The US plays Germany tomorrow (9am EST) all US and Canada games can be seen on the NHL Network live from Sweden starting usually after 7am.

◾Former Yale defenseman Mike Matczak has signed with Adirondack on a PTO. Former Quinnipiac University forward David Marshall has signed a PTO with the Utica Comets.

◾Former Wolf Pack defenseman Bryce Lampman not playing anywhere this year has signed with Florida (ECHL) and heavyweight Trevor Gillies has signed with Orlando (ECHL).

◾Wallingford native and former Avon Old Farms player Pat Mullane was sent to Toledo (ECHL) for a few games was recalled by Rockford (AHL).

◾Former goalie David LeNeveu has been signed by Providence (AHL)  with Niklas Svedberg’s recall. LeNevue had been playing with South Carolina (ECHL). Providence lost defenseman David Warsofsky to recall as the Boston Bruins lost Dennis Seidenberg for the season with reconstructive knee surgery. Defenseman Zach Trotman was recalled yesterday because Zdeno Chara was out for the game in Ottawa and drove five hours from Glens Falls and arrived just before game time.

◾Changes abound in the AHL with players going to and returning from Europe. Utica fighting the Wolf Pack for last overall in the AHL has seen Zach Hamill head over to the KHL and Barys Astana in Kazakhstan. Kelsey Wilson scoreless in nine games went to Banska Bystrica in the Slovakia Elite League (SLEL).

◾Ryan Potulny returning from Avangard Omsk (Russia-KHL) where he was injured (shoulder) in training camp has returned and signed with Hershey for the rest of the season. Since he didn’t play a regular season game in the KHL he was eligible to sign and play with Hershey past the December 1st  deadline for signing Europeans players..

◾Travis Ehrhardt of St. John’s Ice Caps is off to Norway and the Stavanger Oilers of the Norwegian Elite League.

◾ Former Yale defenseman Mike Matczak has signed with Adirondack on a PTO and had been with Kalamazoo (ECHL). Former Quinnipiac University forward David Marshall has signed a PTO with the Utica Comets.

◾Wallingford native and former Avon Old Farms player Pat Mullane was sent to Toledo (ECHL) by Rockford (AHL).
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Strome not hanging his head about return to Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- Just 24 hours after he was told to take a pass on practice in Tampa, Fla., Ryan Strome was back at the Wonderland of Ice on Thursday morning, about to hop a bus to Binghamton.

It's just a little different. But after five weeks with the New York Islanders, Strome's not hanging his head at being back with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

"It's just part of being a professional," Strome said. 

"I've got a lot to prove right now. I've been playing in the NHL for over a month. I've got to show what I've learned there."

Strome has been playing at the faster NHL pace, something he hopes to bring down to Bridgeport as it embarks on a two-game road trip Friday and Saturday before a Sunday home game. 

And if that pace somehow makes him more productive, forget it. Strome led the AHL with 33 points in 23 games (he was still 10th going into Thursday) and had scored 17 points in a nine-game scoring streak when the Islanders called him up Dec. 10. 

The Islanders want Strome eligible to play for Bridgeport during next month's Olympic break; Strome said he and his agent had thought the team might be considering that, though he said he didn't force the team's hand to keep him up, either. 

If Strome misses five Islanders games between now and Feb. 8, he'll be eligible to be sent down for the two-week break. The team also needed a roster spot to activate Radek Martinek from injured reserve Thursday. 

Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said he'd talked to Islanders coach Jack Capuano and general manager Garth Snow about what they want Strome to work on, and he'd had a good talk with Strome, too. 

"He's disappointed and excited at the same time," Pellerin said. 

Strome scored his first NHL goal Jan. 6, a power-play goal against Dallas. (He thought he should have had a few by then.) He got to play a game in Toronto. 

"I spent a month where I hope to be for the rest of my life," Strome said. 

He was reunited Thursday with former linemates Anders Lee and Mike Halmo, a trio that had been together for over a month before Strome's recall. 

A power play with both him and Pierre-Marc Bouchard, sent down when Strome went up, could combine two top-flight playmakers, Strome a righty and Bouchard left-handed. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Strome's back, Sundstrom on way for Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- A bit of a surprise came out as the Bridgeport Sound Tigers finished up practice Wednesday at the Wonderland of Ice: star rookie Ryan Strome was coming back from the New York Islanders.

Less surprising was the other centerman who's working his way back, Johan Sundstrom. 

One month after falling ill, Sundstrom took his first full practice with the team, though they're keeping him away from contact for now.

"Last week was about getting the equipment back in place," Sundstrom said.

"(Wednesday) was a good day, to be out with the boys. I got to do some drills, make the heart rate go up." 

Sundstrom had been building up from skating on his own to joining the team for parts of practice. There's another step or two before he'll be back to action.

That won't be this weekend's three games in three cities, but the timetable depends how his body responds.

"His conditioning level was better than I thought it would be," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's good to see him around the team, bringing that positive energy he has." 

Sundstrom wasn't feeling well Dec. 15 in Manchester and was scratched; he hadn't played since. He said he'd prefer not to discuss what had been ailing him.

"The most important thing is that I'm healthy right now and moving forward," Sundstrom said.

The Sound Tigers move forward with Strome, who was leading the AHL with 33 points in 23 games (17 in the last nine) when the Islanders called him up Dec. 10. He played 15 NHL games with a goal and three assists.

Islanders general manager Garth Snow told Newsday the move was designed to allow Strome to play in the AHL during the NHL's Olympic break next month. If he misses five Islanders games between now and the break, he's AHL-eligible for the two-week stoppage; that could be accomplished by next Thursday.

With the roster getting deeper and John Persson and Riley Wetmore close to returning from injuries, Bridgeport released left winger Peter Boyd from his tryout. He returns to South Carolina (ECHL).

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

On the fly, Sound Tigers find centerman rotation that works

Michael Fornabaio
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- Sometimes it's just juggling to find new chemistry. Sometimes special teams gets in the way of a flow and hockey teams' line combinations change on the fly.

Sunday, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, tied with Hartford, swapped centermen for defensive purposes. It worked, with a bonus of offense.

Without a few of their top centermen, ill or injured, handling the middle in both zones has been, as Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said, "a day-to-day thing." 

"It's who's playing well," he said. "It's matching up against an opponent." 

That's what happened Sunday. The Wolf Pack had two top centermen, J.T. Miller (recently down from the New York Rangers) and T.J. Hensick (newly arrived off waivers), playing well.

Pellerin moved Chris Langkow between Anders Lee and Pierre-Marc Bouchard, trying to get Langkow's speed and defensive abilities into a better spot in the rotation, and moved Andrew Clark between Peter Boyd and Scooter Vaughan.

And while the move finally settled things down defensively for Bridgeport (not least because goalie Parker Milner made a couple of huge saves before that to keep the game tied), both lines scored on their next shift. Langkow set up Aaron Ness. Clark scored as his linemates won the puck on the boards.

Hockey players are used to getting used to new linemates, though. For every Lee-Ryan Strome-Mike Halmo combination that stays together for a month and a half, there are dozens that last a shift or two.

They're used to it, but how hard is it?

"It's kind of a tough question. Obviously when you play with guys for a while, you find some chemistry. You learn little things they may like to do," said Clark, whose goal earned assists for Vaughan and Boyd (his first in the AHL).

"When there's a switch in the middle of the game, you try to keep it simple, put pucks to the net. That's what we did." 

Two centermen who could reenter the mix: Riley Wetmore, out since taking a puck to the head Dec. 21 (Tuesday at the Wonderland of Ice was his first full-contact practice), and Johan Sundstrom, out since falling ill Dec. 15 (he's back skating, though his return doesn't sound imminent).

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sound Tigers follow Lee's lead in beating Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio
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Bridgeport Sound Tiger goalie Parker MiIner makes a save against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The sound tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

Bridgeport Sound Tiger goalie Parker MiIner makes a save against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The sound tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti 

Bridgeport Sound Tiger Anders Lee, 9, takes down Hartford Wolf Pack Kyle Jean, 7, during a game on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The sound tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

Bridgeport Sound Tiger Dallas Jackson, 21, clears the puck in a game against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The sound tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

Bridgeport Sound Tiger Anders Lee, 9, takes a shot during a game against the Hartford Wolf on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The sound tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Lee scored twice. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

Mike Halmo, 26, clears the way during a Bridgeport Sound Tiger and Hartford Wolf Pack game on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The sound tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Dallas Jackson, 21, sets up a shot during a game against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The Sound Tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Chris Langkow, 54, brings the puck down ice during a game against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Sunday, Jan. 12, 2014. The Sound Tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Joe Diamond, 39, deflected Alan Quine's shot to defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti
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The Bridgeport Sound Tigers Joe Diamond, 39, deflected Alan Quine's shot to defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 6-3 on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti

Bridgeport Sound Tiger goalie Parker MiIner makes a save against the Hartford Wolf Pack on Sunday, Jan.12, 2014. The Sound Tigers beat the Wolf Pack 6-3. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- A day after Anders Lee spelled out the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' recipe for success, he followed it twice to perfection.

His teammates followed right along in a 6-3 win Sunday over the Hartford Wolf Pack in a matchup of two teams that both had been winless in five.

"Seriously, everything I said (Saturday)," Lee said. "Go to the net, get the puck to the net, get guys in front. I got a couple of bounces. Other guys got those bounces.

"That's where the goals are hiding."

Saturday's 2-0 loss to Portland left Lee and Bridgeport frustrated, unable to solve Louis Domingue. But Lee's two goals gave Bridgeport a 2-0 lead Sunday 10:28 in.

Hartford tied it in the second on a five-on-three, but a minute after Parker Milner's beauty of a glove save kept it tied, Aaron Ness untied it.

Bridgeport added another goal late in the second and ran away with the game in the third.

"The work ethic, the compete level had, for the last little stretch, been there, but we haven't had the results," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We were seeing some guys have a good game, score some goals, get those garbage goals we've been talking about. They're not always pretty." 

But against a Hartford team that has struggled as much as the Sound Tigers lately, they were huge.

Still, they needed a big save from Milner at the right time, with 4:22 to go. Wolf Pack standout J.T. Miller somehow was left alone to skate down the slot.

"I thought it was a defenseman that got loose," Milner said. "I made a push over, and I kind of fell forward." 

He got the glove up and made the save.

"We had a `gap' couple of shifts, where guys were tired, and he made a couple of unbelievable saves," Pellerin said. "He really kept the game alive for us." 

Exactly a minute after the Miller save, Chris Langkow circled the net and fed Ness on the left side to beat Hartford's Jason Missiaen before the goalie reset himself. And then Andrew Clark snapped a left-circle shot off Missiaen and in after linemates Scooter Vaughan and Peter Boyd won the puck along the boards.

Scott Stajcer replaced Missiaen for the third, when Chris Bruton (rebound) and Joey Diamond (deflection) scored.

Of Bridgeport's 18 skaters, 14 earned at least one point, and no one had more than two.

Lee found a loose puck behind Missiaen for his first goal, Bridgeport's first tally with five skaters on the ice (they'd had a power-play, extra attacker goal Friday) in almost eight periods.

His power-play deflection pinballed around the front of the net and caromed in -- Lee wasn't sure how -- to make it a 2-0 game 92 seconds later.

"It just takes the weight off a lot of guys' shoulders," Lee said. "It lightens the mood going into a week of practice. That's what a win does. It makes it more fun." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. ANDERS LEE, BRIDGEPORT: Scored two goals from the front of the net.

2. AARON NESS, BRIDGEPORT: Scored the go-ahead goal, had an assist.

3. PARKER MILNER, BRIDGEPORT: Big save kept it tied just before his team took the lead for good.

UNSUNG HERO: Chris Langkow moved up, played a solid game and set up Ness' goal.

UP NEXT: Friday at Binghamton, 7:05 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Hartford 1 1 1--3

Bridgeport 2 2 2--6

Pirates blank Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- They had an edge in shots, they had an edge in possession, but they didn't have an edge on the scoreboard. 

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers never even got on the scoreboard, shut out by Portland Pirates goalie Louis Domingue in Saturday night's 2-0 loss at Webster Bank Arena. 

"We kept (Portland) to four chances in the first two periods," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "They walked away with two goals."

Andy Miele scored in the first and Brett Hextall tacked one on in the second, keeping Bridgeport without a win in five games and with just one, in a shootout, in eight. Not counting the shootout-bonus goal, it has scored 12 goals in those eight games. 

Attendance was 4,525 after a UConn women's basketball game in the afternoon drew over 9,000. Arena staff got the building changed over from basketball to hockey in about three hours, beginning a dry cut of the ice at 5 p.m. and flooding 15 minutes later. 

The building was still warm, though Pellerin didn't think conditions were much different than usual. 

"(With conditions like that), you've got to get pucks to the net. You've got to get guys in front of the goalie," Bridgeport winger Anders Lee said. 

"You're not going to win many games not getting any of that going.

"We've got to help Kenny (Reiter, Bridgeport's goalie) out. He had a great game for the second game in a row."

Reiter stopped 23 Portland shots; he made 31 of 33 in a 4-1 loss (two empty-netters) at Manchester on Friday, the day he signed his first NHL contract with the Sound Tigers' parent New York Islanders.

Miele scored on something of a fortuitous bounce. Jordan Szwarz's pass deflected off Scott Mayfield on goal. Reiter swatted it away toward the right circle but right onto Miele's stick. Miele fired it home. 

Hextall scored on a rush, beating backchecking Alan Quine to the rebound of a Corey Trivino shot. For Trivino, a 2008 Islanders draft pick who wasn't signed, it was his first AHL point. 

Otherwise, Bridgeport controlled the puck deep for some long shifts and outshot the Pirates 31-25, but they never solved Domingue. 

Seeking a spark after scoring just one late power-play goal Friday, Bridgeport shuffled its lines, splitting Lee and Mike Halmo for the first time since October, putting Lee with Andrew Clark and Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Lee had a team-best four shots. 

"We're just trying to get energy out there," Lee said. "We're all out there trying to make plays and feed off each other. Right now, unfortunately, we're not doing enough of that."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. LOUIS DOMINGUE, PORTLAND: Made 31 saves in his first AHL shutout. 

2. ANDY MIELE, PORTLAND: Leading scorer caught a break and made it count.

3. BRETT HEXTALL, PORTLAND: Went to the net, scored a big goal. 

UNSUNG HERO: Andrew Clark kept a few plays alive in the Portland zone. 

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Hartford, 3 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

PORTLAND 1 1 0--2

BRIDGEPORT 0 0 0--0

Monarchs finish off Sound Tigers with 2 empty-netters

Michael Fornabaio
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UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

Pressing for a tie, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers had to deal with two pucks all of a sudden. The Manchester Monarchs cleared the right one and scored the first of two empty-net goals Friday.

That finished off the Monarchs' 4-1 win at Verizon Wireless Arena in Manchester, N.H., a game in which Bridgeport trailed from very early and finally scored with 1:40 left.

Linden Vey's empty-net goal at 19:24 came just after a chuck-a-puck -- a foam promotional puck used for contests at intermission -- flew into the action.

"There were literally two pucks on the ice," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "Play should've been blown. It distracted our players, and (the Monarchs scored).

"But at the end of the day, that doesn't matter. We didn't play a 60-minute game." 

Bridgeport is winless in four and 1-5-0-1 in the past seven.

With an extra attacker for most of the final 3:13 -- a Manchester penalty put them on the power play then -- the Sound Tigers got Joey Diamond's power-play goal off Alan Quine's faceoff win to cut the lead to 2-1.

Chris Langkow put a puck into the crease not long after, and Bridgeport worked the puck around the Manchester zone when the orange foam puck intruded and helped give Vey room to score.

Greenwich's Sean Backman, the former Sound Tiger, tacked on another empty-netter.

The Sound Tigers faced six Manchester power plays in all, including four in the second period; the Monarchs' Brandon Kozun scored on one.

Bridgeport killed off Kirill Kabanov's high-sticking minor 1:25 into the game, but Scott Sabourin picked up a loose puck in the corner and scored soon after.

Kenny Reiter made 31 saves. He signed an NHL contract with the New York Islanders on Friday for the rest of the season after playing on an AHL contract the past two years.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Bridgeport......................................0 0 1--1 

Manchester.....................................1 1 2--4

Strome callup left Sound Tigers with hole yet to be filled

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- There's always an adaptation period with a new linemate, particularly when the line has been together for 17 games.

And it's a different kind of challenge when the missing linemate is Ryan Strome, who was called up to the New York Islanders in the midst of a brilliant run of offense that had him leading the AHL in scoring.

Though Strome is gone, Bridgeport Sound Tigers wingers Anders Lee and Mike Halmo have remained together for the 13 games since. But seven different players have started games with them.

"When you play with the same line consistently, you know them in and out, when you can make plays," Lee said.

"At the end of the day," he added, "one guy shouldn't change the way our team rolls." 

There's some bad luck involved in the number of players who've been placed in the hole that was created Dec. 10, when Strome was called up.

Johan Sundstrom got the first crack for three games, but an illness has kept him out ever since. Riley Wetmore stepped in for the next three; he took a puck off the head Dec. 21 and only returned to practice this week.

Lee moved to center for a game to let left winger John Persson join them; other centermen in between Lee and Halmo have been Alan Quine, Andrew Clark, Philip-Michael Devos and the current occupant, Chris Langkow.

"I don't think it really matters who our centerman is," Halmo said. "It comes down to me working hard and everybody else on the line working hard. We generated our best success with Strome when we were working hard. The last few games, I don't think I've been working as hard as I can." 

When Strome departed, Lee had 21 points in 23 games; Halmo, 17 in 22. Since, Lee has six points, and Halmo has seven.

It's not particularly surprising. Strome (named to the AHL all-star team that will face a Swedish team in Newfoundland next month) departed for the Islanders with 17 points in his final nine AHL games. He's been gone for a month, and his 33 points were still fifth in the AHL on Thursday morning.

"That was probably one of the best stretches I've seen in a long, long time in the American Hockey League," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

"You can't replace that. ¦ We have to find chemistry. We're starting to find it a little bit now." 

Without Strome, though, Bridgeport has gone 4-8-0-1. It begins three games in three nights Friday in Manchester, followed by two home games.

"Whether it's us scoring or others," Lee said, "we want to win some games." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Manchester Monarchs

WHEN: Friday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: Verizon Wireless Arena , Manchester, N.H.

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Bridgeport 13-18-1-4; Manchester 23-9-2-4

SEASON SERIES: Manchester leads 3-1. 

LAST MEETING: The Monarchs won 2-1 Dec. 21 at Bridgeport. 

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: C Chris Langkow and D Mike Cornell signed AHL contracts for the rest of the season. Both had pro tryouts due to expire Friday. ¦ LW Peter Boyd could make his Bridgeport debut. ¦ LW Pierre-Marc Bouchard is 3-6-9 in nine AHL games. ¦ With G Anders Nilsson up with the New York Islanders, Parker Milner is up from Stockton (ECHL) to tandem with Kenny Reiter.

ABOUT THE MONARCHS: Manchester leads the Atlantic Division by eight points over Providence. ¦ G Martin Jones (9-2-2, 2.24, .927 here) returns after a long stint with the Los Angeles Kings, during which he posted a .950 save percentage. ¦ C Jordan Weal leads the team at 8-22-30; RW Brandon Kozun is 9-19-28. ¦ C Linden Vey is 5-14-19 in 17 games. ¦ RW Sean Backman of Greenwich is 3-6-9, with a point in his past two games. 

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Portland, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Cornell, Langkow making most of Sound Tiger PTOs

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 3:44 pm, Thursday, January 9, 2014 
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Bridgeport's Mike Cornell passes the puck as Albany's Rod Pelley defends during the Sound Tigers game Tuesday, Dec. 10. 2013 at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. Photo: Autumn Driscoll / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport's Mike Cornell passes the puck as Albany's Rod Pelley defends during the Sound Tigers game Tuesday, Dec. 10. 2013 at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. Photo: Autumn Driscoll | Buy This Photo 

.. 

0

in

Share

. 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- Playing in the AHL on a pro tryout, a player can be released at any time. He never knows if or when it'll end, unless he sticks around for 25 games.

"I always joke with the guys, you come in and check your locker every day and make sure you're still here," Bridgeport Sound Tigers defenseman Mike Cornell said. "Whenever it's a grind, we remind ourselves how fortunate we are to be here."

When an AHL team needs someone to fill in for an injured or called-up player, when it needs someone to fill a role that's being unfulfilled, it turns to a "PTO," a player on a pro tryout, maybe a left-out veteran free agent or a player in the ECHL.

Cornell and Chris Langkow have PTOs that expire after Bridgeport's game Friday in Manchester. They're likely not going anywhere; they've stepped in and filled key roles for Bridgeport, Cornell as a right-handed defenseman, Langkow as a centerman and a part of the top penalty-killing unit.

Both earned ice time with their versatility.

"That's why (Langkow) is so valuable to the team," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said this week at the Wonderland of Ice. "He can play first to fourth line, on the (penalty kill), can play power play.

Cornell, Pellerin added, "can be on your power play, he can defend, he can be on the top pair, he can be your seventh defenseman. He's very coachable. He's a competitor."

An AHL pro tryout covers 25 games -- 25 games for the team, not necessarily for the player -- after which there's no commitment on either side.

A player and team can agree on a new PTO, or he could sign an AHL or even NHL contract.

Langkow spent a few months with Bridgeport two seasons ago on a couple of PTOs, though he played just seven games because of injury. He hadn't been back to the AHL since.

"It's been a long road to get back," Langkow said. "I'm trying to take full advantage.

"It's been awesome. I'm really excited to get a second chance."

He has four assists in 24 games -- he had five points in seven games two years ago -- but has spent most of his time on the third line and killing penalties with captain Chris Bruton, his junior-hockey teammate.

Cornell has six points and enjoys getting a chance to play with some of the defensemen who've been on Bridgeport's roster this year.

"In other leagues, in college, in the East Coast League, you make a mistake, sometimes the guys can bail you out," Cornell said. "(Here), if you're not doing your job, you get exposed pretty quickly."

Sometimes it's a matter of roles. Bridgeport let centerman Philip-Michael Devos go from his PTO after five games and signed left winger Peter Boyd on Wednesday.

Bridgeport also recalled goalie Parker Milner from Stockton (ECHL). The New York Islanders recalled Anders Nilsson late Monday after Evgeni Nabokov was placed on injured reserve.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Back with Sound Tigers, Ness adjusts

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- There's obviously an adjustment period for players going up to the NHL from the AHL. It's a faster game with bigger, stronger players.

Could there be an adjustment when a player returns from a couple of months in the NHL, as Bridgeport Sound Tigers defenseman Aaron Ness just did?

"I've seen it go different ways. It's a different pace, right, from the (ECHL) to the American League to the NHL?," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's how fast you skate, how fast you have to make decisions. ... The challenge is to keep that pace up there." 

Ness played 20 games for the Islanders after they called him up on Nov. 6. He had a goal against the Los Angeles Kings on Nov. 14, his first in the NHL, and added two assists along the way.

Ness played nine NHL games in 2011-12, his rookie year, so this wasn't something new for him. But he hadn't been back since then, either.

"It's always big any time you can get experience up there," Ness said. "It was a lot of fun. I learned a lot.

"For me, it's all the little things, defensively and offensively. I've been learning to use my feet, use my skating."

Ness returned on New Year's Day, just in time to spend a combined 18 hours on the bus this weekend to and from Norfolk, Va. 

He scored his second AHL goal of the year on Friday on a power play, the Sound Tigers' only goal in a 3-1 loss.

"He played very well. He made some nice plays," Pellerin said. "He played his game. I thought he defended well.

"What we have to make sure of, is that he continues to develop his defensive game, using his speed and his hockey sense as much as possible." 

JOHNSON HANDED ANOTHER SUSPENSION: Just back from a four-game suspension, Justin Johnson received a six-game suspension from the AHL on Monday.

Three games are for accumulating five instigator penalties in a season; Johnson picked up the last three of those in the last two games he played, Dec. 26 and Saturday. 

The other three were assessed for leaving the bench on a legal line change to start an altercation.

By the time he's eligible to return Jan. 24, Johnson will have been suspended for 10 of Bridgeport's previous 11 games.

NILSSON UP: New York Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov left Monday's game with a lower-body injury, so afterward the Islanders called up Anders Nilsson from Bridgeport. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Early goals lift Admirals past Sound Tigers
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Two goals late in the first period Friday night gave the Norfolk Admirals a lead they'd never give up in a 3-1 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

Devante Smith-Pelly and Emerson Etem each had a goal and an assist at Scope in Norfolk, Va. Etem's goal, with 4.5 seconds left in the first period off a turnover, proved to be the game-winner. 

"You've got to know the clock. You've got to know the time, the situation," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. 

"You have to hold the fort, and we weren't able to do that at the end. We got caught."

After a good start to December, Bridgeport has lost four out of five (with the win in a shootout), as well as eight of 12 since leading scorer Ryan Strome was called up to the New York Islanders. 

A fairly even first period turned on Richard Rakell's goal, a deflection out of midair off Smith-Pelly's setup on a two-on-one, with 2:13 remaining. 

Etem made it 2-0 when Joey Diamond's backhanded clearing attempt toward the middle of the ice, which would've finished off the first period, hit teammate Dallas Jackson. 

Aaron Ness, playing his first AHL game since Nov. 2 after a stint with the Islanders, scored Bridgeport's goal on one of its four second-period power plays. Despite outshooting Norfolk 11-4 in the period, though, that was it. 

"We were pressuring the puck. We made some good plays," Pellerin said. "We had some quality chances, but we weren't generating any second (chances), real quality chances."

Smith-Pelly's power-play goal with 9:25 remaining put it away as Norfolk held Bridgeport to four shots in the third period. 

The teams meet again Saturday night at 7:15 at Scope. Forward Justin Johnson will be eligible to return from his four-game AHL suspension; defenseman Marc Cantin will serve the second game of his three-game suspension. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

BRIDGEPORT...................................0 1 0--1

NORFOLK........................................ 2 0 1--3

Penalty proves costly to Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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A five-minute penalty for a check to the head let the Portland Pirates score two power-play goals Tuesday in a 4-2 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

Marc Cantin received a match penalty at Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine, for the hit on Portland's Brendan Shinnimin. 

"We tried to look at video, different looks," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "I'll have to look at it a little closer before I comment."

Shinnimin took a pass off the right-wing boards from Jordan Szwarz in the neutral zone. 

Just shy of the Bridgeport blue line, between the neutral-zone faceoff dots, as Shinnimin turned to his left to face forward, Cantin came across from his blind side and hit him. 

Shinnimin needed time to get up and, after a brief stop at the bench, went to the Pirates' dressing room. 

Two long passes left Szwarz all alone at the front of the net 38 seconds into the major penalty to tie the game. 

"They threw a cross-ice pass, then threw another kind of soft (pass), with a guy (Szwarz) going to the net," Pellerin said. "We were a little spread out on our coverage, something we've talked about; we made a mistake."

Then as the penalty ticked down, Lucas Lessio circled his own net with the puck, skated it up the left wing, beat two men in the left circle and scored on a backhander. 

"Plain and simple, a guy went through our whole team. It's unacceptable," Pellerin said. 

Brett Hextall's empty-netter, his second of the night, finished things in the last minute. 

The Sound Tigers had a 2-0 lead. Joey Diamond's nice move off the boards set up Pierre-Marc Bouchard's goal in the first period. 

Anders Lee scored his 13th goal on a power play 55 seconds into the second, and Bridgeport held that lead until Hextall scored with 2:09 left in the second on a rebound soon after a power play. 

Anders Nilsson made 28 saves for the Sound Tigers. Louis Domingue, who's 4-0-1, made 23 for the Pirates. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

BRIDGEPORT............................................................1 1 0--2

PORTLAND...............................................................0 1 3--4
Rookie Clark working hard in opportunity with Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- The lines shuffled around in Sunday's third period, and suddenly rookie forward Andrew Clark found himself centering a second line with Joey Diamond and NHL veteran Pierre-Marc Bouchard.

Clark won the puck on the right-wing boards, Bouchard started a play that turned into Diamond's tying goal, and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers were on their way to a shootout win.

A little hard work got it done on that shift, as it had for Clark all day.

"That's what (coach Scott Pellerin) said from the get-go," Clark said. "I wasn't expecting to come in and play top-six (on the top two lines). I've got to work hard." 

Clark has worked his way to the AHL after a strong start to his first pro season in the ECHL at age 25.

It's a similar route to the one Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton took: the junior Western Hockey League to Canadian college hockey to the ECHL. The two were teammates at Acadia University in Nova Scotia for two years before Bruton turned pro.

Clark signed with the ECHL's Stockton Thunder in the spring and returned this season. He had 26 points in 24 games when Bridgeport signed him to a pro tryout.

It took some time to get acclimated, Clark said.

"The pace of play is so different," Pellerin said. "Bogy (assistant coach Eric Boguniecki) and I were talking, and it's no disrespect, but it's different than it was two or three years ago.

"The pace we have up at this level, it takes a few practices to get to that level. It's the same jump our guys see when they go up to the NHL."

In his first six AHL games, Clark has played a little bit just about everywhere, at center, on the wings, on lines ranging from the first to the fourth, on the power play.

"The kid can make plays," Pellerin said. "He sees the ice well. He's had success at all different levels. He played very well at Stockton, a guy looking for an opportunity, an older guy: This is his chance." 

A few of Clark's shifts on the fourth line Sunday gave Pellerin the inkling to move him up in the third period. Clark was part of a unit that put seven or eight shots toward the net in the first period, then thought he'd scored in the second -- linemate and junior-hockey teammate Matt Lowry agreed -- but after video review, he was told he hadn't.

He had, at least, scored his first AHL goal the night before at Springfield, opening the scoring on a delayed penalty.

"I'd had a few chances the first few games that didn't go in," Clark said. "To get that one was special; kind of a little bit of a relief."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers rally in 3rd, win in shootout
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BRIDGEPORT -- Left short-handed after two periods and down two goals Sunday, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers responded with one of their best periods of the year.

They tied Albany in the third, then won the shootout to beat the Devils 3-2 at Webster Bank Arena.

"Coach (Scott Pellerin) came in and said he had a gut feeling we were going to win," defenseman Scott Mayfield said. "That kind of sparked us." 

Mayfield had a point on each of the two third-period goals as Bridgeport, which lost defenseman Marc Cantin to a major penalty in the second period, won with five defensemen in the third.

"Cants did go down early," Mayfield said. "All five of us knew we had to play that way and battle through it." 

Pierre-Marc Bouchard scored off Dallas Jackson's setup 56 seconds into the third. Joey Diamond, returning after missing 15 games with an upper-body injury, deflected in a Mayfield shot after Andrew Clark and Bouchard won a battle on the boards to tie it.

"It's been a long month," said Diamond, who worked his way up to the second line in the third period. "I've been on the ice the last week and a half, trying to get back to on-ice shape. I'm really excited to get back in the lineup." 

Attendance was 5,247.

Albany scored early on a Tim Sestito rebound, shooting inside the left post before Kenny Reiter could get his right skate there.

In the second, Sestito and Cantin battled in the left corner, throwing shoves at each other. As Sestito went for another, Cantin dropped his gloves and stick and got a right hand in on Sestito.

The officials huddled and ejected Cantin for what was called a major for roughing, with nothing to Sestito. There's no provision for a roughing major in the rule book, though; the call was changed to a cross-checking major during the second intermission.

Joe Whitney scored from the top of the right circle early in the major to make it 2-0, but Bridgeport killed the last four and a half minutes.

"We had three different sets of penalty-killers going there," Pellerin said.

"We were able to get through it. It seemed to give the guys energy to continue to work throughout the game." 

Bridgeport outshot Albany 12-2 in the third period and was credited with the only shot of overtime. Philip-Michael Devos, who signed a pro tryout on Saturday, got the winning tally to start the ninth round of the shootout, and Reiter knocked the puck away from Chris McKelvie to end it.

"The team has dealt with a lot of adversity this year," Pellerin said. "It's another gut-check point of the season. Our guys stuck together and battled back against a really good hockey team."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. SCOTT MAYFIELD, BRIDGEPORT: Best game of his rookie season. 

2. PIERRE-MARC BOUCHARD, BRIDGEPORT: Two great plays in the third period and drew a key penalty. 

3. JOE WHITNEY, ALBANY: Scored a power-play goal. 

UNSUNG HERO: Joey Diamond, back from injury, was instrumental on both goals. 

UP NEXT: Tuesday at Portland, 5:30 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Albany 1 1 0 0 0--2

Bridgeport 0 0 2 0 1--3
'Tough defenseman' Cantin returns to Sound Tigers after surgery

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- He blocks a lot of opponents' shots, getting in the way of blasts from the point, wristers from the circle, slappers in the slot on the power play.

It was one that Marc Cantin wasn't so much trying to block as trying to avoid that cost him five games earlier this month.

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers were in Utica, N.Y., on Dec. 6. Yannick Weber, known for his big shot, blasted a one-timer from the center point, headed over Kenny Reiter's net.

"It kind of skimmed my ear," Cantin said, matter-of-factly. "I came back here, got some surgery done." 

Yeah, that's all. Cantin said it was a little frustrating to be absent from the lineup with an ear injury, but doctors told him the area -- with 30-plus stitches -- was prone to infection, so it was best to stay off the ice.

It briefly halted what could be Cantin's first full AHL season (though last year's ECHL detour was brief and included a playoff series). He'd broken into a regular role early in the year.

"I've got a bit of an identity now," Cantin said, "being a tough defenseman to play against." 

Cantin returned to the lineup Friday against Hartford and stepped right back into a regular role, though a slightly different spot at even strength. He'd been playing the right side, but he moved to the left to play with righties Scooter Vaughan and Mike Cornell.

He was still on the right on the penalty kill, usually, with Matt Donovan.

"He has to continue to play that simple, solid defensive game," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "Move the puck and be physical at the right times. If he plays that type of game, he's going to continue to develop." Saturday, he pinched at the right time and helped set up what could've been the tying goal; it was waved off for what was called goaltender interference.

In a penalty-filled Sunday matinee against Albany, Cantin was again blocking shots on the penalty kill. That helped run Bridgeport's streak to 26 consecutive penalties killed, tied for the fifth-longest streak in team history, over five games before Albany scored in the third.

With the Christmas break behind them, the Sound Tigers four games in six days to close out 2013, beginning Thursday with a home game against Hartford.

TICKET OFFER: The Sound Tigers announced a ticket offer for Thursday's and Sunday's home games, allowing one free ticket for children 12 and under with purchase of an adult ticket. The offer is available at the Webster Bank Arena box office with a coupon that's available at www.soundtigers.com.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers 'outworked' in loss to Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio
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Sound Tigers Anders Lee and Hartford's Brendan nash, right, chase down the puck, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson deflects the puck, during hockey action against Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson gets ready to deflect a drive by Hartford's Shawn O'Donnell, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers Chris Langkow tries to line up a shot, during hockey action against Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers Mike Halmo, in back, passes the puck to teammate Alan Quine, during hockey action against Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Hockey action between the Sound Tigers and Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tigers Mike Halmo, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena against Hartford in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers Sean Wiles, left, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena against Hartford in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. At right is Hartford's Aaron Asham. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Hockey action between the Sound Tigers and Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers John Persson, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena against Hartford in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Hockey action between the Sound Tigers and Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Hockey action between the Sound Tigers and Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers Chris Bruton attempts a slap shot, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena against Hartford in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Hartford goalie Dov Grumet-Morris, during hockey action against the Sound Tigers at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers Mike Halmo, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena against Hartford in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Hockey action between the Sound Tigers and Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post
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Hockey action between the Sound Tigers and Hartford at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post

Sound Tigers Anders Lee, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena against Hartford in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- There had been a near-international incident at Webster Bank Arena after the second period, so it wasn't surprising the Bridgeport Sound Tigers waited at their bench a moment after Thursday's 3-1 loss to Hartford. 

But then the players gathered around coach Scott Pellerin, as if the final buzzer were one more time out. Pellerin did have a message for his players. 

"We let them off the hook," Pellerin said later. "What most disappointed me is we got outworked. It's a privilege to be on this bench, to put this jersey on. If you're just going to show up, it doesn't work that way."

Coming back from a three-day Christmas break, Bridgeport cut Hartford's lead to 2-1 with 1:19 left in the second on John Persson's five-on-three goal.

But Conor Allen sneaked a shot through traffic with 3:54 remaining in the game, the first time in 10 games Hartford scored a third goal. 

The Sound Tigers spent most of the rest of the game short-handed, and then Pellerin kept them around a few seconds longer as the Wolf Pack celebrated the end of a nine-game winless streak. 

"He was just telling us we've got to play for the name on the front, not on the back," defenseman Matt Donovan said. "A lot of guys, including myself, didn't play like that tonight. We were kind of trying to do too much."

There were shots wide, plays that took too long to happen in front of a divided crowd of 5,763. Penalties forced the Sound Tigers to kill eight Hartford power plays. 

And though a couple of those penalty kills went about as perfectly as a short-handed team can execute them, the Wolf Pack scored two first-period power-play goals. 

With Justin Johnson (31 penalty minutes) in the penalty box for instigating a fight against Michael Kantor -- his third instigator penalty of the year, which by rule results in a one-game suspension -- Oscar Lindberg scored on a rebound at 6:56. 

Mike Halmo was off for roughing, though he was eight seconds from returning, when Jesper Fast's one-timer off Danny Kristo's pass made it 2-0 at 11:09.

"The penalty kill, we were pushed to a very stressful point because of undisciplined penalties," Pellerin said. "We did a lot of good things, but then it seemed we made one mistake, and they scored, two times."

The Wolf Pack tried to return the favor in the second. Kyle Beach was called for goalie interference (Anders Nilsson answered in the moment, then gave him a forearm as the teams left the ice after the period.) 

Sean O'Donnell (kneeing Mike Cornell) and Allen (slashing Persson) gave Bridgeport the five-on-three.

The teams traded off power-play chances in the third, with Johnson picking up a double minor for an altercation off a faceoff with Akim Aliu. Dov Grumet-Morris made some big saves on Bridgeport's power plays, including one rebound on Sean Wiles, keeping the left pad out. 

"We weren't crisp enough," Donovan said. "We were playing as individuals, not moving the puck and really playing as a team."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. CONOR ALLEN, HARTFORD: Sneaked home the goal that put it away; had an assist. 

2. OSCAR LINDBERG, HARTFORD: Scored the first goal on a rebound. 

3. DANNY SYVRET, HARTFORD: Two power-play assists. 

UNSUNG HERO: John Persson banged home Bridgeport's only goal. 

UP NEXT: Saturday at Springfield, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

HARTFORD 2 0 1--3

BRIDGEPORT 0 1 0--1
Jackson, Sound Tigers tip Devils

Michael Fornabaio
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Bunnell's Vann needs no introduction

Thursday's high school roundup: Stratford girls romp

UConn men upset No. 17 Memphis

BRIDGEPORT -- Dallas Jackson felt responsible for putting his team in a hole in the second period Sunday. It was all the sweeter to give his Bridgeport Sound Tigers a win before the Christmas break.

Jackson scored into an open net with 1:33 remaining to give Bridgeport a 4-3 win over the Albany Devils at Webster Bank Arena.

"I put us down earlier in the game; not a great play by me," said Jackson, whose intercepted drop pass turned into a short-handed goal and a 2-1 Albany lead. "You can take that two ways. You can sulk and stop working hard, or you can try to pull it back and make some good plays." 

The winner was a bookend to Saturday night, when Bridgeport lost to Manchester after having a late goal disallowed; the Sound Tigers had been called then for goalie interference.

Like Manchester's J.F. Berube on Saturday, Albany's Scott Wedgewood was wiped out Sunday after making a save. But this time Albany's Joe Whitney took out Wedgewood after a pretty left-pad save on Scooter Vaughan.

"I was calling for the puck from Lanks (Chris Langkow)," said Jackson, who'd just come off the bench on a line change. "I took a quick look, and there was no one there. For sure I thought they were going to blow the whistle." 

Jackson's shot from the top of the right circle sent Bridgeport into the three-day break happy after an intense afternoon, with three fights and 81 penalty minutes.

Attendance was 2,807.

The Sound Tigers scored three power-play goals, twice tying the game and then taking their first lead in the third period on Mike Halmo's goal.

Albany's Mike Hoeffel tied it with 9:46 remaining, the first power-play goal Bridgeport allowed in five games.

It was Halmo who'd been hit from behind by Albany's Rod Pelley with 23 seconds left in the second period to draw a major penalty. Halmo seemed dazed but returned to start the third.

"I was a little stunned by it," Halmo said. "I wasn't really expecting it. I'd played a lot this weekend. I went off, took the concussion test, came back fine; I went back out there, tired, but more importantly the team found a way to win." 

Halmo scored from the slot with John Persson, returning from injury after missing 18 of the past 20 games, and Anders Lee in front of Wedgewood.

Halmo had been in front on Persson's deflection goal in the second period. And Justin Johnson, not usually on the power play, created traffic in front of the Albany goal to give Alan Quine room to get to the net and score.

"We're finding ways with a different lineup, different guys playing different positions," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It was a tremendous effort all three games (this weekend). Guys stepped up and played together as a team. It was a gritty effort."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Albany 1 1 1--3

Bridgeport 0 2 2--4
Moving the puck: Thursday notes
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They worked a little on the power play Thursday morning at Wonderland. They tried some different ideas, Scott Pellerin said, a little trickier because Eric Boguniecki, who coaches the power play, had a family obligation this morning. But got to admit, it was a little cool to watch Ryan Strome work one side and Pierre-Marc Bouchard work the other on the same unit. Pellerin wasn’t sure about a couple of the looks, because nobody was shooting the puck. We’ll see what they do tomorrow. 

Scooter Vaughan practiced up front today. Pellerin said he’s liked Vaughan up there, using his speed and making things happen, and he wanted to give Vaughan a practice up there rather than keeping him on defense all week and then tossing him in after the morning skate. 

Strome seemed in good spirits. He hadn’t seemed like the kind of personality who was going to take it and sulk. Story tomorrow. 

Prescout. As foretold, no Nate Lawson (lower body).

If you were up late enough and online last night, your Twitter feed probably lit up with people talking about how Vancouver had two seven-minute penalties on the board with 7:11 left in the game. That helped lead to two of the Ducks’ six power-play goals in a 9-1 win. Anaheim has won something like 25 of its past 19 games. Meanwhile the toughest Sestito sibling turns out to be Victoria, 13.

Via Chris Peters, Jessie Vetter’s goalie mask’s changes proves the IOC is weird.

I joke that I only care about tennis three weeks a year, but I tossed on the Australian Open late last night to find Maria Sharapova and Karin Knapp deep in the third set… which has no tiebreak… which was being played in 107-degree heat… with the roof open at Rod Laver, because they said it can’t be closed in the middle of a set, even though play was suspended on the surrounding courts because of the heat. Holy cro. Sharapova survived 10-8. 

And (sorry, lost where on Twitter I found it) the phrase “truly epic” gets tossed around way too easily. But this may qualify.
Strome down/Wednesday notes (add: Boyd released)
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Ryan Strome wasn’t walking through that door… until today he was. (Or will be.) The Sound Tigers were wrapping up an interesting practice at Wonderland when news broke that the Islanders sent Strome down. It presumably, in part, clears room to activate Radek Martinek, but Garth Snow told Arthur Staple they want Strome AHL-eligible for the Olympic break. A bit of a surprise, but still. 

As noted in those rules Lindsay Kramer wrote about a couple of weeks ago, a guy in Strome’s situation (or Matt Donovan’s, or Calvin de Haan’s), who hasn’t been on an NHL roster for 87 days by Jan. 24, becomes AHL-eligible for the Olympic break if he doesn’t play in five of an NHL team’s last 20 games before the break*. The Islanders’ next five games run until next Thursday, Jan. 23, which means if he stays off the bus to Portland Lewiston that day, he could rejoin the Islanders on the 24th and conceivably face the Blues on Jan. 25 in Uniondale, unencumbered to the break. 

(The timing could be purely coincidental, but Jan. 24 is also the date by which teams have to send down and keep down a waivers-exempt player who’s already earned his 87 NHL days, as noted in Lindsay’s post, to make him AHL-eligible for the break. I think that’s only Casey Cizikas and Brock Nelson on Long Island, for skaters at least.)

So it looks as if Bridgeport’ll be represented in St. John’s. Look out, Farjestad. 

Meanwhile, Johan Sundstrom skated with them pretty much the whole way today. He remains non-contact (and didn’t want to talk about the illness that’s kept him out, a month today). Riley Wetmore and John Persson both took the whole thing with full contact. Scott Pellerin said Andrey Pedan continues to skate, and they continue to monitor his progress. 

Edit: Not that there’s a direct correspondence to this morning’s news here, either, but Peter Boyd was let go from his PTO this afternoon. Think Boyd did some good things in his few games here, but with Persson and Wetmore coming back, and now Strome coming down, there was going to be a bit of a squeeze. 

One of those days: in a drill late in practice, Justin Johnson (skating on defense) started throwing punches with Joey Diamond. Wondered where the coach thought that one fell on the spectrum of good passion to bad passion. “It’s a fine line of competing, battling, guys working hard for one another,” Pellerin said. “It’s going to happen. It’s happened on every team I’ve been on. We’ve got to understand the reason for it, talk and move on, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

Elsewhere, the Olympic hockey schedule means little sleep next month. Ah well. 

*-Donovan has missed four games in the “last 20,” two before he was sent down and two after, but de Haan has played all eight so far (and has a point in the last five). Aaron Ness and all the other no-waivers-required players in Bridgeport right now have already clinched Olympic-break AHL eligibility even if they’re called up.
A few getting closer: Tuesday notes
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Riley Wetmore and John Persson both practiced today. Wetmore, a few weeks removed from getting skulled by a puck, said he felt pretty good at the end of it. “We’ll see their conditioning level, see if they’re available for the weekend. They’re not officially available,” Scott Pellerin said. “It depends how they do today, how they report to Dave (Stickney, trainer) today. Johan Sundstrom continues to skate and rebuild his strength. 

Pierre-Marc Bouchard got an extra day off after the long weekend for the second week in a row, and Chris Bruton had the day off skates, too. 

Sounds like Nate Lawson won’t be waiting for them Friday (not that he played with a heck of a lot of them anyway), out with a lower-body injury. 

After Hartford lost the battle of the reeling Berkshire League teams, it had a bloodletting today, letting Akim Aliu and Brodie Dupont and Sam Klassen go, giving David LeNeveu an AHL contract, and shipping Kyle Jean out. 

Sean Wiles: ECHL Player of the Week.

The Central Scouting Bureau draft rankings came out yesterday; the only semilocal I caught was Mike Lee of Hamden at 159. Meanwhile, Fairfield’s Kevin Robinson will play in the MJHL prospects game, the Connecticut Oilers announced. 

Hope they had the Broadway shake.

A day after Archer literally blew things up, FX announces we’ve got only one more year of Justified. Ah well. 

And RIP, Jack Gardiner.
Net-front presence: Hartford postgame
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So thanks to Anders Lee for giving me tonight’s lead last night. 

All those things Lee talked about last night? They did ‘em today. 

Good night, everybody. 

…..

Of course Hartford’s in about as bad a way as Bridgeport has been. But still. 

“Our team, the way we play, the way we have to play to be successful, we have to play like that, a 200-foot game,” Scott Pellerin said. “Get pucks in deep. Move it efficiently. At the end of the day, we have to get tough in front of the net and win those puck battles.”

And that’s what Lee did at the front with help from, well, most of the rest of the guys on the ice. Peter Boyd and Scooter Vaughan win battles to set up Andrew Clark. Chris Bruton goes to the net and scores on a rebound (first point in 20 games). Diamond goes to the front and deflects in a goal. Good things happen, etc. 

Parker Milner made a few huge saves. The one on J.T. Miller right before the Ness goal is the one that stands out, but there were others. Not bad coming off his first pro shutout in his last ECHL game? “I felt I did all right the last time I was here,” Milner said. “This trip, I want to ramp it up and show I belong here.”

Chris Langkow appeared between Lee and Pierre-Marc Bouchard late in the second, and I’d assumed the swap with Andrew Clark was a product of the end of the power play, on which Clark had played the second unit, and that it’d just stuck after the Aaron Ness goal that Langkow set up. Not quite so, Pellerin said: The way Hartford was rolling its lines, he wanted to get Langkow into a different spot in the Bridgeport rotation for his defensive abilities. It just so happened that both centermen were in on key goals in the last 3:22 of the second. 

Pellerin singled out Langkow, actually, for his play in all situations. “He’s really elevated his game with his speed,” Pellerin said. “Other guys have got to follow.”

Only four skaters without a point. Spread it out well. 

They’ll take tomorrow off and get back at it Tuesday, so more then unless warranted. 

Categories: Hartford, Lee, Milner, Postgame
Hartford Pregame
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John Persson’s on for warmup at least; he and Brett Gallant split a spot, but otherwise the lineup looks similar to last night’s, with a defense tweak. 

Dov Grumet-Morris is away from the Wolf Pack with his wife in labor, so it’s a Jason Missiaen/Scott Stajcer tandem for the moment. Micheal Haley has been back for a bit, though. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-A.Clark-Bouchard

 Diamond-Quine-Halmo

 Boyd-Langkow-Vaughan

 Gallant (A)/(Persson-scratch)-Lowry-Bruton (C)

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Keenan-Cantin

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Milner

 Reiter

HARTFORD

 F: Bourque-Miller-Kristo

 Hrivik-Hensick-Fast

 Vaive-Lindberg-Powe (A)

 Haley (A)-Jean-Aliu

 D: Johnson (C)-Hughes

 Stamler-Bickel

 Syvret-Allen

(Klassen-scratch)

 G: Missiaen

 Stajcer

R: McIsaac. L: Baker, Redding.

Speaking of Hartford, I’ll be on the Pack’s radio broadcast with Bob Crawford in the second intermission. 

Always enjoy the old-teammate chats at the red line. A few today: Gallant-Haley, Powe-Bouchard, Bruton-Hensick.
No dice: Portland postgame
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“We’re right there,” Anders Lee said after another home shutout. “We’re not putting the puck in the net. It’s frustrating. We’re trying our best out there. It’s not going in right now. All you can do is come back with a lot of energy and try to get two points.”

With 31 shots, a couple of breakaways and near-breakaways, a few shifts where they were absolutely all over Portland but couldn’t get that one golden scoring chance to (a) score first (b) tie it up (c) get back in it…

No dice. 

“Looking at the whole tempo of the game, the structure of the game, I’m very happy with the work ethic,” Scott Pellerin said. “All of our lines came to play. They sustained some offensive-zone time. They competed at a level I’m happy with.”

He wasn’t, you’ll recall, happy Friday night. Looking to jar something loose, he switched up the lines. “It’s nothing they did wrong. We’re just looking for different chemistry,” he said. 

No dice. 

You can point to all different issues. Ryan Strome’s gone. Two other missing centermen for the past few weeks. Different players filling different roles. Other injuries. And it’s not like there was a lot of proven scoring here to begin with. 

It adds up to six goals in the past five games and 12 in the past eight (not counting the shootout-win goal). 

…..

Tonight marks the midpoint of the Sound Tigers’ season. Only Manchester got there faster in the Eastern Conference, though Providence got there tonight, too. 

Bridgeport sits 14th in the conference, 10 points and a tiebreaker behind eighth-place St. John’s. It owes games in hand to everyone in the way. 

So there’s that.

Persson was sore this morning; they’ll try him again Sunday morning and see how he is. 

Pellerin said the ice conditions weren’t abnormal for the building. I’ll respectfully disagree, though it’s conceivable I just went looking for it today. Lucas Lessio had a breakaway in the third, and the puck decided not to go with him. Passes weren’t getting there. Guys were falling. 

First AHL point for former future Sound Tiger Corey Trivino. 

Prescout. They’re winless in five, too, Hartford. 

Missed it yesterday: Alain Nasreddine is part of the inaugural class of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Hall of Fame.

And Corey points out this event on Feb. 1, if you want to blow off the Springfield-Bridgeport game. (The inductee won’t, but anyway.) 

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Former Futures, Portland, Postgame
Rearrangement: Portland pregame
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For the first time since before Halloween, Anders Lee and Mike Halmo start the night on different lines. No John Persson, but some rearrangement all around: Scooter Vaughan took the first rush on right wing on the third line, and Kirill Kabanov took the second. 

I got myself discombobulated on the right wingers on Portland’s rushes, so I’ll hold off until things start rather than completely mislead you. Brendan Shinnimin, whom Cantin hit on New Year’s Eve to pick up that three-game suspension (from which he returns tonight), is out tonight. Corey Trivino did appear to be in, making his Harbor Yard debut, though not under the circumstances we might’ve expected until a couple of years ago. 

Both teams have one to scratch from what they tossed out there. Kabanov and Yip.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-A.Clark-Bouchard

 Diamond-Quine-Halmo

 Boyd-Langkow-Vaughan/(Kabanov-scratch)

 Gallant (A)-Lowry-Bruton (C)

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Cantin-Cornell

 Keenan-Jackson

 G: Reiter

 Milner

Edit: I think it’s this, though Veilleux’s left for the room after one shift. 

 PORTLAND

 F: Lessio-Miele-Szwarz (C)

 McMillan (A)-Werek-Brown

 Rieder-Trivino-Hextall

 Mychan-Martinook-Veilleux

(Yip-scratch)

 D: Jones-Summers (A)

 Brodeur-Brisebois

 Gormley-Todd

 G: Domingue

 Visentin

R: R. Murphy. L: Colby, Galvin.

UConn’s women’s game ended a bit before 2 p.m. today, and by about 5, they were dry-cutting the ice under all that court and floorboard. It’s warm in here, and the ice was a little bouncey the other night before they covered it up, but it’s ice; not bad for a quick turnaround.
Reiter gets a deal: Manchester Liveblog

Posted on January 10, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

0

Kenny Reiter’s riding a two-game winning streak into tonight (7-2-2 in his past 11), has some of the best numbers on the team the past couple of years, and now finally has an NHL contract to his name. The Islanders announced his signing this afternoon for the rest of the year. (At 27, he’ll be unrestricted at the end of the season.) Good news and well earned for him, and it gives the Islanders flexibility with him and their other goalies if they need it. 

(Speaking of other goalies, Anders Nilsson’s repeated Twitter references to Denver as “Foppa-land” are kind of awesome.)

The Sound Tigers are in Manchester tonight, but we aren’t. We’ll listen to Ken Cail (radio popup available off their site, or video) and follow Corey and the Monarchs.

No Phil tonight not least because of awesome news: He and his wife became parents for the first time yesterday. All involved doing well; can’t wait to see them all. 

The box will be here. A lot of Jon McIsaac scheduled this weekend. 

Links in the meantime: 

As seen on Twitter, Tomas Marcinko on going to the Olympics. Sean Wiles has been tearing it up in Reading, including a hat trick the other night.

Brian Rafalski has signed in the ECHL. 

Carmine Vetrano’s cousin Bobby Goepfert on giving up goals. If you follow him on Twitter, you know what you’re getting yourself into. (If you don’t, rectify that.)

And RIP, NAHL player Peter Halash.

More in a bit. 

–Kevin Oklobzija reports that Hartford has claimed T.J. Hensick off waivers. He was let go in Sweden this week and, Kevin reports, signed by Abbotsford, but a player who’d been playing in Europe has to clear waivers after signing an AHL contract. (The deadline for that type of player used to be Dec. 15, but it’s now Feb. 1.) 

Eventual prescout. Portland had almost as hard a time getting home from Newfoundland as it had getting up there, but the Pirates got back yesterday.

–Reiter vs. Martin Jones, says Corey, who adds: 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Langkow-Halmo

 Bouchard-Quine-Diamond

 Boyd-A.Clark-Kabanov

 Gallant (A)-Lowry-Bruton (C)

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Keenan-Cornell

 Jackson-Vaughan

 G: Reiter

 Milner

R: McIsaac. L: T.Whittemore, Turcotte.

–RIP, Larry Speakes, who had a pretty good name for his job.

–Bridgeport kills an early Kabanov penalty, but afterward, Vaughan loses the handle in the right corner, and Sabourin scores on a backhander at 3:41. 

–Ken makes a good point during that penalty: These teams are now a combined 0-for-50 on the power play in this season series. There’ve been two four-on-four goals (one with an extra attacker on a delayed penalty) and an empty-netter, but no actual power-play goals. 

–It’s 1-0 Manchester after one. Bridgeport had a couple of good chances during a Shore penalty but couldn’t beat Jones.

–Earlyish second, Jones stops Lee on a short-handed breakaway and the rebound.

–Foreshadowed nicely by Ken in the first, the Monarchs score on their second consecutive power play in the second. Kozun puts it in on a rebound after O’Brien’s pass, nearly blocked, gets through to the left post. It’s 2-0 at 7:36.

–A big right-pad save by Reiter on Vey with a little over five minutes left in the period. 

–At 19:03, Halmo takes the third Bridgeport penalty of the period for slashing a stick. (They’ve faced four PPs in the second, including a Diamond trip clip.) 

–Period ends 2-0, with a minute and small change carrying over to the third. 

–About five minutes into the third, Halmo’s all over Kozun, and they can’t be separated. Andreoff tries to get in, Mayfield comes over, and Andreoff slugs away at Mayfield. Penalties to be sorted out. 

–Twitchy with the instigator button lately: Andreoff gets an instigator for his fight with Mayfield. They wind up evening everything out on the board at 4:28.

–They’ve apparently taken their time announcing the penalties there, because they’re up on the boxscore but the broadcast team is still wondering why there’s… oh, no. Chris thinks it’s be four-on-four. It wouldn’t. There are other penalties. (Although considering all the times we’ve seen that applied in ways that look inappropriate, I shouldn’t say that so definitively.) Halmo and Kozun get misconducts as well for persisting in the altercation, which will keep Halmo out until the final minutes. 

–My feed’s trailing the box score by a couple of minutes, somehow. Game may be over for now for all I know. The box says they’re going four-on-four for the next 37 seconds with 7:29 to go. 

–Portland blew a 3-0 lead, took a late 4-3 lead, gave up a goal later, and lost to Norfolk in a shootout. So they’ll be happy tomorrow.

–Brian O’Neill for interference with 3:13 left. Bridgeport pulls Reiter for the power play. 

–Corey tweets a Diamond six-on-four goal with 1:40 to go; we’ll see how it happens in about 10 minutes. 

–It was a Quine right-circle faceoff win; Diamond scored right off it. 2-1 Manchester. 

–Weird stuff: A chuck-a-puck gets tossed into the middle of the action in the Manchester zone; the Monarchs clear and score into the empty net with 35 and change seconds to go. Bridgeport’s not happy, but McIsaac lets it stand. Sean Backman adds another empty-netter: Manchester 4, Bridgeport 1, final. That’s one win (in a shootout) in the past seven, 1-5-0-1. 

–Yeah, Scott Pellerin would’ve liked that play blown dead; two pucks and all. But no excuses there: “I thought we came out flat. We weren’t skating. We lost all the puck battles early on in the game,” Pellerin said. “I’m very disappointed in the effort. They have to look at themselves in the mirror and find a way (the rest of the weekend). 

Lots of penalties… “Stick fouls, undisciplined. … A couple of them were guys playing hard,” he said, but most of them were “just undisciplined, and I don’t understand why. It’s something I’ll address again with my team.”

Reiter, “I thought he played tremendous, some big saves early on,” Pellerin said. He said the first was a broken play, that Vaughan tried a pass that hit off a stanchion and left Sabourin with a two-on-one down low. The second involved a defender sliding and getting out of position. 

John Persson had that good skate this morning and, Pellerin hopes, should be available tomorrow. Riley Wetmore is cleared for full practice next week. 

No morning skate tomorrow, so more tomorrow night.
Strome an all-star
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The AHL announced the 20-man roster that it’ll pit against Farjestad in the All-Star Classic in St. John’s, Feb. 11-12. Those 20 men include one Ryan Strome, who begins the day fifth in the AHL with 33 points, whose total leads AHL rookies (leads them with 24 assists, too), whose active nine-game scoring streak is tied for the longest current streak in the league…

And who, of course, is a New York Islander. It remains to be seen if he can be sent down during the Olympic break (Lindsay Kramer had a good account of those rules that we linked here about a week ago, and if I didn’t fear it’d blow up my computer, I’d go find it again), and even if so, if they would send him. 

At any rate, he’s an all-star. 

(If you missed this morning’s post, there’s bits in there on Chris Langkow and Mike Cornell, on Andrey Pedan, and on birthdays.)
Beginning comebacks, birthday greetings: Thursday practice
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Edit2: The AHL transactions quietly note AHL contracts for both Chris Langkow and Mike Cornell. Their PTOs were due to expire after tomorrow night’s game in Manchester.

Andrey Pedan, out about two months now with that persistent upper-body injury, skated on his own early this morning, Scott Pellerin said. “We’re on to a different type of protocol,” Pellerin said. “We’ll be monitoring, but it’s good to have him back in the locker room and around the guys. I’m sure it’s been a tough stretch for him.”

John Persson and Riley Wetmore, both in red no-contact jerseys, took the whole practice and appeared to get through it well. Wetmore won’t make the trip to Manchester; he has an appointment with a doctor tomorrow. But Persson will travel. “We’ll see what type of option he is tomorrow or Saturday; I’m leaning more toward Saturday,” Pellerin said. “He hasn’t had a full-contact practice. We’ll skate him again tomorrow and skate him hard.”

So as the players continued to work after the main part of practice today, Kenny Reiter asked Pellerin a question about what the Manchester Monarchs like to do in a situation. Pellerin opened his mouth to start his answer… and got a faceful of shaving cream from Scott Mayfield. 

Happy birthday, there, coach. 

Mayfield has avoided the one-way trip to Stockton, though, because Pellerin is pretty sure he knows who put him up to it. He figures he’ll have his chance to get even. 

Edit: Oh, and the AHL will announce the all-stars this afternoon at 3, the team that’ll face Farjestad in St. John’s next month.
PTO swap: Wednesday notes
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Something else figured to be coming after Philip-Michael Devos was released last night. The “something else” turned out to be Peter Boyd, 25, a third-year pro up from South Carolina. He got his only AHL experience with Lake Erie on an ATO after finishing up at Ohio State in 2011. 

Why the swap? “We were just looking by position,” Scott Pellerin said. “I think Devos did a really good job. His skill set is more of a top-six player, and we just didn’t see a fit right now with the other players, so we thought we’d make the switch. Instead of him not playing here, it’s better for him to continue to develop in Elmira.”

Boyd (wearing 25, matching his age) is a left winger who’s a better fit for the moment, Pellerin said. “He’s played very well with increased ice time. He’s a hard worker with good hands. He’s got tremendous speed, and he’s a smart hockey player. He can fill a third-line, fourth-line role, and he can move up if needed. I was happy with his first practice.”

Parker Milner was back in town in the net opposite Kenny Reiter; Arthur Staple reported this morning that Evgeni Nabokov is expected to miss about two weeks. Pellerin said John Persson and Riley Wetmore could practice tomorrow. Johan Sundstrom skated again, too. 

Alex Urbom is back in Albany, reclaimed off waivers and illustrating the fun quirks of Article 13.22 of the CBA. (If you lose a guy on waivers who’s placed on waivers again later in the season, and you’re the only team to claim him, you can send him down, to paraphrase.) 

Adam Tambellini, Jeff’s brother and a Rangers draft pick, left North Dakota for junior hockey. 

Congratulations to Tom Glavine, 1984 fourth-round draft pick of the L.A. Kings, for proving there’s life after hockey. (And life after disappointment, if not devastation.) 

And Calvin de Haan scored his first NHL goal last night. Picked his spot. A laser in the box. (Any way it goes, good for him.)
Marcinko, Vasiljevs to Sochi: Tuesday notes

Posted on January 7, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

2

Edit: Bridgeport released Philip-Michael Devos this afternoon. He’d been in and out the past few games.

Some neat local international news this morning: Tomas Marcinko is going to the Olympics with Slovakia. Original Beast of New Haven Herberts Vasiljevs returns with Latvia as well, his third trip (he was picked for a fourth but was injured in 2002; Elite Prospects says he’s injured at the moment, too, but is due back soon). 

Pierre-Marc Bouchard was back at practice today, lining back up with Alan Quine and Joey Diamond, and Justin Johnson moved back to defense to make for even pairs. 

Johnson prepares to begin serving a six-game suspension, handed down yesterday, to follow the last four-game suspension. “It’s really disappointing,” Johnson said, “just really disappointing. This year more than all my others in this league, I don’t take being in the lineup for granted. To have to give those games up, at my age, the way I feel about our team, it hurts.”

Scott Pellerin, trying to look on the bright side, said at least the league didn’t zonk Johnson the way it did Brandon DeFazio last year, when they simply said he came off the bench to start an altercation and gave him six just for that. “The referees from the league called it instigating. There are rules, and everybody has to follow the rules. It’s unfortunate because it’s all interpretation at times. … We’ll learn from our mistakes and move forward. I talked to JJ about it, and he’s not happy about it; as a team, we’re not happy about it. We’ll move forward and accept the league’s ruling.”

Johan Sundstrom (ill) skated on his own again today, joined by John Persson (lower body) and Riley Wetmore (hit in the head with a puck). Pellerin was hopeful Wetmore could be back to practice, no-contact, in the next couple of days, though he won’t make the Manchester trip, Pellerin said. Persson is more of a day-to-day thing; Sundstrom is a ways away still. 

The goaltending shuffle began last night with Anders Nilsson’s call-up to the Island for the trip to Toronto. Parker Milner’s expected to be on his way here. But Leni DiCostanzo had the other net this morning. We’ll see if he gets the start Friday.
Good news/bad news on the Island: Monday-night notes
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The Islanders lost Evgeni Nabokov early in their game tonight against Dallas; Kevin Poulin took over, and the Isles announced only a lower-body injury on their veteran goalie. But the Big Club won it 7-3. Ryan Strome’s first NHL goal; Calvin de Haan’s first NHL point (his first two points, actually); goals for Brock Nelson and Peter Regin, who hadn’t had one in a while; and it’s obviously all because Phil Giubileo called his first regular-season NHL play-by-play. 

Edit: the Islanders placed Nabokov on injured reserve after the game and called up Anders Nilsson.

The 91st consecutive home sellout for St. John’s is an AHL record, breaking Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s 2002-04 mark. (Corey Trivino finally got there and finally made his AHL debut. Coupla points on the other side for Brenden Kichton and Kael Mouillierat. (Defenseman-turned-forward Mark Louis, who was briefly credited with his first goal in the Tuesday-night makeup at Bridgeport in the last week of last season, did get his first goal tonight.) 

And RIP, Larry D. Mann (h/t Chris Roy).
Less ill: Monday notes
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So 12-7-2 on the ice at Wonderland today. Pierre-Marc Bouchard got a maintenance day, Scott Pellerin said. John Persson remained out with that lower-body issue from Friday night. Riley Wetmore’s been riding the bike and is at least making progress; “hopefully he’s back sooner than later.” 

And Johan Sundstrom was on the ice before the team this morning. He’s feeling better from whatever the illness was that zonked him a week and a half before Christmas, and that was his first twirl. We’ll see how things go with him the rest of the week. 

Nothing yet from the AHL about Justin Johnson, who was assessed his fifth instigator of the year on Saturday. Asked him for his take on that fight with Zack Stortini, which happened during a stoppage. “It’s a matter of things happening sometimes,” Johnson said. “That (fight), there’s probably no good reason except we’re in the same spot on the rink. He’s looking at me; I’m looking at him. It happens. I think there’s a lot of pride in dropping the gloves. No one wants to give an inch out there.” If he’d gone at it with somebody else, he could understand. “That guy (Stortini) is leading the league in penalty minutes and fighting majors,” Johnson said. “It’s not like it’s a top-six forward or a top-four defenseman. There was a good 5-6 foot distance between us when we started throwing punches. Hopefully the league will review it and make the right call.”

Nino Niederreiter and Tobias Stephan on the Swiss Olympic roster.

Dallas Eakins dropped an 8 a.m. practice on the Oilers today. Dan Marshall did it in Bridgeport on Dec. 27, 2006, if the time sounds familiar. 

Can a dude in an Anders Nilsson sweater catch a puck while holding a baby? Yes. (Think Dennis McEwen went on to talk about how it used to be a beer, now it’s a baby… I don’t know. Forget I brought it up.) 

I don’t remember ever hearing this story. (Hat tip: Aaron Sims.) more on it here.

And Phil Giubileo is set to call the radio play-by-play tonight at Nassau Coliseum. (Believe you can get the stream here.) Kyle Okposo could be playing, too. They both have something going on off the ice that could change the night around. All the best to both of them.
Milner shutout, Finland golden: Off-day notes
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Oh, right: Trivia answers.

Been lax on keeping up with Stockton — seriously, I had plans — but Saturday night was a nice one for the Thunder at the Cow Palace, with Parker Milner’s first pro shutout and a good night for Greg Miller. Former Sound Tigers centerman Mark Lee apparently played that game, then joined Ty Wishart in Germany. Meanwhile, Corey Trivino’s AHL debut has to wait because of the weather. 

Ville Pokka and Finland won gold at the World Juniors, beating Sweden 3-2 in overtime. Russia beat Canada for bronze; Norway’s relegated. But hey, we’re No. 5. 

Bridgeport’s next opponent, Manchester, got goalie Martin Jones back from L.A. now that Jonathan Quick is back in action. It’s a shame he didn’t play better up there. (.950 save percentage? Seriously.) Jonesless prescout in Hershey. Mathias Niederberger’s almost-36 minutes were the first for a ManchVegas goalie not named Berube since Jones last played on Nov. 9. Berube started 24 games in a row and was the only goalie in the first 23. (He got 207 seconds off for extra attackers in those 23 games. Must’ve felt good to sit down.) Of course, before that Jones had played 13 of the first 14. So it all evens out, or something like that. 

Milestones for Mark Mancari and Keith Aucoin Saturday night.
Apr 28, 2013   |  Vote  0     0  

Practice notes from afar: Thursday notes
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The Islanders made official what Arthur Staple reported earlier today: Matt Donovan’s up. For Bridgeport, it’s basically an Aaron Ness for Donovan swap. Scott Pellerin, after they skated at Scope late this afternoon, said he’s had good talks with the Islanders’ staff about Ness; “he’s been playing very well. We’ve got to get him back to playing at that level, to get him back to playing in the NHL.” 

Donovan returns to the Island after 14 points in 17 games here. “He’s been playing very well for us,” Pellerin said. “He’s been working on his consisistency and the parts of his game he needs to continue to do well, at our level and also in the NHL. It’s an opportunity for him to go out and prove he can play at that level.”

On the Cantin suspension, Pellerin noted the automatic review on a match penalty. “As a group, we were a little upset. The play happens so fast,” he said. “It’s a sucker pass. His teammate threw it through the middle of the ice. Cantin comes over and finishes his check. In this day and age, you’re responsible for your hits. … It’s unfortunate the player was injured. With the match penalty, obviously, the league came down with a decision, and we’ll accept it and move on.”

The suspension leaves them with six healthy and available defensemen; not knowing what was coming until they’d left for Norfolk, they didn’t bring somebody in as a seventh. “If something has to be done, we’ll do it,” Pellerin said. “I’m confident in the group we have.”

Otherwise, basically what was available to them Tuesday is available to them Friday (at the moment, at least). Justin Johnson is eligible to come back Saturday. 

Looking down the road: Lindsay Kramer got a copy of the Olympic break transactions rules. If I’m reading them correctly, it appears that only the Islanders guys who’ve played a decent amount both up and down would be eligible to play here during the break, and that only if they don’t play 16 of the last 20 Islanders games before the break (a period that begain Tuesday in Boston). 

The weather scrapped Jonathan Quick‘s rehab assignment this weekend, the L.A. Times reports.

Good reads on the Olympic selection process from ESPN and Kevin Allen of USA Today, who got to sit in on the discussions. 

And RIP, Bob Grant and Jay Traynor.
Ness down/Olympic rosters announced
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The Islanders sent Aaron Ness back to Bridgeport this morning. Given that that leaves six defensemen on their roster, it implies a move to come, though no immediate indication what that’ll be, if it’s an activation from injured reserve or a call from here. 

The Winter Classic brought with it Olympic rosters today. A tough few decisions for USA Hockey leave Kyle Okposo off the men’s team, though locals Max Pacioretty and Jonathan Quick are included, as is Greenwich native/Mid-Fairfield youth player Kevin Shattenkirk. Fairfield’s Julie Chu was named to her fourth Olympic team.

The General Category: Monday notes
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We can chuckle about the roughing major, but it struck me too late last night that changing it to a cross-check does have a potential effect down the road.

There are two classes of game misconducts; there are stick fouls, boarding and checking-from-behind, and then there’s everything else*. You get a game’s suspension if you accumulate three of those catchall game misconducts. But the stick-foul/boarding/check-from-behind group? Only two of those nets you a game.

Cantin’s halfway there. Lucky him.

Anyway. The Sound Tigers practiced this morning before shipping out to Lewiston for the New Year’s Rockin’ Early Evening game tomorrow (we’ll listen in from here and envy their likely trips to Tim Hortons, so drop by for the liveblog). Scooter Vaughan was back with the defensemen. Pierre-Marc Bouchard didn’t skate; maintenance, Scott Pellerin said. He said that Johan Sundstrom is feeling better and has been able to get on the bike. Still needs to get the energy back after the illness sapped him; he lost some weight. 

The Islanders are practicing at The U today after their big win across the river last night. Edit: Not across the river. Geography fail. Arthur Staple took the opportunity to scour the walls of Mariucci and tweet the freshman-year picture of a few of the Gophers we’ve known. 

Via Elite Prospects, Mike Iggulden was released in Russia. Ben Walter to Jokerit**.

(When I popped the Iggulden release into Google Translate, because of something I’d done recently, I accidentally had it set to translate to Spanish. THAT was one trippy press release. Different kind of Fun With Babelfish.) 

Was reminded of this video this morning talking football. 

Dan Harmon’s back on Community. Alan Sepinwall loves the first few episodes. I can’t wait for Thursday night. 

Kinda neat: how far you could get from New York in 24 hours at different times. (H/T: Tyler Cowen.

And for crying out loud: Thoughts to Volgograd.

*-The “everything else” is referred to as the “general category” in the rule book, which makes me laugh whenever I publish a blog post without tagging it; the default category just says “General.” (So, yeah, I should probably tag this with that…)

 **-”Orebro match power”!

Cross-checking back: Albany postgame
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This could’ve been another one of those nights, another game to turn on a curious penalty call and drift away into yet another 4-1 or 6-3 or 3-0 or whatever kind of game. 

It did not. 

They weren’t playing horribly in the first two periods anyway, but the third was a strong one in particular. The lines were rearranged, ultimately uniting Joey Diamond (back after a month) with Andrew Clark (moved up after helping drive a fourth line that had some ridiculous shifts) and Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Philip-Michael Devos was in that center’s spot instead of Clark for the first goal, but then by the middle of the period Clark got the call, and he and Diamond were in front when Bouchard scored from the right side after a good shift with a little over six minutes left. 

“Bouchard’s obviously an unbelievable player,” Diamond said. “To get the opportunity to play with him is pretty good. It’s always special when you get to play with a talented player like him; it’s pretty easy. You give him the puck and let him make a play. That’s kind of how my goal went tonight. We got him the puck.”

Clark and Bouchard got it on the right-wing wall. Bouchard put it back to Mayfield, and Diamond was in front of the net for the tip, pumping the fist to celebrate. 

“To me, (Diamond) looked refreshed, healthy, energized,” Scott Pellerin said. “I’m so happy to see him play his game. It’s not that he scored. He was making plays, playing his game, that’s what I’m most proud of. That’s part of coaching; sometimes you go with the guys who are going. We gave him as much as we could early, wanting to see how he was physically. He worked his way up the lineup.”

…..

They’re practicing Monday before the New Year’s Eve game in Lewiston, so more then, most likely. 

Overtime. Ah well; 16 ties the record. I blame Joey Diamond, whose last game was the Providence game that started the streak. (Corey blamed me.) 

Thought it was Mayfield’s best game. Jumping into (or even leading) the rush, making good decisions. “I’m definitely trying to pick my spots, moving my feet up the ice,” Mayfield said. But he wants to make sure he’s still reliable defensively and shut down other teams. 

“His game is evolving,” Pellerin said. “He knows what his strengths are. He’s picking his spots a lot better.”

Bridgeport didn’t have anyone serve the Cantin major, which made it a 5:14 penalty. The only whistle in the whole penalty was the Joe Whitney goal; they played the last 4:21 of the major without a break. “You just expect a whistle once in a five-minute major,” Pellerin said. The Sound Tigers took an icing and, after a brief conversation with the officials, got a fifth guy on the ice. No harm in the end. The penalty, after a shoving match turned into one guy dropping the gloves and then dropping his opponent, was announced as a roughing major and a game misconduct. There was one problem with that: The roughing rule has no provision for a major penalty. There’s a minor and a match penalty. During the intermission, the officials changed it to cross-checking. 

Pretty sure Donovan played the last shift before the power plays at the end of regulation, then the rest of regulation, then most of overtime. “He’s been playing huge minutes for us,” Pellerin said, ” and especially being down a defenseman, we had to bring up our game. His positioning has gotten so much better. He’s been more efficient in staying between the dots. He’s skating’s so good, he’s able to make plays in tight spaces.”

Milestone of note that could be coming, by the way: 

Plc

Name

G-A-Pts

8 Justin Mapletoft 47-83-130 

9 Ben Walter 40-76-116 

10 Rhett Rakhshani 44-69-113 

11 Matt Donovan 28-84-112 

12 Jesse Joensuu 42-69-111 

It was going away from me, so my angle was so-so, but looked like Kenny Reiter had a pretty nice save on Harri Pesonen in the second period, diving to his right. 

Edit: Trumbull’s Alex Vazzano had the shutout as Sacred Heart beat UConn at the Huskies’ holiday tournament tonight at the XL Center. The Pioneers meet Quinnipiac tomorrow night.

The U.S. beat up on Germany at the World Juniors, as was expected. They start to matter from here. 

And RIP, Brittney Testa.

Diamond back: Albany pregame
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Joey Diamond makes his return after 15 games tonight; looks like Mike Keenan is scratched to make room, with Scooter Vaughan moving back to defense. The forward lines, with Diamond in Vaughan’s place, look more or less how they finished last night.

Oh, and Albany’s in. Because Hartford isn’t, more or less. (Or it just feels like that.) The Devils also have one to scratch and rushed everyone. Edit: It’s Boychuk, so they’ve got seven defensemen in.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Quine-Halmo

 Bouchard-Devos-Persson

 Diamond-Langkow-Bruton (C)

 Gallant (A)-A.Clark-Lowry

 D: Donovan (A)-Cornell

 Jackson-Mayfield

 Cantin-Vaughan

(Keenan-scratch)

 G: Reiter

 Nilsson

ALBANY

 F: Whitney-Timmins-Demkov

 Pesonen-K.Zajac-Sislo

 Sestito (A)-Pelley (C)-McKelvie (A)

(Boychuk-scratch)-Wohlberg-Hoeffel

 D: Kelly-Scarlett

 Helgeson-McPherson

 Burlon-Hrabarenka

 Young

 G: Wedgewood

 Kinkaid

R: Burchell, Hersey. L: Baker, Galvin.

Snowballed: Springfield postgame
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Went to the wrong spot first, apparently; missed Mike Keenan, whose take I wanted on Goals 2 and 3 of this one. 

With a 1-0 lead, Bridgeport proceeded to give up three in the second. One came on a Springfield clear that Keenan couldn’t keep in, which sent the Falcons on a rush; the shot trickled through Anders Nilsson, and Jake Hansen beat newbie Philip-Michael Devos to it. The second came with Keenan in the box on what looked to be a good battle with some good whacks back and forth, but which turned into a Falcons power play and, one breakdown to leave the most-dangerous man on the ice alone with time and space later, the second Falcons goal. 

Draw, rebound: third goal. Failed clear, the most-dangerous man on the ice has room to take it from the left point to the right circle: fourth. And then a late four-on-four, with a major power play just two minutes away, gives the Falcons Nos. 5 and 6. 

Had the penalties come 26 seconds later, there’d have been no four-on-four, just three minutes of major power-play time. (Love that rule.) But they happened, and they put the game away.

…..

If you missed the Justin Johnson news: suspended three more games beyond tonight. Details at the link; Pellerin reaction in the gamer. 

For all the chaos and guys getting banged up and leaving the bench and going to the room and limping off the ice and wait-what-happened-to-Dallas-Jackson-did-Flying-Mike-Halmo-just-whack-the-guy-trying-to-get-at-JAM?… it appeared everyone survived the night. There were the expected number of players on the bench at the end. 

(Yeah, really, by the way. Jackson was in front of the net as Cantin took the hit from Marchessault. Something happened as he got toward the pile, and he looked uncomfortable to begin with, and then he got bumped as Halmo flew in trying to get to Marchessault. Since Jackson appears alive, funny.) 

(And yes, a boarding major is not the “danger” I mean when I call Marchessault the most-dangerous man on the ice. But still.) 

Devos was around the net a bit and, with a break or two, might’ve had a couple of points. “He made some good plays early,” Pellerin said. “His line got caught a couple of times at five-on-five, but for him coming in here, a 17-hour bus ride, a flight from Greenville to La Guardia to make the pregame skate, we’ve got to give him a chance to get adjusted. Overall, he fit right in.” 

One thing: 96-88-23 is odd to write. 

Prescout. The same two refs happen to be on the tentative schedule to work Sunday’s game in Bridgeport. 

Missed it: Isles draft pick Loic Leduc was traded in the Q. (H/T Elite Prospects.) 

The U.S. beat Slovakia 6-3 at the World Juniors today. Canada’s shootout loss to the Czech Republic leaves the U.S. alone atop its pool. Germany tomorrow, then the big one Tuesday against Canada. (The top four in each five-team pool advance to the quarterfinals, so it’s really only seeding involved at this point.)

Oh, and hey: no overtime. /16

Different kind of PKs: Springfield pregame
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In “real” terms — you know, no bonus points, no OTL/SOW freebies, actual hockey — Springfield is 14-5-9. The Falcons are 20-4-1-3, but 6-3 in the shootout, so there’s your nine ties. Take the six wins away, and you’ve got a record that looks less like the AHL’s best and more like that of a team atop the Premiership.

(Bridgeport’s 10-16-5, if you’re curious.)

Actually, something has to give tonight. While the Falcons have played three shootout games in a row and four of the past five, Bridgeport hasn’t been to overtime since those back-to-back road shootout games the weekend before Thanksgiving. That’s 15 games in a row without a 61st minute. The team record is 16, Oct. 15-Nov. 25, 2005. Game 16 was in Syracuse the night after Thanksgiving (Chris Madden’s homecoming; Greg Mauldin scored a goal); it ended the next night at Philadelphia, the Whatever-Bank-It-Was-At-The-Time Center, blowing a 3-1 lead and losing on a Freddy Meyer goal.

Which streak rolls on? Let’s hope it doesn’t go to penalties, let’s put it that way.

(Or, you know, if it does, go Italia.)

…..

Philip-Michael Devos makes his Bridgeport debut (on the second line, no less), with assorted players shifting around in the meantime. We saw a little of Lee and Quine together Thursday night, albeit with different wingers at different times (or on their own on the game-ending PK/push for a goal); they’ll have Halmo with them to start. 

The Falcons have seven defensemen and 11 forwards. Neither side dressed a 19th for warmup, so here you go. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Quine-Halmo

 Bouchard-Devos-Persson

 A.Clark-Langkow-Bruton (C)

 Gallant (A)-Lowry-Vaughan

 D: Donovan (A)-Cornell

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Cantin-Jackson

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

SPRINGFIELD

 F: Collins-Boyce-Aleardi

 Craig (C)-Joudrey-Machacek

 Miller-Marchessault-Hansen

 Sedlak/Grantham

 D: St. Denis-Goloubef

 Weber-Madaisky

 McNeill-Parlett

 Larkin

 G: Smith

 Clemente

R: R.Murphy. L: Galvin, Redding

…..

Meanwhile, if my math is right, Matt Donovan hits an oddball milestone tonight. The transition rules under the new CBA — they’re Exhibit 16, buried in the back — say that a guy with Donovan’s vitals is now exempt from waivers for three years (this is Donovan’s third) or 69 NHL games played. (See CapGeek to play with the waivers calculator.) 

Donovan came into the year with three games; he played 22 this year before the Islanders sent him out. Had he played another 44 this year, he would reach 69 and couldn’t be sent down at the end of the NHL year without waivers. 

But after tonight’s Islanders game ends in Detroit, they’ll have just 43 left, so they’d have no worries the rest of the NHL regular season about Donovan tripping his waiver-eligibility mark. (The AHL season ends a week later than the NHL season, so an Islanders playoff appearance could affect that math.)

For what it’s worth. We love our oddball milestones.

Devos in, Wiles out
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Arriving late in the morning skate at Wonderland (because there’s basketball at the arena): Calder Cup champion Philip-Michael Devos, who’s joining the Sound Tigers on a pro tryout. (And yes, if you remember his stops in Norfolk and Syracuse, tonight he’ll become the first Sound Tiger to wear No. 88; he’ll actually become the first Sound Tiger to actually wear a number in the 80s, considering the unfortunate case of 2006-07′s No. 81, Brandon Cullen.) Sean Wiles was let go from his PTO, keeping them at today’s skate at 14 forwards (including Joey Diamond, who might not be ready to go quite yet, and Kirill Kabanov, who appears to be out again tonight with the effects of that blocked shot a week ago) and eight defensemen (though defenseman Scooter Vaughan has been playing forward and will again tonight). 

“I’ve had some good communication throughout the league, and his name popped up, that he’s been playing very well at center,” Scott Pellerin said. “He’s got a lot of AHL experience.” 

Wiles returns to Reading after being the odd man out the last little while, getting in every other game the past couple of weeks, playing Thursday only once Pierre-Marc Bouchard wasn’t able to go (it appears Bouchard is in tonight, by the way).

“Sean and I had some really good talks regarding the way he’s been playing and what our expectations were,” Pellerin said. “We were honest with each other. He knows he needed to play better. It’s an opportunity for him to go down and get some games, play and find that confidence, to play the way he needs to.”

Anders Nilsson was first off the ice. More from up there.

Getting on net: Friday practice
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It hadn’t appeared that Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Kirill Kabanov were far away, and today’s lines made it appear they’re both on the cusp of getting back in. Bouchard was in the spot where John Persson had been for the past game and a third, with Anders Lee and Mike Halmo. Persson moved to the wing with Alan Quine and Kabanov. 

Justin Johnson was on something of a fifth line with Andrew Clark and Joey Diamond (Diamond “looked the fastest I’ve seen him skate in a while,” Scott Pellerin said, knowing Diamond was right behind him. Diamond chimed in and said he felt good). Still, it appeared we broke the news to Johnson about the three-instigators-gets-you-suspended part of Rule 46.11. Nuts. Nothing official yet from the league on that. 

Before we got to that, I’d wondered how he’d felt about those instigator penalties. “It’s just something I’ve learned this year,” Johnson said, “when things get a little heated up out there, it seems the referees kind of have the mindset to lock you up, cage you up, so to speak, as a means of settling things down. That’s when it’s important for me to keep my emotions down and not be a distraction. If I’m (sitting out) more than five (minutes) for a good fight, it’s too long.”

Meanwhile, after last night’s shooting inaccuracies, they did a shooting drill at the end. They lined up at the center point, with two gloves at about the top of the circles; each player had to skate up to the gloves and let fly. If they missed the net, everybody did sprints across the rink. (The first 16 made it; only two missed.) Then they did it from the right point. (Everybody hit it.) Finally, they did it from the left point, with only the player’s linemates at risk of sprinting. (Lots missed, so lots of skating ensued. Then Johnson scored after a little spin-o-rama out at the point, and everybody else skated.)

So at Springfield tomorrow, then home for Albany (again) Sunday. And then a new adventure in Lewiston to ring in the new year. In the meantime, there’s that other winter indoor sport at the arena tomorrow. This was downstairs yesterday… and smelled new.

Saints’ Foegele accepts New Hampshire deal

College bound 

St. Andrew’s Saints’ Warren Foegele was his team’s leading scorer this season.

Aurora Banner

By  Michael Hayakawa  

Warren Foegele has his post-secondary plans in place for when he graduates from Aurora’s St. Andrew’s College. 

The Grade 11 student accepted a hockey scholarship to the University of New Hampshire. 

The six-foot, one-inch, 178-pound forward verbally committed to the school and will start there in autumn 2015. 

The Markham resident led the St. Andrew’s Saints in scoring this past season, with 73 points in 58 games, while competing against many of the top prep school teams in Canada and the United States. 

The decision was relatively easy, even though there were many schools that expressed an interest in him. 

A combination of factors drew Foegele, 17, to New Hampshire. 

He sat down with his family to identify the criteria for selecting a school, he said. The main ones were location, campus, academic programs, hockey program and the people. 

The school is just a short distance from the ocean and one hour from Boston, and the University of New Hampshire offers a large variety of academic programs. He was interested in business and it has an outstanding business program. 

The school also has a successful hockey program. 

Under head coach Dick Umile, the team has many achievements to its credit. The hockey facilities are very modern and very functional. 

Hockey is very big at the school and also for the state of New Hampshire, he said. 

Foegele made up his mind after a second trip to the school with his family. 

It was obvious the people were very friendly and genuine and the coaching staff direct and sincere, the players enthusiastic and helpful and the staff very supportive, he said. 

Foegele started playing hockey at age four in Unionville, working his way up the competitive ladder, including playing on his older brother’s house league team. 

He played for the Unionville Jets and Markham Waxers before going to the Greater Toronto Hockey League, where he played for the Toronto Red Wings and Toronto Marlies. 

In his peewee year, Foegele played with the York Simcoe Express, winning the Ontario Minor Hockey Association and Ontario Hockey Federation titles and finishing second in the prestigious Quebec Peewee Tournament. 

Foegele returned to Markham’s AAA program for his minor midget campaign. 

Last summer, he made it to the final U-18 Team Ontario camp before being released. 

Foegele credited several people for contributing to his success along the way. 

Among those is St. Andrew’s head coach David Manning. 

Manning runs a highly competitive program that has created opportunities for exposure to collegiate coaches in the United States, Foegele said. 

“He has shown great confidence in me and it’s directly reflected in my play,” he said. 

“We’ve had team and individual success.” 

Foegele was also quick to credit a diligent offseason workout and nutrition program under the supervision of former NHL player Gary Roberts. 

His training methods and nutrition programs have made Foegele stronger and faster as a hockey player, he said. 

With one more academic year remaining before graduation, Foegele doesn’t intend to ease off the gas pedal before heading to university, saying he would like to continue to be an integral part of the Saints hockey program next year.

MCKENZIE: PROSPECT FOEGELE CREATING BUZZ AMONGST SCOUTS
Warren Foegele won't be playing in the Canadian Hockey League Top Prospects game in Calgary on Wednesday, but he's an intriguing prospect who's creating some draft buzz amongst scouts nonetheless.

There are two reasons you wouldn't find him in the game.

One, he's No. 62 on the NHL Central Scouting Bureau's mid-term ranking of North American skaters, which was issued today by the league. No. 62 certainly doesn't guarantee you a spot in the CHL Top Prospects game.

Two, it's impossible to get an invitation to the CHL Prospects game if you don't play in the CHL, and this player doesn't.

Foegele, 17 (he turns 18 on April 1), was passed over in both the 2012 and 2013 Ontario Hockey League drafts and currently plays high school hockey at St. Andrew's College in Aurora, Ont.

Something of a late bloomer – he was only 5-foot-8 and 150 pounds in his minor midget season with the Markham Waxers – the now 6-1, 178-pound left winger is attracting attention from NHL scouts, who've been flocking to the Canadian private school or following SAC when they play games in the U.S. against prep schools there.

He's committed to go to the University of New Hampshire for the 2015-16 season, with the plan, for now anyway, to play in Penticton of the British Columbia Junior League next season.

Some scouts have been buzzing about his play of late, a fast-skating, hard-working, two-way left winger. Adding to the chatter is the fact he's one of those seeming "come out of nowhere" kids who's playing at a level of hockey in Canada that doesn't usually attract many, if any, NHL scouts.

Some scouts have wondered aloud whether Foegele may be this year's version of Mark Jankowski, the Calgary Flames' surprise first-round pick, 21st overall, in 2012 from Stanstead College in Quebec, who's now developing and playing well at Providence College.

A flash survey of NHL scouts puts Foegele in potential second or third-round territory for this year's draft. While some have projected him to go later than that, no more than a mid-round prospect, some of those who rank him as a possible second-rounder believe he has the tools to perhaps trend even higher.

Jankowski, part deux?

"He's a kid everyone is going in to look at now," one scout told TSN. "There's a lot of interest in him right now, so we'll see how does with a lot of scrutiny. There are always skeptics for players playing at that level but he's a legit NHL prospect."

Foegele, who trains in the off-season with Gary Roberts, is eligible for the OHL draft, again, this spring, though he seems intent on playing NCAA hockey at UNH.

In any case, it's a name that's getting some play from the scouts in a week when the top dogs will be on display in the CHL Top Prospects game.
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On being paired with Slava Voynov on the power play:

 Me and Slava are really good together, I think, on power play. We bring that one timer threat. I think the power play’s been pretty good when we’ve been on the ice, to be honest. Maybe last game I gave him a few bad passes that we didn’t connect for for a one-timer, but besides that, I think we’ve been pretty good together. We haven’t been scoring, but we’ve been creating up top. We’ve been getting our shots through. I like what we have together. We’re close off the ice, and we want to be good together on the ice in those opportunities, so I think that’s what makes us pretty good at it.

On whether he feels comfortable with a righty-righty power play combination:

 It really doesn’t matter to me. I like playing with Muzz on the power play, too. It really doesn’t matter to me. It kind of depends what the PKers are bringing, or if we’re rolling or if we’re not rolling, but I do like the one-timer on the left side. I’m kind of playing the left side more, and [Voynov’s] in the middle, so I can get that one-timer. I do like playing the middle, too, so it really doesn’t matter to me.

On Henrik Zetterberg:

 Zetterberg’s obviously a great player…They’re obviously a good team. They have been for a long time. I think they’re kind of struggling a little more this year than they have in the past, but a lot of that has to do with injuries, and they didn’t have Zetterberg for a lot of it, too. So now that he’s back, he’s someone we’ve got to pay special attention to, got to shut him down, and we’ve got to be ready for the Wings. They’re a good team.

On whether there are a lot of Red Wings fans in Ontario:

 Actually, in London there’s a lot of Wings fans. Toronto’s two hours away, Detroit’s two hours away. Obviously more Toronto fans, but there’s tons of Wings fans in London. I wasn’t one, obviously, myself. The Wings are a popular team.
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King – Kopitar – Carter

 Brown – Stoll – Williams

 Frattin – Richards – Toffoli

 Clifford – Fraser – Lewis

 Pearson – Fraser – Nolan

Muzzin – Doughty

 Mitchell – Voynov

 Regehr – Martinez

 Greene

Quick

 Scrivens

-Jonathan Quick left the ice first, so he’s the projected starter tonight against the Detroit Red Wings.

-Tanner Pearson, Jordan Nolan and Matt Greene remained on the ice for extra work with Ben Scrivens, so they’re projected to be scratched tonight.

-I’ll have more later today on Drew Doughty’s recent reunion with Slava Voynov on the team’s top power play unit.

-Darryl Sutter indicated after speaking to the media that the team may use an extra skater in warm-ups and could make adjustments based on Detroit’s lineup, so stay tuned.

January 10 practice quotes: Darryl Sutter
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On whether Jeff Carter has “found a groove” since returning from his foot injury:

 He’s a good player. I don’t think he’s ‘found it,’ he’s pretty much been like that, other than injuries, since we got him, if you look at it, his consistency in terms of offensive performance.

On Matt Frattin’s physical play, forechecking and near-goals off deflections:

 He’s got a good work ethic. He’s finishing checks. He’s trying to give us some energy, so if you’re not scoring, you better do those things, or else you’re out of the lineup. 

On Dustin Brown saying he has been feeling better since Christmas:

 He’s got to get his game in order, very simple. He’s got to get it in order, what his identity is. His minutes have been down, and it’s affected our team. He’s hopefully preparing for the Olympics to represent his country, and he wants his game in order and as well as the role he plays on our team. [Reporter: What’s your assessment of his game, with two goals in three games?] He’s a role player on our team, and our record since Christmas is reflected on basically how our role players haven’t played very well.

On Jeff Carter’s 10 shots on goal, and whether shots on goal is an “overlooked statistic”:

No, because when you look at Jeff, because he is a goal scorer, at the end of the day his numbers are basically almost a one-in-three ratio, goals-per-game in his career. So you see Jeff, he’ll go five or six games without goals, that’s another thing you’ve seen in his career. What is significant there is because he is such a goal scorer, and he has that feel for where he should be on the ice, and he seizes the opportunity, and when he’s not getting those shots, that’s when his scoring goes down. [Reporter: So with all those shots-] Well, 10 is not a number. I mean, if he doesn’t have 10 tomorrow night, are you going to come to the rink and do an interview the next day, ‘How come Jeff Carter didn’t have 10 shots? You know what? ‘Jeez, Carts only had nine shots. He’s off. He only had nine shots.’ A few things go into it. Number one, Kopitar’s one of the top 10 playmaking centermen in the NHL, clearly. If you get to play with Kopitar, you’re going to get shots and scoring chances. The reason we put Jeff with Kopitar is because the guys over there worked, very simple. And when you refer to the one player, if you play with Kopitar, you better get your chances, because he’s putting you in a position to do it a lot of times, and Jeff Carter does that.

Greene understands the circumstances of not playing
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You would imagine it would be difficult for Matt Greene, an alternate captain and six-year veteran of the Los Angeles Kings, to watch the last three games from upstairs. In speaking with reporters after practice on Friday, the levelheaded defenseman showed no signs of mental strain and commended his teammates for stringing together solid performances in his absence.

Greene, who last played in the 5-0 loss at St. Louis on January 2 and participated in all five losses during the team’s recent losing streak, has watched as the Kings have returned home to claim five of a possible six points through the first three games of the five-game homestand. Alec Martinez, one of Greene’s frequent defensive partners, scored the game-winning goal on Thursday and appeared to solidify his spot in the lineup with three strong games while stepping in for Greene as the team’s sixth defenseman.

Greene was assessed a high sticking double minor in the offensive zone early in the St. Louis game, which led to a Blues power play goal. Darryl Sutter was critical of the play, and while a casual glance at the moment might offer a kneejerk reaction that Greene’s removal from the lineup constitutes a punitive measure, in reality, Martinez has been providing the type of quality minutes that would make it difficult to replace him.

“Marty has been awesome all year. It’s not just this home stand, it’s been all year. He’s been great,” Greene said. “He’s been coming over and playing his off side, it’s not easy to do. He’s done a really seamless transition and I’m happy for him. I think everybody’s happy for him. He’s doing a lot of really good things and he’s showing the player that he is. It’s awesome. It’s awesome to see him get success.”

Following an optional practice at the Toyota Sports Center on Friday, both Greene and Sutter spoke of the circumstances that have kept the 30-year-old out of the lineup for the last three games.

Greene, on not playing in the last three games:

 You always want to play, but we’re winning games right now and we’re having success and that’s all that I can ask for. First and foremost, I’m part of this team and I want to do is see it win, see it succeed and we’re doing that right now. So it’s good times.

Greene, on the challenges of sitting out since the St. Louis game:

 If you’re not playing, then you’re obviously not doing something right. So I have to get my game back and going. I’m going to get another chance, it’s a long season. And you hope you just take advantage when you get that chance.

Greene, on if he is 100 percent healthy:

 Yep, I’m 100-percent. I’m ready to go, just have to be ready when called upon.

Greene, on if he has been talking with the coaches:

 Yeah, open line of communication. [Reporter: Anything you can tell us about that?] No, I think that’s between me and them and that’s it. Guys that are in the lineup are there for a reason. They’re winning games and they’re playing well.

Greene, on the team’s even demeanor regardless of the circumstances:

 Guys have been around for a while now. We’ve got a good group here. You’ve got a lot of interchangeable parts and you have to have confidence in your group and confidence in yourself. We’re a good team, we know we are. We can get through slumps together and guys can lean on each other to get through individual and team slumps. We try not to get too high and not to get too low.

Darryl Sutter, on whether he anticipates getting Greene into the lineup soon:

 No. Based on performance. I’m not into ‘what you did.’ I’m into ‘what you’re doing.’ [Reporter: How much is it based on performance, and how much of it is just putting out the six players that give you the best chance to win on that particular night?] We went on a trip and didn’t have much to show for it when we came home, and Greene played every game. So at the end of the day, when you make changes, you make changes generally in your sixth defenseman and your fourth line. So last night the game before, he was the sixth defenseman, and he went out. Last night, Jordan Nolan went out. That’s a fact. That’s what good coaches do, and that’s what good teams do, and that’s too bad. I’m not into feeling sorry for guys ‘cause they’ve been around a long time. I’m in to how they play. Very simple. Either they accept it, or they don’t. [Reporter: Does it seem like he’s accepting it?] He better. He better have a good attitude, very simple. The only thing I don’t accept is anybody with a bad attitude in terms of work ethic, attitude, or how they’re received by their teammates. It’s why we’re a good team. It’s a change that we’ve had to make, obviously, in the last three years here.

Waking up with the Kings: January 10
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-Mired in a scoring slump, the Los Angeles Kings faced the NHL’s next best defensive club and put a “4” on the scoreboard without the aid of an empty-netter. In a game that saw both teams produce roughly the same amount of zone entries, the Kings generated a great deal of shots from their entries, partly due to an excessive amount of offensive zone time. Los Angeles’ chances were also of much higher quality than Boston’s, due partly to a transition game that allowed them to enter the zone with speed and space and score a pair of goals off rushes. It was a comprehensive win, one of the more impressive victories to date in 2013-14. The Kings won the special teams battle, the goaltending battle, the battle between the top players, the discipline battle, and had Boston’s organist been in attendance, Dieter Ruehle probably would have won that battle as well. 

-Discipline and special teams. The Kings drew twice as many power plays as the Bruins by outworking the visitors and, as mentioned, possessing the puck by what appeared to be a two-to-one margin for much of the game. The final Boston power play with under five minutes to play, during which Los Angeles was leading 4-1, was kept mostly academic by virtue of Jonathan Quick’s sprawling-yet-contained glove save on Brad Marchand after the forward had slipped past the Kings’ defense to receive a pass as the Bruins looked to capitalize on a neutral zone turnover. Los Angeles generated a huge kill early in the third period and protected a two-goal lead when Slava Voynov was sent off for hooking; the Kings limited the Bruins to a pair of David Krejci perimeter wrist shots and drew an interference penalty on Carl Soderberg to complete the kill. Apart from those two shots – neither of which came from within 40 feet – the Bruins generated only one power play shot on goal.

Juan Ocampo / National Hockey League

-It’s not necessarily semi-consistent secondary scoring yet, though it’s a step in the right direction. Alec Martinez’s second period goal was the first goal by an L.A. skater who wasn’t playing on the team’s top two lines since Tyler Toffoli scored in the second period of the Kings’ 4-1 win over the Sharks on December 19. Not coincidentally, that was also the last game in which Los Angeles scored four times.

-Even though the wins haven’t been as easy to come by over the last two weeks, Jeff Carter is operating at a level of play that was seen through much of the 2012-13 season and has strung together his best performances since returning from the foot injury that sidelined him for much of November. He has five multi-point efforts and 16 total points (9-7=16) in his last 14 games, and with 23 shots on goal over the last three games has been responsible for Los Angeles’ offensive rhythm, which has averaged 41.3 shots through the first three games of this homestand. He outshot the Bruins 6-5 in the first period last night and registered 10 total shots on goal, his highest tally in a Kings uniform.

January 9 postgame notes
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-With the win, Los Angeles improved to 39-79-14 all-time against Boston, which includes a home record of 24-34-8. The Kings are 6-2 in the teams’ last eight meetings.

-The Kings are 13-3-3 in their last 19 home games.

-The Kings are 8-1-1 against the Atlantic Division and 13-2-2 against the Eastern Conference.

-Alec Martinez became the first player apart from the team’s top six forwards to score a goal since Tyler Toffoli’s second period goal in a 4-1 win over San Jose on December 19. Since that goal, the previous 16 goals had been scored by Carter, King, Carter, Williams, Williams, Stoll (who was playing as a top-six forward in the home loss to Dallas), Kopitar, Carter, Carter, Kopitar, Brown, Carter, Carter and Stoll (who was playing as a top-six forward in the home shootout loss to Minnesota), Carter and Williams. 

-Since recording an assist 42 seconds into Los Angeles’ 7-4 win over Phoenix on October 24, Dustin Brown has gone 73:20 without recording a point on the power play. 

-The Kings are 20-4-3 when scoring first, 18-2-0 when scoring three-plus goals, and 24-2-5 when allowing two or fewer goals.

-The Kings have recorded 124 shots over the last three games.

-Since coming off injured reserve, Jonathan Quick is 2-0-1 with a 1.30 goals-against average and .940 save percentage.

-Of the 10 players who recorded points for the Kings, only Justin Williams (1-1=2) recorded multiple points. 

-Since scoring in Los Angeles’ 3-2 overtime win at Vancouver on November 25, Mike Richards has gone 20 consecutive games without scoring a goal. His assist on Alec Martinez’s goal was his second point (0-2=2) over the last 13 games.

-Tyler Toffoli has been held without a point for nine consecutive games.

-Jeff Carter has 16 points (9-7=16) in the last 14 games.

-Jeff Carter’s 10 shots on goal represented the most shots he has taken as a King. His career high in shots is 12, set on March 1, 2007 at Boston while a member of the Philadelphia Flyers.

-The Kings won 35-of-63 faceoffs (56%). Among regular performers, Mike Richards won 9-of-18, Anze Kopitar won 3-of-8, Trevor Lewis won 1-of-1, Colin Fraser won 4-of-8, Jarret Stoll won 18-of-23 and Jeff Carter won 0-of-5. Patrice Bergeron, who leads the NHL in road faceoff percentage, won 14-of-26 faceoffs.

The Kings are scheduled to practice at 11:00 a.m. at Toyota Sports Center on Friday, January 10.
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Player

Successful entries

Shots generated by entries

Shots per entry

Controlled entries

Shots generated by controlled entries

Shots per controlled entry

% of entries with control

Failed entries

Martinez

1

0

0.00

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

0

Muzzin

1

2

2.00

1

2

2.00

100%

0

Doughty

1

0

0.00

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

0

Richards

2

0

0.00

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

1

Kopitar

7

5

0.71

4

4

1.00

57%

0

Clifford

3

1

0.33

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

2

Williams

5

4

0.80

2

2

1.00

40%

1

Toffoli

7

4

0.57

3

2

0.67

43%

0

Frattin

3

1

0.33

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

1

Brown

4

2

0.50

2

2

1.00

50%

2

Fraser

4

0

0.00

1

0

0.00

25%

0

Voynov

2

0

0.00

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

0

Stoll

5

3

0.60

3

3

1.00

60%

0

Mitchell

3

2

0.67

1

1

1.00

33%

0

Regeher

2

1

0.50

0

0

#DIV/0!

0%

0

Lewis

3

1

0.33

1

0

0.00

33%

0

King

3

2

0.67

3

2

0.67

100%

0

Carter

7

4

0.57

4

3

0.75

57%

0

Team

63

32

0.51

25

21

0.84

40%

7

Opp

64

27

0.42

23

13

0.57

36%

7

10/30 SJS

54

41

0.76

22

15

0.68

41%

11

11/2 NAS

66

44

0.67

30

15

0.50

45%

11

11/7 BUF

72

29

0.40

28

10

0.36

39%

12

11/14 NYI

73

44

0.60

39

23

0.59

53%

13

11/15 NJD

71

39

0.55

23

15

0.65

32%

13

11/17 NYR

77

53

0.69

24

10

0.42

31%

9

11/23 COL

69

52

0.75

28

17

0.61

41%

10

11/25 VAN

60

48

0.80

24

16

0.67

40%

8

11/27 SJS

67

71

1.06

28

28

1.00

42%

12

11/30 CAL

72

47

0.65

32

19

0.59

44%

8

12/2  STL

62

42

0.68

25

12

0.48

40%

12

12/11 TOR

77

55

0.71

32

16

0.50

42%

17

12/14 OTT

75

61

0.81

26

20

0.77

35%

7

12/15 CHI

65

58

0.89

19

12

0.63

29%

17

12/17 EDM

65

58

0.89

19

12

0.63

29%

17

12/19 SJS

77

68

0.88

35

30

0.86

45%

13

12/21 COL

76

67

0.88

28

31

1.11

37%

14

12/23 DAL

80

63

0.79

30

23

0.77

38%

16

12/30 CHI

81

29

0.36

29

14

0.48

36%

16

1 / 2 STL

61

26

0.43

33

19

0.58

54%

6

1 / 4 VAN

75

42

0.56

39

24

0.62

52%

8

This is an LA Kings Insider project where we track offensive zone entries by the Kings during 5-on-5 play. The shots generated total includes all shots on goal, shot attempts that miss the net and shots that are blocked. The overall goal of this is to have a statistical way of examining whose play is helping to generate the Kings’ offensive attack. Failed attempts include being turned away by the defense, turnovers and when the play goes offsides. Controlled entries are when the puck is carried or passed successfully over the blue line. Successful entries include all controlled entries and times the puck is dumped in. Keep in mind there are a lot of spreadsheets, official and unofficial scoring information and algorithms trying to make this work in concert with the subjective nature in the evaluation of play.
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On the team’s success against the Eastern Conference:

 It correlates pretty well to the overall league [record]. I’m not sure what the league standings are, but I know early on it was very one-sided. Boston’s probably the one team in the east that seems like a west team to me. It’s much more physical, more grinding. A lot of the east teams, they’re just maybe faster skating skill teams with open ice. The west, all the teams are pretty much the same, except for maybe Chicago is the only one that plays like a different style. I don’t think there are many teams that play their style, period.

On Jeff Carter setting the tone in the first period:

 He’s always one of those guys – that’s why he scores 30, 40 goals a year is because he shoots the puck. Not only does he shoot the puck a lot, but he’s got one of the best releases in the league. He’s able to get shots off very quickly and very hard, and that’s not an easy thing to do, especially when you don’t have a lot of time and space. He’s one of the best players I’ve played with when it comes to that type of shooting. And he’s a goal scorer, so that’s what we need from him. 

On any surprise at Jonathan Quick’s level of play after returning from injury:

 Being out for seven weeks doesn’t seem like he missed – even his first game back, it seemed like he didn’t even miss a game, so that’s…impressive, and it’s a credit to him doing the work that he needed to do to be ready. That’s why he’s the best goalie.

January 9 postgame quotes: Justin Williams

Next: January 9 postgame quotes: Dustin Brown

Previous: January 9 postgame quotes: Boston

Share 

On the 4-2 win:

 I thought we were very assertive tonight. I thought we obviously got out to a lead, scored a big power play goal. There were a lot of aspects to the game that were important, and we did a lot of them well tonight, and when their push came at us, we had a response. That’s a good team over there that we beat, and we’re happy about it.

On his power play goal:

 Just the way their forecheck goes, they interchange their wingers. One on the wall, and the one from the middle goes to the wall. So I’ve got to step on that guy and call for the puck, and Slava made a great pass to me, and I was able to get a shot off.

On playing 800 games and reaching multiple milestones this season:

 It seems like I’m fooling a lot of people. Obviously some things I’m going to look back and be proud of, but I said for the couple other milestones, I plan on contributing to those totals as the years go by.

On scoring four goals for the first time since December 19:

 Yeah, it feels good. [Reporter: Is it a matter of catching chances, or are you guys doing this better and different now?} I don’t know. Sometimes things have a way of evening out. We scored one on 50 shots last game. You know, it’s kind of justice we scored four tonight. We scored a power play goal, a faceoff goal, so little things like that tend to be the difference.
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Claude Julien, on trying to come back from a 3-0 deficit:

 I mean we had a good first period last game and tonight was a different type of game, because it took us almost a period and a half to get going here. And we gave them – spot them – a 3-0 lead, which is identical to the other game but certainly not the same scenario from start to finish. Again, puck management, missed assignments, those kinds of things, they’re going to end up costing you and we’re getting exposed in those areas where we need to get better. 

Julien, on getting his team motivated:

 Oh, we definitely could use more from our team – I think – from goaltender on out. We need big saves. We need our guys to manage the puck better. And I like I said, those kinds of mistakes we’re making are very costly. So everybody has to be a little bit better here. Tonight we didn’t get much from our top two lines and you need that if you’re going to win some hockey games, so they were pretty quiet. It was one of those situations where you had to battle back from 3-0 against a team that’s pretty stingy to start with.

Tuukka Rask, on being pulled:

 We have to do something to shake things up and I think it worked again. It’s just a sad thing that we had to give up three goals before we start playing. It sucks for me, but it’s a team game and you have to do whatever it takes to get your team back in it. 

Rask, on if the team needs to play with more passion:

 The emotion is there I think, but it’s just the mental mistakes that are costing us. I think we just have to be smarter and maybe – as I said – push the puck and forecheck harder and maybe that’s an emotional thing for us too. 

Chad Johnson, on the team needing to play with passion:

 I think when we’re playing our best, it’s when guys have that intensity and we’re the ones making plays and jumping on the other team. So when we’re sitting back we’re not a good team and I think we want to take that mindset and have that intensity and try to improve. That’s all we can do.

Zdeno Chara, on Los Angeles’ defense:

 They had pretty easy breakouts and obviously we could be a lot better on our forecheck. We didn’t play our game right from the start of the game. We were obviously bad in the second, but again we made some mistakes that cost us some big goals.

Chara, on being frustrated:

 Well I think that we know we can be better. That’s maybe one of those things that it’s a bit frustrating that we know we can play much better than we are right now. We need to get that game back and it’s not going to happen overnight and it’s not going to happen trying to make some high risk plays or taking risks. We just have to stay patient and slowly gain our game back. 

Chara, on if he takes it personally when the team changes goaltenders:

 I think that that’s one of those things that Coach was probably looking for some spark and for sure. We know Tuukka is a great goalie and so is Chad, we are just looking for some spark maybe.
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On a game featuring two top defensive teams:

 We were able to score the second goal. Early in the second period Willie scores the power play goal. It gives you a two-goal lead

On Jeff Carter registering six shots on goal in the first period:

 I think he had probably seven or eight good opportunities. He pretty much gives it to us every night

On scoring goals off rushes against a strong defensive team:

 It’s just what I said. Jeff scored a big goal. Kopi forces a guy on his backhand, turns the puck over, and Justin Williams scores a power play goal in the first minute of the second period.

On the team’s 13-2-2 record against the Eastern Conference:

 Well, we haven’t played ‘em all yet. We still get some [teams] in their buildings.

On asking for more from depth players, and getting a goal from Alec Martinez:

 Marty played good. It’s a faceoff goal, right? Richards wins that draw, and it goes Regehr-Martinez. Forwards win the race to the net and the goalie doesn’t see it. Brown’s goal was Jarret Stoll wins a faceoff, and Justin Williams makes a good play. 

On what he liked most about his team’s performance:

 It’s what I said the other tonight. We’re playing good. We’ve played good for six or seven games. We’ve got five of the last six points. We had a little bit of breathing room in terms of not having to protect a one-goal lead.

On whether he’ll wear the boots presented to him in the pre-game ceremony behind the bench:

 Aw, hell. I thought I was going to get a tractor. [Reporter: That’s 2,000 games.] I’m over 2,000. Easily over that.

On the importance of scoring the game’s first goal:

 You know what? The league is teams that score first. It’s tough to chase leads. Teams are too close.

On facing the Detroit Red Wings on Saturday:

 We practice tomorrow.
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Los Angeles Kings (26-13-5) vs. Boston Bruins (28-13-2)

 Thursday, January 9, 2014, 7:30 p.m. PT

 STAPLES Center, Los Angeles, CA

 Referees: #34 Brad Meier, #16 Brian Pochmara

 Linesmen: #86 Brad Lazarowich, #89 Steve Miller

 FOX Sports West, KEIB 1150 AM

 Kings Weekly to follow tonight’s game

Los Angeles Projected Starting Goaltender – Jonathan Quick

 2013-14 Season: 18 GP (18 GS) / 11-5-1 record / 2.19 GAA / .910 Sv% / 1 SHO

 Career vs Boston: 7 (7) / 5-2-0 / 2.19 / .922 / 1

 Last Game vs Boston: 3/24/12 / 59 MP / 22-25 / 4-2 L

 2013-14, Home: 12 (12) / 8-3-1 / 2.14 / .907 / 1

Boston Projected Starting Goaltender – Tuukka Rask 

 2013-14 Season: 34 GP (34 GS) / 21-10-2 record / 2.34 GAA / .914 Sv% / 4 SHO

 Career vs Los Angeles: 1 (1) / 1-0-0 / 0.00 / 1.000 / 1

 Last Game vs Los Angeles: 12/13/11 / 60 MP / 41-41 / 3-0 W

 2013-14, Away: 14 (14) / 7-6-0 / 2.70 / .908 / 1

2013-14 Los Angeles Leaders

 Total Points: Anze Kopitar (13-22=35)

 Goals: Jeff Carter (15-12=27)

 Assists: Anze Kopitar (13-22=35), Mike Richards (6-22=28)

 Plus/Minus: Anze Kopitar (+22; 13-22=35)

 Penalty Minutes: Kyle Clifford (51; 3-2=5)

 Time On Ice: Drew Doughty (25:38; 6-17=23)

2013-14 Boston Bruins Leaders

 Total Points: David Krejci (9-27=36)

 Goals: Reilly Smith (15-17=32)

 Assists: David Krejci (9-27=36)

 Plus/Minus: Jarome Iginla (+18; 13-16=29)

 Penalty Minutes: Adam McQuaid (56; 1-4=5)

 Time On Ice: Zdeno Chara (24:57; 9-9=18)

Rankings and Statistics

Goals/Game: LAK – 22 / 2.46; BOS – t-7 / 2.91

Goals Against/Game: LAK – 1 / 2.00; BOS – 2 / 2.14

Power Play: LAK – 24 / 15.0%; BOS – t-7 / 20.7%

Penalty Kill: LAK – 9 / 83.7%; BOS – 10 / 83.4%

Shots/Game: LAK – 9 / 31.4; BOS – 11 / 30.7

Shots Against/Game: LAK – t-3 / 27.2; BOS – t-11 / 29.1

Faceoffs: LAK – 2 / 53.4%; BOS – t-3 / 52.9%

Save Percentage: LAK – t-1 / .927; BOS – t-1 / .927

Noah Graham / National Hockey League

Los Angeles Projected Lines

Dwight King – Anze Kopitar – Jeff Carter

 Dustin Brown – Jarret Stoll – Justin Williams

 Matt Frattin – Mike Richards – Tyler Toffoli

 Kyle Clifford – Colin Fraser – Trevor Lewis

Jake Muzzin – Drew Doughty

 Willie Mitchell – Slava Voynov

 Robyn Regehr – Alec Martinez

Jonathan Quick

 Ben Scrivens

Level of confidence in projected lines: A. Matt Greene, Tanner Pearson and Jordan Nolan remains on the ice after the morning skate for extra work, so they’re tonight’s likely scratches. 

Notes and milestones: Los Angeles is 38-79-14 all-time against Boston, which includes a home record of 23-34-8. The Kings are 5-2-0 in the team’s last seven meetings, dating back to March 19, 2009. The Bruins won both meetings in the 2011-12 season and have not visited STAPLES Center since March 24, 2012. The teams will close out the season series with a 3:00 p.m. local start on Monday, January 20 at TD Garden. … The Kings are 12-3-3 in their last 17 home games. … The Kings are 7-1-1 against the Atlantic Division and 12-2-2 against the Eastern Conference. … No Kings player outside of the team’s top six forwards has scored since Alec Martinez and Tyler Toffoli scored second period goals in a 4-1 win over San Jose on December 19. Following those goals, the last 14 goals scored by the Kings have come from Carter, King, Carter, Williams, Williams, Stoll (who was playing as a top-six forward in the home loss to Dallas), Kopitar, Carter, Carter, Kopitar, Brown, Carter, Carter and Stoll (who was playing as a top-six forward in the home shootout loss to Minnesota). … Since recording an assist 42 seconds into Los Angeles’ 7-4 win over Phoenix on October 24, Dustin Brown has gone 68:21 without recording a point on the power play. … Jeff Carter has 15 points (8-7=15) in the last 13 games. … The Kings have recorded 89 shots over the last two games. … Justin Williams is scheduled to play in his 800th NHL game tonight. The last time the Bruins visited STAPLES Center, Williams played in his 700th NHL game. Among current Kings, only Robyn Regehr (988 games played) has appeared in at least 800 games. … Los Angeles has allowed a league-low 53 five-on-five goals; Boston ranks second with 62 five-on-five goals allowed.

Jeff Vinnick / Getty Images Sport

Boston Projected Lineup

Milan Lucic – David Krejci – Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand – Patrice Bergeron – Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg – Ryan Spooner – Matt Fraser

 Justin Florek – Gregory Campbell – Daniel Paille

Zdeno Chara – Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski –Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug – Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes and milestones: Injured Bruins include Jordan Caron (back), Loui Eriksson (concussion), Chris Kelly (fractured fibula) and Dennis Seidenberg (torn ACL/MCL). Caron and Eriksson skated at STAPLES Center this morning. … Five Bruins will appear in the 2014 Olympics – Patrice Bergeron (Canada), Zdeno Chara (Slovakia), Loui Eriksson (Sweden), Devid Krejci (Czech Republic) and Tuukka Rask (Finland). … Though Boston ranks seventh in the NHL with 2.91 goals per game, the team’s leading scorer, David Krejci, is tied for 31st in the league with 36 points. … The Bruins have received a league-low 116 power plays. … Boston’s penalty kill has allowed seven goals against in the last 15 opportunities. … Patrice Bergeron ranks second in the NHL with a 61.7% faceoff success rate. On the road, he leads the NHL with a 60.7% rate. … Tuukka Rask has allowed five goals in two of his last three starts. In his first 31 games, Rask allowed five goals only once. … Jarome Iginla has 60 points (29-31=60) in 62 career games against Los Angeles. His 543 career goals place him only one goal behind Maurice Richard for 28th place on the all-time list. Iginla won the Rocket Richard trophy with 52 goals in 2001-02 and shared the trophy with Rick Nash and Ilya Kovalchuk by scoring 41 goals in 2003-04. … Torrey Krug’s 10 goals and 23 points lead all rookie defensemen. … Milan Lucic has scored only one power play goals since the beginning of the 2012-13 season. … The Bruins haven’t shut out the Kings in Los Angeles since Jan. 3, 1976, when Dave Reece beat them 3-0 for the second and last shutout of his 14-game NHL career.

When ever I listen to DL talk, I listen for clues because he often says little things that give you big clues about things that are happening or might be happening. I think there might be a big clue in this sentence from DL after being questioned by Don Rosen of NHL.com. This is a question about Martin Jones.

"On his performance last year, we felt he needed at least another half year in the minors because there were some things in his game that he needed to clean up, we felt," Lombardi said.

Anyone notice any thing kind of odd about that sentence? I think it is odd that someone would say a youngster "needed at least another HALF YEAR in the minors"

Half year? Who normally says someone needs a half year in the minors? That is an odd thing to say unless in the back of your mind you are thinking about moving Scrivens at the trading deadline (giving Jones about a "HALF YEAR" in the minors this year before making him your back up and getting something for a player worth nothing at the end of the season (Scrivens becomes an UFA July 1st).

I think Jones is clearly the better goal tender of the two. Why not get some picks for a goalie you're going to lose July 1st anyway and are not going to use as your starter even if Quick gets hurt?

Food for thought.

 △   ▽   
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Santa Clarita native and former L.A. Junior King Kevan Miller has returned to Southern California for the first time in his professional career. The 26-year-old former Vermont Catamount was recalled by the Boston Bruins for the third time this year on December 30 and has two points, including one goal, in 11 games.

“It was a pretty quick play. It was bang-bang,” he said of the game-winning goal he scored on Toronto’s Jonathan Bernier with a wrist shot from the point on December 18. “Carl [Soderberg] won the faceoff there and won it back to me. I just put it on net and it was fortunate enough to go in. It was pretty special.”

On Wednesday, Miller led Boston’s practice stretch at the Toyota Sports Center, a former home rink of his.

 -courtesy @NHLBruins

It is unclear whether Miller will play tonight. After earning 10:19 of ice time in a 5-2 loss at Anaheim two days ago, he was among a small handful of skaters getting work in on the STAPLES Center ice this morning and was joined by Shawn Thornton (suspended), Loui Eriksson (injured) and Jordan Caron (day-to-day). In his 11 games, Miller has averaged 17 minutes of ice time.

A captain at Vermont, Miller was an alternate captain with the Providence Bruins earlier this season and has recorded 45 points (7-38=45) and 217 penalty minutes in 154 career AHL games.

The former West Valley Wolf, Ventura Mariner and Junior King spoke about his hockey upbringing around Southern California with LA Kings Insider’s James Nicholson at STAPLES Center earlier today.

On being back in Southern California:

 It’s obviously different during the season. When I was in Providence I don’t really travel out west or get to go home much, but it’s nice to get back and see some family.

On being a Junior King:

 I spent a year there. Obviously in and out of…El Segundo, so it’s obviously a bit of a homecoming.

On some of his former Junior Kings teammates:

 There’s a guy I grew up with or grew up playing against, Kyle MacKinnon, and I’m sure you’ve probably heard of him. He plays with St. John’s in Winnipeg’s organization. When I was down in Anaheim I got to see his folks again and they sent me a text. And obviously, there’s a lot of guys coming out of California, which is cool.

On growing up in Santa Clarita:

 I went to Canyon [High] for two years, freshman and sophomore year and ended up going back east for prep school to finish up high school. I have some pretty fond memories in this area, at least in Valencia and Saugus and all around there. So I still actually head home there for summers. I stay there, so it’s pretty special to be back home. [Reporter: Have you spent a lot of time around the rink in Santa Clarita?] I actually do. It’s a good rink and good ice and I do a lot of skating there in the summertime just to work on my little stuff, so it’s good.

On joining a team with a heavy veteran leadership:

 There’s tons of it. Obviously there’s Zdeno and Bergy and Krejc. Then you look at other guys like Iginla and there’s a number of guys on this team that are veteran leaders and could be captains on other teams. So it’s pretty special to kind of come in and be around these guys and kind of learn from them and kind of feel my way out.

Vey, Jones named to AHL All-Star Game
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Manchester Monarchs center Linden Vey and goaltender Martin Jones were named to the 2014 American Hockey League All-Star Game, which will feature a new format as a collection of 20 players will face off against Swedish Hockey League team Färjestad BK on February 12 in St. John’s, NL. Färjestad currently sits in seventh place in the 12-team SHL, 28 points behind first place Skellefteå AIK. Previous formats had pitted Eastern Conference all-stars against Western Conference all-stars, making this year’s event more exclusive.

Jones previously represented the Monarchs in the 2011 AHL All-Star Game, stopping 15-of-19 shots in an 11-8 Eastern Conference win at the Giant Center in Hershey, PA. Slava Voynov recorded an assist in the win.

This is Vey’s first AHL All-Star Game appearance.

All-Star Game Rosters:

Forwards 

 Brett Connolly, Syracuse Crunch (Tampa Bay)

 Brian Gibbons, W-B/Scranton Penguins (Pittsburgh)

 Mike Hoffman, Binghamton Senators (Ottawa)

 Jason Jaffray, St. John’s IceCaps (Winnipeg)

 Travis Morin, Texas Stars (Dallas)

 Brandon Pirri, Rockford IceHogs (Chicago)

 Colton Sceviour, Texas Stars (Dallas)

 Colton Sissons, Milwaukee Admirals (Nashville)

 Ryan Spooner, Providence Bruins (Boston)

 Ben Street, Abbotsford Heat (Calgary)

 Ryan Strome, Bridgeport Sound Tigers (N.Y. Islanders)

Linden Vey, Manchester Monarchs (Los Angeles) 

Defensemen 

 Chad Billins, Abbotsford Heat (Calgary)

 T.J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies (Toronto)

 Cody Goloubef, Springfield Falcons (Columbus)

 Alexey Marchenko, Grand Rapids Griffins (Detroit)

 Brayden McNabb, Rochester Americans (Buffalo)

 Frederic St. Denis, Springfield Falcons (Columbus)

Goaltenders 

 Jake Allen, Chicago Wolves (St. Louis)

Martin Jones, Manchester Monarchs (Los Angeles)
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On whether the Kings and Bruins play similar styles of hockey:

 I think the teams have similar types of personalities on their team. They both have two outstanding young goaltenders. Rask and Quick – both guys have won Stanley Cups. Both guys have arguably been MVPs, and both teams, even though they’re different – their contrasts in size – have two defensemen who play big minutes, and both teams have two centermen that are pretty much dominant guys, so that’s why you get similarities.

On aspects of Jeff Carter’s game that complement his goal-scoring abilities:

 I think everybody in the hockey world is familiar with Jeff Carter. I think he’s a guy that can play two positions. He can play on your power play. He can kill penalties. He’s usually a good faceoff guy. He’s responsible defensively. He’s well-trained. He’s one of the captains on our team, and he’s only 28. We have a bunch of guys in that group – he’s a great model for these guys that are trying to find their way in terms of training and what it takes every day to be well-prepared. For guys like Toffoli, and even a guy like Pearson coming in here now, it’s [good] to watch players like that.

On Jarret Stoll’s recent production:

 It’s his career numbers. That’s how he plays. What is he, a six-ten guy right now? I mean, six or seven goals and 10 assists? That’s his career. He’s not playing over his head, and he’s not playing under that. He’s been banged up two or three times. He was having issues this summer. He’s one of our most consistent players every night.

On whether he begins to pay more attention to the standings this time of the year:

 There’s no separation. I mean, we’ve said it all along. This is a tough conference, and there are 14 teams, and it’s a tough division. There’s no separation. There won’t be.

On the playoff format, and the effect it could have on division winners playing a strong wild card team:

 Again, that’s the way this conference is. There’s absolutely no difference in the teams. I mean, everybody’s giving Colorado credit because all of a sudden they went from where they [were] to where they are. Well, it’s based on personnel. There’s no difference with the teams. There are teams that have a little bit more scoring, teams that have a little bit more defense, but the teams are equal. There’s no difference. Quite honest, I think we’ve played five outstanding games in a row. I can’t critique our team at all. So everybody that’s basically looked on is wins and losses, right? But that’s really not what it’s about. Everybody’s playing as well as they can. That’s what the playoff format is – you had to deal with it this summer, and look at it, right? There are six teams that get in based on divisions…and there are two wild cards. There’s going to be a team that finishes ninth. When you ask that question, I say, ‘repetition.’ That’s all that is, right? Because there’s going to be a ninth place team with over a hundred points. That’s the way it goes. You make the playoffs, you can win a Stanley Cup. You don’t make the playoffs, you’re watching somebody win it. That’s the way it is. There’s nothing you can do about it. The schedule’s tough. Injuries are tough. Big guys don’t get hot, somebody’s in a little bit of a scoring slump, very seldom is it the team when you look at it. It’s not ‘the team.’ [Reporter: I just didn’t know if the two-versus-three is going to be tougher than it would be last year in the first round. That battle with St. Louis was unbelievable.] They had a better record, so we played in their building. The only thing you know for sure with our team is we’re not a high scoring team. It’s not going to all of a sudden be ‘Oh, we’re a high scoring team because somebody scored at the American League level.’ It’s way different. [Reporter: And it doesn’t matter, the fact that it’s a bracket now, as opposed to the re-seeding?] I’ve been through it enough to understand – I’ve been through two-out-of-threes, three-out-of-fives, one-16, you’ve got to come out of your division two times before you can go to the next round. I’ve seen all the scenarios…Until there’s a balance in terms of conference teams, until there’s a balance in your schedule, you’re going to have that imbalance, always. I mean, when you’ve got a 14-team and 16-team conference, you’ve got a totally unbalanced schedule in terms of home and away. You’re going to always have what you say is not quite the right format. Until you have that balance, until you have 16-and-16 or 14-and-14, an even number of games, meaning it can’t be a seven-team division, because otherwise you have to add games to the schedule and take games out of the schedule, and that’s not going to happen.
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Mike Richards spoke with LA Kings Insider following the team’s morning skate at Toyota Sports Center and offered a reaction to the shootout loss to Minnesota in which Los Angeles dominated teritorially and put up at least 40 shots for the second consecutive game but was unable to solve goaltender Darcy Kuemper more than once. He also spoke about the challenges in facing the Boston Bruins.

On what he took from the 2-1 shootout loss to Minnesota:

 I think we have to start taking pucks to the net more in-zone. I think we’re getting the puck in-zone and we’re moving it well and getting the puck to the zone very well, but we’re making plays on the outside. When you do have that guy beat, I think we have to take it to the net a little bit harder. That’s when you’re going to create more and find those loose pucks in front of the net.

On whether the perception that the Kings are a similar team to the Bruins is valid:

 I think so, if you just look at their lineup on paper. There are a lot of similarities there. I think the two coaches coach similar styles of hockey. I know playing against them a couple years ago, I don’t think too much has changed. Maybe a couple minor tweaks, but they’re a team that plays hard, is a big team that is tough to play against. It’s hard to say that about ourselves, because you’re playing instead of watching, but from the scouting staff and what we kind of think of ourselves as a team, I think that’s pretty accurate.

On facing Zdeno Chara:

 Well, he’s on the ice a lot, so you have to…know where he is, and he’s a tough guy to play against. He’s got a long reach. He’s obviously really strong. Most players kind of top off whenever they get to his age, but he’s still getting better, and he’s making plays. He’s got a good shot. He’s probably one of the toughest guys to play against in the league, from my perspective anyways.
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King – Kopitar – Carter

 Brown – Stoll – Williams

 Frattin – Richards – Toffoli

 Clifford – Fraser – Lewis

Muzzin – Doughty

 Mitchell – Voynov

 Regehr – Martinez

 Greene

-I didn’t catch Tanner Pearson or Jordan Nolan taking part in line rushes. Both players, and Matt Greene, remained on the ice with Ben Scrivens for extra work, so that group will likely be out of the lineup.

-Jonathan Quick is expected to start.

-Mike Richards and Darryl Sutter quotes will be posted later this morning.
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On just missing a goal on a deflection:

 Just going to the net, trying to get away from their defenders and Dewey had a nice shot. I think it missed by more than it looked, but I’m trying to change the direction of the shot and it surprises the goalie sometimes.

On setting up a deflection play:

 You have to get your body in a position where the defenseman can’t tie-up your stick. If they get it by that first guy you have a good chance to tip it and you have to keep the eyes in front of the goalie. It’s tough to get a deflection on net, so you’re just trying to get a piece of it and hopefully it finds a spot on the goalie. 

On playing on the left side:

 Yeah, I’m comfortable there. The biggest things we work on in practice is just wall work coming out of the defensive zone and that’s something they’ve been harping on me since the beginning of the year. I felt like I’ve been doing a good job of that lately and I just have to keep working on it. 

On skating on a line with Mike Richards and Tyler Toffoli:

 We had a lot of good chances in the last three games or so when we’ve been put together and those are the chances that we need to execute. We’re on the doorstep and we just have to keep shooting, trying to make the goalie make a save, and hitting nets, get traffic and try to get some rebound goals. 

On if Boston and Los Angeles play a similar style:

 I was looking up their lineup, they still have their main core and that’s what they’re going to hang onto for a while. Big, strong, they’re very good in their defensive zone. They break out the puck really well, just like us. That’s something we have to have our chips, come in with speed. Turn it back up, high to low plays where you can kind of sustain some pressure, because if they make a soft chip and they have time to break it up they’re going to break it out in transition on us.

Jeff Carter Talks Olympics
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On if he was surprised when he was told he made Team Canada:

 You know what, I really didn’t know what was going to happen. You look at the guys that they had to choose from – there’s so many guys, so many different scenarios they needed to look at. Obviously it’s a huge honor. Definitely excited and should be a good time. [Reporter: Because you didn’t know if you would make it, was it more special when you found out you made it?] Yeah, it was a good wake up call. It was something that I worked for, for a while now – missing out four years ago. It’s kind of a goal of mine to leave it all out there and give myself the best chance possible to make it. I’m just excited that it all worked out. 

On being criticized by Canadians for making the team over others:

 There’s a lot of coaches out there, a lot of GMs. I think I can bring a lot to the team, obviously with speed and size. I feel like I can put the puck in the net if given the opportunity. I’m just excited to be on it. 

On playing on the bigger ice surface in the Olympics:

 Yeah, it’s been a while since I’ve played on big ice. A big part of my game is getting the puck and going, getting speed up the walls. So a little extra room out there, it should be a lot of fun.

On when he got the call that he made the team:

 I got the call this morning from Chiarelli. [Reporter: Was that the 6:30 a.m. call?] I got a seven. I answered mine too. Short and sweet – he just congratulated me on making the team and few words and that was about it. 

On what he did after learning he was an Olympian:

 I laid back down for another half-hour. 

On how he is staying focused on the Kings while preparing for the Olympics:

 It’s not hard. We’re in a fight here for the playoffs, for playoff position. You look at it, you lose a game and you lose spots. Everybody that’s had the opportunity or has the opportunity to go there, we’re not too worried about that right now. Worry about it when the time comes.

On being Olympic teammates with five players who he won gold with at the World Juniors in 2005:

 It’s fun. There’s a lot of guys on that team that I played with all the way up World Juniors, under-18’s, everything. It’s always fun when we get to play with them again, so I’m looking forward to it. 

On the loss to Minnesota:

 We had a lot of chances. Their goalie played well, have to give him credit. Made a lot of opportunities to put the puck in the net and we need to start bearing down on them. It’s kind of been a problem for us as far as lately getting some goals. So we really need to work on it. 

On if he is starting to get excited for the outdoor game:

 Yeah, it is. It’s an exciting part of the year obviously. I think it’s one where everyone is circling on the calendar. It’s coming up quick. It’s going to be a fun day for everybody involved – family, friends, team, everybody. So I think it’s one the guys are looking forward to. 

On how important the game in Anaheim before the Stadium Series game will be:

 Yeah, the league did a good job with that one. Playing Anaheim now it’s really turned into a pretty good rivalry for us. I know you guys try to blow it up as much as you can, but it really has over the last couple years turned into some good hockey – some good, fast-paced, skill, banging, pretty much a little bit of everything. It will be nice to kind of getting going there a little bit a couple days before and then get outside and have a good game.
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-The Los Angeles Kings, flush with a parade of B-type chances en route to another 40-shot performance, forechecked effectively, won the lion’s share of battles, limited opportunities defensively and dominated the time of possession – all in a 2-1 shootout loss that denied the team an opportunity to make up ground in the standings on a night San Jose lost in regulation and Vancouver lost in a shootout. A disconcerting trend is beginning to creep into the team’s winter scoring malaise in which injury-wracked squads missing key players have been let off the hook. The Kings averaged two goals per game in a pair of losses to an exciting though defensively inconsistent Dallas Stars team that was without Stephane Robidas, Trevor Daley and Sergei Gonchar. The St. Louis Blues were without David Backes, Alex Steen and Jordan Leopold when they beat the Kings 5-0 in a game that did not feature a discrepancy of play anywhere near as wide as the score would indicate. The Vancouver Canucks more or less rotated four defensemen in a game the Kings were shut out of for 40 minutes before scoring three times in the third period, and on Tuesday, a depleted Minnesota Wild team was without the services of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jared Spurgeon, Josh Harding and a slightly dinged up Nicklas Backstrom in shootout win described by Nino Niederreiter as “greasy.”

-Raise your hand if you didn’t think that the Minnesota Wild, faced with injury troubles and looking to eke out an important two points on the road, would lean on a conservative, systematic trapping defensive and hope to push the game into overtime or a shootout. Anybody?

-Even if Nicklas Backstrom and Josh Harding split Minnesota’s duties in net, it’s a bit misleading to think of Darcy Kuemper as a third-stringer. Los Angeles’ Martin Jones and Anaheim’s Frederik Andersen have illustrated the importance of having well-groomed goalies to step in and provide key minutes when first or second-string netminders are on injury reserve. The 6-foot-5 Kuemper, a divisional rival of Martin Jones in the Western Hockey League, is a former CHL Goaltender of the year who was putting up AHL numbers somewhat similar to Jones’ before he was recalled on an emergency basis on January 2 and placed in the crease on Tuesday night. I don’t follow the narrative that the “Kings struggle against depth goalies” as much as I follow the narrative that “there are a lot of really good goalies in professional hockey.”

Harry How / Getty Images Sport

-The Kings’ shooting percentage has hit a rough patch again. With six goals on 170 shots on goal (3.53%) over the last five games, the team’s overall rate has dropped to 7.81%, the 27th-highest shooting percentage in the league. The team’s shooting percentage has been volatile this season; after the team’s 5-2 win at Ottawa on December 14, Los Angeles had scored 17 times on 103 shots, winning all four games during that small sample size as part of a six-game winning streak. The Kings were afforded no breaks or bounces in Tuesday’s shootout loss.

-Los Angeles’ secondary scoring has hit a rough patch. No skater outside of the top two lines has scored a goal since Alec Martinez and Tyler Toffoli scored in the win over San Jose on December 19.
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-With the shootout loss, Los Angeles fell to 22-14-13 all-time against Minnesota, including a home record of 11-7-6.

-The Kings are 12-3-3 in their last 17 home games.

-The Kings are 5-8-2 against the Central Division and 21-5-3 against all other teams.

-No Kings player outside of the team’s top six forwards has scored since Alec Martinez and Tyler Toffoli scored second period goals in a 4-1 win over San Jose on December 19. Following those goals, the last 14 goals scored by the Kings have come from Carter, King, Carter, Williams, Williams, Stoll (who was playing as a top-six forward in the home loss to Dallas), Kopitar, Carter, Carter, Kopitar, Brown, Carter, Carter and Stoll (who was playing as a top-six forward in the home shootout loss to Minnesota).

-Since recording an assist 42 seconds into Los Angeles’ 7-4 win over Phoenix on October 24, Dustin Brown has gone 68:21 without recording a point on the power play.

-Jeff Carter has 15 points (8-7=15) in the last 13 games. 

-The Kings have recorded 89 shots the last two games.

-The Kings fell to 6-3 in shootouts this season and 54-44 all-time. Jonathan Quick is 4-1 in shootouts this season, having stopped 13 of 15 shots. He fell to 34-19 lifetime in shootouts.

-Justin Williams played in his 799th career game.

-Anze Kopitar and Erik Haula finished tied with a game-high four blocked shots.

-Kyle Clifford finished with a game-high seven hits in 7:53 of ice time. 

-Slava Voynov logged a season-high 26:06 of ice time. It was his highest regular season total since logging 26:17 in a 5-1 win over Nashville on March 4, 2013.

-The Kings won 29-of-59 faceoffs. Among regular performers, Mike Richards won 6-of-13, Anze Kopitar won 8-of-13, Trevor Lewis won 1-of-4, Jarret Stoll won 9-of-15, and Jeff Carter won 5-of-12.

The Kings will practice at 11:00 a.m. at Toyota Sports Center on Wednesday, January 8.
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On whether the Kings deserved a better fate:

 Yeah, but you know, it’s a long season, and there’s some games that you win that you don’t deserve to win.

On whether the team let the Wild hang around:

 You know, we’ve done that in parts of this season. Some teams have come in here and hung around, and we just can’t put them away.

On Darcy Kuemper’s performance:

 Yeah, he played great. You’ve got to give him credit, for sure. He made some big saves, he hasn’t had a lot of experience in this league, but he’s a big guy who moves well, very athletic, worked hard to see some pucks. He played well, give him some credit, but the onus is on us again.

On whether the Olympic talks have been a distraction for the team:

 No, I don’t think so. It happens, it’s out there, it’s on TV, we’re all watching it because we’re hockey fans. We’re wishing our teammates well, and we want as many of our guys as possible to be in the Olympics, it’s a great honor. But no, we’re a pretty focused group, our coaching staff does a pretty good job of making sure we’re on par with what we need to be thinking about and where to be mentally – we’re fine there

On whether he’s worried about Doughty going to Russia:

 Very.

On where he was when Crosby scored the gold-medal game-winning goal in 2010:

 Oh yeah, I remember exactly. I was at the North End Bar and Grill in Hermosa Beach. It was a great atmosphere. It was a packed bar, dead-silence, really, while watching the game. They were actually very, very good, letting us Canadians celebrate, hug, hoot and holler. They let us celebrate the victory, it was pretty cool.

On what Darryl Sutter was saying on the bench:

 Find a way, find a way. Stick with our game, it has to be our game. We can’t be turning over pucks and having a back-and-forth type of game. That’s not our style, and obviously we’ve got to score goals, we’ve got to bear down, and that was the message – just needing to try and finish our opportunities, get to the net, make it harder on their goalie.
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On whether the Kings let the Wild “hang around”:

I don’t know if that’s the case. We outplayed them for 60 minutes, their goalie made some big saves to keep them in there, and they won it in a shootout.

On Nino Niederreiter’s shootout game-winner:

 Fake shot, went blocker. Beat me.

On Niederreiter’s third period goal:

 Yeah, I read that wrong. I read that as a shot. I should’ve read it as a pass. So, I got spread open.

On whether he feels normal after two games back:

 Yep.

On staying sharp during Los Angeles’ stretches of puck possession:

 You know, you’ve played so many of those types of games over the years, you know what you need to do to stay focused and stay in it. We don’t give up many shots, so yeah, you get used to it.
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Darcy Kuemper, on the win:

 Tonight was a chance to redeem myself. My game’s at a place where I want it to be right now; I’ve been working at it in Iowa and I’ve been playing good down there and just tried not to change anything when I came up here. It worked out pretty good tonight.

Kuemper on how comfortable he was in net:

 After they got those first few shots on net, I just settled down and just got into playing my game. 

Kuemper, on his first NHL shootout:

 Ah, yeah, this was my first shootout. I was pretty pumped to stop that first one, and obviously just go from there. But yeah, that first shot I was a little nervous for.

 Kuemper, on seeing a lot of shots:

 Actually, a lot of my games in Iowa have been going like that, we’d been giving up quite a few so it’s something I’m used to seeing, and it obviously helps get you into the game. As a young goalie, it’s a lot better than my other start where I sat around for 15 minutes before I saw my first shot. It gets you into it and then you can just kind of calm down.

 Kuemper, on the team’s performance:

 Everyone battled hard tonight. We bent a few times and got hemmed in our own zone, but we didn’t break, and we did a real good job of picking up sticks and eliminating second chances, and that made it a lot easier on me.

Nino Niederreiter, on his shootout game-winner:

 Cooke was reading the scouting report to me, and he was saying that the blocker side looked pretty far open, so I kind of deked and shot blocker side and it went in.

Niedeerreiter, on Kuemper’s performance:

 Oh, he was unbelievable tonight. He’s a great goalie, and he really had a great chance to showcase himself tonight. He made some big key saves to help keep us in the game, it’s really fun having him in the net. 

Niederreiter, on Kuemper’s confidence building: 

 He was out of his mind sometimes, he made some big saves for us tonight, even in the shootout. He’s a great goaltender. I’m very happy to have him here. 

Niederreiter, on the win:

 It was absolutely huge for us. I mean, it was a greasy win for us, but you take it, and we have to move on from this one.

Mikael Granlund, on the win:

 I think we battled hard and sure most of the time they had the puck but we got going and got those two points and those are huge points for us. We need to play better. Sure we missed some guys but that’s not an excuse. We have to keep building and other guys need to step up to get those points.”

Granlund, on being named to Finland’s Olympic team:

 This morning was when the roster came up. That was when I knew for sure. It’s good to be on the team. It’s going to be a great tournament. Our team, Finland, we know we don’t have the best roster or we don’t have the best players, but we play together in our structure and we have great goalies and succeed.

Mike Yeo, on the win:

 It’s a start, it’s good to get one. I’m really happy for Darcy. He kind of got thrown into a game where he wasn’t quite expecting to play until this morning and he responded extremely well. I thought that a lot of guys really competed and battled and played good games for us tonight, but certainly you have to look at him tonight.

Yeo, on the team’s perseverance:

 There was a while there where our execution wasn’t there, we were turning pucks over left and right and really making things very difficult on ourselves. Right from the start Nino stepped up, and that’s a statement for those kids to come out and play like that. It’s a good statement for the rest of the team that our young players can come in and play like that.
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On the 2-1 shootout loss:

 Unfinished opportunities, and when you get to the shootout you like to score the first goal always.

On the credit that should go to Darcy Kuemper:

 I think both goalies were pretty good, and Quicker didn’t have a lot of workj, but he had to make some good saves for us, and their guy had a lot of work and made a lot of saves.

On whether it’s frustrating that the Kings scored on their 32nd shot:

 I don’t really look at it like that. It’s more that you can’t always expect the big guys to score all the time. We need to get a bit more out of the secondary scoring, and quite honest, opportunities from our defense in terms of shooting pucks. 

On Jarret Stoll saying the team didn’t get to the net enough:

 I think anytime you don’t score goals, that’s natural. That’s the first thing coaches say – you’ve got to get to the net. Jarret’s went to the net, and he’s been doing it pretty good. He’s being rewarded for it.

On Jonathan Quick’s first two games back:

 You know what? The big thing the other night is endurance and getting the fitness part of it. With the days between Sunday and Monday, that was my biggest thing, was how he’d be Sunday. You knew he was going to play well. You want him to be really sharp the days after.

On Slava Voynov receiving over 26 minutes of ice time:

 We want more from our defense. We can only dress six, so if you go 65 divided by six, and he’s a right D, so usually it’s Doughty, Voynov, and tonight it was Martinez on the right side, so that’s how it’s shared. There wasn’t a lot of five-on-four, so it’s pretty much even strength minutes.

On whether the team is losing confidence with the lack of scoring:

 You’ve got to score. We did the other night. I’m not a genius or anything like that, but it is other than Chicago and Anaheim and probably St. Louis, everybody else probably scores the same amount of goals. 

On the “best thing” he saw from his team:

 He, we do the same thing every night. We stick with it. We had opportunities. There’s a big difference between a one-nothing lead and a two-nothing lead. 

On any thoughts of how he plans to use Tanner Pearson:

 Nope.

On what he sees in the Boston Bruins, Thursday’s opponent:

 Yeah, big, strong team, very similar to us. Disciplined, well-coached, star players, good goaltending.

Game 44 Preview: Minnesota at Los Angeles
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Los Angeles Kings (26-13-4) vs. Minnesota Wild (22-17-5)

 Tuesday, January 7, 2014, 7:30 p.m. PT

 STAPLES Center, Los Angeles, CA

 Referees: #15 Jean Hebert, #33 Kevin Pollock

 Linesmen: #86 Brad Lazarowich, #55 Shane Heyer

 FOX Sports West, KEIB 1150 AM

Los Angeles Projected Starting Goaltender – Jonathan Quick

 2013-14 Season: 17 GP (17 GS) / 11-5-0 record / 2.27 GAA / .909 Sv% / 1 SHO

 Career vs Minnesota: 13 (13) / 8-3-2 / 2.56 / .896 / 0

 Last Game vs Minnesota: 10/3/13 / 65 MP / 27-29 + 2/2 shots / 3-2 SOW

 2013-14, Home: 10 (10) / 7-3-0 / 2.38 / .898 / 1

Minnesota Projected Starting Goaltender – Darcy Kuemper 

 2013-14 Season: 2 GP (1 GS) / 0-1-0 record / 6.13 GAA / .625 Sv% / 0 SHO

 Career vs Los Angeles: 1 (0) / 0-0-0 / 1.05 / .917 / 0

 Last Game vs Los Angeles: 4/4/13 / 57 MP / 11-12 shots / 0-3 L (ND)

 2013-14, Away: 2 (1) / 0-1-0 / 6.13 / .625 / 0

 -Kuemper, recalled from AHL-Iowa on January 2 as an emergency back-up, ranks second in the AHL with a .929 save percentage. The 2011 CHL Goaltender of the Year appeared in eight games with the Ontario Reign in 2011-12, posting a 1.74 goals-against average and .941 save percentage. He is 1-3-0 with a 2.77 goals against average and .882 save percentage in eight career NHL games.

2013-14 Los Angeles Leaders

 Total Points: Anze Kopitar (13-22=35)

 Goals: Jeff Carter (15-11=26)

 Assists: Anze Kopitar (13-22=35), Mike Richards (6-22=28)

 Plus/Minus: Anze Kopitar (+22; 13-22=35)

 Penalty Minutes: Kyle Clifford (51; 3-2=5)

 Time On Ice: Drew Doughty (25:38; 6-17=23)

2013-14 Minnesota Leaders

 Total Points: Mikko Koivu (8-27=35)*

 Goals: Jason Pominville (18-11=29)

 Assists: Mikko Koivu (8-27=35)**

 Plus/Minus: Nino Niederreiter (+8; 8-13=21)

 Penalty Minutes: Clayton Stoner (39; 0-4=4)

 Time On Ice: Ryan Suter (29:40; 5-24=29)

 *amongst active players, Jason Pominville leads the team with 29 points (18-11=29).

 **amongst active players, Ryan Suter leads the team with 24 assists (5-24=29).

Rankings and Statistics

Goals/Game: LAK – 22 / 2.49; MIN – 28 / 2.30

Goals Against/Game: LAK – 1 / 2.02; MIN – 11 / 2.48

Power Play: LAK – 23 / 15.2%; MIN – 10 / 19.9%

Penalty Kill: LAK – 10 / 83.5%; MIN – 25 / 79.1%

Shots/Game: LAK – 10 / 31.2; MIN – t-26 / 27.3

Shots Against/Game: LAK – t-5 / 27.5; MIN – t-3 / 27.1

Faceoffs: LAK – 2 / 53.4%; MIN – 5 / 52.6%

Save Percentage: LAK – 2 / .926; MIN – t-16 / .909

Getty Images

Los Angeles Projected Lines

Dwight King – Anze Kopitar – Jeff Carter

 Dustin Brown – Jarret Stoll – Justin Williams

 Matt Frattin – Mike Richards – Tyler Toffoli

 Kyle Clifford – Trevor Lewis – Jordan Nolan

Jake Muzzin – Drew Doughty

 Willie Mitchell – Slava Voynov

 Robyn Regehr – Alec Martinez

Jonathan Quick

 Ben Scrivens

Level of confidence in projected lines: A. Matt Greene, Colin Fraser and Tanner Pearson remained on the ice for extra work with Ben Scrivens, so they’re likely out tonight. Jonathan Quick left the ice first at the morning skate.

 Notes and milestones: The Kings are 22-14-12 all-time against Minnesota, which includes a home record of 11-7-5. The teams last met on opening night (10/3/13; 3-2 SOW) and will conclude the season series on March 31 at STAPLES Center. … The Kings are 12-3-2 in their last 17 home games. … The Kings are 5-8-1 against the Central Division and 21-5-3 against everyone else. … The Kings have outscored opponents 36-22 in first periods this season. … The Kings have allowed nine goals in their last 30 shorthanded situations. … Since recording an assist 42 seconds into Los Angeles’ 7-4 win over Phoenix on October 24, Dustin Brown has gone 67:06 without recording a point on the power play. … Jeff Carter has 14 points (8-6=14) in the last 12 games. He is three games shy of 600 career games played and 100 games played with Los Angeles. … Justin Williams will play in his 799th career game tonight. … Willie Mitchell played 288 games with Minnesota from 2000-06.

Minnesota Projected Lines

Dany Heatley – Charlie Coyle – Jason Pominville

 Nino Niederreiter – Mikael Granlund – Jason Zucker

 Matt Cooke – Erik Haula – Justin Fontaine

 Stephane Veilleux – Kyle Brodziak – Torrey Mitchell

Ryan Suter – Jonas Brodin

 Marco Scandella – Nate Prosser

 Clayton Stoner – Keith Ballard

Darcy Kuemper

 Nicklas Backstrom

Notes and milestones: Lines via Michael Russo of the Minneapolis Star-Tribune. … Zach Parise (foot), Josh Harding (illness), Jared Spurgeon (lower-body) and Mikko Koivu (ankle) are on injured reserve. Minnesota called up defenseman Jonathon Blum, a Long Beach native, as well as forward Erik Haula from AHL-Iowa yesterday. … Ryan Suter was named the NHL’s Third Star last week and became the first defenseman to record a hat trick since March 20, 2011 in a 5-3 win over Washington on Saturday. He scored four goals as part of a six-point, plus-6 performance in three games last week. … Minnesota Olympians include Ryan Suter (United States), Zach Parise (United States), Mikael Grandlund (Finland), Mikko Koivu (Finland) and Nino Niederreiter (Switzerland).
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On Jeff Carter being named to Team Canada:

 Well, he nearly made it last time. Today is a 25-man roster. We’re still five weeks away, so there will be changes in it for sure between now and then. We have [six] guys, not just Canada…I think all along, [as] I said yesterday, I believe Jeff should’ve been on the team based on Stanley Cup experience, scoring big goals in playoffs, leading playoffs in scoring, leading conference in scoring last year, playing two positions, going to big ice – all those things. Why shouldn’t he be on the team? Drew’s a given. He won a gold. I’m really happy that Slava made it. Having a player like that and getting onto the team in his own country, that to me is special. [Reporter: And Kopi, too?] Well, Kopi’s a given. We talked about that two months ago.

On Team Canada:

 Set up for the big surface. I think they took a lot of guys that are natural wingers, which obviously everybody talked about before because there are probably five guys that have to play center. They can’t play out of that position, but guys like Jeff and Benn and Patrick Marleau – guys like that, you know what? They’re speed guys, and they’re smart guys, and they can play the 200-foot game, and at the end of the day, the Olympics, when you watch the Olympics, they’re low scoring games. It’s like World Championships. They’re low scoring games. You need guys that can score big goals. And you talk about guys like Jeff and Benn, that’s what they’re doing this year, so it’s good.

On how he watches Olympic Hockey:

 I watch our players and our country. You know what? I want every one of our players that go there to play for the gold medal. It’s like talking to Drew this morning – he wanted to see who else was on the team. He’s won a gold medal, he’s won a Stanley Cup. Now he wants to win a gold medal and another Stanley Cup.

On Doughty referencing that he may have to tell his Canadian teammates about weaknesses in Jonathan Quick’s game:

 You’d have to spend a couple days trying to figure that one out.

On Mike Richards not making Team Canada:

 Hey, Mike’s a winner. He’s a captain. I mean, if you look at it, he’s won an Olympic gold, he’s won World Junior gold, he’s won a Stanley Cup, he’s won a Memorial Cup. Mike’s a winner and he’s a captain. It’s set up for the big rink over there. If you look at the centermen that they took, Mike’s not going to play ahead of the centermen, and he’s not a natural winger. It’s like asking about Jeff or Benn – it doesn’t take anything away from Mike Richards, that’s for sure. Not at all. Mike’s a champion. That’s what it’s about, and you can guarantee that Mike’s pulling for Canada and pulling for Jeff Carter. I mean, Jeff didn’t make it last time and Mike did. A lot of that’s based on ice surface and playing out of position. This time it’s hard to play out of position on a bigger surface.

On Canada winning on home ice four years ago:

 They won in Salt Lake, too. [Reporter: Will they win in Russia?] Somebody is gonna. How would I know? I mean, you look at the teams – look at the team Sweden named today. It’s a scary all-star team.

On Tanner Pearson’s call-up:

 There was a roster spot, so all it is competition. Makes sure it keeps everybody on their toes. It doesn’t mean he’s going to play or not play, but it’s certainly going to keep guys on their toes.

On facing the Minnesota Wild tonight:

 Played ‘em opening night in Minnesota. We have a four-week schedule, so we’re more concerned with ourselves. We have exactly four weeks left in our schedule.
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The Kings will host the Minnesota Wild (7:30 p.m. / FOX Sports West / KEIB 1150 AM) in the teams’ first meeting since Los Angeles’ 3-2 shootout win at the Xcel Energy Center in the season opener on October 3. 

The line rushes from this morning’s skate:

King – Kopitar – Carter

 Brown – Stoll – Williams

 Frattin – Richards – Toffoli

 Clifford – Lewis – Nolan

 Pearson-Fraser

Muzzin – Doughty

 Mitchell – Voynov

 Regehr – Martinez

 Greene

Quick

 Scrivens

-Tanner Pearson, Colin Fraser and Matt Greene remained on the ice for extra work with Ben Scrivens, which is a likely indication that Pearson, Fraser and Greene will be scratched, while Jonathan Quick will start.

-Jarret Stoll and Mike Richards flipped spots again. Though the Vancouver game three nights ago began with Richards skating with Dustin Brown and Justin Williams and Stoll skating with Matt Frattin and Tyler Toffoli, by the third period several shifts featured combinations of Richards-Kopitar-Carter in addition to the Frattin-Richards-Toffoli and Brown-Stoll-Williams alignments listed above.

-Jonathan Quick left the ice first; he’s your projected starter.
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Left wing Tanner Pearson has been recalled by the Los Angeles Kings. Though he is eligible to play in tonight’s game against the Minnesota Wild, he took shifts alongside Colin Fraser with a rotating right wing during line rushes, which could be an indication that he won’t play.

Pearson, 21 made his NHL debut in Game 3 of the 2013 Western Conference Semifinals last spring. In his regular season debut on November 14 at Nassau Coliseum, his first career NHL goal brought the Kings even with the New York Islanders in the third period before linemate Tyler Toffoli scored the game-winner with 1:27 remaining during a 3-2 comeback win. In six games, Pearson has one goal, no penalty minutes and a minus-1 rating. His season-high in ice time of 11:54 was set in a 5-2 win over the Tampa Bay Lightning on November 19.

In 30 games with the Manchester Monarchs, Pearson has 25 points (13-12=25), 14 penalty minutes and a plus-9 rating. His 13 goals are tied for the team lead with Nick Deslauriers. He was selected with the final pick of the first round of the 2012 NHL Draft.

With the call-ups, the Kings now have the maximum 23 players on the active roster.

Slava Voynov named to Team Russia

Next: Tanner Pearson recalled

Previous: Doughty, Carter named to Team Canada

Share 

As first reported by Dmitry Chesnokov, Slava Voynov has been named to Team Russia for the 2014 Winter Olympic Games.

Voynov is no stranger to representing Russia internationally. Though Anze Kopitar played for Slovenia three times in the Division I World Junior Championships, Voynov is the only King to have played in three separate WJC tournaments at the highest level. The defenseman who will turn 24 next week also appeared in the 2007 and 2008 World Under-18 Championships.

In 43 games this season, Voynov has three goals, 16 points and a plus-4 rating.

“It’s very important for us,” Voynov told LA Kings Insider last week. “Maybe it’s the first and the last time that I’m going to play hockey for the Olympic team in Russia. It’s very important for us.”
Avs homestand ends, wild trip on tap for Colorado
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After concluding a seven-game homestand Friday, the Avalanche was scheduled to immediately depart for Minnesota to begin a two-game road trip, beginning Saturday against the Wild in St. Paul, Minn. 

Colorado faces the white-hot Wild in a key Central Division stretch that includes Tuesday's game against the Chicago Blackhawks. The Avs will depart for Chicago right after Saturday's game and stay three nights in the Windy City, having Sunday off to watch the NFL playoffs. 

Minnesota is perfect in 2014 (4-0) despite missing center and captain Mikko Koivu, left wing and assistant captain Zach Parise and No. 1 goalie Josh Harding to injury or illness.

Koivu, who has 38 points in 49 career games against Colorado, has missed the past two games, while Parise and Harding have not played this month. 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

The Avs are 2-0-1 against the Wild this season (1-1 in shootouts). 

O'Reilly out. Avs winger Ryan O'Reilly missed his second consecutive game and just the 11th of his 307-game NHL career because of a shoulder injury. O'Reilly suffered the freak injury during a goal celebration Monday against the Calgary Flames, and he did not play Wednesday against the Ottawa Senators. 

O'Reilly skated with the team Friday morning and is expected to travel with the team and possibly play Saturday against the Wild. 

Footnotes. Avs defenseman Nate Guenin still suffers from a badly bruised ankle and did not play in his third consecutive game Friday. ... Islanders defenseman Matt Donovan, from Edmond, Okla., played two seasons at the University of Denver (2009-11). ... Avs forward Alex Tanguay skated with the team Friday morning in his latest comeback attempt from knee/hip ailments.

Read more: Avs homestand ends, wild trip on tap for Colorado - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24890287/colorado-avalanche-homestand-ends#ixzz2q7ahDMHU 

Read The Denver Post's Terms of Use of its content: http://www.denverpost.com/termsofuse 

Follow us: @Denverpost on Twitter | Denverpost on Facebook

Avalanche getting big boost from red-hot Jamie McGinn in Colorado
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Jamie McGinn (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

When P.A. Parenteau went down with a knee injury late last month, it created an opportunity for Jamie McGinn to get back in the good graces of Avalanche coach Patrick Roy.

Not that McGinn was in his doghouse, but Roy had been critical of McGinn's play. McGinn primarily was playing moderate minutes on the third line.

McGinn has made the most of his opportunity while helping keep the Avs in a good spot in the playoff picture as the second half of the season unfolds.

McGinn has four goals in his past five games, including one in Wednesday's victory over the Ottawa Senators.

"I feel good, but the most important thing is the team's winning," McGinn said. "We've been in most every game, so that's what I'm most happy about. But when the goals come, that's good too."

McGinn scored a bunch of goals when he came to the Avalanche near the NHL trade deadline in 2012, some on pretty, pinpoint shots. But his bread and butter is going to the net, being physical and cleaning up on rebounds.

McGinn has been more physical; his 84 hits are tied for fourth among the Avalanche. His shooting percentage of .137 (10 goals on 73 shots) also ranks fourth on the team.

"I just need to try to get better every day to continue doing this," he said.

N.Y. ISLANDERS AT COLORADO

 7 p.m. Friday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on John Tavares: Drafted first overall by the Islanders in 2009, two spots ahead of Matt Duchene, Tavares has matured into a bona fide star. He was named to the Canadian Olympic team, and entered Thursday tied for second in NHL scoring with 54 points. Tavares not only has size but first-rate skill. He struggled at times during his first couple of years in the league but not anymore.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: Semyon Varlamov will start in goal for the Avs, who will close out a seven-game homestand. The Avs are 4-1-1 so far. Varlamov will also start Saturday's game at Minnesota. ... Winger Alex Tanguay skated Thursday in an orange noncontact jersey. Coach Patrick Roy said Tanguay will try to push it harder next week, to see how well his injured hip responds. ... Ryan O'Reilly (shoulder) practiced as well, but Roy indicated it's unlikely the forward will play Friday. A final determination will be made after the morning skate. ... Matt Duchene has gone nine consecutive games without a goal, but Duchene has seven assists in that span. ... The Avs are tied for 19th in the league in faceoff winning percentage (.490).

Islanders: New York has won five straight on the road. ... Thomas Vanek has a career-best 10-game point streak (five goals, 10 assists). ... New York's 149 goals against are second-highest in the league. Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Alex Tanguay takes positive steps toward returning to the Avs
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Colorado Avalanche left wing Alex Tanguay (40) sends the puck in to the Dallas Stars zone during the first period Oct. 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.

Colorado Avalanche left wing Alex Tanguay (40) sends the puck in to the Dallas Stars zone during the first period Oct. 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Alex Tanguay took another positive step Thursday toward getting back as a regular player with the Avalanche.

Tanguay, out since Nov. 2 with knee and hip injuries, practiced with the team in a non-contact orange jersey at Family Sports Center. 

"Right now, he's pacing himself. I'd say he's probably going at 60 or 70 percent," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "Next week, we want to see some strength in the knee and his hip, so next week he's going to push hard and we'll have a better indication whether he's capable or not of coming back."

The Avs will host the New York Islanders at the Pepsi Center on Friday night to close out a seven-game homestand, which they are 4-1-1 on. Roy said Semyon Varlamov will start against New York, and also Saturday night at Minnesota.

Roy said Ryan O'Reilly, who practiced Thursday albeit in non-contact fashion, remains out on a day-to-day basis. He suggested it's unlikely O'Reilly will play against the Islanders, but that a final determination will be made Friday morning.
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Avs' Patrick Roy coaching with intolerance for excuses, accusations

A helping of sports commentary each weekday near noontime
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First-year Avalanche coach Patrick Roy (Helen H. Richardson, Denver Post file)

If there is one thing Patrick Roy just can't stand, it's excuses. I still remember well the time, after a bad loss to the Dallas Stars on Jan. 25, 1998, at McNichols Sports Arena, when he went off in the locker room to me at what he considered excuse-making by teammates.

I went back and looked up what he said:

"Let's face it, we played against a team that's better than us, that plays better hockey than we do," Roy said. "They play smarter than us. Right now, we just make excuses. We make a lot of mistakes in our end, and that has to stop. If our objective is to make the playoffs, that's not a tough one. But our objective should be to win the Stanley Cup, and there's no way we're going to win the Stanley Cup the way we're playing right now."

And this was after a game in which the Avs lost 3-2, to drop their record to 24-12-16 (they had an incredible number of tie/OT games that season).

Roy went on: "We're in a 2-2 game, and we try and force it, and that gives a 2-on-1 to a defensive line on the other side. Right now, we're playing too much individual hockey, and that brings you nowhere, except your personal goals. It's important to play as a team, and accept your role on the team and do it well. Right now, we don't do our job."

For the record, the Avs did not win the Cup that 1998-99 season, but they did go to the seventh game of the Western Conference finals before losing to the Stars.

Interestingly, in Monday night's game against the Calgary Flames, Jean-Sebastien Giguere seemed to blame much of the Avs' 4-3 loss on a couple of lucky bounces and said the Flames were "hungrier" around both nets than his teammates. Here was another veteran goalie expressing frustration after a home loss at how his teammates were playing, yet Roy the coach would have none of it afterward.

Roy dismissed Giguere's assessment and said it was his play that was lacking, not so much the rest of the team.

Roy stopped 37-of-40 shots in that 1998 loss to Dallas, while the Avs put 20 on Ed Belfour. The Avs outshot Calgary 25-19 on Monday. Giguere on Tuesday acknowledged that he hasn't been sharp of late and needs to work harder in practice.

One thing Roy has worked hard at doing this season has been to stay relentlessly upbeat, to try to impart as much confidence into his young team as he can. He is very protective of his players in that sense. Roy is OK when players criticize things on the ice, as long as it is done in a collective manner. He has no room right now for anyone thinking they are above it all, or to start pointing fingers. I don't think that's what Giguere was actually doing, but a subtle pass-the-buck mentality was a problem on the last few Avs teams under Joe Sacco, and Roy doesn't want that to get started again.

The fact that he called out a veteran goalie with Stanley Cup pedigree showed Roy isn't playing favorites with anyone in bringing about a new atmosphere around the Avs. Roy, then as now, is the one whose voice speaks the loudest and carries the most authority.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Ryan O'Reilly (Denver Post file)
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If the Avalanche wants to keep Ryan O'Reilly, it will have to pay him $6.5 million, at least for the 2014-15 season. Under the rules of the NHL's collective bargaining agreement, for a team to retain the rights of a potential restricted free agent, it must offer a contract equal in salary to the previous year of his deal.

Even though O'Reilly's cap hit to the Avs is $5 million, the last base salary is what must be adhered to, so $6.5 million it will be to retain his services beyond this season.

So here's the situation if that happens: O'Reilly would be paid more than Matt Duchene. Or, more than anyone else on the Avs, assuming all things stay equal. Will the big-money fight between the Avs and O'Reilly — the one that saw him miss half of last season — happen again? Or, come Feb. 28, will they have already traded him and not had to deal with him anymore?

Stay tuned, because it could get interesting again. Duchene signed a five-year, $30 million contract extension last summer that won't kick in until next season. When it does, his cap hit and annual salary will be an even $6 million for each of the five seasons.

O'Reilly's current contract terms were dictated by the Calgary Flames, who gave him a two-year offer as a restricted free agent last season. The Avs, who were trying to trade him at the time, were forced to match the offer. Since then, an uneasy truce has existed between player and team. Before the offer was matched, the Avs made it known to many in the industry they considered Duchene tops in their pecking order of salary structure. But facing an unanticipated decision forced upon them by Calgary, the Avs swallowed their pride and kept O'Reilly.

The question is: Will they swallow it one more time to keep him beyond Feb. 28 and/or whatever date of the final game of their season?

O'Reilly has played very well this season, playing a new position (left wing mostly, but sometimes on the right side). He had 28 points (13 goals) in his first 41 games, and added plenty of value as a defensive forward.

Anyone with two working eyes who watched the Avs' game against Philadelphia on Thursday could see the kinds of things O'Reilly can give a team. Not only did he score the game-winning goal, he created it with a steal in the defensive zone before migrating nearly 200 feet to chip a puck past goalie Steve Mason.

O'Reilly's true value doesn't come with just goals and assists. He has anticipation of where the puck will go reminiscent of Peter Forsberg. He cuts off many plays before they can get started for the opposition with his defensive instincts. He makes smart decisions in tight spaces, especially cycling in the offensive zone and getting it out in the defensive zone.

The Avs had better not draw some dumb line in the sand, like they did last time by saying "We won't pay anyone a dime more than Duchene, no matter what." O'Reilly's contract status is a unique situation, dictated partially by Colorado's feet-dragging until Calgary — dirty pool or not — exercised a right under the old CBA.

The Avs could give O'Reilly a contract extension anytime now, but they have yet to undertake anything serious with his agent, Mark Guy. It's possible the old grudges that existed between management and player are still there, that maybe the Avs are waiting until Feb. 28 — the first anniversary of his signing — to trade him away.

Let's hope coach Patrick Roy, not a part of the previous regime, brings some common sense to the table. Roy is the one person in the world who has seen up close the value O'Reilly brings.

Only a fool would consider trading O'Reilly anytime soon. Patrick Roy is many things, but he's no fool.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Colorado defenseman Nate Guenin (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)

Before the season, Nate Guenin was a long-shot just to make the Avalanche. Not only did the then 30-year-old make it, he now has a contract with the Avs through 2016.

The Avalanche announced Tuesday the team has signed defenseman Nate Guenin to a two-year contract extension through the 2015-16 season. His salary next season will be $750,000, and $850,000 the one after that. He is making $600,000 this season, and could have become an unrestricted free agent.

"I'm still kind of pinching myself," Guenin said. "I'm just real happy and thankful to this organization for giving me a chance."

Guenin, 31, has dressed in 38 of Colorado's 42 games this season, which included each of the first 32 games. He has recorded four points with a team-high 86 blocked shots. The native of Aliquippa, Pa., also ranks first on the Avs in short-handed ice time and is fourth in hits.

"Nate has been very consistent during the first half of the season," said Avalanche executive VP of hockey operations Joe Sakic in a statement. "He has been a reliable member of our defense and we are pleased to have him under contract for the next couple of years."

Guenin signed with Colorado as a free agent on July 5, 2013. The 6-foot-3, 207-pound defenseman has appeared in 70 career NHL games, tallying eight points during stops in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Columbus, Anaheim and now Colorado. Guenin was selected by the New York Rangers in the fourth round of the 2002 NHL draft.
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Colorado Avalanche rally late, beat Ottawa Senators in overtime
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Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) celebrates his game tying goal late in the third period against the Ottawa Senators January 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. Colorado Avalanche defeated the Ottawa Senators 4-3 in overtime. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) celebrates his game tying goal late in the third period against the Ottawa Senators January 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. Colorado Avalanche defeated the Ottawa Senators 4-3 in overtime. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche David Van Der Gulik (14) puts pressure on Ottawa Senators center Zack Smith (15) as he pushes out the puck from the corner during the first period January 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Matt Duchene (9) gets pouched off the puck by Ottawa Senators defenseman Chris Phillips (4) during the third period January 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Brad Malone (42) watches as the puck sails over a fallen Ottawa Senators right wing Erik Condra (22) during the first period January 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov (1) watches the puck sail over his head asOttawa Senators right wing Bobby Ryan (6) looks on during the second period January 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)
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Tyson Barrie has been maligned at times for his play and hasn't always seemed to have the confidence of Avalanche coach Patrick Roy. But on Wednesday night, Roy had enough faith in Barrie to have him on the ice in the late going when the team needed some offense, and Barrie made Roy look like a genius.

"It was a character win for us. We were a little shaky after that 5-on-3 where they scored two goals and they took the lead. The last five minutes, I liked what I saw. We played with urgency and I was very proud of our team character tonight." Roy said.

Barrie assisted on the game-tying goal by Paul Stastny with 2:20 left in regulation and scored the overtime winner in Colorado's 4-3 win over former Avs goalie Craig Anderson and the Ottawa Senators.

"I know they've been wanting to see a little more out of me in that area, the offensive stuff, and that's my game," Barrie said. "In the third, there, when we were down a goal, I just kind of said, 'I'm going for it.' "

Barrie's wrist shot — expertly set up with a pass from behind the net by Stastny — got past Anderson just 33 seconds into OT. It rescued a two points that seemed might be lost in epic frustration for the Avs.

But Stastny followed up Gabe Landeskog's rush up the middle and scored after Anderson poke-checked the puck away, for the tying goal with 2:20 left.

Just before that, the Avs had almost scored, but the puck stayed on the goal line.

The Avs led 2-0 by the 4:54 mark of the first period on goals by Jamie McGinn and Jan Hejda, but they stopped doing the kinds of things that got them the lead from that point and paid for it. They stopped skating, stopped going hard at the net, started back off the puck too much and didn't take proper care of it enough when they had it.

They also didn't get any help from the referees.

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov makes a save during the first period against the Ottawa Senators Jan. 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. 

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov makes a save during the first period against the Ottawa Senators Jan. 8, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

The Senators got a 5-on-3 power-play advantage for 52 seconds in the second period, down 2-1, but they shouldn't have. With Cory Sarich already in the penalty box for slashing, Hejda tried to clear a puck out of the defensive zone, but it went over the glass and into the stands. Under NHL Rule 63, a delay-of-game penalty is assessed if a puck is shot over the glass and into stands without being deflected.

But Hejda's clear was deflected. Replays clearly showed it hit the glove hand of teammate Max Talbot before going into the stands. Nonetheless, Hejda was sent to the box and Senators captain Jason Spezza tied it 2-2 at 12:53.

"I'm not going to comment on that, but it was pretty clear the puck went off (Talbot's) stick," Hejda said.

As bad as the call was, the Avs had chances to kill off Sarich's portion of the 5-on-3, but defenseman Andre Benoit had a brutal shift in which he failed to clear a puck on his stick and then was late guarding the post next to Spezza after a long crossing pass from Clarke MacArthur.

Benoit also was mostly to blame for Ottawa's first goal that got it back in the game. Benoit lost a puck in the corner, then was late getting back in play for MacArthur's goal at 15:02 of the first.

The Senators controlled a lot of the game after that, and Anderson got a couple of fortunate bounces before the Avs finally got going late, part of a third period in which they stormed the net in the final minutes.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Paul Stastny. Center scored with 2:20 left to get the Avs into overtime, and he had two assists, including one on the game-winner in overtime.

2. Tyson Barrie. Scored game-winning goal for Colorado and also added an assist.

3. Clarke MacArthur. Senators forward had goal and assist.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

The game against Ottawa was the Avs' first since Oct. 13, 2011, when they beat the Senators 7-1 on the road.

UP NEXT

New York Islanders, Friday at 7 p.m., at the Pepsi Center.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Ryan O'Reilly out with injury for Senators-Avs; Alex Tanguay back on ice
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Ryan O&#8217;Reilly injured his shoulder Monday night.

Ryan O'Reilly injured his shoulder Monday night. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Ryan O'Reilly will miss Wednesday's game against the Ottawa Senators for the Avalanche with a sore shoulder, the result of a freak injury that occurred Monday night while celebrating a goal.

O'Reilly jammed a shoulder after lifting his arms and attempting to join a group hug with teammates after Paul Stastny scored in the third period against the Calgary Flames.

The Avs say O'Reilly is day-to-day with the injury. He did not skate Wednesday morning. The Avs will put Nathan MacKinnon in O'Reilly's spot on left wing, on a line with Matt Duchene and Jamie McGinn. Paul Stastny will center a line with Gabe Landeskog and John Mitchell.

"That's why they call it a team. It's a team concept here and everybody's going to have to chip in," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "We're playing a team that's won their last four games, and they're coming in with a lot of confidence. You don't like to lose players, and we're starting to get a pretty good (injured) list. But it's a chance for some players to see the ice and it's an opportunity for them."

Left wing Alex Tanguay, out since Nov. 2, skated with the team at the morning skate.

"He looked good," Roy said. "It's good for us. As long as things are going well for him, we're behind him on this."

Defenseman Nate Guenin will miss a second straight game with an ankle injury.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Kiszla: Avalanche's Matt Duchene thrilled by selection to Canadian team
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Colorado center Matt Duchene (9) and wing PA Parenteau (15) went on the attack in the third period. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the Edmonton Oilers 4-2

Colorado center Matt Duchene (9) and wing PA Parenteau (15) went on the attack in the third period. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the Edmonton Oilers 4-2 on Dec. 19, 2013. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)
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Matt Duchene stands before you today, as the Avalanche's leading scorer, because of a vow he made nearly two years ago. At the crossroads of his NHL career, at a time when Duchene was beaten up physically and emotionally, the young center chased what seemed like an impossible Olympic dream.

"This was my mountain to climb," Duchene told me Tuesday, when he fulfilled a lifelong ambition to play hockey for Team Canada at the Winter Olympics.

The ascension of Duchene from the doghouse of former Avs coach Joe Sacco to rising Olympic star began with a single phone call to a struggling NHL player.

In April 2012, after struggling through a painful, frustrating and largely unproductive third pro season hampered by knee and ankle injuries, Duchene was in need of inspiration. He got it from an unexpected source: Brad Pascall, a prominent member of Hockey Canada's management team.

"At the end of my third year, I was really down," Duchene said. "But I got a call from Pascall, who said something important: 'No matter what happens, remember this: You're still on our radar.' At that moment, that became my goal: to play for Canada in the Olympics."

During the summer of 2012, I went so far as to advocate the trade of Duchene, but not because I lacked faith in his ability. But it seemed obvious his development had suffered under Sacco, who looked at Duchene as soft. Colorado had a glut of talent at center. What's more, Duchene supplied the market appeal to be the centerpiece of a blockbuster trade for a rebuilding franchise. At the time, I suggested the Avs go after winger Bobby Ryan, who now has more than 300 points on his NHL résumé at age 26.

The Avs didn't listen to me.

Good thing.

Duchene will join center Paul Stastny (USA), winger Gabe Landeskog (Sweden) and goalie Semyon Varlamov (Russia) as Avs representing Colorado's resurgent NHL franchise at the Olympic hockey competition in Sochi that begins in February.

"Canada is probably the hardest team in the world to make. It's such an honor. When they announced Matt Duchene from Haliburton, Ontario, that's what was so cool. The hometown pride is what hit me harder than anything," Duchene said.

The NHL began sending players to the Winter Games in 1998. In the beginning, it seemed many pros were less than thrilled with the assignment, especially after some members of the U.S. team trashed two apartments after a lackluster showing in the tournament.

"Everyone says they want to win the Stanley Cup No. 1, and that's the way I feel. I remember crying and my team not winning the Cup at 4 years old," Duchene said. "You're a Canadian kid, and you grow up watching 'Hockey Night in Canada.' What makes the Stanley Cup special is the grind it takes to get there. It's so hard. Not that the Olympics is not hard, but Chicago was the best team in the league last season and they won the Cup. In a one-game showdown of the Olympics, you never know what might happen."

But in '98, Duchene was 7 years old, and he awoke with excitement before dawn to watch as Joe Sakic and Wayne Gretzky skated for Canada at the Olympics in Japan.

At age 22, Duchene is full of the wonder that accompanies a childhood fantasy that has become sweet reality.

"This is the biggest day in my career other than being drafted by the Avs, which will probably be the best day of my life until I get married or have kids," Duchene said. "Things have gone so well this season with our team in Colorado. The team helped me get to the Olympics."

Duchene leads the surprising, upstart Avs with 16 goals.

Give an assist to a dream inspired by Team Canada.

Mark Kiszla: mkiszla@denverpost.com or twitter.com/markkiszla

Russia-bound

Four Avalanche players have been chosen to play in the Winter Olympics scheduled Feb. 7-23 in Sochi, Russia:

Paul Stastny, USA

Making his second Olympic appearance. Helped Team USA win the silver medal at the 2010 Winter Games when he played in all six games and had one goal and two assists.

Matt Duchene, Canada

At 23, making his first appearance. The forward, pictured below, leads the Avalanche in scoring this season with 38 points in 39 games.

Gabe Landeskog, Sweden

The 21-year old will be making his first Olympic appearance. He is second on the Avs in scoring with 31 points in 41 games.

Semyon Varlamov, Russia

Possible starting goalie for Russia, competing with Sergei Bobrovsky of the Columbus Blue Jackets. Making his second consecutive appearance for Russia.

Read more: Kiszla: Avalanche's Matt Duchene thrilled by selection to Canadian team - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/kiszla/ci_24866229/kiszla-avalanches-duchene-thrilled-by-selection-canadian-team#ixzz2q7cDvogK 
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Nathan MacKinnon (29) of the Colorado Avalanche makes an athletic play to break through the defense of Ladislav Smid (3) of the Calgary Flames and T.J. Brodie (7) en route to narrowly missing a hat trick during the third period of the Flames' 4-3 win. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Nathan MacKinnon (29) of the Colorado Avalanche makes an athletic play to break through the defense of Ladislav Smid (3) of the Calgary Flames and T.J. Brodie (7) en route to narrowly missing a hat trick during the third period of the Flames' 4-3 win. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Kevin Westgarth (15) of the Calgary Flames checks Jamie McGinn (11) of the Colorado Avalanche during the second period. Westgarth was called for unsportsmanlike conduct on the play. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Kevin Westgarth (15) of the Calgary Flames checks Jamie McGinn (11) of the Colorado Avalanche during the second period. Westgarth was called for unsportsmanlike conduct on the play. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Paul Stastny (26) of the Colorado Avalanche tries to score as Ladislav Smid (3) of the Calgary Flames and Karri Ramo (31) defends during the second period. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Nathan MacKinnon (29) of the Colorado Avalanche controls the puck as Dennis Wideman (6) of the Calgary Flames and Ladislav Smid (3) of the Calgary Flames defend during the second period. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)
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Miscommunication by centers Paul Stastny and Matt Duchene led to an Avalanche bench minor and Calgary's winning goal Monday night at the Pepsi Center. Then, after absorbing a 4-3 loss to the offensively inept Flames — who had scored just once in their four previous games — Colorado coach Patrick Roy called out losing goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere.

"It was a game that should (have) finished 2-1 for us," Roy said. "We should not have given (up) more than one goal."

After being told that Giguere said the Flames seemed to be "a little hungrier" in front of the nets, Roy said: "I think Jiggy should have played better tonight. We're not going to look at our team. We might not have had the jump we should have, but Jiggy needs to be better. He hasn't played well in the last four or five games. He should stand up and say, 'I'm not playing up to what I should.' And he did not. He needs to be better, and we need him playing better. Period."

Calgary won for the first time in a 10-game stretch after Mike Cammalleri capitalized on the Avs' too-many-men penalty and a terrific pass by Juri Hudler with 3:30 left. The loss overshadowed excellent performances by Stastny (goal, two assists) and Nathan MacKinnon (two goals).

MacKinnon and Ryan O'Reilly suffered lower-body injuries in the third period and were getting X-rays at press time. The winning goal came after Stastny and Duchene were supposed to change for each other but both got caught on the ice.

"Those things happen," Roy said. "Bad change by us."

Hudler gave the Flames a 3-2 lead late in the third period before Stastny tied it 9:33 into the third.

"No easy game in this league. We have to learn this sometimes the hard way," Giguere said before Roy's news conference. "You beat some good teams, and after that you have a day off and come out against a team that's behind you in the standings (and) sometimes it's hard to get going. As a group we have to find a way to win those games."

He added: "Sometimes hard work will, you know, beat you, because if you're not willing to match their intensity, it's going to cause a surprise. I think tonight maybe they were a little hungrier in front of the net, both nets."

Avalanche rookie center Nathan MacKinnon, right, scores his first goal of Monday night&#8217;s game in the first period against Calgary Flames goalie Karri

Avalanche rookie center Nathan MacKinnon, right, scores his first goal of Monday night's game in the first period against Calgary Flames goalie Karri Ramo. More photos. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

Stastny tied it at 3-3 midway through the third period, collecting a pass from Avalanche teammate Gabe Landeskog and beating goalie Karri Ramo with a flat shot through the legs.

It was Stastny's third point of the night and the assist extended Landeskog's career-high points streak to seven games.

MacKinnon's goals erased a 1-0 Calgary lead, built on Sean Monahan's fluke goal 1:08 into the game — the puck caromed in off Jamie McGinn's skate. MacKinnon made Cammalleri (tripping) and the Flames' bench (too many men) pay by scoring with the man advantage at 7:17 and 14:32.

But Calgary answered with a redirection goal from former Denver Pioneers forward Joe Colborne at 15:10 and Hudler's backhanded tap-in at 17:38. Giguere stopped just 8-of-11 shots after two periods and 15-of-19 for the game.

Meanwhile, Avs forward Alex Tanguay skated Monday morning in his latest comeback attempt from knee/groin/hip injuries. He has not played since Nov. 2 and will undergo season-ending hip surgery if he has another setback. Tanguay, who is scheduled to skate Tuesday before and possibly during practice, originally suffered a knee injury.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambers

Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Juri Hudler. Center scored and assisted on Flames' last two goals.

2. Paul Stastny. Goal and two assists for the Avalanche center.

3. Nathan MacKinnon. Avs rookie had two power-play goals and game-high six shots.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Calgary has numerous former Coloradans, including former Avs TJ Galiardi, David Jones and Shane O'Brien and former DU Pioneers Joe Colborne and Chris Butler.

UP NEXT

Ottawa, Wednesday at the Pepsi Center, 7:30 p.m.

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Avs D Ryan Wilson 2011

Colorado defenseman Ryan Wilson (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)

Minus defensemen Ryan Wilson and Nate Guenin, the Avalanche reconvened Monday morning to prepare for an evening game against the visiting Calgary Flames. Wilson (sent to the minor leagues) and Guenin (ankle injury) will not play in Game 5 of a seven-game homestand.

Wilson's demotion is a 14-day conditioning stint to the Lake Erie Monsters of the American Hockey League. Wilson has played just 13 games this season, seemingly rarely meeting coach Patrick Roy's expectations.

"I suggested that might be good for him to go to the minors and play five games," Roy said of Wilson, who is making $2.375 million. "He's going to come back on the 19th."

Guenin absorbed a puck off a skate in Saturday's 4-3 win over San Jose, and Roy said he can't put weight on his bruised ankle. He is day-to-day.

Tyson Barrie, a healthy scratch the past two games, will replace Guenin, and Roy said the team will carry just 21 active players, and 20 currently available.

Meanwhile, injured forward Alex Tanguay (knee, groin) did not skate with the team Monday morning. Roy previously said Tanguay might undergo season-ending surgery if he is not free of pain in his latest comeback attempt.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambers

Monday: Calgary at Colorado

7 p.m. Monday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on Shane O'Brien: The former Avalanche defenseman has played in 37-of-41 games for Calgary, his sixth NHL team, since being traded last summer in a four-player deal that sent forward Alex Tanguay and defenseman Cory Sarich to Colorado. The talkative O'Brien, 30, was a popular player in his two seasons with the Avalanche, and likely has a bright future as hockey analyst or comedian when he retires from his playing career.

NOTEBOOK

Flames: They have been outscored 10-1 in their four-game losing streak and haven't won in regulation or overtime in their past nine games. "As we all know, we're a very fragile group right now," Flames coach Bob Hartley told reporters after Friday's 2-0 loss to the visiting Tampa Bay Lightning. ... Finnish goalie Karri Ramo is scheduled to start in net. Ramo and Reto Berra have combined to give up just eight goals (2.00 average) in Calgary's losing streak.

Avalanche: The team didn't practice Sunday, after Saturday's 4-3 victory over San Jose. ... Colorado is 2-0 against Calgary, winning 4-2 on Nov. 8 in Denver and 3-2 on Dec. 6 in Alberta. ... The Avs are entering the second half of their seven-game homestand that continues Wednesday against Ottawa and Friday against the New York Islanders. ... Left wing Gabe Landeskog is on a six-game points streak, the longest by an Avalanche player this season, and winger Jamie McGinn has scored in each of his past three games. ... Goaltender Semyon Varlamov is on a 10-game unbeaten streak (6-0-4). 

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Colorado center Nathan MacKinnon celebrated a goal in the second period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the San Jose Sharks at the Pepsi Center on Jan. 4,

Colorado center Nathan MacKinnon celebrated a goal in the second period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the San Jose Sharks at the Pepsi Center on Jan. 4, 2014. (Denver Post file)

COLORADO AVALANCHE

  All Things Avs Blog

•More Avs photos

•Avs Mailbag archive.

•Ask Mailbag questions

•Avs stats, roster, schedule

•NHL standings

At 18 years, 125 days old, Nathan MacKinnon set an Avalanche record for youngest player to score two goals in a game, breaking Ryan O'Reilly's mark set in 2009 at 18 years, 272 days. In doing so, MacKinnon also set himself apart from all current NHL youngsters by taking the league rookie scoring lead.

It was all part of a fun day for the kid from Nova Scotia, as his two goals gave him 12 goals and 26 points on the season — one more than injured San Jose Sharks forward Tomas Hertl (knee surgery last month) has.

"(Pucks) are starting to go in a little more than they did at the beginning of the year, which is nice," MacKinnon said. "I'm a little bit more relaxed. Hopefully, it continues. It's night and day since the beginning of the year; I feel a lot more comfortable out there."

MacKinnon got his first goal, on the power play, when an Andre Benoit shot deflected in off a leg. His second was much more picturesque, a wrister from the right side that caught the inside of the far post and went in.

Footnotes. Jamie McGinn had a strong game for the Avs, getting his third goal in as many games since moving into a top-six forward role. ... Avs defender Erik Johnson scored his seventh of the season, a one-hopper from the blue line that chased Sharks starter Antti Niemi from the game in the second. "Shooting the puck is never a bad play," Johnson said. "But I got a lucky break there obviously."

Read more: Nathan MacKinnon sets Avs mark with goals - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24847844/nathan-mackinnon-sets-mark-goals#ixzz2q7h5QuYf 
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Last season's point total already surpassed
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Center Matt Duchene leads the Avalanche in goals (16), assists (22) and points (38). He also is tied for second in game-winning goals with three.

Center Matt Duchene leads the Avalanche in goals (16), assists (22) and points (38). He also is tied for second in game-winning goals with three. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

In 48 games last season, the Avalanche accumulated 39 points. In the first 41 games this season, the Avs had 56 points. The differences between the teams go deeper than that, though.

A franchise that seemed hopelessly adrift, with its fan base alienated and indifferent, seems back on solid ground again. Finger-pointing and buck-passing have been replaced by accountability. Unwieldy bureaucracy at the top has been replaced by a more coherent message and structure. Walls between management and players have been, if not torn down, at least lowered quite a bit.

Nobody is expecting a Stanley Cup championship from the Avs this season. But the fact that the team might actually have a chance at one this spring, the fact that only four teams in the brutally tough Western Conference had more points than the Avs entering the weekend? Miracle is too strong a word, but marvel isn't.

Coach and executive vice president of hockey operations Patrick Roy rightfully receives the bulk of credit for the turnaround, but the 48-year-old Hall of Famer is quick to pass it around.

"The coaching staff that I have, we're having fun and they do a tremendous job. And I'm really happy with how the players have respected the teaching that we've been doing, how they've been willing to try things that we've been bringing up," Roy said. "I've said all along that I was there to be their partner, and I just feel that I have a great partnership with the players.

"I think that's the one thing that I'm probably most proud of. I didn't know what to expect, but when I looked at our roster I thought we had a really good team. I'm not here to talk about what happened in the past, but the first day we got on the ice I saw how receptive the guys were and how hard they were ready to work, and I thought it could be a good mix between them and the coaching staff."

Here is a first-half analysis of the Avalanche, with a peek at the second half:

COLORADO AVALANCHE

  All Things Avs Blog

•More Avs photos

•Avs Mailbag archive.

•Ask Mailbag questions

•Avs stats, roster, schedule

•NHL standings

Best player, under difficult circumstances: Semyon Varlamov. The young Russian goalie was able to put aside a potentially huge distraction in a formal assault charge against him and still play excellent hockey. The charge was dismissed, and Varlamov appears to be a sure bet to make the Russian Olympic team as the starting goalie, not to mention becoming a possible NHL all-star. Before Saturday's victory over the San Jose Sharks, his .927 save percentage was ninth-best in the league.

Biggest surprise player: Jan Hejda. A change in his positional play — higher in the zone — suggested by Roy before the season and a challenge to get out of his "comfort zone" has turned Hejda into a major contributor. He has been great in his own end, and added some offense too.

Overall MVP: Matt Duchene. He probably will be named to the Canadian Olympic team Tuesday, and it will be richly deserved. Duchene has become a consistent player who, even if he doesn't score every game, brings something good to the rink. He's more mature emotionally, which has helped in all areas of his game — and life.

Best win: Avs 5, Capitals 1, Oct. 12. This was a game former Caps netminder Varlamov really wanted. Not only was he great (40 saves), his team's offense was too. This also was the game rookie Nathan MacKinnon scored his first NHL goal, which he marked with a "Lambeau Leap" into the glass at the Verizon Center in Washington.

Toughest loss: Sharks 5, Avs 4 (SO), Dec. 23: At least the Avs got a point out of it, but losing the regulation win in the waning seconds — not long after they had overcome a 3-2 deficit with under two minutes left — was a lump of coal right before Christmas.

Most underrated player: Cory Sarich. For a guy who was supposed to be over the hill, the 35-year-old defenseman has added some stability to the blue line and has been a quiet leader in the locker room.

Biggest cause for concern: Some of the team's young players still haven't gone through the fire of a tough playoff run. How well they deal with added pressure and teams playing them even harder will determine whether we'll see playoff hockey for the first time in four years here.

Biggest reason for optimism: That unreal 14-2 start banked a lot of points that already have come in handy through a recent lull in play. The Avs might be able to make the playoffs by just playing .500 the rest of the way. But, of course, Roy will have a higher goal than that. The way the first half went, betting against him wouldn't seem too prudent.

Read more: Avalanche goes from pretender to a contender - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24847417/avalanche-goes-from-pretender-contender#ixzz2q7hJg120 
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Avalanche center Marc-Andre Cliche, left, advancing the puck against the Winnipeg Jets at the Pepsi Center last weekend, played in only one NHL game before

Avalanche center Marc-Andre Cliche, left, advancing the puck against the Winnipeg Jets at the Pepsi Center last weekend, played in only one NHL game before this season. That was four years ago, when he was with the L.A. Kings. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

Marc-Andre Cliche had every reason to believe fate was against him in his dream of becoming a regular NHL player.

Despite being drafted in the second round (56th overall) by the New York Rangers in 2005, by the 2009-10 season he had been traded to the Los Angeles Kings and had played only one game in the NHL, with the Kings.

By 2013, it seemed Cliche might be labeled as nothing more than a minor-leaguer the rest of his career, having already spent six seasons with the Kings' top farm club, the Manchester (N.H.) Monarchs.

What helped keep Cliche (pronounced Klish) going was the work ethic instilled in him by his parents, Serge and Annette, and a book given to him by his godmother, Manon, about five years ago. That book — "The Power of Your Subconscious Mind," by Joseph Murphy — helped Cliche maintain a positive outlook.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

Over the Christmas and New Year's holidays this season, it all came full circle for Cliche. His godmother and parents spent a week with Cliche in Denver, toasting the good fortune of him finally having made it in the NHL.

"They just left (Friday) morning. They were happy, they were proud. I could tell they enjoyed it," Cliche said. "My dad said if he was rich, he would just take six months off and come here and watch. They loved Colorado a lot."

Cliche is only 26, but this essentially is his rookie season. He has played in 34 of the Avalanche's 40 games as a fourth-line center and a lead forward on the penalty kill. While he doesn't have eye-popping statistics — no goals, five assists — he has done a respectable job in his role, getting average ice time of 8:55 per game.

He has found chemistry with newcomer Max Talbot on the penalty killing unit, which has risen from 22nd in the league to 18th (81.2 percent) in the past week.

Despite the hardships of getting to the NHL, Cliche said he wouldn't change anything about it. In that sense, he shares a career path with injured Avalanche winger P.A. Parenteau, who was buried in the minors for years before establishing himself with the New York Islanders.

"I think those six years are the reason I'm here," Cliche said. "It was hard to be there for that long, but I'm grateful for what I have now. You can't really relax ever, though. There's always that little pressure in the back of my head, thinking 'I can't mess up, ever.' But I think it's good pressure at the same time, because it makes me play better. I've been enjoying every single day here, every second. It's been awesome."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

SAN JOSE AT COLORADO 1 p.m. Saturday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on Brent Burns: A defenseman with the Minnesota Wild, Burns was converted into a forward by the Sharks. It's proven to be a good decision. Playing on a line with Joe Thornton and Joe Pavelski, Burns has 13 goals and 24 points in 28 games for San Jose this season. Playing against the Avalanche last month, he had a goal, two assists and eight shots on net in the Sharks' 5-4 shootout victory. He hasn't lost the ability to play well defensively, having compiled a plus-18 rating.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: Semyon Varlamov will start in goal Saturday. ... Coach Patrick Roy said after practice Friday that winger Alex Tanguay will try to skate Monday or Tuesday. If Tanguay still is bothered by pain in his hip, it's likely he will have season-ending surgery. If he feels good, he could return to the lineup this season. ... Roy said he won't make any changes to his lineup from Thursday's game against Philadelphia. That means defensemen Ryan Wilson and Tyson Barrie will be healthy scratches. ... Colorado's power play ranks 15th in the NHL at 18 percent. ... Varlamov ranks ninth among league goalies in save percentage (.928).

Sharks: Tomas Hartl, once a candidate to win the Calder Trophy, recently had knee surgery. San Jose hasn't announced a date for his return. ... The Sharks' power play is ranked 11th in the NHL at 18.8 percent.
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Colorado defenseman Erik Johnson.

Colorado defenseman Erik Johnson. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

When his name wasn't called Wednesday by the U.S. Olympic team's selection committee, it wasn't a fun moment for Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson.

"I didn't expect to make it at the beginning of the year," Johnson said. "But how well I've played these last three months, I was back in the mix. So that's probably the hardest part, knowing that I couldn't have done any more as far as my play to make it.

"You know, I played fantastic these first three months, so it's disappointing, but my focus is on this team now. I'll use that two-week break to recharge and get ready for the playoffs."

Johnson played on the 2010 U.S. Olympic team that won a silver medal at the Vancouver Games. He entered the Avs- Flyers game Thursday night with a plus-10 rating.

Johnson said he was called by Brian Burke, part of the U.S. management group, after the team's selections were made for the Sochi Games. 

"I can't look at anyone on that team and say they didn't deserve to be there, because they're all good players," Johnson said. 

Avalanche center Paul Stastny, who was selected to play for Team USA, said he's excited about going to Sochi. "We'll be going there with just one goal in mind, to come back with the gold," he said.

Downie returns. Steve Downie played Thursday against the Avalanche, his first game against the team since being traded for Max Talbot. 

Asked to sum up his brief stay with the Avs, Downie said: "Injuries. I don't know how many games I played here — not very many. It was unfortunate. ... I had some injury problems and never could really show what I could do here, but at the same time, it's over now and I just have to move forward."

Read more: Avs' Erik Johnson says Sochi snub surprising - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24837660/avs-erik-johnson-says-sochi-snub-surprising#ixzz2q7hfmkEn 
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Colorado Avalanche defenseman Nick Holden (2) battles with Philadelphia Flyers defenseman Nicklas Grossmann (8) for the puck along the boards during the first period January 2, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche defenseman Nick Holden (2) battles with Philadelphia Flyers defenseman Nicklas Grossmann (8) for the puck along the boards during the first period January 2, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Brad Malone (42) skates to the puck with Philadelphia Flyers defenseman Nicklas Grossmann (8) during the third period January 2, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Brad Malone (42) loses an edge as he falls to the ice going after the puck with Philadelphia Flyers defenseman Mark Streit (32) during the third period January 2, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) falls to the ice trying to get a shot off on Philadelphia Flyers goalie Steve Mason (35) during the third period January 2, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche right wing Marc-Andre Cliche (24) pokes the puck out as Philadelphia Flyers left wing Jay Rosehill (37) and Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov (1) look on during the second period January 2, 2014 at Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)
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Semyon Varlamov was the man again for the Avalanche, as the Russian netminder led Colorado to a 2-1 victory over the Philadelphia Flyers on Thursday night.

Varlamov got goal support from Jamie McGinn and Ryan O'Reilly in the win, which improved the Avs' record to 2-0-1 on their seven-game homestand.

"I thought our defense, everybody, helped me out a lot," Varlamov said. "I just tried to make the first save."

He made the first and 28 more for 29 saves on 30 shots.

"Varly was great, and we played a good game defensively, there's no doubt about it," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "I thought we did a really good job coming and helping out in our end. I was very happy with our performance. Five-on-five, I thought we did a really good job, and our PK was perfect, three-for-three."

The Avs played a strong first period, outshooting the Flyers 11-9. It was a 9-3 advantage with just a bit more than four minutes left when Cody McLeod put Philly on the power play with the first of two minors on the night.

Varlamov stopped former Avs player Steve Downie on a breakaway on the Flyers' power play, after Downie slipped in behind the defense to receive a pass from the Flyers' end zone.

The Avs got a 1-0 lead at 11:14 when McGinn scored his second goal in as many games, cleaning up a rebound in front of Flyers goalie Steve Mason.

"I've got to give linemates credit there. E.J. (Erik Johnson) actually made a great play stepping up, breaking up a play, and Dutchy (Matt Duchene) came up the middle," McGinn said. "I just picked up the loose change."

The Avs took the body in the first, giving a few rough hits to the Flyers. One of them, from Gabe Landeskog, sent Flyers forward Michael Raffl out of the game with a concussion after hitting him along the boards.

"We knew it was going to be a physical game," McGinn said. "Hats off to Varly again. He was great again tonight."

The Avs extended their lead to 2-0 at 9:17 of the second. O'Reilly finished off a great shift by coming down the left side and beating Mason from the short side for his 14th goal. 

Avalanche center Paul Stastny and Philadelphia defenseman Nicklas Grossmann battle in front of the goal during the first period.

Avalanche center Paul Stastny and Philadelphia defenseman Nicklas Grossmann battle in front of the goal during the first period. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

The two-goal lead would last a little more than four minutes, when Wayne Simmonds scored his 13th on a nice tip of an Andrej Meszaros shot.

The Avs played a fairly cautious third period, trying to preserve a 2-1 lead. Varlamov made a great save on Brayden Schenn with 6:40 left, and Colorado's penalty kill unit did a nice job killing a disadvantage a couple of minutes earlier.

"The lesson is clear: We don't want to be satisfied," Roy said. "We want more. I think that's the approach we try to have every day. (Today) is a new day and we have to be ready for San Jose (Saturday). We want to work even harder, and we want more. That's the only way we're going to be in the playoff picture at the end."

Avs Recap

THE DENVER POST'S THREE STARS

1. Semyon Varlamov. Avs goalie made 29 saves for the win.

2. Erik Johnson. Avs defenseman had an assist and played nearly 25 minutes.

3. Wayne Simmonds. Flyers forward scored and had five shots on goal.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Former Avs player Keith Jones was up in the press box doing color commentary for the Flyers.

UP NEXT

San Jose, Saturday at 1 p.m.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Jamie McGinn makes big return against Columbus Blue Jackets with goal
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Jamie McGinn of the Colorado Avalanche pressures Jack Johnson of the Columbus Blue Jackets during the first period of an NHL ga

Jamie McGinn of the Colorado Avalanche pressures Jack Johnson of the Columbus Blue Jackets during the first period of an NHL game on Dec. 31, 2013. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

In his first game back as a top-six forward, things went very well for Avalanche winger Jamie McGinn.

Skating on a line with Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly after an injury to P.A. Parenteau, McGinn scored a key goal for the Avs in their 5-3 win over Columbus.

Along with being an effective physical presence, McGinn scored a tying goal in the second period that stopped the Blue Jackets' growing momentum after taking a 2-1 lead.

"It seems like most goals these days are scored in the blue paint, so that's what I tried to do, and it was nice to get rewarded with one," said McGinn, who scored at 12:04 of the second, his seventh of the season. "We stuck with our game plan tonight, even after we got down a goal. And our special teams were big for us."

Avs coach Patrick Roy praised McGinn for his physical presence, saying "that's the way he can play" when things are going right.

Dan Hinote honored. The Avs saluted one of their former players before the game, winger and current Columbus assistant coach Dan Hinote.

Hinote, who played nearly six seasons with Colorado and was a key member of the 2001 Stanley Cup team, was presented with a large oil painting of himself in a pregame ceremony.

Avalanche great Peter Forsberg — a good friend of Hinote's — was at the game. Forsberg maintains a residence in Denver.

Footnotes. Poor starts continued to be a trend Tuesday, as the Avs allowed the first goal of the game for the fifth time in six games. ... Nate Guenin and Nick Holden were the healthy scratches for Colorado. Brad Malone was inserted into the lineup as part of the revamping of the forward lines following the knee injury to Parenteau. The Avs so far have not chosen to call up another forward from Lake Erie to add further depth.

Read more: Jamie McGinn makes big return against Columbus Blue Jackets with goal - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24827207/jamie-mcginn-colorado-avalanche-return#ixzz2q7i0G0lu 

Read The Denver Post's Terms of Use of its content: http://www.denverpost.com/termsofuse 

Follow us: @Denverpost on Twitter | Denverpost on Facebook
Colorado Avalanche end 2013 with much-needed victory over Columbus
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Matt Duchene (9) of the Colorado Avalanche controls the puck as R.J. Umberger (18) of the Columbus Blue Jackets pursues during the first period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, December 31, 2013. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Matt Duchene (9) of the Colorado Avalanche controls the puck as R.J. Umberger (18) of the Columbus Blue Jackets pursues during the first period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, December 31, 2013. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Patrick Bordeleau (58) of the Colorado Avalanche gives the business to Boone Jenner (38) of the Columbus Blue Jackets during the this period of Colorado's 5-3 win (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Gabriel Landeskog (92) of the Colorado Avalanche checks Corey Tropp (26) of the Columbus Blue Jackets during the second period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, December 31, 2013. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Jamie McGinn (11) of the Colorado Avalanche celebrates his goal with teammates Jan Hejda (8) and Ryan O'Reilly (90) during the second period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, December 31, 2013. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)

Gabriel Landeskog (92) of the Colorado Avalanche and James Wisniewski (21) of the Columbus Blue Jackets vie for position as Curtis McElhinney (31) tends the net during the first period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, December 31, 2013. (Photo by AAron Ontiveroz/The Denver Post)
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The Avalanche wrung a hard-fought two points out of New Year's Eve with a 5-3 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Columbus outshot Colorado 38-23, but the Avs made their shots count against former Colorado College goalie Curtis McElhinney, while Semyon Varlamov was much more stingy at the other end.

Five different players scored in the Avs' 24th victory of the season, in its 39th game. Nathan MacKinnon's tap-in power-play goal with 1:03 left cemented the win, the Avs' first in five games. MacKinnon's was one of three power-play goals for the Avs.

"The power play finally kind of opened up a little bit for us," said the rookie MacKinnon, whose goal was his 10th of the season. "We finally turned the corner. We finally got two points. We were tired of all those shootout and overtime games lately."

Gabe Landeskog, right, of the Colorado Avalanche checks Corey Tropp of the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, Dec. 31, 2013.

Gabe Landeskog, right, of the Colorado Avalanche checks Corey Tropp of the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday, Dec. 31, 2013. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

The Avs took a 4-2 lead midway through the third after some interior passing that was as pretty as it gets, involving MacKinnon, Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog on the power play. Stastny took a crossing pass from MacKinnon and then crossed a pass back to Landeskog for an easy tap-in goal.

"We didn't have our legs at the start of the game and didn't have the start that we expected," Avs coach Patrick Roy said, "but I'll give credit to them. They played well. But the sign of a good team is finding a way to win hockey games, and that's what we did. We had another outstanding performance from our goalie ... and I thought our power play was sharp tonight."

The two-goal lead didn't last long, as Nick Foligno scored after Semyon Varlamov bobbled a shot and was caught out of position on a wraparound.

But that was it for Columbus, as Varlamov was strong in net and the Avs' penalty-killing unit turned aside a Blue Jackets power play with 8:36 left following a Ryan Wilson hooking violation. 

But the big story was the power play, as the three goals were a season high. 

"I think the coaching staff did a good job of making us move the puck quick," said Avs winger Ryan O'Reilly, whose power-play goal with 5:18 left in the second gave them a 3-2 lead. "I think we were holding onto the puck (too long) and trying to make plays out of nothing. When you move the puck quick and skate, and just work, you get chances."

Added center Matt Duchene, who chipped in two assists, one on a power play: "I think we just beared down. We didn't like our 5-on-5 at all, I think they definitely outworked us. We knew they were a hard-working team, a blue-collar team. We weren't ready for their work ethic and they took it to us a bit 5-on-5, so when we got those chances on the PP (power play), we wanted to bear down on those chances and we did."

The Avs were victimized by a flagrant non-call that led to Columbus' second goal, scored by Boone Jenner that put the Jackets up 2-1. Derek MacKenzie got away with a clear cross-check in the back of Jan Hejda, which caused Hejda to fall and be out of position for Jenner's rebound putback goal in front.

The Avs, however, struck back with quick goals from Jamie McGinn and O'Reilly, giving them the 3-2 lead after two period and a sense of calm that carried over to most of the third.

"Would I like to see us give up fewer shots and get more? Yes," Roy said. "They were shooting pucks from everywhere, and I think we can learn from this game."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Best Avalanche records after 39 games in team franchise history:

Year 

Record 

Points 

2000-01 26-8 557 

1994-95 26-9-4 561 

2013-14 24-11 452 

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Matt Duchene. Avs center had two assists and five shots on net.

2. Semyon Varlamov. Avs goalie made 35 saves.

3. Nick Foligno. Columbus forward had a goal, assisted on another and had six hits.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

The action on the ice wasn't over when the game ended. A large crowd of people was allowed to frolic afterward on the ice as part of a New Year's Eve celebration.
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"Punched in the gut" is a phrase often used by a team that seemingly finds ways to lose. Recently, the Avalanche has struggled to find its breath, and the Winnipeg Jets' Dustin Byfuglien added insult to injury Sunday night.

The Charles Barkley-built defenseman seemingly interfered with goalie Semyon Varlamov on the overtime goal, then landed two glove punches to Varlamov's head before celebrating Blake Wheeler's goal in the corner.

Varlamov, who has lost his last three games in sudden death — two in shootouts at Los Angeles and at San Jose before the Christmas break — swung his stick at Byfuglien as he skated away. Varlamov didn't make contact, and no penalties were assessed.

And no Colorado player stuck up for Varlamov by approaching the 265-pound Byfuglien. The Jets won 2-1.

It was Colorado's fourth consecutive loss to conclude what officially is a 0-1-3 stretch. The Avs' winless streak has featured two defeats by shootout and one in overtime — thus they have amassed three of a possible eight points — but they just can't seem to score in sudden death or give Varlamov adequate support when the game is on the line.

After rallying from a 2-0 deficit and taking the Kings into a shootout, the Avs rallied against the Sharks with two late third-period goals to take the lead, only to give up the tying goal in the final minute of regulation and losing in the shootout.

The Avs began 12-2 and, not too long ago, they were 19-0 when leading after two periods. This is still a good hockey team. But they won't be a playoff team or make a solid postseason run if they don't better protect Varlamov — in more ways than one.
Avs' P.A. Parenteau needs about six weeks to recover from knee injury

By Mike Chambers
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P.A. Parenteau, who was injured Sunday while playing against Winn- ipeg, has nine goals and 15 assists this season.

P.A. Parenteau, who was injured Sunday while playing against Winn- ipeg, has nine goals and 15 assists this season. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

As damaging as it looked Sunday night, P.A. Parenteau emerged relatively unscathed.

The Avalanche right wing didn't tear a major knee ligament in a 2-1 overtime loss to the Winnipeg Jets and won't require surgery. Coach Patrick Roy said Parenteau, who collided with a Jets player and fell to the ice in an awkward twisting motion, will miss approximately six weeks because of a second-degree sprain of the medial collateral ligament in his left knee. That gives him a chance to return around Feb. 3, when the Avs begin a four-game road trip against Eastern Conference teams before the Feb. 9-23 Olympic break.

Having Parenteau back after the Olympic break could be considered a break. When he went down Sunday at the Pepsi Center, the Avs feared he would be lost for the remainder of the season with an anterior cruciate ligament tear.

"Hard for me to explain more than this regarding the injury," Roy said after practice Monday. "I think we've been pretty lucky so far. We haven't been hit too (hard) by injuries. I think we've been more lucky than anything else."

Forward Alex Tanguay, who has played only 13 games, remains unavailable with knee and groin problems and defenseman Ryan Wilson recently returned from a long absence because of a bad back. Otherwise, the Avs have been relatively healthy.

Parenteau, 30, has played in all 86 games with the Avs since signing a four-year, $16 million contract before the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season. In his second year with the Avs, he is fourth in scoring with 24 points (nine goals) in 38 games.

Brad Malone, lately the 13th (scratched) forward, will replace Parenteau.

Meanwhile, Roy and a handful of players commented about Jets defenseman Dustin Byfuglien's actions immediately after teammate Blake Wheeler scored the overtime goal Sunday. After making body contact with Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov and watching the puck enter the net, Byfuglien glove-punched Varlamov while skating out of the crease.

Varlamov retaliated by swinging his stick at Byfuglien, but missed.
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"He's a dirty player, I guess," Varlamov said. "They score and he was so excited he punches me, I don't know (laughing). Ask him."

Roy, a former goalie, said Varlamov should feel flattered.

"It shows Varly gets under teams' skin," Roy said. "The more Varly plays like this, the more you're going to see an incident like that, which is great in some ways. At the same time, it was classless, there's no doubt."

Roy, a Hall of Famer, was talking from experience. He loved when opponents focused on him.

"It happened to me many, many times. I love it. I love it," Roy said. "It means you're under their skin. They're mad at you. You're a problem to them. Varly is a problem to (opponents) right now. He should be flattered."

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambers

COLUMBUS AT COLORADO 
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Spotlight on Curtis McElhinney: The Blue Jackets goalie from London, Ontario, has had a nice NHL career since graduating from Colorado College in 2005, the year the Tigers lost in the NCAA Tournament semifinals to archrival Denver, the eventual national champion. McElhinney, 30, was a late-round draft pick of Calgary in 2002 and made his NHL debut with the Flames in 2007-08. He also has played for Anaheim, Ottawa and Phoenix.

NOTEBOOK

Blue Jackets: Columbus had a three-game winning streak before losing to the visiting Pittsburgh Penguins 5-3 on Sunday. ... Forward Nathan Horton and goalie Sergei Bobrovsky practiced Monday and traveled with the team to Denver to begin a four-game road trip. Horton might play against the Avs, but Curtis McElhinney is scheduled to start in net. ... Columbus recalled Ryan Craig on Monday to serve as its extra forward. ... The Jackets are in their first season in the Eastern Conference.

Avalanche: Semyon Varlamov will start in goal Tuesday. ... The Avs had a full-team practice Monday for 75 minutes, and some players stayed on the ice for two hours. ... Brad Malone will replace P.A. Parenteau in the lineup, but he will play on the fourth line with center Marc-Andre Cliche and Patrick Bordeleau. Jamie McGinn, usually a third-line winger, now is on the Matt Duchene-centered line with Ryan O'Reilly. McGinn will continue to play with that duo. Right wing Nathan MacKinnon is with center Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog. Cody McLeod will move to the third line with center John Mitchell and Max Talbot. 

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Nathan MacKinnon 

Nathan MacKinnon (Denver Post file)
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It is the second-longest homestand in team history, and it is the most important part of the Avalanche's season, its current 13-day, seven-game spread.

"I'd love to win those seven games, obviously," coach Patrick Roy said Sunday before the Avs hosted the Winnipeg Jets. "But my answer would be: Let's start tonight."

Avs center Matt Duchene called the seven-game home stretch "real important" but cautioned against believing anything will come easier just because games are at the Pepsi Center.

"Every game in this league is tough. We have to be ready for battle each and every night," Duchene said.

The longest homestand in Avs history was a nine-game stretch wrapped around the Olympic break in 2002.

Parenteau hurt.Avs winger P.A. Parenteau suffered a left leg injury in the second period Sunday night and didn't return.

Parenteau suffered the injury after getting tangled up with Winnipeg's Jacob Trouba at center ice.

Parenteau entered Sunday's game without a goal in his previous 10 games. That matched his longest scoring drought since Feb. 13-March 2, 2011, with the New York Islanders. Parenteau did have three assists in his previous two games, however.

Footnotes.Nate Guenin was a healthy scratch by Roy to make room for veteran Cory Sarich. The Avs' other scratches were Nick Holden and Brad Malone. ... Roy said Alex Tanguay (knee, hip) should resume skating sometime this week. ... Entering Sunday, the Avs had gotten only one point, an assist from Marc-Andre Cliche on Dec. 19, from their fourth line in the previous eight games. ... Winnipeg's team plane was delayed getting to Denver by several hours Saturday, so the team did not skate Sunday morning. 

Read more: Avalanche enter second-longest homestand in team history - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24814179/avalanche-enter-second-longest-homestand-team-history#ixzz2q7iXoqsi 
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Avalanche players pay close attention to head coach Patrick Roy, middle, during practice with the team at the Family Sports Ice Arena in Centennial, CO on

Avalanche players pay close attention to head coach Patrick Roy, middle, during practice with the team at the Family Sports Ice Arena in Centennial, CO on Oct. 6, 2013. (Helen H. Richardson, Denver Post file)
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In 1998, Patrick Roy was the goaltender for Canada in the first Winter Olympics with full-scale NHL participation. The hockey competition ended in controversial fashion in Japan, where the Czech Republic edged the Marc Crawford-coached Canadians in the semifinals, gaining the 2-1 victory on the strength of a 1-0 edge in a five-round shootout.

Astoundingly, Crawford didn't include Wayne Gretzky among his shooters. None of the five Canadians scored on Dominik Hasek in the shootout and the only success in four tries on Roy — by Robert Reichel — was enough for the eventual gold-medalist Czechs to advance.

That's part of Roy's perspective as he and the Avalanche await word this week of how many Colorado players will be selected for their national teams for the 2014 Games in Sochi.

The NHL will shut down from Feb. 9-25, and the hockey competition in Sochi will run from Feb. 12-23. The Avalanche's possibilities are goalie Semyon Varlamov (Russia), center Matt Duchene (Canada), defenseman Erik Johnson and center Paul Stastny (United States), winger Gabe Landeskog (Sweden) and perhaps defenseman Jan Hejda (Czech Republic).

When I asked Roy on Sunday about his attitude about the selections — the more the better? — his answer was intriguing. "It depends," the Avalanche coach said. "It probably has changed a lot since I retired. It's a lot different than it was. In my years, if I was there, I was happy; if I was not there, I was happy. Now the players want to be part of it. It seems to me that the players have a lot of pride to play in that.

"On my side, it was tough for me to be at a high level at that time of the year (for the Olympics) and then do it again at playoff time. That's my only question. Can you get two highs in the same season? Maybe yes, maybe no. I don't know."

The kickers:

• Canada was 3-0 in group play and beat Kazakhstan 4-1 in the quarterfinals, so the tournament wasn't an end-to-end disaster for Roy and his teammates. But they also lost 3-2 to Finland in the bronze-medal game.

Semyon Varlamov

Semyon Varlamov (Denver Post file)

• In the first round of the playoffs two months later, Colorado took a 3-1 series lead on Edmonton — then lost three straight and was eliminated in a shocking upset. It cost Crawford his job.

• In November 2001, Roy announced to a small group of us after a game against the Islanders in Uniondale, N.Y., that he had told Gretzky — the Canadian Olympic team's general manager — that he didn't want to be included on the roster for the 2002 Olympic Games at Salt Lake. He was a lock to be chosen, but he also might have had to share time with, or perhaps even back up, Martin Brodeur, with whom he had an uncomfortable relationship.

The reason it's significant is that what we're learning about Roy during his rookie season as an NHL coach is that everything he says now has a historical context, even if what he says sails over heads or requires a quick refresher course to understand.

Here's what he said that night in Uniondale: "I want to take that time to prepare myself to have good playoffs and finish the season strongly. I was there before, and they certainly are going to give the chance to another guy. Plus, when you look at the quality of goaltending there is, I have no doubt in my mind they'll do well and be fine."

The Avs, who are seventh in the Western Conference, will have to scrap just to make the playoffs, and Varlamov especially will have to be terrific for Colorado to have a chance of being anything other than a first-round foil.

This Colorado seven-game homestand will span the Olympic selection announcements. When official confirmation comes, it's safe to say Roy will shake hands and say something along the line of: Congratulations ... but don't leave it all in Sochi. 

Read more: Frei: Patrick Roy needs his Sochi-bound Avs to return intact - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/frei/ci_24814183/terry-frei-patrick-roy-needs-his-sochi-bound#ixzz2q7idXjkX 
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Steve Downie has two goals and 10 assists in 20 games since the Avs traded him to Philadelphia, where he began his NHL career in 2007-08.

Steve Downie has two goals and 10 assists in 20 games since the Avs traded him to Philadelphia, where he began his NHL career in 2007-08. 

Steve Downie, RW, Flyers

When: Philadelphia comes to town Thursday in the first meeting between the teams. Colorado will visit Philly in February.

What's up: Downie was traded by the Avalanche to Philadelphia on Oct. 31 for Max Talbot. The trade was something of a surprise, and it spurred on a couple of conspiracy theories as to why it happened. Neither was true. The truth is, Downie can be a unrestricted free agent next summer, and the Avs decided they didn't want to give him a rich, multiyear new deal. Talbot is signed for two more years at a lesser price, and filled the team's needs on the penalty kill and as a third-line grinder.

Background: Downie was drafted in the first round by the Flyers in 2005. He played for Philly before being traded to Tampa Bay, then to Colorado, then back to the Flyers. He is one of the league's nastier players on the ice.

Dater's take: Downie did some nice things in Denver, and the jury remains out whether the Avs made a mistake in dealing him away.

While I like Downie as a player, the facts show he is becoming very injury prone. He has already been on the shelf twice for the Flyers since the trade from Colorado. He also had a couple of serious injuries while with the Avs that kept him sidelined for long periods of time.

So, while he can be an effective player when healthy, health is becoming more of a problem

Read more: Spotlight: Steve Downie, Philadelphia Flyers right wing - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24809750/spotlight-steve-downie-philadelphia-flyers-right-wing#ixzz2q7iqfGJZ 
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From left, Colorado Avalanche director of scouting Richard Pracey, head coach PatrickRoy, rookie Nathan MacKinnon, director of hockey operations Joe Sakic

From left, Colorado Avalanche director of scouting Richard Pracey, head coach PatrickRoy, rookie Nathan MacKinnon, director of hockey operations Joe Sakic and team president Josh Kronke pose for a portrait during a press conference to welcome the number one overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft. MacKinnon, a native of Nova Scotia, addressed the media at the Pepsi Center. (AAron Ontiveroz, Denver Post file)

So many bad things happened to the Avalanche in 2013. The coach was fired, the team finished last in the Western Conference, there was disharmony in the locker room, attendance at the Pepsi Center was terrible and fans carped to no end about it all.

Correction: So many bad things happened to the Avalanche in the first half of 2013. The second half has seen so many great things happen to the Avalanche. If the 2013-14 season ended now, the Avs would be in the playoffs. They have a young, talented core in place. New top executive Joe Sakic and coach Patrick Roy have changed the culture around the team in breathtaking fashion.

With the year almost over, let's look back on the Avs' biggest developments:

Roy hired. It started with a phone call in May, the day after Sakic was promoted to executive director of hockey operations. Sakic called Roy to see if he would be interested in the Avs' vacant head coaching job. Roy told his former teammate that he was interested and invited him and Josh Kroenke — the newly named team president — to his offseason home in Florida. 

During a round of golf at The Bear's Club in Jupiter, Fla., the three men clicked immediately when talking about their vision for the Avalanche. A few days later, Roy was introduced as the new coach, with the added title of vice president of hockey operations.

Culture change. Fair or not, a perception around the Avs — extending into the dressing room — last season was that nobody knew who was really in charge at the top. Was it still Pierre Lacroix pulling all of the strings? Was it GM Greg Sherman or coach Joe Sacco? Or was it the Kroenke duo — Stan and Josh? 

Josh Kroenke recognized the situation at the top had become dysfunctional and made the tough call in letting some people go. He put Sakic and Roy in charge.

Avalanche players now will tell you: They know who's in charge, and that has made a difference in their "buying in" to what Sakic and Roy want to do.

Duchene's deal extended. In July, Matt Duchene signed a five-year, $30 million contract extension that kicks in next season. Duchene earned the big contract with his performance in the lockout-shortened season, and he's been even better this season. Look for him to make the Canadian Olympic team for Sochi.

MacKinnon drafted. For a long time, it appeared the Avalanche would select Seth Jones with the No. 1 pick in the NHL draft. And it looked so perfect on paper: the kid who spent part of his youth in Denver returning as a potential savior defenseman on a team that badly needed help on defense. And he would be the first African-American player ever drafted in the NHL. 

Instead, the Avs selected center Nathan MacKinnon at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J., on draft day. 

There are some who believe the Avs drafted the wrong guy, but probably more who think they got the right one. MacKinnon has been very good as a rookie, and he's only 18 years old. 

Other notable stories. Semyon Varlamov's arrest, followed by all charges being dismissed. ... The huge, new scoreboard at the Pepsi Center. It's a marvel. ... The drafting of Chris Bigras in the second round. Bigras already is a member of the Canadian world junior team. He will be a fixture for years on defense for the Avs, starting next season. ... The fans are coming back. The Avs have the biggest increase in home attendance in the NHL this season, going from an average of 15,444 to 16,156. ... Happy New Year, eh?
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Nathan MacKinnon (29) skated with the puck in the third period. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the Edmonton Oilers 4-2 on Dec. 19, 2013.

Nathan MacKinnon (29) skated with the puck in the third period. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the Edmonton Oilers 4-2 on Dec. 19, 2013. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Nathan MacKinnon seems to want everything in a hurry. When he has the puck, it sometimes looks as if an egg timer is on his stick. He moves at warp speed, but as any great player will say: It was only when the game slowed down for them did they become great.

Having just turned 18, MacKinnon can afford some patience on the way to greatness. Despite some up-and-down moments in his rookie season with the Avalanche, he already qualifies as one of the most exciting and talented players at his age in Denver sports history.

Whether the No. 1 pick in the 2013 NHL draft will go down as a truly great player remains to be seen. But if anyone has a good chance, those who have already played with him say, it's him.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

"He's got special talent. He's pretty big, plus he's so fast and skilled. He can become the total package," Avs winger P.A. Parenteau said.

Parenteau played on the same line with another former No. 1 overall pick, John Tavares, with the New York Islanders. Tavares was 19 when his career began in 2009, and he struggled mightily at times his first two seasons before everything slowed down for him, to where he is now considered one of the NHL's most dominant forwards.

"Nate is still learning the things that J.T. had to go through," Parenteau said. "It takes some time. This is the toughest league in the world. But he's going to get there. It's scary how good he is already, and when you think that he's barely 18, I mean, he's going to be something when everything matures a little more."

Erik Johnson knows all about the expectations that come with being a No. 1 pick. In 2006, Johnson was taken first overall by the St. Louis Blues and he played as a 19-year-old rookie. Even today, at 25, Johnson feels he still has things he needs to learn, and he knows MacKinnon will have to go through the learning process as well.

A month after turning 18, Nathan MacKinnon had two assists in his NHL debut, a 6-1 victory over the Anaheim Ducks on Oct. 2 at the Pepsi Center.

A month after turning 18, Nathan MacKinnon had two assists in his NHL debut, a 6-1 victory over the Anaheim Ducks on Oct. 2 at the Pepsi Center. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

"He's been under the microscope since he was age 12, so he's used to pressure. But I guess the biggest thing I try to tell him is that he doesn't have to do it himself every night, that there's a great supporting cast around him. I think that can ease the pressure on him," Johnson said. "It's going to come when it's going to come. He doesn't have to be 'the guy' every night at this level maybe like he had to before. But I think he's handled things well. I forget sometimes that he's only 18."

MacKinnon, who lives in the basement of teammate Jean-Sebastien Giguere's home, said he got a big learning experience Friday night in Chicago, watching Patrick Kane play. Kane, another former No. 1 pick, struggled at times his first couple of years in the league before maturing into a dominant player.

"I know I have the tools. I just have to get some experience and the game will eventually slow down for me. You look at a guy like Kane, and it seems like he's at that (stage) now," MacKinnon said. "I guess the one decent part about losing 7-2 is you get to watch some Chicago guys do their thing, and, like with Kane, how he controls the play and how, when he comes into the offensive zone, he's very patient, doesn't rush anything. That's something I think I learned something from."

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said, "I'm not going to go in that territory" when asked how good MacKinnon might get. It's important, Roy said, for the Nova Scotia native to learn the game at the right pace before calling him the next Sidney Crosby or Alex Ovechkin.

"If you watch games from the start of the year 'til now, you can appreciate how much his game has improved," Roy said. "I'm very happy with him. He has all the tools to be one of the best players."

MacKinnon has been used to being the best player on his team and probably the whole league for a few years, so it is to be expected if he's had the occasional moment or two of frustration at not being so at the NHL level. After a 3-2 shootout loss at Los Angeles last weekend in which he had no points and was a minus-2, Mac-Kinnon sat alone for several minutes looking like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. Finally, Parenteau stopped by to give him a verbal pick-me-up.

"You learn, after a while, that there's nothing you can do about the game that just happened, that all you can do is put it behind you and go get that next one," Parenteau said. "But I understand that feeling like he had. When you're young, you want so bad to prove yourself, so bad games can get magnified in your head."

To get away from the pressures of the game, MacKinnon just lives a normal life for an 18-year-old. He's well versed in how to use a laptop or interact via social media, and he's feeling more comfortable in the Denver area after being here about three months. He's also starting to get recognized more often when goes out to dinner with teammates, with Tyson Barrie and Ryan O'Reilly being two of his more frequent buddies out and about.

"I definitely sense a good buzz around the city. Sometimes people will come up to us at restaurants and things like that, and it's nice. It's not like a Canadian city or anything like that, where you don't really have a life away from hockey," MacKinnon said. "People are very respectful here. They give you your privacy, but at the same time they give you support and like to talk some hockey. It's a good balance."

MacKinnon is still young enough to have qualified for the current Canadian World Junior team, and lots of Canadians would have loved to have seen him play for it. But there was no chance of that happening, not with him already being an important part of an Avs team with playoff aspirations. In four years, though, MacKinnon hopes to achieve the goal of playing for Canada in the Olympics.

He'll be all of 22 then.

"That's pretty scary when you think about that one. A lot of guys don't even come into the league yet as rookies," Johnson said. "That'll already be his fifth year. He's got a pretty sweet future all right."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Teen sensations

Nathan MacKinnon is that rare NHL player who began his career at age 18. He has 21 points in his first 37 games, a more than respectable scoring pace for a 23-11-3 team. A look at some other former great 18-year-olds and how they fared their first season in the NHL:

Player Team Season GP G A Pts 

Wayne Gretzky Edmonton 1979-80 79 51 86 137 

Dale Hawerchuk Winnipeg 1981-82 80 45 58 103 

Sidney Crosby Pittsburgh 2005-06 81 39 63 102 

Mario Lemieux Pittsburgh 1984-85 73 43 57 100 

Steve Yzerman Detroit 1983-84 80 39 48 87 

Patrick Kane Chicago 2007-08 82 21 51 72 

Ray Bourque Boston 1979-80 80 17 48 65 

Bobby Orr Boston 1966-67 61 13 28 41 
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Edmonton center Anton Lander (51) and Colorado defenseman Tyson Barrie (4) skated after the puck in the third period. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the

Edmonton center Anton Lander (51) and Colorado defenseman Tyson Barrie (4) skated after the puck in the third period. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the Edmonton Oilers 4-2 on Dec. 19, 2013. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

The spirited Avalanche practice Saturday was overdue. Colorado hadn't practiced since Monday's morning skate at San Jose and didn't touch the ice for three days after that shootout loss to the Sharks. 

Which helps explains why the Avs came off the NHL's mandatory Christmas break and laid an egg Friday at Chicago, losing to the defending Stanley Cup champion 7-2. The Blackhawks had a morning skate and sweated out the holiday cheer at the United Center as the Avs were traveling and guzzling coffee.

Mentally, center Matt Duchene said, it was the Avalanche's worst game of the season. Duchene and coach Patrick Roy voiced their displeasure about the schedule as they looked forward to a seven-game homestand that begins Sunday against the Winnipeg Jets. 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

"I'm not going to use that as a reason why we lost," Roy said about the Avs not having a morning skate in Chicago. "(But) it's unacceptable that we have to lose an hour to go to Chicago. ... How can you give a good show? No matter what, we were in a bad spot. We've done it in the past, but why (didn't) Chicago come here?

"I don't know who's working for the league for the schedule, but they need to understand that (when) Denver goes to Chicago, you're losing an hour (and) if you want to play at night you have to be up at 4 or 5 in the morning to get to the airport ... to have a good morning skate. It's nonsense." 

The Avs didn't attempt to have a morning skate in Chicago, instead taking an 8 a.m. flight out of Denver International Airport and busing directly to the hotel they used only for lunch and a nap. Colorado, which returned to Denver immediately after the game, is the NHL's only Central Division team not located in the Central time zone. 

"Sounds about right with our travel schedule. We get the short end of the stick a lot, but I don't think it had any difference in the game," Duchene said. "Sometimes you're going to be behind the eight ball to start a game, whether you're injured, a guy is sick or a team's plane breaks down and you get in late. You just have to over-compensate and figure it out. You have to be more sharp mentally. (Friday) was our worst game mentally as a team, all season, against arguably the best offensive team in the league. We were already behind the eight ball with the travel and that equals a 7-2 loss at the end of the day."

Ten games in the NHL were played Friday. Besides the Avs-Blackhawks game, only one featured the visiting team losing an hour to play in another time zone. San Jose traveled to Phoenix and beat the Coyotes 4-3 in a shootout. 

Moving on, which the Avs are eager to do, another division rival begins a two-game stretch with 6 p.m. start times at the Pepsi Center. After the Avs' game Monday against Winnipeg, they host Columbus on Tuesday. Philadelphia, San Jose, Calgary, Ottawa and the New York Islanders follow in Colorado's seven-game homestand that features a game at the Pepsi Center every other night. 

"Huge homestand for us," Duchene said. "We have to dominate at home."

Said Roy: "It's key. One of the key moments in our season. We're in a good position in the standings. Now we need to be red hot at home."
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Once again, the U.S. World Junior hockey team is loaded with Front Range flavor.

The biggest annual international hockey tournament kicked off Thursday morning, with the young Americans beating the Czech Republic 5-1 behind goals from local collegians Will Butcher and Jaccob Slavin.

Team USA is the defending gold-medal champion.

Butcher, a University of Denver freshman defenseman from Sun Prairie, Wis., scored an early power-play goal to make it 2-0 in Malmo, Sweden, and Colorado College freshman defenseman Slavin later increased the U.S. lead to 4-0.

Slavin grew up in Erie and played triple-A hockey for the Colorado Thunderbirds. Also on Team USA is DU sophomore forward Quentin Shore, and Pioneers assistant coach David Lassonde is on the coaching staff under Don Lucia, the University of Minnesota coach.

Slavin and Shore played together on some Thunderbirds teams, and Lassonde is in the middle of his first season as a T-Bird volunteer coach, helping the 11-under team.

The Americans next play Slovakia on Saturday (5:30 a.m. Mountain time, NHL Network), and then they complete a consecutive-day stretch against Germany on Sunday (7 a.m., NHL Network).

The big round-robin tilt against rival Canada and Avalanche prospect Chris Bigras is Tuesday (9:30 a.m., NHL Network).

DU and CC players have contributed to the Team USA roster for the past 10 years, and two years ago the U.S. and Canadian teams were captained by Pioneers forward Jason Zucker and Tigers forward Jaden Schwartz, respectively.

The World Junior Championships is undoubtedly the premier breeding ground for the NHL's future stars, as most of today's elite professional players participated in the 19-under affair.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambers

 Visit denverpost.com each weekday near noontime for a serving of dish concerning Colorado's sporting landscape from a Denver Post sports writer. Care for another helping? Scan the Lunch Special menu.
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CHICAGO — Forget Patrick Kane's flashy moves and Jonathan Toews' steady play. Same for the rest of the talented forwards on the Chicago Blackhawks.

Instead, check out the players who line up right behind the team's biggest stars. Chicago's athletic defensemen play a prominent role in the NHL's most potent offense.

Duncan Keith leads all NHL defensemen with 30 assists. Niklas Hjalmarsson is on pace for career highs in goals and assists. Brent Seabrook has three goals and 23 assists after he had 20 points in 47 games last season. Nick Leddy and Johnny Oduya also have provided valuable support on offense.

It's hard enough for teams to deal with the likes of Kane and Toews. Now, when Keith & Co. are coming up and taking aim, the Blackhawks turn into a goaltender's nightmare.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

"I love our defense. They've been huge for us the past two seasons," forward Patrick Sharp said. "They all skate well. They all move the puck and with the forwards that we have in our locker room, we like to get it with speed, and they do a good job of getting it to us. Our defense (has) been the key to our team this year."

The Blackhawks, who host the Avalanche on Friday night in the teams' second meeting of the season (the Avs won the first game 5-1), lead the NHL in scoring with 145 goals. They also lead the league with an average of 2.87 points a game by their defensemen, according to Stats, a significant increase from their 2.08 average for last season's Stanley Cup-winning team.
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Colorado head coach Patrick Roy encouraged his players at the Pepsi Center Oct. 2, 2013.

Colorado head coach Patrick Roy encouraged his players at the Pepsi Center Oct. 2, 2013. (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)
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That's hockey.

It's the name of a longtime, popular Canadian television show (with Hockey capitalized) and it's a favorite saying among players when they run out of things to say in describing what just happened in a game.

That's what was said by at least a couple of players following Monday night's epic game between the Avalanche and San Jose Sharks, won 5-4 in a shootout by the Sharks in a game that saw the lead change hands three times before overtime.

"That's hockey. I mean, what a great game for people that paid good money to come watch. For us, we're happy with a point, disappointed we couldn't get the extra one but that's how it is sometimes," said Erik Johnson, whose goal with 1:51 left in regulation tied the game 3-3. "It's frustrating, but we have a lot to look at and be happy with how we came back and ultimately gave our team a chance to win."

Any thought that this current three-game road trip — interrupted by a three-day Christmas break — would be a Waterloo of sorts for the Avalanche, with games at Los Angeles, San Jose and Chicago on Friday, was wrong. But so far, the Avs have gotten a point in each game and could easily have gotten all four.

They also have a four-point lead on Minnesota in the race for third place in the Central Division, which would guarantee Colorado a playoff spot. Plus, the Avs still have three games in hand on the Wild.

"I thought it was a great game for both teams — and it was a great show for the fans," Avs coach Patrick Roy said.

Sharks forward Brent Burns called it a "wild finish" and one of the most fun games of the season. Burns certainly seemed to have fun out there; he had a goal and two assists, plus eight shots on net and eight more that were either blocked or missed the net. He had the puck on his stick a lot, in other words.

Now comes the three-day layoff, which began Tuesday. As part of the new NHL collective bargaining agreement, all teams must give players three days off at Christmas — Dec. 24-26. The Avs will reconvene as a team Friday for a flight to Chicago and play that night.

"It'll be good for guys to have some time with their families and enjoy Christmas," Avs winger P.A. Parenteau said. "We wanted those two points (Monday). But I think we can feel pretty good going into the break about where we're at. But we have to keep going and not be satisfied."
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Avalanche defenseman Jan Hejda has three goals and seven assists in 32 games this season. He leads the team at plus-19, with defensive partner Erik

Avalanche defenseman Jan Hejda has three goals and seven assists in 32 games this season. He leads the team at plus-19, with defensive partner Erik Johnson, at plus-17, the only other player on the team better than plus-9. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)
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It was seven years ago this week that Jan Hejda sat alone in a hotel room in Hamilton, Ontario, seriously thinking he should quit his NHL dreams and move with his wife and young daughter back to the Czech Republic. At least he knew he'd have a professional team there who'd take him back, and it was still his homeland.

Having just been sent by the Edmonton Oilers to their farm team in Hamilton, Hejda was an NHL rookie who spoke little English, whose wife and young daughter were back in Edmonton where he was supposed to be had he not failed, and had been sent to this awful outpost.

"It was tough. I was a 27-year-old guy who'd already won a world championship with the Czech, but they were treating me like I was 19 and just a rookie," Hejda said. "I'm doing bag skates in Hamilton, missing my family. I wanted to go home."

Don't quit just yet, Hejda's wife, Tereza, told him over the phone. You've been through tough moments like this before, she told him, what's one more? Give it to the new year, she said.

But it wasn't until Edmonton scout Frank Musil came on the line that Hejda started to settle down a bit.

Musil, a fellow native of the Czech Republic, told Hejda the Oilers still had hope for him. He just had to pay some dues in Hamilton, and he'd get another chance in Edmonton. He convinced Hejda it wasn't time to give up, that there were more moves to play.

Hejda essentially got a leave of absence from Hamilton to go spend a few days at Christmas time with his family. Then, an injury on the Oilers' defense gave him the chance to play there again, opposite Oilers captain Jason Smith. Soon after the season, Scott Howson moved from Edmonton as assistant general manager to Columbus to be the Blue Jackets' general manager. One of his first moves was to give Hejda an offer as a free agent, but with one condition: "He said I had to decide in 30 minutes.

 I found out later that he did that because he knew Edmonton was going to make me an offer, so he wanted me to sign real quick before they could talk to me," Hejda said.

From almost quitting to having two teams fighting over him; Hejda learned his lesson.

"When people ask me what do you have to do to make it in the NHL, I tell them you need to work hard, and you have to be lucky," Hejda said. "So many guys didn't make it because the coach didn't like him or something. But they are good players. A lot of them just don't get the chance. And maybe some of them do what I almost did — quit."

Hejda's father is the most superstitious man you've never met. For years, whenever going to a game played by his son, he stood in the same location in the arena. Right above the lower bowl, in the alcove by center ice, Hejda's dad was there for every game.

"He never sat down, always in the concourse in the same place at center ice, always yelling," Hejda said. "Even when I played pro hockey, he stayed in the same place. He got into a fight with a guy once over the spot."

Hejda's dad stays back in the Czech Republic now, watching his son play on satellite TV.

Hejda found himself as an NHL player in Columbus. He credits former Blue Jackets Ken Hitchcock for much of his development. After some solid seasons with the Blue Jackets, the Avs gave him a quick, take-it-or-leave-it offer to join them in 2011.

"I decided in about 10 seconds. I had an offer first from Washington, but Colorado was a place I was more intrigued to play," he said.

Hejda suffered through two losing seasons with the Avs after signing a four-year, $13.25 million contract. New coach Patrick Roy challenged him to "get out of your comfort zone" in training camp, and Hejda responded.

"He's been a great player for us this year, and it's a credit to his hard work," Roy said.

Hejda, at 34, is having a career year. He has three goals and seven assists, and his plus-19 leads the team. Paired with Erik Johnson, he is counted upon by Roy to play against the opposition's top line every game.

"I'm so happy this happened to me," Hejda said. " Patrick just made me play the right way. When you get older, you think your experience will be enough to play. But it's not true. Good position is not good enough to play in the NHL anymore. You have to really skate and be one step ahead of the play in your mind."

Said Johnson of Hejda: "You don't have to worry about a guy like Jan when you're his partner. You know he's already ahead of things. Really, it's my job just to try and do the same right things he does."
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Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy, top center, looks on with his team during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Florida Panthers,

Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy, top center, looks on with his team during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Florida Panthers, Saturday, Nov. 16, 2013, in Denver. (Jack Dempsey, Associated Press)
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SAN JOSE, Calif. — Alex Tanguay will play again for the Avalanche this season. At least, that is the prediction of coach Patrick Roy — though exactly when that will happen, he doesn't know.

But the fact Tanguay, 34, is likely to play at some point is good news for an Avalanche team that has missed the dimension he added. The Avs have probably missed the veteran, who first played for Colorado in 1999, most on the power play, where his patience with the puck created time and space for teammates.

Tanguay, out with a hip injury that is related to a previous knee injury, could resume skating later in the week, Roy said.

"Right now, he's making a lot of progress," Roy said. "He might skate after the Christmas break. We'll see how it goes. As we speak, he is not out for the year, because of the progress he has made in the past week."

When Roy first announced the development of a new hip injury for Tanguay a couple of weeks ago, he gave a dire assessment. But things have changed again for the better.

"I don't want to put any exact (date) on things. But he's going to play again I think," Roy said.

Footnotes. Avs center Matt Duchene was named the NHL's third star of the week. He entered Monday's game with nine points in the previous four games. ... Nick Holden, Ryan Wilson and Brad Malone were healthy scratches. 

Read more: Avalanche coach Patrick Roy says Alex Tanguay is likely to return - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24785725/avalanche-coach-patrick-roy-says-alex-tanguay-is#ixzz2q7k0gicK 
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Avs coach Patrick Roy 2013

"We're playing for fifth place in the conference against San Jose," said Avs coach Patrick Roy. "It's a big opportunity for our team." (Helen H. Richardson, Denver Post file)

SAN JOSE, Calif. — Under the bright blue and sunny skies of this California city, the Avalanche will try to find an early Christmas present of two points Monday night against the San Jose Sharks.

"We're playing for fifth place in the conference against San Jose. It's a big opportunity for our team," Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said. "We're going to have to play the same way we did in L.A. the other day."

For the Avs, that means being good in their own zone and not turning the puck over. The Sharks, like the Kings, have lots of big, skilled forwards, led by 34-year-old center Joe Thornton — who always seems to get at least one point in any game against the Avs.

"We need to be good defensively. If you take one shift off against a team like San Jose, it's in the back of your net," Avs winger P.A. Parenteau said.

Semyon Varlamov will start for the Avs against Antti Niemi. It's the first meeting of the season for the Avs against the Sharks, who started the season red hot but lately have come down to earth some. San Jose is 3-5-1 in the last nine games, but if anything that makes them even more dangerous.

"They're going to want to get back to winning and they'll be desperate," Parenteau said. "We have to be the same way, and even more."

Read more: Avs focusing on defense entering first game this season vs. Sharks - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24782769/avs-focusing-defense-entering-first-game-this-season#ixzz2q7k8ZDEb 

Read The Denver Post's Terms of Use of its content: http://www.denverpost.com/termsofuse 
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Patrick Roy keeps things loose with Colorado Avalanche in San Jose

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post
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Patrick Roy has had a lot to shout about this season, guiding the Avalanche to a 23-10-2 record in a season that continues Monday night against the Sharks.

Patrick Roy has had a lot to shout about this season, guiding the Avalanche to a 23-10-2 record in a season that continues Monday night against the Sharks. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)
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SAN JOSE, Calif. — Practice doesn't always have to be drudgery. First-year Avalanche coach Patrick Roy always appreciated an occasional lighthearted practice as a goaltender, and the one he put the Avs through Sunday seemed to be appreciated.

There was nothing overly technical or laborious about the hour-long workout at the SAP Center. It included a shootout contest between one group and another, along with a hybrid scrimmage of sorts in an area between the two blue lines. Players got to hoot and holler after scoring goals that came easier in the blue-line game, and Roy took some shots too.

The practice closed with Roy gathering his players at center ice, talking to them for a minute or so before leading a rousing cheer of "1-2-3 ... team!"

"We want them to have fun. That's the main goal, to be honest," Roy said. "But there are things that are useful from a thing like the game between the blue lines. You want to work on your execution; good passes in close, in tight spaces, good sticks, good shot, quick release. There's a lot of things you can do in that drill and still have some fun too."

Roy knows that NHL coaches can't be all X's and O's all the time, at least not on the ice with players. But Roy acknowledged that's pretty much what he's always talking about with his coaching staff, especially when the Avalanche is on the road. If the coaches aren't watching a hockey game together, chances are they're talking about their team and scheming how to make it better.

"It's totally different (as a coach). There's no doubt about it," Roy said. "There's more work as a coach than as a player.

"But that's why I surrounded myself with quality people. We work really well together, my assistants. We all have a lot of passion for the game and like to work hard."

Roy likes to keep things as positive as he can with his players. That's why he rarely points out individual mistakes in front of everyone during team video sessions.

"They know what they did," Roy said of his players. "They don't need to have it shown to the whole room."

If a player needs to be told that he has to play better, Roy prefers to do it privately. That approach has been received well by the Avs.

"We know he is a coach and has to be tough at times, but he's also our partner and wants to work with us," said defenseman Jan Hejda. "He gives you a chance to learn from your mistakes, instead of burying you on the bench right away."

Roy said his energy for the job hasn't dropped, even as the NHL season grinds on. The 48-year-old Hall of Famer has hard work hard-wired into his DNA. But a little fun doesn't hurt.

"The NHL is a tight schedule. In junior, you don't have games every other day as much," Roy said. "But I'm having fun. I'm enjoying this and I'm learning every day. That makes it even more fun."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

COLORADO AT SAN JOSE 

 8:30 p.m. Monday, ALT2; 1510 AM, 93.7 FM

Spotlight on Brent Burns: Formerly a defenseman, Burns was converted to a forward in San Jose and has performed well — though he has been in a slump of late, with one goal in his last 11 games. Burns met with Sharks coach Todd McLellan for 45 minutes recently to discuss his play. Burns will be counted on to score even more now that Sharks rookie Tomas Hertl is hurt.

NOTEBOOK 

Avs: Semyon Varlamov will start in goal for Colorado. Coach Patrick Roy said J.S. Giguere might start the next game in Chicago on Friday, but that he would decide that later in the week. ... Roy said he will not make any changes to his lineup from the last game, Saturday in Los Angeles. That means defenseman Ryan Wilson will sit out again, despite being healthy. Roy said it would be unfair to sit anyone right now on his defense to make room for Wilson.

Sharks: Tomas Hertl, the NHL's rookie scoring leader at the time of his injury last week, was hurt by a knee-on-knee hit from the Kings' Dustin Brown. Brown received a major penalty for the hit, but was not suspended. ... The Sharks are 3-5-1 in their last nine games and have scored only 19 goals in that span. 

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post

Game 43 preview: Bruins at Ducks

Link|Comments (4)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 7, 2014 10:32 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

ANAHEIM, Calif. -- Welcome to the Honda Center, where the Bruins will take on the Ducks this evening, an extremely difficult task. Anaheim is the only team in the NHL that is unbeaten in regulation at home. The Bruins, meanwhile, are a pedestrian 10-8-0 on the road.

The Bruins would do well to start this road trip on a good note, because it doesn't get much easier from here, with games coming up in Los Angeles and San Jose this week, a test that Claude Julien called "needed" for his team.

But Anaheim also knows it has a challenge with the Bruins.

"A tremendous challenge," said coach Bruce Boudreau. "A team that goes to the Stanley Cup finals every year, or wins it. To me, right now, they're the best club in the East and it's going to be a real challenge for us to match their size and strength. Just when it comes to big games, Boston's always there."

Game time: 10 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 28-12-2, Ducks 31-8-5

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Justin Florek-Gregory Campbell-Daniel Paille

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: Jordan Caron skated with the team in morning skate, but he will not play tonight. Florek, as expected, will take his place on the fourth line ... The Bruins beat the Ducks in their only other meeting this season, 3-2, in a shootout ... Anaheim is the fifth team in 40 NHL seasons to record points in each of its first 19 home games. The Bruins did it (19-0-2) in 1973-74. The other teams were Philadelphia (19-0-7 in 1979-80), the Islanders (19-0-4 in 1978-79), and San Jose (20-0-2 in 2008-09) ... The referees are Don VanMassenhoven and Tim Peel. The linesmen are Brian Mach and Steve Miller.

Bruins players named to Olympics teams

Link|Comments (21)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 7, 2014 08:17 AM
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Bruins captain Zdeno Chara will play for Slovakia in the Olympics. (Matthew J. Lee/Globe)

By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Several Bruins players have been chosen for the Olympic hockey teams of their home countries.

Center Patrice Bergeron was named to Canada's Olympic team for the second time. Bergeron was a member of Canada's gold medal-winning team at the Vancouver Olympics in 2010.

“Obviously really excited,” Bergeron said. “It’s a huge honor just to be named to that team and to be part of that 25. To have a chance to represent your country is always something very special and something I take a lot of pride in. Looking forward to it.”

Goalie Tuukka Rask will play for Finland, and center David Krejci is on the Czech Republic team. Bruins defenseman and captain Zdeno Chara will be the captain of Slovakia in his third Olympics.

"You’re carrying the whole nation on your back as a team, kind of," Rask said. "For us as Finnish players, expectations are always high. Our roster might not be the best out there, but people still expect us to succeed out there. 

"It’s a little different expectations than your club teams but then again you’re playing with your countrymen and for your country. It’s a special experience."

Left wing Loui Eriksson, acquired in the trade that sent Tyler Seguin to the Stars in the summer, was named to Sweden's Olympics team.

Tuesday was the deadline for nations to declare their rosters for the Olympics, which begin Feb. 7 in Sochi, Russia. The Olympic hockey tournament begins Feb. 12, and the NHL will take a break for the Olympics after its games of Feb. 8 and resume play on Feb. 26.

Bruins coach Claude Julien is an assistant coach for Team Canada, and general manager Peter Chiarelli is part of Canada's management team.

There are no Bruins players on Team USA, which announced its roster on Jan. 1.

“I actually knew it before, a couple weeks before the coach called me and told me he wanted me to be on the team,” Krejci said Monday. “But nothing was official until today. Obviously my friends and my family started texting me. It’s pretty cool and it’s obviously an honor to play for my country.”

Krejci also played for the Czech Republic in the Vancouver Olympics in 2010.

“I like [the team’s] chances,” Krejci said. “Obviously everybody’s talking about Canada, US, Sweden, Russia, but we still have some good players. In a tournament like that, it’s only a matter of one game."

Forward Milan Lucic was considered for Team Canada and invited to its orientation camp, but was not among the 25 players chosen for the final roster.

Globe reporter Amalie Benjamin contributed to this report.

Game 42 preview: Jets at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 4, 2014 11:32 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

We're back at the TD Garden for today's matinee between the Bruins and the Jets. It's another important game for Boston, as they try to get another two points before heading out on a tough road trip through Anaheim, Los Angeles, and San Jose.

The Bruins have yet another recall this morning, with Justin Florek coming up on an emergency basis. Florek will replace Jordan Caron, who came in this morning with a stiff back. Caron had participated fully in practice on Friday.

This will be Florek's NHL debut.

Game time: 1 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 27-12-2, Jets 19-19-5

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Justin Florek

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: Torey Krug will participate in warmups and will be a game-time decision for the Bruins after sitting out practice on a "maintenance day," as Claude Julien termed it. ... Julien is coaching his 500th game with the Bruins today. ... The combination of David Krejci, Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla is riding a six-game point streak. ... Florek is the sixth player to make his NHL debut for the team this season. ... The referees are Paul Devorski and Mike Leggo. The linesmen are Mark Wheler and Lonnie Cameron.

'Maintenance day' for Krug

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 3, 2014 01:17 PM


WILMINGTON -- The Bruins practiced at Ristuccia Arena this afternoon after beating the Predators in overtime yesterday. 

There was one notable absence from practice with Torey Krug not on the ice. Krug did not play the final four minutes of Thursday night's game with an undisclosed ailment. He played 14:02 in the game against Nashville. 

"Maintenance day," Claude Julien said. "We'll see how he is tomorrow. If he's good to go, he'll go."

Loui Eriksson has not yet been cleared for contact, but he did take part in 3-on-3 drills in practice. He continues to wear a green jersey when the team skates.

Watch: Brad Marchand scores game-winning goal vs. Predators

Link|Comments (9)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 3, 2014 08:29 AM


Brad Marchand turned in a pretty nifty game-winning goal in overtime of Thursday's Bruins game. Click full entry to watch the video.

FULL ENTRY 

Game 41 preview: Predators at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 2, 2014 11:55 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

It might be snowy outside, but the Bruins are doing their best to get ready for Thursday's game against the Nashville Predators at the TD Garden, which is on target to be played. 

They'll have some new/old faces on the ice tonight, with Dougie Hamilton and Carl Soderberg slated to make their returns from injuries. They'll also have Niklas Svedberg -- who was called up this morning -- in net, making his NHL debut.

Svedberg was supposed to get the start on Saturday in Ottawa, but that was wiped out after too many injuries resulted in not enough space on the roster for the goalie. But he's back in Boston, as the Bruins are eager to get a look at him with some struggles of late for Chad Johnson.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 26-12-2, Predators 18-18-4

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Niklas Svedberg

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Kevan Miller will be the healthy scratch defenseman tonight, according to coach Claude Julien. ... The Bruins have lost their last two consecutive games, to Ottawa and the Islanders. They have not lost three consecutive games yet this season. ... Starting with the Nashville game tonight, the Bruins will play their next five games – and eight of their next nine – against the Western Conference, including a three-game trip to California. ... The referees are Jean Hebert and Dan O'Rourke. The linesmen are Lonnie Cameron and Mark Wheler. 

Hamilton, Soderberg cleared to play vs. Predators

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 1, 2014 12:51 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins, who have spent the last month losing player after player, might start getting a few back in the near future. Coach Claude Julien said that both Dougie Hamilton and Carl Soderberg have been cleared to play Thursday against the Predators.

On Hamilton, the coach said, "He's been given the full go by our medical staff here. I'm hoping that if he's good tomorrow that I get a chance to use him. So he's certainly a possibility for tomorrow.

"Carl has been cleared as well. Carl, again, same situation, should be in the lineup tomorrow, and I always say that because you never know. You come in the next day and things have changed."

The Bruins did send Nick Johnson back down to Providence, so they have just 12 healthy forwards including Soderberg.

Loui Eriksson, meanwhile, skated in a green jersey today and did not take contact. He did participate in some net-front drills, but his return is not nearly as close as that of some of his teammates. 

"He's just skating, so he’s a ways away still," Julien said. "He’s not supposed to do any contact and we’re just putting him in our practices so he can be around players."

Shawn Thornton decides against 2nd appeal

Link|Comments (15)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 31, 2013 12:09 PM


WILMINGTON -- Shawn Thornton has decided not to go to an independent arbitrator to appeal his 15-game suspension, which was upheld by NHL commissioner Gary Bettman last week. The suspension was handed down by the Department of Player Safety chief Brendan Shanahan for his attack on Brooks Orpik in the Bruins' Dec. 7 game against the Penguins.

Thornton had the option of continuing the process with a second appeal, but would have been the first NHL player to do so under the new collective bargaining agreement. 

Part of the reasoning came down to timing -- Thornton has already missed 10 games, and the hearing would be unlikely to be scheduled before Saturday, after three more games had elapsed. Thornton is scheduled to return on Jan. 11 against San Jose. 

"I’d rather not be a distraction around here and I’d rather just focus on getting ready for Jan. 11," Thornton said. "I’m not going to lie to you, it wasn’t an easy decision. I’ve been thinking about it for the last 36 hours, not much sleep. 

"But I feel for the team it’s probably the right thing to do I guess at this point, not going through the whole process again for a third time."

Thornton said that his teammates had provided a support system for him, and other players from other teams had reached out, including Raffi Torres, Adam Burish, Jay Rosehill, and Paul Bissonnette. 

"I’m still not happy with the amount of games I got," Thornton said. "I know I’m not a victim, but I’m not happy with the amount of games I got. But I respect the decision. Like I said, I’d rather just move on mentally and just focus on getting ready for the 11th instead of focusing on getting ready for another hearing."

Thornton, who has not spoken to the media since immediately after the game against Pittsburgh, was asked about the hit that the incident and suspension might have on his reputation after a career in which he had never faced a fine or suspension.

"I’m not going to let this define me," he said. "I think I obviously made a mistake. One mistake, I think, doing the job that I’ve done for 600-something games, including playoffs. It’s a tough question to answer because I know I made a mistake, but like I said, this won’t define me. I’m going to move on and continue to play and put this in the past."

Game 40 preview: Islanders at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 31, 2013 10:08 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins are up at Ristuccia Arena for their morning skate before tonight's New Year's Eve game against the Islanders, as the Celtics have TD Garden this afternoon.

Zdeno Chara will make his return to the lineup today after missing Saturday's game in Ottawa. That's big news for a team that's without Dennis Seidenberg on defense already.

So far the Bruins have made one move today, recalling Nick Johnson on an emergency basis. Carl Soderberg was ruled out yesterday, necessitating the move. It is the fifth consecutive day that the Bruins have made a personnel move.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 26-11-2, Islanders 12-21-7

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Matt Fraser-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins are 13-0-2 in their last 15 games at TD Garden, a streak that dates back to Oct. 26 ... Tonight is the only time this season the Islanders will visit Boston ... David Krejci is one goal shy of his 100th ... The referees are Rob Martell and Brad Meier. The linesmen are Lonnie Cameron and Mark Wheler. 

Dennis Seidenberg to have surgery on right ACL, MCL

Link|Comments (9)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 30, 2013 12:52 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg addressed the media Monday for the first time since tearing his right ACL and MCL in Friday night's game against Ottawa. 

Seidenberg, who will miss the remainder of the season, said he will have surgery on the knee in the next week or two, depending on how long it takes for the swelling to go down. He will see Dr. Peter Asnis Tuesday.

"Very disappointing," Seidenberg said. "It’s tough luck the way it happened, but at the end, there’s nothing I can do. It’s all about getting it fixed now and preparing for next season."

Seidenberg has injured both MCLs before, but said he has never had an ACL injury. He said he knew immediately that it was different, but did not know the extent of the injury. 

"It's totally off, so they're going to put a couple stitches in the MCL as well," Seidenberg said. "Sometimes it heals quick, just doesn't get back to where it was tightness-wise. So we're going to make sure it's nice and solid, put some stitches in."

Seidenberg should be back for training camp next season, when his new four-year, $16 million contract kicks in.

"It used to be when you had an ACL, it was career-ending, I guess," he said. "But nowadays I think they know how to take care of it and they say I'm going to be back to normal, hopefully. It just takes a while."

****

There were a couple of updates on injured Bruins, with every regular on the ice at some point other than Seidenberg and Chris Kelly.

Loui Eriksson skated before practice with Carl Soderberg, the first time (that we know of) that Eriksson has been on the ice since sustaining a concussion Dec. 7, his second in 45 days. He continues to be day-to-day.

Soderberg will not play against the Islanders tomorrow, which means the Bruins will need to call up someone from Providence to fill his spot.

Zdeno Chara, who missed Saturday's game in Ottawa with an undisclosed injury, skated for about half of Monday's practice with the team, then left the ice. That was scheduled, and not because he sustained an additional injury. There will be a decision on his availability tomorrow.

Dougie Hamilton participated in his first practice since sustaining a lower-body injury Dec. 8. He was limited in some drills, and there is no timetable for his return, but he is making progress. 

Kevan Miller was at practice after being called up on an emergency basis. He is likely up for good, as he cannot be sent down without going through waivers after playing in his 10th NHL game. 

Loui Eriksson, Carl Soderberg skate before Bruins practice

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 30, 2013 10:39 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – There were some good signs for the Bruins at Ristuccia Arena on Monday – Loui Eriksson and Carl Soderberg were on the ice before the full team practice. For Eriksson it is the first time that we know of that he has skated since Dec. 7, when he sustained his second concussion in 45 days. 

Soderberg did not make the trip to Ottawa with the team on Saturday after banging his head into the glass, resulting in concussion-like symptoms. He stayed on the ice longer than Eriksson this morning. If he cannot play in Tuesday's game against the Islanders, the Bruins would have to call up another forward. They have only 11 healthy (and active) players at the moment.

There were other new faces on the ice. Dougie Hamilton skated with the team for the first time since his lower-body injury on Dec. 8. Zdeno Chara, who also missed Saturday's game in Ottawa with an undisclosed injury, was also on the ice. 

Kevan Miller was called up this morning on an emergency basis, and is practicing with the team

Bruins assign three to Providence

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 29, 2013 06:06 PM


The Bruins have assigned Zach Trotman, David Warsofsky, and Nick Johnson to Providence. Trotman and Johnson played in Providence’s 5-4 win over Springfield today. Niklas Svedberg, assigned to Providence yesterday, was in goal for the win.

The Bruins’ next game is on Tuesday against the Islanders. They are likely to recall reinforcements before then because of a spate of injuries.

Zdeno Chara out with undisclosed injury

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 28, 2013 06:33 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Zdeno Chara will not play tonight because of an undisclosed injury. Chara is day-to-day. Chara participated in an off-ice workout this morning at Canadian Tire Centre. 

Tonight’s lineup, based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Matt Fraser-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan caron

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk 

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 David Warsofsky-Zach Trotman

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Dennis Seidenberg out for season with injured right knee

Link|Comments (23)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 28, 2013 03:26 PM


Dennis Seidenberg’s season is over. Seidenberg has been ruled out for 2013-14 because of a torn ACL and MCL in his right knee.

Seidenberg was injured in the third period of last night’s 5-0 win over Ottawa. Seidenberg collided with Cory Conacher. Seidenberg needed help returning to the dressing room.

Seidenberg was the team’s No. 2 defenseman. The left-shot Seidenberg had been playing on the second pairing. In the playoffs, Seidenberg could have moved up to partner with Zdeno Chara like he has since the 2010-11 postseason. 

The rock-hard defenseman provided flexibility because he could play both sides. Seidenberg was also capable of logging big minutes in even-strength and shorthanded situations.

The Bruins recalled Zach Trotman from Providence on an emergency basis. This is Trotman's first NHL recall. The right-shot Trotman was paired with Zdeno Chara for much of training camp. David Warsofsky was recalled from Providence earlier today.

To make room for the reinforcements, Niklas Svedberg was assigned to Providence.

Game 39 preview: Bruins at Senators

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 28, 2013 12:30 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

OTTAWA – Good morning from Canadian Tire Centre, where the Bruins will look to sweep the Senators in their home-and-home series. The Bruins trounced Ottawa last night at TD Garden, 5-0. 

Dennis Seidenberg (right leg) will not play tonight. Seidenberg was injured during a collision last night with Cory Conacher. Claude Julien did not have any further clarity on Seidenberg's condition.

Carl Soderberg is also out. Soderberg hurt his head in last night’s game when he collided with the glass. Soderberg is experiencing concussion-like symptoms and did not travel to Ottawa.

David Warsofsky and Nick Johnson will play in place of Seidenberg and Soderberg. Warsofsky and Johnson were in Glens Falls, N.Y., ahead of Providence’s game tonight against Adirondack when they were recalled on an emergency basis. Warsofsky and Johnson had to return to Providence to retrieve their passports. They are scheduled to arrive in Ottawa this afternoon.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 26-10-2, Senators 15-18-7

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk 

 David Warsofsky-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Niklas Svedberg

Healthy scratch: Chad Johnson

Storylines: Tuukka Rask was the first goalie off the ice this morning, indicating he will make his second start in two nights. Rask was in goal for last night’s shutout. Niklas Svedberg will most likely be his backup. Chad Johnson will be the healthy scratch for the second straight game… The Bruins have gone seven straight with a player scoring two goals per game. Reilly Smith was the latest to turn the trick last night... Ryan Spooner is from nearby Kanata. This will be Spooner’s second career NHL game in his hometown. Spooner planned to return to his parents’ home instead of going to the team hotel following the morning skate… Shawn Thornton was the last man off the ice following the morning skate. Thornton has until Tuesday to decide whether he will take his case to a neutral discipline arbitrator… Paul Devorski and Ian Walsh will be the referees. Michel Cormier and Matt MacPherson will be the linesmen.

live 

Game 38 preview: Senators at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 27, 2013 11:50 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins return from the three-day Christmas break with a set of back-to-back home-and-home games against the Senators. The series begins tonight in Boston, where the struggling Senators will face Tuukka Rask as the Bruins' goalie. 

Boston will have one returning player and one new player in the fold for tonight's game, with left wing Daniel Paille back from the concussion symptoms that he suffered on the team's trip across Canada earlier this month and goalie Niklas Svedberg called up from Providence. The team sent down David Warsofsky and Nick Johnson over the break.

The Bruins will do their best to extend their 12-0-2 streak at the TD Garden tonight, after going 7-2-0 overall in their last nine games heading into the break. 

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 25-10-2, Senators 15-17-7

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Torey Krug

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Niklas Svedberg

Notes: The Bruins lost in their one matchup with Ottawa so far this season, 4-2. ... The Bruins have a six-game streak in which they've had a player score two goals (Smith and Iginla have each done it twice, plus Chara and Marchand). That's the longest such streak since Feb. 24-March 8, 1979 for the Bruins and the longest in the NHL in more than two years, since San Jose had a six-game stretch in March and April of 2011, according to the Elias Sports Bureau. ... When Svedberg gets into a game, he'll be the 10th Bruin to make his debut with the team this season, and the fourth to play his first NHL game. ... The referees tonight will be Wes McCauley and Chris Rooney. The linesmen will be Brian Murphy and Tony Sericolo.

Bruins call up goalie Niklas Svedberg

Link|Comments (6)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 27, 2013 10:20 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Boston Globe Staff

The Bruins recalled goaltender Niklas Svedberg from Providence on Friday morning, the team announced. 

The goalie nearly made the cut out of training camp, but the team elected to go with Chad Johnson instead. It had seemed like a good move, with Johnson starting the season 6-1. But Johnson struggled with wraparound goals in a loss to lowly Buffalo in his last time up.

Coach Claude Julien said this morning that Svedberg was recalled so the team could have a look at the 24 year old. who has had an up-and-down season thus far in Providence.

"We’re going to have a look at him in the next little while here," Julien said. "Not tonight, but maybe tomorrow or the game after. I think he’s earned that. We told him that after having such a good camp that we’d bring him up at some point, get him some games. So that’s what we’re doing right now."

Svedberg has played 20 games for Providence and has an 11-5-3 record with one shutout, a .907 save percentage and a 2.91 goals-against average. He will be the backup goalie tonight against the Senators, with Tuukka Rask starting in goal.

"It’s experience," Julien said. "He played a preseason game that I thought he played really well. He’s coming off I think a shutout last night as well, so he’s earned his opportunity, and like I said we told him we’d give him that so it gives us an idea where he is in his development. At the same time certainly, like I said, earned that opportunity by his play."

Hockey chat with Rick Middleton Friday at 1:30 p.m.

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 26, 2013 02:45 PM


We'll have former Bruins star Rick Middleton on Boston.com Friday at 1:30 to talk hockey.

Middleton is one of several former pros who will be taking part in the Citi Frozen Fenway Fantasy Camp on Jan. 9. The camp will give hockey players to play on the Fenway Ice with 10 pro hockey alums, including Hall of Famer Brian Leetch, Mark Recchi and Middleton. In addition, players will have a private luncheon with professional hockey alumni and Hall of Famer Bobby Orr after the games. For details, click here or call 617-226-6753.

<a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=0d6aa75457' >Chat with Rick Middleton</a>

Shawn Thornton suspension upheld by NHL

Link|Comments (111)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 24, 2013 12:28 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman upheld the 15-game suspension of Bruins forward Shawn Thornton on Tuesday. 

Thornton had appealed the suspension – handed down following his attack on the Penguins' Brooks Orpik in a game Dec. 7 at TD Garden – and had an appeal hearing before Bettman on Friday.

Thornton still has the option to appeal the case to a neutral arbitrator. Thornton must make that decision before next Tuesday.

"Simply put, this was a bad act with a bad result, and neither will be tolerated in our game. Again, I note that Mr. Thornton has a reputation for being a “good actor” and a model NHL citizen, but that does not eliminate the need for him to be punished appropriately for his bad act in this case," Bettman said in his 12-page written explanation of his ruling.

Thornton was ejected from the Dec. 7 game and suspended indefinitely. He had a hearing with NHL senior vice president of player safety Brendan Shanahan, who issued a 15-game suspension on Dec. 14.

In his appeal, Thornton did not dispute his violation of NHL rules, but disagreed with the length of the suspension. Thornton had never been suspended prior to the incident, and the NHLPA, which filed the appeal on his behalf, said 10-12 games was a more appropriate punishment.

Thornton has been practicing and traveling with the team. Orpik remains sidelined because of a concussion. Orpik's injury was a significant factor in determining the length of Thornton's suspension.

"We respect the process including the ability to attend the hearing with Commissioner Bettman in support of Shawn. At this time, we will decline comment until the process is complete and Shawn has exhausted all rights available to him," Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said in a statement released by the team.

FULL ENTRY 

Game 37 preview: Bruins at Predators

Link|Comments (4)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 23, 2013 02:07 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

NASHVILLE -- Welcome to Nashville, where the Bruins will face off against the Predators tonight in their final game before the three-day Christmas break. 

The Bruins got some good news this morning, with the return of one of their many injured players. Defenseman Adam McQuaid will be back in the lineup against Nashville, after missing three weeks in November and all of December to date. 

All told, McQuaid was out for eight games, returned for three, then missed the last nine after aggravating a lower-body injury.

Game time: 8 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, 98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 24-10-2, Predators 16-16-4

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-David Warsofsky

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Notes: The Predators sit in last place in the Western Conference's Central Division with 36 points. Because of the strength of the West, though, the Predators would be tied with Philadelphia, Carolina, and the New York Rangers for fourth if they played in the East's Metropolitan Division ... Nashville has seven power-play goals in its last five games. The Predators are seventh in the league at 21 percent on the power play ... The referees are Mike Hasenfratz and Justin St. Pierre. The linesmen are Ryan Galloway and Darren Gibbs.
Shawn Thornton decides against 2nd appeal

Link|Comments (15)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 31, 2013 12:09 PM


WILMINGTON -- Shawn Thornton has decided not to go to an independent arbitrator to appeal his 15-game suspension, which was upheld by NHL commissioner Gary Bettman last week. The suspension was handed down by the Department of Player Safety chief Brendan Shanahan for his attack on Brooks Orpik in the Bruins' Dec. 7 game against the Penguins.

Thornton had the option of continuing the process with a second appeal, but would have been the first NHL player to do so under the new collective bargaining agreement. 

Part of the reasoning came down to timing -- Thornton has already missed 10 games, and the hearing would be unlikely to be scheduled before Saturday, after three more games had elapsed. Thornton is scheduled to return on Jan. 11 against San Jose. 

"I’d rather not be a distraction around here and I’d rather just focus on getting ready for Jan. 11," Thornton said. "I’m not going to lie to you, it wasn’t an easy decision. I’ve been thinking about it for the last 36 hours, not much sleep. 

"But I feel for the team it’s probably the right thing to do I guess at this point, not going through the whole process again for a third time."

Thornton said that his teammates had provided a support system for him, and other players from other teams had reached out, including Raffi Torres, Adam Burish, Jay Rosehill, and Paul Bissonnette. 

"I’m still not happy with the amount of games I got," Thornton said. "I know I’m not a victim, but I’m not happy with the amount of games I got. But I respect the decision. Like I said, I’d rather just move on mentally and just focus on getting ready for the 11th instead of focusing on getting ready for another hearing."

Thornton, who has not spoken to the media since immediately after the game against Pittsburgh, was asked about the hit that the incident and suspension might have on his reputation after a career in which he had never faced a fine or suspension.

"I’m not going to let this define me," he said. "I think I obviously made a mistake. One mistake, I think, doing the job that I’ve done for 600-something games, including playoffs. It’s a tough question to answer because I know I made a mistake, but like I said, this won’t define me. I’m going to move on and continue to play and put this in the past."

Game 40 preview: Islanders at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 31, 2013 10:08 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins are up at Ristuccia Arena for their morning skate before tonight's New Year's Eve game against the Islanders, as the Celtics have TD Garden this afternoon.

Zdeno Chara will make his return to the lineup today after missing Saturday's game in Ottawa. That's big news for a team that's without Dennis Seidenberg on defense already.

So far the Bruins have made one move today, recalling Nick Johnson on an emergency basis. Carl Soderberg was ruled out yesterday, necessitating the move. It is the fifth consecutive day that the Bruins have made a personnel move.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 26-11-2, Islanders 12-21-7

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Matt Fraser-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins are 13-0-2 in their last 15 games at TD Garden, a streak that dates back to Oct. 26 ... Tonight is the only time this season the Islanders will visit Boston ... David Krejci is one goal shy of his 100th ... The referees are Rob Martell and Brad Meier. The linesmen are Lonnie Cameron and Mark Wheler. 

Dennis Seidenberg to have surgery on right ACL, MCL

Link|Comments (9)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 30, 2013 12:52 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg addressed the media Monday for the first time since tearing his right ACL and MCL in Friday night's game against Ottawa. 

Seidenberg, who will miss the remainder of the season, said he will have surgery on the knee in the next week or two, depending on how long it takes for the swelling to go down. He will see Dr. Peter Asnis Tuesday.

"Very disappointing," Seidenberg said. "It’s tough luck the way it happened, but at the end, there’s nothing I can do. It’s all about getting it fixed now and preparing for next season."

Seidenberg has injured both MCLs before, but said he has never had an ACL injury. He said he knew immediately that it was different, but did not know the extent of the injury. 

"It's totally off, so they're going to put a couple stitches in the MCL as well," Seidenberg said. "Sometimes it heals quick, just doesn't get back to where it was tightness-wise. So we're going to make sure it's nice and solid, put some stitches in."

Seidenberg should be back for training camp next season, when his new four-year, $16 million contract kicks in.

"It used to be when you had an ACL, it was career-ending, I guess," he said. "But nowadays I think they know how to take care of it and they say I'm going to be back to normal, hopefully. It just takes a while."

****

There were a couple of updates on injured Bruins, with every regular on the ice at some point other than Seidenberg and Chris Kelly.

Loui Eriksson skated before practice with Carl Soderberg, the first time (that we know of) that Eriksson has been on the ice since sustaining a concussion Dec. 7, his second in 45 days. He continues to be day-to-day.

Soderberg will not play against the Islanders tomorrow, which means the Bruins will need to call up someone from Providence to fill his spot.

Zdeno Chara, who missed Saturday's game in Ottawa with an undisclosed injury, skated for about half of Monday's practice with the team, then left the ice. That was scheduled, and not because he sustained an additional injury. There will be a decision on his availability tomorrow.

Dougie Hamilton participated in his first practice since sustaining a lower-body injury Dec. 8. He was limited in some drills, and there is no timetable for his return, but he is making progress. 

Kevan Miller was at practice after being called up on an emergency basis. He is likely up for good, as he cannot be sent down without going through waivers after playing in his 10th NHL game. 

Loui Eriksson, Carl Soderberg skate before Bruins practice

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 30, 2013 10:39 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – There were some good signs for the Bruins at Ristuccia Arena on Monday – Loui Eriksson and Carl Soderberg were on the ice before the full team practice. For Eriksson it is the first time that we know of that he has skated since Dec. 7, when he sustained his second concussion in 45 days. 

Soderberg did not make the trip to Ottawa with the team on Saturday after banging his head into the glass, resulting in concussion-like symptoms. He stayed on the ice longer than Eriksson this morning. If he cannot play in Tuesday's game against the Islanders, the Bruins would have to call up another forward. They have only 11 healthy (and active) players at the moment.

There were other new faces on the ice. Dougie Hamilton skated with the team for the first time since his lower-body injury on Dec. 8. Zdeno Chara, who also missed Saturday's game in Ottawa with an undisclosed injury, was also on the ice. 

Kevan Miller was called up this morning on an emergency basis, and is practicing with the team

Bruins assign three to Providence

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 29, 2013 06:06 PM


The Bruins have assigned Zach Trotman, David Warsofsky, and Nick Johnson to Providence. Trotman and Johnson played in Providence’s 5-4 win over Springfield today. Niklas Svedberg, assigned to Providence yesterday, was in goal for the win.

The Bruins’ next game is on Tuesday against the Islanders. They are likely to recall reinforcements before then because of a spate of injuries.

Zdeno Chara out with undisclosed injury

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 28, 2013 06:33 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Zdeno Chara will not play tonight because of an undisclosed injury. Chara is day-to-day. Chara participated in an off-ice workout this morning at Canadian Tire Centre. 

Tonight’s lineup, based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Matt Fraser-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan caron

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk 

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 David Warsofsky-Zach Trotman

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Dennis Seidenberg out for season with injured right knee

Link|Comments (23)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 28, 2013 03:26 PM


Dennis Seidenberg’s season is over. Seidenberg has been ruled out for 2013-14 because of a torn ACL and MCL in his right knee.

Seidenberg was injured in the third period of last night’s 5-0 win over Ottawa. Seidenberg collided with Cory Conacher. Seidenberg needed help returning to the dressing room.

Seidenberg was the team’s No. 2 defenseman. The left-shot Seidenberg had been playing on the second pairing. In the playoffs, Seidenberg could have moved up to partner with Zdeno Chara like he has since the 2010-11 postseason. 

The rock-hard defenseman provided flexibility because he could play both sides. Seidenberg was also capable of logging big minutes in even-strength and shorthanded situations.

The Bruins recalled Zach Trotman from Providence on an emergency basis. This is Trotman's first NHL recall. The right-shot Trotman was paired with Zdeno Chara for much of training camp. David Warsofsky was recalled from Providence earlier today.

To make room for the reinforcements, Niklas Svedberg was assigned to Providence.

Game 39 preview: Bruins at Senators

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 28, 2013 12:30 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

OTTAWA – Good morning from Canadian Tire Centre, where the Bruins will look to sweep the Senators in their home-and-home series. The Bruins trounced Ottawa last night at TD Garden, 5-0. 

Dennis Seidenberg (right leg) will not play tonight. Seidenberg was injured during a collision last night with Cory Conacher. Claude Julien did not have any further clarity on Seidenberg's condition.

Carl Soderberg is also out. Soderberg hurt his head in last night’s game when he collided with the glass. Soderberg is experiencing concussion-like symptoms and did not travel to Ottawa.

David Warsofsky and Nick Johnson will play in place of Seidenberg and Soderberg. Warsofsky and Johnson were in Glens Falls, N.Y., ahead of Providence’s game tonight against Adirondack when they were recalled on an emergency basis. Warsofsky and Johnson had to return to Providence to retrieve their passports. They are scheduled to arrive in Ottawa this afternoon.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 26-10-2, Senators 15-18-7

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk 

 David Warsofsky-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Niklas Svedberg

Healthy scratch: Chad Johnson

Storylines: Tuukka Rask was the first goalie off the ice this morning, indicating he will make his second start in two nights. Rask was in goal for last night’s shutout. Niklas Svedberg will most likely be his backup. Chad Johnson will be the healthy scratch for the second straight game… The Bruins have gone seven straight with a player scoring two goals per game. Reilly Smith was the latest to turn the trick last night... Ryan Spooner is from nearby Kanata. This will be Spooner’s second career NHL game in his hometown. Spooner planned to return to his parents’ home instead of going to the team hotel following the morning skate… Shawn Thornton was the last man off the ice following the morning skate. Thornton has until Tuesday to decide whether he will take his case to a neutral discipline arbitrator… Paul Devorski and Ian Walsh will be the referees. Michel Cormier and Matt MacPherson will be the linesmen.

live 

Game 38 preview: Senators at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 27, 2013 11:50 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins return from the three-day Christmas break with a set of back-to-back home-and-home games against the Senators. The series begins tonight in Boston, where the struggling Senators will face Tuukka Rask as the Bruins' goalie. 

Boston will have one returning player and one new player in the fold for tonight's game, with left wing Daniel Paille back from the concussion symptoms that he suffered on the team's trip across Canada earlier this month and goalie Niklas Svedberg called up from Providence. The team sent down David Warsofsky and Nick Johnson over the break.

The Bruins will do their best to extend their 12-0-2 streak at the TD Garden tonight, after going 7-2-0 overall in their last nine games heading into the break. 

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 25-10-2, Senators 15-17-7

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Torey Krug

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Niklas Svedberg

Notes: The Bruins lost in their one matchup with Ottawa so far this season, 4-2. ... The Bruins have a six-game streak in which they've had a player score two goals (Smith and Iginla have each done it twice, plus Chara and Marchand). That's the longest such streak since Feb. 24-March 8, 1979 for the Bruins and the longest in the NHL in more than two years, since San Jose had a six-game stretch in March and April of 2011, according to the Elias Sports Bureau. ... When Svedberg gets into a game, he'll be the 10th Bruin to make his debut with the team this season, and the fourth to play his first NHL game. ... The referees tonight will be Wes McCauley and Chris Rooney. The linesmen will be Brian Murphy and Tony Sericolo.

Bruins call up goalie Niklas Svedberg

Link|Comments (6)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 27, 2013 10:20 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Boston Globe Staff

The Bruins recalled goaltender Niklas Svedberg from Providence on Friday morning, the team announced. 

The goalie nearly made the cut out of training camp, but the team elected to go with Chad Johnson instead. It had seemed like a good move, with Johnson starting the season 6-1. But Johnson struggled with wraparound goals in a loss to lowly Buffalo in his last time up.

Coach Claude Julien said this morning that Svedberg was recalled so the team could have a look at the 24 year old. who has had an up-and-down season thus far in Providence.

"We’re going to have a look at him in the next little while here," Julien said. "Not tonight, but maybe tomorrow or the game after. I think he’s earned that. We told him that after having such a good camp that we’d bring him up at some point, get him some games. So that’s what we’re doing right now."

Svedberg has played 20 games for Providence and has an 11-5-3 record with one shutout, a .907 save percentage and a 2.91 goals-against average. He will be the backup goalie tonight against the Senators, with Tuukka Rask starting in goal.

"It’s experience," Julien said. "He played a preseason game that I thought he played really well. He’s coming off I think a shutout last night as well, so he’s earned his opportunity, and like I said we told him we’d give him that so it gives us an idea where he is in his development. At the same time certainly, like I said, earned that opportunity by his play."

Hockey chat with Rick Middleton Friday at 1:30 p.m.

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 26, 2013 02:45 PM


We'll have former Bruins star Rick Middleton on Boston.com Friday at 1:30 to talk hockey.

Middleton is one of several former pros who will be taking part in the Citi Frozen Fenway Fantasy Camp on Jan. 9. The camp will give hockey players to play on the Fenway Ice with 10 pro hockey alums, including Hall of Famer Brian Leetch, Mark Recchi and Middleton. In addition, players will have a private luncheon with professional hockey alumni and Hall of Famer Bobby Orr after the games. For details, click here or call 617-226-6753.

<a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=0d6aa75457' >Chat with Rick Middleton</a>

Shawn Thornton suspension upheld by NHL

Link|Comments (111)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 24, 2013 12:28 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman upheld the 15-game suspension of Bruins forward Shawn Thornton on Tuesday. 

Thornton had appealed the suspension – handed down following his attack on the Penguins' Brooks Orpik in a game Dec. 7 at TD Garden – and had an appeal hearing before Bettman on Friday.

Thornton still has the option to appeal the case to a neutral arbitrator. Thornton must make that decision before next Tuesday.

"Simply put, this was a bad act with a bad result, and neither will be tolerated in our game. Again, I note that Mr. Thornton has a reputation for being a “good actor” and a model NHL citizen, but that does not eliminate the need for him to be punished appropriately for his bad act in this case," Bettman said in his 12-page written explanation of his ruling.

Thornton was ejected from the Dec. 7 game and suspended indefinitely. He had a hearing with NHL senior vice president of player safety Brendan Shanahan, who issued a 15-game suspension on Dec. 14.

In his appeal, Thornton did not dispute his violation of NHL rules, but disagreed with the length of the suspension. Thornton had never been suspended prior to the incident, and the NHLPA, which filed the appeal on his behalf, said 10-12 games was a more appropriate punishment.

Thornton has been practicing and traveling with the team. Orpik remains sidelined because of a concussion. Orpik's injury was a significant factor in determining the length of Thornton's suspension.

"We respect the process including the ability to attend the hearing with Commissioner Bettman in support of Shawn. At this time, we will decline comment until the process is complete and Shawn has exhausted all rights available to him," Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said in a statement released by the team.

FULL ENTRY 

Game 37 preview: Bruins at Predators

Link|Comments (4)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 23, 2013 02:07 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

NASHVILLE -- Welcome to Nashville, where the Bruins will face off against the Predators tonight in their final game before the three-day Christmas break. 

The Bruins got some good news this morning, with the return of one of their many injured players. Defenseman Adam McQuaid will be back in the lineup against Nashville, after missing three weeks in November and all of December to date. 

All told, McQuaid was out for eight games, returned for three, then missed the last nine after aggravating a lower-body injury.

Game time: 8 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, 98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 24-10-2, Predators 16-16-4

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-David Warsofsky

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Notes: The Predators sit in last place in the Western Conference's Central Division with 36 points. Because of the strength of the West, though, the Predators would be tied with Philadelphia, Carolina, and the New York Rangers for fourth if they played in the East's Metropolitan Division ... Nashville has seven power-play goals in its last five games. The Predators are seventh in the league at 21 percent on the power play ... The referees are Mike Hasenfratz and Justin St. Pierre. The linesmen are Ryan Galloway and Darren Gibbs.

Brad Marchand available against Predators 

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 22, 2013 12:23 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – Brad Marchand, banged up in last night’s 4-1 win over Buffalo, didn’t practice today at Ristuccia Arena. But Marchand will travel to Nashville with the team this afternoon and be available to play against the Predators tomorrow. 

Daniel Paille (concussion) practiced in Marchand’s spot on the second line. Paille has not been cleared for game play. Paille will not join the team on its road trip.

* Adam McQuaid (lower body) is possible to play tomorrow. McQuaid was one of seven defensemen practicing today.

* Dougie Hamilton (lower body) didn’t practice. Hamilton went on the ice for solo work with strength and conditioning coach John Whitesides. Hamilton could be out for another two weeks based on original estimates.

* Loui Eriksson (concussion) was at Ristuccia for treatment. Eriksson is feeling well enough to be around his teammates. Eriksson had been more comfortable at home initially because of post-concussion syndrome.

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Daniel Paille-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 David Warsofsky-Johnny Boychuk

 Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Game 36: Sabres at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 21, 2013 05:09 PM


Tonight brings the Sabres to the TD Garden, just two nights after the Bruins lost to them in Buffalo on Thursday. The Bruins would much prefer that that outcome didn't happen again, with the Sabres having the fewest points in the NHL. 

The game on Thursday night saw the Bruins fail to capitalize on quite a few chances, leading to the opening for the Sabres to score on a fluke shot off David Warsofsky's stick to Marcus Foligno and on a wraparound by Drew Stafford.

The Bruins have just two games before the Christmas break -- tonight and Monday in Nashville -- so they'll be looking to turn around their results before those three days off.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 23-10-2, Sabres 9-23-3

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 David Warsofsky-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: There is a chance Adam McQuaid could play tonight against the Sabres, but the Bruins could also choose to keep him out for another night and use David Warsofsky again. ... Brad Marchand scored twice against the Sabres on Thursday, bringing his season total to seven goals. The Bruins would dearly like to see him build on those results, after Peter Chiarelli said he was not going to trade the winger. ... Always interesting to see the ice conditions on these quick changeover days -- the Celtics played at 1 p.m. at the Garden today. 

Bruins GM says he's not trading Marchand

Link|Comments (29)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 19, 2013 12:53 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

BUFFALO – After all of the issues that have surrounded Brad Marchand this season and especially this week, Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli wanted to make one thing clear this morning. 

Asked a question about Marchand's struggles, and how much they're related to the lack of consistency on the third line, Chiarelli went off in a different direction, due to the reaction garnered from his comments from the day before.

"Let me be clear on Marchy," he said. "I saw some of the aftermath yesterday from my comments. I'm not trading Marchy. He's a good player. I like the way he plays.

"He'll figure it out, but when one guy struggles, the other guys unfortunately piggyback on those struggles. You need three guys really going. I don't care what guys say about pairs, you need three guys going and contributing. That's happening a little bit. But, as I said yesterday, he's finding his way."

Chiarelli had expressed disappointment on Tuesday about Marchand's antics, when he mimed kissing his Stanley Cup ring in Vancouver and later mimed kissing the Stanley Cup.

The second-line winger has struggled this season, with five goals and nine assists for 14 points in 34 games.

Game 35: Bruins at Sabres

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 19, 2013 12:41 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

BUFFALO – Welcome to the First Niagara Center, where the Bruins will take on the Sabres this evening. It's their first trip back here since the game in which a John Scott hit gave Loui Eriksson a concussion two months ago. 

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli addressed the media this morning because coach Claude Julien is still feeling the effects of the flu that has infected much of the team in the last week. Julien is expected to be back at the rink in time to coach tonight's game.

Defenseman David Warsofsky is up with the team and in Buffalo, replacing Kevan Miller, who was sent down to Providence on Tuesday.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 23-9-2, Sabres 8-23-3

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-David Warsofsky

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Buffalo beat Winnipeg in its last game in regulation. Before that, the Sabres hadn't won in regulation since Nov. 15 over Toronto. John Scott is a "gametime decision," according to Sabres coach Ted Nolan, likely playing defense. ... For the Bruins, tonight's is the final game in a stretch of five-of-six on the road, which began in Toronto and continued across western Canada. So far, the Bruins are 3-1-0 in those road games. ... The referees are Dennis LaRue and Marc Joannette. The linesmen are Scott Cherrey and Mark Shewchyk. 

Bruins call up David Warshofsky

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 18, 2013 01:57 PM


By Barbara Matson, Globe Correspondent

The Bruins, reconstituted repeatedly over the last two weeks while making injury replacements, changed again Wednesday. This time, defenseman David Warshofsky, the former Boston University star and native of Marshfield, was called up from Providence and will make his NHL debut in Buffalo Thursday. 

Leaving is defenseman Kevan Miller, who was on the verge of playing his 10th game with the Bruins, which would leave him exposed to waivers should he be sent down. The Bruins also returned forward Craig Cunningham to Providence. 

“We felt that Kevan would probably be a waiver pickup by somebody,’’ said Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli. “We didn’t want to risk it. I spoke to Kevan before and he understood it. I told him I felt good about his play up here. Probably the next time we bring him up will be for good.”

"It’s kind of a cold business decision.’’ 

In Warshofsky, the Bruins will get a small, mobile defenseman. 

“He’s played very well,’’ Chiarelli said of the 5-foot-9-inch, 170-pound Warshofsky. “He’s a little undersized but very good skater and moves the puck well. He’s had a real good year. He got dinged up a little on Friday but he’s good to go.”

Warshofsky has 2 goals and 14 assists in 26 games and has a plus-10 rating. 

Game 34: Flames at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 17, 2013 11:31 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins are finally back home at TD Garden after a week-long road trip that took them across Canada. It was a week of turmoil, with the Bruins losing players left and right to injuries and a flu bug, not to mention the suspension being handed down to Shawn Thornton, Brad Marchand being accused of having "no class," and Milan Lucic being involved in an altercation in Vancouver. 

But the B's are back on the ice here, so focus turns to the Flames, a team that dismissed its general manager last week after losing to the Bruins. 

Fortunately for Boston there was some good news today, with Jarome Iginla set to return to the lineup after suffering a dislocated left ring finger against Vancouver. He said he's ready to return after morning skate.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 22-9-2, Flames 13-15-5

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: This is the second time in a week that the Bruins have played the Flames. Boston won 2-1 over Calgary a week ago, coming back from a one-goal deficit in the third period. ... The last time Calgary played in Boston, it was a 9-0 loss. In fact, the Bruins have outscored the Flames 14-0 in their last two games in TD Garden. ... It's Gregory Campbell's 30th birthday. ... The referees are Kevin Pollock and Darcy Burchell. The linesmen are Tim Nowak and Michel Cormier.

Shawn Thornton to appeal suspension

Link|Comments (30)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 16, 2013 03:45 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe staff

Shawn Thornton will appeal his 15-game suspension, handed down on Saturday by the NHL's Department of Player Safety, according to a source with knowledge of the situation.

Shortly after the news was confirmed to the Globe, the NHLPA tweeted, "Shawn Thornton has decided to appeal the League’s decision to suspend him for 15 games, and on his behalf the NHLPA has notified the NHL."

Thornton had until 4 p.m. today to decide whether he will appeal the suspension. It will go first to commissioner Gary Bettman, who earlier this year upheld Patrick Kaleta's 10-game suspension. 

If Bettman does so again, Thornton will have the option to appeal the case to a neutral arbitrator, per the new CBA. No player has yet attempted that course of action, as Kaleta dropped his case after the Bettman decision.

The sides have not scheduled the appeal to Bettman, which is likely to occur at the NHL's New York offices. Thornton was already in the offices on Friday for his in-person hearing with Brendan Shanahan.

The suspension followed a Dec. 7 game when Thornton pulled the Penguins' Brooks Orpik to the ice and punched him several times in the head. Orpik left the game on a stretcher.

Thornton received a match penalty and was ejected, and was immediately suspended.

The incident followed two other rough moments in the game. Orpik knocked the Bruins' Loui Eriksson out of the game with a big hit – Eriksson suffered a concussion – and the Penguins' James Neal struck Boston's Brad Marchand with his knee as he skated by Marchand, who had fallen to the ice at the time.

Thornton skated at practice this morning at Ristuccia Arena, but did not speak to the media.

Milan Lucic says he was victim of attack in Vancouver

Link|Comments (36)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 16, 2013 02:16 PM


By Nancy Marrapese-Burrell, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – Bruins’ forward Milan Lucic said he was the victim of an unprovoked attack Saturday night in downtown Vancouver after the game against the Canucks. 

Video of the altercation outside of a nightclub has gone viral on the internet.

No punches can be seen on the video, but Lucic said his attacker punched him twice, once inside the club and once outside, and he did not retaliate. He said he is looking into his legal options and said he will never again set foot downtown in his hometown.

"Unfortunately, everyone's seen the video that's out," Lucic said after the team’s practice at Ristuccia Arena Monday. "It's something that happened late Saturday night and it's something I’m not proud of, but it was part of an unprovoked attack. I was punched in the face on two separate occasions. From this point forward, I'm just exploring to pursue this in a legal manner. I was the victim of the attack. I did not engage in the attack. I showed restraint by not retaliating in a physical manner. There was no reason for him to punch me but he did and that’s all I can really say right now."

Lucic said he doesn’t know the man and that there was no verbal altercation before the man punched him the first time.

"It sucks being in that situation, but then again, you’ve got to take ownership of it and know that it happened because you were in that situation," he said. "We came off a good road trip and wanted to, I guess, blow off some steam and have some fun and unfortunately it had to end the way that it did. Hopefully it’s not a distraction toward the team further after today."

He said it’s sad that he can’t go out in his hometown without incident but if he has to stay out of the area, that’s what he plans to do.

"That's one of the worst parts, it's in my hometown," he said. "Going back to the spray painting of the church and my grandparents and parents and family getting harassed during the [Stanley Cup] finals against the Canucks in 2011, and now it's escalated to a point where I get attacked for just minding my own business. I have no reason left to defend my city and then the people of my city. I'm just disgusted and outraged that it had to come to something like that. As far as that goes, other than being at Rogers Arena, no one will ever see me in downtown Vancouver ever again."

Shawn Thornton suspended 15 games

Link|Comments (314)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff December 14, 2013 02:16 PM
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 Bruins enforcer Shawn Thornton was suspended for 15 games Saturday, the NHL announced.

Thornton pulled the Penguins' Brooks Orpik to the ice in the first period of their game at TD Garden on Dec. 7 as a confrontation began between Bruins and Penguins players. After Orpik fell, Thornton punched him several times in the head.

"This cannot be described as a hockey play that went bad, nor do we consider this a spontaneous reaction to an incident that just occurred. Rather, it is our view that this was an act of retribution for an incident that occurred earlier in the game. The result of this action by Thornton was a serious injury to Orpik," the NHL said in a video on its website to explain the ruling.

Is Shawn Thornton's 15-game punishment fitting?

No, he deserved more

Yes, it was the right number of games

No, he should have gotten fewer

Vote

View Results

Quantcast 

 Thornton received a match penalty and was ejected, and was immediately suspended. He had a hearing with the NHL's Player Safety Department, headed by former player Brendan Shanahan, on Friday in New York. 

"I am aware of today's ruling by the NHL Department of Player Safety. I will be consulting with the Bruins, my representation and the NHLPA about next steps, and will be in a position to address the matter publicly after speaking with those parties. Until then I will have no further comment," Thornton said via a team press release.

Thornton was remorseful after the game. 

“I feel awful,” Thornton said after the Dec. 7 game. “It wasn’t my intention for that outcome. I know Brooksie. I’ve gotten to know him over the last seven years here. I skate with him in the summer and through the lockout. I’ve texted him a couple times. I feel awful. It’s not what I wanted to see or what anybody wanted to see.”

The incident followed two other rough moments in the game. Orpik knocked the Bruins' Loui Eriksson out of the game with a big hit – Eriksson suffered a concussion – and the Penguins' James Neal struck Boston's Brad Marchand with his knee as he skated by Marchand, who had fallen to the ice at the time.

Neal was suspended five games.

"We respect the process including the ability to attend and present our case in person. At this time, we will decline comment until the process is complete and Shawn has exhausted all rights available to him," Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said, also via the team press release.

The Bruins are in Vancouver to take on the Canucks Saturday night in the final game of a four-game Canadian road trip.

Thornton will be eligible to return to the Bruins Jan. 11 vs. the Sharks in San Jose. It is his first suspension, but it will cost him $84,615.45 in lost pay, according to the NHL. The forfeited salary will be donated to the Players Emergency Assistance Fund, the NHL said.

TSN's Darren Dreger was first to report the news Saturday.

Game 33: Bruins at Canucks

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 14, 2013 01:36 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

VANCOUVER – Welcome to Rogers Arena, where the Bruins will try to win their fifth straight game against the Canucks this evening. It's the first time the Bruins have been to Vancouver since they beat Vancouver in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup Final in 2011. 

The Bruins have had a successful road swing through western Canada, with a chance to go 4-0-0 on the trip. But they're running into a hot Canucks team that has gone 6-0-0 to start December, including a win over the Oilers on Friday night. 

Boston is still undermanned after dealing with injuries, illness, and suspension this week, with Reilly Smith the latest victim of the flu-like symptoms. Smith was sent back to the hotel from morning skate, but will play tonight.

Game time: 10 p.m.

TV/Radio: CBC/NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 22-8-2, Canucks 19-10-5

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Nick Johnson-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Canucks won the last meeting between the two teams, 4-3, on Jan. 7, 2012, a game which resulted in a five-game suspension to Brad Marchand for a hit on Sami Salo. ... Roberto Luongo will be in goal for the Canucks today. ... The referees are Marc Joanette and Kyle Rehman. The linesmen will be Kiel Murchison and Derek Nansen.

Game 32: Bruins at Oilers

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 12, 2013 02:36 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

EDMONTON -- Welcome to cold and snowy Edmonton where the Bruins will have yet another reunion tonight. This time it's Oilers captain Andrew Ference, who parted ways with the organization after last season's run to the Cup Final.

Of course, many of Ference's former teammates aren't actually in the city.

The Bruins continue to lose players at an alarming rate, with Daniel Paille the latest to be sent back to Boston for evaluation. We should know more on his condition later today. 

We'll have to see if Tuukka Rask is recovered enough from the flu to play against Edmonton. Otherwise it'll be backup Chad Johnson.

Game time: 9:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 21-8-2, Oilers 11-18-3

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Matt Fraser

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Reilly Smith

 Nick Johnson-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins opted not to skate this morning in Edmonton. That might be tied to the flu bug that has struck the team this week. ... The Bruins remain without four forwards (Loui Eriksson, Daniel Paille, Chris Kelly, Shawn Thornton) and two defensemen (Adam McQuaid, Dougie Hamilton), with McQuaid the closest to returning. McQuaid skated on Wednesday in Edmonton before the team's practice. ... Edmonton has the fewest points in the Western Conference. Only the Islanders and Sabres have fewer in the East.

Dougie Hamilton out 2-4 weeks

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 10, 2013 02:33 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

CALGARY, Alberta -- Remember when the Bruins had seven healthy NHL-caliber defensemen? 

Feels like a long time ago.

Coach Claude Julien announced today that Dougie Hamilton will be out 2-4 weeks with the injury he sustained in the Bruins game in Toronto Sunday. Hamilton was sent back to Boston after that game and examined, and the news apparently wasn't good.

Hamilton appeared to hurt his left leg in the first period of Sunday's game. He was seen flexing it, and left the game shortly thereafter. He played just 5:58 in the game.

The news came just two days after the Bruins announced that center Chris Kelly would miss 4-6 weeks with a fractured fibula. 

The team is down to just six healthy defensemen in Calgary. Johnny Boychuk will return to the ice tonight after suffering back spasms after being hit into the boards last Thursday in Montreal. He felt much better today after skating Monday for the first time since the incident.

Adam McQuaid remains out, and has not yet skated since reinjuring himself. 

live 

Game 31: Bruins at Flames

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 10, 2013 01:01 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

CALGARY -- Welcome to Jarome Iginla Day here at the Saddledome. 

It's a big day for the city -- the hottest ticket of the year, according to Craig Conroy, a member of the Flames front office and close friend of Iginla. 

There's also a lot going on for the Bruins, between illness and injury and call-ups and a suspension, the team begins a three-game stretch in Canada against Western Conference teams. 

The Bruins announced today that Dougie Hamilton will be out for two-to-four weeks with a lower body injury. Daniel Paille will also be out of tonight's game with an upper body injury. Nick Johnson is on his way to Calgary to fill Paille's spot on an emergency basis.

The Bruins also placed Loui Eriksson on injured reserve.

Game time: 9:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/TSN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 20-8-2, Flames 11-14-4

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Matt Fraser

 Nick Johnson-Gregory Campbell-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: All four of the Bruins out on Monday with flu-like symptoms were back on the ice today (Chara, Miller, Campbell, Johnson). ... The Bruins also got word that Maple Leaf Dion Phaneuf will serve a two-game suspension for his boarding of Kevan Miller on Sunday that went unpenalized at the time. Phaneuf had a phone hearing this morning. ... Meanwhile, Shawn Thornton's in-person hearing with player safety has been scheduled for Friday in New York. He will have served three games by then. ... The referees are Dave Jackson and Dan O'Halloran. The linesmen are Kiel Murchison and Thor Nelson. 

Chara, three others hit by flu; Boychuk skates at practice

Link|Comments (11)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 9, 2013 05:49 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

CALGARY, Alberta -- The Bruins were missing four players at practice today after arriving in Calgary from Toronto, as the flu bug struck the team. Coach Claude Julien sent home Zdeno Chara, Kevan Miller, Gregory Campbell, and Chad Johnson after they arrived with the team at the Saddledome. 

One player who was back on the ice was Johnny Boychuk, the first time the defenseman had been at practice since the scary collision that led to him being removed on a stretcher last Thursday.

Asked how he felt, Boychuk said, "I didn't feel awesome. Haven't skated in, what, five days. At least I got out there and moved around and got back on the ice."

Boychuk said there is still stiffness from the back spasms he suffered after being boarded by Max Pacioretty of the Canadiens.

The Bruins have no margin for error with their defensemen after sending Dougie Hamilton (lower-body injury) back to Boston after Sunday's game. They do not have an extra defenseman in Calgary, and have not called anyone up.

"I haven't had a chance to talk to [Boychuk] yet, but he felt really good the other day," Julien said. "He was ready to go at it. The reason we haven't called a defenseman up is because there's a real strong anticipation that he'll be ready to go tomorrow. As you know, it wasn't an injury per se, more than it was spasms. So once that goes away, he's ready to go."

James Neal suspended five games for kneeing Brad Marchand

Link|Comments (9)

Posted by John Carney December 9, 2013 03:19 PM


By staff reports

Pittsburgh Penguins forward James Neal was suspended five games by the National Hockey League for kneeing Bruins forward Brad Marchand during Saturday night’s game at TD Garden.

The announcement was made by the league’s Department of Player Safety Monday.

The incident occurred in the first period, after Marchand had fallen to the ice. As Neal skated by him, his knee hit Marchand in the head, stunning him. Neal received a minor penalty for kneeing.

Following the play, there was pushing and shoving between members of the Penguins and Bruins, and Boston’s Shawn Thornton knocked Pittsburgh’s Brooks Orpik to the ice and began punching him. Orpik had to be taken off on a stretcher, and Thornton received a match penalty.

Thornton is expected to face a disciplinary hearing this week, and is likely due for a suspension himself. Thornton had taken exception to a hit Orpik put on Loui Eriksson earlier in the game that left the Bruins winger concussed.

Neal will forfeit $128,205.15 in pay.

The Bruins wound up winning Saturday’s game, 3-2.

Dion Phaneuf to have NHL hearing over Kevan Miller hit
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 9, 2013 08:08 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Brendan Shanahan sure is busy these days. 

A Bruins game has yielded yet another hearing with the Department of Player Safety, this time after Toronto's Dion Phaneuf crunched Kevan Miller into the boards from behind near the end of the third period in Sunday night's Bruins-Maple Leafs game.

The NHL confirmed that Phaneuf's hearing will happen on Tuesday by phone, meaning that it can be no longer than five games.

Brooks Orpik will not have a hearing for his hit on Loui Eriksson in Saturday's game. 

Shawn Thornton's hearing, which is in person, is unlikely to occur until later in the week. Thornton is suspended indefinitely, and is not on this road trip with the Bruins.

Dougie Hamilton returns to Boston because of injury

Link|Comments (0)
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

TORONTO – The Bruins are down another defenseman. 

Dougie Hamilton left Sunday's game in the first period and did not return. Coach Claude Julien said Hamilton will fly back to Boston while the team goes on to Calgary. He will be reevaluated in Boston, but Julien said he expects that Hamilton will be out for at least a week with a lower body injury.

Meanwhile, Kevan Miller also left the game late in the third period with an injury after a hit by Dion Phaneuf that did not draw a penalty. Julien termed his injury "very minor," and said he expected Miller to be fine for Tuesday's game against the Flames.

The Bruins will wait until Monday to determine whether they need to call up another defenseman from Providence. That will likely be based on the availability of Johnny Boychuk, who suffered a back injury after being boarded by Max Pacioretty on Thursday. Julien said he was more optimistic than pessimistic about Boychuk's chances to play on Tuesday. 

Bruins call up Ryan Spooner and Matt Fraser, place two on IR

Link|Comments (0)
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

TORONTO – The Bruins have officially called up Ryan Spooner and Matt Fraser to fill the holes left by Saturday night's game against Pittsburgh. 

The Bruins were down three forwards (Loui Eriksson, Chris Kelly, Shawn Thornton) because of injuries and a suspension. Jordan Caron will fill one of the spots, with Spooner and Fraser taking over the other two.

The Bruins also announced the the injury to Kelly is, in fact, a fractured right fibula. He is expected to miss four to six weeks, and has been placed on long-term injured reserve. His spot should be filled by Spooner, the dynamic center whom the Bruins did not have room for until now.

Adam McQuaid, who was scheduled to make the trip with the Bruins to Toronto, has been placed on injured reserve because of of a lower body injury.

The Bruins are also without Johnny Boychuk, who suffered a back injury on Thursday, meaning they will face the Maple Leafs Sunday without five of their normal starters.

Report: Chris Kelly has broken ankle
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Bruins center Chris Kelly, who will not play in Sunday's game against the Maple Leafs, apparently suffered a broken ankle in the game against the Penguins on Saturday night. 

Kelly is one of three Bruins forwards who will not play in Toronto due to the goings on against Pittsburgh. Shawn Thornton has been suspended pending a hearing with NHL player safety and Loui Eriksson sustained a concussion.

The news of Kelly's ankle injury, which happened on a slash by Pascal Dupuis, was first reported by TSN's Darren Dreger. 

Dreger tweeted, "Bruins forward Chris Kelly suffered broken ankle from Dupuis slash last night. Quite a game."

This is the second leg injury for Kelly this calendar year. Back in March, during last year's lockout shortened season, Kelly broke his left tibia, an injury that kept him out for a month and kept him ineffective until late in the postseason.

Watch: Shawn Thornton: 'I feel awful'
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Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 7, 2013 10:26 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL has informed Shawn Thornton he will be having a hearing for his first-period assault on Brooks Orpik. Thornton is suspended indefinitely because of the match penalty he received after he knocked out Orpik. Thornton will not play on Sunday against Toronto and could be suspended for the rest of the road trip.

Thornton drove Orpik to the ice. Thornton punched Orpik several times. Orpik was taken off the ice on a stretcher and driven to Massachusetts General Hospital. Orpik was conscious and alert at the hospital.

“I feel awful,” Thornton said. “It wasn’t my intention for that outcome. I know Brooksie. I’ve gotten to know him over the last seven years here. I skate with him in the summer and through the lockout. I’ve texted him a couple times. I feel awful. It’s not what I wanted to see or what anybody wanted to see.”

Thornton was angry about Orpik’s hit on Loui Eriksson. The hit left Eriksson with his second concussion of the season. Eriksson will not play against Toronto.

“It’s always my job to defend my teammates,” Thornton said. “I’ve prided myself for a long time to stay within the lines. It’s hard for me to talk about it right now. I can’t say I’m sorry enough. I’m sure I’ll be criticized for saying it. But it’s true. I hope he’s doing all right. I heard he’s conscious and talking. I’m happy to hear that.”

UPDATE: Thornton will have in-person disciplinary hearing. Thornton will be eligible to be suspended for six or more games.

Shawn Thornton ejected after injuring Brooks Orpik
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Brooks Orpik has been taken off the TD Garden ice on a stretcher. The former Boston College defenseman was injured during an altercation with Shawn Thornton at 11:06 of the first period. Replays showed Thornton driving the back of Orpik’s head into the ice and punching the defenseman.

Thornton was given a match penalty. Thornton is automatically suspended indefinitely because of the match penalty.

Thornton had tried to engage Orpik in a fight earlier in the period. Orpik declined to fight and Thornton was called for roughing.

Thornton was trying to respond to an earlier hit by Orpik on Loui Eriksson. There was no penalty on the play. Eriksson was woozy after the hit and will not return. Eriksson suffered a concussion earlier this season after being hit by John Scott.

Orpik was taken to Massachusetts General Hospital, and he was conscious and alert, the Penguins reported via Twitter.

After the game, Thornton said he made a mistake and that he was told he'd have a hearing with the NHL over the incident.

"Listen, I feel awful. It wasn’t my intention. I know Brooksy, I’ve gotten to know him over the last 7 years here, I skate with him in the summer, through the lockout. I’ve texted him a couple of times. I definitely feel awful. It was not what I wanted to see or what anyone wanted to see."

According to Rob Rossi of the Pittsburgh Tribune, Orpik returned to the team after his hospital visit and was cleared to travel home with his teammates. Coach Dan Bylsma said Orpik was unconscious on the ice after the incident.

"Obviously, I made a mistake. I’m aware of it. I’ve been told that I’ll be having a hearing and it’s hard for me to say much more other than that was not my intention. I feel awful and felt sick all game," Thornton said.

"That’s always my job, I guess, to defend my teammates, but I’ve prided myself for a long time to stay within the lines, and like I said, it’s hard for me to talk about right now. I can’t say I’m sorry enough, and I’m sure I’ll be criticized for saying it, but it’s true. I, I just hope he’s doing alright. I heard that he’s conscious and talking, and I’m happy to hear that."

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 7, 2013 06:38 PM


Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Marc-Andre Fleury (16-7-1, 2.01 GAA, .922 save percentage) will start in goal for the Penguins.
Johnny Boychuk, Adam McQuaid joining team on road trip

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 7, 2013 11:36 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Johnny Boychuk and Adam McQuaid will travel with the Bruins on their four-game Canadian road trip. Neither Boychuk nor McQuaid will play Sunday against Toronto. 

Boychuk had trouble breathing and moving immediately after being hit in Montreal, coach Claude Julien said. Because of his condition, doctors and trainers took the precaution of positioning him carefully onto a stretcher and evaluating him at Montreal General Hospital.

“We dodged a pretty good bullet,” Julien said. 

Game 29 preview: Penguins at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 7, 2013 10:35 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will play for the last time before starting a four-game road swing. 

Johnny Boychuk will not play tonight because of a strained back. Boychuk was injured in the first period of Thursday’s 2-1 loss to Montreal when he was hit into the boards by Max Pacioretty. Boychuk will be out for 3-7 days. It’s possible Boychuk could miss the entire road trip.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Penguins 20-9-1, Bruins 18-8-2

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: Kevan Miller will play in his fourth career game. Miller was a healthy scratch against Montreal. Miller was brought up on emergency recall on Monday … Adam McQuaid (lower body) will miss his second straight game … Evgeni Malkin (lower body) will not play for the Penguins. Malkin did not travel to Boston with his teammates … Malkin joins an expansive list of injured Penguins. Other Pittsburgh players who are sidelined are Paul Martin, Rob Scuderi, Tanner Glass, Beau Bennett, Andrew Ebbett, and Tomas Vokoun … Pittsburgh has the best power play in the NHL (26.5 percent)… Brad Meier and Gord Dwyer will be the referees. Derek Amell and Andy McElman will be the linesmen. 

Watch: Bruins-Canadiens highlights

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Staff December 6, 2013 03:52 AM


Johnny Boychuk returning to Boston with team

Link|Comments (6)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 5, 2013 10:52 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Johnny Boychuk was cleared to fly back to Boston with his teammates Thursday night. After the Bruins’ 2-1 loss to the Canadiens, Boychuk was en route to the Bell Centre from Montreal General Hospital.

According to Jarome Iginla, Boychuk injured his back in the first period when he was hit from behind by Max Pacioretty. Boychuk was taken off the ice on a stretcher. It is unknown how much time Boychuk will miss because of the injury. The Bruins host Pittsburgh on Saturday, then start a four-game Canadian road swing in Toronto the following night.

“It was an injury serious enough to bring him to the hospital,” coach Claude Julien said. “Definitely, I think it will be a little while before he’s good to go.” 

Johnny Boychuk taken off Bell Centre ice on stretcher

Link|Comments (17)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 5, 2013 07:58 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

MONTREAL -- Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk has been taken off the Bell Centre ice on a stretcher after being injured in the first period of the Bruins-Canadiens game. Boychuk was hurt when Montreal's Max Pacioretty checked him into the end boards in the Canadiens zone.

Boychuk was in immediate pain, on his hands and knees, before medical staff carefully positioned him on his side, then onto his back. With help from Zdeno Chara and Milan Lucic, Boston and Montreal trainers lifted Boychuk, who was lying on a board, onto a stretcher. Boychuk was taken via ambulance to Montreal General Hospital.

Pacioretty was called for boarding.

UPDATE: According to the Twitter account of brother Sam Boychuk, the defenseman hurt his back.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 5, 2013 07:04 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Torey Krug

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Carey Price (12-8-2, 2.00 GAA, .937 save percentage) will start in goal for the Canadiens.

Game 28 preview: Bruins at Canadiens

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff December 5, 2013 10:10 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

MONTREAL – Good morning from the Bell Centre, where the Bruins will kick off the Boston-Montreal rivalry Thursday against the Canadiens. 

Montreal is coming off a 4-3 road shootout win over New Jersey. Peter Budaj started against the Devils, which should leave Carey Price in goal tonight against the Bruins.

The Bruins will be without Adam McQuaid, who aggravated his lower-body injury against Columbus last Saturday. McQuaid did not travel to Montreal.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 18-7-2, Canadiens 17-9-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratches: Jordan Caron, Kevan Miller

Storylines: Kevan Miller is with the Bruins. Miller was recalled on an emergency basis because of injuries earlier this week to McQuaid and Torey Krug. Assuming Krug plays tonight, Miller should be the healthy scratch. Miller has never played an NHL road game … David Desharnais scored Montreal’s winning goal in the shootout last night. Desharnais also scored the game-tying goal at 19:23 of the third period … As usual, Montreal has been good on the power play. The Canadiens have scored on 23.8 percent of their power plays, fourth-best in the NH L… Possible scrappers include George Parros (37 penalty minutes), Brandon Prust (31), and Ryan White (25). Zdeno Chara and Milan Lucic have fought in consecutive games … Tim Peel and Dave Jackson will be the referees. Brad Kovachik and Matt MacPherson will be the linesmen.

McQuaid not traveling to Montreal

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 4, 2013 02:02 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins will be without the services of Adam McQuaid in their game tomorrow at Montreal, coach Claude Julien confirmed today. McQuaid, who was the lone Bruin not on the ice during practice at Ristuccia Arena, aggravated his hip/groin injury and will not make the trip.

McQuaid previously missed eight games with the injury before returning for three games. But he apparently reinjured himself in the game against Columbus last Saturday.

Meanwhile, Torey Krug was back on the ice this morning, and while he said he's "day to day," he seems likely to play against the Canadiens. 

"Doing well," Julien said of Krug. "You saw him on the ice today. He's fine. So those couple of days really helped him out a lot."

The Bruins, who brought up defenseman Kevan Miller on an emergency recall from Providence Monday, left for Montreal after their skate this morning.

Torey Krug, Adam McQuaid not on ice for Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 3, 2013 10:13 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins were back on the ice Tuesday at Ristuccia Arena for their first full practice since Saturday's win over Columbus – at least, most of them are. 

Two notable bodies missing were Adam McQuaid and Torey Krug, likely solving the mystery of the Bruins' emergency recall of Kevan Miller on Monday night.

The Bruins had returned the defenseman to Providence of the AHL on Thanksgiving after he had filled in while McQuaid and Dennis Seidenberg were sidelined with injuries last month, but both returned to the lineup last week. It appears that McQuaid may have tweaked the hip/groin that had kept him out of eight games in November, thus necessitating the recall of Miller. McQuaid played just 13:45 in Saturday's game, his third game back from injury.

It's unclear why Krug is not participating in practice.

Bruins recall Kevan Miller

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 2, 2013 08:05 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins announced Monday night that they had recalled defenseman Kevan Miller on an emergency basis from Providence of the AHL. 

Miller had just been sent back down to Providence on Thanksgiving after making his NHL debut Nov. 21 and appearing in three games with the Bruins, also on an emergency recall after the injury to Dennis Seidenberg.

In those three games, Miller played well, earning praise from coach Claude Julien for solid play in the defensive zone. He had two shots and 17:27 average ice time in the three games. 

There was no indication why Miller was recalled Monday, though it is possible that Seidenberg or Adam McQuaid tweaked something in the game on Saturday. McQuaid played just 13:45 against Columbus.

Six Bruins take part in optional skate

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin December 2, 2013 11:35 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins had just six players on the ice at Ristuccia Arena Monday morning for an optional practice, with Tuukka Rask, Chad Johnson, Shawn Thornton, Daniel Paille, Matt Bartkowski, and Jordan Caron taking part. 

The Bruins are off for four days before they travel to Montreal for Thursday's Atlantic Division showdown. The team took Sunday fully off. 

So far the Bruins have had an easy schedule, at least in terms of home vs. road games. They've played 17 of their first 27 games at home. But that changes in December, with the team playing just five games at home in the month and eight on the road, including a swing through western Canada.

"Obviously you feel a lot more comfortable at home with your fans behind you, but it's probably a welcome thing right now," coach Claude Julien said. "I think it's going to be good for us to get together on the road and spend a little more time as a team and face some of those challenges and the travel that comes with it. 

"I think it's a great opportunity for us to do this right now. We've had a pretty successful homestand and now it's time to try and carry that over to the road."

The Bruins will practice twice more at Ristuccia Arena before flying to Montreal on Wednesday.
Game 27 preview: Blue Jackets at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 30, 2013 10:23 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

We're right back at the TD Garden for a back-to-back featuring the Bruins and the Blue Jackets, the third time these two teams have matched up this season. The Bruins have won both games, and each of their last five games overall against Columbus. 

Boston bounced back on Friday against the Rangers after an abysmal showing on Wednesday at Detroit, so they'll be trying to continue that momentum today. 

"I can’t say enough about parity," coach Claude Julien said. "You look at the standings and you see where teams are but when you see teams on the ice, there isn’t that big of a difference. I don’t think you’ve seen in our league a lot of teams totally toy around with another team – except for our team in Detroit. But other than that, you don’t see that too often. 

"It’s parity. Again, I thought we played [the Blue Jackets] well last game. I thought our finish wasn’t there and because of that they hung around. I think we had enough chances earlier in the game or during the game that if we would have scored on those, it might have been a bit of a different game; it probably wouldn’t have had to go into extra time."

Fortunately for the Bruins, they're at home, where they are 8-0-2 in their last 10 games, making it the team's longest home stretch without a loss since a 14-game streak from Oct. 25, 2008 to Jan. 1, 2009.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 17-7-2, Blue Jackets 10-13-3

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Former Bruin Nathan Horton did not make the trip with the Blue Jackets to Boston, though he has been skating with the team since last week. ... Chris McElhinney will start in goal for the Blue Jackets. He's 1-2-1 with a 2.32 goals-against average and a .923 save percentage. ... The Bruins have 17 back-to-back games this season, with today's game marking the end of their fifth back-to-back. So far, the Bruins are 4-1-0 in the first game of a back-to-back and 3-1-0 in the second. ... The referees are Tom Kowal and Chris Lee. The linesmen are Derek Nansen and Brian Mach. 

Dennis Seidenberg likely back in for Bruins vs. Rangers

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 29, 2013 11:58 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Defenseman Dennis Seidenberg will most likely play for the Bruins Friday against the Rangers. Seidenberg will participate in pregame warmups. A final decision will take place after warmups.

Seidenberg has missed the last four games because of a lower-body injury. Seidenberg was hurt on his first shift against the Rangers on Nov. 18.

Game 26 preview: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 29, 2013 11:07 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will play the Rangers in their annual Black Friday matinee. The Bruins are looking to bounce back from their 6-1 thumping in Detroit on Wednesday.

It’s possible that defenseman Dennis Seidenberg (lower body) could return today. Seidenberg traveled to Detroit for Wednesday's game but didn’t practice. Seidenberg has missed the last four games.

Tuukka Rask should be in goal for the Bruins. Chad Johnson could start Saturday against Columbus.

Puck drop: 1 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Rangers 13-12-0, Bruins 16-7-2

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratches: Jordan Caron, Matt Bartkowski

Storylines: The Bruins practiced on Thanksgiving at the Garden. Claude Julien has given them the holiday off in past years, but there was no skipping practice after Wednesday’s hammering, a 6-1 loss in Detroit … The Bruins were fortunate to score a win at Madison Square Garden in their last meeting against the Rangers. Tuukka Rask stopped a season-high 43 shots to give the Bruins a 2-1 win… The Bruins mixed their lines in the third period against Detroit. But they returned to their normal lines in practice Thursday … Michael Del Zotto will be a healthy scratch for the Rangers. Del Zotto didn’t play against the Bruins in their first meeting. Justin Falk will play instead of Del Zotto.

Game 25 preview: Bruins at Red Wings

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 27, 2013 10:16 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

DETROIT -- This isn't exactly the Red Wings team the Bruins expected to be welcoming into the Eastern Conference this season. Detroit has been struggling of late, and now will face the Bruins Wednesday night without Pavel Datsyuk and Todd Bertuzzi. 

Detroit comes into the matchup having gone 2-3-5 in its last 10 games.

But that doesn't mean the Bruins expect an easy game, especially not in Joe Louis Arena. Though in a strange twist, the Red Wings have actually been worse at home than on the road this season, with a 4-4-6 record in Detroit and a 7-3-1 record on the road.

"I don’t think you ever take those guys lightly," said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "They’ve always been a good, competitive team. It’s just a matter of time before they start winning their fair share of games. They always play us well. 

"I don’t think there’s been any reason before and still to this day to take a team lightly. There never is in this league, but they’ve got enough of a reputation that we know better than to go out there and assume that because they are wounded, they’ve got some injuries, that it’s going to be an easy night for us."

Game time: 7:30 p.m.

TV, radio: NBC Sports Network, NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 16-6-2, Red Wings 11-7-7

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins will be without defenseman Dennis Seidenberg again; Julien declared him out for the game. But Adam McQuaid will be a game-time decision. Both defensemen participated with the team in the morning skate. Miller will get another game if McQuaid is out. ... This is already the third time (of four) the Bruins and Red Wings will face off this season, with each team winning once so far ... The referees for the game are Dan O'Halloran and Frederick L'Ecuyer. The linesmen are Steve Barton and Steve Miller.

Game 24 preview: Penguins at Bruins

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 25, 2013 12:49 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Sidney Crosby and the Penguins are back in town for the first time since getting swept out of the Eastern Conference finals. While that issue seemed to be put to bed after the Bruins made their trip to Pittsburgh at the end of October, it's still a rivalry, with the Nos. 1 and 2 teams in the East facing each other.

The Bruins lost to the Penguins in that first meeting, and coach Claude Julien was not pleased with his team's effort. 

"To be honest with you, all I remember is I didn't think we were as good as we should have been," Julien said. "I looked at our team, and after two periods, I just felt like there wasn't enough emotion. There wasn't enough in our game and for us to be a team that had a chance to win."

The Bruins seem unlikely to get back Adam McQuaid tonight, though Julien left it open, and McQuaid said he's to the level where he'd be playing if it were the postseason. Dennis Seidenberg skated before and during morning skate, leaving the ice halfway through the team skate because he'd already been out for 45 minutes.

Game time: 1 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 15-6-2, Penguins 15-9-0

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins have points in their last four games (3-0-1) and are 7-1-2 in their last 10. They've been excellent at home this month, with a 6-0-2 mark in their last eight games at TD Garden ... The Bruins have lost their last seven games against the Penguins in the regular season (but won their last four playoff games against them). The Bruins' last home win against Pittsburgh came on Nov. 10, 2009 ... The Penguins have scored power-play goals in each of their last three games ... The referees tonight are Rob Martell and Kelly Sutherland. The linesmen are Michel Cormier and Mark Shewchyk.

Game 23 preview: Hurricanes at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 23, 2013 11:05 AM


Good morning. We're at TD Garden, where the Bruins will be taking on the Hurricanes in a Saturday matinee game that doesn't quite have the cachet of the Bruins-Blues game from Thursday.

These two teams met on Monday in Carolina, with the Bruins taking a 4-1 win over the Hurricanes. The Hurricanes come to Boston on a three-game losing streak. 

Adam McQuaid remains out of the lineup, which means that Kevan Miller will be in for another game. The Bruins were impressed with Miller's play on Thursday, and he is a good replacement as a stay-at-home defenseman in place of McQuaid.

Game time: 1 p.m.

TV/Radio: NHL Network/NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 14-6-2, Hurricanes 8-10-4

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Dennis Seidenberg is still not skating. He's likely to be out both today and for Monday's game. ... The Bruins are 6-1-2 in their last nine games, and 5-0-2 in their last seven games at the TD Garden. ... Carolina leads the NHL with a 57.5 faceoff win percentage in November. They have won the faceoff battle in each of their last 10 games, all of them coming since Manny Malhotra debuted with the club. ... Marc Joannette and Mike Leggo will be the referees. The linesmen are Tony Sericolo and Mark Shewchyk.

Watch: How Carl Soderberg scored game-tying goal vs. Blues

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff November 22, 2013 07:43 AM


NESN's Andy Brickley broke down Carl Soderberg's game-tying goal in the Bruins' loss to the Blues Thursday. Soderberg scored in the third period to tie the score, 2-2, and force overtime.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 21, 2013 06:32 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Jaroslav Halak (11-3-2, 2.38 GAA, .903 save percentage) will start in goal for the Blues.

Game 22 preview: Blues at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 21, 2013 11:49 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will start a three-game homestand tonight against the Blues. 

Kevan Miller, recalled from Providence Wednesday on an emergency basis, will make his NHL debut tonight. Dennis Seidenberg (lower body) and Adam McQuaid (undisclosed) will not play.

Seidenberg is day-to-day. Seidenberg appeared to injure his left leg during a net-front collision with Derek Dorsett on Tuesday in New York. Coach Claude Julien said Seidenberg might be back within a week from the time of the injury.

McQuaid participated in his first morning skate today since the injury. It’s possible McQuaid could return on Saturday against Carolina, especially if he engages in battle drills during practice tomorrow.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Blues 14-3-3, Bruins 14-6-1

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: The Bruins had their penalty-killing streak snapped on Tuesday by the Rangers. They had killed 32 straight penalties before Derick Brassard scored a second-period power-play goal… St. Louis has the league’s best power play (25.7 percent)… The Blues like to mix it up. Ryan Reaves (60 penalty minutes) is their strongman. Reaves and Shawn Thornton could tangle tonight… Kevin Pollock and Don Van Massenhoven will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Tim Nowak will be the linesmen.

Kevan Miller recalled from Providence on emergency basis

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 20, 2013 05:42 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have recalled defenseman Kevan Miller from Providence on an emergency basis. Miller should make his NHL debut tomorrow against St. Louis at TD Garden.

Miller is needed because of injuries to Dennis Seidenberg and Adam McQuaid. Seidenberg played just one shift in yesterday’s 2-1 win over the Rangers. Seidenberg left in the first period because of a lower-body injury. It is unknown how much time Seidenberg will miss.

McQuaid is likely to miss his sixth straight game tomorrow. McQuaid could return for Saturday’s game against Carolina.

This is Miller’s first NHL recall. Miller was the last player cut from training camp. The right-shot Miller is a stay-at-home defenseman. In 12 AHL games this season, the former University of Vermont defenseman has one goal and two assists. The Bruins signed Miller as a free agent on Oct. 21, 2011.

Dennis Seidenberg knocked out with undisclosed injury

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 19, 2013 08:22 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEW YORK -- Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg will not return to tonight’s game against the Rangers because of an undisclosed injury. Seidenberg skated just one shift for 1:01 of ice time in the first period before retreating to the dressing room.

This is the third time this season the Bruins have lost a defenseman. Johnny Boychuk hurt his back in the second period of the Bruins’ 3-2 shootout win over Anaheim Oct. 31, and Adam McQuaid was hurt in the first period of a 3-1 win over Toronto Nov. 9 when turning and pursuing a puck.

If neither Seidenberg nor McQuaid is available Thursday against St. Louis, Kevan Miller could be recalled from Providence.

UPDATE: Seidenberg has a lower-body injury, according to Claude Julien. Seidenberg got tangled up with Derek Dorsett on his first shift. Seidenberg's availability for Thursday is unknown. McQuaid, who resumed skating on Monday, is doubtful for Thursday.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 19, 2013 07:09 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Henrik Lundqvist (6-8-0, 2.41 GAA, .919 save percentage) will start in goal for the Rangers.

Bruins give Buffalo permission to interview Jim Benning

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 19, 2013 05:55 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have officially given the Buffalo Sabres permission to interview assistant general manager Jim Benning as a candidate to replace fired Sabres GM Darcy Regier.

Benning, who is on a short list in Buffalo, was one of Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli’s first hires. Before arriving in Boston in 2006, Benning was Buffalo’s director of amateur scouting. He worked in the Buffalo organization for 12 seasons.

The other known candidates are Pittsburgh’s Jason Botterill and Montreal’s Rick Dudley.

Regier and coach Ron Rolston were fired last week. Pat LaFontaine is Buffalo’s new president of hockey operations. Ted Nolan is the interim coach.

Game 21 preview: Bruins at Rangers

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 19, 2013 01:30 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEW YORK – Good afternoon from New York, where the Bruins will close out a three-game road swing tonight against the Rangers.

The Bruins are coming off a 4-1 win over Carolina Monday night. Shawn Thornton was a healthy scratch for the first time this season. Jordan Caron, out for the previous eight games, replaced Thornton on the fourth line. Thornton is expected to return to the lineup tonight.

Rangers left wing Rick Nash will play for the first time in over a month. Nash suffered a concussion in the third regular-season game when he was elbowed by ex-Bruin Brad Stuart.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 13-6-1, Rangers 10-10-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Story lines: Former Boston College standout Chris Kreider is playing better under Alain Vigneault than he did last season for John Tortorella. Through 13 games, Kreider has two goals and eight assists. Kreider is skating well and finishing his checks, which is opening up space for scoring chances … Boston defenseman Adam McQuaid will miss his fifth straight game … The Bruins have killed off 32 straight penalties. They killed a 63-second five-on-three Carolina power play Monday night … The Bruins will return to Boston after tonight’s game. They will have three straight home games, starting with Thursday’s showdown against St. Louis … Brad Watson and Brian Pochmara will be the referees. Michel Cormier and Kiel Murchison will be the linesmen.

Watch: Johnny Boychuk on Bruins' win over Hurricanes

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff November 19, 2013 08:36 AM


Here's what Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk had to say after scoring his first goal of the season in a victory over the Carolina Hurricanes.

Shawn Thornton late scratch vs. Carolina

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 18, 2013 07:01 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Shawn Thornton is a healthy scratch for tonight’s game against Carolina. Jordan Caron, a healthy scratch for the last eight games, will replace Thornton.

This is the first game Thornton will miss this season. Thornton has two goals and no assists in 19 games.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 18, 2013 06:32 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Cam Ward (2-2-3, 2.81 GAA, .912 save percentage) will start in goal for the Hurricanes.

Game 20: Bruins at Hurricanes

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff November 18, 2013 01:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

RALEIGH – Good afternoon from PNC Arena, where the Bruins will play their middle leg of a three-game road swing tonight against Carolina. 

Tuukka Rask, who allowed four goals against Ottawa on Friday, will be back in the net tonight. Rask will be opposed by Cam Ward. Ward hasn’t played since Oct. 24, when he suffered a lower-body injury against Minnesota.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 12-6-1, Hurricanes 8-8-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: Ex-Bruin Anton Khudobin will not be in uniform. Khudobin remains sidelined with a lower-body injury. Khudobin spent most of the Bruins’ morning skate on the Carolina bench, talking with his former teammates. Khudobin was well liked in the Boston room and was a good fit as Rask’s No. 2… The Bruins enter tonight having killed off 28 straight penalties. Carolina has the 25th-ranked power play in the NHL (13.2 percent)… Alexander Semin (upper body) will not play. Semin has just three goals in 20 games… The Bruins will travel to New York after tonight’s game… Greg Kimmerly and Paul Devorski will be the referees. Darren Gibbs and Brad Lazarowich will be the linesmen.

Game 20 preview: Bruins at Hurricanes

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 18, 2013 12:31 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

RALEIGH – Good afternoon from PNC Arena, where the Bruins will play their middle leg of a three-game road swing tonight against Carolina. 

Tuukka Rask, who allowed four goals against Ottawa on Friday, will be back in the net tonight. Rask will be opposed by Cam Ward. Ward hasn’t played since Oct. 24, when he suffered a lower-body injury against Minnesota.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 12-6-1, Hurricanes 8-8-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: Ex-Bruin Anton Khudobin will not be in uniform. Khudobin remains sidelined with a lower-body injury. Khudobin spent most of the Bruins’ morning skate on the Carolina bench, talking with his former teammates. Khudobin was well liked in the Boston room and was a good fit as Rask’s No. 2… The Bruins enter tonight having killed off 28 straight penalties. Carolina has the 25th-ranked power play in the NHL (13.2 percent)… Alexander Semin (upper body) will not play. Semin has just three goals in 20 games… The Bruins will travel to New York after tonight’s game… Greg Kimmerly and Paul Devorski will be the referees. Darren Gibbs and Brad Lazarowich will be the linesmen.

No lineup changes as Bruins prepare for Hurricanes

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 17, 2013 03:47 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

RALEIGH – The Bruins did not alter their lineup in practice today in advance of Monday's game against Carolina. The Bruins are coming off a 4-2 loss to Ottawa in which they allowed four straight goals.

Tomorrow’s match is the middle leg of a three-game road swing that concludes at Madison Square Garden on Tuesday.

“I thought we had a good start this year on the road,” Claude Julien said. “We won our first four. We’ve slipped since then. We’ve got to pick up our game here on the road. It’s not going to get any easier. It’s only going to get tougher. So we need some quality play from our hockey club.”

Tuukka Rask is coming off his first mediocre start of 2013-14. After yesterday’s rest day in Ottawa and today’s practice in Raleigh, Rask will be ready for a rebound performance if Julien tabs his ace against the Hurricanes.

Today’s lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson/Jordan Caron

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Game 19: Bruins at Senators

Link|Comments (3)

Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff November 15, 2013 09:23 AM


OTTAWA - Greetings from the capital of Hockey Nation, where Friday night the Bruins will take on the Senators with the first quarter of the 2013-'14 NHL season rapidly approaching its end.

This is the first look the Bruins will have this season of the ''After-Alfie'' (Daniel Alfredsson) Sens. With their former captain now in Detroit, the Sens are led on offense by ex-Duck Bobby Ryan (18 game/19 points), ex-Coyote Kyle Turris (18 games/18 points) and defensive phenom Erik Karlsson (18 game/18 points), who missed much of last season after needing surgery for a torn achilles.

The Senators have been off much of this week, following a 5-0 thumping Tuesday at the hands of the struggling Flyers. The loss ended a three-game winning streak, which had the Senators outscoring opponents, 11-4.

The Bruins arrived in Ottawa after midnight, following their 3-2 overtime victory vs. Columbus at the Garden. Milan Lucic, on a breakaway, ripped home his team-high eighth goal of the season, bringing the Bruins their fourth win in a row. 

Lucic, with a career-high 30 goals, is on a pace for about 35 strikes.

 Puck drop: 7: 30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Senators, 7-7-4, Bruins, 12-5-1.

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: No telling whether the Senators will go with Robin Lehner (3-2-2, 2.13 GAA) or Craig Anderson (4-5-2, 3.30 GAA) in net... Chad Johnson picked up the win over the Blue Jackets, paving the way for Tuukka Rask (10-4-1, 1.52 GAA) to get the start vs. the Sens...Adam McQuaid (undisclosed injury) did not suit up Thursday night and will not be in uniform here. It's possible he won't be with the Bruins on this trip, which includes stops Monday at Carolina and Tuesday at the NY Rangers... Sens tough guy Chris Neil has a team-high 39 penalty minutes... The win over Columbus brought the Bruins their ninth point on a five-game homestand. It likely also earned Johnson the start in Carolina...The Bruins went 4-0-1 (.900) in their homestand... As expected, the Bruins did not work out here Friday morning, opting to sleep in in light of their work-and-travel schedule on Thursday.

Bruins executive Jim Benning under consideration in Buffalo

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 14, 2013 06:57 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Sabres are considering Bruins assistant general manager Jim Benning to replace ousted GM Darcy Regier, according to a league source.

Pat LaFontaine, Buffalo’s new president of hockey operations, has yet to ask the Bruins for permission to interview Benning, but he is expected to inquire.

Benning worked in Buffalo’s front office for 12 seasons. He was Buffalo’s director of amateur scouting before the Bruins hired him in 2006. 

Benning is GM Peter Chiarelli’s right-hand man. His strength is as a player evaluator at all levels – NHL, AHL, European professional leagues, and amateur hockey.

Buffalo’s new GM would be free to hire a coach, too. Ted Nolan is serving as interim coach after Ron Rolston was fired along with Regier. The Sabres will play Toronto Friday in Nolan's first game behind the bench. 

The Bruins have two assistant GMs; Don Sweeney is the other, focusing primarily on player development.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 14, 2013 06:33 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Chad Johnson 

 Tuukka Rask

* Sergei Bobrovsky (5-8-1, 2.84 GAA, .909 save percentage) will start in goal for the Jackets.

Chad Johnson to start in goal against Columbus

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 14, 2013 11:32 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Chad Johnson will make his third start of the season tonight against Columbus. Johnson hasn’t played since Nov. 2 against the Islanders. This will be Johnson’s first appearance at TD Garden.

Tuukka Rask is expected to start tomorrow against the Senators in Ottawa.

Game 18 preview: Blue Jackets at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 14, 2013 10:05 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will close out a five-game homestand tonight against Columbus. 

Adam McQuaid (undisclosed) is unlikely to play. McQuaid hasn’t skated since hurting himself last Saturday against Toronto. If McQuaid is unavailable, Matt Bartkowski will dress for the second straight game.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Jackets 6-10-1, Bruins 11-5-1

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: The Bruins have points in their last four home games. With a win tonight, they could claim nine out of 10 points during the homestand… The Bruins play their next three games on the road: in Ottawa tomorrow, in Carolina on Monday, and at Madison Square Garden on Tuesday… The Bruins have killed 22 straight penalties. They have the ninth-ranked PK in the NHL (85.2 percent)… The Jackets are 1-5-1 in their last seven games. Sergei Bobrovsky is off his Vezina pace from last season. Bobrovsky is 5-8-1 with a 2.84 GAA and a .909 save percentage… Ex-Bruin Nathan Horton is still at least a month away from playing… Jean Hebert and Dennis LaRue will be the referees. Jonny Murray and Vaughan Rody will be the linesmen.

Adam McQuaid misses practice

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 13, 2013 12:27 PM


Bruins defender Adam McQuaid missed practice Wednesday.

(John Tlumacki / Globe Staff)

By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – Adam McQuaid was the only player not to participate in today’s practice at Ristuccia Arena. McQuaid missed Monday’s 3-0 win over Tampa Bay. McQuaid was hurt in the first period of last Saturday’s game against Toronto while pivoting behind the net.

Claude Julien said McQuaid is day-to-day. Assuming McQuaid is unavailable tomorrow against Columbus, Matt Bartkowski will be in uniform for the second straight game. Torey Krug will play on the right side.

The Bruins will close out a five-game homestand against the Columbus Blue Jackets. The following night, they will play in Ottawa. Because of the back-to-back games and the travel involved, backup goalie Chad Johnson could see action on one of the two nights.

“If we can finish on a good note here, it will certainly send us on the road with some confidence,” Julien said. “We know there’s going to be some tough games coming up. Another back-to-back in Carolina and New York. We need to take advantage of what we thought was important for us. That home stretch was one of those things. If we can win tomorrow, nine out of 10 possible points is a pretty successful home stand.”

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson/Jordan Caron

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Tampa Bay's Steven Stamkos breaks right leg

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 11, 2013 02:48 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Tampa Bay Lightning star Steven Stamkos was diagnosed with a broken right tibia after the Bruins' 3-0 win on Monday at TD Garden. Stamkos was injured at 12:49 of the second period when he was backchecking during a 0-0 game. 

The Lightning center got tangled up with Bruins defenseman Dougie Hamilton and fell to the ice. As Stamkos went down, his right leg slammed into the goalpost.

Stamkos tried to skate off but fell, then slammed his right fist on the ice. Stamkos was taken off the ice on a stretcher with his right leg elevated. Replays showed his right ankle snapping back after the collision.

“It’s obviously tough to see him go down, not only for our team,” said Tampa coach Jon Cooper. “He’s one of the best players in the world. People come and cheer the Boston Bruins here. But they also come to see guys like Steven Stamkos play hockey. It’s a loss for everybody.”

Stamkos is Tampa’s best player and leading scorer. He has 14 goals and 9 assists as the Lightning’s No. 1 center and was projected to be a top-six forward for Team Canada in the Sochi Olympics.

Game 17: Lightning at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 11, 2013 08:36 AM


The Tampa Bay Lightning stand first in the Eastern Conference with 24 points and a 12-4-0 record. Notable, though, is the fact that two of those four losses have come at the hands of the Bruins -- and they haven't been close.

The Bruins have beaten the Lighting by a combined score of 8-1 in games in Boston and Tampa, the latter of which was their best all-around game to date. 

"We know their strengths," Dennis Seidenberg said. "They're really explosive and really skilled. They know how to score. So for us it's always about staying close to our net where most of their goals are being scored, and just know what they do, which is play the puck really well and find the scoring areas."

Tampa Bay, though, is on a good run, having won four straight coming into the afternoon matchup with the Bruins. The Lightning have been riding the scoring of Steven Stamkos (14-9--23) and the goaltending of Ben Bishop (2.12 GAA, .927 save percentage) to their lofty perch at the top of the conference.

Game time: 1 p.m.

TV/Radio: NHL Network/NESN

Records: Bruins 10-5-1, Lightning 12-4-0

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Torey Krug

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: Adam McQuaid is likely to be out for today's game, replaced in the lineup with Matt Bartkowski. Bartkowski has played just four games this season, and only once since Oct. 17. ... The Bruins have killed 18 consecutive penalties after allowing goals on five straight power plays. ... Tuukka Rask's one shutout this season came against the Lightning on Oct. 19. ... The Bruins will wear camouflage jerseys in warmups for Veterans' Day. 

McQuaid 'doubtful' vs. Lightning

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 10, 2013 11:26 AM


WILMINGTON -- The Bruins had a short practice today at Ristuccia Arena. Everyone was present and accounted for, with the exception of Adam McQuaid. 

The defenseman went down on Saturday night at 7:52 of the first period, and appeared to be grabbing his right hip/groin area as he fell to the ice. He had to be helped off the ice and didn't return to the game.

"He's still getting better, but still hurting today," coach Claude Julien said. "If McQuaid isn't ready, which he's probably doubtful, [Matt] Bartkowski] will go in there."

Bartkowski has played in only four games this season, most often being the healthy scratch among the seven defensemen. 

"No matter how you look at it, it’s always tough for a guy who hasn’t played much to come into the lineup," Julien said. "We’ve said that about [Chad] Johnson too. Tuukka [Rask’s] playing a lot of game. For Chad to get on a roll is hard, and we realize that. 

"Same thing with Bart. You realize that you’ve seen him at his best and you see how good he can be, maybe he doesn’t give you that right off the bat, but hopefully with some games under his belt, he’ll get more comfortable and more confident."

Bruins lose Adam McQuaid for game

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 9, 2013 08:50 PM


Adam McQuaid was knocked out of tonight’s game against Toronto at 7:52 of the first period.

McQuaid appeared to suffer a groin or hip injury. McQuaid had pivoted behind the Boston net when he suffered the injury. McQuaid reached for the area, fell to the ice, and couldn’t get back on his skates. Daniel Paille and Shawn Thornton helped McQuaid off the ice. McQuaid did not put any weight on his right leg.

McQuaid played just two shifts for 0:44 of ice time. McQuaid fought Frazer McLaren on his first shift.

If McQuaid is unavailable for Monday’s game against Tampa Bay, Matt Bartkowski will return to the lineup.

Game 16: Maple Leafs at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 9, 2013 11:37 AM


It's all about revenge here tonight at the Garden. 

The last time the Maple Leafs were in Boston, as you might recall, they were on the losing end of a miraculous comeback for the Bruins. Boston was down 4-1 in Game 7 of their playoff series when, with 11 minutes to go, they started a comeback that finished with Patrice Bergeron's overtime goal that sent them on in the postseason.

The Bruins have been doing their best to downplay that angle for this game, insisting that it's more important because it's a divisional rival ahead of them in the standings. But that doesn't mean that the Leafs feel the same way.

James Reimer is expected to get the start for Toronto. He, of course, was in net against the Bruins on May 13 for the collapse.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: CBC/NHL Network/NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 9-5-1, Maple Leafs 11-5-0

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins are 9-1-1 in their last 11 games against the Leafs, and 20-4-3 in their last 27 against Toronto in the regular season. ... The last year when the Bruins had a sub-.500 record against the Leafs in the regular season was 2001-2002. ... After allowing goals on five straight power plays, the Bruins have killed the last 15 penalties against them. ... Both Reilly Smith and Dougie Hamilton have three-game point streaks.

Bruins prepare for return of Maple Leafs

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 8, 2013 02:42 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins practiced this morning in Wilmington -- using the same line combinations as in Thursday's game against the Panthers -- and much of the talk was about the Maple Leafs coming to town.

Toronto, as you might remember, was dismissed from the playoffs last season in stunning fashion by the Bruins, who scored three goals in the final 11 minutes of Game 7 plus another in overtime to come back from a 4-1 deficit and move on to the Eastern Conference finals.

"At the end of the day, we won [the Cup] just as much as they did," Chris Kelly said. "The only team that won was the Blackhawks so obviously it was a great job by us to come back, but it’s in the past. That’s last year. They’re ahead of us in the standings now. This game is our focus."

At the moment, Toronto is 1 point ahead of the Bruins, in third place.

In other news, Florida's Jesse Winchester will have a phone hearing this afternoon with the league after his elbow caught Kelly in the chin early in Thursday's game. Kelly went down, came up slowly, and skated off the ice, heading into the dressing room.

But Kelly was back quickly, and seemed to show no aftereffects of the hit.

"I haven't seen the replay," Kelly said this morning. "I saw that he is getting getting a hearing. The league will make the proper decisions. I don’t want to comment on it either way. I’ll let them handle it."

Patrice Bergeron's right eye was red and swollen this morning after he took a puck to the face Thursday. He said that while he experienced blurriness for 10-15 minutes after the incident, that has gone away. He does have a small blind spot left from the swelling.

Bruins honor Tim Thomas in video

Link|Comments (48)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff November 7, 2013 09:21 PM


During a TV timeout at 10:39 of the third period Thursday night, the Bruins paid tribute to their former goalie Tim Thomas with a video presentation. It showed some of Thomas’s best stops – his stick save on Tampa Bay’s Steve Downie was a highlight – and a glimpse of the goalie lifting the Stanley Cup.

After the video, the scoreboard showed Thomas, now a member of the Panthers, sitting in the press box. The TD Garden crowd cheered, along with Thomas’s former teammates and coaching staff. Thomas stood to acknowledge the ovation.

Thomas did not dress for the game. He is rehabbing a groin injury.

Tim Thomas not the only reason Bruins won Cup, Claude Julien says

Link|Comments (6)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin November 7, 2013 12:19 PM


Former Boston Bruins goalie, and current Florida Panthers goalie,

Tim Thomas prepared to play against his former team in October.

His former coach says he's not the only reason the

Bruins won the Stanley Cup in 2011. (Alan Diaz / AP photo)

By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Tim Thomas won't start against the Bruins tonight at TD Garden, but that didn't mean that there wasn't talk about the former Boston goalie. 

While Bruins coach Claude Julien at first dismissed talk about fans' reception to Thomas's return -- "I've got a lot more important things to think about right now," Julien said -- he went more in depth when asked about Thomas's contributions to the team during the 2011 Stanley Cup run. 

"They're right," Julien said, about the team not winning without Thomas. "But Tim Thomas doesn't win the Stanley Cup if our team doesn't play as well as it did in front of him. This is an honest statement.

"Tim played well, but I think our team played just as well in front of him. You don't win the Stanley Cup just with a goaltender. He won the Conn Smythe because he was very good, but at the same time I would like to hope that the statistics of your goaltenders can also reflect the team in front of you. We did a pretty good job in front of him for years minimizing the goal scoring chances and the quality of it.

"So let's make sure we don't take away credit from the rest of the team too. He was a big part of it, and so was a lot of other guys. But at the same time we won the Stanley Cup because we were a good team. That's what I'd like to think anyway."

Thomas, who is still on IR with an injured groin, did not speak with the media after his team's morning skate, in which he did participate. 

The goalie played against the Bruins on Oct. 17, in the first meeting between the two teams, allowing three goals in a 3-2, last-minute Bruins win.

live 

Game 15: Panthers at Bruins
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

It's official: Tim Thomas will not be in goal tonight. 

Thomas is on the trip with the Panthers, but will not expected play in his return to the TD Garden as he recovers from a groin he re-injured not long after starting against the Bruins on Oct. 17.

Meanwhile, the Bruins are far more concerned with their own play, which hasn't been good of late. The team is 1-3-1 in its last five games, and is struggling to find a rhythm for all 60 minutes. 

The Bruins are searching for answers and this morning did off-ice activities instead of their usual morning skate.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5

Records: Bruins 8-5-1, Panthers 3-8-4

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins beat the Panthers on a last-minute goal on Oct. 17 with Reilly Smith providing the difference in the 3-2 win. ... The Bruins are 5-1-0 against Atlantic Division opponents while the Panthers are 0-3-1 against the same. ... The Bruins have won their last four straight against the Panthers. ... The B's have allowed the first goal of the game to their opponents in each of the last four games, going 1-2-1 in that span. ... Boston has also been outshot or even in shots in each of its last six games.

Tim Thomas won't play vs. Bruins
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By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Florida Panthers goaltender Tim Thomas will travel to Boston for Thursday night's game vs. the Bruins but will not face his former team, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen told the Florida Sun Sentinel Wednesday.

"We'll be bringing Tim on the road trip but right now, he's still on injured reserve," said Dineen.

Thomas injured his right leg in an Oct. 22 loss to the Chicago Blackhawks and has not played since. He practiced Wednesday, but was apparently not ready to play in a game. 

The trip to Boston will be Thomas's first since leaving the Bruins in 2012. Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said on the Sports Hub's "Toucher and Rich" show Wednesday that the Bruins were planning a video tribute to Thomas, who led the Bruins to the Stanley Cup title in 2011.

Bruins' struggle for consistency shows in shootout loss to Stars
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Sorry, but this video is no longer available.

By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

 For the first 57 and a half minutes of the night, it looked like the Bruins were going to send everyone home happy and fans could relish in defeating Tyler Seguin in his first trip back to Boston.

And then the wheels fell off just before the checkered flag.

A bad line change by the Bruins let Vernon Fiddler get a breakaway to the net and Dennis Seidenberg was forced to pull him down from behind, resulting in a penalty shot for Dallas. A nifty backhand shot by Fiddler over Tuukka Rask’s shoulder silenced the TD Garden crowd and tied the game 2-2 with just over 2:30 left to play.

Box score

 Bruins Daily: Three takeaways from loss

Seguin booed in return to Garden 

“Bad [line] change on the tying goal; real bad change,” said coach Claude Julien. “It’s not just young guys [making mistakes]: it’s good players, it’s everybody right now... We’re not playing well right now and we’re finding ways to lose vs. finding ways to win.” 

The teams remained tied through overtime, and after Patrice Bergeron put the Bruins up, 1-0, in the first round of the shootout, it was his former teammates who sealed the 3-2 loss for Boston, as Seguin tied the shootout in the second round and Rich Peverley scored the game winner in the fourth.

“It came down to a shootout because we played at the level of the other team,” Julien said. “Not to take anything away from them, but I like to think we’re a better team than what we showed tonight. [The] first 10 minutes were good, and then we got back to some of our old habits and eventually, when you play that way, you find ways to lose hockey games and that’s what we’re doing right now: we’re finding ways to lose.”

Julien did not want to talk about who scored the shootout goals to send the Bruins to their fourth loss in five games.

“I don’t care about that,” he said. “Give it a break; I’m mad because we lost.”

The shootout loss overshadowed Torey Krug’s fifth goal of the year and Milan Lucic’s seventh; the latter's equaling the total he scored through all of last year’s 46-game regular season.

Early in the contest, despite the game being tied, 1-1, the Bruins controlled all of the action, outshooting the Stars, 15-1, halfway through the first period, but were sluggish in the final minutes of that period and almost all of the second period.

“It’s great that we had a good start, but unfortunately we had a pretty big lull for the next 30 minutes,” Lucic said. “Right now that’s the biggest problem with our group right now: we’re not playing as a team for the full 60 minutes; we’re making costly turnovers in areas in which we usually don’t, [areas] that [have] made us a successful team over the past couple of years.

“[We have to] stop worrying about the big picture; just worry about the basics and the little things: chipping pucks in; good breakouts; good transition; [getting] good, clean, hard passes; and it’s just not there right now.”

The Bruins weren’t fazed by facing two former teammates who were important in helping the team reach the Stanley Cup Final twice in the past three seasons, winning it all in 2011.

“It was different, but we’re used to that,” said Brad Marchand. “Every year you have guys leave that you play against at one point or another; we’re obviously friends, but on the ice that’s all off the table, anything goes out there. It was different seeing them on the other side, but again, it’s a game and a business and we have to make sure we do our job.”

The Bruins are 1-3-1 over their last five outings and are having trouble finding consistency in closing out games. Tuesday night’s loss was reminiscent of the 4-3 loss to New Jersey Oct. 26, when the Bruins held a 3-2 lead with less than three minutes to play, but two costly penalties in the final minutes let the Devils score twice.

“One of the biggest things that [the veterans] press [during slumps] is just staying positive,” said Reilly Smith, who assisted on Krug’s goal. “If you start being negative and getting down on your teammates and yourself, you just kind of put yourself into a bigger slump… These lulls will happen in a season, but it’s just how you get out of them.”

The Bruins’ only win in the last week and a half came Oct. 31 against the Ducks in a game in which they had to come back from a deficit of their own in the final three minutes to tie the game and later win in a shootout.

“It just seems like everything is out of sync right now,” Lucic said. “Right now we got to do whatever we can to try and get ourselves out of this jam, out of this funk. Frustration is not going to help us get through it; we [have] got to dig deep and start doing things the right way if we want to start playing better.”

Tyler Seguin booed in his return to Boston
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By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

Monday marked exactly four months since the Bruins made a franchise-altering trade, sending former No. 2 overall draft pick Tyler Seguin to the Dallas Stars in an Independence Day deal that set off fireworks long before towns across the nation followed suit.

Although, on Tuesday, it felt as if the trade had just gone down.

Seguin, who had 56 goals and 65 assists in 203 games with the Bruins, was playing his first game at TD Garden since the trade, with his Stars facing a Boston team coming off a tough 3-1 loss to the Islanders Saturday. 

During his pregame press conference, Bruins coach Claude Julien said he wasn’t looking at this game any differently because Seguin was playing.

“I think it’s more important that we do the scouting on their whole team and how they play,” he said. “For us it’s turning the page and we’ve got some players here that are coming back in our lineup and hopefully will help us be a little bit better than we were the last game.”

Around TD Garden, there were still many fans showing their support for the former Bruins forward, with plenty of “Seguin” jerseys seen among the sweaters of Zdeno Chara, Patrice Bergeron, and Milan Lucic.

There also were boo-birds out in full force as Seguin, wearing No. 91, and the Stars took the ice for their pregame skate. Seguin kept to the Dallas side of the ice during warmups and didn’t make any noticeable gestures toward any former teammates.

When the lineups were announced, Seguin’s name was widely booed as “The Imperial March” from "Star Wars" was played over the sound system.

Seguin, playing center, took the opening faceoff against his old linemate Bergeron. Seguin was loudly booed as he skated up the ice with the puck 10 seconds into the game.

Another player the Bruins sent to Dallas in the trade was Rich Peverley, a staple of the third line that was exceptional in Boston. Peverley, in particular, was strong on faceoffs.

“I’m not going to hide the fact that we miss Rich for that reason,” Julien said. “He was a good faceoff guy, and on the right side, he certainly gave [Chris Kelly] the opportunity to take his faceoffs on the strong side and him on the other; so we were always good with that line on draws. 

"And at the same time, if [Bergeron] was tired, [Peverley] was pretty close to [Bergeron] in stats as far as faceoffs were concerned, so I could send him out on the right side at times.”

The principal player the Bruins received in the deal, Loui Eriksson, returned to action for the first time since sustaining a concussion Oct. 23 on a blind-side hit by Buffalo’s John Scott. Eriksson missed five games but began practicing again late last week and was back on the second line with Bergeron and Brad Marchand. 

Game 14: Stars at Bruins
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

This game sets up as the return of Tyler Seguin to Boston. But it's going to mark another return as well. Loui Eriksson will be returning to the Bruins lineup to play against his former team, the Dallas Stars, after sitting out the last five games as the result of an illegal check to the head from the Sabres' John Scott Oct. 23.

It should also mark the return of Johnny Boychuk, who missed Saturday's game against the Islanders after injuring his back last Thursday. 

"Their status is good," coach Claude Julien said. "Loui will definitely be in and more than likely Johnny as well."

Oh, and there's still that Seguin return to whip the Garden crowd into a frenzy, as the Bruins try to reverse their sagging fortunes of late. The Bruins have lost three of their last four games, including a lackluster effort against the Islanders Saturday.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/radio: NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 8-5-0, Stars 6-6-2

Bruins projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Tory Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins have lost three of their last four ... The Bruins are 2-1-0 against teams from the Western Conference ... Tonight's game marks the first of a five-game homestand, as the Bruins host Dallas, Florida, Toronto, Tampa Bay, and Columbus. It's the longest homestand of the season for Boston ... This is the first season the Bruins will play the Stars more than once since 2003-04.

Loui Eriksson to play vs. Stars
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Forward Loui Eriksson, out since Oct. 23 with a concussion, will play Tuesday against his former team, the Dallas Stars, after passing his final tests on Monday. 

Defenseman Johnny Boychuk is also expected to play. He missed Saturday night's game against the Islanders after crashing into the boards on Thursday against the Ducks.

"Their status is good," coach Claude Julien said. "Loui will definitely be in. More than likely, Johnny as well."

Eriksson has missed five games since being the victim of an illegal check to the head that resulted in a seven-game suspension for John Scott of the Sabres. He has skated for the last five days, including in Tuesday's morning skate.

"I don't think I will think that much about it," Eriksson said. "If I'm going to play tonight I'm just going to do the things I'm good at, and not think about what happened last game I played. Those things happen. It's not fun, but it happens. I'm just happy that I'm feeling good right now, and that it's been a good recovery."

Eriksson was partnered with Patrice Bergeron and a rotation of Brad Marchand and Jordan Caron in the skate this morning. Boychuk played alongside his usual partner in Zdeno Chara.

Boychuk said his issue was a back injury, but he's better after missing the one game.

Watch: Tyler Seguin returns to Boston
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In this video segment by our colleagues at NESN, Tyler Seguin discusses his return Tuesday night to face the Bruins, who traded him to Dallas during the summer.

Positive signs for recuperating Bruin Eriksson
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By Nancy Marrapese-Burrell, Globe Staff

All the signs were positive on Monday during Bruins practice at TD Garden when forward Loui Eriksson suited up in a gold jersey alongside Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand and Jordan Caron and took part in his first contact since sustaining a concussion during a game against Buffalo on Oct. 23.

There is a possibility that Eriksson could suit up Tuesday night for Boston’s home game against Eriksson’s former team – the Dallas Stars.

He was traded to the Bruins on July 4 in a deal that sent Tyler Seguin to the Lone Star State.

"I’m feeling better,’’ said Eriksson. "I’ve been skating for a couple of days now and the head is getting better. I’m feeling pretty good right now. We’ll see about tomorrow. I still have some testing to do.’’

Tyler Seguin struggles on faceoffs in 4-3 shootout win
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

OTTAWA – Tyler Seguin is a full-time center for the first time in the NHL. In Dallas’s 4-3 shootout win over the Senators at Canadian Tire Centre on Sunday, Seguin proved he has much to learn. 

Seguin went 1 for 14 on faceoffs. Seguin struggled so much that coach Lindy Ruff pulled the ex-Bruin off draw duties in the third period and overtime. 

“It’s tough to go 0 and 13,” said the Dallas coach. “The compete on that has to be a lot stronger. Scratch your nose on the ice if you have to.”

Seguin assisted on Ray Whitney’s game-opening goal. Seguin shot wide in the shootout. Seguin, Dallas’s No. 1 center, had zero shots in 20:22 of ice time. Seguin played mostly against Erik Karlsson and Jared Cowen.

“It just wasn’t good,” Seguin said of his faceoff work. “It’s going to come with time. This is my first year at this position in the NHL. It can only get better.”

On Tuesday at TD Garden, Seguin will play against his former team for the first time since the July 4 trade.

Loui Eriksson skates, no contact
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

UNIONDALE, N.Y. – Loui Eriksson returned to the ice this morning, taking part in the morning skate with the Bruins for the first time since suffering a concussion against the Sabres on Oct. 23 when he was hit by John Scott. 

Eriksson will not play tonight against the Islanders, marking the fifth straight game he has missed, and did not speak to the media today.

"He's just skating with the team for the first time there, no contact," coach Claude Julien said. "Just kind of going step by step. That's basically where he is right now. You keep your fingers crossed that there's no setbacks and he keeps moving forward."

Scott was penalized for the hit with a seven-game suspension, which was announced on Thursday afternoon.

There's no timetable for Eriksson at the moment, as he continues to go day-by-day.

"It's always encouraging [to see Eriksson on the ice] because you never know with concussions how long they can last," Julien said. "We've seen different types, some last for a long time, some they never come back. To see him out there and continuing to progress is encouraging for us, but again we're not out of the woods yet until he's cleared to play."

Game 13: Bruins at Islanders
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

UNIONDALE, N.Y. – Welcome to the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum, where the Bruins will take on the Islanders tonight. 

The plan for the Bruins is to get off to a better start than they have of late. That will be helped by the fact that they aren't the ones coming off back-to-back games. That would be the Islanders, who played in Ottawa last night and landed back in New York at 1 a.m.

Johnny Boychuk didn't make the trip to New York, which means that Matt Bartkowski will be back in the lineup. He hasn't played since Oct. 17 when the Bruins took on the Panthers and Boychuk was injured.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 8-4-0, Islanders 5-5-3

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Chris Kelly-Ryan Spooner-Carl Soderberg

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Tonight's game marks the first time the Bruins will see the Islanders with new acquisition Thomas Vanek. The Islanders acquired Vanek from Buffalo for Matt Moulson and draft picks on Oct. 26. ... New York played in Ottawa last night. Only a few players skated this morning at Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum. ... The Bruins have a three-game winning streak on Long Island, though the Islanders beat the B's the last time the teams met. ... All but two of the Islanders' 13 games this season have been decided by one goal. 

Boychuk is day to day, Eriksson improving

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by John Carney November 1, 2013 02:54 PM


By Barbara Matson, Globe Correspondent

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins traveled to Long Island Friday in advance of Saturday night’s game against the Islanders, who play in Ottawa Friday night. 

Defenseman Johnny Boychuk, who was injured crashing into the boards in the second period of Thursday’s victory over the Anaheim Ducks, was at the practice rink Friday but did not skate. His status is day to day, according to coach Claude Julien.

“He’s feeling better, so we’re going day to day,” Julien said. “More than likely he’s on this trip.”

The concussed Loui Eriksson continues to make progress toward full health.

“He’s still going OK,’’ Julien said. “As predicted, he’s taken some steps in the right direction. He did the exertion test so that he can start working out. It’s still a day-to-day process; whether he’s moving forward or whether we’ve got to hold him back, we’ll only know one day at a time.’’

Eriksson was injured when the Sabres' John Scott blindsided him to the head in a game at Buffalo Oct. 23. Scott received a match penalty for the hit and subsequently a seven-game suspension.

Friday’s on-ice practice was limited to two lines: Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton- Daniel Paille, and Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron, plus defenseman Matt Bartkowski and goalie Chad Johnson.

Watch: David Krejci comments on Bruins' shootout win over Ducks
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Watch David Krejci's postgame interview with NESN's Jamie Erdahl Thursday at TD Garden after the Bruins beat the Ducks, 3-2, in a shootout.

Watch: World Series trophy makes appearance at Bruins game
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Red Sox president Larry Lucchino brought the newly won World Series trophy to TD Garden Thursday night.
January 11, 2014 1:45 PM

Crushed Ice: Daniel Carcillo, Michael Del Zotto help NY Rangers assert physical edge in 3-2 win over Dallas Stars

BY Pat Leonard

At the start of Friday night’s third period, the Rangers’ failure to score on a 66-second four-on-three (two shots on goal), followed by 54 seconds of a five-on-four power play (no shots on goal), was discouraging to say the least.

 The squandered opportunity easily could have come back to bite the Blueshirts, and it almost did. After all, if the Stars’ Tyler Seguin buries that late third-period chance after an Anton Stralman giveaway, we’re talking about how Stralman and Marc Staal were on the ice for all three Dallas goals in a loss, instead of on ice for two goals against in a win.

 That defensive pair also broke up key Dallas chances, though, and despite the failed early third-period power play, a sequence late in the second period stuck with me as a key turning point in the game.

NASH TALLIES GAME-WINNER IN 3-2 RANGERS VICTORY OVER STARS

 Now I’m obviously a huge skeptic regarding the trade to acquire Daniel Carcillo from the Kings, but I thought his hit on surging Dallas second-line forward Ryan Garbutt with 7:35 to play in the second, followed by Michael Del Zotto’s thunderous check on Dallas second-liner Antoine Roussel, became an important spark for the Rangers to gain some semblance of momentum in a slow game by asserting themselves physically.

 It didn’t result in immediate dominance. Seguin’s line generated a couple shots, and Garbutt missed wide on a great two-on-one chance, but eventually the Rangers took their attack at the Stars on their toes all the way through the second intermission into the third.

 Dallas didn’t register a shot on goal for a period of nine minutes and eight seconds from 4:37 left in the second period until 15:29 remained in the third. Derick Brassard, who scored the Rangers’ power play goal earlier in the second, parked himself in front of Kari Lehtonen’s net and took a beating to get screens and chances, including a particular huge rebound opportunity off Dan Girardi’s point shot that Lehtonen stopped with a pad.

BLUESHIRTS SEND MILLER TO MINORS TO LOG MINUTES IN MEANTIME

 Brassard seems to have taken a cue from linemate Benoit Pouliot, who – give him credit – basically has thrown himself repeatedly, game-after-game, into tough areas recently to generate offense, even if it means taking high stick to the face or back every once in a while.

“We’ve been talking to our guys about going to those tough areas, playing on the inside,” coach Alain Vigneault said after the win. “That’s where a lot of the goals are scored, a couple of feet from the net. It’s not an easy place to go to. You’re gonna get hacked, whacked and probably crushed a couple of times if you go there, and you’ve got to be willing to do that, because that’s how you score goals in this league.”

Of course, that entire line and Stralman also shared blame for lost defensive coverage in front on Dallas’ first goal once Garbutt beat Staal in a foot-race to the puck at the back boards, but they fought hard to get back in this one and pick up the two points.

 Now on to quotes and notes from the postgame of Friday’s 3-2 win:

Rick Nash on his game-winning goal: “I think it was 50 percent luck – well, probably 70 percent luck and 30 percent skill. The puck rolled up, went a little higher than I anticipated, and luckily enough, it went in.”

Henrik Lundqvist on the way they won: “It’s always a great feeling when you come up big at the end like we did tonight.”

Lundqvist on Nash:“He is playing great. He is so strong with the puck and that goal was huge for us to get that win at home. We have a lot of home games coming up, so we need to build some confidence here and feel really good about ourselves playing in this building. We have been good on the road but we have to start to take care of business at home and gain some confidence here. This is a big game for us.”

Nash on his recent play: “The last three or four games I’ve been pretty good, getting my chances back now. It seems like I’m getting a scoring chance or a few each night, and that’s what matters to me.”

Nash on whether he’s able to pick up his play because he made the Canadian Olympic team: “I was trying to pick it up before so they’d pick me.”

Vigneault on the game: “We felt coming into tonight that this was an important game for us in the fact that we had gone into Chicago, we won that game, played real well, we wanted to come home, we had been playing better and wanted to follow it up. It was a grind. It was a hard game to get momentum, to get flow. There were 50-something face-offs after two periods, 70-something in the whole game. That’s a lot of time where you’re changing lines and you’re not getting a whole hell of a lot of rhythm in your game. So guys had to stay focused, and I thought for the most part we played pretty solid. We were able to spend in the first and in the third some quality time in their end, working their defense, and took it to the final minutes, and we got a big goal from Nasher.”

Dallas coach Lindy Ruff on the game: “We had a couple of pretty good looks in the third, and we missed a couple. (The Ranger) got a little bit of a bounce. One went off a skate (on Chris Kreider’s pass attempt that deflected on Lehtonen before Nash finished the rebound), and it was Nash, and they got enough of it to put it away. I thought we skated better. I thought we created a little bit more, and I thought we were better with the puck. We still have a ways to go, though.”

More Vigneault: “Both teams, they’re a hard forechecking team so a lot of times they only like to play sort of a chip-and-chase game, and I thought our best line that did that tonight was Brad Richards’ line. I thought they played real smart, managed the puck real well, because they did that, they had some good chance and spent some quality time in the other team’s end. So it was about staying focused and sticking with the plan.”

Vigneault on the power play: “One thing, when a power play works, it keeps the other team honest, because they don’t want to see the power play on the ice. The power play has been working real well for us. It has been giving us momentum, giving us timely goals, and we need that from the power play.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND …

Brad Richards (two assists) has a four-game point streak (two goals, three assists over the span). Remember, the NHL has him down for four assists during that stretch, but that is incorrect and should be changed. The scoring on Carl Hagelin’s game-winning goal in Chicago should be Hagelin from Ryan Callahan and Marc Staal, not Hagelin from Staal and Richards. Watch the replay. Callahan deflects Staal’s shot on Corey Crawford … If you count Richards’ assist from Chicago that shouldn’t count, he leads the team with 22 assists and 33 points after Friday’s win … Callahan also has a four-game point streak (one goal, four assists over the span). Again, the NHL is saying he has only three assists during that stretch, but that is incorrect and should be changed. Callahan, by my count, has five points in five games since returning from a sprained MCL on Jan. 3 against Pittsburgh … By beating Dallas, Henrik Lundqvist (24 saves) improved to 14-16-3 overall this season, including 6-9-3 at home. He has now won four of his last six starts (4-1-1, 2.60 goals against average,.917 save percentage) … Derick Brassard’s power play goal was his first goal of any kind in 11 games. He does, however, have a point in eight of the last 12 games. He’s also tied for the team lead with five power play goals this season … Mats Zuccarello (assist) has seven points (three goals, four assists) in the last seven games. He leads the team with 15 power play points … Derek Stepan now has reached the 20-assist plateau in each of his four NHL seasons … The Rangers’ power play (1-for-3 on Friday) has converted in four straight games (5-14, 35.7% over the span) and in nine of the last 12 games (13-43, 30.2%) … The Rangers out-shot Dallas, 34-26, meaning they have registered at least 31 shots on goal in nine of their last 10 games. The Rangers have out-shot their opponent in 12 of the last 15 games, holding a 524-429 shot advantage during that stretch. They rank fifth in the NHL with 32.2 shots per game … In a stop-and-start game of 73 face-offs (73!), the Blueshirts won a season-high 45 (61.6%), led by Brassard’s game-high 15-of-21 (71.4%).

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.

January 11, 2014 8:10 AM

NY Rangers send J.T. Miller back to AHL’s Hartford Wolf Pack to log minutes but stay close by for next call-up

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault told second-year forward J.T. Miller after Friday’s win over Dallas that the Rangers are sending him back to the AHL, basically so he can play in two weekend games and stay fresh. It’s not a demotion.

“I’ve told him he’s going back to Hartford,” Vigneault said. “They’re playing (Saturday) and Sunday, so we wanted him to go and play.”

Miller, 20, has two goals and four points in 24 NHL games this season, including a goal and an assist in eight games since his most recent call-up in mid-December.

 Vigneault’s scratch of Miller on Wednesday in Chicago in favor of new agitator Daniel Carcillo came as a surprise. After the Rangers beat the Blackhawks, 3-2, Miller was scratched again for Friday’s 3-2 win over the Stars.

 However, unlike the Chicago game – in which Carcillo played four shifts in the final two periods – the recently-acquired fourth-liner made a difference with a physical second period against Dallas, credited with a game-high eight hits.

 The Rangers play next on Sunday against the visiting Philadelphia Flyers, another former team of Carcillo’s, just like the Blackhawks. Given the Blueshirts’ success – and the coach’s articulated motivation to play Carcillo against his previous employers – Carcillo wouldn’t come out of Sunday’s lineup, meaning it behooves Miller, the team’s only extra healthy forward at the moment, to play temporarily in Hartford.

 Keep in mind also that the Rangers just began a stretch of 13 in 18 games at home, plus two at Yankee Stadium, so it’s not like Miller is unavailable if emergency dictates they need him immediately.
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Derek Stepan, named recently to US Olympic team, more involved offensively and more confident for NY Rangers

BY Pat Leonard

Before country comes club, at least chronologically, and so Derek Stepan has turned his attention toward igniting his offensive flame for the Rangers with only about a month remaining until he skates for Team USA beneath the Olympic torch in Sochi, Russia.

 Stepan, 23, a critical component of the Rangers’ present and future down the middle, seemingly is digging himself out of an early slump after missing the preseason due to a contract dispute. He’s on the puck more often, maintaining possession, setting up linemates Chris Kreider and Rick Nash for prime scoring chances, and even challenged Blackhawks defensemen one-on-one on occasion in Wednesday’s 3-2 win in Chicago.

 Stepan’s zero goals and three assists in the last nine games don’t reflect the strides he’s made, but he looks and feels closer to matching the stats to his effort.

“At the beginning of the season, I was making sure I was doing more of the right things defensively first, making the right decisions there,” Stepan said Friday morning, before facing the Dallas Stars (20-16-7) at the Garden. “As I’ve gotten better with that and my all-around game has improved, I think you’re seeing more offensive flurries because I’m understanding that offensively I need to step it up.”

THE THIRD'S THE WORD: RANGERS OUTPLAYING OPPONENTS IN FINAL 20

Stepan, who is playing in the first season of a two-year, $6.15 million contract, essentially was named as the fifth of five centers to the U.S. Olympic hockey team that will compete this February, slipping down the depth chart due to his poor performance for the Rangers this fall.

 Still, once Stepan found out on New Year’s Day that he’d made the team while watching the Winter Classic, he not only felt a weight off his shoulders but also encouragement from a U.S. hockey program that demonstrated belief in him during a down year.

“Making the team is something that maybe helps your game (for the Rangers) with confidence, too, and maybe that confidence is part of why I’m on more pucks,” Stepan said. “The unknown was the hard part before (while waiting for the Olympic announcement), definitely. It didn’t overwhelm me, though.”

Stepan’s performance often correlates with the Rangers’ results, given that he averages a team-forward-high 24.8 shifts per game and has the trust of coach Alain Vigneault, with the most balanced start of shifts between the offensive zone (54.2%) and defensive zone (45.8%) among the Blueshirts’ centers, according to Canadian hockey analytics web site behindthenet.ca.

 Vigneault noted on Friday that he’s been “keeping that line together” with Kreider, Stepan and Nash, particularly because he’s liked Stepan’s and Kreider’s chemistry together in a lineup in which most other players have bounced around.

 Five-on-five as a team, the Rangers look faster as they utilize the speed of players such as Kreider and Carl Hagelin, but it’s also due to “cleaner breakouts” from the defensive zone, Stepan said, as well as the fact that, “When (the Rangers) do a chip and chase (into the offensive zone), we’re putting pressure on the other team’s defense and not just giving the puck back.”

The cleaner breakouts describe the Rangers defensemen’s ability to gain possession in their own end and turn the puck around to forwards for a quick exit up ice through the neutral zone. Stepan’s college, Rangers and Team USA teammate, Rangers top defenseman Ryan McDonagh, attributed the efficient work in that facet of the game to the cohesion of a five-man unit.

“We have guys close to the puck, good back pressure from the forwards,” McDonagh said. “Then we’re first on the puck, our backs are over it, and we’re better in the corners because guys have been closer and we have the numbers there. Then we can throw it to boards or middle and trust that (forwards) are going to be there.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. STARS

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-Brad Richards-Ryan Callahan, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Daniel Carcillo

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-John Moore

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Cam Talbot

Healthy scratches: J.T. Miller, Justin Falk

Injured: Derek Dorsett (broken right fibula on Jan. 3, out four-to-six weeks)

MORNING HIGHLIGHTS

 The Rangers (22-20-3) entered Friday night’s game in fifth place in the Metropolitan Division, even though they had moved into third place with Wednesday’s win in Chicago, due to results on Thursday in a tight division.

 Here was the rundown as of Friday afternoon: Pittsburgh (65 points), Philadelphia (50), Washington (48), Carolina (47, winners of five straight), Rangers (47), New Jersey (45), Columbus (42), Islanders.

-McDonagh describing Vigneault’s approach to the season, in the context of how large a role McDonagh has taken on the team (again): “He was pretty honest when he said we had a clean slate, he put clean slate on the (training camp) T-shirt, and said it’s up to you what role you have on this team. I’m just glad to be able to play an important role and contribute.”

-Five representatives from the Norwegian Olympic team had seats in the Garden press box for Friday night’s game. I wonder who they’re here to watch …

-Vigneault on Mats Zuccarello (the coach was being serious, but it’s still a funny quote): “For a man that might not be tall, he works real hard, he battles for loose pucks, he finds a way when he doesn’t have it to get it back, and when he has it, he protects it well.”

-Vigneault on whether Zuccarello was fired up by his only healthy scratch of the season Oct. 24 in Philadelphia: “I know that prior to that we had talked on a regular basis and he was working real hard. He was having some sleepless nights. He wasn’t real happy with the way he was contributing, and for whatever reason it seems since that time he’s been able to contribute offensively, and that’s what we need from him.”

-Vigneault on whether the travel is easier coaching in the East than the West: “If it is, I haven’t noticed it. Our last road trip we got back at three (in the morning) from Toronto because we had to clear customs. Traveling, I was told, was simpler, but I haven’t noticed it … Our engine wouldn’t start in Chicago (smiles).”

-Vigneault on Michael Del Zotto: “I think he’s coming (together) offensively. He’s been able to find those seam passes that generate some good opportunities. I think defensively the last couple games he’s tightened up. He had some issues there for quite a few games, the last couple he’s tightened up, (also), and that pair (of Del Zotto and John Moore) is usually playing against the other team’s third or fourth line. They’ve got to be on the plus side of the chances.”
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Crushed Ice: Rangers win effort and stick battles vs. Blackhawks, healthy Staal playing at high level, more notes from Chicago

BY Pat Leonard

CHICAGO – The Rangers had off from practice on Thursday after defeating the Blackhawks, 3-2, on Wednesday night, so here are some extra observations from the United Center as the Blueshirts rest for Friday night’s home game against the Dallas Stars:

- The Blackhawks consistently are praised for their ability, as St. Louis coach Ken Hitchcock put it earlier this season, to win stick battles all over the ice, all game, every game. Well, the Rangers did a terrific job in this department, especially the top four or five defensemen, whether it be a quick Ryan McDonagh turn and outlet with the puck, a smart bump play by Dan Girardi or Anton Stralman, a challenge by Marc Staal. The forwards supported defensively, challenged Chicago in the neutral zone, turned them around quickly and often.

“We knew that as far as their skill level and their speed that they really like to challenge one-on-one,” coach Alain Vigneault said after the win. “And it was going to take our best effort as far as those one-on-one puck battles, whether it be protecting or getting it back.”

HAGELIN AND RANGERS STUN BLACKHAWKS, 3-2, IN CHI-TOWN WEDNESDAY NIGHT

 Brad Richards’ goal 5:06 in to open the scoring came after four Rangers (Staal, Stralman, Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin) collapsed on Chicago’s Patrick Kane and Kris Versteeg at the defensive blue line. Stralman and Staal both swiped at the puck, with Staal getting the second assist as Callahan banked the puck up ice to Richards, who scored his second goal in three games. Who knows what Chicago goalie Corey Crawford was doing (watch the replay), but the Rangers definitely earned this bounce.

- McDonagh (23:16) is the only player on either team who played more than Staal (22:51), who had two assists in the win and now has three assists in the past three games. Staal looks great on the ice, especially considering he missed 10 games from Dec. 8-29 due to a concussion.

“Since I’ve come back from injury, the last five games, I’ve tried to start skating more,” Staal said. “When I’m skating, not thinking, I find I’m at my best, (successfully doing) simple things, like just getting the puck through the net to create offense.”

That’s what Staal did on Carl Hagelin’s game-winning goal. Richards’ shot was blocked back to the point, where Staal one-timed a slapper and Callahan (two assists) deflected it on Crawford. Hagelin buried the rebound for his team-high fourth game-winning goal. He also moved into a four-way tie with Richards, Mats Zuccarello and Chris Kreider for the team lead with 11 goals.

- We were one bad Rangers third period away from talking again about a horrible letdown goal allowed by Henrik Lundqvist, who was mostly stellar in the victory but failed to cut off any angle on Brandon Bollig’s second-period wrister from the left wing off the rush to tie the game, 2-2, 8:05 into the second period.

 Of course, Lundqvist also then made seven of his 35 saves in the final 3:01.

“At the end, Hank came up big the way he’s supposed to,” Vigneault said with a smirk, clearly relieved he could talk about an excellent third period, and not the forgettable second goal.

 Lundqvist also held Chicago scoreless on 15 first period shots.

- The Blackhawks are so good that they needed only one Rangers mistake to get them back in the game. That came in the form of a Chris Kreider defensive-zone turnover in the second period. Lundqvist made a tough save off a deflection immediately after the giveaway, but Chicago kept momentum, causing a Derick Brassard interference penalty, which led to Jonathan Toews’ power play goal 6:17 into the second period to make it 2-1.

 And no, Brian Boyle and Carl Hagelin again were not on the ice for the Rangers’ power play goal against.

- Michael Del Zotto (assist) had only four shifts for 3:55 in the third period, while his third-pair defensive partner John Moore logged just three shifts in the third for a total of 3:22. It was more of a reflection on how well the top-four defensemen played. Still, it’s clearly no easier for Del Zotto to take.

- Daniel Carcillo played just one 42-second shift in the third period of his Rangers debut, and four total shifts in the final two periods, logging 7:15 ice time altogether. His mark on the game occurred in the first period, when Carcillo bounced back from a bad defensive zone turnover to draw a penalty on Bollig, leading to Zuccarello’s power play wraparound goal that banked off Crawford’s stick.

 Carcillo played in place of J.T. Miller, and considering the opponent, really neither player was going to see much time in the game. Still, it was a surprise Miller got the night off.

“I didn’t play (Carcillo) much,” Vigneault said, “but I thought for his first game with us, he did what we was supposed to do: Brought energy, finished his checks when he had the opportunity. That’s exactly what we need from him.”

- As a complement to my story for Friday’s paper on the team’s strong recent third periods, here are the Rangers’ scoring breakdowns against opponents in each period this season: First period (Rangers 31, opponents 34); Second period (Rangers 37, opponents 48); Third period (Rangers 39, opponents 36).

- Here are the Rangers’ third period goal breakdowns vs. opponents during John Tortorella’s four full seasons as head coach (including the lockout season): 2012-13 (Rangers 46, opponents 36); 2011-12 (Rangers 76, opponents 61); 2010-11 (Rangers 85, opponents 63); 2009-10 (Rangers 70, opponents 71).

- The Rangers rank sixth in the NHL in shots on goal per game (32.1) and 12th in average shots against (29.1). They have 31 or more shots on goal in eight of their last nine, a stretch in which they are 6-2-1.

“As much as we can, we’d like our Ds to go north-south as quick as we can,” Vigneault said before Wednesday’s game. “I think that has led to good speed opportunities for those guys, and I think slowly but surely we’re trying to go and get to those tough areas where you score the goals, and we’ve done a better job lately of doing that.”
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Daniel Carcillo makes NY Rangers debut as Alain Vigneault scratches J.T. Miller for visit to Chicago Blackhawks

BY Pat Leonard

CHICAGO – Alain Vigneault unexpectedly went to an old John Tortorella stand-by on Wednesday night: Jam.

 The Rangers’ offensive-minded coach scratched second-year forward J.T. Miller in favor of newly-acquired agitator Dan Carcillo so he could make his Ranger debut against the Chicago Blackhawks, with whom Carcillo won the Stanley Cup last spring.

“It’s time to get Dan in against his former team,” Vigneault said of Carcillo, who lifted Lord Stanley’s chalice as a member of the Blackhawks last season. “Not that J.T.’s played badly. To the contrary, we’re very happy with how he’s played, but those (top) three lines are playing well right now, and we need to put Dan in and to keep the two penalty killers, Dom (Moore) and Brian (Boyle). So it’s just a question of numbers right now.”

The homecoming element hasn’t been a staple of Vigneault’s, considering just last Friday he scratched Miller in Pittsburgh, where the 20-year-old played midget hockey. Also, on Monday, Miller had played sufficiently in a top-six role in replacement of the ejected Chris Kreider, though Miller’s first-period failed defensive zone clear did lead to a Brandon Dubinsky goal for Columbus.

 If a player were to come out of the Rangers’ lineup Wednesday, it would be Miller. It was just a question of whether it made sense to dress Carcillo at all. The initial question, of course, would have been whether to trade for Carcillo in the first place, but GM Glen Sather did that already on Saturday in exchange for a seventh-round pick to the L.A. Kings.

 Vigneault admitted, therefore, that Carcillo’s appearance also was for the Blueshirts to see what they have in Carcillo, who is here to provide the grit missing with Derek Dorsett (broken right fibula) out four-to-six weeks.

“I see Dan bringing a lot of energy,” Vigneault said. “Sometimes you need those tempo, momentum shifts changing during the game, where a guy goes out, gets a couple of big hits, brings a lot of energy.”

On a positive note, the Rangers’ quest to play Vigneault’s preferred offensive game is gaining steam in the form of volume of shots. New York ranks sixth in the NHL with 32.1 shots on goal per game, while 10th overall in limiting opponents to 28.9 shots an outing. Going into Wednesday’s game, the Rangers had put 31 or more shots on net in seven of their last eight games, including four or eight with 40 or more shots.

“We’re trying to play fast. We’re trying to push the pace,” Vigneault said.

 Unfortunately, they still average just 2.39 goals per game, which puts them 24th out of 30 teams – though Vigneault strangely challenged that his team’s “finish has been pretty good”, apparently referring to Monday’s 4-3 shootout loss to Columbus.

“Anytime in this league you score three, it’s a pretty good number,” said Vigneault’s, whose team has score three or more goals in just three of last seven games. “It’s a tough league to score goals in, and I think we’ve done that on a pretty good basis lately.”
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NY Rangers boast seven 2014 Sochi Olympians after Nash (Canada), Lundqvist & Hagelin (Sweden), Zuccarello (Norway) named

BY Pat Leonard

Seven Rangers will combine to represent all four countries on New York’s NHL roster at February’s Winter Olympics.

 On Tuesday morning, Henrik Lundqvist and Carl Hagelin were named to Team Sweden, and Rick Nash was tabbed for Team Canada, joining U.S. Olympians Ryan Callahan, Ryan McDonagh and Derek Stepan, as well as Mats Zuccarello of Norway among the seven Blueshirts who will compete in Sochi, Russia.

KREIDER EJECTED FROM RANGERS' 4-3 SHOOTOUT LOSS TO COLUMBUS

The Rangers’ 23-man roster currently features 12 Canadians, seven Americans, three Swedes and the lone Norwegian, Zuccarello.

 Hagelin, McDonagh and Stepan are first-time Olympians. Lundqvist won 2006 Olympic gold backstopping Sweden in Turin, Italy, and also represented his country for a fifth-place finish in 2010.

 Rick Nash won gold in 2010 in Vancouver with Team Canada. Callahan fell just short with a silver medal for the U.S. in 2010, and Zuccarello competed in 2010 for Norway, as well.

 Canadian defenseman Marc Staal was the only Ranger with a chance to make his country’s Olympic team who was left off, but Staal’s injuries, inconsistency and Canada’s depth led to his exclusion.

 The men will compete in the Olympic hockey tournament from Feb. 12-23.

Below are links provided by the NHL to the full rosters for all 12 of the competing teams. Each country – thanks to Zuccarello – features at least one NHL player:
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NY Rangers acquire Daniel Carcillo from Los Angeles Kings for 2014 seventh-round pick in 'low-risk move,' Vigneault says

BY Pat Leonard

TORONTO – Hopefully, Daniel Carcillo’s trade to the Rangers on Saturday evening means something more than a shorter trip to Brendan Shanahan’s office.

 Carcillo, 28, an eighth-year pest acquired by Blueshirts GM Glen Sather from the Los Angeles Kings for a 2014 seventh-round pick, has been fined or suspended 10 times during his NHL career.

 That includes three suspensions during the 2011-12 season with the Chicago Blackhawks: two boarding suspensions for two and seven games, respectively, and a two-game ban for an off-ice altercation in the previous postseason with officials.

STRUGGLING BOYLE STILL INVALUABLE ON RANGERS' PENALTY KILL

Rangers fourth-liner and agitator Derek Dorsett went down for four-to-six weeks with a broken right fibula on Friday night, but Alain Vigneault said at Air Canada Centre that Carcillo’s name had come up prior to Dorsett’s injury.

“He’s a player that can bring an element of toughness,” Vigneault said. “With us losing Dorsett for four-to-six weeks, that’s an area that we felt we needed to get a little bit better. Dan became available, and we picked him up.

“I know there were some discussions (prior to Dorsett’s injury,” the coach continued. “I’m not sure it would have happened this quickly … For us it’s a low-risk move. He’s in the last year of his contract, not very expensive, and hopefully he’ll come in and help us.”

Carcillo, who will meet the Rangers in New York on Monday, carries an annual $825,000 salary cap hit and will be an unrestricted free agent after the season. His addition does nothing to address the Rangers’ primary issues: goal scoring and poor-to-inconsistent five-on-five play.

 He has one goal and one assist in 26 games this season. He has played for the Phoenix Coyotes, Philadelphia Flyers, Blackhawks and Kings, and has 41 goals, 48 assists and 1,136 penalty minutes during 359 career regular season games.

 The longest and most recent suspension of his career was a seven-game ban from Shanahan, the NHL’s vice president of player of safety, for a boarding of Edmonton’s Tom Gilbert on Jan. 2, 2012.
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NY Rangers agree to terms with 2013 third-round pick and left wing Anthony Duclair of QMJHL on entry-level deal

BY Pat Leonard

PITTSBURGH – The Pittsburgh Penguins claimed Taylor Pyatt off waivers on Thursday, one day after the Rangers waived the seldom-used left wing, and later on Thursday GM Glen Sather continued with business by agreeing on an entry-level deal with 2013 third-round pick Anthony Duclair.

 Duclair, 18, is a shifty left-handed winger who has 31 goals and 26 assists for 57 this season in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League for the Quebec Repmarts. The Rangers drafted Duclair 80th overall in Newark on June 30, and he was impressive during the organization’s development camp in Greenburgh the week after, when I first watched him play in person.

 Here is what I wrote on July 2 about Duclair (5-11, 185 pounds) after observing the Pointe-Claire, Quebec, product at the camp, followed by more information him from the Rangers’ official release on Thursday.

My observations from July 2: REALLY like this kid’s game. Very, very good skater who frequently arrives at the puck or the spot first. Rangers director of player personnel Gordie Clark told me that he and his scouts watched Duclair often go head-to-head with this year’s first overall pick, Nathan MacKinnon, in juniors, and they loved what they saw. Duclair got pushed around a little on Tuesday. He needs to get stronger, but that’s normal for a young prospect who needs to grow and develop physically. He’s shifty, dips out of checks often, too. The Rangers even had him taking faceoffs at points in the scrimmage. Clark said Duclair was one of several underage players (17 at the draft) who fell in Sunday’s draft because they had subpar stretches in their play recently, though Duclair had battled injury and his upside was too good to pass up when he fell down the draft board.

More info from Rangers release: Duclair has registered 31 goals and 26 assists for 57 points, along with 42 penalty minutes and a plus-11 rating in 37 games with the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL this season. He is tied for third in the league in points and game-winning goals (five), ranks third in goals, is tied for ninth in shorthanded goals (three), and 14 in power play goals (eight). He leads the Remparts in goals, points, power play goals, shorthanded goals, and plus/minus rating, and is tied for second in assists. Duclair has posted 19 multi-point performances, with eight multi-point efforts in a nine-game span from Dec. 4 to Dec. 29. He has also notched two hat tricks, including a career-high, four goals on Oct. 26 against Charlottetown.

 Duclair was named the QMJHL’s second star for the month of December, registering 22 points (nine goals, 13 assists) and a plus-eight rating in 10 games during the month. He was also named first star of the week for the period ending on Dec. 29, and third star of the week for the period ending on Dec. 8.

 Duclair has skated in 155 career QMJHL contests over three seasons with Quebec, registering 82 goals and 91 assists for 173 points, along with 114 penalty minutes and a plus-72 rating. He established several career-highs as a rookie in 2011-12, including games played (63), goals (31), assists (35), points (66), penalty minutes (50), and plus/minus rating (plus-38). Duclair ranked fourth among league rookies in points and tied for third in goals that season.
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NY Rangers' Ryan Callahan, Ryan McDonagh and Derek Stepan named to 2014 U.S. Olympic team for Sochi, Russia

BY Pat Leonard

PITTSBURGH – They’ll be the Rangers’ Sochi Big Three.

 Captain Ryan Callahan, top defenseman Ryan McDonagh, and center Derek Stepan all were named after the NHL Winter Classic on New Year’s Day to the 2014 U.S. Olympic team that will compete in Sochi, Russia, this February.

 The Rangers are tied with the Blues for most players on the 25-man roster. St. Louis is sending captain David Backes, right wing T.J. Oshie and defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk.

 Callahan, 28, and McDonagh, 24, were locks to make the team, but Stepan, 23, had been on the bubble due to a disappointing 2013-14 season before being selected by Team USA GM David Poile and his staff.

RANGERS COME BACK LATE FOR 2-1 SHOOTOUT WIN OVER PANTHERS

 Callahan (left knee sprain) – who could return to the Rangers’ lineup as early as Friday after the team waived forward Taylor Pyatt on Wednesday – will represent the U.S. in a second consecutive Olympics, after helping the Red, White and Blue capture the silver medal in 2010 in Vancouver.

 McDonagh and Stepan, also former college teammates at the University of Wisconsin, will be playing in their first Olympics, but they’ve starred in several championship tournaments for U.S.A. hockey through the years.

 Stepan captained the U.S. to the 2010 World Junior Championship gold medal and at the 2011 World Championship was named Team USA’s best player. McDonagh most recently appeared in that 2011 World Championship tournament as Stepan’s teammate and has budded into one of the NHL’s best and most promising defensemen, regardless of country or allegiance.
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Rangers' Brad Richards looking to snap 10-game goal drought in Florida, says stretch has been 'weird' & he has to shoot more

BY Pat Leonard

SUNRISE, Fla. – Brad Richards’ rollercoaster stint in New York continues to take unexpected turns, and who knows where it will lead after this season, since the expensive veteran center remains a candidate to be bought out next summer with the team’s second and final compliance buyout.

 Still, at the moment, Richards is a major part of these Rangers, a top-six forward, and early in the fall, he was on fire, scoring five goals in the team’s first eight games and reporting to camp in great physical shape coming off the worst season of his now-14-season NHL career.

 Only now, on Tuesday night, entering a New Year’s Eve clash with the Florida Panthers, Richards has no goals and four assists in his last 10 games. His lack of production groups him with Henrik Lundqvist and Rick Nash as top players the Blueshirts need to snap out of funks, a surprise at this juncture considering his start to the season.

DEL ZOTTO MORE LIKELY TO BE TRADED THAN TO PLAY CONSISTENTLY FOR RANGERS

 It’s not like Richards has played terribly. He’s done good work on the power play point, but he isn’t producing. Consider this: In Monday’s 4-3 win over the Lightning, even when Richards was on the ice for three consecutive Ranger power play goals, he didn’t even so much as pick up one assist in the game.

 From Nov. 27 through Dec. 7, Richards rattled off a six-game point streak, including three goals and four assists. Since, he has no goals and just those four helpers.

“It’s been a little weird lately to be honest with you,” Richards told the Daily News on Monday after practice in Tampa. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been on the ice for three power play goals for (my team) and not got a point on the score sheet. That’s just kind of how it’s going right now. Against Minnesota or Toronto I had some good looks, created chances, and only had one assist (combined in the Dec. 22-23 games) to show for it.”

Richards has just three goals in his last 23 games, so he hasn’t been getting it done regardless of what position he’s played. But Alain Vigneault also didn’t seem to do Richards any favors on Dec. 20 against the Islanders, when – in an effort to find a balance that’s eluded the Rangers this season – the coach started Richards on the left wing of a third line with J.T. Miller and Benoit Pouliot.

 That experiment ended immediately. The next game against the Wild, Vigneault assembled lines that have been more effective and that he stuck with heading into Tuesday night’s game in Florida. It included Richards back at center between Derick Brassard and Mats Zuccarello, two players who have begun to heat up, especially Zuccarello, who entered Tuesday’s game tied with Richards for a team-high 28 points.  

 Richards said it’s now up to him to shoot the puck more often on his even strength shifts, even though he leads the team with 122 shots on goal – 22 ahead of Derek Stepan, who is second.

“I’ve got to get more on net, and get more on net five-on-five,” Richards said. “And that’s been a struggle through the whole team, but you can see Zucc’s getting confident, and you’ve gotta believe when guys start playing well, it will help you and other guys find their comfort level.”

Richards said the shot stats don’t directly reflect the amount he is shooting overall because on the power play, for example, most of his shots from the point are deflected on net or wide, and receives no credit for the shot either way.

 He definitely has to unload more shots on his regular shifts, though. Despite averaging 3.05 shots through 40 games this season, Richards has taken fewer than three shots on net in six of the last 10 games. He is averaging 3.375 shots in the eight games in which he’s scored this season, and 2.96 shots in the 32 he has not finished.

“Hopefully I can set up a few (goals), doing that helps the morale of your offensive game,” Richards said, “but obviously you want to take care of the most important thing first, which is trying to win.”

Vigneault has been pleased with Richards’ work on the power play but said, just like Stepan’s line, the Rangers are counting on Richards to’ group to score, or else they won’t be able to win consistently.

“(Richards has) been very good on the power play,” Vigneault said. “He’s obviously our go-to-guy on the power play. Five-on-five, a lot like Step’s line, we count on those guys to contribute on a regular basis. If we’re gonna get some traction here, we need those guys to contribute.

“I think our third and fourth lines have been giving us pretty good games, pretty good shifts,” the coach continued. “Dominic Moore’s line has been efficient defensively and on the forecheck, and (J.T.) Miller’s line has found a way to contribute the last couple of games. So we need those top players to contribute, and we need to get some traction here.”

 (By the way, I put J.T. Miller’s initials in parentheses there because Vigneault called him “T.J.” Of course, if there’s anyone who knows a thing or two about typos, it’s a writer!)
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Rangers' Michael Del Zotto under-performing offensively, 'jittery with the puck,' scratched vs. Panthers, Alain Vigneault says

BY Pat Leonard

SUNRISE, Fla. – It is no longer a shock when coach Alain Vigneault makes Michael Del Zotto a healthy scratch. The only surprise left is that Glen Sather hasn’t traded the 23-year-old defenseman yet. (Even though I wrote on Sunday that Del Zotto seems too valuable to deal in the short term.)

“(Del Zotto’s offensive and power play abilities) haven’t been there on a consistent enough basis to say that even if he has a bad game or two, he’s an automatic shoe-in,” Vigneault said bluntly on Tuesday afternoon before a 5 p.m. match against the Florida Panthers. “The way he’s played, he’s fighting for that third-pair ‘D,’ and depending on his performance, he’s in or he’s out.”

It was great news for the Rangers that Marc Staal and Anton Stralman returned from injuries to the lineup on New Year’s Eve – Staal after a nine-game absence due to a Dec. 7 concussion. However, that meant an eighth healthy scratch this season for Del Zotto, despite his logging a season-high 24:37 of ice time just Friday night in Washington, when Vigneault referred to him as part of the team’s “top three” for that game.

 Del Zotto played poorly in Monday night’s win in Tampa, and Vigneault understandably sees no reason to sit rookie Conor Allen after his promising NHL debut against the Lightning. Still, regardless of Del Zotto’s play, the coach clearly favors the fleet-of-foot John Moore, even though he consistently loses battles at the net.

“For tonight’s game, with both (Staal and Stralman) coming back, (Del Zotto’s scratch) probably has more to do with the performances we’ve got from the other guys,” Vigneault said. “Dan (Girardi) and (Ryan McDonagh), they log big minutes. With Marc Staal and Stralman coming back, those guys have been our four top defensemen this year. We liked the way Conor Allen played last game, and we liked the way John Moore played last game.”

“The last two games, Michael was just jittery with the puck,” Vigneault continued. “It caused some turnovers and led to quite a few scoring opportunities for the other team. So I just feel that for tonight’s game, this group of six defensemen gives us a good chance.”

Del Zotto is a minus-nine on the season with just two goals and five assists in 32 matches, having missed one game due to injury in addition to his eight healthy appearances in the press/luxury box.

 Del Zotto said after practice on Sunday in Arlington, Va., that he’s feeling much better about his defensive game but knows he needs to contribute more offensively. That clearly is what Vigneault is telling Del Zotto he must improve, at least as long as the Rangers employ the fifth-year defenseman, New York’s 20th overall pick in the 2008 NHL draft.

“I think at this stage it’s more up to him,” Vigneault said of Del Zotto trying to earn consistent playing time. “The way his identity is, he’s supposed to be an offensive defenseman. He’s supposed to be able to beat the forecheck, join the rush at the right time and help out on the power play. Those things have been there, but they haven’t been there on a consistent enough basis to say that even if he has a bad game or two, he’s an automatic shoe-in. The way he’s played, he’s fighting for that third-pair D, and depending on his performance, he’s in or he’s out.”

Now here’s your starting lineup for the New Year’s Eve clash between the Rangers and Panthers:

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Derick Brassard-Brad Richards-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-J.T. Miller-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Conor Allen, John Moore-Anton Stralman.

Starting goalie: Henrik Lundqvist

Healthy scratches: Michael Del Zotto, Taylor Pyatt

Injured: Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL, out until mid-Jan.).

December 30, 2013 4:34 PM

Alain Vigneault discusses Marc Staal's return, praises Conor Allen for play in debut, clarifies Sunday post-game comments

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – Before I take off on a quick flight to Ft. Lauderdale, be sure to read my full break down of Marc Staal’s return and Alain Vigneault’s juggling of defensemen for Tuesday night’s game against the Panthers.

 Furthermore, here are Vigneault’s best quotes today on the defensemen, including one praising Conor Allen and one discussing Staal’s return that I didn’t include in the story.

 Also, since I addressed Vigneault’s curious postgame Sunday comments about players who may whine when scratched, I asked him to clarify that comment after Monday’s practice. I asked whether he meant it as a “veiled shot” at any specific players, following up on a thread of questioning about Michael Del Zotto. Here is Vigneault’s answer:

“That’s 25 years of experience knowing that different players respond differently to different situations,” Vigneault said. “I’ve had players in the past respond to the way Zucc and Benny have responded, and I’ve had some other players respond other ways, whteher they complain to their environment, to the media, to their friends. If you’re talking about Michael, Michael’s never complained to me. I’ve shown him video on what he needs to improve or Ulfie’s shown video. He hasn’t complained to me. so that was an overall comment on all of my years of experience how players can react.”

POWER PLAY SURGES AS LUNDQVIST, RANGERS TOP LIGHTNING, 4-3

On Allen: “I liked what I saw (Sunday) night. I think the fact that he wasn’t jittery with the puck when people were around him and the puck wasn’t bouncing. He wasn’t afraid to take the hit and sometimes make those small, little bump plays, skill plays that need to be made, so you can spend less time in your end.”

On the lineup: “Stralman is close I think, so we’re going to have some decisions to make.”

On how he coaches the game differently with Staal in the lineup: “With Marc in the lineup, what we’ve got there is a pretty good one-two punch, as far as Ds that can play against top-end opponents. When you’ve got (Ryan McDonagh) and you don’t have Marc, (McDonagh) logs a lot of minutes, and I think what we do 5-on-5 is we lose a little bit of (McDonagh’s) offensive potential. When you’ve got Staalsy and Mac, then you’ve got your left side, you’ve got basically almost 45-50 minutes of the game covered on the left side, then you’ve got maybe 15 left. Marc’s a real good defender. He might not be as efficient right now as Mac is to our team. So when we can permit Mac to jump up in the attack and maybe take more offensive zone face-offs, it makes us a better team five-on-five.”

A small group of Rangers will skate on Tuesday morning in Sunrise before the night’s game. The club never has a full morning skate there, since they stay in Fort Lauderdale. Stralman is expected to decide after that quick morning skate whether he’s ready to go. Remember, the puck will drop at 5 p.m. E.T., since – after all – it’s New Year’s Eve.

 We’ll see if Henrik Lundqvist, who will make his second straight start, can ring in 2014 with a second consecutive Broadway Hat.

December 30, 2013 11:59 AM

Crushed Ice: Vigneault makes interesting comment that Pouliot, Zuccarello didn’t complain to the world about being sat out

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – I have to admit, I didn’t notice this remark by Alain Vigneault on Sunday night at first, but I wonder if the Rangers coach was taking a shot at someone when explaining the difference in Benoit Pouliot’s play since healthy scratches on Dec. 7 and Dec. 10.

“I’d have to say the same thing as maybe Mats Zuccarello,” Vigneault said. “Both those guys were having a real hard time with their game. Both sat out. Both didn’t complain to the world about being sat out. What they did was they rolled their sleeves (up) and they got to work, and even though I thought they both were working real hard, they both analyzed their game and found a way to get it back on track, and both players are useful pieces to our team right now.”

Did you notice it?

“Both didn’t complain to the world about being sat out.”

POWER PLAY, LUNDQVIST EARN RANGERS 4-3 WIN OVER LIGHTNING

Now I know Vigneault didn’t name names, and I will ask him for clarification at practice today (Monday), but there is only one skater on this team who has been quoted this year taking issue with being scratched: Michael Del Zotto.

The 23-year-old defenseman told the Daily News in October following the first of seven eventual healthy scratches: “I’m not happy,” and has reiterated that sentiment since – though Del Zotto also has stayed in line and said dutifully that when called upon, he will just have to work harder and play better.

 Henrik Lundqvist of course also has been scratched often and disgruntled, and two straight Cam Talbot starts did result almost immediately in a seven-year contract extension for Lundqvist. Still, the goalie never disagreed strongly with Vigneault publicly, regardless of what he said behind the scenes. He knew his play hadn’t been good enough.

 Del Zotto, who did not speak after Sunday’s game, had played better lately, but given an opportunity to praise the defenseman the other day at practice, Vigneault said a lukewarm “he’s been better” and then went into an explanation about how Anton Stralman’s injury during the Washington game had led to increased minutes for others, Del Zotto included.

 Then on Sunday morning, Vigneault grouped Del Zotto with the unproven John Moore and rookie Conor Allen, who hadn’t even made his NHL debut yet, among the “young players … we need more from” on the blue line with Stralman and Marc Staal out. I know Del Zotto is young, but it’s almost like he’s talked about as if he did nothing before this season.

 Now, for certain, Del Zotto played poorly on Sunday night against Tampa Bay, and he made the decision easier for Vigneault to play others ahead of him. Still, it all combined for a tough day for Del Zotto all around.

 Here is the breakdown of shifts and minutes for Rangers defensemen against the Lightning: Ryan McDonagh (team-high 27:56, 32 shifts), Dan Girardi (26:30, 31 shifts), John Moore (season-high 22:26, 29 shifts), Del Zotto (16:43, 21 shifts), Allen (15:47, 22 shifts), Justin Falk (8:45, 14 shifts).

 Then here is Vigneault on why Allen played so much in the third period:

“He was one of our better D’s,” the coach said. “He outplayed some of our other guys, and he deserved to be out there. He was poised with the puck, wasn’t afraid to take a hit to make a play, and that’s why he got that ice time.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND …

Hey, did you hear about the Lightning’s giveaway at Tampa Bay Times Forum Sunday night? The first 20 Rangers received a free puck (Buh-doom-chsh) … Derek Stepan was much better early on, with multiple takeaways, including one before Rick Nash’s first goal in eight games. He wasn’t great throughout the game but also made a big blocked shot in the third period that hit him, well, below the waist. Stepan said after the game, though, that he was fine … Nash scored and drew penalty that led to a power play goal but thereafter again wasn’t the dominant force the Rangers need him to be. Hence Vigneault’s lukewarm review: “(Nash) had some good looks tonight, getting that goal right off the hump I think helped him on a personal note. Him, like Hank, they have to take this as one step, build off it and be better next game.” … Vigneault on what he can do to help Lundqvist build off this win: “I don’t think there’s a lot I can do. I think Henrik is an elite goaltender. He knows how to get his game in order … Tonight he obviously was the difference in the third period.” What Vigneault can do, of course, is start Lundqvist on New Year’s Eve against the Panthers, which is a no-brainer … Vigneault used J.T. Miller’s line to start both the first and second periods. Miller at center struggled more this game than he has. His line either seemed to have a great shift or a really poor one, including multiple turns that resulted in long defensive-zone sequences where the Rangers couldn’t get the puck out … The Rangers’ power play goals came eight seconds, 77 seconds and 69 seconds, respectively, into their first three man advantages. That’s because Vigneault continued to use Pouliot, Zuccarello and Brassard as his first unit with Brad Richards and Ryan McDonagh, instead of Chris Kreider, Stepan and Nash, who have been moved down to the second group. Kreider scored the second power play goal, but the assist came from Zuccarello, who still was on ice from the beginning of that second man advantage. “We got some lucky bounces,” Zuccarello said of his bank shot off a Lightning defenseman Radko Gudas’ skate. “But it was clicking for us tonight, and it was nice to get a few and make up for all the games we haven’t been able to finish.”

December 29, 2013 6:28 PM

Justin Falk among Rangers counted on to add physical edge against Lightning to bounce back from 'no-hitter' defeat in November

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – The last time the Rangers visited the Lightning, coach Alain Vigneault fumed that their 5-0 loss on Nov. 25 was a “no-hitter,” devoid of any physical response.

 Sunday night at Tampa Bay Times Forum, with injured defensemen Anton Stralman and Marc Staal out of the lineup, Vigneault would count on a different cast of characters to reestablish a physical edge on the blue line, including rookie Conor Allen, 23, making his NHL debut and seemingly not nervous.

“I got a good night’s sleep last night actually,” said Allen, who had woken early for a 6 a.m. flight on Saturday to join the team in Washington, D.C.

 Since Henrik Lundqvist returned to the net following three straight Cam Talbot starts, the focus had to be on helping Lundqvist get back on track. That meant his defense limiting chances and stepping up to protect the crease, both before and after the whistle.

 Justin Falk, 25, a 6-5, 215-pounder acquired on a draft day trade this summer for a 2014 sixth-round draft choice, averages only 12 minutes, 10 seconds of ice time, but especially in a potential top-four role against the Lightning, the big defenseman is being counted on to use his size. Falk has been one of the few Rangers to show consistent snarl when given the opportunity, but Vigneault said Sunday morning that he needs to see more.

“I think (Falk) still has a little bit more feistiness to give to be a real effective player,” the coach said. “His skills are good, but his biggest attribute – and the reason why we brought him here – was for that physical dimension. It’s been there on some occasion, but it hasn’t been there on a consistent enough basis.”

Falk played in just three of the Rangers’ first 18 games but has dressed in 17 of the 22 games since, including six straight counting Sunday – though he was scratched for that brutal Nov. 25 loss in Tampa. The consistent opportunities are encouraging, but Falk isn’t getting comfortable.

“I’ve always been a guy that’s never satisfied,” Falk said Sunday morning. “I often find guys who get themselves in trouble, complacency sets in. Every game’s a new test, and we didn’t fare well last time (in Tampa), so we have a little something to settle here.”

Vigneault called for more from all of his defensemen behind Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi.

“We’ve got quite a few young players, whether it’s (John) Moore, (Michael) Del Zotto or Conor Allen stepping into our lineup, and we need more from those guys,” said Vigneault, strangely grouping Del Zotto with the unproven Moore and a brand-new rookie. “That increased responsibility, they’re gonna get bigger minutes against probably top-end players, and they’ve got to do a good job for us.”

Stralman (left wrist) and Staal (Dec. 7 concussion) both expressed optimism that they could return to the lineup as early as Tuesday, New Year’s Eve, in Sunrise, Fla., against the Florida Panthers. Stralman said he injured his wrist in the first period of Friday’s 3-2 to Washington while poke-checking Caps captain Alex Ovechkin, who caught Stralman while following through on a shot.

 Captain Ryan Callahan (left knee sprain) skated for a third straight day, and a second day in full gear, and had a little fun with a question about whether his timeline remains Jan. 7 or later for a return.

“Nothing’s changed with that,” Callahan said, adding the qualifier, “at this time.”
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Conor Allen making NHL debut for Rangers vs. Lightning; Stralman and Staal hoping for possible return on New Year's Eve

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – Conor Allen’s father is flying down from Chicago for his son’s NHL debut Sunday night against the Lightning, when the 23-year-old rookie defenseman steps into the lineup due to multiple injuries on the Rangers’ blue line.

 Anton Stralman (left wrist) and Marc Staal (Dec. 7 concussion) both expressed optimism, though, that they could return to the lineup as early as Tuesday in Sunrise against the Florida Panthers.

HOW CONOR ALLEN CAME TO THE RANGERS AND DEVELOPED IN THE AHL

 Stralman said he injured his wrist in the first period of Friday’s 3-2 to Washington while poke-checking Caps captain Alex Ovechkin. Ovechkin followed through on a shot attempt and hit Stralman, who later in his shift dropped his stick because he had no grip.

 Stralman had his wrist taped in the locker room but couldn’t handle the puck on his next shift and sat out the rest of game. X-rays were negative, though, and he was “surprised” how well he felt on Sunday morning.

“I thought it felt alright, but it’s not as good as it needs to be for me to play,” Strlaman said. “Hopefully I’ll be able to go against the Panthers.”

Staal, meanwhile, is continuing to work on his conditioning and said he could return as soon as New Year’s Eve against the Panthers.

 Captain Ryan Callahan (left knee sprain) skated for a third straight day, and a second day in full gear. He said he’s pleased so far with how the knee feels on-ice, and when asked if his timeline remains four-to-six weeks (Jan. 7-21), Callahan had a little fun:

“Nothing’s changed with that,” Callahan said, adding the qualifier, “at this time.”

I asked Callahan if the training staff has to hold him back from returning too soon for his own good. He laughed but said he’s been through injuries enough to know when his body is ready or not ready, and to know to listen to the trainers and doctors and not just his body.

 Henrik Lundqvist, meanwhile, looked intense at his locker, when asked about how he can bounce back after allowing three or more goals in seven straight games, and then sitting for three straight games behind Cam Talbot.

“I accept that he gets three straight starts, and I just have to be better,” Lundqvist said. “That’s my goal, to play to the level I can play at.”

Finally, I forgot to point this out the other night, but Vigneault is now using this as his top power play unit: Ryan McDonagh, Brad Richards, Benoit Pouliot, Derick Brassard and Mats Zuccarello. The second unit for Sunday night is Michael Del Zotto, Dan Girardi, Chris Kreider, Derek Stepan and Rick Nash.

VIGNEAULT MORNING PRESS CONFERENCE

 Here are highlights from Vigneault’s talk with reporters at Tampa Bay Times Forum on Sunday morning:

On what he expects from Allen: “Exactly what we saw during training camp: A good puck moving defenseman that was able to beat the forecheck, get the puck out of our end, joined the rush when the opportunity was there. Defensively the gap was good, and he played simple and smart.”

On whether Justin Falk has added physical element to Rangers game: “To some point. I think he still has a little bit more feistiness to give to be a real effective player. His skills are good, but his biggest attribute – and the reason why we brought him here – was for that physical dimension. It’s been there on some occasion, but it hasn’t been there on a consistent enough basis.”

On how Lundqvist can get out of this slump: “He’s got to work his way through. We’ve done everything that we can from that aspect (to help him). We gave him seven straight starts at home. Goaltending is a positional position in that the coach is very specific to that player. Benny (Allaire) has been spending a lot of time with him on the ice and on video. Henrik is aware that we need him to play well, and obviously he’s trying to put his best foot forward.”

On John Moore’s opportunity with so many defensemen injured: “We’ve got quite a few young players, whether it’s Moore, Del zotto or Conor Allen stepping into our lineup, and we need more from those guys. That increased responsibility, they’re gonna get bigger minutes against probably top-end players, and they’ve got to do a good job for us.”

Vigneault said when asked about his defensive pairings that we should expect “a lot of mixing and matching.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. LIGHTNING

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Derick Brassard-Brad Richards-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-J.T. Miller-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh, Dan Girardi, Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, John Moore, Conor Allen.

Starting goalie: Henrik Lundqvist

Healthy scratch: Taylor Pyatt

Injured: Anton Stralman (left wrist, day-to-day), Marc Staal (concussion, could return as early as Tuesday at Florida), Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL, out until mid-Jan.).
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Rangers odds-n-ends: Stralman, Stepan, Zuccarello skip practice, Staal works on conditioning, Del Zotto seeks offensive spark

BY Pat Leonard

ARLINGTON, Va. – The Rangers practiced hard Saturday afternoon at the Capitals’ Kettler Iceplex before flying to Tampa, where they will try Sunday night to redeem themselves from that 5-0 Marty St. Louis “love-fest” loss on Nov. 25, as coach Alain Vigneault memorably called it.

 Here are a few odds and ends from Saturday’s practice and from the last few days:

1. Center Derek Stepan and right wing Mats Zuccarello sat out Saturday’s practice as they recover from the flu, but both of them will play Sunday night, according to the Rangers. Stepan and Zuccarello both played with the flu on Friday night, a team spokesman said, and they were feeling much better on Saturday morning but opted to rest as a precaution.

2. Defenseman Marc Staal went through his first full practice since his Dec. 7 concussion, but he has been ruled out for Sunday and needs at least a couple more practices before returning to the lineup. He’s feeling well, but his conditioning needs work after several weeks off and even more rest during the Christmas break. Staal was sucking wind – as were most of his teammates, actually – after a grueling finish to practice Saturday. He skated as a forward, not a defenseman, due to the team’s off numbers.

SUNDAY NOTES: DEL ZOTTO'S VALUE TO RANGERS COMPLICATES TRADE TALK

3. Anton Stralman skipped Saturday’s practice and is day-to-day with an undisclosed injury suffered in the first period of Friday night’s 3-2 loss in Washington, D.C. He is unlikely to play on Sunday but hasn’t been ruled out. If he sits – and he most likely will – rookie Conor Allen, 23, will make his NHL debut.

4. Michael Del Zotto said other than being broken down by Pittsburgh’s Brandon Sutter one-on-one off the rush on Dec. 18, he feels he’s been much better defensively recently, playing more minutes with Staal sidelined. Del Zotto understands, though, that he’s being counted on to produce offensively also, and he said he’s trying to push to get involved and produce and is hoping for the right bounce to get himself going.

 Interestingly, when Vigneault was asked Saturday about Del Zotto’s solid play in a season-high 24:37 of ice time on Friday, the coach admitted Del Zotto was “better” but really danced around complimenting the 23-year-old too much. Strange.

5. Vigneault provided an honest critique of Rick Nash in Friday’s loss to the Caps:

“I see the will there,” Vigneault said of Nash giving effort. “(Friday) night, in my estimation, it was one of his more ordinary games lately. He got a few looks last night, got a lot of shots off … but he had better looks in the games before. Those guys, you talk about Nash and (Henrik Lundqvist), there’s one thing I know about those two guys: They’re committed, trying to do anything they can possibly do to get back on track. And we’ve got to be supportive.”

6. Captain Ryan Callahan skated for the second straight day, and for the first time in full pads, since spraining his left MCL on Dec. 10. Callahan did not update the media on how he felt, but he unloaded a rocket slap shot during practice that was encouraging. He is scheduled to return in mid-January.

7. Vigneault on whether he believes playing center accentuates J.T. Miller’s strengths:

“I’ve liked (Miller) better in the middle,” Vigneault said. “I’ve liked his responsibility with the puck and his responsibility without the puck. I’ve liked how he’s created stuff and used his size and his strength. That being said, though, as a player, being able to play more than one position is really important, being versatile is a big bonus for any player.

“He has been better in the middle,” Vigneault continued. “Right now, I don’t think I’m going to tinker with the lines. I like the way, I look at (Friday) night’s game, the power play gave us a goal, the penalty kill for the most part was pretty solid and found a way to chip in. Five-on-five, we were the better team, we created more chances; we didn’t finish. It's not because we’re not getting the looks or not getting the screens. We just had a tough time finishing (Friday) night five-on-five.”

8. The Rangers closed practice with a grueling three-on-two, three-on-three forechecking/battle drill confined to one zone. A few things stood out:

-Benoit Pouliot was absolutely on fire, abusing Henrik Lundqvist with wristers in the slot and tethering a beautiful pass to the crease that Chris Kreider smacked out of mid-air for a goal later, against Cam Talbot, I believe. Pouliot is on a six-game point streak, playing physically and with speed. I used his impressive streak as an opportunity to ask him Friday about Vigneault’s comment earlier this season that the inconsistent Pouliot sometimes went “to the moon” mentally, or lost focus. I was curious how he had responded to it.

“That’s the first time I’ve heard that,” Pouliot said, comparing it to criticisms he’s received over the years.

 Asked if he laughed it off, Pouliot said: “No, I didn’t laugh it off. I listened to it, but I don’t know if that was the problem.” He felt his issue earlier this season was more about putting too much pressure on himself to measure success with points, instead of just playing instinctively. Predictably, he also didn’t want to revisit the “moon” topic.

“Things are going well now,” Pouliot said. “I’m playing better.”

-Lundqvist’s body language showed a ton of frustration during that drill, when several Rangers scored and J.T. Miller screened Lundqvist on one goal, leading to the goalie shoving the center out of the crease. Lundqvist recovered, though, to deny Miller and others late, looking much sharper before completing practice as he prepares for his first start since Dec. 20 against the Islanders, a 5-3 Rangers loss in which Lundqvist stopped just 15 of 19 shots.

-Center Brian Boyle shattered his stick against the boards after a turnover and lost battle at the boards on consecutive sequences. He’s been a valuable penalty killer, but Boyle has struggled mightily this season in most other phases, particularly in the offensive end.
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Marc Staal hopes to return soon for Rangers; captain Ryan Callahan skates for first time since spraining MCL; lineup vs. Caps

BY Pat Leonard

WASHINGTON – Top-four defenseman and alternate captain Marc Staal said in so many words Friday morning that he could return to the Rangers’ lineup as early as Sunday in Tampa Bay if his recovery continues on its current pace.

 Staal, out since a Dec. 7 concussion, skated “really hard” on Monday, went on ice again Thursday, participated fully in Friday’s morning skate at Verizon Center, and anticipated his first full practice since the injury on Saturday at the Kettler Capitals Iceplex in Arlington, Va.

TALBOT MAKING THIRD STRAIGHT START FOR RANGERS VS. CAPS

Asked if it’s fair to expect Staal will return during this five-game road trip, he said: “It’s certainly not out of the question, if (Friday) and (Saturday) go well, hopefully my legs and I kind of catch up to everything else, and we go from there. It’s definitely not out of the question, though. It all depends on how it goes every day. It could be different than the next, so I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself.”

Staal, 26, said it’s important for him to “get the wind and the legs back” but didn’t seem convinced he needed too many practices with contact to convince him whether he’s ready.

“It’s good to bump a little bit in practice, but there’s really no comparison once you get into a game anyways,” Staal said. “Once you’re confident you’re feeling well, you’ve got to take that into a game, and then when you do get hit or give a hit, everything will be clear, and you just go from there.”

SKATE, CAPTAIN, SKATE

 Captain Ryan Callahan skated Friday morning on his own, wearing a brace on his left knee, for the first time since spraining his MCL on Dec. 10. Callahan was in sweatpants, without his full gear, but was encouraged by the small step.

“It felt good,” Callahan said. “It’s hard to tell. I’m just in sweats, but it felt good crossing over and things like that. You want to make sure that feels good before you jump into full equipment on the ice. So it’s a first step, and it went well.

 Callahan’s initial diagnosis was four-to-six weeks out of the lineup, which put his estimated return date between Jan. 7-21. He said he always shoots to return sooner rather than later, though, and it’s no different with this injury.

“Going into it, I always try to look at the four weeks instead of the six weeks, and that’s what I work towards, so hopefully I can hit that mark,” Callahan said.

 Callahan, 28, said since coming off crutches around Dec. 17, he has been biking and working out “the past week or so, trying to get the muscle around (the MCL) stronger.” That went well enough that he could skate on Friday.

 The rest of his body also may be benefitting from this rest. He broke his left thumb on Oct. 19 after having offseason surgery on his left shoulder for a torn labrum.

“It’s been a tough year so far injury-wise for me,” said Callahan, who admitted he was “pretty miserable” for a couple days after learning of his second-degree MCL sprain. “It’s frustrating, but at the same time, it’s part of the game and getting back on the ice. I know (skating on Friday was) a big step in the right direction, so it’s a positive day.”

Callahan said he believes Team USA officials have reached out to the Rangers’ trainers to check in on his status, given that the Winter Olympics are right around the corner in February. He said he was worried initially about how this injury could affect his opportunity, but now he is optimistic it will not affect his ability to participate.

“I thought about it. You definitely do,” Callahan said. “That’s something I’m working towards this year and I want to be a part of. But the way it looks now, it doesn’t look like it’ll affect that at all. That’s a good thing.”

MORE LUNDQVIST REACTION

 Here are some of Henrik Lundqvist’s comments from Friday morning that I did not include in the main story on Cam Talbot making his third consecutive start, or at least did not include in their entirety:

Lundqvist on his game: “I feel like there are some details in my game that I can work on and improve. It’s one thing to, in your mind, you want to be at one place, but technically or physically you just need to push yourself to get there. So far this year, there’s been a lot of good parts, but it’s been inconsistent, so I think the best way to get rid of that is to work even harder if you can and be positive about the game.”

Lundqvist on the mental challenge: “Goaltending is probably 90-percent mental. There’s a lot of guys that can stop the puck in practice, but when it comes to playing the game and making stops when you need to, it’s so much mentally. You just need to work the net as well and approach it the right way, and it just comes down to focusing on the things you can control. That’s so important when you play. The game is too fast to analyze the game or think too much in any situation. Of course, when you win, you gain confidence, and unfortunately when I’ve been in net, we just haven’t been winning enough.”

Lundqvist on being competitive: “It’s tough. You want to be out there and playing. You want to play well, and you want to win, but in the end, it’s about the team and it’s about winning. Cam’s playing really well, and the team’s playing really well. So I just have to put myself aside. I watch from the bench and we’ve looked good. We got the points we needed. It’s a tough balance. Of course you want to be out there, but in the end it’s what we do as a group and what’s best for the group. That being said, I’m really competitive. I want to play., but I understand the situation, too.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. CAPITALS (same lineup for third straight game; only change is Del Zotto and John Moore switching pairs)

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Derick Brassard- Brad Richards-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-J.T. Miller-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Michael Del Zotto-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Justin Falk.

Goalie: Cam Talbot

Healthy scratch: Taylor Pyatt

Injured: Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL), Marc Staal (concussion)

December 24, 2013 12:28 AM

Crushed Ice: NY Rangers head into Christmas break on two-game winning streak; could Cam Talbot play in D.C. on Friday?

BY Pat Leonard

Rangers coach Alain Vigneault isn’t ready to declare his starting goaltender for Friday night’s game in Washington, D.C., against the Capitals. Vigneault, who coached the Canucks in Vancouver the past seven seasons, had more important matters on his mind with the holiday approaching after Monday’s 2-1 shootout win over the Maple Leafs.

“You know? My parents are 81 and 79 (years old),” Vigneault said with a smile, when asked about his goalie rotation. “I haven’t been home for Christmas with my girls (two daughters) for eight years. So I’m looking forward to that, and I’ll focus on the 27th when we get there.”

It’s safe to say, though, that Cam Talbot has made a strong case to get a third straight start. He has allowed two goals in winning the Rangers’ last two games, in a span of 125 minutes. He has made all the necessary saves, and the team has played better in front of him than they have in front of Henrik Lundqvist.

The Rangers won consecutive games for the first time since beating Dallas and Nashville on the road on Nov. 21 and Nov. 23, a span of 13 games in between.

 Talbot, 26, has an 8-2-0 record, a 1.60 goals against average, and a .938 save percentage. The Rangers have won eight of his 10 starts, while winning 10 of Lundqvist’s 27 starts. Lundqvist is just 10-15-2 with a 2.77 goals against average and a .905 save percentage.

 Mats Zuccarello admitted after Sunday’s win over Minnesota that the Rangers clearly had given the Wild less on Talbot than they’d given other opponents on Lundqvist. The same went for Monday’s game vs. Toronto. Still, the players are impressed with the first-year goalie’s poise and determination even when things don’t go his way, like the blown call on Nazem Kadri’s third-period goal to tie it, 1-1, on Monday.

“(Talbot) has been tremendous,” defenseman Ryan McDonagh said. “They story is continuing with him. He’s just going in there and doing his job, trying to see every puck, stop every puck and make good decisions. It was an unfortunate bounce on one goal there, but he played a solid game.”

“I would have been pretty devastated (if the goal had meant a loss),” Talbot said. “Especially with the game we played tonight. We deserved to win the game.”

He also expressed hope the Blueshirts can carry over the momentum of this two-game win streak through the holiday.

“We ended on a high note, and hopefully we can come out of the Christmas break and continue to play the way we were the past two games,” he said.

 Two quick notes:

1. Quite the Metropolitan Division. The Rangers, with two straight wins, are now just outside of the third playoff spot in their division. The fourth-place Blueshirts have 38 points in 38 games, while the third-place Philadelphia Flyers have 38 points in 37 games. The Pittsburgh Penguins lead the division with 55 points. The Capitals are second with 42.

2. The Rangers used the same lineup for their two wins to close the homestand, 4-1 over the Minnesota Wild on Sunday night and 2-1 in a shootout over the Maple Leafs on Monday night. Here it is:

Forwards: Derick Brassard-Brad Richards-Mats Zuccarello, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-J.T. Miller-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, John Moore-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto -Justin Falk.

Goalie: Cam Talbot

Healthy scratches: Taylor Pyatt

Injured: Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL, out until mid-Jan.), Marc Staal (concussion, out indefinitely).

December 20, 2013 12:55 PM

Rangers vs. Islanders preview: Alain Vigneault assembles unique lines for critical rivalry test; Lundqvist starting 8th straight

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers (16-17-2, 34 points) needed to turn their season around weeks ago, but it could get a lot worse on Friday night if they lose at the Garden to the rival Islanders (9-19-7, 25 points), who have won only once in their last 14 games.

 The Isles, who are in 15th place in the 16-team Eastern Conference, have not won a game in regulation since Nov. 12. They have won in regulation only five times all season, and they have scored two or fewer goals in 21 of their 35 games.

RANGERS CALL UP MILLER (AGAIN), SEND ASHAM AND MCILRATH BACK TO AHL

Most recently, Tuesday night on Long Island, the Isles surrendered a 2-0 lead in the final 2:53 of regulation to lose to the Tampa Bay Lightning, 3-2, in a shootout.

“We have to try to find a way,” Islanders coach Jack Capuano said Friday morning at the Garden. “Some of the ways that we’ve been losing (are) tough to explain.”

The outlook isn’t bright for the Rangers, either, even though the Blueshirts (95 goals against) have allowed 26 fewer goals than the Islanders (121) in the same 35-game sample size with Henrik Lundqvist off his game.

 Alain Vigneault’s club is just 1-3-2 so far on this nine-game home stand and has not won a game in regulation since the trip to Buffalo that preceded it on Dec. 5. They have scored two or fewer goals in 20 of their 35 games, and have allowed their opponent to score first in each of the last five games.

“We’ve dug ourselves a hole, and it’s tough to climb out against good teams,” said Rangers forward Rick Nash, who has just one goal and two points in his last six games. “So it’s definitely going to be one of our keys tonight, to get off to a good start and try to get the first couple.”

The Rangers have salvaged three points in the past two contests by coming back and forcing shootouts against Calgary (4-3 win) and Pittsburgh (4-3 loss), respectively. Still, it hasn’t been nearly good enough, which explains Vigneault’s shuffled lineup for Friday night’s game.

 He has put Nash, Carl Hagelin and Benoit Pouliot all on the opposite wings of their natural positions. So Nash, a right wing, is on the left of Derek Stepan and Mats Zuccarello. Hagelin, a left wing, is playing on the right of Chris Kreider and center Derick Brassard. Pouliot is on the right wing of a line of which I’m very skeptical, with Brad Richards on the left wing and recent call-up J.T. Miller at center.

“I’m hoping there might be a little bit of chemistry there, hoping the veteran will rub off on the younger player,” Vigneault said of putting Richards, the team’s top point producer, with two of his most inconsistent forwards.

Richards has at least one point in nine of his last 11 games, but he has not scored a goal in the last five. Brian Boyle, Dominic Moore and Derek Dorsett make up the fourth line.

 Basically – and Vigneault has said this several times the last few days – he is looking for forward combinations that work so he can stick with them, because as a coach, he prefers the stability of having lines that stick together and doesn’t necessarily relish the opportunity or necessity to change things up on every shift.

 Unfortunately, though, a few days ago Vigneault said only one forward combination had shown some chemistry in Kreider and Stepan. Now, that duo has been split up, and we all know what one minus one equals.

 I believe Vigneault’s desire for consistency is why he started Hagelin on the fourth line against Pittsburgh on Wednesday despite his strong performance against Calgary. Hagelin, though, is giving his coach no choice but to put him with more skilled forwards. Vigneault went to him in the right spots last game, including the four-on-four on which the coach had Richards and Pouliot on ice, then after a stoppage put Hagelin on for Pouliot on the defensive zone faceoff, leading to an immediate breakout off the draw and Hagelin’s game-tying goal.

 For a second straight game, Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi will start together on the top defensive pair because their opponent has a clear-cut top offensive line. Pittsburgh’s was Chris Kunitz, Sidney Crosby and Pascal Dupuis. The Islanders’ top line is Kyle Okposo, captain John Tavares and Thomas Vanek.

 John Moore will start on the second defensive pair with Anton Stralman after assuming top-four minutes late in the shootout loss to Pittsburgh, an opportunity available because Vigneault essentially benched Michael Del Zotto late. Del Zotto will start on the third defensive pairing with Justin Falk, who had an effectively physical game against the Pens.

 Lundqvist did not speak on Friday morning but must be feeling better from his collision with Kunitz on Wednesday night, because he is making his season-high eight consecutive start in the Rangers’ net.

 Vigneault notably also put Zuccarello back on the first power play unit and slid Kreider to the second, making room Nash to become the net front presence on the man advantage to get him more involved in front of Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov.

Miller will remain with the Rangers at least through midnight on Dec. 27, or for a minimum of three games, due to the NHL roster freeze that kicked in at midnight Friday. Vigneault said he has played well at center in the AHL and so therefore will start in the middle on Friday.

RANGERS LINEUP VS. ISLANDERS

Forwards: Rick Nash-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Chris Kreider-Derick Brassard-Carl Hagelin, Brad Richards-J.T. Miller-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, John Moore-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-Justin Falk

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Cam Talbot

Power play unit No. 1: Ryan McDonagh, Brad Richards, Rick Nash (net front), Derek Stepan, Mats Zuccarello

Power play unit No. 12: Michael Del Zotto, Dan Girardi, Derick Brassard, Benoit Pouliot, Chris Kreider (net front)

Healthy scratches: Taylor Pyatt

Injured: Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL, out until mid-Jan.), Marc Staal (concussion, out indefinitely, the team is providing no update on his condition despite their early report that his off-ice conditioning was going well).

December 19, 2013 12:51 AM

Crushed Ice: Carl Hagelin strangely starts on Rangers fourth line but once again shines in 4-3 shootout loss to Penguins

BY Pat Leonard

Here are a few thoughts following the Rangers’ 4-3 shootout loss to the Penguins:

 1. I can’t figure out why Alain Vigneault started Carl Hagelin on the fourth line with Brian Boyle after how effect he was on Sunday against the Calgary Flames. Hagelin wouldn’t take the bait when I asked him if he felt more motivated because of it. He gave the company line answer, said he’s felt better the last five games or so and just focuses on his next shift. But he sure was playing like a top-six forward for a second straight outing.

Hagelin scored for the second straight game on the four-on-four in the second period. Then in the third period, Vigneault finally moved Hagelin up with Derek Stepan and Rick Nash, and that’s where Hagelin used his speed to draw a tripping penalty on Pittsburgh defenseman Matt Niskanen, leading to Derick Brassard’s game-tying power play goal late in the third period.

RANGERS FALL TO PENGUINS, 4-3, IN SHOOTOUT AFTER COMEBACK

 Hagelin, Mats Zuccarello and Derick Brassard all scored their goals off the rush against Pittsburgh’s Marc-Andre Fleury, who blanked the Rangers in the shootout after gifting a rebound to Zuccarello in the third period to jumpstart New York’s comeback.

“I think we’ve done a great job on the rush,” Hagelin said. “Today all our goals were on the rush … It seems to be our thing. That’s where we score all our goals, but we need to spend more time in their zone, do a better job getting shots through and finding some rebound goals as well.”

2. Henrik Lundqvist thought he played a “pretty good game,” and I agree. He was terrific in the first period, holding an opponent scoreless through the first 20 minutes for the first time in four games. He stopped Chris Kunitz with his stick when the Penguins forward faced an open half of the net in the first period, took point shots and deflections in stride and made a terrific save on Sidney Crosby in overtime alone in front – after being injured on the collision with Kunitz – to get the game to a shootout.

 3. I thought Michael Del Zotto and Justin Falk played very effectively and physically. Unforunately, Del Zotto was beaten in the third period one-on-one by Penguins forward Brandon Sutter for that breakout goal to give Pittbsurgh a 3-1 lead 6:26 into the third, and Vigneault benched him for all but three shifts the rest of the way. John Moore (two assists) assumed Del Zotto’s minutes from then on and played eight total in the third. Falk impressed me in front of the net with battles on the boards and in front. Say this: He’s more valuable as a defenseman to this team than Dylan McIlrath, despite the young man’s toughness.

 4. Derek Stepan (23:06) has to pick up at least one point if he is going to be that active during that much ice time. He had seven shots on goal, including three on that overtime four-on-three power play, but could not get on the board. His linemate, Rick Nash, had four shots on goal, but I am at a loss for why Nash seems to be losing so many pucks at his skates. I’m really not sure. Here’s Stepan on Nash, who has just one goal in his last six games:

“I’ve been playing with Rick since last year, and he’s a professional,” Stepan said. “He knows how to handle these situations. I don’t sense any frustration within the game. if there is frustration there, I’m sure he’s going to find a way to score a goal. That’s what he does best.”

5. The officials blew that call on Kunitz’s slash of McDonagh’s stick in the second period just before Pascal Dupuis’ goal made it 2-1, though McDonagh felt the Rangers still should have recovered. Dan Girardi committed a turnover to Crosby to start the sequence. Here’s McDonagh discussing the play:

“He slashed it. It’s a tough vantage point. I don’t know where the ref was, because it doesn’t break instantly in my hands. As soon as I started playing with it, it shattered into two pieces. But it’s just like anyone breaking a stick: We could have handled it a little bit better. It wasn’t like a bang-bang play off of it. We lost our coverage off of it. It’s a tough break and a part of hockey.”

6. Complete breakdown on that second-period penalty kill with Crosby hitting Jussi Jokinen all alone with a pass in the slot. It appeared back-side forward Dominic Moore wasn’t over in time. Really, it looked like the PK just fell asleep.

ARNIEL COACHING THE 1-3-1 POWER PLAY WITH THE RANGERS

 7. Dan Girardi on how the Rangers need to score first for once: “I think it’s great coming back in two straight games from two goals down, but it’d be nice to maybe grab a lead and play with a lead and try to win a game like that. We’re happy that we came back. There is a lot of character shown in that, a little bite and some pushback, but it would be nice to maybe control a lead in the third and play with that.”

8. Pens defenseman Philip Samuelsson was even with  two shots on goal, three hits and two blocked shots in 13:05 of ice time playing against his father, Rangers assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson. Samuelsson also had former Boston College teammates and 2010 NCAA national champions on the ice in Rangers forward Chris Kreider and Penguins defenseman Brian Dumoulin.

 9. What’s the difference really between Alain Vigneault dressing 11 or 12 forwards these days anyway, huh? Brian Boyle played only 8:17 on his 29th birthday. Arron Asham, into the lineup for Dylan McIlrath, logged a lusty 4:19. That’s the depth of Glen Sather’s roster at the moment.

10.The Rangers practice on Thursday at noon in Greenburgh and host the Islanders next on Friday night.

Have

December 18, 2013 1:36 PM

Glen Sather chats with healthy scratch Taylor Pyatt on A.M. of Rangers-Penguins, could there be moves before NHL roster freeze?

BY Pat Leonard

GM Glen Sather walked into the Rangers’ locker room after Wednesday’s morning skate and sat down next to forward Taylor Pyatt for a private chat. Pyatt was set to be a healthy scratch for the fifth time this season, and the second straight game.

 He also missed eight games due to a concussion between Nov. 10 and Nov. 25, but even prior to the injury Pyatt had fallen out of favor with coach Alain Vigneault as one of many Ranger forwards who simply haven’t done enough.

“Right now he’s on the outside,” Vigneault said of Pyatt’s place in the rotation. “After a strong training camp, he was given a lot of opportunities, whether it be on one of the top two lines, third, fourth, and never really after training camp got his game going. Right now, he’s on the outside looking in, and I’m not quite sure where all that’s gonna go.”

EVOLUTION OF A POWER PLAY: ARNIEL AND RANGERS WORK ON THE "1-3-1"

 Sather meets with all of his players, but he doesn’t often do it in this way, so it looked like something might be up. Vigneault said when asked if Pyatt had been waived or traded: “Not to my knowledge, no,” but that was not a denial.

 It’s likely, though, that Pyatt will be waived. The NHL’s holiday roster freeze takes effect after 11:59 p.m. on Thursday and lasts through 11:59 p.m. on Dec. 27, with respect to waivers, trades and loans of all players on an NHL active roster.

 Vigneault said the Blueshirts staff would convene after Wednesday’s game against the Penguins to discuss potential necessary moves.

“We talked (Tuesday) briefly,” Vigneault said. “We’re gonna talk tonight after the game, and if there some things we need to adjust, we’ll do it after (Wednesday) night.”

VIGNEAULT STILL HASN'T FOUND FORWARD CHEMISTRY WITH RANGERS

 Rookie defenseman Dylan McIlrath, who is scratched Wednesday for Arron Asham after debuting with two straight games, is a candidate to be sent back to the Hartford Wolf Pack of the AHL also. There has been no recent update on Marc Staal’s recovery from his concussion, though, so it’s likely McIlrath could stay with the NHL club so they have a seventh defenseman available. Even if he goes back to the AHL, though, the Rangers would have the option of recalling him during the roster freeze if they’d like.

 Keep your ears and eyes open the next day-and-a-half, in other words, for some shifting around of personnel.

Other notes:

-Henrik Lundqvist will make his season-high seventh consecutive start against the Penguins. On Tuesday, backup goalie Cam Talbot said from his point of view the Rangers are starting to get into what their goalie rotation will look more like the rest of the way: with Lundqvist making five, six or seven starts in between every Talbot appearance. You have to believe Talbot’s next action likely will come either next Sunday and Monday in the pre-Christmas back-to-back at home against the Minnesota Wild or the Toronto Maple Leafs.

-Defenseman Michael Del Zotto is playing more physically and eating up top-four minutes with Staal sidelined. He said that helps his game and explained that in Vigneault’s defensive scheme, he’s realizing how important it is to be physical but to avoid looking for hits when they aren’t there. Del Zotto said it’s riskier in the Rangers’ new set up to lunge into a hit because it will put him out of position and compromise the structure. He’ll continue to be physical but must be mindful not to feel so much pressure to hit opponents that he’s affecting the rest of his game, and the team’s, negatively.

RANGERS LINEUP VS. PENGUINS

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Benoit Pouliot-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett, Carl Hagelin-Brian Boyle-Arron Asham.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi, John Moore-Justin Falk.

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Cam Talbot

Healthy scratches: Taylor Pyatt, Dylan McIlrath

Injured: Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL, out until mid-Jan.), Marc Staal (concussion, out indefinitely)

December 16, 2013 2:29 AM

Crushed Ice: Vigneault doesn't get great results dressing seven Rangers defensemen, but Ryan McDonagh leads way to win

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault started seven defensemen on Sunday but only had four at most that he could rely on. At points he only had two, in Ryan McDonagh (31:01) and Dan Girardi (25:30), who were split up most of the night but played together frequently on the penalty kill.

 Anton Stralman (23:36) and Michael Del Zotto (21:16, four shots on goal) both logged heavy minutes, but Stralman was a culprit on two of Calgary’s goals and Del Zotto committed a couple of scary turnovers.

 Justin Falk made one great sliding stop to bail out Del Zotto on a second-period giveaway, but mostly Falk had a tough night playing 9:35. John Moore continued to look lost during his 9:56. Rookie Dylan McIlrath logged just 5:08 on a team-low 11 shifts and continued to struggle, including a first-period lapse in which Flames forward Lance Bouma snuck behind both Del Zotto and then McIlrath to receive a pass for a breakaway that Henrik Lundqvist stopped.

The Rangers did limit Calgary chances in the final two periods, but that had more to do with New York’s forecheck.

RANGERS COME BACK TO TOP FLAMES, 4-3, IN SEVEN-ROUND SHOOTOUT

 Vigneault made forwards Taylor Pyatt and Arron Asham healthy scratches, if that tells you anything about what he believes they can do for this team. From my point of view – just my opinion here – the coach doesn’t trust either his forward or his defensive depth personnel, so on Sunday, he experimented with keeping McIlrath in the lineup and dressing Falk in case McIlrath committed more defensive mistakes, which he did.

 Vigneault maybe figured also that McIlrath could fill the physical, intimidation role that Asham would play if he were in the lineup. McIlrath did record his first NHL fight against Calgary heavyweight Brian McGrattan – the Fighting Irish! In total, though, Vigneault seems pretty unsettled about the forward roster he has at his disposal.

 Asked whether he got the flexibility he was looking for with the seven defensemen, Vigneault said: “Yes and no (In case you’re wondering, that means no). I’m concerned about a couple things there that I want to keep to myself, but I prefer when you have six Ds and four lines.”

So how heavily did Vigneault lean on McDonagh? He played more than HALF of both the third period (10:24) and the five-minute overtime (3:14). Sunday was the third time in McDonagh’s NHL career that he has played 30 or more minutes in a regular season game.

-Carl Hagelin tied with Del Zotto for a team-high four shots on goal and earned more minutes by excelling on the forecheck in the second period. Vigneault was frank about Hagelin’s increased playing time:

“A guy like Hags tonight who all of a sudden in the second period gets going, (it’s situation of) ‘Well, get going and we’ll play you more,’ and that’s what I did in the second and the third,” Vigneault said.

 In the 11 forward rotation, Brian Boyle (9:43) and Derek Dorsett (11:35) saw the least action. Boyle recorded an assist for his first point in 17 games, since he had a helper on Nov. 10 against the Florida Panthers.

Hagelin logged 16:17 mostly on a speedy line with Dominic Moore and Benoit Pouliot, who both assisted on Hagelin’s sixth goal of the year in the second period.

“I was stopping and starting a bit more today, and that’s when I get the puck behind the net more instead of always being the guy that comes up high every time,” Hagelin said. “I did that today, and that’s why I got more pucks down low, and when my legs are going, I’m usually able to beat my guy one-on-one.”

-Vigneault had a humorous moment during his postgame press conference when an arena employee’s walkie talkie went off loudly. The coach paused, smirked. “I just got this picture of Torts and ‘I’m outta here,’” he said laughing, referring to John Tortorella’s famous frustration with cell phones ringing during his pressers.

-The Rangers had to wait until their 34th game of the season to compete in a season. Vigneault called that “unbelievable.” The Blueshirts actually were the only NHL team to not have had a shootout yet this season. It marks the latest New York has gone into a season without having a shootout, breaking their previous record of 24 games in 2010-11.

 Vigneault went with a shootout order of Mats Zuccarello (goal), Rick Nash, Derek Stepan, Brad Richards (goal), Derick Brassard, Dominic Moore (goal) and Benoit Pouliot (goal).

“I was planned for this in exhibition,” Vigneault of how long he had to wait to use his predetermined order of shooters. “I had asked our goaltenders who our shooters were but I just hadn’t had a chance to use it.”

The fact the coach predetermined the order does explain why Chris Kreider wasn’t in the shootout rotation after flying up and down the ice in the third period and in overtime.

 With their goals, here the successful Rangers’ updated shootout records: Zuccarello (7 of 13, 53.8%), Richards (27 of 73, 37%), Pouliot (3 of 9, all three goals have been game-deciding), and Dom Moore (for some reason, the Rangers’ media guide doesn’t list Moore’s record in shootouts, but he did score the game-winning shootout goal on Dec. 8, 2011, for the Tampa Bay Lightning to beat the Rangers at the Garden).

-Though he allowed two goals in the first period, Lundqvist also made several of the early stops he hasn’t made in previous games, including a few impressive catches with the glove hand that so many forwards pick on. His sweeping glove save on a rising slap shot from the point by Flames defenseman Kris Russell on that second period, four-on-three penalty kill got the crowd pumped up, especially since it came just after McDonagh’s three blocked shots.

-The Rangers have trailed by a score of at least 2-0 in each of their last four games. They have fallen behind 4-0 to Washington, 2-0 to Nashville, 3-0 to Columbus and 2-0 to Calgary, beating only the Flames.

-Vigneault’s positive quote on his players trying to grasp the concepts he’s teaching: “Guys, their willingness to do the rights things is very high.”

-The Rangers are 16-17-1, with 33 points. That vaults them from seventh to fourth in the Metropolitan Division, but that’s only because there isn’t much separation between the third-place Hurricanes (35 points), Rangers (33), Blue Jackets (32), Flyers (32) and Devils (32). The Capitals (39 points) are in second place, and the Islanders (24 points) are dead last. The Blueshirts’ nine-game home stand continues Wednesday night against the first place Pittsburgh Penguins (47 points). The Rangers have off on Monday before returning to practice on Tuesday in Greenburgh.

December 16, 2013 1:14 AM

Henrik Lundqvist on making sixth straight start for Rangers: 'Every start you get is another opportunity to turn things around'

BY Pat Leonard

(I figured I'd post my early story for Sunday's paper here, since I wrote it hoping to shed some light on the demeanor of the Rangers' most important player. Here ya go.)

Henrik Lundqvist looked out of sorts at his locker on Friday in Greenburgh, no doubt tired of losing, after the Rangers’ struggling No. 1 goaltender skated with 13 teammates, despite the practice being optional.

 Lundqvist wasn’t interviewed that day. Like any pro athlete, especially an NHL goalie, he needs his space. He sometimes takes optional practices, sometimes not, but this was a noteworthy appearance, two days out of Sunday night’s game against the Calgary Flames at the Garden with a full practice upcoming Saturday.

RANGERS EARN COMEBACK, 4-3 SHOOTOUT WIN OVER FLAMES

The next day, after that full skate, Lundqvist again was deep in thought at his locker, but this time he looked more reflective than impatient or anxious. It reflected his mental and emotional progression toward his season-high sixth straight start against Calgary. He got the call Sunday night from Alain Vigneault, despite the fact that his coach has shown no aversion to benching Lundqvist this season, and also despite Lundqvist’s being pulled 11:10 into Thursday’s 4-2 loss to Columbus for allowing three goals on 13 shots.

 There was a method to Vigneault’s madness, though, and it seemed to be related to how Lundqvist thinks.

“Every start you get is another opportunity to turn things around,” said Lundqvist, who has a 9-14-1 record, 2.71 goals against average and .910 save percentage). “That’s how I look at it.”

“Hank’s our best player,” Vigneault said minutes later. “He’s been the best player for the New York Rangers for quite some time. There’s no doubt in anybody’s mind, here or anywhere, when you talk about the Rangers, that for us to win games and have success, we need our best player to be on top of his game, and he’s the guy, so he’s playing.”

Lundqvist has had his brilliant moments this season, led by his 41 saves in Dallas for a 3-2 win on Nov. 21. Still, it’s never been consistent. Then recently, after GM Glen Sather belatedly completed his goalie’s seven-year, $59.5 million contract extension done, Lundqvist’s play slipped along with that of his team. After an ugly win in Buffalo, he has gone 0-3-1 to open this forgettable home stand, including Thursday’s yank.

“It’s been a few (times) this season where we had to, like, regroup a little bit,” he said Saturday. “Obviously we’re not in a position where we want to be. There’s still a lot of hockey left, so I just hope to get this on track (Sunday) and take off. These last two days, it’s been good to practice.”

Meanwhile, in an effort to clean up the mess in front of Lundqvist, Vigneault is asking his team to play a safer, “higher-percentage” game until they can get their mojo back. He wants them taking fewer risks.

 He considered dressing seven defensemen on Sunday, and split Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi seeking more balance on the blue line with Marc Staal (concussion) still out. Captain Ryan Callahan (sprained left MCL) is on crutches and sidelined until mid-January, but Vigneault did get center Derick Brassard back Sunday after he missed Thursday’s game with a “sore butt.”

The Rangers’ new open-ice style, which has allowed more chances off the rush than what Lundqvist grew accustomed to under John Tortorella, has affected the goaltender’s performance and confidence negatively. So his teammates aren’t just waiting for Lundqvist to turn it on.

“We want to help Hank. We’re giving up too many odd-man rushes,” Brassard said. “I think it’s a full 60-minute effort we’re looking for. Some games we talk about the third period (being the problem). Some games we talk about our first period. So for now, it’s about a full 60.”
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Vigneault wants higher-percentage decisions from Rangers, splits up McDonagh and Girardi with Staal out; Brassard playing Sunday

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers are trying to do everything to cure all of their problems, and therefore they are accomplishing nothing.

 So coach Alain Vigneault continued to try and drive home to his players at Saturday’s practice in Greenburgh that they must concentrate on making the “higher-percentage decisions” – or, in other words, stop taking risks looking for a season-changing play that instead leads to an opponent’s odd-man rush and a goal against.

“What’s happening is – to some extent anyway – because of our offensive challenge right now, sometimes you want to sneak in, get in there and try and create something that’s low percentage and not there,” Vigneault said. “Right now, the way our game is, we need to be (making) the higher-percentage decisions, and if we do that, I think it’ll give us a better chance for now. Then once we get going and get sort of a little stride here, then you can take it to another level. But we don’t have that right now.”

STAAL UPDATE, STEPAN ON STEPPING UP, KREIDER ON TOUGHNESS

Veteran center Brad Richards, as Vigneault pointed out on Thursday night, was guilty of just such a mistake when he jumped out of position in the offensive zone on Columbus’ first goal 38 seconds into that 4-2 defeat.

 Richards did have nine shots on goal and an assist in that game. He has points in eight of his last nine games and leads the team with 25 points. His early mistake, though, was one that the Blueshirts cannot afford, especially while averaging only 2.18 goals per game (second worst in the NHL).

“We had a good video session looking deeper into the details of the game we’ve got to work on,” Richards said Saturday. “There’s always a reason you get into these jams. Other parts of your game, when you’re trying to score, things start to slip. So (Saturday) was (about) reconfirming that we have to be on the right side of the puck and be defense first and our offense will come.

“It’s not conservative. You’ve got to take control and want the puck and get the puck back, but you’ve got to do it the right way,” Richards continued. “You can’t spot two or three goals by doing stuff on the wrong side of the puck. That was the emphasis, and I’m sure we’ll keep driving that home until we get things (going) in the right direction.”

A pensive Henrik Lundqvist admitted that, like his teammates, part of his problem may be that he also is trying to save the season on every shot, instead of just making the stop.

“It’s a fine line,” said Lundqvist, who looks out of sorts as he battles through this difficult stretch. “You want to turn things around, you want to win, but sometimes you try so hard that you might beat yourself a little bit. For me, I have to be smart. You can’t do too much, just try to play your game and keep it simple.”

Lundqvist will make his sixth straight start Sunday night against the Calgary Flames at the Garden (7 p.m.) despite being pulled 11:10 into the Columbus loss after allowing three goals on 13 shots. Vigneault was asked whether he’s trying to send Lundqvist a message of confidence with the season-high work load.

“Well, Hank’s our best player,” Vigneault said. “He’s been the best player for the New York Rangers for quite some time. There’s no doubt in anybody’s mind, here or anywhere, when you talk about the Rangers, that for us to win games and have success, we need our best player to be on top of his game, and he’s the guy, so he’s playing.”

Lundqvist sticks mostly to focusing on his own responsibilities, but when asked how this team plays when it wins, he made – I thought – an astute observation about another element the Blueshirts (15-17-1) need to clean up.

“I think (in) the games we had success, we managed the puck, especially over both blue lines, making really smart decisions,” he said.

 Honestly, the team’s inability to get in and out of zones, and through the neutral zone cleanly, has been baffling recently. They’ve had bad starts recently, but it’s not always the first period that haunts them.

“I think it’s a full 60-minute effort we’re looking for,” center Derick Brassard said. “Some games we talk about the third period. Some games we talk about our first period. So for now, it’s about a full 60.”

“The biggest thing is when you get into these situations, you can’t forget structure, you can’t forget confidence in each other and yourself or start blaming or questioning your ability, or someone else’s ability, or what the coach is doing,” Richards said. “We played good games this year with the same structure and the same mentality, so you rely more on those and know that if everybody’s in it together and on the same page, it’ll work.”

PAIRED UP

 Vigneault said he has split up the top defensive pair of Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi because he’s seeking more balance with Marc Staal (concussion) out of the lineup and still not skating as of Saturday.

 Anton Stralman will start for a second straight game to the right of McDonagh, with Michael Del Zotto on the left of Girardi.

“It needs more balance with Marc out,” Vigneault said. “Obviously Dan and Ryan have done a real good job of playing big minutes, big minutes against top lines, especially the top line, both are playing on the power play and both are killing penalties. But with Marc out, and hi(s) being such a good defender, we felt we needed to switch it up a little bit and have better balance there. For the most part, after we got through the first 10 minutes of the last game, we only gave up six scoring chances the remainder of the game, so that was pretty good.”

Stralman said the switch is not a big deal because he has played with mostly every other defenseman other than Girardi during his time in New York. Stralman did admit, though, that he feels “most comfortable” playing with Staal, since Staal has been Stralman’s most consistent ‘D’ partner when healthy.

NOT IFS, ANDS OR BUTTS

 Brassard will return to the lineup Sunday after missing Thursday’s game with a sore tailbone – or as the French-Canadian called it, a “bum injury” – injured in Tuesday’s loss to Nashville. Brassard said he’s not 100%, but he’s much better after spending the last couple days on the bike.

“It (happened) just the first couple shifts of that (Nashville) game,” Brassard said. “I was already in the game, so I think that helped a lot, but when I woke up the next day, I could barely sit down and bend down. I think the last couple days really helped me.”

Brassard had tested himself at Thursday’s morning skate but said he could not push off on his skates at all. He understood the humor around his “bum injury,” but on Saturday he was visibly frustrated that such an injury could sideline him. He said he prides himself in playing through the grind of a season, barring serious past shoulder injuries, and basically was livid that this, of all things, would keep him out.

“It’s really frustrating because when you’re out because of a bum injury, it sounds (funny), but I couldn’t even skate, so I couldn’t play,” he said.

CAPTAIN CRUTCH

 Captain Ryan Callahan hobbled past the locker room Saturday on crutches, nursing the second-degree sprain of the MCL in his left knee that will keep him out until mid-January.

THE LINEUP

 Vigneault said he would watch Calgary’s game in Buffalo on Saturday afternoon before finalizing his lineup for Sunday’s game against the Flames, but here are the lines and defensive pairs he showed in Saturday’s practice:

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-Brian Boyle-Taylor Pyatt, Benoit Pouliot-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi, John Moore-Dylan McIlrath

Starting goaltender: Henrik Lundqvist (this is definite), backed up by Cam Talbot

Extras: F Arron Asham, D Justin Falk
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Alain Vigneault discusses Dylan McIlrath, Marc Staal, state of the Rangers after Friday optional practice in Greenburgh

BY Pat Leonard

Coach Alain Vigneault said Friday at Greenburgh that defenseman Marc Staal (concussion) is “doing real well” after three straight days of off-ice conditioning. He’s not skating yet, but that’s great news.

“He’s doing well. He’s been doing off-ice conditioning the last three days. As far as I know he’s been doing real well,” Vigneault said. “I’m not exactly sure what the next steps are, but I know he’s been working out off the ice.”

I wrote more about Staal, the Rangers’ injury situation and their lack of production from most of their centers for Saturday’s Daily News, to be posted later on the web site. But here are more comments from Vigneault after Friday’s optional practice, where 14 players including both goaltenders were on the ice.

 Henrik Lundqvist will make his sixth straight start on Sunday against the Calgary Flames despite being pulled 11:10 into the first period on Thursday after giving up three goals on 13 shots. The team will have a full practice on Saturday, and it is unknown at this time whether Derick Brassard will be able to play after missing Thursday’s loss with a “sore butt” and not skating on Friday. 

Vigneault on Dylan McIlrath’s NHL debut: “He did alright. He worked hard, competed in one on one situations, had the other team take a penalty on him …” On whether he’ll dress McIlrath for Sunday’s game: “Not sure yet. We haven’t really discussed our lineup yet. We’re just going through a couple of areas we need to focus on and will probably do that later on today.”

On whether Derek Stepan is one of the players Rangers most need to get going: “Right now in our situation, pinpointing one player would be unfair. This is obviously a group test where everybody needs to assume their responsibilities and their roles on this team and go out there and play hard. There’s no doubt there in my mind that the willingness to the right things, to do it consistently, are there. Right now, though if you look at the scenario of our last game, we’re always getting behind the eight-ball right off the bat. That makes it very challenging. We’re gonna try to correct that, and if we do, we’ll give ourselves a real good chance.”

On what Stepan needs to produce more: He’s getting some looks. He’s getting the right time, a lot of offensive zone faceoffs, a lot of power play time, but without a doubt his production has slipped a little bit and he’s obviously concerned about it. But Step is the type of player that spends a lot of time analyzing his game … and as a coach you can only be supportive there and confident he’s going to find a way to help us win games.”

On whether this job has been more difficult than Vigneault had imagined: “No, not at all. Throughout seasons you get moments like this where as a group your team is not for whatever reason is not performing. In an 82-game season, you’re gonna see that, usually more than once, and how you do that is internally and you work with your players and players work with one another to be supportive. Everybody knows who’s fighting it a little bit right now, and I expect them to be supportive of one another to work on the areas that need improvement, to follow the coaches’ directives, and we’re trying real hard right now.”

On whether Vigneault had misconceptions coming in about what players the Rangers had: “Not really. I mean I knew even though I didn’t know the East real well, I knew our skill set. I knew that this team was based around real strong goaltending night in and night out. As far as the overall picture of the team, I knew what I was getting into, the areas we had to work on, and I didn’t think it was gonna come overnight and it’s not. As much as we’re struggling in certain areas, and I think that’s clear for everybody, we’re still right in the picture. The effort I’m seeing right now on and off the ice, we’re working our way to find the wins we need to get back on track.”

December 12, 2013 2:30 PM

Rick Nash admits situation with Blue Jackets got 'a little messy' before trade from Columbus to NY Rangers in summer 2012

BY Pat Leonard

Rick Nash opened up Thursday morning about his summer 2012 trade from Columbus and New York, admitting the situation with his team of nine seasons got “a little messy.”

He prepared to face the Blue Jackets Thursday night at the Garden for the first time since the blockbuster deal.

“I think it could have been a bit smoother of – I guess you could it – an exit,” said Nash, who was not moved by then-GM Scott Howson at the 2012 trade deadline, even though Nash was looking to be moved and several teams had shown interest. “I thought everyone was honest, everyone was in the same boat. It ended up getting a little messy, but at the end of the day, when someone asks to move on for their career, you have to assume it’s gonna get messy.

“The only thing that kept me going was the fans stayed behind me,” Nash continued. “They understood my decision, my situation, and I kind of (am grateful to) the fans that they understood.”

BRASSARD, CALLAHAN, STAAL OUT OF RANGERS LINEUP VS. BLUE JACKETS

 Nash also smiled when asked if he remembered the Garden fans chanting “We don’t want you!” when he visited as a Blue Jacket in Feb. 2012. He was asked if he thinks the New York fans still feel that way.

“I hope not,” he said with a laugh. “We talked about that a lot when I first got here, but you have to appreciate that, the passion of the Ranger fans. It’s unbelievable. I’m pretty lucky to strap on my skates every night and play at Madison Square Garden every night in front of these fans.”

Nash wouldn’t take the bait, however, when questioned about former Rangers and current Blue Jacket Brandon Dubinsky’s comment on Nov. 7 in Columbus that the Rangers traded for Nash because “like the flash and the dash and they want a new toy.”

“I can’t comment on his comments, but for me I know (Dubinsky) has gone to a great city, a good place and a good organization,” Nash said. “For me, I was happy to become a Ranger. It was a dream of mine to play for an Original Six and to live in New York City, so for me, it was all positive.”

RANGERS CALL UP 'DIESEL' TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE ON BLUE LINE

Dubinsky provided more billboard material on Wednesday in comments to the Columbus Post-Dispatch about Thursday’s game, his first back at the Garden since the Rangers traded their second-round 2004 draft pick.

“I’m going to go in there fired up,” Dubinsky said, “trying to show (Rangers) management that they made the wrong decision trading me, and let them know — try to make them feel — like they wish they still had me on their team. I think a lot of us feel that way. I talked to (injured teammate Marian Gaborik). He’s bummed, for sure, that he doesn’t have the opportunity.”

Dubinsky was in good spirits also on Thursday morning, delivering the news that his wife, Brenna, gave birth on Dec. 4 to a baby boy, Brady Charles. Dubinsky said he went out to dinner on Thursday night with some of the Rangers, who are still his friends, and received congratulations all around.

 Former Ranger Artem Anisimov said his wife also is expecting a child around March, though they don’t know if he or she will be a boy or girl.

 Anisimov was his hilarious self, explaining in his Russian-accented English that he likes Columbus because it’s a “quiet city … more family-style.” Then, when asked if he remembers his famous goal celebration against the Tampa Bay Lightning while with the Rangers – and the accompanying HBO look-in on 24/7 – Anisimov said: “Of course I remember. EVERYBODY remember!”

Former Rangers defenseman Tim Erixon is a healthy scratch for Thursday night’s game, but he said he feels good about his play and that right now it’s just a matter of a numbers game with so many Blue Jackets defenseman ahead of him. He was upbeat, though.

 On an unrelated note, Nash hopped on coach Alain Vigneault’s bandwagon of people within the organization who don’t exactly love traveling to the Rangers’ Greenburgh practice facility.

 He was asked if there were any tough adjustments coming to New York.

“Just the drive out to the practice rink,” Nash said, laughing. “That’s the only thing that’s been tough. Everything else has been unbelievable.”
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Dylan McIlrath, also known as 'Diesel,' wants to bring toughness and defensive discipline in NHL debut Thursday night

BY Pat Leonard

Dylan McIlrath has many nicknames. One of them, according to Rangers left wing Chris Kreider, is “Diesel.”

There’s not much more you need to know about why the Rangers called up McIlrath to make his NHL debut Thursday night at the Garden against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

 McIlrath, 21, the organization’s 10th overall pick in 2010, is here because he is tough. He hasn’t been in the pros because he wasn’t a good enough skater, and then at the summer 2012 development camp he dislocated his left knee cap, requiring surgery and setting back all the progress he had made.

BRASSARD, CALLAHAN, STAAL ALL OUT OF LINEUP FOR RANGERS VS. JACKETS

Kreider, McIlrath’s teammate in the AHL last season, said Thursday morning that what people don’t know about McIlrath, though, is “how hard he works,” especially in his daily rehabilitation from that knee surgery. Kreider called McIlrath “passionate,” the “consummate team guy,” someone who “sticks up for his teammates,” and studious.

“He’s constantly watching hockey,” Kreider said. “He wants to be here. He knows everything about this team. He knows everything about all the guys on this team.”

McIlrath – as friendly and humble off the ice as he is mean on it – was ecstatic about his upcoming debut. He is a right-handed shot. He will replace Justin Falk in the lineup.

“Just pure excitement,” McIlrath said. “Just stepping on that Garden ice, I know it was just for a pregame skate, but I couldn’t help but look around. It’s the dream I’ve been waiting for since draft day and something special. I’m gonna soak it in.”

McIlrath said six family and friends will be in the Garden stands to watch his debut in person. It would be surprise if they didn’t see his first NHL fight. McIlrath fought in his first-ever AHL game also, a throwdown with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers’ Alex O’Neil on April 9, 2011.

 He allowed that his call up at this time likely had to do with his willingness and effectiveness as an intimidator.

“There’s no surprise. That’s the type of player I am, and maybe that’s why they brought me up, to add a little bit of that element,” McIlrath said. “I’m not going to do anything out of the ordinary that’s (not) in my game, if it comes to the grit and the sandpaper. I’m going to do anything I can to help the team win.”

“If it happens, it happens,” he said, when asked if he thinks he’ll be challenged to a fight immediately. “It happened when I came into the AHL right away; I was tested early. So we’ll see what happens.”

This season for the Rangers’ AHL affiliate, the Hartford Wolf Pack, McIlrath has three goals, four assists and 115 penalty minutes in 24 games.

 McIlrath was honest about his disappointment with his performance in September while trying to make the Rangers’ roster, and he said in the AHL he got back to playing to his strengths.

“I didn’t have the training camp I wanted,” he said. “I wanted to show maybe I could step in right away, but they sent me down and I came in with a positive attitude. I felt comfortable right away, and just started playing my game, and it showed. I’m just happy to be here.

“I just briefly talked with (assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson) and just went over some tactical things, but they just want me to play my game,” he continued. “That’s how I got here, and maybe in camp I was doing something I wasn’t (used to). (I’m going to) just do what brought me here.”

Coach Alain Vigneault said that Wolf Pack coach Ken Gernander gave McIlrath positive reviews and recommended him as the call-up when the Rangers staff reached down for a defenseman.

“I talked yesterday with Ken in Hartford, and we talked about the possibility of calling up a defenseman, and his name came up,” Vigneault said. “He felt that the way Dylan had played defensively, penalty-killing, that he was the guy to call up. He had been improving since we sent him down, and if we wanted any of his defenseman, he was the one to call up. So (we) trust the coach and call him up.

“He definitely brings size and hopefully some physicality to our game,” Vigneault continued. “He’s done that, whether it (has been) in junior or the American league, and hopefully he can do it at this level.”
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NY Rangers will be without Ryan Callahan, Marc Staal and Derick Brassard against Columbus Blue Jackets Thursday night

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers cannot catch a break.

 On top of the absences of captain Ryan Callahan (sprained MCL) and Marc Staal (concussion), center Derick Brassard will sit out Thursday night’s game against his former team, the Columbus Blue Jackets, due to what coach Alain Vigneault is terming, basically, a sore behind.

“He’s out. His posterior is inflamed,” Vigneault said Thursday morning at the Garden. “Day-to-day.”

Brassard injured himself tumbling to the ice in Tuesday’s 4-1 loss to the Nashville Predators.

 The Blueshirts, therefore, will be far from full strength at the Garden still seeking their first win of this nine-game homestand (0-2-1). Columbus Blue Jackets backup goalie Curtis McIlhinney will start in the opposing net against Henrik Lundqvist, with starter Sergei Bobrovsky injured.

McILRATH LOOKS TO BRING TOUGHNESS, DISCIPLINE IN NHL DEBUT

 That’s not necessarily good news for the Rangers, though. They’ve lost the last two games to third-string goaltenders – Nashville’s Carter Hutton and Washington’s Philipp Grubauer – both by scores of 4-1.

 With that in mind, here is the team the Rangers will put out on the ice Thursday night. The lines and defensive pairs are projections:

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt-Brad Richards-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett, Benoit Pouliot-Dominic Moore-Arron Asham.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Michael Del Zotto-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Dylan McIlrath.

Goalie: Henrik Lundqvist

Scratches: Justin Falk
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NY Rangers call up tough young defenseman Dylan McIlrath, likely will dress him for NHL debut against Columbus Blue Jackets

BY Pat Leonard

In the spirit of playing a tighter, more physical style of hockey, the Rangers on Wednesday called up tough defenseman Dylan McIlrath, 21, the team’s 10th overall pick in the 2010 draft who has not played yet in an NHL game.

 McIlrath (6-5, 220 pounds) is mean. He will fight. He’s a very friendly, respectful guy off the ice; that’s just his game. He hasn’t been in the pros because he wasn’t a good enough skater, and then at the summer 2012 development camp he dislocated his left knee cap, requiring surgery and setting back all the progress he had made.

 You have to think the Rangers aren’t bringing McIlrath up to have him watch Thursday night’s game against visiting Columbus. Expect McIlrath to make his NHL debut.

 I’ll have plenty more from McIlrath, the Rangers, and the ex-Rangers on the Blue Jackets on Thursday. But here’s Stephen Lorenzo’s story from Thursday’s practice in Greenburgh, including an update on center Derick Brassard.
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Crushed Ice: Ryan Callahan injury leaves void; could Derick Brassard be injured, too? Injuries, play affect Rangers' rotation

BY Pat Leonard

Ryan Callahan hadn’t been playing like his old, effective self consistently even before spraining the MCL in his left knee Tuesday night. Perhaps an unforeseen, positive side effect of his four-to-six week absence here will be that he actually gets back to full strength and is more capable of producing offensively in the spring.

 Still, losing Callahan to the second-degree sprain creates a “void,” as defenseman Ryan McDonagh said Tuesday. It’s not only because Callahan is the team’s captain and emotional on-ice leader, but because the Rangers have no one to replace him. Maybe his injury gives other players a bigger opportunity, but that just leaves a stagnant bottom six even more depleted.

 To think: Alain Vigneault on Tuesday morning bristled at his reshuffling of lines, believing he deserves some leeway in making such decisions given his team’s mediocrity (He’s correct, but it was his defensive response and visible frustration that raised eyebrows).

 He started Tuesday’s 4-1 loss against Nashville with Brad Richards back on the left wing of center Brian Boyle, with Callahan on the right. Derek Stepan stayed with Chris Kreider on his left wing and had Mats Zuccarello on the right. Derick Brassard was given a major opportunity between Carl Hagelin and Rick Nash, while Dominic Moore reentered the lineup and centered Monday call-up Arron Asham and Derek Dorsett, back from a sprained left wrist that isn’t fully healed but that he can play with.

 Well, Vigneault’s latest experiment lasted all of 13 minutes, through Callahan’s early injury and the Rangers’ first power play. After that, he kept Stepan’s line together, but adjusted to team Richards, Brassard and Nash together on a top line, while assembling a third line of Hagelin, Boyle and Dorsett. Moore and Asham rolled out there every once in a while, with Nash joining them often and double-shifting for the first time this season.

 Nash narrowed the gap at 2-1 with the game’s only second period goal off assists from Richards (points in seven of New York’s last eight games) and Brassard (first point in three games). Brassard also hit the near post late in the second period off an offensive-zone entry and pass from Nash.

 Predators forward Matt Hendricks, however, was living around the Rangers’ net and scored on a rebound 2:38 into the third to stretch Nashville’s lead back to 3-1 on a rebound.

 On the play, Lundqvist blocked a Paul Gaustad pass to the crease with his stick but strangely allowed the puck to squirt out in front, where Justin Falk and Mats Zuccarello were unable to recover. Lundqvist said the third Predators goal “killed” the Rangers.

 The loss hurt even more because the Predators entered 0-4-1 in their last five games and had scored more than two goals in only four of their previous 15 games. They also started third-string goalie Carter Hutton (28 saves) due to starter Pekka Rinne’s injury and backup Marek Mazanec’s recent struggles.

 Defensively, Vigneault leaned heavily on Ryan McDonagh (27:18) and Dan Girardi (26:35). Michael Del Zotto logged 20:20 and Anton Stralman played 19:33. John Moore saw 14:24 of action, while Justin Falk played just 9:18. Marc Staal’s absence hurts, though of course, even when he was in the lineup, this offense couldn’t generate enough – just like Tuesday.

NOTES AND QUOTES – BRASSARD HURT?

-Tired of injury news? Hopefully there isn’t more. Early returns from the Daily News’ Stephen Lorenzo at Rangers practice on Wednesday show that center Derick Brassard did not take line rushes. Brassard blocked a point slap shot by Predators defenseman Roman Josi off his foot with 7:26 remaining in Tuesday’s loss. Brassard played the rest of the game, but he was hobbled immediately after the block.

-McDonagh said his hip and back both hurt a bit immediately after the spill he took on a collision with Predators forward Nick Spaling before Nashville’s first goal. McDonagh said he felt fine afterwards though, as evidenced by his team-high ice time.

-Honestly, with Callahan out of the lineup, the Rangers’ extra forwards asked to do more are Benoit Pouliot and Taylor Pyatt. And I would be shocked if J.T. Miller saw the light of day anytime soon, but will Vigneault decide he has no other choice? I can’t imagine it, but maybe.

-Nash on the loss: “We’re not getting the job done. We need to be a desperate team, and right now, we’re not doing enough to win these games.”

-More Nash: “We’re trying, but at the end of the day we still didn’t get the job done. We have to figure out ways to win these games, especially when we get down, we need to find ways to come back.”

-More Nash: “We know how urgent we need to be and how desperate we need to be. It’s never a good thing when you’re on these little skids, but we’ve got to make sure we have the leadership group step(s) up and get(s) us out of this.”

McDonagh on the Rangers’ improved effort but continued mistakes: “We were finishing more checks and maybe played a little bit tighter, but as the game went on, we were trying to look for things that weren’t there. They did a pretty good job of keeping everything to the outside, and when that happens, we can’t look for the pretty plays or the cross-ice plays. I know myself I got caught holding onto it too long and I should just try and get it behind them and try and grind goals out that way.”

Dan Girardi: “I felt this game we were energized … We were ready … It seems like we made one little mistake and boom, it’s in the back of the net. Even though we were down tow in the third, I felt like we had a good attitude going into the second. We knew what we had to do. We got one (goal). It’s just tough, and we’re trying to have strong games here at home. And we can’t seem to find them.”

Brad Richards: “It just seems like (Tuesday) night at times we were trying so hard, trying to do too much, and that was causing problems. It’s tough right now. This isn’t a fun part of the game, but it’s a challenge for us to come together here and get back to work tomorrow. No one is going to feel sorry for us. There is no one coming in the building that will give us a win. There’s a lot of work to do.”
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NY Rangers captain Ryan Callahan sprains left knee in first period against Nashville Predators, leaves for rest of game

BY Pat Leonard

Rangers captain Ryan Callahan sprained his left knee 9:43 into Tuesday night’s first period after throwing a hit on Nashville Predators defenseman Victor Bartley, and the team said at first intermission that Callahan would not return for the rest of the game.

Callahan and the Blueshirts came out determined to play more physically after coach Alain Vigneault called out his players for a poor “compete level.” When Callahan hit Bartley on the right wing of the offensive zone, however, Bartley spun into the glass and his leg whipped around to jam Callahan’s left leg awkwardly and upright against the boards.

Callahan limped straight to the bench after the hit and then went to the locker room 10:54 into the first period.

 Callahan missed the first game of the season due to offseason shoulder surgery and then missed seven straight games from Oct. 19 through Nov. 2 after breaking his left thumb on a blocked shot on Oct. 16 in Washington.

 The Rangers trailed the Predators, 2-0, at first intermission.

December 10, 2013 12:43 PM

Marc Staal has concussion but is 'feeling better,' Alain Vigneault says; doctors don't consider it as severe as previous injury

BY Pat Leonard

Rangers alternate captain and defenseman Marc Staal has a concussion but is “feeling better,” coach Alain Vigneault said Tuesday morning, and team doctors do not believe the injury is as serious as the Feb. 2011 concussion that sidelined Staal for 36 games to begin the subsequent 2011-12 NHL season.

 Vigneault said Staal, 26, has been in contact with Michigan-based neurologist Dr. Jeffrey Scott Kutcher, the same specialist who has treated Rangers forwards Rick Nash and Taylor Pyatt. Kutcher, though, “doesn’t feel the need to see (Staal in person) at this point,” the coach said.

“Marc has been diagnosed with a concussion here,” Vigneault said before Staal missed a second straight game, Tuesday night’s match with the visiting Nashville Predators. “We’ve been advised by our doctors that they don’t feel it’s as serious as what he might have had in the past, so he’s feeling better, and we’ll take it day-by-day … He got in contact with the gentleman from Detroit that we’ve used in the past, but he doesn’t feel the need to see him at this point.”

Staal took a shoulder to the chin from Devils forward Reid Boucher 6:41 into the third period of Saturday night’s 4-3 overtime loss at the Garden. On Sunday, Vigneault had said Staal was having “neck issues” and experiencing “symptoms,” but doctors still weren’t sure at that point whether he’d been concussed.

 Staal has had terrible luck with injuries the last few seasons, including a career-threatening eye injury from a puck to the face last spring.

 Michael Del Zotto dressed in Staal’s place for a second straight, but Vigneault said that based on the struggles of his defensemen – John Moore and Justin Falk, in particular – “it would be a safe bet there will be some juggling based on performances.”

Moore told the Daily News after Saturday’s loss: “My game’s not where it should be right now.”

“The start of the season definitely hasn’t gone the way the team has wanted it to, and especially for myself, it hasn’t gone the way I wanted it to,” said Moore, whose recent swoon included two healthy scratches on Nov. 30 and Dec. 2. “I certainly haven’t been happy with my play, and I need to improve.”  

Vigneault said first-pair defenseman Ryan McDonagh has “been by far our best defenseman and one of our best overall players.”

“What I need is some of the other guys that for quite some time have been hoping for a bigger role and bigger opportunity, here it is,” the coach said. “Grab it.”
December 10, 2013 12:02 PM

Alain Vigneault gets defensive explaining his tinkering with lineup of mediocre NY Rangers entering game against Predators

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault’s Rangers would be in good shape if they mimicked the “compete level” that their coach demonstrated in his spirited conclusion to Tuesday morning’s press conference at the Garden.

 The Rangers’ head coach, frustrated by his club’s mediocrity at 15-15-1, got defensive while answering a question about reshuffling his forwards, sounding a bit like John Tortorella in some of Torts’ finest moments in the Big Apple.

“I’m shifting things because we’re .500, so I think at .500 I’ve got some latitude here,” Vigneault said, in response to a question about whether he is trying to get center Derick Brassard back into the top six. “Playing two players that bring more of a physical bite to our team (in Arron Asham and Derek Dorsett), maybe that will make some other players compete at a higher level.”

He went on, and became more frustrated, as he cited an example of another NHL team that possesses the “compete level” that Vigneault’s Rangers have lacked so far in his first season as their coach after seven years with the Vancouver Canucks.

“I look at the Detroit Red Wings, who I know well because I coached against them the last seven years,” Vigneault continued. “They have no toughness, per se, as far as that type of personnel in their lineup, at no point – other than maybe (Jordin) Tootoo the last couple years, but he’s gone now. But those guys play hard. They have the puck, and they say, ‘Try and get it from me.’ Or they don’t have it and they battle like hell to get it back. They compete.”

Finally, still in the same breath, Vigneault concluded in a huff:

“That’s the team toughness that I’m hoping we would get here. Maybe we’ll get there by changing some personnel and adding some more toughness. We’re at .500. I’m trying.”

Tuesday night, the Rangers host another middling team, the Nashville Predators (13-14-3). Vigneault’s lineup changes include inserting forwards Dominic Moore, Asham and Dorsett, and scratching forwards Taylor Pyatt and Benoit Pouliot.

J.T. Miller’s reassignment to Hartford on Monday allows a third forward to take his place. Asham was recalled from the Wolf Pack on Monday to add toughness the Rangers have lacked.

 Henrik Lundqvist will start his fourth consecutive game in goal, and the same six defenseman will dress from Sunday night’s 4-1 loss to the Washington Capitals. Vigneault said, however, that both Justin Falk and John Moore “had their moments” in Sunday’s game – as in, bad moments – and that “it would be a safe bet there will be some juggling (of defensive pairs) based on performances (against the Predators).”

ALSO READ: STAAL DIAGNOSED WITH CONCUSSION BUT 'FEELING GOOD'
December 8, 2013 6:40 PM

Rangers' Marc Staal suffering from 'neck issues,' experiencing 'symptoms,' team unsure whether they're related to a concussion

BY Pat Leonard

Being mentioned alongside Sidney Crosby normally is an honor for a hockey player, but in this case, Rangers alternate captain Marc Staal could be in unfortunate company with the Pittsburgh Penguins star.

 Staal, 26, is being treated for “neck issues” and is experiencing “some symptoms,” coach Alain Vigneault said Sunday, after Staal took a shoulder to the chin from Devils forward Reid Boucher 6:41 into Saturday night’s third period at the Garden.

 Vigneault said the Rangers are not sure yet whether the defenseman’s symptoms are concussion-related, but even if they are not, that is not automatically good news. Pittsburgh’s Crosby played only eight games between Jan. 5, 2011, and March 15, 2012, due not only to two likely concussions but also because of concussion-like symptoms caused by a soft-tissue neck injury that was not diagnosed until Jan. 2012.

 Staal has a history of head injuries. He sat out the first 37 games of the 2011-12 season due to symptoms from a concussion sustained on Feb. 22, 2011, on a hit by his brother, Carolina Hurricanes captain Eric Staal. Then last season, he played only 21 of 48 regular season games and one playoff game due to a career-threatening eye injury from a puck to the face on March 5 against the Flyers.

“Obviously with his history, we’re taking every precaution,” Vigneault said Sunday night before the Rangers (15-14-1) hosted the Washington Capitals (15-12-2) in the second game of a nine-game homestand. “We’ll probably know more in the next day or two.”

If the neck injury what’s causing Staal’s symptoms, the good news could be that an early diagnosis means immediate treatment. Still, he has had terrible luck recently with injuries. This latest incident could jeopardize his chances at playing for Team Canada at February’s Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. It’s too early to say, though, what Staal’s timetable is for a return.

“I couldn’t say what the plan is (for a follow-up evaluation),” Vigneault said. “I’m not sure if he’s supposed to come in (Sunday) night, if they’re supposed to check him out. I don’t know.”

Michael Del Zotto now should get every opportunity to prove he can be a top-four defenseman again, since John Moore proved to be severely overmatched in his spot duty Saturday once Staal left the game.

 Sunday night, the Rangers also had to sit injured forward Derek Dorsett (sprained wrist) for the third straight game and the fifth time in the last seven. Vigneault, though, said he does not believe Dorsett’s injury is a long-term issue.

“Should not be,” Vigneault said. “He had an MRI done when we came back from Buffalo that same day Friday. It’s supposed to be a bruise. It’s a day-to-day thing.”

In his continued effort to jar struggling forwards out of slumps, Vigneault replaced center Dominic Moore with left wing Benoit Pouliot against the Capitals. Moore was on the ice for three goals against in Saturday’s 4-3 overtime loss to New Jersey, failing to mark a man on Travis Zajac’s game-tying goal in the third period and unable to block Eric Gelinas’ point slap shot for the game-winning power play goal in overtime.

“We brought in Dom for obvious reasons: his leadership, the way he can play defensively and help us kill penalties,” Vigneault said. “In the last three or four games, his play has slipped a little bit, and tonight we feel that we need to make a change.”
December 7, 2013 12:15 PM

Alain Vigneault replaces Benoit Pouliot and Michael Del Zotto with J.T. Miller and Justin Falk for Rangers game against Devils

BY Pat Leonard

It is no longer news that Michael Del Zotto is a healthy scratch, like he was for the seventh time this season Saturday night for Rangers-Devils at the Garden.

 Del Zotto has regressed into a two-man, in-and-out rotation with fellow defenseman Justin Falk on a game-to-game basis, and he likely will remain there until GM Glen Sather unloads him to another team – that is, if Del Zotto’s trade value hasn’t shrunk to zero following all of these inactive nights.

 No, on Saturday, the noteworthy development was coach Alain Vigneault’s finally deciding enough was enough with ineffective forward Benoit Pouliot and replacing him with second-year forward J.T. Miller.

 Pouliot, who has two goals and five points in 29 games and just one assist in the last 16, is far from the only Ranger forward who might benefit from a night off. Vigneault said as much Wednesday morning in Greenburgh, when he explained Miller’s call-up from the AHL on Friday only 10 days after being sent down.

“We just felt it was time to give (Miller) another look, considering how some of our guys are playing,” the coach told reporters, starting Miller on the third line with Derick Brassard and Carl Hagelin. Derek Dorsett’s sprained wrist kept him sidelined for the fourth time in six games.

 Pouliot, 27, told the Daily News in early October – after having a strong training camp and earning consistent opportunities on the Blueshirts’ top lines – that he felt better about the beginning of this season than he had about any other in his nine-year career.

 There are reasons, however, why Minnesota’s fourth overall pick in the 2005 NHL draft has become a journeyman, including a seeming inability to make the simple play despite his obvious talent. Indeed, as much as Sather’s signing of fourth-line center Dominic Moore this summer has paid dividends, his acquisition of Pouliot has been a disappointment.

“Ben’s been given a real fair opportunity, and hasn’t played to ours and his expectations,” Vigneault said.

 Of course, most of the team has been a disappointment so far this season. In honest moments, the players will admit that.  It’s still early, but if the season had ended Saturday morning, both the Rangers and Devils would have missed the playoffs.

 New York (15-14-0, 30 points) sat three points below the wild card cut-off, while New Jersey (11-13-6, 28 points) had slipped to 11th out of 16 in the Eastern Conference. (That’s right! Get excited for that big Jan. 26 outdoor game at Yankee Stadium! Save up, too. The ticket prices are outrageous.)

 Both teams desperately need a December winning streak to climb out of their mediocrity. Really, though, all the Rangers and Devils really need to do in order to make the playoffs is beat their Metropolitan division rivals, since three teams from each division in the NHL’s new alignment automatically make the playoffs.

 The Rangers entered Saturday night’s third of five meetings with an 0-2-0 mark against the Devils this season, and a Henrik Lundqvist vs. Martin Brodeur goaltending battle certainly would fill the seats. The game would start a nine-game homestand for the Blueshirts, though, in which it is a must that they generate momentum and push themselves into the top of the division heading into the New Year.

 That’s partially why Vigneault, who traditionally roles four lines more evenly, plans to ride his horses more often in December. The other reason is because he’s not getting much production out of his depth.

“This is, in my estimation, going to be the first time this year where we have a segment of games where we basically have no travel, so there is a possibility that some guys might play a little bit more minutes,” Vigneault said. “But I’ve always believed in a four-line rotation – fourth line being anywhere between seven and 10 minutes, third line 10-to-13, and your top two lines are usually 17 and more. Because of the (previous road) stretch, I would probably say it was a little more balanced between the four lines. I could see it going a little more top end right now.”

December 6, 2013 2:29 PM

NY Rangers trying to add toughness in trade of Brandon Mashinter to Chicago Blackhawks for forward Kyle Beach

BY Pat Leonard

Hopefully, Glen Sather’s acquisition of a fighter from Chicago works out better this time.

 On Friday, the Rangers traded AHL forward Brandon Mashinter to the Blackhawks for AHL forward Kyle Beach, 23, perhaps planning to give Beach his NHL debut at some point on a Blueshirts roster lacking physical edge – among other things.

 Sather’s 2012 deadline trade of a fifth-round draft pick for the Blackhawks’ John Scott was a complete bust. Twenty-nine games into this NHL season, however, the Rangers organization may be tired of having only one fighter in the spirited-but-undersized Derek Dorsett. Dorsett also is injured with a sprained wrist and less of an intimidator than a willing participant and defender of teammates.

RANGERS TOP SABRES IN BUFFALO, 3-1, DESPITE UNINSPIRING OUTING

The Blackhawks had put Beach (6-3, 208 pounds) on waivers in September, but no team claimed him. He played seven games with HV71 Jönköping of the Swedish Elite this fall, then returned and scored four goals in seven games with the Rockford (Ill.) Icehogs, Chicago’s AHL affiliate.

 Beach, Chicago’s 11th overall in the 2008 NHL draft, did have 16 goals and 26 points in 66 games last AHL season, but he also racked up a career-high 204 penalty minutes. (That’s if you don’t count his 222 penalty minutes with the WHL’s Everett Silvertips in 2007-08 and his 220 penalty minutes with the Okanagan Rockets minor club in British Columbia in 2005-06.)

December 5, 2013 2:21 PM

Vigneault: Marc Staal's lack of action last few seasons 'probably a factor' in recent struggles; whole defense must improve

BY Pat Leonard

BUFFALO – On Tuesday, Rangers coach Alain Vigneault and Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan unknowingly were preaching the same public message in their respective cities: Their teams need more from their top players.

 It’s worrisome that the Rangers (14-14-0) share anything at this point of the season with the Sabres (6-20-2), who entered Thursday night’s game with two regulation wins in 28 matches – two! – and sit dead last in the Eastern Conference.

HAGELIN SHOWING MORE JUMP; PROJECTED RANGERS LINEUP VS. SABRES

It’s not just an unproductive offense plaguing the Blueshirts, either, though a lack of scoring has dominated most conversations on the team’s inefficiencies. Their defense has grown unreliable through a full 60 minutes on most nights.

“The only one on ‘D’ really, in my opinion, that has not only played up to expectations but you see a lot of upswings (with) is (Ryan) McDonagh,” Vigneault said Thursday morning at First Niagara Center. “All the other guys, I think, have better to give, and we’re gonna need them to get better.”

Specifically, Marc Staal has been unable to shake making occasional glaring mistakes recently. He’s not playing poorly shift after shift. It’s just that every once in a while, he suddenly seems to miss a play of the puck that backfires or puts him out of position.

“I think most of his problems are puck related – decisions with the puck,” Vigneault said. “That’s why he’s defending so much. I’ve seen him make some great outlet passes, find the seam, join the rush at the right time, and then two, three shifts after, (he will) not make the play that needs to be made.

“There’s no doubt in my mind that he wants to do real well and is concerned about how he’s playing,” the coach continued. “We’re gonna work with him. We’re gonna stick with him, and he wants to do well. He’s putting all the time and the effort that needs to be put in, he’s just going through a rough patch right now.”

Vigneault said Staal has not had a setback in relation to his scary eye injury from last season, but the coach did mention that some people around him have wondered aloud if Staal’s lack of game action during the last several seasons due to injury (including his concussion history) has caused him to wear down.

“I think a lot of people are bringing that up,” Vigneault said. “We’re almost 30 games in, but he did not play a lot in the last couple years, so it’s probably a factor.”

Meanwhile, Vigneault said that while John Moore, Michael Del Zotto and Justin Falk have not proven capable of cracking the top four defensive spots, Moore “has probably proven he’s the closest.” Moore returned to the lineup on Thursday night after two healthy scratches, likely replacing Falk.

“If anybody would show us they deserve to play ahead of – whether it be Dan or McDonagh or Stralman or Staal – I’d give him the ice time,” Vigneault said. “But nobody’s really come up and played better than those guys.”

December 5, 2013 1:49 PM

NY Rangers must take care of business in Buffalo before returning for nine-game homestand; Carl Hagelin improving

BY Pat Leonard

BUFFALO – The Rangers’ morning skate on Thursday was optional, so following two grueling days of practice, most of the players were out of the arena faster than Jim Dolan before the questions portion of a press conference.

 Coach Alain Vigneault, though, shared some lineup tweaks for the Rangers (14-14-0) in the night’s upcoming game against the woeful Buffalo Sabres (6-20-2): Defenseman John Moore and forward Taylor Pyatt both will play after two consecutive healthy scratches, with Pyatt replacing forward Derek Dorsett (sprained wrist), who will sit out due to injury for the third time in five games.

LUNDQVIST GETS PAID: SATHER FINALLY INKS FRANCHISE GOALIE TO EXTENSION

Vigneault also said one of the Rangers’ other defensemen is “a little bit banged up” and will “probably be a game-time decision,” but he wouldn’t say whom. In the morning, Anton Stralman and Justin Falk were the only two defensemen who skated. Stralman, who said Wednesday in Greenburgh that he expected to be in Thursday’s lineup, came off the Buffalo ice early, so perhaps he was the defenseman testing an ailment.

 Falk, who played only 1:45 in Monday’s third period against Winnipeg, stayed on late at the morning skate, as scratches typically do, but Vigneault may not make his final decision until after warmups.

 No matter which defenseman plays, the Blueshirts are desperate to find consistency. They have alternated wins and losses in the past five games (2-3), including a 5-2 home loss to the Winnipeg Jets in their most recent game on Monday night. The Rangers also have just a 5-6-0 record in their past 11 games since winning six-of-seven from Oct. 29 through Nov. 10.

RANGERS MUST DECIDE FATE OF OTHER KEY PLAYERS, INCLUDING CALLAHAN

 They have a lot more to lose in Buffalo than they do to gain, too. A win here is a must.

 The Sabres are 3-11-1 this season at home and 1-5-1 in their last seven games overall, in which their goal output has been, chronologically: two, one, one, one, one, three (in overtime), and zero (in overtime).

 Former Islander Matt Moulson, acquired in that late-October trade for Thomas Vanek, scored twice in his first game as a Sabre on Oct. 28 against Dallas, failed to score in the next 11 games, and then scored twice in the past three games.

 To give you an idea of just how frustrating the Rangers season has been to this point, on Tuesday, while Vigneault was calling for improvement from his top players in Greenburgh, interim Sabres coach Ted Nolan was preaching the same public message here in Buffalo.

 Sharing anything with the Sabres these days is not a good sign for the Rangers. They have no choice but to pick up two points Thursday before beginning a nine-game homestand at the Garden with a back-to-back Saturday night against the Devils and Sunday night against the Capitals.

CRAZY CARL

 Vigneault is starting Mats Zuccarello, and not Carl Hagelin, on the left wing of Brad Richards and Ryan Callahan on Thursday night. While Zuccarello undoubtedly has earned his minutes, I do feel Hagelin looked as energetic and effective on the forecheck Monday against the Jets as I can remember lately, and he deserves more minutes to build on that momentum.

 After all, when he’s on, Hagelin is unquestionably a top-six talent. Hagelin agreed he played better against Winnipeg after practice on Wednesday in Greenburgh.

“Yeah, I had my legs under me, I got to more pucks, created more chances,” said Hagelin, who likely will start on a third line Thursday centered by Derick Brassard with Pyatt on the right wing. “I felt good in Tampa, too, (on Nov. 25).”

Hagelin, you’ll recall, erupted for four goals and four assists in his first seven games once he returned from offseason shoulder surgery on Oct. 29 at the Islanders. After three games in which the team only score three goals total, though, Vigneault removed Hagelin from the top line and hasn’t put him back since.

 It seemed a quick hook for a player who hadn’t exactly made tons of egregious errors, though Hagelin had struggled clearing pucks from the defensive zone at times the way Marian Gaborik used to on bad shifts.

 Hagelin said Wednesday that he understood Vigneault’s decision, though, given the team’s overall scoring struggles, and that it’s simply up to him to convince the coaching staff he should play more.

“Our coaches have to find the right formations to get the team going,” Hagelin said. “It’s nothing I’m worried about. The better I play, the more time I’ll get. It’s simple.”

Hagelin’s production, like the rest of the team’s, admittedly has been lacking, though his minutes also have been down. He has just one goal and two assists in the last 11 games, and the goal was an empty-netter in Florida the night before Thanksgiving. So technically, he hasn’t scored on a goalie since potting two in Columbus on Nov. 7.

 That’s what Vigneault’s waiting for – production.

“(Hagelin) has tremendous amount of speed that can be an effective weapon,” Vigneault said Thursday morning in Buffalo. “He didn’t have a training camp … He got off to a real good start, and a lot of times that’s something that happens when a guy comes back from injury. At the beginning, the first couple games, adrenaline’s pushing him and he’s playing real well. (Hagelin) is a bit like our group: (He) has been a little inconsistent lately. But there’s a lot there to work with, he’s a good kid, he works real hard, and I’m confident that we’re gonna get him where he needs to be to help our team out on a consistent basis.”

PROJECTED RANGERS LINEUP VS. SABRES (NOT FINAL)

Forwards (from practice lines): Mats Zuccarello-Brad Richards-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-Derick Brassard-Taylor Pyatt, Benoit Pouliot-Dominic Moore-Brian Boyle.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto.

Starting goalie: Henrik Lundqvist

Expected scratches: Justin Falk, Derek Dorsett (wrist)
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Henrik Lundqvist joined by James Dolan, Glen Sather, Alain Vigneault to discuss Rangers goalie's contract extension: transcript

BY Pat Leonard

Before the Rangers (14-14-0) flew to Buffalo for Thursday night’s game against the awful Sabres (6-20-2), they held a “media availability” that they said wouldn’t be a press conference that turned into a press conference anyway, when Garden chairman James Dolan joined GM Glen Sather, coach Alain Vigneault and goaltender Henrik Lundqvist to formally announce the goalie’s seven-year, $59.5 million contract extension.

 Three of the four took questions from media. It doesn’t take a genius to guess which one of them sped off after making his statement quicker than you can say “Knicks-Nets.”

None of their comments were as entertaining as Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo’s tweet later in the day: “You sure about this @HLundqvist30 ???” from his @strombone1 Twitter account. Still, it’s a landmark day for the franchise and organization, so here’s the transcript of how it all went down. You also can find a photo of Dolan standing with his Rangers posse here, where I wrote about Lundqvist’s deal.

Dolan: “The New York Rangers have had a long history of having great goaltenders and great goaltenders that have been with the organization for a long time: Ed Giacomin, John Davidson, Mike Richter, just to name the ones in my time. And I just wanted to say how proud and pleased I am that Henrik is going to finish his career here with the New York Rangers, and how appropriate that is considering that history …He’s proven himself to be a world-class goaltender, and I expect him to continue to play at the highest level as well into the future. Right?”

Lundqvist: “Right.”

Dolan: “He is everything you would want on and off the ice. He’s a leader, a tireless worker, his focus on his game is basically unparalleled. As a team owner, he is the mode of what you want in a player and a leader for the team … I’m just pleased he’s gonna be in the blue for the rest of your career.”

Sather: “Well, Henry’s been with us nine years. I saw him in Gothenburg (Sweden) and asked him after that game if he was ready to be in New York, and in his sophisticated, eloquent way he said, ‘Absolutely.’ There was very little question in my mind that this guy was gonna be a great goaltender. He’s proven that at any level he’s been in: the Olympics, the world championships. And with us, we have one goal left to do, and that’s to win the Stanley Cup. That’s his goal, that’s our goal, and I’m very comfortable we have him signed. He’s a great guy, he’s great in the community, he’s great in the magazines, he’s great in commercials, and we’re excited to have him here. It’s up to you, Henry. Just carry us on your shoulders.”

Lundqvist: “First off, I want to thank Mr. Dolan and Mr. Sather and the entire Ranger organization for the support I’ve been given the past eight and a half years – it’s been incredible ever since I got here – and for the opportunity to finish my career here in New York. About eight months ago, I sat down for the first time with my family and my agent and kind of discussed my future. There were two things that became really clear to me. Number one was I really want to win the Cup here in New York. It’s my biggest goal and my biggest dream. It’s what pushes me to work harder. And secondly, I want to be a Ranger for life. That was a big thing that became really clear to me, how they treated me, everything from coaches to players to people working around the organization to the city, the fans, to picture myself anywhere else was just wrong and was never an option. I know there was some speculation over the summer, but – from the heart – it was never an option to leave this club. I’m just so proud, and I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and I can’t wait to see the challenge here and try to bring a Cup here to New York. I think we have a really good team, and I’m excited.”

Sather, asked about the negotiations: “Well I’ll tell you a little bit about it. Negotiations don’t happen overnight with anything. I know there is a lot of speculation when contracts are up. When I played, you played the full year out and then you waited a month or so or two months and then you got your contract for the next year. But things have changed since the CBA has been reinvented again for the third time. It takes time. There’s a lot of details that have to be handled. Jeff and Me and (Lundqvist’s agent) Don Meehan worked on this for a long time. There was never a problem when we’ve been negotiating with each other. It was always very friendly. We got along well. There was no name-calling, no leaks … There was very little said about it, and I particularly like that kind of negotiation … We have other people in the club that we’ve been negotiating with and been talking to, and this is just part of the process. But in my mind, Henrik was the one who had to be signed first, and that was the way we tried to deal with it.”

Sather, on having seven players who will be unrestricted free agents this summer: “Yeah, it’s a nice option. It’s an ongoing process. We’ve been speaking to all their agents. We just don’t announce that we’ve been speaking to anybody, so and we try not to let anyone know what’s going on other than what’s going on internally. I just think that it’s a better process.”

Lundqvist, describing the aforementioned dinner with agent and family: “It was at a dinner, my agent was in town and we discussed alright, it’s coming up here, look at your options, but it was simple to just see what needed to happen and what I wanted to happen. Like I said, just the way they treat us as players in the organization, the coaches I’ve had, the players I’ve played with. It’s just so great that it would be making a really bad decision to leave that.”

Lundqvist on how much he thought about the contract: “During the summer, I probably thought about it every day. Going into training camp, it was definitely there. I wanted to get it done, but then when it didn’t happen, I think for a couple days it was on my mind, but then I let it go. So it hasn’t been a factor for me the last month or so. I put it behind me and focused on my game. You always want to find reasons you’re not playing on top of your game. I’m not gonna bring this into that. I put it on the side and focused on what I have to do. But of course it feels good to have it in place and move forward.”

Sather, asked whether the contract length was the final piece to getting this done: “No. There was lots of pieces. If you can say negotiations are friendly, this was a very friendly, peaceful, low-key, unemotional decision to be made for everyone. So it was fun. I enjoyed it.”

Sather on whether the projected rise in the NHL’s salary cap gave the Rangers assurance they could pay Lundqvist the $8.5 per season: “You need to have a bird in hand before you can really count on anything. A lot of that’s speculation so far. But projections are for the accounting people to try to figure out whether they’re gonna be totally accurate or not. I think in this case they probably will be. But you still have to be careful. We have a cap to deal with. We have a lot of players to sign. It’s terrific that Henrik decided to stay here. If he had gone someplace else, he would have, I’m sure, earned more money. But it isn’t always money that’s a factor. You have to have a competitive team, and this organization’s about team and Henrik’s about team. There was no, ‘I’m gonna leave if you don’t give me what I want.’ There was none of that.”

Lundqvist on whether he’s proud in this day and age to be able to say he’ll play with one organization: “Yeah. You know what, growing up my favorite team was Frolunda back in Sweden in Gothenburg. I had such a big love and respect for that organization. It was hard for me to picture any other team for me to build that kind of relationship (with). Now I’m here, and the connection and love and respect I have for this organization is just what I have for that club, if not more, and that means a lot. And the opportunity stay with one club throughout your career is very special. It’s something that I put a lot of value to. It definitely means a lot to me that I’m getting this opportunity.”

Lundqvist on whether this has been strange week, with all those questions Monday when he was scratched a second straight game, followed by this announcement: “Well it’s been a different week, you can say that, but you learn from all these different experiences … I hope from here personally I can just raise my game and play at the level I need to play to help this team to win.”

Lundqvist on whether he thinks now that contract is done with, he’ll be able to focus on raising his game to that elite level: “This is a big thing for me, and when you play at this level, every little percent of your focus will matter in the end. So maybe it has a factor. But it’s not like I’ve been thinking about it when I prepare for a game. I’m locked into what I have to do. But playing this game, especially for a goalie, is about blocking distractions and things you can’t control … It’s big, a very important thing for me. Maybe it’s been in the back of my mind a little bit, but I’m just happy we’re here.”

Assistant GM Jim Schoenfeld, from the back: “Can you afford to buy some new clothes now, Hank?”

Lundqvist: “Only if they’re on sale.”

Vigneault jokes: “What do they say? ‘Happy wife, happy life.’ Happy goalie, happy team?”

Vigneault on whether Lundqvist re-signing is good for the team: “Any time your top player or top players are going into their last year of their contract, there’s going to be a lot of outside noise, outside discussion. I think the guys are very professional, and they try to focus on what they need to do, but I think, as you can tell today, this was a relief for Hank to finally know for sure that he’s going to be with the New York Rangers for the rest of his career, so I think this is going to be very positive for his whole team.”
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Crushed Ice: Brassard demoted, Del Zotto minus-three, Callahan gets on the board, scouts out in full force at 5-2 Rangers loss

BY Pat Leonard

There were plenty of scouts and NHL front-office personnel at the Garden on Monday night taking in the Rangers’ 5-2 loss to the Winnipeg Jets, including Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli, Flyers assistant GM Ron Hextall and two representatives from the Ottawa Senators.

 The Sens, you’ll recall, are the club that reportedly had made offers for defenseman Michael Del Zotto. Well, even though Del Zotto got involved on the offensive end, he finished minus-three and was on the ice for three Jets goals, including when he gave Devin Setoguchi too much of a gap to fire a game-tying goal past Cam Talbot 8:16 into the second period. In other words, it’s not likely this outing helped GM Glen Sather’s ability to up the ante on a potential deal.

 Coach Alain Vigneault’s doghouse on this night, however, belonged to center Derick Brassard, whose turnover at the top of the offensive zone to Jets defenseman Dustin Byfuglien led to Winnipeg rookie John Albert’s first career NHL goal in his first-ever game for a 2-1 Jets lead 10 minutes into the second.

 Vigneault immediately demoted Brassard to the fourth line with Brian Boyle and Derek Dorsett and promoted Benoit Pouliot to the top line left wing, shifting Brad Richards back to center with Ryan Callahan on the right.

 That decision brought almost immediate return 15:50 into the second, when Callahan scored his first goal in nine games off assists from Richards and Pouliot to tie the game, 2-2. Callahan dove in the crease to finish a Richards rebound after Pouliot had sent a point shot on Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (35 saves).

 Pouliot’s assist was his first point in 15 games. Richards’ assist gave him a four-game point streak, but later, Richards’ failure to accept a Del Zotto pass cleanly at the offensive blue line led to a turnover, a Jets rush the other way, and Olli Jokinen’s second goal of the third period for a 4-2 deficit 18:06 into the third.

 The Rangers had led, 1-0, at the first intermission. Mats Zuccarello scored 2:49 into the game, deflecting Ryan McDonagh’s slap shot after a turnover by Jets defenseman Keaton Ellerby. Zuccarello’s goal was his second in 11 games. McDonagh’s assist gave him at least one point in five of the last six.

 But the Jets stole momentum in the early second, with Byfuglien and Jets defenseman Jacob Trouba both hitting posts. Rangers goalie Cam Talbot also made several big stops until Setoguchi tied it up.

 A couple other notes, and then some quotes:

 -Callahan and Rick Nash tied for the team-lead with shots on goal apiece.

 -Chris Kreider struggled in the defensive zone, I thought, similar to how he used to on down nights playing for John Tortorella.

 -The line of Carl Hagelin, Dominic Moore and Mats Zuccarello, I thought, generated a good forecheck and played with speed for much of the night, especially Hagelin – though they were on ice when the puck kicked back in front on the Jets’ go-ahead goal in the third.

 -You have to think John Moore goes back in the lineup after two healthy scratches, given that Justin Falk played just 1:45 on three shifts in the third period and Del Zotto’s night ended poorly, as well.

THE QUOTE SHEET

Ryan McDonagh on what happened in the third period: “I think we got a little bit caught watching the puck, not having numbers back, and gave them a  chance to use their speed. We didn’t get pucks deep on some of their goals and it cost us … We have to be better with puck management and be smarter about when to take a chance and when to pull out.”

Cam Talbot on the Jokinen go-ahead goal, when the puck touched his stick and kicked out in front: “That’s my fault. I’ve got to have that. I’ve got to bury it back to the corner. I can’t expect the guys to react to that. That’s my fault.”

Talbot on his play: “I felt alright but still not where I want to be. Obviously four goals is not gonna cut it. I can’t expect the guys to score five goals for me every night.” (You mean like that 1-0 win in Montreal on Nov. 16, Cam?)

Alain Vigneault on the game: “After what I thought was a pretty solid first period, in the second period we just stopped playing in the first ten minutes. We gave them opportunities, gave them odd man rushes, turned the puck over, gave them momentum, and from there they got some life. We tied it up, and in the third we made the same mistakes that we made at the beginning of the second, and it cost us.”

Vigneault on Talbot: “Obviously he didn’t make the same amount of saves that he had done in the past, but we certainly made his life challenging tonight by how we played in front of him.”

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers practice Tuesday at noon in Greenburgh. They practice again on Wednesday before flying to Buffalo to visit the Sabres on Thursday night (7 p.m.).
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Alain Vigneault reminds that NY Rangers offense has been inconsistent; captain Ryan Callahan among forwards who must step up

BY Pat Leonard

Saturday’s 5-2 win over Vancouver was satisfying for the Rangers, but coach Alain Vigneault knows his team hasn’t been consistent enough, especially offensively, going into Monday night’s game against the Winnipeg Jets.

 So, amid a flurry of questions about his decision to start Cam Talbot a second straight game over Henrik Lundqvist, Vigneault found an opportunity to refocus attention on his team’s need to improve its production.

“They (the Jets) have three players that have more points than any of our players,” Vigneault said Monday morning at the Garden, referring to Winnipeg’s Bryan Little (25 points), Andrew Ladd (20) and Dustin Byfuglien (21). “We know we’re gonna be in for a tough game, and that’s what’s on my mind right now.”

Brad Richards and Derek Stepan lead the Rangers with 19 points apiece, but Richards has scored only one goal in his last 10 games and Stepan has finished just once in his last 12. That explains Vigneault’s move of Richards to the wing beginning Saturday against Vancouver, hoping to rekindle his early-season scoring touch from that spot.

 Another player who needs to pick it up in a big way is captain Ryan Callahan. Callahan, who has six goals and 10 points in 19 games, has not scored in eight straight games and has just three points in his last 11.

 Asked Monday morning if he was bothered by either his surgically-repaired left shoulder or the left thumb he broke on Oct. 16, Callahan said no. Still, it’s worth watching the captain to see if he’s able to return to form. The Blueshirts certainly need him.

WHAT COMES NEXT?

 Callahan didn’t see a controversy brewing with Talbot and Lundqvist at all.

“Cam’s playing well, so he’s going in net,” he said.

 I did ask Callahan, though, if he ever allows himself to think about the fact that this team could continue to evolve, given that Lundqvist, Callahan and Dan Girardi are among Rangers in the final seasons of their current contracts.

“You think about it,” Callahan said. “It’s no secret if a contract is going to be up, but as a professional, you can’t let yourself think about it (too much). You have to go about your work, and that will figure itself out.”

NO ROOKIE

 Vigneault, who dealt with his fair share of goalie controversy in Vancouver with Roberto Luongo and Cory Schneider, reacted at one point to repeated questions on his decision to start Talbot – after he already had asserted that Lundqvist remains the Rangers’ No. 1 goalie.

“Does it say back here I’m a rookie at this here?” Vigneault said, looking behind him at the team banner hanging from the wall. “You’re gonna try it every way and keep plugging away. Have another shot at it.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. JETS

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-Dominic Moore-Mats Zuccarello, Benoit Pouliot-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-Justin Falk.

Goalie: Cam Talbot (starter), Henrik Lundqvist (backup)

Scratches: John Moore (second straight healthy scratch), Taylor Pyatt (second straight healthy scratch after two appearances coming off a concussion)
McKenzie another rising star in Dallas system

 January 10, 2014
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by Alyssa Dombrowski || for NHL.com 

It often takes years for many professional athletes to be formally acknowledged with an individual award, if at all. 

Last week, Curtis McKenzie of the American Hockey League’s Texas Stars was recognized just three months into his first year as a pro when he was named the AHL’s Rookie of the Month for December. 

“Winning Rookie of the Month kind of caught me off guard,” said McKenzie. “It was a huge honor.” 

According to Stars head coach Willie Desjardins, the 22-year-old forward’s mentality makes him award-worthy just as much as his on-ice productivity. 

“He’s not a player that goes around saying how good he is,” said Desjardins. “He’s a humble guy that works hard at his game for the team. It’s a great league and there are so many good players that to get recognized says a lot about a player. 

“The thing that’s really impressed me is his love of the game. It’s not a job for him. He loves to play and he’s always got a smile on his face.” 

The Golden, B.C., native was selected by the Dallas Stars, Texas’ parent club, in the sixth round (159th overall) of the 2009 NHL Entry Draft. Following two seasons of Junior “A” play in Penticton, McKenzie played collegiately at Miami University, where he made four straight NCAA tournament appearances and reached the Frozen Four in 2010. 

After finishing his senior season last spring, McKenzie signed an amateur tryout with Texas and made his professional debut at the end of last season. He competed with Dallas at the prospects tournament in Traverse City, Mich., before being assigned to Texas prior to the start of the 2013-14 regular season. 

“At the start of the year, I really didn’t know what to expect from him,” said Desjardins. “We lost Matt Fraser (traded to the Boston Bruins in July), and that left a big hole. We had to find somebody to step into that role. Curtis was the guy that we gave the first chance to, and we never ended up going to anybody else because he did such a good job.” 

McKenzie has notched 31 points in 35 games with Texas so far this season and is one of four Stars players who rank in the top 10 in the league in scoring, along with fellow forwards Travis Morin, Colton Sceviour and Chris Mueller. He plays on Texas’ top line alongside Morin and Sceviour. 

“I think a lot of it had to do with opportunity,” said McKenzie. “I felt I did well at camp and in Traverse City, and I was able to showcase myself to the staff here. When the season started, I got the chance to play with Morin and Sceviour, and we had a good connection right from the start, so I’ve been able to stick with them since then.” 

Desjardins, the reigning AHL Coach of the Year, emphasized that his team’s top rookie scorer has earned his place among the Stars’ foremost offensive talent. 

“I think it comes down to making the most of your opportunities, and we gave him his,” said Desjardins, who served two seasons as an associate coach in Dallas before taking over the Stars’ affiliate in the Austin suburb of Cedar Park last year. “When he went up [to our top line], he just took the spot and you’ve got to give him credit for that. 

“He fits in well with Morin and Sceviour, and it’s not like they’ve carried him – he’s held his own and done his own job on that line, and has made it successful by the things he does.” 

Morin, Sceviour and Mueller have all been recalled by Dallas at various points this season. McKenzie realizes the value of playing alongside teammates who have experience competing at the NHL level. 

“It’s been huge just to be around those guys, who are elite players in this league,” said McKenzie. “They’ve got a lot of skill, but their intensity level is very high too. I see how hard they work both on and off the ice, and I think when you’re around players like that, their habits are going to wear off on you.” 

Dallas’ roster features numerous players who developed in the AHL with Texas, including captain Jamie Benn, Jordie Benn, Alex Chiasson and Brenden Dillon. 

“They’ve had a lot of players come through Texas and get to Dallas,” said McKenzie. “I think you have to look at it in a good way for myself as well, with them going up and doing so well in Dallas, because hopefully when I get an opportunity I’ll have the same success.” 

Desjardins believes McKenzie will thrive when given the opportunity with Dallas, just as he has in Texas. 

“I think he feels that, ‘Yeah, I’m ready to take a shot at the NHL and see where I fit in,’” said Desjardins. “I don’t think he’s going to try to be something he’s not. If he just keeps playing that way, he’ll get a chance to see how far he can step up with his game and that’s what we’ll see in the future.”
2014 World Junior Championship: How Did The Stars Prospects Fare?

By Derek Neumeier  @Derek_N_NHL  on Jan 8 2014, 9:00a  19  
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There were opposite results for Radek Faksa and Esa Lindell in the tournament
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With the 2014 World Junior Championship now complete, thanks to Finland's stunning 3-2 overtime upset victory over the powerhouse Swedish team, there is now time to reflect upon what transpired over a very busy and exciting two weeks.

Two Dallas Stars prospects took part in the tournament: center Radek Faksa and defenceman Esa Lindell. Let's take a look at how both performed.

Radek Faksa - drafted 1st round, 13th overall, in 2012

Ever since he was drafted back in 2012 there has been some concern about Radek Faksa, a sentiment that has been steadily growing in opinion as of late.

Unfortunately for the Dallas Stars and their fans, Faksa's performance at this year's world juniors didn't dispel that worry. Despite playing in his third year at the WJCs, Faksa did not look like it, nor did he look like a player that was drafted in the 1st round of the NHL Entry Draft.

With only one goal in five games, Faksa finished 9th on his Czech Republic team in scoring, even though he was given prime ice time, powerplay time, and offensive-minded linemates. In his defence, Faksa was routinely matched up against opposing teams' top defences simply because there weren't a lot of other Czech players to watch, but more offense was expected out of one of the few veteran players on an overall younger team.

Faksa did continue to play solid defensively, however. He used his excellent size to get in scoring lanes, win faceoffs, and win puck battles along the boards.

While a short tournament like the WJC is only a small sample size of a prospect's potential, it's still becoming more and more likely that Faksa will become more of a defensive player than an offensive one as he continues to develop.

Esa Lindell - drafted 3rd round, 74th overall, in 2012

Even though Faksa struggled at this year's world juniors, Stars fans that followed the event were given a very refreshing surprise with the play of Finnish defenceman Esa Lindell.

Lindell had two goals, three assists and finished with an impressive plus-6 rating in seven games. Paired on the team's top pairing with Ville Pokka, the big defender was strong offensively, finishing third on his team in points, and was also very solid defensively, fitting in perfectly on a Gold-winning Finnish team that emphasized defensive awareness and shot blocking.

Lindell was noticeably strong in the Gold medal game against Sweden. Less than 28 seconds into the game he fired home a hard shot from the point to give Finland an early lead, taking away a ton of momentum from the energized home crowd Swedes. With Finland defending leads for most of the game, Lindell was very responsible in his own end, including a few huge shot blocks in the third period that helped his team stay alive.

For a player that was drafted out of the Finnish junior leagues and has been playing there at higher levels ever since, it was a great opportunity for Stars fans to get a rare extended look at what Lindell brings to the table, and the results were promising.

With a WJC Gold medal now on his resume, it will be interesting to see if Lindell can use that experience to build some momentum and accelerate his steady development.
Rasmus Ristolainen the jovial hero in big Finnish World Juniors win


Finland\'s Rasmus Ristolainen scores the game-winning overtime goal past Sweden goaltender Oscar Dansk during gold medal game action at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championship in Malmo, Sweden on Sunday, January 5, 2014. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/Frank Gunn)

Finland's Rasmus Ristolainen scores the game-winning overtime goal past Sweden goaltender Oscar Dansk during gold medal game action at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championship in Malmo, Sweden on Sunday, January 5, 2014. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/Frank Gunn)
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MALMO, Sweden – Rasmus Ristolainen scored one of the biggest goals in Finnish world junior championship history when he tucked a backhander by Swedish goaltender Oscar Dansk 9:42 into overtime.

Then he lost his mind.

“I don’t remember what I did,” said Ristolainen of his celebration following the 3-2 win in the gold-medal game. “Hopefully it’s not stupid.”

After the puck crossed the goal line, Ristolainen bolted down the ice, threw his stick in the air, took off his helmet and threw it, before finally jumping into the far-end boards.

The tally gave Finland its first gold medal at the tournament since 1998 and first medal since a bronze in 2006.

“Finland is one of the top hockey countries in the world,” said Ristolainen, who was named the best defenceman in the tournament. “Now that we have gold, that’s true.”

It was the first time the two Nordic countries had ever met in the tournament final.

The Swedes were unbeaten in 2014 entering the contest, leading forward Andre Burakovsky to say their opponent would have to “play the game of their lives” to upend them.

“We have all the chances. I don’t think they had any dangerous chances,” Burakovsky said after the final. “We controlled the game pretty good, but they played really good in their own zone.”

The Swedes last won gold in 2012, beating Russia in overtime.

With 11 returnees, they were the favourites to reclaim the title on home ice against their biggest rival.

“You lose the biggest final that you can play,” Burakovsky said. “It’s not a good feeling right now.”

Lucas Wallmark and Christian Djoos scored for Sweden.

Dansk made28 saves in net. He was named the tournament’s top goalie.

Esa Lindell and Saku Maenalanen had the other goals for Finland. Captain Teuvo Teravainen assisted on all three Finnish goals and won the tournament scoring race with 15 points.

Juuse Saros, named to the tournament all-star team, made 35 saves.

“This is a very big thing in Finland,” the goalie said. “This is amazing.”

“I think many Finnish people watched the game tonight,” added Ristolainen. “They are happy with what we did. It’s nice to go back to Finland tomorrow.”

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com

Twitter.com/DNBsports

Rivals Finland, Sweden set for WJC title showdown

Saturday, 01.04.2014 / 5:22 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship blog
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When it comes to European-based international hockey, the best rivalry could be the one between Sweden and Finland.

"It's a dream final for us, Finland and Sweden," Finland forward Henri Ikonen told reporters following his team’s 5-1 win against Canada on Saturday in the semifinals. "It's a great rivalry. Young players like ourselves can't imagine a better situation than that. Hopefully I can sleep well [Saturday]."

That acrimony will be at its highest level Sunday when the two countries play at Malmo Arena in Malmo, Sweden, in the gold-medal game of the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship (1 p.m. ET, NHLN-US). It will be preceded by the bronze-medal game between Canada and Russia (9 a.m. ET, NHLN-US).

Prior to the 2014 tournament, Sweden and Finland were thought to be going in very different directions at the elite international under-20 tournament.

This will be the third straight year Sweden, which beat Russia 2-1 on Saturday in the other semifinal, has played for the gold medal -- it won gold in 2012 -- and the seventh time in eight years the Swedes will earn a medal of some kind.

Finland, a favorite in 2013, finished seventh after missing the medal round and needing to survive the relegation pool. It hasn’t won a WJC medal since a bronze in 2006, hasn’t played in a WJC championship game since 2001 and last won gold in 1998.

That’s all distant history for the Finns now, who are led by their captain, Teuvo Teravainen, the 18th pick of the 2012 NHL Draft by the Chicago Blackhawks. He had his first two goals of the tournament in the third period Saturday against Canada in the semifinals, scoring on a penalty shot and in the final minute, blasting one into an empty net.

He also assisted on Finland’s second goal and will enter the gold-medal game tied with Sweden captain Filip Forsberg for the tournament scoring lead with 12 points.

Teravainen also leads the tournament with 10 assists and a plus-8 rating.

It’s been far from a one-man operation for the Finns, however. They’ve gotten goals from 14 different skaters, including a tournament-high six from Saku Maenalanen, a 2013 fifth-round pick (No. 125) of the Nashville Predators.

Finland’s also gotten strong offensive contributions from its defense. Rasmus Ristolainen, the eighth pick of the 2013 draft who started the season with the Buffalo Sabres, scored his second goal of the tournament in the second period Saturday against Canada. Finland’s pairing of Ville Pokka, a New York Islanders prospect, and Esa Lindell, a Dallas Stars draft pick, have combined for two goals, six assists and a plus-7 rating.

The Finns also have had the best goaltending of the tournament. Juuse Saros, a Predators draft pick, tops all tournament goalies with a 1.53 goals-against average and a .942 save percentage; in five games he’s allowed seven goals on 114 shots.

Sweden also has gotten offense from all outposts, with 15 players scoring at least one goal and five with at least three. Forsberg’s four tops the team, with Andreas Johnson (Toronto Maple Leafs), Jacob de la Rose (Montreal Canadiens), Alexander Wennberg (Columbus Blue Jackets) and Andre Burakovsky (Washington Capitals) each scoring three.

Sweden also has NHL experience on its roster. Forsberg has one goal in 12 games with the Predators this season. His linemate, Elias Lindholm, has three goals and seven points in 21 games with the Carolina Hurricanes. Lindholm is second on Sweden with nine points in six WJC games.

And while Finland has gotten the best goaltending statistically, Sweden is right behind thanks to Oscar Dansk. The Columbus Blue Jackets' 2012 second-round pick (No. 31) is second to Saros with a 1.60 GAA and .935 save percentage. He also has one shutout.

Sweden has the chance to become the third team other than Canada to win the World Juniors as the host nation. The others to do so were Finland in 1998 and the Soviet Union in 1983.

---

2014 NHL Draft: NTDP Report

By Chris Dilks  @ChrisDilks  on Jan 6 2014, 2:33p +  

North Dakota recruit Nick Schmaltz looks to be a first round draft pick in the 2014 NHL Draft - Julian Finney

A closer look at NHL Draft prospects playing for the NTDP U18s

The NTDP U18 team always brings a crowd of scouts with them where ever they play. Saturday night in St. Cloud was no exception. Scouts filled up much of press row and the top two rows of seats along the Herb Brooks National Hockey Center's north sideline, to see more than a dozen first-time eligible potential NHL Draft picks skate against one of the NCAA's top teams.

Overall, it was a disappointing effort for the team of high schoolers, who were manhandled in an 8-0 loss. But still a good opportunity to see some of the future of American and do a little adjusting to my own 2014 NHL Draft rankings.

Here's what I saw. Players are listed in the order I'd have them on my draft list.

Nick Schmaltz(North Dakota)- Schmaltz got a call-up to skate with the NTDP with Jack Eichel still returning from the World Juniors and Sonny Milano out with an injury. That could prove to be good experience, because if the Green Bay Gamblers lose early in the USHL playoffs, he'd made an excellent addition to the U18 World Championships team.  Schmaltz was clearly the most offensively-gifted option the US team had on Saturday night. He displayed great hands in traffic and created a good number of scoring chances. He's maybe not the most complete player, and he'll need to add a lot of strength, but it's very rare to find high-end offensive upside like he has. I could see Schmaltz going into the 15-25 range in the first round of the draft this year.

Dylan Larkin(Michigan)- If Schmaltz was the best offensive threat, Larkin was the most complete player on the US side. Playing center, Larkin was effective on both ends of the ice. He's a smooth skater that is very strong on his skates, and while he's not as flashy as Schmaltz, he was nearly as effective in terms of creating offense. He plays like a pro player already. There's become a bit of a bias against NCAA players in the first round of the draft, which could push Larkin towards the very edge of the first round, but he'll be a steal for whichever team takes him.

Alex Tuch(Boston College)- Tuch was a bit of a fish out of water this weekend, moving to the middle to play center rather than his normal wing, and it showed a bit. He was brutal in the face-off circle(1 for 10 on the game). Still, Tuch has really been rising up draft boards in recent months and it's easy to see why. He's an excellent skater for 6'3", has a really good stick, and showed some soft hands around the net to create a good scoring chance. Guys like that are really hard to find. He didn't produce a lot this weekend, but his numbers have been great on the season. He's definitely playing his way into the first round of the draft.

Jack Glover(Minnesota)-Definitely a disappointing game. He got caught out of position on St. Cloud's first goal, leaving a SCSU player all alone in front of his net(at least he wasn't alone in doing this). He got beat one-on-one and had to take a bad tripping penalty, which led to St. Cloud's second goal. I also counted a lot of turnovers and bad decisions with the bad puck. Just a bad game for a really good player. Glover was a player that I thought could push for the first round of the draft heading into the year, but I can't see that at this point, unless he had a really huge U18 tourney. Glover never quite took off at the NTDP program like I thought he might when he left Minnesota, but there's still all the tools there for him to become an exceptional player. He's probably a second round pick at this point.

Jack Dougherty(Wisconsin)- Like Glover, a talented kid that had a really rough game here. He really struggled to keep forwards in front of him one-on-one, and struggled with the puck when pressured. Overall, it sounds like Dougherty has been impressive this year with the NTDP, but again, I can't see him pushing into the first round without a really standout performance at the World U18s. There's so much upside there though that I can't see him lasting past the second or third round of the draft.

Ryan Collins(Minnesota)-He's on the third pairing behind the other two big D in Glover and Dougherty, but I actually thought he was the best of three on Saturday(which is pretty small praise, admittedly). Collins played his gaps really well and generally kept things simple and mistake-free. He's a huge kid and while he's still a bit of a project, these past two years at the NTDP have really helped him and he's trending upward. Sometimes with the NHL Draft it's not so much about where a player is as which direction he is heading. Collins is a mid-round selection, but I would think about him towards the higher end of the middle rounds as opposed to the lower end.

Shane Gersich(North Dakota)-Coming into this year, I think everybody knew that Shane Gersich could skate. He can skate really, really well. The question was whether he could develop the scoring ability to go along with it. I still don't see him as ever being the type of offensive threat a player like Schmaltz is, but his skating should still make him an effective player. Without that offensive upside, he'll probably drop into the later rounds of the draft though.

Nolan Stevens(Northeastern)-Stevens is very much a project, but I can see flashes of big potential. He's uses his frame to protect the puck along the boards pretty well He was outmuscled in a couple board battles, but that won't happen for long. He's missed a good chunk of time in Ann Arbor due to injury, but if he can stay healthy, and fill out, I think he could make a very solid, dependable power forward.

Anders Bjork(Notre Dame)-Hard-working two-way forward. Not exciting, but can play both ends of the ice really well.

Ryan Bliss(Cornell)- Just about a half-step slow in terms of foot speed, which was really exposed against a faster team. That will probably keep him from being more seriously looked at earlier in the draft, but probably worth taking a shot at later in the draft.

Nathan Bililtier(Notre Dame)-A smaller puckmover. He struggled at times on Saturday, but as he matures, should be a very reliable player. Showed some nice agility and poise  to create a shooting lane for himself from the blue line a few times.

Joe Wegwerth(Notre Dame)- A 6'3" 200+ lbs., he's certainly got the size for the pro game, which makes him intriguing, but I'm not sure has the hands or skating to be much more than a grinder at the pro level.
NCHC Hockey: Not Your Typical Midseason Report

By Matt Christians  @Matt_Christians  on Jan 7 2014, 7:18p  7  

NCHC Clash Begins Soon! - Matt Christians

This isn't your typical quick review of how each team can win the NCHC and then go on to win the NCAA tournament... If you want that, look elsewhere. You won't (but could) find it here folks.

Tweet  (12)  Share  (4)   Share    7  Comments   

Before the season starts back up for the year 2014, the need to review each team's past, present, and future is an absolute must...  Right?

Conference play begins January 10th, and once again all eight teams will be participating in the NCHC extravaganza.  Over that weekend, Nebraska-Omaha will host Minnesota Duluth, Western Michigan will host Miami, North Dakota will host Colorado College, and Denver will host St. Cloud State.

Before the weekend arrives, it's also a good idea to evaluate some strengths and weaknesses that programs have been exhibiting throughout the first half of play.  This, of course, will include statistics, because who doesn't love those!

*Team Record (League Record)
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St. Cloud State  11-2-3 (6-1-1)

Sitting in first place, the Huskies had a fantastic start after losing some great players before the season.  With a huge sweep of North Dakota at the start of the year, the Huskies couldn't have asked for a better way to gain a great amount of momentum to surf on for the first half of the season.  With only two losses against some of the top teams in the country (Union and Miami), a definite argument as the top team can be made for St. Cloud State.

 SCSU Must Reads  

Huskies Sweep The Ralph

Matt Christians

St. Cloud State Defeats Miami

Matt Christians

Strengths

The Huskies are currently sporting an offense that is ranked at 11th in the country, scoring an average of 3.5 goals per game.  Same goes for team defense, which is ranked at 4th in the country, allowing just 2 goals per game over the first half of the season.  Not only are they 5th least penalized team in the NCAA, but they also are sporting a .781 overall win percentage; the Huskies have (by far) the best record in the NCHC.

Jonny Brodzinski leads the team with 16 total points, but Nic Dowd has scored the most goals (9) and David Morley has tallied the most assists (10) all of whom have played in 16 games.  This has contributed to the amount of points SCSU has averaged throughout the season, which currently is at 9.44 points per game.

Lastly, a bigger component that often gets overlooked is our faceoff percentage.  The team that wins the faceoff then gains possession of the puck and it's scientifically proven that in 99% of cases, a team needs puck possession in order to get a shot on goal and score.  With that being said, the Huskies are one of four NCHC teams that have developed a faceoff ratio that just so happens to favor them.  David Morley currently holds the best faceoff percentage in the entire league; his record is an astonishing 94-54 or 63.5%...  Can you say quick draw?

Weaknesses

For a team that stands in the top half of just about every statistical category, it's hard to pick out weaknesses, but I can tell you SCSU is not impenetrable.

The Huskies biggest tests this year haven't gone as well as they would have liked...  Especially the most recent series with Union, in which the Huskies fell at home on Friday 4-1 and managed to fight back for a 3-3 draw the following night.  The Miami series in which they split at home was very good, but putting up an egg on Friday night in front of your own fans is a big no-no.

For a team that had it's sights set on getting back to where they were last year, the Huskies started off with a power play unit that wasn't going to help them, but has seen very good progress as the season has progressed...  Here's a look at the progress:

 October November December Combined 

Power Play 17.6% 17.6% 33.3% 21.2% 

Penalty Kill 84.6% 83.3% 75% 81.1% 

Had this been earlier in the season, like when SCSU went 0-5 on the man-advantage against their loss against Miami, it would be okay to panic (a little).  But for now, it looks as though St. Cloud State might just climb the ladder back to where they fell last year.

Decision

The Huskies are sitting pretty.  Heck, they even might have a chance to beat their current team record for team offense which currently stands at 2.24 goals per game during the 2000-01 season.
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Nebraska Omaha  8-9-1 (5-2-1)

At second in the standings, the Mavericks have really bounced back after a rocky start to begin the year.  A three-game losing streak in mid-october led straight into a three-game winning streak against tough opponents.  But most recently, Nebraska-Omaha wasn't able to find a win in New Hampshire without coach Blais and Megna, which raises more concerns about how far the Mavericks will be able to go.

 UNO Must Reads  

Nebraska-Omaha Suspensions

Chris Dilks

Best of the West

Chris Dilks

Strengths

Offensively, the Mavericks have all the tools they need in order to score goals.  With Josh Archibald leading the way with 21 points, and Ryan Walters following right behind with 19 points, it's no wonder why UNO is sporting a scoring average of 3.11 goals per game.

The other contributor to the Maverick's scoring has been the number of shots they're able to put on net.  Pepper opponent goaltenders with 624 blasts this season, or 34.67 shots per game, it's not very surprising that pucks are finding holes in goaltenders.  That statistic alone ranks UNO second in overall shots and shots-per-game within the NCHC, and second in the conference in shot margin (+117) as well.

Freshmen help from the Ian Brady and Jake Guentzel, both of whom sit in the top 3 for freshmen scoring, has also contributed to Nebraska Omaha's scoring.  Guentzel leads all NCHC freshman with 10 assists, averaging .56 helpers per outing.

Weaknesses

Inconsistent Goaltending/Defense.  It's really that simply put.  This year, Nebraska Omaha has played all three goalies throughout the year: junior Ryan Massa, freshman Kirk Thompson, and freshman Reed Peters.  Massa has seen the most time, spending 534:12 minutes between the pipes, but Thompson, who's played in one less game than Massa, holds the better GAA at 2.91 and save percentage at .893.

Goaltender Minutes October November December Total 

Ryan Massa 534:12 4.64 1.99 4.57 3.37 

Kirk Thompson 453:17 3.28 2.70 1.33 2.91 

Reed Peters 91:10 - 3.29 - 3.29 

*Total/Minutes Includes January

The main thing with defense is that both the defensemen and goaltender work together, and in some cases, a fantastic defense can make an average goaltender look very good.  Defensively the Mavericks are just not that outstanding.  Allowing, on average, 3.39 goals per game, Nebraska Omaha ranks as the 50th team in terms of team defense (out of 59 total teams).

Decision

With an unreliable defense, it's hard for forwards to concentrate and exercise their ability to do what they're suppose to do: score goals.  It's apparent that UNO has found some amount of luck in Massa, specifically during the month of November when he displayed a 5-0-0 record between the pipes.

A hard team to predict, the Mavericks have found wins against tough opponents and losses against some they probably should have beaten, but I wouldn't necessarily count them out.

They could've started out 2014 a little better, but as the defense improves forwards can concentrate on what they do best, which could mean a lethal Nebraska Omaha team.
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North Dakota  9-7-2 (5-5-0)

Sitting at third place in the NCHC standings is North Dakota.  The team without a nickname will hope to have a little bit better luck in the 2014, as the first half of season play didn't favor UND very well.

Luckily for UND, two warm-up games against British Columbia (3-2 OT loss) and Simon Fraser (4-3 win) were just exhibition games and a chance to work out any kinks before they hope to continue their history of having a great second half of college hockey play.

 UND Must Reads  

Minnesota & North Dakota Renew Rivalry

Nathan Wells

North Dakota Sweepin'

Matt Christians

Strengths

North Dakota has a lot going for them, but the biggest factor that will play into the second half of the season is Dave Hakstol's history coaching the team after the holiday break.  Don't believe me?  check out the chart below.

Year Before Holidays After Holidays 

2009-10 9-6-3 (.583) 16-7-2 (.680) 

2010-11 13-5-2 (.700) 19-4-1 (.813) 

2011-12 9-8-1 (.528) 12-5-2 (.750) 

2012-13 10-5-3 (.639) 12-7-4 (.609) 

2013-14 9-7-2 (.563) ?-?-? (.???) 

Under Hakstol 100-69-17 (.579) 144-56-22 (.698) 

Fortunately for the team, UND has more going for it as well.  Coming in at first in the NCHC and fifteenth in the country, Dillon Simpson's fearless ability to block pucks.  It doesn't seem like a huge statistic, right?  I mean who cares!  But think about what a blocked shot does...  Simpson has laid down in front of 44 opponent shots, which takes away 44 shots on net against the netminder and prevented an increase of 8% of shots.

Watch out for netminder Boston Bruins prospect Zane Gothberg during the second half of the year.  Gothberg has provided a fantastic foundation for North Dakota to build off of and also been the wall in front of the net for UND throughout their current 5-game win streak.

Weaknesses

Weaknesses are hard to pick out of North Dakota as of recently.  Of course the exhibition game(s) may have not went as smoothly as the team and followers may have wanted, but keep in mind many coaches use those games to try new things, even if it isn't visible to the naked eye.

The only battle North Dakota needs to win is with itself; finding the consistency and confidence to keep pushing forward.  Looking over the the results of past games, North Dakota needs to find victories in their remaining games, and like stated above, every series but one is an NCHC series.

Decision

North Dakota will host Colorado College while riding on a large amount of momentum, looking to extend their winning streak to six games after sweeps of North Michigan, Western Michigan, and a single victory against St. Lawrence before the season ended.

Judging by this team's strengths and record over the past few years during the second halves, we're educated enough to know that you can't really count North Dakota out.

With just one non-conference series in the remaining games, North Dakota will have a good chance at earning conference points and improving their record enough and make yet another appearance at the NCAA tournament.
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Denver  10-6-4 (4-3-1)

Jim Montgomery has put together quite the team this year.  After a more or less, rocky start, the Denver Pioneers are rolling.  Now riding a 4-game unbeaten streak and have lost just one game in their last 12, YES 12, outings, the Pioneers look to just be getting started.

 Denver Must Reads  

Denver Adds David Carle to Coaching Staff

Chris Dilks

Steve Miller Named Head Coach/GM of New Madison US

Chris Dilks

Strengths

Special teams play has been absolutely fabulous for DU thus far...  And that could be an understatement.

Boosting a 25% power play that ranks 1st in the NCHC and 5th in the nation, as well as a penalty kill at 88.9% which is also ranked at #1 in the NCHC and #4 in the nation, it's no wonder the pioneers are sporting one of the best team defenses in the country.

Defensively, Denver is solid.  Netminder Sam Brittain is posting the best numbers in the entire conference with a 1.75 goals against average and a save percentage at .941 all while playing more minutes than any other goaltender in the NCHC.  Brittain's performance between the pipes has led to a 10-5-4 record, 3 shutouts, 539 saves, and provided the foundation for Denver to allow just 1.95 goals per game (1st in the NCHC and 3rd in the nation).

Puck control is usually tipped to DU's side after each game, with much thanks to the talented centermen rostered.  Quentin Shore is ranked 1st in the NCHC with 194 faceoff wins, Gabe Levin has won 60.1% of his battles at the center dot, and Matt Marcinew is sporting a record of 109-85.

Weaknesses

Despite the majority of puck possession leaning in Denver's favor, the Pioneers are having trouble finding the back of the net.

Tied for second-to-last with Western Michigan in scoring, averaging 2.5 goals per game, DU is simply unable to generate the offense needed to win night after night.  Instead of experience forwards sitting atop the point-chart, freshman forward Trevor Moore, and defensemen Joey LaLeggia and David Makowski fill the top three positions.

Lack of scoring?  In Denver's case, it looks like the Pioneers just need to take a few more shots.  Averaging just 27.95 shots per game, DU is sits next to last in the NCHC for the amount of shots generated per game.  My theory is this: put some more pucks on net and see what happens.

Decision

I wouldn't have pinned Denver to have 10 wins at the midpoint of this season.  With a new coach implementing a new system combined with the talented recruits that Denver lost, it just looked more like a rebuilding year a few months ago...  Funny how that works, eh?

If Denver can find the scoring they need, or hell, even find a way to score 2 or 3 and play the defense they've been displaying, NCHC teams are in trouble.  The Pioneers are to talented on special teams and defensively sound to be ignored, and teams that choose to deny this may just be in for a surprise.
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Colorado College  2-13-3 (2-5-3)

After the Tigers left the WCHA in an impressive manner, Colorado College has found the struggle bus this season with just two wins in the first half of play.

 CC Must Reads  

Colorado College Goalie Tyler Marble Out

Chris Dilks

Colorado College Shootout Victory

Matt Christians

Strengths

It's really hard to find positives in a two-win team, especially strengths that this team has over others, but in Colorado College's case, they've found at least one visible strength in order to keep games close, at least.

One of the big things Colorado College has going for them is their ability to block shots.  Both Aaron Harstad (#2 in the NCHC with 41 blocked shots) and Eamonn McDermott (#4 in the NCHC with 36 blocked shots) have been able to keep games closer just by laying down in front of shots.

Weaknesses

There's been talk in the internet world about firing head coach Scott Owens.  Not exactly sure if Owens is a weakness of the team or just doubts on his ability to coach can be defined as more of a negative impact.  Anyway, this year should go, judging by the first half of the season, Owens' worst record by a long shot.  Is that enough evidence to fire?

Year Wins Losses Ties NCAA Tourney? 

2012-13 18 19 5 NO 

2011-12 18 16 2 NO 

2010-11 23 19 3 YES 

2009-10 19 17 3 NO 

2008-09 16 12 10 NO 

2007-08 28 12 1 YES 

2006-07 18 17 4 NO 

2005-06 24 16 2 YES 

2004-05 31 9 3 YES 

2003-04 20 16 3 NO 

2002-03 30 7 5 YES 

2001-02 27 13 3 YES 

2000-01 27 13 1 YES 

1999-00 18 18 3 NO 

TOTALS 317 204 48 YES: 7, NO: 7 

A team with two wins on the season is obviously going to have a few more weaknesses compared to strengths, and as a team in last place in the NCHC, these negative traits are easier to spot.  Scoring is a huge issue for the Tigers.  With 30 goals on the year, CC is averaging just 1.67 goals per game, which ranks them last in the NCHC and second-to-last in the nation.

Lack of scoring?  Look at the amount of shots.  Joining their fellow Colorado foes, Denver, the Tigers lack of scoring could simply root from the fact they're not putting as many shots on net as most other teams.

Averaging just 27.72 shots per game, Colorado College needs find a way to pepper opposing goalies with a few more shots.  If they can find a way to make that happen, expect at least a trinkler to find it's way past netminders.

Decision

Colorado College has been through a lot this season off the ice and unless they made drastic changes over the holiday break, I wouldn't plan on seeing a dramatic increase in performance from the Tigers.  This just may be a rebuilding year for the program.

The good news for CC is that they have a great group of underclassmen that should have a great deal to learn from the Tiger captains.  The strong core of youngsters in combination with a solid incoming class means next year should amount to better numbers for Owens and his Tigers.
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Miami University  9-7-2 (3-5-0)

Miami came into the season with high hopes of getting back to the NCAA tournament and making it to the Frozen Four; a goal that looked plausible with the amount of returning talent.  Unfortunately, some bumps along the way have caused Miami to sit in the bottom half of the NCHC standings with a losing conference record.

 Miami Must Reads  

Between the Pipes: Ryan McKay

Matt Christians

Eye on the Future: Austin Czarnik

Chris Dilks

Strengths

Let's be honest here...  Miami has excellent forwards, solid defensemen, and two great goaltenders with experience.

Miami has the two top scorers in the NCHC with Austin Czarnik and Riley Barber, both of whom are tied for 6th in the nation with their 28 points thus far.  Barber also leads the NCHC is shorthanded goals, burying three pucks while on the penalty kill.

Averaging 35.33 shots per game has allowed the Redhawks to score 60 goals, both of which are statistics that lead the conference.  On top of that, Miami is boosting the NCHC's second best power play at 22%.  So to reiterate what I have said above, Miami has pretty talented group of forwards.

Weaknesses

Overall, Miami's record is swaying towards the winning side, but with a high powered offense and solid defense, a losing conference record isn't helping the Redhawks' situation at all.

Inconsistency has dominated Enrico Blasi's team throughout the first half of the season, especially as of lately.  A split with Denver in the Redhawk's last series wasn't a solid way to enter break, but the single win helped the team, especially as they've seen just two wins in their last seven outings.  As scoring declines, Miami has seen their record slowly worsen...

Month Games Scoring Offense Scoring Defense 

October 6 4.33 3.00 

November 10 2.90 2.30 

December 2 2.50 2.50 

TOTAL 18 3.33 2.56 

Decision

It's not to late for the Miami Redhawks.  With the amount of talent the Redhawks have, it's hard to paint a picture without them included or at least causing ruckus among other top teams.

I imagine the Redhawks will be fine come this weekend and ready to take the second half of the season head-on.  Blasi will have his team ready to rumble and skate with the best, which should give the Redhawks enough of a bump to overturn mistakes in the first half of the season.
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Minnesota Duluth  7-8-1 (3-5-0)

With one of the youngest hockey teams in the country, the Minnesota Duluth Bulldogs have proven they can skate with some of the best teams in college hockey.  With a big question mark in the blue-line category upon entering the season, the biggest unknown has actually been between the pipes for the Bulldogs, causing inconsistency and losses along the way.

 UMD Must Reads  

Bulldogs Rout Gophers In Minneapolis

Nathan Wells

Minnesota Duluth Upsets Notre Dame

Matt Christians

Strengths

Year after year Scott Sandelin has proved to be able to develop a top-end special teams, even as he's confronted with a youthful team.  At 87.5%, the Bulldogs have developed the 6th best penalty kill in the nation and 2nd best in the NCHC. Justin Crandall has played his part in helping promote UMD's power play by scoring six goals while on the man advantage, the most in the NCHC.

 October November December Combined 

Power Play 9.1% 25.8% 25.0% 18.8% 

Penalty Kill 91.7% 83.3% 87.5% 87.5% 

Weaknesses

The biggest weakness in the Bulldog's roster is the goalie situation.  Both senior Aaron Crandall and Matt McNeely have seen playing time this season and have exhibited both excellent play and sub-par play between the pipes.  As we've seen in the past, UMD's goaltenders usually start out with even playing time until one goalie tends to take the lead and earns more playing time, which should hopefully happen soon for UMD.

Aaron Crandall:

 Num Minutes GAA Save % 

Win 5 299:58 1.80 .924 

Loss 5 292:32 4.10 .860 

Matt McNeely:

 Num Minutes GAA Save % 

Win 2 119:51 1.50 .944 

Loss 3 171:32 3.85 .817 

Decision

If either goaltender can find a way to play consistent, this team has a possibility to do some damage.  Both Crandall and McNeely have shown how dangerous each can be between the pipes, but need to exercise this night after night.

Solid scoring and special teams in combination with the developing goaltending means UMD could find ways to win night after night.  With wins like the 4-1 victory over Notre Dame, 6-2 triumph over North Dakota, and 6-2 rout of Minnesota, the Bulldogs have shown glimpses of greatness, but not consistently.  Minnesota Duluth's second half of season play is reliant on goaltending and consistent play night after night, instead of once a weekend.
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Western Michigan  9-8-3 (3-5-0)

Western Michigan isn't exactly playing like they're sitting at the bottom of the NCHC standings.  As a matter of fact, they're playing as though they're one of the better teams around.  Coming out of the Great Lakes Invitational on top of Michigan, Michigan State, and Michigan Tech, the Broncos have earned the title of "the team to beat in Michigan".

 WMU Must Reads  

Western Michigan Wins Great Lakes Invitational

Chris Dilks

Western Michigan Promotes Assistant Coaches

Rick Shanley

Strengths

The Broncos have caught fire.  After being swept at home by North Dakota in early December, Western Michigan has been playing hungry.  Andy Murray has got his team firing on all cylinders as they recently took both Michigan and Michigan Tech into overtime games, coming out on top twice to take the 2013 GLI.

Defense and goaltending have been superb.  Ever since the Broncos were swept at home by a North Dakota team who had been generating momentum, coach Murray gave sophomore netminder Lukas Hafner the nod and he's been on fire.  Western Michigan has also given goaltenders a break by blocking 283 shots, a leading statistic among all NCHC teams.

Netminder Oct GP Oct GAA Oct S% Nov GP Nov GAA Nov S% Dec GP Dec GAA Dec S% TOTALS 

Slubowski 4 2.48 .922 8 2.10 .926 3 4.65 .818 2.53 | .913 

Hafner 0 - - 3 0.50 .978 5 1.62 .934 1.26 | .947 

Weaknesses

The biggest weakness the Broncos have shown is equivalent to shooting themselves in the foot; penalty minutes.  With an NCHC leading 213 penalty minutes, Western Michigan isn't doing themselves any favors boosting the fourth highest average per game (15.85 minutes per game).  Bronco Kenney Morrison leads the NCHC with 21 penalties and 53 minutes  spent in the box.

Power play is also something the Broncos will need to work on.  At 12.9%, Western Michigan sits at second-to-last in the NCHC on the man advantage.  If WMU hopes to venture into post-season action, they'll need to work on their 5x4 play.

Decision

As funny as it sounds, Western Michigan looks to be performing very good with Hafner between the pipes.  They've shown they can compete with some of the best teams and convert in overtime despite pressures, especially as of lately.

If the Broncos are able to stay out of the box and capitalize on more power play outings, Murray's team could be a real threat in NCHC post-season action.  Although fixing weaknesses are much easier said than done, right?

NHL Prospects

Forwards

Name Year Team GM G A Pts Pts/GM NHL Rights 

Riley Barber SO Miami 18 11 17 28 1.56 Washington Capitals 

Josh Archibald JR Nebraska Omaha 18 14 7 21 1.17 Pittsburgh Penguins 

Jonny Brodzinski SO St. Cloud State 16 8 8 16 1.00 Los Angeles Kings 

Rocco Grimaldi SO North Dakota 18 6 11 17 .94 Florida Panthers 

Blake Coleman JR Miami 17 10 6 16 .94 New Jersey Devils 

Nic Dowd SR St. Cloud State 16 9 6 15 .94 Los Angeles Kings 

Quentin Shore SO Denver 17 3 10 13 .77 Ottawa Senators 

Sean Kuraly SO Miami 18 4 9 13 .72 San Jose Sharks 

Jake Guentzel FR Nebraska Omaha 18 2 10 12 .67 Pittsburgh Penguins 

Chase Balisy SR Western Michigan 20 2 11 13 .65 Nashville Predators 

Defensemen

Name Year Team GM G A Pts Pts/GM NHL Rights 

Joey LaLeggia JR Denver 20 7 8 15 .75 Edmonton Oilers 

Jaccob Slavin FR Colorado College 13 1 8 9 .69 Carolina Hurricanes 

Jordan Schmaltz SO North Dakota 17 2 8 10 .59 St. Louis Blues 

Dillon Simpson SR North Dakota 18 3 7 10 .56 Edmonton Oilers 

Kevin Gravel SR St. Cloud State 16 2 6 8 .50 Los Angeles Kings 

Paul LaDue FR North Dakota 17 3 5 8 .47 Los Angeles Kings 

Andy Welinski SO Minnesota Duluth 16 1 6 7 .44 Anaheim Ducks 

Jacob Megna JR Nebraska Omaha 14 0 6 6 .43 Anaheim Ducks 

Nick Mattson JR North Dakota 16 1 5 6 .38 Chicago Blackhawks 

Carson Soucy FR Minnesota Duluth 14 0 5 5 .36 Minnesota Wild

Adam Tambellini Leaves North Dakota for Calgary of WHL

By Chris Dilks  @ChrisDilks  on Jan 8 2014, 9:09a +  

Matt Christians

The freshman forward leaves North Dakota midway through his first year.

North Dakota freshman forward Adam Tambellini has left the program according to a Tweet from UND sports information director Jayson Hajdu:

 Must Reads  

NCHC Midseason Report

Matt Christians

Tambellini had played in 16 games for North Dakota, tallying two goals and two assists for four points in that time. Tambellini was a third round selection of the New York Rangers in last year's NHL Draft.  The son of former NHL executive Steve Tambellini, Adam was a talented player, but coming into NCAA hockey at an extremely skinny 168 lbs. kept him from making a more immediate impact at the college level.

Tambellini''s next step will be to play for the Calgary Hitmen of the WHL, where he should have more success playing against younger, less physically-developed talent.

Russia rides power-play goals to WJC semifinals

Thursday, 01.02.2014 / 1:46 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship blog
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Russia defenseman Nikita Zadorov scored two second-period power-play goals to help rally his team to a 5-3 victory against the United States in the quarterfinals of the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship at Malmo Isstadion in Malmo, Sweden on Thursday.

The triumph enables Russia to advance to the semifinals on Saturday against Sweden (9 a.m. ET, NHLN-US). Sweden beat Slovakia 6-0 in the final quarterfinal game Thursday.

The Russians lost 3-2 to Sweden in the final game of the preliminary round in the Group B pool Tuesday.

"We want to play Sweden," Zadorov told the IIHF website. "It was a close game last time and we're going to watch some video and play better."

After earning medals in two of the past three World Junior tournaments, including the gold at the 2013 WJC in Ufa, Russia, the Americans will go home this year without a medal.

Stefan Matteau had a goal and an assist, and Ryan Hartman and Nicolas Kerdiles also scored for the U.S. Goalie Jon Gillies made 20 saves.

"It's definitely disappointing," Hartman told NHL.com. "We came in with a goal to win gold and obviously fell short. It's a learning experience for the guys coming back next year; it's a good learning tool for them. Hopefully they'll be able to do a better job than we did this year."

Playing a huge part in the triumph for Russia was goalie Andrey Vasilevskiy who finished with 30 saves, including 16 during the final two periods. Vasilevskiy, a 2012 first-round pick (No. 19) of the Tampa Bay Lightning, rebounded well after allowing three goals on 17 shots in the opening 20 minutes.

His best save in the third came at 11:09 when he denied Hartman, a 2013 first-round draft choice (No. 30) of the Chicago Blackhawks, off a strong move to the slot on a play that resulted in a Russian penalty. He also stopped American defenseman Matthew Grzelcyk with less than one minute remaining on a blast from the left faceoff dot and Gillies pulled for an extra attacker.

New York Rangers prospect Pavel Buchnevich scored two goals for Russia, including an empty-net goal with 28 seconds left, and Edmonton Oilers prospect Anton Slepyshev had three assists. Slepyshev, the Russian captain, was named his team's best player of the game.

Zadorov, chosen by the Buffalo Sabres with the 16th pick of the 2013 draft, scored a pair of power-play goals in a span of 1:01 in the second to give his country a 4-3 lead. Both goals were scored with Russia on a 5-on-3 advantage after the Americans were assessed three minor penalties in a 57-second span.

"The power plays were the game changer," Russian forward Mikhail Grigorenko said. "We scored two goals. We took the lead and we kept it. Those two 5-on-3s in a row were the key."

U.S. coach Don Lucia agreed.

"Other than two five-minute segments of penalties [against Canada on Tuesday and Russia on Thursday], I thought we played well," Lucia said. "The players with 1995 birth years must learn that discipline is key, and going into next year's tournament realize how critical it is to have that discipline for certain minutes. [The officials] called the little trips and those penalties that maybe aren't going to be called in North America but that's on us. You have to adapt to that."

The first extra-man goal by Zadorov came with Matteau (tripping) and Thomas Di Pauli (hooking) in the penalty box midway through the period. Zadorov teed up a feed from Slepyshev in the right circle and blasted a shot past Gillies to pull his team into a 3-3 tie at 13:15.

Zadorov's second came with Di Pauli still in the box and Steven Santini (delay of game) off the ice. That's when Zadorov took a pass from Slepyshev and unleashed another bomb from the center of the blue line that beat Gillies over his glove to give Russia a 4-3 lead at 14:16.

Vasilevskiy was tremendous in the second with a few big stops to keep his team within 3-2. After a shaky first period, the 6-foot-3, 200-pounder turned away all seven shots he faced in the middle period. His finest came six minutes into the period when he denied Hartman off an odd-man rush with Grzelcyk when he threw out his right pad at the last second. He later stopped Di Pauli while hugging the right post at 7:43.

"I think he made a heck of a save there," Hartman said. "I just needed to elevate that a little more but those types of saves happen. It was a turning point in the game."

Lucia, whose team finished 0-for-5 on the power-play, called it the save of the game.

"I think he made a couple of critical saves when it was 3-2," Lucia said. "That one against Hartman was big. I thought once we adjusted to how good they were down low and how quick and strong they were in our own zone, we started clicking. I give the boys credit for taking a 3-2 lead, and then for the first segment of the second period I thought we were playing exactly the way we wanted to play … until the penalties."

In a bit of a shakeup, Lucia opted to make a shift on left wing on his second and third lines. He promoted Matteau to the second unit alongside Hartman and center Jack Eichel. Adam Erne, who had played the entirety of the tournament in that spot, was shifted to Matteau's spot on a line with Hudson Fasching and center Andrew Copp.

The move seemed to reinvigorate Matteau, who had a goal and an assist in the opening 20 minutes when the teams combined for five goals.

The U.S. took its first lead late in the first when Kerdiles collected a waist-high pass from Riley Barber at the Russian blue line and whipped a shot past a surprised Vasilevskiy high to the short side at 16:51 for a 3-2 edge. The goal came minutes after the U.S. had pulled into a 2-2 tie when Hartman took a pass from Matteau while skating hard down the slot and beat Vasilevskiy with a backhand shot at 11:23.

"I thought our discipline and our penalty kill were the reasons we were eliminated," Hartman said. "Last year we allowed just three goals [in 28 times shorthanded] for the whole tournament. I think we allowed three power-play goals in the first three or four games this year. That was another thing we stressed from the beginning."

The Americans, who went 4-for-6 on the penalty kill against Russia, allowed six power-play goals in 21 times shorthanded at the tournament.

Grigorenko, a first-round pick (No. 12) of the Buffalo Sabres in 2012, gave Russia a 1-0 lead 6:17 into the first when he took a feed from Slepyshev and scored his team-leading fourth goal. The U.S. squared the contest when Matteau cleaned up a rebound at 8:50. Eichel made the play happen when he skated hard down right wing, curled behind the Russian net and got a shot on Vasilevskiy that the Russian goalie stopped, but Matteau scored on the rebound.

Russia took a 2-1 lead when Buchnevich jammed a shot home off the right post while Gillies was sprawled on the ice at 9:11.

Finland 5, Czech Republic 3 -- Saku Maenalanen scored two goals to help rally Finland to a victory against Czech Republic on Thursday in the quarterfinals of the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship at Malmo Arena, in Malmo, Sweden.

Finland will play Canada in the semifinals Saturday (3 p.m. ET, NHLN-US). Canada beat Switzerland 4-1 in its quarterfinal game Thursday.

Advancing to the final four is a big change for the Finns from the 2013 WJC, when they failed to make the medal round and had to survive the relegation round. It's also the second time in eight years Finland will have a chance to play for a medal.

"That's something we talked about before the tournament, that Finland hasn't won in a while," Ikonen told the IIHF website. "That's something we're trying to change with our own game. We're going toward it one game at a time."

The Finns spotted the Czech Republic a 3-1 lead before scoring four unanswered goals.

Nashville Predators prospect Juuse Saros made 20 saves to earn the victory and captain Teuvo Teravainen, a first-round pick (No. 18) of the Chicago Blackhawks in 2012, had two assists.

The Finns received a boost to their lineup with the return of defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen (flu) and forward Artturi Lehkonen (lower body), and will play for a medal for just the second time in the past eight years. The country won a bronze in 2006.

Czech goalie Marek Langhamer made 29 saves. The Czechs haven't celebrated a medal since 2005, when it won bronze.

"You have to play for 60 minutes, not 40," Langhamer, a Phoenix Coyotes prospect, told the IIHF website. "It's a tough loss but it's just the way it is."

Henri Ikonen, a 2013 sixth-round pick (No. 154) of the Tampa Bay Lightning, scored an even-strength goal 5:56 into the third to pull the Finns into a 3-3 tie.

Saku Kinnunen, who received a C rating from NHL Central Scouting in its December list of players to watch for the 2014 NHL Draft, scored the game-winner at 11:39 of the third, giving Finland a 4-3 lead. Juuso Ikonen, a fellow C-rated prospect for the 2014 draft, made the play happen when he skated down right wing and curled behind the net before passing the puck through the crease. The puck deflected off the stick of Ramus Kumala to Kinnunen, who scored into the open side of the net despite the tough angle.

Maenalanen, a fifth-round pick (No. 125) of the Nashville Predators in 2013, scored his sixth of the tournament into an empty net with 15.3 seconds remaining.

Maenalanen gave Finland a 1-0 lead 2:54 into the first period but the Czech Republic scored the next three goals. Dominik Simon started the run with a goal 3:39 into the first.

Martin Prochazka's goal at 1:07 gave the Czechs the lead, and Radek Faksa scored at 4:23 to open a 3-1 advantage.

Juuso Ikonen scored his first of the game 18:05 into the second to pull the Finns within 3-2 before Finland erupted in the third period, when it outshot its opponent 12-5.

Norway 3, Germany 0 -- Joachim Svendsen made 29 saves to lead Norway to its first victory of the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, taking Game 1 of the relegation round against Germany at Malmo Arena in Malmo, Sweden on Thursday.

The best-of-3 series, which resumes Friday with Game 2, will determine which country will avoid relegation to Division I. The winner will remain in the top division for the 2015 WJC.

Norway got goals from Andreas Klavestad, Martin Ronnild and Didrik Svendsen, and Jorgen Karterud chipped in with two assists.

Ronnild, a C-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list of prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft, scored a power-play goal 5:06 into the second to give Norway a 1-0 lead. Didrik Svendsen extended the lead just 1:13 later with an even-strength goal.

"We have had negative things that we've dealt with in this tournament," Norway captain Erlend Lesund told the IIHF website. "We've got to take the good power play we had [against Germany] and bring it [Friday] too."

Klavestad's goal at 13:42 of the second that gave Norway a 3-0 advantage also was scored on the power play.

The Norwegians entered the game having scored three goals in preliminary-round losses to Sweden, Finland, Russia and Switzerland. The team had allowed 29 total goals in those defeats.

German captain Leon Draisaitl, who is an A-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's players to watch list, received 27 penalty minutes in the game. His slashing call 5:06 into the second led to Ronnild's goal, and a game misconduct for high sticking at 12:03 gave Klavestad his opportunity.

Draisaitl, who is in his second season with the Prince Albert Raiders of the Western Hockey League this season, has two assists, a minus-4 rating and a tournament-leading 52 penalty minutes. He also was suspended one game after receiving a match penalty for hitting from behind in an 8-0 loss against the United States on Monday.

---
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Shot-blocking Wolves put bodies on line

After going most of the week without a toe in the trade waters, the Sudbury Wolves jumped in the pool – all in – with a pair of pre-deadline deals Thursday.

Sudbury acquired 19-year-old defenceman Trevor Carrick from the Mississauga Steelheads, along with a fifth-round selection in the 2015 OHL Priority Selection and the rights to 17-year-old rearguard Bradley Bell, a local product who has made an NCAA commitment.

In return, Mississauga received 17-year-old rookie defenceman Stefan LeBlanc, along with three second-round picks, in 2016, 2017 and 2018, as well as a conditional third-rounder.

A few hours later, Sudbury pulled the trigger again, acquiring 19-year-old centre Radek Faksa from the Kitchener Rangers in exchange for another Czech import, 18-year-old winger Dominik Kubalik, and second-round selections in 2014 and 2016.

“This is the first time I've been in a situation to really load up a team like this,” Wolves general manager Blaine Smith said. “In past years, I've always tried to tweak or sell some of our bigger players, like last year.”

Sudbury dealt Josh Leivo, Frank Corrado and Joel Vienneau to Kitchener, receiving Franky Palazzese, Matt Schmalz and Cory Genovese, two days before the 2013 trade deadline, then shipped Justin Sefton to London, getting Kevin Raine in return, the next day.

“That really set the stage for this,” Smith said.

“We're really excited to add Trevor Carrick. He's one of the best defencemen in the OHL, he's got 16 goals, can quarterback our power play and he gives us some toughness and size. We really feel like we're acquired the best defenceman available.

“Faksa's a first-round pick of Dallas, he can play centre, he can play wing, he can play in front of the net on the power play, he plays on the penalty kill – he's just an all-around package.

“Both of these players are moving on to the NHL next year and we're very pleased we can attract them here and acquire them and hopefully win a championship.”

The OHL trade deadline is noon on Friday.

'FOR THE BEST'

Carrick, a native of Stouffville, Ont., who's drafted and signed by the Carolina Hurricanes, leads OHL defencemen with 16 goals and his team with 31 points in 41 games.

With several contenders high on the 6-foot-2, 175-pounder's skill set, he knew a trade could be coming.

“It's exciting,” said Carrick, reached via cellphone while en route to the Nickel City. “Honestly, I had no idea I would be going to Sudbury, but when I found out, I was excited. I've heard nothing but good things about the organization and I know a couple of guys there, so I have talked with them briefly and I look forward to seeing them there.”

He's friends with Wolves blueliner Jeff Corbett, who's from Uxbridge, about 20 minutes from Stouffville.

“We played summer hockey together,” Carrick said. “I knew him growing up and now we'll play together or maybe even be D partners.”

Sudbury hosts Mississauga on Friday at 7:30 p.m. It's the first time Carrick will see his former teammates since the trade.

“I'll miss them,” Carrick said. “They were great to me there and helped me grow into the player I am today. I have to thank James Boyd (Mississauga coach/GM), who's a great coach and helped me get drafted and signed by Carolina. It's tough to leave, but it's for the best.”

Carrick likes Sudbury's post-season potential.

“They've been doing pretty good,” Carrick said. “They've got a lot of good players and just picked up Faksa, so there's a lot of firepower up front and they're solid on D and have a good goalie. Out of all the teams in the Eastern Conference, they're a good contender heading into the playoffs.”

Friday's game will also be LeBlanc's first against his old club, though he had a warmup when the Steelheads visited the North Bay Battalion on Thursday.

LeBlanc first heard about the deal Wednesday evening.

“It was a wild night, for sure,” he said. “I was a little bit shocked at first, but I had heard some rumours, so I guess I wasn't completely surprised.

“I'm excited to get started in Mississauga. From all I've heard, it's a great organization. I want to wish them the best of luck in Sudbury. Those guys work hard and I'm sure they'll do well.”

LeBlanc has emerged as professional prospect during his rookie season and stands a good chance of hearing his name called in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft. He would have played a key role for the Wolves going forward.

Instead, he'll do that for the Steelheads, who have a promising young group of 15-, 16- and 17-year-old defencemen.

“In order to part with a player like Trevor, we needed a good player who could come in and help us right away, and we got that in Stefan LeBlanc,” Boyd said. “I think it was a positive trade for both teams.”

FAMILIAR FACE

In Faksa, the Wolves get a player well known, and highly regarded, by head coach Paul Fixter.

Fixter was associate coach and assistant GM in Kitchener during Faksa's first two seasons in the league. He couldn't wait to welcome the 6-foot-3, 210-pounder to the Wolves' den.

“He's a big, strong, power forward, a true centreman who can play against other teams' best lines,” Fixter said. “He's a world-class player who's coming off a good performance at the world juniors. He has a great work ethic and he's just a tremendous player.”

The native of Opava, Czech Republic, whom the Dallas Stars made a first-round draft pick in 2012, has 16 goals and 11 assists in 30 games this season.

Fixter is less familiar with Carrick, but he's seen enough of him during games against Mississauga, as well as the Subway Super Series, to know the Wolves are getting a big-time blueliner.

“He's a guy who can play a ton of minutes, a puck-moving, offensive-minded defenceman who is great on the power play,” Fixter said. “He plays with a lot of determination and grit, too, just an all-around, really good defenceman. He's an NHL signed player who wants to win while he's here.”

FRESH START

Faksa and the Wolves will play Kubalik and the Rangers at the Aud in Kitchener on Feb. 9.

Kubalik hopes to be making his mark in the Tri-City area by then.

The Los Angeles Kings draft pick hasn't been satisfied with his performance in Sudbury, despite 13 goals and 10 assists in 36 games.

Reached on Thursday, he welcomed the chance for a fresh start.

“I felt OK, because you know, I didn't play well in Sudbury,” Kubalik said. “I think its great experience for me to be part of the such a great organization like Kitchener and I'm excited to play there.

“I'm gonna miss everybody from Sudbury, because I played here almost two years, so Sudbury aways will be in my heart and I love everyone from the team.”

OHL teams can carry only two imports. Centre Dominik Kahun remains with the Wolves.

With Faksa graduating in the spring, Sudbury will likely make a pick in the 2014 CHL Import Draft.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson

Plymouth goalie Nedeljkovic quickly gaining notice

Thursday, 01.09.2014 / 3:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

15 

5 

20 

Email 

Comment

Print

Alex Nedeljkovic never dreamed he'd play a vital role as a rookie goaltender for the Ontario Hockey League's Plymouth Whalers last season.

But now that he's been there and done that, he knows the road to becoming a legitimate top prospect at his position for the 2014 NHL Draft is officially a go.

"I think it was cool as a rookie coming in and taking over and playing the minutes I played … even in the playoffs," Nedeljkovic told NHL.com. "It was a really good opportunity for me to kind of get ahead and prepare for this year.

"I knew what to expect going into this season; I know what to expect from certain teams and how the crowds will react at certain venues."

 Alex Nedeljkovic is a B-rated goalie on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list. (Photo: Terry Wilson/OHL Images)

In his first OHL season, Nedeljkovic pushed incumbent Matt Mahalak, a 2011 sixth-round (No. 163) selection of the Carolina Hurricanes, all season long. He eventually took over the starting role during the OHL playoffs. There, the 6-foot, 184-pound left-hander finished 9-5 with a 2.71 goals-against average and .908 save percentage with one shutout. The Whalers dropped a five-game series to the eventual OHL champion London Knights in the Western Conference final.

Not only was Nedeljkovic named to first-team on the OHL Rookie Team, but he was also tabbed the Whalers Rookie of the Year.

Plymouth coach Mike Vellucci feels Nedeljkovic, who was chosen in the sixth round (No. 123) by the Whalers in the 2012 OHL priority draft, is primed for a successful year.

"It's a big year for Alex, but he's a great goalie," Vellucci told the Observer & Eccentric. "He's got that great demeanor and so we expect big things from him."

As a rookie, Nedeljkovic went 19-2-1-1 with a 2.28 GAA, .923 save percentage and two shutouts in 26 games. He is a B-rated goalie on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list from the OHL. The only A-rated goalie on Central Scouting's list is Thatcher Demko of Boston College in Hockey East.

"I feel it's something hard to accomplish, but just because I'm B-rated now doesn't mean I will be in the future," Nedeljkovic said. "I have to keep playing hard to keep that rating and that's what I'm going to do."

In 36 games for Plymouth (15-21-4) in 2013-14, Nedeljkovic is 13-18-4 with a 3.24 goals-against average and .915 save percentage. On Saturday, he was named third star in a 4-3 shootout victory against the Niagara IceDogs, making 39 saves in regulation and overtime before denying both shooters in the tiebreaker. He was invited to participate in the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Top Prospects Game in Pittsburgh in September and stopped 13 of 16 shots in 30:53 of playing time.

Nedeljkovic will also participate in the 2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15.

PROSPECTS

Nedeljkovic quickly gaining notice

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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"He's another very quick and athletic goalie; I like his drive and determination," Central Scouting's Al Jensen told NHL.com. "He battles and has good strength in his crease area, has excellent recovery and lateral quickness. He's got quick reactions, flaring out his pads to make low corner stops. He's very smart and is capable of playing big games consistently."

Nedeljkovic was asked if he considers his position more mentally or physically demanding.

"It's probably 60 percent mental and 40 physical, just because the mental game now is such a big part of it," he said. "You have to be able to get rid of those bad goals right away, because 10 seconds later the puck is coming right back at you and you might have to make that big save."

He was reminded of the tough 4-0 loss he took as a member of the United States Under-18 Select Team against Canada in the final of the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka over the summer. Despite a 26-save effort, the Canadians earned their sixth straight tournament title.

"My immediate reaction after that loss is disappointment because it was Canada and anytime you lose to Canada … those are the games you want to win if you're wearing the USA jersey," Nedeljkovic said. "That was a tough one to get out of my head just because you're watching them celebrate in front of you, and going through the handshake line they're smiling and cheering."

It's just another example of how difficult it is to remain mentally focused as a goalie.

"A lot of people think that just because you're a goalie, it's just about staying in the net, but you have to be able to keep up with that play for two-and-a-half minutes at a time and that could do a lot on your body so you have to be physically capable," he said. "Anything I can do to make myself mentally stronger is probably the most important thing for me as a goalie."

---

Confident Thomas thriving with hometown Hitmen
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CALGARY -- Ben Thomas can remember a time when the only way he was allowed to step foot in Scotiabank Saddledome was to buy a ticket.

Now he calls it home.

The 2014 NHL Draft-eligible defenseman has blossomed with the Calgary Hitmen this season in the rink he grew up cheering in, no less.

"It's pretty amazing," Thomas said. "I used to go to Flames games and Hitmen games all the time as a kid. I remember the first time I went out for practice with the Hitmen. It was just a really weird feeling being out there after all those years of watching other teams on the ice. To be able to have this as my home rink is pretty special."

Navigating through his draft year, the 17-year-old Thomas doesn't have to look far to find motivation.

 Defenseman Ben Thomas, 17, plays for the Calgary Hitmen in the same arena where he cheered on the Flames as a kid. (Photo: Calgary Hitmen, WHL)

Just down the hall, in fact.

"It's kind of weird seeing all these guys that you'd see on TV walking by in the hallway and seeing them at the rink sometimes," said Thomas, who has three goals and 17 points in 37 games with the Hitmen this season. "It's pretty cool that we get to come to the rink and see how they conduct themselves and see them on the ice every day.

"I look at the good defensemen out there and see their practice habits and pick up a few tips of what they do and apply them to my game as well."

Those tips have certainly helped.

The 6-foot-2, 193-pound blueliner has been making big strides toward carving out a career of his own.

Buried down the Hitmen's depth chart and relegated primarily to Alberta Junior Hockey League action last season, Thomas has thrived, not survived, in Calgary this year.

"He's more consistent," Hitmen coach Mike Williamson said. "We saw stretches even last year when Benny got called up that he looked poised and polished, but there was a lot of gaps in between his top shifts and bottom shifts.

"The biggest thing for Ben, he's gotten better and he's continued to improve his consistency. When he does that, he continues to improve. He's got a great skill set and he's a multi-dimensional player. He's got good poise and vision offensively but he can play a good, sound defensive game as well, so he's a guy that can eat up a lot of minutes."

That poise has come with a newfound confidence, Thomas said.

"I took my game to a new level," he said. "This year I'm playing with confidence and it's setting my game up a little bit. Everything's working out for me this year. I'm really excited. I'm hoping it'll keep going.

"I've always had the skill set, I think. It's just about believing I can play at this level and having belief in yourself on the ice, I think, is the biggest thing you can have as a player."

That new confidence hasn't gone unnoticed.

Scouts are perking up every time Thomas jumps the boards to take a shift.

"Benny had a great start to the season and really opened up a lot of eyes when we had a lot of scouts in the first five, 10 games of the season," Williamson said. "We had a lot of guys come down and say, 'Who is this guy and where'd he come from?' because they had him on the radar, but not to do what he was doing."

It's not just scouts that have come away impressed with Thomas' progression.

Hitmen goaltender Chris Driedger has come away impressed in the way his teammate has so rapidly developed.

"At the beginning of the year, we all knew he had the offensive skill," said Driedger, drafted by the Ottawa Senators in the third round (No. 76) in 2012. "After the first couple games he was struggling a bit defensively, but as of late he's been probably the best guy, from my standpoint, on getting sticks on pucks and on rushes keeping a great gap. He's come a long way.

"When it comes to that, I feel like guys that improve quicker are more likely to make the NHL. You see that in this guy. There's some real potential there, in my personal opinion."

Many have agreed with Driedger's assessment.

Central Scouting ranked Thomas as a 'C' skater in its Preliminary 2014 Players to Watch for November and named him as one of the 40 players that will participate in the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in January.

From Williamson's view, it's well deserved.

"He opened up a lot of eyes and with the first half, he's earned himself a great opportunity to participate in that game and represent us well and do well for himself there," he said. "He's done a great job and has earned everything to date."

The game, which pits much of the top draft-eligible talent against each other, is in Calgary no less, and has given Thomas another reason to be confident in his game.

"That's definitely a little bit of a booster there," said Thomas, who will represent Team Orr at the event. "It's going to be nice to be able to be in my home rink and have the fans out there."

Thomas started out as one of those fans. Now, he's in charge of bringing them out of their seats.

And come June in Philadelphia, Thomas hopes an NHL team will return the favor at the draft.

Collegiate programs provide bulk of U.S. WJC talent
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It shouldn't come as a surprise more than half the players invited to the 2014 United States National Junior Team selection camp on the campus of the University of Minnesota this week are also standouts in college.

The fact is USA Hockey has traditionally scoured the collegiate ranks every year with the focus of bringing the best the country has to offer to the prestigious 10-team World Junior Championship. This year was no exception as 21 of the 29 players invited are starring for programs across the NCAA landscape.

"The collegiate players are our bread and butter to where we end up on this roster," U.S. National Junior Team general manager Jim Johannson said. "I think the partnership we have with supporting U.S. junior hockey and USA Hockey as a whole has been vital to the unlimited growth of the American player both in college and the international scene. So it's by nature of structure that college hockey needs USA Hockey to be strong and, by nature of player development, we need college hockey to be strong."

USA SELECTION CAMP ROSTER

GOALIES: *Jon Gillies, Providence College, HEA (Calgary); Anthony Stolarz, London, OHL (Philadelphia); Thatcher Demko, Boston College, HEA (2014 draft eligible)

DEFENSEMEN: Matthew Grzelcyk, Boston University, HEA (Boston); Brady Skjei, University of Minnesota, Big Ten (New York Rangers); Ian McCoshen, Boston College, HEA (Florida); Steven Santini, Boston College, HEA (New Jersey); Brett Pesce, University of New Hampshire, HEA (Carolina); Anthony DeAngelo, Sarnia, OHL (2014); Will Butcher, University of Denver, NCHC (Colorado); Connor Carrick, Plymouth, OHL (Washington)

FORWARDS: Nicolas Kerdiles, University of Wisconsin, Big Ten (Anaheim); Adam Erne, Quebec, QMJHL (Tampa Bay); Stefan Matteau, Rimouski, QMJHL (New Jersey); Thomas Di Pauli, University of Notre Dame, HEA (Washington); Tyler Motte, University of Michigan, Big Ten (Chicago); Daniel O'Regan, Boston University, HEA (San Jose); Jack Eichel, USA U-18, USHL (2015 draft eligible); Andrew Copp, University of Michigan, Big Ten (Winnipeg); J.T. Compher, University of Michigan, Big Ten (Buffalo); Quentin Shore, University of Denver, NCHC (Ottawa); *Ryan Hartman, Plymouth, OHL (Chicago); *Riley Barber, Miami University, NCHC (Washington); Hudson Fasching, University of Minnesota, Big Ten (Los Angeles); Henrik Samuelsson, Edmonton, WHL (Phoenix); Ryan Fitzgerald, Boston College, HEA (Boston)

*- Returning player

 When the United States captured its first gold medal at the 2004 World Junior Championship in Finland, 17 of the 22 players were collegians. That impressive list included goalie Al Montoya (University of Michigan), defensemen Matt Carle (University of Denver), Mark Stuart (Colorado College) and Ryan Suter (University of Wisconsin) and forwards Zach Parise (University of North Dakota), Drew Stafford (North Dakota) and David Booth (Michigan State University). 

"They all want to be there and know the importance of the tournament to represent their country," 2014 U.S. National Junior Team coach Don Lucia said. "The colleges are proud to send their guys and it's been a great two-way street as far as the cooperation between USA Hockey and the college programs and those programs allowing their kids to represent their country for USA Hockey."

The 2010 WJC in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, was certainly a memorable one for the Americans as they defeated Canada 6-5 in overtime to win their second gold medal and snap the latter's five-year reign as tournament champion. That U.S. team had 11 college players, including defenseman Jake Gardiner (Wisconsin), and forwards Chris Kreider (Boston College), Derek Stepan (Wisconsin) and Kyle Palmieri (University of Notre Dame).

"I think we have a lot of good coaches at the collegiate level," Lucia said. "It's a great development process because of the amount of practice we get to help make them better players; the weight training all year around. It's a good process where they're at."

There were 14 college players on the U.S. gold medal-winning roster at the 2013 WJC in Russia.

Lucia, who is in his 15th season as head coach at the University of Minnesota, knows from experience what an honor it is to have a student-athlete represent his country at the WJC.

In 2010, he had forward Jordan Schroeder and in 2013, defensemen Mike Reilly and Brady Skjei. This year's select camp roster includes Golden Gophers Skjei and forward Hudson Fasching.

"To have guys leave their program and represent their country, it is a tremendous honor," Lucia said. "I let the people around here know that the World Junior tournament is the Olympics for those players under the age of 20; it's the best players in the world other than a handful of guys playing in the NHL.

"When you get down to the last few weeks leading up to selection camp, there's a lot of nervousness whether they will be selected and there's disappointment when they aren't. I had to share the news with a couple of my players that weren't going to be invited and it wasn't easy, but both are 1995-born and have another opportunity next year."

University of Miami head coach Enrico Blasi will likely lose sophomore forward Riley Barber during the 11-day tournament that runs Dec. 25 through Jan. 5, 2014. Barber is one of three returning players from the 2013 WJC team that won gold following a 3-1 victory against Sweden in the championship game.

"It starts with USA Hockey at the grassroots level and the way we've kind of developed our players over the years in leading up to where they're playing in college hockey," Blasi said. "When they're playing college hockey, they're playing at such a high level and with such intensity, getting the coaching and mentoring from all the college coaches they've played for."

Barber, drafted in the sixth round (No. 167) by the Washington Capitals at the 2012 NHL Draft, had three goals, six points and a plus-1 rating in seven games at the 2013 WJC. The tournament was chock-full of NHL-caliber talent since it took place during the NHL work stoppage.

"The [college] player understands the competition level and the pride it takes to play for your country at that point to go out and execute," Blasi said. "Obviously, teams that have won gold medals have a tremendous amount of skill and understood that they had to work as well. We're very proud of the fact college hockey has played a factor in how the World Junior team shakes out."

---

Scherbak showing ability to acclimate quickly

Thursday, 12.12.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Saskatoon Blades general manager Lorne Molleken didn't have a lot to go on when it came time to making a decision on right wing Nikita Scherbak at the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft.

"There weren't a whole lot of teams who saw him play, but the people I knew told me he was a skilled player and good skater," Molleken told NHL.com. "When I did my checking on him I received a lot of positive reports from NHL teams."

Chalk one up for Molleken and his scouting staff. Turns out choosing Scherbak in the second round (No. 109) was an absolute steal for the Blades. While it took an entire training camp and preseason before he was given his official release from his team in Russia, Kapitan Stupino, Saskatoon coach Dave Struch soon realized it was worth the wait.

 Nikita Scherbak leads the Blades in goals (17), assists (25), points (42) and plus/minus rating (plus-10) in 32 games this season. (Photo: Steve Hiscock/Saskatoon Blades Hockey Club)

"While we were in training camp and waiting for his papers to be finished so that he could join us on the ice, he sat in the players' box and rode a stationary bike while we practiced and played," Struch told NHL.com. "When he finally got his release, the coaching staff went to show him our systems and he showed us our systems. He picked up everything just from watching our practices and games."

It might take time before Scherbak masters the English language, but he's been going to class and learning at an accelerated rate.

"He's learning a lot more because he doesn't shut up now," Struch said.

Scherbak leads the Blades in goals (17), assists (25), points (42) and plus/minus rating (plus-10) in 32 games. He's second with six power-play goals.

"The best thing about him is that he's very coachable and teachable," Struch said. "Because he can skate he can get on the puck. But when he's not on it right away he's not afraid to make or take a hit. When you've got that part of a game from a Russian player it's exciting."

The 6-foot, 172-pounder earned an A rating from NHL Central Scouting in its November players to watch list of prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft. Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan said he was surprised at how quickly Scherbak grasped the North American game.

"When I watched him the first few games of the season he didn't know which way to go, but you could still see he had that high skill level," Sullivan told NHL.com. "When I went to scout Saskatoon a few weeks later I couldn't believe it was the same player; he was outstanding."

Scherbak had no points and a minus-3 rating in his first two games. He'd make up for lost time in October, however, totaling 11 goals, 25 points and a plus-12 rating in 14 games.

"He's a gifted skater. Gifted with the puck and his vision is really good," Struch said. "We're a gritty team so stops and starts are the key to our success. As a Russian player he's come a long way from the first five games. He's coming back into our zone and stopping and being sounder defensively. He's learning the North American way.

PROSPECTS

Nedeljkovic quickly gaining notice

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 Alex Nedeljkovic never dreamed he'd play a vital role as a rookie goaltender for the Ontario Hockey League's Plymouth Whalers last season. READ MORE › Confident Thomas thriving with hometown Hitmen

Collegiate programs provide bulk of U.S. WJC talent

Scherbak showing ability to acclimate quickly

ALL PROSPECTS STORIES ›

"After talking to his agent [Vlad Shushkovsky], we figured it would take the full year to develop a more North American style to his game. But we've seen signs of it already which has helped our team."

Struch had to think long and hard for the last time Saskatoon had a Russian having this much success as a rookie.

It was during the 2005-06 season, when goalie Anton Khudobin went 23-13-2 with four shutouts, a 2.90 goals-against average and .917 save percentage. Khudobin was drafted by the Minnesota Wild in the seventh round (No. 206) of the 2004 draft and currently plays for the Carolina Hurricanes.

"There's no doubt Nikita has been a big surprise for all of us, but I give all the credit in the world to the player for putting the time in and wanting to learn the game over here and being as coachable as he is," Struch said. "He doesn't always do the right thing, but he listens to us and wants to get better."

In addition to his skill set, Sullivan said Scherbak has an edge to his game, and that only will bolster his draft stock. Struch said Scherbak can play center or right wing and work the point or play center on the power play.

"At the start we were having a tough time putting him on the ice for the last 10 minutes of a game because he was a bit of a defensive liability," Struch said. "Now, when it's close or we have a lead we've given him a taste of that and he's succeeded."

One thing is certain: Scherbak always finds the time to have some fun off the ice with his teammates.

"In the big picture he's been a big part of our team and has been an unbelievable kid," Struch said. "He's a joker too, which is fun. He fits in really good with the players, but again, I go back to wanting to learn the language. He's put time into it and that can only help his linemates."

---

Reinhart, Ekblad named captains of Top Prospects

Thursday, 01.09.2014 / 4:03 PM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Forward Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice and defenseman Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts on Thursday were named captains for the 2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game on Jan. 15 in Calgary.

The Top Prospects Game will showcase the Canadian Hockey League's top 40 NHL draft-eligible players for the 2014 NHL Draft, featuring talent from the Western Hockey League, Ontario Hockey League and Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

"I don't think you will find one scout say this game will dramatically influence their position on a specific player, but a good performance always bodes well," NHL Central Scouting Director Dan Marr said via a conference call on Thursday. "The players in this game were voted in by the NHL teams, so now those teams will get an opportunity to see them play."

2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Rosters

Team Cherry (Coach Jim Peplinski)

Goalies: Ty Edmonds, Prince George Cougars, WHL; Alex Nedeljkovic, Plymouth Whalers, OHL.

Defense: #Roland McKeown, Kingston Frontenacs, OHL; Alexis Vanier, Baie-Comeau Drakkar, QMJHL; Haydn Fleury, Red Deer Rebels, WHL; Anthony DeAngelo, Sarnia Sting, OHL; Aaron Irving, Edmonton Oil Kings, WHL; Jacob Middleton, Ottawa 67's, OHL.

Forwards: Chase De Leo, Portland Winterhawks, WHL; Robert Fabbri, Guelph Storm, OHL; Nick Ritchie, Peterborough Petes, OHL; Matt Mistele, Plymouth Whalers, OHL; *Sam Reinhart, Koontenay Ice, WHL; Nikita Scherbak, Saskatoon Blades, WHL; Daniel Audette, Sherbrooke Phoenix, QMJHL; #Ivan Barbashev, Moncton Wildcats, QMJHL; Michael Dal Colle, Oshawa Generals, OHL; Ryan MacInnis, Kitchener Rangers, OHL; Nikolay Goldobin, Sarnia Sting, OHL; Conner Bleackley, Red Deer Rebels, WHL.

Team Orr (Coach Tim Hunter)

Goalies: Mason McDonald, Acadie-Bathurst Titan, QMJHL; Julio Billia, Chicoutimi Sagueneens, QMJHL.

Defense: Alex Peters, Plymouth Whalers, OHL; Brycen Martin, Swift Current Broncos, WHL; *Aaron Ekblad, Barrie Colts, OHL; Julius Honka, Swift Current Broncos, WHL; Ben Thomas, Calgary Hitmen, WHL; Aaron Haydon, Niagara IceDogs, OHL.

Forwards: Eric Cornel, Peterborough Petes, OHL; Brendan Perlini, Niagara IceDogs, OHL; #Jake Virtanen, Calgary Hitmen, WHL; Jared McCann, Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, OHL; Brendan Lemieux, Barrie Colts, OHL; #Nikolaj Ehlers, Halifax Mooseheads, QMJHL; Clark Bishop, Cape Breton Screaming Eagles, QMJHL; Josh Ho-Sang, Windsor Spitfires, OHL; Blake Clarke, North Bay Battalion, OHL; Leon Draisaitl, Prince Albert Raiders, WHL; Sam Bennett, Kingston Frontenacs, OHL; Spencer Watson, Kingston Frontenacs, OHL.

 * - Captains

 # - Alternate captains

Reinhart will captain Team Cherry, which will be coached by Jim Peplinski. The alternate captains will be defenseman Roland McKeown of the Kingston Frontenacs (OHL) and forward Ivan Barbashev of the Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL).

Ekblad will wear the "C" for Team Orr, coached by Tim Hunter. The alternates are forward Jake Virtanen of the hometown Calgary Hitmen (WHL) and forward Nikolaj Ehlers of the Halifax Mooseheads (QMJHL).

"I want to shut down Sam," Ekblad said. "I want to make sure he doesn't score any goals, so that's my main goal for now. Of course winning the game is also important, and I want those bragging rights over him."

Both Reinhart and Ekblad are not only A-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list for the 2014 draft, but participated in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship for fourth-place Canada. Reinhart had two goals, five points and a plus-3 rating in a top-six role for Canada coach Brent Sutter, and Ekblad had one goal and two points in a top-four role along the blue line for his country.

"I don't think I've ever played against Aaron, so it'll be exciting. I may have to fight him once or twice," Reinhart said, tongue in cheek.

Reinhart, a 6-foot-0.75, 185-pound right-hander, has 16 goals and 50 points in 33 games for Kootenay in the WHL. He's in his third full season with the Ice and has 81 goals and 199 points in 176 career games with the team.

He led the Ice last season in goals (35), assists (50) and points (85). He not only captained Canada's team that won the gold medal at the 2012 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka, but also wore the "C" for Canada's World Under-18 National Team that garnered gold. At the U-18 World Championship in Sochi, Russia, Reinhart had three goals, seven points and a plus-7 rating on a line primarily with Morgan Klimchuk (Calgary Flames, No. 28, 2013) and 2015 draft-eligible prodigy Connor McDavid.

Reinhart has quite the hockey pedigree.

Max Reinhart, 21, was taken by the Calgary Flames in the third round (No. 63) of the 2010 draft. The only defenseman of the trio, Griffin Reinhart, 19, was selected No. 4 by the New York Islanders in 2012. His father, Paul Reinhart, who will serve as an assistant coach for Team Cherry, was chosen No. 12 by the Atlanta Flames in 1979.

"My brothers have had a huge impact on my career," Sam Reinhart said. "It's not so much what they've said as it's been just watching them both handle their draft years. I learned a lot watching what they experienced."

Ekblad (6-3.5, 216), who has 10 goals and 25 points in 29 games in the OHL, served as the captain for first-place Canada at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka this past summer. He was also captain of Team Ontario at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge and finished as the second-highest scoring defenseman at the tournament with six points (two goals, four assists).

Ekblad was granted exceptional player status by Hockey Canada to be eligible for the 2011 OHL priority selection draft as a 15-year-old -- a year younger than the standard age of 16. He was selected No. 1 in 2011 by the Colts in the OHL priority selection and had 10 goals and 29 points in 63 games to earn OHL Rookie of the Year honors.

"Me, Sam and all the other players at this game have a special bond; we're all fighting for top honors in this year's draft," Ekblad said. "It's going to be an exciting time and obviously to play against Sam is going to be exciting."

---

Demko: 'Awesome experiece' at World Juniors

Monday, 01.06.2014 / 6:07 PM

By Thatcher Demko - Special to NHL.com / Thatcher Demko blog
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Thatcher Demko is a goaltender playing his freshman season with Boston College. The 6-foot-3, 190-pounder played his minor hockey in southern California before joining the U.S. National Team Development Program last season. Demko has offered to maintain a monthly blog for NHL.com that will chronicle his season leading up to the 2014 NHL Draft.

Hi guys.

Going to Sweden for the World Junior Championship was an absolutely awesome experience. Obviously finishing fifth wasn't the outcome the team wanted but I'm proud of every guy.

I didn't play any minutes over in Malmo but that's not an excuse to stop getting better as a player. I made sure that I skated every morning with the goalie coach and I got some time in the gym to lift weights when I could.

I also continued to be a student of the game. I kept a notebook and jotted down what I saw and what I felt and some things that I can do better if I'm lucky enough to get a chance to play in the World Juniors next year.

I met some great people and created memories I'll never forget.

Follow Thatcher Demko on Twitter: thatcher_hockey

Kubalik traded for first-round NHL pick, Faksa

By: Sudbury Northern Life Staff
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A first-round pick by the Dallas Stars in 2012, Radek Faksa is one of the best two-way forwards in the OHL, Wolves GM Blaine Smith said. Supplied
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The Sudbury Wolves have announced their second big trade of the day today by acquiring 19-year-old forward Radek Faksa from the Kitchener Rangers. 

Drafted in the first round of the 2012 NHL draft (13th overall) by the Dallas Stars, Faksa is a native of the Czech Republic and recently participated in the World Junior Championships in Sweden for the Czech U20 team.

“In Radek Faksa, we have acquired one of the premiere two-way forwards in the OHL,” Wolves’ GM Blaine Smith said. “Faksa is a first-round National Hockey League draft for a reason and he has the size and skills that allow him to produce big results. 

“Radek plays centre or wing and is an excellent penalty killer as well. Radek is strong on faceoffs and is very effective at net front. We look forward to Radek’s offensive contribution on our power play as well.”

The 6-3”, 210-lb OHL veteran will conclude his OHL career with the Wolves. Faksa has 16 goals and 11 assists for 27 points in 30 games with the Rangers this season.

In return for Faksa, the Wolves traded forward Dominik Kubalik and two second-round draft picks to the Rangers in 2014 and 2016. Kubalik has 13 goals and 10 assists for 23 points so far this season. The Czech Republic native was drafted in the 7th round of the NHL draft by the LA Kings in 2013. 

With the acquisition of Faksa and Trevor Carrick, Wolves’ management have set the tone for the remainder of the season, Smith said.

“We made a key trade a year ago with the acquisition of Franky Palazzese and Matt Schmalz from the Kitchener Rangers in return for Frankie Corrado and Josh Leivo,” he said. “That trade has set the stage for us to build around the core of veteran players that we have, as well as maintaining a bright future for the Sudbury Wolves with young star players like Schmalz, Kyle Capobianco, Troy Timpano and David Zeppieri, to name a few.”

“We have added two of the best graduating players in the OHL to our team today and we look forward to exciting times for our team, our community and Wolves’ fans the rest of the way.”

The Wolves will showcase their new players to Wolves’ fans tomorrow night when the Wolves host the Mississauga Steelheads at 7:30 at the Sudbury Arena. There are plenty of great seats available at the door and fans can purchase their tickets in advance by calling
Boychuk, Lindholm give Canes a spark

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.comJanuary 9, 2014  

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/01/09/3520449/boychuk-lindholm-give-canes-a.html#storylink=cpyZach Boychuk was once a first-round pick by the Canes and drawing praise for his offensive instincts and potential.

Elias Lindholm is now that guy.

On Thursday, the two had a big hand in the Canes rolling past the Toronto Maple Leafs 6-1 for a fifth straight win. Lindholm had a goal and two assists, and Boychuk a goal and assist as they played the wing on the fourth line with center Brett Sutter.

Lindholm, the fifth overall pick of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, returned Tuesday from the World Junior Championship, where he played for Sweden and won a silver medal. He assisted on Jeff Skinner's power-play goal in the first period and scored on a 5-on-3 power play late in the game while also assisting on Boychuk's even-strength score that gave the Canes a 1-0 lead.

Lindholm, 19, said it took him 19 hours to get back from Sweden and after Wednesday's practice with the Canes said he was feeling the effects of the travel. But he seemed fresh enough Thursday.

"I played all right, I guess," Lindholm said. "I was kind of lucky today. It was nothing special. I played with good players and we had good chemistry out there.

"I tried to keep it simple. When you're playing on the big ice and not playing with men (in the World Junior), it's kind of slowed down. So I kept it simple tonight."

That's Boychuk's approach: keep it simple and play hard. The Canes' first-round pick in 2008, he has spent much of his career in the AHL and much of last season going from team to team -- from the Charlotte Checkers (AHL), to the Canes fo one game, to the Pittsburgh Penguins, to the Nashville Predators and finally back to the Canes after being on waivers three times.

But Boychuk, 24, would like to prove he deserves an NHL roster spot. His goal was his first since scoring for the Preds last season, his assist came on a crisp pass off the rush to set up Pat Dwyer's score and he finished plus-2 for the night.

"It's definitely one of the best games I've played," Boychuk said. "Every line as chipping in with the goals. The depth helps. Hopefully we can keep the momentum into next game.

"It's nice to jump on a team early and contribute as a fourth line. That's what you want to do, create energy any way you can, and it's a bonus if you get a goal."

Boychuk said that has been the message from Canes coach Kirk Muller -- to keep pushing, keep generating that energy. Boychuk, Sutter and Lindholm did just that.

Lindholm played six games for Sweden in the World Junior, finishing with two goals and seven assists. Muller said Wednesday that a decision on putting Lindholm in the lineup Thursday would be made after the morning skate, but he was on the top power-play unit at the skate and at wing on the fourth line.

"This morning I heard (Muller) tell 'Lindy' to be ready and keep up with these guys because we've been playing well," Boychuk said, smiling. "It was good to see that he was keeping up and we were actually trying to keep up with him.

"He was awesome tonight. He was in on the forecheck, first guy, and making plays. That's what you need out of high draft pick like that. He's playing with a lot of confidence right now." 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/01/09/3520449/boychuk-lindholm-give-canes-a.html#storylink=cpy
Blazers add Matt Revel in deal with Blades
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By Gregg Drinnan

Daily News Sports Editor

The Kamloops Blazers may be in Spokane but that didn’t stop them from making a deal with the Saskatoon Blades on Wednesday night.

The Blazers dealt defenceman Jordan Thomson, 17, forward Mitch Lipon, 17, and a first-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft to the Blades for forward Matt Revel, 17, a third-round selection in the 2016 draft and a conditional second-round pick in 2014.

Thomson, the fourth overall selection in the 2011 draft, was in his second season with the Blazers. He left the club on Nov. 13, returning home to Wawanesa, Man., for personal reasons, and never returned. He had seven assists in 20 games, after putting up 14 points in 47 games last season.

Lipon, from Regina, had seven points, two of them goals, in 31 games as a freshman with the Blazers.

Revel, from Abbotsford, had 19 points in 61 games as a 16-year-old last season in Saskatoon. This time around, he has 25 points, nine of them goals, in 43 games. Revel was never selected in the WHL draft.

“Matt is a young and talented player that is going to be an important part of this hockey club over the next few seasons,” Kamloops GM Craig Bonner said in a news release. “He has a tremendous skill set and is an elite skater. We believe he can step right in and contribute immediately.”

The trade was announced after the Blades had dropped a 6-4 decision to the Calgary Hitmen last night.

Revel is expected to join the Blazers in time to play against the Chiefs in Spokane on Friday night and should be in the Kamloops lineup Saturday when it plays host to the Prince George Cougars.

Meanwhile, the Kelowna Rockets, the No. 1 team in the CHL’s weekly rankings for the last two weeks, moved to add offence yesterday, two days prior to the arrival of the WHL’s trading deadline.

The Rockets, who dropped a 4-2 decision to the Oil Kings in Edmonton last night, acquired forward Marek Tvrdon, a 20-year-old Slovak, from the Vancouver Giants in exchange for a second-round selection in the 2014 bantam draft.

Tvrdon played 90 games over three seasons with the Giants, scoring 45 goals, but was beset by injuries and missed 126 games. A fourth-round selection by the Detroit Red Wings in the NHL’s 2011 draft, he has played 22 games with the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye this season, putting up 13 points, nine of them goals.

The Rockets expect Tvrdon, who had 31 goals in 60 games with the Giants in 2011-12, to join them on this Alberta swing.

Vancouver didn’t have room for Tvrdon as it has forwards Cain Franson and Tim Traber and defenceman Dalton Thrower as its 20-year-olds.

In order to make room for Tvrdon, the Rockets dealt veteran Zach Franko, 20, to the Kootenay Ice for two draft picks — a second-rounder in 2014 and a third in 2016.

Franko, a Winnipegger, has played 252 games over four seasons with the Rockets, putting up 199 points, including 72 goals.

In another major move, the Calgary Hitmen, who are atop the Eastern Conference, dealt a first-round selection in the 2014 bantam draft to the Portland Winterhawks for the rights to forward Adam Tambellini, 20. The son of former NHLer Steve Tambellini, Adam had been at the U of North Dakota where he had four points, two of them goals, in 16 games.

Tambellini, a third-round selection by the New York Rangers in the 2013 NHL draft, made his WHL with the Hitmen last night,  scoring once and adding three assists as Calgary ran its winning streak to seven games with a 6-4 victory over the host Saskatoon Blades.

The WHL’s trade deadline arrives Friday at 11 a.m. PT.

Since Dec. 28, when the WHL’s Christmas trade freeze ended, teams have combined to swap 27 players and 32 bantam draft picks.
Hayton cleared to play for Musketeers this weekend
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SIOUX CITY | Kyle Hayton has been cleared to play between the pipes for the Sioux City Musketeers.

Hayton (16-6-1, 2.24 goals-against average) suffered a concussion in a 2-1 loss to Western Conference leader Omaha on New Year's Eve. Musketeers Coach Jay Varady is unsure of his starting goaltender heading into Friday's United States Hockey League game at Green Bay (15-9-5) as he may also consider Collin Olson (3-1, 1.51 GAA) for play Friday or on Saturday's game at Chicago (14-16-1).

Hayton's concussion paved the way for three straight starts for Olson, whose 3-0 win over Muskegon last Friday marked the Musketeers’ second shutout of the season and the sixth of his career. Olson, incidentally, was named the USHL's goaltender of the week on Monday.

Hayton ranks second in the USHL in both wins and save percentage (.926). Only Omaha’s Cole Bruns (1.92) and Hayden Hawkey (2.08) better GAA’s than Hayton.

“Kyle’s back,” said Varady, whose squad enters the weekend with a 21-9-1 record.

“He’s healthy. As far as the concussions go, there’s a five-day protocol. If things go good, you’re back in five days.

“Olson’s been a great goaltender for us too. It’s exciting to have Collin in our program and I’m excited that Collin is going to be part of our group in the future.”

Hayton was the winning goalie in 2-1 and 3-2 (overtime) decisions over Green Bay. Two of the Gamblers’ goals in the season series were recorded by Nick Schmaltz, the team’s top scorer with 28 points (8 goals, 20 assists).

The younger brother of former Musketeer Jordan Schmaltz, Nick Schmaltz was one of just three USHL players listed as A-rated prospects by NHL Central Scouting, which released its list last October. This means that Schmaltz will be potentially, a first-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft.

Green Bay also acquired Connor Hurley (6, 11) in a trade from Muskegon on Dec. 19. Hurley, a second-round pick of the Buffalo Sabres in last summer’s NHL Draft, has scored a goal in three of his four games with his new team.

“They are NHL-level forwards,” said Varady. “We need to be aware of where they are on the ice. We need to play physical. We can’t give them time and space. We want to make them earn all 200 feet down the ice on every shift.”

Green Bay is 3-1 since receiving Hurley in exchange for defenseman Christian Wolanin. The Gamblers are 2-3-3 against Western Conference teams, but are a sharp 9-1-1 at Resch Center, where they’ve outscored opponents 37-24.

Musketeers scoring leader Jared Thomas (10, 26) ranks fourth in the USHL with 36 points while teammate Adam Johnson is ninth with 30 (9, 11). Thomas has had an assist in each of his last two games and has scored in 12 of his last 13.

Defensemen Blake Heinrich (6, 8) and Ryan Mantha (1, 5) scored power-play goals in the 2-1 win over the Gamblers on Oct. 19. Brandon Hawkins (15, 11) and Joe Snively (9, 14) tallied second-period goals on Nov. 22 versus Green Bay, but Heinrich’s overtime power-play goal served as the game-winner.

Chicago has won each of its last three home games at Edge Arena, most recently last Saturday’s 4-3 decision over Green Bay highlighted by a game-winning third-period power-play goal from Robby Jackson (8, 10). C.J. Smith has scored 18 points (10, 8) for the Steel in 18 games since coming in a trade from Muskegon.

Chicago is 7-6-1 on home ice. Sioux City is 8-7 on the road.

“To me, playing on the road is a sign of character,” said Varady. “The ice rink is the same size. The building’s the same size. It’s just a matter of our ability to get ready in terms of preparation.” 
Wolves acquire key defender from Steelheads 4
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Press release, full story to come:

The Sudbury Wolves are pleased to announce the acquisition of defenceman TREVOR CARRICK from the Mississauga Steelheads. The 19-year-old OHL veteran currently leads all defencemen in the OHL in goals with 16 markers and he led the Steelheads in scoring with 31 points. Carrick, 6’2”, 190 lbs, recently signed an NHL contract with the Carolina Hurricanes and will conclude his OHL playing career in Sudbury. The Wolves also acquired a 5th round draft selection in 2015 from Mississauga.

The Wolves also acquired the rights to 17-year-old defenceman BRADLEY BELL from the Steelheads. The Sudbury native is a 3rd round OHL draft selection and currently plays for the Sudbury Nickel Barons Jr. A team. BELL, a 5’11”, 185 lb left-shot defenceman has 7 goals and 7 assists in 20 games played with the Barons this season.

In return, the Wolves sent 17-year-old rookie defenceman STEFAN LEBLANC to the Steelheads. LeBlanc was a 7th round draft selection of the Sudbury Wolves in the 2012 OHL Priority draft. The Oakville native has 3 goals and 13 assists in his first OHL season. In addition, the Wolves sent three 2nd-round draft selections to Mississauga in 2016, 2017 and 2018 as well as a conditional 3rd round selection.

“This is a big hockey trade for us as we have acquired one of the best power-play specialists in the OHL” notes Wolves’ GM Blaine Smith. “Trevor has a cannon of a shot and plays with an edge. Trevor was a captain of the Steelheads and significantly adds to the leadership and outstanding character on our team. We are very excited to have Trevor join our club and help lead our team in the second-half.”

In Bradley Bell, the Wolves have acquired one of the best young defencemen in the 2012 OHL Draft. The Sudbury native enjoyed an outstanding rookie season in the NOJHL last year where he recorded 22 points in 44 games as a 16-year-old defencemen with the Nickel Barons.

“Bradley is an exceptional talent” notes Wolves’ GM Blaine Smith. “He is a local prospect that we coveted in the 2012 OHL draft and we have been looking to acquire his rights from the Steelheads ever since. Bradley has exceptional skills and is an outstanding skater. He is physically strong and plays an OHL-style game. We look forward to assisting Bradley with his hockey development here in Sudbury.”

Smith adds, “In order to acquire a player of Carrick’s and Bell’s magnitude, we had to surrender valuable assets and Stefan LeBlanc has been one of our best young players this season. We sincerely wish to thank Stefan for his contribution to the Sudbury Wolves’ success in the short time he has been with us and we wish him continued success in Mississauga.”

Trevor Carrick and the Sudbury Wolves will face Stefan LeBlanc and the Mississauga Steelheads on Friday night at 7:30 at the Sudbury Arena as the two teams will meet-up for the first-time since today’s big trade.
Wolves give up Leblanc for power-play specialist Carrick

By: Sudbury Northern Life Staff
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Wolves fans can see veteran defenceman Trevor Carrick and his big shot in action on Friday night, when the Mississauga Steelheads (his former team) come to town. Supplied
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With the OHL trade deadline on Jan. 10, the Sudbury Wolves decided to add some muscle to the their struggling power play.

The Pack announced today the acquisition of defenceman Trevor Carrick from the Mississauga Steelheads.

Carrick, who has signed an NHL contract with the Carolina Hurricanes, is in his final year in the OHL. The 19-year-old leads all defencemen in the OHL in goals with 16.

The Wolves also acquired a 5th round draft selection in 2015 from Mississauga and the rights to 17-year-old defenceman Bradley Bell. The Sudburian is a third-round OHL draft selection and currently plays for the Sudbury Nickel Barons Jr. A team.

Carrick, 6-2, 190 lbs, is a good pickup for the team, GM Blaine Smith said in a news release. recently signed an NHL contract with the Carolina Hurricanes and will conclude his OHL playing career in Sudbury.

“This is a big hockey trade for us as we have acquired one of the best power-play specialists in the OHL” Smith said. “Trevor has a cannon of a shot and plays with an edge.

“Trevor was a captain of the Steelheads and significantly adds to the leadership and outstanding character on our team. We are very excited to have Trevor join our club and help lead our team in the second-half.”

Smith called Bell one of the best young defenceman in the 2012 OHL draft and a player the Wolves have had their eye one.

In his rookie season in the NOJHL last year, he earned 22 points in 44 games as a 16-year-old defencemen with the Nickel Barons.

“Bradley is an exceptional talent,” Smith said. “We have been looking to acquire his rights from the Steelheads. He is physically strong and plays an OHL-style game. We look forward to assisting Bradley with his hockey development here in Sudbury.”

In return, the Wolves gave up 17-year-old rookie defenceman Stefan Leblanc. A seventh-round selection in 2012, the Oakville native has three goals and 13 assists in his first OHL season.

The Wolves also sent three second-round picks to Mississauga in 2016, 2017 and 2018, as well as a conditional third-round selection.

“In order to acquire players of Carrick’s and Bell’s magnitude, we had to surrender valuable assets and Stefan Leblanc has been one of our best young players this season,” Smith said. “We sincerely wish to thank Stefan for his contribution to the Sudbury Wolves’ success in the short time he has been with us and we wish him continued success in Mississauga.”

Carrick and the Wolves face Leblanc and the Steelheads on Friday night at 7:30 at the Sudbury Arena.
Carrier traded to Voltigeurs for player, picks

Published on January 07, 2014
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SYDNEY — The Cape Breton Screaming Eagles have dealt star forward William Carrier on the final day of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League mid-season trade period.

© The Associated Press 

Cape Breton Screaming Eagles forward William Carrier speaks with media after being selected in the second round, No. 57 overall, at the 2013 NHL draft on Sunday at the Prudential Centre in Newark, N.J.

Carrier, a 19-year-old forward, as well as 18-year-old defenceman Matthew Donnelly, was traded to the Drummondville Voltigeurs. In return, Cape Breton receives 18-year-old forward Guillaume Gauthier, a first-round pick in the 2015 QMJHL draft and a fifth-round pick in the 2014 draft. That fifth-round pick is conditional and will convert to a fourth-round selection in 2015.

“It’s part of the league,” Carrier said while on his way to join his new club. “When I was younger, (Morgan) Ellis got traded the same way. The team’s on a rebuild and they’re doing well with the young kids, with guys like (Clark) Bishop and Gauthier they got is really good.”

Carrier was selected by the Screaming Eagles in the fourth round of the 2010 QMJHL draft. The 2013 second-round NHL draft pick of the St. Louis Blues has 171 points (66 goals, 105 assists) in 208 career QMJHL games.

“I’ve played with (Christophe) Lalancette, (Charles-David) Beaudoin and (Ryan) Culkin in Drummondville, so it’ll be a good experience,” he said. “I’m really thankful for (Screaming Eagles head coach and general manager Marc-André Dumont) to give me a shot for the playoffs. The Screaming Eagles will probably have a good run in playoffs, but the Voltigeurs are going for it and the trades they made in the last two weeks, I think they’ll be pretty good.”

Gauthier was selected third overall by the Rimouski Océanic in 2011, taken after Halifax Mooseheads stars Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin. The 5-10, 175-pound native of Ste-Marthe-sur-le-Lac, Que., has 91 points in 166 career games. This season, Gauthier has 12 goals and 26 assists for 38 points in 41 games.

“We know that Willy signed a contract with St. Louis over the summer and we know there’s no plan for him to play junior next year. They want to move him into the system,” said Dumont. “That being said, we had to make sure we would get a good deal for him. We didn’t want to move him along and expect the best. We wanted to make sure it was a move that would bring us to the next level and make us move forward and I think that’s what we got.

“We have an 18-year-old talented player that currently has three points less than William, and we got a first round pick and a draft pick that will convert into a fourth-round pick in 2015.”

Donnelly was a free agent from Ontario. He had two goals and an assist in 18 games with the Screaming Eagles this season to go along with 29 minutes in penalties.

“They were looking for that type of gritty player and we felt with Francis (Brunelle) around that we were good with Francis,” said Dumont.

As for Carrier, he’s grateful for the four seasons he spent with the Screaming Eagles.

“They drafted me in the fourth round and I wasn’t expected to even be drafted in the ‘Q’,” he said. “I had a good development, was drafted in the NHL and signed my first contract, so I’m really thankful for what they did.

“Even if we had a tough three years, the team is starting to be really good and I’m happy for the fans.”

Unless they meet in the playoffs, the Screaming Eagles only remaining game against with the Voltigeurs will be Sunday in Drummondville.

sports@cbpost.com

On Twitter: @cbpost_sports
Mangiapane is OHL’s top rookie

Top rookie 

Terry Wilson photo

Bolton’s Andrew Mangiapane, a rookie with the Barrie Colts, scored the shootout winner on Oshawa Generals goalie Daniel Altshuller as the Colts scored a 3-2 win Saturday. Andrea was named the OHL’s rookie of the month for December.

Caledon Enterprise

Andrew Mangiapane of the Barrie Colts is the OHL Major Junior A Rookie of the Month for December after leading all rookies in scoring with 16 points in 10 games.   

He scored eight goals and eight assists and produced an impressive plus-minus rating of plus-13 which was tied for third highest among all players last month.  He produced five multi-point games scoring his first career hat-trick on Dec.14 as first star of a 4-3 win over the Windsor Spitfires, then followed that performance with his first career four-point game on December 19 with two goals and two assists as second star of a 7-2 win over the Sarnia Sting. 

Mangiapane, a 17-year-old from Bolton, committed to the Colts as a free agent prior to this season.  The former Toronto Jr. Canadiens and St. Michael Thunder forward is eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft and is currently third in OHL rookie scoring with 29 points in 39 games including a rookie-high 15 goals. Hr stands fourth in team scoering. 

On Saturday against Oshawa Generals he scored the shootout winner in a 3-2 victory. 

The Colts are presently second in their division and fourth in the conference. 

caledonenterprise.com
Hounds acquire duo from Sting 


Soo Greyhounds media release from Gerry Liscumb Jr.

 Wednesday, January 8, 2014 8:20:44 EST AM  
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Soo Greyhounds General Manager Kyle Dubas announced that the Program has has completed a deal acquiring forward Bryan Moore and defenceman Tyler Hore from the Sarnia Sting in exchange for Kevin Spinozzi.

"Today's transaction was done with the sole intention to help both our club and the Sarnia Sting this season and beyond. It is very difficult to part with a young student-athlete like Kevin Spinozzi, but we feel that this deal will allow him to progress greatly in a significant role in Sarnia along the same trajectory that he has shown this season with our Program. Kevin has been an excellent student and member of the community while in Sault Ste. Marie and is a very good prospect for the upcoming NHL Draft. We wish he and his parents (France and Frank) nothing but the best in Sarnia” began the Hounds GM.

Spinozzi, who was originally drafted by the Hounds in 2012, was in his second season with the Program. "Parting with Kevin was difficult, but necessary for us in order to acquire Tyler Hore and Bryan Moore from the Sting to help our hockey club this season and beyond” said Dubas.

Moore, a 19-year old from indian Trail, NC is in his second season in the Ontario Hockey League. Originally drafted in the 6th Round of the 2010 OHL Priority Selection, Bryan played two seasons for the Sioux Falls Stampede of the United States Hockey League before joining the Sting.

The six-foot, 199 lb forward has posted back-to-back seasons with 30-plus points and is currently amidst a career best year where he is averaging over a point per game with 11 goals and 22 assists in 30 games played. Through the month of October and start of November, Moore had an eight-game consecutive point streak where he had six goals and 11 assists while he was also on the CSS Preliminary Players to Watch list for November (2014 NHL Entry Draft).

"Bryan has really elevated his performance this season, and is amongst the top 15 forwards in the league in even-strength points per game. Bryan plays the game with great speed and is relentless with the puck in driving it towards the opposition goal and relentless without it in getting it back. Bryan has been a fixture in Sarnia's top scoring group this season and we envision him playing the same role with us here in Sault Ste. Marie” explained Dubas.

Hore, an 18-year old from Mississauga, ON is in his second season in the OHL.

Originally drafted in the 9th Round of the 2011 OHL Priority Selection, Tyler split his rookie campaign with the Oshawa Generals and the Sting.

The 6.03-foot, 201-pound rearguard has already met last year’s points totals with three goals and 13 assists in 36 games.
Hounds rally to win 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, January 9, 2014 9:23:30 EST AM  
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Errant shots flying off his player's sticks threatened to give Sheldon Keefe a throbbing headache Wednesday.

"My ears are sore from hearing us hitting the glass," lamented Keefe, whose Soo Greyhounds were again plagued by missed opportunities, yet managed to beat the Sarnia Sting 3-2 in a shootout before 4,000 at Essar Centre. "This is getting old and I'm getting frustrated."

Though they dominated play, controlled the puck consistently in the offensive zone and outshot the visitors 45-22, the Hounds missed the net far too often for their head coach's liking.

And while Sting netminder Brodie Barrick shone in a losing cause, Keefe believed his team's inability to convert was the biggest factor in the game going to a shootout.

"It's been the story for us since the Christmas Break," the Soo coach said of his club's trouble around the opposition goal. "We're either missing the net or shooting it right at the goalie."

As for Barrick, Keefe said the Sting goalie "didn't let in any bad goals and didn't give us many second chances. But this would have been a hard loss for us to take. The right team won."

"Obviously, you can't score when you miss the net," added Hounds winger Andrew Fritsch. "But maybe this win will loosen things up for us."

It took a shootout goal by rookie Blake Speers, who also scored in regulation, for the Hounds to emerge victorious.

During the fifth round of shots, Speers beat Barrick low to the blocker side while Hounds goalie Matt Murray clinched the win with a pad save on Davis Brown.

"I had beaten him low to that side earlier in the game," said Speers, who scored 6:53 into the final frame to erase a 1-0 Sarnia lead. "I noticed he (Barrick) was all glove side. In the shootout I just went in and snapped it. There wasn't much thought that went into it."

The home team wouldn't have had a chance to win in a shootout were it not for a late goal by overage Tyler Gaudet.

The second-year centre scored on a wrap-around at the 16:10 mark of the final frame to tie the game 2-2.

Gaudet was on the left wing when he saw Michael Bunting in front of the Sarnia net.

"But their goalie was tight and their defenceman was tight," Gaudet explained. "I would have had to pass it through their D. So I decided to try the wrap-around and see if I could beat him (Barrick)."

The win snapped the Soo's three-game losing streak (0-2-0-1) and boosted its record to 27-10-1-4 going into a pair of weekend home games.

Mississauga is here Saturday night (7:07 p.m.) and London visits Sunday afternoon (2 p.m.).

Nikolay Goldobin and Patrick White scored for the Sting (12-23-1-4), which dropped its sixth in a row.

"We got a big effort from Brodie Barrick -too bad it didn't go our way in the shootout," said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski. "The Soo is dangerous and they had too many scoring chances, but Brodie held the fort."

Along with assisting on the Soo's first goal, winger Bryan Moore was a standout in his first game with the Hounds.

The 19-year-old Moore and defenceman Tyler Hore, 18, were acquired from the Sting on Tuesday in exchange for 17-year defenceman Kevin Spinozzi.

"It was strange getting off of the (Sarnia) bus and walking into the Hounds dressing room," said Moore, who travelled to the Sault on Wednesday with his ex-teammates.

He played with Fritsch and centre Jared McCann on what proved to be the home team's best line.

"After the first couple of shifts, I felt like we were moving the puck well between us," Moore said. "It felt real good."

"I thought Moore was really good and he complemented those two (Fritsch and McCann) really well," Keefe added.

Spinozzi played between 20-25 minutes and drew praise from Letowski afterwards.

"It was a little weird before the game started, I'm not going to lie," Spinozzi, who's in his NHL draft year, admitted. "But once the puck dropped it became just another game. And I loved the extra responsibility. This is my opportunity and I have to take advantage of it."

Wednesday's Hounds victory marked the first time in 10 tries this season the club had won after trailing after two periods.
Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan misses world juniors to learn NHL lessons  2 

 By WES GILBERTSON
,Calgary Sun  

First posted:  Sunday, January 05, 2014 03:48 PM MST  | Updated:  Sunday, January 05, 2014 05:45 PM MST
Sean Monahan has been struggling for the Calgary Flames.

Team Canada is coming home empty-handed from the world junior tournament.

Connect the dots, and it would be easy — almost too easy — to argue the 19-year-old Flames centre should have been excused for a few weeks to represent his country in Malmo, Sweden.

Not so fast.

“This is where I wanted to be,” Monahan reiterated after Sunday’s practice at the Saddledome. “My goal was to make the team at the start of the year, and I think for them to keep me instead of sending me to the world juniors, that’s a pretty big honour.”

Although he has Calgary’s only snipe since the Christmas break and is one of just a half-dozen rookies to have hit double-digits in goals at the midway mark of the NHL season, there’s no denying Monahan has been on a bit of on-ice rollercoaster ride in recent weeks.

Heading into Monday’s clash with the Colorado Avalanche in the Mile High City (7 p.m., Sportsnet West, Sportsnet Fan 960), he has just two points — goals, both of them — in 10 skates since returning from a hairline fracture in his left foot.

The good news is the rookie pivot seems to be done with fourth-line duties and has been earning more minutes. He’s now working between Paul Byron and David Jones on Calgary’s second unit.

Although Monahan refuses to use it as an excuse, the sore wheel undoubtedly contributed to his struggles.

And ...

“It’s because he’s competing against the best hockey players in the world,” said Flames head coach Bob Hartley.

For the 6-foot-2 freshman, it’s not going to get any easier right away.

“In the near future, you’re going to see him on P.K., because I don’t want to make him a one-trick pony,” Hartley said. “I want Sean Monahan to be the most complete hockey player in the NHL, the most complete centreman in this league, to learn the game in the three zones.

“There’s going to be times that we’re going to put him in those situations so he learns from them.”

There would have been some benefit, too, to sending the sixth-overall pick from the 2013 NHL Draft to the world juniors, and not just because a soft-handed centre might have helped Team Canada avoid a disappointing fourth-place finish.

The flip-side is the former Ottawa 67’s standout has learned plenty — “It’s the NHL. I think you learn something every day up here” — by staying put.

Struggles are a part of pro sports.

Monahan will, eventually, be better for it.

“The injury kind of slowed him down, but that’s a big part of the learning process that he needs to go through,” Hartley said. “One thing is we’re going to stay on top of Mony. He’s our best young asset, and that’s part of the learning. He needs to face this, and we’re facing this as a group. The coaching staff, the veterans, are great with him. We’re trying to get his stride back.

“And we’re going to keep playing him. Not that we’re trying to play favourite with him, but here’s a special case.

“He’s working hard. He wants to do well. What he’s going through right now, I think it’s going to serve him very well for the rest of his career.”

Just like every other resident of this hockey-crazed country, Monahan wanted Team Canada to bring back gold medals from Malmo.

The captain, Scott Laughton, is Monahan’s close pal and off-season workout partner.

He was teammates with a half-dozen of them on Canada’s under-18 squad for the 2011 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

He got to know others at the world junior selection camp in Calgary last winter, where he was among the early cuts.

“I have a lot of good buddies on that team, so I watched basically the whole tournament. It’s pretty frustrating to see what happened,” Monahan said.

“They worked hard. Obviously, it’s a tough tournament to win. You’re playing against the best of the best. Everyone knows that Canada’s expectation is to win gold. It’s just, I guess, unfortunate it didn’t happen.”

Ice chips

Flames G Karri Ramo will be between the pipes against the Avalanche. Hartley insisted he hasn’t finalized his lineup for Monday’s meeting, but all indications are RW Lee Stempniak, who has been held off the scoresheet in a dozen consecutive games, will be the odd-man out among the forwards ... Flames D Kris Russell skated by his lonesome the past two days, a positive step in his recovery from a sprained ligament in his left knee.

wes.gilbertson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/SUNGilbertson
Calgary Flames can learn from Coyotes, Blues  0 

 By RANDY SPORTAK
,Calgary Sun  

First posted:  Wednesday, January 08, 2014 09:20 PM MST  | Updated:  Thursday, January 09, 2014 06:33 AM MSTAs the number of losses increases — and the goals-for total doesn’t — the Calgary Flames are learning their share of lessons.

The players had best be taking notes after games like Tuesday’s 6-0 shellacking at the hands of the Phoenix Coyotes as they prepare to get back in action Thursday at the Saddledome against the St. Louis Blues.

The Coyotes may not be at the top of the NHL standings, currently in a wildcard spot but looking strong enough to be a potential playoff team, but they do have a certain skill most teams should envy.

The Desert Dogs, under head coach Dave Tippett, are one of the most structured and defensively patient teams in the NHL and often score on the counter-attack.

Yes, it’s often boring to watch, especially if you’re a Flames fan the past few seasons, but it’s effective.

It’s why the Coyotes made the playoffs three years while they had no ownership, essentially working with their hands tied, and one reason they continue to be a very solid team.

Immediately after Tuesday’s 6-0 loss to the Coyotes, the Flames made no bones about it.

“They stay patient, and they stick with it, and we saw the snowball effect and how that can go,” Cammalleri said in the sombre dressing room. “They did it the right way, and we did it the wrong way.”

The Coyotes style of play isn’t the only element the Flames and their fans must be sure to study.

The other is how they’ve been built.

Sure, the Coyotes have succeeded thanks to players they took a chance on in the free-agent market. For example, goalkeeper Mike Smith, had been knocked down to the minors after parts of four seasons with the Tampa Bay Lightning and sniper Radim Vrbata spent a season in Europe.

The ’Yotes have proven veterans — in the likes of Derek Morris, Zbynek Michalek, Lauri Korpikoski and Mike Ribeiro — who inked as free agents or were acquired via trade.

But so many key parts to their success are their crop of draft picks, such as talented defencemen Keith Yandle, Michael Stone and Oliver Ekman-Larsson and forwards Martin Hanzal and Mikkel Boedker.

Moreover, the Coyotes have a nice blend of homegrown players who are coming into or in the middle of their best years.

Yandle and Hanzal are 26 years old, while Boedker and Stone are 23, Ekman-Larsson is 22.

When Flames head coach Bob Hartley said the Coyotes had “more weapons” than his team, he added: “They have some players that are turning to be great veterans. They were patient with them, and that’s exactly what we are doing, too. That is part of our process.”

That is why patience is a key.

The Flames are still in the early days of their rebuild. In fact, the full teardown isn’t yet complete.

When most or all of the likes of Cammalleri, Matt Stajan, Lee Stempniak and Chris Butler — to name a few — have been traded away for young prospects or draft picks, then the Flames will have been burned to the ground.

Based on the time it takes for youngsters to truly find their game — think three to five years — there will be many more long tough days before the good times begin, and that’s if the Flames strike it rich with the draft picks they mine.

But it can be so worth it in the end.

Just consider the job the Blues have done.

The Blues arrive in Calgary with seven of their own first-round draft picks: Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko (2010), Alex Pietrangelo (’08), Ian Cole (’07), Patrik Berglund (’06), TJ Oshie (’05) and Barret Jackman (1999), plus a handful of others they drafted, such as captain David Backes.

That core has been deftly added to by trading away the likes or Erik Johnson, Lars Eller and David Perron.

But it took time to all come together.

And that’s a price everyone working for and supporting the Flames must be willing to pay. 

randy.sportak@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/SUNRandySportak
Tambellini pots four points in debut after being traded to Hitmen earlier in the day

Former Tier II junior star left University of North Dakota in the morning and played hero in Calgary’s 6-4 win over Saskatoon at night

By Jefferson Hagen, Calgary Herald January 8, 2014
Adam Tambellini couldn’t have cooked up a better Western Hockey League debut in his wildest dreams.

After waking up in Grand Forks, N.D. with the knowledge he was leaving the NCAA ranks and heading for the WHL, the 19-year-old Edmonton product finished his day on Wednesday night in Saskatoon with a goal and three assists to lead the Hitmen past the Blades 6-4.

“I got pretty fortunate to play with some pretty good players,” said the New York Rangers prospect afterward. “We quickly clicked right away and I really couldn’t ask for anything more than that.”

Earlier in the day, the Hitmen announced they’d acquired his rights from the Portland Winterhawks in exchange for a 2014 first-round draft pick.

Not long after waking up, Tambellini got on the phone with Calgary GM Mike Moore.

“When we closed the deal, he was in North Dakota (Wednesday) morning,” Moore told Hitmen radio broadcaster Sportsnet 960 after the first intermission. “He went down to the rink, grabbed his sticks and skates and he texted me and said, ‘can I play tonight?’

“We hadn’t even had a flight booked yet, the deal wasn’t closed yet. So I said ‘if we can get you here in time and you can get your gear and we can get to the rink . . . then absolutely.’

“That’s what you want — a guy who’s confident. So here he is. I know he’s had a sub and that’s about it this afternoon. He’s working on nerves and adrenalin. He’s only going to get better as he settles in.”

If he’s better than a four-point night, Hitmen fans have reason to be excited. The club certainly strengthened its chances at making a Memorial Cup run with the deal.

Tambellini hardly even knows his teammates’ names yet, but there he was producing just fine while being placed on both of Calgary’s top two lines during the contest — starting with Brady Brassart and Greg Chase before finishing up with Jake Virtanen and Zane Jones.

Truth be told, Tambellini — who is the son of former Edmonton Oilers GM Steve Tambellini and the younger brother of former L.A. Kings draft pick Jeff Tambellini — should be producing with Chase. The pair grew up together in Edmonton, both attending Vimy Ridge Academy, but this is the first time they’ve played together on a club team.

So while Adam Tambellini noted he chose Calgary over the team which held his WHL rights, Portland, because the Hitmen are leading the Eastern Conference, he had another big reason.

“There’s a level of (familiarity) here,” he explained. “My best friend is on the team in Greg Chase. We’ve been buddies since we’ve been 13 years old. . . . I can’t really be happier with the route I chose.”

Tambellini starred in the BCHL last season, potting 36 goals and 66 points in 52 games split between the Vernon Vipers and Surrey Eagles. He led the tier II junior A league in goals during the playoffs, including scoring the double overtime winner that secured the Fred Page Cup for Surrey.

It led to him being drafted 65th overall by the Rangers last June. But his initial path of going to UND didn’t work out. As a freshman there, he had just two goals and two assists in 16 games. He inferred he wasn’t getting enough ice time and needed to make a change.

“It was more of a hockey decision for myself,” Tambellini explained. “Me and my family sat down and we really looked at the situation there. I’m looking to play a lot of games and play a lot of minutes. My choice to come to Calgary was pretty simple after finding that out.”

So he told UND he was leaving on Tuesday night, woke up on Wednesday, packed up his gear and drove across the border to Winnipeg where he caught a flight to Saskatoon just in time for the game.

Imagine what he can do with more preparation.

“I got really fortunate to play with some good players tonight and they found me and we got some chemistry going early. Hopefully we can keep this up with this winning streak the rest of the year here.”

ICE CHIPS . . . The win was Calgary’s 16th in their past 18 games and they remain eight points up on Edmonton for top spot in the Eastern Conference . . . The trade was the third deal the Hitmen have made since the Christmas break. They also acquired Dallas Stars second rounder Mike Winther from Prince Albert and then later flipped prospect Brennan Riddle to the Raiders for a draft pick . . . Calgary heads to Regina for a Friday night date against the Pats (6 p.m. MST), a game which happens just hours after the WHL trade deadline passes . . . Tambellini has a history in Calgary. A little over three years ago he was celebrating the Mac’s Midget tournament title with his SSAC Athletics. He played the hero, scoring all three goals in a 3-2 win over the Saskatoon Contacts.

jhagen@calgaryherald.com

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
Marincin hasn’t looked out-of-place on Oilers’ defence

Rookie NHL defenceman selected for Slovakia’s Olympic hockey team

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton Journal January 8, 2014
EDMONTON - Martin Marincin will never be in Zdeno Chara’s weight division, but at least he’s in the same league as his Slovakian countryman, not to mention shockingly finding himself on the same Olympic hockey team.

Life is good for the Edmonton Oilers defenceman, even if his team’s record is bad.

The six-foot-four, 188-pound blue-liner played 15 seconds short of 19 minutes against the powerhouse St. Louis Blues on Tuesday night, the most ice-time he’s had in eight NHL games.

He’s averaging more than 15 minutes while learning on the fly with games against four playoff teams (Tampa Bay Lightning, St. Louis, Pittsburgh Penguins and the Chicago Blackhawks) on the most recent playbill.

It’s no place for a nervous person, but Marincin has been a breath of fresh air during a choking-on-exhaust season for the Oilers, who have won only 14 of 46 games. On the whole, he hasn’t looked out-of-place while injuries have sidelined Corey Potter (groin) and Philip Larsen (illness).

When they’re healthy, Marincin may go back to Oklahoma City in the American Hockey League because he doesn’t have to clear waivers, but he’s shown the Oilers something. He doesn’t have any points yet, but he’s plus-two, which is pretty rare stuff on a team solidly minus, even if it’s a small sampling of games.

It was gobsmacking stuff for Marincin to get the call to play for Slovakia, the shocking fourth-place finishers at Vancouver in 2010, even if he appears to be the No. 7 or No. 8 defenceman. There are four regular NHLers — Chara, the injured Lubomir Visnovsky, Andrej Sekera and Andrej Meszaros — plus Ivan Baranka, the one-time New York Rangers’ second-round draft pick who’s playing for Omsk in the Kontinental Hockey League, and Michal Sersen, a former Penguins’ fifth-round puck-mover who is also in the KHL.

If Marincin had been in the minors, he probably wouldn’t be going to Sochi, Russia, next month But now he is and he’s on a team with his hero, the Boston Bruins’ captain Chara, who everybody back home looks up to and not just because he’s six-foot-nine.

Chara played junior with the Prince George Cougars, often looking clumsy as he tried to grow into his huge frame. Marincin played for the Cougars 14 years later.

“I’m young, maybe the youngest player there ... I can learn from the older players like Chara (and ex-Oiler Visnovsky),” said Marincin, who will turn 22 at Sochi.

“I have never played with Chara ... first time for me. But it’s the Olympics, all the great players will be there.

“I really want to talk to Chara. I hope he can show me something. He’s got lots of information. He’s the best defenceman in the NHL.”

There might be some debate with fans of Duncan Keith, Drew Doughty and Ryan Suter, but Chara is in everybody’s top five.

“Would I like to be like him? For sure. Everybody would, but I’m not big and tough,” Marincin said. “I like to play with the puck.”

The Olympics may be a daunting task for this string-bean, but he wasn’t exposed against the Blues and handled himself capably against Tampa two nights earlier.

“He’s getting much more comfortable,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins. “He’s continuing to grow on the job.

“Where we are with our injuries on the back end, he’s come in and earned his minutes, for sure.

“I don’t know if people understand how hard it is for a young defenceman to come into the situation we’re in (being in 29th place). He’s played well. We like where he’s going.”

Eakins sees a young player past the crawling stage as an NHLer, but not running with the opportunity quite yet. Since he was drafted in the second round in 2010, people have been saying he absolutely has to get some meat on his bones — “I am eating a lot, I really am. This summer I got another seven pounds,” he said — but he’s still lean cuisine when it comes to work along the boards.

“He has to get stronger. You see him in there. He’s not a Zdeno Chara in terms of strength and size yet, but we’re hoping he gets there and usually they do,” said Eakins.

Marincin thought he’d be in the NHL in his second year as a pro. There’s certainly room for young blood on the Oilers’ back end.

“First game I played (Dec. 3 versus Colorado Avalanche), everything seemed very fast for me. I was nervous,” he said. “Now, I do feel good on the ice. I know what I have to work on ... making the simple play, good team D-zone.”

If he’s still on the team on Feb. 1, Marincin can introduce himself to Chara, too, when the Oilers are at Boston.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @NHLbyMatty

© Copyright (c) The Edmonton Journal
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Oil Kings' Aaron Irving is a top NHL draft prospect (WHL.ca)

The Edmonton Oil Kings have built a strong reputation on developing top-notch blueliners – look no further than New York Islanders first-round pick Griffin Reinhart and Buffalo Sabres rookie Mark Pysyk for proof of that. Although Aaron Irving doesn’t want to get ahead of himself, he feels he has what it takes to blossom into the organization’s next prominent defenceman.

“I feel I’m in a good position and have the abilities to hopefully become another good defenceman to come out of Edmonton,” says Irving, whom NHL Central Scouting Service ranked as a C-list prospect in its November preliminary ranking . “They have some really smart coaches that know how to get the best out of you and prepare you for the NHL. I still have to keep on working and getting better, but I think I have what it takes.”

Irving was thrilled when his hometown Oil Kings drafted him ninth overall in the 2011 WHL bantam draft, but his jump to major junior didn’t come as quickly as he hoped. The organization decided it was better for him to spend his 16-year-old season in the AJHL, where he played for the Bonnyville Pontiacs, because they had a logjam on the back end last year.

“I would be lying if I didn’t say I took it hard,” says the Edmonton native, who turns 18 in March. “My goal was to play in the WHL right away and I thought it would happen, but the Oil Kings explained to me how the spots were taken and if I stayed I wouldn’t be playing much. So we decided it was better for me to play a level down because I’d play a lot of minutes and it would be better for my development.”

With hindsight version, Irving feels the Oil Kings’ decision to make him wait a year to make the jump was for the best. The confidence and poise the 6-foot-1, 190-pounder learned in the AJHL last season largely paved the way to a smooth transition to the Dub this year. The proof is in the pudding in the eight goals and 27 points he has potted throughout his first 39 games.

“Knowing how everything worked out, I’m happy I played for the Pontiacs because I learned a lot there,” says Irving. “I became more confident and grew a lot as a player there. It was a good experience that I really benefited from.”

After watching how teammate Griffin Reinhart handles himself on and off the ice, Irving hopes to follow the footsteps of the 19-year-old major junior veteran as a strong two-way defenceman.

“It’s really nice to see how he works day in and day out,” says Irving. “I’ve just been watching his habits and trying to follow how he does things. It’s really a good opportunity for me to get to see that in the WHL so that I can see how much work it takes to get drafted.”

1. How would you describe yourself as a player?

“I think I’m a well-rounded two-way defenceman. But I’m more of a stay-at-home defenceman who can chip in offensively and carry the puck up the ice.”

2. Do you model your game after an NHL defenceman?

“I like how (Vancouver Canucks) Kevin Bieksa and (Nashville Predators) Shea Weber play. They play strong in their own end and play well in the offensive zone. I think they’re two good guys to look up to.”

3. What’s your favourite NHL team?

“I’m a big Oilers fan. I grew up in Edmonton and I try to go to as many games as I can.”

4. Do you have a favourite band or genre of music you like to listen to before a game?

“I don’t really have a favourite band. I’m okay with pretty much anything as long as it isn’t classical music. I’m not the guy in the room that’s picky about the music.”

5. What’s your favourite movie and TV show?

“For TV, I like Prison Break. I thought it was a great show and story. And 300 is my favourite movie because it’s just a great movie – not many better.”

Kelly Friesen is a Buzzing the Net columnist for Yahoo! Sports. Follow him on Twitter @KellyFriesen
Tracking Oilers prospects: Guest scouting report of Everett Silvertips’ Jujhar Khaira & Ben Betker

January 8, 2014. 2:30 pm • Section: Cult of Hockey, OilersIt seems that Edmonton Oilers have been on an eternal quest to find a big forward who can play. They’ve travelled the trade route (Erik Cole, Jerred Smithson), tested free agent markets both restricted (Dustin Penner) and unrestricted (Jesse Joensuu, Ryan Hamilton), and tapped the waiver wire (Luke Gazdic), but the general rule with big guys at the professional level has been either he can’t play or he can’t stay.

All of the above efforts pale in comparison to Oilers multiple attempts to find a big diamond in the rough at the NHL draft. Such picks of mostly 18-year-old kids in the #31-100 range are long-term projects from Day 1, typically 5-year investments including 1-2 remaining years in junior and at least 3 under a standard entry-level contract.

A review of Oilers draft picks over the years shows a repeating theme of trying to find such a player in the second round and beyond. In the first five years of the Stu MacGregor era the following forward prospects were all listed as 6’1 or more:

Teemu Hartikainen (2008, #163 overall)

 Cam Abney (2009, #82)

 Tyler Pitlick (2010, #31)

 Curtis Hamilton (2010, #48)

 Ryan Martindale (2010, #61)

 Drew Czerwonka (2010, #166)

 Travis Ewanyk (2011, #74)

 Mitch Moroz (2012, #31)

 Jujhar Khaira (2012, #62)

 John McCarron (2012, #153)

Of the lot, Hartikainen came the closest to earning an NHL job, befitting his status as the group’s senior member. He too was a five-year project who became a borderline NHLer, though certainly not an established top 9 type, before refusing a two-way contract offer and taking his talents to the KHL. All but Czerwonka (unsigned) and McCarron (still in NCAA) were signed to an entry-level contract; five of them currently are learning the ropes with OKC Barons, most of them in their third professional season. Barring the very occasional Milan Lucic or Brandon Saad-type miracle, the development of big forwards picked outside the first round tends to be glacial, and not necessarily in straight lines.

Take Jujhar Khaira. The strapping forward was picked by the Oilers from an unlikely source, the Prince George Spruce Kings of the BCHL. Khaira was clearly chosen for his upside; you simply do not find plus-sized forwards in the third round who are polished and ready for the pros, let alone the NHL. Still, early word was encouraging.

After being drafted Khaira played a year of US college hockey with Michigan Tech, making enough of an impression to be identified as the organization’s top forward prospect not already in the NHL in the Cult of Hockey’s summer prospect series.

With Michigan Tech being slotted in a lower division this year. Khaira made the jump to the WHL for his 19-year-old season, in a similar manner that Tyler Pitlick did a couple years back. This gave him a chance to participate (and impress) in the Penticton “Young Stars” tournament. After being routinely assigned to junior, Khaira’s Everett Silvertips came through town in early October, allowing the writer a chance to see him play in a game situation and subsequently to interview the young man.

Soon thereafter Khaira came out of the line-up for a month while he healed from a lingering injury sustained at Oilers’ camp. Since he returned to the line-up two months ago, judging from his game log it took him a while to get back up to speed. In the last month, he’s started to find the range, scoring 6 goals in his last 12 games even as the Silvertips have been struggling to maintain their early season form. Still, the squad sits in a solid playoff spot in the WHL’s Western Conference with 23-12-6 record founded primarily on strong defensive play.

Earlier this month the Silvertips sailed across the Strait of Juan de Fuca to Victoria. An interested observer was Royals’ season ticket holder Pierre Hudon, a staunch Oilers fan of long-standing. Pierre sent me the following report of his impressions, reproduced here with his kind permission:

The Royals played the Everett Silvertips the other night and I had a chance to watch Oilers’ draft picks Jujhar Khaira (30 GP, 10-11-21; +4) and defenceman Ben Betker (41, 4-7-11; -4) play.

Everett were missing their best player, an un-drafted 20 year old named Josh Winquist (37, 26-34-60; +16) and they could have used his offence since they lost 1-0 in a shoot-out.  Needless to say, neither Khaira or Betker figured in any scoring, but they both impressed me nonetheless.

Khaira played much the same as I remembered him in training camp this year; he uses his size well along the offensive boards to win puck battles and isn’t afraid to drive the net, and he has some decent skill.  In the absence of Winquist he was playing first line centre and though I didn’t keep a tally he certainly won more draws than he lost, and he was on the first unit PP.  He’s got good speed for a big guy and he really seems to think the game well and use his linemates to advantage.

It’s hard to really tell with just one viewing but he looked like a guy who drives the play, and late in the game he was being double shifted and was making things happen regardless of which line he was on.  He’s a centre with size and skill who judging from his numbers is equally adept scoring or passing and plays a physical game and makes his linemates better, all of which the Oilers are lacking, so he’s well positioned to succeed if he keeps progressing and there’s no reason to think he won’t.

As he alluded in the preamble, Pierre also took the opportunity to watch another economy-sized Oilers hopeful, defenceman Ben Betker. A sixth-round dice roll in the most recent entry draft, Betker is a late-’94 just a few weeks younger than Khaira but across the “International Date Line” of September 15, meaning both are slated to turn pro next fall (though Betker is a realistic candidate to play an overage season in junior).

I didn’t realize Ben Betker played for Everett till I saw the roster sheet before the game, and to be honest his wasn’t a name I would have thought of with respect to Oilers defensive prospects, but after having seen him play I was pleasantly surprised.  He’s a big guy who also seems to have decent speed, and though I wouldn’t describe him as overly physical along the boards he takes the man well and more often than not ended up with the puck, and had a good to excellent first pass out of the zone.  He played point on the first unit PP and PK, and also saw increased play late in the game in a scoreless tie, so obviously the coach trusted him at both ends of the ice.

Betker also made a positive impression on the writer both during rookie camp and later during the Everett-at-Edmonton game. The 6’5, 215-lb rearguard is the very definition of “draft and follow” who in a very best case is years away, but his combination of size, intelligence, and attitude are such that he’s apt to get — and deserve — an extended look.
Tyler Nanne Commits to Ohio State

By Jeff Cox  @JeffCoxSBNation  on Jan 7 2014, 12:28p +  
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Tyler Nanne announced his commitment to Ohio State via Twitter.

A little over a month after his older brother Lou committed to RPI, Tyler Nanne has chosen Ohio State as his destination to play college hockey. The grandson of the legendary Lou Nanne is a '96 playing his senior season at Edina High School.

Nanne is capable of playing both forward and defense, but has focused more on playing the blue line in the past year. He's a smaller defenseman, listed at 5'10" 175 lbs., but has elite-level agility and a surprisingly heavy shot for his size.

Nanne is one of the favorites to win the prestigious Minnesota Mr. Hockey Award, and is a potential NHL Draft pick this summer. His cousin Vinni Lettieri plays for the University of Minnesota. Nanne will play for Steve Rohlik at Ohio State. It is a nice pickup for the Buckeyes who lost several commits when Mark Osiecki was let go this past summer.

Jeff Cox covers college, junior and high school hockey, NCAA recruiting, NHL Draft prospects and the AHL for SBNation. Follow him on twitter @JeffCoxSBNation.
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Christmas is over, the hangover from New Year's has dissipated and major junior players are back from their international tournament commitments.

Which means one thing: The OHL trade deadline is fast approaching.

Until Thursday, league general managers are allowed to deal overage players. They have until Friday to make a move involving players not in their 20-year-old season.

Already, some of the top teams in the hyper-Western Conference have hooked up for blockbuster deals.

The last transaction gained some added attention as Windsor Spitfires general manager Warren Rychel dealt his son, Kerby, a member of Canada's world junior team, along with defenceman Nick Ebert to the Guelph Storm for forward Brody Milne, eight draft picks, including five second round spots, and another conditional selection.

A week earlier, it was the divisional rival Erie Otters snapping up former Belleville Bulls captain Brendan Gaunce and a fifth-round pick for centre Stephen Harper, two seconds and two thirds.

Two days before that, the Saginaw Spirit kicked off the pre-Christmas trade bonanza by snagging Niagara IceDogs defenceman Jesse Graham for two second-round picks, a third and a conditional second.

Meanwhile, the Memorial Cup-host London Knights did plenty of shopping earlier in the season by bolstering the blue-line with three overage defencemen -- former North Bay Battalion member Zach Bell, Belleville's Brady Austin and Sarnia's Alex Basso. At the same time, they added German import Tim Bender and welcomed Russian defenceman Nikita Zadorov back from the NHL's Buffalo Sabres.

Eastern Conference teams, however, have been more inclined to tinker.

The Sudbury Wolves added Sarnia's Craig Duininck to settle its back end, Oshawa added Josh Sterk (the overtime hero against the Battalion on New Year's Day) from Kitchener early in the season while the Kingston Frontenacs and Barrie Colts have made a handful of moves to improve depth.

So expect Stan Butler, the Battalion's director of hockey operations, to put his roster under the microscope this week while focusing his players for Thursday's game against the Mississauga Steelheads, who beat the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds Sunday in Mississauga.

"I think like anything right now there are two focuses," Butler said. "You've got to sit down and evaluate your team, as you do on a day-to-day basis, and look at what offers may or may not be out there.

"The other thing, our focus for our players here right now is to prepare for Thursday night's game. That's a big game with Missy. They beat Sault Ste. Marie (Sunday) and that's a huge win for them. We've got a lot of games on our side of our conference and we've got to make sure we win those games, and give ourselves a chance for home ice in the first round of the playoffs."

Besides, Butler has already done some tweaking to the lineup.

He added puck-moving defenceman Miles Liberati and gritty overage forward Ben Thomson within two days in mid-November, with forward Brandon Robinson and Bell heading to Kitchener and London respectively.

Versatile defenceman Kyle Locke was also snapped up for a 12-round pick before the break while Zach Bratina, who scored his first goal Sunday in a Battalion uniform, joined the team after Christmas following a trade with Saginaw for Blake Clarke that saw two former first round picks change teams.

"I think we have a very competitive team," Butler said. "I don't think we've played anybody where the teams have really dominated us, other than a game in Erie early in the year where we lost 8-4 and played with two (regular) defencemen in the game and one game here (against Barrie) at home where we got beat 6-0.

"For the most part, we've been in every game and we've played pretty hard. I think that tells you you've got a chance and that's all you can ask for."

As for what this week may hold for the Battalion (19-16-5), sitting in fifth in the Eastern Conference and with one regulation loss in its last 11 games, fans -- heck, even Butler -- will have to wait and see what happens.

"We've got some good young players that we really like, too," Butler said. "We can't make emotional decisions, I think at the trade deadline we have to make intelligent decisions. If there's a trade out there that will be a benefit to our team and we feel is good for our hockey team, we'll make it.

"If there's not, that happens. Sometimes at trade deadlines, you can . . . work the phones for hours and nothing happens. Other times, the first call you make will be one of the bigger and better deals you've ever made. So we'll just have to see."

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca
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Fabbri makes the most out of missed time

Robby Fabbri suspended 

Photo by Tony Saxon/Torstar Network

Mississauga's Robby Fabbri has 15 goals and six assists in 13 games since returning from a 10-game suspension on Nov. 29. He has been invited to the CHL Top Prospects Game on Jan. 15 in Calgary.

next play/pause pre 2/3 

By  Iain Colpitts  

MISSISSAUGA — It's not easy for any hockey player to sit out because of a suspension, especially during your NHL draft year, but Mississauga's Robby Fabbri has made the most of it. 

The Guelph Storm centre was handed a 10-game suspension for delivering a check to the head on Nov. 1. 

Instead of letting the Ontario Hockey League's decision serve as a detriment, the second-year forward used the time to work on the little things, such as conditioning, face-offs and battling along the boards, to come back a more improved player. 

"It's a situation where every player would think of it as a negative, but I tried to think of it as a positive," said Fabbri, who will be on the ice with 39 other NHL draft-eligible players in the Canadian Hockey League Top Prospects Game on Jan. 15 in Calgary. 

"I saw it as a way to get stronger, get faster, work on things and just wait for it to finish. I stayed positive off the ice and in practice, too, just to keep the boys light." 

Fabbri, a 17-year-old Mississauga Rebels graduate, has been on a roll through 13 games since returning from suspension on Nov. 29. He has 15 goals and six assists while scoring at least a goal in 11 straight games from Dec. 6 to Jan. 3. In total, he has 45 points (25 goals, 20 assists) in 30 games this year. 

Fabbri is listed by NHL Central Scouting as an A-list prospect for the 2014 Draft, a label given to potential first-round picks. 

It's normal for a player to worry about how a serious suspension could affect his draft stock, but Fabbri said that never entered his mind. 

"Being suspended, there wasn't anything I could do about my draft status or what people think of me," Fabbri said. "I had to focus on coming back stronger than I was in the first half and keeping that going through the year." 

At 5-foot-10, 165 pounds, Fabbri is smaller than the average OHL player, but what he lacks in size, he makes up for in skill and intensity. 

He said that playing in the competitive OHL Midwest Division has brought his compete level up substantially. 

The Storm are the second-best team in the OHL and are ranked as the fourth-best in Canada. They're three points behind the league-leading Erie Otters and one point ahead of the London Knights. Both Erie and London are Midwest rivals. 

"Going into every game, we know it's not going to be easy," Fabbri said. "I always have to play hard and compete in every shift in order to win games in our division and our conference. I think that adds much more to my game knowing I compete as hard as I can every shift." 

Heading into the third period against the Kitchener Rangers on Nov. 1, it seemed like things were going Fabbri's way. He had three goals and an assist and the Storm were leading by a large margin. 

But then he caught Rangers' defenceman Evan McEneny in a vulnerable position and made contact with his head. 

A few days later, Fabbri listened in on a suspension hearing conference call with OHL Commissioner David Branch, who explained that it's every player's responsibility to protect their opponent. Fabbri has taken those words to heart ever since. 

"One thing he said that I'll remember is that without opponents, we wouldn't have a game," he said. "Having incidents like that where players can be injured or put at risk is something we don't want in the game, so ever since that suspension I've been able to realize when players are in vulnerable positions and when's the right time to make the hit or not make the hit."
"Game Time" Prospect Sunday: THE '14 FILE, Dec. 15, 2013

By Tomorrows Blues  @TomorrowsBlues  on Dec 15 2013, 2:14p +  

Is there another Schmaltz in the Blues' first-round future? Photo by - Charles LeClaire-US PRESSWIRE
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In the first two editions of "The '14 File," we began examining some trends and outliers in the Blues’ drafting patterns over the last eight Entry Drafts, from the 2006 draft through the 2013 draft, and we've taken a look at the effect that those trends may have had on recent draft decisions. Tonight, we'll start taking a closer look at some of the players who might be discussed at the Blues' draft table come next June.

As noted previously, based on the draft trends we've identified, the Blues’ first-round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft is most likely to come from either Europe or the United States Hockey league (which includes the USNTDP U-18 program). The Blues have made only three selections in the first round during Doug Armstrong's tenure as general manager. Two of those selections have been USHL players (Jaden Schwartz in 2010 and Jordan Schmaltz in 2012), while one was a European (Russian Vladimir Tarasenko in 2010).

In this edition of "The '14 File," then, we will look at a handful of potential first-round picks, focusing on players from Europe and the USHL. The Blues will, in all likelihood, be drafting somewhere between 20th and 30th overall in the first round, so we have concentrated on players that have been projected in that range by multiple scouting sources.

"Brother, Where You Bound?"

The Blues have had several sets of brothers, as well as fathers and sons, wear the ‘Note during their almost half-century of existence. The rough-and-tumble Plager brothers helped establish the Blues as an NHL franchise from their very earliest days, and more recently, Rich and Ron Sutter were teammates for a brief while in St. Louis.

One thing the Blues have never done, however, is to draft a set of brothers in the same draft, or in drafts separated by a couple of seasons. In the 70's, the Blues drafted Bob Gassoff and Bernie Federko from the Western League, and later signed as free agents their younger brothers Brad Gassoff and Ken Federko. The younger brothers never made quite the impact on the franchise that their older siblings did, but a very different story could be written at the 2014 Draft.

Center Nick Schmaltz of the USHL’s Green Bay Gamblers is the younger brother of 2012 first-round selection Jordan Schmaltz, and is projected to be a late first-round pick, which puts him right in the range where the Blues will be drafting. International Scouting Services ranks him 25th overall for the upcoming draft, while the “Future Considerations” website has him at 28th overall.

Like his brother, Schmaltz was born and raised in Verona, Wisconsin... but the similarities end with the last name and the home town. Where Jordan Schmaltz is a 6’ 2, 190 pound puck-moving defenseman, Nick Schmaltz is a 5’ 11, 170 pound scoring forward. The "Future Considerations" scouting report on the younger Schmaltz notes that he "possesses good vision, shows good quickness and a strong ability to read the play in the offensive end. While he can also play in his own zone, Schmaltz's quick hands and ability to move in tight make him an attractive package."

"The Scouting Report" website, another source for information on draft prospects, ranks Schmaltz at 17th overall for the 2014 draft, still close to the range in which the Blues are expected to pick. "TSR's" scouting report on Schmaltz reads as follows: "The bloodlines continue as Schmaltz hopes to replicate the success of his older brother, Jordan, who was a first round pick of the St. Louis Blues in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. The younger Schmaltz is coming off a productive rookie season and is pegged to be one of the top players in the USHL in Year 2. Schmaltz has no shortage of offensive flair which is supported by his quickness with the puck and high-end offensive vision and puck distribution. Schmaltz, a North Dakota commit, doesn't have as much size as his older brother but his powerful skating and fluidity makes him very difficult for defenders to contain."

As a 16-year-old in 2011-12, Schmaltz played 11 games with Green Bay and gave a strong hint of things to come by posting a 1-3-4 scoring line with a plus-7 and two minutes in penalty time in those games. Last year, Schmaltz skated in each of Green Bay’s 64 games, striking for 18 goals (seven power play tallies and five game winners) and adding 34 assists while racking up a plus-2 mark and just 15 minutes in penalty time.

Schmaltz' scoring output has picked up this season; after 10 games with the Gamblers, he has a 5-7-12 scoring line (plus-2, 2 PPG, 1 GWG, no penalties), which projects to about 30 goals and 70 points over the full season. Schmaltz will not equal last season’s accomplishment of playing every game, however, as he has already missed some time with the Gamblers in order to skate for Team USA at the World Junior A Challenge in Nova Scotia. The time missed was well-spent by Schmaltz, however, as he led the tournament in scoring with a 4-8-12 line in four games and led the Americans to a gold medal.

None of the goals scored by Schmaltz at the WJAC were game-winners; he did, however, assist on a goal with 14 seconds remaining in the second period of the gold medal game vs. Russia on Nov. 10. That goal put the US ahead to stay and proved to be the eventual game-winner in a 4-1 victory for the Americans.

Dylan Larkin of the USNTDP U18 squad is another American/USHL player who has first-round potential for the Blues. "Future Considerations" ranks him 23rd overall for 2014, while ISS has him at 29th. "The Scouting Report" does not list Larkin in their top 30, but does consider him a player who could "make some noise as a possible top 60 pick in June."

"Future Considerations" notes that the 6’ 1, 200-pound Detroit native "has shown he can be an elite-level power forward in addition to showing a high level of offensive ability. His ability to take the puck hard to the net allows for unique scoring chances most players would not be able to get." In 17 games for Team USA, which includes games played in the USHL, Larkin has 11 goals and 16 points, and is a plus-8 with 28 penalty minutes.

Swedes On The Radar For The Blues

The Blues have not drafted a Swedish forward in the first round since Patrik Berglund in 2006 (Lars Eller in 2007 was a Dane playing in Sweden), but that could change this year as a couple of Swedish forwards are making their presence felt.

The primary target for the Blues would appear to be center Adrian Kempe of MODO Hockey in Peter Forsberg's home town of Örnsköldsvik, Sweden. The 6’ 2, 187-pound pivot is ranked by both International Scouting Services and "The Scouting Report" website at 20th overall, while the "Future Considerations" website ranks him 18th. With a Sept. 13, 1996 birthdate, Kempe is one of the youngest players eligible for the 2014 Draft.

"The Scouting Report" website notes about Kempe that "(his) game drew rave reviews in the Superelit where he served as an alternate captain of MoDo's J20 team, so much so that he's now seen action with the organization's SHL entry. Kempe is an intriguing forward who has good size and an all-around skill-set that projects well moving forward. The Kramfors native plays with intensity and rarely takes shifts off which will go a long way for teams looking for a player that they can afford to be patient with in the second part of the first round."

"Future Considerations" says that "Kempe is a strong, bullish forward that has size, strength and a work ethic to match. He can be tenacious on the forecheck and never misses finishing a check. He has a heavy shot and isn't shy to drive towards the net."

As noted, Kempe has split time between MoDo's U20 and Elite League entries this season. In 10 games at the junior level, he has a 2-8-10 scoring line with a plus-7 and 10 minutes in the sin bin, while at the pro level he has a goal and an assist in 12 games, with a minus-1 and four minutes in penalty time.

Another European with definite first-round potential for the Blues is winger Oskar Lindblom of the Brynäs Gävle U20 squad. There’s a real divergence of opinion on Lindblom at this point, however, with ISS ranking him 7th overall and "The Scouting Report" at 25th overall, while "Future Considerations" does not have him ranked at all.

The "TSR" report on Lindblom notes that he "is a bit of a work in progress but there's definitely some things to like about the 6-foot-2, 190 pound winger. Currently playing with Brynäs' U20 team, Lindblom was exceptional in last year's Under 17's where he led the Swedish team with eight goals and 13 points in only six games. He parlayed that into a strong showing with the U18 team in the spring and is starting to scratch the surface of some intriguing offensive potential which bodes well when you factor in his size and what he could become in four or five years."

In 16 games for Brynäs this season, Lindblom has posted a 4-8-12 scoring line, with a plus-1 and 14 minutes in penalties. He has a pair of power-play tallies to his credit, and one game winning goal.

Finnish Blueliners A Frequent Target

In the Armstrong Era, the Blues have tended to concentrate on Finland as a source for European players. Under the guidance of Doug and Bill Armstrong as General Manager and Director of Amateur Scouting, respectively, the Blues have drafted a total of eight players from Europe; four of those players, all defensemen (Teemu Eronen, Jani Hakanpää, Petteri Lindbohm and Santeri Saari), have been from Finland.

The most likely scenario, then, is that the Blues will draft a Finnish defenseman with a pick somewhere between the third and seventh rounds. Two players leap off of the list of NHL Central Scouting’s preliminary rankings as likely candidates to hear their name called by the Blues in Philadelphia next summer: Atte Mäkinen, who is currently skating for Tappara Tampere in the Liiga, and Eetu Sopanen, currently with the Pelicans Lahti U20 club in the A-Nuorten junior league.

Both Mäkinen and Sopanen have the kind of size that NHL teams look for in their defensemen; Mäkinen stands 6’ 3 and tips the scales at 206 pounds, while Sopanen is even bigger at 6’ 5, 222. Due to issues with the Finnish Ice Hockey Federation’s web server, there are no current statistics available for the junior league, but in his four games with Tappara in the Liiga, Mäkinen has an assists, a plus-5, and two minutes in the sin bin.

Mäkinen is in his second year of eligibility for the draft, as he has a May 1995 birthdate. Last year in the A-Nuorten junior league, he posted a 5-9-14 scoring line in 40 games, with a plus-7 mark and 71 minutes in penalties. Mäkinen did not score any “money” goals (power play, shorthanded or game-winners), but six of his nine assists were on power-play tallies for the Tappara juniors. He also skated for Finland’s U18 World Junior squad, picking up an assist, plus-3 and eight minutes in penalties for the Bronze medal winners.

The Tampere native was ranked 89th in Europe by NHL Central Scouting for last year’s draft, and 141st overall by International Scouting Services. The ISS scouting report on Mäkinen gives him a "Very Good" ranking in Size/Strength and Hockey Sense, and notes that he is a "big, physical defender with strong defensive instincts."

Sopanen played in 16 games last season for the Pelicans’ U20 squad, scoring one goal and adding six assists while posting a minus-1 and 12 minutes in the sin bin. Four of Sopanen’s six assists during the 2012-13 season were accumulated while on the power play. "Hockey’s Future" describes him as "(a) big, rangy defenseman who's strong defensively, (makes) mostly good decisions and has some ability to move the puck." The report goes on to mention that Sopanen still needs to work on his skating and agility, and notes that "improvement in these areas is essential" for the big blueliner to reach his full potential.
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Flames suddenly find their offensive stride, scoring four times to down Avalanche

Calgary had been held to just a single goal in their previous four contests, all losses

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldJanuary 7, 2014
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Calgary Flames left wing Jiri Hudler celebrates his goal in the second period of an NHL game against the Colorado Avalanche in Denver on Monday. He later set up the game-winner late in the third period with a phenomenal pass from the corner to Mike Cammalleri.
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Johnson: Duchene hoping to go from excited fan to participant when Canada unveils hockey team

Smid, Berra headed to Olympics; Jiri Hudler snubbed

Baertschi choosing to look ahead rather than dwell on nightmare season, which now includes Olympic snub

DENVER — Of late, as everyone is painfully aware, Calgary Flames goals have been harder to come by than a ’63 copy of No. 1 The Amazing Spider Man comic book or an authentic Shakespeare signature.

Famished for some offensive sustenance, they pigged out for four — after scoring just one in their previous four starts — at the expense of a the Colorado Avalanche on Monday night.

And Jiri Hudler, bypassed by the Czech Republic earlier in the day for the Sochi Olympic Games, sparked the desperate Flames by scoring once and setting up Michael Cammalleri’s game winner in a 4-3 morale-booster.

“(Shane) O’Brien said to me before the game: ‘I’d put my money on Hudes to play well tonight’,” said Cammalleri afterwards. “The first goal, we’ve been trying to get more traffic and win more puck battles and he did exactly that. On the second that he was involved in, it’s just him making a fantastic play in front of the net.

“He’s disappointed (about the Olympics). It’s a big deal to anybody.”

Cammalleri’s power play strike, scored at 16:30, came with the Avs serving a minor penalty for too-many-men.

“I don’t know the actual stats on it, but you’ve gotta score three or four to win in this league. Teams average 2.X goals a game, right? So the numbers would say you need to find a way to get three or four.

“I thought the power play goal was a result of just a compete level. Even the power play before things didn’t go our way but we were winning puck battles, guys were working really hard, having that 5-on-5 fight mentality. (Joe) Colborne won a bunch of ’em, and he wins a battle to keep that puck alive on the last goal, too.”

The Avalanche had drawn level at 9:33 of the third period, Paul Stastny accepting a Gabriel Landeskog near the side of the Calgary net, pirouetting to the front and tucking the puck behind goaltender Karri Ramo.

Stastny collected three points for the Avs. But the night belonged to Hudler.

“This morning, he was very disappointed, so I thought it was useless to talk to Jiri at that time,” said Flames coach Bob Hartley. “But right before the game, I took a little walk here with Jiri. He knows. People sit in a room and there’s debates and you get picked or you don’t get picked. Everybody wants to be in the Olympics and represent their country.

“So it’s a huge disappointment, but we saw that he’s a pro and he did it in a very good way.”

The win ended a four-game losing streak and was the Flames’ first regulation win since December 4th.

The Hudler go-ahead 3-2 goal late in Period 2 was a thing of beauty.

A Mark Giordano shot from the point glanced off the Avs’ Jamie McGinn then hit goaltender J.S. Giguere and dropped down. His back to the net, the wily Hudler calmly backhanded the puck between his feet AND then Giguere’s to count as opportunistic a goal as you’ll see.

Super rookie Nathan MacKinnon, beginning to find his stride after a fairly quiet beginning to what will be a lengthy, illustrious NHL career, netted his second consecutive two-goal game, Nos. 13 and 14 on the season, to pace Colorado. Monday marked Game 5 of seven straight at the Pepsi Center,

In direct contrast, the comeback win injected some much-needed life for the fast-fading Flames as they head to Jobing.com Arena in Glendale for Tuesday’s encounter against the Phoenix Coyotes.

The second period seemed to be droning to its inevitable conclusion, the Avalanche ahead 2-1 and on cruise control when out of the mists, from nowhere, nothing, the Flames equalized 2-2, Joe Colborne tipping a spin-around T.J. Galiardi shot from near the blueliner behind a startled Giguere at 15:10.

Colborne’s first goal in 18 starts.

Then one for the highlight rule: Hudler’s between-the-feet piece of magic 2:18 later.

The Flames certainly got off to the start they wanted, as it took them a mere 1:08 to dent a sleepy Avs’ defensive fortification, Sean Monahan stopping up 15 or so feet out and the Giguere-stopped rebound of his shot glancing off the skate of a backchecking Jamie McGinn and in.

An assist for Lee Stempniak on the play ended a personal 12-game pointless streak, dating back eons, or more precisely to Dec. 10th.

Didn’t take the Avs long to answer back, though, a slashing minor to Michael Cammalleri the culprit. Ramo’s stick appeared to knock the puck over the line — ever-so-s-l-o-w-l-y — after rookie Nathan MacKinnon spun from in tight, at the near post and attempted to jam a shot past the Flames’ netminder.

That little imp MacKinnon was back again, on Colorado’s second PP of the night (Flames whistled for too many men), whipping a Paul Stastny pass from the high slot that Ramo got a piece of but failed to collect.

For all the work he had to do through an Avalanche-dominated first, long-ago Flame Giguere could’ve signed up for an online real estate course to fill the down time.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Johnson: Duchene hoping to go from excited fan to participant when Canada unveils hockey team

Rising Colorado Avalanche star had to watch Crosby&#8217;s golden 2010 goal in a room full of American fans
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Colorado&#8217;s Matt Duchene is hoping to hear his name called for Team Canada&#8217;s Olympic men&#8217;s hockey roster on Tuesday.
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Have your say: Who should be on Canada’s Olympic men’s hockey team?

Smid, Berra headed to Olympics; Jiri Hudler snubbed

Baertschi choosing to look ahead rather than dwell on nightmare season, which now includes Olympic snub

DENVER — Four years ago, Matt Duchene found himself smack dab inside the belly of the beast. In hostile territory. Behind enemy lines. Surrounded.

“I was here, living with Footer at the time, Adam Foote, and we were at his house with a bunch of his American friends,” the Colorado Avalanche’s slick centre is recalling, mind rewinding to the Canada-U.S. gold medal overtime clash in Vancouver.

“His oldest son Cal and I were the only ones cheering for the Canadians. So when Sid (Crosby) scored we both jumped up and started running around the room, all pumped up. I was still 18 or 19 at that point, still a fan.

“The rest of the room was silent.

“It was weird.

“You see all the parties going on in Canada, everyone going crazy. Down here, the situation I was in . . . it wasn’t as fun to watch as ’02, that’s for sure.”

When Steve Yzerman clears his throat and strides to the microphone to offer benediction to those selected to don Canadian silks at Sochi in a little over a month’s time, Matt Duchene’s name has a good chance to be called. The competition at centre is murderous, of course, what with Crosby, Getzlaf, Thornton, Toews and Tavares all queuing up for spots, but they can flip out to the flanks if need be.

One of intriguing sidebars to a strong, strong start for Avalanche this season is the ongoing maturation of Duchene, once a precociously, lavishly talented moppet who’s begun to broaden his the horizons of his game. He isn’t trying to be a one-man band anymore; he’s using all of the instruments in the orchestra pit to enrich the sound, to make the music even better.

Duchene currently ranks 25th in league scoring with 38 points, averaging one per start, and, as importantly, is a plus-seven.

“I’d be very surprised if he’s not on the team,” says Avs’ boss Patrick Roy, no stranger to candour. “He had a real good world championship last year” — four goals, five points in eight games — “and he’s having a really good year for us. He’s playing right now with (Jamie) McGinn and (Maxim) Talbot and he’s capable of making guys around him better. These are the qualities of a good player.

“That’s what Duchy does for us.

“He’s speed will be an important asset on the bigger-sized rink. When I spoke to Steve Yzerman they had some points they wanted to talk about. I’m not saying (points) they wanted me to work on . . . but I explained to Duchy that’s what they’re going to look at. If you’re good defensively, if you’re capable of moving the puck more, stuff like that. And that’s what he’s doing.

“Of course I’m working for him, but at the same time I think he deserves to be part of that team.”

Only 22, Duchene’s best years lie in front of him. Much to the Avs’ delight.

“I think last year I laid a good foundation, this year I hope I’m going to be even better. I think there’s another couple gears I can get to this season and hopefully a couple more after that in my career.

“This is probably the hardest team in the world to make — Team Canada at the Olympics. You look at the talent pool, it’s so deep. I’m very aware of how tough it is to make that team. Just to be in the conversation is an honour.”

He says he’s had no tipoffs, no hints whether it’ll be yea or nay, thumbs up or down. And while the announcement may be monster news across the length and breadth of Canada, a We-Interrupt-Our-Regularly-Scheduled-Programming item, here in Colorado? Not so much.

So Duchene will be glued to the announcement online.

“I can imagine,” he laughs at the frenzy the debate over selection has taken north of the border. “You’re sure a little more under the microscope there. This is really the first time I’ve answered back-to-back questions about it, actually. I’ll get one here, one there. But sparingly.

“You’re not somebody who wants to be good if it’s not on your mind. It’s on my mind. I’ve dreamt about it every night for the last week. So it’ll be nice to get it over with tomorrow.”

The interest may be different hereabouts but the suspense for a prime candidate to be chosen is exactly the same.

“It’s just been a crazy week. It’s been running through your head a lot. The good part is when I come to the rink and I’m around the boys it’s out of my head and I’m just trying to help this team win.

“The only tough part is laying in bed at night or home by yourself.”

Those nights, tossing and turning, slamming his pillow into mush, when he actually can drift off to sleep, does the dream maybe involve a gold-medal overtime against the Americans, and Crosby, lurking near Stars and Stripes puck-blocker Ryan Miller, frantically calling out “Matt!” instead of “Iggy!”

“No, no,” is the protest in reply, “I’m just thinking about getting on the team first.

“Hopefully tomorrow brings good news.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
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Calgary Flames defenceman Ladislav Smid has been named to the Czech Olympic team roster.
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Depth is everything as Yzerman puts finishing touches on Canada's Olympic roster

For two Calgary Flames, euphoria. For another, despair.

Swiss goaltender Reto Berra and Czech Republic defenceman Lladisav Smid are both heading to Sochi to compete in the Winter Games in February. In a shocking decision, Jiri Hudler, the Flames’ leading scorer with 33 points, was left off the Czech roster, while 42-year-old Petr Nedved, currently toiling for Liberec at home, and ex-Flame bust Roman Cervenka, a KHLer these days, found themselves included.

Also left disappointed was Sven Baertschi, currently toiling for Abbotsford of the AHL.

"It’s everybody’s dream to make Olympic team and represent your country,’’ said Smid, following the team’s morning skate at the Pepsi Center in Denver. "It’s a huge honor. I actually felt like a little kid. My wife just called, she’s so happy for me. My family’s in Calgary right now and they’re just pumped. It’s a great feeling.

"As it was getting closer and closer to the deadline, I was getting a little nervous. You don’t want to think about it too much but it’s in the back of your mind. Just a huge, huge relief. I thought I had a pretty chance but there are a lot of good players in Czech.’’

Berra’s inclusion on Switzerland’s Olympic roster didn’t come as a surprise. He’ll team up with Anaheim netminder Jonas Hiller to try and help the Swiss hatch another upset performance at a major tournament.

"I’m really excited. My first Olympics. For sure it’s different than world championships, with all the other athletes. I will probably watch other sports, I’ve never had a chance to go so it’s exciting.’’

When asked if he’d seen him as a Sochi candidate prior to last spring’s world championships, where the Swiss shocked everyone by claiming a silver medal and he starred in a semi-final win over the U.S., Berra smiled.

"Ah, probably not, no. I always don’t try to look too much in the future. I try to stay in the moment, so no.

"It was a big thing that we won the silver medal, so maybe we have a toe (in the door) there on that Olympic roster already, because of that. But it’s not just the world championships. When you play in Switzerland you have two or three national breaks so you play. I always play really good there.

"A year ago I didn’t think about Olympics at all.’’

Flames coach Bob Hartley naturally endorsed his two Russia-bound pupils.

On Smid: "He’s the ultimate warrior. His game is as simple as they come. But he’s a great team guy, a great worker, so I’m very happy for him.’’

On Berra: "It;s a great honour for Reto but looking at what he’s done the last year at the world championship, in the Swiss league, what he’s done so far with us. There’s many great goalies in the Swiss league but I think it was a pretty easy decision.’’

The omission of Hudler startled many. Hartley, for instance, made no bones about his feelings on the matter.

"No Hudler on that team? The Czechs must be favoured to win the gold medal because they must be awfully talented.’’

Smid, too, seemed taken aback at the decision.

"A little surprised, yeah. I’m sad for him. I thought he’s gonna make it.’’

Hudler, perhaps wisely, declined comment.

***

QUICK HITS: Former Avalanche winger David Jones is out of the Calgary lineup tonight suffering from an eye infection.

Baertschi choosing to look ahead rather than dwell on nightmare season, which now includes Olympic snub

Flames prospect, now with the Abbotsford Heat, believes he will one day get past the challenges of 2013-14

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJanuary 6, 2014

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Sven Baertschi has had a hockey season he&#8217;d like to forget. Getting into Brian Burke&#8217;s doghouse has been followed by an extended trip to the minors and now a snub from Switzerland&#8217;s Olympic team.
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This latest development? Consider it another brick.

“There’s a big, massive wall in front of me right now,” Sven Baertschi said from San Antonio, Texas, where the Abbotsford Heat face the Rampage on Tuesday night. “At some point, I’m going to jump over it. Then, on the other side, is going to be a lot of sunshine.”

Baertschi learned from coach Sean Simpson on Sunday — a day in advance of the rest of the hockey world — that he had failed to crack Switzerland’s roster for the Olympics. (He is, however, on the Swiss reserve list.)

That Simpson had needed to track down Baertschi in Abbotsford to deliver the verdict indicates how the left-winger’s winter is going.

Which is to say disappointing.

“But I’m fine,” said Baertschi. “I’m just being challenged a lot more than I’m used to. Overall, mentally, it’s a big challenge for me right now. Getting sent down, then not going to the Olympics, it’s tough. I’ve never been challenged in my life like that. I’ll get through it. It’s only going to make me stronger.”

Baertschi finished last season on a seven-game point streak. But a groin injury kept him out of the finale in Chicago — and out of the world championship. Perhaps that hurt his chances with Team Switzerland, too.

“They’ve got 19 players who played (in that tournament) on the Olympic roster,” the 2011 first-round pick said. “But I’m definitely not confused. It’s been a tough season so far ... of course, (Swiss coaches) can see that, too. I don’t know if there is a right way (to take it). I’m trying to focus on the good things right now. That, I would say, is the future.

“I don’t want to look back and think about all the things that didn’t go well.”

Baertschi, with the Flames, had recorded 11 points in 26 dates, absorbing a few healthy scratches along the way. Demoted to Abbotsford, the 21-year-old has responded with two points — both goals — in seven appearances.

“I think I’m strong enough — strong enough mentally — to get through this,” said Baertschi. “I’m good enough as a hockey player to play in the NHL. I know this. At some point, I will be there. I don’t know when, but I’ll be there.”

The Swiss snub is simply the latest kick in the slacks.

“I wouldn’t say it’s a shock,” he said. “I guess I was hoping for a better result. You hope for something when you’re not sure it’s going to happen.”

Baertschi is hardly the only member of the organization with hurt feelings. Jiri Hudler, the Flames’ leading scorer, was ignored by the Czech Republic squad.

“I feel for him — it’s tough,” said Baertschi. “He’s one of the smartest players I’ve ever played with. He’s unbelievable. For me, he’s my guy to look up to on our team in Calgary. And he was always the guy that helped me out the most. I feel bad for him, but he’s good enough as a pro to take it the right way.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Calgary&#8217;s Mikael Backlund tries to contain Tampa Bay&#8217;s Martin St. Louis in front of goaltender Reto Berra during last Friday&#8217;s game. The Flames have become known for hard work, but it&#8217;s not enough to change their fate near the bottom of the NHL standings at the halfway point of the campaign.
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Flames patient with struggling rookie Sean Monahan

Olympic candidates on the Flames await naming of national hockey rosters

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Colorado Avalanche

DENVER — They already lie 15 points adrift of a — now, now, stifle any and all giggles, please — playoff spot. Only Tim Hortons can rival ’em for doughnuts since Christmas. The franchise nadir of 67 points over a full 82-start campaign suffered 16 winters ago now finds itself very much under threat.

Landing in one snowswept, bitterly-cold city from another snowswept, bitterly-cold city Sunday afternoon, the found themselves languishing 29th in offence and 26th in defence on the National Hockey league grid.

They’ve lost four straight, all on home ice, three by shutout, and are colder’n a mother-in-law’s kiss in front of the goal.

And yet taken as a 41-game block, so far, halfway through the long-anticipated, now-sobering “rebuild” season, the Calgary Flames, given everyone’s subterranean expectations, could actually be considered something of a mildly pleasant surprise.

So far.

Nothing to pop a bottle of vintage Moet Chandon over certainly. Or enough to make anyone actually buy into that noisy PR rhetoric about “fast-tracking” the competitive progression.

But hey, could be worse. Could be Edmonton.

As the second half of the season opens Monday night at the Pepsi Center against Patrick Roy’s prodigious, precocious Colorado Avalanche, though, these against-all-odds Flames appear to have reached an exceedingly dangerous time within a uniquely delicate moment: Do they continue to push gallantly on through mid-April in spite of their obvious shortcomings and mounting disappointments, or are they simply worn away by reality and give in to the inevitable?

An unceasing commitment to putting forth close-to-maximum effort has been their singular trump card, their hallmark, throughout a modest 34-point first half. They’ve been undermanned by injury on many nights, overmatched in sparkle on many, many more, but have for the most part remained competitive, stayed resilient, more often than anyone could’ve imagined.

For that, Bob Hartley and his coaching staff, as well as the professionalism of most of the players on hand, must be commended.

If that dogged push begins to tail off, though, if the night-to-night desire and motivation dwindles, even ever-so-slightly (and we’ve seen warning signs lat ely), if the losing takes its toll and the increasingly helplessness of the situation grips them, if the return for effort doesn’t seem worth the bother, then this has the potential get very ugly very quickly.

This is a group, after all, working at a great height without a net.

“No, no, that won’t slide,” coach Bob (The Rebuilder) Hartley vowed the other day. “I can make that promise to you and to our fans. Because that’s the culture we want to create.

“We want to teach the Brodies, the Monahans, the Boumas, the way to be a good pro. Whatever the score is, we’re gonna keep competing. It’s funny you’re asking me about this, because that was my topic this morning at my team meeting. Basically, for the last month and a half, two months, we’ve been in every game, that’s what we want to build.”

Individually through the first half, the now-injured Kris Russell proved to be a revelation, uber-competitive for a small player, willing and able to soak up additional minutes will the loss of key defencemen, an absolute steal for a fifth-round pick and arguably the club’s MVP so far. Rookie Sean Monahan opened brightly, but the attrition of an NHL season has begun to take its toll, as expected. The mercurial Jiri Hudler has 33 points and is a plus player.

Mostly, though, this team’s identity has been forged in the collective.

With the firing of Jay Feaster, and the unruly-coiffed Brian Burke acting as “interim” general manager, maybe we’ll see a new GM in place sometime between now and mid-April, or maybe we won’t. Maybe, as some fear, that person will be a kind of Charlie McCarthy to Burke’s Edgar Bergen or maybe Burke will decide that, after an exhaustive analysis of all plausible candidates, turns out the best man for the job is . . . timpani roll, please . . . Brian Burke! Despite his continual protestations to the contrary.

Whether or not there is a major change within the managerial structure, there are sure to be alterations within the lineup itself. Vets such as Lee Stempniak, Michael Cammalleri, Matt Stajan and Mikael Backlund, to list but a few, are bound to hear their names being bandied vigorously about as the trade deadline grows nearer because Burke, by his own admission an impatient sort, has made no bones about the need to get bigger and meaner (Although lacking the requisite amount of skill, a blockade of muscle to act as insulation means little).

As the second half opens Monday night at the Pepsi Center, the Calgary Flames, now as vulnerable as we’ve seen them this season, have reached an exceedingly dangerous time within a uniquely delicate moment:

Do they continue to push gallantly on through mid-April in spite of their obvious shortcomings and mounting disappointments, or are they simply worn away by reality and give in to the inevitable?

They find themselves teetering on a tightrope, working without a net.

“The commitment to this organization, to our fans, the commitment to winning hockey games, to battling in every game,” replies Hartley flatly by way of rebuttal, “is non-negotiable.

“I will never allow a losers’ mentality to creep into our locker-room.”

Given the circumstances, that pledge will be put increasingly to the test between now and the finish line.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Olympic candidates on the Flames await naming of national hockey rosters

Smid, Hudler, Giordano, Berra and Baertschi are all possibilities to play in Sochi

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldJanuary 6, 2014
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Calgary Flames defenceman Ladislav Smid is a candidate to be named to the Czech Olympic team roster.
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Ladislav Smid has heard the stories.

His dad, Ladislav Smid Sr. — an elite defenceman for HC Dukla Jihlava which, in the team’s glory days, was ruling the Czechoslovakian Elite League — competed for his country at the 1964 Olympic Games in Innsbruck, Austria. And, many times, Smid has heard about the time Czechoslovakia beat Canada for the bronze medal.

“He always shows it off,” Smid was saying the other day with a chuckle. “Kind of reminds me who the boss is.”

So, you can only imagine how much it would mean to the Calgary Flames defenceman should he be selected to represent his country at the 2014 Games in Sochi, Russia. It would make it exactly 50 years since his father competed.

“A huge honour,” said the 27-year-old native of Frydlant, Czech Republic. “My dad went ... so I would like to experience it at least once, too. He said it was a great feeling to be there for your country and a huge honour.

“Hopefully, fingers crossed, that I’ll make the roster.”

Across the board, the final men’s Olympic hockey team rosters for all countries are to be announced within the next two days. According to Smid, he and fellow Czech Jiri Hudler should hear by Monday.

He said he has already made contact with the team’s assistant coach who was asking him about his health and about his 2013-14 season so far. The six-foot-three, 209-pound left-shot defenceman was traded from the Oilers to the Flames and has played 24 games with his new club.

There’s also a good chance for Hudler to crack the squad after scoring 11 goals and 22 assists in 41 games this season. He represented the Czech team at the 2013 and 2003 world championships and also was on the world junior team.

“He feels the same, like I do. He’d like to be there. He’s done everything he could,” said Smid who, like Hudler, played at the 2013 world championships and also represented his country at the world junior level. “But, honestly, I don’t know . . . nobody’s going to tell you whether you’re in or out. I guess it’s going to be a bit of a surprise.”

There had been talk early in the season for Flames captain Mark Giordano, widely seen as an undervalued commodity, to be considered in the mix for Team Canada, so he is waiting to see this week. Reto Berra, too, is waiting the word. The 27-year-old Flames netminder is a likely candidate for the Swiss team while Sven Baertschi, currently with the Abbotsford Heat, could be a member as well.

Berra, who hails from Bulach, represented his country at the 2013 world championships but has never been to an Olympic Games.

“They’re really different,” he said. “All of the NHL players are there. The teams are different. The opponents are different. All the teams are going to be better. They’re two different things. The Olympics are every four years.”

Smid agreed.

“All the best players in the world are there,” he said. “It happens once every four years, so obviously it would be a huge honour. And you never know if they’re going to let the NHL go to the next Olympics. I would really like to be there.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Punchless Flames Bolted down

Lightning record easy 2-0 win in Calgary

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJanuary 4, 2014
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New Flames right winger Kevin Wesgarth shows some fight by cross-checking Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Ben Bishop, but once again Calgary can&#8217;t light the lamp and lose 2-0 to the visiting Bolts.
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Mark Giordano has done it before. Lee Stempniak, too.

Scramble off the ice — during a game — when your skate blade has fallen off.

So imagine the Calgary Flames’ surprise when, in the second period, referee Francis Charron whistled down a play because the skate of Tampa Bay Lightning defender Matt Carle had come apart.

But the sequence wasn’t halted immediately.

Rather, the official, near the Tampa net, waited. Then when Joe Colborne took a pass and had acres of open ice ahead, the whistle tweeted.

On the powerplay yet.

Yes, it’s only one play. Sure, it’s a game of mistakes, the players’ and otherwise.

But when your luck is as hard as the Flames’, it’s a true kick in the helmet.

“They were saying that they have to blow it down in a situation like that,” Mark Giordano said of the officials’ explanation. “The linesman came up to me and said it was the right call. I was more mad … I thought they let some time run off the clock before they blew it. I was pretty disappointed they didn’t blow it down right away. They waited.”

The Bolts scored a pair of second-period goals — Ondrej Palat at 5:23, Nikita Kucherov at 10:20 — and that was more than enough for a 2-0 win in National Hockey League action Friday at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

“As we all know, we’re a very fragile group right now,” said Flames coach Bob Hartley. “As soon as we get down, it seems like we lose a step and we can’t generate.

“In the third period, I admired the push, the fight back, that we showed. But it’s the bad habits that we have that gives the other teams the lead. That’s something that we have to correct — and correct quickly.”

The travellers, who got a shutout from Ben Bishop, are now 7-1-1 in their last nine dates.

The other guys? Yeesh. With only 13 goals in their last nine dates, they are on a 1-6-2 slide.

“Five on five, it’s the same old (story) — we’ve got to find a way to get out of this,” said Giordano. “We generate chances but, at the same time, we have to play like we have nothing to lose because we really don’t. We’re not finding a way to get those goals. I mean, every mistake now, it seems, is magnified because we’re not scoring goals.”

The Flames may have had other gripes about the officiating.

Mikael Backlund is hauled down on a breakaway — could’ve been a penalty shot. Then a quick whistle on the delayed call — as Michael Cammalleri deposits the puck into the net.

“Those things are going to happen in a game,” said Giordano, whose group directed only 19 pucks on net. “We have to find to get more shots and generate more offence. It’s as simple as that.”

Added Stempniak: “Almost every call out there, one team agrees with it and the other team disagrees with it, no matter what. Offsides. Icing. Penalties. Everything. We got our power plays … and just didn’t capitalize on it. The powerplay’s got to come through. We all have to be better on that.”

In their last 12 periods — all on home ice — the Flames have one measly goal.

That’s it.

“It’s not a recipe to win games,” said Stempniak. “It’s really frustrating. We definitely feel like we’re letting the goaltenders down. They’ve played great. Every game they’ve kept us in it, given us a chance. It’s frustrating. It’s hard. And it’s definitely a disappointing feeling for the 18 skaters out there.”

Karri Ramo, against the team that drafted him in 2004, was spectacular. Six times, he foiled Martin St. Louis, who entered the night with eight goals in nine games against his former employers.

“We’re wasting great goaltending performances,” said Hartley. “It seems like an old song.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Johnson: St. Louis the ‘one that got away’

Bolts star came long way since start with Flames

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldJanuary 3, 2014
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Tampa Bay Lightning right winger Martin St. Louis will always be remembered by Flames supporters as a player the team gave up on too soon.
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He remains of one of the big team in this town’s lingering regrets; its glaring missed opportunities. The mere mention of his name enough to trigger spasms of sorrow, murderous mutterings of ‘What if ...?’ among hockey habitues hereabouts.

“I always reminisce a little bit,” confesses Martin St. Louis of the infrequent returns to the place his NHL career began 16 long winters ago. Then a soft, wistful look of nostalgia crosses his face. “Especially in that corner.”

‘That corner,’ of course, happens to be the spot he beat Miikka Kiprusoff from 33 seconds into the second overtime on June 5 to send a taxing, tortuous 2004 Stanley Cup final back to western Florida for a decisive Game 7.

And the rest is, well … hard-to-take history.

“I’ve watched that game a bunch of times,” St. Louis admits, as Billy Joel, another golden oldie, launches into Piano Man on the boom box inside the Tampa Bay Lightning’s inner sanctum at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “There was just no room out there. Nothing. I had zero shots until then. That was my first shot. When I look, as I’m watching the game, I’m thinking ‘Maybe I should’ve shot here or shot there.’ But there really weren’t any opportunities to shoot. It was SO tight. All the hooking, holding.

“It was war.”

When informed that the games of that era, so radically different from the sanitized version of today, were absolutely great to watch, he smiles.

“Great to play in, too.”

Now 38, with the one Stanley Cup ring, two Art Ross trophies, a Hart Trophy, five All-Star Team selections, six All-Star Game appearances and three Lady Byng awards to his name, Martin St. Louis has another milestone on his radar:

Fifty points shy of the epoch-making 1,000 barrier.

And the first 20 of those, as if anyone of a certain age around here needs reminding, were scored in Calgary Flames’ livery.

But then, adjudged too small, considered surplus requirements after sweeping changes within the organization, he was bought out and became an unrestricted free agent after being passed over in the 2000 expansion draft.

He wound up in Tampa Bay and carved out a Hall of Fame-calibre career.

“The people that liked me (in Calgary), cared about me, so to speak … they were all gone,” he reminds you, shrugging. “So it’s not like I felt betrayed. I felt good about what they were doing with me, and vice-versa. Al Coates. Brian Sutter. Nick Polano, the assistant GM. I felt they could see that I had something, that it was kind of a matter of time, so to speak.

“I felt my role that second year I was here — I ended up playing 56 games ­— I was getting better. They had confidence in what I was trying to do. But when everybody gets fired, it’s hard.

“So I don’t hold any grudges.”

If revenge, however, ever was an issue, he’s exacted it, hundreds — no thousands — of times over. With every goal, each assist, all those richly-deserved baubles he collected wearing a tux, the double-OT shot from ‘that’ corner a decade ago that killed off the spirit of those Iginla-led Flames.

“We can’t say enough about his career,” said Tampa’s first-year full-time coach Jon Cooper. “ When I first came in last year we talked about his career a little bit, to get to know each other and we talked a lot about the 2010 Olympics and how that was one of his biggest disappointments. And he always talked about being put on waivers by Calgary. I think he said he was put on waivers twice.

“Those were just things that he said ate at him but made him who he was today.

“It seems to drive him. You piss Marty off somewhere along the way and he will eventually show everyone wrong. And we, our organization, has been a huge benefactor of the adversity he’s seen throughout his career.

“I guess Calgary would be the one city where they had him and, for whatever reason, he was let go. Then he was the one that kinda put the dagger in their heart in Game 6. It’s amazing how things like that kinda work themselves out.”

This season, his first as captain of the Bolts, has presented its share of unique challenges. The broken leg suffered by sniper without peer Steven Stamkos seven weeks ago, the number of raw rookie recruits conscripted for battle, have all placed added onus on the old fella.

“You lose a piece like Stammer … I’m trying to manage myself and really have a pulse on the team at the same time,” St. Louis said. “With all the young guys we have, they have to learn under pressure pretty quick. They’ve risen to the challenge. For me, I try to play my game, change it a little bit. No disrespect to those young guys, they’re playing really good hockey for us, but it’s a bit different when you lose a 60-goal guy.

“So I find myself shooting a bit more, try to create space for myself. Because other guys don’t get open like Stammer does. In a way, I’ve had a chance to prove to myself that I can still do it.”

Oh, he can still do it. No debate on that score. Thirty-eight points in 40 games working inside a defence-first Cooper-instituted system. A plus-12. A consummate role model. Not much missing there.

“We all went through that moment of pity-party when Stammer went down,” Cooper said. “But I think Marty looked inside and said ‘There’s no way we’re going down with this’ and he took it as a personal challenge. They were looked on as that one-two punch but you don’t want to be looked on like ‘I can’t do it.’

“And so he’s clearly shown he can.

“I love the guy.”

Upcoming, Tuesday and Hockey Canada’s announcement of the 2014 men’s team for Sochi. After being passed over four years ago for Vancouver, given his age and no guarantees that the NHL will participate four years hence in Pyeongchang, South Korea, the moment is here, is now.

The competition for spots is nothing short of murderous, of course. But if Martin St. Louis does get good news from his Tampa boss, Steve Yzerman, it’ll have been based strictly on current merit, not any sense of wistful nostalgia.

“I think it’s in the back of everybody’s mind,” said the one that got away, back in the place it all began for an infrequent visit Friday. “Not just me, but for anybody that gets a whack at (the Olympics), it’s something they cherish. Obviously they got to win it in 2010. I wasn’t so fortunate in ’06 but it was still a pretty cool experience. My kids were pretty young at the time. Now, they’d remember this. So for me, it’s not just what’s in it for me, it’s what in it for my family, to get to learn that.

“That’s why I’m pushing. I’m hoping I fall on the right side of the equation this time. If it’s not, you know, then it’s not. I’ve been blessed with the career I’ve had. The only thing you can do in this situation is give yourself and I feel I’ve done that.

“I’d be disappointed but there’ll be a lot of guys disappointed.”

Here’s hoping he’s not.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Broken paw mended, Dennis Wideman returns to the lineup for the Calgary Flames

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldJanuary 2, 2014
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Calgary Flames defenceman Dennis Wideman practised with the team at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Thursday. Wideman broke his hand November 27th.
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Dennis Wideman, just like you, has watched the past few Calgary Flames games and wondered where the offence has gone.

From his vantage point --- sick bay at the Scotiabank Saddledome where he has been recovering from a broken hand for the last month --- there are chances, sure, but no one seems to convert.

The veteran defenceman believes the solution is not National Hockey League rocket science.

“Anytime you’re struggling to score goals, it’s always, ‘Just start shooting. Get to the front of the net. Crash the net, get ugly ones,’” Wideman was explaining to the media following Thursday’s skate at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “And start building off that. That’s a leaguewide thing that everyone says when you’re struggling and that’s because it works. Whenever you’re struggling to score and you haven’t scored much, you can watch video and eight times out of 10, you’re probably playing a little bit on the perimeter and not getting to the net and not seeing the plays as much.

“I think if we start throwing pucks to the net, then you start opening other things up and you’ll start to see (goals). It’s all kind of a cycle.”

One goal in the last nine periods. One win in eight games.

Wideman, one of their most productive blueliners, has been absent for the last 16 outings. Offensively-minded Kris Russell also has been out with a second-degree MCL sprain, which hasn’t helped matters either.

“We’ve had some injuries,” Wideman said. “Obviously with Russ out of the lineup, he was playing so great and creating so much from the blueline for our forwards and getting pucks up to them and lugging pucks out and stuff like that. When you lose a guy like that, it obviously hurts the offence.”

It also makes Wideman’s return — Friday against the visiting Tampa Bay Lightning — more newsworthy because of the added elements he brings to the table.

“Wides has great vision, a great shot,” said Flames head coach Bob Hartley. “He’s a very good passer. It’s a good addition for us. He’s a right-shot so he gives us nice options on that side ... power play, he’s one of our best. He has great patience, great vision, he can shoot the puck five-on-five. Breakouts, he never panics with the puck.”

Up until his injury, the 30-year-old averaged 26:14 of ice time per night which, for comparison’s sake, is more than captain Mark Giordano (25:04), who also missed a chunk of the season with a broken ankle. He also fired 57 shots on net and scored two goals and 10 assists in 24 games.

It’s also clear Wideman has no problems helping out the goalies, which is exactly how he fractured his left hand in the first place, trying to bat down a shot against the Chicago Blackhawks on Nov. 27. The injury required surgery that saw a titanium plate and screws inserted so that a cast wasn’t necessary to give him more mobility.

Playing a waiting game, Wideman has been working on strengthening the muscles (to be able to squeeze a stick again) and trying to get his full range of motion back.

Still bruised and swollen, he’s been skating with the team since last week and is set to return to the ice Friday on a pairing with the stay-at-home Ladislav Smid.

“You never want to be injured,” Wideman said. “You never want to be sitting out, so anytime you’re watching games, it’s awful tough. At first, when you know you can’t play, it’s not quite as hard. But when you’re getting closer to coming back and you feel like you could be going, that’s when it starts to get really tough because you can see the light at the end of the tunnel and your know you’re coming back soon.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Johnson: Surging Tampa Bay Lightning, minus star Steve Stamkos, an unheralded NHL success story
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Columnist George Johnson says the mind reels over the potential of the Tampa Bay Lightning once Steven Stamkos returns to the lineup.
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Usually, they find themselves gawking at him, his exploits, slack-jawed, in awe. Well, for the past seven weeks, it’s been the other way ‘round.

“I’m obviously very proud of these guys,’’ says the convalescing Steven Stamkos, scanning a sparsely-populated visitors’ quarters at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “I don’t think there was any doubt in this room. But there was definitely doubt from the outside, looking in.’’

They’ve been deprived of their best player, arguably the league’s best player, for all but 17 games the first half of the season. Seven rookies already are on the books for 20 or more starts. They cut ties with a franchise icon and captain, Vinny Lecavalier, over the summer. Their head coach, Jon Cooper, was entering his first full NHL campaign in charge after taking control from the axed Guy Boucher on March 15th of last year.

Most damning of all, they were coming off a 28th-place finish overall.

Yet there the Tampa Bay Lightning lurk, currently third in the Eastern Conference, a pauper’s seven points in arrears and with two games in hand on the front-running Pittsburgh Penguins.

Indisputably one of the most unheralded success stories of the season so far.

“I think a big part of that,’’ replies Cooper mischievously, “is because we’re 3,000 miles away from everybody.

“I think we’ve snuck up on a few people. One thing people ask us is ‘How are you beating the West teams?’ Well, they’re not familiar with us. They’re looking at the team that was 28th last year.

“You’ve got to give a lot of credit to the guys, because they’ve changed the way they play. We’ve always kind of been a goal-first, goal-second, goal-third, defence-fourth kind of team. And now it’s the other way around.

“You talk about guys that have had to change their style. Marty (St. Louis) is one of them. Would he love to win the Art Ross again? For sure he would. But would you take a step back, maybe not win the Art Ross, have your plus-minus up and help put a team in the playoffs?

“He’d take that all day, any day. And those are the commitments these guys have made to help us be where we’re at.’’

As Cooper acknowledged, for so long so great to watch surging forward, but looser than a harlot’s morals in their own end, the grab-and-go Lightning epitomized offence-first hockey. Well, a quick check of the league stats as of today shows the Tampa Bay Lightning ranking sixth in the league in team defence.

That’s a makeover worthy of Max Factor.

“For sure, it’s been fun,’’ agrees 15-year, 39-year-old defenceman Sami Salo, now in his second season in Tampa. “Ever since Jon took over, there was not much he could salvage from last year, but he implemented some systems he believed in, he knows the young players here from his time in the minors and other places, and he knows what they bring.

“We have that fresh young energy going for us and a lot of older guys, too. So it’s a nice mix.

“Defence is key to the game. That was one of the cornerstones Jon brought in. You can’t expect to make the playoffs with 6-5 and 5-4 wins. Because in the long run that’s just not gonna happen. So we began focusing on that right from the beginning of training camp — cut down on the scoring chances, the odd-man rushes.

“The old-time pond hockey may be fun to watch, and fun to play, but it’s not going to get you far. And everybody’s bought in.’’

Leading that protect-your-holdings charge is Bishop. At 27, the Ottawa Senators’ castoff is enjoying a breakout season, piecing together 21 wins, tied for second most among goaltenders, a pristine 1.89 goals-against-average and .935 save percentage.

“He’s turning that corner,’’ lauds Cooper. “I think he was putting a little too much pressure on himself (last year, after being acquired April 3rd). But I also think he thought it’d be a little easier than it was. He went into the summer, worked really hard, came to camp and we found our way. We changed the way we play; the commitment we made to our end. And it’s been a great marriage.

“Ben goes into games knowing he’s going to have to make some saves but knowing we’re going to be there to help him out. We won’t leave him on an island. He’s not going to face 15 odd-man rushes a night with us, like he did last year. He also has the ability when the puck does get by him to make that next save.’’

A hot goalie. The timeless St. Louis still piling up the points, still showing the way. A new-found pledge to safeguard what’s theirs. A passel of kids scratching the surface of their potential and a coach they believe in.

Still hanging in near the top at the halfway pole, in range of the powerhouses of Boston and Pitt, the Bolts are passably good now. It’s all knitting together quite nicely at the moment.

So just wait’ll that uber-prolific No. 91 gets healed up and is back filling nets again. When he can stop gawking from the sidelines and join in on the fun.

“It starts with Ben Bishop,’’ stresses Stamkos. “He’s been phenomenal for us this year. You can’t win in this league unless you have a solid goalie. He’s gonna keep you in games you shouldn’t be in, he’s gonna play well in the games you need him to play well.

“And you look at our leadership corps, led by Marty, how he’s been able to step up and really lead the way for all the young guys we do have on this team. You have to give them credit, as well. They’re playing a lot of minutes, they’re playing bigger roles.

“I think when it’s said and done, and everyone’s back in the lineup and healthy, we’re going to be a much better team for it.’’

The mind reels.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Ivy League pugilist mixes brains with brawn

Flames&#8217; Kevin Westgarth earned psychology degree at Princeton University

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJanuary 3, 2014
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For not the first time, Kevin Westgarth is asked to reconcile his Ivy League education with his tough-guy persona.

Peeling off gear after Thursday morning’s practice, the Calgary Flames’ newcomer certainly looks the part of ruffian.

Large frame. Long hair.

Shaggy beard. Misshapen right paw.

“It’s funny,” says Westgarth. “George Parros and I were at Princeton. And there’s some other Ivy League guys. Then there’s guys who played junior. It takes all kinds (to be enforcers).

“But once you get over that superficiality, I think, at the heart of it, are guys who want to do whatever they can to help the team and protect their teammates and, beyond that obviously, they want to play hockey.”

First for Westgarth, the son of veterinarians, had been nailing down a college education.

So, in 2003, he followed a scholarship offer — and his big brother Brett — to Princeton University.

While playing there, Westgarth worked on a psychology degree and cackled at his sibling’s choice of major — mechanical and aerospace engineering.

“I always laugh about engineers,” says Westgarth. “They’re smart enough to get through arguably the hardest program, but not smart enough not to do it. I laugh at that.”

Joshing aside, the 29-year-old can probably be considered decent judge of brain power.

Who, then, is the smartest player he’s ever come across?

“That’s a good question,” says Westgarth. “Because I’ve played with guys who are probably smarter than people that I went to school with, who might not even have their high-school diploma. That puts things in perspective. We saw that (during the 2012 NHL lockout). George and I were pretty involved. But then you have guys that played junior. It doesn’t matter. Their ideas can be as good, if not better, than ours.

“So smartest guy? Ron Hainsey’s pretty good, a pretty quick guy. Jay Harrison is certainly a thinker. Peter Harrold.”

Westgarth’s four years at Princeton, by any definition, were well spent.

Degree in hand. NHL contract, from the Los Angeles Kings, upon graduation.

And, not insignificantly, he also met a member of the women’s basketball squad, a six-foot-one forward named Meagan who would one day become his wife. She happens to be the daughter of jut-jawed Bill Cowher, long-time coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers.

Forget Brian McGrattan — Cowher is one intimidating dude.

“We’ve always got along extremely well,” says Westgarth. “I think he’s always enjoyed hockey, but he’s become a true fan now.”

As a sounding board, as an inspiration, Cowher has been there for him.

“He gets it, too, obviously,” Westgarth says. “He himself ... was always on the edge his first couple years, then finally made it (with the Philadelphia Eagles and Cleveland Browns). During (my) years of playing in the minors, it was an incredible resource to have a guy who had been there, albeit in a different sport. Just a great sport mind, incredibly supportive of myself and Meagan.

“Obviously my parents love me and support me and all that, but to have the other half of the family as supportive? Pretty great.”

Westgarth has done his part, too, adding to the Cowhers’ bulging trophy case — which includes the 2005 Super Bowl, Meagan’s Ivy League scoring titles — by getting his mitts on the 2012 Stanley Cup. What does that mean?

“Oh, everything,” replies Westgarth. “That’s the dream, that’s the goal. Obviously, the funniest part of it is, once you do it once, you just want to do it again, get (your name) on there as much as possible. It’s a hell of a time, a hell of a thing to have done as a team.”

Sidelined by a hand injury for the entire spring, Westgarth had nevertheless been there every stride of the way.

“Pretty special thing to see, how good everyone got, how detailed everything was — I don’t think there was a missed pass after mid-April,” he says. “Our path was incredibly strange. Honestly, at no point after we got up two (wins) to nothing against Vancouver in the first round ... it just seemed like it was predestined.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Bolts’ Steven Stamkos skates in full gear for first time since breaking his leg

Canadians collectively hold their breath as star sniper strives to recover in time for Sochi Olympics

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldJanuary 3, 2014
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Tampa Bay Lightning center Steven Stamkos is attended to on the ice after banging into the goalpost during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Boston Bruins in Boston Monday, Nov. 11, 2013. Stamkos was taken off the ice on a stretcher after the play. (AP Photo/Elise Amendola)

Tampa Bay Lightning center Steven Stamkos is attended to on the ice after banging into the goalpost during the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Boston Bruins in Boston Monday, Nov. 11, 2013. Stamkos was taken off the ice on a stretcher after the play. (AP Photo/Elise Amendola)
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The legs ache. The lungs burn like a fireplace bellows. The timing, once so apparently effortless, so astonishingly impeccable, still seems that all-but-imperceptible-to-the-layman’s-eye half a heartbeat off.

Lordy, though, does it all ever feel GOOD.

“This,’’ said Steven Stamkos on Thursday, perspiration running down his face the way rain drops trickle down a window pane in a summer sun shower, “is pretty much the first time I’ve skated with full gear. That’s another step in the right direction. It’s little baby steps at this point but my main focus is to ... get it stronger, working off the ice and getting on the ice.

“Getting the lungs back a little bit. The laps seem a lot easier when you’re in shape. It’s about not having a setback right now and I’m definitely pleased with where I’m that.’’

As every puck-loving, referee-baiting, flag-waving Canadian knows, Stamkos, the game’s finest pure goal scorer, suffered a broken leg Nov. 11th against Boston after crashing into a goalpost, throwing his availability for Russia and this country’s quest — pre-occupation might not be too strong a word — to repeat as Olympic men’s hockey gold medallists.

At the time of the accident, his Sochi prospects appeared dim.

Now, six weeks from the opening of the Games, the country waits to see if he can, in fact, beat the odds, and then the rest of the Olympic field.

“This is the first time I’ve gone through something like this,’’ confessed Stamkos, “so I can’t compare it to anything, but I’m extremely pleased with the progress thus far.

“It’s just about continuing each day to feel a little better. We’ve had that so far, so we hope that continues.’’

On the ice at the Scotiabank Saddledome, after the Tampa Bay Lightning’s practice had officially ended, Stamkos, bedecked in a red no-contact jersey, worked out for a spell. He spent some of the time working with skipper and linemate Martin St. Louis on tipping pucks, regaining that feel for the game.

“That’s the thing that comes a little later in the progression period. You know that when I come back, whenever that is, that’s going to take a couple of games, for sure, to make that adjustment. I’m not too concerned with the timing stuff yet. It’s more about getting back skating pain-free and doing certain movements pain free.

“We’re obviously not at a point quite yet with full torque on certain movements. Sometimes I have to remind myself it’s only been seven weeks.’’

Has Stamkos surprised even himself at the rate of recovery?

“Yeah, I think so. Like I said before, I’ve never gone through anything this traumatic so you don’t know how your body responds. I said this in Vancouver the other day, I have a lot of things going for me: Youth. The ability to be surrounded by a great medical staff. The advantages of being an athlete and having certain rehab facilities to use 24/7.

“I’ve been very fortunate in that regard and I’ve been taking full advantage of that.’’

The protocol since the injury has remained the same: Stamkos has the leg x-rayed every two weeks to gauge progress.

“I was kinda told 10 to 12 weeks before this thing is fully, fully healed so it’s getting there. You’d like to think you’re on the shorter end of the recovery.’’

A nation, holding its collective breath to the point of passing out, would like to think so, too.

***

The disappointment for Bolts’ goalie Ben Bishop at being bypassed for the U.S. Olympic roster had a day to set in.

“I dunno, I’m kinda getting used to it,’’ he said jokingly Thursday. “I thought I was going to make the AHL All-Star Game a couple years ago and I wound up going as a reserve, when I thought for sure I was going to make it. I thought I was going to make St. Louis out of camp one year and I didn’t make that. So ...

“It’s just one of those things: What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. You’ve just got to deal with it and keep working hard. Because you never know. Maybe the next Olympics. Just keep a good attitude.’’

No American has more wins or a better save percentage than the 27-year-old Bishop, Denver born, and his 21 wins is tied for second most among NHL goalies. Yet that was enough to sway the American brain trust.

No irony, then, in the fact that he happens to be here, in the town now ruled by Team USA’s director of player personnel Brian Burke, with a shot at beating Burke’s Calgary Flames on Friday night?

“I heard I was gonna hear from the team. I wasn’t sure I’d hear from him when I was here. But, no, Dale Tallon game me a call this morning.

“I’ve met Burkie a couple times at both World Championships. I have a lot of respect for the guy. He’s a great guy. It’s one of those things where they had a tough decision. I tried to make it as hard as I could on them. I probably wasn’t even on their radar at the beginning of the season and put myself down to the last guy, between (Jimmy) Howard and I, and they went with the guy with a little more experience.

“All that being said, some guys are still hurt, you never know what’s going to happen.’’

He flat out dismissed the snub as motivation for the remainder of the year.

“I wasn’t using it as motivation before, either. You had to play well with the Lightning in order to make that team. Afterwards, same thing. I want to play well and make the playoffs. I don’t think anything’s going to change game to game. I’m going to come out with the same attitude, same preparation each game.

“It’d be nice to keep playing as well as I’ve been playing and hopefully they regret it.’’

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Frustrated Flames firing blanks

Bob Hartley&#8217;s crew ranked 26th overall in goals scored

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJanuary 2, 2014

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Gavin Young, Calgary Herald CALGARY, AB: DECEMBER 31, 2013 -- Calgary Flames centre Sean Monahan, left, celebrates his goal with Jiri Hudler during NHL action at the Scotiabank Saddledome on New Year's Eve 2013. (Gavin Young/Calgary Herald) (For Sports story by Scott Cruickshank) Trax # 00048227V

Gavin Young, Calgary Herald CALGARY, AB: DECEMBER 31, 2013 -- Calgary Flames centre Sean Monahan, left, celebrates his goal with Jiri Hudler during NHL action at the Scotiabank Saddledome on New Year's Eve 2013. (Gavin Young/Calgary Herald) (For Sports story by Scott Cruickshank) Trax # 00048227V

Photograph by: Gavin Young, Calgary Herald

In many ways, it had been the play of the season for the Calgary Flames.

Jiri Hudler — in the dying seconds of the Dec. 23 match against the visiting St. Louis Blues — skims a perfect pass to Mark Giordano, who cranks home the equalizer. The Flames, with a feel-good finish, end up winning in a shootout.

Nice stuff, but then came the dryspell.

Two-plus games’ worth. More than 60 fruitless shots.

And when the dam broke? More trickle than torrent.

Yes, Sean Monahan’s second-period wrister put the Flames on the board Tuesday against the Philadelphia Flyers — ending the scoreless drought at 159:35 (not far from the franchise record for dustiness, 182:42, Nov. 5-11, 2002) — but that was all the locals could muster.

A single goal.

Post-game, Lee Stempniak had been asked about the erosion of the team’s confidence.

“That can be a little bit of an excuse,” said Stempniak, goalless in 11 dates. “We’re all in the NHL because we’re good players. Ultimately, you just have to believe in yourself and believe that you’re capable of getting the job done. Certainly, you feel a little bit better if you’ve been scoring.

“But to me, (the confidence issue) is a little bit of a cop-out. I think you have to take ownership of it and be ready for the next opportunity that comes.”

Averaging 2.32 goals per game, the Flames rank 26th. (Only the New York Rangers, Florida Panthers, Minnesota Wild, Buffalo Sabres high-five less often.)

“It’s tough because I think we’re playing well, but we’re not scoring goals,” said Giordano. “We have to find a way to get some. I mean, all of us, myself included, we’re not finishing. We’re getting some pretty good looks and it’s not going in for whatever reason.”

The hot-handed Flyers, meanwhile, have recorded three or more goals in eight straight games.

“I felt they were more opportunistic than us around the net, tips,” said Flames skipper Bob Hartley. “We had some chances. I’ll give credit to our players. We went to the blue paint. We did lots of great things around the net, but we couldn’t get that big goal. I think (Brayden Schenn’s) goal late in the second period kind of hurt us. I felt we were getting good momentum, we were skating better and that goal — I felt it on the bench — we took a big hit from that.

“We kept working but we just couldn’t get back in the game.”

The bench boss declined to publicly spank his hard-luck skaters.

“We need to support them,” said Hartley.

“They are working. No one makes a bad read or makes a bad pass on purpose. The one thing we will not accept is a lack of effort and that is definitely not the case.”

POIRIER INKS ENTRY DEAL

The Flames have signed prospect Emile Poirier to an entry-year deal.

Poirier, who turned 19 in December, is a first-round pick, 22nd overall — part of the return for D Jay Bouwmeester. This past fall, in his first training camp in Calgary, the six-foot-one winger collected two points, going plus-two, in three friendlies.

This season with QMJHL Gatineau, the Montreal native has stacked up 53 points, including 24 goals, in 36 games. He is plus-18.

The three-year contract’s average annual value is $925,000, which includes a signing bonus of $92,500 each year.

C-NOTES: C Markus Granlund has been returned to AHL Abbotsford ... D Dennis Wideman (hand), according to coach Bob Hartley, will suit up Friday against Tampa Bay ... LW Sven Baertschi, in five games with Abbotsford, has one point — a power play conversion — and a minus-three rating.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Martin Marincin, Anton Belov surprise selections off Edmonton Oilers roster for Olympic duty in SochiEdmonton Oilers defenders Martin Marincin and Anton Belov got surprising presents Tuesday when they were picked by the Slovak and Russian Olympic teams to play in Sochi next month. They’ll be joining Czech winger Ales Hemsky as the Oiler representatives there.

Marincin, 22, who’ll be playing his eighth game this season Tuesday with a big test against the St. Louis Blues, has averaged 15 minutes a night and is plus two on the season.

“For sure this is the biggest achievement in hockey,” said Marincin, who probably wouldn’t be on the team if still playing on the farm in Oklahoma City, but made it as one of their eight defencemen, which includes former Oiler Lubo Visnovsky (Islanders).”I think I’ll be the youngest there.”

Belov is expected to be a healthy scratch for the Blues with Brad Hunt getting his third straight game since being recalled from OKC, but he played in the KHL for years and was very good on their world championship team last spring. He’s struggled with the smaller NHL surface where plays have to be made quicker, but he has a history with the selectors from his time playing in Russia.

While the Oilers will have three guys in Sochi, the Blues are tied with Chicago Blackhawks with 10 players going to the Olympics.

That’s half the roster that will be playing the Oilers Tuesday. The list includes the defence pairing of Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo for Canada, David Backes, Kevin Shattenkirk and T.J. Oshie for the Yanks, Patrik Berglund and the injured Thomas Steen (concussion) for Sweden, Vladimir Sobotka and goalie Jaro Halak for Slovakia and Vladimir Tarasenko for Russia.

Surprisingly, Czech defender Roman Polak, on the third pairing for one of the NHL’s powerhouses did not make it. He’s back shortly from a high-ankle sprain.

“I don’t understand that,” said Blues’ coach Ken Hitchcock, who doubles as one of Mike Babcock’s right-hand men on Canada’s Olympic squad.

No shortage of surprises as Team Canada builds roster around Sidney Crosby 

Montreal Canadiens P.K. Subban after practice January 7, 2014 in Brossard, Que. 
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No country leaves more great hockey players off an Olympic team than Canada, and so it was Tuesday in Toronto when Steve Yzerman revealed the 25 names Team Canada plans to send to Sochi next month.

Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo was the first name announced, and Chicago captain Jonathan Toews the last – and in between came a handful of surprise choices and even more surprising omissions.

Team Canada Olympic hockey team Executive Director Steve Yzerman and head coach Mike Babcock, right, following the announcement of the team roster in Toronto January 7, 2014.

Team Canada Olympic hockey team Executive Director Steve Yzerman and head coach Mike Babcock, right, following the announcement of the team roster in Toronto January 7, 2014.

Probably none of the names left off caused more raised eyebrows than those of Philadelphia’s Claude Giroux and Tampa’s Martin St. Louis, while San Jose forward Patrick Marleau and Canucks defenceman Dan Hamhuis were among the players who gained late support and made the squad. 

  The announcement was made in an elaborate ceremony at MasterCard Centre, where the Toronto Maple Leafs practice, but Team Canada contains no Maple Leafs. The team includes 11 members of Canada’s 2010 gold medal-winning squad.

Steven Stamkos #91 of the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Steven Stamkos #91 of the Tampa Bay Lightning.

In goal, Luongo is joined by Montreal’s Carey Price and Mike Smith of Phoenix, who were the frontrunners form the beginning. On defence, Hamhuis and Montreal’s P.K. Subban were chosen for the seventh and eighth spots behind St. Louis’s Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo, Drew Doughty of Los Angeles, Shea Weber of Nashville, Chicago’s Duncan Keith and San Jose’s Marc-Edouard Vlasic.

Forwards include three “pairs” of forwards – Pittsburgh’s Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz, Chicago’s Toews and Patrick Sharp, and Anaheim’s Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry.

Others named to the team were L.A.’s Jeff Carter, Colorado’s Matt Duchene, New York Rangers’ Rick Nash, New York Islanders’ John Tavares and Tampa’s Steven Stamkos. 

Stamkos, who’s recovering from a broken leg, had to be included on the roster now or could not have been added later unless there was an injury elsewhere on the roster. He could be replaced if he is still injured in February.

Yzerman said his rehab is going well. ”If he’s healthy he’s one of the best 25 players obviously in Canada and should be on that team,” said Yzerman.

“In the end we’ve put together the best group of players we possibly can. Now we have to become the best team we possibly can,” head coach Mike Babcock said.

Team Canada is hoping to cash in on Kunitz’s natural chemistry with his Penguins teammate Crosby. “Chris Kunitz has been an outstanding player throughout his career, a Stanley Cup champion,” Yzerman said. “He played for me at the 2008 world championship in Quebec and Halifax and was a very good player on that team.”

“He’s a skilled player,” Yzerman added. “Yes he plays with Sidney Crosby and he’s been a great contributor not only to that line but to his team.”

Other countries had one or two shockers – the Americans leaving Phoenix defenceman Keith Yandle and (famously) Ottawa forward Bobby Ryan off the squad, the Swedes omitting defencemen Victor Hedman of Tampa and Jonas Brodin of Minnesota, the Czechs going with some odd choices over proven NHL scorers Jiri Hudler of Calgary and Radim Vrbata of Phoenix.

Team Canada Olympic hockey team Executive Director Steve Yzerman and head coach Mike Babcock, right, speak following the announcement of the team roster in Toronto January 7, 2014. 
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 Team Canada Olympic hockey team Executive Director Steve Yzerman and head coach Mike Babcock, right, speak following the announcement of the team roster in Toronto January 7, 2014.

But Canada had at least eight or 10 players who were very much in the discussion all the way down the wire, but ended up off the team.

San Jose’s Logan Couture was eliminated when he had to undergo surgery for what the Sharks termed an “upper body injury” – believed to be a hand – on Tuesday morning.

Eric Staal, Claude Giroux and Dan Boyle were also considered candidates who didn’t make the cut.

Yzerman said St. Louis, who plays in Tampa, was an especially hard decision. “He’s a tremendous hockey player who has played outstanding hockey for us in Tampa this year,” said Yzerman, who is the general manager of the Lightning. “Our team has a good record and he’s a big reason why our team is playing well.”

ccole@vancouversun.com

Canada's Roberto Luongo celebrates as his team celebrates Sidney Crosby’s overtime goal at the other end of the rink.
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Carey Price is going to Sochi.

Carey Price is going to Sochi.

Not on the team are Joe Thornton, Claude Giroux and Martin St. Louis.

Team Canada Roster

Name

Pos

Shoots

Height

Weight

Date of Birth

Hometown

Current Team

 Jamie Benn F L 6’2” 207 7/18/89 Victoria, B.C. Dallas Stars (NHL) 

 Patrice Bergeron F R 6’2” 194 7/24/85 Sillery, Que. Boston Bruins (NHL) 

 Jay Bouwmeester D L 6’4” 212 9/27/83 Edmonton, Alta. St. Louis Blues (NHL) 

 Jeff Carter F R 6’4” 210 1/1/85 London, Ont. Los Angeles Kings (NHL) 

 Sidney Crosby F L 5’11” 200 8/7/87 Cole Harbour, N.S. Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL) 

 Drew Doughty D R 6’1” 208 12/8/89 London, Ont. Los Angeles Kings (NHL) 

 Matt Duchene F L 5’11” 200 1/16/91 Haliburton, Ont. Colorado Avalanche (NHL) 

 Ryan Getzlaf F R 6’4” 221 5/10/85 Regina, Sask. Anaheim Ducks (NHL) 

 Dan Hamhuis D L 6’1” 209 12/13/82 Smithers, B.C. Vancouver Canucks (NHL) 

 Duncan Keith D L 6’1” 200 7/16/83 Penticton, B.C. Chicago Blackhawks (NHL) 

 Chris Kunitz F L 6’0” 193 9/26/79 Regina, Sask. Pittsburgh Penguins (NHL) 

 Roberto Luongo G L 6’3” 217 4/4/79 Montreal, Que. Vancouver Canucks (NHL) 

 Patrick Marleau F L 6’2” 220 9/15/79 Aneroid, Sask. San Jose Sharks (NHL) 

 Rick Nash F L 6’4” 213 6/16/84 Brampton, Ont. New York Rangers (NHL) 

 Corey Perry F R 6’3” 210 5/16/85 Peterborough, Ont. Anaheim Ducks (NHL) 

 Alex Pietrangelo D R 6’3” 211 1/18/90 King City, Ont. St. Louis Blues (NHL) 

 Carey Price G L 6’3” 219 8/16/87 Anahim Lake, B.C. Montreal Canadiens (NHL) 

 Patrick Sharp F R 6’1” 199 12/27/81 Thunder Bay, Ont. Chicago Blackhawks (NHL) 

 Mike Smith G L 6’4” 215 3/22/82 Kingston, Ont. Phoenix Coyotes (NHL) 

 Steven Stamkos F R 6’0” 190 2/7/90 Unionville, Ont. Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL) 

 PK Subban D R 6’0” 216 5/13/89 Toronto, Ont. Montreal Canadiens (NHL) 

 John Tavares F L 6’0” 199 9/20/90 Oakville, Ont. New York Islanders (NHL) 

 Jonathan Toews F L 6’2” 210 4/29/88 Winnipeg, Man. Chicago Blackhawks (NHL) 

 Marc-Édouard Vlasic D L 6’1” 205 3/30/87 Montreal, Que. San Jose Sharks (NHL) 

 Shea Weber D R 6’4” 233 8/14/85 Sicamous, B.C. Nashville Predators (NHL)

Ask Matty: One Hall of a player: Taylor has been tops this season

Oilers could be busy at trade deadline as they have marketable assets

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJanuary 7, 2014
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Taylor Hall gets an A on Jim Matheson&#8217;s grading scale, making him the best Oilers player this season.
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Taylor Hall waits on Canadian Olympic roster announcement like everyone else

Hemsky hopes to get another shot with Czech Republic at Olympic Games

MacKinnon: World junior showing will provoke evaluation of Canada’s elite hockey program

Q: Who has been the best Oiler this season? Hall, Perron, Eberle, RNH or Justin Schultz?

(Philip Chin)

A: Not Justin, who has had a tough defensive second NHL season but is playing almost 23 minutes a night. He’s minus-15. Hall has been the best Oiler halfway through the season and would get an A on my report card.

Hall, with his point-a-game stats, has been their top offensive threat.

Perron is on pace for 32 goals despite playing with a rotating list of forwards. He is the only one of the top six forwards who plays an antagonistic game.

Eberle and RNH have quietly been much better than they get credit for. Eberle has 35 points and is only minus-7, while Nugent-Hopkins has 32 points. Both could get 70 points.

Q: I know the trade deadline is two months away, but what would the market be for unrestricted free agents like Ales Hemsky, Nick Schultz and Ryan Jones? Second or third-rounders because they are players contenders would want? What about Devan Dubnyk/Ilya Bryzgalov and Corey Potter?

(Suril Shah)

A: The trade deadline is March 5, an off-day between home games against Ottawa and the New York Islanders. Draft picks seem to be the compensation of choice for teams at the deadline and it’s often second-rounders, although Jason Pominville brought Buffalo a truckload last trade deadline from Minnesota: Goalie Matt Hackett, a good prospect forward in Johan Larsson, a 2013 first-round pick (Sabres took defenceman Nikita Zadorov) and a second-rounder.

Hemsky had 451 points in 597 games going into this season and Pominville 465 in 588, pretty comparable. Hemsky is 30, Pominville was 30 when traded to the Wild. I’m not saying the Oilers would get that much, but it’s a point of reference.

The Oilers need prospects more than more draft picks in my opinion. I firmly feel the Oilers will listen to offers for both Dubnyk and Bryzgalov at the deadline. And they will be offered draft picks (second through seventh for Oiler players).

Schultz would be a good depth D-man on a Cup threat.

All the players you mention could go. And you’re forgetting Ryan Smyth.

Q: As I watch the Oilers defensive woes, I was wondering whatever happened to two defencemen Bo (Bobo) Mironov, who was one of their top pairing guys, and Igor Ulanov, who was tough as nails and had an incredible pain threshold. Where are they now and are they still involved in the game?

(Ken Alton)

A: Bo Mironov was a clever, puck-moving, happy-go-lucky defenceman they got in a trade for Dave Manson. He had trouble with his weight and conditioning at times as I recall and, as I said, he was carefree. I remember one day in L.A. he went looking for the missing Andrei Kovalenko and showed up at the team hotel by the airport just as the shuttles were leaving at about 7 a.m., looking bedraggled.

“Was there a two-drink mimimum in all the places you were looking for Kovy,” snapped Mark Spector, then a Journal scribe who now works for SportsNet as a columnist.

He is back in Russia, but I haven’t been able to track down what Mironov is doing.

Kovalenko was the head of the KHL Players’ Associaton at last report.

Ulanov, who was ultra-tough (as in Lee Fogolin pain-threshold tough), is coaching a KHL team in Yekaterinburg, where Eric Belanger went for a while this season before coming back to Canada.

Q: Anton Lander is average at best and at this level, you’d hope for more. He’s a smaller forward and we don’t need him.

(Dustin Bansy)

A: I really don’t know what the Oilers have in mind for Lander, who puts up points in the AHL (42 in 80 career games) but has never really closed in on an NHL roster spot since he was drafted in 2009. They call him up, he plays a few contests, gets around 10 minutes a game, then when other players get healthy or there’s a roster crunch, he gets sent back to OKC or sits as an extra forward.

He’s played 79 NHL games, close to a full season, and has seven points. Not enough.

Mark Arcobello has taken his fourth line spot.

I wouldn’t be surprised if they trade Lander (23 in April) this summer and he’d probably welcome a change of scenery.

Got a question for the Journal’s Hockey Hall of Fame writer? Email him at jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @NHLbyMatty

Hemsky hopes to get another shot with Czech Republic at Olympic Games

Oilers winger doesn&#8217;t know if his defensive role this season will affect his chances

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJanuary 6, 2014
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Ales Hemsky of the Edmonton Oilers tries to knock the puck away from Martin St. Louis of the Tampa Bay Lightning during Sunday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Rexall Place.
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EDMONTON - There’s nothing Ales Hemsky can do now but wait for the roll call. If he returns to the Olympic stage with the Czech Republic, it will be as much about his history with the national team rather than his results in the Edmonton Oilers’ dismal season.

Hemsky has been averaging 16 minutes and 27 seconds of ice time and has 21 points in 44 games in a much more defensive role than he’s played in the past. His last goal was on Dec. 5, although he he did get as close as a video review Sunday when his shot hit the crossbar. In his last 14 games, he’s scored just four of his 15 assists.

“I have a different role on this team now. I’m playing a different role than I have before, so I don’t have as many points as I’d like,” he said earlier this week. “I’m playing a different style and that’s fine, but it may affect what they think.

“The thing is, they know me,” he continued. “I’ve been there before with the coach, so he knows what he can expect. It’s just a matter of how they build the team and how many guys they will take.”

Hemsky last spoke to a representative from the Czech team three weeks ago, but he wasn’t left with any indication of where he stood. All the teams have to declare their rosters by Tuesday.

“If I go, I go. If I don’t, I don’t. I won’t be OK with it if I don’t, but what can you do? We’ll see,” said the 30-year-old winger, who played in the 2006 Games in Turin, but missed the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver because of a shoulder injury.

It has been a season of adjustments for Hemsky, who was on the trade market during the off-season only to return when general manager Craig MacTavish couldn’t secure a deal for the club’s 2001 first-round draft pick. His name will start circulating again in the coming weeks as the playoff-bound teams start stocking up for the post-season.

Hemsky, who will be unrestricted free agent when his two-year $10-million contract expires on July 1, says this is the first time he hasn’t spent much time contemplating the possibilities of the March 5 trade deadline. Until then, his focus is on being a better role player.

Before he was even named head coach, Dallas Eakins said he’d seen the reports that veterans Hemsky and Shawn Horcoff would be moved. Horcoff, who like Hemsky had endured seven straight losing seasons, was traded to the Dallas Stars.

“When you see that, what you think is, ‘Geez, they must be a pain in the ass.’ That hasn’t been the case at all. It’s been the exact opposite. Hemmer has been a rock-solid guy,” said Eakins. “As far as I can see, he’s been a real good teammate. He’s gone out of his way to help (Nail Yakupov) this year ... he’s been a real pleasure to coach. He’s been really good defensively for us. He bought in right away with what we’re trying to do.

“I always find with these skill guys that they can be so brilliant, then sometimes their brilliance just turns to dog crap. The one thing I think he can do more of, and we’ve asked him to, is shoot the puck more. He loves to take guys inside outside and get right in on top of the goalie. That’s a big part of his skill set, but I do think he can score more goals and he’s trying.”

Hemsky said it was one thing to hear the trade talk all summer, but when he wasn’t moved, he knew he’d have to make adjustments, something that was discussed in a pre-season meeting with MacTavish and Eakins.

“They told me what they wanted from me. I told them what I thought and we moved on. You do try and change and be a little different,” Hemsky said. “I knew I would have a different role, so I’ve tried to stay positive and make the most of the situation. I’ve tried to help the other guys.

“I’ve been through the struggles for a long time, so I know how the guys feel and what they will go through, especially the younger guys. I’ve tried to help them. I’ve tried to be a positive factor. I wanted to take a little bit of a different approach.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/@jrelandEJ

MacKinnon: World junior showing will provoke evaluation of Canada’s elite hockey program

Despite all their successes over the years, Canadians are no longer the only ones who can play hockey

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalJanuary 6, 2014
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Canada coach Brent Sutter, centre, points and shouts during the World Junior Hockey Championship&#8217;s bronze-medal match against Russia on Sunday at Malmo Arena in Malmo, Sweden.
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EDMONTON - Bob Clarke, general manager of Team Canada’s fourth-place men’s hockey team at the 1998 Winter Games in Nagano, Japan, was about to settle into his back-row seat on the charter flight back to a bitterly disappointed country when a colleague respectfully suggested a swap so Clarke could sit up front “with the big shots.”

Murray Costello, longtime president of the Canadian Amateur Hockey Association (now Hockey Canada), without skipping a beat, said: “We were only big shots going over to Japan. We’re not big shots going back.”

Brent Sutter, head coach of Canada’s fourth-place team at the just-completed World Junior Hockey Championship in Malmo, Sweden, knows the feeling Clarke and others endured back in ’98.

Sutter led under-20 teams to back-to-back gold medals in 2005 and ’06, the first two in a run of five straight gold medals for Canada. He returns home to the Western Hockey League’s Red Deer Rebels (he’s owner, general manager and head coach) this time around after Canada extended its gold-medal drought to five straight seasons. Canada didn’t win a medal at all the last two years.

Curiously, Finland won the world junior in ’98, also the year the Canadian men were fourth in Nagano, the women lost to Team USA in the gold-medal final and Canada finished sixth at the senior men’s world championship.

In between those gold bookends in ’98 and 2014, Finland won no gold, one silver and four bronze medals at the world juniors. From 1999-2014, meanwhile, Canada has won five gold, six silver and three bronze medals. Over the same period, only Russia (four gold, five silver, four bronze) is even close to Canada’s medal haul.

None of which will tamp down the intense self-examination already underway in our country about what is wrong with our elite development system. Nor should it. Obviously, Canada needs to take stock, make improvements.

“We have work to do,” Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s director of hockey operations, told reporters in Malmo. “We need to look at our program, how we do things and try to get better.

“Other countries are getting better. We have to get better.”

Back in ’98, entire newspaper series were produced, prompted by the shocking realization that Canadian players were largely absent from the NHL’s scoring leaders. We had become a nation of grinders, goaltenders and team building, the critics groused, even as Canada won five straight gold medals from ’93-97.

Currently, eight of the top 11 NHL scorers are Canadians, with the incomparable Sidney Crosby leading the parade of skill. So now we can score, and dazzle people doing it, but we’re behind the curve in producing the best goalies, the argument goes, and not without justification.

And what’s with those medal-round meltdowns? Is it poor player selection? Were they too young? Was it uncreative coaching? Too much pressure? Not enough competition at the selection camp? Is it the big ice surface?

Here’s a starting point to the recent doldrums at the world junior and it has nothing to do with Canada’s shortcomings, real or perceived. The rest of the world is improving and that’s a good thing for the growth of the sport, but also for the advancement of hockey in Canada.

In international play, Team Canada, at any level, has a target on its back; it’s the team all its opponents want to beat. Lately, they have been succeeding.

Last summer, speaking to Sunaya Sapurji, Yahoo Sports’ excellent junior hockey writer, Finnish goalie Juuse Saros, who was superb against the Swedes in the gold-medal final, put it this way: “You don’t have to be God to beat (Canada).”

No. You need a plan, skilled players, great goaltending and, in the case of the Finns, who were near-perfect in dismissing Canada 5-1 in the semifinal, excellent coaching. Karri Kivi, who led the Finns to gold in Malmo, has taken on his country’s national junior team as a full-time job. He has a two-year contract with an option for a third.

Hockey Canada might want to sound out former Oilers head coach Ralph Krueger about leading their national junior team, if he’d be amenable. Given his high-end experience in Europe and in North America, he’s certainly well-suited to provide the sort of outside-the-box thinking that can help tweak Canada’s development system.

Sutter suggested on Sunday that Canada needs to rethink how we teach the game to our talented youngsters, de-emphasizing winning, focusing on skill development.

“It’s not about X’s and O’s (in pee wee and bantam),” Sutter said. “It’s about developing your skills, your skating.

“You see how some of these teams in Europe have done a remarkable job with that. It’s something in our country we have to evaluate. There’s too much focus on winning and losing at such a young age and not enough about the skill part of it.”

That’s smart thinking that Canada should act on.

But next up for Hockey Canada is naming our men’s Olympic hockey team, which general manager Steve Yzerman will do bright and early Tuesday morning.

There will be the usual controversy over player selection, regardless of how deep and powerful the roster is. There always is.

Something else. Canada will swagger over to Sochi, Russia, as the defending Olympic gold medallists. But if they do not return to Canada as big shots, let’s not panic about it. As Finland’s Saros noted, even in hockey, God is not necessarily a Canadian. Not anymore.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/@rjmackinnon

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox

Facebook.com/edmontonjournalsports

Editor's note: This story has been updated to include the correct score in Canada's semifinal loss to Finland.

While Edmonton Oilers coach Dallas Eakins says he and goalie coach Fred Chabot have a plan mapped out for starts for  goalies Devan Dubnyk and Ilya Bryzgalov up to the Olympic break, all roads seem to be leading to Bryzgalov’s stall for the time being.

It doesn’t appear as thought it’s a Nos. 1 and 1a situation in net, even though that’s certainly the Oilers’ public stance, not when Bryzgalov will start for the ninth time in the last 12 games over the past three weeks Tuesday when the St. Louis Blues visit Edmonton — the team that pasted the Oilers 6-0 with Bryzgalov in net just before Christmas at Rexall Place.

If Bryzgalov, who is sporting a new Oilers mask featuring some fine hockey drawings by his son and daughter, was Los Angeles Kings rookie netminder Martin Jones and was winning night after night while riding a hot hand, it would obviously be the smart call, no matter what.

But Bryzgalov, while making some superb saves, has also given up some long-range goals and has given up  15 goals in his last four starts, losing three (one in a shootout, one in OT). He’s got a 3.11 average with a .908 save percentage in his time as an Oiler (12 games, 4-5-2).

Those are better numbers than Dubnyk in his 30 games (10-16-2, 3.31, .895), but again, not wildly better. Eakins says they’re “trying to get Bryzgalov up to speed” with more starts after breaking him in slowly after signing him in early November. He says Dubnyk had lots of work early, and he certainly did because No. 2 guy Jason LaBarbera, now a member of the Chicago Blackhawks organization,  struggled when he played, but now Dubnyk is a watcher.

So the questions are these:

1) Are they playing Bryzgalov all these games so people around the league notice, to drive up his price if they want to trade the 33-year-old at the March 5 deadline?

2) Are they riding him to see if they want to re-sign him come July1 when he’s a free-agent ?

(3) Have they decided that Dubnyk, a member of the organization since 2004, can’t be a regular starter any longer, and they’ll try and move the 27-year-old at the deadline because he’s also UFA?

Dubnyk has not played two games in a row when Bryzgalov has been healthy. The Russian netminder suffered a concussion after Ryan Garbutt bowled him over Dec. 1 and didn’t play for six games, with Dubnyk getting those starts.

But since Dec. 15,  Dubnyk has started Dec. 19 in Colorado (4-2 empty net loss), Dec. 27 in Calgary (2-0 shutout) and Jan. 2 in San Jose (5-1 loss). That’s 12 games, if you count Tuesday when the Blues come to town.

“I want to play every game and help this group win, and I can control only what I can when I’m in the net … that’s all I can concentrate on now,” said Dubnyk, being a good soldier.

“I’m not going to sit here and tell you this is what I want (playing one out of every four since mid-December),” he said. “I’m not excited about it. I want to play every single game. I’m never going to be happy sitting around not playing. It’s no different now.

“But it’s part of the gig, and I have to give these guys a chance to win when I play.”

Dubnyk says he hasn’t been given an explanation for sitting, but he’s fine with that.

“There doesn’t need to be one,” he said. “The decision just needs to be made on who’s playing. I’m here to get dressed and play when told to. I don’t feel I’m owed an explanation.”

Eakins, who says he’s liked the way Bryzgalov “battles in the net when there’s traffic on him” again says there’s not a No. 1 and No. 2 situation in the Oilers cage.

“The plan is to give Bryz more starts to the break, challenge him with some minutes. We were fairly kind to him early, coming in halfway through a season, with no training camp. That’s an extremely hard thing to do,” said Eakins.

“We think his conditioning now is good enough to handle the minutes and so far he’s been good with it. That’s the thought process. There’s no ‘this is the starter, this is the backup.’ Devan has lots of games under his belt already and we’re trying to catch Bryz up a little bit,” said Eakins.

After Sunday’s win over Tampa, Eakins said “both of our goalies are fully capable of being the No. 1 guy” never mind the preponderance of Bryzgalov starts over the last few weeks.

“I think Bryz has earned his starts, and his body’s ready for it,” said Eakins. “We’re not splitting the atom (on mapping out the goalie starts for the next while). I usually go with who’s playing well, but we decided on a schedule. We’ll re-evaluate it when we come out of the (Olympic break).”

“In our last game (Anaheim) Bryz made some excellent saves on our penalty kill (eight powerplays they killed) and tonight, he made the saves when he had to.”

It figured that they would play Bryzgalov against his old team, the Philadelphia Flyers, on Dec. 28. He was very good,  losing in a shootout.

In Phoenix against his one-time Coyotes teammates, Bryzgalov was terrific early but gave up a strange goal to Tim Kennedy later in the game to make it 3-2 for the Oilers and lost in overtime on Keith Yandle’s late winner.

He also went against another former team, the Anaheim Ducks, on Friday and was bombarded but also surrendered two long first-period slappers to defenceman Ben Lovejoy — one screened by Andrew Cogliano, the other a few seconds before the first frame ended, in a 5-2 loss. The Tampa game Sunday might ordinarily have been Dubnyk’s, but Bryzgalov came back and won 5-3.

So again, we’re left to figure out the long-range plan for the two goalies. There are 15 games until the Oilers last one (Feb. 7  in New Jersey) before the Olympics in Sochi. They start up again Feb. 27 with a game against Minnesota. They have three games before the March 5 trade deadline.

Will they trade Bryzgalov or Dubnyk in two months, or neither?

Will they re-sign one or the other? Or neither?

For me, Toronto Maple Leafs goalie James Reimer, ostensibly the No. 2 there now to Jonathan Bernier, is in play for a possible Oilers trade this summer. He’s a restricted free-agent July 1 and played for Eakins with the AHL Toronto Marlies.

Taylor Hall waits on Canadian Olympic roster announcement like everyone else

Edmonton Oilers star hasn&#8217;t heard rumblings one way or the other if he&#8217;ll be on national team for Sochi games

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJanuary 6, 2014
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Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Anders Lindback stops Edmonton Oilers forward Taylor Hall during NHL action at Rexall Place on Sunday, Jan. 5, 2014.
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Hemsky hopes to get another shot with Czech Republic at Olympic Games

MacKinnon: World junior showing will provoke evaluation of Canada’s elite hockey program

Gordon sparks Oilers to rare win over team above playoff cut line

Gazdic scores for first time since Oilers' season opener

EDMONTON - Edmonton Oilers winger Taylor Hall did not race after Canadian Olympic team general manager Steve Yzerman when he was here with his Tampa Bay Lightning team Sunday and pester him with questions about the roster selection Tuesday morning in Toronto.

He’ll be watching on TV like everybody else in the country, fingers crossed, breath held.

Players on losing teams don’t get the love players on teams with Stanley Cup aspirations do, and he’s only 22, and would be the youngest player in Sochi if picked.

But Hall has still put up 41 points (17th in the NHL scoring race) in 38 games. He’s been in on close to 33 per cent of his team’s goals, and on anybody’s measure of exciting players, he’s a nine out of 10 when he’s bursting down the wing.

But he looks to be a bubble player along with youngsters Matt Duchene in Colorado and Jamie Benn in Dallas and the older Patrick Marleau in San Jose. Maybe they make it, maybe they lose out, or they go on a short taxi-squad to replace somebody picked who gets hurt before Sochi.

“I’ve been in the dark all this time ... I haven’t heard anything positive or negative,” said Hall.

He’s tried to turn a deaf ear to prognostications from media people — on TV or in print — but it’s hard to turn it off when you’re playing in a Canadian market.

“In Edmonton, you’re exposed to it all the time and you watch Sportsnet and TSN, and it’s always on in the locker-room and you hear what people are saying,” he said. “Everyone has their opinion and whether it’s educated or not, I can’t control it. We’ll see (Tuesday).”

Hall’s game (aside from a minus-7 in two games in California last week) has improved defensively. They keep preaching “200-foot players” and Hall is getting better at it. He knows he’s got room to grow, but “I’ve made a good late push, whether that’s enough I don’t know. I think I’ve contributed to this team and sometimes my focus can drift, whether it’s Olympics or not, but when my focus is on this team, that’s when I do best.”

He very well could be on an extra list as Jeff Carter was in 2010, waiting to see if Ryan Getzlaf, who was injured, could play. That would be more waiting and, if not hoping for a medical problem to somebody else, then a month more of indecision.

“I’d accept any role they gave me,” he said. “Even being at the Olympics as a practice player, being around the village ... just being named to Team Canada in any way would be great.”

Lost in all of this is Oilers winger Jordan Eberle, who also went to the Olympic orientation camp in Calgary last August.

Both went there as long shots, and while Hall’s name keeps getting mentioned, Eberle quietly has 35 points. Benn has 36 points and Duchene has 38, albeit he has played in fewer games. But Eberle (only minus-7, one of the best plus/minuses on the team) is a winger exclusively, and again, several centres will be moved to wing.

As for Hall, Eakins says the Oilers team hasn’t done him any favours with its 29th place standing.

“We certainly haven’t helped him,” Eakins said. “This morning, I was watching a show where they had all the (possible Olympic) names up there, and when I saw some of the names, I said ‘yeah, he’s a really good player but he’s also playing with these players, their team is doing this well.’ If somehow he doesn’t make it, it will pain me because while he’s helped our team a great deal, I’m not sure how much we’ve helped him.”

OIL SPILLS: Oilers winger Ales Hemsky made the Czech Republic Olympic team for a second time (the first in Turin in 2006; he was hurt in 2010) and former Oilers defenceman Ladislav Smid, now with the Calgary Flames, got the nod to play in his first Olympics. Amazingly, one-time Oilers centre Petr Nedved, now 42 and playing back home, made the team as well. Vladimir Sobotka, the hugely underrated St. Louis Blues centre who’ll be here Tuesday night also was picked along with Tampa winger Ondrej Palat ... Blues defenceman Alex Pietrangelo is a lock for the Canadian team and his partner Jay Bouwmeester has a very strong chance as well. Three Blues — captain David Backes, defenceman Kevin Shattenkirk and forward T.J. Oshie — have made the USA team.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter:@NHLbyMatty

Gordon sparks Oilers to rare win over team above playoff cut line

Edmonton has only three wins over potential post-season teams

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJanuary 6, 2014
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Boyd Gordon, left, and Ryan Smyth of the Edmonton Oilers celebrate Gordon&#8217;s game-winning goal in the third period of Sunday&#8217;s National Hockey League game with the Tampa Bay Lightning at Rexall Place.
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Anaheim Ducks roll over Edmonton Oilers for win

Oilers served up as shark bait in San Jose
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EDMONTON - There are wins and then there are wins with an asterisk.

The Edmonton Oilers outlasted the Tampa Bay Lightning 5-3 on Sunday for their first win over a team above the playoff cut line in exactly a month.

The last time they accomplished the feat was in a 7-1 blowout over the Colorado Avalance at Rexall Place on Dec. 5. Edmonton’s other win over a playoff-placed team was on Oct. 22 at Montreal.

That’s three times in 29 games.

This was also the second time the Oilers have won a home game coming off at least a two-game road trip in their last 20.

So, yes, this victory means more than most, although Oilers coach Dallas Eakins stunned the post-game media conference by saying: “We’re going to change things up and practice at 8 in the morning (Monday).”

That usually happens after the home team gets its butt kicked. Obviously the married players’ wives will be driving the kids to school.

On a bitterly cold night Sunday, the Oilers were hot against a Tampa team that had won five straight road games.

They scored early, late and often, getting two from Jordan Eberle on their first two shots of the night — the first on starter Ben Bishop before he left with an injury to his right hand four minutes in, the second on reliever Anders Lindback two minutes later. Luke Gazdic also scored one on a tip of a Justin Schultz shot in a three-goal, 12-shot first period, and Boyd Gordon and Taylor Hall scored 130 seconds apart in the third.

Nikita Kucherov (power-play blast, second shot on Edmonton goalie Ilya Bryzgalov) scored in the first period while Victor Hedman and Val Filppula tied the score 3-3 in the second as the fragile Oilers started running around. But they regained their footing in the third.

After blowing two-goal leads to the Philadelphia Flyers and Phoenix Coyotes during their previous five games, the Oilers didn’t let this one get away.

“We played the right way to start the game, then for whatever reason we started to play the wrong way,” said Eberle, who is still looking for his first NHL hat trick after having two three-goal games with the Oklahoma City Barons in the American Hockey League during last season’s NHL lockout and seven in junior with the Regina Pats.

“Then it clicked back into our heads to get back to playing the way we needed to. It’s frustrating to give up the lead, but at the end of the day we got the win and two points.”

Eberle roofed a shot on Bishop from the slot while his second goal came on a power play that went off a Tampa player and skipped past Lindback.

He was as mystified as the rest of the building when Bishop, a contender for the U.S. Olympic team, skated to the bench. He injured his blocker hand and didn’t return. He’ll be evaluated Monday.

“It must have been a recurring injury because I didn’t do anything to him. Maybe it was an awkward play or something,” said Eberle.

“I really haven’t asked what (Bishop) did, so I can look (the media) in the eye with a straight face,” said Tampa coach Jon Cooper.

On a replay, Bishop appeared to catch his stick between the legs of teammate Tyler Johnson as he slid across the crease.

Eberle admitted a hat trick entered his mind when he had scored twice after only six minutes.

“I’m screwed,” he said, laughing. “I had enough chances to do it tonight.”

Lindback robbed him with a diving second-period save, one of his six shots on the night.

“It’ll come ... I’ve had a ton of two-goal game,” Eberle said after his 11th one in the NHL. “If I can get two more next game, I’ll be just as happy.”

Gordon, who had been on a 15-game scoring drought before scoring with an Alex Ovechkin-type backhand swipe while falling in Anaheim, Calif., on Friday, slid his own rebound past Lindback for the winner, 

giving him seven goals on the season — one off his career high two years ago in Phoenix.

“I don’t want to cool down,” said Gordon, who also won 11 of 18 faceoffs.

He’s got 37 more games to get to eight. Heck, he might even get to double figures.

Hall niftily redirected Andrew Ference’s Henrik Sedin-type slap-pass at the edge of the crease for the insurance goal.

“Funny what happens when you’ve got your head up,” a chuckling Ference said about the nifty play.

“He was for sure shooting for me, great pass,” said Hall, who also assisted on Eberle’s first goal, giving him 41 points with Canadian Olympic team general manager Steve Yzerman in the house with the Lightning.

Hall made an impression on the Olympic boss, but he’s in a dogfight for a spot in Sochi.

“The decision is out of my hands and I just wanted to make it as hard on them (Yzerman and his committee) as possible,” said Hall.

“I’m not sure what they think of me or what they think of my game, but I’d love to be there. I feel I can compete with those players and compete for a spot. I really wasn’t thinking tonight about Steve being in the stands, though. Just focusing on getting a win.” 

It was a win that stops a four-game losing streak, with the St. Louis Blues at Rexall Place on Tuesday.

“The encouraging thing for me was once we got the lead back, we played intelligently with confidence in our zone,” said Eakins.

ON THE BENCH: Tampa centre Steve Stamkos is on the trip and skating but he’s weeks from testing his broken leg in a game ... The Oilers sent centre Anton Lander back to Oklahoma City after playing seven games on his most recent call-up ... They scratched Jesse Joensuu, Anton Belov and Corey Potter.
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Gazdic scores for first time since Oilers' season opener

Enforcer effective on fourth line with Jones, Arcobello

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJanuary 6, 2014
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Luke Gazdic of the Edmonton Oilers celebrates his first-period goal against the Tampa Bay Lightning at Rexall Place on Jan. 5, 2014.
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EDMONTON - Luke Gazdic’s last goal came on his first NHL shift in the season opener, but he got back on the scoreboard Sunday.

Gazdic, whose sole objective this season was to become an everyday player, tipped in a shot from defenceman Justin Schultz during the 5-3 win over the Tampa Bay Lightning.

“It helps us get our legs when you get a regular shift. It’s tough sitting on the bench for a long time, when you have to go out and provide some energy,” said Gazdic, who played on the fourth line with Ryan Jones and Mark Arcobello.

“Whether it’s a goal or a hit or a fight, you want to have some impact, but for sure, is awesome,” he continued. “I’ve come a long way, for sure.

“It would be nice if we were winning more games, but I try every day at the rink to contribute any way I can and I think I’ve made some strides. I want to be an everyday roster guy.”

Gazdic hadn’t played an NHL game until the Oilers claimed him off waivers from the Dallas Stars.

Lightning striking without Stamkos

Jon Cooper didn’t repeat what he said when he got the word his star centre, Steven Stamkos, was going to require surgery to repair his fractured right tibia.

It definitely wasn’t “Wow.”

“Worse than that,” he said before the Lightning had their five-game road win streak snapped by the Oilers.

Tampa Bay has won 25 games this season in spite of losing Stamkos on Nov. 11.

“When we sat down as a group at the very beginning of the year, we hoped that something like this would happen,” Cooper said. “You hope for the best, but expect the worst. You have to give the guys credit because the Stamkos injury was the ultimate excuse and instead of using it as an excuse, the guys dug their heels in and said, ‘Let’s prove to everybody we’re not a fluke’.

“They don’t want to be looked at as a bunch of no names when they come into a building. They’re making a name for themselves.”

Larsen still undergoing tests

It’s been two weeks since Philip Larsen left the Oilers lineup with what was described as an illness. Turns out the medical staff still isn’t sure what ails the defenceman.

A concussion has been ruled out, but he’s still experiencing dizziness and body aches. He’s also had some internal tests, which turned up nothing.

“We bring him back up to speed, then something else comes up,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “We’re just checking him out head-to-toe to rule out everything. This is a mystery, not only to Larsen but to our medical staff as well. We’re just trying to pinpoint what it is and not push him into anything he’s not ready for.”

Hunt plays again

After shaking off the nerves in his first NHL game, Brad Hunt was back in the Oilers’ lineup Sunday. He made his NHL debut against the Anaheim Ducks on Friday.

“Yeah, I got all the nerves out the last game. I felt a lot better tonight. It was a lot of fun,” he said after playing 14:54 against the Lightning. He was even on the night with one shot on net and one blocked shot.
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Anaheim Ducks roll over Edmonton Oilers for win

Visitors no match for California hosts

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJanuary 4, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers forward Nail Yakupov, left, battles Anaheim Ducks defenceman Cam Fowler in front of goalie Jonas Hiller during NHL action Friday, Jan. 3, 2014, in Anaheim. The Ducks won 5-2.
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Oilers served up as shark bait in San Jose

Frustration gets to Bryzgalov two games in a row

Hall on a roll offensively, but doesn’t think it will get him on Olympic team

ANAHEIM, Calif. — Not even Walt would have tried to script a Disney-like ending to the proceedings. Not with the Edmonton Oilers inability to better the league’s elite.

Just one night after they were thumped 5-1 by the San Jose Sharks, the Oilers proved to be no match for the Anaheim Ducks, dropping a 5-2 decision at the Honda Center in Anaheim. 

The Oilers are now 2-22-4 against the top eight teams in both the Eastern and Western Conferences compared to the 11-4-1 record they have fashioned against teams below the playoff cut-off line. 

The mighty Ducks are now 16-0-2 at home and 30-8-5 on the season.

“We just have to find a way to get results. We can’t hang our heads and feel sorry for ourselves. We can’t let negativity keep creeping in here,” Oilers centre Boyd Gordon said after the game. “We have to find a way to bear down and get some wins.

“We’ve been hanging around in games but we always seem to find a way to blow a lead or whatever but we can’t sit around and hang our heads. We have to go out there and find a way to get the job done.”

Gordon, sprawled out on the ice but unwilling to give up on the play, opened the scoring thirty-five seconds after the opening faceoff, banking a loose puck in off Jonas Hiller’s stick. Hiller would turn away 16 shots for his 10th straight win.

But it took Kyle Palmeri just 11 seconds to respond during an opening period that would see the Oilers kill off three penalties and take the lead once again when Nail Yakupov picked up a David Perron rebound and jammed in his second goal in as many games.

Both of his goals were scored after he had been sent up to the press box to play spectator against the Phoenix Coyotes on Thursday.

It was a good start for the Oilers — up until Ben Lovejoy teed up a pair of slapshots from the blue-line that beat Ilya Bryzgalov less than three minutes apart.

“Those late goals always hurt you,” Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins said. “We could have easily got out of period one, even.” 

Outshot 14-3 in the second and down 4-2 after Ducks forward Tim Jackman picked up a loose puck in the paint and flipped it past Bryzgalov, the Oilers did get yeoman’s work from the penalty killers, who killed off eight straight.

They were perfect on the three-game road trip, killing off 12 in a row. The power play was 0-for-4 through the same three games. 

“We can’t spend 16 minutes in the penalty box and expect to win,” said Eakins, who questioned some of the calls, which killed any momentum they might have had five-on-five.

The Oilers, 0-2-1 on their southern road trip, return to Rexall Place on Sunday to play the Tampa Bay Lightning.

“It doesn’t matter what team you’re playing. If you’re playing in your end most of the game, you’re not going to be very effective,” said Sam Gagner. 

OIL SPILLS: Jordan Eberle, who collided with Logan Couture in the second period of Thursday’s 5-1 loss to the San Jose Sharks, finished the game but did not play against the Ducks. He is not expected to be out for any significant length of time ... Ryan Jones, out since he collided with teammate Andrew Ference at a Dec. 20 practice session, stepped into play with Boyd Gordon and Ryan Smyth, while Mark Arcobello, out since Dec. 17 with a rib injury, replaced Anton Lander on the fourth line. Ales Hemsky was moved up to play in Eberle’s spot ... Defenceman Anton Belov was also scratched in favour of Brad Hunt, who was recalled from the Oklahoma City Barons. Hunt, 25, was leading Barons defencemen in scoring with three goals and 12 assists in 29 games and got the call because Oscar Klefbom is injured. Klefbom, the Oilers’ 2011 first-round pick, has no goals, three assists and is minus-10 through 27 games. Hunt played his first NHL game with partner Nick Schultz. 
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Hall on a roll offensively, but doesn’t think it will get him on Olympic team

Left-winger also improved his defensive game since slow start

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJanuary 2, 2014
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Phoenix Coyotes defenceman Oliver Ekman-Larsson tries to hipcheck Edmonton Oilers left-winger Taylor Hall during Tuesday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Jobing.com Arena in Glendale, Ariz.
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Tait: Should Canada hire a full-time world junior hockey coach?

Oilers drop the ball on New Year's Eve

San Jose, Calif. — When the conversation shifted to the Winter Olympics and the Canadian team, resignation crept into Taylor Hall’s voice.

The Edmonton Oilers left-winger is convinced he will not be on the international stage when the Sochi Olympics open in February.

That’s not to say he’s going to go into the break quietly.

Hall was at his best in Tuesday’s 4-3 overtime loss to the Phoenix Coyotes, collecting three assists for his fourth multi-point outing in six games since Dec. 19.

Despite missing seven games earlier this season, he’s tied for 16th place among the NHL’s scoring leaders, keeping company with the likes of Alexander Steen, Phil Kessel, Martin St. Louis and Erik Karlsson at 38 points.

More importantly, he has shored up his defensive game to such an extent that if head coach Dallas Eakins had to single out a player for most improved play, Hall would be at the top of the list.

“To be honest, my first 15 games weren’t my best and I just set a goal to do whatever I could to help the team — and you have to get goals, you have to get points,” said Hall, who is plus-four through the last six games.

The Oilers have been outscored 20-16 during that stretch.

“But my defensive play really has improved,” he continued. “You can even tell by the plus-minus numbers. When I’m not playing in my own end and I’m not giving away the puck as much as I was, it seems like we have offence. We’re in their end. It’s a simple game from there.”

Both Hall and Jordan Eberle received invitations to Team Canada’s orientation camp in August. All the players left with instructions to start the season strong.

The trouble was Hall not only spent all of training camp playing centre, he sprained a knee ligament on Oct. 19.

Ales Hemsky (Czech Republic) could be the only Edmonton player at the Olympics.

Canada’s team will be unveiled on Tuesday.

“For sure, I have been playing well lately, but there are a lot of really good players and it seems that every time I see TSN, there’s no mention of me,” said Hall, who played the first two games of the season at centre, returning to the wing when Ryan Nugent-Hopkins stepped back in the lineup.

“I do think I deserve to be up there with those other names, but it’s out of my control at this point. I’m just going to keep playing well ... . Sometimes you just have to ride the momentum and keep doing the things that are making you successful and, right now, that’s playing a simple game, a good defensive game.

“It’s been fun lately.”

Hall will play with Nugent-Hopkins and David Perron for the third game in a row when the Oilers take on the San Jose Sharks at 8:30 p.m. Thursday at the SAP Center.

The lone change to Edmonton’s lineup will see Nail Yakupov return after a night in the press box. He steps in to play with Sam Gagner and Eberle, replacing Roman Horak, who was assigned to the Oklahoma City Barons in the American Hockey League.

“The way (Hall) competes every night has been a breath of fresh air on a lot of difficult nights,” Eakins said. “(Tuesday) night, I thought we saw it again where, after a real tough first period for our team, he put us on his shoulders and started to carry us. And it rubs off on guys.

“I don’t pay a whole lot of attention to the (Olympic team) process, but I’m sure if you compare him to the left-wingers he’s up against, I’m not sure how you don’t take him.”
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Phoenix Coyotes left wing Mikkel Boedker (89) celebrates after scoring against the Edmonton Oilers in the third period of an NHL hockey game, Tuesday, Dec. 31, 2013, in Glendale, Ariz.
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Ask Matty: Simmonds wasn’t going anywhere before he got hot

Horak makes Oilers’ debut on second line

PHOENIX – There will be all the requisite resolutions to make more trips to the gym and to shed that last 10 pounds but the Edmonton Oilers needn’t do anything more than realize they need to work on defensive play.

Edmonton closed out 2013 with a 4-3 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes – a game that opened with a horrendous first period and ended with a blunder by defenceman Anton Belov with just 6.5 seconds left in overtime.

“It’s always that last bitter taste in your mouth that you remember and their winning goal comes off a play where we had a player stay out there for a minute and a half shift. You can’t do that. You have nothing left to give then,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. 

That the Oilers were even in the game defies logic given they were outshot 21-6 in the first 20 minutes. They had actually gone 14 minutes between shots but still went into the first intermission tied 1-1. 

Keith Yandle, who opened the proceedings with his first goal of the game, put the finishing touch on an outstanding night by beating Ilya Bryzgalov with the winner. 

He said later he’d be sitting by the phone on Wednesday, hoping to get a call from a member of the U.S. Olympic team. The American roster will be announced on New Year’s Day.

“The first period was terrible. We stood around and watched them play,” said Eakins, whose club had a 3-1 second period lead they let slip away. 

“I thought we deserved two (points),” Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said. “We thought we played a heck of a first period and we came out of it 1-1 . . . We pushed hard in the third to get back in it.”

Bryzgalov, who faced 44 shots, did his part to keep the Oilers in the contest and the trio of Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and David Perron combined for six points. Defenceman Justin Schultz, who had gone 16 games between goals, scored the Oilers' final goal.

“After the first I went in and had a one-sided conversation with them,” Eakins continued. “The simple message was this: “I don’t want you to work hard. This isn’t work. Your parents go to work. The people who get up in the mornings and drive in rush hour traffic and spend 10-12 hours at the job, work. This is play. And I want you to play hard.

“I think they just refocused. I heard a lot of our veteran guys speaking in that room after I left.” 

It wasn’t until 18:50 that the Oilers found their way back into the Coyotes end, with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins putting his 11th of the season past Mike Smith. It was only the Oilers fifth shot of the game.

Twenty-five seconds into the second period, Perron, with a breakaway feed from Hall made it 2-1 with the Oilers seventh shot of the game then six minutes later, Hall set up Schultz. That was the end of the night for Smith, who had given up three goals on 10 shots. Thomas Greiss turned away 15 shots in relief, including a toe-save on Sam Gagner. 

Tim Kennedy beat Bryzgalov in the middle frame to make it 3-2 then with an extra attacker on the ice, Mikkel Boedker converted a feed from Yandle, who finished the game with a shot he put over the netminder’s shoulder. 

“We have a lot of things to work on,” said Perron. “That’s learning how to play with a one-goal lead late in the third.”

“It was a lot more calm in the second and third,” captain Andrew Ference said. “Definitely not the running around and blatant chances you saw in the first. It was one of those games where we hung around in the first and had a chance to steal it. Some individual performances almost got us a win but it was like the luck caught up to us. The tying goal was too comfortable a goal for sure.”

Oil drops – The Oilers are 2-11-2 in New Year’s Eve games. Their last win was a 4-1 victory over the Philadelphia Flyers in 1985-86. The Coyotes are 10-8-2. 
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Horak makes Oilers’ debut on second line

Eakins puts offensive forward in position to succeed

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalDecember 31, 2013
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Ryan Nugent-Hopkins of the Edmonton Oilers leans on Matt Stajan of the Calgary Flames during an NHL game at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary on Dec. 27, 2013.
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Ask Matty: Simmonds wasn’t going anywhere before he got hot

EDMONTON - Roman Horak’s test drive as an Edmonton Oilers’ forward will be in the fast lane.

The farmhand forward will play left-wing with centre Sam Gagner and Jordan Eberle on a second line against the Coyotes in Phoenix on Tuesday (game time is 7 p.m.). If he’s lucky, maybe he’ll ring in 2014 with a goal in his 15 minutes or so of playing time.

Horak is getting a shot to play with some offensive threats, something lots of American Hockey League call-ups don’t get. It’s often fourth-line duty, but Oilers coach Dallas Eakins isn’t going that route.

“My first game in an Oilers jersey is going to be huge for me,” said Horak, who was acquired in the Ladislav Smid trade with the Calgary Flames in early November.

“This is a big opportunity for me. When you get a chance like I am, playing with Gagner and Eberle, I’ve got to take it and, hopefully, I can establish myself as a regular NHL player.”

Eakins admitted that the game will be “a bit of an audition” for Horak, but doesn’t want him “playing tight.”

“I saw him lots in Abbotsford (with Calgary’s farm team) when I was coaching my former American League team. He’s got skill, speed and he’s tenacious on the puck. I’ve tried to put him into a position where he can succeed, not on a fourth line.

“I’m moving Jesse (Joensuu) off that line, but not because he hasn’t played well. I just want to give Roman a shot. He’ll get some second power-play (time), too,” said Eakins.

Horak, 22, was originally drafted by the New York Rangers, but his rights were transferred to Calgary in a deal for unhappy defenceman Tim Erixon, who didn’t feel he’d get a shot to be a regular with the Flames as soon as he wanted.

He played 61 games with Calgary in 2011-12, averaged more than 14 minutes in 20 games during the lockout season, and played one game this fall.

“In Calgary, I was a fourth-line player and it was hard to produce,” said Horak, who was an offensive forward with the Chilliwack Bruins in the Western Hockey League.

“I see myself as a two-way player ... I was at centre in Oklahoma City, but I’ll be on left-wing here. Playing with Sam and Jordan should really help me, both with huge skill sets.”

RNH to face physical disadvantage

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins will be playing against the big boys during the Oilers’ three-game road trip, likely seeing 235-pound Martin Hanzal at Phoenix, Joe Thornton at San Jose and Ryan Getzlaf at Anaheim.

It’ll be a chore for the 185-pound centre, but he’s not ducking the assignment.

“They’re big guys and stuff, but even a guy like myself can learn something from them. I want to model my game after the way they play. They’re so good on the offensive side of the puck (Thornton and Getzlaf are in the top 10 in NHL scoring), but they’re really responsible defensively. Very hard to play against,” said Nugent-Hopkins, who is supposed to provide some puck-wizardry, too.

“I don’t think it takes that much away from my offensive game. Makes me work harder and make sure I don’t turn over pucks.”

Does Thornton play differently than Getzlaf?

“They’re a little different, but both work the cycle well. It’s really tough taking the puck off them. I have to keep them to the outside. Hanzal is more of a defensive centre, but he’s big and solid and he works you down low. Hanzal is probably harder on the faceoffs. Getzlaf is always looking to dump the puck behind the net to (Corey) Perry,” said Nugent-Hopkins.

Eakins doesn’t want to hide Nugent-Hopkins.

“He better get used to it. For as long as those guys are playing the game, that’s who he’ll see a lot of times,” Eakins said. “Nuge is coming along in that department and starting to push back more. I have a much higher trust now with Nuge against those guys.

“Sometimes I think I’d be doing him a disservice if I don’t play him against those (big) guys. Like trying to protect him. You want him to go in like gangbusters and love the challenge of playing against them and I think he does.

“And we can put a number of wingers with him to complement him.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
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Wayne Simmonds of the Philadelphia Flyers celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal against the Washington Capitals in an NHL game at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on Dec. 17, 2013.
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Horak makes Oilers’ debut on second line

Q: You say Wayne Simmonds is exactly the type of forward the Edmonton Oilers sorely need, that he’s vastly underrated. A month ago, the Flyers were trading Simmonds for Ales Hemsky.

(Ryan Kendall)

A: Maybe Simmonds was struggling to score until recently becoming the first Flyer to have three multiple-goal games in a row since Reggie Leach 32 years ago, but Philadelphia general manager Paul Holmgren has a man-crush on him. Claude Giroux may be Holmgren’s best player, but Simmonds, a big body with 20- to 25-goal hands, is his favourite. There’s no way he’s trading Simmonds, who would be a hot item for 20 other NHL clubs, not just the Oilers. Hemsky is an unrestricted free agent and will be traded to a team looking for a top-six winger. With Pascal Dupuis out with a torn anterior cruciate knee ligament, Hemsky is in play along with Mike Cammalleri of the Calgary Flames.

Q: Are the Oilers still shopping Nail Yakupov? Would you take Alex Chiasson and a pick or player for him?

(Chris Barnard)

A: Oilers GM Craig MacTavish wants to ride this out with Yakupov, hoping he learns some defence, enough to get more than the minutes he’s been getting lately. Head coach Dallas Eakins said he played Yakupov with Luke Gazdic and Anton Lander to play a simpler game. Whatever, Yakupov isn’t going anywhere. He’s got tons of skill. His market value isn’t very high right now. What do you get for a second-year player with 14 points and a minus-25 rating? As for Dallas forward Chiasson, he has eight goals and 19 points. Most pro scouts think he is second- to third-line NHL winger.

Q: Who do you think has been the best Oilers player this season? Taylor Hall, David Perron, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins or Justin Schultz?

(Philip Chin)

A: Not Justin Schultz, who has struggled in his second NHL season, although he’s playing more than 22 minutes a night. He’s minus-13. Hall or Perron are the best players halfway through the season and would get “A’s” on my report card. Hall with a point-a-game stats has been uniformly their best offensive threat; Perron is on pace for 32 goals and has played with a rotating list of forwards and is the only one of the top-six forwards who plays an antagonistic game. Eberle and Nugent-Hopkins are a small step behind.

Q: You wrote that Yakupov and Anton Belov were still in the mix for the Russian Olympic team? I will donate $1,000 to Sports Central for each player if they make it to Sochi.

(Gregory Warawa)

A: I was told Yakupov and Belov were still in the hunt by a fellow who follows the Kontinental Hockey League and the Russian Olympic situation closely, although ex-Oiler Igor Kravchuk didn’t get much of a look at Edmonton when he was iat Calgary last week. The Russian squad in Sochi will be a mix of NHLers and players from the KHL, maybe as many as 11 of the 25 from their league. Russia has Pavel Datsyuk, Evgeni Malkin, Alex Ovechkin, Ilya Kovalchuk, Alexander Radulov, Alex Semin, Artem Anisimov, Vladimir Tarasenko and Nikolai Kulemin, who are likely automatic selections. Yakupov is really a long-shot while Belov played for the Russians in last spring’s world championship and was very good. On a European surface, he would feel more at home than the claustrophobic NHL rinks. On defence, NHLers Slava Voynov, Andrei Markov, Fedor Tyutin and Alexei Emelin are automatic along with Sergei Gonchar, although he has a concussion right now. Dmitry Kulikov is likely on the Russian roster, too.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
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Edmonton hopes to avoid being roasted by the Ducks in Anaheim on Friday

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJanuary 3, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk is beaten for a goal on a shot from San Jose Sharks&#8217; Brent Burns during the first period of an NHL game at the SAP Center in San Jose, Calif., on Jan. 2, 2014, Calif.
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Frustration gets to Bryzgalov two games in a row

Hall on a roll offensively, but doesn’t think it will get him on Olympic team

San Jose, CALIF. — The Edmonton Oilers thought if they could make a game of it against the San Jose Sharks, maybe they could knock off one of the Western Conference’s big boys.

But once the puck dropped, the Sharks coasted to a 5-1 victory on Thursday at the SAP Centre.

“We had a good start,” Joe Pavelski said after the Sharks outshot the Oilers 36-24.

San Jose has a 15-1-3 record on home ice.

The Oilers have another tough night looming Friday against the Anaheim Ducks. The Ducks, the only NHL team yet to lose on home ice, are 15-0-2 at the Honda Center and 29-8-5 overall.

“The biggest thing for us is that when we’ve played against the top teams, we’ve kind of struggled, and this obviously is one of those teams,” said Oilers forward Jordan Eberle.

For the first 14 minutes, the Oilers were able to hold off the Sharks. They not only killed off two penalties, but generated two short-handed chances.

It was a short-lived stay of execution.

At 14:37 of the first period, Brent Burns flipped in a Pavelski rebound. A minute later, Patrick Marleau stripped the puck off Nail Yakupov and sent a wrist shot past Edmonton goalie Devan Dubnyk for his 18th goal of the season.

The Sharks had a 17-7 advantage on the shot clock after the first 20 minutes.

San Jose pulled ahead 4-0 with two quick goals within a back-breaking span of 87 seconds in the middle frame, as Bracken Kearns netted his third goal in as many games and John McCarthy sent Logan Couture in all alone.

Kearns’ goal came after takeaways from James Sheppard, who took the puck off defenceman Andrew Ference, and Andrew Desjardins, who stripped Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. The 32-year-old American Hockey League journeyman was playing his 10th NHL game.

“We seem to have parts of our game, whether it is in the first or in the second, that really seem to cost us, and that’s been our downfall. Our record against the better teams in the west isn’t great,” said Taylor Hall, who, along with Oilers linemates David Perron and Nugent-Hopkins spent some time on the bench in the second period.

Yakupov, who was back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch in Wednesday’s 4-3 overtime loss to the Coyotes in Phoenix, put himself on the other side of the plus-minus ledger when he gloved a Sam Gagner pass out of the air before snapping the puck past San Jose goalie Antti Niemi, who is 7-0-1 against the Oilers in his career.

Pavelski, who found out on Wednesday that he was heading to the Sochi Olympics with Team USA, added a one-timer in the third period to seal the deal for San Jose.

“The puck’s the bait. What are we going to do with it?” Sharks coach Todd McLellan asked after the morning practice. “Somebody is going to eat; it might as well be us.”

McLellan challenged his players after Wednesday’s 6-3 loss to the Ducks.

Edmonton is 0-8-1 against a group of the top teams in the Western Conference, including the Ducks, Vancouver Canucks, Sharks, Chicago Blackhawks and St. Louis Blues. The Oilers have been outscored 36-12 in those games.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @jirelandEJ

While the Edmonton Oilers head into another game with another losing streak in tow – this one four games old – the Tampa Bay Lightning report to Rexall Place with a hold on second place in the Atlantic Division.

Not only have they gone 13-7-4 without star centre Steven Stamkos (broken right tibia), they are on a five-game road win streak – and they’ve outscored opponents 18-5 in the process.

The Oilers, meanwhile, are 2-8-2 in their last dozen games.

Head coach Dallas Eakins is giving Ilya Bryzgalov the net and he will have Jordan Eberle back in the lineup. Eberle, who tweaked his knee in a collision with the San Jose Shark’s Logan Couture, did not play against the Anaheim Ducks on Friday.

Tonight, he’ll play with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Taylor Hall while David Perron, Sam Gagner and Nail Yakupov will man another of the lines. Jesse Joensuu is expected to be the odd man out.

On the back end, Brad Hunt will get his second straight game after getting called up from the Oklahoma City Barons.

“Tampa has been playing well even without Stamkos,” said Eberle. “We have to find a way to get some shots on net, some chances and give the crowd here something to cheer about.”

Tampa registered a 4-2 win over the Oilers on Nov. 4, largely because of goaltender Ben Bishop who turned away 38 shots.

“Let’s be honest, it was the Ben Bishop show all the way through. We were fortunate to win that game,” said Lightning coach Jon Cooper, who went to say it was a good remimnder for his team not to dismiss the opponent.

“Look at a team like Calgary, who’s struggled a little bit of late. We used that Edmonton game as motivation in that if we go to sleep these guys will take us out.”

Tampa beat the Flames 2-0 in Calgary on Friday. Defenceman Sami Salo, who has missed the last four games, will be back in the lineup.

Gionta scores winner against Panthers

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTEJanuary 6, 2014
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Montreal Canadiens Brian Gionta celebrates his second-period goal against the Florida Panthers during a National Hockey League game in Montreal, Monday, Jan. 6, 2014.
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The skinny: Captain Brian Gionta snapped a 1-1 tie late in the second period and the Canadiens went on to defeat the Florida Panthers 2-1 Monday night at the Bell Centre. Tomas Plekanec, who was named captain of the Czech Olympic team earlier in the day, took advantage of a weak pass by Ed Jovanovski behind the Florida net and he set up Gionta for his second goal in two games.

Better to be lucky than good: David Desharnais had to improvise as he opened the scoring at 6:33 of the first period. Desharnais fanned on a forehand shot but he surprised Tim Thomas when he spun around and scored on a backhander. Desharnais has two goals and four assists in the past four games.

Getting involved: Max Pacioretty picked up an assist on Desharnais’s goal and has two goals and three assists in the same span. He had a game-high nine shots and hit a crossbar in the first period. He also led the Canadiens with four hits.

Finn-ishing touch: The Panthers were outshot 13-5 in the first period but went into the intermission tied 1-1 as Sean Bergenheim scored on a rebound of a shot by fellow Finn Aleksander Barkov at 17:09. Bergenheim almost gave the Panthers the lead less than two minutes later but his shot hit the crossbar.

Same old Timmy: We’re not sure what Thomas did during his year-long sabbatical but he certainly didn’t work on his technique. Thomas displayed the same flip, flop and fly approach he used in Boston and made life difficult for the Canadiens as he made 33 saves. Carey Price made 26 saves, including 16 in the third period, to post his 20th victory of the season.

Nothing doing: The penalty-killers had the upper hand on the special teams. Each team came up empty on a pair of power plays.

Moving up: It was the Canadiens’ first win in three tries against the Panthers this season. The win gave the Canadiens 55 points and they moved into second place in the Atlantic Division and third place in the Eastern Conference. They are one point ahead of idle Tampa Bay but the Lightning has played two fewer games.

What’s next: The Canadiens are in Philadelphia Wednesday (7:30 p.m., TSN, RDS, TSN Radio 690) and return to the Bell Centre Saturday to face the Central Division-leading Chicago Blackhawks.
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In the Habs' Room: “We went back to our roots”: Therrien
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Goalie Carey Price, right, makes a save Friday as defenceman Andrei Markov holds off Panther Sean Bergenheim, left, as David Desharnais, 51, waits for the rebound. &#8220;The Panthers made a big push in the third period, but Carey Price was like a closer in baseball and there was no way he was going to give up that second goal,&#8221; said coach Michel Therrien.

Goalie Carey Price, right, makes a save Friday as defenceman Andrei Markov holds off Panther Sean Bergenheim, left, as David Desharnais, 51, waits for the rebound. “The Panthers made a big push in the third period, but Carey Price was like a closer in baseball and there was no way he was going to give up that second goal,” said coach Michel Therrien.
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Brian Gionta has seen enough of goaltender Tim Thomas to know that the veteran is tough to beat.

“He’s a bit unorthodox and it’s really hard to get a read on him,” said Gionta, who found a way to beat Thomas for the go-ahead goal in the Canadiens’ 2-1 victory over the Florida Panthers Monday night.

Gionta ripped a shot to the far corner over Thomas’s glove hand at 15:46 of the second period after a heads-up defensive play by Tomas Plekanec behind the Florida net. He intercepted a weak pass from Ed Jovanoski and then found Gionta in front.

“(Plekanec) read the play well,” Gionta said. “They had control of the puck and it should have been an easy clear for them but he came up with the puck and was able to get to me in a good position.

It was another one of those games in which the Canadiens blocked as many shots (26) as Price saved, but the goaltender was the key in protecting the lead in the third period.

“The Panthers made a big push in the third period, but Carey Price was like a closer in baseball and there was no way he was going to give up that second goal,” said coach Michel Therrien.

“This was a game where both goalies played well,” Therrien added. “We played really well in the first two periods and we had lots of shots. We had two goals called back but Tim Thomas was the reason they stayed in the game.”

Therrien said the Canadiens got back to basics after giving up 13 goals in their three previous games.

“We went back to our roots,” said Therrien. “We’ve been getting some points but we haven’t been following the game plan. There were a few breakdowns tonight and we’ll address them but we were pretty happy with the result.”

“I thought we played two good periods and then we sat back a bit in the third,” said Gionta. The Panthers had a 16-10 edge in shots in the final period but Price was solid.

“It was a team effort,” said the goaltender who registered his 20th win of the season. “The guys did a good job of blocking shots and clearing the rebounds.”

Gionta gave credit to the Panthers for battling to the end.

“They’re a tough team to play against,” he said. “They beat us the first two times we played this season and we had to win tonight.”

While Thomas’s scrambling style presents a challenge, David Desharnais opened the scoring with a goal which was just as unorthodox. He failed to get a shot off on his forehand but he managed to control the puck, spin around and stun Thomas with a backhander along the ice.

“I’m not going to lie, that’s not something I’ve been practicing,” said Desharnais. “There was a guy in front of me trying to block the shot and I just missed it. But I stayed with it and I managed to get a shot off.”

Desharnais has been hitting his stride after a slow start. He was the Canadiens’ leading scorer in December with 12 points and he has six points in the last four games. And, on a night when the Canadiens had another dismal night in the faceoff circle — they won only 41 per cent of the draws — he was the only Canadien above 50 per cent, winning eight of 14.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

twitter: zababes1

Plekanec “a little surprised” being named captain of Czech Olympic hockey team
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Montreal Canadiens Tomas Plekanec (14) has a word with line-mate Brian Gionta during game against the Florida Panthers in National Hockey League action in Montreal Friday January 6, 2014. &#8220;It&#8217;s an honour to be named captain, but there&#8217;s nothing big to it,&#8221; Plekanec said of being given the C for the Czech team in Sochi. &#8220;It&#8217;s just a letter on a jersey.&#8221;
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For a couple of weeks next month, a great many Canadiens fans are going to intensely dislike — is detest too strong a word? — a cornerstone player of their favourite NHL club.

So, Tomas Plekanec, how will that feel?

“I’ll take it for that time,” he said with a grin after Monday night’s 2-1 Bell Centre victory over the Florida Panthers. “I’ll take it for a couple of weeks.”

There was no surprise Monday mid-afternoon when Plekanec was named to the Czech Republic’s team to the Sochi Olympic Games.

What came as a surprise to many, if only a very mild one to the player himself, was that on a team of many highly decorated, forever stars on the NHL and global stage, including Patrik Elias and Jaromir Jagr, it was Plekanec who was named captain of the Czech squad for his second Games.

Elias was the country’s captain at the Vancouver Olympics in 2010, Jagr an alternate.

“I was a little surprised,” Plekanec said of being given the C, “and I don’t know if surprised is the right word. It’s an honour to be named captain, but there’s nothing big to it. It’s just a letter on a jersey. There’s going to be a lot of experienced guys on our team.”

Czech head coach Alois Hadamczik had no doubt that Plekanec would be his captain, a role the centreman had played representing the nation at an IIHF world championship a couple of years ago.

“It was not hard to choose Plekanec as a captain,” Hadamczik told Montreal-based Nova-TV reporter Zdenek Matejovsky. “I’ve known him from the beginning on the national team. He is a dedicated and complete player.”

The Canadiens have long known that about the industrious, multi-talented forward whom they drafted 71st overall in 2001, the Habs’ fourth choice coming in the third round.

On Monday, Plekanec assisted on captain Brian Gionta’s game-winning goal 15:46 into the second period and played his usual strong two-way game, earning the night’s first star. If there’s any justice in the NHL, the native of Kladno will earn strong consideration this season for the Frank Selke Trophy as the league’s best defensive forward.

Plekanec is the Canadiens’ leading point-scorer among forwards through 44 games, his 27 points on 13 goals and 14 assists leading by one the sum for Pacioretty (19 goals, seven assists). Defenceman P.K. Subban leads all Habs with seven goals and 26 assists.

The announcement of Plekanec’s Olympic nomination came a few hours after the similarly unshocking news that defenceman Raphael Diaz would be on Switzerland’s blue line in Sochi.

On New Year’s Day, forward Max Pacioretty was named to Team USA, and I’ll go out on a limb to declare that by Tuesday mid-day, four more Canadiens, but likely five, will be given their Sochi tickets: goalie Carey Price and rearguard Subban for Canada; defenceman Andrei Markov for Russia, and probably Alexei Emelin; and netminder Peter Budaj for Slovakia.

Monday night, as reporters milled about the dressing room post-game awaiting Plekanec’s arrival — the media had spoken to Diaz at morning skate in Brossard — Markov sat nearby quietly peeling off his equipment, getting a great kick out of the chaos.

“So the Canadian Olympic announcement tomorrow,” he said to me, the grin starting to spread. “Will that be a big deal?”

Probably only big enough to freeze the country in its tracks, I replied, then throw it into a month of hand-wringing and nail-biting over who was chosen and mostly who wasn’t.

“So, like always then,” Markov said.

Plekanec has played 72 international games for the Czech Republic during his career, scoring 19 goals and assisting on 28 more.

His national-team career began with a half-dozen games at the 2000 under-18 world championship, following his participation in three international minor-hockey tournaments. Twice he played in the world juniors, in 2001 and ’02, winning a gold medal in his first try.

He’s since suited up in seven world championships, winning a silver and two bronze while scoring 14 goals and assisting on 22 more in those 47 games.

Plekanec had two goals and an assist in five games at the Vancouver Olympics, the Czechs bounced in the quarterfinals by Finland, the eventual bronze medalist.

The very sudden-death nature of the five-ring circus was a revelation to him, as it is to most first-time Olympians, club players thrown together with little time to develop systems or develop chemistry and zero margin for error come the medal round.

“The one lesson I learned was the importance of five players being on the same page, playing together as a unit,” Plekanec said upon rejoining the Canadiens after his Vancouver experience.

It’s not as though his nomination to the Sochi team came at the last minute. Plekanec said team management has been speaking with core players since last summer about the structure of the squad, and he was told “in the past few weeks” that he’d be on the team, something that was confirmed a couple of days ago.

Eyebrows were raised with the exclusions of two productive players in Calgary’s Jiri Hudler and Phoenix’s Radim Vrbata. Peter Nedved, 42, who skates for White Tigers Liberec in the Czech Extraliga, returns to the Olympic arena, a silver medalist for Canada at Lillehammer in 1994.

Plekanec welcomes playing high-stress hockey for his country with the NHL stretch run on the horizon, aware that others will be resting during the Olympic period.

“The career of a hockey player is not long,” said the 31-year-old veteran of 10 NHL seasons. “You want to play as much as possible. You can rest after your career.”

Plekanec expects the trash-talking in the Canadiens quarters to begin soon, saying “there’ll be some chirping and maybe some side bets. We’ll see how it turns out.”

The loudest noise, he expects, will come from dressing-room neighbour Pacioretty.

“He likes to talk, he’s very confident,” Plekanec said, laughing. “I’ll let him talk – but the game is played on the ice.”
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Raphael Diaz is among eight National Hockey League players named to the 25-man Swiss Olympic hockey team.
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MONTREAL - There was a touch of irony as Canadiens defenceman Raphael Diaz was named to the Swiss Olympic team Monday. 

While Diaz was accepting congratulations from the media, he also confirmed he would be a healthy scratch for that night's game against the Florida Panthers at the Bell Centre. 

"We have seven good defenceman and someone is going to be out," said Diaz, who also sat out Saturday's game against the Ottawa Senators. "I have to keep working hard in practice and be ready when I go back into the lineup." 

Diaz was among eight National Hockey League players named to the 25-man Swiss team. He will be making his second Olympic appearance and will be joined on the blue line by former Canadiens Mark Streit and Yannick Weber. 

"It's an honour to be named to the team and have a chance to play against the best of the best," Diaz said. 

The Swiss will be in tough in a qualifying pool with the Czech Republic, Sweden and Latvia, but Diaz said he expects Switzerland to be competitive. 

"Hockey isn't quite so big as it is here, but it's getting better step by step," the defenceman said. 

Diaz noted that the Swiss surprised most observers by reaching the final of the world championship last spring, losing to Sweden in the gold-medal game. 

There are 10 Swiss players in the NHL now and Diaz said he expects the number to grow. 

"The young players see players like Streit, (Roman) Josi, Weber, maybe myself, and they see that it's possible to play in the NHL," Diaz said. "And there are more opportunities for young players. In Switzerland, when you're 15, 16, you start thinking about a job and there's no time for hockey. But now there are more opportunities to continue playing hockey and developing." 

Max Pacioretty was named to Team USA on New Year's Day and Tomas Plekanec was confirmed as a member of the Czech team Monday afternoon as well as being named captain. More Canadiens are expected to receive good news about the Sochi Games Tuesday when the final nominations are made for Canada, Russia and Slovakia. 

Canadiens coach Michel Therrien said he felt Carey Price and P.K. Subban deserved to be on Team Canada. Defencemen Andrei Markov and Alexei Emelin are expected to play for Russia, while backup goaltender Peter Budaj will represent Slovakia. 

"I'm glad Diaz made the Swiss team and I want as many of our players as possible to have the experience of playing in the Olympics," Therrien said. 

There is the possibility that players would be fatigued when they return from the Games. Diaz noted that NHL players are used to travelling, but the time difference between North America and Sochi is more challenging than a three-hour trip to the West Coast. On the plus side, there will be no travelling once the players reach Russia. 

But Diaz noted that adrenalin can compensate for a lack of sleep. 

"I remember I went to Sweden last year (for the world championship) and I was travelling for 24 hours and I played the next day and it was okay," Diaz said.
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NHL referee Fran&#231;ois St-Laurent calls Canadiens&#8217; P.K. Subban for hooking on Senators&#8217; Erik Condra at the Bell Centre on Saturday. The Senators defeated the Canadiens 4-3 in overtime.

NHL referee François St-Laurent calls Canadiens’ P.K. Subban for hooking on Senators’ Erik Condra at the Bell Centre on Saturday. The Senators defeated the Canadiens 4-3 in overtime.
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Canadiens come back, but lose to Senators in overtime

Habs make the grade after first half of season

Habs' Galchenyuk disappointed he’s not going to Sochi

MONTREAL — The question of the day has gone from will P.K. Subban be named to Team Canada for next month’s Winter Olympics or will Subban be fined for remarks he made after the Canadiens dropped a 4-3 overtime decision to the Ottawa Senators on Saturday night?

Subban was sitting in the penalty box when Clarke MacArthur scored the winning goal 58 seconds into the overtime. There were 18.4 seconds remaining in regulation time when Subban was sent off for hooking Erik Condra.

The Canadiens’ defenceman said he was laughing at the call, but it was clear he wasn’t happy.

“You always want to give yourselves an opportunity to win and I thought we did a great job of battling back into it,” Subban said as he tried to walk a fine line after the game. “It’s just unfortunate at the end of the game that it’s not decided by either team, it’s decided by, you guys can decide what that was. I have to be careful, I don’t want to be fined here.

“I don’t even know if it was a battle for positioning,” Subban added. “The goalie has the puck. I’m just making sure there’s no rebound, doing my job. I didn’t get my stick up on him. (It’s) just a simple play, I do it all the time, but it just happened that with 18 seconds to go, he decides it’s a little too much. If that’s a playoff game or a Stanley Cup final, I want to know if that’s being called. If it is, we’re in tough.”

But Subban may have crossed the line when he said: “It seems like it’s personal to me because it has nothing to do with the game. Based on the standard of penalties, I don’t see a penalty there at all.”

Head coach Michel Therrien was more diplomatic, but he also had questions about the call.

“We were all able to see the penalty that was handed out,” Therrien said. “One thing is certain: it’s not P.K.’s fault and I support him.”

Subban wasn’t the only Canadien player baffled by the officiating. The pesky Brendan Gallagher took two minors, one for interfering with Ottawa goalie Craig Anderson, who engaged in a bit of embellishing, and one for a tussle in front of the net with Cory Conacher, the only Senator Gallagher can engage in eye-to-eye contact.

“I got an unsportsmanlike penalty (for the Conacher incident) I got punched by the goalie, I got punched in the head and I got one earlier for standing six inches from the crease,” Gallagher said.

The controversy overshadowed a determined comeback by the Canadiens after they found themselves trailing 3-1 after one period. The lone Montreal goal in the first period was scored by Daniel Brière, who returned to the lineup after two games as a healthy scratch. He started the game as the fourth-line centre, but Therrien moved him up to one of the top lines with Tomas Plekanec and Brian Gionta.

“He was competing and he deserved to play with those guys,” Therrien said when asked about the in-game promotion. He noted Brière went into the dirty areas and was rewarded.

Brière scored a second goal early in the third and Gionta tied the game with his first goal since Dec. 4.

“I’ve been waiting for a game like that for a long time,” Brière said. “It’s good to feel like a part of the team, like you’re helping.”

The goals provided some insight into why Marc Bergevin signed him during the off-season. It’s clear the 36-year-old Brière has lost a step, but he still has sweet hands. On his first goal, Anderson stopped a forehand shot in close, but Brière went to his backhand and scored on the rebound. On his second goal, he came from behind the net and lifted it over Anderson’s blocker.

Brière noted he had success earlier in the season with Gionta and Plekanec and he hoped they would get another to play together Monday when the Canadiens are home to the Florida Panthers (7:30 p.m., TSN-Habs, RDS, TSN-690 Radio).

Brière wasn’t the only player to return to the lineup after a stint in the press box. Defenceman Alexei Emelin was back from a one-game exile and he had mixed results. There have been questions about why he stopped hitting people and he responded with a game-high eight hits. But Emelin may have taken himself out of the play with a hit on Zack Smith on the game’s opening shift and that allowed Colin Greening to elude Brandon Prust and score at the 13-second mark.
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Mark Stone #61 of the Ottawa Senators shoots the puck to score his first career NHL goal during the game against the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre on Jan. 4, 2014 in Montreal.
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The skinny: Clarke MacArthur scored a power-play goal at the 58-second mark of overtime to give the Ottawa Senators a 4-3 win over the Canadiens Saturday night at the Bell Centre. The Canadiens found themselves shorthanded when P.K. Subban took a hooking penalty with 18.4 seconds remaining in regulation time.

Coming back: The Canadiens pulled even at 3-3 with a pair of goals early in the third period. Daniel Brière, who was a healthy scratch in the past two games, scored his second goal of the night at 1:57. He took a pass from Tomas Plekanec behind the net, came out in front to lift a shot over Craig Anderson. Brière completed a three-point night when he assisted on the tying goal by Brian Gionta. Anderson made a save on Plekanec but the puck bounced over his shoulder and Gionta poked it home at 4:46.

Defence MIA: A series of defensive miscues allowed the Senators to take a 3-1 lead in the first period. Colin Greening stunned the Canadiens when he scored on the Senators’ first shot at the 13-second mark. Ottawa scored twice in a 15-second span later in the period. Mark Stone scored his first NHL goal at 13:50 after Josh Gorges failed to control the puck at the Canadiens’ blue line. And Eric Condra was credited with a goal at 14:04 when his shot deflected off Francis Bouillon’s skate.

Missed opportunities: The Canadiens had four power plays in the first period, including a 5-on-3 advantage for 45 seconds, but they failed to score. The Canadiens’ lone goal in the opening period was the result of a second effort by Briere. Craig Anderson stopped Briere’s forehand shot from close range but the veteran went to his backhand to score on the rebound at 11:32. Travis Moen set up Brière in the slot and Douglas Murray was awarded the second assist for his first point as a Canadien. He also assisted on Brière’s second goal. The Canadiens went 0-for-5 against the 28th-ranked penalty-killing unit in the NHL. The Senators were 1-for-3 with the extra man.

Emelin comes out hitting: Brière wasn’t the only Canadien to make a successful return to the lineup. Alexei Emelin was back on the blueline after being relegated to the press for the Dallas game and he was active as he registered a game-high eight hits. He bounced back with a steady game after getting lost on the opening goal.

Where they’re at: The overtime loss left the Canadiens one point behind Tampa Bay in the battle for second place in the Atlantic Division. The Lightning, which lost 5-3 Sunday in Edmonton, has one game in hand. Detroit is five back of the Canadiens after winning Saturday but Toronto lost to the New York Rangers and fell six points back of Montreal. 

What’s next: The Canadiens play the Florida Panthers Monday night at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., TSN Habs, RDS, TSN Radio 690), travel to Philadelphia for a game Wednesday and then come back home Saturday to face the Chicago Blackhawks.
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Canadiens goalie Carey Price ranks in the top 10 in all of the major statistical categories.
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Habs' Galchenyuk disappointed he’s not going to Sochi

Hickey on Hockey Notebook: Winter Classic was anything but

MONTREAL — As the National Hockey League season reaches the midway point, it’s time to grade the Canadiens’ performance.

At one time, it was customary at this juncture to give letter grades to each player, but these grades are a bit different. They follow the progressive trend of grading that bases the evaluation on expectations and encourages improvement in areas where players are underperforming.

And in keeping with coach Michel Therrien’s belief that it’s all about the team, the emphasis will be on overall performances in various areas.

DEFENCE: The Canadiens have the third-best goals-against average in the league and it all starts with goaltending. Carey Price was coming off a disappointing finish in the 2013 season, but has re-established himself as one of the NHL’s elite. He ranks in the top 10 in all of the major statistical categories — goals-against average, save percentage, shutouts and wins. Peter Budaj provides the team with a capable backup.

Norris Trophy winner P.K. Subban is having another outstanding season, but the defenceman who has exceeded expectations is Andrei Markov, who is playing some of the best hockey of his career at age 35. Alexei Emelin returned to the lineup after major knee surgery and had a strong start, but his performance has tailed off in recent weeks. Josh Gorges continues to be a steadying influence. Raphael Diaz has played a diminished role since the return of Emelin, but has emerged as a steady two-way performer whose value will be recognized when he goes on the free-agent market this summer.

Grade: Performing up to expectations.

OFFENCE: The Canadiens averaged better than three goals a game last season and ranked fourth in goals, but they hit the halfway mark this season with an average of 2.44 goals a game, which ranked 22nd in the NHL. The team’s biggest problem has been a lack of consistency. While Therrien believes he has the talent to ice three lines capable of scoring, finding a trio that can do so on a consistent basis has been a challenge.

Tomas Plekanec continues to be the most consistent two-way forward and has developed some chemistry with Brian Gionta, but filling the left-wing spot on that line has been as difficult as finding a right-winger to complement David Desharnais and Max Pacioretty. The latter pair had a slow start, but they carried the offence in December when Pacioretty scored eight goals and Desharnais had two goals and 10 assists. The Kid Line of Lars Eller, Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher has played well, but this group isn’t together enough because Therrien has been using Gallagher and Galchenyuk to bolster the other lines.

By his own admission, off-season acquisition Daniel Brière could be better and he and Rene Bourque have to be considered as not playing up to expectations because their production falls short of their salaries.

Grade: Not performing up to expectations.

SPECIAL TEAMS: This has been a major bright spot. Any time you have Markov and Subban on the points you can expect a good power play. The Canadiens have been in the top five for most of the season, but there was a dip in December with more teams keying on Subban. The Canadiens need more movement to counter the attention being paid to the point men.

The penalty-killing unit has been much improved after it ranked 23rd last season. The Canadiens were fourth at the midway point this season. Plekanec is again the anchor with Gorges, Subban and Markov all playing key roles. This is also where newcomer Douglas Murray contributes. His lack of mobility can be a liability in even-strength situations, but his size and physical play are important on the PK.

Grade: Performing up to, and exceeding, expectations.

OVERALL: Most of the preseason prognosticators had the Canadiens in a group battling for one of the final playoff spots in the Eastern Conference, but the Canadiens reached the midway mark in fourth place in the East with a comfortable hold on a post-season berth. But the Canadiens are still several players away from being a Stanley Cup contender. The goaltending and defence are solid, but the lack of size up front continues to be a concern, especially against the big, physical teams that dominate in the Western Conference.

Grade: Exceeding expectations, but lots of room for improvement.
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Fans cheer as Canadiens centre Alex Galchenyuk smiles after scoring against the New Jersey Devils during the third period of their NHL hockey match in Montreal on Monday, December 2, 2013.
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MONTREAL — Alex Galchenyuk said he was disappointed he wasn’t named to the U.S. Olympic hockey team for the Games next month in Sochi.

At the same time, he said he would have been surprised if he made the team.

“It wasn’t hard to swallow in the first place,” Galchenyuk said when asked if the decision was easier to take because the list of players on the outside included veterans like Bobby Ryan, Jason Pominville and Jack Johnson. “I’m only 19 years old and I’ll get other chances. Obviously, I would have liked to go. I’m disappointed, but it’s not like I’m killing myself over this.”

Galchenyuk said he has no control over the selections and added: “Whatever happens, I just have to keep working to help my team.”

Galchenyuk is enjoying a successful sophomore season with the Canadiens. He has 10 goals and 13 assists as the Canadiens return to the Bell Centre Saturday night to play the Ottawa Senators (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

Pittsburgh Penguins coach Dan Bylsma was one of Galchenyuk’s biggest supporters during the selection process, but the teenager’s lack of experience counted against him. While he has family roots in the former Soviet Union and lived in Russia as a youngster, Galchenyuk’s allegiance is to the U.S. He was born in Milwaukee, where his father was playing pro hockey, and at this time last year was helping the U.S. win gold at the world junior championship. He also represented the U.S at the world championship and scored twice in a shootout as the U.S. beat Finland for the bronze medal.

Galchenyuk took the Sochi rejection more gracefully than Ryan, who lashed out at the public nature of the process. Scott Burnside of ESPN and Kevin Allen of USA Today were given access to the Olympic selection committee’s meetings and Burnside’s report on espn.com contained several unflattering references to the Ottawa Senators forward.

Ryan expressed his displeasure with USA Hockey and Brian Burke, who selected Ryan second overall for the Anaheim Ducks at the 2005 NHL draft.

“It was kinda gutless,” Ryan told reporters after the Senators’ morning skate Thursday. “I almost feel degraded when it comes out like that. It is what it is — that’s their decision and that’s how they feel about me.”

Burke, who is the director of player personnel for Team USA, was quoted in the Burnside feature as saying: “He’s (Ryan) a passive guy. He is not intense. That word is not in his vocabulary. It’s never going to be in his vocabulary. He can’t spell intense.”

Burke did praise Ryan’s ability as a game-breaker. He said Brandon Saad and the Canadiens’ Max Pacioretty were both better 60-minute players, but “neither can do what Bobby can do.”

The Burnside feature added that another selection committee member called Ryan a “sleepy” skater and when Team USA general manager David Poile asked his group to raise their hands if they were worried about Ryan, a lot of members did just that.

Ryan said Burke tried to contact him on Wednesday, but Ryan didn’t return the call.

Poile offered a public apology to Ryan during a conference call on Friday.

“I’m trying right now to apologize to Bobby Ryan,” Poile said. “If it was said about me, I would be upset. Denigrating any player is not what anyone signed up for.”

Poile added that when the U.S. management team made its final selections, Ryan was on Burke’s roster.

The Canadiens had a day off Friday after a long flight back from Dallas, where they concluded their six-game holiday road trip with a 6-4 win over the Stars Thursday night. That gave Montreal a 3-2-1 record on the six-game trip.

Alexei Emelin was a healthy scratch for Thursday’s game. Coach Michel Therrien said the defenceman, who missed the first 20 games of the season while recovering from major reconstructive knee surgery, had hit the wall and needed a break.

“With Emmy, we had a good discussion with him this morning,” Therrien said before the Dallas game. “It’s part of our job as coaches to rebuild his confidence.”

After a strong start, Emelin has struggled and is minus-12 in his last 10 games.

“It happens a lot with guys who had long-term injuries,” Therrien said. “He’s a kid we have a lot of confidence in and he’s part of our future. He understands the decision and I think he agrees with it. We know where his game is supposed to be. It’s going to take some time and we accept that.”

Daniel Brière was also a healthy scratch for the second consecutive game, but the Canadiens might need him against Ottawa because Ryan White suffered an upper-body injury in the Dallas game.
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Young guns lead Canadiens over Stars

Pacioretty, Subban, Eller and Gallagher have strong outing in Dallas
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Canadiens&#8217; P.K. Subban celebrates his goal in the second period against the Stars at American Airlines Center on January 2, 2014 in Dallas, Tex.
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DALLAS — Max Pacioretty says he plays his best hockey when he turns his brain off.

“I’ve had coaches tell me I shouldn’t think so much,” Pacioretty said after he scored two goals and added two assists to lead the Canadiens to a 6-4 win over the Dallas Stars Thursday night. 

“I thought that was one of our better games offensively and I think was one of the best games Davey (Desharnais) has played,” added Pacioretty. ”We scored some goals tonight and we could have had a few more.”

The win gave the Canadiens a 3-2-1record in their six-game holiday road trip and kept the Canadiens comfortably in a playoff position in the Eastern Conference. 

“We had a pretty good road trip and with that kind of record after a tough road trip, we’re feeling pretty good,” said defenceman P.K. Subban, who had a goal and three assists. Two of his assists were highlight-quality as he sent Pacioretty off on a breakaway and then used some nifty stickwork to set up Desharnais. 

But Subban shrugged off the praise for his contribution. 

“We had some guys who made some little plays that may not make the highlights but they opened up opportunties for us,” he said. “I thought the line of Pacioretty, Desharnais and Gallagher played outstanding today. 

“They moved the puck, they moved themselves, they got into the open ice,” said Subban. “Even getting down 1-0, we battled through adversity and we worked for each other. Today was a good example of unselfish play. Guys weren’t trying to do it by themselves. They were trying to find each other and that’s important at this time of the season.”

The Stars scored two goals in the third period to pull even at 4-4 but Subban said there was no fear that the game would slip away as it did on Tuesday in Carolina. 

“You look at the two goals they had, they were lucky goals,” said Subban. “Don’t get me wrong, they worked hard but there were two knucle pucks. They were fortunate. They did a good and worked hard but we did a good job of blocking pucks and getting in the lanes. We knew they had some inexperienced defenceman and we put pressure on them.”

Subban’s performance came a few days prior to the selection for Canada’s Olympic team and, while Subban steered away from the topic, coach Michel Therrien said he was pulling for the defehceman.

“It was one of those crazy games,” said Lars Eller, who scored the winning goal. “We don’t score a lot but we’ve scored in these last two games. We thought we should have won in Carolina but we have a good feeling going home.”

“We’re looking up,” he added. “We’re not chasing a playoff spot and we have our eyes set on winning our division.” 

There were some rough spots in the game. 

The Canadiens continued to struggle in the faceoff circle. They won only two of 17 faceoffs in the first period and finished the game with a success rate of 33 per cent.

The scoreboard folks poked some gentle fun at the Montreal fans in the crowd at the American Airlines Center but they should have thanked them for coming. The game drew only 13.007 fans despite the fact lower-bowl tickets were available for $39.
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Max Pacioretty named to U.S. Olympic team 

Max Pacioretty #67 of the Montreal Canadiens. 
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Max Pacioretty is the first Canadien to earn a trip to the Sochi Olympics.

Pacioretty was watching the Winter Classic telecast from Detroit Wednesday when he heard his name called as one of the 25 players selected for the U.S. Olympic team.

“It’s obviously such an honour, especially when you see some of the guys who didn’t make the team,” Pacioretty said. “It could have gone either way.”

Pacioretty said he felt some anxiety leading to the announcement and that he will be happy to leave that behind.

“I’ve played pretty well of late, but my game is even better than I’ve shown so far this year,” he said. “Now that the stress or pressure to prove anything to Team USA is off my back I have to do more to help my team here. I have to take things one day at a time and build up some momentum and get used to winning.”

When asked whether he had any doubts that he would make the team, he said: “I’m only human. After a bad game it definitely crept into my mind. I tried not to think about it, but other people would mention it. I have some buddies who are planning to go to the Olympics and they were texting me every so often: ‘Did you hear? Did you hear?’ People are lying if they tell you they weren’t thinking about it at all but I did a good job of blocking it out lately.”

Pacioretty said he was a little anxious as the team was announced but he said his attitude has changed since his wife, Katia, gave birth to their first child last week.

“Ever since I had my kid I thought whatever happens, happens,” he said. “I wanted to make this team more than anything but the past week I forgot about it. I told myself I wouldn’t try to control things I can’t control. I think that attitude will help me going forward.”

Pacioretty said the U.S. team was “really good.”

“Team USA has more and more talent,” he said. “If you look at the guys who were left off the team, it shows how deep U.S. hockey is. I had to beat out a lot of great players to make this team.”

The players who didn’t make the team included the Canadiens’ Alex Galchenyuk who was a long-shot because he’s only 19. Other players who were overlooked included goaltender Ben Bishop, Bobby Ryan, Keith Yandle and Jason Pominville.

Ryan has 18 goals and the only U.S. players with more are Patrick Kane (23) and Phil Kessel (20). Pacioretty and Pominville each have 17.

Pacioretty said he received a boost of confidence from Calgary Flames president Brian Burke, who is part of the Team USA management.

“He called me and reassured me that I was having a good year,” Pacioretty said. “He advised me about how the selection process went. I didn’t know whether I was the last pick or what and he reassured me.”

Pacioretty said the Olympics were an opportunity to take his game to a new level.

“I’ll be playing against the best in the world. You like to say the most skilled players are in the NHL but it’s a whole different stage over there on the big ice. You’re up against the best players in the world with an opportunity to let your skills shine. I attribute my game on my speed and I think I’ll get an opportunity to use it. I want to open up some eyes over there.”

The Olympics will match Pacioretty against some of his current teammates and he isn’t looking forward to facing Carey Price in a shootout.

“I go up against him all the time in practice and I have trouble beating him,” he noted.

But Pacioretty said he wasn’t concerned about being run by defenceman P.K. Subban, saying: “I’m never worried about that.”

- Pat Hickey, The Gazette
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Carolina Hurricanes' Patrick Dwyer (39) rubs out Montreal Canadiens' Brandon Prust (8) during the third period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Tuesday, Dec. 31, 2013. Hurricanes won 5-4 in overtime.
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RALEIGH, N.C. — Michel Therrien said a lack of discipline led to the Canadiens’ 5-4 overtime loss to the Carolina Hurricanes Tuesday night and he put himself at the top of the list of culprits. 

“As a coach, I’m responsible for the discipline on my team and I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again,” the coach said. 

The Candaiens went into the third period with a 3-0 lead, but the Hurricanes clawed their way back into the game when Jeff Skinner scored a couple of power-play goals. He scored while the Hurricanes had a two-man advantage at 1:38 and then cut the Canadiens’ lead to one goal when he scored at 2:15. 

Montreal was short-handed because Therrien was given a bench minor for unsportsmanlike conduct. 

“There were 10 penalties and I wasn’t happy,” the coach explained. “I didn’t yell much, but the referee decided to give us the penalty. It’s the first time in two years.”

Therrien said a string of penalties over the first two periods took their toll.

“We were ready to play, but we lost the momentum because we were undisciplined,” he said. “We’ve been disciplined for most of the season. This is the first time I’ve seen that. There were some calls that were tough to take, but we hurt ourselves.”

The Canadiens scored two early goals in the first period, but there was reason to be concerned even after Max Pacioretty scored his second goal of the game at 14:26 of the second period. The Canadiens were short-handed eight times in the first two periods, but kept Carolina off the scoreboard because Carey Price made 25 saves and the guys in front of him blocked 30 shots.

“The penalties took all the momentum we had and it’s tough to get it back,” Therrien said. “Those guys did a fabulous job for two periods, but they probably ran out of gas at the end.”

Josh Gorges had eight of those blocked shots, but he was in the penalty box when Skinner scored the first of his two goals. 

“You can kill a couple of them off, but eventually, good players are going to take advantage and that’s what happened,” Gorges said. “Even if there were questionable penalties, you can’t take that many penalties. You can’t play hockey that way. We lost our composure and we gave them life.”

In general, the Canadiens’ performance was a mixed bag. 

For starters, the Canadiens scored four goals, a total they reached only three times in 14 games in December. Max Pacioretty scored twice, David Desharnais had three assists, Lars Eller ended an 11-game goal drought and P.K. Subban had a goal and an assist. 

“I liked our intensity tonight,” Therrien said. “We took charge from the start. The Desharnais line was really good. It’s disappointing to lose like this.” 

But there were things the Canadiens didn’t do well. 

They were outshot 42-25 and the Hurricanes had a 32-14 edge after the first period. The Canadiens went 2-for-7 on the power play, but failed to take advantage of Eric Staal’s lack of discipline late in the third period. He received a minor penalty for boarding at 16:31 and received two extra minutes for arguing the call. That gave the Canadiens a four-minute power play that extended into the overtime, but they failed to register a shot on goal. 

The Canadiens also struggled in the faceoff circle, winning only 33 per cent of the draws. Lars Eller won eight of 12 faceoffs, but Desharnais won only 11 of 26 and Tomas Plekanec took 34 draws and won only six. 
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RALEIGH, N.C. — Alexander Semin scored at 3:27 of overtime to give the Carolina Hurricanes a 5-4 win over the Canadiens Tuesday night at PNC Arena. P.K. Subban ended a string of four unanswered Carolina goals in the third period when he scored a power-play goal at 10:16 to tie the score 4-4.

Skinner leads comeback: Jeff Skinner scored two power-play goals in a 38-second span early in the third period to spark a Carolina comeback. He scored at 1:38 with Carolina holding a two-man advantage and then connected for his team-leading 16th goal at 2:15 after coach Michel Therrien took a bench minor. Eric Staal pulled the Huricanes even at 3-3 when he scored at 4:07 and Manny Malhotra gave the Hurricanes their only lead when he scored at 8:16. 

Weathering the storm: The Canadiens went into the third period with a 3-0 lead, but the score didn’t reflect the play. Price made 25 saves in the first two periods, but would have been even busier if the folks in front of him hadn’t blocked 30 shots. The Hurricanes had eight power plays, including two 5-on-3 advantages totalling 2:22 in the first two periods, but they were unable to score against the fourth-ranked penalty-killing unit in the NHL. 

Good start: The Canadiens took the lead at 1:20 of the first period when Lars Eller ended an 11-game goal drought. Eller beat Cam Ward with a backhander from close range after Alex Galchenyuk won a battle behind the Carolina net. Max Pacioretty made it 2-0 when he scored on a power play at 7:46. Pacioretty redirected a shot from — who else? — David Desharnais. It was Montreal’s first power-play goal in five games. The Canadiens were 2-for-7 with the extra man after going 0-for-12 in their four previous games. 

Offence to the Max: Pacioretty made it 3-0 when he scored his 17th goal at 14:24 of the second period. Desharnais won the draw in the Carolina zone and Subban showed his offensive skills as he stickhandled behind the net and found Pacioretty in the slot. 

Moving up: The point earned by the Canadiens moved them into a tie with idle Tampa Bay in the battle for second place in the Atlantic Division and third overall in the Eastern Conference. Each team has 50 points, but the Lightning has the edge because it was played two fewer games. The win was only the second in last 10 games for the Hurricanes. 

What’s next: The Canadiens had a day off on Wednesday and their six-game Christmas road trip concludes Thursday night with a game against the Dallas Stars (8:30 p.m., RDS, TSN Radio 690). The Canadiens are back at the Bell Centre Saturday for a game against the Ottawa Senators. 
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Canadiens Andrei Markov had a positive outlook heading into this season: &#8220;One game at a time. It&#8217;s time to enjoy hockey. I&#8217;m going to play hard and have fun.&#8221;
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I text-messaged best wishes to Andrei Markov last Dec. 20, the locked-out Canadiens defenceman celebrating his 34th birthday in Cherepovets, Russia.

He replied with a few syllables of thanks — this was Andrei Markov, after all — then he played 21:01 that night for Vityaz Chekhov in a 1-0 losing effort against Severstal Cherepovets in a Kontinental Hockey League game.

(The match was played for a crowd of 2,800 — roughly the number of media who cover a Canadiens practice.)

I wished Markov well once more Friday as he turned 35 and again, this time from Nashville, came thanks in reply.

The NHL lockout seems forever ago when you cover hockey for a living. If fans and businesses missed the game terribly while it was away — a half-season sacrificed for who knows what reason — I found myself probably busier than ever during the work stoppage.

With no game-day routine during the league’s September-through-January shutdown, I spent many hours interviewing/chasing players in Brossard, Candiac and by phone throughout the U.S. and Europe.

Markov was in Music City on Friday, a long way from the Russian steeltown where he was lacing his skates a year ago to the day. On Thursday, he had played 26:27 in the Canadiens’ 5-1 loss to St. Louis.

Upon reflection in the final days of 2013, it occurs to me that Markov is the most prominent thread running through much of this writer’s past 12 months.

From our conversations while he was playing 21 games in the KHL, to his reporting in robust health to training camp in mid-January, to our talks in Montreal and his large media sessions that I’ve watched from the fringes of the scrums, Markov has been and continues to be a key chapter in this year’s Canadiens story.

The native of Voskresensk, Russia had played just one season-opener for the Habs in the past three seasons, having undergone two right-knee reconstructions; heading into lockout-abbreviated 2012-13, he had skated in only 73 of his NHL club’s 272 games since 2009-10.

It was early in training camp on Jan. 18, on the eve of the Canadiens’ season opener against the Toronto Maple Leafs, when I corralled Markov on his way from the dressing room to the Bell Centre parking garage.

“You can’t be completely healthy, you know,” he joked about mention of his nauseatingly good fitness. “I’m getting old!”

So old that Markov, who has now played every one of the Canadiens’ last 90 games, was the NHL’s ninth-busiest defenceman through games of Thursday, averaging 25:33 per game. P.K. Subban, Markov’s usual blue-line partner, was ranked 15th, 30 seconds back.

Markov’s vision of the game is unparalleled, his feeds finding teammates through passing lanes that seemingly don’t exist. If time has taken half a step from him, he makes up for it with an experience that rarely finds him out of position, an important quality when Subban goes on a rush.

It’s been a treat watching Markov and a challenge, at times, decoding his insights into the game, the veteran one of the memorable athletes I’ve covered during the past year.

I’ve immensely enjoyed every talk with Max Pacioretty, at the rink but especially away from it. I’ve never known an athlete who takes their profession more to heart, many of our talks cutting past the X’s and O’s to discuss the game’s underbelly and how the ebb and flow of hockey affects his life.

If discussions in confidence with Pacioretty haven’t been fodder for columns, they have shed important light on his personality that helps to background my work writing about him and his teammates, all of them human beings before they’re athletes.

I’d include centreman Lars Eller among both my highs and lows of 2013.

Eller and I spoke at length in early January as he was returning from his lockout base, JYP Jyväskylä Oy in Finland’s 14-team SM-Liiga, and we talked often during the 48-game NHL season.

Then came the first game of the Eastern Conference quarter-final at the Bell Centre and the horrifying open-ice check by Ottawa’s Eric Gryba that sent Eller off the ice on a stretcher and to the Montreal General Hospital.

Eller missed the Canadiens’ final four games of the season, but was in the dressing room as the club packed up for the off-season, speaking of his resolve to return in the fall stronger and more focused than ever.

Through 37 games, the 24-year-old has stepped up his physical game to new levels, his 63 hits leading the team while his 33 blocked shots are tops among forwards.

Eller’s 53.6 per cent faceoff percentage leads the club’s regular centremen, his best work arguably done when on the so-called Kid Line with Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher.

A quiet hotel-lobby talk in Calgary with Marc Bergevin a week into the season was intriguing for the Habs GM’s emotional, raw and very human take on concussions, framed around that of George Parros, and the role some athletes play — as Bergevin did during his two-decade NHL career — to defend teammates.

“I fought for my teammates most of the time. I always looked at the guys who couldn’t defend themselves,” Bergevin told me. “I fought for Pavol Demitra, who I played with for five years in St. Louis.”

On Sept. 7, 2011, Demitra perished with the KHL’s entire Lokomotiv Yaroslavl club when its plane crashed in flames shortly after takeoff.

“This is the first thing I thought when Pavol’s plane crashed,” Bergevin said, tears welling in his eyes. “I remember fighting for him and that day, I couldn’t. I couldn’t fight for him. I couldn’t help him and he died.”

Months later, during a visit of nearly an hour in his Bell Centre office, goaltending coach Stéphane Waite offered a revealing look into the mind and playbook of a two-time Stanley Cup champion whose job in Montreal is to take franchise netminder Carey Price to the next level.

But on Friday, as I thought about the past year, it was Markov who stood out the most.

The defenceman is a unique talent viewed from seven storeys above Bell Centre ice; up close, before and after the drop of the puck, he’s a unique personality.

“One game at a time,” Markov told me on the eve of the season opener, eager to get going. “It’s time to enjoy hockey. I’m going to play hard and have fun.”

He has certainly been doing that, thus authoring one of the fascinating stories in a Canadiens dressing room that’s had no shortage of them the past year and promises many more as we turn the corner into 2014.
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Canadiens coach Michel Therrien, left, and general manager Marc Bergevin acknowledge that the team is headed in the right direction, but hasn&#8217;t reached elite level yet.
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Year One of the Marc Bergevin-Michel Therrien era was a success by most standards, but not by the standard used to judge hockey teams in Montreal.

This is a city that measures success by Stanley Cup victories and Bergevin and Therrien will both tell you this team is a work in progress.

Bergevin set the tone in September when the Canadiens gathered for their annual charity golf tournament. He acknowledged the team had made progress in his first season as general manager, but cautioned: “We’re not there yet.”

And coach Therrien injected a dose of reality this month after the Canadiens were crushed 6-0 by the Los Angeles Kings to end a 9-0-1 run. Therrien said his team fell short of the standard set by the Pittsburgh Penguins and the Boston Bruins.

While it is difficult to preach patience to a demanding fan base that hasn’t seen a Stanley Cup winner since 1993, there are signs of progress. After finishing last in the Eastern Conference in 2011-12, the Canadiens surprised everyone by finishing first in the Northeast Division in last season’s lockout-shortened campaign.

But the Canadiens’ shortcomings were exposed in the first round of the playoffs when they were eliminated by the Ottawa Senators. The Canadiens’ lack of size and physical presence was a factor in the defeat and Bergevin noted there were players who could get you to the playoffs, but the team needed players who could get them through the playoffs.

This season, the Canadiens have proven they fall into that first category. They have erased any doubt that last season’s finish was a fluke by establishing themselves as a contender in the Eastern Conference. They have wins over Pittsburgh and Boston and are on pace for a 102-point season.

When Bergevin arrived, he said he wanted to keep the core of the team intact and the current roster contains 15 players from the 2011-12 disaster. He used compliance buyouts to shed Scott Gomez and Tomas Kaberle and didn’t re-sign Chris Campoli and the popular Mathieu Darche. When Erik Cole had trouble dealing with the lockout, Bergevin traded him to Dallas.

This past summer, Bergevin allowed Colby Armstrong, Yannick Weber, Jeff Halpern and Michael Ryder to leave through free agency.

The new management team has given an increasingly larger role to youngsters Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher. They defied a long-standing team tradition of bringing youngsters along slowly when Galchenyuk became the club’s first 18-year-old since Petr Svoboda in 1984.

After years of denial, the Canadiens have conceded that a lack of size might be a problem, particularly in the playoffs. Bergevin signed Brandon Prust before the lockout and added heavyweights George Parros and Douglas Murray in the off-season. The team’s first-round draft pick this year was Michael McCarron, a 6-foot-5 power forward currently with the junior London Knights. Defencemen Jarred Tinordi, Greg Pateryn and Nathan Beaulieu have all experienced a taste of the NHL and will add some size in the future.

Bergevin’s most important off-season move was the decision to hire Stéphane Waite as goaltending coach. The two had an association going back to their days with the Chicago Blackhawks, where Waite played a key role in the development of two Stanley Cup-winning goaltenders, Antti Niemi and Corey Crawford.

Waite has brought structure back to Carey Price’s game. The goaltender appeared lost at the end of the lockout season, but has regained his spot among the game’s elite. Waite’s coaching is a factor, but so is Price’s willingness to work with the new coach.

There have been a few miscues along the way. Bergevin’s first shot at free agency yielded Prust and dependable veteran defenceman Francis Bouillon, but physical problems dogged Armstrong in his bid to jump-start his NHL career.

This past summer, Bergevin added Parros through a trade and Murray and Daniel Brière through free agency, and the returns have been mixed. Murray has emerged as the best addition, a hard-hitting defenceman whose experience allows him to overcome a lack of mobility. He’s an integral part of one of the NHL’s best penalty-killing units and can deliver devastating checks. In the win over Phoenix Tuesday, Murray delivered a jarring hit to Mike Ribeiro and the Coyotes’ leading scorer became a non-factor.

Parros has shown a willingness to drop his gloves, but he is currently sidelined with his second concussion in less than three months.

Brière has five goals and five assists in 26 games, but he has gone seven games without a point and Therrien, who demands accountability, has lost confidence in him.

Brière played only 4:27 against Phoenix and was a healthy scratch Thursday night in St. Louis. When asked after the Phoenix game about the veteran’s diminished ice time, Therrien said his job was to use the players who gave the team the best chance to win.

The 36-year-old Brière has another year remaining on his contract and is being paid a hefty $4 million a season.

Here’s a look at the moves Marc Bergevin has made since taking over as general manager of the Canadiens before last season:

INCOMING

Brandon Prust: Signed as free agent.

Colby Armstrong: Signed as free agent.

Francis Bouillon: Signed as free agent.

Michael Ryder: Acquired from Dallas in trade for Erik Cole.

Alex Galchenyuk: First-round draft pick in 2012.

Davis Drewiske: Acquired from Los Angeles for fifth-round draft pick.

Daniel Brière: Signed as free agent.

George Parros: Acquired from Florida in trade for Philippe Lefebvre and second-round draft pick.

OUTGOING

Scott Gomez: Compliance buyout. Currently with Florida Panthers.

Tomas Kaberle: Compliance buyout. Currently with Kladno in the Czech league.

Mathieu Darche: Not offered contract. Retired.

Erik Cole: Traded to Dallas for Michael Ryder.

Colby Armstrong: Not offered contract. Currently with Vaxjo in the Swedish league.

Chris Campoli: Not offered contract. Currently with HV71 Jonkoping in Swedish league.

Michael Ryder: Not offered contract. Currently with New Jersey Devils.

Jeff Halpern: Not offered contract: Currently with Phoenix Coyotes.
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Canadiens goalie Carey Price defends his net during the first period against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Saturday in Tampa, Fla.

Canadiens goalie Carey Price defends his net during the first period against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Saturday in Tampa, Fla.
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MONTREAL — The Bell Centre (unlike the old Forum) may be woefully short of useful ghosts — but no player who steps on the ice can be unaware of the massive weight of tradition behind the CH.

Especially not the goaltenders. We all remember poor Jocelyn Thibault, visibly slumping under the weight when he let in a bad goal, clearly oppressed by the gigantic shadow of Patrick Roy.

And Roy was only the most recent great goaltender for the bleu-blanc-rouge. Georges Vézina carried the mantle for a full 16 seasons. George Hainsworth played for eight more. Bill Durnan, Jacques Plante, Gump Worsley, Ken Dryden, Roy. No one would say that José Theodore was one of the giants — but even he won a Vézina and a Hart Trophy.

From his first start for the Canadiens on Oct. 10, 2007 (a game I covered in Pittsburgh) Price has been, for better and for worse, the heir to that tradition.

At times, it’s appeared that he would step up and play his number 31 to the rafters with Dryden and Roy and Plante.

At other times, it’s appeared that he was on his way out of town — outplayed by Jaro Halak, stumbling down the stretch and into the playoffs last spring, an inconsistent, unpredictable and somewhat enigmatic young man who wasn’t quite living up to the hype.

No more. When Canada faces Norway in its first preliminary round game of the Sochi Olympics at the Bolshoy Ice Dome on Feb. 13, the man in the crease almost certainly will be the tall, laconic 26-year-old from Anahim Lake, the goaltender of the Montreal Canadiens — Carey Price.

Price won’t get his first real test until Canada plays Finland on Feb. 16 but the odds against anyone else winning the job at this point are prohibitive. Roberto Luongo is fighting a groin injury, Josh Harding and Jonathan Bernier have slender resumés as the No. 1 goalie on their respective teams, Martin Brodeur is 41 (and deserving of a roster spot, in my view) and anyone who wants to wager Canada’s chances on the bundle of nerves that is Marc-André Fleury is out of his ever-lovin’ mind.

Not that Price has won the job by default. He was in the mix going into this season and he has grabbed the job by the throat with the best season of his career. After defeating the Tampa Bay Lightning in a shootout Saturday night, Price is 18-11-2 for this campaign despite slender goal support, with a 2.06 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage.

Those numbers are significantly better than Price’s previous best season in 2010-2011, when he had a 2.35 goals-against and a .923 save percentage. Much of the credit has gone to the team’s shadow MVP, goalie coach Stéphane Waite — with reason.

Anyone who has been watching Price for the past six years can see the difference: he’s up more, he’s square to the puck, he isn’t backing into the net, he’s absorbing rebounds and (most importantly) he isn’t dropping to his knees at the first feint from the blue line.

But as solid a coach as Waite appears to be, a coach can talk his tonsils off and it won’t mean a thing if a player isn’t willing to do the work to apply what he’s hearing. I’ve seen many a boxer bring in a new trainer, work to adapt his style for months — then revert to all his bad habits in the heat of the ring.

Playing goal in the NHL is not dissimilar to boxing, but from the start of this season, Price has been able to shed his bad habits and to put Waite’s teachings to immediate effect. Give the young man full credit: he’s done the work, he has the focus, he’s making it happen.

The result goes well beyond Price’s stats. Despite Sunday night’s rather dispiriting loss on wave-’em-off night in Florida, the Canadiens are still a solid third in the Atlantic Division. They have survived a stretch when the scorers were cold as a dog’s nose and they’re still in touch with the division-leading Bruins, who are going to have to find a way to replace Dennis Seidenberg in the lineup for the balance of the season.

Goaltending is the one spot on the ice where the Canadiens play is a significant uptick from last season. Price’s success masks difficulties in several areas, especially with some of the forwards up front — like Brian Gionta, who hasn’t scored in 26 games, Rene Bourque, who hasn’t seemed right since the beginning of the season, and even Brendan Gallagher, who is still battling through the heavy traffic but with less success.

The way Price is playing, he gives you the most significant thing a goalie can give, a chance to win every time he takes the ice. A half-season isn’t going to put him in the pantheon with Roy, Dryden, Plante and Vézina. But after a career that has seen as many speed bumps as highlights, Price is now clearly in command of himself and his game.

And when he takes that game onto the big ice in Sochi in February, it will be on the one stage that dwarfs playing goal for the Montreal Canadiens.

Heroes: Michael Schumacher, Eugenie Bouchard, Dominique Maltais, Christine Nesbitt, Tomas Plekanec, Andrei Markov, Brendan Gallagher, P.K. Subban, Saku Koivu, Marc Bergevin, Geoff Molson, Chip Cox, Patrice Bernier, Marco Di Vaio, Georges St. Pierre, Lionel Messi, Big Papi Ortiz, Mariano Rivera, LeSean McCoy, Peyton Manning, Masai Ujiri, Nelson Mandela, the Arctic 30, Pussy Riot, Pope Francis, Edward Snowden, Paul Blair, Stéphane Waite &&&& last but not least, Carey Price.

Zeros: Lance Armstrong, Alex Rodriguez, Ryan Braun, Brent Sutter, Ron MacLean, Don Cherry, P.J. Stock, Melody Davidson, Hockey Canada, Shawn Thornton, Joe Flacco, Dana White, Nicolas Anelka, Dallas Eakins, Vladimir Putin, Stephen Harper, Rob Ford, Semyon Varlamov, Jameis Winston, Daniel Snyder, “the Redskins,” Jerry Jones, Nick Saban, Bill O’Brien, Rudy Gay, Claude Brochu, David Samson &&&& last but not least, Jeffrey Loria.

Twitter: jacktodd46

In the Habs' Room: “We went back to our roots”: Therrien

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTEJanuary 7, 2014
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Goalie Carey Price, right, makes a save Friday as defenceman Andrei Markov holds off Panther Sean Bergenheim, left, as David Desharnais, 51, waits for the rebound. &#8220;The Panthers made a big push in the third period, but Carey Price was like a closer in baseball and there was no way he was going to give up that second goal,&#8221; said coach Michel Therrien.

Goalie Carey Price, right, makes a save Friday as defenceman Andrei Markov holds off Panther Sean Bergenheim, left, as David Desharnais, 51, waits for the rebound. “The Panthers made a big push in the third period, but Carey Price was like a closer in baseball and there was no way he was going to give up that second goal,” said coach Michel Therrien.
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Brian Gionta has seen enough of goaltender Tim Thomas to know that the veteran is tough to beat.

“He’s a bit unorthodox and it’s really hard to get a read on him,” said Gionta, who found a way to beat Thomas for the go-ahead goal in the Canadiens’ 2-1 victory over the Florida Panthers Monday night.

Gionta ripped a shot to the far corner over Thomas’s glove hand at 15:46 of the second period after a heads-up defensive play by Tomas Plekanec behind the Florida net. He intercepted a weak pass from Ed Jovanoski and then found Gionta in front.

“(Plekanec) read the play well,” Gionta said. “They had control of the puck and it should have been an easy clear for them but he came up with the puck and was able to get to me in a good position.

It was another one of those games in which the Canadiens blocked as many shots (26) as Price saved, but the goaltender was the key in protecting the lead in the third period.

“The Panthers made a big push in the third period, but Carey Price was like a closer in baseball and there was no way he was going to give up that second goal,” said coach Michel Therrien.

“This was a game where both goalies played well,” Therrien added. “We played really well in the first two periods and we had lots of shots. We had two goals called back but Tim Thomas was the reason they stayed in the game.”

Therrien said the Canadiens got back to basics after giving up 13 goals in their three previous games.

“We went back to our roots,” said Therrien. “We’ve been getting some points but we haven’t been following the game plan. There were a few breakdowns tonight and we’ll address them but we were pretty happy with the result.”

“I thought we played two good periods and then we sat back a bit in the third,” said Gionta. The Panthers had a 16-10 edge in shots in the final period but Price was solid.

“It was a team effort,” said the goaltender who registered his 20th win of the season. “The guys did a good job of blocking shots and clearing the rebounds.”

Gionta gave credit to the Panthers for battling to the end.

“They’re a tough team to play against,” he said. “They beat us the first two times we played this season and we had to win tonight.”

While Thomas’s scrambling style presents a challenge, David Desharnais opened the scoring with a goal which was just as unorthodox. He failed to get a shot off on his forehand but he managed to control the puck, spin around and stun Thomas with a backhander along the ice.

“I’m not going to lie, that’s not something I’ve been practicing,” said Desharnais. “There was a guy in front of me trying to block the shot and I just missed it. But I stayed with it and I managed to get a shot off.”

Desharnais has been hitting his stride after a slow start. He was the Canadiens’ leading scorer in December with 12 points and he has six points in the last four games. And, on a night when the Canadiens had another dismal night in the faceoff circle — they won only 41 per cent of the draws — he was the only Canadien above 50 per cent, winning eight of 14.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Canucks Game Day: Injury-riddled hosts in tough against Sidney Crosby-led Penguins

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunJanuary 7, 2014 3:33 PM
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Evgeni Malkin (left) and Roberto Luongo go head-to-head against each other during a January 2010 NHL game at the then-GM Place. While Malkin is back in the Penguins&#8217; lineup after missing nine games with injury, Luongo is still sidelined with a lower body injury and will miss Tuesday&#8217;s visit by the Pens.

Evgeni Malkin (left) and Roberto Luongo go head-to-head against each other during a January 2010 NHL game at the then-GM Place. While Malkin is back in the Penguins’ lineup after missing nine games with injury, Luongo is still sidelined with a lower body injury and will miss Tuesday’s visit by the Pens.
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Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo's return short lived

VANCOUVER – Amid all the Olympic hoopla, the Vancouver Canucks and Pittsburgh Penguins still have an NHL game to play tonight at Rogers Arena (7 p.m., TSN, Team 1040).

The Canucks, their lineup riddled with injuries and losers of four straight, will be decided underdogs against the Eastern Conference-leadings Pens, who are 11-2-0 in their last 13 games.

To make matters further daunting for Vancouver, Penguins captain Sidney Crosby is leading the league in scoring with 63 points and his second banana, Evgeni Malkin, returned to the Penguins’ lineup on Sunday after missing nine games with an injury. Malkin had three points in a 6-5 Pittsburgh win over the Winnipeg Jets. The Pens’ power play is also No.1 in the league, converting on 26 per cent of its opportunities.

The Canucks will throw a bit of a patchwork lineup at the Penguins. Chris Higgins (ill) is back after missing the Anaheim game Sunday and Zack Kassian, hit in the face by the skate of Tom Sestito on Sunday, has been cleared to play. But minor-leaguer Darren Archibald, called up today, is definitely in tonight's lineup at the expense of a benched David Booth. Benn Ferriero, called up Sunday, is also expected to dress again with Dale Weise taking a seat. Booth and Weise were the last two healthy players to come off the ice at the morning skate.

Canucks head coach John Tortorella noted that he is looking for more bite from his team, especially in the offensive zone.

“I'm not sure what the lineup is going to be but Darren Archibald will be in it,” Torts said. “He's a big body. I want him to protect pucks, be physical and add his strength to our lineup and we'll see where we go with it. In California, in the second and third periods of both games, our defence was under siege. We need to get some work done in the other end to take some pressure off our defence and the physical play comes into it. And it's just not banging. Physical play to me is taking a hit, holding onto a puck, and we haven't been consistent enough with that.”

Daniel Sedin insisted that all of today's hoopla over the Olympic team selections have not taken their attention away from their meeting with the Penguins. He and brother Henrik and Alex Edler were named to the Swedish team.

“I don't think we've forgotten about this game tonight,” Daniel said. “It's the most important thing right now and we have to focus on the task at hand. Tonight is a good test. I mean, they have some talent and we're going to have to play really well defensively.”

The expected Penguins lines will see: Crosby between Chris Kunitz and rookie Brian Gibbons; Malkin centring for Jussi Jokinen and James Neal; Brandon Sutter with Joe Vitale and waiver pickup Taylor Pyatt; and Craig Adams with Tanner Glass and rookie Zach Sill. The expected defence pairings are: Rob Scuderi-Kris Letang; Deryk Engelland-Brooks Orpik; Olli Maatta-Matt Niskanen.

The Penguins' Marc-Andre Fleury (24-10-1) is scheduled to face Eddie Lack (7-3-2) in the goaltending matchup.

ICE CHIPS: Pittsburgh is 12-9-1 on the road ... After going 3-for-7 the last two games, the Canucks’ power play has risen to 22nd in the league at 15.9 per cent ... The Penguins are the league's second best on the penalty kill (88.6 per cent), which is right behind the No. 1 Canucks (88.9 per cent) ... Referees for tonight's game are Tom Kowal and Brad Watson.

INJURIES: The lengthy Canucks injury list includes G Roberto Luongo (ankle), D Alex Edler (knee), D Ryan Stanton (ankle), D Andrew Alberts (concussion), RW Alex Burrows (jaw) and C Jordan Schroeder (ankle) ... Injured Penguins include D Paul Martin (leg), RW Pascal Dupuis (knee), RW Beau Bennett (wrist), C Andrew Ebbett (ankle), RW Chris Conner (hand) and G Tomas Vocoun (blood clot).

epap@vancouversun.com
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Canucks Roberto Luongo, Dan Hamhuis ‘proud, excited’ to play for Team Canada in Sochi
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Vancouver Canucks blueliner Dan Hamhuis (centre) and goalie Roberto Luongo will suit up for Team Canada in Sochi, Russia, next month at the Winter Olympics.
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Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo's injury reportedly 'not serious'; Joacim Erikssson called up from AHL

Canucks lose 4-3 to Ducks in final seconds of overtime

Game Essentials: Ducks had too much finish for Canucks

Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo's return short lived

VANCOUVER — One guy is always in the headlines and the other one rarely, but Vancouver Canucks Roberto Luongo and Dan Hamhuis are now members with equal standing on Canada's Olympic team.

The National Hockey League teammates were named to the 25-member men's team this morning. It will be Luongo's third Olympics, Hamhuis's first.

Hamhuis, a defenceman whose game often goes unnoticed because it is as quiet as the 31-year-old's personality, was one of five B.C. players named to Team Canada.

Carey Price, the Montreal Canadiens' goalie, will compete for the starting job with Luongo. Chicago Blackhawk defenceman Duncan Keith, from Penticton, and Victoria's Jamie Benn, a forward with the Dallas Stars, also were named to Team Canada.

“I'm certainly proud to be from B.C. and represent our province,” Hamhuis said. “There are a lot of great players who have represented Canada in the past from here. Now it's about the whole country coming together and putting a good show on in Sochi.”

The Smithers native became uncharacteristically emotional when asked about the support he has had in his career and what his Olympic selection means to his community.

“When you think of all the people who have helped along the way, starting with my parents,” Hamhuis said. “My mom and dad have been huge supporters of me in hockey.”

Hamhuis admitted he thought his best chance to make Canada's Olympic team passed with the 2010 Games in Vancouver. Luongo was the gold medallist on that team, and was always favoured to be selected again.

“This is my third time, and it's just as special as the first two times,” Luongo said. “I'm very excited and looking forward to it. Last time around, it was fun to play in front of (home) fans, but this is a different story.”

The Olympics begin in Russia on Feb. 7.
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Dwight King of the Los Angeles Kings looks for a rebound in front of goalie Roberto Luongo of the Vancouver Canucks as Henrik Sedin helps during the second period of their NHL game at Staples Center on Saturday.
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Roberto Luongo comes back, but so do the Kings in Canucks' loss

VANCOUVER — The Vancouver Canucks did not release any information about goalie Roberto Luongo’s wounded ankle on Monday so it was left to TSN’s James Duthie, who is close to Luongo, to let the hockey world know that an MRI indicated the injury was not serious, at least according to the “early indications.”

Duthie also noted that Luongo was still waiting to see a specialist and that the 34-year-old netminder was walking without a limp.

A later report by Quebec-based hockey insider Renaud Lavoie said Luongo would be out seven to 14 days. 

Luongo was hurt Saturday in Los Angeles when steamrolled by Kings’ captain Dustin Brown after the latter scored on him at the 1:07 mark of the third period.

Luongo’s right leg folded under him during the violent collision but he was able to remain in the game.

Assuming the injury is not serious, then Luongo will still be in the running for a spot on Canada’s Olympic team for Sochi and should be on the roster when the team is announced this morning at 8 a.m.

Canuck GM Mike Gillis told reporters in Anaheim on Sunday that Luongo probably won’t be able to play “for a little bit of time.”

Goalie Joacim Eriksson was recalled from the Utica Comets on Monday — the Canucks’ American Hockey League farm team — to back up Eddie Lack.

The Canucks, who have lost four in a row (0-2-2), face the Eastern Conference-leading Pittsburgh Penguins Tuesday night at Rogers Arena.

The Canucks’ injury list is growing as right-winger Zack Kassian didn’t finish Sunday’s game in Anaheim after accidentally getting booted in the face by teammate Tom Sestito. Left-winger Chris Higgins also missed Sunday’s game with what was reported as an illness.

There were no updates on their situations. Already missing from the lineup are Alex Edler (knee), Alex Burrows (jaw), Jordan Schroeder (ankle), Ryan Stanton (ankle) and Andrew Alberts (concussion).

Meanwhile, Canuck defenceman Yannick Weber was named Monday to the Swiss Olympic team.

Weber joins American Ryan Kesler as the first two Canucks officially selected by their countries. Luongo, Dan Hamhuis, the Sedin twins and Edler are also Sochi candidates.

The Swedish team will also be announced Tuesday morning.
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Dan Hamhuis and goaltender Eddie Lack of the Vancouver Canucks look dejected as the Anaheim Ducks celebrate Corey Perry's game-winning goal in overtime at Honda Center on January 5, 2014 in Anaheim, California. The Ducks defeated the Canucks 4-3 in overtime.
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Dan Hamhuis and goaltender Eddie Lack of the Vancouver Canucks look dejected as the Anaheim Ducks celebrate Corey Perry's game-winning goal in overtime at Honda Center on January 5, 2014 in Anaheim, California. The Ducks defeated the Canucks 4-3 in overtime.
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Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo's return short lived

Roberto Luongo comes back, but so do the Kings in Canucks' loss

Higgins hoping he'll make net gains

Hughson outstanding in the snow during NHL Winter Classic

Roberto Luongo back in net to face Los Angeles Kings

ANAHEIM, Calif — It's easier to lose games than win them in the National Hockey League, but one of the best ways to defeat is to surrender 49 shots, spend shift after shift in your own zone and keep giving the opposition the puck.

Do all that, and even a brilliant 45-save performance by rookie goalie Eddie Lack isn't going to be enough.

In a game Sunday that was hard to believe except for the way it ended, the Canucks blew another third-period lead and lost 4-3 in overtime to the Anaheim Ducks.

The previous night, they gave away a late lead against the Los Angeles Kings, also surrendered 49 shots and lost 3-1. 

The Canucks finished both games like they were trying to get their goalie killed.

—————

VIEW GAME PHOTOS HERE, or if you're using a mobile app, tap the story image and swipe.

—————

The difference is Saturday's goalie, Roberto Luongo, woke up lame on Sunday after getting run over by the Kings' Dustin Brown, while Lack appeared to have physically survived the dispiriting onslaught the Canucks invited from the Ducks.

The Kings and Ducks are deep, powerful, strong and relentless teams capable of winning the Stanley Cup. At the moment – and perhaps at any moment – the Canucks are considerably less.

They've lost four straight games – two of them after regulation time – after opening December 10-1-1. And their injuries, new and old, appear to be reaching a critical mass. Luongo, who played just one game after missing two weeks with a groin injury, is out again.

Winger Chris Higgins (flu) couldn't start Sunday's game and winger Zack Kassian couldn't finish it after being struck in the face by teammate Tom Sestito's skate boot. With five other players, including top defenceman Alex Edler (knee) and key forward Alex Burrows (jaw) already out, and coach John Tortorella relying on so few players, the Canucks appeared in both SoCal games to be spent by the end.

And then Canuck captain Henrik Sedin, who scored once Sunday and matched brother Daniel's three-point night, visited the Ducks' doctors after the game. Presumably, it wasn't for a flu shot.

“We have lost ourselves a little bit there,” Tortorella said. “We're a little bit beat up. I think we're playing against a different level of team, especially the past couple of nights. But we have some work to do, not just our defencemen, but within our team defence. 

“No one is without problems in their game right now, so I don't want to just pick a couple of guys. It's right through our team.”

The couple of guys he didn't want to pick on is the veteran defence pairing of Kevin Bieksa and Jason Garrison, who were on for nearly all the goals-against on the weekend. Garrison made critical mistakes on Nick Bonino's tying goal with 1:27 left in the third period Sunday and Jeff Carter's Saturday game-winner with 7:55 to go.

But, as Tortorella said, there are lot of problems right now. Mindset may be one of the biggest.

“We tried to not sit back, but they came with a huge push and were all over us there,” defenceman Dan Hamhuis said when asked about the Canucks being outshot 45-8 after the first period ended with Vancouver ahead 2-0 on power-play goals by Hank Sedin and Ryan Kesler. “When you're giving up that many shots, I don't think it's one or two things. It's a lot of collective things. Aside from the details, the specifics of it, a lot of it is a mindset. Both games we had early leads and then I think we sat back. It's more a mindset of playing not to lose instead of trying to keep playing to win.”

Instead of protecting their leads and collecting four points, taken from key Pacific Division rivals, the the Canucks added only one point but fell a net three points farther behind in the standings.

“You definitely want to get more out of these games, but you're not going to get more when you're playing the whole period in your zone and giving pucks back to them,” checking centre Brad Richardson said. “Eddie kept us in that. We probably were lucky even to get a point out of that. These are huge points, but we're not going to get them playing like that.

“We play a great first and we're up 2-0. But as soon as we get the lead, we get tight, get nervous – almost scared to win the game. That's frustrating.”

The Canuck flew home after the game and have a day off scheduled before facing another Stanley Cup contender, the Pittsburgh Penguins, Tuesday in Vancouver.

Friday's opponent is the St. Louis Blues, arguably the most physical team in the Western Conference, then it's back to Los Angeles for the Canucks to try again against the Kings and Ducks.

Vancouver is 1-5-3 this season against the Kings, Ducks and San Jose Sharks. Some California dream that is.

“It hurts leaving this game,” Henrik said. “It's such a big difference winning 3-2 or 2-1 and losing in overtime. When it comes down to the last two minutes – we battle so hard and Eddie's playing great – those are times you have to be able to win games, and it doesn't matter how good the other team has been. That little left, you've got to be able to hold on.”

Instead, Garrison's clearance was intercepted and Bonino tied it with a shot that skipped off Bieksa and past Lack. Corey Perry won it with a shot through the goalie's pads with one second remaining in overtime.

“I really don't know if there's much to celebrate,” Lack said on his 26th birthday. “I thought we gave away a point again and it's up to me and the team to turn this around and shut the door these last important minutes. You can always find ways to win the game.”

And lose them.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com
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Vancouver Canucks goalie Eddie Lack (31) winds up at the bottom of a pileup in goal with Anaheim Ducks right winger Kyle Palmieri (21) in the second period.
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WHAT HAPPENED

For the second straight night in Southern California, the Canucks built an early lead but were overpowered by a stronger team as the Anaheim Ducks scored late in regulation to tie it and late in overtime to win 4-3. Vancouver went ahead 2-0 with a pair of power-play goals. But injuries are catching up to the Canucks, who appeared to lack both the energy and determination to keep carrying the game to the Ducks and were outshot 44-8 after the first period. Only goalie Eddie Lack kept Vancouver from losing in regulation.

HURT PARADE

With goalie Roberto Luongo out after injuring his right foot or ankle in Saturday's 3-1 loss to the Los Angeles Kings and key winger Chris Higgins down with the flu – and defencemen Alex Edler (knee), Ryan Stanton, and winger Alex Burrows (jaw) out long-term – absences appeared to reach a critical mass when winger Zack Kassian left the game in the middle period after getting hit in the face by teammate Tom Sestito's boot. Coach John Tortorella's heavy reliance on a handful of players is problematic in back-to-back games.

NUMBERS

After opening December 10-1-1, the Canucks have lost four straight games, their second-longest nosedive of the season. . . The power play generated more than one goal in a game for just the second time this season. . . After combining to go minus-five against the Kings, the defence duo of Kevin Bieksa and Jason Garrison were minus-four against the Ducks. . . The Canucks surrendered 49 shots in consecutive games after never allowing more than 41 before the weekend. . . Daniel and Henrik Sedin had three points each.

WHO IS ROB LAURIE?

With Luongo hurt and third-stringer Joacim Eriksson far away in the minors, the Canucks dialed 9-1-1 to sign Corona, Calif., beer-leaguer Rob Laurie as Sunday's backup. The former minor-leaguer knows Canuck assistant GM Lorne Henning, whose son plays with Laurie. The manager of a company that sells goalie equipment online, Laurie was at lunch when Henning called. “I had Lorne's number in my phone,” Laurie, 43, said. “It rang and said 'Lorne,' so I knew right away something was up. It got my heart beating a little bit.”
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By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver Sun columnistJanuary 5, 2014
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ANAHEIM, Calif. -- Just as Canada's Olympic team is about to select its goalies, the Vancouver Canucks are out of choices again – out of Roberto Luongo.

One game after returning from a groin injury, Luongo is back out of the National Hockey League team's lineup with an apparent foot or ankle injury after only one game.

After playing Saturday's 3-1 loss to the Los Angeles Kings, stopping 46 of 48 shots and finishing the game despite being bowled over by Dustin Brown on the tying goal, the goaltender was a surprise lineup scratch here Sunday.

The Canucks scrambled to sign former journeyman minor-league pro Rob Laurie, from Corona, Calif., to a professional tryout that allowed the 43-year-old to back up Vancouver starter Eddie Lack on Sunday against the Anaheim Ducks. Luongo is expected to be named Tuesday to Canada's Olympic team for Sochi.

But there was no indication from general manager Mike Gillis that Luongo's injury is minor or that the absence of the Canucks' No. 1 goalie is simply day to day. 

“If he's not well enough to play tonight, he probably won't be for a little bit of time,” Gillis said.

Gillis was frustrated that Brown injured Luongo in a game when Kings crashed the crease several times. In the second period of Luongo's first game since Dec. 22, the goalie's mask was knocked off in a goalmouth pileup caused by Los Angeles forward Jarret Stoll.

“It's not a surprise when players run the goalie, the goalie is going to get hurt,” Gillis told newspaper reporters during the first period of Sunday's game. “And it happened how many times last night?

“(Luongo) managed to finish the game. Adrenalin gets you through certain things.”

After scoring on a rebound, Brown bumped in front of Luongo with Canuck Mike Santorelli and fell spectacularly backwards into the goalie, swinging his skates dangerously near Luongo's head.

Luongo's right skate was caught under him as he fell backwards under Brown's weight. The goalie motioned towards his lower leg, but remained in for the game's final 19 minutes.

Luongo said after: “My foot got caught under me as he was accidentally running me over. Luckily, this time the pain went away.

“That's what we want to do to the opposing goalie too – crash the net and create havoc. That's what hockey's all about. That's a good game plan, that's what you want. You want to get in the other goalie's kitchen. You want to go through the crease, get some pucks in there and jam away. That's what we preach to our guys.”

Gillis wasn't nearly as understanding.

“When you see it by certain teams over and over again, it's a tactic, not a hockey play,” he fumed of the Kings. “If players are going through the crease and hitting the goalie all the time, players are going to get injured.”

Canuck minor-league goalie Joacim Eriksson was unable to make the odyssey to Anaheim from the Utica Comets in time for Sunday's game, so Gillis went to the NHL's list of goalies available by region to be called upon in an emergency.

This was actually Laurie's second NHL fill-in, as he sat on the Ducks' bench for four minutes of a game against the Dallas Stars last April when Anaheim couldn't fetch minor-leaguer Igor Bobkov in time to replace Jonas Hiller.

Laurie, who has skated and practised with Anaheim players at various times, had an 11-year, minor-league pro career end in 2002 with the El Paso Buzzards of the Central Hockey League. Before his one-night stand for the Ducks last spring, Laurie's Southern California claim to fame was playing roller hockey in the 1990s with the Anaheim Bullfrogs.

The Canucks also were missing key forward Chris Higgins against the Ducks. But the second-line winger's flu was predictable enough that Benn Ferriero was recalled from Utica in time for the game.
Roberto Luongo back in net to face Los Angeles Kings
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Roberto Luongo of the Vancouver Canucks back in net for game against Los Angeles Kings.
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Roberto Luongo of the Vancouver Canucks back in net for game against Los Angeles Kings.
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LOS ANGELES - Just in time for the Canadian Olympic team selection, gold-medalist Roberto Luongo is back in net for the Vancouver Canucks.

Canuck coach John Tortorella confirmed this morning the 34-year-old goalie will start tonight against the Los Angeles Kings as the National Hockey League club begins a difficult weekend in Southern California.

Loungo hasn't played since injuring his groin on Dec. 22, leaving rookie backup Eddie Lack to start Vancouver's last three games. The Canucks were awful in a 4-2 loss Wednesday against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

"There's no issue; he's ready to play," Tortorella said of Luongo, expected to be named Tuesday to Team Canada for the Sochi Olympics. "I still don't think we missed a beat with Eddie. It's a nice situation to have (two goalies). All the stuff going on with Roberto when the year started, Lacker, I didn't even know who he was. We've settled in really well as far as the tandem of our goalies."

The "stuff" with Luongo was the fallout from a year-long goaltending drama that came to a shock ending in June when general manager Mike Gillis traded Cory Schneider.

Luongo, who had asked and expected to be traded after losing the starting job to Schneider, returned reluctantly to Vancouver and hasn't said he'd like to stay. Even this morning, he still wouldn't be drawn into discussion about his future as a Canuck.

But any unhappiness has not affected his play, as Luongo has a 2.24 goals-against average and .920 save rate. In his last 22 starts, he has allowed fewer than three goals 18 times.

"He doesn't owe it to you, he doesn't owe it to me, he doesn't owe it to the fans, he doesn't owe it to anybody to play except for his teammates," Tortorella said. "Everybody I talked to (during the summer), it was always: 'He's a great pro.' That was my conversation with him in the summer when this stuff was going on: 'Enough with all the rhetoric here; play for your teammates.' I think he has done a terrific job."

Luongo hasn't played since removing himself from a game against the Winnipeg Jets. Luongo hurt his right groin making a first-period save, but remained in the game for several minutes before heading to the dressing room.

Would a younger Luongo have taken himself out?

"That's a good question; I think I might have tried to maybe play through it but I'd probably still be out at this point," Luongo said after the morning skate at the Staples Center. "The older you get, the wiser you get, I guess. I really didn't want to come out, but sometimes you've got to think of the bigger picture, and that's what I did.

"It's funny what it does just being out and watching the game. It makes you miss it so much and put things back into (perspective) and makes you realize how much you enjoy the game."

Tortorella offered no hints whether Lack or Luongo will play Sunday against the Anaheim Ducks.

The Ducks, 16-0-2 at home this season, trail the Chicago Blackhawks by a point for the overall lead in NHL standings. The Kings have lost five straight games - the last four of them on the road - but remain a point ahead of the seventh-place Canucks in the Western Conference.

The Ducks and Kings are big, physical teams that are considered Stanley Cup contenders. The Canucks lost 5-1 here against the Kings on Nov. 9, then were beaten 3-1 by the Ducks the next night.

"When you play a hard game, it's not about size," Tortorella said. "It's about a mindset. I think we have really improved our mindset as a club as we've grown here. Were we hard the other night (against Tampa)? Absolutely not. We were nowhere to be found.

"We've got to get back to the hardness of protecting pucks, taking hits to make plays. Not putting your arms up in the air if you get hit; you take a hit to make a play and get to the blue (paint), protect our blue. All those things we've talked about all year long - that's being big. We've grown as a team and we have to keep on being consistent with that, and even get harder as the season goes along."
Can Chris Higgins save the powerplay?
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With their power play again in the dumpster, Vancouver Canuck coaches put on their thinking caps Friday and came up with this answer: Chris Higgins to the first unit.
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With their power play again in the dumpster, Vancouver Canuck coaches put on their thinking caps Friday and came up with this answer: Chris Higgins to the first unit.

So maybe Higgins doesn't have a single power-play goal this season. Or last season. There's always a first time. Maybe he's been the missing ingredient. You never know.

The Canuck power play is 1-for-19 in the last seven games and the team has won just three times, going 3-2-2.

“Our power play hasn't won us a lot of games lately and that's one thing we have to get figured out,” said Daniel Sedin, understating matters before the Canucks flew to southern California for Saturday's date with the L.A. Kings. “I think our 5-on-5 play has really been getting us points and we're confident in that part of the game. But our power play needs to step up. Sometimes all it takes is a few tweaks here and there.”

Friday's tweak was to deploy Higgins as the net-front presence and slide Ryan Kesler back to the point alongside Jason Garrison so the two can unleash one-timers, one from the left and one from the right. The Sedins round out the top unit.

The second group featured forwards Mike Santorelli, Zack Kassian and Jannik Hansen with Dan Hamhuis on one point and either Yannick Weber or rookie Frank Corrado on the other.

Canuck head coach John Tortorella wasn't promising to actually use these combinations against the Kings but he almost always plays the way he practises. So you can bet small money on him starting this way, assuming the Canucks draw some penalties.

“Higgins has been there (net front) quite a bit with the other group and being around the net is a big part of his game,” Tortorella explained. “I'm not sure if he's the answer. I'm not even sure if I'm going to use those power-play groups. We wanted to try something different and see what it looked like. We'll see where we go Saturday.”

The Canuck power play was ranked a lowly 26th in the league Friday at 14.5 per cent. Higgins is acutely aware of his responsibility and it begins by creating havoc in the opposition crease area. 

“Everyone in this room could see we're not scoring enough rebound goals, or tip-in goals, so I think getting in front of the goalie's eyes and creating a little confusion in there is your first job,” Higgins said. “Then if you can get a stick on the puck, or get a rebound, obviously that is your job as well. But I think by creating confusion and getting them scrambling in their crease, opportunities are going to happen for everyone else on the ice.

“I've played that role quite a bit but it's my first time with these guys,” he added. “Obviously it's a great opportunity. I hope they shoot a lot because then pucks will be coming my way. I hope they get through and I get some opportunities in front. You need to be hungry and I think if it takes staying in there a little bit longer and taking a little bit more of a beating, you have to do it.”

Tortorella lamented the fact his team has not produced enough goals in and around the crease area. At one point during Friday's power-play drills, he bellowed at the players – F-bombs included! – about their "nice passes" but doing nothing in the blue.

“We haven't had many deflection goals and we haven't scored many rebound goals, both on the power play and 5-on-5,” noted the coach. “So, yeah, we want to try and get some goals in that five-foot area. I think that will help our power play. The power play has been an inconsistent part of our game from Day One and hopefully we can get something to happen there.

“I think we're shooting the puck more. I think one of the keys for us on our power play is Jason Garrison hitting the net. I think that's been inconsistent. I think Kess has been inconsistent as far as hitting the net. So we're looking to get pucks to the blue and trying to bang some things in from there.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks had only 18 skaters at practice Friday so, barring an outbreak of influenza, there will be no changes to the forward lines or defence for Saturday's date against the Kings... L.A's power play isn't much better than the Canucks and was ranked 22nd (at 15.5 per cent) before Friday's four-game slate.
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The Vancouver Canucks are facing a daunting stretch in their schedule and it appears Roberto Luongo will be a part of it.
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The Vancouver Canucks are facing a daunting stretch in their schedule and it appears Roberto Luongo will be a part of it.

The Canucks' No. 1 puckstopper declared himself fit and ready to go after almost two weeks on the shelf with a groin strain. Luongo and his mates meet the L.A. Kings on Saturday and the Anaheim Ducks Sunday.

“Everything is good,” Luongo said following Friday's full team practice. “I don't know what's going on for Saturday's game but, yeah, I'm good to go.”

Luongo pulled himself from a Dec. 22 game against the Winnipeg Jets after stopping an Evander Kane shot in the first period. He has missed three games since then and the Canucks have gone 1-1-1 in his absence. Backup Eddie Lack blanked the Calgary Flames 2-0 but then surrendered a combined seven goals in a shootout loss to Philadelphia and a regulation defeat to Tampa Bay. 

Luongo doesn't feel being sidelined for less than two weeks has created any rust.

“I haven't missed that much time,” he pointed out. “I've been working out on the ice for the last week so it shouldn't be too much of an issue.”

Although Luongo is expected to start against the Kings, Canucks coach John Tortorella said he would reveal that intel at Saturday morning's skate. 

Following the weekend double dip in SoCal, the Canucks come home to face the Pittsburgh Penguins and St. Louis Blues, followed by another road trip south to meet the Kings, Ducks and Phoenix Coyotes. The five teams were a combined 131-51-24 before Friday's games.

SOCHI CALLING: The Canadian Olympic team will be announced Tuesday at 8 a.m. and Luongo admitted the anticipation is building. As the gold-medal winning goalie in 2010, he is a virtual certainty to be named by GM Steve Yzerman. He's even had Marty Brodeur pumping his tires, saying he should be the starter.

“It's always flattering, for sure, and nice to hear things like that but I don't think it's Marty's decision unless he has some weight that I don't know about,” said a smiling Luongo. “But, yeah, it's always nice to hear things like that from one of the best of all time. I haven't been too worried about the Olympics because, right now, my focus is on getting back. But I won't lie. When I was watching the Winter Classic and saw the U.S. team being announced, I got a little excited about it.”

KINGS FALLING: The Canucks can expect to see a very ornery Kings group after L.A. dropped its fifth straight game Thursday, 5-0 to a St. Louis Blues team missing top forwards Alex Steen and captain David Backes.

The Kings have been outscored 17-6 during their nosedive and 9-2 in the last three. It's the first time L.A. has lost five straight since Darryl Sutter moved behind the bench two years ago.

“I know how we'd feel if we lost five in a row, and the last one by 5-0,” said Canuck winger Chris Higgins. “So I know exactly what they're saying in their locker room, I know exactly how they're going to approach the game and how they're going to play. I don't think we should be surprised by their push, especially in the first period.”

The Kings have already beaten the Canucks twice this season, 5-1 in L.A. and 3-2 in overtime at Rogers Arena.

QUOTABLE: “This week is no different than last week. We need the points and whoever you play, it's not a big difference between the top teams in the league and the bottom teams.” – Daniel Sedin on the Canucks' tough schedule the next two weeks.

epap@vancouversun.com
Canucks’ Dan Hamhuis back in Team Canada conversation after recent spike in play 

Canada’s Dan Hamhuis (left) off Sweden’s Loui Eriksson during the IIHF Ice Hockey World Championships in Stockholm, Sweden, on May 16, 2013. The Vancouver Canucks’ blueliner has plenty of international experience, suiting up for Canada on five occasions at senior world championships and twice at the world junior championship. 
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VANCOUVER — After a shaky start to his season, Dan Hamhuis has asserted himself on the Vancouver Canucks’ blue line and inserted himself back into the conversation for a spot on Canada’s Olympic men’s hockey team.

 The team is slated to be announced Tuesday at 8 a.m. (Pacific) and Hamhuis, who has thrived with additional ice time in the absence of Alex Edler, is keeping his fingers crossed.

“It’s coming up here in the next few days,” noted Hamhuis. “Hopefully I find myself in a position to make it a tough decision for them. I am certainly thinking about the Olympics. It would be a great honour to play for that team.”

Since Edler injured his right knee Dec. 3 in Nashville, Hamhuis has been a plus-10 in 12 games. Overall, he’s a Canuck-leading plus-13. He’s played more than 29 minutes on six different occasions in the 12 games and also collected six assists.

 What might make him appealing to Team Canada is his left-hand shot. Canada is loaded with elite right-siders in Shea Weber, Drew Doughty, Alex Pietrangelo, P.K. Subban and Dan Boyle. On the left, Duncan Keith leads the way, followed by Jay Bouwmeester. Then it appears to be toss-up among the likes of Hamhuis, Marc-Edouard Vlasic and even Dion Phaneuf.

RELATEDTeam Canada hoping for a healthy Steven Stamkos return at Sochi Games

Bobby Ryan doesn’t make the cut for U.S. men’s hockey team for Sochi Games

Luongo’s imminent return indicates goaltender will be ready for Olympics

 Hamhuis, 31, has plenty of experience at the international level, having played twice for Canada at the world juniors and five times at the senior worlds. The big ice won’t be a mystery to him.

 Daniel Sedin figures Hamhuis would be an excellent selection for Canada, even though he might have to play against him in Sochi. The Swedes will also name their team on Tuesday. Daniel and Henrik are virtual certainties while Edler remains a possibility despite his current injury and poor minus-12 before he went out.

“I think when you see Hammer (Hamhuis) every day, that’s when you realize how good he is,” Daniel said. “When he played in Nashville, he was behind Ryan Suter and Weber. Then when he came here, you get a chance to see him every day. He’s been really good, really solid and he doesn’t make a lot of mistakes. I think he deserves to be on that team but, of course, it’s not me picking.”

Goalie Eddie Lack has played the last 11 periods behind Hamhuis and was happy to endorse him as well.

“He always plays simple out there and always seem to make the hard plays look easy,” Lack commented. “That’s something you look for in a defenceman, for sure. He is playing really well for us lately and, if I was the coach, I’d pick him.”

Hamhuis admitted that the opportunity to play more in the absence of Edler has enabled him to play better. It could not have come at a better time for him as recent performance will be freshest in the minds of Team Canada GM Steve Yzerman and his selection committee.

“It certainly helps playing more minutes,” said Hamhuis, a Smithers native who, if selected, would add another B.C. connection to the Canadian Olympic group. “I’ve enjoyed it and it’s nice to be really involved in the game. When you’re playing that many minutes, you feel like you’re just flowing through it and feeling strong.”

Hamhuis’s stat line in Wednesday’s 4-2 loss to Tampa was a thorough one. He played 29:29, finished plus-1, had three shots on goals, two hits, three takeaways, four blocked shots and just one giveaway. His big open-ice hit on Lightning forward Richard Panik created Vancouver’s first goal by Brad Richardson.

 Prior to the Tampa game, Canucks head coach John Tortorella raved about Hamhuis.

“He’s been a huge part to us finding ourselves where early in the year he really struggled,” said Torts. “It’s a deep appreciation as far as how he’s handling those minutes with the injuries we have. He’s done a terrific job for us here and has really grown.”

Tortorella, an American and assistant coach on the 2010 U.S. Olympic team, then gave Hamhuis the ultimate compliment.

“I don’t root for Team Canada and all that Olympic stuff but he should be one of those players (chosen),” Torts said. “He has played that well.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks returned goalie Joacim Eriksson to their Utica Comets’ AHL farm team Thursday, a clear indication that Roberto Luongo (groin) is ready for a return to game action. Luongo and the Canucks will have a full team practice Friday before departing for southern California and games Saturday against the L.A. Kings and Sunday vs. the Anaheim Ducks.
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Vancouver Canucks&#8217; Jason Garrison dumps Tampa Bay Lightning&#8217;s Nikita Kucherov in front of goalie Eddie Lack.
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Vancouver Canucks’ Jason Garrison dumps Tampa Bay Lightning’s Nikita Kucherov in front of goalie Eddie Lack.
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VANCOUVER — It may yet turn out to be a happy new year for the Vancouver Canucks. It just hasn’t started out so well.

The Canucks began 2014 with a rather sloppy effort Wednesday night that resulted in a 4-2 loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning at Rogers Arena.

The Canucks strayed from the solid defensive game that helped them win 10 of 13 games in December. 

The Lightning play a quick, wide-open style and the Canucks tried to do that, too. It didn’t work. The Lightning had considerably more jump and took advantage of Vancouver’s lax defensive play. 

“I think probably our worst game of the year,” said winger Daniel Sedin.

—————
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—————

Defensively, the Canucks played like they did early in the season, when they were giving up far too many high-quality scoring chances.

“We had a lot of odd-man rushes tonight,” Daniel said. “I can’t even count on two hands how many odd-man rushes they had. Against this team, too, they are so quick. We had too many turnovers and it was just sloppy overall.

“I don’t think we worked hard enough, that is the bottom line. That’s why maybe it looked like it was a wide-open game. It comes down to us, not getting pucks deep to sustain pressure on their guys. When we got pucks deep we were a step behind all the time. It just wasn’t good enough.”

There was no argument from Vancouver coach John Tortorella, who could see that trouble was brewing early. Tortorella burned his timeout before the game was 10 minutes old to try and light a fire under his team.

“He assessed it correctly,” was Tortorella’s reaction to Daniel’s suggestion that this was Vancouver’s worst game of the season “You could see right away that we were just out of sync. I could just feel it.

“That's a team effort; it is our worst game of the year. We deserved to lose that one and we did.

“I just think it was a game we looked out of sorts, out of sync. It wasn't just one particular guy, it was the whole team. It's in the trash can already. We have a couple of days to regroup and get ready for a pretty stiff test coming up here.”

Nikita Kucherov scored the winner on a Tampa Bay power play with three seconds left in the second period .

“That late goal just kind of sums up the night,” said winger Zac Dalpe, who scored his first goal as a Canuck. “We were fighting it. Some nights you fight the puck, it bounces early and you kind of get worn down.

“It was a weird game, I thought all day we had emotion and then we came out and a couple of bad plays maybe got us a little bit frustrated.”

Centre Alex Killorn iced things at 7:28 of the third period when he tipped a Victor Hedman point shot past Vancouver goalie Eddie Lack. 

The Canucks have now lost two in a row and wasted a chance to climb over the Los Angeles Kings in the Western Conference standings. Vancouver remains sixth in the West with a record of 23-12-7.

“It was very disappointing,”said Canuck captain Henrik Sedin. “Execution was off and when that happens it looks like you are not working hard enough. But I think we just made too many mistakes. We had to work way too hard. You have to keep it simple and that is when good things happen. We turned over way too many pucks over tonight.”

The Canucks had trouble handling Tampa Bay’s speed.

“Their record says it all,” Daniel said. “It's a quick team; that's what stood out to me. They're very quick on pucks and if you're not ready, they're going to get a lot of 3-on-2s and 2-on-1s and that's what happened tonight.”

After a scoreless first period, the goals came in bunches in the second.

Centre Brad Richardson opened scoring at the 11:25 mark, beating Tampa goalie Ben Bishop high short side from the left circle.

But the Lightning scored two goals 20 seconds apart to grab the lead. Valtteri Filppula beat Lack short side with a wrist shot at 15:27. Tyler Johnson quickly followed as he finished off a 2-on-1 rush with Ondrej Palat.

But the Canucks answered with a fourth-line goal just 14 seconds later to briefly tie the game when Dalpe converted a pass from Dale Weise at 16:01. 

“I think it was just a good forecheck, a typical fourth-line goal,” Dalpe said.

The Lightning regained the lead with three seconds left in the third as they scored on the power play. With Yannick Weber off for hooking, Kucherov put a shot over sprawled Vancouver defenceman Dan Hamhuis and beat Lack hight to the short side.

Earlier Wednesday, Vancouver centre Ryan Kesler was officially named to the U.S. Olympic team “Obviously I am excited and honoured and it is going to be a special experience for me,” Kesler said after the game. “I am looking forward to it.”

Kesler, like many of his teammates, did not have a great game Wednesday. He was on the ice for all four Tampa goals and did not have a shot on goal.
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Vancouver Canucks #29 Tom Sestito and Tampa Bay Lightning #22 Jean-Philippe Cote crash along the boards.
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THE SKINNY

The Canucks were sloppy from the outset and lucky to be tied 0-0 after 20 minutes. They weren't so lucky in the second period when they surrendered three goals to the Lightning in the final five minutes of the middle period as Valtteri Filppula, Tyler Johnson and Nikita Kucherov (on the power play) beat Eddie Lack offsetting Canuck goals by Brad Richardson, who had the game opener, and Zac Dalpe. Alex Killorn then put it away in the third with a nice deflection.

BY THE NUMBERS

Wednesday's loss marked the first time the Canucks have been beaten in regulation by the Bolts on Vancouver ice in 13 games. Tampa entered the league in 1992-93. The Canucks were 9-0-3 in the previous 12... The Lightning improved to 15-1-0 when leading after two periods while the Canucks fell to 3-10-0 when trailing after two. The Canucks also fell to 14-4-3 when scoring first and 12-5-3 against Eastern Conference teams... Eddie Lack gave up more than three goals for only the second time in 14 appearances.

FARMED OUT

The Canucks had no healthy bodies to scratch Wednesday night after they dispatched extra forward Jeremy Welsh to their Utica Comets' AHL farm team Tuesday. Welsh played for the Comets on New Year's Day as they edged the Lake Erie Monsters 3-2. He didn't have a point. “We have to get Welsh playing,” explained Canuck head coach John Tortorella. “It's doing him no good sitting here practising.” Welsh had been a healthy scratch for 13 of the last 16 games. He scored once in his 19 appearances with the big club.

SICK BAY WATCH

The Canuck infirmary spit out four players Wednesday who were on the ice and taking their next step in a return to game action. Right winger Alex Burrows (jaw), defenceman Alex Edler (sprained right knee) and centre Jordan Schroeder (ankle surgery) all worked out with skills coach Glenn Carnegie prior to the team's full morning skate. Roberto Luongo (groin) did drills with goalie coach Rollie Melanson and then joined the main group. John Tortorella shed no light on anyone's return, saying “day-to-day” for all of them.
Odd couple finds Lightning in a bottle

Flashy Tampa turnaround: A law guy from Prince George and a Canuck discard have helped their team rebound from laughing stock to one on the brink of greatness

By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver SunJanuary 2, 2014
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Bench boss Jon Cooper of the Tampa Bay Lightning, right, says former Canuck Rick Bowness, left, has been a wealth of information to him this season as an assistant coach. And Bowness believes Cooper is the perfect guy to lead a young team that's improving quickly.
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With a law degree in his pocket and hockey in his heart, Jon Cooper decided in his 30s that he wanted to coach professionally. Naturally, he started in Texarkana on the east Texas border.

By that age, Rick Bowness had finished an eight-year journeyman career as a player and was getting his first stint as a head coach in the National Hockey League. Texarkana is one of the few places Bowness hasn't been in his 38-year pro career.

Until Bowness joined Cooper's coaching staff with the Tampa Bay Lightning in June, the closest their career paths came to intersecting was in British Columbia, where Cooper is from and Bowness coached the last seven years as Alain Vigneault's top assistant on the Vancouver Canucks.

"It's a totally different path," Bowness said Wednesday of the route and he and Cooper took to Tampa. "When I went to Toronto to interview with him, I had to Google Jon. Seriously, I knew nothing about him. So at the interview, he's interviewing me, but I was sort of interviewing him as well.

"Let me see, you gave up a law practice and went to Texarkana, Texas to coach junior hockey? And then you've done all this? OK, I like that.

The common bond we have is passion for the game."

Bowness, 58, and Cooper, 46, may seem an odd couple - except for their obvious obvit

- but they have helped the Light-ning rebound from two disappointing seasons under former head coach Guy Boucher.

Despite a handful of injuries, including a broken leg suffered Nov. 11 by superstar Steve Stamkos, the Lightning were 23-12-4 and tied for third in the Eastern Conference before facing the Canucks on Wednesday night.

It was Bowness's first game back in Vancouver since he was fired with Vigneault and assistant Newell Brown last spring, and Cooper's first game in his home province as a coach. At any level.

Cooper was born and raised in Prince George, played for the Notre Dame Hounds in Wilcox, Sask., then attended Hofstra University in New York on a lacrosse scholarship.

Cooper played only one season of college hockey before going to law school in Michigan.

He worked as a defence attorney before trading one bench for another and submitting to the siren call of hockey.

He landed his first real coaching job in 2003 with the Texarkana Bandits of the junior North American Hockey League.

"I'll tell you right now, the NHL, I never thought this was the path I was going to take," Cooper said after the Lightning's morning skate at Rogers Arena.

"I enjoyed law. It was a great life experience for me. I was actually going to get into the agent business; that's really where I was going. But hockey was just ingrained. (I'm from) Prince George.

"Fortunately, I went one day down the fork in the road and it just came back with me. I just felt I was young enough I could do this full time and see where it was going to take me. And, lo and behold, it has taken me to Rogers Arena."

Cooper joked that he asked Canuck general manager Mike Gillis for a share of gate receipts Wednesday due to all the friends and family members the Tampa coach had coming to the game.

But Cooper owed Gillis, too. He said had Gillis not fired

Bowness when he did on May 22, he and general manager Steve Yzerman were ready to hire someone else.

After a decade of winning in the NAHL, United States Hockey League and AHL, Cooper was promoted from the Lightning's minor-league team in Syracuse to replace Boucher last March 25.

Yzerman liked Cooper, but believed an NHL rookie coach needed an experienced assistant. Their search was nearing conclusion when Bowness suddenly became available. "My phone just started ringing: 'That's the guy you gotta go interview,' " Cooper said.

One day later, Yzerman called Gillis and was given permission to approach Bowness.

"He called me and said: 'This is Steve Yzerman of the Tampa Bay Lightning,' " Bowness laughed Wednesday. "Like he needed to introduce himself. But that's the kind of guy Stevie is.

"One of the appeals of coming to Tampa was to work with Jon. It's more me sitting back and

watching how he does things and adjusting to him. He's the head coach and he's the perfect coach for this team. I'm just here to support him any way I can."

As he did in Vancouver, Bowness works primarily with the defence. But he is also Cooper's consigliere, a resource for the head coach on everything NHL - from travel to player rest to practice times.

"Rick Bowness has been a wealth of information for me," Cooper said. "I don't really consider myself a rookie coach. But I'm a rookie to the NHL and this is a league that I needed some guidance. He's just been phenomenal."

Bowness raves about the Lightning organization, from owner Jeff Vinik and Yzerman on down. He said he sees similarities between the Lightning roster, which has eight rookies, and the Canucks when Vigneault and Bowness arrived in 2006.

"The torch was being passed (from older players) to guys like Daniel and Henrik (Sedin) and Kevin Bieksa," Bowness said.

"And we worked with that group and got them to the point where we took a run at the Stanley Cup.

"That's where we are in Tampa. We've got a lot of good young players.

"Give them a few more years, we're going to be a real solid hockey club."

As excited as he is about his new team, Bowness can't forget his last one.

"For seven years, we were committed to Vancouver," he said.

"You put your whole life into it. To say, 'OK, I'm fired,' then walk away - I'm not built like that. I just can't flip a switch. Today, when I came in, I saw Kevin with his son, Cole. I remember when Cole was born. Those memories and attachments, you just can't walk away from."

imacintyre@vancouversun.com Twitter.com/imacvansun More Lightning-Canucks' Wednesday game photos at: vancouversun.com/galleries

Next game Saturday vs Los Angeles Kings 7 p.m. at Staples Center CBC/TEAM 1040
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If your New Year’s Resolution was to try to be more optimistic about the Canucks, well, their first game of 2014 probably didn’t help at all. The Canucks were, to put it gently, a crap factory versus the Tampa Bay Lightning Wednesday night, outplayed in every facet of the game.

John Tortorella called it the club’s worst game of the year. Was it? Yes, because the year is less than a full day old, so they haven’t had time to play any other games. Technically, it was also their best game of the year, and I watched this game.

Canucks 2 – 4 Lightning

◦The Canucks may have led this game for a short time, but don’t be fooled. They were bad pretty much from beginning to end. From puck drop onward, they looked more sluggish than Slurms MacKenzie. (Perhaps, after celebrating the end of year, they were just as partied out?) Although I guess it was nice of them to make sure no one mistook the second game of the day for the beautiful one.

◦John Tortorella called a time out at the 10-minute mark of the first period, but rather than go his trademark route, down Rage Highway in his Furymobile, he appeared composed and reasonable. “Fellas,” I imagine him saying, “You have come out flat, and I think we can all agree it is unacceptable and unfortunate. Let us put aside this play, which is, to use the parlance of our times, wack, and perhaps up our hustle, activate our sticks and the like, if it’s not too much trouble.” It didn’t work. The lesson: If you don’t swear, they won’t care.

◦As mentioned, the Canucks led this game for a short time. Midway through the second, Brad Richardson kicked off a flurry of goals, beating Ben Bishop with a wrister on a partial breakaway. It was a great shot by Richardson, who went inside the post, just like you did, when you clicked on the link to this recap.

◦One thing to note about this goal: it’s created thanks to a rare Dan Hamhuis hipcheck in open ice. When Hamhuis arrived in Vancouver in 2010, he threw hipchecks on the regular. But then he tore his midsection up sending Milan Lucic ass over teakettle in the Stanley Cup Final, and by his own admission, he’s been reluctant to throw hipchecks ever since. This time he went for it, and it created a goal, which appeared to give him a little confidence boost, because he threw another hipcheck on his next shift.

◦Speaking of Hamhuis, he finished the night with 29:29. This guy is seeing more time than Lisa Simpson after eating Apu’s spicy cooking.

◦Three minutes later, the Lightning responded, striking (HAHA GET IT?) twice in 20 seconds to turn a one-goal deficit into a one-goal lead. It was the umpteenth time this season the Canucks have given up two goals in under a minute, and if you’re wondering what the real number is, as opposed to the lame, colloquial non-number I used to get out of researching the stat, it’s this many. You do it.

◦Fortunately, this time, the Canucks answered back just as quickly, with Zac “Ack! Halp!” Dalpe tying the game back up on the very next shift. Lightning coach Jon Cooper was livid, and rightly so, because the Canucks should never have had an opportunity to create this goal. The play started when the Canucks iced the puck like it was J.C Chasez’s neck.

◦Tom Sestito picked up an assist on the Dalpe goal, meaning he’s now rocking a two-game point streak. And he finished this game with the same amount of shots as Ryan Kesler in 13 fewer minutes: zero. You picked the wrong American, USA hockey.

◦It was great to see the Canucks pay tribute to Sami Salo for his time here with a brief video during a TV timeout. And it was nice of the Finnish d-man to give us a little vintage Salo as well, by missing the game due to injury.

◦Jannik Hansen has had his moments with the Sedins, which makes a lot of sense, since it’s pretty much impossible not to have a moment with them. They’re like Ryan Gosling’s eyes. But he’d have a lot more of these moments if he’d make smarter decisions with the puck, especially along the walls. I can’t count the times in this game they’d gain the zone, only to give the puck to Hansen during a cycle and never get it back. Hansen ruins more cycles than a brick in a washing machine.

◦The Canucks’ biggest issue tonight? They were unbelievably sloppy. Thers no excuse for beig that sl
Kuzma: The moment when the GM of goaliemonkey.com almost went in net for the Canucks

The Canucks were forced to sign a 43-year-old former minor-league stopper to a one-day professional tryout Sunday

By Ben Kuzma, The ProvinceJanuary 6, 2014
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Vancouver Canucks goalie Eddie Lack (31) winds up at the bottom of a pileup in goal with Anaheim Ducks right winger Kyle Palmieri (21) in the second period of an NHL hockey game in Anaheim, Calif., Sunday, Jan. 5, 2014.
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Photos: Canucks at Ducks

Anaheim 4 Vancouver 3 (OT): Red-hot Ducks hand Canucks last-second loss

ANAHEIM, Calif. — Eddie Lack provided a few anxious moments Sunday.

None of them had to do with the two goals that beat him as the Anaheim Ducks rallied for a 4-3 overtime victory over the Vancouver Canucks. They had to do with the backup goalie sprawled in his crease after Kyle Palmieri took a direct route to the net and ran him over in the second period. With Roberto Luongo sidelined from a similar collision with Dustin Brown on Saturday in Los Angeles and the Canucks forced to sign 43-year-old former minor-league stopper Rob Laurie to a one-day professional tryout contract to serve as the backup, there was a bit of added drama.

Especially when the television camera panned the bench to see the general manager of GoalieMonkey.com, a web-based goalie equipment company, working the gum at the bench. After all, Laurie got call at 2 p.m. for a 5 p.m. game and even though he served as an emergency backup for the Ducks last season, this scenario to possibly enter the game was surreal.

"I figured the camera was aiming," chuckled Laurie, who has played in the CCHA, ECHL, AHL, WPHL, UHL and CHL and had an 11-year professional career. "I've watched those games and wondered what the guy was thinking on the bench. I remember a Canucks game when [Johan] Hedberg got hurt coming out to play the puck and the camera zoomed right in there [on PTO backup Chris Levesque]. But the trainers weren't on the ice here. Maybe if they were, something crazy was going on."

As crazy as when his phone rang Sunday and he didn't initially get the Canucks' distress call while heading out to lunch with his sister.

"I knew right away something was up and it got my heart beating a little bit," added Laurie. "It was an exciting turnaround. I've skated with the Ducks, but today I felt a Canuck and I was rooting for us to win and it was a lot of fun."

Meanwhile, it was a scheduled start for Lack, but a second injury to Luongo this season has again placed the smiling Swede in the spotlight and perhaps put Luongo's roster spot with Team Canada for the 2014 Winter Olympics in some doubt if a further diagnosis reveals a long-term ailment. The Sochi roster is to be revealed Tuesday and Luongo was to be examined again Monday in Vancouver.

"I guess we just have to see what happens and if I'm back in the net Tuesday," Lack said of facing the Pittsburgh Penguins. "I'm just going to have to make the best of it. I have confidence in myself and it's a tough month coming up before the Olympic break."

Lack said he was just trying to catch his breath after the Palmieri collision. Which, of course, makes you wonder what if Lack got hurt after what Luongo endured. After making a right-pad save off Justin Williams, Brown deposited the rebound and also crashed into the out-stretched starter. Luongo stayed down for a few moments but played on.

"My foot got caught under me as he was accidentally running me over," Luongo said his in his post-game scrum. "Luckily this time, the pain went away. That's a good game plan. You want to get in the other goalie's kitchen and go through the crease and put some pucks there and jam away. That's what we preach to our guys and they (Kings) are one of the best teams at doing that."

Canucks general manager Mike Gillis took issue with players purposely targeting goaltenders, who are defenceless and prone to injury in such collisions.

"It's not a surprise when players run a goalie — the goalie is going to get hurt," he said Sunday. "And it happened how many times last night [Saturday]? He managed to finish the game and sometimes the adrenaline gets you through certain things. He's not well enough to play tonight [Sunday] and probably won't be for a little bit of time.

"It's frustrating. Goalies can't protect themselves and when you see it over and over again, it's a tactic and not a hockey play."

bkuzma@theprovince.com

twitter.com/benkuzma
ANAHEIM, Calif. — When John Tortorella was asked about factors that would determine his starting goaltender today — how fatigued Roberto Luongo would be in a back-to-back situation or if birthday boy Eddie Lack should face the division-leading Anaheim Ducks who have yet to suffer a regulation loss at the Honda Center (16-0-2) — his summation was right.

“Lack has settled in really well with the tandem of our goalies, but I take it one day at a time and I haven’t even gone there,” the Vancouver Canucks coach said Saturday. “You’re way ahead of me.”

The Canucks didn’t skate Sunday morning with a 5 p.m. face-off and whether it’s Luongo again after a brilliant 46-save performance Saturday in a 3-1 loss at Los Angeles or Lack it doesn’t matter, although giving the starter a break after a heavy workload makes sense and that was the call. Regardless, it’s the least of their problems. What does matter is how quietly the Canucks went into the night Saturday after scoring first and then being outscored, outhit 30-21 and overmatched in the circle by winning just 41 per cent of the draws. A 6-5-3 record against Pacific Division rivals isn’t alarming, but you have to wonder if everything Tortorella has been preaching since training camp — bite, edge, stiffness — is becoming a matter of when that will be a staple every game, no matter the competition. If that isn’t enough incentive, the Ducks have won 12 of their last 13.

“We have a ton of work to do with the responsibility of how we’re going to play in our division,” added Tortorella. “There’s no secret in what we have to do.”

Sustainability has always been an issue with more ice time for core players, but Tortorella doesn’t buy that argument. However, the Canucks can’t generate that key goal and have only scored more than three goals in two of their last eight outings. And with power-play goals in only four of their last dozen games, squeezing out just enough offence and then trying to defend against big teams is why they lost Saturday. Follow a similar script and it could be the same outcome today, no matter what the Canucks trot out for a power-play alignment.

“Our second period [Saturday] was the one that killed us,” Canucks captain Henrik Sedin said of being outshot 18-6. “Even though they didn’t score, they totally took over the game. We know the way we need to play and we know we can score more goals, but if you look at goals around the league, we’re at our best when we’re winning games 2-1 and playing solid defensively. That didn’t happen.”

In a 3-1 loss to the Ducks here on Nov. 10, it was about shots and no finish and one bad line change.

The Canucks held a 23-8 shot advantage in the first period and were in a 1-1 struggle before giving up the second goal and then an empty-netter.

“We’re right there,” Tortorella said after that loss. “But we don’t score the big goal or make the big play defensively.”

Sound familiar?

Fast forward to today and the Canucks are also facing the league’s third-ranked offence sparked by Team Canada locks Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry, who are in top 10 NHL scoring. Getzlaf, who didn’t play in the Nov. 10 triumph due to injury, ranks third with 47 points (20-27) while Perry is 10th with 43 points (22-21). Three other Ducks are in double-digit goal numbers — Andrew Cogliano (13), Nick Bonino (11), Dustin Penner (10) — and the Canucks have only a trio with Ryan Kesler (16), Daniel Sedin (13) and Chris Higgins (11).

The versatile Cogilano, 26, has also avoided free agency by signing a four-year, $12 million US extension, a win-win deal for the secondary scoring winger, who is earning $2.67 million this season.

OF NOTE — With winger Chris Higgins sidelined by illness or injury, the Canucks have recalled forward Benn Ferriero from the Utica Comets. Ferriero, 26, has 22 points (10-12) in 32 AHL games this season and has played in 96 NHL games with the San Jose Sharks and New York Rangers. The 5-foot-11, 185 forward signed a one-year,  two-way, free-agent contract July 12 that pays $550,000 at the NHL level.
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Gallagher: Canucks need to stiffen up in wild West

Vancouver once again loses the physical battle, which has to change for any chance of post-season success

By Tony Gallagher, The ProvinceJanuary 5, 2014
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Jarret Stoll of the Los Angeles Kings reacts for a call behind Jason Garrison of the Vancouver Canucks during the second period at Staples Center on Saturday.
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Canucks fall 3-1 to the Kings after being badly outshot in L.A.

On the scoreboard this didn’t look bad, but at times Saturday night this wasn’t so much a loss for the Vancouver Canucks as it was a case of the 97-pounder getting sand kicked in his face at Manhattan Beach.

Talk about overmatched. Had it not been for the goaltending of Roberto Luongo combined with the fact the L.A. Kings are as ham-fisted around the net as the Vancouver forwards, this one might have easily reached double figures.

As is always the case when these teams meet, the Kings had their way physically. Vancouver’s bigger players like David Booth, Dale Weise and Zack Kassian chose not to lift a finger to equalize the bumping by making hits at the offensive end of the rink.

In fact, Booth is beginning to look more and more like a compliance buyout candidate at the end of the season, as he was wandering around looking lost most of the night.

Only the valiant Tom Sestito put up some resistance trying to change the momentum of the game, but given the size of the rest of the Vancouver forwards, the Kings hardly noticed.

Despite the fact Luongo was holding his team in the game all night, he was run over in his crease on a regular basis, with little or no reaction from the players on the ice. Dustin Brown did whatever he wanted as he always does in these games, the tightness of the score not the least bit indicative of how a seven-game series between the teams might turn out.

And if this is the way Vancouver is going to play against the bigger teams in this stretch of games against the best in the league, you can’t expected things to improve much this afternoon when the team drives the 60 miles down the freeway to Anaheim.

The Ducks would have to qualify as the surprise team of the season unless it’s the New York Rangers in a negative sense. There was an expectation that the Ducks might be solid again this year, but the step up to the elite teams in the Western Conference is certainly raising eyebrows and making many GMs around the league curious as to just how good they’ll be in the post-season.

To be sure, they are determined to get out of the first round of the playoffs after a couple of first-round folds, something which gives them a good deal in common with this afternoon’s visitors. But are they a threat to win a Cup or just fold their tents a little bit later in the spring than usual. Consider Teemu Selanne has clearly stayed a season too long no matter how the Ducks might tell you otherwise. If truth be told, ditto Saku Koivu.

But Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry have returned to their top form, which can carry a team by itself, and the back end has been greatly improved by remarkable depth in goal and a huge improvement in their defence all-around.

Cam Fowler, who was named to the U.S. Olympic team last week, enters today’s tilt at plus-13 with 26 points after his first two seasons in the league saw him in the minus-20 range. Swedish rookie Hampus Lindholm has been ridiculously good for somebody at this position in the NHL who hasn’t yet celebrated his 20th birthday, his plus-21 jaw dropping when compared to almost every other rookie at this position. Ben Lovejoy, who is playing with Fowler, is having a dream season and Francois Beauchemin is enjoying the kind of year he used only to experience when Scott Niedermayer was his partner.

While people are looking to salute GM Bob Murray and coach Bruce Boudreau for this rush of success, it’s almost certain neither would appreciate the plaudits this early in the season, the goal almost certainly to accomplish something when it matters because both have seen this movie before. But it’s never a bad thing to have the best winning percentage in the game and be unbeaten in regulation at home at 16-0-2.

tgallagher@theprovince.com
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JANUARY 04: Dwight King of the Los Angeles Kings looks for a rebound in front of Roberto Luongo of the Vancouver Canucks as Henrik Sedin helps during the second period at Staples Center on January 4, 2014 in Los Angeles, California. The Canucks were badly outshot in the game and went on to lose 3-1
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Gallagher: Canucks need to stiffen up in wild West

F-bombs and a new look for Canucks’ power play as it prepares to face Kings

Canucks take a flyer on Fox

Botchford: Kesler wasn't a lock to make U.S. Olympic team

Gallagher: Tampa may have Lightning in bottle

Tampa Bay 4 Vancouver 2: Canucks’ top players go missing in 'worst game' of season

LOS ANGELES — An inspirational presentation by a retired Navy SEAL and more than 200 touring fans taking in a California double-dip provided the Vancouver Canucks with some extra incentive Saturday.

However, what they really needed was Roberto Luongo quickly returning to form after missing three games with a groin strain and a new-look power play contributing in hopes of leap-frogging the Los Angeles Kings in the standings and sending the suddenly-slumping Pacific Division rival to a sixth-straight loss — the most in more than six years.

The Canucks got a little power-play success from a first-period Ryan Kesler effort and a whole lot of a larcenous Luongo but still fell 3-1 at the Staples Center. It wasn’t flattering. It wasn’t so much the third-straight loss, the third setback to the Kings this season and the sixth-straight loss for Luongo against Los Angeles dating back to the 2012 playoffs. 

It was how the Canucks went quietly into the night in losing for just the second time in regulation this season when leading after two periods. It was leaving Luongo hung out to dry and spoiling his brilliant 46-save effort. It was sobering. And alarming.

“We don’t have a sniff of a chance [without Luongo],” said Canucks coach John Tortorella. “I shudder to think what the score would be. So let’s not kid ourselves. The game was not as close as the score. We have a ton of work to do with the responsibility of how we’re going to play in our division. There’s no secret in what we have to do.

“Our game changed in the second period after just an abysmal power play and they gained some momentum off that and we never regained any type of puck possession or zone time. Beating us to pucks and winning the battles. We’re going to have to learn to battle harder and it starts with our forwards with the forecheck. Our D were under siege all night long. If we’re going to compete in our division in the second half, we need to be more consistent.”

Luongo often looked looked more calm and positionally sound than Jonathan Quick, who hadn’t played since a Nov. 12 groin injury, but the Canucks’ starter was in a shooting gallery. The Canucks were badly outshot 49-28 and nearly lost Luongo in a collision on Dustin Brown’s early third-period goal that erased the 1-0 lead. After making a right-pad save off Justin Williams, Brown deposited the rebound and also crashed into the out-stretched starter. Luongo stayed down for a few moments but played on.

“My foot got caught under me as he was accidentally running me over,” shrugged Luongo. “Luckily this time, the pain went away. It was a tough call. Hockey is a fast game and that’s what we want to do to the opposing goalie too — crash the net and create havoc. It’s what hockey is all about. That’s a good game plan. You want to get in the other goalie’s kitchen and go through the crease and put some pucks there and jam away. 

“That’s what we preach to our guys and they (Kings) are one of the best teams at doing that.”

The issue was settled when Dwight King stripped Jason Garrison of the puck and Jeff Carter put a slot shot over Luongo’s glove at 12:05 of the final period before adding an empty-net goal. Daniel Sedin and Garrison had chances in the final minute before the empty-netter.

“It would have been ideal if we would have won,” added Luongo. “A disappointing third period for me, I wanted to at least get that game to overtime.”

Luongo got into an early rhythm. It started with a sharp save off King in the slot and a right-pad save off a Carter slapper. After a pinching Kevin Bieksa and Kesler tried to jam a loose puck under Quick — a play that was reviewed — it was up to Luongo to keep turning the Kings away. There were two Carter whacks at the puck in the crease to finish with 17 first-period saves. In the second period, there was a great post-to-post move to stop Matt Frattin and a tough stop off Mike Richards before Jarrett Stoll took the puck to the net from the corner and his straight-line approach had Luongo winding up on his back in back of the net.

Of some comfort was some power-play success. It was a diving Kesler who took a cross-ice feed from Daniel Sedin in the first period and wristed over a sprawling Quick while falling to the ice to end a 10-game goal drought. The alignment that also included Henrik Sedin, Chris Higgins and Garrison was expected to generate more looks for Garrison off the point and Kesler off the wall, but the unit would only strike once.

“We didn’t give him [Luongo] much help the second half and it could have been a lot worse,” said Kesler.

bkuzma@theprovince.com
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Luongo re-asserting his hold on No. 1 goalie’s job in Sochi 

Vancouver Canucks' goalie Roberto Luongo makes a blocker save against the Colorado Avalanche during second period NHL hockey action in Vancouver, on Sunday December 8, 2013. Luongo expects to return to the Vancouver Canucks lineup soon and should be back in game shape in time for the 2014 Winter Olympics.  
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Vancouver Canucks' goalie Roberto Luongo makes a blocker save against the Colorado Avalanche during second period NHL hockey action in Vancouver, on Sunday December 8, 2013. Luongo expects to return to the Vancouver Canucks lineup soon and should be back in game shape in time for the 2014 Winter Olympics. 
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LOS ANGELES — More butter has been spread on Roberto Luongo than a piece of toast.

From those in the know like Martin Brodeur — who has repeatedly trumpeted the Vancouver Canucks goaltender as the go-to guy for Team Canada at the 2014 Winter Olympics — to those who think they know how the Sochi crease order should be determined when the roster is announced Tuesday, the process has been more about Luongo re-establishing his place in the game again. He returned Saturday to face the Los Angeles Kings after missing three games with a groin strain.

While Luongo’s even-keeled demeanour and comedic Twitter posts often command attention, his 16-9-6 record, 2.24 goals-against average and .920 saves percentage speaks of the resolve to become an elite starter again after Cory Schneider took over the Canucks’ crease. Luongo had to proved the nature of his game is more important than the length of a contract that had nine years and $40.5 million US remaining.

“That’s the beauty of all the stuff I’ve been through,” said Luongo. “You go through so much, you learn to deal with pretty much every situation. Everybody has a right to their opinion and I can’t be worried about that stuff. I want to enjoy the game and play hard. Hopefully, the best parts are coming up.

Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo keeps his eyes trained on a rebound after a shot from the Dallas Stars in the first period of an NHL hockey game, Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo keeps his eyes trained on a rebound after a shot from the Dallas Stars in the first period of an NHL hockey game, Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

“There have been ups and downs throughout my career and I’m not going to deny that. This year, my main goal was to re-establish myself, and enjoy a game that I watched from the bench for most of the last year, year-and-a-half. I want to do it for myself to prove I’m still a No. 1. I have a lot of respect for the guys in the room and it wouldn’t have been fair to them to show up and have a bad attitude.”

John Tortorella was expecting professionalism to trump any poor-me pleas from the 34-year-old Luongo. He was expected to be moved at the trade deadline last season — or during the offseason — but had to regroup mentally when it was Schneider who was dealt at the draft. The new coach could have been left with a sullen starter.

“He doesn’t owe it to you, he doesn’t owe it to me, he doesn’t owe it to the fans or anybody to play — except for his teammates,” said Tortorella. “And everybody I talked to during that time, it was always he’s a great pro. And that was my conversation with him during the summer. Enough of the rhetoric. Play for your teammates, and he’s done a terrific job.”

Luongo pulled himself in the first period of a Dec. 22 game against the Winnipeg Jets after stretching to make a save off Evander Kane. A younger Luongo might have tried to play through it. A wiser one sat.

“All I know is the pain was there and sometimes when you tweak a muscle, it subsides,” recalled Luongo. “This one was grabbing me as soon as I had to do a certain movement.”

Roberto Luongo #1 of the Vancouver Canucks plays the puck against the Dallas Stars in the first period at American Airlines Center on December 19, 2013 in Dallas, Texas. (Photo by Ronald Martinez/Getty Images)

Roberto Luongo #1 of the Vancouver Canucks plays the puck against the Dallas Stars in the first period at American Airlines Center on December 19, 2013 in Dallas, Texas. (Photo by Ronald Martinez/Getty Images)

An Oct. 17 tweet from an NHL insider also grabbed Luongo’s attention. It stated Carey Price was the favoured Team Canada choice, and bringing it up in a post-game scrum after Luongo had blanked the Sabres 3-0 in Buffalo was probably poor timing. But his response was right, regardless of being ambushed.

“I’m not worried about it,” he shrugged at the time. “I can only control my play and there’s a long way to go.”

In the interim, Brodeur has twice backed Luongo and believes the guy who took over the crease from him when Canada claimed gold in 2010 should get that opportunity again. Price has superior numbers with the Montreal Canadiens, but experience is the intangible. It’s more than Brodeur and Luongo growing up a few blocks apart in Montreal suburb of Saint-Leonard.

“I think when you win the gold medal, you deserve the chance to defend it until someone takes you down,” said Brodeur, the 41-year-old New Jersey Devils starter and two-time Olympic gold medallist.

If Hockey Canada agrees, it should be Luongo, Price and Mike Smith of the Phoenix Coyotes announced Tuesday. Their styles vary for the international ice surface challenge — Luongo deeper in his crease than the aggressive Price and the big-bodied Smith the best puck-handler of the trio — and you would think Brodeur’s words would carry some roster weight.

“It’s always flattering from one of the greatest in the game of all time,” said Luongo. “Unfortunately, Marty is not making the decisions with who’s starting, but it’s always nice.”

F-bombs and a new look for Canucks’ power play as it prepares to face Kings

By Jason Botchford, The ProvinceJanuary 3, 2014
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John Tortorella, shown coaching against his old team at Madison Square Garden in November, wants a new look for the Canucks power play when they play Los Angeles on Saturday night.
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A frustrated John Tortorella showered his beleaguered power play with F-bombs on Friday.

Why not? Nothing else has worked.

The Canucks’ power play has been a failure under assistant coach Glen Gulutzan’s guidance, with just 19 goals in 42 games and a 26th-overall ranking. For comparison, the Canucks scored 72 power play goals in 2010-11.

With numbers like that, change was inevitable. And so were the F-bombs.

“Can someone get in front of the net?” Tortorella screamed during Friday’s practice. “That’s the problem with our power play. We do all these nice passes and do F-all in the blue.”

Tortorella implored someone, anyone, to screen a goalie and tip a puck. His message was pretty clear: His team is not getting it done around the net.

“I think he’s (right), for sure,” Higgins said. “We’ve been saying the whole year, ‘Wow, we’re not getting any rebounds.’

“You have to be hungry around there. If it takes standing around there a little longer, you have to do it.”

That assignment should fall to Higgins in L.A. on Saturday. He ended up as the team’s net-front presence after a power-play shakeup.

Dan Hamhuis, who has been criticized for his lack of production on the first unit, was moved to the second unit.

Hamhuis’s spot on the point was taken by Daniel Sedin, flanked by Jason Garrison on Friday.

With Higgins stepping in front of the net, Ryan Kesler and his wrist shot were moved to the half boards.

“We shoot a lot, so it will be pretty easy what my job is,” Higgins said. “The shots get through, and I’ll get some opportunities in the front.”

It will be the first time Higgins plays this role for the Canucks’ best power play unit, but he did say he’s done it “quite a bit” during his career.

Back in 2007-08, Higgins scored 12 power-play goals with the Montreal Canadiens. He’s scored just three since, two of those for the Canucks.

At least the Canucks are finally trying some new looks. Since Alex Edler injured his knee a month ago, Hamhuis has piled up the power-play minutes, quarterbacking the team’s top unit.

He did not pile up points, and has just two man-advantage assists this season.

On the second unit, Hamhuis replaced Kevin Bieksa, who was killing penalties only on Friday.

Recent callup Frankie Corrado took some shifts with Hamhuis on that second unit.

jbotchford@theprovince.com

twitter.com/botchford
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USA goaltender Jon Gillies eyes the puck as Canada's Bo Horvat moves in on net at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden.
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MALMO, Sweden – Vancouver Canucks legend-turned-executive Stan Smyl knows what he’s going to see from Bo Horvat every time he watches him play.

In Smyl’s mind, Horvat is as consistent as they come.

“If you can bring that night after night, you’re going to be a solid, solid NHL player,” said Smyl, the Canucks senior adviser and director of player development, in a phone interview about the team’s first-round pick last June.

“That’s what Bo does. It’s both ends of the rink.”

That’s what Bo is doing for Team Canada at the world junior championship.

Horvat has three points in five games heading into Saturday’s semifinal against Finland.

But it’s the intangible skills he provides that have critical to Canada’s success.

He’s taken 42 faceoffs and won 60.87 per cent of them, leading his team in both categories.

He’s one of Team Canada’s more reliable penalty killers as evidenced by his shot block late in the third period of their quarter-final victory over Switzerland on Thursday.

Sutter called him “rock solid” after the game.

“He’s been that way for the most part for the whole tournament. He’s just a real steadying guy,” Sutter said. “He doesn’t get the recognition he does because he’s such a solid, two-way guy.

“A lot of times everybody looks at the offensive side of it and they don’t see the details in the game that are important for teams to have success.”

Horvat started the tournament as arguably Canada’s top centre, playing on a line with Connor McDavid and Sam Reinhart.

He was shuffled to a line with Reinhart and captain Scott Laughton before the last preliminary round game against the United States, taking on a more defensive role in the process.

“We have lots of guys that can put up points here,” said Horvat, normally a centreman for the OHL’s London Knights. “For me, I’m not too worried about the points.

“I want to do whatever it takes to help me team win, whether that’s blocking shots or winning faceoffs.”

Horvat was preached the importance of playing defensively by his father, Tim, who played Jr. B hockey and also had a brief cup of coffee with the Knights before playing professionally in Europe.

Tim was a winger, but he convinced his son to play centre and taught him how to take draws and be defensively aware.

“I think it started ever since I was little actually. I’ve always had a two-way game,” Horvat said.

Horvat added that the key to his consistency is playing within his means.

“I just try not to do more than I’m capable of,” he said. “I’m not trying to go out there and put up five points every game.”

Horvat certainly is not without offensive credentials though.

He was the OHL’s playoff MVP last season as he led the post-season in goal scoring.

None was bigger than his winning goal with less than a second left in Game 7 of the OHL final.

“It’s always brought up around London,” said Horvat, who’s from nearby Rodney. “It was definitely the biggest goal I’ve ever scored in my career so far. I’m sure it’ll be talked about for a long time.”

He’d love to score another big goal like that for Canada.

If he doesn’t, he’ll make sure to bring something else to the table.

Horvat earned high praise for his defensive skills in the OHL last season.

He won the Western Conference coaches’ awards for best faceoff man and top shot blocker.

And, as Smyl has noted, Horvat does it all night after night.

“That’s something that might go unnoticed at the start,” Smyl said. “Once you see him play, he really grows on you.”

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com

Twitter.com/DNBsports

Finland junior team ready to take on powerhouse Team Canada

"You don't have to be God to beat them," said goalie in Aug.
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Finnish players in a heap on top of goalie Juuse Saros after victory in the World Junior Hockey Championships quarter final in Malmo, Sweden Jan. 2, 2014.
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MALMO, Sweden – Team Finland is trying to achieve what few of its country’s world junior squads have in recent memory.

Finland hasn’t won a medal at the under-20 championship since earning a bronze in Vancouver in 2006.

A Finnish team hasn’t claimed gold at the tournament since 1998.

“I think about this tournament,” said head coach Karri Kivi, whose team faces Canada in one semifinal on Saturday. “We had a call to go to the best four. We did it.”

But does that mean his players are confident about their playoff-round matchup?

“I hope so,” Kivi said. “We have to go over the limit if we want to go on tomorrow.”

That’s something Finland didn’t do a year ago.

The Finns were fourth in Group A in Ufa, Russia during the preliminary round, their only win coming against Latvia.

They were then forced to play in the relegation round and finished the tournament in seventh place.

“It’s a good bounce back for this year,” said goaltender Juuse Saros, who has a 1.67 goals-against average and a .938 save percentage in the tournament. “There were a couple guys from that tournament.

“We have learned from that.”

One of those returnees is Teuvo Teravainen, a 2012 first-round pick of the Chicago Blackhawks, who hopes to make the jump to North American next season.

The 19-year-old leads the Finns in scoring with nine assists, tops in the tournament.

“It means a lot,” Teravainen said. “Last year we have a really good team. Our tournament was a big disappointment.

“This year, maybe not so good team, but guys on the team have good chemistry.”

While last year couldn’t have gone any worse – Saros said jokingly he heard that the problem was that the team slept too much – there is cautious optimism in Malmo.

Saros told Sunaya Sapurji of Yahoo! Sports at the world junior exhibition tournament in August that, “You don’t have to be God to beat them,” referring to the Canadians.

“I still feel so,” said Saros on Friday. “I think we have a good team.

“Of course, Canada is very good, but I think we have a good chance to win.”

Special teams will likely be a big factor in the outcome of Saturday’s game.

Canada’s power play proficiency is 29.2 per cent, while Finland’s penalty killing is tops in the tournament, allowing just one goal on 21 chances against.

Finland and Canada are the second-least penalized teams in the tournament. Both have 56 penalty minutes through five games.

“I see a hardworking team. I see a team that’s very structured,” said Canadian head coach Brent Sutter about the Finns, after conveying the importance of discipline from his own team.

“I see a team that’s going to play North American hockey.”

The Finns feel like they’re ready to take on Canada.

“I have the information we need,” said Kivi, having watched the Canadians in the summer, played against them in the pre-tournament and watched them during the event.

Kivi also noted defenceman Rasmus Ristolainen, a Buffalo Sabres prospect, is regaining his health and confidence after struggling earlier in the tournament.

“He’s just had some bad luck. Two weeks away (from a concussion in December), then a fever and that stuff (at the tournament),” Kivi said.

“The way he practice for example, the games and in the locker room, he’s excellent. He’s really, really grown.”

The Finns are in a spot they haven’t been accustomed to.

This is only the second time in the last eight years they’ve reached the semifinal. They lost the bronze-medal game to Canada in 2012 in Calgary.

It’s a big challenge ahead, Kivi said, one the players are eagerly awaiting. ”We knew before the tournament we could win every team that we’re playing against,” Teravainen said. “Now we have Canada and they’re a really good team.

“We don’t need to think too much if we lose or if we win. We’ll go, play our game and see what happens.”

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com

Twitter.com/DNBsports

Canada moves to big rink to face pesky Finland in world junior semifinal
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Team Canada forward Frederik Gauthier during practice at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden January 3, 2014.
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MALMO, Sweden — Canada has moved into the big rink and goalie Zach Fucale expects big pressure will come with it at the world junior hockey championship.

The Canadian squad, which has been based at the smaller, 5,800-seat Isstadion facility since the start of the tournament, held its first practice Friday at the 11,618-seat Malmo Arena.

The snazzy, modern venue will be where Canada faces Finland in semifinal action Saturday. The winner will face either Sweden or Russia in the tournament finale there Sunday.

“The stakes are getting higher and higher and guys will be battling harder,” said Fucale. “At this level, every detail counts.

“Everyone will be killing themselves for the win.”

Canada will be looking to erase the memory of last year’s semifinal loss to the United States in Ufa, Russia. That resulted in the Canadians not winning a medal in this event for the first time since 1998.

Canada faces a Finnish side that hasn’t won a medal in eight years, although the squad reached the tournament semifinals two years ago.

The Finns, who overcame a 3-1 deficit to beat the Czech Republic 5-3 in the quarter-finals, are a dangerous team. They not only have a top goalie in Juuse Saros but also some dandy snipers led by Chicago Blackhawks prospect Teuvo Teravainen, who has nine assists and is plus-7 in five games.

Finland also boasts defenceman Rasmus Ristolainen, on loan from the Buffalo Sabres.

Canadian coach Brent Sutter isn’t taking the Finns lightly.

“I see a hard-working team, a team that’s very structured, a team that’s going to play some North American hockey,” said Sutter. “They’re a gritty group.

“They’ve been getting decent goaltending. They’ve got three forwards on their team that are as good as any forwards in this tournament. They’re going to come hard and we have to be ready for it.”

Canada beat Finland twice in exhibition games this year, once in the summer at Lake Placid, N.Y., and again Dec. 20 in Sweden, where they dominated the final two periods after Fucale gave up two questionable goals in the first.

The Finns are confident they can pull off an upset.

“We have a good team and we have a good chance to win,” said Saros. “We’re going to do a prevent style to get that game.

“We’re going to have good team spirit and our power play’s pretty good. I think those things will be important.”

And he expects a physical game, especially around his net.

“They like to play in the corners and they come to the goal — three, four players come to the goal — so I have to be awake,” he said.

Actually, the Finnish power play has registered just four goals in 22 chances (18.1 per cent). But two key players — Ristolainen (flu) and Artturi Lehkonen (leg injury) — each missed two games before returning to face the Czechs.

Finland’s penalty kill has been impressive, allowing only one goal on 21 chances (95.2 per cent).

Canada’s power play has clicked on 7-of-24 chances (29.1 per cent).

Sutter has stressed discipline, which got away from his team when it took three minor penalties in the third period of a 4-1 win over Switzerland in the quarter-finals.

Canada earned the “easier” route to the final when it beat the Americans in the preliminary round to take first place in its group. But the team can’t afford to waste that with an upset loss against the Finns.

Sutter has underlined concentrating on one game at a time, which defenceman Griffin Reinhart said may have been a problem in last year’s semifinal.

“Our focus is on this game,” he said. “Maybe last year we got a little bit ahead of ourselves.

“It’s tough. You’ve got to treat every game like a Game 7. I don’t think it’s anybody’s intention, but nobody really stressed taking it one day at a time (last year) and that’s what you really need to do at this tournament. You can’t get caught looking ahead.”

All teams have players hurting, including Canada.

Reinhart’s defence partner, Mattew Dumba, and forward Charles Hudon sat out practice Friday. Dumba came up limping after a collision late in the second against the Swiss while Hudon has been playing through a shoulder injury suffered a week ago against Slovakia.

Sutter expects both will play against Finland.

“Maintenance day for both those guys,” he said.

Sutter doesn’t see the venue change making a big difference either.

“It’s irrelevant where you’re playing the game,” said Sutter. “It’s played on the same size of ice.

“We just have to do what we need to do to give ourselves the best chance.”

It will also be a move for the few thousand red-and-white clad Canadian fans who jammed the Isstadion, giving it a home-game feel for Canada’s team. They will likely make up the majority of the crowd against Finland although they may get drowned out if Canada advances to the final against Sweden.

The Swedes, who played at Malmo Arena in the round robin, have averaged 11,278 spectators per game.

“It was crazy at the other rink,” said Fucale. “It was almost a home game.

“I felt as if I was in Canada. It’s really cool that this happens. You can feel their support. They’ll certainly help us over the next couple of games.”
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MALMO, Sweden - Five things to watch in Canada's semifinal game against Finland at the world junior championship Saturday:

1. Anthony Mantha — The big right winger leads the tournament in scoring with 11 points in five games. He scored on a penalty shot in the quarter-finals against Switzerland.

2. Special teams — Finland has the best penalty-killing unit in the tournament, allowing one goal on 21 chances (95.2 per cent). Canada's power play is a healthy 7-for-24 (29.1 per cent).

3. Teuvo Teravainen — The Chicago prospect hasn't scored but has nine assists in five games. Nashville pick Saku Maenalanen has six goals.

4. Venue change — It will be Canada's first game at the 11,618-seat Malmo Arena after playing previously at a rink less than half that size. Finland played at the bigger arena in the preliminary round.

5. Mattew Dumba — He came up limping after Canada's 4-1 win over Switzerland in the quarter-finals. Coach Brent Sutter says he will be fine to play. Dumba plays big minutes on one of the top defence pairs with Griffin Reinhart.

Slow build continues for Canada at world juniors
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Team Canada's Zachary Fucale celebrates after defeating Switzerland.
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Team Canada's Zachary Fucale celebrates after defeating Switzerland.
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Defencemen chip in offensively for Canada

Team Canada easily beats Switzerland 4-1 during World Juniors tournament

MALMO, Sweden — Canadian head coach Brent Sutter has talked about the importance of getting better daily ever since the start of selection camp in Toronto.

Little by little, his wishes at the world junior championship are coming true.

After a rocky start to the tournament, the Canadians pulled out an important win in their final preliminary round game against the United States to secure the top seed in Group A.

On Thursday, they were even better.

Canada beat Switzerland 4-1 in the quarter-final in what Sutter felt was his team’s more structured and discipline effort.

“As this has gone on, they’ve gotten better and better with that,” said Sutter, whose team now faces Finland in the semifinal on Saturday. “I think tonight was a sign of a team that was very steady.

“They found a way to break their opposition. We’ve got to have the same mindset against Finland now.”

For a team that started slowly against Germany, lost in a shootout to the Czech Republic, and needed a third-period rally to top Slovakia, Thursday’s game looked like a breeze.

Canada opened the scoring for the first time in a tournament game on a goal by defenceman Griffin Reinhart 18:08 into the first period.

They never trailed and never got frustrated by a plucky Swiss team.

“I thought we handled today really well,” Sutter said. “I thought we’ve been getting better each game we’ve gone along here.

“We’ve dealt with a little bit of adversity. We’ve handled that. It’s made us probably a better team for it, which is what you want.”

Canada extended its lead to 2-0 in the second period when Anthony Mantha scored on a penalty shot at 9:04.

Mantha was awarded a penalty shot after being hauled down on a breakaway by Swiss blueliner Samuel Kreis.

The winger made no mistake, faking to a shot and deking to the backhand. He’s now tied with Sweden’s Filip Forsberg atop the tournament scoring race.

Canada’s advantage was cut in half with one second left in the period.

That’s when Nico Dunner tipped in a point shot from Mirco Muller out of the air and by Canadian goalie Zach Fucale.

The play required a lengthy review, but was upheld.

That could have been a deflated the Canadians heading into the intermission. It didn’t.

Winger Curtis Lazar and defenceman Derrick Pouliot both got pucks by Swiss 'keeper Melvin Nyffeler in the third.

“Everyone contributed,” said defenceman Mathew Dumba. “We kind of rolled the lines over and just went at them.”

Sutter was impressed with his team’s resolve. The Canadians outshot the Swiss 23-20.

“We knew this wasn’t going to be an easy game,” he said. “All the pressure was on us. They had nothing to lose. They just had to go play.

“We knew they were going to play hard and give it their best shot. We had to make sure we were playing the way we wanted to play.”

Dumba left the game midway through the second period with a knee injury, after being tripped into the boards by Vincent Praplan.

He returned in the third period and said after the game he was “fine”, despite a noticeable limp.

“I just needed to give it a little break to rest up and calm itself down,” Dumba said.

Dumba said playing against Finland on Saturday isn’t even a question. He’ll be in.

The Canadians beat Finland 4-2 in a pre-tournament game on Dec. 20. They know the margin of error on Saturday will be razor thin.

“The parity in this tournament is really strong,” Sutter said. “If you’re not right and you’re not playing close to the level you need to play at, any given night you can be beaten.”

The Finns overcame a 3-1 deficit thanks to three third-period goals to beat the Czech Republic 5-3 in their semi. That could be a momentum builder.

But the Canadians believe they’ve slowly been improving. The timing couldn’t be better with the medal round right around the corner.

“There has been adversity for sure,” winger Sam Reinhart said. “But we definitely felt that if we’ve got better every day like we’ve been doing, we’d have success in this tournament.”
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Canada's Griffin Reinhart (left) and Scott Laughton (21) celebrate Canada's first goal.
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Canada's Griffin Reinhart (left) and Scott Laughton (21) celebrate Canada's first goal.
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Team Canada easily beats Switzerland 4-1 during World Juniors tournament

Slow build continues for Canada at world juniors

Canada’s Zach Fucale leads way in 3-2 win over U.S. at world juniors

Lazar having a world juniors to remember

MALMO, Sweden – Sometimes the best defence is a good offence.

Canada’s blue-liners proved that on Thursday at the world junior championship.

The Canadian offensive output was bookended by goals from defencemen Griffin Reinhart and Derrick Pouliot in a 4-1 quarter-final win over Switzerland.

“You get production from your backend, it’s big for you,” head coach Brent Sutter said. “It’s an added bonus.

“Every team wants to have so kind of offence from their backend. It becomes another dangerous component you can have on your hockey team.”

Canada had been lacking in goal scoring from their defensive corps before Thursday’s contest.

Only Aaron Ekblad had found the back of the net through the preliminary round.

The one goal scored by the blue-liners ranked Canada in a tie for last with Slovakia and Norway in that category.

Getting two goals from the group was a welcome change of pace.

“It’s definitely nice,” said winger Sam Reinhart, Griffin’s younger brother. “They’re definitely a big part of our team back there.

“They’ve been really smart all tournament for when to jump in the rush and they’ve definitely helped us out a lot.”

“It’s pretty important. We need to have that from our guys,” added Sutter about the production. “At the same time, we expect them to be good defending too and they have been.”

Leading the way was Griffin Reinhart.

He crashed the crease and deposited a chance created by captain Scott Laughton at 18:08 of the first period.

The goal opened the scoring in the game for Canada, the first time that’s happened in eight tournament and pre-tournament games.

The older Reinhart then went in on a breakaway in the third.

He couldn’t beat Swiss goalie Melvin Nyffeler, but wound up assisting on a goal by his teammate with the WHL’s Edmonton Oil Kings, Curtis Lazar.

Lazar said Reinhart’s addition has been a huge boost to the team.

Reinhart missed the first three games while serving a suspension because of a high-sticking infraction in last year’s tournament.

“You watch him in the corner, shielding the puck, it’s almost impossible to get the puck off of him,” Lazar said.

Reinhart said he felt more comfortable with his skating and puck handling compared to his first game of the tournament against the United States on Tuesday.

The West Vancouver native started the season with the New York Islanders, but was returned to the Oil Kings without playing a regular season NHL game.

“I played him in pre-season with the Islanders,” said Lazar, an Ottawa Senators prospect. “He was probably one of the best players on the ice there as well.

“He just has a knack for finding the seams and making a good pass and jumping in the rush.”

And Reinhart sure put that into action on Thursday as he spearheaded the scoring punch among the blue-liner.

“It’s something that the defence takes pride in,” the 19-year-old said. “Everybody on this team can contribute offensively.”
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Team Canada easily beats Switzerland 4-1 during World Juniors tournament

Will move on to face Finland in semifinal Saturday

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, Canada.comJanuary 2, 2014
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Canada's Anthony Mantha falls into the goalmouth of Switzerland's goalie Melvin Nyffeler after Mantha scored a penalty 2-0 during the World Junior Hockey Championships quarter final between Canada and Switzerland at the Malmo Stadium in Malmo, Sweden, on January 2, 2014.
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Canada's Anthony Mantha falls into the goalmouth of Switzerland's goalie Melvin Nyffeler after Mantha scored a penalty 2-0 during the World Junior Hockey Championships quarter final between Canada and Switzerland at the Malmo Stadium in Malmo, Sweden, on January 2, 2014.

Photograph by: BJORN LINDGREN/AFP/Getty Images, Canada.com

More on This Story

Photos: Canada ousts Switzerland at world juniors

Canada’s Zach Fucale leads way in 3-2 win over U.S. at world juniors

Canada’s Griffin Reinhart’s return ‘rock solid’ in world juniors win over U.S.

MALMO, Sweden – Team Canada displayed their most complete effort of the world junior championship in a 4-1 win over Switzerland in the quarter-final.

The Canadians outshot the Swiss 23-20 in the victory on Thursday.

Canada now plays Finland in the semifinal on Saturday.

The Finns overcame a 3-1 deficit thanks to three third-period goals to beat the Czech Republic 5-3.

Canada opened the scoring against Switzerland for the first time in eight tournament and pre-tournament games.

Griffin Reinhart stuffed in a loose puck past Swiss goalie Melvin Nyffeler at 18:08 of the first period.

Canada extended its lead to 2-0 in the second period when Anthony Mantha scored on a penalty shot at 9:04.

Mantha was awarded a penalty shot after being hauled down on a breakaway by Swiss blue-liner Samuel Kreis.

The winger made no mistake, faking to a shot and deking to the backhand for his tournament-leading 11th point.

Canada’s advantage was cut in half with one second left in the period when Nico Dunner tipped in a point shot from Mirco Muller out of the air and by Canadian goalie Zach Fucale.

The play required a lengthy review, but was upheld.

Curtis Lazar restored Canada’s two-goal lead at 4:11 of the third.

With the teams skating four-on-four, Griffin Reinhart was stopped on a breakaway. Lazar, Reinhart’s teammate on the WHL’s Edmonton Oil Kings, quickly corralled the rebound and scored on a wraparound.

Defenceman Derrick Pouliot rounded out the Canadian scoring by beating Nyffeler off the rush late in the third.

With the win, Canada improved its record in world junior quarter-final games to 8-1.

This is the first tournament since 1996 that the group winners from the preliminary round have not received a direct bye through to the semifinal.

Before 1996, the tournament was simply a round robin between all the teams.
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Canada’s Zach Fucale leads way in 3-2 win over U.S. at world juniors

Switzerland up next in quarter-finals as Canadians take top spot in Group A

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, Postmedia NewsDecember 31, 2013
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Team Canada goaltender Zach Fucale smiles as he skates off the ice after defeating the USA 3-2 at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden on Tuesday December 31, 2013. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/ Frank Gunn)
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Team Canada goaltender Zach Fucale smiles as he skates off the ice after defeating the USA 3-2 at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden on Tuesday December 31, 2013. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/ Frank Gunn)
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Canada’s Griffin Reinhart’s return ‘rock solid’ in world juniors win over U.S.

Sweden edges Russia 3-2 to clinch first place in group at world juniors

Canada battles back to beat Slovakia 5-3 at world junior hockey championship

MALMO, Sweden — Captain Scott Laughton calls him one of the loudest guys in the dressing room.

Defenceman Griffin Reinhart doesn’t think he’s much quieter on the ice as he’s constantly barking out “gibberish.”

Regardless of how boisterous Canadian goalie Zach Fucale is, it pales in comparison to the volume of most of the 3,882 fans in attendance at Malmo Isstadion who were chanting his name following Tuesday’s game.

Fucale made 24 saves, backstopping Canada to a 3-2 victory over the United States in its final preliminary contest at the world junior hockey championship.

—————
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The win secured top spot in Group A for the Canadians, meaning they now have a date with Switzerland in the quarter-final rather than Russia.

“You stand at the blue line at the end of the game and the fans chanting ‘Fucale.’ It was pretty special,” said Canadian winger Connor McDavid. “I mean I had chills and it wasn’t even for me.”

Fucale backed up Jake Paterson for both of Canada’s first two tournament games.

Undeterred, he would eventually get his chance against Slovakia, making 19 saves in a 5-3 win on Monday.

“He’s a confident guy and a loud guy,” Laughton said. “I’ve never seen a goalie so loud in the room. He’s been really good for us, staying positive when he wasn’t playing.”

The Montreal Canadiens’ 2013 second-rounder was even better on Tuesday, especially in the first when his team was being outplayed.

He stopped underager Jack Eichel on a two-on-one, four minutes in, and then snagged a shot from Riley Barber on an American power play.

“When you get a lot of pressure like that early, you get in the game right away,” Fucale said. “I was happy to get a couple saves early to get some rhythm.”

Fucale was the reason why the opening frame ended without a goal scored as Canada was outshot 13-6.

For a team that had allowed the first goal within the first eight minutes of each of its three previous tournament games, Fucale’s performance provided much-needed confidence.

“It’s huge,” Sutter said. “In the first period he made some big saves. I think they got the first two shots on net and a couple of quality scoring chances before we got a shot on net.

“Then we got our feet moving and started making some plays.”

Although Barber managed to open the scoring on a wraparound 3:29 into the second, Fucale’s play allowed his teammates to stay in the game.

After Jonathan Drouin and Bo Horvat hit posts off rushes, Anthony Mantha set up Nic Petan to tie the game.

The assist gave Mantha a team-leading 10th point.

McDavid scored his first of the tournament and Curtis Lazar netted a power-play marker before the third was seven minutes old.

With Canada clinging to a two-goal lead, Fucale made his best stop of the night.

American Connor Carrick had breakaway midway through the frame, faked to his backhand and went to his forehand.

But Fucale stretched out his left pad and denied Carrick.

“That was disgusting,” Canadian defenceman Mathew Dumba said. “I saw the guy make that move and thought that was probably the move I would have chosen. When his pad was still there, I couldn’t believe it.”

“He probably saved the game,” added Laughton. “He was our (backbone) tonight.”

That’s when the chants for the Halifax Mooseheads’ goalie first started.

“It gave me a lot of energy. It was very special. It just lifts you,” Fucale said. “In Halifax it’s happened. But I think tonight it was a little louder.”

The Americans pulled within one when Fucale whiffed on a shot from Stefan Matteau, giving Andrew Copp a tap in at 2:15.

That’s as close as they would get as Fucale shut the door the rest of the way.

“Yeah, he played well,” Barber said. “But we needed to get more pucks on him.”

“I think we just needed to get a little more greasy and get to the front of the net,” added Eichel.

Instead, Fucale quieted the Americans and got a rouse out of the fans.

And it’s his teammates who are the beneficiaries from the 2013 Memorial Cup champion.

“You see a lot of goalies and they’re pretty weird,” McDavid said. “They have their certain routines and you can’t talk to them.

“But he’s really relaxed. Honestly, he does have that swagger.”
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Canada’s Griffin Reinhart’s return ‘rock solid’ in world juniors win over U.S.

Notebook: Blueliner missed first three games of tournament with suspension carried over from last year
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Canadian fans cheer on their team during second-period action of their round-robin game at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championship in Malmo, Sweden on Tuesday, Dec. 31, 2013. Canada won 3-2.
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Canadian fans cheer on their team during second-period action of their round-robin game at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championship in Malmo, Sweden on Tuesday, Dec. 31, 2013. Canada won 3-2.
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Photos: Canada wins 3-2 thriller over U.S. at world juniors

Sweden edges Russia 3-2 to clinch first place in group at world juniors

Canada battles back to beat Slovakia 5-3 at world junior hockey championship

MALMO, Sweden – Canadian defenceman Griffin Reinhart was exactly as advertised in his 2014 world junior championship debut.

“Rock solid,” head coach Brent Sutter said of the West Vancouver native. “That was 20 minutes that we really needed. He’s a big body and is very poised out there. He makes the right play.”

Reinhart suited up in his first game of the tournament in a 3-2 victory over the United States on Tuesday, helping Canada earn top spot in Group A and earn a quarter-final matchup with Switzerland.

The returning 19-year-old had to finishing serving the final three games of a suspension issued last year for high-sticking American Vincent Trocheck in a 5-1 semifinal loss.

He was a bit rusty at times, most notably getting beat to the outside by American forwards Adam Erne and Jack Eichel.
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But overall, he was satisfied with his performance in his first bit of action since Canada’s final tune-up match against Switzerland on Dec. 23.

“It took a few shifts to get into it, but I felt my skating was there,” said Reinhart, who saw top minutes on the penalty kill. “Maybe the legs felt a little bit heavy early on, but it got better as it went on.”

Reinhart skated with 19-year-old alternate captain Mathew Dumba. The duo formed Canada’s top defensive pairing.

“Huge calming presence in Griff. I love playing with him,” Dumba said. “He seems to know where I am at all times.”

For Reinhart, the result was that much sweeter because it came against the Americans — the team that ended Canada’s run last year.

However, he doesn’t want his teammates getting too far ahead of themselves, especially since they beat the Americans last New Year’s Eve to win their pool.

“It’s always nice to come back and get a win against them. Not just because of last year, but it’s a big rivalry,” said Reinhart, one of three returnees.

“It’s over with now and we have to move on. You saw what happened last year. We won this game and lost in the semis to them.”

Despite the loss, the Americans have the same mindset.

“The real tournament starts now,” said captain Riley Barber, a gold medallist last year. “It sucks to lose, but we were 2-2 (in the preliminary round) last year. We’re not really that worried about it.”

The Americans begin the knockout portion of the tournament against Russia, while Canada gets Switzerland.

The Canadians beat the Swiss 4-1 on Dec. 23 and believe they know that to expect from them.

“They really challenged us,” Dumba said. “They came at us hard. We’re not taking them easily.”

McDAVID POTS HIS FIRST: Connor McDavid picked a good time to net his first career world junior championship goal.

The 16-year-old scored 3:54 into the third period to give the Canadians their first lead against the United States.

“More importantly, it was the go-ahead goal in the game,” he said. “It wasn’t selfish or anything like that.”

McDavid opened the tournament with a pair of assists in a 7-2 win over Germany.

But he took two hooking penalties against the Czech Republic and was benched late in a 5-4 overtime loss.

McDavid admitted his confidence had been waning a bit because his ice time had been cut.

But it sure was nice to beat Jon Gillies with a shot right by the net.

“I didn’t really know it went in at first. Obviously the crowd’s pretty loud and the boys were fired up,” said McDavid, who now has four points in as many games. “It feels good to finally get one.”
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Adversity nothing new for Hunter Shinkaruk

By Steve Ewen, The ProvinceDecember 28, 2013
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Vancouver Canucks prospect Hunter Shinkaruk skates with the puck during NHL pre-season action against the San Jose Sharks at Rogers Arena in Vancouver, Sept. 16, 2013.

Vancouver Canucks prospect Hunter Shinkaruk skates with the puck during NHL pre-season action against the San Jose Sharks at Rogers Arena in Vancouver, Sept. 16, 2013.
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Luongo to miss at least a week with a suspected groin injury

WJC: Felix Girard released from Canada’s junior team as roster reduces to 22

Shinkaruk, Mantha hunt for key roles up front

Hockey Canada gala aimed at growing the game at the minor hockey level

At least Hunter Shinkaruk has been here before.

The Vancouver Canucks prospect, who confirmed Friday that he was shutting down his WHL season with the Medicine Hat Tigers to have surgery on his left hip, missed all but three games of his 15-year-old midget campaign with a broken leg.

Shinkaruk not only made the Tigers the following year, but he also finished tied for second in scoring among 16-year-olds in the WHL.

"I've already had to deal with something like this," said the left winger, who was the 24th overall pick in last June's NHL draft, "and I'm more mature this time around."

Shinkaruk will have surgery Jan. 7, in Vail, Colo., to repair a torn labrum. It's generally a four- to six-month rehab process.

Dr. Marc Philippon, who’s listed as a specialist in sports medicine and hip disorders on his website, will perform the operation. According to his site, he's successfully treated almost 1,000 professional and Olympic athletes, including Mario Lemieux, Greg Norman, Ed Reed, Milos Raonic, Alex Rodriguez and Kurt Warner.

In U.S. News and World Report, peers recognized Philippon as one of the top one per cent in the nation in his speciality.

Shinkaruk, 19, says his family and the Canucks worked in conjunction to set things up with Philippon. Shinkaruk's father, Dr. Roger Shinkaruk, is the longtime dentist for the WHL's Calgary Hitmen and would obviously have some sports medicine connections.

"It does give you confidence," Shinkaruk said when asked about having Philippon handling the operation.

Shinkaruk, who was also Medicine Hat's captain, is disappointed to leave the Tigers, particularly with them looking like a team capable of doing some damage in the postseason. They were fourth in the WHL's Eastern Conference, at 21-12-3-0, going into Saturday, despite getting limited production from him.

On the flip side, he's already planning on being ready for Canucks' camp next season. He says that the time away will give him a chance to focus on getting bigger and stronger, which was one of the knocks against him at Vancouver's training camp earlier this season. Shinkaruk is listed at 5-foot-11 and 179 pounds.

"I guarantee I'll be a better player at training camp next year than I was this year," he said, along with maintaining that he plans on making the big club next season.

Shinkaruk did turn heads at Canuck camp this season, showing some Patrick Kane-like elusiveness and shiftiness, and there was some thought that he might make the club to start the campaign. He was eventually sent back to Medicine Hat and he says he injured his hip falling awkwardly in an Oct. 23 game against the Portland Winterhawks.

His stats would seem to agree.

Shinkaruk, who had 49 goals in 2011-12 for Medicine Hat and 37 there last season, counted four goals and 10 points in the six games with the Tigers before the Portland contest. He had one goal and five assists in what amounted to his final 12 games of the campaign.

He downplayed how injured he was publicly, figuring that he still had a shot at making the Canadian world junior team. Any admission of his situation might keep him from a tryout, he thought. Oddly enough, one of the few places he hinted that he might need surgery at some point was on the Giants' website, to writer Dickson Liong.

Shinkaruk ended up being one of Canada's final cuts.

He says that the Canucks were aware what was happening, particularly after he met with team brass during Medicine Hat's B.C. roadtrip that included a Nov. 15 tilt against the Vancouver Giants. 

“I’m very lucky they’ve handled it the way they’ve handled it," he explained.

Shinkaruk signed a three-year, entry-level contract with the Canucks in August. He is eligible to play next season in the WHL as one of a team's three overagers, although the Canucks would likely place him in the minors if he doesn't make the big club.
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Shinkaruk, Mantha hunt for key roles up front

Last year's snub left Canucks prospect with something to prove

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, Postmedia NewsDecember 15, 2013
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Canada forward Hunter Shinkaruk gets stopped by CIS goalie Garrett Sheehan during first period exhibition hockey action at the world juniors selection camp in Toronto on Saturday.

Canada forward Hunter Shinkaruk gets stopped by CIS goalie Garrett Sheehan during first period exhibition hockey action at the world juniors selection camp in Toronto on Saturday.
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Team Canada head coach Brent Sutter mentioned he anticipates as many as nine natural centres making the world junior team when the final roster is announced.

If he's looking for a couple of natural wingers to provide some offensive punch, Hunter Shinkaruk and Anthony Mantha are quality options.

Both saw top-line minutes in a 3-0 exhibition win over a group of CIS all-stars at MasterCard Centre on Saturday. Shinkaruk hit the post and was denied in close once.

Both are late-1994-born players that were selected in the first round of the 2013 NHL draft. Both have something to prove.

Shinkaruk, in particular, relishes proving his doubters wrong. The Calgary product was invited to the selection camp a year ago in his hometown, but didn't make the team. "I thought I played well enough to make that team," Shinkaruk said. "It's something that, when I think about it, still lights a fire under me."

After scoring 100 goals over his first three WHL seasons with the Medicine Hat Tigers, Shinkaruk was projected by some to be a top-10 pick in the draft.

Instead, he fell to 24th overall to the Vancouver Canucks.

Former Canucks great Stan Smyl, the team's current senior adviser and director of player development, considers the franchise fortunate Shinkaruk was still on the board.

He said Shinkaruk's quick-strike offence and finishing ability are skills that cannot be taught. Plus, Shinkaruk has the intangibles.

"His work habits and his skill are two things that jumped out right away," Smyl said. "He fit in really well with the NHL group. He wasn't out of place at all."

All Mantha seemingly does is contribute offensively. He scored 50 goals for the Quebec league's Val-d'Or Foreurs last season.

But as a six-foot-five, 204-pound lanky player, his skating has been called into question.

"It looks like I'm not as fast as other people," Mantha said. "But when I get the puck or when I'm on the backcheck, I have the same speed or even more than other guys."

The Detroit Red Wings picked him 20th overall in June.

Director of player development Tyler Wright has no issue with his skating. Wright sees shades of Rick Nash when he watches Mantha.

"He has the ability to win a game with his hockey sense and his skill level," said Wright.

Revived Ryan Kesler got ‘my game back’ to make U.S. Olympic men’s hockey team 

Vancouver Canucks center Ryan Kesler 
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Vancouver Canucks center Ryan Kesler, left, scores past Chicago Blackhawks goalie Antti Raanta during the shootout period of an NHL hockey game Friday, Dec. 20, 2013, in Chicago. Vancouver won 3-2. (AP Photo/Charles Rex Arbogast)
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Ryan Kesler did not have a good game Wednesday.

But he did have a good day.

Kesler was named to the U.S. Olympic team, something that was no lock in the pre-season, according to an embedded ESPN report about the selection process.

Ryan Kesler

COLUMBUS, OH – OCTOBER 20: Three Vancouver Canucks fans take a few photos of Ryan Kesler #17 of the Vancouver Canucks during pre game warmups prior to the start of the game against the Columbus Blue Jackets on October 20, 2013 at Nationwide Arena in Columbus, Ohio. (Photo by Kirk Irwin/Getty Images)

This, even for a country that makes the Utica Comets look deep at centre. This, even though Kesler was a two-way force in 2010 on a line with Patrick Kane and Dustin Brown.

You can take it as a stark indication of just how far Kesler’s reputation, and play, has slipped since.

Back in August, when Kesler wasn’t thought of as a sure Olympian, he was coming off two injury-savaged seasons that became progressively disillusioning for two reasons.

One was the gnawing question of whether he could actually stay healthy enough to perform at a high level, playing six months of hockey leading up to the tournament.

And two, was the question of how deeply the injuries and surgeries had eroded Kesler’s game over time.

He’s answered both questions positively in an oddly underrated first half of the season.

Ryan Kesler

VANCOUVER, BC – DECEMBER 22: Goalie Ondrej Pavelec #31 of the Winnipeg Jets slides across his crease to stop Ryan Kesler #17 of the Vancouver Canucks in close during the first period in NHL action on December 22, 2013 at Rogers Arena in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. (Photo by Rich Lam/Getty Images)

If Canucks fans aren’t aware of how well Kesler has played and how important he is, especially to the penalty kill, then they haven’t been watching the Canucks carefully.

Kesler is second in the NHL among forwards in minutes played, and sixth in shots on net. He’s on pace for about 300 shots this year, which would obliterate his career high of 260.

Only 10 centres in the league have scored more than his 15 goals. He is fifth in the NHL with five game-winners, leads the Canucks ineffective power play with five goals, and is the best penalty killer on the league’s best penalty kill unit.

Not bad. But, for some, not enough.

Sure, you wish he had more than 12 assists. But Kesler is not exactly sandwiched by snipers on a line with Chris Higgins and Mike Santorelli.

Sure, you wish he wouldn’t have goal droughts like his current one, which has seen him go 10 games without one. But Jonathan Toews has scored in only two of his previous 17 games. Droughts happen.

Sure, you wish the Canucks power play wasn’t a disaster, but Kesler is only partially to blame for that, his wrist shot wasted for most of the season with him being planted in front of the net.

But if Kesler did everything that was expected of him — score at an elite level on and off the power play while shutting down the toughest competition on and off the penalty kill — he’d probably be worth around $8 million a year and there would never be any doubt about his place on Team USA.

For half a season anyway, Kesler has bounced back, but he understands he will be judged by what happens in the Olympics and then in the playoffs

I asked Kesler to narrow it down and describe what he liked most about his game this season and his answer revealed an interesting transition he’s undergone this year.

“(John Tortorella) says it a lot to me, to play underneath the hash marks,” Kesler said. “I think I’ve been doing that a lot, and really added that to my game.

“Before, I scored a lot of goals off the rush and outside the 20-foot mark. Now, I’m getting goals beneath the 10-foot mark. I’m happy about that.

“Playoff time and late in the season, that’s where you are going to have to score the goals. The goals scored then are the dirty ones.”

Unlike some players, Kesler said the Olympics did not motivate him this season.

“It was all this team,” Kesler said of him being motivated by the Canucks. “Obviously, (the Olympics) are in the back of your mind but it’s in the back, back, back part of your mind.

“Even now, I’m excited but I’m just going to move on and play the next game.”

Kesler said he knew his seat from the 2010 team wasn’t just going to be gifted to him this season.

“But I knew I had a good shot if I had a good start to the season and got my game back,” Kesler said. “I focused on that all summer, and I got my game back.

“I’m excited and honoured to be on (the team). It’s going to be a special experience for me.”
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Wild's Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund make Finland's Olympic team
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Wild center Mikko Koivu re-tapes his stick during the first period before a face off on January 4, 2014 at Xcel Energy Center Arena. (Pioneer Press:

Wild center Mikko Koivu re-tapes his stick during the first period before a face off on January 4, 2014 at Xcel Energy Center Arena. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)

LOS ANGELES -- Mikko Koivu and Mikael Granlund were named to Finland's Olympic hockey team Tuesday, upping the total number of Wild players set to play in Sochi to five.

Nino Niederreiter (Switzerland), Ryan Suter (United States) and Zach Parise (U.S.) are the other Wild players slated for the Olympics.

Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin was left off Sweden's roster Tuesday, but could join the team if an injury opens a spot before the tournament begins Feb. 12.

Koivu underwent ankle surgery Monday morning and is slated to miss about four weeks. The Wild will play their last game before the three-week Olympic break on Feb. 6.

"If he's healthy, he's eligible to go," Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said Monday. "I anticipate he'll be healthy before the Olympics, but we'll see how the recovery and the rehab goes. Sometimes these things are unpredictable."

This would be Koivu's third Olympic appearance; he helped Finland win the silver medal in 2006 and the bronze in 2010. If healthy, he is a candidate to captain the team.

Fellow center Granlund will be making his first Olympic appearance.
Wild: Mikko Koivu out 4 weeks with fractured ankle
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Minnesota&#8217;s Mikko Koivu, left, and Columbus&#8217; Matt Calvert chase a loose puck during the first period of their game on Friday, Dec. 6, 2013, in

Minnesota's Mikko Koivu, left, and Columbus' Matt Calvert chase a loose puck during the first period of their game on Friday, Dec. 6, 2013, in Columbus, Ohio. (AP Photo/Jay LaPrete)

LOS ANGELES -- The Wild will be without their team leader and most productive forward this season for approximately four weeks.

Mikko Koivu underwent surgery Monday morning in Minnesota to repair a fracture in his right ankle that he suffered while blocking a shot Saturday night.

Koivu, the team's 30-year-old captain, leads the Wild in points (35) and assists (27).

"He's a tough competitor, he's clearly one of our best players and he's our leader for a reason," general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "It's a big blow."

Fletcher said Koivu could have avoided surgery if he had been kept off the ice for six weeks, but it would have been another two weeks before he would have been able to play.

If the four-week timeline is correct, Koivu could return with a couple of games remaining in the Wild's schedule before the NHL Olympic break.

If Koivu is healthy in time, Fletcher said, the injury likely wouldn't change his status for the Olympics, where he's expected to play a big role for Team Finland, possibly serving as the squad's captain.

"I don't even know if that's really our call," Fletcher said. "If he's healthy, he's eligible to go. I anticipate he'll be healthy before the Olympics, but we'll see how the recovery and the rehab goes. Sometimes these things are unpredictable."

Without Koivu, a third player likely will serve as an alternate captain until Zach Parise or Koivu returns, but coach Mike Yeo said he hadn't made a decision on who that will be.

The coaching staff talked about shaking up the lineup without Koivu, but after winning their last two games, opted against any big changes.

"There's going to be a little bit of a splash," Yeo said, "but hopefully we can limit the ripple."

Koivu's surgery comes on the heels of injuries to defenseman Jared Spurgeon and Parise, who also were injured on blocked shots. Also, goalie Josh Harding was placed on injured reserve Monday.

Fletcher already was making calls to other teams and listening to trade offers before Koivu's injury. And while the surgery might make the Wild more willing to make a move, Fletcher said it's a tough time to find a trade partner because most teams still feel like they're in the playoff hunt and don't want to give up the kind of players that would help the Wild.

The Wild play the Kings in Los Angeles at 9:30 p.m. Tuesday.

"We'll see what this does, but we can't overreact," Fletcher said. "I think certainly (Tuesday) night we'll see how we do and try to get a feel for what this group needs."

Without Koivu, the Wild are down to four centers and the players centering the top three lines -- Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund and Erik Haula -- are all 22 or under.

Coyle and Granlund, each 21, will see the biggest increase in responsibility. Tuesday will be 11th career NHL game for Haula, who was playing for University of Minnesota at this time last season.

"There's an opportunity now for Granlund and Coyle, in particular, to take on a bigger role on the team," Fletcher said. "We'll see what that means. I know we'll compete. I know there will be challenges ahead, but we'll embrace them."

Koivu had to be helped to the bench after suffering his injury Saturday. But he returned to the game and recorded the primary assist on two Ryan Suter goals.

With a few minutes left in the game, Yeo told Koivu to leave the bench to get his ankle looked at.

"If there's any question about his character or how high his competitive level is, I think this incident certainly should answer that," Fletcher said. "He came back and the only reason why he left the bench is Mike asked him to leave the bench because he saw him laboring, he saw him in pain, but Mikko wanted to stay and play."
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Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Tuesday, December 17, 2013. (Pioneer

Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Tuesday, December 17, 2013. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)
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LOS ANGELES -- Josh Harding remained in Minnesota on Monday as the Wild left for a two-game, four-day road trip.

The Wild placed their ailing goalie on injured reserve, and while they could activate him Tuesday since he hasn't played since Dec. 31, Harding will be out at least until Saturday.

"He's just not feeling well," Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "I wish I could tell you more. We're not hiding anything here. He just doesn't feel well, and whatever that's from I can't say. I can't speculate. I don't want to speculate."

Harding underwent "minor" changes to the treatment he has been receiving for multiple sclerosis in late December and has appeared in only two games since being activated from IR on Dec. 27.

It's likely that his ill feelings stem from that treatment or from the MS itself.

Fletcher said the warm weather doesn't help, either, a common symptom for those with MS.

"Hopefully, he starts to feel better this week and we can get him back in the lineup soon," Fletcher said.

Harding was arguably the most valuable player for the Wild during the first half of the season, and his 1.65 goals-against average still leads the NHL.

But his absence is just the latest loss for the Wild, who already were missing Zach Parise, Jared Spurgeon and now Mikko Koivu.

"You look around the league this time of year, most every team seems to have a couple key guys out," Fletcher said. "I don't think you'd ever want to have four of those guys go out at the same time. If you can, you prefer to stagger it. You don't get these choices, though."

Harding had to miss almost three months last season after being diagnosed with MS but played as the team's No. 1 goalie during the first half of this season.

While he was out last season, Niklas Backstrom played 37 of 41 games during the final three months.

Now the Wild will look for Backstrom to shake off some early-season struggles and take on the brunt of the workload again.

"Let's be honest about it," coach Mike Yeo said. "We need him right now. This is a guy that has been kind of an anchor for us and he's a guy that we've leaned heavily on and we have confidence doing it again. Hopefully, this is the right opportunity and the right time for him to step up and really gab a hold of it."
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Minnesota Wild defenseman Clayton Stoner, right, hugs teammate Ryan Suter after Suter scored his third goal of the game on Washington Capitals goalie
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At rock bottom, which Ryan Suter said the Wild were at seven days ago, there wasn't a need for a pretty game or fancy plays.

It didn't matter how the Wild did it -- they just needed to win.

And they did. Minnesota won consecutive games at the end of a four-game homestand to snap a six-game losing streak.

There was a need for bottom-line results and the Wild got them with wins over Buffalo on Thursday and Washington on Saturday. It didn't matter that they recorded a franchise-low 11 shots Saturday night or trailed 2-0 after the first period. They found a way to win.

"A couple games ago, we were saying that we just have to be desperate and find ways to win games," Suter said. "We did that the last couple games. Now we have to continue that by playing tight defensively and we'll get our chances offensively. It's a very important (road) trip."

The Wild had Sunday off before flying out Monday for a two-game road trip against the Los Angeles Kings on Tuesday and Phoenix Coyotes on Thursday, both of whom are ahead of the Wild in the Western Conference standings.

Minnesota's last loss came against the St. Louis Blues on Dec. 31. But the Wild played better against arguably the league's best team in that 2-1 loss. Players said they simplified their game, which led to improved results and built momentum as they won the next two.

"It was needed," Wild coach Mike Yeo said of the back-to-back wins. "But like I said last time, it's good that we got the two wins and look at St. Louis -- there was a lot we did right. That's three games that we've gone out -- and not necessarily for a full 60 minutes -- but for the most part we've played the right way for three games and we have to keep that going."

The road trip could be more complicated depending on the status of Wild captain Mikko Koivu.

The first-line center, who leads the team in points, took a hard shot off his ankle Saturday and limped to the bench. He returned to the game, but exited with a few minutes remaining.

On Nov. 25, Zach Parise blocked a shot in a similar area and suffered a bruised foot. He missed one game playing through the injury, but has been out the past six.

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon blocked a shot in a recent game and will miss a few weeks with a lower body injury.

An injury update on Koivu is expected Monday.

"I don't even need to go into what he means for our team," Yeo said.

Without Parise and Spurgeon, the Wild already are relying on their young players.

Without Koivu for a few shifts Saturday, Mikael Granlund centered the top line and Yeo lauded his effort.

"And that's what you need," Yeo said. "You don't replace a guy like Mikko or Parise or even Spurgeon, but other guys get an opportunity and they need to step up and Granlund did that.

"They're responding, but obviously they have to keep doing it. It was good that we finished with a couple wins, but we have to keep this going. We're going to ask a lot of the kids in this road trip and we have to find ways to win hockey games. And we have to know how we're going to do it and we have to rely on those guys."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
For the Wild, the heat has been turned down from boil to simmer.

And now, even as local meteorologists appear to be taking great delight in reminding us that we're all going to freeze to death Monday -- I've never seen them smile so much -- the Wild head off to sunny Los Angeles and Phoenix. As the schedule would have it, they are escaping icy Minnesota at the perfect time.

Lucky.

They head west while the rest of us have to bear the local weather folks telling us, (cue huge grin) "We haven't experienced anything like this in decades! (Cue bigger grin) Dangerous temperatures! (Cock eyebrow while looking at camera) "It's going to be cooooold!"

Wind-chill notwithstanding, it has been plenty warm right here on our humble tundra for coach Mike Yeo and his team during this just-completed four-game homestand. The coach has been on the hot seat for four straight games. One day he looks like a goner. The next, he appears to have a respite. Up and down, round and round. The heat likely will continue.

The Wild beat the Washington Capitals 5-3 Saturday night to end the homestand with two victories and two losses. That may be mediocre, but the two victories came at the end and might provide momentum for the upcoming road trip. The Wild have been awful on the road. Any momentum would be much appreciated.

Meanwhile, Yeo's fate seems to swing wildly from game to game, period to period, even shift to shift. After the first period of Saturday's game, he was in the soup again. These are desperate times. Yeo burned his timeout with 7:45 left in the first period and the Wild already down 2-0. He had to try to settle down his uptight team.

The strategy did not appear to work as the Capitals continued to dominate for the rest of the period, even though they didn't score. They outshot Minnesota 11-1 over the first 20 minutes. One shot! And the boos cascaded from the stands. Bye-bye, coach.

"The first period was terrible," said Ryan Suter. "We didn't have a lot of energy. We came in here and got yelled at."

Apparently, Yeo again is speaking to his team during games. Whatever he said proved effective. In the second, the Wild scored four times on eight shots. Caps goalie Braden Holtby, clearly in need of an oil can after a first period in which he was not required to participate, wasn't prepared to face a rash of Wild power plays, including a 5-on-3. At the second intermission, the Wild were up 4-3. Yay, Yeosie!

"This game is largely about momentum," Yeo said.

The Wild finished if off in the third as Suter completed his hat trick. He is the first Wild defensemen ever to record one of those. And if you were wondering, no, neither Ladislav Benysek nor Lubomir Sekeras ever had a hat trick.

Now the show hits the road. The heat might have been turned down from a boil to simmer, but there could be a flash fire at any moment. Should the Wild miss the playoffs, it would be a financial disaster. Here's what has to be going through management's mind: Yeo's contract is up at the end of this season. He's probably not going to be brought back unless the team not only makes the playoffs but also makes a decent run.

Do they envision this team making such a run? If not, then they have to decide whether to make a move. If the team hadn't won the last two games of the homestand, it likely would have a different coach as we speak. But two straight victories settled everything down -- temporarily, at least.

It's too early to give up on the season. Yes, the team is hampered by injuries. So is just about every other team. But to this point, many of Minnesota's vaunted prospects have not produced. Increased ice time has not led to any sort of accelerated development. Saturday night, however, Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle looked better. Just in time.

So the ride continues: Game to game, period to period, shift to shift: Yeo's in, Yeo's out. A good road trip and maybe no one will be talking about this anymore. A relapse and here we go again -- the heat is on.

For now, the team is in sunshine and the coach is on the back burner.

Tom Powers can be reached at tpowers@pioneerpress.com.
As hats were flung onto the ice at Xcel Energy Center, Ryan Suter skated in front of the Minnesota Wild bench for a line of high-fives.

It was the first time, his teammates joked, they had seen Suter celebrate. His performance on Saturday was too good to ignore -- the first hat trick by a defenseman in franchise history to lead the Wild to a 5-3 victory over the Washington Capitals.

It was a win the Wild desperately needed, and with fellow star Zach Parise and a slew of other players sidelined by injuries, it was Suter who stepped up.

"I can't stop smiling," he said.

It was his first hat trick at any level, he said.

"I can't even score two goals in summer hockey."

He went 40 games this season without a goal but has netted five in the past four games. His final tally on Saturday was the biggest.

Leaving the penalty box after a successful penalty kill, Suter joined Clayton Stoner to created a rare, all-blue line 2-on-1 rush.

"I mean, that doesn't happen very often me on a 2-on-1," Stoner said. "It was one of those things that was a little surreal coming down the ice. I think I tried to freeze the goalie. I don't think he bit, but it was a heck of a shot by Suter."

He slid the puck to Suter, who banged home a one-timer from the top of the left circle to put the Wild up 5-3. A few dozen hats rained down from the stands.

"I think there were a few smiles on the bench, that's for sure," coach Mike Yeo said. "On top of that, it's a huge goal. We get an enormous (penalty) kill in that situation, and then to come right out of the box and go down and score, that's obviously huge for us and I'm sure very deflating for them, too."

It was equally big in the larger picture.

A second consecutive win eased the pressure on the team's front office and cooled the seat under Yeo, who has been under fire during a lousy month. The Wild beat woeful Buffalo on Thursday to stop a six-game regulation losing streak.

Suter's first two goals came 42 seconds apart, with the game more than half over and Washington leading, 2-1. The Wild, in fact, had managed just three shots on goal.

But they were given a gift, a two-man advantage for 1 minute, 56 seconds. They needed only the 42 seconds.

Suter blasted his first goal from the point and past a host of players including Dany Heatley. Less than a minute later, he fired a very similar shot through traffic to give the Wild their first lead of the night.

"Suter's two goals were definitely big for us, and getting them that quick back-to-back changed the momentum," said Jason Zucker, who also scored a power-play goal. "It was great. I think that was the first time I've ever seen him celebrate a little bit. He's obviously a huge part of this team and a great player so it was cool to see that."

The Wild managed their five goals on 11 shots, the first time that's happened since the NHL began keeping track of shots on goal in 1973.

"Well, our shooting percentage went up," Yeo joked.

Same for the player that led the way.

Suter recorded three shots Saturday night. They all found twine.

"I'm very happy for him because I know I talk about our leadership group a lot, but these guys have been doing a great job in this tough time," Yeo said. "They've been battling and grinding. ... It was nice to see him get rewarded."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Minnesota Wild head coach Mike Yeo talks to players on the bench during the first period Saturday against the Washington Capitals at the Xcel Energy

Minnesota Wild head coach Mike Yeo talks to players on the bench during the first period Saturday against the Washington Capitals at the Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)
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In a key game against Alexander Ovechkin's Capitals on Saturday, one third of the Wild's 18 skaters were 21 years old or younger. Eight players on the 23-man roster were no older than 23.

Because of injuries and illness at every position, the Wild find themselves relying on their youth more than at any other point this season.

Bad timing.

The Wild entered Saturday's game already in trouble, losers of six of their past seven games and 10th in the Western Conference. They played without their best goaltender, Josh Harding, top-four defenseman Jared Spurgeon and with a second line composed of 21-year-olds -- Nino Niederreiter, Jason Zucker and Mikael Granlund.

Jonas Brodin, 20, was on the team's top defensive pairing.

It was no secret that the Wild were going to be young this season, but thanks to injuries, they've gotten younger at a critical point in the season.

"That's the group that we have," coach Mike Yeo said after Saturday's morning skate. "But a lot of our young guys have been big parts of our team through this whole season and it's a great opportunity for them to step up and take on a bigger role, and for some of these young kids, it's the same thing."

Harding (illness) and forward Justin Fontaine (soreness) were scratched Saturday. Spurgeon, who had been playing alongside Ryan Suter recently, was placed on injured reserve because of a lower-body injury and Yeo said he expects the defenseman to miss "probably a few weeks" after being injured while blocking a shot in Thursday's 4-1 victory over Buffalo.

The concern surrounding Harding -- who owns a 1.65 goals-against average in 26 starts -- grows with every day he misses. He already has been placed on IR once this season, at the end of December, to adjust to treatment changes for his multiple sclerosis.

He appeared in two games after that but missed the Wild's Thursday and Saturday games due to "illness," and he wasn't on the ice for practices Friday or Saturday.

With Harding unable to back up Niklas Backstrom, the Wild called up another young player, 23-year-old Darcy Kuemper, to be the No. 2 goalie.

"Kuemper is a young kid and at some point if he is here and he does get in, he's going to have to perform," Yeo said. "We have seen that he's capable of doing it in the past. But having said that, I'm very comfortable with Backstrom and with his game right now. ... He's been waiting for an opportunity and here it is."

The Wild called up Brett Bulmer, 21, to play in place of Fontaine, who took a big hit in practice Friday. Bulmer joined the Wild's third line with center Kyle Brodziak and forward Matt Cooke for his fifth NHL game this season.

"Every time you play a game up here it helps and I'm more confident the second time around," Bulmer said. "I've just got to play my game."

He's hardly the only young player the Wild is relying on at an important juncture in the season.

"You just have to make sure that as a team and as a group you look at it as an opportunity," Yeo said, "and you rise to the challenge."
Kyle Brodziak hadn't scored in 30 games, and in some sense he still hasn't despite being awarded a goal in Thursday's victory over the Buffalo Sabres at the Xcel Energy Center.

The third-line winger was on the ice as a defensive specialist when Buffalo, down 3-1, pulled goaltender Ryan Miller for an extra attacker.

In the waning seconds, Brodziak corralled the puck and headed toward the empty net, ready for a gimme. But he was taken down. That earned him a penalty shot, and because it would have been against an empty net, Brodziak was credited with ahis first since Oct. 26.

In the scorebook, it went down as a goal without a shot on goal, and his teammates couldn't help but give Brodziak a hard time.

"Way to bury it," they joked.

Regardless, his scoring drought has officially ended.

"A little embarrassing, I guess, but whatever," Brodziak said Friday. "I envisioned breaking the slump in a different way than that, but whatever. I don't think I've ever heard the announcer say, 'Goal awarded to ...' instead of 'Goal scored by ...'

"Hopefully, you get a lucky break like that and your fortunes will turn around."

That sentiment can be applied to the team as a whole. Their victory over the Sabres was their first regulation win since Dec. 8, and the Wild looked good doing it. But the Sabres are the NHL's worst team and the league's only squad that scores less than the Wild.

The Wild hope it was the first step in a return to their form of earlier this season, when they were one of the Western Conference's better teams.

For the mood to lighten, though -- and jobs to become more secure -- the Wild will need to keep playing well, starting Saturday night against Alexander Ovechkin and the Capitals.

"Obviously a win was great, but I think you saw that we were able to push that aside (Friday) and our focus was on practice, making sure we had a good practice and getting ready to look ahead," coach Mike Yeo said.

They'll go into another big game with Niklas Backstrom (3.16 goals-against average in 16 starts) in net as they look to turn around the dismal stretch -- five wins in 18 games before Thursday -- that landed them 10th in the West entering Saturday.

Josh Harding (1.65 GAA in 26 starts) missed practice Friday because of illness.

Yeo wouldn't discuss whether Harding's illness might be related to his multiple sclerosis or the adjustments to his treatment he made at the end of December.

At 21-17-5, the Wild still have lost more games than they've won this season and face an uphill battle to get back into playoff contention in a competitive conference.

Winning again was a good start; now they must prove it wasn't an anomaly against a bad team.

"It's about not looking ahead too far and not behind," Yeo said. "It's about looking at the short term and making sure we build our identity and making sure that we consistently go out and play our game."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Music blared from the speakers in the home locker room at the Xcel Energy Center.

Inside, there were smiles and laughter and a few jokes cracked.

For the first time in more than two weeks, the Wild won a hockey game. For the first time since Dec. 17, the mood was light and the Wild were having fun.

It was just one game, one night.

But for a team that had lost its previous six games, all in regulation, one win felt huge -- even if it was against the worst team in the league.

"We're undefeated this year, so it's all good," joked Clayton Stoner.

The Wild beat the Buffalo Sabres 4-1 Thursday night and, for the first time in more than a month, looked like the team that pulled out a 9-1-1 stretch earlier this season.

They controlled the puck and limited shots against. They rolled four lines and got offensive zone time from each. And, perhaps most importantly, they got good goaltending from Niklas Backstrom (19 saves), who's had his share of struggles this season, especially of late.

Josh Harding was expected to start for the Wild, but because he didn't feel well, Backstrom got the call.

"He is a huge story in the game for me considering that he came to the rink not even knowing that he was going to be playing," coach Mike Yeo said. "He was huge in the game tonight even though we didn't give up a ton. We finally played a better game in front of him."

It wouldn't be fair to discount the Wild's losing skid because of one win against a bad team. The seat under coach Mike Yeo is still hot, especially if the team goes back to its losing ways.

The Wild's first regulation win since Dec. 8 might ignite a turnaround. But considering the opponent -- a Sabres team that has won eight games all season and is 3-14-2 on the road -- it's fair to ask whether Thursday was a mirage or the start of a return.

"Hopefully everyone just gets that much more confident and a little more swagger and we can just play better because we're going to run into some better teams here," Stoner said. "So we're going to have to keep improving."

But Thursday night, the thought of a coach on the hot seat and a team falling out of playoff contention was placed on the back burner.

After an improved effort Tuesday against St. Louis, the Wild finally returned to their game. They got goals from three different lines and got their first goal from a defenseman.

And for the first time in weeks, their offensive game led to a strong defensive game, which was part of their blueprint to success earlier this season.

After "cheating," as Jason Pominville deemed it, in previous games, the Wild finally did the little things Yeo and players have been preaching.

"We didn't do anything special, but we did a lot of things right," Pominville said. "We did all the little details right, and it led to us outshooting them and for the most part outplaying them."

The Wild had been outscored 26-13 in their previous six games. But for the first time in weeks, no player or line seemed to have a bad game. They went a stretch of more than 13 minutes without allowing a shot on goal in the third period and outshot the Sabres 31-20.

"I can't express how good it feels to get that monkey off our back," said Stoner, who shined in his return from injury. "There were some tough games and some tough losses ... against not elite teams, and those are kind of deflating."

To get back in the playoff race and quiet talk about coaching changes, though, the winning will have to continue. One win against a bad win won't solve anything.

"We can't get too excited," Yeo said. "We've got another challenge coming up. We've got to build off this. The only way to get out of this is consistency in your game, and that's the only way you get consistent results."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Wild center Zenon Konopka, placed on waivers by the Wild on Thursday, was claimed Friday by the Buffalo Sabres.

"That's not a birthday I'll ever forget, that's for sure," said Konopka, who turned 33 on Thursday.

Coach Mike Yeo said the move was to clear roster space for a goaltender when it was determined Josh Harding (illness) was unable to back up Niklas Backstrom against the Sabires Thursday night. The team, however, could have done that by sending winger Stephane Veilleux, on a two-way contract, back to Iowa.

Instead, it was Konopka, whose personality on and off the ice -- and his own signature wine -- made him instantly recognizable to Wild fans. His involvement in the community, and his willingness to drop the gloves, earned him respect, as well.

"It's tough leaving the Hockey State and the Twin Cities," he said. "They supported me on everything from the wine to the hockey games to the charities."

Yeo has been using Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Kyle Brodziak as his centers.

"I talked to Konopka and wished him luck," Yeo said. "We're happy for him, but where we're at with our centermen is what we wanted to get to -- four guys that we feel can contribute both offensively and defensively. Everybody's role is going to be different, but every line should be able to go out and contribute, and we like where we're at with that."

Konopka had centered the fourth line for much of his season and a half with the Wild. He was the team's leading enforcer, recording 172 penalty minutes in 73 regular-season games.

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
For one night, the Wild tossed off their newspaper blankets, got up off the park bench and became productive members of society.

Rock bottom is an ugly thing. Nobody loves you when you're down and out. The Wild certainly hope they've seen the last of it. They beat the Buffalo Sabres 4-1 on Thursday night. Coach Mike Yeo's seat has been so hot lately that they've had to spray it with cooking oil to keep him from sticking.

Everyone can take a breath. Nobody ever gets fired, unless he's Mike Tice, after notching a victory. Yeo is safe to spend another day with Spurge, Pommer, Suits, Backy and the boys. Still, it might be wise for him not to tie up any of his money in long-term CDs at a Minnesota bank. Not just yet. But for right now, he still has the whistle during practice.

"It's a win," Yeo said. "We did what we were supposed to do."

The Sabres, the NHL's Washington Generals, were just the ticket. Only the Sabres, with the worst record in the league, score fewer goals than the Wild. Thursday at the Xcel Energy Center, they scored once, which is just slightly below their season average. Or maybe just slightly above. I'll have to check.

Yet during their losing streak, the locals have lost to teams almost as bad. So give them credit for taking care of business. Maybe they really did hit rock bottom after their sixth straight loss in regulation.

"Can't express how good it feels to get that monkey off our back,'' Clayton Stoner said.

As Yeo mentioned, however, you can't get too excited after one victory. The team did not announce a contract extension for him after the game. Saturday's home contest is a big one. Heck, the next week is a big one as it pertains to the life and times of Mike Yeo. Halfway through the season, with the team underperforming in alarming fashion, the coach remains a day-to-day proposition. A victory over the Sabres doesn't change that, but maybe it's a start.

"It would be nice to get on a run," Jason Pominville said. "We didn't do anything out of the ordinary today, but we did a lot of things right."

The team and the coach could use a run. Of his status, I'd say that if Yeo were a player, he'd be a fourth-liner with both upper and lower body injuries. The long-term prognosis isn't good. But he's still here and hanging in. And if general manager Chuck Fletcher wants to pretend it's all a media fabrication, that's his business. But he runs the risk of looking silly if ownership drops the hammer on his coach.

I honestly don't think Yeo would have survived a loss to Buffalo. Now he lives to fight another day. It was 0-0 after one period, and I'll bet if somebody hollered "boo!" in the Wild dressing room at intermission, several players would have needed to be scraped off the ceiling. But they scored three goals in the second period, and then, most important of all, they did not mess up in the third.

"I'm not saying we've never blown a 3-0 lead, but I think we felt confident in that game," Stoner said. "We had played strong for 40 minutes."

The best news out of the contest might have been the play of Niklas Backstrom. With Josh Harding on the shelf for an undetermined length of time -- not upper or lower body for Harding, just "ill" -- Backstrom needs to provide stability.

"He is a huge story in the game for me," Yeo said. "He came to the rink this morning not even knowing that he was going to be playing in this game. He was huge."

The soap opera involving the coach likely will continue. Saturday's game is going to be a major life event for Yeo and his staff. They need to keep this going. It's lonely at the bottom.

Tom Powers can be reached at tpowers@pioneerpress.com.
RECAP: Marco Scandella, Jason Pominville and Jason Zucker scored second-period goals to lift Minnesota to its first regulation win since Dec. 8. The Wild had lost their previous six games, all in regulation, a franchise record.

Niklas Backstrom came within 72 seconds of his first shutout of the season. Matt Ellis put a puck past Backstrom with 1:12 to play.

Scandella finished a give-and-go with Matt Cooke for the game's first goal, which got things rolling.

MEANING: One home win doesn't provide ample job security for coach Mike Yeo, but it's a start. It remains to be seen whether this win turns the Wild's fortunes or was merely an aberration against the NHL's worst team. Regardless, the mood around the team lightened up.

ETC.: Ryan Suter has two goals and eight assists in his past 11 games. ... Mikko Koivu is riding a four-game point streak. ... Zucker's goal was his first with the Wild since he scored the overtime winner in the Wild's only playoff win last season.

-- Chad Graff
The Wild are back to an all-too-familiar place, needing a roster with three active goalies.

Josh Harding, a week removed from being activated from injured reserve to deal with adjustments to the treatment he receives for MS, will miss the Wild's Thursday night game against the Buffalo Sabres with flu symptoms. Harding is sick enough, coach Mike Yeo said, that he won't back up Niklas Backstrom, the team's starter.

That means, once again, that the Wild have called up Darcy Kuemper from their American Hockey League team in Iowa.

With the Wild carrying three goalies and activating defenseman Clayton Stoner from injured reserve, the team placed center Zenon Konopka on waivers.

It was the fifth time this season the Wild have called up Kuemper. They've also called up the organization's fourth-string goalie Johan Gustafsson four times.

Due to injuries and illnesses, the Wild frequently have sacrificed a skater on the roster to make room for three active goalies.

"It's been a challenge, that's for sure," Yeo said. "But hopefully, Harding is feeling better (Friday) and we're back to business as usual with him."

Konopka had been scratched the past two games. He was an enforcer on the fourth line, and has proved himself to be one of the league's best on the draw. But the Wild chose to place him on waivers instead of Stephane Veilleux or Mike Rupp.

Yeo said they haven't gone as far as evaluating what would happen if Konopka clears waivers.

"We had to make a move to get a goalie up here, and when you look at the way our lines are, this wasn't just an impulse thing," Yeo said. "We want to give (our new lines) a real chance to work, and we think it can work with the four centermen we have. And that kind of puts Konopka on the outside a little bit there."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
If the Wild's losing skid continues, coach Mike Yeo will be relieved of his duties.

After the team lost its sixth straight game in regulation Tuesday, a franchise record, there's no hiding from talk of a possible coaching change, even in the team's locker room.

On the first day of 2014, Yeo addressed the possibility in a conversation with the team.

"I said, 'I know it's there. I know what they're writing. And I don't want anyone feeling sorry for me,' " Yeo said. " 'What I want is for you guys to know that I still believe in this group and you're going to see that I'm going to still come in here and I'm going to coach -- not to try to save my job.

" 'I'm going to coach to try to give us a chance to get things going, get back on track and get back in the playoff race and keep building toward out ultimate goal.' "

A day removed from a 2-1 loss to the Blues, the team's 13th loss in 18 games, players took the responsibility.

By now they know their coach is in danger of losing his job if the season doesn't turn around.

"The blame is on us," Keith Ballard said. "We're the ones not scoring goals; we're the ones turning pucks over; we're the ones having breakdowns in our coverage. It's up to us."

The Wild's next chance to start righting the ship -- and perhaps their last without a shake-up -- comes Thursday night against the worst team in the NHL, the Buffalo Sabres.

The Sabres are the only team in hockey to score fewer goals (1.65) than the Wild (2.19) and the only team worse on the road (3-13-2) than the Wild (6-12-3).

If there were a team to end a losing streak against, it's Buffalo.

"They've been playing better," Yeo said.

If the Wild win, Yeo's job likely will be safe for at least a few more days. If they lose, pressure will be at a season high for owner Craig Leipold and general manager Chuck Fletcher to make a move.

The question around Yeo's future has been around since the summer, when he didn't receive a contract extension heading into this season, the last on his current contract. But the questions have increased with every loss of late.

"I don't even want to answer the question anymore," Yeo said. "It's business as usual for me. This has been a question since before the season even started. So I'm actually quite happy with the way that I'm dealing with it."

Once again, Yeo changed the Wild's line combinations after calling up Jason Zucker from the American Hockey League.

Dany Heatley enters Thursday on the top line, and a trio of players 21 years old -- Nino Niederreiter, Mikael Granlund and Zucker -- are on the second line.

"We're trying to shake things up and see if we can't find something there," Yeo said. "There's been a lot of combinations thrown together, for sure. We're throwing a lot of stuff at the wall, but we need something to stick."

Not much has stuck for the Wild of late. On nights they score in bunches, the defense falters. When the defense plays well, the offense can't score. And there have been nights when neither played particularly well.

On Thursday, Yeo said, the Wild don't need anyone to play the best game of his life; they just need a lot of players to play well. If they don't, and the Wild lose a seventh straight game, jobs could be on the line.

"It's not overly complicated," Ballard said. "It gets complicated when you start thinking, 'Oh, gosh, we haven't won in six games, where we are in the standings, trying to do the math of how we're going to make the playoffs: We have to win this amount of games.'

"(We need to) just take a step back and play a good game."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Minnesota Wild's Jason Pominville adds to his bobblehead collection
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Jason Pominville has a bobblehead version of himself tucked away at home from his days in Rochester with Buffalo's AHL affiliate.

Thursday night, he added another bobblehead, doubling the collection.

"I'll have to see which one looks like me the most," Pominville joked.

The first 5,000 fans at Xcel Energy Center on Thursday received a Pominville bobblehead before he took on the team he used to captain, the Buffalo Sabres.

"It's probably a hot ticket," Pominville said with a laugh. "I didn't even know we were doing those until a couple days ago. But it's pretty funny."

Pominville said he went out with former teammates Wednesday night while Buffalo was in St. Paul and the teams had the night off.

"Obviously I had a lot of good years there and good memories," Pominville said. "It's a team that you definitely look at the calendar and see when we play them. I've followed them from far away. Not that much into it. We've had our own things to deal with."
Wild's Jason Pominville not surprised he didn't make U.S. Olympic team

By Chad Graff
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Jason Pominville wasn't surprised he didn't make the U.S. Olympic hockey team.

He hadn't participated in many tournaments with the U.S. as he rose through the ranks and figured he probably didn't have much of a chance because of that.

"I didn't really make any expectations for myself," Pominville said. "Even though there might have been a little bit of talk, I kind of figured they were going to go with guys that had been in the program longer and had played in world championships and juniors and stuff like that, so I'm not surprised at all."

Statistically speaking, Pominville deserved a spot on the team. But there are always snubs, and Pominville was one of them despite ranking fourth in goals this NHL season among American players. Entering Thursday, Pominville had recorded 17 goals and 11 assists.

Bobby Ryan, who ranks third in goals among Americans with 18, and former Gopher Kyle Okposo (15 goals, 25 assists) were other snubs.

"I get a chance to work with him every day and I get to see what he can bring and I know what a person he is and what a player he is, so I'm disappointed for him," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "But I talked to him this morning and as always he handled it with class."
Gophers hockey team returns to ice without coach, two top players
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Minnesota Gophers head coach Don Lucia is coaching the U.S. team in the world junior championships in Sweden. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)

Minnesota Gophers head coach Don Lucia is coaching the U.S. team in the world junior championships in Sweden. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)
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After a nearly monthlong layoff and without the head coach and two top players, Gophers associate head coach Mike Guentzel will try to keep the nation's top-ranked college hockey team in the same spot after this weekend's Mariucci Classic.

The Gophers (12-2-2) will play Colgate on Friday after a 26-day break -- and will do so without head coach Don Lucia, forward Hudson Fasching and defenseman Brady Skjei, who are with the U.S. team for the world junior championships in Sweden.

"Try to keep it on the tracks this week," Guentzel said of his goal in filling in for Lucia. "Hopefully, we can keep playing. We're trying to implement some of new guys in some new spots."

Fasching is fourth on the team in scoring with six goals and 14 points. Skjei has two goals and five points. Fasching, of Burnsville, is tied for a team-best plus-16 this season; Skjei, of Lakeville, is plus-9.

Guentzel is unsure how the Gophers will respond to the layoff.

"It's been the longest break we've ever had," he said. "I don't know where our rust and edge factor is, but as far as our emotional level, the guys are excited; guys came back to the rink (Dec. 27) excited to play."

Before Gophers and Colgate play at 7 p.m., Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute and No. 2-ranked Ferris State will play at 4 p.m. If the Gophers and Ferris State both win Friday, the Mariucci Classic would be a matchup of the nation's top-ranked teams at 7 p.m. Saturday. Ferris State has no players on the U.S. world junior team.

"Don't even know there is a game on Saturday, is there?" Guentzel asked, laughing. "We are thinking about Friday."

Although Colgate is 7-9-2, Guentzel brought up what happened last season against Yale, another Eastern Collegiate Athletic Conference team, which the Gophers lost to in the NCAA Western Regional in March.

"We have to have the utmost respect for an ECAC opponent like Colgate," Guentzel said. "Last year, when we played Yale at the end of the year, it didn't go as well as we'd like. These are the games that you really have to be ready for. I'm sure it's a highlighted game on their schedule, coming to Mariucci, playing in a great venue and playing supposedly the No. 1 team in the country. We have to respect our opponent and give our best effort."

Minnesota and Ferris State are two of the top scoring teams in the country. The Gophers are No. 2 at 3.94 goals per game; Ferris State is No. 7 at 3.54. Mariucci Classic: Colgate tops Ferris State 3-0 for title
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Colgate outshot Ferris State 29-19 and got the eventual winning goal on a power play to beat the No. 2-ranked Bulldogs 3-0 on Saturday in the championship game of the Mariucci Classic at Mariucci Arena.

The loss ended Ferris State's 16-game unbeaten streak.

The unranked Raiders won a shootout against top-ranked Minnesota on Friday night after the teams finished regulation tied 2-2.

"I was really proud of our effort this weekend," Colgate coach Don Vaughan said. "I thought defensively tonight we played a sound game. Our energy was good again, and we didn't give up a lot of second and third opportunities, and that is what we wanted to accomplish."

Colgate (8-9-3) opened the scoring at 14:26 of the second period with a power-play goal by captain Spiro Goulakos and made it 2-0 with Mike McCann's even-strength goal 2-1/2 minutes later.

Darcy Murphy completed the scoring with another power-play goal, this one at 10:43 of the third period.

"He is our leader and the guys were really happy to see him score, and today is six months to the day he had his last chemotherapy treatment," Vaughan said of Goulakos, who was diagnosed with Hodgkins lymphoma last season. "We know ... we are seeing him get back to the way we know he can play."

Freshman goaltender Charlie Finn (5-4-2), who faced the Gophers on Friday night, earned his first collegiate shutout.

"Charlie made some key stops," Vaughan said. "He made a great blocker save in the third period when we were up by two, and if that went in, the momentum could have changed. He was very solid in net."

Ferris State (15-3-3) and Colgate split a nonconference series to open the season, with the Bulldogs winning the opener 7-4 and Colgate rebounding for a 1-0 victory.
Gophers hockey: Colgate upsets top-ranked Minnesota
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Yeah, about that midseason showdown in Minneapolis between the top two men's college hockey teams: Not gonna happen.

Colgate upset No. 1-ranked Minnesota in a shootout Friday night, earning a shot at No. 2 Ferris State in Saturday's Mariucci Classic championship game.

The result counts as a 2-2 tie in the standings, though Ryan Johnston's goal in the shootout's third round allowed the Raiders (7-9-3) to advance in the four-team tournament and face the Bulldogs (15-2-3).

"Not playing in that championship game tomorrow night definitely feels like a loss," said Minnesota defenseman Jake Bischoff.

The Gophers (12-2-3) played for the first time in four weeks and without two of their top players, defenseman Brady Skjei and forward Hudson Fasching, plus head coach Don Lucia.

The trio returned from Sweden on Friday night after representing the United States at the world junior championship.

Associate head coach Mike Guentzel, who ran the bench against Colgate, expects Lucia and his players back for Saturday's consolation game against RPI.

Minnesota dressed only five defensemen, forcing several to play 25-plus minutes through a scoreless overtime.

"No excuse," Guentzel said. "We're missing some players. Whether it's coaching or not scoring or being short-handed, we got a tie. It's a hollow feeling in our dressing room."

The Gophers outshot Colgate 38-29, but Raiders goalie Charlie Finn was sharp, especially during the shootout, when he only yielded one goal to Kyle Rau. The Gophers have three ties after failing to earn an extra point following overtime.

"We've got to start winning some shootouts," Rau groused. "At the end of the year in the Big Ten, we're going to need those points. I know it wasn't a Big Ten game, but we need to start winning."

Michael Brodzinski's unassisted goal 2:25 into the second period gave Minnesota the initial lead. But Joe Wilson countered for Colgate six minutes later and Darcy Murphy converted a 2-on-0 break at 15:14 to give the Raiders a 2-1 lead entering the third.

Travis Boyd's power-play goal midway through the third period tied the score, but it was all Minnesota would muster.

Instead of trying to affirm their No. 1 ranking against upstart Ferris State, the Gophers ceded the spotlight to Colgate, in their own arena no less.

"I thought this could be somewhat of a defining moment for our team at this point in our season," said Raiders coach Don Vaughan. "Couple weeks ago when you realize you have the No. 1 and No. 2 teams in the country and you have an opportunity, perhaps, to play both, that's an exciting opportunity for our team."

Earlier Friday, Ferris State extended its national-best undefeated streak to 16 games with a 6-2 romp over RPI. Matt Robertson had two goals and two assists to lead a balanced attack as 11 players registered points.

The Bulldogs have not lost since Oct. 18. Their 10-0-2 record leads the WCHA in their debut season in the conference.

Follow Brian Murphy on twitter.com/murphPPress.
Defenseman Mike Reilly scored his seventh goal of the season Saturday to help No. 1 Minnesota to a 3-2 win at Michigan State in the Gophers' final game of the 2013 calendar year.

The Gophers (12-2-2, 3-0-1 Big Ten) jumped to a 2-0 first-period lead as Christian Jackson scored his first goal of the season off an assist from Gabe Guertler and Seth Ambroz netted his team-leading eighth after being set up by Michael Brodzinski and Justin Kloos.

The goal was the fifth in four games for Ambroz, who needs just one more to match the career high of nine he set last season as a sophomore.

Minnesota, which outshot Michigan State 17-3 in the period and 38-21 for the game, made it 3-0 on Reilly's goal at 6:05 of the second before the Spartans got on the board on a power-play goal by Villiam Haag.

Michigan State (5-8-1, 0-1-0-1) got an extra-attacker goal from Michael Ferrantino in the last second for the final margin.

Adam Wilcox (11-2-3) made 19 saves in goal for the Gophers, who return to action Jan. 3 with the opening of the Mariucci Classic.
Gophers hockey: Seth Ambroz leads with his own style
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Minnesota&#8217;s Seth Ambroz, left, congratulates teammate Taylor Matson, right, after Matson scored against the Vermont Catamounts in the second period

Minnesota's Seth Ambroz, left, congratulates teammate Taylor Matson, right, after Matson scored against the Vermont Catamounts in the second period Oct. 21, 2011, at Mariucci Arena in Minneapolis. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)
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Seth Ambroz has come a long way since he was a 15-year-old kid who could barely look Gophers hockey coach Don Lucia in the eye.

"He was very socially awkward," Lucia said. "He didn't say much and had a hard time ... really being comfortable just talking."

Six years later, Ambroz, a junior forward from New Prague, has morphed into one of the most vocal leaders on the No. 1-ranked team in the nation.

And his teammates can't get him to shut up, especially before games.

"He's really hyped up before the games," senior defenseman Jake Parenteau said. "We can't ever get him to be quiet ... and we tell him, but he doesn't care. That's the way he gets ready. He's got to talk."

Ambroz let his play do most of the talking a week ago in a two-game series sweep of Wisconsin. In the first Big Ten series ever for Minnesota (11-2-1), he scored four goals, including both game-winners.

Now Ambroz, considered more of a hard-nosed grinder entering the season, leads the team with seven goals and is just two goals and two assists shy of matching his career highs.

"It's really nice seeing some of the harder work in the offseason paying off," he said. "It's still early in the year, and hopefully I can keep it going. I don't want to hit any rough patches."

Ambroz said he was shy growing up but started to shed that persona during his time in the United States Hockey League. He admitted he was a little shy in his first season with the Gophers, but he has found his niche as a third-year veteran.

"I don't know if I've ever been around a player that has grown so much as a person," Lucia said.

Ambroz said he had to earn his stripes as a leader, but now that he has them, he's leading with his own style.

"We've got a young team -- a lot of quiet guys -- and I just like to either joke around or just get them to smile," Ambroz said. "I like being talkative and having fun. I think it's good for a team to have fun."

It's been all fun for the Gophers up to now. Minnesota plays at Michigan State on Friday and Saturday and then takes the rest of the month off for winter break.

"I'm just doing my thing," Ambroz said. "I don't know if it's good or bad thing, but I'm just having fun. That's what it's all about."
Gophers men's hockey players Hudson Fasching and Brady Skjei were named Wednesday to the 26-man preliminary roster for the 2014 U.S. National Junior Team.

Fasching is a freshman forward from Burnsville, and Skjei is a sophomore defenseman from Lakeville.

The International Ice Hockey Federation World Junior Championship will be played in Malmo, Sweden, from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5.

Minnesota coach Don Lucia will coach the American team.

The 26-man preliminary roster will participate in training camp Dec. 15-18 at Mariucci Arena. The final 23-man roster will be announced Dec. 23. Lucia didn't rule out the possibility of adding "another player or two" to the preliminary roster.

The U.S. team will play exhibition games against Minnesota State Mankato and the Finland and Sweden junior national teams before settling on a final roster.

Skjei, who was one of the final cuts last season, called it an honor to make the preliminary roster again but said he's not satisfied.

"I definitely had a little chip on my shoulder from last year," he said, "but I still haven't made the team this year yet, so I've got to keep working."

Fasching has six goals and eight assists for the top-ranked Gophers (11-2-1) this season. Skjei has two goals and two assists.

Lucia said it's essential to have a good mix of players on the roster who contribute in different ways. He said size and strength are also a big factor.

"It's a man's tournament because we could potentially play seven games in 10 days," he said. "It does take a lot of wear and tear on a body. I think we have a good mix of guys ... and now it's just putting that final puzzle together."
Gophers hockey: Adam Wilcox, offense provide 1-2 punch
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Despite starting strong and finishing strong, Minnesota-Duluth allowed the top-ranked men's hockey team in the nation to simply do its thing most of Friday night at Mariucci Arena.

The No. 1 Gophers got at least a goal from each of its four lines plus a career-high 36 saves from goaltender Adam Wilcox to drub the Bulldogs 6-1. Minnesota took nine of the 16 penalties but gave up few second chances with UMD on the power play, much to the delight of most of the 9,918 spectators.

It was decided early, and many ticket buyers were long gone by the end: Minnesota scored three goals in 2 minutes, 54 seconds late in the first period to take a 3-1 lead and upped that to 6-1 with more than three minutes left in the second period.

"That was not a 6-1 game," Gophers coach Don Lucia said.

Lucia, whose team improved to 9-1-1, was referring to the fact that UMD recorded six of the first eight shots on goal and held a strong edge in play early, then outshot the Gophers 15-5 during a scoreless third period.

The Bulldogs (5-5-1) grabbed a 1-0 lead on Charlie Sampair's goal 4:19 into the first period and seemed to have tilted the ice their way.

But A.J. Michaelson tied the score after 14:14 of the first period, and quick goals by Tom Serratore and Justin Kloos made it 3-1.

"We forgot that there was another part of the game to play," Bulldogs coach Scott Sandelin said.

That would be defense.

The Bulldogs gave starting goalie Aaron Crandall little help, and Sandelin finally pulled Crandall after Kyle Rau and Travis Boyd made it 5-1 in the first 13 minutes of the second period.

Lucia talked as if his team was fortunate, but aside from the first 10 minutes or so, the Gophers seemed to make all the right plays.

That began when Michaelson, a fourth-line left wing, scored his first goal of the season.

"Us getting that first goal kind of got us going a little bit," Lucia said.

He also saluted the play of Wilcox, who has an 8-1-1 record and a goals-against average below 2.0 and has not lost to UMD in two seasons. Wilcox, who's from South St. Paul and is the cousin of former UMD star goalie Alex Stalock, who's now with the San Jose Sharks, said it was one of the toughest decisions of his life to pick Minnesota rather than follow Stalock to Duluth.

Sandelin recruited him.

Then, on Friday night, Sandelin credited Wilcox as well as the Gophers.

"They're good," Sandelin said. "Good teams capitalize, and they capitalized on a couple of mistakes and put pucks in the net. Where we had opportunities, Wilcox was there to make the save."

"Really, the difference for me was, Wilcox was very good in the nets," Lucia said.

"UMD's a good team," Wilcox said. "I don't think the score really showed the type of game that it was there."

The rematch, originally scheduled for Saturday, has been shifted to 4 p.m. Sunday at Mariucci because of Minnesota's home football game against Wisconsin on Saturday afternoon.

UMD planned to bus home Friday night and return to the Twin Cities on Sunday.

"That's how it is," Sandelin said. "We'll get out of here and get home and come back on Sunday."

"That's their choice; they could have stayed," Lucia said. "It's not too far of a bus ride."

Follow Bruce Brothers at twitter.com/BBfromPiPress.
he first weekend of Big Ten hockey is behind us, and it should be noted that the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse did not gallop into Mariucci Arena and create havoc.

The ghosts of Gophers past did not appear at center ice rattling chains and emitting terrible groans. And not one Broten showed up carrying a flaming torch or sharpened pitchfork. Instead, hockey life as we know it remained unchanged to the naked eye.

The Wisconsin Badgers came to town wearing those odd uniforms that make it appear as if their T-shirts are hanging out in the back, and they engaged the Gophers in spirited play. Minnesota ended up on top twice -- 4-1 Friday and 4-3 Saturday -- and is undefeated in, ahem, Big Ten play.

"It's Minnesota-Wisconsin," Gophers coach Don Lucia said. "We could be any in conference and it wouldn't matter. Now that we've left the WCHA, I'm sure this rivalry will start to heat back up, maybe like it was in the '70s and '80s."

Well, to get to that point, Lucia and his Wisconsin counterpart, Mike Eaves, will have to be a bit more colorful, the way the coaches were in the old days. Eaves appears to be trying. He offered to give his uncensored opinion of the officiating if the media agreed to pony up the $1,000 for the ensuing fine. I was interested in the proposition but couldn't come up with any financial partners.

As for Lucia: "The Internet age kind of kills that," he said with a laugh. "You used to be able to say things and nobody had a tape recorder to prove it. But nowadays you say one wrong thing and it's plastered all over the chat rooms, in the blogs, and it takes about one minute."

We'll see how it develops. Meanwhile, there has been plenty of debate about the new Big Ten hockey conference. And even though its creation has resulted in the jumbling of several established leagues, including the once ultra-powerful WCHA, the end result will be good for college hockey. This will help to grow the college version of the game, which has remained stalled as a niche entity.

Traditionalists never like the change. But the Big Ten is an outsized, shiny conference with schools and athletic programs that are well-known to mainstream America. And it has its own television network. Exposure to college hockey is going to increase dramatically. So some folks just have to put away their rotary phones, pack up the Betamax and deal with change.

And why not? People in college hockey hotbeds such as Minnesota know and appreciate what they have. It's time others got a chance, too. The Badgers-Gophers weekend series was a prime example of a ready-made rivalry, rich with tradition, just waiting to be discovered by the rest of the world. Saturday's game was a little choppy, but there was a lot to like.

Both teams, for example, can really skate. OK, you can see that in the NHL, too. But at the college level, many of those frantic rushes are punctuated by enormous hits.

Saturday, we experienced many energetic and loud body checks. And nobody stopped them! It's still part of the game at this level. It's the rule rather than the exception: Hit somebody as hard as you can.

If the boys get a bit rambunctious after the whistle, the officials step in and tell them to knock it off. That's the end of it.

That's partly because, at the college level, they don't need power plays to score. Five-on-five hockey remains relevant, especially when playing on bigger ice surfaces such as the one at Mariucci.

Clearly, the officials haven't been commanded to call every ridiculous little thing. Unlike the NHL, you don't get two minutes for making a mean face. In today's NHL, you can't even hit anyone unless you first announce your intention: "Yoo-hoo, here I come. Brace yourself, darlin'."

Saturday's game provided a thrilling ending, with the Badgers turning it over deep in their own zone, and Travis Boyd flipping the puck to Seth Ambroz for the game-winner with 26 seconds left. That made the Gophers perfect in their very first Big Ten Conference weekend.

"It will be a very pleasant memory," Lucia said. "You know what, there's only 20 (conference) games and getting off to a good start is so important."

The Gophers and Badgers are among the elite teams in college hockey. The more that people outside of Minnesota and Wisconsin get to know them, the more college hockey will benefit. The Big Ten Conference will help spread the word.

Tom Powers can be reached at tpowers@pioneerpress.com.
Gophers third-line winger Seth Ambroz made a good first impression in the Big Ten Conference.

In the opening series of conference play, the junior from New Prague scored four goals against rival Wisconsin -- including Saturday's game-winner with 26 seconds left.

The top-ranked Gophers (11-2-1) swept the Badgers in their weekend series with a 4-3 victory in front of an announced crowd of 9,973 at Mariucci Arena. Minnesota won 4-1 Friday.

Entering this season, Ambroz's name was inconspicuous on the stat sheet. In 93 career games, he scored 21 goals. But in this season's first 14 games, he has totaled seven.

"He's not pretty coming down the rink," Gophers coach Don Lucia said, "but he is heavy on pucks and he scored like you would expect him to score this weekend."

Ambroz had two goals Friday, including a first-period score that held up as the game-winner. Saturday, he scored an equalizer in the second period, and in the final minute, a true game-winner. Well, maybe not that true, he said.

"It was another grinding one," Ambroz said. "(Linemate Travis) Boyd made a great turnover play and got the puck to the net. I was just fortunate enough to be there and get a piece of it and put it in."

Lucia said Ambroz improved his skating ability over the summer and has been playing a lot of minutes with the power-play and penalty-kill units.

"He is just an honest, hardworking guy and he is going to score some goals by getting around the net and blue paint" of the crease, Lucia said.

In the third period, the Gophers took a 3-2 lead on a quick goal off a faceoff. Kyle Rau won the draw in the Wisconsin zone. The puck then was passed from Justin Holl to Brady Skjei for a slap shot near the blue line.

The Badgers tied it at 3 about seven minutes later when Michael Mersch scored at 10:37.

Just as in Friday's game against the Badgers, Minnesota spotted Wisconsin an early lead as senior defenseman Frankie Simonelli scored at 4:23 of the first period.

Also like Friday, the Gophers answered quickly as Rau tied it less than a minute later.

The Gophers' power-play unit struggled in the second and third periods Saturday, going 0 for 5. They had eight shots on the five chances.

On the season, the Gophers rank 48th in the nation on the power play at 14 percent (10 of 70).

But Lucia said he saw positives with a man-advantage late in the third period.

"We generated some good opportunities there late in the game," he said, "which is what you want to see. But those young guys just have to get comfortable in those pressure situations."

If it's not Big Ten hockey, maybe Ambroz just enjoys playing against Wisconsin, an old Western Collegiate Hockey Association rival.

In a February series last season against the Badgers in Madison and outdoors at Soldier Field in Chicago, he scored a goal in each game.
McDonagh expected to get Olympic nod
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NEW YORK -- Since defenseman Ryan McDonagh made his debut with the New York Rangers midway through the 2010-11 season, he has been eager to deflect credit to teammates and has rarely sought the limelight.

But his sparkling play this season, has been impossible to overlook.

McDonagh, a 24-year-old St. Paul native, is expected to add Olympian to his growing list of accolades when the U.S. roster for the Sochi Games is announced Wednesday after the Winter Classic.

Whether he is sliding down to block a shot or chasing down speedy Toronto Maple Leafs star Phil Kessel from behind and stealing the puck, McDonagh adheres to his game plan.

"My strength is my skating ability, and my goal is always to stay with the opponent's best forwards and frustrate them," he said. "It's very important to me to be in situations where I'm trusted by teammates and have their support."

Picked 12th overall in the 2007 draft by the Montreal Canadiens, McDonagh was traded to the Rangers two years later as part of the Scott Gomez deal, which could now be considered one of general manager Glen Sather's best moves with the Rangers. McDonagh's value is now so vital the franchise made sure to secure him long-term, with a six-year, $28.2 million extension last summer.

Regularly skating on the power play for the first time, McDonagh has six goals and 17 assists through 41 games, easily putting him on pace to eclipse his career-high 32 points set two seasons ago. A left-handed shot, McDonagh is usually paired with the right-handed Dan Girardi on the Rangers' top blue line duo, and leads the team in ice time, averaging 24 minutes 35 seconds -- beating any teammate by more than two minutes.

"Ryan has been by far our best defenseman and one of our best overall players," the first-year Rangers coach Alain Vigneault said. "He's playing with a lot of poise and maturity with and without the puck. He's one of the guys I was told about when I came in -- that he still had huge potential, a young player on the upswing. He's been all that and more."

McDonagh excelled as a forward and defenseman at Cretin-Derham Hall, winning the state championship in 2006. He became a defensive standout at the University of Wisconsin, where he skated with his Rangers teammate Derek Stepan, also a candidate for the U.S. Olympic team.

After leaving Wisconsin in 2010, McDonagh ascended to the NHL in early January 2011 after only 38 games with the Connecticut Whale of the American Hockey League.

"You knew he was a special talent the moment he stepped on the ice for us," said Rangers backup goaltender Cam Talbot, a teammate with the Whale. "When he was called up by the Rangers, we knew we'd never see him again."

Vigneault has loosened the reins after a strict defense-first approach of his predecessor, John Tortorella, and McDonagh has flourished offensively without compromising defense.

Power-play opportunities have given him a different perspective on pressure. McDonagh contributed two power-play assists while logging a team-high 32 shifts in more than 27 minutes in a 4-3 victory over the Tampa Bay Lightning on Sunday.

"For sure, it's exciting to gain confidence in a new part of my game," McDonagh said. "But it's a fine line because you have to produce."
Should auld acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind?

That's the question Wild management has to be asking itself right now. And the auld acquaintance is Mike Yeo, whose status as coach of the Wild is best listed as day to day.

The Wild lost to the St. Louis Blues on New Year's Eve. That's no sin, even though the Blues are terribly short-handed because of injuries. But the Wild have proven to be non-discriminatory during their current six-game losing streak. They also can come up empty against bad teams such as the New York Islanders.

"You have to hit bottom before you go up," said Ryan Suter. "We're as close to the bottom as you can get."

Yes, they are eyeball to eyeball with assorted creeping and crawling things. Their most recent six losses have come in regulation; no Wild team had ever lost six in a row in regulation. In today's NHL, teams get a point for getting to overtime, losing a shootout, good sportsmanship or a positive attitude. The Wild have zero points in six games. As the losses mount, all eyes turn toward owner Craig Leipold, who sits in his box at Xcel and does his best not to twitch.

With the team falling further from a playoff spot, there is a sense that Leslie Frazier may soon have a doubles partner.

The Wild lost 2-1 on Tuesday, scoring their goal with eight seconds left. It's not as if they weren't trying. Their legs were moving. Yet their play was ... uninspired. The first period, which ended 0-0, was a complete bore. It was later deemed to be the Wild's best period.

"And then we broke," Yeo said.

Yeo seemed more in control during Tuesday's postgame news conference. After the horrific loss to the Islanders, he was nearly speechless -- stammering and hesitating and looking almost disoriented. On Tuesday, he was at least lucid. Asked what his message was to the team after the sixth straight loss, he replied:

"I've stopped talking in the locker room the last couple days," he said.

Oh.

"There's only so many things you can say after a loss," he continued. "That's their time right now. The message is going to be the same tomorrow when we get to practice. I kind of want to give them the opportunity to have some time to talk and to get their own stuff out."

The old silent treatment, eh?

"The other way wasn't working, either," he noted. "They're the players and, like I said, you can be positive, you can be negative, whatever you've got to do. But the bottom line is we need guys to be gamers. We need guys to step up."

Meanwhile, the Xcel crowds grow restless, voicing their displeasure at the tentative power plays, the lost puck battles and the general lack of precision. Some of the younger players look lost. This is where the veterans are supposed to take over, but many of the veterans aren't playing much better.

And Yeo coddles the veterans, heaping praise on them when it isn't always warranted. Some of those fellows might need a foot on their backsides rather than a smooch.

There's also a sneaking suspicion that the Wild's good start was 98 percent fueled by the phenomenal play of goaltender Josh Harding. To me, he had the best two-month stretch of goaltending in club history. Harding was fantastic. Recently, he was sidelined for a bit and the team struggled without him. And now that he's back he looks a bit less superhuman. This could be trouble.

Right now, the Wild need a jump start. Maybe that comes via trade. More likely, there is a coaching change. If the team doesn't perk up quickly, something has to give. Missing the playoffs would be a financial disaster. But the Wild are playing tentatively, the weight of losing affecting their reaction time and composure.

Why hasn't captain Mikko Koivu been able to rally the troops? Why hasn't Matt Cooke gone ballistic on the ice and sent a jolt through the team? When are some of these younger players going to start putting up better than mediocre numbers?

Perhaps the answer is: Thursday. That's the day the Buffalo Sabres come to town. The Sabres own the worst record in the league and they deserve it. So here is Minnesota's chance to turn things around.

If they don't, Yeo will have to be wrapped in asbestos as his hot seat flares.

Follow Tom Powers at twitter.com/TomPowersPP.
Minnesota Wild: Yeo wants Mitchell more involved

By Chad Graff
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Updated:   12/31/2013 08:10:07 PM CSTTorrey Mitchell didn't sign with the Wild to be a fourth-line center, yet for the past two games -- including Tuesday's 2-0 loss to St. Louis -- that's been his job.

Coach Mike Yeo said he wants to give Mitchell more of a chance to get involved in the play and use his speed.

"I think he's been competing really hard and getting more involved with his speed," Yeo said. "He's an important part of our team, so we have to make sure that we keep him involved."

Even before centering the line, Mitchell had spent plenty of time on the Wild's penalty kill, but Yeo wants to make sure that Mitchell gets more ice time.

"He's not just a guy that we want to put out once in a while. We have to use him," he said.

Mitchell impressed Sunday night when he stood up for teammate Mikael Granlund. Colin McDonald hit Granlund, who has suffered at least one concussion this season, into the boards and Mitchell came on to the ice shortly after to fight McDonald.

The game before, Evander Kane challenged Jason Pominville to a fight, but no Wild player jumped in to help Pominville, who declined the invitation.

"I was really happy with (Mitchell) given what happened in the game before with Pominville," Yeo said. "I think that sends a message to the rest of the team that, 'I've got your back and I'm here for you,' and I've said this before but we like that pack-of-wolves mentality."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Minnesota Wild: Time is running short for Mike Yeo and playoff hopes

By Chad Graff
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Updated:   12/31/2013 10:29:08 PM CSTCraig Leipold sat in his owner's suite at the Xcel Energy Center as the final horn sounded Tuesday night, signifying the Wild's sixth straight loss in regulation, a franchise record.

A piece of paper with the lineups was crumpled in his right hand, and as the fans filed out of the building, Leipold's eyes remained fixed on the ice.

One fan exiting the lower bowl looked up and yelled, "Fire Yeo!"

Leipold took a sip from a clear plastic cup and continued to sit alone. By the time he left, almost all of the 18,919 fans had left, too.

Leipold was thinking about what was happening with the team he owns.

The Wild lost their sixth straight game Tuesday, 2-1 to the St. Louis Blues. With every loss, the pressure builds on coach Mike Yeo, and with a few more losses, Leipold wouldn't have much of a choice. He and general manager Chuck Fletcher would have to fire Yeo.

For now, Yeo's job is safe.

But time is of the essence as the Wild's playoff chances dwindle with each loss. At the current pace being set in the Western Conference, they would need a 27-10-3 record the rest of the way to grab the eighth seed and a playoff spot. In their past 18 games, the Wild are 5-12-1.

For the second consecutive game, Yeo said he didn't address the team following the loss.

"There's only so many things you can say after a loss," Yeo said. "To me, that's their time right now. The message is going to be the same when we get to practice (Wednesday). I want to give them the opportunity to talk and to get their own stuff out."

So far, that hasn't worked.

Tuesday night, the Wild buckled down on defense down against the bigger, better Blues. But after scoring eight goals in their previous two games, the Wild were shut out for 59 minutes and 51.7 seconds. Ryan Suter scored on a slap shot from the point, but with 8.3 seconds remaining, little time remained to score a tying goal.

The Wild never were out of Tuesday night's game. But after allowing the first goal, it also never felt like they were going to win.

"It's pretty tough right now to find the positives," captain Mikko Koivu said. "That's the only way you can win in this league is play good defense for the full 60 minutes and I thought that we did that pretty good, but then two chances and they capitalize. That's pretty much the end of the story."

The story, though, continues into the first day of 2014, and Yeo said he'll allow his players to carry the message.

After Tuesday's game, players said there's no need to change coaches.

"We have to look at ourselves," Suter said, "before we look at others."

The Wild didn't get enough shots on net and again had a tough time getting to the front of the net. The Blues clogged the middle and blocked 24 shots, forcing most of the Wild's bids to the outside.

"It seems like as the game goes on it feels like we need a goal more and more and it seems like the less we shoot," Yeo said. "And that's our entire group."

If there's a saving grace in a season that's spiraling out of control, it's that the Buffalo Sabres are coming to St. Paul on Thursday. They are the worst team in the NHL and the only team that scores less than the Wild.

After six straight losses, the Wild need to turn their season around Thursday -- or the consequences could alter the leadership of the team.

"We'll try something," Yeo said of speaking in the locker room. "They're the players and you can be positive, you can be negative, you can get mad or whatever you want to do, but the bottom line is we need guys to be gamers and guys to step up, and that's the only way you get out of it."

Around 7:30 p.m. Tuesday, Leipold stood up, turned left, walked up the six stairs and out of his suite.

A little more than four hours remained until the start of a new year.

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Jonathan Blum signed with the Wild over the summer with the understanding that he likely would start the season in the American Hockey League.

So despite having 91 NHL games under his belt, Blum still treated his Monday call up as if it were his first. He called his parents and his fiancee and let his friends know he was joining the Wild.

"I've played in the NHL before, but any time you get called up it's exciting," Blum said. "It felt like the first time."

Blum didn't play Tuesday night but was called up to provide insurance because a couple of Wild defensemen were banged up, including Jared Spurgeon -- who played nonethless.

Through 29 games in Iowa this season, Blum has recorded three goals and 13 assists. His call-up Monday marked the first time this season the Wild recalled a defenseman.

The Wild are without defensemen Mathew Dumba, who is playing in the World Junior Championships, and Clayton Stoner, who skated with the team Tuesday for the first time since being placed on injured reserve.

Blum knows that his opportunity here might not last long, but he's enjoying it while it lasts.

"Obviously your goal is to play in the NHL, but I'm playing hockey for a living and having fun and loving it," he said. "It's a dream job."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/30/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/30/2013 10:21:19 PM CST
From the time the Minnesota Wild opened training camp in September, the expectations were clear.

And the team embraced them. They printed T-shirts for players to wear promoting their climb in the NHL, and they talked openly about the hopes for the upcoming season.

One season removed from their first playoff berth in five years, the Wild wanted more. Just making the playoffs this season wasn't going to cut it.

They wanted to put themselves in a position where they could make some noise in the playoffs. Last season's No. 8 seed in the Western Conference wouldn't be good enough.

At the halfway point in the season, though, the Wild are either vastly underperforming or simply set expectations too high.

After blowing a 3-0 lead in Sunday night's 5-4 home loss to the New York Islanders, Minnesota is 20-16-5 with 45 points, tied for ninth in the Western Conference.

Consistent with previous teams coached by Mike Yeo, the Wild have been inconsistent.

They opened the season with three wins in nine games. They had a stretch where they went 9-1-1. And now, they've lost their past five games and are 5-11-1 since Nov. 25.

For a team that raised expectations, that hasn't been good enough.

"This is the same group that raised the expectations; this is the same group that got us to a point where we were in a good spot," Yeo said recently. "And this is the same group that's going to get us out of it."

Heading into the second half, which kicks off Tuesday night at the Xcel Energy Center with a game against the St. Louis Blues, the Pioneer Press grades the team.

FORWARDS

Grade: D

Heading into the season, the Wild stressed a revamped offense. They were going to possess the puck longer and have cleaner entries into the offensive zone. Aside from a brief stretch, that hasn't happened.

Minnesota Wild forward Jason Pominville (Photo by Joel Auerbach/Getty Images)
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Even after breaking a scoring slump with eight goals in the past two games -- both defeats -- the Wild are averaging the second-fewest goals per game in the NHL and the fewest in the Western Conference.

Jason Pominville has been as good as hoped, and Mikko Koivu has played well. But the young players the Wild rely on heavily haven't performed, they've been prone to scoring slumps.

To make matters worse, last year's leading scorer, Zach Parise, is out indefinitely with a foot injury.

DEFENSEMEN

Grade: C

This is supposed to be the Wild's bread-and-butter with help from two-way forwards. They're a defensively oriented team, but at times this season they've had major mental lapses.

That certainly has been the case of late, with the Wild allowing 24 goals in their past five games. That's after they spent the early part of the season in the top five of most defensive statistics. Because of the recent poor play, though, that's dropped significantly.

The Wild also get little offensive production from their blue liners. Only one Wild defenseman, Jonas Brodin, has more than one goal.

Ryan Suter, Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon have played well, but the Wild have been too soft in front of their net and have lacked depth.

GOALIES

Grade: B

Niklas Backstrom entered the season as the team's top goalie. But when he suffered an injury three games in, Josh Harding stepped in and has taken over.

Harding has been the best goalie in the league for much of the season and is in the top five of nearly every major statistical category.

Halfway through the season, Backstrom is on pace for career lows in goals-against average and save percentage.

The Wild seem to be playing better in front of Harding, but that's been an unexplainable trend.

COACHES

Grade: D

Yeo led the team to the playoffs last season and is a big reason why expectations are higher. But the team hasn't been good enough, and that ultimately falls on the coach.

The Wild have won the fewest road games in the Western Conference and lost nine of their past 10 away from St. Paul.

If things don't change soon -- perhaps this week -- Yeo could be out of a job.

Minnesota Wild head coach Mike Yeo (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)
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MANAGEMENT

Grade: B-minus

The front office was hindered over the summer when it couldn't use a compliance buyout on winger Dany Heatley, whose $7.5 million cap hit has handcuffed general manager Chuck Fletcher. Heatley is virtually unmovable because of his contract, which means the Wild's options are limited.

The summer re-signing of Spurgeon and Scandella looked great.

However, Yeo entered this season in a position where he had to rely heavily on young forwards. Halfway through the season, it doesn't appear they are ready to take the step forward to allow the Wild to meet expectations.

Nino Niederreiter, Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund look like they're going to be very good players. But they're all still just 21 and prone to inconsistency. They have combined for just 14 goals in 98 games.

OVERALL

Grade: C-minus

Perhaps expectations were set too high. Perhaps the Wild just aren't a good enough team to meet them.

But, as Yeo said, this is the same team that raised those expectations. Midway through the season, just making the playoffs seems like a tall task.

At the current pace, it will take 102 points to get that final playoff spot in the Western Conference. The Wild are on pace for 90. That means they likely would need a record of 27-11-3 in the second half to make the playoffs.

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Minnesota Wild: Mike Yeo needs to turn team around ... or else

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/30/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/30/2013 10:20:27 PM CSTWild vs. Blues 5 tonight, FSN, KFXN-FM 100.3

With the Minnesota Wild on a five-game losing streak during their most recent stretch of poor play, the seat under coach Mike Yeo is heating up.

After raising expectations with last season's playoff appearance, the Wild have underperformed through the first half of the season -- and much of the blame for that falls on the head coach.

After putting together a 9-1-1 stretch up to Nov. 23, the Wild have gone 5-12-1 since and 0-5 over the past 12 days to drop to 20-16-5 and tied for ninth in the Western Conference through Sunday's games with 45 points.

And now, Yeo is running out of time to fix the team's ever-growing list of problems.

The Wild have three games remaining on a four-game homestand, which continues Tuesday night against the St. Louis Blues at the Xcel Energy Center. If they don't find a way to end the losing, Yeo might not make it to the next road trip.

At practice Monday, with players arriving "understandably not joyous and chipper," Yeo said, he tried to get the team to refocus on the task at hand: taking on one of the NHL's best teams. The Blues are third in the Western Conference with 57 points.

Yeo knows that the pressure and urgency to win are increasing.

That's why, he said, he's coming in and preaching a message of working harder each day to turn things around.

"I want our guys to look at me and say, 'You know what, that's how we're going to deal with this,' " Yeo said. "It's adversity; that's fine. But you come to the rink the next day and you work a little bit harder."

As the losing continues, the case against Yeo builds.

He's the same coach, at 40 the youngest in the NHL, who nearly brought the 2011-12 Wild to the playoffs before the team had Zach Parise, Ryan Suter or Jason Pominville. And he's the same coach who last season got the Wild to the playoffs for the first time in five years.

But with higher expectations coming into this season, the Wild have failed to meet them. With the exception of an 11-game stretch in October and November, the Wild have been a mediocre team.

That's been an unfortunate theme. Yeo's teams, throughout his 2-1/2 seasons, have played streaky hockey. When they're good, the Wild are one of the best teams in the league. But when things go bad, they go really bad.

Two seasons ago, an early hot streak had the Wild in first place in the Western Conference on Dec. 17. But they lost 15 of their next 17 games and finished 12th.

Last season, after they ended March on a 10-2-0 stretch, they went 5-8-1 in April and had to win on the last day of the season to make the playoffs.

This season is following that all-too-familiar pattern.
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"All good teams go through these things, but they react the right way and they get better because of it," Yeo said. "So let's look at it as an opportunity, as a challenge. I think competitors welcome challenges, and so here's our challenge, and let's welcome it."

Offense has been the Wild's biggest problem during their losing skid, but lately the defensive-minded team has played horrible defense, too.

Players returned to the Xcel Energy Center on Monday to a quiet locker room, about 12 hours after blowing a 3-0 lead in Sunday night's 5-4 loss to the New York Islanders.

"But we turned the music on and felt refreshed instead of coming in like it's a morgue in here," Torrey Mitchell said. "We're all in this together, and having good energy and positive energy is important, so that's what you're seeing right now."

On the day the Vikings fired coach Leslie Frazier, Yeo was mindful of his situation.

"I feel bad for Leslie," Yeo said. "I'm not a football guy, so I don't know the ins and outs of that, but I do know that he is a great human being. But that's part of it."

Briefly

The Wild called up defenseman Jonathan Blum from their AHL affiliate in Iowa.
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Okposo paces Isles' rally from 3 down to top Wild
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ST. PAUL, Minn.—The freefalling Minnesota Wild left their coach speechless on Sunday night.

It wasn't for a good reason.

Kyle Okposo scored twice midway through the third period, and the New York Islanders overcame a three-goal deficit to beat the Wild 5-4 on Sunday night.

John Tavares, Cal Clutterbuck and Thomas Hickey also scored for the Islanders, who won for the third time in eight games.

Tavares rejoined the lineup one night after sitting out a home game against New Jersey because of an undisclosed lower-body injury.

Ryan Suter, Jonas Brodin, Nino Niederreiter and Justin Fontaine had goals for the Wild, who have lost five straight and eight of 11.

"It was there for us. That's the disturbing part," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "It's hard to find the words for this because this is beyond disturbing right now.

"We have to find a way to win that game. You're up 3-0 and you're at home. There's no excuses."

Coming off a winless four-game road trip in which they were outscored 19-8, the Wild fell to 15-4-2 at home. They had won 10 of 12 there and 14 of 17. Minnesota has home games during the upcoming week against St. Louis, Buffalo and Washington.

At the season's halfway point, Minnesota is tied for ninth place in the Western Conference with Dallas. Four of their next six games are against top-eight teams in the conference.

"You just need to win. That's the only way you come out of this," Wild captain Mikko Koivu said. "The only way you can win in this league is to play a good 60-minute game. We're going to analyze it (Monday) and find a way."

The Islanders didn't play a complete game, either, but they were good enough.

"We just kept chipping away and kept chipping away," Okposo said. "We were down 3-0, and kind of regrouped. We decided to go after them and start moving our feet.

"For the first 22 minutes we weren't doing that, so we decided to get pucks deep and go to the net."

Okposo's second goal capped a wild 2-minute span in which the Islanders took the lead, lost it, and regained it.

Okposo, who played 1 1-2 seasons at the University of Minnesota, scored the winner with 5:48 to play when he raced in from the left wall and put in a rebound after Thomas Vanek was stopped by Josh Harding.

The goal came 27 seconds after Fontaine lifted a rebound over New York goalie Kevin Poulin to tie it 4-4. Okposo had given the Islanders a 4-3 lead 92 seconds earlier when his slap shot beat Harding low on the glove side.

With the Islanders trailing 3-0 midway through the second period, Tavares took a shot from the right edge of the crease that hit Koivu's skate. The New York captain reached in and poked the puck across the line.

Clutterbuck, traded for Niederreiter on June 30, tipped in a shot from Hickey late in the period to get the Islanders within one goal.

Hickey tied it at 6:30 of the third, cutting across the crease to tip a pass from Colin McDonald high into the Wild net.

"We've had our struggles, and they're a good hockey team, they're going to get through it," said Islanders coach Jack Capuano, whose team lost 10 straight from Nov. 19 to Dec. 9. "We didn't talk anything about what they've done or their record. We just wanted to keep applying the pressure to them."

Harding returned after missing four games to adjust his medications for multiple sclerosis, but the Wild played their third straight game without their best offensive player. Zach Parise was placed on the injured list on Saturday because of a bruised foot.

Even without Parise, Minnesota had the game's first eight shots, the last of which gave the Wild a 1-0 lead early in the first period when Suter's wrist shot on a rebound beat Poulin. It was Suter's first goal in 51 games.

Brodin and Niederreiter scored in the first 3 minutes of the second period for a 3-0 lead.

Poulin got a piece of a wrist shot from Brodin after the defenseman took a pass from Koivu, but the puck trickled across the line at 39 seconds. The assist was the 300th of Koivu's career. He added No. 301 at 2:59 when Niederreiter—the Islanders top pick in the 2010 draft—beat Poulin from in front. 

"The first half of the game I thought we looked great, and then the execution the second half of the game," Yeo said. "There's a lot that's between the ears right now that we have to fix."

NOTES: New York was missing forwards Michael Grabner (illness) and Josh Bailey (upper-body). Each is considered day-to-day. ... Suter played 33 minutes, 14 seconds, the sixth time in eight games he has exceeded the 30-minute mark. ... The Islanders are 12-4-2 when they score at least three goals and are 0-17-5 when they don't. ... Minnesota welcomed the 10-millionth fan to watch the team at the Xcel Energy Center.
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(L-R) Andrew MacDonald #47, Kyle Okposo #21, Thomas Vanek #26, John Tavares #91 and Thomas Hickey #14 of the New York Islanders celebrate a goal by Okposo against the Minnesota Wild during the third period on December 29, 2013 at Xcel Energy Center in St Paul, Minnesota. This was Okposo's second goal of the period The Islanders defeated 5-4. (Photo by Hannah Foslien/Getty Images)
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Minnesota Wild goalie Josh Harding does the splits to make a save against New York Islanders forward John Tavares. (AP Photo/Andy Clayton-King)
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Wild coach Mike Yeo stood in front of a wooden podium, gripping its sides more tightly with every word.

Unprompted, he struggled to find a word to describe the Wild's latest loss, their fifth in a row and seventh in the past nine games.

He said one word couldn't sum up how the Wild blew a 3-0 lead, allowed four consecutive goals and let the New York Islanders score the game-winner 27 seconds after the Wild tied the score in a 5-4 loss Sunday night at the Xcel Energy Center.

Against an Islanders team that had played the night before, a team that featured a banged-up John Tavares, the Wild built a 3-0 lead at home.

"It was there for us," Yeo said. "That's the disturbing part. It's hard to find the words for this because this is beyond disturbing right now. We have to find a way to win that game. We're up 3-0 at home, playing against a team ... "

He stopped in midsentence, trying to find the words to continue.

"I've got no excuses," he said.

The Wild have fallen apart this month, and there's no longer any way to hide that.

Perhaps the most disturbing part of their skid is there's not a single area they can point to and fix quickly.

They've lost games in bunches because they couldn't score. They've lost games in bunches because they couldn't win on the road.

Lately, they can't win because they can't keep the puck out of their net.

During the five-game losing streak, currently the longest in the NHL, the Wild have allowed 24 goals.

Yeo did have a word to describe the defense: inconsistent.

"That's the best way to put it," he said. "There's a lot that's between the ears right now that we have to fix."

With each loss, his to-do list grows longer and his time to make changes shrinks.

There's fixing the defense and the mental errors, finding a way to consistently gain the offensive zone cleanly and finding a way to get tougher in front of the net.

Most of all, the Wild need to find a way to win. A team that once regularly won tight games has forgotten how to win.

Sunday night, Minnesota built a 3-0 lead, then allowed four straight goals, including one by former Wild winger Cal Clutterbuck. A goal by Justin Fontaine tied the score again, but by the time the public-address announcer finished reading that scoring play, the Islanders already had scored the game-winner.

"I really don't know," captain Mikko Koivu said. "There's no explanation. It just can't happen. If you asked what happened, I really don't know right now. I can't tell you right now about the goals. Obviously, they got the momentum there, but there's no excuses."

The Wild seemed stunned after the game, as if losses still surprise them. More likely, it was just the way this loss occurred.

"Believe me, it's our job to find explanations, but, holy cow, that's a tough one to find an explanation for," Yeo said. "There's no reason; there's no excuse for what happened."

The Wild were overwhelmed during a shift late in the second period that led to the Islanders' second goal, a deflection from Clutterbuck that seemed to turn the game around.

"That's what happens," Torrey Mitchell said. "Teams capitalize when you start running around. We were scrambling and exhausted, pretty much. There were a lot of mental errors, and that was one of them. We just need to be better defensively."

The play cut the Wild's lead to 3-2, but it was symbolic of how a three-goal lead can evaporate.

"They scored the second goal," Yeo said, "and we stopped playing."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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The Wild blew a three-goal lead, allowing four consecutive goals in a losing effort.

Justin Fontaine evened the game at 4-4 with 6:15 to play, but ex-Gopher Kyle Okposo responded with the game-winner 27 seconds later.

Okposo scored to give the Isles a 4-3 lead after John Tavares, Cal Clutterbuck and Thomas Hickey netted goals to tie the game.

The Wild seemed to have turned around their recent struggles early. They jumped out to a 1-0 lead and followed it up with two goals in the first three minutes of the second period.

And yet, even with a three-goal lead, the Wild found a way to lose.

MEANING: The Wild continue to find season lows.

They've now lost five in a row, the longest current losing skid in the NHL, and seven of their past nine games.

After a tough road trip, the Wild returned home, which was supposed to be a saving grace. Instead, they dropped to 14-4-2 at the Xcel Energy Center and pressure is mounting on the team to stay afloat in the Western Conference.

ETC.: Mikko Koivu recorded two assists and now has 301 for his career. ... Ryan Suter scored his first goal of the season. ... Mike Rupp recorded his 99th career points. ... Emily Gebhart, of Eagan, was recognized as the 10 millionth Wild fan at the X.

UP NEXT: vs. Blues, 5 p.m. Tuesday, FSN, KFXN-FM 100.3
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Nino Niederreiter's time with the New York Islanders didn't end well.

The Islanders rushed his development for salary cap reasons, then kept him off the team for the same reason when he seemed poised to play in the NHL.

So the No. 5 overall pick in 2011 was dealt to the Wild at the NHL draft in late June for Cal Clutterbuck and a draft pick.

Niederreiter, who's playing on the Wild's top line with Zach Parise out, is performing well with the Wild, but doesn't like to talk about requesting a trade out of New York or how that process went.

He entered Sunday's game, his first against the team that drafted him, with six goals and 11 assists.

"Obviously it's an emotional game for sure," Niederreiter said. "I'm still trying to treat it as a normal game, but you know the whole team and you know the coaching staff and everybody so it's definitely a big game for me."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Thomas Vanek was back skating at Xcel Energy Center in a game for the first time in more than two years.

In 10 months, he very well could be wearing a Wild sweater in St. Paul.

Vanek's ties to Minnesota after two seasons with the Gophers and his ties to good friend Jason Pominville are no secret. Same with his upcoming free agency, when he'll likely be the biggest name to test the waters.

And with salary cap space opening up at the end of the season, the Wild are expected to give serious consideration to signing Vanek.

But for now, Vanek, who was traded to the Islanders earlier this season, said he's enjoying his time with the Isles (11-21-7 entering Sunday).

"I've enjoyed this team," Vanek said. "Obviously, losing sucks. But I feel like we've been playing good hockey, just not closing out games. As far as my teammates and the organization, they've been great to me. I've enjoyed my team on the Islanders."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Islanders' Cal Clutterbuck to face Wild for first time since trade
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Now a six year NHL veteran, Cal Clutterbuck has gotten accustomed to playing against old friends on different teams.

But that was always with the Wild.

Sunday night, for the first time in his career, Clutterbuck was set to face the Minnesota Wild, the only team he played for before he was traded to the New York Islanders at NHL draft in June.

And that meant Clutterbuck was set to play not just one or two old friends.

"I think there's probably 16 or 17 over there so it'll be a little weird," Clutterbuck said. "It's odd enough when you play good friends that have gone to other teams and that's just one player."

Clutterbuck's first visit to the visiting locker room at Xcel Energy Center was expected to bring a loud ovation from the fans and a video tribute for Clutterbuck, who's physical playing style made him a fan favorite.

He said he's still thankful to the Wild for giving him an opportunity as a rookie in 2008-09 when he broke the single season league record for hits with 356.

"Ultimately they gave me a chance to prove myself," Clutterbuck said. "I think there's a lot of guys out there that are probably waiting and wanting that chance and there are some guys that never got it so I'm pretty grateful for the opportunity they gave me."

He met with old teammates before the squads skated in a morning practice Sunday.

After watching him hit seemingly everything that moved for five seasons, the Wild knew to keep their head on a swivel Sunday night.

"For sure," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "I think all of our players are well aware of what he can bring. That's one thing that he does very well. Even when he's not hitting on the ice, even when that's not really a threat, the players on the ice think it's a threat. And so we've got to be ready to execute and make sure you've got your head up."

With the Wild, Clutterbuck played on the penalty killed and was largely relied on to bring defensive stability to the third line.

In the 2010-11 season, though, Clutterbuck set career-highs in goals and assists netting 19 and dishing 15 assists.

With the Islanders, he's seen more time on the power play and been given more opportunity with skilled players.

"He's a vocal guy, he's a good leader for us," Islanders coach Jack Capuano said. "I think his play speaks for itself. He's one of those guys that plays intense, he plays physical. He's got some offensive upside as well."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Tuesday, December 17, 2013. Harding
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Josh Harding is set to return to the net for the first time since taking a leave to adjust to minor changes in the treatment he receives for multiple sclerosis.

Wild coach Mike Yeo said Harding would start Sunday night against the New York Islanders after being put on injured reserve following a win on Dec. 17 for what the team said was a planned leave.

Harding didn't skate for nine days, but practiced with teammates Friday and Saturday before getting the go-ahead Sunday night.

Despite his absence, Harding entered Sunday with the fifth most wins in the NHL, posting an 18-5-3 record this season to go with a league best goals against average (1.51) and save percentage (.939).

His return comes after the Wild lost four consecutive games in regulation, all with Niklas Backstrom in net.

"The way that he's played this year, there's no question that there's been times when he's allowed our team to find our game," Yeo said. "He's given us the confidence to go out and execute and just concentrate on our own job and let's hope we get back to that."

Despite files, Conn. school shooter remains enigma

By ALLEN G. BREED and MICHAEL BIESECKER Associated Press
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Adam Lanza was fascinated with chimpanzees because of their capacity for empathy, but could show little or none himself.

He could write stories that struck horror into a teacher's heart, then turn around and craft a poem so beautiful it moved listeners to tears.

As a kid growing up in Connecticut, he rode bikes, played baseball and saxophone, and kept hamsters. As a man, he taped black garbage bags over his bedroom windows, retreating into a world of violent video games, guns and statistics on mass murder.

Despite the release Friday by Connecticut state police of thousands of pages of interviews, photographs and writings, the man who gunned down 20 first-graders and six adults at Newtown's Sandy Hook Elementary School on Dec. 14, 2012, remains an enigma.

Some of the most tantalizing evidence of the inner workings of the 20-year-old Newtown man's brain appears to be contained in writings that the police chose not to release.

An eight-page document titled simply, "me," is described in a police inventory as "detailing relationships, ideal companion, culture, voting, personal beliefs, describes doctors touching children as rape." Another, named "tomorrow," apparently contains details about the author's "desires, list of the benefits of being thin and negative connotations associated with being overweight, list of goals ..."

What the files do show is a deeply troubled young man, living with a single mother who was either unable or unwilling to accept the depths of his illness.

The picture most people have of Adam Lanza is the skeletal, blank face from photographs released by police following the massacre. Childhood photos show a smiling boy who could look into a camera, but signs of trouble—if not violence—emerged early.

In his preteen years, Lanza had difficulty with speech and was "being followed medically for seizure activities," according to investigators.

"In preschool his conduct included repetitive behaviors, temper tantrums, smelling things that were not there, excessive hand washing and eating idiosyncrasies," prosecutors said in one report.

But Lanza's real problems appear to have begun after his parents' separation in 2001, when he was 9 years old.

Adam had attended Sandy Hook Elementary. In fifth grade, he turned in a cute story about a "chicken tree" whose hen fruit "contains everything you ever will need to live like calcium and water."

"It spits out seeds every four hours by using its long chute," he wrote in a slanted, choppy block script. "The vines that holds the chicken is very soft and very strong."

That same year, Lanza produced a more disturbing work.

According to a boy who worked on it with him in class, "The Big Book of Granny" was supposed to be a "comic-style book" in the vein of "Calvin & Hobbes." It was far from it.

In a section of the book labeled "Granny's Clubhouse of Happy Children," typed as dialogue from an imaginary television show, Granny and her son, "Bobolicious," terrorize a group of children. In one episode, Bobolicious tells the children they're going to play a game of "Hide and go die."

Granny uses her "rifle cane" to kill people at a bank, hockey game and Marine boot camp. She also goes back in time and murders the four Beatles, according to a police synopsis.

The book also contains several chapters with the adventures of "Dora the Beserker" and her monkey, "Shoes"—a clear knockoff of the popular children's show "Dora the Explorer."

When Granny asks Dora to assassinate a soldier, she replies: "I like hurting people ... Especially children." In the same episode, Dora sends "Swiper the Raccoon" into a day care center to distract the children, then enters and says, "Let's hurt children."

In the real kids' show, Dora has a backpack that contains a talking map. In Lanza's perversion, the group carries a bag stuffed with an AK-47, an M-16, a shotgun, a musket and a rocket launcher.

The boy who drew the cover illustration—showing Granny firing her cane gun—thought the book was turned in, but that remains unclear. 

He told investigators that Lanza was "weird" and "would sit by himself on the other side of the room and would not talk or associate with anybody else." Lanza also came to school with a briefcase, he recalled.

One undated poem contained in the police files is titled, "No frogs, No kids":

"Too many ants are coming.

Ants over populate.

Ants dig dirt.

dirt grows plants.

Bees come to plants.

Cock Robin died.

Bees die.

ants feed bees to babies.

Ants will overtake to win.

One baby died.

3 eggs won't hatch.

one bird has no voice."

By seventh grade, a teacher told investigators, Lanza's writing was "so graphic that it could not be shared"—except with the principal. The teacher said Adam's parents were not "upfront" about his mental abilities.

Adam would write essays "obsessing about battles, destruction and war," said the teacher, whose name and gender were redacted. "In all my years of experience, I have known ... boys to talk about things like this but Adam's level of violence was disturbing."

But when the teacher asked Adam to submit something else to share with the class, he produced a lovely poem.

"Adam shared his poem in public with his father present, who was in tears," the teacher told police.

Peter Lanza has declined to speak publicly about his son. But in interviews with investigators, he said that his son's life appeared to take a turn after his 11th birthday.

He seemed "less happy, stressed and frustrated," his father said, but he never exhibited any "outward signs of anger or aggression." He told people he "did not think highly of himself and believed that everyone else in the world deserved more than he did," according to investigators.

Dr. Robert A. King, a professor at the Yale School of Medicine Child Study Center, conducted a three-hour psychiatric evaluation of Lanza in October 2006. King diagnosed Lanza with "profound Autism Spectrum Disorder, with rigidity, isolation, and a lack of comprehension of ordinary social interaction and communications."

Peter Lanza, who was estranged from his son, told police that his son had Asperger's syndrome, a type of autism that is not associated with violence.

King said Lanza also displayed symptoms of obsessive-compulsive disorder. The boy would change his socks 20 times a day and sometimes would go through a box of tissues in 24 hours because he couldn't bear to touch a doorknob with his bare hand.

Kathleen Koenig, an advanced practice nurse at the Yale Child Study Center who conducted four face-to-face interviews with Adam Lanza in 2006 and 2007, described him as "emotionally paralyzed."

Koenig said she prescribed him with an antidepressant/anti-anxiety medication. She said the mother's response to her recommendations for Lanza as "non-compliant."

After prescribing Lanza a "small dose" of the drug, the nurse said, she received a call from Nancy reporting that he was "unable to raise his arm." Koenig didn't believe the medication could cause such a side effect, but Nancy Lanza did and discontinued the treatment.

When Adam missed an appointment, Koenig said, his mother "failed to schedule" any follow-up visits.

His freshman year at Newtown High School, Lanza's mother withdrew him because of "stresses over papers, classes, pressure from grades and dealing with his disease," an acquaintance told police. But that same person told authorities that Lanza "never completely accepted that he had a disease."

Peter Lanza told the investigators that his ex-wife decided to home school Adam, because he seemed more comfortable that way. But while their 2009 divorce file shows an amicable split, there are some suggestions in the newly released documents that the couple had differences over how Adam was being raised.

In a February 2007 email to a doctor, Nancy Lanza wrote: "I have been more concerned with keeping him as comfortable as possible and just getting through each day." His father, on the other hand, was focused on "stabilization."

Peter Lanza told police his and Adam's relationship "deteriorated" in late 2010, and that his son eventually stopped responding even to emails. Adam's older brother, Ryan, hadn't had any contact with him since 2010.

Back at Newtown High, Adam was a member of the Tech Club—although he did not engage much with the others. Instead of participating in gym class, he was allowed to keep a journal.

At 6 feet tall, Adam weighed just 112 pounds. Witnesses told investigators that Adam was a vegan and drank water "with a certain amount of salt added to it."

One person told police that Lanza never used drugs or alcohol and "hated the thought of it."

Despite all the evidence that he was a loner, Lanza had not yet cut himself off completely.

In recent years, Lanza would spend nearly every weekend playing the videogame Dance Dance Revolution at a nearby movie theater. In fact, he was there so often and long, people there called him "DDR guy."

Someone who befriended him there told authorities that Lanza was not completely withdrawn.

"Emotion wasn't something expressed in particularly verbose or grandiose fashion but it was expressed," the unnamed witness, who met Lanza sometime in 2011, told investigators in a lengthy email. "He was capable of laughing, smiling and making jokes though always in a dry fashion."

The two had wide-ranging conversations.

They discussed chimp society, with Lanza remarking that chimps "were able to show more empathy to members of their group than humans were at time." Lanza said humans were "glorified animals" with a "flawed faculty of judgment."

Adam was interested in Japanese techno music and had taken Chinese lessons with a private tutor. He even talked about joining the military.

In general, the friend said, Lanza would adopt "a very nihilist take on things" and seemed "overtly fatalistic and bleak." Lanza would disappear for weeks at a time, after which he would say he was "having an existential crisis."

He liked to go "off grid" from time to time, and frequently reformatted his computer hard drives, presumably to cover his tracks, the friend said.

Another topic of discussions was pedophilia.

Among the documents investigators found on Lanza's computer was one titled "pbear" that investigators described as "advocating pedophiles' rights and the liberation of children." Another, called "Lovebound," was a screenplay describing a relationship between a 10-year-old boy and a 30-year-old man.

Lanza said his stance on issues of mental illness, including pedophilia, "would cause others to make snap judgments about him as an apologist," Lanza's theater friend told authorities.

Eventually, however, Lanza even fell out with his DDR buddy. In June 2012, the man told authorities, Lanza said "that he should not expect him to participate in any more activities with him."

Workers at the theater say they last saw Lanza there in August or September 2012. His isolation had now become total.

Two weeks before the shootings, the documents say, Nancy Lanza told a lifelong friend that Adam was growing "increasingly despondent" and had refused to leave his room for three months. Despite sleeping on the same floor, they communicated only via email; one document in the police inventory is a "list of problems and requests from the shooter to Nancy."

The only thing they seemed to have in common was a love of guns. Nancy and Adam took a firearms safety course together, and she took him to a range to fire some of the several weapons she kept at home.

But if that was meant to bring them closer, it did not appear to have worked. Nancy Lanza told a friend that she asked her son whether he would feel bad should anything happen to her, and he replied, "No."

But as one person told the FBI: "Nancy was not afraid of Adam, but was afraid for him." Still, she was trying.

Nancy Lanza told a friend she was thinking of selling her home and moving to Washington state or North Carolina, where she had a friend who might be willing to give Adam a computer job. Adam refused to stay in hotels, and his mother talked about buying a camper for him to sleep in.

On Dec. 10, 2012, she decided to try a little "experiment." She was going to make a short trip to New Hampshire to see how Adam fared alone for a few days.

Shortly before noon, she texted a friend that "she had gotten off to a rough start." Adam had "bumped his head" early that morning, and they were "dealing with blood," according to the police files.

Nancy Lanza returned home late in the evening of Dec. 13.

Within 12 hours, she, her son and 26 others were dead.

———

Contributing to this report were Associated Press writers John Christoffersen in New Haven, Conn.; David Sharp in Portland, Maine; Jack Gillum in Washington; Nancy Albritton in Philadelphia; Frank Eltman in Mineola, N.Y.; David Eggert in Lansing, Mich.; Kantele Franko in Columbus, Ohio; Michelle L. Johnson and Dinesh Ramde in Milwaukee; David Klepper in Providence, R.I.; Amanda Lee Myers in Cincinnati; Bob Salsberg in Boston; Rik Stevens in Concord, N.H.,; Terry Tang in Phoenix; Laura Wides in Miami and Katie Zezima in Newark, N.J

Charley Walters: Vikings' Jared Allen says prayer will guide his plans for next season
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Legend has it that when deeply religious free-agent defensive lineman Reggie White was contemplating where to play in 1993, he said God ultimately would tell him. So Packers coach Mike Holmgren left a message on White's answering machine:

"Reggie, this is God -- come to Green Bay."

White ended up signing with Green Bay, twice was named the NFL defensive player of the year and was elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Vikings defensive end Jared Allen, who soon will be a free agent, isn't as religious as he is spiritual, he said. But among means he'll use to try to determine where, or whether, he should play again next season will be prayer.

"I'm not looking for a miraculous sign -- it's not that I'm going to sit around and wait for lightning to strike," said Allen, 31. "But I truly believe in good faith that God has a plan for me and my family. He brought me (to Minnesota). I couldn't understand it at the time, but when you look back, you see the blessings, how my life has changed.

"So it's just going to be prayer and really just trusting that the right answers are going to come. Things always work out the way they're supposed to. I'm a firm believer in that."

Allen, who turns 32 in April, played four seasons for the Chiefs.

"Sometimes, when I was dealing with stuff in Kansas City, I couldn't see the greater picture," he said. "Sometimes you get caught up in the moment."

After Sunday's game, Allen said, he'll begin a long, reflective process.

"Pray about where the Lord wants me, if he wants me to continue," he said. "He'll let me know if I have the desire to stay (in Minnesota). I credit what my desires are and everything to what God's plan is for me.

"I'm not looking for the Old Testament, where I'm going to hear the voice of God. But what I believe is that he'll lay it on my heart. Let's figure out where we want to be. And if it's (Minnesota), I believe everything will work out to make it happen.

"It's not just me making this decision. I've got to talk to my wife, got to think about what's best for my daughter, what's best for my health. There are so many things that go into that process, I'm not going to make a rash decision."

Regardless of where his career takes him, Allen said, he'll retire as a Viking.

The Gophers men's basketball team, 11-2 after defeating Texas A&M-Corpus Christi 65-44 on Saturday night, opens the Big Ten season under first-year coach Richard Pitino on Thursday night against Michigan (8-4) at Williams Arena.

Minnesota ranks 20th nationally in offensive efficiency and 83rd defensively, according to kenpom.com, which indicates where -- if teams stay their course -- they'll end up at the end of the season.

"So if we continue with those numbers, we're going to be at the bottom of the Big Ten," Pitino said bluntly on Friday.

"If we stay offensively at that number and then we improve defensively at that number, we can make a run at it. We've got a long way to go, definitely."

Reigning NCAA champion Louisville, coached by Pitino's father, Rick, ranks No. 1 offensively, No. 7 defensively.

"If you want to be a great team, you better get those numbers at a high ranking," Richard Pitino said.

Pitino and his staff will begin scouting Michigan on Sunday. The coach guessed that Wisconsin, Ohio State and Michigan State are the top three teams to beat in the Big Ten.

Minnesota, which after Michigan will host Purdue, then plays at Penn State and at Michigan State.

"I expect to really compete in those games," Pitino said. "Whether or not we win, that's just too hard to tell right now."

Guard DeAndre Mathieu, who leads the Gophers in assists (4.8 average) and is third in scoring (11.9 points), has a basketball with flames tattooed on his right arm.

"The basketball is because I love the game, and I just wanted to add flames to it," the 5-foot-9 junior said.

In three regular-season games for the Nilan Bisons Loimaa in Finland, former Gophers center Ralph Sampson III is averaging 10.7 points and 6.7 rebounds. But in nine games in Eurocup play, Sampson is averaging only 2.3 points and 2.1 rebounds.

Former Gophers wide receiver Tony Levine of Highland Park will coach Houston against Vanderbilt in the Compass Bowl in Birmingham, Ala., at noon Jan. 4.

Australia's best baseball prospect is Twins minor league lefty pitcher Lewis Thorpe, who received a $500,000 signing bonus last year and at age 17 struck out 64 in 44 innings in the Gulf Coast rookie league, MLB.com reports.

Jim Brunzell, Jerry Burns, Jim Carter, John Hankinson, Ray Hawes, Tommy King, Dick Larson, Tony Phillipi, Paul Ramseth, Leon Trawick, Bob Rasmussen, Mike Svendsen and Jerry Wallin were among admirers who toasted what would have been late Gophers football coach Murray Warmath's 101st birthday with a luncheon last week in Edina.

Burns, the former Vikings coach, was his classic self, noting that he owed much of his career to Warmath.

Paul Blair, the Gold Glove center fielder who died Friday at age 69, will be especially missed by Bob "Rocky" Johnson. The pair were teammates with the Baltimore Orioles during the 1960s and continued as teammates at Orioles fantasy camps during winters in Florida.

"Paul was the best center fielder I ever saw. There was not a pitcher in either league who would want anybody else in center field," Johnson said.

Johnson, 77, who is from Edina but lives in St. Paul, played 10 seasons in the major leagues.

"I think I would rather have Paul in center field than (late hall of famer Twin) Kirby Puckett because Paul could play so shallow and go back on the ball. He could cover so much ground," Johnson said. "Kirby used to play deep."

"(Hall of Fame former Oriole) Frank Robinson used to call Paul 'Motormouth' because he would talk constantly," Johnson said.

Next month, Johnson and former Orioles slugger Jim Gentile will manage Orioles fantasy teams in Sarasota, Fla.

"Not only was Paul was a terrific player, but a terrific teammate. I'll miss him," Johnson said.

Among those working at the Metrodome for Sunday's final Vikings game is St. Paul's Jim Wandmacher, who with Dennis Amundson, Tom Gunderson and Jeff Kirst ran the stadium's scoreboard since the building opened in 1981.

Condolences to Ken Mauer Sr., the great St. Paul athlete and former coach who on Christmas morning lost his beloved wife of nearly 60 years, Thelma, 85, and to her noted sons Ken Jr., Brian, Mark, Tom and Jimmy and daughter Robyn. A funeral Mass will be Jan. 6 at St. Pascal's in St. Paul.

Original Old-Timers Hot Stove member Harold Kirchhoff and wife, Betty, celebrated their 70th wedding anniversary the other day.

Two-time Vikings MVP Dave Osborn will be speaker at the CORES luncheon at noon Jan. 9 at the Knights of Columbus Hall in Bloomington.

Gophers women's and men's hockey coaches Brad Frost and Don Lucia are to chat about their No. 1-ranked teams at a Dunkers breakfast Jan. 9 at the Minneapolis Club.

Clay Matvick, the former Fox Sports North broadcaster, will do play-by-play of Wednesday's Heart of Dallas Bowl between UNLV and North Texas on ESNU.

That was nearly 200 cumulative years of Minnesota golf history dining at Mancini's Char House the other day at the table of Frank Fiorito, Tommy Purcell and Ken Gorg.

Coach Matt Magers' Minnesota State Mankato baseball team is ranked No. 2 in the NCAA Division II preseason poll. No. 1 is the University of Tampa.

DON'T PRINT THAT

Gophers men's basketball coach Richard Pitino doesn't want to play 6-11 Elliott Elliason and 6-10 Mo Walker at the same time.

"The offensive part I think would be OK. I worry more about the defensive part of it," Pitino said. "I hope it doesn't come to that."

Pitino said he has no concerns about his players academically from the first semester.

"I hope not, at least," he said.

Pitino said there were talks about playing his father Rick's Louisville team at Williams Arena before it was scheduled for the Armed Forces Classic next Nov. 14 in Puerto Rico.

"What happened is that he called me one day and said ESPN wants to do it as a made-for-TV-type game, and he said, 'What would you think?' " Richard said. "I said, yeah, it would be a really good idea.

"I think the biggest thing with our schedule (is that) we're trying to elevate this program. And this schedule's got to continue to get better as our program gets better. This was an opportunity, more than anything, to get our brand kind of out there."

So, someday Louisville versus Minnesota at Williams Arena?

"Hopefully," Richard said. "I don't think (Rick) he wants to do it."

Look for at least seven native Minnesota to be on the U.S. Olympic men's hockey team when it is announced Wednesday, and for a few -- plus others who played for the Gophers but are not from Minnesota -- to be on the U.S. Olympic women's hockey team.

Good news for the Gophers: Minnesota's 21-17 loss to Syracuse on Friday in Houston -- the Gophers' second straight loss in a bowl game there the past two years -- will be its last, at least for the foreseeable future.

The Texas Bowl will host just Big 12 and Southeastern Conference teams the next six seasons. The bowl wants teams more relevant to Houston.

Advance sale for Friday night's ESPN boxing card, managed by Mike Tyson's Iron Mike Productions, at Target Center is 2,900 -- the largest advance gate for Minnesota boxing in nearly a decade. A house approaching 8,000 is expected. Tickets range from $35 to $250. The card includes Osseo middleweight Caleb Truax (23-1-1).

OVERHEARD

Vikings free-agent-to-be pass rusher Jared Allen on Sunday's final Metrodome game: "When I walk out on the field, I'll take a few extra moments to look around and remember the times. It's going to be a surreal moment, but it's going to be awesome."

Follow Charley Walters at twitter.com/Charley--Walters. He can be reached at

Ice siren's call: NHL hopefuls must choose between college or junior leagues
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Cristoval Nieves of Team USA skates against Team Sweden during the summer 2013 USA Hockey Junior Evaluation Camp at the Lake Placid (N.Y.) Olympic Center.

Cristoval Nieves of Team USA skates against Team Sweden during the summer 2013 USA Hockey Junior Evaluation Camp at the Lake Placid (N.Y.) Olympic Center. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

SARNIA, Ontario -- In the hockey-rich swath of North America that encompasses Michigan and Ontario, the Ontario Hockey League and the newly formed Big Ten hockey conference do not compete just for talent at youth tournaments and junior showcases. They lobby parents about whose system is the better final exam for an NHL career.

Few major sports demand life-altering decisions from their adolescent stars quite the way hockey does. The NCAA regards the Canadian Hockey League's three major junior leagues -- the OHL, the Quebec Major Junior League and the Western Hockey League -- as professional. As a result, top U.S. prospects often face a difficult choice when they reach age 14: stay eligible for college or bolt to major junior hockey?

Anthony DeAngelo, an 18-year-old from Sewell, N.J., leads all OHL defensemen in scoring this season, with 46 points through 32 games for the Sarnia Sting. He is projected as a first-round pick in next year's NHL draft.

A hundred miles away in Ann Arbor, Mich., Cristoval Nieves, 19, is a sophomore forward for the third-ranked Michigan Wolverines. A native of Baldwinsville, N.Y., Nieves, who is known as Boo, was taken in the second round by the New York Rangers in the 2012 draft. After collecting eight goals and 21 assists and playing in all 40 games as a freshman last season, he has one goal and seven assists in 14 games this season.

If not exactly can't-miss prospects, DeAngelo and Nieves are thought to be good bets to be on NHL rosters several years from now. But their potential -- and how predictive their current environments are -- is a matter of considerable debate.

At 14, DeAngelo and Nieves already had been focused on hockey since around the third grade, rising to the top of the many-tiered and colorfully named age groups -- mite, squirt, pee wee, bantam, midget. By then, agents or family advisers were in the fold, and a whole conversation was heating up around them: Just how badly, and quickly, did they want to get to the NHL?

"From a parent's point of view, it's disappointingly early," Rafael Nieves, Boo's father, said.

LIFE IN THE OHL

DeAngelo arrived in Sarnia, a small Canadian city on the southeastern banks of Lake Huron, when he was 15. At 14, he had verbally committed to Boston University, then played a season in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, for the Roughriders of the United States Hockey League, which is considered a Division I primer league.

In Cedar Rapids, DeAngelo broke his kneecap blocking a shot, ending his season. He weighed his options. The less attractive one involved a few more years in the USHL, going to school year-round to qualify for enrollment at BU.

"This is the faster route" to the NHL, DeAngelo said of the OHL. "It wasn't really much of a decision, to be honest with you. It was quick."

History is on his side. Canadian major junior leagues, whose players mostly range in age from 16 to 20, have long been a feeder system for the NHL. The Sting, who are at the bottom of their division this season, are known less for competing for championships than for producing No. 1 overall draft picks Steven Stamkos of the Tampa Bay Lightning and Nail Yakupov of the Edmonton Oilers.

"I think some guys from this league, if you send them into college, they'd dominate," DeAngelo said.

OHL people refer to college hockey, a little dismissively, as "a weekend league." DeAngelo's regular season in Sarnia stretches to 68 games, nearly twice the number of games Nieves will play at Michigan. On trips, DeAngelo rides a bus back and forth across the border to OHL cities like Erie, Pa.; Plymouth, Mich.; and Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario.

DeAngelo forfeited his college eligibility as soon as he suited up for the Sting, even though the OHL commissioner, David Branch, referring to his league's players as student-athletes, says, "We are very much an amateur league."

The NCAA has long disagreed, in part because there are players in major junior leagues signed by NHL teams and sent back for more seasoning. Branch suggested the NCAA rules were in place to steer top U.S. prospects onto the rosters of Division I programs.

"What really becomes hurtful is when a family doesn't enter the OHL because they're going to pursue an athletic scholarship two or three years later that doesn't materialize," he said.

As an OHL student-athlete, DeAngelo, who has an agent, is paid $50 a week. The Sting are paying for the high school degree DeAngelo is pursuing online. As an elite player, he is guaranteed four years of college tuition. But that arrangement has caveats: DeAngelo has to enroll in a college within 18 months of leaving the team, and the money disappears if he signs an NHL contract.

"I could care less about it," he said of his education package, a defiant edge in his voice. "It's just something there in case, God forbid, I get hurt or whatever."

LIFE AT MICHIGAN

Nieves was wooed by major junior hockey teams, too.

"They're pretty relentless when you're younger," said Nieves, who had starred for his AAA youth team in Syracuse, N.Y. "My dad just kept pushing them out the door."

But Nieves also was encircled by Michigan ties by age 15, when he was still too young to sign a national letter of intent. While DeAngelo was playing junior hockey in Iowa, Nieves was at the Kent School, a Connecticut prep school. His coach was Matt Herr, the captain of the 1998 Michigan team that won the national title. His family adviser, Alec Schall, is an NHL agent whose clients include several former Wolverines.

When Nieves was 15, his father took him on a tour of Northeast colleges, a way to reinforce the family edict that skipping college to hasten his arrival in the NHL was not going to happen.

Nieves chose Michigan because he was familiar with Ann Arbor from hockey camps and tournaments. And he liked the university colors.

"A kid like Boo, we recruit him because of his offensive skill and potential," Michigan coach Red Berenson said. "And then we teach him how to play without the puck."

While DeAngelo often plays at a half-filled RBC Centre, Nieves plays in front of a boisterous student section, all clad in maize yellow, at Yost Arena, a 90-year-old field house renovated to project the university's well-heeled athletic department. Nieves and his teammates take charter flights to most away games, and they eat a catered dinner, high above the ice, after practice.

The college game has been growing, infused by revenue from television contracts and a major realignment that, thanks to Penn State's arrival in Division I hockey, has made this the first season with a Big Ten hockey conference. For Michigan, that means games on the Big Ten Network, ESPN and the NBC Sports Network.

It also means more exposure for college hockey. Over the last decade, the number of players in the NHL who played college hockey has swelled to more than 300, according to College Hockey Inc., the game's chief marketing arm.

Nieves does not buy the argument that he would be getting in better game shape in the OHL.

"If I were to go there now, as a 19-year-old, I would be playing against 16-, 17-, 18-year-old kids," he said. "Whereas here I'm one of the younger kids in the league, and I'm a sophomore. It's that experience of playing against older, bigger, faster, stronger."

Berenson lamented the factors that rush Michigan players to the pros, including NHL teams that sign draft picks as underclassmen to avoid losing them to free agency. (Teams have until Aug. 15 after class graduation to sign draftees who have played four years of college hockey.)

Of the seven scholarship hockey players in Boo Nieves' freshman class a year ago, only four are still enrolled at Michigan. Defenseman Jacob Trouba jumped to the NHL's Winnipeg Jets. Forward Daniel Milne was unhappy with his lack of playing time and joined the OHL's Owen Sound Attack, a team that plays two hours from his hometown.

"They thanked me for everything," Berenson said of his discussion with Milne's parents. "And they said, ''I guess we're too impatient; we're just going to move on and play in the O.' "

Minnesota Wild: Josh Harding appears almost ready to start
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Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period Dec. 17 at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. Harding has missed the past four

Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period Dec. 17 at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. Harding has missed the past four games as he adjusted to minor medication alterations for multiple sclerosis, but he might return to the net for Sunday's game against the New York Islanders. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Josh Harding admitted he felt a bit helpless watching as the Wild lost their past four games, all on the road.

He wanted to be with his teammates, he said. There's nothing major he could have done, but he wanted to slap the pads of teammates, including goalie Niklas Backstrom, who allowed 17 goals in place of Harding in the four losses.

Harding was on injured reserve until Friday night as he adjusted to minor medication alterations for multiple sclerosis.

Saturday, he spoke to the media.

"It is definitely frustrating," Harding said. "It's frustrating for everybody in here. We're a team -- we win as a team, we lose as a team. Whether you're not playing or you're playing, you're a part of it."

The Wild have lost four consecutive games in regulation for the first time this season and have a 5-10-1 record in their past 16 games, falling out of the top eight in the Western Conference in the process.

Sunday, the Wild might return to Harding, who leads NHL goalies in goals-against average (1.51) and is second in save percentage (.941).

Harding skated for the first time in nine days Friday and said there was a noticeable improvement from Friday morning to the Wild's practice Saturday morning.

"It felt better (Saturday)," Harding said. "I thought (Friday), the first day in a while, just seeing the puck and trying to be clean out there was tough. I thought (Saturday) was a lot better."

Harding and Yeo said they would talk Saturday, but Yeo said he wouldn't divulge whether Harding would start Sunday against the New York Islanders.

"I felt good today," Harding said. "Obviously, you don't like watching games so I'd like to get back out there as soon as possible and help any way that I can."

On Saturday, the Wild sent down backup goalie Johan Gustafsson, who was with the team since Harding was put on IR.

Without Harding, the Wild have been outscored 19-8 in their past four games, with Backstrom starting each of those games.

"I don't want to start painting that picture," Yeo said when asked if the Wild played differently in front of Harding. "I will say that -- especially lately -- I don't think we've played nearly well enough in front of Backstrom. And we've got to fix that."

Saturday, Harding reiterated that his absence wasn't anything major. After going nine days without putting skates on, he might be called on Sunday to stop the Wild's skid.

"Without going into detail, it was something that had to be done and was really minor," Harding said. "I'm ready to go right now."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Left wing Zach Parise skates Dec. 8 at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. Parise will miss Sunday&#8217;s game against the Islanders because of a

Left wing Zach Parise skates Dec. 8 at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. Parise will miss Sunday's game against the Islanders because of a lingering foot injury. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

Toward the end of Wild practice Saturday afternoon at Xcel Energy Center, Zach Parise appeared on the bench wearing a green sweatshirt.

He chatted with coach Mike Yeo for a bit and took in some of the work his teammates were doing on the ice.

But Parise was retroactively placed on injured reserve Saturday and will miss Sunday's game against the Islanders and likely additional games.

"He's frustrated," coach Mike Yeo said. "He wants to be in the lineup. But hopefully every day that he gets his rest is a day that we get closer to him coming back."

Parise suffered a foot contusion blocking a shot Nov. 25 in St. Louis and never fully healed from that, pushing himself back from the injury earlier than expected.

Now Parise will miss a few games. He's been out two straight, will miss a third Sunday and likely more after that.

"Obviously he wants to get on the ice and help the team," Yeo said. "He's a huge part of our team and we can't wait to have him back, but at the same time let's do whatever we have to do to get him feeling healthy."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Struggles on the road make home stand crucial
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Philadelphia Flyers&#8217; Wayne Simmonds scores on the Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Niklas Backstrom on Dec. 23 in Philadelphia. The Wild have lost nine of

Philadelphia Flyers' Wayne Simmonds scores on the Minnesota Wild's Niklas Backstrom on Dec. 23 in Philadelphia. The Wild have lost nine of their past 10 road games. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)

With each big stretch the Wild struggle in, the next one becomes even more important.

Since the Wild entered a key stretch of games at the end of November, they're 5-10-1. They've lost nine of their past 10 road games and, for the first time this season, four consecutive games in regulation.

Because of that and their struggles on the road (6-12-3 outside St. Paul) each home game becomes magnified even more.

Now the Wild enter four straight at Xcel Energy Center starting with the New York Islanders on Sunday night.

"It's huge," Ryan Suter said. "We can't win on the road, so we better make sure we play hard at home."

The Wild have the biggest home-road discrepancy in the NHL. They are 14-3-2 in St. Paul, one of the main reasons they've been able to stay in the playoff picture despite their recent road skid.

After playing seven of their last eight games on the road, the return to Xcel Energy Center is a welcome one.

"I think certainly coming home is something that we should get excited about, we should feel good about," coach Mike Yeo said. "We've been a good home team. That said, I also don't think we should just look at that and say we're going to be better now. We have some more work to put in for sure. We have another level we have to get to and we have to get back to doing the things that make us a good team."

Minnesota Wild: Offense is there, discipline is not in loss to Jets
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba -- It took 7 minutes and 4 seconds for the Wild to score three goals Friday night, something they hadn't accomplished in an entire 60-minute game since Dec. 8.

Suddenly, a team whose offense has been its Achilles' heel appeared to have put its struggles behind. For the first time in weeks, it felt as if they might score every time they set up in the offensive zone.

Yet the Wild still found a way to lose, 6-4 to the Winnipeg Jets. That's four straight regulation losses, a first this season, and nine setbacks in the past 10 road games.

"Our focus is not directed the right way right now," coach Mike Yeo said. "There's been too much losing going on, and because of that we've got a lot of things clouding our focus of how we're supposed to play the game."

The Jets and Wild exchanged seven total goals in the first period, five of which came in the first 7:04.

"That's not the type of game that we're going to be successful playing," defenseman Ryan Suter said. "It was a run-and-gun type game, and it's what they wanted. ... We're not going to be successful in this league playing that way."

A Wild team that prided itself on a strong puck-possession game has crumbled. Once the NHL's best team at limiting shots on goal -- averaging about 25 a game -- the Wild have allowed nearly 10 more than that the past 10 games, and 38 in Friday night's loss.

"It's never the issue of scoring goals; it's about keeping them out of the net," Suter said. "You're not going to win if you give up goals -- especially this team."

The score was tied 4-4 midway through the third period, and the Wild had a few chances to take the lead. But, as they did throughout the night, the Jets crashed the net and former Gopher Blake Wheeler scored the game-winner in a scrum at the crease with 9:20 to play.

"It was there for us," defenseman Keith Ballard said. "And we blew it."

Goaltender Niklas Backstrom allowed three goals on the first seven shots he saw and five in all. In his past four road games, Backstrom has allowed 17 goals.

But Yeo defended Backstrom's play.

"Backstrom gave us a chance to win that game," Yeo said. "You look at some of the saves he made before they scored that go-ahead goal -- point blank (saves). I'm not going to say that he didn't play well tonight."

Instead, the coach said, the Wild lost because they didn't play the game they're designed to play.

Instead of dominating puck possession in the offensive zone and limiting chances the other way, they got into a back-and-forth shootout. It was thrilling for the fans but damaging for the Wild's standing.

"We're finding ways to lose hockey games," Yeo said. "I don't feel like we're controlling games; we're just kind of going into the game and things are happening and we're reacting to it."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Left wing Zach Parise skates in the first period as the San Jose Sharks play the Minnesota Wild at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Monday, December

Left wing Zach Parise skates in the first period as the San Jose Sharks play the Minnesota Wild at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Monday, December 8, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

WINNIPEG, Manitoba --The Wild are going to keep star forward Zach Parise off the ice in the coming days, coach Mike Yeo said.

Yeo termed Parise "day-to-day" as he tries to recover from lingering issues from the foot contusion he suffered Nov. 25.

Parise didn't travel with the team for the Wild's Friday night game in Winnipeg, their first game after the three-day NHL holiday break.

It was the third game Parise has missed this season due to the foot injury and the second in a row.

The Wild's skid of 5-9-1 started the day Parise suffered the injury by blocking a slap shot from Alexander Steen in St. Louis.

He was originally slated to miss 2-to-3 weeks, but missed zero practices and just one game, playing through the injury. But it seems playing through the pain may have caused his foot to worsen. Now, Parise may miss a stretch of games.

"Obviously if he's not a game player then I'd like to keep him off the ice completely and give him a good chance to heal," Yeo said.

Without Parise in the lineup, only one Wild player -- Jason Pominville -- entered Friday's game with more than seven goals.

Because of that, Yeo said the pressure is on the entire team to make up for the loss of Parise.

"We've seen it this year -- when we're at our strongest, when we're playing our best as a team, when we're playing our team game, then we're able to overcome these individual injuries," Yeo said. "And we've had some tough ones. But we've battled through it for the most part but certainly it's a tough challenge when you lose a guy like Zach for a team that hasn't been scoring a lot of goals."

Without Parise, more pressure to produce offensively falls on top-6 forwards Nino Niederreiter, Mikko Koivu, Dany Heatley, Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund.

Parise and Koivu have played together for all but one period since Parise signed with the Wild. But without the left winger, Koivu is centering a top unit with Niederreiter and Coyle on the wings.

But Koivu said he doesn't feel additional pressure to score with Parise out.

"I don't think so," Koivu said. "You just have to find a way as a unit to just build from the first shift. I'm sure we'll have to adjust, but the best way to adjust is to get some minutes and to play together."

If Parise is out for multiple games, that line will get plenty of time together. Parise was evaluated over the holiday break after being seen limping in the locker room following recent games.

Now his status is up in the air, removing the Wild's best offensive threat from a team that's been anemic offensively.

"Obviously we're losing a guy that's a threat every time he's on the ice so somebody is going to have to pick up the slack," Yeo said. "But more importantly, we have to do it as a group."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild have struggled mightily since last visit to Winnipeg
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Charlie Coyle, left, and Zach Parise celebrate Coyle&#8217;s shootout goal that gave the Wild a 3-2 win over the Winnipeg Jets in

Minnesota Wild's Charlie Coyle, left, and Zach Parise celebrate Coyle's shootout goal that gave the Wild a 3-2 win over the Winnipeg Jets in November in Winnipeg. (The Canadian Press: John Woods)

WINNIPEG, Manitoba -- The Wild were in Winnipeg a month ago, eating pizza outside a cramped locker room and celebrating a win over a division rival.

They had just beaten the Jets in a shootout and they did it playing seven defensemen and 11 forwards. Goalie Niklas Backstrom played brilliantly in a spot start after Josh Harding left during warmups.

Everything was going the Wild's way.

But nearly five weeks after that impressive win Nov. 23, the Wild return to MTS Centre with pressure mounting.

The Wild play the Jets on Friday night in the final game of a four-game road trip. So far, they've been outscored 13-4 in three losses, most recently 5-1 at Philadelphia on Monday.

After that game, coach Mike Yeo was steadfast in his support of his struggling team. But since the November game in Winnipeg, the Wild haven't played well enough to win.

They were 15-5-4 when they left Winnipeg, the best start in franchise history. In the 15 games since, they are 5-9-1.

"We have to be better," Yeo said. "This is not us. It's plain and simple that this is not us. And there's no way we can accept this."

After a tough stretch, the Wild have a chance to make up some of the ground they lost earlier this month. After Friday's game, they return for four straight at the Xcel Energy Center, where they are 14-3-2 this season. And three of those four games are against teams that trail the Wild in the standings.

But first up for Minnesota is Winnipeg, and the last time these teams met, the Wild were a different team.

Since Harding was placed on injured reserve last week, Backstrom has struggled in three starts. Yeo said a lack of scoring -- not Backstrom -- is responsible for the Wild's woes. But there's no hiding Backstrom's 2-8-2 record, 3.18 goals-against average and .896 save percentage.

The Wild said last week they planned on Harding's return to the team Friday. But it's unclear whether he would be able to start because he hasn't practiced or played with the team in nine days.

The bigger problem is goal scoring. Minnesota has been outscored 39-22 since its last game in Winnipeg.

Friday is the first day NHL teams can practice and play following a mandatory three-day break for the holidays.

"I think the break comes at a perfect time," Yeo said Monday. "I think it's pretty much all between the ears with us right now."

Forward Zach Parise didn't play Monday because of lingering pain stemming from a bruised foot. He was scheduled to be examined and receive treatment over the holiday break. An update is expected Friday.

In 12 games following the injury, Parise has produced just five points on four goals and an assist. He was a minus-6 in those games.

"I'm not going to try to paint a rosy picture, and I'm not going to make any excuses," Yeo said. "Flat out, we need to be better. That's every one of us. It starts with me. We have to be better."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Blackhawks defensemen stepping up on offense

By JAY COHEN AP Sports Writer
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CHICAGO—Forget Patrick Kane's flashy moves and Jonathan Toews' steady play. Same for the rest of the talented forwards on the Chicago Blackhawks.

Instead, check out the players who line up right behind the team's biggest stars. Chicago's athletic defensemen play a prominent role in the NHL's most potent offense.

Duncan Keith leads all NHL defensemen with 30 assists. Niklas Hjalmarsson is on pace for career highs in goals and assists. Brent Seabrook has three goals and 23 assists after he had 20 points in 47 games last season. Nick Leddy and Johnny Oduya also have provided valuable support on offense.

It's hard enough for teams to deal with the likes of Kane and Toews. Now, when Keith & Co. are coming up and taking aim, the Blackhawks turn into a goaltender's nightmare.

"I love our defense. They've been huge for us the past two seasons," forward Patrick Sharp said. "They all skate well. They all move the puck and with the forwards that we have in our locker room, we like to get it with speed and they do a good job of getting it to us. Our defense (has) been the key to our team this year."

The importance of Chicago's offensive defensemen was on full display Monday night, when the Blackhawks beat the New Jersey Devils 5-2 for their sixth win in the last eight games. Leddy helped set up Kane's tiebreaking goal in the second period, and then capped the scoring with his fifth of the season in the third. Seabrook added two assists.

It was the Blackhawks' 15th game with at least five goals, running their league-best total to 145. They also lead the NHL with an average of 2.87 points a game by their defensemen, according to STATS, a significant increase from their 2.08 average for last season's Stanley Cup-winning team.

St. Louis, which hosts Chicago on Saturday night, is next on the list with 2.64 points a game for its defensemen and 128 goals overall.

"I think as a defense corps you know that it's important that we help control the offensive goal, not just necessarily scoring points but just being in on the attack and being an extra option that might create some space for our forwards," said Keith, who also had an assist against the Devils.

Keith is one of the top contenders for the Norris Trophy after he took home the award for the NHL's top defenseman in 2010. The 30-year-old Keith, who was selected by the Blackhawks in the second round of the 2002 draft, has led the team in ice time every season since he made his debut in 2005.

He plays alongside Seabrook in Chicago's top defensive pairing.

"The two of them have been together basically since they broke into the league," said coach Joel Quenneville, a former NHL defenseman. "That's been a big part of our team. When you think about all the shifts they've played together, there's a lot of familiarity with one another and I think they complement each other for the right reasons."

That familiarity is a common theme when it comes to the Blackhawks' defensemen.

Seabrook, a first-round draft pick by Chicago in 2003, had two of the Blackhawks' biggest goals in their run to the title last season. He scored in overtime in Game 7 of the Western Conference semifinals against Detroit after Chicago battled back from a 3-1 series deficit, and then had another overtime winner in Game 4 of the Stanley Cup finals at Boston.

Hjalmarsson also was drafted by the Blackhawks and is in his seventh season with the team. The 22-year-old Leddy, a 2009 first-round selection by Minnesota, was acquired in a trade in 2010 and has played for Chicago for four seasons. Oduya came over in a February 2012 trade with Winnipeg.

"You're with a group or a linemate or a defense partner for a certain amount of time, you develop that chemistry on the ice and even off the ice," Keith said. "You become more familiar with one another and closer. I just think it helps the overall game on the ice knowing what guys tend to do out on the ice and what they want to do."

The Blackhawks (26-7-6) also have done a strong job of finding the right players for their system, which emphasizes puck possession. 

The eight defensemen on Chicago's roster range in height from 6-foot (Leddy and Oduya) to 6-3 (Seabrook and Hjalmarsson) and weight from 190 pounds for Oduya to 221 for Seabrook. The top defensemen are all strong skaters who are comfortable with the puck on their stick and can cover a lot of ground in a hurry.

"The style of play fits the player and the player fits style of play," Oduya said. "I think that's important."

———
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Nearly halfway through his team's schedule, Hill-Murray boys hockey coach Bill Lechner looks forward to the holiday break. But not to relax.

"This is when things really get rolling," he said. "This is an important time for us."

The top-ranked Pioneers once again are spending their Christmas break playing in the top-level gold division of the Schwan Cup, arguably the best regular-season boys hockey tournament in the state. The gold bracket at Ridder Arena on the University of Minnesota campus also includes outstate power Duluth East; last season's Class 2A state champion, Edina; St. Thomas Academy, the small-school power playing in the big-school field this season; and Breck, top-ranked in Class A.

The 13th annual event features 56 boys and girls teams in seven divisions.

The girls' blue division field is intriguing, with teams from Bismark, N.D.; Dryden, Ontario, and Hanover, one of the top programs in New Hampshire. Achiever Academy, a team fielded by the Northern Educate Hockey Academy based at the Vadnais Heights Sports Center, also is participating.

"We brag that our holiday tournament is the best in Minnesota, regardless of sport," said Barclay Kruse, chief communications officer for the National Sports Center in Blaine. The bulk of the tournament is played at the Schwan Super Rink, which is part of the NSC complex.

Traditionally, the boys' gold division steals the spotlight.

Last season, Hill-Murray and St. Thomas Academy, rivals in the Classic Suburban, played to a 3-3 tie in the gold division championship game. While the result was recorded as a tie, Hill-Murray got the trophy after winning in a shootout.

"This tournament is a benchmark of how we're doing," Lechner said. "We play a tough nonconference schedule, and the Schwan's Cup is a continuation of that. There are many other strong teams that aren't playing in it, but this is always a high-quality field."

With teams playing three games in three days, the Schwan Cup simulates what could take place for a team a couple of months down the road at the state tournament.

"This is a really nice gauge to know how we're playing," St. Thomas Academy co-coach Greg Vannelli said. "It exposes what you need to work on. I try not to get too emotionally involved. I try to be tactically involved to see where we're weak and to answer questions like line combinations and individual matchups."

Winning the gold tournament establishes a team as a favorite going into the state tournament, but it is no sure thing that a state crown is on the horizon. Only once in the past nine years has the winner of the Schwan Cup gold division won a big-school state championship that season. Holy Angels captured both titles in 2005.

"We all know that there are 10 to 12 teams out there that can beat anyone in a given game," Vannelli said.

The gold division is playing at Ridder Arena for the second consecutive season after playing its previous years at Xcel Energy Center.

"We aren't closing the door on playing future tournaments at the Xcel," Kruse said. "It's been a scheduling issue with the Wild."

STA, for one, has no problem playing at Ridder Arena.

"It feels a little more full with fans than the Xcel does at this time of year," Vannelli said. "The Xcel was nice, but it's tough to get fans there this time of year."

BEST OF THE REST

BOYS BASKETBALL

Granite City Classic

When: Friday, at St. Cloud Apollo High School; Saturday, at St. Cloud State University

Teams: Apple Valley, Belgrade-Brooten-Elrosa, Big Lake, Blake, Champlin Park, Delano, Prior Lake, Rocori, Roseville, Sartell-St. Stephen, Sauk Rapids-Rice, St. Francis, St. Cloud Apollo, Stillwater

Details: An outstanding tournament featuring some of Minnesota's best players. A must-see game is Apple Valley vs. Roseville at 8:30 p.m. Friday. Champlin Park scored more than 100 points in an overtime loss to Hopkins earlier this month.

GIRLS BASKETBALL

Dick's Holiday Classic

When: Thursday-Saturday, at Lindbergh Center, Hopkins High School

Teams: Anoka, Bloomington Kennedy, Forest Lake, Hopkins, Minnetonka, Osseo, Park, Prior Lake

Details: Traditionally the strongest regular-season tournament, this often resembles a prelude to the state tournament in March.

GIRLS HOCKEY

Kaposia Classic

When: Dec. 30-Jan. 1, at Wakota Arena, South St. Paul

Teams: Blake, Bloomington Jefferson, Hibbing, Hill-Murray, Lakeville North, Roseville, Mounds View, South St. Paul

Details: In its 19th year, this event at a tradition-rich venue often produces that season's state champion.

WRESTLING

The Clash National Duals

When: Jan. 3-4, Regional Sports Center, Rochester

Minnesota teams: Apple Valley, Adrian, Hastings, Jackson County Central, Kasson-Mantorville, New Prague, Prior Lake, St. Michael-Albertville, Totino-Grace

Details: Top-ranked teams from Minnesota, Iowa, Illinois, South Dakota, Nebraska, Ohio, New Jersey and Alabama are among 32 that will compete in the tournament that puts the winner in national title contention.

-- Tim Leighton

High school hockey: Burnsville's Brock Boeser can't wait to be a Badger

By Garrison Shepard

gshepard@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/23/2013 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   15 days ago

Brock Boeser

Brock Boeser

Related Stories

    Dec 25:

    Schwan Cup sets holiday tourney gold standard

    Nov 26:

    High school hockey: St. Thomas Academy 'excited' about move up to Class 2A

The name Brock derives from the Gaelic word broc, meaning badger. So it's only fitting that Burnsville High School junior Brock Boeser would choose to play hockey at the University of Wisconsin.

But Boeser's first name and choice to attend Wisconsin isn't exactly coincidental. He's been immersed in Badgers culture since he was a child. His mother's family is from Madison, and his cousin, Dan Boeser, played hockey for the Badgers from 2000-04.

"I was 4, 5, or 6 years old when I watched him play there. As I watched him play I became a Badger fan and have always wanted to play there," Brock Boeser said.

When Boeser attended his cousin's games, he and his family often would visit with the players after, which further instilled in Boeser a desire to be a Badger.

"It was fun to be able to bring him into the locker room and watch his eyes light up as any little kid does in that situation. That probably helped make his decision a little easier," Dan Boeser said.

Brock Boeser gave an oral commitment to the Badgers in the spring of his sophomore year after his first varsity season with the Blaze, during which he had 12 goals and 22 assists in 19 games.

Like any good Badgers fan, Boeser grew up disliking the Gophers. But attending the University of Minnesota was an option for him.

"It was nice to know you could play at your home state, but at the end it was just Wisconsin from the start," Boeser said.

Boeser calls Wisconsin his "dream school" but he still has two years before he skates onto the Kohl Center ice in red and white. Until then, his goal is to help get Burnsville into the state tournament for the first time since 2007.

That became much tougher when two of the Blaze's top scorers, Tyler Sheehy and Teemu Kivihalme, elected to forgo their senior seasons to play in the United States Hockey League this season.

Playing forward opposite Boeser on Burnsville's first line last season, Sheehy led the team with 22 goals.

With Sheehy gone, the start of the season was a bit rocky for Burnsville as they adjusted to line changes.

"The first few games we were jumping around and not doing so hot, but now that we got Will (Missling) there, we have been working really good together and have good chemistry," Boeser said.

Boeser said he feels more pressure this season to produce the points his former teammates provided in the past. So far he has been able to step his game up to fill the void, something that was helped by his international playing experience.

Last summer Boeser played for the USA Under-17 Select Team in the Five Nations Tournament in Slovakia, leading Team USA to the gold medal with five goals and four assists. That success has continued into this hockey season.

Through the Blaze's first eight games, Boeser has 16 points, tops in the South Suburban Conference.

"You lose guys every year, but I think Brock brings leadership," Burnsville coach Janne Kivihalme said. "He's a hard-nosed player. I think young guys coming in and watching that type of hockey are going to learn a lot about what it takes to be a varsity player at Burnsville."

Boeser might be another player Kivihalme loses to the USHL. Boeser was drafted second overall by the Sioux City Musketeers this past year. But playing juniors isn't something that Boeser is worried about at the moment.

"I'm definitely putting it up as an option," he said. "Right now, I'm just focused on this season, and after I'll have to decide what I'm doing for next year."

Wild coach Mike Yeo vows team will turn things around after another anemic offensive effort
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The Philadelphia Flyers' Luke Schenn, center, celebrates his goal with teammates Brayden Schenn, right, and Scott Hartnell in the first period of his team's 4-1 victory over the Wild on Monday night, Dec. 23, 2013, in Philadelphia. (Yong Kim/Philadelphia Daily News/MCT)

The Philadelphia Flyers' Luke Schenn, center, celebrates his goal with teammates Brayden Schenn, right, and Scott Hartnell in the first period of his team's 4-1 victory over the Wild on Monday night, Dec. 23, 2013, in Philadelphia. (Yong Kim/Philadelphia Daily News/MCT)
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Philadelphia Flyers&#8217; Wayne Simmonds, left, scores a goal past Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom during the first period Monday in Philadelphia.

Philadelphia Flyers' Wayne Simmonds, left, scores a goal past Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom during the first period Monday in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)

PHILADELPHIA -- For the most part, the Wild squad that can't score goals and has been mentally unstable of late is the same one that gave the franchise its first playoff berth in five years.

It's the same group that raised expectations for this season beyond just making the playoffs.

It's the same group that opened the season by setting franchise records during a blazing start.

And it's the same group that was pushed around here Monday night during their eighth road loss in the past nine attempts, a group that struggles to score and buckles under the pressure of playing from behind.

"And this is the same group that's going to get us out of it," coach Mike Yeo said.

There was nothing cheery about the Wild's final game before the NHL holiday break, which ended in a 4-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers.

Since the record-setting pace ended Nov. 25, the Wild are 5-9-1 and have been outscored 39-22. They've managed just seven goals in their past nine games and 22 goals in the past 15.

Yeo was defiant after the game.

"I'm not going to paint a rosy picture," he said.

He said it again three more times during a four-minute interview.

The frustration is mounting as is the pressure on Yeo to turn the team around after a three-day hiatus.

"This is not us," Yeo said. "It's plain and simple that this is not us. And there's no way that we can accept this. It's not us."

Monday, the Wild played without star forward Zach Parise, and the offense was as anemic as ever.

The lone Wild goal came on a two-man advantage, and it took 91 seconds on the 5-on-3 to get the goal.

The Wild have talked repeatedly about what it will take to break out of their scoring slump. But so far, nothing has come of it.

The Wild have scored three or more goals just twice in their past 16 games. On a goals-per-game basis, they're the worst offensive team in the Western Conference and second worst in the NHL.

After the loss, they entered the hiatus of no practices or games until Friday in Winnipeg.

"I think it's a good time for the break," said Kyle Brodziak, who has two goals this season. "I think we need a few days to really find what we need to do and what every guy individually needs to do and however we need to do it to break out of whatever funk we're in right now."

Monday, the Wild gave up the first goal less than two minutes in and trailed for the following 58 minutes and 8 seconds.

Mikael Granlund scored the lone goal, which cut the deficit to 2-1, but that was it.

"I think it's pretty much all between the ears with us right now," Yeo said.

When the Wild started their three-game road trip Thursday in Pittsburgh, Yeo said it was an important one for the team to build its game, but they wound up being outscored 13-4.

"I'm not going to try to paint a rosy picture and I'm not going to make any excuses," Yeo said. "Flat out, we need to be better. That's every one of us. It starts with me. We all have to be better."

Entering the season, the same Wild group that lost here Monday talked about building on last season's playoff appearance. They had added pieces. They had Jason Pominville for a full season, they had Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter, and the young players were more developed.

But today, the Wild aren't on pace to make the playoffs. They rank fourth in a division of seven and ninth in a conference of 14.

They were a very good team to open the season -- a record-setting team. But they haven't been able to score in the past month and haven't won many games because of it.

"I'm not concerned," Yeo said. "I'm not. We'll get it back with this group. We'll get it back by being better individually. Like I said, it starts with me. I'll be better. And it goes down the line."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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The Philadelphia Flyers' Luke Schenn, center, celebrates his goal with teammates Brayden Schenn, right, and Scott Hartnell in the first period of his team's 4-1 victory over the Wild on Monday night, Dec. 23, 2013, in Philadelphia. (Yong Kim/Philadelphia Daily News/MCT)

The Philadelphia Flyers' Luke Schenn, center, celebrates his goal with teammates Brayden Schenn, right, and Scott Hartnell in the first period of his team's 4-1 victory over the Wild on Monday night, Dec. 23, 2013, in Philadelphia. (Yong Kim/Philadelphia Daily News/MCT)
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Mikko Koivu tries to get the puck past Philadelphia Flyers&#8217; Mark Streit and goalie Steve Mason during the first period Monday

Minnesota Wild's Mikko Koivu tries to get the puck past Philadelphia Flyers' Mark Streit and goalie Steve Mason during the first period Monday in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)

Luke Schenn scored less than two minutes into the game and the Wild never recovered, trailing for 58 minutes and 8 seconds.

It's a familiar script now for the Wild, who have given up the game's first goal in 11 of the past 12 road games.

By the time the Wild got on the board, thanks to a Mikael Granlund 5-on-3 goal, they were down 2-1.

The Flyers scored their first three goals on eight shots.

Schenn started it on the Flyers' first shot, Wayne Simmonds finished a pretty tic-tac-toe power-play goal and Claude Giroux deflected in the third Flyers goal off the net.

MEANING: The road woes continue.

The Wild have lost have lost eight of their past nine road games and fell to 6-11-3 away from St. Paul compared to 14-3-2 at the Xcel Energy Center.

They enter the NHL's holiday break with the second-worst goals-per-game average in the league, ahead of only the Buffalo Sabres.

ETC.: Ryan Suter set a career high with his seventh consecutive game with an assist. It's the longest such streak for a defenseman in Wild history ... The Flyers netted two first-period goals on five shots on net. ... Granlund's goal was the Wild's first this season on the 5-on-3.

UP NEXT: at Jets, 7 p.m.Friday, FSN, KFXN-FM 100.3
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JORDYN ALT

School: Cretin-Derham Hall

Sport: Basketball

Year: Senior

The Raiders' post player had 16 points and 17 rebounds in a 63-54 loss to White Bear Lake and then 19 points and 15 rebounds in a 62-52 victory over Mounds View. The Denver University recruit is averaging 17 points and 12 rebounds through six games.

LEO HIPP

School: Forest Lake

Sport: Nordic Skiing

Year: Junior

He has won two races and finished second in three others for the Rangers, Minnesota's top-ranked Nordic Skiing team. He won the Ranger Invitational at Troll Hollow in 22:41 for the 8-kilometer double pursuit. He also was runner-up in a Suburban East Conference meet at Como Park, finishing the 5K course in 15:23.

LOGAN KNIP

School: Totino-Grace

Sport: Hockey

Year: Junior

The goalie had 14 saves in a 3-0 victory over Minnehaha Academy, 31 saves in a 2-1 overtime win over the Minneapolis Novas, and 30 saves in a shutout victory over St. Louis Park. She has a 2.56 goals-against average, .923 save percentage and four shutouts.

MADDIE KULOW

School: Baldwin-Woodville

Sport: Basketball

Year: Junior

She scored 23 points in a 54-36 victory over Hudson and 22 points in a 54-41 win over Menomonie. She leads the Blackhawks (7-0) with averages of 15.2 points, 6.2 rebounds, 3.8 assists and 3.2 steals per game.

KEVIN MCPHERSON

School: Tartan

Sport: Swimming

Year: Junior

He set a Classic Suburban Conference record with his time of 1:45.86 in the 200-yard freestyle during the Titans' dual with Simley. That is the fastest time reported in Minnesota so far this season in that event. In that meet, he also set a school record in the 100-yard breaststroke with a time of 1:01.87, breaking the old mark by nearly 2-1/2 seconds.

SPENCER NAAS

School: Benilde-St. Margaret's

Sport: Hockey

Year: Senior

The 5-foot-10, 180-pound center scored eight points in a 20-hour stretch to complete an 11-point week. He had three assists in a 4-4 tie with Maple Grove, along with back-to-back hat tricks against Moorhead and Duluth Marshall. He reached the 100-goal milestone with his third goal in a 9-1 victory over Moorhead. Against Marshall, he had two short-handed goals. He has 16 goals this season, including five short-handed goals.

JALEN PATTERSON

School: St. Thomas Academy

Sport: Basketball

Year: Senior

The center scored 29 points in a 69-66 victory over Hill-Murray, 14 points in a 76-57 win over Richfield and 15 points in 58-43 win over Minneapolis Patrick Henry. He also had 19 points and 11 rebounds in a 52-51 loss to Henry Sibley. He is averaging 19 points and eight rebounds for the Cadets (5-2).

ROCCI WOHLK

School: Forest Lake

Sport: Nordic Skiing

Year: Junior

She was the runner-up in a Suburban East Conference meet at Como Park Golf Course with a time of 16:56, and she was a repeat champion in the Peter Westra Sprint Championships at Troll Hollow. She was 20th in the pursuit at last season's state meet.
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Minnesota Wild: Nate Prosser rewarded for being prepared

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/23/2013 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   15 days ago

Minnesota&#8217;s Nate Prosser, center, helps defend the goal against the Canadiens during a Nov. 19 game. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Graham Hughes)

Minnesota's Nate Prosser, center, helps defend the goal against the Canadiens during a Nov. 19 game. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Graham Hughes)

PHILADELPHIA -- Without playing, Nate Prosser has one of the more difficult jobs in the NHL. It's why Wild coach Mike Yeo called him, "such a great pro" Monday.

Prosser has to be ready to play on a moment's notice without getting consistent reps in games.

Monday, Prosser got notice.

The defenseman from Elk River is set to return to the Wild lineup after a 13-game hiatus as a healthy scratch that dates back to Nov. 25.

"It's been a long time," Prosser said. "It's tough. You want to be in. The reason I came here was to play games and be in the lineup. I just want to continue to be a positive team guy and do what I can to stay ready. It was a long break missing games, and that was kind of the toughest thing."

Prosser has been able to stay in shape by working on the ice before practice starts and after it ends. And he has spent extra time in the weight room.

That's the easier part of missing games. The harder part is finding a way to stay mentally ready -- how do you stay prepared without any game action?

"That's the million dollar question," Prosser said. "I've been working hard in practice and doing ... the mental reps to try to be ready."

Prosser's action Monday night comes a night after defenseman Clayton Stoner suffered an undisclosed lower body injury in New York.

Prosser was expected to skate with Keith Ballard.

He's a strong defenseman that is at his best, Yeo said, when he brings a physical element. That's tougher to do when going weeks between games, but Yeo said Prosser has been able to effectively do it.

"It's not an easy job," Yeo said. "A lot of guys can't do it, to come in and be effective in there, and he's done it for us. I think he can come in and provide a spark."

Minnesota Wild's Mikael Granlund happy to be back in lineup

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/23/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/23/2013 06:15:19 PM CST

Minnesota&#8217;s Mikael Granlund, right, gets tangled with Winnipeg&#8217;s Tobias Enstrom during a Nov. 17 game. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Minnesota's Mikael Granlund, right, gets tangled with Winnipeg's Tobias Enstrom during a Nov. 17 game. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

PHILADELPHIA -- On his second shift of the Wild's game Sunday in New York, Mikael Granlund fed Nino Niederreiter with a pretty pass from behind the net for a scoring chance.

From the bench, coach Mike Yeo said, "Well, it looks like he's back."

Granlund returned to action Sunday from a concussion he suffered in November and seemed to re-aggravate. After a successful first game back, he was expected to play in the second of the Wild's back-to-backs Monday.

"It's tough," Granlund said, speaking to the media for the first time since the injury. "You always want to be playing, but that's how it goes sometimes.

"That was fun. I'd been waiting for that moment to play again. That was the first game back and it's not the easiest. Now I just have to keep building."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Yeo not ruling out starting Harding on Friday in Winnipeg

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/23/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/23/2013 06:08:47 PM CST

Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period at Xcel Energy Center on Dec. 17. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Minnesota goalie Josh Harding deflects a Vancouver shot in the first period at Xcel Energy Center on Dec. 17. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

PHILADELPHIA -- Josh Harding isn't skating in Minnesota while on injured reserve, but coach Mike Yeo hasn't ruled him out as the team's starter Friday, their first game back from the holiday break.

Harding was placed on injured reserve to adjust to medication alterations for his multiple sclerosis. The team expects him to return Friday.

If Harding, statistically the NHL's best goalie, doesn't take the ice before Friday, he'll have gone nine days without taking a puck. Even so, Yeo didn't rule him out for a possible start in Winnipeg against the Jets.

"We'll figure that out," Yeo said. "We're going to have a (pre-game) skate in Winnipeg. That's a long ways away. I'm not thinking about that."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild call up Veilleux, send Haula to AHL

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/23/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/23/2013 06:09:37 PM CST

Minnesota&#8217;s Stephane Veilleux falls after checking Florida&#8217;s Erik Gudbranson in an Oct. 19 game. (AP Photo/Alan Diaz)

Minnesota's Stephane Veilleux falls after checking Florida's Erik Gudbranson in an Oct. 19 game. (AP Photo/Alan Diaz)

PHILADELPHIA -- In search of a spark, the Wild called up winger Stephane Veilleux from the AHL, swapping places with Erik Haula.

Following a stretch of inconsistent play, Wild coach Mike Yeo said the team likes having Veilleux aboard because they know what he provides.

"And I think that's important with our fourth line to bring that speed and identity," Yeo said.

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: 5-on-3 has been no advantage

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/22/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/22/2013 06:45:59 PM CST

NEW YORK -- Most hockey teams relish the rare two-man advantage. For the Wild, it's been unproductive at best, counterproductive at worst.

Entering Sunday night's game against the Rangers, the Wild were 0 for 6 on 5-on-3 opportunities this season. Total time, 6 minutes, 46 seconds. Only the Buffalo Sabres -- the worst team in the NHL -- had spent more time on a two-man advantage without scoring.

Worse yet, players said, those two-man advantages actually have worked against them, flipping momentum to an opponent giddy over killing off a 5-on-3.

"That's a time that you need to score," captain Mikko Koivu said. "A lot of times if you don't score, it's a turning point -- especially when you have a long time. We recognize that, and it's as simple as that. You just have to score on those."

Coach Mike Yeo has changed personnel, schemes and lineups, all in vain.

"The one thing that I don't think has really changed is our mentality," said Yeo, who described that as an "attack mentality."

The core unit consists of Koivu centering Zach Parise and Jason Pominville, with Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon at the point.

"We've just got to find way to put it in," Yeo said. "The fact that we're sitting here and we haven't scored a 5-on-3 goalie this season puts a little more focus on it."

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Mike Rupp back in lineup against former team

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/22/2013 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   12/22/2013 06:47:21 PM CST

NEW YORK -- Back at Madison Square Garden for the first time since the Rangers dealt him to the Wild last season, Mike Rupp was penciled in to play for the first time in nearly three weeks.

Rupp had been a healthy scratch in six straight games and hadn't played since Dec. 6. He played in 68 regular-season games with the Rangers and 20 more in the playoffs.

"He should be motivated against his old team," coach Mike Yeo said before the game.

Rupp, a fourth line winger, was lauded as a team player even as he was routinely passed over for ice time.

"He's such a great teammate," Yeo said. "But he's a guy that definitely we'd like to get him in because he's a great presence in the locker room, he's a big body, he's going to play a physical game and be mean and hard to play against every night."

On Sunday, Rupp was put on a line with center Erik Haula and winger Torrey Mitchell.

"I thought they were effective (together earlier in the season) and gave us some good minutes, and so I'd like to see them go out and do some more of the same," Yeo said.

Minnesota Wild: Mikael Granlund back in lineup

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   12/22/2013 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

NEW YORK -- After missing the 13 of the past 14 games because of concussion symptoms, center Mikael Granlund was set to return to the Wild lineup for Sunday's game against the Rangers at Madison Square Garden.

Granlund was penciled into the second line, where he was reunited with winger Jason Pominville; the two had played well together before Granlund was hurt Nov. 27 on a hit by Coyotes defenseman Connor Murphy.

"I want to see how quickly he can get back to it; I want to see him go out and play with confidence and bring what he can bring," coach Mike Yeo said.

With Granlund back, Charlie Coyle was put back on the top line.

"Obviously we'll be realistic with our expectations (regarding Granlund)," Yeo said. "But I think that throwing him right back into the fire (will help)."

Fourteen potential second-half stars to keep an eye on

Tuesday, 01.07.2014 / 3:00 AM / NHL Insider

By Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer
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The first half of the 2013-14 NHL season has had plenty of intrigue, but the home stretch could bring a flurry of new storylines to go along with the resolution of the ones that have developed in the opening months of the campaign.

There have been several breakout stars, from rookie sensations like Tomas Hertl and Seth Jones to young players who have inconsistent pasts like Cam Fowler and Tyler Seguin, and even veterans reaching new heights like Alexander Steen and Josh Harding. Some of the sport's biggest stars have missed time with injuries, and others have stepped to the fore in their place.

So who are some of the players that could change the narrative of the 2013-14 season and play a starring role in the second half? Here are 14 names to keep in mind as the back half of the schedule leads into the Olympic break, the trade deadline and the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Jonathan Quick, Los Angeles Kings

 Kings goalie Jonathan Quick can make Team USA a dangerous opponent at the 2014 Sochi Olympics. (Photo: Getty Images)

The Kings have remained among the top teams in the NHL despite Quick not playing like he has in the past two postseasons and then missing nearly two months with a groin injury. Martin Jones and Ben Scrivens have both been nice stories, but the Kings with a healthy and productive Quick are likely the greatest challenger to the Chicago Blackhawks. If that happens in the next couple of weeks, it could also make the United States a more dangerous opponent at the 2014 Sochi Olympics.

Evgeni Malkin, Pittsburgh Penguins

Malkin has 26 points in his past 13 games. The problem is he missed three weeks with a leg injury in the middle. After a slow start, the big Russian center looked like Sidney Crosby's top challenger for the Art Ross Trophy for about a week until the injury. The Penguins have rarely had Malkin and Crosby rolling at 100 percent capacity in the past four seasons. His native Russia needs the "great Geno" next month in Sochi as well.

Steven Stamkos, Tampa Bay Lightning

Stamkos had ascended to the rank of "world's greatest goal scorer," but the next guy on this list has roared back into that conversation with a strong finish to the 2012-13 season and ridiculous start to this campaign. As much as Crosby vs. Alex Ovechkin has been the biggest individual rivalry in the League, Stamkos vs. Ovechkin for "best goal scorer" is at least a fun argument. Stamkos still wants to play in Sochi as well, which would mean the culmination of a remarkable recovery from a broken leg.

Alex Ovechkin, Washington Capitals

Ovechkin has been scoring goals at a vintage pace, but he's actually been really unlucky when he's on the ice and not the guy shooting the puck. Washington's shooting percentage when Ovechkin is on the ice in five-on-five situations is at 5.3 percent, which is tied for 30th-worst in the League, according to ExtraSkater.com. Remember, that includes all of Ovechkin's shots, and he leads the NHL in even-strength goals. It is very likely more of his teammates' shots will go in in the second half, which would likely lead to more assists for Ovechkin. A strong second half can do wonders for a player's candidacy for major awards, just like … Ovechkin last season.

Zdeno Chara, Boston Bruins

2013-14 MIDSEASON REVIEW

Crosby leads chase for Hart Trophy

Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

Sidney Crosby of the Pittsburgh Penguins is NHL.com's pick for the Hart Trophy as the NHL's Most Valuable Player at the halfway point of the season. READ MORE › Thirteen storylines from the season's first half

Fantasy All-Access: New Year's resolutions

Among the 50 players with the lowest team shooting percentage at even strength, Chara is tied for first in Fenwick-for percentage (55.9 percent) and second to New York Rangers defenseman Anton Stralman in Corsi-for percentage (55.7 percent, one-tenth of a percentage behind Stralman). He has also done this while facing the toughest competition of anyone on his team. He should be one of the top contenders for the Norris Trophy, and a boost in points that comes from his luck progressing toward the mean would certainly help his cause.

Zach Parise/Mikko Koivu/Jason Pominville, Minnesota Wild

This trio of Wild forwards does not always play together when the team is at full strength, but they have at certain points. They have all been pretty unlucky, with the team's shooting percentage below seven percent when any of them are on the ice at even strength. An issue that could derail a Minnesota surge led by these top forwards? The team's overall possession stats have been in a steady decline after a great start to the season and have dropped the Wild from the elite to the middle of the pack. Individual production could increase for these three guys, but that might not be enough to snap the Wild out of its funk. Koivu is expected to miss a month after ankle surgery, which won't help either.

Eric Staal/Alexander Semin, Carolina Hurricanes

Staal and Semin combined with Jiri Tlusty to form one of the most productive (and underrated) lines in the NHL last season. This season has not gone as well for any of the three for various reasons. Staal started slowly, in part because of a knee injury sustained during the 2013 IIHF World Championship. Semin has missed time with a concussion and Tlusty is currently out after needing an emergency appendectomy. The team has shot seven percent or less with Staal and Semin on the ice at even strength. On a personal level, Semin's shooting percentage is a career-low 6.5 percent and Staal's is the worst since his rookie season. A big second half from both could propel the Hurricanes into a playoff spot in the mediocre Metropolitan Division.

Rick Nash/Derek Stepan, New York Rangers

 Rangers center Derek Stepen could be key for New York if he and Rick Nash begin scoring consistently. (Photo: Brian Babineau/NHLI)

Speaking of sometimes linemates, Nash and Stepan should be the top two offensive players for the Rangers. Instead, Stepan is third and Nash, who missed significant time with a concussion, is eighth on the team in points. Neither player is shooting better than seven percent, so there is also some bad luck involved. The Rangers will be a different team if Stepan and Nash are point-per-game guys in the second half.

Evander Kane, Winnipeg Jets

Kane has always been a volume shooter, and he's second in the League to Ovechkin in shots per game at 4.4. He has 23 of his 164 shots on goal when the Jets are on the man advantage, and only one of those has gone in. A little better luck, especially on the power play, could lead to a 35-goal season.

Nail Yakupov, Edmonton Oilers

It has been a rough go for "Yak City" in the first half of the season. Healthy scratches, fourth-line minutes, special teams demotions … there's been a lot more "stick" than "carrot" from new coach Dallas Eakins. The team has shot only 6.9 percent with him on the ice at even strength, but the real issue is the team's .868 save percentage in five-on-five play with Yakupov involved. Is he responsible for some of that with substandard defensive effort? Probably, but a little better goaltending behind him could lead to more confidence and better minutes from the coaching staff. Yakupov proved last season when he gets hot, he can pour in the goals in a hurry.
Analysis: Several gambles on Sweden Olympic roster

Tuesday, 01.07.2014 / 12:21 PM / 2014 Olympics

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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The players Sweden named to its team for the 2014 Sochi Olympics could be a gambler's paradise.

There's a lot to like in those picked; there's also a lot that could go wrong.

It starts in goal, where Sweden could have a huge advantage on other teams in the tournament -- if New York Rangers goaltender Henrik Lundqvist plays to his top form.

Lundqvist, the 2012 Vezina Trophy winner, has had an uneven NHL season with the Rangers. In 32 games he's 12-16-3. His 2.78 goals-against average is 32nd in the League and his .906 save percentage is 34th; this comes after Lundqvist ranked in the top eight in both categories every season since 2009-10.

OLYMPIC COVERAGE

Road to Sochi Blog

NHL.com Staff

 With the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia rapidly approaching, NHL.com provides complete coverage as players from around the League prepare to represent their countries on a global stage. READ MORE › 
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Analysis: Several gambles for Sweden

Analysis: Omissions could define U.S. team

Watch: Interview with USA's Howard, JVR

MORE OLYMPIC COVERAGE ›

He also has seen backup Cam Talbot make consecutive starts on multiple occasions, something that would have been unthinkable in the past.

However, Lundqvist still can be the dominant, game-changing performer who has led the Rangers to the Stanley Cup Playoffs seven times in his first eight seasons. And four years ago in Vancouver, Lundqvist had a 1.34 GAA and .927 save percentage in three games.

Lundqvist isn't the only player Sweden is gambling on coming up big in Sochi.

Defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson of the Phoenix Coyotes is recovering from a concussion sustained during a game Jan. 2 against the Columbus Blue Jackets when he was slammed into the boards by Derek MacKenzie of the Columbus Blue Jackets. MacKenzie was suspended three games by the NHL Department of Player Safety for the hit.

If Ekman-Larsson is unable to play in Sochi, or is less than 100 percent, Sweden's defense could be even more shorthanded than it already will be to start the tournament. Alexander Edler of the Vancouver Canucks, who has missed the past month with a lower-body injury, will miss the first two games to finish a suspension assessed during the 2013 IIHF World Championship.

A healthy Ekman-Larsson, however, would join the Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson to give the Swedes a remarkable one-two offensive punch from the blue line.

Up front, the Swedes are gambling on the health of a few forwards young and old, starting with 41-year-old Daniel Alfredsson. The Red Wings forward has been productive when healthy but has missed time with lingering groin injuries.

Concussion issues have made the Boston Bruins' Loui Eriksson, Johan Franzen of the Detroit Red Wings and Alexander Steen of the St. Louis Blues question marks. Eriksson tied Alfredsson for the team lead with three goals in Vancouver, but a pair of concussions this season has limited him to 24 games, none since Dec. 7.

Franzen had two points in four games four years ago in Vancouver but hasn't played since Dec. 15. If healthy enough for the Olympics he would provide a strong veteran presence on one of the bottom two lines as well as bring a net-front presence on the power play.

Steen is third in the League with 24 goals despite not playing since Dec. 21 due to a concussion. Like Eriksson and Franzen, his return is unknown; but he certainly would provide another threat on offense if available.

Sweden has the potential to do some big things in Sochi. That's if all their gambles pay off.

Five Questions: Vanek happy to be with Islanders

Tuesday, 01.07.2014 / 3:00 AM / Five Questions With… 

By Dan Rosen - NHL.com Senior Writer
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NHL.com's weekly Q&A feature called "Five Questions With ..." runs every Tuesday. We talk to key figures in the game today and ask them questions to gain insight into their lives, careers and the latest news.

The latest edition features New York Islanders left wing Thomas Vanek:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- New York Islanders left wing Thomas Vanek has a lot coming up in the months ahead, including the 2014 Sochi Olympics and his pending unrestricted free agency. The last thing he needed was to be struggling on the ice as the calendar flipped to 2014.

No worries there.

Vanek enters the game Tuesday at the Toronto Maple Leafs riding a nine-game point-scoring streak that dates back to Dec. 20. He has five goals and nine assists during the streak, including the two assists he had in New York's 7-3 win against the Dallas Stars on Monday.

Thomas Vanek

Thomas Vanek

Left Wing - NYI

GOALS: 15 | ASST: 21 | PTS: 36

 SOG: 123 | +/-: 1

 After sitting out with an injury in early November that marred his start with the Islanders, Vanek has found his game while skating on the team's top line with John Tavares and Kyle Okposo. The Vanek-Tavares-Okposo line is one of the best lines going in the NHL right now with a combined 72 points in the past 22 games. 

Next month, Vanek will suit up for Austria in the Olympics. It's the first time Austria will play in the Olympics since 2002, so it's Vanek's first chance to represent his country in the world's biggest tournament.

Once he's back from the Olympics, Vanek will have a few more months to play under his current contract before he can become an unrestricted free agent.

Vanek talked to NHL.com about New York, his scoring streak, Tavares, the Olympics and his future prior to the game against the Stars at Nassau Coliseum.

Here are Five Questions With … Thomas Vanek:

Do you feel that you've reached a comfort level with the Islanders that you're finally satisfied with?

"I think so. Oh for sure. Not just on the ice, but around the ice. The first three weeks I was in a hotel and then you find a place, you've gotta get some furniture and get settled. It's all these little things that add up to be big. It's nice to feel comfortable, to call a place home, and it takes a while to get that. At the same time with these point streaks, I don't look into them too much because you could have a great game, three goals, and feel like nothing. Like the game in Boston [Dec. 31], I felt like literally [garbage], sick and stuff, and somehow I get two assists. I don't look into those things. But as far as comfort, I'm a lot more comfortable on the ice with Johnny and Kyle. I think we've created a good trio there, which is tough to find. Usually you have one good linemate and a third guy as a complement, but the three of us are getting to know each other well. Even though we have done a fair share of the scoring, I still think we could be better at finishing some of our chances."

You say fair share of scoring and obviously that is true. Does having to produce for a team that is struggling to find secondary scoring create pressure every time you're on the ice for this team and does it sometimes take away from other areas of your game?

"No, I don't think so. We're in a position to succeed. I don't think you look at it as pressure. If you don't want to play on a line like that, then I don't know what's wrong with you. To me, it's fun. It's fun to go out there and try to create, to get those chances. It's frustrating to not finish them, but on the positive side you're getting them. It would be more frustrating to have a line like this and not even get the chances. We're getting closer to where we want to be, but we need to do a better job of finishing and getting ahead of teams. I thought the other night against Carolina [on Saturday] we played good hockey, but right now we don't have that instinct to pull away from teams. We let them get two chances and then we're battling back from a two-goal deficit."

Can you compare Tavares to other centers you have played with? Is there even a comparison?

"Not that I've played with, and I've played with some good centers. I think John is as close to that [Sidney] Crosby category as you can get. There are some things he can still improve on like we all can, but he's creative, he battles, his work ethic. He's just the whole package. Sometimes in my eyes what he needs to realize is he's got a guy beat and then he wants to beat him again. Sometimes simple is more for him."

For you with the Olympics there is no debate, if you're healthy you're going to Sochi to play for Austria. Can you describe your mindset about the Olympics and even the process of getting there compared to that of say Tavares or Okposo?

"Well, it's different. I cheer for these guys. They want to be a part of something special because they can make something special. These teams have a legitimate chance of winning a medal, if not the gold. For me and [Michael] Grabner, it's exciting just to be part of the Olympics. And I think our country is excited. We obviously have our skiers and ski jumpers that do well, but for an actual team to go there, people are excited. But again, I'm not going there thinking we're going to win a medal. I watched qualification on the internet against Germany when we made it and that alone felt like a medal. But it will be fun. I don't think we're horrible. I don't think we can compete with Canada or Finland, but again, you go in there with a good attitude, have fun with it and see what comes out of it. Hey, it could be worse."

Your contract situation is going to become a topic of conversation, if it isn't already. What do you think about it, what is the thought process and how do you plan to handle the business side of this equation?

"Well, I'm not ignorant about it. I know the scenario and what could happen for me. But my thought process is I do like it here. This team to me is really a team. I think the potential is a lot more than we've shown. We've shown we can play with the best teams. I thought the other night against Chicago [Jan. 2], in my eyes the best team, I thought we played a great game. It's about carrying that over and getting that secondary scoring to put a good push together here over the next 15 or so games, however many we have before the Olympics. Hopefully I can then stay here and finish off the year, but I do understand the business side of it. Am I worried if I get a phone call tomorrow about something? No, I'm really not. It's the business side of it. So be it. This business is what I signed up for. We're talking. I like it here. I do think there's a ways to go, but you never know."

---

The Front Line: Sharp's scoring paces fantasy action
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Every Tuesday during the season, NHL.com fantasy hockey expert Matt Cubeta will provide you with an in-depth analysis of fantasy forwards in his weekly segment: "The Front Line." From updated rankings to players you should keep a close eye on and much more, Cubeta will be your fantasy forwards insider all season long.

UPDATED TOP 100 FORWARD RANKINGS 

Welcome back. With the official midpoint of the 2013-14 NHL season behind us, it's time to focus on getting your team to win the title (rotisserie leagues) or getting your team to the fantasy playoffs (head-to-head leagues). We've seen plenty of fantasy action since Dec. 17 (my last "Front Line" story) and it should make for a fantastic finish in the second half.

Here are some of the highlights over the past couple of weeks:

Pittsburgh Penguins wing James Neal is no longer suspended and he's climbing the ranks quickly thanks to a stretch of six goals and six assists in his past five games. I've got him ranked eighth among all forwards.

The surprise story of St. Louis Blues wing Alexander Steen has taken a path for the worse as he's been out of the lineup since Dec. 21. Keep him on your injured reserve and hopefully he'll be back soon.

Jeff Skinner of the Carolina Hurricanes and Evander Kane of the Winnipeg Jets are healthy again and performing like many of us hoped they would this season. Look for both of them to continue to rise as long as they can avoid injury.

Nathan Horton scored in his Columbus Blue Jackets debut and he's a player worth adding if he's still available. While I wouldn't expect much right out of the gate, Horton has upside and could help a fantasy squad earn a championship.

Fantasy owners have been waiting all season for the Philadelphia Flyers forwards (specifically Claude Giroux, Wayne Simmonds, Scott Hartnell) to turn their games around, and it looks like that time may be now.

Patric Hornqvist is the first Nashville Predators player to crack my top-100 forward ranks this season. Keep an eye on both him and Mike Fisher, who have been red-hot and are available in many leagues (15 percent and 18 percent respectively).

But of all the excitement over the past three weeks, nothing has been as exhilarating as watching the Chicago Blackhawks' Patrick Sharp. The center- and left wing-eligible forward in Yahoo leagues has been arguably the best fantasy player in the game -- he's ranked second in Yahoo behind only Penguins captain Sidney Crosby. However, Sharp's season got off to a rocky start, which makes his current stat line seem even more impressive.

MOST GOALS SINCE OCT. 28

Player

 Goals

Patrick Sharp 24 

Alex Ovechkin 21 

Chris Kunitz 19 

Max Pacioretty 17 

Corey Perry 17 

Tyler Seguin 17 

Jeff Skinner 17 

James Neal 16 

Patrick Kane 16 

In Sharp's first nine games of the season, he recorded just one goal and three assists. Since then (Oct. 28), he has 24 goals, which is far more than any other player (see table to the right). He also has 42 total points in the 36 games since the slow start.

While Chicago teammates Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews hog many NHL headlines and are mentioned in MVP discussions, it's Sharp that's been the team's fantasy MVP to this point. He contributes in all categories and outside of those first nine games, he's been as consistent as any player.

His plus-22 rating is tied for second best in the NHL; his 16 power-play points are tied for ninth most among forwards; and his 176 shots on goal trail only Ovechkin. He's even contributed 24 penalty minutes this season, which has helped owners.

All told, Sharp is currently on pace for 45 goals, 83 points and a plus-40 rating, all of which would easily be career bests. He might not remain as the No. 2 fantasy player in Yahoo leagues for the rest of the season, but Sharp's definitely capable of performing like an elite forward, which is why I've got him ranked at No. 10 for the time being.

TRENDING UPWARD

Jeff Skinner, Carolina Hurricanes -- If not for injuries, there's a chance Skinner would be among the top-10 scoring leaders in the NHL. Through 32 games, Skinner has 20 goals and 33 points, with 12 of those points coming in the past seven games (eight goals, four assists). Earlier in the season, Skinner's plus/minus was hurting his value, but thanks to this hot streak, he's got his rating back to a minus-2 on the year. If he can keep it close to even for the rest of the way, there's a god chance Skinner can crack my top-25 forward rankings in the future.

Wayne Simmonds

Wayne Simmonds

Right Wing - PHI

GOALS: 14 | ASST: 14 | PTS: 28

 PIMS: 67 | SOG: 99 | +/-: -4

 Wayne Simmonds, Philadelphia Flyers -- Coming into the season I ranked Simmonds 62nd among all players (goalies and defensemen included). Unfortunately, Simmonds had struggled for most of the season and I had him ranked 79th among forwards on Dec. 17. Now he's back where he belongs inside my top 50 thanks to his play of late (nine goals, four assists and a plus-5 in the past nine games). 

Jaden Schwartz, St. Louis Blues -- Remember when I said Sharp is second in the NHL in plus/minus? Well, the player he trails is Schwartz, whose plus-23 leads the NHL. In 39 games, Schwartz has posted a minus rating just five times. The sophomore has developed into an extremely reliable fantasy forward after posting eight goals and 13 points in 12 December games and should be started in all formats.

TRENDING DOWNWARD

Rick Nash, New York Rangers -- Nash has the potential to be a top-15 fantasy forward, but he's certainly not playing close to that. Prior to Monday night's two-goal performance, Nash had just one goal in his past 11 games. It might be a good idea to stash him on your bench until he snaps the slide, but don't go doing anything too bold, like dropping him. Monday could be the start of his turnaround.

Joffrey Lupul, Toronto Maple Leafs -- Lupul showed off his talents with a beautiful goal on Saturday, but unfortunately that's been his only point in the past five games and he has just three points over the past nine. Lupul has 12 goals and 22 points in 34 games, but his minus-12 has really come out of nowhere to ruin his fantasy stat line.

Mike Ribeiro

Mike Ribeiro

Center - PHX

GOALS: 10 | ASST: 19 | PTS: 29

 PIMS: 20 | SOG: 68 | +/-: -3

 Mike Ribeiro, Phoenix Coyotes -- The former Capital has 29 points in 41 games, but only three of them over the past 10. Like always, Ribeiro's not contributing much in the shots department (68 in 41 games) and his minus-3 is hurting owners as well. Those in shallow leagues might want to consider dropping Ribeiro and those in deeper leagues should bench him. 

KEEP AN EYE ON ...

Jakob Silfverberg, Anaheim Ducks -- Thanks to Dustin Penner falling into Bruce Boudreau's dog house, a door has opened for Silfverberg to skate on Anaheim's top line with Ryan Getzalf and Corey Perry. He has three assists in the past three games for a total of 11 points in 20 games. Add in his solid plus-6 and 56 shots on goal and Silfverberg makes for an interesting fantasy player to own, especially if he sticks on the first unit.

 TOP 100 FANTASY FORWARDS

These rankings are based on expectations of the season going forward. Because we recently released our midseason top 200 overall fantasy rankings, there is no plus or minus for each player -- this is a clean slate for the second half of the season. Rankings are based on a standard fantasy league with these offensive categories: G, A, plus/minus, PIMs, PPP, SOG.

1 Sidney Crosby, Penguins 51 Brent Burns, Sharks 

2 Alex Ovechkin, Capitals 52 Patrice Bergeron, Bruins 

3 Evgeni Malkin, Penguins 53 Radim Vrbata, Coyotes 

4 Patrick Kane, Blackhawks 54 Kyle Okposo, Islanders 

5 Corey Perry, Ducks 55 Jason Pominville, Wild 

6 Ryan Getzlaf, Ducks 56 Derek Stepan, Rangers 

7 John Tavares, Islanders 57 Justin Williams, Kings 

8 James Neal, Penguins 58 Brandon Dubinsky, Blue Jackets 

9 Chris Kunitz, Penguins 59 Bryan Little, Jets 

10 Patrick Sharp, Blackhawks 60 Jakub Voracek, Flyers 

11 Jonathan Toews, Blackhawks 61 Blake Wheeler, Jets 

12 Daniel Sedin, Canucks 62 Andrew Ladd, Jets 

13 Henrik Zetterberg, Red Wings 63 Tomas Plekanec, Canadiens 

14 Pavel Datsyuk, Red Wings (DTD) 64 Brad Richards, Rangers 

15 Nicklas Backstrom, Capitals 65 Clarke MacArthur, Senators 

16 Patrick Marleau, Sharks 66 Chris Kreider, Rangers 

17 Phil Kessel, Maple Leafs 67 Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Oilers 

18 Claude Giroux, Flyers 68 Matt Moulson, Sabres 

19 Henrik Sedin, Canucks 69 Shane Doan, Coyotes 

20 David Backes, Blues 70 Chris Stewart, Blues 

21 Anze Kopitar, Kings 71 Jaromir Jagr, Devils 

22 Joe Pavelski, Sharks 72 Jaden Schwartz, Blues 

23 Marian Hossa, Blackhawks 73 Scott Hartnell, Flyers 

24 Matt Duchene, Avalanche 74 Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche 

25 Logan Couture, Sharks (DTD) 75 Nazem Kadri, Maple Leafs 

26 Eric Staal, Hurricanes (DTD) 76 Mike Ribeiro, Coyotes 

27 Taylor Hall, Oilers 77 Ryan Johansen, Blue Jackets 

28 Tyler Seguin, Stars 78 Daniel Alfredsson, Red Wings 

29 Jamie Benn, Stars 79 Brandon Saad, Blackhawks 

30 Joe Thornton, Sharks 80 Alexander Semin, Hurricanes 

31 Rick Nash, Rangers 81 Brad Marchand, Bruins 

32 Martin St. Louis, Lightning 82 Mike Richards, Kings 

33 Ryan Kesler, Canucks 83 Martin Hanzal, Coyotes 

34 Bobby Ryan, Senators 84 Mats Zuccarello, Rangers 

35 Jeff Skinner, Hurricanes 85 Vincent Lecavalier, Flyers 

36 Thomas Vanek, Islanders 86 Dustin Brown, Kings 

37 Jarome Iginla, Bruins 87 Nathan Horton, Blue Jackets 

38 Max Pacioretty, Canadiens 88 Valtteri Filppula, Lightning 

39 Milan Lucic, Bruins 89 Patrik Elias, Devils (DTD) 

40 Evander Kane, Jets 90 Steve Downie, Flyers 

41 James van Riemsdyk, Maple Leafs 91 Ryan Callahan, Rangers 

42 David Perron, Oilers 92 Nick Bonino, Ducks 

43 Gabriel Landeskog, Avalanche 93 Reilly Smith, Bruins 

44 Jordan Eberle, Oilers 94 Paul Stastny, Avalanche 

45 David Krejci, Bruins 95 Brayden Schenn, Flyers 

46 Kyle Turris, Senators 96 Derek Roy, Blues 

47 Joffrey Lupul, Maple Leafs 97 Dustin Penner, Ducks 

48 Wayne Simmonds, Flyers 98 Jiri Hudler, Flames 

49 Jeff Carter, Kings 99 Patric Hornqvist, Predators 

50 T.J. Oshie, Blues 100 Andrew Shaw, Blackhawks 

Injured: Steven Stamkos, Zach Parise, Alexander Steen, Jason Spezza, Marian Gaborik, Mikko Koivu, Johan Franzen, Loui Eriksson, Tomas Hertl, Cody Hodgson, PA Parenteau, Pascal Dupuis, Alexandre Burrows
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Ryan Culkin: a very emotional departure

Kurt Etchegary was pained at the thought of losing ... (Photography Sun, Pascal Ratthé) 
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Kurt Etchegary was pained at the thought of losing his captain and longtime friend Ryan Culkin. Both players are known before playing together with the Remparts, in high school in Montreal.

Photography Sun, Pascal Ratthé
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(Québec) "He bled red for four years," illustrated the assistant coach of the Remparts, Martin Laperriere, commenting on the departure of Ryan Culkin for Drummondville. That speaks volumes about the impression it leaves in the locker room.

When the phone rang Culkin Monday morning, he knew that his fate had been settled. "My heart stopped beating a few seconds," admitted the player exchanged in return for a first-round pick and a supporter of 20 years.

 Upon arrival at the office of Philippe Boucher, Culkin discovered his next destination. Even if he saw the whole thing as a new beginning, the sadness of leaving his second family tortured him.

"A second home"

 "It's been two or three days I thought, even if I said not wanting to be traded. Monday [Sunday] I did not get much sleep. It happens for the first time, I do not know how to react. It is not easy, it was my second home here. The supporters were amazing and I loved my teammates. Same for my pension, where I lived for four years, and I consider my parents, my sister and my brother, "added, with a hint of emotion in his voice, the winner of the third star of the week in the QMJHL.

 He had already left his former workplace when we spoke to him, already back in Bilodeau to pursue his suitcases. In the evening, Kurt Etchegary gathered the whole group to his pension, history salute the captain once more.

 "The organization was very good for me, it spoiled me. It was a privilege to be their captain, play over 200 games [205] with them. For me, it's just a great story. I am a Remparts my life. I do not want anyone, I understand the decision and I wish success to the team, "said one who was a seventh-round pick in 2010 and Remparts of the fifth round by the Calgary Flames 2012.

 Now, Culkin is the pillar of the defensive Voltigeurs, a club that is fun to beat Friday Marcel Dionne Centre. "It was never easy to play against Drummondville, this is a team that never gives up," said he said about his new team.

Etchegary loses an old friend

 Among the few players present at the Coliseum Monday morning, Kurt Etchegary was pained at the thought of losing his teammate, but a longtime friend. "I'm heartbroken. We attended the same high school in Montreal, I knew even before we played together with the Remparts. It is difficult, but it is also the reality of hockey. We will miss him, he was constant, reliable, etc.. I think we still have a club to go a long way, especially with everyone healthy, "noted one who could inherit the title of captain, a record that will be settled once all the elements in place.

 Whoever takes to fill his post 20 years does not display the same style, as evidenced by his four assists in 41 games, but he also has leadership qualities because he was the captain of the Voltigeurs.

 "Francis is an individual of high quality, it is respectful of the logo it bears. It has always been very consistent in his defensive performance, this is a good model for young people ", summarized the Chief Voltigeurs about Francis Lambert-Lemay, a 6-foot, 200-pound was a choice fourth round in 2009.
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Les Remparts Ryan Culkin exchange in Drummondville

Captain Remparts Ryan Culkin, received ... (The Sun, Caroline Grégoire) 
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Captain Remparts Ryan Culkin, received the third star of the game Sunday.

Sun, Caroline Gregory
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(Quebec) Emotional Day in Quebec Remparts Monday. The morning started with a rumor about the goal François Brassard, but just before the stroke of noon, the captain Ryan Culkin who took the direction of Drummondville, where he will complete his junior career with the Voltigeurs.

In return for the services of their oldest player, the Remparts acquired a first-round pick in 2014 and back 20 years Francis Lambert-Lemay, who was also the captain of his team.

 "If anyone personifies what the Remparts, Ryan is good. It's been difficult for him and for us. He did not want to leave, but he knew we had a decision to make. All we can do is to thank him for what he has given, both on the ice outside. I have nothing against social media, but it was important he learns before it so, "said the CEO Philippe Boucher, a few minutes after talking in person with the player referred through the exchange .

Not a sign of abandonment 

 For several weeks already that the name Culkin circulated about a possible transaction. Combined with its status 20 years, the quality of his game at the blue line made it an attractive candidate for a team intending to go far in the playoffs. However, it should not be seen as a sign of surrender from the Remparts, which always blow in the neck of the powers of the TELUS East Division of the QMJHL.

 "It is not because Ryan goes that is no longer there. That does not mean we given up on the season so far. We wanted a first round choice, but we also wanted to get someone who could help us. [Francis] Lambert-Lemay was also captain, he is a leader and can fill a defensive role. We think our two 20 years [Lambert-Lemay and François Godin] will help our young defenders to continue their progression, as Ryan and Dillon [Donnelly] did in the first half, "said Boucher.

 The acquisition of a first-round pick rejoiced it, especially as the Remparts had none. In fact, the last time the Red Devils have spoken in the first round of the draft dating back to the selection of Patrick Walsh in 2010. Boucher may therefore be used at will, in repêchant hope or bartering for the help in preparation for the Memorial Cup in 2015, when Quebec was to be the host city of the tournament. "When you get a first-round pick, is that we have an eye on the future. Long time has not been, and will be useful if you have the Memorial Cup or not, "agreed Boucher.

 In Drummondville, it was estimated to have laid hands on the "best defender of the League," according to CEO Dominic Ricard. "He can play in all situations and has a very high level of efficiency, I find it good under pressure, we love it. We did not have players like him, who played 39 games in the playoffs. It's been two years since we lost in the first round, it was the price to pay [first-round] to help our group to cross another step, which will benefit us for the next two seasons. "

Grigorenko in junior?

At Buffalo, also speculates on the future of Mikhail Grigorenko, scorer of Russia World Junior Championship. The center of 19 years must relate to the NHL team, shortly to discuss a potential reference in junior. According to the journalists assigned to cover the Sabres, it would be favored by head coach Ted Nolan, who would like to see the great number 25 display more consistency in his game "option has been good at times, more deleted by others. This is our organization to fix this, but we should not give him into his lap, he must earn without saying that everything is set in the space of a week, "said Nolan in Buffalo News Monday. According to the regulations of the Canadian League, the Remparts have the right to use three European players if returned after the trade period, and because he was a first-round pick in 2012. Of course, they can also pass his rights to another team Tuesday morning.

François Brassard ... (Photography Sun) - Image 3.0 

Enlarge

François Brassard

Library The Sun

Rumor Brassard

If Dominic Ricard entrusted completing his shopping in Drummondville, Philippe Boucher still answering questions about the goal François Brassard, whose rumor from Gatineau who sends in the Olympics. "There's going to have rumors about" Brass "I will not comment. We received a few calls for him, but it is really far, "said the Chief Remparts. Since taking office, Boucher appreciate the quality of play Brassard. At 19, the masked man often gives a chance to win the team, especially in the absence of a host of players for various reasons. "We love what he brings to us this year, this is not an advanced case," said Boucher.

A different market

In his third season in his role as CEO, the first two in Rimouski, Philippe Boucher acknowledges that the market is different this time because of the ranking more than tight. Although they occupy the ninth, the Remparts are only three points of the second level of the QMJHL and TELUS head East division. "The ranking is tight, this is what makes this kind of difficult decision. We are not immune to large transactions in the league, but I do not think there's a team that stands out as St. John, there are three years. And that's good, it'll be better for hockey and allow to cause a few surprises, "said one who still believes the chances Remparts, mainly because of a" dominant enough attack, "a guard" solid "and youth advocates" progressing ", in his expressions.
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Quebec 6/Sherbrooke 3: a victory in the uncertainty

"We may have been a little too confident ... (The Sun, Caroline Grégoire) 
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"We may have been a little too confident in the second, but we worked hard returning to third base, putting the puck in the bottom of territory instead of going with games finesse," noted Olivier Archambault, one of the ignition plugs of the day.
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(Quebec) Despite sword transactions that hangs over the locker room, the Quebec Remparts reduced three-point gap between them and the first place in the East Division of the QMJHL, Sunday afternoon at the Pepsi Coliseum , by winning 6-3 against the Sherbrooke Phoenix in what may have been the last game of some players in the uniform of the Red Devils.

Before jumping on the ice, head coach Philippe Boucher had also broached the subject with his protégés, stressing their commitment to the team and supporters despite the situation. They responded with a four-goal first period, which foreshadowed an offensive festival that has been less illuminated than expected.

 "The one-way matches are rare in junior. When you think of having easy, it's not, and Sherbrooke has a club that does not let go. Apart from the first five minutes, it's been one of our best [first] season periods. At this time of the year when guys are nervous and there are many distractions, we must be content with the effort. They were asked to focus on two points, forget the rest, and we would see what happens Tuesday, "summed Boucher.

 Les Remparts bombed Gabriel Parent keeper 16 shots in the first, scoring four times from the ninth minute. But surprisingly, the Phoenix - like its namesake - is reborn from its ashes second by reducing the gap to 4-3 with three unanswered goals against François Brassard. Local rebounded with two other threads to achieve their third victory.

 "We may have been a little too confident in the second, but we worked hard returning to third base, putting the puck in the bottom of territory instead of going with games finesse," noted Olivier Archambault, one of the ignition plugs of the day.

 The 20-year veteran has amassed three points, scoring two (9th and 10th) Individual jewelry even if he gave credit to his linemates. As he has done regularly since the beginning of the calendar, Anthony Duclair has also distinguished itself with a goal (33) and a password, identical to that of Adam Erne (13th) production. Zachery Moody (7th) and Adam Chapman (6th), his first in the uniform of the Remparts, also hit the target. Author of his 17th victory, Brassard caved Simon Desbiens, Tim Neill and Carl Weiser.

Collective stress

 Within 48 hours of the end of the transaction, some players are worried, knowing that they can do to change the course of things there. "Anything can happen, yes, we talk a bit, but we focused on what we had to do on the ice," noted Captain Ryan Culkin, one of those affected by the rumors.

 "Everyone is stressed, appropriate Archambault. It's not really for me to say what we need. "Erne said of his conviction that" we will have a good club Wednesday, "when the next game in Victoriaville Remparts side.

****************

Quickly

 Brandon Shea had the jitters, third, being cut in the neck by the blade of a rival. "He was lucky, it's not something you want to see," explained Philippe Boucher after the game reassuringly ... Thanks to Nicole Bouchard, who spent nearly three hours on the phone to change his return ticket to Sweden on Sunday afternoon, the Swiss Herzog Fabrice will return in time to resume his place in the lineup Wednesday ... According to Boucher, Nick Sorensen is expected soon to return to Quebec. "He said he had missed too many games for two years, he wanted to miss as little as possible" ... Wounded in blocking a shot on Friday, Anthony Duclair was training Remparts ... Still a variety of absent from the Remparts, the lotto numbers being 9 (Latina), 17 (Turnbull), 23 (Carroza), 30 (Booth), 61 (Herzog), 65 (Hunter), 77 (Lamarre), 91 (Boivin ) and 94 (Sorensen). Add to print the 71 Yanick Turcotte, now worn by Tyler Brown because of a lack of sweaters available ...

*****************

Roy is required to Global Challenge

 First round pick (fourth overall) of the Phoenix defender Jérémy Roy of 16 years has become the World Under 17 years that ended on Saturday with a 6-2 defeat Team Quebec against Russia in the match bronze in which Matthew Boucher, son of the head coach of the Remparts, scored two goals. "You have not yet had the chance to see Quebec at 16, he is already one of our large pieces and our best defender. It creates a lot of offense, it is good defensively, makes a good first pass, displays a good attitude. It'll be a pro. All teams are looking for defenders, we will build around him, "confided Judes Valley, head coach of the Phoenix.

Some former Remparts

 Sherbrooke fielded some former Remparts players or winger Jason Houde 20 years and the keeper 17 Gabriel Parent. In the first half, the Phoenix also relied on Axel Rioux, but right wing has never been able to fill the offensive role he was asked, which led to a separation. Regarding Daniel Audette, the first choice in the history of the team in 2012, it was the slope after a good start to the season followed by a small hollow. "He lived a difficult learning last year, it's been hard in his case. The best is yet to come for Daniel "estimated Valley, which can be said for his club. "As long as we have not been around the loop with 19 players trained with us, it'll be tough. In Sherbrooke, we do not yet speak of reconstruction because the building is not even finished, "he added.

Two medalists

 Nick Sorensen returns to Quebec with a silver medal around his neck after the 3-2 overtime defeat of Sweden against Finland on Sunday in the final of the World Junior Championship played in his region, Malmö. In seven games, Sorensen scored two goals and had four assists. Meanwhile, his former teammate Mikhail Grigorenko buckled the tournament in scoring with eight points - a record for Russia - and a bronze medal with 2-1 win against Canada on Sunday morning. "Sweden was a whole club, I was convinced that Nick would bring the gold home," admitted the American Adam Erne, Sorensen teammate and friend, but also his opponent tournament time.
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Philippe Boucher is eager to find stability in alignment after the end of the trading period.

Photography Sun, Jean-Marie Villeneuve
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(Quebec) Following a victory against a club head QMJHL head coach Philippe Boucher has not led the Quebec Remparts training session on Saturday afternoon. Instead, he took refuge in his office with the team president Claude Rousseau, to put the records up to date with the approach of the end of the transaction.

"Tuesday noon, it will come soon," said the CEO without announcement on what will be produced when the hour strikes limit (Tuesday at noon). Although trade come in the task definition, it does not take a blast to let some players on their toes.

 "I will not hide it, I look forward to the day Tuesday has passed to see the band who will be here and with which we continue to move forward. We look forward to stability in the lineup, "confessed the Reds boss before meeting with the president.

 According to him, the instability caused by numerous injuries and the uncertainty caused by possible transactions are demanding on morale. Nevertheless, the team is a "phenomenal" season according to Claude Rousseau, and even if the Remparts have not played a single game with full alignment.

 50 points in the standings will not affect Boucher in its future decisions. It does not say either obsessed with the possibility that the Memorial Cup is presented to Quebec in 2015, where the focus on the current trading period. And those who say he has no choice but to move do not shake!

 "There is nothing that bothers me. What matters is what we have here. Patrick [Roy] has left an impressive core of talented players like Duclair, Erne, Etchegary, Sorensen, Herzog, Culkin and Brassard. His legacy is impressive and our job is to surround them. Strategy Pat, that I had to Rimouski and 10.12 clubs adopt is to have fewer cycles because empty his club to go through, it is not clear . "

Ensure victory

 But the next gestures, like those posed since his arrival, he owns. He often thinks in terms of the Memorial Cup, although it does not consider having their hands tied to it.

 "Whether it's this year or next year, they are big years for our current kernel. We want to make sure to be competitive. If we kept the status quo , which probably will not happen, we could have the same team on the ice next year, with two new Europeans and 20 years who are going, of course. I do not feel that I am forced to choose between this year or next season. One, we do not know if we will have the Memorial Cup, even if you think Quebec is the place of choice, as Chicoutimi thinking the same thing for them.

 "There are actions that will be placed into service [Memorial Cup] and some have been as [acquisitions] Moody, Batt and Chapman. It is also part of the plan of work for two years with the Cup with a guy like Maheux, "added Boucher seeing smiling faces on the ice. Sought early in the season, the work ethic is now waiting for you!

Quickly

 Achieved by hand blocking a shot on Friday, Anthony Duclair would have played if there was a match on Saturday. "It hurts, is swollen, but there is no fracture. We'll see tomorrow [Sunday], but I should be there. We still need players, we need everyone, "said one who has exceeded its shelf 31 goals in 2011-2012 with his 32nd of the season against the Voltigeurs ... After traveling from Sweden to Canada, joined the team in Drummondville Voltigeurs and clashed Friday Adam Erne finally enjoying a leisurely morning on Saturday, while his teammates were training at the Pepsi Coliseum. It will be in uniform this afternoon ... Eliminated from the World Junior Championship, the Swiss Fabrice Herzog could play its next match with the Remparts next Friday ... The Sherbrooke Phoenix stops in Quebec City today (15h) to face the Remparts ... As is customary in the second half of the season in the QMJHL Remparts wear their white jersey at home by the end of the regular season after playing in front of their fans red so far. 

Chapman wants to shut up ... his brother!

 When the Remparts acquired Adam Chapman, just before the Christmas break, they offered a sought after gift for a few seasons. The main person knew, however, and when the Chief of the Acadie-Bathurst asked him where he wanted to go after his request for a transaction, Quebec was the first option.

 "I knew the Remparts were of interest to me and I'm glad it works. I knew Patrick [Roy] had sought me when he was here and Phil [Boucher] also wanted to have me in Rimouski, I am very happy to wear the sweater Remparts "he said, smile.

 In his third season in the QMJHL, Chapman was not only friends and nearly all his rivals hate him because of his style. It is an agitator, a player who throws the gloves occasionally inconvenient. It can also be said offensively, who amassed 54 points last year in Gatineau.

 "When I arrived, the guys were joking, saying they did not like me very much when I was facing ... They knew me as an enemy, not as a teammate. I'm not even on the ice and off. "

 Chapman would get a point per game in the second half of the season and he also thinks that the victory could facilitate its work in securing a professional contract, although the victory is his first interest.

 After a first season to 16 in Sault-Sainte-Marie in the OHL, a coaching change and CEO has cost him his job. He found himself in Gatineau for two years and last summer, he agreed with Benoît Groulx it better play more often in Bathurst less with the Olympics. Now he is in Quebec, where he wants to win ... to shut up his brother Josh, a defenseman with the Sarnia Sting.

 "Like all my friends in Ontario, he said that the OHL is stronger than the QMJHL even if it's been three years now that the Memorial Cup can be found here [Saint-Jean, Shawinigan, Halifax]. I still have a season and a half to go through and have the last word in returning home, "joked the striker 19.
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Adam Chapman, by the pursuit of Frederick Gaudreau (Voltigeurs), collected a pass Friday.

Photo special cooperation Nancy Lavoie
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(Drummondville) Do not beat the Drummondville Voltigeurs who wants these days. The Quebec Remparts have managed this feat on Friday night by winning 3-2 against a team that had lost only once in his last 14 games.

The Remparts held up in the last minute when the local crowded not to create equality. But as he did throughout the game goalkeeper François Brassard has emerged in goal late in the third to protect advance and ensure that 21st win of the season of his own.

 "In the end, it happened so fast I did not realize there was a guy behind. I pulled the leg at the last second. The guys blocked shots, they did a very good job shorthanded to limit their scoring chances. There are two big points for us, "admitted the number 1, one of the brightest stars of the evening.

 Les Remparts betting on the return of some elements for the first part in 2014, but still missing key pieces to their offensive engine. The victory delighted head coach Philippe Boucher, who walked from one aircraft to another throughout the day to finish in the coach of the team.

 "Drummondville is one of the top teams in the league and one who works harder. I trust we worked, we also wind and kept us in it. The guys also blocked a lot of shots, they paid the price. This is the way to win games, "Boucher summary.

 He appreciated the effort of his troops after the New Year break Les Remparts betting on the comeback of some elements, their striker Adam Erne, but nobody relied on each other for all .

 "What we fear, are the many days off during the holidays. Despite this, the guys continue the same way, they are dedicated to the cause and want to win, "said the boss.

 If Brassard was dominant between the posts, Captain Ryan Culkin set the tone on offense with a pair of goals (4th and 5th), including the game-winner midway through the third. Anthony Duclair had succeeded his 32nd goal of the season in the first period, a record for one who is in his third season in the QMJHL. The reply was that the Voltigeurs Jerome Verrier and Matthew Boudens.

 "We talk a lot of goals from Anthony, but he also plays very well defensively and blocks shots. Regarding Ryan, I know he wants to stay with us, it's been that I got the message, "admitted Boucher, also emphasizing the first exit in red uniform defender François Godin.

 Confronted for the first time at his former team, Olivier Archambault added two assists, scoring the 200th point of his junior career path. "I am especially happy for the team, this is a big victory. In the end, nobody wanted to make a mistake, "said the number 93.

*****************

Return Erne would not leave

 Adam Erne wasted no time to go home. Upon elimination of the U.S. team at the World Junior Thursday, Remparts player climbed aboard the plane in the context of play Friday's game against the Voltigeurs instead of making a detour to the family residence .

 "I wanted to play so I was back in time, I am ready to do it," said his arrival at the Centre Marcel-Dionne one who wanted to know leave nothing. Erne has not slept much since the reigning World Junior Championship lost in the quarterfinals against Russia. Whatever the number 73 Reds and 19 of the United States has taken its place in Quebec alignment, as could the Swiss Fabrice Herzog Sunday at the Pepsi Coliseum.

 Erne has obtained a pass in five games during the tournament played at home of his friend and teammate, Nick Sorensen. He enjoyed the experience, although its use was not as great as with the Remparts, where he evolves into the first trio. It is also the second highest scorer behind Anthony Duclair.

 "I think I played a good tournament. For me, it was new. There were older than me guys, it was natural that they play more often. I gained experience, it can only help me because I'd go back again next year. It would be nice to take me, but it is too far on the horizon to think. "

 According to him, the special units have caused the loss of the U.S. in Malmö. "In this kind of competition, if you do not capitalize on your chances, countries like Canada and Russia will hurt you."

 Sweden Erne chatted with Sorensen and Herzog. He also had dinner with him on Thursday night. The tournament is over for him and his fellow Americans, he puts his chips on Sweden to win the World Junior in front of their fans. He also discussed with Mikhail Grigorenko after the match against Russia. "He wants to return to Buffalo. Say that the idea of ​​returning to Quebec would not be his first choice, "he confided with a laugh that aligned with the young phenom Jack Eichel," a very talented player. "

*********************

Speed ​​...

 The storm that raged in the east did not stop head coach Philippe Boucher back in time to get behind the team bench on Friday night ... The defender François Godin playing his first match with the Remparts and was number 26 ... Adam Erne addition, several players were conducting returns to play for the Quebec team, including Alexandre Caron-Roy, Brandon Shea and Brent Turnbull ... Of all the players available, Anthony Latina Raphael Maheux and David Hunter did not attend the meeting ... The withdrawal of the alignment Maheux occurred just after the warm-up period because of the decision to play for once in six defensemen and 12 attackers. Invited to join the team during the absence of several elements, Alexander Snow was returned to his club Dieppe ... Les Remparts receive the Sherbrooke Phoenix Sunday afternoon (15h).
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(Quebec) What can we wish Ryan Culkin in 2014? "To stay here," replied the captain of the Remparts team returns to training on Thursday afternoon at the Pepsi Coliseum. After the New Year break, waltz transactions resume more beautiful in the coming days, but the number 7 hope not to be invited to the dance.

Les Remparts have made some changes in personnel after Christmas, but January 1 did not bring a lot of new players, even if the CEO Philippe Boucher is the World Under 17 years, Cape Breton with its counterparts in the QMJHL.

 "There are a lot of people, it chatters. You never know what can happen. Some players we want and we're listening to a few, "said Boucher, being joined in Sydney afternoon.

 Consistent with his philosophy, he has not spilled the beans about his intentions to come by the end of the transaction on Tuesday at noon. Ultimately, it is possible to say that there will be a surplus of forwards when everyone is healthy, which may suggest some changes. However, it seems out of the question to break the current kernel.

 "We have a good club, and with players health, it can be hard to beat. Guys believe, and so do we. You can play against anyone, "confessed one who believes that the difficult start to the season has had a beneficial effect on the team, forcing everyone to redouble their hard work and to establish his identity.

 Remparts captain admits chatted with Boucher, but do not break the seal of confidentiality of conversations. Nevertheless, it confirms not want to change uniforms.

 "It's been four years since I've been here, I've played over 200 games with the Remparts, I would like to finish my career in Quebec. But this is not my decision and it's long enough that I'm in the QMJHL to know how it works. The next few days will be a little stressful, I can not wait for it to end, "replied the one with the feeling that we do not exchange it.

 The answer soon! 

*******************

Grigorenko has the best of Erne

 In a match between former teammates Mikhail Grigorenko and Adam Erne, Russia had the upper hand over the Americans on Thursday at the World Junior Championship. 5-3 defeat of the United States has ended their dream to climb back on the top step of the podium, as they did last year. In this game of the quarterfinal round, Grigorenko scored his fourth goal of the tournament - he also has three assists - while qu'Erne was cleared of the scoresheet.

 At the end of the match, the Russian players were criticized by their opponents have expressed their joy too, which is to say Grigorescu "we should apologize to the Americans, it was perhaps not appropriate. " Regarding the future of Grigorenko, he told the colleague Stéphane Leroux, which is located in Malmo for the Sports Network, he wanted to return to Buffalo at the end of the tournament and a reference in the QMJHL would be a step a back. After Erne, Grigorenko Nick Sorensen and face Sweden in the semifinals.
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Anthony Duclair (left) officially affixed his signature at the bottom of his first professional pact last Saturday at the Pepsi Coliseum, just before the game against Rimouski.
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(Québec) If 2013 ended on a high note for Anthony Duclair, we can say that 2014 started as well for him. The New York Rangers announced Thursday they had put under contract winger Quebec Remparts for a period of three years.

Duclair officially affixed his signature at the bottom of his first professional pact last Saturday at the Pepsi Coliseum, just before the game against Rimouski. He thanked his future employer with six points in the next two games.

 "I showed in those two games that it does not affect my game I want to keep playing the way I do since the beginning of the season," he told Thursday after the publication press release by the Rangers.

 Third-round pick (80 th ) in 2013 Duclair was named second star in December in the QMJHL, the first being awarded to the goalie Alex Dubeau (Moncton) and the third defenseman Guillaume Gélinas (Val-d'Or). During the 12 th month of the year, the number 10 has 22 points, including nine goals, and showed a differential of + 8. He especially enjoyed two four-point games and eight of two or more. It ranks third marker of the League with 57 points, 31 goals and the place just behind the best sniper of the circuit, Anthony Mantha.

 "I am very happy to have signed my contract. It was one of my goals to do this year. I must thank my family, my teammates and coaches, who all supported me and helped me to achieve this goal, "said Duclair, whose agent was negotiating with the Rangers since the beginning of December.

 For him, it is only one step in his march toward the NHL. Ignored by Junior Team Canada, it has not been sulking in his corner. Instead, he unturned and already has the same number of goals (31) than its best harvest in his first season in 2010-2011.

 "At 18, I'm like a veteran team and I had to take over. I'm more mature, more confident, I know how to behave. And when I know a good game, I want to repeat, "said the man who had experienced a difficult second season, which had pushed back until the third round of the draft.

A first step

 "I told the rank selection mattered little. What matters is that you make thereafter. There are first-round pick who will never play in the NHL and later drafted guys who make successful careers. This contract is only the first step, I will do everything to succeed the other, "said the one who initiated this campaign wanting" start in nine. "

NOTES: Among the many wounded, Alexandre Caron-Roy, François Godin, Anthony Latina, Brandon Shea and Brent Turnbull are those who are able to make returns to the game .. Massimo Carozza missed practice Thursday and will not be available Friday in Drummondville. Same for Hubert Lamarre and Alexandre Boivin ... Olivier Archambault feels nothing particular to the idea of facing the Voltigeurs, who has lined up for them for two seasons. "Maybe I'll think about it a bit before, but it's still a game like any other," he told the five-year veteran.
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Xavier Potvin intends to use his short stint with the Remparts to show what he is capable of.
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(Quebec) Passing with the Remparts for the holiday season, the goalkeeper Xavier Potvin knows he has big shoes to put on in the absence of Callum Booth, as auxiliary of François Brassard. However, this situation is nothing new for Magogois 16 years, following in the footsteps of his famous father Felix, from his early shots skates!

As the maxim goes, the apple does not fall far from the tree. It could not be more true than in Potvin, where Felix, after a successful career a dozen years with the Maple Leafs, Islanders, Canucks, Kings and Bruins, was not hot to the Xavier idea of ​​embracing the position of goalkeeper. But before determining son, he had no choice but to bend to his will.

 Today, Felix is ​​not only the first adviser to Xavier, but it is also his coach in Cantonniers Magog. A relationship that seems to fill the father and son. "It is going well. Both was fun together. Him, I think he likes it. It's fun to have her father back from the bench, but also on the ice, "argued the little number 1 Remparts (5'11" and 136 pounds), drafted in the eighth round, 142nd overall, in 2013.

 Before becoming head coach Cantonniers this season, Felix Potvin handled, as an assistant, porters team, including Xavier. In his new role, however, forced him to delegate this responsibility to a new coach Goalkeeper Alex Carrier. If necessary, it nevertheless continues to provide advice. "Obviously, with the career he has had! But even if we have a new goalkeeping coach, he advised me quite a lot 'revealed Xavier.

 And he is not alone! The goalkeeping coach of the Remparts, Ghyslain Rousseau, also keeps an eye on the offspring of "Felix the Cat"! "It helps me a lot. He came to see me play a game this year and Magog came to me after the game. And when I come here, it speaks to me and gives me advice, "said Potvin.

 Obviously calm, it should being the son of a former NHL player comes with some pressure. He was, however impervious to outside influences.

 "Yes, there is pressure, but I try not to make it too me with that. I try to focus more on my game on him. At the same time, you always think a little. In terms of comparisons, I do not really hear. I guess there is, but it does not bother me too much, too ... "suggested the Cerberus, which has a GAA of 2.51 and an efficiency of, 890 21 starts with Cantonniers this season.

Make its way

 Xavier Potvin is anyway more concerned to carve a place in the organization of the Remparts, who had impressed in his first training camp with the team in August. It addresses the passage of a few games with the team as a new opportunity to make.

 "It's fun to be here. I work hard in the AAA midget, but you want to play as high as possible and this is the best template, then it's fun to be reminded during the holiday season. I am ready to do anything. I prepare as if I was going to play. If it is to happen, it will happen. If it does not happen, it will not happen! "Philosophized that which in the short term, intends to conduct Cantonniers" as far as possible "in the playoffs.

*******************

A defeat for Callum Booth

 Quebec lost its second game in World Under 17 years, a reversal of 5-1 against the Czech Republic on Monday. After scoring the first goal of the game (Anthony Beauvillier) men Donald Audette managed to maintain a 1-1 tie after two periods, but a difficult third tipped the balance in favor of the Czechs. Goaltending Quebec Callum Booth stopped 32 of 36 shots he faced, the fifth goal of the opponents being enrolled into an empty net. Sunday, Quebec won his first match against the Pacific by a score of 4-3. Jason Bell, Nicolas Meloche, Jérémy Roy and Maxime Fortier had found the back of the net for Team Quebec. Front of the goal, Olivier Tremblay had made 29 saves. The tournament continues today in Cape Breton, where Team Canada faces the defending champion, Sweden, to 18.

World Junior: before the great shock

 Before today's big clash between Canada and the United States (11.30 RDS, TSN), two games of the World Junior put struggling players belonging to Remparts Monday. At first, Mikhail Grigorenko has an assist in a 4-1 defeat of Russia against Finland. The center of 19 years sits 11th in scoring in the tournament with two goals and three assists. For its part, the striker Fabrice Herzog scored a goal in the 3-2 win over Switzerland Norway.

Last years before the break

 Les Remparts held a light workout on ice Monday which some veterans like Anthony Duclair named first star of the week in the QMJHL (two goals and four assists in two games), were exempt. For its part, the attacker Kurt Etchegary felt good, after a blow to the head in Rimouski. As for François Godin, he made his first skated since his neck injury suffered Dec. 21. Party recruitment mission at World Under 17 accompanied by the Deputy Director General Jean Gagnon and Head Scout Alain Prefontaine, head coach Philippe Boucher for his part promised to take a look at the Team Quebec, where Callum Booth and his son Matthew Boucher (Blizzard / Armada) evolves. The Remparts are invited to a final optional training on Tuesday, before the break of New Year's Day.
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The Remparts goalie François Brassard, rejected 40 of the 42 shots he faced.

Special collaboration Rémi Sénéchal
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(Québec) short effective, the Remparts gave everything they could, but it was not enough, in the second game of the home series against the Oceanic at Rimouski Coliseum Sunday. They eventually ran out of ammunition, dropping a 3-2 shootout.

After a 5-4 victory in overtime at the Pepsi Coliseum, men Philippe Boucher offered a good contrast to their rivals Bas-Saint-Laurent despite their alignment property, getting a third point of a possible four during the weekend.

 "I think it's been quite a show at the Quebec Coliseum yesterday [Saturday] and I think here it's been quite a sight as tonight [Sunday]. We would have liked it to have the two points, but you really can not ask for more to our team. The elastic can not be stretched as it is now with 12 missing in alignment. I'm really proud of the guys. It's been a whole weekend. We finished well this year, "praised head coach of the Remparts, Philippe Boucher.

Cuff keeps the strong

 If the Red Devils were able to stand up to men Serge Beausoleil, this is largely due to their goalie François Brassard, who has rejected 40 of the 42 shots he faced during the evening.

 "Since the beginning of the year, we asked Francis, is to keep us in the game and give us a chance to win, and he did it again tonight. Our leaders have played big hockey, "noted Boucher, who also praised his captain, Ryan Culkin, who was all game situations Sunday.

 Because it is a hotly contested match - but without overflowing - what right had 4077 fans braving harsh weather conditions to attend this second meeting in as many days between the two teams.

 However, supporters of the Oceanic saw the visitors enter the first brand to 7:46 of the second, after a superb exchange between Kurt Etchegary and Anthony Duclair, who led the 10th thread of the the first season.

 The Remparts then had to withstand the onslaught of the Oceanic, but relented at the very end of the period. Thrust orchestrated by Samuel Morin and Michael Joly has allowed Tyler Boland (4th) to retrieve a loose puck in front of the net and tie the game 1-1.

 Midway through the third, local took the lead for the first time in the match, following a two against one of Dominic Beauchemin and Alexis Loiseau. The latter had only to pass the puck into the cage Brassard, who had compromised the near side.

 It was midnight least one - or rather 10.8 seconds of the match! - When Anthony Duclair tied the game with a blistering shot hoops set powerplay to send both teams into overtime.

 In overtime, Kurt Etchegary was the victim of an assault Anthony DeLuca, who was hit in the head. He was not able to finish the game. We'll know more about his situation in the coming days.

 Attackers Anthony DeLuca and Dominic Beauchemin were right François Brassard shootout to give the victory to the Oceanic. With the Remparts, Anthony Duclair only deceived the vigilance of Zachary Fortin.

*******************

A perfect end to career Godin

 Last year, the Remparts lined Marc-Antoine Carrier, a future medical student who had earned the nickname "Doc". By acquiring defender 20 years François Godin, the Remparts now have their "Psych"!

 "Psy", because it is to accelerate the end of his college, in order to enter university in psychology in the fall, that Godin has asked to be traded from Acadie-Bathurst. However, he would never have thought that his request would do lead to Quebec, where he considers himself privileged to come finish his junior career.

 "The exchange, I learned on December 27 evening. The phone started ringing! I called my family. Everyone is happy that I come to Quebec. This is like a dream come true little guy playing in Quebec, "admitted the native of Le Gardeur, who joined the Remparts Rimouski on Sunday.

 A veteran of four seasons in the QMJHL, rear 5'11 and 172 pounds knows it will have a significant role to play in the young defensive corps des Remparts leadership.

 "It will be for me to stay calm in a little bit more critical situations, to show younger track. I know a little about the team. It should be fine ", said one who is from the same corner Olivier Archambault, with whom he has evolved into the bantam ranks.

 Renowned for its ability to distribute the puck, Godin wait to pass the disc Duclair, Erne, Herzog and Archambault.

 "While moving the puck, I focus quite a lot on it. I like it a bit to bring me to attack. Especially well move the puck before thinking about going to score goals. There are a lot of guys can take care of that in the team ... "

 Godin should not put on skates before January 3 in Drummondville, due to a slight neck injury suffered during the last visit of Titan in Rimouski.

 "It happened here the past week. A bad fall, but it's going well. I already patina tomorrow [Monday] at the Colosseum. This is just to be careful with that, but it really is progressing well ... "let him who has a goal and 18 assists in 37 games so far this season.

*************************

Quickly

 Forward Nick Sorensen had an excellent day's work at the World Junior, with a production of three points (one goal and two assists) in a 10-0 victory over Sweden Norway. He led four shots on goal, plus get a +2 ... Meanwhile, Adam Erne has earned a place in the 8-0 victory over the Germans Americans. He threw six times on the opposing net ... In addition to the usual absent, the Erne (Global), Sorensen (Global), Herzog (Global), Booth (U17 World Challenge) Caron-Roy (concussion), Turnbull ( knee), Shea (concussion), Lamarre (kneecap), Boivin (mononucleosis), the name of Anthony Latina (ill) was added to the long list of absentees with the Remparts on Sunday ... With the depth of team tested like never before, the Remparts were obliged to move to Sunday 19 players, 11 forwards, six defensemen and two goaltenders ... side Oceanic, Jan Košťálek, Samuel Courtemanche Frederik Gauthier Simon Bourque, Patrik Zdrahal Andrew Picco were not in uniform ... Elsewhere in the QMJHL, the Drakkar acquired striker 19 Maxime St-Cyr Rouyn-Noranda, in return a selection of the first round in 2014 ...
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Head coach Philippe Boucher liked what he saw of his men, calling the game "one of the best shows of the year at the Coliseum."
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(Québec) The least we can say is that the last game of the year at the Coliseum, a 5-4 victory over Remparts Oceanic overtime Saturday, has not been boring! The four Anthony Duclair and doubled Olivier Archambault points have however been overshadowed by the emergence of new local agitator, Adam Chapman, who set the tone for the meeting. The table is set for the rematch today in Rimouski!

The altercation between Adam Chapman and guardian of ... (Photo Sun, Erick Labbé) - Image 1.0 

Enlarge

The altercation between Adam Chapman and goalkeeper Oceanic Philippe Desrosiers, has turned the tide in favor of the Remparts early in the second period.

Photo Sun, Erick Labbé

Controversial as exciting as the first part of the trip between the Remparts and the Oceanic series seemed to turn in favor of the visitors who led 1-0 after one period, with a net Samuel Morin (5 e , AN) . An altercation between Chapman and Rimouski goalkeeper Philippe Desrosiers, early in the second, however, turned the tide on the side of the Ramparts. Morin defended by teammates and Leduc, with whom Chapman refused to fight, the doorman nevertheless seemed to lose his concentration after the incident, which resulted in a powerplay for the Remparts. Desrosiers granted thereafter two quick goals at the local, those of Cody Donaghey (4 e , AN) and Anthony Duclair (30 e ).

 "Explain to me how Chapman can come disturb our goalkeeper. We will protect and fate shorthanded ... This is spectacular! I would have liked that it faces Morin and Oligny the small Chapman. Tomorrow [today], it will not have the last change. I can not wait to see how it will make the coward again. It is able to be creative on this side here ... "began head coach Oceanic Serge Beausoleil, admitting that his team was left upset by the" phenomenon Chapman. "

 The skirmish has been the turning point of the match, while the Remparts then wore their lead to 3-1 on the first evening of Archambault (7 th ). Before the end of the period, the Oceanic however reduced the gap to 3-2 on the powerplay (Alexis Loiseau, 9 e ).

 Early in the third, both teams exchanged a goal each. Archambault, with his second of the game, first brought the piorité Remparts 4-2 before Michael Joly would reduce the gap to 4-3. Scooping a penalty for delaying the game 53 seconds remaining (Culkin), the Remparts have allocated the tying goal 30 seconds later (Peter Trainor), which would force overtime. It is finally Kurt Etchegary that would play the hero extra, while the Remparts enjoyed a numerical advantage. "A call ghost "according Beausoleil.

"Show of the Year"

 Side Remparts head coach Philippe Boucher liked what he saw of his men, calling the game "one of the best shows of the year at the Coliseum." He especially appreciated the work of his new acquisition, Adam Chapman.

 "He played well. He played in all situations. He was an agitator. It is part of the positive outcome of the match and that's what we want to see him, "stated Boucher.

 Unlike its counterpart Rimouski, the pilot Remparts was nothing wrong with the behavior of his players, who followed the letter of the directive team against fighting.

 "We played nine players before. Latina was sick. Snow has not played much. [...] Of course I asked [not to fight]. Anyway, I would never ask a guy to do that. But tonight was instructed not to do and he respected. So much the better if he bothered. "

Speed ​​...

 Absent were still numerous in the Remparts attack Saturday. Besides the three players participating in the World Junior, Adam Erne, Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog, the Alexandre Caron-Roy (concussion), Brent Turnbull (knee), Brandon Shea (concussion), Hubert Lamarre (kneecap) and Alexandre Boivin ( mononucleosis) is still missing in action ... Replacing Callum Booth, party defend the colors of Quebec World Under 17, Xavier Potvin held the position of auxiliary François Brassard, Saturday ... Tyler Brown, Adam Chapman (pass) and Lucas Batt fought all their first game with the Remparts Saturday ... The newcomer François Godin des Remparts has been slow to join the team due to a neck injury. However, the find today in Rimouski and should be able to play the game on January 3 in Drummondville ... side Oceanic, Jan Košťálek, Samuel Courtemanche, Frederick Gauthier, Simon Bourque, Patrik Zdrahal and Andrew Picco did not participate in Saturday's game ... 

Brown is coming to Quebec

 The Chief Remparts Philippe Boucher continued to shopping during the holiday season Saturday with the acquisition of left-winger Tyler Brown of the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada, in return for a 11 th  round in 2015 . The Ontarian 18, which is 6'2 "and 207 pounds, had participated in the last drive of the Armada as a guest player camp. In 28 games this season, he has kept a record of three goals and four assists. arrived in the capital in the late afternoon, the native of Echo Bay took part in his first game with the Remparts, facing the Oceanic evening.'s new number 71 Remparts are s' is not registered to the brand.  

Format giant Oceanic

 Oceanic also traded Saturday, putting his hand on the giant size defender Loic Leduc Screaming Eagles in Cape Breton, in return for a 2 th  round in 2014, which was obtained from Val-d'Or. Hope the New York Islanders (4 th round, 103 th overall in 2012), Leduc is a right-handed defender 19 years measuring 6'6 "and weighing 218 pounds.'s new number 71 is in the Oceanic his fourth season in the QMJHL. With its acquisition, Rimouski has increased considerably at the blue line, where training has been on the services of a tour of 6'7 "and 210 pounds in the hope of the Philadelphia Flyers, Samuel Morin.  

Published December 28, 2013 05:00 AM  | Updated December 28, 2013 at 8:29 

Dillon Donnelly traded to Moncton

Defenceman Dillon Donnelly joined the Remparts ... (The Sun, Steve Deschênes) 

Enlarge

Defenceman Dillon Donnelly joined the Remparts in December 2012.
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(Québec) The holiday trading period often has the effect of revolving doors in the locker room of the QMJHL. Day Friday was no exception with the Remparts, who welcomed two new players, Adam Chapman and Lucas Batt, have acquired a third, François Godin, and shared a fourth, Dillon Donnelly!

Proof that he has been busy during the Christmas break, the Chief Remparts Philippe Boucher, took over the job of confirming two transactions on Friday. At first, he traded defenseman Dillon Donnelly 20 years in Moncton, against a fifth-round pick in 2015. To address the loss of his veteran Boucher got his hands on another defender 20 years, François Godin, acquired Titan Acadie-Bathurst, in return for a fifth-round choice in 2015, which was obtained in exchange Frédéric Bergeron.

 From an offensive standpoint, statistics Godin (one goal and 18 assists in 37 games) compare favorably to those of Donnelly (eight assists in 36 games), which was more known for his defensive play.

 "I enjoyed that Dillon has brought to the team since last year, but I think we have an offensive team and a defender capable of distributing the puck as it can lead us Godin. We're going in another direction. In addition, it is a right-handed defender, which was not much, who can play in all game situations he played big minutes in Bathurst, "said Boucher, Friday.

 By this gesture, the Chief Remparts confirms that he believes in his team and that every little bit helps to improve will be considered.

 "We like our team, but be careful what you do, because we do not have a lot of draft picks in the bank. Fetching Godin, we place a guy in a chair and in a role that is good for him. It is thought that a young defensive, it will maximize its potential and get the best out of our team. Once everyone is healthy, there will be a strong offensive team, "said Boucher.

 He argues that there is no link between the arrival of its first two acquisitions, Chapman and Batt, known for their strength, and the departure of Donnelly, who also filled this role with the Remparts. "Not all staff movements are linked together ..." he has suggested.

Check beneficial

 However, Boucher rejoiced the arrival of two strikers, especially as only Alexandre Caron-Roy (concussion) seemed able to resume share for the first game of the home series against the Oceanic Saturday , at the Pepsi Coliseum.

 For the purposes of training, the pilot had joined Chapman Marc-Olivier and Olivier Archambault Groleau, while Batt evolved with Zachery Moody and Massimo Carozza. Brandon Shea (concussion), Hubert Lamarre, Brent Turnbull, Alexandre Boivin (mononucleosis) are all practiced with green non-contact jerseys. The latter, who had an ultrasound of the spleen on Friday, could not submit to the examination because of the delay of the aircraft. He will take the test Saturday morning and could face the Oceanic evening he received the green light from the doctor.

 "It's always good hockey against Rimouski. [...] Like us, they lack the guys, but that does not prevent them from continuing to win. We want to do the same, "said Boucher.

*****************

A new beginning for Batt

 Distressed by the death of his mother in October, Lucas Batt has played just nine games during this season, combining still two goals and two assists. The former 2nd round pick of Victoriaville in 2012, who only played half a season with the Tigers before being traded to Moncton, says excited to get a fresh start with the Remparts . "There is no better place to revive me that Quebec. I just had two very difficult months. And I look forward to the challenge, "said left winger 5'11" and 188 pounds at the end of his first on-ice training with the team on Friday. Newfoundlander 17 is especially eager to get back to work. "I'm excited about this new opportunity and I hope to play more than in the past. I think the coaching staff is excellent. For my part, I am proud to wear the logo." In Quebec, Batt also found several friends, including Cody Donaghey and Duncan MacIntyre.

Oceanic gaining weight

 Oceanic Friday conducted a third transaction since the beginning of the trading period by sending the center player 17 Jean-François Lavoie Sherbrooke Phoenix. In return, the left winger of 18, William Couture, 6'02'' and 186 pounds, leads to Rimouski to give more weight to the formation of Serge Beausoleil. In early trade, center 17, Félix-Antoine Savage, Victoriaville Tigres, was acquired by the Oceanic which was divested services Nicolas Hébert. The Rimouski team is looking for players who can improve the team in strategic positions.

Chapman: for and against Groulx!

 Knowing that his team would be very competitive this season, dg Olympic Benoît Groulx had offered his veteran Adam Chapman, who would cut his ice time, to deal in the spring. Thus the attacker is found in Bathurst. "But it was not a good situation, so I asked to be traded. We must believe that everything happens for a reason, because Ben, he never would have traded in Quebec City! He always exchange his players in the Maritimes! And I finally aboutis in Quebec! "Launched the center 19 years on Friday. With six feet and 200 pounds, Chapman can play rough, while having some offensive flair. Last season in Gatineau, he swiveled the second line of the team in addition to evolve on the first powerplay unit, scoring 19 goals and 35 assists in 66 games. By comparison, this year, he has amassed five goals and eight assists in 30 games.

*****************

Drakkar gives Julien Lepage to Chicoutimi

 Drakkar formalized Friday with an already known by selling their Chicoutimi Julien Lepage in return third-round pick in 2014 Drummondville transaction. This exchange would be linked to the one who send Charles Hudon in Baie-Comeau early January. Defender 19 year old native of Baie-Comeau and whipping some of its citizens, will still wore the sweater Drakkar for three and a half seasons, amassing six goals and 36 points in 175 games. This season, his record over 13 placed him second among defensemen Drakkar behind rookie Nicolas Meloche. Lepage will not have to wait before facing his former teammates as Sags are just visitors to the Henry-Leonard Centre this afternoon. For this game and the Sunday, this time in Chicoutimi, Drakkar recalled defender Samuel Thibault (Princeville, junior AAA) and forward Jean-Francois Plourde (Thetford Mines, college AAA). Plourde, invited at the last training camp, is a native of Pointe-Lebel, a few kilometers from Baie-Comeau.

With the special collaboration of Carl Thériault and Steve Paradis
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Philippe Boucher explained that he was conducting other transactions, they would aim for good balance his current team.

Library The Sun

My Press

Add to My News Add 

Sharing

Share by email 

Font size

 Print this page  

See also


Dillon Donnelly traded to Moncton

The Huskies beat the Armada in overtime

Voltigeurs steal victory in the Armada

Philippe Boucher is looking forward to the end of transactions

Victoriaville confirms the acquisition of Laplante

On the same theme


Baie-Comeau |

 League Quebec Major Junior Hockey |

 Quebec Nordiques |

 Oceanic |

 Memorial Cup |

 Moncton Wildcats |

 Shawinigan Cataractes |

 Philippe Boucher |

 Saint-Jean |

 Ice hockey 

By the same author

 Muncef Ouardi go to Sochi

Marie-Michèle Gagnon a hair of the podium

Harvey satisfied, despite a 11th place

Alex Harvey: confidence to forge

Alex Harvey: "There are not we missing a lot"

Jean-François Tardif <p> </ p>

Jean-François Tardif

 Sun

(Québec) this Sunday that opened the trading period in the major junior hockey in Quebec. And as is the case every year, a question arises. The Remparts will they be buyers or sellers?

"The two transactions that we announced today [Sunday] and we were able to get their hands on Adam Chapman [Acadie-Bathurst] and Lucas Batt [Wildcats] were intended to add depth to the team, "first introduced the general manager and head coach of the Red Devils, Philippe Boucher. "But we will not make transactions to pick guys who will not be there next season to help us if we ever had the Memorial Cup. Exchanges that we will have to improve the team in the short, medium and long term. That's our goal. "

 While it is clear that the Remparts will not take part in the lottery to win the rights to the best available players in the QMJHL, Boucher said it was not a question for him to give up on this campaign. He explained that it is for this reason that he was conducting other transactions, they would aim for good balance his current team. And the question for him to sacrifice the best draft pick of the team, though, in this respect, the Red Devils did not have a very high flexibility.

 Boucher was also formal. It should not sacrifice the young players of his training. He mentioned that Zachery Moody, Alexandre Caron-Roy and Massimo Carroza had been expected to play important roles in the team since the beginning of the season. He added that, in parallel, the coaching staff training had spent much time with them both on the ice and off. All this was done so that these young people were much improved.

 "Just like Moody, Lucas Batt [acquired against a sixth-round pick in 2015 got Shawinigan Cataractes] had a difficult start in the QMJHL. It's not easy to play in major junior hockey in Quebec to 16. But Moody progressing well. And we hope that the same thing will happen to Batt. "

 Speaking of Adam Chapman [acquired against a third-round pick in 2014 obtained from the Sherbrooke Phoenix], Boucher said he was a strong player able to make points. A rare commodity in the QMJHL could play an important role in the Remparts. "And we think he could play with us like other 20 years next season."

The Drillers monitor

 Announced with great fanfare in midweek, the transaction should send Charles Hudon of Chicoutimi at Baie-Comeau had not been confirmed Sunday. As Chicoutimi showed their colors by showing that they would manage their training as they would present great national final of 2015, Boucher said he believed Chicoutimi could let go of other veterans.

 "The Drillers have not done anything yet. But I think they will probably do something. Val-d'Or is probably the best team we saw this year. This is the training that gave us the most difficulty. Rouyn-Noranda also have a good club. And this is the case for a couple of other formations. There are so many good teams, so that training can believe in their chances, that may be why it moves a little less good time at the transaction level. Everyone is waiting to see what others will do before compromise. "

*****************

Stability in the Oceanic 

 Exchanges made Sunday by the Oceanic fundamentally have not changed the composition of the team, rather than looking for players 19 years. Center 17 years, Nicolas Hébert, left the team for the Sea Dogs of Saint John in return for a fifth-round pick in 2014. Another center de17 years, Félix-Antoine Savage, Victoriaville Tigres, was acquired by the Oceanic, which sold back its eighth round pick in 2014.

 The son of the former Quebec Nordiques player Reginald Savage has recorded one goal and one assist in 14 games this season. After the game against the Titan Saturday night, Serge Beausoleil, head coach and general manager, had mentioned possible minor transactions "without bang before Christmas. We should not expect that messes up our team when we speak, but we will try to improve in strategic locations. " Oceanic has only three players 19 years.
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The Director General of Chicoutimi, Marc Fortier (right), would like to host the Memorial Cup team is experienced in December, to better prepare for the opening of transactions.
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 Sun

(Quebec) Les Remparts have a 50% chance to present the MasterCard Memorial Cup in Quebec City in 2015. Same for Chicoutimi in Chicoutimi. Then, for the trading period opens Sunday in the QMJHL, CEOs Philippe Boucher and Marc Fortier behave "as if it had been," says the CEO of Sags.

"It changes a lot of things for us," says Fortier. "Currently, we have a lot of good values ​​on the market. To know that we would not have the Memorial Cup, I would trade for players 17 years to train a group mature in two years with my good 16 Nicolas Roy, Jeremy Bouchard and Frédéric Allard. But now I must act as if we had and get guys experience 18 or 19 years instead of 16 or 17. "

 Fortier keeps blaming the league. But he believes that the allocation of the championship, held by the QMJHL training every three years, should be in December instead of April. As is the case in the other two circuits, Ontario and the West. "Why do not do the same?" Is-he asks.

 The selected team and benefit from four times instead of three transactions between obtaining and tournament. Remain the draft, camp and Holidays 2014 for compromise. It was during this last interval that negotiations corseront. "We will be able to know what we need, while there, we do not know what he will be missed.

 "There is one team that will be disappointed at the end, who will say:" Had I known, I would have gone with younger ". But in the meantime, we must act as if it had. And it is the same case for Philippe the other side, "says Fortier.

 He has not commented on its known transactions, unannounced. The 19-year-old Charles Hudon, currently at the World Junior go to Baie-Comeau for defenseman of 19 Julien Lepage, among others. Chicoutimi still cut back 17 Loïk Leveille Saturday because it takes the path of Cape Breton.
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Kurt Etchegary scored two goals and an assist in the win.

Photography Sun, Pascal Ratthé

My Press

Add to My News Add 

Sharing

Share by email 

Font size

 Print this page  

See also


Shawinigan 4/Québec 3: lack of offensive punch

Distinction for Domenic Graham

Jonathan Drouin is the player of November in the QMJHL

The Huskies beat the Armada in overtime

QMJHL sweeps the Russians

On the same theme


Quebec Remparts 

By the same author

 College Football: Claude Juneau head Elks

Éric Martel-Bahoéli England

Period transactions in the QMJHL: the specter of Memorial Cup

Maltese overtaken by Jacobellis in Lake Louise

Etchegary leads the Remparts to a 4-2 victory against the Sags

Olivier Bossé

 Sun

(Quebec) Les Remparts have made gifts Saturday at the Coliseum in Québec. First beating Chicoutimi Chicoutimi 4-2, then fetching forwards Adam Chapman and Lucas Batt, through transactions.

Players Club of Quebec Major Junior Hockey can stuff yourself with Yule Log in peace. Five days off with his head in victory, the first in a week. And until further notice, they come with all the team. Next workout Friday next game next Saturday.

 "We asked them to make a gift, a gift to us as a group. Our players have given everything, they left everything on the ice, "illustrated the head coach Philippe Boucher, rejoicing that they raised three points out of four in two days.

 "With the alignment we have here is more than acceptable," said the coach. Still lacked eight players, including five wounded attackers. A new member in the group: Brandon Shea, who has seen resurgence symptoms of concussion Friday.

Pride veterans

 Boucher met his veterans Saturday morning. "They were all good, they did not want a result like yesterday" or the shootout loss Friday against Shawinigan. The Guardian François Brassard was solid with 31 saves, including a dozen in the last six minutes, while defender and captain Ryan Culkin has compiled a +3.

 The duo Kurt Etchegary Anthony Duclair took the attack in hand, each amassing three points. Duclair still waiting for his 30th goal of the season, who hit the post with an empty net, just seconds from the end.

 "We worked from the beginning to the end, unlike yesterday [Friday] when we took Shawinigan too lightly. We wanted to have the two points before the Christmas break, "commented Duclair, author of 16 points in his last seven games.

 Chicoutimi led 2-1 in the middle of meeting the goal of Anthony Latina, late in the second period, has turned the tide. A clearance of Marc-Olivier Groleau, Vincent Lanoue recovered the disk in the corner to put the jiffy a backward pass in Latina, let alone in front of the net.

 According to the coach of Chicoutimi, Patrice Bosch, this release should be refused. However, the referee has argued that his counsel had not made the maximum effort to get the puck first. Note that the rookie Sags Frédéric Allard, from Quebec City, scored his first career goal in major junior.

Two exchanges

 Boucher confirmed two exchanges formalized Sunday at the opening of the market holidays. Centre for 19 years, Ontario's Chapman had been removed from the alignment of the Acadie-Bathurst, in the afternoon, against Rimouski. He has 100 points in 145 games over two and a half seasons with Gatineau and Bathurst. For him, Quebec gives a third-round pick in 2014.

 Les Remparts also acquired left winger 17 Lucas Batt, Moncton Wildcats, in return for a sixth round selection in 2015. Newfoundlander has nine points in 58 games with Victoriaville and Moncton. He only played nine games this season. For now, "nobody leaves Quebec," said Boucher. The trade period ends on January 6.
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The Guardian Storm Phaneuf made 28 saves in regulation time plus add two more in the shootout to lead the Cataractes to victory.
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(Quebec) Even if they have not trailed for a single second of the match, the Quebec Remparts lost 4-3 in Friday's shooting, face the Shawinigan Cataractes. The absence of seven regular attackers arose against the second worst defense in the league.

"We have a regular keeper with us, all our regular supporters are there, but at the front, we do our best. The execution is not easy. There it goes to the merits, I suppose. We wanted two points, but we just deserved, "summarized head coach Philippe Boucher.

 Boucher noted the cruel lack of offensive punch Remparts in the absence of Adam Erne, Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog, held at the World Junior and Alexandre Caron-Roy, Brent Turnbull, Hubert Lamarre and Alexandre Boivin injured. It even seems qu'Erne is also plagued by injury, with the U.S. junior team.

 "They may have wanted a little more than us," says the boss, echoing about his captain. Insisting that "there is no bad team in the league," Ryan Culkin admitted "that has perhaps taken a little too lightly. But they played well and you could tell they wanted to win more than us. "

 Les Remparts have always taken the lead, but each time returned Cataractes tie the game. Brandon Shea, Anthony Duclair and Olivier Archambault threaded needle for locals. James Phelan, Alexis and Nicholas D'Aoust Welsh have done the same for visitors. Anthony Beauvillier decided in a shootout.

 booth did well

 Junior AAA recalled that day, Derek de Montigny missed a penalty shot in Quebec, having been unable to take on a breakaway. Front of the cage, rookie Callum Booth did well, stopping 27 shots, but has never seen from the start of Welsh, on the third goal, shooting low and yet far. He then stopped Francis Beauvillier breakaway, one minute from the end of the third period.

 Culkin played his 200th regular season game with the Remparts. If one had predicted such longevity there four years, the 7 would have answered "eats m ****" has he joked. More seriously, he is honored and would be still on board after the trade period, which opens tomorrow.

 The counter jumps to 201 tonight with the visit of Chicoutimi. Chicoutimi lost 5-1 Friday in Drummondville. Coach Boucher expects more energy from his troop. It will be achieved with the return of François Brassard goaltending.

 "If there was a guy in the league that can win a game by itself is brass. But we did not ask him that, we want more effort and consistency. If you go to pick up three runs on four [in two days] with the alignment we have here, we would be happy, "recognizes Boucher.

NOTES: Suspended for one game, defenseman Maxime Chevalier returns tonight ... The center Yan-Pavel Laplante, Charlottetown Islanders would have made ​​the bus Victoriaville Tigres! The rear Julien Leduc to accompany Victo in return for Luc Deschênes and draft picks.

******************

Canadian victory

 For the World Junior Team Canada played its first preseason game on Friday, taking the measure of Finland 4-2. At Angelholm, Sweden, the start of the game was delayed for an hour by a broken ice caused by the Zamboni. Canadians have also been slow to start, falling behind 2-0 after 13 minutes of play, but Anthony Mantha (Val-d'Or), top scorer in the QMJHL, then scored a goal and pass, while teenage sensation 16 years Connor McDavid (Erie) obtained aid on the first two goals of the victors. The goalkeeper Zachary Fucale (Halifax) blocked 31 of 33 Finnish shots. Frederick Gauthier (Rimouski) and Felix Girard (Baie-Comeau) have not raised point.

 Hunter Shinkaruk (Medicine Hat) and Damon Severson (Kelowna) were removed after the meeting. Another striker will cleaver after the standout clash tomorrow against Sweden, or after the Monday, against Switzerland. In another preseason game Friday, Sweden beat the United States 4-2. Neither representatives Remparts Nick Sorensen (Sweden) and Adam Erne (USA), has registered to score. The tournament starts on December 26.

Published December 21, 2013 05:00 AM  | Updated December 21, 2013 at 9:26 

Shawinigan 4/Québec 3: lack of offensive punch

The Guardian Storm Phaneuf made 28 saves ... (Le Soleil, Jean-Marie Villeneuve) 

Enlarge

The Guardian Storm Phaneuf made 28 saves in regulation time plus add two more in the shootout to lead the Cataractes to victory.

Sun, Jean-Marie Villeneuve

My Press

Add to My News Add 

Sharing

Share by email 

Font size

 Print this page  

See also


Philippe Boucher is looking forward to the end of transactions

QMJHL: five questions ... and soon the answers

Junior Team Canada changes its recipe

Dillon Donnelly traded to Moncton

Quebec 4/Halifax 3: Jonathan Drouin released by Adam Erne

On the same theme


Brent |

 Islanders |

 League Quebec Major Junior Hockey |

 Quebec Remparts |

 Shawinigan Cataractes |

 Luc Deschênes |

 Philippe Boucher 

By the same author

 College Football: Claude Juneau head Elks

Éric Martel-Bahoéli England

Period transactions in the QMJHL: the specter of Memorial Cup

Maltese overtaken by Jacobellis in Lake Louise

Etchegary leads the Remparts to a 4-2 victory against the Sags

Olivier Bossé

 Sun

(Quebec) Even if they have not trailed for a single second of the match, the Quebec Remparts lost 4-3 in Friday's shooting, face the Shawinigan Cataractes. The absence of seven regular attackers arose against the second worst defense in the league.

"We have a regular keeper with us, all our regular supporters are there, but at the front, we do our best. The execution is not easy. There it goes to the merits, I suppose. We wanted two points, but we just deserved, "summarized head coach Philippe Boucher.

 Boucher noted the cruel lack of offensive punch Remparts in the absence of Adam Erne, Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog, held at the World Junior and Alexandre Caron-Roy, Brent Turnbull, Hubert Lamarre and Alexandre Boivin injured. It even seems qu'Erne is also plagued by injury, with the U.S. junior team.

 "They may have wanted a little more than us," says the boss, echoing about his captain. Insisting that "there is no bad team in the league," Ryan Culkin admitted "that has perhaps taken a little too lightly. But they played well and you could tell they wanted to win more than us. "

 Les Remparts have always taken the lead, but each time returned Cataractes tie the game. Brandon Shea, Anthony Duclair and Olivier Archambault threaded needle for locals. James Phelan, Alexis and Nicholas D'Aoust Welsh have done the same for visitors. Anthony Beauvillier decided in a shootout.

 booth did well

 Junior AAA recalled that day, Derek de Montigny missed a penalty shot in Quebec, having been unable to take on a breakaway. Front of the cage, rookie Callum Booth did well, stopping 27 shots, but has never seen from the start of Welsh, on the third goal, shooting low and yet far. He then stopped Francis Beauvillier breakaway, one minute from the end of the third period.

 Culkin played his 200th regular season game with the Remparts. If one had predicted such longevity there four years, the 7 would have answered "eats m ****" has he joked. More seriously, he is honored and would be still on board after the trade period, which opens tomorrow.

 The counter jumps to 201 tonight with the visit of Chicoutimi. Chicoutimi lost 5-1 Friday in Drummondville. Coach Boucher expects more energy from his troop. It will be achieved with the return of François Brassard goaltending.

 "If there was a guy in the league that can win a game by itself is brass. But we did not ask him that, we want more effort and consistency. If you go to pick up three runs on four [in two days] with the alignment we have here, we would be happy, "recognizes Boucher.

NOTES: Suspended for one game, defenseman Maxime Chevalier returns tonight ... The center Yan-Pavel Laplante, Charlottetown Islanders would have made ​​the bus Victoriaville Tigres! The rear Julien Leduc to accompany Victo in return for Luc Deschênes and draft picks.

******************

Canadian victory

 For the World Junior Team Canada played its first preseason game on Friday, taking the measure of Finland 4-2. At Angelholm, Sweden, the start of the game was delayed for an hour by a broken ice caused by the Zamboni. Canadians have also been slow to start, falling behind 2-0 after 13 minutes of play, but Anthony Mantha (Val-d'Or), top scorer in the QMJHL, then scored a goal and pass, while teenage sensation 16 years Connor McDavid (Erie) obtained aid on the first two goals of the victors. The goalkeeper Zachary Fucale (Halifax) blocked 31 of 33 Finnish shots. Frederick Gauthier (Rimouski) and Felix Girard (Baie-Comeau) have not raised point.

 Hunter Shinkaruk (Medicine Hat) and Damon Severson (Kelowna) were removed after the meeting. Another striker will cleaver after the standout clash tomorrow against Sweden, or after the Monday, against Switzerland. In another preseason game Friday, Sweden beat the United States 4-2. Neither representatives Remparts Nick Sorensen (Sweden) and Adam Erne (USA), has registered to score. The tournament starts on December 26.
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Jeremy Gregory of Baie-Comeau
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(Quebec) Private eight regular attackers, the Remparts were not outweighed by the Baie-Comeau, who defeated them by a score of 5-2 at the Pepsi Coliseum on Sunday. Already severely disabled, the Quebec company suffered another blow late in the game, losing Alexandre Caron-Roy services.

In the image of the storm raging outside, it is in the tumult that ended the fourth meeting of the season between the Remparts and Drakkar before a plot of 11,467 fans who had purchased tickets for the game.

Caron-Roy rang

 Located near the ramp in his defensive zone, Caron-Roy was KO'd with 2:13 left in the third, after a solid thwarted legal striker Robbie Graham. Visibly stunned, the diminutive striker Remparts remained at length on the ice, where he received first aid sports therapist Steve Bélanger, before being escorted by two players off the ice. Meanwhile, defenseman Maxime Chevalier was brought to the defense of his teammate, dropping the gloves before Graham.

 Following the sequence, which took place under the eyes of disciplinarian Raymond Bolduc, Graham received major penalties for assaulting an opponent and for fighting, plus a game misconduct.

 For its part, Maxime Chevalier got a minor for instigating a fight, a major for fighting and a game misconduct for instigating a fight in the final five minutes This game last offense is liable to a suspension. Finally, the center Kurt Etchegary was sent off for unsportsmanlike conduct.

 At the end of a game to forget, head coach of the Remparts, Philippe Boucher, lamented the loss of another soldier, because of what he called "good shove which reached our player to the head. "

 "It's automatic. They will review the gesture. It seemed a good checking, but it sure looks that sounded. [...] I'll let the league decide. This is a good shoulder shot. To make it even sounded, he must have reached the head, "said he supported, but the barricades.

 The pilot did not nevertheless condemned the reaction of the defender Maxime Chevalier, came to the defense of Caron-Roy, that may be assessed a suspension for his actions.

 "I'm not the type to brag about fighting, but when it happens so what, you want guys stand. You do not want them to do for small hits, but for a hit like that, that's okay. He has done that. "

 Boucher was more concerned with the release of his troops, who had two first good minutes, leading 1-0 with a dash of Anthony Latina, appeared after the rain break fluff.

 "We do not look for excuses early, I do not seek it, but we are missing several players. Not just those who have left. The Lamarre, Boivin, Shea, are junior guys that we lack. This to and published. In relation to the depth, it is tested. And Caron-Roy will perhaps be missed for a bit ... "he has suggested.

*****************

The game at a glance

 Return to play after being removed from the alignment Friday striker Remparts Anthony Latina (1) opened the scoring with a precise wrist shot early in the game (2:03), the result of solo raid down the left wing.

 The first net Ontarian in the QMJHL, registered at the expense of goalkeeper Philippe Cadorette, triggered the traditional rain lint holiday season.

 Upon resumption of hostilities, Drakkar orchestrated his reply, while Frédéric Gamelin (9th) recovering a rebound in front of the cage François Brassard, to deceive the goalkeeper Gatineau.

 The North Shore has not released the pressure thereafter, taking the lead for the first time in the match, with a throw of Jeremy Gregory (19th), who beat the porter des Remparts between the pads.

 Second, Alexis Vanier (13th) and Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau (10th) added in advance of Drakkar, increasing its priority to 4-1 and chasing Brassard in favor of Callum Booth, while in the third, both teams exchanged a goal each - the 20th and 6th Jeremy Gregory Zachery Moody - to complete 5-2.

 Les Remparts led the opponent 29-26 in shots on goal, but were shut their six power play. With this victory Drakkar, Baie-Comeau Quebec and divided the honors of their four games this season.

***************

Duclair and Brassard winning

 The goalie François Brassard and striker Anthony Duclair were appointed defensive and offensive players Remparts for the second installment of the Budweiser Cup. These selections were based on the choice of the three stars of the game for the sequence of 17 parts from 30 October to 13 December. During this period, François Brassard has maintained a record of 7-3-0-2, a goals against average of 2.52 and save percentage of .917 in 15 appearances in goal, further establishing a new record QMJHL for the number of minutes (212.10) consecutive without allowing a goal to the opponent. For its part, Duclair maintained a record of 13 goals and 10 assists, in addition to displaying a differential of +10 in 17 games.

Creative alignment

 In the absence of eight forwards, head coach of the Remparts, Philippe Boucher, had to get creative yesterday, in the composition of his lines. In addition to its three offensive guns parties World Junior - The Erne, Sorensen and Herzog - Brent Turnbull injured (knee), Brandon Shea (concussion), Yannick Turcotte (knee), Hubert Lamarre (kneecap) and Alexandre Boivin (mononucleosis) also were missing. In the circumstances, Boucher had to use the services of affiliates Gael-Mukeba Lubwele, Marc-Olivier Groleau and Alexander Snow, he met in the fourth line of the team players. He also returned to the center Latina Anthony in the lineup, he flanked by two defenders, Raphael Maheux and Cody Donaghey, to build its third line.

Speed ​​...

 Despite the win, head coach of Drakkar, Eric Veilleux, was eager to see a "flat" end game. "It has not been alerts zone outputs was created unnecessary turnovers, we ended up three forwards behind the goal line, which resulted in overstaffing Duclair, among others. I'm not saying we played badly. Today [Sunday] we had a game plan a little different. We knew Duclair patina ... It's still some damage against us. We wanted to start, have traffic, be alert when that line was on the ice. For the rest, it's been a quiet game "... As the Remparts, the Drakkar was without the services of three attackers left to join their national training for the World junior or Russians Valentin Zykov and Denis Grobunov, and Felix Girard (Canada) ... Due to bad weather, two games were given in the QMJHL Sea Dogs between the Wildcats and the pitting Cataracts and Oceanic.
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Forward Kurt Etchegary (No. 19), which is ... (Photo Sun, Pascal Ratthé) 
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Forward Kurt Etchegary (No. 19), which is his fifth game since returning to the game, give everything he has to lead his team to victory.
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(Quebec) By the return of the three tenors Remparts offensive in January, most of the Quebec attack based on the trio rotated by Kurt Etchegary center.

Met last week at the Island Prince Edward Island, the explosive combination complemented by Olivier Archambault left and Anthony Duclair right has already produced two hat tricks in his first two games. And it does not stop there!

 Having accumulated 14 points in two games, the new line Archambault (three goals and three assists) Etchegary (one goal and one assist) and Duclair (three goals and three assists) did not take long to produce, mystifying his opponents with his unique blend of skills, tenacity and speed.

 "I played with Anthony for three or four years, so I know him pretty well. I know where to find it on the ice. I do not have to look for it. This is something that eventually develop when you play with someone for so long. So soon as we were placed together in Charlottetown, with Archy, That to click. We play like we practice and the intensity is at a high level right now, "said Etchegary Saturday.

 If the last two games are any indication of what the trio will do when visiting the Baie-Comeau Drakkar this afternoon, it would be the turn of the center, just recovering from arthroscopic heart suffered in November of score three goals! "We'll see. Baie-Comeau is a very good team ... but "tempered assistant captain Remparts.

 What is certain is that his fifth game since returning to the game, the energetic attacker will give everything he has in the guts to lead his team to victory.

 "Our first two lines are those that mark most of our goals. In the absence of the first trio of Erne, Sorensen and Herzog, we will all raise our game a notch. The shorthanded going to be important. The powerplay has been good lately. It will be important to continue along the same path. We talked among ourselves, we have to take things in hand, "stated Etchegary, who still wonders if he has his speedy recovery - just three weeks! - The quality of his physician, Dr. David Mulder, the strength of his heart, or both!

A golden opportunity

 It will, says the number 19, a unique opportunity for many role players on the team to show what they can do in offensive missions. The line formed by Massimo Carozza, Zachery Moody and Alexandre Caron-Roy, among others, get a promotion on the second attack wave five.

 "This will be their chance to show they deserve to be here. I wish the best of luck to the three guys who went to the World Junior, but I think that in their absence, we have the depth to continue to follow the game plan and play a good 60 minutes as we did yesterday [Friday], "said he said.

 And as Friday Etchegary hopes his triumph. "It was my first game at the Coliseum since the intervention and it was amazing to reconnect with our fans. In addition, we have a sequence at home before Christmas. We would leave for the break on a good note. We hope to continue in the same direction, "he wanted, even if he expects a" tough battle "against the Drakkar, who will be without Valentin Zykov (Russia), Denis Gorbunov (Russian ) and Felix Girard (Canada).

A balanced duel

 With three players at the World Junior on each side, the Remparts (18-10-3-3) and the Drakkar (22-8-1-3) will find themselves in the same position today at the Pepsi Coliseum. "It's the same principle for them other than for the rest of us. They lack pre players. Their defense is intact and air guards are there. I am sure that there are players who are in the most important roles that benefit there. It is for us others to do the same thing here, "stated Philippe Boucher. To overcome the many absences, Anthony Latina reinstate alignment, and Gael Lubwele will be recalled. Boucher has not excluded the possibility to appeal to affiliate player Derek Demontigny. It also has the eye on a standalone player. 

Speed ​​...

 The center Zachery Moody rejoiced Saturday to see his responsibilities increase - especially on the powerplay - in the absence of several teammates. "All young people will get a chance to make. I'm sure everyone will do his best and that business will draw "... Striped alignment Friday Anthony Latina, who has accumulated two assists in 22 games, is found on the tightrope. "We'll play tomorrow [today]. We'll see. I'm not saying it's easy for him ... "suggested Boucher, who will soon have to make decisions about his players 19. "If we do not offer them a contract, it will take place on waivers," he has said. 

Shine at home

 There has long wanted to sign the Remparts a convincing win at home. That's what they did Friday by winning 7-3, before the Olympics. "We want to give a good show for our fans. But we must be honest, it has not always been good performances. Early in the season, it's been more difficult. Friday, I think there are many who have risen from their seats, seeing Duclair make the games he made Brassard and make key saves, "ruled Philippe Boucher. Author of three goals and an assist in that game, Duclair experiencing a meteoric first half of the season. "Tony played good hockey. He was accused his constancy, but the effort is there. On the trip, he was there too. And I'm glad to see the return to the Coliseum, it was still there. "
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Les Remparts prevail 7-3 on the Olympic

Anthony Duclair led the attack of the Red Devils ... (Photo Sun, Pascal Ratthé) 
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Anthony Duclair led the attack of the Red Devils with four points, including his second hat trick of the season.
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(Quebec) Les Remparts began a stay of five games at home on the right foot Friday, winning 7-3 on Olympic private pilot Benoît Groulx, currently held with Team Canada Junior. Anthony Duclair led the attack of the Red Devils with four points, including his second hat trick of the season.

Quick right winger and its partners the second trio, Olivier Archambault (two assists) and left Kurt Etchegary (one goal and one assist) in the center, continued the work started last week in the Maritimes, combining eight points during the meeting.

 "I do not like to put numbers on the lines ... We have two offensive lines that have a lot of punch [with the trio of Erne] - they had three goals each in Prince Edward Island - and tonight [Friday] they were really solid. As powerplay only five against five. And I think where Etchegary Duclair and were the most dangerous, it was shorthanded. It was beautiful to see. This to is a good show , "ruled the head coach Philippe Boucher, for once this season, relied on the first two intact trios.

The vigilance 

 However, it is Fabrice Herzog, who was the first to deceive the vigilance of the goalkeeper Anthony Brodeur to5: 49 of the first deflecting a point shot Captain Ryan Culkin. But rotated by Etchegary line was quick to put his imprint on the game.

 Less than a minute later, the dangerous Duclair escaped alone to Brodeur to carry his team's lead to 2-0, thanks to a strong wrist shot. The spectacular number 10 again widened the gap at 9:12 when he fell while he was caught by an opponent. They were the 25th and 26th Duclair successes this season.

 Les Remparts have continued their momentum in the following commitment, adding three goals to their priority on the Olympics, the successes of Zachery Moody (5th), Massimo Carozza (1), which would chase Brodeur in Gatineau cage in favor of Robert Steeves, and the third of the match Anthony Duclair (27th), registered shorthanded.

 "I think qu'Etchegary wanted more third goal more than me! He told me all the time we would go get the third. Second, he made two good plays and we finally had "recounted that Duclair, scoring his 27th goal of the season, was ranked third among QMJHL scorer behind Anthony Mantha (35th ) and Anthony Deluca (28).

 6-0 advance men Philippe Boucher released the accelerator somewhat midway through the second. The visitors took the opportunity to reduce the gap with two quick goals, those of Alexandre Carrier (2nd) and Jonathan Bourcier (5th), the latter with the superiority of a man.

 "Maybe at 6-0, there was an excess of confidence or a small natural relaxation we essaiyé to fight, but Brassard was solid and was really tested during that period. We played well anyway, "said Boucher.

 Third, the two teams exchanged a goal. Tommy Lapierre first brought the brand to 6-3 to Gatineau, before Kurt Etchegary reinstates the advance of his four goals and complete 7-3.

Speed ​​...

 Striker Anthony Latina was left aside in favor of Marc-Olivier Groleau Friday. Philippe Boucher admitted he would like to see more from Ontario's ...

 Furthermore Latina, Vincent Lanoue (reservist), Brent Turnbull (knee), Brandon Shea (Concussion), Yanick Turcotte (knee), Hubert Lamarre (kneecap) and Alexandre Boivin (mononucleosis) were also removed from the alignment ...

 In the only first period Friday, defenseman Ryan Culkin collected assists on the first three goals of the Remparts. "I have chosen that I passed," said he said, explaining his performance in this second victory in three games against the Olympiques this season ...

 In the absence of head coach Benoît Groulx, Deputy Martin Lafleur led the Gatineau training on Friday. However, it is the other assistant driver, Eric Landry, who addressed the media after the game. "We all knew that this was our first game without Benedict. We had expectations of the players, also had expectations, and we were obviously not on the same page. It will be a small transition and we will try to resolve it as soon as possible "...

 Swedish Nick Sorensen and Switzerland Fabrice Herzog left Quebec on Saturday to join their respective national teams for the World Juniors. The American Adam Erne will do the same Sunday ...
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Simon Gagne, former Flyers player and former Remparts ... (Sun Photography) 
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Simon Gagne, Flyers and former ex-Remparts player will be one of three representatives of the Red Devils to their candidacy for the 2015 Memorial Cup.
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(Quebec) Three public figures share the honorary presidency of the application Remparts as hosts of the Memorial Cup tournament in 2015, learned the Sun Thursday. This is the businessman André Desmarais, hockey player Simon Gagné and Colonel Dany Fortin.

The trio met by the Quebec organization was inspired by the history of the franchise and one of the prestigious event, the trophy is a tribute to veterans.

 Remparts co-owner Jacques Tanguay, Patrick Roy and Michel Cadrin, André Desmarais has close ties with the Canadian Armed Forces, presiding honorary members of the Voltigeurs de Québec. First superstar "new" Remparts, Simon Gagne turns on his side, one of the greatest ambassadors of the franchise. In post since July, Colonel Dany Fortin finally assumed command of 5 th Mechanized Brigade Group of Canada.

 The choice of these three presidents of honor is only one of the components of the application that the Remparts will file today with the leaders of the QMJHL in order to obtain the presentation of the MasterCard Memorial Cup in 2015. 

 Developed in the utmost discretion, the specifications Remparts was prepared internally by a committee of five people based on the experience gained during the presentation of the IIHF World Championship in 2008.

 "There are things we do in the World Hockey Championship, which was in the same period of the year, we will be guided. In this sequence of events, these elements then come help us a lot in terms of medical management, security, shelter, food. Was developed through this expertise, they had not developed beforehand. We have all kinds of ideas and we will apply them consequences "had informed the President of the Remparts, Claude Rousseau, in an interview with Sun in September.

Campaign Chicoutimi

 Following the withdrawal of the Moncton Wildcats, only one other organization is in the running to receive the tournament or the Chicoutimi Chicoutimi. They have conducted a rowdy campaign, preceded by the announcement of major renovations to Centre Georges-Vézina. Their application has been rotated by an external organizing committee, chaired by the Chief Operating Officer at Rio Tinto Alcan, Jacques Étienne and architect Roger Fradette.

 In particular, they publicly revealed the amount of the guarantee and the total budget of their application - respectively $ 4,000,000 and $ 1 million - and the identity of its honorary president or general manager of the Montreal Canadiens, Marc Bergevin.

 As the Remparts, the Chicoutimi now file their specifications at the offices of major junior hockey in Quebec, Boucherville. A selection committee will conduct the study records and conduct visits in both markets in order to compare their facilities, in late February. The choice of the host of the Memorial Cup tournament in 2015 will be revealed on April 3, after the Gala gold washers.

 *****

 Herzog continues to amaze

 After a regular training camp, Fabrice Herzog has grown steadily since joining the Remparts. Author of 19 goals and 9 assists in

 33 games, the native of Frauenfeld, who is preparing to join the Swiss training for the World Junior became a centerpiece of Quebec attack card. "We thought we would give it until 15 October. With Europeans, we must take our time ... This is a big man, who has a good skating, good start. In individual years, we saw it all. In the collective, it was more complicated, "recalled Philippe Boucher Thursday. Hope Maple Leafs, however, did not take long to adapt to his new team. "He has a North American style game. In all phases of the game, it is good ", found the driver, who recently took the time to meet his player to congratulate him. 

Ready for the Olympics

 Les Remparts (17-10-3-3) now receive the Olympic (22-11-0-0), which will include private services head coach Benoît Groulx's deputy Brent Sutter with Team Canada Junior. This will be the last team meeting before the departure of Adam Erne, Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog for the World Juniors. "I expect a good game. This is a team that has depth, which is well prepared. We, for our part, we play good hockey too, "said Philippe Boucher. To counter the Olympiques, Anthony Duclair believes that the Remparts will be alert defense. "It will be a good test for us. We want to finish this before the holidays strength and improve our record at home. " 

Speed ​​...

 In the coming days, Massimo Carozza (photo) will have to play a greater role 

 within the Remparts attack. "Guys like him will feel special units. I think they have reached a stage in their learning where they can give us more, "suggested Philippe Boucher, who loves the physical game Montrealers ... On his second drive with the Remparts, Alex Snow did not hesitate to play in traffic Thursday, which earned him the right words Boucher. "He was one of the good players on the ice. He is here to take a chance and

 this is what we want to see. "
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The Remparts affiliated striker Dieppe Commandos (junior A) Alex Snow, which will debut with the team tomorrow, during the visit of the Olympic at the Pepsi Coliseum.
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(Québec) On the eve of departure of Erne, Sorensen and Herzog for World Juniors, the Remparts affiliated striker Dieppe Commandos (junior A) Alex Snow, which will debut with the team tomorrow at the visit the Olympic at the Pepsi Coliseum. Newfoundlander six feet and 181 pounds, author of seven goals and six assists in 25 games this season, give a hand to attack the Remparts during the holiday season.

"I was returning from a training Commandos and I was doing homework when I got the call Remparts where they told me that they wanted me for four games. It was very exciting! "Suggested righthander 18 years after his first practice with the team Wednesday.

 Renowned for its robustness player, choosing from 11 th  round Cape Breton (186 th overall) in 2012 evolved in the second and third trios in Dieppe, get more ice time shorthanded. Invited to a first drive with the Screaming Eagles the following fall camp, Snow suffered a dislocated shoulder during the last two preseason games. 

 "I was kept out of the game for six weeks. For an insurance question, then I had to stay with Dieppe. When I was handed the alignment of Cape Breton was full, so I have not had the chance to go "there, said the striker.

 Known as a physical player, Snow intends to his main asset before, in his first game in the QMJHL, tomorrow. "I'll try to bring to the team what I do best, which is block shots, finish my hits, because I'm a physical player. I am a team player, then all the team ask me to do, I'm willing to do, "stated Snow, who loved the first contact with his new teammates, including old friends and Cody Donaghey Kurt Etchegary.

 Evolving to a team of first position in the Junior A, the attacker believes that the transition to major junior nevertheless constitute a "big step." "Like all players who played their first game in the major junior, I'll be nervous, but there is not much you can do against it, except play the best we can."
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Olivier Archambault has regained its form sunny days

Olivier Archambault see much ice time ... (Photography Sun, Steve Deschênes) 
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Olivier Archambault see much ice time soon, as his teammates Adam Erne, Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog leave Quebec tomorrow to join their respective national teams set to compete at the World Junior.

Photography Sun, Steve Deschênes
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(Quebec) Sept matches after his debut in the uniform of the Remparts, Olivier Archambault has shown his true face in the last journey of the team in the Maritimes.

Kept out of the game two months due to mononucleosis, former Canadian hope regained his magical touch around the net and intensity. Good news for the Red Devils, who'll need it in the holiday season!

 Paired with Kurt Etchegary center and Anthony Duclair right, Archambault had three good outings in the Atlantic provinces, scoring the winner in the shootout including Halifax and Charlottetown hat trick goal.

 "He had a good trip. It was correct at Cape Breton. [...] In Halifax, he played a good game, even though he did not score. It was intense and scored in the shootout. We can see that it can sustain its intensity and more normal at the beginning attendance. And then clicked That to Etch and Duclair, "noted head coach Philippe Boucher, agreeing that the attacker knew his best moments since he was playing on the left wing.

 For its part, the main person believes to have finally found his form sunny days. Breathless in its infancy, he believes he reached the proverbial "game shape."

 "This week, I think I finally found the rhythm that I had last year after Christmas. With my partners trios, and Etchegary Duclair, there is a lot of energy. It goes well with them. These are two very good guys, two very good friends off the ice, and two people with whom I get along well as on the ice. Just go on like this, "said the 20-year-old.

 Good sequence Archambault timely, since his teammates Adam Erne (United States), Nick Sorensen (Sweden) and Fabrice Herzog (Switzerland) leave Quebec after tomorrow's game against the Olympiques to join their respective national training . This is not the time to miss ice!

 "I've had too much this week. I want to continue like this. The guys that go from the World Junior, I wish them the best of luck, but I think we have a good team, even if these three are on the other side [Sweden]. I think we have a lot of depth. "

Reinforcements

 Divided into four different teams, the Remparts players have made the blatant demonstration in training on Wednesday, during a friendly tournament. At the end of the competition, whites Archambault, with a goal of the latter, have won the cup at the stake on the black driver Philippe Boucher, in overtime. 

 "We wanted to do this since the beginning of the year. There are plenty of teams that do, including Rimouski. In a little longer as the one we currently have weeks, it feels good. The guys did not realize, but it is also an intense practice, "stated Boucher, who in turn sent the teams eliminated in the gym.

 In addition to players who leave the World Junior Remparts are still without the services of forwards Alexandre Boivin (mononucleosis), Brent Turnbull (knee), Hubert Lamarre (kneecap), Brandon Shea (concussion) and Zachary Moody (ill). Besides Alex Snow (see other article), Marc-Olivier Groleau (Cégep de Sainte-Foy), Gael-Mukeba Lubwele (Laval-Montreal) and Derek Demontigny (St. Jerome) could come and give a hand this weekend.
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Head coach and general manager Remparts Philippe Boucher (right) wishes Adam Erne and Nick Sorensen can put behind them the things they have laid Friday against the Mooseheads.

Photography Sun, Patrice Laroche
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(Quebec) Following the release of Cam Russell in the local media, Philippe Boucher did not want to throw oil on the fire or reply to his counterpart Mooseheads who showed his misunderstanding about the decision of the QMJHL not to suspend Adam Erne and Nick Sorensen for their actions in Friday's game at the Metro Centre. In Quebec Remparts, we turned the page on this episode already widely discussed.

"I will not ship in the comments, it is normal that Halifax and Quebec have different views on the subject," said head coach and general manager of the Red Devils.

 Since the incidents, Boucher and his assistants have discussed extensively with stakeholders. The boss also informed Sorensen that he had committed a stupid move by hitting Darcy Ashley as he did.

 "We regularly talk to them since it happened. This is not the first time that their name is conveyed in the media, for good or bad things. They were rescued, they go to the World Juniors, and the ideal is that they put it behind them as quickly as possible, "said Boucher, adding that both players would discuss the situation more .

 Boucher would have preferred the name Erne is not found in the same basket as Shawn Thornton of the Boston Bruins, and James Neal, Pittsburgh Penguins. The first is invited to meet the disciplinarian of the NHL, while the second was given a five-game suspension. "What they did is unacceptable, but it does not compare at all with the coup d'Adam," he has said.

Effective before the World

 Tuesday, Boucher had ordered a gym and training session rink in power for a specific group. But that did not stop the three players invited to the World Junior or Erne, Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog, jump on the ice to put the two guards at the challenge.

 "I do not have a word to say against their performance at the weekend, we certainly can not blame them for having his head in the World Championship. They are eager to go, for sure, but I have nothing to say because they have to give us, they give. They still have a good game to play with us and then they can think only junior World. "

 Les Remparts knew that the American, Swedish and Switzerland would join their respective national teams for a long time. Their loss was easy to manage, unlike the absence of many injured. They give a try to Alexander Snow, selected in 11th round in 2012 by Cape Breton and released from attacking. Player 6 feet 1 inch and 180 pounds will be in uniform this weekend.

 "I've never seen our scout in the Maritimes felt he deserved his chance and we will give him. If we needed a player Saturday in Charlottetown, he would come join us there, "noted Boucher, who should be forced to launch more such invitations if the injured are not able to return quickly .

 Buyer or seller?

 As we approach the time of the transactions in the QMJHL, the question was asked Philippe Boucher: Will it seller or buyer? 

 Halfway in the current season, the general manager did not want to comment, saying "never liked these two expressions" which nevertheless summarize the position to be taken according to the intention of winning immediately or to look to the future. Les Remparts occupy the eighth place overall and second in their division, but the specter of the Memorial Cup in 2015 with the flat horizon. "We want to have a competitive team this year, but I also know we want to present the Memorial Cup in Quebec City next year, and be as competitive," said Boucher, without revealing his intentions.

 Shea wants to return before Christmas

 Long-term absentees, Brandon Shea and Alexandre Boivin (photo) were back in the environment of the team on Tuesday. The first resumed training in the gym, while the latter enjoying a skate power. Victim of mononucleosis, Boivin will be tested to check the status of his spleen, next week. Regarding Shea, he no longer suffers from headaches for five days. "I feel good and I started training. Tomorrow [today], I will push the machine a little harder hoping to jump on the ice Friday. I would like to return to the game soon, my goal is to do it before Christmas, but Steve [Bélanger] will decide, "said the American 18, who said he did not blame Yannick Turcotte of have shaken training. "It was an intense practice, he helped me out of the ice while apologizing. I do not blame him, "he added about his teammate who is shelved for the rest of the season because of a knee injury.

Progress everywhere

 Friday, the Remparts have already played half of their seasonal calendar. On Tuesday, the head coach gave a positive assessment of the progress of his players since the first day. "What I like is that our guards with Ghyslain [Rousseau], our defenders with Lappy [Martin Laperriere] and our forwards with Pierre [Sevigny], all groups improved since the beginning of the season. Losing players is flat, but it is also fun to be able to give a chance to others, "said Boucher, adding that supporting players like Alexandre Caron-Roy, Massimo Carozza and Zachery Moody had rendered valuable services to the team.

Reebok Challenge

 The eighth presentation of the Reebok Midget AAA Challenge takes place this weekend at multi-sport complex L'Ancienne-Lorette. For the occasion, the 15 formations of the Development League Midget AAA will be present, as four teams from the Maritimes and Ontario. A total of 37 matches will be played, and that, as of today. The challenge is a pass for the first round of the playoffs for the clubs in the league. Champion, the Séminaire Saint-François will be in action on the ice n o 1 against Ottawa at 19.30 today, while Lévis Commandeurs occur on ice n o 2 at 20h against Amos.
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The reasons for the decision of the QMJHL for the incident suffered by Jonathan Drouin will not be made public.
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(Quebec) Although he could change anything, the CEO of the Halifax Mooseheads, Cam Russell is furious at the decision of the QMJHL not to impose suspension Adam Erne and Nick Sorensen following incidents who scored Friday's game against the Quebec Remparts.

Erne and Sorensen have been bleached by the prefect of discipline for checking from behind one in the place of Jonathan Drouin and double-check each other at the expense of Darcy Ashley. This allowed them to participate in Saturday's game, in Charlottetown, which has prepared the first three goals of the second in a 6-3 victory.

 "I could scream and hit the ground with my feet, it would not work. I am shocked and disappointed by the decision, I do not understand at all, "Russell told the newspaper Chronicle Herald of Halifax, Monday on the sidelines of a match played in Charlottetown.

 According to him, Drouin was hit "clearly" behind with the result that came headlong into the bay window was cut under the eye, missed the rest of the game and the next - at least - due to a concussion. In the other case, the gesture was identical to his eyes suddenly had earned a penalty four games Ashley, there are two years.

 "The player who hits Drouin is a recidivist. Cameron Critchlow has been suspended for removing the helmet of a guy, so we could not see it on video. To me, it does not make sense. We need to protect our players and I do not see that happening, "he added.

 Russell received explanations of the QMJHL, but these will not be made public. He did not get satisfactory answers to his questions. The Mooseheads would consider an appeal of the decision, but knowing that there is unlikely to change the decision.

 "We talked to the League, but for us it is not enough. First, you do not hit an opponent when you turn back. When you see the number, it is about two feet from the band, as you push or hit from behind, what do you gain by doing so? It requires players to be responsible, but we do not. There is no responsibility here. "

Boucher criticized

 After the decision of the QMJHL not crack against Erne and Sorensen, reactions were numerous. Many decried the indulgence of disciplinarian. The head coach of the Remparts, Philippe Boucher, also rapped on the knuckles for his remarks published in The Sun .

 To his credit, he did not accuse Drouin have plunged. "Tonight is not loons, but it is an epidemic in our league, loons and embellissage" Has he said word for word. His statement was reported rather a summary of the press conference, which he said also find it sad for Drouin, hoping it is reset for the World Juniors. Boucher also noted that in both cases "we deserved two minutes, not five minutes."

Third star duclair

The Quebec Remparts had a successful trip to the Maritimes, this weekend, with two wins in three games. 

 The winger Anthony Duclair played an important role with a production of seven points, which earned him the TELUS third star of the week in the QMJHL. 

 Duclair amassed points in three parts, of which three in the 6-3 defeat in Cape Breton. 

 Friday in Halifax, he scored shorthanded, in addition to earn the second star of the game. 

 The number 10 holds the 10 th largest scorers with 42 points. His 24 goals in their third Maverick League. 

 The Remparts will be back in action Friday with visiting Gatineau Olympiques. Adam Erne (United States), Fabrice Herzog (Switzerland) and Nick Sorensen (Sweden) would have to play their last game before leaving for the World Junior Championship. 

 The Remparts will then visit the Baie-Comeau Drakkar Sunday. Sébastien Gauthier (Shawinigan) and Louick Marcotte (Val-d'Or) inherited the first two stars of the week in the QMJHL.
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"Obviously, I'm relieved. [...] There was no ... (Photography Sun, Steve Deschênes) 
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"Obviously, I'm relieved. [...] There was no bad intention on my part and I was not trying to hurt "- Adam Erne

Photography Sun, Steve Deschênes
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(Charlottetown) Less than 24 hours after the incident, the attacker Quebec Remparts Adam Erne was cleared following its defeat behind at the place of Jonathan Drouin during the game against the Mooseheads Friday in Halifax.

The verdict of the disciplinarian Raymond Bolduc QMJHL fell to 16h when the Remparts arrived at Eastlink Centre. The number 73 was facing a possible suspension for his actions which spread in the media and on social networks across the country, especially because of the reputation of the victim.

 "Obviously, I'm relieved. I had speed and I saw his number, but I did not hit him with the shoulder, I did not give him a double failure, I just pushed. There was no bad intention on my part and I was not trying to hurt him, especially since he was my roommate in Tampa Bay [in training camp Lightning], "explained Erne, a few minutes after exonerated.

 Erne has also sent a text message to Drouin on Saturday to say he was not trying to hurt him and wish him a speedy recovery. "I know there are many people who wanted me to be suspended. I understood on Twitter that they were quite angry, "noted one that does not provide removing the physical aspect of his game

 Head coach and general manager Remparts Philippe Boucher, spent a good part of the day Saturday on the phone. As before, he still gave absolution to his power forward.

 "We believe that both punishment [those Erne and Nick Sorensen] were not major, but two minutes. League saw that the same side as us. We will hear all sorts of things, but as a neutral person would like that, "Boucher noted.

 He rejoiced at the idea that his protege is not forced to be absent. At the same time, he wished that the convalescence of Drouin is not too long. "So much for that Erne Drouin, you do not want to see them miss the World Juniors."

 The Mooseheads player suffers indeed a concussion, described as "minor" by the management team "although you can never predict these things," said the CEO Cam Russell in Chronicle Herald , who refused to comment on the decision Bolduc. Drouin will miss today's game, ironically played in Charlottetown as the Remparts Saturday. According to the protocol, it must pass seven days without symptoms before returning to the game

Sorensen and Donnelly also bleached

 Earlier in the day, the director of the department of player safety determined that Sorensen did not deserve further punishment after his double failure on Darcy Ashley given in the same match. Same for Dillon Donnelly expelled yesterday for being the third man in a fight that never happened. So the three players participated in the game against the Islanders.

 "I was struck at the height of the shoulder and chest. It was an emotional game, I was frustrated and a little irritated by all the penalties we had. I did not deserve a suspension, at worst, he's [Ashley] that should have been for his dive, "Sorensen estimated.

Turnbull shelved in turn

 Knee injury following a hit hip Austyn Hardie at the blue line Mooseheads late in the third period Friday, Brent Turnbull moves crutches since this time that the eyes of the Remparts, deserved at least a misdemeanor. The right winger suffered a first degree tear of the medial collateral ligament and will be out of the game for a minimum period of two weeks.

 "I tried to avoid it by jumping over to go get the puck at the bottom of territory, but I could not do it, and it hit me right on the knee. According to me, it was an obstruction. It's a shame because it was good for me. This is the first time I injured a knee, with a little luck, I raterai a couple of weeks, "noted one who spoke of Friday's meeting as" a true match series. " 

Hat trick for Sorensen and Archambault

 Released threat of suspension hanging over their head, Nick Sorensen and Adam Erne took full advantage of their absolution by the QMJHL Saturday night at Eastlink Centre, leading the Quebec Remparts to a 6-3 win against the Islanders Charlottetown.

 The two accomplices have won a total of six points, the first thanks to a hat trick and second thanks to three assists each successful teammate. Like Sorensen, Olivier Archambault (3rd, 4th and 5th) also scored three times.

 "I have not played a period on Friday, so I was well rested. It is not really hard to score when you also get nice passes, "said Sorensen, author of the 11th, 12th and 13th goals of the season. He had already scored three times in a game in the series, last spring. Archambault, he greeted his achievement with relief. "It feels good, because I admit, it was hard for tips."

 Although they faced a team that had not played since Wednesday, the Remparts began the game strong, no doubt inspired by their collective effort to Halifax where they overcame the loss of three important elements (Erne, Sorensen and Donnelly ) to defeat the Mooseheads. They took a 2-0 lead in the first period, is 3-1 in the second and third sealing everything.

 Rookie goalie Callum Booth sold before the young sensation Islanders, Daniel Sprong, before Yan-Pavel Laplante and before Alexander Goulet. Archambault (3rd and 4th) scored two goals in quick succession early in the third, one of great beauty.

 Les Remparts buckle his long stay in the Maritimes with two wins, a loss and 33 hours away ... With 40 points in the standings, they rank second in the Telus East Division, four points of the summit occupied by Baie-Comeau. "This is a very good trip, the guys worked. Four points out of six on the road, it's always good. Our shorthanded was amazing all weekend, "noted head coach Philippe Boucher, whose troops leave until Friday, while the Gatineau Olympiques will be in town.
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In a little less than 13 minutes, Adam Erne faced Jonathan Drouin circle faceoff, scored a goal and was sent off for hitting from behind Drouin.
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(Halifax) In the coming days, we will talk a lot more health Jonathan Drouin as the 4-3 victory of the Quebec Remparts at the expense of the Halifax Mooseheads shootout Friday night at the Metro Centre.

Shaken by a hit from behind Adam Erne, in the first period, the jewel of the Canadian junior hockey did not return to the game due to symptoms resembling a concussion. "He will be reassessed tomorrow [Saturday] by team doctors," we stated on the Twitter account of the club while the action was not lacking on the ice.

 The first period, like the rest of the game was very lively. What caught the attention was the coup d'Erne in the place of his future teammate in Tampa Bay.

 Erne has received a major and a match penalty for his actions, while Drouin returned to the locker room before the end of the commitment never to return, thus sowing anxiety in Mooseheads environment and within the Canadian junior team. A prolonged absence would be a shame for anyone who was traveling at full speed since the beginning of November.

 "It can be a minor penalty deserved, but he dived. He was on the edge of the band, I pushed. I do not think it deserves a suspension. I do not know if he suffered a concussion, but he would not have if he had not dived head first, "said Erne after this game very intense.

 Second, Erne was joined to the locker room by her partner, Nick Sorensen, also out for a cross-check on Darcy Ashley. Add to this the loss of Dillon Donnelly, expelled for being the third man in a fight in the melee following the coup d'Erne, the Remparts' bench was shortened enough, thank you.

 Late in the third, Brent Turnbull needed help from two teammates to leave the ice, interfered hip uncalled.

 "It will cost me less fine because we won. This is the kind of game that I would have liked it to be presented in Quebec. We paid the price, the guys have worked hard, many have a hard time walking, it may be the two points most dearly won this season, "said head coach Philippe Boucher.

 "But it happened that things would not have happened in Quebec. I had been warned that it could be special here, he arrived unacceptable things that are yet discussed in the meetings of the League. "

Absolution Boucher

 Boucher gave absolution to Erne and Sorensen for their actions. "I find it sad to Drouin and I hope he will be okay for the World Junior Championship, but the dives are an epidemic in the league. Sorensen, he hit Ashley in the chest, but he sent the head from behind. In both cases, it does not deserve five minutes. "

 Zachary Fucale bent knees to Erne (12th) just before his expulsion, Fabrice Herzog (19) and Anthony Duclair (24th), giving the decisive goal to Olivier Archambault shootout. At the other end, François Brassard was brilliant before the 41 shots adverse yielding face MacKenzie Weegar (2) and Darcy Ashley.

 The fate of Erne and Sorensen depend on the revision sequences disputed by the Disciplinary Prefect of the QMJHL, which will be a busy man this weekend. Remains to be seen who will be in uniform tonight in Charlottetown for the last game of the trip.

**************

Quickly

 In turn, the Remparts winger Fabrice Herzog was invited to the camp of the national team of Switzerland for the World Junior Championship ... The defender Raphael Maheux and center Anthony Latina has not played for the Remparts Friday ... the Mooseheads evolved with sweater commemorating their 20th anniversary in the QMJHL. Last season, they wore shirts with eight different promotions League and team ... Les Remparts set sail on the Island Prince Edward Island after the game in anticipation of the clash Saturday against the Charlottetown Islanders last stop of this tour in the Maritimes ... Jonathan Drouin believes Anthony Duclair, his former teammate and friend with Lions Lac-Saint-Louis, would surely deserved an invitation if Canadian junior team had held a selection camp of 40 players instead of determining alignment in advance.
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Selected by the Swedish team, Nick Sorensen participate in ... (Photography Sun, Yan Doublet) 
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Selected by the Swedish team, Nick Sorensen participate in the World Junior Championship, which will take place in Malmö, the city where he grew up. It can therefore spend the holidays with his mother (photo) and his family.
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(Halifax) Nick Sorensen eventually pass the holidays at home. When Nova Scotia was still asleep Thursday morning, head coach of the national team of Sweden unveiled the preliminary list of guests to experience the adventure of the World Junior Championship, which will take place in the land of three players crowns.

The right wing of the Quebec Remparts is one of three players from the Canadian Hockey League (CHL) to navigate. For the number 94, it will be a second experiment, since he was a member of the yellow and blue training at the World Juniors played in Ufa, Russia, there is a year.

 "I knew for the past few days, but I could not talk. If you advised me before, it was first a matter of logistics to facilitate my journey, "explained Sorensen Thursday before climbing into the coach leading the team from Sydney to Halifax.

 Sorensen had already found new published by Expressen . He could read in the Swedish daily list of those who attempt to honor the Svenska. On the lot, he found the name of Andre Burakowski, Outters of Erie (OHL), who is his childhood friend Malmö, the city where the tournament is presented.

 "I'm really happy to make the team again, it will be amazing to play at home. Just the fact that it takes place in Sweden, this is something, but in addition, it will happen in the city where I grew up. Really, it is special, it is not all players can live it, "said one whose family now lives in Angelhöm, about 60 km from Malmö.

 More importantly, he feels that he will require a greater contribution than World 2013, where it was used sporadically in six parts, not collecting any points. "This time it will be different for me. I should have the same role here in Quebec, to produce the offensive play often, have more responsibility to be a leader.

 "Last year, I was only 18 and there were several good players older than me. I was in a learning process that should help me for the next tournament, "confided the attacker to 19 years old born in Halbak, Denmark.

Compete with the best

 Sorensen does not seem to have reached a goal being invited to the camp of the national team of Sweden. For him, there is nothing more important than the Remparts. "If I do well with my team, the rest will follow and will be a bonus."

 Height of happiness and pleasure for him and his family, the triple crown attend a preparatory tournament Angelhöm his current city. It may thus combine business with pleasure. More importantly, it will renew with a level of competition that it is no longer unknown.

 "I know the caliber of the World junior now, and I know what to expect. Play against the world's best, it's interesting and it also allows me to assess me and situate myself in relation to them, "considered the second-round pick of Anaheim in 2013, which will play one last game in Quebec City Friday, December 13, before leaving the next day.

*****

A first choice for Culkin?

Since the beginning of the season, the name of the captain of the Remparts Ryan Culkin, is often mentioned as one of the players likely to change address. Thursday, the Gatineau Olympiques acquired Frank Schumacher, another back 20 years on the market by Shawinigan, in return for a 16 year old and a fifth-round pick. Benoît Groulx would feelers to Quebec, but he was not willing to give up a first round pick for a defender 20 years.

 "Like all dg, Ben informs players, but I've never had an offer. Ryan came to see me in my office recently, and I told him I was going to keep him informed. Rumors, whether true or invented by a journalist, are part of hockey. We have already called me a liar when I said Jérôme Gauthier-Leduc would not go to St. John and would remain in Rimouski [Boucher had not exchanged]. I find it sad for the players, and that's why I do not speak of my negotiations with other teams. But the reality is that transaction, there will be. "

Play 60 minutes

Les Remparts visit Mooseheads in Halifax today. Philippe Boucher would like to see his show the same attitude in the third period Wednesday in Cape Breton, where they almost fill a deficit of 5-1. "It's been several times that comes from behind, but should not be in the room to say that it will work every time. Do not rely on our strike force, I'd prefer to allocate our energy for 60 minutes and our defenders often use their hit shots towards the net. " 

An example to follow

Since it is closely associated with the QMJHL, Philippe Boucher took the time to understand a team that often repêchait was likely to end up at the top. This was the case with Halifax, it is also with Rimouski and Baie-Comeau. "They were also difficult for a few seasons. We would recover more often, and so far, we will start from the third round in 2014. In the medium to long term, there will be less trade, teams will develop their players and instill values. In recent years, Halifax is well led, well-coached and they return items every season. They have an offensive identity that suits them well. They align one of the best European players in the league [Nikolaj Ehlers] and since the return of [Jonathan] Drouin, their power play is an example to follow for the puck, imagination, creation. "

Happy to "Grigorescu"

Philippe Boucher welcomed the decision Sabres forward Mikhail Grigorenko pay Russia for the World Juniors, although uncertainty about the fate that will be reserved for his return. "All players are proud to represent their country. It was one of the key players in Russia to 18 years, I do not see why it would not be 19. That can only be good for him. "That said, dg Remparts would not be caught off guard if the Sabres were back to Quebec. "There will be no improvisation should he be returned. But as it is not here, it does nothing to tell every day. I repeat myself, but it is a Sabres player, not Remparts. If he becomes, we'll talk, but there is nothing official, "he added deliberately biting lips.
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Pierre Sevigny: worker before any

"I do not consider myself a man ... (The Sun, Steve Deschênes) 
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"I do not consider myself a businessman, but as a man in his case" - Pierre Sevigny
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 Sun

(Quebec) hockey player, restaurant, coach, his duties are many. In all these job descriptions, Pierre Sevigny prefers one another. "I would say I am first a worker" suggests the assistant coach of the Quebec Remparts.

When Philippe Boucher has agreed to succeed Patrick Roy, he quickly thought of Pierre Sevigny to become his second full-time assistant, the other being Martin Laperriere. Since the beginning of the season, it is often on the ice before the start of training to work technical issues with some players, there is also after it for the same reasons.

 Born in Trois-Rivières, Sevigny seems to live in the public eye ever since. First draft pick of the QMJHL in 1988 by the Canadian Jr Verdun, who became the Saint-Hyacinthe Laser of the following year, he had a great junior career, completing the adventure by harvesting gold World Junior 1991 left center named Eric Lindros.

 Sevigny says that Draveur of his hometown, which held the second pick in 1988, had promised a lot of things for it to do its desire to go to American universities, which would have led not to Verdun recover. "But at the time, it did not work like that, it was a little too dumb because This to started right after ..." laughed one whose brother Louis-Philippe also played for five seasons in the QMJHL few years after his own way.

 Will there be seasons of 27, 47 and 36 goals in junior. In 1989, the Montreal Canadiens selected in the third round (51st overall), which would make him a second-round pick if the NHL had counted 30 teams instead of 20 as at the time.

The "bulldog"

 "In that time, I was nicknamed the bulldog, I was intense, I completed my checks. I went into the corners, but I also had a nose around the net, I was able to read the game, "says one who has always evolved with pivots foreground ... until his arrival in the NHL.

 It will play a total of 78 games in the NHL, including 75 with the Canadiens from 1993-1994 to 1996-1997. He will then sign a free agent contract with the New York Rangers, but will their uniforms three times. It boasts more than 500 games in the American League, where he played for three seasons with the Quebec Citadels - then AHL Canadian at the millennium - then choosing to settle there permanently.

 "I have very few NHL games under my belt, but I have been up long enough. When I saw [Olivier] Archambault be disappointed not to be able to play because of his mononucleosis, I understand. I remember with the Canadian, we were paid for 18 days, I've spent four paid immediately without playing in a single match. It is long, 4 X 18 ... "

 He will never have finally assert itself as it wished with the Habs. 

 "I participated in five matches stars in the AHL and the only place where I could not make the catch, it's Montreal. But without being pretentious, I never played with players such as junior or the AHL. With the Canadiens, it never happened, it said, without taking anything away to those who played with me. The highest I've been is on the third line with Guy Carbonneau and Mike Keane ... but we played against the Cam Neely in Boston. "

 Professional hockey away from him, he found himself in a season in Straubing, Germany, before returning to Quebec to join the Thetford Mines Prolab "who had offered me a contract beyond my expectations" . He then join the Radio X during the "big year" lockout NHL.

Not as good boss ...

 Multiplying odd jobs while his wife was working in his field of biochemistry, his father - former principal - it is suggested to apply to operate a franchise Tim Hortons. It inherit the street Bouvier, where you can always cross.

 "I've always been a social guy, around people. As a player, I gave the example, I did not like the chicane, I was rallying and I've always been the captain of my team, except in the NHL. As boss, I'm not good, I want to please everyone and that is why my wife is more management than me. I do not consider myself a businessman, but as a man in his case. "

*****************

Pierre Sevigny with his three son who ... (Sun, Yan Doublet) - Image 2.0 
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Pierre Sevigny with his three son who wear sweaters his sporting career, or Mathieu (Canadian), Vincent (Rangers) and Olivier (Citadels).

Sun, Yan Doublet

 A guide for young people

 Corrected without saying that part of his history, Pierre Sevigny buckled a chapter of his book sports accepting the assistant coach of the Remparts post. Remains to be seen if he will write another!

 When Philippe Boucher has called this summer to offer him the job, he did not even have to ask him for a period of reflection. His wife, who had heard the proposal, told immediately accept.

 "I'm here to remind them of the little things. Even if it seven times they say something to a player, I will repeat the eighth time, it does not bother me, "says the man in hockey and family 42 years.

 It was not the first time such opportunity. There is a little less than 10 years, Sevigny had received offers from the QMJHL, including an assistant Guy Boucher with the Drummondville Voltigeurs. "I'm not saying I would have got the job, but Dominic Ricard [general manager] called me to know my intentions. But at the time, my son was young, I opened my Tim Hortons, it was impossible for me to go.

 "I do not regret having refused, because we can not predict the future, but after seeing the path Guy Boucher, it still has me a bit disappointed to say no and it may influenced the decision to be my wife. For four months, she has a lot more work than I am with the management of the restaurant in addition to my guys follow hockey. I am fortunate to have her, she's the big piece of the puzzle. Chantal and without my parents, I would never have to join the Remparts. "

 Coaching is not new to him. He has led the St. Lawrence College (then in the Junior AAA), the Radio X de Québec (semi-pro), the AA bantam team and Quebec under 15 years. As a bonus, he is an occasional hockey sports studies Séminaire Saint-François, where he said he learned a lot attending Frederick Marquis, the program manager at SSF. And all the while, he continued his father's tradition to hold hockey schools, including one that gives Charlesbourg 13 years.

Improving English

 Posted recently Sevigny did not take long to realize he was surrounded by fellow high value. "He'll go far," he said about Philippe Boucher. Regarding Martin Laperriere, whose father Jacques was his coach at his Montreal debut, he considers his mentor because of his experience and knowledge.

 The relationship between Boucher and Sevigny not yet back to their youth. In fact, they have developed a friendship following their son in minor hockey in recent years. This season, Mathieu (Sevigny) and Matthew (Boucher) evolve both with the Séminaire Saint-François (Midget AAA). In addition to Mathieu Sevigny is the father of Vincent, who plays Pee Wee AAA in the new regional structure, and Olivier, three years.

 A post chief interest could he one day? "I'm going step by step. I note that the Remparts, it's big, it's prestigious junior hockey was not like that in my time. If I wanted to go further, I should improve my English which is average. You see, I speak French quickly, worse I try to speak English as quickly ... "

*****************

Sevigny proud of what he accomplished

 He played one of his first matches against Guy Lafleur and was teammate Patrick Roy. It was also the neighboring locker Wayne Gretzky and winger Pat LaFontaine. Okay, Pierre Sevigny (photo) has not experienced the glorious career of these hockey legends, but that does not stop being proud of what he has done.

 "I'll be honest, yes, I am. For sure I would not have to get up at 5am to serve coffee or sell donuts, but I played in another era. Ti-guys, we all dream of playing in the NHL and I lived there for a great time. He must learn to keep both feet on the ground and be realistic, there have been more successful careers than me, but I went, "recalls verbomoteur.

 Always driven by the same passion for work at the time when he made his classes to settle in hockey assistant coach wants to understand Remparts players they have a golden opportunity to live an adventure reserved for a minority. "The message I'm trying to go to young people, it is the work and honesty. Cheaters, they do not pass. I often tell guys they have the choice of having a house of a certain price or the best in the area. I do not disparage anyone, but you have the chance to be part of the elite, then takes it and enjoy it. "

 With a view of hindsight, it does not feel that you have entered it before him in his first game with the Rangers. That evening, he was transferred to the left of LaFontaine because of his scoring ability. "Do not mince words, I choke. He served me a perfect pass into the enclave, but I did not put it. If I did, everything would change for me because I would have continued to play with him, I would have displayed more confidence, "he says candidly.

 Inside the locker room at Madison Square Garden, it was installed in the locker right next to that of the "Wonder." "I played three games with the Rangers, but I spent three months with them. Gretzky did not talk much, I would not say we chatted Janet [Jones, wife of 99] ... In each game, he inquired about the young players of the opposing team. He was a nice guy. What I remember about him is that he always put his helmet by threading equipment. And on the road, the room was never his name. The first time I asked where was Wayne, it was explained to me that it was registered under a different name ... "

Posted December 4, 2013 at 9:07 p.m.  | Updated December 4, 2013 at 9:07 p.m. 
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François Brassard gave up five goals on 27 ... (The Sun, Carl Tardif) 
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François Brassard gave up five goals on 27 shots in 40 minutes, giving his position to rookie Callum Booth early in the third with a decline of four goals.
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Carl Tardif

 Sun

(Sydney, Nova Scotia) Quebec Remparts have not begun their journey of how hoped head coach Philippe Boucher Wednesday night at Centre 200, where they suffered a setback of 6-3 costs Screaming Eagles Cape Breton.

Les Remparts therefore inclined in the first match of a sequence of three to four days in the east. Their journey through Halifax on Friday before complete on the Island Prince Edward Island on Saturday against the Charlottetown Islanders, two cases that will not be easy.

 After a hike in bus 14 hours, the Remparts took time to find their legs, as evidenced by their single shot on goal in the first period and a 1-0 deficit. The sky came crashing down on them in the second when the Eagles tallied four goals, including three in the space of six minutes and 27 seconds.

 "This is not the first time a team comes here and experiencing a slow start, but this is the second time that I do not understand. It was the most frustrating of the year, was common back and has not made good decisions on the offensive, "Boucher admitted, by not laying any blame on the goalie François Brassard.

 Appointed under goaltender November, earlier this week, he gave up five goals on 27 shots in 40 minutes, giving his position to rookie Callum Booth early in the third with a decline of four goals.

 "It's not his fault, he was left to himself. If there is one that is brought to play, it was him, "added Boucher, who believed that with a sustained effort of 60 minutes, both in attack and defense and his training would have been a chance to win.

 But now, his family have thirty minutes to reach the plateau of 10 shots against Alex Dubeau. They had some ups and downs offensive third, with a barrage of 17 shots - more than in the other two periods (15) - to be closer to two goals (5-3), but the generosity of the second had more damage.

 Adam Erne (11th), Anthony Duclair (23rd) and Nick Sorensen (10th) scored in defeat, the reply from Charles-Eric Legare (2) Timothy Simard, Maxim Lazarev and former Remparts Raphael Corriveau and Jeremy Beaudry. Absent since Nov. 2, and operated in the heart that's barely three weeks, Kurt Etchegary was used without exaggeration by the head coach, who wanted assayed presences to count on him for the other two games that stay in this last trip to the Maritimes.

 The last word came back to captain Ryan Culkin. "It was rotten in the second, we can not win by playing only eight minutes. I am sad for Brass, he came here ready to play. "

Kurt Etchegary ... (Photography Sun, Pascal Ratthé) - Image 2.0 
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Kurt Etchegary

Photography Sun, Pascal Ratthé

Huge weight off for Etchegary

Just three weeks after undergoing surgery for a problem in the heart of pericardial effusion, Kurt Etchegary center was back in the game Wednesday at the center of the second trio completed by Anthony Duclair and Brent Turnbull. No. 19 had received the green light for a gradual return earlier this week, but he felt well enough to convince athletic therapist Steve Bélanger let him play.

 Throughout this medical adventure, the native of Newfoundland never feared for the future of his career, even his life. "I knew I was in the hands of reputable doctors who put me at ease. In addition, I used surgeries to have been operated twice hips, last year. It does not frighten me. I feel very well, it's as if a huge weight was gone from my chest. I can do what I love most in the world, playing hockey, "he said before donning the jersey Remparts for the first time since Nov. 2.  

Remparts winger Adam Erne ... (The Sun, Erick Labbé) - Image 3.0 

Enlarge

Remparts winger Adam Erne

Sun, Erick Labbé

Invitation confirmed for Adam Erne

Winger Adam Erne is one of 26 players invited to camp junior United States, to be held in Minnesota from 15 to 18 December. "It was one of my goals this season, but I dream of competing at the World Championship since forever, and now I have the chance to make the team." Player 18 is a four products CHL to be invited. "I've never felt that I was sulking because I came to Canada. They want to win, and what matters is not where you play, but where you come from, "noted the native of Connecticut, who also defended the American colors with selections under 17 and 18. Stefan Matteau, excluded from the Armada full series last spring, also on the U.S. list.

Mikhail Grigorenko ... (Photo Sun, Steve Deschênes) - Image 4.0 
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Mikhail Grigorenko

Photo Le Soleil, Steve Deschênes

"Grigorescu" World junior

Mikhail Grigorenko said on his Facebook page Wednesday, he joined the Russian team in preparation for the World Juniors, played in Sweden. "I flew to Russia on Sunday with my brother Zadorov," he wrote. Nikita Zadorov also started the season in Buffalo, recently to be returned to his junior club in London. The decision of the Sabres, who had yet to confirmed in the early evening, so would solve the case Grigorenko for the next few weeks, it was more often than striped alignment.  

Noah Hanifin always in sight

If Remparts played their only game of the season in Cape Breton on Wednesday, it will not prevent Philippe Boucher to return there soon. He will attend a few games of the Challenge under 17, played in Sydney for the New Year break In addition to seeing the work his son, Matthew, there observed candidates for the 2014 European draft. "Unless one comes back as 20 years, we will recover both, then you must see," explained Boucher, who also gives the mission to discuss with the entourage of American defenseman Noah Hanifin, second choice Round Remparts in 2013. "When fished a player, you want it to come to Quebec. But from experience, it will not be tanning with the family. We told them this summer, they know we will do so in the holiday season. "

Published January 5, 2014 05:00 AM  | Updated January 5, 2014 at 8:28 

The attack of Drakkar down to the Tigers

Baie-Comeau) After a blip yesterday, the attack of Drakkar fell neutral Saturday when the Victoriaville Tigres defeated the Baie-Comois by the score of 4-0. It was the third time in their last five games men Eric Veilleux suffered the indignity of a shutout.

Do not rely on table shootout to give an idea of ​​how this meeting. Although the Drakkar dominated 45-18 in this chapter, indicate 8-7 scoring chances for local. Busy but not really tested, Brandon Whitney recorded his fourth shutout of the season.

 "We fell behind early in the game and each time they had chances, they were opportunistic," said Veilleux, who was dissatisfied with the intensity displayed by his family, except Félix Girard, Denis Alexander Gorbunov and Ranger. "There are some who do not give enough," he has just started.

 Although the club has scored only five times in his last five games, Veilleux assured that he was not worried about the lack of success of his offensive. As opportunities are there, he is convinced that the goals will come good. "But what is the lack of intensity, I'll do it," said he added.

Whitney provided

 While players Drakkar wondered if the game was started, those Tigers took advantage of the first half of the initial commitment to strike twice. Carl-Antoine Delisle was initially mocked Guillaume Beaudry and Alexis Vanier before easily thwart Philippe Cadorette to 1-0 at 6:34. Less than three minutes later, Angelo Miceli doubled the lead during a power play.

 The second third, the Drakkar again took 17 shots, as in the first, but few of them worried Whitney. Turnovers were still appointments and the Tigers took advantage of one of these shifts to widen the gap with the net Gabriel Gagné, who easily stole the disc Alexandre Chenevert before beating Cadorette a perfect shot in the window. Mathieu Ayotte completed the scoring into an empty net

 NOTES: A total of 2330 spectators attended the duel ... It was the first time since November 4, 2011 as the Drakkar was bleached Henry-Leonard Centre. Sea Dogs of Saint-Jean had then won 7-0 ... This setback, combined with gain of Oceanic causes Drakkar slips from second to fifth level overall.

Steeve Paradis

Special collaboration

The Sun

(Baie-Comeau) The Baie-Comeau Drakkar showed opportunism yesterday when he signed a 4-3 win over the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada. With the win, the Drakkar is up five points at the top of the Armada QMJHL.

Limited to 19 shots, the premises are able to deceive Étienne Marcoux four times, twice with the man advantage. Captain Felix Girard, who also collected two assists, broke the tie at 7:29 of the final third during a power play with his fifth goal of the campaign.

 If the Drakkar could snatch the win, which stops its sequence of three consecutive setbacks, he owes a debt of gratitude to Philippe Cadorette. The North Shore Cerberus has made some small miracles on some of the 35 shots he faced. It was particularly strong commitment to the median while his teammates were overwhelmed by the speed of the Armada.

 "We must give much credit to Cadorette, he played a great game," outset Éric Veilleux started. "We had a good start this game until we started taking penalties and we lost the momentum. This is not the kind of thing to do against this kind of team skate a lot. I'm happy for the guys, but when I watch the video of the game, I do not think I'll be satisfied. "

The first Leblond

 From the first powerplay of the game, a bad penalty Girard, the Armada took advantage of shooting Christopher Clapperton. At 12:25, the first of Nicolas Leblond in the QMJHL has Drakkar create equality.

 In the second period, the Drakkar has struggled in its territory as evidenced by the number of shots on goal, 17-6 in favor of the visitors. However, both teams hit the target twice. Drakkar first took the lead through Alexandre Ranger, who jumped on a fumble by Étienne Marcoux return. Marcus and Ryan Hinds Tesink then restored advance to the Armada to the goal of Verpaelst Gabriel, who was 3-3 at 17:38.

 The newcomer Maxime St-Cyr, acquired in Rouyn-Noranda on Monday debuted with Drakkar Friday. He who wears the 91 evolved center Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau and Jeremy Gregory. He tallied an assist on the winning goal Girard.

 "St-Cyr had good sequences, but it will take leave a little time to acclimatize," said Veilleux.

NOTES: The Drakkar has scored twice in three superiorities. The only advantage that it did not materialize lasted only six seconds. As for the Armada, he scored once in five occasions ... Le Drakkar is visited Victoriaville Tigres this afternoon.

Published December 30, 2013 05:00 AM  | Updated December 30, 2013 at 7:14 

Scarcity of Drakkar continues

Steeve Paradis

Special collaboration

The Sun

(Baie-Comeau) Other keeper same result. Having stumbled Julio Billia ensure the Baie-Comeau Drakkar had trouble starting Sunday with another guard at the top of his or Domenic Graham, who led the Chicoutimi a 3-0 win. Chicoutimi has swept the series return of the holiday season.

Obviously, with the absence of Frederic Gamelin, Valentin Zykov and Denis Gorbunov, one could expect that the attack of Drakkar less devastating. However, it should rather speak of famine, because men Éric Veilleux have scored just one goal in their last three outings. Sunday, Graham stopped 41 pucks to sign the shutout.

 "It was a bit like yesterday [Saturday], but it was less calm. Some have tried to do things themselves, like [Dominic] Poulin powerplay, and some front too. When you want to do too much, you get out of your game plan and you do stupid things, "was the first comment of the head coach Drakkar.

 "Without taking anything away from Graham, he was arrested several he has not seen because it has created more traffic than yesterday," said he added.

 "The guys have been disciplined, they blocked several shots and our goalie was outstanding, but we may have given too much of throws," commented Patrice Bosch for its part, the pilot of Chicoutimi, who recalled that regardless of the opponent, it is important to collect the two points at stake. "But they were missing several players, should not hide," he has said.

 Just as before, the Sags opened the scoring early in the game. In the fifth minute, Simon Tremblay jumped on a loose puck to thwart Simon Lemieux. With two minutes to go in the first, Sebastian Sylvester doubled the lead in powerplay. Lemieux could do nothing, who had to make two flights on the previous two shots premises.

Graham closes the door

 Drakkar totally flew over the second commitment dominating 18-3 shots. But Graham has again closed the door completely, despite all the best efforts of troopers Veilleux. At the other end, Lemieux had to wait until the 12th minute before receiving his first shot of the period.

NOTES: Jasmin Boutet rounded out the scoring early in the third ... Chicoutimi scored once in six powerplay Drakkar making cabbage in five attempts ... Veilleux had withdrawn his keeper with 4:15 to go, but a bad penalty Félix Girard aborted strategy.

Steeve Paradis

Special collaboration

The Sun

(Baie-Comeau) You should not rely on Julio Billia to play Santa Claus on Saturday before a packed house at Centre Henry-Leonard. The watchdog of Chicoutimi stopped 46 shots in a 2-1 win at the expense of his Drakkar. It was for Sags first win against the Drakkar after six games this season.

Patrice Bosch men were limited to 16 small shots against 47 for those Éric Veilleux, who have collected no less than 22 chances to score, but Billia absolutely wanted to know. "He [Billia] was the story of the game, it was he who made the difference," said the pilot of Drakkar. "If we always play like that, we will win most of the time."

 Satisfied with the intensity of his troopers to return after the Christmas break, however Veilleux wants them to be a little more opportunistic this afternoon, while the same two clubs will meet in Chicoutimi. The Drakkar had eight power plays, but was unable to find the back of the net.

 "We may have a little trouble lifting the puck might have been more applicable to the net," he added, but said in passing that take three penalties in the first five minutes, "it was not the best way to start the game. "

Dangerous dolphin

 The visitors took a double numerical superiority to open the scoring at 4:57 of the first on the shooting of Thomas Gobeil. Starred in the first period, however, was Billia undoubtedly. The Chicoutimi netminder was bombarded with 19 shots, but he refused to yield. He particularly frustrated Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau on two consecutive throws.

 Despite their small number of throws, Chicoutimi doubled their lead midway through the second through Laurent Dauphin, dangerous Saturday. Drakkar finally hit the target at 14:58 by Alexandre Ranger, after a nice single thrust.

NOTES: Both teams were deprived of important elements, including Charles Hudon, Jérémy Roy Nicolas Bouchard and the side of Sags and Valentin Zykov, Denis Gorbunov, Frédéric Gamelin and Nicolas Meloche for Drakkar ... Just as Baie-Comeau, Chicoutimi received eight powerplay, managing to score once ... It's Philippe Cadorette that was before the cage Drakkar.
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Drakkar silent on the fate of Hudon

Steeve Paradis

Special collaboration

The Sun

(Baie-Comeau) Le Drakkar not formalized any transaction Sunday at the opening of the trading period in the QMJHL. But the team still made headlines with the exchange that would bring Charles Hudon in Baie-Comeau back three first-round picks.

There are, however, should not wait for a confirmation director Steve Ahern, who again reported that he had nothing to say about it. It should be remembered that a settlement of the Canadian Hockey League announced a prohibited transaction involving a player who is at the World Junior Hockey Championship. The possible exchange therefore can not be unveiled until January LE6, unless of course qu'Hudon Junior Team Canada is entrenched.

 Another rumor sends left-winger William Carrier in the Drakkar. Ahern does not deny his interest, but no question of compromise immediately veteran Screaming Eagles. "For now, applications of Cape Breton are ridiculously high. The price is disproportionate to our plan, "he started.

Plan B

 Carrier proves to be the plan B Ahern, since his interest was first turned to Yan Pavel Laplante, Charlottetown Islanders. The latter, however, was transferred to the Victoriaville Tigres, along with Julien Leduc, in return for two first-round picks and another fourth round in 2014, a choice which incidentally belonged to Drakkar.

 "Victoriaville made an offer that seemed more interesting than ours in the eyes of Islanders. At 18, Laplante have filled needs in the short and medium term with us, "said the CEO, who says look a player who would appear well in his third line.

 As he did on Friday, Ahern has again repeated that the player most requested in discussions with other teams, Nicolas Meloche is in Baie-Comeau to stay. "We will not repeat the same mistake with [David] Savard," said he spoke.

 In December 2007, the then hope leading defensive was traded to Moncton by former CEO Eric Dubois back Matt Marquardt and Myles Gomes. The latter has come and gone, while Marquardt has collapsed miserably in the playoffs. As for Savard, now with the Columbus Blue Jackets, it was a brilliant stint with the Wildcats.

 Drakkar is expected to announce a transaction first Monday as the defender Julien Lepage, from Baie-Comeau, will be traded to Chicoutimi Chicoutimi in return for a third round pick in the next draft. This transaction is in line with that involving Charles Hudon. Again, Steve Ahern has refused to confirm anything.
Published December 22, 2013 at 2:59 p.m.  | Updated December 22, 2013 at 2:59 p.m. 

Drakkar 0/Armada 1: a first shutout for Baie-Comeau
Steeve Paradise

 Sun

(Baie-Comeau) The two leaders overall in the QMJHL were all invited to a defensive duel Saturday in Boisbriand; duel won 1-0 by the Armada at the expense of Baie-Comeau, who suffered a first shutout this season.

Not since December 7, 2012 to see the Drakkar tilt but failed to hit the target. The meeting ended with the same score, or 1-0, facing the Chicoutimi in Chicoutimi.

 Saturday, the only goal occurred at 14:13 of the final frame while Danick Martel, left alone at the left of Philippe Cadorette, jumped on a puck deflected in front of goal to break the deadlock. On the play, Julien Lepage serving a penalty for too insisted on an opponent along the strip before the bench of the Armada.

 Deprived of many good elements, both teams played a very tight style of game, where scoring opportunities were difficult to obtain. Moreover, the Armada took only 16 shots on the net defended by Cadorette.

 As to the first star of the evening, Étienne Marcoux, he faced 25 shots. He reserved his best stops Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau third on two consecutive shots. Francis Turbide of mutated into new defensive yesterday, got two great occasions, but each time his shots missed the net.

 "There was not much room on the ice. We were given only 16 shots and just has not been able to capitalize on our chances, but then they also [Armada] play well defensively, "said head coach Eric Veilleux. "But maybe we could get more pucks to the net, but the effort was there. Now, the holidays will be welcome. In addition to lacking the world, we had a couple of guys who have played even if they were sick. "

Sixth failure in Boisbriand

 Notably, the Drakkar has still failed to win a game in Boisbriand in the regular season. It was a sixth defeat in as many games at the Centre of Excellence Sports Rousseau in the regular season.

 The North Shore, however, already won a gain at the home of the Armada and it was very important because it was the sixth game of the semifinal series last year, a 4-0 win that propelled then men Veilleux final against Halifax. Seasons and included series, Drakkar has a record of 1-8 in Boisbriand.
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(Baie-Comeau) Le Drakkar signed a fourth straight win by defeating the Tigers 4-3 in overtime Friday in Victoriaville.

It is an object of Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau with only seven seconds left before moving to the shooting that has brought this 24th men to gain Éric Veilleux. The attacker escaped one end face Brandon Whitney, he beat with a low shot between the pads for his second goal of the evening.

 Private services in four regular players in attack, the Drakkar not habitually cohesion, including causing many offsides. In return, the most penalized team in the QMJHL was particularly disciplined, allowing only two power plays to the Tigers, both in third.

Head already holidays

 "We did not play a big game," was the first comment of the pilot Drakkar. "We do not skated first, a little more in the second and third, it skated on both sides. The two points we wanted, we worked accordingly, but we made mistakes.

 "With the many absences, the guy who usually play secondary roles have an opportunity to develop and it is important for them to give a little more. This is the message to pass this week. Some already have head to vacation, it's normal, but it is still another to play, "said Veilleux referring to the match against the Armada tonight in Boisbriand.

 Dominic Poulin opened the scoring at 6:12 of the first when his long wrist shot managed to make their way up behind Whitney. Halfway commitment, Mathieu Ayotte tied the first time by skillfully deflect discount Lukas Pozgay over the left shoulder of Philippe Cadorette.

 From the beginning of the second, the Drakkar replied with two goals. At 1:12 defender Julien Lepage scored his second of the season and 38 seconds later, Paquin-Boudreau followed with his 10th. However, Angelo Miceli would replicate to reduce the gap to net after a great individual effort. Miceli then tied third.

 In addition to Felix Girard, Valentin Zykov and Denis Gorbunov, all in Sweden to prepare the World Junior Drakkar was deprived of the services of its leading scorer Frederic Gamelin, who will miss the next few weeks due to an injury to a hand . To fill this void, the Drakkar recalled Campbell Pickard, fifth-round pick of the team in the last draft of the League Quebec Major Junior Hockey.
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(Baie-Comeau) Charles Hudon, probably the most coveted player on the eve of the trading period in the QMJHL already know his new destination, or Baie-Comeau. Every reason to believe that the captain of Chicoutimi will be exchanged Drakkar.

According to RDS, the Drakkar would have given in return Hudon its first-round pick in 2015, 2016 and 2017. The Director General of Drakkar, Steve Ahern, has refused to confirm this exchange that puts the North Shore as favorites for the President's Cup.

 A few hours before the transaction is made public, even if the period of transactions officially start until Saturday noon, Ahern had not hidden his interest in the striker 19, who had 14 goals and 27 assists in 33 games so far this season with Chicoutimi. Hudon should refer to Drakkar on his return from Sweden, which runs the World Junior Hockey Championship.

 "We have discussions that go well with Chicoutimi and we will see in the coming days," the CEO was launched Friday morning as he headed to Montreal. "We are looking for a player that will be in our top 3 attack and a guy like Charles, the 18 teams in the league would have. His presence with Junior Team Canada shows that it is one of the best strikers in the country. "

No question of sacrificing the future

 During this interview, Ahern also said he was not about to share his top young, even if the Drakkar has big ambitions for this season after losing in the final last year against Halifax. "While it is always asked in my discussions with other clubs, a guy like [Nicolas] Meloche will wear a sweater Drakkar after the holidays and also next year," he assured.

 Going back to last year, the Drakkar sold no less than five first-round picks to Sags. Last season, Ahern had dispatched two top picks and two players in the UK to obtain the services of Jeremy Gregory and Francis Desrosiers. It is not impossible that some of these choices come back to at the next sitting Drakkar QMJHL Chicoutimi picks especially if the presentation of the Memorial Cup in 2015.

"It is not done"

 "Everyone knows that Baie-Comeau is a power in the league. If Hudon goes there, the Drakkar just taken the floor for after the holidays and they have certainly not finished, "noted Philippe Boucher, head coach of the Quebec Remparts. "Of course he would not have told me, but I was talking to Steve Ahern this afternoon [Friday] and he told me that it was not. If this is done, the better for them. "
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(Rimouski) The former right winger Quebec Remparts, Brent Turnbull, who was traded to Rimouski because he wanted to be used more often, his wish will come true with his new team.

"We Turnbull in high esteem. It will play a very important role in our team. We will give him the chance to play in building on its strengths. It is a power winger who can score goals, distribute hits, to take care of him and defend his teammates. Seen very well on a third line and even on special teams, "said Serge Beausoleil, head coach and general manager of the Oceanic.

 Sunday Oceanic acquired Turnbull in exchange for a third round draft pick in 2015. The 19-year-old will don the jersey of a fourth team in the QMJHL, but it will change the number because 17 is already occupied by Peter Trainor in Rimouski.

 Moreover, the keeper Zachary Fortin took Monday the Cape Breton after being traded to the Screaming Eagles in exchange for a fourth round draft pick in 2015. Remparts acquired at the draft last June in exchange for a fourth-round pick, Fortin was in his first season with the Rimouski club. In 15 games, he compiled a record of eight wins against one defeat, while maintaining a goals-against average of 3.06.

 Serge Beausoleil has recalled goaltender 16 years, Olivier Tremblay, Jonquière Elites, the second round pick of the Oceanic (23rd overall) in the 2013 Entry Draft to replace Fortin.

 "Olivier Tremblay was the No. 1 goalie for Team Quebec at the World Under-17 Championships in Sydney. He played seven games in eight days, helped his team reach the semi-final and was often bombed. I see nothing comparable in the Midget AAA. It will push Philippe Desrosiers to perform, "said Beausoleil.

 Tremblay evolved since the beginning of the season with the Elites (Midget AAA), with an average of 2.26 goals against per game combined with an average efficiency of 916 in 19 games. 

 In another vein, Beausoleil had not taken a decision on Monday about reducing the number of its defenders (9), or by an exchange or a return to a lower rank.

 At other transactions Oceanic defender giant size 19, Loic Leduc, was brought in Rimouski, as the left wing 18 years, William Couture, and the center 17, Félix-Antoine Savage, Victoriaville Tigres.
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(Rimouski) Oceanic began the new year by winning his lions doubleheader against the Drillers Val-d'Or, two gains that have allowed him to steal Saturday forefront of the Telus East Division in Baie- Comeau and second overall in the QMJHL.

"A big weekend four points" launched head coach Serge Beausoleil after the 4-1 win over the Drillers already defeated 5-3 Friday. Sweet revenge for the Oceanic, which had been swept last month in Val-d'Or.

 During his last 10 games, Rimouski training 18 points out of a possible 20. "We are on a good sequence after crossing our desert," noted Beausoleil. "Right now, we play good hockey throughout. Can improve some aspects. Tonight [Saturday], immediately starting the game was put out of reach of Drillers, a little drab thereafter. We could see more aplomb, especially on the power play. "

 On the other hand, coach Mario Durocher was not happy with some of his players. "I'm not sure we believed. Missing six players on each side, it was some of our players to show us what they were capable of doing. You never get two chances to make a good impression. "

"A guy makes a break"

 The Oceanic played without the services of his best striker Anthony DeLuca (ill) and defender Loic Leduc, upper body injury after colliding with Louick Marcotte (also out of alignment when) Friday's game. Nevertheless, the band Beausoleil scored three goals in the first 10 minutes of play

 Michael Joly (27 e ), Samuel Morin (6 th ), during a two-man advantage, and Dominic Beauchemin (15 e ) paved the way to victory. At the beginning of the second period, Joly has not missed his chance on a penalty shot for his second goal of the game. Philippe Desrosiers stopped two breakaways, but it was also helped by the posts that have tinted twice.

 "Philippe Desrosiers was extraordinary. I do not think it's a match 4-1. It was really great. A guy makes his luck. When he is fighting in front of his net, it is hard to beat, "said Beausoleil about his guardian, author of 35 saves.

 NOTES: Anthony Richard Desrosiers his private laundry during a power play at 5:05 of the third period ... Bibeau managed 27 saves in goal for the Drillers ... Oceanic recalled defenseman Michael Thibault, Albatross Rivière-du-Loup.
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(Rimouski) Swept during his visit to Val-d'Or it a month ago, Oceanic has enjoyed a little revenge against the Drillers by winning 5-3 on Friday in Rimouski. And revenge could be complete without the company of Serge Beausoleil wins again Saturday afternoon.

This sixth consecutive home victory, Oceanic owes its particular unit shorthanded, who managed to neutralize five times better power play QMJHL. "The guys blocked a lot of shots," said Beausoleil. "Simon Fortier is a specialist in this kind of situation and it does very well.

 "The big challenge will be tomorrow [Saturday], because it is difficult to win a doubleheader at home. Val-d'Or is a leading team in the league. They lack important, but so are we. On one side or the other, it is of little importance, "said head coach Oceanic.

 Anthony Richard broke the ice in the second period to give advance to Drillers. A goal that whipped the offensive Rimouski, which is actually mounted an assault on the net Antoine Bibeau for the first time in the match. Anthony Chapados (2nd) finally tied with 53 seconds to make the commitment.

Explosion of three goals

 Third, an explosion of three goals in less than six minutes allowed Oceanic sail to victory. Anthony DeLuca (29th) was first surprised Bibeau at 6:33. Then Michael Joly (26th) scored shorthanded to 8:49 before seeing Peter Trainor (18th) widen the gap at 12:27. William McSween (3rd) completed the scoring for Rimouski, while Zachary Fortin, author of 29 saves, was foiled by Timojej Sille and Anthoni Nadeau.

 "In the first half, we had some great scoring chances," observed Beausoleil. "In the third period, we finally managed to break through the wall Bibeau rediscovering our aplomb. It was time. The purpose of Michael Joly has removed a lot of our defensive pressure.

 "Peter Trainor plays very good hockey the last few games," also noted Beausoleil. "He could easily put two or three goals. As for Zachary Fortin, he still gave us a good chance to win. "
Published 22 December 2013 at 14h51  | Updated December 22, 2013 at 14h51 

Titan 0/Océanic 4: Christmas gift Joly

Michael Joly .... (Simon Séguin-Bertrand, LeDroit Archives) 

Enlarge

Michael Joly.

Simon Séguin-Bertrand, LeDroit Archives

My Press

Add to My News Add 

Sharing

Share by email 

Font size

 Print this page  

See also


The sports quiz Sun 2013

Dillon Donnelly traded to Moncton

Cataracts whiten Titan 

The young defensive holding up

Philippe Boucher is looking forward to the end of transactions
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(Rimouski) Michael Joly went there a hat trick yesterday to deliver a fifth consecutive gain supporters Oceanic before the Christmas break. At the same time, the 4-0 victory allowed the troupe Serge Beausoleil sweep the doubleheader against the Acadie-Bathurst.

Beausoleil gave part of the credit for this victory to his goalkeeper Philippe Desrosiers, even though he received only 18 shots, only one considered dangerous. "This is not a match not easy to keep when you're not asked."

 Today, Oceanic announce its first trade. "The market is now completely mad." Dear, prices charged? "Exorbitant. There will be no bang before Christmas. Tomorrow [today], we will announce minor transactions that will help us in the short term, but there are other things that are going to rush. "

 Oceanic scored three times on seven shots in the first period. The goalkeeper Mason MacDonald saw only fire before feints and washer hit by flying Joly (22nd and 23rd). Alexis Loiseau (8th) added a third goal before the end of the engagement. Joly completed his hat trick with less than nine minutes left in the game.

Well positioned

 In total, MacDonald and Daniel Vautour received 26 shots. "We wanted to put very, very difficult match starting at Titan," said Beausoleil. "If it was hard starting, you could run with the win. It's a big two points. [...] We play better at home with good records of the circuit. "

 Oceanic resume competition Dec. 28 in Quebec City against the Remparts in another doubleheader return.

 "We arrive at 50 points and is well positioned for the future after a very tough schedule in the first portion," noted Beausoleil. "In the second portion, will show up Val d'Or, Blainville, Halifax. We will have weeks to prepare. "
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(Rimouski) Serge Beausoleil collected his 100th win behind the bench Oceanic when his team overcame a two-goal gap to finally win 3-2 in a shootout against the Titan Friday at Bathurst. Peter Trainor provided this fourth consecutive win in Rimouski.

"This is an interesting course I prefer to share with everyone," noted Beausoleil humbly about his 100th victory in two and a half seasons behind the bench Oceanic. "The coaches are nothing if the players do not perform ..." It was also the 600th win Oceanic in the regular season since his arrival in the QMJHL in 1995-1996, there are 19 seasons.

 Saturday afternoon, Beausoleil expects another defensive game, while the Titan will Rimouski to complete this series return. "The Titan plays extremely defensively closes the enclave and the neutral zone. I expect the same game in the second game. "

 This is the second both teams have blackened the scoresheet. Adam Stevens gave the lead Titan thwarting Zachary Fortin at 8:40. Six minutes later, the former Oceanic Lucas Grundy was given a double minor, but Aaron Kerr, who took the opportunity to double the local advance.

 The Oceanic responded with two goals in the last three minutes of the second period. François Beauchemin was initially scored his first goal of the season at 17:29 and Peter Trainor (16th) beat Mason MacDonald (26 saves) to a few tenths of a second before the end of the engagement, just before the green light comes on. In the third period, Zachary Fortin (27 saves) has protected the Rimouski cage to cause extension period.

 "We'll take the two points," noted Beausoleil. "This match has not been easy. Our power play has been more anemic [zero six] with too much individual play and not enough shots. Tomorrow [Saturday], we will deploy more shots in goal instead of passing east-west does not give great results. "
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(Rimouski) Oceanic scored five unanswered goals after the second period to cut to pieces the Shawinigan Cataractes defeated 7-2 Wednesday to Rimouski Coliseum.

The trio of Peter Trainor (one goal, two assists), Tyler Boland (two goals, one assist) and Michael Joly (two assists) set the tone for the third consecutive home victory. "We have taken seriously the Cataracts," noted head coach Serge Beausoleil. "We ignored the score by continuing to play our game by dictating the pace of the match.

 "There are guys who have lifted their game a notch, as Tyler Boland, Simon Bourque and others," said Beausoleil. "This is what makes us going in the right direction. Tyler Boland is a young man who showed us many beautiful things in training camp. Tonight [Wednesday], he was put in an extremely distrustful situation by replacing Frederik Gauthier on the top line. He leaves us two beautiful goals and made progress in the defensive zone.

 "I love how Jimmy Oligny leads our defense with aplomb, cleans the pipes, is doing more to attack and made quick reminders", also observed the head coach of the Oceanic. "Samuel Morin also plays very big hockey."

"Two points from the trunk"

 His vis-à-vis Martin Bernard saw only Beauvillier Francis and goalkeeper Maxime Lagacé give up on the ice. "It would have been better to send the two points by the trunk. This is a bad match in the system altogether. "

 It took only 72 seconds to Trainor (15th) to open the scoring. Boland (2) doubled the priority of hers before Alexander Grand-Maison narrow the gap with 10 seconds left in the period. The Cats tied the game when former Oceanic Francis Beauvillier escaped shorthanded at 6:54 to make short work of Philippe Desrosiers, author of 21 stops. However Boland responded 57 seconds later with the winning goal. Alexis Loiseau (7th), Dominic Beauchemin (14), Bourque (2nd) and Ryan MacKinnon completed the scoring.

NOTES: Maxime Lagacé was bombarded with 41 shots ... Given the departures Frederik Gauthier, Jan Košťálek and Patrik Zdrahal for the World Junior Oceanic recalled center Justin Samson, from Chateauguay Grenadiers.
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(Rimouski) Oceanic scored five unanswered goals after the second period to cut to pieces the Shawinigan Cataractes defeated 7-2 Wednesday to Rimouski Coliseum.

The trio of Peter Trainor (one goal, two assists), Tyler Boland (two goals, one assist) and Michael Joly (two assists) set the tone for the third consecutive home victory. "We have taken seriously the Cataracts," noted head coach Serge Beausoleil. "We ignored the score by continuing to play our game by dictating the pace of the match.

 "There are guys who have lifted their game a notch, as Tyler Boland, Simon Bourque and others," said Beausoleil. "This is what makes us going in the right direction. Tyler Boland is a young man who showed us many beautiful things in training camp. Tonight [Wednesday], he was put in an extremely distrustful situation by replacing Frederik Gauthier on the top line. He leaves us two beautiful goals and made progress in the defensive zone.

 "I love how Jimmy Oligny leads our defense with aplomb, cleans the pipes, is doing more to attack and made quick reminders", also observed the head coach of the Oceanic. "Samuel Morin also plays very big hockey."

"Two points from the trunk"

 His vis-à-vis Martin Bernard saw only Beauvillier Francis and goalkeeper Maxime Lagacé give up on the ice. "It would have been better to send the two points by the trunk. This is a bad match in the system altogether. "

 It took only 72 seconds to Trainor (15th) to open the scoring. Boland (2) doubled the priority of hers before Alexander Grand-Maison narrow the gap with 10 seconds left in the period. The Cats tied the game when former Oceanic Francis Beauvillier escaped shorthanded at 6:54 to make short work of Philippe Desrosiers, author of 21 stops. However Boland responded 57 seconds later with the winning goal. Alexis Loiseau (7th), Dominic Beauchemin (14), Bourque (2nd) and Ryan MacKinnon completed the scoring.

NOTES: Maxime Lagacé was bombarded with 41 shots ... Given the departures Frederik Gauthier, Jan Košťálek and Patrik Zdrahal for the World Junior Oceanic recalled center Justin Samson, from Chateauguay Grenadiers.
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(Rimouski) This is a hard-won 4-3 in a shootout against the Phoenix that Oceanic has ended a six-game losing streak Thursday in Sherbrooke.

Peter Trainor scored the decisive goal against goalkeeper Francis Desrosiers. Since the start of the season, the trio of Anthony DeLuca, Alexis Loiseau and Michael Joly who led the offensive troupe Serge Beausoleil with a goal each.

 Beausoleil enjoyed this victory. "It is a sequence that is happy to put behind us. The guys in the locker room has a ton of bricks under the shoulders with this victory. [...] It worked, but the second goal of the Phoenix bluntly biased us and after we played with a lot of nervousness. In the third period, we showed a lot of toughness. Peter Trainor had two or three solid chances to score, but he returned with a beautiful goal in the shootout. "

Balance disappointing

 Compared to last season, the Oceanic collected four points lower in mid-season. "This is a record below our expectations. Both in the season to choose where we want our adversity, we prefer to have it before Christmas instead of having just before the playoffs as it has happened, "said Beausoleil referring to the last season.

 After seeing Jason Houde opened the scoring at 5:30, Oceanic has started at halftime of the first period. Loiseau (5th) finally tied the game with 72 seconds to play. In the second period, Simon Desbiens restored the lead in Sherbrooke at 12:01 shorthanded. It is easily snuck up Philippe Desrosiers, tested 24 times during the game.

 The final third DeLuca has renewed offensive Local enjoying a numerical advantage to score his 26th goal of the season at 11:45. Less than four minutes later, Joly (21e) gave the lead for the first time in Rimouski troupe. Former Oceanic Jean-Francois Plante however sent the two teams into overtime at 18:22.
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(Rimouski) Longest stay Oceanic abroad since the beginning of the season ended Sunday with a record of five losses in as many games.

Sunday troupe Serge Beausoleil bowed 3-2 shootout loss to Rouyn-Noranda, but not without a struggle. An object of Francis Perron ninth shot of the shootout gave the victory to the Huskies. This is the sixth consecutive setback for the formation of the head coach of the Oceanic.

 "I told the guys we were extremely proud of them and that if we always played with such intensity, the team could not escape a lot of games. It was to the credit of our players. This was our fourth game in five nights against the top teams, two teams, Val-d'Or and the Huskies, high quality. The Huskies had rested all week and had only two games to play against us. We do not want to repeat a sequence of four games in five days. It is still positive. We managed to deploy a lot of energy in a fourth match. The schedule will be more favorable result for sure. "

Three injured

 Philippe Desrosiers kept very firmly in Rimouski facing 43 shots.

 "Tonight [Sunday] we saw the beautiful days Desrosiers who played with great aplomb. It allowed us to aspire to win the match. It was a beautiful confrontation guards. "

 Oceanic left Abitibi three wounded, Yan Košťálek, Jean-Francois Lavoie and Dominic Beauchemin. "This is what happens when you play as many games together. Košťálek, who was injured Wednesday in Val-d'Or, tried to play this afternoon [Sunday] during the period of warming. He has not been able to return to the game These are minor injuries in the three cases, but it will assess Tuesday with the medical staff. "

 Oceanic has started the game, but the Huskies took advantage of two penalties to curb the enthusiasm of visitors. It took only 45 seconds early in the game to Michael Joly (19) to give advance training Rimouski. But Maxime St-Cyr (16th year) Huskies took the momentum Jason Fuchs, who had mocked the Rimouski defense to score. The Huskies scored a second goal at the very end of engagement with the sixth season Quinn O'Brien.

 At the end of the second period, Michael Joly (20th), with his second of the game, gave the counters. No team has managed to score in the third period or overtime forcing the presentation of the shooting.

Notes: 35 shots were directed at goalkeeper Alexandre Bélanger ... Each team has relied on two power plays, the Huskies only scored once ... The Oceanic will review action Thursday against the Phoenix Sherbrooke the first of a sequence of three games in four days at home.
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Oceanic 3/Huskies 8 guards too generous

Serge Beausoleil ... (Sun Photography) 

Enlarge

Serge Beausoleil

Library The Sun

My Press

Add to My News Add 

Sharing

Share by email 

Font size

 Print this page  

See also


Phoenix withdrawn from one point to the Oceanic

Olympic doubles Sea Dogs

A star for Jean-François Plante

Phoenix wins 3-2 over Huskies

Phoenix wins 4-0 against the Titan
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(Rimouski) Oceanic suffered a second defeat stinging since the beginning of his journey Abitibi, losing 8-3 against the Huskies Saturday in Rouyn-Noranda.

Wednesday troupe Serge Beausoleil had bullied 9-3 in Val-d'Or. Saturday, head coach blamed his guards thawed and this new fifth straight loss.

 "I tip keeping our guards. [...] Tonight, they did not help them win. Give three goals on 11 shots and five goals on 24, it is a goal to five shots and four shots on goal. After three shots, Zachary Fortin had two goals against him. And it was not always crazy chances to score.

 "In the third period, we were given two goals on three shots. In this journey so far, we are extremely generous. Our guards can better goaltending than right now. They will have to raise their game a notch.

 "They give so free that it ends up playing on trust with a domino effect purposes. Tonight [Saturday], apart from Anthony DeLuca, Jimmy Oligny and Samuel Morin, there are many guys who have stopped playing. Our energy players must bring energy. Tomorrow [Sunday afternoon], we will try to regroup and show more character, "said Beausoleil talking rematch against the Huskies.

 Justin Guenette and Maxime St-Cyr, powerplay, gave the Huskies the lead by scoring within four minutes midway through the first period. Oceanic quickly closed the gap to 3:21 of the second period when Tyler Boland beat Alexandre Bélanger with his first goal in the QMJHL.

 Quinn O'Brien, however, put 17 seconds to respond to a harmless run that drove Fortin. Came over, Philippe Desrosiers was foiled by Jason Fuchs 74 seconds later, but Anthony DeLuca (25th) escaped to reduce the gap to two goals, as the first engagement.

 Everything fell apart early last third, St. Cyr and Julien Nantel scoring in the space of 12 seconds. Frederik Gauthier (7th) has given some hope to the visitors before Marcus Power and Steven Mercier complete the scoring.
Panthers making shootouts count 

Veterans Boyes, Thomas lend expertise; Tallas contributes valuable scouting tips
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By Craig Davis, Sun Sentinel

5:10 p.m. EST, January 5, 2014

CORAL SPRINGS—  

The Panthers' improvement in shootouts can in large part be attributed to the addition of a couple of experienced hands at the art.

Brad Boyes is the active leader in goals in the NHL's version of one-on-one. Goalie Tim Thomas is tied for sixth with 34 wins, including Saturday in six rounds against Nashville.

Credit must also be given to the Panthers' secret strategist. Goalie coach Robb Tallas has made it his mission to assist with both aspects of the shootout and spends considerable time preparing for the eventuality.

While the last resort at deciding games may look like an improvisation, the Panthers enter each game with a contingency plan.

"A lot of times when you see a lot of the goals, they've actually called that moved hours before the game," said Tallas, who studies video of opposing goalies and briefs Panthers shooters on what to expect.

"I don't want to sit there and tell them what to do. But I'm going to show them the tendencies of a goalie — if a goalie drops his glove or over-slides at times or is a very aggressive goalie. Just having that little preview and preparation has made a big difference this year."

 Top 20 plays in Miami Dolphins history  

The Panthers are 5-5 in shootouts, the win total tied for fifth-most in the league and a notable improvement on an often impotent shootout past. Florida ranks 24th all-time at 38-61.

Aided by Tallas' prep work, the upswing started last season when they went 3-1 in shootouts.

"I think our guys have really taken to it this year. We [practice] it after every pregame skate. They understand the value of the [extra] point and really embrace it," Tallas said.

Interim coach Peter Horachek recently began having Tallas come down to the bench prior to shootouts to confer with the shooters and reinforce their plan of attack.

Horachek has also settled on a regular shootout lineup opening with talented young stick-handlers Alexsander Barkov and Jonathan Huberdeau and anchored by veteran Boyes, who has netted 36 of 78 chances (46.2 percent) in his career and 5 of 8 this season.

Tomas Kopecky provided the decisive goal in two extended shootouts, Saturday and in a 10-round marathon against Washington. But Horachek said he is sticking with the current trio for now, based on the moves he sees in practice and recent results.

Huberdeau is 4 for 10 after converting his chance Saturday. Barkov is 2 for 8 but had the season's most spectacular shootout goal when he deked Jimmy Howard with a forehand feint and slipped a one-handed backhand shot around the Detroit and U.S. Olympic goalie.

"He's got one great move. It seems if he doesn't do that move he's not as confident. He's got to add a little bit of variety and be confident with it," Boyes said of his 18-year-old teammate.

Boyes, a 10-year veteran, has three preferred moves and a fourth he sometimes uses depending on the goalie.

"I like to get an idea of what I'm going to do before I shoot," he said. "I also like to see what the other guys are going to do, so I prefer to go second or third just to get a visual of what the goalie is going to do, how he reacts to the first two shooters."

While Tallas also scouts opposing shooters, Thomas said he prefers to "just wing it" in shootouts.

"In the past I found out that overall I'm better that way than if I scout them. It just always messed me up," he said.

Thomas (.723 career save percentage in shootouts), like most goalies, prefers to see games settled in overtime or sooner.

"I understand the entertainment for the fans," Thomas said. "I'm a fan of it when I'm watching it. But when you're in it, it's difficult."

Nashville, TN - Nashville Predators President of Hockey Operations/General Manager David Poile announced today that the club has signed defenseman Jonathan-Ismael Diaby, the club’s second selection, 64th overall (third round), in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, to a three-year entry-level contract.

Diaby, 19 (11/16/94), has appeared in nine games of the QMJHL’s Victoriaville Tigres since returning from offseason shoulder surgery on Dec. 5th, amassing seven points (3g-4a) and 16 penalty minutes.

Nashville Predators sign Jonathan-Ismael Diaby to NHL entry level contract (Mike Strasinger USA Today Sports)

Nashville Predators sign Jonathan-Ismael Diaby to NHL Entry Level contract (Mike Strasinger USA Today Sports)

 In 146 games with Victoriaville since 2010-11, the 6-5, 240-pound blueliner has 42 points (8g-34a) and 216 penalty minutes. A season ago, he paced the Tigres in plus/minus rating (+12) and penalty minutes (117), and was one of just three QMJHL defensemen to finish the 2012-13 season with 25 points, 100 penalty minutes, and a +10 rating.

“Jonathan is a monster, and he’s not even there physically yet, so he has a lot of room for growth and strength,” Predators North American Amateur Scout Tom Nolan said. “He plays hard, is a terrific skater for his size, and can move the puck. He’s tough and plays physical. We see him as a shutdown-type of blueliner that takes up a lot of ice and is hard to play against.”

The Blainville, Quebec native was the 37th-rated North American skater in Central Scouting’s final rankings of 2013, and his father, Sékana, played soccer professionally in France and Turkey from 1986-97, and represented Ivory Coast in international competition, including the 1992 FIFA Confederations Cup and 1994 FIFA World Cup Qualifier.

Injury costly for Victoria Royals defenceman Joe Hicketts

Cleve Dheensaw / Times Colonist  
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Thanks to an upper-body injury, Royals defenceman Joe Hicketts will miss the NHL's Top Prospects Game.  Photograph by: BRUCE STOTESBURY, Times Colonist 

The Victoria Royals prepare to play the Tigers in Medicine Hat tonight again without touted defenceman Joe Hicketts. Nothing new in that. He’s been out with an upper-body injury since Oct. 26, so the Royals have become used to it by now. The likes of veteran Brett Cote, rookie Chaz Reddekopp and unheralded-but-quietly-effective Isaac Schacher and Jake Kohlhauser have picked up the slack on the blueline.

The situation won’t change soon with Hicketts not expected back until late January. The Royals’ blueline has adjusted. But just how much Hicketts’ injury could end up costing him in personal terms was brought home Friday when the rosters were announced for the 2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game on Jan. 15 in Calgary, featuring the top-projected players for the 2014 NHL draft.

Hicketts, an undersized but astute and mobile puck mover, won’t be ready in time for the game. It’s hard to imagine a healthy Hicketts being left out of that showcase. He is at least the equal of the WHL defencemen named yesterday — Nelson Nogier of the Saskatoon Blades, Haydn Fleury of the Red Deer Rebels, Aaron Irving of the Edmonton Oil Kings on Team Cherry and Ben Thomas of the Calgary Hitmen and Julius Honka and Brycen Martin of the Swift Current Broncos on Team Orr.

“If Joe [Hicketts] was healthy, he would have been a strong contender to play in the Prospects Game,” said Royals GM Cam Hope.

“It’s too bad this [injury] happened to Joe in his draft year. It’s unfortunate but these things happens.”

>>> GET MORE VICTORIA ROYALS COVERAGE

To illustrate what’s at stake, the last 11 top overall NHL draft picks have skated in the Prospects Game. Last season’s Prospects Game in Halifax showcased 19 players selected in the first round of the 2013 NHL draft. Over the last 18 years, 248 players from the Prospects Game have been taken in the first round of the NHL draft — that’s 47 per cent of all first-round selections.

“The top prospects game is an event that all NHL scouts and general managers look forward to attending,” said NHL Central Scouting director Dan Marr, in a statement Friday. “The players competing in this game were chosen by the 30 NHL clubs with the game being a unique opportunity for management to evaluate 40 of the top draft eligible prospects in a single game.”

But Hicketts shouldn’t worry about not being part of it, said Victoria GM Hope.

“The draft is just the first step,” noted Hope, who was assistant GM in the NHL with the New York Rangers before taking the Royals position.

“It’s what you do after the draft that matters.”

Meanwhile, Victoria forward Brandon Magee will miss his second consecutive game tonight when the Royals (21-13-1) meet Medicine Hat (19-9-3 heading into Friday’s game against Calgary). Magee was assessed a two-game suspension for a match-penalty incurred in the 3-2 loss in Vancouver on Tuesday night.

Victoria leading goal scorer Austin Carroll, who missed the Swift Current game, is day-to-day. Other key injured Royals players include Buffalo Sabres prospect and team leading points-getter Logan Nelson, captain Jordan Fransoo and defence-forward swing player Jack Walker.

Medicine Hat will be missing a significant skater of its own tonight with Vancouver Canucks’ 2013 first-round draft pick Hunter Shinkaruk away at the Canadian junior team camp.

- See more at: http://www.timescolonist.com/sports/injury-costly-for-victoria-royals-defenceman-joe-hicketts-1.759178#sthash.7rHwXuGr.dpuf

Thirteen top storylines from season's first half

Monday, 01.06.2014 / 10:39 AM / NHL Insider

By Dan Rosen - NHL.com Senior Writer
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The calendar has flipped to 2014 and the NHL's regular season has moved just past the halfway point, meaning it's time to reflect back on the stories that dominated the headlines in the first three months of the 2013-14 season.

Here are 13 of the best and biggest storylines in the NHL so far this season:

Olympic roster debates

The debate is still raging about whether leaving Bobby Ryan and Keith Yandle off the U.S. Olympic roster will backfire on the Americans. Hockey Canada is prepared to announce its roster Tuesday, and one can only imagine the furor that will come over the players left off that team.

Since the start of the season, nothing has driven fans and media types into more of a divisive frenzy than the Olympic roster debates. Media outlets, including NHL.com, have had their writers and analysts submit and re-submit their selections for the Olympics multiple times. Every time a roster is submitted, it creates a debate on Twitter, in comment sections and even in person.

Canada and the U.S. have been at the center of these skirmishes because of the obvious depth each has. The good news is these debates generate hours of hockey talk; the bad news is nobody participating in the debates has any say in the decisions that are made and the players that are going to Sochi next month.

Subban's candidacy

Montreal Canadiens defenseman P.K. Subban is the face of these Olympic debates. Before USA Hockey's decision to leave Ryan and Yandle off the team, Subban was arguably the most talked about Olympic candidate in the NHL. He is again now that Canada is a day away from naming its roster.

P.K. Subban

P.K. Subban

Defense - MTL

GOALS: 7 | ASST: 26 | PTS: 33

 SOG: 124 | +/-: 13

 Either Subban is a must-have for Canada -- because, frankly, how can the Canadians leave arguably their best offensive defenseman home? -- or the reigning Norris Trophy winner belongs nowhere near the Olympics because of his risky play. There doesn't seem to be an in-between. 

Subban has handled himself professionally through the entire process and has continued to produce. He was third among defensemen in points (33) entering games Sunday and had a plus-13 rating while averaging more than 25 minutes per game. His coach, Michel Therrien, has put his support behind the 24-year-old star after clearly wavering in his belief early in the season, when he left Subban on the bench late in close games.

No matter what decision Canada executive director Steve Yzerman comes to regarding Subban it will be debated and discussed, especially if the Canadians struggle to score in Sochi. Remember, Canada didn't take one of its top scoring defensemen to the 2010 Olympics either, but still won gold without Mike Green.

Backup goalies

The backup goalie, and in some cases the backup to the backup goalie, has been a story in markets across the NHL this season.

The Los Angeles Kings lost starter Jonathan Quick to a groin injury on Nov. 12 and an entire fan base started to worry when there apparently was nothing to worry about. Ben Scrivens took over and the Kings started to roll, going 6-1-3 as he started 10 straight games and allowed only 15 goals. Martin Jones took over for him and the Kings were even better, winning in his first eight starts largely because he gave up only eight goals.

Antti Raanta was, like Jones, an undrafted minor-leaguer at the start of the season, but he kept the Chicago Blackhawks atop the NHL standings filling in for Corey Crawford and Nikolai Khabibulin. Raanta and Jones were named the NHL's Co-Rookies of the Month for December.

Henrik Lundqvist has had an off year, but Cam Talbot, also in the minors to start the season, has been a solid fill-in to keep the New York Rangers in the race in the Metropolitan Division.

Brian Elliott has been excellent for the St. Louis Blues. Al Montoya has stepped up for the Winnipeg Jets. Eddie Lack of the Vancouver Canucks has filled in admirably for Roberto Luongo.

With Anton Khudobin out for two-and-a-half months and Cam Ward struggling to find his game, Justin Peters stepped up to give the Carolina Hurricanes quality goaltending. Jonas Gustavsson has done the same for Jimmy Howard and the Detroit Red Wings.

Harding succeeding in bid to change his story

 Wild goalie Josh Harding has been playing with M.S. (Photo: Michael Martin/NHLI)

It's admirable that Minnesota Wild goalie Josh Harding doesn't speak publicly about his ongoing battle with multiple sclerosis because he doesn't want to be seen as being different. Harding, of course, is different than everybody else in the NHL because he has M.S., but he's separating himself in another way and changing the conversation around him.

He has been one of the best goalies in the NHL this season. His heartwarming story of carrying on his career in spite of his disease is becoming a heartwarming story about a goalie pushing for the Vezina Trophy who just happens to have M.S.

Harding has been among the League leaders in goals-against average and save percentage all season. He is currently first in the League with a 1.65 goals-against average and fourth with a .933 save percentage. He has 18 wins, including three shutouts.

His M.S. story came back before Christmas, when Harding had to go on injured reserve because he was altering some of his treatment for the disease and needed time to adjust to it. He returned after the break, but he has missed the past two games because he's not "feeling well," Wild coach Mike Yeo told the Minneapolis Star-Tribune.

Western dominance

The top three teams and six of the top eight in the League standings were from the Western Conference entering play Sunday. Eleven of the bottom 15 teams were from the Eastern Conference.

Western Conference teams were a combined 139-72-31 in games played against Eastern Conference teams before play started Sunday. The only West teams with sub-.500 records against the East teams were the Nashville Predators (8-9-4) and Edmonton Oilers (7-11-2). Ten of the 16 teams in the East were at or below .500 against their West opponents.

Ovechkin's push for 60

Washington Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin scored his 31st goal of the season in Washington's 41st game of the season. He's on pace for his second career 60-goal season.

If he keeps going at this pace, they may just rename the Rocket Richard Trophy for Ovechkin. He's already won it three times since 2007-08.

Ovechkin proved he was "back" last season, when he scored 32 goals in 48 games. This season, he has been as dynamic as he was from 2007-09, when he scored a combined 121 goals, including 38 on the power play, in 159 games.

Ovechkin entered Sunday with a League-best 12 power play goals. The power play is, in fact, the biggest reason why the Capitals are still contending for a playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. More than 31 percent of Washington's goals have come on the power play, by far the highest proportion of any team in the League.

Jagr's surge up the charts

Jaromir Jagr has come to the New Jersey Devils and found new life in his legs and stick. The 41-year-old right wing is beating back Father Time to lead the Devils in scoring with 34 points in 43 games. Arguably no team has gotten more bang for their buck than New Jersey has with Jagr, who carries a $2 million salary-cap charge.

Jaromir Jagr

Jaromir Jagr

Right Wing - NJD

GOALS: 13 | ASST: 21 | PTS: 34

 SOG: 100 | +/-: 11

 Jagr is averaging more than 19 minutes of ice time per game, but his pace has recently slowed as he has just one assist in the past six games. However, for most of the season Jagr has looked nothing like the player who couldn't score or play too many significant shifts during the Boston Bruins' run to the Stanley Cup Final last year. 

Jagr's remarkable first half also moved him up the NHL's all-time scoring charts.

His four game-winning goals this season lifted him over Gordie Howe and into first place on the NHL's all-time list for most game-winning goals in a career (122). His 13 goals has pushed him into a tie with Mark Messier for seventh place on the NHL's all-time goals list (694) and he has already passed Mario Lemieux and Steve Yzerman on that list this season. Jagr's next point will tie him with Lemieux for seventh on the NHL's all-time points list (1,723).

Surviving without Stamkos

The Tampa Bay Lightning have stayed neck and neck with the Boston Bruins at the top of the Atlantic Division standings despite losing star center Steven Stamkos to a broken leg on Nov. 11 and regularly dressing 12 or 13 players with fewer than 100 games of NHL experience. They entered play Sunday second in the division with 54 points.

The Lightning have won by changing the way they play without Stamkos. They had to take the risk out of their game and become more defensive, relying heavily on their goaltenders to play at an elite level.

Ben Bishop has done just that this season, and if there was an All-Star Game he'd likely represent the Eastern Conference. He played his way into the discussion for the U.S. Olympic team before eventually being left off the roster.

Captain Martin St. Louis has been the steady, veteran scorer Tampa Bay needs him to be. Valtteri Filppula has given the Lightning offense down the middle in the wake of Stamkos' absence. Alex Killorn, Teddy Purcell and Tyler Johnson have provided secondary scoring.

Radko Gudas and Andrej Sustr have been reliable young blueliners playing alongside veterans such as Eric Brewer, Sami Salo and even Victor Hedman, who is only 23 but is in his fifth NHL season.

If there is a leader for the Jack Adams Award, it may very well be Jon Cooper. He at least should be among the three candidates now.

Classic snow day

2014 WINTER CLASSIC

Temps, crowd deliver Classic atmosphere

Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer

The NHL Winter Classic has become a marquee event for the sport of hockey, but the 2014 Bridgestone NHL Winter Classic had a special atmosphere. READ MORE › '24/7' finale focuses on Toronto's win in Classic

Goal caps unforgettable day for Wings' Abdelkader

Busy Yzerman glad he played in Alumni Showdown

MORE 2014 WINTER CLASSIC STORIES ›

The 2014 Bridgestone NHL Winter Classic on New Year's Day was already going to be a spectacle unlike any the League has ever put on. The snow that fell throughout the day in Ann Arbor, Mich., added to the imagery and made Jan. 1, 2014 a historic date in NHL history.

An NHL record crowd of 105,491 frigid fans packed into Michigan Stadium on the campus of the University of Michigan and watched the Toronto Maple Leafs beat the Detroit Red Wings 3-2 in a shootout. Fan allegiances were split roughly down the middle with half coloring the bleachers with their blue apparel and the other wearing red.

The game-time temperature was 13 degrees Fahrenheit, but the wind chill made it feel even colder than that. Snow fell throughout the morning and into the afternoon, taxing the ice crew but never intimidating them. NHL Senior Director of Facilities Operations Dan Craig had his crew working like a well-oiled machine as they quickly shoveled the ice at every television timeout to allow the Red Wings and Maple Leafs to play.

There were coaches in fedoras, goalies in retro pads and toques, kids playing a game of shinny on an auxiliary rink that would have resembled a pond if not for the Geico logo at center ice.

Tyler Bozak won the game in the shootout and Jonathan Bernier was the first star with 41 saves.

Rogers goes all in to get the NHL's national TV rights in Canada

Rogers Communications and the NHL announced their record-setting 12-year, $5.232 billion (Canadian) multi-media and broadcast agreement on Nov. 26. It's the largest media rights agreement in NHL history.

The partnership between the NHL and Rogers begins with the 2014-15 season and runs through the 2025-26 season. It was approved by the NHL's Board of Governors on Dec. 9.

The agreement gives Rogers national rights in Canada to all NHL games, including the Stanley Cup Playoffs and Stanley Cup Final, on all of its platforms in all languages. Rogers also has exclusive rights to future NHL All-Star Games and NHL Drafts.

Rogers also agreed to let CBC continue to broadcast Hockey Night in Canada for at least the next four seasons. Rogers will have control over the production and execution, including revenue, editorial content and on-air talent.

TVA is taking over all of the Canadian French-language media rights, including 22 Montreal Canadiens games per season.

Roy making waves again in Denver

Patrick Roy has turned the Colorado Avalanche into a contender just 41 games into his NHL coaching career. He has added accountability and a winning attitude to a franchise that was in desperate need of both after finishing 29th in the NHL last season. Colorado sits third in the Central Division with 56 points.

The Avalanche got off to a torrid start, winning their first six games and 14 of their first 16. Common sense suggested it wasn't always going to be so good in Denver, but the Avalanche have been able to respond each time they've run into some adversity.

They lost three straight in mid-November, but won five of their next six games. They were then blown out by the Edmonton Oilers, 8-2, on Dec. 5, but won the next night at the Calgary Flames. December was their toughest month so far as they went 5-5-4, but the Avalanche have won their first two games in January.

Steen delivers in St. Louis

St. Louis Blues forward Alexander Steen was busy writing arguably the season's second-best story behind Harding before sustaining a concussion late last month. Steen, who had never scored more than 24 goals in any of his previous eight seasons, scored his 24th goal this season in his 34th game. He scored 24 goals in 68 games in 2009-10.

He has missed the past six games, but Steen was still third behind Ovechkin and Patrick Sharp in the goal-scoring race entering Sunday. Steen has always been a reliable, two-way forward, but his offense this season is clearly an added dimension to his game. He signed a three-year, $17.4 million contract extension last month.

If healthy, Steen is a lock to play for Sweden in the Olympics.

Ducks keeping pace with Blackhawks

2013-2014 Standings

Western Conference
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Anaheim Ducks

44

67

29

2

Chicago Blackhawks

45

67

25

3

St. Louis Blues

41

63

25

4

San Jose Sharks

43

60

20

5

Colorado Avalanche

41

56

24

ROW = total number of regulation plus overtime wins. For tie-breaking purposes, wins obtained in a shootout are not counted. For full standings tiebreakers, click here.

FULL STANDINGS ›

01/06/14 4:19PM

The Anaheim Ducks have used a dominant home record and balanced scoring to keep pace with the Chicago Blackhawks at the top of the Western Conference standings. They entered their game Sunday against the Vancouver Canucks with 65 points, including a League-best 28 regulation/overtime wins.

The Ducks stayed close to Chicago last season too before fading down the stretch. They have shown no signs of fading so far this season.

Anaheim was the only NHL team without a home regulation loss (16-0-2) entering Sunday. The Ducks' road record (14-8-3) is respectable, especially since they are tied with the Edmonton Oilers for the most road games played so far this season. They went 11-1-1 in December, including a franchise-record 10-game winning streak from Dec. 6-28.

Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry have been outstanding, as expected. Nick Bonino has provided secondary scoring despite playing primarily in a bottom-six role. Jonas Hiller was the NHL's Third Star of the Month in December after going 9-0-1 with a 1.96 goals-against average and .929 save percentage.

The Ducks' underrated defense has performed beyond expectations. Rookie Hampus Lindholm has stepped up to become a potential Calder Trophy candidate, Cam Fowler played his way onto the U.S. Olympic team and Francois Beauchemin has been as steady as ever.

---

Rangers’ Chris Kreider is top rookie in first half of NHL season

By Neil Greenberg 



January 4 at 10:45 am

Chris Kreider

(Jim McIsaac/Getty Images)

One of the toughest awards to handicap this season is the Calder Memorial Trophy, awarded to the league’s top rookie. Blue-liners Seth Jones (Nashville) and Torey Krug (Boston), goaltenders Martin Jones (Los Angeles) and Cam Talbot (New York Rangers) and forwards Valeri Nichushkin (Dallas) and Nathan MacKinnon (Colorado) are all compelling cases. But the most deserving at the halfway point of the season is the Rangers’ Chris Kreider.

The Boston College standout made an impressive NHL debut during the 2012 playoffs, scoring seven points in 18 games before the Rangers succumbed to the New Jersey Devils in the Eastern Conference finals. The following regular season, his first in the NHL, was a bit of a disappointment as he split time between Broadway and the AHL and scored just three points in 23 games with New York. This season he appears to be realizing his potential.

Kreider has 22 points in 35 games, third among rookies. But even more impressive is that 17 of those points have been either goals or primary assists. His physical play has him credited for 90 hits, 38 more than the other team dishes out when he is on the ice.

However, most of the power forward’s contributions don’t even show up on the scoresheet. Ignoring special teams and lead-protecting situations, the Rangers have outshot opponents 250 to 192 (56.6 percent) when Kreider skates. Those same linemates in the same situations take just 47.6 percent of the shot attempts without Kreider, indicating a massive tilting of the ice. And it isn’t coming against soft competition. Here are the shifts (courtesy of ShiftChart.com) from the Dec. 18 matchup against Pittsburgh. Notice how Rangers Coach Alain Vigneault used Kreider against Sidney Crosby’s line, especially during the first period:

Kreider vs. Crosby Dec 18 via ShiftChart

It’s been that way for Kreider the entire season. In fact, the 10 opponents he has faced most often based on even-strength ice time include not only Crosby line but Jaromir Jagr’s and Alex Ovechkin’s as well — and none of those have scored a goal against him at even strength.

To recap: Scoring? Check. Driving puck possession? Check. Playing against top competition? Check. Rookie of the year front-runner? Check.

Our report about the best and the worst of the NHL's first half:

Most valuable player: 1. Ryan Getzlaf (Anaheim Ducks). 2. Sidney Crosby (Pittsburgh Penguins). 3. Patrick Kane (Chicago Blackhawks). 4. Josh Harding (Minnesota Wild). 5. Ben Bishop (Tampa Bay Lightning).

Top news stories: 1. The Winter Classic is played in snowy Michigan Stadium before a record 105,000-plus fans, with the large contingent of Toronto Maple Leafs fans making the trip. The 2.5 rating tied for the highest NHL regular-season game. It was the most-watched regular-season game in Canada. 2. Buffalo Sabres hire Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan after firing general manager Darcy Regier and coach Ron Rolston. 3. Sabres trade Thomas Vanek to the New York Islanders for a first-round pick, a second-rounder and Matt Moulson. 4. Philadelphia Flyers fire coach Peter Laviolette after three games and replace him with Craig Berube. 5. NHL suspends Boston Bruins tough guy Shawn Thornton for 15 games for attacking Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik. Commissioner Gary Bettman upholds the suspension on appeal.

Top surprises: 1. Give Jaromir Jagr another contract. He turns 42 next season, and he's among the NHL's top 35 scorers. 2. The Colorado Avalanche have an impressive showing under new coach Patrick Roy. 3. St. Louis Blues forward Alexander Steen challenges for the Rocket Richard Trophy and lands a three-year extension before suffering a concussion. 4. Forward Reilly Smith leads the Bruins in goals and posts 31 points in his first 41 games. 5. Bishop's strong play helps Tampa Bay become one of the Eastern Conference's best teams.

Top disappointments: 1. The struggling New York Islanders were supposed to be a team on the rise. 2. Why can't the Edmonton Oilers seem to make progress? 3. The Columbus Blue Jackets are not quite as far down the rebuilding road as we thought they were. 4. Toronto Maple Leafs forward David Clarkson, clearly a good man and teammate, is supposed to have more than three goals. 5. Detroit Red Wings center Stephen Weiss didn't perform like a $5 million player before he was injured.

General manager award: 1. Bob Murray (Anaheim). 2. Steve Yzerman (Tampa Bay). 3. Jim Nill (Dallas Stars). 4. Stan Bowman (Chicago). 5. Doug Armstrong (St. Louis).

Top rookie: 1. Tomas Hertl (San Jose Sharks). 2. Hampus Lindholm (Anaheim). 3. Chris Kreider (New York Rangers). 4. Danny DeKeyser (Detroit). 5. Jacob Trouba (Winnipeg Jets).

Facts that were reaffirmed: 1. The Western Conference is the more dominant. 2. Alex Ovechkin (Washington Capitals) is the NHL's most dangerous goal scorer. He has 53 goals over his last 62 games, dating to last season. 3. Whether you like John Tortorella's methods or personality, he is a high-quality coach. 4. The problems with the Rangers weren't just about Tortorella. 5. The lockout caused no significant long-term erosion of fan base. The recovery is already complete.

Best defenseman: 1. Duncan Keith (Chicago). 2. P.K. Subban (Montreal Canadiens). 3. Niklas Kronwall (Detroit). 4. Alex Pietrangelo (St. Louis). 5. Oliver Ekman-Larsson (Phoenix Coyotes).

Best goaltender: 1. Harding. 2. Tuukka Rask (Boston). 3. Marc-Andre Fleury (Pittsburgh). 4. Bishop. 5. Carey Price (Montreal Canadiens).

Top coach: 1. Bruce Boudreau (Anaheim). 2 Jon Cooper (Tampa Bay). 3. Roy. 4. Dan Bylsma (Pittsburgh). 5. Todd McLellan (San Jose).

Players facing the most trade speculation: 1. Ryan Miller (Buffalo). 2. Dmitry Kulikov (Florida). 3. Vanek. 4. Tim Gleason (Carolina Hurricanes). 5. Michael Del Zotto (Rangers).

Teams most likely to make a deal: 1. Hurricanes. 2. Bruins. 3. Sabres. 4. Maple Leafs. 5. Rangers.

Most noteworthy injuries: 1. Tampa Bay's Steven Stamkos breaking his leg, although he might make it back for the Olympics. 2. Dennis Seidenberg (Boston) lost for the season because of a knee injury. He plays almost 22 minutes a game. 3. Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) has been limited to eight games, and that is a primary reason the Islanders have struggled. 4. Toronto's Tyler Bozak had missed 24 games because of a muscle injury in his side. With Dave Bolland still out, the Maple Leafs were at a severe disadvantage at center. 5. Columbus' Marian Gaborik has only played 18 games because of injuries. Now he's out with a broken collarbone.

Five best Canadian goalies based on performance this season: 1. Harding. 2. Price. 3. Roberto Luongo (Vancouver). 4. Fleury. 5. Mike Smith (Phoenix).

Five best American players in this Olympic season: 1. Kane. 2. Ryan Suter (Minnesota Wild). 3. Ryan Kesler (Vancouver). 4. Miller. 5. Phil Kessel (Toronto).

Best offseason acquisitions: 1. Tyler Seguin (Dallas). 2. Smith (Boston). 3. Valtteri Filppula (Tampa Bay). 4. Jagr (New Jersey Devils). 5. Mike Ribeiro (Phoenix).

Five best Olympic teams based on first three months: 1. Canada. 2. Russia. 3. USA. 4. Sweden. 5. Finland.
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Crosby leading Hart race at halfway point

Monday, 01.06.2014 / 3:00 AM / Trophy Tracker

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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With the first half of the 2013-14 season complete, NHL.com looks at some of its biggest storylines and award contenders.

The best evidence of Sidney Crosby's value to the Pittsburgh Penguins might have come during a four-game stretch late in December.

Missing from the roster during most or all of those games were four defensemen with a combined four Stanley Cup rings and more than 2,000 games of NHL experience, a 40-goal scorer and a two-time Art Ross Trophy winner.

Sidney Crosby

Sidney Crosby

Center - PIT

GOALS: 23 | ASST: 40 | PTS: 63

 SOG: 144 | +/-: 11

With Evgeni Malkin, James Neal, Rob Scuderi, Brooks Orpik, Paul Martin and Kris Letang all injured, the Penguins went into those games with six or seven players who started the season in the American Hockey League on the roster.

So when the Penguins needed their best players to be their best players, Crosby stepped up to total two goals and four assists as the Penguins went 3-1-0 with their depleted lineup and remained the top team in the Metropolitan Division. He scored or set up six of the Penguins' 10 non-shootout goals in that span.

The way Crosby elevated his game when his team needed him the most is the reason he is NHL.com's pick for the Hart Trophy as the NHL's most value player at the halfway point of the season.

Crosby's League-leading 63 points in 44 games tops all players and puts him on pace for his first 100-point season since 2009-10. He has either scored or set up 45.3 percent of the Penguins' 139 non-shootout goals. And he's been just as good at home (11 goals, 35 points in 22 games) as he has on the road (12 goals, 28 points in 22 games).

And he's done it all against some pretty tough competition. According to advanced statistics site BehindtheNet.ca, Crosby's quality of competition rating is second-best among Penguins skaters to play at least 20 games, and 14th among NHL forwards.

The Pittsburgh captain has been the League's most valuable player through the first half of the season, although a number of outstanding performers are keeping themselves in consideration for the honor. But for now, the award is Crosby's to lose.

FINALISTS

Ryan Getzlaf, Anaheim Ducks -- The Anaheim captain has been the best player on one of the best teams in the Western Conference. He leads his team with 48 points and is on pace to set career-highs in goals and points. He's also had a hand in 33.3 percent of the Ducks' goals this season. Perhaps most impressive, his best play has been at even strength, where his 16 goals are second on the team.

He's also been productive while staying out of the penalty box; he's on pace for 28 penalty minutes, which would be a career low for an 82-game season. That's allowed him to average 21 minutes of ice time per game, including 2:03 shorthanded, second among the team's forwards.

And Getzlaf has done it while facing the toughest competition of any player on the team, according to BehindTheNet.ca.

Jonathan Toews, Chicago Blackhawks -- If there's something the Blackhawks need during a game, Toews is the player they turn to, regardless of the situation.

He has 15 goals, 44 points and a plus-21 rating in 45 games, all of which rank in the top four on the team. He leads Blackhawks forwards in ice time at 20:27 per game, including 1:23 per game shorthanded. He's also won 56.8 percent of his faceoffs while taking the fifth-most draws in the League.

And much like Crosby and Getzlaf, Toews has been productive while facing some of the League's toughest competition. According to BehindTheNet.ca, Toews has faced the third-toughest opposition on the team, first among the club's forwards.

---

Washington Capitals reach NHL midpoint as a half-finished product

Jonathan Newton/The Washington Post -  The role of goaltender Braden Holtby is one of many unresolved questions facing the Capitals as they begin the second half of their season.
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By Katie Carrera,   Published: January 3 

 Through three months and 41 games, all that is certain about the Washington Capitals at the midway point of the NHL season is that they’ve yet to find a true identity.

There are the diligent, disciplined Capitals who work as a cohesive unit to break the puck out of their own end and work it up the ice, creating offense through solid decision-making. And then there are the disorganized Capitals, who turn over the puck in the neutral zone and commit errors that stem from a lack of focus. 

More Capitals coverage

Caps seeking balance in top six

Caps seeking balance in top six 

Katie Carrera JAN 5

Can the Capitals find chemistry in the top six with Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom separated?

Holtby: ‘It’s all about getting the confidence back’

Holtby: ‘It’s all about getting the confidence back’ 

Katie Carrera JAN 5

The Capitals goaltender acknowledges that his confidence has been shaken by his recent struggles. 

Five thoughts on the Caps’ loss in Minnesota

Five thoughts on the Caps’ loss in Minnesota 

Katie Carrera JAN 5

Notes and observations from Washington’s fourth straight defeat.

Caps squander early lead at Minnesota

Caps squander early lead at Minnesota 

Katie Carrera JAN 4

Braden Holtby makes just six saves on 11 shots, and Wild defenseman Ryan Suter registers a hat trick.

Rangers’ Kreider is cream of rookie crop

Rangers’ Kreider is cream of rookie crop 

Neil Greenberg JAN 4

The power forward’s contributions go beyond the scoresheet, making him the most deserving candidate for the Calder trophy at the season’s halfway point.

Complete coverage

Capitals Insider

Capitals Insider 

Insight on the Capitals and all the latest news from Post reporter Katie Carrera.

Click here to subscribe.

Click here to subscribe.

  .

“We have too many highs and too many lows with our team,” veteran winger Eric Fehr said. “At times we show we’re one of the best teams in the league, and we show times where we break down, we’re not good defensively and we’re not smart. It will be important for us to try and put everything together. I don’t think you’ve seen a really good offensive game and a really good defensive game in the same game.”

Even amid the inconsistencies, Washington sits in second place in the Metropolitan Division with 46 points and a 20-15-6 record. It’s hardly a secure spot, though, seeing as just six points separates the Capitals from seventh-place Columbus. 

As the Capitals kick off the second half of the season Saturday night at the Minnesota Wild, here’s what has defined their campaign so far.

An inability to win in regulation: Washington has just 10 regulation wins through the first 41 games, and only four of those came against teams that had winning records. While the Capitals boast the league’s most shootout wins (eight), it’s also evidence of their inability to close out opponents within a 60-minute game. 

Regulation and overtime wins are generally considered to be a more accurate indicator of a team’s strength, which is why that is the first tiebreaker in the standings. The Capitals entered Friday night with the sixth-fewest regulation and overtime wins in the NHL with 12, and only the four worst teams in the league — Edmonton (nine), New York Islanders (nine), Calgary (seven) and Buffalo (four) — had fewer regulation victories.

“We’ve left a lot of points on the table in the first half this season,” Troy Brouwer said. “I know we’re happy with being in [a playoff position] right now, but I feel like we could be pushing for first in our division if we would have been able to get all the points that I feel we’ve left out there.”

Cleaning up the defense: Coach Adam Oates said earlier this week he’s been pleased with gradual improvements in the Capitals’ defensive game but is quick to point out that they’re still not quite automatic in their own end — especially when under duress. Clean zone exits are far from a given for the Capitals, whose forwards are still inconsistent at coming back to provide proper support and whose defensemen sometimes grapple with frequent turnovers and unnecessary icing plays. 

Oates wants to see the most improvement in those difficult moments when an opponent is surging.

“How we handle those waves. We all feel that they’re in your end, they’re all over us, the world’s just about to come to an end. Do we stand tall?” Oates said. “We show them success when they execute and what it means to be successful there. . . . It’s every little thing — get the puck out on the wall, all the stuff we talk about all the time — but we’ve got to become better at it and understand those responsibilities.”

Goaltending carousel: Philipp Grubauer, Braden Holtby and Michal Neuvirth are all homegrown prospects looking to show they should be the Capitals’ long-term starter. Grubauer, the latest to join the group at the NHL level, has started nine of the past 12 games, posting a 5-2-3 record this season with a .932 save percentage and 2.20 goals-against average. Then there’s Holtby, the playoff starter from the past two seasons, who appeared in 27 games before Grubauer took the reins. Neuvirth has requested a trade after sitting as a healthy scratch for the past nine games. 

“Right now with how many starts Grubi’s getting you’ve got to consider him our number one at the moment. Guys are comfortable with that,” Brouwer said. “When Holts is in net, he’s strong. Guys are confident with him back there as well, so we’re really not concerned about who’s starting. I’m assuming at some point they’re going to make a clear-cut decision whose net it is going forward into the playoffs here.”

A lack of consistency: There is arguably no greater evidence of Washington’s staccato-like focus than how it continues to give up goals in the first 150 seconds after scoring itself. 

After allowing two such goals in a 4-3 overtime loss to Carolina on Thursday night, the Capitals have now given up such momentum-destroying goals 22 times. 

It’s a symptom of the larger swings in performance that Washington suffers from on a game-to-game basis. The Capitals, whose longest winning streak was four in early November, have won consecutive games in regulation only once. 

“It’s almost like sometimes we find ways to lose games, and that’s very frustrating,” Karl Alzner said. “We’re still in a pretty good position, but the big roller coaster is frustrating for us and we don’t want to have that happen. When it comes down to it in playoffs, you can’t lose three games in a row and can’t expect to make it past any series.”

On the Penguins: An NHL miracle first half

December 28, 2013 10:26 PM 

letang1229

letang1229 Penguins defenseman Kris Letang, when healthy, has been a bit of a disappointment so far this season. 

Chris O'Meara/Associated Press

Penguins defenseman Kris Letang, when healthy, has been a bit of a disappointment so far this season.
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Blue Jackets put up a fight these days for Penguins 

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

The Penguins have come up with some pretty attractive and popular alternate jerseys in recent years.

The one they unveiled for the 2008 Winter Classic in Buffalo was a major hit with their fan base, and the one they'll wear for an outdoors game at Solder Field in Chicago March 1 seems to have been well-received, too.

And perhaps the organization will decide to come up with another to commemorate the first half of the 2013-14 season.

Maybe something with a red cross replacing the golden triangle as the background on the crest. Or possibly with the penguin depicted there holding a pair of crutches instead of a hockey stick.

The Penguins, you see, already have absorbed a season's worth of injuries, even though they won't close out the first half of 2013-14 until they visit Columbus this evening.

They have averaged more than five man-games lost through their first 40 games, and that number doesn't figure to shrink significantly anytime soon.

Nonetheless, the Penguins have piled up points with stunning regularity, and are poised to all but lap the rest of the Metropolitan Division.

In a normal season, their ability to build such a commanding lead in the division despite losing so many key players for so many games might contend for recognition as the most remarkable story in the league.

That won't happen this time, however, because no player or team will top Minnesota goalie Josh Harding, who is battling multiple sclerosis while making a spirited run at the Vezina Trophy.

Sure, it hasn't hurt the Penguins that the competition inside the Metropolitan has made the late, unlamented Southeast Division look like the SEC West on a good weekend, but that detracts little from what the Penguins have achieved so far.

A few observations from the first half of their season:

* One of the most striking things about the 200-plus man-games the Penguins have lost to injury might be that Sidney Crosby hasn't accounted for any of them, having dressed for all 40 games to date. Then again, Crosby had done that a few of years ago and was putting together an absolutely sensational season, only to have Washington's David Steckel fell him with a blow to the head that ended his season and took a significant chunk out of the next one.

* Kris Letang has the skills set to be a perennial Norris Trophy candidate, but hasn't looked the part during most of the games in which he has appeared. His decision-making frequently has been poor, and his execution often hasn't been much better. He has looked unfocused at times, and perhaps the injuries that forced him to miss the start of the season and another stretch of games in December might be behind that. Whatever the reason, the Penguins will benefit greatly if Letang can play close to his potential, and do it on a consistent basis, once he rejoins the lineup.

* Commendable as the work young defensemen like Brian Dumoulin and Philip Samuelsson did when called upon because of injuries was, the play of rookie goalie Jeff Zatkoff probably is the most pleasant surprise to date. Zatkoff, who had no experience at this level, has established himself as a completely capable NHL goaltender, and squelched the need for management to seek a replacement for Tomas Vokoun if the blood clots that have idled him since training camp force him to retire.

* Conventional wisdom in the NHL holds that a club's special teams are doing OK if the combined success rates of its power play and penalty-killing totals 100 or more. The Penguins' was 118.1 coming out of the holiday break.

* Reliable, two-way defensemen don't tend to win awards, so Olli Maatta probably won't end up near the top of many people's Calder Trophy ballots at the end of the regular season. That doesn't mean he shouldn't be there, however. Maatta plays with poise and hockey sense beyond his 19 years, and he's only going to get better.

The week ahead:

Today: at Columbus ... Despite being geographically obvious, this rivalry likely won't get real traction until the Blue Jackets are able to beat the Penguins on a fairly regular basis.

Tuesday: at New Jersey ... It doesn't matter that the Penguins are comfortably ahead of the Devils in the Metropolitan. Trying to sneak a point or two out of the Prudential Center is always tough -- and frequently futile -- for them.

Friday: New York Rangers ... New York presumably will be thrilled to get started on a new year, because the 2013 portion of this season's schedule hasn't been very kind to them. They split two previous games with the Penguins, both at Madison Square Garden.

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/sports/penguins/2013/12/29/On-the-Penguins-An-NHL-miracle-first-half/stories/2013122901090000000#ixzz2peilM3Pr

Cautiously optimistic Senators welcome returning captain Jason Spezza

Monday, 01.06.2014 / 3:55 PM / News

The Canadian Press
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OTTAWA - The Ottawa Senators would like to think they've hit their stride as they enjoy a four-game winning streak, but they know all too well how quickly things can change.

This has been a season of inconsistency for the Senators, who on Monday were preparing for a three-game, eight-day road trip that will feature the return of captain Jason Spezza.

Strangely enough, the winning streak came while Spezza was sidelined with an hip injury.

Spezza will return to the lineup Wednesday when the team takes on the Colorado Avalanche and says that all he wants to do is help extend the streak.

"In the short term I want to make sure that wherever I play I make sure I kind of help the group out, but for the long term I know I have to get to playing good hockey," Spezza said. "We're all disappointed how the first half went. I don't think I had a very good first half or the group had a very good first half, but there are signs of things coming.

"I've been out of the lineup before and we've won some games and I've been out and we've lost, but when I've been out before we were able to maintain it when I came back and I just hope to add to the group."

Spezza said he felt no pressure about upsetting the chemistry of a winning lineup by his return, but teammates realize how badly he will want to win.

"It is a little bit of pressure for him coming back, but we're confident in that we need him in the lineup," said centre Zack Smith. "We were waiting for him to get back and it's a good opportunity and for him there shouldn't be that much pressure on him, but he's the captain so he's probably going to feel it."

In Spezza's absence, Senators coach Paul MacLean had Mike Zibanejad play centre between Milan Michalek and Cory Conacher. The trio proved to be quite successful over the course of the four games.

Rather than dismantle the line, MacLean had Spezza playing with Zack Smith on his left and Mark Stone on his right at practice Monday morning.

The experiment could be short lived as MacLean is well known for juggling his lines, but in the interim it allows the Zibanejad line to remain intact and give Spezza a couple of big wingers who have played well of late.

"I'm looking forward to playing with Jason," said Smith. "For (Stone and I) it's a good opportunity and hopefully we get a line going and score some goals."

Having Spezza and Smith on the same line will also give the Senators an advantage in the faceoff circle as Spezza is right-handed and Smith is left.

With eight of their 12 games in January on the road the Senators are well aware that a solid record away from the Canadian Tire Centre could go a long way towards solidifying a playoff spot. The Senators are 8-8-3 on the road to this point.

"We've had some good success at home and been a little more comfortable playing at home," said Smith. "So it will be nice to get on the road and see if that can carry over too. We've had some good games, some success on the road so it hasn't been a problem for us."

Heading into Monday night's games the Senators were just two points back of the Toronto Maple Leafs for the final wild card spot in the East.

"If you want to be considered an elite team you've got to be able to play anywhere," said MacLean. "We know we're not considered an elite team at this point, but that's what we're working towards and in order to do that you have to be good on the road. We believe our game is getting more consistent."

Spezza added that the team is feeling confident about itself and the mood amongst players is better.

"It's encouraging (that we won)," said Spezza. "I think we've been pretty close for a long time and finding ways to lose hockey games and now we seem to have found a way to win some hockey games and (goaltender Craig Anderson) has played great for us. Hopefully we can get on a roll here."

Notes: Chris Neil, who is out with a lower body injury, joined the team on the trip, but isn't expected to play until possibly the final game. MacLean had not yet made a decision on his starting goaltender for Wednesday's game, but this will mark Anderson's first return to Colorado since being traded to Ottawa in February 2011. Director of player personnel Pierre Dorion, who was in Malmo, Sweden for the World Junior Championships, says the team was impressed with most of its draft picks that participated in the tournament. Curtis Lazar, who represented Canada, left a significant impression with Dorion who says he has shown significant growth since attending the Senators training camp in September. "I think we have a very good prospect there."

Poor first half of season leaves Edmonton Oilers feeling weathered and ready ... but for what?  21 
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 By Terry Jones
,Edmonton Sun  

First posted:  Monday, December 30, 2013 10:45 AM MST

The longest first half of a season in Edmonton Oilers history is over. But what now? What next?

More of the same? Or more like you expected at the start of the season?

A climb up from 29th place overall to at least 24th where they finished under Ralph Krueger last year?

Or is it time to get to know Aaron Ekblad as well as Edmonton fans got to know Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov in their draft years?

As the Oilers head to Phoenix to open the second half of the season on New Year's Eve against the Coyotes, they sit with 30 points in the standings.

The math is easy at the half way point.

Double it and they end up with 60, matching their worst full season ever from 1992-93.

In the three seasons in which the Oilers finished 30th, 30th and 29th and ended up with the No. 1 pick in the draft each year, they had better records at the half than the 13-24-4 they take into the second half this season.

In 2009-10 the Oilers were 16-21-4 at the turn before selecting Taylor Hall No. 1 in the draft.

A year later Edmonton was 13-21-7 at the halfway point before taking Ryan Nugent-Hopkins.

In 2011-12 the club recorded a 16-22-3 front end en route to ending up with Nail Yakupov.

Last year, in the lockout- shortened 48-game season, the Oilers hit the half at 8-11-5.

Even if the Oilers reversed their record in the second half to 24-13-4 that would be a loser-point version of .500 and not anywhere close to good enough to pick off a playoff position in the Western Conference where you're probably going to need 100 points to make it.

Produce the worst October record in franchise history and you really get to understand the term "chasing the season."

As the Oilers make the turn, most pee wee coaches know what's wrong, starting with a defence which is a total fire drill. That's not likely going to get significantly better without G.M. Craig MacTavish doing something about it.

But special teams ... that's another story.

With essentially the same personnel, the Oilers power play which was eighth in the league under Krueger last year at 20.1%, has dropped to 17th at 17.9% with some of the top young offensive talent in the game. And they've given up a league high eight shorthanded goals.

And the penalty killing, which was ninth last year at 83.4%, has dropped to 22nd overall at 80.0%.

Eakins has to wear those two failures, the power play first and foremost. At least part of the problem on the penalty killing has been a result of second rate goaltending.

There's been very little heat on Eakins for what's happened here this season but if he doesn't get the power play fixed sometime soon, that's what will bring it on.

Ask Eakins to project the second half of the season after having lived through the first half in his first NHL head coach job and he suggests it can't get worse.

"I think we're finding our way," he said.

"Now the players firmly understand where I'm coming from.

"I'm probably about 95% sure about who each and every one of those players are and what the concerns are with their play, what they are excellent at, which buttons need to be pushed to have them take an extra step and get better habits.

"Those are good things. "Is it going to be butterflies and puppy dogs from here until the end? I'm not sure about that.

"It never is. Even when you have a good team you have your ups and your downs.

"I think we always have to be ready for adversity and obviously we've already had our fair share of that. When you go through these horrible times that we've been through, it does make you better at handling situations and weathering storms.

"That's the only good I'm taking out of what's happened here so far. Moving forward, anything that happens to us negatively shouldn't be a big deal. I think we've weathered as much as we'll ever have to."

Isn't that what the fans all said after the 29th place finish two years ago?

- - -

The Edmonton Oilers are trying to simplify things for Nail Yakupov.

The Oilers winger has been relegated to the team’s fourth line and is playing just over six minutes a night.

He had lost his spot on the power play before getting back on the second unit Saturday against the Philadelphia Flyers

“There is a plan (for him) and that plan will change a little bit (Saturday),” Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins said prior to the game. “There are a lot of things going on. There are other players playing better ahead of him at his position. The second part and maybe the more important part, we want Yak to play a simple game and not be enticed in playing a complicated one.”

Yakupov has struggled so far in his second season with the Oilers. He has six goals and eight assists in 38 games heading into Saturday’s contest with a league-worst minus-25 rating.

Getting him to be more responsible in his own end is one of the reasons Yakupov is skating along with Luke Gazdic and Anton Lander on the fourth line.

“Sometimes when you play with more skilled players you get enticed into that complicated game,” Eakins said. “We thought we would put him with a couple of guys that would get the puck in deep and can cycle the puck and want to be good defensively and that’s their only concerned. I think that’s rubbed off on Yak the last couple of games.

“He’s battled extremely hard in his limited minutes. We think he’s taken some strides forward. We challenged our group that if they want to play on the power play then you have to get your five-on-five game straight. We think he’s earned that right again and we’re going to give him an opportunity there again.”

The Great Gazdic

Luke Gazdic is ingratiating himself with the Oilers on a daily basis.

Having been picked up off waivers from the Dallas Stars at the beginning of the season, the club believes there is a solid winger to be developed there.

“I think he’s already improved since we got him,” Eakins said.

“He’s a kid that’s improved coming through the American League every year. He skates well enough that he can get around the ice. He’s getting better along the wall, he’s getting better having the confidence to make a play instead of just trying to get it deep.”

Gazdic was brought in to provide muscle for the Oilers. He has a goal and assist and 78 penalty minutes on the season.

But he’s been getting into the lineup on a regular basis of late and has seen his ice time increase as the season goes along.

“I see Luke continuing to improve,” Eakins said.

“We hope there are no limits on him, that he never hits a wall and that he does get to that spot where he can be relied on. In the end that’s where you want your fourth line into that seven to 10 minute mark, it takes a little bit of pressure off the rest of the group.”

Familiar foe

The Philadelphia Flyers endured the Ilya Bryzgalov circus for two years before cutting the eccentric goaltender loose.

Bryzgalov was bought out this offseason with seven years left on his nine-year, $51-million contract.

Having been signed as a free agent by the Oilers in November, Bryzgalov was facing the Flyers for the first time since being run out of Philadelphia.

He was getting paid by both teams Saturday.

“It’ll be different playing him for sure,” said Flyers winger Scott Hartnell before the game. “I’m sure we’ll have some fun out there and we’ll try to get him off his game a little bit.

“When you shoot against a goalie for two years like we did, we’ve seen him make some unbelievable stops and seen him make some easy stops. Hopefully we can get to him, get to the hard areas and make it hard night for him, get some goals on him and get a win.”

Hartnell, who can be a little left of centre himself, got to know Bryzgalov well during the goaltender’s time in Philadelphia.

“He is a different bird, I’m sure he’d been the first one to tell you that as well,” Hartnell said. “Me and him sat right beside each other in the practice rink and joked around and had fun in the couple of years he was there.

“For good or bad they decided to part ways and we’re dealing with it now. We have two good goalies that are working hard, come every practice and every game and we have a solid team to show for it.”

Mirtle: Maple Leafs get their mid-season report cards  

JAMES MIRTLE 

The Globe and Mail

Published Monday, Jan. 06 2014, 11:33 AM EST 

Last updated Monday, Jan. 06 2014, 11:58 AM EST 

19 comments  

31 

25 

6 

0 

 Print /

License 

 AA 

With all the fanfare over the Winter Classic and the holidays, the report cards are late. But they’re in.

Here are the player-by-player grades for the Toronto Maple Leafs first half, which for these purposes will include the first 43 games. I’m considering the C+ to B- range to be average or adequate.

More Related to this Story

•  Maple Leafs’ Kulemin hopes Russia has Olympic spot for him  

•  Mirtle: Leafs’ woes deeper than their record shows  

•  Mirtle: Rangers embarrass Leafs on home ice  

Dion Phaneuf has signed a seven-year, $49-million contract extension with the Toronto Maple Leafs. The Leafs' captain says it's an exciting team to be on, and believes they have what it takes to win the Stanley Cup.    

NHL

Video: Phaneuf says Leafs have 'pieces in place' to win the Stanley Cup

Toronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier (45) and defenceman Jake Gardiner (51) knock the puck off the stick of Detroit Red Wings left wing Justin Abdelkader (8) in the second period during the 2014 Winter Classic hockey game at Michigan Stadium.   

Podcast

What it was like to cover the Winter Classic

Players are ranked according to their ice time and graded according to their roles, salaries and expectations, meaning a minimum wage fourth liner has to do a whole lot less to earn an A than a top pairing defenceman making big money.

Goaltenders (Overall: A)

Jonathan Bernier: A

The 25-year-old former top prospect has been everything he was hyped to be so far in Toronto. Quiet and calm both off and on the ice, Bernier has been a pleasure to watch, putting on a clinic in goal even while his team gives up an absurd 37 shots per game. He sits sixth in the NHL with a .928 save percentage and his .938 even strength save percentage is better than all but three other regular starters. His 25 starts is still a small sample size so this may not continue at this high a level, but so far, so good.

James Reimer: A-

It’s really nitpicking to separate Bernier and Reimer by much, as they’ve been the co-MVPs of the Leafs season so far. Reimer’s .923 save percentage is one of the league’s best and basically identical to the .924 he posted a year ago. He is getting some of the lowest goal support in the league – and quite a bit lower than Bernier – which has made his job doubly tough. Ruling him out at this point would be a mistake.

Defencemen (Overall: C)

Dion Phaneuf: C+

The Leafs entire blueline has struggled this season, but the captain has been the best of a bad lot. Yes, his pairing with Carl Gunnarsson is one of the weakest in the league in terms of possession, but they are also getting ridiculously tough zone starts and quality of competition every night. Compared to last season, Phaneuf has had an especially tough time killing penalties, however.

Jake Gardiner: B-

In the eye of the storm with trade rumours swirling and a contentious relationship with the head coach, Gardiner has nonetheless been tasked with the second most minutes on the Leafs at just 23 years old. Yes, he’s made mistakes, but he’s the only Toronto defenceman consistently keeping the puck out of the defensive zone to a reasonable degree and the offence has started to come on a little. A lot of potential mixed in with the problem areas.

Cody Franson: C

It’s been a frustrating step back for Franson after a breakthrough season a year ago. He’s getting far more minutes and playing against better players, which explains why his skating and mobility are being exposed more in the defensive zone. On the plus side, he’s on pace for nearly 40 points and has been a huge contributor to a dangerous Leafs power play. But probably better suited overall to a third pairing role at even strength.

Carl Gunnarsson: D

Whether it’s an injury (possibly a nagging hip problem) or just a falloff in performance, Gunnarsson has not looked himself this season. He has just four points in 43 games, isn’t generating any shots on goal and has struggled handling what are admittedly some of the toughest defensive assignments in the East. He’s playing under 20 minutes a night much more often than in recent years for a reason.

Paul Ranger: D

Expectations were not sky high for a player who has been out of the NHL for four years, but Ranger has nonetheless been up and down and all over the place in the 35 games he’s dressed for. Generally solid on the penalty kill, his decision making and lack of speed have been exposed at even strength, although the coaching staff is convinced he’s now turning his game around. He continues to play 19 minutes a night in spite of it all, but a lower workload would likely help.

Morgan Rielly: C+

Playing with struggling partners and often on his off-side, the 19-year-old West Vancouver native hasn’t been dealt the easiest hand in his rookie season. He has shown uncommon maturity for a teenager, however, and has had some eye-opening forays up the ice with the puck that show signs of what he can become. The biggest concern is that his ugly plus-minus will weigh heavily on his confidence when the best is very much yet to come here.

Mark Fraser: F

Just a lost season for one of the very best stories of the Leafs season a year ago. An early knee injury robbed Fraser of some of his limited mobility, and it’s been more difficult to shelter him than a year ago with so many blueliners struggling. A tremendous player to have in the dressing room and someone whose effort is never lacking, he would nonetheless likely benefit from time with the Marlies right now – especially with TGOTS*.

Forwards (Overall: C+)

James van Riemsdyk: B+

Unstoppable early on, he has slowed a little through this this tough stretch, but remains on a 30-goal pace and is generating his highest shot per game rate of his career while meshing nicely with Phil Kessel. Hard to quibble with much here although his defensive awareness remains where he has the most to gain.

Tyler Bozak: B

Injured for long stretches with two separate muscle issues, Bozak has been remarkably productive thanks at least in part to a sky high on-ice shooting percentage (12.8 per cent) in the 19 games he’s played. Still not well suited to playing the 21-plus minutes a night Randy Carlyle insists on giving him, he has played some of his best hockey this season while handling very difficult checking assignments. Proving deadly on breakaways and in shootouts, too, although where has that faceoff prowess gone?

Phil Kessel: B

On fire early, Kessel has been one of the only Leafs players producing through their two month slide, with a strong December (13 points in 14 games) against some very good teams. His defensive intensity has been all over the place but the fact he’s on pace for a career high 38 goals speaks volumes. On a team desperate for offence, especially lately, he’s earning his paycheque.

Joffrey Lupul: C+

Lupul has experienced a disappointing but understandable drop off from his remarkable production to start his Leafs career, something that he probably sustained longer than anyone expected. Part of the problem is likely that he has been shuffled just about everywhere in the lineup, seeing 10 per cent or more of his ice time with Kadri, Raymond, Holland, Clarkson, Kessel, Smith, Kulemin, McClement and Bolland through 34 games. That’s a lot of linemates.

Mason Raymond: B+

Fifty points is fifty points, and he’s on that pace despite coming to camp on a tryout and making just $1-million. He has been something of an everyman, with good results on both the penalty kill and power play, and played far more minutes than expected with a lot of injuries up front. The interesting question is what he’s looking to re-sign for as the Leafs aren’t going to be flush with cap space.

Nazem Kadri: C+

As expected, Kadri has had a very tough time following up last season’s incredible half season, one in which he was among the league’s scoring leaders thanks in large part due to one of the highest on-ice shooting percentages we’ve seen over a sustained stretch. His time with the top line was up and down this season, but at this point in his career, a 48-point pace is probably about right. But the turnovers, especially just inside the offensive blueline, and faceoffs continue to be a real problem.

Jay McClement: D

Randy Carlyle’s crutch. Likely more effective in a specialist role, McClement has been given 17 minutes a night with all the holes at centre due to injury, and his game has dipped noticeably. His penalty kill work hasn’t been nearly as strong, and any offensive production has completely deserted him. With Bozak healthy, his home should be on the fourth line at this point.

David Clarkson: F

It’s not for a lack of effort on his part, but Clarkson very much looks like he’ll end the season in the 20 to 25 point range, and with what he’s being paid, that’s not acceptable. The player will take most of the heat here, but this big-time UFA miss is going to be on management for not seeing how favourable his minutes were in New Jersey when he produced offensively. A brutal start to what’s going to be a brutal contract.

Dave Bolland: A

Leafs fans and staffers alike will be asking themselves “what if” all season when it comes to Bolland. What if he had only stayed healthy? It was a very impressive first 14 games as a Leaf for the long-time Blackhawk; now the question is can he return to that level after a devastating ankle injury that may take the whole season to fully recover from. His first act may be hard to duplicate down the road.

Nikolai Kulemin: C+

Big, talented and smart defensively, Kulemin has to be a huge headache for this coaching staff. While he has been an effective checker and helped the penalty kill, Kulemin’s offence continues to been MIA, even though there are glimpses of a big shot and good positioning from time to time. There’s more here, but it might take a change of scenery for it to come out. A mystery.

Peter Holland: B+

Acquired with the Leafs desperate for a fill-in option, he more than exceeded expectations. Only 22 years old and with impressive production in the minors, Holland had one stretch with eight points in 10 games but has been relegated to a fourth line role ever since. His defensive game remains a project, but there are some enticing elements here.

Trevor Smith: B-

Veteran minor leaguer came in and delivered timely offence and some minutes down the middle when they were badly needed.

Colton Orr: ?

They fight, and fight, they fight and fight and fight. Fight, fight, fight.

Frazer McLaren: ?

Fight, fight, fight. The Orrsy and FML show.

*- Tim Gleason on the scene

Hitchcock more impressed with home performances than first-half mark
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Berglund scores 2 in Blues' 6-2 win

Berglund scores 2 in Blues' 6-2 win

Patrik Berglund (left), Barret Jackman (center) and Vladimir Tarasenko of the Blues celebrate after Berglund scores in Saturday's 6-2 win over Columbus. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)

Enlarge Photo

Bernie: Blues could have fans dreaming big

Team is sending the right signals by overcoming obstacles. Read more

Blues may have to wing it with Berglund

A center by trade, Patrik Berglund scored two goals against Columbus while playing left wing. Read more
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The Blues will begin the second half of the season in Edmonton tomorrow night, carrying with them the best first-half record in franchise history. But coach Ken Hitchcock knows they don't give out trophies for first-half records.

“I don't really look at it from the first-half standpoint,” Htichcock said. “I look at the homestand. I think we played our best hockey in this homestand, and really good hockey in the last four games at home."

A 6-2 victory over Columbus on Saturday improved the Blues' mark to 17-3-2 at Scottrade Center and they lead the Western Conference in home wins. The Blues have gone 51-0-1 in their last 52 home games in which they score at least three goals.

All six Blues goals came at even strength, making them the only NHL team with three such performances this season. More important to Hitchcock, all six goals were the result of hard work.

Interspersed with three wins in four road games, the Blues beat Montreal, Chicago, Los Angeles and Columbus over their last four games at home, the last three wins coming in front of sold out crowds.

At the same time, the Note scored five or more goals in each of those four home wins. Meanwhile, they spliced in games Dallas and Minnesota where they got two wins out of five goals. In short, they were able to win in low-scoring style, as well.

“Our players are starting to buy in again,” Hitchcock added. “We created all our scoring opportunities based on our checking, not on offensive creativity. When we play like that, I think our players are starting to believe we can control the hockey game.”

HERE AND GONE

The Blues sent goaltender Jake Allen back to Chicago on Sunday. Sick with a bug in recent days, Jaroslav Halak has improved enough to go on the three-game trip to western Canada.

Allen, 23, has dressed in 23 games for Chicago this season. He ranks fourth among all American Hockey League goalies with 14 wins (14-7-2) while his 2.17 goals against average ranks third and his .922 save percentage is 10th best.

The 6-foot-2, 203-pound goaltender appeared in 15 games for the Blues last season, leading rookie goalies with nine wins (9-4-1) and a 2.46 goals against average. He was back-and-forth twice in the last week, serving as an alternate goalie to starter Brian Elliott. But Allen was strictly a spectator.

THREE AMIGOS

With points from Shattenkirk (31), Alex Pietrangelo (28) and Jay Bouwmeester (27) on Saturday night, the Blues have three defensemen with at least 27 points in a season for the first time since Steve Duchesne (56), Al MacInnis (49) and Chris Pronger (36) in 1997-98.
Red Wings' first half marked by inconsistency, leaving slim margin for error in playoff quest

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on January 06, 2014 at 6:07 AM 

DETROIT – Reaching 100 points has been the Detroit Red Wings’ benchmark for the better part of two decades.

They are riding an NHL-record streak of 12 consecutive 100-point seasons, excluding the lockout-shortened 48-game 2013 campaign. They have hit the century mark 16 times since 1992-93.

“That’s the number I’m always looking for, 100-plus,” coach Mike Babcock said.

Hitting 100 will be a tougher challenge this season. With 48 points through 43 games during an inconsistent first half, the Red Wings (19-14-10) will need a big second half to reach that goal.

Milestones aside, they’re just looking to qualify for the playoffs for the 23rd consecutive season. Their margin for error is slim as they battle for one of the final playoff spots in the Eastern Conference.

“We had higher hopes when the year started in terms of points at the midway mark,” general manager Ken Holland said. “We’ve played hard; we’ve been inconsistent, especially at home. We’re leaving points on the board. We haven’t really had our team together. It seems a lot like last year.”

The Red Wings needed to win their final four games last season to sneak into the field as the seventh seed.

They need to improve in many areas to avoid having to scramble at the end again this season.

Staying healthy might be the biggest key. They have lost many players for extended stretches due to injuries, including Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk, Johan Franzen, Daniel Alfredsson, Darren Helm, Todd Bertuzzi, Stephen Weiss, Jonathan Ericsson, Danny DeKeyser and Jimmy Howard.

Beyond the injuries, their biggest issue is their inexplicable 6-10-7 record at home. Since their NHL-record 23-game home winning streak (from Nov. 5, 2011 to Feb. 19, 2012), they have gone 24-22-13 at home.

They have lost too many points in shootouts (1-7) and overtime (2-3).

Their defense has been turnover-prone and secondary scoring has been an issue.

Howard, who’s been an All-Star and was recently named to the U.S. Olympic team, has struggled since early November. He has gone 2-5-6 in his past 13 starts and is 7-9-8 overall, with a subpar goals-against average (2.65) and save percentage (.911).

“The last couple of years he’s been like clockwork,” Holland said. “We haven’t played as well defensively. Goaltending is a little bit a function of team play, but Howie set a high standard for himself. 

“We know there’s another level to his game. I’ve seen his body of work the last (few) years, I know at some point he’s going to get dialed in. He’s played pretty well, but the pucks have found their way in.”

They hope Howard’s 44-save performance in Saturday’s 5-1 victory at Dallas is a sign of things to come.

Fortunately, backup Jonas Gustavsson, though continuing to battle groin issues, has stepped up when healthy. He has been their savior, going 11-3-2, with a 2.39 GAA.

“Gustavsson’s been a great story on the positive side,” Holland said.

There are other positives:

They have flourished on the road (13-4-3). Their best players (Datsyuk, Zetterberg, Niklas Kronwall) have been strong. Alfredsson, at age 41, looks rejuvenated. Franzen, before his concussion, was displaying the kind of consistency he’s been lacking for several years. Young players like Tomas Tatar, Gustav Nyquist and DeKeyser have provided a spark.

“On one hand, I’m disappointed where we’re at from a points standpoint, but there are (39) games left,” Holland said. “A lot of things aren’t nearly as good as I expected when we built this team in the summer, but the good news is we’re not that far out.”

Forward Daniel Cleary called the first half sporadic.

“Blown opportunities,” Cleary said. “We obviously have to get going. We’ve played well in a couple game spurts and then we have a game that’s just kind of in the dumps. We need to get a run together. For our standards and how we play, our system and personnel we have, it’s just not up to par. The onus falls on the players.”

Said Zetterberg: “We definitely could have gotten more points than we did but I think we stole a few points that we maybe didn’t deserve.” 

For years, the Red Wings longed to be in the Eastern Conference, primarily to reduce their travel. They’re fortunate to be in the East this season because they could easily be on the outside looking in if they remained in the much tougher West.

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Colorado Avalanche

Keep your eyes on Karri Ramo and Nathan Mackinnon

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary Herald January 5, 2014

Calgary (14-21-6) at Colorado (26-11-4)

7 p.m., Pepsi Center

TV: Sportsnet West

Radio: The FAN 960

THE FLAMES

Keep an eye on

G Karri Ramo — It hasn’t been an easy road for either of Calgary’s goaltenders in the first half of the year, but the 27-year-old Finn has been solid in his past few performances. Against Tampa Bay — his first appearance since Dec. 21 at Pittsburgh — he turned aside 27 of 29 shots and kept it close. Will get his second straight start and third against the Avalanche.

The Lineup

* M. Cammalleri M. Backlund J. Hudler

* P. Byron S. Monahan D. Jones

* T. Galiardi J. Colborne K. Westgarth

* L. Bouma M. Stajan B. McGrattan

* L. Stempniak

* M. Giordano T. J. Brodie

* L. Smid D. Wideman

* C. Butler S.O’Brien

* D. Smith

* K. Ramo

* R. Berra

The Injuries

* D Kris Russell (knee), C Blair Jones (knee), LW Curtis Glencross (leg)

THE AVALANCHE

Keep an eye on

RW Nathan MacKinnon — Taken massive strides in his rookie season. Slick moves, soft hands, and a solid playmaker. Recorded his first multi-goal NHL game against the San Jose Sharks on Saturday. Leading the NHL rookie brigade in scoring with 26 points (12 goals and 14 assists).

The Lineup

* G. Landeskog P. Stastny R.O’Reilly

* J. McGinn M. Duchene M. Talbot

* C. McLeod J. Mitchell N. MacKinnon

* B. Malone M. Cliche P. Bordeleau

* J. Hejda-E. Johnson

* N. Guenin-N. Holden

* A. Benoit-C. Sarich

* S. Varlamov

* J. Giguere

The Injuries

*RW P.A. Parenteau (sprained MCL), LW Alex Tanguay (knee/hip)

FIVE THINGS TO WATCH

1. ONGOING POWER FAILURE — It’s now not a question or how or how many for the misfiring Calgary Flames. One will be a start, thanks. In case you’ve been living in a cave somewhere in Tibet since Christmas, the Flames have been whitewashed three games of the last four games and have slumped to 29th in offence, ahead of only the woebegotten Buffalo Sabres, and find themselves a full 69 (!) goals behind the league’s most productive entry, the Chicago Blackhawks (who just happen to be defending Cup champs, BTW). “It sucks,” grumbled defenceman Chris Butler, who gets a pass when pointing scoring-failure fingers. “It’s frustrating. But I don’t think it’s for a lack of effort on anybody’s part. Guys are working, trying to do the right things. You’re going to go through slumps like this over an 82-game season. We have to find what we’ve done that’s made us successful in the past and try to get back to those things.”

2. MACKINNON MAGIC — A lot of eyebrows were raised when the Avs decided to bypass towering Portland defenceman Seth Jones and instead used the No. 1 overall pick on Halifax Mooseheads’ sparkplug Nathan MacKinnon last summer. Well, those arched eyebrows are back at regular levels. On Saturday in a statement win over a mighty fine San Jose Sharks’ club, the 18-year-old MacKinnon became the youngest player in Avalanche history to score two goals in a game. In doing so, he passed the injured Tomas Hertl of the Sharks for the NHL rookie scoring lead (12G, 26pts) and seems to be hitting his formidable stride. “Pucks) are starting to go in a little more than they did at the beginning of the year, which is nice,” MacKinnon told the Denver Post. “I’m a little bit more relaxed. Hopefully, it continues. It’s night and day since the beginning of the year; I feel a lot more comfortable out there.”

3. NO SURRENDER — The Flames may be in the throes of a four-game losing skid, and have posted only one win in their last nine starts (1-6-2), but Battlin’ Bob Hartley isn’t cashing in his chips, tossing in the towel. “We understand the challenges we’re facing,” said the boss, returning to the town where he guided the Avalanche to the 2001 Stanley Cup title. “I understood this from the first day I took the job. This is the biggest challenge of my coaching career. For us, the culture we’re building right now is more important than the results. Because the culture is what will speed up the process and help us win quicker. So far, we’ve been happy with the buy-in of our group.” His message Saturday before the flight to Denver? “Face adversity like a pro. It hasn’t been an easy week, that’s for sure. But at the same time, that’s part of a rebuilding program. You’re going to hit the bumps in the road and you have to find solutions. I will not let anyone use excuses. The pace of this league will keep going up and we have to find a way to stay at that pace.”

4. ABOUT THE AVS — Super at the Pepsi Center, compiling a 15-5-2 record ... C Matt Duchene leading Avs in goals (16), assists (22), points (38) and is tied for second in plus-minus at +7 ... Ex-Flame Alex Tanguay is scheduled to test his injured hip either Monday or Tuesday. If things don’t go well, it’s reported that surgery may be in the offing ... After 48 games a year ago, Colorado had accrued 39 points. This season after 41, they’ve compiled 56 points ... Another former Flame, J.S. Giguere, backup to Semyon Varlamov so far this season, gets the start in net. He’s 7-3 with a. 918 save percentage and 2.51 goals-against-average.

5. RUSSELL SKATING, STEMPNIAK QUESTIONABLE — Good news for Kris Russell. The offensive blueliner has been dealing with a sprained MCL but went for a solo skate on Sunday morning before the team hit the ice. Russell, 26, injured his left knee on Dec. 21 at Pittsburgh and was given a timetable of four to six weeks. This season, he has four goals and 12 assists in 36 games and was averaging 23:39 in ice time per night, including a huge chunk of power play time. The Caroline, Alta., native is also still sitting fourth in the league with 105 blocked shots ... Meanwhile, winger Lee Stempniak (sick) is questionable for Monday’s game, said Hartley.

With files from Kristen Odland , Calgary Herald

Flames patient with struggling rookie Sean Monahan

Former Ottawa 67’s star in a slump after opening season on a tear

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary Herald January 5, 2014

One obvious highlight of Sean Monahan’s first National Hockey League’s season was cracking the Calgary Flames roster.

One obvious low point of the 2013 first-rounder’s first pro campaign was fracturing his foot which halted his progress. Before his New Year’s Eve marker against the Philadelphia Flyers — also snapping a team stretch of 159:35 without a goal — he had gone six games. He’d also gone on another six-game goalless stretch from Nov. 1 to Nov. 16.

That being said, with 11 goals and six assists in 34 games on the year (tied in points with captain Mark Giordano), he’s still fourth in team scoring — and just turned 19 in October.

But, simply put, highs and lows are part of the gig.

“That’s a big part of the learning process he needs to go through,” said head coach Bob Hartley. “The one thing: we’re going to stay on top of Monnie. He’s our best young asset. And that’s part of the learning.

“He needs to face this and we’re facing this as a group. The veterans and the coaches are great with him and we’re going to try to get his stride back.”

Not that you need to remind him of the ups and downs of the NHL.

“And that’s how, I guess, every season goes,” said the former Ottawa 67’s captain. “You have to adjust to that as a player. It’s a good learning experience for me and I have to be better.

“No excuses.”

Patience, however, is not wearing thin for the organization in terms of their No. 1 prospect.

“It’s unfortunate because he was playing so well,” said Hartley of Monahan’s injury and subsequent slump. “But he’ll get back there. There’s no doubt in my mind. He has the willingness to do it, he has the attitude to do it. He’s fun to work with and you watch him work in practice.

“He’s a young player and right now as a team we’re struggling, so it’s pretty normal for him to be questioning his game and stuff like this.”

Monahan is currently averaging 15:07 in ice time, a number that dipped in the month of December due to his recovery from injury.

“We’re going to keep playing him,” Hartley added. “Not that we’re trying to play favourites on him, but here’s a special case. He’s working hard, wants to do well. What he’s going through right now, I think it’s going to serve him really well for his career.”

The organization has been mindful of Monahan’s development since Day 1, first evaluating his ability to play at the NHL level and deciding to keep him past the 10-game mark instead of deploying him back to the Ontario Hockey League. Also, they decided to keep him on their roster to face the best hockey players in the world instead of sending him to Malmo, Sweden, to play for Canada at the world junior championship.

Still, since suffering his injury, Monahan hasn’t been satisfied with his level of play.

“There’s no excuses,” he said. “I need to be better . . . it’s obviously my first year in this league and I want to be a difference maker. But at the same time, I’m learning a lot and trying to do by part and help the team win.”

However, the lessons haven’t stopped.

Hartley said he plans on utilizing Monahan on the penalty kill in the near future. Clearly, offence isn’t a problem with the playmaker who was drafted for his creative abilities and smarts.

However, the Flames want to continue to work with Monahan on his development in all three zones.

“I don’t want to make him a one-trick pony,” Hartley said. “I want Sean Monahan to be the most complete hockey player in the NHL, the most complete centreman in this league. I want him to learn the three zones and there’s going to be at time we put him in those situations, so he learns from them.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

DENVER — They already lie 15 points adrift of a — now, now, stifle any and all giggles, please — playoff spot. Only Tim Hortons can rival ’em for doughnuts since Christmas. The franchise nadir of 67 points over a full 82-start campaign suffered 16 winters ago now finds itself very much under threat.

Landing in one snowswept, bitterly-cold city from another snowswept, bitterly-cold city Sunday afternoon, the found themselves languishing 29th in offence and 26th in defence on the National Hockey league grid.

They’ve lost four straight, all on home ice, three by shutout, and are colder’n a mother-in-law’s kiss in front of the goal.

And yet taken as a 41-game block, so far, halfway through the long-anticipated, now-sobering “rebuild” season, the Calgary Flames, given everyone’s subterranean expectations, could actually be considered something of a mildly pleasant surprise.

So far.

Nothing to pop a bottle of vintage Moet Chandon over certainly. Or enough to make anyone actually buy into that noisy PR rhetoric about “fast-tracking” the competitive progression.

But hey, could be worse. Could be Edmonton.

As the second half of the season opens Monday night at the Pepsi Center against Patrick Roy’s prodigious, precocious Colorado Avalanche, though, these against-all-odds Flames appear to have reached an exceedingly dangerous time within a uniquely delicate moment: Do they continue to push gallantly on through mid-April in spite of their obvious shortcomings and mounting disappointments, or are they simply worn away by reality and give in to the inevitable?

An unceasing commitment to putting forth close-to-maximum effort has been their singular trump card, their hallmark, throughout a modest 34-point first half. They’ve been undermanned by injury on many nights, overmatched in sparkle on many, many more, but have for the most part remained competitive, stayed resilient, more often than anyone could’ve imagined.

For that, Bob Hartley and his coaching staff, as well as the professionalism of most of the players on hand, must be commended.

If that dogged push begins to tail off, though, if the night-to-night desire and motivation dwindles, even ever-so-slightly (and we’ve seen warning signs lat ely), if the losing takes its toll and the increasingly helplessness of the situation grips them, if the return for effort doesn’t seem worth the bother, then this has the potential get very ugly very quickly.

This is a group, after all, working at a great height without a net.

“No, no, that won’t slide,” coach Bob (The Rebuilder) Hartley vowed the other day. “I can make that promise to you and to our fans. Because that’s the culture we want to create.

“We want to teach the Brodies, the Monahans, the Boumas, the way to be a good pro. Whatever the score is, we’re gonna keep competing. It’s funny you’re asking me about this, because that was my topic this morning at my team meeting. Basically, for the last month and a half, two months, we’ve been in every game, that’s what we want to build.”

Individually through the first half, the now-injured Kris Russell proved to be a revelation, uber-competitive for a small player, willing and able to soak up additional minutes will the loss of key defencemen, an absolute steal for a fifth-round pick and arguably the club’s MVP so far. Rookie Sean Monahan opened brightly, but the attrition of an NHL season has begun to take its toll, as expected. The mercurial Jiri Hudler has 33 points and is a plus player.

Mostly, though, this team’s identity has been forged in the collective.

With the firing of Jay Feaster, and the unruly-coiffed Brian Burke acting as “interim” general manager, maybe we’ll see a new GM in place sometime between now and mid-April, or maybe we won’t. Maybe, as some fear, that person will be a kind of Charlie McCarthy to Burke’s Edgar Bergen or maybe Burke will decide that, after an exhaustive analysis of all plausible candidates, turns out the best man for the job is . . . timpani roll, please . . . Brian Burke! Despite his continual protestations to the contrary.

Whether or not there is a major change within the managerial structure, there are sure to be alterations within the lineup itself. Vets such as Lee Stempniak, Michael Cammalleri, Matt Stajan and Mikael Backlund, to list but a few, are bound to hear their names being bandied vigorously about as the trade deadline grows nearer because Burke, by his own admission an impatient sort, has made no bones about the need to get bigger and meaner (Although lacking the requisite amount of skill, a blockade of muscle to act as insulation means little).

As the second half opens Monday night at the Pepsi Center, the Calgary Flames, now as vulnerable as we’ve seen them this season, have reached an exceedingly dangerous time within a uniquely delicate moment:

Do they continue to push gallantly on through mid-April in spite of their obvious shortcomings and mounting disappointments, or are they simply worn away by reality and give in to the inevitable?

They find themselves teetering on a tightrope, working without a net.

“The commitment to this organization, to our fans, the commitment to winning hockey games, to battling in every game,” replies Hartley flatly by way of rebuttal, “is non-negotiable.

“I will never allow a losers’ mentality to creep into our locker-room.”

Given the circumstances, that pledge will be put increasingly to the test between now and the finish line.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald

Flames could be worse: They could be Oilers

Hartley vows to create a 'culture' of a competitive team


Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra, from Switzerland, comes face to face with the puck during third period NHL hockey action against the Edmonton Oilers in Calgary, Alta., Friday, Dec. 27, 2013. The Edmonton Oilers beat the Calgary Flames 2-0.

Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra, from Switzerland, comes face to face with the puck during third period NHL hockey action against the Edmonton Oilers in Calgary, Alta., Friday, Dec. 27, 2013. The Edmonton Oilers beat the Calgary Flames 2-0. 
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DENVER — They already lie 15 points adrift of a — now, now, stifle any and all giggles, please — playoff spot. Only Tim Hortons can rival ‘em for doughnuts since Christmas. The franchise nadir of 67 points over a full 82-start campaign suffered 16 winters ago now finds itself very much under threat.

Landing in one snow-swept, bitterly-cold city from another snow-swept, bitterly-cold city Sunday afternoon, they found themselves languishing 29th in offence and 26th in defence on the National Hockey league grid.

They’ve lost four straight, all on home ice, three by shutout, and are colder’n a mother-in-law’s kiss in front of the goal.

And yet taken as a 41-game block, so far, halfway through the long-anticipated, now-sobering “rebuild” season, the Calgary Flames, given everyone’s subterranean expectations, could actually be considered something of a mildly pleasant surprise.

So far.

Nothing to pop a bottle of vintage Moet Chandon over certainly. Or enough to make anyone actually buy into that noisy PR rhetoric about “fast-tracking” the competitive progression.

But hey, could be worse. Could be Edmonton.

As the second half of the season opens Monday night at the Pepsi Center against Patrick Roy’s prodigious, precocious Colorado Avalanche, though, these against-all-odds Flames appear to have reached an exceedingly dangerous time within a uniquely delicate moment: Do they continue to push gallantly on through mid-April in spite of their obvious shortcomings and mounting disappointments, or are they simply worn away by reality and give in to the inevitable?

An unceasing commitment to putting forth close-to-maximum effort has been their singular trump card, their hallmark, throughout a modest 34-point first half. They’ve been undermanned by injury on many nights, overmatched in sparkle on many, many more, but have for the most part remained competitive, stayed resilient, more often than anyone could’ve imagined.

For that, Bob Hartley and his coaching staff, as well as the professionalism of most of the players on hand, must be commended.

If that dogged push begins to tail off, though, if the night-to-night desire and motivation dwindles, even ever-so-slightly (and we’ve seen warning signs lately), if the losing takes its toll and the increasingly helplessness of the situation grips them, if the return for effort doesn’t seem worth the bother, then this has the potential get very ugly very quickly.

“No, no, that won’t slide,” coach Bob (The Rebuilder) Hartley vowed the other day. “I can make that promise to you and to our fans. Because that’s the culture we want to create.

“We want to teach the Brodies, the Monahans, the Boumas, the way to be a good pro. Whatever the score is, we’re gonna keep competing. It’s funny you’re asking me about this, because that was my topic this morning at my team meeting. Basically, for the last month and a half, two months, we’ve been in every game, that’s what we want to build.”

Individually through the first half, the now-injured Kris Russell proved to be a revelation, uber-competitive for a small player, willing and able to soak up additional minutes will the loss of key defencemen, an absolute steal for a fifth-round pick and arguably the club’s MVP so far. Rookie Sean Monahan opened brightly, but the attrition of an NHL season has begun to take its toll, as expected. The mercurial Jiri Hudler has 33 points and is a plus player.

Mostly, though, this team’s identity has been forged in the collective.

With the firing of Jay Feaster, and the unruly-coiffed Brian Burke acting as “interim” general manager, maybe we’ll see a new GM in place sometime between now and mid-April, or maybe we won’t. Maybe, as some fear, that person will be a kind of Charlie McCarthy to Burke’s Edgar Bergen or maybe Burke will decide that, after an exhaustive analysis of all plausible candidates, turns out the best man for the job is … timpani roll, please … Brian Burke! Despite his continual protestations to the contrary.

Whether or not there is a major change within the managerial structure, there are sure to be alterations within the lineup itself. Vets such as Lee Stempniak, Michael Cammalleri, Matt Stajan and Mikael Backlund, to list but a few, are bound to hear their names being bandied vigorously about as the trade deadline grows nearer because Burke, by his own admission an impatient sort, has made no bones about the need to get bigger and meaner (Although lacking the requisite amount of skill, a blockade of muscle to act as insulation means little).

As the second half opens Monday night at the Pepsi Center, the Calgary Flames, now as vulnerable as we’ve seen them this season, have reached an exceedingly dangerous time within a uniquely delicate moment. They find themselves teetering on a tightrope, working without a net.

“The commitment to this organization, to our fans, the commitment to winning hockey games, to battling in every game,” replies Hartley flatly by way of rebuttal, “is non-negotiable.

“I will never allow a losers’ mentality to creep into our locker-room.”

Given the circumstances, that pledge will be put increasingly to the test between now and the finish line.

Usually, they find themselves gawking at him, his exploits, slack-jawed, in awe. Well, for the past seven weeks, it’s been the other way ‘round.

“I’m obviously very proud of these guys,’’ says the convalescing Steven Stamkos, scanning a sparsely-populated visitors’ quarters at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “I don’t think there was any doubt in this room. But there was definitely doubt from the outside, looking in.’’

They’ve been deprived of their best player, arguably the league’s best player, for all but 17 games the first half of the season. Seven rookies already are on the books for 20 or more starts. They cut ties with a franchise icon and captain, Vinny Lecavalier, over the summer. Their head coach, Jon Cooper, was entering his first full NHL campaign in charge after taking control from the axed Guy Boucher on March 15th of last year.

Most damning of all, they were coming off a 28th-place finish overall.

Yet there the Tampa Bay Lightning lurk, currently third in the Eastern Conference, a pauper’s seven points in arrears and with two games in hand on the front-running Pittsburgh Penguins.

Indisputably one of the most unheralded success stories of the season so far.

“I think a big part of that,’’ replies Cooper mischievously, “is because we’re 3,000 miles away from everybody.

“I think we’ve snuck up on a few people. One thing people ask us is ‘How are you beating the West teams?’ Well, they’re not familiar with us. They’re looking at the team that was 28th last year.

“You’ve got to give a lot of credit to the guys, because they’ve changed the way they play. We’ve always kind of been a goal-first, goal-second, goal-third, defence-fourth kind of team. And now it’s the other way around.

“You talk about guys that have had to change their style. Marty (St. Louis) is one of them. Would he love to win the Art Ross again? For sure he would. But would you take a step back, maybe not win the Art Ross, have your plus-minus up and help put a team in the playoffs?

“He’d take that all day, any day. And those are the commitments these guys have made to help us be where we’re at.’’

As Cooper acknowledged, for so long so great to watch surging forward, but looser than a harlot’s morals in their own end, the grab-and-go Lightning epitomized offence-first hockey. Well, a quick check of the league stats as of today shows the Tampa Bay Lightning ranking sixth in the league in team defence.

That’s a makeover worthy of Max Factor.

“For sure, it’s been fun,’’ agrees 15-year, 39-year-old defenceman Sami Salo, now in his second season in Tampa. “Ever since Jon took over, there was not much he could salvage from last year, but he implemented some systems he believed in, he knows the young players here from his time in the minors and other places, and he knows what they bring.

“We have that fresh young energy going for us and a lot of older guys, too. So it’s a nice mix.

“Defence is key to the game. That was one of the cornerstones Jon brought in. You can’t expect to make the playoffs with 6-5 and 5-4 wins. Because in the long run that’s just not gonna happen. So we began focusing on that right from the beginning of training camp — cut down on the scoring chances, the odd-man rushes.

“The old-time pond hockey may be fun to watch, and fun to play, but it’s not going to get you far. And everybody’s bought in.’’

Leading that protect-your-holdings charge is Bishop. At 27, the Ottawa Senators’ castoff is enjoying a breakout season, piecing together 21 wins, tied for second most among goaltenders, a pristine 1.89 goals-against-average and .935 save percentage.

“He’s turning that corner,’’ lauds Cooper. “I think he was putting a little too much pressure on himself (last year, after being acquired April 3rd). But I also think he thought it’d be a little easier than it was. He went into the summer, worked really hard, came to camp and we found our way. We changed the way we play; the commitment we made to our end. And it’s been a great marriage.

“Ben goes into games knowing he’s going to have to make some saves but knowing we’re going to be there to help him out. We won’t leave him on an island. He’s not going to face 15 odd-man rushes a night with us, like he did last year. He also has the ability when the puck does get by him to make that next save.’’

A hot goalie. The timeless St. Louis still piling up the points, still showing the way. A new-found pledge to safeguard what’s theirs. A passel of kids scratching the surface of their potential and a coach they believe in.

Still hanging in near the top at the halfway pole, in range of the powerhouses of Boston and Pitt, the Bolts are passably good now. It’s all knitting together quite nicely at the moment.

So just wait’ll that uber-prolific No. 91 gets healed up and is back filling nets again. When he can stop gawking from the sidelines and join in on the fun.

“It starts with Ben Bishop,’’ stresses Stamkos. “He’s been phenomenal for us this year. You can’t win in this league unless you have a solid goalie. He’s gonna keep you in games you shouldn’t be in, he’s gonna play well in the games you need him to play well.

“And you look at our leadership corps, led by Marty, how he’s been able to step up and really lead the way for all the young guys we do have on this team. You have to give them credit, as well. They’re playing a lot of minutes, they’re playing bigger roles.

“I think when it’s said and done, and everyone’s back in the lineup and healthy, we’re going to be a much better team for it.’’

The mind reels.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
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Sather must decide: Is dealing Girardi best for Rangers?

ON THIN ICE: Tampa Bay’s Nikita Kucherov battles with Dan Girardi, whose fight on the defensive end makes him attractive to other teams in potential trades with the Rangers. 
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You can make the case pretty darn easily the Rangers would have more trouble replacing Dan Girardi than anyone on their team.

Losing Ryan McDonagh would represent a huge blow, but Marc Staal could move up and assume the first-pair minutes and assignments on the left side.

 The right side, where Girardi plays, is a different story. Anton Stralman, or yes, Michael Del Zotto, would be in line to assume the responsibility of being the Rangers’ match-up, shutdown guy on that side of the ice.

And it’s not that Girardi just plays; he plays and plays and plays, having logged the fifth-most minutes in the NHL since the start of the 2010-11 season, trailing only Ryan Suter, Jay Bouwmeester, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith, and yes, the impending unrestricted free agent’s reps at Newport Sports are welcome to send me a percentage for having written a bullet point or two of their contract negotiation presentation.

But here’s the conundrum regarding Girardi. If he is that valuable to the Rangers, who enter Monday’s match at the Garden against the Blue Jackets having won fewer than half their games (21-20-2), how valuable might he be as a rental to legitimate Stanley Cup contenders such as Boston, Anaheim, Los Angeles and San Jose?

Thus, how much more value as a trade chip, rather than as a first-pair defenseman, might Girardi bring to a Ranger organization that doesn’t appear close to a championship and all but certainly will have to undertake a significant reload over the next offseason or two?

It is, of course, impossible to answer the question blindly. Which means it is therefore incumbent for general manager Glen Sather to be in position to know with the March 5 trade deadline now less than two months away.

Sather must perform his due diligence and be aggressive about it. Girardi, who doesn’t turn 30 until late April, is as high-end a rental property as has gone on the market since Ilya Kovalchuk in 2010, if not Marian Hossa in 2008. The Rangers have every right — and every obligation — to demand a package of two “A” prospects, maybe already in the NHL or maybe not, plus a draft pick in return for Girardi.

Everyone assumes the Bruins, who lost Dennis Seidenberg to a season-ending knee injury in late December, will put in a call on Girardi. They haven’t yet. But there’s no reason why Sather (or, alternately, assistant GM Jeff Gorton) shouldn’t call Boston’s Peter Chiarelli to give him first crack at Girardi if the price is right.

What would the price be? No less than whomever the Rangers’ staff has identified as the Bruins’ top prospect up front and one of their two top prospects on defense, plus a draft choice.

Next for Sather: calls to the Ducks and Kings and Sharks. Same deal. One-time offer with the price liable to increase as the deadline approaches, buyers become bolder and available cap space expands.

What’s more, Sather must take exactly the same approach with Ryan Callahan, who too is a heart-and-soul guy but also is an impending unrestricted free agent and is likely to be a more expensive and more challenging signing than Girardi.

What would it be worth, for instance, to the Penguins or Blues to have Callahan, who turns 29 in late March, in a top-six role down the homestretch?

This is the hypothetical Sather must be prepared to address: Would the Rangers be closer to the Stanley Cup with Girardi and Callahan signed to long-term contracts or with the four high-end prospects obtained in their places through lend-lease?

Losing either, or both, would represent an immediate step back, of that there is no doubt. But it is always worthwhile to take one step back in order to take two or three steps forward.

And it is far, far more worthwhile than standing in place, which for years generally has been somewhere between sixth and ninth in the East.
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POST-PRACTICE UPDATE (1:15 p.m. EST)

 The Philadelphia Flyers returned to the Skate Zone in Voorhees today for an 11 a.m. practice. With the team completing their six-game road trip with a game in Newark tomorrow, followed by a home game on Wednesday, it was a short session. From start to finish, the full-ice practice lasted about half an hour. 

 The team practiced with mostly the same forward lines and defense pairings as in Saturday night's 5-3 win in Phoenix. The big news, however, was that Michael Raffl participated in full and is likely to return to the lineup tomorrow night in New Jersey. The Austrian left winger, who says that he has had no headaches or other concussion symptoms since the morning after the injury, is meeting with a doctor later this afternoon. If he gets clearance to play, look for Raffl to return to the lineup tomorrow.

 Raffl skated on the fourth line today, with Steve Downie staying on the top line. There is a good chance, however, that Raffl will quickly return to Claude Giroux's line.

 Today's lines:

 Steve Downie - Claude Giroux - Jakub Voracek

 Scott Hartnell - Brayden Schenn - Wayne Simmonds

 Zac Rinaldo - Sean Couturier - Vincent Lecavalier

 Michael Raffl/Jay Rosehill - Chris Vandevelde - Adam Hall

 Kimmo Timonen - Braydon Coburn

 Nicklas Grossmann - Mark Streit

 Andrej Meszaros - Luke Schenn

 Hal Gill - Erik Gustafsson 

 Steve Mason / Ray Emery

 Additionally, Erik Gustafsson (sprained knee) participated fully in practice today. Afterward, he said that he felt pretty good but was still about 10 to 15 percent away from realistically being ready to play in a game. 

 Matt Read (upper body) did not participate in practice today. There was no update on his status as of this writing.

 There was no hint of whether Steve Mason or Ray Emery would get the start in goal tomorrow night. However, with back-to-back games and with Emery having recorded a 1-0 shutout win in New Jersey earlier this season, I would not be surprised if Emery gets the Devils match and Mason plays against the Canadiens on Wednesday.

 VIDEO: Craig Berube on the 4-1-0 western road swing, playing New Jersey and the play of Vincent Lecavalier since returning to the lineup.

 ***********

FLYERS WORLD JUNIOR CHAMPIONSHIP WRAPUP

 The 2013-14 World Junior Championships wrapped up yesterday in Malmö, Sweden. Congratulations go out to the scrappy underdog Finnish team that got hot at just the right time to capture a surprise gold medal. 

 The host Swedes settled for silver after a hard-fought 3-2 loss in the gold medal game. Team Canada, which never quite clicked in the tournament against the medal contending teams with the exception of Team USA, dropped the bronze medal game to Russia, 2-1.

 The Flyers had five participating players in tournament. Before giving my take on their individual performances, I will first say that players' offensive totals in IIHF tournaments can often been skewed, either favorably or unfavorably depending on the player's role (which may differ from his use on his junior club team and/or a projected NHL role). 

 In a short tourney, point totals can also be skewed based on whether the player racks up a few multi-point games against the relegation round bound (i.e. weak sister) opponents in the round robin preliminary round. 

 Over the years, I have learned to look at things other than point totals on which to base my opinion of a player's performance. The Under 20 World Championship is, of course, a prestigious and high-profile event but the tourney is still just a five-to-seven game sampling of someone's abilities.

Scott Laughton (Canada): People's offensive expectations for the Flyers' 2012 first-round pick may be been too high before this tournament. He is having a prolific offensive season in the Ontario Hockey League, and was named captain of the Canadian team. However, his role on this team was not primarily an offensive one. 

 Laughton was cast in more of a third-line shutdown center role -- which is his most likely eventual role at the pro level as well. As such, I was not all that bent out of shape that he produced no goals and just one assist in seven tourney games. 

 In terms of overall play -- presence on the walls, winning faceoffs, breaking up scoring chances, hemming opposing teams in deep, creating some hard-working scoring chances and shots on goal -- I thought Laughton was pretty decent. I was hoping he'd make a little more impact in swinging momentum in Canada's favor when the team energy level needed a boost, but he often was not on the ice in situations where I thought his particular skill set would be best used.

Robert Hägg (Sweden): Although Hägg's skill set suggests that of a two-way defenseman with above-average offensive upside, he was deployed in mostly a shutdown defensive role in the tournament along with Robin Norell. 

 That was not a surprise, because Hägg was used the same way in the Lake Placid preparatory tournament over the summer. Right after that, he had a dynamic offensive preseason for Modo before what has thus far been an uneven SHL reason for him. Hägg, who scored one goal in the WJC, did not get much power play time in this tournament. 

 Overall, I thought Hägg played quite well in the tournament. He took a few bad penalties, and he got beaten defensively a few times (most notably by Rasmus Ristolainen in the gold medal game). However, when you look at the overall body of his work in the WJC, I thought he defended well and moved the puck extremely well. He also showed a bit of physical edge that could be translated to the smaller rink.

 The seven-game sampling, in my opinion, is reasonably reflective of what I've seen in his Modo games this season: a player with all of the physical tools to become a top-three NHL defenseman someday but who is still very raw. Hägg has barely scratched the surface of his abilities at both ends of the ice and is still trying to figure out exactly what he game should be. The process with him could be a frustrating one at times but the upside is very high if he can get through the learning curve. 

Taylor Leier (Canada): Leier is having a tremendous Western Hockey League season for Portland, but was expected to play more of a checking role at the WJC. That is also likely closer to what his pro role will be, at least at the NHL level (at the AHL level, I think he may produce at a decent offensive clip). However, I did not think Leier played very well in his assigned role in Malmö -- an unpleasant surprise both because he'd performed similar duties in Portland as his main role earlier in his junior career and because he is seemingly a well-suited player for the bigger rink. 

 Simply being named to the team over higher-profile candidates was a nice accomplishment for Leier, and seven games of limited ice time does not make or break a career. He still projects as a versatile role player with both grit and speed. As far as the tournament itself goes, though, Leier came out on the wrong end of too many shifts that were the crux of why Team Canada took him in the first place.

Valeri Vasiliev (Russia): As with Hägg in the SHL, Vasiliev already plays regularly at the professional level as a third-pairing KHL defenseman for Spartak Moscow. He played the same role in the WJC that he does thus far in Russia -- that of a supporting cast defensive defenseman with a bit of a physical edge and decent mobility. 

 In the four KHL games I've seen Vasiliev play this season, his main weakness seemed to be getting himself out position. I thought he was a little more conservative in the Team Russia WJC games I watched. He had a couple good games and a couple so-so ones. 

 In terms of long-term upside to come over the NHL, which he has said to the Russian media that he'd like to do in a couple years, the physical part of the challenge will be two-fold. He still needs to add muscle to play the style he needs to play. I also think he needs to do a little better job at keeping the play in front of him. I like his first-pass ability and second-effort competitiveness (with Hägg, I'd like to see a little more competitiveness at times). 

Anthony Stolarz (USA): The good news on the Flyers' 2012 second pick is that he dressed for every game in the tournament and got the benefit of being part of the Under-20 national team's (ultimately unsuccessful) drive to repeat its 2012-13 gold medal run. The bad news is that, as expected before the tournament, it was Jon Gillies who got all of the meaningful starts. Stolarz did get one start, and recorded a shutout against in Germany. However, he only saw 15 shots for the game, and was never really tested in a match where Team USA spent most of the game with the puck in the German end of the ice (53-15 shot advantage) and racked up an 8-0 win on the scoreboard.

 Stolarz has already come a long way since the 2012 Draft. The decision to leave college hockey to play for London in the OHL has been a beneficial one for him. He still has an equally long way to go before he's ready to challenge for an NHL job. As with most every goalie his size, it takes a lot of time and coaching to get those long limbs in synch and squared consistently, without leaving some holes. 

 What I can say about Stolarz is that he's obviously a bright young man and every coach I've spoken with about him says that he has a strong work ethic along with the raw tools and tremendous size. He's going to be a work in progress for several years to come, but he has NHL starting goaltender upside if the process is managed successfully. 

 *********

FLYERS PRACTICE REPORT 1-6-14

 The Flyers will hold practice today at 11 a.m. at the Skate Zone in Voorhees. I will have a post-practice report this afternoon.

 On a side note, it is nice to be back in Philly after the holidays. I will be here for the duration of the season. The practice reports and videos will again be a regular feature of the blog as they were before Thanksgiving and the Flyers pair of six-game road trips after Thanksgiving and Christmas.

 *********

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:

Bolts notes: Salo’s return gives defense a boost

 BY ERIK ERLENDSSOHN

Tribune staff 

 Published: January 5, 2014 

EDMONTON, Alberta — Veteran D Sami Salo returned to the lineup on Sunday after missing the past four games with an undisclosed upper-body injury suffered Dec. 23 during a victory at Florida.

In Salo’s absence, the Tampa Bay Lightning had a blue line that consisted of three true rookies plus J-P Cote, who appeared in his 16th career NHL game on Sunday. 

Inserting Salo back in adds nearly 850 games of experience to the defensive corps.

“You get a wily vet back in there and you can’t have enough of those guys,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “The Salos, and even when he and (Eric) Brewer were out, that’s tough because that’s a lot of experience on the back end and that’s what he brings.’’

But even while he was out, Salo said the blue line was in good shape because of how much the young defensemen — Victor Hedman, Mark Barberio, Radko Gudas and Andrej Sustr, all of whom are 23 years old — in the lineup have performed during the first half of the season.

“It’s great to see,” Salo said. “The organization has a lot of future in these young guys and they’ve shown it this year. They’ve grown a lot in the time they’ve been here. It’s promising for the organization, for sure.’’

Rookie leaders

Entering Sunday, the Lightning had five of the top 10 rookies in plus/minus rating as Barberio and Sustr, along with forwards Ondrej Palat, Nikita Kucherov and Tyler Johnson, find their names on the list.

On a team that fields eight or more rookies in the lineup each night, it’s a testament to the team’s success during the first half that Barberio and Palat are tied for fourth at plus-11, Kucherov and Johnson are tied for eighth at plus-8 and Sustr is 10th at plus-7.

“We’ve proven to be a pretty good 5-on-5 team through the year and with the injuries we’ve had these guys’ ice time goes up and their responsibilities go up and they’ve all handled it extremely well,’’ Cooper said. “When you are playing well 5-on-5, usually that will translate to some wins. But to me, (plus/minus) is a team stat, and the guys are a plus, that means your team is doing well, and I’ll take that.’’

World Juniors

Lightning G prospect Andrey Vasilevskiy finished his World Junior career with a third medal, helping Russia defeat Canada 2-1 in the bronze-medal game on Sunday, the second consecutive year Russia beat Canada for the bronze. Vasilevskiy was also part of the 2012 silver-medal winning team. The 19th overall pick in the 2012 draft finished this year’s tournament with a 4-2 record, 1.83 goals-against average and a .933 save percentage.

Jonathan Drouin, the third overall pick in the 2013 draft, finished with three goals, six assists and a plus-5 rating, second best on Team Canada. Drouin’s nine points were second on the team.

Finnish F Henri Ikonen won gold as Finland defeated Sweden 3-2 in overtime. Ikonen finished with a goal and three points in seven games.

Adam Erne, the 33rd overall pick in 2013, had one assist and was a minus-1 in five games for Team USA, which was eliminated by Russia in the quarterfinals.

Nuts and Bolts

C Tom Pyatt, LW B.J. Crombeen and Barberio were scratched. ... Kucherov has goals in three consecutive games. ... Palat picked up an assist to extend his scoring streak to six games, tied for longest this season by a rookie in the NHL. ... RW Teddy Purcell extended his scoring streak to four games. ... D Matt Carle has assists in three consecutive games.

Confident Thomas thriving with hometown Hitmen

Thursday, 01.02.2014 / 3:00 AM / Prospects
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CALGARY -- Ben Thomas can remember a time when the only way he was allowed to step foot in Scotiabank Saddledome was to buy a ticket.

Now he calls it home.

The 2014 NHL Draft-eligible defenseman has blossomed with the Calgary Hitmen this season in the rink he grew up cheering in, no less.

"It's pretty amazing," Thomas said. "I used to go to Flames games and Hitmen games all the time as a kid. I remember the first time I went out for practice with the Hitmen. It was just a really weird feeling being out there after all those years of watching other teams on the ice. To be able to have this as my home rink is pretty special."

Navigating through his draft year, the 17-year-old Thomas doesn't have to look far to find motivation.

 Defenseman Ben Thomas, 17, plays for the Calgary Hitmen in the same arena where he cheered on the Flames as a kid. (Photo: Calgary Hitmen, WHL)

Just down the hall, in fact.

"It's kind of weird seeing all these guys that you'd see on TV walking by in the hallway and seeing them at the rink sometimes," said Thomas, who has three goals and 17 points in 37 games with the Hitmen this season. "It's pretty cool that we get to come to the rink and see how they conduct themselves and see them on the ice every day.

"I look at the good defensemen out there and see their practice habits and pick up a few tips of what they do and apply them to my game as well."

Those tips have certainly helped.

The 6-foot-2, 193-pound blueliner has been making big strides toward carving out a career of his own.

Buried down the Hitmen's depth chart and relegated primarily to Alberta Junior Hockey League action last season, Thomas has thrived, not survived, in Calgary this year.

"He's more consistent," Hitmen coach Mike Williamson said. "We saw stretches even last year when Benny got called up that he looked poised and polished, but there was a lot of gaps in between his top shifts and bottom shifts.

"The biggest thing for Ben, he's gotten better and he's continued to improve his consistency. When he does that, he continues to improve. He's got a great skill set and he's a multi-dimensional player. He's got good poise and vision offensively but he can play a good, sound defensive game as well, so he's a guy that can eat up a lot of minutes."

That poise has come with a newfound confidence, Thomas said.

"I took my game to a new level," he said. "This year I'm playing with confidence and it's setting my game up a little bit. Everything's working out for me this year. I'm really excited. I'm hoping it'll keep going.

"I've always had the skill set, I think. It's just about believing I can play at this level and having belief in yourself on the ice, I think, is the biggest thing you can have as a player."

That new confidence hasn't gone unnoticed.

Scouts are perking up every time Thomas jumps the boards to take a shift.

"Benny had a great start to the season and really opened up a lot of eyes when we had a lot of scouts in the first five, 10 games of the season," Williamson said. "We had a lot of guys come down and say, 'Who is this guy and where'd he come from?' because they had him on the radar, but not to do what he was doing."

It's not just scouts that have come away impressed with Thomas' progression.

Hitmen goaltender Chris Driedger has come away impressed in the way his teammate has so rapidly developed.

"At the beginning of the year, we all knew he had the offensive skill," said Driedger, drafted by the Ottawa Senators in the third round (No. 76) in 2012. "After the first couple games he was struggling a bit defensively, but as of late he's been probably the best guy, from my standpoint, on getting sticks on pucks and on rushes keeping a great gap. He's come a long way.

"When it comes to that, I feel like guys that improve quicker are more likely to make the NHL. You see that in this guy. There's some real potential there, in my personal opinion."

Many have agreed with Driedger's assessment.

Central Scouting ranked Thomas as a 'C' skater in its Preliminary 2014 Players to Watch for November and named him as one of the 40 players that will participate in the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in January.

From Williamson's view, it's well deserved.

"He opened up a lot of eyes and with the first half, he's earned himself a great opportunity to participate in that game and represent us well and do well for himself there," he said. "He's done a great job and has earned everything to date."

The game, which pits much of the top draft-eligible talent against each other, is in Calgary no less, and has given Thomas another reason to be confident in his game.

"That's definitely a little bit of a booster there," said Thomas, who will represent Team Orr at the event. "It's going to be nice to be able to be in my home rink and have the fans out there."

Thomas started out as one of those fans. Now, he's in charge of bringing them out of their seats.

And come June in Philadelphia, Thomas hopes an NHL team will return the favor at the draft.
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First posted:  Saturday, January 04, 2014 04:31 PM MST  | Updated:  Saturday, January 04, 2014 06:06 PM MSTAt their midway point of the season, the Calgary Flames are 28th overall in the NHL standings.

They’ve managed seven wins at home, seven wins on the road and are 32 goals to the bad in the plus-minus.

Offensively, they’re struggling while without many proven standouts. Defensively, they’re struggling to keep in check more talented teams.

In a nutshell, the 2013-14 Flames are what we thought they’d be.

Sure, they’ve not been a surprise team, like the Tampa Bay Lightning or Colorado Avalanche, nor have they been a disappointment in the manner of the Edmonton Oilers or Buffalo Sabres — the only two clubs beneath them in he league’s points race.

It’s not all bad news for the Flames, though, and not just because they’re looking at a top-level draft choice come summer if the trends continue.

For all the negatives we’ve seen through the first half of the campaign, there have been as many positives.

Here are five to note on both sides of the ledger.

5 PLUSES

An identity is being built

As much as long-gone GM and head coach Darryl Sutter overused the word “identity” for the first couple of years while he was in Calgary, he was correct. When Sutter took the helm in the middle of the 2002-03 season, the Flames were floundering for many reasons, and one was the lack of a clear focus.

Under Sutter, the Flames became something, a team other clubs feared for their determination.

That identity was long gone years ago, and once again the Flames were hard to describe. Actually, the identity was negative, an under-achieving team and an organization which didn’t see it wasn’t good enough.

The last couple of games aside, this year’s squad has started to make a case for being a hard-working, never-say-die team — the kind of squad fans can respect.

Sure, the Flames don’t have the talent most every other team can boast, but have managed to be in many games through sheer will. They’ve won a few because of it, too.

Credit to head coach Bob Hartley and his coaching staff for stipulating the expectations of top-notch fitness before training camp began and demanding effort every time they hit the ice.

It will be tough for Flames to keep pushing as the losses mount — we’ve seen signs of their intensity waning — but a foundation is being laid for the future.

Goalies pulling their weight lately

After a tough start to the season for all of the team’s goalkeepers, both Karri Ramo and Reto Berra have adjusted to the North American game quite well.

In his last nine starts, Ramo has surrendered 19 goals against, while Berra has allowed 15 goals in his last seven games.

The Flames have a 6-8-2 record in that span, and wasted some strong outings from the men in the masks.

Joni Ortio has also taken huge strides this season in claiming the No.-1 job for the division-leading AHL Abbotsford Heat.

It appears the Flames made the right call by turning their net to a couple of unproven goalies — at least on this side of the Atlantic Ocean — during this stage of the rebuild.

Mark Giordano’s emergence as captain

Becoming a captain can be an overwhelming experience for some players, who struggle to become something they’re not.

Mark Giordano, who was given the ‘C’ prior to the season, has elevated his game with the letter on his chest.

A rebuilding team, which will soon enough be integrating more and more youth, needs veterans for up-and-coming players to emulate, and Giordano is a very good role model.

He’s found more offensive touch and has been strong defensively, as his minus-1 rating shows.

Had he not suffered a broken bone in his foot and missed 18 games, Giordano may have been given a legitimate look for Canada’s Olympic team.

Sean Monahan’s jump to the NHL

A broken bone in his foot when hit by a Dennis Wideman shot in practice has sent Sean Monahan’s game a little sideways, but the club’s top pick from the 2013 NHL Draft hasn’t disappointed.

Monahan, who’s collected 11 goals and 17 points in 34 games, is on a nice trajectory early in his pro career.

Sure, you can debate whether it would have made sense to send him back to junior for the season or at least join Team Canada for the world juniors, but Monahan’s ice-time is starting to climb back up to his pre-injury minutes because he’s rounding back into form while not 100%.

Defensive play trending upwards

Usually one of the first jobs for the coaching staff of a rebuilding team is to improve the team’s defensive game.

The Flames are currently No. 27 in goals-against and have miles to go to be a top defensive team, but there are some steps being taken.

Their goals-against was much improved in the second quarter. Their shots allowed, too.

As much as the goalies deserve credit, the Flames have greatly reduced the Grade A scoring chances allowed from what we saw in the first six or seven weeks and it’s showing.

Their penalty-kill, which was a nightmare in the first month, is in the top half of the the NHL, allowing just seven goals-against in the last 20 games (during which they’ve killed 63-of-70 shorthanded situations).

5 MINUSES

Dried-up goal-scoring

Despite having been shut out in three of their last four games and four of their last eight outings, the Flames are not last in the NHL in goal-scoring.

That distinction belongs to the 30th-place, and truly dreadful, Sabres.

The Flames are among the handful of squads ahead of the Sabres, the Minnesota Wild, Florida Panthers and New York Rangers in offensive production.

However, the Flames are truly in the worst swoon among those teams. Being blanked that often is a terrible sign, but the fact the they’ve scored just one goal in the last 12 periods since the Christmas break, all on home ice, makes it all the worse.

The Flames have scored on the powerplay in only three of 13 games, and the drought is raging through the whole team.

Struggling veterans

OK, we know all about the team’s offensive woes of late, but it’s been an ongoing issue for the most important key players.

Michael Cammalleri has managed three goals and seven points in his last 19 games and is minus-21 on the season.

Lee Stempniak has no points in the last 12 games and is now minus-19.

Matt Stajan has one goal and two assists in 13 games and is now minus-15.

Jiri Hudler, the team’s leading point-producer, has just two goals and three assists in his last 11 outings.

Throw in the hard-luck season Curtis Glencross has had — injuries have kept him out of action for 20 games and he won’t likely return until after the Olympic break — and it’s easy to see why the wheels have fallen off.

Cammalleri, Stempniak and Stajan have also had injuries, but those are the players counted on to keep the Flames on a positive track.

Disappeared depth

Mikael Backlund, TJ Galiardi and David Jones potted some points in the first few games.

With the solid starts from the likes of Hudler, Stempniak and Monahan, it looked good for the team’s scoring-by-committee hopes.

Those thoughts are long gone.

The Flames were in need for players to take their game to another level, but Backlund’s on pace for a 10-goal, 30-point season, while Jones — who scored 27 goals a few seasons ago — is on a 12-goal trend, and Galiardi is stuck with just one tally while being a healthy scratch.

Defenceman TJ Brodie is also adjusting to his increased role.

Not a Svensational situation

After he finished last season with a seven-game point streak, it appeared 2011 first-round draft choice Sven Baertschi was headed in the right direction.

Instead, it’s been a horrible few months for the 21-year-old left winger.

He was nowhere up to snuff at the prospects tournament or during the pre-season, was called out by president of hockey operations Brian Burke and then went into Hartley’s doghouse.

Baertschi, who managed two goals and 11 points in 26 games before being dispatched to the minors Dec. 12, is now the subject of trade rumours and it wouldn’t be a shock if they come true.

The Flames are short on young offensive talent, so it would make sense to figure out some solutions. Baertschi has to refocus his game, and the team must help guide him or else he’ll just become the latest in a long, long line of first-round disappointments.

The downward spiral that’s started

The recent swoon — a four-game losing skid and one victory in nine games — has shown how difficult things will be for the Flames.

Even when they have a top-shelf effort, this team will struggle to win more games than it loses.

A concern now, though, is whether this team can remain upbeat enough to keep going back for more, even if it’s going to take some standing eight-counts along the way. As losses mount, morale tends to diminish, and lately the Flames have looked like a team full of players who believe even their best effort won’t cut it.

The season’s only half done and a playoff berth is a pipedream, but nobody wants to see a team not giving its best.

The paying customers won’t mind losses if the effort remains. If they don’t see the effort though, the days will truly become dark.
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With just over half of the 2013-2014 season behind us, it's time to take a critical look at the Blue Jackets' first semester performance. Who made the Honor Roll? Who needs to improve to avoid repeating the class? Read on and find out . . . 
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42 games down, 40 to go.  Well, hopefully more games after that, but the focus here is on the regular season.  It's time to review the first half, digest the good, bad and ugly, and rate the performance of the players, the coaches and the front office.  We'll start off with the goalies and defensemen here, and follow up with the forwards, coaches and front office. (Important caveat:  the opinions expressed here are mine, and do not necessarily represent the views of Dan, Mike, Matt, Andy, SBNation or anyone else on the planet, for that matter)

Applying the Standards

In grading the performances, there is no universal standard -- i.e. 20 goals doesn't guarantee an "A", nor does zero goals mean that a player flunks.  Every player -- and every component of the organization -- has a role to play, brings a particular skill set to the table and has to confront a unique set of challenges.  However, just because a guy is paid to score 30+ goals per season does not mean he gets a pass in the defensive zone, or is excused from making the periodic hit, where required.  So, the grades consider the expectations for that player, the role that player is expected to perform, and how well they did that.

To be sure, numbers come into play in arriving at these first semester grades, but they are not dispositive.  Hockey -- perhaps more than any other team sport -- defies domination by individual superstars.  A 50-goal scorer helps any club, but even those efforts are for naught if there is no blue line strength or porous goal-tending.  So, numbers factor in, but are tempered by actual observation of the play on the ice.  The net result is that some grades for players with comparable numbers might vary more than you might otherwise think.

In the interests of length, players who have only minimal playing time have been excluded.  This includes Tim Erixon, Ryan Craig, Nathan Horton and Sean Collins.

Enough of the preliminaries and disclaimers.  Time to swallow hard and dish out the marks.

The Blue Ice

We'll work our way out from the net, just as the game itself should be played, per Todd Richards.

Sergei Bobrovsky -- Obviously, the bar has to be set pretty high for the defending Vezina Trophy winner, bringing a fat new contract into the season.  His numbers --- 2.72 GAA and a .909 save percentage -- are better than awful but short of good.  He was victimized -- particularly early -- by some horrendous defensive efforts in front of him, but has also not been the force that you expect of a defending Vezina holder.  He's been sidelined while the team has played better in front, so a second semester resurgence is distinctly possible.  Still, as the Six Million Dollar Man (well, $5.625 million cap hit actually, but he reaches $6 mill next season), the expectations are high.  The grade:  C-

Curtis McElhinney --  Curtis is a game guy, and a real competitor.   I was frankly surprised that he was given the NHL back-up job without any real competition, but he proved my skepticism wrong early on, turning in some really good efforts.  However, at the end of the day, McElhinney is a backup goaltender, and as with virtually all second stringers, the performance tends to regress as lengthier demands are placed on them.  The extended duty required by Bob's injury has taken its toll of late.  His numbers are very close to Bobrovsky's, so full marks there.  However, he does not have an NHL caliber glove, and teams are increasingly discovering -- and exploiting -- that fact.  Still, you have to give him credit for two shutouts.  The grade: C+

Mike McKenna -- Forced into an untenable position by McElhinney's injury, McKenna was playing several levels over his head.  A credible effort while he was here, but not ready for prime time.  Grade:  Incomplete

The Blue Line

Fedor Tyutin --  Tyutin is the veteran of this defensive corps, and has had several different pairings this year, with Jack Johnson his most frequent partner.  This has put some extra pressure on Tyutin, as he has had to try to cover up for his partner's misdeeds. He is one of those players who you really don't notice when he is playing well, and he has had long stretches where that has been the case this year.  Just as with any cornerback in football, he gets burned from time to time, but he also saves a lot of scary opportunities.  His 17 points puts him on pace to equal his best offensive season. Grade:  B

Jack Johnson -- The All-American Boy with the goofy smile and the captaincy of Team USA on his resume has had a brutal season.  His rejection by the US Olympic selection panel was only confirmation of the caliber of his play this season.  His defensive zone play has been characterized by untimely turnovers, providing far too much time and space to oncoming forwards, and (until recently) reluctance to physically challenge the opposition.  On the offensive end, the has managed two goals and 11 assists, but has not shown the ability to consistently get the puck on net from the point.  While I'm not a fan of the plus-minus statistic, it can be some indication of how a player performs in comparison to his teammates, who have faced similar conditions.  So, his minus-12 sticks out like a sore thumb.  His recent play has shown signs of life, which is the only thing keeping him from a failing grade.  Grade: D

James Wisniewski -- Wiz started the season poorly, but soon found his legs.  His pairing with Ryan Murray has worked extremely well, allowing Wisniewski some freedom to do things that suit his game, but require the solid defensive backing that former pair mate Johnson could not provide.  He is tied with Brandon Dubinsky for the team lead in assists, with 19, and has a couple of goals on his own.  While he still makes the imprudent pinch and has moments of brain lock, his defensive play has improved over past years.  He missed seven games, but is on pace to play the vast majority of the season, unlike prior years.  With his salary, the expectations are high.  Grade:  B-

Ryan Murray -- Entering the season, the young Mr. Murray was the subject of endless speculation and expectations. Would his shoulder hold up?  Could he perform at the NHL level on a daily basis?  If he made the big club, were the Blue Jackets "rushing" him?  Murray has handled all of the questions through his play.  He has a quietly efficient style that belies his youth, while simultaneously managing three goals  and eight assists.  He seems unflappable under pressure. There have been a few youthful mistakes, but for his years and experience, he has been amazing.  Grade: A

Nikita Nikitin --  Nikitin's play has been a turnaround story this season.  Had this been a 20-game report card, he would have received an unqualified "F".  He was slow, a turnover machine, and seemed disinterested in playing well.  He spent a series of games in the Press Box, and trade rumors were rampant.  Suddenly, his game turned around, and he now sports a second best +7 among defensemen, and has been much better in his own zone.  His offensive numbers are on par with Murray and Johnson, which is a decrease from his 32 point effort in the 11-12 season.  His future with the club may depend on his ability to do it for 40 more games.  Awful + Good  = Average.  Grade:  C

David Savard -- Savard has surprised many with his play this season, and has had his highs and lows as well.  He seemed over-matched early, but has found his way out of the wilderness, in much the same way his partner, Nikita Nikitin, has.  He is a team best +8, and has two goals and eight assists to his credit.  His awareness sometimes lapses, but overall he has been a positive surprise.  Grade:  B+

Dalton Prout -- Prout's injury has limited him to just 24 games this season. An "out of nowhere" story last season, bigger things were expected this year.  Unfortunately, that has not been the case as yet.  Prout has looked slow and uncertain on the ice, and his size and strength have not proven to be the assets that were projected.  Not an offensive defenseman, his zero goals and two assists are not surprising, but are still somewhat disappointing.   He'll need to find his game again in the second half.  Grade: C-

That's the first installment of the report card.   I've got my flak jacket on, so feel free to fire away with your own views on the subject.  On Wednesday, we'll cover the forwards, coaches and front office.  Stay tuned.
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Over the course of the first six to eight weeks of the 2013-14 regular season, the Philadelphia Flyers were in deep trouble any time they trailed in a game. The team wasn't scoring goals, so any deficit seemed like an insurmountable climb.

 Even when leading, the Flyers too often folded as soon as they got hit with some adversity, especially in third periods. Attention to detail went out the window.

 That has changed in recent weeks and, with it, the team's record has soared along with its confidence in its ability to back battle when things aren't going their way. The Flyers defeated the Phoenix Coyotes last night by a 5-3 count despite a poor second period that saw Philly fall behind by scores of 2-0 and 3-1. 

 The win marked the third time in the season -- all since the start of December -- that the Flyers have won a game they've trailed after two periods. It also marked the sixth time (out of 18 games) the Flyers have won a game when yielding the match's first goal. 

 As a result, the Flyers (21-17-4, 18 wins in regulation) wake up this morning in second place in the Atlantic Division. 

 Considering that the team started the season with a 1-7-0 record after eight games and 4-10-1 after 15 games, that is an impressive amount of ground to gain by the time the season was one game past the midway point. 

 The Flyers started out the season by averaging a pathetic 1.47 goals per game (22 goals) through the first 15 games of the season. Since that time, they have brought their season average up to 2.64 goals per game (111 goals in 42 games) by averaging 3.296 goals per game (89 goals) over the last 27 games. 

 Last night, there was no sense of offensive panic when the team trailed 2-0 and 3-1. The bigger concern in this game was the defensive sloppiness that set in during five-on-five play in the second period. 

 The first Phoenix goal, scored by Rob Klinkhammer at 1:29 of the second period, came off a lost battle down low and Nicklas Grossmann drifting too far over to partner Mark Streit's side, leaving him unable to get back to his side quite in time to tie up Klinkhammer in front.

 Steve Mason (26 saves on 29 shots) had some rebound control issues in this game, but battled hard in net and was able to make most of the second-chance saves he needed to. However, the Lauri Korpikoski goal that made it 2-0 at 2:54 of the second period came off a fat rebound of an uncontested Connor Murphy shot from high in the Flyers zone. 

 Craig Berube used the Flyers' timeout right after the quick back-to-back goals by the Coyotes. Just 17 seconds later, Scott Hartnell scorched home a shot from the right circle after a perfect feed from a pinching Streit on the other side. 

 The sequence started with Brayden Schenn pressuring the Coyotes into a turnover behind their own net. Hartnell gathered the puck, circled out and found Streit on the other side of the ice. The play turned into a long distance give-and-go as the Coyotes did a poor job of shutting down the passing lanes and Streit perfectly returned the puck to Hartnell in good shooting position. Nice execution all the way around by the Flyers.

 The tally was Hartnell's ninth goal of the season. He has points in seven straight games, posting three goals and five assists over that span. 

 The Coyotes soon restored their two-goal lead. At the 6:47 mark, Phoenix's Mikkel Boedker cashed in on a blueline-in breakaway on Mason. The Flyers were caught on an ill-advised line change as they failed to get the puck deep into Phoenix territory. Boedker got behind all the Flyers as players were going off the ice. None of the new troops coming off the bench were able to catch the Dane once he received a stretch pass on the tape from Keith Yandle.

 At the 8:52 mark of the second period, there was a neutral zone faceoff near the Coyotes bench. Flyers enforcer Jay Rosehill found himself lined up next to his Phoenix counterpart, Paul Bissonnette. Rosehill challenged Bissonnette to fight, but the Phoenix player hesitated. 

 The reason for the hestitation: Bissonnette realized that fighting in that sort of situation could work to the benefit of the other team and there really wasn't much advantage for his own club. Bissonnette looked at Coyotes head coach Dave Tippett. 

 The coach gave his player the go-ahead. At the drop of the puck, Rosehill and Bissonnette immediately cast off their gloves and proceeded to have one whale of a bout -- one of the best sustained fights this season in the NHL. 

 There was no decisive winner in the fight itself. However, the Flyers got the jolt of energy and emotion they seemed to be lacking with the exception of the brief post-timeout outburst that led to the Hartnell goal.

 While the game's ultimate outcome opened Tippett up to some second-guessing for giving Bissonnette the go-ahead to fight, Flyers analyst Bill Clement raised an excellent point after the game. It is really up to the player to decide if it was OK or not to fight in that situation. Bissonnette put his coach on the spot by so blatantly turning around to see if he was "allowed" to fight. The only answer Tippett could give was yes. 

 The Rosehill-Bissonnette fight proved to be an emotional catalyst for the Flyers. It was a partial turning point of the game. I say partial, because Philly still got outshot 11-8 for the period and the turnaround snowball effect really did not start in earnest until the latter part of the period. 

 At 17:15 of the middle stanza, Brayden Schenn brought the Flyers back within a goal. A point shot by Braydon Coburn went wide of the left side post. Vincent Lecavalier did a tremendous job down low as, in one lightning-quick motion, he settled the disc down and, with no angle for himself to shoot, nudged the puck to Schenn. From a tough angle himself, Schenn jammed the puck home before Mike Smith (23 saves on 27 shots) could recover.

 The goal was Schenn's 10th of the season. He has three goals and five points in his last four games, dating back to when he broke a 16-game goal drought with a crucial goal in the Flyers' comeback shootout win in Vancouver.

 The third period saw the Flyers take control, generating 14 of their 28 shots on the night. Philly went on to score three more unanswered goals to stun the Coyotes.

 Firs, at the 4:22 mark, the Flyers cashed in on a power play. Demonstrating crisp puck movement, four of the five Flyers on the ice touched the puck within a span of about six seconds. Claude Giroux claimed a loose puck worked the puck from the left wing to Kimmo Timonen at center point atop the team's umbrella. Timonen passed to Jakub Voracek in the right circle. Voracek passed to Wayne Simmonds near the goal line. Smith stopped Simmonds first shot but the power forward stuffed home his own rebound to tie the game at 3-3.

 Simmonds has always been a streaky scorer, with feast-or-famine tendencies. Of late, he's been scorching hot. The goal was his 14th of the season and his ninth in the last nine games. Additionally, Simmonds has recorded at least one point in eight of the last nine games. 

 At 11:52, the Flyers took the lead for the first time in the game. Prior to setting up the Simmonds goal, Voracek had gone pointless in three and two-thirds games on the heels of a nine-game point streak. Now he made it a multi-point night for himself at a crucial juncture of the game. 

 Giroux pressured Keith Yandle on the forecheck, all the way from behind the Phoenix net to the circle to the left of Smith. Voracek swooped in and stole the puck from Yandle. Giroux peeled off and headed for the net. Voracek froze Smith by looking in Giroux's direction and then wristed a tracer through the goalie's five-hole before he could get squared for it.

 Suddenly, the Flyers were up 4-3 but there was still 8:08 left on the clock. Philly did a generally good job of keeping Phoenix in its own end of the ice, although there were a couple of extended shifts in the Flyers' end as well. 

 One of the overlooked aspects of the win last night was the Flyers' penalty kill. They went 4-for-4 last night (and have killed off 12 penalties in a row), including a late-third period kill of a minor on Steve Downie for putting his hand over the puck behind the Flyers' net. 

 Back in the first period, the Flyers killed off back-to-back minors on Zac Rinaldo for a borderline offensive zone elbow followed by a no-doubt-about-it slash in the defensive zone moments after exiting the box. The other kill, prior to the Rinaldo penalties, came in the first half of the opening stanza on a Simmonds hooking penalty. 

 The Coyotes pulled Smith for an extra attacker late in regulation. Giroux intercepted a puck, skated to the red line and buried the disc in the empty net with 31 seconds left to seal the 5-3 victory.

 Philadelphia finished the five-game western portion of its six-game post-Christmas road trip with a 4-1-0 record. They will try to make it a 10-point trip on Tuesday night when they take on a Metropolitan Division rival, the New Jersey Devils, in Newark. On Wednesday, the Flyers return home to play Montreal.

 *********

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:
First 41 go slip-slidin' away

Looking back on missed opportunities

By: Tim Campbell 
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Jets right-winger Blake Wheeler, who has had a blazing December, says the club simply let several games slip away in the first half of the season. 
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Jets right-winger Blake Wheeler, who has had a blazing December, says the club simply let several games slip away in the first half of the season. (JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

Whether the first half of their NHL season will turn out to have been wasted cannot yet be determined.

Much can happen in the second half, which for the Jets begins tonight with a home game against the Buffalo Sabres.

There is little doubt, though, it's been a wasted opportunity and you won't find anyone on the 18-18-5 team who will debate the matter at all, or for long.

"Missed opportunities," is how the Jets' leading goal scorer Blake Wheeler summed it up this week, asked to reflect on the first half. "I don't feel like we're overmatched in any game we've played in. We've let games slip away."

The team feels it should be better, either through growth or the rebranding that has occurred since the 2011 move from Atlanta. Many fans agree, hence the lofty expectations before the season began.

But others have opted for a more realistic view of the Jets, that the team's track record suggests such expectations are irrational. It can all be quite a scattershot assessment.

Round and round these kinds of arguments go with the Jets, on where they are and where they should be.

To assess the first half, let's review five key priorities for the team and include reminders on how they were viewed before Game 1 on Oct. 1 in Edmonton.

1. Defence

This item should be Nos. 1 through 4, leaving the rest for fifth and lower.

The equation is simple: The Jets are going nowhere until this area improves. After 41 games, Winnipeg's raw goals against -- that's how many goals allowed divided into games played -- is 2.95 and among the league's 10 worst. Last year, it was exactly three per game.

That's not a significant move at all.

And the Jets are still on the wrong side of the goals for/goals against equation at minus-10. It's fairly documented that any club on the minus side here is merely whistling in the wind when it comes to playoff aspirations.

"We haven't really made a dent into our goals for and goals against," agreed coach Claude Noel. "We're still on the wrong side of the ledger. Where we seem to be problematic for me is the lack of consistency. We can't seem to get any traction with wins and we just kind of hover around and we can't seem to close out games.

"There are a lot of little things that seem to keep getting in our way. We're hoping that the last half, we're more consistent with our play.

"That's something we've talked about for a couple of years and until that gets rectified, we're going to be in the same situation."

2. Goaltending

No. 1 goalie Ondrej Pavelec's stats aren't great -- a 3.03 goals-against average and a .902 save percentage -- aren't taking anybody anywhere, but to lay the blame at Pavelec's doorstep indicates you haven't been watching.

See Item 1.

There's certainly a case to be made that backup Al Montoya has more to contribute (7-2-1 so far, 2.02 goals-against average, .929 save percentage) and that could be used to keep Pavelec fresher. There's also a case to be made both Pavelec and Montoya need a little help. As Wheeler put it last week, it's not a lot of fun being the Jets goalie on a lot of nights.

3. Special teams

The power play was a concern to start this season based almost solely on the team's 30th ranking in the lockout season.

And it started out just about like that, hitting the bottom of the NHL only a few short weeks ago. A brief spurt has brought the Jets up to 24th at 14.9 per cent, but this is nothing to be proud of.

Penalty killing has been less of a concern in 2013-14. Last season's strong finish was real and the Jets are currently 12th (at 82.3 per cent) and in the league's top half.

4. Style

A broad category but an important one for a team going from a looser old Southeast Division and Eastern Conference to more ferocious checking and size in the new Central Division and the Western Conference.

Winnipeg has shown some ability to play with good teams in the west (games this season vs. St. Louis, Los Angeles), leading to some hope, but as with the consistency issue in our opening, has looked dreadful against some real bottom-feeders such as Florida, Buffalo and Edmonton.

Nobody expected the transition or transformation of the team's style to happen overnight. Some tough lessons have been learned and there are a few more to learn, apparently.

"We've paid way more attention to checking and defensive zone coverage, yet we can't seem to get it solved," Noel admitted.

The team's poor Central record, 5-11-3 after back-to-back wins over Minnesota and Colorado in the last week, reveals much.

5. Youth

Contributions from young players and new players were deemed essential in the season preview.

For a franchise whose stated philosophy is to draft and develop, there is encouragement in the contributions of rookies Jacob Trouba and Mark Scheifele so far this season. Trouba has shown a penchant to be able to handle the NHL game and serious minutes, while Scheifele is growing as a more responsible player whose offensive instincts, with 14 points in the final 17 games of the first half, have begun to emerge.

This kind of hope must always be present.

The team can certainly claim a passing grade in this area today, plus in the matter of upgrades elsewhere, at least for the addition of right-winger Michael Frolik, a quick, playmaking forward who probably hasn't gotten the credit he's due.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition December 31, 2013 D3
It was Todd Nelson’s 500th game as a professional head coach last night. It didn’t start well – the Barons trailed 3-0 at one point in the second period – but five unanswered goals ensured it ended well. Curtis Hamilton scored again, Martin Gernat scored the first two goals of his professional career and team captain Anton Lander had a gorgeous game-winner.

Nelson didn’t know it was his 500th game. He was congratulating his players on the win when Derek Nesbitt and Matt Ford interrupted him to present him with the game puck. It’s the first time the Barons have posted back-to-back wins since mid-October.

Oklahoma now plays six in a row at home, and Nelson was blunt about what it means for the club.

“Let’s face it. This is probably our season,” he said. The Barons sit five points back of the final playoff spot in their conference and won’t get a better chance to make up some ground.

The roster up front is a little sketchy, but the 2010 Draft line (Curtis Hamilton, Ryan Martindale and Tyler Pitlick) has been producing and the top line of Roman Horak, Anton Lander and Andrew Miller isn’t overly dynamic but play well and can score. The bottom six is heavy on veterans, so the only real question is whether the new top-six can produce enough offence to make a difference. So far it’s worked out okay.

The back end is emaciated with Martin Marincin and Brad Hunt recalled and Oscar Klefbom hurt. Denis Grebeshkov and first-year pro David Musil appear to be taking on the toughest defensive assignments (defensive zone starts, top opponents) with Taylor Fedun and first-year pro Martin Gernat being the other top pairing. A struggling Brandon Davidson and Bakersfield recall Erik Burgdoerfer round out the group.

Interestingly, Nelson ran a five-forward power play as his top unit against San Antonio, and it’s something he’s done at other levels:

My first year in Muskegon [with the UHL’s Fury] we had a lot of offensive talent up front and at the time we didn’t have the parts on the back end to complement that. At the lower levels you can experiment with those things, and to me it makes sense if you have five offensive guys who are pretty responsible. Roman Horak’s at the top and he’s a very good skater so if [the puck] gets turned over he can get back. In Muskegon we ran at 40 percent until a couple of guys got called up.

The Fury were an awfully good team under Nelson – he won two championships in three years and the team posted a 149-58-25 regular season record in that span.

Demoted forward Anton Lander got in at 3:30 PM, just in time to be inserted into the lineup, and he looked really good even aside from his highlight reel goal to win the game. Given that the goal was the first sign of offence in some time from him he was asked if he plays differently in top minutes on the farm vs. depth minutes in the majors.

You don’t get so much ice-time, and when you get the ice-time you want to do good, you don’t want to turn the puck over. It’s a different kind of game too and you play against fourth line guys. When I play on the top line here in OKC I get more confidence and make more plays. But you have to work on everything and I hope I can take the next step up there too.

Does that mean he has to play a safer game in a fourth line role?

Yeah, it makes sense I think, that’s how it is. You have to play hard, you have to shoot the puck in and get the energy going for your team when you’re on the fourth line. I mean, I don’t know what to say, I just try to play my game and try to be good every night. But when you get more ice-time you get more opportunity with pucks too.

Lander also offered some insight into Martin Gernat. Gernat has some ups and downs but was phenomenal in the final 40 minutes as the Barons stormed back:

I’ve been in the same situation. It’s tough to move, even if you played on a junior team in Canada. When you come to a pro team it’s different rules, a different system and everything is new. I’m glad to see him progressing; everybody knows he has great moves and great hands.

Gernat wasn’t nearly as willing to praise himself after the game; when asked about scoring the first two goals of his professional career he said, “I did what I should did and helped the team because I didn’t play well in the first period.” He also talked about how he needed to get stronger to be more effective as a professional. Personally, I wouldn’t have judged him at all if he wanted to be happy about those goals (a backhand in front of the net on a smart pinch, and a rocket from the high slot) but maybe that’s just me.

Curtis Hamilton scored again, pushing him to five goals and one assist in his last four games. The previous two seasons he’s scored all of five goals on the year, so it’s impressive. He has 18 shots in those four games after averaging just over a shot-per-game last season. Nelson praised his work on the penalty kill and his defensive presence; if the scoring has finally arrived as a pro than he just might land another two-way deal after looking for all the world like he was dead in the water. The nice thing about Hamilton is he’s big (6’2”, 214 pounds) and extremely responsible defensively so the offensive bar for him to earn an NHL shot should be lower for him than it would be for others.

Taylor Fedun is only fresh off injury and one gets the feeling he’s still some distance south of 100 percent but he has three points and a plus-three rating in his last two games and is driving results despite playing alongside Gernat, who for all his talent is still just a rookie. Fedun now has 17 points in 26 games and a plus-seven rating on an Oklahoma team that has struggled to score and lost more games than it wins. He’s going to get an NHL look in the second half of the season and it would not be even a little bit surprising if it turns out to be permanent.
Canes finish off 'interesting' first half of season

By Chip Alexander
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Hurricanes Capitals Hockey 

 Carolina Hurricanes left wing Jeff Skinner (53) celebrates his game-winning goal with Eric Staal (12), Radek Dvorak(18), of the Czech Republic, Brett Sutter (42), John-Michael Liles(260 and others in the overtime period of an NHL hockey game against the Washington Capitals, Thursday, Jan. 2, 2014, in Washington. The Hurricanes won 4-3.  NICK WASS — AP Photo 
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Khudobin happy to start against Caps

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — The Carolina Hurricanes have reached the midpoint of their season, still with questions to be answered and personnel decisions to be made.

After wins against the Montreal Canadiens and Washington Capitals this week, the Canes have a 16-16-9 record after 41 games. After Thursday’s games, they were sixth in the NHL’s tightly bunched Metropolitan Division with 41 points but three points out of third place and playoff position.

“It’s been an interesting first half,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said Friday. “We had nine, 10 new guys in our lineup this year. That’s almost half the team of new personnel that tried to jell together. You incorporate injuries (and) we’ve never had a consistent lineup.

“So for me it’s been a process of taking it day by day of building the (team) together and going through the adversity of injuries and things like that. We went through a process where we weren’t scoring. Now, I don’t think anyone says we have a problem scoring goals. So overall we’re giving ourselves a good opportunity to win hockey games right now.”

Jeff Skinner has been the catalyst the past two games. The left winger scored twice Tuesday against the Canadiens in a 5-4 overtime win, then three times Thursday in the 4-3 road victory over the Caps, including the overtime winner.

Skinner was not named one of the NHL’s top three stars for December despite scoring 12 goals, tied for first in the league. But add in the hat trick – his second in less than a month – to open 2014 and he may have worked his way into consideration for the Canadian Olympic team, which will be announced Tuesday.

“Goal scorers can go in streaks and he’s certainly on a nice streak,” Muller said.

Skinner now has 19 goals in 30 games, having missed 11 games with a hand injury in late-October and November. Asked Thursday if he has ever had a hotter streak in the NHL or felt more confident with the puck on his stick, he smiled and said, “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Hopefully, I can keep it going as long as I can.”

Injuries were a factor in the first half. In a span of 11 days in October, the Canes lost goalies Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin. Forward Alexander Semin missed 12 games after a concussion. Defenseman Jay Harrison is recovering from a concussion and center Riley Nash from a lower-body injury.

Jiri Tlusty wasn’t injured but remains sidelined after having an emergency appendectomy just before Christmas.

General manager Jim Rutherford had made two trades in the past week and may make more. He dealt fourth-line forward Kevin Westgarth to Calgary, then defenseman Tim Gleason to the Toronto Maple Leafs.

The Canes still need to resolve their goaltending situation. It’s possible either Khudobin or Justin Peters could be traded when Ward returns from a lower-body injury. 

“Two things we need to get better at is special teams and not beating ourselves,” Muller said. “Discipline is going to have to be better in the second half – the penalties we take. And just playing the game the right way when we have the lead so that we can walk away with a point or two.”

The Canes, through Thursday, were 25th in power-play percentage despite being fifth in power-play opportunities. They were 22nd in penalty killing but led the NHL in shorthanded goals with seven, all on the road.

Carolina is first in takeaways with 421. With the addition of veteran center Manny Malhotra, it has bolstered its faceoff percentage and is 15th at 50.8 percent.

One priority this season was lowering goals-against. The Canes are allowing 2.88 per game after giving up 3.31 last season, when they were 29th in the NHL.

The Canes, who face the New York Islanders on Saturday, have beaten the Anaheim Ducks, Colorado Avalanche and San Jose Sharks this season. They’ve now swept all three games from the Caps, a Metro Division rival, at the Verizon Center.

“We have a good team,” defenseman Justin Faulk said. “We definitely can play with any team in the league, I think. We have proven that in certain games.

“I think every team knows what it can be and wants to be. It’s a matter of coming in and putting in the work and showing up ready to play every game, every practice, so we can achieve that success or goal we have as a team.”

The goal is the Stanley Cup playoffs. The Canes have not been a part of the postseason since 2009.

“A couple of trades have been made (and) we’ve settled some people down a little bit,” Muller said. “We’re a better team now than when we started the season.” 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/01/03/3504436_canes-finish-off-interesting-first.html#storylink=cpy
Avalanche goes from pretender to a contender

Last season's point total already surpassed

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post
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Center Matt Duchene leads the Avalanche in goals (16), assists (22) and points (38). He also is tied for second in game-winning goals with three.

Center Matt Duchene leads the Avalanche in goals (16), assists (22) and points (38). He also is tied for second in game-winning goals with three. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

In 48 games last season, the Avalanche accumulated 39 points. In the first 41 games this season, the Avs had 56 points. The differences between the teams go deeper than that, though.

A franchise that seemed hopelessly adrift, with its fan base alienated and indifferent, seems back on solid ground again. Finger-pointing and buck-passing have been replaced by accountability. Unwieldy bureaucracy at the top has been replaced by a more coherent message and structure. Walls between management and players have been, if not torn down, at least lowered quite a bit.

Nobody is expecting a Stanley Cup championship from the Avs this season. But the fact that the team might actually have a chance at one this spring, the fact that only four teams in the brutally tough Western Conference had more points than the Avs entering the weekend? Miracle is too strong a word, but marvel isn't.

Coach and executive vice president of hockey operations Patrick Roy rightfully receives the bulk of credit for the turnaround, but the 48-year-old Hall of Famer is quick to pass it around.

"The coaching staff that I have, we're having fun and they do a tremendous job. And I'm really happy with how the players have respected the teaching that we've been doing, how they've been willing to try things that we've been bringing up," Roy said. "I've said all along that I was there to be their partner, and I just feel that I have a great partnership with the players.

"I think that's the one thing that I'm probably most proud of. I didn't know what to expect, but when I looked at our roster I thought we had a really good team. I'm not here to talk about what happened in the past, but the first day we got on the ice I saw how receptive the guys were and how hard they were ready to work, and I thought it could be a good mix between them and the coaching staff."

Here is a first-half analysis of the Avalanche, with a peek at the second half:

COLORADO AVALANCHE

  All Things Avs Blog

•More Avs photos

•Avs Mailbag archive.

•Ask Mailbag questions

•Avs stats, roster, schedule

•NHL standings

Best player, under difficult circumstances: Semyon Varlamov. The young Russian goalie was able to put aside a potentially huge distraction in a formal assault charge against him and still play excellent hockey. The charge was dismissed, and Varlamov appears to be a sure bet to make the Russian Olympic team as the starting goalie, not to mention becoming a possible NHL all-star. Before Saturday's victory over the San Jose Sharks, his .927 save percentage was ninth-best in the league.

Biggest surprise player: Jan Hejda. A change in his positional play — higher in the zone — suggested by Roy before the season and a challenge to get out of his "comfort zone" has turned Hejda into a major contributor. He has been great in his own end, and added some offense too.

Overall MVP: Matt Duchene. He probably will be named to the Canadian Olympic team Tuesday, and it will be richly deserved. Duchene has become a consistent player who, even if he doesn't score every game, brings something good to the rink. He's more mature emotionally, which has helped in all areas of his game — and life.

Best win: Avs 5, Capitals 1, Oct. 12. This was a game former Caps netminder Varlamov really wanted. Not only was he great (40 saves), his team's offense was too. This also was the game rookie Nathan MacKinnon scored his first NHL goal, which he marked with a "Lambeau Leap" into the glass at the Verizon Center in Washington.

Toughest loss: Sharks 5, Avs 4 (SO), Dec. 23: At least the Avs got a point out of it, but losing the regulation win in the waning seconds — not long after they had overcome a 3-2 deficit with under two minutes left — was a lump of coal right before Christmas.

Most underrated player: Cory Sarich. For a guy who was supposed to be over the hill, the 35-year-old defenseman has added some stability to the blue line and has been a quiet leader in the locker room.

Biggest cause for concern: Some of the team's young players still haven't gone through the fire of a tough playoff run. How well they deal with added pressure and teams playing them even harder will determine whether we'll see playoff hockey for the first time in four years here.

Biggest reason for optimism: That unreal 14-2 start banked a lot of points that already have come in handy through a recent lull in play. The Avs might be able to make the playoffs by just playing .500 the rest of the way. But, of course, Roy will have a higher goal than that. The way the first half went, betting against him wouldn't seem too prudent.

Read more: Avalanche goes from pretender to a contender - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24847417/avalanche-goes-from-pretender-contender#ixzz2pemQpgB6 
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Justin Schultz is coming up to the end of his first contract in the NHL and will be an RFA in the summer. The question will be how much money should he get? The Cap is going up, he plays a prominent role on the club, and is seen as having a high upper end to his potential development. That said, he is having a worse year offensively in his sophomore season and he is not great in his own zone.

 I wanted to first see who he compared to so I ran some numbers through the Player Season Finder and came up with this for the criteria being that the player had to be between 20-24, played between 60-162 games, had a points per game between 0.45-0.55, and played after 1995. This is what I got.
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1 Boris Mironov 1996 1997 EDM NHL SU D 133 14 50 64 21 -21 186 5 9 0 305 4.6 0 0.11 0.38 0.48 0.16 2.29 4.5 5.0 9.4 

2 Alex Goligoski 2008 2010 PIT NHL US D 117 14 45 59 20 14 40 8 6 0 161 8.7 2344 0.12 0.38 0.50 0.17 1.38 5.0 5.5 10.5 

3 Kimmo Timonen 1999 2000 NSH NHL FI D 101 12 33 45 15 -9 56 8 3 1 172 7.0 2029 0.12 0.33 0.45 0.15 1.70 3.8 3.5 7.3 

4 Justin Schultz 2013 2014 EDM NHL CA D 85 12 31 43 15 -32 20 8 4 0 134 9.0 1871 0.14 0.36 0.51 0.17 1.58 3.9 1.3 5.2 

5 Lubomir Visnovsky 2001 2001 LAK NHL CS D 81 7 32 39 12 16 36 4 3 0 105 6.7 1375 0.09 0.40 0.48 0.15 1.30 3.2 3.7 6.9 

6 Marcus Ragnarsson 1996 1996 SJS NHL SE D 71 8 31 39 13 -24 42 4 4 0 94 8.5 0 0.11 0.44 0.55 0.18 1.32 2.8 0.9 3.7 

7 John Slaney 1996 1997 TOT NHL CA D 70 9 25 34 12 -3 18 4 4 1 135 6.7 0 0.13 0.36 0.49 0.17 1.93 2.5 3.0 5.5 

8 Kurtis Foster 2003 2006 TOT NHL CA D 63 10 19 29 11 -5 60 4 6 0 126 7.9 1158 0.16 0.30 0.46 0.17 2.00 2.5 3.0 5.6 

Data courtesy Hockey-Reference.com.

 It’s not a bad list of names at all and Schultz has a higher PPG than all but Marcus Ragnarsson who never came close to having a season like his 39 point rookie year ever again in his 9 year career. It is an oddity that half the members of that list played for the Oilers at one time, but that’s no more than an interesting coincidence. Schultz’ agent would look at that list and focus on Mironov, Visnovsky, and Timonen, but the others on the list will no doubt be the focus of the Oiler camp. A good early start does not guarantee success at all.

 The warts in Schultz’ game are noticeable and sometimes grotesque. Away from the puck he isn’t exactly shutting anybody down. His traditional +/- numbers are among the worst for the Defense and his Corsi % is behind Belov and Petry. Simply put, not enough good things are happening when he’s on the ice. These are things, however, that you would expect from someone who has played just now the equivalent of a single NHL season. Schultz the Younger has a lot to learn about playing in the NHL.

 So what is going to happen with his contract and the upcoming negotiations? Well the Oilers played hardball once before with Petry, locking him up for relatively cheap after a brief time of playing well so it isn’t out of the realm of possibilities that they do it again with Schultz. Despite the fact that he’s a part of the young core group, that 6M deal that was tailor made for Hall, Eberle, and Nuge should be off the table completely for the only Defenseman in the group. Negotiations don’t have to be cruel but they should be realistic. The tough thing with realistic is that Offensive Defensemen will get paid.

 But what about PK Subban’s bridge contract (2.87M)? There’s an Offensive Defenseman who was saddled down to an inexpensive contract as an RFA. It’s true, he was. It’s also true that he signed that deal when the Cap was going down after a lockout. If the Cap was going to go up as it is going to do this coming year then I don’t think he would have been forced to accept so little. Add into it the money lost due to a shortened year and Subban had little choice. Of course now he’s likely going to get a mountain of cash anyway. If the Oil gave Schultz the EXACT same contract he would be only 1 year removed from UFA status when it ended, giving up a lot of bargaining power to the player for just 2 years of service.

 I think maybe the most recent contract that fits the bill here is Slava Voynov in LA. Voynov spent time in the AHL honing his craft and produced reasonably well in his first couple of seasons with Kings (but didn’t exactly go supernova) and immediately after his ELC ended was given a 6 year deal at 4.1 Million per year. Not too shabby for him, but something within 500K of that in either direction should be expected for Schultz. And given that the Cap is set to rise astronomically over the next few seasons, it’s likely to be on the higher end.

 I would love if the Oilers signed Schultz to a shorter deal at less than 4 Million, but if he wants the safety of a long term deal then I expect it to fall closer to 4.5 and maybe even higher. I think it would be a bad idea to commit more than that based on what he has shown so far. That said, I don’t know how hard the Oilers want to fight about a “Bridge” deal for a player who is already clearly part of the core and going to be 24 this summer thus only 3 years removed from Unrestricted Free Agency. At the end of the day, we should all be prepared for Schultz getting paid very well despite all the problems with his game and the very small sample size we have.

Follow me on Twitter @Archaeologuy

New Jersey Devils first half report card: Defense
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The New Jersey Devils will play their first game of 2014 calendar year tomorrow against one of the best teams in the NHL, the Chicago Blackhawks.  It will also mark the beginning of the second half of the Devils’ season.  I have evaluated the three major components of the team as a whole, and given out grades on how I feel they have performed up to this point in the season.  Here is my grade for the New Jersey Devils’ defense.

See offensive grade here

Final Grade: A-

The defense has been the most pleasant surprise for the Devils this season.  Coming into the season, there were a lot of question marks surrounding this defensive unit regarding their age and ability.  The Devils have also suffered a number of injuries to key members of the defense during the first half of the year, but have done an outstanding job of filling those holes with young and talented players.  New Jersey leads the league in shots allowed per game (24.9/g), and is fifth in the Eastern conference in goals allowed per game (2.37/g), behind only Boston, Montreal, Pittsburgh, and Tampa Bay. Ultimately, their stellar defensive play has allowed the Devils to remain in contention for a playoff spot through 41 games this season.

When talking about the New Jersey Devils’ defense, everything starts with Andy Greene.  He is undoubtedly the Devils’ best defenseman, playing in every situation night in and night out.  Greene leads the Devils in ice time per game by over three minutes, and he is currently tied for third on the team in points with 20 (6 goals, 14 assists).  I truly believe that if Andy Greene played for a team in a larger market and had a slightly higher point total that he would be considered in the running for the Norris Trophy.  He has been that good defensively all season for the Devils.

Andy Greene

Andy Greene (NY Daily News)

The other veteran defensemen on the team have contributed very well so far this season.  Marek Zidlicky certainly has his flaws when it comes to turning the puck over and playing a defensively sound game every night, but he has been a major key for the Devils when it comes to providing offense from the back end.  He is tied with Andy Greene in assists, and sits just one behind him in both goals and points.  Zidlicky’s ability to rush the puck up the ice and quarterback the first power play unit has also been extremely important to the Devils.  The one area where he MUST improve is staying out of the penalty box. He leads the Devils in penalty minutes with 42 this season, and has a 20 more minutes than the second place Dianius Zubrus.

Bryce Salvador, Aton Volchenkov, and Adam Larsson have all battled injuries this season.  Salvador missed 30 games with a fractured left foot, and just recently returned two games ago against the Islanders.  He logged 23:36 minutes of ice time, and it appears that his foot has completely healed.  Salvador’s “defense first” style of play will certainly be a welcomed addition to the Devils’ lineup, especially on the penalty kill.

Volchenkov has missed a total of 10 games so far this season, dealing with a number of nagging injuries.  He has battled through the injuries and I have been fairly surprised by how well he has played this season. Once Salvador went down with his foot injury, Volchenkov’s physical presence on defense was needed even more. He and Greene are also two of the main reasons New Jersey has the third best penalty kill in the NHL at 86.8%.

Adam Larsson hasn’t played since injuring his knee November 23rd against the San Jose Sharks.  It seems as though Larsson will return to the lineup sooner rather than later, which is great news for the Devils.  In my opinion, Larsson was playing some of the best hockey of his young career before the injury, showing signs of finally adjusting to the speed and pace of the professional level.  If he can return to that form once he is fully healthy, it will be a major boost to the defensive corps.

Due to all of the injuries suffered on defense, the Devils have gotten to enjoy the future of their blue line earlier than expected.  Rookies Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill have stepped into the lineup and have played as well as anyone could’ve anticipated.

Gelinas in particular has made a serious case to be considered a Rookie of the Year candidate.  He averages just under 20 minutes of ice time a game, and has totaled 15 points (4 goals, 11 assists) in 32 games this season.  Gelinas is featured prominently on the power play, and his shot is one of the hardest the Devils have had on their team in quite a while.

What has impressed me most about both Gelinas and Merrill is that they have never seemed intimidated by the bright lights of the NHL.  Ever since they were called up from Albany they were thrown right into key situations immediately.  Whenever they have had a bad shift or a bad game, they have shown the ability to put it behind them and go out the next game and continue to play very solid hockey.  Gelinas and Merrill, combined with Adam Larsson, have given the Devils very high hopes for the future of their defense moving forward.

Follow isportsweb on twitter

Overall, the New Jersey Devils have relied heavily on their strong defensive play this season to carry them when the offense has struggled to score goals. Despite suffering injuries to key members of the defense, the team has been able to get great play from their younger players.  The big question moving forward is what will the Devils do once everyone is healthy?  They realistically have eight NHL caliber defenseman when everyone is at full health, and the only option that makes sense is to make a deal for a forward to help bolster the offense.

My biggest fear is that the team will elect not to make a trade, and send down either Eric Gelinas or Jon Merrill.  Both players have had very good seasons up to this point, and I feel that each has earned a spot in the lineup moving forward.  Only time will tell how the roster will be handled before the trading deadline, but for now the Devils are in great shape defensively.

Read more Devils rumors, news and opinion on our New Jersey Devils page
New Jersey Devils first half report card: Offense
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The New Jersey Devils will play their final game of 2013 calendar year tomorrow afternoon against the Eastern Conference-leading Pittsburgh Penguins.  It will also be the Devils’ 41st game of the year, marking the exact halfway point of the season.  They have earned 40 points, which has them in a three-way tie for the third and final guaranteed playoff spot in the Metropolitan Division.

I have evaluated the three major components of the team as a whole, and given out grades on how I feel they have performed up to this point in the season.  Here is my grade for the New Jersey Devils’ offense.

Final Grade: C

Coming into the season, the obvious weakness for Devils was their ability to score goals.  It’s hard to fault them too much, given that they lost three of their most productive goal scorers (Parise, Kovalchuk, and Clarkson) over the past two seasons.

The stats support what most people predicted from this offense, as they are currently ranked 23rd in goals per game at 2.38.  There have been a number of games where this team has played well enough to earn at least a point, but the offense failed to produce more than a single goal.

However, the Devils have shown signs of turning the corner recently.  They have scored three goals or more in 6 of their 13 games played in December, and the pressure they have sustained in the offensive zone has been dominant at times.  The players, especially the new acquisitions, seem to be finding their groove in the offensive system.  It’s just a matter of burying scoring chances around the net, not a complete lack of offensive ability- which was the case earlier in the season.

Jaromir Jagr (Associated Press)

Jaromir Jagr (Associated Press)

The biggest free agent signings to fill the void of the recent offensive departures were Jaromir Jagr, Damien Brunner, Michael Ryder, and Ryane Clowe.  Jagr has been simply outstanding as a member of New Jersey.  He leads the team in goals (13) and points (34), as well as adding a playmaking ability that no one else on the team possesses besides Patrik Elias.  Brunner and Ryder both have shown flashes of being the offensive contributors that the team had anticipated.  Both players have the ability to put the puck in the back of the net, combining for 19 goals, but each has been extremely streaky this season.  Brunner specifically had a 17 game goalless stretch during November and December.  Consistent contributions from Brunner and Ryder will help the Devils out immensely as they make a push for the playoffs in the second half of the year.  It’s too early to tell how much of an impact Ryane Clowe has had this season, as he missed significant time with a concussion and has only played in eight games this year.

Two other key pieces in the second half of the season will be Adam Henrique and Travis Zajac.  They each struggled to begin the year, and have totaled eight and seven goals respectively.  Henrique has stepped up his play of late, scoring in each of his last two games, and has clearly been playing with more confidence on both ends of the ice.  Zajac is one of the most important forwards on the Devils.  He is consistently dependable in the defensive end of the ice and regularly plays against the opposing team’s top scoring line. He is also the team’s leader in face-offs at 52.8 percent.

Despite his stellar play in the defensive zone, the fact that Zajac plays on the top line with Jagr and Zubrus means that he must find a way to contribute more offensively.  He sees too much ice time with quality offensive talent to not be producing, and his play will be key for this team going forward.

Follow isportsweb on twitter

The X-factor of the offense is rookie Reid Boucher.  The 20-year-old Boucher came into this season with a lot of hype, after scoring 62 goals for the Sarnia Sting of the OHL, breaking the single season goal record previously held by Steven Stamkos.  Since his call up in early December, Boucher has played in 12 games and recorded four points (1 goal, 2 assists).

Despite not having a huge point total, it is apparent that Boucher has the skills to be a very good player at the NHL level.  I have continued to be impressed by his on ice vision and poise on a nightly basis.  He has also been a lot stronger on the puck than I expected him to be at this point in the season, especially below the goal line. If he can become more comfortable as he continues to gain experience in the final 41 games of the season, he has the ability to add an offensive element that the Devils have been desperately missing: a highly skilled, young goal scorer.
Recent run has resurgent Senators eyeing wildcard spot  
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These are indeed heady times for the Ottawa Senators.

For the first time since November, the Senators find themselves on a three-game win streak. What’s more, Ottawa has won four of its last five contests and is just three points behind the Detroit Red Wings for a wildcard spot.

While no one is looking to the playoffs just yet, the Senators understand the importance of playing solid hockey heading into the second half of the season.

More Related to this Story

•  MacGregor: Sens extend streak with win over Jets  

•  MacGregor: Sens beat Capitals for elusive second straight win  

• Sochi 2014 Senators’ Ryan among top players left off U.S. Olympic hockey roster  

Toronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier (45) and defenceman Jake Gardiner (51) knock the puck off the stick of Detroit Red Wings left wing Justin Abdelkader (8) in the second period during the 2014 Winter Classic hockey game at Michigan Stadium.   

Podcast

What it was like to cover the Winter Classic

NHL Winter Classic organizers are looking at a snowy forecast for the outdoor game in Ann Arbor, Michigan Wednesday. Coach Mike Babcock, whose Red Wings face the Toronto Maple Leafs, says it will add "to the atmosphere."    

Video

Video: Red Wings coach unfazed by snowy forecast for Winter Classic

Dion Phaneuf has signed a seven-year, $49-million contract extension with the Toronto Maple Leafs. The Leafs' captain says it's an exciting team to be on, and believes they have what it takes to win the Stanley Cup.    

NHL

Video: Phaneuf says Leafs have 'pieces in place' to win the Stanley Cup

Neither the players nor coaching staff can put their fingers on one thing the team has done differently of late. But all agree the Senators are finally playing with a level of confidence that was lacking earlier.

“Confidence is huge,” said forward Bobby Ryan. “It opens up the game for you and when you’re on the wrong side of the trickle effect, which we seem to have been for the first half, you tighten up a little bit.

“You don’t make plays that are right in front of you, you try to look for something better. When you’re confident, you’re making the five- and 10-foot passes cleaner. You’re coming out of the zone cleaner. You’re entering the zone cleaner and you’re getting more opportunities.”

Earlier this year, Ottawa would win a big game but follow it up with a lacklustre performance. During this current five-game stretch, the Senators have beat Pittsburgh, Boston, Washington and Winnipeg.

The only blemish was a 5-0 loss to the Bruins, which seemed to serve as a wake-up call.

“When you beat teams like that and you know you can contend and play those close games with teams that are right at the top of their conference and division it’s a domino effect,” said Ryan. “You feel like you need to carry it over.

“We haven’t done that successfully all year, but we’re starting to right now.”

Senators coach Paul MacLean obviously likes the way his club is playing currently and feels the squad began showing improvement midway through December.

“I don’t think it’s just the last three games or since the 5-0 game, I think it goes back to more that we’ve been slowly building some confidence and winning does that for you,” said MacLean. “When you have success it’s easier to go back and find the reasons why you have success and it’s easier to build on them.”

MacLean also believes the team’s work ethic and attention to detail have improved. Ironically, though, the Senators have won their last three games without captain Jason Spezza.

Spezza has been sidelined with a reported hip injury. He participated in Friday’s practice but remains questionable for Saturday’s game against the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre.

After facing Montreal, Ottawa won’t play again until Wednesday so there’s no need to rush Spezza back. However, the Senators captain is anxious to return.

The 30-year-old says he’s felt improvement daily but will err on the side of caution.

“It’s my favourite building to play in so that kind of factors into it for me,” said Spezza with a laugh. “We’ll see and I’ll talk to (club trainers).”

In Spezza’s absence, Mika Zibanejad has played centre between Milan Michalek and Cory Conacher. The trio has combined for four goals and five assists in the last three games.

“They’ve played with speed and they’ve played positionally very sound,” said MacLean. “Mika’s been very good skating in the middle of the rink and showing patience in the middle and distributing the puck.

“They’ve attacked the net and got to the net, which is a big part of why they’re having success.”

Saturday’s game versus Montreal will provide Ottawa with a stiff test to extend its win streak to a season-high four contests.

“Bell Centre is always a fun place to play and they’re playing well,” said MacLean. “They’re a good team.

“Every game is a test. For us right now we just look forward to our next game and play game-by-game and go day-by-day and do the best we can to get better and (Saturday) is a good opponent and we’re looking forward to it.”

NOTES — Craig Anderson will start in goal Saturday but right-winger Chris Neil won’t play. He remains day-to-day with a lower body injury . . . Ryan is ready to move past remarks made about him by members of USA Hockey regarding his exclusion from the American Olympic hockey team and accepts GM David Poile’s apology. If asked to join the squad as an injury replacement, Ryan said he “wouldn’t have to think about it. Anytime you get a chance to wear the U.S. jersey you put it on and play as hard as you can. I would probably take advantage of it.”
Stars have reached halfway point of season, are they better than last year? 
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Dallas Stars center Rich Peverley (17) appears to score on Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard during the second period of their game Saturday, January 4, 2014 at the American Airlines Center in Dallas. Officials ruled against Dallas on the play and the goal did not stand. 
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. — The big picture can get small pretty fast in the NHL, a fact the Stars are realizing this week.

While the team passes the midway point in the NHL season — 41 games — it is coming off two gut-punch losses to Montreal and Detroit and sits in 10th place in the Western Conference.

Walking the tightwire between better than last year and still not good enough is an intriguing place to be.

“I’m definitely pleased with the progress, and I’m excited about where we can go,” general manager Jim Nill said. “We’re in a good place, and we just need to keep working.”

The Stars started the season 3-5-0, and looked disjointed. They were trying to get used to a new head coach in Lindy Ruff and an influx of new players. They were outshot in seven of the first eight games and basically struggled to understand the new system.

Since then, they have adapted and are outshooting teams most nights. Even in the last two losses, Dallas maintained an advantage in shots on goal, shot attempts and faceoff winning percentage.

“I think we’ve grown a lot as a team,” center Rich Peverley said. “I think you look at where we were at the start of the year, and it’s not even in the same ballpark. I think we’ve really grown and come together, and we need to just keep going and get better.”

Peverley has been one of the keys to success, as his move to center has given Dallas a dependable right-handed faceoff man and four solid lines. Peverley is winning 61.2 percent of his draws, and the Stars are eighth in the NHL at 52.1 percent. That’s up from 27th last season.

In addition, Dallas has added significant speed in Tyler Seguin and Valeri Nichushkin, and they rank fifth in shots on goal at 32.1 and 10th in scoring at 2.85 goals per game.

All indicators point to improvement, and while the Stars are still learning how to win, they believe that breaking a five-year playoff drought is possible.

The Stars probably need to hit at least 100 points, but that doesn’t seem that much of a stretch as they are on pace for 94 after 41 games.

What’s more, Sergei Gonchar is expected back in the lineup Monday against the New York Islanders after missing six games with concussion-like symptoms, and Trevor Daley is close to returning after missing 13 games with a high ankle sprain.

Dallas has had a nice run with both defensemen out, so it’s easy to make a case the Stars can be even better when healthy.

“I think what I’m most impressed with is how the coaches have responded to all of these challenges,” Nill said. “They’ve had injuries, illness, not a lot of time to practice, and they’ve made the team better. That’s encouraging to me.”

But captain Jamie Benn said that results are the only thing that matters.

“We want to be in a playoff spot, and we’re not there yet,” Benn said. “We’ve had some pretty good games, and some not so good.

“We’re going to have to find a way in the second half here to improve as a team and find a way to make a push for the playoffs.”
Ottawa Senators have 41 games to turn things around and make the playoffs  30 
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Wipe the slate clean.

The Senators can put the difficult first half the season behind them starting Monday night when the Washington Capitals visit the Canadian Tire Centre.

While the Senators didn't play close to anybody's expectations through the first 41 games, the faithful are willing to forgive and forget if they can get it together to clinch a playoff spot in the final 41 games of the season.

Coming off a 4-3 win over Boston Saturday, the good news for the Senators is despite their inconsistentcy they remain in the hunt for a playoff spot with time left, but the push has to start now.

"We want to start on a clean slate here," said defenceman Marc Methot following a 35-minute skate Sunday in Kanata.

"We kind of made that clear before the (Saturday) game. That was something we had in mind. We can put the first half behind our backs and just focus on the second half.

"We've got to try to get a lot more wins. That's the only way we'll get into the playoffs."

The Senators just haven't been able to get on any kind of a roll. It has been well documented that they haven't won two straight since Nov. 9.

This season has included some extreme swings for the Senators. Some nights they look like worldbeaters, others they get beaten and, at times, they beat themselves.

Losing to Boston 5-0 Friday and then turning around to beat them with a gutsy effort Saturday typified the way the first half went for Ottawa.

"We had a good game (vs. Boston) but that's all we did," said winger Clarke MacArthur. "We've got to a lot of prove here before we can even start talking about feeling good.

"It was a great job to stick with it and get the win, but that's all that was. We can't be remotely satisfied with one game."

Stop me if you've heard this question before, but how important is it to carry over the kind of effort the Senators had vs. the Bruins?

"The whole year it's been one win and one loss. It's been the longest 40 games I've been a part of," MacArthur said. "You never get three or four games where you're getting confident and you get a little swagger in your game.

"We've got to find a way to do that. The only way we do that is to come in here with the mentality that we've got to play like it's after a loss. We should be treating it like that anyway. We are losing in the standings. You're right on the cusp of having a good week and you're in the mix. If you don't have a good week, you're out of the mix."

Winger Bobby Ryan, who scored the winner with 4:35 remaining vs. the Bruins, said the last thing the Senators want to do in the second half is have to rely on somebody else to lose to get a playoff spot.

"Let's wash that first half and that's what we have to think about is washing most of that first half and finding a way to claw back to get ourselves in a position to compete in April," said Ryan.

"We can't afford to give games away right now. It stinks to say in January you've got to start scoreboard watching and looking at what other teams are doing, but that's essentially the position we are in right now. I certainly believe if we take care of the points and home ice, we can make a push for it."

Coach Paul MacLean said the club needs to learn from the first half to make improvements.

"We've been an inconsistent team but we've worked hard. We just stuck our head in the sand and accepted that's the way it's going to be," said MacLean.

"We've come here every day and worked to get better. We didn't anticipate we'd face the type of adversity we've faced this year internally and with the chaos we've created amongst ourselves. I still believe that after we play 82 games we're going to like where we are."

Everybody in Ottawa hopes on that point MacLean is right.

bruce.garrioch@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @sungarrioch

AT THE MIDWAY

Here is look at the Senators record at the halfway point of the season before the lockout in 2004-05.

•2013-14: 15-19-7 37

•2012-13 (48 games): 12-8-4 28

•2011-12: 21-15-5 47

•2010-11: 16-19-6 38

•2009-10: 21-16-4 46

•2008-09: 14-21-6 34

•2007-08: 27-10-4 58

•2006-07: 21-18-2 44

•2005-06: 29-9-3 61

WHERE THEY SIT

TOP SCORERS

•Erik Karlsson 41 GP 10 27 37 18

•Bobby Ryan 41 GP 18 17 35 16

•Jason Spezza 39 GP 11 19 30 26

GOALS FOR: No. 11 114 (2.78 per-game)

GOALS AGAINST: No. 27 129 (3.15 per-game)
Canucks take a flyer on Fox

They hope 20-year-old junior player who made some ‘bad choices’ has put the past behind him

By Jim Jamieson, The Province January 2, 2014

Just how much some “bad choices” at a younger age played a role in Dane Fox being passed over in the NHL draft the past two years is anybody’s guess.

But it’s clear the free agent centre signed this week by the Canucks is highly motivated to prove to the naysayers they were wrong.

“It sucks when you get passed over in two drafts,” said Fox, 20, from Erie, Penn., where he’s playing his over-age junior year for the Ontario Hockey League-best Otters. “It’s a motivation, just to prove people wrong.”

Fox won’t get into specifics, but he admits making some bad off-ice decisions earlier in his hockey career.

When he was playing for the London Knights in 2010-11, Fox was sent home by the team for the final three regular season games for disciplinary reasons and missed the next pre-season with a “personal issue.”

“There were some bad choices at a young age,” he said the Thamesville, Ont., native. “I wasn’t making the smartest choices. But that’s in the past. I’m looking at the future now.”

Fox had interest from a few other NHL clubs, but chose the Canucks’ offer of a three-year entry-level deal for an average of $830,333.

The six-foot, 185-pound centre is an intriguing player — though where he fits on the Canucks prospects chart is far from clear until he gets into the pro environment.

Fox is currently second in the OHL in scoring, with 42 goals and 69 points in 38 games. He plays a strong defensive game, is good on faceoffs and reportedly loves to agitate the opposition.

“I think I can accept any role the coach gives me, whether it’s a shutdown game or whatever,” said Fox. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

References to a Dave Bolland type of player have been made — obviously, something Fox doesn’t mind.

Erie head coach Kris Knoblauch said Fox is the complete package for their team.

“He’s a very emotional player, wears his heart on his sleeve,” said Knoblauch. “When you see those big offensive numbers you might think a player is cheating on defence, but he gives us a lot more. He’s got a physical side to his game, will make some big hits when need be and he’ll stand up for his teammates.”

There are asterisks here, of course. Fox is a 20-year-old in a league where teams are allowed just three, so he’s got a maturity advantage. And, as Knoblauch points out, Fox needs to improve his skating to make it as a pro.

“What’s holding him back from being an elite prospect is his skating,” said Knoblauch. “It has got better. It was a setback from his injury. But from the start of this season to now, his skating has been better. But for him to be a force at the pro level, that’s his only knock.”

Fox missed the first half of last season after a summer boating mishap on an Ontario lake. He eventually needed surgery.

“We hit a sandbar,” said Fox. “I jumped off the boat but I didn’t realize how shallow the water was and I broke my foot on a rock.”

Fox has been playing with OHL scoring leader Connor Brown and 16-year-old phenom Connor McDavid, though Canucks first-round pick (2012) Brendan Gaunce has also been in the mix.

Knoblauch said Fox projects as a versatile third-liner at the pro level.

“I think he’ll be a guy who won’t be scoring at the rate he is in junior, but he’ll be a third-line NHL guy with power play opportunities just because of how well he shoots the puck and how well he distributes it.”

And Knoblauch has nothing but good things to say about Fox’s character.

“He took a real strong leadership role at the start of the year, making the young players feel comfortable,” said the coach. “He’s kind of our off-ice leader. He’s the guy who wants to have success on the ice and make sure the team has success, too.”

The Canucks did their due diligence on Fox — both on and off the ice — and believe they have added a quality prospect, though he will finish in junior.

“He has the whole package and it’s not just because he’s an over-age this year,” said Canucks director of player development Stan Smyl. “He’s put up numbers in the past and been pretty consistent, but the biggest thing that jumps out for me is how competitive he is. He’s hard to play against. If he’s not scoring, then he’s in your face trying to make something else happen.”

jjamieson@theprovince.com

twitter.com/jamiesoncanucks
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Soar or nosedive in second half?

Must be the former if Jets are to have chance at playoffs

By: Ed Tait 
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Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec and D-man Zach Bogosian hustle to reach the general vicinity of the net too late in Edmonton on Monday. 
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Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec and D-man Zach Bogosian hustle to reach the general vicinity of the net too late in Edmonton on Monday. 

Shake off the lingering after-effects of holiday indulgence -- the turkey and trimmings, the eggnog, the frankincense and myrrh -- and gather around the newspaper, Winnipeg Jets fans.

Yes, as much as the first chunk of the season has served up more disappointment than glory, there remains plenty of time -- what with 52.4 per cent of their National Hockey League season left -- for this confounding squad to get back into the playoff conversation...

Julian Melchiori 

Enlarge Image 

Julian Melchiori 
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... Or nosedive and be deep-sixed before the Olympic break in early February.

With the Jets back on the ice today and playing host to the Minnesota Wild, it might be a perfect chance to take a peek back at what's in the rear-view mirror and what lies ahead.

Please read carefully, there may be a test...

THE BASICS

Record: 16-18-5, 37 pts.

Standing: 6th in the Central Division; 11th in Western Conference; 20th overall

THE SCHEDULE

Games remaining: 43

vs. Central Division: 12 (Colorado - 3; Dallas, Nashville, St. Louis - 2; Minnesota, Chicago - 1).

vs. Western Conference: 14

vs. Eastern Conference: 17

At home: 21

on the road: 22

Worth nothing: The Jets have four remaining back-to-back series. To date they have a record of 2-3 in the first half, but are winless in the second at 0-4-1.

TRENDING UP

Hardly a whisper now from all those who thought Mark Scheifele needed to be in the AHL, rather than with the big club, earlier this season. In fact, the decision to keep Scheifele in the NHL might be the wisest move management has made this year. In just under half a campaign his game has matured immensely. He's a reliable defensive player and is now flashing the offensive skills that made him a first-round draft pick. He has six points (3G 3A) in his last four games and has appeared on the scoresheet in 11 of his last 15 (5G 8A).

Does he need to get stronger on his skates and mature physically? Absolutely. But his growth through half a year has been substantial.

 TRENDING DOWN

Dustin Byfuglien was a difference maker for all the wrong reasons in the most recent loss to Edmonton and in the last 17 games has been a plus player for the Jets just three times. He's tied for second on the team in scoring with 27 points (6G 21A) in 39 games -- third among NHL defencemen -- but is also a team-worst minus-15. He seems to be most effective when working with Toby Enstrom, but recently has been paired with Adam Pardy.

FIVE BIGGEST QUESTIONS/CONCERNS

1. Do the Jets have the components to make a real sprint to the playoffs?

To close the gap between themselves and the teams at the playoff line such as Minnesota and Phoenix, Winnipeg will have to bang out some 7-3, 8-2 runs over 10-game stretches. But the Jets haven't won consecutive games since knocking off New Jersey and the Islanders -- on the road -- Nov. 25-27. The last time the Jets went on a juicy run was last Feb. 24-March 16 when they were 8-2-1 over an 11-game stretch. Since, the club is 25-28-6 overall.

Sportsclubstats.com, which has the Jets' playoff chances at a measly 0.7 per cent, predicts for them to have just a 52.3 per cent chance of qualifying for the post-season, they'll have to go 27-10-6 in the final 43 games. Hello.

2. It's the goal of any team in hockey, basketball or football: Be dominant at home and at least .500 on the road. The Jets' 8-8-4 record at MTS Centre is only 19th best in the NHL. Another number to munch on: In Year 1 of their rebirth the Jets were 10 games over .500 at home. But over the last season and a half they are 21-18-5. That's hardly dominant.

3. The Jets' record against their Central Division rivals: 3-11-3. No further explanation necessary.

4. Nothing gets teeth grinding more than an ineffective power play. But there was a stretch this season where describing the Jets work with the man advantage as "ineffective" would have been considered a compliment. Winnipeg has already surrendered five short-handed goals (only Edmonton, with eight, has more) but as of late the work on the PP has been solid. The Jets have gone 9-for-28 (32.1 per cent) with the man advantage in their last game games and, in the process, have moved from dead last in the NHL to 23rd. Question is, can the Jets move into the top half of the NHL? If they can, this team should start positively addressing our fifth concern...

5. The Jets have played 39 games this season, 22 of which have been one-goal games. Only Calgary, with 25, has played more contests decided by a goal. A more potent power play could be the difference between a dash to the post-season and meekly fading away.

UNDER THE MICROSCOPE

GM Kevin Cheveldayoff

Not a day goes by when at least one of the hockey reporters at this paper don't receive e-hate-mails or tweets that begin with something like, "Dear Moron... can't you see this team needs a new coach..."

Look, no one escapes blame when a team is two games under .500 and has lost to NHL bottom-feeders like Buffalo, Florida, Calgary and Edmonton, least of all coach Claude Noel. It is baffling, both to the diehards and undoubtedly to the coaching/management staff, how a club can show so much attention to detail defensively in a 2-1 loss to Vancouver last Sunday and then look completely lost in their own zone less than 24 hours later, getting pounded 6-2 by the Oilers on Dec. 23. That, in many ways, is the perfect way to describe this hockey team.

But it's ultimately Cheveldayoff who must make a decision on the most basic dilemma all GMs face with a struggling team: Does the squad need to get its players to play better, or does it need to get better players?

In the Jets' case, it's clearly both.

Chevy's Jets are hardly a deep team. In fact, the fourth line is almost an afterthought in terms of ice time and any kind of offensive production or defined role -- Anthony Peluso, James Wright, Eric Tangradi, Eric O'Dell and, occasionally, Chris Thorburn/Matt Halischuk, have combined for five goals and 13 assists in the first 39 games. Wright does contribute effectively on the penalty-kill and Thorburn is getting work on the third line with Olli Jokinen and Devin Setoguchi. But, while Jokinen-Setoguchi-Thorburn had some initial success as a trio -- teaming for four goals and eight points in their first two games together -- they have just one goal and eight assists in nine games since.

That leaves the GM with some decisions to mull over:

Option A: If he still has faith in Noel and his current collection, he'll upgrade the roster with a significant trade, not a swap for draft picks or a waiver-wire pickup that has a Band-Aid feel to it. The draft-and-develop blueprint doesn't have to be exclusively that.

Option B: If he doesn't have faith in his coach, he can relieve him now and see if a new voice can push this team closer to the playoff line.

Option C: Let this thing play out by not making a trade made under duress and make a decision on the coach after the season when the crop of possible candidates would be beefier.

Based on Cheveldayoff's track record, we'd guess it's Option C. But the frustration level with this crew was obvious in Edmonton after the loss. And a couple days around the Christmas tree doesn't make any of that go away.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca 

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Canucks second half must be equal to the first

Vancouver Canucks defenceman Kevin Bieksa (3) makes his way to the dressing room after getting hit in the face.

Photograph by: JONATHAN HAYWARD , THE CANADIAN PRESS

VANCOUVER - Just past the middle of the first period Monday, Kevin Bieksa hobbled off the ice after being struck in the face by the puck, and for 5½ minutes the Vancouver Canucks played without four injured defencemen.

On one shift, the Canucks used a defence duo of Frankie Corrado and Yannick Weber, and on another shift the Philadelphia Flyers made it 1-0.

Then Bieksa, his face battered but no longer bleeding, returned. And while we can't say everything was fine after that for the Canucks, who blew a late lead and lost 4-3 in a shootout, things are certainly better than if Bieksa had remained in the dressing room with top blueliner Alex Edler (knee), sixth man Ryan Stanton (ankle) and depth defenceman Andrew Alberts (head).

Despite a series of December injuries, including a broken jaw to front-line winger Alex Burrows and a strained groin suffered by starting goalie Roberto Luongo, the Canucks had a brilliant month, which gave them a good opening half of the National Hockey League season. Now, they need a second half that's equally strong.

A healthy defence would help. So would a power play, which was 0-for-4 against the Flyers and, except for one three-week surge, has had awful results all season. 

But, really, there is little for which to fault the Canucks through the first three months of the season, except for taking much of the fall to learn new coach John Tortorella's go-go-go system.

“I think we understand how we play and everybody is comfortable with that,” Tortorella said just before the game. “Some of the most important things when you get into the second half of the year and into playoffs – if we're fortunate enough to get there – is situational play. I talk about it a lot. Everybody asks me: What's situational play? There are a lot of things. It's so many things. 

“It's how you win games. Understanding how to get momentum back on your side, how to keep it on your side. Third periods – down by a goal, up by a goal. All those things have to become second nature and we've still got a lot of work to do in that area.”

Apparently so.

The Canucks' situational play in the final minute of regulation – to use a technical term favoured by Tortorella – sucked.

After getting a lucky, but not undeserved, go-ahead goal by Daniel Sedin at 17:12 of the third period, the Canucks couldn't defend their lead. Their coverage on a defensive-zone faceoff disintegrated, and Flyer Brayden Schenn tied it on a tap-in with 46.8 seconds remaining and Philadelphia goalie Steve Mason on the bench for an extra skater.

Flyer Vince Lecavalier scored the only goal of the shootout, as Philadelphia won despite being outshot 44-27. 

The one-point loss deprived the Canucks of the best December in franchise history. Vancouver ends the month 10-1-2, behind by a fraction only the 11-1-2 achieved in the final month of 2010. The best month ever for Vancouver was a 12-1 November in 2002.

So December, 2013, with injuries and travel and four back-to-backs was pretty remarkable.

It gives the Canucks an eight-point cushion in the Western Conference playoff race.

“We realized at the time, when we started winning, we had to get on a roll or we were going to be out of the playoffs,” Sedin said. “And a lot of points out of the playoffs. We climbed back in, and now we need to keep going.

“The feeling we have right now is a great feeling. We feel we're going to win every game. For sure, we've won games because of this mindset.”

But confidence and positive energy got them only one point on Monday, giving the 23-11-7 Canucks 53 through 41 games. Their second half starts Wednesday with a New Year's Day game against the Tampa Bay Lightning. Vancouver's six games after that are against Stanley Cup contenders: the Los Angeles Kings (twice), Anaheim Ducks (twice), Pittsburgh Penguins and St. Louis Blues.

We're going to know more about the Canucks two weeks from now, and they're going to know more about themselves.

Luongo, who had a lengthy practice session Monday morning, should be the first injured player back. Edler, out since Dec. 3, may be ready by the middle of the month.

What else do the Canucks need in the second half?

“More Decembers,” defenceman Dan Hamhuis, who played a staggering 32:30 on Monday, said. “We just have to build off what we're doing. Our penalty kill has been great, but we'd like better results for our power play. Our goaltending has been great. We just have to continue to play good defence and find small ways to get better.

“You get a new coaching staff with new systems and new ways to play, and a run like this really solidifies everyone's belief in our style of play and our identity.”

© Copyright (c) The Vancouver Sun
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Bob Froese

Bob Froese played for the Flyers from 1982-86. 

By Lisa Dillman 

December 23, 2013, 2:46 p.m.

Senior pastor Bob Froese was getting some work done on his laptop and a hockey game was on TV in the background in what he likes to call his “man cave.”

When the Los Angeles Kings and Colorado Avalanche went to a shootout on Saturday, Froese started paying closer attention to the riveting contest. He was interested to see how the goalies handled the one-on-one confrontation.

“It got to the shootout – which I think is just so exhilarating, [because] I didn’t have to do them,” Froese said. “All of a sudden, at the end of the game, they said this goaltender, [Martin] Jones, has tied the record for most wins" at the start of a career.

“It didn’t even dawn on me until I heard my name. It’s amazing. It caught me out of left field.”

Froese later came back to the “surreal” experience, saying: “I joked with my wife: ‘Is there another Bob Froese?’”

With eight wins in the first eight starts of his career, Kings rookie goaltender Martin Jones tied Froese’s modern-day record. Froese won his first eight starts with the Philadelphia Flyers in the 1982-83 season.

Jones said after the Kings’ 3-2 win in the shootout that he wasn’t aware of the record. He has the chance to break the mark Monday night at Staples Center against the Dallas Stars.

It turned out that Froese had the game on only because the youngest of his four sons, who is 21, happens to be a Kings fan. Froese was talking about the experience in a telephone interview from his office on Monday afternoon at the Faith Fellowship Church in Clarence, N.Y., which is about half an hour away from Buffalo.

Froese went 9-0-1 to start his NHL career and suffered his first loss, at Buffalo on Feb 23, 1983. He went 17-4-2 with a goals-against average of 2.52 his rookie season.

“You get in there and everything is new and exciting,” he said. “You’re not blinking because you don’t want to miss anything. When you get on the ice, you’re so focused.  I was thinking about this and just reflecting on it, that this young goaltender [Jones], it’s really a time where you just want to sit back and just savor.

“Because it really never happens again like this. Everything is so new. It would be nice if you could always go eight-game stretches without losing. We always thought that we could win the game no matter what. I remember the first game I lost, in Buffalo here.

"It was 4-2 with a few minutes left in the game and I still thought we could win. You just have that sense … that things are going so well, why bother thinking anything negative.”

Froese was later traded to the New York Rangers, retired from the NHL after the 1989-90 season and worked in player development for two teams. Since 1998, Froese has been a senior pastor at Faith Fellowship Church.

In numerous other interviews, Froese said the loss of Philadelphia Flyers goalie Pelle Lindbergh, who was killed following a car crash in 1985, made a profound impact on his life. He spoke of it again on Monday.

“That day, it sounds clichéd, but that one day I gave my life truly to Jesus Christ,” he said. “It changed my whole perspective and the way I lived and the way I thought. I’m very thankful to be doing what I’m doing now.

“I always thought hockey was the epitome of my life and everything would be on the downslide after that. But that was just preparatory work for what I’m doing now.”

http://www.latimes.com/sports/sportsnow/la-sp-sn-bob-froese-martin-jones-20131223,0,147184.story#ixzz2peoseC39
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Victoria Royals coach Dave Lowry: "We're real pleased with where we're at."  Photograph by: ADRIAN LAM, Times Colonist 

Tied for third in the Western Conference and fourth overall heading into Christmas break in the Western Hockey League, Victoria Royals head coach Dave Lowry and general manager Cam Hope should be a rather content lot heading to the holiday season.

At the unofficial midway mark to the season — despite having passed that point two games ago — the Royals sat two points behind the Portland Winterhawks in second in the conference, a distant 10 points behind Kelowna, which has played five fewer games than Victoria and proved to be the class of the field.

“We’re real pleased with where we’re at,” Lowry admitted as he prepared to celebrate Christmas with family after the team dispersed following Tuesday’s big 5-3 win in Edmonton. “I think we’ve got contributions from a lot of guys. Our young guys have been real good for us.”

Decimated by injury throughout the first half, the Royals have battled on. Having lost potential early-round NHL pick Joe Hicketts, Steven Hodges, captain Jordan Fransoo, Keegan Kanzig and Jack Walker for long stretches, the Royals are now without leading scorer Logan Nelson.

But youngsters have filled in more than admirably.

“We have been [dinged by injury] and the good thing for us is we’ve had a lot of guys elevate their games and step up and give us timely performances,” said Lowry.

Asked what he wants to see in the second half, he simply replied: “I want to see guys that are paying attention to themselves while they’ve been away and make sure that we understand that the second half is a lot tougher.”

>>> GET MORE VICTORIA ROYALS COVERAGE

He might also want to experience more wins at home. To date, the Royals are 11-8-0-1 for a .575 win percentage at Save-on-Foods Memorial Centre — where they will return to face Prince George in a weekend set Dec. 27-28 — and 12-5-0-1 (.694) on the road.

The Royals have scored 111 goals in 38 games, eighth lowest in the league. But the stingy team has allowed just 94, fourth best in the 22-team loop.

The goaltending of both Patrik Polivka and Coleman Vollrath has been out of this world, answering the call time and again. Vollrath, having played just 15 games, leads the league in both save percentage at .937 and goals-against average at 2.06.

Polivka (.918 save percentage and 2.55 GAA) is tied for first in shutouts with four.

“The goaltending has been outstanding,” admitted Lowry.

Defensively, Brett Cote and now Ryan Gagnon have played a ton with Hicketts, Fransoo and, at times, Kanzig out.

Kanzig leads the corps and the entire team in the telling plus-minus department at plus-17 (tied for 14th in the league), way up from his minus-10 last year before he was selected in the third round of the NHL draft by the Calgary Flames.

“Kanzig has been very good and keeping it very simple,” said Lowry.

The most pleasant surprise back on the blue-line might just be Chaz Reddekopp, who has played 29 games as a 16-year-old, eating up valuable minutes an has a goal and seven assists. He is also a solid plus-7.

“He got healthy and he’s playing in a lot of situations right now and he’s gaining a lot of experience.” Lowry said.

Up front, the same can be said of Tyler Soy, another 16-year-old who has nine goals and eight assists in 37 games played (14th in WHL rookie scoring).

Brandon Fushimi has proved he more than belongs and has opened the eyes of NHL scouts. The Colorado native has 11 goals and 17 points and is one of just a handful of Royals to play all 38 games, along with Cote, Gagnon, Logan Fisher and Ben Walker.

“Fush came into camp, got kicked in the rear and decided there was a certain way he was going to have to work and he’s been very good,” said Lowry.

Nelson has five game-winning goals (tied for fourth in the WHL), is 48th in scoring with 12 goals and 20 assists in 33 games. He’s three points up on teammate Brandon Magee and four ahead of Austin Carroll, who may be surprising some with his offensive potential.

Not the coach, though.

“We were expecting him to take it to the next level,” said Lowry.

mannicchiarico@timescolonist.com

© Copyright 2013
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Pats forward Morgan Klimchuk inks NHL deal

Pats forward Morgan Klimchuk takes a break during the Calgary Flames’ prospect camp earlier this year.

Photograph by: Colleen De Neve Colleen De Neve , Calgary Herald

Morgan Klimchuk has signed plenty of autographs since joining the Regina Pats.

But one signature stands out for the 18-year-old left winger.

On Tuesday - shortly before the Pats faced off against the Calgary Hitmen at the Scotiabank Saddledome - Klimchuk put pen to paper and signed a contract with his hometown NHL team.

Klimchuk signed a threeyear, entry-level deal with the Calgary Flames, who selected him in the first round (28th overall) of the 2013 NHL draft.

"I was pretty nervous,'' Klimchuk said from Calgary on Wednesday. "Everyone jokes about it and says, 'Did you practise your signature?' I didn't but, the first time I did it, I was pretty nervous. You've got to do it a couple of times.

"There's a lot of emotions going through your head as it happens, but I was pretty excited. It was good that my family was there to do it with me and kind of celebrate after.'' Klimchuk did not play in Tuesday's game - a 6-3 Hitmen victory - due to a hipflexor injury that has sidelined him for the Pats' past 10 WHL contests.

As soon as the Pats arrived at the Saddledome, Klimchuk headed to the Flames' office and completed the deal in the company of his parents (Kade and Michelle) and 10-year-old sister (Jayme).

The contract calls for $832,500 US for each year Klimchuk plays in the NHL, with a signing bonus of $92,500 in each of the three seasons. He will be paid $70,000 for any season he plays in the American Hockey League.

"You've got to make the team to get that money,'' Klimchuk said of the $832,500 figure. "That's not really my incentive to play in the NHL, but I think that kind of money would really motivate anyone. I want to make the NHL to say that I did it and to play there and play with and against the best players in the world.

"That is definitely some incentive - to play out your contract and actually earn that money. You can't really think about it too much, because you don't want to get ahead of yourself. You want to stay level-headed and humble and that's what I'm going to try to do. I'm going to keep working hard and try to take my game to the next level and not stay satisfied.''

Calgary draf ted the 5-foot-11, 185-pounder after he produced 36 goals and 40 assists in 72 games as a WHL sophomore. He has 12 goals and 17 assists in 26 games with the Pats this season.

Klimchuk was able to suit up for the Pats' regularseason opener after an abdominal injury forced him to miss the Flames' training camp. Now he is dealing with another injury. Does the contract compensate for the repeated setbacks he has encountered of late? "I wouldn't say it makes up for it,'' Klimchuk replied. "It has definitely been a frustrating year, to miss my first pro camp and now miss (10) games in the regular season because of another injury.

"It's really the first time I've had to deal with this kind of thing. I've been telling people that I'd rather be dealing with it now in the first half of the season and earlier on in my career and kind of learn these struggles and learn how to beat the adversity that is thrown at me than have to deal with it when playoffs or something like that roll around.''

Klimchuk is hoping to return from the hip flexor Dec. 27 against the host Brandon Wheat Kings - the Pats' first game after the Christmas break. That said, he does not plan to rush himself back into the lineup and thereby run the risk of compounding the problem.

"When I'm in 100-percent physical shape and my conditioning is back up to par and I'm in game shape, I'll come back in,'' he said. "That is looking to be within the range of right after Christmas to very, very early in the new year.'' In the meantime, Klimchuk plans to enjoy time with his family over the holiday season, along with his new-found revenue.

"I got a pretty good Christmas present from the Calgary Flames, but I think everybody's going to be breathing down my neck for me to step up my Christmaspresent game this year,'' he said.

What will he buy himself for Christmas? "I've been asked that a couple of times now,'' Klimchuk said, laughing. "The answer I've been giving is a laptop. I haven't had one for a couple of years now. I asked for one for Christmas so, if Santa doesn't bring me one, maybe I can get one.'' rvanstone@leaderpost.com
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Providence goalie Gillies ready for WJC exposure
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Providence College goalie Jon Gillies is a huge fan of Johnny Manziel.

Not so much because the Texas A&M quarterback seems to dominate the college football headlines on a regular basis, but because he marches to the beat of his own drum.

"He's a one-man show; things that go on in his life off the field don't affect him on the field and I respect that," Gillies said. "He just exudes confidence. From what I've read he seems to be an amazing guy."

The 6-foot-5, 215-pound Gillies also is a pretty amazing guy. Not to mention a one-man show on occasion for the Friars. He's big, confident, energetic and passionate about getting better. Those traits have transformed him into one of college hockey's most respected goalies in a short period of time.

 The 961 saves Jon Gillies made in 2012-13 rank fifth-most on the all-time Providence single-season list. (Photo: Providence College)

"I guess there's nothing that surprises me about him, having been around him for a year and half now," Providence coach Nate Leaman told NHL.com. "He's big, athletic and very studious. He's learning every day what it takes to compete at this level, and the harder he works the more he competes. He has the potential to be an exceptional goalie on any level."

The sophomore, majoring in management, was selected by the Calgary Flames in the third round (No. 75) of the 2012 NHL Draft.

As a freshman last season he was named Hockey East Rookie of the Year and was the school's first All-American since 2004. He had a 17-11-6 record, a Providence single-season record five shutouts, a 2.08 goals-against average and .931 save percentage. The 961 saves he made in 2012-13 rank fifth-most on the all-time Providence single-season list.

"We had 13 freshmen on the team and 10 that were in the lineup last year," Gillies said. "We blew some late leads and had some bad moments, but this year we've been rock-solid and have been closing out games very well. We've been showing maturity and playing well in pressure situations."

The fact Gillies gives his team a legitimate chance to win every game it plays might be the biggest reason Providence possesses that extra confidence against any opponent. Before departing for the United States National Junior Team selection camp last week, Gillies was 10-1-3 with three shutouts, a 1.88 GAA and .941 save percentage in 16 games (15 starts).

"He was part of that young group last year and it probably put more pressure on Jon at times … it would put pressure on any goaltender because you know half your lineup consists of first-year players," Leaman said. "But entering the second half of the season I thought he really got better and we were playing better hockey. But all of our freshmen had to go through that transition stage."

Gillies joined the Friars following two productive seasons with the Indiana Ice of the United State Hockey League. He holds Indiana records for most career wins (46), games played (78), shutouts (six) and highest save percentage in a season (.915 in 2011-12). He also scored a goal.

ON CAMPUS

Barber building off freshman heroics

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

After becoming the first player in the storied history of the men's ice hockey program at Miami University to earn league rookie of the year honors, forward Riley Barber knew nothing would come easy as a sophomore. READ MORE › Simpson sheds shadow at North Dakota

Gostisbehere's season suggests bright future

New era begins at Boston University under Quinn

MORE ON CAMPUS STORIES ›

The next big accomplishment likely will come when he is named the starting goalie for the U.S. at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, which runs Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, 2014, in Malmo, Sweden. It's a role he will relish.

"We want to win gold and represent our country the best way we can," Gillies said. "We expect to go out and play hard every night, play as hard as we can with everything we have."

Gillies said he learned plenty as the backup during the Americans' gold medal-winning run at the 2013 WJC in Ufa, Russia.

"It was phenomenal watching [starter John Gibson] play; he was by far the best goalie of that age group last year and he showed why," Gillies said.

Gibson was named the best goalie of the tournament after going 5-2 with a 1.36 GAA and .955 save percentage. Gillies played one period in the tournament, stopping all seven shots he faced in the third period of an 8-0 victory against Germany in the tournament opener.

"It starts with the way he conducts himself off the ice," Gillies said of Gibson. "He's always at an even keel, never gets too high or too low. There's no panic in his demeanor at all. On the ice he's an extremely hard worker, battles every shot and doesn't care if it looks pretty or not.

"Those are the things I started to bring into my game."

Gillies recalled how he lost the desperation in his game in the early stages of his freshman season at Providence before spending more than a month watching Gibson work his magic at the WJC. Gillies said it changed the way he thought between the pipes.

"Seeing a superstar like [Gibson] do it night-in and night-out, where pure athleticism took over, was a nice thing for me to see and it helped me to understand what I needed to do," he said.

Now Gillies wants to be the man to take the United States to a second straight WJC gold.

"Everyone saw how important goaltending is in a big spot in this tournament last year," Gillies said. "Even when Jack Campbell came in during the 2010 World Juniors [in Saskatchewan] to help us win gold it was the same thing. The difference between winning and losing in this tournament is having a goalie who can make that one extra save when you most need it; that's what [Gibson] did last year and that's what I want to do now."

Leaman believes Gillies provides that for U.S. coach Don Lucia.

"I know what he can do on a grand stage like that and I'm excited for him," Leaman said. "We know he's going to play terrific and represent our program and the United States very well. I think it's a great chance for him to improve. Before he left [for camp] I told him this was a great opportunity for him to improve as a player, get better in a short tournament where there's a lot of high-pressure hockey. He'll be up against the best players of his age group in the world so I'm excited for him to improve."

---
Sharp vs. Kane: Who is the Blackhawks' First Half MVP?  

Keith, Toews also make strong cases as Hawks hit the halfway mark of their season

By James Neveau 

|  Monday, Dec 30, 2013  |  Updated 3:02 PM CST

View Comments (7) 

| 

Email

| 

Print

Who is the Blackhawks' First Half MVP? 

Getty Images

Patrick Kane #88 of the Chicago Blackhawks celebrates after scoring a goal in the first period against Tuukka Rask #40 of the Boston Bruins in Game Five of the 2013 NHL Stanley Cup Final at United Center on June 22, 2013 in Chicago, Illinois. The Chicago Blackhawks defeated the Boston Bruins 3-1. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

The Chicago Blackhawks came into the NHL season burdened with the expectations normally associated with a team that is coming off of a Stanley Cup championship run, but somehow they have borne those challenges and are still at the top of their game.

Now, with the season officially halfway over, it’s time to ask a simple question: who is the first half MVP for the Blackhawks?

Here are our five nominees:

Patrick Kane: 

This list is alphabetical, but it still feels appropriate to have the Blackhawks’ leading scorer in the first nominee’s spot. Kane leads the team in goals with 23, and is also second on the team in assists with 30, just behind Duncan Keith in that category.

Perhaps more impressive about Kane’s overall numbers is the way that he has consistently excelled for the Hawks despite having a rotating cast of linemates around him. Kane creates space and opportunities thanks to his defensive ability, his instincts, and his speed, and no matter who is on the ice with him, he makes everyone around him better. That is the hallmark of an MVP, and Kane displays it regularly.

Duncan Keith: 

The Blackhawks’ defenseman is frequently being mentioned as a guy to watch in the Norris Trophy race, but it’s Keith’s offensive numbers that are really popping off the page this season.

In 41 games, Keith is averaging nearly a point per game, scoring three goals and adding 35 assists on the campaign. 15 of those points have come on the power play, and it’s Keith’s willingness to move the puck around and get it to the front of the net that has really put the team’s man-advantage unit on the right track.

Brandon Saad: 

Last year, Saad burst onto the scene in a big way for the Blackhawks, and he really proved during his rookie season that he belonged with the big boys.

This season has seen Saad avoid the dreaded sophomore slump, and he has even exceeded his great play from a year ago. He has 13 goals and 16 assists so far this year, and has seemed comfortable in virtually every spot that Joel Quenneville has put him. He has played on the top three lines for the Blackhawks, and he has also seen times on both the power play and the penalty killing unit as well.

His numbers may not be the gaudiest, but there is a good reason that Saad is considered a darkhorse contender for a spot on Team USA. That versatility and the way he has bought into the back-checking philosophy espoused by Quenneville have made him an attractive target, and he has the potential to become one of the Blackhawks’ top forwards in upcoming seasons.

Patrick Sharp: 

Before the season, there were plenty of people who thought that Sharp could end up being a darkhorse candidate to make Canada’s Olympic roster, but after the way he’s been playing, it seems more likely than not that he’ll be heading to Sochi.

In the month of December alone, Sharp has scored 12 goals as the Blackhawks’ offense has continued to thrive, and overall for the year he has 22 goals and has chipped in 19 assists. He also leads the Blackhawks in shots on goal with 158.

Perhaps more important than Sharp’s raw numbers is what he brings to the team. The offense as a whole has been thriving lately, scoring at least five goals or more in 16 of their last 32 games, but it all starts with that top line, and Sharp has been driving the bus for them. He can make stellar defensive plays, has a great nose for when to break out on the rush, and has displayed some ridiculously quick hands this year.

Jonathan Toews: 

Of course, no conversation would be complete without mentioning Toews, who is quietly having one of the best seasons of his career. He is one point shy of being a point-per-game guy for the Hawks, and his all-around play has been better than ever.

People love to discuss the defensive discipline that players like Kane and Saad have shown this season, but a big part of the reason that players are buying into that emphasis on two-way play is because of the example that Toews sets. He’s always willing to go into the corners and battle for the puck, and he is one of the league’s best players when it comes to coming up from behind players and stripping them of the puck as they head through the neutral zone.

Add to that his fantastic ability to win face-offs, and Toews unquestionably is the Hawks’ best player when it comes to checking all the boxes on the “intangibles” list.

And the Winner Is…..

Now, most people would say that Kane has been the MVP of the Blackhawks so far this season, and they have a very strong case. However, if you look for the guy who has had the most to do with the team’s run of success in the first 41 games of the slate, then the more appropriate answer would be Sharp.

As we stated earlier, he has been an integral part of the team’s first line, and he’s probably been the guy who has driven the offense forward the most. On a team full of stars, Sharp’s is shining the brightest right now, and so we give him the narrow edge over Kane.

What do you think Blackhawks fans? Did we get it right, or should Kane be the winner of this debate?

Source: http://www.nbcchicago.com/blogs/madhouse-enforcer/Sharp-vs-Kane-Who-is-the-Blackhawks-First-Half-MVP--238011481.html#ixzz2pepLmnK1
Lack to make home debut for Canucks

Monday, 12.09.2013 / 5:24 PM

By Kevin Woodley - NHL.com Correspondent / 2013-14 At the Rink blog
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VANCOUVER -- Vancouver Canucks goaltender Roberto Luongo was named the NHL's Third Star for the period ending Dec. 8, but he won't face the First Star for the same time period, the Carolina Hurricanes' Jeff Skinner, on Monday when the Canucks host the Hurricanes.

Instead, Canucks backup goalie Eddie Lack will play against the Hurricanes and Skinner, who had five goals and an assist in three games last week. It will be Lack’s first home game after watching Luongo come within seven seconds of a shutout in a 3-1 win against the Colorado Avalanche on Sunday.

Lack is 3-2-0 with a .911 save percentage in his first full NHL season, including 29 saves in a 3-2 win in Carolina eight days earlier. The 25-year-old Swede has started the back half of five of the first six sets of back-to-back games for the Canucks, but always on the road.

"It's something I've been looking forward to for a while," Lack said of playing at home. "You nap in the hotel on the road, you nap in your own bed here, that's pretty much the only difference. It's still the same ice."

Carolina didn't skate Monday morning. Coach Kirk Muller wouldn't reveal his starting goalie but there was speculation it would be backup Justin Peters. That would leave Cam Ward, who is coming off a 5-3 home win against the San Jose Sharks on Friday, to play the second half of back-to-back games Tuesday against the Edmonton Oilers. Ward grew up near Edmonton.

Muller may not have been tipping his hand on his goalies or his line combinations. Zach Boychuk was sent down to the American Hockey League after the win against San Jose, but there was no indication as to which injured forward might replace him. Alexander Semin, who has missed 10 games with a concussion, is with the team for the four-game road trip and skated at practice in Vancouver on Sunday.

The only thing that was clear Monday is Muller won't mess around with his top line of Skinner, Eric Staal and Tuomo Ruutu.

Led by Skinner, the trio has combined for six goals and eight points during a three-game win streak since the loss to Vancouver.

"Our leaders have been stepping up," Muller said. "Eric Staal and Skinner, and we put that line together with Ruutu."

Skinner has led the way after a slow start coming off an upper-body injury that forced him to miss 11 games. He had one assist in his first four games back, but six goals and an assist in the next five.

"He is a natural goal scorer and it was unfortunate when he got hurt because he was off to a great start," Muller said. "But he's getting to the rough areas of the rink where goal scorers have to go, and once he gets into those areas and it's in his stick he can score."

Here are the expected lines for the Hurricanes and Canucks:

HURRICANES

Jeff Skinner – Eric Staal – Tuomo Ruutu

Nathan Gerbe – Jordan Staal – Elias Lindholm

Jiri Tlusty – Manny Malhotra – Radek Dvorak

Patrick Dwyer - Riley Nash – Kevin Westgarth

Andrej Sekera - Justin Faulk

Ron Hainsey - Ryan Murphy

Jay Harrison - Tim Gleason

Justin Peters

Cam Ward

Scratched: Drayson Bowman

Injured: Mike Komisarek (lower body), Alexander Semin (concussion), Brett Bellemore (concussion), Anton Khudobin (lower body)

CANUCKS

Daniel Sedin - Henrik Sedin - Jannik Hansen

Chris Higgins - Ryan Kesler - Mike Santorelli

Dale Weise - Brad Richardson - David Booth

Tom Sestito - Zac Dalpe - Zack Kassian

Dan Hamhuis - Christopher Tanev  
Ryan Stanton - Kevin Bieksa

Andrew Alberts - Jason Garrison

Eddie Lack

Roberto Luongo

Scratched: Jeremy Welsh

Injured: Alexander Edler (knee), Alexandre Burrows (broken jaw), Jordan Schroeder (foot)
Flames excited by maturity they see in Klimchuk

Tuesday, 12.24.2013 / 10:15 AM / In the Pipeline

By Aaron Vickers - NHL.com Correspondent

11 

10 

21 

Email 

Comment

Print

CALGARY -- By his own admission, it's been a whirlwind ride for Calgary Flames prospect Morgan Klimchuk.

Signing his three-year, entry-level contract on Dec. 17, it took the Regina Pats standout just a little under six months to go from a potential first-round pick to inking his first professional pact.

It's just been one "dream come true" after another for Klimchuk.

"To actually sign my first pro deal is something that's obviously every kid's dream growing up," he said. "To actually get it done, it feels great.

"For them to put that faith in me and actually sign me to a deal is something that's a huge honor. That's all I can really say. It's a goal to get drafted and to go to my hometown is something that's very special and to be officially joining the organization now by signing a contract, I'm over the moon right now. I'm very excited.

"I'm just very thankful for the opportunity."

The Flames wasted little time making the Calgary, Alberta, product their second signing from the 2013 draft class after No. 6 pick Sean Monahan, who is currently plying his trade in the NHL.

It's for good reason too, according to Craig Conroy.

"He's a young man and he's got a lot of things to improve on, but I think at this point we love that even in our interviews leading up into the draft, how serious he was and how he wants to be a player," said Conroy, the special assistant to the general manager. "He's going to have to put a lot of work in, but we feel at some point with all that work and the way he wants to be a player, that one day he's going to be in the NHL."

Klimchuk's arrival could come sooner than later.

The 18-year-old has been impressive for the Pats this season, scoring 12 goals with 29 points in 26 games.

But as much as his offensive contributions have meant to the Western Hockey League club, it's what Klimchuk has brought Malcolm Cameron's team in other areas that's been most impressive.

"He's just a mature kid," said Cameron, who serves as Regina's head coach. "I think a lot of it is his preparation, what he puts in each and every game, each and every practice. Seeing that, you have to be reminded he's only 18 years of age. He's 18 going on 25 in terms of his maturity. He makes the players around him better and makes his guys better people."

That maturity is what made Klimchuk a must-sign for the Flames.

"As much as we liked what we saw on the ice, it was his personality away from the rink," Conroy said. "Being a Calgary guy, we know that he trains hard and does all those little things and will do whatever it takes to reach the next level. His attitude has been unbelievable for us. That was a big reason why we drafted him, and now moving forward as he gets bigger and stronger, his game is going to mature and eventually hopefully we'll get him in Calgary one day."

Conroy and the Flames have had plenty of opportunities to observe the personality Klimchuk has displayed in trying situations.

Just days before the draft, the 6-foot, 180-pound winger was left off Canada's National Junior Team summer development camp roster despite being a top-10 scorer at the World Under-18 Championship three months prior.

No bother. Two days after the snub, Klimchuk's silver lining came in the form of hearing his name called at pick No. 28 by the Flames.

But when his first opportunity to skate with his future teammates at Calgary's training camp came in September, Klimchuk was relegated to the sidelines with an abdominal wall strain previously sustained while with the Pats.

"He's going to have to put a lot of work in, but we feel at some point with all that work and the way he wants to be a player, that one day he's going to be in the NHL." 

-- Flames special assistant Craig Conroy

Again, Klimchuk carved out a silver lining, silently observing from the sidelines and learning the difference between what it takes to go from a Western Hockey League standout to an NHL regular.

He took those lessons to heart, and with an eye on representing Canada at the World Junior Championship, Klimchuk applied what he's learned in Regina.

But a hip flexor injury suffered against Russia in his second Subway Super Series game in late November halted any designs on representing Canada on the international stage.

Though he hasn't played since, Klimchuk remains upbeat.

"I was happy with how I played there in both those games and how the first half of my season went," said Klimchuk, who will return when the WHL schedule resumes after Christmas. "It's over and done with. Now I have to focus on my team and how I'm playing. That's something that I'm looking forward to doing and getting back in the lineup."

Another sign of his maturity, Conroy pointed out.

"And that's his personality," he said. "That's what we saw when we talked to him. He's going to overcome things, and he's going to do that with effort and hard work. He's willing to put the time in and he's not going to let things hold him back.

"That's what we like."

And it's what could have him representing his hometown team sooner rather than later.
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Kelowna Rockets WHL News 

Rockets' Merkley turns heads at U17 championship 

 1

  posted Jan 2, 2014 at 10:00 AM

During the first half of the Western Hockey League season, Kelowna Rockets fans have become used to seeing special plays out of 16-year-old forward Nick Merkley.

The Rockets first round bantam draft pick in 2012 sits seventh in Rockets team scoring with 28 points in 33 games to start the season.

His vision, competitiveness and drive have been on display since the Calgary native made his debut in last year's playoffs as a 15-year-old.

So it comes as no surprise that the 5-foot-10, 175-pound Merkley is showing the same flash as a member of Team Pacific this week at the 2014 World Under-17 Challenge in Cape Breton, New Brunswick.

International Scouting Services has selected three players from each of the six teams competing in the tournament as future players to watch and Merkley wasn't left out of the rankings.

He has been one of Team Pacific's top three players according to the ISS, which had this to say about the dynamic forward: "productive two-way forward…creates scoring opportunities… excellent work ethic…great edge use…anticipates the play…plays in all situations."

In the first three games of the tournament, Merkley scored a goal and two assists for Team Pacific.

Fellow Kelowna Rockets rookie Joe Gatenby is also on Team Pacific, while Rockets assistant coach Dan Lambert is the head coach of Team West.

The World Under-17 Challenge continues though Saturday, Jan. 4 when the medal games will be played.

Olsen signs…

Rockets' forward Ryan Olsen has signed a three-year, two-way, entry level contract with the NHL's Winnipeg Jets.

In 35 games with the Rockets this season, the right-handed centre has recorded 35 points (17g, 17g) and 36 penalty minutes.

Olsen, 19, a Delta product, has played in 239 career WHL games, between Saskatoon and Kelowna, for 136 career points (71g, 66a) and 228 career penalty minutes.

The 6-foot-2, 194 pound forward was drafted by the Jets in the sixth round, 160th overall, in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

Rocket Shots…

The Rockets continue a busy January with a home-and-home set this weekend against the Vancouver Giants. The teams will meet Friday at Pacific Coliseum, before hooking up for a rematch Saturday at Prospera Place at 7:05 p.m.…Prior to Thursday night's game in Portland, the Rockets had won 15 consecutive games overall and 15 in a rows on the road.
.

World junior championship 3 Stars: Russia’s Slepyshev, Finland’s Ikonen turn the tide with playmaking
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Anton Slepyshev (right) celebrates Nikita Zadorov's game-winning goal (Associated Press)

No. 1 star: Anton Slepyshev, Team Russia

Slepyshev (3A, +2), the Russian captain whom the Edmonton Oilers took late in the third round of last summer's NHL draft, was on the ice for all of his side's goals during their 5-3 quarter-final win over Team USA that guaranteed a new world junior championship.

The 19-year-old, who won a bronze in his hometown of Ufa at the 2013 world junior, played a great game of catch with London Knights star Nikita Zadorov for the tying and game-winning goals in the second period. While the U.S. self-destructed by taking three consecutive penalties, Slepyshev twice teed up Zadorov (2G, +1) for booming point shots that dented twine.

The 19-year-old Slepyshev also drew a helper when Mikhail Grigorenko (1G, +1) scored in the first period. Their linemate Pavel Buchnevich (2G, +1) scored twice to make it a six-point afternoon for the big line.

Russia will have rematch vs. Sweden in the semifinal on Saturday.

No. 2 star: Juuso Ikonen, Team Finland 

"Juuse from JYP Jyväskylä" scored once and assisted on the game-winner during the decisive Finnish surge that bridged the late stage of the second and first half of the third during a 5-3 quarter-final win over the Czech Republic.

The Czechs were sitting prettier than Chief Wiggum with a bellyful of engine-block eggs, up 3-1 with just two minutes left in the second period. Off a neutral zone faceoff, Ikonen (1G-1A, +1) poked the puck by the Czech defenceman Libor Sulak, who was a little too 'cazh' at keeping the puck in front of him. Rasmus Kulmala (2A, +1) tore off on a break and Ikonen was there to collect the loose change by backhanding a puck by Marek Langhamer to halve the deficit.

Re-energized, Finland carried the third period. Henri Ikonen, the Tampa Bay Lightning prospect whom Kingston Frontenacs coach Todd Gill affectionately calls Hank, tipped in the tying goal. A few minutes later, Juuse Ikonen buzzed around the net and zipped a goalmouth pass to Saku Kinnunen for the game-winner.

No. 3 star: Griffin Reinhart, Team Canada

Canada didn't have much offence from defencemen during the round-robin. The clamps came off during a 4-1 win over Swizterland, with Reinhart (1G-1A, +2) scoring the icebreaker and assisting on Edmonton Oil Kings teammate Curtis Lazar's third-period clincher.

Reinhart, playing his second game of the tourney after sitting out the last three games of a suspension assessed for a high-sticking penalty during Canada's 2013 semifinal loss, crashed the net to bang in the first period's only goal. The New York Islanders first-rounder had a strong defensive game throughout the contest. In the third, he was stopped on a breakaway, but Canada stuck with the play and Lazar jammed the puck into the net when it appeared Swiss goalie Melvin Nyffeler had covered it.

Honourable mention: Joachim Svendsen, Team Norway

Norway is halfway to earning a berth in the 2015 Montreal/Toronto world junior tournament after beating undisciplined Germany 3-0 in Game 1 of the best-of-3 'survivor series' in the relegation round. Svendsen made 29 saves to get the shutout and Norway's best player award.

Svendsen made eight saves in the first period to keep the contest scoreless after a period. He came up with three stops alone on German star Leon Draisaitl in the second, when Norway struck for goals 73 seconds apart to forge out to a 2-0 advantage. That might have caused Germany to lose its cool, since Draisaitl took a major penalty for high sticking later in the frame.

Honourable mention: Filip Forsberg, Team Sweden

The Nashville Predators youngerdemonstrated why he wears the captain for Sweden with a commanding three-point effort during a never-in-doubt 6-0 win over Slovakia. The underdog hung in for about a dozen minutes, but then two Slovak defenders took each other out of a play and created a lane for undrafted 18-year-old Lucas Wallmark (2G) to skate in and roof his first world junior goal.

Forsberg (2G-2A) got an assist on a power-play tally late in the frame to open a 2-0 lead. In the second, it took all of 70 seconds before the third-time world junior competitor buried a goal of his own. Forsberg drew his second apple of the day on Wallmark's second goal of night later in the frame. The 19-year-old scored a top-shelf snipe during a 4-on-4 in the third, which was just for show.

Dishonourable mention: Leon Draisaitl, Team Germany

The German captain was tossed for the second time in the tourney after getting a high-sticking major/game misconduct in the second period. Norway scored its third goal on the ensuing power play and Germany was unable to mount a comeback.

Anyone else wonder if Draisaitl was named captain in hope it would help him focus? Apparently it didn't. The 18-year-old Prince Albert Raiders star will automatically be suspended for game 2 of the relegation round series. Norway's chance of retaining top division status for 2015 just got that much better, although Germany beat the Czech Republic on Dec. 30 when Draisaitl was serving his first one-game suspension.

Neate Sager is a writer for Yahoo! Canada Sports. Follow him on Twitter @neatebuzzthenet. Please address any questions, comments or concerns to btnblog@yahoo.ca.
Robin Lehner staying low key

Senators netminder downplays chance to join Sweden at Sochi Olympics

By Allen Panzeri, OTTAWA CITIZEN December 30, 2013  
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Robin Lehner staying low key

Ottawa Senators goalie Robin Lehner, of Sweden, stops a shot during the second period of their NHL hockey game against the Anaheim Ducks, Sunday, Oct. 13, 2013, in Anaheim, California

Photograph by: Mark J. Terrill , AP

Though he was one of the four goalies Sweden invited to its orientation camp last summer, Robin Lehner doesn’t expect to get a call when the Olympic team is selected.

While many believe he will be one of Sweden’s three goalies, Lehner figures the invites will go to New York Ranger star Henrik Lundqvist, 31, who led Sweden to gold in 2006 in Turin, Buffalo Sabres backup Jhonas Enroth, 25, who led Sweden to gold in last spring’s world championships and probably Detroit Red Wings goalie Jonas Gustavsson, 29, who has posted fine numbers this season (11-3-2, 2.39, .914).

Anaheim goalie Viktor Fasth, 31, was invited to Sweden’s camp, but he has had an injury-plagued first half. He missed 14 games from Oct. 18 to Nov. 12 with a lower-body injury, and has missed the last 15 with another lower-body injury.

Lehner, 22, hasn’t played for Sweden since the 2011 world juniors in Buffalo and thus thinks the national team coaches are more familiar with the other goalies. On their scouting trip to North America, the Swedish coaches attended one of Lehner’s games with the Senators.

They also watched Mika Zibanejad closely, but he said he’s not even on Sweden’s radar this time around.

Sweden has a deep roster, said Lehner.

“There are a lot of good goalies,” he said. “I don’t think my chances are too good. We’ll see. I haven’t played that much back home in Sweden and don’t know if the coaching staff knows me a lot.

“I think they know more about the other goalies, Gustavsson, Fasth and Enroth.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not.”

Lehner’s theory is that, with Lundqvist having a difficult season in New York, the Swedish national team will want to make sure it has experienced backups.

While Enroth has a world championship gold medal, Gustavsson has played in two world championships and played a game in the 2010 Vancouver Olympics, beating Belarus 4-2.

“Lundqvist, when he’s playing, he’s one of the best in the world — probably the best in the world when he’s going,” said Lehner. “He’s going through a little rough patch right now and they might want some more experienced guys if something doesn’t pan out with him. I think he’s the best goalie in the world.

“He has the first dip of his career, but usually he’s the most consistent goalie in the world.

“It’s been a little (bit of a) tough season for him so far, and I don’t know if the national team will take that into account.

“Enroth kind of locked up his spot by winning the worlds, but that other spot is going to be crucial.”

A number of other Senators will be waiting for calls from their national teams.

Erik Karlsson is a lock for Sweden, as is Milan Michalek for the Czech Republic.

Bobby Ryan should be on Team USA, but it appears goalie Craig Anderson is out of the running, though he was invited to the team’s orientation camp in August.

Meanwhile, Marc Methot, while invited to Canada’s orientation camp, probably lost his chance due to Ottawa’s sub-par first half.

Twitter.com/allenpanzeri2
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Noel won't say if Montoya is his goalie against Buffalo  15 
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Al Montoya 

Al Montoya deflects away a shot on net in the second period against the Colorado Avalanche on Sunday night in Denver. Head coach Claude Noel won't say whether Montoya will be in net Tuesday when the Jets host the Buffalo Sabres. (Ron Chenoy/USA TODAY Sports)
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Claude Noel isn’t ready to publicly anoint Al Montoya his starting goaltender for tomorrow’s New Year’s Eve game against Buffalo.

The Winnipeg Jets’ head coach remained coy about his plans between the pipes after a Monday practice that saw several players take a rest day.

Montoya is coming off back-to-back wins, including Sunday’s 2-1 overtime victory in Colorado, while Pavelec might be in the worst slump of his career.

“We’ll wait and see how it goes,” Noel said. “You kind of go with what’s going. We’ll go game-by-game. Al played a pretty good game (Sunday). It doesn’t move anything from Pavelec. Pavelec’s still our No. 1 goalie, and we’ll take it from there.

“This is a little bump for him. A little adversity. It’s healthy. He’s learning to deal with it. That’s how it goes in your career. He’s probably never had so much focus on it. That’s the other thing he’d be dealing with.”

Pavelec didn’t have much to say about the prospect of losing the net for a second straight start, something that hasn’t happened since early November.

“Try to battle through it and get ready for when I’m going to play,” he said. “I don’t think it’s a big story. It’s happened now, happened to me, and I have to go through it and battle.”

The Jets have played much better in front of Montoya than Pavelec recently, but neither one got a glove on that issue Monday.

“Every game’s different. I don’t look at it that way,” Pavelec said. “I focus on myself, how I’m going to get ready to be back on the ice when I get a chance.”

Montoya answered that question with the mantra of any backup goalie.

“When you’re in the net, play well, give your team a chance,” he said. “And when you’re not, support the rest of the team.”

Montoya is 7-2-1 with a 2.02 goals against average this season.

Pavelec is 11-16-4 with a 3.03 GAA.

The Jets closed out the first half of the season at 18-18-5, good for 41 points and sixth place in the Central Division.

Buffalo remains the NHL’s last-place team with 26 points, despite a 5-3-2 record in its last 10 games.
I like Pavelec but whats the big deal? Its not like Pav's numbers in his career have ever been outstanding. The impression is that he should be better than what he has showed...but what if he isn't? Montoya was drafted in the first round 6th overall and has only played in 75 games. He has not had the chance that Pav's had because he has had a tendency in the past to get injured. But he was a more highly valued prospect than Pavs. So why (potentially) could he not be a better goalie than Pavelec? Why would that be a huge surprise? I say we ride Montoya until he falters then you can go back to Pavelec.
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YouGuysAreStupid > BuffaloBill1  
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the ONLY reason Montoya didn't have a stellar career to this point is because he was drafted to play behind King Henrik. Had Al been drafted by a team that actually needed a #1 goalie, he would be a #1. But that shattered his confidence, then playing for NYI didn't help as that team was one of the worst defensively and ran by morons. 

If Claude gives him the chance, I guarantee AL will be our #1 making 4 mil a season and Pavelic will be bought out.
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I'm not really sure that's true as he was drafted (2004) before Henrik was playing (2005) but regardless I think we agree the point it whether injury or other he has not had a lot of opportunity.
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Henrik was drafted in 2000, Monty in 2004 ... but Monty went to the minors and Henrik was brought in that same year and basically never let go of the net. 05/06 Henrik played 53 games for the rags, Monty played for Hartford and the rest is history. 

That does allot to a goalies confidence especially after being drafted 6th overall and told you were the franchise goalie of the future, then to never get the chance ...
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I have said it before and I will again we need wins so play the guy that has the hot hand.
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DobbieHillhouse > Splash  
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Agreed, Montoya has earned the start, the only slight flaw I seen on his part was after making a save he stayed down to long making snow angels flat on his back while the puck was already towards the side boards, both Montoya and his teammates need to shout out if the puck is loose, Montoya was laying flat to long assuming the puck was under him, this could have been an easy goal against the Jets if the AV's picked it up off the boards first, otherwise he's doing a great job.
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I like pavs ....... he has made some brilliant saves of the highlight reel quality. It just doesnt seem like he has ANY consistancy at all (at least he hasn't passed out on ice since coming to canada.)

the problem here is noel ......... when your starting goalie has only 4 more wins than your backup despite playing in 3x as many games, halfway through the season , it shouldn't even be a decision.
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Montoya is 7-2-1 and 2.03 gaa, Pavelec is in a slump and you need wins in bunches.

Seems to be a no brainer on who should start.

8 △   ▽   

•

Share › 

Avatar

YouGuysAreStupid  
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You wanna keep your job Claude ... START MONTY. 

Let Pavelic EARN that spot back, it was his to lose, HE HAS CLEARLY LOST IT THIS YEAR CONSIDERING THE HUGE DIFFERENCE IN NUMBERS WITH HIM AND AL ...
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If this moron we call a coach doesn't start Monty tomorrow night, he has to go! I've tried to support him for 2 seasons now, but he obviously has no idea and no intention of pushing his players/team to get better by making them COMPETE for icetime! If you start Pav tomorrow night Clod....I say... BEGONE with you and your BS "system"!
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Roll with Montoya ...
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If Montoya does not get the call for this game and we lose. I would say that Noel has outlived himself with our team. He is not an NHL qualified coach and should still be coaching the little juniors.
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If Noel plays Pavelec over Montoya, I will have lost all respect for him and hope the Jets fire him ASAP. Pavelec is over rated and over paid and continually lets his team down with weak goals. Stats don't lie and neither do results.
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Spending millions on a goalie and playing your spare change guy just doesn't sit well with the front office. 

It doesn't matter what Montoya does. 

The 5 million dollars a year man will play.... 

 I think they are equally good. Any giving night you can start either one of them with confidence. That being said...

 Montoya deserves a serious look, you don't get draft in the 1st round for nothing either.

Some scouts somewhere saw potential in this guy. Who was the last goalie drafted so high in the draft? Carey Price?
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Montoya all the way right now Pav turns into a screen door after he lets in 2 goals it's a train wreck from there

 △   ▽   

Corrado determined to show he belongs

By Jim Jamieson, The Province December 30, 2013  
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Corrado determined to show he belongs

Vancouver Canucks defenceman Frank Corrado and Philadelphia Flyers centre Zac Rinaldo have a board meeting Monday at Rogers Arena. — THE CANADIAN PRESS

Photograph by: JONATHAN HAYWARD , THE CANADIAN PRESS

Any NHL club would love to be able to summon a quality young defenceman when they’re down to their third depth fill-in.

Frank Corrado is determined to show the Canucks he is just that, and started on Monday with a solid outing against the Philadelphia Flyers that coach John Tortorella limited to 7:26 in ice time in a 4-3 Vancouver shootout loss.

Corrado was recalled from AHL Utica after Andrew Alberts appeared to suffer a concussion after a high hit by Calgary’s Brian McGrattan on Sunday. That put the Canucks down three defencemen, after Alex Edler (knee) and Ryan Stanton (ankle) went down earlier in December.

It got a little dicey about 13 minutes into the first period when defenceman Kevin Bieksa was hit in the face by a puck and had to go to the dressing room for repairs. Bieksa returned later in the period.

“I felt good, the speed wasn’t a drastic change or anything like that,” said Corrado, who finished with one shot on goal, one blocked shot and a plus one. “I felt like I belonged, so I just tried to do what I could with the ice time.”

Corrado, 20, got the low end of the ice time, with Yannick Weber getting just 10:46. At the other end, Dan Hamhuis played a massive 32:30 and added two assists. Corrado knows he has to show Tortorella he deserves more ice time.

“It’s understandable,” said Corrado. “You need to earn the trust of your coach and that comes with time and playing. It’s good to get the first one out of the way and move on from here.”

An injury to someone is an opportunity for another.

Chris Tanev, an unheralded free-agent signing in the spring of 2010, got his break when the Canucks were devastated by blue-line injuries in the second half of the 2010-11 season.

Will this be Corrado’s? We’ll see.

“Just show what I can do,” said Corrado of the opportunity. “Obviously, for a defenceman trust is a huge thing. Just show I can play in my own zone and see where that goes.

Corrado, a fifth-round pick (150th) in the 2011 NHL draft, gives the Canucks three promising young defencemen in their organization — an enviable circumstance for an NHL club. Tanev, 24, is the furthest ahead — having established himself this season as a top-four D-man who plays tough minutes against the opposition’s top lines. The Canucks struck gold just before the season when they claimed Stanton, 24, off waivers from Chicago. He had all of one NHL game under his belt, but Stanton has been as steady as a rock from Day 1 on the third pairing.

Corrado, the Canucks’ top prospect, opened a lot of eyes last spring when he made his NHL debut just weeks after finishing his junior career. Fresh off a season where he’d been one of the final cuts from Canada’s world junior team, Corrado appeared to transition seamlessly into the NHL game with his composed, steady play. Then-coach Alain Vigneault liked what he saw so much that he played Corrado for the final three regular-season games and all of the Canucks’ four playoff games.

But after a summer of hard training and anticipation for training camp, Corrado was sent to the Utica Comets following the final game of the pre-season. He’d played well, but the Canucks brass felt — wisely — it was better for the 20-year-old to play huge minutes in the minors, rather than be in and out of the lineup in the NHL.
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By Dan Cagen 

This three-day Christmas break is a new advent of the collective bargaining agreement signed a little over 11 months ago. Many of the players, coaches, officials, and yes, reporters, have been using their Advent to count down to this half-week reprieve from games, practices and press conferences, a time to rest and enjoy some egg nog with family.

The break also happens to fit nicely with the mid-point of the season. After roughly 12 weeks, every team in the NHL has played between 36 and 39 games, just short of the midway point in the six-month, 82-game season.

At 25-10-2 (52 points), the Bruins are first in the Atlantic Division, second in the Eastern Conference and sixth in the NHL. All things considered, they’re in a good spot as the unofficial second half begins.

Here’s a look at who earned their Christmas presents and who was on Santa’s naughty list through the season’s opening three months.

The good

Tuukka Rask

 Rask has handled any supposed pressure from the eight-year, $56 million contract he signed five months ago and tossed it aside, like he has puck after puck this season.

The 26-year-old Finn is making a run at the Vezina Trophy, ranking second among 20-plus-start goalies with a 1.87 GAA and .936 save percentage, trailing only Minnesota's Josh Harding.

As his teammates have taken some games off, Rask has carried the Bruins to a few wins, his best performances vs. the Sharks and Rangers in 2-1 wins. He's passed the eye test as an elite goalie.

Reilly Smith

 Whether on the third or second line, the unassuming 22-year-old has fit in just fine.

Neither a fleet skater or a strong hitter, Smith has proved to have guile and hockey instincts. He’s one of those players who 'seems to be in the right place' a lot.

 Smith is tied with Milan Lucic for the goals lead at 12 and is second in scoring at 28 points. He’s grabbed a spot playing the point on the second power-play unit, a place that’s become lucrative for him and Carl Soderberg.

Particularly impressive about Smith’s numbers is that he’s doing it while often being placed in defensive situations. Of the Bruins’ top seven scorers, only Patrice Bergeron has started a lower percentage of his shifts than Smith’s 50.9 percent rate.

Smith will be a restricted free agent over the summer and has quickly made his case for a substantial raise.

Power play

 This is lofty air not breathed on Boston's power play since Marc Savard's last full healthy season.

At 22.0 percent, the Bruins have jumped to fifth in the NHL. They have two capable units that Claude Julien can use to start a power play.

The differences have been simple — the addition of quality high-end talent like Torey Krug, Smith and Soderberg, moving Zdeno Chara to the crease, confidence from Milan Lucic and David Krejci.

For the last three years, Julien had to rely on 5-on-5 play to carry the offense. Now the Spoked-B special teams are one of the best in the league; the Penguins are the only team in the top five in both power play and penalty kill percentage.

Bad

Brad Marchand

 All season seems to have been two strides forward and 10 backwards for Marchand.

In the first season of a four-year, $18 million deal, the 25-year-old has lacked the touch (eight goals), the drive (few shots on net) and the decision-making (turnovers galore). Any chance of an Olympic spot is long gone.

More than the puck, the other items Marchand has misplaced this season include an idea of the 'line' he's supposed to toe, and his confidence.

The good news for No. 63? The second half can't be much worse than the first.

Rolling four lines

 This has been an overlooked difficult aspect of the season to date.

Rarely has Julien looked down his bench and found four lines clicking at the same time, the trait that allows the coach to coach the way he wants to. It's been since the 2011-12 season that he's consistently had that.

Early in the year, the fourth line was off the mark, in large part as Gregory Campbell needed time for his leg to recover. They found their stride in the middle of November, but then Chris Kelly's unit slipped in productivity and quality.

Since the wildness of that Dec. 7 game with Pittsburgh that claimed Loui Eriksson, Chris Kelly and (to suspension) Shawn Thornton -- as well as the concussion that hit Daniel Paille a couple days later -- there's been massive upheaval among the bottom-six. Only Soderberg and Campbell remain.

Since the Pittsburgh game, the Bruins have gotten one 5-on-5 goal from the third or fourth lines. While Ryan Spooner's unit has come on the last few games, there's more pressure on the top two lines than Julien would like.

Jarome Iginla

 This is the conundrum case.

Julien isn't lying when he says he's liked Iginla's game; the veteran has been a big part of the powerful grinding No. 1 line and he's often in the right position.

He's just not finishing once he gets to those spots.

Iginla has 10 goals in 37 games and could have his first non-25-goal full season since 1997-98. Brought in when the Bruins targeted a shooter to replace Nathan Horton, Iginla's targeting system has been off, converting on 9.5 percent of his shots on net, also the also since '97-98.

Second on the team with 105 shots on net, the Bruins will keep feeding Iginla the puck. They believe he'll start burying more.

Ugly

Loui Eriksson

 Will we ever get to see if the Swede is as good a fit with this team as everyone thought he would be?

After a slow start, two concussions in 45 days have conspired to keep Eriksson off the ice for nearly three weeks. Both were the result of, at the least, questionable hits, and the first a downright cheap shot.

A return date on Eriksson is unclear. But it'd sure be a shame if we never get to find out if he can't show he was worthy of the kind words written about him in the days, weeks and months following his trade to Boston.

Shawn Thornton

 This is of course all about 10 seconds that turned Thornton from a respected tough guy to a national villain.

The effects of Thornton's attack on Brooks Orpik are still being felt, most importantly in the head of Orpik, who has resumed skating after being concussed. Thornton is still under suspension for 15 games, perhaps to an appeal to a neutral arbitrator.

Unfortunately, those 10 seconds may be the most memorable moment of the first three months of Boston's season, an ugly blotch on an otherwise solid showing.

Follow @DanCagen
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Carlyle issues challenge to Kadri

Coach says pivot's second-line status isn't safe


Nazem Kadri #43 of the Toronto Maple Leafs shoots during warmup before action against the Columbus Blue Jackets NHL action at the Air Canada Centre November 25, 2013 in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

Nazem Kadri #43 of the Toronto Maple Leafs shoots during warmup before action against the Columbus Blue Jackets NHL action at the Air Canada Centre November 25, 2013 in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
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TORONTO — The Toronto Maple Leafs’ No. 1 centre is back. Now head coach Randy Carlyle is hoping that the team’s No. 2 centre will surface.

After missing almost a month with an oblique injury, Tyler Bozak returned to his regular spot alongside Phil Kessel and James van Riemsdyk in a 5-2 win against the Carolina Hurricanes on Sunday night.

Bozak had three assists, Kessel had two goals, and van Riemsdyk had one assist as the trio showed why they work so well together.

But the game also illustrated a central flaw with the Leafs’ offence. While Kessel has 20 goals, eighth in the league through Sunday’s games, and van Riemsdyk is in the top 30 with 14 goals, Toronto has mostly been a one-line team this season.

On paper, it might not look like that. With a second line consisting of Mason Raymond (11 goals, 26 points), Nazem Kadri (11 goals, 23 points) and Joffrey Lupul (11 goals, 21 points), it looks like the Leafs are getting plenty of secondary scoring. But while those three played together on a line on Sunday night, their production this season has come when playing apart.

Maple Leafs vs Rangers

Cam Talbot #33 of the New York Rangers makes the second period save as Nazem Kadri #43 of the Toronto Maple Leafs looks for the rebound at Madison Square Garden on December 23, 2013 in New York City. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

“We have to get Kadri, Mason Raymond and Lupul going,” Carlyle said. “The level of their game has a lot of areas to improve on. In my mind, they’re playing to a fraction to where they really can be. They should be a line in my mind that provides a second-tier of offence and should challenge the first line.

“They have individual statistics that they are offensive players, but the situation we’re in right now the group hasn’t been able to provide that.”

What Carlyle wants is a 1A and a 1B in terms of forward lines.

He wants another trio to relieve the top unit of its offensive duties, and he wants to be able to go on the road and not worry if Kadri’s line gets pitted against Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk.

“At the end they’re going to have to outperform some of the guys the Red Wings have. That’s what our expectations are.”

Kadri is ultimately the cog in all this. In the previous 10 games, where he filled in on the top line with Kessel and van Riemsdyk, the 22-year-old had just two goals and one assist and was a minus-7. During that same stretch, Raymond and Lupul scored four goals and had 13 points when playing on a line with Peter Holland, who had four goals and eight points, prompting Carlyle to suggest Kadri’s spot in the pecking order could be in jeopardy unless his production picks up.

Florida Panthers goaltender Scott Clemmensen (30) makes a save on Toronto Maple Leafs centre Nazem Kadri (43) during first period NHL action in Toronto on Tuesday December17, 2013. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/Frank Gunn)

Florida Panthers goaltender Scott Clemmensen (30) makes a save on Toronto Maple Leafs centre Nazem Kadri (43) during first period NHL action in Toronto on Tuesday December17, 2013. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/Frank Gunn)

“We were taken to task (on) why we were playing him on the third line last year and he had all these points,” said Carlyle, who praised Kadri for his improved work in the faceoff circle and in the defensive zone. “And if you look statistically, this year he’s not far off what he had in the same number of games last year. But again, it’s a young player stepping up to the NHL and having to become an everyday player and the pressure that comes with that and having to play higher in the lineup.

“And we feel if Peter Holland continues to play, he’s going to challenge Nazzy for that spot.”

Carlyle’s criticism and threat of demotion came as a surprise to Kadri, who has not exactly been disappointed in his play so far. But he also acknowledged that his production — he had 17 goals and 39 points after 37 games last season, while playing third-line minutes — has not been where he had hoped when the season began, especially for a player trying to prove his worth as a No. 1 centre.

“It’s been a little bit harder this year. But we still have half the year to make up for it,” said Kadri. “Obviously I expect a lot more from myself. I know I can bring a lot more. But I’m not saying I haven’t produced or contributed to this team, which I think I have. But I expect a lot from myself and I’ll be looking to take it up a couple of notches. “
On Bobby Ryan and Brian Burke

January 2, 2014, 2:05 PM ET [124 Comments]   
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Obviously, a large part of the last 24-hours have been spent analyzing the decision by Team USA to leave forward Bobby Ryan at home for the 2014 Winter Games. Ryan's probably the biggest snub on the list, but in my estimation, he's not the only one. I would've pretty easily taken both Keith Yandle and Dustin Byfuglien on my back-end; guys like Cam Fowler and Brooks Orpik do little for me as hockey players against the available choices, and their upside in the few minutes they can get on special teams doesn't do enough to merit their inclusion. 

 There's a few things I think worth touching on here. The first, Bobby Ryan himself. Brian Burke did one hell of a hatchet job on him (more on Burke later) in an excellent piece by ESPN's Scott Burnside. To me, the summary of Burke, et al's objections to Ryan as a player were something along the lines of, "He scores goals, but he doesn't do anything else (because he's lazy or disinterested)." I sort of found this fascinating. It's most-certainly true that Ryan's a goal-scorer by definition. But, I don't see these defensive concerns that were levied about pretty regularly. And, all of this coming from a guy who has so, so much time for players who are excellent defending, no matter the position.

 I think the first question you ask is, "If Bobby Ryan's a defensive liability or something of that nature, shouldn't it show in the data?" This is the question I've asked for years, and years, and years when refuting the theory that Jack Johnson was some sort of intangible demigod who, despite all evidence to the contrary, made his team better when he was on the ice. Tyler Dellow had a brilliant post on Jack Johnson, a guy who apparently only lost favor after a mid-November scouting job by Team USA. This is, to me, terrifying, as Johnson's really bordered on fringe-NHL talent for years now. The fact that one or two games changed things screams red-flag. 

 Back to Ryan. He's been in the league for years now, and has logged a ton of minutes at even-strength. So, let's look at how he plays against the rest of Team USA with respect to (a) on-ice goals, a metric I think is somewhat safe to use here because we're going to get a five-year sample (2008-2013); and (b) shot-differentials, just in case.

 Again, I'm always wary about using goal-based analysis, but a lot of these guys now have thousands of even-strength minutes. At some point, there should be an overlapping as to where shots translate into goals, particularly with years of data. As you might expect, most US guys are plus-percentage players at EV. But, even against the team average, Ryan's mere decimal points from the top-three here. If Ryan was the defensive liability Team USA's pegged him out to be here, why does it not show? 

 More preferably, let's look at each player's possession numbers in that same timespan. Here, Ryan should look more human against his peers -- he's always been a good possession guy with great shooting percentages. Generally, I prefer the alternative, because they're grossly underpriced when it comes to paying these guys in the NHL. So, no reason to carry Ryan's water here. 

 You'll note I've added one other column to help with the analysis a bit. The vast majority of these guys have now played predominantly in front of one goalie over the course of their career. If it stands to reason the team is better with Player X on the ice than without, then the goaltender's Corsi% (something totally out of his control) should sink when that player exits. It also helps because it gives us a better look at 'team-relative' numbers; Phil Kessel will never post a higher Corsi% than Patrick Kane solely due to quality of linemates/quality of team, but it stands to reason that the drop-off should be appreciably comparable. I've excluded JvR from this, mostly because he's played with a spattering of goalies across two teams.

 Here, predictably, Ryan looks more mortal. His percentages have always out-paced his scoring. So, if there's one defense Team USA could sort of rest on, it's probably here. But even then, it's impossible not to notice a few other guys on this list -- namely Paul Stastny and Ryan Callahan. 

 And I think, ultimately, that's where my objection with Ryan's omission from the roster comes down to. Brian Burke, who seemingly created the vast majority of this roster, continued to mention stuff like penalty killing as reasons for taking guys. I'm actually sort of fine with having a specialist or two on a roster, but as Thomas Drance already noted, this team is already loaded with elite penalty killing forwards. How much value is Ryan Callahan really adding here? How much value is Paul Stastny really adding here? This goes without mentioning that penalty killing (special teams in general) is only a small-portion of the game, and the vast majority of outcomes are decided through play at even-strength. While Ryan may not kill penalties, it's pretty clear to me (a) he's a top-twelve F at even-strength amongst these guys; and (b) it's not as if he can't be used on the other game state of special teams.

 Weirdly, USA's third objection about Bobby Ryan was that he wasn't the power-play specialist that many billed him as. Again, this is just mostly untrue. Let's look at Points/60 here, again over a five-year window, and see if it adds up.

 So, if you're looking at wingers here, that's all of one (1) guy that's out-scoring Ryan on the power-play over many, many years, and that's all-world Patrick Kane.
Jets prospect Copp proving mature beyond years

Monday, 12.30.2013 / 12:15 PM / On Campus

By Davis Harper - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Speaking with Andrew Copp, you would be forgiven for assuming he's a grizzled NHL veteran or at the very least a longtime coach. He speaks with a confidence and assuredness well beyond his 19 years, tossing out hard-won aphorisms -- "Consistency will come if your effort where it needs to be" -- as if they were afterthoughts.

With this maturity in mind, it's easy to see why University of Michigan coach Red Berenson named Copp, a sophomore, an alternate captain over the summer. Berenson described his sophomore center as a "gamer," a "team player" and, appropriately, someone with a "coach-type mentality."

Copp (6-foot-1, 201 pounds) has spent the fall earning his 'A' with nine goals and five assists on a Wolverines team that is 10-4-2 and ranked third in the nation. Copp also has two overtime winners, and his leadership has helped Michigan prevail in seven of nine one-goal games despite playing eight freshmen on a regular basis.

 At the age of 19, Michigan alternate captain and Winnipeg Jets draftee Andrew Copp has impressed with his maturity. His growth on and off the ice also caught the eye of the U.S. national program. (Photo: Getty Images)

"For me it was an easy choice," Berenson said of the decision to give Copp an 'A.' "It was a stretch for some people, but for me it was an easy choice. And I would say he's more than lived up to it. He's not only doing it off the ice, he's doing it on the ice."

Copp's growth on and off the ice caught the eye of the U.S. national program. Two years ago, Copp was a fourth-line grinder with the U.S. National Team Development Program based in his hometown of Ann Arbor, Mich. This year after being included on the preliminary roster prior to the 2014 World Junior Championship, general manager Jim Johannson named Copp an alternate captain on Dec. 22.

For Copp, the U.S. alternate captaincy was the culmination of an unforgettable calendar year.

After struggling in a similar fourth-line role early in his freshman campaign, Copp got better minutes in early January and immediately started scoring. He had 19 of his 21 points in his final 22 games, finished the season as the top-line center and was named to the CCHA All-Tournament team.

"It was a combination of confidence and you just start playing instead of thinking," Copp said, downplaying his remarkable transformation.

Berenson was more effusive.

"[At the beginning] he seemed to work his way into the lineup week after week, just with his work ethic and trying to do the right thing," Berenson said. "He was on the right side of the puck defensively, he played physical and he played smart. And then in the second half, he started to get some offensive confidence. … Once he started to get some breaks offensively, you could just see his confidence with the puck grow."

On June 30, Copp was taken in the fourth round (No. 114) of the 2013 NHL Draft by the Winnipeg Jets. A few weeks later, he joined longtime friend and college teammate Jacob Trouba and 41 other Jets prospects at development camp, where Copp got his first taste of professional hockey.

Jets coordinator of player development Jimmy Roy said Copp stood out at camp for his work ethic and his focus.

"There's certain things about certain kids that want to be a pro, that want to play professional hockey," Roy said. "You know they're still having fun, but you can see that they want to be a player. He's one of those kids."

Despite rounding into a big-game player with a bright future, Copp's path has been paved with setbacks. A record-setting quarterback for his Skyline High School football team, Copp sustained a broken collarbone late in his senior season. The injury caused him to miss part of the 2011-12 season with the USNTDP, which Copp had joined during the prior season.

Copp used his prodigious work rate to rehabilitate quickly and capped his abbreviated senior campaign with a gold medal at the 2012 IIHF World Under-18 Championship. Still, his two-sport stardom kept him from focusing exclusively on hockey, and with only a limited role with the program, he was passed over in his first year of draft eligibility in 2012.

"My under-18 year, I came into the U.S. program and they needed a shut-down, fourth-line faceoff/penalty kill guy," Copp told NHL.com in August. "That's all I needed to be for them and that's what I was, and I thought I was pretty good at it. At the same time, that's not what's going to get you drafted. I didn't do enough to impress."

Copp may not have impressed many NHL scouts, but he did have an effect on Berenson and the Wolverines. On May 10, 2012, Copp accepted a scholarship offer to play college hockey a few miles from where he grew up.

Joining him at Michigan was Trouba. The two grew up about an hour apart and built a strong bond during five years of youth hockey, another two with the U.S. program and one year at Michigan. Trouba is now a regular in Winnipeg after being named a first-team All-America as a freshman for the Wolverines.

This season marks the first Copp and Trouba have spent apart in eight years; however, they may be reunited sooner rather than later if Copp keeps his current pace.

"I can't seem to get rid of the kid," Copp deadpanned, before getting serious about the possibility of the two reuniting in Winnipeg.

"We've always been very close off the ice but on the ice, it's war and we're very competitive in practice, so I feel like soon I'm going to have to start one-upping him a bit. But his success it's good, I'm really happy for him, and hopefully I can put my stamp there one day."
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Robby Fabbri has OHL fans and NHL scouts excited

On the puck 

Tony Saxon,Mercury staff

Guelph Storm forward Robby Fabbri looks for the puck while being checked during action in Barrie on Tuesday. The Storm won 4-1 and Fabbrie collected a goal and an assist in the game.

By  Tony Saxon  

The day Mississauga's Robby Fabbri was drafted by the Guelph Storm, general manager Mike Kelly compared him to former Storm star and current New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan. 

"That probably wouldn't be a bad comparison," Kelly said at the time. 

That comparison continues and, like Callahan, it will be interesting to see where Fabbri ends up being drafted next June. 

Fabbri and Callahan are almost identical in stature at the same age. Both are capable of creating goals for others, but both are really shoot-first players. Both are generally undersized wingers whose key attributes are speed, skill and desire. 

But the biggest similarity is that both play the game with the same motor – the internal engine that keeps them playing the game, and making plays, at high speed. 

Initially passed over in the National Hockey League draft, Callahan had to prove the skeptics wrong with a 36-goal campaign the following season. New York ended up selecting him in the fourth round. 

Fabbri finds himself in a similar situation. Despite his obvious talents, there are always those who will point to his size as a detriment. But at 5'10 and 165 pounds, Fabbri isn't exactly tiny and his skating prowess should compensate for any size concerns. 

He will make it hard for NHL teams to pass him over and his stock is rising by the game. 

Not since Callahan, and perhaps Drew Doughty in his 74-point season, has the Storm had a player like Fabbri, one who has fans on the edge of their seats virtually every time on the ice. 

Yes, there have been plenty of players with the ability to thrill you, to create magic, but by and large the Storm stars of the recent past have done so only on occasion. The magic happened, but you didn't get the sense that it could happen on almost every shift. You weren't sitting there waiting for it to happen, you were only hoping it would. 

Fabbri isn't just the hottest 17-year-old in the league. He's the hottest player, entering Friday's game against the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds with at least a goal in 10 straight games – 14 in total over that span. 

He has that rare combination of skill, desire and work ethic that make him a treat to watch. 

There are 29 NHL teams that regret not taking Callahan in the first three rounds of the NHL draft. I have a feeling that some day there will be several teams with similar regrets for passing on Fabbri. 

Tony Saxon covers the Guelph Storm for the Mercury. Follow him on Twitter at #SaxonOnTheStorm and check out his Saxon On The Storm blog at www.guelphmercury.com. He can be reached at tsaxon@guelphmercury.com.
Draft prospects using WJC to showcase skills

Thursday, 01.02.2014 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Now that preliminary-round play at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship has concluded, there's no better time to check in on those top players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft making the most of their opportunity to impress NHL scouts entering medal-round play Thursday in Malmo, Sweden.

The 2013 WJC in Russia featured 11 players among the 10 participating teams who went on to be picked in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft -- Seth Jones (No. 4, Nashville Predators) and Ryan Hartman (No. 30, Chicago Blackhawks) of the United States; Nathan MacKinnon (No. 1, Colorado Avalanche) and Jonathan Drouin (No. 3, Tampa Bay Lightning) of Canada; Elias Lindholm (No. 5, Carolina Hurricanes) and Alexander Wennberg (No. 14, Columbus Blue Jackets) of Sweden; Aleksander Barkov (No. 2, Florida Panthers) and Rasmus Ristolainen (No. 8, Buffalo Sabres) of Finland; Valeri Nichushkin (No. 10, Dallas Stars) of Russia; Mirco Mueller (No. 18, San Jose Sharks) of Switzerland and Marko Dano (No. 27, Columbus Blue Jackets) of Slovakia.

"When a 17- or 18-year-old is able to play in the World Juniors it is a considered a positive factor which does carry weight in the player's overall evaluation even if he doesn't get a lot of ice time," NHL Central Scouting director Dan Marr said. "If the player contributes while playing at this level then it lends favorably toward his NHL projection. In the final rankings it sometimes aids in determining the ranking order."

NHL Central Scouting will release of its midterm rankings of the top 2014 draft prospects later in January.

Below are six players competing at the WJC considered to be possible first-round candidates at the 2014 NHL Draft, plus five more on the cusp of attracting the attention of NHL scouts and general managers:

THE A LIST

Ivan Barbashev, LW, Russia: Barbashev is playing a bottom-six forward role on a team loaded with top talent. He has one goal, two points and a plus-2 rating in four games.

In 29 games with the Moncton Wildcats of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, the 6-1, 185-pounder has 13 goals and 37 points in 29 games.

"Ivan is a very good playmaker with quick hands and he has a very good shot," Marr said. "He has an effective physical game and isn't afraid to mix it up. He's used in all situations and will battle for loose pucks."

Aaron Ekblad, D, Canada: Canada coach Brent Sutter thinks so highly of the A-rated prospect from the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League that he has him in a top-four role along the blue line, pairing him with Derrick Pouliot (Pittsburgh Penguins). Ekblad has one goal, two points a plus-1 rating and six shots on goal in four games.

Ekblad has 10 goals and 25 points in 29 games for the Colts.

"He's smart and an excellent all-round skater for his size [6-3.5, 216]," Marr said. "He handles and distributes the puck well in all zones, passes with authority and possesses an accurate shot from the point."

Julius Honka, D, Finland: He's played the role of fifth or sixth defenseman in the tournament, paired mostly with Mikko Vainonen (Nashville Predators) to form a pretty solid unit. Though he doesn't have a point, he has seven shots on goal and is very active.

NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb refers to Honka as a "Reijo Ruotsalainen copy." Ruotsalainen spent seven seasons in the NHL, and won a Stanley Cup with the Edmonton Oilers in 1987 and 1990. He also was named best defenseman at the 1980 World Junior Championship for silver medal-winning Finland.

Honka has 12 goals, 36 points, 32 penalty minutes and a plus-9 rating in 35 games with the Swift Current Broncos in the Western Hockey League.

"He's smallish but an excellent skater with great balance," Stubb said. "He's an offensive-minded defenseman with good vision and a high skill level. Quick moves, reads the game very well and loves to join the offensive rush. Used in all game situations."

Ondrej Kase, RW, Czech Republic: The 5-11, 165-pound right-handed shot received a B-rating from Central Scouting in the December players to watch list. He's earned a top-six role for the Czechs and has a goal and two assists in four games.

In 21 games with Chomutov in the top Czech professional league, he has two goals and five points.

"Ondrej is a good, mobile skater with speed and acceleration," Stubb said. "He's a very good playmaker with excellent puckhandling skills. He's tiny and rather light and he needs to bulk up, but he's still a fearless competitor who leads by example."

David Pastrnak, RW, Czech Republic: The A-rated forward, who plays for Sodertalje in Sweden's second division, was one of two players from the Czech to score in the shootout against Canada in a 5-4 upset in preliminary-round play. The 6-foot, 167-pound right-handed shot has one goal, one assist and a plus-1 rating. He's played on the team's top line for much of the tournament and has seven shots on goal.

"David is an offensive-minded player with smooth hands, great instincts and a very quick shot," Stubb said. "He's an excellent skater with speed and acceleration. He's very smart on ice but will need more weight and strength to excel at the next level."

Sam Reinhart, C, Canada: The 6-0.75, 185-pound right-handed shot has worked in a top-six role, striking for two goals, five points and a plus-3 rating in four games. Reinhart hasn't looked out of place on a line with Nicolas Petan (Winnipeg Jets) and Curtis Lazar (Ottawa Senators), and his performance so far only has solidified his position as a top-two pick in the 2014 draft. Reinhart, an A-rated skater on Central Scouting's December players to watch list, has 16 goals and 50 points in 33 games for the Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League.

"He can dish the puck with laser-like passes," Marr said. "He's very good at taking what is given to him and finishing the play."

LATE-ROUND SLEEPERS

Lukas Bengtsson, D, Sweden: The 5-foot-9.5, 172-pound right-shot defenseman has been steady for a team that allowed seven goals in four preliminary-round games. Bengtsson has a goal, two points and a plus-2 rating in four games. A C-rated prospect on Central Scouting's December players to watch list, Bengtsson has six goals, 16 points and a plus-8 rating in 26 games for Mora in the Allsvenskan, Sweden's second-highest professional league.

"He's been a seventh defenseman on a strong Swedish team in the tournament," Stubb said. "As he is smallish, his chances to get drafted are not too big even though he has some skills."

Kevin Fiala, LW, Switzerland: There's a lot to like about the B-rated skater who has 24 points in 26 games for HV71 in Sweden's under-20 league. The 5-10, 180-pounder has one goal and four points in four WJC games.

"Fiala is doing fine; he's a key player among the Swiss forwards," Stubb said. "He's a quick, smart playmaker with good hands."

Joni Nikko, LW, Finland: The C-rated skater on Central Scouting's players to watch list has earned a top-six role for the Finns. He scored his second goal of the tournament in a 4-1 victory against Russia on Monday while working the power play.

"Nikko is a power forward, hard worker and a late bloomer," Stubb said. "A team or two might like his straight-for-the-net style and his shot."

Lucas Wallmark, C, Sweden: The B-rated prospect has four assists and a plus-3 rating for the host country.

In 28 games with Lulea in the Swedish Hockey League, Wallmark has two goals and seven points in 28 games.

"Wallmark's skating and lack of a first-step quickness is probably the reason why he was not drafted in 2013," Stubb said. "He's a smart, skilled player. His playmaking ability and passing skills make him a prospect."

Sandro Zangger, RW, Switzerland: The 6-foot, 185-pounder, who serves as an alternate captain, leads his team with four points (one goal, three assists). Zangger is a C-rated prospect and plays for Zurich in the NLA, Switzerland's top pro league. He has a team-high 17 shots on goal.

"He's a guy with tons of talent and skills, but we're still waiting for his breakthrough on international ice," Stubb said.

BLAZING IN BRANDON

Draft dandy of the week: Magyar

There's a lot to like about Kitchener Rangers rookie Nicholas Magyar this season.

The 6-foot-1.75, 194-pound right wing, who has been compared to New York Rangers forward Rick Nash, recently was upgraded to a B rating on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list for Ontario Hockey League prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft. 

"I consider myself a big, skilled forward who makes plays and works hard in all areas of the ice," Magyar said.

 Magyar is tied for fourth among first-year OHL players with 25 points (10 goals, 15 assists) in 35 games in 2013-14.

 "Nic is a hard-working, up-and-down type of forward," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He is aggressive on the forecheck and will finish his checks. He has the ability to force turnovers in the offensive zone and most of his points come from hard work and going to the net for rebounds and loose pucks." 

Favorites: 

NHL team: Columbus Blue Jackets

NHL player: Matt Duchene 

Shootout move: "Fake shot, backhand, forehand, five-hole." 

Goal celebration: "I like Patrick Kane's punch on one knee." 

Video game: NHL 14 

Movie: Anchorman

Actor: Will Ferrell 

Following on Twitter: Paul Bissonnette

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Will Ferrell, Kevin Hart, Adam Sandler

Sport (other than hockey): Golf

Breakfast food: "Eggs."

Superhero: Superman

-- Mike G. Morreale

The Brandon Wheat Kings of the Western Hockey League are in the running to return to the postseason after missing out last season for the first time since 1999-00.

Playing a part in that process are three prospects eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft, all highly regarded and who also rank among the top three on the team in scoring.

Forwards Jayce Hawryluk and John Quenneville are B-rated prospects on Central Scouting's December players to watch list, and Richard Nejezchleb recently was added as a C-rated skater. The trio has combined for 50 goals and 108 points for the Wheat Kings.

Central Scouting's David Gregory recently had the opportunity to view Quenneville and Nejezchleb during a swing through Western Canada.

"I liked [Quenneville] a lot," Gregory said. "The day I saw him it wasn't his greatest game but you can tell he has the pro makeup. He's a hard worker; works hard to possess the puck. He makes good plays very quickly and is good at moving the puck. I'd like to see more consistency from him, but I like the way he finds open spaces and his ability to make any kind of pass."

Quenneville, a second cousin to Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville and nephew (through marriage) of Boston Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk, has 16 goals (seven on the power play), 37 points and 39 penalty minutes in 39 games.

Nejezchleb, a 6-foot-2, 203-pound right wing from the Czech Republic, has a team-high 21 goals (eight on the power play) and 34 points in 36 games. He was chosen by the Wheat Kings in the first round (No. 35) of the 2012 CHL import draft. He was eligible for the past two NHL drafts but wasn't selected.

"He was really dynamic when I saw him; I don't know why he wasn't selected but sometimes it takes a while for these young kids to learn the ropes," Gregory said. "He showed quick feet on every shift, created chances and played at a good pace with good instincts. Because the draft is a bit thinner this year maybe he'll draw some interest in the later rounds."

Hawryluk is serving a three-game suspension he received Dec. 27 for checking from behind in an 8-0 victory against the Regina Pats. He is eligible to return Jan. 2 against the Calgary Hitmen. The 5-10.25, 190-pound center leads his team with 37 points (13 goals, 24 assists).

TOP PROSPECT CLARKE TRADED TO SAGINAW

Blake Clarke, a B-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list for Ontario Hockey League prospects, changed teams last week when the North Bay Battalion traded the left wing to the Saginaw Spirit in exchange for forward Zach Bratina.

Clarke, a native of St. Louis, sustained a shoulder injury in the USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game in Pittsburgh in September that has limited him to 24 games. He has five points this season, but two assists in three games since arriving in Saginaw.

He will participate in the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15. He has 20 goals and 55 points in 91 games in the Canadian Hockey League.

"Blake is a good-sized wing who can really skate, is strong and fluid with NHL speed," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "After a strong rookie season [19 goals, 32 assists in 68 games last season], he's been hampered by injuries this season and is slowly working his way back into form. He has a strong shot and that's something he needs to utilize more."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Jacob Randolph, Omaha Lancers (USHL): The 5-foot-9, 174-pound left wing leads all scorers in the United States Hockey League with 52 points (14 goals, 38 assists). A C-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list, Randolph has 19 power-play points, three shorthanded points and a plus-26 rating.

The University of Nebraska-Omaha recruit was passed over in the 2013 NHL Draft but there's a good chance he could hear his name called in the later rounds at the 2014 draft.

"This is his second time through; maybe because of his size," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "He's a pretty dynamic player, can shoot the puck effectively from all areas and get it to the net. He's gotten stronger, can play in traffic and get to spots on the ice. I think he's got the potential to be drafted."

2. Lawton Courtnall, Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL): The son of former NHL player Russ Courtnall is sometimes compared to Darren Helm of the Detroit Red Wings. However, Lawton's skill set and skating remind many of his father, who spent 16 seasons in the League. The 5-11, 172-pound left wing recently returned to the lineup after sitting out most of the season with a high ankle sprain. The California native has one assist and seven shots on goal in nine games.

"He's struggled since returning; it's difficult to jump in after an injury at this part in the season," Gregory said. "He does have dad's qualities. He looks like dad when he skates. He was flying and looked really good when I saw him; he has great speed and creates chances off the rush. I had him as B watch earlier in the season, but it might be tough to rank him since he's missed so much time."

3. Billy Sweezey, Nobles & Greenough (HIGH-MA): Gregory acknowledged that there's a lot to like about the 6-foot, 190-pound junior defenseman. According to the veteran scout, Sweezey just now is beginning to realize how dominant a player he can be. Sweezey has been compared by some to Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik.

"He's a big defenseman starting to use his size well and can make a pro pass," Gregory said. "He's beginning to understand that he can and should dominate games at the high school level. His mobility is good and he loves to hit. If he hit all the time and laid kids out he'd really get scouts excited about him even more because he's a really thick and strong kid."

---
Hockey: Port Huron Fighting Falcons shine in front of scouts

NAHL draws interest from NHL, colleges

Jan. 4, 2014   |  

FALCONS WATCH

SATURDAY: Janesville at Falcons, inc. (visit www.thetimesherald.com for a full recap) 

RECORD: 20-7-7 

STANDINGS: First place in the North American Hockey League North Division, five points ahead of Johnstown 

NEXT: At Soo Eagles, 7 p.m. Jan. 11 

RADIO: WHLS 1450-AM

Noah Batis had no idea he had just scored two goals in front of NHL scouts.

“It feels good,” he said with a smile. “I got lucky.”

Batis and the Falcons often play in front of collegiate scouts, but occasionally the stakes are raised like they were Friday night when more than one NHL scout was in the building to watch Janesville goaltender Logan Halladay in the Falcons’ 6-3 win against the Jets.

The 6-foot-2, 180-pound Halladay is 17 years old and considered a major college — or higher — prospect. He has good numbers on the season with a 2.55 goals-against average and a .927 save percentage in 17 appearances. The Falcons seem to have his number, however. On Friday night they scored six goals on 37 shots against Halladay. On Nov. 16, they scored three goals on four shots against him.

In between those two games, however, he was unbeaten in eight starts.

The North American Hockey League is seen more as a path to college than to the NHL, but there are plenty of current NHL players who once played in the NAHL. The NAHL website lists 103 current NHLers who have played in their league, although the majority of those (64) were members of the United States National Team Development Program, which no longer has a team in the NAHL.

Still, the league manages to turn out top level players on a consistent basis.

“The scouts are going to come for the best players,” Falcons coach Mike Gershon said. “It doesn’t matter if they’re coming to see our guys or they’re coming to see the other team, as long as they’re in the building, they’re seeing our players.

“We did it with Wenatchee when Wenatchee was here, NHL guys were looking at their goalies, and we put up five on them. For us, so far, it’s been good. I would hope they would see some positives in our guys because we have some really good players on our team.”

Gershon said he doesn’t inform his players when high-end scouts are going to be in the building, but they know that they’re being watched on most nights. That is, after all, why them decided to play at this level.

“It’s moreso Division I colleges,” Batis said. “I think when Wenatchee was here there was like six or seven NHL scouts. You never know who’s really here, but it’s always good to get the big names out there and have some of the D-I scouts notice you. So whoever can come, it’s good.”
CULLEN: FIRST HALF NHL AWARDS

Just past the midway portion of the 2013-2014 NHL schedule, Scott Cullen has his picks for first half award winners.

There are surprises among the Vezina candidates, but most of the others are standard top-tier performers, even if the two Hart Trophy runners-ups have never been quite as good as they have been through the first half of the season.

While there is much room for movement over the second half of the year, the Calder Trophy race might be the most volatile because no one has run away from the pack and when there are so many candidates close together, it gets easy to see big changes.

Anyway, here are my picks for awards through first first half of this season:

HART TROPHY 

Winner: Sidney Crosby, C, Pittsburgh

Runners-up: Ryan Getzlaf, C, Anaheim; Patrick Kane, Chicago

Comment: After what counted as a slump for him knocked Crosby to runner-up status through the first quarter, he's pulled away from the pack, leading the scoring race by nine points over Kane and 15 points ahead of Getzlaf who fit second and third, respectively.

Scoring isn't everything, but all three have been on a roll through the first half of the season. Getzlaf's shooting percentage (17.9%) and on-ice shooting percentage (12.0%) are a tad higher than his norm, but he's also shooting more than he has in the past and the results are there -- his 20 goals already counts as his most since 2008-2009 and has him in easy range of surpassing his career-best of 25 goals.

Kane has a strong supporting cast, of course, but he's on pace for a career-high in points and shots per game. He's slumped in his last four games, but Kane has done enough to deserve consideration.

If not Kane, Capitals RW Alex Ovechkin is worthy of consideration. His 31 goals is six more than anyone else, and while Ovechkin has an unsightly minus-17, his possession stats are solid and basically has bad puck luck when it comes to percentages.

NORRIS TROPHY

Winner: Duncan Keith, Chicago

Runners-up: Erik Karlsson, Ottawa; P.K. Subban, Montreal

Comment: Keith is having a season very similar to his 2009-2010 season, when he won the Norris Trophy, putting up dominant possession stats, but also contributing more offensively -- his 42 points in 45 games (0.93 per game) represents the best per-game scoring rate of his career.

Karlsson continues to be a game-changer offensively, and his possession numbers are more favourable than his minus-12 rating would suggest, but the percentages have not been playing in his favour through the first half of the season.

Subban had a fantastic start to the year, but his play dipped some in December. Not enough to knock him from contention, but enough that he's closer to other contenders, like Nashville's Shea Weber and St. Louis' Alex Pietrangelo, than he is to Keith at this point.

VEZINA TROPHY

Winner: Ben Bishop, Tampa Bay

Runners-up: Josh Harding, Minnesota; Tuukka Rask, Boston

Comment: The 32 games that Bishop has played this season already counts as a career-high, so who knows where this is going (especially considering his injury on the weekend), but he leads in even-strength save percentage (.945) and has been an anchor for a team that has been playing without their top offensive threat for more than a quarter of the season.

Harding was the early front-runner, but has only played two games in the past three weeks as he took time to adjust MS medication. That he's usurped Niklas Backstrom in net for the Wild is a story in itself, but Harding's numbers still have him right there with Bishop through the first half of the year.

Rask is the more predictable option, the one goaltender that would have been considered a contender in the preseason because Rask is always turning in excellent work -- his worst save percentage in the last five seasons was .918 and this year's .934 currently ranks as a career-high.

There is plenty of time for other goaltenders to make their move. Montreal's Carey Price, Toronto's Jonathan Bernier and Colorado's Semyon Varlamov are among those closest to the contenders.

CALDER TROPHY

Winner: Torey Krug, D, Boston 

Runners-up: Tomas Hertl, LW, San Jose; Seth Jones, D, Nashville 

Comment: With 23 points in 42 games, defenceman Krug is only three points behind Colorado's Nathan MacKinnon, who leads the rookie scoring race. More than half of Krug's points have come on the power play, where he's running the point on the Bruins' number one unit, but without any breakout forwards, Krug is the pick at the midpoint of the season.

Hertl was the leading candidate, even if he slowed down from his tremendous start, but he's already missed more than two weeks since taking a knee-on-knee hit from the Kings' Dustin Brown and he's still going to be on the shelf for the forseeable future.

Jones had a strong case early in the year, then his game fell off and his ice time was reduced dramatically. He's working his way back up lately, enough to get a runner-up nod, though not far ahead of the competition.

MacKinnon is starting to pick up offensively, and injuries in Colorado are opening up more opportunities. Others of note include Rangers LW Chris Kreider, Jets D Jacob Trouba, Kings RW Tyler Toffoli, Panthers C Aleksander Barkov and Stars RW Valeri Nichushkin, who could be in the best position of all if he can stick on the wing with Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin on the Stars' number one line.

SELKE AWARD

Winner: Jonathan Toews, Chicago

Runners-up: Patrice Bergeron, Boston; David Backes, St. Louis 

Comment: It's a familiar group, with Toews and Bergeron the last two winners. They simply excel as two-way players, typically dominating possession even when they face elite competition.

Backes isn't far behind, either. He's a beast to play against, handles tough assignments like Bergeron and Backes is probably getting a little more notice this season because he's been running alongside Alexander Steen for most of the year.

Steen would be a candidate too, but that's because he's always a sound two-way player, not because of his goal-scoring explosion, and Avalanche captain Gabriel Landeskog has such a strong two-way game that he has a chance to work his way into consideration, which isn't easy for a winger. 

JACK ADAMS AWARD

Winner: Bruce Boudreau, Anaheim 

Runners-up: Ken Hitchcock, St. Louis; Todd McLellan, San Jose 

Comment: It's always difficult to narrow down the best coaching jobs, but the Ducks have been so good that some credit should go to Boudreau, who is not only getting the most out of his superstars, but also the supporting cast.

The St. Louis Blues play such a grind-it-out style of game that it's a testament to the coaching of Ken Hitchcock that they stick with it, and they have one of the league's best records despite what has been merely decent goaltending.

Same goes for San Jose and coach Todd McLellan, who is succeeding without great numbers from his 'tenders and has done some line juggling to incorporate younger options.

A couple of other viable candidates -- Colorado's Patrick Roy and Tampa Bay's Jon Cooper -- have had such strong goaltending that I have a hard time separating that from the team success. They're worthy, but would they be worthy if their goalies weren't great? 

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook. 
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Yeah!Boo!

robbiezyg

13 mins ago

@bluenoser2 It is quite obvious Ovechkin is the MVP of his team and definitely should be considered for MVP of the league. When he's playing well, his team is winning. Where was Backstrom when Ovechkin wasn't scoring? Backstrom only puts up points when Ovechkin is on and scoring.. quite sure Ovechkin is the one that stirs the drink on that line Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

kopitar2browngoal

16 mins ago

Kopitar doesn't even get a mention for the Selke award?? I guess we shouldn't read too much into this because he also has Karlsson and Subban in his top 3 for the Norris... Sigh Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

ryan getzlaf

16 mins ago

No consideration of Hampus Lindholm for the Calder? He doesn't contribute as much offensively as Krug does, but he's +22. Also his TOI/G is trending up (21:03 in January so far) while Krug's is trending down (15:29 in January so far). Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

rebels57

17 mins ago

@thisguy9, staying healthy is part of being a great player and shouldn't be used as an excuse for not winning scoring titles. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jammershorts

18 mins ago

@icewookie: I've seen Karlsson look like a rank amateur out there, changing the tide against the Senators, so there is no way that media hype should keep him in the running for the Norris. I believe that he is one of the league leaders in giveaways. Norris trophies should not be given to guys who give the puck away as often as Karlsson does. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

mcgillicuddy

22 mins ago

Who honestly has Karlsson or Subban in the top 3? No one, that's who. Neither are in the top 5 defensemen even. Chara, Keith, Weber, Pietrangelo, Shattenkirk, Seabrook and Doughty are all ahead of them. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

mcgillicuddy

24 mins ago

No one in their right mind has Karlsson or Subban in the running for the Norris Trophy. But then again it has been so watered down the last couple year. They should make another award for the highest scoring defenseman, call it the Coffey Award. The Norris winner needs to be able to play DEFENSE. Keith, Chara, Weber. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

thisguy9

26 mins ago

currentriverpat...well said..07-08, he was leading the league in points when injured with a high ankle sprain, Malkin ended up leading the league..10-11, was crushing everybody in goals and points when concussed, D.Sedin led the league with 104 points, Perry led with 50 goals, Sid was on pace for 132 points and 64 goals..11-12, Malkin led the league with 109 points, Sid only played 22 games because of his concussion but had 37 points, a pace for 138 points in a full season..12-13, 10 point lead in the scoring race when breaking his jaw, St Louis led with 60 points, Sid was on pace for 75 points..this year has a 9 point lead half way threw the year, if not for injuries he could be looking at up to his 6th scoring title this year Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

skullplant

27 mins ago

Not even a mention of Ryan Suter for Norris? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

dear old friend

28 mins ago

Krug - for the calder is a laugh at best. I can see where he would appear to be a 'great defenceman' on the NHLs dirtiest team. Watching their epic fail in last seasons finals made it evident that they just do not have the horses. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

bbkingblues

29 mins ago

Why does everyone care soo much about +/-? Its the most useless stat there is and means nothing. Goalie lets in a bad goal from center ice and you're a -1 or you stand in your on end while Crosby goes end to end and scores. You've done nothing yet are +1. so many factors other than your own play go into it (bad goals, fluke plays, who you play against or even timing of line changes. +/- stats should never be taken into consideration for individual awards or recognition Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

bluenoser2

29 mins ago

I also feel strongly there should be 2 awards for defencemen. One is for highest scoring defenceman, and one obviously for THE BEST defenceman. Also, OV is not even the most valuable player on his team, let alone the league. Backstrom is far more valuable. OV is just a shooter and a basket hanger. And I should add an empty net goal scorer. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jjtookey

1 hour ago

How is Kopitar not up for Selke Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

golfdessaules

1 hour ago

How can a guy be contender for the Norris trophy (and last year winnner) not be on the Olympic Team ? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

thisguy9

1 hour ago

camneely67...Neal missed 15 of the first 16 games with an undisclosed upperbody injury...then was suspended for 5 games later in the year, 20 games without Neal so far this year for Sid and the Pens Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

coopergm21

1 hour ago

I'll take a shot at this .... Hart - Crosby ..... Norris - Keith ..... Vezina - Rask ...... Calder - MacKinnon ..... Selke - Bergeron ..... Jack Adams - Roy. Excited to see how I stack up against the pundits. What exactly is a pundit anyway? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

zolafrog

1 hour ago

Selke goes only to guys who are on good teams apparently. Everyone knows Datsyuk is still the best two-way player in the world, but Detroit has struggled so much that he will get no recognition from analysts like Cullen where numbers outweigh actual performance. No matter. Opponents know who the best is. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

kroeter

1 hour ago

They should let the coaches and gms pick the winners. Not the writers Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

icewookie

1 hour ago

I agree Karlsson shouldn't win the Norris largely based on the -12 (at this point), but the lol's about him even being a good defenseman are total nonsense. Watch a game sometime, he plays 30 minutes and completely changes the dynamic on the ice, controls the play like a quarterback. This guy is scary good and don't be stomping him because he isn't a scott stevens style, he controls the game unlike most ever could, there are more norris's in his future, guaranteed. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

chitown95

1 hour ago

Glad to see Bishop getting some recognition. Huge reason the Lightning are where they are with no Stamkos Report this comment!
Keith is no brainer but you can't judge Karlsson by plus minus, he has been a reliable defenceman all year and has actually been solid on the PK that said Keith is a shoe in for noriss Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hettishm

1 hour ago

How can Karlsson at -12 even be in the talk of a Norris? And Boumeester not even mentioned with a high point total and high plus/minus? C'mon, with the Canada loving - PK and Karlsson are not in the top three right now by any measurement. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

beerdotcom182

1 hour ago

@Camneely67: Hilarious coming from a Boston fan, considering the Cup they got handed to them on a silver platter of favorable calls and suspensions. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

currentriverpat

1 hour ago

If Crosby stays healthy, perhaps he can win another Hart and Art Ross, 2 trophies that were likely to be his no less than 3 times before season breaking injuries took hold. Somebody posted that Stamkos and Malkin need to be, at least, mentioned as they were neck'n'neck in scoring before they both got hurt. Well, nobody seems to remember how far ahead Crosby was to number 2 in scoring each of the three times he got hurt (high ankle sprain, concussion, broken jaw), so why give anybody else any special consideration? I don't recall anybody thanking concussions, ankle sprains or jaw fractures during their Hart Trophy acceptance speeches. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

zackt

1 hour ago

What am I missing here ?? Subban is considered 3rd in the ranking here and only 7th or 8th by management/coaches on the Olympic Team Are the writers that much smarter than Yzerman , Babcock & Co. ?? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

camneely67

1 hour ago

thisguy9 Neal wasnt injured he was suspended and it should of been longer. With Bettmans help the Pens will roll right along as usual. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

maxbart5

1 hour ago

Not only is Karlsson a -12, he also leads the league in giveaway's by a large margin. The 3 Norris candidates should be Keith, Subban, and Suter IMO. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

thisguy9

1 hour ago

tough to argue with Crosby for MVP so far...9 lead in the scoring race, has Pittsburgh at the top of the Eastern Conference, with Malkin, Neal, Letang, and others all missing a fair amount of time with injuries...if Sid can stay healthy he will finally get his 2nd Art Ross Trophy, after injuries costing him 3 or 4 more so far in his career Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

zimmet2

1 hour ago

How come Carkner isn't considered for the Norris? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

fingolfin1325

1 hour ago

No Datsyuk consideration for Selke? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

one8one

1 hour ago

There needs to be 2 defense awards, one for the most points (Bobby Orr award???) and one for the best defenseman. Unless you are Bobby Orr, those usually aren't one in the same! I would put Weber or Chara as the d-men. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

schief_jets

2 hours ago

Welcome to, 'We Actually Just Picked Out All The Nominees From Last Year To Save Time.' Really, Karlsson and Subban again? Sigh...it never ends... Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

volcomstoner180

2 hours ago

how could ovechkin even be considered for hart with -17? stop reading there, he is a defensive nightmare Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

2theninez

2 hours ago

something needs to be done about the goalie equipment, this is 2-3 years in a row where we have multiple goalies putting up elite/record breaking numbers, not saying ben bishop and josh harding aren't great goalies but were talking about nobody's putting up ridiculous numbers Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

burnthalo

2 hours ago

So Cooper has a team with a goalie of 40 starts or so and 7 rookies, and has them battling at the top of the conference despite losing by far their best player (and maybe the best in the sport), and that doesn't quite get you the Jack Adams award? Funny you discount coaches who have goalies playing well and give credit to those who don't. Isn't coaching a goalie and putting him in the correct situations part of a coach's job? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

kozzomozzo

2 hours ago

People if you attack karlsson for being -12 why doesn't weber get the same treatment. Yes I know weber is better at d but - double digits stink. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

whoknew

2 hours ago

bro30.... Very true. Kind of makes you wonder how Cullen makes his choices. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

the_anvil

2 hours ago

How can they omit Claude Noel from the Jack Adams award? He has performed miracles with the band of misfits he has. I guess he'll have to 'let these things work themselves out' (direct quote, every game they have lost). Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

transtheman

2 hours ago

whoknew, Gretz would have had a lock on that award if it existed Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

bro30

2 hours ago

Sometimes I feel like goalies are underappreciated. Bishop has had a tremendous year for the Lightning and their no name defence, I think he should get at least consideration for Hart. Report this comment!

MacKinnon is on track to have a better numbers than Landeskog did in his Calder season. I'll put my buck on him to win. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

mrryan12

2 hours ago

Somehow Karlsson is in the running for Norris, despite his -12. I don't like the Habs, but atleast Subban puts up his points without being a minus player who is a defensive liability more often than not. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hammerman

2 hours ago

Karlsson is a -12 on the season so far, how does he qualify for the norris award? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

whoknew

2 hours ago

To bad Steen got hurt, he would have been a shoein for sure. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

i c lite 22

2 hours ago

Ollie Maatta is having a good rookie season for 19 year old. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

whoknew

2 hours ago

stemarie... There's no award yet for the longest stick in the league catagory. That's his biggest asset. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

xtraplayer

2 hours ago

Karlsson for Norris again ! Asked 30 GMs who they'd rather have Karlsson or Weber. They all chose Weber, but Karlsson for Norris !! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

whoknew

2 hours ago

Ovie should not even be in the mix here. He's lazy and spends his time standing round waiting for someone to pass him the puck. Cherry picker award. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

buffalowings

2 hours ago

Many good options but I think it will end up being Nichushkin for the Calder. His confidence his growing exponentially since joining Benn and Seguin, and he is creating his own chances not merely benefitting from playing with two excellent players. That line and the new jerseys have made me want to watch more Dallas games haha Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

stemarie

2 hours ago

How can Chara only win one Norris so far.I guess it is about points and not playing defence. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

dfridge

2 hours ago

Agree with most of the obvious ones, but if you threw down Jones and Mackinnon in front of the voting members today and said pick one, I can't believe Jones would come out ahead for the Calder. As for OV as a hart candidate, he has 1 even strength assist this season... how anybody can throw that many pucks at the net and up with only 1 is somewhat mind blowing and there must be some unfavourable outliers at work there, but regardless, you aren't a contender for the Hart when you generate that little for others on the ice at even strength. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

nachoquinn

2 hours ago

@ralph agree with the norris debate but subban was a much more worthy winner than when eric karlsson won it. and the biggest reason why subban has not been a lock for team canada more has to do with his right handed shot, where canada is stacked. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

detz

2 hours ago

How is Thomas Plekanec not nominated for the Selke? He has been playing versus the top offensive lines in the league since the beginning of the year. He has shut down Crosby and Ovechkin on more than one occasion, when is this guy going to get what he deserves? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

packman2

2 hours ago

how is patrick roy not the coach of the year thus far? they weren't even expected to make the playoffs and they are way above .500.they have to be the biggest surprise in the league this year. Its got a lot to do with him. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

sportsfan9823

3 hours ago

Lol karlsson runner up for norris? To funny Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jterp19

3 hours ago

Tomas Plekanec is always overlooked in best two-way forwards... he's so underrated,even by MTL Fans. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

rookiesmelt

3 hours ago

Cullen, how can you say that points aren't everything when you base your hart, norris and calder purely on points, and vezina purley on stats? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

troot b. tolled

3 hours ago

Crosby might be leading the scoring race by 9 points now, but the day Stamkos got hurt he had the same # of points as Crosby and more goals, and therefore Stamkos was the leading scorer in the NHL the day he got hurt. Also, the day Malkin got hurt the last time (mid December) he was only 1 point behind Crosby in the scoring race. If your going to insinuate dominance on Crosby's part at least have the courtesy to mention the guys who were either ahead of him, or right there with him, up until they got knocked out of the scoring race by injury. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

fauch_03

3 hours ago

Patrick Roy not even a runner-up for the Jack Adams? And your reasonsing for not including him is absurd, can't nominate him because of hot goalies? Look at their defense last game vs SJ (won 4-3): EJ, Hejda Guinen, Sarich, Benoit and Holden (only 2 of those 6 are actually good hockey players). So Roy, the best goalie ever to play the game, doesn't get credit for coaching the goalies, and bringing in Allaire (also is executive of hockey ops. so he had a say in it). Furthermore, I'm sure Boudreau would be worthy of Jack Adams if he didn't all all-world players Getzlaf/Perry, or Hitchcock having an all world defense group, or SJ just having a good team all around. And all 3 of those teams have like a 12 million dollar payroll higher than the Avs. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

gregarov

3 hours ago

I would like to see Schieffele rip it up and win the Calder, but I am not sure if he is eligible. Report this comment!

Desert heat might be right medicine for Detroit Red Wings

11:21 AM, January 6, 2014

In what turns out to be a perfectly weathered decision, the Detroit Red Wings are spending a few days of R&R in the desert.

They flew from Dallas to Phoenix after Saturday’s 5-1 victory against the Stars and will practice in Scottsdale, Ariz., through Tuesday, before moving on to San Jose. This excursion was booked right before Christmas, but given the arctic freeze that’s settling over Detroit, the decision looks even better than its original intention, which was simply to cut out traveling home for two days and then hauling across the country to California.

The five days between games should translate into a healthier lineup come Thursday, when the Wings play the Sharks. Pavel Datsyuk missed Saturday’s game because of a lower-body injury and is considered day to day. Danny DeKeyser and Darren Helm also were sidelined, because of a sore groins. All three are possibilities to return during the trip, which includes weekend stops at Los Angeles and Anaheim.

Johan Franzen has been out since Dec. 15 with a concussion, but general manager Ken Holland told the Free Press that Franzen may join the Wings during this trip.

The Wings have started 2014 on a nice little roll, picking up three of four points through two games. At Dallas, captain Henrik Zetterberg was his usual reliable self, scoring first and last to reach 14 goals for the seasons. Joakim Andersson, Drew Miller and Tomas Tatar also had goals.

Most important for the Wings, Jimmy Howard looked in form, making 44 saves, 10 of them during Dallas power plays. It’s one game, but if Howard follows this up with a strong outing at San Jose, it’ll be further indication he has put a bleak first half in the books.

The Red Wings might have a rookie defenseman in the lineup tonight when they play the first of five consecutive road games over a 13-day span.

The Wings face the Dallas Stars at 8 tonight, then have four days off before playing three games in California over four days. Then they have three days off before visiting the New York Rangers on Jan. 16.

Alexey Marchenko was called up from Grand Rapids of the American Hockey League and wore No. 47 during practice Friday.

Marchenko was called up because defenseman Danny DeKeyser has a sore groin. DeKeyser, who didn’t practice and is listed as day-to-day, said he started feeling sore at the start of the second period in Wednesday’s Winter Classic, which the Wings lost to the Maple Leafs, 3-2, in a shoot-out at Michigan Stadium.

Marchenko, 22, was drafted by the Wings in the seventh round in 2011. He played parts of four seasons with CSKA Moscow in the Kontinental Hockey League before coming to the United States this season. He had two goals and 14 assists in 33 games for Grand Rapids.

“Every time I call down there, they say he’s their best guy,” Wings coach Mike Babcock said.

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill recently told the Free Press that Marchenko (6-feet-2, 212 pounds) “defends really well. He’s a big player with a good stick defensively and extremely smart and has good poise with the puck.”

Besides DeKeyser, the Wings practiced without forwards Pavel Datsyuk, Darren Helm (groin), Johan Franzen (concussion), defenseman Jonathan Ericsson (broken ribs) and goaltender Jonas Gustavsson (groin).

Marchenko said playing in the NHL is a goal for most Russians, like himself. He mentioned Sergei Zubov as one of the Russians he followed in the NHL.

He said the Wings were a favorite of most players his age growing up “because of the Russian Five.”

Marchenko seemed humble and was comfortable speaking English, which he said he began learning at age 8. Asked a couple of times to describe his game and strengths, he said he preferred that coaches answer those questions.

Babcock said Datsyuk was given a maintenance day and would play against the Stars.

The Wings are 12-4-3 on the road, much better than their 6-10-7 home record.

“Huge road trip for us,” Babcock said. “We’ve got five games against good teams.”

Babcock said goaltender Jimmy Howard bounced back Wednesday against the Leafs.

“We need Howie to get on a roll for us here,” Babcock said. “We really need him, being short-staffed. Because we don’t score as much, we gotta do a good job in that area, gotta have good structure and work real hard.”

The Wings battled through a lot of injuries in the first half of the season and, combined with a poor home record, felt they gave away too many points.

“We got a lot of great play from young guys,” Babcock said. “We didn’t have enough guys.”

Daniel Cleary said the Wings are “a really good team.”

“We gotta get playing,” Cleary said. “We’re 42 games into the season, and we all know where we sit in the standings.

“It’s a huge road trip against some talented teams. It’ll be a good trip for us. Maybe it’s what we need.”

Cleary said he doesn’t have an answer for why the Wings have been dominant at home some seasons and better on the road in others.

Cleary used the word “sporadic” to describe the Wings in the first half.

Incidentally, Cleary spent most of his off day Thursday and part of Friday morning dealing with the dentist. He had been playing with an exposed nerve in a tooth.

He had that fixed Thursday, only to have his lower bridge crack later that evening. He had that fixed Friday morning before practice.

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

DALLAS — Rookie defenseman Alexey Marchenko skated with Kyle Quincey during morning skate and was expected to make his NHL debut tonight against the Dallas Stars.

A rash of injuries — the latest being Danny DeKeyser’s sore groin — prompted the promotion of the 22-year-old Marchenko, a seventh-round draft pick in 2011 draft.

Every time coach Mike Babcock has called down to Grand Rapids, he’s been told the Russian is their “best guy,” so Marchenko’s time is now. The question is can Marchenko stay up with the Red Wings like center Luke Glendening has, playing in 17 games.

“Some guys grab it and hold onto it,” Babcock said. “Glendening looks to me like he doesn’t want to go anywhere, so if I’m Marchenko, that’s what I do. I just make sure that I don’t go anywhere.”

Marchenko, who talked after today’s morning skate, said while he’s excited to play in his first game, but he’s not sure what to expect.

“Everyone’s excited when they play in their first game,” Marchenko said. “So I don’t know, hope I will do well. I will try to do my best today.”

Marchenko is considered a big body at 6-foot-2, 183 pounds, can make the first pass and understands the game. He had two goals and 14 assists in 33 games for Grand Rapids.

■

WINTER CLASSIC IMPACT: Babcock said today he’s not worried about a hangover from Wednesday’s Winter Classic, which the Wings lost to the Toronto Maple Leafs, 3-2, in a shoot-out at Michigan Stadium.

“To be honest with you, I don’t know how much any of that affects anything,” Babcock said. “I’m not a big believer in that. I believe you come to work and you do your job. When the puck’s dropped, if you’re distracted by tickets or a camera, something’s wrong with you. You just play the game. So to me, it was one of the opportunities I would think in a player’s life, one of the best opportunities in his life, so to have anything negative to say about to me makes no sense.”

BRIEFLY:

Pavel Datsyuk is a game-time decision for tonight’s game. Datsyuk took part in the Wings’ morning skate, but didn’t practice Friday for what Babcock said was a “maintenance day.” … Patrick Eaves said he’ll play tonight after being cross checked in the head by Toronto’s Joffrey Lupul in Wednesday’s Winter Classic. Eaves had his jaw reset after leaving the game. He went through today’s skate with a full shield on his helmet. Lupul was fined $10,000 for the hit.

The Red Wings began the second half of their season with a game that managed to sum up their first half: Lose in a shoot-out, deal with new injuries.

They took Thursday off, after spending Wednesday relishing the opportunity to play at Michigan Stadium in the Winter Classic. The 3-2 shoot-out loss to Toronto left the Wings 18-14-10, with 46 points after 42 games. They’re going to be calling someone up for their next game, Saturday at Dallas, as an unidentified defenseman has joined the list of players dealing with a sore groin.

Playing through injuries is de rigueur for an NHL team, but the Wings have had a hard time doing so. At one point, they were without eight regulars. The worst of it came in December, when they won just three times during the 11 games Henrik Zetterberg missed. Losing Jonathan Ericsson has exposed how inexperienced the defense is. Darren Helm missed his 30th game Wednesday, out of the lineup late because of a sore groin. Patrick Eaves left early after being cross-checked, but is expected to practice today.

If the Wings continue at their current pace of accumulating points, they would finish with 90 points, probably not enough to make the playoffs even in the weaker Eastern Conference.

The loss to Toronto — Detroit’s seventh in eight shoot-out attempts this season — left the Wings clinging to a wild-card spot.

A few players have had big first halves: Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk, Daniel Alfredsson, Niklas Kronwall. Jonas Gustavsson has been a bailout presence while Jimmy Howard has struggled.

Howard was a somewhat controversial choice for Team USA given his numbers this season, but from the Wings’ perspective, the selection can only boost his confidence.

Howard is far from the only guy looking to bounce back from a poor first half. Stephen Weiss was ineffective. Johan Franzen lacked in effort for stretches. Daniel Cleary has six points in 41 games. Kyle Quincey is minus-14.

It’s dangerous to need to win so much during the second half; every team’s goal is to bank points in the first half to ease the pressure going into the playoff stretch.

This isn’t a novel situation for the Wings, though; this is largely the same team that looked in danger of missing the playoffs last season only to recover and claim the seventh seed.

That came about especially thanks to Howard, so while it has been great to see Gustavsson thrive, Howard reclaiming his form is a top priority in 2014.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Dress like Datsyuk

Good news for fans of hockey and trendy T-shirts: Pavel Datsyuk announced Thursday his long-awaited Magic Man line is available now.

Check out his six T-shirts and three hoodies at saucehockey.com (where it’s called the Pasha line).

In addition to the “Moves Like Datsyuk” shirt above, designs include “Magic Man” with a picture of Datsyuk; there’s a bunny being pulled out of a hat; another that says “Toe Drag Artist” and one with just plain “Pasha.”

And by the way, in the fashion business, trendy is the technical term for pricey. The T-shirts are $34.95 and the hoodies are $69.99.

The Winter Classic was decided in a shoot-out.

Which was a bummer.

They should have ended it with a giant snowball fight. That would have been more fitting. Put down the sticks. Build two snow forts by the frozen pond. Make a bunch of snowballs, and let them fly. Then, of course, wash out the face of the loser.

But alas, the NHL went the more traditional route and the Toronto Maple Leafs beat the Red Wings on Wednesday afternoon, 3-2 in a shoot-out, in Michigan Stadium.

The crowd was announced at 105,491.

Which, technically, set a record for the most NHL fans to freeze their butts off while watching a hockey game. However, the folks from the Guinness Book of World Records have been called to verify that all those butts were actually in the stands. Not to mention frozen.

We will keep you posted.

“The experience, as a whole, was an unbelievable experience,” Niklas Kronwall said. “This is something that I don’t think any of us will ever forget, one of the best experiences I’ve ever had.”

The weather was brutal. It was cold, windy and snowed the entire game. It looked like a hockey game. Played in a giant snow globe. Stuck in a freezer. On the middle of a football field.

“It was absolutely crazy,” Tomas Tatar said. “This might be one of my best experiences in life.”

Warm feelings on a cold day

What was it like in the stands? To be part of history?

“This whole thing is like music to my ears,” said Krista Faist, 27, who lives in London, England, and came to the States for the holidays. “It’s so amazing being around happy, cold Canadians.”

As opposed to, well, sad, cold Canadians, which could have happened if the Maple Leafs had lost.

“I hate the cold, but this is the best day ever,” said Danielle Bryant, 31, from Redford. “The atmosphere. The snow. It’s perfect. Between the action, when the songs come on, everybody is dancing. Everybody is friendly. Everybody is coming together.”

Others were less than thrilled.

“It’s like torture,” said Ryan Haare, 10, of Windsor. “I can’t feel my feet and my finger tips. It’s really crowded and hard to walk around.”

Hmm. OK, tell us how you really feel, Ryan? It’s not that he wasn’t appreciative. It’s just, well, he was frozen.

NBC even brought in Jim Cantore, from the Weather Channel, to confirm that it was snowing throughout the game.

I’m sorry, but whenever I see Cantore, I picture him in the middle of a hurricane. Not a hockey game.

But the nasty weather was certainly part of this historic event.

The constant snowfall completely affected the play. It accumulated on the ice and slowed the game to a crawl, especially on power plays. The players were cautious with the puck, afraid of turning it over.

“With the stands being that far away and the wind and snow, I’m sure, at times, it looked like an alumni game,” Kronwall said. “But everybody was trying as hard as they could.”

During breaks in the action, 10 skaters with shovels cleared the snow.

That was one of the most enduring images of this event. They didn’t use snow blowers to clear the snow. They didn’t use some machine. They used 10 skaters with shovels. Like they were clearing a pond. Which was perfect.

But even when the ice was clear of snow, Tatar said the pucks were frozen hard.

“The puck was cold,” Tatar said. “The puck is usually not hard. It’s soft. Like, if you bite it.”

Bite a puck?

I just love hockey players.

Plenty of hockey to see

Before the game, fans tailgated, huddled around fires, and hockey games broke out in the strangest of places.

Rob Murray grabbed a stick and started playing in a parking lot about a half mile from the stadium.

“The parking attendant gave us a shovel,” said Murray, 36, from Sarnia. “We cleared a spot, pulled up the truck, turned up the tunes and started cooking bacon.”

The cranked up the Guns N’ Roses. Started drinking Budweiser and Labatt Blue. And put down a net.

“You guys want a fire?” the attendant asked.

“Why not, right?” Murray said. “It’s once in a lifetime, for sure. We have looked forward to this for a couple of months.”

A short time later, another hockey game broke out in a parking lot, next to the Big House. Somebody tipped over two trash bins, handed out 10 sticks, got a ball and — Presto! — there was hockey being played.

“Let’s go Red Wings,” the fans in red chanted, watching this parking lot game. “Lets go Leafs!” the fans in blue chanted.

Meanwhile, the real Red Wings were having just as much fun.

Eight Red Wings came out of their dressing room and played with a soccer ball to warm up out on the sidewalk. Right in the middle of about 100 fans.

The Red Wings call the game “two-touch” because you only get two touches with the ball. If they have an argument, it’s settled over a game of rock, paper and scissors.

Seriously. There’s little not to like about hockey players.

A winning event

The NHL paid $3 million to rent the Big House for this game.

For the University of Michigan, it was a no-brainer. One Michigan official estimated that about 80,000 fans in the stadium had never attended a U-M football game. And Michigan officials love the idea of being associated with the biggest game in the NHL history.

So everybody came out as a winner on this day. Except, well, the Red Wings.

Despite the cold. Despite the wind. Despite the weather. Despite another shoot-out loss. It was a fantastic event.

A Winter Classic?

No doubt.

Justin Abdelkader had a great time being a Spartan using Michigan Stadium as home turf.

Justin Abdelkader had a great time being a Spartan using Michigan Stadium as home turf.

He provided a late goal Wednesday at the Winter Classic that got the Red Wings at least a point, as they went on to lose 3-2 in a shoot-out to the Toronto Maple Leafs. Abdelkader scored at 14:28 of the third period.

He provided a late goal Wednesday at the Winter Classic that got the Red Wings at least a point, as they went on to lose 3-2 in a shoot-out to the Toronto Maple Leafs. Abdelkader scored at 14:28 of the third period.

“That goes up there as one of my bigger goals, one to remember for sure,” Abdelkader said. “It was unfortunate we didn’t win, but it was definitely memorable. Playing in the state of Michigan, and having played in the rivalry between Michigan and Michigan State, it was great to play here at the Big House. It was a lot of fun. I’m glad I got the opportunity.”
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Abdelkader, 26, already had turned pro when his Spartans took on the Wolverines on Dec. 11, 2010, at Michigan Stadium, in an event known as the Big Chill. He learned Wednesday just how challenging it is to play outdoors.

Abdelkader, 26, already had turned pro when his Spartans took on the Wolverines on Dec. 11, 2010, at Michigan Stadium, in an event known as the Big Chill. He learned Wednesday just how challenging it is to play outdoors.

“The snow was coming down hard the entire game, didn’t know if it was going to stop or not,” he said. “Then you have to fight the wind. Then you’re cold on the bench.
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“It wasn’t easy, but if you talk to any of the guys, I don’t think they would have had it any other way. “

“It wasn’t easy, but if you talk to any of the guys, I don’t think they would have had it any other way. “

Abdelkader had kept the puck in Toronto’s zone on Wednesday’s play, going to the net as teammates chased the puck behind the goal line. Brendan Smith skated in front of James van Riemsdyk to get the puck and found Abdelkader, who went to his backhand.

Abdelkader had kept the puck in Toronto’s zone on Wednesday’s play, going to the net as teammates chased the puck behind the goal line. Brendan Smith skated in front of James van Riemsdyk to get the puck and found Abdelkader, who went to his backhand.

“He’ll make big plays,” coach Mike Babcock said of Abdelkader. “He is a big player. Brings it every day to practice and games. He’s just going to get better. He’s got a reasonable skill set. But his determination is so good, his skill set is going to grow. He’ll be a real important part for the team.

“He’ll make big plays,” coach Mike Babcock said of Abdelkader. “He is a big player. Brings it every day to practice and games. He’s just going to get better. He’s got a reasonable skill set. But his determination is so good, his skill set is going to grow. He’ll be a real important part for the team.

“We don’t have a lot of big heavy forwards, and he’s one for us. He’s growing into his body, growing into his game, and he’s an important player for us.”

“We don’t have a lot of big heavy forwards, and he’s one for us. He’s growing into his body, growing into his game, and he’s an important player for us.”

Abdelkader had a standout season in the first part of 2013, emerging as an ideal winger for Pavel Datsyuk after demonstrating a willingness to go into corners to chase down the puck for Datsyuk, and to play in front of the net. He’s continued to be in the top-six mix most of this season, as the Wings have come to rely on his skating and heavy presence.

Abdelkader had a standout season in the first part of 2013, emerging as an ideal winger for Pavel Datsyuk after demonstrating a willingness to go into corners to chase down the puck for Datsyuk, and to play in front of the net. He’s continued to be in the top-six mix most of this season, as the Wings have come to rely on his skating and heavy presence.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock said he never talks to the team after a loss.

He made an exception following a 3-2 shoot-out loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs in the Winter Classic on Wednesday that saw an announced crowd of 105,491 fill Michigan Stadium.

“I just said you should be proud, you got a off day tomorrow, enjoy your family today,” Babcock said.

“Be thankful for the experience, remember the experience. I said it yesterday, life’s about moments. You only remember moments, you don’t remember everything. This is one of those things, for a fan today, those kids that were skating on the ice, the kids that were introduced for the Olympians, all those things were very special.”

The U.S. Olympic team was introduced following the game, which ended with another tough shoot-out loss for the Wings.

Tyler Bozak, who gave the Leafs a 2-1 lead in the third period, scored the deciding goal in the shootout.

Daniel Alfredsson, who scored in the second period to give the Wings a 1-0 lead, missed on a backhand in the shootout, as did Leafs forward James van Riemsdyk, who tied the game at 1 in the final minute of the second period.

Pavel Datsyuk lifted a backhand past Maple Leafs goaltender Jonathan Bernier in the second round of the shootout. Joffrey Lupul answered Datsyuk’s goal, beating Jimmy Howard five-hole.

Tomas Tatar missed trying to go five-hole on Bernier and Bozak ended the contest with a wrister.

Bernier finished with 41 saves for the Leafs. Howard finished with 24 saves for the Wings.

The Wings tied the game at 2-2 with 5:32 remaining in the third.

Brendan Smith sent a pass from the side boards and Justin Abdelkader redirected the puck on a backhand past Bernier.

“It was just a game where you want to minimize your mistakes,” Abdelkader said. “When you got the puck down low, you were trying to hang onto it. A lot of times it would hit snow or something weird would happen. You had to just try to make simple plays. I think that was our game plan all along.”

The Wings were disappointed to lose another game in a shootout, but Abdelkader said: “With this game, with the elements, with the snow, I guess, if you want to say it’s kind of fitting to end in a shoot-out. It wasn’t an easy game to play, but I think both teams played hard. We did a lot of good things, unfortunately, we didn’t get that next one to go in for us. I think everyone is going to take away the experience here and look forward to the second half.”

The Wings had opened the scoring at 13:14 of the second period. On a 2-on-1, Henrik Zetterberg sent a pass to Alfredsson. The puck went in off Alfredsson’s skate.

It was Alfredsson’s fourth goal and sixth point in his last five games.

From the side of the net, van Riemsdyk knocked the puck in out of the air like he was playing baseball. He tied the game at 19:23 of the second.

Bozak’s tip-in off a shot from Phaneuf at 4:41 of the third gave the Leafs a 2-1 lead. Off a face-off win, Phaneuf fired the puck and Bozak’s stick was ruled to be under the crossbar.

The snow caused a winter wonderland on the ice at Michigan Stadium. Everyone wondered when pucks were going to stop as they got caught in an accumulation of snow along the boards or whether an odd bounce would lead to a bad goal.

A crew of about a dozen shovelers was responsible for clearing the snow during stoppages in play.

Niklas Kronwall said with the wind and snow, it probably looked like an alumni game at times.

“We fought back and got a point,” Kronwall said.

The players weren’t affected by the cold, Kronwall said, because there were heaters on the benches.

“The conditions made it so some of the skill in the game was eliminated,” Babcock said. “I thought our team played real well. We had the puck tons. It was a good game for our team. All in all it was a good day.”

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.
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Inconsistent Red Wings can make playoff run if they avoid injuries
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Wings goalie Jimmy Howard, making a save Saturday night in Dallas, has shown signs of breaking out of his slump since returning from a knee injury. (Brandon Wade / Associated Press)

Dallas — Despite a flock of injuries and some subpar performances in goal, the Red Wings remained in playoff position throughout the first half of the season.

But as they begin four days off in warm weather, one game into a critical five-game trip, and as the NHL schedule begins to point toward the Olympic break beginning in early February, they remain utterly inconsistent.

“We don’t win enough. You are what you are. We don’t win enough,” Mike Babcock said. “We’ve got to find a way to win.”

If they can stay healthy, if Jimmy Howard’s play improves and if a lot of young players can find a consistent game in the NHL, the Red Wings are not only likely to make the playoffs, they might even make considerable noise when they get there.

That is a lot of “ifs,” though, eh?

Heading into play Sunday, the Wings were the seventh-most injured team, with 166 man games lost.

They are scoring slightly more than they did last season, but too much less than in the previous one, Niklas Lidstrom’s last season.

They are giving up more goals than in the previous two seasons.

“We don’t score a lot of goals, so we’ve got to find a way to win defensively,” Babcock said.

Their problems can be fixed, if they can manage to avoid the injuries that currently have Pavel Datsyuk, Johan Franzen, Steven Weiss and Darren Helm, four of their top seven forwards; Jonathan Ericsson, a top-pair defenseman; and Gustavsson, the effective back-up goalie, unavailable for play.

The injuries are staring to bug them.

“Hopefully, it will turn around soon,” said Henrik Zetterberg, who was having one of the strongest first halves of his career before his bad back started barking, with a bulging disc.

“We’ve had a tough first half, and we’re starting the second half here and hopefully guys will come back and start being healthy.”

Health is imperativeOn Saturday, Babcock twice made clear his patience with injuries has finally ebbed.

“We need more consistency in the health department,” he said. “We can’t always be on the table in the medical room. Sometimes, you’ve just got to play.

“Especially with the four days off, we can go get freshened up here.”

Plainly upset with the situation, Babcock essentially made clear it must change for the Wings to reach their potential. He is well-beyond the point of avoiding the use of injuries as excuses, but considerably concerned with them as facts.

“We’ve had so many injuries that I’m tired of guys being out and being on the table every day when I walk in there. We need guys to be ready to play, and we need a big push out of our group.”

The wholesale admissions to the M*A*S*H* unit make the difficulties in goal all the more glaring. Defense becomes even more important, and with the Wings skating with so many young defenseman, the roles of Howard and Gustavsson were already huge coming into the season.

Both have had injuries, and Howard slumped for the first time in his four seasons.

The result is a 2.65 goals against average for the team, 15th in the NHL headed into action Sunday. Five teams in the Eastern Conference, the Bruins (2.07), Lightning (2.27), Penguins (2.28), Canadiens (2.30) and Devils (2.42) are performing better.

“The month of November wasn’t very kind and then December wasn’t either, going down with the knee injury in practice,” said Howard, who also suffered a hand injury earlier.

Both injuries seemed to hit about the time he felt he was rediscovering his best game.

“I’m trying to get back into that groove, you know, that groove that I’ve been in for the first three out of four seasons, and the only way I know to do that is to just continue to keep working.”

Howard is keyFor Babcock it seems, beyond the injuries, nothing could be more important than Howard’s groove.

Gustavsson helps enormously, but only when healthy.

“We need Howie to get on a huge roll for us here in the second half,” Babcock said. “We need more consistency in that position.”

Howard is showing some evidence of getting there, right now, although only in consecutive games against the Maple Leafs and Stars.

“We’ve been waiting for Jimmy to be Jimmy all year long, and tonight he was back to being what we expect,” Babcock said, Saturday.

Howard improved on his prime weapon, his positional play, and he dealt better with perhaps his major issue, rebound control.

“I thought he was regular Jimmy tonight,” Drew Miller said. “He played well, played strong, made big saves for us when he had to, especially in the first period “He was in good position, but he made big stops and he made saves that other goalies might not make.”

Still refashioning the roster, the Wings have seen it become even more unstable with the injuries. With so many players in and out of the lineup and multiple calls up from Grand Rapids, consistency suffers.

Giveaways evidence the impact.

The Wings currently have the 11th most, after placing 18th in the previous two seasons.

While they have maintained playoff position, as the first wild card heading into play Sunday, the Maple Leafs, Flyers, Capitals, Senators, Rangers, Hurricanes, Devils and Blue Jackets are all lined up on their rear bumper.

But they have defeated the Bruins twice, including once in Boston; and the Avalanche, Canucks and Leafs all on the road, demonstating they can win big games, regardless.

If the injuries abate and Howard excels again, they will make the playoffs and have an impact, there.

But the “regular Jimmy” and improved health are essential..

Where the Wings rank(All statistics through Saturday’s games.) 

Man games lost to injury: 

1. Pittsburgh, 243 

2. Anaheim, 206 

3. Carolina, 194 

7. Detroit, 166 

Goals per game: 

1. Chicago, 3.66 

2. St. Louis, 3.56 

3. Anaheim, 3.26 

14. Detroit, 2.63 

Note: Highest Eastern Conference team is Pittsburgh, fifth at 3.16. 

Goals against per game: 

1. Los Angeles, 2.02 

2. Boston, 2.07 

3. Tampa Bay, 2.27 

15. Detroit, 2.65 

Giveaways: 

1. Toronto, 512 

2. Edmonton, 485 

3. Los Angeles, 447 

11. Detroit, 350 

Takeaways: 

1. Carolina, 433 

2. Chicago, 364 

3. N.Y. Islanders, 346 

4. Detroit, 322 

Faceoff percentage: 

1. Nashville, 54.2 

2. Los Angeles, 53.4 

3. San Jose, 53.2 

3. Boston, 53.2 

13. Detroit, 51.0

gregg.krupa@detroitnews.com 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140106/SPORTS0103/301060012#ixzz2pdjAdtCF
Dallas — The Stars vastly outshot and outplayed the Red Wings for large portions of the Wings’ 5-1 win Saturday, but the Detroiters made the shots count while bringing considerable firepower of their own.

Joakim Andersson, who now has seven goals, and Drew Miller scored within 14 seconds of each other late in the first period, to make it a 3-1 game at the first intermission.

Then, about midway through the second, Tomas Tatar demonstrated the great value of speed.

Tatar scored brilliantly.

With considerable pace, he gained the Stars' blue line and split defensemen Brenden Dillon and Cameron Gaunce, who then collided, spectacularly. Tatar then flew by a back-checking forward on the wing, making him utterly irrelevant to the play, and put the puck behind Kari Lehtonen, who had replaced Dan Ellis in the Stars' net.

And it was all unassisted, by Tatar.

"You know, I was just carrying the puck up into the zone. I saw the two guys that were in front of me, and one was chasing from behind," he said.

He was unchallenged through the neutral zone after scooping up the puck in the Wings' end because no one could quite catch him.

Then the pyrotechnics began.

"I just saw one guy was going to try to hit me, and I just tried to go through him. And he hit the other guy, so I got real lucky there," he said. "And all of a sudden I went on a breakaway.

"I was kind of surprised with what happened.

"I got a little lucky on the finish. I just put it on the net, and it went in."

Tatar has eight goals and eight assists through 35 games, after he was a healthy scratch in eight of the first nine games of the season.

For 82 games, that is scoring at a pace of about 20 goals and 20 assists.

Marchenko makes NHL debut

Alexey Marchenko, 22, a 6-feet-2, 212-pound rookie defenseman, said he was surprised to be called up from Grand Rapids on Friday for his first NHL appearance Saturday night.

And while things did not go well at the start, eventually he evidenced why the Red Wings are so high on him: strong positional play, muscular skating and confident, sharp passing.

On his first shift, Marchenko let speedy Stars forward Valeri Nichushkin, 18, get by near the Red Wings’ blue line, failing to drop back more quickly to gain position.

On his second shift, Marchenko took a penalty warding off the furiously attacking Stars, who harried the Red Wings like swarming predators in the early going.

But Marchenko came out of the period plus-2, benefiting from being on the ice as the Wings began to tally, and coach Mike Babcock credited the young Russian defenseman with playing well.

"It was a hard start for me, a little bit," Marchenko said. "The first two shifts, I felt a little bit uncomfortable. The guys talked to me always about what to do, and I got used to the game, a little bit."

Babcock said Jeff Blashill, the coach in Grand Rapids, asserts Marchenko is a bright Wings prospect, one of several on the blue line who are all 24 or younger.

"I thought he was really good," Babcock said. "I thought he could really pass the puck, he knows how to play, he doesn't get into trouble. So he was a real positive."

Marchenko's English is excellent. But, like many who learn it, the American idiom is sometimes confusing.

Asked before the game if he would have "butterflies," Marchenko looked quizzical and did not respond.

When someone told him it meant nervous, he smiled and said maybe a little.

Datsyuk on pace for return

Pavel Datsyuk was a scratch and is suffering from an injury, but he seems likely to return soon to the lineup, given the Wings' four-day break.

After not practicing Friday in Detroit, he skated with evident vigor with the team Saturday morning. But he did not play.

Asked after the skate how he is feeling, the Red Wings' superstar said, "With today off? Awesome."

Asked what the problem was Friday, he gathered his mischievous wit.

"Problem? Can't find my gear after Winter Classic."

Then he smiled and turned away.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140104/SPORTS0103/301040070#ixzz2pdjJ2ywi
January 4, 2014 at 1:00 am

Red Wings aiming to keep road success going

Ted Kulfan 

The Detroit News
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 The Red Wings are looking for goalie Jimmy Howard to breathe a little easier now that he's been named to the U.S. Olympic team. 

The Red Wings are looking for goalie Jimmy Howard to breathe a little easier now that he's been named to the U.S. Olympic team. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — The road actually has been kind to the Red Wings.

And they’re hoping that lasts the next couple weeks.

Detroit begins a five-game trip tonight in Dallas, and looks to improve on its 12-4-3 mark, the third-best road record in the NHL — and the best in the Eastern Conference.

That’s more than compensated for a ragged 6-10-7 mark at Joe Louis Arena.

“Way too much up and down,” Red Wings defenseman Niklas Kronwall said. “This (trip) is a good opportunity to do something good. We know we are playing some very good teams. For us, it’s about getting points.”

The Red Wings are three points ahead of the Senators (46-43) for the last wild-card playoff spot. The Devils (42), Rangers (42), Hurricanes (41) and Blue Jackets (40) are closing in.

And, Red Wings coach Mike Babcock figures 100 points safely will get a team into the playoffs.

“That’s the number I’m always looking for,” Babcock said. “But when you do the math, you multiply by two, we have 46 points (currently), so we’re eight short anyway.

“We need to have a big second half.”

On this trip, Detroit visits the three California teams (none has fewer than 54 points) after playing Dallas, before ending in New York against the Rangers.

“It’s a challenge,” Red Wings captain Henrik Zetterberg said. “We have to keep playing well on the road.

“It’s an important eight points. I don’t count New York because we’re coming home in between, but we’re looking forward to this because we’ve played a lot against these teams and we’ve had some good bouts against them.”

A key word around the Red Wings locker room lately has been “traction,” and it’ll likely continue to be spoken during this trip.

The Red Wings are winless in three of the last four games.

“For our standards, how we play our system and the personnel we have, it’s not up to par,” Red Wings forward Daniel Cleary said. “The onus falls on the players. We have to get a run together.”

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140104/SPORTS0103/301040026#ixzz2pdjr4Cn7
Detroit — And the door opens again for a player from Grand Rapids.

With defenseman Danny DeKeyser day-to-day with a groin injury, the Red Wings recalled defenseman Alexey Marchenko from Grand Rapids.

Marchenko, a 2011 seventh-round pick, has 16 points (two goals) in 33 games for the Griffins. The 6-foot-2, 212-pounder leads the team with a plus-15 rating.

“I didn’t expect (the promotion),” Marchenko said. “But I’m glad to get a chance.”

Marchenko, from Moscow, hasn’t had the typical adjustment period European players go through playing on the smaller North American ice surface.

“It’s easier to come from the big rink to the small rink,” said Marchenko, who has played in Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League. “The game is different, but during training camp I adjusted, and once the regular season began, it didn’t take as much time (to adjust).”

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock had Marchenko paired with Kyle Quincey during practice in preparation for tonight’s game against the Stars.

DeKeyser said his groin began to bother him during Wednesday’s Winter Classic, but he doesn’t expect to miss more than tonight’s game.

Eaves skates after hit

Red Wings forward Patrick Eaves practiced Friday after leaving Wednesday’s game early after being struck in the jaw by Maple Leafs forward Joffrey Lupul.

“Stick on the jaw, it was pretty uncomfortable,” Eaves said.

Lupul was fined $10,000 by league officials for the hit. The money goes to the Players’ Emergency Assistance Fund.

Injury report

Pavel Datsyuk didn’t skate, but Red Wings coach Mike Babcock termed the absence “a maintenance day.”

... Babcock wasn’t sure about the availability of center Darren Helm (groin), forward Johan Franzen (concussion) and goaltender Jonas Gustavsson (groin) tonight, but they all will be on the trip.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20140103/SPORTS0103/301030069#ixzz2pdjyULhN
Maple Leafs prospects make an impact at world juniors

The Leafs had three prospects in action at the world juniors, competing for three different teams. How did they fare?
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Maple Leafs prospect Frederik Gauthier wasn't able to fully showcase his skills for Team Canada, given the way most games turned out for the team.

Chris So / Toronto Star File 

Maple Leafs prospect Frederik Gauthier wasn't able to fully showcase his skills for Team Canada, given the way most games turned out for the team. 
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Richard Peddie's secrets to success

LeafsBeat

NHL Sued by Former Players Over Head Injuries

Pre-game: Maple Leafs vs Capitals

MALMO, SWEDEN—The Maple Leafs sent three players to the world junior hockey championship:

Sweden F Andreas Johnson (seventh-round 2013, 202nd overall)

Johnson finished the tournament with three goals and three assists in seven games — and a silver medal.

The 19-year-old would appear to be the prototypical late bloomer. He’d never previously been considered for any Swedish national team, and wasn’t even invited to the summer camp the Swedes held for this tournament.

“If you would have asked me a year ago (about whether Johnson could play in the NHL), I’d have said probably not,” said Swedish coach Rikard Gronborg. “I think somewhere along the line, he figured it out. He needed to do certain things to be a player. And he’s doing them.

“He is in better shape. He does the dirty work, he does the backchecking, the blocking of shots, he plays the defensive zone. That was a big thing for me. I saw him as a scorer. But if you’re going to play on our national team, you’ve got to do that work as well. He figured that out.”

The knock on Johnson is that he’s small, about 5-foot-10. But he’s stocky, skilled and hard to knock off the puck. The Leafs are pleased as punch with Johnson’s progress.

“What a player,” said Leafs assistant GM Claude Loiselle. “He’s got incredible skill. He just slows the game down. We also watched practice two days ago, and he’s the first guy on the ice, working with goalies, working on his skills all the time.”

Johnson’s favourite players are Phil Kessel and Patrick Kane. He gives himself two or three years before he’ll try to come over to try to make the NHL.

“I know it’s a tough league,” said Johnson. “I have to step up every year. I think I have a long journey.

“I feel more comfortable with the puck, especially around the boards. … It’s pretty tough against bigger guys. Men. Now I feel I can protect it and hit back.”

Canada F Frederik Gauthier (first round, 2013, 21st overall)

Gauthier was Team Canada’s shut-down centre. Unfortunately, Canada trailed so often — they gave up the first goal in every game but one — that Gauthier didn’t get to show off that skill very often. But he did kill penalties and take key faceoffs in his own zone with the game on the line.

Coach Brent Sutter didn’t use him very much at even strength when Canada was trailing because there were other, more offensively gifted forwards who were supposed to score. Gauthier finished with one assist.

And that’s the rub with Gauthier. He was a first-round pick destined to be a third-line centre unless he can learn to score this year, and maybe even next year, in the QMJHL.

“I’m a big fan,” Loiselle said of Gauthier. “Killing penalties, taking faceoffs and getting off the ice, it’s hard to get into a rhythm. You’re not creating a lot of offence when you do that. But he’s a strong kid. This was a great experience for him.”

Switzerland F Fabrice Herzog (fifth round, 2013, 142nd overall)

Herzog was fine earlier in the tournament, notching three goals to lead the Swiss in scoring. But come the knockout stage, the Swiss were overwhelmed. The team thought defence first against Canada, a tough way for an offensively gifted player like Herzog to play. But the experience will do him well in the long run.

“He’s got skill,” Loiselle said of Herzog. “He’s a big body. It’s hard when you’re playing big teams in the tournament and you don’t have a lot of skill on your team. It’s hard to see what you can do.”
Maple Leafs: Kadri’s ‘funk’ the biggest challenge of young NHL career

While Nazem Kadri has encountered numerous controversies in his four seasons as a Leaf, his current funk is something different entirely.
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Leafs centre Nazem Kadri will need to "put his nose to the grindstone" and work his way out of an ongoing funk, his coach says.
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By: Mark Zwolinski Sports reporter,  Published on Sun Jan 05 2014 

Explore This Story

1 Photo 

17 Comments 

Share on Facebook

in

Share

.

0

Reddit this!

Republish 

Nazem Kadri deserved credit for answering the bell (media demands) in the toughest of times.

He came out when the coaching staff underlined his off-beat performance, he came out when his actions were questioned in relation to his suspension in November and he came out when trade rumours surfaced just after Christmas.

So it was somewhat of a surprise Sunday when Kadri — who gives an excellent quote in the toughest of circumstances — did not surface for the usual round of questioning.

That’s because it’s been anything but usual times for Kadri. The talented centre has weathered controversies concerning coaches, turnovers, a perceived excess of confidence, a perceived lack of fitness and a gamut of other red-button hockey issues — but this is different.

“He seems to be in a little bit of a funk,” coach Randy Carlyle said as the Leafs practiced Sunday after an unacceptable performance in Saturday’s 7-1 loss to the Rangers.

Kadri’s funk doesn’t seem to be centred on any one issue; instead, it appears to be a combination of numerous things.
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

“He seems to be standing still in a lot of situations. He’s falling down a lot, I’ve never seem him fall down on the ice when he’s got 100 per cent possession of the puck,” said Carlyle. 

“(On Saturday) at the blue line he finds a way to fall down. He’s surprised and we’re surprised that those types of things are happening to him, Our advice to him is to commit to the time off the ice (workouts in the gym), and when you’re on the ice, you work extremely hard and then you do extra … and that’s what he’s doing now.”

Kadri may very well have been in the gym when reporters summoned for him Sunday, a day the team also skated in its annual Easter Seals skate for charity. In any event, this “funk” appears to be taking its toll on the 23-year-old.

Kadri’s ice time is actually up — almost two minutes more per game — compared to last season, when he was flying high statistically. That’s attributable to his 12-game stint on the top line during Tyler Bozak’s injury, and the 20-plus minutes per game that come with it.

But Kadri failed to find chemistry with Phil Kessel and James van Riemsdyk on the top unit. For a top-six forward, the bottom line is production, and so far this season, Kadri is way off his performance last year, when he had league-league numbers in several advanced stats. 

The fact that his troubles represent an overall funk — rather than a singular, headline-grabbing controversy — makes this the first very serious hockey challenge he’s faced in his four years in a Leafs uniform.

Carlyle said there’s no easy way out of it either.

“It’s the same for any pro,” Carlyle said. “When things aren’t going well for yourself, you have to be selfish, take a look in the mirror and say, ‘I’ve got to work my way out of this.’

“The old adage is put your nose to the grindstone and work your way through it. I don’t think that is too far from the way young players today should approach it.”
Maple Leafs: Carlyle lowers boom after execrable loss to Rangers: DiManno

Leafs coach puts players through punishing workout in wake of 7-1 shellacking; defence a concern with injury to Gunnarsson.
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The Rangers' Dominic Moore, left, gets past Toronto defenceman Jake Gardiner to score his second goal of the game during the second period of Saturday night's 7-1 loss to New York. 
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The Rangers' Dominic Moore, left, gets past Toronto defenceman Jake Gardiner to score his second goal of the game during the second period of Saturday night's 7-1 loss to New York. 
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First they had to revisit the scene of the crime by watching themselves on game video, a low-light reel of errors and ineptitude.

Then the Leafs were put through a grinding Sunday morning practice of drill-spit-and-repeat.

And finally the players, still abashed over their collectively god-awful performance in a 7-1 hammering by the New York Rangers the night before, were whistle-prompted for 20 minutes of hard skating sprints that burned their lungs.

This was punishment as much as instruction, a whack across the head after getting an earful from Randy Carlyle post-game and pre-practice.

The only Leafs to escape the worst of it were David Clarkson and Carl Gunnarsson, who never made it onto the ice, nursing injuries from the previous evening. Clarkson took a slapshot off his ankle. Nothing looks broken. Gunnarsson fell awkwardly and suffered a bone bruise. He’s scheduled for an MRI on Monday.

Having eight defencemen on the roster, with last week’s acquisition of Tim Gleason, looks suddenly heaven-sent, a slim silver lining.
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That triggered new-look D-combinations at practice, with Carlyle still hopeful Gunnarsson will be able to dress Tuesday. A back end boasting a teenage rookie and a 23-year-old with 96 NHL games of experience — Morgan Rielly and Jake Gardiner — as key components is cause for concern, especially if the reliable Gunnarsson is out for any period of time.

“He plays the hardest minutes on the team,” Gardiner said of the quiet-spoken Swedish veteran who rarely finds a clutch of reporters at his locker. “He plays against the top lines, penalty-kills first unit. It’s hard to lose a guy like that.

“You watch a guy like Gunnarsson, how good his body position is all the time. He and (Dion) Phaneuf do it great. That’s something all our defencemen are trying to work on, even our forwards in the defensive zone.”

Gardiner, with his immense potential and rushing gifts, has absorbed his share of nagging from Carlyle. Rielly has been in and out of the lineup, kept with the club when he might have been loaned to the national junior squad that came up short again at worlds. Rielly watched two periods of Sunday’s loss in the bronze-medal game with Russia.

“It’s tough. I was in that spot last year. It’s not easy to play for the bronze medal. It’s hard to get up for that one.”

Carlyle needs to walk a fine line with his young blue-liners, instructing and criticizing but not crushing or driving them into conniptions of self-doubt. Preferably, said the coach, he would like to distribute ice-time minutes judicially. He’s fretful, in particular, about the stamina of a Rielly, who’s never before had to cope with an 82-game schedule.

“We’ve got to do a better job in supporting our younger players and not exposing them so much. When you have injuries in a game, lose a player, it forces people to play up in the lineup. Those are things that you’ve got to monitor, make sure that your younger players are not getting beaten down to a point where they can’t perform.”

On Saturday, while every Leaf struggled or simply failed to engage, the lapses by Gardiner and Reilly were acutely evident. Just about every shift felt like Groundhog Day, with missed defensive coverage, failures to clear the puck safely and Rangers blowing by them.

“It’s an issue where you’ve got to get back, focus on just moving the puck, get up and close gaps,” said Carlyle. “What happens when you’re receiving the game, you’re standing back, you’re tentative. The next pass you make hits the shaft of a stick, it hits the toe of the opposition player and it kind of multiplies — that snowball effect.

“It’s hard for young players to stop that snowball but that’s what they have to do. They have to live it, they have to survive it, and then they have to work themselves through it.”

Gardiner counters that they tried, honest. “It seemed like everything was going wrong for us and we couldn’t recover. The errors just kept piling up. It ended badly.”

It is inexplicable how Toronto could come up so flat in a four-point game that brought New York within three points of catching the Leafs in the Eastern Conference.

Pointing fingers at a brace of goaltenders who were equally unimpressive — sharing the 50-shot barrage — would be unfair. Suffice to say that on a night when the crowd was so obviously primed to hug their team, just returned from the frigid rigours of the Winter Classic, there was zero reason to show the love. So the fans booed, lustily, from the end of the first to the end of 60 torturous minutes.

With a core group signed up long-term, however, this is the team that Toronto will be going with for the rest of the season and beyond, unless a monstrous trade is orchestrated by GM Dave Nonis, who was scouting over the weekend and thus did not witness the ugliness that unfolded at the Air Canada Centre.

Yes, it’s history. And the Leafs have come up with more than a few clunkers thus far this year. But there are ramifications from such a rout. Will the Leafs emerge wiser from the ashes?

On Saturday night, New York president/GM Glen Sather was in the elevator with a crush of reporters when he offered, unsolicited, an opinion about his own club: “Different as day and night. Hard to figure.”

Sather was referring to the Rangers’ 5-2 clubbing by the Penguins the previous evening. In their case, a team meeting and some soul searching had the intended effect. It remains to be seen whether the Leafs can pull off the same jolting reversal against the visiting Islanders on Tuesday.

“We watched the Rangers play the night before in Pittsburgh,” said Carlyle. “It was like they lost in that game and then won every battle in the game they played against us. You could tell right from the opening faceoff — they won the faceoff, they had three guys in on the forecheck, they attacked and they were relentless in their attack all night.”

Back to the drawing board, Carlyle had observed, displeased and perplexed by how precipitously bad Toronto had been, just when it looked as if they’d figured out a few things over the past fortnight, amassing points in six straight matches and three wins in a row.

“We talked,” said the coach. “We’ve had those conversations before and we’ll continue to have them. Because we have played a better brand over the last little while.

“It just kind of hits you between the ears (Saturday) night — that’s not what we’re about.”

Change the conversation.
Jonathan Bernier in crowded Leaf doghouse 

Joffrey Lupul apology high point for Leafs after blowout by Rangers.
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Leaf goalie Jonathan Bernier reacts after Benoit Pouliot's second period goal in Saturday night's 7-1 loss to the Rangers at the ACC.
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Forget the penthouse. Just go right to doghouse here, after the Leafs’ 7-1 drubbing Saturday against the Rangers. “We apologize for the people who paid money to see us play that way,” Joffrey Lupul said after the game — a very telling and gutsy quote from the Leafs winger. The doghouse might just as well expand to fit the whole team. This was their worst game of the season and they just weren’t good enough in any area of the game:

Penthouse

Nobody really, and enough said. Actually, we’re tempted to put Colton Orr here because he had a decent game. He had two good scoring chances early and created one off a solid forecheck where he slammed Rangers defenceman Anton Stralman and centred the puck. That’s the way it should be done – some physical play, some initiative on the forecheck, some basic hockey. And if Orr is sticking out for those things when he gets only a handful of shifts nightly, then something’s wrong.

Doghouse

Step right up, Jonathan Bernier. Step right up, defensive corps. Step in line, forwards. They all contributed mightily to the ineptness of the evening. This one belongs in the garbage can, and highlighted some troubling trends:
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Leafs 5, Islanders 2

•The Leafs gave up 50 shots, the 13th time they’ve allowed 40 or more this season. It also marked the fourth time in the last five games that they’d given up 40 or more — 44-plus in three of those.

•Maybe it was a perfect storm: the Leafs coming off a high from winning the Winter Classic, the Rangers beaten 5-2 in Pittsburgh Friday night but coming out like gangbusters after a team meeting. There was tremendous energy in the rink just prior to the Leafs coming onto the ice. The fans wanted to show their love after a wildly successful Winter Classic. But sometimes that’s the worst thing that can happen — everyone telling them how great they were. If they were that good, they’d have scored the first goal and just kept at them. But the Leafs are not that team, and they are nowhere near as good as the reviews they got off the Winter Classic. It’s back to the drawing board, and there is a lot of work to do.
Maple Leafs suffer post-Classic meltdown in 7-1 drubbing: DiManno

With the hype and hoopla of the Winter Classic done, the Leafs were back to old, bad habits on Saturday — and the New York Rangers made them pay.
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Dominic Moore, pictured being chased by Leafs defenceman Jake Gardiner, scored twice in the Rangers' 7-1 demolition of the Leafs on Saturday.
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Booed off the ice after the first period.

Booed off the ice after the second period.

Booed off the ice after the third period.

The displeasure was one-note consistent, a growl from the diaphragm. And the Leafs were one-note consistently dreadful.

“We deserved it,” said Joffrey Lupul of the jeers and catcalls.

“It’s embarrassing. Apologies to people who paid money to see us play like that.”

From the Winter Classic in the open air to mid-season stinker at the Air Canada Centre.

HBO cameras gone, on-ice microphones removed and dressing room doors firmly closed to outsider snooping. Thus we’ll never know what Randy Carlyle said to his players after the game Saturday night — reporters waiting extra-long outside — but odds are it wasn’t pleasant. Choose from:

A) %^$%$#(&
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

B) *!&@#

C) $+#&%^@!

Toronto’s first home game of 2014 and, after a modest three-game win streak, their worst performance of the season.

No bailout by heroic goaltending in a humiliating 7-1 loss to the Rangers, New York now just three points behind in the Eastern Conference.

Jonathan Bernier, making his fifth straight start, was less than ordinary, though facing the usual barrage of shots, 18-7 in the opening 20 minutes alone. 

Still, if it had been James Reimer between the pipes instead, trailing by two — one of them a badly played unassisted goal off the stick of ex-Leaf Dominic Moore — he might not have been out there when the second period began. Or still out there at 4-0. 

Only at 5-0 — Moore unassisted again — did Carlyle pull out the hook, directing a rattled Bernier to take a seat at the end of the pine, dispatching Reimer for his first taste of action since end of the first on Dec. 21.

“I was trying to get to the end of the period,” Carlyle explained afterwards. Couldn’t make it.

“I didn’t want to leave Bernier in there any longer.”

Reimer has been yanked four times this season. For Bernier, it was first-time-pulled as a Leaf.

Also not finishing the game: David Clarkson and Carl Gunnarsson, the former blocking a hard slap shot off his ankle and the latter falling awkwardly in the corner on a thumping check from Carl Hagelin.

Roughly one-fifth the roaring number who withstood cold and snow at the gelid Big House in Michigan three days earlier watched the Maple Leafs make a muddle out of their encounter with the tired Manhattans, who’d lost large in Pittsburgh the previous evening and were closing out a five-game road trip.

Fresh off their New Year’s Day shootout win against Detroit, thawed out from Arctic temperatures and face-shearing wind, the Leafs were hoping to build off momentum gained in racking up points through their last half dozen matches, good as it’s gotten on Carlyle’s watch.

“We felt that we were becoming more competitive,” said the coach of his team’s commendable acquittal over the last week and a half.

It all blew up fast. “This one kind of sent an A-bomb.”

While he might have expected a one-period-or-so emotional letdown after the hoopla of the Winter Classic, Carlyle was stunned by how poorly the team played. “I was expecting a lot more from our group than what we got. Back to the drawing board.”

Entering last night’s game, Toronto had faced an average of 36.4 shots per game, which is oodles too many and just plain crazy. In his previous four starting assignments, Bernier had on three occasions been bombarded by more than 40 shots. 

So maybe he’d reached the breaking point — to the tune of five goals surrendered to New York on 32 shots before being mercifully removed. His teammates left him high and dry on multiple second-period breakaways, it’s true, but Bernier by then was playing deep in his net and overwhelmed. Said Carlyle: “It seemed like, the third goal — that was the hockey game.”

Sloppy passes, scant puck possession and ghastly defensive coverage didn’t help Toronto either.

There was, in fact, nothing to salvage from this match, as Lupul bluntly confessed.

“Sometimes you have losses where you can take something positive out of it,” the lone Leaf scorer said. “Tonight, we did nothing well. There’s not much we can take out of this apart from not wanting to have this feeling again.”

He analyzed: “We weren’t moving the puck out of our zone. We were getting beat off the rush, one-on-one. Offensively, we weren’t really creating anything. So, we can all share the blame equally in this one.”

Dan Girardi opened the scoring on a long, lazy looper, and perhaps Bernier never saw it, but the shot came after Toronto had twice failed in clearing opportunities. Moore connected for his first on a sharp angle shot that seemed to completely handcuff Bernier. “I thought he was going to pass it. I was cheating a little bit.”

Then the Rangers just got goal-glutting, if aided and abetted by Leaf errors.

No Tim Gleason on the bench, by the way, and a steady blue liner would have been appreciated. Carlyle thought it the best to keep the newly acquired defenceman in civvies until he’d had at least another practice to learn the team’s system, because apparently they have one. 

All the better too, that Gleason wasn’t a part of this debacle, though he might be wanting to open a vein right about now.

The Leafs did finally catch a bit of slack from league enforcer Brendan Shanahan, at least, with Lupul in suited situ, if $10,000 lighter in the wallet for that Jan. 1 cross-check on the blind side of Patrick Eaves.

“I’ll admit it was for sure not a good play,” he said after the morning skate, the first comment he’d offered about the supplementary discipline meted out by Shanahan Friday. “I had my stick up and hit him in the face so I knew there was going to be some type of punishment, although it was an accident.”

Given the league’s sensitivity to head shots and the fact Lupul is a repeat offender, the Leafs were likely anticipating worse. Instead, they avoided their sixth suspension of the season.

“We actually had a long discussion about a lot of things (on the play),” said Lupul about the telephone session with Shanahan. “My stick kind of remained on the ice. I think that’s probably why I avoided suspension. You can’t have your stick up in the air. In that case it hit someone and it hurt him. I’m happy to hear he was all right.”

Not quite all right. Eaves left the game and needed to have his previously broken jaw reset.

“I certainly feel bad about him not being able to finish the Winter Classic,” said Lupul. “I know it was a special day for everyone. I certainly feel really bad about that.”

Now he, and the rest of the Leafs, can feel really bad about this sucker instead
Maple Leafs: Injured Clarkson, Gunnarsson miss practice

David Clarkson might return Tuesday vs. Islanders. Carl Gunnarsson awaits MRI results. Tim Gleason nears Leaf debut.
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Leaf Carl Gunnarsson, hammered into the boards by J.T. Miller of the Rangers in Saturday's game, will have an MRI Monday for a suspected shoulder injury.
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Leaf Carl Gunnarsson, hammered into the boards by J.T. Miller of the Rangers in Saturday's game, will have an MRI Monday for a suspected shoulder injury. 
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David Clarkson (left foot) and Carl Gunnarsson (wrist) are “day-to-day” after suffering injuries in Saturday’s embarrassing 7-1 loss to the Rangers, Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said Sunday.

Clarkson has a bone bruise after taking a shot off his skate and seems to stand the better chance of being available for Tuesday’s home game against the Islanders.

“With David, it’s settled down from yesterday,” Carlyle said after practice Sunday. “Obviously with a foot injury it’s different than Gunnarsson’s.”

Defenceman Gunnarsson left the ice with a wrist injury after taking a hit. He will have an MRI Monday, but Carlyle said, “it receded today (Sunday). It’s improving.”

Carlyle put his troops through a tough practice — including a gruelling 20-minute “bag” skate — before skating with the public in the annual Easter Seals charity event.

“We don’t play again until Tuesday, so it was a chance to get a good sweat on,” defenceman Morgan Rielly said after practice. “It’s not all bad.”

More Video

Richard Peddie's secrets to successVideo: Richard Peddie's secrets to success 

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

LeafsBeat with Kevin McGran

Pre-game: Maple Leafs vs Capitals

The players also watched video — not only of Saturday’s game, but from better performances over the past two weeks. Toronto entered Saturday on a three-game win streak with points in six straight.

Carlyle had Jerry D’Amigo taking Clarkson’s place on the third line alongside Jay McClement and Nik Kulemin. The rest of the lines remained the same. Newly acquired defenceman Tim Gleason took Gunnarsson’s spot in the top defensive pairing with Dion Phaneuf and appears poised to make his Leafs debut Tuesday.
Leafsbeat: Here’s how NHL, Leafs stack up at season’s halfway point

Leafs head into the Winter Classic Monday still in line for a playoff berth. What grade do the players, coaches deserve?
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The Leafs left for Ann Arbor and the Winter Classic Monday, having reached the halfway point of the season after a win over Carolina Sunday night. Criticism — over the club’s December performance, the Dion Phaneuf contract, injuries and other details — mounted in the second quarter of the season.

But the Leafs reached the 41 game mark — the season’s halfway point — with their healthiest lineup since opening night; Dave Bolland remains the only regular on the injury shelf (and he should begin skating this weekend or next week). 

Tyler Bozak’s return, plus the notion that coach Randy Carlyle will run with Jonathan Bernier in net, appears to have the Leafs trending upward again after almost two months of inconsistent hockey. But there’s a lot of hockey to be played, and the league will get tougher and tougher as the stretch run approaches.

For now, Toronto is inside the playoff bubble and looking to stay that way. Here’s a look at the club at the halfway point, picking up the same format used at the quarter mark:

SURPRISE PLAYER

NHL: Ex-Leaf Alex Steen held that distinction at the quarter mark; he still qualifies at the halfway mark, but he’s suffered an injury (concussion) and is out 2-3 weeks minimum. With that, young goalies get the nod at the halfway mark, with raw rookies Martin Jones in L.A., Philp Grubauer in Washington, and Eddie Lack in Vancouver, all doing wonders within the first few weeks of their careers. Also have to give a nod to ex-Leaf Ben Scrivens, who is standing on his head in goal for the Kings as well.
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LEAFS: Have to go with Jay McClement and Nik Kulemin. This duo, with new linemate David Clarkson, is the favoured line for coach Randy Carlyle. He starts them most games and most periods. They are a third line playing second line minutes (and near first line minutes some nights); they are also the reason Nazem Kadri’s minutes are dropping (that, and the play of Peter Holland).

BIGGEST STORY

NHL: Was Steven Stamkos at quarter; now it’s the Anaheim Ducks, who just had a ten-game winning streak snapped. With that, Anaheim fell a game short of a club record seven-game road win streak. Anaheim also set a new NHL record by going 25 games without allowing a goal in the first period. They also have five players in the top ten in plus-minus and remain the only NHL team without a regulation loss on home ice.

But we’d be remiss if we didn’t speak to the Blackhawks here: best record in the NHL; league leading 153 goals in 41 games, which is ridiculous; four players — Patrick Kane, Patrick Sharp, Jonathan Toews, and Duncan Keith — in the top 15 in scoring.

LEAFS: Was James Reimer at quarter; now it’s Dion Phaneuf and the fallout from his contract extension. Leafs are also a story unto themselves; they will be playing in front of the biggest crowd ever to watch a hockey game when they play in the Winter Classic in Ann Arbor Wednesday.

DISAPPOINTMENTS

NHL: Was Stamkos injury and Oilers at the quarter; now its injuries: at last count, just before Tyler Bozak’s return, there were 108 regulars on long term IR — that robs the game of an undeniable talent quotient. Worthy of mention here is the number of senseless incidents involving hits to the head and blind side hits.

LEAFS: Was the club’s lack of secondary scoring at the quarter; now, it’s the fact the club spends far too much time playing defence. Carlyle noted that after Sunday’s win, opposing teams now have a consistent, obvious approach to the Leafs: chip the puck in and make them play defence. There are signs of improvement but this detail will become a big problem if not addressed properly as the stretch run approaches.

BEST PLAYER

NHL: Was Stamkos at quarter, now it’s Ovechkin, who is the only NHLer with a shot at 50 goals; he is truly amazing. Kane and Keith are having special seasons with Chicago and the hockey world should just sit back and watch Detroit’s Pavel Datsyuk at the Winter Classic — the best player in terms of vision with the puck, hands, footwork, speed with puck and knowing where to put puck. Check out his YouTube videos too, they’re absolutely amazing.

But, out of the corner of your eye, comes Claude Giroux: didn’t score a goal until the 16th game of the season; now has 28 points in his last 23 games.

LEAFS: Was Van Riemsdyk at the quarter, but now its Bernier. Leafs aren’t going anywhere without their goalie(s) and he’s been awfully consistent, even during a team performance dip in December. James Reimer deserves credit and mention here as well.

MOST UNDERRATED 

NHL: Had Tampa goalie Ben Bishop, Ducks defenceman Francois Beauchemin, Phoenix rear guard Oliver Eckman Larsson and Washington centre Marcus Johanssen at the quarter; now, you could pick 30 or more guys and have an argument each way. But for the sake of a single mention, try Alex Kilorn on a very good and very surprising Tampa team. A third-round pick in 2007, Kilorn, 24, from Halifax, has gained recognition as an increasingly important piece in Tampa. 

LEAFS: Was Cody Franson at the quarter; now it’s Paul Ranger. The former Bolt has been asked to reformat himself in Toronto from an offensive minded D-man in Tampa to a defence first, hard-nosed defender in Toronto. Some giveaways, and blown coverages drew negative reaction to his play, but there has also been signs of his tremendous strength and overall experience. His upside is just beginning to come through.

TRENDING

NHL: The Winter Classic and outdoor games in general — the Phoenix Coyotes would like to host an outdoor game, and why not? They’re profitable and an excellent way to market hockey. Stories are appearing in the U.S. about a “whole new generation” of hockey fans falling in love with playing the game outdoors.

On the flip side, the Washington Capitals have been showing a “how to” video on fighting to their fans — not sure where that’s going.

LEAFS: Bernier — Carlyle may go with him as the de facto No. 1 goalie and see how his players respond. No slight against Reimer, just a possible move to gauge reaction.

LEAF GRADES

A — Jonathan Bernier

A-minus — James Reimer

C — Colton Orr, Mark Fraser, John Michael Liles, Fraser McLaren, Peter Holland, Jerry D’Amigo. NOTE: this is more due to the fact these players don’t see a lot of minutes and have limited time and ways to make an impact.

B — Everyone else

Coaching Staff — B-plus for effort; B for keeping this bunch inside the playoff bubble, with 20 wins at the half — they’re on pace for 40 wins, give or take a few games, and that should get them into the Stanley Cup tournament in the spring. If the Leafs win 40 or more, this grade goes higher . . . but they had 23 wins at the half a year ago, and 21 the year before that. 

LOOKING TO THE OLYMPICS

Phil Kessel and James van Riemsdyk are locks to make the U.S. Olympic squad, which will be announced Jan. 1 at the Winter Classic.

Here’s a quick look at what the U.S. squad may look like:

Forwards: Patrick Kane, Zach Parise, Ryan Callahan, Dustin Brown, Phil Kessel, James van Riemsdyk, Max Pacioretty, David Backes

Forwards on the bubble: Brandon Dubinsky, Jason Pominville, Paul Stastny, Blake Wheeler, T.J. Oshie, Derek Stepan

Defense: Ryan Suter, Erik Johnson, Keith Yandle, Kevin Shattenkirk, Ryan McDonagh, Cam Fowler

Defense on the bubble: John Carlson, Dustin Byfuglien, Justin Faulk, Matt Niskanen, Brooks Orpik

Goalies: Ryan Miller, Jonathan Quick, Ben Bishop (Cory Schneider, in case of injury).
Maple Leafs penthouse-doghouse: Tyler Bozak stands tall at Winter Classic

Bozak scored in regulation and added the winner in the shootout.
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Like small boys, the smiles were frozen on the faces of the Toronto players after they defeated the Detroit Red Wings 3-2 in the Winter Classic shootout, earning penthouse status for a few Maple Leafs. 

PENTHOUSE

The principal tenant here is centre Tyler Bozak, who scored a goal in regulation and added the winner in the shootout. He also had 23:36 of ice time, two hits and won 58 per cent of the faceoffs. This was Bozak’s second game back from a 12-game injury layoff, and his return has gotten off to a promising start. In his debut game last Sunday against the Carolina Hurricanes, the No. 1 centre on the Leafs contributed three assists. “Tyler is a player that our coaching staff trusts,” Leafs coach Randy Carlye told reporters after the game. Also sitting in the penthouse for his performance in the Big House is netminder Jonathan Bernier, who stopped 41 Detroit shots.

DOGHOUSE

Joffrey Lupul doesn’t spend too much time in the doghouse because he is consistently one of the Leafs’ top players. However, his cross-check to the head of Detroit’s Patrick Eaves will likely cost him a suspension. Lupul received a two-minute minor and Eaves did not return. Phil Kessel just missed landing in the doghouse after a turnover to Detroit’s Gustav Nyquist in overtime almost cost the Leafs the game. However, Kessel used his blazing speed to backcheck and prevent a goal . . . We also put Leaf general manager Dave Nonis in the doghouse for letting defenceman John Michael-Liles dress for the warm-up for the Winter Classic, shortly before he was traded to the Carolina Hurricanes. The trade had been rumoured for a while.
Maple Leafs stars shine through the snow at Classic: DiManno

Phil Kessel and Tyler Bozak showed off their skills during the once-in-a-lifetime Winter Classic showdown with the Red Wings.
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Leafs winger Phil Kessel cleaned up his own mess in overtime, using his blinding speed to backcheck after giving away the puck.

Rick Osentoski / USA Today Sports 

Leafs winger Phil Kessel cleaned up his own mess in overtime, using his blinding speed to backcheck after giving away the puck. 
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ANN ARBOR, MICH.—You’re fly, Phil.

Phil Kessel, he of the famously fast feet, has possibly never motored with such blurring speed as displayed in the dying seconds of New Year’s Day overtime, Winter Classic edition. And because this game was played in the great Michigan outdoors, Kessel’s panting gasps were visible, puffs of air exploding out of his burning lungs.

“When he turned the puck over?” coach Randy Carlyle sorta snickered later, after his Maple Leafs had emerged from this frigid, shivering affair as 3-2 shootout victors over the quasi-home team Red Wings, nudging Toronto one slim point ahead of their division rivals in the Eastern Conference.

Actually, said Carlyle, he’s seen Kessel fire those pistons just so, in maddeningly similar circumstances.

“Yeah, I saw that — because he’s turned it over before in the same situation. And I saw the desperation and the fear in his eyes.”

Well, a bit of coach’s literary license there. From his position behind the Leaf bench at The Big House, Carlyle would hardly have been able to clock the whites of Kessel’s eyes. 

More Video
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Leafs 5, Islanders 2

Indeed, given the snow that fell throughout the entirety of Wednesday’s game — sometimes gently, more often with horizontal fury — there were stretches where he could hardly see his players at all, just some amorphous shapes in blue and white.

This sprint, however, was a key sequence in the highly-anticipated Classic, with the score tied 2-2 in OT, under 30 seconds left, and a few blinks of an eye after Cody Franson had rung a shot off the post — set up by Kessel.

On his own side of centre, Kessel’s pass was astutely picked off by Gustav Nyquist, and the race was on. But what looked like it would be a clear-cut breakaway on Bernier was thwarted because Kessel backchecked — BACKCHECKED — maniacally.

“In reality, it was the right play,” Carlyle conceded of Kessel’s gambit with the puck. “Nyquist made a great read on it. He had his stick in the lane because Dion Phaneuf was coming in late.

“Sometimes you have to give credit to the opposition. But Phil got back.”

That was one less shot that Bernier had to face, on a day when he turned away 41 out of 43 and two-out-of-three in the shootout, beaten only by Pavel Datsyuk, who does that a lot.

It was a vividly exciting episode, the Kessel-Nyquist dash, within a game that veered from mediocre to highly entertaining over the course of what felt like hours and hours and hours...

On a nasty afternoon, when even the most ardent fans surely wanted to get the hell out of Dodge — a.k.a. the University of Michigan — yet stayed resolutely in their cushion-padded seats, of course it had to go to OT and a shootout again, when Justin Abdelkader drew the Wings even with 5:23 left in regulation.

Ten days earlier, these two teams played out the same shoot-and-go-home gimmicky exercise at the Air Canada Centre, Detroit winners that evening.

This time ’round, dandy goaltending from Bernier aside, Tyler Bozak was the Leaf hero of the afternoon and the hero of the moment. He gave Toronto a 2-1 lead early in the third, after James van Riemsdyk had put the Leafs on the board. Then, once Joffrey Lupul had outwitted Jimmy Howard on the shootout with a deft wrister, Bozak beat him again on a snap.

“I was thinking I was going to shoot,” Bozak explained afterwards, once he’d thawed out his bones a bit in the visitors’ dressing room. “I really didn’t want to stickhandle and lose the puck. I didn’t want to have to deal with that.

“I just tried to come in with a little speed and push him back into the net. Lucky enough, just saw an opening and I went in, that’s all.”

He’s being modest. But then perhaps Bozak is the most modestly impactful top-line centre around. His restoration to the lineup just this past Sunday has so obviously juiced up the first line’s sizzle. They’ve missed him, Kessel and van Riemsdyk — the two wingers who made a quick-change wardrobe adjustment post-game, replacing their Leaf jerseys for Team USA threads, as the roster was formally announced.

But, Leaf-wise, Kessel and van Riemsdyk may not have missed Bozak as much as did Carlyle.

“Tyler is a player that our coaching staff trusts,” he said.

(Ouch, take that Nazem Kadri, who, by the way, absorbed a livid earful from Carlyle on the bench after a sloppy line change.)

“Pretty simple,” Carlyle continued. “And when coaches trust people, they put them in situations where you believe the player can get the job done. Bozie’s a guy that can kill penalties, he can play the power play, he takes important faceoffs, he’s a reliable player. If we had a model for our young players to follow, it would be Tyler Bozak.

“He’s not a big guy but he gets inside, he wins his share of one-on-one situations ... and he’s got hockey sense. The puck follows him around.”

That’s as gushy as Carlyle has been about any Leaf since he arrived in Toronto.

Bozak was glad to get one game under his belt for The Big One in The Big House. “It would have been crazy, just coming back into this one game. It was pretty fun, though. Everyone had a good time and we’re going to remember this one forever.”

Or maybe not.

The Winter Classic was a blur, frankly.

With the white stuff swirling and the wind howling, with ice crews given a hugely prominent role — out there frequently, ad nauseam, sweeping and shovelling, all bundled up in their Michelin suits, no nubile girls in short-shorts on this frigid afternoon — and with the players teensy figures on a makeshift ice surface far distant from the stands, seemingly acres of open space and snow drifts into which an occasional out-of-play puck disappeared.

This is what happens when you drop a hockey game inside the largest football stadium on the continent and the temperature plummets to minus-11 C with a wind chill of minus-18 and Bernier, in cute toque over helmet, is tucking heat-packs down his bum.

Said Bozak: “We knew going in that there weren’t going to be too many pretty goals.”

Two pretty goals, actually — for him.
Leafs beat Hurricanes amid Dion Phaneuf contract backlash: Feschuk

Phil Kessel nets pair, Tyler Bozak racks up three assists in return from injury.
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Canes goalie Cam Ward robs Leaf Phil Kessel, who still scored two in Sunday's win.

Rick Madonik / Toronto Star Order this photo 

Canes goalie Cam Ward robs Leaf Phil Kessel, who still scored two in Sunday's win. 
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There’ll almost certainly be a press conference to announce Dion Phaneuf’s impending contract extension this week, but you probably don’t need to sit through it to get the gist of the Maple Leafs’ rationale.

Claude Loiselle, the Leafs’ assistant general manager, explained the thrust of the organization’s motive on the most recent episode of .HBO’s 24/7.

“Dion is our captain. He’s a cornerstone of the organization. He plays the most minutes on our team and plays against the best players on the other team,” Loiselle said. “It’s important to have him signed for a long time so we can continue the progression that we’re on.”

If Leafs Nation was fully prepared to buy into Loiselle’s line of logic, the lead-up to Wednesday’s Winter Classic would count as a moment for the blue and white’s loyalists to celebrate. Phaneuf’s signing, after all, means that a considerable core of the roster is signed for the foreseeable future. It means Phaneuf and top forward Phil Kessel will be on the books through the seasons that end in 2021 and 2022, respectively. A quartet of big-dollar forwards, among them David Clarkson, Joffrey Lupul, Tyler Bozak and James van Riemsdyk, are also inked through at least 2017-18.

“It should make all of us feel pretty good,” Lupul was saying on Sunday.
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It should. And yet the only thing that definitely appears to be on the rise in the centre of the hockey universe is doomsaying anxiety among the fan base.

Perhaps it’s because the Leafs came into Sunday’s 5-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes with a minus-8.6 shot differential, and no team has ever made the playoffs in the post-1967 expansion era getting outshot so consistently. Perhaps it’s because they’re still prone to late-game cough-ups (they’ve surrendered six game-tying goals in the final five minutes of regulation this season, the most in the league). Perhaps it’s because that when they’ve faced elite teams, they’ve often been humiliated. “They’re playing hockey and we’re playing shinny,” was head coach Randy Carlyle’s 24/7 soundbite in the midst of one recent drubbing. “We suck!” was Carlyle’s synopsis in another.

If that’s the stuff of “progression” — if 20 wins in 41 games is “progress,” this when they had 23 at the same point last season and 21 the season before that — this is a franchise undergoing an awfully uncomfortable growth spurt.

Yes, the Leafs have been hit hard by injuries, although not measurably harder than the typical NHL team thanks to this pain-filled, compressed schedule. And given the sorry state of the Eastern Conference, it’s unlikely the Leafs are in danger of falling out of the playoff race anytime soon. So certainly it’s more than possible to spin the narrative positively.

On Sunday, for instance, the home team welcomed back top-line centre Bozak after he missed most of a month with an oblique injury. Bozak responded with three assists while linemate and best pal Kessel, who had slumped in Bozak’s absence, potted goals off two of them.

The feel-good storyline — not to mention a third-period performance by Clarkson that Carlyle called his best 20 minutes of the season — had the optimists casting their eyes toward the some-day return of centreman Dave Bolland, out going on nearly two months with a severed ankle tendon but now limping around in street shoes, and picturing a post-season run at full manpower.

“It seems like right now we’re starting to see the light at the end of the tunnel a little bit,” Lupul said. “We’re getting Bozie back now. Bolland, you see him walking around now and it looks like he’s going to be back, probably not in the near future, but he is going to be back. There’s a lot of positive things right now. Now it’s just a matter of getting things going in the second half.”

Still, even amid all that hope news of Phaneuf’s impending signing continued to set off an avalanche of negative reaction from Leafs Nation. On Twitter, in emails to scribes, in comments at the bottom of news stories — it’s difficult to remember a moment when the rabble voiced as much one-sided dissatisfaction with a transaction.

“I was born the year the Maple Leaf came into existence (1926-27) and have been a fan since then — this will be the biggest mistake they ever made,” wrote one commenter on the Star’s website.

Wrote another: “The cornerstone is made out of sand and as such is useless and not worth 7 million a year. I would pay Reilly or Gardiner 7 (million) a year before Pylon.”

Those are just a couple of printable (i.e. not profane) assessments, and certainly there exist supporters of Phaneuf. Still, plenty more samples of anti-captain vitriol could be found.

And certainly there is plenty of clear-eyed downside to the deal. In signing Phaneuf the Leafs are paying a little more than Zdeno Chara money for a sub-elite defenceman who’ll be 29 by playoff time, whose offensive production has been in decline, whose high-mileage usage doesn’t appear to be doing much for his foot speed. They’re paying a little less than Shea Weber money for a guy who’s nine seasons into his career and has never been out of the first round of the playoffs, who was essentially given away in his prime by the franchise that drafted him amid incessant chatter of his knack for dividing a dressing room. They’re paying as handsomely as some of the best teams have paid for their best defenceman — only Phaneuf is the best defenceman on a mediocre squad. He’s the key cog of a rickety machine. The Leafs have a .470 winning percentage in the nearly four years since Phaneuf arrived. He’s the cornerstone of a flood-prone shanty that could use some work on its foundation.

Alas, Leafs management is up against one of the truisms of salary-cap sports: If you don’t re-sign your own players, you’re often hard-pressed to replace them. The only choice, if you’re an executive of that belief, is between crossing one’s fingers and praying.

The best-case-scenario hope, of course, is that various developments will make Phaneuf and the rest of the core look better soon enough; that Morgan Rielly emerges as a home-grown bargain; that Peter Holland continues to produce as a trade-market steal; that trade bait like Jake Gardiner or Nazem Kadri could land a respectable fish; that Bolland returns from injury and re-signs for a reasonable number when he hits free agency this summer; that Jonathan Bernier’s goaltending can cover up enough the rest of the flaws through another money-drenched playoff run.

That, and a rising salary cap freeing up some cash for more shopping in coming summers, amounts to the hope. But this what we know: The Leafs have locked up a core that was largely at the wheel when this team drove itself off the cliff two seasons ago. They’ve locked up a core that was on the ice for an epic Game 7 disintegration last spring. They’ve locked up a core, but they need more.

“It’s basically the organization having faith in us and saying, ‘These are some of the core pieces,’ ” Lupul said Sunday. “Obviously they still have to add pieces around all of us. But that’s them showing faith in us that they think, with the right surrounding cast, we can get the job done.”

The job for Phaneuf is only to convince the game’s most engaged fan base that it made a mistake in not sharing management’s belief in his worth. As gigs go, it’s a doozy. At least it pays.
NHL: Kings demote Martin Jones

NHL leader in goals-against average, save percentage bumped with Jonathan Quick back from injury.
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Goalie Martin Jones matched an NHL record by winning his first eight starts with the Kings.

Tom Szczerbowski / USA Today Sports 

Goalie Martin Jones matched an NHL record by winning his first eight starts with the Kings. 
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LOS ANGELES—Martin Jones has been sent to the minors by the Kings despite leading the NHL in major statistical categories.

The Kings made the move Sunday, a day after starter Jonathan Quick returned from a 24-game injury layoff.

Jones matched Bob Froese's record of eight wins to start his NHL career, and leads the league in goals-against average (1.41) and save percentage (.950).

Former Leaf Ben Scrivens, who also has outstanding numbers (1.97, .931), remains Quick's backup.
World juniors: Change needed if Canada to regain hockey supremacy, Sutter says 

Coach Brent Sutter says innovation and a change in thinking is required for Canada to return to the top at the junior level. 
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Forward Sam Reinhart discusses Canada's loss to Russia in Sunday's bronze-medal game.

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Sun Jan 05 2014 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Canada is falling behind on hockey skills. Canadians need to stop worrying about wins and losses at the grassroots level. National-level players need to play together more often.

Those were some of the thoughts and ideas coming from the highest ranks of Hockey Canada in the wake of a 2-1 loss to Russia on Sunday in the bronze-medal game at the world junior hockey championship, leaving Canada without a medal of any colour for the second year in a row.

That insult is added to the injury of a gold-medal drought now at five years and counting in a tournament Canada once dominated.

“Other countries get better, we have to get better,” said Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s executive director of hockey operations.

Changes came in the wake of last year’s fourth-place finish in Ufa, Russia. 

A new scouting and coaching staff was put in place. Hockey Canada decided to have a smaller pre-tournament camp to encourage team bonding at an earlier point, relying more on how players played in junior rather than how they performed over a three-day camp to determine who makes the team.

Those won’t change.

Photos 

View photos

Disappointment is etched on the face of Team Canada's Derrick Pouliot, centre, after Sunday's loss to Russia in the bronze-medal game at the world junior hockey championship.

zoom

But more innovation is needed if Canada is to return to the top at this level. Other countries have not just caught up, they have passed Canada.

“When you’re in this, you see it first-hand, you see where the skill sets are in some of these other countries, the speed of the game they play at,” said Team Canada head coach Brent Sutter. “It’s pretty astonishing how some of these teams have grown in that area.

“Personally, I’d like to see more skill, more creativity. We had to play against it here. We got beat at it some nights.”

Sutter thinks a change in thinking deep down in minor hockey — at age 10 or so — needs to happen, with less emphasis on x’s and o’s and winning, and more emphasis on skating, passing and shooting. 

“It’s not about x’s and o’s. It’s about developing your skills, your skating,” said Sutter. “You see how some of these teams in Europe have done a remarkable job with that. It’s something in our country we have to evaluate.

“There’s too much focus on winning and losing at such a young age, and not enough about the skill part of it.”

Canadians fretted about the future of the country’s goaltending after last year’s tournament (although Zach Fucale certainly could not be blamed this year). The Canadian Hockey League responded by banning European goalies from its import draft. 

But Sutter, the owner, coach and GM of the WHL’s Red Deer Rebels, rejects any notion that the CHL ban European skaters altogether. 

“The import draft is great for our league,” said Sutter. “It adds skill to our league.”

There will be plenty of second-guessing in Canada about players who were left off the roster, such as sniper Max Domi and the high-energy Darnell Nurse. And there will be plenty of questions about the ones who made the team and did little, like Chris Bigras and an overwhelmed Connor McDavid.

It was also the second-youngest team Canada has ever sent to the tournament.

“Age is irrelevant because it is the best we had in our country,” said Sutter. “It’s where we’re at with the development stage in our country and there’s nothing you can do about it. We brought the best team we could over here. 

“We’re not questioning any of the decisions we made. All the decisions made were the right ones.”

McDavid, a highly touted 16-year-old, languished on the bench as the games got more important.

“His youth certainly showed,” said Sutter. “He’s an exceptional young player. He’s a great kid. He’s going to learn a lot. There’s times that he played a lot and times when he didn’t play much. It had nothing to do with his effort or anything like that. Just sometimes it was overwhelming for him.”

Salmond said everything would be reviewed, but he’s one who believes the country’s elite players should play together more often, perhaps starting at the under-17 level.

“What you see here is a lot of good teams that spend a lot of time together,” he said. “You can see in their structure and in the way they play. We need to find ways for our best players to play together more often. We’re going to do that in under-17. 

“The changes we are going to make in under-17 with three national teams, and how we are going to influence those kids at a younger age and send them a strong message at earlier ages, is going to bear fruit.

“Unfortunately that is not today and it might not be next year. Maybe there are some other changes in the short term that are going to make us better.”
World juniors: Finland beats Sweden in overtime to capture gold

Rasmus Ristolainen scores winner to give Finns first gold medal at tourney since 1998; Russia tops Canada in bronze-medal game.
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Finland players hoist the winner's trophy after beating Nordic rival Sweden in the gold-medal game at the world junior hockey championship on Sunday. 
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Finland players hoist the winner's trophy after beating Nordic rival Sweden in the gold-medal game at the world junior hockey championship on Sunday. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Rasmus Ristolainen scored in overtime as Finland beat Sweden 3-2 to take the gold medal Sunday at the world junior hockey championship.

Russia beat Canada 2-1 to take bronze earlier in the day.

Ristolainen — named a tournament all-star and its best defenceman — pulled across the crease of Sweden goalie Oscar Dansk and potted a backhander that left the sold-out Malmo Arena stunned, except for a handful of Finnish fans, gleeful at beating their Nordic rival.

Ristolainen skated down the ice, tossed his helmet and pounded his chest at the thought of winning Finland’s first gold, and third ever, since a victory at home in 1998. 

Canada comes home from the world junior hockey championship empty-handed, fourth-place finishers for the second year in a row.

“We’ll get through this,” said defenceman Matt Dumba. “You’re not losing a family member, or any hardship. At the end of the day, you’ve got to come away from the tournament and not be too hard on ourselves.”

The Canadian result marked the first back-to-back medal-less ventures for the country since 1979-81 and the first time it has happened since Hockey Canada took over the national junior team through its Program of Excellence in 1982.
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“It’s disappointing,” said top Canadian centre Jonathan Drouin, who lost to Russia last year in the bronze-medal game. “Every country is good. You can’t start a game down 1-0, like we did throughout the tournament.”

Mikhail Grigorenko, on loan from the Buffalo Sabres, and Eduard Gimotov scored in the first period of a Canada-Russia game that was devoid of emotion until Josh Morrissey scored with 12:50 to go in the third period.

“We’re really happy we beat Canada,” said Grigorenko. “It’s a special feeling.”

Maybe it was because neither team truly cared about bronze — these were two proud hockey-playing countries more used to battling for gold.

Maybe it was that both teams played gruelling games on Saturday and were a bit tired. Canada had only a few hours’ rest after a 5-1 loss to Finland on Saturday evening.

Maybe expectations are simply too high, because as Canadian coach Brent Sutter said after the loss to Finland, hockey “isn’t just Canada’s game anymore.”

Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s director of hockey operations, said the program would be re-evaluated but that he didn’t expect an overhaul.

“We have work to do. We need to look at our program, how we do things and try to get better,” said Salmond. “Other countries are getting better. We have to get better.”

One thing Canada can be happy with is that up to 11 team members can return next year, including goalie Zach Fucale, who is not to be blamed for any of the losses. Only Germany, with 13 potential returnees, has more.

Canada might fret about a lack of help from NHL teams. Only the Minnesota Wild sent a tournament-eligible player — Dumba. The Maple Leafs held on to Morgan Rielly, the Colorado Avalanche held on to Nathan MacKinnon and the Calgary Flames kept Sean Monahan.

Other countries were in the same boat: Finland was without its two best players, Alexander Barkov of the Florida Panthers and Olli Maatta of the Pittsburgh Penguins; Russia was without Valeri Nichuskin of the Dallas Stars.

And how good would the U.S. have been with Seth Jones (Nashville) and Alex Galchenyuk (Montreal)?

Canada had three players return from last year: forward Jonathan Drouin, defenceman Griffin Reinhart and goalie Jake Paterson.

Germany beat Norway 3-1 to avoid relegation. The Germans took a risk in this tournament, bringing the event’s youngest team with 13 18-year-olds on its roster. That means Germany can bring a team with the most experience back next year when the tournament is co-hosted by Toronto and Montreal. 

Denmark, winners in December of the second-tier under-20 tournament, will replace Norway in the top group.

NOTES: Canada’s Anthony Mantha was named to the world junior all-star team — as voted by media — along with goalie Juuse Saros (Finland), defencemen Nikita Zadorov (Russia) and Ristolainen, and forwards Teuvo Teravainen (Finland) and Filip Forsberg (Sweden). . . . Forsberg was also named tournament MVP and top forward. Sweden’s Dansk was named best goalie and Ristolainen best defenceman in voting by IIHF officials. . . . The tournament set a European attendance record (453,282 for the 31 games).
World Juniors: Canada loses out on medal after loss to Russia

Canada comes home from the world junior hockey championship empty-handed, fourth-place finishers for the second year in a row, following a 2-1 loss to Russia on Sunday.
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Forward Sam Reinhart discusses Canada's loss to Russia in Sunday's bronze-medal game.

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Sun Jan 05 2014 
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MALMO, SWEDEN — Nothing. Nada. Zip.

Canada comes home from the world junior hockey championship empty-handed, fourth-place finishers for the second year in a row, following a 2-1 loss to Russia on Sunday.

“We’ll get through this,” said defenceman Matt Dumba. “You’re not losing a family member, or any hardship. At the end of the day, you’ve got to come away from the tournament and not be too hard on ourselves.”

Canada finished fourth last year, too, marking the first back-to-back medal-less ventures since 1979-81 and the first time it has happened since Hockey Canada took over running the national junior team through its Program of Excellence in 1982.

“It’s disappointing,” said top Canadian centre Jonathan Drouin, who lost to Russia last year in the bronze medal game. “Every country is good. You can’t start a game down 1-0, like we did throughout the tournament.

Sweden was to play Finland later for gold.

Mikhail Grigorenko, on loan from the Buffalo Sabres, and Eduard Gimotov scored in the first period of a Canada-Russia game that was devoid of emotion until Josh Morrissey scored with 12:50 to go in the third period.

Photos 

View photos

Russia's Vyacheslav Osnovin is checked into the net behind Canada's goalkeeper Zachary Fucale during the World Junior Ice Hockey Championships bronze match between Canada and Russia in Malmo, Sweden. Russia won the bronze medal game 2-1. (Jan. 5, 2014)
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“We’re really happy we beat Canada,” said Grigorenko. “It’s a special feeling.”

Maybe it was because neither team truly cared about bronze — these were two proud hockey playing countries more used to battling for gold.

Maybe it was that both teams played gruelling games on Saturday and were a bit tired, especially Canada, which had only a few hours rest after a 5-1 loss Saturday evening to Finland.

Maybe expectations are simply too high, because as Canadian coach Brent Sutter said after the loss to Finland, hockey “isn’t just Canada’s game anymore.”

Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s director of hockey operations, said the program would be re-evaluated but didn’t expect an overhaul.

“We have work to do. We need to look at our program, how we do things and try to get better,” said Salmond. “Other countries are getting better. We have to get better.”

One thing Canada can be happy with is that up to 11 of its team members can return next year, including goalie Zach Fucale, who is not to be blamed for any of the losses. Only Germany, with 13 potential returnees, has more.

Canada might fret about a lack of help from NHL teams. Only the Minnesota Wild sent a tournament-eligible player — Dumba. The Maple Leafs held on to Morgan Rielly, the Avalanche held on to Nathan MacKinnon and the Flames kept Sean Monahan.

Other countries were in the same boat: Finland was without its two best players, Alexander Barkov of the Panthers and Olli Maatta of the Penguins; Russia was without Dallas’s Valeri Nichushkin.

And how good would the U.S. have been with Seth Jones (Nashville) and Alex Galchenyuk (Montreal)?

Canada had three players return from last year, forward Jonathan Drouin, defenceman Griffin Reinhart and goalie Jake Paterson.

Germany beat Norway 3-1 to avoid relegation. The Germans took a risk in this tournament, bringing the event’s youngest team with 13 18-year-olds on its roster. That means Germany can bring a team with the most experience back next year when the tournament is co-hosted by Toronto and Montreal. 

Denmark, winners in December of the second-tier under-20 tournament, will replace Norway in the top group.
NHL: Islanders’ win streak snapped in loss to Hurricanes

The New York Islanders play their next game against the Maple Leafs in Toronto on Tuesday.
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Islanders centre John Tavares scores a goal past Carolina Hurricanes goalie Anton Khudobin in the second period on Saturday, but it wasn't enough for New York.

Paul Bereswill / The Associated Press 

Islanders centre John Tavares scores a goal past Carolina Hurricanes goalie Anton Khudobin in the second period on Saturday, but it wasn't enough for New York. 
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UNIONDALE, N.Y.—Jordan Staal and Brett Sutter scored 57 seconds apart in the second period, and the Carolina Hurricanes beat the New York Islanders 3-2 on Saturday night for their third consecutive win.

Staal broke a tie with his ninth goal with 6:48 left in the second. Sutter stretched the Carolina lead to 3-1 with 5:51 to go with the second of his NHL career and first since his debut on Dec. 23, 2008 — a span of 50 games.

Manny Malhotra staked the Hurricanes to a 1-0 lead when he scored for a third straight game, connecting at 6:57 of the second with his fourth goal.

John Tavares answered 44 seconds later with his 17th for the Islanders, and Thomas Vanek scored with 24.2 seconds remaining, but New York had a season-best, three-game winning streak broken.

The Islanders travel to Toronto for their next game, against the Maple Leafs on Tuesday.

World juniors: ‘This isn’t just our game anymore,’ says Sutter

Canada’s days of world junior dominance may be over, but there’s still lots to play for in a bronze-medal showdown with Russia.
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Canada's Zachary Fucale trips up Finland's Teuvo Teravainen on a breakaway during the second period of Finland's 5-1 win in Saturday's semifinal.

Frank Gunn / THE CANADIAN PRESS 

Canada's Zachary Fucale trips up Finland's Teuvo Teravainen on a breakaway during the second period of Finland's 5-1 win in Saturday's semifinal. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Hockey isn’t just Canada’s game anymore.

So says Team Canada coach Brent Sutter, and so say the results of the world junior hockey championship, where Canada won’t be involved in the gold medal game thanks to a bruising 5-1 semifinal loss to Finland.

“You all forget that other countries have good players now,” said Sutter, sensitive to questions surrounding a gold-medal drought at this tournament that is at five years and counting.

“This isn’t just our game anymore,” said Sutter. “These countries take a lot of pride playing the game, too, at a high level, and developing great prospects and great players.”

Sutter, who coached Canada to two gold medals in 2005 and 2006, deflected criticism from his players, who put in a flat, undisciplined effort against Finland.

“I get kind of sensitive to all that, and I have been for the last four years, because you guys and a lot of people in our country expect us to win every year, just because we’re Canadians. And rightly so. We want to portray it’s our game,” said Sutter.

More Video

Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniorsVideo: Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniors 

Team Canada Olympic women's hockey roster finalizedVideo: Team Canada Olympic women's hockey roster finalized 

Maori Haka performance

Team Canada Olympic hockey jerseys officially unveiled

“The reality is that junior hockey now across the world, there’s a lot of good teams. There’s a lot of good players in each country. It’s shown in this tournament.”

So now is not the time to navel-gaze. Now is not the time to second-guess. Now is the time to get up a hate for Russia — remember that rivalry? — and play for a bronze medal.

That, essentially, was the message each of Canada’s teenaged hockey players had for himself, for his teammates and for their fans.

“You put on this jersey for a reason,” said Team Canada captain Scott Laughton. “Even though we’re not playing for the gold, we’re still looking to get a medal.

“I’ve lost three Super Series games to them (the Russians). I don’t think we like each other too much. It’s going to be a fun game.” 

Finland gets to play Sweden for gold. Sweden, the tournament favourites, squeaked by Russia 3-2 in the other semifinal.

“It’s our fault,” said Maple Leafs prospect Frederik Gauthier. “We didn’t play as good as we were supposed to. We didn’t stick to the game plan. They (Finland) were better than us.

“We still have a chance to win a medal,” Gauthier added. “That’s the plan. We’re going to go out there and try to win it like the gold.”

It’s easier said than done for Canada, a country that often looks down its nose at any hockey medal colour other than gold. In its history at this tournament, Canada has 15 gold, nine silver, six bronze and three fourth-place finishes. 

Canada lost 6-5 in overtime to Russia last year in the third-place game, rallying from an early two-goal deficit and a goalie change to tie the game in the third. But Valeri Nichushkin beat Malcolm Subban early in the extra period for the Russian victory, sending Canada home empty-handed from the tournament it once dominated.

With that an impressive 14-year medal streak — five gold, six silver and three bronze — had come to an end.

For two players on this team — defenceman Griffin Reinhart and forward Jonathan Drouin — that loss still smarts.

“Not bringing anything home was pretty disappointing,” said Drouin, who got Canada’s lone goal in Saturday’s loss. “We’ve got a chance to bring a bronze back to our country, something to be proud of. “

But the navel-gazing and second-guessing will be in full effect should Canada lose on Sunday. It would mark the first time Canada would have gone two years in a row without winning a medal of any colour since three medal-less years from 1979-81.

The Russians come into the game against Canada with a little extra rest; they played Saturday afternoon, while Canada played in the evening. Russia has won medals — including one gold — in seven of the last eight tournaments.

“We’re not going to sit down,” said Russian forward Nikita Zadorov. “We want to win something. Bronze medal is not bad for us.”

The tournament’s final four is a bit of a dream come true for organizers. A Sweden-Finland gold medal game — perhaps inconceivable when the tournament began — pits two Nordic rivals against each other. Finland hasn’t won a medal of any colour in seven years. Sweden won silver last year, gold in 2012.

“It’s huge,” said Finnish captain Teuvo Teravainen. “That’s my dream. It’s going to be a full house with Swedish fans. We’ll try to make them quiet.

“If we win, it’s going to be the biggest thing in the world.”

World juniors: Team Canada licks wounds after loss to Finland

Young squad has 11 potential returnees for next world junior championship in Toronto and Montreal.
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Team Canada's (from left) Josh Morrissey, Nic Petan, Josh Anderson, Taylor Leier and goalie Zach Fucale react after Saturday's loss to Finland at the world junior hockey championship in Malmo, Sweden.

Frank Gunn / THE CANADIAN PRESS 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—There may be no more humbling experience for a Canadian teenage hockey player than answering question after question about why you won’t be winning a gold medal on the world stage.

Sadly, Canadian players have been doing that often.

“It sucks,” defenceman Griffin Reinhart said after Saturday’s shocking 5-1 loss to Finland in the world junior hockey championship semifinals. “Look at all of our faces. It’s not a position you come to this tournament hoping to be in.”

Canada, which hasn’t won the world junior crown in the last five years, will face Russia for a bronze medal Sunday before Finland takes on host Sweden for gold.

Maple Leafs prospect Frederik Gauthier was one of the first to face reporters after the defeat.

“We lost. It hurts,” said Gauthier, drafted 21st overall last spring. “Not what we were expecting.”

What’s clear about the world juniors — well attended in Sweden this year and Russia last time around — is that other countries have caught up to and even surpassed Canada when it comes to producing elite-level players. At an average age of 18 years, 10 months and 25 days, Canada did bring its second-youngest squad ever to this tournament, with 11 eligible to return next year, when the event will be held in Toronto and Montreal. 

More Video

Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniorsVideo: Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniors 

Team Canada Olympic women's hockey roster finalizedVideo: Team Canada Olympic women's hockey roster finalized 

Richard Peddie's secrets to success

LeafsBeat

That notion didn’t heal all wounds, though.

“I don’t feel good,” said scoring star Jonathan Drouin, a Tampa Baly Lightning prospect and member of last year’s team that finished fourth. “It’s disappointing. We’re supposed to be one of the best hockey-playing countries. Teams are getting better and better.”

All that’s left for Canada is a shot at revenge against the Russians, who beat Canada for bronze last year.

“It would be something to be proud of, to win a medal at the world juniors,” said Drouin. “You want to bring it to your country. They’ve been supporting us. We have to win something.”

World juniors: Canada falls to Finland in semifinal

Team Canada plays Russia for bronze Sunday. Sweden meets Finland for crown. Fifth straight year without gold for Canadians.
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Finland's Joni Nikko beats Canadian goalie Zach Fucale in the second period of Saturday's world junior semifinal in Malmo, Sweden.

Frank Gunn / THE CANADIAN PRESS 

Finland's Joni Nikko beats Canadian goalie Zach Fucale in the second period of Saturday's world junior semifinal in Malmo, Sweden. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Oh well, Canada. At least you get to play Russia.

Finland beat Canada 5-1 on Saturday to set up a gold-medal game against arch-rival Sweden at the world hockey championship, while Canada will play historic hockey rival Russia for bronze. But it will be a fifth straight year without gold, Canada's third-longest drought. Canada went from 1998 to 2004 without winning it all, a span of seven tournaments, and in the first eight years of the tournament, conceived in 1974.

Canada ran into penalty trouble — Jonathan Drouin earned his second misconduct for a head check in the pivotal second period — and never recovered despite a supportive crowd.

There were a few odd penalties. Goalie Zach Fucale stopped a breakaway by Finnish captain Teuvo Teravainen, but was called for tripping on the same play. But while some will blame the officials, Canada had only itself to blame for trailing 3-1 at the end of two periods.

Too often, one player tried to beat five Finns through the neutral zone. Too often the hard pass missed while the easy pass was ignored.

More Video

Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniorsVideo: Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniors 

Team Canada Olympic women's hockey roster finalizedVideo: Team Canada Olympic women's hockey roster finalized 

Sochi Olympic Torch Reaches Bottom of World's Deepest Lake

Maori Haka performance

Joni Nikko, Artturi Lehkonen and Rasmus Ristolainen scored in the second period for Finand. Lehkonen's came on the power play with Leaf prospect Frederik Gauthier in the box.

Drouin got Canada's only goal of the second.

Teravainen scored on a penalty shot in the third period to secure the win. Juuso Ikonen added an empty-netter.

Russia beat Canada for bronze last year.

“We have to be ready,” said Russian defenceman Nikita Zadorov, on loan from the Buffalo Sabres. “We want to win something. Bronze medal is not bad for us.”

In the early game, goals from Penguins prospect Oskar Sundqvist and Filip Forsberg of the Nashville Predators, and a 26-save performance by Oscar Dansk of the Erie Otters, lifted Sweden to a 2-1 win over Russia.

“It's unbelievable, said Swedish forward Andreas Johnson, another Leaf pick. “I don't think I can understand it yet.”

Malmo Arena — where almost 12,000 were chanting, singing and clapping all game Saturday — will play host to Sunday’s final, where Sweden will try for its second gold in three years, with silver in between.

“No one can stop us,” said Swedish forward Anton Karlsson, a top prospect for the 2014 draft.
Leafs: Carlyle worried about Kessel, JVR when they return from Sochi

Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said he is happy that forwards James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel have been named to the U.S. Olympic team.
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Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said he is happy that forwards James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel have been named to the U.S. Olympic team.

However, Carlyle also expressed reservations about how their participation in Sochi will affect their play coming back to the NHL.

He said that from his experience, the Leaf forwards will have trouble coming back from the emotional high of competing for their country.

“We think it's a positive.,” Carlyle said Saturday morning at the Leaf skate prior to the game against the New York Rangers at the Air Canada Centre. “We support them. It's a chance of a lifetime.”

However, he said that as the Leaf coach, he has to think selfishly as well.

“If we want to be selfish about the Toronto Maple Leafs, sometimes those things don't work out the way you'd like them to work out because we know they're going to another level of hockey, the highest level at the Olympics. Coming back to here after, sometimes the emotions are flat. Some people don't have anything left.”

The Leaf coach, who spent seven seasons coaching the Anaheim Ducks before he was hired by the Maple Leafs on March 2, 2012, noticed a drop off in the emotional commitment from players who left to play in the Olympics in 2010.

“From my experience in Anaheim, we had seven players go to the Olympics. We had (Ryan) Getzlaf, (Corey) Perry and Scott Niedermayer and they didn't have any emotion left when they got back. It was difficult to get those guys back to the level that we needed them at that time.”

Leafs: What you need to know about the game against the New York Rangers

The New York Rangers, coming off a 5-2 defeat to the Pittsburgh Penguins on Friday night, held an optional skate Saturday in preparation for their game tonight against the Maple Leafs. Only three skaters were on the ice.
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Toronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier is expected to play goal against the Rangers on Saturday night.

Paul Sancya / AP 

Toronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier is expected to play goal against the Rangers on Saturday night. 
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The New York Rangers, coming off a 5-2 defeat to the Pittsburgh Penguins on Friday night, held an optional skate Saturday in preparation for their game tonight against the Maple Leafs. Only three skaters were on the ice.

Here's what you need to know about Saturday night's game:

LAST MEETING:

The Rangers beat the Leafs 2-1 in a shootout on Dec. 23. They meet again on March 5 in New York.

WHO'S IN:

Rangers: Ryan Callahan, the Rangers’ captain, returned to the lineup Friday night from a nine-game absence due to a left knee sprain.

Leafs: Starting goalie expected to be Jonathan Bernier, who would be starting his season-high fifth straight game. The Rangers are expected to go with Cam Talbot after Henrik Lundqvist played Friday night. Talbot beat the Leafs in their last meeting.

WHO'S OUT:

More Video

Richard Peddie's secrets to successVideo: Richard Peddie's secrets to success 

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

Pre-game: Maple Leafs vs Capitals

Leafs 5, Islanders 2

Rangers: The Rangers lost fourth-liner Derek Dorsett for four to six weeks after he broke his fibula blocking a slap shot against the Penguins on Friday night. J.T. Miller, a scratch in Pittsburgh, is expected to re-enter the lineup in Toronto. Defenceman Michael Del Zotto is the subject of trade speculation after the Rangers scratched him for a second straight game Friday and the ninth time this season.

Leafs: Dave Bolland (ankle) and centre Trevor Smith (broken wrist) still recovering. Newly acquired defenceman Tim Gleason will not suit up.

WHO'S HOT:

Rangers: The Rangers have won four of their last seven games as they complete their five-game road trip...Brad Richards has 17 goals and 18 assists for 35 points in 38 games against the Leafs....Rangers forward Mats Zuccarello, the team's leading scorer, has two goals and three assists in the past three games while defenceman Ryan McDonagh has a goal and three assists in the past four.

Leafs: The Leafs are on a three-game winning streak. Phil Kessel leads all Toronto players in career goals (7), assists (tie-8) and points (15) in 25 games against the Rangers. Kessel (20 goals) has now scored at least 20 goals in each of his first five seasons with the Leafs. Defenceman Cody Franson leads the team with 18 assists. According to Elias Sports Bureau, the Maple Leafs have an 11-2-1 record in the 14 games in which Franson has set up one or more goals for his teammates, and a mark of 10-14-4 when he hasn't recorded an assist. James van Riemsdyk , Kessel and Dion Phaneuf are on three-game point streaks.

WHO'S NOT:

Rangers: Rick Nash, expected to be a high consideration for the Canadian Olympic hockey team, is having a terrible year with only 7 goals and 9 assists in 25 games. Against the Penguins, goalie Henrik Lundqvist allowed five goals on 28 shots, marking the ninth time in his past 10 starts he's given up at least three goals. He allowed three on the first 10 shots he faced against the Penguins.

Leafs: Nazem Kadri hasn't scored in three games. His last goal was against the Rangers on Dec. 23.

LEAF LINES: Bozak, van Riemsdyk, Kessel; Kadri, Lupul, Raymond; McClement, Clarkson, Kulemin; Holland, D'Amigo, Orr.

DEFENCE PAIRINGS: Phaneuf, Gunnarsson; Franson, Gardiner; Rielly, Ranger.

FROM THE LEAFS:

Coach Randy Carlyle on Tim Gleason: “Gleason will not play tonight, unless there's a late injury or a late sickness or illness or car accident. I just think the players that have been playing for us have played to a higher level. When you bring in a new player and he gets one practice with your group, and then you throw him in a game, I think it's a little bit unfair to the individual. It's not like he's a raw rookie. I think we'd just like to get him acclimated to our style of play.”

Coach Carlyle on team's three-game winning streak:

“We feel a lot better about ourselves the last little while. We just need a performance to support that now. We've started to show progress with our team, specifically over the last five or six games. We're getting back to playing with the puck more.”

Carlyle on Bernier: “Bernier's been in pretty much a groove here for the last little while. He's gotten points in five straight games for us. I know we're going to need both of our goaltenders to play at the top of their ability, and I don't think we're any different than any other team in the league.”

Coach Carlyle on James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel named to U.S. Olympic team:

“We think it's a positive. We support them. It's a chance of a lifetime. But on the other hand, if we want to be selfish about the Toronto Maple Leafs, sometimes those things don't work out the way you'd like them to work out because we know they're going to another level of hockey, the highest level at the Olympics. Coming back to here after, sometimes the emotions are flat. Some people don't have anything left. From my experience in Anaheim, we had seven players go to the Olympics. We had (Ryan) Getzlaf, (Corey) Perry and Scott Niedermayer and they didn't have any emotion left when they got back. It was difficult to get those guys back to the level that we needed them at that time.”
World Juniors: Swedes hail attendance, Canada predicts better next year

Swedish officials patted themselves on the back for a job well done in producing one of Europe's most successful world junior hockey tournaments.
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Team Canada forward Frederik Gauthier lets out a laugh during practice at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden.

Frank Gunn / THE CANADIAN PRESS 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—While Swedish officials patted themselves on the back for a job well done in producing one of Europe's most successful world junior hockey tournaments, envoys from Canada predicted the biggest ever next year in Toronto and Montreal.

Tickets packages are almost all sold out for games in Toronto next year — Toronto will host the group without Canada in the preliminary round and all the playoffs -- while they are more than half sold for Montreal, which will get the group with Canada for the preliminary stage.

The 2012 tournament co-hosted by Calgary and Edmonton sold a record 571,538 tickets and drew a record 444,718 fans into seats, according to Hockey Canada.

“We're anticipating two full buildings throughout the event,” said Patrick McEleney, director of the 2015 and 2017 world junior championships. “We're looking to break those records.”

MORE

Finland’s game plan against Canada begins in goal

More Video

Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniorsVideo: Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniors 

Maori Haka performanceVideo: Maori Haka performance 

Canada's lugers "For Sale" again

Andrew Ladd says world hockey championship is tough to win

Griffin Reinhart inclusion paying dividends for Team Canada

Tournament officials are hoping to turn a profit of $22 million next year, to be poured back into minor hockey.

More important than selling the tickets is actually getting rear ends in the seats for games involving the less popular countries. Organizers hope to do that by getting people who don't want those seats — to donate them back so schools or minor hockey teams can go.

“It's important to us to have full buildings,” said McEleney. “It's important to the other countries.”

All games will be played in either Toronto's Air Canada Centre or Montreal's Bell Centre and organizers want to avoid embarrassingly low turnouts for teams like Slovakia or Germany.

In Sweden, Germany drew about 800 fans a game while the Swedes put an average of 11,000 at the 13,000-seat Malmo Arena. On TV, more than a million — out of a country of nine million — watched the Tre Kronor.

“We're extremely happy. So pleased with the audience. It's fantastic. It's more than what we hoped for,” said Marie Holmberg, marketing manager for the tournament and the city of Malmo.

While interest in this tournament lags in Europe behind interest in Canada, officials were pleased to have pulled off two successful world junior tournaments in a row. Last year's event in Ufa drew 111,000, short of the Euro record of 139,000 set in Helsinki in 1999.

“It's gaining traction,” Holmberg said of the event. “It's helping raise the profile of hockey. It's good for the ice hockey world.”
World juniors: Ekblad, Reinhart focused on Team Canada rather than NHL draft

Canadian teammates Aaron Ekblad and Sam Reinhart are top choices to go No. 1 overall — but for now, they’re concentrating on winning a medal for Canada.
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Canada has moved into the big arena at the world junior championship, but defenceman Griffin Reinhart says the change shouldn't affect the team. Canada faces Finland in the semifinals Saturday.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Aaron Ekblad or Sam Reinhart? No. 1 or No. 2? 

Take your pick. 

Team Canada’s Ekblad and Reinhart came to the world junior hockey tournament as, more or less, the favourites to be the top overall pick in the June NHL draft.

And with Canada heading to the medal round — they play Finland in the semifinals Saturday — nothing has changed. Much like last year when the debate was over American defenceman Seth Jones and Canadian centre Nathan MacKinnon, it’s going to come down to team needs.

Need a defenceman? Take Ekblad. Need a forward? Take Reinhart.

“Both kids are doing a pretty good job,” said Dave Morrison, chief amateur scout for the Maple Leafs. “They’re certainly not hurting themselves.”

Ekblad, of the Barrie Colts, has emerged as Canada’s top shutdown defenceman. Paired with the crafty, puck-controlling Derrick Pouliot, a Pittsburgh Penguins prospect, the two are a formidable combination.

“He’s been phenomenal,” Pouliot said of Ekblad. “For how young he is, he’s very mature. He makes a lot of the right plays out there. He makes it easy on me. I think we work well together.”

Photos 

View photos

Team Canada head coach Brent Sutter talks to the team during practice at the world juniors on Friday, ahead of Saturday's semifinal against Finland.

zoom

At 6-foot-3 and 216 pounds, he is one of the tournament’s biggest players. They call him Shrek.

“Just kind of a little joke,” says Pouliot, sheepishly, since Ekblad is over his right shoulder at the time. “He looks really imposing.”

Ekblad is so imposing that Team Canada captain Scott Laughton hates playing against him.

“When he stepped into the league (the OHL) and he’s two or three years younger than me ... You don’t expect it,” said Laughton, a Flyers prospect with the Oshawa Generals. 

“He looked like a 25-year-old. Real smart player. I’ve played against him the last couple of years and we haven’t gotten along on the ice too much. 

“It’s nice to play with him here.”

What Ekblad has done best is simply play his stay-at-home physical style. He hits without taking penalties. He gets the puck to Pouliot, who leads Canadian defencemen with a goal and four assists. He clears the front of the net. And he’s enjoyed every second.

“It’s intense, it’s demanding, it’s challenging. It’s all that good stuff,” said Ekblad, who has a goal and an assist. “It’s such a fun time with a great group of guys. You come together for three weeks and try and do something special as a team.”

What drives him is his desire to be the best.

“You always want to be better than the day before,” said Ekblad. “I wouldn’t say (to) ever reach expectations. If you want to be a great player, you can never be satisfied with the way you played. Be able to say, ‘I can do this, this and this better,’ then do better the next time.”

Reinhart has two goals and three assists playing mostly with Laughton and Bo Horvat.

“Probably the smartest player I’ve ever played with,” Laughton said of Reinhart. “Probably not the flashiest guy on the ice, but he knows where to pick his spots.”

It’s too early to call Ekblad and Reinhart locks for the top two positions. There are a couple of guys at this tournament who could yet challenge them.

One is German forward Leon Draisaitl, playing in Canada with the Prince Albert Raiders. He has two goals, two assists and 52 minutes in penalties at the world juniors. Germany is drawing an average of 800 fans a game, a significant portion of them scouts. 

When it looked like Draisaitl was going to get turfed from an early game, one scout said: “If he is, you’ll see a parade of scouts leaving this game. He’s the only reason we’re here.”

The other is Sweden’s Anton Karlsson, a power-forward type at left wing. He has a shoulder injury and has missed the last two games. He had no points in three games, playing on a line with his older brother, Erik.

“He can change games,” Swedish coach Rikard Gronborg said of Anton Karlsson. “The way he skates, the way he uses his body. Playing that physical style and still making skilled plays. Every time you put him out there, you notice him.”

At this tournament, competing against players that are a year older, it can be a lot of pressure on these youngsters.

With agents calling, parents fretting, media asking questions and one’s own worries and self-doubt piling up, a draft year can be especially difficult.

“My draft year, I had two goals at Christmas-time,” said Laughton. “One was an empty-netter. Pressure was on. I was lucky enough to finish strong. It was definitely stressful. Having all the scrutiny on you, worrying about where you’re going to go. These guys have handled it pretty good.”

Their heads, indeed, seem to be screwed on straight.

“It’s a little bit of a different thing,” said Ekblad, whose agent is Bobby Orr. “The thing is, if your team is doing well, you’re more likely to be looked at as a successful player.”

Reinhart said the team must come first.

“There’s a lot of events they (scouts) look at throughout the year,” said Reinhart. “This is the biggest stage in junior hockey. The focus is on our team and team success right now.

“Everyone wants winners. To be a champion would definitely help you.”

As for who goes first and who goes second, these teammates say it doesn’t matter.

“If Sam goes one, awesome,” said Ekblad. “If I go one, awesome. If I go 10, awesome.

“It’s what teams want. I just want to be there on that day and share that experience with family and friends and know I played my best leading up to it. I want to know I put myself in the best possible position to get drafted as high as I possibly can.”
World juniors: Finland’s game plan against Canada begins in goal

Finns play Canucks in Saturday's world junior semifinal. The winner advances to play for the gold on Sunday.
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Juuse Saros will get the start in net for Finland when they take on Team Canada in semifinal action Saturday at the world juniors.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—For a country elbow deep in elite goalies, you’d think Finnish junior goalkeeper Juuse Saros would pick a countryman as his favourite. 

But no, his fave goalie is  Marc-Andre Fleury  of the Pittsburgh Penguins. 

“I like him because he’s very acrobatic and fun to watch,” says Saros. “It’s very entertaining.” 

There might be a few Penguins fans who, in the playoffs anyway, might not agree. 

Regardless, Saros, a prospect of the Nashville Predators, will be in net for Finland when they play Canada on Saturday (1 p.m., TSN) at the  world junior hockey  championships. 

The winner will play Sunday for the gold medal against the winner of Sweden-Russia. 

The Finns have cast themselves as the underdogs. 

“Every time Finland plays Canada, we are underdogs,” said Finnish coach Karri Kivi. 

 Finland  , a small country that tends to overachieve in world tournaments, is not to be taken lightly. Their game plan starts in net because they take goaltending seriously. 

More Video
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Maori Haka performance

“As soon as I started at age 10 there were two goalie coaches on our team,” said Saros. “It’s very good that in Finland we have goalie coaches at an early age. 

“When you’re so young, you can’t learn everything by yourself. It’s very important.” 

Follow all the action as Kevin McGran live blogs the game at 1:30 p.m.  

Saros leads the junior tournament in goals-against average (1.67) and save percentage (.938). 

Finland has other things going for them also. 

Captain Teuvo Teravainen, a prospect of the Chicago Blackhawks, leads the tournament with nine assists, which puts him fifth in overall scoring. 

Saku Maenalanen, another Predators pick, leads the tourney with six goals. 

And the Finns have about as solid a defence core as there is, with plenty of Canadian hockey experience. 

Mikko Vainonen, yet another Preds prospect, is learning his trade in the OHL with  Kingston  under coach Todd Gill, the former Maple Leafs defenceman. 

“He’s a good coach,” said Vainonen. “Tough, that’s good for us.” 

Vainonen is paired with draft eligible Julius Honka of the Swift Current Broncos. He’s deemed by many to be a potential first- or second-round pick. 

“It’s a big year for him, he’s an offensive D-man,” Vainonen said of Honka. “It’s good for us, because I’m more a stay-at-home defenceman.” 

Honka says his time in Canada will help him prepare for this game because he understands how Canadians play. 

“I think I know how Canadian guys play hockey,” says Honka. “There’s a lot of good players. (Jonathan) Drouin, (Griffin) Reinhart. They’ve got a lot of good guys.” 

Like Switzerland, Finland will try to play a tight defensive game, clogging up the neutral zone while relying on Saros’s goaltending to stop Canada’s shooters when they do break through. 

“We’re going to go a prevent-style,” said Saros. “We’re going to have good team spirit and our power play’s pretty good. I think those things will be important. 

“We have a good team. We have a good chance to win.” 

Canada beat Finland in a pre-tournament game. 

“It wasn’t easy . . . we’re expecting a tough game,” said defenceman Derrick Pouliot. “We’re expecting hard-nosed play, but they’ve got some skilled players. They’re going to push us.” 

Canada switches from the cozy 5,000-seat Malmo Isstadion to the modern 15,000-seat Malmo Arena. But the Canadians don’t think that will change their game plan much. 

“We’ve had great fan support over there,” said forward Connor McDavid. 

“I’m sure they’ll all come over here.”
Bobby Ryan gets apology from U.S. hockey for Brian Burke’s remarks on his exclusion from Olympics

Burke said Ryan can't spell intense while selection committee debated over who should go to Sochi.
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The U.S. Olympic team left Bobby Ryan off the roster for the Sochi Games.
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Team USA general manager David Poile has publicly apologized to Ottawa Senators winger Bobby Ryan for the unflattering remarks made by Calgary Flames president Brian Burke about his playing style during an Olympic selection committee meeting.

ESPN.com and USA TODAY Sports were both allowed access to every U.S. selection committee meetings over a 171-day period, and this Burke quote about Ryan appears in the ESPN.com story: “He is not intense. That word is not in his vocabulary. It’s never going to be in his vocabulary. He can’t spell intense.”

Ryan was not selected for the U.S. team, and since has called Burke’s comment “gutless” and said he felt degraded.

“When I asked all of our committee (members) to give me their final roster, (Burke) had Bobby Ryan on his team,” Poile said.

USA TODAY Sports can also confirm that Burke talked about Ryan’s strengths in other meetings.

“I’m not disputing what was said,” Poile said. “These meetings were very intense and and very passionate. But for the things that were said against Bobby Ryan there were many, many things that were said positively about Bobby Ryan.”
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

Burke’s words came while the committee members were debating which forwards were going to make the team.

“It’s been taken totally out of context,” Poile said. “You have to realize in this situation for players who made the team, there were critical things said about them, and good things said about them. That’s just the way it goes when you are analyzing.”

Poile explained that Ryan didn’t make the team because of the emergence of other players like James van Riemsdyk and Max Pacioretty. Zach Parise and Dustin Brown were holdovers from the 2010 U.S. Olympic squad.

Poile said the committee members didn’t have a clear understanding of how media members were going to present the information they gathered. “That’s on us,” Poile said.

He added: “What goes on in the room should stay in the room. This was a characterization on whole that was not a characterization of what actually happened.”

If that was said about me or one of my players . . . if I was (Senators general manager) Bryan Murray and the Ottawa Senators or Bobby Ryan specifically or his agent, I would be very upset about this,” Poile said. “I’ve apologized as much as I can.”

Poile and Murray previously worked together with the Washington Capitals and they remain friends. Burke drafted Ryan as general manager in Anaheim. Poile said he has reached out to Murray, and Burke has tried to contact Ryan.

“It’s great to be open and progressive with the media, and in this one particular instance, it probably went further than it should have,” Poile said.
World juniors: Dumba, Hudon miss Team Canada practice

There was no Matt Dumba or Charles Hudon at Team Canada’s practice on Friday as it prepares for its semifinal Saturday against Finland. Both players are nursing injuries.
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Team Canada goaltender Zachary Fucale battles for the puck with forwards Taylor Leier, left, and Curtis Lazar during practise at the World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden. (Jan. 3, 2014)

Frank Gunn / THE CANADIAN PRESS 

Team Canada goaltender Zachary Fucale battles for the puck with forwards Taylor Leier, left, and Curtis Lazar during practise at the World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden. (Jan. 3, 2014) 

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Fri Jan 03 2014 

Explore This Story

1 Photo 

1 Comment 

Share on Facebook

in

Share

.

0

Reddit this!

Republish 

MALMO, SWEDEN — There was no Matt Dumba or Charles Hudon at Team Canada’s practice on Friday as it prepares for its semifinal Saturday against Finland.

Both players are nursing injuries. Dumba, on loan from the NHL’s Minnesota Wild, hurt his knee in Thursday’s win over Switzerland. He was limping after the game, but said at the time he was fine.

Hudon, a Montreal Canadiens prospect, went hard into the boards in a preliminary game against the United States and is believed to be nursing a shoulder injury.

Related:

· Griffin Reinhart inclusion paying dividends for Team Canada

· Chatterbox Fucale keeps lines of communication open for Team Canada

Chris Bigras took Dumba’s spot on the defence pairing with Griffin Reinhart. Taylor Leier took Hudon’s spot on the top line with Jonathan Drouin and Anthony Mantha.
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NHL Sued by Former Players Over Head Injuries

Chris Chelios

It was Canada’s first practise at the 15,000-seat Malmo Arena. Their two final games will be here as they vacate the 5,000-seat Malmo Isstadion, its humble, low-roofed home for the first round. 

The winner of Canada-Finland will play the winner of Saturday’s other semifinal, Sweden-Russia, for gold on Sunday. The losers will also play Sunday for bronze.

Finland practiced earlier Friday.

“The last four are all top teams, Sweden, Russia, Canada,” said Finnish coach Karri Kivi. “It doesn’t make a difference, but we have a chance. ... Of course, every time Finland plays Canada we’re underdogs.”
World juniors: Griffin Reinhart inclusion paying dividends for Team Canada

Reinhart, who missed three games due to suspension, is a big reason why Team Canada is now just two wins away from gold.
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D Griffin Reinhart discusses Canada's win over Switzerland. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Through the spring, summer and fall, there were doubts in the Reinhart household that Griffin Reinhart would be invited to Team Canada’s world junior team due to a suspension that would see him sit the first three games.

Now, in winter, it’s hard to imagine the team without the 19-year-old New York Islanders prospect.

“All year, it was pretty unpredictable whether they (Team Canada officials) were going to take him,” said Sam Reinhart, Griffin’s 17-year-old brother and Canadian teammate. “We didn’t really know. He really wanted to be here. It was in the back of his head.

“Everyone in the locker room is happy they did now. He’s probably the happiest guy here.”

In just two games since returning from that suspension levied at last year’s tournament, Griffin Reinhart has been the glue that has gotten Canada to stick to its game plan enough to get the country back to the medal round.

He had a goal and an assist in Thursday’s 4-1 win over Switzerland to set up a showdown with Finland on Saturday. 

Anthony Mantha’s goal off a penalty shot stood up as the winner.

“Maybe I’m not the most confident player (on a penalty shot), but today it resulted in a goal, so I’m happy about that,” said Mantha, who leads the tournament in scoring. 
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View photos

Griffin Reinhart, left, celebrating with teammate Scott Laughton, had a goal and an assist in Canada's 4-1 win over Switzerland in the WJHC quarter-finals.

zoom

“I am confident in my all-around game. Maybe in the past, I’m just 27 per cent in the shootout. I need to practise it and be more confident in the future.”

The result was closer than one might have expected. Canada now has won all 20 games against Switzerland in the under-20s tournament.

“It was a very businesslike approach to the game,” said coach Brent Sutter. “I liked our poise.

“We knew this wasn’t going to be an easy game. All the pressure was there on us. They just had to play.”

Reinhart, meanwhile, has helped calm down fellow defenceman Matt Dumba’s game (although Dumba was limping Thursday). He clears the puck from in front of goalie Zach Fucale. He makes the smart pass to get the puck out of the zone and onto the sticks of Canada’s top shooters.

The team with him, simply, is so different — much better — than the team without him. Even when Canada struggled in its first three games, there were those that wondered why they chose to bring Reinhart, who couldn’t play in those three games.

“The only people questioning were people on the outside,” said Sutter. “We didn’t have any questions on the inside. 

“After assessing what we had across the country on the back end, it was clear: We had to take that chance of him not playing the first three games to have him in the last four. He’s been rock solid for us.

“He’s a steady influence for us. A big, strong guy he knows how to play.”

And Griffin Reinhart is pleased Sutter showed such faith in him.

“It’s huge. I’m really happy they were able to do that for me,” said Reinhart. “I know it was a tough decision for them.”

It may just be a coincidence, but Reinhart’s arrival has also spurred goals from other blueliners. Derrick Pouliot got one against the Swiss, as well. That bodes well heading into Saturday’s semifinal, where the winner will go to the gold-medal game Sunday against the winner of Sweden against Russia.

“It’s huge to get production form your back end,” said Sutter. “It’s an added bonus. Every team wants to have some kind of offence from the back end. It becomes a dangerous component you can have.” 

The Islanders picked Reinhart fourth overall in 2012 (one spot ahead of the Leafs selecting Morgan Rielly). 

He’s the only player picked in the top seven that year who is yet to play in the NHL. He thought he might this season, but was a late cut by the Islanders. This tournament, however, has helped ease those wounds.

“You’re never really going to be over it,” said Reinhart. “You always wish you could be playing there (in the NHL). The sooner you move on from that, and just worry about this year, the better. 

“Coming back, I have another chance at the world juniors. Now that I’m here, I’m really trying to take advantage of it and use it to develop my game.”

It’s helped, too, that almost the entire family is here watching Griffin and Sam play, including their father, Paul, an NHLer from 1979 to 1990. Only brother Max, up and down between the Calgary Flames and Abbottsford Heat, is missing.

“It’s been a lot of fun,” said Griffin Reinhart. “I love playing with him (Sam). It’s better than playing against him. Especially over Christmas, I was able to spend it with him. To have my family come over, we were only missing Max. 

“It’s special for all of us. And back home, Max is rooting for us.”
World juniors: Canada advances to semifinals with win over Switzerland

Anthony Mantha’s penalty shot leads Canada to win over Switzerland and a date in the semifinals against Finland.
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Canada's Anthony Mantha (pumps his fist after scoring on Switzerland during second period, quarter-final IIHF World Junior Hockey Championship action in Malmo, Sweden on Thursday, January 2, 2014.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—For a guy who scores a lot of goals, Anthony Mantha wasn’t that confident in his penalty shot Thursday in the quarter-finals.

But the Detroit Red Wings prospect put a nice goal past Swiss goalie Melvin Nyffeler and it stood up as the winner in a 4-1 Team Canada win at the world junior hockey championships.

“Maybe I’m not the most confident player in a shootout (actually a penalty shot in this case), but today it resulted in a goal, so I’m happy about that,” said Mantha, who leads the tournament in scoring. 

“I am confident in my all-around game. Maybe in the past, I’m just 27 per cent in the shootout. I need to practise it and be more confident in the future.”

There’s very little wrong with Mantha’s game. He’s 6-foot-4, 190 pounds and scored 50 goals last year in the Quebec league. Somehow, the Wings got him at 20th overall. He has 35 in 32 games this year for Val D’Or, and with five goals and six assists, he’s Canada’s offensive leader.
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Canada's lugers "For Sale" again

There was some confusion after Mantha was hauled down on a breakaway at 9:04 of the second. First it looked like the puck went in anyway, and a penalty shot wouldn’t be needed. Then it looked like Jonathan Drouin was going to take it.

But Mantha stepped forward. 

“With his reach and the way he does it, he should be a confident guy going into the shootout,” said coach Brent Sutter. “I had confidence. The amount of goals he has, he knows how to put the puck in the net.”

Canada needed that goal — and one earlier by Griffin Reinhart and one later by Curtis Lazar and Derrick Pouliot to put away the plucky Swiss. Nico Dunner scored with one second left in the second to give the Swiss life.

The result as closer than one might have expected, but Canada beat Switzerland and earned a spot in Saturday’s semifinals against Finland. Sweden will play Russia in the other semifinal after the Russians pulled off an upset over the Americans.

“It was a very business-like approach to the game,” said Sutter. “I liked our poise.

“We knew this wasn’t going to be an easy game. All the pressure was there on us. They just had to play.”

These are the kind of games that terrify the top seeds. Canada was the overwhelming favourite, but the Swiss were not to be taken lightly. The Swiss are moving up the world rankings. The national team took silver last May and the junior team took Russia to a shootout in last year’s elimination round.

The goalie then was the goalie Thursday: Melvin Nyffeler.

He was terrific the last two world junior tournaments. Scarborough-raised Swiss coach Colin Muller had prepared his team for the “game of their lives.” He promised a tight, defensive game. Try to keep it close. Try to get a lucky one.

For the most part, the Swiss were a far more difficult opponent than perhaps fans were expecting. But it just shows that other countries are taking the development of hockey players — and this tournament — seriously.

“It was a tough game,” said Leafs prospect Fabrice Herzog, who finished as the Swiss leading scorer with three goals. “We had a good start. We were skating really. We were skating with them. The end, it was hard to lose.

Canada ran its record to a perfect 20 wins in 20 games against Switzerland in the under-20s tournament.
Bobby Ryan doesn’t make cut for U.S. men’s hockey team for 2014 Sochi Olympics 

USA Hockey used to have it relatively easy picking players for the Olympics. Not anymore.
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Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard is introduced as a member of the U.S. Olympic hockey team after the 2014 Winter Classic hockey game against the Toronto Maple Leafs at Michigan Stadium.
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Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard is introduced as a member of the U.S. Olympic hockey team after the 2014 Winter Classic hockey game against the Toronto Maple Leafs at Michigan Stadium. 
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ANN ARBOR, MICH.—USA Hockey used to have it relatively easy picking players for the Olympics.

Not anymore.

Bobby Ryan helped the United States earn a silver medal in 2010 in Vancouver and only 10 NHL players — from all countries — have more goals than he does this season for the Ottawa Senators. But unless Ryan gets a spot in place of an injured player, he won’t have a chance to help the Americans go for gold in Sochi.

“We did not pick the best 25 players,” general manager David Poile said Wednesday after the roster was announced. “We picked the best 25 players that we thought gave us a chance to compete and win the gold medal.”

And with goaltending and grit, the Americans might have some assets to help them compete with the defending champion Canadians along with the talented and extremely motivated Russians on their home soil.

In Sochi, the U.S. forwards will be: David Backes, Dustin Brown, Ryan Callahan, Patrick Kane, Ryan Kesler, Phil Kessel, T.J. Oshie, Max Pacioretty, Zach Parise, Joe Pavelski, Paul Stastny, Derek Stepan, James van Riemsdyk and Blake Wheeler. John Carlson, Justin Faulk, Cam Fowler, Paul Martin, Ryan McDonagh, Brooks Orpik, Kevin Shattenkirk and Ryan Suter will be on defence for the Americans.
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Blue Jays GM Alex Anthopoulos sums up season

Olympic men's hockey team lace up sneakers instead of skates

“There is a lot of guys that can skate well and on the bigger sheet, that’ll be huge,” van Riemsdyk said after helping Toronto beat Detroit 3-2 in a shootout at the Winter Classic.

Kessel’s sister, Amanda, was selected to the women’s team Wednesday.

RELATED:

Leafs linemates Kessel, van Riemsdyk named to U.S. Olympics team

Ryan was perhaps the most surprising omission on the 25-man roster. Jack Johnson and Erik Johnson, a pair of defencemen who played in the Vancouver Games, also didn’t make the cut. Ryan has 18 goals this season — trailing just two U.S.-born players — is among league leaders with 36 points and has scored at least 30 times in four previous years.

“If you’re talking about the Johnsons and if you’re talking about Bobby Ryan, they’re fabulous hockey players,” Poile said. “And if I can say this the right way, this is the first time that we’re having to make similar decisions that Canada has had to make for years.

“We’re leaving off top, top players.”

Jimmy Howard appears to be the Americans’ third goaltender behind Jonathan Quick and Ryan Miller.

He hasn’t played well and has been injured for much of the season for the Red Wings, but his body of work boosted his bid ahead of Ben Bishop of the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Bishop has the most wins (29) and the best goals-against average (1.89) among American-born No. 1 goalies in the NHL this season.

“He’s playing lights out,” Poile acknowledged. “Our decisions were tough in goal — really tough.”

Other players who could’ve potentially been on the team, but weren’t selected include: Keith Yandle, Kyle Okposo, Cory Schneider, Brandon Saad and Dustin Byfuglien.

Fowler, who appears to have gotten a spot instead of Yandle, said he didn’t know he was on the time until everyone else found out during NBC’s postgame coverage of the Winter Classic.

“I didn’t get a text or a phone call or anything,” he said in a telephone interview with The Associated Press.

Miller was named MVP of the ice hockey tournament at the Vancouver Games, but he wasn’t a lock to keep a spot because Quick, one of many players on the team who has been injured this season, has been perhaps the world’s best at stopping shots the past two seasons. Howard, Schneider, Gibson, Tim Thomas and Craig Anderson also were possible options for the selection committee.

To play to their potential, a lot of banged-up players will have to get healthy this month and stay that way through February. And if some injured players are still ailing over the next month, some snubbed standouts might get an invite to join the Americans in Russia.

“There’s going to be certain players that you’re going to give a strong message to that they were very, very close and if something was to happen, they could be on the team,” Poile said.

The U.S. will be able to put 22 players in uniform for each game, starting Feb. 13 against Slovakia.

The Americans expect to be a medal contender after they were regarded as young underdogs in 2010, when they were a goal away from knocking off the host Canadians.

The team will be led by Pittsburgh Penguins coach Dan Bylsma. He has been at ease publicly, saying he likes the Americans’ chances to win gold for the first time since the Miracle on Ice victory in 1980.
World juniors: Chatterbox Fucale keeps lines of communication open for Team Canada

Team Canada goalie Zach Fucale is constantly chirping while on the ice, and his coaches and teammates love it.
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Goalie Zach Fucale prepares for quarter-finals. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—If there’s one thing that stands out about Zach Fucale — aside from his stellar netminding skills — it’s his mouth. 

He’s a loudmouth. His teammates at the world junior hockey championship say so, in the kindest of ways.

“He’s a typical goalie — a little weird,” says Team Canada defenceman Matt Dumba. “Whatever is going through his head, he’s communicating that to you.”

Most goalies communicate with their teammates. Fucale goes beyond what most goalies do. And it’s not just his defencemen on the ice who hear him.

“I hear him from the bench sometimes,” says Griffin Reinhart. “Just gibberish. That’s great. He’s a fun guy to be around. He brings a lot of energy.”

So what is he saying? And in what language? The Montreal Canadiens prospect speaks three: English, French and Italian.

“Any of them,” says Fucale. “I like to keep up with the game out there. I talk a lot and encourage everyone.”

Fucale says he’s been doing it — basically calling the play-by-play of the game no matter what end the puck is in — for as long as he can remember, that it comes naturally to him. 
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Goaltender Zach Fucale stretches during practice Wednesday in preparation for Thursday's quarter-final match agasint Switzerland at the world junior hockey championship in Malmo, Sweden.
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Coaches encourage such contact because the goalie can be the eyes in the back of a defenceman’s head. And in a tournament like this, where the Canadians are a group of all-stars from across the country who aren’t used to playing with one another, the more on-ice chatter the better.

“We don’t play with each other all year long,” says Fucale. “It’s important we talk a lot. We need to communicate as much as we can. There’s not a detail you can really miss in this type of tournament.

“If we talk a lot to each other, we’ll be on the same page. That’s good for each other.”

As Canada prepares to play Switzerland on Thursday in the quarter-finals, it’s clear Fucale has grabbed the No. 1 netminder’s job here. He was so-so in his first game, against Slovakia, in a 5-3 Canadian win, though he got better as the game progressed. 

He was fantastic against the Americans in a 3-2 Canadian win, stopping a Connor Carrick breakaway in the third period and shutting down a tough U.S. offence that was pressing for a tie late in the game.

And he’s got swagger.

“He’s a confident young man and he stood tall,” says Canadian coach Brent Sutter. “We need that. Any team that wants to have success needs to have good goaltending, no matter what competition you’re playing, and he certainly is giving us that.”

Goalie coach Fred Brathwaite says he wouldn’t change a thing about Fucale’s style.

“Everyone has their own way to prepare for games,” says Brathwaite. “Whatever gets him ready to go, and gets him into the game. I want our goalies to feel as comfortable as possible, just like if they’re playing in Halifax (Fucale) or Saginaw (Jake Paterson). 

“Just don’t worry about the crowd. Do what they do, and that’s why they’re here.”

There’s another little quirk about Fucale. He likes to be first on the ice, not by a few steps like most goalies, but by a few minutes if he can.

“I just like to have some time by myself, to get ready to face the game,” said Fucale. “It’s what I do. I just go over some visualization. I try to go blank and not focus on anything. Make sure my mind is clear and know exactly what I’m about to do.”
World juniors: Swiss prepare for ‘game of their lives’ against Canada

Switzerland will need offence from Leafs prospect Fabrice Herzog and smothering defence if it’s to have any chance of beating Team Canada in Thursday’s quarter-final.
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Team Canada captain Scott Laughton says some have under-rated team. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—It is said that if you win a championship, teammates walk together forever.

Some teams, like Switzerland, probably won’t get a chance to win the world junior hockey championship. But if the Swiss beat a team like Canada at any point in this tournament, it could go down as the greatest moment of their hockey lives for these teenaged players.

That was the point Swiss coach (and Scarborough-raised) Colin Muller was trying to make when he smashed his stick on the ice at practice on Wednesday to get the attention of his players, who had that deer-in-the-headlights look because they’ve got to play Canada on Thursday.

“I was trying to get our guys motivated; I had to break the stick,” said Muller. “I was telling them: ‘Guys, this could be the biggest game of your lives. If you beat Canada, you’re never going to forget it. Get pumped.’

“But they’ve got the Swiss mentality. It’s really hard to get a word out of their mouths.”

The Swiss have a handful of players from major junior on their roster, including Maple Leafs prospect Fabrice Herzog, a fifth-round pick in 2013, who leads his team with three goals.

“I’m happy with my performance this tournament,” said Herzog. “I always have some chances in the game.”
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Switzerland coach Colin Muller's biggest task ahead of Thursday's quarter-final at the world junior championship is convincing his clearly intimidated team that it has a chance against Canada. 
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If the Swiss are to beat Canada, they’ll need scoring from Herzog and a commitment to defence. They’ll slow the game to a snail’s pace if they have to. 

“Right now, he (Herzog) is one of our best, if not our best forward,” said Muller. “He’s really good around the net. Reminds me of Rick Nash. Works his tail off. Plays hard, knows where to go, goes to the front of the net. Battles. A good kid. I really like him.”

Herzog left Europe to join the Quebec Remparts after the Leafs drafted him.

“He’s definitely improved in the last six months,” said Muller, who thinks Herzog has a chance to be a good NHLer. “He’s an awkward skater. He’s still getting into his body size. He’s got to gain some weight.”

Herzog is one of three Leafs prospects at the world juniors. He’ll face a future teammate in Canada’s Frederick Gauthier, Toronto’s top pick in the 2013 draft. The other Leaf in the tournament is Swedish forward Andreas Johnson, a seventh-round pick this year, who has three goals and three assists.

The Leafs are happy with Herzog’s progress.

“He’s got good offensive instincts,” said Dave Morrison, the Leafs’ chief amateur scout . “He’s real good at chipping pucks out of the air, especially the goal he scored against Norway. A foot off the ice. A cross pass a foot off the ice and he banked it in. You don’t see that too often.

“He’s just getting stronger. He’s got a good all-around game. He needs time, but he’s in a good spot.”

Herzog agreed that beating Canada would be a high moment.

“It’s a big game for us,” he said. “A lot of people will watch this game. It will be really cool to beat Canada.
World juniors: Team Sweden scores late to edge Russians

Sweden, first in Group B with a perfect record, will face Slovakia in Thursday’s quarter-finals.
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Russia's Vyachesla Osnovi hammers Sweden's Elias Lindholm during world junior action on Tuesday. The Swedes won, 3-2.
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Russia's Vyachesla Osnovi hammers Sweden's Elias Lindholm during world junior action on Tuesday. The Swedes won, 3-2. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Jacob de la Rose scored with 2:22 left in the third period to lift Sweden to a 3-2 win over Russia on Tuesday, the final day of round-robin play at the world junior hockey championships.

Sweden, first in Group B with a 4-0-0-0 record, will face Slovakia in Thursday’s quarter-finals while Russia (2-0-0-2) will finish either second or third depending on the outcome of the Finland-Switzerland game later Tuesday.

“It feels really amazing right now,” said de la Rose. “It was a great goal for us and we really needed it.”

Andreas Johnson and Nick Sorensen also scored for Sweden while and Lucas Wallmark had two assists. Alexander Barabanov and Mikhail Grigorenko scored for Russia.

“I thought we were really close to getting three points in this game,” Grigorenko said. “It was 2-2, and Sweden was a little bit luckier than us at the end. I guess we had too many penalties today. We can’t really do that against teams like that.”

Sweden’s Oscar Dansk made 23 saves for the Swedes while Andrei Vasilevski stopped 29 shots in the Russian net.
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“Obviously our goal was to win the group,” said Swedish captain Filip Forsberg. “Now we’ve done that. But now the tournament really starts with the playoff games. We have to get ready for the quarter-final here.”
World juniors: Team Canada defeats U.S. in thriller

Canada now plays Switzerland on Thursday in a new twist: the win-or-go-home quarter-finals. 
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Zach Fucale and Matt Dumba discuss Canada's win. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—There were scouts shaking their heads at the way head coach Brent Sutter was using his Team Canada players.

One player the scouts all loved last season was Maple Leafs’ prospect Frederik Gauthier: The perfect defensive centre, with perhaps even more upside if he can score.

As Canada struggled against the Slovaks and the Czechs, the scouts were puzzled at Sutter’s decision to put Gauthier on the wing at the start of the tournament, a position he’s never played.

But come Canada’s most important game so far — a showdown for first place with the Americans — Gauthier was back at centre.

Much will be said about Connor McDavid’s first goal at the worlds, a marker that propelled Canada to a 3-2 win and first place in their group. The 16-year-old scored the go-ahead goal in the third, and there will be praise for the goaltending of Zach Fucale, who stonewalled the American attack and was named Canada’s player of the game.

But let us not forget this is a game of the so-called little things. And when the U.S. was pressing, trailing by a goal, their goalie pulled with less than a minute to go, it was Gauthier that Sutter called upon to take two key faceoffs.

“It was my first game at centre, doing what I do best,” said Gauthier. “Faceoffs. Play well defensively. It’s my way of helping.”
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Connor McDavid's (17) teammates mob him after he scored the go-ahead goal in the third period against the Americans in world junior action on Tuesday.
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He’s a big man who does the little things right.

“I just thought with Gauthier, he may be more comfortable giving us that big body down the middle and a guy who can take key faceoffs for us,” said Sutter. “Obviously, he’s seen that. 

“He took a lot of draws in our own zone and won a lot of them. And some big draws near the end of the game.”

When the Leafs drafted Gauthier in the first round, they knew that was the kind of player they were taking. The way they talk about him — his smarts, his defensive acumen — he almost can’t miss as a third-line centre at six-foot-four. And they know if they’re patient, let him grow into a bigger role with Rimouski, he can figure out his offence and could be a good No. 2.

McDavid, meanwhile, outshone his fellow 2015 draft eligible counterpart, Jack Eichel, at least on the scoreboard. Eichel had a lot of shots and chances for the U.S., but McDavid potted the go-ahead goal to break a 1-1 tie in the third.

“It’s more important that we got the win,” said McDavid, downplaying his first world junior goal. “It was unbelievable. It feels good to finally get one I guess.”

McDavid has had a rocky tournament but took a regular shift against the Americans after suffering benchings earlier in the tourney, admitting he suffered “a little bit” of confidence loss.

“As a hockey player you have to stay even-keeled. Things happen in the game,” said McDavid. “The highs, the lows. You have to remain pretty confident. I think I’ve done a pretty good job of that.”

For its effort, Canada gets a meeting with Switzerland on Thursday in a new twist: the win-or-go-home quarter-finals. Gauthier will most likely be trying to stop fellow future Leaf Fabrice Herzog.

The Americans drew the Russians while the Swedes get Slovakia and the Finns will meet the Czechs.

“We now have 48 hours to prepare for our next opponent,” said Sutter. “Our focus over the next two days needs to be on this game and only on this upcoming game.”

Previously, the pool winners — this year it was Canada and Sweden — would have gotten a bye to the semifinals.

“This is the way it is,” said Sutter. “I coached at the world championship two years ago and it’s set up that way. Now the IIHF is doing that with a lot of tournaments now. It is what it is and you just deal with it.

“Our goal was to win the game and finish first in our side and we accomplished that, but now we’ve got to be ready for the next game. It’s going to be the toughest game and the hardest game and we’ve got to be ready for it.”

The Canadian players say they’ve learned from the adversity they faced in losing in a shootout to the Czechs and barely beating Slovakia.

“We wanted to have a good last game against the U.S.,” said Gauthier. “Do what we’re good at . . . we showed up. Zach (Fucale) was strong in net. Every game, we can build on. We adjusted. Everybody’s more together and it’s helped a lot on the ice.”
Spengler Cup: Canada eliminated in semifinal loss

Defending champion Canada played well but ran up against a hot goaltender in Tobias Stephan on the way to a 6-5 semifinal loss to HC Geneve-Servette. 
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HC Geneve-Servette goalie Tobias Stephan, right, stops Canada's Alexandre Bolduc during their semifinal game at the Spengler Cup in Davos, Switzerland on Monday. Stephan made 50 saves in a 6-5 victory that eliminated the Canadians from the tournament. 
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HC Geneve-Servette goalie Tobias Stephan, right, stops Canada's Alexandre Bolduc during their semifinal game at the Spengler Cup in Davos, Switzerland on Monday. Stephan made 50 saves in a 6-5 victory that eliminated the Canadians from the tournament. 
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DAVOS, SWITZERLAND—Doug Shedden says Canada played its best game at the Spengler Cup on Monday. Unfortunately for the Canadians, so did opposing goaltender Tobias Stephan.

Stephan made 50 saves and HC Geneve-Servette capitalized on its chances in a 6-5 semifinal win over defending champion Canada.

“To me, you lose this game on two words, and that’s Toby Stephan,” Canada coach Shedden said after the game. “We threw 55 shots at him, and we were all over him with quality chances, and there’s no question he was the difference in the game.

“Unfortunately that’s the game of hockey sometimes. A hot goalie can steal a game, especially in a one-game series.”

Conversely, Geneva-based Geneve-Servette made the most of their chances, beating the Canadian tandem of Allen York and Matthew Hackett six times on 24 shots.

“Geneva really capitalized on the limited chances they got,” Shedden said. “It seems like every shot they had was a seeing-eye shot, like under the bar or five-hole. . . . They were a sharp-shooting team today.
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“I’m not blaming the goalies one bit. It just seems that every chance they got they made the best of it.”

Alexandre Giroux, Travis Roche, Jacob Micflikier, Darren Haydar and Jason Williams scored for Canada.

Former NHL veteran Matthew Lombardi led Geneva with two goals and two assists. Denis Hollenstein, Intio Pestoni, Arnaud Jacquement and Daniel Vukovic also scored for Geneva.

Canada was trailing 6-3 midway through the third period, but poured on the pressure and goals at 16:10 from Haydar and 18:18 from Williams made it a one-goal game with time winding down.

Stephan, who made 21 of his 50 saves in the third, would not be beaten a sixth time

“I thought we had our best game by a mile,” Shedden said. “Unfortunately, like a hot pitcher in baseball (goaltenders) can beat you some nights.”

Geneva will play CSKA Moscow in Tuesday’s final. Moscow edged host HC Davos 5-4 earlier Monday.
World juniors: Canada storms back to beat Slovakia

Star forward Jonathan Drouin atones for reckless penalty with tying goal, Nic Petan scores winner in 5-3 victory.
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Team Canada coach Brett Sutter discusses benching of top forward Jonathan Drouin.
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Team Canada coach Brent Sutter’s most important move so far at the world junior hockey championship came about 12 minutes into the first period of Monday’s 5-3 win over Slovakia.

The decision was probably reached 10 seconds into the game.

That’s when Jonathan Drouin, easily the team’s best player, took a reckless penalty for a check to the head that came dressed as a two-minute minor and a 10-minute misconduct. The Slovaks scored on the penalty.

And when the misconduct was over, Drouin sheepishly skated to bench, where he spent most of the rest of the period.

Canada was trailing and Sutter had benched his best player.

“It was the right thing to do,” said Drouin. “I knew it was coming. I knew I was going to sit down a bit. I knew I had to come back hard and I think I did.

“I was disappointed with myself. But there was two periods left and I just had to play my game.”

Captain Scott Laughton agreed.

“It definitely sends a message to not only him but the other guys,” said Laughton. “He’s one of the best players on the team. When he sits, you know anyone can sit in the game. It sends the message to everyone.”
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Canada forward Nic Petan (19) is congratulated by teammates Derrick Pouliot (15), Jonathan Drouin (27) and Curtis Lazar (26) after scoring the game-winning goal against Slovakia in the third period Monday. 
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More important than the message being sent, the message was received.

Drouin’s game gradually improved. He started making plays, playing smart. And with Canada down 3-2 with less than six minutes remaining in the game, Drouin scored the tying goal. Nic Petan completed the rally, scoring the game-winner on a power play at 17:14 and then rounding out the scoring with an empty-netter.

Sutter said he would bench Drouin again if he felt he needed to.

“Sometimes, you’ve got to simplify your game,” said the coach. “He wanted to get us off (to a good start). His intent was right. But unfortunately he got up high on the hit. That’s a penalty . . . an undisciplined penalty.”

If this Team Canada does get its act together — starting Tuesday with Zach Fucale in net for the second game in a row in the preliminary-round finale against the U.S. — it will be because of Sutter’s deft moves. He certainly isn’t afraid to make them, be it a change of goaltender or benching the likes of Drouin and Connor McDavid for bad penalties.

“I knew he was a tough guy,” said McDavid. “Nothing’s changed. He’s hard on the guys. He’s a great coach.”

Defenceman Matt Dumba, who played for Sutter in Red Deer, warned his teammates about him.

“They’ve all asked, knowing that I’ve played for him,” said Dumba. “I kind of gave them the down-low on it.

“It has happened with me with the Rebels. If you’re not playing your best every night, he understands that. He does challenge you to do that every night. Reach for perfection. He expects that out of you.”

Sutter’s players respect that.

“I didn’t know much about him before,” said Laughton. “I had never met him. He’s a really fair coach. If you’re going, you’re going to play. If you’re not, you’re probably going to be watching it. That’s how it should be.”

After a shootout loss to the Czechs and a close call versus the Slovaks, Canada needs to put together a full 60-minute effort against the Americans on Tuesday to be ready for the start of the knockout quarter-finals, when the competition improves and the stakes get higher.

“We’re still finding our chemistry as a team,” said Dumba. “It’s going to come through the adversity that we’ve kind of been through here in the preliminary round.

“We’re getting better each day. When we do come together with that urgency, and all battle and compete towards that common goal, we can do almost anything.”
World juniors: Canada-U.S. battle lines drawn

Jonathan Drouin vs. Adam Erne, Connor McDavid vs. Jack Eichel, fan frenzy storylines to watch New Year’s Eve.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—“They are obviously a good team. A lot of good players on their team. We respect them highly. It should be a good test for us.”

That quote, which borders on patronizing, is what a Canadian player might have said about the American team over the years at the world junior hockey championship. This time, it was an American player, Jack Eichel, talking about the Canadians.

My, how times have changed.

While Canada — which escaped with a 5-3 win over Slovakia on Monday after trailing 3-2 early in the third period — hasn’t won junior gold in the last four years (missing the medals completely last year) the Americans have won twice and are the reigning champions. They are the team to beat.

“It’s one of the first times we’re the underdogs in this,” said Canadian defenceman Mathew Dumba. “They’re a great team. We have to be ready for them. They’re going to come at us hard. We have to be willing to do whatever it takes, get to the dirty areas. We’re not going to give up any games here.”

Canada gets its first shot at the Americans on Tuesday night in the New Year’s Eve finale of the preliminary round. The U.S. is a perfect 3-0-0, Canada 2-0-1. To the winner goes first place in Group A and a matchup against the fourth seed from Group B in the knockout quarter-finals (a new twist this year — no byes for group winners).
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Adam Erne of the U.S., celebrating a goal in August, hasn't faced Team Canada since his hit gave Jonathan Drouin a concussion.
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“This New Year’s (Eve) game has been a tradition of the past couple of years,” said 16-year-old Connor McDavid. “It’s a game I’ve usually never missed watching. It will be a lot of fun to play in.”

Some of the games within the big game:

Jonathan Drouin vs. Adam Erne

They’re future teammates with the Tampa Bay Lightning, but rivals in the Quebec junior league: Drouin for Halifax, Erne with the Quebec Remparts. It was Erne’s hit that gave Drouin a concussion a few days before Team Canada’s evaluation camp. He was suspended for the head shot, but suggested Drouin was faking. “I don’t think I’m going to go for a cheap shot on Adam,” said Drouin. “It’s not the Q here. We have to win.” They have exchanged texts since the incident. “He is a good player,” said Erne. “Everyone knows what happened. We’re drafted by the same team. It is in the past. We move on from there.”
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Olympic men's hockey team lace up sneakers instead of skates

Connor McDavid vs. Jack Eichel

The Americans have no 2014 draft-eligible players on their roster, but they do have the 17-year-old Eichel — like McDavid, eligible in 2015. Eichel (one goal, three assists) has been a top producer for the grind-it-out Americans. McDavid, 16, has struggled to find his place in the Canadian lineup. “It’s not really about me and him,” said McDavid. “It’s Canadians vs. Americans, that’s it. I know he’s on the team. He’s a big part of their team. He’s a great player. He’ll be a big part in the game.”

Sea of red vs. red, white and blue

Thousands of Canadians made the trek here to cheer. It’s friends and family for Team USA. That could be a difference-maker. The Americans have noticed. “Canada has good fans,” said defenceman Steve Santini. “It will be a fun game to be a part of.” The U.S. hopes to take the crowd out of the equation: “Get a goal. That’s something that makes them a little bit more quiet,” said defenceman Matt Grzelcyk.

Major junior vs. U.S. colleges

Canada’s team is, of course, packed with players from the major junior ranks — except for Mathew Dumba, on loan from the NHL’s Minnesota Wild. Even the coaches are drawn from the CHL, starting with head coach Brent Sutter of the Red Deer Rebels. U.S. head coach Don Lucia, from the University of Minnesota, has drawn heavily from the NCAA ranks (17 of 22 players). Only Erne (Quebec) and goalie Anthony Stolarz (London) hail from the CHL.

Shot at redemption

The U.S. beat Canada 5-1 in the semifinals last year. This game doesn’t have the same implications, but for the returning players that loss still rankles. “It was a hard loss for me and the team last year,” said Drouin, one of three returnees. “This time I just want to make sure we don’t lose again to the Americans.” Another returnee, defenceman Griffin Reinhart, will play his first game of this tournament. He was suspended for four games last year for high-sticking in that semifinal and couldn’t play against Russia in the bronze-medal game. “It was one of the worst feelings I’ve had in hockey. It shows you how important every game is,” Reinhart said of last-year’s defeat. “It’s been almost a year since I played my last world junior game. It’s fitting it’s coming against the same team I played last year.”
World juniors: Canada storms back in third period to beat Slovakia

The Slovaks held a 3-2 lead to start the third, and collapsed as much as they could to protect the lead but Canada comes out on top 5-3.
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Team Canada coach Brett Sutter discusses benching of top forward Jonathan Drouin.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Whoa, Canada.

Just when things looked dim, three goals in the last six minutes of the game rallied Canada to a gut-wrenching 5-3 win Monday over Slovakia.

“It felt amazing,” said Nic Petan, who scored the winner at with 2:46 to go and added an empty netter. “There’s really no words to describe it. Good timing.”

Canada remained in second place (2-0-1) in Group A, heading for a showdown for first place Tuesday night with Team USA (3-0-0).

“It’s the first time in a while that we’re underdogs,” said Petan, of the Portland WinterHawks and a prospect of the Winnipeg Jets. “We’re really looking forward to it. It makes us work harder.”

Drouin, responding to a first-period benching for taking a costly penalty, tied the game with 5:58 remaining.

“He felt a little down,” Petan said of Drouin. “He’s not that type of player. He bounced back really well.”

Canada has never lost to Slovakia (now 8-0-1 all time) but it looked like that might change, just as it did Saturday in Canada’s first ever loss to the Czech Republic.
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Canada forward Jonathan Drouin celebrates his game-tying goal during third period action against Slovakia at the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden on Monday December 30, 2013. Canada won 5-3.
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The Slovaks held a 3-2 lead to start the third, and collapsed around their net as much as they could to protect the lead for goalie Samuel Barros but couldn’t withstand a Canadian attack that featured 49 shots on net in the game.

“We had to settle down and get some urgency back in our game with discipline,” said coach Brent Sutter. “Penalties put us on our heels early.

“We regrouped. We found a way. We showed resiliency. We showed character. We fought back. In the third, we dominated.”

Canada also got goals from Anthony Mantha and Curtis Lazar.

The pro-Canadian packed Malmo Isstadion didn’t seem to help early — maybe even hurt a bit — as an amped-up Drouin took a check to the head penalty coupled with a 10-minute misconduct a mere 10 seconds into the game.

Drouin was benched by Sutter for most of the rest of the first period.

“They scored on my penalty and Brent let me know it through the period. It was the right thing to do,” said Drouin.

On the ensuing power play, David Griger scored his first of two goals as Canada — even with Zach Fucale taking over in net — gave up the first goal for the third time in three games. 

The first ended tied when Lazar scored on a power play for Canada.

But Canada ran into penalty trouble — giving up two two-man-advantages in the period and giving up goals to Martin Reway — a Montreal Canadiens prospect — and Griger, eligible for the 2014 NHL draft.

Mantha scored with three minutes remaining in the second to give the Canadian team hope for a comeback.
World Juniors: Team Canada turns to Zach Fucale in net

Coach Brent Sutter supports Connor McDavid.
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Team Canada junior goalie Zach Fucale gets Monday start vs. Slovakia.

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Sun Dec 29 2013 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—It’s not like Team Canada is in disarray, but it’s certainly far from a well-oiled machine. Consider:

•Coach Brent Sutter is getting ornery.

•Zach Fucale is getting a chance in net Monday against Slovakia, in part because Jake Paterson broke down against the Czechs.

•A coughing and hoarse Matt Dumba has played through a severe flu because Canada had only six defencemen with Griffin Reinhart sitting out due to a suspension from last year’s tournament.

•Phenom Connor McDavid may well have played himself down to the 13th forward slot with Taylor Leier working out alongside Sam Reinhart and Bo Horvat in practice on Sunday.

•Did we mention Sutter is getting ornery? Losing to a team you’d never lost to before will do that to a Canadian coach who had never suffered a loss in this tournament before.

He called his players out early in the practice for not working hard enough and didn’t have much patience for questions afterwards. 

On McDavid’s benching, Sutter said: “It’s one game. You guys make a bigger deal out of it than it is. If it wasn’t Connor McDavid, if it was somebody else, you guys wouldn’t be talking about it. It’s irrelevant as far as we’re concerned.”
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Goalie Zach Fucale will start for Canada against Slovakia on Monday at the world junior championship.
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On Leier working out in a green sweater with McDavid’s green-sweatered linemates: “We have 13 forwards. I could have put (Leier) on any line. I went into a bucket. It had four colours there. I picked one colour out. It ended up being green. He got a green jersey.”

After practice, the coach had a word with McDavid.

“Nothing that you guys need to worry about, honestly,” McDavid told the media. “It was between me and him.”

McDavid said he’s been benched before and has learned his lesson.

“You’ve got to be better,” said McDavid. “On the world stage, I know everyone’s looking at me as a 16-year-old and I know some people are saying maybe I am too young for this, so I just want to come back and help the team have a good performance.

At any rate, the cavalry is en route.

Fucale, whom many believe is the better of the two goalies, finally gets a chance to show what he can do. With a Memorial Cup under his belt, the Halifax Mooseheads goalie is calm, cool and collected, embracing the pressure.

“You have to embrace it,” said Fucale. “We all want to be part of these situations. We all want to be in those big games. We have to give our best performance.

“It’s very similar (to the Memorial Cup). I’ve experienced a Game 7 in overtime and stuff like that. It’s a lot of fun. Being here is a great honour. I take this as a challenge. I’m just excited for the game to start.”

More important, perhaps, Griffin Reinhart’s suspension is nearly over. The defenceman will be back Tuesday against the powerhouse Americans in what Team Canada hopes will be a battle for the top seed in the group before the knockout stage.

“It’s definitely weird having one game left,” said Reinhart. “I started with four and went the whole year with three games. I’ve got to watch one more game, suck it up and come out strong for the U.S. game.”

Reinhart is still bothered by what was behind the initial suspension, insisting he did not intend to injure American Vince Trocheck with his stick as the IIHF asserts.

“I’ve got a clean record. I’m not a dirty player at all,” said Reinhart. “If they gave me four games for not being careful with my stick and they knew it was accidental, I’d be fine with that (but) they think I did it intentionally. I definitely did not. There’s nothing I can do about it. It’s their decision.”

“I’m not going to change the way I play my game.”

Sutter sounds like he can’t wait for Reinhart’s return. It was he who rolled the dice, gambling that Canada could survive with six defencemen, only to see Dumba slowed by the flu.

“He’s a player that’s going to fit into our top six,” Sutter said of Reinhart. “He’s been through it, a big solid defenceman. He’s a smart player, moves the puck well. He’s got a great shot. He’s pretty good defending. Those are all things you need on your back end.

“He’s a 19-year-old. He’s got experience. He’s been to a couple of pro camps now. He’s played in the world juniors last year. His experience is something we can use in this lineup.”
World juniors: Team USA’s Eichel turning heads

Seventeen-year-old Jack Eichel could challenge Canada’s Connor McDavid for top-pick status in the 2015 NHL draft.
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Team Canada's Connor McDavid, battles U.S. forward Jack Eichel at the world U-18 championship in Sochi, Russia last April. "I’ve played against him my whole life but I never really met him,” Eichel says of McDavid. 
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Team Canada's Connor McDavid, battles U.S. forward Jack Eichel at the world U-18 championship in Sochi, Russia last April. "I’ve played against him my whole life but I never really met him,” Eichel says of McDavid. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—And the No. 1 pick in the 2015 draft is Connor Mc . . . wait, not so fast.

By the time this world junior hockey championship is over, fans ought to know the name of Jack Eichel, a 17-year-old centre playing for Team USA. He’s a mere three months older than Team Canada’s Connor McDavid and promises to rival the Erie Otters phenom for that top-pick status in the same year.

“He’s a dynamic offensive player,” said Team USA coach Don Lucia. “But I’ve been pretty impressed with the way he plays without the puck. He has a pretty good understanding, like a lot of elite players, when they really have to defend. He does a good job of knowing when he’s got to zone in to the spots without the puck.

“And he’s one of those guys who’s special when the puck is on his stick. He makes plays and he makes other players better.”

If McDavid is often compared to Sidney Crosby, then Eichel gets either the Jeremy Roenick or Mike Modano comparisons.

“It’s a huge compliment to be compared to somebody like that,” said Eichel. “I have a long way to go.”
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Chris Chelios

Eichel has a goal and two assists in two games, tied for the team lead in scoring. While McDavid was benched for parts of the third period in Canada’s shootout loss to the Czechs, Eichel was taking important faceoffs for the Americans when their game against the Slovaks was close.

“There’s a lot of speed out there,” said the high schooler. “I guess it was an adjustment at first to the under-20 level. Guys are bigger and stronger. You’ve got to move the puck quicker, utilize my linemates. 

“Everyone is stronger. It’s harder to make moves on guys and things like that.”

Eichel is well aware who McDavid is.

“I don’t know if he keeps track of me, but I’m a huge hockey fan,” said Eichel. “I follow college, the Quebec Major Junior League. I check now and then how my buddies are doing in the OHL. A player like him, he gets plenty of publicity. He’s a good player. I’ve played against him my whole life but I never really met him.”

Canada plays the U.S. on Tuesday in a game that will bring out the scouts and give hockey fans around the world an up-close look at two players who will be scrutinized and compared with each other for the next 18 months. Eichel says he can feel the scouts’ eyes on him at this tournament.

“They’re always watching, especially on a big stage like this,” said Eichel. “But going into games, you really don’t think about that. We’re just trying to get wins. I try not to think about people watching me or anything like that. I try to play my game when I get on the ice.”

A native of North Chelmsford, Mass., Eichel would have to play in the Quebec league if he were ever to choose Canadian major junior hockey. The Q owns the rights to players from New England. The Halifax Mooseheads drafted him, but relinquished his rights for a compensatory pick after Eichel committed to go to Boston University.

“I’m committed to college right now,” said Eichel. “I plan to fulfill my commitment there. I’m really excited to go to Boston University.”
Blues’ Alex Steen out with concussion

Former Maple Leaf, second in NHL in goals, target of high hits in three games.
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By: R.B. Fallstrom The Associated Press,  Published on Sat Dec 28 2013 
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ST. LOUIS—The St. Louis Blues placed star forward Alex Steen on the injured list Saturday because of a concussion but are cautiously optimistic he won’t be sidelined for long.

General manager Doug Armstrong said the NHL’s No. 2 goal scorer, will be out indefinitely. 

“I say indefinitely because it could be day-to-day or week-to-week,” Armstrong said during the morning skate. “There’s no set timetable, but he is exercising and we hope he has a speedy recovery.”

The former Maple Leaf — who signed a three-year, $17.4 million contract extension this month — hasn’t played since he left a game against Edmonton on Dec. 21 with what the team called an upper-body injury. It’s the second concussion as a member of the Blues for Steen, who will not accompany the team on a two-game trip to Dallas and Minnesota.

“We’re going to want to take our time,” Armstrong said. “We’re hoping that it’s not a long-term thing.”

Steen is the Blues’ leading scorer with 24 goals and 38 points in 35 games. He has six game-winning goals, second most in the league.

The Blues believe Steen’s symptoms began with a hit by Ottawa’s Zack Smith on Dec. 16. Smith was penalized for an illegal check to the head, but the NHL did not review the play. Steen also took a high hit from the Canadiens’ Douglas Murray on Dec. 19 and from former teammate David Perron of Edmonton.
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Blues' leading scorer Alex Steen, who missed 39 games with a concussion in 2011-12, is out indefinitely with a head injury.

zoom

“He’s such a big part of our team,” said forward Jaden Schwartz, who has taken Steen’s spot on the Blues’ top line with David Backes and T.J. Oshie. “He plays in all situations, he’s a big leader, so it’s definitely tough.”

Steen missed 39 games with a concussion in 2011-12 from a hit against the Phoenix Coyotes on Dec. 23, 2011.

“I think we’d be just as careful if it was his first one,” Armstrong said. “Any time you deal with a head injury, you want to be cautious.”
World juniors: Big third period propels U.S. past Slovakia

Americans score three third-period goals in 6-3 victory; Sweden tops Finns; Russia thrashes Swiss.
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A linesman tries to break up a scuffle between Slovakia's Pavol Skalicky, left, and Ryan Hartman of the U.S during the second period Saturday at the world junior championship. The Americans won 6-3.
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A linesman tries to break up a scuffle between Slovakia's Pavol Skalicky, left, and Ryan Hartman of the U.S during the second period Saturday at the world junior championship. The Americans won 6-3. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Jack Eichel, Ryan Hartman and Boston University defenceman Matt Grzelyck each had a goal and an assist to lead the defending champion United States to a 6-3 victory over Slovakia on Saturday at the world junior hockey tournament.

The Americans scored their first three goals on power plays.

“Overall, I love to see the power-play goals we were able to get tonight,” said U.S. coach Don Lucia of the University of Minnesota. “The negative is we gave up the two. We just have to clean up some of the mistakes we made out there. I was happy how we played in the third period as far as 5-on-5 play to score those separation goals and put it away.”

Miami of Ohio’s Riley Barber, Boston University’s Dan O’Regan and New Jersey Devils prospect Stefan Matteau also scored for the Americans (2-0-0). Matteau, the son of former NHL player Stephane Matteau, plays for the Devils’ Albany affiliate in the American Hockey League.

“We don’t have that one player who’s going to go out and score four goals,” said Hartman, the West Dundee, Ill., forward who plays for the Plymouth Whalers in Ontario Hockey League. “We have a well-rounded team and everyone is contributing.”
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Sochi Olympic Torch Reaches Bottom of World's Deepest Lake

The Americans opened the tournament with a 5-1 victory over the Czech Republic on Thursday. The U.S. will play Germany (0-2-0) on Sunday, and finish group play Tuesday against Canada (1-0-1).

The United States took a 2-0 lead in the first period. Eichel, a 17-year-old forward from Chelmsford, Mass., scored with 3:07 left and O’Regan followed with a second remaining.

Hartman, a first-round pick by the Chicago Blackhawks, put the U.S. up 3-0 4:22 into the second period. But Slovakia (1-0-1) came back with a pair of goals to pull within one after two periods.

Providence’s Jon Gillies stopped 27 shots for the U.S.

Montreal draft pick Martin Reway scored twice for Slovakia.

“It’s hard to win a game when they score almost every time they get a power play,” Reway said.

In Group B, Sweden and Russia each improved to 2-0-0. Sweden beat Finland 4-2, and Russia routed Switzerland 7-1.

Alexander Wennberg had two goals and an assist for Sweden, and Alexander Barabanov and Damir Zhafyarov each had a goal and an assist for Russia.

Finland dropped to 1-1-0, and Switzerland to 0-2-0.
World juniors: Canada’s inexperience shows in shootout loss to Czechs

Jake Paterson shaky in net, 16-year-old phenom Connor McDavid benched after taking bonehead penalties.
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Team Canada coach Brent Sutter discusses his team's loss.

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Sat Dec 28 2013 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—The bench: when things aren’t going right, Team Canada coach Brent Sutter isn’t afraid to use it to send a message.

Both Leafs prospect Frederik Gauthier and 16-year-old phenom Connor McDavid saw extended periods of bench time Saturday in Canada’s shocking 5-4 shootout loss to the Czech Republic at the world junior hockey championship.

Goalie Jake Paterson will probably see it Monday against Slovakia when Zach Fucale gets his first taste of action at the tournament.

Get used to the juggling. If Canadian fans thought this team could steamroll its way to the gold medal, they’d best think again. This is Canada’s second-youngest team ever and youngest since 1987. 

“When you put the Canadian jersey on, you’re expected to win every game,” said Sutter. “The reality is that you’re not going to. It’s how you deal with it and how you handle it that is going to make us a better team.

“It’s a little bit of adversity you have to deal with. That’s fine.”

For Gauthier, the bench time wasn’t too surprising. Even though he’s a first-line centre in Rimouski, Gauthier made the team as a defensive specialist. Canada never held the lead in its game against the Czechs, so Gauthier’s talents were rarely called upon. 
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Team Canada goaltender Jake Paterson, and defencemen Matt Dumba, left, and Aaron Ekblad react after a goal by the Czech Republic during the second period Saturday at the world junior hockey championship in Sweden. 
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“We all have our roles,” he said.

And Gauthier, a natural centre, is in his third game as a winger, a new position that’s hard to learn on the fly when the stakes are so high.

“I’m adjusting to it game-to-game,” said Gauthier. “There are things I need to work on.”

McDavid’s benching was more eye-catching. He was central to Canada’s first goal, helping set up Sam Reinhart on the power play as the first period ended 1-1.

But he took two penalties — one in the second, one in the third — that led to Czech goals.

He endeared himself to no one when he took a shot on net as the buzzer sounded to end the second. A fracas ensued.

And he didn’t see much ice time after he took that second penalty just four seconds into a Canada power play with the game tied 2-2. Two seconds of 4-on-4 hockey later, the Czechs had retaken the lead.

“With Connor, his youth showed tonight,” said Sutter, suggesting nerves got the better of the 16-year-old. “It was a tight game. He’s an exceptional player. But this is the world junior level. 

“At times, it’s going to happen with young players. He wasn’t the only one. Our youth showed in other areas, too. We’ll all be better for it. They’ll be better players for it. We’ll move on.”

Reinhart said he expects McDavid, his linemate, to bounce back.

“He was unlucky at times,” Reinhart said. “Everyone goes through it at some point. He’s a smart kid. He’s going to battle back. He’s going to have a good next game.”

Interestingly, Sutter went to McDavid as Canada’s final shooter in the shootout. Jonathan Drouin scored, but Nic Petan and McDavid were stopped. Sutter said it wasn’t because McDavid needed a shot at redemption.

“He was good (at the shootout) in practice,” the coach said. “He’s got tremendous skills. He’s a big part of our team. He’s going to continue to be a part of this team as the team goes along. 

“There’s no reason not to use a player of his calibre in a shootout.”

Paterson was far from his best, allowing four goals on 29 shots and two of three in the shootout. With games Monday against Slovakia and a showdown with the United States on Tuesday, the goaltending duties were always likely to be split with Fucale coming in Monday.

“Something’s going to change there,” Sutter said of his goaltending. “I’m not saying he (Paterson) had his best game. I didn’t think he did. I’m sure he’d be the first to tell you that too. There’s others that never played to the level they should have for 60 minutes, either.”
NHL: Rookie backstop Lack ‘making most’ of temporary status as Canucks’ starter

Eddie Lack says he’s “just trying to have fun every day” while No. 1 goaltender Roberto Luongo recovers from an undisclosed injury. 
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Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo is day-to-day with an undisclosed injury suffered during a Dec. 13 game against the Winnipeg Jets. 
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Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo is day-to-day with an undisclosed injury suffered during a Dec. 13 game against the Winnipeg Jets. 
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VANCOUVER—The months of hard work recovering from two separate injuries are now paying huge dividends for Eddie Lack.

Lack has become the Vancouver Canucks’ starting goalie for now as a result of Roberto Luongo’s undisclosed injury. The 25-year-old rookie will play Sunday against the Flames in Calgary and is expected to start again Monday when the Canucks host the Philadelphia Flyers.

“It’s fun to play, obviously,” Lack said Friday after Vancouver’s first practice following the Christmas break. “I’m just trying to make the most of it.”

The Canucks summoned Joacim Eriksson from Utica of the AHL to serve as Lack’s backup. Luongo, who didn’t practise, was injured last weekend in a win over Winnipeg that Lack came off the bench to secure.

Coach John Tortorella said Luongo is listed as day-to-day but provided no further details.

Lack missed most of last season due to a torn labrum that required surgery, and also had bones in both hips shaved. The Swede spent his first three pro seasons in North America in Vancouver’s farm system after going undrafted and being signed by the Canucks as a free agent.

More Video

Richard Peddie's secrets to successVideo: Richard Peddie's secrets to success 

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

He has tried not to think too much about his injuries or the lack of interest shown in him by other NHL teams.

“I always thought I was capable of playing in this league,” said Lack. “I worked hard a long time to get here. I’m just trying to have fun every day.”

But not too much. Known for his perpetual grin and a wry sense of humour he occasionally expresses on Twitter, Lack appeared more subdued in the wake of Luongo’s injury and what one reporter characterized as the “funny” circumstances that have led to his current promotion.

“Actually, I haven’t talked to him over the break . . . but I’m sure he’ll be back soon,” said Lack.

In 11 appearances this season, Lack has a 6-2-0 record, 1.93 goals-against average, .928 save percentage (slightly better than Luongo’s .920) and his first career NHL shutout.

“He’s played really well for us,” said Canucks captain Henrik Sedin. “We know what Eddie can do and, hopefully, Louie’s not out too long and Eddie can step up for us in the games he needs to be in there.”

Sedin noted two of Lack’s wins have come against top NHL clubs like Chicago and St. Louis. Tortorella praised Lack for providing “flexibility” and valuable points, heady praise considering the Canucks coach knew little about Lack at the start of training camp despite the belief Lack was the heir apparent following Cory Schneider’s off-season trade to New Jersey.

“As I said prior (to Christmas), we have total confidence in (Lack’s) play, so he steps in,” Tortorella said. “I’m not sure what’s going to happen with Roberto, but (Lack) is going to play (Sunday) and we’ll go from there.”

Luongo joins forward Alex Burrows (jaw) and defenceman Alex Edler (undisclosed) among Vancouver’s key injured veterans. But Tortorella is trying to take Luongo’s injury in stride.

“This is what happens when you have an injury,” he said.

Lack will be charged with helping the Canucks continue their winning ways. Vancouver has won nine of its last 11 games after enduring a nine-game winless streak earlier this season.

The Canucks often play games just before and after Christmas but this year had the rare luxury of four days off.

“We needed a break,” said Tortorella. “We’ve played a lot of hockey in a lot of time zones, have had some injuries along the way here so it was a perfect time for our break.

“We’re ready to get back into it.”

Meanwhile, Eriksson is looking forward to suiting up for his first-ever NHL game. The Canucks signed the native of Gavle, Sweden as a free agent in June after three seasons in the Swedish Elite League.

He was sent to the AHL after battling Lack for the backup job during the pre-season. Eriksson admits he struggled to adjust to the smaller ice surface and speed of the North American game but has become more confident of late, posting an 8-10-1 record with a Utica squad that has struggled.

“I work a lot every day and it gets better and better than it did before when I (came) here,” said Eriksson.

Eriksson learned of his promotion in a phone call while in New York City with his girlfriend on Dec. 23.

“So it was a good Christmas present,” he said.

However, Tortorella took a bah-humbug approach when asked if, in light of the festive season, he might want to shed light on Vancouver’s injury situation.

“I don’t believe in the spirit of Christmas,” he said with a grin.

NOTES: Hunter Shinkaruk, Vancouver’s 2013 first-round pick (24th overall) has been sidelined four-to-six months with a hip injury. GM Mike Gillis said Friday that Shinkaruk will undergo surgery to repair a torn labrum in Vail, Colo., on Jan. 7 and is expected to make a full recovery in time for next year’s training camp. Shinkaruk, 18, was returned to Medicine Hat of the WHL after being among Vancouver’s final pre-season cuts. He was also among the last players released from Canada’s world junior team.
Carolina Hurricanes’ Jiri Tlusty sidelined three weeks

The former Maple Leaf underwent an emergency appendectomy on Tuesday.
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Carolina winger Jiri Tlusty had his appendix removed on Tuesday and will be out for about three weeks.

Chris O'Meara / The Associated Press 

Carolina winger Jiri Tlusty had his appendix removed on Tuesday and will be out for about three weeks. 
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RALEIGH, N.C.—Carolina Hurricanes forward Jiri Tlusty will miss two to three weeks after having his appendix removed.

The Hurricanes filled his spot by recalling forward Zach Boychuk from Charlotte of the AHL.

The moves were announced Friday, about nine hours before Carolina’s game against the Eastern Conference-leading Pittsburgh Penguins. The Hurricanes are at the Air Canada Centre on Sunday night for a game with the Leafs.

The team says Tlusty underwent an emergency appendectomy on Tuesday.

This is the second time this season that Boychuk has been called up. He has eight goals and 13 assists in 86 career games with the Hurricanes, Penguins and Nashville
World juniors: Team Canada’s Bo Horvat lands plum assignment

The sturdy London, Ont., native is matched with superior talents Sam Reinhart and Connor McDavid.
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Canada's Bo Horvat scores on German goalie Marvin Cupper during Team Canada's opening game at the world juniors on Thursday. Horvat is on the team's top line with Connor McDavid and Sam Reinhart.

ALEXANDER DEMIANCHUK / REUTERS 

Canada's Bo Horvat scores on German goalie Marvin Cupper during Team Canada's opening game at the world juniors on Thursday. Horvat is on the team's top line with Connor McDavid and Sam Reinhart. 
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Bo Horvat landed a sweet assignment for Canada at the world junior hockey championship — playing centre between two of the best young prospects in the sport.

The sturdy London, Ont., native was matched from the beginning of camp with Sam Reinhart, a candidate to go first overall in the 2014 NHL draft, and 16-year-old Connor McDavid, the favourite to be the top pick in 2015.

It’s too easy to say Horvat’s job is to get them the puck, bang in their rebounds and hustle back if the play moves the other way, because Horvat is a nifty offensive player in his own right.

Nifty enough to be named MVP of the Ontario Hockey League playoffs with the London Knights and to be selected ninth overall by the Vancouver Canucks.

“I’m just trying to do my job keep it simple — do my job defensively and get them guys the puck,” the six-foot, 205-pound Horvat said Friday. “I go to the net and try to bang it in.
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“If I play hard and play a two-way game, I think it completes the line.”

The unit produced a raft of scoring chances in Canada’s tournament-opening 7-2 victory over Germany on Thursday — so many McDavid said he was embarrassed not to put at least one of them in.

Horvat and Reinhart each scored, while McDavid had an assist and ended up a team best plus-3.

Canada goes at it again Saturday against the Czech Republic, who fell 5-1 to the United States in their opener.

The Canucks must be pleased with coach Brent Sutter’s decision to put Horvat with the young phenoms.

“For sure,” said Horvat. “They wanted me to get a lot of ice time. They wanted me to keep improving on my pace, so for me to play with those two guys, there’s a lot of pace and quick thinking.”

There’s a tendency to see Horvat as the veteran of the unit but he’s still 18, only seven months older than Reinhart, who is 14 months older than McDavid.

Sutter felt Horvat had the assets to bring the best out of a line that, despite its youth, gets lots of ice time.

“Bo plays in both ends of the ice,” the 51-year-old coach said. “He plays a heavy game.

“He’s a big strong kid. He’s good on faceoffs. He’s been well coached with Dale (Hunter) in London and he understands his responsibilities defensively. Those things to help two young kids like Davy and Reino are significant, even though he’s still young himself.

“It’s a young line, but it gives you a bit of everything. It gives you speed, size, intelligence and they’re all for the most part responsible defensively.”

McDavid is a dazzling playmaker who creates scoring chances seemingly out of nothing.

Reinhart is clearly one of Sutter’s favourites — a smart offensive player who can play well on both the power play and penalty killing.

“There’s tremendous skill,” Horvat said of his unit. “Not a lot of 16-year-olds can play in this tournament, especially for Canada.

“Conner’s a special hockey player. He knows where everyone is on the ice and he thinks two plays ahead of everyone. Sam is also a really smart player. He can find you anywhere on the ice.”

The Czechs also have a 16-year-old, Pavel Zacha, who has scouts talking and a pair of 17-year-old prospects in David Pastrnak and Jacob Vrana. Like Canada, they are expected to be stronger at next year’s world juniors in Montreal and Toronto than at this tournament.

Their coach, Miroslav Prerost, told the IIHF website that the team’s goal was to reach the quarter-finals.

One Canadian looking forward to the matchup is big winger Frederik Gauthier. Two of his teammates with the Rimouski Oceanic of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League will be playing for the Czechs — defenceman Jan Kostalek and forward Patrik Zdrahal.

“We didn’t bet, but I told them we’re going to beat them and they said they would beat us and we joke like that,” said Gauthier, a Maple Leafs’ first rounder.

Jake Paterson will get a second straight start in goal for Canada. He gave up an early goal he’d probably like to have back against the Germans on Thursday, but then settled down to stop 22 of 24 shots.

Sutter is known to like going with one clear starting goalie, but he doesn’t rule out using backup Zach Fucale of the Halifax Mooseheads later in the tournament.

“(Paterson) didn’t have a lot of work, but outside of that first goal, he made some key saves for us,” said Sutter. “He was there when he needed to be, so he’ll get another shot.

“He has to continue to take the ball and run with it. I’m not a believer in rotating goalies in this tournament. You want to go with someone who’s riding the hot hand. We went with the 19-year-old to start the tournament, but you still have to assume that at some point, Fucale’s going to get that opportunity because we play a lot of games here in a short period of time.”

Defenceman Matt Dumba missed practice with an illness on Friday but is expected to be able to play.
World juniors: Matt Dumba misses skate, Jake Paterson to start in net again for Canada

Defenceman has a mild virus, but is already showing signs of improvement
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Mathew Dumba signs his hockey card for a fan as practice at Mastercard Centre in Etobicoke December 15. In Sweden for the world juniors, he's benched Friday with an illness but is expected to be able to play in Canada’s next game.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Defenceman Matt Dumba missed Friday’s practice with an illness but is expected to be able to play in Canada’s next game at the world junior hockey championship.

Coach Brent Sutter said Dumba is already feeling better and should play Saturday when Canada (1-0) faces the Czech Republic (0-1).

“He’s just got a little bit of a virus so we’re keeping him off the ice,” said Sutter. “It’s something that started (Thursday) night and he was a little better this morning, so he’ll be fine. He was up all night.”

Related: Breaking down the rosters of all ten teams

Zach Fucale, Jake Paterson ‘studs’ in Canada’s net

Team Canada to lean heavily on D-man Dumba

Dumba, loaned to the team by the Minnesota Wild, skated the puck into the attacking zone to set up Canada’s first goal in a tournament-opening 7-2 win over Germany.

Sutter also said that Jake Paterson will start again in goal.
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NHL Sued by Former Players Over Head Injuries

Chris Chelios

The Saginaw Spirit goalie won the job with two strong starts in pre-tournament exhibition games, relegating Zach Fucale of the Halifax Mooseheads to a backup role. However, Sutter said Fucale should see some action before the tournament ends.

As for Paterson, he said: “He didn’t have a lot of work (against Germany), but outside of that first goal, he made some key saves for us. He was there when he needed to be, so he’ll get another shot.

“He has to continue to take the ball and run with it. I’m not a believer in rotating goalies in this tournament. You want to go with someone who’s riding the hot hand. We went with the 19-year-old to start the tournament, but you still have to assume that at some point, Fucale’s going to get that opportunity because we play a lot of games here in a short period of time.”
Winnipeg Jets’ honeymoon has come to an end

Once rare game tickets at the MTS Centre are available, and fans who attend are booing their 16-18-5 team. 
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In their third season back in Winnipeg, the Jets are finding things a little more difficult. Tickets are readily available, and fans often boo their underachieving team this season.
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WINNIPEG—It appears the honeymoon is over between the Winnipeg Jets and their fans.

Once rare game tickets at the MTS Centre are available, and those who attend have booed their 16-18-5 team for inconsistent play that has the club sitting at or near the bottom of the tough Central Division.

Armchair general managers have also called for roster changes to the transplanted ex-Atlanta Thrashers team, while likeable head coach Claude Noel has had his job security questioned.

And the fans aren’t the only ones voicing their frustration — players are fed up with looking for the positives in each loss.

“It’s what you do out on the ice. You can blow smoke as much as you want in the media,” right winger Blake Wheeler told reporters after the Jets lost a sixth straight game at home on Dec. 14.

“We’ve been blowing smoke for three years — everyone, myself. Everyone that’s stood in front of a microphone for the last three years, we’ve said the same (expletive).”

The airing out of frustrations in Winnipeg is something new. When the Jets were resurrected in 2011, fans enthusiastically embraced the return of the NHL after a 15-year absence.
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

Thirteen thousand season tickets with a minimum three-year commitment were snapped up, and unlucky fans paid $50 to join a wait list.

The team was loudly cheered by 15,000 grateful admirers at home games, and was even given a standing ovation when the inaugural season ended with an overtime loss and no playoff berth.

After last season’s NHL lockout ended, fans were just happy to head back to the rink and their adoration continued despite another campaign without post-season action.

But in this third season, cracks are starting to show.

When the home winless streak finally ended with a 5-2 victory over Florida on Dec. 20, there was relief, but no fist pumping as the team headed out on the road for what ended up being losses to Vancouver and Edmonton before its three-day Christmas holiday.

Before boarding the plane for the road trip, Wheeler was asked if he senses the marriage with fans is hitting rocky times.

“I think the expectations have risen every year,” he said. “We took a step last year and we just missed the playoffs. I think a lot of us felt we were a playoff team.

“And now, I think this is the best group we’ve had since we’ve been here so I think the expectations have risen pretty linearly since we’ve been here.

“(The scrutiny) comes with the territory.”

Jets defenceman Zach Bogosian got a different view of fans when he recently missed 15 games with a groin injury. Did he feel the winds of change while sitting in the press box?

“It’s a touchy subject,” Bogosian said. “They’re usually pretty loud, but sometimes if the team is not playing as well as we should, some people get unhappy.”

Noel acknowledged fans have higher expectations this season.

“I think we’ve had that sense for a while,” he said. “After the first year, we had that sense that they would like more performance and the honeymoon is over.”
World juniors: Anthony Mantha has hat trick to lead Canada to win over Germany

Anthony Mantha’s goals were all set up by linemate Jonathan Drouin, as Canada got the world junior hockey championship started with a one-sided 7-2 victory over Germany.
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Canada's Anthony Mantha (left) scores on Germany's goalie Marvin Cupper as Germany's Parker Tuomie tries to defend during the first period of their IIHF World Junior Championship ice hockey game in

ALEXANDER DEMIANCHUK / REUTERS 

Canada's Anthony Mantha (left) scores on Germany's goalie Marvin Cupper as Germany's Parker Tuomie tries to defend during the first period of their IIHF World Junior Championship ice hockey game in 

By: Bill Beacon The Canadian Press,  Published on Thu Dec 26 2013 

Explore This Story

1 Photo 

1 Comment 

Share on Facebook

in

Share

.

0

Reddit this!

MALMO, SWEDEN—Anthony Mantha looked more relieved than jubilant after his three goals helped Canada start the world junior championship with a victory.

It may be because there had been doubts the Longueuil, Que., native would make the team — despite lighting up the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League this season — because of his questionable defensive play.

No one doubted his ability to put the puck in the net, as Mantha demonstrated with a hat trick in Canada’s 7-2 win over Germany on Thursday.

“It’s a great feeling,” the lanky, six-foot-four right winger said. “For me, personally, I had to get a big game going and I think that’s what I did.”

It helped that Mantha was on a line with perhaps Canada’s most dynamic playmaker in Jonathan Drouin, who assisted on all three of his goals — two on power plays and one at even strength.
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But Mantha, the grandson of former NHL forward Andre Pronovost, scores wherever he plays.

He had 35 goals in only 32 games with the Val d’Or Foreurs before joining Team Canada two weeks ago for the run-up to the world juniors. He has 85 goals in 99 games over the last season and a half.

Coach Brent Sutter said what clinched his spot was that ability to put the puck in the net, which there is not a lot of on this squad compared to past world junior teams. Sutter hopes a crash course in 200-foot hockey will make the Detroit Red Wings prospect a more complete player as the tournament goes on.

“He can score goals, but there are other aspects of his game he needs to continue to work on,” said Sutter. “Things I’ve talked to him about one on one.

“It’s simple. It’s being a competitor in all three zones and making sure he’s responsible in all three zones. Not just for this tournament, but for him to be a good pro. Especially with the organization he’ll go to in Detroit. That’s what they expect there. You can’t just play the offensive side of the puck.”

Sutter said Mantha wants to learn and feels he is already “a better player now than when he joined the team 11 days ago. That comes from our conversations. He understands that he’s not going to get on the ice if he’s only going to be a power-play guy.”

He got a passing grade in two-way play against the Germans, who were overmatched but took advantage of some early Canadian sloppiness to keep the score close through the first 15 minutes of play.

Mantha has a remarkably quick release for a big man, and having the clever Drouin laying passes on his stick could be a vital asset as the tournament moves on and the competition gets tougher.

He said his grandfather, who scored 109 goals in 556 NHL games from 1957 to 1968 for Montreal, Boston, Detroit and the Minnesota North Stars, was a key influence in his hockey development. He said Pronovost taught him “three key points” to success, but won’t reveal them all.

“One is work,” he offered.

But he still went into the team’s selection camp two weeks ago in Toronto looking to prove he can do more than score.

“For sure I had to make an impression,” he said. “Not every player was guaranteed a spot and I had to battle through it. I got great news and now I’m trying to carry it on.”

Drouin has played with Mantha before in an exhibition series and feels that chemistry is developing.

“Anthony’s a big guy,” said the third overall pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning. “He’s hard to play against in the corners and everything. I try to use my hands and speed and I think we complement each other pretty well.”

The Canadian team got a rousing welcome from the crowd of 1,831 — nearly all wearing Hockey Canada jerseys — at the 5,800-seat Isstadion, but still looked nervous as the game began.

The Germans got the opening goal off a faceoff in the Canada zone as Dorian Saeftel put a shot through traffic that fooled goalie Jake Paterson only 1:35 into the game.

After Josh Anderson and Mantha gave Canada a lead, Janik Moser tied it for Germany after defenceman Adam Pelech whiffed on a clearing attempt.

Then Canada took over as Mantha and Bo Horvat got goals before the intermission, Sam Reinhart and Mantha added goals in the second period and Nic Petan finished a play engineered by 16-year-old Conner McDavid in the third.

McDavid had two assists, while his linemate Reinhart also had two points. Their line with Horvat could have had several if not for some fine saves by Shawinigan Cataractes goalie Marvin Cupper.

“I think I played pretty well,” said McDavid. “I missed a whole bunch of chances that I’m pretty embarrassed about, but I thought I played an all right game.

“That shift where Bo and Reino set me up for a couple of breakaways and the goalie made a couple of good saves — I was beating myself up pretty good about it, but they laid off me. They were good about it.”

The shots were 30-24 for Canada, but the game was not nearly that close.

A tougher test comes Saturday when Canada plays its second group stage game against the Czech Republic.

Notes: Defenceman Griffin Reinhart sat out the first of three games he will miss due to a suspension incurred at last year’s world juniors. . . Germany has six players from Canadian junior teams, including Prince Albert star Leon Draisaitl who had a mostly quiet game, and another six who play in the U.S. . . Canada has its second youngest team ever at 18 years 10 months 25 days. Only the 1987 team that was disqualified after a brawl with the Soviets was younger.
World juniors: Canada's quest for gold begins with Germany

Ending four-year run without a gold medal won’t be easy for the Canadian squad.
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Team Canada coach Brent Sutter has some words with Sam Reinhart as Frederik Gauther looks on during Christmas Day practice in Sweden.
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MALMO, SWEDEN—Ending a four-year run without a gold medal won’t be easy for Canada at the world junior hockey championship.

The quest begins with what is supposed to be an easy one, although Germany has traditionally been a stubborn opponent to Canadian teams at international tournaments.

“You’ve got to expect they’ll be structured and hard working,” coach Brent Sutter said Wednesday after a one-hour skate at the Isstadion, where they face the Germans on Thursday (7:30 a.m. ET, TSN). “They’ll be ready to play.

“That game is the biggest game to date we have. It doesn’t matter our opponent — it’s how we have to play. Let’s make sure we’re responsible.”

Pre-tournament exhibition games against Finland, Sweden and Switzerland showed that while the Canadian squad — led by Halifax Mooseheads star Jonathan Drouin — will be among the better teams in the 10-team event, it doesn’t have the speed and offensive flash of some of the 15 Canadian teams that won gold in the past.

The host team Sweden, with at least 10 players returning from a squad that won silver last year in Ufa, Russia, looks like the team to beat, especially after the 3-0 beating they put on Canada in an exhibition game last week. The Swedes are in the opposite first-round group and will play at the newer, much larger Malmo Arena.
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NHL Sued by Former Players Over Head Injuries

Canada has only three players back from the 2013 tournament. They include Drouin, Jake Paterson (who didn’t dress for any games in Ufa as the third goalie), and defenceman Griffin Reinhart, who is suspended for the first three games this year from a slashing incident in last year’s semifinals.

The loss in Ufa ended Canada’s 14-year run of top-three finishes at the tournament officially called the IIHF world under-20 championship.

This year’s squad is younger than most, and should be a showcase for three players not even eligible to be drafted by the NHL yet.

First among them is Connor McDavid, the dazzling 16-year-old playmaker and scoring star of the Erie Otters who will not be eligible for the draft until 2015.

There is also forward Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice, the younger brother of Griffin Reinhart, along with big defenceman Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts. They may go one-two in the 2014 draft.

Sutter has McDavid and Reinhart on the wings with centre Bo Horvat, an imposing Vancouver Canucks prospect from the London Knights. They were the only line to stay together through the team’s three pre-tournament games.

Reinhart turned 18 in November and is not a true “underage” junior, and Sutter uses him as he would a seasoned veteran. In exhibition play, he played the power play and on the penalty kill. In one instance when Canada was short-handed two men, he was the lone forward on the ice.

“He’s an all-purpose player,” said Sutter. “He just knows how to play the game.

“He’s an intelligent player and his paying attention to details in all sorts of situations is very high. As a coach, you’re very comfortable playing him in whatever situation that occurs.”

Reinhart is used to the ice time with Kootenay and was a captain on Canadian under-18 teams, so he likes the responsibility Sutter has given him.

“It gives you confidence for opening night,” he said. “We took some games to find our mentality and what we’ll bring to the first one.

“We feel confident in our game right now. The focus has turned onto the first game against Germany and we’re looking forward to it.”

The exhibition games were a test for Drouin, the third overall pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning last June.

Sutter blasted him for a weak showing against Sweden, even though it was Drouin’s first game since suffering a concussion in a league game with Halifax on Dec. 8. He was moved from left wing to centre for the final exhibition against the Swiss and played better.

“Brent said some stuff,” said Drouin, who will likely centre big winger Anthony Mantha and the defensively solid Taylor Leier of the Portland Winterhawks. “I know I played bad and didn’t help the team.

“I had to step up my game against the Swiss and I think I did. I feel better. The first game was a little rough. It’s been three weeks (since he played) and it’s different from major junior. It’s way faster, but I think the second game was better.”

Another question to be settled was in goal, and Sutter believes he’s found his man in Paterson of the Saginaw Spirit, who will start against Germany. The Mooseheads’ Zach Fucale will start the tournament as the backup, but Sutter expects both will see action in the tournament.

Other lines are likely to have Nic Petan of Portland between Curtis Lazar of the Edmonton Oil Kings and Kerby Rychel of the Guelph Storm; and captain Scott Laughton of the Oshawa Generals with Frederik Gauthier of the Rimouski Oceanic and Josh Anderson of the Knights. Charles Hudon of the Chicoutimi Sagueneens may slot in the Drouin line.

The defence will likely be rearranged when Griffin Reinhart returns Dec. 31 against the Americans. Sutter has been trying various combinations for a group that includes Ekblad, Matt Dumba of the Minnesota Wild, Chris Bigras of the Owen Sound Attack, McDavid’s Erie teammate Adam Pelech, Josh Morrissey of the Prince Albert Raiders and Derrick Pouliot of Portland.

Without a high-powered attack, there has been much talk of playing “Boston Bruins hockey,” which despite popular perception does not mean hammering everyone who moves but rather working the puck up the ice in tight, five-man units and playing a controlled two-way game.

“It is the makeup of our team,” said Sutter, who won gold with a similar group in 2006. “We have to support each other.

“We can’t be a spread-out team that’s playing one zone and two zones ahead. We have to be coming out of zones together and using each other. When one guy has the puck, the other four have to be options and be available for plays. And we have to be smart when we’re hitting the red line. We can’t have turnovers.”

The game against Germany is a chance to see flashy forward Leon Draisaitl, who is Morrissey’s teammate in Prince Albert. Draisaitl is a projected top-10 pick in 2014.

They played against one another at the under-18 championship, and Morrissey said they have been joking about meeting again at the world juniors.

“He’s a really skilled player,” the Calgary native said. “We’ve become almost best friends on our team.

“He’s got phenomenal vision. I think he plays like (Anze) Kopitar. He likes (Pavel) Datsyuk a lot. All I can say is he’s an unreal player.”
World juniors: Zach Fucale, Jake Paterson ‘studs’ in Canada’s net

Though the state of Canadian goaltending in general is worrisome, the national junior squad looks strong between the pipes for the upcoming world championship in Sweden.
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Zach Fucale, left, and Jake Paterson are "the best two goalies (Team Canada has) had in the world juniors since back in the days when they had (Justin) Pogge and (Carey) Price,” says former Maple Leafs goalie coach Steve McKichan. 
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Zach Fucale and Jake Paterson agree on a many things big and small, from what to watch on TV to the importance of supporting the other guy who might be in net for Team Canada at the world junior hockey championship.

That’s good. Because not only are they Team Canada’s goalies, they’re roommates.

“The first night we watched Sweet Home Alabama. We both enjoyed it,” said Paterson, a Mississauga native who is a Detroit Red Wings prospect. “And he doesn’t snore. So nothing to complain about.”

Fucale, the Memorial Cup-winning goalie of the Halifax Mooseheads, and Paterson, the overworked goalie from the Saginaw Spirit who was on Team Canada last year, are the only two goalies invited to camp.

They knew from the get-go that they were on the team. Now, as the tournament gets underway, one of them — the starter — will emerge as a household name. 

And as the team prepares for its first game on Thursday, Paterson was named that starter.
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Leaf goalies on shootout win

No ice but lots of bonding for Team Canada

“Jake and I both have the same goal in mind, that’s winning games for the team,” said Fucale, a prospect in the Montreal Canadiens organization. “Playing our best every night. There’s nothing else to it. If it’s me starting or him starting, we’re going to be playing for the team and winning.”

And they are ready.

“All the things you’ve been through since you were 5, 6 years old all lead up to this,” said Fucale. “All the things you’ve lived can only help you. Having been in the Memorial Cup is similar. 

“It’s a couple of weeks. No turning back.”

Rightly or wrongly, goaltenders have largely taken the blame for Canada’s failure to win gold the last four years. Malcom Subban, Mark Visentin, Olivier Roy and Jake Allen are among the goalies who either lost the trust of their coach at some point in the tournament or earned the wrath of the fans.

And while the big picture of Canadian goaltending looks dicey — it appears to be falling behind that of the Americans, Swedes and Finns at the senior level — the small picture of this tournament is another story.

“Those two kids are studs,” said former Maple Leafs goalie coach Steve McKichan, who is not affiliated with the national junior team. “They’re the best two goalies they’ve had in the world juniors since back in the days when they had (Justin) Pogge and (Carey) Price.”

That was 2006 for Pogge, who stole the job, and 2007 for Price, when Canada was on a run of five gold medals in a row.

And it’s high praise from McKichan, who is among those ringing the alarm bells on the state of Canadian goaltending.

McKichan believes goalies at the minor hockey level are coached badly, sometimes not at all. Moreover, he thinks many of the country’s best athletes never take up the position since it’s such a costly one to play.

Those are some of the reasons why many believe Finland and Sweden, and to a lesser extent the Americans, look strong for the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia.

For now, McKichan says, Canada gets by on sheer numbers. So many play the game that it’s inevitable a handful will rise to the top.

“The bigger issue is fixing the collective, fixing the whole body of work at the grassroots level,” said McKichan. 

Hockey Canada has addressed the issue to a degree, expanding its Program of Excellence to include invitations for more goalies and goalie coaches at camps across the country.

“Canada has a real strong group of goaltenders,” said Fred Brathwaite, the ex-NHL goalie who is this team’s goalie coach. “This year I’ve gone across Canada and saw a lot of really good goaltenders.

“At this tournament, a goalie might play one or two big games for their teams and we never hear of them again. People will say how great Jimmy is from Finland and we’ll never hear about him again.

“I really like the way Canada is developing our goalies. We have to start at the basics again as well.”

As for how he’ll handle them during the tournament, Brathwaite said he’s not going to meddle; rather, he’ll be more of a cheerleader. That’s fine with coach Brent Sutter.

“I might be old-school, but what you want from a goalie is to stop pucks,” said Sutter. “I don’t care how they do it, I don’t care what type of goalie they are. Bottom line, stop pucks, make saves and give your team a chance to win. That’s all you can ask of goalies. 

“You need goalies to make saves and you need goalies to give you a chance to win games and maybe steal you games. It’s not pressure or anything, that’s part of being a goalie. When you get to this level, that’s the way it is.”
World juniors: Breaking down the rosters of all 10 teams

Who are the future stars in the making? Which teams are the favourites to take gold? And where does Team Canada look amidst it all?
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Goaltender Zach Fucale is one of the players that Team Canada will lean on in search of a gold medal at this year's world junior hockey championship.
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Canada’s holiday pastime is just around the corner. The world junior hockey championship begins on Boxing Day, with Canada looking for its first gold medal in four years.

And there’s a new wrinkle this year, in the form of an altered format.

This year, four of the five teams from each group will make the playoffs (instead of three of the top five), and will participate in crossover quarter-finals whereby one loss means you’re eliminated. The first-place finisher in Pool A plays the fourth-place finisher in Pool B and so on.

There will be no byes, as in the past, for the top finisher in each group.

“This type of tournament is completely the opposite of a 70-game season,” said Canada goalie Zach Fucale. “You have to be at your best every night. You have to perform on demand. That’s what we’re going to do. We’re excited to finally get it started.”

As for relegation, the bottom two teams will play a best-of-three with the loser dropping to Division 1.
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No ice but lots of bonding for Team Canada

Olympic men's hockey team lace up sneakers instead of skates

Malmo has two rinks hosting the event. The main rink, Malmo Arena, was built in 2008 and seats 15,500. It will host Pool B — with Sweden — and the playoffs.

Canada will play in the far more humble Malmo Isstadion, a 1970 edifice that holds 5,000 fans. 

“Ice, boards and a net, that’s all we need,” said Fucale. “The fact that you’re playing in a smaller rink, you’ve got to win your way up to playing in the big rink. There are always little challenges inside a tournament.

Here’s a look at how things shape up: (Odds courtesy of Bodog. Final roster will be announced on Dec. 25.)

Pool A

Canada

Last year: Fourth

Odds: 7/4

Skinny: The pressure is on Zach Fucale in Team Canada’s net to stem the tide of losing in this tournament. ... Jonathan Drouin, back for his second world junior, and Anthony Mantha ought to provide plenty of firepower up front. ... If he makes the final cut, fans will be transfixed by 16-year-old Connor McDavid. ... Coach Brent Sutter’s teams are a perfect 12-0 over two years the tournament (2005, 2006) ... C Sam Rienhart and D Aaron Ekblad are the two highest rated prospects heading into the summer NHL draft.

USA

Last year: Gold

Odds: 3/1

Skinny: Only three players return from last year’s gold-medal winning roster ... C Jack Eichel, 16, looks like he made the team and will challenge Canada’s McDavid as the No. 1 overall pick in 2015. He is 6-foot-2, 191 pounds, a Mike Modano-type. ... Otherwise, coach Don Lucia has a roster loaded with NCAA players, with 19 college players brought to Europe before final cuts. ... G Thatcher Demko is the top rated goalie for the 2014 draft by NHL Central Scouting.

Czech Republic

Last year: Fifth

Odds: 25/1

Skinny: Returnees include defencemen Petr Sidlik and Jan Stencel, and forwards Radek Faksa, Vojtech Tomecek and Jakub Vrana. ... Vrana is deemed a possible first-round pick, though in the 20s ... D Julius Honka (Swift Current) is an A-list prospect as well. ... RW David Pastrnak is also draft-eligible. The 6-foot, 191-pound right-handed shot plays for Sodertalje’s senior team in Sweden’s second division, collecting six goals and 15 points in 24 games. Pastrnak has good instincts, a quick shot and is an excellent skater.

Slovakia

Last year: Eighth

Odds: 100/1

Skinny: F Marko Dano is in his third world juniors. Has played 76 games for Slovan Bratislava of the KHL. He has also been to the world championship for Slovakia. Last summer, he became the first Slovak first-round draft pick since 2005 when the Columbus Blue Jackets selected him in 27th position overall. ... Richard Buri is a 6-foot-4 defenceman who is physical and hard to handle and plays for the Minnesota Wilderness of the NAHL ... Habs prospect Martin Reway has been a top performer with the Gatineau Olympique. ... The club also has four 2014 draft prospects who earned a C rating on NHL Central Scouting’s December players to watch list: G Maximilian Pajpach, F Patrik Koys of Slovakia U-20, F Robert Lantosi and F Pavol Skalicky of Slovakia U-20.

Germany

Last year: Ninth

Odds: 300/1

Skinny: C Leon Draisaitl (6-1, 208) is a top prospect for the NHL draft. Ranks among the top 10 in WHL scoring with 51 points (18 goals, 33 assists) in 33 games. He is one of four returnees from last year’s roster. ... RW Parker Tuomie of the Wenatchee Wild in the North American Hockey League is Germany’s answer to Martin St. Louis. He’s 5-foot-7, 175 pounds, and has 12 goals, 30 points and 25 penalty minutes in 27 games as a rookie in the NAHL in 2013-14. He’s top five in the league with 119 shots on goal.

Pool B

Sweden

Last year: Silver

Odds: 3/1

Skinny: Leaf fans should keep an eye on F Andreas Johnson, a late pick from the 2013 draft who is having a terrific season in the top Swedish league. ... Sweden has nine returning from last year’s roster. ... The Swedes got a nice boost when the Carolina Hurricanes loaned forward Elias Lindholm to the world junior team. The 19-year-old was the fifth overall pick last summer. He helped Sweden win silver medals at the 2013 world championship and at the 2012 IIHF U18 World Championship. ... Goalie Oscar Dansk of the Erie Otters is expected to be their top goalie. ... F Anton Karlsson is a potential NHL first-round pick (rated sixth overall).

Russia

Last year: Bronze

Odds: 3/1

Skinny: The Russians are happy to have F Mikhail Grigorenko on loan from the Buffalo Sabres. ... G Andrey Vasilevskiy, is one of four others returning from last year. ... LW Ivan Barbashev is one of just two draft-eligible players invited to camp for the Russians. He’s one of the top prospects from the QMJHL with 37 points in 29 games for the Moncton Wildcats. The other is D Vladislav Gavrikov of Lokomotiv Yaroslavl (KHL). 

Finland

Last year: Seventh

Odds: 14/1

Skinny: Draft eligible F Kasperi Kapanen (rated 11th overall) is the son of NHLer Sami Kapanen. ... ... The most experienced player on the team is defenceman Ville Pokka, who is in his third full season in the top Finnish league with Kärpät Oulu and will play his third world juniors. ... G Janne Juvonen, defenceman Juuso Vainio, and forwards Artturi Lehkonen and Teuvo Teräväinen also return from last year’s team. ... Three Finns who could be here are in the NHL instead: Aleksander Barkov, Olli Maatta and Rasmus Ristolainen, who played key roles on the team in the last few years.

Switzerland

Last year: Sixth

Odds: 40/1 

Skinny: Leaf fans should keep an eye on F Fabrice Herzog of the Quebec Remparts, one of a handful of Swiss players playing in North America. A fifth-round pick by Toronto last summer, Herzog has 20 goals in 34 games with Quebec ... The Swiss will be led by Mirco Mueller, a first-round pick by the San Jose Sharks now playing for Everett of the WHL ... Most of the Swiss team is not drafted into the NHL, but the top prospect is LW sKevin Fiala, who has 24 points in 26 games on HV71 in Sweden’s under-20 league.

Norway

Last year: Promoted as Division 1 champion

Odds: 500/1 

Skinny: Norway is back at the top level after two years. Seven players compete in Swedish leagues. ... Jorgen Karterud was overlooked in the NHL draft, but playing this year with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds where he has six goals and seven assists. Forward Markus Soberg, a 2013 sixth-round pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets, should lead the team. ... Norway’s select camp roster includes three C-rated players on NHL Central Scouting’s players to watch list, including defencemen Mattias Norstebo and centre Martin Ronnild of Brynas Jr. in Sweden, and centre Andreas Klavestad of Frisk Asker in Norway.
Maple Leafs primed to break slump against Rangers: Cox

In search of their first regulation road win since October, on Monday the Leafs will meet a Rangers team reeling in more ways than one.
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New York Rangers goalie Cam Talbot makes a save in front of Minnesota Wild center Kyle Brodziak on Sunday night. Talbot backstopped New York to a 4-1 win, while Henrik Lundqvist languished on the bench.

Brad Penner / USA Today Sports 

New York Rangers goalie Cam Talbot makes a save in front of Minnesota Wild center Kyle Brodziak on Sunday night. Talbot backstopped New York to a 4-1 win, while Henrik Lundqvist languished on the bench. 
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NEW YORK—Short of a miraculous appearance in the lineup by both Tyler Bozak and David Bolland — a holiday miracle! — you really couldn’t set the table much better for the Maple Leafs to end their pre-Christmas schedule in a festive, happy mood.

Sure, they were delayed a couple of hours leaving icy Toronto on Sunday. But they arrived in their Manhattan hotel just in time to get nice and relaxed and watch their Monday-night opponent, the Rangers, locked in competition at Madison Square Garden against the Minnesota Wild.

The slumping Rangers managed to come up with a solid — and desperately needed — 4-1 triumph, with backup goalie Cam Talbot getting the win. Still, if you’re the Leafs and you haven’t won in regulation on the road since Halloween, watching in comfort while the other team plays is an encouraging scenario.

Interesting scheduling for the Blueshirts, huh? A franchise-record nine-game home stand that concludes with three in four nights and a Sunday-Monday doubleheader that’s about as rare as a Barry Bonds Hall of Fame vote these days.

More Video

Richard Peddie's secrets to successVideo: Richard Peddie's secrets to success 

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

That’s just the start of the recent challenges for the Big Apple’s hockey squad, although the victory over the Wild — just the second in 17 games when the Rangers give up the game’s first goal — will go some way to easing local tensions.

How difficult have things been? Well, the fact $60-million forward Brad Richards is now the team’s third-line left winger, rather than its No. 1 centre, isn’t even tops on the team’s list of concerns.

There’s Rick Nash, who has a team-high $7.8-million annual cap hit, but so far this season has just six goals in 20 games.

And one power-play goal.

The Garden, meanwhile, was renovated to the tune of $1 billion over the course of three years, but has turned into a tomb for the horrible NBA Knicks this season, and isn’t much better for the Blueshirts.

The win over the Wild left the Rangers 2-4-2 on this elongated home stand, which concludes Monday against the Leafs.

Then there’s star goalie Henrik Lundqvist.

The Leafs might have seen their goaltending pot stirred a wee bit on Saturday night when James Reimer was yanked in favour of Jonathan Bernier after the first period, but that ongoing joust for playing time in the blue paint is nothing compared to the mounting concern over Lundqvist.

The 31-year-old Swedish veteran hasn’t been very good all season, and since receiving a seven-year, $59.4-million extension on Dec. 4, he’s been lousy.

He won his first start after signing the contract against Buffalo while allowing one goal, but has won once in seven tries since with a horrible .858 save percentage.

Lundquist surrendered four goals on 19 shots Friday night en route to another home ice loss to the Islanders, and watched forlornly from the bench on Sunday night. Talbot, with 22 saves, may get the start again Monday night against the Leafs.

Theories abound as to what Lundqvist’s problem is. Some in the media suggested his early troubles were due to the distraction of the contract negotiations, but a happy conclusion to those hasn’t improved matters. Some wonder if the crackdown on goalie gear this season has had an impact on his play, or confidence. 

Ranger bloggers have wondered aloud if he’s “saving” himself for the Olympics, although that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense because while he doesn’t have a Stanley Cup ring, he does have an Olympic gold medal from 2006.

So you add up all the challenges in New York and toss in the fact Monday’s game will be a back-to-back situation for the Rangers and the team’s third game in four nights, and that should tell you the Leafs are in a prime position to record a road regulation win for the first time since defeating the Flames in Calgary on Oct. 30.

While not exactly gift-wrapped, Monday’s game is about as good an opportunity to get a win as the Leafs have had in weeks.

But then, who knows what to expect from Randy (The Toaster) Carlyle’s charges?

They lead the league in hits, but also in suspensions, giveaways and shots allowed. Weird combination.

David Clarkson scored what seemed to be a huge goal for himself and the team in the third period on Saturday night to give the Leafs a 4-3 lead over Detroit, but then his teammates gave that back en route to a 5-4 shootout loss.

The ability of the Leafs to take advantage of an inviting scenario like the one they face on Monday night, then, is questionable, at the very least.

If they can block out the doubts and distractions as well as they block out the HBO cameras when things actually get interesting, they’ll be fine.

But if they can’t, at some point, this stops being about injuries and suspensions and inexperience, and starts to be about a team that can’t get its act together.

A loss in Manhattan would certainly point to the latter.
Canada blanked, Mathew Dumba tossed in world junior tuneup

Felix Girard final Canadian cut. Swede Andre Burakovsky stirs controversy before win over Canadian juniors.
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Swedish goalie Marcus Hogberg, shown robbing Canada's Emile Poirier in August, shut out the Canadians on Sunday in a world junior exhibition.
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Swedish goalie Marcus Hogberg, shown robbing Canada's Emile Poirier in August, shut out the Canadians on Sunday in a world junior exhibition. 
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ANGELHOLM, SWEDEN—Marcus Hogberg stopped 21 shots as Sweden shut out Canada 3-0 in a tuneup for the world junior hockey championship Sunday.

After the game, Canada made its final roster cut, releasing forward Felix Girard. The team cut Hunter Shinkaruk and Damon Severson on Saturday.

Andre Burakovsky scored and added an assist for Sweden, while Lukas Bengtsson and Andreas Johnson added goals. 

Jake Paterson made 31 saves for Canada.

Burakovsky opened the scoring at the 2:37 mark of the second period. A backhand pass by Jacob de la Rose from behind the goal confused Paterson, leaving a wide-open net.

Before the game, Burakovsky stirred up some controversy when he asserted that the Swedish team would be stronger in the tournament.

“I know what kind of team Canada will be showing up with, and if I take a look at what they have and compare them to what we have, I would have to say, on paper, we have a much better team,” said Burakowsky.

More Video

Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniorsVideo: Canada moves to bigger arena at world juniors 

Maori Haka performanceVideo: Maori Haka performance 

Canada's lugers "For Sale" again

Canadian defenceman Mathew Dumba was assessed a five-minute major penalty and a game misconduct in the second period for kneeing forward Erik Karlsson, who did not return, and Johnson took advantage on the power play — making it 2-0 with a second left in the five-minute man advantage, one-timing a pass from behind the goal line by Alexander Wennberg.

Bengtsson rounded out the scoring, also on the power play, 2:35 into the third period.

The Canadians struggled in the first, getting outshot 16-5, but the game was scoreless at the first intermission.

In other action, the U.S. edged Finland 3-2. American goalie Jon Gillies mad 38 saves, including a second-period penalty shot and five point-blank shots in the final minute.

The world junior championship opens on Boxing Day in Malmo, Sweden. The defending champion U.S. faces the Czech Republic, while Canada takes on Germany.
World junior hockey: Canada beats Finland, cuts two

Hunter Shinkaruk, Damon Severson released after exhibition win in Sweden.
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Hunter Shinkaruk was one of two players cut by the Team Canada juniors on Friday.

Rick Madonik / Toronto Star Order this photo 

Hunter Shinkaruk was one of two players cut by the Team Canada juniors on Friday. 
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ANGELHOLM, SWEDEN—Anthony Mantha had a goal and an assist as Canada rallied to beat Finland 4-2 on Friday in a tuneup for the world junior hockey championship.

Bo Horvat, Mathew Dumba and Aaron Ekblad also scored for Canada. Connor McDavid, bidding to make the team at age 16, added two assists.

After the game, defenceman Damon Severson and forward Hunter Shinkaruk were released, leaving Team Canada with one more cut to make. Canada's second of three exhibition games is Sunday against Sweden, also in Angelholm.

The world junior championship starts Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden. Canada plays Germany in its opener.

Finland opened the scoring at 8:34 of the first period on a goal from Juuso Ikonen, then Esa Lindell scored short-handed at 12:45 to put the Finns up 2-0.

Canada made it 2-1 before the end of the first on Horvat's marker before tying it up just 25 seconds into the second when Dumba scored.

Ekblad gave Canada its first lead of the game at 14:43 of the second before Mantha added some insurance two minutes into the third.
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Maori Haka performance

Team Canada Olympic hockey jerseys officially unveiled

Canada starter Zach Fucale stopped 11 of 13 shots, steadying his play after a rough start. Fucale is battling Jake Paterson for playing time in the Canadian nets.

Ville Husso stopped 20 shots for Finland.

Canada was 0-for-1 on the power play while Finland was 0-for-6.

In other exhibition action, Sweden downed the U.S. 4-2. Anthony Stolarz made 19 saves in the loss. Swedish netminder Oscar Dansk stopped 26 shots.

The U.S., which plays Finland on Sunday, got goals from Ryan Hartman and Dan O’Regan.

“There was a lot to like in how we played,” U.S. head coach Don Lucia told USAhockey.com. “We got pucks in deep and a lot of good looks. Unfortunately, it was one of those nights where their goalie made some outstanding saves. Five-on-five, we scored a couple good deflection goals. The minus was that we gave up two power-play goals.”
Top hockey prospect Jakob Chychrun shooting for the top 

The NHL is the goal for blue-liner Jakob Chychrun of the Toronto Jr. Canadiens, who is expected to go first in the 2014 OHL draft. 
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Defenceman Jakob Chychrun of the GTHL Toronto Jr. Canadiens minor midget team will play in the upcoming World Under-17 Challenge in Cape Breton, N.S.
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Defenceman Jakob Chychrun of the GTHL Toronto Jr. Canadiens minor midget team will play in the upcoming World Under-17 Challenge in Cape Breton, N.S. 
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Young athletes in the GTA to watch in the New Year: Third in a three-part series. 

Before every game, Jakob Chychrun eats the same meal (pasta, red sauce), sits in the same seat (rear right side), listens to the same music (rap) and gets dressed, always left side first.

On goes the left sock, the left skate, the left elbow pad, the left glove. It’s followed by a couple of handshakes and a quick warm-up (always with the same partners).

Then he gets serious; it’s time to buckle down and focus on the game ahead.

His routine seems to be working.

Tall, fast, efficient under pressure and possessing a knack for reading plays, the six-foot-two, 195-pound defenceman is one of hockey’s rising stars.

In the four months since the 15-year-old dual citizen moved from Florida to play for the Toronto Jr. Canadiens minor midget team, scouts say he’s established himself as arguably the province’s best 1998-born hockey player.
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CBC prez explains changes to Hockey Night in Canada

Jakob is expected to go first in the OHL draft this spring and he’s the first non-OHL player to be selected for the Ontario under-17 team.

He’ll get a three-day hockey reprieve with his family over Christmas before heading to Nova Scotia to play in the World Under-17 Challenge.

He’s only in Grade 10, but Jakob’s got big goals and a great teacher.

“My dad’s been probably the best coach I could ask for and he’s taught me almost everything I know about the game,” he said. “The small lessons coming from him, they mean the most in the long run.”

Coach, game chauffeur, cheerleader and father, Jeff Chychrun is still, in some ways, trying to wrap his head around the teenager in front of him, one for whom handling a stick is second nature and on-ice creativity happens naturally. 

Even though Jeff himself is an NHL veteran — winner of the Stanley Cup in 1992 with the Pittsburgh Penguins — and no stranger to the demands of the pro game, it was “just yesterday” that Jakob was tumbling around backyard rinks in his first pair of skates.

Now Jeff watches from the stands with a mix of parental pride and nerves.

“When you’re a player, you’re nervous up until the game, then you go through, you have that first hit and you’re into it,” he said, “but as a parent you’re still nervous halfway through the second period.”

But what makes his father nervous is what Sean Lafortune says makes Jakob a player to watch.

Lafortune is the scouting director for TheScout.ca, a go-to website for Canadian minor midget scouting.

“He’s a great skater, he’s raw offensively but he makes good decisions. He shows an ability to break things down and make quick plays. . . . Just everything about his game screams long-term potential,” Lafortune said. “He battles, he fights for every inch he gets.”

Jakob wants to go as far as he can in hockey: the NHL, team captain, hopefully a Stanley Cup, maybe an Olympic gold medal.

“It should be fun and I still try to have as much fun as possible,” he said. “You need to (enjoy it). If you don’t, it’ll be a struggle to have a good time with the process.”

Despite Jakob’s obvious talent and the scouting interest, Jeff Chychrun is hesitant to create heightened expectations for his son, worried about “setting an unrealistic bar.”

“Just go out and enjoy playing the game,” he said. “Work hard in school and sometimes things happen.”

Things are happening; the big question now is whether Jakob will don red-and-white or stars-and-stripes when he pursues his Olympic dreams.

Enthusiastic fans on online message boards seem to think his OHL move — which came after he was denied exceptional status to play in the USHL early — points to a Canadian future.

“Based on the fact that his dad’s from there and then based on the fact that he wants to play for Team Ontario,” Lafortune agreed.

Yet that’s the one hockey decision Jeff Chychrun wants to put off as long as possible.

“Either one would be an honour to play for. I don’t think either is a bad option,” he said. “But growing up it’s a tough, tough call.”

With files from Kim Nursall
NHL: Caps’ Wilson escapes discipline for hit on Flyers’ Schenn

Rookie won’t be punished for boarding because Brayden Schenn’s act of turning away from contact “actually contributes to making this hit worse.”
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Capitals riookie Tom Wilson won't be punished by the NHL for his controversial hit on Philly's Brayden Schenn earlier this week.

Patrick Semansky / The Associated Press 

Capitals riookie Tom Wilson won't be punished by the NHL for his controversial hit on Philly's Brayden Schenn earlier this week. 
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NEW YORK—Capitals rookie Tom Wilson will not be fined or suspended for his hit on Flyers forward Brayden Schenn, the NHL determined after a disciplinary hearing Thursday.

Vice-president of player safety Brendan Shanahan explained that decision in a three-minute video posted on the league’s website designed to lay out the case for why Wilson did not get further discipline beyond a five-minute charging penalty and game misconduct.

Shanahan said Wilson was not punished for boarding because Schenn began to turn his back to try to avoid contact after looking back at the Washington winger. It was the NHL department of player safety’s determination that Schenn turning “actually contributes to making this hit worse.”

In looking at the charging aspect of the hit, Shanahan went into a lengthy explanation of how teams forecheck. Even though Wilson skated directly from the bench to hit Schenn, Shanahan said most of that distance was travelled in “typical forechecking fashion.”

As for the hit itself, Shanahan said it was shoulder to shoulder, crediting Wilson for staying low throughout the course of delivering it.
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

Schenn left the game but the team said he did not have a concussion. He was in Philadelphia’s lineup Thursday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

The Capitals contended from Tuesday night on that Wilson’s hit was not dirty.

“We agree with the league’s position that it was a clean hit,” Capitals general manager George McPhee said in a statement released through a team spokesman. “There should not have been a penalty on the play. It was a punishing hit, not predatory or otherwise illegal. Under our current rules, punishing but clean hits are permitted. We are happy that Tom Wilson was vindicated and Brayden Schenn is not injured.”

Wilson, a Toronto native, has no history of supplemental discipline during his first NHL season. He was suspended five games last season for a hit from behind while playing for the OHL’s Plymouth Whalers.
World juniors: Oshawa’s Scott Laughton named Team Canada captain

Hockey Canada chooses Oshawa Generals captain to represent his country internationally for the third time; Jonathan Drouin and Mathew Dumba named as alternates
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Canada forward Scott Laughton, right, gets tripped up by CIS Toronto Selects defenceman Lane Werbowski, left, during third period exhibition hockey action at the world Juniors selection camp in Toronto on Saturday, Dec. 14, 2013.

Nathan Denette / THE CANADIAN PRESS 

Canada forward Scott Laughton, right, gets tripped up by CIS Toronto Selects defenceman Lane Werbowski, left, during third period exhibition hockey action at the world Juniors selection camp in Toronto on Saturday, Dec. 14, 2013. 
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COPENHAGEN—Hockey Canada has named Scott Laughton as captain of the world junior hockey team.

Laughton, the captain of the Ontario Hockey League’s Oshawa Generals, is representing Canada internationally for the third time. He’s suited up twice for the under-18 team, winning gold at the 2011 Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament and bronze at the 2012 U18 world championship.

The 6-foot-1, 190-pound centre is currently eighth in OHL scoring with 24 goals and 26 assists in 29 games. He was drafted 20th overall by Philadelphia in 2012.

Related: Laughton stepping up big for Generals

NHL: 10 junior players who could make a difference

Canada wins fourth straight hockey gold at U-18 tournament

Forward Jonathan Drouin of the QMJHL’s Halifax Mooseheads and defenceman Mathew Dumba of the NHL’s Minnesota Wild will serve as alternate captains.
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Canada's lugers "For Sale" again

Drouin was on last year’s world junior team that failed to win a medal. He also won gold with the under-18 team at the 2012 Ivan Hlinka tournament.

The Tampa Bay Lightning prospect and third-overall pick in the 2013 draft has 17 goals and 33 assists in 23 games with the Mooseheads this season, good for sixth in the QMJHL.

Dumba was the captain of Canada’s under-18 team at the 2011 Hlinka and 2012 world championship.

The Wild rookie has a goal and an assist in 13 games so far in his debut NHL season.

Canada still has 25 players (two goaltenders, eight defencemen, 15 forwards) at camp, and must bring that number down to 22 players for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, which starts Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden.
World juniors: Team Canada to lean heavily on D-man Dumba

With word that the Maple Leafs intend to keep 19-year-old defenceman Morgan Rielly in the NHL, Team Canada coach Brent Sutter will look to Minnesota Wild blue-liner Matt Dumba for on-ice leadership.
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Team Canada defenceman Mathew Dumba, left, signs his hockey card for a fan after practice at the MasterCard Centre in Etobicoke earlier this week. 
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Team Canada defenceman Mathew Dumba, left, signs his hockey card for a fan after practice at the MasterCard Centre in Etobicoke earlier this week. 
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Team Canada’s defence — and its potential leadership core — took a bit of a body blow Wednesday with word that the Maple Leafs intend to keep 19-year-old defenceman Morgan Rielly in the NHL.

Hockey Canada had hoped the Leafs would loan the rookie to the world junior entry that is currently in camp in Copenhagen preparing for the tournament, which begins on Boxing Day in Malmo, Sweden.

“Disappointment, for sure,” Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s director of player personnel, told TSN. “Yeah, it was a long shot, but we were hopeful.”

The Leafs’ decision at least adds certainty for both Rielly and the Leafs but it puts the focus more squarely on the eight mostly inexperienced defencemen in camp for Team Canada.

Rielly played last year and would have been a candidate for team captain. 

As things stand, only three players are returning from last year’s squad: forward Jonathan Drouin, defenceman Griffin Reinhart and goalie Jake Paterson. Paterson didn’t play at all last year as Canada’s third goalie. Drouin is skating again after suffering a concussion a few days before Team Canada opened camp.
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Reinhart comes with baggage: he must still serve three games of a suspension he incurred last year, meaning he won’t be available until the last game of the preliminary round.

That means Canada will start with a defensive core that has no U20 experience.

Without Rielly, Team Canada coach Brent Sutter sounds as if he’s going to lean heavily on Matt Dumba, on loan from the NHL’s Minnesota Wild. Dumba used to play for Sutter in Red Deer. Sutter recently traded his WHL rights to Portland.

“He’s a good leader,” Sutter said of Dumba before the team left for Europe. “He’s like all the kids. They’re great guys. You want to be that way off the ice. On the ice, you have to have a different switch to hit and you’ve got to be completely different. 

“Superb personalities off the ice doesn’t necessarily make you win on the ice. You have to have a switch that turns that and Matt can do it pretty quickly.”

Dumba has twice been one of the last cuts from Team Canada’s world junior entry. Many believed it was a mistake to leave him off last year’s team. 

“Anytime any player goes through that for two straight years, it leaves maybe some scars. Matt’s pretty grown up, a pretty mature kid,” said Sutter. “I like to think Matt was excited about that and now in his third year he gets that chance. Rightly so. 

“He’s been one of the best defencemen in our country for the last year. We’re leaning on him.”

Dumba said he believes his time in the NHL this year will help him overseas.

“I hope it translates,” said Dumba. “I hope to lead by example. I think that’s the best way to lead. You have to go and get that respect from your teammates. Just work as hard as you can and do whatever it takes to win. Take the role the coach asks of you.”

So far in camp, Dumba has been paired with Owen Sound’s Chris Bigras; Derrick Pouliot of the Winterhawks with Barrie’s Aaron Ekblad; Prince Albert’s Josh Morrissey with Kelowna’s Damon Severson; and Reinhart of the Edmonton Oil Kings with Erie’s Adam Pelech.

Canada will likely go with seven defencemen when final cuts are announced, meaning one from that group will be cut. Had Rielly been airlifted in, it would have meant two defencemen would have been cut.

With Reinhart suspended for three games, Sutter has to be sure his other six defencemen are healthy. From that perspective, Morrissey is on the bubble. He’s been battling an undisclosed injury.

If age is an issue, then Ekblad is on the bubble. At 17, he’s the youngest defenceman, although at nearly six-foot-four and 216 pounds he’s also the biggest.

Dumba said getting cut from Team Canada was one of the worst moments of his life, but one that helped him grow.

“Third time is a charm,” said Dumba. “Obviously, it sucks getting cut. That’s pretty hard to take. Now that I’m here, I’m glad for the opportunity. I want to live in the moment and seize every day.

“It is a tough team to make. Obviously, I’ve experienced it. For younger guys to make it to this level, to make it to camp and who are going to be cut from camp, it’s not the end of the world. There are so many years in front of you to establish yourself as a hockey player. It doesn’t change who you are as a person. Just stay to yourself, keep building, do whatever it takes to get to that next level.”
NHL: Canadiens ride power play goals to win over Coyotes

Phoenix Coyotes, who visit Leafs next, haven’t won in Montreal since 1996.
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Brian Gionta of the Canadians sprays snow on Coyotes goalie Mike Smith in the second period Tuesday night.
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MONTREAL—The Montreal Canadiens scored twice on the power play and fended off four minor penalties in their 3-1 come-from-behind victory over the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday night.

“Special teams are huge every game,” said Andrei Markov, who tied the game 1-1 with the man advantage early in the third period. It was the first of three goals for the Canadiens in the final frame. “If you kill a penalty, score a couple of goals, you have a chance to win the game.”

The Coyotes — who travel to Toronto to play the Maple Leafs on Thursday night — haven’t won in Montreal since 1996.

The Habs entered Tuesday night’s game sitting sixth in the league with a power play success rate of 21.5 per cent. But the Canadiens’ special teams were slumping. They had only scored one power-play goal in their previous 21 opportunities.

On Tuesday, Montreal (21-12-3) converted two-of-four chances with the man advantage.

Markov scored the first after the Coyotes’ David Moss took a holding penalty at 2:01 of the third, and Max Pacioretty got the second with Oliver Ekman-Larsson penalized for delaying the game after batting the puck into the netting.
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Pacioretty’s 13th of the season was the winner, scored by shooting the puck into traffic in front of Mike Smith’s goal. The puck ricocheted off defenceman Michael Stone’s skate and into the net at 13:18.

Coach Michel Therrien put Pacioretty’s line on the ice for every Canadiens power play. Montreal’s power forward finished the game with 4:03 of ice time with the man advantage.

“When coach gives you that type of opportunity, you want to deliver,” said Pacioretty, who also assisted on Markov’s goal. “Especially when things aren’t going how you want them to go, when he gives you an opportunity like that you want to prove that he’s making the right decision.

“I think that was our motivation as a line to step up.”

Former Canadien Mike Ribeiro also looked to special teams as his team’s downfall. The Coyotes (18-10-5) were leading 1-0 before Moss headed to the penalty box.

“We made mistakes, took some bad penalties,” said Ribeiro. “Special units are part of the game, and if you can’t get them to click, oftentimes you’ll lose the game.”

Ribeiro pointed to a second-period power play as the difference in the game. With Phoenix still in the lead, Brandon Prust was called for roughing at 6:51 of the second. Prust turned the penalty into a four-minute double minor by mouthing something to the referee, and was penalized for unsportsmanlike conduct.

But the Coyotes couldn’t muster much offence with the extra skater.

“After that power play in which we didn’t create anything, they gained momentum,” said Ribeiro, who made his eighth career appearance versus Montreal since being traded in 2006. “Our special teams didn’t create momentum, didn’t create much. They came back and scored.”

“It’s disappointing. It’s part of the game, but you can’t take that and be happy about it. You need to grind it out and be stronger.”
NHL: Barkov a standout among Panthers' many young guns

The 18-year-old has, almost by necessity, already established himself as an NHLer on a Florida Panthers team overflowing with promising young talent.
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Aleksander Barkov, 18, has already found himself thrust into a significant role with a very young Florida Panthers team -- but has done well for himself so far.
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By: Mark Zwolinski Sports reporter,  Published on Tue Dec 17 2013 

Explore This Story

1 Photo 

0 Comments 

Share on Facebook

in

Share

.

0

Reddit this!

Republish 

It’s not all sunshine and warm, sandy beaches for Aleksander Barkov and a host of young, high-round draft picks playing in South Florida for the Panthers.

In fact, for Barkov, 18, there is more pressure playing in a traditionally non-hockey market in their Fort Lauderdale neighbourhood than there would be in a massive, hockey-mad city like Toronto.

“There are different challenges for young players in every city, but here you can be an 18-year-old and be on the top line in a new hockey market and you have to play against the top lines, so there’s a lot of pressure,” said former Leaf goalie Scott Clemmensen, who started Tuesday’s game against the Leafs.

“We expect you to go up against Crosby, Richards, Toews, guys like that, and be better than them. But this is the NHL and you are expected to be a finished product, regardless of the market. I guess how you handle it depends on your personality and character.”

Barkov on Tuesday went up against another teenager in Leafs defenceman Morgan Rielly, but the two find themselves in markedly different playing situations.
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Rielly is celebrated almost every day in the media, but at this stage in his development, just getting NHL experience is most important. (Indeed, part of the Leafs’ overall plan was to schedule him time as a healthy scratch.) 

By contrast, Barkov, like many of his fellow high-round picks in Florida, has been asked to jump headfirst into the deep end of NHL play and face the opposition’s top lines — and do a credible job.

It’s been the same way for the likes of Dmitry Kulikov, Jonathan Huberdeau, and Erik Gudbranson. 

Kulikov, drafted 14th overall in 2009, landed immediately in the top two defensive pairings; Huberdeau, third overall in 2011, donned the cape of a first line centre; and Gudbranson, third overall in 2010, received the same nod directed to Kulikov.

Barkov is the latest in Florida’s line of precocious teenagers without a proper NHL baptism. He joins Nick Bjugstad as the top two centres on the club — and it’s by design that they represent the youngest one-two punch down the middle in the NHL.

“One is 18 and the other is 21; there’s not a lot of NHL teams who have a top two (at centre) that are of that age,” Panthers’ coach Peter Horachek said. “It’s a process of two to three to four years for most guys to arrive at (top centre); those guys are doing it right now which says a lot about them. 

“For sure, we look to the future and we see young guys developing into players you keep around for years to come. Usually you have (veterans) in those positions and there’s some tutelage for the younger player. But we do have some good veterans here and those two guys are like sponges, they soak everything up they can.”

In his draft year, scouts rated Barkov as a near-NHL-ready product who needed work on his skating. Otherwise, he was considered big, strong and mature, with a fully-stocked cabinet of NHL-ready skills. He previously played two years in the Finnish elite league, and either set or matched records for goals by the youngest players at the national team and world junior levels.

Still, his future seemed to come almost too quick in Florida, where the franchise is attempting to build a long-term winner, in part through amassing some of the highest picks from the last four seasons.

Both Barkov and Bjugstad, in addition to their young-gun reputations, have been anointed as potential franchise firsts. The team has never had a true, first-line centre with size and skill; it now hopes it has two in Barkov and Bjugstad.

And there’s still a conveyor belt of forward prospects behind Barkov, including Vincent Trocheck, Quinton Howden and Drew Shore.

“Of course it’s a big step from Finland to here, and I’m still learning all the time,” Barkov said. “I watch the other players every day and I learn, but for sure it’s fun being here … I’m happy.”

Barkov absorbs NHL details from the likes of Scottie Upshall, Brad Boyes, Scott Gomez and Brian Campbell. Last year, Upshall spoke with most of the Panthers’ top prospects and told them the team “is their team, not mine … I’m too old for it to be my team anymore.”

“I can’t believe him (Barkov),” Bjugstad said. “I was a freshman (at 18), in my first year in college … it’s funny, but I was talking to him just the other day and I told him, man, you just don’t look like an 18-year-old. I mean, yeah, he looks 18, but there’s nothing else that would make you think he’s that young, not on the ice or off the ice.”

Former Leaf Bryan McCabe, recently hired by the Panthers to work in player development, has also raved about Barkov’s maturity as a player and person. 

Horachek says Barkov has had to make some adjustments from playing on the bigger European ice surface, but that he doesn’t look or feel out of place in the NHL.

Barkov, for his part, also doesn’t feel out of place in a small-market area like South Florida, or wonder about the brighter spotlight of a prime-time NHL city.

He sounds just as enthusiastic as any 18-year-old with the opportunity to play in the pros. He’s spending Christmas in Florida with his mother, Olga, and the two are visiting fellow Finn and teammate Sean Bergenheim for a little taste of home over the holidays.

“I think I’m hard on myself, and if I play a bad game I feel bad, and I go out and do everything I can not to have another bad game,” said Barkov, who has played in all 34 games this season, and is third among NHL rookies with three power play goals.

“If I have a goal, it’s just to be better every game. It’s a good team, good teammates, and a good place to be for me.”
Blackhawks’ Patrick Kane has a shot at scoring title

Chicago sniper battling Penguins star Sidney Crosby for the scoring lead
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Jonathan Toews and Andrew Shaw give Patrick Kane a pat on the head after he picks up another goal, this one against Edmonton.
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Patrick Kane is trying to do what no other Blackhawk since Stan Mikita has done: Win the individual NHL scoring championship.

Mikita was the last Chicago player to win the NHL individual scoring crown, in 1967-68.

If he keeps up the pace, Kane is poised to end that 46-year-old drought.

Kane, who is second behind Pittsburgh Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby, wasn’t even aware of that statistic when asked who as the last Blackhawk to win the scoring derby.

“Roenick, maybe?” he said, looking up from his locker this week in Toronto.

Nope. Jeremy Roenick’s best finish was 5th in 1993-94. 

The correct answer is Mikita, who exchanged scoring titles with teammate Bobby Hull in the 1960s.

Kane was surprised by the answer.

“Oh, that was a ways back,” Kane said, his eyes growing wide under his blond, sweat-soaked hair.
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Since the Hull and Mikita days, the top NHL point getters have been dominated by only a few players from teams other than the Blackhawks.

Wayne Gretzky (10 times) with Edmonton and Los Angeles dominated the 1980s and early 1990s, while the Penguins have dominated the last 20 years with 14 titles collected by a quartet of great players like Mario Lemieux (6) Jaromir Jagr, (5) Sidney Crosby (1) and Evgeni Malkin (2).

With the Blackhawks poised to defend their Stanley Cup title, it only seems natural to speculate that this could be Kane’s year to be scoring king.

Going into Monday’s games, Kane was only one point behind Crosby’s 46 point total, although Crosby had two games in hand.

Kane had 45 points on 19 goals and 26 assists compared to Crosby’s totals of 18 goals and 28 assists.

The 5-foot-11, 181-pound Kane is filling is trophy case.

He’s got a Calder Trophy as the league’s best rookie in 2007-2008, two Stanley Cups and a Conn Smythe Trophy as the playoff MVP last season.

The Art Ross Trophy as the league’s top scorer is one of the last major piecs of NHL hardware, along with the Hart Trophy as league MVP, that Kane is missing.

Maple Leaf coach Randy Carlyle wouldn’t be surprised to see Kane at the top of the scoring derby at the end of the season.

He said he hasn’t seen a lot of Kane because he plays in the Western Conference. Bug he doesn’t have to.

“I see the highlights,” Carlyle added before he saw Kane score two goals against the Leafs in a 7-3 Toronto victory. In the game, Kane had a season-high eight shots on goal.

Kane doesn’t take too many nights off. Before his current nine-game point streak, he had put together a 12-game point streak and his has been shut out only seven games this season — only twice since November.

Kane dazzles on the ice, with breathtaking skating and stickhandling ability.

After Chicago’s 3-1 victory over the Los Angeles Kings on Monday, the Buffalo-born Kane was riding a nine-game point streak.

Many of his goals lead the highlight shows.

This year, Kane, who played junior with the London Knights, is maturing into a serious player and toning down his off-ice, party-boy behaviour.

“He’s a guy who has matured, at least it looks like he has,” Carlyle said. “He’s more comfortable on the ice. He never seems to be under pressure when he has the puck.”

The one thing that Carlyle has learned in this league is that the best players have the puck the most.

“He’s a guy who likes to have the puck, and he controls it when he gets it,” Carlyle said.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said he sees a growing maturity in Kane and “he has the puck a lot more this year.”

The Blackhawks coach says Kane has shown added patience, which means he keeps the puck on his stick longer this season, creating more scoring opportunities.

“I don’t know if there’s anybody in the league who’s had the puck on his stick as long as he has had over the course of the season,” Quenneville said.

No. 88 shows he’s also hungry for the puck.

“He wants it,” the coach added.

Linemate Kris Versteeg said he is rooting for Kane to win the scoring title, even though most athletes like to talk only of team awards.

“It is an individual stat but if it’s not for those guys doing what they do as individuals you’re not going to be where you’re at as a team,” Versteeg said.

“You definitely root for a guy like Kaner. He’s won everything else. A scoring title would be a nice feather in his cap. You see teams like Pittsburgh and it’s been 14 times they’ve had a scoring champion since the 90s.”

Versteeg, a former Leaf, said he is impressed with the way Kane can gain an extra second or split second of open ice with the puck.

“He’s the best I’ve seen in the league by far,” Versteeg said.

Kane didn’t want to talk too much about a scoring title because the season is not even half over.

“There’s still a lot of hockey to be played,” he said. “Anything can happen.”

The 25-year-old Kane, who was drafted by the Hawks as the first overall pick in 2007, can’t point to anything he’s doing differently this year.

He had a good year last year too.

“I think I was fifth (in scoring) last year,” he added. “I was five points off St. Louis (Martin), so I thought I had a good year last year too.”

However, it’s clear that now his growing maturity on and off the ice is dovetailing nicely with his natural skills.

Kane recognizes that maturity in himself.

“Sometimes as you grow older and you learn the league a little bit,” he said, “you tend to figure some things out that helps you get those chances and opportunities.”
OHL: Guelph winger Tyler Bertuzzi rewards Red Wings’ faith with career season

Surprise second-round pick, nephew of Detroit’s Todd Bertuzzi, providing Storm with unexpected offence to go with usual tough physical play.
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Red Wings draft pick Tyler Bertuzzi has 10 goals and 25 assists for the OHL's Guelph Storm this season. 
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Tyler Bertuzzi is making Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland and his scouts appear rather shrewd these days.

Bertuzzi, an 18-year-old winger with the Guelph Storm, is having a career year, justifying the Red Wings’ decision to make him a surprise second-round selection (58th overall) in this year’s NHL draft.

Heading into Sunday’s home game against the Erie Otters, Bertuzzi has 10 goals and 25 assists in his third season with the Storm. He has three goals in his last four games, scoring two in a win over Sarnia last Sunday and one in a victory against Plymouth the night before. He also had a five-point night — the first of his career — with a goal and four assists against Kitchener on Nov. 1.

With 35 points on the season, he needs just five more to exceed the 39 he mustered in his first two OHL campaigns combined.

“First year, I was just coming in as the new guy,” he said. “I didn’t know what to expect, really. I just thought I needed to dump (the puck) in and chase it and just work hard. You’ve always got to work hard.
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“That’s always going to be part of my game. . . . Your game’s going to evolve over the years, and mine’s evolved into being a threat offensively.”

With Bertuzzi’s help, Guelph has gone 6-4-0 in its last 10 games and sits third in the tight Western Conference with a 23-7-2-1 record.

Detroit usually has a tendency to wait until later rounds to make surprise picks, such as selecting stars Henrik Zetterberg (seventh round, 210th overall in 1999) and Pavel Datsyuk (sixth round, 171st overall in 1998).

“It was pretty shocking when it happened, obviously, in the second round,” Bertuzzi said.

Thinking that he would go somewhere in the fourth to sixth rounds, Bertuzzi did not even attend the draft festivities in Newark, N.J., and viewed them on TV instead.

“I was just at home with all my family and friends,” he said. “We were all in my backyard. . . . We watched it here and there. We were just going through the day like we would, and it was exciting when I heard my name called. Everyone looked around.”

Bertuzzi later received calls from former Wing Kris Draper, who is now an executive with the team, and his uncle, Detroit winger Todd Bertuzzi, who offered his congratulations.

Guelph coach Scott Walker saw the quick pick coming as he received calls from “no less than nine” NHL teams during the week before the draft. Walker went to Newark and spoke to some clubs about him at the draft before teams started picking.

“We figured somebody would have to step up if they wanted him bad enough, and Detroit had two picks in the second round and ended up taking him,” said Walker.

Scoops aside, Walker indicates that Bertuzzi, a known agitator who has tried to cut down on fighting this season, has what it takes to become a regular in the NHL. Walker describes him as a player who can blend a physical style with a high skill level.

“He’s a high-energy guy,” said Walker. “In the NHL, he’s one of those guys that you love to play with. He grinds it out, but he’s got more skill than guys give him credit for. He plays the game the right way and can do a lot of different things for us.

“He can penalty-kill. He can go in front and handle the puck on the power play. But he also can play a hard, physical game against other players.”

Bertuzzi could take on a more prominent role in upcoming games, because fellow left winger Kerby Rychel has left Guelph to take part in the Canadian junior team’s evaluation camp in advance of the upcoming world championships in Malmo, Sweden. Bertuzzi hopes to have a similar opportunity to represent Canada next winter.

However, it is not guaranteed that Bertuzzi will be back in junior in 2014-15. As a 19-year-old, he could play in Detroit’s farm system. Given that the perennial NHL powerhouse tends to develop prospects slowly, he would not be surprised to return to junior next season, but he is quietly hoping to get a chance to play alongside his famous uncle one day with the Wings.

“That would be a pretty neat family moment, for sure,” said the younger Bertuzzi. “It would be a big accomplishment and it’s a big thing to be looking forward to.”

Bertuzzi, whose mother Angela is Todd Bertuzzi’s sister, said comparisons to his uncle were inevitable — and occurred often — while he was growing up. But he does not see many similarities in their games.

“I’m definitely quite a bit smaller than him,” said Bertuzzi, who is listed at six feet and 178 pounds. “I still feel like I’m growing. I’m still putting on weight, so I’m getting stronger and bigger. He’s a big power forward. He’s a veteran of the NHL and he’s also got a big body presence.

“I’m a bit more of a playmaker.”

The Bertuzzis do have some similarities on and off the ice, though. In addition to hailing from the same hometown of Sudbury, Ont., both have played for Guelph. Todd Bertuzzi spent four seasons with the Storm between 1991-92 and 1994-95.

Despite a desire to follow him to another high-profile team, the younger Bertuzzi also strives to be a different player.

“Growing up, you have Bertuzzi on the back of your jersey, and that’s what everyone asks you, if he’s your uncle and all that, and (if) you have the same number,” he said. “But you’re your own player. You’ve got to go do your own thing.

“Obviously, you have role models growing up and role models (who affect) your game. But you’ve just got to play your own game and be your own self.”

Walker, a former OHL and NHL winger, competed against Todd Bertuzzi in junior and was his teammate in 1997-98 with the Vancouver Canucks. The Guelph coach believes the elder Bertuzzi had more skill as a junior than his nephew does, but said both play with the same passion.

While the younger Bertuzzi hopes that passion will get him to the NHL someday soon, he is eager to help the Storm contend for an OHL title and Memorial Cup berth this season.

“It’s going to take a lot of hard work, a lot of battles, but we’ve got the team to do it,” he said.
World juniors: Connor McDavid heading down path few have travelled

Phenom trying to become first 16-year-old since Crosby to earn a spot on Team Canada’s under-20 team, and the sixth overall.
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Team Canada forward Connor McDavid (32) gets stopped by CIS Toronto Selects goalie Andrew Perugini during second period exhibition hockey action at the world juniors selection camp in Toronto on Saturday, Dec. 14, 2013.
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 Connor McDavid is a boy among men. And at times Sunday, he made men look like boys.

“He’s the Next One, there’s no question about it,” said retired OHL scout Jack Ferguson. “You can’t believe how good he is.”

With Ferguson — a legend in the scouting community — it’s not just hype. Such is the respect held for his views that there’s an award named after him. The Jack Ferguson Award goes to the first player picked in the OHL draft. McDavid has already won it.

Now McDavid is heading down a path few have travelled, one carved by the likes of Wayne Gretzky and Sidney Crosby. He’s trying to become the first 16-year-old since Crosby to earn a spot on Team Canada’s under-20 team.

His performance Sunday in a 3-0 win over university selects from York, Ryerson and Toronto — some in their mid-20s — certainly won’t hurt his cause.

He scored Team Canada’s first goal, a power-play goal. He centred the most effective line — between 17-year-old Sam Reinhart and 18-year-old Hunter Shinkaruk (who had this unfortunate knack for hitting posts).
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No ice but lots of bonding for Team Canada

Olympic men's hockey team lace up sneakers instead of skates

“It’s pretty crazy seeing the age gap from Connor to the guys playing on the other side,” said Team Canada goalie Jake Paterson, who gets his fill of McDavid while tending net of the Saginaw Spirit. 

“He played pretty well and stood out like he always does. 

“He’s tough (to defend) back in the OHL. He’s a pretty talented player. He is definitely way above anybody as far as skill level is concerned.”

McDavid made smart, effective passes. He checked older players off pucks in the corner, he played the point in some power plays. 

“That was a little different,” said McDavid, in his second season with the Erie Otters. “He (coach Brent Sutter) wants to try some things out. I will do whatever he wants me to. I don’t know what to say. It was nice to play the power play and everything like that. There’s 15 other forwards that can do that. I just want to worry about keeping my play up.”

McDavid was so good, the first question posed to coach Brent Sutter was: “Are you sure he’s 16?”

Sutter laughed.

“He was good,” said Sutter. “He really did a good job.”

There’s more to this team than McDavid.

Josh Anderson of the London Knights, who looks to be the team’s go-to agitator, gelling quite nicely with Maple Leafs prospect Frederik Gauthier and Kerby Rychel.

Anderson scored with Gauthier and Rychel getting assists, but it was their aggressive forechecking and shut-down play that stood out.

“It sure helped (our line) to get a goal in the first game,” said Gauthier. “We created a lot of offence. We knew where each other was on the ice. I liked the way he (Sutter) was using us.

“We finished our checks, played good defensively, won draws. If I make the team that’s what (role) I’m going to be in.”

The team will skip practice Sunday in favour of off-ice workouts. The entire 25-man squad will head to Europe on Sunday evening with the three cuts coming overseas. That avoids the tear parade before Canadian cameras that has caused such anguish the past few years.

If McDavid does make this team, he’d be the sixth 16-year-old to make Team Canada. Gretzky, Crosby, Jay Bouwmeester, Jason Spezza and Eric Lindros were the others. John Tavares and Angelo Esposito were cut as 16-year-olds. (Others have done it as members of club teams sent in the early days of the tournament.)

McDavid is taking nothing for granted.

“I’m not going to think about anything other than making this team,” said McDavid. “If I make this team, then I’ll worry about it. I still have a long way to go. I just want to make the team.”

He and Sam Reinhart — the top prospect for next June’s NHL draft — showed tremendous chemistry together.

“We felt like we played a solid game,” said Reinhart. “We kept it in offensive zone for the most of it, we felt as a line. It’s nice getting a good start. It’s a step up from the U-18s in April. It’s a whole other level. 

“He (McDavid) is an easy player to play with, so smart out there. He creates so much offensively, he’s smart defensively. He makes room for his linemates. It’s definitely nice playing with him.”

NOTES: Sniper Jonathan Drouin (concussion) did not play. He will not likely skate until Tuesday at the team’s practice in Copenhagen. He worked out on the bike on Saturday. “Everything went good today,” Sutter said of Drouin. “He had no symptoms and that’s a really good thing. We’ll get him on the ice when we go overseas. . . . Defenceman Josh Morrissey was also scratched because of a minor injury. . . . The other scratches were centre Bo Horvat, centre Nic Petan and defenceman Griffin Reinhart.
World juniors: Top prospects Reinhart, Ekblad all about winning, not draft position

Sam Reinhart and Aaron Ekblad aren’t he least bit concerned with who goes first in the 2014 NHL draft; they know that “with team success comes individual success.” 
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Brothers Sam (in green) and Griffin Reinhart play a bit of "take-away" at the MasterCard Centre on Friday after the formal part of practice at Team Canada's selection camp for the world junior championship. 
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Forward Sam Reinhart and defenceman Aaron Ekblad want to make one thing clear: they are not competing against each other for draft position.

The two 17-year-olds are instead far more concerned with helping Team Canada’s national junior team.

“The two of us are good friends,” Reinhart said of his relationship with Ekblad. “It goes back a few years ago when we roomed together for a couple of days. Good friends. You’re not thinking about that (draft) too much at all.”

Scouts will be watching both closely. Reinhart and Ekblad are the top two prospects for the 2014 NHL draft, both invited to Team Canada’s 25-man camp in Toronto.

“That’s something you keep in the back of your mind, obviously,” said Ekblad. “With team success comes individual success. If you stick to trying winning games with your club team and play well every night, that’s going to help your draft status.”

RELATED:World juniors: Tournament ‘huge stepping stone’ for ex-Leaf Wendel Clark

Reinhart, son of retired NHLer Paul Reinhart, is captain of the Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League and tied for fifth in WHL scoring with 50 points in 33 games. His brother, Griffin, a New York Islanders prospect, will be on Team Canada’s blue line. His other brother, Max, is in the Calgary Flames organization.

Ekblad, now in his third season in the OHL, is the captain of the Barrie Colts. He was granted exceptional player status to play in the league at 15 and has not disappointed. At six-foot-four, he’s an intimidating presence on the blue line.

Who do the scouts like more? Well, much like the debate that raged last year between centre Nathan MacKinnon and defenceman Seth Jones, it depends on whether you like forwards or defencemen.

“That’s the trend of the past few years,” said Dennis MacInnis, chief scout for International Scouting Service, which currently has Reinhart at No. 1 and Ekblad at No. 2. “Defencemen just seem to develop a little bit slower. They should both play a big role on the team, especially Reinhart. He’ll be one of the leaders up front, I would suspect.”

Reinhart skated on the right wing during the team’s first practice on Friday, with 16-year-old Connor McDavid at centre and 19-year-old Kerby Rychel at left wing. Despite the hype behind all the players, and their scoring prowess, they were listed as the team’s fourth line.

“If you look around, its’ very exciting,” said Reinhart. “Everyone is so good it gives you confidence, too, playing with these guys. The best guys from across the country. It’s very motivating.”

Reinhart, a natural centre, has already embraced coach Brent Sutter’s central message to this assembly of elite teenaged hockey players. That is, get used to new roles. They might be stars on their junior teams, but they must be ready to accept less prominent roles with Team Canada.

By switching without complaint from centre — there are nine natural centres among the 15 invited forwards — Reinhart has signalled his intention to be a team player.

“I’m comfortable with it,” said Reinhart. “It’s not the first time I’ve had to do it. It’s a good thing in your game to be able to move over. At some point in your career, there’s a good chance you’ll have to do that. This is my chance to show I’m comfortable in that situation.

“I can play the penalty kill, power play, whatever they want me to do I can do that,” said Reinhart.

Ekblad was paired with Adam Pelech in practice and didn’t look out of place.

“He’s smart, big, strong,” Sutter said of Ekblad. “He handles a lot of minutes. He can play the power play, kill penalties. Defends well. He’s a special talent. We have a few of these younger guys who are gifted for their age.”

Ekblad said he’s excited to show what he can do.

“I think every player here is confident,” he said. “Obviously, we’re here for a reason. Being a younger guy, you have to come in and prove yourself.

“The nerves are always there. Watching this, it’s a big tournament. It’s worldwide. A lot of people are watching. As a hockey player, you go in to this with nerves. They settle down once you get on the ice. Once you start playing, everything works out well.”
NHL: Brian Burke takes control of Flames as Calgary fires GM Jay Feaster

Brian Burke, president of hockey operations, will step in as interim GM. The Flames did not make the playoffs in the two full seasons Feaster served as GM. 
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Brian Burke, Calgary Flames' president of hockey operations, announces the firing of GM Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod at a press conference in Calgary, Alta., Thursday, December 12, 2013.
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CALGARY—The Calgary Flames shook up their front office Thursday after a disappointing start to the season, firing general manager Jay Feaster and assistant general manager John Weisbrod.

The Flames have just 26 points this season, good for 13th place in the 14-team Western Conference.

Brian Burke, the team’s president of hockey operations, will serve as acting general manager. He said the search for Feaster’s replacement is underway.

Burke felt the moves needed to be made to get the franchise back on track as it tries to pursue a championship.

“I wouldn’t have come here if that wasn’t the ultimate goal,” he said. “I have to look at the steps that have been taken and figure out what’s the best way for us to get on that path.

“And I reached the conclusion that we needed to make this change.”

Burke added that one of the priorities for the Flames is to get tougher and more “truculent.”

Photos 

View photos

Newly named Calgary Flames President of Hockey Operations Brian Burke listens to a question during a news conference in Calgary, Thursday, Sept. 5, 2013.

zoom

“We want black-and-blue hockey here, that’s what we do in Alberta,” Burke said. “We’ve got to be big and more truculent — I know you’re all waiting for the word, there it is. I want a little more hostility out there than what I’m seeing right now.”

Burke said it was tough to fire Feaster, who he called a friend. But he said potentially unpopular decisions come with the job.

“I’m not kissing babies up here,” he said. “I’m not running for office. This is about winning hockey games. And I have to take the steps that I think are going to lead us to win the most hockey games we can win.”
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

Calgary took an 11-15-4 record into Thursday night’s home game against the Carolina Hurricanes.

Burke, who was hired by the Flames in early September, said one of the reasons for the shakeup is because he believes the Flames are giving up points in games they should win.

“I’m frustrated like all of our fans are with our inability to hold leads,” Burke said. “I love how this team works, I love how the coaches are playing the kids . . . I’m just frustrated that we seem to routinely turn third-period leads into losses.”

Calgary took an 11-15-4 record into Thursday night's home game against the Carolina Hurricanes.

“If you look at our record, it’s not where we want to be and we have to change it as players,” said Flames captain Mark Giordano. “You could call it whatever, but the bottom line is this: as an organization, I’ve been here for a while now, and right from our owners down, we want to win.

“Nothing else is acceptable. We’ve got to start winning hockey games and push this forward.”

Burke said there are no plans to make any changes to the coaching staff this season.

“When he came in he told me he likes the way that we play,” said head coach Bob Hartley. “And this morning he told me again. But at the same time, it doesn’t change my job. You come in every day, I have a great coaching staff, we have players that want to learn and they want to work.

“It doesn’t really change our day-to-day operation.”

Calgary did not make the playoffs in the two full seasons Feaster served as GM. He took over in an acting role midway through the 2010-11 season, and Calgary did not qualify that year either.

“We wish Jay the best,” said forward Matt Stajan. “He’s a great man, he did a lot for the guys in that room. It’s too bad we didn’t show better on the ice but we’ve got to keep grinding here and find a way to win games.”

Calgary did not make the playoffs in the two full seasons Feaster served as GM. He took over in an acting role midway through the 2010-11 season, and Calgary did not qualify that year either.

Previously, Feaster served as GM of the Tampa Bay Lightning, who he guided to a Stanley Cup win in 2004.

Burke has had a long career as a hockey executive. He has previously served as GM of the Vancouver Canucks, Toronto Maple Leafs, Hartford Whalers and Anaheim Ducks, who won the Stanley Cup under his watch in 2007.
L.A. Kings goalie Martin Jones continues spectacular start to NHL career

Four games, four wins, two shutouts and just three goals given up. Martin Jones’ entry into the NHL just keeps getting better and better.
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L.A. Kings goalie Martin Jones makes a save against the Maple Leafs during first period action in Toronto. The rookie stopped 38 shots as the Kings beat Toronto 3-1. (Dec. 11, 2013)
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Four games, four wins, two shutouts and just three goals given up. Martin Jones’ entry into the NHL just keeps getting better and better.

The 23-year-old from North Vancouver stopped 38 shots and Jeff Carter and Kyle Clifford scored third-period goals as the Los Angeles Kings beat the Toronto Maple Leafs 3-1 for their fifth straight win Wednesday.

Jones, who grew up a Canucks fan, has now beaten two Original Six teams in Montreal and Toronto in addition to wins over the Islanders and Anaheim.

Related:

· Jake Gardiner-Morgan Rielly pairing shines for Toronto

· Leafs refused to approve Rogers NHL deal

“I try not to think about that too much,” he said when asked about his impressive run. “I just make sure I’m ready when I am called upon, just try to give these guys a chance to win. We’ve got a great team here. It’s not like I’m getting called upon to steal games here, it’s give these guys a chance to win, a couple of big saves here and there.”
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It was athlete-speak worthy of a veteran. But Jones, who stopped 18 shots in the third, flashed a big grin when asked if he was having fun.

“Yeah, I’m trying to enjoy it as well,” said the former Calgary Hitman who has spent the last three seasons with the Kings’ AHL affiliate in Manchester, N.H.

Jones, whose hot hand has eclipsed ex-Leaf Ben Scrivens in the absence of injured No. 1 Jonathan Quick, now boasts a .974 save percentage, 0.74 goals-against average and has stopped 111 of 114 shots.

Carter beat former teammate Jonathan Bernier with a wrist shot between the legs on a two-on-one at 9:40 for his eighth of the year. Defenceman Paul Ranger failed to keep the puck in the Los Angeles end, creating the odd-man rush.

“Bad decision,” said Carlyle.

“In a 1-1 hockey game with 10 minutes left, it’s an ill-advised pinch,” he added.

Clifford added an insurance goal with 1:59 remaining. Drew Doughty also scored for Los Angeles (21-7-4) before 19,375 at the Air Canada Centre.

Cody Franson scored for Toronto (16-13-3), which deserved better on the night.

“By far it was our best effort in the last couple of months,” said Toronto coach Randy Carlyle. “But no reward for it. And we have to use it as a starting point.”

The Leafs were without captain and top defenceman Dion Phaneuf, serving the first half of a two-game suspension for a weekend hit on Boston’s Kevan Miller. But winger Joffrey Lupul returned after a seven-game absence due to a groin tear.

The Leafs showed more jump than a Los Angeles team playing for the second night in a row but were unable to convert their advantage into goals.

Carlyle said his players showed their frustration.

“They’re down,” Carlyle said. “Because we had so many opportunities, so many offensive chances.”

Things don’t get any easier for the Leafs with away games at St. Louis and Pittsburgh sandwiched around a visit Saturday by Stanley Cup champion Chicago.

The Kings arrived riding a season-high four-game winning streak, hot on the heels of a 6-0 win in Montreal, and were 11-1-4 in their last 16 games.

The Leafs, meanwhile, had just two regulation wins in their last 17 starts (a stretch during which they went 6-8-3).

“It’s like pushing that snowball,” sighed Carlyle. “It seems every time you lose, it gets bigger.”

Los Angeles had outshot their opponents in 21 of their previous 31 games. In contrast, the Leafs had been outshot in 27 of their 31 previous games.

But on this night, Toronto outshot L.A. 11-8 after the first period, 21-16 after the second and 39-23 at the end.

“We didn’t play too well at all,” said Doughty. “Probably one of our worst games in a while.”

Jones had to be sharp early, stopping James van Riemsdyk from in close after a fine rush by Lupul. JVR had another chance minutes later, shooting wide on a nice feed from Nazem Kadri.

But Los Angeles scored first on the power play at 10:30 of the first period, on a high wrist shot by Doughty from the top of the circle. It was his sixth goal of the season and the 200th point of his 396-game career. Peter Holland was in the box for holding as the Leafs’ penalty kill, which came into the game ranked 26th in the league, continued to wobble.

Jones stopped Nikolai Kulemin from point-blank range twice later in the period.

The Leafs outplayed the Kings in the first period but trailed 1-0 as the visitors extended their record of not allowing a first-period goal in 17 straight games.

That made for some Twitter banter. “Thoughts on the first period?” asked the Leafs’ official Twitter account.

“It was pretty pretty pretty good,” replied the Kings, via their official account.

The Kings’ record when scoring first improved to 15-2-2.

Jones stopped Phil Kessel all alone after the Leafs sniper stole a pass and broke through the defence early in the second. It took the Kings 5.5 minutes to get a shot on net in the period.

Kings forward Colin Fraser was helped to the dressing room midway through the second period after running into Frazer McLaren near the bench. There was no penalty on the play.

McLaren did go to the box after a spirited scrap with Jordan Nolan, son of interim Buffalo Sabres coach Ted Nolan.

The Leafs had their chances but either misfired or were denied by the steady Jones.

That changed when Toronto took advantage of a 64-second 5-on-3 chance after Doughty joined Willie Mitchell in the box with 5:57 remaining in the period.

Franson scored 27 seconds later, snapping a shot from a poor angle at 14:30 on a slick cross-ice pass from Kessel, with Jones unable to slide from one side of the net to another in time. It was Franson’s first of the season.

But Jones prevented further damage by stopping Lupul from in close with the second penalty about to expire. Doughty scored seconds later when he jumped out of the box but the play had been whistled dead for an altercation between Lupul and Slava Voynov at the other end of the ice.

Bernier heard the whistle and did not attempt to make the save.

“I let Slava know he screwed me out of a goal,” Doughty said wryly.

The Leaf goalie saved Lupul’s blushes early in the third when he stopped a Justin Williams’ backhand after a Lupul giveaway in front of net.

Jones made several big saves as the clock wound down to preserve the lead.

NOTES: Rookie defenceman Morgan Rielly returned to the Leafs lineup after being a healthy scratch the last three games. John-Michael Liles sat out the game. ... For the second night in a row, Toronto FC’s Brazilian target Gilberto was at the ACC. He saw the Raptors lose Tuesday to San Antonio.
NHL: Blues turn back Jets, face Leafs next

They have demonstrated a surprising inability — given their offensive credentials — to come from behind.
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St. Louis Blues' T.J. Oshie (74), Kevin Shattenkirk (22) and Alexander Steen (20) celebrate after Shattenkirk scored during third period NHL hockey action in Winnipeg, Tuesday, December 10, 2013.
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WINNIPEG—The St. Louis Blues were a bit cold when they arrived in Manitoba, frozen in place by a string of uncharacteristic performances and three losses in four games.

Where better to warm up again than Winnipeg, where St. Louis seems like a tropical paradise, where Tim Horton’s popular coffee can be served on a stick these days, where the wind chill was minus-22 at game time on Tuesday night?

Sure enough, the Blues adjusted the thermostat and put some heat back into the environment with a 2-1 victory over the Jets.

The win came via a better performance and two odd goals, by Alexander Steen and Kevin Shattenkirk. The latter, scored with 3:02 remaining, proved the difference. So, if nothing else, the Blues’ luck might be changing.

But it was more than luck.

“I really like the way we fought,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “As the game wore on, our confidence came back to fight for pucks and battle.

“I thought the debris from what’s happened here in the last week or so started to eliminate. We just started to get our spirit back and really battle.”
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Hitchcock came to Winnipeg looking for big-picture clues, indications that more members of his group were ready to throw down, evidence his “blue-collar Blues” have re-dedicated themselves to the glamor-less art of checking the puck first and checking the stats later.

“We’re in the rough seas, where if you expect to have 25 guys all of a sudden buy in right way, it’s not going to happen,” Hitchcock said. “You inch it along, you get a little bit better, a little bit better.

This certainly was better.

“It was back and forth the whole game, especially the first and second,” Steen said. “I felt like we had good pushes, They had a couple off power plays in the third period, but other than that I thought we held our own for the most part.”

With size and speed, Winnipeg is no bargain. The Jets were coming off a 14-day trip in which they won four of six games, playing at home for the first time in 17 days. That’s to say nothing of the cabin fever your average Jets-setter builds up in the arctic environment. There was plenty of “Go Jets Go” venting.

The Achilles heel during the Blues’ recent swoon has been suicidal starts. They also have demonstrated a surprising inability — given their offensive credentials — to come from behind. The team is win-less when trailing after the first period this season (0-5-2), 1-5-2 when behind after two.

On the flipside, the Blues are 19-1-2 when scoring first. Blues captain David Backes and his mates knew, given the circumstances, a bad start would be flirting with disaster.

“We don’t need to win the game in the first 10 minutes, we just can’t lose the game in the first 10 minutes,” Backes said. “We knew they’re a team that feeds off their home energy and comes out hot. We have to go out and put our best foot forward.”

The Blues were in the process, playing a solid first period when Backes was whistled for interference with five minutes 11 seconds to play. Winnipeg spent most of the next two minutes in the Blues’ end had some dangerous opportunities.

But good work by defenseman Roman Polak and a terrific glove save on Andrew Ladd by Brian Elliott held the fort. The period ended with Winnipeg enjoying a slightly deceptive 8-2 advantage in shots. The visitors enjoyed a 13-11 edge in hits, had 0 giveaways and hit a goalpost (Vladimir Tarasenko).

Given the Blues’ recent penchant for falling behind by several goals, the 0-0 score was encouraging and brought a more promising history into play. The Blues are 9-1-0 when tied after one.

To that end, the Blues took a 1-0 lead 5:16 into the second period on a sneaky goal by Alexander Steen. Standing toward the corner, behind the red goal line, Steen fired the puck off goaltender Ondrek Pavelec’s back shoulder and it caromed into the net.

The goal was the 21st for Steen, and his fourth in three games against his hometown Jets. He is now just three goals shy of his career-best total of 24.

The Blues had an 8-5 edge in shots during the frame and carried their one-goal lead to the third. That disappeared three minutes in, as Bryan Little pounded Ladd’s setup past Elliott for his 13th goal to tie the game 1-1. The “Go Jets Go” chants were-ignited..

The Blues came close on their second power play moments later. With just over 14 minutes remaining, Stewart ripped a shot off the crossbar. Shortly after that, Jaden Schwartz was unable to convert a 2-on-1 lead from Vladimir Sobotka.

With 6:58 to play, Stewart took a high-sticking penalty while battling in front of the Jets’ net. The Blues were up against it, but escaped unharmed. Then with 3:26, Sobotka drew a hooking call on Dustin Byfuglien.

Twenty seconds later, Kevin Shattenkirk blasted from the point. The shot deflected into the air, through traffic and over Pavelec’s shoulder for the winning goal.

“It was a little bit of a curve ball there, and good traffic in front so I don’t think he had any idea where it was,” Shattenkirk said of his third goal of the season. “It’s nice when you play the right way. We did a good job of that tonight. Sometimes you get rewarded with those kind of goals.”
World juniors: Mathew Dumba freed by Wild to attend camp

Mathew Dumba was cleared to join Canada’s world junior championship team, and the squad is optimistic that star forward Jonathan Drouin will recover from a concussion in time to play in the tournament.
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Minnesota Wild defenceman Mathew Dumba, right, has been cleared by the NHL team to join Canada's roster for the world junior championship.
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Mathew Dumba was cleared to join Canada’s world junior championship team in Toronto on Wednesday, and the squad is optimistic that star forward Jonathan Drouin will recover from a concussion in time to play in the tournament.

The 25 invited players are to arrive on Thursday for a three-day camp before heading to Sweden for final preparations. The championship begins Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden.

Dumba, who was among the final cuts the last two years, is expected to play a big role on defence for a Canadian team looking to end a four-year gold-medal drought.

The Minnesota Wild, who kept the six-foot, 183-pound Dumba out of training camp but used him in only 13 games, finally opted to assign him to the Canadian junior team.

“It’s been tough on me the last two times,” Dumba told the NHL club’s website. “Being the last cut last year, it hurt.

“It sucked not being able to represent my country last year, so I’m looking forward to the opportunity that they’re giving me this year. It’s going to be a good experience for me to play at my age group.”
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It remains to be seen if the Wild will take him back after the tournament or send him back to junior. On Tuesday, the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League traded his junior rights to the powerhouse Portland Winterhawks for forward Presten Kopeck and three draft picks.

Dumba is known as a big hitter who brings speed and skill to the defence.

The team is hoping for more help from the NHL in the form of Maple Leafs defenceman Morgan Rielly, who would likely play in the top pairing and man the point on the power play.

Rielly has not yet been loaned to the junior team by Toronto, but he’s been a healthy scratch recently and the Leafs recalled defenceman John-Michael Liles from the AHL, fuelling speculation that Rielly will end up in Malmo.

Scott Salmond, the team’s senior director of hockey operations, said he was told the Leafs would decide by next Tuesday whether to have the fifth overall pick in the 2012 NHL draft play in the world juniors for a second year in a row.

“We have no concern about him stepping right in and being a leader on our team,” said Salmond.

Unlike previous years when more than 30 players were invited to camp, only 25 were called this time. Only three cuts need to be made to get down to the final 22-man squad of two goaltenders, seven defencemen and 13 forwards.

The team will play three pre-tournament games in Sweden — Dec. 20 against Finland, Dec. 22 against Sweden and Dec. 23 against Switzerland.

The Canadian side hopes to have cuts made after the Finland game so the final team is together for the last two exhibition games. But Salmond said they may wait until after the second game.

It is the smallest pre-tournament camp since 26 players were invited in 1983.

It was uncertain if the dazzlingly skilled Drouin, picked third overall by Tampa Bay in the June draft, will be able to skate at camp. But Salmond said the left winger will accompany the team to Sweden and they hope he will be able to play.

The Halifax Mooseheads star suffered a concussion last week after a hit by Adam Erne of the Quebec Remparts, who is on the U.S. team’s world junior preliminary roster.

“He’ll be evaluated when he gets here,” said Salmond. “We’ll follow the protocol. If he’s symptom-free, he could skate.”

Drouin, a member of last year’s team that lost in the semifinals to Russia, is expected to play on the top line in Malmo.

Others to watch in camp include tough-to-stop London Knights centre Bo Horvat, quick-footed centre Nic Petan of Portland and Quebec Major Junior Hockey League scoring leader Anthony Mantha of the Val d’Or Foreurs.

But perhaps the most closely watched will be three players yet to be drafted by NHL clubs — 16-year-old sensation Connor McDavid of the Erie Otters, Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart and Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad.

Reinhart and Ekblad are potential 2014 first overall picks, while McDavid, who some consider the best prospect since Sidney Crosby, won’t be draft eligible until 2015.

Salmond said the youngsters still have things to prove to management in camp, but “being in the mix of 25, they have as good a chance as anyone” of making the team.

Reinhart’s older brother, defenceman Griffin Reinhart — the New York Islanders’ fourth overall pick in 2012 — will be in camp but could give management a tough decision. The skilled, physical blue-liner was suspended for four games at last year’s world juniors for slashing U.S. forward Vince Trocheck in the semifinals.

He missed the final last year and is to sit out Canada’s first three group stage games of this year’s event — against Germany, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. If he’s selected, he will be eligible to return for a New Year’s Eve game against the Americans.

Every year Canada is without eligible players who were kept by their NHL teams. This year they will be missing Nathan MacKinnon of the Colorado Avalanche, Sean Monahan of the Calgary Flames and Tom Wilson of the Washington Capitals.

But this time several countries will be missing key players, including Seth Jones and Alex Galchenyuk of the United States, Sweden’s Filip Forsberg and Hampus Lindholm and Finland’s Aleksander Barkov, Olli Maatta and Rasmus Ristolainen.

Russia is without Valeri Nichushkin of the Dallas Stars, but were given Mikhail Grigorenko and Nikita Zadorov by the Buffalo Sabres. Zadorov had already been returned to London.

Canada’s team will practise Friday and Sunday at the MasterCard Centre in Toronto and play an exhibition game Saturday against a group of university players, the CIS Toronto Selects.

Here’s a look at the Canadian camp roster:

Goaltenders

Jake Paterson, 19, Saginaw (OHL): 6 feet, 185 pounds. Hometown: Mississauga. Quick-legged and dependable. Drafted in the third round by Detroit in 2012.

Zachary Fucale, 18, Halifax (QMJHL): 6-1, 176 pounds. Hometown: Rosemere, Que. Used to playing behind a top team in Halifax. First goalie taken in the 2013 draft, by Montreal in the second round.

Defence

Adam Pelech, 19, Erie (OHL): 6-2, 215 pounds. Hometown: Toronto. Mainly defensive rearguard. Drafted in the third round by the New York Islanders in 2012.

Chris Bigras, 18, Owen Sound (OHL): 6-1, 189 pounds. Hometown: Woodland Beach, Ont. Smart, solid defensively. Drafted 32nd overall by Colorado in 2013.

Aaron Ekblad, 17, Barrie (OHL): 6-3, 216 pounds. Hometown: Belle River, Ont. Highly skilled two-way blue-liner. Captain of under-18 team at 2013 Ivan Hlinka tournament. Eligible for the 2014 draft.

Damon Severson, 19, Kelowna (WHL): 6-2, 198 pounds. Hometown: Melville, Sask. Strong puck mover with a big shot. Drafted in the second round by New Jersey in 2012.

Josh Morrissey, 18, Prince Albert (WHL): 6 feet, 184 pounds. Hometown: Calgary. Good passer and power-play point man. Drafted 13th overall by Winnipeg in 2013.

Griffin Reinhart, 19, Edmonton (WHL): 6-3, 212 pounds. Hometown: West Vancouver, B.C. Big, physical leader will miss first three games due to suspension at 2013 WJC. Drafted fourth overall by the Islanders in 2012.

Derrick Pouliot, 19, Portland (WHL): 6 feet, 203 pounds. Hometown: Weyburn, Sask. Mobile puck mover excels on attack. Drafted eighth overall by Pittsburgh in 2012.

Mathew Dumba, 19, Minnesota (NHL): 6 feet, 183 pounds. Hometown: Calgary. Big hitter with top skills. Drafted seventh overall by Minnesota in 2012 and started season with Wild.

Morgan Rielly, 19, Maple Leafs (NHL): 6 feet, 205 pounds. Hometown: Vancouver. Strong skater and power-play quarterback. Started season with Leafs, who took him fifth overall in 2012.

Forwards

Hunter Shinkaruk, 18, Medicine Hat (WHL): 5-10, 181 pounds. Hometown: Calgary. Strong forechecker, gritty. Drafted 24th overall by Vancouver in 2013.

Charles Hudon, 19, Chicoutimi (QMJHL):5-10, 175 pounds. Hometown: Boisbriand, Que. Smaller two-way left winger and playmaker. Drafted in the fifth round by Montreal in 1012.

Bo Horvat, 18, London (OHL):6 feet, 203 pounds. Hometown: Rodney, Ont. Physical scoring centre, strong on faceoffs. Drafted ninth overall by Vancouver in 2013.

Taylor Leier, 19, Portland (WHL): -11, 177 pounds. Hometown: Saskatoon. Scoring winger having productive season in Portland. Drafted in the fourth round by Philadelphia in 2012.

Kerby Rychel, 19, Guelph (OHL): 6-1, 205 pounds. Hometown: Tecumseh, Ont. Gritty scoring winger, son of ex-NHLer Warren Rychel. Drafted 19th overall by Columbus in 2013.

Connor McDavid, 16, Erie (OHL): 6 feet, 182 pounds. Hometown: Newmarket, Ont. Considered next NHL superstar. Will turn 17 on Jan. 13. Eligible for 2015 draft.

Felix Girard, 19, Baie-Comeau (QMJHL): 5-11, 190 pounds. Hometown: Levis, Que. Hard-working mostly defensive centre. Drafted in the fourth round by Nashville in 2013.

Nic Petan, 18, Portland (WHL): 5-9, 173 pounds. Hometown: Delta, B.C. Quick, smaller centre among WHL scoring leaders. Drafted in the second round by Winnipeg in 2013.

Scott Laughton, 19, Oshawa (OHL): 6-1, 190 pounds. Hometown: Oakville. Smart, two-way forward played five games last season for Flyers. Drafted 20th overall by Philadelphia in 2012.

Frederik Gauthier, 18, Rimouski (QMJHL): 6-4, 215 pounds. Hometown: Mascouche, Que.. Big, two-way centre. Drafted 21st overall by Toronto in 2013.

Sam Reinhart, 18, Kootenay (WHL): 6-1, 183 pounds. Hometown: West Vancouver, B.C. High-scoring brother of Griffin Reinhart was captain of 2012 U18 team. Eligible for the 2014 draft.

Josh Anderson, 19, London (OHL): 6-2, 199 pounds. Hometown: Burlington, Ont. Physical right winger. Drafted in the fourth round by Columbus in 2012.

Curtis Lazar, 18, Edmonton (WHL): 6 feet, 198 pounds. Hometown: Vernon, B.C. Gritty scoring centre. Drafted 17th overall by Ottawa in 2013.

Jonathan Drouin, 18, Halifax (QMJHL): 5-11, 185 pounds. Huberdeau, Que. Highly skilled left winger is recovering from concussion. Drafted third overall by Tampa Bay in 2013.

Anthony Mantha, 19, Val d’Or (QMJHL): 6-5, 204 pounds. Hometown: Longueuil, Que. Scoring left winger with big wrist shot. Drafted 20th overall by Detroit in 2013.
NHL: New York Islanders snap 10-game losing streak, remain bad

Struggling Islanders so far unable to build on last year’s strong playoff run
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The New York Islanders actually won a game, beating San Jose in a shoothout on Tuesday.
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SAN JOSE, CALIF. - It was a familiar feeling for the New York Islanders during the second intermission Tuesday night.

Down two goals to the San Jose Sharks after losing their previous 10 games, the chatter in the locker-room was about continuing to push.

“We’ve talked about it in the past and haven’t really done it,” defenceman Travis Hamonic said.

Finally they did. In beating the Sharks in a shootout, the Islanders won for the first time since Nov. 16 and for just the third time in their past 17 games.

It’s the kind of victory that embattled coach Jack Capuano believes can generate confidence, but captain John Tavares knows it’s not a magic elixir to the team’s problems.

“We still lost 10 in a row,” Tavares said. “We’re still out of the mix here. We have a lot of ground to make up. It’s a good feeling, breeds some confidence and enjoy it, but at the same time there can’t be any let-up from our game and the way we need to play.”

The way the Islanders had been playing was ugly. They were outscored 41-16 during the 10-game skid, picking up just two overtime-loss points.
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“It just seems like when you start getting losses like that, they just start building up and building up and you really need something to break the goose egg,” said Hamonic, a longshot Team Canada candidate who was invited to Olympic orientation camp but doesn’t have a point in his past 18 games.

Sometimes it just takes one break to reverse fortunes, but for at least 20 minutes at SAP Center it looked like the Islanders were in trouble again.

The Sharks outshot them 18-3 but New York stayed in the game thanks to a brilliant effort from goaltender Kevin Poulin. The Montreal native finished with 46 saves.

“Your goalie’s got to play well to win games,” Capuano said. “That’s what you need. Teams get it, have we got it? At times we’ve got it, but tonight was an exception and he played well for us and helped us get the win.”

Goaltending has been a point of weakness for the Islanders, though when a team goes almost a month without a win it’s easy to find fault just about everywhere. Every goalie on the roster — Poulin, Anders Nilsson and injured veteran Evgeni Nabokov — has a save percentage below .900 and a goals-against average over 3.00.

“We’re confident in our goaltenders,” said Hamonic, a native of St. Malo, Man. “I don’t think we’ve played very well in front of them as a five-man unit, to be honest with you.”

Early on against the Sharks, the Islanders didn’t look like a cohesive five-man unit. They looked like a last-place team on the way to yet another loss.

Over time, as Poulin kept the Sharks at bay, Tavares made two goals happen, first from in-season trade acquisition Thomas Vanek and then from Kyle Okposo. Not too long later, Vanek and Okposo scored in the shootout and the Islanders were all smiles as they came off the ice.

“Obviously it feels nice to get that one out of the way,” Vanek said. “It’s not the type of game we envisioned, but that’s a really good team over there. With that said, of the 10 we lost there’s some of them where I thought we played probably well enough to win and we didn’t.”

Moral victories don’t get a lot of run in the NHL, so actually winning and being able to play music in the locker-room after a game had some special meaning.

“That’s what it’s all about: It’s about the camaraderie and it’s about them staying together and working hard,” Capuano said. “That’s what this game’s about and enjoying it. I’m extremely pleased that they got that feeling.”

The Islanders have just nine wins in 32 games, and they’re six points back of Columbus for seventh place in the mediocre Metropolitan Division.

“I still think there’s a lot of things we need to be better at and turn the tides a little bit in the way we play,” Tavares said.

Maybe beating the Sharks will turn that tide. Picking up two points against anyone in any way would have been something, but this means more to Capuano because of the degree of difficulty.

“We respect this team, we know how good they are,” he said. “It can help you knowing that you come into a building against a real good hockey club in the West and come back from a two-goal deficit.”

If getting outshot 48-28 can have a benefit, Capuano believes the Islanders can learn a thing or two from San Jose.

“We talk about the shots that you want to take, they shoot pucks from every angle, and their second goal was a prime example of that off the pads and the rebound,” he said. “We talk about those things all the time.”
NHL: Kings thrash Habs 6-0 for fourth straight win

The L.A. Kings head into Toronto on Wednesday with lots of momentum, as rookie goalie Martin Jones has recorded two straight shutouts.
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Kings defenceman Jake Muzzin was one of six goal-scorers for L.A. on Tuesday night, as they beat up on the Canadiens.
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MONTREAL—Rookie Martin Jones made 30 saves for his second shutout in as many games, and six Los Angeles players found the back of the net in the Kings’ 6-0 victory over the Montreal Canadiens on Tuesday.

Jordan Nolan, Anze Kopitar, Alec Martinez, Tyler Toffoli, Jake Muzzin and Justin Williams scored for the Kings (20-7-4), who won their fourth straight.

Carey Price made 12 saves on 16 shots for the Canadiens (19-10-3) before being replaced by Peter Budaj, who stopped 12 of 14 shots.

With the loss, Montreal snapped a 10-game point streak dating back to Nov. 16 when they were beaten 1-0 by the New York Rangers.

The Canadiens came out of the gate with intense pressure, but couldn’t find an answer to Jones’ stellar play. Jones made seven saves on an early Habs power play, and remained lights-out for the rest of the night.

L.A. rewarded Jones’ early effort at 7:03 of the first period when Nolan beat Price to his left for his fourth of the year.

Nolan jumped on a big rebound after a Willie Mitchell shot from the blue-line bounced off of Price’s pads and landed on Nolan’s stick.

More Video

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for himVideo: Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him 

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

CBC prez explains changes to Hockey Night in Canada

Kopitar added to the lead with only 13 seconds remaining in the period, catching Price out of position after winning the faceoff to his right.

The Kings opened the second right where they left off. Martinez scored early in the period after Montreal defender Alexei Emelin lost the puck in his skates in front of the net.

Toffoli put the Kings ahead 4-0 at 5:28, putting a big rebound past a sprawling Price, who was pulled after the goal.

Muzzin added to the lead on the power play at 8:14, and Williams made it 6-0 with his team-leading 11th goal at 18:28.

The Canadiens allowed more than three goals for the first time in 14 games.

Notes: L.A. hadn’t beaten the Canadiens in seven encounters dating back to March 2003. The Kings’ last win in Montreal was in 1999. … Jones got the start in place of Ben Scrivens, who leads the league in shutouts and save percentage. Jones entered the game with a 0.97 goals-against-average after his first two NHL starts. … Francis Bouillon was back in the lineup after missing six of the last 10 games as a healthy scratch. Bouillon got the nod in place of Douglas Murray. … Montreal visits the Kings in Los Angeles on March 3.
NHL: Jarome Iginla’s Bruins triumph in his return to Calgary

Iginla, the longtime captain of the Flames, made his first visit back to the Saddledome on Tuesday
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Jarome Iginla stills looks funny in the black and yellow of the Boston Bruins.
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CALGARY - Jarome Iginla's first game at Scotiabank Saddledome as a Boston Bruin was delayed a few minutes Tuesday.

After acknowledging a pre-game video montage by saluting his former teammates on the Calgary Flames bench, as well as lifting his stick several times to acknowledge the crowd, Iginla joined Boston's starting five at the blue-line for the national anthems.

But the standing ovation that began even before the video tribute continued on for some time. Iginla attempted to get his game face on, but it cracked into a wide grin at the familiar chants of "Iggy, Iggy" and he raised his stick again.

The moment was as much for Flames Nation as it was for Iginla, who played his first 16 NHL seasons in Calgary and was captain for nine until his trade to the Pittsburgh Penguins in March.

"It was definitely emotional. It was a cool feeling," Iginla said. "It felt special, the ovation there at the start and then you kind of feel funny standing out there."

The 36-year-old signed with the Bruins in the off-season. Playing their third game in four nights, the Bruins scored a pair of third-period goals to beat the Flames 2-1.

More Video

Richard Peddie's secrets to successVideo: Richard Peddie's secrets to success 

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

Nearly 26,000 Teddy Bears Are Tossed on the Ice at Ice Hockey Match in Massive Charity Donation

Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Iginla's short lap onto the ice after he was named third star of the game turned into two longer ones. His Bruins teammates blocked the bench to make him stay on the ice longer and soak up the adulation.

"The guys came out and wouldn't let me off the ice," Iginla said. "I went for one little loop and they were like 'no, no, you've got to go one more' and they made me go one more, too.

"That was fun and it was nice of the fans. They probably wanted me off the ice by then, too."

When Iginla played his last game in Calgary on March 24, it was a possibility, but not a certainty that he would be traded. Three nights later as trade talks were on in full force, Iginla was at home as the Flames hosted the Colorado Avalanche.

The trade was announced after that game. Iginla gave a farewell press conference the following morning and quickly departed for Pittsburgh.

So Tuesday's game was the overdue opportunity to bid a fond farewell to a player who was the face of their franchise and remains team's all-time leading scorer with 575 goals and 570 assists in 1,219 games.

Iginla was the NHL's leading goalscorer twice and also won the Art Ross Trophy as a Flame. He captained the team to the Stanley Cup final in 2004 when they lost in seven games to Tampa Bay.

The right-winger twice won Olympic gold representing the Calgary Flames and assisted on Sidney Crosby's golden goal in 2010.

But the Flames faced a fourth straight season out of the playoffs when Iginla was asked by general manager Jay Feaster last spring to waive his no-trade clause. Iginla did so and supplied a list of preferred destinations.

Similar to the sentiment when defenceman Ray Bourque left the Bruins after 21 seasons to win a Stanley Cup with the Colorado Avalanche, there was a sense that Iginla earned the right to join a team that could help him win the elusive Cup.

Iginla played 13 regular season games and 15 post-season games for Pittsburgh. He then signed as a free agent with the Bruins, a team he turned down in favour of the Penguins the night he was dealt.

Iginla has six goals and 11 assists and is plus-12 in 30 games for the Bruins.

Iginla's linemate David Krejci tied Tuesday's game 1-1 at 13:49 of the third period and Reilly Smith scored the go-ahead goal at 15:27.

Iginla rang a puck off the post just seconds before Krejci's goal. He had two of his team's nine shots over two periods and four overall in the game.

"It was great to get the win for him because it wasn't looking so good halfway through the third period when we were still down 1-0," Reilly said. "It was just great to get the victory for him and have a good homecoming."

For Calgary, Iginla represents the optimistic years following the team's run to the Cup final in 2004 when Flames fans felt their team was a contender every season.

Iginla, goaltender Mikka Kiprusoff, defencemen Dion Phaneuf and Robyn Regehr were the blue-chip players around which that contender was built, although the Flames haven't gone further than the first round of playoffs since 2004.

Phaneuf and Regehr were dealt prior to Iginla, but more than any move the departure of the captain signalled the Flames were entering a rebuilding phase.

Kiprusoff retired in the off-season, so the Flames do not have star power this season. They're a team 14 points out of a playoff spot needing to be greater than the sum of their parts to win games.

The Saddledome seats filled up slowly prior to the game because Calgary's slippery, snowy streets made driving difficult. But almost an hour before puck drop, one of the few who had made it to his seat bellowed "Let's go Iggy."

Iginla was the first Bruin to step on the ice both for the game and in warmup, which started the "Iggy Iggy" chorus.

A man carried a not-quite-life-sized cardboard cutout of Iginla in his Flames uniform to the glass. There were dozens of red No. 12 jerseys in the seats.

"You don't really know what the response is going to be," Iginla said. "People were great and they made it very special for myself and for my mom — I haven't talked to her yet — and my dad.

"It's pretty cool and it's humbling and people are cheering and it's pretty special. They made me good. It did make me feel good seeing some signs that said 'miss you' and all the 12 jerseys."

There were some who felt Iginla should have agreed to a trade earlier in his career so the Flames could have gained more in return than the first-round draft pick and a pair of college prospects from Pittsburgh.

But he is loved in Calgary for his loyalty and that sentiment was evident Tuesday at the Saddledome.

"It was more than I could have hoped for and honestly, coming back, part of you is looking forward to it and then you just want to get through it," Iginla said. "I didn't have a lot of feelings of just trying to get through it.

"I really enjoyed it all."
NHL: Salary cap rising to $71M, estimates Bettman

The NHL board of governors has also approved Rogers’ 12-year, $5.2-billion broadcasting deal.
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NHL commissioner Gary Bettman estimates that the salary cap for the 2014-15 season will be around $71 million (U.S.), a 10 per-cent jump from this season.
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PEBBLE BEACH, CALIF.—Next season’s salary cap projects to be roughly $71 million (all figures U.S.), more than a 10 per cent increase from this year.

That’s the figure commissioner Gary Bettman gave at the NHL’s board of governors meeting Monday. It is based off hockey-related revenues for this season, which is why Bettman was careful to call it an “estimate.”

“Subject to change, it’s very preliminary because in order to estimate next year’s cap, we have to know this year’s numbers,” Bettman said Monday. “We try to give people a sense of where we think it’ll come out, but it’s subject to a whole host of issues — ultimately how much revenue is generated, where the Canadian dollar is, because we convert to U.S. dollars. If you want a rough, rough, rough ballpark, OK, but it could change.”

That would be an increase of roughly 10 per cent from this year’s upper limit of $64.3 million. The floor is expected to be about $52 million, with the midpoint around $62 million.

That represents a major bounceback for the league less than year removed from the end of a contentious lockout.
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“I said to the board there shouldn’t be any issue or consternation, if that’s the cap level, it’s because the revenues have gone up,” Bettman said. “Everything that’s happened is a testament to the enduring strength of our game and the passion of our fans. Things build on each other.”

Teams were allowed to spend up to $70.2 million during the lockout-shortened 2013 season as part of a transition year before the cap went down in accordance with the 50/50 split of hockey-related revenue that was agreed to as part of the new collective bargaining agreement.

The lucrative $5.2-billion (Canadian), 12-year deal with Rogers Communications Inc., which was also approved by the board, is expected to boost the salary cap even further beginning in the 2015-16 season, since the cheques start rolling in to the NHL beginning next year.

“It’s all good news if revenues are going up,” Phoenix Coyotes president and CEO Anthony LeBlanc said.

The television rights deal with Rogers runs through 2025-26.
Coach's Corner: Don Cherry tees off on world junior selections

On Twitter, hockey fans seemed to agree with Cherry’s criticism of how the Canadian junior team picks its players.
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Don Cherry used Coach's Corner on Saturday night to express his displeasure at Max Domi not being chosen to attend Canada's junior camp.
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How Saturday night’s Coach’s Corner with Don Cherry played out:

WHAT CHERRY WORE: Cherry was dressed fairly sedately (compared to his usual garb) in a black-and-white checkered suit with a black pocket square, a white rose on his lapel and a black tie with an image of the CN Tower, the Rogers Centre and a red maple leaf. 

KEY POINTS: Cherry spoke briefly about a wide variety of topics. He said he was upset Max Domi wasn’t invited to the Canadian world junior camp and hinted they should pay more attention to who they pick, telling them to “smarten up out there” and saying, “you’re wondering why we lose?”

He then shifted gears, criticizing Pittsburgh’s Brooks Orpik, who took a hit from Boston’s Shawn Thornton because he refused to fight him.

Cherry ended by offering his condolences to the families of two local police officers who died recently, York Regional Police Const. Michael Pegg and Toronto Police Const. John Zivcic, giving Zivcic an extra nod for donating his organs.
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BEST CHERRY QUOTE: Speaking about Thornton’s hit that sent Orpik off the ice on a stretcher: “That’s not a fight. Let’s get that straight.” On what his Bruins would have done: “We sat in the weeds and we did it later — when you wouldn’t get a match.”

FAN REACTION: On Twitter, hockey fans seemed to agree with Cherry’s criticism of how the Canadian junior team picks its players, but none of the other topics seemed to resonate as much, although some called the entire Coach’s Corner episode “classy.”

GRADE: B-
Bruins’ Boychuk injured after hit from behind by Montreal’s Pacioretty

Johnny Boychuk has been released from hospital but he’s not out of the woods yet, says Bruins coach Claude Julien.
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Boston Bruin Johnny Boychuk is carried off the ice after taking a hit from Montreal Canadiens' Max Pacioretty during first period NHL hockey action on Thursday in Montreal.
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MONTREAL—Boston Bruins defenceman Johnny Boychuk was taken from the ice on a stretcher and sent to hospital after a first-period hit from behind by Montreal forward Max Pacioretty on Thursday night.

After the game, coach Claude Julien said Boychuk was released from hospital and would return to Boston with the team. He had no details of the injury, which is believed to be a back problem.

“He can travel, but he’s not out of the woods yet,” said Julien, adding that he felt the two minutes Pacioretty got for boarding on the play was the correct call.

“For me it was two minutes, that’s all. It was a check a bit from behind. It was the way he went into the boards.”

The game was delayed several minutes as Boychuk was attended to by medical and training staff on the ice before being wheeled off the ice.

The incident occurred at 4:28 of the first period.
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Boychuk had chased the puck into the Canadiens end of the rink. The hit into the end boards to the right of goalie Carey Price did not look particularly hard, but Boychuk’s head struck the top of the boards and he fell to the ice.

He was on his knees breathing heavily for several minutes before trainers got him onto his back and onto the stretcher.

Pacioretty was on the receiving end of a hit from Boston’s Zdeno Chara on March 8, 2011, that left the Canadiens left winger with a concussion and a fractured vertebrae in his neck.
NHL: Dallas Stars have a new cowboy hat tradition

The player of the game is awarded a stetson by his teammates.
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This is the Stetson that the Dallas Stars players give to their top player after each victory.
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This is the Stetson that the Dallas Stars players give to their top player after each victory. 
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There is a new tradition in the Dallas Stars dressing room, and it’s wearing well with the players.

The player of the game is awarded a stetson.

“It’s just a fun thing,” said centre Vernon Fiddler, who came up with the idea at the start of the season. 

“We talked about it and we felt we needed something to give away at the end of the game and Texas has a big tradition of cowboys.”

Fiddler went out to a Dallas store and bought the stetson.

Having grown up in Edmonton, he saw a lot of cowboy hats, and he sees a lot of them in Dallas now.

The stetson is a natural fit to spark team chemistry, he said.

The rules are simple: the stetson is only awarded if the team wins. The player who is selected wears it for the rest of the night, and gives it back to the trainers before he leaves the rink.

The equipment manager packs up the hat carefully for the next game.

The previous winner’s job is to bestow the hat on the next player who made a signficant contribution to the victory.
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It isn’t always awarded to the top scorer or best performer. It could be awarded to the person who turns the game around or the player who works the hardest. It’s become a fun thing to do.

Fiddler has won it before.

The last winner was Antoine Roussel, who scored the winner against the Chicago Blackhawks on Tuesday on a penalty shot.

Now it’s his turn to award the stetson and he’s hoping to award it after Thursday’s game against the Leafs.

“It’s a pleasure to wear it,” Roussel said. “It’s a big role.”

However, he’s aware there is some pressure that goes with the hat.

“I have to be aware of what’s going on the ice tonight,” he said.

Shawn Horcoff lamented that he hasn’t had a chance to wear the stetson yet.

“Everyone’s shooting for it,” he said.
OHL: Family ties no barrier to trades: Cox

Warren Rychel of the Windsor Spitfires became the second OHL GM this season — and second former Maple Leaf — to deal his own son when he traded 19-year-old Kerby to the Guelph Storm.
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Columbus Blue Jackets prospect Kerby Rychel bears no hard feelings toward his dad, Windsor Spitfires GM Warren Rychel, for trading him to the Guelph Storm this week. 
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Columbus Blue Jackets prospect Kerby Rychel bears no hard feelings toward his dad, Windsor Spitfires GM Warren Rychel, for trading him to the Guelph Storm this week. 
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We know how the conversation goes in the popular soft drink commercial.

But what is said in real life when a father trades his son to another hockey club?

“It was kind of a weird,” admitted Kerby Rychel. “It was like, ‘We traded you, good luck, we got a good haul.’”

Gee, thanks for the early Christmas present, Dad.

And what does Mom think?

“I just got my clothes back in off the porch,” joked Warren Rychel, general manager of the OHL Windsor Spitfires.

Rychel became the second OHL manager — and second former Maple Leaf — to deal his boy this season when he sent 19-year-old Kerby, a Columbus Blue Jackets prospect, off to the Guelph Storm this week.

Earlier this season, Kingston Frontenacs GM Doug Gilmour peddled his son Jake to the Niagara IceDogs.

You had to figure Gilmour had a chuckle when he heard the Rychel clan had joined him, right?
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“I didn’t have to laugh,” said Gilmour. “He was trying to trade him to me!”

The truth in both cases, unlike the humorous Steven Stamkos/Coke Zero spot, is that there weren’t hard feelings between father and son.

For Gilmour, it was a matter of moving 17-year-old Jake to a situation where he might get a better opportunity to play than would be the case with the solid Frontenacs this season. Kingston was actually looking to add experience and did so this week when the Frontenacs acquired forward Ryan Verbeek from Windsor.

Jake moved from the IceDogs to the Tier Two Aurora Tigers and is now playing Jr. C.

“The other part of the deal is that I get to get Jake back next season if they don’t have room for him,” said Gilmour.

For Rychel, the situation was much different. His son was his best player and the Spits were in second place in their division. But a series of developments left the club, Rychel felt, unable to really contend.

First, Calgary assigned defenceman Patrick Sieloff to its AHL affiliate rather than have him play another year in major junior. Rychel also thought he had a deal to bring Swedish youngster Jacob de la Rose, a Montreal second-rounder, to North America but that fell through.

A few injuries to veterans further weakened the squad. What that meant in Rychel’s mind was that the Spitfires weren’t going to be able to compete with the likes of Erie, Guelph and London this year in the OHL’s Western Conference.

As well, the Spits are still dealing with the massive sanctions handed down by OHL officials just over a year ago for recruiting violations. That cost the team $400,000 and five draft picks, including first-rounders in 2013, 2014 and 2016.

Putting his son on the auction block, then, offered a chance for Rychel to recoup some of what had been lost.

“Kerby knew. He’s been around the team since he was 12,” Rychel said of his son. “It was a process that wasn’t overly pleasant but it’s not like Kerby was 16 and a deer in the headlights.

“I wasn’t emotional until I saw him pack up his gear next morning. That one made the tears come a little bit.”

All joking aside, he said his wife Denise understood as well.

“She knows hockey. We’ve been together since we were 18 back in Tecumseh (Ont.)” he said. “She could see we weren’t going to be able to beat Erie, London or Guelph in a seven-game series either.”

Upwards of five teams put in bids for Kerby and with the OHL trade freeze kicking in Dec. 9 and lasting until after the conclusion of the world junior hockey championships, the time was now to make a deal.

Interestingly, one of the teams in the hunt was Barrie, the same franchise that had enraged the Rychel clan back in 2010 by drafting Kerby when there was a tacit understanding that the Spitfires would get to select him in the second round. The fact that it happened in the middle of a playoff series between the two clubs, with the Spits ahead two games to none, just made it worse.

“I didn’t speak to (Barrie owner) Howie Campbell for two years,” said Rychel, who later did acquire his son from Mississauga after that club had traded to get him from the Colts.

This week, it came down to Guelph or London, and Guelph’s offer of forward Brody Milne and eight draft picks that can be used to re-stock Windsor’s talent cupboard. Defenceman Nick Ebert, who had been traded along with Kerby from Barrie to Mississauga and from Mississauga to Windsor again, also went in the deal.

“I expected it and this is a good team,” Kerby said from Guelph on Friday. “The trade wasn’t so bad. My dad and I had developed a relationship where at the rink he was more my GM than my dad.”

If you needed proof hockey families look at life a little differently, this would be persuasive evidence. 

Trade away your own flesh and blood? Well, it depends on the offer. . . .
NHL: Rangers sign goalie Henrik Lundqvist to seven-year extension

Deal, reportedly worth $59.5 million, would make Lundqvist league’s highest-paid goaltender — and a Ranger for life.
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Goalie Henrik Lundqvist wanted to be a New York Ranger for life, and his new seven-year contract extension should ensure just that. 

Anthony Gruppuso / USA Today Sports 
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GREENBURGH, N.Y.—Just two days after surprisingly watching from the bench for a second straight game, No. 1 goalie Henrik Lundqvist agreed to a long-term contract extension with the New York Rangers on Wednesday.

Lundqvist, in the final season of a six-year, $41.25 million deal, agreed to a seven-year contract reportedly worth $59.5 million. His salary-cap charge would rise from $6.875 million to $8.5 million and make him the NHL’s highest-paid goalie.

More importantly, it should keep him starring on Broadway for the rest of his career.

“About eight months ago I sat down for the first time with my family and my agent and kind of discussed my future,” Lundqvist said Wednesday after practice. “There were two things that became really clear to me: No. 1 was I really wanted to win the (Stanley) Cup here in New York. It’s my biggest goal and my biggest dream and what really pushes me right now to work harder. Secondly, I want to be a Ranger for life.

“To picture myself anywhere else, it was just wrong and it was never an option.”

More Video

Richard Peddie's secrets to successVideo: Richard Peddie's secrets to success 

LeafsBeatVideo: LeafsBeat 

Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

New York general manager Glen Sather and team owner James Dolan agreed. That helped negotiations go smoothly until they were completed Tuesday.

The Rangers didn’t release terms of the contract.

“There were lots of pieces,” Sather said. “This was a very friendly, peaceful, low-key, unemotional decision to be made by everyone. It was fun. I enjoyed it.”

With the salary cap projected to rise, one hurdle was cleared.

“A lot of that is speculation, so far. You still have to be careful,” Sather said. “We have a cap to deal with; we have other players to sign. It is terrific that Henrik decided to stay here. If he had gone someplace else, I am sure he would have earned more money, but it always isn’t money that’s a factor. You have to have a competitive team.

“This organization is all about team, and Henrik is all about team. There was no ‘I’m going to leave if you don’t give me what I want.’”

Now Sather can turn his focus to a slew of other potential free agents, such as captain Ryan Callahan. He said behind-the-scenes talks are already underway.

“In my mind, Henrik was the one that had to be signed first, and that’s the way we tried to do it,” Sather said.

Callahan said he hasn’t tied his contract situation with Lundqvist’s, but he made it clear that he also wants to stick around.

“This is where I want to be,” he said. “I am not going to air it out in the media about my contract and what is going on. I will just go about my business on the ice, and that stuff takes care of itself.”

It has been an unusual week for the 31-year-old Lundqvist, the Rangers’ unquestioned top goalie for years. The Swede is off to a slow start this season, especially by his standards, going 8-11 with a 2.51 goals-against average and a .917 save percentage in 20 games.

With the sudden emergence of backup Cam Talbot, the slightest hint of a goalie controversy arose when Talbot was given the start by coach Alain Vigneault on Monday at home against Winnipeg two days after he started against Vancouver, led by former Rangers coach John Tortorella.

“It wasn’t weird at all,” Callahan said. “We just continued to go about our business and prepared for our next game. The week was the same as it always is.”

Talbot had won six straight starts before Monday, including a pair of shutouts, and hadn’t allowed more than two goals in any outing. Those runs ended in New York’s 5-2 loss to the Jets. Talbot still sports a stellar 1.79 GAA in nine appearances.

Not that there was any doubt about the identity of the Rangers’ No. 1 netminder. Now there is no question who it is and who it will be for years. That future begins Thursday at Buffalo when Vigneault will start Lundqvist against the Sabres.

“What do they say? Happy wife, happy life. Happy goalie, happy team,” Vigneault said with a laugh. “As you can tell, I think this was a relief for Hank to finally know for sure that he is going to be a New York Ranger for the rest of his career.

“I think this is very positive for our whole team.”

Lundqvist’s deal will take him through the 2020-21 season and keep him away from free agency until he is nearly 40.

“He is everything that you would want on and off the ice,” Dolan said. “As a team owner, he is the model of what you want in a player and a leader.”

Lundqvist has been a Vezina Trophy finalist as the NHL’s top goalie in five of his eight seasons, winning it in 2012. He is 284-182-57 in the NHL, all with the Rangers, with a 2.26 GAA, .920 save percentage and 47 shutouts.

He was a seventh-round draft pick by the Rangers in 2000 and made his NHL debut in 2005.

“He is paying for dinner, that’s for sure,” Callahan said. “I’m happy for him. He definitely deserves it. He is the backbone of this team, and we’ve seen for all the years I’ve been here how good he is.”
Dallas Stars hold on for win over Chicago Blackhawks, Leafs are up next

Kari Lehtonen had a season-high 47 saves, Antoine Roussel converted a penalty shot in the third period.
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Dallas Stars left wing Antoine Roussel (21) is congratulated by his teammates for scoring a penalty shot goal against the Chicago Blackhawks during the third period at the United Center. The Stars beat the Blackhawks 4-3.
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Dallas Stars left wing Antoine Roussel (21) is congratulated by his teammates for scoring a penalty shot goal against the Chicago Blackhawks during the third period at the United Center. The Stars beat the Blackhawks 4-3. 
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CHICAGO—No 11-round shootout this time. Just a series of big stops for Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen had a season-high 47 saves, Antoine Roussel converted a penalty shot in the third period and the Dallas Stars snapped the Chicago Blackhawks’ six-game winning streak with a 4-3 victory on Tuesday night.

“It’s fun if it goes well, but if things don’t go well it can get kind of ugly,” Lehtonen said. “I had no problem getting all those shots today. I was feeling good.”

It sure looked that way.

Valeri Nichushkin had a goal and an assist for the Stars, who had dropped four of five, including consecutive shootout losses at home in their previous two games. Alex Chiasson and Erik Cole also scored.

Patrick Sharp scored his 200th goal with Chicago in the Blackhawks’ first home game since a 5-1 victory over San Jose on Nov. 17. Patrick Kane had two assists, giving him 21 points in his last 15 games.

The defending Stanley Cup champions hit the road while the circus took over the United Center and responded with an impressive 6-1-0 trip, including an epic tiebreaker during a 2-1 win in Dallas on Friday night that matched the record for longest shootout for each franchise.
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“It’s nice to be home from that long road trip, but sometimes there’s a letdown, and you can’t let that happen,” defenceman Duncan Keith said. “We were guilty of that tonight.”

Second-period goals by Nick Leddy and Johnny Oduya helped the Blackhawks erase a 3-0 deficit, but they went 1 for 5 on the power play in their second regulation home loss of the season.

The Stars appeared to be headed for disappointment before Roussel skated in on Corey Crawford and was awarded a penalty shot after Niklas Hjalmarsson hacked away at him with his stick.

Roussel then beat Crawford with a backhander into the upper right corner at 3:01, and Lehtonen stepped up with a series of solid saves to help the Stars hold on for their seventh victory in their last eight road games.

“I felt like we played defence the whole game,” Roussel said. “We didn’t have much energy. Our goaltender played unbelievable and kept us in the game.”

Dallas was once again without forward Tyler Seguin, who missed his second straight game with concussion-like symptoms. He leads the team with 12 goals.

The Stars jumped on an ill-timed line change by the Blackhawks to grab a 1-0 lead at 13:47 of the first. Nichushkin got a pass from Cody Eakin and sent a low wrister past Crawford for his third goal of the season.

Chiasson then tipped home a long slap shot by Alex Goligoski for a power-play score with 1:10 to go in the period, and Nichushkin found Cole in front of the goal to make it 3-0 early in the second.

“Very generous on the first three goals against us,” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. “We had one of those starts where we were trying to get ourselves into the game mentally. I don’t think we were sharp on the plays and the goals against.”

That sure changed in a hurry.

Sharp’s long slap shot got by Lehtonen at 9:39 for his third goal in four games, prompting the Blackhawks to turn up the pressure. Leddy converted a one-timer and Oduya’s slap shot from the boards went off Chiasson’s stick on the way to the net for his third goal.

The goals by the defencemen just 65 seconds apart tied it at 3 with 2:46 left in the period and led to a standing ovation from the crowd.

The Blackhawks continued to generate quality opportunities in the third, but Lehtonen was there each time. He had a solid stop on Brandon Saad before Roussel’s penalty shot, and then made a great save on Sharp to keep the Stars in front midway through the period.

“In the third they were coming hard and we were playing smart,” Lehtonen said. “There were a couple of breakdowns, but nothing crazy. It wasn’t a pretty win, but we’ll take it

NHL: Speedy Sharks’ new lineup shows some real bite

This is a much different Sharks team than in the past. San Jose is built for the kind of speed that coach Todd McLellan thinks is necessary in today’s NHL.
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Rising star Logan Couture, left, is the leader of a potent San Jose Sharks' offence.

Eric Bolte / USA Today Sports 

Rising star Logan Couture, left, is the leader of a potent San Jose Sharks' offence. 
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It’s unusual to see a playoff contender sell at the trade deadline, yet that’s exactly what the San Jose Sharks did last year.

General manager Doug Wilson sent Ryane Clowe, Michal Handzus and Douglas Murray away with a “reset-refresh” plan on how to proceed.

It worked, and the Sharks found another gear down the stretch and through the first quarter of this season.

This is a much different Sharks team than in the past. San Jose is built for the kind of speed that coach Todd McLellan thinks is necessary in today’s NHL.

“We’re talking about playing a more north-south game, not slowing it down as much, trying to stay ahead of the curve,” McLellan said earlier this season. “I think that’s the way the game is going. Where coming out of the last lockout you could delay and look for people and hold on to it a little bit longer, teams have figured out how to defend that now, and you have to advance and try and stay ahead of the curve.”

The Sharks look about as far ahead of the curve as they can get.

Going into Tuesday night’s game against the Maple Leafs at the Air Canada Centre, they are 18-3-5, lead the league in shots per game and are behind just the defending Stanley Cup-champion Chicago Blackhawks in goals a game.
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Once led by Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau, the Sharks have transformed into a team led by young star Logan Couture. Marleau and Thornton are still around, still scoring and have embraced the new style.

“It’s always up-tempo and you know everybody’s going to be going, so it’s fun to come to the rink,” Marleau said.

Winning is fun, too, and it’s a product of an attacking, north-south style Wilson planned for when he made those trades at the deadline. The vision was there, but it took much more than that to make it work.

“We were able to make that transition because we had younger players underneath that were ready to play,” Wilson said in a phone interview. “It goes back to giving the coaches credit for developing the younger players to be ready when the opportunities came.”

Late last season, Matt Irwin and Scott Hannan helped on the blue line, while Tommy Wingels and T.J. Galiardi stepped into more prominent roles up front. Wilson acquired Tyler Kennedy at the draft and traded away Galiardi’s free-agent rights.

But the Sharks have also thrived in part because of the emergence of Calder Trophy candidate Tomas Hertl and the continued growth of Couture and potential Canadian Olympic defenceman Marc-Edouard Vlasic.

“Talent is the one thing, but they’re mature individuals as far as their demeanour and the way they carry themselves around the rink,” McLellan said of Couture and Vlasic.

Perhaps the biggest key to the Sharks changing their game was moving Brent Burns to forward from defence. The six-foot-five, 230-pounder has been a point-a-game player this season and has been dominant since making the switch.

Burns has been the face of the Sharks’ transformation from a puck-possession team to one that relies on speed, forechecking and a boatload of shots. Couture said the coaching staff still preaches puck possession, but the emphasis has changed to putting it on net and forcing goaltenders to make saves.

“You’re not going to get many grade-A chances in the slot, so you shoot the puck and you know there’s going to be rebounds and usually the offensive team will get the puck back,” Couture said.

The Sharks have averaged almost 36 shots a game in part because they play so fast. It’s hard for opponents to keep up.

“We just execute quick,” Thornton said. “Just from defence to offence we’re just stressing get it up as quick as you can and just go. That’s why we’ve got so many goals is we’re not spending any time fooling around in our end. We’re just getting it out and going.”

In the past, the Sharks’ identity has been a great regular-season team that can’t get it done in the playoffs. Boyle, another candidate for Team Canada, said he’s tired of addressing that reputation, and his coach knows that’s how this team will be measured.

“We don’t build our team to win in the regular season,” McLellan said. “We want a team to win in the playoffs, and we haven’t fully done that. Until we get to that point as an organization, there’s always going to be that question mark that’s over our heads.”

NHL: Sharks’ Burns has new bite to his game

Brent Burns has always done things a little differently, whether it’s switching from defence to forward or owning 150 reptiles.
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Brent Burns (88) has been on a hot streak for the San Jose Sharks this season.
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The San Jose Sharks’ defenceman-turned-forward Brent Burns has a love of sharks, snakes and just about any animal.

At one time, when playing in Minnesota with the Wild, the 28-year-old owned a collection of over 150 reptiles. Self-described as a “big kid,” Burns gained an interest in snakes as a kid growing up in Barrie.

On a whim several years ago, he decided to buy some snakes to overcome his fear of the reptiles. Burns said he loved feeding them and watching what they can do with their bodies.

He was disappointed that he had to leave them behind when he was traded in 2011 to the Sharks, who landed one of hockey’s most eccentric personalities.

“I don’t have them anymore,” Burns said after the Sharks’ morning skate on Tuesday. “I gave them to a friend in Detroit. He has a snake business, and breeds and sells snakes.”

Asked what’s at home now, he joked, “two kids. Two kids are good enough.”

Burns, who has almost a dozen tattoos covering his body, is a goofy guy on a team that has a happy-go-lucky cast of characters, including the team’s top scorer Joe Thornton.

Photos 

View photos

When Brent Burns of the Sharks came home after scoring a hat trick against St. Louis Friday, he found his driveway filled with hats.

zoom

Thornton said the combination of having fun and competing hard is what is making this season a success so far.

It is exactly that kind of flakiness that keeps the mood light on the team. And when a team is playing carefree hockey, the team isn’t pressing — and the results often show up in the win column.

More Maple Leaf stories on Thestar.com

The Sharks came into Tuesday night’s game at the Air Canada Centre against the Maple Leafs on a five-game winning streak.
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It was the first time in franchise history that the Sharks had swept a five-game homestand, according to Elias Sports Bureau.

Burns was a defenceman prior to switching to forward as a junior in Brampton. In his first year with the Minnesota Wild, he played a little of both. 

With the Sharks, he was a defenceman until coach Todd McLellan asked him to move to forward last March.

“Both (positions) are fun to play,” Burns said. “Playing with (Joe) Thornton has obviously helped a lot.”

On a line with Thornton and Tomas Hertl, Burns has scored eight goals this season, including his first career hat trick against St. Louis on Nov. 29. The 6-foot-5, 230-pounder added an assist for a career-high four-point game in the 6-3 win over the Blues.

“You always dream of getting one (hat trick),” Burns said. “You never really think it’s going to happen.”

Getting home after the game, he saw his driveway littered with hats, and he tweeted the photo.

“It was special. I didn’t see any of them (hats) go in. I saw them when I got home from the rink. Great neighbours. I sent the kids out there to clean them up. It was pretty cool.”

Thornton said that he always thought that with Burns’ size “he could be a beast up front.”

“With that kind of size he’s tough to knock off the puck,” Thornton said. “He’s also a guy you want to be around. He’s an exciting type of guy.”

Leaf great Red Kelly was the player who made probably the best transition from defence to forward in the 1950s.

Kelly won the Norris Trophy as the top defenceman in the league with the Detroit Red Wings, but he later found success as a forward with Toronto.

The change is not common because it is so difficult, according to Leaf defenceman Dion Phaneuf.

“To make a switch in the National Hockey League, it’s tough to do,” the Leafs captain said.

NHL: Alfredsson delivers dagger in return to Ottawa: Cox

Former Senators captain says goodbye for good, scores insurance marker in Red Wings’ 4-2 victory.
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Former Senators captain Daniel Alfredsson salutes the crowd in Ottawa before the start of Sunday's game against the Red Wings. The contest was Alfredsson's first in the nation's capital since he left for Detroit as a free agent. 

Adrian Wyld / THE CANADIAN PRESS 

Former Senators captain Daniel Alfredsson salutes the crowd in Ottawa before the start of Sunday's game against the Red Wings. The contest was Alfredsson's first in the nation's capital since he left for Detroit as a free agent. 
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OTTAWA—Maybe it was the weird cocktail-hour start time, or perhaps the fact the two teams had already met twice before this season.

It could have been the winter storm blowing in, or it may just have been that every last angle had been covered in this story long ago, draining every drop of emotion from it well before this first Sunday in December arrived.

Instead of one spectacular last hurrah, both sides just seemed to want it to be friendly, but also finally, and emphatically, done.

So for Daniel Alfredsson’s return to the nation’s capital, there was neither a massive outpouring of affection for the former captain or a tidal wave of bitterness over the terms of his departure. It was something in between, much closer to the former than the latter. 

Just sort of nice. You know, like Alfredsson. A nice guy who surely appreciated the video tribute he received after the national anthem, albeit from an organization whose owner, Eugene Melnyk, chose to be out of the country for the farewell salute. 
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

The video was followed by a standing ovation of slightly more than a minute, then Alfredsson, wearing the same No. 11 he wore for 17 years in Ottawa, clamped a white Detroit helmet on his head, signalling the time for hugs and kisses was over.

“A lot of energy has been spent the last few days,” said Alfredsson, who spent the day with former teammate Erik Karlsson and even drove to the rink with Karlsson for the game. “I really appreciate the gesture from the Sens organization and the fans. It’s extremely humbling. It’s hard to describe. How do you feel you deserve to be cheered on like that after all you do is play hockey?”

By the end of the night, things had changed, or at least evolved. When Alfredsson’s name was announced as the author of the final empty-net dagger in a 4-2 Detroit win, loud boos echoed around the massive arena, which had started to empty with more than four minutes left in regulation.

The first boos were heard late in the second, perhaps by those still bothered by Alfredsson’s very public — and apparently accurate — declaration that the Wings have a better chance of winning the Stanley Cup than the Senators.

The Alfredsson Countdown of the past few years in which, with 11:11 left in each period, fans would chant 11 “Alfies” and then offer a lusty cheer, was heard lightly in the first period, barely in the second and not at all in the third.

“It’s good,” Alfredsson said of the boos. “They should stick up for their team and that’s what they’re doing.”

But when he was presented as the third star, there was a large cheer. Decidedly mixed, then, was how those in attendance seemed to feel, an ambivalence towards a beloved former player and the circumstances under which he had departed.

“It does put a lot of questions away for both sides going forward, and that’s the way it should be,” said Alfredsson. “Now everybody moves on.”

It was another defeat in a disappointing fall for the Sens, who have made Alfredsson appear a greater leader in his absence because they seem to miss him so very much.

Aside from a couple of electric Karlsson rushes that ultimately led to nothing, and a couple of Jason Spezza chances on which the big centre inexplicably chose to dish rather than shoot, it was another flat night for a team that was supposed to challenge for the Eastern Conference title this season.

Mika Zibanejad scored with Robin Lehner pulled for an extra attacker and 81 seconds still left to make it interesting, but 18 seconds later Alfredsson found the unguarded Ottawa net from 98 feet, a diagonal shot he could probably have made with his eyes closed after so many years of playing and practising in the Kanata arena.

“It was nice to seal the game there because they were pushing,” he said. “I was thinking, ‘Here come the pesky Sens again.’ But we were lucky to get a good bounce, I was able to get free and put the game away.

“The result makes it a lot sweeter, especially since they’ve handed it to us twice in our own building pretty good. You could tell our team was motivated today.”

In the hallway between the two dressing rooms after the game, Alfredsson huddled with Ottawa trainer Gerry Townend, probably revisiting all those injuries and all those workouts. Alfredsson’s wife hugged Lehner, bested in this Swede-vs.-Swede goalie battle by Jonas Gustavsson.

Alfredsson is now clearly a Red Wing, finding more success since being grafted on to a line with Justin Abdelkader and Darren Helm. The team he left behind is suffering on the ice, at the gate and on the bottom line, and Alfredsson’s just too nice a guy to be happy about that.

But then, he left, didn’t he? He sensed something was right somewhere else that was no longer right in Ottawa. 

Those who cheered him for so many years have been left behind, very much hoping the former captain doesn’t become a lasting symbol of the good times that left when he did.

Tyler Seguin sits with concussion symptoms

Dallas Stars centre hurt vs. Blackhawks, set to pose in ESPN The Magazine Body issue.

Text size: 

Increase

Decrease

Reset

Share via Email

Print

Report an Error  

.

Tyler Seguin of the Stars sat out Sunday night's game against the Oilers with concussion symptoms.
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DALLAS—Tyler Seguin, the Dallas Stars’ leading goal scorer, sat out Sunday night’s game against the Edmonton Oilers with concussion symptoms.

In the second period of that game, Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov left with an apparent head injury after falling face first to the ice next to the net. 

A Stars spokesperson said Seguin was hurt during Friday’s game against the Chicago Blackhawks. The first-line centre had played all 24 games this season, compiling 12 goals and 11 assists.

Seguin, whose early success might earn him consideration for Canada’s Olympic team, was seen talking in the public address booth at American Airlines Arena before Sunday’s game. His injury happened one day after ESPN The Magazine announced he would be among the athletes posing nude for this year’s Body Issue. 

“They asked me, and I said yes,” Seguin said. “It’s going to happen in the next couple of weeks.”

Other NHLers set to model are Seguin’s former teammate, Bruins captain Zdeno Chara, and former Stars player Sheldon Souray.
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DALLAS—Stars defenceman Stephane Robidas might miss the rest of the season after suffering a broken leg in Friday night’s game against the Blackhawks.

Robidas, 36, slid hard into the boards in the second period. He’s expected to be out anywhere from four to six months. 

Robidas ranks fourth on the Stars’ career list in games (704), assists (165) and points (211). He has five points in 24 games this season.

Rogers and the NHL: How the match was made

The road to winning over Gary Bettman for a $5.2-billion rights deal, the biggest in NHL's history, started in the boardroom known as “HockeyCentral.” 
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Rogers Media division president Keith Pelley, left, and Scott Moore, president of broadcasting, at company headquarters in Toronto. 
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Rogers Media division president Keith Pelley, left, and Scott Moore, president of broadcasting, at company headquarters in Toronto. 
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The whole room was one big sales pitch.

When Rogers Communications Inc. executives hosted NHL commissioner Gary Bettman two months ago to discuss the league’s broadcast rights for Canada, they didn’t take him to any old boardroom at their complex at Mount Pleasant and Bloor E.

They chose “HockeyCentral,” with its sense of the game’s history. The conference table is a facsimile of a rink, with centre line, blue lines and goal creases. On the walls hang Junior A sweaters as well as team sweaters from the pros. Very cool.

Bettman must have thought so too.

“Well, I guess we don’t have to ask you if you value hockey as a property,” he remarked to laughter.

Rogers announced the largest deal in NHL history on Nov. 26. The communications and media giant will pay $5.2 billion for exclusive rights as the NHL’s multimedia partner over 12 years.

More at thestar.com: 

Photos 

View photos

The Rogers boardroom where the company made the hockey deal with Gary Bettman.
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The personalities puzzle

NHL deal with Rogers a huge blow to TSN and CBC

NHL signs 12-year TV, Internet deal with Rogers

Keith Pelley, president of Rogers Media division, and Scott Moore, president of the broadcast sector, declined to comment on the competition, specifically the current dominant player TSN (owned by BCE), which also submitted a bid. Said Pelley: “This isn’t about beating the competition; it’s about securing the most coveted sports rights for Rogers (for) 12 years and putting us in a wonderful position.”
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Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

CBC prez explains changes to Hockey Night in Canada

By the time Pelley and Moore met with the Star on Thursday, they were still floating, seeming to pinch themselves over successful talks that began on Sept. 12 and concluded in a 72-hour crunch that involved two trips to Manhattan, sleepless nights and a scramble to get the contracts drawn up the day before the announcement.

It’s too soon to say whether it’s a good deal for Rogers, but the vision they’re so excited about is easy to see: for the hockey fanatic, games will be available on every device they own, right across the country.

As Bettman told Rogers-owned Sportsnet: “Our fans always want to explore deeper and more emotional connections to NHL hockey, and that is precisely what Rogers has promised to deliver.”

They sat down for interviews in the former office of revered founder Ted Rogers. Moore knew Rogers and Pelley says that not a day goes by when he doesn’t hear a new story about Rogers Sr. 

It’s likely that Rogers Sr., who died in 2008 at 75, would have been proud. “Ted had a habit of going big and taking chances,” said a Toronto executive who knew Rogers. 

The final days in the rush to a deal were wild. What other core bargaining team in Canada has an Ivy League player called “Hollywood” and a 28-year-old whiz kid who crunches numbers and cools his heels at McDonald’s while the pinstripes do the high-profile lifting with Bettman in New York City?

The celebrations were bittersweet. The day of our interview, Pelley had to leave to join others in feting CEO Nadir Mohammed, who saw his final deal through and retired at the end of this week. He’s being replaced by British telecom executive Guy Laurence, expected to take over the CEO reins next week.

Pelley said the rush to finish had nothing to do with the new CEO and that Laurence has been well-briefed on the NHL deal and was onside. Rather, he added, it revolved around things like an NHL board meeting next week and the amount of work the Rogers people have to do before the 2014-15 season and the birth of its new hockey universe.

It sounds as if it could be all hockey all the time on every platform in the communications toolbox. It will still be on CBC’s Hockey Night in Canada for a guaranteed four years, with CBC paying nothing but getting no revenue. CBC will no longer have editorial control.

The first payment of $300 million comes after the Stanley Cup playoffs in the spring of 2014. “It’s pay as you play,” said Pelley, with payments every year until the final $500 million in 2026.

The successful Rogers team seems about as tight as one can get.

“Nadir had the vision of building sports and all of us consolidated and made a commitment” to working out a plan for buying all the rights,” said Pelley. “Make no mistake, it was their concept (the NHL’s), not our concept, to buy all the rights.” 

They came out of the September meeting and put a very small group together. “We (worked) in a very clandestine fashion with a very few people involved — our strategy group, finance people — looking at this forensically from all facets,” said Pelley.

Scott’s team worked on it, then Scott and Pelley went to chief financial officer Tony Staffieri. Pelley recalls him saying: “This is something we have to do.”

Then, the three went to Mohammed. His comment according to Pelley was: “This is on strategy.”

It was an internal go. They co-ordinated a meeting for Nov. 20 at NHL headquarters on Avenue of the Americas in New York. The core team consisted of Mohammed, Staffieri, Pelley, Scott, Michael Webber (senior legal counsel), Scott MacMillan (a.k.a. Hollywood, VP of strategy) and Andrew Myers, 28 (a.k.a. whiz kid, a senior analyst). 

Only five went to the NHL offices. Hollywood (so-named, according to Moore, because “he’s a sharp dresser, good-looking”) didn’t go in and Myers, the number-cruncher, spent the better part of the day cooling his heels at a McDonald’s. Explained Moore: “We didn’t want the league to think we could (work out) a model for anything higher than our original bid.

“Trust me, Gary got everything and more than we were prepared to offer.”

They were so elated that, according to Pelley, Moore — who “doesn’t like to be touched” — was hugging with everybody else. “He said he would make an exception.”

The team has memories for the rest of their lives. Pelley and Moore were already tight, friends for 30 years, since Moore was assignment editor at TSN and hired Pelley as a “flugen,” now known as a broadcast associate, who watches the games and cuts the highlight packages. The pay was $7 an hour. “I knew full well he would repay the favour,” said Moore. “My job now is worth slightly more than $7 an hour.”

They delight in their jobs and their lifestyles. Toronto native Pelley lives in Etobicoke with his wife Joan and children, Hope, 7, and Jason, 10. He drives a Lexus sedan and a minivan with his kids. Since we’d been talking about how people are fascinated by everything about the players, I asked Pelley what he makes. “My father told me to never talk about my salary with anyone but my wife,” he said.

Moore, from Montreal and a Canadiens fan, lives in a Toronto condo with his wife Becky and drives an SUV. 

They alternate between throwing lines off each other and wild enthusiasm over the enormity of what they hope to do with the new deal. 

Pelley explained the whole concept began three years ago when Mohammed said that Rogers wanted to be “the dominant player in sports.”

He calls the NHL deal “the pinnacle to control the most coveted content in Canada across multiple platforms . . . for 12 years, unequivocally positioning us as the dominant player in Canada . . . We are committed to bringing the NHL to Canada like never before.”

Essentially they describe a whole new hockey universe in which the NHL “wants us to experiment with innovation.” At the top of their list of plans is a strategy of “showing the stars.” Pelley talks about his 10-year-old boy and says “you can learn so much from the way kids consume media. He follows stars.

His son doesn’t care about boardroom stories. He loves the Chicago Blackhawks and players like right winger Patrick Kane. “He cares about why he wears 88, where he comes from and what kind of curve he has on his stick.”

For Pelley, it’s the same grassroots approach he took as president of Canada’s Vancouver Olympic Games media consortium, in which individual athletes were highlighted in coverage.

Scott remembers Hockey Night in Canada interviewing players in their homes in the break after the second period and he loved it. He talks about the opportunities today to do it across many platforms, using social media, appearances and other formats they are just now working out.

Yes, but will today’s highly paid players agree to a more grassroots approach? 

Both are certain they will. Montreal Canadiens defenceman P.K. Subban called to offer congratulations, said Scott, “and he told me that he could help get some of the stars to do things off-season.”

This is the first weekend both men will have off. Next week, they head to Pelley’s cottage in the Muskokas to start the planning period. 

“Never has there been a partnership between two leagues like this,” says Pelley. “This is going to be phenomenal.”

But at what cost to consumers?

“There will be far more games . . . than ever before,” said Pelley. “Our entire model we’ve built is predicated on Rogers media being self-sustainable (with) advertising being the number one irrevocable revenue source.”

And he promised Rogers will be able to offer to advertisers “the most integrated, activated, marketing solution that has ever been given to them before.”

Pelley makes a final commitment. Earlier in the week, Don Cherry, the love-him-or-hate him CBC hockey analyst, worried publicly about his job under his new Rogers masters. Pelley offered comfort but no details, other than to say they haven’t even begun to strategize on how he could figure into the plans.

“Don Cherry is an icon,” Pelley said. “He’s part of the fabric of our culture

CBC proposed $1.5B bid for NHL TV rights

Despite losing NHL broadcast rights to Rogers, the CBC still sees value in maintaining the Hockey Night in Canada brand.
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NHL commissioner Gary Bettman, left, with Rogers president Nadir Mohamed and Rogers Media president Keith Pelley, after the announcement of Rogers' 12-year, $5.2-billion broadcasting deal.
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In the wake of Rogers’ massive broadcasting deal with the NHL, many have speculated that Hockey Night in Canada’s days are numbered on the CBC and that the deal will ultimately push the public broadcaster out of covering hockey entirely. 

Could the CBC have done better in its negotiations, rather than ceding control of Hockey Night in Canada and allowing a private broadcaster control of taxpayer-funded airwaves? And if the CBC was going to get out, why not just sell the rights to Hockey Night in Canada and get a return for them?

Holding onto the brand was a good thing, according to one expert. The brand is worth millions of dollars and the CBC owns licensing and merchandising rights.

“They don’t want to give that up,” said Richard Powers, professor of business law and ethics at the Rotman School of Management. “It’s an iconic brand.”

In the end, he said he thinks it was “wise” for CBC to hold onto the brand, because CBC could stay in the game if Rogers decides to license future games back to the CBC.

At no time did the subject of selling the HNIC brand to Rogers come up, nor was it raised at the board meeting last Monday in Montreal, a source close to the deal said.
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

Bruno Delorme, a professor sports marketing at Concordia University in Montreal, said he doesn’t know if CBC could have done any better in the negotiations with Rogers.

“From a hockey fan point of view, it’s a disappointment. But if you look at it from the CEO of a corporation, he’s looking at profits and losses.”

Delorme called CBC’s loss a “pseudo” loss because the deal reduces the financial risk for CBC if, for instance, ratings take a sudden drop.

Delorme also said he has “a gut feeling” that Rogers overpaid the NHL because it wanted to eliminate all rivals and perhaps paid “an ego premium.”

Under the deal with Rogers, CBC maintains ownership of the HNIC branding, but Rogers has the right to use HNIC branding across all its platforms. 

Although the CBC is still expected to shed jobs, the damage has been diminished due to the deal, according to sources. The CBC, however, gave up editorial control to Rogers, which will be in charge of content, on-air talent and the creative direction of Hockey Night in Canada.

CBC simply did not bring the same amount of money to the table that Rogers did when negotiating with the NHL. The CBC was willing to go 50 per cent higher than the reported $100 million annually it was paying the NHL in a deal that is set to expire after the season, according to sources.

With a valuation in the area of $150 million, the CBC was seeking a long-term commitment on a new agreement ranging from seven to 10 years, putting its bid around $1 to $1.5 billion. The NHL’s asking price was around $200 million (U.S.) annually.

Even with what the CBC termed an “aggressive” bid, the money was a pittance compared to the $5.2 billion that Rogers Communications offered to sew up all national rights to NHL games on all platforms for 12 years.

When the CBC’s exclusive bargaining window closed at the end of August, the NHL went out to the marketplace.

Last Thursday in a conference call to the CBC, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman gave the public broadcaster the bad news. CBC was expecting to hear a response to their final offer. Instead, they learned that the NHL was going with Rogers.

The CBC knew the NHL was looking to add a Sunday night package, but the CBC was not interested in the possibility of moving to Sundays and giving up the Saturday time slot. Moving to Sundays was not part of the negotiations, a source said.

With CBC squeezed out, the public broadcaster was backed against a wall, with the possibility of losing its iconic HNIC brand after next season when the new deal kicks in.

The NHL told the CBC that they should talk to Rogers to see if they could form a partnership. Over the course of the next four days, the CBC agreed to a sublicensing deal that will keep Hockey Night in Canada on the air for four more years, but hands control of the entire show to Rogers.

Stumbling Sens prepare to host Daniel Alfredsson: Cox

So far, the Senators seem to miss their former captain terribly, perhaps less his offensive production than his presence and leadership.
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Daniel Alfredsson,centre, and the Red Wings take on the Senators in Ottawa Sunday afternoon. The Sens will have a pre-game video tribute for their former captain.
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It’s not an ideal way to juice the gate.

But with their attendance at the lowest it’s been for more than a decade after 13 home starts, the Ottawa Senators are undoubtedly hoping the return of Daniel Alfredsson in a Detroit Red Wings uniform to the nation’s capital on Sunday afternoon will at least give Ottawa hockey fans a reason to start showing up in greater numbers.

Owner Eugene Melnyk has said the team will deliver a pre-game video tribute to its former captain somewhere between the national anthems and puck drop.

“Hopefully, everyone gets to their seats early and watches,” Melnyk said in an Ottawa radio interview this week. “We now have a new captain, new team and all we can do is wish Daniel the best.

“We’re going to give him his due recognition.”

Alfredsson will return to see his former club struggling both on the ice and, curiously enough, at the gate in his absence. With Melnyk already claiming annual losses of $10 million, Senators attendance has fallen this year to an average of 17,500 per game from 19,408 a season ago.
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Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

A disappointing 17,931 fans turned out on Thursday night for Vancouver as the Sens dropped a 5-2 decision, yet another frustrating result and gate for a team that has won two games in a row only once this season.

If it makes Paul Maclean and Co. feel any better, they’ve got lots of Canadian company in their dissatisfaction. Indeed, most Canadian teams seem unhappy these days despite the fact NHL franchises north of the border are generally riding high in terms of the business of the game.

Vancouver had lost seven of eight before beating the Sens; the Leafs got whacked by Columbus early in the week and then blew a lead in Pittsburgh; Winnipeg can’t seem to get any traction at all out west; both the Oilers and Flames are facing long, long seasons.

Only in Montreal where the Habs have won four straight is there any sense of real contentment, and that could vanish with a loss to Toronto on Saturday night.

While the Senators have beaten Detroit twice in two tries this season — Alfredsson wasn’t in uniform for the second defeat — this is hardly the state in which the Ottawa squad wanted to find itself this weekend.

The response to the 40-year-old Alfredsson might be interesting, particularly as he made it clear he was joining Detroit as a free agent because he believed the Wings had a better chance at the Stanley Cup this season than Ottawa. That, of course, came after his infamous “probably not” comment last spring in the post-season when asked if the Senators had any chance of fighting back from a playoff deficit.

Hardly helpful in a town where votes of non-confidence are anything but ignored.

Still, it would be a shocker if he received a negative response on Sunday. People have a way of forgiving and forgetting the perceived transgressions of their heroes, as witnessed earlier this season when Pavel Bure returned to Vancouver to have his No. 10 retired.

Alfredsson has only four goals in 21 games for the Wings. But Detroit sits higher in the league standings than does Ottawa, as does Anaheim, the team that peddled Bobby Ryan east in the wake of Alfredsson’s departure to give the Sens a new scoring star.

That trade cost Ottawa two young players and a first-round pick next June, and while Ryan had 13 goals going into a game with Columbus on Friday night, there’s a sense he has yet to really click with the rest of the lineup.

New captain Jason Spezza, meanwhile, has points but is a big minus. Former Norris Trophy winner Erik Karlsson leads all NHL blueliners in scoring, but overall the Sens haven’t played with the same industriousness as they did last season.

Former first-round pick Jared Cowan was a healthy scratch Thursday against the Canucks, while goalie Craig Anderson has allowed three or more goals in 11 of his 17 games and was yanked in the loss to Vancouver.

Anderson’s stats of a .894 save percentage and 3.51 goals-against average pale in comparison to last year when he was superb with a .941 save percentage and 1.69 average.

The Sens are surely one of the NHL’s mystery teams so far this season, but certainly inconsistent goaltending and poor defensive play — a fall from No. 2 to No. 27 in goals-allowed — offer clues as to what ails the team.

“Until we make it painful to go into that area teams are going to take liberties on us and get quality shots,” said winger Clarke MacArthur. “Until we start putting guys on their butt, things aren’t going to change.”

So far, the Sens seem to miss Alfredsson terribly, perhaps less his offensive production than his presence and leadership.

Are fans staying away in protest, or because they miss him too?

Well, they can see him again on Sunday. Cheer him if they want.

Melnyk would just like them to show up.

Maple Leafs: 5 Reasons for the meltdown in Pittsburgh
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Chris Conner gets happy after putting one past Jonathan Bernier.
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Chris Conner gets happy after putting one past Jonathan Bernier. 
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Top 5 reasons behind the Leafs meltdown in Pittsburgh Wednesday night:

1.Shots

Toronto is being outshot at an alarming pace – 36.5 shots against compared to 26.5 shots for; that’s a differential of 10, the worst in the NHL. Toronto gave up 48 shots to Pittsburgh, two days after giving up 50 vs Columbus – that’s plainly unacceptable, and in anyone’s analysis, the symptom of something deeper than just stats. It’s important to note that playoff expectations for a team that gives up this many shots are next to nill – in other words, any team that continues to get outshot at the rate the Leafs do will jeopardize their playoff hopes, big time.

2.No shots for in the third period

A stunning stat and, again, symptomatic of something wrong that’s deeper than stats. The goose egg in Pittsburgh in the third should not be summed up entirely to the Penguins amazing lineup and relentless onslaught. Toronto simply “stopped” playing – Carlyle’s own words. The coach has been barking on details and attention to own zone play, as far back as when the Leafs opened the season at 6-1-0; and still, the Leafs are not listening, atleast not entirely. They are a good team (record wise) that shies away from its game plan and simple execution when it has the lead; they are a lousy third period team; and they really exposed themselves in that third period as a last place team disguised as a 14-9-1 club.
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3.The defence

Toronto’s blueline is now being exposed as lacking depth and true leadership. Dion Phaneuf did a fine job by all accounts working against Sidney Crosby Wednesday, and he continues to lead the Leafs in ice time; Carl Gunarsson, his D-partner, leads the team in blocked shots – but where is the rest of the group? Jake Gardiner, after rising to third in ice time, was a healthy scratch vs Pittsburgh. Paul Ranger remains a work in progress, but that progress seems stalled at best. Toronto does a decent job at boxing out forwards and giving their goalies a view of the puck. But their play in Pittsburgh continued to expose the fact the defense corps is not a good shot blocking group. They certainly drop into a box around their goalie, matching defensive schemes by top teams like Boston, but they pale in comparison in shutting down shooting lanes, and stopping penetration by top forwards. Evgeni Malkin was able to waltz right into the crease, shove Jonathan Bernier into his own net, then stuff the puck in for the game tying goal; and while Nazem Kadri got schooled on that play by Malkin, there had to be an answer there on the coverage, and there wasn’t. Toronto is too loose and not committed enough in their own zone; there’s been too much talk about getting a big, power center, when the real need is another top four defenceman who can help an obviously over worked and under performing blueline.

4.Where’s the special teams?

The Leafs were third worst on the penalty kill under Ron Wilson, then improved to second best last season under Randy Carlyle. The Leafs continued that trend in the early going this year, but have slid backwards dramatically of late.

Against Pittsburgh, the club allowed three powerplay goals, marking the fourth time this season they have given up two or more in a game; AND, they gave up two or more on the penalty kill only three times all of last season (grant it, it was a 48 game season).

Toronto’s penalty kill was among the league’s best entering November; it’s now dropped to 20th overall, allowing 20 powerplay goals in 25 games.

Toronto was also whistled for a rash of penalties vs Pittsburgh, and is now the second most penalized team in the league (in terms of number of minor penalties) behind Ottawa.

5.What about those goalies?

Praised as THE reason the Leafs are where they are in the standings. Bernier and James Reimer have posted an .892 save percentage combined over the last four games, three of them losses. They are under intense pressure every night, but as seen in Pittsburgh and against Columbus, both goalie are getting beat on rising shots to the corners, just under the cross bars. Both Bernier and Reimer have not fallen off their excellent performance levels; but one of them has to steal a game like Wednesday in Pittsburgh, and that hasn’t happened lately.
Rogers-NHL deal: What can TSN do to replace NHL hockey?

This year, more than 360 hours of NHL hockey will be broadcast nationally by TSN and TSN2. That’s 360 empty hours they have to find programming for over the next 12 years.
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TSN will have to find programming to fill the 360 hours of NHL hockey the network is losing annually as a result of the recent agreement between Rogers and the league.
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TSN will have to find programming to fill the 360 hours of NHL hockey the network is losing annually as a result of the recent agreement between Rogers and the league. 
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Name a show that you would watch for more than 300 hours. 

Anything come to mind? 

Well, now imagine that show is up against one of your favourite shows of all time, one you grew up watching and can’t imagine your nights without.

Can you think of any?

That’s the predicament TSN finds itself in without NHL games. And somewhere out there right now is a TV executive tasked with figuring out what to put on the air now. 

TSN will nationally broadcast 147 NHL games for the 2013-2014 season. Each game is scheduled for approximately 2 ½ hours, amounting to more than 360 hours of television. 

TSN is going to keep some hockey games, at least regionally. But even if we look at 300 hours as the approximate hole the network has to fill for each of the next 12 years, it’s a daunting prospect.
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What are TSN’s options? Will poker, fishing and lumberjack challenges have to make up the difference, or are there other realistic possibilities?

Consider Wednesday night, currently TSN’s biggest hockey night. From 7 p.m. until 1 a.m., TSN carried two NHL games, while TSN2 had one game at 7.

Looking at ESPN, does anything stand out as a feasible alternative for TSN?

ESPN: NBA countdown; Miami Heat vs. Cleveland Cavaliers; EA Sports Maui Invitational featuring Syracuse vs. Baylor (college basketball); and Sportscentre

ESPN2: Maui Invitational featuring California vs. Dayton in U.S. college basketball; National Invitational Tournament featuring Alabama vs. Duke in U.S. college football); Sportscentre; and Keith Olbermann’s Thanksgiving Special (it’s about U.S. football).

Unfortunately, none of those programs are going to be big draws for Canadian audiences, particularly since TSN’s broadcasts would be going head-to-head with Rogers’ NHL games. If they were big draws, they would already be simulcast up here. 

That is not to say the NBA in particular can’t be bigger in Canada. But current ratings are weak. In the short term, TSN could increase its basketball broadcasts, pulling from ESPN and other networks, as well as promote its NCAA March Madness coverage.

But it seems improbable that the network will be able to bring Canadians to basketball, especially since the Raptors are the only Canadian professional franchise, and NBA games would be opposite hockey games.

However, that is not to write off ESPN as a major source for upcoming TSN and TSN2 schedules. The Canadian broadcaster could take a long, hard look at what it wants to accomplish with its programming and decide to place more emphasis on hard news and storytelling (as opposed to broadcasting sports events), much as ESPN is doing south of the border with documentary films like its Emmy-nominated 30 for 30 series. 

Ultimately, the network’s big challenge will be turning nothing into something. Fortunately, TSN has earned a name for itself as a sports network that can take properties nobody wants and turn them into massive rating draws. Just look at the world junior hockey championship, or even more timely, the CFL.

TSN could try to focus on junior hockey outside the IIHF championship, as Rogers’ broadcasting rights expire soon. The communications company may simply not have the real estate for both junior hockey, the Memorial Cup and its now-massive NHL empire, all alongside its many other properties, including the Blue Jays.

But at the same time, a similar problem remains: junior hockey would now be squaring off against NHL games, and to date the popularity of the world juniors has never been sustained outside of the 10-day tournament.

Another idea is Canadian Interuniversity Sport. Could TSN turn Canadian university-level athletics into a bigger deal? Probably not. But the CIS certainly has a niche following, and there may be room to grow with the right marketing and investment. 

Other more populist possibilities include mixed martial arts or even wrestling. 

One area that’s going to be tricky for TSN going forward is in-depth hockey analysis. Although a network staple, the problem is that breaking down NHL games and players ultimately serves as advertising for platforms that actually carry the sport. It’s hard to devote hours of programming to shows in which you are ultimately telling people to change the channel.
Rogers NHL Deal: 5 things you need to know

Rogers assumes control of Hockey Night in Canada, but will Don Cherry get to stay? And what happens with TSN?
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The Sportsnet team just got a little more interesting. And it's likely going to get bigger.

The Sportsnet team just got a little more interesting. And it's likely going to get bigger. 
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Richard Peddie's secrets to success

LeafsBeat

Don Cherry uncertain what new NHL deal means for him

Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

So what does today’s news mean for the fan who just wants to watch hockey? The Star takes a look at five things you should know:

1. Where can hockey fans watch NHL games?

Anywhere Rogers wants, for the most part, as the company has now largely seized control of the bulk of games across the country.

Although TSN is cut off from broadcasting national games or the playoffs, regional packages with teams allow the network to air some local content. TSN currently has such deals with the Toronto Maple Leafs, the Montreal Canadiens and the Winnipeg Jets.

As for national content, the newly penned Rogers agreement means hockey will be available on more channels, including all Sportsnet regional stations and Sportsnet 360. Additionally, if you don’t want to watch the game CBC is airing during Hockey Night in Canada, Rogers has promised another matchup airing on City TV stations. And they may simulcast the Saturday night hockey game on Sportsnet as well.

The new deal gives Rogers control of the NHL’s Centre Ice package, which allows you to watch games that were locally televised on regional sports networks and/or over-the-air stations. If Rogers doesn’t make the package available to Bell subscribers, they will have to make a switch.

2. Every night is Hockey Night in Canada?

As part of the deal, Rogers has three exclusive nights to broadcast any game involving a Canadian team: Wednesdays, Saturdays and Sundays. Since Rogers now owns the HNIC brand, it sounds like the new national broadcasts will be labelled with the title traditionally reserved for Saturday nights. Marquee matchups, including Leafs games, could be shown Sunday under the HNIC banner, increasing the label’s reach but also weakening the association between the CBC and Saturday night as the go to place for major NHL games.

3. What happens to “The Hockey Theme” song?

When TSN’s owner CTV landed the rights to the iconic lead in to Hockey Night in Canada, it was seen as a major boost to the network that claims “Hockey Lives Here.” But now that TSN has been shut out as a national broadcaster, the theme song will no longer be heard coast to coast before any NHL game. TSN won’t give up the rights to the song, however, and will use “The Hockey Theme” for all regional broadcasts as well as any other hockey game, including the World Junior Championships.

4. What about the hockey commentators?

Is this the rise of Nick Kypreos? Look for already-entrenched Sportsnet personalities to become even bigger. On the other side, from CBC’s Don Cherry and Ron McLean to TSN’s Bob McKenzie and Darren Dreger and James Duthie, where or if you’ll be able to watch some of Canada’s best-known hockey personalities is unclear. Although CBC will continue to air Hockey Night in Canada on Saturday, Rogers’ control of editorial content means Coach’s Corner has to be under review. TSN favourites may choose to stay with the network as analysts, but expect some movement in the next few years.

5. What does the deal means for other hockey?

Although national NHL games are off the table, TSN still holds the rights to World Junior Hockey Championships — although Rogers owns the rights to junior hockey and the Memorial Cup. There are reports that TSN may push to become the junior hockey broadcast rights holder, supplementing its popular IIHF Championships coverage with junior hockey games.

Beyond that, TSN will likely double down on its role as a source for NHL analysis, ramping up its already saturated coverage of the trade deadline, and finding ways to attract viewers before a game, during intermissions and after the buzzer. And expect the network to make an even bigger deal out of the CFL, the one major sporting property the company has left.
Ducks lose Sbisa, Fasth with long-term injuries
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Ducks goalie Viktor Fasth slams the door on Pascal Dupuis of the Penguins when the teams met Nov. 18.
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Ducks goalie Viktor Fasth slams the door on Pascal Dupuis of the Penguins when the teams met Nov. 18. 
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ANAHEIM, CALIF.—Ducks defenceman Luca Sbisa will be out at least six weeks with a torn tendon in his right hand. The NHL-leading Ducks also announced goalie Viktor Fasth will miss another three or four weeks with muscle inflammation in his lower body.

Sbisa, who missed the first 15 games of the regular season with an injured ankle, was hurt again during the Ducks' 1-0 overtime victory over Tampa Bay on Friday. The Swiss defenceman will have surgery on his wrist Monday.

Fasth was expected to start Friday, but the Ducks said he was hurt in warmups. The Swedish goalie missed a month earlier this season with a lower-body injury, limiting him to just five appearances.

The Ducks recalled goalie Frederik Andersen, who made a phenomenal start to his NHL career while filling in for Fasth as Jonas Hiller's backup earlier this season, going 6-1 with a 1.66 goals-against average and .943 save percentage. He was the first goalie in nearly two decades to begin his NHL career with six straight victories.
Maple Leafs: Grabovski finds happiness in Washington

The former Maple Leaf forward has settled in with the Capitals after being a surprise buyout
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Mikhail Grabovski has proven to be a better fit in Washington than he ever was with the Maple Leafs.

USA TODAY 

Mikhail Grabovski has proven to be a better fit in Washington than he ever was with the Maple Leafs. 
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Mikhail Grabovski will tell you that he’s happy now.

That wasn’t the case late during his time with the Toronto Maple Leafs, when coach Randy Carlyle used him in a reduced role. After the Leafs bought out the final four years of his contract, he signed with the Washington Capitals, who figured to make him a more prominent part of their offence.

Grabovski is playing down the lineup on what could be called the Capitals’ second or third line, but he’s much more comfortable now. 

“It’s different,” Grabovski said. “It’s just trust of the people. They trust me like I can play.”

Grabovski doesn’t think that trust was there from Carlyle last season, so he considered the buyout a positive move for his career. Things aren’t all perfect with the Capitals, but he’s tied for third on the team in scoring and enjoying the fresh start going into Saturday night — his first game against his former team at Air Canada Centre.

The 29-year-old is motivated to play in the place he calls his “hometown,” but this entire season is a proving ground for Grabovski with the Capitals and the Leafs without him. Toronto is 13-8-1 and in third place in the Atlantic Division despite injuries to centres Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland and the suspensions of winger David Clarkson and centre Nazem Kadri.
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

Meanwhile, Grabovski has found a groove on a line with Jason Chimera and Joel Ward and fit in comfortably within the Capitals’ system, where he has fewer checking responsibilities and more offensive freedom.

“I don’t think we produce like checking hockey here,” Grabovski said in an interview with The Canadian Press this week at the team’s practice facility near Washington. “It’s more offensive smart hockey than we play in Toronto, completely different style of the hockey.”

Grabovski has seven goals and 11 assists going into the Capitals’ game Friday night against the Montreal Canadiens. He had nine goals and seven assists during last year’s lockout-shortened 48-game season with the Leafs.

His ice time isn’t substantially different, either — just under 16 minutes a game — but coach Adam Oates has put Grabovski into spots where he feels more comfortable.

“He just give me (a chance to) do on the ice what I do all my life, what I like to do,” Grabovski said. “That’s the best way I can play and enjoy the hockey.”

And the Capitals enjoy having him around, on and off the ice. Oates is trying to mould Grabovski into more of the pass-first centre he prefers, but along the way he has been satisfied with Grabovski’s willingness to learn.

“I really love how conscientious he is about his game,” Oates said. “He likes video, he wants video, he wants to learn, he wants to watch his shifts, he wants to see where he made mistakes. I’ve talked to him about what I think in terms of he’s got to change a little bit. Do I like the player? Yeah, I really do.”

Grabovski likes the weather and living in the Washington area. And of course he likes playing hockey with more of an offensive focus.

“If I don’t like it, I’d never be here, probably,” he said.

Grabovski has bounced around the lineup a bit over the first quarter of the season. He had a hat trick on opening night at the Chicago Blackhawks, which included the only two power-play goals he scored for the Capitals before being moved off the top unit in favour of Marcus Johansson.

He’s still getting power-play minutes, similar to the time he got last season for the Leafs.

“I still learn,” Grabovski said of his role on the power play. “I learn new things about the team. But I just enjoy to stay and play here.”

Oates doesn’t know exactly why things went awry for Grabovski in Toronto, and before that in Montreal. What he knows is what he has seen in his growth alongside Chimera and Ward.

“He’s played in two very stressful organizations, and I don’t know what their rules are, but I’ve given him ours,” Oates said. “It’s funny how he’s having success doing simple little things, just waiting for his opportunities. He’s got two guys to play with that he’s got to create (for) them. To score goals in this league it takes all three guys now, generally, and I think he’s using them better and trusting them and they’re getting to know him better.”

Given what Oates wants in a centre, Grabovski has some adjusting to do. He’s much different than the man he was theoretically replacing in the Capitals line, Mike Ribeiro, who was a point-a-game player last season before signing with the Phoenix Coyotes.

Oates has spent time working with Grabovski to get him more accustomed to the all-around job of manning the middle of the ice.

“Not that centremen don’t score goals, of course they do. But they’ve got to play in their own end,” he said. “They’ve got to spend a lot in their own end, so that makes it difficult to go down the other end and score. They’ve got too much responsibilities in their own end.”

Grabovski knows all about the defensive end of the ice after playing for Carlyle. He made some disparaging comments about his former coach after being bought out but also understands Carlyle and his staff helped him become a better defensive player by preaching discipline.

Busy with his new life in Washington, Grabovski hasn’t paid close attention to the injuries at centre that have forced Toronto to make plenty of changes. He didn’t give any thought to the idea that the Leafs could’ve used him while they were experimenting with James van Riemsdyk at centre and acquiring Peter Holland.

“I don’t think these injuries change the style of Toronto game,” he said. “I know the players who scored before, they score right now.”

Grabovski’s scoring, too. His line has been the Capitals’ most successful one of late, so much so that Oates joked it was the top unit on a team that has Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom.

“Right now they are playing like a top line,” Ovechkin said. “To be honest with you, Chimmer, Wardo, they score big goals for us, they make a play.”

Ward said Grabovski has “embraced the enthusiasm of the green line” and has been a major part of that trio’s success.

“He’s a good skater, he’s got a good shot, he’s got a good hockey IQ,” Ward said. “He’s very offensive-minded, obviously, so it makes things a lot easier to play with when he’s creating that momentum up the ice and with his abilities he creates a lot on his own.”

Off the ice, Ward described Grabovski as pretty quiet. But Ovechkin likes how Grabovski has fit in to the Capitals’ locker-room.

“He’s not that kind of guy who’s going to come here and scream and make jokes around,” Ovechkin said. “He’s kind of more focusing guy. It’s a good part of him.”
Former Leaf is league’s current MVP

Picking the award winners in every category at the quarter mark of the season 
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Alexander Steen has been a standout in the NHL this year, dominating both offensively and defensively for the St. Louis Blues.
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Alexander Steen has been a standout in the NHL this year, dominating both offensively and defensively for the St. Louis Blues. 
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The award winners at the quarter mark of the NHL season:

Hart Trophy: Alexander Steen (St. Louis Blues). The MVP leader has been the best player on the team playing the best hockey. He's tied for the NHL lead in goals and is a noteworthy defensive forward. He's a coach's dream. Also a former Maple Leaf. Prime contenders: Sidney Crosby (Pittsburgh Penguins) and Ryan Getzlaf (Anaheim Ducks).

Norris Trophy: Erik Karlsson (Ottawa Senators). No defenceman can match Karlsson's game-changing ability. He's playing 27 minutes, 31 seconds a night and is averaging a point a game. Prime contenders: Ryan Suter (Minnesota Wild) and P.K. Subban (Montreal Canadiens).

Calder Trophy: Seth Jones (Nashville Predators). Although there's a quality collection of rookie forwards, the defenceman is having the greatest impact on his team. He has averaged about 24 minutes a game and has played 26 or more minutes seven times. It's hard to believe he's 19. Prime contenders: Tomas Hertl (San Jose Sharks) and Sean Monahan (Calgary Flames).

GM of the Year: Don Maloney (Phoenix Coyotes). This is a tough choice because a handful of GMs have done a masterful job of refashioning their teams. But Maloney is working with one of the league's lower payrolls and but has fashioned an offence that can score with the top teams. No one expected Phoenix's 14-4-3 start. Prime contenders: Doug Armstrong (St. Louis) and Doug Wilson (San Jose).
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Gary Bettman labels NHL-Rogers deal a 'win' for fans

Masterton Trophy: Teemu Selanne (Anaheim). This award is supposed to be about dedication and perseverance. Somehow it has evolved into comeback player of the year. Selanne fits the true definition. He has played at a high level into his 40s and has been a classy, congenial person throughout his career. Prime contenders: Martin St. Louis (Tampa Bay Lightning) and Martin Brodeur (New Jersey Devils).

Jack Adams Award: Patrick Roy (Colorado Avalanche). There are several prime coaching candidates. Roy gets the edge because the Avalanche were a lottery team last season and now they play like a confident contender. Prime contenders: Bruce Boudreau (Anaheim) and Mike Yeo (Minnesota).

Selke Trophy: Pavel Datsyuk (Detroit Red Wings). He leads the league in takeaways and is a relentless back checker. He's a quality faceoff man and will block shots as well. Prime contenders: Patrice Bergeron (Boston Bruins) and Jonathan Toews (Chicago Blackhawks).

Lady Byng Trophy: Logan Couture (San Jose). The A-level player doesn't have a penalty this season and is a gentlemanly guy with an entertaining Twitter account. Prime contenders: St. Louis and Selanne.
Forsberg named MVP

Dansk, Ristolainen, Forsberg win Directorate Awards
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 Forsberg named MVP 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 26: Sweden's Filip Forsberg #16 celebrates with Jacob de la Rose #9 after a first period goal against Switzerland during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Filip Forsberg has been named MVP of the U20s for his outstanding 2014 performance in Malmö. He is the first Swede so honoured since MVP awards began in 2004. 

The Directorate Awards went to Sweden’s Oscar Dansk for Best Goalie, Finland’s Rasmus Ristolainen for Best Defenceman, and Sweden’s Filip Forsberg as Best Forward.

The media All-Star Team consisted of:

Goal: Juuse Saros (FIN)

Defence: Nikita Zadorov (RUS)

Defence: Rasmus Ristolainen (FIN)

Forward: Anthony Mantha (CAN)

Forward: Teuvo Teräväinen (FIN)

Forward: Filip Forsberg (SWE)

MVP: Filip Forsberg (SWE)

Forsberg is the only repeat player to the All-Star Team, having been named to the 2013 edition as well.
Fantastic Finns strike gold!

Ristolainen gets OT winner, hosts fall short
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 Fantastic Finns strike gold! 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 5: Finland celebrating with the Championship Trophy after a 3-2 overtime win over Sweden in the gold medal game at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Rasmus Ristolainen scored at 9:42 of overtime to lift Finland to an unforgettable 3-2 win over host Sweden in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship on Sunday. 

Captain Teuvo Teräväinen put the puck around the boards to Ristolainen, who powered down the right side, beating Swedish defenceman Robert Hägg as he cut to the net and put a backhand deke underneath sprawling netminder Oscar Dansk.

"I saw that they played man-on-man defence in their own end," said Ristolainen. "It was empty in front of the net. I just skated there. I tried just to put the puck somewhere hard and it went in."

In regulation time, Saku Mäenalanen had a goal and an assist for Finland and Esa Lindell had a single. Teräväinen, who won the scoring title with 15 points, totalled three assists.

Lucas Wallmark and Christian Djoos tallied a goal and an assist apiece for Sweden.

"We were playing in their zone the whole game," said Swedish captain Filip Forsberg, who was named tournament MVP. "Obviously it’s hard to lose like this."

The Cinderella Finns were hoping for a storybook ending, and they got it in spades against their great Nordic rival. It is Finland’s third World Junior gold medal of all time. The previous ones came in 1987 and 1998.

The gold is Finland’s first medal since 2006’s bronze in Vancouver. That was also the last year a team other than Canada, Russia, Sweden, or the United States medalled.

"Nobody trusted us to win, but we trusted," said Teräväinen. "We knew we were going to be a good team and we had a chance to win this tournament. It’s an awesome feeling right now."

The powerhouse Swedes had won six straight games prior to the final, but didn’t get the dream ending they craved. It is Sweden’s ninth silver medal of all time. The Swedes have now medaled in three straight years and six out of the last seven years.

"It’s just frustrating and really sad at the same time that we didn’t pull through in the end," said defenceman Gustav Olofsson. "You’re that close. There’s no excuse for it. I thought we had a really good tournament, but in the end it just wasn’t enough."

Much like Finland's 4-1 triumph over host Sweden at the 1995 IIHF World Championship, this will go down as one of the great moments in Finnish hockey history. The future looks bright for Finland's young stars.

It was a great conclusion to a beautifully organized World Juniors in Sweden’s third-largest city – even if it didn’t come with the desired ending for the hosts.

With lightning reflexes, excellent positioning, and total focus, Juuse Saros showed why he could become the latest star in the constellation of world-class Finnish goalies. The 18-year-old Hämeenlinna native made 35 saves, outdueling Sweden’s Dansk, who had 28 stops.

Of spoiling archrival Sweden's potential home ice party, Saros said: "Of course, it feels very nice. I heard they had limousines and things already, so it’s very nice."

"We played well today, but their goalie was really good today," said Wallmark. "It was tough for us."

The Swedes entered the gold medal game with a whopping 30-8 goal difference. But coach Rikard Grönborg’s high-powered offence unfortunately fell short in front of a record-setting crowd of 12,023 at Malmö Arena when it counted most.

Coach Karri Kivi’s squad got off to a dream start just 28 seconds in when Lindell took a short pass from Mäenalanen at the top of the left faceoff circle and put it top corner past Dansk’s glove through a screen. Teräväinen drew the second assist.

The chants of “Let’s go, Sweden!” persisted, but the Finns had the confidence-builder they wanted. (Interestingly, Lindell also scored in the opening minute of the Sweden-Finland round-robin game, although the Swedes won that one 4-2.)

The slightly larger Swedes tried throwing their weight around, with Hägg hammering Joni Nikko in the Swedish end. The Finns, however, were giving no quarter, playing with tons of “sisu”, the intangible Finnish quality that roughly translates as “guts”.

"Sweden played well after we scored the first goal, but we knew we'd have to defend well anyway," said defenceman Ville Pokka.

Saros was there whenever the Swedes tested him, foiling Jacob de la Rose on a 3-on-2 rush at the nine-minute mark and gobbling up a Lukas Bengtsson howitzer from the centre point.

In the second period, the Swedes carried the play early on, forcing the Finns into a defensive posture. Sticks and bodies constantly clogged Tre Kronor's lanes.

Just after the six-minute mark, the Swedes were incensed when Sebastian Collberg went down in a heap at the side of the Finnish net after a collision with Mikko Vainonen. He was helped off by the trainers with a towel on his face. There was no call on the play.

Sweden tied it up at 7:53 of the middle frame on the power play when Wallmark hammered a slap shot inside Saros’s right post. It was just the second goal Finland’s penalty kill had surrendered in these World Juniors. The crowd was right back in it.

"It was a good pass from Lukas Bengtsson and I just shot and saw the puck go in," said Wallmark.

Finland had an immediate response: more magic from the Teräväinen-Mäenalanen combo. Forty-five seconds later, the Finnish captain sent a nifty backhand feed across the Swedish goal crease and his winger put in his tournament-leading seventh goal to make it 2-1.

Sweden got one more chance to equalize in the second period when Ristolainen was penalized for tripping André Burakowsky in front of the benches. But the dogged Finns kept their foes at bay despite some close calls. Shots on goal in the second favoured Sweden 14-7.

"We got a lot of penalties today and it was hard to kill those all the time," said Teräväinen. "But I’m so happy right now."

In the third period, after Finland killed off two more minors to Saku Kinnunen and Aleksi Mustonen, Ristolainen wound up with another penalty for hauling down Alexander Wennberg. The Swedes called their timeout before going to the man advantage.

It paid off. With heavy traffic in front, Djoos powered a centre-point slapper high over Saros's glove to make it 2-2 with 9:07 remaining. The building erupted again.

Dansk took a pratfall behind his net, giving the crowd a scare, but he would make a great save on Henri Ikonen's gallant dash down the left side with about four minutes left.

And so it was off to overtime.

The Swedes failed in their bid to win the World Juniors on home ice for the first time ever. They previously hosted the tournament in 1979, 1984, 1993, 2000, and 2007.

"I'm still tremendously proud of what we accomplished in the tournament," said Grönborg. "We haven't lost in regulation in the whole tournament. Overall, I'm happy with the way we played. We just had an opponent that scored in overtime against us."

"It's excellent how the team has grown," said Kivi of his young Finns. "It was kind of a fairy tale. The painful moments during the tournament made us grow."

Asked how Finland would celebrate this win, Kivi responded with a smile: "It's not a problem to party in Finland."

Sweden played without defenceman Jesper Pettersson. He was serving a one-game suspension for his role in a post-game altercation with Russia’s Andrei Mironov in the semi-finals.

The Finns will aim to defend their title when the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship, co-hosted by the Canadian cities of Toronto and Montreal, kicks off on 26 December 2014.

Russians do it again

Canada falls to 4th after 2-1 loss

Published 05.01.2014 16:30 | Author Andrew Podnieks 

 Russians do it again 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 5: Russia celebratory team photo after capturing the bronze medal with a 2-1 win over Canada at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

First-period goals from Mikhail Grigorenko and Eduard Gimatov and a 30-save performance by Andrei Vasilevski led Russia to a 2-1 win over Canada for bronze. 

Russia remains a perfect 6-0 in bronze-medal games at the U20 while, for the first time since Hockey Canada introduced the Program of Excellence in 1982, Canada goes home without a medal for the second straight year.

"I wanted to win gold and the whole team did," said goalie Zachary Fucale. "This is unacceptable for us. You have to be at your best every night, and we weren't, and it cost us the tournament."

It's also the second straight year that the teams faced each other for third place, Russia winning both. "We beat them again, so it's a good time right now," said Grigorenko. "It's a tough game to prepare for, but once it starts you just play hockey and want to win the game."

"We came here to win gold, so I don't know if we were 100 per cent ready for today's game," said Bogdan Yakimov. "It wasn't our best game of the tournament, that's for sure, but we tried our best. Everyone is exhausted right now."

Although Canada had the better of the play in the first period, it was the Russians who headed to the dressing room after 20 minutes up 2-0. The lead was achieved through a little bit of luck.

Russia opened the scoring at 3:35 with a power-play goal. Grigorenko fired a hard pass from the sideboards to the front of the goal, but the puck hit defenceman Matt Dumba’s skate and went in past a surprised Zachary Fucale.

"It was a little bit lucky," Grigorenko admitted, "but I was trying to make a pass to Buchnevich and there were a lot of guys in front."

Continue reading 

The pro-Canadian fans tried to rally the troops, and for several minutes Canada attacked with great effectiveness. The Russians, though, seemed to be playing rope-a-dope, and although they were trapped in their own end for long stretches, one which brought the fans to their feet in appreciation, they never appeared in disarray or likely to give up their lead.

And then in true rope-a-dope fashion, they struck back. Eduard Gimatov took a pass in the centre-ice area from Andrei Mironov, stepped in over the blue line and ripped a hard shot that beat Fucale cleanly over the shoulder while using Josh Morrissey as a screen. It was a shot that should have been stopped and put Canada in a considerable hole.

"There was no deflection," Fucale admitted. "He just scored. It’s something I have to stop. That was my bad, for sure."

"The first period was equal between two great rivals," Grigorenko noted, "but we were ahead 2-0. We were probably a little bit lucky, but we didn't have enough luck last game either."

That the second period was goalless was a product of Canada’s inability to put the puck in the net after creating good chances. Anthony Mantha came in on Vasilevski on a two-on-one, elected to shoot instead of pass, but meekly wristed a shot into the goalie’s right pad.

Soon after Sam Reinhart made a great pass from the boards to the backside of the play, but Griffin Reinhart fanned on a shot with the empty net staring at him.

The crowd roared to life at 7:10 of the final period when Canada finally scored. Charles Hudon made a pass in front to Josh Morrissey cutting through the slot. The puck went off his skate and beat Vasilevski cleanly.

Moments later, Hudon ripped a shot off the post, and then Russia took its third penalty of the game for too many men. The Canadians failed to tie the game with the advantage, but at least they were back in it emotionally.

Russia, though, sucked the life out of Canada with every shift, and any decent Canadian shot was stopped with confidence by their goalie.

"Vasilevski was excellent," Grigorenko said. "He's probably been the best player in the tournament. He won the game for us."

"We scored on our chances, and they didn't," said Yakimov. "I think that was the difference."

"It’s tough," said Canadian captain Scott Laughton. "You can’t put it into words. When you put on this crest and try to represent your country, and can’t even bring a medal back to Canada for the people who’ve been cheering for you and have 4,000 fans come down here, it’s heartbreaking."

A taste wasn’t enough
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IceCaps’ Albert eager to return to NHL level following eight-game stint with Jets

Let’s face it, when you’ve savored prime rib with red wine, it’s hard going back to potted meat and water.

And so, while John Albert and the others — Patrice Cormier, Zach Redmond, Julian Melchior and Ben Chariot — who have enjoyed the St. John’s to Winnipeg express this year, sing the praises of the American Hockey League’s IceCaps, you know it can’t be easy when the NHL clock strikes midnight and it’s back to the minors you go.

© — Photo by Jeff Parsons/St. John’s IceCaps 

While John Albert (right) is content to be back with his St. John’s IceCaps teamates after eight games with the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets, the speedy winger is eager to earn another recall to the show. The IceCaps open a three-game series against the Portland Pirates starting Sunday afternoon, 4 o’clock, at Mile One Centre. They meet again Monday and Tuesday night at 7:30 p.m.

Albert makes his first appearance at Mile One since Nov. 16 on Sunday afternoon, when the IceCaps take on Portland in the first of three straight games against the Pirates. Since mid-November, Albert’s been on the road with the IceCaps and, oh yes, living the life as a National Hockey League player, his first recall to the bigs.

We all know by now Albert had a fairly auspicious debut in the NHL, scoring his first big league goal on his first big league shot at the rink they call ‘The World’s Most Famous Arena’ in New York City.

For an American kid — Albert’s from Cleveland — it doesn’t get much bigger than scoring a goal on Madison Square Garden ice.

In Canada, he was all over the television, the imminent reference to Albert from the old Canadian Tire TV commercials — “Wish we had a guy like that” — coming from TSN’s Bob McKenzie.

“The first day leading up to the game, in New York City, I was pretty anxious. I tried to lie down, but I couldn’t fall asleep,” he said.

“I think everything finally hit me when we went out for warmups. There was already a big crowd in the Garden. I knew couple of guys on the Rangers who I used to play with in Columbus (at Ohio State University) and seeing them across the ice, and being able to skate against them in the NHL, was quite an honour.”

Albert appeared in eight games with the Jets, enjoying the NHL and life with comes with it — charter flights, five-star hotels, road per diems of just over $100 per day.

Ah yes, the money.

In Albert’s case, he pocketed a pro-rated portion of his $585,000 annual NHL salary, a nice little bump from the 65 grand he earns in the American league.

“The NHL guys,” he was saying this week, “they get treated ... I don’t want to say better, but they get more stuff because of the level they’re at. St. John’s is one of best organizations to play with in the AHL in terms of the food (pre-game meals when the IceCaps are on the road) and clothing and the gear we get. This organization treats you like a pro, no matter what level you’re at.

“But, I mean, you’re in the NHL. There are the charter flights, the hotels, the team meals.”

See CONFIDENT, page A23

At the end of the day, however, Albert is a hockey player, and while that stuff matters — the dough, especially — hockey players want to play in the NHL.

And when you get a taste of life in the bigs, you want more.

“Playing eight games, and not being a healthy scratch was a big privilege ... just to be in the lineup, getting my feet wet, seeing first-hand the speed of the game.

“I wasn’t frustrated at all getting sent down. I know at the end of the day that it’s a business. But I want to get back up there.”

Albert has only three goals in 26 IceCaps’ games this season, but remains a threat when he’s on the ice because of his NHL-calibre speed.

And while the IceCaps teeter around the playoff boundary line — they were eighth in the East as of Friday at 16-16 — Albert likes what he sees in St. John’s, even as the team sputters entering the three-game series with the Pirates, losers of three of their last four games.

“From the first couple of weeks in camp, when I did a few interviews and I was telling people then, I like this team. I like it a lot.

“This team works hard in practice and in games. The games we lost, I really don’t think it was from a lack of effort. Every game we go into, we work for each other. I think down the stretch, we’re going to be a good team.”

Which means more chances for callup.

Like the 2011-12 Norfolk Admirals, winners of the Calder Cup that season. At least nine players from that team are full-time NHLers today.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. 

He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
Point man Powell
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Avalon Capitals’ captain leads all blueliners in scoring despite playing a defence first game

His coach calls him the best player in the league “bar none,” and Alex Powell’s response was an uncomfortable chuckle in obvious embarrassment at that assesment of his talent.

Finally, after a second or two, Powell says there are lot of good players in the Penney Kia St. John’s Junior Hockey League, which is perhaps what his coach would expect the quiet-spoken, modest defenceman to say.

© — Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram 

Avalon Roebothan McKay Marshall Capitals captain Alex Powell is second in league scoring with 30 points in 19 games, despite being a defenceman whose coach says he is best in the defensive end of the ice.  

Entering the weekend’s slate of games, Powell had 30 points in 19 games for Avalon Capitals from five goals and 25 assists, just behind teammate and league scoring leader Michael Cole, who has 34 points in 20 games.

Avalon Roebothan McKay Marshall Capitals coach David Hutchens says Powell has been the best player in the junior league for a couple of years.

“I don’t think I’m playing any better than I have been before,” said Powell. “I credit my teammates for helping me out a lot. It’s the team’s success that helps me get the points as a defenceman.”

Hutchens has nothing but positive things to say about Powell, although he’d like to see him shoot the puck a little more.

“He’s probably the most unselfish player on our team. He probably has one of the best point shots in the league, but he’s a pass-first type of player.”

“That’s a fair assesment,” said Powell. “Sometimes I have a clear shot and I give it away. But I’m not going out there trying to score a goal every time. 

“As long as our team scores, that’s all I want,” said Powell, who added, “I also need to work on my skating because you can always get faster and stronger.”

Hutchens said Powell hasn’t changed much over the three years he’s been with the club.

“He’s steady as a rock. He very seldom makes mistakes. If he does, the coaching staff will let him off the hook because his mistakes are few and far between.”

And, if anything, Hutchens adds, Powell is better defensively than offensively.

“When I think of Alex, I don’t think of offence. He is better in his own zone,” said Hutchens, who notes that Powell is the Capitals’, “shutdown D-man, our top penalty killer and power play guy.”

Powell’s priorities as a defencemen, he says, involve making good breakout passes and shutting the other team down.

The Avalon coach says Powell is, “more of a leader by example, although he speaks when he has to. 

“He’s our captain this season and giving him the ‘C’ was a no-brainer, really,” added Hutchens.

In addition to wearing the captain’s C on Avalon, Powell will captain the City Division team in the league’s annual all-star game Wednesday night at the Jack Byrne Arena in Torbay.

“He prepares for each game the right way, and he’s definitely our team leader on and off the ice,” Hutchens said.

The 21-year-old, six-foot, 205-pound Outer Cove native played his major midget hockey with St. John’s Fog Devils.

He spent the 2010-11 season with Kanata, Ont. Stallions in the junior A Central Canada Hockey League (CCHL) where he registered 12 points in 60 games. Powell said that experience made him a much better player when he returned to the local junior league.

“It’s really good quality hockey, and I learned a lot from the coaches and the players,” he said.

The second-year general studies Memorial University student wants to continue his hockey career after this season.

He hopes to get drafted into the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League and he doesn’t really care which team takes him.

“I just want to continue playing hockey. I’m just looking for a game. I’m fine with whoever I end up with,” he said.

jbrowne@thetelegram.com

IceCaps scuttle Pirates 3-1 in AHL play
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By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

Eddie Pasquale stopped 30 of 31 shots, and the St. John’s IceCaps got goals from three different players to hand the Portland Pirates a 3-1 setback in American Hockey League play Sunday afternoon at Mile One Centre.

It was the third straight win on home ice for the IceCaps, and fourth in five games.

The game was played before an announced sellout crowd of 6,287, although there were many empty seats at Mile One as residents on the Avalon dealt with after-effects of the nasty weather system that hit the province Saturday night.

The Pirates arrived in St. John’s early Sunday morning after flying in from Halifax. A bus ride from Maine took 10 hours, and included a delay at the Canadian border and another caused by a mechanical failure on the vehicle.

Rookies Adam Lowry and Brenden Kichton, along with veteran Jerome Samson, scored for the IceCaps, and J.C. Lipon, another first-year IceCap, collected two assists. Andy Miele had the only Portland goal.

Pasquale, who picked up his 13th win, was particularly sharp in the first period when the visitors outshot their guests 13-10.

“He played great,” the IceCaps’ Kyle MacKinnon said of Pasquale, the game’s first star. “We gave up a little too much, especially to their top players, but he was there with some big stops when we needed them.”

The decision to go ahead with Sunday’s game upset some, especially those still without power.

In a news release, St. John’s Sports and Entertainment chairman Steve Sparkes said, “We have an obligation to our major tenant, the St. John’s IceCaps, as well as the Portland Pirates and the American Hockey League, in general, to make this game happen.

“There are significant financial and contractual implications to be considered whenever a game is cancelled or postponed, and we have already rescheduled Saturday’s game to Monday. Regarding Sunday’s game, we feel our decision was in the best interests of SJSE, the IceCaps, the fans and the league.”

In addition to that, there was no place in the schedule the game could have been rescheduled. The Pirates are back in town March 12, 14 and 15, but Mile One is unavailable on the 13th because of a concert.

If all this snow is grating the nerves of most residents, imagine how MacKinnon feels. The 26-year-old forward was born and raised in Walnut, California, 30 minutes outside L.A., where he lives during the off-season.

MacKinnon played two years of junior hockey in B.C., four years of college hockey in Providence, R.I. followed by another three years of pro hockey in Providence.

So he is used to snow. Just not this much.

“It’s been pretty interesting, I guess you could say,” he grinned. “Coming in here, I knew you guys had some sort of winter, but I didn’t think it would be anything like this.

“Luckily, a couple of the guys live nearby and I’m not the one doing the driving,” said MacKinnon, who has gone 24 hours without power at his home.

Lowry gave the IceCaps a 1-0 lead 1:03 into the second period, and Kichton scored what would be the game-winner at the 2:51 mark of the third, one-timing a nice cross-ice pass from Lipon past Mark Visentin, who turned in a second-star performance with 37 saves.

Miele breathed new life into the Pirates at 12:40 of the third period, but Samson netted the insurance goal just over two minutes later, blocking a shot and then dashing in alone on Visentin, beating the Portland goalie between the legs.

The teams meet again 7:30 tonight, followed by a third game 7:30 Wednesday evening.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Reflecting on Russia
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© — Photo by The Canadian Press  

St. John’s IceCaps rookie forward JC Lipon was a surprise addition to last year’s Canadian team for the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships in Ufa, Russia. The Regina, Sask., native played on the fourth line for a Canadian team which boasted NHLer Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and top NHL draft picks Jonathan Huberdeau, Ryan Strome and Mark Scheifele. 

St. John’s IceCaps’ JC Lipon played energy role for Team Canada’s 2013 world junior squad

It was quite a 2013 for St. John’s IceCaps rookie forward J.C. Lipon, who enjoyed a fine regular season and playoff run with the Western league’s Kamloops Blazers, was drafted by the Winnipeg Jets (third round, 91st overall) after he was bypassed in his first two years of eligibility, and signed to his first pro contract.

But the highlight for Lipon last year was a couple of weeks spent in Ufa, Russia last Christmas and New Years, when he donned Canada’s colours for the 2013 world junior hockey championship.

“It was a pretty overwhelming month, especially last year because there was no NHL (as a result of the lockout) and all eyes were on us,” Lipon said Thursday.

The 20-year-old Regina, Sask. product was a bit of a surprise addition to Team Canada, a roster bolstered by locked out NHLer Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, and top NHL draft picks Jonathan Huberdeau, Ryan Strome and Mark Scheifele.

Lipon played a fourth-line support role, dressing in five of Canada’s six games.

“I wasn’t a top player on the team, so there was a bit less pressure on me,” he said. “But there were lots of people watching your every move.”

Canada finished fourth in Ufa, losing 6-5 to the host team in the bronze-medal game following an unbeaten run in the round-robin.

At the world juniors, Lipon said, it was hockey all day, every day. On off days, activities for the players were planned by Hockey Canada, but otherwise time was taken up with practice, video sessions and catching up on some R&R.

Which meant the Canadians weren’t out on Ufa’s streets.

“The driving over there was outrageous … people cutting each other off everywhere. There are no rules of the road

“We had police officers stationed in the lobby, a police escort to the rink. It was pretty rank. I think it might be a little better in Sweden.”

Lipon played a fourth-line support role for Canada, collecting 27 penalty minutes, second to Anthony Camara’s 31.

It’s that energy game IceCaps fans have come to recognize from Lipon, a player very generously listed as six-feet tall.

But his size, or lack of it, has not hindered his game in the pros. His 56 PIMS are second on the IceCaps, and Lipon was recently suspended for two games after picking up a match penalty in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Pa.

“Everybody had a role to play, and I was only too happy to do what the coach asked,” he said of his stint at the world juniors.

Lipon spent part of the IceCaps’ 11-day holiday break in    Regina, and in Las Vegas where his parents own a condo. As a result, he had not seen much of the 2014 world junior tournament in Sweden.

“But it was good to see the States knocked out today,” he grinned following an IceCaps morning skate Thursday.

Lipon and the IceCaps make their first post-Christmas appearance on home ice Saturday night and Sunday afternoon when the Portland Pirates come to town.

The IceCaps are eighth in the AHL’s Eastern Conference at 16-13-1-2. St. John’s is coming off a 4-2 loss to the Falcons in Springfield, Mass., New Years Eve, and is 6-4 in its last 10 games.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Noel helps Team Atlantic to first win at World U17 Challenge

Published on January 01, 2014

Share 0 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

But medal hopes ended

Nathan Noel of St. John’s had a goal and an assist to help Team Atlantic to its first victory at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge Wednesday, a 4-3 decision over Germany at Centre 200 in Sydney, N.S.

Noel, a rookie with the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League’s Saint John Sea Dogs, picked up his helper on Alexander Jacob’s first-period shorthanded goal and scored during a second-period power play.

Kyle Ward’s goal with just over three minutes left in the game was the winner for Atlantic. 

Noel has three points in three games for Atlantic (1-2), which finishes its preliminary-round schedule this afternoon against Russia, but without any chance of advancing to the medal round. The top two teams from the five-team Group B advance to the semifinals and the United States (3-0) and Ontario (2-0 -1) will finish ahead of Team Atlantic no matter what happens today.

Noel is one of three Newfoundlanders on the Team Atlantic roster, joining defencemen Adam Holwell (Moncton, QMJHL) of St. John’s and Andrew Picco (Rimouski, QMJHL) of Marystown. Howell has one assist in the tourney.

Little rust on rested IceCaps
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St. John’s bounces back from loss to Worcester to down first-place Manchester

Keith McCambridge summed it up as, “just a win”, but you know the St. John’s IceCaps coach had to be pumped with his team’s 3-1 win over the first-place Manchester Monarchs Saturday night.

Keith McCambridge

The victory came on the heels of a 5-2 loss to the Worcester Sharks Friday night in Worcester, as the IceCaps resumed their American Hockey League schedule following an 11-day holiday break.

“Whenever you have a break like the one we had,” McCambridge said Sunday, “there’s a concern about how sharp you’re going to be with that extended period of time off. It was something we worried about.

“But I liked our start (against the Sharks). We had surprisingly more jump than I thought we would have. We got the first goal, and had a chance at the end of the first period, beginning of second, to go up by two on the power play. We didn’t score, and we let it slip away in the second (as the Sharks scored three unanswered goals).

“But we went into Manchester, against a top team, and the speed at which they played was at a lot higher level than the previous night. The time we had off, I felt that was more of a factor in Saturday’s game than it was against Worcester because we matched them (in the skating department).”

Eddie Pasquale made his first start Saturday since a minor injury sidelined him for two games prior to Christmas — Pasquale backed up Jussi Olkinuora Friday — and he came within 53 seconds of posting his second shutout of the season. Nick Deslauriers scored at 19:07 to ruin Pasquale’s shutout bid.

Pasquale stopped 35 of 36 shots against a team that’s first in the Eastern Conference and second overall in the league.

“He was good,” McCambridge said of his goalie. “He had a real strong outing.”

See CLOSE page C2

Will O’Neill and Andrew Gordon scored power play goals 57 seconds apart in the second period to stake the IceCaps to a 2-0 lead Saturday at the Verizon Wireless Centre in Manchester. Rookie Adam Lowry netted his third goal on the year, an insurance marker, at 2:48 of the second period as the IceCaps improved to 16-12-1-2.

The IceCaps fired 22 shots at Jean-Francois Berube in the Monarchs’ net.

Friday night at the DCU Centre in Worcester, the Sharks scored four straight goals — three in the second period and one in the third — to beat the IceCaps. Five different Worcester players — Freddie Hamilton, Taylor Doherty, Marek Viedensky, Brodie Reid and Eriah Hayes — scored for the Sharks. J.C. Lipon and Zach Redmond replied for St. John’s, which received a 28-save performance from Olkinuora.

Harri Sateri made 34 saves in the Worcester net.

“The guys seem refreshed,” McCambridge said. “I think maybe down the road you will see if the break gives them a little extra jump.”

The IceCaps are in Springfield, Mass. to play the Falcons on New Years Eve, Tuesday, before returning home and getting ready for a three-game series with the Portland Pirates Saturday night, Sunday afternoon and next Tuesday at Mile One Centre.

The Pirates’ series is the first of eight straight home games for the IceCaps in January. The Toronto Marlies visit Jan. 10-11, followed by the Manchester Monarchs Jan. 17, 18 and the 20th.

Samson a mighty pickup
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Adds veteran leadership, scoring to IceCaps

If Jerome Samson figured the time was right to move on to another organization, to ply his trade in a traditional hockey market, well, consider it mission accomplished.

Jerome Samson

After spending six years in the United States — three each in Albany, N.Y. and Charlotte, N.C. — Samson is one of the new additions to the St. John’s IceCaps, who play before routine sellout crowds at home in the American Hockey League.

      In this town, the IceCaps are the preeminent sports story, unlike North Carolina where the AHL’s Charlotte Checkers are an afterthought to the NFL, NBA, college hoops and NASCAR.

And did we mention the weather?

“Obviously,” Samson was saying just before the IceCaps broke for Christmas, “everyone enjoyed the weather in North Carolina. It’s great year-round. So coming to Newfoundland was an adjustment in that regard, but hey, it’s hockey weather.”

Following an 11-day holiday break, the IceCaps were back in action last night in Worcester, Mass., the first of three games on the road (St. John’s plays in Manchester, N.H. tonight and Springfield, Mass. Tuesday) before returning home for a busy January, a month which will see the IceCaps play eight games at Mile One Centre and four on the road.

Entering Friday’s game against the Sharks, St. John’s was seventh in the Eastern Conference at 15-11-1-2. As the IceCaps embark on the second half of the season, and a push for a playoff berth, Samson will be looked upon to be a key figure in the lineup.

“The No. 1 thing with Jerome is offensive ability,” IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said. “When we, as an organization, looked at him last summer, we were looking at a guy who can score goals, has some veteran leadership, has had success at this level and is a guy who can play games in the NHL.”

Apart from the NHL bit — Samson is still looking to make his first appearance in a Winnipeg Jets jersey, after the parent club recalled Patrice Cormier, John Albert and Eric O’Dell at various times this season — Samson hasn’t disappointed.

There was a bit of a hiccup in late October and early November when he missed seven games to injury. But it didn’t take him long to shake off any rust, registering four goals in three games shortly after returning to the lineup.

As of Friday, the 26-year-old product of Greenfield Park, Que., in the Montreal suburbs, was fifth in IceCaps’ scoring with eight goals and 17 points in 21 games.

“He’s been a good player for us,” McCambridge said. “He’s a straight line player ... up and down the wing, shooting pucks in stride. To put up the numbers he’s put up in this league, it’s a big reason why we wanted him in this organization, to be able to be the guy to go between here and Winnipeg.”

Signed as an undrafted free agent by the Carolina Hurricanes following a stellar junior career in the Quebec league — he won a championship with the Moncton Wildcats and was the most sportsmanlike player at the 2005-06 Memorial Cup — Samson proved to be a real find by the NHL club.

He’s a former AHL first-team all-star, played in the league’s 2012 All-Star Classic and has scored 20 or more goals five times in his AHL career.

More importantly, he suited up in 46 NHL games for the Hurricanes, netting a pair of goals and nine points.

A free agent last summer, Samson signed a one-year deal with the Jets, a contract that pays him $200,000 to play in St. John’s, according to capgeek.com.

“I just felt it was time to move on,” he said, “and the Jets approached me fairly early in free agency. I thought Winnipeg was a good fit. It’s a good organization in which to continue my career, and maybe get a few NHL games.”

Though only in his mid-20s, Samson is considered something of a veteran on a youthful IceCaps team. Ironically, he travels to and from Mile One with team captain Jason Jaffray and Cormier, a fourth-year pro, from the Southlands section of St. John’s where the three are living.

“Obviously, I try to bring some leadership to the group, but I’m not going to stand up in the room and be a big talker,” he said. “I try to lead by example on and off the ice ... by being a good pro hockey player at the rink and away from the rink.”

Samson played three seasons in the New York capital of Albany, and went with the team to North Carolina when the franchise was sold and relocated to Charlotte, about a three-hour drive from Raleigh where the Hurricanes play.

“There were good days and bad days down there,” Samson said of playing in the Tar Heel state. “If we played on a Wednesday night or Sunday when the (NFL’s) Panthers were playing, attendance wasn’t outstanding.

“It’s a fairly big building (the Timer Warner Cable Arena is also home to the NBA’s Charlotte Bobcats) and we drew over 10,000 a couple of times. If we had a Friday or a Saturday game-night promotion, we’d draw 12,000.”

St. John’s isn’t totally new to Samson. While he toiled for the Wildcats in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, he visited Newfoundland a couple of times to play the Fog Devils when that team existed.

“We’d only be here for a couple of days, and we didn’t get to see the city. It was fly in, play, head back to the hotel, back to the rink, play and head home.

“St. John’s wasn’t something that was part of my decision (to sign with the Jets). But the fact I’m back in Canada, playing in a hockey market where the games are sold out, it makes for better atmosphere and certainly makes for a fun game.”

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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Team Canada junior coach Brent Sutter gets his point across to players during a practice Friday. The Canadians play the Czech Republic today. — Photo by The Canadian Press

By Bill Beacon THE CANADIAN PRESS—Malmo, Sweden

Bo Horvat landed a sweet assignment for Canada at the world junior hockey championship — playing centre between two of the best young prospects in the sport.

The sturdy London, Ont., native was matched from the beginning of camp with Sam Reinhart, a candidate to go first overall in the 2014 NHL draft, and 16-year-old Conner McDavid, the favourite to be the top pick in 2015.

It’s too easy to say Horvat’s job is to get them the puck, bang in their rebounds and hustle back if the play moves the other way, because Horvat is a nifty offensive player in his own right.

Nifty enough to be named MVP of the Ontario Hockey League playoffs with the London Knights and to be selected ninth overall by the Vancouver Canucks.

“I’m just trying to do my job keep it simple — do my job defensively and get them guys the puck,” the six foot, 205-pound Horvat said Friday. “I go to the net and try to bang it in.

“If I play hard and play a two-way game, I think it completes the line.”

The unit produced a raft of scoring chances in Canada’s tournament-opening 7-2 victory over Germany on Thursday — so many that McDavid said he was embarrassed not to put at least one of them in.

Horvat and Reinhart each scored, while McDavid had an assist and ended up a team best plus-3.

Canada goes at it again Saturday against the Czech Republic, who fell 5-1 to the United States in their opener.

The Canucks must be pleased with coach Brent Sutter’s decision to put Horvat with the young phenoms.

“For sure,” said Horvat. “They wanted me to get a lot of ice time.

“They wanted me to keep improving on my pace, so for me to play with those two guys, there’s a lot of pace and quick thinking.”

There’s a tendency to see Horvat as the veteran of the unit, but he’s still 18, only seven months older than Reinhart, who is 14 months older than McDavid.

Sutter felt he had the kit of assets to bring the best out of a line that, despite its youth, gets lots of ice time.

“Bo plays in both ends of the ice,” the 51-year-old coach said. “He plays a heavy game.

“He’s a big strong kid. He’s good on faceoffs. He’s been well coached with Dale (Hunter) in London and he understands his responsibilities defensively. Those things to help two young kids like Davy and Reino are significant, even though he’s still young himself.

“It’s a young line, but it gives you a bit of everything. It gives you speed, size, intelligence and they’re all for the most part responsible defensively.”

McDavid is a dazzling playmaker, who creates scoring chances seemingly out of nothing.

Reinhart is clearly one of Sutter’s favourites — a smart offensive player who can play well on both the power play and penalty killing.

“There’s tremendous skill,” Horvat said of his unit. “Not a lot of 16-year-olds can play in this tournament, especially for Canada.

“Conner’s a special hockey player. He knows where everyone is on the ice and he thinks two plays ahead of everyone. Sam is also a really smart player. He can find you anywhere on the ice.”

The Czechs also have a 16-year-old, Pavel Zacha, who has scouts talking and a pair of 17-year-old prospects in David Pastrnak and Jacob Vrana. Like Canada, they are expected to be stronger at next year’s world juniors in Montreal and Toronto than at this tournament.

Their coach, Miroslav Prerost, told the IIHF website that the team’s goal was to reach the quarter-finals.

One Canadian looking forward to the matchup is big winger Frederik Gauthier. Two of his teammates with the Rimouski Oceanic of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League will be playing for the Czechs — defenceman Jan Kostalek and forward Patrik Zdrahal.

“We didn’t bet, but I told them we’re going to beat them and they said they would beat us,” said Gauthier, a Maple Leafs first rounder.

Jets fans growing impatient with their struggling team

By Staff, The Canadian Press
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By Judy Owen THE CANADIAN PRESS—Winnipeg

It appears the honeymoon is over between the Winnipeg Jets and their fans.

The Winnipeg Jets, shown here giving up a goal to the Edmonton Oilers, were 16-18-5 entering Friday’s slate of the games. Jets fans are growing impatient with their team.— Photo by The Canadian Press

Once rare game tickets at the MTS Centre are available, and those who attend have booed their 16-18-5 team for inconsistent play that has the club sitting at or near the bottom of their new, tough Central Division.

Armchair general managers have also called for roster changes to the transplanted ex-Atlanta Thrashers team, while likeable head coach Claude Noel has had his job security questioned.

And the fans aren’t the only ones voicing their frustration. Players are fed up with looking for the positives in each loss.

“It’s what you do out on the ice. You can blow smoke as much as you want in the media,” right-winger Blake Wheeler told reporters after the Jets lost a sixth straight game at home on Dec. 14.

“We’ve been blowing smoke for three years — everyone, myself. Everyone that’s stood in front of a microphone for the last three years, we’ve said the same (expletive).”

The airing out of frustrations in Winnipeg is something new. When the Jets were resurrected in 2011, fans enthusiastically embraced the return of the NHL after a 15-year absence.

Thirteen thousand season tickets with a minimum three-year commitment were snapped up, and unlucky fans paid $50 to join a wait list.

The team was loudly cheered by 15,000 grateful admirers at home games, and were even given a standing ovation when the inaugural season ended with an overtime loss and no playoff berth.

After last season’s NHL lockout ended, fans were just happy to head back to the rink and their adoration continued despite another campaign without post-season action.

But in this third season, cracks are starting to show.

When the home winless streak finally ended with a 5-2 victory over Florida on Dec. 20, there was relief, but no fist pumping as the team headed out on the road for what ended up being losses to Vancouver and Edmonton before its three-day Christmas holiday.

Before boarding the plane for the road trip, Wheeler was asked if he senses the marriage with fans is hitting rocky times.

“I think the expectations have risen every year,” he said. “We took a step last year and we just missed the playoffs. I think a lot of us felt we were a playoff team.

“And now, I think this is the best group we’ve had since we’ve been here so I think the expectations have risen pretty linearly since we’ve been here.

“(The scrutiny) comes with the territory. It’s a market that cares about the product on the ice and they’re very passionate.

“They’re very enthusiastic when you’re winning and very enthusiastic when you’re losing, it’s just a different kind.”

Jets defenceman Zach Bogosian got a different view of fans when he recently missed 15 games with a groin injury.

Did he feel the winds of change while sitting in the press box?

“It’s a touchy subject,” Bogosian said. “They’re usually pretty loud, but sometimes if the team is not playing as well as we should, some people get unhappy.”

Behind his mask, goalie Ondrej Pavelec hasn’t noticed more unforgiving fans this season.

“They cheer for us every time,” he said. “Sometimes we play bad, we don’t deserve it and they’re still there. I don’t see any difference.”

He and Wheeler haven’t been sought out by fault-finding fans.

“The people are all very respectful,” Wheeler said. “When people see us out and about, they’re happy to see us out in the community.

“The wins and losses are obviously very important, but at the same time we’re still people.

“There’s nobody that wants it more than we do in this locker-room. It’s just a matter of going out there and doing it.”

Noel acknowledged fans have higher expectations this season.

“I think we’ve had that sense for a while,” he said. “After the first year, we had that sense that they would like more performance and the honeymoon is over.

“We don’t sit here and take our fan base for granted. They expect us to work, and they should, and perform.”

Prior to Winnipeg’s loss to the lowly Sabres in Buffalo earlier this month, Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff revealed he’s felt heat from critics.

“If you’re able to find a way to improve, then you try to act on it,” he said. “But change doesn’t always equate to improvement.”

Cheveldayoff, who extended Noel’s contract earlier this year through the 2014-15 season, was also asked if Noel is doing a good job.

“Coaching in this league is a tough job,” Cheveldayoff said. “There’s lots of second-guessing that goes on everywhere.

“And that’s the nature of it when you’re in the public eye like this. Everyone’s got their own interpretation of whether someone’s doing a good job, not doing a good job.

“At the end of the day, I know that (all the coaches are) working hard and doing all they can.”

Bishop picked for top prospects game
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St. John’s native rebounds after finger injury

Back on ice after a freak accident, Clark Bishop of St. John’s is determined to finish his Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL) season on a high note.

Clark Bishop has come back strong  after an injury. — Photo courtesy of Mike Sullivan

The 17-year-old Cape Breton Screaming Eagles forward took a shot on his hand in a game in early November.

“The shot left the tip of my left ring finger hanging off,” recalled Bishop, who got back into the lineup about three weeks ago.

“The doctor stitched it back on, but it was really painful and very fragile for a time,” noted Bishop.

While his finger still isn’t 100 per cent, Bishop said it doesn’t bother him anymore.

“It was pretty disappointing at the time because it was the first time I ever had a serious injury,” he said. “Being off the ice for almost a month, I was getting kind of bored not being able to do anything.”

After missing nine games, Bishop said it took him a few games to get back to the way he usually plays.

Bishop is in his National Hockey League draft year, but said he doesn’t feel the time lost and possible loss of production in terms of points will hurt him from that perspective.

In 24 games so far this season, he’s scored eight goals with three assists. Last year, his first with the Screaming Eagles, he scored eight goals with 14 assists in 58 games.

“I’m not too worried,” said Bishop. “The scouts have seen me, and they know what I’m capable of doing.

“I’m sure they’ll be watching me the rest of the season, but I’ll let the scouts deal with that stuff and see what happens in June.”

It doesn’t seem to have turned off certain selectors.

He’s already been chosen to play in the BMO Canadian Hockey League/NHL Top Prospects game Jan. 15 in Calgary.

“Going to the prospects game gives me a lot of confidence,” said Bishop, one of only seven players from the Q picked for the game.

“It’s an accomplishment to be picked for the team and I’m looking forward to it.”

The six-foot, 182-pound centre said for the rest of the season he’s just going to, “play my own game and help my team get to the playoffs.”

The Screaming Eagles are second in the Maritimes Division at 19-13-0-3 heading into Friday’s slate of games.

As of December, Bishop is listed as 67th out of 90 players, according to TSN’s Craig Button, the former NHL executive who is ranking the top players eligible for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

That’s down two spots from Button’s last assesment. Button had Bishop ranked 65th in his previous list.

Bishop played with Canada when they blanked the United States 4-0 in the final of the Ivan Hlinka Memorial men’s under-18 hockey tournament in Piestany, Czech Republic in August. He was also the top scorer for his Team Atlantic squad at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last January with three goals and two assists in five games.

Drafted in round one, third overall, by the Screaming Eagles at the 2012 QMJHL draft, Bishop is a product of the Avalon Minor Hockey Association who played for the St. John's Privateers at the major midget level.

jbrowne@thetelegram.com

Late bloomer Marcus Power filling the net
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He stands six-feet tall, weighs almost 185 pounds, has quick feet and even quicker hands ... hands that have fired 17 pucks past opposing goalies so far this season, and accounted for 52 points in only 34 games.

Newfoundland’s Marcus Power has scored 17 goals with  52 points in only 34 games for the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League so far this season. — Photo  courtesy Rouyn-Noranda Huskies

He’s Marcus Power, and he’s arguably the best Newfoundlander playing hockey who has not yet turned pro.

Now, fellow townie Chris Owens — who’s dominant in Atlantic intercollegiate hockey again this season — might challenge the tag, but let’s just say Power is definitely in the mix as the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League clews up the pre-Christmas portion of its regular schedule this weekend.

Already this season, the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies left-winger is close to equaling his career-high 59 points last year, and he’s only appeared in half the number of games.

The former St. John’s Caps minor and St. John’s Privateers major midget standout cites a number of factors for his increase in production, not the least of which is an abundance of confidence.

That’s part and parcel with the fact that, at 20, Power is an overage player in the “Q.”

In terms of his hockey future, there are two ways of looking at this: a) he went undrafted in the National Hockey League and/or b) he will be a free agent at the end of this season, open to any and all teams who might have taken a fancy to the fleet winger.

As far as the draft thing goes, Power was a relatively late bloomer in major junior hockey. Taken in the sixth round of the QMJHL midget draft in the spring of 2010, Power was back in his native St. John’s playing midget hockey for the Privateers that fall as St. John’s played host to the national championship.

He ripped up the midget league in 2010-11, finishing second in scoring and winning MVP honours. At the Atlantics, he led all scorers with six goals and five assists and was the tournament MVP.

At the nationals staged at Mile One Centre in St. John’s, Power was eight in tournament scoring, with three goals and five assists, and won the most sportsmanlike player award.

That season, as the provincial major midget league took a break for the 2011 Canada Winter Games, Power was given a 10-game look-see by the Huskies and collected two assists.

By the time Power was ready for full-time QMJHL employment the next season — his first full major junior campaign — Power had already turned 18 the previous summer.

But if he feels at all discouraged by the fact he is a pending free agent, he need look no farther than fellow St. John’s native and good friend Zach O’Brien. O’Brien, an overager last season with the Acadie-Bathurst Titan, was invited to the St. John’s IceCaps’ training camp in October, landed a job with the ECHL’s Ontario Reign and has since been recalled by the American Hockey League’s Manchester Monarchs, where he appears to have settled in quite nicely.

In some ways, Power might be better off as a free agent where he could wind up in the enviable position of picking and choosing.

“I wasn’t really expecting to get drafted coming into the league so late,” he said. “Probably not getting a tryout somewhere last year was a little disappointing because I did have a pretty good season — almost a point per game — and I had a pretty good playoff.

“So I set big goals for myself and I really want to achieve them ... getting first line minutes, first power play, being consistent every night. That’s something, definitely, I pride myself on, coming to play every night.

“If you do that, you attract attention. And being a free agent, you get to choose and see what fits best for you, see whatever team doesn’t have a strong minor league system ... stuff like that. The options are definitely a lot greater when you’re a free agent.”

In addition to his production, Power has proven to be reliable at the other end of the ice — witness his team-best plus-15 rating. It’s that side of the game that was stressed to him when he broke in with the Huskies on Andre Tourigny’s watch. Tourigny is now an assistant coach under Patrick Roy in Colorado.

“He knew you’re not going to make it to the next level just playing offence,” Power said.

“Defensive play is such a big thing today. You can’t play if you don’t know how to play on both sides of the puck. I pride myself on playing a two-way game.”

As for the Huskies, they’re seventh of 18 teams in the QMJHL entering last night’s slate of games. In Rouyn-Noranda, the Huskies are a big deal, just as other junior hockey teams are to their remote cities and towns.

And Rouyn-Noranda, in northwestern Quebec, is indeed remote. While nearby Val d’Or is only an hour and 15 minutes away by bus, the next closest stop is Gatineau, about six hours away. Teams in areas such as Boisbriand, just outside Montreal, Sherbrooke, Drummondville and Victoriaville are all close to seven or seven-and-a-half hours away.

“It’s crazy, but I’m used to it now,” he said. “The first year, it was terrible, especially being a rookie because you’re doubled up (in the seats). You can’t sleep, and you’re getting home at three in the morning and it’s -30 outside. It’s not a lot of fun. It’s definitely one of the lower points living in Rouyn.”

Since then, however, the Huskies have purchased new wheels, with leather La-Z-Boy seats, HD televisions and a kitchen in the back.

And while Power might not yet realize it, playing in Rouyn might make him a bit more attractive to pro teams, who feel kids playing in travel-laden cities like Rouyn, Brandon and the Soo are mentally strong and focused.

“There aren’t many distractions in Rouyn,” Power said.

“In Halifax, there are a lot of distractions because there’s so much stuff to do. Here in Rouyn, there’s not a lot to do only focus on hockey. And that’s the reason why I’m here.”

And he’s making the most of his opportunity.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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The Winnipeg Jets have agreed to an entry-level contract with a player who will likely suit up for the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps next season, if not sooner.

On Thursday, the Jets announced they’ve signed right-winger Scott Kosmachuk to a three-year, two-way, entry level contract with an average annual value of $925,000 at the NHL level.

The 19-year-old Kosmachuk, a native of Toronto, has played in 34 games with the Ontario Hockey League’s Guelph Storm this season, recording 48 points, including a team-leading 25 goals.

He has appeared in 237 OHL games with the Storm over four seasons, with overall totals of 193 points (96G, 97A) and 296 penalty minutes.

The six-foot, 180-pound forward was a third-round selection (70th overall) by Winnipeg in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. He is set to turn professional next fall, although if he had been four weeks older (he turns 20 on Jan. 24), he would have been age-eligible to start this season in the AHL.

As it is, there’s a good chance Kosmachuk could see some time in St. John;’s this spring depending on how soon Guelph’s season ends and how long the IceCaps’ season goes.

Winnipeg Jets send John Albert back to St. John’s IceCaps
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The Winnipeg Jets will soon need a roster spot and on Wednesday they made preparations by returning forward John Albert to the AHL St. John’s IceCaps.

Defenceman Zach Bogosian was still officially on the Jets’ injured reserve Wednesday, but has been practising with the team. There is a possibility he could come off the IR prior to Winnipeg’s next game, Friday at home against the Florida Panthers.

In addition, forward Anthony Peluso has just one game remaining in a three-game NHL suspension for a boarding major last weekend.

The 24-year-old Albert was called up from St. John’s at the start of this month and scored in his first NHL game against the New York Rangers. It was also the game in which he would see the most ice time, almost eight-and-a-half minutes. After that, he didn’t play more than six minutes in a game, including Wednesday’s 4-2 loss to the Sabres in Buffalo when he was on the ice for seven shifts while playing on a line with Eric O’Dell, who was making his NHL debut after being recalled from the IceCaps the day before.

Albert has three goals and eight points in 23 games for St. John’s, which doesn’t play again until a week from today.

O’Dell’s patience rewarded
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© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Eric O’Dell (right) fights off the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins’ Brendan Mikkelson during a game at Mile One Centre recently. O’Dell, the IceCaps’ leading scorer with 29 points in 28 games, was called up to the Winnipeg Jets for the first time in his pro career on Tuesday and was in the lineup for the team’s game against the Buffalo Sabres.

IceCaps leading scorer called up by Winnipeg Jets, plays in first NHL game

If Eric O’Dell’s patience with the puck is anything akin to his patience in his hockey career, then the Winnipeg Jets may have just made a shrewd move.

O’Dell, the leading scorer for the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps, was recalled by the parent Winnipeg Jets late Monday night and made his National Hockey League debut Tuesday in a 4-2 loss to the Sabres in Buffalo.

It is the first recall to the NHL for the 23-year-old centre, who has 29 points (12 goals, 17 assists) in 28 games for St. John’s this season.

The promotion came in the third pro season for the Ottawa native, who was St. John’s MVP in 2012-13, when he topped the team with 55 points (29 goals and 26 assists) in 59 games, and who also is the IceCaps’ all-time leading scorer, with 106 points — equally divided between 53 goals and 53 assists — in 126 games.

“Being patient and staying positive, that’s what I’ve focused on,” said O’Dell after arriving in Buffalo on Tuesday afternoon on a roundabout flight from the Canadian capital via Chicago.

“I believed that if I did that and played well and played hard, my chance would come eventually.

“I know you hear that all the time, but I can’t see where it wouldn’t be true. I can’t see how getting frustrated would help. It would just take away from your focus and take away from your game and that’s never going to get you where you want to be.”

O’Dell is where he wants to be now, although it would be difficult to believe the positive, patient attitude he adopted didn’t undergo at least some testing during this calendar year.

There were many times over the 11 months when it seemed O’Dell might be in line for some time with the Jets, but it never happened.

After the end of the NHL lockout in January, forwards Maxime Macenauer, Aaron Gagnon, Jason Jaffray and Spencer Machacek were brought to the Jets’ mini training camp. O’Dell was not, although truth be told, he did have — in part because of injuries —  a slow start to the 2012-13 AHL campaign.

He did have an outstanding second half, averaging a point per game, with 24 goals and 18 assists in 42 games, but it was Patrice Cormier and Gagnon who were the centres recalled to Winnipeg during that time.

He enjoyed what all observers agree was a strong training camp with the Jets this fall, and although it was no huge shock he didn’t crack the Winnipeg roster to start the season, he had to watch as, first Cormier, and then John Albert, were promoted to the big club over the last couple of months.

And there have been plenty of points of comparison outside the organization.

O’Dell entered Tuesday tied for fourth in AHL scoring, the highest such point-getter in the league not to have played in the NHL this season and one of only four of the league’s top 20 scorers who haven’t been promoted at one time or another in the last 10 weeks.

What’s more, there have been more than 30 players (see accompanying list) who, like O’Dell, are currently the leading scorers on their AHL team, who have led their AHL team in scoring at some point this season or who led an AHL club in scoring last season, who have played in an NHL game this fall.

“No not really,” O’Dell answered when asked if he paid much attention if all those transactions.

“If you concentrate on those sorts of things, you are just asking to be frustrated. And anyway, the other way to look at it is that if those are the kinds of players getting recalls, and your in that group, chances are that your time will be coming.”

O’Dell even put the same sunny spin on his take on the earlier call-ups of Albert, who played on a line with O’Dell Tuesday, and Cormier, who has since been returned to St. John’s.

“The way I looked at it, in both cases, it was another player who was playing really well and deserved to be called up and maybe because (the Jets) were looking for something in particular. So I just thought, if I continue to play well and Winnipeg needs something that I can hopefully bring, I’d get my turn.”

Perhaps it’s the fact that there was a time, not that long ago, when he didn’t know if he’d be able to play hockey again, that he can look at things so affirmatively now. In the summer of 2010, O’Dell needed surgery to repair a congenital heart defect, causing him to miss the first half of his final junior campaign with the OHL’s Sudbury Wolves. However, he recovered completely and came back to finish with 44 points in 39 games with the Wolves, and has kept on improving after turning pro with the IceCaps in 2011.

In the past, O’Dell’s shortcomings as a player have always been seen as strength level and lack of top-notch skating speed. To counter the former, he spent extra time training this off-season and came to camp in his best shape ever, with added muscle. His skating has also improved since turning pro, although he’s always been able to compensate by being smart with the puck, by utilizing very good-on ice vision and through an innate ability to be where he needs to be, or close to it.

“I guesss you can say I’ve never been one to rip around the ice. Instead, I’ve always worked hard at reading the play and conserving energy to use it when it’s best,” he said. “Hopefully, that works (in the NHL), too. It’s a faster game, the puck moves faster, and obviously, the quality of players is that much better, but that can be a help, I think, for a player like me.

“All I know is that I can’t wait to find out. I’m ready to find out.”

bmcc@the telegram.com

The 32 players who are currently the leading scorer for their AHL teams this season, were leading their AHL team in scoring at the time of their recall this season, or who led their AHL team in scoring in 2012-13, who have played in NHL at some point since the start of the 2013-14 campaign.

Luke Adam, Rochester to Buffalo

Mark Arcobello, Oklahoma City to Edmonton *

Zach Boychuck, Charlotte to Carolina

T. J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies to Toronto Maple Leafs

Gabriel Dumont, Hamilton to Montreal

Tim Erixon, Springfield to Columbus @

Brian Gibbons, Wikes-Barre/Scranton to Pittsburgh

Erik Haula, Iowa to Minnesota @

Mike Hoffman, Binghamton to Ottawa

Justin Fontaine, Houston (now Iowa) to Minnesota *

Ryan Hamilton, Toronto Marlies to Edmonton #

Tyler Johnson, Syracuse to Tampa Bay *

Tomas Jurco, Grand Rapids to Detroit @

Bracken Kearns, Worcester to San Jose

Nikita Kucherov, Syracuse to Tampa Bay @

Patrick Maroon, Norfolk to Anaheim*

Andy Miele, Portland to Phoenix

Travis Morin, Texas to Dallas

Brock Nelson, Bridgeport to New York Islanders @

Gusta Nyquist, Grand Rapids to Detroit @

Linus l, Oklahoma City to Edmonton

Pascal Pelletier, Utica to Vancouver

Brandon Pirri, Rockford to Chicago

Richard Rakell, Norfolk to Anaheim

Colton Sceviour, Texas to Dallas @

Ryan Spooner, Providence to Boston @

Martin St. Pierre, Hamilton to Montreal

Ben Street, Abbotsford to Calgary

Ryan Strome, Bridgeport to New York Islanders @

Chris Terry, Charlotte to Carolina

Tyler Toffoli, Manchester to Los Angeles @

Linden Vey, Manchester to Los Angeles @

@ Currently on recall to an NHL team

• Has spent entire season to date in NHL

# Signed with a different NHL organization as a free agent during the off-season

Being sent down has an upside for Adam
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Kilbride native likely to join Rochester Americans at Spengler Cup

If there is an upside, perhaps it’s that Luke Adam will very likely get to spend Christmas in a beautiful town in the Swiss Alps.

As part of the latest shuffle to the Buffalo Sabres’ roster, Adam has been demoted from the NHL team to their American Hockey League affiliate, the Rochester Americans.

Adam had one goal in nine games during his recall to the Sabres, giving the 23-year-old forward from Kilbride a total of 15 goals and 11 assists in 84 games with Buffalo over parts of the past four seasons,

Despite only having played 15 games in Rochester this season, Luke Adam returns to the Amerks as the team leader with 13 goals and fourth in scoring with 18 points in just 15 games.

Rochester plays three more AHL regular-season contests before leaving for Davos, Switzerland to participate in the international Spengler Cup tournament, beginning Dec. 26.

The Sabres also sent defensemen Mark Pysyk and Brayden McNabb to the Amerks in their latest move, while recalling forward Kevin Porter and rearguard Chad Ruhwedel.

That makes 11 different players who have moved between Rochetsr and Buffalo since Ted Nolan and Pat LaFontaine were hired last month in an effort to turn around the Sabres, who were 2-9-1 in their last 12 games heading into Tuesday’s home game against the Winnipeg Jets.

Nolan and Lafontaine took over when head coach Ron Rolston and general manager Darcy Regier were fired.

O'Dell finally joins the Jets set

Brendan McCarthy
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IceCaps’ leading score recalled by Winnipeg; could play for Jets against Sabres tonight

Eric O'Dell has arrived in Buffalo, N.Y., not sure if he will be playing hockey tonight, but knowing he finally is in the National Hockey League.

O'Dell, the leading scorer for the AHL's St. John's IceCaps, has been recalled by the parent Winnipeg Jets, who take on the Sabres in Buffalo tonight.

It is the first recall to the NHL for the 23-year-old centre, who has 29 points (12 goals, 17 assists) in 28 games for St. John's this season.

Earlier this afternoon, just after arriving in Buffalo from his hometown of Ottawa, the  23-year-old centre told The Telegram he hadn't yet been informed iif he would be dressing for tonight's game, but added that he had been patient and positive over the last couple of years while awaiting a big-league opportunity and that he was remaining in that mode when so near to his career goal.

"I that much closer right now, and I'm sure my chance is coming," said O'Dell, who was the IceCaps' MVP in 2012-13, when he topped the team with 55 points (29 goals and 26 assists) in 59 games.

He is also the club's all-time leading scorer, with 106 points —  evenly divided between 53 goals and 53 assists — in 126 games.

The Jets had a roster opening after winger Matt Halischuk went on injured reserve with a broken arm over the weekend. That, plus the continued unavailability of centre Jim Slater (hernia) and the three-game NHL suspension given winger Anthony Peluso this week, left Winnipeg with just 12 available forwards before the O'Dell recall.

The IceCaps have started a Christmas break that won't end until Dec. 27. Besides tonight's game, Winnipeg will play three more times before now and Dec. 24, when the team begins a brief, three-day holiday hiatus.

O'Dell was selected in the second round, 39th overall, by the Anaheim Ducks in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft. His rights were acquired in a trade by the Atlanta Thrashers in 2009, two years before the Thrashers franchise relocated to Winnipeg.

O'Dell re-signed with the Jets as a restricted free agent over the summer, inking a one-year, two-way contract that pays him $600,000 at the NHL level.

IceCaps drop 3-2 decision to Marlies; St. John's now breaks for Christmas

Robin

Robin Short
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Loss snaps three-game win streak; IceCaps 7-3 in last 10 games

St. John’s IceCaps goaltender Jussi Olkinuora, defenceman Will O’Neill and Hamilton Bulldogs forward Maxime Macenauer — a former IceCap — keep their eyes on the puck that sails wide of the goal during an American Hockey League game Saturday night in Hamilton, Ont. Olkinuora, a rookie from Finland, made 30 saves for his first professional shutout as the IceCaps won 3-0. — Photo courtesy Hamilton Bulldogs

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

The Toronto Marlies struck for two goals on four third-period shots on ECHL callup Michael Hutchinson to pull out a 3-2 win over the St. John’s IceCaps, who closed out the pre-Christmas portion of their 2013-14 American Hockey League schedule Sunday evening in southern Ontario.

The loss snapped a three-game win streak for the IceCaps, who will enjoy an 11-day holiday break starting today. St. John’s is 7-3 in its last 10 games and 15-11-1-2, good for fifth place in the Eastern Conference.

This weekend’s pair of games — the IceCaps blanked the Hamilton Bulldogs 3-0 Saturday night on Jussi Olkinuora’s 30-save effort, the rookie’s Finn’s first pro shutout — ends an arduous portion of the schedule that saw St. John’s play 12 games in the past 24 days.

“The break is well-timed,” said IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge, who along with his assistant coaches and IceCaps staff were stranded in Toronto last night because of the weather that hit Newfoundland. “We played a lot of games in a short period of time, so this gives us a chance to catch our breath and get re-focused again after Christmas.”

Hutchinson was recalled to St. John’s from the ECHL’s Ontario Reign Saturday after Eddie Pasquale came up lame during practice Friday in Hamilton.

Hutchinson, who had a 13-2-2 record and sparkling 1.91 goals against average for the Reign this season, watched as Olkinuora stopped all 30 shots he faced for his fourth win.

Rather than throw Olkinuora back in goal Sunday, McCambridge said he opted to give Hutchinson the nod given the 3 o’clock afternoon start.

Pasquale is listed as the usual “day to day”, meaning he should be good to go when St. John’s resumes its schedule Dec. 27 in Worcester, Mass., against the Sharks.

“We’ve played some good hockey,” acknowledged McCambridge. “There’s still room for improvement, but we’ve done some good things and we’ll just continue making the right steps with our young group.”

When asked exactly what some of those “things” might be, the coach said, “our compete level. To play 12 games in 24 nights and to compete the way they did tonight is a real testament to that group.”

Sunday, before 5,751 at the Ricoh Coliseum, David Broll netted the winning goal at 7:52 of the third period as the Marlies won their second straight game. Brad Ross and Carter Ashton also scored for the Marlies. Replying for St. John’s were rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton and veteran Andrew Gordon. Kichton and Gordon also drew assists.

The IceCaps opened scoring on Kichton’s sixth goal — his second in three games — 5:04 into the second period, but the Marlies got a late one in the middle frame when Ross teamed with former St. John’s Fog Devil T.J. Brennan and Stuart Percy for a power play goal with 39 seconds left on the clock.

The Marlies went up 2-1 1:49 into the third period when Ashton scored a shorthanded goal, the eighth goal the IceCaps have allowed this season while they’ve enjoyed the man advantage.

But Gordon drew St. John’s even four minutes later, taking a pass from Kichton and scoring his 10th goal on the year. It was Kichton’s sixth point in the past four games.

Drew MacIntyre turned in a first-star performance between the pipes for the Marlies, stopping 31 pucks as St. John’s outshot Toronto 33-20.

SATURDAY

IceCaps 3, Bulldogs 0

At the Copps Coliseum, Kael Mouillierat, Carl Klingberg and Eric O’Dell netted the St. John’s goals. It was Klingberg’s fifth goal in the past seven games, and O’Dell’s team-leading 12th.

Mouillierat and Klingberg scored their goals in the second period, while O’Dell padded the lead just under four minutes into the third before 3,113 fans in downtown Hamilton, Ont.

St. John’s fired 39 shots at Dustin Tokarski.

NOTES

The NHL suspended Winnipeg Jets forward Anthony Peluso for three games after his hit on Alex Goligoski of the Dallas Stars Saturday, which resulted in a boarding major and game misconduct. On top of that, the Jets announced Sunday that forward Matt Halischuk had surgery on a broken forearm suffered Saturday and will be out indefinitely. St. John’s IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said Sunday evening, “as of right now, nothing,” regarding any callups from the AHL club. By the time you’ve read this, that may have changed ... Speaking of the Jets, Bonavista’s Adam Pardy played Saturday, the first time since Nov. 23. He logged nearly 13 minutes of ice time ... Julian Melchiori, who had been listed as day-to-day on the injury list, returned to the IceCaps lineup Sunday after missing five games over a 10-day period ... To make way for Melchiori Sunday, Jordan Hill sat out ... Virtually all of the IceCaps are heading home or elsewhere for the holidays from Toronto, although Patrice Cormier and Carl Klingberg were scheduled to return to St. John’s ... The Molson Cup three stars Sunday were 1. Drew MacIntyre 2. Carter Ashton 3. Brenden Kichton. On Saturday, the three stars were 1. Jussi Olkinuora 2. Brenden Kichton 3. Dustin Tokarski ... The Mary Brown’s hardest working IceCap Sunday was Kyle MacKinnon, and Andrew Gordon got the nod Saturday ...

rshort@thetelegram.com

Former Syracuse Crunch captain Zenon Konopka feeling right at home on new rink in Buffalo
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CRUNCH03.JPGFormer Syracuse Crunch captain Zenon Konopka, right, shown here fighting Phil Oreskovic of the Toronto Marlies in the 2008 playoffs, hopes his spark can help fire up the lowly Buffalo Sabres.Tony Bock/The Toronto Star 

Almost six seasons have passed since Zenon Konopka was the face and the fists of the "Nasty Boys'' Syracuse Crunch.

How time flies, huh?

The good thing is that while time moves on, "Z'' doesn't appear to change much.

Buffalo claimed Konopka off waivers from the Minnesota Wild last week. He made his Sabres debut against the New Jersey Devils on Saturday.

Konopka appeared to be in throwback form.

Remember all that pre-game eye-balling Konopka did of opponents during warmup? Well, Mike Harrington of the Buffalo News reported that Konopka did his pregame stretching with his right skate on the line while eyeing Devils center Adam Henrique.

Harrington also noted how the feisty Konopka insists on being the last player remaining on the ice for the warmups, and still attempts to fire a puck the length of the ice into the opponent's goal. That little routine forced the AHL to implement an unofficial Konopka Rule banning the practice during the 2007-08 postseason, when opponents attempted to outlast Konopka and fire puck back into the Crunch's zone in response.

"I'm hard to play against. It's one of those things where I pride myself on other players not wanting to play against me," Konopka told the newspaper. "Not just because of the fighting and hitting. Just overall strength."

Konopka, playing for his sixth NHL team, could be an even bigger fan favorite in Buffalo than he was in Syracuse. His stay with the Sabres puts him right around the corner from his hometown in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario.

"Growing up here watching the Sabres in the Auditorium was just amazing. You always kind of dreamt of being a Buffalo Sabre," he said. "My mom was born in buffalo. My aunt's here, grandparents were here. I'm looking forward of being part of the community and team and being part of the solution."

By the way, if you like Konopka, and rabbits as well, you have to follow him on Twitter at @Zenonkonopka. The player has a pet bunny - named Hoppy, naturally, - who is the frequent subject of his updates.
Syracuse Crunch forward Danick Gauthier has been assigned to Florida of the ECHL.

Gauthier has registered three goals and four assists with the Crunch this season. In six games with the Everblades this year, Gauthier has three goals and three helpers.

Gauthier was a healthy scratch in the Crunch's 6-5 overtime loss to Binghamton on Saturday.

Syracuse visits the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Wednesday. This weekend, the Crunch has a home-and-home series against the Providence Bruins.
By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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Binghamton - The Syracuse Crunch entered play Saturday night with one of the best road penalty kills in the AHL.

You can temporarily scratch that item off the team's dwindling list of strengths.

Binghamton buried Syracuse under an avalanche of five power-play goals, including the winner by Chris Wideman in overtime, to edge Syracuse 6-5 at the Broome County Memorial Arena.

The Crunch's road penalty kill had been clicking along at a success rate of 90 percent, the second-highest figure in the league. Its five power-play goals allowed is a team season-high.

"We just didn't get the job done today,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "Looks like I'm going to have to go back to the drawing board and see how I can fix it. We're going to be fine. We just keep rolling.''

That bounceback could be made more difficult by the loss of defenseman Matt Taormina. Taormina left the game in the second period with what looked like a left leg injury and did not return. Zettler had no update on his status.

The loss overshadowed a stirring Syracuse comeback from a two-goal hole in the third and workhorse efforts from Brett Connolly and Joey Mormina, each of whom scored twice. Connolly extended his points streak to seven games, while Mormina potted his first two scores of the season.

Wideman and Stephane Da Costa each tallied twice for the Sens, which won their seventh straight. Mike Hoffman dished out four assists for Binghamton.

Crunch starting goalie Cedrick Desjardins was knocked out of the game in the second after giving up three goals on 15 shots. Kristers Gudlevskis then came in to surrender three goals on 17 bids.

Wideman's game-winner was sent up when the Crunch's Evan Rankin was called for goalie interference with eight seconds left in regulation. It appeared that Rankin was pushed into Sens netminder Andrew Hammond by a Binghamton player.

"I didn't like the last one,'' Zettler said of the call. "Rankin gets shoved into the goalie. He's got nowhere to go.''

That power play carried over into the extra period, and Wideman sent everyone home at the 1:26 mark with a long rip from the left point that sailed past Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski before beating Gudlevskis.

"I should have blocked that shot in overtime,'' Witkowski said. "If they are going to put me in that role, I have to block those shots.''

Mormina tied the game at 5-5 with a four-leaf clover with 2:59 left in the third. He sent what looked like a harmless flip from the left point, just inside the blueline, on net. Hammond didn't see the puck, which hit off the right post and plopped over the blueline.

"For all the good opportunities you get, sometimes it's the ugly ones that go in,'' Mormina said. "I wasn't even looking at the net. The goalie probably didn't see it.''

Connolly cut the Crunch's two-goal deficit in half with a tour-de-force power-play score with 11:54 remaining in the third. He gathered the puck in the Crunch end, steamed up ice, beat a pair of Binghamton defenders and powered a shot from the lower right circle past Hammond to draw Syracuse within 5-4. Connolly has six goals and seven helpers in his seven-game streak.

"I think we battled back,'' Zettler said. "I thought we did a lot of good things. There was a lot of good hockey.''

The Senators raced to a 5-3 lead early in the third period during a five-minute boarding major penalty handed to Crunch forward Cedric Paquette late in the second. Wideman snapped a 3-3 tie at the 1:16 mark and Da Costa made it 5-3 Sens 34 seconds later.

Binghamton fought its way back into the contest with a pair of power-play goals early in the second period that ended Desjardins' night.

With the Crunch leading 3-1 at the 1:18 mark, the Senators' Jim O'Brien lasered a low shot from the right circle past Desjardins' stick side. And just 2:10 later Shane Prince battled to win a loose puck in the right circle and found the back of the net with a shot that seemed to surprise Desjardins, who was then yanked.

"It's a 3-3 game. I felt like we needed to calm it down, get a little time,'' Zettler said of the change.

That surge answered a Crunch bid to take control earlier in the second on a shorty from Mormina. With the Crunch up 2-1 and on the penalty kill, Rankin forced a turnover on the Syracuse blueline, and skated down the left wing.

He pulled back to make a cross-ice pass to Paquette on the right side. Paquette quickly returned the favor to Rankin off the left side of the crease. Rankin jammed a shot that bounced out to Mormina trailing the play, and the veteran defenseman fired a shot into twine for a 3-1 Syracuse cushion at the 26-second mark.

The Crunch showed early spark by erasing a 1-0 Sens lead with goals on consecutive shots 23 seconds apart in the first.

Connolly tied the game 5:40 into the first. Vladdy Namestnikov set it up by circling down the left wing and trying a wraparound. Hammond had the answer for that, but the puck dribbled out front and was easy pickings for Connolly's putback.

Geoff Walker nudged the Crunch ahead at the 6:03 mark of the first. Mike Angelidis forced a turnover behind the goal-line extended and dished to Walker in the right circle. Walker unloaded to beat the goalie far side.

Syracuse is off until visiting Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Wednesday.
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Brett Connolly recorded a goal and two assists and Vladislav Namestnikov scored twice to lead the Syracuse Crunch to a 6-3 win over the Toronto Marlies on Friday at Ricoh Coliseum.

Seven other players contributed to the score sheet as the Crunch advanced to 14-14-1-3 on the season and improved to 9-7-1-1 on the road.

Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis made 32 saves for his seventh win of the season while his Marlies counterpart Drew MacIntyre stopped 31 of 37 shots faced in defeat.

.

The Crunch was forced to rally from a 2-0 deficit thanks to a shorthanded goal from Carter Ashton in the first period and an Andrew Crescenzi tally early in the second.

Namestnikov scored his first of the game six minutes into the middle stanza to cut the Marlies' lead in half. Syracuse's Dana Tyrell tied the game at 2-2 when he redirected a P.C. Labrie shot from the far circle with five seconds remaining in the second period.

The Crunch's momentum carried into the final frame when it ripped off three goals in the first seven minutes. Three minutes in Tyrell forced a turnover in the Crunch offensive zone and fed the puck to Cedric Paquette, who beat MacIntyre with a low shot for Syracuse's first lead of the game.

Connolly capitalized on a two-on-one break with Namestnikov for an unassisted score 5:43 into the third and a goal by Labrie made it 5-2 at the 6:39 mark.

Labrie's goal prompted a Toronto timeout, which the Marlies took advantage of when Mike Duco scored on their first possession out of the break to cut the Crunch lead to 5-3 at the 6:49 mark of the final frame.

Namestnikov capped the Crunch scoring with a power-play goal at the 9:46 mark of the period. Matt Taormina and Connolly assisted.

The Crunch will continue a season-high five game road trip when it visits the Binghamton Senators on Saturday night.

Notes: With three points Connolly extended his point streak to six consecutive games...During that span Connolly has posted 10 points (4-6) ...

The last time the Crunch scored four goals in a period was Oct. 26 during a 5-0 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers ...This was the first time this season the Crunch has scored six goals...

Tonight was Tyrell's first multi-point game since the season opener in Binghamton on Oct. 5...Five Syracuse Crunch players recorded a multi-point game (Paquette, Labrie, Connolly, Tyrell and Namestnikov).

- Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch
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2013-12-28-ss-crunch_05.JPGSyracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis and his fellow penalty killers have to find a little more grit to get their job done at home as well as on the road.Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com 

One of the most important things the Syracuse Crunch has remembered to pack for road trips this season is its penalty kill.

At home, however, that unit has far too often gotten lost on its way to the War Memorial.

The Crunch's penalty kill has sprouted an unusual trend this season, one that works to both the team's advantage and detriment.

On enemy rinks, the unit has been on top of its game. It is succeeding at a rate of 89.3 percent (eight power play goals allowed on 75 chances), the second-best kill in the league.

When forced into action on its home ice, the penalty kill is costing the Crunch games. Its success rate there is 73.5 percent (18 power play goals on 68 chances), by far the worst in the AHL.

"I don't know. It seems like on the road we're getting in front of every shot and making it hard for pucks to get to the net,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "It seems like at home, every puck gets to the net.''

Overall, the Syracuse penalty kill does its job 81.8 percent of the time, good for 19th in the AHL. The home/road discrepancy is one the Crunch must balance out if it wants to crawl above .500 and challenge for the playoffs.

"I think it's a fluke deal,'' said Crunch forward Drew Olson. "The only thing you can do is we have to focus on it a little more. We have to focus on special teams and gritting it out.''
By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com

Follow on Twitter

on January 03, 2014 at 10:34 AM, updated January 04, 2014 at 10:04 PM

Search new and used car deals at DVoffers.com

Sponsored Link


AHL Crunch Penguins H_Domi(.JPGWilkes-Barre/Scranton's Paul Thompson (17) celebrates his goal against the Syracuse Crunch on Tuesday with teammates Anton Zlobin (18) and Philip Samuelsson. East Division opponents like the Penguins have padded their numbers at the expense of the Crunch this season.Mark Moran/The Citizens' Voice 

The Syracuse Crunch's well-deserved 2012-13 East Division championship banner hangs high above the War Memorial ice this season.

Almost halfway through this year, the team's chances of adding a matching tribute in 2013-14 seems as out of reach as that dangling piece of cloth itself.

The Crunch is 14-14-2-3. While that accurately portrays the Crunch as something of a blah team so far, it's actually flattering when it comes to reflecting what matters the most.

Syracuse is getting kicked to the curb on its own corner of the AHL, the East Division. It has fallen to the bottom of that five-team grouping and has dropped 10 of its last 11 games to division rivals.

Syracuse is a combined 5-10-2-2 against that group. That breaks down to 1-4-2 against Binghamton, 1-0-0-1 vs. Hershey, 2-2-0-1 vs. Norfolk and 1-4 against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

The losses cut especially deep, of course, since every game against a division rival represents a potential four-point swing in the standings.

"Believe me, we're very aware of our record against Eastern teams,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "One, they are good teams. But I don't believe we've played our best hockey against them.''

The Crunch needs to crack this code quickly. After visiting the Marlies tonight, it jumps back into the divisional fray with games at Binghamton on Saturday and at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Wednesday.

"At this point, we need to start determining the little things we need to do to become a championship team,'' said Syracuse forward Evan Rankin. "We need to start focusing on what we need to do to become a winning team.''
Syracuse Crunch players Luke Witkowski and Drew Olson have a chilly relationship

2013-11-01-kr-Crunch9.JPG

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski is adept at reeling in opposing players and elusive fish. (Kevin Rivoli | krivoli@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski and forward Drew Olson found enjoyment on a frozen pond New Year's Day doing something besides playing hockey.

Olson, from Minnesota, and Witkowski, from Michigan, were opponents in both juniors and college (Olson went to Minnesota-Duluth and Witkowski played at Western Michigan). They decided to share their avid outdoorsman's interest Wednesday by ice fishing on Oneida Lake. In about four hours worth of work, Witkowski said he caught a handful of perch and walleye while Olson came up empty.

"It was a good day for me,'' Witkowski said. "Olson, not so good. He just wasn't used to what (line) he was using. He had some bad line on his pole. He was battling knots. I was not.''

Witkowski said perch is one of his favorite fish to eat. He said the key to a good haul is making sure you fish from the bottom of the lake.

Meanwhile, Olson's frustration remained palpable on Thursday.

"I struggled. I just got skunked,'' he said. "I don't know what it was. You'd think me being from Minnesota, I'd know how to catch a fish.''

Well, at least there was the quality time they spent together in a shanty warmed by a small heater.

"Good thing we like each other, so it wasn't awkward,'' Olson said.

Witkowski said he didn't care about the elements. Nature provides all the relaxation he needs.

"I can't be inside,'' Witkowski said. "I like to be outside.''
By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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Tanner Richard hopes his problem of thinking too much was solved by the opportunity he recently got to think just a little more.

The Syracuse Crunch rookie center was a healthy scratch against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Tuesday. Richard said it was the first time he'd been a healthy scratch at any level, and it was the first Crunch game he sat out this season.

Richard, a third-round pick in 2012, has just five assists in 30 games this season and head coach Rob Zettler thought the edge to his game had dulled a little bit. So he gave the prospect a seat in the stands. Richard said he tried to key on the habit of the middlemen in action.

"From above, everything's a bit slower,'' Richard said Thursday. "You can't learn a whole ton, but you can learn little things. He (Zettler) just told me to take it as a lesson. It's like a little wakeup call for me. I have to be better and more dedicated to certain things.''

Zettler said he doesn't question Richard's effort but would like to see a little more grit and consistency in his game.

"I think he's been up and down,'' Zettler said. "When he plays hard the other team knows he's out there. When he doesn't, he's not as effective. His effort has never been in question . He just has to learn how to be a pro.''

Part of Richard's challenge is that he's being wedged into an unfamiliar role of checking-line center. He was a top scorer coming out of Guelph of the OHL, where he produced 11 goals and 51 assists last season.

"I think I'm thinking too much,'' he said. "I'm worried about making mistakes. When you're a back-end guy, you want to make sure you're not making mistakes.''

But Richard, to his credit, won't use that change as a crutch.

"You have to be versatile going into things,'' Richard said. "It's not really an excuse. Regardless of what line, you have to do the little things right.''

Those Crunch players who don't could find themselves swapping seats with Richard in the stands. The return to health of center Vladdy Namestnikov and the demotion of forward P.C. Labrie from the Lightning gives Zettler some depth up front and the chance to turn minutes into a carrot.

"If someone is not playing up to their capability, we will try to get players in there who are,'' Zettler said. "It's part of being a pro. This is what you do. You have to bring it every single night. We want to keep everybody hungry.''
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Next month's NHL break for the Winter Olympic in Sochi, Russia, offers a brief window for many players in that league to stay in game shape with a quick AHL stint.

But don't expect the AHL to be temporarily overrun with players coming down from up top.

The transaction rules governing NHL transactions during the Olympic break are very specific and limiting. Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois forwarded me a copy of them, and I've tried to simplify them as much as possible below.

Hopefully nothing got lost in in the translation.

First, the Olympic break runs from Feb. 9-18.

Starting with the easiest rule first, any NHL player subject to waivers normally are still subject to them during the break. So Tampa Bay defensemen Keith Aulie or Mark Barberio couldn't just join the Crunch for a quick two-week tour without first being exposed to waivers.

Next are the players who do NOT require waivers to return to the AHL. The NHL has divided those into two groups: 87-day players and 16-game players.

All waiver-exempt players who have been on an NHL roster (including the Injured Reserve List) for 75 percent or more of the days from the start of the season up to and including Jan. 24 (i.e., has been on an NHL roster for 87 days or more between Oct. 1 and Jan. 24) AND who remain on an NHL roster as of Jan. 24 will have earned "Olympic Time-Off". This is regardless of whether the player remains on NHL roster during the period from Jan. 24 to Feb. 8 or whether he is loaned to an AHL affiliate during that period.

BUT these 87-day players who are loaned to the AHL prior to 5 p.m. on Jan. 24 AND who remain on loan through the start of the Olympic break are NOT entitled to such time off and ARE eligible for AHL action. However, if the player does not remain on loan through the start of the Olympic break, he will get the break off.

Players who participate in 16 of their club's last 20 games leading up to the Olympic Break ("16-game players") will also have earned time off, regardless of whether he he is loaned to an AHL affiliate prior to his club's final game before the Olympic break.

Both groups of players will be ineligible for loan between the parent team's final game before the Olympic break and the conclusion of the Olympic break.

But here is where it gets a little tricky.

Both groups of players WILL be eligible for loan during a "pre-Olympic period,'' running from Jan. 24 to Feb.8, as long as any such loan occurs prior to the club's final game before the Olympic break.

However, these players may NOT practice, participate or play for the AHL affiliate during the Olympic break.

Waiver-exempt players who do NOT meet the 87-day or 16-game criteria ARE eligible for loan at anytime prior to the Olympic break through 5 p.m. on the day following the NHL team's final game before the Olympic Break.

If these players are NOT loaned back prior to that 5 p.m. deadline, they will be ineligible for loan for the remainder of the Olympic break.

That's a lot to get through. So, what does it potentially mean for the Syracuse Crunch?

Well. Tampa Bay, like the rest of the NHL teams, is weeks away from making transaction decisions.

But, just speaking theoretically, rookie forwards Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik and Ondrej Palat are all waiver-exempt. Since they have been with the team since the start of the season, they would fall under the 87-day rule.

If Tampa Bay wants any of them to keep playing in Syracuse through the Olympic break, they would have to be loaned here by Jan. 24. Or, if the Lightning want any of the players to skate here during the pre-Olympic break (but NOT during the Olympic intermission itself) they can loan them to the Crunch before Tampa Bay's final game before the Olympic hiatus.

Rookie Tampa Bay forwards J.T. Brown and Nikita Kucherov will not have been up long enough to reach 87-day status. But they could qualify for the 16-game group. If they do, they would still be OK for a demotion during the pre-Olympic break as specified above.

Get all that?
By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 31, 2013 at 8:09 PM, updated January 03, 2014 at 10:34 PM

Syracuse Crunch goalie Riku Helenius has decided to shake the dust off his game by agreeing to an assignment to Florida of the ECHL.

The veteran apparently had a change of heart and left Syracuse on Tuesday bound for the Everblades. Helenius previously declined a demotion to the lower league, as was his contractual right.

Helenius has not played since Nov. 27. He was nudged out of the picture when Tampa Bay promoted promising prospect Kristers Gudlevskis from Florida on Dec. 4.

The Crunch tried practicing with three goalies for a few practices but that situation makes it difficult for all the netminders to get enough work and instruction. So two weeks ago, the Lightning told Helenius to stay home.

Helenius, on a one-way deal that will pay him $650,000 this season, is 2-3 with a 3.43 goals-against average and a .875 save percentage for the Crunch this season.

With injuries and callups, it is very likely that Helenius will fit into the Crunch's plans again this season. Also, it's like that Gudlevskis will make the Latvian Olympic team, a development that would create a temporary spot for Helenius in Syracuse.

"We're happy Riku has agreed to join the Everblades,'' said Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "We feel it is the best opportunity for him to play games, continue to develop as a player and stay ready to help the Crunch when called upon to do so in the future.''

Helenius could not be reached for comment Tuesday.

Earlier Tuesday, before news of Helenius' assignment was announced, his agent, Jay Grossman, said the goalie thought things through and and general reached the conclusion that he should get back into game shape.

"He was disappointed,'' Grossman said of Helenius' initial reaction. "But at this point, it's pretty clear he needs to be playing. I think that Riku has the ability to be pretty resilient. The reality at that position is you have the talent to play. A big part is the mental component of that. It's probably wise you get that in order before you put yourself in a worse position.''
y Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 31, 2013 at 12:49 PM, updated December 31, 2013 at 12:51 PM

Veteran power forward P.C. Labrie boarded the Syracuse Crunch's team bus to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Tuesday the only way he knows how.

With a smile.

"It's nice. I'm pumped about playing hockey,'' he said.

The 6-foot-3, 234-pound Labrie spoke moments after he cleared NHL waivers and was assigned to the Crunch. He is expected to be in the lineup when Syracuse visits the Penguins at 5 p.m. today

Labrie's enthusiasm to get back on the ice, any ice, is understandable. Injuries have limited him to 13 games this season with the Lightning, posting 20 penalty minutes and no points.

"He hasn't had a chance to play much this year,'' said Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "Right now, he needs a chance to play more. I expect him to end up back in Tampa at some point, but that will be dictated by his play.''

Labrie was a huge spark as an energy player for the Crunch last season, posting 11 goals, seven assists and 83 penalty minutes in 39 games. Crunch coach Rob Zettler described Labrie as one of those players foes hate seeing on the opposing bench.

"He goes to the net hard. He competes hard. You never have enough of that on the team,'' Zettler said. "I think he'll back D off just because of his size and physicality. That hopefully will create offensive chances and turnovers.''
By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 31, 2013 at 10:28 AM, updated December 31, 2013 at 12:21 PM

The Syracuse Crunch began the last day of 2013 by getting some very good news.

Second-year playmaker Vladdy Namestnikov got medical clearance to return to the lineup and will be in action tonight when the Crunch visits Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Namestnikov had been out since Nov. 22 when he suffered a broken left hand against against Hamilton. Before boarding the team bus for the Penguins game on Tuesday, Namestnikov said he didn't feel limited by any lingering effects of the ailment.

In 16 games this year, Namestnikov posted eight goals and 13 assists.
By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 30, 2013 at 3:56 PM, updated December 30, 2013 at 8:51 PM

The force of nature known as P.C. Labrie is heading out of Tampa, rolling up the East Coast and targeting Syracuse.

The personality heatwave is definitely expected to hit here. The only question at the moment is for how long it settles in the War Memorial.

The Lightning placed the 6-foot-3, 234-pound power forward on NHL waivers at noon Monday. He has until noon Tuesday to clear.

If he clears, he will be assigned to the Syracuse Crunch and perhaps play in the team's game Tuesday at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. Labrie is already on his way to Syracuse in preparation for his assignment here and will likely join the team Tuesday morning while awaiting word of his ultimate destination.

At the start of this season, Labrie almost certainly would have been snapped up by another NHL team if exposed to waivers with the intent of assignment to Syracuse. But injuries have limited his playing time to 13 games (no points, 20 PIM), and his $625,000, one-way deal would make him a pricey gamble for another team looking for a bounceback now.

But the addition of Labrie to the Crunch would be an all-around jolt for a team that's slumbered its way to the bottom of the East Division standings. He is a physical rarity at the AHL level, an enforcer who can also score. In 39 games for the Crunch last season, he piled up 11 goals, seven assists and 83 penalty minutes.

He is also one of the most popular teammates in the Tampa Bay/Norfolk/Syracuse era, a huge, teddy bear figure who talks big, smiles wide and hugs hard.

"He's just such a personality. The guys are going to follow him. He's a leader,'' said Syracuse forward Eric Neilson, one of his good friends. "He's the definition of swag. Our guys need that.''

Labrie's demotion also has bigger picture implications for the Lightning and Crunch rosters. Tampa Bay has 22 players on its active roster, one under the limit.

That number will drop to 21 Tuesday, when Labrie is either claimed by another NHL team or assigned to Syracuse. The Lightning has four players on injured reserve who are expected to return in the near future: defensemen Keith Aulie and Eric Brewer and forwards Steven Stamkos and Ryan Malone.

The comebacks of Malone and Brewer are imminent. At that point, Tampa Bay could opt to stick with the maximum 23 players or perhaps return a defenseman or forward to the Crunch. Players who could be sent to the Crunch without requiring waivers include defenseman J.P. Cote and forwards Richard Panik, J.T. Brown and Nikita Kucherov

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 30, 2013 at 10:31 AM, updated December 30, 2013 at 11:52 AM

Rookie center Cedric Paquette initially won a job on the Syracuse Crunch because of his eagerness to help defend teammates.

Recently, he earned a promotion because of his knack of helping to make them better.

In the last two games the spark plug has taken yet another sharp turn in what seems like shift-by-shift improvement this season by running the team's top line with Brett Connolly and Jon DiSalvatore.

Paquette's promotion from third-line plugger was a reward for impressing head coach Rob Zettler with his versatility. It seemed like every time Zettler sent Paquette out there he did something to advance his team's cause, from diving into scrums to cover for teammates' backs to establishing himself as one of the most willing and hardest checkers in the league.

But those types of contributions are the calling card of the 6-foot-1, 206-pound catalyst. Zettler also noticed Paquette's eagerness to plow through the front of opponent's nets and whack away at pucks, as well as his eye for finding passing lanes to set up teammates' with helpers.

The result has been Paquette's emergence as one of the team's most valuable offensive players, with eight goals and 10 assists this season. The 18 points — good for third on the team — include a tear of two goals and seven assists through 10 games in December.

"It seems like whatever line he's on, the line is scoring for us,'' Zettler said. "You watch him play. He's trying to do all the right things. That's why he's having success. He's really hard to play against. And he has skill to back it up.''

Paquette, a fourth-round pick by Tampa Bay in 2012, is a classic example of one of those players coaches describe as those you win with. He tuned Zettler into that immediately last year, joining the team after his junior season was over and playing so responsibly that the coach trusted him with minutes in the Eastern Conference Final against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

"I was really nervous in the beginning. I just tried to be a role player,'' Paquette said. "I didn't think I was going to play.''

Zettler remembered an odd tentativeness to Paquette's approach when he first came to the Crunch. He was brought in to be difficult to play against yet in practice seemed almost hesitant to start bouncing off his teammates.

"The first couple of practices he was trying to be respectful. My message to him was, 'Play your game,''' Zettler said.

Paquette's ears and mental approach picked up on that signal right away. Although not particularly intimidating with his size, Paquette has a certain relentlessness to his irritation that makes him a particularly effective agitator.

While many players at the AHL level like to hit, Paquette is one of those guys often in the middle of some retaliatory skirmish.

"I don't think opponents like (the way he plays),'' Paquette said. "I like to be in their face, old-style hockey. I know (opponents) just know me because of that. I keep my head up (for retaliation), be ready for it.''

The sparks created by such contact only seem to energize Paquette for more confrontations. Punishment is a give-and-take proposition for him, whether he's administering it with an open-ice wallop or absorbing it for the greater good of creating a scoring chance.

"I think he's got the competitiveness,'' said Syracuse captain Mike Angelidis. "That's where it comes from. Every time he puts on the uniform, he plays hard. He doesn't back down. He's a guy who's got pride. You can see that on the ice. He really gets the game.''

Paquette sees physical play as the basis of the rest of his skillset.

"It's the game, right? You have to finish your check to be good,'' Paquette reasoned. "It gets me going in the games. I just enjoy it. I have to do that to be good in the games. When I can finish my hit, I just do it. It's a good feeling.''

But there's more than one way to create that gratification in hockey. Paquette knew how to mark up the scoresheet with the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada of the QMJHL last season, producing 27 goals and 56 assists.

His initial role as a third-liner with the Crunch moved him away from those responsibilities. But with the points drain created by injuries and callups, Paquette has responded to the call to lift his scoring potential to the AHL level.

"I feel he's continued to play hard and nasty hockey. Because of that, he finds offense,'' Zettler said.

"I've always been a two-way player. I can score. I can play defense. I have some skills to put on the table,'' he said. "I have more ice time, I have more confidence. My game is like I played in juniors.''

And sometimes Paquette likes to make that as obvious as the players he lays strewn out across the ice.

On Dec. 18, the Crunch visited Hershey for a game that went into a shootout. Paquette was particularly villainous that night, inviting disdain from the hometown fans.

Paquette was third-man up in the shootout for Syracuse, and enjoying the stage he scored on his chance. He then milked the moment by cupping his hand to his ear in an I-can't-hear-you gesture.

"The crowd booed me. I just responded to the crowd,'' Paquette said. "Sometimes, things happen.''

Indeed, they do. Paquette's revenge was spoiled when the Bears won the shootout and the game.

That's the tradeoff with Paquette. Sometimes he'll get you. Other times, he'll be the target.

But as he's proving this season, regardless of what it takes to win, he'll always be back for more.

"It's great to see a guy like that take advantage of his opportunity,'' Angelidis said. "I like the way he plays. I could see him having a long pro career in the NHL.''

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 29, 2013 at 11:14 PM, updated December 29, 2013 at 11:28 PM

Dmitry Korobov1.JPGAfter a two-game stay with Tampa Bay, defenseman Dmitry Korobov is returning to the Syracuse Crunch.Jim McGregor/The Post-Standard 

Dmitry Korobov picked up his first NHL point on Sunday night, an assist for Tampa Bay in the Lightning's 4-3 loss to the New York Rangers.

Korobov also got something else - a demotion back to the Syracuse Crunch.

Korobov was reassigned after the game and should be available when the Crunch visits Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Tuesday night.

The second-year pro has skated in 26 games with Syracuse this season, posting 12 assists and 30 penalty minutes. He has has played in three games with the Lightning this season, the first three NHL games of his career.

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 28, 2013 at 9:37 PM, updated December 28, 2013 at 11:42 PM

Emotion continued to pour out of the Syracuse Crunch on Saturday, although far too much of it was spilled after it could do any good.

The Crunch fought just hard enough to be left wondering again in a 6-3 loss to Norfolk in the War Memorial. In some ways, the score was deceiving. But in a sense, it capsulized perfectly where the team is right now.

On the plus side, Syracuse rallied from a 4-0 deficit in the second to pull within 4-3 early in the third. In the much bigger minus column, the Crunch was ghastly when it counted the most, allowing two short-handed goals on the same power play in the opening minutes and then collapsing with two more quick goals-against in the second.

Either way the team wounds gaped open even more, especially among the veterans who see so much more potential in the locker room than the players are actually realizing.

"We're just in a funk right now that we haven't been able to get out of,'' said Syracuse defenseman Matt Taormina. "It's a longer stretch (of a slump) than we anticipated. We're almost halfway through the season. We're really digging ourselves a hole right now.''

Syracuse, the defending Eastern Conference champion, now resembles the very picture of mediocrity with a 13-13-1-3 record. It is 2-6-2 in December and hasn't won consecutive games since Nov. 29-30. Saturday's loss dropped Syracuse into the basement of the East Division.

"I think last night (a 3-2 win at Hershey) was a real good step forward for our team,'' said Syracuse forward Geoff Walker. "We come home, it's just inconsistent play from myself first, we just have to be better. We battled back hard. But where we're at in the standings, moral victories aren't what we're looking for.''

Emerson Etem led the Admirals' attack with two goals, including a vital insurance marker with 10:32 left in the third to cut off a Crunch surge and give the Admirals a 5-3 lead.

Mike Angelidis, Evan Rankin and Drew Olson scored for the Crunch. Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins stopped 16 shots in relief of starter Kristers Gudlevskis, who was pulled after Norfolk raced ahead 4-0.

The Crunch drew within 4-3 after Olson tallied at the 2:17 mark of the third. Admirals goalie Igor Bobkov fell attempting to play the puck behind his net, leaving his net unprotected.

Syracuse forward Max Parent dug out the puck from behind the net and dished it to Olson, who flipped it in from the right side of the crease.

But that's where the Crunch parked for the night. Etem flipped a shot off Desjardins and across the goal line about eight minutes later to give Norfolk a two-goal lead again.

"We're just getting ourselves out of position. We're not playing the game like we're supposed to play it,'' Taormina said of the defense in general. "It's something we have to bear down on.''

The Crunch finally woke midway through the second to cut Norfolk's 4-0 lead in half. Angelidis put the team on the board with a rebound goal from the right side with Syracuse on the power play at the 10:30 mark.

With 2:01 left in the second, Syracuse's Dana Tyrell ripped a shot from the right side that hit off Bobkov and settled just in front of the goal line. Rankin won a race to push it in and bring Syracuse within 4-2.

Syracuse played without two of its most physical defensemen, Dmitry Korobov and J.P. Cote, both on recall to Tampa Bay. The Admirals continued picking away at that scab on its first two shots of the second.

Rickard Rakell broke free just 42 seconds into the period to beat Gudlevskis from the left side for a 3-0 cushion.

"I know we have the guys in here who can step up and play a different style and get the job done,'' Taormina said of the loss of Korobov and Cote.

At the 4:11 mark of the second, Chris Wagner ended Gudlevski's evening with a rebound goal from the left side to make it 4-0. Gudlevskis gave up four goals on 12 shots.

"I don't think the goals were his fault whatsover,'' Angelidis said. "I think it (the switch) was more for an energy thing.''

Syracuse entered the contest 2-for-40 on its power play during the last nine games, and gladly would have taken a simple 0-fer on its first man-up chance against the Admirals in the opening period. Instead, that unit melted down by allowing not one, but two short-handed scores.

The first came at the 5:26 mark, when Etem converted a turnover into a breakaway goal for a 1-0 Norfolk lead.

Just 1:06 later, the Crunch surrendered a 2-on-1 rush the other way. Max Friberg, on the left side, hummed a wicked shot off the far crossbar and into the back of the net.

"I don't think I've seen it,'' Angelidis said of the two shorties allowed on one power play. "It's rare you see that. That hurt a bit.''

Syracuse next plays Tuesday, when it visits Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for a New Year's Eve contest. That will be the start of a five-game road trip for Syracuse.

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 27, 2013 at 6:15 PM, updated December 27, 2013 at 6:58 PM

The Tampa Bay Lightning have recalled Syracuse Crunch defenseman Dmitry Korobov.

Korobov has 12 assists in 26 games for the Crunch this season. The 24-year-old made his NHL debut with the Lightning against the Los Angeles Kings on Nov. 19, recording one hit and 13:21 minutes of ice time.

Korobov will miss Syracuse's game in Hershey on Friday and will also miss the Crunch's home game against Norfolk on Saturday.

The Lightning is dinged on defense with ailments to Sami Salo and Eric Brewer. Earlier Friday, Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said he did not think the injury that required Korobov's recall is a long-term issue.

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 26, 2013 at 1:56 PM

2013-10-12-ss-Crunch_05.JPGSyracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov could be back running the team's attack by New Year's Eve.Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com 

Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov was all over the War Memorial ice on Thursday morning, shooting, puckhandling and taking hits.

The sum of that activity was a singular yet vital stride toward his return to the Syracuse lineup.

The workout was Namestnikov's first full practice since suffering a broken left hand in a game against Hamilton on Nov. 22. Shortly after the practice ended, the Crunch boarded a bus for Hershey, where the team meets the Bears Friday.

Namestnikov was not on that bus. The only skating he'll do on Friday is an individual session in Syracuse. But Namestnikov won't be left behind much longer.

Originally, Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said Namestnikov probably wouldn't be back until after Jan. 1. But Namestnikov has a doctor's appointment on Dec. 31, and if that goes well he could be given the green light for the Crunch's game that night in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

"It actually feels really good, no pain,'' Namestnikov said. "There's obviously a difference between practice ready and game ready. You can only tell when you're playing.''

Before his injury, Namestnikov was tearing it up with eight goals and 13 assists in 16 games. Zettler worked with Namestnikov after practice on Thursday, feeding him passes for extra one-timers. After they were done, Namestnikov took off his left glove and rotated his wrist, as if to show Zettler his range of motion.

Finally, with everyone else off the ice, Namestnikov lingered a little longer for some more stick-handling work. Zettler wants to push his second-year finisher through at least a couple of more practices to see how he protects the puck and reacts to driving to the net.

"I call it hockey shape,'' Zettler said. "You need everything. You just don't get that off the ice. It (practice) is not like a game, but it's the closest you'll get to that.''

Namestnikov spent his Christmas break in New York City, along with Dmitry Korobov, Artem Sergeev and Nikita Nesterov. He said it was the first time any of them have been there.

They took in a Brooklyn Nets game and visited Times Square. The highlight, Namestnikov said, was finding an authentic Russian restaurant and sampling the foods of their homelands.

"There's a lot of people rushing there. I don't really like that,'' he said of Manhattan overall. "Other than that, the lights, the building, it was a good experience to see all that.''

After visiting Hershey on Friday, Syracuse returns home to host Norfolk on Saturday.

- Syracuse captain Mike Angelidis' career has reached a confluence of statistical symmetry.

Angelidis recorded his first Crunch three-point game Dec. 18 in Hershey and now has 200 professional points (100 goals, 100 assists).

Friday's game will be his 500th as a professional, and it will also mark his 100th game in a Syracuse uniform.

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 22, 2013 at 9:39 AM, updated December 22, 2013 at 10:01 AM

Big hits. Big goals. Former Syracuse Crunch defenseman Radko Gudas can come up with both.

And sometimes just a few seconds apart.

Gudas went to work again Saturday night in Tampa Bay's 3-2 overtime win against Carolina. He crushed the Hurricanes' Jeff Skinner at one end of the ice to cause a turnover, then went down the other end and lasered a shot past goalie Justin Peters to win the game.

"[Jeff Skinner's] a good player I'm just lucky he didn't turn and hit me," Gudas told Lightning reporter Missy Zielinski. "I closed my eyes for a second, we were 2-on-1 and I wasn't 100-percent sure if I could make the pass, so I decided to shoot and it went in."

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com
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on December 20, 2013 at 9:40 PM, updated December 20, 2013 at 11:05 PM

The Syracuse Crunch's frustration made a quick and appropriate U-turn on Friday.

At first, it was fiercely - and perhaps appropriately - directed at referee Jean-Philippe Sylvain.

But by the time the Crunch's game against Binghamton was over, the anger was self-directed at the group of men who can't put away what should be a win.

Syracuse again coughed up a two-goal lead and let the visiting Senators tally five unanswered goals and leave the War Memorial with a 5-2 victory.

It was the second straight game Syracuse couldn't turn a two-goal lead into two points. Wednesday, the team held that cushion before allowing Hershey to rally and win in a shootout.

Friday's falloff was even worse. The Senators had dropped seven straight and looked like a leaf ready to be raked away when the Crunch popped ahead on first-period power-play scores by Brett Connolly and Cedric Paquette.

"For some reason, we think a two-goal lead is money in the bank when there's two periods left to play. We've got to realize there's a reason why they put 60 minutes on the clock,'' said Syracuse defenseman Joey Mormina. "I don't think it's an Xs and Os thing.It's a commitment to managing the puck and a commitment to playing downhill.''

The Sens' Mark Stone scored a power-play goal with 11 minutes,13 seconds left in the third period to snap a 2-2 tie, but by that time Sylvain had already sent the Crunch over the edge.

With a little more than seven minutes left in a tie game, Syracuse forward Eric Neilson drove hard behind the Sens' net, to Lawson's left. Neilson, a Binghamton defender and Lawson all tried to reach the loose puck.

The Binghamton skater wedged into Neilson, cutting off his lane as he lunged for the puck. Neilson lightly clipped Lawson on the shoulder. Sylvain whistled Neilson for goalie interference.

"I thought it was a bad call by them. But that's not an excuse,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

"By no means was I running at the goalie. I was going for the puck. That's all I remember,'' Neilson said.

Meanwhile, Lawson initially skated back to his crease, then, as he saw Sylvain about to call a penalty, dropped down as if hurt. When Neilson saw Lawson's act and Sylvain's call, he smashed his stick over the crossbar.

Typically, such shows of anger draw a 10-minute misconduct. Instead, Sylvain oddly gave Neilson another two-minute penalty, for unsportsmanlike conduct.

That handed the Senators back-to-back two-minute power plays, forcing a much different and more paced penalty kill approach than if the Crunch had been looking at just a single man-down challenge.

Either way, Neilson later felt bad about his outburst.

"It was my fault., I let the team down. I have to be more disciplined than that,'' he said.

During the first power play, at the 8:27 mark Stone knocked in a rebound from the right side past Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis for a 3-2 Sens lead.

"We need to get the job done there and bail (Neilson) out, but we didn't do it,'' Mormina said.

O'Brien added an insurance marker at the 18:19 mark, and Dziurzynski tossed in an empty netter with 13 seconds left for the final margin.

But the way Mormina and Zettler recounted it, the Crunch lost the game way before that. Playing with a lead can be an ugly business, one that requires the toughness to battle back against an opponent's increased physical desperation and chippiness.

They Crunch instead sat back and lounged on offense, Zettler said, getting too fancy instead of continuing to push hard. That made it easier for Binghamton to create a spark going the other way when it trailed 2-0.

"We get up by two, and we think we're a fancy team, instead of grinding it out,'' Zettler said. "All of a sudden we want to wait, wait, wait to make plays instead of moving pucks.''

Hoffman knotted the game with 47.4 seconds left in the second. Stephane Da Costa tested Gudlevskis from the right side, and the goalie batted the rebound to the left.

Hoffman, just outside the crease, swatted the puck out of the air and into the back of the net to tie the game at 2-2.

Claesson put the Sens on the board at the 5:12 mark of the period. His long shot sailed through a screen set by Syracuse defensemen Luke Witkowski and Dmitry Korobov and past Gudlevskis to cut the Crunch's edge to 2-1.

The Crunch broke fast by scoring on two of its five first-period shots. Syracuse's initial bid of the opening period was a rip from the high slot by defenseman Matt Taormina.

Lawson denied that, but left a fat rebound for Connolly on the right. Connolly easily shoveled it in for a power-play score at the 2:05 mark.

With 2:39 left in the first and Syracuse enjoying another manpower edge, new Crunch forward Jon DiSalvatore dished from the left to Paquette along on the right side of the crease. Lawson couldn't slide over in time, and Paquette whipped the biscuit into the open right side for a 2-0 cushion.

The Crunch had entered the game on a run of 26 straight failed power plays.The game was the first time the Crunch scored multiple power-play goals in a contest since Nov. 1,

Earlier on Friday, the Crunch released forward Philip-Michael Devos from his professional tryout contract.

Devos earned two points (1-1) in nine games with the Crunch since signing a PTO on Nov. 27. Devos has appeared in 14 games for the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL this season posting nine points (1-8).

Devos appeared in 70 regular season games with the Crunch last season, posting 26 points (7-19). Devos appeared in 18 games, collecting five assists, during the Crunch's run to the 2013 Calder Cup Finals.

The Crunch visits Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Saturday in its final contest before the holiday break.
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Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly's recent resurgence will have to be put on hold for at least this weekend, and perhaps longer.

Connolly suffered a leg injury against Hershey on Wednesday and did not participate in an optional skate on Thursday. Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said he's doubtful for Friday's game against visiting Binghamton and Saturday's contest at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Connolly, a second-team AHL all-star last season, was just rounding into form after a slow start with two goals and four assists in his last eight games.

"He was getting things rolling offensively,'' Zettler said. "He's been working really hard. I'm sure he's frustrated about the timing of the injury. He's a valuable piece of our team.''

Friday's Binghamton game will be televised by the Time Warner Cable Sports Channel.

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 18, 2013 at 8:03 PM, updated December 18, 2013 at 8:16 PM

Sitting in an airport in Harrisburg, Pa., Wednesday night awaiting a flight that would carry him back to a dream, Syracuse Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote dropped any pretension of cool.

Cote was on his way to Tampa Bay to play for the Lightning, perhaps as soon as Thursday against Nashville. Cote has skated in a lot of professional hockey games, and even eight in the NHL, but the way he saw it he might as well been heading for his very first one.

Was he nervous? You better believe it.

"Oh yeah,'' he said. "But in a good way. I get a taste of how they are doing up there.''

Quite well, actually, but you can never have enough of the beef and character that a player like Cote, 31, totes along with him.

Cote got the ticket from Hershey - where the Crunch is playing Wednesday night - after signing a two-year, two-way deal earlier in the day. Cote had been in the second season of an AHL-only deal.

Cote said he told Tampa Bay that if it ever needed him it wouldn't be a problem getting him to agree to an NHL deal. But he said he didn't know one was coming down the pike, and with a second year tossed in for good measure.

"I really want to be part of what they are building,'' Cote said of the Lightning. "I want to be part of the Tampa Bay Lightning up there, or down with the Syracuse Crunch, whatever the plan is.''

He said he found out about the deal after the team's morning skate today. He was so excited that he hugged the bearer of the good news, Crunch coach Rob Zettler.

"I'm pumped. It was unreal at first,'' Cote said. "I got really excited. I'm kind of composed now. I'm thinking, what's the next step? I have to deliver the merchandise. It's just the beginning. I really want to step up to the plate. They see something in me. I want to bring it to the table for them.''

Two years ago, Cote wasn't sure he'd ever get this chance again. He hadn't played in the NHL since 2005-06, his eight-game stint with Montreal.

In 2011-12 he was coming off a two-season stretch in Germany and trying to attract attention in the ECHL league. Norfolk gave him a shot, and Cote helped take that team to a Calder Cup.

Cote continued to impress while leading Syracuse to the AHL finals last season, and his reward is another chance to show how much he's improved by testing himself against NHL competition once more.

"I'm glad to be here right now with all that I went through,'' Cote said. "It (the promotion) is definitely a chapter, looking back on what I've been through in hockey. Here I am. It's a chapter that is ending well, and hopefully beginning a new one.''

y Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 18, 2013 at 5:06 PM, updated December 18, 2013 at 5:08 PM

Syracuse Crunch veteran defenseman J.P. Cote has spent a lot of time the past two seasons working on his skating.

The results have been so impressive that those newly nimble feet have carried him back to the NHL.

Cote, who was on the second year of an AHL-only deal, has signed a two-way, NHL-AHL pact with the Lightning. Tampa Bay then recalled Cote Wednesday, and he could be in the lineup Thursday when Tampa Bay takes on Nashville.

Cote, 31, last played in the NHL when he skated eight games for Montreal in 2005-06. Those are the only NHL games on Cote's resume. Since then, he has bounced around the AHL, ECHL and in Germany.

But two years ago, Cote signed with the Tampa Bay organization and helped Norfolk win a Calder Cup. At the time, Cote's skating was not considered NHL caliber. Since then, Cote has put in the sweat to change that.

"Since he's been back in our organization, he's worked really hard,'' said Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "He's improved. We feel there's enough skating there so that he can come up and help us win at the NHL level.''

Cote has played in 19 games with the Crunch this season, notching two goals and nine points with 35 penalty minutes. He leads all Crunch players with a plus-6 rating and is tied for second among team defensemen for goals.

Overall, he has played in 535 career AHL games with Syracuse, the Norfolk Admirals, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and the Hamilton Bulldogs, registering 20 goals and 107 points. He is a career plus-128 player during his AHL career.

BriseBois said Cote will stay with Tampa Bay at least through the holiday moratorium on moves, which ends Dec. 27.

"We're looking for more of what J.P. brings to the table,'' BriseBois said. "We're looking for more size and physicality from our defensemen.''

In other Crunch news on Wednesday, the Lightning returned defenseman Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell to Syracuse. Neither will be available tonight when Syracuse visits Hershey.

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 17, 2013 at 10:37 PM, updated December 17, 2013 at 10:57 PM

Even if you hate shootouts, watching Tampa Bay forward Nikita Kucherov put on a show in them pushes all the other objections to the skills competition far into the background.

The show-stopping rookie was at it again on Tuesday, making Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov collapse light an old porch chair on a windy day. The Lightning won the shootout, and, thus, the game.

Artistry like this is enough to make you wonder what other tricks Kucherov has left in his bag, ready to spring at the big moments.

y Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 17, 2013 at 2:35 PM, updated December 17, 2013 at 2:51 PM

The professional hockey future of Syracuse Crunch goalie Riku Helenius officially dropped into limbo on Tuesday when parent club Tampa Bay told him his services are no longer needed.

Julien BriseBois, assistant general manager of the Lightning, said Tampa Bay asked Helenius to accept an assignment to Florida of the ECHL. Helenius declined, as is his right as a player beyond his entry level contract.

BriseBois said he told Helenius he was no longer required to practice with the team and to stay home for now. Helenius is not suspended and will still receive his full $650,000 salary.

Helenius became the odd goalie out earlier this month when Tampa Bay recalled promising rookie Kristers Gudlevskis from Florida, teaming him with Cedrick Desjardins in the Crunch rotation.

Helenius kept practicing with the Crunch but did not play. Teams usually don't like to keep three healthy goalies on a roster because playing and practice minutes are difficult to divide so that everyone remains sharp.

"There is no plan right now (for Helenius) on our end. Now, he's thinking about what he wants to do going forward,'' BriseBois said Tuesday. "He's a good guy. He didn't do anything wrong. We've decided to go with Cedrick and Kristers. In all fairness to them, it's tough to go with three goalies.''

BriseBois said the team has tried to move Helenius, but right now there's no deal to be made.

"If we can find another spot for Riku, we will gladly do that,'' BriseBois said.

Helenius could not be reached for comment.

"Obviously, he was disappointed. But I don't want to put words in his mouth,'' BriseBois said. "He told me that he didn't want to go to Florida today. Whether that changes down the road, only he knows.''

Helenius, in his second season with the Crunch, is 2-3 for the team this year with a 3.43 goals-against average and a .875 save percentage.

"Riku completely understands the situation, and he's been completely professional about it,'' Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said after practice Tuesday. "He's just trying to figure out what's best for him right now. I'm sure he's disappointed. I can't say enough good things about him. It's just one of those situations.''

    Nordstrom helps IceHogs end skid

        email print
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    By Reed Schreck

    The Rockford Register Star

    Posted Jan. 4, 2014 @ 10:02 pm

        ROCKFORD - Rockford IceHogs fans were hoping to be doubly rewarded Saturday night.

        Just for braving the weather and showing up at BMO Harris Bank Center, all fans got a voucher for a select future game on what was marketed as Beat The Freeze Night. The turnout of 4,145 was also hoping to see a select 'Hogs win, as that has been a rare sight lately.

        They went home happy on both accounts, as Rockford prevailed 4-2 to end what had been the AHL's longest current winless streak at seven (0-5-1-1).

        It feels really good to be back on the winning track," said Joakim Nordstrom, the game's No. 1 star with two goals and an assist. "We were close last night (a 3-2 shootout loss to Iowa), but only got one point. It's nice to get the two points.

        "I think we've been playing good for a couple of games. But we haven't been able to come out with a 'W.' So it's nice it paid off tonight."

        The crowd also got to witness the IceHogs debut of veteran goalie Jason LaBarbera, who made 31 saves and was Star No. 2 on the evening. He was in New Jersey on Friday night for the Chicago Blackhawks game, arrived in town between 2-3 a.m. and then was at morning skate at 9 a.m. 

        Rockford (16-16-3-1) never had led Grand Rapids (23-9-1-2) this season - then led 1-0, 2-0 and 3-0 this time.

        Grand Rapids cut it to 3-2, so Rockford's lead wasn't secure until Garret Ross got an unassisted empty-netter at 19:15.

        "We've been losing games lately, so maybe our confidence wasn't the best," Nordstrom said of the team's mindset when its lead was trimmed to one goal. "We dominated big parts, maybe the whole first period. So we just tried to calm down and go back to what we were doing in the first period, with our skating and putting a lot of pressure on loose pucks."

        Rockford led 3-0 after Jeremy Morin scored at 3:49 of the second. Nordstrom had struck at 4:17 of the first, deflecting a Brett Skinner shot, and then tallied on a penalty shot at :43 of the second.

        Grand Rapids snuck close on a short-handed score by Cory Emmerton and a power-play conversion by Riley Sheehan before the second intermission.

        The 'Hogs did extend their stretch of games with 30 or more shots on goal to 12. They have allowed power-play goals in seven straight games now. In contrast, Grand Rapids has killed off 28 of its last 29 penalty kills over seven games.

        The Griffins entered the evening leading the AHL in fewest goals allowed at 2.32 per contest.

        Reed Schreck: reedschreck1@gmail.com

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/article/20140104/SPORTS/140109812/10455/SPORTS#ixzz2pdQFfbqw
    Hockey: IceHogs ready for holiday break
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    »  RELATED CONTENT

        LINKS

        • Griffins strike late to sink 'Hogs

    By Reed Schreck

    Rockford Register Star

    Posted Dec. 23, 2013 @ 1:00 pm

        ROCKFORD - Jeremy Morin's in Syracuse, N.Y. Theo Peckham's across the border in Owen Sound, Ontario. Brad Winchester is just up the road in Madison, Wis.

        Some of their Rockford IceHogs teammates will remain in town or scatter elsewhere. Wherever they are, they will be getting the same break from hockey as everyone else in the American Hockey League in a league-mandated, four-day shutdown.

        In a change from recent Christmases, the 'Hogs are hotter than they have been in a while at the holiday stoppage. The break has helped them in the past; we'll see about this time.

        "I think everyone needs kind of a break here," Morin said. "It's the time of the season where everyone is getting banged up, there's wear and tear on your body. This break is a good time to regroup mentally, physically and get ready for the second half."

        Rockford stands 15-13-3-0 before resuming play Thursday at Iowa.

        Winchester said before last weekend's games that he didn't know if the break was coming at an opportune time.

        "We've been playing a little bit more consistent of late," he said, as Rockford had produced points in five of six outings before losing 3-2 in overtime Friday at Grand Rapids and 3-1 at home Saturday to Milwaukee.

        When the 'Hogs get back, it won't take long for things to feel normal. They will embark on a five-hour bus ride on Thursday.

        "Thank you, American Hockey League, for doing that to us," said a sarcastic defenseman Theo Peckham. "Coming back and playing two games in two days, you can't really get too relaxed."

        After the Iowa game, Rockford returns home for a Saturday game vs. Grand Rapids.

        Reed Schreck: reedschreck1@gmail.com

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/article/20131223/SPORTS/131229867/10455/SPORTS#ixzz2pdQU0adn
Manchester 4, WBS 2 1/4

January 4th, 2014

2 Comments

Things had been looking up a bit for the WBS Penguins lately. They got a couple of key players back from Pittsburgh. They won a couple of games. Then they got brought back down to earth a bit by a very good Manchester team tonight, losing 4-2.

It’s not that the Monarchs blew the Penguins out. It’s that they looked like a very good team for about 50 minutes and the Penguins looked like a very good team for about 20. That might work against Hartford or Syracuse, but not Manchester.

The Penguins played from behind most of the night, which is always a struggle given the way the roster is constructed.

Nick Shore scored on an attempted centering pass that banked in off goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers early in the first. Brian O’Neill took a centering pass from Tanner Pearson and scored on a partially blocked backhand from the slot early in the second.

The Penguins cut the lead in half when Zack Torquato and Tom Kuhnhackl pulled off the James Neal play late in the second.

The Tom, Nick & Harry top line did everything it could to tie the score in the third. They were playing pretty much every other shift, throwing everything they could at Jean-Francois Berube.

Eventually, on a counter-attack after a successful penalty kill, they tied the score 2-2. Zolnierczyk went around the net and found a wide-open Nick D’Agostino skating in toward the left hash marks. Berube made the first save but the rebound caromed right to Drazenovic, who didn’t miss.

Manchester is one of the most impressive teams in the AHL. They seem to have a top-of-the-conference team every year despite not going out and buying high-priced veteran free agents every July. The most impressive thing they did tonight was their response to the tying goal.

They would have scored on the next shift had Jeff-Drouin Deslauriers not made a couple of highlight reel stops. They did score about six minutes later when Nick Deslauriers pulled a puck out of a scrum on the left-half wall and whipped in a shot to make it 3-2.

The Tom, Dick & Harry line continued to push the pace, but Berube would have none of it. Pearson added an empty netter in the final minute and that’s your ballgame.

Coach John Hynes said after the game that the Penguins had too many passengers tonight. It’s easy to see what he meant.

When you talk about a team needing secondary scoring, it’s more than just getting the occasional goal. It’s about building momentum. Tonight, after Tom, Nick & Harry had a good shift, the momentum didn’t carry over to the next shift. Manchester took it back.

More after the Binghamton game tomorrow evening.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 2, Hartford 1 (shootout) 1/3

January 3rd, 2014

0 Comments

I don’t like writing a lot about shootouts because I feel it’s almost like analyzing a coin toss. Heads or tails. The puck goes in or it doesn’t. It’s a gimmick. But since very little happened in the first 40 minutes of tonight’s 2-1 shootout win for WBS in Hartford, I’ll make an exception.

Coming into tonight, the Penguins stunk in the shootout this season. They were 0-3. Their shooters were 1 for 13. Their goalies stopped 5 of 11. Those stats were all last in the league. So one of two things were going to happen as the season went on. Either the Penguins would continue to stink in the shootout because their players are no good at it, or there would be some regression to the mean. We saw some of column B tonight, especially on the goaltending front.

Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers stopped 5-of-6 Hartford attempts. Only leading scorer Danny Kristo was successful. On the other end, Nick Drazenovic converted in the third round and Paul Thompson won it in the bottom of the sixth.  2-1 in the shootout and 2-1 on the scoreboard.

No one should be surprised about nothing happening for 40 minutes. Three of the last five Penguins games have ended in a 2-1 score. The return of Philip Samuelsson, Brian Dumoulin and especially Harry Zolnierczyk have helped bolster the lineup in recent days, but they’re still largely in grind-it-out mode.

Action picked up a bit in the third period. Hartford took a 1-0 lead about six minutes in when Sam Klassen cranked up a slap shot from the left point that hit Deslauriers, popped up and trickled over the goal line. Lots of traffic in front. Puck could have easily hit the stick of Denver Manderson, Ryan Bourque or Jesper Fast, but evidently it didn’t.

From that point on, Zolnierczyk was the best player on the ice. He was flying in the offensive zone, creating chances. He led the team with six shots on goal and eventually tied things up with 3:59 left on an odd play.

Zolnierczyk controlled a puck in the left-wing corner and threw a bad-angle shot into the crease. It hit the glove of goalie Dov Grumet-Morris and dropped to the ice. Hartford’s Darroll Powe and Klassen poked at it as if they were trying to give it to Grumet-Morris to cover. Instead, it squirted out past the right post. While all this was happening, Zolnierczyk looped around the back of the net and was in perfect position to cash in the rebound.

Overall, both goalies were very good. Deslauriers was at his best in overtime, stopping four Wolf Pack shots.

No surprises on the personnel front. Ruopp and Rowney were the extras. More after tomorrow night’s home game with Manchester.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 1/3/14

January 3rd, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of The Citizens’ Voice’s weekly podcast about the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. But it’s also a new year, which means the podcast has been renamed. After weeks of being the Penguins Insider Podcast, named after the title of this blog, it’s now Penguins Pit, named after the old Piper’s Pit segment on classic WWF programming.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on all the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming week of games against Hartford, Manchester, Binghamton and Syracuse. Their guest this week is Penguins defenseman Reid McNeill, who discusses being a rookie in the AHL, how training with Gary Roberts in the offseason helped him develop an edge, and a parody Twitter account. Also on the docket: The controversy surrounding the United States Olympic hockey team’s picks and more.

Click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit010314

 Penguins Pit 1/3/14 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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WBS 5, Syracuse 2 12/31

December 31st, 2013

2 Comments

These New Year’s Eve games are kind of weird. Sleepy crowd, usually. Odd start times. I’m not a big fan.

Neither is Eric Hartzell, evidently, but more on that in a few paragraphs.

For the first few minutes of the game, it looked like the Penguins were going to catch Syracuse sleeping through the holiday game with a 5:05 start. They took a 6-1 edge in shots and a 1-0 lead when Paul Thompson skated basically untouched up the right wing and beat goalie Cedric Desjardins clean.

But Desjardins settled in from there, stopping the last 11  shots he faced in the period, and at the other end of the ice, the Crunch fluttered a couple of pucks past Hartzell to take a 2-1 lead. Matt Taormina scored on a power-play shot from the blue line and Mike Angelidis on a soft wrister from the top of the left circle. Neither shot would have broken glass.

Hartzell might have been screened on both and Taormina’s goal seemed to take a deflection, but they were deflating plays for the Penguins all the same. Coach John Hynes understandably pulled Hartzell after he stopped 1-of-3 shots in 13:03 of work.

Hynes on the change: ““It’s not so much Eric. It’s more so the style and type of goals. You just want a change in your team’s mentality. That’s why we made it. More than the goalie, you could feel there was something that needed to change.”

Jeff Drouin-Deslaurier more than stabilized the situation. He stopped all 21 shots he faced. The Penguins scored twice in the second period to take the lead for good.

The Tom, Nick & Harry Line (Kostopoulos, Drazenovic and Zolnierczyk) connected to tie the score 2-2 at 8:56. Drazenovic redirected in a Philip Samuelsson pass from the right point.

The Penguins took the lead at 10:40 on a Kostopoulos goal.

If anyone ever wanted to know how Kostopoulos became the WBS all-time leader in goals and points, all you’d have to do is show them this highlight. Kostopoulos dove head-first into the crease while pursuing the loose rebound of a Brendan Mikkelson shot and, while lying flat on his stomach, whipped a shot past a scrambling Desjardins.

It showed his nose for the net, his willingness to do literally whatever it takes to score a goal and some subtle skill. Even though he was flat on the ice, he didn’t just slide the puck toward the cage out of desperation. Desjardins would have stopped that. He kind of twisted and flung it back toward the right post where Desjardins couldn’t handle it. A remarkable play.

Anton Zlobin scored his first AHL goal in the third period, cashing in a pass off the pads from Tom Kuhnhackl on a 2-on-1, and Cody Sylvester added an empty netter to give the Penguins some breathing room.

The third-period goals were significant for a couple of reasons. First, the Penguins had scored a total of six goals in their previous five games. They needed to snap out of that funk. Second, they were scored by Wheeling call-ups. Those guys aren’t asked to play critical offensive roles or anything, but the more they chip in, the better off the Penguins are.

On the personnel front, Harry Zolnierczyk and Brian Dumoulin were back in the WBS lineup. Kostopoulos said they really provided a spark, on and off the ice. Zolnierczyk took the place of Bobby Farnham, who was out with whatever ailment kept him out of practice yesterday. On defense, Harrison Ruopp and Barry Goers were the scratches.

I’m planning for the next blog update to be Thursday, but given the forecast of snow and the fact that the Penguins are leaving town that day before Friday’s game in Hartford, that plan could end up changing. Either way, Happy New Year to everyone.

Bye for now,

jb
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End of the Year 12/30

December 30th, 2013

2 Comments

Lots of nervous Canadians after practice today, as Slovakia built up a 3-1 lead on Canada at the World Juniors. Lots of Americans laughing at the anguish of said Canadians. The last time I talked to Bill Guerin, a few weeks ago, he joked that the majority of locker room arguments in pro hockey are centered around international tournaments. I believe him. Anyway, Canada came back to win 5-3 and got the last laugh for now.

Down to business. Bobby Farnham didn’t practice today, but coach John Hynes said it was a maintenance day. He said he wasn’t sure if anyone would be sent down from Pittsburgh before tomorrow’s 5:05 p.m. game with Syracuse. Given that Pittsburgh is playing at 1 p.m. and Evgeni Malkin is a pretty strong candidate to come off the IR to play in that game, and that the parent Penguins are at the 23-man roster limit, I would expect a demotion is coming. Probably Harry Zolnierczyk. Maybe Brian Dumoulin or Brian Gibbons. Probably not Simon Despres, Chris Conner or Zach Sill.

(EDIT: Updated reports indicate Malkin is unlikely to return tomorrow. The above still stands, more or less, whenever he does make his return. In the meantime, the Penguins called up Carter Rowney from Wheeling and returned Dustin Stevenson to the Nailers.)

Some talk in the comments after Saturday’s game in Hershey about WBS needing offense. Hard to disagree with that. If there are no further injuries and nothing goes wrong with anyone’s rehab, WBS could expect to get Andrew Ebbett and Jayson Megna when they get healthy, then another demotion (Gibbons, maybe) when Beau Bennett returns. As for a timeframe, those things could happen in February, by my best guess. With that in mind, I’d predict Conner and Sill are up for the duration.

On defense, it looks like Dumoulin and Despres will come down when Kris Letang and Paul Martin return. Barring trades, I can’t see any other way to get down to 23 men.

So if WBS gets everyone back from their early season lineup except Sill and Conner heading into the stretch drive, they’ll be in good shape personnel wise. Keep in mind, of course, that this little exercise I just did was more than likely completely pointless. There’s basically no way there will be no further injuries, trades or setbacks between now and March.

Before I go, how about a Sporcle quiz? I tallied up WBS stats for calendar year 2013 yesterday. How many of the 23 players who totaled at least 10 points can you name?

Bye for now,

jb
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Hershey 2, WBS 1 (shootout) 12/28

December 28th, 2013

3 Comments

Some bullet points from tonight’s 2-1 Hershey shootout win over WBS:

– Very physical game, especially in the first period. Seems both teams were trying to assert themselves early. Only one official fight, between Philip Samuelsson and Matt Watkins, but plenty of skirmishes and hits and whatnot.

– Very good goaltending from both sides. David Leggio made 30 saves and Eric Hartzell made 32. Leggio’s stops included a save on Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond on a shorthanded breakaway in the first. A rare PK shift for PL3. Hershey, meanwhile, nearly scored at the buzzer to end the second period (a Casey Wellman tip), third period (a Tyson Strachan shot stopped by Hartzell’s blocker) and overtime (a Nate Schmidt shot that deflected wide). Lots of near misses for the Penguins too, including a couple notable ones from Paul Thompson and Cody Sylvester.

– Mike Carman got the Penguins goal against his old team on the rebound of a Denver Manderson shot from the top of the left circle about seven minutes into the second. David Kolomatis tied the score about 5 minutes later. Ryan Stoa won a puck in the right-wing corner and slowly slid it out toward the point. Kolomatis skated into it and blasted a shot. Kolomatis has played five games against the Penguins this season and has scored in three of them.

– Power plays weren’t good for either side. The Penguins went 0 for 5 and Hershey went 0 for 3.

– The Penguins fell to 0-3 in shootouts this season. As a snapshot of the personnel situation WBS is in, four of the five shooters tonight didn’t participate in the previous two shootouts. Nick Drazenovic was the only holdover. Tom Kostopoulos made his attempt to improve to 2 for 2 in the shootout in his AHL career, but Wellman and Ryan Potulny converted for Hershey. Hartzell was playing in his first shootout since his USHL days five years ago. Zack Torquato, Brendan Mikkelson and Anton Zlobin were the other WBS shooters.

– The Penguins have scored just 20 goals in their last 12 games, but they’ve allowed only 26. Carman on that: “Keep it a one-, two-goal game. That doesn’t mean every game is going to be 1-0 or 2-1, but we want to be in the game, keeping it tight until the end. Based on how we play, we give ourselves the best chance to win when it’s like that.”

– The Penguins are 5-0-1-1 against Hershey this season, but they’ve lost on their last two trips to the Giant Center, including a 3-2 overtime loss Nov. 30.

– The next blog update will probably come Monday. In the meantime, scroll down a bit and check out the latest Penguins Insider Podcast.

Bye for now,

jb
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Norfolk 3, WBS 1 12/27

December 27th, 2013

0 Comments

I can’t think of a visiting player at the Mohegan Sun Arena this year I’ve been more impressed by than Norfolk Admirals rookie goalie John Gibson.

WBS is 9-2-3 against the East Division this season. They’re 9-0-3 against Hershey, Syracuse and Binghamton. They’re 0-2 against Norfolk, and Gibson stopped 26-of-27 shots in both those games, including tonight’s 3-1 Admirals win. He’s huge (6-3, 215), athletic and not at all twitchy like rookie goalies often are.

In the first period, he stopped Nick Drazenovic from the slot at 3:20 and dropped into the butterfly quickly to stop a Brendan Mikkelson shot from the right point at 12:50.

Max Friberg converted the rebound of a Rickard Rakell shot from the blue line late in the first and Nolan Yonkman scored on a point shot that deflected off Cody Sylvester’s stick early in the second and it was 2-0 Norfolk.

The Penguins have scored a grand total of 19 goals in their last 11 games. The fact that they’re 5-5-1 during that stretch is a testament to their quality as a hockey team. But a two-goal hill, given Gibson’s play and the personnel the Penguins currently have, proved to be a mountain.

Tom Kostopoulos stripped a puck from Chris Wagner, used former Penguins D Alex Grant as a screen and made it 2-1 at 7:28 of the second.

About a minute later, Bobby Farnham had a shot on a 2-on-1 with Zack Torquato that was destined to tie the game. Gibson flicked out his right pad and stopped it.

The third period was more of the same. Denver Manderson redirect. Gibson save. Farnham deflection. Gibson does the splits to make a save. Steven Whitney scored off a feed from Dave Steckel with 2:50 left to make it 3-1.

After the game, coach John Hynes and Farnham summed things up like this. They knew they’d be in a tight, defensive game with Norfolk because games with Norfolk always are, and the Admirals did a better job finding a couple goals than the Penguins did. That’s pretty much it in a nutshell.

On the personnel front, with Philip Samuelsson back from Pittsburgh — Harry Zolnierczyk was also sent down earlier this week, but he was called back up before playing for WBS — the Penguins went with an 11-forward, seven-D lineup. The forward scratched was Tom Kuhnhackl, who has one goal in his last 17 games.

Hynes said the decision was based on matching up with Norfolk more than it was a commentary on Kuhnhackl’s performance, but that sounds like Hynes was just being nice.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Insider Podcast 12/27

December 27th, 2013

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of the Penguins Insider Podcast.

This holiday week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on all the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you ready for the team’s upcoming slate against Norfolk, Hershey and Syracuse. Their guest this week is Penguins defenseman Harrison Ruopp, who discusses his long journey to his AHL debut, his short-lived youth football career and how he approaches his physical play and fighting. Also on the docket: A look at the forward hopefuls for the U.S. Olympic hockey team.

Click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPodcast1227
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WBS 2, Syracuse 12/21

December 21st, 2013

6 Comments

It’s official. The WBS Penguins are now calling up call-ups to fill in for their call-ups.

Zack Torquato, signed to a tryout contract earlier in the day, scored in the first period of his Penguins debut, giving the team a lead it never gave up in a 2-1 win over Syracuse.

Torquato was in for C.J. Severyn, giving the Penguins another option on the power play. Torquato was third in the ECHL in scoring with 31 points in 25 games at the time of his call-up, so he’s obviously comfortable in that situation. Midway through the first period, he took a Barry Goers pass at the left point and shot off the post, off the skate of goalie Cedrick Desjardins and in.

Early in the third period, Brendan Mikkelson took a pass from Goers on the power play and scored from almost the exact same spot on the ice to make it 2-0. Paul Thompson was screening Desjardins on both goals.

The Penguins had 21 shots tonight and 25 in a 4-1 loss to Worcester last night, but that’s a really misleading stat. This one tells the story better: Through two periods, the Penguins had 19 shots tonight and eight shots last night. In other words, they did a much better job getting pucks on net tonight.

There were a couple of other things the Penguins did better tonight. One was tend goal. Eric Hartzell wasn’t bad last night, but Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers was rock solid tonight. The only goal he gave up came on an Evan Rankin stuff-in from the goal line as Syracuse desperately tried to get back in the game late.

They were also more physical, especially on D. I thought Harrison Ruopp played his best game in the AHL, throwing a handful of punishing hits. (Plug alert: Check out next week’s podcast for a chat I had with Ruopp. I recorded it early due to the Christmas break.) Dustin Stevenson was excellent in that regard too.

The Penguins will be off for the next four days. Their next game is Friday at home against Norfolk. I’ll be around for the next two days if any news breaks, but if it doesn’t, let me say Merry Christmas to all the readers of the Penguins Insider.

Bye for now,

jb
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Worcester 4, WBS 1 12/20

December 21st, 2013

1 Comment

I’m pretty sure the WBS Penguins got more shots on goal in the final three minutes of tonight’s game, a 4-1 home loss to Worcester, than they did in the first two periods combined.

They had three shots in the first and five in the second before trying to rally late in a 13-shot third and coming up empty.

The big question to me is this: Why did they manage so few shots in the first two periods? If it’s because they simply don’t have the horses with nine players called up to Pittsburgh, they could be in for a rough stretch for the next few weeks.

I’m not sure that’s the case. For one thing, in the first two periods, they were shorthanded four times — starting with a slashing call on Brendan Mikkelson 14 seconds into the game — and only went on the power play once. That made it hard to get any significant offense going.

Coach John Hynes’ analysis of eight shots in the first 40 minutes was interesting. He said it wasn’t due to personnel, not directly anyway. It wasn’t due to a lack of shot-first mentality. It was due to slow decision making. Here’s his quote:

“We have to talk a little bit about the quickness of execution with the puck. It’s knowing what to do with the puck before you get it. If you do that, the shots come.”

It’s something to think about. Shot lanes close fast in the AHL, faster than in the ECHL, juniors or college. Adjusting to that can be a difficult process. Think Philip Samuelsson as a rookie. The only way to cure it is through experience.

As for the nuts and bolts of the game, Worcester didn’t score on its first power play in the game’s opening moments, but they did capitalize on their second chance about six minutes later. Bracken Kearns passed to Freddie Hamilton, who skated to the top of the right circle and sent a shot inside the far post. Kearns and Hamilton, incidentally, were the only double-digit scorers in Worcester’s lineup tonight.

In the second period, heavyweight Jimmy Bonneau scored his 10th goal in eight AHL seasons, taking a shot from the left circle that took a deflection and eluded Eric Hartzell. In the third period, Marek Vidensky stood at the right hash marks and redirected in a Sena Acolaste pass from the top of the left circle.

Both goals came from Worcester getting pucks and bodies to the middle of the ice. That’s something the Penguins didn’t do.

They did try to rally late. Nick Drazenovic was hooked in a breakaway and scored on the resulting penalty shot with 2:30 left. Mikkelson hit a post with 1:40 to go. The Penguins buzzed around the net, but ultimately didn’t put a serious scare into the Sharks.

On the personnel front, Dominik Uher returned after missing almost a month. He took the spot vacated when Brian Gibbons was called up. Otherwise, status quo.

One last thing before I go. If you listen to the discussion of the Canadian Olympic team on the podcast (scroll down to the next post), I need to correct an error. I mentioned Jason Pominville as a roster candidate. Although he was born and raised in Quebec, he has dual citizenship and has elected to play for the U.S. in international competitions. Sorry about that. My mistake.

Bye for now,

jb
Penguins Insider Podcast 12/20

December 20th, 2013

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of the Penguins Insider Podcast.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on all the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you ready for the team’s weekend slate against Worcester and Syracuse. Their guest this week is Pittsburgh Penguins player development coach Bill Guerin, who discusses his induction into the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame and some of Pittsburgh’s top forward prospects: J-S Dea, Josh Archibald, Teddy Blueger and Jake Guentzel. Also on the docket: A philosophical debate about American Hockey League waivers, Chris Kunitz’s chances at making the Canadian Olympic team and more.

Click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPodcast122013
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Position of Power 12/19

December 19th, 2013

Comments Off

There’s a section of the Mohegan Sun Arena, down in the corner opposite the Zamboni door, maybe 108, that loves Bobby Farnham. Chants his name when he delivers a hit, draws a penalty or does most anything.

Those fans could have a unique opportunity to cheer for their boy this weekend.

At practice this morning at Coal Street, Farnham was on the second power-play unit.

Farnham has five goals in 91 career AHL games, so it’s a commentary on the massive call-ups the Penguins have endured lately, sure, but it’s also a reward for solid play. Coach John Hynes was effusive in his praise of Farnham’s recent work after practice. Much more on that in the paper and online tomorrow in my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook.

In other personnel news, Eric Hartzell, coming off a pair of wins last weekend, including a 22-save shutout of Utica on Saturday, will start tomorrow night against Worcester. Reid McNeill, who is day to day with an upper body injury, won’t play this weekend. Dominik Uher, who hasn’t played since taking a puck to the face in a Nov. 27 game, is good to go.

The question of whether the Penguins will receive any reinforcements from Pittsburgh in the next few days is a complicated one due to the NHL roster freeze, which starts at 11:59 p.m. tonight and runs through Dec. 27. I posted the applicable text from the CBA after the jump if you’re into stuff like that, but I’ll try to interpret as best as I can.

Pittsburgh has 13 forwards with the return of James Neal from suspension tonight. They might choose to keep an extra guy around, which wouldn’t be unusual at all, but if they decide to trim the roster, there are some restrictions. Trades and waivers during the roster freeze are prohibited. If they want to send down a player who was called up before Dec. 11 or was called up under non-emergency conditions, they have to do it tonight. If they want to send down a player who was called up after Dec. 11  or was called up under emergency conditions, they have to do it before midnight Monday.

Brian Gibbons, Harry Zolnierczyk and Philip Samuelsson were called up after Dec. 11, so the Monday deadline applies to them. To be completely honest, I don’t know whether Zach Sill, Chris Conner, Andrew Ebbett, Jayson Megna, Simon Despres or Brian Dumoulin were called up under emergency conditions or not.

One other exception is this: Say one of the players on long-term IR in Pittsburgh, Rob Scuderi or Paul Martin, is healthy enough to come back during the freeze. If Pittsburgh needs to send someone down to put Scuderi or Martin on the roster and stay under the cap, they can do so.

I hope I didn’t screw anything up there. I’m sure I did. Like I said, after the jump, you can read the legalese for yourself.

Bye for now,

jb

Read more…
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Next Man Up 12/17

December 17th, 2013

2 Comments

Everyone was present and accounted for at WBS Penguins practice at Coal Street this morning — 13 forwards, six D and two goalies — but that will be changing soon. A call-up to fill in for Jayson Megna, who suffered a lower-body injury last night, is imminent.

Judging by line combinations during the drills where I was taking notes, I expect Brian Gibbons to get the call.

Lines were something like Zlobin-Drazenovic-Kostopoulos, Uher-Carman-Thompson, Leblond-Severyn-Farnham and Kuhnhackl-Manderson-Sylvester, with Gibbons rotating in here and there. Hynes said not to read too much into that, though. A direct quote:

“There will be a call-up. When I’m not sure and who I’m not sure at this point, but there will be one. With Brian, it was just a little bit limiting him in some of the reps today more than telegraphing anything.”

Until that call-up comes, WBS is without 11 regulars — eight in Pittsburgh and three injured. On the injury front, Adam Payerl (upper body) is out long term, Peter Merth (upper body) is out until after Christmas and Reid McNeill (upper body) is day to day.

Dominik Uher, out since taking a puck in the face Nov. 27, is good to go, wearing a college-style cage. Uher was starting to come into his own offensively before the injury. He already has more points (nine) in 19 games this year than he had in 53 games last season (seven). His return, given the circumstances, seems significant.

Also, Mike Carman wore a red jersey again, but he didn’t seem to be limited in practice and Hynes said he’s OK.

Two stories I’ll be writing this week have the same theme. For today, the focus is on this stat: WBS was 8-3-2 before the call-ups and injuries started and 8-4-1 since. All those personnel losses have meant exactly one fewer point in the standings. I asked Hynes whether he’s even surprised by how successful the team has been lately. Then tomorrow, I’ll write about how Pittsburgh and especially Wheeling have been able to survive these personnel losses too.

Bye for now,

jb
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Samuelsson, Zolnierczyk up 12/16

December 16th, 2013

1 Comment

Two more players rode the Wilkes-Barre-to-Pittsburgh shuttle today, with defenseman Philip Samuelsson and winger Harry Zolnierczyk called up to fill in for soon-to-be-suspended Deryk Engelland and injured Evgeni Malkin.

At first, I was a a bit surprised by the choices. Given the inexperience of Pittsburgh’s remaining five defensemen, I thought they’d turn to Brendan Mikkelson, who has played 131 NHL games. I also thought Pittsburgh would want a center, making Brian Gibbons the likely choice.

It’s not hard to see why Samuelsson and Zolnierczyk got the call, however. Samuelsson has played on a D pair extensively with Simon Despres and Brian Dumoulin, so there would be some familiarity there. Up front, the Penguins apparently decided to move Jussi Jokinen back to the middle, where he had success at the end of last year, and call up a winger instead.

I saw on Twitter that the Penguins are holding a watch party at the Ice House in Mountain Top tonight, which makes a lot of sense. Pittsburgh should have seven WBS call-ups in the lineup against the Leafs.

For Pittsburgh fans, here’s what to expect from Samuelsson. He’s not his dad. He’s got a subtle nastiness to his game, so opponents sometimes get irritated by his act by the time the third period rolls around, but he’s not going to lay anyone out with an open-ice hit. He’s steady, stay-at-home defender who has been at his best playing as a complementary partner to a more dynamic defender like Despres or Dumoulin. He’s perfectly comfortable playing the right side even though he’s left-handed.

Looking back, it’s easy to say Samuelsson left Boston College a year early. He had a pretty bad rookie year, struggling to make quick, smart decisions when faced with the increased speed of the pro game. He’s been much better since then. He’s got good size (6-2, 195) and while he won’t amaze anyone with his puck skills, he won’t make big messes either.

Meanwhile, WBS called up Dustin Stevenson from Wheeling to help make up for the loss of Samuelsson. Stevenson is a big guy who looked fine in four AHL games earlier this season.

WBS has 19 players with at least five points this season. Ten of them are gone via call-up or injury. So what will the lineup look like this weekend, barring further transactions?

On defense, I’d expect tons of ice time for the top pair of Mikkelson and Scott Harrington, since the other four D (rookies Nick D’Agostino and Harrison Ruopp and recent Wheeling call-ups Barry Goers and Stevenson) don’t have a ton of AHL experience. The training wheels will probably come off for D’Agostino and Ruopp too, ready or not.

Up front, WBS still has 12 healthy forwards.

Center is a position of strength, with Brian Gibbons, Nick Drazenovic and Mike Carman as the top three and Denver Manderson as the likely fourth.

Getting thin on the wings. Tom Kostopoulos is having an awesome year (10 goals and 9 assists in 23 games) and is the rock of this team. Beyond that, no one has more than six points this season. Anton Zlobin, Paul Thompson and Tom Kuhnhackl are likely to join Kostopoulos in the top six. Bobby Farnham, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Cody Sylvester and C.J. Severyn look like the bottom-six wingers. Maybe switch Sylvester and Kuhnhackl, depending on how things go.

Goaltending, with Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and Eric Hartzell both playing well, is a strength.

It’s a lineup with some holes, obviously, but considering that WBS is 8-4-1 since the current rash of call-ups and injuries began in mid-November, it should be a competitive lineup as well.

Bye for now,

jb

Penguins fall short against Manchester
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By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins center Zack Torquato takes a shot that is stopped by Manchester goalie Jean-Francois Berube in front of defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.
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Penguins center Zack Torquato takes a shot that is stopped by Manchester goalie Jean-Francois Berube in front of defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.

Penguins winger Harry Zolnierczyk rides the backs of Manchester defenders Andrew Campbell and Derek Forbort while driving to the goal during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township. Manchester goalie Jean-Francois Berube made the save on Zolnierczyk's attempt.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Down 2-1 to the AHL’s top team, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins relied on their top line to even the score.

And they did, when Nick Drazenovic buried a rebound midway through the third period to even things up at 2-2 against the Manchester Monarchs on Saturday.

And even after a late Monarch goal put the Penguins down again, the top line almost connected for a second tie.

But they fell short, eventually falling to the Monarchs 4-2 and dropping to 19-10-1-3 on the season.

Drazenovic said the Penguins start — spotting Manchester a 2-0 lead — was dissapointing but the way the team finished was encouraging.

“It shows a lot of character the way we came back and battled against the top conference team,” he said. “It shows we can hang with the big dogs, and I believe we are a big dog.”

After finishing the first two periods down 2-1, the Penguins continued to battle back in the third period and eventually tied it up on a heads-up play by Drazenovic.

The play began when Harry Zolnierczyk threw a pass out front to Nick D’Agostino, who fired a shot that was kicked out by Manchester goaltender Jean-Francois Berube.

Drazenovic was posted to the side of the goal behind a Manchester defender and quickly one-timed the rebound into the net before Berube could slide over.

The goal was Drazenovic’s sixth of the season and gave the Penguins a 2-2 tie with more than half a period to play.

But after scoring the last two goals, the Penguins allowed Manchester to regain the lead when Monarchs forward Nick Deslauriers beat Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers with a wrister at 14:05.

On the next shift, the Penguins top line of Zolnierczyk, Drazenovic and Tom Kostopoulos almost tied things up for a second time. With the puck in the corner, Drazenovic sent a pinpoint pass through traffic to Kostopoulos, who was stationed in the low slot. Kostopoulos blasted a one-timer and raised his arms, but Berube had already slid over to smother the puck to prevent another game-tying goal.

“They competed hard,” head coach John Hynes said. “They were the group up front that really pushed the pace, but we needed more than than just those three guys playing at that level.”

The Monarchs got their offense going early, generating several good scoring chances and finding the back of the net at the 2:34 mark of the first period when Nick Shore flipped the puck behind Deslauriers for a 1-0 lead.

After that, Deslauriers buckled down and staved off several Monarchs scoring chances to keep the Penguins in the game.

Zach Torquato almost evened things up later in the period when he skated into the low slot alone and ripped a wrister on net that Berube slid over to stop at the last second.

The Monarchs added to their lead less than a minute into the second period when Brian O’Neill backhanded a shot over Deslauriers to make it 2-0.

But the Penguins chipped away at the lead late in the period on a beautiful play off an offensive zone faceoff.

Torquato won the draw cleanly back to Tom Kuhnhackl, who promptly put a wrist shot into the top corner to make it 2-1.

The Monarchs added an empty net goal in the last minute to seal the 4-2 win.

Hynes said the difference in the game was the Penguins’ poor start and the lack of production from players other than the top line.

“We needed more throughout our lineup tonight. That was a big issue,” Hynes said. “We didn’t have enough push from enough guys. We’re not a team that can have passengers or have guys playing at 70-80 percent. It’s not good enough.”

Notes

• D Peter Merth (injury), RW Carter Rowney, D Harrison Ruopp, LW Bobby Farnham, C Adam Payerl (injury), D Barry Goers and C C.J. Severyn (injury) were scratched for the Penguins.

• The Penguins host first-place Binghamton today at 4:05 p.m.
Torquato puts horrific injury behind him

 January 04. 2014 11:01PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Zack Torquato had just fallen to the ice with an opponent when he felt pain.

It was in his finger, and Torquato said it felt like a stinger that occurs when a player gets slashed.

But what happened to Torquato was far worse than a stinger.

“I took my glove and the tip of my finger was missing. No nail, nothing,” he said. “The other part was in my glove. I was a little shocked.”

The injury occurred in February 2012 when Torquato’s Wheeling Nailers faced the Elmira Jackals. He fell to the ice with Elmira’s Mario Larocque, who got up first and tried to jump over Torquato. Larocque inadvertently landed on Torquato’s finger, and when he went to push off with his skate, that’s when the unthinkable happened.

The force of Larocque’s skate blade severed the tip of Torquato’s middle finger — from the knuckle to the nail.

“Just the pressure of him landing on it and pushing off kind of just popped it off,” Torquato said. “There wasn’t any blood. I grabbed my hand, got up and started kicking at the door to get off.”

Torquato spent the night in a Buffalo hospital and that’s when he learned the end of his finger couldn’t be reattached. The next morning he was transported back to Wheeling where a hand surgeon was able to stretch the existing finger back to almost its original length and, eventually, the nail grew back.

And that’s when the recovery started for Torquato — both physically and mentally.

For the first two weeks after the injury, Torquato never saw his finger. He didn’t know how much was actually missing and he questioned if he’d even be able to play hockey again.

“Mentally, it was tough,” Torquato said.

It was just as tough physically as well.

Before Torquato could even consider holding a hockey stick again, he had to re-learn everyday actions — turning a door knob and picking up objects.

“I would miss them,” he said. “It was really sensitive.”

But soon, Torquato was ready to advance from turning door knobs to shooting pucks. Considering he is a right-handed shot and the injury occurred on the same hand, this was sure to be Torquato’s biggest test.

“Hitting a puck hurt a lot,” he said. “But a month and a half later, I tried to come back. They made a special thing for my glove that the trainer had to remove at the end of practice or a game.

“I wasn’t 100 percent.”

The injury prevented Torquato from being able to take faceoffs, so he had to switch from center to wing — a position he hadn’t played in some time. In four playoff games with the Nailers, he managed a point before Wheeling was eliminated from the postseason.

With the season over, Torquato, 24, was faced with more questions.

Would any team be interested in him next season? Did he come back too soon? Would he ever be 100 percent of the hockey player he once was?

That summer, Torquato, who was Detroit’s sixth-round pick in 2007, was determined to provide the answers. He spent the summer strengthening his hand and returned to Wheeling the following season.

And then Torquato was dealt another blow.

Just six games into the season, he suffered a concussion on a hit and missed the next 26 games. Torquato returned in January and finished with 27 points in the last 39 games for the Nailers.

This season, Torquato has shown even more improvement. He was the Nailers’ leading scorer with 31 points in 25 games before signing a professional tryout agreement with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton just before Christmas.

Head coach John Hynes said he didn’t have a chance to see much of Torquato before he came up, but he was well aware of his battle back from the injury to his finger.

“Guys get hurt in a lot of different ways, but nothing like that,” Hynes said. “You can see that Zack is a real passionate player, a tough kid. Anytime someone has an injury like that happened to him, and he can come back in the same season, it speaks volumes about his desire.”

Right now, Torquato’s only desire is to remain with the Penguins. The injury to his finger and the subsequent concussion, he said, are in the past.

Although they have yielded a benefit.

“It just helps you with the mental side of the game. Everyone goes through adversity and nothing comes easy for anyone,” Torquato said. “But I feel I’m more mature on and off the ice now and I don’t take anything for granted.”
WBS Penguins prevail in shootout

 January 04. 2014 6:03PM

NATE OWEN For The Times Leader 
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HARTFORD, Conn. — Earlier this week, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton coach John Hynes said he wasn’t concerned about the Penguins’ lack of scoring, as long they ended up with a win.

That scenario played out Friday night at the XL Center, as the Penguins scored only once in regulation, but beat Hartford 2-1 in a shootout.

“You can’t control whether or not the puck goes in the net,” Hynes said. “The ultimate goal of any game is try to find a way to win.”

Paul Thompson scored the game-winner in the sixth round of the shootout, while Harry Zolnierczyk scored Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s lone goal in regulation. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made 24 saves for the Penguins.

Tied at one in the shootout thanks to Nick Drazenovic’s third-round tally that kept Wilkes-Barre/Scranton alive, the Penguins won it when Thompson went five-hole on Hartford’s Dov Grumet-Morris (35 saves).

“Just watching the shootout and kind looking at his tendencies … it’s a move that we try and if you get him to bite, it works,” Thompson said.

Sam Klassen’s first goal of the season gave Hartford a 1-0 lead at 6:36 in the third period. The Wolf Pack defender took a pass from Oscar Lindberg along the boards, and lofted a shot that bounced off Drouin-Deslauriers’ pad and into the net.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton (19-9-1-3) tied it on Zolnierczyk’s goal later in the period. Zolnierczyk put an initial shot on net from the left post, and then swung around the back of the net to jump on the loose puck, which had bounced off several Hartford skaters at 16:01.

“It was really just a lucky bounce,” Zolnierczyk said. “We were working hard and had a lot of good looks and we felt like maybe our line was going to find one there.”

Zolnierczyk’s goal came towards the end of an extended shift in Hartford’s zone for the Penguins, who controlled play and wore down the Wolf Pack (11-16-0-5) for much of the final two periods.

“I thought we had a lot of O-zone time, a lot of possession through the neutral zone and I think it was tough on them,” Zolnierczyk said.

Hartford had an extended five-on-three power play just over three minutes into the game thanks to a slashing call against Philip Samuelsson and a tripping call on Reid McNeill. But Drouin-Deslauriers made four saves with the Penguins shorthanded, and also came up with a big save on the right post against a crashing Samuel Noreau later in the period.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton hosts Manchester at 7 p.m. today.

NOTES

• Both goalies that played in last year’s Division I college national title game in Pittsburgh were present Friday, although neither played. The Penguins’ Eric Hartzell (Quinnipiac) backed up Drouin-Deslauriers, while Hartford’s Jeff Malcolm (Yale) was a scratch for the Wolf Pack. Yale beat Quinnipiac 4-0 to win the Bulldogs’ first national championship last April.

• Peter Merth, Carter Rowney, Harrison Ruopp, Bobby Farnham, Adam Payerl, Barry Goers, and C.J. Severyn were the scratches for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.
Penguins head to Hartford

 January 02. 2014 9:48PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (18-9-1-3, 40 points, 2nd place in East Division) at Hartford Wolf Pack (11-16-0-4, 26 points, 5th place in Northeast Division)

7 p.m. today at the XL Center in Hartford, CT.

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Hartford - Rookie Danny Kristo leads the Wolf Pack with 12 goals and 22 points in 29 games.

Penguins - Russian winger Anton Zlobin has plenty of offensive skill, and he scored his first goal on Tuesday, which may be the jumpstart he needs.

More 
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It’s been a month since the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins had a road trip that took them out of the state.

And it’s been two weeks since they faced an opponent that wasn’t in the East Division.

This weekend all of that will change as the Penguins travel to Connecticut to face the Northeast Division foe the Hartford Wolf Pack. Tonight’s game will be the first of the season between the two teams, and the Penguins have only faced the Wolf Pack 10 times over the last five years.

“The last stretch here it’s been teams that are in our division, so it’s nice to get a different look this weekend with two non-division opponents,” said head coach John Hynes after Thursday’s practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena. “It’s good to have that variety right now.”

After Hartford tonight, the Penguins continue their three-in-three hosting Manchester on Saturday and Binghamton on Sunday. The busy weekend kicks off a January that sees the Penguins playing 14 games with road trips each of the next four weekends.

It’s a busy time that the Penguins are looking forward to.

“January will be a big month for our team,” said captain Tom Kostopoulos. “It will be a grind and we’re going to need every guy. The hard part of the season schedule starts this weekend and it will be nice to get out on the road with the guys.”

Hynes said it helps that the busy month is sandwiched between the Christmas break and the all-star break in February.

“We have a lot of games and a lot of travel, but then there’s a break again in February which is good,” he said. “Now is a good time for us to really make a push.”

NOTES

- Rookie netminder Eric Hartzell wasn’t bothered by being pulled in the first period of Tuesday’s 5-2 win after allowing a pair of goals on three shots. It was the first time Hartzell got the hook as a Penguin.

“I don’t take it personally and coach thought it was the best thing to do to help the team win, and he was right,” Hartzell said. “No one likes to get pulled in a game, but it’s something that can make you stronger and better. You have a little extra fire the next day in practice.”

- Tuesday’s five-goal outburst broke a scoring drought that saw the Penguins score only six times in the previous five contests. Hynes said the lack of offensive production during the stretch wasn’t a huge concern.

“For us it’s about finding a way to win, not so much about the scoring,” he said. “Through that process of finding a way to win we look at ways to create more offense, but it’s never like we’re not scoring enough goals so we can’t win.”

- LW Bobby Farnham practiced in full on Thursday and will be ready to go tonight, Hynes said.
Penguins hope to power up against Crunch

 December 31. 2013 12:09AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Syracuse Crunch (13-13-1-3, 30 points, 5th place in the East Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (17-9-1-3, 38 points, 2nd place in the East Division)

Tonight at the Mohegan Sun Arena at 5:05 p.m.

Players to watch:

Syracuse - Evan Rankin has three goals and four points against the Penguins this season.

Penguins - Brendan Mikkelson, who played for the Crunch last season, has a goal and four points in four games against his former team.

More 
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The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins hope to end 2013 by reversing a trend that has plagued them over the last five games — a lack of goals.

During that span, the Penguins have scored more than one goal just once and have combined for six tallies in their last five games.

Fortunately, the Penguins face the Syracuse Crunch tonight against whom they haven’t had a problem lighting the lamp. In four meetings this season the Penguins have totaled 16 goals while posting a 3-0-0-1 record against their East Division foes.

While a favorable opponent helps, the real key toward posting more points begins with special teams.

“With the way the game is these days, it’s about special teams battles,” said Nick Drazenovic, who is third on the team in scoring with 15 points. “It’s about who can get that key stop and who can get that key goal.”

On the penalty kill, the Penguins have had little trouble getting that key stop. Over their last five games, the Penguins have killed off all but one of the 18 power plays they faced. The last time they faced Syracuse (Dec. 21), they held the Crunch scoreless on all five of their man-advantage opportunities.

But the power play hasn’t been as successful of late. Over the last five games the Penguins power play connected three times on 23 chances. Two of those goals came against the Crunch.

“Our penalty kill does very well and our power play has done very well in the past,” Drazenovic said. “When the power play scores it’s a good chance for us to win the game. When we connect, it starts to feel a lot easier and it starts rolling.”

Tonight’s game will mark the third time the Penguins have played on New Year’s Eve. Head coach John Hynes said playing on a holiday doesn’t necessarily equate to a different approach.

More important, he said, is the opponent.

“We know we have a good team coming in. It’s a game on the schedule that means a lot,” he said. “The day it falls on doesn’t really matter.”

Notes

• Monday’s practice was held at the Mohegan Sun Arena. Winger Bobby Farnham wasn’t on the ice due to a maintenance day, Hynes said. D Peter Merth participated wearing the red no-contact jersey.

• The Penguins recalled forward Carter Rowney from Wheeling on Monday and returned defenseman Dustin Stevenson to the Nailers.
Pens offense fizzles in loss

 December 29. 2013 1:30AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

More 
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HERSHEY – Coming into Saturday’s matchup against the Hershey Bears, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins outscored their East Division rivals 20-12 in the first six meetings this season.

On Saturday, the scoring was at a minimum as both teams combined for a 1-1 tie at the end of overtime. The Bears found the back of the net twice in the shootout to edge the Penguins 2-1. Tom Kostopoulos scored the lone shootout goal for the Penguins and Eric Hartzell stopped 32-of-33 shots as he dueled Bears netminder David Leggio all night.

“We play each other so many times and he’s a really good goalie,” Hartzell said. “This feels like a good point. Obviously you want to win, but it was such a tough game from the beginning with a bunch of fights and guys battling hard. It was fun.”

The loss drops the Penguins to 17-9-1-3 on the season and they have scored only six goals in the last five games. It was their second straight defeat and third in the last four games.

The game also wraps up a weekend against two division opponents - Norfolk and Hershey, that resulted in hard fought losses for the Penguins.

Both teams rekindled their rivalry in the first period with plenty of rough stuff. Bobby Farnham squared off in an emotional bout against Hershey’s Chay Genoway, followed by Philip Samuelsson against Bears’ center Matt Watkins thirty seconds later.

Former Bear Mike Carman got the Penguins on the board first when he tapped in a rebound that laid along the goal line to give the Penguins a 1-0 lead seven minutes into the second period.

The goal was Carman’s third of the season – two of which have come against his former team.

Netminder Eric Hartzell had a solid start, bailing the Penguins out of penalty trouble in the first period with a save on a redirected shot and another on a Cameron Schilling slapshot from point blank range.

The Bears did beat Hartzell in the second period to even the score on a one-timer by David Kolomatis that made it through traffic in front.

The Penguins generated plenty of scoring chances to build a lead, in addition to five power play opportunities, but couldn’t capitalize. The lack of power play success didn’t bode well for the Penguins, who won the last four games in which they scored on the man advantage, and lost the last five when they blanked.

Saturday made it six.

But the Bears weren’t any better offensively, despite several quality chances late in the third period. Their best chance came with five minutes left when Nicolas Deschamps rushed up the ice with Barry Goers on his back and backhanded a hard shot on net. Hartzell made the stop and kicked the rebound away to avert the threat.

In regulation, Hartzell stopped 31-of-32 shots, including all 14 in the third period, to maintain the 1-1 tie and force overtime.

The Penguins came close late in the overtime period when Bobby Farnham threw the puck into the crease from the corner with Cody Sylvester crashing the crease. Sylvester tried to stuff in the puck until Leggio covered it up at the goal line.

During the shootout, Hartzell allowed two Hershey shooters to score. Despite it being the first professional shootout for Hartzell - the last was six years ago in juniors - he said he wasn’t nervous.

“I thought maybe I would be, but the game was hectic the whole night,” he said.

NOTES

- D Peter Merth (injury), D Dustin Stevenson, D Nick D’Agostino, C Adam Payerl (injury) and C C.J. Severyn (injury) were scratched for the Penguins.
Stability in net

Penguins tandem delivers in pressure position

 December 29. 2013 1:30AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Earlier this month Eric Hartzell worked double-duty when he played in back-to-back games for the first time with the Penguins. He won both starts — allowing three goals to Hershey and then shutting out Utica the following night.

The extra work is nothing new to Hartzell, who started all 42 games last season as a senior with Quinnipiac University.

As far as the adage that goaltenders really can’t play on consecutive nights, Hartzell said it’s a myth.

“It’s got to be. I think I can play three games in a row if I had to,” he said. “It’s all mental really and it’s something I definitely don’t mind. This team does a great job in front of me that I’m not overworked on any night.”

More 
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Since the end of November, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins have watched six forwards and three defensemen get called up to Pittsburgh.

During the same span, the team recalled another six forwards and three defensemen from the ECHL.

About the only constant for the Penguins this season has been in net, and the way head coach John Hynes sees it, that’s the most important area to see some stability.

“Goaltending is crucial in a number of ways,” Hynes said. “When you have good goaltending, it gives the players confidence to do things on the ice and not have to worry that a mistake or breakdown will end up in the back of the net. You want your guys to play with confidence, and that all comes down to good goaltending.”

Ever since rookie Eric Hartzell was called up from Wheeling on Nov. 20, the Penguins situation in net has been relatively stable as fowards and defensemen changed on an almost daily basis.

Together with veteran netminder Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, the Penguins goaltending tandem has allowed the third-fewest goals (69) in the AHL heading into Friday.

While its been a revolving door at the forward and defensemen ranks, Hynes is more than happy to see his goaltenders serve as the one constant.

“When you have a lot of inconsistencies with your lineup and new players coming into new situations, it helps when they believe in the guy in net,” he said. “Eric and Jeff have been solid for us and when we needed our goaltender to step up, they’ve both done it.”

Deslauriers, 29, is in his 10th pro season and is third in the AHL with 12 wins. He also ranks in the top 10 in goals against average (2.24) and minutes (1177:15). His rookie counterpart, Hartzell, is second in the league with two shutouts to go along with an impressive 2.18 GAA and a .913 save percentage in six starts.

The pair gives Hynes yet another solid goaltending tandem, something he’s been blessed with ever since taking over the head coaching duties in 2010. The first year of Hynes’ tenure, his goaltending duo consisted of Brad Thiessen and John Curry, who combined to win the Harry “Hap” Holmes Memorial Award for allowing the fewest goals in the 2010-11 regular season.

The following season, Curry left and veteran Scott Munroe joined Thiessen in net and the duo combined to win 42 games. Last season, Jeff Zatkoff replaced Munroe and posted a 1.93 GAA while splitting time with Thiessen.

Now, Zatkoff is the backup goaltender in Pittsburgh and Thiessen is with the Norfolk Admirals. But Deslauriers and Hartzell are carrying on the team’s tradition of a strong presence in the net.

“Over the course of my time here, it’s been nice to always have two guys that your team believes in,” Hynes said. “We believe as an organization that solid goaltending gives you a chance to develop players but they can play in a winning environment.”

It also gives the goaltenders a chance to develop as well.

Deslauriers acknowledged that it’s important for the Penguins young players — especially those on defense — to see the confidence that their goaltenders have. Having played behind a lot of defenses in his career, Deslauriers knows just how to make a blueline corps filled with rookies play like seasoned veterans.

“Communication is the key when you have new guys coming in,” he said. “I talk with them a lot and try to help them make the good, smart play with the puck.”

Hartzell, who is in his first pro season, said all the changes in front of him haven’t affected his approach on game day.

“It doesn’t matter who is in front of you, your job as a goalie is simply to stop the puck,” he said. “Even with the lineup we’ve had, the new guys have done such a great job that we don’t need to change our approach in net.”

Hartzell has a point.

Heading into this weekend, three of the Penguins’ seven defensemen — Harrison Ruopp, Nick D’Agostino and Scott Harrington — are rookies. Two others — Barry Goers and Dustin Stevenson — are in their first stints with the team, while Brendan Mikkelson is an AHL veteran and Philip Samuelsson is in his third year with the team.

Combined, the unit is a plus-9 on the year.

“It’s a two-way street really,” Deslauriers said. “For young, new players it’s good to see their goaltenders playing well, and when you know they’re going to do their job in front of you it gives you confidence in the net as well.”
Penguins sunk by Admirals again

 December 27. 2013 11:45PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins forward Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond (34) and Norfolk's Zach Stortini (26) fight during the first period Friday at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – The Norfolk Admirals have the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins’ number.

Especially goaltender John Gibson.

Coming into Friday’s contest, the Admirals had won four of the last five meetings against the Penguins and the last 10 games played at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Make that 11.

Led by Gibson, who allowed one goal and withstood a Penguins’ offensive onslaught at the end, the Admirals earned a 3-1 win and improved to 2-0 against the Penguins this season.

The one constant: Gibson was in net for both wins and allowed just one goal in each contest, giving him a 1.01 goals against average and a .963 save percentage this season against the Penguins.

“They are a good team defensively, but he made some quality saves that otherwise could’ve been in the net,” Penguins coach John Hynes said.

The Penguins started out with a couple good chances early in the first period despite getting outshot 10-6 and allowing Norfolk to jump out to a 1-0 lead on a rebound to Max Friberg at 14:00.

The Admirals gained a 2-0 lead early in the second when a shot from the top of the slot was tipped past Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers just two minutes into the period, but the Penguins continued to press.

Bobby Farnham just missed on a pair of two-on-one rushes, but Tom Kostopoulos took matters into his hands midway through the period. While in the Norfolk end, Kostopoulos stripped the puck from Admirals center Chris Wagner, wheeled around into the slot and roofed a wrist shot past Gibson to make it 2-1.

That was the only mistake Gibson would make for most of the night. Through the first two periods, he made several key stops to keep the Penguins off the board, including a save on a Brendan Mikkelson backhand and a Nick Drazenovic shot from the corner.

“I think we had higher quality chances than we had in the past few games, and we have to bear down and start scoring on some of those. Especially me,” Farnham said. “I give (Gibson) credit. He came up with some big stops. it just boils down to you just have to find a way.”

Midway through the third period, Gibson smothered a Denver Manderson shot from an open slot to maintain the Admirals’ 2-1 lead before Norfolk made it a two-goal advantage on a shot from Steven Whitney, who was wide open in the slot.

Still, the Penguins continued to pressure in the Norfolk end, but Gibson stopped everything that came his way to preserve the win.

“We really had some prime time chances and they didn’t go in,” Hynes said. “We made a good push in the third and we have to find a way to connect on a couple.”

Notes

• D Peter Merth (injury), D Reid McNeill, RW Tom Kuhnhackl, C Adam Payerl (injury) and C C.J. Severyn (injury) were scratched for the Penguins. Hynes said Kuhnhackl was a healthy scratch and a decision based on matchups.

• Former Penguin goaltender Brad Thiessen, who is now with Norfolk, took in Friday’s game from the stands, marking his first trip back to the arena since last season. Thiessen is out with an injury.

• The last time the Penguins faced the Admirals (Oct. 26), there were four fights. Friday’s contest was a continuation of the physical play, highlighted by a heavyweight bout between Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Zach Stortini in the opening minutes, and Paul Thompson against Norfolk’s Joseph Cramarossa at the end of the period.

“There are no token games in this league, especially in this division,” Farnham said. “Credit to Pierre, his fight was great, and Paul Thompson’s fight was awesome. That’s a part of who we are as a team.”

• The Penguins travel to Hershey to take on the Bears tonight at 7 p.m. in another East Division matchup.

***
Samuelsson’s dream comes true

 December 26. 2013 11:57PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Norfolk Admirals (14-11-1-4, 33 points, 3rd place in the East Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (17-8-1-2, 43 points, 1st place in the East Division)

Tonight at the Mohegan Sun Arena, 7:05 p.m.

Players to watch:

Norfolk - Former Penguin blueliner Alex Grant has six goals and 13 points in 25 games in his first season with Norfolk.

Penguins - C Nick Drazenovic has two goals and five points in his last six games.

More 
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Philip Samuelsson was sitting on his couch watching television on a Sunday morning when he got a call he’ll remember forever.

That’s where Samuelsson was when he found out he was being call up to Pittsburgh, marking the first NHL experience for the third year pro.

“It was a call I wasn’t really expectiing,” Samuelsson said after Thursday’s practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena. “I called my sister first and told her right away.”

But that didn’t mean other family members wouldn’t soon share in the experience.

Before Samuelsson was reassigned by Pittsburgh on Tuesday, he appeared in five games with the big club. The second was against the New York Rangers, for whom Samuelsson’s father, Ulf, is an assistant coach.

While the elder Samuelsson was behind the bench, Philip’s mother attended the game and watched her son from the stands.

“Both of my parents have helped me tremendously in my career and it was awesome they could share that moment with me,” he said.

While Samuelsson said the call-up was unexpected, his development over the last two-plus seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton makes his rise to the NHL make perfect sense. Last season, Samuelsson led the Penguins with a plus-10 and appeared in 65 games, proving his worth as a capable shutdown defenseman.

This year, as he has been paired primarily with Simon Despres until he was called up as well, Samuelsson has once again thrived in the shutdown role.

Now that he has a bit of NHL experience under his belt, Samuelsson has the confidence in knowing thta he has what it takes to play in the big time.

“It was a dream come true to be up there,” Samuelsson said. “I’ve proven to myself and the organization that I can play at that level. Now it’s up to me to play well here and get back there.”

Notes

• Winger Harry Zolnierczyk, who was reassigned by Pittsburgh earlier this week, was not at Thursday’s practice due to a travel day.

• On the injury front, head coach John Hynes said D Peter Merth and C Adam Payerl are out for this weekend. D Reid McNeill practiced Thursday and Hynes said there’s a good possibility he will play.

• After a four-day Christmas break, Hynes said his players cam back to the rink noticably refreshed. “Anytime they can shut hockey off for a few days and get away from it is good,” he said. “They certainly had a lot of jump.”

• While many players had to travel back to Wilkes-Barre at the end of the break, they will get a break from the road tonight as the Penguins stay home to host the Norfolk Admirals. Hynes said being able to stay home for a couple days was nice, but he wasn’t sure how much of a benefit it would be.

“It’s nice to come back to your own rink, your own locker room and spend a little more time in the weight room and at practice,” he said. “Whether it’s a benefit depends on how we play.”
Home for the holidays?

For players from Europe, getting home for Christmas isn’t an option

 December 21. 2013 10:33PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins left wing Anton Zlobin will be spending Christmas in America for the first time this week.

Penguins center Dominik Uher has spent the past four Christmas holidays away from family and friends in his native Czech Republic.

Penguins right wing Tom Kuhnhackl might spend the Christmas break visiting friends and his former boarding family in Ontario.

More 
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Anton Zlobin misses the food, particularly the borscht and pierogies. Tom Kuhnhackl misses his mother’s turkey dinner, complete with eight sides.

Dominik Uher simply misses spending tie with his family.

For many pro hockey players, particularly thos from Europe, Christmas often means another holiday away from home. This year, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins have four days off for Christmas. For some players, that’s enough time to go home and get back in time for practice on Dec. 26.

But for others, especially those for whom home is another country across the Atlantic Ocean, there simply isn’t enough time to fly there and back again to celebrate Christmas.

So what do they do?

Well, in Uher’s case, it will be four years since he celebrated Christmas with his family in the Czech Republic town of Ostrava. He thought that streak might be broken this year as his family planned to fly to Wilkes-Barre, but passport issues nixed that idea.

“I haven’t really thought about what I’ll do,” Uher said. “I might just hang out in this area, buy a tree and spend it with Kuhnhackl.”

That’s if Kuhnhackl doesn’t make other plans.

His parents told him they may try to come in from Landshut, Germany, but that may not be practical as they just visited a month ago.

Kuhnhackl’s backup plan?

“I might go to Windsor (Ontario) and spend Christmas with my old billets family or I might go to New York for a couple of days,” Kuhnhackl said.

For Zlobin, whose family lives almost 4,700 miles away in Moscow — farther than Kuhnhackl’s and Uher’s hometowns — spending Christmas with the folks just isn’t feasible.

Again.

“I spent the last three Christmases in Canada and I’ve been playing them by myself since I was 17, so I’m used to it,” he said. “This is going to be my first Christmas in America.”

Actually, in Zlobin’s home country the Christmas holiday is celebrated on Jan. 7 — the date it is recognized by the Russian Orthodox Church in accordance with the Julian calendar.

Still, that won’t Zlobin from enjoying the four-day break and doing what he can to celebrate Christmas on Dec. 25, which most likely will be spent with teammates.

“It’s a big holiday in Russia and I miss being there for it with my friends and family,” Zlobin said. “But I’ve spent it with teammates over the last three years and I liked it.”

Having been a pro for 15 years, Penguins captain Tom Kostopoulos and his family have opened their home for many European teammates over the years during Christmas. It’s something the veteran players on just about every team do to make sure no one is alone for the holiday.

“My wife has made quite a few turkeys for teammates over the years,” Kostopoulos said. “Usually, if someone is staying in town, their family will have some of the European guys over who don’t have a place to go.”

The day together allows teammates a chance to experience Christmas customs from each other’s country. Kostopoulos recalled a holiday he spent with Alexander Zevakhin when the two were teammates in the early years of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton franchise.

“He had me over for some borscht,” Kostopoulos said. “I’ve asked some of my European teammates how they celebrate it back home, and most like to break out the vodka. It’s a custom.”

Spending the holidays away from family is just a circumstance of being a pro hockey player. Kuhnhackl said it falls in line with the long road trips, call-ups, trades and just the overall uncertainty that comes with the job.

When the playing days are over, he said, that’s when you can make up for lost time with the family back home.

Kostopoulos knows what it feels like. On one hand, he’s been fortunate that most of the teams he’s played for have been within flying distance of his family’s home in Toronto. But the two seasons he spent with the Kings in Los Angeles six years ago made that trip impossible.

“For a pro hockey player, a lot of times the Christmas holidays aren’t quite what they were when you were a kid,” Kostopoulos said. “We’re lucky this year to have a few days off that allows some of us to get back.”

Considering that Kuhnhackl is 21, and Zlobin and Uher are each 20 might make it appear especially tough to be away from home for such a big holiday. But thanks to their years of playing junior hockey in North America, all three players are veterans when it comes to spending Christmas on their own.

“You know, back home we celebrate Christmas on Dec. 24 with presents, a big family dinner and we sing carols, but this year I’ll Skype with them on Christmas Day,” Uher said. “My family was a little disappointed this year because we had it all planned and it is hard, but I understand that I have to be here and stay focused on playing hockey. That’s just the way it is.”
Penguins struggle against Sharks

 December 21. 2013 12:31AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins winger Paul Thompson works the puck against the boards while being pressured by Worcester Sharks' Matt Tennyson during Friday night's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins winger Paul Thompson works the puck against the boards while being pressured by Worcester Sharks' Matt Tennyson during Friday night's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.Penguins winger Paul Thompson works the puck against the boards while being pressured by Worcester Sharks' Matt Tennyson during Friday night's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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Penguins winger Paul Thompson works the puck against the boards while being pressured by Worcester Sharks' Matt Tennyson during Friday night's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins winger Bobby Farnham races between two Worcester Sharks as he pursues the puck during Friday's game against the Worcester Sharks on Friday night at Mohegan Sun Arena.

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Nick Drazenovic’s penalty shot goal gave the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins a huge momentum boost during Friday’s game against the Worcester Sharks.

Unfortunately, there was only 2:30 left in the game and the Sharks remained up by two.

For yet another night, the Penguins went into a game without most of their top offensive threats due to call-ups to Pittsburgh, and this time Worcester took advantage of the situation to win 4-1.

While the Sharks scored a goal in all three periods – including a power play tally in the first, the Penguins struggled to produce scoring chances. They even had a hard time putting shots on net, registering only six by the game’s midpoint.

Part of the blame was penalty trouble — the Penguins went to the box twice in the first six minutes, including a slashing call on Brendan Mikkelson right at the start. They killed off the first power play, but the Sharks capitalized on the second one — a wrist shot by center Freddie Hamilton — to take an early 1-0 lead.

“You get down 1-0 on a power play goal, it sets you back a little bit,” said Bobby Farnham, who created a couple of good scoring chances in the third period. “Staying out of the box is huge for us.”

Worcester scored again early in the second to make it 2-0 while the Penguins had difficulty getting shots to the net. Head coach John Hynes said he was happy with the time his team spent in the offensive zone, but he was disappointed with the lack of a positive result.

“We have to get more pucks to the net,” he said. “We had offensive zone time, but the difference was we were on the perimeter and didn’t get into the middle of the ice and to the net.”

While Worcester scored it’s third consecutive goal midway through the third period on a deflection in front, the Penguins offense came to life and started peppering goaltender Harri Sateri with shots. Mikkelson had one of the best chances when he just missed the net with a backhand shot alone in front. Later, Farnham hit Paul Thompson with a pass in front of the crease, but Sateri smothered the shot.

“We came a lot more aggressive,” Hynes said. “Our D were pinching on the wall and we tried to create more odd man rushes. It was effective.”

One of those rushes — Drazenovic’s breakaway in the final three minutes — forced the Sharks to take a hooking penalty to prevent him from getting a shot.

Drazenovic was awarded a penalty shot, however, and beat Sateri to put the Penguins on the board 3-1 with 2:30 to play.

After starting the period with a renewed offensive effort and then finally getting a goal on the board, the Penguins had new life.

“When (Drazenvic) scored that goal we still had plenty of time to come back in the game and tie it,” Hynes said. “The fact that we got that goal was important, and we had opportunities to score late.”

One of those opportunities resulted in a shot hitting the post while Sateri was in position to make every save as the Penguins outshot the Sharks 17-6 in the period.

But by the time Worcester scored an empty-net goal with 11 seconds left, the outcome was already written.

With another home game tonight against Syracuse, the Penguins will have little time to dwell on Friday’s loss.

And that’s not a bad thing. They know what needs to improve.

“We need to make an effort to get pucks to the net,” Farnham said. “The way we came in the third period is what we needed in the first and second. We need to establish that type of mentality right away and not wait until the third to start shooting.”

Notes

• D Peter Merth (injury), D Reid McNeill (injury) and C Adam Payerl (injury) were scratched for the Penguins.

• The Penguins have now lost the last five games in which they’ve allowed a power play goal.
Pens to use Farnham on power play

 December 19. 2013 11:57PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Worcester Sharks (10-10-1-1, 22 points, 5th place in the Atlantic Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (16-7-1-2, 35 points, 1st place in the East Division)

7:05 p.m. today at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Worcester - If he gets the starts, rookie netminder Troy Grosenick could give the Penguins a tough time putting points on the board. In nine games this season, Grosenick has a 2.01 GAA and a .922 save percentage, along with one shutout.

Penguins - After missing almost a month due to injury, C Nick Drazenovic is healthy and putting up points. In the three games since he came back, Drazenovic has at least a point in each for a total of one goal and three assists.

More 
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Bobby Farnham admitted to sharing a good chuckle with assistant coach Alain Nasreddine after learning he will see some time on the power play during tonight’s game against Worcester.

But for the second-year Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin forward, whose game has been defined by agitating opponents, skating on the power play is no laughing matter.

In fact, it could turn out to be a perfect fit.

“He’s got great speed, a great puck recovery guy and gritty in and around the net,” said head coach John Hynes after Thursday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex. “With those attributes, we felt we should give him a chance.”

It also helps that most of the Penguins’ offensive threats have been recalled to Pittsburgh, leaving voids at virtually all areas of the ice.

And plenty of opportunity.

“Just the way this year’s gone with all the call-ups, everyone’s going to have to play their role and more,” Farnham said.

Everyone knows what Farnham’s role is at even strength, but what will it be on the power play?

“Something that gets overlooked on the power play is going to the hard areas and retrieving pucks,” he said. “If you can use that speed and grit and get pucks back to your teammates and go back to those hard areas, that’s more important than people think.”

Aside from his attributes, Farnham earned time on the power play thanks to his recent performance, Hynes said. With back-to-back games this weekend and all the call-ups to Pittsburgh, Hynes and his staff sat down this week to determine who would get the extra ice time.

“With Bobby, he’s playing really well and consistent every night, so there’s a guy you’re looking to give more ice time to,” Hynes said. “He’s come through for us in a number of different ways and this is a deserved opportunity for him. We’re going to give him a chance.”

It’s a chance at a role that Farnham is surprisingly familiar with. He’s played on the power play through high school, college, during nine games with Wheeling and in a game last season with the Penguins.

“It’s not something that when you see your name on it you’re like ‘Oh geez what do I do,’” Farnham said. “If you’re playing at this level, basically everyone’s played the power play at some point along the way. You just have to work the same as you always do and good things will happen.”

NOTES

- On the injury front, D Reid McNeill won’t be ready to return to action this weekend.

- G Eric Hartzell will start in net tonight, according to Hynes.
Expanded roles for Pens

 December 19. 2013 3:27PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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It was a typical day of practice for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Wednesday.

Another player lost via call-up to Pittsburgh - this time Brian Gibbons, more line shuffling and more thoughts on who, if anyone, would be the next player to go up.

Since Nov. 24, nine players have been called up to Pittsburgh - forwards Zach Sill, Andrew Ebbett, Jayson Megna, Chris Conner, Harry Zolnierczyk and Brian Gibbons along with defensemen Simon Despres, Brian Dumouliin and Phil Samuelsson.

As of Wednesday, none have returned.

The leaves Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with a lot of new faces and new expectations.

Rather than rely on one player to fill a void left by a call-up, head coach John Hynes said the roster moves impact everyone. When a forward is lost, for example, every wing and center has to play an expanded role.That includes everyone from Denver Manderson and Cody Sylvester to captain Tom Kostopoulos.

“When you take a player out of the lineup you lose that dynamic he brings to the team,” Hynes said. “Someone else gets put in his position, but really everyone is expected to have an expanded role. The best way to compensate for an absence is by committee.”

One player who is expected to see an expanded role is winger Paul Thompson. A 20-goal scorer last season, Thompson opened the year without finding the back of the net for 16 games and was a healthy scratch several times.

But last weekend Thompson scored twice and now he’s ready to make up for lost time.

“I have a lot of opportunity down here right now and I have to take advantage of it and get on a roll,” he said. “It was a little frustrating at times early in the season, but now I got a couple (opportunities) last weekend and got that feeling back.”

Another player expected to step up is right wing Tom Kuhnhackl. After a hot start that saw him score four times in the first eight games of the season, Kuhnhackl has netted just one goal in his last 15 games.

Despite the many absences on the roster, Kuhnhackl said he isn’t feeling any pressure to produce.

“It’s an opportunity to get more ice time and show the organization what kind of a player you are,” he said. “Everyone here has to pick it up a step or two, not just one guy. We all need to support each other and if we do that, we can still win every game.”

NOTES

- Earlier in the season when players were getting called up to the NHL for the first time, Hynes had the pleasure of delivering the good news. Now, since many of those first-timers are back in Pittsburgh for the second or third time, Hynes’ approach is a bit different.

“Now you have a little more subjective matter to talk about when you’re telling them they’re going back up,” he said. “When they get sent down, they have a meeting with management and coaching staff about what they did well and what needs to be better. That gets translated to me and we work on those things. When they get recalled again, they’re ready to play. Each time they go back up we hope those areas are better.”

- C Dominik Uher has been practicing with a full cage and said he will wear it for the next three weeks. “It’s a little different but it’s not my first time wearing it,” the Czech Republic native said. “We grew up playing with cages so I’ll be able to adjust for a few weeks.”

- While Wilkes-Barre/Scranton has the luxury of calling players up from Wheeling to fill voids, the Nailers don’t have a lower level from which they can recall. That means Nailers coach Clark Donatelli has brought in players with no experience with the organization’s system. “This is hardest on Wheeling and Clark’s been doing a tremendous job,” Hynes said. “He’s really gotten the players ready to play and work together as a unit.” In their last 10 games the Nailers are 6-1-0-3.

- More Wheeling: Hynes said it’s possible another call-up will be made from the Nailers before Friday’s home game against Worcester.

- Still no movement on the G Peter Mannino situation. Mannino was suspended on Nov. 20 after failing to report to Wheeling. “There’s been no discussion of it since it really happened,” Hynes said.
Almost like training camp

Call-ups have brought an influx of new faces to the Penguins roster

 December 17. 2013 11:08PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Pittsburgh Penguins Jayson Megna (59), shown scoring a goal against the New Jersey Devils on Friday, was injured in Monday night's game against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

More 
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Following Tuesday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes made a prediction.

Actually, it was more a statement of fact.

“There will be a call-up. When or who I’m not sure, but there will be one,” Hynes said.

Hynes’ statement will likely become a reality after Jayson Megna limped off the ice Monday in Pittsburgh’s win over Toronto. Reports indicate he is out for tonight’s game, making a call-up inevitable.

Counting Megna, there are currently nine players in Pittsburgh that have been called up from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton this season. Not surprisingly, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton has seven Wheeling call-ups on its roster.

But that doesn’t necessarily mean times are tough.

Since the rash of call-ups began, the Penguins are 8-4-1 and have won three of their last five.

Hynes actually indicated that dealing with all the roster changes is a somewhat fun time for a coach.

“”It feels like training camp at times because you have guys that you know but haven’t worked with as much. But to be honest, it’s exciting,” he said. “You’re in the middle of December and sometimes teams can get caught in a rut. But right now there’s new energy in the room with guys looking to prove themselves, and it’s great to have it this time of the year.”

Still, the challenge is there. Hynes said virtually every player on the roster has taken on an expanded role and the veterans that do remain will be relied upon more than ever to be leaders.

“Those guys are the leaders and their job, as always, is to manage the locker room and make sure guys are on the same page,” Hynes said. “The reason why we continue to have success is because those guys are on board.”

One of those veterans is defenseman Brendan Mikkelson, who at the age of 26 is one the oldest players in the defense corps, said the leadership role is one he embraces.

“It’s up to us to lead the way in terms of the small details and then it becomes contagious after that,” Mikkelson said. “That’s the biggest thing as far as introducing new guys into the lineup and having them see how things are done.”

But that’s not all.

“Having success helps to because it reinforces the things you do. Winning really cements it in,” Mikkelson added.

Notes

• After an off day on Monday, the Penguins held their first of three practices this week on Tuesday. They continue their six-game homestand this Friday against Worcester and Hynes said the lengthy stretch at home makes all the roster changes easier to handle.

“This is a great week for this to happen because you get a week to work with guys before you go into the games this weekend,” he said.

• With so many of his former players in Pittsburgh, Hynes has become an avid viewer of Penguin games.

“You have a little more emotion in it because you’re tied to the players more,” he said. “You know what they’ve gone through. For a lot of them it’s a new experience and you look at it differently because there’s a little more on the line.”

• Center Brian Gibbons didn’t participate in some of the practice reps Tuesday, but Hynes said that doesn’t necessarily mean he is the next call-up to Pittsburgh. In Gibbons’ case it was more for maintenance, he said. Even if a player is known to be the next call-up, Hynes said they won’t be pampered in practice.

“You may even be harder on them before they go up so you know they’re in order and able to play under some pressure,” Hynes said. “There’s a standard of play and a standard of practice you want to have.”

• On the injury front, D Reid McNeill is day-to-day, D Peter Merth has an upper body injury and won’t return until after Christmas. C Mike Carman and C Dominik Uher are both good to go.
Roster shuffle continues for Penguins

 December 16. 2013 11:57PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

WBS Penguins forward Harry Zolnierczyk has been called up to Pittsburgh for the third time this season. After playing 44 games for the Philadelphia Flyers over the past two seasons, he is looking to add to his three games earlier this season in black and gold.

More 
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Injuries in Pittsburgh continue to have an effect on the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins roster. On Monday, Pittsburgh recalled defenseman Philip Samuelsson and forward Harry Zolnierczyk.

They join forwards Jayson Megna, Chris Conner, Andrew Ebbett and Zach Sill, along with defensemen Simon Despres and Brian Dumoulin, all of whom have been recalled over the last few weeks. Pittsburgh is currently without defesemen Kris Letang, Paul Martin, Brooks Orpik and Rob Scuderi, and forwards Beau Bennett, Tanner Glass and Ebbett, all due to injury.

For Samuelsson, 22, this marks the first time in his career that he has been recalled to the NHL. This season, he has totaled six assists and is a plus-3 in 26 AHL games with WBS.

The 6-for-2, 194-pound Samuelsson is the son of Ulf Samuelsson, a defenseman on Pittsburgh’s back-to-back Stanley Cup championship teams in 1991 and ’92.

The Samuelssons are looking to become the fifth father-son duo to suit up for the Penguins, joining Wayne Hicks (1967-68) and Alex Hicks (1996-98); Gilles Meloche (1985-88) and Eric Meloche (2001-04); Greg Malone (1976-83) and Ryan Malone (2003-08); and Bob Johnson (1974-75) and Brent Johnson (2009-12).

Zolnierczyk, 26, is in his third stint of the season with the Penguins. He was scoreless in three regular-season contests earlier in the year.

The 5-foot-11, 185-pound Zolnierczyk leads Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with 10 goals in 21 games.

Also on Monday, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton recalled defenseman Dustin Stevenson from Wheeling.

Stevenson, 24, made his American Hockey League debut earlier this season, appearing in four games for the Penguins and recording two penalty minutes. In 14 games this season with Wheeling, the fourth-year pro has posted five assists and 38 PIM.
Hartzell snowballs Comets

Penguins rookie netminder makes 22 saves for second career shutout

 December 16. 2013 11:06AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Eric Hartzell has made only five starts in his pro career, but he’s already been perfect in two of them.

The rookie netminder stopped all 22 shots he faced to lead the Penguins to a 1-0 win over the Utica Comets on Saturday in a game delayed by problems with the ice at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Aside from Hartzell, the Penguins relied on another win to notch the victory - defenseman Nick D’Agostino, who scored his first AHL goal in the third period that turned out to be the game-winner.

After a problem with the ice - and then with a zamboni - delayed the start of the game by a half-hour, the Penguins experienced a repeat of the previous night when they received four power plays in the first period.

On Saturday, a Utica hooking penalty put the Penguins on the power play just one minute into the game.

The Comets killed off the power play, and another one three minutes later to keep the Penguins off the board.

After getting through the penalty trouble, Utica kicked in the offense and matched the Penguins’ rushes up ice, even outshooting them 13-6 in the period.

But Hartzell, who was making his second start in two days, stopped them all to keep things scoreless heading into the second.

After exchanging a few power play chances in the first half of the second period, neither team managed to find the back of the net. By the halfway point, Utica outshot the Penguins 15-6.

The Comets came out firing again in the third period, forcing Hartzell to make several key saves before head coach John Hynes called a timeout. Not long after, the Penguins got a power play after Utica was called for too many men in what would be the first of three consecutive penalties.

Near the midway point of the period, the Comets were called for a two straight delay of game penalties, giving the Penguins extensive power play time.

And they made the Comets pay.

With 40 seconds left on the last penalty, D’Agostino found the back of the net with a point shot through traffic in front.

At the other end of the ice, the Penguins limited the Comets to three shots in the period to cling to the 1-0 win.

NOTES

- Hartzell is now 4-1 in his first pro season, and two of the wins were by 1-0 scores.

- Fans who couldn’t attend Saturday’s game due to the snowstorm can exchange their tickets for a future game. Call the team store at 570-970-3611.
Eric Locke has 'best game since he's been back' as Saginaw Spirit come-from-behind for shootout win

Photo Gallery: The Saginaw Spirit fall to the Windsor Spitfires 6-5

Eric Locke scored a late goal for the Saginaw Spirit that sent the game to overtime, and Jimmy Lodge scored in the shootout of a 3-2 come-from-behind win over the Niagara IceDogs. (Courtney Sacco | The Ann Arbor News )
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SAGINAW, MI — It was like a huge weight was lifted off their shoulders.

It took a late surge, combined with a sterling effort from Nikita Serebryakov in the shootout, but the Saginaw Spirit finally got off the skid Friday, Jan. 3 against the Niagara IceDogs with a 3-2 come-from-behind win.

It marked Saginaw’s first win since Wednesday, Dec. 11 against Plymouth and moved the Spirit back to .500 at 17-17-4-1 with 39 points, while Niagara fell to 12-21-2-3 with 29 points.

“We battled back,” said Spirit coach Greg Gilbert, who was serving the last game of his two-game suspension and forced to watch from the stands. “We’ve still got things to work on, but the guys gutted it out and came from behind to win the shootout.”

Saginaw appeared to be head for a seventh straight loss until the IceDogs’ Aaron Haydon provided the Spirit with a little motivation by running into Serebryakov late in the third. It prompted Sean Callaghan to step in and defend the goalie with a series of uppercuts and haymakers that decisively ended the “fight” quickly, while giving the arena a boost of energy.

The Spirit immediately went on the offensive with a series of offensive chances by captain Eric Locke, and he made one stick at 17:43 of the period to send it to overtime.

Serebryakov, who finished with 24 saves, did the rest with two saves in overtime and three in the shootout that made Jimmy Lodge’s shootout goal stick for the game-winner.

“The guys definitely found a way,” Gilbert said. “Locker, that’s probably his best game since he’s been back. He was competing; he was working hard and back-checking, finishing checks."

Terry Trafford put the Spirit on the board four minutes into the first period when he snuck a shot beneath Brent Moran’s arm for a quick lead.

But it was largely a defensive battle for both parties.

Niagara held Saginaw to seven shots in each of the first two periods, while the Spirit limited the IceDogs to 10 attempts in the first and six in the second.

But Johnny Corneil made one of them stick at 10:45 of the second period when he trailed an odd-man rush for Niagara and buried the rebound top shelf to tie it 1-1.

Eric Ming then added a rebound goal just seconds after the end of a power play to give the IceDogs a 2-1 lead at 8:08 of the third.

The Spirit struggled to find any traction offensively until Callaghan’s fight gave the team a spark.

Locke generated three great scoring opportunities that just missed before firing the equalizer.

Lodge scored the only goal of the shootout in the second round.

Highlights

• Confidence has been an issue in the last month, but the Spirit played with great energy down the stretch to tie the game late. Saginaw was skating hard, finishing checks and creating chances.

• Eric Locke looked like the Eric Locke from last year that scored 44 goals. He scored one goal, but he generated several scoring chances that got the rest of the team rolling.

• The entire defensive group has struggled over the last month, but they redeemed themselves against Niagara. Both goals were still rebound goals that were preventable, but defensemen did a better job moving IceDogs out of Serebryakov's line of sight, they blocked shots before they got to the goalie and Justin Sefton took over in goal making a save after Serebryakov slid out of position. Sefton dove and blocked a shot in the first period, too.

• Serebryakov has had a few of the worst games in his career over the last two weeks, but he looked like the goalie who won five straight in November. He stopped every shot he faced in the shootout, although the final Niagara skater never got a shot off. It marked Serebryakov's first win since Nov. 27.

Lowlights

• Both Niagara goals were scored off rebounds when the defense lost track of the skater.

• The Spirit had trouble generating scoring opportunities early on. They were held to seven shots in each of the first two periods and limited to 29 total.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

After losing 9 of 10 in December, Saginaw Spirit not panicking

Photo Gallery: The Saginaw Spirit fall to the Windsor Spitfires 6-5

Windsor Spitfires left wing Ben Johnson beats Saginaw Spirit goalie Nikita Serebryakov for a goal during the first period of their game at Comerica Park, Sunday, December, 29. (Courtney Sacco | The Ann Arbor News)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are not panicking — yet.

A loss to the Windsor Spitfires at Comerica Park marked the sixth straight loss for Saginaw and ninth out of ten games in December. The Spirit have gone from two games out of first place at Thanksgiving to third place and 10 points behind the Spitfires.

“I’ve learned over the last 12 years to never get too high when you win and never get too high when you lose,” Spirit President and Managing Partner Craig Goslin said. “Because it’s going to turn around. Another thing is to not point fingers. It’s important that the guys stick together.

“If anyone can get it figured out, (Spirit coach Greg Gilbert) can.”

It's been a struggle for the players to stick together with so many of them missing time.

“We’re juggling lines and juggling pairings, trying to get some kind of chemistry going,” Gilbert said. 

Saginaw lost the services of its captain and leading scorer from last year, Eric Locke, for six weeks to a shoulder injury, and its current leading goal scorer, Cody Payne, was suspended once for fighting and received a second three-game suspension for his game misconduct penalty in the Hockeytown Winter Festival. 

Trades have brought in new players Jesse Graham, Luke Cairns and Blake Clarke all in the last month.

Add in the loss of star goaltender and Detroit Red Wings prospect Jake Paterson to the World Junior Hockey Championships in Sweden and prized rookie Mitchell Stephens to the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, and Saginaw is without some core pieces.

Of course, most of them were around when the skid started.

“It’s just bad hockey decisions and bad puck management,” Gilbert said. “It’s a tough game because the simplest things are the things we continually struggle to do.

“There are guys that are (making mistakes) that’ve been under me for two years. They weren’t doing it as much last year, and now all of a sudden they’re doing it.”

In games against Oshawa and Windsor, Saginaw surrendered four and six goals in the first period that made holes too deep to get out of, while a 6.5-minute stretch against the Spitfires in the Winter Festival saw Windsor torch the Saginaw defense for four goals that made the difference.

“In different circumstances, guys are pressing to get signed (by NHL clubs) and get drafted,” Gilbert said. “They think trying to do too much impresses people, but really what it does is show your lack of hockey sense and understanding how the game needs to be played.

“Until they mature and understand that, we’ll still be playing pond hockey. We’ll be playing checkers, not chess.”

The Spirit have seven players whose rights are owned by NHL clubs, and only one has signed an entry level contract. Eleven players are eligible for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia.

“Our fans deserve to have a playoff run, and we’re going to do everything we can to make that happen,” Goslin said. 

“Jim Paliafito’s working hard to make that happen. The trade deadline’s coming up Jan. 10, and he’s going to do things to make this team better. If that means adding a piece or two, that’s his call.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are going to be breaking in the New Year without a couple key components after head coach Greg Gilbert and leading goal scorer Cody Payne were suspended by the Ontario Hockey League.

In the first period of Saginaw’s Hockeytown Winter Festival game against Windsor, Payne was given a game misconduct for leaving the bench and getting into a fight with the Spitfires Ty Bilcke.

By rule, if a player leaves the bench or penalty box and immediately gets into a fight, the player and head coach receive suspensions.

Payne, who leads the Spirit with 15 goals, had just returned from a previous three-game suspension against Windsor and played six minutes before being ejected for the game misconduct penalty. He is suspended three games by the OHL and is eligible to return Friday, Jan. 10 against Ottawa.

Gilbert was suspended two games and is eligible to return Sunday, Jan. 5 when Saginaw hosts Guelph. Associate coach John Kisil and assistant coach Jeff Blum will coach the team in his absence.

The Spirit close out 2013 on the road at 2 p.m. against Sault Ste. Marie.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on December 29, 2013 at 11:19 PM, updated December 29, 2013 at 11:29 PM 

DETROIT — It has been a long six weeks for Eric Locke.

After suffering a shoulder injury in mid-November, the Spirit captain has been forced to watch his team go through a prolonged slump that has pushed Saginaw to third place in the West and falling.

But he’s finally back.

Locke returned to the Spirit lineup on Saturday against Windsor, but he made an impact in the Hockeytown Winter Classic against the Spitfires with a goal in a 6-5 loss.

“It was a fun time and good atmosphere with the lights and the sun at first,” Locke said. “Just being out in the cold, but when you come down to it, it was another game. And we tried to play our game, but we fell a little bit short.”

Saginaw welcomes back its leader at a critical point in the team’s season.

A 6-2 win over the Spitfires moved the Spirit within four points of first place Sault Ste. Marie the day before Thanksgiving, but an inexplicable collapse has seen Saginaw drop all but two games since.

The Spirit have fallen in 8 of 9 games played so far in December, and all with Locke watching from the injured list.

“From a leadership standpoint, it was hard being out,” said the 20-year old. “Being back, I’m doing the same stuff in the (locker) room and trying to get guys going. I think it’s just a matter of time.”

Locke’s presence made an impact on the Spirit once already this season.

A 2013 draft pick of the Buffalo Sabres of the NHL, Locke was in camp with their American Hockey League affiliate Rochester Americans, and he stuck with the club through the first six games of Saginaw’s season.

Saginaw lost four of those games, but in his first game back a three-assist effort led the Spirit to a 5-2 win over Plymouth.

“We definitely have the skill,” Locke said. “We’re working hard, so we’re just waiting for it to come together. No one’s really holding their sticks too tight or getting on each other. It’s been good in the room. You know it’s going to come, we’re just waiting for it.”

And it’s Locke’s job to bring it.

An elite scorer, he has always been able to find the back of the net. 

A 44 goal, 53 assist performance last year was one of the top point producers in the OHL, and with nine goals and 14 assists in 17 games this year, he’s still producing at a healthy clip.

He just needs to stay healthy.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

DETROIT — December can’t end quick enough for the Saginaw Spirit.

Hosting the Windsor Spitfires at Comerica Park in the first outdoor game in Ontario Hockey League history and most attended game, Saginaw fell prone to the lapses that have plagued the team all month long and allowed four second-period goals in a 6-5 loss.

It marked the Spirit’s fifth straight loss and third straight to the Spitfires.

With three straight wins over Saginaw, Windsor has improved to 23-12-1-0 with 47 points and holds a 10-point lead over the Spirit, who are 16-15-4-1 with 37 points, for second place in the West Division..

“The experience was great,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “The outcome was typical of what we’ve been doing lately.”

The Spirit have lost 8 of 9 games in the month of December.

Saginaw surrendered four goals in a 6 minute, 35 second stretch in the second period that saw Windsor grab a 5-3 lead, however, the Spirit fought back to tie it 5-5 and threatened to take a lead on the power play late in the third. 

But Steven Janes took advantage of a turnover and snuck a spinning wristshot past Nikita Serebryakov from the boards for what proved to be the game winner with five minutes remaining.

“We’re just cutting corners, and we’re cheating,” Gilbert said. “We’ve got too many guys who aren’t playing the way we want to play as a team.

“Our mantra is we want to pressure and be a physical hockey club, and not silly physical. The detail of finishing checks is a part of the game of hockey. It’s a contact sport, and we’ve got some guys who aren’t too concerned about doing that.”

Saginaw responded from an early deficit with consecutive goals by Eric Locke and Daniel Se Sousa to take a 2-1 lead into the second period, and Jeremiah Addison scored his second goal of the season less than two minutes into the second.

The goal gave the Spirit a 3-1 lead and initiated a collapse that has become routine for Saginaw over the last month.

Almost immediately after taking a two-goal lead, the Spirit started suffering breakdowns in their defensive end. 

Cristiano DiGiacinto took advantage of one immediately off a face-off, after he was left alone in front of the goal, lifting a shot over Serebryakov’s shoulder to draw within a goal and Slater Koekkoek unleashed a slapshot from the blueline to tie it 3-3 just 34 seconds later.

Remy Giftopoulos and Brody Milne punched in two more goals for the Spitfires to cap off a four-goal burst.

“I think we just got away from our gameplan a little,” said Spirit captain Eric Locke. “It seems to be happening quite a bit. We’ve just got to play a full 60 because 55 minutes didn’t win us a game tonight.”

Justin Sefton and Brandon Prophet scored a pair of power play goals to tie it 5-5 midway through the third period, however, Windsor took advantage of the late lapse to pull out the win.

The Spitfires finished the game 3 of 6 on the power play, while Saginaw was 3 of 10.

Serebryakov stopped 23 of 29 shots he faced for the Spirit. Alex Fotinos started for Windsor and stopped 11 of 13 shots he faced in the first period, but Dalen Kuchmey came on to start the second and closed it out with saves on 21 of 24 shots he faced.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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on December 27, 2013 at 3:46 PM, updated December 27, 2013 at 3:52 PM 

SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are prepared to shake things up a little bit in the second half of the season after the club announced it has agreed to a trade with the North Bay Battalion.

Saginaw is sending second-year forward Zach Bratina to North Bay in exchange for forward Blake Clarke.

Clarke was a second team All-Rookie forward last season for the Battalion after finishing as the fourth leading point producer in 2012-13 among rookies. A St. Louis area native, he played in the All-American Prospects Game in Pittsburgh where he sustained a shoulder injury that has limited him to 21 games this year. He is an ‘A’ rated prospect by NHL Central Scouting’s Players to Watch and is scheduled to participate in the Top Prospects Game in Calgary in January. Clarke has 20 goals and 34 assists in 89 OHL games.

Bratina leaves the Spirit after 43 games where he scored seven goals with 13 assists. He came to Saginaw last year in a deal with Plymouth for former Spirit captain Vince Trocheck.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit try to treat every game like they’ve been there before, but that mantra will be put to the test in the Hockeytown Winter Festival.

A 1:30 p.m. matchup with the Windsor Spitfires on Sunday, Dec. 29 at Comerica Park in Detroit marks the first outdoor game in Ontario Hockey League history, and it’ll also mark the third straight contest between two teams fighting for position in the West Division.

“It’s about how we play our game and execute,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “We know their style and system since we played them the first time. It’s about us executing our gameplan better than they execute theirs.”

With more than 20,000 tickets sold for the event, Saginaw will play in the most attended game in Canadian Hockey League history, but Gilbert is hoping those fans can see a resurgent Spirit hockey team.

Saginaw has struggled since downing the Spitfires 6-2 the day before Thanksgiving to move within two games of first place. The Spirit have dropped 8 of 10 games since that time, including an 11-6 drubbing at the hands of Windsor on Friday, Dec. 20.

It was the first of a three-game series against the Spitfires that hits the ice again in Windsor on Saturday, Dec. 28 before capping it all off with the outdoor game at Comerica Park.

“It’s a miniature best 2 of 3 (playoff series), I guess,” Gilbert said. “Obviously, they played a playoff game the other night and we didn’t. We’ve got two opportunities to get back in the ‘W’ column and get things headed back in the right direction.”

The Spitfires, meanwhile, are surging with six wins and 13 points in their last 10 games, despite trading away Columbus Blue Jackets first round pick Kerby Rychel and Los Angeles Kings defenseman prospect Nick Ebert.

“They’re a skilled team, there’s no question,” Gilbert said. “They’re fast. They skate. They’re a pretty good hockey club, even though they’ve made moves and gotten rid of some older players. They’re still a really good team.”

They’re led by top NHL prospect Josh Ho-Sang who leads the club with 18 goals and 41 points, while defenseman Slater Koekkoek leads the league with a plus-36 rating in 33 games. Windsor has six goal scorers who’ve hit double figures, including Cristiano DiGiacinto who is No. 7 rookie scorer in the league with 12 goals and nine assists.

“The more lines that are capable of scoring on a team, the more you have to pay attention, not only as defensemen, but as forwards,” Gilbert said. “Ideally, that’s what we’re trying to develop. Any time a team has lines one through four that can score, it’s going to be a challenge.”

And it’s been a challenge that has bettered a Saginaw team in recent weeks. 

The Spirit have allowed five or more goals in 7 of 8 games, and with No. 1 goalie and Detroit Red Wings prospect Jake Paterson in Sweden with Canada for the World Junior Championships, goaltending duties fall on second-year goalie Nikita Serebryakov and rookie David Ovssannikov.

“You just play your game,” Gilbert said. “That’s all you do. Play your style. Defensive hockey isn’t rocket science; it’s just doing the little things over and over to keep the opposition on the perimeter. Do that well and, obviously, they can’t get inside and score.”

Saginaw hopes to counter Windsor’s withering offensive attack with a potent one of its own that is fronted by Buffalo Sabres prospects Eric Locke and Justin Kea, in addition to Winnipeg Jets prospect Jimmy Lodge and overage forward Kristoff Kontos who leads the team with 32 assists and 46 points.

Locke is the team captain and has been out since mid-November with an upper-body injury, but he’s expected to return in time for the outdoor game.

“It’s just a game that we need to win,” Gilbert said. “Only it’s outside and not inside. The only things that may have an influence on the game is the weather, maybe precipitation. Outside of that, it’s just a game we need to win.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Rampage — Barons @ AT&T Center
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Should be a good one tonight since both teams are struggling.

Chet Pickard for the Barons vs Jacob Markstrom for the Rampage. What usually happens here is the backup goalie comes in and plays the game of his life against San Antonio.  This is Pickard’s first AHL start since 2010-11 when he was with Milwaukee, but his pro totals — 41-53-7 with a 3.07 GAA. So yep, he’ll be the second coming of Patrick Roy tonight.

Markstrom is coming off a yank last Saturday after giving up three goals in less than three minutes in the second period. He’s 5-6-1 this season here with a 2.54 GAA but his save percentage is more than respectable .923. Pickard’s save percentage is .833.  Markstrom is 65-78-15 in his pro career, but 11-25-5 in the NHL with the Florida Panthers.

Other fun facts on this one:

The Rampage are 11-8-0-1 vs OKC here, but 6-10-0-1 in OKC, where these two teams play tomorrow night. This season, the Rampage are 4-1 vs OKC here, outscoring them 20-12.

Minus Linus Factor: If you remove the six goals Linus Omark scored against SA, the Rampage have outscored the Barons 23-12 this season. Omark was traded to the Buffalo Sabres organization last month. We will see him in two weeks with the Rochester Americans.

The Rampage are 2-9-0-2 in their last 13 games.

OKC is 3-9-1-3 in their last 16.

Cheech!

Faceoff coming up! Will keep you posted!

First Period underway.

Rampage have carried the play tonight. Outshooting OKC 8-3 through the first seven minutes, and the O-Zone presence much improved over the last month.  Colby Robak dinged the post on one shot.

Rampage on the first power  play. SA is 1-27 over the last six games on the PP.  Another Baron off–1:28 two-man advantage.

Ryan Whitney’s one timer slammed by Pickard at 10:15. Rampage still have PP time.

Nice goal by Whitney, his third of the season. Rampage passed the puck around the zone, Vincent Trocheck at the left corner sent it out to Whitney who slapped it past Pickard.

Michael Caruso off for the Rampage for Interference. Make it two — Barons have 1:04 of two-man advantage with John Lee going off for Delay of Game.

Five saves by Markstrom not enough as the Barons score when Roman Horak tapped in a rebound in the crease at 14:19.

One really spiffy stop came with the glove on former Rampage forward Derek Nesbitt.

Rampage survive the second penalty.

Jon Matsumoto off for elbowing. What looked like a promising start has reverted back to same problems right now.

First period over. 1-1. Rampage have a 12-11 edge in shots.

Second Period

Rampage have :45 of penalty kill to begin the period.

Nesbitt on a one-timer from the exact spot where Whitney scored just :35 into the period. Second power play goal for the Barons.

Nesbitt now has 12 goals against the Rampage in 27 games. He played 49 games with the Rampage with six goals in 08-09.

The Rampage penalty kill has completely broken down. In the first 21 games, the Rampage allowed only 17 power play goals.

In the last 13, they’ve allowed 21 including the two tonight.

Great save by Jacob Markstrom on Curtis Hamilton with the stick hand, coming across the crease from left to right to keep it a 0ne-goal game.

Another Barons power play coming up. They are 2-4 tonight. Doug Janek for High Sticking.

 Barons outshooting SA in this period 8-1.

Amazing, breathtaking save by Markstrom on Kale Kessy with the glove. One of the best saves of the year.

Seventh game of the season with three power play goals allowed. This is just plain silly. Fourth time in the last 13 games the Rampage have given up three PP goals. Taylor Fedun from the point, puck trickled in under the pad of Markstrom.

Rampage will be shorthanded again to start the third period. Outshot in the period 16-13 with a strong push late in the period. Like predicted, Pickard is playing out of his mind and the Rampage have hit two posts and missed two open nets. Unbelievable.

Third Period

It could easily be 9-1 if it wasn’t for Jacob Markstrom. He’s made some of the best stops all season but the Rampage can’t get out of their own way. Playing against an inexperienced AHL netminder, they haven’t really tested Pickard.

Finally — nice O-Zone presence and the Rampage are within a goal. Wade Megan with a tip from the top of the crease at 5:36. Matt Gilroy and Garrett Wilson on the assists. 3-2 Barons with the lead.

Two Rampage players got caught up with the ref in the offensive zone which led to an odd-man Barons rush. C.J. Stretch made it 4-2 at 7:23 on a rebound after Markstrom made the initial save.

Whitney off for hooking. The Rampage  did give up four power play goals in Grand Rapids last Feb 24 in a 7-3 loss.

No goal but only 8:04 left in the game.

Markstrom out of the net. 1:29 left in regulation.

Empty netter Mike Ford.  5-2.

Second straight game with that score. Rampage are now 2-10-0-2.

Final shots:  Rampage 35 — Barons 36.

It’s gonna be a long ride up I-35 for the Rampage.  San Antonio with an AHL worst winning percentage record of 12-19-0-3.

Rampage Pivot-Point Weekend

Posted on January 3, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski 
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The San Antonio Rampage left behind a December they hope to soon forget.

The team can’t win on the road — the worst AHL record away from home and the worst record, percentage-wise, in the league, but have a schedule-stretch more to their liking coming up.

The Rampage will play 10 of their next 12 games on home ice, and won’t board a plane until February. The two road games are in Oklahoma City and Cedar Park.

The Rampage have won 8 of their last 11 in San Antonio, with one of the setbacks in a shootout, so the Jekyll and Hyde nature of this team has got to be driving coach Tom Rowe nuts. Even in a rare December win — one of two during the month — Rowe was dismayed at his team’s lack of effort.

For some unknown reason, the team has consistently shown an inability to win on foreign ice. The record speaks for itself at 3-13-0-2, being outscored 61-35. The home mark of 9-5-0-1 isn’t much to write home about, but the team has outscored opponents 48-42 at the AT&T Center.

Well, there are some reasons the team can’t handle road adversity. Saturday’s 5-2 meltdown in Cedar Park is Exhibit A. Up 2-1 and playing well, the team saw the wheels fall off the train in a matter on minutes, allowing the Stars to score four goals in the final quarter of the second period.

Three power play goals allowed, for the fifth time this season, is simply unacceptable. Think of that stat! That means your offense needs to score at minimum four goals to win games like that. And since this team has shown an inability to score goals, only twice scoring four goals in the last 15 games.

The penalty kill was a source of pride during the first two months of the season. It has been so generous over the past month, the PK has fallen into the mid-20′s in the league from a top-five unit in November.

The power play is a mess. The team is completely at ease about passing the puck around the perimeter, rarely challenging the opponent’s PK unit before an errant pass is intercepted and cleared down the ice.

They’ve scored ONE power play goal in their last 27 tries. It’s trite, but it may be better for the Rampage to DECLINE the penalty than foist that PP on everyone.

In many instances, teams killing the penalty have had more scoring opportunities than the Rampage with the extra man.

When watching the Texas Stars power play, which the Rampage PK helped look like hall of famers, you saw a unit that knew how to operate. There was no look of confusion. Each player had his spot on the ice. The puck was zipped around the zone. The points were manned by power play quarterbacks who knew where the puck was going before they got the disc on their stick. It was mesmerizing. Impressive. The best unit in the AHL.

Knowing you’re playing the team with the best power play in the league should have sent a message to the Rampage players, eh?

DON’T GO TO THE PENALTY BOX!

They didn’t get the memo.

The Stars were 3 of 9 Saturday night. So the PK was actually somewhat successful there — but you give the best PP in the league NINE chances? You are asking for it. In that second period bonzai attack Saturday, two of the four goals were on the power play AFTER 5 on 5 goals were scored. The Stars would not be denied.

Stars M-I-A

Another issue is the “passengers” situation — the sequel.

Last year, during the team’s 11-game losing streak at the end of the season, then Rampage coach Chuck Weber, labeled some players “passengers” — just showing up and riding the bus, so-to-speak, while the game was on, rather than engaging and doing anything on the ice to help the team win.

Welcome to the Nightmare on Houston Street, Take 2.

There are nine players on the roster who played significant minutes in the NHL last season, considering the reduced games played in the major league because of the lockout.

On paper, the Rampage should be competing. Most nights in this stretch of games (3-10-0-2), San Antonio appears disinterested in offense, or defense, depending on whomever is in the crease to make plays to keep them in the game.

Not a great system.

But there’s hope.

This weekend should tell Rampage fans if this team will make a run.

The Oklahoma City Barons are in almost as worse shape as the Rampage.

Both teams have the worst winning percentages in the league.

The Barons were up on the Stars 5-1 at home Thursday night, only to see Texas roar from behind to win in overtime, 6-5. How does that happen?

It helped that only 3804 fans bothered to show up to watch the game. Talking with players, fan support makes a huge difference, and it makes a huge difference at the CPC where the Stars absolutely own the Rampage. San Antonio has won only six of 27 games there.

How Bad Is Bad?

The Barons are 21st in scoring goals and next to last in allowing them. That last stat, despite having Richard Bachman, former NHLer with Dallas, in net. He’s whizzing along at a 4-9-2 clip and 3.15 goals against. One issue for the Rampage going into this home-and-home series, is that Bachman has been lights out against San Antonio, since he shut out the Rampage in his AHL debut three years ago.

The Rampage aren’t much better than the Barons. San Antonio is 24th in scoring goals in the 30 team league, while 25th in goals allowed.

The special teams are misnamed. They aren’t special. The Rampage penalty killers and power players are at least consistent — they are both 26th in the league. The Barons power play is 13th, but the penalty kill is 24th.

Both teams have winning records against each other this season, as the Rampage are 4-3 with two shootout wins, while the Barons are 3-2-0-2 against SA.

The last 10 games, the Barons are 2-5-1-2. The Rampage 2-7-0-1.

It’s not going to be pretty this weekend. But someone is going to win hockey games.

If it’s the Rampage — and they can pull out both games — then we may see some life emerge and hope.

If this losing continues, however, and the Rampage drop both games, to sink to 12-20-0-3, then it will be a tough sell to find a winning formula.

Can you say Pivot-Point?

Stat-Tas-Tic! Numbers Geek Look Around the AHL
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Yes, you’re looking at the kid who would study box scores like an archeologist ruminating over ruins.

With that in mind, it’s way too much fun to simply peruse a few pages of the Rampage media notes to find some interesting puck nuggets.

For example, today’s game between the Rampage and their only in-state rival now, the Texas Stars. Those sleeping on the job should note the Houston Aeros moved to Iowa — last summer.

Polar opposites these two teams.

For one, the Stars have already been to the Calder Cup Finals, and have been in the playoffs three of their four years in the league. Very frustrating for Rampage fans, who’ve seen their team play in post-season only three times in 11 years, and never past the second round.

Currently, the Rampage are 3-6-0-1 in their last 10 games. The Stars are the mirror image at 6-3-0-1, including four straight.

On special teams, the Stars have the best power play in the AHL…penalty killers are fifth. The Rampage special teams, which usually determine the final outcome of a contest, are 23 with the extra skater, although looking much improved the last four games. The penalty killers have slipped from one of the league’s elite teams to 22nd.

However, both teams do have some things in common. Both teams are a tough out at home, but stink on the road.

San Antonio is 7-1-0-1 in the last nine at the AT&T Center, while the Stars are 11-2-0-1 this season at the Cedar Park Center.

But on the road, it’s another story. The Rampage are 3-10-0-1 on enemy ice, while the Stars come here with a decent, but not great 4-6-2-1 mark as road warriors.

Now the Stat Stuff

Team with the best winning percentage — Springfield Falcons at 18-4-1-2, .780. The defending champ Grand Rapids Griffins are next at 19-5-1-1, .769.

Team with the worst record — newcomers in Utica. The Comets have recovered from a rough start, but still are 7-15-1-1, for .333. Dov Grumet-Morris’ new team, the Hartford Wolf Pack are next in line at 9-14-0-3. (Dov by the way had a tough debut with the Pack, giving up three goals on nine shots last night before being pulled in just 7:43 into the first period).

Team with the fewest road wins? That would be your San Antonio Rampage, tied with Bridgeport with three each, but the Rampage have played two more roadies.

Highest scoring team? Abbotsford and Grand Rapids are the only teams in triple digits, with an even 100, but the Heat have played three more games than the Griffins.

Weird but true–both new teams, the Comets and Iowa Wild, have better records on the road than at home. The Comets are 2-8-1-1/5-7-0-0 including a couple of impressive wins in Abbotsford. The Wild is a league worst 3-10-0-0 in Des Moines, but 6-3-1-0 on the road.

No Eastern Conference team is undefeated in overtime/shootout games. Rockford 3-0, Iowa 2-0 and Toronto at 1-0 are still waiting to be disappointed in extra time. To be fair, the Worcester Sharks are 5-1 which is pretty spiffy in the extra session.

Oklahoma City is 0-5 on the other end of the spectrum.

Hottest team? The Albany Devils are 7-0-1-0 in their last eight games. The worst losing streak is in Hartford, where the Wolf Pack has gone 0-6-0-1 to drop them to the bottom of the Eastern Conference.  Binghampton fans are not happy with their Senators, who have gone 0-4-0-3 in the last seven.

Abbotsford has played the most games, 29. Worcester the fewest, 22.

One stat that doesn’t seem to be affecting the standings of the team it is afflicting — most goals allowed — 97, belongs to the Rockford IceHogs, who are in fifth place in the West with a 15-11-2-0 record. That’s 17 more goals than the Rampage have allowed and San Antonio is mired in 12th place.  Although OKC with 94 goals allowed is just barely ahead of the Rampage, but it goes to show that it’s not how many goals you allow, it’s when they go in.

Bridgeport, with one of the six sub-500 teams, has the league’s leading scorer, Ryan Strome, so it goes to show it’s not how many goals you’re scoring, but who’s scoring them. Strome has a league high 24 assists and 33 points.

Going into Sunday’s game with Texas, Drew Shore had 56 shots on goal with no luck. He does have two shootout goals on four attempts tho.

Springfield Falcons, in thriller, win 2-1 over Providence Bruins
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1-4-14 MassMutual Center Springfield, The Falcons hosted Providence Saturday night and singing our National Anthem was the Bruins Legend, Rene Rancourt.

Michael Beswick, The Republican
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Springfield Falcons

Springfield Falcons, in thriller, win 2-1 over Providence Bruins

Springfield Falcons dump Albany Devils 4-3 in overtime

Rene Rancourt to sing national anthem, sign autographs at Saturday's Springfield Falcons game

Springfield Falcons receive reinforcements from Columbus Blue Jackets 

Jerod Mayo of New England Patriots to appear at Springfield Falcons game

All Stories | All Photos | All Videos

By ERIKA LEIGH 

 SPRINGFIELD – In another 60-minute thriller at the MassMutual Center, the Springfield Falcons pulled out a 2-1 win over the Providence Bruins Saturday night. 

 The Falcons improved to 4-1-0-1 against the Bruins this season. 

 With an energetic crowd of 5,889 and an equally exciting rendition of the National Anthem by TD Garden legend Rene Rancourt, it almost felt as though the game was being played in Boston. 

 Providence winger Nick Johnson, recently returned from a stint with the parent Boston Bruins, started the fireworks in the second period with an unassisted breakaway goal at 10:13. 

 But Spencer Machacek wasn’t going to let that fly, scoring 11 seconds later to even the score at 1-1 for the Falcons. 

 Machacek wasn’t done yet. At 17:37, he went behind the Providence net to pick up a deflected shot by Tim Miller and scored on a wrap-around to give the Falcons the 2-1 advantage. 

 The Bruins appeared to get the puck past Springfield goalie Mike McKenna at the buzzer, but upon review, the goal came after time had expired sounded and the score stood. 

 McKenna, also recently returned from a four-game NHL stint with Springfield’s parent Blue Jackets, made 26 saves on 27 shots. 

“Mike (McKenna) was excellent,” head coach Brad Larsen said. “He played a few games (with Columbus) but really was in the back-up role, so sometimes it’s hard getting back into it.” 

With a minute left in the third, the Bruins pulled goalie Niklas Svedberg for the extra attacker and Machacek nearly completed the hat trick, but hit the post. 

 The game was physical, with Bruins winger Bobby Robins serving five for fighting Jean-Francois Jacques, as well as a ten-minute unsportsmanlike misconduct after attempting to start a line brawl in front of the Springfield bench in the second period. 

 Tim Miller fought also Robins, and also ended up with a ten-minute misconduct. 

 Red-hot Jonathan Marchessault was promoted from Springfield’s second line to the first in the absence of captain Ryan Craig, who was recalled by Columbus, but didn’t produce, and left the ice in the second period and never returned. 

 The Falcons play in Albany on Tuesday and then host the Devils at the MassMutual Center on Friday at 7 p.m. 

By  The Republican Sports Desk   

on January 03, 2014 at 11:00 PM 

By BRANDON O’MEARA�

ALBANY, N.Y. – The puck dropped on a new year for the Springfield Falcons, and they rang it in with a 4-3 overtime win over the Albany Devils Friday night. 

 Down 3-1 with 7:53 remaining, the Falcons scored twice in 61 seconds to make it a game. 

 And what a game. 

 With 1:47 left in overtime, Darryl Boyce patiently skated the puck through the defense and beat goalie Keith Kinkaid for the game-winner as the Falcons got out of Albany with a 2-1 lead in the season series. 

 With the score tied 1-1 after two periods, Albany (19-8-2-3) went up 2-1 when Harri Pesonen followed his shot and buried the rebound past Jeremy Smith (29 saves). A little more than a minute later, Albany’s Rod Pelley led a two-on-one, feeding Chris McKelvie for the 3-1 lead. 

 But the Falcons remained steady, didn’t panic and put together a rally. 

 Thirty seconds after Albany took its two-goal lead, Jean-Francois Jacques (goal, assist) assisted Jake Hansen to cut it to 3-2. A minute later, Austin Madaisky’s slap shot caromed past Kinkaid for the equalizer. 

“I liked what we did there,” Springfield coach Brad Larsen said. “It’s a funny game. It was pretty tight, then (both teams) got four goals in two and half, three minutes.” 

Albany opened the scoring in the first on a goal by Kelly Zajac, who stole the puck deep in the Falcons zone, settled it and swept it past Smith. 

 Springfield struck back at the 11-minute mark when Boyce took the puck from behind the net and fed a sharp pass to Jacques, who slapped it in. 

 Springfield lost to Albany nearly a month ago, 6-4, and for much of this game, it was 1-1. Then the scoring came in floods, with the Falcons scoring when it mattered. 

“You look at goals against, we open up on each other here,” Larsen said. “I think they’re a good hockey team. They played hard all year last year. I like their structure, and their goaltender is a high-quality goaltender, Kinkaid.” 

The win snapped the Devils’ six-game home win streak. 

“We just stuck with it,” Larsen said. “We didn’t change anything. We had a solid game. The two goals – the second was unlucky, we’re pressing a little bit, they’re a dangerous team. We stuck with it. It’s a funny game how it goes.” 

The Falcons and Devils fought to a draw in the second period, even an uninspired fight between Thomas Larkin and Albany’s Harry Young ending in a standing tie. The Devils did outshoot Springfield 11-9, setting up a firefight in the third. 

“(The Devils) don’t give you a lot,” Larsen said. “You try to wear them down, get pucks in the net. Sometimes it comes up for us.”

By  Garry Brown   

on January 02, 2014 at 3:58 PM, updated January 02, 2014 at 4:06 PM 
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Goalie Mike McKenna makes a stop on Carolina's Jeff Skinner during a 4-3 Columbus victory on Dec. 23 in Raleigh, N.C. McKenna has been sent back to the Springfield Falcons. 

Associated Press

SPRINGFIELD – Just when the Springfield Falcons needed help to shore up an injury-plagued roster, they got it from their parent Columbus Blue Jackets. 

With goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, blue-chip free agent signee Nathan Horton and defenseman Dalton Prout all being activated from injured reserve on Thursday, the Jackets were able to send center Jonathan Marchessault, goaltender Mike McKenna and defenseman Tim Erixon back to their Springfield affiliate in the American Hockey League. 

Horton, who won a Stanley Cup with the Boston Bruins in 2011, signed a seven-year contract with the Jackets in July, then had shoulder surgery, which kept him sidelined until now. 

Whether Marchessault, Erixon and McKenna will be available Friday night, when the Falcons return to action at Albany, remains to be seen. 

The Falcons lost Marchessault to an NHL promotion on New Year’s Day, but he never had a chance to be activated by the Jackets before he was on his way back to Springfield. The Birds will be glad to have him, of course, because he leads them with 12 goals and 26 points. He has 11 goals and 10 assists in his last 17 games. In 12 December games, he had 15 points. 

Erixon, a mobile defenseman known for his effectiveness on the power play, will join a D-corps that has accounted for 27 of Springfield’s 102 goals. Before his recall Dec. 8, Erixon had three goals and 13 assists for the Falcons. 

McKenna, promoted when Bobrovsky went down in early December, will rejoin Jeremy Smith as a golden goaltending duo for the Falcons. 

In their Friday date at the Times-Union Center in Albany, the Falcons will run into a formidable foe in Keith Kincaid. He leads the AHL with a 1.92 goals-against average. 

Kincaid is a local favorite, raised in the Long Island hamlet of Farmingville, and a four-year player at Division I Union College in nearby Schenectady. He has been especially tough at home, where the Devils have won six in a row. 

While McKenna was in Columbus, Smith became the everyday starter for the Falcons, showing he can make the big saves, and holding up to physical pounding around the net. He has rolled up 15 of the Springfield club’s 22 victories. 

“I like our team chemistry. We have great leadership, and a coaching staff that gives us a good system to follow,” Smith said. 

The Albany club is 7-1-1-1 over its last 10 games, but the Falcons have been just as tough, with a 7-1-0-2 mark over the same span. 

ICE CHIPS: The Falcons play at home Saturday against Providence, with Rene Rancourt as special guest to sing the National Anthem ... Smith already has played 1,281-plus minutes for the Falcons, and over that span has a .901 saves percentage and 2.53 GAA ... With Kincaid at work, the Devils have allowed 77 goals in 31 games. That’s only one more than the Falcons have allowed in the same number of games ... Falcons captain Ryan Craig was still with the Jackets as they headed for a Thursday game in Phoenix. He was recalled on Sunday ... Altogether, the Jackets now have nine former Springfield players. One of them, winger Matt Calvert, remains on injured reserve with an upper body injury ... Columbus has signed left wing Kerby Rychel to a 3-year entry-level contract. He’s one of the three first-round picks the Jackets had in the 2013 draft. Rychel, a 19-year-old resident of Torrance, Calif., was with Team USA at the World Junior Tournament in Sweden. He could be headed to Springfield at some point. �
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Springfield Falcons, in thriller, win 2-1 over Providence Bruins

Springfield Falcons dump Albany Devils 4-3 in overtime

Rene Rancourt to sing national anthem, sign autographs at Saturday's Springfield Falcons game

Springfield Falcons receive reinforcements from Columbus Blue Jackets 

Jerod Mayo of New England Patriots to appear at Springfield Falcons game
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SPRINGFIELD - The Springfield Falcons announced Wednesday morning that forward Jonathan Marchessault was recalled by the Columbus Blue Jackets.

In 31 games with the Falcons this season, Marchessault has totaled a team-leading 26 points, 12 goals, 14 assists, seven power-play goals and four game-winning goals. In 12 December games, the Quebec City native notched an AHL-best 15 points and eight goals.

Marchessault appeared in two games with the Blue Jackets in 2012-13, recording a combined 21:53 of ice time and a minus-1 rating. Columbus is on the road in Phoenix and plays the Coyotes Thursday at 9 p.m.

The Falcons are back in action Friday when they visit the Albany Devils at the Times Union Center. The team returns to the MassMutual Center on Saturday to host the Providence Bruins at 7 p.m. Garden legend Rene Rancourt will perform the National Anthem and sign autographs for fans at Saturday’s game.
By  Garry Brown   

on December 31, 2013 at 6:52 PM, updated December 31, 2013 at 7:03 PM 

SPRINGFIELD – When a team works as hard as these Springfield Falcons do, good things can happen, like a game-changing goal going into the net off a player’s skate.

It happened Tuesday afternoon, with the unexpected tally by Jean-Francois Jacques propelling the Falcons to a 4-2 American Hockey League victory over the St. John’s IceCaps.

The Jacques goal broke a 2-2 tie only 1:18 into the third period, and the Falcons added one more, from the stick of Andrew Joudrey, with two minutes left.

A MassMutual Center pre-holiday crowd of 2,778 saw the Falcons finish an 8-2-1-2 December with their 22nd victory. That’s a franchise record for games won heading into the new year.

“Not the prettiest goal of my career, but I’ll take it and it was a big one for our team,” said Jacques.

This 28-year-old left wing is in his second tour with the Falcons. He first played here in 2008 as a farmhand of the Edmonton Oilers.

The Falcons had more than grit and luck going for them in this one.

They also had a big faceoff win by center Darryl Boyce. With only two seconds left in the second period and the Falcons on the power play, Boyce sent the draw right to the stick of Jonathan Marchessault, who rapped it home to make it a 2-2 game.

The goal was Marchessault’s 12th. Over his last 17 games, he has 11 goals and 21 points.

“A three-second power play, but I liked our power play all game,’’ said coach Brad Larsen.

“Really, I liked the way we worked all day, the compete was there. We had a good three months, but now we have to put that behind us and keep pushing,’’ he said.

The Falcons won with considerable help from goaltender Jeremy Smith. He made 31 saves, including some spectacular stops when St. John's had power plays going.

St. John’s took a 1-0 lead at 10:37 of the first period on a goal by Kyle McKinnon.

At the 12:47 mark, Springfield center Jake Hansen incurred a hooking penalty. The Falcons killed it, and as Hansen came out of the box, he joined a rush with linemates Sean Collins and rookie Lukas Sedlak.

After two quick passes, Sedlak planted the puck in the net for his fifth goal. It came at 14:56 – just 11 seconds after the end of Hansen’s penalty time.

St. John’s went ahead again as left wing Kael Mouillierat scored at 5:57 of the second period.

The IceCaps appeared headed for the locker room with a 2-1 lead after two, but a Falcon scramble around the net led to a roughing penalty for visiting defenseman Zach Redmond at 19:55.

Then came the Marchessault goal, and a tie game going into the third period.

ICE CHIPS: The Falcons went 5-2-0-1 in October and 9-1-1-1 in November. They head into the new year with a record of 22-5-2-4

 . . . Jim Briggs of Springfield and Chris Low of East Longmeadow worked the game as linesmen . . . In honor of their visitors from St. John’s, Newfoundland, Falcons management had Bill Squires of Springfield sing “O Canada” along with “The Star Spangled Banner” before the game . . . The Falcons, leading the AHL in penalty-kill percentage, blanked St. John's on six attempts.
Jonathan Marchessault - 'new' name, same scoring punch for Springfield Falcons

marchessault.JPG

Jonathan Marchessault (18) takes the puck down the ice during a recent game against the Adirondack Phantoms. (Republican file photo by David Molnar)
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Springfield Falcons, in thriller, win 2-1 over Providence Bruins

Springfield Falcons dump Albany Devils 4-3 in overtime

Rene Rancourt to sing national anthem, sign autographs at Saturday's Springfield Falcons game

Springfield Falcons receive reinforcements from Columbus Blue Jackets 

Jerod Mayo of New England Patriots to appear at Springfield Falcons game
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SPRINGFIELD – For 22 years, he was known as Jonathan Audy-Marchessault. That’s his family name in his native Quebec City, and that’s the name he carried into professional hockey. 

 Then came marriage last summer, and now, a baby on the way. 

“I didn’t want our child to have to deal with such a long name,” he said, “so I decided to drop the Audy part.” 

Marchessault spent his first professional season as a New York Rangers farmhand, playing for the Connecticut Whale. He moved to the Columbus Blue Jackets organization in 2012. You’ll now find him in his second season with the Springfield Falcons. 

 He scored 24 goals for the Whale as a rookie, 21 for the Falcons last season. That scoring touch seemed to elude him earlier this season, but he has it back. 

 As he celebrated his 23rd birthday Friday, he was in the midst of a productive stretch that’s still going. Heading into Tuesday afternoon’s home game against the St. John’s IceCaps, “Marshie” has posted 10 goals and 21 points over a 16-game span. 

 Earlier in the season, when he wasn’t scoring, he was adjusting to playing center after spending most of his career as a left wing. 

“I did play some center in junior (with the Quebec Remparts), but I had things to learn about the position at this level,” he said. 

 He refuses to use that as a reason for his slow start, saying simply, “Sometimes, you can play a good game, but the scoring doesn’t come.” 

Coach Brad Larsen never worried about Marchessault as a scorer, because even when he wasn’t piling up points, he was paying close attention to the duties of his position – including the defensive aspects – while showing himself to be a good teammate. 

 Altogether, Larsen regards him as a much-improved player. 

 There’s no doubt, though, that this 5-foot-9, 180-pound dynamo can be explosive on offense. 

 He gave a prime example of that in Saturday night’s 6-3 victory over Bridgeport. With his team leading 3-1, he grabbed a loose puck, burst into the Bridgeport zone, made a quick feint as he crossed in front of the goal, then whipped a 15-foot shot into the net. 

 Marchessault also scored Sunday, when the Falcons lost to Providence 5-4, ending their nine-game points streak. 

“It was a good game, but not good enough for us,” he said. 

 Against St. John’s, the Falcons will concentrate on playing better defense and avoiding the mistakes they made versus Providence. 

“We gave them too many second chances, and you can’t do that in this league, with so many skilled players,” defenseman Frederic St. Denis said. 

ICE CHIPS: Tuesday’s game marks the end of a New England trip for St. John’s. The IceCaps lost 5-3 at Worcester on Friday, then won 3-1 at Manchester on Saturday ... The Falcons likely will face the goaltending of Eddie Pasquale, who has a 12-9-1 record and 2.18 goals-against average ... Tickets will go for a special price of $10 ... The Falcons’ first game of 2014 will be Friday at Albany. Providence returns Saturday ... Captain Ryan Craig, called to Columbus Sunday morning, didn’t play that night as the Jackets lost 5-3 to Pittsburgh. 

By  Garry Brown   

on December 29, 2013 at 6:55 PM 

SPRINGFIELD – Battered and depleted, the Springfield Falcons still gave a gallant effort Sunday, but finally ran out of comebacks and lost a 5-4 grinder to the Providence Bruins. 

 A crowd of 3,803 at the MassMutual Center saw the Falcons come from 2-0 and 4-2 behind, only to succumb to a goal by Anthony Camara with five minutes left. 

 The loss marked just the fifth in regulation time for the Falcons, who had tied a franchise record by posting points in nine straight games. 

 Their last regulation loss came Dec. 4 at Albany. They piled up points in 17 of their last 18 games, until Sunday, but they still have a first-place record that sparkles – 21-5-1-3. 

 In losing to Providence for the first time in five meetings, the Falcons played minus the injured Broc Little, Michael Chaput, Cody Bass and Dalton Smith. On top of that, they had to go without their captain, Ryan Craig, who was promoted to their parent Columbus Blue Jackets in a Sunday-morning transaction. 

“We struggled defensively, and some little mistakes gave them second chances that cost us, but I liked our energy and our push. It certainly wasn’t for lack of effort,” coach Brad Larsen said. 

 Reminded his team was playing short of manpower, he said, “That’s the American Hockey League.” 

Providence grabbed the lead at 11:10 of the first period on the first of two goals by Carter Camper. 

 Only 50 seconds into the second, Camper scored again, but the Falcons responded in a hurry. Jake Hansen stuffed home a rebound at 1:19, and defenseman Frederic St. Denis made it a tie game at 3:03 with his seventh goal. The P-Bruins went up 3-2 at 8:19 when Justin Florek’s goal capped a three-man rush. 

 The Falcons fell behind 4-2 at 5:37 of the third on a goal by Bobby Robins, but again came roaring back. 

 The red-hot Jonathan Marchessault made it 4-3 at 6:42 with his 11th goal. This feisty forward has registered 10 goals – four of them game-winners – and 11 assists in his last 16 games. 

 Only 1:06 later, the Falcons made it 4-4 when St. Denis scored his eighth as the leader of a defensive unit that has accounted for 27 of Springfield’s 98 goals. 

“That’s part of the game now. You need some offense from the defense, and we have people who can rush the puck and create chances,” he said. 

ICE CHIPS: Craig played three games for Columbus during his first recall in October. He has played 193 NHL games, most of them for the Tampa Bay Lightning ... Jeremy Langlois, called from Evansville of the ECHL, played for a Quinnipiac team that lost to Yale in the NCAA final in April ... Center Alexander Wennberg, a first-round draft pick of the Blue Jackets in 2013, had two goals and was named “player of the game” as Sweden beat Finland 4-2 in the World Junior Tournament at Malmo, Sweden. Goaltender Oscar Dansk, the Jackets’ No. 2 pick, made 28 saves ... In a high school prelim to the Springfield-Providence game, Agawam cruised past West Springfield 9-1 ... As their way of celebrating New Year’s Eve, the Falcons offer tickets to the Tuesday 3 p.m. game with St. John’s for $10.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
By  The Republican Sports Desk   

on December 28, 2013 at 10:28 PM, updated December 29, 2013 at 2:14 AM 

By ERIKA LEIGH�

SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons scored three goals in the second period and three in the third to pull away for a 6-3 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night before a crowd of 4,006 at the MassMutual Center. 

The Falcons tied a franchise record with points in nine straight games and improved to 21-4-1-3, good for first place in the Northeast Division. . 

Five goals were scored in a wild third period, by Jonathan Marchessault, Patrick McNeill and Blake Partlett for the Falcons, and Anders Lee and Matt Donovan for Bridgeport. 

But the real action in the period came in the form of three fights, including a nasty brawl that sent Marchessault to the locker room with a boarding major and a game misconduct. 

Despite the penalties, the winger was the first star of the game as he netted two goals and one assist, extending his point streak to three games and increasing his team-leading goal tally to 10. 

The Falcons put the game away at 16:06, when Partlett’s goal made it 6-2. The Sound Tigers scored the final goal, on a power play with 55 seconds left to make it 6-3. 

After falling behind 1-0 in the first period, the Falcons scored 2:04 into the second when Jake Hansen found the net with a puck left in the attacking zone by Marchessault. 

Minutes later, Marchessault scored 17 seconds into a power play after a roughing minor by Sound Tiger’s Mike Keenan. 

Less than a minute after that, captain Ryan Craig netted another against Bridgeport netminder Anders Nilsson, assisted by Frederic St. Denis, to give the Falcons a 3-1 advantage. 

It wasn’t the first time the Falcons have scored three in a period; they did so at Norfolk on Dec. 14. The six goals were a season high. 

Goalie Jeremy Smith made 21 saves on 24 shots, including three incredible glove-side saves, as Springfield won its third game against the Sound Tigers. 

The Falcons host the Providence Bruins on Sunday at 3 p.m. �
By  Garry Brown   

on December 27, 2013 at 7:13 PM 

SPRINGFIELD – In professional hockey, it’s the points that count. 

 The Springfield Falcons certainly have been counting them lately. Since Nov. 10, they have gone 13-1-1-2 to reap 29 of a possible 34. 

 As they head into Saturday night’s American Hockey League matchup with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, they have an eight-game points streak. 

 True, they lost a 3-2 shootout Thursday night at home against Adirondack, but they did pick up another point. 

 The Falcons still have lost only four games in regulation time, and the last one came 24 days ago, at Albany. 

“We got beat in the shootout, but we didn’t panic when we fell behind and we picked up a point. Each point is important over a 76-game schedule,” coach Brad Larsen said. 

 Altogether, his Falcons have posted 44 points for a .786 winning percentage – best in the AHL. Manchester leads the Eastern Conference with 47 points, but has played three more games than Springfield. 

 In those 17 games since Nov. 10, the Falcons have outscored their opposition 56-38. However, in their last three games, they have netted only five goals. 

“That’s the kind of team we are. We have to keep finding ways to win the close games, because we’re going to be in a lot of ¤’em in this league, which is very competitive,” Larsen said. 

 During their points streak, the Falcons three times have come from 2-0 down to force overtime. 

 Against their Saturday foe, Bridgeport, they stand 2-0-0-0. They haven’t met since Nov. 15. 

ICE CHIPS:� The Falcons have two 3 p.m. home games coming right up – Sunday against Providence, Tuesday against St. John’s ... Bridgeport has lost leading scorer Ryan Strome (33 points in 23 games), who’s with the parent New York Islanders ... Anders Lee with 24 points and Mike Halmo with 20 are the Sound Tigers’ top scoring threats ... The Falcons’ franchise record for points in a season is 100, set in 1995-96. Based on its current pace, this team could threaten that ... The 1960-61 Springfield Indians, regarded as one of minor league hockey’s great teams, had 99 points over a 72-game schedule. They scored a Springfield-record 344 goals ... Falcons defenseman Patrick McNeill assisted on the goals by Andrew Joudrey and Spencer Machacek on Thursday ... The team still doesn’t have a double-digit goal scorer, but continues to play well because of tight defense.

 �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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on December 26, 2013 at 10:57 PM, updated December 27, 2013 at 1:55 AM 

By ERIKA LEIGH 

SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons spent the first two periods of their game against the Adirondack Phantoms Thursday trying to find their groove, and ultimately fell 3-2 in a nine-round shootout. 

Despite their mediocre 13-12-1-2 record, the Phantoms have given the Falcons trouble all season. Springfield’s record against the Philadelphia Flyers’ AHL affiliate falls to 1-2-0-1. 

The flashy and fast first line of Petr Straka, Nick Cousins and Brandon Alderson put the Phantoms on the board first when Alderson scored at 2:05 with assists by his linemates. 

In the second period, Straka and Cousins assisted again, this time on Adirondack’s second power-play unit, with Brandon Manning finding the net. 

With tensions high and the Falcons trailing 2-0, a brawl broke out in Springfield territory, sending Phantoms forward Zack Fitzgerald out of the game after he shoved an official and hit him in the head. The official had been trying to separate Fitzgerald and Tim Miller. 

Following the altercation, Ryan Craig got into his own scuffle and received a double minor for spearing, putting the Falcons on the penalty kill for nearly3:30. The Falcons got away unscathed, and managed to maintain their top-ranked 89.8 percent penalty kill. 

Just minutes later, Steven Delisle went to the box for slashing at 12:18, and the Falcons capitalized just 15 seconds in on a goal by Andrew Joudrey. The Falcons trailed 2-1 at the end of the second. 

Halfway through the third period, Spencer Machacek took a pass from Craig and Joudrey and tied the game. 

The Phantoms spent more than half of the OT on the power play, outshooting the Falcons 6-0, but Jeremy Smith stood strong in net for Springfield. 

Smith ended up with 26 saves, while Cal Heeter stopped 29 of 31 for the Phantoms. 

After nine rounds of a shootout, Jonathan Marchessault, who assisted on the power-play goal in the second, was the only Falcon to score, in the second round. Jason Akeson scored in the first round and Kyle Flanagan netted one in the ninth round to win it for Adirondack. 

The Falcons play again on Saturday night at the MassMutual Center when they take on the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. The puck drops at 7 p.m.
By  Garry Brown   
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Springfield Falcons, in thriller, win 2-1 over Providence Bruins

Springfield Falcons dump Albany Devils 4-3 in overtime

Rene Rancourt to sing national anthem, sign autographs at Saturday's Springfield Falcons game

Springfield Falcons receive reinforcements from Columbus Blue Jackets 

Jerod Mayo of New England Patriots to appear at Springfield Falcons game
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SPRINGFIELD – After 18 days away from playing on their home ice, the Springfield Falcons return to the MassMutual Center on Thursday night, hoping to be greeted by a large and festive holiday-season crowd. 

 The Falcons certainly deserve a royal welcome home after going 5-0-0-1 in away games over the last two weeks. They return from the American Hockey League’s Christmas break with a 20-4-1-2 record and a .796 winning percentage, tops in the 30-team league. 

 Greeting them will be the only team in the AHL that has beaten them twice – the Adirondack Phantoms. They have a mere 13-12-0-2 record, but they seem to play their best when they face Springfield. 

 The Falcons won their first meeting in a 3-2 shootout Oct. 19 at Adirondack. The Phantoms took the next two, winning 2-1 at home on Oct. 30, and 3-0 on Nov. 8 at the MassMutual Center. That marked Springfield’s only regulation-time loss in November. 

 Since then, the Falcons have won six straight at home. That gives them a 10-2-0-0 record at the MM Center. Only Manchester (10-1-1-1) and Texas (12-2-0-1) have better home marks than the Falcons. 

 Starting with Thursday’s game, the Falcons will play four in a row at home over a six-day span. They’ll go against Bridgeport on Saturday, Providence on Sunday afternoon and St. John’s on Tuesday afternoon. 

 The Falcons have undergone some roster changes since they last played before the home fans on Dec. 7. Defenseman Tim Erixon has since been recalled to Columbus, while defense Ilari Melart has left the team to play in the Kontinental Hockey League. They have been replaced by Austin Madaisky and Thomas Larkin, both up from Evansville of the ECHL. 

 The Falcons had some goaltending shuffling since their last home game, with Jeremy Smith being recalled by Columbus and rookie Linus Lundin added to the roster. Smith has since returned to the Falcons, and likely will be in the nets against Adirondack. Lundin has been returned to St. Charles of the Central Hockey League, with Mike Clemente staying as the Falcons’ other goaltender. 

ICE CHIPS: The Falcons have a seven-game points streak, reaping 13 in that span .¤.¤. Coach Brad Larsen’s team has a 12-1-1-2 record in one-goal games and a 13-1-0-1 when scoring the game’s first goal ... His Falcons have outscored their opponents 25-9 in the first period ... The team has allowed two or fewer goals in 18 of its 27 games and has posted a 17-1-0-0 record in those. That one loss came against Adirondack.
By  Garry Brown   

on December 22, 2013 at 9:32 PM 

SPRINGFIELD – On Dec. 8 in Hartford, the Springfield Falcons began a stretch of road games that would cover two full weeks. 

 Oh, what a stretch it turned out to be – the best road run in the 20-year existence of the Falcons as an American Hockey League franchise. 

 They went 5-0-0-1, capping it with a 2-1 shootout victory Saturday night, right back in Hartford. 

 Statisticians are still digging for the answers, but that could very well be the best road stretch for any Springfield pro hockey club, going back to the days of the Can-Am League in the 1920s. 

 The Falcons reaped 11 of a possible 12 points, moving to 20-4-1-2. Their winning percentage of .796 ranks No. 1 in the 30-team AHL, while their 10-2-1-2 record away from home is also the league’s best. 

 They go into the AHL’s Christmas break with a streak of seven games in which they have gained points. That 6-0-0-1 run began with a Dec. 7 victory at home against Hartford, an archrival they already have beaten six times. 

 Coach Brad Larsen’s team has been the model of consistency, winning 10 games at home and 10 on the road. 

“It’s the same sheet of ice,” Larsen said. “No matter where we’re playing, we try to pay attention to the details and give a full 60 minutes.” 

It doesn’t always work, of course. The Saturday victory had its sloppy moments, but as so often happens with this crew of Springfield players, they found a way to win. 

 They did so with a shootout goal from Andrew Joudrey and another clutch performance from center Jonathan Marchessault, who scored in regulation and again in the shootout. 

 After a slow start, Marchessault has come on strong as he adapts to playing center for the first time since his junior hockey days with the Quebec Remparts. During the six-game travel schedule, he had two game-winning goals. 

 Marchessault leads the Falcons with eight goals and 20 points. 

 This edition of the Falcons isn’t quite as skilled as last season’s team that made the playoffs as Northeast Division champions. This is more of a grind-it-out kind of team, one that will have to win the 3-2 and 2-1 games, as it did Friday and Saturday. 

 The Falcons have scored 86 goals, an average of 3.2 per game. They have allowed only 2.33. 

“Our goal is to hold the opposition to under 10 shots per period, and to limit the number of good scoring chances,” Larsen said. 

 The team has a solid defensive brigade, which also can provide scoring. Defensemen Frederic St. Denis, Patrick McNeill, Cody Goloubef and Tim Erixon have combined for 17 goals. Erixon, who has three, is with Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

 As it was last season with Curtis McElhinney, Springfield’s goaltending has been outstanding. The load belongs to Jeremy Smith, with Mike McKenna in Columbus while the Jackets’ No. 1, Sergei Bobrovsky, sits on the disabled list. Smith has a 13-3-1 record with a 2.43 goals-against average and .911 save percentage. 

 After the Saturday game, most Falcons headed home for Christmas. They won’t be back to work until their morning skate Thursday. That night, they’ll host the Adirondack Phantoms in the first of four straight home games. They’ll play Bridgeport Saturday, Providence Sunday afternoon and St. John’s Dec. 31, also an afternoon game. 

ICE CHIPS: The Falcons are 6-1-0-1 for December. They went 5-2-0-1 in October, 9-1-1-0 in November ... Two of their regulation-time losses came in succession – 3-1 to Worcester Oct. 26, 2-1 at Adirondack Oct. 30 ... The other losses came almost a month apart – 3-0 to Adirondack Nov. 8, 6-4 at Albany Dec. 4 ... During their hot stretch on the road, the Falcons twice came from two goals down. They forced Norfolk into overtime before losing a shootout Dec. 13, and rallied to beat Providence Friday after trailing 2-0 ... Springfield is 6-2 in overtime/shootout games ... The Falcons’ power play fizzled over the weekend, getting only one goal in 10 chances. The penalty-kill unit stayed steady, allowing one in eight.
By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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While Jack Skille has been a human yo-yo recently, one thing he has not done in 15 days is play in a hockey game.

The forward, who has been recalled from the Springfield Falcons by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets twice since Sunday, is expected to finally suit up Thursday as the Jackets travel to Philadelphia to face the Flyers, according to the Columbus Dispatch.

Skille's last appearance, in either the AHL or the NHL, came Dec. 3 for the Blue Jackets against Tampa Bay.

The Dispatch also reported that defenseman Tim Erixon, another player who has been a regular on the Springfield-Columbus Express this season, will also skate Thursday after being a healthy scratch in Columbus' last five games.

Erixon has played just one game, on Nov. 22, in two separate stints with the Blue Jackets this season.

Skille will likely skate on the fourth line with Corey Tropp and Mark Letestu, while Erixon is penciled in for the third defense pairing with Nikita Nikitin.

Another former Falcon, Curtis McElhinney, will get the start in net after missing his last two starts with an injury.
By  The Associated Press   

on December 18, 2013 at 6:37 PM, updated December 18, 2013 at 7:03 PM 

COLUMBUS, Ohio (AP) – The Columbus Blue Jackets placed defenseman Dalton Prout on injured reserve Wednesday retroactive to Dec. 16 because of an upper-body injury that will likely sideline him for two to three weeks. 

The 23-year-old Prout has two assists, 29 penalty minutes and 41 blocked shots in 24 games with Columbus this season. He had a goal, six assists, 25 penalty minutes and a plus-15 rating in 28 games with the Blue Jackets last season, leading the club in plus/minus while ranking second among rookie NHL defensemen in that category. 

The 6-foot-3, 222-pounder was Columbus’ seventh pick, 154th overall, in the 2010 draft. 

Prout played 102 games over the previous two seasons for the Springfield Falcons of the American Hockey League.
By  Garry Brown   

on December 10, 2013 at 7:54 PM, updated December 10, 2013 at 7:55 PM 

SPRINGFIELD – After two months of negotiations behind the scenes, the Springfield Falcons and Columbus Blue Jackets mutually agreed Tuesday to exercise options to extend their affiliation through the 2014-15 American Hockey League season. 

 Falcons president/general manager Bruce Landon and majority owner Charles Pompea also reached an agreement with the MassMutual Convention Center Authority to exercise the club’s option on its lease at the MassMutual Center for next season. 

“This comes as positive news at a time when fans should be embracing our team, especially with its 16-4-1-1 first-place record after a great start to this season,” Landon said. 

“We are pleased with our affiliation with Columbus of the NHL, as they have given us teams that our fans can be proud of. We look forward to working with the Blue Jackets again next season. Regarding the MassMutual Center, we felt that it made sense at this time to exercise our option so it would mirror our agreement with Columbus.” 

The Falcons are in their 20th AHL season. The league has been part of the Greater Springfield scene since 1936, when the Springfield Indians had a charter membership. As an expansion franchise, the Falcons joined in 1994 after the Indians were moved to Worcester and became the IceCats. 

“Our affiliation with the Springfield Falcons has been very successful and we are excited to extend our relationship through next season,” said Blue Jackets assistant general manager Chris MacFarland, who oversees hockey operations for the club’s affiliates. 

“The Falcons organization, from Charles Pompea and Bruce Landon to the coaching staff led by Brad Larsen, has provided our young players with a great environment in which to develop and have success.” 

Last season, Larsen’s Falcons made the playoffs as Northeast Division champions. 

“We are proud of the players who have been developed here in Springfield and are now playing and having success with the Blue Jackets,” Landon said. 

 The Columbus roster includes nine players who spent time with the Falcons – forwards Cam Atkinson, Matt Calvert, Boone Jenner, Ryan Johansen and Jack Skille; defensemen Tim Erixon, Dalton Prout and David Savard; and goaltender Curtis McElhinney. 

 In addition, five other current Falcons – forwards Michael Chaput, Ryan Craig, Sean Collins, Andrew Joudrey and defenseman Cody Goloubef – have had call-ups to the NHL club. 

 Springfield began its affiliation with Columbus in 2010 after three years with the Edmonton Oilers. The Falcons previously were affiliated with the Tampa Bay Lightning, Phoenix Coyotes and Winnipeg Jets. �

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
Game preview: Milwaukee Admirals at Lake Erie Monsters

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 3, 2014  

Here's a preview of the games at 6:30 tonight and 6 p.m. Saturday between Lake Erie and Milwaukee.

LAKE ERIE (15-13-0-3)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the West

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 11th (10-6-0-1)

Special teams: PP 7th (20.1%), PK 8th (84.8%)

Scoring leader: Bryan Lerg - 27 points in 31 games (12 g 15 a)

Other notes: The Monsters were 4-0 against Milwaukee last year. ... Lake Erie is 5-1 in its last six home games. ... Goalie Sami Aittokallio has started five of the last six games. ... After these two games, the Monsters hit the road for five straight games, including one in Milwaukee Jan. 12.

MILWAUKEE (16-8-5-1)

Against Lake Erie: 0-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (9 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 12th (7-6-3-1)

Special teams: PP 17th (16.8%), PK 10th (84.4%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 22 points in 30 games (12 g 10 a)

Other notes: Scott Darling is the AHL goalie of the month after finishing December with a 6-1 record. He finished the month with two shutouts, a .964 save percentage and a 1.12 goals-against average after allowing a total of only eight goals. Darling has won his last four starts by giving up only two goals. ... The Admirals have nine points in their last six games. ... Milwaukee is 5-3 at Lake Erie the last five years. ... Sissons has 12 goals, which ranks fifth in the AHL among rookies. He's tied for the lead with four game-winning goals and is fifth with 85 shots. ... Anthony Bitetto ranks second among defensemen with nine goals. ... Milwaukee begins a three-game homestand Monday against Iowa.
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Admirals' Scott Darling selected as goalie of the month

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Jan. 2, 2014  

Goalie Scott Darling has been selected as the AHL goalie of the month after finishing December with a 6-1 record.

He finished the month with two shutouts, a .964 save percentage and a 1.12 goals-against average after allowing a total of only eight goals.

Darling is 7-1 this season and ranks second in the AHL with three shutouts. He's won his last four starts by giving up only two goals.
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Admirals' Scott Darling tabbed AHL player of the week

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 30, 2013  

Goalie Scott Darling was named AHL player of the week after going 2-0 with a 0.45 goals-against average and a .985 save percentage in three games.

The rookie made 29 saves in a 4-1 victory over Grand Rapids on Thursday and then made three saves in relief of Magnus Hellberg Friday against Charlotte. Darling also tallied 33 saves Sunday in a 4-0 win at Iowa. It was his third shutout of the season, which is tops in the league.

He is 7-1 with a 1.43 GAA after signing with Milwaukee in September.
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Checkers 3, Admirals 2: Magnus Hellberg benched in third period

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 27, 2013  

Milwaukee coach Dean Evason says Magnus Hellberg has been an accountable guy from Day 1.

The goalie was again on Friday, despite being benched in the third period of a 3-2 loss to Charlotte in front of a season-best 7,076 fans at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"It always sucks to get pulled and you always want to make a difference," Hellberg said. "I understand I made a big mistake that cost us the game and I can't afford to do that stuff in a situation like a tie game in the third period. It's tough. It's not the way I want it to go but I understand and I need to bounce back."

The loss snapped Milwaukee's season-high five-game home winning streak and it was just the second time in 11 games decided in regulation at the Bradley Center the team lost. It was also the first game the Admirals failed to earn at least one point - home or away - when leading after the first period.

And it happened one day after a 4-1 victory over visiting Grand Rapids, which had the second-most points in the AHL at the time.

Charlotte, on the other hand, lost its previous four road games, Only two teams in the league had fewer points than the Checkers as well.

"I don't have a category for for how disappointed we are," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It's frustrating, clearly."

Especially for Hellberg, who leads the league with 12 losses. He's lost his last three games by allowing a total of 10 goals since making 40 saves in a 4-0 shutout against Oklahoma City on Dec. 12.

"I've had a lot of adversity the last couple of games I guess," Hellberg said. "It's not the place you want to be at. When you play good, you don't think. And when you play not at the top of your game, when you struggle, that's when the mental part comes in. I just need to let it go and focus on the future."

Philippe Cornet's goal gave Charlotte a 3-2 lead with 13 minutes 42 seconds left in the final period.

A shot from Justin Shugg appeared to bounce out of Hellberg's glove to the goal line to his left. Victor Rask got to it ahead of Milwaukee's Joonas Jarvinen and tapped it back to Cornet at the right crease.

Cornet went down on one knee to try to control the puck and said he was trying to shoot it to the left side of the net, which is where Hellberg slid to.

But Cornet failed to gain control of the puck at first. He quickly adjusted by swatting the puck in to the right side of the net, past Hellberg's glove, as he tried to slide back.

"It was a fast play and a rolling puck, so I just tried to get a good shot off," Cornet said. "He's a big goalie so I was going to try to get it off the ice a little bit."

In the second period, Charlotte outshot Milwaukee, 10-5, and scored the only goal.

Defenseman Matthew Corrente, who entered the game without a goal in his first 28 contests, scored his second of the night to tie the score at 2-2 with 3:03 remaining. He took a shot from the right wing that appeared to ricochet in off the stick of Milwaukee's Mark Van Guilder who was standing near the slot.

Corrente also scored the first goal of the game, just 59 seconds into the contest on a long shot from the right wing.

"I don't know if it was one or two guys in front of me," Hellberg said. "I looked at the right side and he shot it past me on the left side through a screen. I need to find a way to see that puck through traffic."

Milwaukee answered with two goals in a span of 3:03. Van Guilder's goal tied the score with 12:23 to go and Zach Budish gave the Admirals a 2-1 lead with 9:19 left when he scored to snap a 17-game drought without a goal.
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Homestead Highlanders claim Admirals Cup championship

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 27, 2013  

Watch video highlights by clicking here.

Among the highlights of playing a high school hockey game at the BMO Harris Bradley Center is watching the replay of your goal on the giant scoreboard.

There were plenty of them for Homestead in its 5-3 victory over Milwaukee Marquette Friday afternoon in the championship game of the Admirals Cup.

"It was pretty cool," Homestead's Michael Schulz said. "That's never happened before; I never got to see myself score during the game."

Ryan Mezera added two goals and Cole Simpson and Joey Hobbs each scored as well, as Homestead became the fourth school to claim the title in the eight-year history of the tournament.

The Highlanders improved to 9-1 and have won their last six games by a combined score of 37-8.

"You've got to be happy with 20 goals for and four goals against in this (three-game) tournament," Homestead coach Tony Navarre said. "That shows the boys are working hard offensively and defensively. As a coach, you can't ask for more than that."

Marquette was unbeaten in its previous five games after an 0-4 start and was hoping to win the tournament for the third time in four years. But the 4-5-1 Hilltoppers never led against Homestead.

"We didn't have a very good start," Sippl said. "I thought we responded and played a really good second period. And right down to the end it was a one-goal game. So I think our guys played well, but not our best game."

Schulz's goal with 6 minutes 11 seconds left in the third period was the difference, as it gave Homestead a 4-2 lead.

Teammate Jon Weyker had the puck behind the Marquette net and passed it to Schulz at the left side of the crease. Two Marquette players were in front of him but could not deflect the puck away.

"I remember I kicked it into an open area and just kind of smacked it," Schulz said. "It was kind of shot of desperation."

A power-play goal by Marquette's J.J. Kispert, scored from the left wing, cut Homestead's lead to 4-3 with 2:50 remaining.

But the Hilltoppers would get just one more shot on goal the rest of the way. They didn't help themselves, either, when they committed a slashing penalty trying to stop Schulz on a breakaway with 1:25 to go.

Mezera added an empty-net goal with 5.3 seconds left, giving Homestead a whopping 42 shots on goal.

"We work hard making they forecheck well and everything hinges on the hard work," Navarre said. "They've really taken that to heart, that they have to outwork teams. That's something when you get high school athletes doing what's expected and playing their role, and we can run three, four lines, and all of them know their job, it's awesome. We create a lot of opportunities up and down the lineup."

In the first period, the score was tied, 1-1, when Homestead was on a 5-on-3 power play. Mezera scored with just 4 seconds left on the two-man advantage for a 2-1 lead with 6:40 left.

Homestead made it 3-1 on Simpson's goal, scored on a backhanded flip, with only 6.4 seconds left in the period.

But unlike Schulz, Simpson missed the replay.

"I was celebrating on the bench," he said.
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Game preview: Charlotte Checkers at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 27, 2013  

 Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Charlotte and Milwaukee.

CHARLOTTE (12-16-0-1)

Against Milwaukee: 1-1

Standings: 4th in the West

Streak: L 2

Away rank: 25th (5-5-0-1)

Special teams: PP 3rd (23.9%), PK 23rd (80.7%)

Scoring leader: Chris Terry - 23 points in 23 games (11 g 12 a)

Other notes: Only two teams in the AHL have fewer points than Charlotte's 25. ... This is the first trip to Milwaukee for the Checkers. ... Zach Boychuk, who has a team-high 27 points, was recalled by Carolina. ... Charlotte has lost its last two games by a total score of 8-3 after winning its previous four contests. ... The Checkers begin a three-game road trip after a 10-game homestand. Their last road game was Nov. 27 and they have lost their last four away games by allowing 17 goals.

MILWAUKEE (15-7-5-1)

Against Charlotte: 1-1

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (8 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 3-0-1-0

Home rank: 8th (9-1-2-0)

Special teams: PP 18th (15.9%), PK 15th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 21 points in 27 games (7 g 14 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has a four-game point streak and has 13 points in its last nine contests. ... The team owns a season-high five-game winning streak at home by a combined score of 20-5 and has allowed just one goal in the last three. ... Salomaki has two goals in the Charlotte series. ... Magnus Hellberg, who is 4-11-1, will start in net. He has allowed seven goals in losing his last two games and leads the AHL with 11 losses. ... Milwaukee is 7 for 7 on the penalty kill the last two games. ... Joonas Rask has missed the last three games and Scott Valentine the last two; coach Dean Evason says both will miss at least the next two games. ... In the last four games, Taylor Beck has three goals, Simon Moser has one goal and three assists, Austin Watson has four assists and Joonas Jarvinen has three assists. Anthony Bittetto has an assist in each of his last three games. ... Milwaukee's next three games are on the road before it hosts Iowa on Jan. 6. ... The Admirals have 31 wins in their last 38 home games in December.
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Admirals Cup final to be held this afternoon

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 27, 2013  

 Milwaukee Marquette and Homestead will meet in the championship game of the Admirals Cup at 2:45 p.m. today at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Marquette (4-4-1) advanced with a 5-2 victory over De Pere in the semifinals on Thursday that extended the Hilltoppers' unbeaten streak to five games after starting 0-4. The team is going for its third Ads Cup title in the last four years.

Homestead (8-1) beat Fond du Lac, 5-1, in the semifinals after a 10-0 victory over Whitefish Bay/Nicolet/Shorewood in the quarterfinals on Monday. The Highlanders have won their last five games by a combined score of 32-5.
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Admirals 4, Griffins 1: Henderson gets first two-point game of year

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 26, 2013  

Grand Rapids has been dominating the American Hockey League of late, including a three-game winning streak against Milwaukee by a combined score of 14-2.

But the Admirals are one of the few teams that also know how to beat the reigning Calder Cup champion Griffins, as they came away with a 4-1 victory Thursday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"We've talked a lot since I got here last year about our teams being very similar, and if we can compare ourselves to the Calder Cup champions, then obviously it's a good thing," said Milwaukee coach Dean Evason. "I think we play the same way. Some nights they catch the breaks and some nights we do. But I think for the most part, although the scores look a little lopsided, they're entertaining games and they're very competitive."

Kevin Henderson recorded his first two-point game of the season, as Milwaukee won its fifth straight home victory and atoned for 3-2 and 5-0 losses at Grand Rapids Dec. 13 and 14.

"It was an eye opener for our team," said Henderson, as the Admirals (15-7-5-1) have gained seven of a possible eight points since that weekend. "It goes up and down against this team. We're both good teams and it could go either way any night."

Grand Rapids (21-7-1-1) entered the game with the second-most points in the AHL and had won 19 of its previous 22 games until a 3-2 loss at Chicago on Saturday. Their third loss of the year to the Admirals Thursday gave the Griffins their first two-game losing streak (in regulation) of the season.

"I think Milwaukee has been as good a team we've played all year," said Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill. "They're extremely well coached, they make it very hard to create offense against and I think every game we played against them has been really tight regardless of the score."

Milwaukee scored the first three goals, all within a span of 7:18 of the second period.

The first came on a redirect from Taylor Beck, who scored for the third time in his last four games, just 44 seconds into the period.

Milwaukee made it 2-0 with 13:19 remaining on a 4-on-4 goal by Colton Sissons, his team high 11th of the season.

It was 3-0 just 1:21 later. Miikka Salomaki came out of the penalty box and Henderson quickly passed to his teammate for a breakaway as Grand Rapids was making a line change. Salomaki scored over the left glove of goalie Tom McCollum for his team leading 21st point.

"I just flipped it up as high as I could from our zone, and Salomai was fortunate to get it," Henderson said. "It wasn't a tic-tac-toe pass and I didn't really mean to do it, but I was fortunate enough he was right there. The timing worked out really well."

Grand Rapids trimmed Milwaukee's lead to 3-1 when Teemu Pulkkinen scored with 3:25 to go. But the Admirals got the goal back when Henderson scored 1:56 into the third period that led to the benching of McCollum, who entered the contest tied for second in the AHL with a .927 save percentage.

Milwaukee goalie Scott Darling improved to 6-1 by finishing with 29 saves for his third win in a row.

"He has skill," Evason said. "He's calm back there, handles the puck extremely well and he has confidence. I think more, or as important, his teammates have a lot of confidence in him. Certainly when your group can have confidence in both goaltenders, it's obviously a very positive thing because each and every night you go in, they feel they have an opportunity to win. They believe the goaltender is going to keep them in there."
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Game preview: Grand Rapids Griffins at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 26, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Grand Rapids and Milwaukee.

GRAND RAPIDS (21-6-1-1)

Against Milwaukee: 3-2

Standings: 1st in the Midwest

Streak: L 1

Away rank: 4th (10-3-1-1)

Special teams: PP 8th (20.2%), PK 9th (84.7%)

Scoring leader: Teemu Pulkkinen - 24 points in 29 games (10 g 14 a)

Other notes: Grand Rapids has won the last three meetings with Milwaukee by a total score of 14-2, but all three were in Michigan. The Griffins have a total of three goals in the two games in Milwaukee. Mitch Callahan has five goals in the five games and Cory Emmerton has three goals and three assists. ... Manchester leads the AHL with 47 points and Grand Rapids is next with 44. ... The Griffins had won 11 of 12 games before a 3-2 loss at Chicago on Saturday. They have yet to lose consecutive games in regulation this season.

MILWAUKEE (12-7-4-1)

Against Grand Rapids: 2-3

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (10 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 2-0-1-0

Home rank: 13th (8-1-2-0)

Special teams: PP 18th (16.3%), PK 15th (82.8%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 20 points in 26 games (6 g 14 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has a three-game point streak and has 11 points in its last eight contests. ... The team owns a four-game winning streak at home and the last two have been shutouts. ... Taylor Beck has two goals in his last three games after a six-game stretch without one. ... Scott Darling has won his last two games by allowing one goal and Magnus Hellberg has lost his last two by allowing seven. ... Sissons has three goals in the five-game series. ... Milwaukee does not play Grand Rapids again until Feb. 1 at the Bradley Center.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Admirals 4, Rampage 0: Darling gets shutout, Forsberg scores twice

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 20, 2013  

Considering the outcome of Milwaukee's last two games, and the importance of its next two, a visit from San Antonio is exactly what the Admirals needed.

Milwaukee beat San Antonio, 4-0, Friday in front of 4,033 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

The Admirals were coming off two losses by a total score of 8-2 at reigning Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids last weekend, and they travel to Rockford on Saturday and Chicago on Sunday. Third-place Milwaukee is two points behind the IceHogs and three ahead of the Wolves in the Midwest Division standings.

Enter San Antonio, which lost for the ninth time in its last 10 games and its seventh in a row on the road. And only four teams in the AHL had fewer points than the Rampage at the start of the night.

"Every point is a huge point, every win is a big win," said Milwaukee goalie Scott Darling, who finished with 34 saves to improve to 4-1 by earning his second shutout. "It's a good way to start off the weekend. The guys played great, the power play was great. It's always nice when guys are scoring goals. It makes my life real easy."

After going 3 for 25 on the power play in its previous five games, Milwaukee finished with three of them against San Antonio.

Two came from Filip Forsberg, who was reassigned from Nashville this week after he came off the injured reserve list. The right wing was playing his first game since Nov. 15.

"The first period I was pretty tired," Forsberg said. "During the rest of the game, I felt better and better. It was a pretty good game."

The key to Milwaukee's fourth consecutive home victory was the final 5 minutes of the second period.

Milwaukee held a 1-0 lead when an apparent goal by San Antonio was waved off when Eric Selleck was called for goalie interference with 4:33 left.

With 6 seconds left on Selleck's penalty, Vinny Saponari scored his team's first power-play goal for a 2-0 lead with 2:39 to go.

Saponari, who tallied his second goal in his eighth game with the team, beat Alex Petrovic to the puck along the left wall and skated to the front of the crease where he scored.

"Not only on offense where's he's producing, making plays, scoring, but as importantly, he's not turning any pucks over," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "He's getting pucks out on the wall, he's making good decisions, good passes, not only offensively, but defensively to exit out of our zone. We've like his entire game so far."

Things then got chippy between the two teams, as Milwaukee's Scott Ford and Selleck dropped the gloves with the advantage going to the Admirals' captain.

Steve Pinizzotto took out more frustration when he was called for a charging penalty when he slammed into Milwaukee's Joonas Rask with 2:02 left.

The Admirals responded with a power-play goal by Forsberg for a 3-0 lead with 1:37 left, and San Antonio benched goalie Michael House in favor of Rob Madore.

With 10:26 left in the third, Forsberg's second goal made it 4-0 when he scored 9 seconds into the man advantage.

"He's such a gifted goal scorer," Evason said. "We've struggled to score some goals the last two games, our power play was 0 for 9 the last game, to have a pure goal scorer inserted into your lineup, an NHL goal scorer to boot, obviously injects a lot of life into your group and the power play."
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Game preview: San Antonio Rampage at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 20, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between San Antonio and Milwaukee.

SAN ANTONIO (11-16-0-2)

Against Milwaukee: 1-0

Standings: 5thin the West

Streak: L 2

Away rank: 30th (3-11-0-1)

Special teams: PP 23rd (14.6%), PK 23rd (80.1%)

Scoring leader: Vincent Trocheck - 22 points in 29 games (11 g 11 a)

Other notes: San Antonio has just one win in its last nine games. ... Only four teams in the AHL have fewer points than the Rampage, and it ranks last with just seven points on the road. San Antonio has a six-game losing streak away from home. ... The Rampage beat Milwaukee, 3-2, in a shootout Nov. 10.

MILWAUKEE (12-7-4-1)

Against San Antonio: 0-0-0-1

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (3 points behind second-place Rockford)

Streak: L 2

Home rank: 17th (7-1-2-0)

Special teams: PP 24th (14.2%), PK 19th (81.3%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 18 points in 24 games (10 g 8 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has lost two games in a row and is trying to avoid losing a third straight in regulation for the first time this season. ... The Admirals have won their last three home games. ... They are 9-2 against San Antonio at the Bradley Center the previous five seasons. ... Scott Darling will be the goalie. He was 4-0 until a 4-2 loss at Grand Rapids last Friday. ... Milwaukee plays at Rockford on Saturday and at Chicago on Sunday.
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Austin Watson: Three seconds, nine names

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 20, 2013  

Milwaukee Admiral Austin Watson grew up in a large family: (back row, left to right) R.J., Austin, Austin’s wife Karly, Ben, Mikey, Mike; (front row, left to right) Kolbe, Maggie, Mary, Nate, Christian, Matthew and Joseph.

Family photo

Milwaukee Admiral Austin Watson grew up in a large family: (back row, left to right) R.J., Austin, Austin’s wife Karly, Ben, Mikey, Mike; (front row, left to right) Kolbe, Maggie, Mary, Nate, Christian, Matthew and Joseph.

It takes only three seconds for Milwaukee Admirals center Austin Watson to name his eight brothers and one sister, from oldest to youngest.

"That's the only way I can do it, quick like that," Watson said.

Watson's mom only wishes she could wrap Christmas presents that fast.

"It doesn't take as long as you think," Mary Watson said. "Usually I power it out on Christmas Eve. I hide everything. I get all the kids to bed and just wrap. It seems nutty; I'm up until 1 or 2 in the morning, but it's worth it."

Imagine opening them, especially considering the family uses the one-child-at-a-time method.

"It depends on how long everybody takes and how many pictures," Austin said. "It was normally one picture a gift."

Watson, 21, is the oldest of the children. He's followed by Mike (18), R.J. (16), Ben (15), Kolbe (13), Nate (11), Christian (10), Maggie (8), Matthew (5) and Joseph (3).

"It was pretty easy to get like a game of football or soccer going," said Austin, who was born in Ann Arbor, Mich. "You're never out of things to do, which I think was pretty awesome, always having someone to pass the football around with or go shoot hockey pucks outside. You always had something to do.

"Hockey-wise, I was a little bit on my own. None of my brothers play. The next oldest played a little bit, but at that time he was a little bit too young. It was more just me. My grandparents live on a lake, so I would go out there and mess around."

Austin was 7 years old when he attended a week-long camp that featured a different sport each day.

"Some guy watched him play hockey and said he had a gift," said Austin's father, Mike. "The day they played hockey, he lit it up in a way people there have never seen before. It was obviously his sport."

Just not the time Austin was 12 years old when he was outside in the winter near his family's nine-passenger van in the driveway.

"One morning I wake up and the back window is broken," Mary said. "Mike was like, 'I bet Austin hit it with a hockey puck.' Of course, the mom has to defend her children. So I was like, 'No, it wasn't.'

"Sure enough, Austin said it was him when he was 16. He goes, 'Mom, remember you thought someone broke into the van? That was really me.'"

Austin began his career in the Ontario Hockey League in 2008 and was a first-round draft pick (18th overall) by the Nashville Predators in 2010.

He made his Milwaukee debut at the end of the 2010-'11 season by appearing in eight games, including three in the playoffs.

After spending his fifth year in the OHL in 2011-'12, Austin returned to Milwaukee last season and finished tied for fifth among AHL rookies with 20 goals. Only one Admiral had more than his 37 points, too.

Austin also made his NHL debut last April 7 at Chicago and scored his first goal in his sixth and final game with the Predators on April 23 against Calgary.

This season, Austin has appeared in all 24 games Milwaukee has played. He ranks third on the team with seven goals and 14 points, with four goals and seven points coming in his last 10 games.

"Obviously he made great strides last year," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Having the opportunity to go play in Nashville, I think it did a lot for him. He's matured, not only as a hockey player, but as a person. You can see his confidence level and his leadership role within the group has been good."

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Admirals Cup schedule released

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 18, 2013  

Arrowhead and Milwaukee Marquette are set to try to win another Admirals Cup, as the schedule was released earlier today.

The Warhawks, who have won three of the last six tournaments, including last season, are seeded fifth.

The Hilltoppers, the 2010 and '11 Cup winners, are seeded second.

The two teams will meet in the first round at 1 p.m. Monday at the Mullett Center.

"It's the best holiday tournament in the state," Marquette coach Troy Sippl said.

The three other quarterfinal games will also be Monday at the Mullett Center.

Third-seeded Homestead faces No. 7 Whitefish Bay/Nicolet/Shorewood at 9 a.m., followed by No. 1 Fond du Lac against No. 8 Germantown at 11 a.m. At 3 p.m., No. 4 De Pere plays No. 6 Cedarburg, which lost to Arrowhead in the title game last season.

Semifinal games will be held at 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. at the Mullett Center on Dec. 26. Losers of the quarterfinal games get their chance to play at the BMO Harris Bradley Center at 12:06 and 2:46 p.m. on the same day.

The championship game is at 2:46 p.m. Dec. 27 at the Bradley Center. The winner will be honored during the Admirals' game that night against Charlotte.

All Admirals Cup games are free.
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Filip Forsberg returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 18, 2013  

Nashville forward Filip Forsberg has been activated off the injured reserve list and reassigned to Milwaukee this afternoon.

Forsberg, who hasn't played in a game since Nov. 15, has one goal and five assists in 12 contests with the Predators.

He has also played four games with the Admirals this year, totaling one goal and five assists.

Goalie Magnus Hellberg has also returned from Nashville. He was recalled Tuesday under emergency conditions because Marek Mazanec was sick.
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Magnus Hellberg recalled by the Predators

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 17, 2013  

Goalie Magnus Hellberg has been recalled by Nashville under emergency conditions.

The move was made because Predators' goalie Marek Mazanec is sick and his team hosts Chicago tonight.

Hellberg was recalled earlier this season and made his NHL debut on Oct. 26.
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Josh Shalla returning to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 17, 2013  

 Josh Shalla is returning to Milwaukee.

The Admirals recalled the forward from Cincinnati after he scored one goal in three games for the Cyclones.

Shalla has appeared in 16 games with Milwaukee this season, and has two goals and two assists.
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Thursday leftovers: Scott Ford returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 13, 2013  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-0 victory over Oklahoma City on Thursday ...

NO DOUBT HE'S A CAPTAIN: Scott Ford, who broke his foot Nov. 22 against Chicago, was back on the ice after missing just four games.

Last week, Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said the defenseman would be out four to six weeks.

"Gritty guy," Evason said. "He's our leader for a reason. He plays hard every night. To have him back - people don't understand, maybe they do, the presence of a player like that - our group really looks to him for leadership. He has a calming effect. He's a pro. We missed him in our lineup and to have him back is great."

Afterward, Ford was asked how in the world he returned so quickly.

"It's almost one of those things where it feels better in a rigid boot," Ford said. "If I'm in a boot off the ice, it's decent like in a soft cast. And when I'm in my skate, it's not bad either. The toughest part is when it moves and arches in a shoe. If it's still comfortable and I'm able to skate, and it feels OK out there, I'm going to play. I guess I come from that old-school mentality. You try to get in as quick as possible. If I'm able to play and compete and contribute, I'm going to do whatever it takes."

So how did it feel after the game?

"It's a little sore," Ford said. "But it's healing. Obviously I'm able to perform in it and it felt good. It was positive to play quite a bit of minutes for not having played for a few weeks. I killed penalties well and just kind of did my thing."

AFRAID OF NO ONE: Milwaukee coach DeanEvason praised Mike Liambas for not retaliating late in the game last Friday when Steve MacIntyre cross-checked him in the back.

But the 5-foot-9 Liambas and the 6-5 MacIntyre went at it with 5:20 left in the first period.

There was mainly a lot of holding going on until MacIntyre delivered two punches off the upper body of Liambas before the fight came to an end.

There were plenty of appreciative stick taps from the Milwaukee bench when Liambas exited the penalty box for his toughness fighting a guy 8 inches taller than him.

SAPONARI SHINES: Vinny Saponari finished with two assists and picked up his first goal of the season after having one point (an assist) in his first four games with the club since his recall from Cincinnati.

The right wing became the fourth Admiral to have at least three points in one game this season.

Saponari already had two assists when he was serving a penalty late in the game. As soon as Andrew Sutliff opened the penalty box door, Saponari chased down a loose puck in the corner of the rink and scored an empty-net goal with 2:34 remaining.

"He has looked comfortable," Evason said. "He's confident. He has a lot of really good stick skills, and he's played very well for us."

POWER PLAY PICKING UP: Milwaukee is a combined 3 for 10 on the power play in its last two games after managing just two PPG in the previous nine games.

"I think what we like about it is how sharp we were as far as passing the puck," Evason said. "Moving it quick. It doesn't allow the penalty-kill unit to pressure us and put us in spots where we're not comfortable."

AROUND THE RINK: Defenseman Bryan Rodney tallied his second two-assist game of the year and first since the third contest of the season (Oct. 18 at Grand Rapids). ... Milwaukee has six victories when it scores first and six victories when the opponent scores first. ... There were a total of 77 shots in the game, including 37 from Milwaukee. The Admirals had a season high 44 last Friday against the Barons. ... Milwaukee was 5 for 5 on the penalty kill after allowing a power-play goal in each of the last four games and six of the previous seven. ... The Admirals own a three-game winning streak and have points in five of their last six outings. ... They have just one regulation loss in 10 home games.
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Admirals 4, Barons 0: Magnus Hellberg earns first shutout

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 12, 2013  

Magnus Hellberg needed this.

The goalie had been struggling lately but picked up his first shutout of the year by finishing with 41 saves in a 4-0 victory over Oklahoma City Thursday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

There was only one other time Hellberg had to make more saves (43) this season, and that was in a shootout loss Nov. 10 at San Antonio.

"It was a good win, for sure," Hellberg said. "Obviously I haven't been playing at the top of my game like I would like lately. ... They played really good in front of me, helping out a lot, so they made it easy on me.

"I got a lot of shots on me, so I was in the game pretty early. It felt good for me, and the guys played unreal in front of me. So it was a great team win."

Hellberg, who watched Scott Darling win the last two games, had given up a total of 18 goals and had just one win in his previous six outings.

"It was a big game for him, for sure," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It's a team game, but certainly I'm sure he felt very good about himself and his game. He played very well. He kept us in there and made some really big saves, some really big saves for us when the game was on the line."

It is also the first time Milwaukee has power-play goals in consecutive games since a five-game streak from Nov. 1-10. The Admirals also had a power-play goal Friday that snapped an 0-for-25 skid on the man advantage in a 5-2 victory over Oklahoma City.

"It's a funny game," Evason said. "We were getting so many chances and weren't scoring. We talked - I don't know how many games ago - about just maybe getting a couple of bounces or whatever."

That bounce came on the first power-play goal from Austin Watson, who scored in his third straight game for a 1-0 lead with 8:25 left in the opening period.

Mikka Salomaki sent the puck from the left circle to the front of the crease, where the puck actually deflected in off the skate of Watson with seven seconds left on the power play.

"I mean, it goes off of somebody. It's not a structural goal," Evason said. "And we weren't getting that. When you do get that kind of goal, it just gives you a lift."

The second power-play goal was from Anthony Bitetto for a 2-0 lead with 7:09 left in the second.

Vinny Saponari, who had a three-point night in just his fifth game with the team, banked the puck off the left wall to Bryan Rodney at the left point. He quickly slid it to Bitetto at the right circle, who scored his team-high fifth goal on the man advantage.

"Once again, I give more credit to the other guys because Saponari made a great play on a breakout to get it up to 'Rods,' and then he made a great pass," Bitetto said. "I was in the right spot and I just put it in."

Colton Sissons added his team-leading ninth goal for a 3-0 lead with 15:55 left in the game, just moments after Oklahoma City failed to score on a power play.

Milwaukee added an empty-net goal from Saponari with 2:34 remaining.

INJURY UPDATES: Captain Scott Ford, who broke his foot Nov. 22 against Chicago, was back on the ice. Last week, Evason said the defenseman would be out four to six weeks. He missed four games. ... Left wing Simon Moser missed his first game of the season. 
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It's not Anaheim, but the ice time is nice for Etem

Posted to: Admirals Sports 

Emerson Etem of the Norfolk Admirals and Zach Trotman of the Providence Bruins keep their eyes on the puck during their American Hockey League game at the Norfolk Scope on Friday, Nov. 29, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Anaheim Ducks' Emerson Etem stretches for the puck during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the Carolina Hurricanes in Raleigh, N.C. on Friday, Nov. 15, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Karl B Deblaker | The Associated Press)</span>

Emerson Etem of the Norfolk Admirals and Zach Trotman of the Providence Bruins keep their eyes on the puck during their American Hockey League game at the Norfolk Scope on Friday, Nov. 29, 2013. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 2 photos: Emerson Etem of the Norfolk Admirals and Zach Trotman of the Providence Bruins keep their eyes on the puck during their American Hockey League game at the Norfolk Scope on Friday, Nov. 29, 2013. (Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)
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Bridgeport at Norfolk 7:30 p.m., 1490 AM  

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© January 3, 2014


NORFOLK

On Day 1 of Emerson Etem's latest incarnation as a Norfolk Admiral, he said the Anaheim Ducks sent him down to work on defense.

"I was getting a little more lackadaisical on the defensive side of the puck," he admitted. "Maybe that wasn't the only reason, but it was a factor in an accumulation of things."

Fresh on his mind was a night in November in Dallas, when he scored a goal but was victimized by the Stars' Cory Eakin, who skated around Etem and scored to trigger a three-goal, 53-second deluge that beat Anaheim 6-3. On the way back to California, Etem and winger Devante Smith-Pelly were told they were to catch another plane a few hours later to Norfolk.

Etem played two games for the Admirals, then was summoned back to Anaheim, where he played two more games before coming back to Norfolk on Dec. 10.

"I was there late," Etem said of the play against Eakin. "So I was sent down to patch a couple of things up on the defensive side."

Bob Ferguson has a different version of the story.

"He was not assigned here for defense," insisted Ferguson, the Admirals' assistant general manager and chief liaison with the Ducks. "He was assigned here to play the minutes and in situations he needs to play in to become a more-complete player. Part of that package is learning to become more accountable, to be a better defensive player."

The offense is there, at least in the AHL. Etem has eight goals and 20 assists, with points in 11 of his 12 games for the Admirals going into this weekend's home series against Bridgeport that begins tonight.

Those numbers were good enough for the AHL to name him Thursday as the league's Player of the Month for December.

The numbers also are a far cry from his six goals and four assists in 26 games with the Ducks this season, but his 20-plus minutes a game of ice time he is getting with Norfolk dwarf the 8-10 minutes on Anaheim's fourth line. Plus, while the Ducks didn't employ him on their power play, he is handling that duty in Norfolk.

"You can't put a price on time in the NHL, whether it's one shift or two minutes or 20 minutes," Ferguson said. "But there's value in playing in all situations, in key situations: last minute of the period, last minute of the game, playing to defend a lead... All of that is part of the learning experience."

It's experience that a 21-year-old can't get in the NHL, where teams have veterans to handle that sort of thing.

"You look at a guy in Anaheim like Ryan Getzlaf," Etem said. "He's so consistent, night in and night out. He puts it on the line, not only defensively but you can count on him to score, and people look at him as a goal scorer. That's what I bring here (in Norfolk), and that's what I want to bring there."

Getzlaf has 20 goals and leads the Ducks with 47 points. He's also plus-18, meaning he has been on the ice 18 more times when Anaheim scores than when it's scored against - a sign of defensive prowess.

Word came down from Anaheim to Admirals coach Trent Yawney about what he was getting when Etem came back.

"Communications with those guys... were that he had some things that had crept into his game that weren't there at the time of his recall," Yawney said.

That came last season after only 45 games with the Admirals.

"We forget that he's such a young player," Yawney said. "With young players, it's all about getting better, and you've got to make some mistakes to get better. I don't think he was playing as terribly up there as maybe he thinks he was playing. It's just that consistency keeps you at that level. We don't want our young guys getting bad habits and then trying to break them three years down the road."

There were mistakes before he got to the Admirals the first time, last season after leading all of major junior hockey in 2011-12 with 61 goals playing for Medicine Hat of the Western Hockey League. The numbers showed the potential that led Anaheim to choose him in the first round of the 2010 draft.

But they are numbers that can hide weaknesses.

"All of these players were the top players on their teams at lower levels," Ferguson said. "If they were one of the top players, they could get away with some things defensively. They weren't held accountable for surrendering scoring chances, so they developed some bad habits. It's not that they aren't capable."

The job of the Admirals coaches is bringing out that capability and making sure that it's consistent.

"Defense is work ethic and hockey sense," Ferguson said. "Goal scoring goes into a slump, but defensive hockey can never go into a slump because that's work ethic."

In Etem's case, that shows at both ends. While killing a penalty at Binghamton on Tuesday, he gathered a puck and raced to the other end to score 1 of 2 shorthanded goals the Admirals had.

"The more defense I play, the better defense I play, the more often it turns into a transition game where I can use my speed," Etem said. "From defense comes offense."

Added Yawney: "Always has. Always will."

Not a typical Saturday as Admirals win at Scope

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© January 5, 2014


NORFOLK

It's a science.

“I come down with speed and fake a high shot, then try to slip it through his legs,” said Max Friberg. “Hopefully I'll get him standing up (to stop a high shot) and not in a butterfly (to stop a low one).”

Friberg's shootout goal was the difference in the Admirals' 3-2 win over Bridgeport on Saturday at Scope.

And, maybe it's not a science.

“Just shoot,” said Jesse Blacker, who had the other shootout goal for Norfolk. “Nothing too fancy. Simple. Sometimes lucky is better than good.”

The shootout goals by Friberg and Blacker were countered only by that of Bridgeport's Pierre-Marc Bouchard in a game in which the Admirals trailed 2-1 with only 45.1 seconds to play.

Until then, it looked like just another Saturday night at Scope, where the Admirals were 1-4-0-2 coming into the game.

Devante Smith-Pelly followed a rejected Alex Grant shot, and the puck trickled into the net to square things at 2-2 with Norfolk using six skaters against Bridgeport's five after pulling goalie John Gibson.

“I was just going to the net, and Grant made a good play,” Smith-Pelly said.

What is it about Saturdays at Scope, where the Admirals have a habit of turning visiting goalies into heroes and sending the crowd into a wave, instead rising to celebrate goals?

“We don't have the luxury of getting Bridgeport one night and Hershey the second night,” said Admiral coach Trent Yawney of the way the AHL schedules Norfolk with Friday-Saturday series because of its distance from the rest of the league's Eastern Conference. “It's not easy. That second night is like a playoff, and it's all season. It's not an excuse. It is what it is, and you've got to deal with it.”

Saturday goals by Smith-Pelly and Emerson Etem were matched by those of Bridgeport's Mike Cornell and Kirill Kabanov before 6,050 fans, the season's largest crowd for hockey at Scope.

Etem's goal tied the game at 1-1 and was his 10th in 14 games with the Admirals after spending much of the season with the parent Anaheim Ducks. It also was his 23rd point. He has at least one point in 13 of 14 games with Norfolk.

There were more opportunities, but the Admirals were 0 for 7 on the power play for the second time this week, matching the futility of New Year's Eve in Binghamton. Between the two games, a power-play goal Friday by Smith-Pelly gave Norfolk a 3-1 win.

“If the power play doesn't get the puck in the (attacking) zone, it isn't a power play,” Yawney said of the problems the Admirals have had with a man advantage. “Our power play has got to get better.”

Norfolk was outshot 15-4 during a second period in which it had three power plays to Bridgeport's two. Two of those Sound Tiger shots were by Andrew Clark, an effort from the left wing that was rejected by Gibson; and the follow-up by Kabanov, which was slapped into the net for a 2-1 lead.

It could have been worse, had not Gibson stood strong and Blacker cleared the puck twice during a 42-second segment in which Bridgeport had a 5-on-3 man advantage.

“Our second periods in both games this weekend have not been good, and our goalie held us in there,” Yawney said. “We were just sloppy. We've got to shore that up.

“It was probably about six to one in scoring chances (in favor of Bridgeport), but our goalie was strong for us.”

The second-period problems followed a Friday game in which the Admirals struggled in the second, with Bridgeport spending most of the last six minutes on the power play.

But that night, Norfolk went into the period with a 2-0 lead. Not so on Saturday.

As happened a night earlier, the Admirals were stronger in the final period, outshooting Bridgeport 11-3 and getting Smith-Pelly's game-tying goal.

“We showed some poise,” Yawney said. “We had some good chances, and we didn't panic.”

And were rewarded with a win, the Admirals' fifth in their past six games and third in a row at home.

Experience pays off for Admirals

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

The Norfolk Admirals' Rickard Rakell, left, scores over Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson at Scope on Friday, Jan. 3, 2014.<span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Charles Sarault, left, is checked by the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' Mike Cornell at Scope on Friday, Jan. 3, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk Admirals teammates celebrate with Emerson Etem , second from the right, after his first period goal against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Scope on Friday, Jan. 3, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

The Norfolk Admirals' Rickard Rakell, left, scores over Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson at Scope on Friday, Jan. 3, 2014. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 3 photos: The Norfolk Admirals' Rickard Rakell, left, scores over Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson at Scope on Friday, Jan. 3, 2014. (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)
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NORFOLK

From various coast-to-coast flights, the Admirals have fashioned the dynamic line of Emerson Etem, Devante Smith-Pelly and Rickard Rakell.

All have played with Anaheim this season and were sent back to Norfolk. All three scored Friday at Scope, where the Admirals used first-period goals by Rakell and Etem to build a lead, and a third-period power-play goal by Smith-Pelly to restore it in a 3-1 win over Bridgeport.

Though the line had some success before Christmas, it had been split, with Max Friberg joining Etem and Rakell. But Friberg was out Friday nursing a head injury and Smith-Pelly rejoined his NHL alumni.

“Devo can play with just about anybody,” coach Trent Yawney said. “He can play left wing, right wing. He’s like a Swiss Army knife. I can use him anywhere. He complements those guys really well.”

Smith-Pelly’s goal came when he was on a power play with Steve Whitney and defenseman Kevin Gagne. Whitney had the puck and wound up as if he was going to try a slap shot from between the circles. A Bridgeport defender committed to try to block it, leaving Gagne open. Whitney slid the puck to him, and Gagne sent a diagonal pass to Smith-Pelly, who redirected it past Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson.

“I was waiting for him (Whitney) to shoot it,” said Smith-Pelly, who was trying to get into position for a rebound. “When he moved it over (to Gagne), I just put my stick down. Gags made a perfect pass.”

And Smith-Pelly scored a goal that restored order after a chaotic second period in which Norfolk had three penalties over the last 6:08. Bridgeport earned six shots from its three power plays, including a snapper by Aaron Ness that glanced off the stick of Admirals defenseman Garnet Exelby to cut a 2-0 Norfolk lead in half.

It also triggered a sermon at intermission.

“It was terrible,” Yawney said of the period in which the Admirals were outshot 11-4. “We’ve got to play better than that tomorrow to get any points.”

The Admirals meet Bridgeport tonight at Scope in the finale of their two-game series.

The win Friday, the second in a row at Scope, brought the Admirals’ record to 7-7-0-2 on home ice. They are 10-5-1-2 on the road.

“I just don’t like the way we’re playing at home right now,” Yawney said. “We’re too easy to play against. We should be excited to play at home in front of our fans.”

It seemed that way for a bit when Norfolk took a 1-0 lead after Rakell beat Bridgeport’s Johan Sundstrom down the ice and redirected a pass from Smith-Pelly into the net.

“I saw him the whole way,” Smith-Pelly said. “As soon as I saw that he had a step and a half lead, I just laid it in there where he could finish.”

The second goal came with only 4.5 seconds to play in the opening period when Rakell jarred a puck away from a Bridgeport player behind the Sound Tigers’ net. Smith-Pelly helped keep the puck in the attacking zone, and Etem gathered it in and waited for Nilsson to commit before popping the puck into the net.

Admirals goalie Igor Bobkov made it stand up by turning back 23 of 24 Bridgeport shots. His job was made easier by teammates who held the Sound Tigers shotless for the first 11:47 of the final period. Bobkov has won four of his last five starts.

“He’s won us some big games,” said Yawney. “It’s not that (John Gibson) hasn’t done his thing as well, but he was tired and I don’t want to get put back into that situation.”

Gibson played in 18 of the first 22 games.

“We go with Gibby (tonight) and it’s a nice situation to have,” Yawney said.
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Admirals' Laganiere: a Renaissance man on and off ice
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NORFOLK

When ice time is over, the lilt of the piano often wafts from a Virginia Beach apartment near the airport.

Debussy. Liszt. Perhaps Ravel.

"It depends on how I feel," said Norfolk Admirals winger Antoine Laganiere. "Sometimes it depends on how tired I am."

Upon being assigned to Norfolk by the Anaheim Ducks, he bought a piano. Laganiere has played since age 5 at his home outside Montreal, where his French-Canadian father and American mother instilled an appreciation for art and education. The neighborhood instilled his appreciation for hockey.

"Some of the most difficult pieces I know are classical, so I try to work on those," he said. "I like playing pop songs, too, to keep it light. I try to write here and there, but not on paper. I just mess around with them in my mind."

And his is already busy trying to assimilate pro hockey at a step below the NHL. He's also into economics, earning a degree from Yale, where he studied under Robert Schiller, who shared this year's Nobel prize in economics.

In his spare time, Laganiere added an online course in investments and is trying to learn the guitar.

Sometimes his mind is on overload.

"I think he's too hard on himself sometimes and he overtries," Norfolk coach Trent Yawney said. "The learning curve from college to the pros is pretty steep. You want everything at once, and it just doesn't happen that way."

That can be frustrating, particularly when you're used to quantifiable success, like winning the NCAA championship last spring.

Laganiere has been called a late bloomer, partly because he reached his current 6-foot-4 in prep school, but weighed only 160 pounds.

Laganiere is 215 pounds now.

"I've never been truly introspective about" being a late bloomer, Laganiere said. "Some people think of it as physical maturity. I think as I get more comfortable with teammates, more comfortable with style, I tend after a little while to play surprisingly better than some people believed I could."

Laganiere fought for playing time at Yale for two seasons before making an impact. By the end of his college career, he was called the best undrafted free agent on the market.

In Norfolk, he seems only lately to be finding his game, with four of his five goals coming in his past 10 games.

"I think one of the areas I've had trouble with is that I think too much," Laganiere said. "When things are going well, I'm not thinking as much. It becomes more instinctive."

It showed in the early season, when he seemed a beat slower than the competition.

In a Dec. 19 game at Charlotte in which he scored twice, "I felt it slowing down," said Laganiere. "I remember saying to myself to keep it simple, forecheck, play hard. But all of that is easier said than done."

He scored and his confidence soared.

"Instead of keeping it simple, the game slowed for me and I felt I was making more plays and holding onto the puck a little more," Laganiere said.

He was held scoreless in two games last weekend against Adirondack, but there was more verve to his game than in October.

"Maintenance is very difficult, especially since it's my first season," Laganiere said. "You get a little success and you want desperately to keep it."

Yawney recognizes the problem.

"I think he's a Type-A," the coach said. "You're never going to have to question his work ethic, but sometimes those guys have to know that progress is two steps forward and one step back. And that they have to take a step back and have some fun. He's made some strides. He might not think he has, but I've seen growth in his game."

After 30 games, surprises to the opposition are few and scoring becomes more difficult.

Young players can be "driven by statistics, and that's the wrong thing," Yawney said. "Their agents, their parents, everybody talks about stats. I don't look at their stats. I look at their habits."

Every game becomes a test with a long list of questions that don't include the math of goals and assists. But the right answers add up to scoring.

"Antoine is very explosive (as a skater), and you'll see occasionally where he'll take it one-on-one against somebody," Yawney said. "The thing with Antoine, we've got to give him a little time here. He's an older player (at 23), a college player who had some success in the last couple of years. People knew about him, but all of a sudden he took off."

Laganiere is learning that the pro game is a sum of many parts.

"Details are important in every league," Laganiere said. "In college, they preach that in every single practice. It's just that some of the details, I feel, are a little more pertinent to the pro game. You miss someone on the boards or you misplay the puck, and it can end up in your net pretty quickly.

"My main concern in the early going was getting used to the strategy on the team, the system. I have had to get that ingrained and made second nature so that my other abilities can come out. The most instinctive those things become, the less I'll think about it and the more I'll just do it."
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OKC Barons rally past San Antonio

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 4, 2014  

For the first time this season, the Oklahoma City Barons won a game when trailing after two periods.

Down 3-0 midway through the second period, the Barons scored three third-period goals in a little over one minute to storm back for a 5-3 win over the San Antonio Rampage Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The Barons entered the game 0-15 in games they trailed after two periods. In contrast, they've lost six games this season when leading after two periods.

“We've been playing solid hockey since Christmas with the exception of the late collapse (New Year's Eve) against Texas,” said coach Todd Nelson. “We learned from that and hopefully we can keep pushing forward.”

Oklahoma City scored two goals in the second period, then lit the lamp three times in a one-minute, 13-second span to post back-to-back wins for the first time in nearly three months.

“It started (Friday) night when we protected a lead where in the past we've sometimes collapsed,” Nelson said. “We gained a lot of confidence from that.”

Derek Nesbitt tied the game with 6:36 remaining. Just 55 seconds later, team captain Anton Lander, who arrived in Oklahoma City late Saturday afternoon after being reassigned by Edmonton, scored the go-ahead goal. Eighteen seconds, later rookie defenseman Martin Gernat scored an insurance goal.

“That's why he's our captain,” Nelson said. “He's a solid character guy. He pounced on a miscue by them and scored a beautiful goal.”

Gernat, a 20-year-old rookie defenseman from Slovakia, scored his first two professional goals. Gernat's first goal trimmed San Antonio's lead to 3-2 late in the second period. Gernat's second goal capped the three-goal barrage.

“That goal late in the second gave us some energy,” Lander said. “Nelly gave us a great speech (at the second intermission). Once we tied it up, we just wanted to keep it going, get more. The best defense is when you keep scoring.”

The Barons didn't have a shot on goal the first nine minutes but had 41 shots the final 2½ periods, including outshooting the Rampage 17-8 in the third period.

“We just have to play our game for 60 minutes,” Gernat said. “We just need to keep it simple and keep shooting everything on net. That was important. Tonight we scored two or three goals off rebounds.”

Saturday's game opened a seven-game homestand that continues Wednesday against Utica and next Friday and Saturday against Charlotte.

“This was a good start (to the homestand),” Nelson said. “The guys cranked it up the last 10 minutes and were relentless. It was great to see.”

OKC Barons' Todd Nelson coaches 500th game

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 4, 2014  

After the Barons' 5-3 win over San Antonio Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center, Derek Nesbitt and Matthew Ford presented Todd Nelson with a game puck, representative of his 500th career regular season game as a coach.

“I didn't know,” Nelson said. “Those guys look at stats like that. It was nice of the guys to do that.”

LANDER ARRIVES IN TIME

Captain Anton Lander, reassigned to the Barons on Saturday after Edmonton activated Mark Arcobello off injured reserve, arrived in Oklahoma City at 3:30 p.m. A few hours later, Lander scored the game-winning goal with 5:41 to play.

“I had some good food, breakfast at the airport (in Los Angeles),” Lander said. “I was glad I got here in time to play. It was a great win for us.”

GERNAT SCORES FIRST TWO GOALS

Defenseman Martin Gernat, a 20-year-old rookie from Slovakia, scored his first two professional goals in Saturday's win. Gernat has 10 assists. He scored 12 goals in two seasons in the WHL before turning pro last summer.

“He's played in Europe and Canada but I've been in the same situation,” said Lander, from Sweden. “Here it's different rules, a different system. Everything is new. Everyone knows he has great hands. It was great to see him score his first goal.”

HAMILTON STAYS HOT

Forward Curtis Hamilton has scored a point in four consecutive games, including five goals. Hamilton scored two goals in back-to-back games, had an assist in Friday's win in San Antonio and scored his fifth goal of the season in the second period Saturday.

“He's played well on the penalty kill and we knew he had some skill to score some points,” Nelson said. “It's rewarding for him because he's been doing the necessary things defensively. It's great to see him get some points offensively.”

OIL SPILLS

Goaltender Richard Bachman notched his second win since returning from a groin injury a month ago, the other a 2-0 shutout against the Texas Stars. Saturday's win ended a four-game winless streak for Bachman. ... The Barons, who didn't face a sub-.500 team in December, went 2-7-3 in December. ... Lander was the Barons' 92nd roster transaction of the season. In contrast, San Antonio, the Florida Panthers' Triple-A affiliate, has had only 50 roster transactions.

Oklahoma City Barons: Curtis Hamilton once again looking like a rising star

Curtis Hamilton, who turned 22 over the holidays, got a late start to the 2013-14 season after suffering a torn ACL in the first round of last year's playoffs. He returned in late November and has steadily elevated his game as he's moved up the depth chart.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: January 3, 2014  

Curtis Hamilton has reminded everyone the past week why he once was a top prospect after strong performances at the Under-18 and Under-20 junior world championships.
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Curtis Hamilton

Since he turned pro, Hamilton scored only 10 goals his first 117 games over three seasons with the Barons. In the next two games, he lit the lamp four times.

Hamilton recorded the first two-goal game of his pro career a week ago and followed with another two-goal game on New Year's Eve in a 6-5 overtime loss to the Texas Stars.

“Coach (Todd Nelson) and the staff keep telling me I need to shoot more,” Hamilton said. “I'm getting more opportunities. Early in the year I was hitting the post some. Now some of those are going in. It's only two games. Hopefully I can keep it going.”

Hamilton will try to keep it going Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center when the Barons host the San Antonio Rampage.

Given a more pivotal role, Hamilton looks more like the player who four years ago scored five points in six games at the Under 18 World Juniors. Two years later, Hamilton scored four goals and was Team Canada's second-leading scorer behind Flyers rising star Brayden Schenn at the Under 20 junior world event.

“Those are fond memories. Every time you get to play for your country it's always special,” Hamilton said. “Part of pro hockey is continuing to play well against guys who played with and against growing up. You have to respect them but not respect them too much.”

Barons general manager Bill Scott said it's not uncommon for players like Hamilton, a 2010 second-round pick selected 48th overall, to need time to adapt after turning pro at age 20.

“You knew he had played well in big pressure situations at world events,” Scott said. “He sees an opportunity here and is taking full advantage. This is the best hockey we've ever seen him play.”

Hamilton, who turned 22 over the holidays, got a late start to the 2013-14 season after suffering a torn ACL in the first round of last year's playoffs. He returned in late November and has steadily elevated his game as he's moved up the depth chart.

“Curtis came back in great shape,” Scott said. “In practices leading up to his first game back, you sensed a renewed joy for the game. He's shooting the puck hard. He's always had a heavy shot. He's finishing checks and has a little more quickness.

“You add all those things up, he's a guy playing with confidence who is being rewarded for all his hard work.”

With Linus Omark traded to Buffalo and former Barons Mark Arcobello and Anton Lander in Edmonton, Oklahoma City doesn't have a player listed among the AHL's top 70 scorers.

Playing on a line with fellow third-year pros Tyler Pitlick and Ryan Martindale, Hamilton supplying steady offense could bolster a roster that's undergone 90 transactions.

“Curtis is hanging onto the puck a bit longer. That's the biggest difference I've noticed,” Nelson said. “He's playing with more confidence. We're going to need everybody, including Curtis, to chip in on offense.”

It's a crossroads season for Hamilton. In the third and final year of his entry-level contract, Hamilton will be a free agent if the Oilers don't re-sign the Kelowna, British Columbia, product next summer.

“I'm taking it day by day,” Hamilton said. “You can never look too far ahead. I've had to work my way up. This year with all the changes they're trying to develop more young players. I'm getting more of a chance.

“The past couple of years there have been a lot of opportunities in Edmonton's organization. It's like a carrot dangling if front of you if you play well. But my focus is improving every day, working hard and helping this team here win games.”

Scouting report: West Division rival San Antonio, the Florida Panthers' Triple-A affiliate, is 14th in the Western Conference, one spot behind Oklahoma City. A two-game, Friday/Saturday, home-and-home series is an opportunity for one team to make a move with a sweep. ... Bolstered by two shootout wins, the Rampage is 4-3 against the Barons, who are 0-5 in shootouts. ... OKC veteran goaltender Richard Bachman has played well, although his goals against average has risen to 3.15 and saves percentage dipped to .905. It's up to a young defensive corps maturing for OKC to make a second-half charge. Offensively, because of trades and call-ups Roman Horak is the leading scorer with 18 points, including 11 points in 18 games with the Barons since being acquired in a trade. ... Matthew Ford has six points in six games against San Antonio. The Rampage is led by rookie center Vincent Trocheck, who has 23 points, including nine points, five goals, versus The Barons. San Antonio winger Bobby Butler (20 points) also has five goals versus OKC. Rampage No. 1 goalie Jacob Markstrom, 5-6-1 overall, is 2-2-0 with 1.98 GAA against the Barons.

Texas Stars come back to beat OKC Barons

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 31, 2013  

Scoring a short-handed goal is rare. Scoring two in a game is extremely rare.

The Oklahoma City Barons scored two goals while attempting to kill off penalties Tuesday night, but it wasn't enough as Oklahoma City squandered a four-goal lead, losing to the Texas Stars 6-5 in overtime in front of 3,804 fans at the Cox Convention Center.

“It's definitely frustrating,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “It's fitting that it's New Year's Eve. It's time for us to close the chapter on 2013 and focus on next year. We got a (standings) point but when you score five goals at home, you should win the game.”

The Barons dominated the first period, building a 2-0 lead on goals 23 seconds apart by Curtis Hamilton and Will Acton, who scored two goals each.

Oklahoma City pushed the lead to 5-1 midway through the second period on Derek Nesbitt's goal, but the Stars charged back behind Chris Mueller's hat trick.

“I think we backed off a little bit and they kept coming,” Hamilton said. “You can't back off nowadays. You have to keep pushing. The best defense is a strong offense.”

For the first time all season, the Barons had a chance to outshoot an opponent in three consecutive games, but the Stars outshot OKC 34-13 the final two periods and overtime to own a 41-25 overall edge.

“With the offensive power they have you can't give them too many chances,” Acton said. “Bachs (goalie Richard Bachman) played tremendous. We could have given up a lot more goals. It would have been worse than it was if it wasn't for him.”

The Barons owned 3-0 and 5-1 leads. The offensively loaded Stars scored one goal late in the second period and three in the third period.

Mueller scored his 13th, 14th and 15th goals of the season. Texas' alternate captain scored with 13:55 left to trim the lead to 5-4. With the Stars' goal empty, Mueller scored his third goal, the equalizer, with 1:17 to play.

A roughing penalty on OKC defenseman Taylor Fedun with 58 seconds left, a penalty that continued into overtime, led to Texas' game-winner 46 seconds into the extra period.

“Once it was 5-1 I think we sat back a bit,” Nelson said. “That's the immaturity of a young team. We can talk about it, but the guys on the ice have to push back. ... That's the game within the game. You have to recognize swings of momentum.”

Hamilton and Acton were part of history. It's only the second time in the Barons' four-year history they've scored two short-handed goals in one game.

Acton, 26, opened the season with Edmonton, playing in 23 games with the Oilers. Registering three points in Tuesday's win, Acton has six points in 11 games with the Barons, including four goals.

“Two short-handed goals is the kind of thing you can't really explain,” Acton said. “On Hammy's goal they executed a real nice two-on-one. On mine, I got off a quick shot and got a little lucky. It's always nice when you get a short-handed goal, much less two.”

OKC Barons' penalty kill inconsistent

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 31, 2013  

The Texas Stars have the No. 1 power-play unit in the 30-team American Hockey League. Tuesday night, the Barons scored two short-handed goals but also surrendered two power-play goals, including Chris Mueller's game-winner 46 seconds into overtime that lifted the Stars to a 6-5 win.

The Barons' penalty kill got off to a good start. Ben Eager was whistled for a double-minor spearing penalty three minutes into the game. Coach Todd Nelson rotated in 11 different players on the four-minute penalty kill. The Stars fired only one shot on goal on the extended power play.

“The penalty kill slowly has been getting better,” said the Barons' Curtis Hamilton, who scored two goals. “At the start of the year it was a little tough. Special teams are a big part of the game. We've just got to keep working at it.”

NEW YEAR'S EVE MAGIC

For the second straight year, the Barons scored two goals seconds apart in their traditional New Year's Eve game.

Will Acton and Hamilton, who scored two goals each, scored 23 seconds apart late in the first period to give the Barons a 2-0 lead. Last New Year's Eve Jordan Eberle scored two goals nine seconds apart.

QUESTIONABLE CALL?

Defenseman Taylor Fedun was called for roughing with 58 seconds left in the game, seconds after Texas tied the game. The Stars won it in overtime when Fedun's penalty continued into the extra period.

“I can't really comment on officiating but the call on Fedun was suspect,” Nelson said. “If you play against a good team like that you can't afford to let them go on the power play.”

BARONS' BUSY JANUARY

After spending much of December on the road, the Barons play eight January home games, including a seven-game homestand that begins Saturday night against the San Antonio Rampage.

Next week, the Barons play Utica on Thursday followed by a two-game weekend series with Charlotte on Jan. 10-11. The following week the Barons have a Friday/Saturday/Sunday tripleheader (Jan. 17-19) against Rochester and Milwaukee.

OKC Barons: Richard Bachman gives Barons stability in goal

If Bachman avoids injury, he could be a key if Oklahoma City makes a second-half run toward the AHL playoffs.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 30, 2013  
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Richard Bachman's goal is to duplicate the roll he got on early this season.

The Oklahoma City Barons' goal, with Bachman as their No. 1 netminder, is to duplicate last season's second-half run.

An NHL tested 26-year-old veteran, Bachman should be in net for the Barons in their traditional New Year's Eve game Tuesday at 6 against the Texas Stars at the Cox Convention Center.

“(Bachman) is a perfect fit for us, a No. 2 or 3 NHL guy,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “Right now he's No. 3 in the organization, but he's an ideal goalie for us, world class at this level.”

The Barons have used eight goaltenders this season, four shy of the American Hockey League's record. OKC, though, should have some stability with Bachman, who played well with the Barons the first month of the season.

“It will be easier to get in sync with Bachs,” said defenseman Taylor Fedun. “Communication (with the goalie) is underrated. With Bachs, he knows where you'll be and we know where he puts the puck, which makes the transition to offense that much smoother.”

The Dallas Stars backup goaltender in 2010-11 and 2011-12, Bachman's hot start in OKC earned a promotion to Edmonton. He started three games with the Oilers but suffered a groin injury, which sidelined him six weeks.

“It was a routine play. I went down to try and catch a slap shot that went wide,” Bachman said. “I heard a pop. I knew right away it was my groin. You never want to get hurt. Considering I was getting to play, the timing was really bad.”

A Salt Lake City product, Bachman has played in 35 NHL games and 98 AHL games, which should benefit a young Barons defensive corps that's surrendered 110 goals, the second most allowed in the 30-team American Hockey League.

“Moving forward, hopefully he's a big positive for us,” Fedun said. “Bachs was outstanding for us earlier. He can calm things down, someone who can make 35-plus saves for you.”

Bachman started the season as Edmonton's No. 3 goaltender behind Oilers starter Devan Dubynk and Jason LaBarbera, who Edmonton signed in the offseason as a $1 million backup. Bachman leapfrogged LaBarbera and was pushing Dubynk for playing time before the injury.

Two months later, Bachman once again is Edmonton's No. 3 goalie.

Similar to Yann Danis' role last season, Bachman might stay in Oklahoma City the remainder of the season barring an injury to Dubynk or Ilya Bryzgalov, a 33-year-old NHL veteran Edmonton signed while Bachman was sidelined. LaBarbera was traded to the Chicago Blackhawks.

Bachman's stats have dipped since he returned to Oklahoma City. He's 4-8-2 with a 2.94 goals against average and .910 saves percentage for the season in OKC — but he's 1-4-1 with a 3.80 GAA in six games since he returned. Bachman, though, showed his potential impact by stopping all 39 shots against Texas in a 2-0 win a week ago.

“Those six weeks I was out, I made sure I was healthy so when I came back I could just go play,” Bachman said. “I'm trying to get back into a rhythm.”

Unlike his first stint in OKC, Bachman's odds of earning an NHL promotion diminished when the Oilers signed Bryzgalov.

“I've done this before, not just here but in Dallas,” Bachman said. “Nothing changes for me. You just have to work your way back. (NHL) opportunities will take care of themselves. My focus is helping this team win.”
OKC Barons: Roster stability might help Barons make a second-half run

Oklahoma City is 11th in the Western Conference, five points out of eighth place, which is the final playoff berth. There's still ample time with 45 regular-season games remaining.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 26, 2013  
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It's not a shock that the Barons, who are closing in on 100 roster transactions and relies on a young defensive corps, has struggled at times.

The Barons are in 11th in the Western Conference, five points out of eighth place, which is the final playoff berth.

There's still ample time with 45 regular-season games remaining.

“I would think the toughest sledding is behind us,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “We shouldn't have the roster turnover we had. We're certainly not in the position we want to be, but we're not that far off the pace, either. We just need to get on a little bit of a run.”

The official halfway point is mid-January, but the Barons are hoping the Christmas break and a more stable roster will produce a second-half run.

“Hopefully we hit our stride pretty soon and don't wait until February or March to put the gas down,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We can't fall much further behind. It's not going to be easy. There are a lot of seasoned teams in this league.”

A two-game weekend road trip to Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada, is an example of the challenge the Barons face if they're to make the American Hockey League playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

Abbotsford, the Calgary Flames' top affiliate, has a mix of veterans and rookies that have produced the best record in the Western Conference. The Heat is third in the league in scoring.

The Barons, who have a defensive corps primarily made up of rookies and second-year players, have allowed 101 goals, the second most in the AHL.

“You see them getting better every day,” said Oklahoma City defenseman Brad Hunt. “Guys like (David) Musil, (Martin) Gernat and (Oscar) Klefbom are doing awesome for first-year guys. Guys like (Brandon) Davidson, (Taylor) Fedun and myself, we're second-year guys.”

The optimistic view is experience gained the first three months will pay dividends similar to last season when the Barons were one of the AHL's hottest teams the final two months.

A huge advantage moving forward is Richard Bachman will handle the majority of games in net. The Barons have has used eight different goaltenders, including Bachman, who started the season in OKC.

Bachman, who has played 34 NHL games the past three seasons, was promoted to Edmonton early in the season but suffered a groin injury that sidelined him six weeks. Bachman once again is the Oilers No. 3 goalie but No. 1 in OKC.

“I've said from the beginning we have all the pieces,” Fedun said. “If we play the team game that made us successful last year you start to gain confidence the more games you win.”

OKC is near the middle of the pack in the AHL in goals scored, but consistent offensive production is a question mark after Linus Omark was traded earlier this month to Buffalo.

Abbotsford has six players among the top 45 scorers in the AHL. With Omark no longer on the roster the Barons don't have anyone in the top 70.

The Barons' top scorer is Roman Horak, obtained in an early season trade with the Flames. Fedun and Hunt are among the top AHL scoring defensemen.

“We still have a lot of work to do, but our young guys on defense didn't hit their stride last year until February,” Nelson said. “Will that happen again? Time will tell. We're hoping for the same thing this year, that they get more comfortable. They just need to play.”

Last year, Oklahoma City rode veteran goaltender Yann Danis and an improving young defensive corps to make a run to the Western Conference finals. How much this team improves remains to be seen.

“We've usually played well the second half,” Scott said. “We got on that unbelievable run last season. I think we've got the guys we can get on another run. We have strong goaltending, and our defense is only going to get better.”
Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Steve MacIntyre's ejection sparks rout

The Stars capitalized on the power play, scoring four minutes later to take a 3-2 lead and eventually scoring the game's final five goals en route to an easy 7-2 win.

 By Trent Shadid  Published: December 21, 2013  

Oklahoma City's Steve MacIntyre saw his night end early after he was assessed major and game-misconduct penalties for butt-ending just six minutes into the second period.

The Stars capitalized on the power play, scoring four minutes later to take a 3-2 lead and eventually scoring the game's final five goals en route to an easy 7-2 win.

“I watched it on tape, and I'm not sure,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “I couldn't really see it all that well, but they called it and at that time we were going pretty good.”

Despite playing in just five games with the Barons, MacIntyre is now fourth on the team with a total of 30 penalty minutes. He arrived on loan from Edmonton on Nov. 22.

PICKARD GETS FIRST ACTION

After being recalled from ECHL Bakersfield (Calif.) on Tuesday, goaltender Chet Pickard made his Barons debut on Saturday night.

Pickard replaced Richard Bachman and played the entire third period. His debut makes him the Barons' eighth netminder to appear in a game this season.

“It was just one period and Texas had kind of let off the gas a bit,” Nelson said. “I thought Richard had enough work already and it gave us a chance to look at Chet and maybe spark our team making a goalie change. Right now, I don't have any opinion on (Pickard) one way or another because I haven't seen enough.”

HUNT NEW ASSIST LEADER

Brad Hunt took over as the Barons' leading assist man with his first-period assist on a Ryan Martinsdale goal.

Hunt now has 12 on the season, breaking a tie with Andrew Miller and Taylor Fedun at 11.

Linus Omark previously led the Barons with 15 assists but was traded to the Buffalo Sabres earlier this week.

UP NEXT

The Barons will receive three days off from practices and games for Christmas before going on the road to take on the Abbotsford Heat for a set of back-to-back games next Friday and Saturday.

The Heat (20-9-1-1) currently lead the West Division, and the two teams have split in four games this season.
OKC Barons stumble in 7-2 loss to Texas Stars

 By Trent Shadid  Published: December 21, 2013  

One night after one of their best defensive performances of the season, the Oklahoma City Barons turned in their worst against the same team.

The Barons followed up Friday's win over the Texas Stars by surrendering a season-high seven goals on Saturday night in a 7-2 loss to the Stars at the Cox Convention Center.

“With a loss like that, you've just got to sweep it under the rug and move forward,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson, whose team shut out the Stars 2-0 on Friday night. “We had a split against a pretty good team this weekend, but we've got to start making some hay here in the standings now. I'm seeing some positive things, but there's some things we've really got to clean up.”

The Barons remain in third place in the AHL's West Division, falling 13 points behind the Stars.

It didn't take long for the Stars to get the scoring started as Travis Morin found the net just 23 seconds into the game.

The Barons answered quickly as Ryan Martinsdale scored less than a minute later. Texas closed out the first-period scoring with Ryan Button converting on a power-play opportunity to give the Stars a 2-1 advantage after one.

Will Acton tied the game once again, scoring midway through the second period on assists from David Musil and Tyler Pitlick.

But the Stars quickly regained their third lead of the game as Taylor Vause scored just 20 seconds after Acton's equalizer.

Morin's second goal of the night was the backbreaker, putting the Stars up 4-2 late in the second period.

“I think the fourth goal sunk us a bit,” Nelson said. “The puck was coming up the wall and it just happened that it was just beside the linesman. Marty Marincin was going to clear it, and his stick got caught up in the linesman's skates. All of the sudden it results in a 2-on-1 and they capitalize. That was probably the biggest goal.”

Nelson blamed a lack of discipline on defense as the biggest difference between Friday night's shutout and Saturday's rout.

“The odd-man rushes are one of the things we've really got to clean up,” Nelson said. “That comes from responsibility and back checking. Some guys are doing it some of the time, but we've got to do it all the time. That comes from heart and determination.”
OKC Barons: Richard Bachman shines in goal, leads Barons past Texas

Bachman stopped all 39 shots he faced as Oklahoma City snapped its four-game winless streak.

 By Ed Godfrey  Published: December 20, 2013  

In their first game without their top scorer, the Oklahoma City Barons broke a four-game winless streak.

Linus Omark's Christmas wish was granted and the Barons' parent club, the Edmonton Oilers, traded the winger who had 29 points in 29 games for Oklahoma City to the Buffalo Sabres on Thursday.

On Friday night, the Barons immediately proved there will be life after Omark by downing the Texas Stars, 2-0, at the Cox Convention Center.

Goaltender Richard Bachman turned away 39 shots to blank the Stars (17-9-4) and post the first shutout of the season for the Barons (11-14-5).

“He was outstanding today,” Barons' defenseman David Musil said of Bachman. “He was our best player.”

Bachman's 39 saves were the most ever by a Baron in a shutout.

“If you do rating from one to five with one being the poorest, he's definitely a five tonight,” Barons coach Todd Nelson said of his netminder. “He shut the door.”

Bachman started three games in the net for Edmonton this season before a groin injury sidelined him. He just rejoined Oklahoma City on the Barons recent six-game road trip.

“It was definitely a lot of shots,” Bachman said. “But it wasn't too surprising. We knew going into the game they are a team that likes to throw a lot of pucks on net from anywhere on the ice. We were kind of prepared for that.”

Offensively, the Barons got second-period goals from Andrew Miller and C.J. Stretch to win for only the second time in December.

Nelson said he was curious how the team would respond after the trade of Omark.

“You don't know how a team is going to react,” he said. “It's a start of this team moving forward. Now, this is our hockey team we can focus on.

“It's a nice way to start off with the absence of Linus. It's good for our hockey team.”

Nelson said the question everyone keeps asking is how the Barons will score goals with the departure of their leading scorer.

“We are going to have to win games like we did tonight,” he said. “Play stingy and get good goaltending and score when we get some opportunities.”

The Barons' victory also broke a three-game losing streak to the Stars this season. Oklahoma City won the first meeting of the season between the American Hockey League clubs in overtime, 2-1.

“I see this team pulling together,” Nelson said. “Tonight is a start. Hopefully it keeps going that way.”

Musil said trades are just a part of hockey.

“We will be missing (Omark) in the lineup, but its going to be other players that step up and take his place,” he said. “I think this was a big win for us, and hopefully we will be able to repeat it (Saturday).”
OKC Barons notebook: Linus Omark to face Boston Bruins

The Barons' former leading scorer will play for Buffalo on Saturday night against the Bruins in Boston.

 By Ed Godfrey and Michael Baldwin
 Published: December 20, 2013  

Linus Omark, who led the Oklahoma City Barons in scoring before he was traded Thursday night, will be in the Buffalo lineup Saturday when the Sabres play the Boston Bruins. He asked the Barons' parent team, the Edmonton Oilers, to trade him to another organization with hopes of getting a better chance at making an NHL roster.

Edmonton received a sixth-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft in exchange for the Swede.

”This is what I have wanted to do for a while now. So it's great that everything worked out for the best and that I get the chance in Buffalo,” Omark told Newspaper NSD in Lulea, Sweden. ”It will be a fresh start for me. Now it's up to me if I want to stay in the NHL. I must play well and produce. A chance to do that is really the only thing I wanted to have.”

Omark, 26, failed to make the Oilers' roster out of training camp. He was called up for one NHL game this season but was returned to Oklahoma City in short time. Omark has 66 games of NHL experience over three seasons; he produced 30 points, all for the Oilers.

”The Oilers have many ... skilled players on their roster,” Omark said. ”So I knew that I had to start the season in Oklahoma, and I wanted to do my best there. And I think I did.”

Buffalo interim coach Ted Nolan told Sabres.com that Omark will ”take a spot in the lineup. I'm not 100 percent sure exactly where we'll put him yet, but he'll play (Saturday) night.”

Buffalo will go into Saturday's game with the NHL's worst record at 9-23-3.

BARONS APPROACH RECORD NUMBER OF MOVES

The trade of Omark was the 85th transaction the Barons have had to make this season. The most the Barons have ever had in one season is 96, and this season is not at the halfway mark yet.

The large number of transactions is due to a rash of injuries the Edmonton Oilers have had this season at all positions.

EWANYK NOW TOPS IN GAMES PLAYED

With the trade of Omark on Thursday, rookie Travis Ewanyk is now the only Baron to have appeared in all of the team's games this season.

NAME THAT GOALTENDER

Goaltender Chet Pickard was recalled by the Barons from ECHL Bakersfield (Calif.) on Tuesday.

When he makes his Barons debut, Pickard will be the eighth netminder to appear in a game for Oklahoma City this season.

The Barons used a total of eight goalies in their first three seasons. The AHL record for goaltenders used by a team in one season is 12, by the Cincinnati Mighty Ducks in 2000-01.

BACK TO BACK

The Barons and the Texas Stars face off again Saturday at the Cox Convention Center at 7 p.m.

The game will be the Barons' annual Teddy Bear Toss night. Fans are asked to bring stuffed toy animals worthy of donation.

When the Barons score their first goal of the game, fans will be asked to throw the stuffed toy animals on the ice. They will be collected and donated to EMSA, which gives them to children with illness and injury.

Since the Stars are already in Oklahoma City, Barons' officials said there is no chance Saturday's game would be postponed because of the ice storm.
OKC Barons: Barons star, Oilers prospect Linus Omark requests trade

Omark might not be with Oklahoma City for weekend series vs. Texas Stars at Cox Convention Center. The native of Sweden wants a shot with another NHL organization.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 18, 2013  

Linus Omark, the electric Swede who is fourth in American Hockey League scoring, possibly has played his final game for the Oklahoma City Barons.

Photo - Barons' Linus Omark and San Antonio's Jon Matsumoto battle for the puck during their game at the Cox Convention Center in Oklahoma City, Tuesday November 12, 2013. Photo By Steve Gooch, The Oklahoman
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The Barons return home to host the Texas Stars on Friday and Saturday nights. General manager Bill Scott and coach Todd Nelson are confident a young, rebuilt roster can duplicate last year's second-half run.

But it appears the Barons will have to do it without Omark. Reports indicate he's asked Edmonton general manger Craig MacTavish to trade him, according to the Norrbotten Courier, a Swedish newspaper.

Omark has very little leverage, however. The Oilers continued to own Omark's 2013-14 playing rights once he cleared waivers after he was cut after training camp.

Once Omark accepted a reassignment to Oklahoma City it eliminated any option of returning to Europe this season, according to International Hockey Federation guidelines.

“As far as we're concerned, Linus Omark is a contracted player with the Edmonton Oilers,” Scott said after Wednesday's practice. “He's been unbelievable for us. He's never worked harder. Clearly, he's one of our best players. As far as we're concerned, it's status quo.”

Omark probably will get his wish for a trade.

Rumors are Omark will be dealt before hockey's annual eight-day roster freeze (Dec. 19-26) kicks in midnight Thursday, a rule that prohibits transactions around Christmas.

“We hear speculation, but it's not like he's been talking about it in the locker room,” said Oklahoma City defenseman Taylor Fedun. “It's nothing like that. All you have to do is look at a stat sheet to see he's been a huge part of our offense.”

Thanks to YouTube video, Omark has burst onto the international scene. Omark has flashy offensive skills, including a between-the-legs move. The knock is his subpar defense. At times, he's lacked commitment to system play.

After leading Switzerland's pro league in scoring last season Omark hoped to earn a regular NHL job this season. A poor training camp showing with Edmonton set him back.

Omark realizes the clock is ticking. He turns 27 in seven weeks. This season, Edmonton called him up for one game. He probably would have to wait until next season, but returning to Europe is an option.

Omark has some Dez Bryant in him. Similar to the Dallas Cowboys' talented wide receiver, Omark has made headlines on and off the ice.

In his NHL debut three years ago, Omark won the game for Edmonton on a showboat spin-o-rama shootout goal that caused a stir. Omark also drew attention that season when he blamed politics for being demoted to Oklahoma City.

Edmonton isn't a good fit for Omark. The Oilers have several young, highly skilled forwards. But his stock could be on the rise. A couple of teams reportedly are interested. The past two months with the Barons, he's shown noticeable improvement on the defensive end.

Omark declined an interview with The Oklahoman.

“He's always been highly skilled, very creative. What stands out this year is he's so much more mature,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “Defensively, he's a lot more responsible. Our coaches have enjoyed him letting us work with him to make him a more complete hockey player.”

If he's traded, Edmonton probably will receive only a lower round draft pick or AHL player in return. The Oilers essentially are doing Omark a favor if they grant his request.

If he is traded, it would leave a gaping offensive hole in the Barons' offense. Omark (29 points, 14 goals) has nearly twice as many points as OKC's next leading scorer.

“We've already had 80 transactions. You adjust,” Nelson said. “But losing a player like Linus, if that happened, that's a lot more than one transaction. Our fans have seen him. He's very gifted.”

Fedun points out last year's Barons team didn't jell until offensive stars Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall, Justin Schultz and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins returned to Edmonton after the NHL lockout ended.

“We didn't have super-skilled guys, but everyone chipped in,” Fedun said. “You never want to lose a guy with Linus' skill. But if it were to happen, I don't think it'd be a poison arrow for us.”

If Omark isn't traded before the holiday roster freeze Thursday night, he might be traded after the AHL's mandated three-day Christmas break.

“We just take things day to day,” Nelson said. “Having worked with him, watching how much he's matured, I've really enjoyed my time with Linus. He's a special hockey player.”
Plymouth Whalers Beat the Soo, 3-2, in Thursday Shootout
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Plymouth's Jordan Addesi (blue jersey, 19) scores to give the Whalers a 3-2 shootout win over Sault DSte. Marie on Thursday.

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH – Jordan Addesi’s first goal as a Plymouth Whaler doesn’t count towards his personal statistics. But it counts in a big way towards a Plymouth victory.

GAME SUMMARY

Addesi scored the deciding goal in a shootout as the Whalers came from behind to defeat the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, 3-2, in an Ontario Hockey League matinee played Thursday at Compuware Arena.

After Addesi scored to give the Whalers a 3-2 lead in the shootout, first star Alex Nedeljkovic stopped Soo rookie Michael Bunting to preserve the victory.

Earlier in regulation, the Hounds had leads of 1-0 and 2-1, only to see Plymouth come back each time.

Sergei Tolchinsky scored his 21st of the year and Jared McCann his 18th for the Soo. Besides Lorentz’s goal, Carter Sandlak added his team-leading 18thof the season for the Whalers.

Plymouth improves to 14-21-0-4. Sault Ste. Marie is 26-8-1-4. 

The game was scoreless, tied or no more than a one-goal differential the entire way. The first period appeared to be scoreless, but Tolchinsky threaded the needle with a shot that was tucked inside the right post as time expired. After a video review, the goal stood as video replay showed the goal came with just 0.3 seconds remaining in the period.

Plymouth tied the game at at 1-1 at 6:15 of the second period while holding a five-on-three advantage. Matt Mistele - at the lower rim of the right circle in the Soo zone - found Sandlak at the hashmarks and he made no mistake.

McCann gave the Soo a 2-1 lead at 16:23 of the second period with a wicked shot that seemed to handcuff Nedeljkovic.

The Whalers never quit and kept pressuring the Soo, outshooting the Hounds, 13-7, in the final period.

Trailing 2-1 in the final minute of play in regulation, Plymouth head coach Mike Vellucci pulled Nedeljkovic for the extra attacker and the move worked when Zach Lorentz tied the game with his 16th goal of the year at 19:04. There was nothing pretty about the play, just a scramble in the Soo blue ice that found Lorentz on the side of the goal.

After a scoreless overtime, Chatham and Lorentz scored for the Whalers in the shootout, while Andrew Fritsch and Tolchinsky replied for the 'Hounds.

That left Addesi and Nedeljkovic to join forces to win the game for the Whalers.

Nedeljkovic continues his good play for the Whalers. He won his third straight shootout and stopped 32-of-34 shots in the Plymouth victory. He's been the first star each in his last two starts.

The Whalers are off until Saturday when they host Niagara at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena.
Plymouth Whalers' Winning Streak Snapped in 5-1 Loss in Windsor
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Plymouth goaltender Zack Bowman makes one of his 25 saves Monday afternoon in a 5-1 loss in Windsor.

Nick Brancaccio, Windsor Star

WINDSOR - Teams looking to score goals are often rewarded when they go to the dirty areas of the offensive zone. Win battles for pucks from the hash marks, around the boards and close to the blue paint and goals often result.

That's what the Windsor Spitfires did in a 5-1 victory over the Plymouth Whalers in a New Year's Eve matinee played before 5,580 at Windsor Family Credit Union Centre.

GAME SUMMARY

Windsor remains one of the hottest teams in the Ontario Hockey League. They improve to 24-12-1-0 in winning their fourth straight game. The Whalers had a two-game winning streak snapped and are 13-21-0-4.

The Spits extended a 1-0 lead after one period with three unanswered goals in a span of 8:01 in the second period to lead 4-0 and never looked back.

Mathieu Henderson scored the lone Plymouth goal - his fifth of the year - on a well-executed power play at 3:53 of the third period. Other than that, Whalers head coach Mike Vellucci started the game with one set of forward lines, but was soon mixing and matching personnel, as he often does, looking for an offensive spark.

Other than Henderson's goal, the best chance for the Whalers to score came in the second period when Victor Crus Rydberg took a shot from the hasmarks and followed up his own rebound on the right wing. But Spits' goaltender Dalen Kuchmey stopped both attempts.

Meanwhile, Windsor received goals from five different players - Ben Johnson (17th) in the first period, Remy Giftopoulos (16th), Steven Janes (8th) and Brady Vail (16th) in the second and an empty-netter with twenty seconds left in the game from Sam Povorozniouk (9th).

The Spits outshot Plymouth, 15-3, in the first period. Johnson is known for his speed, but scored with tenacity just outside the Plymouth blue ice through traffic in whacking away at the puck until it trickled over the line.

Plymouth outshot Windsor, 14-11, in the second period, but the Spits started to pull away on Giftopoulos goal at 3:46, set up Josh Ho-Sang. Giftopoulos faked forehand in front of Plymouth goaltender Zack Bowman, then stuffed a backhand over the goal line. 

Janes made it 3-0 at 5:55 on a re-direct in front of Bowman after Slater Koekkoek skated the puck to the left corner in the Plymouth zone and fed it in front. Vail made it 4-0 at 11:47, deflecting Eric Diodati's shot from the puck in front of Bowman, who didn't have much of a chance once the puck changed direction.

Henderson got a goal back for Plymouth in the third period, ripping a shot from the hasmarks, top shelf. But that was as close as Plymouth got. Vellucci pulled Bowman for the extra attacker with over two minutes left, but Povorozniouk completed the scoring with his empty-net marker.

Bowman - who has won on the road in Guelph and Saginaw - got the start in goal for the Whalers in place of Alex Nedeljkovic and stopped 25-of-29 shots in 57:48.

Two other Whaler pups showed some spark in the game. 

 Vince Scognamiglio played regularly in the first period, but was ejected from the game in the second after fighting Chris Cobham at the 6:00 mark of the second period - five seconds after Windsor made it 3-0. In the opinion of referees Jason Faist and Ryan Hutchsion, Scognamiglio and Cobham left their respective benches to fight. Vellucci and Windsor head coach Bob Boughner did not agree with the assessment.

Later in the second period, Plymouth's Liam Dunda came back after he was slashed by Windsor's Cristiano DiGiacinto at 19:02 and won a fight with DiGiacinto decisively.

Plymouth starts a stretch of six of its next seven games at Compuware Arena, starting Thursday afternoon at 2 pm against the Sault Ste. Marie and then Saturday night at 7:05 pm against Niagara.
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Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic makes the game's final stop on London's Ryna Rupert in the Whalers' 2-1 shootout win over London on Sunday at Comerica Park.

Rena Laverty

DETROIT - Maybe there's something about playing outdoors before a big crowd under the lights at Comerica Park that brings out the best in a young hockey team that is starting to show signs of growing up in the tough Western Conference race.

The Plymouth Whalers battled the London Knights to a 1-1 stalemate through 65 minutes before winning in a shootout, 2-1, in front of 26,384 fans at Comerica Park - a Canadian Hockey League record for attendance.

GAME SUMMARY

Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic earned the game's first star, stopping 44-of-45 London shots through 65 minutes and denying three-of-four London shooters in the shootout.

Shootout goals by Zach Lorentz and Francesco Vilardi decided the game for Plymouth, now with a modest two-game winning streak and a record of 13-20-0-4. But the Whalers didn't start celebrating until Nedeljkovic stopped Ryan Rupert in London's final attempt.

"They play a pretty good style where they trap quite a bit and we tried to match their trap for two periods," said Plymouth head coach Mike Vellucci. "I don't like that hockey, but I guess we had to fight fire with fire. 

"Any win is a good win - we won before the (Christmas) Break and we won after the Break. It's a good streak to have - we're a young team and it was a tough building to play in. The conditions weren't bad and our guys were nervous and excited to play. I didn't have to get them up to play here. They were ready and they prepared for it and they played a good game."

Indeed, after a scoreless forty minutes - in which Nedeljkovic stopped all 26 shots he faced - Plymouth used a good fundmental play to take a 1-0 lead at 1:38 of the third period.

Vilardi won a draw in the London zone and rookie defenseman Mathieu Henderson fired a low shot from the point that appeared to change direction through traffic in front of Knights' goaltender Jake Patterson.

London used good coaching strategy to tie the game at 17:46. Already with a power play when Plymouth defenseman Mitch Jones off on a penalty, London head coach Dale Hunter called a time out at 17:12 and pulled goaltender Patterson for an extra attacker, giving London a six-on-four advantage.

0:34 later, Chris Tierney scores his 20th goal of the year with a shot from the high slot.

"The shot went off my blocker," Nedeljkovic said about Tierney's goal. "But I forgot about it and kept making saves for the guys. Then they helped me out with the second goal." 

That set the stage for overtime and the shootout, won by the Whalers.

Is Plymouth learning about themselves in putting together a two-game winning streak?

"We're starting to figure out how to play, how to win and how to finish off games," Nedeljkovic said. "Especially (in) these tight games. Early in the season, we had leads in the third period and ended up giving up the lead. We can't let those games gets away. We've learned from it and (are) starting to see that."

Plymouth plays in Windsor on New Year's Eve at 2 pm at Windsor Family Credit Union Centre.
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Plymouth's Ryan Hartman (white jersey, 21) scores in the first period on Saturday against Peterborough.

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH – Jonatan Tanus scored the deciding goal in a shootout to give the Peterborough Petes a 3-2 victory over the Plymouth Whalers in an Ontario Hockey League game played Saturday night at Compuware Arena.

Peteborough improves to 13-18-0-3. Plymouth is 11-19-0-4.

GAME SUMMARY

VIDEO HIGHLIGHTS

With each team getting 31 shots aside, the game was evenly played. Plymouth and Peterborough were scoreless, tied or no more than a one-goal differential all game long.

Plymouth received a pair of goals in regulation from Ryan Hartman (12-13), while the Petes got goals from Josh Maguire (3) and Michael Clarke (9). 

Hartman scored the only goal of the first period at 19:32 of the first period, accepting Zach Lorentz's pass from the left wing in the Peterborough zone and redirecting the puck past Petes' goaltender Andrew D'Agostini.

Peterborough came back to lead, 2-1. Maguire scored on a deflection off his hip through traffic from a point shot by Connor Boland at 16:19 of the second period and Clarke gave Peterborough their first lead a 16:00 of the third period, accepting Stephen Nosad's pass and burying the shot from the hashmarks.

But Hartman tied the game at 2-2 on a power play at 17:36, capping good Plymouth pressure. He took a rising shot from the top of the left circle that ended up in the back of the net when a screened D'Agositini reacted late.

After a scoreless overtime, Zach Lorentz scored the only shootout goal for Plymouth - his sixth shootout goal in seven attempts this season. Nick Ritchie replied for Peterborough and then Tanus won it, scoring with a shot top-shelf.

Plymouth plays on the road on Wednesday in Belleville and Friday in Oshawa before breaking for Christmas.
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Pirates ring out year with win 

Lucas Lessio scores on a length-of-the-rink rush to help beat Bridgeport.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Less than a half-minute remained in an extended power play for the Portland Pirates when Lucas Lessio took possession of the puck behind his own net.

He looked up the ice, saw both teams changing lines and started skating. Faster and faster he went, up the left side of the rink, bobbing and weaving between Bridgeport defenders until, with one final hop, he found himself with only goalie Anders Nilsson to beat.

He did.

Lessio’s spectacular rink-long scoring rush midway through the third period gave the Pirates their first lead in a game they went on to win 4-2 over the Sound Tigers before a sellout crowd of 3,737 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee on Tuesday.

“It was kind of lucky, to be honest,” Lessio said of his season’s eighth goal. “But it worked and we won the game, and that’s all that matters.”

The victory was the third in four games for the Pirates, who had fallen behind 2-0 late in the second period, and lifted them two games above .500 at 13-11-1-4. With more than a third of the season already under their belts, they started the day one point behind Bridgeport and Syracuse in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference standings, 13th overall.

Tuesday night marked the 19th New Year’s Eve game in Maine for the Pirates, but their first away from the Cumberland County Civic Center. They are 11-6 in such year-end finales, with an overtime loss and a tie as well.

“Even though we were down early, I liked our effort, I liked our energy,” said Portland Coach Ray Edwards. “I thought we competed hard.”

Bridgeport opened the scoring with help from Joey Diamond, the former University of Maine captain (and career penalty minutes leader), who assisted on a rebound goal by Pierre-Marc Bouchard in the game’s 13th minute.

Also on the ice for the goal was another former UMaine captain turned Sound Tiger, defense–man Mike Cornell.

Brideport made it 2-0 in the opening minute of the second on a power play that started with 16 seconds left in the first period. Anders Lee converted a rebound for his team-leading 13th goal.

The Pirates finally broke through with a little more than two minutes left in the second. Moments after a rather desultory power play expired, Brett Hextall buried a rebound for his fourth goal to make it 2-1.

“That goal by Hextall at the end of the second period really lifted us,” Edwards said. “Going into intermission it gave us some momentum.”

Momentum shifted after a five-minute major assessed to Bridgeport’s Marc Cantin for a check to the head that left Portland’s Brendan Shinnimin sprawled on the ice. Jordan Szwarz converted a feed from Brandon Gormley 38 seconds into the long power play to make it 2-2.

Four minutes later, as Portand’s five-on-four advantage was winding down, Lessio gathered in the puck from behind his own net, picked up speed and weaved his way up ice for the game-winner.

“That’s not how we draw it up,” Edwards said of Lessio’s solo effort. “He’s supposed to be at the blue line. … But it was a (line) change. He likes to have the puck and he likes to have speed.”

Hextall finished off the scoring with an empty-netter.

Goaltender Louis Domingue made 23 saves to remain unbeaten in regulation.

NOTES: The first of two second-period fights involved Kevin Veilleux of the Pirates and Scooter Vaughan of Bridgeport. Last Jan. 13, they were involved in two fights in an ECHL contest, after which Veilleux was suspended 10 games for using a racial slur in reference to Vaughan, who is black.
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Cornell outshoots Maine in Florida tourney 

The Black Bears lose a shootout, 2-1.

By Craig Handel 

 Special to the Press Herald

FORT MYERS, Fla. — Cornell ended years of frustration against Maine with a 2-1 shootout victory in the championship game of the Florida College Hockey Classic before 4,500 fans at Germain Arena on Sunday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Maine at Quinnipiac

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: Hamden, Conn.

As in the final score, the Big Red (9-4-2) outscored the Black Bears (10-7-1) by 2-1 in the shootout, with Rodger Craig’s goal being the difference.

“It was a great college hockey game; there were chances by both teams,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said.

“Both goalies made great saves. It was terrific. For fans in Florida, if you’re a hockey fan, this is a big-time game to come and see.”

If Gendron had his way, the game wouldn’t have been decided by a shootout.

“We had to decide it that way but that’s a lousy way to decide a tournament,” he said. “But you don’t want kids to get hurt. It’s not the NCAA tournament. It’s great for the fans but I think both teams would prefer to decide it on the ice.”

Devin Shore, who gave Maine a 1-0 lead in regulation, also scored in the shootout.

Patrick McCarron had the Big Red’s other shootout goal.

This marked Cornell’s fourth tournament title. Maine has won the event six times.

Shore’s goal with 1:01 left in the second period gave Maine a 1-0 lead but Cornell’s Christian Hilbrich got the equalizer early in the third period.

Sunday’s championship game turned into a wonderful goaltenders’ duel between Maine’s Martin Ouellette and Cornell’s Andy Iles.

For almost 39 minutes, the two seniors played flawlessly, stopping shots from close range as well as the perimeter.

And after they gave up goals, they continued to shine through regulation and overtime. In the shootout, Iles stopped eight straight breakaways after giving up the opening goal. Ouellette stopped seven after giving up his first.

The performances shouldn’t have surprised anyone. After Sunday’s effort, Ouellette had allowed three or fewer goals in six of his last seven games.

Meanwhile, Iles hasn’t allowed more than three goals in all 13 of his starts this season.

In overtime, Brian Morgan raced in and just missed wide while Iles covered up. Cornell came right back with shots but Ouellette withstood the pressure.

In the third period, Maine’s Blaine Byron and Cornell’s Cole Bardreau had shots from close range that sailed wide and high. There also was a loose puck that just missed going in for Maine.

Maine finally broke the scoreless tie with 1:01 left in the second. Swinging it around, Shore put his shot into an open net after passes from Steven Swavely and Connor Leen.

Maine returns to action Saturday at Quinnipiac before going to Fenway Park for an outdoor game against Boston University on Jan. 11.
December 28, 2013 

Penalties plague Pirates in loss

Portland spends more than a quarter of the game killing off penalties in a 4-1 loss.

By Pete Dougherty 

 Special to the Telegram

ALBANY, N.Y. — They couldn’t control their fortunes, but the Portland Pirates also failed to manage their discipline Saturday against the Albany Devils.

UP NEXT

WHO: Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Portland Pirates

WHEN: 5:30 p.m. Tuesday

As a result, the Pirates’ hope for a perfect start to the post-Christmas portion of their American Hockey League schedule dissolved in a sea of penalties.

The Devils scored three times in a five-minute span of the second period to break open a scoreless game and carry out a 4-1 victory over the Pirates, whose two-game winning streak was snapped.

 Although Albany failed to capitalize on eight power-play opportunities, two goals came shortly after Portland penalties expired.

“We took four offensive-zone penalties,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “I thought we were too caught up in the refereeing. We didn’t handle that part well enough to win the game.”

Coming off Thursday night’s 4-1 victory over league-leading Manchester, the Pirates hoped to manifest this two-game trip into momentum for the new year. The Devils entered the game fourth in the Eastern Conference, 10 points ahead of the 11th-place Pirates.

Daine Todd had a breakaway in the second period but shot over the net. Albany goalie Keith Kinkaid was caught out of the net in the third period, leaving Brandon Yip with an open cage, but his shot rattled off the post.

“If we score there,” Edwards said, “how does that change the game? If Yipper … that’s a wide-open net, the poor bugger. If that goes in, that changes the whole dynamic of the game as well. We were around the game. We shot ourselves in the foot.”

While spending more than a quarter of the game killing off penalties, the Pirates had only three man-advantage opportunities, and two were shortened by Portland penalties.

“Any momentum you get, it sucks the life out of you and you use players too much,” Edwards said.

“You can’t get other players in the game. You can’t use your whole bench. You get guys who are out there too much. When you take that many minors, it’s tough to have success.”

Mathieu Brodeur was just skating into the play, six seconds after his delay-of-game infraction ended, when Albany’s Joe Whitney fired from the slot and beat goalie Mark Visentin for the game’s first goal at 9:35 of the second.

Andy Miele, who scored the Pirates’ goal late in the second period, lost a defensive-zone face-off just 1:35 later. Scott Timmins drew the puck back to defenseman Seth Helgeson, who recorded his first goal in 34 career games. The Devils’ Mike Sislo made it 3-0 at 14:24, two seconds after a slashing penalty to Portland’s Lucas Lessio.

“If you don’t stay disciplined and you’re down five-on-four for that much of the game, it takes away a lot of chances to build momentum and scoring opportunities,” Miele said.
December 28, 2013 

College Hockey: UMaine wins in Florida tournament 

The Black Bears are in the final after beating Princeton.

By Craig Handel 

 Special to the Telegram

ESTERO, Fla. — Maine goaltender Martin Ouellette saw his long consecutive-games-played streak end two weeks ago.

UP NEXT

WHAT: Florida College Hockey Classic

WHO: UMaine vs. Cornell University

WHEN: 7:30 p.m. Sunday

WHERE: Estero, Fla.

With the way he played Saturday, blanking Princeton 4-0 in the opening game of the Florida College Hockey Classic on the Gulf Coast, Ouellette won’t be coming out of the net anytime soon.

Ouellette stopped 33 shots and kept Maine in position to prevail and sure enough, the Black Bears warmed up and scored three times in the third period. Steven Swavely scored twice while Jake Rutt and Stu Higgins also found the back of the net for the Black Bears (10-6-1), who put 37 pucks on goal.

“His play speaks for itself,” Swavely said. “He’s the best around. He comes up big when we need it and even when we don’t need it.”

On this night, Maine needed it. After Swavely banked in a rebound 3:33 into the first period to give Maine an early lead, there was no more scoring until the third period. Princeton put a lot of pressure on the Black Bears, outshooting them after two periods.

“I thought Princeton out-competed us,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said.

Ouellette saw his streak of 34 straight games in net end Dec. 14, Maine’s last game before a two-week break.

The goalie said he skated during the break and added the two practices in Florida prepared him well.

“I felt fresh, pretty good,” he said. “The break always helps but I hadn’t played that much. We play two games a week, sometimes one.”

Gendron said Ouellette looked sharp in the two practices in southwest Florida.

“That was clear,” he said. “We got a great game from him. He had to make some nice saves. That was a huge thing.”

When Swavely scored on the first shift of the third period, momentum had swung. The goal deflated Princeton (3-12).

“I could tell,” Swavely said. “That kind of demoralizes them. That’s tough anytime you score early in the third. It was really huge, a dagger.”

Gendron added, “First shift, when that went in the net, it made it real tough on them. When we got the second one, we pretty much controlled the rest of the game.”

Brown and Higgins added third-period goals, the latter coming in the final seconds.

Maine will go for its third straight Florida College Hockey Classic title and sixth in the event’s 14-year history Sunday against Cornell or the University of New Hampshire.

Gendron, Ouellette and Swavely gave different reasons why this tournament matters to the Black Bears.

Gendron said it’s about competing, particularly in a format that’s similar to the NCAA postseason. Swavely said it’s a great chance to build momentum heading into the second half of the season.

Ouellette said a tournament title will help its power rating as it tries for an NCAA bid. “It’s not a big championship but a championship we want to win,” he said.
December 14, 2013 

Maine lets up, but again beats AIC in hockey 

After an impressive 7-1 win Friday, the Black Bears lose focus and energy but still earn a 5-1 win Saturday at Orono.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

Maine had just finished its most dominating performance of the season Friday when Coach Red Gendron was asked if he was concerned about his men’s hockey team maintaining its focus for one more night.

A rematch with American International loomed, then a holiday break beckoned for his young Black Bears.

Gendron had praised his players at length for their preparation and drive. But yes, he was worried about how they would respond to a blowout victory.

His fears were realized, although Maine summoned enough energy to hold off the Yellow Jackets 5-1 Saturday at Alfond Arena. But it was nowhere near the take-no-prisoners approach that had netted a 7-1 victory Friday.

“They know that they have to show up, that AIC is a very good team. They have weapons,” Gendron said Friday. “I think they understand the gravity of it. We won’t talk about winning and losing the game. We’ll look at film and we’ll show them some clips and we’ll talk about getting better (Saturday) night. If we can get better, play better, play more effectively and play with the same energy. The energy is a choice; effort is a choice; compete level is a choice. So that’s pretty easy.

“So if we can combine that with playing better, not having puck-management issues when we turn the puck over, or shooting more pucks low so we create the rebound opportunities, then I think we’re in good shape.”

It was much easier said than done for Maine (9-6-1), which watched American International score 31 seconds into the game against senior goaltender Dan Sullivan, making his first appearance this season for Maine.

Blaine Byron got the equalizer at 2:09 of the first period, but the game slogged on with the Black Bears unable to assert their dominance against a Yellow Jackets squad on an eight-game losing streak and last in the nation by allowing 5.1 goals per contest. The passing was lackluster and the Black Bears’ top line, which had been so impressive Friday, was not a factor on Saturday.

Midway through the second period, Sullivan stopped the Yellow Jackets’ Chris Porter at point-blank range. That seemed to awaken Maine, which got terrific play from its second line and belatedly took over the game.

Stu Higgins scored on a rebound to put Maine ahead, then linemate Ryan Lomberg backhanded the puck past American International goaltender Ryan Kerpan for a 3-1 advantage.

Brian Morgan and Lomberg added third-period goals, and Maine was able to head into a two-week hiatus not having to pay dearly for its lesson about taking opponents lightly.

“Our goal (Saturday) is to keep the pace,” Maine defenseman Dan Renouf said Friday after his team racked up an incredible 59 shots on goal. “We want to improve every night, that’s the motto at Maine.”

It’s a fine motto, but for half of a game Saturday, it looked as if the Black Bears had abandoned it. Fortunately for Maine, against a 3-12 opponent like American International, there was plenty of time to recover.

Mark Emmert can be reached at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
In-game report: Binghamton Senators beat Syracuse Crunch

Posted on January 5, 2014 by mweinste


Chris Wideman scored on a one-timer with 3:34 left in overtime to give the Binghamton senators a 6-5 victory over the Syracuse Crunch on Saturday.

The B-Sens scored two power-play goals to open the third period and take a 5-3 lead.

With Binghamton in the offensive zone, Cole Schneider emerged from a scrum in the corner with the puck, skated toward the net then found Chris Wideman in the slot for the one-timer with 18:44 left in the third.

Da Costa then added his second of the game 34 seconds later to put the B-Sens in control.

Syracuse would go on to tie it with two straight goals. Connolly cut the lead to 5-4 with 11:54 left after skating end-to-end and beating Hammond with a wrist shot. Joey Mormina threw a soft floater to the goal from the blueline and it beat a surprised Hammond with 2:59 remaining as Syracuse tied the score at 5.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators allowed an early goal but then rallied back with two of their own and are tied with the Syracuse Crunch at 3 after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The Crunch went ahead, 3-1, 26 seconds into the second period after a shorthanded rush by Kyle Rankin. Rankin blocked a shot in the defensive zone, skated the puck down the ice to the left of the net and passed back to Cedric Paquette in the high slot. Paquette sent the puck back to Rankin, who shot from the left circle. Joey Mormina knocked in the rebound for the goal.

The B-Sens cut the lead to a goal 47 seconds later, cashing in on the same power play that yielded Syracuse’s goal. Jim O’Brien skated into the zone along the right-wing boards and beat Desjardins on the far side.

Binghamton then tied the score at 3 two minutes later on a goal by Shane Prince. Mike Hoffman gathered a bouncing puck and sent it to his right to Prince, who fired a wrist shot past Desjardins from the right circle.

B-Sens defenseman Mark Borowiecki left the game with 1:15 remaining in the second period after being boarded by Cedric Paquette.

FIRST PERIOD: The Syracuse Crunch scored twice in 23 seconds and lead the Binghamton Senators, 2-1, after one period Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Stephane Da Costa extended his points streak to seven games early in the first period to give Binghamton a 1-0 lead. Da Costa stole the puck from a Syracuse defenseman in the slot, turned and fired a wrist shot over the glove of Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins 3:34 into the game.

The Crunch quickly stormed back with two quick goals to take the lead, the first by Brett Connolly 5:40 into the game. Vladislav Namestnikov went for a wraparound on Hammond and Connolly poked at the rebound from the crease and tied the score.

Syracuse took the lead 23 seconds later on a goal by Geoff Walker. Mike Angelidis stole the puck from Binghamton’s Chris Wideman in the corner to the left of Hammond and sent a pass to the right circle to Walker, who scored high gloveside on Hammond.

Syracuse outshot Binghamton, 12-11.

PREGAME: Center Derek Grant missed his second straight game with a muscle pull. Center Wacey Hamilton and defenseman Ben Blood were also scratched. Goaltender Andrew Hammond started for Binghamton after backing up Nathan LAwson the previous four games..

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Corey Cowick

Ludwig Karlsson-Matt Puempel-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Tyler Eckford

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, syracuse crunch
 |   | | |  

In-game report (1-3-14): Binghamton Senators defeat Manchester Monarchs

Posted on January 4, 2014 by mweinste


Mike Hoffman scored the winner in overtime as the Binghamton Senators defeated the Manchester Monarchs, 5-4, on Friday

The Monarchs tied the score at 3 on a goal by Brandon Kozun, who intercepted a Chris Wideman pass in the neutral zone, and scored on a high slapshot from the top of the right-wing circle with 12:28 remaining.

David Dziurzynski gave the B-Sens the lead back two minutes later. With Binghamton pressuring in the offensive zone, Corey Cowick took the puck out of the corner to the left of Berube, skate dinto the slot and took a low shot which Dziurzynski tipped into the net with 10:25 left.

Colin Miller tied the score with 1:12 remaining for Manchester. Miller took the puck from his own zone and fired a low slapshot just inside the offensive zone past Lawson for the goal.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators quickly recaptured the momentum in the second period and lead the Manchester Monarchs 3-2 after 40 minutes on Friday.

The B-Sens penalty killing unit provided some offense early in the second period. Jim O’Brien and Buddy Robinson were all over the Manchester forwards and after a rush down the ice by Robinson, he skated the puck behind the Monarchs’ net and then sent a pass out to the point for Fredrik Claesson, who blasted a slapshot past Berube to give Binghamton a 2-1 lead 3:24 into the second.

Binghamton’s power-play unit then struck several minutes later to give the B-Sens a 3-1 lead. Andre Petersson had the puck at the point along the right-wing boards, then sent a cross-ice pass to Chris Wideman at the opposite point. Wideman wound up and blasted a low slapshot past a screened Berube for the goal with 11:17 left in the period.

Manchester cut the lead to 3-2 on a power-play goal by A.J. Gale with 2:00 left in the second. Gale scored on a one-timer from the top of the left-wing circle off a pass from Pearson.

Binghamton leads in shots, 20-15.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators got off to a quick start but a late penalty led to a goal by the Manchester Monarchs and the teams skated into the locker room tied at 1 on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens took a 1-0 lead 3:38 into the game after some nifty passing by their top line. Mike Hoffman had the puck inside the offensive zone along the left-wing boards and sent a cross-ice pass to Cole Schneider in the right-wing circle. Schneider then sent the puck to the slot for Da Costa, who beat Manchester goalie Jean-Francois Berube going left-to-right with a wrist shot.

An unsportsmanlike penalty to Mike Hoffman allowed the Monarchs to tie the score at 1 in the final minute of the first period. Tanner Pearson scored the goal, finishing a cross to the center of the net from Jordan Weal with 48 seconds left.

Binghamton outshot Manchester, 11-10.

PREGAME: Forwards Derek Grant and Darren Kramer, and defenseman Tyler Eckford were the scratches for Binghamton. Grant pulled a muscle against Norfolk on New Year’s Eve and left in the first period. Kramer is still recovering from a hand injury suffered in a fight against Hershey on Dec. 14. … Goaltender Nathan Lawson started for the fourth straight game for the B-Sens.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Ludwig Karlsson-Matt Puempel-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Michael Sdao-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, manchester monarchs
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Things to watch: B-Sens try to keep momentum

Posted on January 3, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators have three games in as many days starting Friday, trying to extend their five-game winning streak.

Binghamton has rode its winning ways back to the top spot in the American Hockey League’s East Division. The B-Sens have 41 points (19-9-0-3), leading the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins by a point.

This weekend, Binghamton will have its work cut out for it. The B-Sens play the Manchester Monarchs on Friday, who leads the AHL with 49 points (22-8-1-4). On Saturday, Binghamton hosts the Syracuse Crunch, who are the B-Sens biggest rival but currently struggling with a 2-7-o-1 mark in their last 10 games.

On Sunday, Binghamton travels to face the Penguins in a potential showdown for first place. It will be the third meeting between the two teams, with the first two games being split.

Here are a few things to watch over the weekend:

1. Defending home ice

Manchester has the best road record in the Eastern Conference at 11-4-0-3. The Monarchs have only outscored their opponents 52-47 in road games, meaning they win a ton of close games.

The B-Sens are very used to playing in and winning close contests. Binghamton has won three of its last four games by one goal, playing solid defense and getting timely goal scoring.

2. Point-a-game club

The B-Sens have to get production from Mike Hoffman and Stephane Da Costa this weekend against top competition. Hoffman has 33 points (15 goals, 18 assists) in 29 games while Da Costa has produced 28 points (9-19) in as many games.

Hoffman has six points (2-4) during the current winning streak, leading the first line of Da Costa and Cole Schneider. Da Costa also has a pair of goals and four assists during that stretch, sporting a five-game point streak.

3. No rest on Sunday

Binghamton has shown an ability to keep its legs moving during the long weekends of three games in as many nights. The B-Sens have faced three such weekend so far this season, and have a cumulative record of 7-2.

Most impressive, Binghamton is 3-0 on Sunday, beating the Hershey Bears twice and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers once. The B-Sens will likely need another strong effort on Sunday to keep their unblemished record, facing a tough Wilkes-Barre team.

4. Domination of Syracuse

The B-Sens are trying to lock up some bragging rights and an important two points against the Crunch on Saturday. With a win, the B-Sens would clinch the season series, taking six of the first seven contests out of 10 games this season.

Last year, Syracuse won the East Division due in large part to its propensity to beat Binghamton. The B-Sens would certainly like to return the favor.

    | | |  

B-Sens alumni report: Patrick Wiercioch showing skills

Posted on January 2, 2014 by mverderame


Ottawa Senators defenseman Patrick Wiercoich is coming off a terrific month, ending 2013 with a December to remember. The former Binghamton Senators standout scored five points in 11 games, notching three goals and a pair of assists.

Wiercioch has worked himself into a steady role with Ottawa, now in his second National Hockey League season. The 23-year-old only scored three points in 18 games before December, struggling to find his offensive game.

The former 2008 second round draft choice is averaging 17 minutes and five seconds per game, the seventh-highest total of all Ottawa defensemen.

Also on the blue line is Cody Ceci, who began the season at Binghamton where he played 24 games and scored 17 points. Ceci was called up to Ottawa on Dec. 12, and was expected to return to the B-Sens after Marc Methot recovered from the flu.

However, Ceci has thrived in the NHL, scoring four points in 10 games. The Senators first round pick, 15th overall in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, is averaging 18:38 of ice time per game.

Other notable performances by former B-Sens include forward Jason Spezza. Spezza has 30 points (11-19) in 39 games this season, ranking fourth on the team. Mika Zibanejad is sitting at seventh for Ottawa in points with 16 (7-9).

    | | |  

In-game report (12-31-13): Binghamton Senators defeat Norfolk Admirals, 3-2

Posted on December 31, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators added another goal in the third period and defeated the Norfolk Admirals, 3-2, on Tuesday for their fifth straight victory.

Nathan Lawson made 35 saves for the B-Sens, who were outshot 36-23.

The B-Sens took advantage of a delayed penalty call midway through the third period to take a 3-1 lead. Jim O’Brien stepped onto the ice as the extra attacker, took the puck from behind the Binghamton net and sped down the ice. Shane Prince jumped into the play and received a pass from O’Brien, who then sped ahead of a defenseman and received the puck back from Prince. O’Brien then beat Gibson on the backhand.

Emerson Etem cut the lead to 3-2 with 30 seconds remaining for Norfolk.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators fell behind but then quickly responded and eventually took a 2-1 lead against the Norfolk Admirals after 40 minutes on Tuesday.

After a scoreless first period, both teams scored early in the second.

Rickard Rickell gave the Admirals a 1-0 lead 2:15 into the period. He had the puck behind the goal line to the left of Lawson, then drove to the slot, reached around Lawson and snuck the puck between the goaltender’s skate and the far post.

The B-Sens tied the score 35 seconds later on a one-timer off the stick of Matt Puempel. Stephane Da Costa had the puck high in the offensive zone and sent it over to the right-wing circle for Puempel, who blasted a slapshot past goalie John Gibson for his 10th goal of the season.

The B-Sens took a 2-1 lead with 4:40 remaining on a great shot by Andre Petersson, who received the puck along the goalline to the right of Gibson and banked his shot off the back of Gibson and into the net for the tough-angle goal.

Binghamton isb eing outshot, 22-11.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators only put two shots on goal in the first period but are tied with the Norfolk Admirals after 20 minutes on Tuesday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson made several kick saves, especially in the second half of the period, to keep Norfolk scoreless.

Binghamton killed off two shortened 5-on-3 opportunities for Norfolk in the period, including a 59-second stretch. Binghamton will need to stay out of the penalty box in order to get some more offense.

PREGAME: Forward Mark Stone was re-called to the Ottawa Senators on an emergency basis Tuesday afternoon. Stone fills the roster spot of Chris Neil, who was injured after a collision with Alex Ovechkin in Ottawa’s 3-1 victory over Washington on Monday. Stone has 18 points (9 goals, 9 assists) in 29 games. … Forward Darren Kramer and defenseman Tyler Eckford were the scratches. Kramer is still recovering from a finger injury and Eckford is a healthy scratch.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-David Dziurzynski

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Norfolk Admirals
 |   | | |  

Around the American Hockey League (12-30-13): Jerry D’Amigo will see familiar faces at Winter Classic

Posted on December 30, 2013 by mweinste


Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo, who spent parts of four seasons with the Toronto Marlies, will see some familiar faces when his Toronto Maple Leafs play in the Winter Classic, the Toronto Sun reports.

D’Amigo went to Pioneer High School in Ann Arbor, next door to the Big House at the University of Michigan, when he played for the U.S. junior development team.

In other news around the AHL:

The Hockey Writers takes a look back at 2013 for theAlbany Devils, who went 7-1-1-1 in December.

The St. Louis Blues are getting some contributions from their younger players, including several from the Chicago Wolves, insidestl.com writes.

Tim Leone of Penn Live takes a look at the three stars of the weekend for the Hershey Bears.

Johan Gustafsson is back with the Iowa Wild but suffered a defeat in his return, the Des Moines Register reports.

Role players are keeping the Manchester Monarchs on top of the American Hockey League standings, hockeysfuture.com writes.

Ourhometown.ca says the Edmonton Oilers’ Nail Yakupov could benefit from a short stint with the Oklahoma City Barons.

The Phoenix Coyotes shook up their roster by sending Gilbert Brule and Jordan Szwarz to the Portland Pirates, fiveforhowling.com reports.

The Rochester Americans’ trip to Europe ended with a quarterfinal loss at the Spengler Cup in Switzerland, the Democrat and Chronicle reports.

The Winnipeg Jets have sent forward John Albert to the St. John’s IceCaps, globalnews.ca reports.

Syracuse Crunch forward Cedric Paquette can help team win with his rough side or soft touch, syracuse.com writes.

  Tagged Albany Devils, hershey bears, Iowa Wild, manchester monarchs, oklahoma city barons, Portland Pirates, rochester americans, st. john's icecaps, syracuse crunch, toronto marlies
 |   | | |  

In-game report (12-26-13): Binghamton Senators defeat Hershey Bears

Posted on December 27, 2013 by mweinste


Stephane Da Costa and Cole Schneider each scored their second goals of the game in the third period and the Binghamton Senators defeated the Hershey Bears, 4-1, Thursday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Da Costa gave the B-Sens a 3-1 lead midway through the third period, knocking in a rebound off a shot by Jim O’Brien.

Schneider added an empty-netter in the final second.

Nathan Lawson stopped Nicolas Deschamps on a breakaway six minutes into the third period. He finished with 32 saves.

The Bears outshot the B-Sens, 33-30.

SECOND PERIOD: Cole Schneider set up the first goal and then scored the second as the B-Sens took a 2-1 lead over the Hershey Bears into the locker room after 40 minutes on Thursday.

It took more than 30 minutes for the B-Sens to go on the power-play, and it took about a minute after that for them to tie the score with 6:24 left in the second period. Stephane Da Costa had the puck at the point, skated toward the net and passed to Cole Schneider in the slot. Schneider sent a backhander toward the net and after a scrum in front, Da Costa slapped in the loose puck to tie the score. Schneider and Mark Stone were credited with the assists.

Schneider then gave the B-Sens the lead with 1:58 left in the second. Jim O’Brien had the puck in the offensive zone, juked a defender and came from left-to-right across the goal in an attempt to sneak the puck inside the far post. Bears goalie David Leggio poked the puck loose but Schneider was there to flip the puck over the sprawling goaltender for the goal with 1:58 remaining.

Hershey leads Binghamton in shots, 23-17. Nathan Lawson has 22 saves for the B-Sens.

FIRST PERIOD: The Hershey Bears converted on one of their three power-play opportunities in the first period and lead the Binghamton Senators, 1-0, after 20 minutes Thursday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Nicolas Deschamps gave the Bears a 1-0 lead with a power-play goal 16:12 into the first period. Deschamps received a pass from Nate Schmidt at the top of the right-wing circle, took two steps toward the goal and fired a snap shot past Lawson’s glove side for the goal.

Nathan Lawson stopped seven shots for the B-Sens, who were outshot 8-7.

PREGAME: The B-Sens were without their captain as defensemen Mark Borowiecki was hit with the flu and not available to play. Forward Shane Prince (5 goals-7 assists in 23 games) and Darren Kramer (2-1 in 17 games) were also scratches. Kramer was a part-time participant at practice last week, working back from an injury. Prince has one assist over his last six games. Binghamton goaltender Nathan Lawson made his second start in three games. He is 9-4-0 with a 2.42 goals-against average and .926 save percentage. The Bears started goaltender David Leggio, who is 7-8-2 with a 2.84 GAA and .913 save percentage.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Cole Schneider-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Danny New-Tyler Eckford

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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Things to watch this weekend: Can the Binghamton Senators end Hershey’s dominance?

Posted on December 26, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators ended their seven-game losing streak with a pair of wins this past weekend, but Thursday’s game against the Hershey Bears provides the B-Sens with another opportunity to end another streak – a three-game losing skid to Hershey.

The Bears handed the B-Sens three of its seven losses during the streak and lead the season series, 4-2. Hershey has outscored the B-Sens, 15-9, over the past three matchups.

Hershey (12-10-2-3) is six points behind the B-Sens (16-9-0-3) in the Eastern Division. Binghamton trails first-place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton by two points.

The Bears are 6-3-0-1 in their past 10 games.

Here are some other things to watch for this weekend as the B-Sens host Hershey on Thursday and then visit Utica on Friday:

The B-Sens are on the verge of a win streak. Two straight  victories is not much of a winning streak but with victories in both games this weekend, Binghamton’s season will be back on track.

The B-Sens have definitely been streaky this season. Shortly after a seven-game win streak, Binghamton promptly lost seven straight games (including three shootout losses) and now it has two straight victories.

Chris Wideman back to being a playmaker. The B-Sens defenseman got off to a hot start, along with the rest of the team, and was one of the reasons Binghamton had the best power play unit over the first month of season.

Wideman has displayed his playmaking ability again over the past four games, piling up six assists. With two goals and 16 assists through 26 games, he has already equaled his production from last season (which was achieved in 60 games).

Wideman is tied for seventh in scoring among defensemen in the AHL.

Binghamton likes to shoot. The B-Sens are fourth in the AHL in shots per game, averaging 33.5 shots. Even on the recent losing streak, the B-Sens outshot their opponents in the majority of the games. Binghamton will look to keep that trend going this weekend.

The B-Sens also like to give up a lot of shots, letting opponents rack up 32.9 shots per game, which ranks fourth lowest in the AHL.
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Around the American Hockey League: Hershey’s Nicolas Deschamps named Player of the Week

Posted on December 23, 2013 by mweinste


The American Hockey League announced today that Hershey Bears left wing Nicolas Deschamps has been selected as the CCM/AHL Player of the Week for the period ending Sunday.

Deschamps scored a goal in all three of his games played last week, finishing with five points and a plus-4 rating while helping the Bears to a 2-1-0-0 record.

Deschamps and the Bears play the Binghamton Senators Thursday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

In other news around the AHL:

Two former Abbotsford Heat players may get the chance for significant playing time in Calgary, the Calgary Sun reports.

Hockeysfuture.com says the New Jersey Devils are starting to benefit from the Albany Devils, who are stacked with depth and talented young players.

The Charlotte Checkers persuaded an American Hockey League referee to wear a camera on his helmet earlier this month and recently released some of the footage, via chicoer.com.

Grand Rapids Griffins goalie Tom McCollum has mask that fits right in with Winter Festival, mlive.com reports.

The Hershey Bears recently wore Christmas-themed jerseys during a game and auctioned the jerseys off for a charity following the game. The jerseys went for $26,900, pennlive.com reports.

Former Manchester Monarchs goalie Martin Jones is off to a perfect start in his National Hockey League career with the Los Angeles Kings, the Concord Monitor writes.

The Anaheim Calling blog uses stats to break down the Norfolk Admirals season so far.

The Oklahoma City Barons teamed with a local program to give 10-year-old Nesbin Carillo, a blind student in third grad,e a skate around the ice with some players, News Chammel 4 in Oklahoma City reports.

The Portland Pirates and the empty Cic Center have resumed negtionations, The Forecaster reports.

The Providence Journal recaps the plusses and minuses from the Providence Bruins this week.

The Rockford IceHogs are ready for the holiday break, the Rockford Star reports.

The Springfield Falcons are happy for the holidays and thankful for a bountiful road trip, masslive reports.

Rawcharge.com writes that not even a stuffed teddy bear could have broken the Syracuse Crunch’s fall this week.

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins are enjoying their four days for the Christmas break, the Times Leader reports.
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In-game report (12-22-13): B-Sens defeat Albany in overtime

Posted on December 22, 2013 by mweinste


Cole Schneider scored in overtime to lead the Binghamton Senators to a 3-2 victory over the Albany Devils.

Pesonen scored his second of the game with 6:18 remaining in regulation to tie the score at 2 and force overtime. Scott Timmins skated the puck into the offensive zone then dropped a pass back to Pesonen at the top of the right-wing circle. Pesonen beat Hammond with a low shot that squeezed just inside the right goal post.

Albany outshot the B-Sens 31-29.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators and Albany Devils traded goals in the second period but the B-Sens retained a one-goal lead, 2-1, after 40 minutes.

The Devils tied the score 1:44 into the second period on a goal by Harri Pesonen. Kelly Zajac began the play by sending the puck behind the net to Pesonen, who then swung around to the front of the net and slipped the puck through the five-hole of Hammond.

The B-Sens struck on the power play midway through the second period to take a 2-1 lead. Stephane Da Costa had the puck to the left of Kinkaid and sent a back-door feed to Mike Hoffman, who scored on the wide-open net with 11:12 left in the second.

B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond has 21 saves through two periods. Albany is outshooting Binghamton 22-18.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators got an early goal and then hung on to take a 1-0 lead over the Albany Devils after 20 minutes on Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Albany outshot the B-Sens, 10-5, in the period.

The B-Sens started fast and took a 1-0 lead 3:22 into the game. Mike Hoffman had the puck behind the net, took a few steps toward the right-wing corner and fed Mark Stone in front. Stone deflected the pass over the left shoulder of Keith Kinkaid for his eighth goal of the season.

Goalie Andrew Hammond made 10 saves for the B-Sens.

PREGAME: Forwards Wacey Hamilton and Darren Kramer, and defenseman Tyler Eckford were the scratches on Saturday. Hamilton skated off the ice in the third period on Friday against Syracuse with what appeared to be a leg injury. He was attended to on the bench for several minutes but did return late in the game.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Cole Schneider

Corey Cowick-David Dziurzynski-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
Former Binghamton Senators star Denis Hamel to join Binghamton Hockey Hall of Fame

Posted on December 22, 2013 by mweinste


When choosing the first player to represent the Binghamton Senators in the Binghamton Hockey Hall of Fame, Dennis Hamel has a resume like no other.

Hamel, who holds almost every major scoring record after six seasons with the B-Sens, will be inducted into the Hall in an on-ice ceremony during the January 25 game against the Rochester Americans, another former team of Hamel’s.

Hamel came to Binghamton for the 2003-04 campaign after several successful seasons with the Amerks. He scored 29 goals and 38 assists in 78 games that season. The following season he finished with 78 points in 80 games.

Hamel’s best season came in 2005-06, when he set a B-Sens single-season record with 56 goals and 91 points in 77 games. Hamel left the Ottawa organization for one season in 2007-08 but then returned to Binghamton for three more seasons.

Through his six seasons with the B-Sens, Hamel recorded 203 goals and 189 assists for 392 points in 438 games, all of which are team records. Hamel also tops the B-Sens’ record books in power-play goals (86), game-winning goals (36) and shorthanded goals (14).

Over 12 seasons in the American Hockey League, Hamel played in 850 career games (22nd all time) with Rochester, Binghamton, and Adirondack. He is 11th all-time in goals (338) and also shares the league record for most power-play goals in one season (27 in 2005-06).

He has played 192 career National Hockey League games, scoring 19 goals and 31 points. He currently plays for the Jonquiere Marquis of the North American Hockey League, his second season with the lower-level league.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Denis Hamel
 |   | | |  

In-game report (12-20-13): Binghamton Senators defeat Syracuse Crunch, 5-2

Posted on December 21, 2013 by mweinste


A favorable call for the Binghamton Senators led to the winning goal as the B-Sens ended a seven-game losing streak with a 5-2 victory over the Syracuse Crunch on Friday.

An iffy goaltender interference penalty with 13:00 left in the third period on Eric Neilson was made worse for the Crunch when Neilson broke his stick on the crossbar of the net in frustration. Neilson got a four-minute penalty for his actions, which led to the winning goal for the B-Sens.

On the ensuing power play, Mike Hoffman fired a shot from the point into traffic. The puck bounced around and landed on the stick of Mark Stone, who snapped it into the net for the goal with 11:33 left in the game.

Jim O’Brien broke down the ice on a 2-on-1 with Cole Schneider in the final minutes of the game, kept the puck and blasted a shot into the back of the Syracuse net to give the B-Sens a 4-2 lead.

David Dziurzynski added an empty-net goal in the final seconds.

Binghamton has won five of the first six meetings between the two teams. They play 10 times total.

Binghamton outshot Syracuse, 35-20.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators scored twice in the second period to even the score at 2 against the Syracuse Crunch after 40 minutes on Friday.

Binghamton scored off a faceoff to cut the lead to 2-1 with 14:48 left. Derek Grant won the faceoff and sent the puck to Fredrik Claesson at the left-wing point. Claesson blasted a low shot that found its way through the traffic, past Gudlevskis and into the net for his first goal of the season.

Mike Hoffman then tied the score at 2 with a great individual effort in the final minute of the second period. Stephane Da Costa took a hard wrist shot from the slot that was blocked away by Gudlevskis. The rebound bounced into the air and Hoffman took a waist-high swing at it in midair to knock it into the goal with 47 seconds left.

Binghamton leads in shots, 18-15.

FIRST PERIOD: The Syracuse Crunch cashed in on two power-play goals and lead the Binghamton Senators, 2-0, after 20 minutes at the War Memorial at OnCenter on Friday.

After a hooking call to Shane Prince less than two minutes into the game, Syracuse used the man-advantage to take a 1-0 lead. Cedric Paquette had the puck along the right-wing boards and kicked it back to Matt Taormina at the point. B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson stopped the slapshot from the point but Brett Connolly fought off two defenders and knocked in the rebound for the goal with 17:55 left in the period.

Another B-Sens penalty led to another power-play goal for the Crunch at the end of the first period. Connolly had the puck at the point and passed it to Jon DiSalvatore, standing to the left of the Binghamton net. DiSalvatore then slid a pass across the crease to Paquette for the one-timer on a wide-open net with 2:39 left in the period.

The B-Sens appeared to score just 16 seconds into the game but referee Jean-Philippe Sylvain said the net popped loose just before the puck crossed the line.

Mike Hoffman had a chance to score midway through the period on a breakaway. After his first shot was saved by Kristers Gudlevskis, Hoffman whacked at the rebound which trickled under Gudlevskis’ pads and toward the crease, but the linesman rules no goal. The Crunch came right down the ice and appeared to score a goal of their own, but Lawson was run over by Dana Tyrell, causing the referee to wave the goal off. Lawson was down for several minutes but stayed in the game.

Binghamton outshot Syracuse, 8-5.

PREGAME: Goaltender Nathan Lawson made his first start since Dec. 7 after missing three games with the flu and a muscle pull. Andrew Hammond was the backup. … Forward Darren Kramer had not been a full participant at practices this week and was among three scratches on Friday. Forward Buddy Robinson and defenseman Michael Sdao were also scratched.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Cole Schneider

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-David Dziurzynski

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Danny New

Tyler Eckford-Fredrik Claesson

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman
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Jerry D’Amigo: Parents proud, show with travel

Posted on December 20, 2013 by mverderame


Remember as a kid when your parents took you to youth games, hoping this week was a short trip instead of say 50 or 60 miles?

Well, Pete and Gina D’Amigo, the parents of Toronto Maple Leafs right winger and Johnson City native, Jerry, put them to shame. When Jerry was called up on Dec. 5 from the American Hockey League’s Toronto Marlies, the D’Amigos jumped in their car that morning and headed for Canada.

“It was a huge surprise,” Pete said. “Not that we didn’t think he could ever play there but with the situation…year after year you kind of hope but it just happened.”

Jerry’s first game with the Maple Leafs took place in Toronto’s Air Canada Centre, approximately a five-hour, 300-mile trip. The following day, the D’Amigos drove back to Binghamton to get some rest and relaxation, not sure if Jerry would stay with the Maple Leafs or be sent back to the Marlies.

As it turned out, D’Amigo stayed and his parents gassed up the car. Two days later they drove to Canada’s capital city of Ottawa. This must have felt like a breeze up the street, only having to go four hours and 20 minutes, also known as 270 miles.

The next day, Jerry’s parents traipsed back to the Air Canada Centre, logging another five hours and 300 miles to see their son play the Boston Bruins.

All told, the D’Amigos traveled approximately 28 hours and 40 minutes, and 1, 740 miles in the span of four days.

“It was great,” Jerry said. “Their support has been great the past couple of years. I’ve had ups and downs being in the minors…there are always there for me.”

Literally.
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Things to watch this weekend: Can Nathan Lawson’s return spark Binghamton Senators to victory?

Posted on December 19, 2013 by mweinste


After battling a muscle pull and then the flu, goaltender Nathan Lawson is likely to return this weekend for the struggling Binghamton Senators.

Lawson has not played since a 4-2 loss to Hershey on Dec. 6, the third loss during the B-Sens’ current seven-game losing streak.Andrew Hammond has started the past four games, allowing 17 goals on 126 shots (excluding the two goals and two shots awarded to the opposition in two shootout losses) for an .865 save percentage.

Lawson returned to practice on Monday and went through normal workouts on Tuesday. Goaltender Russ Stein, who was signed to backup Andrew Hammond while Lawson was sidelined, was released Tuesday night.

Lawson has an 8-4-0 record with a 2.45 goals-against average and .927 save percentage in 14 games this season. Hammond is 6-5-3 with a 3.44 GAA and .893 save percentage in 14 games.

Can Lawson shake off any rust, if there is any, and help the B-Sens end their losing streak?

Here some other things to watch for this weekend:

Danny New’s role on the blueline. The second-year pro scored his first goal of the season in his first game of the season on Saturday in the B-Sens’ 7-4 loss to the Hershey Bears.

Binghamton coach Luke Richardson has always admired New’s work ethic and decided now is as good as time as any to bring him up and give him a shot. New scored two goals and had five assists in 33 games for the B-Sens last season as the roster took a hit following the end of the NHL lockout in January. He earned valuable playing time in his first pro season and also finished with a plus-9 rating.

Stocked with depth, New started this season in Elmira, scoring 11 points (2-9) in 22 games with a minus-12 rating for the last-place Jackals.

New is a 6-foot-1, 195-pound native of White Plains. He played four season at Providence College before starting his pro career at the end of the 2011-12 season with the Springfield Falcons, where he scored a goal and had two assists in just two games.

With Cody Ceci still in Ottawa, look for Richardson to keep New in the lineup after a good effort in his season debut.

Can the B-Sens continue their domination over Syracuse? The Binghamton Senators have a won four of the first five games against the rival Syracuse Crunch this season and can secure at least a tie in the 10-game season series with a victory. The B-Sens have outscored the Crunch 20-12 through the first five games. Binghamton plays at Syracuse on Friday night.

The shot barrage continues. Binghamton has had trouble lighting the lamp during its seven-game losing streak, but it’s not for lack of shooting. The B-Sens have 37 shots or more in six straight games and hope to continue that stretch this weekend against Syracuse on Friday and at home against Albany on Saturday. Binghamton is fourth in the AHL in shots for (33.31) but 29th out of 30 teams in shots against (33.50).
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Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson happy to see Cody Ceci succeed on Ottawa

Posted on December 17, 2013 by mweinste


In just his third National Hockey League game, Ottawa Senators defenseman Cody Ceci became the first Senators rookie to score his first NHL goal in overtime in Monday’s 3-2 victory over the St. Louis Blues.

The Ottawa native, who turns 20 on Saturday, has made a positive impact since joining the team last week when Jared Cowen was suspended for two games on an emergency recall. His status was changed to a regular recall on Tuesday.

Ceci began his first full professional season in Binghamton and had two goals and 15 assists in 24 games. He was also a plus-8 and had 10 penalty minutes.

Binghamton coach Luke Richardson predicted big things for Ceci earlier this season is happy to see him succeed at the next level.

“He really looked like a complete hockey player in the NHL against a hard team that’s physical,” said Richardson, who said he watched the entire game.

The second-year B-Sens coach said being paired with Mark Borowiecki had a positive influence on Ceci.

“Progression is a great word to use for him,” Richardson said. “He’s a highly skilled guy, not that he doesn’t play hard in the d zone but I think he needed to add more of that to his game. I think playing with Boro is a great example for him. It probably gives him a little confidence to play with him.”

Richardson also said Ceci got some valuable experience in different situations when Borowiecki was called up to Ottawa last month.

“I saw him play real well here when Boro went up, getting extra minutes on the penalty kill and in the ‘d’ zone,” Richardson said.
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Around the American Hockey League: Frozen Frontier fallout

Posted on December 16, 2013 by mweinste


Rochester's Kevin Porter, center, tries to poke in a puck past Lake Erie's goaltender Calvin Pinkard.

Credit: Kris J. Murante / Democrat and Chronicle

The Rochester Americans defeated the Lake Erie Monsters in a thrilling shootout Friday night to highlight the Frozen Frontier series of games outdoors at Frontier Field in Rochester.

Democrat and Chronicle columnist Leo Roth says it was a magical event. Here is the game story from Kevin Oklobzija.

In other news around the AHL:

The Albany Devils are streaking, winning their sixth straight game on Saturday, pucksandpitchforks.com reports.

The Examiner recaps Pink Rink Night as the host Bridgeport Sound Tigers defeated the Providence Bruins.

Grand Rapids Griffins leading scorer Tomas Jurco made a positive impression in his NHL debut with the Detroit Red Wings, milve.com writes.

Tim Leone of PennLive.com names his three stars of the weekend for the Hershey Bears.

The Iowa Wild ended a “ghastly” losing streak on Sunday, the Des Moins Register reports.

SBNation.com profiles Florida Panthers forward Scottie Upshall, who spent parts of his first five professional seasons with the Milwaukee Admirals.

Alex Grant of the Norfolk Admirals was sent down to the AHL, but not after scoring goals on his first two NHL shots with the Anaheim Ducks, the Chronicle Herald reports.

The Providence Journal discusses the plusses and minuses from the Providence Bruins’ weekend.

Blackhawksup.com gives its weekly report on the Rockford IceHogs.

The San Antonio Rampage lost three of their four games this weekend. Therattrick.com recaps the weekend.

Snow and ice made it a tricky ride home, but the Springfield Falcons are feeling good after a solid weekend, masslive.com writes.

Colton Sceviour has played 320 games for the Texas Stars since being drafted in 2007, and the forward just played his third career NHL game, thehockeywriters.com reports.
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Danny New’s busy weekend ends with promotion back to Binghamton Senators

Posted on December 16, 2013 by mweinste


Danny New logged his first American Hockey League goal of the season and a lot of miles this past weekend.

The Binghamton Senators defenseman played four games in a span of five days ending Sunday after bouncing between the B-Sens and Elmira Jackals of the ECHL. He began the string Wednesday with an assist in host Elmira’s loss to the Florida Everblades, and then added a goal and an assist in a victory at Wheeling for the Jackals.

After an off day Friday, New was then promoted to the B-Sens on Saturday morning and was in the lineup for a 7-4 loss to the host Hershey Bears that night, scoring a goal on three shots. New was sent back to Elmira after the game and was in the lineup for a 3-2 victory in Reading.

New’s wild weekend concluded when he was called up back to Binghamton on Monday, along with forward Buddy Robinson, who went scoreless Sunday for Elmira in his only ECHL game.

New was promoted Saturday following Cody Ceci’s callup to Ottawa last week. New scored two goals and had five assists in 33 games for the B-Sens last season as the roster took a hit following the end of the NHL lockout in January. He earned valuable playing time in his first pro season and also finished with a plus-9 rating.

Stocked with players higher on Ottawa’s list of priorities, New started this season in Elmira, scoring 11 points (2-9) in 22 games with a minus-12 rating for the last-place Jackals.

New is a 6-foot-1, 195-pound native of White Plains. He played four season at Providence College before starting his pro career at the end of the 2011-12 season with the Springfield Falcons, where he scored a goal and had two assists in just two games.

The B-Sens (14-9-0-3, 31 points) are in second place in the East Division, four points behind leader Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.
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Rapid reaction: Comets defeat B-Sens 5-2

Posted on December 14, 2013 by mverderame


The Utica Comets handed the Binghamton Senators their sixth consecutive defeat on Friday night, winning 5-2 at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

Comets forward Colin Stuart notched two goals in the third period, giving him a hat trick to cap off a four-point night. Binghamton had markers from Derek Grant and Mark Borowiecki, his first of the season, but ultimately it was not enough.

Andrew Hammond struggled to hold Utica at bay, stopping 28 shots but allowing a bevy of chances off of rebounds left in front of the net. The Comets crashed the net with intensity and consistency, earning two points to give them 16 on the season, an American Hockey League low.

Stuart scored at 2:43 and 17:54 of the third, whipping the announced crowd of 3,286 into a frenzy. In the frame, Binghamton was outshot 13-12 but held a 44-33 advantage for the game.

SECOND PERIOD

After two periods, the Binghamton Senators trail the Utica Comets 3-2 on Friday night at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

The pace of the contest is furious, with both teams getting quality chances throughout. Binghamton broke the 1-1 tie at 3:47 of the second period, getting a Mark Borowiecki goal. The captain took a beautiful feed from Corey Cowick at the right point and let a low shot go that found its way past the screened Utica goalie, Joacim Eriksson.

For Borowiecki, it is his first point of the season for the B-Sens.

The lead would be very short-lived however. Only 25 seconds later, a scramble broke out in front of B-Sens netminder Andrew Hammond. The loose puck found the stick of Comets forward Cal O’Reilly, who stuffed it past the bewildered goalie.

Colin Stuart then scored his second power-play goal of the night at 18:06 of the second. Following a scrum in front, the puck squirted behind Hammond. Stuart found an empty net and made no mistake, giving the Comets a 3-2 advantage going into the third.

Shots are 32-20 in favor of Binghamton.

FIRST PERIOD

After the first 20 minutes of play, the Utica Comets and Binghamton Senators are tied 1-1 on Friday night at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

Both teams struck on their respective power plays, while Binghamton controlled a majority of the play during even strength action. The B-Sens lead 19-8 in shots.

The Comets got on the board first at 7:48 of the first. Following a cross-checking minor to Andre Petersson, Utica defenseman Frank Corrado fired a shot from the right circle which B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond stopped. However, Hammond allowed a rebound to lay in the crease, banged home by Colin Stuart.

Binghamton would come back quickly. On their first power play courtesy of a Alex Beiga interference minor, Stephane Da Costa fired a wrist shot from the left circle. Derek Grant got a stick on the screamer, deflecting the puck past Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson at 10:02 of the period. Chris Wideman picked up the secondary assist, his 11th of the season.
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Four things to watch this weekend: Lineup shake-up

Posted on December 12, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators head into this weekend with a different lineup than they had on Wednesday in their 4-3 shootout loss to the Hershey Bears.

On Thursday morning, defenseman Cody Ceci and forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau got called up by the Ottawa Senators, taking two of Binghamton’s most talented players. With nobody having been called up from the Elmira Jackals, it is likely forward Wacey Hamilton and defenseman Tyler Eckford will see increased time.

Ceci has been one of the biggest offensive threats from the blue line in the American Hockey League this season. Ceci is tied for fifth in points among all AHL defenseman, notching 17 with two goals and 15 assists. Ceci also ranks 13th in points among all AHL rookies.

Pageau started the season with Ottawa after finishing last year with the NHL club, most notably scoring a hat trick in the postseason against the Montreal Canadiens. Pageau only had one goal and zero assists in eight games for Ottawa this campaign before getting sent down to the B-Sens.

Pageau has been one of the most prolific forwards for Luke Ricahrdson’s bunch, amassing 15 points (6-10) in 16 games. The 21-year-old has cooled since his blazing start, scoring only two points (1-1) in his previous seven contests.

Hammond starts, Lawson recovers

Andrew Hammond will be starting in net on Friday against the Utica Comets as goaltender Nathan Lawson continues to recover from the flu.

Lawson will dress Friday but will only play should he be forced into action. Hammond is getting his third consecutive start. The former Bowling Green University star has a 6-3-3 record this season with a 2.98 goals-against average and a .904 save percentage in 12 games.

Snap the slide

Despite losing five consecutive games, the B-Sens are tied for first place in the East Division with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, each having 31 points.

Binghamton has earned three points during the streak, losing three of the games in a shootout. The B-Sens are actually 4-3-0-3 in their last 10 games, but would like to get back in the win column.

First trip to Utica

This is the first time the B-Sens will ever play in Utica. The Comets are in their first season as a franchise, coming to the city after being formerly known as the Peoria Rivermen. Utica has struggled to find its footing this season, ranking last in the AHL with 14 points.

A Binghamton franchise has not played in Utica since the Binghamton Rangers faced the Utica Devils back in 1993.
P-Bruins 3, Sharks 0: First pro shutout for Subban 

January 03, 2014 10:08 PM 
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By Mark Divver 

PROVIDENCE -- Rookie goalie Malcolm Subban stopped 25 shots for his first professional shutout and Alex Khokhlachev and Nick Johnson each scored a goal and an assist to lead the Providence Bruins to a 3-0 win over the Worcester Sharks before 8,996 fans at the Dunkin Donuts Center on Friday night.

P-Bruins coach Bruce Cassidy was pleased with the defensive play of his team, which won its third straight game.

"We gave up very little. We're getting better at defending. We managed the puck pretty well,'' he said.

"Our power play gave us life. We didn't score on it, but it got us going and got the crowd into it. We started playing a little faster in the neutral zone, getting on them. Sure enough, we got a couple (of goals) in the second on good forecheck turnovers.''

Khokhlachev played well in returning to the lineup after missing nine games with a hand/wrist injury.

"He had some jump. He was really flying around. Scored a nice goal and made some good plays. It was nice to have him back in the lineup. He certainly gives us some speed,'' said Cassidy.

Because of callups, the Sharks were forced to ice a lineup that had scored just 28 goals this season.

"Let's face it. Some of their offensive guys were not in the lineup for whatever reason. We're aware of that so we clamped down even more. (Subban) did his job,'' said Cassidy. "He did what he had to do and earned the shutout.''

Johnson, sent down from Boston on Wednesday, opened the scoring at 16:42 of the first period, beating Sharks goalie Troy Grosenick with a shot from 35 feet. Khokhlachev and David Warsofsky were credited with assists.

Providence doubled the lead just 71 seconds into the second period on a goal by Khokhlachev, assisted by Johnson and Craig Cunningham. 

Justin Florek snapped in a one-timer off a pass from Carter Camper to give the P-Bruins a 3-0 lead at 13:12 of the second period. Jared Knight also was credited with an assist.

 Providence outshot Worcester, 30-25. 

The P-Bruins were 0 for 3 on the power play. The Sharks were 0 for 2 with the man-advantage.

Providence visits Springfield on Saturday night at 7, then hosts Worcester again on Sunday afternoon at 3:05.
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By Mark Divver 

All things considered, the 13th weekend of the season was a good one for the Providence Bruins. Their roster continues to be decimated by callups to Boston and injuries. At Adirondack on Saturday they were forced to play with 17 skaters instead of 18. Yet, with wins in Worcester and Springfield, they managed to come away with four of a possible six points. Here's my take on the good and the bad. Once again this week, in the spirit of the holidays, there's no ugly.

Good

*** At a time when the P-Bruins need their veteran players to step up, Carter Camper is playing some of his best hockey of the season. The third-year center has a 3-5-8 line in the last 5 games, and has taken over the team scoring lead with 7-18-25 in 31 games.

*** Craig Cunningham is another vet who is answering the call. Since his one-game callup to Boston, he has 2-4-6 in his last 5 games. 

*** Justin Florek has 4 goals in his last 6 games. Whether he scores or not, he is a dependable presence on the wing. Won't be surprised if he gets an NHL callup at some point.

*** With 4 goals, Bobby Robins has already matched his goal output for all of last season.

*** Andrew Cherniwchan has been a nice addition since coming up from South Carolina. Cherniwchan had an assist and 7 shots on goal in Sunday's 5-4 win in Springfield. His wingers, Robins and Anthony Camara, each scored a goal.

*** Camara was first star on Sunday after his tip-in goal with 5:23 won the game.

*** David Warsofsky scored his first NHL goal in Ottawa on Saturday night.

*** Zach Trotman played his first NHL game. 

Bad

*** Providence has given up 102 goals, fifth-worst in the AHL.

*** With just 1 goal on 39 shots on Saturday night, the P-Bruins made ECHL callup Carson Chubak of Adirondack look like an All-Star.

*** The penalty kill blanked Springfield on all four chances on Sunday, but remains stuck at 28th in the league.

*** It took Providence just over two minutes to squander a two-goal lead early in the third on Sunday.
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By Mark Divver 

With four regulars on recall with Boston and several more out with injuries, the Providence Bruins scraped out two of a possible four points on the 12th weekend of the season. Here's my take on the good and the bad. There's no ugly this week because, hey, it's Christmas:

Good

*** Jared Knight scored in the shootout on both Friday and Saturday night. He had six shots on goal on Saturday. Surely these are signs that the floodgates will open soon and his long goal-scoring slump will be just a bad memory.

*** Just back from Boston, Kevan Miller scored a pretty goal on Friday that started with a beautiful shake-and-bake at the right point.

*** Another solid performance for Malcolm Subban on Friday night. Subban - who turned 20 on Saturday - has moved up to 18th in the AHL in goals-against average with 2.47.

*** Not a bad week for Craig Cunningham. He played his first NHL game on Tuesday. On Saturday he scored his 10th goal of the season. With Matt Fraser (16) and Nick Johnson (11) in Boston, Cunningham is the only current P-Bruin in double figures. 

*** There are still 47 games left, but Providence is in good shape in the playoff race. They are sixth in the Eastern Conference with 34 points.

*** Providence is averaging 7,101 fans a game at home, good for second in the AHL behind Hershey (9,138).

*** The power play is scoring at a rate of 23.3 percent, which is fourth in the league.

*** The defensemen recorded 19 of Providence's 47 shots on Saturday, led by Joe Morrow's 6. 

Bad

*** Providence has had only 103 power plays. (Coincidentally, the PB's have been shorthanded 103 times, too.) Only cellar-dwelling Utica (96) has had fewer power plays. 

*** The penalty kill is 28th out of 30. Improved -- slightly -- but still bad.

*** Svedberg was beaten three times on five shootout attempts in Saturday night's loss.

*** His goals-against average of 3.08 is 41st out of the 44 netminders who have played at least 540 minutes.
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*** Another solid performance for Malcolm Subban on Friday night. Subban - who turned 20 on Saturday - has moved up to 18th in the AHL in goals-against average with 2.47.
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*** The defensemen recorded 19 of Providence's 47 shots on Saturday, led by Joe Morrow's 6. 
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Amerks tired and tattered

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 8:44 p.m. EST January 2, 2014
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When the jet-lagged Rochester Americans skate into Utica on Friday night, they’ll be more like the -o-h—e- Am—i—n-.

Deciphered, it means the Amerks will be missing a whole lot of their team for the 7 p.m. American Hockey League game against the Comets in downtown Utica.

Namely, 62.7 percent of their goal-scoring.

Between recalls, injuries and a personal emergency family leave, the players who have scored 52 of the Amerks 83 goals won’t be in the lineup. That includes seven of their top 10 scorers.

Ready for the list?

? Left winger Luke Adam — personal leave to tend to a family matter.

? Right winger Mike Zigomanis — upper body injury (could be returning next weekend).

? Right winger Jamie Tardif — upper body injury (may return Wednesday).

? Defenseman Brayden McNabb — recalled by the Buffalo Sabres on Tuesday.

? Center Kevin Porter — Still on recall.

? Center/left winger Matt Ellis — Still on recall.

? Center/left winger Johan Larsson — recalled on Tuesday.

That is decimation. That is the AHL. The Amerks say they’ll cope.

“No excuses,” said center Phil Varone, the team’s leading scorer with 6 goals, 21 assists and 27 points in 30 games. “We brought in some very capable guys. This is what a lot of AHL teams go through.”

That is very true. Except all other short-handed AHL teams aren’t also just returning from a nine-day trip to Switzerland, a trek that ended with a 23 ½-hour travel marathon on New Year’s Day.

The Amerks participated in the Spengler Cup in Davos, Switzerland (losing all three games), traveled ALL day Wednesday and now resume their AHL schedule with road games at Utica Friday and Hershey on Saturday.

Cassidy said the points this weekend are very important, especially since “other teams were all picking up points” when the Amerks were in Switzerland.

To ensure a full lineup for the weekend, Cassidy needed to find players; he added four. Center Jon Parker was recalled from the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles, forwards Brayden Irwin (ECHL Greenville) and Brandon MacLean (ECHL Florida) signed tryout contracts, and defenseman Nick Tuzzolino re-signed a tryout contract.

“We’re having a meet-and-greet in a little bit,” coach Chadd Cassidy said after practice on Thursday of his active roster, which now has 13 forwards, seven defensemen and two goalies.

Right after introductions will come the “this is your chance to thrive” pep talk. Who will step up?

Rookie wingers Dan Catenacci (3-2-5 in 30 games) and Joel Armia (2-4-6 in 18) will be the top line wingers with Varone, who ranks fourth in the AHL in assists.

“Maybe this is the kick-start they need to play in that top role,” Cassidy said of the rookie wingers. “They’ve got to get accelerated roles. We need them to produce. It’s not Mike Zigomanis or Matty Ellis out there. It’s you. We need you to do it.”

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@kevinoDandC

Larsson and McNabb rejoining the Sabres

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 
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Though there has been no official announcement from the Buffalo Sabres, forward Johan Larsson and defenseman Brayden McNabb have been recalled from the Rochester Americans.

And thus, we can assume an NHL record is being set for the longest recalls in terms of distance traveled: The Swiss Alps to St. Paul, Minn., somewhere around 4,550 air miles.

The Amerks left Switzerland today; they have been in Davos since Dec. 23 for the Spengler Cup. The Sabres, however, Sabres sent word to Davos on Tuesday that they needed Larsson and McNabb to meet them in Minnesota for Thursday's game against the Wild.

Ville Leino (lower and/or middle body) and Henrik Tallinder (upper body) are out for an extended period of time. The Sabres had no extra players in Winnipeg, where they lost 3-0 on Tuesday night.

The Amerks may very likely need to find players as well, unless forwards Jamie Tardif and/or Mike Zigomanis are ready to play. Both missed the trip to Europe due to upper-body injuries.

With the team traveling today, there has been no word on roster moves for the Amerks.

Larsson has played 18 games with the Sabres this season (one assist). In 13 games with the Amerks, he produced 2-7-9 and had 26 penalty minutes.

McNabb has been the Amerks best defenseman. He has 3-12-15 (plus 19 PIMs) in 19 games for the Amerks. He was pointless in five games with the Sabres.

Amerks now on vacation in the Swiss Alps
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The holiday vacation over, I have returned to find out what everyone surely suspected before the Rochester Americans even left for Switzerland:

From a tournament perspective, the Amerks weren't nearly good enough to win at the Spengler Cup.

They had too many injuries (namely, veteran forwards Mike Zigomanis and Jamie Tardif stayed home) and were without their captain (Matt Ellis is on recall). They lacked experience as a team on the big ice surface. And, they were using a fairly typical American Hockey League roster to try to derail high-quality opposition that included: a team from the KHL, a Swiss team playing in their backyard, and a hand-picked Canadian team comprised of former NHL players or elite AHLers now playing in Europe.

Thus, three losses in three games (5-0 to Geneve-Servette, 4-3 to CSKA-Moscow and 6-3 to Canada) were hardly surprising.

The good news: The Amerks will be coming home in pretty much the same condition they left, and, by losing out in Sunday's quarterfinals, they'll have two days to relax and recharge in the Swiss Alps. Goalie Nathan Lieuwen has a minor upper-body ailment but he should be fine by the weekend.

From the prespective of their AHL season, their finish at the Spengler Cup was probably ideal. They get today and tomorrow off for the three R's: Rest, relaxation and recovery.

Nonetheless, no team with aspirations of winning the Calder Cup would ever schedule this type of Christmas excursion. While an invitation to play in the Spengler Cup was recognition of the Amerks' reputation and status on the international stage, it was, in reality, a burden for what they're trying to accomplish in their own league.

When the Amerks played in the 1996 Spengler Cup, their defense of their Calder Cup championship ended with a second-round playoff loss to Albany.

Traveling to Switzerland this season meant three (and maybe four) games had to be shifted elsewhere in their schedule template. They Amerks left on Dec. 23 and don't come home until Wednesday.

That's two all-day travel days to and from the Spengler Cup. I don't care who you are, travel to/from Europe doesn't refresh the body, it creates fatigue. They get home late Wednesday from Toronto (they flew commercially), get Thursday to recuperate, then play at Utica on Friday night and at Hershey on Saturday night.

"I'm very concerned about this weekend's games," Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said via a text-message conversation. "Four big points.

"No matter how much rest we have (Monday and Tuesday in Davos), we have to travel six time zones two days before a game, adjust back to the AHL game, sleep, food, etc."

The Utica Comets are no powerhouse (10-16-1-2), but they'll be a whole lot more rested and energized than the Amerks. The Comets will have been home since the Christmas break ended (games Friday, Saturday and Wednesday afternoon) and will surely do everything they can to make Friday's game as physically demanding as possible.

Traveling to Switzerland during the Christmas break could end up costing the Amerks dearly. The playoff chase is always compacted in April. Two points could mean the difference between earning a post-season berth or going home on April 20.

Or it could mean home-ice advantage for one or more rounds (yes, AHL teams do play more than one playoff round, even if the Amerks haven't seen a second round since 2004-05).

But the players wouldn't want to give back the experience of Davos. The working vacation was a rare opportunity to see another country, bond and party a little (Tuesday is, after all, New Year's Eve). And play great competition.

"North America doesn't understand how good this tournament is," Cassidy said. "(I) wish we would have been fully stocked coming here but our team competed very well."

For some players, it was also a chance to showcase their skills. There will be European teams looking for imports next season. If you don't see yourself with an NHL future, then Europe is a very enticing option.

* * * * * * *

The interesting thing about this type of tournament: alterations to rosters can be made when emergencies arise.

Amerks goalie Matt Hackett was "loaned" to the Canadian team for today's semifinal game against Geneve-Servette because Chris Mason was out with a groin injury.

Mason was hurt against the Amerks; backup Allen York replaced him.

Hackett is the backup today for Canada with York starting, but Servette had a 2-0 lead after one period.

Amerks coach: 'Our team competed very well'

Kevin Oklobzija, ROC 7:26 p.m. EST December 30, 2013
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The Spengler Cup record book will forever show that the Rochester Americans went 0-3 and were outscored 15-6 in the 2013 tournament.

Not exactly a grand showing on the international stage.

Then again, the Amerks are an American Hockey League team — not quite on par with a team from the Kontinental Hockey League (CSKA-Moscow) or the all-star team put together by Canada — and were missing key players due to injury.

"(There was) a high, high level of hockey," Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said via text messages on Monday from Davos, Switzerland. "North America doesn't understand how good this tournament is.

"(I) wish we would have been fully stocked coming here but our team competed very well."

But, in reality, failing to reach the Spengler Cup semifinals meant the Amerks had Monday and Tuesday off. The recuperation time may end up being more beneficial for their AHL season than had they played two more games in the Swiss Alps.

"You always want to win and advance, but big picture, it's not all bad," Cassidy admitted. "The rest will be good and is needed."

Especially since the Amerks jump right back into their AHL schedule on Friday, and they are still merely one of many teams in a pack of mediocrity.

The Amerks come home to a 13-11-3-3 record. That's a .533 points-earned percentage, but just a 13-17 record when looking at simple wins and losses. They are 10th in the Western Conference with 32 points and the top eight teams qualify for the Calder Cup playoffs.

If the three previous seasons — when the AHL was a 30-team league — are any indication, then the Amerks will need to earn points at a much higher clip to reach the playoffs.

In 2012-13, the eighth-place team (Milwaukee) had a .586 points-earned percentage while the ninth-place team (Rockford) missed at .577. In 2011-12, eighth went to Houston at .566 while Charlotte was eliminated at .559. In 2010-11, Oklahoma City earned the final spot (.569) while Chicago (.556) went home early.

History isn't kind, either. The only other time an AHL team was invited to the Spengler Cup — the Amerks — was in December 1996 and Rochester didn't fare well from January through April.

The Amerks were 20-9-3 at the Christmas break but went 20-22-6 in the 48 games that followed their trip to Davos. Granted, goalie Steve Shields had earned a recall to the parent Buffalo Sabres in early December. He was 14-6-2 with a 2.70 goals-against average and .914 save percentage when he was promoted. Freddie Deschenes became the starter and went 15-13-3 with a 2.85 GAA and .906 save percentage.

Also, forwards Barrie Moore and Wayne Primeau spent much of the second half with the Sabres.

The Amerks will fly from Switzerland into Toronto on Wednesday, then bus back to Rochester. They'll have Thursday to kick off the jet lag before busing to Utica for a game Friday night and then on to Hershey, Pa., for a Saturday night meeting with the Bears.

Cassidy said he is "very concerned" about the state of his team for the weekend in terms of fatigue.

"No matter how much rest we have (Monday and Tuesday in Davos), we have to travel six time zones two days before a game, adjust back to the AHL game, sleep, food, etc.," he said.

The 1996-97 team had a busier Spengler Cup schedule and didn't fare well in their return. The Amerks reached the semifinals and then played for third place on Dec. 31. They flew back and played home games on Jan. 3 and Jan. 5 — and lost both 5-4 to Adirondack and 7-2 to Binghamton. That was a Binghamton team that won just 27 of 80 games and finished 16th in an 18-team league.

Cassidy's thoughts on the travel burdens for the weekend: "We have to handle it."

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Twitter.com/@kevinoDandC

Hackett 'loaned'

Amerks goalie Matt Hackett played an extra game at the Spengler Cup, taking the loss as Geneve-Servette upended Canada 6-5 in Monday's semifinals.

Team Canada asked the Buffalo Sabres and Amerks if Hackett could serve as Allen York's backup. Canadian starter Chris Mason suffered a groin injury in the 6-3 victory over the Amerks in Sunday's quarterfinals.

Hackett, a native of London, Ontairo, entered the game 3:07 into the second period after York allowed three goals on 11 shots. Canada trailed 3-0 at the time.

Germany stands, Norway falls

Germans stay up for third straight year

Published 05.01.2014 13:14 | Author Lucas Aykroyd 

 Germany stands, Norway falls 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 5: Germany's #21 Dominik Kahun scored 2-0 against Norway and gets congratulated by #5 Thomas Botzenhardt during relegation round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

With a 3-1 win over Norway in the third and deciding Relegation Round game, Germany kept its top division spot. Norway is demoted to Division I for 2015. 

"It’s awesome," said German star Leon Draisaitl. "It’s our goal to be a top-10 nation, and that’s what we did today. It’s going to be probably the greatest experience you’ll ever have next year, playing in Toronto and Montreal. Those are huge cities. They’re crazy about hockey. We’re just really happy about what we did today."

It was a big victory for German coach Ernst Höfner at the Malmö Isstadion. He has led the U20 team at 15 consecutive IIHF championships. Germany succeeded in its bid to stay in the top division for the third straight year, which it had not accomplished since the run of 1992 to 1998.

It's a disappointment for the Norwegians, who were newly promoted, and appeared poised to survive as recently as the second period of Game Two, when they led 3-2.

"We had a great first game against Germany," said Norwegian captain Erlend Lesund. "It’s difficult. I don’t know why we didn’t just take them out in two games. We gave them too much and they took advantage of it."

Norway won the opening game of the series 3-0 as goalie Joachim Svendsen posted a 29-save shutout. Draisaitl scored a pair, including the winner, to lift his team to a 4-3 comeback win in Game Two.

Here, Frederik Tiffels had a goal and an assist for Germany, while Dominik Kahun and Patrik Klöpper had singles, and Draisaitl added a pair of helpers. Magnus Fischer replied for Norway.

"We kind of slumbered the first relegation game away, and then we knew it’s our last chance and we’d have to battle for it," said Kahun. "I think all in all we were the better team with better skating and more skill.

Germany played without forward Lukas Laub, who was serving a one-game suspension for a hit from behind on Lesund in Game Two.

German goalie Marvin Cüpper made 34 saves for the victory, while Svendsen had 23 stops.

"Marvin was outstanding once again," said Draisaitl. "He’s a great goalie and he shut the door for us a lot. They had quite a few chances, but he was there for us."

With just 14 seconds left in an evenly played first period, Tiffels got Germany on the board first, racing down the left side, taking a pass from Draisaitl, and putting a high shot past Svendsen.

In the second period, the teams traded ineffective man advantages. The Germans had a long 5-on-3 power play that went nowhere.

Another late-period goal from Kahun gave Germany a 2-0 lead at 19:20 of the second.

Norway's frustration began to boil over. Forward Magnus Fischer slammed his stick in disgust as he sat down on the bench, and a scrum at the buzzer saw Germany's Janik Moser and Norway's Didrik Svendsen sent off with double minors for roughing.

Klöpper went five-hole on Svendsen at 3:43 of the third period to make it 3-0. Jens Tønjum missed on a Norwegian breakaway moments later.

"Every player on this team is a warrior," said Norwegian assistant captain Mattias Nørstebø. "We go out there and give 100 percent every time. I think that’s a strong part of this team. But we don’t have the skills and abilities that the other teams have.  It’s tough for us."

Magnus Fischer cut the deficit to 3-1 for Norway with 5:35 remaining, but that was as close as the boys with the polar bear jerseys would get. Cüpper made a great save on Christoffer Rasch to preserve the two-goal lead with just over two minutes left.

"It’s a great feeling," said Tiffels. "We have 13 players here who are eligible for next year and everybody wanted to stay in the top division."

Bronze redemption?

Canada and Russia have plenty at stake

Published 05.01.2014 11:33 | Author Andrew Podnieks 

 Bronze redemption? 

Canada and Russia will face off for a bronze medal game like last year in Ufa. Photo: Matt Zambonin / HHOF-IIHF Images

There are some pretty amazing facts which could be re-written as a result of who wins the bronze-medal game today between arch-rivals Canada and Russia. 

For instance, Canada has never been out of the medals two straight years under the Program of Excellence, established by Hockey Canada in 1982.

In fact, since 1982 Canada has failed to win a medal only six times. Russia, too, has won a medal every year since 1982 excepting six occasions.

Here’s another fast fact: Since the IIHF adopted a playoff format for the World Junior Championship in 1996, Russia has a perfect 5-0 record in bronze-medal games.

Canada’s bronze record since ’96 is 3-1, the only blemish a loss to the Russians in overtime last year in Ufa.

“It’s a lot better going home with a medal than without a medal. I can tell you that from last year,” said Canada’s Griffin Reinhart after yesterday’s disheartening 5-1 loss to Finland. “You saw last year. After we lost the semi-finals, everyone was kind of down on themselves, hanging their heads, and feeling sorry for themselves. You can’t do that here.”

Reinhart is one of only three returning players along with forward Jonathan Drouin and goalie Jake Paterson.

Russia has five returnees, including two goalies, Andrei Vasilevski and Igor Ustinski, as well as Anton Slepyshev, Andrei Mironov, and Mikhail Grigorenko.

One player not here in Malmo is Valeri Nichushkin, who scored the overtime winner last year at the 1:35 mark. The 19-year-old is currently with the Dallas Stars in the NHL and having a fine rookie season.

Last year’s game was as exciting and thrilling a bronze game as one could hope to watch. Russia jumped into a 2-0 lead before the game was five minutes old, and by the end of the first period Canada had trimmed the lead to a single goal, 3-2. In the second period, Canada tied it 3-3, fell behind 4-3, and tied it again 4-4. In the third, the pattern repeated. Russia took an early 5-4 lead only to have a dogged Canadian team tie the game 5-5 midway through the period.

Continue reading 

Andrei Makarov was the Russian goalie while Canada was plagued by weak goaltending from both Malcolm Subban, who was pulled less than eight minutes into the game, and backup Jordan Binnington, who also wasn’t particularly sharp.

Today, it will likely be Zachary Fucale starting for Canada and the experienced Vasilevski for the Russians.

Of course, the team that wins will be the one which is able to better recover from losing in the semi-finals yesterday. Russia lost a close game and was involved in a nasty ending after the game with Sweden; Canada was thoroughly outclassed by the Finns.

Both teams have a chance for redemption. One will go home with a medal, the other with the ignominy of having lost its last two games and finishing fourth, an impossible notion just two weeks ago.

Two different Nordic dreams

Can rising Finns upset confident Swedes?

Published 05.01.2014 09:40 | Author Lucas Aykroyd 

 Two different Nordic dreams 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 28: Sweden's Gustav Olofsson #13 makes a pass while Finland's Joni Nikko #11 defends during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

When you think about Finland facing a Swedish home team in IIHF play, it’s hard not to think about 1995. That’s particularly true at this year’s World Juniors. 

You see, 1995 was the year when Ville Peltonen’s hat trick lifted the Finns to a 4-1 gold medal victory over Tre Kronor at Stockholm’s Globen Arena.

It was also the year when eight Finnish players in Saturday’s 5-1 semi-final win over Canada were born – including such go-to guys as starting netminder Juuse Saros and scoring forward Artturi Lehkonen.

Now, forget about whether this either a) makes you feel ancient or b) makes the kids in Sunday’s gold medal game seem like newborn children.

Is there some kind of synchronicity at play here? 

Asked about the history-making moment when “Den Glider In”, the official ‘95 Swedish theme song, was adopted by Finnish fans as their own, Saros said: “We can take inspiration from that. We can see that it’s possible [to beat Sweden at home].”

Conversely, after eliminating Canada, Rasmus Ristolainen took the here-and-now approach: “I don’t think about what happened before. It’s tomorrow that matters, and I think we have to play better than today.”

That, of course, will be a tough trick after delivering what the big Buffalo Sabres defenceman described as “our best game of the tournament” against Canada.

This year, people are asking the same thing as they were in 1995: “Can the Finns actually pull it off?”

Historically speaking, the public expects Sweden to best Finland in international hockey. (When we say “the public”, that means Swedes, Finns, and anyone else with even a passing interest in the subject.)

Moments like Sweden’s 2006 3-2 Olympic final victory characterize the rivalry. Events like Finland’s 6-1 romp in the 2011 IIHF World Championship final stand out because they’re the exception to the rule.

(With that said, in the big pictures, the Finns have the same number of World Junior titles as the Swedes overall, They won in 1987 and 1998, and Sweden prevailed in 1981 and 2012. And Sweden holds the narrowest of edges in the head-to-head record: 15 wins, two ties, and 14 losses.)

Based on how the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship has played out so far, the public is expecting Sweden to triumph again. The Swedes have powered their way to six straight regulation wins.

They have scoring throughout the lineup, and their NHLers, captain Filip Forsberg (Nashville) and linemate Elias Lindholm (Carolina), are on fire. Lindholm’s playmaking ability has, at times, been reminiscent of that of Henrik Sedin.

“That’s the type of player he is,” Forsberg said of Lindholm. “He always finds those almost impossible passes, and I’m just trying to be as ready as possible to shoot the puck all the time.”

The Swedes have a 30-8 goal difference, and they have scored a tournament-high 12 power play goals so far.

“We can’t take penalties,” said Ristolainen. “Sweden’s top forwards are very good. They score goals on the power play if you give them a chance. We have to play a pretty good defensive zone game and a full 60 minutes.”

As strongly as the Finns played in the semi-final, they were also facing a Canadian team that was atypically flat, slow, uncoordinated, and undisciplined.

Meanwhile, the Swedes have basically had their game in order since Day One. They may have taken a few more penalties than they’d have liked in the 6-0 quarter-final win over Slovakia and even the 2-1 semi-final win over Russia, but it didn’t wind up burning them.

Coach Rikard Grönborg’s players are confident, and they’re not shy about proclaiming it.

“I think no one can stop us,” said physical Swedish forward Anton Karlsson.

“We played Finland in the group,” said assistant captain Alexander Wennberg, referring to Sweden’s 4-2 win on December 28. “They’re a strong team. They’re good on the power play and have a lot of skilled players. But I think we showed in the group who was the better team, and hopefully...we have a great chance of winning.”

“It’d be huge to give back to these fans, because they’re just unreal,” said goalie Oscar Dansk, speaking of the 11,000-plus crowds that have packed Malmö Arena. “I get goosebumps just thinking about it.”

Dansk, who made one clutch save after another against the hungry Russians, boasts a save percentage of 93.5 and a goals-against average of 1.60. At these World Juniors, he ranks second only to Saros (94.2 and 1.53).

Defence may prove to be the key. The Finns can’t get into a run-and-gun style affair with Sweden, or they will pay the price – with all due respect to the top Finnish line of Lehkonen with captain Teuvo Teräväinen and Saku Mäenalanen, the tournament’s top goal-scorer (6).

But if the Finns can take away time and space and limit Sweden’s speed through the neutral zone, they may have a chance.

“It’s going to be a full house with Swedish fans,” said Teräväinen, who is tied for the tournament points lead (12) with Forsberg. “We’ll just try to make them quiet.”

At least one Finnish player believes he has identified a chink in Sweden’s armour. Ristolainen said: “I think their defensive zone game is not that good. We have small, quick forwards there. We can keep the puck there and get scoring chances.”

It is the first time Sweden and Finland have ever squared off in a World Junior final. When the Swedes won their first-ever gold back in 1981, the Finns took silver, but that was long before the IIHF’s 1996 adoption of the playoff format.

Sweden, which is already the reigning senior IIHF World Champion, could win World Junior gold at home for the first time ever in its sixth try as the host nation. The Finns are hoping it’ll be a U20 version of 1995 all over again.

Let’s see whose dream comes true in the latest incarnation of the dream Nordic final.

Pettersson to miss final

Swedish defenceman issued one-game suspension
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Pettersson will miss the gold medal game against Finland. Photo: Andre Ringuette

The IIHF Disciplinary Panel has issued a one-game suspension to Sweden’s Jesper Pettersson. The player will miss the gold medal game against Finland. 

The suspension was issued to Pettersson for leaving the penalty box to engage in an altercation with a Russian player at the end of the Sweden-Russia semi-final.

Following a scrum between the two teams after the end of the third period, Pettersson #6 and Russian player Andrei Mironov #22 exchanged punches with each other before falling to the ice. Pettersson went under investigation due to the fact that he was not on the ice when the game finished. He was called for slashing with less than 30 seconds to go in the period, and left the penalty box at the conclusion of the game to get involved in the altercation.

The Disciplinary Panel determined that Pettersson instigated the altercation with Mironov by jumping him from behind. The Panel added that it was Pettersson’s responsibility at the conclusion of the game not to become involved with any opponent and that the altercation with Mironov was completely avoidable.

Based on these facts, the Panel has issued a one-game suspension to Pettersson, who will therefore miss the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship gold medal game against Finland.

Finns take down Canada, 5-1

More determined, more creative – is gold next?
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MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 4: Finland's #20 Teuvo Teravainen shoots a penalty shot in behind Canada's #31 Zachary Fucale during semifinal round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Finland's first win over Canada in 12 years takes it to the gold-medal game against Sweden. It was the most lop-sided in U20 history for the Finns vs. Canada. 

Captain Teuvo Teräväinen led the way with two goals and an assist.

"It's a dream final for us – Finland and Sweden," said Henri Ikonen. "It's a great rivalry. Young players like ourselves can't imagine a better situation than that. Hopefully I can sleep well tonight."

Canada will now face Russia for the bronze for the second straight year.

"The guys are down right now, but we'll be ready for tomorrow," vowed defenceman Griffin Reinhart. "We're not doing it just for ourselves but for our country and all the fans who get up tomorrow and watch."

This marks the fifth straight year Canada hasn't won gold. "I don't think that's anything against Canada," Reinhart continued. "It shows how much better other countries are getting, too. It's a tough tournament to win."

The difference was skating, passing, and creative play. Canada seemed not to be able to make or take a pass while the Finns created several fine scoring chances through excellent puck movement.

The largely pro-Canadian crowd of 11,544 did its part to try to inspire their favourite players, but it just wasn't there tonight. Finland, though, was the very epitome of determination.

Although Canada had the puck most of the scoreless first period, it didn’t generate many good scoring chances as the Finns collapsed in their own end to protect goalie Juuse Saros and kept Canada to the outside.

And, Finland generated the only power play of the period when Matt Dumba tripped Aleksi Mustonen behind the Canadian goal.

Continue reading 

The Finns got the opening goal at 4:19 of the second on a strange play and fortuitous bounce. Julius Honka fired the puck along the boards from centre ice, but deep in the Canadian end it hit a rut and came right through the Canadian slot. Defenceman Matt Dumba had already turned to play the puck behind the net and goalie Zachary Fucale also thought it would go behind the net. Neither saw the weird bounce, but Joni Nikko did. He took his time and wired it in the open side.

Less than two minutes later, the Finns stunned the pro-Canadian crowd by connecting on a power play. This time Teräväinen’s quick shot from the side boards was tipped in front by Saku Mäenalanen. Fucale made the save, but the rebound came out to Arturri Lehkonen, and he snapped it in for a 2-0 Finland lead.

Did the Finns know about that quirk in the boards through experience at Malmö Arena? Did Canada not know because it had yet to play at the arena?

Canada got one goal back at 11:24 after a giveaway by Ville Pokka. Anthony Mantha picked off the pass up the middle and got the puck to Curtis Lazar, who drove around the goal and tried to stuff the puck in. Saros made the save but Jonathan Drouin had a wide open goal to make it 2-1.

Canada then had a meltdown of sorts and took two minors and two misconducts to take away any momentum it might have gained. Fucale made a brilliant save on a nice passing play, but moments later Rasmus Ristolainen beat him to the short side over the shoulder to make it 3-1.

Finland showed far more creativity with the puck and were effective in their own end keeping the Canadians at bay. The score through 40 minutes well reflected the skills of the two teams.

Teräväinen finished the scoring with a penalty-shot goal at 16:48 and another into the empty net in the final minute.

Sweden stops Russia in semis

Hosts deny Russian PP, go for gold
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MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 4: Sweden's Filip Forsberg #16 scores against Russia's Andrei Vasilevski #30 while Andrei Mironov #22 looks on during semifinal action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Hanging on for a 2-1 win over Russia at an ecstatic Malmö Arena, Sweden advanced to Sunday’s gold medal game. Oskar Sundqvist scored the third-period winner. 

Sweden, which has won six straight games, will face the winner of the Canada-Finland semi-final.

Captain Filip Forsberg also scored for Sweden. Damir Zhafyarov replied for Russia.

"I think we played pretty good," said Alexander Wennberg. "Russia’s a great team. At the end, it was tough. They had a lot of scoring chances against us. But we did a nice game and I think we deserved the win.

The host nation is gunning for its first World Junior gold medal since 2012 and its third all-time, the first coming in 1981. The Swedes, who took silver last year, are guaranteed a medal for the third year in a row.

Despite a disappointing outcome, the Russians, who took bronze last year, have a shot at their fourth straight medal.

"We were disappointed not to win, but that's life," said Zhafyarov. "These things happen in hockey, but we'll be ready to fight for the bronze medal tomorrow. It's always nice to win any medal."

Swedish goalie Oscar Dansk recorded 26 saves for the victory, while Andrei Vasilevski made 19 stops for the Russians.

"He was unbelievable," said Andreas Johnson of Dansk. "He made some pretty sick saves. He was great."

It was the ninth win for Sweden in its last 10 World Junior meetings with Russia. The previous four encounters were also decided by just one goal, Sweden winning the last three and Russia parlaying a 4-3 semi-final victory into gold in 2011.

Forsberg, with 12 points, could become the first Swede to lead the World Juniors in scoring since Henrik Sedin did it in 2000 (13). He was one point ahead of Canada's Anthony Mantha after the win over Russia.

The Russians came out storming, and after Dansk was forced to make a great save on a Nikita Zadorov one-timer from the right faceoff circle, they got the first man advantage in the opening minute, with Jesper Pettersson sent off for roughing. But Russia’s tournament-leading power play couldn’t capitalize, a trend that persisted.

"I think we just have to keep going and play better on the power play next game," said Zadorov.

On Sweden’s first shot on goal, just past the four-minute mark, Forsberg split the Russian defence and unleashed a high laser, but Vasilevski made a great glove save.

The aggressive Russians held the early territorial advantage, but first blood went to the "Juniorkronorna". Just after a Swedish 5-on-4 man advantage became a 5-on-3, the host team made it 1-0 with 49 seconds left in the first period.

As Elias Lindholm circled in the Russian zone, the partisan crowd of 11,725 hollered for him to beware defenceman Nikita Tryamkin, who had just left the penalty box and was coming up from behind. Lindholm kept his composure and sent a tricky pass to Forsberg, whose one-timer from the left faceoff circle screamed past Vasilevski’s blocker.

"He made a tremendous pass and I put it in," said Forsberg. "That was a great pass."

After killing off an early second-period minor to Gustav Olofsson, the Swedes picked up their physical game, laying some thunderous hits along the boards.

A promising-looking Russian 2-on-1 yielded a Swedish man advantage when Vadim Khlopotov ran over Dansk while charging to the net. But the Swedes couldn’t generate anything, and just after their power play expired, Vasilevski stopped an onrushing, unguarded Oskar Sundqvist from the high slot. Both sides tightened up their checking.

With six seconds left in the second period, the Russians got another power play when Lindholm reached out one-handed with his stick in the offensive zone and clipped the visor area of Russian defenceman Valeri Vasiliev, who went down in a heap. Despite the displeasure of the crowd and Swedish coach Rikard Grönborg, who suggested Vasiliev had dived, Lindholm got a four-minute high-sticking minor.

The Swedes survived their big penalty kill to start the third, and then Sundqvist took a magnificent stretch pass from Erik Karlsson at the Russian blue line, breaking away to deke Vasilevski and lift a backhander home for a 2-0 lead at 4:55. (Even the Erik Karlsson who plays for the Ottawa Senators would have been impressed.)

The Russians responded less than two minutes later, with Zhafyarov getting a bad-angle shot from the goal line past a surprised Dansk to make it 2-1. They started coming on hard.

Russia's top unit was logging monster minutes, and captain Anton Slepyshev nearly tied it up with nine minutes left when he rang one off the post on Dansk's stick side.

Dansk absolutely stoned Bogdan Yakimov on the doorstep with just over three minutes remaining.

The Russians pulled Vasilevski with 1:10 remaining. Their 6-on-5 became a 6-on-4 when Jesper Pettersson was caught slashing a Russian stick in the corner to Dansk's right. The Russians buzzed the Swedish net but couldn't break through.

"It was a tough game, but today we were the better team," said Sweden's Christian Djoos. "It was a great win."

Hostilities boiled over at the final whistle as punches were thrown and Pettersson bloodied Andrei Mironov's nose.

"I saw one of my teammates get hit from behind," said Pettersson. "I gotta skate there and stand up for my guys."

Swedish forward Anton Karlsson returned to the lineup after missing the last two games with a shoulder injury.

Andreas Johnson, Alexander Wennberg, and Filip Forsberg were named Sweden's best players of the tournament. For Russia, it was Andrei Vasilevski, Anton Slepyshev, and Mikhail Grigorenko.

A large group of Canadian fans, seated at center ice in the neutral zone, mostly supported Sweden, waving blue-and-yellow flags.

The Swedes now have an historic opportunity to win World Junior gold on home ice for the first time ever, having fallen short in their previous five attempts (1979, 1984, 1993, 2000, 2007).

Last May, led by the Sedin twins, the senior Swedish national team broke the infamous “home ice curse” dating back to the 1986 IIHF World Championship in Moscow by winning the title in Stockholm.

Germans force deciding game

Norway can't hold lead in third, loses 4-3
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 Germans force deciding game 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 3: Germany's #11 Markus Eisenschmid celebrates his goal against Norway in the third period during relegation round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Germany got the only two goals of the third period to turn a 3-2 deficit into a 4-3 win to tie the best-of-three relegation series 1-1. 

"We talked about wanting to be disciplined and stick with our game plan and good things will come," said German forward Leon Draisaitl, who had two goals for the victors. "We fought hard and tried to keep it easy."

"We didn't have a good game," acknowledged Norway's captain, Erlend Lesund. "We played too much as individuals and not enough as a team."

The Norwegians got the early jump with a goal just 3:32 from the opening faceoff. Jørgen Karterud’s quick shot seemed to catch Marvin Cüpper unawares, giving Norway a 1-0 lead.

"We talked about keeping going, not getting frustrated," Draisaitl added. "We knew we'd get our chances, and that's what happened."

The Germans were not put off by the early goal and kept skating. They were rewarded just two minutes later on a similar play. Sven Ziegler stopped the puck along the boards at the Norway blue line and wristed a quick shot to the goal. Defenceman Mattias Nørstebø screened goalie Joachim Svendsen, though, and the lazy shot found the far corner.

Another two minutes later it was the Germans who took their first lead. This time a bad line change allowed Germany to create a two-on-one. Dominik Kahun made a nice pass to Draisaitl, who connected with his one-timer to make it 2-1.

The Norwegians seemed to take control in the second period, though. Simen Nielsen wafted a light backhander through a maze of players at 3:58 to tie the game, and then Germany ran into greater trouble later when Lukas Laub took a five-minute major and game misconduct penalty for hammering Lesund into the end boards.

Continue reading 

Norway struck soon after. Jens Tønjum took a shot which Cüpper stopped, but Tim Robin Johnsgård banged away at the rebound until the puck found its way into the net. The Norwegians had the lead again, 3-2, although Germany did well to kill the rest of the penalty off without incident.

"We wanted to focus on keep doing what we were doing," Lesund said. "But we didn't pay enough attention to details, and it cost us."

Indeed, it did. Germany tied the game at 6:25 of the third thanks to a terrible series of giveaways by the Norwegians. The end result was that Patrick Klöpper got the puck in the corner and passed in front to a wide open Markus Eisenschmid, who made no mistake with his wrist shot.

Just over a minute later, another loose play allowed Draisaitl to rip a hard shot from the top of the faceoff circle to give Germany the lead again, 4-3.

Canada, Finns go for gold game

Winner to play Sunday evening for U20 title
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Canada defeated Finland in the last World Junior encounter two years ago in Calgary. Photo: Andy Devlin / HHOF-IIHF Images

Canada didn’t play Finland last year in Ufa, but in the last eight meetings over 12 years Canada has won every game. 

The last Finnish victory occurred on December 30, 2001, in the preliminary round of the 2002 World Juniors. In fact, since the U20s went to a playoff format in 1996, Canada has been eliminated by the Finns only once, in 2001.

There will be several factors which will decide who wins and who goes to the bronze-medal game, not the least of which is odd-man situations. Finland’s power play has been unimpressive, scoring only four goals on 22 chances so far.

So, how did they get to the semi-finals? Penalty killing. They have allowed only one power-play goal all tournament and have the second-fewest penalties as well (behind only the USA).

As a result, if Canada is going to win, it will have to do so either by doing what other teams have been unable to do (draw penalties and capitalize) or play superior hockey at 5-on-5.

On the other hand, Canada has scored seven extra-man goals in five games, good but not sensational, and allowed five as well, a middling 75% rate of success. The Canadians would be happy to make the tradeoff and not let penalties decide the game at all.

Tellingly, the top four scoring teams in 5-on-5 play are the teams left in the semi-finals: Sweden has 17 goals, Canada and Russia 16, Finland 15. Just as revealing, the lowest-scoring teams 5-on-5 are the two fighting in the relegation round (Germany with 5 and Norway with only 3).

Both Canada and Finland have allowed only 13 goals, but their goaltending has distinctly different features. The Finns have gone most of the way with Juuse Saros, who has a sparkling 1.67 GA. He has been one of the reasons the team has come as far.
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Canada ran into goaltending trouble early and had to switch from Jake Paterson to Zachary Fucale, but Fucale has embraced the starter’s role and been an integral part of the team’s improvement over the last few days.

“We had a practice game against them,” Saros said of Canada. They’re a highly skillful and hard-working team. They’re a really good team.”

The Finns have been the less consistent team. They won an easy game against Norway, lost a close one to Sweden, followed with a big win over Russia, lost to the weaker Swiss in a shootout, and then trailed the Czechs 3-1 late in the second period before rallying for the win in the quarter-finals.

The Canadians had an easy game against Germany to start and then played its worst game, a 5-4 shootout loss to the Czechs. But since then, they have won three in a row, found their goalie, and capitalized on their chances. Whereas Finland has yet to find its consistent stride, Canada has done what every coach wants his team to do in a short tournament – improve every game.

That improvement is directly related to several factors. For starters, Anthony Mantha has emerged as a bona fide threat when he is on the ice. Big and strong with nice scoring touch around the goal, he is tied for the tournament lead with eleven points (with Filip Forsberg of Sweden).

Canada’s defence now boasts both Aaron Ekblad and Griffin Reinhart, meaning that coach Brent Sutter can have one of them out there most of the game. They are a formidable wall on the blue line and have been integral in minimizing scoring chances on Fucale.

For Finland, if the idea is to stop Mantha to win, the team must also rely for offence from the combination of scorer Saku Mäenalanen and passer Teuvo Teräväinen. The former has scored in every game but one, six goals in all, and Teräväinen has assisted on five of them. In all, Teräväinen leads all players with nine assists (no goals), while Mäenalanen leads all players with six goals and is in the top ten of scoring with seven points.

Teräväinen played the U20 last year when the team finished a disappointing seventh. “Last year was such a big disappointment,” he said after the quarter-finals victory. “I didn’t want to do that again. It’s a big win for me, of course. I’m the captain of this team and I try to show leadership.”

On matching up against Canada, he is not daunted. “Canada’s a very good team, of course,” he said. “Every year they’re a big team. They haven’t won now for a couple of years. They’re hungry, I think. We maybe have smaller guys, but we have a lot of intensity. We play 100 per cent every game. It doesn’t matter how big you are if you play hard and really want to win.”

Battle for the ages

Will Swedes win 5-on-5? Will Russia’s PP shine?
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 31: Russia's Vyacheslav Osnovin #18 slips by Sweden's Sebastian Collberg #15 and Alexander Wennberg #10 during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

When Sweden confronts Russia in the semi-finals on Saturday (Malmö Arena, 15:00), it’ll renew one of the great World Junior rivalries of recent years. 

It’s a more even rivalry than it might appear on paper. Yes, Sweden has won eight of its last nine meetings with Russia, dating back to 2008. Yet the last five games have been classics, all decided by one goal, one in a shootout when Russia won gold in 2011, and two in overtime when Sweden won gold in 2012. The host nation’s 3-2 victory on New Year’s Eve was another memorable one.

Now, historically speaking, Swedes were imbued with a strong consciousness of sin due to the influence of the Lutheran Church. It seems fitting, then, that staying out of the sin bin could be the key to Swedish salvation on Saturday.

That’s the main area where the "Juniorkronorna" fell short in its 6-0 quarter-final win over Slovakia, taking nine minor penalties. Even though the Swedes didn’t surrender a goal, that’s not the way they want to play with the two biggest games of the tournament coming up.

Forward Nick Sörensen explained: “We have to stay disciplined for sure and avoid penalties. Russia has a very good power play. They won the game against the United States on the power play. They scored both their goals against us on the power play [on December 31]. If we play disciplined and play 5-on-5, I think we’ve got the advantage.”

The Swedes will be playing with fire if they allow the Russians to show off their finesse skills to best advantage.

The Russians’ best players were, indeed, their best players in their 5-3 quarter-final ousting of the defending champions from the United States. Their top unit accounted for all five goals and nine points in that victory: Mikhail Grigorenko scored the first goal, captain Anton Slepyshev had three assists, Pavel Buchnevich scored twice, and towering defenceman Nikita Zadorov potted a pair within a minute, exploiting consecutive two-man advantages.

“Hopefully if we play as hard [in the semi-finals] as we did today, God will be on our side again,” said Grigorenko after beating the Americans.

Opportunism is a Russian hallmark, and this year’s team is no exception, as Swedish captain Filip Forsberg observed: “Obviously, Russia is a better team than Slovakia, so we have to pay more attention to the details when we lose the puck along the blue line and stuff like that. Russia is just waiting for our mistakes so they can take advantage of turnovers.”

Conversely, Russian teams sometimes have difficulty maintaining their emotional level in back-to-back games, and if they come out flat against Sweden, it won’t be pretty.

If Russia plays hard and goes on to win gold, it will owe a debt of gratitude to the NHL’s Buffalo Sabres for making Grigorenko and Zadorov available for this tournament. But the KHL’s Salavat Yulayev Ufa will deserve a nod too for providing the starting goalie.

Andrei Vasilevski, playing in his third World Juniors, has been stellar again. His save percentage of 92.8 is second only to that of Finland’s Juuse Saros.

While Vasilevski’s technical prowess is undoubted, it’s time for him to prove that he can win the big games. In 2012 in Calgary, he was yanked in favour of Igor Makarov when Canada staged a wild third-period comeback in its 6-5 semi-final loss to Russia. Makarov then was chosen to appear in the 1-0 final defeat against Sweden.

Last year in Ufa, Vasilevski shone with 38 saves through regulation and overtime against Sweden in the semi-finals, but surrendered Sebastian Collberg’s 3-2 shootout winner. And in the 6-5 overtime win over Canada, he didn’t even dress, as coach Mikhail Varnakov gave the start to Makarov, backed up by Igor Ustinski.

This is the last chance for the 19-year-old Vasilevski to make his World Junior legacy a golden one. With his experience and ability, he should give Russia a slight edge over Sweden’s Oscar Dansk between the pipes.

Otherwise, apart from special teams – where Russia’s power play outpaces Sweden’s (43.4 percent versus 35.4 percent) and ditto for penalty-killing (85.7 percent versus 83.3 percent) – the Swedes should be favoured to advance.

They have a 28-7 goal difference. They have scoring spread throughout the roster: yes, Forsberg is tied for the tournament lead in points (11), but in total, 10 Swedish players have five or more points. They have a wall-to-wall level of confidence and talent that no other team at this tourney has demonstrated so far. 

Perhaps most importantly, this year’s Swedish team doesn’t look like it can be intimidated physically or mentally by tough opponents.

“I think we’re a tougher team to play against this year,” Sörensen said. “We skate very hard, we hit a lot, we’re always working all over the ice.”

They will enjoy ecstatic support from the home crowd again.

“I’m really, really enjoying playing here,” Forsberg said. “It’s been awesome so far, and hopefully we can have the same support in the semi-finals.”

One thing is for sure. Whether you cheer for Sweden, Russia or another hockey nation, it would be a sin to miss this game.

Sweden says bye to Slovaks

Forsberg, Lindholm shine as Russia looms
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MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 2: Sweden's Lucas Wallmark #28 scores on Slovakia's Richard Sabol #30 to give his team a 1-0 lead in quarterfinal action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Let the good times roll. Sweden topped Slovakia 6-0 on Thursday, making the semi-finals versus Russia. Filip Forsberg and Elias Lindholm had four points apiece. 

Sweden has won five straight games in regulation, and will play for a medal for the eighth straight year. Most recently, it’s won gold (2012) and silver (2013).

"It feels good," said defenceman Gustav Olofsson. "We’re getting closer – two games away. It feels more exciting and more fun to play when you get closer to gold."

Coach Rikard Grönborg’s troops edged Russia 3-2 in round-robin play, and it’ll likely be another tight battle in the semi-finals at the Malmö Arena.

"They do have a lot of skill," said Swedish goalie Oscar Dansk of Russia. "When they get a lot of room, they like that. So we have to put a lot of pressure on them and just play our game."

Last year, Sweden beat Russia 3-2 in a semi-final shootout in Ufa, with Sebastian Collberg tallying twice in the game-winning shots competition.

The Swedes took nine minor penalties in the quarter-final, and will want to cut down on that against the Russians, who scored twice on two-man advantages in their 5-3 quarter-final win over the U.S. The yellow-and-blue team got sloppy at times after staking a big lead.

"We have to stay out of the penalty box a little more," admitted Forsberg. "[The Slovaks] had a lot of power plays. They’re pretty dangerous and it’s going to be even more dangerous against Russia. That’s something we have to work on."

Defensively, Sweden shut down the top Slovak line of David Griger, Milan Kolena, and Martin Reway, who had combined for 28 points coming into the quarter-finals.

Dansk earned his first shutout of the World Juniors, outdoing Slovakia’s Richard Sabol. Shots on goal favoured Tre Kronor 40-18.

"I was pretty happy with the way I played," said Dansk. "I played pretty solid, but I thought the guys made it pretty easy for me and kept the shots mostly to the outside. They played really well."

Forsberg had two goals and two assists, and Lindholm had a goal and three assists. Lucas Wallmark scored two goals, and Jacob de la Rose added a single.

Slovakia’s World Junior medal drought endures. Its only medal came in 1999, a bronze in Winnipeg, Canada. The Slovaks haven’t made the semi-finals since 2009 in Ottawa.

"We wanted to play at 0-0 for a longer time and then score some goals on the power play," said Slovakia's Marko Dano. "But we didn’t. You can’t play like this against a team like Sweden."

The Swedes thought they’d scored first at 6:27, but instead Sebastian Collberg was sent off for interference on the play. Dansk stoned Dano from close range on the power play. When Collberg returned to action after the penalty expired, he was hobbled by a Tomas Rusina slap shot off his skate.

Andre Burakowsky got the partisan crowd of 10,857 oohing when he came down the left side and rang one off the post.

Moments later, at 11:58, Tre Kronor caught a break when the Slovak defence got crossed up in their zone. Wallmark burst through the opening and made it 1-0, showcasing some Pavel Datsyuk-ian hands as he deked Sabol before roofing it short side on the forehand.

On the power play, Lindholm gave Sweden a 2-0 lead with 1:21 left in the first period, accepting a nifty Forsberg pass on the goal line and stepping out quickly to wrap the puck past Sabol’s left skate.

At 1:10 of the second period, Forsberg scored Sweden’s 3-0 goal on an NHL-calibre one-timer off the rush from the left faceoff circle, putting it high over the hapless Sabol.

"He’s an amazing player and I just try to be open," Forsberg said of playing with Lindholm. "He always seems to find me when I want it."

Despite not capitalizing on a mid-period two-man advantage, the Swedes kept coming. Wallmark tallied his second of the night with 6:39 remaining in the middle frame. Nick Sorensen cut to the net off left wing and lost the puck on his backhand, but it conveniently landed on Wallmark’s stick and he whipped it into the open side. 

The Swedes got undisciplined at the end of the second period, as Sorensen, Jesper Pettersson, and Linus Arnesson took overlapping minor penalties. Yet even with a lengthy two-man advantage, the Slovaks couldn’t spoil Dansk’s shutout bid.

The penalty parade continued in the third period for both sides, but the final outcome had already been ordained.

With the teams playing four a side, Forsberg made it 5-0 with a glove side wrister from the right faceoff circle at 13:58 of the third. Jacob de la Rose added another one, converting a rebound with 4:41 remaining.

"We [achieved] our goal: we made it to the quarter-finals," said Slovakia's Peter Cehlarik. "We tried to surprise, but it wasn’t enough."

This was Sweden’s eighth straight World Junior victory over Slovakia, dating back to December 30, 2004.

Canada beats Swiss, 4-1

Finland up next after 20/20 record vs. Swiss
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 Canada beats Swiss, 4-1 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 2: Canada's #8 Griffin Reinhart got a one-on-one opportunity against Switzerland's #1 Melvin Nyffeler but couldn't capitalize during quarterfinal round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

It seems Canada has eyes for Switzerland after winning for the 20th straight time (no losses) in U20 history, the latest a convincing 4-1 win at the Isstadion. 

Team Canada now qualifies for the semi-finals and a late date with Finland on Saturday night. The loss sends the Swiss home.

"Our mentality is we wanted to get better every day, and that's what  we've done," said Anthony Mantha. "We need to continue to do that in our next game."

Canada got goals from four players, icnluding a penalty shot goal from Mantha, who now leads the tournament in points with eleven.

"We knew they're a system team and well disciplined," said defenceman Griffin Reinhart, one of the goalscorers, of the Swiss. "We couldn't get frustrated out there."

"It’s tough to lose in the quarter-finals," said Swiss defenceman Phil Baltisberger. "We entered the game with the right attitude and gave our best. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough."

Captain Scott Laughton led by example tonight, starting with an early shift in which he drew a penalty after a nice toe drag deep in the Swiss end. The team didn’t score on the power play, but it came at the Swiss thereafter in wave after wave of speed.

Despite Canada’s territorial domination, however, most of the period went the way the Swiss would have liked. The underdogs got between the player and the puck and played clever defence. They knew they could never intimidate or outmuscle their opponents, or out-skill them, but they played near flawless hockey as a team.

Canada, ever patient, was rewarded late in the period. Laughton barged his way out front from a bad angle and tried to stuff the puck in, and although goalie Melvin Nyffeler held the post the puck came free and Griffin Reinhart banged it in at 18:08. It wasn’t pretty, but they all count.
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It was the Canadians who again dominated in the second, and they were rewarded midway through thanks to a fine effort by Mantha. A poor line change gave him a breakaway after a great pass from Jonathan Drouin to spring him free up the middle. He was hauled down on the play by Lukas Balmelli and awarded a penalty shot. Going in on goal, he gave Nyffeler a little Crosby leg lift and slid the puck on the backhand side at 9:04.

"The goalie moved his pad first, so I knew I could deke him," Mantha explained. "For me, it's about being focused and watching what the goalie is doing, It's about what he did first, and then I reacted."

One little mistake prevented Canada from going to the dressing room up 2-0. With only four seconds left on the clock, Kevin Fiala won the faceoff in the Canadian end and got the puck to the point. Mirco Müller snapped a quick shot, and Nico Dünner deflected it in. The Canadians protested, saying it was tipped with a high stick, but video review agreed with the referee’s call, making it a 2-1 game.

Curtis Lazar made it a 3-1 game at the 4:11 mark of the third period. The play started with a turnover at the Canadian blue line with teams playing four skaters a side. Griffin Reinhart barrelled down the ice on a breakaway, and although Nyffeler stopped him, three defenders failed to pick up Lazar on the play, and he stuffed the puck in the back side on the rebound.

Derrick Pouliot made it 4-1 when he picked the far corner with a nice wrist shot at 13:49. The result cemented a victory that semeed never in doubt as Canada's confidence and poise were evident from start to finish.

Finns knock off Czechs

Kinnunen's winner caps Finnish rally
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 Finns knock off Czechs 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 2: Finland's Teuvo Teravainen #20 and Juuse Saros #31 celebrate after a 5-3 win over the Czech Republic quarterfinal action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Finland eliminated the Czech Republic with a 5-3 quarter-final victory. The Finns advance to the semi-finals, chasing their first medal since 2006’s bronze. 

Finland will face the winner of Canada-Switzerland on Saturday.

Saku Kinnunen got the 4-3 go-ahead goal with 8:21 left in the third period. Juuso Ikonen raced down right wing, looped around the net, and passed the puck across the crease. It tipped off Rasmus Kulmala's stick to Kinnunen, who scored into the open side from a bad angle.

Describing his set-up, Juuso Ikonen said: "I tried first to go to the net, but I saw a couple of defencemen were on me, so I just went around and I thought that one of our guys would be there back door. Luckily it worked."

Juuso Ikonen finished with a goal and an assist and Kulmala had two assists, while Saku Mäenalanen potted two goals, and Henri Ikonen also scored for Finland. 

The Finns rallied from a 3-1 second-period deficit to claim the victory.

Finnish goalie Juuse Saros outdueled his Czech counterpart Marek Langhamer as Finland outshot its opponent 34-23.

"You have to play for 60 minutes, not 40," said Langhamer. "It’s a tough loss but it’s just the way it is."

Dominik Simon and Martin Prochazka tallied a goal and an assist apiece for the Czech Republic, and Radek Faksa added a single.

"We’re very sad because we were very close to getting to the semi-finals," said Faksa.

The result means Finland will play for a medal for just the second time in the last eight years.

"That’s something we talked about before the tournament, that Finland hasn’t won in a while," said Juuso Ikonen. "That’s something we’re trying to change with our own game. We’re going toward it one game at a time."

The drought continues for the Czechs, who haven’t played for a medal since winning bronze in 2005. There is still a long road back to contender status for their junior development program.

Finland got some welcome reinforcements with the return of defenceman Rasmus Ristolainen and forward Artturi Lehkonen. Both had missed the last two games, Ristolainen nursing a fever and Lehkonen with a leg injury.

"Ristolainen, I think, can still play better, but it’s hard to get back when you’re sick," said captain Teuvo Teräväinen. "Artturi is a warrior. He wants to play in these games. He doesn’t want to be watching outside. It’s huge to get him back."

Finland exploited a good bounce to open the scoring at 4:54. Defenceman Esa Lindell put the puck off the end boards and Mäenalanen opportunistically squeezed the puck past Langhammer’s right leg. Teräväinen picked up his eighth assist.

The Czechs had a reply just 45 seconds later. Martin Prochazka threw a long shot on net and David Pastrnak couldn’t put in the rebound, but Simon did, squaring the affair at 1-1.

Coach Karri Kivi’s crew had some dangerous pressure during the game’s first power play, but Dominik Volek nearly scored for the Czechs on a partial shorthanded breakaway.

It was 2-1 for the Czechs at 11:07 of the second period thanks to a beautiful play on the rush, as Jakub Vrana fed it in the middle to Simon, and he found Prochazka ready to backhand it in at Saros’s right post.

The Czechs took a 3-1 lead at 14:24 when Vojtech Tomecek grabbed the puck behind the net and smartly found Faksa in the slot. He lifted it past Saros for his first goal of the tournament. The Finns promptly called a timeout to regroup.

"[Kivi] said, 'Be calm. We’re going to come back here. It’s only halfway through the game,'" explained Teräväinen. "We just trusted ourselves, and it worked. He knows us, and he knows what to do every time."

Finland made it 3-2 with 1:55 left in the middle frame. In the neutral zone, Czech blueliner Libor Sulak turned the puck over to Kulmala and he sped away on a partial breakaway, firing a low shot that Langhamer stopped but couldn’t control, enabling Juuso Ikonen to backhand it home.

At 5:56 of the third, the Finns tied it up when Mikko Lehtonen’s point shot was tipped in by Henri Ikonen. The goal was video-reviewed to see if it was a high stick, and it was deemed legal.

"It shows lots of strength from our team to come back like that in the third period," said Saros.

Pressing for the equalizer, the Czechs called their timeout with 2:18 left. But there would be no last-minute heroics today. Mäenalanen added an empty-netter in the dying seconds. It was his team-leading sixth goal.

"It’s been a while, but we’re getting better every year," said Langhamer. "As you can see, we’re not a bad team or a good team. We have a great group of guys. I’m feeling pretty good about our program."

The Czechs played without defenceman Patrik Marcel, who received a one-game suspension for a knee-on-knee hit against Slovakia’s David Minarik in their round-robin finale on New Year’s Eve.

The three best players of the tournament for the Czechs were named post-game: Marek Langhamer, Petr Sidlik, and Dominik Simon.

Dating back to the inaugural 1976 IIHF World Junior Championship, it’s literally been a coin flip in head-to-head meetings between these two foes. During the era of Czechoslovakia, both sides won seven games, tied two, and lost seven. Since 1993, the start of the Czech Republic era, each had racked up eight wins, two ties, and eight losses prior to this game.

Russians rally for 5-3 win

Penalties hurt U.S. again
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 Russians rally for 5-3 win 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 2: Russia's #16 Nikita Zadorov tied the game to 3-3 during a 2-man powerplay against USA during quarterfinal round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

The defending champions are out. Gold medalists in 2013, the United States ran into penalty trouble against Russia and couldn't capitalize on their own chances. 

Nikita Zadorov scored two 5-on-3 goals in the second period with one-timers from the point to lead Russia to a 5-3 win and a spot in the semi-finals. Russia will face the winner of the Sweden-Slovakia game later this afternoon in one game on Saturday.

"We want to play Sweden," enthused Zadorov after. "It was a close game last time [3-2 loss], and we're going to watch some video and play better [on Saturday]."

"This game made us a better team today than we were yesterday," said Mikhail Grigorenko. "I think we deserved to win. Hopefully we can keep the same energy, same compete level for the semi-finals."

Both teams were coming off losses, but the Russians learned and reacted better than the Americans today. The bottom line: the Russians scored on their power plays and the Americans didn't.

"Penalties," Stefan Matteau sighed. "They buried their chances. The refs did their job. I know North American teams coming over here...maybe the officiating is different, but we still gave them a reason to call penalties. That's what shot us in the foot. But we got power plays, too. We didn't finish."

"It's not a good feeling, but I think it will make us all better players," goalie Jon Gillies suggested.

Indeed, the U.S. had nearly ten minutes of power-play time in the game but couldn't find the back of the net. The team had clicked eleven times previously in the tournament to lead all nations.

"The power plays were the game changer," agreed Grigorenko. "We scored two goals. We took the lead, and we kept it. Those two five-on-threes in a row were the key."
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The first period was a high-scoring affair thanks to less than stellar goaltending at both ends. Russia got things started at 6:17 when Grigorenko whacked a loose puck into the net for the early lead.

Two and a half minutes later, the Americans tied the score. Brady Skjei tried a wraparound which went off a skate and through Andrei Vasilevski's legs, and as the puck stopped on the goal line Matteau came in and nudged it over the line to make it a tied game.

The 1-1 score lasted only 21 seconds. Pavel Buchnevich took a shot from in close that bounced off the post in behind the falling Gillies. Buchnevich followed up his shot and pushed the puck over the line at 9:11.

Once again, though, the Americans had a response. This time Matteau took a shot off the left wing than was blocked by Andrei Mironov, but the puck fell onto the stick of Ryan Hartman and he made no mistake.

Grigorenko then made a nice rush to get in free on Gillies, but his backhand went wide. It proved a costly miss. Riley Barber made an improbably high saucer pass from blue line to blue line to Nic Kerdiles. Kerdiles managed to knock the puck down and controlled it in one motion and then fired a quick snap shot from well out. Vasilevski was not prepared, and the puck went in the short side at 16:51 to give the U.S. its first lead. It was Vasilevki's last weak moment.

Of course the coaches cleaned up their respective teams’ defensive details during the intermission, and the only two goals of the second period came on 5-on-3 situations for Russia. Just as in the New Year’s Eve game against Canada, penalties outdid a strong American effort.

Both goals were virtually identical and came at 13:15 and 14:16. Using the two-man advantage, forward Anton Slepyshev, playing the left point, slid a nice pass across to defenceman Zadorov at the other point, and he rifled one timers past Gillies. Just like that, a 3-2 lead for the U.S. was now a 4-3 lead for the Russians.

"They were great passes from Slepyshev," Zadorov noted. "They have a good goalie, so we knew we just had to shoot the puck. I scored two goals--maybe they were lucky, maybe not. I don't know."

"The first one, I thought Slepyshev would shoot from the other side, so I was trying to backtrack into the net," Gillies explained. "By the time I realzied it was Zadorov who shot it, it was by me. It's kind of a helpless feeling when you're fighting for the puck but you can't find it. On the second one, it was a phenomenal shot. I didn't pick it up right away, and once again there was traffic in front. In a 5-on-3, in a tournament like this, I'd kind of like to have those back and try to make a couple of saves for my team."

Both teams had two more chances with the extra man in the third period, but neither team capitalized and the Russians played letter-perfect defence. Pavel Buchnevich salted the win with an empty netter with 28.9 seconds remianing after Matt Grzelcyk fell at his blue line. Buchnevich picked up a misconduct immediately after, the result of exuberant celebration of the goal in front of the U.S. bench.

"It's pretty exciting to play in the semi-finals," added Zadorov. "We have to keep going."

Advantage: Norway

Norwegians exploit penalty-prone Germans
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 Advantage: Norway 

MALMO, SWEDEN - JANUARY 2: Germany'a Frederik Tiffels #17 looks on as Norway players celebrate a second period goal during relegation round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Norway took a 1-0 lead in its best-of-three relegation series, beating Germany 3-0 on Thursday at Malmö Arena. Joachim Svendsen recorded a 29-save shutout. 

Game Two goes Friday (16:00) at Malmö Isstadion.

The newly promoted Norwegians are aiming to avoid immediate relegation. 2014 marks Germany’s second straight year in the top division. 

The Germans showed poor discipline. Their captain, Leon Draisaitl, received a second-period game misconduct for high-sticking, and that sealed their fate. Norway wound up with two power play goals.

"That’s a positive thing for us," said Norwegian captain Erlend Lesund. "We have had negative things that we’ve dealt with in this tournament. We’ve got to take the good power play we had today and bring it tomorrow too."

"We just weren’t disciplined enough," said Germany's Dominik Kahun. "We can’t win a game like this. In the first period we got too many penalties, in the second the same."

Martin Rønnild, Didrik Svendsen, and Andreas Klavestad scored for Norway.

German starter Marvin Cüpper made 21 saves in the loss.

"You can always perform better," said Cüpper. "Now we have to get back on track and focus on the next game."

Both sides came out with hustle and heart, but the first period was scoreless despite three Norwegian power plays. (The Norwegians were outscored 29-3 in the Preliminary Round and the Germans 24-7.)

The Germans had the better early opportunities. Sven Ziegler had a good shorthanded chance on a breakaway, but slapped it into Svendsen’s pads. Svendsen stopped Vladislav Filin on the doorstep a couple of minutes later.

Early in the second period, Draisaitl nearly exploited a turnover in the Norwegian end, but Svendsen was there again with his right pad. Norway’s Christoffer Rasch crumpled German forward Markus Eisenschmid with a solid open-ice hit at the Norwegian blue line.

Norway finally drew first blood at 5:06 of the second period, just nine seconds into a slashing penalty to Draisaitl. Martin Ronnild was credited with the power play goal after Ludvig Hoff’s initial attempt to stuff the puck was foiled.

Just over a minute later, the Norwegians grabbed a 2-0 lead thanks to some effective forechecking. Simon Nielsen sent a nice backhanded centering pass from behind the goal line to Didrik Svendsen, who made no mistake from the slot.

Joachim Svendsen stood tall again on a mid-period Draisaitl breakaway.

Moments later, the Norwegians took their first penalty when captain Erlend Lesund was sent off for interference in his own zone. But the German power play was negated when, with 7:57 left in the period, Draisaitl took his high-sticking major on Markus Søberg on what was shaping up to be a 2-on-0 Norwegian shorthanded rush.

"I fumbled the puck," said Draisaitl. "I tried to lift his stick and I accidentally hit his face. There was nothing really to do about that. Whoever knows me, they know I’m the least [likely] guy on the ice who wants anybody injured out there. It’s just really unlucky."

It was the Prince Albert Raiders star’s second major penalty of the tournament. Draisaitl was previously suspended one game for a hit from behind on the Team USA’s Andrew Copp.

Norway took advantage of its extended man advantage. Klavestad looped to the top of the left faceoff circle and whipped a high wrister past Cüpper for a 3-0 lead at 13:42 of the second.

Of Joachim Svendsen's shutout performance, Klavestad said: "He was very good. He has played many good games, and now he actually won the game for us. Germany had a couple of breakaways, but he stopped them."

The Germans won one game in the Preliminary Round, a 3-0 shocker over the Czechs, while the Norwegians lost four straight.

The only previous World Junior meeting between these two nations came on January 4, 2011. Norway beat Germany 3-1 in relegation play. Both were sent down that year, as the Czechs and Slovaks survived the Relegation Round as the top two finishers.

Norway has never succeeded at remaining in the top division since the IIHF adopted the playoff format in 1996. It's got a special opportunity here.

"That would be huge," said Erlund. "It would be historic. Nobody’s done this before. We’re in this situation, so we just have to enjoy it and do our best."

Canada-Swiss set to dance

Canada is undefeated in 19 U20 meetings
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 Canada-Swiss set to dance 

Canada's Anthony Mantha celebrates after scoring a goal against Germany. Photo: Francois Laplante / HHOF-IIHF Images

Is there a Paul DiPietro in the Swiss lineup? If so, now is the time he needs to make his presence felt. 

The Canadian-born DiPietro, of course, scored the only two goals in Switzerland’s shocking 2-0 win over Canada at the 2006 Olympics in Turin, and that’s the level of heroism the Swiss will need in Malmö to eliminate Canada from the 2014 World Juniors.

History says that the chances of that happening are, well, pretty close to zero.

Consider: Since the World Junior Championship started in 1977, the Swiss have never defeated Canada. Not even tied. In fact, they have a goals for-against record of 33-126 and only twice have they lost by one goal (in 1995 and 2005).

To make matters worse, Canada has improved significantly over the last few days, turning their weak performance against the Czechs (a 5-4 shootout loss) into an inspiring 4-3 win over Slovakia and then an emotional 3-2 win over the United States on New Year’s Eve.

Given the fact that Anthony Mantha was hardly considered the team’s offensive leader at training camp in early December, it’s something of a sensation that he is tied for the overall scoring lead with ten points and has had a hand in more than half his team’s 19 goals.

Mantha is not the best skater by any stretch, so he poses no threat outside the offensive blue line, but inside it he has a big reach and is very tough to knock off the puck or move from the front of the net. He also happens to have a pair of soft hands for passing, and has clicked nicely in the last couple of games with Nic Petan.

On the other hand, there are few players in the world under 20 who can stickhandle like Jonathan Drouin. He controls the puck as if he were born with a stick in his hand. As well, the late addition of defenceman Griffin Reinhart gives Canada another big and able blueliner.
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The weakness on the team has been in goal, a problem that has plagued Canada for several years. Going back, the goalies who have turned in terrible performances at critical times is, unfortunately, lengthy: Jordan Binnington and Malcolm Subban (2013), Mark Visentin and Scott Wedgewood (2012), Visentin and Olivier Roy (2011), Jake Allen and Martin Jones (2010).

This year Jake Paterson played his way out of the starter’s role and Zachary Fucale, while not brilliant, has been in net the last two games, both come-from-behind wins. He will likely start the rest of the way.

And the Swiss? Well, they were soundly beaten in their first two games and then eked out a 3-2 win over the weak Norwegians and defeated Finland 4-3 in a shootout when it didn’t matter much. They have scored only 11 goals in four games while allowing 17, third highest. They have more penalties than any other team.

Their top scorers are Sandro Zangger and Kevin Fiala, both with a goal and three assists. More telling, their defence has contributed only three goals and not a single assist.

Of course, we play the games for a reason, but the odds are stacked very high in Canada’s favour to advance to the semi-finals.

Ice. Cold. War.

United States and Russia ready to do battle
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 Ice. Cold. War. 

Last year on Russia's home ice in Ufa, Team USA and Russia already played each other in the preliminary round. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

The United States-Russia quarter-finals is the most intriguing because it pits two teams of high quality playing each other for the first time this year. 

There is the element of the known (respect, known skills) and the unknown (playing in different groups).

This is only the second meeting between the two teams in the last six years, and the Russians have won four of the last five since 2005. This year, the teams match up almost identically. The U.S. has a 21-7 goals for-against record and the Russians are 21-8.

More significantly, both teams boast balanced attacks. The top scorers for either team all have six points: Mikhail Grigorenko (RUS, 3+3), Matt Grzelcyk (USA, 2+4), Nic Kerdiles (USA, 1+5). Only two Americans have yet to register a point, and both are defencemen (Brady Skjei and Ian McCoshen). The Russians have four players without a point, but the details aren’t as important as the overall message – the teams have four lines that can score.

Andrei Vasilevki is likely to start in goal for Russia while Jon Gillies is sure to be the American between the pipes.

The Americans have been impressive on many fronts. Their team speed is formidable, and, of course, they can play a physical game if need be. Their power play is the best to date, scoring eleven times, but they showed a lack of street smarts last game when they lost to Canada largely because of penalty trouble of their own in the third period.

A young team, their inexperience might hurt them, but they did a lot of catching up against Canada and will be more prepared for the quarter-finals with that game under their belt.

The Russians are also fast and skilled, and they are second in the tournament with eight power-play goals. While the Americans lost their last game, the Russians have lost their last two. After starting with easy wins over Norway (11-0) and Switzerland (7-1), they lost to Finland (4-1) and Sweden (3-2) to close out the preliminary round.

Continue reading 

Both teams have to play better, but the one that doesn’t will, shockingly, be flying home with, at best, a 5th-place finish, well below pre-tournament expectations. In the last ten years, Russia has earned a medal eight times (1-4-3 gold-silver-bronze) while the Americans have four (2-0-2).

Hoping for an upset

Mirco Müller: “I’d love to play against Canada”
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 Hoping for an upset 

Mirco Müller is one of the top players on the Swiss U20 national team. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

Switzerland has proven once again that it can be an easy-to-beat underdog and a potential surprise team at the same time at the IIHF World Junior Championship. 

The Swiss U20 national team has recovered from a 7-1 defeat against Russia to reach the quarter-finals, earning a tight 3-2 victory over newly promoted Norway and defeating Finland 4-3 in shootout.

Despite the win that materialized thanks to the Finns’ inability to score a goal in six penalty shot attempts, the Swiss ended the preliminary round where many had expected them to finish, in fourth place behind Sweden, Finland and Russia.

“We had a good start against Sweden [a 5-3 loss]. It was great to play in front of so many fans. We were motivated against the Russians, but after an okay beginning we played without passion,” Mirco Müller said about the early games

Müller – not related to coach Colin Muller and teammate Marco Müller – is one of the stars on the team, even though you wouldn’t necessarily get that impression from sitting down with him. Just as on the ice he’s a solid, down-to-earth young man, who makes a smart appearance, and not just because of the glasses he wears away from the rink. He’s a little bit like Nashville Predators star Roman Josi at his age. With a height of 190 cm (6’3”) paired with good hockey sense, he has the assets to become a good two-way defenceman at the international level.

“Sometimes you hear a joke in the locker room but I don’t think about the status,” the 18-year-old said about being the only first-round draft pick on his team. He was selected 18th overall by the San Jose Sharks last summer.

That’s not bad, considering that Müller doesn’t come from a hockey hotbed, and grew up playing multiple sports before joining a hockey club as a nine-year-old.
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“I lived close to the ice rink so I often went skating and playing hockey with friends,” Müller said. “When I was nine I went to a practice with the club and I liked it. I think I profited from growing up with multiple sports.”

Although Winterthur is the city with the sixth-largest population in Switzerland, it does not fare well in the country’s most popular team sports, hockey and football, with the of top-tier clubs. It’s famous for a smaller sport in the country, handball, though. Müller played it all as a kid before starting focusing on hockey in his teenage years.

Müller skated on the outdoor Zelgli ice rink before the city got its indoor arena, Deutweg, in 2002. His hometown team EHC Winterthur has played in the third-tier league ever since Müller’s birth, but that hasn’t prevented him from becoming a top junior player in his country.

“In Winterthur I got a lot of responsibility and ice time, and later in Kloten I even had the chance to play on the NLA (men’s) team, which was very cool. I had good teams and good coaches where I played,” Müller said, discussing the reasons behind his good development.

When he was 15 he left for the Kloten Flyers, a top-tier team about a 30-minute drive away and one of the most successful clubs in Swiss junior hockey. One year later he was already on the U20 team as an underaged player, and even played seven games in the top men’s league, scoring one goal.

The best-known Swiss defencemen – Mark Streit, Roman Josi and Raphael Diaz – similarly started playing against men as a teenager. But at age 17, Müller didn’t feel ready to compete with men, and opted to play in a better junior league outside of the country instead. He was selected by the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League in the CHL Import Draft.

“The Canadian Hockey League and how it works has become better-known among Swiss players, as several players have gone there. For me it made sense to go there and play at a better junior level rather than playing in a men’s league as a junior,” Müller said. “In the NLA it’s a different hockey and more physical. If you’re still developing physically, you don’t have the same chances as a junior.”

“It depends on what you want and also whether you want to finish your education in Switzerland. It also depends on how much confidence a club puts into you. If you get ice time on the men’s team as a 16-year-old, like Roman Josi, it can make sense to stay, but as a junior you often don’t play that much and they put confidence in more experienced players. You need to be at the right place at the right time.”

Müller’s place is with one of the U.S.-based teams in the WHL in Everett, Washington.

“I’m there for my second year and I like it. I played a lot and got confidence in Everett. Maybe that’s also why I got drafted that early by the San Jose Sharks,” Müller said.

“It’s quite green and humid there. But there’s not much free time. If we have no game we’re still at the rink from 10am to 3pm with practice, lunch and gym. Sometimes we do something with the team. I also visited Seattle and saw a NFL football game with the Seahawks.”

Müller has played 98 WHL games so far, notching 43 (9+34) points. He describes himself as rather calm and patient.

“I have my emotions under control. I don’t score many points and don’t do too many fancy things. I try to do the little things right, defend our goal, and get the puck to our forwards,” he said. “Maybe some perceive it as less spectacular, but for me that’s fine.”

Only one thing he misses in Everett apart from family and friends: Swiss cheese. “But I’ll take some cheese back to Everett,” he said. And he should have enough from the camp in Switzerland. In Malmö he’s also been visited by his parents, grandfather and sister.

Müller has already attended one training camp with the San Jose Sharks. For him it was almost an unreal experience.

“It’s a great organization and city. San Jose is part of my dreams. To be in a locker room with players like Joe Thornton was very special,” Müller said. But at the moment, California is too far away to think too much about.

“I want to play well this season and then we’ll see where I’ll play next year. But my goal is to become an NHL player and to play at the Olympics one day.”

While as an 18-year-old junior league player he’s not on the radar for Sochi 2014, he can catch men’s national team coach Sean Simpson’s eye for the future here in Malmö, since Simpson is also the GM of the U20 national team.

And while he might not be in Sochi, there’s a chance his younger sister will.

Alina Müller plays for a boys’ team at EHC Winterthur and has been part of the women’s national team this year as a 15-year-old. She will play at the last tournament before the Olympics in Germany in the upcoming days before the final cut in mid-January.

“It would be cool for her to play in Sochi already at that age. I hope it’ll work out,” Mirco Müller said.

But for now the main focus is what happens in Malmö. The Swiss moved to Isstadion today where they will face Canada in the quarter-finals. For Müller, it’s the opponent he wished to get.

“I’d love to play against Canada. I’ve never played against them at the U20 or U18 Worlds and I know some of their players,” Müller said.

The head-to-head results in the IIHF Guide & Record Book, however, don’t look encouraging for the Swiss. Canada has won all 19 games so far, most recently a 4-1 victory in the quarter-finals three years ago.

“Anything is possible in the quarter-finals, and we have shown here what we can do in both directions,” Müller said.

Marcel out for quarters

Czech player given one-game suspension
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 Marcel out for quarters 

#12 Patrik Marcel has been suspended for the quarter-final round of the World Juniors. Photo: Francois Laplante

The IIHF Disciplinary Panel has issued a one-game suspension to Czech defenceman Patrik Marcel. Marcel will miss his team’s quarter-final match against Finland. 

The suspension comes as a result of a knee-on-knee hit committed by Marcel against Slovakia’s David Minarik during the final preliminary round match between the two teams on 31 December. He was assessed a five-minute kneeing major and a game misconduct on the play, which occurred in the second period. Following the hit Minarik had to be helped off the ice and did not return to the game.

After reviewing the hit and holding a hearing with the player, the Disciplinary Panel determined that at no point Marcel intended to play the puck, and that as the checking player he has the obligation to alter his body position when initiating the check in order to avoid the knee to knee / upper thigh contact. Rather than make contact body to body/shoulder to shoulder or face on, Marcel chose to leave his right leg out.

The Panel decided that this was a dangerous hit that resulted in injury and warrants additional disciplinary action in the form of a one-game suspension. Marcel will miss his team’s playoff game against Finland on 2 January but can return to play for the team if they advance to the next round.

Swedes should slay Slovakia

Tre Kronor's balance might be unbeatable
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 Swedes should slay Slovakia 

Sweden’s offence – pictured: William Karlsson – put Slovakia under constant pressure in the last World Juniors match-up between these nations, a 9-1 win for the Swedes two years ago. Photo: Francois Laplante / HHOF-IIHF Images

Sweden is heavily favoured to beat Slovakia in Thursday's late quarter-final (19:30). But the events of January 2, 2009 should be a warning to the hosts. 

On that date, a U.S. squad loaded with top NHL prospects like James van Riemsdyk and Kevin Shattenkirk was supposed to romp over Slovakia in its World Junior Championship quarter-final in Ottawa.

Instead, the American dream turned into a nightmare. Despite outshooting the Slovaks 47-18, the U.S. fell 5-3 to their underdog opponents on the strength of great goaltending from Jaroslav Janus and two goals by future Detroit Red Wing forward Tomas Tatar. It was one of the biggest World Junior upsets ever.

Thus, there is no room for Swedish coach Rikard Grönborg’s squad to be complacent despite entering the Playoff Round with a perfect record of four regulation wins and a tournament-leading goal difference of 22-7.

Probably the biggest weapon the Slovaks have going for them right now is scoring, driven by the trio of Martin Reway (10 points), David Griger (8 points), and Milan Kolena (8 points). They potted nine goals against Germany, more than either Canada or the United States was able to muster, and they also managed three goals against both of the North American powers in losing causes.

“I think it’s going to be a fun game to watch,” said Sweden’s Nick Sörensen. “They have a good team. I know they have a really good first line that scores a lot of goals. We’re going to have to respect them, like any team in this tournament. We’ll have to come out hard and play our game.”

Mentally and physically, the Swedish teams that attend the World Juniors are much tougher than their predecessors of 10 or 20 years ago. It’s shown so far in the way this year’s team has won different styles of games, whether pulverizing Norway 10-0 or edging Russia 3-2 on a late goal, as they did in their round-robin finale.

“I think we’re pretty confident,” said Sörensen. “We’re playing in front of a big crowd and we know everyone’s behind us.”

Heading into the quarter-finals, the Swedes have excelled in all aspects of the game, except for their penalty-killing, which has surrendered four goals on 19 opportunities for a percentage of 78.9.

Although blessed with current NHL forwards, like captain Filip Forsberg (Nashville Predators) and Elias Lindholm (Carolina Hurricanes), Tre Kronor offers the definition of a balanced attack. Ten players have registered four or more points thus far.

Top goalie Oscar Dansk has delivered the goods with his 2.33 goals-against average and 91.0 save percentage.

Barring any gaffes of epic proportions, Sweden, which is going for its fifth World Junior medal in the last six years, should oust the Slovaks and move on to battle the winner of the United States-Russia game. The Slovaks, of course, hope the Swedes are already focusing on the semi-finals and getting cocky. That’s probably Slovakia’s best hope of shocking the hockey world.

Can Czechs surprise Finns?

Suomi brings tourney's top PK, goalie
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 Can Czechs surprise Finns? 

Finland defeated the Czechs last year at the World Juniors in Ufa. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

Back in 1990, Billy Joel had a hit song called “I Go To Extremes”. It could have been written about this year’s Czech World Junior team. 

Consider the chorus: “Darling, I don’t know why I go to extremes/Too high or too low, there ain’t no in-betweens.”

The Czechs pulled off the first big upset of the Preliminary Round when they topped Canada 5-4 in a shootout. But just two days later, they were the victims of the next big upset when they dished up a clunker in a 3-0 loss to lowly Germany.

So when Finland faces the Czechs in Thursday’s first quarter-final (14:30) at Malmö Arena, it’ll be hoping that Miroslav Prerost’s squad is in more of a “Germany mood” than a “Canada mood”, so to speak. The Finns haven’t been models of rock-solid consistency themselves.

Following up a 4-1 win over the perennially contending Russians with a 4-3 shootout loss to Switzerland didn’t set the right tone for Karri Kivi’s boys heading into the quarter-finals, even if it was sufficient to secure their second-place finish in Group B.

With that said, the Finns should be favoured to prevail in this matchup. But they’re not taking the Czech Republic for granted.

“I think they’ve got a lot of skill,” said Finnish defenceman Ville Pokka, a three-time World Junior participant. “They skate hard. The most important thing is that we have to improve our game.”

Defence is the biggest strength for the boys in blue and white. Through four games, Finland boasts the tournament’s top penalty kill, clicking at 94.7 percent, with just one goal allowed during 19 opposition man advantages. Starting goalie Juuse Saros has been stellar. Appearing in three games, the Hämeenlinna native’s goals-against average (1.16) and save percentage (95.9) leads all netminders.

If the Finns can get NHL blueliner Rasmus Ristolainen (Buffalo Sabres) and first-line winger Artturi Lehkonen back in their lineup, that would be a huge boost for their medal hopes. The pair has missed the last two games, Ristolainen with a fever and Lehkonen with a leg injury.

While Henrik Haapala has filled in nicely on the top in Lehkonen’s place, potting the winner versus Russia, Lehkonen has great chemistry with captain Teuvo Teräväinen and Saku Mäenalanen. Those two have driven the offense so far, Teräväinen leading the way with seven assists and Mäenalanen recording a team-high four goals.

The Czechs will need a stellar performance out of starting goalie Marek Langhamer to have any hope of advancing. They can’t count on getting the kind of quick start they enjoyed against neighbouring Slovakia, scoring just 18 seconds in during their Preliminary Round-closing 4-1 win.

They need more production from some of their go-to players. Forward Radek Faksa of the OHL’s Kitchener Rangers, appearing in his third World Juniors, is pointless through four games. Highly touted 17-year-old Jakub Vrana, who plays here in Sweden for Linköping of the SHL, has just one goal.

Also important for the Czechs will be avoiding ill-advised emotional outbursts, like defenceman Michal Plutnar's contact with an official during the Canada game, which earned him a one-game suspension.

If the Czechs show up with the same kind of jump and determination as they did against Canada, they have a chance of pulling a minor upset. Otherwise, Finnish fans will be singing for joy as their team moves on to face the winner of Canada-Switzerland in the semi-finals.

Ferraro speaks: Part Two

Worlds, Kevin Dineen, and Cammi Granato
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 Ferraro speaks: Part Two 

Ray Ferraro is focused during a Team Canada game at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. Photo: Mika Kylmäniemi / HHOF-IIHF Images

In Part Two of our interview with TSN's Ray Ferraro, the former NHL star discusses his World Championship memories, Kevin Dineen's new coaching gig, and more. 

Click here to read Part One.

What are your memories from playing at three Worlds, including winning silver medals in 1989 and 1996?

In 1989, it was at the new Globen Arena in Stockholm, a beautiful rink. And we had an incredible team. The Oilers had lost in the first round, so we ended up with Mark Messier, Glenn Anderson, and Grant Fuhr, three guys who weren’t often available. I’d scored 40 goals that year, and I was on the fourth line with John MacLean and Andrew McBain and Kirk Muller. We were kind of the tenth, eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth forwards, and we all were coming off 40-goal seasons.

The team was really good. But we lost 5-3 to the Russians. What I remember is that their fourth line had these three kids. We were playing against them, and halfway through the period, we were like, “Who the hell are these guys? They’re unbelievable and they look like they’re 10.” It was Alexander Mogilny, Pavel Bure, and Sergei Fyodorov. It wasn’t like information was flowing back and forth. We didn’t know who they were. Just 18- or 19-year-old kids. That was an incredible team. The top end was Igor Larionov’s line.

In 1992, things didn’t go well for us. We finished out of contention. In 1996, in Vienna, we went to a shootout in the semi-finals against the Russians. Their first shooter scored, and our first four guys missed. I was the fifth shooter. As I was going on the ice, Marty Brodeur, who was our backup goalie, said: “I’m not sure if your move works against this goalie, Andrei Trefilov.” My move was, I’d fake to my forehand, go to my backhand, and either go between his legs or around his feet. But Trefilov would back up and spread into a V, taking away the bottom of the net. I remember going out to the blueline and thinking: “I don’t really have another move I’m comfortable with.” So I made that move and it worked, and then Yanic Perreault and Paul Kariya scored.

We got into the finals, and we lost with 19 seconds left to the Czechs. It was 4-2, but it was a 2-2 game with 19 seconds left. I would have loved to win for obvious reasons, but also, my hometown of Trail, BC has this connection to the 1961 Smoke Eaters [the last Canadian amateur team to win a World Championship]. I would have loved to have brought a gold medal back to sit alongside those guys.

What do you consider your career highlights?

Honestly, the highlight was all of it. I don’t remember ever wanting to do anything else.

I would have loved to win a Stanley Cup. I’d love to have the days back when I went to the rink and thought, “Man, this is hard,” or, “I feel cruddy tonight,” or, “I’m upset with the coach.” I wouldn’t want to have all them back, because I can look back and say, “You know what? I think I gave what I had.” I’m more than a little content with my effort.

Growing up, my dad got up every day at 5 a.m. to go to work. I’d hear his truck start right below my bedroom window. When I was in minor hockey, I’d have to start at 4. He’d come in through the side door of the arena, like one minute after 4, waiting for puck drop. I’d look at the side door and he’d always be there. If I’d worked any less than I did, I doubt I’d have gotten anywhere. I look at my career, and it was blue-collar, hard work. I found a way to produce. Everywhere I went, somebody said, “Too small, too slow.” It didn’t matter. I loved everything about playing in the NHL.

What do you think about your former Hartford Whaler teammate Kevin Dineen getting selected to coach Canada’s Olympic women’s team at this late stage?

He was an incredible teammate. You talk about a guy who would do anything to win, and Kevin was the guy. I know for a lot of people look at Kevin getting hired here and they say, “He’s never coached women’s hockey.” But since he retired as a player, Kevin’s been a career coach. He coached in the AHL for close to a decade before getting his job in Florida. From being married to [American women's hockey legend] Cammi [Granato] and watching her play and train, I know that of course there are differences between the women’s and men’s game. But at the core, today the game is about puck possession. It’s about playing with speed, as a team. Those are all things Kevin was good at as a player, and stresses as a coach.

Those girls will find out, if they haven’t already, that he’s an incredible person. They’ll like playing for him. To know Kevin is to like him. I think he’ll do a terrific job. It was an awkward and difficult spot to be dropped into. You can’t, I would assume, change too much of the philosophy 50 days out from the Olympics. He’ll probably tweak a few things. He might look at the game a little bit differently from his predecessor. But you can’t change everything.

What are you and Cammi planning to do during the Olympics?

Cammi was going to do the women’s colour commentary, as she has the last few years, but the Olympics are in Sochi and we have two small kids and it’s a three-week commitment when you count getting over and assimilated. It just wasn’t going to work for her as a mom. She wasn’t going to go for three weeks without the kids. She’s still very tightly connected to the girls on that team. There are still some left that she played with. What’s incredible is the girls who have reached out to her and said she was an inspiration to them. I’m really proud of her, and I think it makes her feel good.

She’s so humble. I’ve got to prompt her to put out her gold medal from the 1998 Olympics. Otherwise, she would have it somewhere hidden away. That’s the first Olympic gold medal ever awarded to a female hockey player. She was the team captain. I think that should be in a place of prominence. But that’s just not the way she is.

I’m not working either, so we’ll get a three-week break, which happens never. I think we’ll try to get somewhere sunny for a week, and then we’ll take the kids up to Whistler. They’ve never skied before, and we’re so close. I won’t ski because I’m awful. She will.

Finally, what advice would you give aspiring hockey broadcasters?

First, I would say define in your head what your style is going to be. You can’t get in a car with no destination and just drive. If that’s how you broadcast or do anything, how will you get to your destination if you don’t know what it’s supposed to look like? Realize that when you screw up, you’re never as bad as you think you sound, and you’re never as good as you think you sound. You’re going to make mistakes. With Twitter, people love to jump on you for them. They have the comfort of sitting on their couch, and they can rewind it on their 60-inch TV. You’re watching it live. Learn to have a little bit of gray area in what you do.

Second, be honest about what you see. Don’t cheer. I’m a Canadian, and I hope Canada always does well. But I don’t particularly care who wins. It’s not my job to care. My job is to call what I see. There will always be people who say, “Oh, you cheer for that NHL team,” while they’re watching because you make a comment that’s in opposition to their favourite team. I don’t have a favourite team. My name never goes on a Stanley Cup. I’ll never be awarded a gold medal. So the winners win and the losers lose. I’m supposed to broadcast. As a broadcaster, that’s the fairest way you can be.

Canada may make a play that’s not very sharp, and you have to say it, in my opinion. For instance, Jonathan Drouin is a wonderful player. In the first 10 seconds of the game against the Slovaks, he hits a kid in the head. He’s not trying to, but he does. And I have to talk about it. I can’t just say, “Oh, it’s a bad break.” It’s not. He hit him in the head. It doesn’t mean I hope Jonathan Drouin has a terrible day. He made a play that I have to talk about. I think if you’re not honest in your calls, people are far too savvy not to see through it. And then you just become a shill. I’ve never done anything like that in my life and I’m not going to start now.
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Wildcats' Agosta doing it all
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New Hampshire Union Leader 

 UNH senior defenseman Justin Agosta is proving to be an effective two-way player for the Wildcats this season.  

DURHAM - University of New Hampshire senior defenseman Justin Agosta did it again on Friday night.

Agosta delivered a pretty pass to Dan Correale and the sophomore forward made a nice move in close and put a backhander past the Nebraska-Omaha goalie for another UNH goal.

This one gave the Wildcats a two-goal, second-period lead and eventually proved to be the game-winner in their 6-3 win over the Mavericks.

"Justin's just been picking it unbelievably lately," said fellow senior defenseman Eric Knodel, who hasn't been shabby himself. "He's been scoring goals on the power play and making great passes like he did tonight, setting up guys for goals. He's been unbelievable for us offensively."

The Wildcats have been looking for ways to pump up the offense - and in particular to get goals at key times in games - as they roll into the stretch run of the season.

They may have just what they need with Agosta's emerging offense giving them a bit of a three-man wrecking crew from the blue line.

Between junior defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk and Knodel, who are paired together, and Agosta, UNH has three of the top four scorers among defensemen in Hockey East.

Van Riemsdyk led the defensemen in the league with four goals and 18 assists for 22 points heading into Saturday night's rematch against Nebraska-Omaha at the Whittemore Center. He had a season-high three assists on Friday night.

Knodel scored UNH's first two goals, both on the power play, in Friday night's win and trails van Riemsdyk in the league with five goals and 11 assists for 16 points. Friday's was the first two-goal game of his career.

Agosta had the timely setup to Correale on Friday. He was tied for third in the league at 4-10-14 in 22 games. Those numbers matched his career-best point totals from last year that came in 38 games.

Last week, Agosta had two key points in a 3-2 win over Princeton in the consolation game of the Florida College Classic.

He scored a five-on-three goal, with assists to his power-play partner Brett Pesce and Dalton Speelman, to tie the game 2-2 in the second period. Five minutes later, he assisted on a power-play winner by Matt Willows.

"Brett and I aren't usually on the two-man advantage, but coach spoke to us and wanted us to try a different formation and it worked," Agosta said of his power-play goal.

"The play was set up either for him to take the shot or make a play down to Grayson Downing," said coach Dick Umile. "He read the play very well and put it away. It was a good play on his part."

The Wildcats needed the win to snap a three-game losing streak.

Agosta, 6-foot-3 and 200 pounds and out of East Meadow N.Y., has come on strong offensively.

"I've been pretty happy with that, considering in the first eight games I had one assist," he said. "Brett and I have had more and more power-play chances and I've been joining the rush, and the points have started to come."

He had 13 points in the last 14 games going into Saturday night.

"Justin's having his best year," Umile said. "He's a smart hockey player, he handles the puck extremely well and sees the ice very well.

He's probably handling the puck more and getting more into the rush.

He's playing well defensively, too."

The Wildcat defensemen are doing the job collectively at their own end of the ice.

"The defensive corps is a good group for us," Umile said. "They've played well throughout the season and that's one reason we're outshooting our opponents. They don't get shots to the net."

UNH was outshot three times in its first four games and has been outshot only once in its latest 18 contests and averages 34.3 shots a game while holding rivals to 26.3.

There's a potential bonus with Agosta, too. Neither he nor Knodel played in a single game as true freshman.

Knodel is the NHL draft property of the Toronto Maple Leafs and is likely to move on after this season.

There's the chance Agosta could return for a redshirt season.

That, said Umile and Agosta, is something that will be discussed later.

For now, there are goals to be stopped. And goals to be scored and set up, too.

alessels@unionleader.com
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Allen Lessels' College Hockey: Wildcats seeking impact wins
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By ALLEN LESSELS

New Hampshire Union Leader 

The University of New Hampshire men’s hockey team has five non-conference games remaining before it gets back to Hockey East play for the rest of the regular season.

Four of those next five games are at home in the Whittemore Center against top-20 teams, starting with Nebraska-Omaha Friday at 7:30 p.m. and Saturday at 7.

“It’s down to the point now where we have to take it like every game is a playoff game,” said senior defenseman Justin Agosta on Thursday afternoon. “These out-of-conference games are huge because these teams have some good wins that can help us in the ratings.”

UNH is unranked at 10-10-1 overall and 5-5-0 in Hockey East, and needs to string together some wins to improve its chances of getting an at-large invitation to the NCAA tournament if it does not win the league tournament in March.

Nebraska-Omaha brings an 8-7-1 record into the weekend and is No. 19 in this week’s USCHO poll.

After this series against the Mavericks, UNH plays Dartmouth at Verizon Wireless Arena in Manchester next Saturday at 5 p.m. and then plays host to Union for games on Jan. 17 and 18.

Union is ranked No. 6 this week with a 12-3-3 record.

Nebraska-Omaha last played on Dec. 6 and 7 at Colorado College, and lost (4-2) and tied (3-3) in the pair of games. The Mavericks swept a pair of games at then-No. 8 Miami the weekend prior.

Junior forward Josh Archibald leads the Mavericks with 11 goals and six assists for 17 points, and has three game-winners. Senior forward Ryan Walters has four goals and 12 assists.

“They’re a very aggressive team. They play extremely hard and they have some pretty good balance,” said UNH coach Dick Umile. “One of the bigger things you see on film is the balance. They come at you one line after the other.”

UNH outshot Cornell 46-24 and Princeton 46-23 in games last weekend in the Florida College Classic, but managed only a split on the weekend.

The Wildcats lost to Cornell, 4-2, in their first-round game and came from behind to beat Princeton, 3-2, in the consolation game.

“Overall, we’ve played well,” Umile said. “We’ve just got to find ways to win games whether we outshoot the other team or not.”

Most often, the Wildcats do outshoot their opponents.

They were outshot in three of their first four games this year but have been outshot only once in the 17 games since.

“We need to not just outshoot people, but to score more,” Agosta said. “And the thing is we need more goals at important times in the game, when we’re down 3-1 or when it’s 3-2 and we need a goal to tie. We need goals at the right time.”

Agosta had a goal against Cornell last weekend and scored a goal that made it 2-2 against Princeton and then had an assist on the game-wnner by Matt Willows.

- - - - - - -  -

THE Dartmouth men (2-11-1 overall) played a wild 8-8 tie with Northeastern in the consolation of the Ledyard Bank Classic in Hanover on Monday.

The Big Green lost to Providence, 3-2, in the first round of the tournament a night earlier. They have three more games against Hockey East teams before returning to ECAC play. Dartmouth plays at Vermont on Friday, at Boston University on Wednesday and then plays UNH at the Verizon on Saturday.

Junior forward Eric Neiley leads the Big Green with nine goals and four assists for 13 points.

- - - - - - -  -

THE St. Anselm men (3-3-2 overall) had games scheduled at SUNY-Potsdam Friday and Saturday and are at Franklin Pierce on Tuesday. Senior goalies Nick Dries and Robert Kang each have a save percentage of .935. Dries has a goals-against average of 2.13 and record of 2-1-2, and Kang is at 2.66 and 1-2-0 ... The St. Anselm women (10-1-0) play Franklin Pierce at home on Sunday at 2 and are at Bowdoin on Tuesday at 7 ... The Plymouth State men (4-6-0) were scheduled to play Amherst Friday at 4 in the Norwich tournament ... The Southern New Hampshire men (7-4-1) play Tufts (2-7-0) in the Codfish Bowl today at 4 at UMass-Boston and face either UMass-Boston or Suffolk on Saturday.

alessels@unionleader.com

Good enough Finnish

FIN-CZE, CAN-SUI in quarter-finals
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 Good enough Finnish 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 31: Finland's Henrik Haapala #25 jumps up and as the puck sails over his head while Switzerland's Yannick Rathgeb #27 and Marco Muller #21 look on during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Finland came second in Group B despite losing 4-3 to the Swiss in a shootout. The Finns face the Czechs while Switzerland takes on Canada in the quarter-finals. 

Switzerland's Claude Paschoud, the twelfth shooter, scored the only goal in the shootout. It was the last New Year's Eve game, and now the playoffs loom large.

Flavio Schmütz, Fabrice Herzog and Nico Dunner scored for Switzerland, which finished fourth in Group B with five points.

"I’m glad we got the win because it’s important to have a good feeling before the quarter-finals," said Switzerland's Marco Müller. "I hope we can go on like this in the game against Canada."

Ville Pokka, Aleksi Mustonen and Saku Mäenalanen scored for Finland, which wound up with seven points.

"We didn’t play the way we wanted, but we got one point and second place in the group," said Pokka. "We have to keep looking forward to the quarter-finals."

The Finns had a hard time finding their rhythm against a determined Swiss squad. Last year in Ufa, the Swiss were sixth, while Finland underachieved with a seventh-place finish.

After the Swiss went up 3-1, Finnish starter Ville Husso was pulled halfway through the game for Juuse Saros. Melvin Nyffeler went the distance for Switzerland, which was outshot 40-34.

Of facing the Czechs next, Saros said: "I think it’s going to be a tough one. They’ve got lots of skill and they move the puck fast."

The Finns were undermanned for the second straight game. Star defenceman Rasmus Ristolainen (illness) and top-line forward Artturi Lehkonen (leg injury) also were sidelined during the 4-1 victory over Russia.

Past the midway mark of the first period, the Finns nearly opened the scoring on an odd-man break where Ville Leskinen fed Topi Nättinen and he rang it off Nyffeler’s post. A couple of minutes later, Nyffeler stoned Saku Kinnunen from close range.

With 1:10 left in the second period, the Swiss drew first blood. Flavio Schmütz zipped down left wing and unleashed a wrister that handcuffed Husso, fluttering over his glove.

The Finns redeemed themselves for that blunder with 26 seconds left. Poised in the left faceoff circle, Pokka one-timed a nice cross-ice pass from Esa Lindell high into the Swiss net to tie it up on the power play.

In the second period, the Swiss kept coming. Just before the seven-minute mark, Herzog managed to shovel in a loose puck down on his knees in a scrum.

At 9:49, Dunner went to the net and gobbled up a juicy rebound that Husso surrendered on Marco Muller’s initial shot, backhanding it past the goalie’s outstretched left pad for a 3-1 Swiss lead. This wasn't the way the Finns had imagined things going.

That was it for Husso, who was yanked by Finnish coach Karri Kivi in favour of incumbent Juuse Saros.

"There wasn’t much time to think about it when I got on the ice," said Saros. "I just tried to go save by save and play my game."

The Finns responded as desired to the goaltending switch with a goal just 40 seconds later. Henri Ikonen hustled down the left side and whacked a shot toward the Swiss net, and Mustonen surprised Nyffeler by deflecting it in high on the short side, cutting the deficit to 3-2.

Mäenalanen evened the score at 3-3 just 35 seconds into the third period, reaching back to tip in a Teuvo Teräväinen shot. The play was video-reviewed and it was determined that it wasn’t a high stick.

Switzerland had a huge opportunity to go ahead again with a mid-period two-man advantage, but couldn’t capitalize against the tournament-leading Finnish penalty kill.

Penalties hurt Switzerland's hopes down the stretch. The Finns thought they had the power play winner with 3:17 left, but the goal was waved off due to a crease violation.

Then the Finns had a scare of their own when Mustonen was sent off for high-sticking with under three minutes left. Saros had to be sharp when Kevin Fiala whirled out of the corner to test him from right in front.

"I thought before the game that we could beat the Finns," said Müller. "We played well against the Swedes. We didn’t play well against the Russians, but I thought the whole game that we could win this one."

Finland's last World Junior medal was bronze in 2006. The Swiss won their only medal in 1998, also bronze.

Canada tops U.S. 3-2 in thriller

Two power-play goals early in 3rd seal it
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 Canada tops U.S. 3-2 in thriller 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 31: Canada's #19 Nic Petan's shot is about to find the net as USA's #32 Jon Gillies is a bit late for a save during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Power-play goals by Connor McDavid and Curtis Lazar 2:19 apart early in the third broke a 1-1 tie and led Canada to a 3-2 win over the U.S. tonight in Malm-. 

Canada takes first place in Group A and will now face Switzerland in the quarter-finals on Thursday. The U.S. will face Russia the same day.

The Issatdion had an electric atmosphere made possible by the red-and-white clad crowd of 3,882 which gave the arena a feeling of being in Medicine Hat, not Malmö, but the noise inspired both teams to play physical but clean hockey.

"It was a great crowd, but I think our team reacted pretty well given the circumstances," said U.S. captain Riley Barber.

The Americans controlled the scoreless first period and, for the fourth straight game, Canada surrendered the first goal. Nevertheless, the victors played their most discplined and focused game of the tournament to date. Indeed, it was in large part thanks to U.S. penalty trouble early in the third that Canada was able to turn a 1-0 deficit into a 3-1 lead.

"We took some bad penalties, and before you know it, the puck is in the back of the net," Barber noted. "But the real tournament starts now. It sucks to lose, but we're not that worried about it."

The opening period was exactly as one might have expected: plenty of hitting, end-to-end action, and some tentative play. The Americans had more puck possession perhaps, but Canada had its moments and goalie Zachary Furcale made the biggest save of the period when he robbed Riley Barber with his glove hand.

Nerves out of the way, teams played a more lively second, aided in part by a couple of penalties that paved the way for the opening goal. With teams playing four a side, Barber got the puck to the side of the Canadian net and skated in behind the goal. His wraparound fooled Furcale, who thought Barber would skate in front on the near side.

The goal, at 3:29, woke the Canadians up, and they dominated much of the rest of the period. Jonathan Drouin ripped a shot off the post on a two-on-one, and Canada got even at 12:19 on a great effort from Anthony Mantha.

After making a nice deke with his long reach in the slot, and while being hauled down to draw a penalty, he pushed the puck over to Nic Petan, who had the open side of the goal to work with. Petan didn’t miss.

The assist moved Mantha back into a tie for the tournament scoring lead with ten points and further cemented his place as the team's go-to offensive threat. "I think overall I'm playing better here than at home," he acknowledged. "That's what you need over here, and that's what I'm doing." 

Teams exchanged power plays early in the third, and it was Canada which capitalized. McDavid pushed the puck through a maze of players in the crease area that beat Jon Gillies at 3:54 to give Canada its first lead. It was the first goal of the tournament for the 16-year-old who is the third youngest player at the 2014 U20.

"I didn't really know it went in at first," he said, "but the crowd told me, and the boys were fired up. It feels good to finally get one."

Canada drew another penalty soon after and scored again with the extra man to make it 3-1. This time it was a great pass from Drouin in the corner to Lazar, who merely had to re-direct the puck past Gillies at 6:13.

Canada was in full control at this point, and the fans were partying with New Year's Eve enthusiasm. But the work wasn't yet done. On another power play the team got complacent and surrendered a breakaway to Connor Garrick, who was stoned by Furcale to keep the two-goal lead.

No sooner had Furcale made the great save, though, than he whiffed on a routine shot from Stefan Matteau at 17:15 to set up a tense finish.

"We played the way we wanted to play in the first, and picked it up at the end of the third," Barber said. "We have to stay out of the penalty box, and we'll be ready for the next game, for sure."
Rosy result for Sweden

Hosts stay perfect, Slovaks up next
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 Rosy result for Sweden 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 31: Sweden's Jacob de la Rose #9 celebrates after scoring the 3-2 go ahead goal against Russia's Andrei Vasilevski #30 while Vyacheslav Osnovin #18 looks on during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Jacob de la Rose's late goal gave Sweden a 3-2 win over Russia. The host nation, first in Group B, will face Slovakia in Thursday’s quarter-finals in Malmö. 

Russia’s seeding depends on the outcome of the Finland-Switzerland game, the round-robin closer. The Russians, who came back from a 2-0 deficit with two power play goals but couldn't seize the victory, will be either second or third in the group.

De la Rose went to the front of the net and tipped Gustav Olofsson's point shot past Russian goalie Andrei Vasilevski with 2:22 left.

"It feels really amazing right now," said de la Rose. "It was a great goal for us and we really needed it."

It was an amazing atmosphere again at the Malmö Arena, with 11,528 mostly yellow-clad fans stacked to the rafters, and constant clapping and cheering that rivalled anything witnessed at recent IIHF World Championship games in Sweden.

Andreas Johnson and Nick Sörensen also scored for Sweden, and Lucas Wallmark had two assists. Alexander Barabanov and Mikhail Grigorenko scored for Russia.

"I thought we were really close to getting three points in this game," Grigorenko said. "It was 2-2, and Sweden was a little bit luckier than us at the end. I guess we had too many penalties today. We can’t really do that against teams like that."

Now the medal quest begins in earnest. Sweden won gold in 2012 and silver last year, while the Russians took gold in 2011, silver in 2012, and bronze in 2013.

"Obviously our goal was to win the group," said Swedish captain Filip Forsberg. "Now we’ve done that. But now the tournament really starts with the playoff games. We have to get ready for the quarter-final here."

In a showdown between two of the tournament’s top goalies, Sweden’s Oscar Dansk prevailed over Vasilevski. Shots on goal favoured Sweden 32-25.

Puck possession ruled the day, and coach Rikard Grönborg’s crew did a better job on balance.

Clearly, both teams were determined not to give an inch defensively from the start, backchecking with zeal. Sometimes it went a little too far.

At 2:23, Russia’s Georgi Busarov ran Oskar Sundqvist from behind into the boards at the Russian bench. The Swedes made them pay on the power play just over a minute later. The Russians were trying to clear the puck when Sebastian Collberg grabbed it in the middle of the ice and dished it across to Andreas Johnson, who beat Vasilevski on the stick side.

Sweden continued to test the Russian netminder, who had to be sharp when Erik Karlsson cut to the net past the defence and knifed a dangerous backhand. The Russians struggled to get their attack going, taking the next three minor penalties.

With under four minutes left in the first, Damir Zhafyarov nearly finished off a dandy solo rush, splitting the Swedish defence but failing to get the puck past Dansk’s right pad.

At 17:01, Sweden seized a 2-0 lead. Wallmark got the puck to Andre Burakowsky behind the Russian net, and he put it in the slot to Nick Sörensen, whose shot arced past Vasilevski.

The Swedes nearly got a third goal in the final minute of the first, Jesper Pettersson whiffing on a wide-open net with a delayed penalty coming up to Russia.

At 4:47 of the second period, the Russians cut the deficit to 2-1 on the power play after some excellent pressure. Vyacheslav Osnovin centered it from the corner to Barabanov, who tipped it past Dansk.

Halfway through the game, Russia got caught with too many players on the ice, but Tre Kronor couldn’t take advantage on the power play. Forsberg rang one off the crossbar. Seconds after the man advantage expired, Vasilevski made an incredible close-range save on Elias Lindholm after Forsberg found him in front with a perfect pass.

Russian assistant captain Andrei Mironov nearly tied it at the end of the second, firing a howitzer that deflected up and off Dansk’s right post.

Johnson gave Russia another great chance early in the third after he was nabbed for knocking over Vasilevski. But the Swedes weathered the Russian onslaught as the crowd jeered their foes with deafening whistling.

Russia made it 2-2 on the power play with 8:08 left in the third. Grigorenko, standing in front, smartly tipped Pavel Buchnevich's rising shot past Dansk.

"It was a power play, and our other unit started the power play," said Grigorenko. "It wasn’t really working well. When we changed, I wasn’t supposed to be in front of the net, but the situation was that I was just next to the net. Buchnevich tried to make a one-timer, I think, but he missed it a little bit. I just redirected it and it went in."

Swedish buzzsaw Anton Karlsson sat this one out with a shoulder injury.

The last time Russia beat Sweden at an IIHF World Junior Championship was January 3, 2011, a 4-3 win in a semi-final shootout. The Swedes won the following three times prior to this encounter, including Mika Zibanejad’s 1-0 overtime winner in the 2012 gold medal game in Calgary.

"I think we’re pretty confident," said Sörensen. "We’re playing in front of a big crowd and we know everyone’s behind us. Five-on-five, all over the ice, and except on the power play, I think we were the better team. If we can come back against the Russians and get a goal in the end and not be too worried, it shows a lot of strength for the playoffs."

Czechs off to playoffs

Slovaks lose 4-1, finish fourth in Group A
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 Czechs off to playoffs 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 31: Czech Republic's #10 David Kampf carries the puck while being pressured by Slovakia's #26 Filip Mlyncar during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

The Czech Republic scored 18 seconds into the game and never looked back, skating to a convincing 4-1 win over Slovakia. 

The win moves the team from last place and relegation series all the way to third place in the Group A standings to qualify for the quarter-finals on January 2.

With the loss, the Slovaks drop down to fourth place, good enough to qualify for the playoffs as well but having to play Sweden on Thursday, a daunting task, to say the least (as will the Czechs, who will play the second-place team from Group B in the cross-over quarters).

"I think they had the better motivation because we didn't have to win," said Slovak forward Martin Reway. "We didn't work as hard as we should have, and they got a quick goal."

"It's Slovakia and against Czech, which is a great rivalry," said Czech Petr Sidlik. "They weren't going to just let us win or play lightly. We started well, and came ready, so we played as we wanted."

The ice was still wet when the Czechs opened the scoring. Martin Prochazka took a quick shot in front which was stopped by Samuel Baros. The goalie couldn’t control the rebound, though, and David Patrnak swept the loose puck in for a 1-0 lead just 18 seconds in.

The Czechs struck again at 3:54 on a great breakaway pass from Jan Kostalek to Ondrej Kase. Kase made one move to his backhand and flipped the puck over the outstretched pad of Baros to make it 2-0.

"We needed a quick start," said Sidlik. "We wanted to get a lot of shots on their goal, and we did that well. We didn't do that against Germany when we lost."

The Slovaks got their bearings and played solid hockey the rest of the period but couldn’t generate much offense. They had their best chance late when they had a two-man advantage for 62 seconds, but they failed to test Marek Langhamer with any quality shots.

Continue reading 

The Czechs threatened to run away with the game early in the second with two more goals. Dominik Simon intercepted a pass and got the puck to Procahzka, and his hard shot found the back of the net at 2:00.

This prompted Slovakia’s coach Ernest Bokros to pull Baros in favour of Richard Sabol, but less than five minutes later the Czechs extended their lead to 4-0. This time it was a point shot on the power play from Petr Sidlik that did the damage.

Slovakia had a great chance to get back in it, though, after Czech defender Patrik Marcel took a major and game misconduct for kneeing David Minarik. Yet on the power play the Slovaks took a minor, and during the other three minutes they failed to get a decent scoring chance.

The top line did get the team on the board with only 4.4 seconds left in the period. David Griger stole the puck inside the Czech blue line and spotted captain Milan Kolena in front, and he made no mistake. The assist gave Griger a tournament-best seven, and the point gave him ten total, tops among all players.

"We have to be mentally prepared for the next game," said Reway. "There will be a lot of people there, and some of our guys haven't played in front of 15,000 fans before. We have to be ready."

Ferraro speaks: Part One

Thoughts on World Juniors, broadcasting and more
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 Ferraro speaks: Part One 

Former player Ray Ferraro (left) and Gord Miller (right) are TSN's duo on the commentary seats at the IIHF World Junior Championship. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

TSN analyst Ray Ferraro is covering his third World Juniors. He’s earned kudos for his work with the IIHF's 2013 Paul Loicq Award winner, Gord Miller. 

A veteran of 18 NHL seasons and three IIHF World Championships, the 49-year-old native of Trail, British Columbia, ranks among the NHL’s all-time top 100 scorers with 898 points for six different clubs. We caught up with Ferraro over breakfast on the morning of New Year’s Eve.

What do you think of this year’s tournament so far?

What’s stood out has been the unpredictability of the games. Yesterday we did Germany and the Czech Republic. Coming into that game, I don’t think you would have found one person who thought Germany had a chance. The way the tournament had gone for them, they had a couple of injuries and a suspension to their best player [captain Leon Draisaitl] – and then they shut out the Czechs. Part of that is you’re watching and evaluating 16- to 19-year-old kids. And they’re more liable to have these wild swings, these ups and downs. It makes for at times incredibly unpredictable but incredibly exciting hockey.

There’s less lockdown to the game, there’s more space. Sometimes you look at these kids and they look like they’re kids, but most of the time when they’ve got their helmets on and you’re watching them, you can’t even believe they’re that age because of how good they are. You get the odd clunker for sure, but I’ve been really impressed with what I’ve seen so far.

How would you compare today’s young players to your generation?

I would say the way the game has changed, generally speaking, the skill of the players today is better than when I was this age 30 years ago. The speed is better, and they’re much bigger. I don’t know if guys today generally have as good of a feel for the game. I read a Jaromir Jagr quote the other day that I thought was awesome. He said: “Young players today go really fast till they hit the boards and then they turn around and go back the other way.” I think part of that is the way the game is presented to the players and coached. Everything north-south, everything fast. Our game was more tactical. That would be the difference I see between now and then. One’s not better. They’re just different.

If you took a minute-long shift now, you wouldn’t be going back out again. The coach would be angry at you. But I don’t think one way is better. The players today are far more skilled, way better trained. We didn’t have training like this. Not close. I played baseball in the off-season. These guys go to power skating and puckhandling camps. We just didn’t do that.

So when you see a player like Eric Cernak from the Slovaks, or Jack Eichel from the U.S., or Connor McDavid from Canada, or Pavel Zacha from the Czechs, these kids are 16 years old. And they’re playing and more than holding their own at this tournament. That, to me, is astounding.

How different is it broadcasting the World Juniors versus the NHL?

First of all, it’s far more labour-intensive, because I’m immersed in the NHL season till about December 1. Then you go to school. You compile information. It’s one thing to get info on players from Canada or the United States. Gord and I know so many people from Canada and the States. We can talk to agents, coaches, and general managers. It’s more of a challenge to build up a network of contacts in European countries. This is my third year, so it’s easier than the first year, except none of the cast of characters is the same. In an age-restricted tournament, somebody hits his head on the ceiling and out he goes. In comes another guy.

The second difference is, every so often I realize during a game, when a team is having a night when they can’t quite hold the level of the game, more than at the NHL level, I try to remember the age of the players. It’s not like they’re not trying or invested in the game. They’re just playing a team that’s better than them that particular night. Or maybe all the time. But that doesn’t mean that I, as a broadcaster, should disrespect the effort or the intensity at which they train and play. In the NHL, it’s different. If a team gets smoked, chances are they didn’t come prepared. That’s a completely different game. It doesn’t mean you let guys off the hook at this level, but you maybe take a bigger-picture look.

Do you prefer doing your analysis from upstairs or between the benches?

I like between the benches better. That’s my favourite spot. When I was hired by TSN to do NHL games, that was their area. That was where colour commentators went. I wasn’t particularly enthused about going there. Even now, I think the biggest thing I have in my head is, it’s the players’ space, not my space. It’s loud. It’s fast. You get access to stuff that you can’t get upstairs. The balance is that when you’re upstairs, you see everything. When you’re down on the ice, you don’t. But you see different things on the ice that you can’t see upstairs.

We’re lucky at TSN to have both Gord Miller and Chris Cuthbert doing our NHL games. Gord does the World Juniors here. They see a lot. They’re not just number-callers. If I miss something because I’m on the ice, they’ve got it anyway. For me, it doesn’t matter particularly who gets information into the broadcast, just so long as somebody does. When you’re at ice level, you see a puck spin or bounce. You don’t hear as much as you might think because it’s so loud. When you’re in a loud area, anywhere in your day, you don’t hear specific voices. But four, five, six guys down the bench, you hear just about everything.

You just signed a 10-year contract with TSN. What prompted you to make that decision?

Let’s start with the term, which was really important to me. I don’t like uncertainty. I prefer to know my course.

Number two, for so many years, my hockey career and my broadcasting career were about me. I was the focus of every decision I made. But I got remarried 10 years ago to Cammi Granato, and we have a seven-year-old and a four-year-old. So it can’t just be about me anymore. It’s time for something different. My older son, Riley, plays soccer every weekend. If I’m working the way the national games are structured at Sportsnet, if that was to be, likely I’d be gone every weekend and never see him play soccer. So for me, while some people say the national games are the be-all and end-all, and they are if your career is the number one thing in your life, for me it’s 1A. It’s below my family.

Number three, TSN has shown incredible commitment to me and the fact that I really like the people I work with. I really didn’t want to go anywhere. The term worked and the math worked, so it was a pretty easy decision.

In 1984, you scored a CHL-record 108 goals with the Brandon Wheat Kings. Last year, the top goal-scorer in the CHL was Brendan Leipsic of the Portland Winterhawks with 49 goals. Do you feel pretty comfortable that your record is secure?

Honestly, I don’t think it’ll ever be broken. The game is just different today. I got seven goals one night against Prince Albert and we won 11-4. How many of those games do you see anymore?

I got traded that summer from Portland to Brandon in a six-player deal. I was one of the five guys that got traded to Brandon. I didn’t want to go. It was a long way from home. As I was thinking about trying to force a trade back to the West, closer to home, which would have been easy to do, my dad, who was everything to me, said: “Why don’t you just go give this a try? They wanted you. They made a deal for you.”

So I showed up a day before the first game. I got three goals in my first game, three in my second, and was off and running. It was by far the turning point in my career. I played a lot. I scored a lot. Hartford went from looking at me as an undersized guy who might not be able to play in the NHL to saying, “Hey, maybe this guy can play.” Going to Brandon was the key to all of that.

People might be surprised that you didn’t end up on the World Junior team in 1984.

Thirty years later, I don’t know. It’s something I always wished I’d been able to do. I had 50 goals at Christmas. I don’t know what I could have done. They picked the team. There were no camps. There wasn’t even a selection process like this year, where they had three extra guys. You were either on the team or you weren’t. There were no cell phones then. I thought the date was something like the 16th or 17th. I went back to my billets’ home, fully expecting there’d be a message there. And there wasn’t. I thought they’d probably call later. The next day, I was like, “Gee, I wonder what’s going on?” I had 50 goals, and I was certain I’d get picked. I just never did.

At that time, the Olympics were in 1984 in Sarajevo. There was a lot of talk that professionals would come eventually. Of course, it took a long time. But I was going to be a pro the next year. If I wasn’t going to play in the World Juniors, chances are I wasn’t going to be on the Olympic team. Of course, I probably had a chance there, although I never got a call for a tryout there either.

So two events I’d love to have played in, they were that one year, and that was it. The coaches picked a bunch of other guys. I couldn’t come up with an answer. Maybe if I’d had 53 goals?

In Part Two, Ferraro offers his IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship memories, his thoughts on the selection of Kevin Dineen as Canada’s Olympic women’s team coach, and his advice for aspiring broadcasters.

New Year’s Eve IX

Canada-United States ready to close out 2013
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Canada and Team USA last faced each other at the World Juniors for a New Year's Eve game two seasons ago in Edmonton. Photo: Andy Devlin / HHOF-IIHF Images

An all-North American clash on New Year’s Eve has become something of a mini-tradition within the larger Christmas tradition of the World Juniors. 

Of course, it’s not always possible to schedule such a game (i.e., if the teams aren’t in the same group), but the nations have met eight previous times on the final day of the year. Canada holds a decisive advantage, having won five and tied one.

What’s more startling is how the teams have gone on to play in the tournament after the New Year. Canada has won a medal every time except 1981, when it finished 7th. This was in the days before the Program of Excellence, though, when a club team represented Canada at the U20 and the format was strictly round robin. The medal tally includes three gold (1988, 2006, 2009), two silver (1999, 2010), and two bronze (2000, 2012).

The Americans, on the other hand, have won only one medal, a gold in 2010. They have finished 4th twice, and 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th. In short, the trend shows that if Canada wins, it is able to use the victory as a springboard to greater success in the playoff round. The Americans have shown that a loss is demoralizing enough to compromise the rest of the tournament.

Of course, this may or may not mean anything tonight. None of the players in the game today played at the last meeting two years ago, and, in truth, there are very few junior-league rivals or teammates facing each other.

The Canadians are made up almost entirely of selections from the junior leagues while the Americans are predominantly NCAA players. Two exceptions are goalie Anthony Stolarz, who plays for the London Knights of the OHL, and Adam Erne of the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL. Stolarz is not expected to play today, but the Canadians do have two of his teammates, Bo Horvat and Josh Anderson.

Continue reading 

Erne is familiar with four Canadians from the Q, notably Anthony Mantha, Jonathan Drouin, Frédérik Gauthier, and Charles Hudon. Canada’s Zachary Fucale also plays in the Q and might well get the start.

As for this year’s tournament so far, the Americans have been as impressive as the Canadians have not. In the case of the former, they sport a 3-0-0-0 record and a 19-4 goals difference. They have breezed through the preliminary round and have points from 19 of the 20 skaters. A more balanced attack you will not find.

A curious stat reveals that they have scored eleven power-play goals, by far the most. So, on the one hand, they are deadly with the extra attacker, on the other they seem to have trouble scoring 5-on-5. There is a clear message to Canada here. Stay out of the penalty box and your chances of winning improve greatly.

That being said, staying out of the box is exactly the problem Canada has had. And in a hard-hitting game, as tonight’s surely will be, discipline and not retaliating become of paramount importance for both teams.

Defensively, the U.S. has allowed the fewest shots to date, only 69, and have the second fewest penalty minutes, just 26 (13 minors).

Canada has scored 16 goals, which is impressive enough, but Anthony Mantha has been in on nine of that number, an extraordinary performance, to be sure, but also a significant imbalance and the polar opposite to the U.S. offence. The message here is clear for the Americans – shut down Mantha and your chances of winning increase.

The overall picture favours the Americans by a good margin. The Americans have a clear advantage in goal, where the steady Jon Gillies has outshone his Canadian counterpart Jake Paterson. The middling performance of Fucale last game against a very beatable Slovak team is hardly reassuring.

The Americans have more speed and have made fewer mistakes from the back end, and up front the balanced scoring makes all four lines a threat.

But Canada knows how to rise to the occasion. In fact, that is what it does better than any other country, year after year. And if coach Brent Sutter starts using Connor McDavid regularly, as he did in the last half of the third period yesterday, McDavid might well settle down and become a key ingredient to a second scoring line behind Mantha’s.

The oddsmakers have to favour the U.S. in this one, but history and heart may tip the scales the other way. No matter what, it will be the final game of 2013, and it promises to be a blockbuster.

Confidence – who’s got it?

No substitute for self-belief at World Juniors
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 29: Sweden players salute the crowd at Malmo Arena after a preliminary round win over Norway at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

For teenagers, everything is a matter of life and death. And we’re not talking about The Hunger Games. 

It’s why confidence is so vital at the IIHF World Junior Championship. Coaches do their best to keep their young charges under control emotionally, but there are always going to be games at this tournament with more twists and turns than a Henning Mankell crime novel.

Just look at Canada’s last two games against the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Who could have predicted that the perennially vaunted Canadians would lose in a shootout after being forced to tie the game four times in a row? Or that Canada would have to rally from a 3-1 deficit to beat a nation that only has one World Junior medal (1999’s bronze)?

That’s just a taste of the type of hockey we’re likely to see in the elimination games. And that’s where one team’s confidence will have to unmistakably outshine that of its competitors.

Every year, there’s at least one wild and unpredictable game in the Playoff Round. Think of Switzerland’s 4-3 overtime ouster of Russia in the 2010 quarter-finals, Russia’s amazing five-goal third period rally against Canada in the 2011 gold medal game for a 5-3 win, or Canada’s valiant but doomed attempt to come back from a 6-1 deficit against Russia in the 2012 semi-finals. You could go on for days, talking about names like Jordan Eberle, Mika Zibanejad, and Tuukka Rask.

Rarely do you witness such drastic swings of fortune in the Olympics or the NHL. At the World Juniors, when things go wrong, teenagers sometimes freak out. Sure, U20 players may seem mature and poised, and some of them are already earning a living competing against men. But they’re not invulnerable machines. They can easily go from total belief to total despair.

In the closing stages of the Preliminary Round, the coaches must imbue the confidence that will carry their players through the biggest spotlight most of these kids have ever experienced.

After beating Norway 3-2, Switzerland’s Jason Fuchs put in context what his team has accomplished so far in Malmö: “The first loss was a bit disappointing because we played very well against the Swedes. The second game was really bad. We didn’t play as a team [against Russia]. We had to bring something today, and we did it. Now we’re a bit more relaxed about the tournament.”

Learning how to relax is a big part of being confident. 

Swedish defenceman Gustav Olofsson talked about a different kind of confidence after defeating the Norwegians 10-0: “Confidence is a big thing, along with a little bit more creativity. A big part of our success today was everyone wanting to be involved and everyone getting open for each other. It wasn’t necessarily an individual thing or a bad thing. We stuck together as a team and won 10-0 together.”

When your team is working as a single unit, that’s a great confidence-builder heading into the must-win games against top-flight opposition.

When Russia defeated Switzerland 7-1, defenceman Nikita Zadorov told reporters: “I think we need to work to play a full game. After the second period, our coach [Mikhail Varnakov] said, ‘Don’t be lazy, guys, play hard the whole game. Do your job and win this game. You can relax after the game.’”

Hockey players of all ages need to be reminded of the importance of “playing a full 60 minutes”, but teenagers have a greater propensity to get cocky and slack off when things are going well. Confidence increases when it’s built upon a consistent work ethic.

No matter what happens to the medal contenders, good or bad, the coaches have to find a way to convince their players that they’re on the right track.

Nobody’s going to win a Nobel Prize in Literature at this tournament. But one team is going to write its name permanently in the history books, and it’ll be the team that surmounts its youthful tendency toward brain cramps and heartaches the best. With confidence.

Switzerland downs Norway

Swiss PP clicks twice, QF berth secured
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 30: Switzerland's Fabrice Herzog #15 scores against Norway's Joachim Svendsen #1 while Martin Ronnild #19 defends during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

With a gritty 3-2 win on Monday night, Switzerland secured a quarter-final berth, sending Norway to the Relegation Round. Anthony Rouiller got the late winner. 

For the fifth straight year, Switzerland is guaranteed a top-eight finish. It has just one medal all-time, 1998's bronze.

"We’re very happy with this win," said Swiss forward Jason Fuchs. "A loss would be really tough. Now the tournament starts. It’s the fun part now. We’ll keep on working."

Norway will face either the Czech Republic or Germany in the best-of-three relegation series.

"It’s going to be tough, of course," said Norwegian captain Erlend Lesund. "We’re going to get two days off now and just change our mindset. We have to be ready for the two or three games that are coming up, and make the best of it."

Fabrice Herzog and Mirco Müller tallied the other goals for Switzerland. Kevin Fiala and Sandro Zangger both got a pair of assists.

Lesund had a goal and an assist for Norway, and Christoffer Rasch also scored.

"I’m sad now," said Norwegian coach Ørjan Løvdal. "We worked hard and tried all game. It’s tough right now."

Swiss netminder Melvin Nyffeler outdueled Norway’s Joachim Svendsen, with shots favouring Switzerland 38-26.

Both teams came out skating hard, Norway knowing this was its final shot at avoiding the Relegation Round. The last time the Norwegians didn’t get relegated immediately after promotion was 1989 - they survived to play until 1991 at the top U20 level.

Norway scored first when Lesund grabbed the puck in the neutral zone, busted through a gap in the Swiss defence, and blasted a slap shot over Nyffeler’s glove at 9:27.

"I saw they had a bad change and I just jumped in on offence and fired the puck," Lesund said.

The Norwegians nearly went up by two goals on a late first period power play when a puck squeezed through Nyffeler’s pads, but it stopped next to the post and was swept away.

After Norway’s Endre Medby was sent off for interference at 17:16, the Swiss mounted heavy offensive zone pressure, but couldn’t capitalize. Fiala hit the goal post, and Svendsen slid across to stymie Rouiller.

The Swiss continued to be snake-bitten early in the second period, hitting another goal post in tight. The middle frame turned into a parade of mostly ineffective power plays, with Switzerland accounting for five minors to Norway’s four.

Switzerland finally ended its power play drought at 14:39. Working with a two-man advantage, Fiala burst down right wing into the Norwegian and lofted a high backhand pass toward the net, Herzog batting it in out of mid-air.

The Norwegians failed to convert on their own period-ending two-man advantage, coming close with assistant captain Mattias Nørstebø ringing one off Svendsen’s left post.

The third period was a see-saw battle.

Switzerland went up 2-1 at 6:17, as Sandro Zangger came down right wing and threw a shot on goal that Svendsen kicked out with his right pad, enabling a Johnny-on-the-spot Müller to put home the rebound.

At 9:00, Norway tied it up on Rasch's power play marker. But the boys in the polar bear jerseys couldn't celebrate their good fortune for long.

At 11:42, Rouiller restored Switzerland's lead for good with another power play goal, hammering a one-timer from the left faceoff circle on a sweet feed by Fiala.

"Offensively, we played very well," said Fuchs. "We put the pressure on them and we were a bit unlucky. We hit a few posts, but the important thing is to win the game, and we did it."

The Norwegians tried to make a late push, using their timeout in the final minute, but couldn't get the puck into the Swiss zone in the dying seconds.

This was just the third all-time meeting between Switzerland and Norway in IIHF World Junior Championship history. The Swiss won 2-1 on January 3, 1991 and 2-0 on December 27, 2005.

Canada wins character builder

Slovakia fails to hold 3-1 lead, loses 5-3
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 30: Canada's #19 Nic Petan jumps to the boards after scoring the game-winning 4-3 goal against Slovakia during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Nic Petan's two late goals lifted Canada past Slovakia 5-3. Anthony Mantha had a goal and three assists for the winners, who trailed 3-1 in the second period. 

The game was decided largely by discpline and power plays. Canada lost its composure badly in the second period but regained it for the final period and forced the Slovaks into two penalties at critical times.

"We can't play against their power play like that, when we trip someone or do something we don't have to," said Slovakia captain Milan Kolena. "We worked hard in this game. It was so close, but we made some bad mistakes at the wrong time, and it cost us a win."

Most of the 2,558 fans at the Isstadion wore red and white and cheered for Canada, and the fans got exactly what they wanted – a Canadian win.

"Since the beginning of the tournament they've been supporting us. They're such great fans, and it's great for us," said Mantha, who is now tied for most points in the tournament with nine.

The Slovaks were unfazed by the noise and silenced the fans with a power-play goal just 1:40 into the game. The man advantage was the result of a completely unnecessary hitting to the head penalty against Jonathan Drouin just ten seconds after the opening faceoff (and carried with it an automatic 10-minute misconduct).

Jakub Predajniansky’s point shot went wide to the near side of Zachary Furcale but came out the other where David Griger snapped it into the open side. The rest of the period was dominated by Canada, but despite the puck possession the players had trouble finishing around the goal.

Finally, though, the team got a late power play and converted when Mantha found Curtis Lazar at the top of the crease at 18:12 to tie the score, 1-1.

Continue reading 

The second period was full of events thanks to a loss of discipline on the part of the Canadians. After coming up empty on an early power play, they took four successive minors during the rest of the middle 20 minutes, twice giving the Slovaks long 5-on-3 chances, twice surrendering goals.

And, as always, it was the top line of Griger-Milan Kolena-Martin Reway that did the damage. In the first instance, Reway drilled a great shot over the shoulder of Fucale, off the crossbar and in, at 7:07. Then, five minutes later, Griger finished a lovely passing play from his linemates to hit the open and back side of the net.

The Canadian fans were incensed at the refereeing, but they had only their own team to blame for the meltdown and parade to the sin bin. And then, just when it seemed the Canadian cause had all been lost, the players clawed their way back.

Aaron Ekblad threw a quick shot at Samuel Baros in the Slovak goal. The goalie failed to control the puck and Mantha muscled the puck in to make it 3-2.

The emotions ran high as the Slovak coach Ernest Bokros tried to keep his team calm in the face of a massive upset and his counterpart, Brent Sutter, had to find a way to do the same – calm his team down, in the face of supreme adversity for his teenage charges.

"We took some dumb penalties," Petan acknowledged. "We know the refs are a little bit different over here in Europe, so we have to be better with that tomorrow."

Canada waited until under six minutes to go in the third to tie the game. Mantha banged Erik Cernak off the puck behind the goal and got it out front to Drouin, who snapped it instantly behind Baros to make it 3-3.

That set the stage for Petan's game winner. Predajniansky took a high-sticking penalty, and then Mantha went to work, feeding Petan to the side of the net.

"We have an established play down low with 'Pets'," Mantha explained. "He just came out in front and had an open shot and took it. Fortunately it went in. It was great."

"I just tried to be patient," Petan described. "I held onto it and found the open net. The way the goalie was playing it, I felt I could take the shot."

Appropriately, Petan then added another goal into the empty net to close out the scoring.

Finland subdues Russia

Finnish PP clicks twice, two assists for Teräväinen
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 30: Finland players look on during the national anthem after a 4-1 preliminary round win over Russia at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Top seed in Group B is still up for grabs after Finland beat Russia 4-1 on Monday afternoon. Henrik Haapala potted the winner in the second period. 

Finland wraps up its round-robin against Switzerland on New Year’s Eve, while the Russians face group-leading Sweden earlier that day.

If the Finns beat the Swiss in regulation time and Russia defeats Sweden in regulation time, there'll be a three-way tie for first place, and the seeding will be determined by goal differential in the games between these three teams.

The Finns won't take the Swiss for granted. "They skate really well. It’ll be a fast game tomorrow.," said defenceman Ville Pokka.

Saku Mäenalanen, Rasmus Kulmala and Joni Nikko also scored for Finland against Russia, while captain Teuvo Teräväinen added a pair of assists.

It was a positive sign for the Finns, who are attempting to avenge last year's underwhelming seventh-place finish.

Valeri Vasiliev replied for Russia. This was the first time Russia's offense has been held in check in this tournament: it produced 18 goals in the first two games.

"We made our best game in the last two games," said Russia's Nikita Zadorov. "Maybe this was just a bad day for us today. We’ll watch some video, watch our mistakes, and [try not to repeat them] tomorrow."

Russian goalie Ivan Nalimov got his first start of the tournament after relieving Andrei Vasilevski halfway through the opening 11-0 romp over Norway. Nalimov, who shone for Russia during the exhibition Subway Super Series in Canada in November, gave up a couple of suspect goals. He was outdueled by Finland’s Jusse Saros as the Finns outshot Russia 31-29.

"We played very well," said Saros. "We didn’t give a lot of scoring chances to Russia, and our defence was amazing. I think everything worked today for us."

Finnish head coach Karri Kivi was missing two key players. Defenceman Rasmus Ristolainen was nursing a fever, while Artturi Lehkonen, with a leg injury, was replaced on the top line by Haapala.

"We had a few guys out, but other guys stepped up," said Pokka "It was a big win for us."

Overall, it was a cautious contest between two medal contenders.

In an evenly played first period, the Russians were a little more opportunistic. They opened the scoring at 5:27 as Pavel Buchnevich made a beautiful pass from the corner that found an unguarded Vasilev in front, and the defenceman put it past Saros.

At 2:21 of the second period, the Finns tied it up on the power play. After winning a faceoff in the Russian end, Teräväinen and Pokka worked the puck around and found Mäenalanen just above the hash marks. He made no mistake, beating Nalimov on the glove side.

Finland took a 2-1 lead on a soft goal at 10:20. From the right side boards, Haapala slid the puck toward the goal along the ice and it got through Nalimov.

"I just shot," said Haapala. "I was a little bit surprised. I think Saku [Mäenalanen] tried to tip it."

With 4:53 left in the middle frame, the Finns jumped into a 3-1 lead when Nalimov couldn’t contain Juuso Ikonen’s wrist shot from right wing on the rush, and the rebound popped out to Kulmala, who fired it into the gaping net.

Finland's Julius Honka was sent off a couple of minutes later for hitting Ivan Barbashyov from behind, but Russia couldn't cash in with the man advantage.

At 7:39 of the third, the Finnish power play struck again, with Joni Nikko taking Henri Ikonen's centering pass on the rush and whipping it past Nalimov's glove.

The Russians couldn't muster a comeback, even with a subsequent 5-on-3 man advantage. The Finns' disciplined positioning kept their foes at bay, and a deflected Alexei Bereglazov shot off the crossbar was as good as it got for coach Mikhail Varnakov's squad.

Finland is seeking its first World Junior medal since 2006’s bronze. Russia has medalled three years in a row, and its last medal was also bronze: it came third last year on home ice in Ufa.

With the result, Russia’s all-time World Junior record versus Finland fell to 24 wins, two ties, and 10 losses.

Wow! Germans shock Czechs

Frederik Tiffels, goalie Cüpper star in 3-0 win
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 30: Germany's #6 Parker Tuomie and #18 Janik Moser head in to celebrate a goal with their teammates during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

You couldn’t have matched two teams seemingly headed more irrevocably in opposite directions. Yet, for the first time in U20 history, Germany beat the Czechs. 

In ten previous meetings, the Czechs had outscored Germany 69-18 and won all ten games. Not today. Goalie Marvin Cupper stopped all 40 shots and forward Frederik Tiffels had two goals and an assist.

"The shutout speaks for the team," Cüpper said. "It was a huge team effort."

Ironically, the tandem of Tiffels and Czech-born Dominik Kahun (who assisted on one Tiffels goal and converted a Tiffels pass for another) was born of bad luck more than plan. "I haven't played with Dominik before," Tiffels explained, "because he played with Leon Draisaitl. Leon was suspended for today's game, so I played with him. We played in the junior leagues in Germany, though, so we knew each other a little bit."

The Czechs were coming off their first ever win against Canada in two decades while the Germans were reeling from a triple whammy of losing badly to the United States, 8-0, losing their captain to suspension, and playing with only 17 skaters because of injury for the second straight game.

The win vaults Germany into fourth place of Group A with three points whle the Czechs are in last with two. Germany, though, has played all its games and must now wait for the result of tomorrow's Slovakia-Czech Republic game. A Slovakia win would send the Czechs to the relegation round while a win would send the Germans there.

German coach Ernst Höfner had preached discipline to his team before the bad loss to the U.S. in which the team allowed six power-play goals, but today the players got the message loud and clear.

Continue reading 

"For starters, we tried to skate a lot more today than we did yesterday, which helped a lot," Cüpper noted.

"The U.S. is a little better than the Czech Republic, but we skated better and followed the coah's plan better today as well," Tiffels added.

A nervous and close-checking first period saw the Germans score the only goal. Kahun made a nice little pass to Tiffels at the side of the Czech goal, and Tiffels lifted the puck in the short side past a surprised Marek Langhamer.

The Germans outshot their opponents 14-8 and also had the only two power-play chances of the period. Despite playing with two fewer skaters in the line-up (Michal Plutner was serving a suspension of his own), they certainly looked like the more desperate and hungry team. As they headed to their dressing room after 20 minutes, the largely Canadian crowd (waiting for the Canada-Slovakia game later today) gave them a loud ovation for an impressive effort.

"We were really motivated and had a good first period," Cüpper enthused. "We worked hard as a team."

The Germans had a great opportunity to increase their lead early in the second period when they had a 5-on-3 for 1:19, but inaccurate passing prevented them from getting any decent, clear shots on Langhamer. The Czechs took two similar interference penalties in the centre-ice area just 41 seconds apart to create the two-man advantage.

As the crowd started chanting, “Let’s go, Germany!” the Germans turned it on. The same combination that scored the first goal worked together on the second. This time it was a great play by Tiffels to knock the puck free from Czech defender Libor Sulak and then fire a quick pass to Kahun in front. He drilled a great wrist shot over Langhamer’s glove at 15:24 to make it 2-0.

Then Tiffels went to work on his own. Skating in over the blue line on a power play, he wristed a quick shot that fooled Langhamer to make it 3-0 with just over two minutes left in the period as the crowd roared its approval.

"I was just thinking to get a shot on goal," Tiffels said. "I don't often shoot from so far out, so it was just awesome when it went in."

"We feel like we're a team now," Tiffels added. "Everybody contributed today. Everyone blocked a shot or made a big hit."

Draisaitl suspended

German captain to miss game vs. Czech Republic
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Germany's Leon Draisaitl (pictured against Team USA's Ian McCoshen) will be suspended one game. Photo: Francois Laplante / HHOF-IIHF Images

Germany’s captain Leon Draisaitl will be suspended for today’s game against the Czech Republic. 

Draisaitl hit Team USA player Andrew Copp from behind ten seconds into the second period of yesterday’s game between the two teams and was assessed a match penalty.

A match penalty carries an automatic one-game suspension and a disciplinary review. Upon further review the IIHF Disciplinary Panel decided not to issue any further supplementary disciplinary action.

Eisenschmid follows sister

Three siblings – two girls – have IIHF experience
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Germany's Markus Eisenschmid (#11) and Canada's (#5) Aaron Ekblad battle for a loose puck. Photo: Francois Laplante / HHOF-IIHF Images

Marktoberdorf, Germany isn’t going to be confused with Sudbury, Örnsköldsvik, or Ust-Kamenogorsk any time soon. 

But it’s still pretty amazing that five hockey players from this tiny town of 18,000 in the south of Germany have gone on to play international hockey at the highest level for their country.

Even more amazing is that three of that number come from one family – the Eisenschmids.

“I have an older brother, who’s visiting today as well,” explained Markus Eisenschmid, a forward with the U20 team here in Malmö. “He played hockey when he was younger but quit. My older sister Tanja is playing at the University of North Dakota and is doing well. My younger sister Nicola has an offer to go there next year, so she’ll visit next summer to see how it is.”

Benedikt Brückner and Anja Welsser are the other natives of Marktoberdorf, but for the moment the Eisenschmid family trumps all.

“When we were young my parents wanted us to learn how to skate,” Markus continued. “My sister really liked it and one day put a stick in her hands and started playing hockey. The same with me. I just went out and played and liked it. I think we were pretty good when we were younger.”

Although Marktoberdorf was their place of birth, the family mainly grew up in another town close by. “We were raised in Kaufbeuren, just ten minutes away from Marktoberdorf, but hockey was a big part of life,” Markus continued. “The men’s team usually played in second division, and the junior team was always pretty good and even won a couple of championships. A lot of good players came out of the area like Alexander Sulzer, who is in the NHL with Buffalo.”

Continue reading 

The three siblings are very close in age. Tanja was born in 1993, Markus 1995, and Nicola 1996. “When I was 14 or 15, I played with Tanya,” Markus said. “I played with an older team, and she played down one age group because she was a girl. We often played together. She was a defenceman and I was a forward. That was pretty nice. I never had a chance to play with Nicola because she was a year younger. But maybe they’ll play together some time. Tanya is going to the Olympic Games this year and Nicola has a chance to go the next Olympic Games.”

Indeed, as of today it is Tanja who is the most experienced of the three. She played at three U18 Women's World Championships (2009-11), captaining the team in her final U18 year, and moved directly up to the senior team the next season, competing at the 2012 and 2013 Women’s World Championships. And, as Markus said, she will be representing Germany at the upcoming Olympic Games in Sochi.

Nicola played her first IIHF event for Germany at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 Women's World Championship and still has another year of U18 eligibility. She won’t be joining Tanja this year in Sochi but might well be with her sister for PyeongChang in 2018.

“The Olympic Games is the highest level of play you can reach,” Markus continued. “To know that my sister will be playing there and I can watch her on TV is just amazing.”

Markus is at his first U20 tournament. He played for Germany at the 2012 and 2013 U18 Worlds and wore the “C” for the team’s first game here in Malmö. He knows the task in this tournament is both difficult and simple – avoid regelation. “We have to play every game as if it’s the most important,” he said.

And with all his hockey-playing siblings watching, he’ll want to make sure to be successful in his ambitions.

Løvdal’s big challenge

Norway’s coach talks World Juniors, Olympics, and more
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 29: Norway head coach Orjan Lovdal looks on from the bench during preliminary round action against Sweden at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Norway is the world’s top winter sports nation, winning 303 Winter Olympic medals, including 107 golds. But life is tougher for the World Junior hockey team. 

Under head coach Ørjan Løvdal, the newly promoted Norwegian U20 squad has suffered three straight losses to Russia, Finland, and Sweden, getting outscored 26-1.

Løvdal, a three-time Olympian as a forward from 1984 to 1992, must get his troops inspired before their Monday outing against Switzerland, which is likewise winless in Group B. The 51-year-old’s résumé also includes winning the Gullpucken award as the Norwegian Player of the Year in 1986 and 1987 and playing at the 1995 IIHF World Championship.

IIHF.com caught up with Løvdal after the 10-0 loss to the host Swedes at the Malmö Arena.

How did you feel about your team’s performance against Sweden?

It was a very tough game for us. They controlled the first period with three goals. We worked hard. The players wanted to play tough, but the Swedish team was much faster and stronger.

What are the biggest difficulties that a team like yours faces when moving up from Division I to the elite division?

I think the main difference is that we have maybe 30 players to take at this level. They have maybe 200. That’s a big difference.

Despite the tough losses, are there things that your team is doing that you like?

Our young players are working very hard. We have two players born in 1996 [forwards Ludvig Hoff and Martin Rønnild]. They’ve both played well at this level.

What did you think of the way Markus Søberg, your only NHL draftee, played in his return from injury?

It was his first game in a while, and he played well, I think. He skated hard and he worked hard from the start.

What do you think of the way the city of Malmö has hosted this tournament so far?

It’s very nice. Tonight the arena had 11,000 people in attendance. Nobody on our team has played in front of so many people before. It’s new for us.

You’ve been working with Norway’s U20 and U18 programs since 1999. What are the biggest areas of progress you’ve seen in that time?

The most important thing is that we’ve been able to get people into other leagues: Sweden, Canada. We are not so many. There’s a big difference if you’re playing at home. The U20 league has too big of a difference between the best players and the other players.

What’s needed most to develop the junior game within Norway itself?

More rinks and more players.

What was your playing career like?

I started playing when I was five years old in Oslo with a club called SK Forward. I played there till I was 17 and then I went to Sweden and spent a season with Almtuna. I had two seasons with Hammarby in Stockholm and then headed back to Norway. I played until 1997.

Who were your favourite players?

When I was a junior, Gretzky was big. I also liked Guy Lafleur of the Montreal Canadiens and Sweden’s Börje Salming.

You played in the 1979 IIHF World Junior Championship, the first one ever held in Sweden. What are your memories?

I remember a game against Czechoslovakia. The Stastny brothers were playing. We had a 4-4 tie after two periods. We lost 6-4. It was a good game.

What stands out to you from your three Olympic experiences in Sarajevo, Calgary, and Albertville?

In Yugoslavia, it was a new thing for me. It was big for us and I was a young kid. And being together with all the other athletes was nice. Calgary was the best one. I got to meet all the stars from the other countries. We saw Katarina Witt and many of the great hockey players. I only played a couple of games in Albertville and then went home.

How do you think Norway will do in Sochi?

Hopefully they do well. I think the national team has been doing well for five or six years. 

Do you talk to national team head coach Roy Johansen a lot?

All the time. We’re in the same program, so we talk a lot. He’s here with us.

Finally, what do you expect in your next game against the Swiss?

The Swiss team is better for us. We have more of a chance to do well there. The most important games for us will be against Germany in the last two or three games. We’re working to be better every day, and hopefully we’re in our best shape when we meet Germany.

Plutnar suspended one game

Czech forward penalised for contact with official
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 28: Canada's #17 Connor McDavid and Czech Republic's #27 Michal Plutnar battle for the puck during Preliminary Round action - 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

The IIHF Disciplinary Panel has handed down a one-game suspension to Czech Republic defenceman Michal Plutnar. 

The suspension comes following an official review of an incident involving the player and linesman Eduard Metalnikov during the December 28 preliminary round game against Canada. Plutnar will miss the Czech Republic's next game on 30 December against Germany.

At the conclusion of the second period, Plutnar went after Canadian forward #17 Connor McDavid when McDavid shot the puck into the Czech goal after time expired. While trying to get to McDavid, Plutnar appeared to push Metalnikov to the ice as the linesman attempted to intercede between the two players. He was assessed a roughing penalty at the time as a result of the action. 

Upon further review, the IIHF Disciplinary Panel decided that, while it was not the intent of Plutnar to intentionally injure Metalnikov, the player did in fact make deliberate contact to remove him from his position, thus preventing him from doing his job by knocking him to the ice and thus endangering his safety.

Therefore, the Panel decided that additional disciplinary measures should be taken in the form of a one-game suspension, meaning that Plutnar will miss his country’s next preliminary round game on 30 December against Germany.

Slovakia’s top line tops

All 3 in top 6 of scoring race, team 4th in goals
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 Slovakia’s top line tops 

Slovak forward Martin Reway jumps over a German player to avoid collision. Photo: Francois Laplante / HHOF-IIHF Images

Slovakia has positioned itself nicely to advance to the quarter-finals and bypass the ignominy of the relegation round. 

It is doing so thanks largely to the top line featuring Martin Reway, David Griger, and captain Milan Kolena.

The team's 12 goals in two games is behind only Sweden and the United States (19 goals) and Russia (18 goals), although the Swedes and Americans have played one more game than Slovakia.

Over the course of the team’s 9-2 win over Germany and 6-3 loss to the United states, this threesome has scored seven of the 12 goals and recorded 17 of 32 scoring points. Indeed, the line has carried the team on its shoulders for now, and with games against Canada (Monday) and the Czech Republic remaining (Tuesday), a little help from the other three lines would be welcome.

"It's not what we thought. We thought we had four good lines that could score," Reway admitted. "But it's only two games, so we'll see. Right now it's us, but that's our job. We have to lead the team."

Reway is tied for most goals in the tournament. He was drafted by the Montreal Canadiens 116th overall in 2013 and is the youngest member of the line. He will be especially happy to play Canada because he has played for Gatineau in the QMJHL the last two seasons. The team’s head coach, Benoît Groulx, is an assistant to Brent Sutter here in Malmö.

“He has taught me a lot,” Reway enthused. “He works me hard, but I don’t think I’ve had a better coach. He changed my game. I’m a different player this year from last year. The Montreal Canadiens told me the same thing after they drafted me.”

Continue reading 

More specifically, Reway has learned to be more responsible and to play for the team, not for himself. “He told me to go to the net. Don’t lose pucks at the blue line. Simple things. When you turn the puck over, bad things will happen. Make the easy plays and think of the team more.”

Kolena also has five points (3+2) and is tied with four players for most goals. Undrafted by the NHL, he has played with Slovan Bratislava in the KHL this past season. He and Reway are two of the few returning players from the 2013 U20 in Ufa and know their role this year.

“The guys who played last year are a year older now and have bigger responsibilities for the team,” he suggested. “I played with Martin last year and we played well every time we were on the ice together. David is also skilled. He has played in the Czech league and Russian league. He’s smart and knows how to play with the puck. He could play on any line. But we had a good camp as a unit, and the coach has kept us together.”

Griger, also born in 1994, has one goal, five assists and is tied for second-most assists so far. He has played in the Slovak senior league this season.

The one earlier common element between the three is that they all played for Slovakia at the 2012 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship Division I Group A. Kolena was also captain of that team which won the group to move up to the top pool for 2013.

The other common thread is that the coach of the 2012 U18 team, Ernest Bokros, has also been the coach of the U20 for the last three seasons, from 2012 to the present year. Bokros knows his players well, and knows this trio is dynamite together. What he needs is scoring from his other three lines.

In the meantime, the Kolena-Reway-Griger combination will do what it can to get the team into the playoffs.

Sweden manhandles Norway

Hosts get 5 PP goals on winless neighbours
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 Sweden manhandles Norway 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 29: Sweden's Filip Forsberg #16, Jacob de la Rose #9, Christian Djoos #4 and Gustav Olofsson #13 celebrate after a first period goal against Norway during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

André Burakowsky scored a hat trick as Sweden thrashed Norway 10-0. The Swedes remain perfect heading into their New Year’s Eve showdown with Russia. 

Norway completes its round-robin slate versus Switzerland on Monday in a game it must win to have a chance of avoiding relegation play. Through three games, the newly promoted Norwegians have been outscored 26-1.

"We weren’t even close in this game," said Norwegian assistant captain Mattias Nørstebø. "We were giving them so much time in our zone, and they were making good plays."

Alexander Wennberg, Sebastian Collberg, Gustav Olofsson, Nick Sörensen and Elias Lindholm tallied a goal and two assists apiece for the host nation. Robert Hägg and Robin Norell also scored. Captain Filip Forsberg added three helpers.

"I thought we played well," said Olofsson. "We came out strong and dictated the tempo. We played all 60 minutes even though we were up 6-0 after the second period. We still kept going and pushed all the way through, which I think is important for us to grow and be ready for the next game."

In a battle of backup goalies, Sweden’s Marcus Högberg got the best of Norway’s Henrik Haukeland as he recorded a shutout in his World Junior debut. The Swedes outshot Norway 45-13.

"It’s obviously good for his confidence and good for the team," said Lindholm of Högberg. "He played really good."

Sweden played dominant, controlled hockey from the get-go, and drew first blood at 3:26. Norwegian forward Jens Tonjum knocked over his own goalie while sliding into the net on the backcheck. That gave Olofsson all kinds of time and space to put a high drive over the prone Haukeland.

At 8:55, Sweden went up 2-0 on the power play. After a flurry in front of the net, Lindholm found Burakowsky in the right faceoff circle, and he whipped a high one past Haukeland on the short side. Seconds later, Burakowsky zoomed into the Norwegian zone and zinged the puck off the crossbar.

At 15:42, Burakowsky lined up another power play one-timer that entered and exited the net so quickly it had to be video-reviewed. The partisan crowd of 11,296 fell silent and waited before celebrating a 3-0 lead.

Despite killing off two penalties in the first period, Sweden outshot Norway 14-1.

Just 1:16 into the second, Hägg launched a center point bomb off a faceoff win that beat Haukeland glove side and made it 4-1.

Burakowsky completed his hat trick at 5:01. Norwegian defenceman Christer Simonsen fell over in the neutral zone, enabling Nick Sörensen to zoom past him down the left side, and when Haukeland stopped Sörensen, Burakowsky was there to roof the rebound.

Halfway through the game, Forsberg dipsy-doodled along the goal line and fed a pass across the crease for Collberg’s easy 6-0 tap-in with the man advantage.

Norell made it 7-0 Sweden with a center point wrister through traffic at 3:40 of the third period. Wennberg's 8-0 goal less than three minutes later came on a nifty close-in set-up from Collberg.

Lindholm and Sörensen rounded out Sweden's scoring with pretty, late power play goals.

Forward Markus Søberg, Norway’s lone NHL-drafted player (Columbus Blue Jackets, 2013, sixth round, 165th overall), played his first game at the World Juniors after returning from an injury. He got one of Norway’s few good chances late in the second period when he stickhandled through the Swedish defence, but couldn’t deceive Högberg with his deke.

A pre-game tribute to Tre Kronor legend Mats Sundin set the stage for a night of celebration at the Malmö Arena.

Can Norway get a glimmer of hope against the Swiss? "We’re going to go 100 per cent for that game," Nørstebø said. "That’s our opportunity here in this tournament, and hopefully we can play a great game tomorrow."

Of facing the Russians, Lindholm said: "They’ve had some amazing results against Switzerland and Norway. It’s going to be a tough game. We have to enjoy this game tonight and get focused again tomorrow."

U.S. powers past Germany 8-0

Losers dress just 17 skaters, U.S. scores 6 PPG
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Team USA remained a perfect 3-0-0-0 atop the Group A standings following an easy 8-0 win over Germany this afternoon at the Isstadion. 

The win was aided in part by Germany’s ability to dress only 17 skaters as three regulars were injured and unable to play. It was fuelled also by a more common form of man-advantage situation in that the U.S. got six of their goals via the power play.

Four of those goals came in a record-tying second period. The only other team at U20 play to score as many was Czechoslovakia, against USA, in the second period, January 3, 1988.

Goaltender Anthony Stolarz made his debut with Team USA and was called upon to stop only 15 shots for what might be the easiest shutout he'll ever record.

"It was a pretty easy game," he admitted. "They didn't get many scoring opportunities and the defence did a good job of keeping the shots to the outside. We played really disciplined."

The win was the third impressive showing for the defending champions in advance of their showdown with Canada on New Year’s Eve.

"We've been tested a little bit in different aspects of the game," said forward Adam Erne. "The Slovaks took it to us a bit when we got too comfortable, and we've learned little lessons throughout the games. Canada will be our first real test, and I think we're all looking forward to it." 

For the Germans, it marked their third straight loss and puts them in a precarious situation before their final game tomorrow against the Czechs. Germany has zero points and the Czechs, in fourth place, have two. It is critical for Germany to win in regulation time if it hopes to avoid the best-of-three relegation in the New Year.

Continue reading 

"Our players fought hard today," German coach Ernst Höfner said. "We told our players to stay out of the penalty box, but against a good team like this, it is difficult. But five-on-five it was 2-0, which is very good for us."

The Germans had a good chance to get an early goal when they had a lengthy two-man advantage. Nic Kerdiles took a hooking penalty and 37 seconds later the Americans were called for too many men. But the Germans created precious few good chances after which it was just a matter of time before the U.S. scored.

This they accomplished on a screen shot from Hudson Fasching. He skated in over the blue line, used the defenceman to block goalie Patrick Klein, and ripped a long shot between Klein’s legs.

Less than four minutes later the U.S. made it 2-0 on a power play. Vince Hinostroza made a cross-ice pass in the German zone which was tipped by a defender, but the puck landed on the tape of Kerdiles who ripped a shot to the top corner before Klein could get over.

The Germans could not have got off to a worse start in the second. Just ten seconds in, captain Leon Draisaitl drilled Andrew Copp into the end boards from behind and received a match penalty. Then, during that five-minute short-handed situation, Sven Ziegler took a minor, leaving the team with only 11 available skaters on the bench.

Sure enough, the Americans pounced, scoring twice and putting the game out of reach. Jack Eichel fed Will Butcher who snapped a winner past Klein at 2:21 and a minute later Hinostroza got his second of the night by rifling a loose puck over the goalie’s shoulder.

"I tried to hit him and he turned around, and I accidentally hit him from behind," Draisaitl explained. "Obviously, I didn't mean to hit him like that. It just happened quickly. I feel bad about it, for sure."

Later in the period the Americans got another power-play goal courtesy of captain Riley Barber to make it 5-0.

The U.S. added to their power-play total with another midway through the third when a Matt Grzelcyk point shot that went off the leg of Steven Santini. Hinostroza added a late goal.

NOTES: Draisaitl's hit on Copp will be reviewed by the Disciplinary Committee to determine if a suspension is warranted in addition to the match penalty he received today...Stolarz has started a Twitter account @StolietheGoalie in the hopes of reaching out to his fans.

Czech player under review

IIHF Disciplinary Panel looking at incident in Canada-Czech Republic game
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 Czech player under review 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 28: Canada's #17 Connor McDavid and Czech Republic's #27 Michal Plutnar battle for the puck during Preliminary Round action - 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

The IIHF Disciplinary Panel is conducting an official review of an incident involving Czech defenceman #27 Michal Plutnar and linesman Eduard Metalnikov. 

At the conclusion of the second period, Plutnar went after Canadian forward #17 Connor McDavid when McDavid shot the puck into the Czech goal after time expired. While trying to get to McDavid, Plutnar appeared to push Metalnikov to the ice as the linesman attempted to intercede between the two players. He was assessed a roughing penalty at the time. 

The Disciplinary Panel will conduct a hearing with the player later today, with a decision on whether any further action will be taken to be announced tomorrow.

Russia hammers Switzerland

Seven Russians score, Swiss still winless
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 Russia hammers Switzerland 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 28: Russia's Damir Zhafyarov #11 scores on Switzerland's Sascha Rochow #30 while Benoit Jecker #7 battles with Alexander Barabanov #21 during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

After two strange goals in the first period, things quickly reverted to normal as Russia defeated Switzerland in a 7-1 romp on Saturday at Malmö Arena. 

Alexander Barabanov and Damir Zhafyarov paced the attack with a goal and an assist apiece, and Ivan Barbashyov, Andrei Mironov, Bogdan Yakimov, Vyacheslav Osnovin, and Mikhail Grigorenko also scored for Russia.

"We’re feeling pretty good right now," said Barbashyov. "We’ve played really well the last two games against Norway and Switzerland. But I’m pretty sure we can play much better in the defensive zone."

Jason Fuchs replied for Switzerland.

After splitting time with Ivan Nalimov in the opening 11-0 win over Norway, goalie Andrei Vasilevski, playing his third World Juniors, went the distance for Russia. Swiss backup Sascha Rochow got his first tournament start. Russia outshot Switzerland 34-26.

Eduard Giamatov drew the first Swiss penalty after a spectacular solo dash through the defence. The Russians held a big territorial advantage in the first period, controlling the puck at will.

Despite Russia’s dominance, the Swiss got on the board first with just under five minutes left in the opening stanza. Fuchs tried to center the puck from behind the goal line, and Osnovin inadvertently tipped the puck past his own netminder.

"They scored the one goal, and we’re pretty sad about that. We didn’t like that," said Barbashyov with a smile.

The Russians tied it up at 16:27 on another weird goal. Barbashyov dipsy-doodled his way to the net and the puck flew up in the air, bouncing off Rochow’s back into the goal.

At 17:31, the Russians took their first lead on the power play. They moved the puck quickly around the Swiss box, and Mironov’s long shot fooled Rochow through traffic.

"Our start was not bad," said Switzerland's Phil Baltisberger. "If we went into the first intermission with a lead the game would maybe have continued differently. Unfortunately we conceded two stupid goals in the last three minutes that were game-changers."

In the final minute of the period, Swiss blueliner Mirco Müller was injured in his own end. It appeared that Nikolai Skladnichenko threw an elbow at Müller’s face, but no penalty was called on the play. Müller stayed in the game.

With Switzerland’s Lukas Balmelli off for checking to the head, Russia seized a 3-1 lead when Bogdan Yakimov cruised into the Swiss zone and zinged a wicked wrist shot through Rochow’s legs at 6:23 of the second period.

Just over five minutes later, Barabanov stretched Russia’s lead to 4-1 when the puck bounced off a Swiss defender’s skate right to him in the slot, and he made no mistake.

It only took another 34 seconds for Barabanov to set up Zhafyarov on a 2-on-1 rush for a nice backhand deke goal that put the game out of reach for Switzerland.

At 8:17 of the third period, Osnovin atoned for his earlier own-goal gaffe by making it 6-1 on a lovely end-to-end rush.

For Russia's seventh goal, Grigorenko coolly tallied inside Rochow's right post with a two-man advantage at 9:52.

Russia’s all-time World Junior record against Switzerland improved to 19 wins, two losses, and two ties. The last time Switzerland beat Russia was in the 2010 quarter-finals, when Nino Niederreiter’s heroics produced a 3-2 overtime upset.

Russia faces Finland on Monday, while Switzerland takes on Norway the same day in a matchup that'll likely determine which nation ends up in the Relegation Round.

Defenceman Nikita Zadorov said of the upcoming game against Finland: "It’s a pretty good team with a lot of small forwards who are really quick. I’ve played against them the last five years. I think we know [how to approach it]."

"The next game will be our most important of the tournament," said Baltisberger. "We have to beat Norway. The game is our ticket to the quarter-finals."

Simon's shootout goal wins it 

Wild third period as Czechs win 5-4
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 28: Czech Republic's #22 Dominik Simon pulled a Forsberg-deke against Canada's #1 Jake Paterson and secured the win for his team during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Dominik Simon scored a Peter Forsberg-style shootout goal to give the underdogs a huge victory. It was the first Czech win over Canada in U20 history. 

Indeed, the last time any nation with "Czech" in the name that beat Canada at the U20s was January 4, 1993, when the Czech/Slovak Republic won, 7-4. Since then, Canada has had a record of 12-2-0 in 14 games - until tonight's historic result.

And the hero was Simon, who took the sixth shot of the shootout after each side had scored once. "As soon as the coach told me I was taking the shootout, I knew I was going to do it," Simon said afterwards. "It was the last shot, so I knew the goalie would react to my first move. I moved to the forehand and then went back. Fortunately, it was successful."

Nerves of steel. "I haven't tried it a lot, but it's harder in practice because the goalie isn't scared of your moves. You look like a jerk when it doesn't work, but in a game it's a good play, I think."

"It's done," Canadian Jake Paterson said. "Now our focus shifts to the next game. I've seen that kind of move before, but I'm not going to blame the loss on that."

To be sure, the goalie had a rough night, but his counterpart Marek Langhamer wasn't particularly brillaint, either. It was a close game through 40 minutes, and then a bizarre third period saw Canada get three of the five goals to send the game to overtime.

The result throws Group A into disarray. The U.S. is in first place with 6 points, but Canada is second with only 4. The Slovaks have 3 and the Czechs 2, so anything is still possible, but first place is looking more Stars 'n' Stripes than Maple Leaf right now.

Continue reading 

The Czechs took the cheer out of the large Canadian crowd with an early goal. Some sloppy play around their own goal allowed David Kämpf to push the puck past Paterson. Paterson was making his second straight start but didn’t look sharp on that weak shot.

Canada dominated the rest of the period, though and got the only two power plays. The first one was effective but without a goal, and the second one saw Canada tie the game thanks to a fine shift from 16-year-old Connor McDavid.

He made a good rush to set up one scoring chance, and then he teamed with Bo Horvat and Sam Reinhart to make it 1-1 at 15:50. The play was textbook material, the kind of video a coach could use to teach 5-on-4 play. McDavid got the puck at the top of the faceoff circle and passed to Horvat at the side of the goal. Horvat wasted no time in finding Reinhart in the slot between all four Czech defenders, and Reinhart's quick shot found the mark.

A short time later, McDavid set up Derrick Pouliot for another great chance, but in the second period he made a name for himself for all the wrong reasons. Caught on a long shift, he took a tired hooking penalty at 15:15, and Michal Plutnar scored one second after its expiration. McDavid hadn’t even stepped on the ice by the time Plutnar’s point shot eluded Paterson.

"There were a bunch of people in front of the net, so I closed my eyes and took a slapshot. It went in. A great feeling," Plutnar said.

As time expired in the middle period McDavid fired the puck into the open Czech net after the buzzer, prompting a scrum in the corner. Plutnar hammered McDavid, earning a minor penalty.

Regardless, Canada looked anything but sharp and the Czechs looked, if nothing else, thoroughly inspired and up for the challenge. After two periods, the underdogs also found themselves with a solid 2-1 lead.

It was a short-lived advantage. Just 24 seconds into the final period, Jonathan Drouin blasted a hard shot on the fresh ice past Langhamer to make it a 2-2 game. Plutnar's fine goal was offset by his retaliatory penalty which eliminated the lead he created.

"I got mad because [McDavid] took a shot on our goalie after the period. I lost my focus. It was stupid," Plutnar admitted. "But we won the game."

Canada got a power play soon after, but off the faceoff McDavid took a lazy corkscrew-type hooking penalty, creating a 4-on-4 with a faceoff deep in the Canadian end. Right from the drop of the puck, Vojtech Tomecek snapped the puck through Paterson's legs, officially two seconds after McDavid's penalty, and the Czechs again had a lead, 3-2.

That was McDavid's last shift. He didn't re-appear until the shootout when he lost control of the puck at the top of the crease and failed to get a shot, setting the stage for Simon's winner.

Canada, ever resilient, rallied again, most improbably. After taking a too many men penalty, Canada looked in deep trouble, but a great rush by captain Scott Laughton left a giant rebound for defenceman Aaron Ekblad to bury at 11:09.

Before the penalty had expired, though, the Czechs went up 4-3. A long blast from Jakub Vrana eluded Paterson over the shoulder, another suspect goal.

Charles Hudon made up for it 16 seconds later when his wrister beat Langhamer in the same location. Call it 4-4 in a game neither team seemed able to control. The five-minute overtime was without a goal, so teams went to penalty shots to decide a victor.

Both teams next play on Monday, Canada against Slovakia and the Czechs against the Germans.

Swedes win Nordic showdown

Wennberg's pair paces hosts past archrival Finns
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 Swedes win Nordic showdown 

Finland's Ville Husso #30 looks behind him as Sweden's Andreas Johnson #5 celebrates after Alexander Wennberg's #10 first period goal during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

A packed Malmö Arena witnessed a hard-fought Saturday afternoon clash as host Sweden downed the Finns 4-2. Jacob de la Rose got the winner in the second period. 

Sometimes Sweden-Finland rivalry games don’t live up to the hype, turning into “wait and see” affairs. It quickly became apparent that this wouldn’t be the case today. High-tempo, aggressive hockey ruled the day in front of 11,604 fans - another new World Junior attendance record for an IIHF U20 game in Sweden.

Alexander Wennberg led the way with two goals and an assist, and Andreas Johnson added a goal and an assist in Sweden’s second straight win.

"It's a great win for us," said de la Rose. "We deserved to win this game."

Esa Lindell and Rasmus Ristolainen scored for Finland. Captain Teuvo Teräväinen provided two helpers.

Finnish goalie Ville Husso made his tournament debut, while Sweden’s Oscar Dansk got his second straight start. Sweden outshot Finland 30-20.

Elias Lindholm played his first game of the tournament for Sweden. The 19-year-old Carolina Hurricanes forward centred a line with de la Rose and captain Filip Forsberg.

"It probably wasn’t my best game," said Lindholm. "I feel like I have a lot of room to improve. It’s my first game in about two and a half weeks."

The Finns came out hard and their offensive zone pressure paid off. Just 41 seconds in, after a wild goalmouth scramble with Dansk bobbling the puck, Finland went up 1-0. Artturi Lehkonen provided the screen as Lindell’s center point slapper, set up by Teräväinen, found the back of the net.

Sweden got an early two-man advantage and didn’t take long to capitalize. Wennberg scored into the open net on Husso’s stick side at 4:15 to make it 1-1. The expert puck movement leading up to that sequence, with everyone participating, was reminiscent of Tomas Sandström’s famous “golden goal” for Sweden at the 1987 IIHF World Championship.

Anton Karlsson, Sweden’s youngest player, sparked the home side midway through the opening frame with his physical, agitating approach.

Late in the first period, Sweden ran into penalty trouble. The Finns got a 4-on-3, followed by a 5-on-4 and a 5-on-3, but couldn’t capitalize. Dansk stymied Saku Mäenalanen on a great chance from the slot. At the other end, savvy Swedish forechecking nearly gave Oscar Sundqvist a shorthanded goal when he got free alone in front of Husso.

After failing to capitalize on multiple man advantages, Sweden finally grabbed a 2-1 lead with 5:56 left in the second period. Wennberg centered the puck from behind the goal line to Sebastian Collberg, who couldn’t beat Husso, but Johnson was there to slide the rebound into the gaping net.

Moments later, proving the adage that “it’s a game of inches,” the Finns came oh-so-close to equalizing on the power play when a Ristolainen drive dinged off the post and trickled along the line.

"Of course it’s frustrating. Some times it’s the small things. We hoped it would go in but it didn’t. It was a Sweden home game, so that’s why it didn’t go in, I think," Teräväinen said with a wry laugh.

Sweden went up 3-1 at 16:19. Forsberg lost the puck on the rush against Finnish defenders, but de la Rose was there to hammer the disc past Husso on the stick side from the faceoff circle.

"I gave it to Filip in the middle, he left it, and I shot and it went in," said de la Rose. "It’s a good feeling."

The ice clearly tilted in the Swedes’ favour in the second period, where they enjoyed a 14-5 edge in shots on goal.

Ristolainen gave the Finns new life just 45 seconds into the third period, when, with the teams playing 4-on-4, he charged to the net to shovel his own rebound past Dansk and cut the deficit to 3-2.

At 8:27, Wennberg restored Sweden's two-goal edge when he circled out to the center point and wristed a long one that eluded Husso.

"We had a lot of scoring chances, but we just have to use those scoring chances better," said Ristolainen. "Today they used their chances better than us."

The yellow-clad crowd clapped rhythmically as the final seconds ticked off the clock.

The atmosphere was electric even before puck drop. Fans waved Swedish flags to the strains of “En För Alla För En,” Sweden's 2013 IIHF World Championship theme song, and cheered “Foppa!” for the legendary Peter Forsberg, who came out on a red carpet and received a special video tribute on the scoreboard.

"It’s amazing," Lindholm said. "The crowd is awesome and it helps us a lot to create more energy."

When Sweden and Finland last squared off, at the 2013 tournament, Tre Kronor won 7-4 and sent the Finns to relegation play.

The result gives the Swedes the slimmest of advantages in the all-time World Junior rivalry between these Nordic foes. Sweden now has 15 wins, 14 losses, and two ties.

On Sunday, Sweden takes on winless Norway, while the Finns face Russia on Monday.

"We need to win that game," said Teräväinen. "We have a day off tomorrow, so we’ll get some rest before Russia, and put everything into that game and hope to win."

U.S. moves to 2-0 with win

Slovaks fall to earth after big win yesterday
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 U.S. moves to 2-0 with win 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 28: Slovakia's #30 Richard Sabol dives to make a save during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

The USA built a 3-0 lead and pulled away to defeat Slovakia 6-3 to stay perfect at the 2014 U20. Slovakia fell to 1-1 with the loss. 

Slovakia mounted a partial comeback late in the second to make it 3-2 after 40 minutes, but that's as close as they got.

As in their first game, the Americans got goals from all different players. Six players also had two points in the game. 

"That's the identity of our team," Ryan Hartman noted. "We don't have that one player who's going to go out and score four goals. We have a well-rounded team and everyone is contributing, which is great to see." 

Five goals of the nine today were scored on the power play, the Americans getting three.

"It's hard to win a game when they score almost every time they get a power play," Martin Reway conceded.

The Slovaks were the polar opposite to the U.S.. All the offence came from the top line of Reway (two goals), Milan Kolena (one goal, one assist), and David Griger (two assists). That threesome has now accounted for seven of the team's 12 goals and 17 of the 31 scoring points so far this tournament.

"It's not what we thought. We thought we had four good lines that could score," Reway admitted. "But it's only two games, so we'll see. Right now it's us, but that's our job. We have to lead the team." A Montreal draft choice, Reway has played in the QMJHL the last two seasons.

The Slovaks came out of the first period trailing 2-0 despite skating with the Americans stride for stride for most of it. But they had the first two power plays and couldn’t covert while the Americans had two late man-advantage opportunities and scored on both.
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The opening goal came from 17-year-old Jack Eichel, who took a nice feed from Hartman off the rush to beat Richard Sabol between the pads.

"I think our line with Jack Eichel and Adam Erne have been playing well," Hartman noted. "I saw Jack coming down the middle and I was on the outside, so I just tried to get him the puck as he went to the net. He's a skilled player."

Sabol then made a terrible blunder to put his team in a bigger hole.

In the final minute of play the puck rolled into the Slovak end, but an American was chasing the puck. Sabol raced out to clear it away but fanned on the shot. He had little choice but to turn and fall on the puck well out of his crease, earning a delay of game penalty.

On the ensuing power play, Dan O’Regan snapped in a loose puck from close range as time expired. Video review clearly showed the puck crossed the goal line before the clock reached 0:00. For the Americans, it was a bit of breathing room; for the Slovaks some bad luck, which demoralized the team heading to the dressing room.

Although shots were 22-11 for the U.S. many were from long range while Mario Lunter had a couple of good chances for the Slovaks but couldn’t beat the steady Jon Gillies in goal.

Lunter had a great chance short-handed early in the second, but he was thwarted again by Gillies. Moments later, Hartman converted a tee-up pass from Will Butcher to fire a one-timer over Sabol’s shoulder to make it 3-0 at 4:22.

The Slovaks got on the board thanks to their captain, Kolena. First, he drew a penalty after being kneed at the blue line by Ian McCoshen, and then on the ensuing power play he knocked in a rebound to make it 3-1. Peter Cehlarik took the original shot, but Gillies couldn’t control the rebound and Kolena made a perfect shot.

Less than two minutes later that comfortable American lead grew much less so thanks to another power-play goal. This man advantage came as a result of a high-sticking penalty by Hartman in the offensive end.

Kolena made a nice rush and linemate Griger had one chance before the third member of the threesome, Reway, made no mistake with the third chance, at 12:57.

"Those sorts of things happen in a game, but we responded well," Hartman said.

Marko Dano had a great chance to tie the game early in the third when he skated hard to create a breakaway during a U.S. power play, but Gillies gave him no room to work with.

Again, that miss proved costly as the Americans made it 4-2 at 9:33. Connor Carrick's point shot missed the net but bounced out the back side right onto the stick of Matt Grzelcyk who snapped it into the open side before Sabol could get a pad across.

Stefan Matteau and captain Riley Barber added late goals to close out the scoring for the Americans. Reway got his second with 2:08 remaining.

"We got a couple of big goals in the third and that got us going again," said Eichel. "We stayed positive, even after they got two quick goals."

Home ice advantage?

Medalling common, gold not for World Juniors hosts
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 Home ice advantage? 

Only six out of 37 host nations won the IIHF World Junior Championship on home ice. Fans in Malmö hope Sweden will win World Junior gold on home ice for the first time. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

How much of an advantage does the IIHF World Junior Championship host nation have? That depends on your definition of success. 

From a historical standpoint, Swedish fans may not be happy to know that only six out of the past 37 World Junior champions have been host nations. These include Canada (1991, 1995, 2006, 2009), Finland (1998), and the Soviet Union (1983).

If you feel that winning any medal is a success, then the picture gets a little brighter.

Host nations have won silver eight times. The list includes Canada (1986, 1999, 2003, 2010), Czechoslovakia (1987), Finland (1980), the Soviet Union (1988), and Sweden (1993).

Bronze has gone to the hosts on seven occasions. It also appears to be the “hottest trend” among medal-winners, as each of the last three tournaments has seen the hosts come third. That list includes Canada (1978, 2012), Czechoslovakia (1977), Finland (2004), Russia (2013), Sweden (1979) and the United States (2011).

When gauging Canada’s excellent record as a host, it should also be acknowledged that Canada has hosted the tournament more times than anyone else (10). No one else has had it more than five times.

Conversely, which nations have performed the worst on home ice? Again, that depends on your definition of doing badly.

Overall, the United States has probably had the most disappointing record. It’s only won one medal (2011’s bronze) in five tries at home.

The record for the lowest finish by a host nation is seventh place, and that dubious distinction is shared by four different countries.

It wasn’t a huge shock for underdogs like Germany (1992) or Switzerland (1997). However, it’s a toss-up between Russia (2001) and the Czech Republic (2002) as to which seventh-place finish constitutes the biggest flop.

In 2001, the Russians were coming off a run of seven consecutive medals, and boasted such prominent future pros as Ilya Kovalchuk, Anton Volchenkov and Denis Grebeshkov.

In 2002, the Czechs were attempting to win a third straight gold medal with the likes of Jiri Hudler, Tomas Plekanec and Ales Hemsky.

At this tournament, Sweden will have to hope that its U20 squad can pick up some of the good vibes from what its senior team did at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship final in Stockholm. Sweden’s 5-1 win over Switzerland there ended the infamous “home ice curse” of the Worlds. No host nation had won that tournament since the Soviet Union in 1986.

85 NHL draftees in Malmö

Sweden leads the Euros with 17
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 85 NHL draftees in Malmö 

Sweden has more players already drafted into the NHL than any other European team (17). Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

This year’s U20 features some 85 players drafted into the NHL. 

Of course, given that it is a North American league, Canada and the United States lead the way. All players from both teams have been drafted with the exception of underagers not yet eligible.

In Canada’s case, that means Aaron Ekblad, Sam Reinhart, and Connor McDavid are still to have their NHL futures decided while two Americans, Jack Eichel and third goalie Thatcher Demko, are in the same position.

Sweden leads the European nations by a wide margin. Some 17 players have already been drafted. Indeed, the only Swedes not drafted are third goalie Jonas Johansson, defencemen Jesper Pettersson and Lukas Bengtsson, and forwards Anton Karlsson and Lucas Wallmark.

Finland has ten draftees and Russia eight while the Czechs and Slovaks both have three. Switzerland has two and Norway has one. Germany is the only team which doesn’t have any NHL drafted players on its roster.

From the NHL perspective, Columbus, Montreal, and Nashville lead the way. These teams each have six draftees competing in Malmö. At the other end, St. Louis Blues scouts are carrying an empty clipboard as the team has nary a single prospect at this year’s U20.

Philadelphia and Washington have five and three teams have four—Chicago, Tampa Bay, and Winnipeg. Recent Stanley Cup champions are not well represented here. Boston has three future stars while Detroit and Pittsburgh have two each.

Europeans drafted in NHL competing at 2014 U20

CZE: 3

Marek Langhamer, PHX

Radek Faksa, DAL

Jan Kostalek, WPG
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FIN: 10

Janne Juvonen, NSH

Juuse Saros, NSH

Rasmus Ristolainen, BUF

Esa Lindell DAL

Saku Mäenalanen, NSH

Ville Pokka NYI

Mikko Vainonen, NSH

Teuvo Teräväinen, CHI

Henri Ikonen, TBL

Artturi Lehkonen, MTL

GER: none

NOR: 1

Markus Søberg, CBJ

RUS: 8

Andrei Vasilevski, TBL

Valeri Vasiliev, PHI

Anton Slepyshev, EDM

Bogdan Yakimov, EDM

Nikita Zadorov, BUF

Pavel Buchnevich, NYR

Valentin Zykov LA

Mikhail Grigorenko, BUF

SVK: 3

Martin Reway, MTL

Marko Dano CBJ

Peter Cehlarik, BOS

SWE: 17

Marcus Högberg, OTT

Oscar Dansk, CBJ

Robin Norell, CHI

Christian Djoos, WSH

Linus Arneson, BOS

Gustav Olofsson, MIN

Robert Hägg, PHI

Andreas Johnson, TOR

Jacob De La Rose, MTL

Alexander Wennberg, CBJ

Sebastian Collberg, MTL

Filip Forsberg, NSH

André Burakowsky, WSH

Nick Sörensen, ANA

Erik Karlsson, CAR

Oskar Sunsqvist, PIT

Elias Lindholm, CAR

SUI: 2

Mirco Müller, SJ

Fabrice Herzog, TOR

Finland tops Norway

First line thrives in Suomi squad's debut
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 Finland tops Norway 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 27: Finland's Ville Pokka #12 celebrating with Teuvo Teravainen #20, Esa Lindell #7 and Saku Maenalanen #8 after a second period goal against Norway during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Your best players need to be your best players. That held true as the Finns beat Norway 5-1 on Friday. The first line combined for six points in their opener. 

Goalie Juuse Saros earned his first World Junior victory for Finland. The Finns outshot Norway 48-29 at the Malmö Arena.

"It’s good we got our first win," said Finnish captain Teuvo Teräväinen. "We didn’t play our best, but it’s still a big win. Tomorrow against Sweden will be a big game."

One of Malmö’s best-known attractions is the Ribersborgs Kallbadhus, an open-air bath where guests sweat in saunas before leaping into the frigid waters of the Öresund. Similarly, the newly promoted Norwegians have endured the blazing heat of the Russian and Finnish attacks, and now face the chilling realization that they’re already halfway through group play and have only scored once. (And like Finland, they face host Sweden next, on Sunday.)

The Finns are gunning for a major improvement over last year’s disappointing seventh-place finish. The Norwegians are just hoping to avoid relegation, and that’ll be a tough bet since they’re unequivocally the weakest team in Group B.

There were some positive signs for Norway in this game. They played a more aggressive, up-tempo game than in their opening 11-0 loss to Russia, where they often stood around and watched the Russians make fancy plays. They also managed to hold the Finns off the scoreboard for longer than Russia, despite being outshot 20-7 in the first period.

"We played a little bit better today, I think," said Norwegian assistant captian Mattias Norstebo. "Yesterday was a catastrophe, losing 11-0 to the Russians. Today I think we stepped up a bit and started well. We kept it at 0-0 in the first period. But obviously, we’re not happy losing 5-1."

The Finns began to control the play as the first period wore on, taking it to Norway with strong work along the boards. With 47 seconds left, the top trio of Teräväinen, Saku Mäenalanen, and Artturi Lekhonen drew first blood on the power play, with Lehkonen batting home a loose puck in the crease. Mäenalanen drew the assist.

That line combined for the second Finnish goal as well, as Mäenalanen zinged a high wrister past Norwegian netminder Joachim Svendsen from the slot at 2:57 of the second period.

Mäenalanen gave Finland a 3-0 lead at 14:19 when he put in the loose puck after a Ville Pokka drive on the rush.
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"I’m very happy," said Mäenalanen. "It was a good game."

Less than a minute later, Rasmus Kulmala set up Joni Nikko with a sweet cross-ice pass for Finland’s 4-0 goal, Nikko making no mistake as he went high.

In the third period, Ville Leskinen rounded out the scoring for the Finns. Tim Robin Johnsgard gave Norway a little boost when he broke Saros's shutout bid with 3:08 remaining.

This was the sixth straight loss for Norway versus Finland in World Junior history, dating back to 1982. In those games, Norway has never scored more than three goals. However, this latest loss also represented the smallest-ever margin of defeat for Norway against the Finns (four goals).

Looking ahead to Sweden, Norstebo said: "I think it’ll be the toughest game for us so far. Sweden are extremely good, and they’re playing on home ice. It’ll probably be a full rink. It’ll be a huge experience. We’ve got to be ready."

We played a little bit better today, I think. Yesterday was a catastrophe, losing 11-0 to the Russians. Today I think we stepped up a bit and started well. We kept it at 0-0 in the first period. But obviously, we’re not happy losing 5-1.

Slovakia’s top line shines

Germany sees relegation looming after 9-2 loss
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 Slovakia’s top line shines 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 27: Slovakia's #20 Marko Dano shoots the puck in during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Slovakia took advantage of its scoring chances early and skated to a convincing 9-2 win over Germany this afternoon. 

The win, at the Isstadion in Malmö, moves Slovakia a step closer to the playoffs in the process and was powered by the top line of Milan Kolena (two goals, one assist)-Martin Reway (one goal, three assists)-David Griger (one goal, four assists).

"We got off to a really good start and just kept on going," said Kolena.

The loss leaves the Germans with an 0-2 record and games against the United States and Czech Republic left in the preliminary round. They will need a bit of luck and a lot of good play if they are to avoid fifth and final place in the Group A standings.

The last team in each group square off for a best two-of-three relegation series while the top eight teams play elimination playoff games after the New Year.

Today’s game was decided early as the Slovaks scored two power-play goals in the opening period. They opened the scoring at 3:33 when captain Kolena nudged his rebound past goalie Marvin Cüpper just 13 seconds into the game’s first power play. The Slovaks celebrated exuberantly, fully aware the early lead in a pivotal game was crucial for success.

"Martin [Reway] made a good pass to me on the play, and I just tried to get the puck up. Fortunately, it went in," Kolena said.

Kolena and Reway are two of the few returning players from last year's Slovakian team in Ufa and will be relied upon for both leadership and offense.

Marko Dano made it 2-0 at 12:38 when goalie Cüpper inadvertently redirected a pass out front right onto the stick of Dano, who made no mistake with the close-in chance. David Griger closed out the scoring when he snapped a nice one-timer over the shoulder of Cüpper, again on the power play.
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The Germans were unable to mount any offence, recording only one shot in the opening 20 minutes.

Although they managed to generate a few chances and scored once in the second period, it wasn’t nearly enough. The Slovaks made it 4-0 early when Dano was again left alone at Cüpper’s crease, but Germany came right back with a quick score of its own.

Leon Draisaitl made a nice pass in tight to Dominik Kahun, and he beat Richard Sabol with an accurate shot. Two more goals from the Slovaks put the game out of reach and Cüpper on the bench in favour of backup Patrick Klein.

Germany got one goal back in the third when Janik Moser's point shot was tipped in by Kahun, but the Slovaks struck for two more goals soon after. Stanislav Horansky got the final goal with just over two minutes remaining.

The Germans play the United States on Sunday while Slovakia next plays, against Canada, on Monday.

Built from the back end out

America's defensive play could be its salvation
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 Built from the back end out 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 26: USA's #2 Brady Skjei tries to reach for the puck while defending during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

No U.S. player recorded more than one point in the opening 5-1 win over the Czech Republic. By the same token, 13 different players got points. 

That’s likely representative of how things are going to play out for the defending World Junior champions here in Malmö: scoring by committee. And that means solid defence will be key.

It’s not to say the U.S. lacks offensive talent this year, but the current roster isn’t packed with obvious replacements for the puckhandling wizardry of Alex Galchenyuk, John Gaudreau, or Rocco Grimaldi, all of whom made their mark in the 2013 run to gold.

“We might not have the big names right now, but I think we work hard and play as a team,” said captain Riley Barber, one of just three returnees. “We’re really hard to beat down low. If we bring that every game and play our game, our system, I think we can be really good, really effective.”

The Americans effectively limited offensive opportunities for the Czechs in their first game, with only a deflected power play drive by defenceman Michal Plutnar eluding towering goalie Jon Gillies. Shots favoured the U.S. 33-24.

“Especially with the D-corps that we have and the team defence that we’re committed to, if we score two or three goals, it’s going to be hard for teams to beat us,” Gillies said.

The U.S. knew it wouldn’t have big-name NHLers Seth Jones and Jacob Trouba returning on the blue line. Yet not getting Patrick Sieloff, who would have played hard minutes as a shutdown specialist and might have worn the “C,” was a tough pill to swallow. The 19-year-old Michigan native, who is now with the AHL’s Abbotsford Heat as a Calgary Flames farmhand, has been recovering from a staph infection.

So the defenders that are suiting up in Sweden must get it done as a unit.

Even when you factor in the impressive wheels of Brady Skjei and the NHL-honed power play instincts of Connor Carrick, the fact remains that the U.S. is not going to run and gun its way to another title with D-men pinching willy nilly.

“We’re all very defensive-minded because it all starts from defence and works out to offence,” Barber said. “Coach Don Lucia has stressed that very well.”

It’s not a huge shift in philosophy from what Phil Housley inculcated as the bench boss in Ufa last year. The forwards have to do their part to make life easier on the defencemen.

“I think it all starts with back pressure,” Barber explained. “Our forwards are really fast and we’re all really good, defensively minded forwards as well. When we come back and pressure those guys, our D are able to really step up. If we keep doing that against those skilled players, it keeps them from doing the nice plays through the middle.”

Saturday’s game against Slovakia will offer another read on how well the U.S. players are putting their defence-first philosophy into practice.

While the Slovaks are unlikely to challenge for a medal, they’ve done more damage to the goals-against averages of American netminders at the World Junior level than you might suspect. Slovakia has scored three or more goals in three of its last four games against the United States.

Sweden pulls out tight 5-3 win

Fans made for an electric atmosphere
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 Sweden pulls out tight 5-3 win 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 26: Sweden's Oskar Sundqvist #29 scores a first period goal against Switzerland's Melvin Nyffeler #1 while Yannick Rathgeb #27 looks on during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Captain Filip Forsberg thrilled local fans with two great plays in the first period as Sweden fought back to defeat Switzerland 5-3. 

The game was full of energy on the ice and in the nearly sold-out stands, but Forsberg's play suggested many great days ahead for Tre Kronor and in the NHL.

"We've had trouble with Switzerland for three years now," admitted forward Oskar Sundqvist. :We can't just go out there and hope to win. We have to make it happen as a team. And we did."

Four goals of the five goals in the opening period were scored in a burst early on in under three minutes. The Swiss got on the board first on the power play when Yannick Rathgeb threw a light but quick shot at the net. In the ensuing scramble, Sandro Zangger managed to shovel the puck in at 5:43 to silence the raucous crowd.

Just 71 seconds later, though, the home side tied the game. Forsberg made a great rush and drew a penalty, but after losing the puck he made his way to the point and ripped a great one-timer past a stunned Melvin Nyffeler in goal.

Undaunted, the Swiss continued to press and were rewarded thanks to a sloppy line change with play in the centre-ice area. Vincent Praplan controlled the puck and created a three-on-two, and Kevin Fiala finished the play with a nice deke on Oscar Dank.

"I got a pass and was going to shoot, but I took a quick look at the goalie and saw he was well out of his net. So I faked it and scored on a backhand."

Twenty-one seconds later, the Swedes tied the game for a second time. Zangger made a terrible pass along the boards in his own end, and Erik Karlsson was there to collect the puck. He got the puck quickly to Lukas Bengtsson, and he made it 2-2.

Continue reading 

The Swedes took their first lead at 17:19 on another sensational play by Forsberg. He danced off the corner boards, feathered a pass to Sundqvist at the back side of Nyffeler’s goal, but was robbed by an incredible save by the goalie. No Swiss defender checked Sundqvist, though, and he backhanded the disc into the open net past a helpless goalie.

"It felt like that was the turning point," Sundqvist noted. "We came back twice from 1-0 and 2-1, so when we made it 3-2 we felt like we were on our way."

Although the second period was without goals, it was by no means without excitement. Karlsson made a great rush up the middle only to hear his wicked wrist shot clang off the crossbar over the beaten shoulder of Nyffeler, and later in the period Flavio Schmutz had a great chance from close in but Dansk could not be deked on the play.

Sweden might have increased its lead when it had a four-minute power play thanks to two poor penalties by Fiala on the same play, but the Swiss penalty killers rose to the occasion.

The Swedes controlled the play for the last several minutes, but after two periods the game’s outcome was still very much in doubt.

Just 61 seconds into the final period, the Swiss tied the game on another power play. A wicked shot from the point created chaos in front, and Fabrice Herzog finally knocked the loose puck in to make it 3-3.

But as in the opening period, the Swedes had a quick answer, this time in a point shot of their own that beat a screened Nyffeler cleanly. Christian Djoos was the scorer.

"We weren't worried when they scored," Sundqvist said. "Our thoughts the whole time was to get a fourth goal, so it didn't matter when they made it 3-3."

The Swiss had a late power-play opportunity to get the tying goal, but after they failed to do so Andreas Johnson made it 5-3 thanks to a nice steal by Wennberg behind Nyffeler's cage.

 "I think I have pretty good chemistry with Johnson. I just try to put the puck on his stick. We played well in their zone," Wennberg said, "but we need to play better in our own end. We made too many mistakes."

U.S. too much for Czechs

Two lightning PP goals lift defending champs
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 U.S. too much for Czechs 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 26: USA's #4 Will Butcher and his teammates skate back towards the bench after 0-2 goal against Czech Republic during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

The United States opened its defence of its 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship title with a convincing 5-1 win over the Czech Republic. 

Coach Don Lucia’s team grabbed a 2-0 lead with power play goals 41 seconds apart at the start of the first period, and never looked back.

Last year, the Americans dispatched the Czechs 7-0 in the quarter-finals, and even though there are only three returning U.S. players here in Malmö, the current gap between the two countries at the U20 level was still apparent.

Riley Barber, Will Butcher, Hudson Fasching, Jaccob Slavin and Vince Hinostroza scored for the United States, which just had too much well-organized speed, strength, and skill for the Czechs to counter. And it wasn’t if as coach Miroslav Prerost’s squad wasn’t trying.

"It’s always good to get the cobwebs out and get a convincing win," said Barber. "I thought our team played great."

Defenceman Michal Plutnar had the lone goal for the Czechs.

Goalie Jon Gillies, who played just 20 minutes behind MVP John Gibson in last year’s tournament in Russia, recorded his first World Junior win as a starter. The U.S. outshot the Czechs 33-24.

The Czechs, who are seeking their first medal since 2005’s bronze, got off to a terrible start.

It took just 1:21 for the Americans to open the scoring on the power play. Barber, the American captain, raced down left wing, and let a backhand go from the side boards. Somehow, it squeezed past the right skate of Czech netminder Daniel Dolejs from a bad angle.

To make matters worse, on the same play, Czech captain Petr Sidlik took a high-sticking penalty.

At 2:02, the U.S. showed off its lethal puck movement with another power play goal. Butcher pinched in to convert a perfect cross-ice pass from Jack Eichel past the left post of Dolejs. Eichel, a 1996-born centre from the U.S. National Team Development Program, has reaped comparisons to fellow wunderkind Connor McDavid of Canada.

"It makes things a lot easier when your team’s clicking like that in front of you," said Gillies. "You saw Barbs just throw it to the net and anything can happen. And then a great PP play – a great pass by Jack from the goal line to the back door, and it was easy going from there. We started out well and we carried that through the game."

The Czechs came calling with a couple of good chances from the slot shortly afterwards, but Gillies spread out his 196-cm, 98-kg frame to keep the puck out. He was equally impregnable during a Czech flurry near the midpoint of the game. 

The Americans stretched their lead to 3-0 at 9:23 of the second period. Fasching converted the rebound from an Andrew Copp shot off a right wing rush.

At 17:03, it was 4-0 for the U.S. after Dolejs juggled a point shot from Quentin Shore but couldn’t corral it, allowing Slavin to tally from close range.
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With Stefan Matteau off for slashing, Plutnar spoiled Gillies' shutout bid with a howitzer from the center point on the power play at 5:47 of the third. It got the Czech bench reenergized, but there was no big comeback in the offing.

Hinostroza rounded out the scoring for the Americans, knifing home a high backhand on a breakaway with 2:11 left.

Canadian fans in attendance directed some jeers toward American forward Adam Erne. In Quebec Major Hockey League action earlier this month, Erne (Quebec Remparts) hit Canada’s Jonathan Drouin (Halifax Mooseheads), who suffered what was described as a mild concussion. Drouin recovered in time to record three assists in Canada’s opening 7-2 triumph over Germany.

On Saturday, the United States faces Slovakia, while the Czechs take on Canada.

Sidlik said: "I think it will probably be similar to facing the USA. Canada will be tough to play. They will go hard at us and they will hit. I think they’ll play harder than the USA. We’ll have to talk to each other. We have to avoid the mistakes we made today."

Russia cruises vs. Norway

Vasilevski ties record in 11-0 win
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 Russia cruises vs. Norway 

MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 26: Norway's Henrik Haukeland #25 attempts to make the save on Russia's Damir Zhafyarov #11 while Magnus Haugen #12 looks on during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Russia stormed out to a 5-0 lead after 15 minutes and coasted to a 11-0 win over Norway in the first game for both teams at the 2014 U20 World Championship. 

The second line of Vyacheslav Osnovin-Alexander Barabanov-Damir Zhafyarov accounted for three of those goals.

As well, goalie Andrei Vasilevski tied one all-time U20 record in this opening game and could have tied another. Merely by playing in it he tied 14 goalies for most career U20 tournaments with three. And, had he gained sole credit for the shutout, it would have put him in more exclusive company. Only Slovakia’s Jaroslav Halak has four career shutouts.

However, coach Mikhail Varnakov pulled Vasilevki midway through the game with the score 7-0, so Vasilevski had to share the goose egg with Ivan Nalimov.

"We just tried to play the game as if the score was close the whole time or as if we were playing Canada or Sweden," said Mikhail Grigorenko, who finished with a goal and two assists. The 12th overall draft choice in 2012 had played only sparingly with the Buffalo Sabres and was loaned to the Russian team for the tournament.

"I wasn't playing much there, and it's always an honour to play for your country," he added.

Osnovin opened the scoring at 5:03 when he took a quick feed from Barabanov behind the net. Just 83 seconds later defenceman Nikita Zadorov ripped a wrist shot past goalie Henrik Haukeland, and eleven seconds after that Zhafyarov converted a two-on-one with Osnovin. Zhafyarov also finished with a goal and three points.

The Russian defence combined for three goals and five assists in the game.

Two goals later in the period put the game well out of reach, but credit goes to the impressive Malmo crowd which showed its appreciation by giving the Norwegians a nice round of applause any time they came up with a decent shift or chance on goal (which, unfortunately, wasn’t that often).
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The Russians added another fiver in the middle period on a variety of plays. There was Vadim Khlopotov’s shot from the slot off a nice pass from Bogdan Yakimov, Anton Slepyshev’s superb one-timer on the power play, and Zadorov’s clear shot after skating into a scoring position.

Slepyshev added his second of the game for the only goal of the final period. The goal was surrendered by Joachim Svendsen who played the final 20 minutes in relief of Haukeland.

The future starts now

Czechs hope for more talent to come
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Radek Faksa is one of the players from last year the Czechs rely on. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

The drought has continued for almost a decade. The Czech Republic hasn’t won a medal at the World U20 Championships since 2005. 

And, the odds for this year’s tournament aren’t favourable. With no top end talent available, the Czechs are looking at the future.

The Czechs had a solid World Juniors last year in which they finished second in the group only to fall to eventual gold medal winners USA to finish fifth overall. The team boasted some elite talent that has already made their NHL debuts: Thomas Hertl, Dmitrij Jaskin, and junior sensation Martin Frk.

The class of 1993-born players boasted some fine individuals, a thing the 1994 class is lacking. Two years ago, this generation only managed to avoid relegation at the U18 World Championships played at home in Brno thanks to a 7-4 win over Latvia. That fact and being drawn in a group with reigning champions USA and Canada does not increase the Czechs’ rating at the bookmakers.

It makes the task for head coach Miroslav Prerost different than last year. Instead of building a system around star players to excel, the coach, who is entering his fourth consecutive year behind the Czech U20 bench, will have to put together a strong all-round team that gels and sticks to the plan.

“We don’t have the ability to select exquisite 1994-born talents in the Czech Republic. During our pre-season games in November we determined that some of the players we had called up are not of the standard required to play at the World Juniors. These players could not convince us differently,” Prerost admits.

An anxious thought given the fact that the tournament is set to start late December.
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“Last year the framework of the team was already set in stone early on which enabled us to clearly state our ambitions to reach the quarter-finals. This year we have to be more modest and we’ll be travelling to Malmö humbly. Canada has over 200 players to choose from; we only have 30 who are capable of playing here”, Prerost sighs. “Our goal is to make the quarter-final. Anything beyond that is a bonus.”

Prerost will mainly rely on Radek Faksa at center and Petr Sidlik on defense. For Faksa it will be his third consecutive U20 championship. Last year expectations were high for him, but his production fell short as he registered just a pair of assists. The Dallas Stars first-round pick is destined to make up for the lack of goal scoring this year.

His scoring punch will be needed. During the November training camp, the Czech Republic played three exhibition games against teams they had also faced in September. Although two months had past, the results did not change as they fell short against Sweden, Russia and Finland once again.

During those games defensive weaknesses showed and the players seemed to lack in fitness. It was a fact that bemused Prerost.

“Since our primary focus is to operate strongly as a team and show great character and spirit in Sweden, I had invited nine players who have been playing in North America this season. I believed these players possessed the qualities we’re looking for.”

After the six-day preparation camp in Rokycany, however, Prerost came to the conclusion that the performance of the domestic players was just as good, if not better. The fact that they could play against senior competition in the Czech Extraliga has clearly increased their development speed over their counter parts who are playing major junior hockey in Canada.

The increased involvement of junior players in the Extraliga is a direct result of the new structure the Czech Ice Hockey Federation (CSLH) and the clubs have agreed upon (read article here). The clubs are now forced to dress a minimum number of junior players each game which not only adds to the experience the young players gain but also aids the competitive element amongst junior players themselves fighting for this roster spot.

Prerost: “This ruling is only in effect since the start of the season, so immediate results can’t be expected of it. But we do foresee the level of our junior teams increase in the future because of it.”

The future is very much in the mind of the coach. Although the final roster isn’t fixed yet, it is possible that the Czech Republic will send one of its youngest ever U20-teams in history to Sweden. “

Amongst the 23-man roster are 17-year olds David Pastrnak and Jakub Vrana, while Pavel Zacha is just 16 years of age and already carrying the label of Czech Republic’s future star.

Pastrnak and Vrana decided not to move overseas but instead left for Sweden where both are now playing at the senior level.

The development of Pavel Zacha is perhaps even more noteworthy. Having been ahead of his peers throughout his junior career, Zacha has already put his name on the score sheet on both the Czech top and second tier league level this season while he also registered two assists in seven games for Bili Tygri Liberec’s European Trophy tournament.

These players will not likely lift the Czechs to great heights in Malmö this year but they can gain invaluable experience, experience that will come in use during next year’s World Juniors in Montreal and Toronto. The preparation for that tournament starts next week in Sweden.

The Czech Republic opens their campaign with a game against Team USA on December 26, followed by a match-up with Canada two days later. On December 30, Germany will provide opposition and on New Year’s Eve the always intense game between the Czech Republic and neighbours Slovakia is to take place and possibly decide who will advance to the quarter finals.

Canada downs Germany

Mantha’s hat trick paces Sutter’s squad 
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MALMO, SWEDEN - DECEMBER 26: Canada's #28 Anthony Mantha netted his second of the game as Canada took the lead against Germany during preliminary round action at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo by Francois Laplante/HHOF-IIHF Images)

Canada started its road to redemption on a positive note, beating Germany 7-2 in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship opener at Malmö Isstadion on Thursday. 

After finishing fourth at the 2013 tournament, despite a stacked lineup due to the NHL lockout, the always-favoured Canadians are under pressure to win this year. Their last gold medal came on home ice in 2009 in Ottawa. Prior to 2013, the last time they failed to medal was in 1998, when they came eighth.

Anthony Mantha led the way with three goals for Canada, while Sam Reinhart added a goal and an assist. Josh Anderson, Bo Horvat and Nic Petan had singles, and Jonathan Drouin recorded three assists. Derrick Pouliot and Connor McDavid had two helpers apiece.

"The fans were unbelievable tonight," said Horvat. "I can’t believe the amount of Canadian fans that are here. It was pretty cool and we’re glad we got the win for them."

Dorian Saeftel and Janik Moser scored for Germany. The Germans are hoping to avoid relegation. They finished ninth last year, and the last time they bettered that result was 1996 (eighth).

Jake Paterson, who was Canada’s third-string goalie and did not play in 2013, recorded his first career World Junior victory. Germany’s Marvin Cüpper, returning between the pipes for the second straight year, took the loss.

As expected, it was a robustly played affair with the workmanlike Germans, whose skill level couldn’t match Canada’s. There is still room for coach Brent Sutter's squad to improve.

"You can always improve on your game," said Sam Reinhart. "It’s a process. It’s not just going to happen right off the start of the tournament."

There were thunderous pre-game chants of “Go Canada Go!” from the hundreds of red-clad Canadian fans in attendance. But they were temporarily silenced when Germany drew first blood at 1:34. After a faceoff win in the Canadian end, Saeftel’s shot along the ice fooled Paterson.

At 6:21, the Canadians made it 1-1 after a spectacular Matt Dumba rush. Dumba’s backhand attempt glanced off Cüpper’s pads and Anderson was there to put the rebound high past the goalie.

During the game’s opening power play for Canada, Dumba’s aggressive rushing nearly set up the 16-year-old phenom McDavid on another close-in chance. Dumba, who has played 13 games for the NHL’s Minnesota Wild this season, often appeared to have a step on his competition.

At 10:41, Canada made it 2-0 on its second man advantage, with Mantha whipping home a rebound past the prone German netminder.

"Everyone knows Anthony can score goals, and he definitely showed that tonight," said Horvat. "He’s a special player. He can put the puck in the net."

Captain Leon Draisaitl got behind the Canadian defence a couple of minutes later but couldn’t outwit Paterson in close.

Canada looked defensively suspect at times, enabling the Germans to get the equalizer at 15:59. A completely unguarded Moser took a cross-ice pass from Dominik Kahun and put it into the open net on Paterson’s stick side.

Mantha restored Canada’s one-goal lead with 2:24 left in the opening frame, cutting around the net and scoring on a backhanded wraparound.

The Germans abandoned Cüpper to the wolves on the fourth Canadian goal. The German goalie made multiple stops before Sam Reinhart sent a neat pass through the crease to Horvat, who lifted the puck home to make it 4-2 at 18:29.

Canada picked up its physical game in the second period, with Curtis Lazar running over German defenceman Jonas Noske.

The gap on the scoreboard increased as well. Sam Reinhart broke in alone on Cüpper and got three cracks at it before shoving the puck over the goal line at 6:45 for a 5-2 lead. McDavid recorded his first World Junior point with the second assist.

A sweet power play feed from Drouin gave Mantha his hat trick goal. He whacked it home at Cüpper’s left post with 8:32 remaining in the middle frame. (No hats, however, were thrown on the ice.)
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Just past the halfway mark of the third period, Petan put home a loose puck to make it 7-2 after McDavid nearly scored after coming around the net. McDavid is the first 16-year-old to represent Canada at this tournament since Sidney Crosby (2004).

"It was an unbelievable experience," said McDavid. "I was a little nervous. Any time you wear the Canadian jersey, there are nerves that come along with that. But it went away pretty quickly."

In 2013, the Canadians opened similarly with a 9-3 romp over Germany. The last time Canada didn’t win its first game was at the 1999 tournament in Manitoba, a 0-0 tie with Slovakia.

Germany’s next game is against Slovakia on Friday, while Canada faces the Czech Republic on Saturday.

LUCAS AYKROYD

Melvin’s magic

Switzerland hopes for surprise with great goaltending
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Melvin Nyffeler returns to the Swiss U20 national team after having performed well in the 2013 World Juniors in Ufa. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

Usually Switzerland ends up at the World Juniors between 5th and 8th place. But sometimes they surprise. Mostly in front of a netminder in great shape. 

In the 2010 World Juniors in Saskatchewan, the Swiss juniors had one of their great moments when they defeated Russia 3-2 in the quarter-finals thanks to Nino Niederreiter’s overtime goal but lost to Canada in the semis. Benjamin Conz had a strong tournament and was named Best Goalkeeper by the tournament directorate and selected to the All-Star Team by the media.

In 2002 Switzerland also reached the semi-finals. They defeated a Slovak team that was undefeated before but in the semis they also lost to Canada. Tobias Stephan, who helped Switzerland win the silver medals at the U18 World Championship the year before, was in the net.

The only bronze medal came in 1998 thanks to the heroics of David Aebischer, who was named Best Goalkeeper and to the All-Star Team. After the tournament he helped the men’s national team reach fourth place in the 1998 IIHF World Championship on home ice in Zurich and Basel before he became the first Swiss to regularly play in the National Hockey League.

Whether Melvin Nyffeler can follow these examples in the upcoming days remains to be seen. But he had a strong World Junior Championship last year in Ufa and this year he has stepped up with his club team.

Originally Nyffeler started as the number-three goalkeeper with the ZSC Lions Zurich and was supposed to play in the second tier with their affiliate, GCK Lions Zurich, which he did at the start of the season.

Then he got a one-game experience as a backup goalkeeper, replacing ZSC’s national team goalie Lukas Flüeler for a short spell of 28 seconds to make his unexpected debut in the NLA, the top Swiss men’s league.
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Also in October, he was on the roster again as a backup but when Flüeler suffered an injury and the team had to travel to Geneva two days later, it was not the regular backup who got the call from coach Marc Crawford but Nyffeler.

In his first game he achieved a shutout in a 3-0 victory. His second game, at EV Zug, ended with the same score. Only in his third game, after 149:50 in his NLA career, did the 19-year-old concede his first goal. That set a new record for a rookie goalkeeper in the league.

“At the beginning of the season I didn’t think too much and knew I was the number three and would do my job with GCK. Sometimes things like injuries happen and I was ready to back up,” Nyffeler said.

“I knew that I had to capitalize on my chance once I got it and I did. What I learned is that I can keep up in this league. Otherwise, not much has changed for me. It helps me to play at this level and it’s also a special experience to play in bigger arenas.”

Meanwhile he has played 14 games with a 96.01 save percentage and a 1.24 goals-against average. His contract with the Lions organization expires at the end of the season but Nyffeler isn’t thinking too far into the future. He doesn’t have his sights set on the NHL (yet), and hopes to get a good role on an NLA team next year.

Last year the Swiss finished the event in sixth place in an unusual tournament for them. They had four regulation-time ties in a row against Sweden, Finland, the Czech Republic and in the quarter-finals against host Russia. They lost all those games in a shootout, except against the Czechs, where they fell in overtime.

“On the one hand we have good memories because we fought well against big nations,” Nyffeler said. “On the other hand I remember the disappointment after these defeats. But now it’s a new tournament.”

Since Switzerland has less junior depth than the big countries, the team is usually dependent on great performances from its team leaders. Nyffeler could be one such player, and Mirco Müller, a 2013 first-round pick of the San Jose Sharks, could be another. On offence, the team lost one of its best players, Christoph Bertschy, due to an injury he suffered in league play recently. But even without Bertschy, the Swiss will ice several players with experience in the top senior league.

Additionally, five players come from Canadian Hockey League teams, and two players from Swedish teams have joined the U20 national squad.

Although Switzerland traditionally relies on good goaltending in all categories of international play, Nyffeler doesn’t feel extra pressure.

“We have to take it game by game,” he said. “You cannot win a game alone as a goalkeeper. You have to rely on the whole team. We have a very good team and staff and all together we can reach something.”

Nyffeler comes from a true hockey – and goalie – family. His father played as a junior and amateur goalie.

“I didn’t see many games because he quit early, but goalies always fascinated me. When my elder brother started to play as a goalkeeper I started too,” Nyffeler said. His brother Dominic plays in the Swiss B-league for HC Thurgau.

During a “try hockey” event for parents his mother went into the net and started to play the game too. Nowadays she plays on a veteran team while Melvin Nyffeler’s younger brother opted to play as a defenceman.

How far can the Swiss go at this year’s IIHF World Junior Championship? Nyffeler doesn’t want to make a prediction, but he said: “I think we can surprise.”
Staying on top

Sweden banks on young talent

Published 25.12.2013 22:20 | Author Risto Pakarinen 

 Staying on top 

Sweden's efforts at the junior level have led to a haul of one gold medal and htree silvers at the U20 and U18 World Championships in the last three seasons. Will Tre Kronor add more hardware on home ice? Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

When Sweden’s U20 team was forced to play in the relegation round in Halifax 2003, the rest of the world may have been slightly surprised, but not the Swedes. 

Just a few months prior to the tournament, Tommy Boustedt, then a newly-appointed director of development at the Swedish hockey federation, had put out the Bat-Signal, and gathered over a hundred hockey people - coaches, scouts, agents, managers - to Bosön in Stockholm to discuss the grave situation of player development in the country.

Flash forward to the present. Sweden has played in three World Juniors finals within four years, and won the title in 2012. Sweden produces more NHL players than any other European nation. Last season over 60 Swedes played in the NHL. About the same number are competing in the league this year, while another 30 are in the AHL trying to break into the league.

“You have to give credit to the federation for taking the initiative and making it a priority. The real work is then done at the clubs, of course, not in an office in Stockholm,” says Gunnar Svensson, one of the participants at the Bosön meeting over ten years ago, and father of Magnus Pääjärvi-Svensson, who won two silver medals in the World Juniors and now plays with the St. Louis Blues in the NHL.

“Also, Torgny Bendelin was a big part of the process. He took over the under-20 team after the Bosön meeting, and was the head coach for the next four years, while also traveling across the country as a hockey evangelist. Pär Mårts took over the team from him,” he adds.

These days, it’s hard for any rough diamond to slip through the cracks unnoticed. Every year, over 800 under-15 and under-16 players - 400 in each age group - attend development camps across the nation. All in all, about 2,000 players attend the Swedish development camps in all age groups, both boys and girls. Every year, the following season under-17 and under-18 national team hopeful get invited to a summer camp where the focus is on off-season tests, individual skills, and nutrition.
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“The federation invested money and other resources in the program, and they had good partnerships with sponsors and the Swedish Olympic Committee,” says Svensson.

The coaching material has been updated, each district has its advisor to help and support the coaches and players in their region, and there are programs to improve the recruitment of new players.

Another important aspect was the willingness to look elsewhere for inspiration and advice. In 2004, Erkka Westerlund voiced concern over the future of Finnish hockey because “in the 1990s, you never saw any Swedes in the coaching seminars, and now, you don’t see any Finns.”

“One of the things Sweden did was to look for other countries, and admit that we didn’t have all the answers. We’ve also had more exchange with North American hockey,” says Svensson.

"The NHL has become a good carrot for us when trying to recruit people to our programs and keep them there," Boustedt told NHL.com in 2011.

"The NHL is something to aim for. The only problem today is that some of the kids go to the NHL too early; they aren't NHL-ready. The NHL is not a development league; it's a league to perform,” he added.

But with NHL dreams in their heads, the kids attending the summer camps are in a hurry. And so are the agents wanting to represent them. According to the rules, agents can’t approach the players until January 1 of the year they turn 16.

“On January 1, and a few days after that, the kids in the under-16 national team and the ones who have impressed in the TV-pucken [an annual tournament among district teams] are contacted by most of the 38 licensed agents in Sweden,” says Svensson, one of those licensed agents.

Svensson represents, for example, Nicklas Bäckström and Henrik Zetterberg, two Swedish NHL stars.

“Do the kids need agents? No. A kid playing in Leksand, going to a hockey high school there doesn’t need an agent for contract negotiations. Maybe it’d be good to have somebody as a mentor, as an advisor to help him navigate his career the right way … whatever that is.”

Svensson does know what the wrong way is.

“Unfortunately, sometimes the agent calls up the coach or the GM about his client not getting any powerplay time. That’s when he’s just being a poor hockey dad. Sometimes you see a kid go from one team to another in the middle of the season, and when that carousel starts, the end is hardly ever a good one,” he says.

The Swedish federation recently announced a savings program of over half a million Euros annually for the next five years. Half of that will come out of the national team and development programs.

“In the past, we’ve used the surplus from the previous World Championships but you can also ask yourself if the federation is supposed to have 1,900 kids in its programs when the clubs also have their development programs. We’ll probably just try to be more effective so the quality won’t weaken,” said chairman Christer Englund.

But for now, Sweden’s leading the charge in European player development and served notice to other countries. Finland has kept a close eye on what their neighbours have done, as have the Danes and the Norwegians.

“And Slavomir Lener has taken parts of the ideology to the Czech Republic, too,” says Svensson, and refers to the former Czech national team coach, current director of national teams, who coached two seasons in the Swedish league between 2008 and 2010.

“It will be interesting to see how the financial situation of the federation affects all this. It would be strange if it didn’t have any effect on the player development at all,” Svensson concludes.

An unforgettable experience

From rookies to veterans, Jets players talk World Juniors
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Jacob Trouba (right) is one of several Winnipeg Jets stars who made his mark in one way or another at the IIHF World Junior Championship. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

Every NHL dressing room has a treasure trove of World Junior memories. With their multinational roster, the Winnipeg Jets are no exception. 

Talking to them provides a snapshot of how this tournament nurtures U20 stars who go on to NHL, Olympic, and World Championship success.

One year ago, Jacob Trouba of the United States was preparing to suit up for his country at the World Juniors in Ufa, Russia. It panned out perfectly for this product of the U.S. National Team Development Program and the University of Michigan.

Trouba led all blueliners in tournament scoring with nine points. The Rochester, Michigan native was named Best Defenceman and a tournament all-star as the Americans marched to their second gold in the last four years.

“Every country had their best players,” Trouba recalled of the event played during the last NHL lockout. “Nobody really gave us a shot going into it, but I think we had a good group of guys who believed in each other, and I think that showed.”

As the youngest player on Winnipeg’s 2013/2014 roster, the 19-year-old remains tight with World Junior teammates such as Riley Barber, Ryan Hartman, and Jon Gillies. Those returning players will attempt to defend the U.S.’s championship title in Malmö, Sweden between December 26 and January 5.

“I talk to them all the time still,” Trouba said. “I’ve got a lot of good buddies I played with on those teams.”

How does he like the Americans’ chances of repeating?

“You’ve always got to believe, but we always come in as an underdog in that tournament,” Trouba said. “The last five or seven years, we’ve done pretty well.”
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It’s been nearly 16 years since Finland last won the World Juniors. The Jets’ oldest player, 35-year-old Olli Jokinen, filled a crucial role on that host team, which thrillingly defeated neighbouring Russia 2-1 on Niklas Hagman’s overtime goal in Helsinki.

“We had a team that had many big names playing in front of the home crowd, and we had a pretty tight group,” Jokinen said. “We’d played U16, U17, and U18 on the national team. That was our final year to play together as the junior national team. It was great.”

Besides Jokinen and Hagman, other notable talents included future Olympians like goalie Niklas Bäckström and forward Niko Kapanen.

For Jokinen, team success trumped any boost to his future pro career that leading the tournament in points (10) and earning Best Forward and tournament all-star honours might have provided.

“It was more about the win,” the big Kuopio-born centre said. “Any other factors didn’t really matter. I was already drafted. I’d played in the NHL that year. It wasn’t about points. We beat Russia in overtime, and that’s the only memory you need.”

Forward Michael Frolik’s best World Junior memory comes from 2005 when his Czech team captured the bronze medal in Grand Forks, North Dakota. That was the last time the Czech Republic medalled at the World Juniors.

“That was a great experience,” said Frolik. “I played with great players, and everyone tries to do their best. There is a lot of scouting and a lot of people watching it. I think it’s important for every country, and it’s always nice when you can represent your country. I always enjoyed it.”

Now 25, this Kladno native remarkably played in four straight World Juniors from 2005 to 2008. That string has only been matched by a few other future NHLers, like Germany’s Jochen Hecht and Finland’s Reijo Ruotsalainen.

Frolik, drafted 10th overall by the Florida Panthers in 2006, won a Stanley Cup last season with the Chicago Blackhawks. He’d love to see his native country win something in Malmö.

“They haven’t been close to a medal for the last few years,” he said. “I think hopefully we have some young kids coming up. Maybe we will do better this year.”

Nowadays, the World Juniors command the attention of the entire hockey world over the Christmas holidays, and Frolik knows there’s going to be chatter about it in the Jets dressing room.

“We have a lot of Canadians, and Canadians love the tournament,” Frolik said. “They pay a lot of attention to it. I’m sure some jokes will go around, and hopefully when the Czechs match up against Canada, they’ll do well and beat them.”

The gold medal is up for grabs, but one thing is certain. The U20 stars following in the footsteps of Trouba, Jokinen, and Frolik this year are in for an unforgettable experience.

Teräväinen needs to stay sharp

Chicago prospect captains Finland in Malmö
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Teuvo Teräväinen learned his lesson from last year and is again expected to be a leader for the Finnish U20 national team. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

When Team Canada beat Finland 4-2 in a pre-tournament game in Ängelholm, the player of the game for Finland was Teuvo Teräväinen, also the team’s captain. 

That’s exactly what it should look like, and what both the team management and Teräväinen want it to look like in Malmö once the World Juniors kick off. Teräväinen was dangerous throughout the game, leading the charge of Finland’s first line – with Saku Mäenalanen och Artturi Lehkonen as his wingers – even if the line was kept of the scoresheet.

Teräväinen, the Chicago Blackhawks first-round draft pick from 2012, is a key player on a team that wants to improve from last year’s tournament when it had to play for its spot in the top division. Teräväinen scored eleven points in last year’s tournament, finishing fourth in tournament scoring, but seven of his points came in the two relegation-round games against Germany and Slovakia, which Finland won 8-0 and 11-4, respectively.

“I’m looking forward to this year’s tournament. I know that I’ll have a big role on the team and that I’ll have to be the one to lead the team and win some games. That’s a great opportunity for me,” Teräväinen told IIHF.com.

“Of course there are always expectations and outside pressure, but I don’t let them get to me. I had expectations of me too, and while the first few months of the [Finnish league] season haven’t been as good as expected as far as points production is concerned, I’m not worried. I feel good, and I think the goals will come,” he added.

Teräväinen’s somewhat disappointing beginning of the season can partly be explained with the fact that his preparation for the season was a little different from past seasons, and busier than before. First there was the traditional under-20 Lake Placid tournament, and just as he got back home from that, he had to get ready to attend the Blackhawks’ training camp. Right after the camp, he then joined his Jokerit Helsinki in the Finnish league. They had already played five regular season games.
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“The Lake Placid tournament went well. There were many players who are already in the NHL, so it was a good measuring stick for me,” Teräväinen says.

“Attending the Blackhawks camp was also a great experience. It was useful for me to have a glimpse into that world, and to play a couple of exhibition games. Of course the game is much faster and everybody is a lot stronger than the players in Finland, but I thought I did alright. I need to get stronger, but at least I know now that it’s not that far away,” he says.

No, the NHL’s not that far away, and if Teräväinen needs any inspiration, he can look to Olli Määttä, who was still eligible to play in the World Juniors, but instead logs 20 minutes of ice time with the Pittsburgh Penguins in the NHL: Things can change in a hurry.

Teräväinen has taken strides forward every year. In his first season in the Finnish league, he scored eleven goals and 18 points in 40 games. Last year, he scored 13 goals and 31 points in 44 games, and this season, he’s on pace to score 35 points (albeit in 60 games).

But now his focus is on the World Juniors. Finland won gold in 1998, and then won one silver and four bronze medals between 2001 and 2006, but hasn’t been in the top-3 since then. It’s been seven long years, and Teräväinen – whose name is a derivate of “terävä”, or “sharp” in Finnish – is determined to buck the trend.

“In the World Juniors, you have to be able to play well from the first game, because if you’re not ready in the preliminary round, you’ll never get to the playoffs,” he says.

Last year, the Finns lost a crucial preliminary game to the Czechs, and needed at least a point in their final preliminary round game against Sweden. Finland rallied back from a 3-0 deficit to tie the game early in the second period, before being down by two goals again.

But before the Sweden game, the Finnish had a chance to take the important point, had the beat Switzerland in regulation time, instead of shootout like they did. Switzerland won just one game in the preliminary round – Finland beat Latvia and Switzerland – but they also lost all three of their games in OT or regulation, getting enough points to finish third in the group, ahead of Finland.

Teräväinen says he learned a lesson there.

“We have a great team, again, but it’s a short tournament and as we saw last year, anything is possible. We know that we can beat any team,” he says.

Denmark means business

U20 team eager to end one-year curse in 2015
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 Denmark means business 

Father and son: Coach Olaf and player Mads Eller helped Denmark earn promotion to the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship. Photo: Miroslaw Ring

Qualifying for the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship in Canada, Denmark's U20 team is already planning ahead for next year's push to stay in the top division. 

"We have 12 players from this team, many of them leading players, who will play for the U20 national team next year, so our goal is clear and that is to stay in the top division," said Olaf Eller, head coach of Denmark's U20 national team following their unblemished record of five straight wins that saw them win gold at the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship Division I Group A in Sanok, Poland.

Two games into the Danish U20's most recent promotion success, Olaf Eller wasn't impressed with how his team had started the tournament. A 3-1 victory against Austria followed by a 4-2 win against hosts Poland had resulted with maximum points, but the skating had not been hard enough and the puck movement still left a lot to be desired according to him.

With games against Belarus and Latvia looming around the corner, Olaf Eller, who by his own admission at times might appear to be a bit too nice to his players, must have chosen his words with great care as the response he got from his crop of youngsters were first class. Denmark stormed out in the next two games against their two main rivals and sealed their much-deserved promotion with one game to spare in a manner that impressed their amicable head coach.

"When it mattered the most we were at our best. We played with pace, energy, and with full lines in all our games apart from the final period against Latvia," said Olaf Eller, the father of the Montreal Canadiens’ Lars Eller who is in his second spell as head coach of Denmark's U20.
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While Denmark's senior national team have become a mainstay in the top division of the IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship since 2003, the results of the nation's two junior national teams are yet to reach the same level of consistency.

Denmark's U18 squads have been yo-yoing between the two top tiers for most of this century, but have at least two consecutive top-level appearances (2004-05) to look back on and will once again be competing at the highest level in 2014.

For the U20 national team, Denmark’s two appearances at the top of the tree of the World Juniors have both ended with straight relegation; first one in 2008 and then most recently in 2012, when two overtime defeats during the relegation round cruelly sealed their demotion.

Now already aiming to go third time lucky, the Danes will touch down in Canada next year with a pool of players where many of them currently are celebrating back-to-back promotions at junior level after lifting Denmark's U18 national team back to the top division last year.

"A number of these players got their breakthrough already a few years ago when they as U16 players played 2-2 against Sweden, and although it is always very hard to compare past and present generations of players I would say that we have a strong team that has taken yet another step with this win, and with the history they have had as junior players so far, they clearly have a chance to be able to compete and stay in the top division of the U20's," Olaf Eller said.

From the team that won promotion from the Division I Group A in Sanok and who will be able to make it on the plane that will carry them to the World Juniors in Toronto and Montreal next year are among others their solid netminder Georg Sørensen and two Sweden-based defencemen based in Sweden, Sonny Hertzberg and Mads Larsen, who bring Denmark stability at the back.

Going forward, Nikolaj Ehlers born 1996 already plays a prominent role in the team, as does Mikkel Aagaard, Denmark's top points scorer in Sanok and last but not least, two players from their current first line, Mads Eller of the Edmonton Oil Kings and Oliver Bjorkstrand, a 3rd round draft pick by Columbus Blue Jackets currently in his second season at Portland Winterhawks and winner of the Best Forward award by the Directorate during the tournament in Sanok.

"The best part of this team is how this team stick together. We have known each other for a long time, played both with or against each other and we are all good friends, so we are all excited to be coming back to play for the national team and too see each other again and that is our main strength," said Mads Eller.

Mads is part of a fine Danish hockey family where he and his six years older brother Lars picked up the game from their father Olaf and started off their development in Rødovre in the greater Copenhagen.

Meanwhile, across the country in Herning, Oliver Bjorkstrand followed in the footsteps of brother Patrick, three years his senior and today a Danish national team player currently at Medvescak Zagreb in the KHL, who both were taught the game by their USA-born father Todd, who had arrived to Denmark as a player in the late 1980s and has also coached Denmark's U20 with success and is a great inspiration to Oliver.

"My dad is really a big part of where I am today. He watches most of my games and tries to help me to improve my game, but as for my own development, I need to get myself stronger, bigger and develop every part of my game in order to be ready for next year's World Juniors," said Oliver Bjorkstrand, who together with Mads Eller already eagerly awaits to take yet another step in their fledgling careers and make Denmark a more permanent feature at the World Juniors.

"Most of the players in our team are used to play in front of 1,000 to 2,000 people, now we will play in Toronto and Montreal in front of full houses with up to 20,000 people. It is going to be a big experience, and we will work very hard to be prepared for it so we can stay in the top division," said Mads Eller.

Final Ranking of the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship Division I Group A:

1. Denmark (promoted)

2. Latvia

3. Belarus

4. Austria

5. Slovenia

6. Poland (relegated)

Click here for scores, statistics and photos from the event.

German déjà vu?

World Juniors team here to stay, again
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 German déjà vu? 

German forward Leon Draisaitl, a potential first-round draft pick for 2014, returns at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship after helping Germany defend the spot in the top division in the deciding game against Latvia. Photo: Matt Zambonin / HHOF-IIHF Images

Returning to the IIHF World Junior Championship this winter is the German U20 national team and that can’t be taken for granted. 

The country has had its difficulties sporting teams at the top level that have regularly been able to avoid relegation.

The 2013 edition, which avoided relegation in an all-decisive 5-2 victory over Latvia in their last game of the tournament, is the first to do so since 1998 and has now paved the way for a whole new generation to make a name for itself. Still, this year’s squad will only be icing a select few players who were part of the magic in Ufa last January.

“For a German team in the top U20 division, it’s always a difficult task to remain amongst the top teams in the world. For us, the goal is to avoid relegation. One little advantage we may have in comparison to the situation in Ufa is that some of our absolute key players are returning and bringing that World Junior Championship experience in the top class with them,” says the team’s Technical Director Michael Pfuhl.

Without a doubt, Pfuhl is referring to particularly goalie Marvin Cüpper, winger Domink Kahun and Germany’s top young offensive talent, Leon Draisaitl. All three play in Canada’s top junior circuit and Draisaitl is currently widely expected to be a top-10 draft pick in this summer’s 2014 NHL Draft. In addition, he and Kahun know each like the back of their hands.

The two have not only played together for Germany’s top junior circuit team with the Adler Mannheim organization, but also spent last year’s World Juniors in Ufa and the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship in Sochi as linemates.
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“We are hoping and certainly are convinced that these two players will once again lead our team and hopefully also score the decisive goals. They’ve developed excellently with their CHL teams and have matured into leaders for their clubs. They are ready to assume responsibility and they possess the necessary physicality to make things happen against the best,” contests Pfuhl.

The NHL will also have its sights on particularly Draisaitl, who is currently the top scorer of the WHL’s Prince Albert Raiders and fifth overall in WHL scoring with 51 points in 33 games. There has never before been a German-born and raised player held in such high esteem heading into his draft year.

Still, despite his incredible talents and the chemistry he shares with Kahun, much more will be required to get this German squad anywhere close to the playoff round.

“These two aren’t going to win us any games by themselves. We are going to need the whole team in order to be successful,” says goaltending & defensive coach Klaus Merk.

More so than is the case for just about any team in this tournament, Germany is desperately dependent on the performance of its goaltenders.

“The goalies for German teams are always very important, because especially in the games against the best nations in the world, we tend to face a relatively high amount of shots on our net. As such, an above-average performance from the goalies is an absolute necessity,” claims Pfuhl. And the team feels it may get just that.

Cüpper stood in goal last winter and was nothing short of spectacular against Slovakia and Latvia, the only teams against whom Germany was able to gain at least a point. His mental fortitude was on heavy display in the all-important class retention victory over Latvia, where Cüpper made 25 saves on 27 shots.

“We’ll be going with Marvin Cüpper in goal to start things off. He was incredibly strong in Ufa. In Patrick Klein and Kevin Reich, we have two very talented young goaltenders. We are confident in all three of them and each has provided some great play and some strong tournaments for various German entries to date,” says Merk.

What the team doesn’t have much of entering this tournament is experience. Aside from the aforementioned Draisaitl, Kahun and Cüpper, only future Western Michigan University Bronco winger Frederik Tiffels saw action in Ufa. The rest of the team will be making its World Junior Championship debut next week.

In addition, the roster could feature up to twelve players who are 18 and younger. Of particular note is that not one member of the defensive corps has ever played in this tournament, but Pfuhl doesn’t feel that this fact has to be a disadvantage: “Even if the World Junior Championship is new territory for our defencemen, our boys are not inexperienced. Many of them have seen time at the U18 World Championship, played in men’s pro leagues, and are well aware what’s in store for them. “

Expected to lead the way on the blueline are London Knight Tim Bender and up-n-coming bruiser Thomas Botzenhardt.

Bender, considered one of Germany’s most offensively talented young defencemen, has made appearances this year for Munich of the DEL and London of the OHL, where he is sporting a +12 rating in 16 games.

The 190 cm tall and 100 kg heavy Botzenhardt has spent the majority of this season in Germany’s third highest men’s pro league with talent-factory Füssen, while also seeing five games of action with Ravensburg one level up.

Of the remaining defencemen likely to be on the team in Malmö, only 190 cm tall Jonas Noske has spent the year playing predominantly in Germany’s top men’s league, the DEL, where he’s made 23 appearances for Düsseldorf. Much of his duty there has been thrust upon him somewhat unexpectedly as the team has suffered through a rash of injuries and entered the season lacking a certain amount of veteran presence to begin with.

Other likely candidates for the defensive corps include Janick Möser and Dominik Tiffels, both of whom are taking a regular shift for their respective junior club in North America.

Up front, the team will search for answers from players who are still an open book internationally. Several probable forwards have spent some time playing in the DEL, including Düsseldorf’s Jari Neugebauer and Krefeld’s Kevin Orendorz and Patrick Klöpper. The latter two are in the midst of their second DEL seasons.

All three have roles in their pro teams that require them to place their chief emphasis on being responsible in their own end, but their ability to play with well-established international pros, many of whom have spent time in the NHL, could serve as quite an advantage when facing particularly the USA and Canada in the preliminary round.

Bruising winger Kai Herpich has split this season between Red Bull Munich of the DEL and their junior partner in Salzburg, a team that is participating in the Russian junior league MHL. There he has managed nine goals and 13 points in 15 games. Sven Ziegler has long been considered one of Germany’s top up-and-coming players, but has primarily played a top line role for a men’s pro team at solely the country’s third highest pro level, where he’s scoring at a point per game clip.

Almost all of the rest of the forward crew will consist of players who are currently playing somewhere in North America. Markus Eisenschmid, Max Kammerer and Marco Sedlar are all playing CHL hockey, although none of them is making much of an offensive impact for his current team.

Interestingly, several of the team’s more hopeful forwards are playing in the widespread NAHL, a league in which they can maintain NCAA college eligibility. These include Lennart Palausch, Lukas Laub und Parker Tuomie.

Tuomie, whose father comes from the U.S. state of Minnesota, could end up being one of the most interesting players for Germany at this year’s World Juniors. Small and feisty, he was far-and-away the top scorer in Germany’s top junior circuit last season, is off to a strong start this season, and found himself lining up with Draisaitl and Kahun at the U18 Worlds in Sochi. His tenacity and offensive instincts make him both an exciting and effective player.

A noticeable trend in the construction of this German outfit is the number of players spending this season abroad. “12 or 13 of the kids we’ll have on this team are playing for clubs in North America. The teams there certainly wouldn’t have brought them in if these players didn’t have a certain level of quality,” states Pfuhl. Coach Ernst Höfner will have his hands full incorporating a number of players coming from a variety programs and levels of play.

On whether this trend will be an advantage or not for the team, Pfuhl says. “It’s certainly not a disadvantage that so many of our players have the opportunity to develop their games in a professional environment in North America.”

Merk mentions a vital point in relation to this aspect: “We’ll see if it’s an advantage. They’re all going to have to alter their games to our system. They certainly do have the skills to do this.“

This system is one that will have to deal with two fairly distinct types of opponents in the preliminary round, where Germany will face Canada, Slovakia, the USA, and then Czech Republic, in that order. One can expect the team to have its hands full with the North Americans, although a physical game is something Germany should be able to deal with aptly in light of their many North America-experienced players.

Slovakia and the Czech Republic will be another story, although the team has been able to do particularly well against Slovakia at various levels of international play in recent years.

“We’ll be going from game to game. At the end, we’ll have a result of some sort. You naturally always want more, but avoiding relegation is definitely a goal in and of itself,” Merk mentions.

Should Germany find itself in the relegation round to conclude the tournament, its key players will find themselves in a familiar situation. It’s safe to say that they and the team be ready for this possible déjà vu experience, very aware of what it takes to stay amongst the world’s best at the U20 level.

NOTE: Germany named on Saturday 24 players who will travel to Sweden. Three goalkeepers and 20 forwards can be registered for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

German U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Marvin Cüpper, Shawinigan Cataractes (QMJHL)

Patrick Klein, EV Duisburg

Kevin Reich, Red Bulls München

Defencemen:

Tim Bender, London Knights (OHL)

Thomas Botzenhardt, Ravensburg Tower Stars

Janik Möser, Muskegon Lumberjacks (USHL)

Jonas Noske, DEG Düsseldorf

John Rogl, EV Landshut

Dorian Saeftel, Jungadler Mannheim

Dominik Tiffels, Minnesota Wilderness (NAHL)

Fabio Wagner, EV Landshut

Forwards:

Leon Draisaitl, Prince Albert Raiders (WHL)

Markus Eisenschmid, Medicine Hat Tigers (WHL)

Vladislav Filin, Eisbären Juniors Berlin

Kai Herpich, Red Bulls München

Dominik Kahun, Sudbury Wolves (OHL)

Maximilian Kammerer, Regina Pats (WHL)

Patrick Klöpper, Krefeld Pinguine

Lukas Laub, Odessa Jackalopes (NAHL)

Jari Neugebauer, DEG Düsseldorf

Lennart Palausch, Aberdeen Wings (NAHL)

Frederik Tiffels, Fargo Force (USHL)

Parker Tuomie, Wenatchee Wild (NAHL)

Sven Ziegler, Eisbären/FASS Berlin

Danish juniors go to Canada

Scandinavians clinch promotion for 2015 World Juniors
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 Danish juniors go to Canada 

After defeating Latvia, Denmark earned promotion to the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship in Toronto and Montreal. Photo: Miroslaw Ring

Denmark were at their best when it mattered as the Scandinavians won the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship Division I Group A to earn promotion. 

With the tournament win Denmark will play at the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship in Toronto and Montreal.

Overcoming earlier bouts of ill-discipline and lapses of concentration, Denmark deservedly clinched their top of the podium position during the fourth day of the round-robin tournament after Latvia were ousted 4-1. With fourth straight wins, Denmark can now look forward to a place at next year's top division with one round of games still to be played at the ongoing U20 Division I Group A in Sanok.

The four wins were enough because only Latvia and Belarus can match Denmark’s 12 points in the last round tomorrow but Denmark has beaten both in the head-to-head games.

With both Denmark and Latvia undefeated after three rounds, the Danes’ decisive defeat of Latvia can be looked back upon as a triumph when the teachings of head coach Olaf Eller started to fall into place. Perhaps most epitomised by his son, Mads Eller, who is also the younger brother of the Montreal Canadiens’ Lars Eller.

Mads Eller was the tournament's most penaltised player, but in that game he let his undoubted skills out on the ice instead. It was the Edmonton Oil Kings' prospect who set the Danes on course for promotion, breaking the deadlock against Latvia after 12:22 assisted by Oliver Bjorkstrand and Kristoffer Lauridsen in a commanding first period display where the Danes won the shots 14-3.

Continuing to dictate proceedings in the middle frame Denmark doubled the lead when Nikolaj Ehlers hit home the only goal of the period. A sloppy Danish minor penalty caused by too many players on the ice at the start of the third period briefly reignited hopes for a Latvian fightback, as a power play goal from Roberts Lipsbergs halved Denmark's lead at 4:22.

Continue reading 

But instead of an ensuing Baltic onslaught for an equaliser, it was defenceman Sonny Hertzberg, who at 15:06 restored Denmark's two-goal cushion before Oliver Bjorkstrand added Denmark's fourth after Latvia had pulled Elvis Merzlikins from the net.

The young Danes, who had started the tournament staving off Austria (3-1) and Poland (4-2), got their first stern test in their third game, against a a smooth-skating Belarusian team who earlier in the tournament had beaten Slovenia (7-3) before restricting Austria to only six shots in a 4-1 second day win.

In a game of two halves, Denmark were to play their best hockey of the tournament against Belarus. Thanks to a solid defence, inspired goaltending from Georg Sørensen and clinical finishing, Denmark rushed into a 5-1 lead after 16:13 of the third period.

But then came the plethora of penalty calls which helped Belarus in their relentless push for goals. In the end Denmark prevailed 5-4, and much to their credit a much-improved disciplined performance in their game against Latvia gave Denmark high hopes for the future with this fast-developing exciting crop of youngsters and many core players who were born in 1995.

With the bulk of the players still eligible for the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship in Toronto and Montreal, Denmark will now look for the next step in their development; to try and last longer in the top division than during their previous one-year spell in 2012.

Slovakia names 28 players

Two games on home ice before World Juniors
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 Slovakia names 28 players 

Slovak forward Marko Dano is followed by Latvia’s Patriks Skuratovs at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

The Slovak Ice Hockey Association named 28 players to the U20 national team for the last training camp departing to the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. 

Head coach Ernest Bokros named the players after the last games of HK Orange 20, an under-20 team that played games in the first half of the season of the Slovak top men’s league.

The “real” U20 national team will now have a camp in Slovakia until 22nd December with exhibition games against club teams Dukla Trencin (20 December) and SHK 37 Piestany (21 December).

21 of the 28 players have been loaned to HK Orange 20 during the season. Two players join from other Slovak teams, two from Energie Karlovy Vary – a Czech team in the Russian junior league MHL –, and one each from Sweden, Canada (QMHL) and the United States (NAHL).

Two forwards already have experience in top senior leagues in Europe. Marko Dano, who will play his third IIHF World Junior Championship, has already played 76 games for Slovan Bratislava’s men’s team in the Russian Kontinental Hockey League and Peter Cehlarik is under contract with Luleå HF where he played 18 games in the Swedish Hockey League and 17 games for second-tier team Asplöven this season.

Dano also played with the men’s national team at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship in Stockholm and Helsinki and last summer he became the first Slovak first-round draft pick since 2005 when the Columbus Blue Jackets selected him in 27th position overall.

Slovak U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Samuel Baros, Slovan Bratislava

Maros Mikolas, MsHK Zilina

Richard Sabol, HC ‘05 Banska Bystrica
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Defencemen:

Patrik Bacik, Slovan Bratislava

Richard Buri, Minnesota Wilderness (NAHL)

Erik Cernak, HC Kosice

Lubomir Dinda, HK SKP Poprad

Daniel Gachulinec, HC ‘05 Banska Bystrica

Martin Keckes, Energie Karlovy Vary (CZE)

Patrik Luza, Slovan Bratislava

Jakub Predajniansky, HC ‘05 Banska Bystrica

Tomas Rusina, Slovan Bratislava

Michal Valjent, Slovan Bratislava

Forwards:

Peter Cehlarik, Luleå HF (SWE)

Marko Dano, Slovan Bratislava

Rastislav Gaspar, HC ‘05 Banska Bystrica

David Griger, Energie Karlovy Vary (CZE)

Stanislav Horansky, MsHK Zilina

Milan Kolena, Slovan Bratislava

Patrik Koys, Dukla Trencin

Mario Lunter, HC ‘05 Banska Bystrica

David Minarik, Dukla Trencin

Filip Mlyncar, Slovan Bratislava

Dominik Rehak, MsHK Zilina

Martin Reway, Gatineau Olympiques (QMJHL)

Pavol Skalicky, HK Spisska Nova Ves

Eduard Simun, HC ‘05 Banska Bystrica

Jozef Tibensky, Slovan Bratislava

Lindholm to Malmö

Swedish NHL forward joins on Sunday
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 Lindholm to Malmö 

Swedish forward Elias Lindholm celebrates a goal in the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship’s semi-finals against Russia. Photo: Steve Poirier / HHOF-IIHF Images

Carolina Hurricanes forward Elias Lindholm has received green light from his NHL team to join Sweden at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. 

Lindholm is expected to join the Swedish U20 national team on 22nd December.

The 19-year-old helped Sweden win silver medals at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship and at the 2012 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship.

Drafted fifth overall by the Hurricanes last summer, Lindholm transferred from Brynäs Gävle to the Hurricanes organization this year. In 21 NHL games he scored three goals and had four assists. In November he also played six games (1+2=3 points) for the AHL’s Charlotte Checkers.

Swedish U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Oscar Dansk, Erie Otters (OHL)

Marcus Högberg, Linköpings HC

Jonas Johansson, Brynäs Gävle

Defencemen:

Linus Arnesson, Djurgården Stockholm

Lukas Bengtsson, Mora IK

Ludwig Byström, Färjestads Karlstad

Christian Djoos, Brynäs Gävle

Robert Hägg, MODO Örnsköldsvik

Arvid Lundberg, Skellefteå AIK

Robin Norell, Djurgården Stockholm

Gustav Olofsson, Colorado College (NCAA)

Jesper Pettersson, Linköpings HC

Forwards:

André Burakowsky, Erie Otters (OHL)

Sebastian Collberg, Frölunda Gothenburg

Jacob de la Rose, Leksands IF

Andreas Johnson, Frölunda Gothenburg

Edwin Hedberg, MODO Örnsköldsvik

Anton Karlsson, Frölunda Gothenburg

Erik Karlsson, Frölunda Gothenburg

Elias Lindholm, Carolina Hurricanes (NHL)

Ludvig Nilsson, Timrå IK

Gustav Possler, MODO Örnsköldsvik

Filip Sandberg, HV71 Jönköping

Nick Sörensen, Québec Remparts (QMJHL)

Oskar Sundqvist, Skellefteå AIK

Lucas Wallmark, Luleå HF

Alexander Wennberg, Frölunda Gothenburg

Germany names 28 players

U20 camp opens on Tuesday
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 Germany names 28 players 

German forward Leon Draisaitl, chased by Slovakia’s Denis Hudec, is among the returnees on his team. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

The German Ice Hockey Association has invited 28 players to the U20 national team camp for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmö. 

Head coach Ernst Höfner named three goalkeepers, 10 defencemen and 15 forwards to the camp that starts on 17th December in Füssen. The roster will be reduced to 23 players prior to the departure to Sweden on 21st December. On 23rd December Germany will play an exhibition game against Russia in Helsingborg.

“During the camp we want to consolidate and improve our system and we have to decide which players we will take to the World Junior Championship,” Höfner said. “It is important to have a good start into the tournament. Everything else we’ll have to earn game by game.”

Last year in Ufa, the German U20 national team managed to stay in the top division and avoid a straight relegation to the second tier for the first time since 1998.

One of the heroes in the deciding 4-2 victory in the relegation battle against Latvia will be back on the team. Leon Draisaitl, the son of former German Olympian Peter Draisaitl, scored two goals and had two assists in that game. He is one of three 1995-born forwards who return from last year’s team including Dominik Kahun and Frederik Tiffels. Also 1994-born goalkeeper Marvin Cüpper is back on the camp roster.

Most of the players join from German teams including five players who have played 15 or more games in the top senior league DEL this season. Six players play junior hockey in the Canadian Hockey League and five in the United States.

German U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Marvin Cüpper, Shawinigan Cataractes (QMJHL)

Patrick Klein, EV Duisburg

Kevin Reich, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT/MHL)
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Defencemen:

Tim Bender, London Knights (OHL)

Thomas Botzenhardt, Ravensburg Tower Stars

Janik Möser, Muskegon Lumberjacks (USHL)

Jonas Müller, Eisbären/FASS Berlin

Jonas Noske, DEG Düsseldorf

John Rogl, EV Landshut

Dorian Saeftel, Jungadler Mannheim

Eric Stephan, DEG Düsseldorf

Dominik Tiffels, Minnesota Wilderness (NAHL)

Fabio Wagner, EV Landshut

Forwards:

Leon Draisaitl, Prince Albert Raiders (WHL)

Markus Eisenschmid, Medicine Hat Tigers (WHL)

Vladislav Filin, Eisbären Juniors Berlin

Kai Herpich, Red Bull Salzburg (AUT/MHL)

Dominik Kahun, Sudbury Wolves (OHL)

Maximilian Kammerer, Regina Pats (WHL)

Patrick Klöpper, Krefeld Pinguine

Lukas Laub, Odessa Jackalopes (NAHL)

Jari Neugebauer, DEG Düsseldorf

Kevin Orendorz, Krefeld Pinguine

Lennart Palausch, Aberdeen Wings (NAHL)

Marco Sedlar, Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL)

Frederik Tiffels, Fargo Force (USHL)

Parker Tuomie, Wenatchee Wild (NAHL)

Sven Ziegler, Eisbären/FASS Berlin

More rosters named

Finland, Czechs, Norway preparing for World Juniors
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 More rosters named 

Finland's Artturi Lehkonen (#28) skates with the puck as the Czech Republic's Tomas Hertl #19 defends during preliminary round action at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey U20 World Championship. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

Finland announced the preliminary roster with 26 players for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship on Tuesday. 

The most experienced player on the team is defenceman Ville Pokka, who is in his third full season in the top Finnish league with Kärpät Oulu and will play his third World Juniors.

Apart from Pokka, also goalkeeper Janne Juvonen, defenceman Juuso Vainio, and forwards Artturi Lehkonen and Teuvo Teräväinen return from last year’s team.

Not listed are eligible NHL players Aleksander Barkov, Olli Määttä and Rasmus Ristolainen, who played key roles on the team in the last few years.

The Finnish U20 national team will practice in Vierumäki and conduct a media day before moving to Sweden on 19th December where it will play exhibition games in Ängelholm against Canada and the United States prior to the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmö.

Also the Czechs have named 27 players of which 15 perform with Czech clubs. Nine were selected from Canadian teams, two play in Sweden and one in Finland. All eligible players from last year’s team are among the candidates including defencemen Petr Sidlik and Jan Stencel, and forwards Radek Faksa, Vojtech Tomecek and Jakub Vrana.

Norway, which is back at the top level after two years in Division I, invited 26 players to its U20 national team camp. For several players Malmö won’t be an unusual venue since seven players compete in Swedish leagues.

Finnish U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Ville Husso, HIFK Helsinki

Janne Juvonen, Pelicans Lahti

Juuse Saros, HPK Hämeenlinna

Defencemen:

Julius Honka, Swift Current Broncos (WHL)

Mikko Lehtonen, TUTO Turku

Esa Lindell, Jokerit Helsinki

Atte Mäkinen, Tappara Tampere

Valtteri Parikka, Ässät Pori

Ville Pokka, Kärpät Oulu

Juuso Vainio, HPK Hämeenlinna

Mikko Vainonen, Kingston Frontenacs (OHL)

Forwards:

Henrik Haapala, Tappara Tampere

Henri Ikonen, Kingston Frontenacs (OHL)

Juuso Ikonen, JYP Jyväskylä

Kasperi Kapanen, KalPa Kuopio

Saku Kinnunen, KalPa Kuopio

Rasmus Kulmala, TPS Turku

Artturi Lehkonen, KalPa Kuopio

Ville Leskinen, Kärpät Oulu

Aleksi Mustonen, Jokerit Helsinki

Saku Mäenalanen, Kärpät Oulu

Joni Nikko, Lukko Rauma

Topi Nättinen, JYP Jyväskylä

Otto Rauhala, Tappara Tampere

Aleksi Rutanen, TUTO Turku

Teuvo Teräväinen, Jokerit Helsinki

Continue reading 

Czech U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Daniel Dolejs, Vitkovice Ostrava

Dominik Hrachovina, Tappara Tampere (FIN)

Marek Langhamer, Medicine Hat Tigers (WHL)

Defencemen:

Ronald Knot, Slavia Prague

Jan Kostalek, Rimouski Océanic (QMJHL)

Patrik Marcel, Skoda Plzen

David Nemecek, Saskatoon Blades (WHL)

Karel Plasil, Hradec Kralove

Michal Plutnar, Tri-City Americans (WHL)

Petr Sidlik, Victoriaville Tigres (QMJHL)

Jan Stencel, Vitkovice Ostrava

Libor Sulak, Pirati Chomutov

Forwards:

Radek Faksa, Kitchener Rangers (OHL)

Jiri Fronk, Energie Karlovy Vary

David Kämpf, Pirati Chomutov

Ondrej Kase, Pirati Chomutov

Patrik Machac, Rytiri Kladno

Richard Nejezchleb, Brandon Wheat Kings (WHL)

David Pastrnak, Södertälje SK (SWE)

Martin Prochazka, HC Litomerice

Pavel Sedlacek, PSG Zlin

Dominik Simon, Sparta Prague

Vojtech Tomecek, Energie Karlovy Vary

Dominik Volek, Red Deer Rebels (WHL)

Jakub Vrana, Linköpings HC (SWE)

Pavel Zacha, Bili Tygri Liberec

Patrik Zdrahal, Rimouski Océanic (QMJHL)

Norwegian U20 national team

Goalkeepers:

Henrik Haukeland Stjernen Fredrikstad

Thomas Narmo, Pelicans Lahti (FIN) 

Joachim Svendsen, Lørenskog IK

Defencemen:

Magnus Eikrem Haugen, Storhamar Dragons

Andreas Klavestad, Frisk Asker 

Erlend Lesund, Sparta Sarpsborg

Tallak Lyngset, Islanders Hockey Club (USA)

Markus Noteng, Rosenborg IHK

Mattias Nørstebø, Brynäs Gävle (SWE) 

Christer Simonsen, Manglerud Star

Martin Vaakanainen, Tingsryds AIF (SWE)

Forwards:

Magnus Fischer, Vålerenga Oslo

Ludvik Hoff, Vålerenga Oslo

Anders Henriksen, Stavanger Oilers

Tim Robin Johnsgård, Mariestad BoIS (SWE) 

Jørgen Karterud, Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (OHL) 

Endre Medby, Lillehammer IK

Henrik Medhus, Stavanger Oilers 

Simen Nielsen, Lørenskog IK

Magnus Nilsen, Sparta Sarpsborg

Christoffer Rasch, Mora IK (SWE) 

Martin Rønnild, Brynäs Gävle (SWE) 

Eirik Salsten, Storhamar Dragons

Didrik Svendsen, Sparta Sarpsborg

Markus Søberg, Frölunda Gothenburg (SWE) 

Jens Henrik Tønjum, Växjö Lakers (SWE)

Hosts name preliminary squad

Sweden, Switzerland announce World Juniors camp rosters
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 Hosts name preliminary squad 

2013 Swiss World Junior captain Christoph Bertschi is out several weeks with a foot injury. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

Team Sweden released its preliminary roster for 2014 IIHF World Junior championship. 

The 2013 silver medallists will bring back goaltender Oscar Dansk, defencemen Linus Arnesson, Robert Hägg and Christian Djoos, and forwards Jacob de la Rose, Alexander Wennberg, Sebastian Collberg, Filip Sandberg, Nick Sorensen.

Collberg, who led the team in scoring last year with six point (4+2) in six games, returns for his third consecutive World Juniors. Among the notable omissions from the team are Filip Forsberg and defenceman Hampus Lindhom, both of whom are currently plying the trade in the NHL with the Nashville Predators and Anaheim Ducks, respectively. 

The Swedes will open their 2014 World Juniors campaign on 26 December against Switzerland in Malmö Arena. Prior to the opener they will play two exhibition games, one against the U.S. on 20 December, and another against Canada two days later.

Team Sweden preliminary roster 

Goalkeepers:

Marcus Högberg, Linköpings HC

Jonas Johansson, Brynäs Gävle

Oscar Dansk, Erie Otters

Defencemen:

Robin Norell, Djurgården Stockholm

Christian Djoos, Brynäs Gävle

Jesper Pettersson, Linköpings HC

Ludwig Byström, Färjestads Karlstad

Linus Arnesson, Djurgården Stockholm

Arvid Lundberg, Skellefteå AIK

Gustav Olofsson, Colorado College

Robert Hägg, MODO Örnsköldsvik

Lukas Bengtsson, Mora IK

Forwards:

Jacob de la Rose, Leksands IF

Alexander Wennberg, Frölunda Gothenburg

Ludvig Nilsson, Timrå IK

Sebastian Collberg, Frölunda Gothenburg

Andreas Johnson, Frölunda Gothenburg

André Burakowsky, Erie Otters

Filip Sandberg, HV71 Jönköping

Nick Sörensen, Québec Remparts

Gustav Possler, MODO Örnsköldsvik

Edwin Hedberg, MODO Örnsköldsvik

Erik Karlsson, Frölunda Gothenburg

Anton Karlsson, Frölunda Gothenburg

Lucas Wallmark, Luleå HF

Oskar Sundqvist, Skellefteå AIK

Continue reading 

Swiss name 27

The Swiss U20 national team starts practicing on 16 December in Lenzerheide with a 27-man roster including three goalkeepers, 10 defencemen and 14 forwards but not including Christoph Bertschy. The star forward, one of the players competing in the highest senior league of the country, was also invited but suffered a foot injury in a game on Tuesday and will be sidelined for several weeks.

Most of the Swiss players compete in Switzerland’s domestic senior or junior leagues but the camp roster also includes six players from the Canadian Hockey League and two who play in Sweden.

Goalkeeper Melvin Nyffeler, defenceman Phil Baltisberger and Mirco Müller, and forwards Lukas Balmelli, Lukas Sieber, Dario Simion and Sandro Zangger have already played in last year’s World Junior Championship. For Baltisberger and Simion it will be their third U-20 tournament.

Team Switzerland preliminary roster

Goalkeepers:

Daniel Guntern, GCK Lions Zurich

Melvin Nyffeler, GCK Lions Zurich

Sascha Rochow, SC Bern

Defencemen:

Phil Baltisberger, Guelph Storm (OHL)

Lukas Frick, Kloten Flyers

Benoît Jecker, EHC Biel

Samuel Kreis, SC Bern

Mirco Müller, Everett Silvertips (WHL)

Claude Paschoud, HC Davos

Yannick Rathgeb, Plymouth Whalers (OHL)

Anthony Rouiller, EHC Biel

Riccardo Sartori, HC Lugano

Jonas Siegenthaler, GCK Lions Zurich

Forwards:

Lukas Balmelli, HC Lugano

Nico Dünner, EV Zug

Luca Fazzini, HC Lugano

Kevin Fiala, HV71 Jönköping (SWE)

Jason Fuchs, Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (QMJHL)

Fabrice Herzog, Québec Remparts (QMJHL)

Luca Hischier, SC Bern

Marco Müller, SC Bern

Vincent Praplan, North Bay Battalion (OHL)

Flavio Schmutz, Västerås IK (SWE)

Julian Schmutz, SC Bern

Lukas Sieber, HC Davos

Dario Simion, HC Lugano

Sandro Zangger, ZSC Lions Zurich

USA names 26 for Juniors

Three returning players among 2014 hopefuls
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 USA names 26 for Juniors 

Forward Riley Barber (16) who played on last season's gold medal-winning U.S. team, will be counted on to provide the offensive spark for the Americans in Malmö. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

Judging by recent World Junior Championship performances, including last year’s gold medal in Ufa, Russia, the United States’ identity is synonymous with success at the annual tournament. 

But, with only three returnees included on the 26-man preliminary roster announced Wednesday, the Americans will have to create a new persona in 2014.

“From our perspective it’s a deep pool of players, it’s a group that will have to create its own identity and create their trademarks as a team,” said Jim Johannson, general manager of the United States World Junior team. 

Despite the relative lack of experience, Johannson says he’s excited about the squad assembled, which he describes as “deep” and “versatile.”

One the most critical returnees to this year’s team is forward Riley Barber (Miami University - NCAA), a 2012 draft pick of the Washington Capitals. 

Barber is the Redhawks co-leading scorer with 24 point in 16 games and will be looked upon to fill a similar role for this team. In 2013, Barber contributed three goals and three assists at the World Juniors.

“All he’s done is score, that’s something Riley Barber has done, whether at the World Junior Level or the collegiate level at Miami,” said Don Lucia, Team USA head coach. “He’s obviously going to have to be a go-to guy for us.”

Lucia is in his 15th season as the Minnesota Golden Gophers (NCAA) head coach with over 600 wins and back-to-back National Championships in 2002 and 2003.

Ryan Hartman of the Plymouth Whalers (OHL), a first-round draft pick of the Chicago Blackhawks in 2013, is the other returning forward from 2013.

Where Team USA management feels most confident is at the goaltending position with Jon Gillies (Providence College - NCAA), Anthony Stolarz (London - OHL) and Thatcher Demko (Boston College - NCAA) filling the three open slots in net.

Continue reading 

“When you talk about short tournaments and the world juniors you start with goaltending,” said Johannson. “We feel really, really strong about the goaltenders we have coming into camp.”

Johansson was hesitant to name a starter but mentioned that Gillies and Stolarz have a “leg up” at this point based on their current performance at the collegiate level.

Gillies is sitting on a stellar 1.81 goals against average and a .945 save percentage in 2013 with Providence, while Stolarz is second in the Ontario Hockey League with a 2.38 GAA.

The nod may go to Gillies as a returning player, however Johannson said the situation will “play out” in camp.

There are no returners on Team USA’s blueline, as expected returnee Pat Sieloff (AHL – Abbotsford) has been ruled out of the tournament due to a staph infection.

Acknowledging the void left by Sieloff’s absence, Lucia said, “He’s going to be missed. He’s a tough rugged defenseman. It’s another opportunity for someone else to step up.”

Connor Carrick (Hershey – AHL), one of two players on this roster with NHL experience, could be a player looked upon to fill top-four minutes in place of Sieloff. Carrick scored his first NHL goal earlier this season with the Washington Capitals.

The other NHL experienced player is forward Stefan Matteau (Albany – AHL), who played 17 games for the New Jersey Devils in 2012-2013 after not making last year’s World Junior team.

One of the interesting prospects for this team is Jack Eichel, an underage player born in 1996, who is raising a lot of interest for the 2015 draft.

A slick offensive player with the United States National Development Program in the USHL, Eichel has a real opportunity to skate in Malmo.

“He’s an absolute dynamic offensive player and he’s also a guy who is ready on a physical level,” said Johannson. “He’s dominated the college schedule that he’s played and the USHL schedule that he’s played. Couple that with the U-18 event that he played in November where he was clearly the most dominant player on the ice.”

In all, 18 of the 26 players selected currently play collegiate hockey, which management credits for the increased quality of USA Hockey.

“It’s been a great two-way street in terms of the cooperation with USA Hockey and the collegiate programs and the collegiate programs turning their kids to represent their country,” Lucia said.

“The Partnership we have with [NCAA Hockey] in supporting the U.S. Junior Program and USA Hockey as a whole has been vital to the growth of the American player in college hockey and the international scene,” added Johannson.

The 26 players will participate in a training camp Dec. 15-18 at the University of Minnesota's Mariucci Arena (an Olympic-size sheet of ice) in Minneapolis, with preparations continuing in Angelholm, Sweden, before the final 23-man roster is announced on Dec. 23.

The USA will play against Minnesota State-Mankato (NCAA) on Dec. 17 before playing international exhibitions against Finland on Dec. 20 and Sweden on Dec. 22.

Click here to see the complete Team USA preliminary roster.

Canada invites 25 players

Camp roster announced for World Juniors
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 Canada invites 25 players 

Canadian forward Jonathan Drouin is among the three returnees from the 2013 World Juniors who was selected for this year’s camp. Photo: Andre Ringuette / HHOF-IIHF Images

Hockey Canada announced the 25 players who were invited to a selection camp starting on 12th December for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. 

The roster includes two goaltenders, eight defencemen and 15 forwards. Canada’s final roster for the World Juniors in Malmö, Sweden, will include 22 players and will be finalized by 25th December.

“Hockey Canada is looking forward to an extremely competitive camp in December, as we look to assemble a team that will make all Canadians proud,” said Scott Salmond, Hockey Canada’s senior director of men’s national teams and hockey operations. “This is a first step towards naming our roster for the IIHF World Junior Championship. We look forward to the camp getting underway.”

“On behalf of the Canadian Hockey League, congratulations and best of luck to all of the players named to Canada's National Junior Team selection camp,” said David Branch, president of the CHL. “The CHL is very proud of our partnership with Hockey Canada, and we look forward to watching our players and coaches represent our league at the IIHF World Junior Championship in Sweden."

“On behalf of the Program of Excellence management group, I would like to thank Ryan Jankowski for all his work,” said Bruce Hamilton, a member of the Program of Excellence management group. “I would also like to make note of the great contributions of the other members of the management group, Sean Burke, Mark Hunter and Joël Bouchard, who have provided great insight and leadership throughout.”

“I would like to congratulate the 25 players that received an invitation today,” said Ryan Jankowski, head scout for Canada’s National Junior Team. “Canada is fortunate to have great depth of talent, and these players should be proud of this special opportunity. I would also like to thank the general managers and coaches of the Canadian Hockey League for their great support throughout this process.”

Continue reading 

In regards to eligible players currently in the NHL, Hockey Canada will continue to communicate with NHL teams and is hopeful players may still be made available to Canada’s National Junior Team.

The 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship will be broadcast on TSN and RDS, Hockey Canada’s official broadcasters. Check local listings for broadcast times in your area.

– with files from Hockey Canada

Canada’s Junior Selection Camp roster

Goalkeepers:

Zachary Fucale, Halifax (QMJHL)

Jake Paterson, Saginaw (OHL)

Defencemen:

Chris Bigras, Owen Sound (OHL)

Mathew Dumba, Minnesota (NHL)

Aaron Ekblad, Barrie (OHL)

Josh Morrissey, Prince Albert (WHL)

Adam Pelech , Erie (OHL)

Derrick Pouliot, Portland (WHL)

Griffin Reinhart, Edmonton (WHL)

Damon Severson, Kelowna (WHL)

Forwards:

Josh Anderson, London (OHL)

Jonathan Drouin, Halifax (QMJHL)

Frédérik Gauthier, Rimouski (QMJHL)

Félix Girard, Baie-Comeau (QMJHL)

Bo Horvat, London (OHL)

Charles Hudon, Chicoutimi (QMJHL)

Scott Laughton, Oshawa (OHL)

Curtis Lazar, Edmonton (WHL)

Taylor Leier, Portland (WHL)

Anthony Mantha, Val-d'Or (QMJHL)

Connor McDavid, Erie (OHL)

Nic Petan, Portland (WHL)

Sam Reinhart, Kootenay (WHL)

Kerby Rychel, Windsor (OHL)

Hunter Shinkaruk, Medicine Hat (WHL)

Defending champs?

USA head coach Lucia going for gold with new cast
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 Defending champs? 

Lucia coached Minnesota to back-to-back NCAA Championships in 2002 and 2003 and is a three-time Western Collegiate Hockey Association Coach of the Year. Photo: Nancie Battaglia

Minnesota Head Coach Don Lucia has the Golden Gophers off to a fast start yet again in 2013, and will look to keep that success going at the World Juniors in Malmö. 

Minnesota Head Coach Don Lucia has the Golden Gophers off to a fast start yet again in 2013, topping the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) polls while targeting a fifth national championship in program history. 

This season also brings about a unique challenge for Lucia: coaching Team USA at the 2014 World Junior Championships in Malmo, Sweden. Lucia took a few minutes to discuss a variety of topics with IIHF.com, including: his balancing act between coaching duties, road trips with college kids, St. Lucia and of course, defending gold.

What was your reaction to being named head coach of the 2014 U.S. Junior National Team?

I was excited because it was something that I have always wanted to be a part of. I have had some opportunities in the 1990s helping out with the U-16 and U-17 teams in some tournaments overseas, but anytime you have a chance to represent your country, whether it is as a player or a coach, it is a tremendous honour, and I am really looking forward to having the opportunity to lead our team this year. 

How much does your college coaching experience prepare you for this international opportunity?

I think it helps just with the experience I have had over the years with coaching colleges for as long as I have and coaching this age group of players. One of the things that helps is that I have been coaching for the last twenty years, so I am used to the game on a bigger sheet, on an international level, and some of the nuances involved. Dealing with the players this age has a great benefit knowing how they think and they act.

What is the biggest difference between coaching college hockey and international hockey?

I guess I am going to find out this winter. I think both have the notoriety and media attention, but especially in our market, the amount of radio, television and print we deal with every day will be similar at the world junior tournament. 

It has become such a big event. In many ways, it is like the Olympics for the U-20s, and it has become a focal point for so many teams around the world in the IIHF and also within our own country. The world junior team has become important, and that is one of the reasons why they developed the U.S National Development Team Program to have better success at the world junior level.

What is the most fun part about coaching younger players?

The most fun part is that they are here to learn, and they want to be players. Having the opportunity to watch them mature at the ages of 18 to 22 and to watch them grow not only as a player, but as a person is fun.

What is it like going on a road trip with twenty-plus college students?

I think it is easy. It is business, and they want to have success and win. As long as you have laid down that framework of discipline and expectations before you ever head on the road, you never really have any problems. Over the years, I have had very few issues with any group that we have traveled with because they have standards of a certain way you represent yourself, your family, and the program that you are playing for.

How are you balancing your coaching duties at Minnesota along with your Team USA responsibilities?

For the most part, my focus right now is on the Minnesota Gopher hockey program, and the focus in the summertime was the world junior team. I do have frequent phone calls with Jim Johansson from USA Hockey, who works as a general manager talking about player personnel. I will get a chance to see some of the candidates for the team. I also have a great group of assistant coaches who will certainly assist in what we are doing. For the most part, this fall up until probably December 7th or 8th, my attention will be with Minnesota. After that weekend is over, my attention will turn back to the world junior team.

Are you feeling pressure to defend the USA’s gold medal or is it simply an honour? 

Well, I think it is an honour. I look at our team this year, and we are not defending anything because our team did not win it. That is the beauty of the world junior team – there is such a big turnover year to year, and we may only have a couple of kids that played on the team last year, so I do not look at our team as defending anything. It was a proud moment for our team to win the gold medal, for USA Hockey to have that achievement, but last year is over, we met this summer, and it is a completely new team of guys who are trying to forge their own success.

How will the 2014 version of Team USA be different from the 2013 team?

We are still going to try to forge our own identity. The difference this year is that we will probably be without some candidates that could be on this team. Obviously, we do not have some of the guys that could have come back and been a part of this group, so what this team is going to end up looking like and being like is still unknown at this point and time. 

We have to forge our own identity with a new  group, so I do not know quite yet what it is going to look like regarding what is our high end skill, what our defensive corps is going to look like, who our goaltenders will be – there are a lot of question marks that need to be answered. Part of the coaches’ responsibilities, and Jim Johansson’s responsibility, is to make sure that we have the right people at camp and that we choose the right group that is going to give this team the best chance at success. What that identity is going to be? I do not know, so we will have to adapt to how we want to play based on our personnel.

Why has Team USA had so much success at this tournament in recent years?

A big part of it has been goaltending. When you are going to have success at any championship level, whether it is college, junior, Olympics, or world juniors, you have to have good goaltending. Certainly, the goaltending was outstanding last year and they won a gold medal with Jack Campbell a few years back. It has gone on to show that USA Hockey has good goaltending. We have produced quite a few good goalies, and we are seeing some of the rewards of the U.S. National Development Program. The competition that they play and the success that they have had internationally at the world Under-18s is impressive, and they have played against those players internationally. They don’t go into the tournament with a sense of awe because they have competed against these players their whole lives.

Who are the “under the radar” players on the roster that the fans should watch?

I do not think it is fair to go there yet because it is an ongoing process of who is going to be on the team. Once you get in that tournament, it is such a short tournament so you do not know who is going to shine. It could be somebody you do not think is going to play a huge role and all of the sudden the lines change, and they have a great tournament. It is all about playing for that ten-day period and it is finding guys that you think can have success in that short tournament.

As a college coach and international coach, how important is it to have veteran returners help the younger players prepare?

It is invaluable, and that is why a couple of the staff members that have been held over from last year’s team can help give some insight on what to expect. Same with a player – they have been through it, whether it is at our level or not, the freshmen come in and the older guys have to teach them the way it is done. Riley Barber will be back and Jon Gillies, who was the backup goaltender last year, will be too. It is the returning guys that have to set the table, and they have to be the leaders in showing and teaching what is required to have success in that tournament.

How much did you discuss expectations with Grant Potulny who served as an assistant coach with the U.S. team last year? 

I had a pretty good idea that I was going to be coaching the team this year, so I was helping with the evaluation last year in Lake Placid, which gave me a leg up. Also seeing how the camp operated gave me a pretty good feel about how everything worked this year, so I think that being there the year before helped me. Grant and I have talked about what is important. Obviously in a short tournament, there is not a lot of practice time, so the most important is making sure your guys are physically and mentally rested and ready to go.

Did you know your namesake, St. Lucia, has a popular holiday right before Christmas in Sweden? Will you be sending a few prayers to St. Lucia before heading to Malmo? 

I did know that, I was aware even though my heritage is mostly Italian. I have some Swedish heritage from my mom’s side. But certainly, my last name is affiliated with the Italians because my grandparents came over from Italy. My mom reminds me quite often about St. Lucia’s Day in Sweden though.

Sweden top in Europe

Juniorkronorna, Switzerland win tournaments
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 Sweden top in Europe 

Alexander Wennberg (right, against Finnish goalie Joonas Korisalo) was one of the Swedish goal scorers in the deciding game against Russia. Photo: Matt Zambonin / HHOF-IIHF Images

Sweden confirmed its current ranking as the best European nation in the U20 category and won the Four Nations Tournament in the Moscow suburb of Novogorsk. 

The tournaments during the International Break in November were the last big test for U20 national teams before the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmö.

World Junior host Sweden started with three unanswered goals after seven minutes of play from Oskar Sundqvist (2) and Filip Sandberg against the Czech Republic and eventually won the game 3-1.

The tournament was already decided on Day 2 as the “Juniorkronorna” defeated Russia 4-2. Again the Sweden started with multiple unanswered goals. Anton Karlsson, Robert Hägg, Andreas Johnson and Alexander Wennberg made it a 4-0 lead after 41 minutes of play. In the last game that had no meaning for the tournament win, Sweden lost to Finland 3-2 in a shootout.

Host Russia did better in the other games. Thanks to three power-play goals they defeated Finland 3-2 in the opening game and faced little challenge in a 6-1 victory against the Czech Republic to claim second place. Bogdan Yakimov and Vyacheslav Osnovin had two goals each throughout the tournament.

Finland finished the event in third place thanks to a 4-3 shootout victory against winless Czech Republic.

The other four European nations that will compete in the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmö played at the International Chablais Hockey Trophy in Monthey, Switzerland.

The first two days were dominated by Switzerland and Slovakia, who won their games against Norway and Germany with lopsided scores to set up a close final on Sunday.

Continue reading 

Before 1,672 fans in the mountain village, Switzerland won an offensive-minded game with strong goaltending 3-2.

Marco Müller and Christoph Bertschy brought Switzerland the lead twice but Marko Dano tied it up with his two markers. The game-winning goal came just three minutes later at 15:52 of the second period from Kevin Fiala. The score of 3-2 remained until the end of the game despite increasing pressure from the Slovaks in the last period. Goalkeeper Melvin Nyffeler, who recently had his debut in the top men’s league NLA, helped his team with 43 saves.

Norway finished the event in third place thanks to a 5-0 victory against Germany. It was an important test for the recently promoted Norwegians since these two teams are seeded on bottom in the upcoming World Juniors, where the last-ranked team will be relegated.

Four Nations Tournament in Russia

8 Nov.

Novogorsk

Czech Rep.

-

Sweden

1-3

8 Nov.

Novogorsk

Russia

-

Finland

3-2

9 Nov.

Novogorsk

Finland

-

Czech Rep.

4-3 SO

9 Nov.

Novogorsk

Russia

-

Sweden

2-4

10 Nov.

Novogorsk

Sweden

-

Finland

2-3 SO

10 Nov.

Novogorsk

Russia

-

Czech Rep.

6-1

Standings: 1. Sweden 7, 2. Russia 6, 3. Finland 4, 4. Czech Rep. 1.

International Chablais Hockey Trophy in Switzerland

8 Nov.

Monthey

Slovakia

-

Germany

6-0

8 Nov.

Monthey

Norway

-

Switzerland

3-9

9 Nov.

Monthey

Slovakia

-

Norway

3-0

9 Nov.

Monthey

Switzerland

-

Germany

9-2

10 Nov.

Monthey

Germany

-

Norway

0-5

10 Nov.

Monthey

Switzerland

-

Slovakia

3-2

Standings: 1. Switzerland 9, 2. Slovakia 6, 3. Norway 3, 4. Germany 0.

Sergejs Zoltoks Memorial in Latvia

7 Nov.

Riga

Austria

-

Belarus

0-4

7 Nov.

Riga

Denmark

-

Latvia

1-0

8 Nov.

Riga

Denmark

-

Austria

5-2

8 Nov.

Riga

Latvia

-

Belarus

2-4

9 Nov.

Riga

Belarus

-

Denmark

1-2

9 Nov.

Riga

Latvia

-

Austria

1-2

Standings: 1. Denmark 9, 2. Belarus 6, 3. Austria 3, 4. Latvia 0.

Four Nations Tournament in Slovenia

7 Nov.

Jesenice

France

-

Hungary

7-4

7 Nov.

Jesenice

Slovenia

-

Italy

3-2 SO

8 Nov.

Jesenice

Italy

-

France

1-3

8 Nov.

Jesenice

Slovenia

-

Hungary

5-2

9 Nov.

Jesenice

Slovenia

-

France

1-0

9 Nov.

Jesenice

Hungary

-

Italy

1-0

Standings: 1. Slovenia 8, 2. France 6, 3. Hungary 3, 4. Italy 1.

Other games

7 Nov.

Krakow

Cracovia Krakow

-

Poland

1-2

8 Nov.

Ostrava

Vitkovice U20

-

Poland

4-1

8 Nov.

Donetsk

Ukraine

-

Moloda Gvardia

5-4 SO

10 Nov.

Donetsk

Moloda Gvardia

-

Ukraine

6-0
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Bulldogs double the Marlies 4-2

Hamilton surges in third period over Toronto

DOGS vs MARLIES 

Barry Gray,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Patrick Holland, left, collides with the Marlies' Sam Carrick during first period action at Copps Coliseum.

HAMILTON The Hamilton Bulldogs had enough fight left in them on Friday to take their second game in as many nights against the Toronto Marlies. 

Hamilton fought back twice from a goal down, before riding a strong third period to 4-2 victory over Toronto in American Hockey League action. 

"It shows character to fight back the way that we did," said Hamilton winger Sven Andrighetto. "You always want to play with the lead instead of chasing. But we showed what we can do tonight." 

Mike Blunden scored twice for the Bulldogs (14-14-4) while Andrighetto and Martin St. Pierre added the others. 

Dustin Tokarski made 20 saves in the win. 

Carter Ashton and Sam Carrick scored for the Marlies (16-10-3), while Drew MacIntyre stopped 45 shots. 

The Marlies who struck first after Bulldog captain St. Pierre was whistled for charging at 4:59. 

Toronto's Spencer Abbott shifted the puck to Greg McKegg, who found Ashton in the low slot with a centring pass. Ashton drifted out to the top of the slot, turned and fired a rising wrist shot that beat Tokarski just inside the near post at 6:27. 

In the second period, Hamilton's Dumont fought off a defender behind the net and circled out front, shovelling a backhanded shot along the ice that MacIntyre kicked to his left. But Blunden spotted the rebound as it slid through the crease, and quickly reacted to slot it in at 3:45. 

The Marlies' Carrick counterattacked on the penalty kill to retake the lead at 9:20. Then Blunden pounced on a loose puck to fire his second goal of the night at 14:06. The Bulldogs enjoyed a strong second period, and outshot the Marlies 34-14 through 40 minutes of play. 

Hamilton's momentum carried into the third period. A stretch pass by Nathan Beaulieu sprung Patrick Holland and Andrighetto on a 2-on-1 break, with the former carrying the puck into the offensive zone and faking a shot before sliding a pass across to Andrighetto. He fired a high wrist shot just inside the crossbar at 1:38. St. Pierre struck with 45 seconds remaining in the game. 

The Canadian Press
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AHL: Bulldogs lose 3-2 in shootout to Heat

He scores! 

Scott Gardner,The Hamilton Spectator

Abbotsford's Carter Bancks reacts after Hamilton Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski was beaten by a shot from the point during second-period American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum on Sunday afternoon. The Bulldogs lost, 3-2 in a shootout.

next play/pause pre 1/11 

By  Ken Peters  

After losing four straight American Hockey League games in which they scored just three goals, could any Hamilton Bulldog save Christmas for his beleagured head coach Sylvain Lefebvre? 

All it would take would be some shootout heroics. But Gabriel Dumont couldn't do it. Nor Sven Adrighetto. Marty St. Pierre came up short. It came down to Louis 

Leblanc but his foray failed with an Abbotsford Heat netminder Joni Ortio poke check. 

Meanwhile the Heat's Marcus Granlund and Corbin Knight bulged the shoot-out twine behind Bulldog netkeeper Dustin Tokarski. 

The result, before an announced Sunday afternoon Copps Coliseum crowd of 4,281, was a 3-2 shootout victory for Abbotsford. 

The Bulldogs picked up a point for the effort but the canine crew is currently winless in their past five and guaranteed themselves a blue Christmas for sure. 

"We got a couple goals tonight but it was not enough. We need to score more goals. It's the same old, same old but we have to score more goals," Lefebvre lamented postgame. 

The Bulldog boss struggled to explain why the goal scoring well has run dry. 

"I think the guys are getting frustrated. They squeeze the stick maybe. Sometimes it's mental. Probably a good three day break here will benefit us, just to let us unwind and refocus and come back ready to go," he said. 

The powerful Heat, who improved their west division-leading record to 21-9-1-1, was able to snap their own three-game losing streak on the backs of the Bullies. 

Hamilton, with a record of 12-14-0-4, remains mired in fourth spot in the north division. 

The Bulldogs started flat and didn't register their first shot on net until seven minutes in. But the teams were scoreless over the first 20 minutes.\ 

But Bulldog Joonas Nattinen cleaned up a rebound of a Morgan Ellis point blast by tucking a rebound past Ortio to give the home side a 1-0 lead. That marker came at 4:35 of the second period. 

The Heat's Dean Arsene fired his first goal of the season less than five minutes later when his innocent-looking wrister beat Tokarski. 

But Nattinen set up Hamilton defencemen Joel Chouinard and his laser beam from the left point gave the Dogs a 2-1 lead entering the third period. 

But nearly five minutes into the final period, Tokarski couldn't handle Burlington native Josh Jooris's shot cleanly. Ben Hanowski pounced on the loose puck in front and buried it. 

The five minute overtime didn't solve the matter, setting up the Heat to win it in the shootout. 

Kudos to Tokarski. The Humboldt Saskatchewan native stopped 39 Heat shots, several with spectacular saves late in the contest, to give his Bulldogs a chance at the win. 

Nattinen, who was the best Bulldogs' forward, put down the loss to the club's goal scoring misery. 

"It's tough to win when you don't score goals. Scoring goals seems to be a problem for us lately. But Tokarski kept us in the game today," he said. 

The Finnish-born Nattinen said he was hoping Lefebvre would have called his name for the shootout round. 

"Yeah I wouldn't have minded it. I have a couple of tricks up my sleeve especially with Granlund, another Finn, going for them. And their goalie (Otio) is a Finn too so I would have loved it. But he (Lefebvre) had his reasons so I respect that. 

The Bulldogs return to action Boxing Day afternoon when they face the Toronto Marlies at the Air Canada Centre. The Bulldogs return home Friday night to face the Marlies again. Game time at Copps Coliseum is 7:30 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on December 28, 2013 at 11:40 PM, updated December 29, 2013 at 12:13 AMIn his second game back with the Hershey Bears, Ryan Potulny's stick did some damage to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins in Saturday night's 2-1 shootout victory at Giant Center.

So did his body.
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In a telling moment in the second period, Potulny responded to a hit on teammate Tyson Strachan by WBS's Tom Kuhnhackl by tracking Kuhnhackl down and delivering a hit of his own at the red line in a team-lifting show of esprit de corps.

“I love the character of the team and what's in that room,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought it was a major part.

“It was great to see Potsy do that.”

Potulny ultimately delivered the deciding shootout tally.

“Last night was tough,” said Potulny, returning to action after suffering a shoulder injury in a KHL exhibition game. “Tonight I felt a little better. I'm getting my legs back, trying to get timing back and everything. This week will be good for me at practice, a full week here.”

NOTEBOOK

Former Bears forward Mike Carman, who gave WBS a 1-0 lead, has scored two of his three goals this season against Hershey.

Hershey has gone 4-3 in shootouts.

Julien Brouillette (upper body) was sidelined for a fourth straight game.

David Kolomatis on Hershey ending a two-game losing streak: “We sort of built a little bit before that [Christmas] break. To come back and put together that [two losses] was obviously a setback. But we battled back tonight. … We're a positive group in there. Obviously, we're not getting the results we want every game. It's definitely a good group in there and we're picking each other up.”

Haviland on his accountability as head coach: “We win and lose together as a group. As an individual, you look at yourself. I hold myself accountable. I'm a big boy. I know what business I'm in here. I've got no problem. I do know one thing, though, is the system that I have, it works. I've won with it. I've won championships with it. I believe in it.”

If Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland wondered how his team would respond to his pointed post-game comments in the wake of Friday night's loss to the Syracuse Crunch, he got a resoundingly positive answer Saturday night.

In a strong bounce-back effort, the Bears defeated the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 2-1 in a shootout at Giant Center.

LINK TO GAME SHEET
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“I'm not veering off of what I'm saying,” Haviland said. “I'm not. They need to get on board with us. And they will and they are. You just see it in glimpses.

“Tonight you saw it for 65 minutes. That's the way we're supposed to play. Now they know we have a template of how we're supposed to play. We're going to continue to demand that.”

Down 1-0 on a goal by former Bears forward Mike Carman, the Bears rallied to tie with a goal from David Kolomatis and won the shootout 2-1, with the decisive tally coming from Ryan Potulny, playing his second game since re-signing with the club on Sunday.

Kolomatis and Potulny gave Haviland's oratorical kick in the pants positive reviews.

Said Kolomatis: “You've got to expect it of yourselves. We're all big boys here. You should come into these games and you should expect that much. He shouldn't have to be so critical on us, but that's his job. At the end of the day, you're grown men playing a sport and you should expect it of yourselves.”

Said Potulny: “This is our job. We're here to play hockey and win games and keep each other accountable. I've got no problem with coach coming in and getting on guys a little bit. It's his job, and it's our job to respond. I liked it.”

<br>

In contrast to a Hershey power play that has been struggling, the penalty kill has been performing at a high level. The Bears went 5-for-5 against WBS and have killed 10 straight opposition power plays.

“I thought our penalty kill was outstanding tonight,” Haviland said. “That was the big key for me. We had some timely kills in that second period where it could have went to maybe 2-0.

“When you're on the same page and you have good pressure and the pressure points are at the right time, then you get success. And you need big saves on the PK as your best PKer.”

The Bears got those saves from goalie David Leggio, who finished with 30 saves and stopped four of five attempts in the shootout.

LINK TO PENNLIVE GAME UPDATES

With the triumph, fourth-place Hershey (13-12-2-3, 31 points) climbed back out of the East Division basement past fifth-place Syracuse (13-13-1-3, 30 points).

The 2013-14 Bears also avoided becoming the first Hershey club to end a calendar year under .500 since the affiliation with the Washington Capitals began in 2005-06. The last time that happened was in 2004-05 (16-17-1-0) in the final season of an affiliation with the Colorado Avalanche.

“You go in all different directions as a coach,” Haviland said. “Sometimes you're really, really hard on them. Sometimes you've got to put your arm around them. You've got to know when to push, when to pull, when to let go. You're dealing with all different personalities and you're managing the personalities in that room.

“Last night was an easy one for me. It was no good. It was nowhere near the standard we need to play and will accept here. So tonight was a response. I just told them we go forward from here. And I'm not letting up on them, though. I'm not. We have no time to let up now. We're in game 30 here.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Jon DiSalvatore enjoyed a genial pregame chat at the red line with former teammate Jeff Taffe before his Syracuse Crunch played the Hershey Bears Friday night.
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But it wasn't an entirely warm welcome back to Giant Center for the former Hershey forward.

Former Bears teammate Cameron Schilling earned a boarding minor for a third-period hit on DiSalvatore.

“No comment,” DiSalvatore said. “No comment.”

DiSalvatore, who produced 18-31-49 for Hershey last season, recorded an assist in a 3-2 Syracuse victory that ended a three-game winless streak and moved the Crunch out of last place.

“It's definitely a determined group,” DiSalvatore said. “It's definitely a group that's hard on themselves when they lose and is extremely determined to get back into some winning ways.”

DiSalvatore signed as a free agent to play for Munich EHC last summer. His stay in Germany, where former Bears Danny Richmond and Grant Lewis were teammates, lasted 22 games (6-11-17) before he opted to return to North America and signed with Syracuse earlier this month.

“As far as my situation, I haven't said a lot about it since I've been here,” DiSalvatore said. “I'm not going to say a lot about it. It's just a difference of opinion, I'll say.

“I was put in a situation where I felt I had a lot of good hockey to play and I wasn't able to play it, so I wanted to go somewhere where they wanted me.”

DiSalvatore has played three games for the Crunch (0-2-2).

“Since I've been here, it's a first-class organization,” he said.

“You can see why they've done so well the past couple years.”

NOTEBOOK

Newly re-signed Ryan Potulny recorded three shots on goal in his 2013-14 Hershey debut. “Him and I will talk again in the morning and see if he can even go back-to-back games here and do the right thing for him,” said Bears head coach Mike Haviland, whose team is scheduled to host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Saturday night. “I don't want to rush him right now. I'm looking long term instead of the short-term thing here.”

Nicolas Deschamps' point streak ended at six games.

Julien Brouillette (upper body) was sidelined for a third straight game.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Newly re-signed Ryan Potulny returned to the Hershey Bears lineup Friday night at Giant Center, but that didn't prevent a 3-2 loss to the Syracuse Crunch that dropped Hershey back to the East Division basement.
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A team that entered the Christmas break on a high note after winning three of four has now lost three of four.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Bears head coach Mike Haviland's ire flowed in the wake of one of the more disappointing Hershey losses of the season.

“I think I can count on one hand this year that I've said to you guys in here, 'That was a complete game tonight,'” Haviland said. “I think maybe we've played maybe two or three complete games.

“Nothing is given to you in life. I don't know what we're waiting for. I don't know if we're waiting for a blockbuster trade, trade four-five guys out of here. I don't know. But that may be what has to happen here.”

The Bears did take a one-goal lead on Peter LeBlanc's tally midway through the first period.

That lasted all of 17 seconds before Syracuse's Brett Connolly tied it on the next shift and started a Syracuse momentum roll that continued through the second.

Connolly scored again in the second along with Geoff Walker as Syracuse took a 3-1 lead. Tyson Strachan scored for Hershey in the third, but it was too little too late to prevent the Crunch from moving back into fourth place and relegating Hershey to fifth.

“I do believe in that group in there,” Haviland said. “I do believe that when they do do it, it's a very good team.

“When they go, it's a good team. We just don't do it consistently and we don't do it for 60 minutes. When you don't do things for 60 minutes in this game, you're not going to get rewarded.”

<br>

Hershey's power play again floundered, going 0-for-4 while failing to convert a 5-on-3 lasting 1:41 in the second.

“After the [tying] goal, I don't think we played quite as good as we wanted to in the first period,” LeBlanc said. “The second we didn't follow it up with an answer. In the third, we really did.”

Connolly's second goal was a highlight reel effort. The winger wheeled untouched across the offensive zone, backed into the left circle and zipped a screened wrister into the net at 15:07.

“He's a special player,” said former Bears forward Jon DiSalvatore, who earned an assist on the goal. “I thought that second goal he had was kind of a world-class goal there.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE GAME UPDATES

DiSalvatore said he is not in a position to diagnose what's wrong with his former club, which dropped back to .500 (12-12-2-3, 29 points), one point behind Syracuse (13-12-1-3, 30 points).

“I don't have much to say about them,” DiSalvatore said. “There's obviously the ability in that room. Whatever they're going through, I don't know. I hear bits and pieces, but I'm sure that they'll find a way to pull it together.”

One thing the up-and-down Bears haven't done in 2013-14 is go three straight games without a point. That possibility looms with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton scheduled to visit Giant Center Saturday night. 

“This is your job,” Haviland said. “This is what we do for a living. You need to come in and you need to work, OK? People pay their hard-earned money to come here. We need to start working. It's as simple as that.

“Everybody says all the right things. It's time to do the right things now. You can talk all you want.”

Syracuse 1 2 0 - 3

Hershey 1 0 1 - 2

Jamie Johnson's departure for the KHL briefly eliminated a veteran roster issue for the Hershey Bears.

But it has returned with Ryan Potulny's return to Hershey.

The Bears currently have six vets: Potulny, Dane Byers, Brandon Segal, Tyson Strachan, Jeff Taffe and Derek Whitmore. Five are allowed to dress for games.

From that list, barring injury or NHL recall, Whitmore looks to be the odd vet out for now.

“Somebody's got to sit, obviously, with six vets again,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I'm not going to take Strachs out on the back end.

“That's what happens. Somebody's got to sit. It is what it is. We needed help on the power play and we needed some production. We needed a centerman and we went and got Potsy.”

NOTEBOOK

David Leggio is scheduled to start in goal for the 12th time in the last 13 games when Syracuse visits Giant Center Friday night. Leggio, who has made 18 appearances this season, led the AHL in 2012-13 with 64 appearances for Rochester. “Leggy has played a lot of three-in-threes,” Haviland said. “I've talked to him. Nothing he can't handle.” Like Riley Gill earlier this season, Brandon Anderson has only backed up since his recall from Reading (ECHL). “By any means, I'm not afraid to put Andy in at all or if it's Giller,” Haviland said. “They need to be ready and on top of their game, too.”

Potulny (298) is two points from reaching 300 career AHL points.

Haviland said it will be a game-time decision on whether Julien Brouillette (upper body), who has missed the last two games, will return to the lineup.

Friday is reunion day for Taffe. Potulny rejoined him in Hershey's locker room and he will be playing against former teammate Jon DiSalvatore, who signed with Syracuse after starting the season in Germany. “Obviously, I've played with those guys quite a bit,” Taffe said. “Both great guys. It's nice to have Potsy back on our team here. He's going to, hopefully, have a huge impact for us and get us going in the right direction here. Sal, it's always fun to play against him. He's one of my best friends. It will be fun tonight.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Ryan Potulny has been practicing with the University of Minnesota, his alma mater, to get back in shape amid a 2013-14 season derailed by a shoulder injury.
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So maybe it would make sense for the centerman to make his season debut in a Big Ten game for Penn State instead of an AHL game for the Hershey Bears.

“I don't think I have any eligibility left for that,” Potulny joked.

The owner of 147 career AHL goals, who re-signed with Hershey on Sunday, practiced with the Bears at Friday's morning skate and is slated to make his debut Friday night against the Syracuse Crunch at Giant Center.

“Game shape is different than practice shape, but I feel like I'm ready and I feel good,” Potulny said.

“Hershey feels like family to me. I've been here for two years. It felt like the right decision and, hopefully, I can come in and play a key role here and help out.”

Giant Center halogen is literally the light at the end of the tunnel for Potulny, who signed with the KHL's Avangard Omsk last May but suffered a major shoulder injury in the club's first exhibition game.

“I took a hit that I've taken probably 500 times before,” said Potulny, who declined to specify which shoulder was injured. “Just my shoulder, the bone popped up and the five ligaments were torn. So I needed surgery.”

The 29-year-old opted to return to the U.S. for surgery and his KHL contract was voided. There were initial concerns that he might be sidelined for the season, but the repairs were done by arthroscope, which shortened the recovery time needed.

“It was a lot of ups and downs emotionally,” Potulny said. “You've just got to lean on your family and friends and have an even keel.”

With Potulny needing a team and Hershey needing an offensive boost, particularly on the power play, a remarriage was a natural.

Potulny initially was expected to make his debut Saturday. Bears head coach Mike Haviland opted to insert him into the lineup after just one practice.

“You can tell he's a smart player,” Haviland said. “He's crafty. He can make little plays.

“When you sit off that many months, you can't expect the high expectations. But he certainly is going to help us on the power play and give us another threat on the offensive end, for sure.”

Hershey's power play ranks No. 23 in the AHL (14.4 percent).

In 2011-12, on a Hershey unit that also featured Keith Aucoin and Chris Bourque, Potulny scored 24 power play goals in a conventional two-point format that reliably set him up for right circle one-timers that allowed him to unleash his lethal shot.

In 2012-13, Hershey, mirroring the Washington Capitals, switched to a single-point diamond power play setup that has become ubiquitous in North American pro hockey. Potulny, often in a low post role, wasn't as reliably set up in the right circle and his power play goal total fell to five.

At Friday's morning skate, Potulny set up in a right side high position instead of a low post position. Perhaps that can better facilitate setting him up in the right circle.
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“I think a little bit more,” Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “I'll be playing the goal line more and we can run it up to either side, either [Casey] Wellman's or Potsy's side.

“It's going to be a little bit of an adjustment. It's basically his first game in how many months, so it's going to be tough. Timing's not going to be there right away. But he's a proven goal-scorer, he's a playmaker, and that's going to help us out a lot.”

The Bears also are hoping that Potulny's arrival can help jump-start Taffe, who has produced 0-1-1 in the last nine games. Taffe finished second in AHL scoring last season (18-53-71).

“We need Jeff Taffe,” Haviland said. “The bottom line is we need him to produce for us. The old cliché: Your best players have to be your best players.

“It's not that you have to sit here and harp on Taffer. He knows it. We've had talks. So I'm hoping this is going to help him get some points.”

Taffe's last goal came Dec. 1 against Providence.

“It's been frustrating for myself,” Taffe said. “I haven't gone through something like this in a long time. It's one of those things where you try to keep having a good attitude and things just aren't working out personally right now.

“I think he'll bring a different dynamic to our team. I've played with him before and he sees the ice well.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The formal announcement came Monday when the AHL named Hershey Bears winger Nicolas Deschamps its player of the week.

A formal salute from teammates came Thursday at Giant Center with a volley of stick taps as Deschamps led the team's post-skate stretching session at center ice.

“They wanted to do the [spanking] gauntlet, but it's not my birthday yet,” Deschamps said. “The guys have always been there for me, even when it was tough, so I appreciate it.”

Deschamps will ride a five-game point streak (5-5-10) into Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena Thursday night when the Bears, returning from their Christmas break, visit the Binghamton Senators.

Deschamps and linemates Ryan Stoa and Brandon Segal have helped ignite a stretch where Hershey has won three of four.

“I think my two linemates are a big part of it and the team,” Deschamps said. “I'm proud but I've just got to keep going now. I'm on a good pace. Just try to keep playing good games every night.”

Deschamps, playing mostly right wing, scored just one goal in his first dozen games this season. His offensive spree started when he moved back to left wing.

“I've been a left winger all my career, except in Toronto where I played a little right wing,” Deschamps said. “I'm more comfortable at left wing. I think it's easier for me to use my speed and cut it to the net.”

A win at Binghamton would give Hershey its most productive five-game segment of 2013-14 (eight out of 10 points). It would also move fourth-place Hershey (12-10-2-3, 29 points) within two points of third-place Norfolk (14-11-1-4, 33 points) in the East Division.

“I'd say they're the best offensive team we've played,” Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel said of the B-Sens. “They've got four lines that are dangerous. The biggest thing for us is really staying out of the box. That's been our Achilles' heel up there. That's one thing we need to shore up.”

NOTEBOOK

Centerman Ryan Potulny, re-signed by Hershey on Sunday, was scheduled to arrive from Minneapolis Thursday afternoon. “He'll skate tomorrow,” Mougenel said. “We'll see how he feels and go from there.”

Defenseman Patrick Wey (lower body) practiced in a non-contact jersey.

David Leggio was the first goalie off the ice, an indication that he is slated to start at Binghamton.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A three-day holiday break in the AHL schedule really doesn’t afford many Hershey Bears an opportunity to go home for Christmas.

Players scattered after Sunday night’s 4-0 victory against the Worcester Sharks at Giant Center, but with a Thursday night road game scheduled against the Binghamton Senators, they weren’t going very far.

“I think I might be the only guy who’s actually flying home somewhere,” said defenseman Nate Schmidt, who was heading back to Minnesota for a quick family visit. “I won’t be there long, but it’s going to be nice.”

Schmidt and his teammates need to be back in Hershey in time for Thursday’s morning skate prior to the Bears’ bus trip up I-81 to Binghamton, N.Y., for the 7:05 p.m. game.

Hershey’s current roster is dotted with players who call California, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, British Columbia, Russia and Australia home.

That fact pretty much guarantees players won’t be spending time at family Christmas celebrations where they grew up.

“I’m kind of used to the situation by now,” said 19-year-old left winger Nathan Walker, who lives in Australia. “This is my seventh year away from home now, so I’m used to not being around my family for Christmas. We try to Skype on the day because it’s a special day for everyone.”

Nathan Walker holds up his jersey

Hershey Bears left winger Nathan Walker, shown here during the postgame throwback jersey auction Oct. 5, will spend his seventh straight Christmas away from family in Australia. 'I'm kind of used to the situation by now,' the 19-year-old forward said. 

DAVE SOTTILE | dsottile@pennlive.com

Walker said he’s eager to experience the holiday in the United States for the first time.

“I’ll probably spend it with one of the guys here,” said Walker, who raised the possibility of joining right winger Brandon Segal’s family event in Hershey. “Hopefully one of them will invite me to have Christmas dinner with them.

“The last couple years that I spent in Europe playing, some of the guys invited me over, so it was nice to see how the Czech’s spend their Christmas. It was a little different than how we spend it back home, but hopefully this year I can have an American Christmas. I’m looking forward to it.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland’s holiday plans involved a trip, but it wasn’t very far. The New Jersey-born coach was headed back to the Garden State.

“I’m going to be doing a little traveling and be back Thursday,” Haviland said. “I’ll go spend some time with some family and it will be nice just to be around the kids and enjoy Christmas, just like everybody should enjoy it.”

Unlike Schmidt, centers Ryan Stoa and Jeff Taffe won’t be venturing back to Minnesota.

“For some of us it’s kind of a long trip back home,” Stoa said, “so from Hershey it’s either a long drive or a flight, and there’s not much time to do it this year.”

Wisconsin-born left winger John Mitchell said a lot of the players who will remain in the Hershey area for Christmas plan on getting together somewhere. Others might take short trips to spend the holiday elsewhere with friends.

“A lot of guys have families, so I’ll be kind of tagging along [with them],” Mitchell said. “My roommate, [defenseman Cameron] Schilling, is hanging around, so we’ll come up with something to do around here. We play on the 26th, so there’s not much time to go home. I’ll Face Time the family on Christmas or something.”

The Hershey Bears play the Adirondack Phantoms

View full size

Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland said he plans to spend the brief Christmas break with family in his home state of New Jersey.

Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com

The fourth-year pro said he’s never been away from his family at Christmas time since leaving the University of Wisconsin, where his coach was former Hershey bench boss Mike Eaves.

“The last three years, I’ve had the luxury of going home,” Mitchell said. “I was in Syracuse the first two years and then in Norfolk last year. Our last game [in 2012] was on the 20th but this time around it was the 22nd, so we have to be back on Christmas, which doesn’t really give us much time.”

CONTACT: dsottile@pennlive.com

ON TWITTER: @davesottile

The Hershey Bears face East Division games against the Binghamton Senators, Syracuse Crunch and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins when they return from their Christmas break on Thursday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Binghamton bright spot. The Bears have gone 4-1-0-1 against the B-Sens this season, including 2-0-0-0 in the cozy confines of Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. In the rest of the schedule, they've been under .500. Can they keep that groove and use Thursday's game at Binghamton as a foundation frame for the three-in-three?

2. WBS flip side. In contrast to Binghamton, Hershey has gone 1-4-1-0 against Saturday foe WBS, with the lone win a 3-2 overtime victory on Nov. 30 at Giant Center. By and large, the games have been tightly contested. Can Hershey improve a power play that has converted just 6.7 percent of its chances (2-for-29) against the Baby Pens?

3. Saint Nic. Bears winger Nicolas Deschamps has been on a December scoring spree and is riding a five-game point streak. Can he keep it rolling?

4. Ryan Potulny. The forward, who scored 52 goals for Hershey the past two seasons, re-signed with the Bears on Sunday. His KHL contract was voided in the wake of a shoulder injury and he hasn't played this season. We will get to see how he looks when he rejoins the club after the Christmas break.

5. Jon DiSalvatore. The forward produced 18-31-49 in 68 games with Hershey last season. After starting the season in Germany, DiSalvatore signed with Syracuse this month. He is scheduled to make a return to Giant Center Friday when the Crunch visit.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The upper body injury Stan Galiev suffered Saturday night will sideline the winger up to two weeks, Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Sunday night.
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Galiev has produced 3-1-4 in eight games since being recalled from Reading (ECHL).

“It happens in the game,” Haviland said. “You don't like to see it, but [especially] for a young man who I thought was kind of turning the corner in his career maybe and starting to play the way that everybody wanted him to play.

“I know he still has some progression to go. I hope he comes back and takes off right where he left off.” 

NOTEBOOK

Worcester Sharks head coach Roy Sommer coached his 1,217th AHL game Sunday night in Hershey's 4-0 win at Giant Center. Sommer is on track to pass Bears icon Frank Mathers (1,256) for No. 1 in all-time AHL games coached in March.

Defenseman Julien Brouillette, who suffered an upper body injury Saturday night, is listed as day-to-day, Haviland said.

Haviland on the Christmas-themed jerseys worn by Hershey Sunday night: “It's part of the whole Christmas festival. I'm a big Christmas guy. I think it's great.”

Defenseman Michal Cajkovsky, currently listed on Reading's roster, attended the game.

Worcester had a Daniil Tarasov goal that would have cut the deficit to 2-1 waved off at 9:22 of the second period because the net was dislodged. The call was upheld after a video review.

<br>

ON TWITTER: @timleone

On a Sunday night when they went 0-for-5 on the power play to drop to No. 25 in the AHL, the Hershey Bears announced they have re-signed high-scoring forward Ryan Potulny.

Potulny, who scored 52 goals for Hershey from 2011-13, signed as a free agent with the KHL's Avangard Omsk last May. But the 29-year-old suffered a shoulder injury during the preseason, had his contract voided and hasn't played yet this season.

“Our power play has been anemic at best and he's a power play specialist,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said. “He's got great hands, good vision and we hope he can regain his form.”

Potulny scored 33 goals for Hershey in 2011-12, with 24 coming on the power play. He dropped to 19 goals last season, with five on the power play.

“He's a skilled guy,” said Bears head coach Mike Haviland, who had a brief exposure to Potulny in the Chicago Blackhawks organization in 2010-11 when Potulny played for the Rockford IceHogs.

“Our power play needs to start producing. We at times struggle to score goals. We have a lot of it in there. We think we can. We've struggled at times to score goals. He's a guy that scores goals. He's a guy that gets points.”

Yingst said the plan is for Potulny to fly to Hershey on Thursday and take a physical, practice Friday and perhaps make his 2013-14 Hershey debut Saturday when the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins visit Giant Center.

“The shoulder's fine,” Yingst said. “He's been practicing with the University of Minnesota, full practices the last two weeks. Two weeks prior to that non-contact. He's been seen by the Minnesota Wild physicians, so medically he's fine. But we will give him a complete physical first.”

Because Potulny didn't play in the KHL this season, he wasn't subject to the AHL's Rule 26 provisions that would have exposed him to waivers for another club to claim from Hershey.

Potulny has produced 147-151-298 in 370 career AHL games and led the AHL in playoff scoring for the Binghamton Senators when they won the Calder Cup in 2010-11. The 6-foot, 179-pounder was traded from Rockford to Binghamton that season.

Jamie Johnson's return to the KHL last week opened veteran room for Potulny, who brings Hershey's vet total back up to six (five are allowed to dress in games). The Bears have a history of carrying one vet over the limit but don't like to be two over.

“I think he's a really smart player that understands,” Haviland said. “He's not going to put himself into situations early on until he gets his legs going in the game.”

Haviland said he also will be looking to Potulny for faceoff help.

“I think we need to win some draws,” Haviland said. “He's a guy that can win some draws.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

ershey Bears winger Stan Galiev exited with an upper body injury 4:17 into Saturday night's 3-2 loss to the Worcester Sharks at Giant Center.
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Ironically, Galiev suffered the injury on a hit by Worcester defenseman Adam Comrie, a teammate last season with the ECHL's Reading Royals.

“He won't be ready for tomorrow at all,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said.

“I didn't like the hit at all. The puck was nowhere near them. And then we come out with a penalty on it. I didn't understand that. I thought it was high, that's all.”

Bears captain Dane Byers was assessed a roughing penalty for coming to Galiev's defense.

Hershey also lost defenseman Julien Brouillette to an upper body injury in the third period.

“He'll be evaluated in the morning and see if he can play tomorrow night,” Haviland said.

In addition, linesman Bob Goodman exited with an apparent lower body injury in the third after a collision with players.

NOTEBOOK

Bears winger Nicolas Deschamps, who took a high stick in the second that resulted in a double minor on Worcester's Taylor Doherty, had dental work done after the game.

The game was delayed in the third period when a collision between 220-pound Comrie and 215-pound Bears winger Brandon Segal knocked out a pane of glass.

Hershey went 1-for-7 on the power play and dipped to No. 24 (14.8 percent) in the AHL

A Hershey Bears club looking to run its winning streak to three ran into a teal wall Saturday night at Giant Center.

The Worcester Sharks dressed a defense corps that averaged 215.8 pounds, with three of them 220 and above, and they played a large role in a 3-2 Hershey defeat.

LINK TO GAME SHEET
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“They've got a big group back there, obviously,” Bears centerman Jeff Taffe said. “Maybe not the best skaters in the world, but I think they use their reach pretty well. They swarm us pretty good in the corners. We need to get pucks out to our D and try to get some shots to the net.”

In fact, Hershey's defense corps mustered 14 of the team's 31 shots (45.2 percent) and produced a 5-on-3 power play goal from Julien Brouillette in the second period.

“They play a physical game,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought we did a good job of getting pucks back and using our points. They're good at boxing you out and not letting you get that second chance.”

Hershey controlled the game for the first 15 minutes but failed to get a leg up on the scoreboard.

With 6:15 left, Taffe had a power play opportunity to give Hershey a 1-0 lead but hit a post. In the last five minutes of the period, Freddie Hamilton and Matt Tennyson cashed in for the Sharks, who took a 2-0 lead.

“I think we had a good start to the game,” Taffe said. “We had some chances early there. I hit the post on the power play. It's a lot of woulda, coulda, shoulda right now and it's getting frustrating.”

Hamilton zoomed around defenseman Nate Schmidt and behind the net for a wraparound goal. Tennyson, pinching on the power play, scored on a rebound.

“We have to bear down,” Haviland said. “We had chances. We don't bear down and the next thing you know it's 2-0.”

Hamilton, who had two goals and an assist, countered Brouillette's 5-on-3 tally with his own in the third to give Worcester a 3-1 lead.

Winger Nicolas Deschamps, stretching his point streak to four games (4-5-9), scored off a Matt Watkins feed to draw Hershey within one at 15:49.

Sharks goalie Troy Grosenick (29 saves) staved off a late surge by a Hershey team trying to rally for a win from a 3-1 deficit for the third straight game.

LINK TO PENNLIVE IN-GAME UPDATES

“Their goalie's a good goalie,” Haviland said. “He's a big guy. He saw too many pucks tonight. We have to go into those areas and make it difficult for him.”

The Bears are going to have to deal with the Sharks again in a rematch Sunday at Giant Center.

“We need to compete a little harder,” Taffe said. “Win some more puck battles. Get to the front of the net. There was definitely some chances that didn't go in tonight. We need to capitalize on those.”

Worcester 2 0 1 - 3

Hershey 0 1 1 - 2

Garrett Mitchell was back with the Hershey Bears for practice Friday at Giant Center.
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But the winger, right arm in a sling, could only watch.

“It's a tough thing to do,” Mitchell said, “especially when I can't go out and help.”

The 22-year-old underwent shoulder surgery on Dec. 12. Mitchell said the operation, in which a torn labrum and a fracture were repaired, lasted four and a half hours.

“It was a little more complicated when they went in there than they thought,” Mitchell said. “They had to fix pretty much the whole labrum.

“I try to look at as positive as I can and come back stronger, hopefully this year. We'll see how the time frame goes. It's a tough thing. It's four months. It's sixth months. It could be seven; it could be eight. We don't know exactly. We'll know more, obviously, through the rehab process.”

Mitchell termed the surgery a success.

“I've got no pain at all right now,” he said. “It's just a matter of waiting a couple of weeks and I can start my rehab and start working towards getting back.”

Mitchell said he plans to remain in Hershey during his rehabilitation process.

“I want to be around the team,” Mitchell said. “I want to be around the guys and try to have an effect in the dressing room and at practices and stuff. I definitely want to be around.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said he is considering putting Mitchell to work in a support role for the coaching staff.

“Maybe he could help us out with some things, whether it's stats, faceoffs, stuff like that,” Haviland said. “I'm going to use him eventually here when he gets over his soreness. Maybe after the first of the year here. I want to keep him a part of everything. I want him to stay a part of it. He is a part of it.

“He's in good spirits, a smile on his face. It's just good to be around him. He's a good person and a good teammate.”

Mitchell said an HD video of the surgery was taken that is scheduled to be sent to him.

“It will be kind of neat to watch them go in,” Mitchell said.

NOTEBOOK

Patrick Wey remains sidelined with a lower body injury and probably won't play this weekend, Haviland said.

After Sunday's game against Worcester at Giant Center, the Bears will head into Christmas break. The team will be off until the morning skate on Dec. 26 and then travel to Binghamton for a game that night.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

After a fitful first quarter-plus of the season, the Hershey Bears are finally getting their heads above water.

Rallying from a two-goal deficit Wednesday night, the Bears earned a 4-3 shootout win over the Syracuse Crunch at Giant Center to move two games above .500 for the first time in 2013-14.

LINK TO GAME SHEET
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“There's something definitely building in that room,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They're believing in each other. They believe in the group that we have in there. They believe they can come back and they can score goals.

“This game is a lot about confidence. You see a lot more guys in that room have a lot more confidence with the puck. When you have that, you're going to get success.”

Evan Rankin produced a hat trick in the first half of the game to power Syracuse to a 3-1 lead. But that wasn't enough to overcome a Hershey team riding the surging productivity of the Nicolas Deschamps-Ryan Stoa-Brandon Segal line.

Deschamps, who scored for Hershey in the first period, and Segal assisted on a David Kolomatis goal that drew the Bears within 3-2 late in the second.

Late in the third, Segal powered from behind the net to stuff the puck past goalie Kristers Gudlevskis to tie it. It was the kind of timely, dramatic goal that Hershey has lacked during what's been a step-forward, step-back campaign.

“It was a big-big win for us tonight,” Segal said.

“We've kind of been one win, one loss all the time. It's nice to get back-to-back wins here.”

Goalie David Leggio stopped all eight shots he faced in the third, added one in OT and stopped nine bids in an 11-round shootout, which the Bears claimed 3-2, as Hershey won consecutive games for just the second time this season.

The Bears also rallied from a 3-1 deficit to beat Binghamton last Saturday.

“We dug ourselves a little hole here,” Leggio said. “We're doing a lot of good things to pull out. I think we're showing a lot of resolve.”

Rankin, playing his first game since Nov. 22 after recovering from a lower body injury, scored twice from close in on rebounds – the first goal came 31 seconds into the first – and got his third tally from the edge of the crease. He also scored in the shootout after being denied a fourth goal courtesy of a big Leggio right pad save in the third.

Leggio and Rankin were teammates the previous two seasons with the Rochester Americans.

“That's the type of player he is,” Leggio said. “He gets around the net. He bangs in goals. He takes a beating around the net. I didn't really like that he scored three.

“He almost had four. The shootout, too. A little bit of a head game in the shootout, and he out-thought me. He went to Notre Dame, so he's smart. That's probably why. He's a good, hard-working player. He's worked for everything he's got in this business.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE IN-GAME UPDATES

Deschamps (3-4-7), Segal (2-4-6) and Stoa (2-1-3) have combined for 16 points in the last three games.

“They get it down low,” Haviland said. “They're on the same page. They cycle. They support each other down low. They hold onto it. They attack the net. And now they just have confidence. They're playing with confidence. They've been huge for us.”

Syracuse 2 1 0 0 - 3

Hershey 1 1 1 0 - 4

Nate Schmidt figured to be a power play quarterback for the Hershey Bears this season.

The rookie defenseman indeed was. For one game.

Schmidt scored a goal in Hershey's regular-season opener on Oct. 5 and was quickly recalled by the Washington Capitals.

Now, after a 28-game NHL stay (2-4-6), Schmidt is back with the Bears following his reassignment on Sunday.

“It came as a little bit of a surprise how long I ended up staying,” Schmidt said Tuesday. “It was good. I learned and got a lot of experience, not only just adjusting to the lifestyle as well as on the ice with the guys and the coaching staff.”

The Bears hope Schmidt can provide a boost to a power play ranked No. 22 in the AHL (15.3 percent).

“I think you get a guy who was slated in as maybe the power play guy, him and [Dmitry] Orlov, so you get him back,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Hopefully, he doesn't try too much and simplifies it and gets his feet under him, his confidence under him, right away. I think it helps big-time to have him back there.”

Nate Schmidt 13-14Nate Schmidt

Hershey Bears Photo

The power play could be the key to unlocking what's been the team's inability to initiate a winning streak.

Hershey has gone 8-4-1-1 (.625 points percentage) in games where it has scored at least one power play goal. The Bears have averaged 6.0 goals the four times they've mustered two power play goals, including a seven-goal outburst against Binghamton last Saturday.

“That was a part of our game that has struggled,” Haviland said. “When you get a goal on it, it gives everybody confidence and I think it goes right through the team. When we do score on the power play, we seem to play a better game. I would think that goes for anybody in any league.”

A chance to escape the East Division basement awaits Hershey (10-9-2-3, 25 points) Wednesday night when the Syracuse Crunch (12-10-1-2, 27 points) visit Giant Center.

A regulation win will move Hershey into fourth place past Syracuse based on points percentage. Defending division champion Syracuse, which reached the Calder Cup Finals last season, has struggled in 2013-14.

“Time to make some noise moving up that board is what the message is, for sure,” Haviland said.

At practice Tuesday, Schmidt paired with David Kolomatis, who is Hershey's leading scorer among defensemen (3-9-12).

“Schmidty is a young, hungry kid,” Haviland said. “He looked good. He had good pace to his game.

“He's played a decent amount of games up there now. It will be an adjustment for him early on, but I think he'll be fine. I think he brings us speed back there and a little bit of offense from that back end, too, which is always a nice thing.”

The 22-year-old will have more of a spotlight role in Hershey than he did in Washington.

“You adjust your game a little bit while you're up there,” Schmidt said. “While I'm here, I'm just looking to hit the reset button and get back to what I know what to do.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The Hershey Bears have carried a high number of forwards this season, resulting in practices with five-plus lines being used.

Down to 13 forwards Tuesday, Hershey practiced with four lines. Bears forwards dressed in red, gray, blue and white jerseys signifying each line and didn't need to break out green jerseys.

“I like the four lines,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought it was a good pace today and it was a good practice, a good tempo. You can definitely see when you don't have five and a half lines it's a little different.”

Casey Wellman joined Michael Latta on recall to the Washington Capitals. Plus, Jamie Johnson left the team Monday to return to the KHL.

Johnson's departure reduced Hershey's veteran count to five: Dane Byers, Brandon Segal, Tyson Strachan, Jeff Taffe and Derek Whitmore. Five vets are allowed to dress for games.

Haviland said he didn't view being one over as having been much of an issue this season, but now he doesn't have to face the prospect of scratching one vet each game.

“Do you like it because it's not an issue anymore?” Haviland said “Yeah, I do. But I don't have that choice sometimes.”

NOTEBOOK

With Philipp Grubauer still on recall to the Caps and Michal Neuvirth rejoining the Caps, Hershey recalled goalie Brandon Anderson from Reading (ECHL). Hershey practiced with Anderson and David Leggio. “Leggy will go in and Andy will back up tomorrow [against Syracuse], for sure,” Haviland said.

Patrick Wey remained sidelined with a lower body injury. Chay Genoway, returning from a lower body injury, participated in full-contact practice.

The Bears had their 2013-14 team picture taken by JustSports Photography before practice at Giant Center. “It was one of the quickest ones I've ever been involved in,” Haviland said.

Derek Whitmore, who turned 29 Tuesday, ran the ceremonial stick-spanking gauntlet after practice.

Connor Carrick departed to join the U.S. World Junior squad on Sunday. The Bears formally announced his reassignment.

Wellman was named Hershey's player of the month for November last week and received a watch from Leitzel's Jewelry in Myerstown.

Lines:

Byers-Taffe-Galiev

Deschamps-Stoa-Segal

Watkins-LeBlanc-Walker

Brittain/Whitmore-Mitchell-Whitmore/Rechlicz

D-pairs:

Schilling-Brouillette

Wellar-Strachan

Schmidt-Kolomatis

Genoway-Flemming

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Goalie Michal Neuvirth didn't have Alex Ovechkin in front of him, but he got plenty of offensive support Saturday night at Giant Center.
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The Hershey Bears, one tally from matching their season high for goals in a game, defeated the Binghamton Senators 7-4 as Neuvirth made a start on a conditioning assignment from the Washington Capitals.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Neuvirth recorded 33 saves to earn his first regular-season AHL win since a 6-1 Hershey victory over Syracuse on April 3, 2010, at Giant Center.

“It was great support,” Neuvirth said. “It's not usual you win a hockey game when you give up four goals.

“It was a crazy game. A lot of penalties on both sides. It's a different game than in the NHL. I thought those guys did a great job.”

Neuvirth only faced seven shots in the first period, but he got his conditioning money's worth the rest of the way.

In a game tied 4-4 after two periods, Neuvirth stopped all 15 shots he faced in the third period while the Bears got goals from Brandon Segal, Nathan Walker and Ryan Stoa to extend Binghamton's winless streak to seven.

“I thought he got better as the game went on, I really did,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought he made some really big saves in the third. Especially when we got up, I felt the last 10 we missed some assignments in our end, and he made some big saves.”

Defenseman Julien Brouillette played a key offensive role with a two-goal performance.

He and Stan Galiev scored first-period power play goals to launch Hershey out of a 1-for-18 rut in the previous four games. After a three-goal run in the second gave Binghamton a 4-3 lead, he scored at even strength with a shot from the left point to tie the contest.

“I thought he competed,” Haviland said. “He brings that every night. To get the offensive end of it out of him was great. We've been telling him to shoot from up top. We had some traffic on the first one. And then the second one he scores late in the second was a huge goal. Kind of settled us in.”

After Matt Watkins gave Hershey a 3-1 lead 51 seconds into the second, a Danny New goal gave the B-Sens momentum that was amplified when Hershey's Michael Latta was given a major penalty and a game misconduct for elbowing Matt Puempel.

Cole Schneider scored twice on the major power play to lift Binghamton to a one-goal lead. Binghamton also got a short-handed goal in the first from Mark Stone.

“Physically, I felt good,” said Neuvirth, slated to rejoin the Caps on Sunday. “I felt a little rusty, because I hadn't played for a while. When you haven't played for a while, you want to face a lot of shots in the first period and they didn't happen. I gave up one goal on the [short-handed] breakaway.

“The second period I started better. I made a couple saves. I started feeling better. My confidence came up. When they scored three quick goals, it wasn't easy on my confidence, but I came back. I was pretty happy I shut the door the rest of the way.”

Hershey also rallied in the third period Wednesday at Binghamton en route to claiming a shootout victory.

“We know we can [play well in third periods],” Brouillette said. “It's just one or two details in a game that you want to change. Apparently, in the last two third periods [against Binghamton], we did it.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE IN-GAME UPDATES

Hershey and Binghamton, playing for the fifth time since Nov. 23, had a feisty contest. The teams combined for 143 penalty minutes.

In addition to Latta's major and game misconduct, Puempel also got a major and a game misconduct for boarding Brouillette in the third. And Binghamton's Cory Cowick got a double minor for a high-sticking infraction that drew blood from John Mitchell.

“I think it's seeing each other,” Haviland said. “You've got two teams that are playing desperate right now. They're struggling a little bit. We're up and down. When you're searching for things as a team, you're asking your guys to play hard and play the right way and give everything they've got.”

Binghamton 1 3 0 - 4

Hershey 2 2 3 - 7

Washington Capitals goalie Michal Neuvirth said the 2008-09 and 2009-10 Calder Cup team pictures were the first thing he noticed Friday morning when he returned to the Hershey Bears locker room.

The photos – and Neuvirth's legacy as the netminder who backstopped those championships – remain on prominent display.

“When we celebrated in the locker room when we beat Texas [in 2009-10], it was a great feeling,” Neuvirth said. “It was the best feeling I've ever had, probably.”

The 25-year-old, who hasn't played for Hershey since 2009-10, rejoined the Bears on a conditioning stint as he recovers from a right ankle injury.

Neuvirth is scheduled to start for Hershey Saturday night when the Binghamton Senators visit Giant Center. The plan is for him to rejoin the Caps on Sunday.

“I don't play in a couple of weeks,” Neuvirth said. “When the coaches gave me an opportunity to get in an AHL game, I figured games are still better than practice, I think, as a preparation for the NHL level. Obviously, I want to help my team to get a win tomorrow.”

With a snow storm scheduled to hit Saturday, the possibility of postponement looms for the Binghamton-Hershey game.

Michal Neuvirth Giant CenterWashington Capitals goalie Michal Neuvirth on the ice at Giant Center with the Hershey Bears for Friday's morning skate. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com 2013

Neuvirth took part in Hershey's morning skate at Giant Center in preparation for Friday night's game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

“It was good for him to get a full practice in and we got a chance to do some work,” Caps associate goalie coach Scott Murray said.

“He's just trying to get some games in and get game comfortable so that when he goes back up and he gets in a game that he's a little bit more prepared to play well.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said a decision was made to wait to start Neuvirth Saturday night instead of putting him in the net Friday night.

“Get another good hour on the ice [Saturday] and then let him play tomorrow at home,” Haviland said.

“He's bigger than I remembered him in camp this year, a couple months ago. I thought he looked real good. I thought he looked square. He looked like he had confidence, so good for him.”

Neuvirth said he felt good at the morning skate and expects to feel even better Saturday.

“It's getting better every day,” he said.

David Leggio is scheduled to start in goal against WBS at Mohegan Sun Arena. Neuvirth is slated to back up.

Update: The Bears announced Friday afternoon that Brandon Anderson was recalled from Reading (ECHL) and is slated to back up Leggio at WBS.

“I used to love to play against Wilkes-Barre,” Neuvirth said. “I always had a good game against them.

“I wanted to play tonight, but we decided I would need one more day of practice. I didn't want to take a chance to miss a home game. I really want to play in front of the Hershey Bears fans. I hope they're as excited as I am.”

NOTEBOOK

Connor Carrick and Chay Genoway remained in non-contact jerseys at the morning skate. Carrick is scheduled to leave for U.S. World Junior training camp on Sunday and won't play for Hershey before he departs, Haviland said. “He won't play in any games this weekend,” Haviland said. “Just work him and really make him ready for that camp.”

The Hershey recall of Tyler Ruegsegger from Reading was a paper transaction that freed roster space for the Royals.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Being two-way player nothing new for Sound Tigers' Vaughan

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- It's nothing new for Scooter Vaughan.

"In junior, I played both," Vaughan said. "In minor hockey, I played both. In college, I played both."

All the way through, Vaughan, a defenseman, found himself playing forward at times.

He did it in the ECHL as well, and when he joined the Bridgeport Sound Tigers this month, sure enough, he's done both.

Playing his off wing, no less, he played the left side with Chris Langkow and Chris Bruton. They started the first and third periods in Thursday's game against Hartford, the first game back from Christmas break.

Vaughan said he considers defense his natural position. He also knows being able to play up front can be seen as a bonus.

"I know my speed is my strength," said Vaughan, who played college hockey at Michigan. "It doesn't hurt. It helps. As long as I'm in the lineup, I'm happy."

Since he came up from South Carolina (ECHL) on Dec. 11, Vaughan hasn't been out of the lineup. He made his AHL debut the next night in Albany, beginning three games in three days.

"It's been fun," Vaughan said. "It's nice to have a few practices under my belt. The first week, I went in kind of cold."

There was another three-in-three the following weekend, and the Placentia, Calif., native had a point in all three. His first point was a beautiful breakaway pass to Pierre-Marc Bouchard. He scored his first AHL goal the next night, jumping into the play off the bench last Saturday.

The day after that, he moved up to forward when Mike Cornell returned from a two-game suspension. He had another assist.

"In all areas, he's a very smart hockey player," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He works hard. He's got tremendous speed.

"He's very reliable, so that's what I like."

Vaughan remained with Langkow and Bruton at Friday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice. The forwards corps has been in some flux, with a new loss to injury or illness seemingly every day.

"I thought (Vaughan) has been very effective," Pellerin said. "It's nothing permanent. It's something we had to do."

Sound Tigers 'outworked' in loss to Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio
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    Sound Tigers Anders Lee and Hartford's Brendan nash, right, chase down the puck, during hockey action at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport, Conn. on Thursday December 26, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post
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BRIDGEPORT -- There had been a near-international incident at Webster Bank Arena after the second period, so it wasn't surprising the Bridgeport Sound Tigers waited at their bench a moment after Thursday's 3-1 loss to Hartford.

But then the players gathered around coach Scott Pellerin, as if the final buzzer were one more time out. Pellerin did have a message for his players.

"We let them off the hook," Pellerin said later. "What most disappointed me is we got outworked. It's a privilege to be on this bench, to put this jersey on. If you're just going to show up, it doesn't work that way."

Coming back from a three-day Christmas break, Bridgeport cut Hartford's lead to 2-1 with 1:19 left in the second on John Persson's five-on-three goal.

But Conor Allen sneaked a shot through traffic with 3:54 remaining in the game, the first time in 10 games Hartford scored a third goal.

The Sound Tigers spent most of the rest of the game short-handed, and then Pellerin kept them around a few seconds longer as the Wolf Pack celebrated the end of a nine-game winless streak.

"He was just telling us we've got to play for the name on the front, not on the back," defenseman Matt Donovan said. "A lot of guys, including myself, didn't play like that tonight. We were kind of trying to do too much."

There were shots wide, plays that took too long to happen in front of a divided crowd of 5,763. Penalties forced the Sound Tigers to kill eight Hartford power plays.

And though a couple of those penalty kills went about as perfectly as a short-handed team can execute them, the Wolf Pack scored two first-period power-play goals.

With Justin Johnson (31 penalty minutes) in the penalty box for instigating a fight against Michael Kantor -- his third instigator penalty of the year, which by rule results in a one-game suspension -- Oscar Lindberg scored on a rebound at 6:56.

Mike Halmo was off for roughing, though he was eight seconds from returning, when Jesper Fast's one-timer off Danny Kristo's pass made it 2-0 at 11:09.

"The penalty kill, we were pushed to a very stressful point because of undisciplined penalties," Pellerin said. "We did a lot of good things, but then it seemed we made one mistake, and they scored, two times."

The Wolf Pack tried to return the favor in the second. Kyle Beach was called for goalie interference (Anders Nilsson answered in the moment, then gave him a forearm as the teams left the ice after the period.)

Sean O'Donnell (kneeing Mike Cornell) and Allen (slashing Persson) gave Bridgeport the five-on-three.

The teams traded off power-play chances in the third, with Johnson picking up a double minor for an altercation off a faceoff with Akim Aliu. Dov Grumet-Morris made some big saves on Bridgeport's power plays, including one rebound on Sean Wiles, keeping the left pad out.

"We weren't crisp enough," Donovan said. "We were playing as individuals, not moving the puck and really playing as a team."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. CONOR ALLEN, HARTFORD: Sneaked home the goal that put it away; had an assist.

2. OSCAR LINDBERG, HARTFORD: Scored the first goal on a rebound.

3. DANNY SYVRET, HARTFORD: Two power-play assists.

UNSUNG HERO: John Persson banged home Bridgeport's only goal.

UP NEXT: Saturday at Springfield, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

HARTFORD 2 0 1--3

BRIDGEPORT 0 1 0--1

'Tough defenseman' Cantin returns to Sound Tigers after surgery

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:35 pm, Wednesday, December 25, 2013
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BRIDGEPORT -- He blocks a lot of opponents' shots, getting in the way of blasts from the point, wristers from the circle, slappers in the slot on the power play.

It was one that Marc Cantin wasn't so much trying to block as trying to avoid that cost him five games earlier this month.

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers were in Utica, N.Y., on Dec. 6. Yannick Weber, known for his big shot, blasted a one-timer from the center point, headed over Kenny Reiter's net.

"It kind of skimmed my ear," Cantin said, matter-of-factly. "I came back here, got some surgery done."

Yeah, that's all. Cantin said it was a little frustrating to be absent from the lineup with an ear injury, but doctors told him the area -- with 30-plus stitches -- was prone to infection, so it was best to stay off the ice.

It briefly halted what could be Cantin's first full AHL season (though last year's ECHL detour was brief and included a playoff series). He'd broken into a regular role early in the year.

"I've got a bit of an identity now," Cantin said, "being a tough defenseman to play against."

Cantin returned to the lineup Friday against Hartford and stepped right back into a regular role, though a slightly different spot at even strength. He'd been playing the right side, but he moved to the left to play with righties Scooter Vaughan and Mike Cornell.

He was still on the right on the penalty kill, usually, with Matt Donovan.

"He has to continue to play that simple, solid defensive game," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "Move the puck and be physical at the right times. If he plays that type of game, he's going to continue to develop." Saturday, he pinched at the right time and helped set up what could've been the tying goal; it was waved off for what was called goaltender interference.

In a penalty-filled Sunday matinee against Albany, Cantin was again blocking shots on the penalty kill. That helped run Bridgeport's streak to 26 consecutive penalties killed, tied for the fifth-longest streak in team history, over five games before Albany scored in the third.

With the Christmas break behind them, the Sound Tigers four games in six days to close out 2013, beginning Thursday with a home game against Hartford.

TICKET OFFER: The Sound Tigers announced a ticket offer for Thursday's and Sunday's home games, allowing one free ticket for children 12 and under with purchase of an adult ticket. The offer is available at the Webster Bank Arena box office with a coupon that's available at www.soundtigers.com.

Jackson, Sound Tigers tip Devils

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- Dallas Jackson felt responsible for putting his team in a hole in the second period Sunday. It was all the sweeter to give his Bridgeport Sound Tigers a win before the Christmas break.

Jackson scored into an open net with 1:33 remaining to give Bridgeport a 4-3 win over the Albany Devils at Webster Bank Arena.

"I put us down earlier in the game; not a great play by me," said Jackson, whose intercepted drop pass turned into a short-handed goal and a 2-1 Albany lead. "You can take that two ways. You can sulk and stop working hard, or you can try to pull it back and make some good plays."

The winner was a bookend to Saturday night, when Bridgeport lost to Manchester after having a late goal disallowed; the Sound Tigers had been called then for goalie interference.

Like Manchester's J.F. Berube on Saturday, Albany's Scott Wedgewood was wiped out Sunday after making a save. But this time Albany's Joe Whitney took out Wedgewood after a pretty left-pad save on Scooter Vaughan.

"I was calling for the puck from Lanks (Chris Langkow)," said Jackson, who'd just come off the bench on a line change. "I took a quick look, and there was no one there. For sure I thought they were going to blow the whistle."

Jackson's shot from the top of the right circle sent Bridgeport into the three-day break happy after an intense afternoon, with three fights and 81 penalty minutes.

Attendance was 2,807.

The Sound Tigers scored three power-play goals, twice tying the game and then taking their first lead in the third period on Mike Halmo's goal.

Albany's Mike Hoeffel tied it with 9:46 remaining, the first power-play goal Bridgeport allowed in five games.

It was Halmo who'd been hit from behind by Albany's Rod Pelley with 23 seconds left in the second period to draw a major penalty. Halmo seemed dazed but returned to start the third.

"I was a little stunned by it," Halmo said. "I wasn't really expecting it. I'd played a lot this weekend. I went off, took the concussion test, came back fine; I went back out there, tired, but more importantly the team found a way to win."

Halmo scored from the slot with John Persson, returning from injury after missing 18 of the past 20 games, and Anders Lee in front of Wedgewood.

Halmo had been in front on Persson's deflection goal in the second period. And Justin Johnson, not usually on the power play, created traffic in front of the Albany goal to give Alan Quine room to get to the net and score.

"We're finding ways with a different lineup, different guys playing different positions," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It was a tremendous effort all three games (this weekend). Guys stepped up and played together as a team. It was a gritty effort."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Albany 1 1 1--3

Bridgeport 0 2 2--4

Interference call dooms Sound Tigers vs. Monarchs

Michael Fornabaio
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3 stars

1. JEAN-FRANCOIS BERUBE, MANCHESTER: Made 30 saves, kept Bridgeport off the board early.

2. BRANDON KOZUN, MANCHESTER: Broke the ice with a second-effort first goal.

3. SCOOTER VAUGHAN, BRIDGEPORT: Scored his first AHL goal.

UNSUNG HERO: With injuries to a couple of key players, Chris Langkow was one of several stepping up to bigger roles.

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Albany, 3 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Other Sports
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BRIDGEPORT -- Captain Chris Bruton still sat in his stall 20 minutes after Saturday's game at Webster Bank Arena. This 2-1 Bridgeport Sound Tigers loss to Manchester was a tough one to leave behind.

A tying goal with 4:18 remaining was wiped out when referee Graham Skilliter called him for goalie interference.

"We're taught to go to the net," Bruton said. "I saw the puck. I had a guy on me. I knew the puck was in the net, and the next thing I knew, I was in the penalty box."

Goalie Jean-Francois Berube (30 saves) had gotten a piece of Marc Cantin's centering attempt from behind the net. Bruton went hard to the net and appeared to be stopping as Andrew Campbell came in behind him. They both ended up on top of Berube.

Justin Johnson, who like Bruton had worked hard on the boards to set the play up, put the puck in the net and celebrated in the slot. Behind his back, Skilliter, who'd already had his arm up to call a penalty, waved off the goal.

"(Bruton) tried to put the brakes on," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "You have players collapsing to the front of the net. Their player tackles our player."

Skilliter put Bridgeport down two men for the last 1:36, a Mike Halmo tripping penalty coupled with a Dallas Jackson unsportsmanlike-conduct minor. Jackson, trying to get into a battle on the boards, had knocked the referee over seconds earlier.

"I'm getting two different stories" about Jackson's conversation with Skilliter, Pellerin said, "one from the ref, one from my team. I don't know which one I believe, but there's no recourse."

Attendance was 2,987.

Berube kept the Sound Tigers scoreless until 11:34 remained, when defenseman Scooter Vaughan, just off the bench, scored his first AHL goal off Alan Quine's pass.

But that only halved Manchester's lead. Brandon Kozun got around Matt Donovan and scored on his own rebound late in the second. Jordan Weal scored from the right wing -- maybe deflected, Pellerin thought -- to make it 2-0 with 15:19 left in regulation.

"We played a great game," Bruton said. "I think we've really come together as a group, playing the systems and buying in. Guys are really working hard, and it showed completely."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Manchester 0 1 1--2

Bridgeport 0 0 1--1

Nilsson, Sound Tigers shut out Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio
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HARTFORD -- That, Scott Pellerin said, is the Anders Nilsson they remember from his best games.

Nilsson's vintage 33-save performance carried the Bridgeport Sound Tigers to a 3-0 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack at the XL Center.

"He looked to be dialed in," Bridgeport coach Pellerin said. "He was seeing the puck very well. He was tracking it. He didn't give up a lot of rebounds. He made big saves when we needed him to."

Bridgeport needed a bunch of them in the first 23 minutes, facing four power plays. Nilsson had almost 20 saves by the time those were over.

"I made some lucky saves in the first period, and they gave me some confidence," Nilsson said, recalling a shot under his arm that bounced fortuitously away instead of in the net, and a shot between his legs that he didn't see that hit him.

"We started off a little rough. We didn't play our game in the first period, a lot of turnovers, a lot of penalties. I thought in the second and third, we were the better team."

Mike Halmo scored a power-play goal in the second period. Pierre-Marc Bouchard scored on a breakaway, led out by Scooter Vaughan, early in the third and later set up Anders Lee's deflection.

With the game scoreless, Halmo was downright robbed by Hartford goalie Dov Grumet-Morris on a power play midway through the second. Halmo, in the left circle, appeared to have a wide-open net, but Grumet-Morris dove to his right to get his goal stick on the hard shot.

"That's one of the best saves I've ever seen, him coming across like that," said Pellerin, who played 12 pro seasons and has coached in eight more.

Bridgeport put five or six more shots toward the net on that shift, then got another power play when Aaron Johnson, taking a hit from Halmo after Johnson laid one on Matt Donovan, was called for slashing.

Lee found Halmo, again, at the back door. Grumet-Morris had no chance at this one.

"There's been some times I've had chances like that, and it's hit a stick, or (the goalie) has made a save," Halmo said.

"The most important thing is not to get negative, not to get down on yourself, and keep going."

Nilsson kept making his own solid saves, including two or three off a turnover early in the third period.

Last weekend, after four weeks in the NHL, Nilsson returned to Bridgeport with 26 saves and came 12.6 seconds away from a shutout against Providence. He got the zero on Friday, his third for Bridgeport to go with one as a New York Islander two years ago.

"That's the way," Pellerin said, "he needs to play every night."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. ANDERS NILSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Made 33 saves in his fourth pro shutout.

2. PIERRE-MARC BOUCHARD, BRIDGEPORT: Those hands don't belong in this league. A goal and an assist.

3. MIKE HALMO, BRIDGEPORT: Robbed of a goal, came back to score the first one.

UNSUNG HERO: Anders Lee set up Halmo beautifully and scored the third goal.

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Manchester, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

BRIDGEPORT....................................0 1 2--3

HARTFORD......................................0 0 0--0

Donovan happy to be with Sound Tigers polishing his play

Michael Fornabaio
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    Bridgeport Sound Tigers defenceman Matt Donovan in action against Connecticut Whale at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. Nov. 2nd, 2011. Photo: Ned Gerard / Connecticut Post
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Game day

Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Hartford Wolf Pack

WHEN: Friday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: XL Center, Hartford

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Bridgeport 10-13-1-3; Hartford 9-14-0-3

SEASON SERIES: Hartford leads 2-1.

LAST MEETING: The Sound Tigers won 3-2 on Nov. 29 at home.

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: C Johan Sundstrom (ill) is out. ... LW John Persson (upper body) practiced this week. He's missed 16 of 18 games. ... D Marc Cantin (ear) could return, likely replacing Mike Cornell, given a two-game league suspension this week. ... LW Anders Lee leads current players at 10-11-21 but doesn't have a point in four. ... C Andrew Clark (10-16-26 for Stockton of the ECHL) signed a pro tryout.

ABOUT THE WOLF PACK: Hartford is 0-6-0-1 in the past seven and 2-12-0-2 in the past 16. ... Former Bridgeport C Micheal Haley (sports hernia) is out. ... The team traded for veteran G Dov Grumet-Morris from San Antonio a week ago and signed veteran RW Akim Aliu this week. ... RW Danny Kristo leads the team at 11-9-20. ... The Rangers recalled C J.T. Miller on Thursday and sent down D Dylan McIlrath and F Arron Asham.

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Manchester, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
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BRIDGEPORT -- The mindset is simple for Matt Donovan, who made the NHL out of training camp, then was sent down to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Thanksgiving.

"Like I've tried to do from the start, just work as hard as I can, put up points, play well defensively," Donovan said, "do everything the coaches ask and hopefully I'll get called back up.

"I feel I've been playing well. I've just got to keep playing the way I've been playing and working as hard as I can."

Points? Sure, you know those are going to come for Donovan, who has 108 in 163 games as a Sound Tiger; Mark Wotton holds the team record for defensemen with 110, but he did it in 368 games.

It's the rest of his game that will get him back to the New York Islanders.

"Obviously when he joined the lineup, he was a huge boost for our power play," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

"Five-on-five, making plays then, I thought he got away from his game a little bit. He kind of reestablished his game of late. That's the way he's got to continue to develop, to make smart plays."

His first game back, against Hartford -- Bridgeport's opponent on the road Friday night, the first of three-in-three leading into the Christmas break -- Donovan earned two assists and changed the look of the power play.

The next day in Albany, a turnover led to a goal.

"Risk/reward can be enticing," Pellerin said. "You're going to make those high-skill plays, but you can also be burned. Everybody's level is a little different."

If nothing else, this is the time of year when Donovan's seasons seem to go into overdrive.

Last year at this time, Donovan had 11 points in 25 games. He scored two goals Dec. 19 against Albany, the start of 37 points in his last 50 games. Two years ago, he had 12 points in 32 games on New Year's Day. He scored 33 more in the last 40 games.

"I guess you could say (second halves have been stronger)," Donovan said. "It's just one of those things where you get more and more comfortable."

They hope that comfort brings those points to the NHL, but there is a bit of comfort here, where he played two seasons and the tail end of another.

"Worst comes to worst, I'll stay here and continue to help the team win," Donovan said. "I love being here with the guys, and I love winning."

NEW CLARK: Bridgeport signed forward Andrew Clark to a pro tryout to add depth up front. Clark was seventh in the ECHL with 26 points, leading Bridgeport's affiliate in Stockton (Calif.).

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Quine's turn to step in for Sound Tigers at center

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- Ryan Strome, called up to the New York Islanders, isn't walking through that door. Johan Sundstrom is ill, and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers aren't sure when he'll be back.

It's a big hole right down the middle for Bridgeport, and one youngster trying to seize the vacancy at center is rookie Alan Quine.

"With Stromer going up, it creates openings, opportunities," Quine said.

Quine had earned a more regular spot in the lineup over the past few weeks, not scratched since Nov. 23. Which spot in the lineup he occupied? That was a little more varied: He'd played third- or fourth-line center, or he'd been on the wings.

But when Strome was promoted a week ago, held out of the Dec. 10 game and called up the next day, Quine moved up to second-line center.

"I've played center most of my life," Quine said. "Center, left wing, right wing, it's important that I've shown the coaches I could be versatile in different positions."

He scored a goal last Saturday against Providence, his third of the year (all in the past nine games) and had an assist on Sean Wiles' goal last Sunday, moving the puck from the left-wing boards to Pierre-Marc Bouchard behind the net to set up Wiles in the right circle.

"He's playing with a little more confidence," coach Scott Pellerin said. "He's made some adjustments in his game with regards to not trying to beat everyone one-on-one. He has to use his strength, his speed and his offensive instincts."

And, Pellerin adds, he'll also need to use those attributes in the defensive end of the ice if he wants to hang onto the gains he has made.

It's always an adaptation for a rookie. Quine was drafted by Detroit two years ago and played a few games for the Red Wings' affiliate, Grand Rapids, in the spring of 2012 on an amateur tryout. The Wings didn't sign him, though, so he went back into this year's draft. The Islanders picked him in the sixth round and signed him late in training camp.

"I think at first you're trying to keep the game simple," Quine said, "trying to earn the coaches' trust."

Once that comes, confidence follows. Playing with a first-round talent like Bouchard has been a blast. And if he can keep it up with Sundstrom out and Strome gone, it'll help Bridgeport greatly.

Nilsson looks for consistency with Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:36 am, Wednesday, December 18, 2013
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BRIDGEPORT -- There are nights like Saturday, when Anders Nilsson came 12.6 seconds away from his fourth North American shutout. Then there are other nights that leave him with a goals-against average over 3 for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

There were good nights in the NHL, where he spent four weeks with the New York Islanders; there were tougher nights.

"That's kind of the way it's been for me this whole season, even in the American League," Nilsson said. "I have to find that consistency level. I'm not happy with the way I have been playing yet this season. I definitely want to step it up and play more consistently and win games for the team.

"There's a lot left to prove for myself."

Nilsson's goals-against average is 3.30 for the Sound Tigers, who are 29th of 30 AHL teams in team defense, allowing 3.37 goals a game (including empty-netters).

He went up to the Islanders to replace Evgeni Nabokov, who was injured Nov. 16; the Islanders sent him back Thursday. He was mostly happy with his AHL return this weekend, beating Providence 2-1 and stopping the first 26 shots Saturday, victimized on an early wraparound Sunday in Manchester.

"I must say the team in front of me, I felt there was a huge difference, how they played in front of me compared to when I left, especially Saturday," Nilsson said.

"They didn't let in too many odd-man rushes. They kept the other team to the outside. ... If we play like that, we're going to get a lot more wins, more points."

As a whole, Bridgeport could use more of that consistency, something that sometimes comes at a premium for a young team. It has had two winless streaks of five or more, with hot streaks in between.

Nilsson, a second-round draft pick in 2009, has to be sharp, as does Kenny Reiter, who played well in Nilsson's absence, as coach Scott Pellerin noted.

"Obviously (Nilsson) is a big part of our team, part of our organization," Pellerin said. "He had the opportunity to go up and play some big games as an Islander. He has to come out and battle, compete and drive this team. He's the biggest piece."

Nilsson admits it's cliched, but to him, it comes down to hard work and focus.

"For a goalie, that's a big part of the game, the mental part," Nilsson said. "You have to be focused and do the right things every day."

SIM DEPARTS: A healthy scratch the past two games, veteran winger Jon Sim was released before Tuesday's practice, Pellerin said.

"Looking at the makeup of our team, the guys coming back, the style we're playing and the quality minutes he needs to have to have success in this league, he just wasn't going to get them," Pellerin said.

"It was a really tough decision at this time of year, but it was a hockey decision."

Sim, 36, had two goals (in back-to-back games earlier this month) and two assists in 14 games. He'd been scratched from two other games during his tryout, the third games of three-in-three weekends.

"He was a strong leader in the locker room. I respect him a lot," Pellerin said. "It was a tough decision we had to make."

CORNELL SUSPENDED: Defenseman Mike Cornell received a two-game AHL suspension Tuesday. Cornell was assessed a match penalty at Manchester for what was called a check to the head of former Sound Tiger Sean Backman, of Greenwich. He's eligible to return Sunday against Albany.

Sound Tigers fall at Manchester

Michael Fornabaio
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    UConn defeats Eastern Washington 82-65

    UConn defeats 82-65 Eastern Wash.

    UConn men set for Bridgeport debut

There were good things the Bridgeport Sound Tigers did Sunday, coach Scott Pellerin said. They've just got to finish them off.

Tanner Pearson finished his chances, completing a hat trick into an empty net to give Manchester a 3-1 win at Verizon Wireless Arena in Manchester, N.H.

"We had opportunities to win the game, or get back in the game," Pellerin said. "Like I told the guys, it's about responsibility. Whatever role you're in, you've got to be responsible, not only to defend, but responsible to produce."

Sean Wiles, replacing the ill Johan Sundstrom in the lineup, scored Bridgeport's goal in the third period to cut Manchester's lead to 2-1.

The Sound Tigers had a power play late in regulation but failed to score, with Mike Halmo missing the net on an open look from the right side.

Pearson scored 2:29 into the game. Anders Nilsson kicked out Andrew Bodnarchuk's point shot and came out to challenge Pearson on the rebound; Pearson carried the puck around the net and banked a shot off Nilsson.

Pearson batted a tipped shot out of midair for the second goal early in the second period.

Bridgeport put pressure on in spurts but never caught up.

"We're not a team that can play 20 minutes," Pellerin said. "We've got to be pushing, skating, putting other teams on their heels for 60 minutes, plain and simple."

Bridgeport's Mike Cornell was assessed a match penalty in the second period after a collision that left Greenwich's Sean Backman, the former Sound Tiger, injured. It was called a check to the head. Backman appeared to hit his head on the ice.J.F. Berube made 24 saves for Manchester. Nilsson made 18 for the Sound Tigers, who next play Friday at Hartford.

Wiles' goal came from the right circle off assists from Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Alan Quine.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Bridgeport 0 0 1--1

Manchester 1 1 1--3

Sound Tigers get lift from goalie Nilsson

Michael Fornabaio
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More Information

Game day

Sound Tigers at Manchester Monarchs

WHEN: Sunday, 3 p.m.

WHERE: Verizon Wireless Arena, Manchester, N.H.

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Bridgeport 10-12-1-3; Manchester 18-5-1-4

SEASON SERIES: Tied at 1.

LAST MEETING: The Sound Tigers won 3-2 at home Dec. 1.

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: Bridgeport beat Providence 2-1 Saturday to snap a two-game losing streak. ... D Matt Donovan is 2-8-10 in nine games since coming down from the New York Islanders. ... LW Anders Lee leads the team at 10-11-21, though he has no points in three games for the first time this year. ... G Anders Nilsson played his first AHL game since Nov. 16, coming back from the Islanders, making 26 saves.

ABOUT THE MONARCHS: Manchester is 3-0-0-1 in the past four after a 5-3 win over Adirondack in Glens Falls, N.Y., Saturday. ... C Jordan Weal leads the Monarchs at 6-17-23. RW Brandon Kozun is 6-15-21, and LW Nick Deslauriers, a converted defenseman, is 10-8-18. ... Greenwich's Sean Backman is 3-4-7.

UP NEXT: Friday at Hartford, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Other Sports

    UConn defeats Eastern Washington 82-65

    UConn defeats 82-65 Eastern Wash.

    UConn men set for Bridgeport debut

When the Providence Bruins pushed back against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Saturday, the Sound Tigers needed a big performance from their goaltender.

Anders Nilsson's first AHL start in four weeks was huge. He carried a shutout to the closing seconds, and his 26 saves let the Sound Tigers hold off Providence 2-1 at Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport.

Providence scored with 12.6 seconds left, when Rob Flick's left-circle shot hit Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton and bounced to Justin Florek on the right side for a one-timer.

But Nilsson was good throughout and especially in the second period, making big saves as Providence put pressure on him and the Sound Tigers, keeping the puck deep in the Bridgeport end for minutes at a time and preventing the Sound Tigers from getting a change.

Nilsson had gone up to the Islanders when Evgeni Nabokov was injured on Nov. 16, while Nilsson was in the middle of his last AHL start. He was sent down Thursday when Nabokov returned.

"For (Nilsson) to come down here and be this focused, to be this dominant, it speaks to what he's all about," defenseman Mike Cornell said on the ice after he was named the game's first star.

Cornell earned that in part with his first AHL goal, putting Bridgeport on top.

Matt Lowry, in his second game with the Sound Tigers, won a faceoff to the right of Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg, back to Cornell at the point. The right-handed shot beat Svedberg 11:52 into the game.

"The puck had eyes for me," Cornell said. "It was good to get the monkey off my back."

The faceoff win earned the first AHL point for Lowry, who like Cornell is on a pro tryout.

Attendance was 2,193 in tickets distributed, though just a few hundred made it through the snowstorm. The team announced that those holding tickets to Saturday's game can exchange them, at the arena box office, for seats for one of the team's next three home games, Dec. 21-22 or Dec. 26.

The team wore sweaters trimmed in pink for "Pink Rink Night," raising awareness of breast cancer. The sweaters were to be auctioned off Saturday with proceeds going to Norwalk Hospital's Smilow Family Breast Health Center; the auction will be extended through Dec. 26.

Rookie Alan Quine scored Bridgeport's second goal, one a little like the Bruins' tally. Pierre-Marc Bouchard's shot was blocked, but the puck caromed right to Quine in the slot for a goal with 4:15 left in the first period.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Providence 0 0 1--1

Bridgeport 2 0 0--2

NHL vet Bouchard looks to regain form with Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:36 pm, Thursday, December 12, 2013
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    UConn men set for Bridgeport debut

BRIDGEPORT -- After 593 NHL games, the news hit Pierre-Marc Bouchard hard on the West Coast and began a whirlwind week.

Monday: on waivers. Tuesday: sent down by the New York Islanders. Wednesday: at Webster Bank Arena with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers after a cross-country trip.

"I really didn't expect that," said Bouchard, 29, who could play his first minor-league game since 2005 on Friday at Albany. "It's definitely tough that it goes that way. I guess it's part of hockey, part of the business."

Bouchard was the Islanders' premier free-agent signing this summer, signed away from Minnesota and expected to step in on the wing on one of the top two lines.

He had nine points in his first 20 games, but he had none in the past eight (and no goals in 10) as the team slumped. When the Islanders needed a roster spot to recall AHL-leading-scorer Ryan Strome, Bouchard was the sacrifice.

"I wasn't getting a lot of ice time, got scratched for maybe two games," Bouchard said. "I didn't see it coming."

But here he is, sporting his NHL number, 96 (highest ever to be worn by a Sound Tiger), slotting in on the wing on one of the top two lines.

"He's been great. His skill level, his hockey sense, his professionalism: I can't say enough," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's the situation we're in. He understands. We'll do all that we have to do to get him back where he wants to be."

Bouchard was the eighth-overall pick in 2002 and stepped right into the Wild's lineup. If not for the 2004-05 lockout that wiped out an NHL season, he might not have played in the AHL at all, but he skated that season for Houston as a 20-year-old.

He had seasons of 59, 57 and 63 points for Minnesota before concussion problems wiped out all but one game in 2009-10 for him. He hadn't played more than 59 games in a season since, though he played 43 of 48 in last year's lockout-shortened schedule.

"It's not fun, but at the same time, I've got to move on," Bouchard said. "I'm here. I've got to come down, work hard and get back to playing some good hockey. I'll go out there and try to help the team win some hockey games. Who knows what can happen?"

Bouchard -- whose brother, Francois, scored a key goal in Game 1 of Hershey's playoff series against Bridgeport in 2010 -- could be one of three players making their Bridgeport debuts this weekend.

The team signed forward Matt Lowry and defenseman Scooter Vaughan to tryouts.

Vaughan, a University of Michigan product from California, would make his AHL debut.

The Islanders also sent goalie Anders Nilsson back to Bridgeport. Evgeni Nabokov returned after missing almost four weeks with a groin injury.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Albany Devils

WHEN: Friday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: Times Union Center, Albany, N.Y.

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Albany 15-7-1-1; Bridgeport 9-11-1-3

SEASON SERIES: The Devils lead 3-0.

LAST MEETING: Albany won 3-0 Tuesday morning at Bridgeport.

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: The New York Islanders called up C Ryan Strome, league leader with 33 points, on Wednesday. ... G Anders Nilsson was sent down from the Islanders on Thursday. ... Bridgeport signed D Scooter Vaughan and F Matt Lowry to PTOs and sent LW Nick Larson and D Mike Dalhuisen to Stockton (ECHL). ... Veteran LW Pierre-Marc Bouchard could play his first AHL game since 2004-05. The Islanders sent him down Tuesday.

ABOUT THE DEVILS: Albany has defeated three different Bridgeport goalies in its three wins over the Sound Tigers. ... Two of those wins were in Albany, including an 8-6 win Nov. 30. ... LW Joe Whitney is 9-17-26 to lead the team. He had three points Tuesday. ... G Keith Kinkaid's three shutouts lead the league.

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Providence, 7 p.m.

Different kind of PKs: Springfield pregame

Posted on December 28, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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In “real” terms — you know, no bonus points, no OTL/SOW freebies, actual hockey — Springfield is 14-5-9. The Falcons are 20-4-1-3, but 6-3 in the shootout, so there’s your nine ties. Take the six wins away, and you’ve got a record that looks less like the AHL’s best and more like that of a team atop the Premiership.

(Bridgeport’s 10-16-5, if you’re curious.)

Actually, something has to give tonight. While the Falcons have played three shootout games in a row and four of the past five, Bridgeport hasn’t been to overtime since those back-to-back road shootout games the weekend before Thanksgiving. That’s 15 games in a row without a 61st minute. The team record is 16, Oct. 15-Nov. 25, 2005. Game 16 was in Syracuse the night after Thanksgiving (Chris Madden’s homecoming; Greg Mauldin scored a goal); it ended the next night at Philadelphia, the Whatever-Bank-It-Was-At-The-Time Center, blowing a 3-1 lead and losing on a Freddy Meyer goal.

Which streak rolls on? Let’s hope it doesn’t go to penalties, let’s put it that way.

(Or, you know, if it does, go Italia.)

…..

Philip-Michael Devos makes his Bridgeport debut (on the second line, no less), with assorted players shifting around in the meantime. We saw a little of Lee and Quine together Thursday night, albeit with different wingers at different times (or on their own on the game-ending PK/push for a goal); they’ll have Halmo with them to start.

The Falcons have seven defensemen and 11 forwards. Neither side dressed a 19th for warmup, so here you go.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Quine-Halmo

Bouchard-Devos-Persson

A.Clark-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Gallant (A)-Lowry-Vaughan

D: Donovan (A)-Cornell

Keenan-Mayfield

Cantin-Jackson

G: Nilsson

Reiter

SPRINGFIELD

F: Collins-Boyce-Aleardi

Craig (C)-Joudrey-Machacek

Miller-Marchessault-Hansen

Sedlak/Grantham

D: St. Denis-Goloubef

Weber-Madaisky

McNeill-Parlett

Larkin

G: Smith

Clemente

R: R.Murphy. L: Galvin, Redding

…..

Meanwhile, if my math is right, Matt Donovan hits an oddball milestone tonight. The transition rules under the new CBA — they’re Exhibit 16, buried in the back — say that a guy with Donovan’s vitals is now exempt from waivers for three years (this is Donovan’s third) or 69 NHL games played. (See CapGeek to play with the waivers calculator.)

Donovan came into the year with three games; he played 22 this year before the Islanders sent him out. Had he played another 44 this year, he would reach 69 and couldn’t be sent down at the end of the NHL year without waivers.

But after tonight’s Islanders game ends in Detroit, they’ll have just 43 left, so they’d have no worries the rest of the NHL regular season about Donovan tripping his waiver-eligibility mark. (The AHL season ends a week later than the NHL season, so an Islanders playoff appearance could affect that math.)

For what it’s worth. We love our oddball milestones.

Devos in, Wiles out

Posted on December 28, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Arriving late in the morning skate at Wonderland (because there’s basketball at the arena): Calder Cup champion Philip-Michael Devos, who’s joining the Sound Tigers on a pro tryout. (And yes, if you remember his stops in Norfolk and Syracuse, tonight he’ll become the first Sound Tiger to wear No. 88; he’ll actually become the first Sound Tiger to actually wear a number in the 80s, considering the unfortunate case of 2006-07′s No. 81, Brandon Cullen.) Sean Wiles was let go from his PTO, keeping them at today’s skate at 14 forwards (including Joey Diamond, who might not be ready to go quite yet, and Kirill Kabanov, who appears to be out again tonight with the effects of that blocked shot a week ago) and eight defensemen (though defenseman Scooter Vaughan has been playing forward and will again tonight).

“I’ve had some good communication throughout the league, and his name popped up, that he’s been playing very well at center,” Scott Pellerin said. “He’s got a lot of AHL experience.”

Wiles returns to Reading after being the odd man out the last little while, getting in every other game the past couple of weeks, playing Thursday only once Pierre-Marc Bouchard wasn’t able to go (it appears Bouchard is in tonight, by the way).

“Sean and I had some really good talks regarding the way he’s been playing and what our expectations were,” Pellerin said. “We were honest with each other. He knows he needed to play better. It’s an opportunity for him to go down and get some games, play and find that confidence, to play the way he needs to.”

Anders Nilsson was first off the ice. More from up there.

Getting on net: Friday practice

Posted on December 27, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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It hadn’t appeared that Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Kirill Kabanov were far away, and today’s lines made it appear they’re both on the cusp of getting back in. Bouchard was in the spot where John Persson had been for the past game and a third, with Anders Lee and Mike Halmo. Persson moved to the wing with Alan Quine and Kabanov.

Justin Johnson was on something of a fifth line with Andrew Clark and Joey Diamond (Diamond “looked the fastest I’ve seen him skate in a while,” Scott Pellerin said, knowing Diamond was right behind him. Diamond chimed in and said he felt good). Still, it appeared we broke the news to Johnson about the three-instigators-gets-you-suspended part of Rule 46.11. Nuts. Nothing official yet from the league on that.

Before we got to that, I’d wondered how he’d felt about those instigator penalties. “It’s just something I’ve learned this year,” Johnson said, “when things get a little heated up out there, it seems the referees kind of have the mindset to lock you up, cage you up, so to speak, as a means of settling things down. That’s when it’s important for me to keep my emotions down and not be a distraction. If I’m (sitting out) more than five (minutes) for a good fight, it’s too long.”

Meanwhile, after last night’s shooting inaccuracies, they did a shooting drill at the end. They lined up at the center point, with two gloves at about the top of the circles; each player had to skate up to the gloves and let fly. If they missed the net, everybody did sprints across the rink. (The first 16 made it; only two missed.) Then they did it from the right point. (Everybody hit it.) Finally, they did it from the left point, with only the player’s linemates at risk of sprinting. (Lots missed, so lots of skating ensued. Then Johnson scored after a little spin-o-rama out at the point, and everybody else skated.)

So at Springfield tomorrow, then home for Albany (again) Sunday. And then a new adventure in Lewiston to ring in the new year. In the meantime, there’s that other winter indoor sport at the arena tomorrow. This was downstairs yesterday… and smelled new.

Categories: Johnson

Different perspectives: Hartford postgame

Posted on December 26, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Bleah.

I mean, there’s a Hartford perspective on this one, which I’d imagine is something like “took them out of the game in the first two until the penalties and even then had to break a stick to allow them room; capitalized on special teams; got the goaltending; and hey, how about doing that with five defensemen*.”

But the Bridgeport perspective? Bleah.

Penalties galore. (PKs Nos. 1 and 5 may’ve been among the best you’ll see. 2 and 3, less so; 4, less-memorable; 6, bent-but-didn’t-break; 7 and 8, anticlimactic.)

Shots wide. (Scott Pellerin said they were stuck on seven shots and had 15 attempts by the end of it.)

A handful of missed chances. (That didn’t look like an easy rebound for Sean Wiles in the third period, but if Dov Grumet-Morris doesn’t have the left pad right there, tie game.)

The power play could’ve been crisper, Matt Donovan thought (can’t argue); the cohesiveness wasn’t there. “That’s kind of how we played in all facets of the game tonight,” Donovan said. “It cost us, obviously.

“That’s not how Pelly wants us to play. That’s not how we want to play.”

While Hartford celebrated — hey, three goals — Pellerin kept them around the bench for a moment postgame, telling them that. See gamer.

…..

Mentioned before the game it’s probably worth an injury rundown, so here goes. Andrey Pedan: “upper body,” was termed a lingering thing at the time in mid-November; it has sure lingered. Indefinite, though he seems to be around a lot more of late. Riley Wetmore: Hit in the head with a puck Saturday night; no timetable. Johan Sundstrom: A nonspecific illness. They don’t seem to expect him back immediately. Joey Diamond: “Upper body,” has been skating and conditioning and has seemed to do fine in recent practices, adding in contact. Joe Finley: surgery on a circulation problem in his hand; out indefinitely, and not anytime soon. Kirill Kabanov: “Lower body,” hit in the leg with a shot Saturday, played it out but had to leave Sunday’s game. And Pierre-Marc Bouchard: slashed in the hand Friday; sounds day-to-day at this point.

Justin Johnson’s instigator penalty in the first period is his third in a month and a half. Accumulating three in a season is, per Rule 46.11, a one-game suspension. (All three have come against Hartford: McIlrath and Bickel and Kantor.)

D-pair switches in the third: Cantin-Mayfield, Donovan-Cornell, Keenan-Jackson. We’ll see if they stick tomorrow.

And RIP, Paul Blair.

*-Not sure why. Certainly didn’t appear to be the plan from the line rushes.

It’s gametime somewhere: Hartford pregame

Posted on December 26, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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We were told this morning that Pierre-Marc Bouchard was going to be a game-time decision. If warmup is an indication, that decision came a little early and is “no.” Looks like Sean Wiles is in for Kirill Kabanov, who you’ll remember was feeling the effects of a Saturday blocked shot and missed Sunday’s third period. He skated this morning (as did Joey Diamond — remind me postgame to do the injury-litany catchup).

The Wolf Pack have one to scratch, but it looked like O’Donnell. Edit: Nope! O’Donnell’s in; Tommy Hughes is out.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Persson-Lee-Halmo

A.Clark-Quine-Wiles

Vaughan-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Gallant (A)-Lowry-Johnson

D: Donovan (A)-Jackson

Keenan-Mayfield

Cantin-Cornell

G: Nilsson

Reiter

HARTFORD

F: Fast-Lindberg-Kristo

Bourque-Hrivik-Aliu

Powe (A)-Yogan-Kantor

Beach-Dupont-Asham

O’Donnell

D: Johnson (C)-Nash

Hughes-Noreau

Syvret (A)-Allen

G: Grumet-Morris

Malcolm

R: McIsaac, T.Koharski. L: Galvin, Colby.

Shots on net

Posted on December 22, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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It seems so simple. Traffic in front. Shots to the net.

“You get to certain points like this, we had to simplify,” Scott Pellerin said.

Three power-play goals and a break later, Bridgeport went into the break with — for the first time in five tries this year — a win over Albany.

Zonked down the middle and then losing Kirill Kabanov in the second (he blocked a Vincent LoVerde shot Saturday and was feeling it tonight), they reconfigured things on the power play. They united John Persson (back at last), Anders Lee (in the middle) and Mike Halmo (passed his concussion test after that hit from behind); the payoff was a power-play deflection and a solid line at even strength. Justin Johnson got time on the power play (“he was joking around,” Pellerin said; “he called it ‘PP3′); he wreaked havoc in front, which helped Alan Quine take the puck to the net from the right side and score in the second. Lee and Persson were in front for Halmo’s goal on the Rod Pelley major.

“We had a lot of chances. Some shifts weren’t so good,” Halmo said. “We needed to up our battle level, and I think we did that.”

Handed 11 chances, after getting down on a chip-out partial breakaway and then again on a short-handed goal (yes, SHG No. 9, but drop passes to nowhere will hurt you at even strength, too), they needed the power play to work.

They’re still a young team; they’re still going to have their moments, their nights. But they’ve made some progress. They’re competing; Pellerin talked about pushing the team hard in practice, but the players pushing each other hard as well.

They’ve faced adversity, seen some wacky stuff happen this weekend, and they’ve played through it and picked up four points out of six, six out of 10.

“It was a crazy weekend,” Dallas Jackson said. “On the whole we played very well this weekend.

“I think we brought a lot of intensity.”

Oh, yeah, and Jackson got a shot on net with a minute and a half left. Merry Christmas.

….

Jackson’s redemption leads the gamer.

Doug Holewa was not happy with my Twitter account for running down the penalty-kill’s streak as it went on Sunday. The run ended at 26 in a row, tied for fifth in team history; with the time on the 27th chance, it ended at 43 minutes, 18 seconds, including 3:37 of five-on-three. “We made some good adjustments, and Doug Holewa has done a great job implementing those changes and really teaching those changes,” Pellerin said. “The guys have responded. It starts with everyone, from the goaltender out, the defense and forwards, everyone working together and blocking some shots. We’ve had some success.” (That 0-for-28 for everyone but Albany stat from earlier stands, obviously.)

Albany came perilously close to Bridgeport’s record for fewest shots allowed, 14, Feb. 27, 2011. The Devils got to 14 relatively early, and fortunately shots records and special-teams records aren’t that far apart in my file, because once Seth Helgeson boarded Brett Gallant for power play No. 11, they were a little bit of chaos away from 14 power plays and a different record. Not to be tonight.

The only addition to that file tonight: Bridgeport’s fourth broken-stick penalty. Beautiful. There’d been three for Bridgeport in four seasons, but then none since Chris Lee, five years, a month and four days ago.

Keith Aucoin moves up the all-time AHL list. (They’re playing today, too. Edit: A goal in OT; eighth alone.Edit: Hershey has brought Ryan Potulny back from the KHL.

Aw, yeah, that’s the break, y’all. Guys were getting out of town quickly in some cases. Smart move. Unless news warrants, probably not much here until Thursday. Have fun.

Albany pregame: Persson back

Posted on December 22, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Yet another upper-body injury as Riley Wetmore remains out after being hit in the head with a clearing attempt last night. With that, John Persson returns from his own upper-body injury. He’s missed 18 of the past 20.

Mike Cornell returns from his suspension. Scooter Vaughan took the rushes with the forwards; on his off wing, no less. He’s played forward earlier in his career.

While Bridgeport has one to scratch (looked like Wiles), Albany’s a man short.

Meanwhile, the penalty kill has been perfect four games in a row, 21-for-21, two away from the top 10 in team history. Actually, against everyone but Albany, it’s killed off 28 in a row. (Against Albany in two games in between, the Devils are 6-for-13.)

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Langkow-Halmo

Persson-Quine-Kabanov

Vaughan-Lowry-Bruton (C)

Gallant (A)-A.Clark-Johnson

(Wiles-scratch)

D: Donovan (A)-Jackson

Keenan-Mayfield

Cantin-Cornell

G: Reiter

Nilsson

ALBANY

F: Whitney-Timmins-Denkov

Pesonen-K.Zajac-Sislo

Hoeffel-Pelley (C)-McKelvie (A)

Boychuk/Wohlberg

D: Kelly (A)-Scarlett

Helgeson-Hrabarenka

Burlon-McPherson

G: Wedgewood

Kinkaid

R: Lewis, Skilliter. L: Colby, Redding.

Yep, Graham Skilliter. Good to see Kevin Redding back; last we saw him was that Norfolk game when he wound up injured by the benches.

Two stories

Posted on December 22, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Scott Pellerin said he got two different stories. And in a way, there’s two for his team, too.

Pellerin was talking about the two stories about that unsportsmanlike minor at the end. His guys told him one thing about Dallas Jackson’s conversation with referee Graham Skilliter after their late-game collision and Skilliter’s near-immediate penalty call on Mike Halmo (which Bridgeport wasn’t disputing). Apparently — well, clearly, given the quick ‘T’ he banged — Skilliter had it differently.

But for the team, there’s the calls at the end that took, as Chris Bruton said, the wind out of their sails in the last five minutes, but there’s also the way they battled against the team with the most points in the AHL with a short-handed bench.

Without Pierre-Marc Bouchard from the start (slashed in the hand — hat tip to Dave on Twitter for that — and out for this weekend, questionable beyond) and without Riley Wetmore from early on (hit in the head by a clearing attempt; no word yet on his condition), they had some mixing and matching at forward and battled through it pretty well.

“We played hard,” Brett Gallant said. “Guys were giving it their all with a short bench. I thought he rolled the lines well.

“Guys are playing different wings, center, on different lines,” he added.

Losing Wetmore took away the top-line center, which went from Ryan Strome to Johan Sundstrom to Wetmore to a cast of several in just a couple of weeks. Chris Langkow got the bulk of the reps there, but at least four different guys got a twirl. The other lines changed around from there, interrupted by special teams at times.

Two goals scored on the rush, then they got one back off some momentum built off a four-on-four. Then they thought they tied it.

Two stories. Skilliter saw Bruton crashing, saw the goalie go, called the penalty. Pellerin said he sees Bruton stopping and getting tackled.

Either way, as Justin Johnson puts together another amazing goal celebration, there’s the referee behind him, waving it off.

A hard-fought loss, for what it’s worth.

….

The list of Graham Skilliter/Bridgeport games is a fairly interesting one, considering it’s only nine games long (4-3-1-1, if you’re interested). Not bad, just interesting. The Tyler McNeely three-on-five game at Binghamton (Mark Wotton’s last game*, as it turned out). The game where Calvin de Haan got hurt at Springfield and Dane Byers went ballistic. The Norfolk 8-1 power plays game. Both Hershey games here last season, both of which were lopsided in Bridgeport’s favor (including the second zero in team history). And the Feb. 22 gong show at Springfield (got to love Feb. 22s) was the last one he’d had before tonight. What will his 10th Bridgeport game bring? According to the online box, we’ll find out Sunday.

First AHL goal for Scooter Vaughan; two points in two games.

Kirill Kabanov involved more than he had been; had five shots, a few of them from in tight. “He’s got an opportunity here to show what he can do,” Pellerin said. “At the end of the day, he has to finish. That’s the next step. … He has to play with discipline with regards to the structure, use his size, have his speed be an asset. He’s got to make things happen to be in the top six. That’s my challenge to him.”

Mike Cornell eligible to return Sunday. Prescout, by the way. A broken-stick penalty therein.

Belatedly noted from Raul17 in comments and the ECHL transactions: Trevor Gillies signed with Orlando.

Hey, is that Connor McDavid on the ice right now in this staff four-on-four game? Nope, it’s Kevin Putzig, back in town for the OHL’s Christmas break, wearing an Erie Otters shirt.

Ryan Lacey on the outdoor rink at Longshore and its new hockey-readiness. Meanwhile at Wonderland this afternoon, Darien beat Fairfield Prep 1-0. Been lots of parity in recent years; this already looks like one of those years.

*-That last Bingham quote about Wotton made me laugh out loud, three and a half years later.

Manchester pregame: No Bouchard

Posted on December 21, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Watching highlights of last night’s game, it was even more striking than it’d been live to watch Pierre-Marc Bouchard work. With the time and space available at this level, he was something to behold, even the chances he set up that didn’t go.

But he’s not in tonight. All we’ve got so far is some kind of banged-up last night. We’ll seek more postgame. In the meantime, Sean Wiles gets in for him, but it appears Bridgeport is the same otherwise.

One to scratch each way; Sean Backman remains out for Manchester.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Wetmore-Halmo

Kabanov-Quine-Wiles

A.Clark-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Gallant (A)-Lowry-Johnson

D: Donovan (A)-Jackson

Keenan-Vaughan

Cantin-Mayfield

(Escobedo-scratch)

G: Nilsson

Reiter

MANCHESTER

F: Pearson-Vey (A)-Kozun

Deslauriers-Weal-Sabourin

Andreoff-Shore-O’Neill

Bishop-Czarnik-Kitsyn

(Gale-scratch)

D: Bodnarchuk (A)-LoVerde

Forbort-Campbell (C)

Schultz-Miller

G: Berube

Dell

R: Skilliter. L: Colby, Briggs.
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Denied, vindicated: a shutout in Hartford

Posted on December 20, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio

    Print

    0

Scott Pellerin’s been doing this game a while, and he said the Dov Grumet-Morris stop on Mike Halmo in the second — seriously, remind me to find you some video — was one of the best he’s ever seen, keeping this thing scoreless halfway home.

But Bridgeport kept slugging.

It did that early on, trading chances. It did that on the penalty kill, blocking shots and getting great saves from Anders Nilsson in his fourth North American shutout. And finally, when it got a chance, it did that on the power play. The Sound Tigers put a few more shots on Grumet-Morris.

Then a couple of minutes later, on yet another power play, Dallas Jackson tracked the puck down in the right corner. He got it to Anders Lee in the right circle. Lee took his time and had Halmo wide open at the back door.

“Anders made a great pass. Was probably the easiest goal I ever scored,” Halmo said.

Nilsson didn’t allow a thing, even if his stops weren’t the jaw-droppers. He was just in control, keeping Hartford winless in eight and shut out for the sixth time in 14 games.

Both Pellerin and Nilsson have talked about needing consistency. Pellerin said he got on Nilsson in the morning skate. Nilsson wasn’t going there: It’s in the past, he said. And so, he said later, really, is this one.

“It’s good to get a win. It’s always nice to get a shutout, a little bonus,” Nilsson said.

“I put it as in the past and focus on the next one. … We can’t enjoy this. Now we have to focus on the game tomorrow.”

The delay-of-game minor helped give Hartford the first four power plays. Bridgeport held the fort, led by Nilsson.

“We got good reps on the penalty kill,” Pellerin said. “The guys were blocking shots. Our forecheck was coming.

“And we had to have goaltending.”

Check. Nilsson was there, giving them time.

“We started off a little slow, a little hesitant at first,” Halmo said. “As the game went on, we started bearing down.”

….

Persson’s absence: just conditioning at this point; been out all but two games in quite a while, after all. “We just want to make sure, when he does come back, he plays well,” Pellerin said.

Fourth Bridgeport shutout in this building; the last was 358 days ago.

Ryan Strome had his first NHL point in the Islanders’ win tonight over the Rangers. Good organizational night. Or a bad one for the Rangers. Or both.

Hope the moron who whipped what looked like a program or the like halfway down the stairs is proud. (I say that as if he’s sober by now. At least hope he’s stopped running and giggling.)

Prescout. No Sean Backman tonight, but his Yale buddy Brian O’Neill, who’d missed the past 14 games injured, came back with two goals and two assists. (O’Neill’s got nine points in his past five games, actually. That they date back to Nov. 2 is technically immaterial.)

Let’s all go to Hershey tomorrow instead for Joel Rechlicz Bobblefist Night.

Or we could stay home and watch a tape of tonight’s USA-Canada women’s hockey game. Or just the end, over and over.

The assault case against Semyon Varlamov was dropped, USA Today reports.

And finally: Me too.

Friday night in Hartford
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John Persson’s return waits, but it looks like Marc Cantin’s comes tonight in Hartford. Without the suspended Mike Cornell, Dallas Jackson plays with Matt Donovan, while Cantin pairs with Scooter Vaughan. (Yesterday’s mentioned D-pairs switch was different, but Donovan and Jackson had been together a few days in practice.)

I’m not positive about this Hartford run — someday I’ll learn and move toward the middle — but we’ll see how close I got. One to scratch each way, and Bridgeport’s looked like Sean Escobedo. Edit: Yep. And O’Donnell for Hartford. I’m slightly more confident in that Hartford run.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Wetmore-Halmo

Bouchard-Quine-Kabanov

A.Clark-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Gallant (A)-Lowry-Johnson

D: Donovan (A)-Jackson

Keenan-Vaughan

Cantin-Mayfield

(Escobedo-scratch)

G: Nilsson

Reiter

HARTFORD

F: Bourque-Hrivik-Kristo

Beach-Lindberg-Fast

Dupont-Asham-Aliu

Powe (A)-Jean-Kantor

(O’Donnell-scratch)

D: Johnson (C)-McIlrath

Allen-Bickel

Hughes-Syvret (A)

G: Grumet-Morris

Malcolm

R: Lemelin, Chmielewski. L: Wahl, Galvin.

Justin Johnson chatted at the red line with Arron Asham and then Stu Bickel as they stretched. Pierre-Marc Bouchard, next to them, chatted with former Minnesota teammate Darroll Powe and gave each other a friendly tap on the legs afterward.

Clark (Andrew) up from Stockton

Posted on December 19, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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With Johan Sundstrom out indefinitely, the Sound Tigers brought up Andrew Clark from Stockton on a PTO. “We made the decision yesterday,” Scott Pellerin said. “We’ve had some great reports on him and the way he’s played in Stockton. He was ECHL player of the week. He’s earned a call up.”

Clark was 10-16-26 for the Thunder, good for seventh in the ECHL (Matt Pistilli, 14-19-33, leads it). That’s after scoring 21 points in 22 playoff games last year after finishing at Acadia University (two-year teammate of Chris Bruton’s; he also played with Matt Lowry on at least two junior teams). Today, he mixed in at different spots on what’d been the Bouchard-Quine-Kabanov line. There was a tweak or two in defense pairs, though Pellerin said that was more for special-teams looks than anything. We’ll see.

The team visited Norwalk and Bridgeport Hospitals yesterday with Teddy Bear Toss toys, Amanda Cuda blogs at What the Health?

“Darryl Sutter has some big ideas for the penalty box.” First they came for the goal judges… Then they came for the enforcers… Etc.

Wednesday’s ins and outs
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Let’s start brighter for Bridgeport, injury-wise: John Persson returned to full contact this morning. He was the fourth guy on the Wiles-Langkow-Bruton line, keeping the other four as they were Sunday. Joey Diamond, too, got back on the ice; he took the first half of practice in a no-contact jersey. Both of them will be evaluated day-to-day, Scott Pellerin said, though obviously in different stages of their upper-body recoveries.

Mike Halmo practiced, too, which wasn’t unexpected; he appeared in a red no-contact jersey, though. Pellerin said just some upper-body soreness.

And Johan Sundstrom remains out ill; Pellerin said he doesn’t expect him for a while.

Mike Cornell on his two-game suspension: “It is what it is. It could’ve went either way,” Cornell said. “I’ve just got to accept it and move forward.” Scott Pellerin didn’t want to go much further. “We saw the same video the league saw,” Pellerin said. “The way the league decides is it makes a decision and tells us. We don’t have an opportunity to defend the player. I’ve learned in the past it’s a waste of time to argue. We accept the decision of the league.”

Elsewhere, tough break (literally, unfortunately) for Trevor Smith, with a broken bone in his hand blocking a shot. (No surgery at least, Nick Kypreos reports.)

Memory’s not what it used to be, but I could swear the charging rule was in place when both Adam Oates and George McPhee played. Maybe not, though, if they figured this Tom Wilson/Brayden Schenn hit last night was clean. Think the only people I’ve seen take more strides to hit a guy did it in a movie.

And high school season starts tonight (albeit without Hall/Southington senior forward Jim Nardi, who’s awaiting tomorrow night’s (hopefully) Class LL football final against Fairfield Prep). Several local games, including an interesting Division II matchup between Branford, one of the favorites, and Fairfield, the defending champion. 6:30 at Wonderland.

A change, a suspension: Tuesday notes

Posted on December 17, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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(an incomplete header… fixed, slightly)

Missing today at Wonderland were two names missing from Sunday’s lineup. Johan Sundstrom still isn’t feeling well, Scott Pellerin reported. But Jon Sim, a healthy scratch the past two games, was released this morning, Pellerin said.

“Looking at the makeup of our team, the guys coming back, the style we’re playing and the quality minutes he needs to have to have success in this league, he just wasn’t going to get them,” Pellerin said. “It was a really tough decision at this time of year, but it was a hockey decision.”

Sim had two goals (in back-to-back games, at Utica and the Teddy Bear goal on the five-on-three against Hershey) and two assists in 14 games. He’d been scratched for the last game of a three-in-three twice, then the past two games.

That left 12 healthy forwards on the ice for this morning’s practice, though John Persson joined them in a red non-contact jersey. He’s making progress. So, Pellerin said, is Joey Diamond, able to ride the bike; they’ll see how he goes from there.

Thought they could go a couple of ways on Sunday’s Mike Cornell/Sean Backman hit; it looked different from different angles (not that the video was crystal clear). They went the harsher way today: Cornell received two games from the AHL this afternoon. He’ll be eligible to return Sunday against Albany, missing Hartford and the Manchester rematch.

At least they seem to be getting healthier on defense. Marc Cantin and Sean Escobedo both practiced in full today.

Yesterday, Bridgeport sent Parker Milner back to Stockton. The Thunder had a wild one Sunday; Greg Miller had a three-point game.

South Windsor’s Jon DiSalvatore came back from Germany and signed with Syracuse (clearing waivers Monday, the league notes). Akim Aliu signed a PTO with Hartford; could debut Friday against Bridgeport.

Canada’s women’s hockey coach for the Olympics? Kevin Dineen.

Stefan Fatsis talks about the history and etymology of the term “slew-footing” (around 53 minutes in). Nitpicks aside, Colin Campbell’s 1997 reference was the first time I remember hearing the term in widespread use.

And via Chris Peters, an NHL.com story on how the U.S. junior team misses Tim Taylor.

Snowstorm stats
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Not counting the several inches in my parking lot, and ah yeah, here’s the sleet

Random statitude from the update:

–The win snapped a seven-game winless streak against the Bruins (0-5-0-2). A four-game winless streak at Providence remains in effect, though if you remember when we used to call the then-Donut Hole “the House of Pain*,” you know that’s nothing.

–(By the way, Tuesday’s loss snapped a seven-game home winning streak (all in regulation) against Albany. They won 10 in a row against the Lowell Devils (and 14 in a row against teams from Lowell), 2006-09, to set the team record, but the home-winning-streak-in-regulation record remains eight in a row against Hershey, 2007-08.)

–The announced 2,193 was the third-smallest attendance on a weekend (Fri-Sat-Sun) in team history. Three of the bottom five were affected by snowstorms; the smallest was the makeup game from the October 2010 rally featuring President Obama.

–Four of the past six Bridgeport power plays were because of interference minors. I just liked that.

–Unrelated to any of that, Mike Dalhuisen scored to tie it with 1:43 to go, but Stockton lost in a shootout at the Cow Palace in San Francisco. Depleted over the past few weeks, the Thunder have one win in seven (though that was their last game, last Saturday).

*-Searching for “House of Pain” on the blog is a fun little time machine**.

**-For instance, the post from the end of that streak.

Thoughts on Ans… er, Albany
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Bridgeport vs. Albany: 0-4.

Bridgeport vs. the rest of the league: 9-8-1-3. Um, what?

(That’s 7-9-5 in non-shootout, so it’s not exactly something to write home about, but still.)

The loosest of thoughts on Friday’s game, as I got home late and caught some highlights bleary-eyed…

–Mattias Tedenby appears conditioned.

–Guys left open in front of the net on the penalty kill: usually a problem. Hoeffel was open inside the box on the first goal. Whitney was wide open in front of the net on the last goal. Yep.

–Power-play breakaways are also not helpful. Think Demkov’s power-play penalty-shot goal was the first in a Bridgeport game. Threw me off, statistically: Quine’s minor is counted as two power plays because of the penalty-shot goal.

–Pierre-Marc Bouchard (3,153 days after his last AHL game; thanks, Josh!) had a few scoring chances come to naught. He was the fourth forward on the power play on the five-on-three, working the left point with Donovan. When they scored — Donovan keep-in, back and forth with Halmo — the same foursome stayed out there for the five-on-four. He got knocked down by Sislo, setting up a two-on-one. and McKelvie’s short-handed goal. Josh noted that Bouchard wanted a penalty; looked as if Sislo might have cross-checked him, but even so, it’s two-on-one the other way, and the one is Halmo.

–That’s the eighth short-handed goal against Bridgeport… but the first in over a month.

–How often do you score power-play goals 13 seconds apart without a five-on-three? Albany did: 10:56 of the third on Gallant’s instigator minor; 11:09 on Johnson’s unsportsmanlike-conduct minor after the faceoff win.

–Riley Wetmore was the last scratch. Not sure if his usual partner, Sundstrom, was killing penalties as often. Lots of Lee-Halmo, which is usually the third pairing.

That’s what caught me, anyway. That and Tyler Bailey’s two big defensive plays in the first quarter oops, wrong game.

Been asked twice already Friday if they’d postpone Saturday. Looking at the weather, I don’t think I’d mind. But history suggests they’ll try, and that if the officials and Bruins can get here, they’ll play. We’ll see.

Meanwhile, they took it outside in Rochester tonight… and got a last-second tying goal by Lake Erie.

By Brendan Savage | bsavage@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 27, 2013 at 1:40 PM, updated December 27, 2013 at 1:51 PM

DETROIT – All indications are that Henrik Zetterberg will be back in the Detroit Red Wings' lineup Saturday night against the Florida Panthers.

Zetterberg said barring a setback between now and game time in Florida he'll be back in uniform after missing 11 games since injuring his back Dec. 1 against Ottawa.

The Red Wings are preparing to clear a roster spot for Zetterberg by sending Riley Sheahan down to Grand Rapids of the AHL.

"We're going to send Sheahan down with the anticipation that Zetterberg is going to play," said coach Mike Babcock.

Zetterberg, who had a herniated disc in his back, went through practice Friday and reported no problems. He's eligible to come off the long-term injured list Saturday.

Despite being sidelined for more than three weeks, Zetterberg still leads the Red Wings in scoring with 11 goals and 19 assists in 28 games.

By Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 27, 2013 at 11:45 AM, updated December 27, 2013 at 1:32 PM

Email

2014 Winter Classic

    Winter Classic: Transforming the Big House from football to hockey for TV broadcast is no small task

    Huge loads of Canadian and Michigan beer being trucked in for Winter Classic in Ann Arbor

    New Year's Eve shuttles in Ann Arbor will transport visitors from hotels to downtown

    Red Wings rookie Luke Glendening has experience on his side when it comes to outdoor games

    Reserved parking/tailgating spots for Winter Classic in Ann Arbor going fast

All Stories |

DETROIT – Luke Glendening is part of the young wave in the Detroit Red Wings organization, but he’s a veteran when it comes to playing hockey outdoors.

The 24-year-old center has played in three outdoor games, all with the University of Michigan, and he laughed at the idea of offering advice to his veteran teammates for the Winter Classic.

“Yeah, I think they’ll be alright,” he said.

Glendening, who has shuffled back and forth from Grand Rapids to Detroit five times this season, figures to have knowledge in hand no matter where he plays.

If he stays with the Red Wings for the New Year’s Day game against the Toronto Maple Leafs, that works out well. He played at the Big House in the Big Chill game against Michigan State in December, 2010.

If he is sent to Grand Rapids, Glendening has practiced outdoors earlier this month with the Red Wings at Comerica Park, where the Griffins will face the Toronto Marlies on Monday. He is familiar with the surroundings of the baseball stadium.

Glendening also played in outdoor games with the Wolverines in February, 2010 against Wisconsin at Camp Randall Stadium (a 3-2 loss), and in January, 2012 against Ohio State at Progressive Field in Cleveland (a 4-1 win).

“My thing is to enjoy it and soak it all in,” he said. “I’ve been blessed to have been part of three so far, and every time, you just don’t want for it to be over. When it’s over, I remember every time it was like, ‘Man, I wish I could do it again.’”

His other advice? Things don’t always go according to plan.

“You never know how it will go because the weather dictates a lot,” Glendening said. “There have been some tough times when you think you can make a play and it doesn’t quite work like you thought because of the conditions, but that’s hockey. That’s part of playing outdoors.”

The game at the Big House provided the biggest outdoor thrill to date. He grew up in Grand Rapids as a fan of the Wolverines, so to play with the team in the stadium in front of 113,411 fans as a former walk on against rival Michigan State, he said, “is almost impossible to put into words.”

“It was surreal,” he said of the 5-0 win. “Going out there after I had watched a lot of football games there, obviously, was exciting to begin with. But stepping out there with a 100,000-plus (fans) was unbelievable and something I’ll never forget.”

Every game, he said, has brought back memories of his youth.

“Every time I’ve been out there, it reminds me of playing in the backyard with my brother,” Glendening said. “For others, it can be playing out on a lake or playing in the backyard with family. It is a special thing."

youngglendening.jpgLuke, left, and his brother Joe skate in the backyard at the Grand Rapids home with their father, Tom, during their youth.Photo courtesy of Glendening family 

Glendening, who graduated from East Grand Rapids High School, remembered his father setting up a miniature rink in his background in the Alger Heights neighborhood.

“My dad used to build rinks in the backyard every year,” he said. “But right when we got home from school, that’s what (his brother) Joe and I would do until my mom kicked us off. Then, we’d eat and go back out. That was the life. As a kid, that’s all we wanted to do.”

Glendening has been busy this season filling a role as a grinder between Grand Rapids and Detroit. He has been with the Red Wings since Dec. 13, with one assist and four penalty minutes in 15 games this season. He has played 17 games with the Griffins, with 10 points (3-7-10) and 16 penalty minutes.

By Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 25, 2013 at 12:01 AM, updated December 25, 2013 at 12:03 AM
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Petr-Mrazek-snowman-padsA look at Petr Mrazek's unique pads for either the Griffins game at Comerica Park or the Winter Classic, as tweeted by former NHL goalie Brent Johnson.@JohnnyGoalie12

DETROIT – While the Detroit Red Wings’ Jimmy Howard and Jonas Gustavsson are going old school with their goaltending equipment for the Winter Classic, Petr Mrazek is going grade school.

Mrazek isn’t sure if he’ll be at Michigan Stadium for the game between the Red Wings and Toronto Maple Leafs on Jan. 1 or at Comerica Park with the Grand Rapids Griffins, when they face the Toronto Marlies in an AHL game on Monday.

But wherever Mrazek is, he will be sporting what surely are the most unique goaltending pads ever seen in a professional game.

They're red and feature a snowman near the bottom, beneath six large snowflakes. The picture was tweeted by former NHL goalie Brent Johnson.

Mrazek said he loves the design. He said Griffins equipment manager Brad Thompson gave him the idea.

“It’s just for fun,” Mrazek said. “Some guys (teammates) like it; they said it’s a cool idea.

“I know a couple people didn’t like it, they think it’s ugly or they think it’s like a kid, but no one has it before so I think it’s a good idea.”

Howard and Gustavsson are both going with a traditional look for the outdoor spectacle, wearing brown pads, glove and blocker.

Jimmy-Howard-Santa-MaskRed Wings goalie Jimmy Howard and the Santa Claus mask he was supposed to wear on Monday.MLive/Ansar Khan

Howard on Saturday estimated that it’s a 75 percent chance he'll recover from his sprained left MCL in time for the game. He is hoping to return for Monday’s game at Nashville.

Gustavsson tweaked his groin on Monday and was relegated to backing up Mrazek in the 3-0 loss to the New York Islanders. The Red Wings said it was precautionary, but groin injuries tend to linger for a week to 10 days.

So it remains to be seen who’ll be starting in goal for the Red Wings in Ann Arbor.

Howard unable to don Santa Claus mask

Howard’s injury prevented him from wearing a special Christmas mask with a Santa Claus design on Monday, which was to be auctioned off to raise money for Toys for Tots.

“I don’t know if I’m going to hold off until next year with it or wear it when I come back after Christmas,” Howard said.

The mask was designed by Ray Bishop of Bishop Custom Designs.

“I like it, it’s sharp,” Howard said.

y Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 23, 2013 at 12:28 PM, updated December 23, 2013 at 2:58 PM
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings reassigned forward Jordin Tootoo to the Grand Rapids Griffins on Monday and activated Gustav Nyquist, who will return to the lineup tonight against the New York Islanders (7:30 p.m.) after missing three games with a groin issue.

Tootoo appeared in two games after being recalled last week, but logged only 6:07 and 5:38 in ice time. He picked up one assist in Saturday’s 5-4 shootout victory in Toronto, his first point in 10 games this season.

Nyquist will start on a line with Pavel Datsyuk and Todd Bertuzzi.

“I’ve had a few good skates here over the last few days to try and get back to game pace,” Nyquist said. “Everything feels good.”

He has eight points (four goals, four assists) and a plus-4 rating in 13 games.

“It’s different being on a bike or in the weight room; you could kind of feel it at first because I was off the ice for four days,” Nyquist said. “You’d lose your breath pretty quick. But again, I’ve had a few good skates here. I feel good right now. It’s going to be fun to play tonight.”

Abdelkader cleared, will return Saturday

General manager Ken Holland said forward Justin Abdelkader has been cleared to play after missing four games with a concussion but he isn’t playing tonight.

“We’ll give him a few more days; he’s definitely in Saturday in Florida,” Holland said.

Johan Franzen (concussion) has skated a little bit on his own the past two days but isn’t likely to play Saturday.

“Appears to me he’d be questionable for Saturday, based upon he needs 2-3 practices to feel good,” Holland said.

Henrik Zetterberg (herniated disc) continues to practice and make progress.

“Z appears to be doing good, but we’ll make that decision on Friday (whether he plays),” Holland said.

Darren Helm (sprained shoulder) might return on Saturday.

Weiss sports hernia surgery successful

Holland said Stephen Weiss’ surgery Monday in Philadelphia for a sports hernia went well.

“The doctors are calling it a core muscle injury,” Holland said. “The doctor said 6-8 weeks, but with the Olympic break (from Feb. 9-25) we’re shooting for him to play right after the Olympics.’’

He added, “I guess he had a fairly significant tear but surgery went well. We had other players in the past here have that same surgery (Kris Draper, Tomas Holmstrom). They seemed to come back in good shape.”

y Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com
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Luke-Glendening-12-21-13The Red Wings' Luke Glendening battles in front of Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier.The Associated Press

TORONTO – Most of the Detroit Red Wings’ injured players – the cavalry, as coach Mike Babcock called them -- are due back soon.

In their absence, young players called up from the Grand Rapids Griffins have done a good job of holding down the fort.

Tomas Jurco, with his dazzling skills, has provided a glimpse into a promising future. He has two goals and an assist in four games.

Riley Sheahan picked up his first career points, setting up goals by Pavel Datsyuk and Jurco, and was a plus-3 in Saturday’s 5-4 shootout victory over Toronto.

Luke Glendening has been an effective checking-line center, bringing speed and energy and killing penalties.

“Our kids were really good today,” Babcock said after the game. “They’re obviously going to be real good players. They’re big and fast and know how to play.

“We’re fortunate to have a farm team with a bunch of kids that are getting ready to (reach the NHL).”

A couple of recent Griffins also contributed; Joakim Andersson scored his sixth goal and Tomas Tatar notched the tying goal with 6:14 remaining in the third period.

“They bring a lot of energy; they know how to play the game,” goaltender Jonas Gustavsson said. “They don’t make too many mistakes, even though they’re young. They’ve been really good for us and we really needed them because of all the injuries.”

The Red Wings will seek their third consecutive win Monday against the New York Islanders at Joe Louis Arena (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit), their final game before a three-day Christmas break.

General manager Ken Holland said Gustav Nyquist is expected to play Monday after missing three games with a sore groin. Holland said they'll decide after the morning skate whether Darren Helm (shoulder) and Justin Abdelkader (concussion) can play. Henrik Zetterberg (back) will be back on Dec. 28 at Florida and Johan Franzen (concussion) should be back shortly after the break.

Riley-Sheahan-12-21-13The Red Wings' Riley Sheahan gets off a shot against Toronto's Jonathan Bernier.The Associated Press

The recent call-ups, which include veterans Patrick Eaves and Jordin Tootoo, eventually will return to Grand Rapids as the Red Wings regain their health. Each NHL game the young players experience is valuable for their growth.

“Through all those injuries we’ve created depth in the organization, which is critical and gives you confidence to use them,” Babcock said. “I didn’t know you could play Riley Sheahan against anybody, and now I do.”

Babcock said Sheahan played “heavy” for linemates Jurco and Tatar.

“He made good plays, looked after them, and those guys played hard,” Babcock said.

Sheahan said playing a similar system in Grand Rapids, under former Red Wings assistant coach Jeff Blashill, has eased their transition to Detroit.

“We have a great system down there, guys are constantly developing, so we got a lot of talent that can provide Detroit some support,” Sheahan said. “They’ve all proven they can play here.”

Playing for a winning team helps. The Griffins won the Calder Cup championship last spring and are near the top of the AHL’s overall standings this season.

“When you can come into an organization and feel confident that you know the system, and you’re playing with some unbelievable players, it helps,” Sheahan said. “It’s such a good atmosphere here in the locker room, there’s tons of help.”

Jurco is soaking up a lot of knowledge in a short time and gaining confidence quickly.

“Each minute you play here, you learn something and have more confidence,” Jurco said. “I’m happy with how quick we got all the systems so we play pretty good.

“Before I came here I was a little afraid of that, how I’m going to adjust, because preseason games I was thinking too much of that and I didn’t play my game. So I told myself I’ll just play. It seems to be working like that.”

Compared to Jurco and Sheahan, Glendening is an NHL veteran. He’s appeared in 14 games with the Red Wings, shuttling back and forth from Grand Rapids several times.

“Coach Blashill has done a great job in instilling confidence in us and teaching us the right way to play, so when we come here we know how to play,” Glendening said. “And Coach Babcock has been awesome in putting us in situations to succeed. He’s given us every opportunity.”

Said Babcock: “Glendening plays hard. His matchup all night long was with (Phil) Kessel and those guys (Nazem Kadri and James van Riemsdyk) and he was fine in that situation.”
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griffins.jpgThe Grand Rapids Griffins pulled out a 3-2 home win over the Rockford Ice Hogs on Friday, Dec. 20, for the team's fourth straight win and second in a row in overtime.Courtesy Grand Rapids Griffins Mark Newman 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Mitch Callahan slipped the puck beneath Kent Simpson 1:21 into overtime on Friday to lift the Grand Rapids Griffins to a 3-2 victory over the Rockford IceHogs at Van Andel Arena and keep his team’s unprecedented run intact for yet another night.

While pushing their franchise-record start to an incredible 21-5-1-1, the Griffins won for the 19th time in their last 22 games, a stretch of success unmatched in the team’s 18 seasons.

Callahan’s heroics were made possible by the yeoman efforts of Jeff Hoggan and Tom McCollum during regulation. Hoggan scored a power play goal in each of the first two periods while McCollum made 31 saves to claim his fourth consecutive victory and improve to 11-3 on the season.

The Griffins, winners of 11 of their last 12 at Van Andel Arena, will hit the road for their next three games, beginning with Saturday’s 8 p.m. EST visit to the Chicago Wolves. The radio broadcast will be aired on ESPN 96.1 FM.

Hoggan opened the scoring 5:52 into the contest, popping home a rebound from the doorstep after Cory Emmerton had tried to stuff the puck past Simpson. The IceHogs answered with 3:29 remaining in the frame when Philippe Lefebvre launched a wrister from the left circle that sailed into the far corner, a shot that McCollum could not see because of the traffic in front of his crease.

The Griffins’ captain then tallied on a wraparound at 3:32 of the second, jamming a backhand between Simpson and the left post. But again Rockford responded with a tying score, as Brad Winchester’s tip eluded McCollum at the 5:35 mark of the third for a power play goal.

The game eventually extended to overtime, the first at Van Andel Arena this season for the Griffins, who had played just a pair of one-goal games in their first 13 home outings. Landon Ferraro set up the game-winner by throwing the puck toward the net from the left corner. Alexey Marchenko had a stab at it before Callahan banged it into the net to ignite the crowd of 8,269 that braved an icy evening in West Michigan.

Simpson stopped 32 shots for the second-place IceHogs (15-12-3-0), who fell 11 points behind the Midwest Division leaders.

Notes: McCollum’s 56th career win moved him past Mike Fountain into sole possession of third place on the Griffins’ all-time list, behind only Jimmy Howard (90) and Joey MacDonald (109)...Including Wednesday's 2-1 triumph at Iowa, the Griffins have won consecutive games in overtime for the first time in nearly 10 years, dating to Jan. 16-17, 2004.
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Jordin-Tootoo-11-4-13The Red Wings' Jordin Tootoo fought Winnipeg's Chris Thorburn on Nov. 4.AP file photo

DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have recalled forward Jordin Tootoo from the Grand Rapids Griffins.

He'll be in the lineup for Thursday's game against the Calgary Flames at Joe Louis Arena (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit), as the Red Wings look to snap a six-game winless streak (0-4-2).

"Tootoo is playing (Thursday) because we're trying to win a game and we think he'll provide some energy and physicality,'' general manager Ken Holland said.

Chances are. Tootoo will replace Mikael Samuelsson in the lineup. Samuelsson has been a healthy scratch in three of the past five games.

Tootoo, 30, appeared in 12 games for the Griffins, picking up four points (goal, three assists) and 23 penalty minutes.

The Red Wings waived him on Nov. 6 due to a lack of salary-cap space and a roster spot. He was assigned to the Griffins on Nov. 14.

Tootoo has no points, five penalty minutes and a minus-4 rating in eight games with the Red Wings this season. He has appeared in 50 games with the club over the past two seasons, picking up eight points (three goals, five assists) and 83 penalty minutes.
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sheahan.jpgRiley Sheahan will his Red Wings season debut Tuesday against Anaheim.Mlive.com file photo

DETROIT -- The Detroit Red Wings recalled center Riley Sheahan today from the Grand Rapids Griffins.

The move was made because Johan Franzen is out for Tuesday's game against the Anaheim Ducks at Joe Louis Arena after taking a hit to the head from Tampa Bay's Radko Gudas Sunday in the Lightning's 3-0 victory.

Franzen is going through the NHL's concussion protocal, needing to pass a variety of tests before being cleared.

The Red Wings opted to recall Sheahan instead of Cory Emmerton.

"We’ve seen Emmerton for nine games; we know what he can do," general manager Ken Holland said. "We haven’t really seen Riley Sheahan. He’s a first-round pick. He had a pretty good rookie year last year and had a good playoff in Grand Rapids. Let’s see what he can do.''

The 6-foot-2, 212-pound Sheahan, 22, has appeared in two games with the Red Wings, one each in the past two seasons. He has 14 points (six goals, eight assists) and 10 penalty minutes in 23 games with the Griffins.

The Red Wings selected Sheahan in the first round of the 2010 draft (21st overall), out of Notre Dame.
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings got a glimpse of one of their more offensively gifted prospects Sunday, when Tomas Jurco made his NHL debut.

Jurco couldn’t provide immediate help for a team struggling to score, but every NHL game he plays during this stretch of injuries for the Red Wings is valuable experience.

Jurco logged 16:45 in the 3-0 loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning at Joe Louis Arena. He had one shot, two hits and a takeaway, and even got some power play time.

“I thought Jurco was good, I liked him,” coach Mike Babcock said. “I think he’s just big, he’s fast, he’s got some skill set. I’d like him to be more dangerous taking the puck to the net, but I still thought he did lots of good things for Pav (Datsyuk) and Alfie (Daniel Alfredsson), getting pucks back. He looks like a fairly high-end player.”

Jurco (6-foot-2, 193) didn’t get a chance to practice with the Red Wings, or even the benefit of a morning skate, after being recalled from the Grand Rapids Griffins Saturday night, following Justin Abdelkader’s head injury.

Jurco was surprised to get the opportunity to play with Datsyuk and Alfredsson, players he said he has been watching since he was a little kid.

“I just found out before the game, and it was a great feeling,” Jurco said. “I thought I’m going to be more nervous but after warm-up I just felt great and didn’t really think about it.

“I think we played pretty well. We didn’t score but we had some chances. It’s an unbelievable experience for me.”

Jurco, who turns 21 on Dec. 28, is a terrific puck-handler with good speed and a hard shot. He leads the Griffins with 11 goals and 27 points in 26 games.

“It was a really good game and a great experience for me, unfortunately we lost,” Jurco said. “But there are lots of positives for me to take from this game and move on.

“I know what to expect from other games and I know where I should get better and where I’m at right now. Just to be here gives me a lot.”

Jurco was the Red Wings’ top pick, 35th overall in the second round, in 2011. Comparing the AHL and NHL, Jurco said, “AHL hockey is very fast and there’s lots of guys running around. This is more about thinking and positioning, which I like more than AHL.”

With forwards Henrik Zetterberg (herniated disc), Darren Helm (shoulder), Stephen Weiss (groin), Johan Franzen (head) and Abdelkader out, Jurco likely will be in the lineup for Tuesday’s game against Anaheim at Joe Louis Arena.

“It’s hard to say if I belong here; it’s up to Coach,” Jurco said. “I know where I am right now and what I need to improve to be here at this level.”
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Tomas-Jurco-Mugshot.jpgTomas Jurco

Forward Tomas Jurco will make his NHL debut for the Detroit Red Wings Sunday vs. Tampa Bay, general manager Ken Holland told MLive Saturday night.

Jurco will be recalled from Grand Rapids of the AHL after Red Wings forward Justin Abdelkader was knocked out of Saturday's 4-1 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Abdelkader was hit in the head by Pittsburgh's Deryk Engelland late in the first period and won't return until he's examined for a possible concussion.

Jurco is Grand Rapids' leading scorer with 11 goals and 16 assists in 26 games.

Ranked No. 3 among Red Wings' prospects, Jurco was Detroit's second-round pick (35th overall) in the 2011 NHL entry draft.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- The Grand Rapids Griffins on Saturday earned their 17th win in the last 20 games and finished their longest homestand of the season with a 6-1 mark, courtesy of a 5-0 victory over the Milwaukee Admirals at Van Andel Arena.

Cory Emmerton scored twice en route to a four-point night while Tom McCollum stopped 31 shots to claim his first shutout of the season and improve his personal record to 9-3.

The Griffins, whose 19-5-1-1 mark represents the best start in franchise history, will play their first road game since Nov. 23 on Wednesday when they visit the Iowa Wild at 8:05 p.m. EST.

Fresh off a 4-2 victory over the Admirals last night, the Griffins wasted little time in building another two-goal lead on their Midwest Division rival. Emmerton, in his first game back since being reassigned by the Detroit Red Wings, took a pass from Teemu Pulkkinen in the high slot and ripped a shot over Magnus Hellberg’s blocker just 2:58 into the contest. Calle Jarnkrok followed up 2:24 later, sailing a shot into the other corner of Hellberg’s net from the right circle.

Jordin Tootoo and Milwaukee’s Michael Liambas watched half of the opening period from the penalty box, as they engaged in bouts just 26 seconds into the game and at the 10:54 mark. It marked a carryover of the bad blood from Friday’s clash that saw a total of three fights, including one between Liambas and Triston Grant.

The Admirals (12-7-4-1) received a four-minute power play with 4:40 left before intermission, courtesy of simultaneous hooking and slashing calls on Tomas Jurco, but the Griffins killed it off to maintain their 2-0 cushion through 20 minutes.

Grand Rapids again struck twice in the early going of the second period to take a commanding 4-0 lead. Landon Ferraro set up between the hashmarks and redirected a feed from Alexey Marchenko with the heel of his stick, sending the puck just inside the left post at 3:21. Emmerton then tallied shorthanded for his second goal of the night at 5:02, after a puck-handling flub by Hellberg resulted in Ferraro leaving the puck in the left circle for Emmerton, who blasted it inside the far post.

McCollum preserved the four-goal cushion with 5:20 left in the period, thwarting a shorthanded breakaway by Kevin Henderson, before also stopping all 12 Admirals shots in the third period.

With 4:06 left in the game, Andrej Nestrasil scored during a goal-mouth scramble to round out the scoring against Hellberg, who finished with 23 saves.

In their last three wins over Milwaukee, all at home, the Griffins have outscored the Admirals by a 14-2 margin, including a pair of 5-0 thrashings.

Notes: Pulkkinen has points in a team-high seven straight games...In Griffins history, the only run better than the current 17-3 streak was an 18-3 mark between Nov. 24, 2000 and Jan. 12, 2001…McCollum’s 54th career win tied him with Marc Lamothe for fourth place on the Griffins’ all-time list, one behind Mike Fountain. In addition, his four career shutouts tie Jani Hurme and Martin Prusek for seventh all time…The Griffins wore commemorative jerseys in honor of the Grand Rapids Owls, the IHL team that played at Stadium Arena from 1977-80, and auctioned them to fans after the game. The Owls’ 1978-79 squad posted a remarkable 50-21-9 record before losing in the Turner Cup Finals to Kalamazoo in seven games.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – It took five minutes Friday to see what kind of hockey the Milwaukee Admirals had in mind against Grand Rapids.

The Griffins’ Triston Grant fought Michael Liambas in the early minutes, setting the tone for three fights within the first two periods in a 4-2 Griffins win before 5,976 at Van Andel Arena.

The two Midwest Division rivals meet again Saturday night.

The Griffins (17-5-1-1) erased an early 1-0 deficit in the first period, scoring three times in just over three and a half minutes to erase any malaise after a seven-game winning streak ended Wednesday.

Mitch Callahan had the go-ahead goal as the Griffins outshot the Admirals 41-26. Griffins goalie Tom McCollum faced only 13 shots through the first two periods.

Two of the Griffins ‘ five losses have come to Milwaukee, but in the last meeting on Nov. 20, the Griffins won 5-0 in a game that also featured a pair of fights.

"They're a pretty strong, tough team so you expect that coming in," Callahan said. "So we knew what it was going to be coming into it."

After Grant and Liambas tangled in front of the Griffins bench, the Griffins' Brennan Evans crushed Joonas Rask in a battle just over three minutes after Rask had given the Admirals a 1-0 lead.

Following that scuffle, the Griffins put together three quick goals - by Ryan Sproul on a power play, Callahan off his own rebound shot off the board, and, finally, by Teemu Pulkkinen in front of the net on a feed by Adam Almquist.

All came against goalie Scott Darling, who had a .930 save percentage and 2.04 goals against average in six previous games.

Mathieu Tousignant, who had been badgering the Griffins throughout, went after Grant after Grant was called for elbowing Liambas. Grant got the best of the battle - his second of the night - and Tousignant received a misconduct for instigating.

"One of the reasons I'm here is to make sure we feel good about ourselves and you have to make sure you don't get pushed out of buildings, especially your own building," Grant said. "You just have to match their intensity."

The teams cooled and there were few dust-ups in the third period.

"I think once we got it out of our system, we kind of settled down and was time to play hockey," Grant said.

"Fights are kind of hard to predict whether there's going to be a lot of them," Callahan said. "You can tell in mid-game, I guess, but, yeah, it's a division rivalry and they got some tough kids and we got some tough kids."

Meanwhile, coach Jeff Blashill was pleased with the early effort in light of the team's first loss in nearly a month on Wednesday.

"I thought we played very well tonight," he said. "Overall, I was happy with our effort. I thought we still, though, gave up a few chances we didn't need to. Territorially, we played well, but structurally, we can be better."

NOTES

For the first time since Nov. 15, the Griffins didn’t have to sit a veteran because of the development rule. Patrick Eaves (along with Luke Glendening) was called up early Friday, and Cory Emmerton returned to Grand Rapids, but Emmerton was a scratch. Blashill expects Emmerton to play Saturday ... Grand Rapids’ Calle Jarnkrok and Landon Ferraro just hit off the side of the net with an empty net in the final minute, before Ferraro got the finisher with 4.5 seconds remaining .. The game Saturday will mark the end of a seven-game homestand, the longest of the season.

Comets pick up third straight win over Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: December 19, 2013 11:00 AM 

Updated: December 19, 2013 2:32 PM     

The Abbotsford Heat have been flying high atop the AHL standings for the better part of the season, but they seem to have a terrible time with the team at the bottom.

The Utica Comets, the Vancouver Canucks’ affiliate, won their third straight head-to-head meeting with the Heat, knocking off the Abby squad 4-2 on Wednesday at Utica Memorial Auditorium.

The Heat, in fairness, were missing leading scorer Ben Street (flu) and red-hot left winger Michael Ferland (lower body injury), but Sven Baertschi, recently reassigned to the AHL club by the Calgary Flames, made his debut.

Baertschi didn’t dent the scoresheet, though – he registered two shots on goal and a -1 rating.

The Comets, meanwhile, raced out to a quick 2-0 lead on goals by Kellan Lain and Patrick Mullen, resulting in Heat goalie Joni Ortio getting the hook for the first time this season. He was replaced by Joey MacDonald at the 16:16 mark of the first period.

Brett Olson drew the Heat to within a goal at 7:13 of the second, but Mullen notched his second of the game on a power play later in the frame.

Utica’s Alex Biega scored an empty-netter with 58 seconds remaining in the third, and Heat defenceman Brady Lamb rounded out the scoring with a late man-advantage marker. Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson picked up the win with a 26-save performance.

The Comets (9-15-2, 20 points) are still in last place overall despite the victory, while the Heat (20-8-2, 42 points) now find themselves dislodged from their first-place perch in both the Western Conference and AHL overall standings.

The Grand Rapids Griffins (20-5-2), one of their conference rivals, are tied with Abbotsford with 42 points, but the Griffins have three games in hand. The Eastern Conference-leading Manchester Monarchs (19-5-5, 43 points) are in first overall.

The Heat and Comets clash once again on Friday in Utica.
Game 29 rewind: Devils 2, Phantoms 0 

The Phantoms got into penalty trouble, taking nine penalties most of which were stick penalties, and lost 2-0 to Albany.
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Game 25 rewind: Monarchs 5, Phantoms 3 

The Phantoms started slow and got themselves into penalty trouble, including back-to-back five-on-threes. They lost to Manchester, 5-3.

December 14, 2013 6:06 pm
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Flyers recall McGinn 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced Monday they have recalled Tye McGinn.

Sunday, Paul Holmgren said Vincent Lecavalier would be out three to four weeks with non-displaced fracture in his lower back and the Flyers would recall someone from the Phantoms.

McGinn played well for the Flyers earlier in the season. He scored three goals in the first two of six games he played.

In 18 games with the Phantoms, McGinn has five goals and two assists. Terry Murray recently put him back on the top line with Jason Akeson and Kris Newbury, hoping to spark McGinn. The line then scored a power-play goal on a three-on-one set up by a takeaway by McGinn Saturday night. He fed a quick pass to Akeson, who carried the puck almost all the way to the net before sliding it over to Newbury for the goal.
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Heeter and Berube are starting in net tonight for the Phantoms and Monarchs.
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Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, Brown-Bordson-Holmstrom, Straka-Cousins-Alderson, Noebels-Flanagan-Mangene.
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Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Konan-Alt, Lauridsen-Eddy.

Phantoms back on ice with three straight games
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GLENS FALLS -- There’s no lingering holiday spirit or Christmas food coma for the Adirondack Phantoms.

They have an unusual three-in-three with games Thursday through Saturday, instead of the usual Friday through Sunday.

The Phantoms travel to Springfield on Thursday and Albany on Friday before hosting Providence Saturday.

The Phantoms are coming off a loss at Norfolk on Saturday. They hover just above .500 in their past 10 games at 6-4. They are 13-12-0-2 on the season.

Both Springfield and Albany are division opponents and both are currently above the third-place Phantoms. Adirondack is nine points behind second-place Albany and 15 behind Springfield.

The Falcons sit at second in the conference, but the Phantoms have had some success in their previous three meetings. Adirondack has two wins, including one at Springfield, and a shootout loss to the Falcons.

The last time the Phantoms played Springfield and Albany was also back-to-back and Adirondack shut out both teams.

The Phantoms are 2-3 against Albany, including an overtime win the last time out. Adirondack has won twice at the Times-Union Center but also played one of its worst games in a 4-1 loss on Oct. 14. The Devils’ leading scorer, Joe Whitney, is tied for fifth in the league with 29 points.

Saturday marks the first time the Phantoms have played Providence this year. The teams meet just twice. Providence is second in the Atlantic Division at 14-9-1-5. The Bruins have played more shootouts than any other team, with 10.

Saturday is the beginning of a five-game home stand for the Phantoms, their longest of the season.

Kinkaid posts another shutout

Defense solid in front of Albany goalie, who leads league with four

By Pete Dougherty
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Based on statistics, Albany Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid should get consideration for a spot on the American Hockey League all-star team, to be announced the second week of January.

In reality, maybe the entire Devils' defensive corps should go to St. John's, Newfoundland, for the Feb. 12 game.

Kinkaid posted his league-high fourth shutout and lowered his goals-against average to 1.97, also best in the AHL, as the Devils locked up the Adirondack Phantoms 2-0 at Times Union Center.

"The guys made it easy on me again," said Kinkaid, who made 19 saves, "and they've been doing that most of the year."

There is no guarantee any of the Devils will earn all-star status. For the first time the AHL will play Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League.

As a result, only half the usual number of all-stars will be selected, so not all 30 teams will be represented.

In silently stating his case, Kinkaid — three years removed from Union College — won his 50th career AHL game and tied Jeff Frazee's franchise record for shutouts in a season. 

"You get a team that's structured on the checking part of the game, the goalie only has to pull down maybe four or five big stops in a game," Phantoms coach Terry Murray said. "That's a tough thing for a goalie sometimes, and he did it."

Scott Timmins, in his first home game since Nov. 1, scored the goal that mattered 6:10 into the game. Chris McKelvie added an empty-netter with 3.7 seconds left.

"We don't expect him to make every save," Timmins said, "but with the lead, we don't give him too many chances back there. He makes the saves that he should. That's huge as a team for confidence. Our strong suit is team defense, and with him back there, we're a confident bunch."

"They play a trap game, just like the New Jersey Devils," said Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter, who took the loss despite stopping 31 of 32 shots. "Their whole organization does pretty much the same systems. Hey, that's the game they play. It works. They can win one-goal games like that."

The Devils, who won their fifth consecutive home game and moved into fourth place in the conference standings, had scored 25 goals in their previous four Times Union Center appearances.

The return of Timmins, who led Albany in scoring when he injured his knee Nov. 8 at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, should bolster the offense more, but the Devils' calling card has always been about the type of defense they showed against the Phantoms.

"The team plays well in front of (Kinkaid)," Murray said. "They get over the top with four and five guys once they get that one-goal lead. They don't give anything up off the attack. They dump and battle in the corners, but he made a couple of very big stops there in the second period."

"He just keeps chugging along here," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said of Kinkaid. "After the first we did a better job in front of him, but when we needed him, he was solid."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, PHANTOMS 0

Adirondack 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 1 0 1 — 2

Devils lose game, chance at record

Late Bridgeport goal

Staff reports
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The Albany Devils nearly set a franchise record with a point in 10 consecutive games, but a Bridgeport goal with 93 seconds remaining in the third period gave the Sound Tigers a 4-3 win Sunday in Bridgeport, Conn.

Harri Pesonen gave Albany a 1-0 lead at 12:16 in the opening period with his fifth goal of the season.

The score stood until 8:07 in the second when John Persson scored on a power-play opportunity to draw Bridgeport even, 1-1.

Scott Timmins responded to give the lead back to Albany at 11:53 with a short-handed goal, but Bridgeport's Alan Quine leveled the game later that same period.

The Sound Tigers took their first lead of the contest, 3-2, 1:50 into the third period, but Mike Hoeffel tallied his fifth goal of the season at 10:14 before Dallas Jackson's game-winning goal.

Kenny Reiter stopped 12 shots for Bridgeport (12-14-1-3) and Scott Wedgewood stopped 22 for Albany (17-8-2-1).

Boucher breaks the ice

His first NHL goal helps New Jersey trounce Ottawa

Associated Press
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New Jersey Devils left wing Reid Boucher takes a curtain call after the Devils' NHL hockey game against the Ottawa Senators, Wednesday, Dec. 18, 2013, in Newark, N.J. Boucher scored his first career NHL goal during the Devils' 5-2 victory. (AP Photo/Julio Cortez) ORG XMIT: NJJC113 Photo: Julio Cortez / AP

New Jersey Devils left wing Reid Boucher takes a curtain call after the Devils' NHL hockey game against the Ottawa Senators, Wednesday, Dec. 18, 2013, in Newark, N.J. Boucher scored his first career NHL goal during the Devils' 5-2 victory. (AP Photo/Julio Cortez) ORG XMIT: NJJC113 
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Newark, N.J.

Reid Boucher, recently promoted from the Albany Devils, scored his first goal in the NHL, Jaromir Jagr scored the 693rd goal of his much longer NHL career, and the New Jersey Devils beat the Ottawa Senators 5-2 Wednesday night.

Jagr moved past Steve Yzerman and into sole possession of eighth place on the NHL goals list, one behind Mark Messier for seventh. Jagr's first power-play goal of the season gave him a team-best 12 goals.

Stephen Gionta scored a short-handed goal during his first shift for the Devils (14-15-6) after he missed 11 games with an ankle injury. Damien Brunner scored in the second and Eric Gelinas tallied in the third for New Jersey.

Martin Brodeur won his 10th game of the year by making 23 saves against Ottawa (14-16-6).

Boucher drew cheers of "Bou-cher!" when he scored his first goal at 12:08 of the first period to make it 2-0. Fellow rookie Gelinas blasted a slap shot that bounced off the boards to the right of the net and rebounded in front, where Boucher scooped it in. 

Gelinas picked up his 11th assist. He had come in tied for first in assists among NHL rookie defensemen.

Penguins 4, Rangers 3: Brandon Sutter scored in the third period and then rescued the Penguins with the only goal of the shootout to lift Pittsburgh to victory. Sutter gave the Penguins a 3-1 lead just 1:01 after Pascal Dupuis snapped a 1-1 tie, but Pittsburgh couldn't hold the edge. It took until the fifth round of the shootout for the deadlock to be broken for good, and the Penguins skated off with their fifth straight victory. Dupuis gave the Penguins their second lead of the night, off a feed from Sidney Crosby, at 5:25, and Sutter used a strong individual effort to make it 3-1 at 6:26. Chris Kunitz had a goal and assist, Crosby had two assists to increase his NHL-leading points total to 49, and Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 29 shots.

Notes: St. Louis Blues forward Alexander Steen has agreed to terms on a three-year, $17.4 million contract extension. The 29-year-old Steen is having the best season of his career with 22 goals and 36 points in 33 games. He was the first player in the NHL to score in each of the team's first 10 wins since Eric Lindros in 1993-94 and scored 20 goals in 24 games, a franchise best since Brett Hull in 1990-91. Steen became the first Blues player to get a point in 13 straight games since Pierre Turgeon in 1999-2000. ... Columbus placed defenseman Dalton Prout on injured reserve Wednesday retroactive to Dec. 16 because of an upper-body injury that will likely sideline him for two to three weeks. The 23-year-old Prout has two assists, 29 penalty minutes and 41 blocked shots in 24 games with Columbus this season. He had a goal, six assists, 25 penalty minutes and a plus-15 rating in 28 games with the Blue Jackets last season, leading the club in plus/minus while ranking second among rookie NHL defensemen in that category. ... Pittsburgh defenseman Deryk Engelland was suspended for five games without pay by the NHL for a check to the head of Detroit forward Justin Abdelkader. Engelland was given a match penalty for hitting Abdelkader in the first period of Pittsburgh's 4-1 road victory Saturday night. The suspension will cost Engelland $14,530.

Devils win sixth straight

Albany scores three goals in the first period and holds off Hartford

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:38 pm, Saturday, December 14, 2013 
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Devils' goalie #31 Scott Wedgewood, center, stops a against Hartford shot during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Dec. 14, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025033A

Devils' goalie #31 Scott Wedgewood, center, stops a against Hartford shot during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Dec. 14, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) 

Devils' #8, Mattias Tedenby, left, is congradulated by his team mates after scoring against Hartford at the Times Union Center Saturday Dec. 14, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025033A

Devils' #25 David Wohlberg, left, and Hartford's #91Bridie Dupont during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Dec. 14, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025033A

Joe Whitney of the Devils takes a shot on goal during Saturday's game against Hartford at the Times Union Center Dec. 14, 2013, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025033A
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While it doesn't approach the 15-game streak the Albany River Rats compiled 17 seasons ago, the Albany Devils savored a landmark victory Saturday night.

A 5-2 victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack before a crowd announced at 3,208 — the snowy weather created some no-shows — gave the Devils a six-game winning streak. That's the longest in the eight-year history of New Jersey Devils-owned AHL franchise, which played its first four seasons in Lowell, Mass.

"It's a welcome relief," said third-year defenseman Brandon Burlon, whose insurance goal with 11:57 remaining stretched Albany's lead to 4-2. "Last year we had our struggles for awhile. To be on a six-game winning streak, second in our division, top half of our conference, it's definitely a good feeling."

Mattias Tedenby, Artem Demkov and David Wohlberg scored in the first eight minutes, and the Devils remained unbeaten in December (5-0). Their most recent loss came Nov. 29 to the Adirondack Phantoms in overtime.

"There's not a lot of selfish guys here," second-year forward Harri Pesonen said. "That helps a lot. It's a good vibe. When you start having success, it's not even that difficult to keep it going."

Even when they're not at their best, the Devils seem to find a way to finish the task.

Albany was stagnant after building its early lead, and Hartford got to within 3-2 on a steal and a goal by J.T. Miller, the New York Rangers' 2011 first-round draft choice.

"To some extent we got ourselves back into the game," Wolf Pack coach Ken Gernander said. "You can't change anything. We can't change personnel. We did things a little bit better and were a little more determined."

Burlon and Pesonen combined to offer the Devils' response just 82 seconds later.

Pesonen, who had a highlight-reel assist on Wohlberg's goal, skated along the blue line before fluttering a shot toward the Hartford net. Goaltender Jeff Malcolm made the save, but Burlon was camped in front to put home the rebound.

"(Pesonen) walked it from the right side to the left," Burlon said, "and I happened to be on the left side. I vacated my area, and thankfully the rebound came all the way out where there was nobody except myself."

Pesonen's first assist was a little more spectacular. He was skating in 2-on-1, with Wohlberg on his right. A left-hand shot, Pesonen passed behind his back to a streaking Wohlberg, who got his first goal since the Oct. 6 season opener.

"I felt like doing that, and it happened to be the right time," Pesonen said. "It's a good thing Wohly got a goal there. It's been a long time for him, too."

The Devils have six days off before a pre-Christmas road trip next weekend to Binghamton and Bridgeport.

They have missed the playoffs in 12 of the past 13 seasons, but are 17-7-1-1, and their 36 points are the fifth-most in the AHL.

"The guys who have been here in the past know what it's like to lose a lot," Pesonen said. "We're happy and enjoying hockey."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 5, WOLF PACK 2

Hartford 0 1 1 — 2

Albany 3 0 2 — 5

Tedenby a quick help

Player sent down by N.J. scores 2 to extend streak

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:23 pm, Friday, December 13, 2013 
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You can never have too much of a good thing. So when Mattias Tedenby joined an already-fleet Albany Devils' lineup, the speed was a welcome addition.

And it showed.

Tedenby, reassigned by the New Jersey Devils on Thursday for conditioning, scored twice Friday to ignite a four-goal third-period burst as the Devils skated away from the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 6-1 at Times Union Center for their fifth straight victory.

"You saw the speed again and the ability to challenge one-on-one," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He showed us what we've always known. It was good, if not for anything else, to get him some playing time, and a couple of goals certainly doesn't hurt the confidence."

Tedenby, who had 10 goals in 37 games in an injury-riddled 2012-13 season for Albany, was a healthy scratch in New Jersey for six consecutive games. His last NHL action came Nov. 29 against Carolina, so he was sent to the American Hockey League for a maximum of two weeks.

"I felt like I had good wheels," Tedenby said. "My mind-set was to keep my shifts short so I can bring the speed all the time."

He will play Saturday night against Hartford but could return to New Jersey after that. Tedendy would have to clear waivers to be assigned to Albany beyond the two-week period.

Tedenby assisted on Albany's first goal, Mike Hoeffel's power-play tally 4:46 into the game, then helped the Devils expand a 2-1 lead entering the third.

Chris McKelvie stole the puck and fed Tedenby in the right face-off circle at 4:05. Artem Demkov, signed to a standard AHL contract earlier in the day, converted a penalty shot 42 seconds later. Tedenby made it 5-1 by converting a cross-ice pass from defenseman Raman Hrabarenka, who has at least a point in his past six games.

"That guy (Tedenby) is one of the best teammates you can have," said McKelvie, who contributed a short-handed goal in the first period. "It's seamless to have him come down here. Everyone loves him. We love having him around. He'd rather be up in New Jersey, but we're extremely happy to have him down here."

The Devils improved their season record over Bridgeport to 4-0.

"They're a good hockey team," said Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin, whose team would have a five-game winning streak if not for three meetings with the Devils. "They make good first passes, and their forwards have a lot of speed. They put a lot of pressure on our defense."

Albany continued to excel on special teams, which was a liability last year. In addition to McKelvie's short-handed goal, the Devils scored three times on the power play. Even the infraction that gave Demkov his penalty shot came with Albany holding a man advantage.

The Devils' power play is now ranked seventh in the league (.210). The short-handed goal was their fourth, just two behind league-leading Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

"When you have some of the speed we have, you can catch guys sleeping because they think they have the man advantage," McKelvie said. "They might be flat-footed, so we can jump behind them if we get that puck, but first and foremost we've got to kill the penalty. We did a pretty good job."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 6, SOUND TIGERS 1 

Bridgeport 1 0 0 — 1

Albany 2 0 4 — 6

Coyotes goalie now the butt of NHL jokes

Posted on December 24, 2013  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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The Buffalo Sabres, who haven’t won often this NHL season, got a victory by the seat of their pants — or, more accurately, the opposing goalie’s pants — Monday night against the Phoenix Coyotes.

With 3:47 gone in overtime, Sabres defenseman Mark Pysyk took a shot that hit Martin Hanzal and became lodged in the back of Coyotes goalie Mike Smith’s jersey. Smith retreated into his crease, unknowingly carrying the puck across the line and ending the game.

After three goals in two games, Tedenby headed back to NHL

Posted on December 14, 2013  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 

Print
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ALBANY — Although no official announcement was made, Albany Devils right wing Mattias Tedenby is on his way back to the New Jersey Devils.

Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said after tonight’s 5-2 victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack that he couldn’t confirm the organization’s plans for Tedenby but hinted that a decision had been made. Tedenby was seen leaving the Times Union Center following the game with his equipment in tow.

Tedenby, assigned to the AHL club Thursday for conditioning purposes, had three goals and an assist in two weekend games, both Albany victories. The A-Devils have extended their franchise-record winning streak to six games.

His conditioning assignment was limited to two weeks per the collective bargaining agreement between the NHL and its players association. Tedenby had been a healthy scratch in six straight games and hadn’t played an NHL game since Nov. 29 before getting assigned to play for Albany the past two nights.

Union goes on road to beat nation’s top-ranked hockey team

Posted on December 13, 2013  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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Union's Mike Vecchione is tied up behind the net by St. Cloud State's Nic Dowd. (Tom Nelson/St. Cloud State)

Union’s Mike Vecchione is tied up behind the net by St. Cloud State’s Nic Dowd. (Tom Nelson/St. Cloud State)

A long road trip and its fourth game in eight nights didn’t slow up the 10th-ranked Union college hockey team, as the Skating Dutchmen traveled to Minnesota and upended the No. 1-rated St. Cloud State 4-1 at the Herb Brooks National Hockey Center.

Union (12-3-2) extended its winning streak to nine and improved to 5-0 this season against ranked opponents. The Huskies (11-2-2) had a seven-game unbeaten streak snapped.

“When you’re playing the No. 1 team in the country, you have to keep it simple, and I thought we did just that,” Union coach Rick Bennett. “We stayed within our system and the whole team benefited. It was just a super team win.”

The same teams meet at 8:07 p.m. (Eastern time) Saturday, again at St. Cloud.

Max Novak and Eli Lichtenwald scored first-period power-play goals to get Union started. St. Cloud cut the deficit to one when Joey Benik’s slap shot beat Union goaltender Alex Sakellaropoulosat at 10:29 of the second.

Union took a 3-1 lead 43 seconds into the third period when Mat Bodie’s wrist shot deflected in off a St. Cloud defenseman. Daniel Ciampini added a goal at 11:40.

Sakellaropoulos, who finished with 34 saves, was starting in place of Colin Stevens, the Niskayuna native who had played three games in six nights.

Penguins push pastPenguins push past Canes to win 4-3 in OT

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Dec. 27, 2013

Penguins Hurricanes Hockey

Karl B DeBlaker - AP

Carolina Hurricanes' Justin Faulk (27) battles with Pittsburgh Penguins' Brandon Sutter (16) during the first period of an NHL hockey game, Friday, Dec. 27, 2013, in Raleigh, N.C. 

Store | 

More Information

 Full Slideshow 

Get the latest Canes news, photos and scores

Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

More NHL news

RALEIGH The Pittsburgh Penguins keep losing players but winning games.

The Penguins did it again Friday against the Carolina Hurricanes. James Neal’s goal 63 seconds into overtime gave the Pens a 4-3 victory at PNC Arena.

Earlier Friday, Penguins coach Dan Blysma said veteran forward Pascal Dupuis would undergo knee surgery and might be lost for the season. That was a downer for the Pens, who also played Friday without center Evgeni Malkin, but they didn’t let it affect their play on the ice.

The Canes controlled much of the first two periods, leading 1-0 after the first and 2-1 after the second. But Carolina (14-15-9) again could not hold a third-period lead and lost yet another overtime game.

“We came out and had a really strong two periods but the difference was they capitalized on their chances and we didn’t,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. 

The Canes have dropped four straight games and are 1-2-4 in their past seven. They’re 1-6 this season in games decided in overtime, and 1-3 in shootouts, letting a lot of potential points slip away.

“Overtimes and shootouts have not been good for us,” Canes center Jordan Staal said. “We’ve got to find a way to get those two points.”

When Pens defenseman Deryk Engelland scored with fewer than seven minutes left in regulation, the Canes trailed 3-2 and were in danger of another regulation loss. On Monday, in their final game before the Christmas break, the Canes saw Columbus surge with two goals in the final minutes for a 4-3 comeback win.

But Drayson Bowman playing one of the best games of his NHL career, tied the score with 2:29 left in regulation. The winger beat Pens goalie Marc-Andre Fleury with a wraparound for a 3-3 tie.

The Canes had the first two shots of overtime, only to have Neal zoom down the ice and beat Canes goalie Justin Peters for the winner.

Defenseman Andrej Sekera scored for the Canes in the final seconds of the first period, beating Fleury with a top-shelf backhander. The Pens’ Sidney Crosby tied it 1-1 with a backhander 16 seconds in the second period, but Canes forward Nathan Gerbe fought off Pens defenseman Matt Niskanen and scored 14 seconds after Crosby.

Chris Conner’s goal about two minutes into the third made it a 2-2 game as the Pens had more jump and intensity and moved the puck better.

“They came out desperate,” Peters said. “They definitely elevated their game.”

Gerbe had a goal and assist, and Jordan Staal and Alex Semin each had assists as the Canes’ second line was matched up much of the game against Crosby’s line. The Pens, in turn, wouldn’t let the Canes’ Jeff Skinner be a difference-maker, limiting the dangerous winger – who has 10 goals in December – to one shot.

The Canes said Friday that forward Jiri Tlusty underwent an emergency appendectomy Tuesday and would be lost for two to three weeks. With Tlusty out, Bowman was shifted to the third line and forward Zach Boychuk recalled from the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL. 

Former Canes forward Jussi Jokinen, who had a hat trick against his old team earlier this season, had the primary assist on Neal’s goal and finished with three helpers. Neal assisted on the goals by Crosby and Conner.

The Pens, 28-11-1 and at the top of Eastern Conference, lost 5-0 at Ottawa in their final game before the three-day holiday break, ending a seven-game win streak. But they rebounded behind Fleury, who had 31 saves and was called the Pens’ best player by Bylsma.

“They kept battling and made some nice plays,” Canes defenseman Ron Hainsey said. “They’re a good team and we couldn’t close them out.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/27/4571731/penguins-push-past-canes-in-overtime.html#storylink=cpy
Faulk, Staal, Sekera among Canes' Olympic hopefuls

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Dec. 26, 2013
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The Canes Andrej Sekera (4) grabs for the flying puck in front of the Blue Jackets Nick Foligno (71)
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RALEIGH Team selections for the 2014 Winter Olympics will be made soon and the guessing game continues.

Carolina Hurricanes defenseman Justin Faulk hopes to be a member of Team USA for the Sochi Games and there are some, including ESPN.com analysts Pierre LeBrun and Scott Burnside, who believe he will. 

Canes captain Eric Staal helped Canada win the gold medal in 2010 in the Vancouver Olympics and can play center or the wing. But is he a lock to make Team Canada again?

If there is an automatic Olympian on the Hurricanes, it might be defenseman Andrej Sekera. He competed for Slovakia in the 2010 Games, has been called Carolina’s team MVP this season by Canes coach Kirk Muller and should be headed to Sochi.

The U.S. team will be announced New Year’s Day in conjunction with the NHL’s 2014 Winter Classic. Faulk said he recently had contact with Team USA management but isn’t sure of his standing.

“I don’t think USA Hockey wants to tip their hand either way,” Faulk said before the Christmas break. “As it gets closer, it pops in your head more than in October and November. It’s so far away at that point that you definitely don’t think about it, but it’s definitely on your mind a little bit more now.

“You try not to think too much about it. I think more about what I can do to be on top of my game and do my best. There’s not much I can control, so I just take it day by day.”

Faulk and Sekera have been the Canes’ top defensive pairing this season. There have been some glitches in recent games, but for the most part they have been solid and dependable.

Team USA general manager David Poile has said some younger players could be chosen for this Olympics with an eye both on the Sochi Games and the future. Faulk, 21, offers youth and NHL experience, and has been a part of several international competitions for Team USA.

Faulk, who participated in the U.S. National Team Development Program, played in the 2011 World Junior Championship. He played for the U.S. in the IIHF World Championships in 2012 and 2013 and was effective on the larger ice surfaces in Europe.

At the 2012 Worlds in Finland, Faulk led the U.S. defensemen with four goals and finished with a team-best plus-9 rating. This year, he topped the U.S. defensemen with six assists as Team USA earned a bronze medal in Sweden.

Faulk said the upcoming selections haven’t been a big distraction as he approaches the middle of the NHL regular season. 

“If I play a bad game or a good game I’m going to think about it, but not in that way,” he said. “It’s not like I play a bad game and think, ‘I may not go to the Olympics.’ Not at all. I just focus on turning it around and making sure it doesn’t happen in the next game. Or if it’s a good game, continuing it.”

The Canes, after a three-day Christmas break, face the Penguins on Friday at PNC Arena. On the ice will be a number of soon-to-be Olympians, including the Pittsburgh Penguins’ Sidney Crosby, whose overtime score for Canada – known as the “Golden Goal” – beat the U.S. in Vancouver.

Canes forward Tuomo Ruutu could again be chosen for Finland’s Olympic team, and Alex Semin for Russia. Forward Jiri Tlusty hopes to represent the Czech Republic. 

Looking at Team USA, a general consensus is defensemen Ryan Suter of the Minnesota Wild, Ryan McDonagh of the New York Rangers and Kevin Shattenkirk of the St. Louis Blues are headed to Sochi. Paul Martin of the Penguins was considered another safe choice but has been injured.

Faulk, John Carlson of the Washington Capitals and Keith Yandle of the Phoenix Coyotes all are strong possibilities for Team USA.

“Everybody dreams about that and wants that,” Carlson said. “It would be an awesome honor.”

Defenseman Jack Johnson of the Columbus Blue Jackets was on the U.S. team in Vancouver. He, too, believes the defensive selections for Sochi remain wide open, with a number of deserving players.

“It’s an Olympic team,” Johnson said. “There’s going to be a lot of good players left off. It’s not an easy team to make.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/26/4570064/faulk-staal-sekera-among-canes.html#storylink=cpy
Hurricanes blow game late in 4-3 loss to Blue Jackets

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Dec. 23, 2013
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The Blue Jackets Jack Skille (5) celebrates behind Hurricanes Tuomo Ruutu (15) and Brett Bellemore (73) after scoring what proved to be the game-winning goal during the third period at PNC Arena in Raleigh. 
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RALEIGH It won’t be a very restful Christmas break for the Carolina Hurricanes.

The Canes had the lead and appeared to be closing in on a victory Monday over the Columbus Blue Jackets, only to have it all fall apart on them. Quickly.

Ryan Johansen and Jack Skille scored for Columbus in the final five minutes, lifting the Blue Jackets to a 4-3 victory in the increasingly intense Metropolitan Division game at PNC Arena.

While the Blue Jackets celebrated on the ice, the Canes headed to their locker room in disbelief after the sudden turnaround.

“That’s a real stunner right there,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “You’re four or five minutes away from walking away and picking up two huge points. 

“I guess we’ve got to swallow it and hurt for a few days. It’s terrible timing, but we’ll have to come back charged up and pick up some of these points we lost out on.”

The Canes (14-15-8) went 0-2-1 in their final three games before the Christmas break, gaining their only point in an overtime loss Saturday against Tampa Bay. The other loss also came on home ice to the Washington Capitals on Dec. 20.

Jeff Skinner had a pair of power-play goals for the Canes and Alexander Semin scored his first goal in almost two months. But a turnover by Carolina led to Johansen’s goal with about four minutes left in regulation, and Muller said the Jackets caught the Canes on a bad line change as Skille beat goalie Justin Peters and ripped in the winner with 2 minutes, 34 seconds left.

“I feel like we shot ourselves in the foot,” Canes captain Eric Staal said. “It’s unfortunate. You get the lead in the third period, you’ve got to shut the door.”

After Semin’s goal gave the Canes a 3-2 lead with about 11 minutes left, the Canes had a power play with fewer than seven minutes remaining. But the Blue Jackets (16-17-4) killed off the Skille penalty, then rallied.

“We’ve got to be better than that down the stretch,” Skinner said. “It’s a tough way to lose one. We generated a lot of opportunities but couldn’t hold on to the lead.”

Skinner’s power-play goal late in the first period tied the score 1-all after Artem Anisimov had given the Blue Jackets the lead. Corey Tropp’s first goal of the season, on a rebound, pushed Columbus ahead 2-1 in the second, but Skinner scored again – on a 5-on-3 power play – for his 14th of the season and a 2-all tie.

The Canes killed off four straight penalties in the second period and Peters, coming off a 47-save game against the Lightning, again was steady in net. In the third, Semin, who missed 12 games this season with a concussion, scored his first since the Oct. 24 game at Minnesota.

Jordan Staal, who had two assists, set up Semin for a one-timer in the slot. Canes fans were roaring.

But the Canes’ errors resulted in odd-man rushes for the Blue Jackets, who have dealt with a slew of injuries.

“We’re not a team that’s going to sit back, that’s not our game” Skinner said. “At the same time we’ve got to make smart plays.”

Mike McKenna, making his third start of the season for Columbus, had 30 saves in picking up his first win. McKenna, who has spent much of his career in the American Hockey League, had a number of high-quality stops.

The Canes next will play Friday against the Pittsburgh Penguins at PNC Arena. 

“It’s not going to be fun to sit there and think about it,” Eric Staal said. “You can’t lose points in your own building when you’re up by one with 10 minutes left.

“It’s frustrating. Guys aren’t happy about it. It’s unacceptable. We’ve got to be better when we come back.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/23/4566176/blue-jackets-rally-past-hurricanes.html#storylink=cpy
Canes' Skinner back in the scoring 'zone'

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013
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Bruce Bennett - Getty

Jeff Skinner #53 of the Carolina Hurricanes celebrates his third goal of the game against the Nashville Predators at the Bridgestone Arena on December 5, 2013 in Nashville, Tennessee. The Hurricanes defeated the Predators 5-2.
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RALEIGH Two of the NHL’s hottest goal scorers will be on the ice Friday as the Carolina Hurricanes face the Washington Capitals at PNC Arena.

The Caps’ Alexander Ovechkin leads the league – by a pretty wide margin – with 28 goals in 32 games this season. The Canes’ Jeff Skinner has 12 goals for the season, but has scored eight in the past seven games and nine in the past nine.

“I’d like to keep it going,” Skinner said this week. 

Skinner didn’t just mean him putting pucks in nets. Teaming with center Eric Staal and winger Tuomo Ruutu, the Canes’ top line has been highly productive of late.

Canes coach Kirk Muller, in talking about Skinner’s recent surge, said he’s healthy. He’s going into the “dirty” areas around the net, Muller said. He’s getting shots and he’s burying them.

Against the Phoenix Coyotes on Saturday, Skinner scored in a blink of the eye, leaving Coyotes goalie Mike Smith seemingly frozen in place. After a faceoff, Skinner quickly corralled the puck and snap wristed a shot as he was falling for a 2-1 third-period lead as the Canes won 3-1.

Skinner, 21, believes in the theory that hockey players, like other athletes, can go into a “zone” where everything seems to come easily, effortlessly.

“It’s just confidence,” Skinner said. “When you’re confident with the puck, everything seems to slow down and you’re sort of relaxed. You don’t think too much about anything. You feel like every time you get the puck you can do something with it. That’s the closest I can come to describing that kind of ‘zone’ thing.”

But there’s more that goes into being a pure scorer than innate ability. In Skinner’s case, there has been much offseason skills work.

Skinner said he has worked for several years with Bill Bowler, one of his former junior hockey coaches and now head coach of the LaSalle Vipers junior team in LaSalle, Ont. The sessions once were held three or four times a week during the summer, Skinner said. With Bowler no longer living in the Toronto area, the two got together four or five times this past summer, Skinner said.

“We work on one-on-one game situations,” Skinner said. “He played in the OHL and is a smaller guy. Working on game situations really helps.”

Bowler, listed at 5-9 and 180 pounds in his playing days, said the sessions often last an hour but can run as long as two hours. 

“We work on things that happen in an NHL game and things a player can do when he crosses the blue line,” Bowler said. “Jeffrey is a determined person and realizes there are always things to work on, and we can practice things you really can’t do in a team setting.

“Playing the puck off the end boards. Playing the puck off a rebound. How to receive the puck and get it off the stick as fast as possible. Get it up and down. Players have gotten bigger and shot-blocking in the NHL has reached a new realm, so you need to work on ways to get pucks to the net.”

Asked if they practiced grabbing a loose puck after a faceoff and ripping a bullet of a shot while falling, Bowler chuckled.

“Do we practice that? No,” he said. “But when a linesman drops the puck for a faceoff, it’s rarely a smooth puck going out to the winger. You have to be able to control it, manage it, get some heat on it. We do work on those things.

“It’s repetition, repetition, repetition. Jeffrey would score goals whether he practiced it or not, but he puts in a ton of work.”

Skinner has always been a goal scorer. When he played for the Toronto Young Nats in 2007-2008, he had 62 goals in 50 games. Two years later, he had 70 goals in 82 games -- including 20 in 20 playoff games – for the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League.

That helped make Skinner the No. 7 pick of the 2010 NHL Entry Draft. He then scored 31 goals and won the NHL’s Calder Trophy as rookie of the year for the Canes in 2010-2011. 

Injuries have been a problem since that starry rookie season. He has had two concussions and missed 11 games this season with a hand injury suffered Oct. 24 against Minnesota.

But Muller decided to give Staal, Skinner and Ruutu a look a few games back. Skinner had his first career hat trick Dec. 5 against Nashville.

“That line is playing so well,” Muller said Thursday. “Those two (Staal and Ruutu) are playing so hard and creating such a good forecheck that it’s really opening it up for ‘Skins’ to find the holes. Five or six shots a game, which is what he’s averaging right now, and he’s going to score goals.” 

Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/19/4556469/canes-skinner-back-in-the-scoring.html#storylink=cpy
Checkers end 10-game home stand with 5-2 loss to Toronto

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Saturday, Dec. 21, 2013

Despite a 5-2 loss to the Toronto Marlies on Saturday afternoon at Time Warner Cable Arena, the Checkers wrapped up a fairly successful 10-game home stand that saw the team go 6-4-0 and climb back within four points of a playoff spot. 

Playing for the third time in three days – the Checkers lost to the Marlies 4-2 on Friday night – and on short rest given Saturday’s noon start, Charlotte (12-16-1) did what it could to stick with the North Division leaders. 

Chris Terry and Brett Sutter scored goals to help the Checkers enter the third period trailing by a single goal, but Carter Ashton’s second goal of the afternoon stretched the Marlies lead to 4-2, before a late game empty-netter capped the scoring. 

“We’re closer to the pack now than we were 10 games ago,” Checkers coach Jeff Daniels said. “Now we’ve got to go on the road and keep pushing forward. Obviously it was disappointing these last two games, but the guys battled hard and we just came up short.” 

Before this season, the Checkers had never faced the Marlies (16-9-2) and after gong 0-4-0 against them, there’s a good chance they wouldn’t mind another few years apart. 

Toronto’s win on Saturday made it the first team ever to hold the Checkers pointless in a season series. 

Both Daniels and Charlotte players dismissed the tough schedule as a reason for their two-game slide to end the homestand. Instead they credited the Marlies, who were aided by a 36-save performance by veteran goaltender Drew MacIntyre. 

“It’s not an ideal schedule, but I think every team will go through a tough stretch where you’ve got some funny games,” Daniels said. “I thought the energy was better than what I (expected) going into the game, considering the (early) game following a night game. I thought we had more than enough chances to score goals and their goalie was good again.” 

With Danny Biega, Rasmus Rissanen, Sean Dolan and Jared Staal all injured, the Checkers were forced to play with the exact same lineup, except in net, for the past three games (in 41 hours). 

“It was tough,” Checkers captain Brett Sutter said. “It was tough mentally and then, obviously, the physical exhaustion kicked in a little bit, but I thought the third might have been our best period. We made a push there, but just couldn’t put one in.” 

Terry’s goal, which came on the power play in the second period, extended the Checkers streak with at least one power-play goal while on the man advantage to a franchise-best 10 straight games. 

The Checkers, who have lost a team-record four straight road games, now have a four-day holiday break before heading out for three games against Milwaukee, Chicago and Rockford beginning on Friday. 

“I think we’re still in pretty good shape,” Sutter said. “A few weeks ago, we weren’t having a lot of fun. Things weren’t clicking for us. But now even the game’s we’re losing I don’t think we’re playing the way we were then. 

“Guys are skating now. We’re getting our chances. We’re working hard, our system’s tightened up a lot. I think as long as we stick with it and keep getting better the track that we’re on right now is fine.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/21/4561127/checkers-end-10-game-home-stand.html#storylink=cpy
Toronto snaps Checkers’ 4-game win streak

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Friday, Dec. 20, 2013

When the Checkers skated off the ice in Toronto just over a month ago, it was with their heads hung low and serious questions about the direction the season was heading. 

They’d just been swept in a two-game set by the Marlies, and in the process, extended a franchise-long losing streak to seven games. 

However, since that night, the Checkers (12-15-1) have turned things around, going 7-4 over their past 11 games. 

Charlotte entered Friday night’s rematch on a franchise-best four-game winning streak at Time Warner Cable Arena, and just three points out of the eighth and final playoff spot.

Again, the North Division-leading Marlies (15-9-2) managed to outduel the Checkers, securing a 3-1 win in front of a crowd of 6,816. But this time, the Checkers’ attitude coming off the ice was remarkably different.

“We’re a better team than we were when we were in Toronto,” Checkers coach Jeff Daniels said. “They’re a very good team. I thought it was pretty even throughout all three periods and it could have (gone) either way. Tonight it went their way.”

Checkers forward Zach Boychuk, who scored his 14th goal of the season in the loss, agreed with the assessment. “They play hard, they bang, they crash, and they’ve got some big guys, but tonight could have gone either way,” he said. “It was just one of those nights.”

Friday’s loss came in the middle game of a three-games-in-three-days stretch for the Checkers that will conclude on Saturday with a noon rematch with Toronto. 

Despite the three losses in three games against the Marlies this season, Charlotte players seemed almost excited to be getting right back on the ice.

“Any three-in-three is tough, especially against some really good teams,” Boychuk said. “With (Saturday’s) game coming early, I think it will be good. We can get right back out there and try to show them what we’re made of.” 

The star of the game was Toronto goaltender Christopher Gibson, who stopped 32 of the Checkers’ 33 shots. Opposing Gibson was Mike Murphy, who made 35 saves despite starting in net for the first time since Dec. 7.

Both teams earned five-on-three power-plays in a penalty-filled first period, but failed to score.

In the second, Toronto took a 2-0 edge on goals from Tyler Biggs and Spencer Abbott just 43 seconds apart. 

The Marlies went up 3-0 at 8:27 in the third when Brad Ross batted home a rebound that Murphy had trouble controlling. 

After a Toronto double-minor for high-sticking midway through the third that will require a dentist appointment for Philippe Cornet, the Checkers finally got a puck past Gibson, when Michal Jordan found Boychuk streaking up the left side.

Boychuk dragged the puck around a Marlies defenseman and buried a shot for his fifth goal in four games. 

“You have to look back at those chances,” Boychuk said. “You want to score big goals at big times and we weren’t able to do that. It was nice to get that one at the end to keep our power-play clicking, but it’s all about timing.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/20/4560103/toronto-snaps-checker-four-game.html#storylink=cpy
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Streaking Zach Boychuk leads Checkers to fourth consecutive win

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Thursday, Dec. 19, 2013

With 11 goals in his last 14 games, Charlotte forward Zach Boychuk has become a regular contributor in Checkers postgame media conferences. 

After netting goals 12 and 13 of the season in the Checkers’ 5-4 win against the Norfolk Admirals at Time Warner Cable Arena on Thursday night, the 24-year-old former 14th pick overall was back in front of the microphones. 

“It feels like we’ve got a good relationship going,” joked Boychuk, who has at least one goal in three straight. “Hopefully, I can keep coming out here. I didn’t come last game, even though I scored. Maybe you guys forgot that I scored that goal or something? I like to get the tap (on the shoulder) to come out here and talk.” 

Boychuk’s first strike, which was set up by a cross-ice pass from Chris Terry, put the Checkers up 2-0 at 5:58 in the second period. 

His second, however, required a bit of luck. 

With the Checkers (12-14-1) on their fourth power play of the night, Terry again found Boychuk. This time he was waiting just inside the right faceoff circle. 

Boychuk one-timed the pass just under the pads of the Admirals’ 20-year-old rookie goalie John Gibson. 

The power-play goal was Boychuk’s AHL-leading ninth this season and extended the Checkers’ current streak of games with at least one goal on the man-advantage to eight – one away from tying the franchise record (set in 2012). 

“That’s been a good spot for me,” Boychuk said. “I think with Terry working the other side, he comes down and he’s always looking to pass it over to me and I just try to get open. He finds a way to get it to me quite a bit.” 

After opening the season 0-6-0 at home, the Checkers have now won seven of their past 10 at Time Warner and also tied the franchise’s record for most consecutive wins at home with four. The Admirals fell to 13-10-5.

The Checkers will cap their current 10-game home stand with games against the North Division-leading Toronto Marlies (14-9-1) on Friday and Saturday. 

“(Winning four straight is) huge for us,” Boychuk said.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/19/4557128/streaking-boychuk-leads-checkers.html#storylink=cpy
WOLF PACK IN A WINNING STATE OF MIND

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo      VERSUS       Bridgeport

BY: Mitch Beck, Publisher, Howlings

BRIDGEPORT, CT October 26, 2013 - It’s hard to imagine that a team that hasn’t won a game in almost a month to the day and that had gone 2-13-0-3 over their previous 18 games, could come out of a game against a team that’s been almost equally as bad and feel as good as the Hartford Wolf Pack did in defeating the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 3-1 at the Webster Bank Arena in front of 5, 763 Thursday night.

The Wolf Pack road strong performances by Dov Grumet-Morris in net, who stopped 26 of 27 for his first win since rejoining the team, as well as multi-point contributions from defenseman Conor Allen (1g,1a) Oscar Lindberg (1g,1a) and Danny Syvret (0g,2a) to get the victory.  Danny Kristo (og, 1a) also had a very active game reminiscent of Mats Zuccarello’s performance against the Toronto Maples Leafs for the New York Rangers just before the Christmas hiatus. Jesper Fast planted his first puck in the net for the Wolf Pack while team captain Aaron Johnson had a helper as well.

Of the nine points registered by the Wolf Pack in this contest, it was five for the defense and four for the defense. That’s certainly the kind of even contribution that will lead the team to more victories.

But it wasn’t that simple for the Rangers’ top development team. They started the game off strong with a strong first period putting two in the twine past Bridgeport starter Anders Nilsson. The first came on the power play at 6:56.

After just missing on his scoring attempt cutting in front of the net, Lindberg sends the puck around the net up to Allen at the right point.  Allen fed Syvret on the left side. Syvret, who was brought in as a power play specialist to justify sending Kris Newbury to Adirondack for him, fired a shot from the left circle. The puck hit Nilsson in the pads and fell in the crease. Lindberg, well positioned in front of the net, got to the loose puck first and banged it under Nilsson for his sixth of the season.

The Pack added a second power play goal at 11:09 as Fast was the beneficiary of an outstanding pass from Kristo. After taking a Syvret feed on the right side, Kristo moved to the circle on the right side. Fast snuck down to the faceoff dot on the left and Kristo threaded the needle sending the puck through a sea of sticks and feet finding Fast for the easy slam dunk into the empty side of the net.

Hartford saw three power plays in total in the first period to Bridgeport’s two. However with the Pack going two-for-three and Bridgeport unable to get much going at all on their chances thanks to some excellent goaltending and outstanding penalty killing by the young Pack team.

The Pack nearly shot themselves in the feet when they managed to take consecutive calls giving Bridgeport a 1:44 two-man advantage. First Sean O’Donnell took a reckless and dangerous kneeing call at 16:53 and then Allen followed at 17:09 with a slashing call.

While the penalty kill was impressive and suffocating, the Sound Tigers did manager to put one in the net at 18:41. The Pack were everywhere and giving up no space despite two men down, but when Darroll Powe broke his stick, the powerplay essentially became a five-on-two advantage. Mike Halmo got a shot through in on Grumet-Morris in front and the puck remained loose in the crease too long and John Persson got to it first and buried it past Grumet-Morris to make it a one goal game heading into the third period.

Just 2:19 into the third period in the Pack defensive zone, at a faceoff, Justin Johnson and Akim Aliu got into shoving match, and Johnson went and dropped the gloves and attacked Aliu. Johnson received a roughing and unsportsmanlike conduct calls as well as a ten minute misconduct. The Pack had a full four minute power play and did absolutely nothing with it. They didn’t even get a shot on goal. The powerplay was motionless and they took almost the first two-full minutes just to enter the zone.

Off the strength of a strong PK, momentum totally shifted to the New York Islanders’ farm team in the third frame with the Sound Tigers taking control of play and the Pack just hanging on.

After blowing a four minute PP of their own, the Pack gave the Sound Tigers two great opportunities to score on their own, taking a Fast hooking call at 6;14 and then at 11:38, Arron Asham was whistled for holding, but between the two kill opportunities, the Pack surrendered just one harmless shot on goal.

At 16:06, the Pack were able to put the game away when Lindberg’s shot hit Nilsson and came out to Johnson. The Pack captain sent it to Allen at the left point. Allen moved a bit more to his left and smoked a shot on goal that had to hit someone in front of the net because the puck did it’s own version of a magic bullet and beat Nilsson to the blocker side for Allen’s fifth of the season.

The Pack return home for a matchup with the Worcester Sharks Saturday night and then take to the road for a meeting Sunday afternoon to finish out the 20113 year with a game against Manchester.

GAME SUMMARY and OFFICIAL SCORER’S SHEET

NOTES:

Latest news from the Wolf Pack is that they are still unaware of the extent of the injury to Dylan McIlrath‘s knee.

In the second period, Anders Lee road Kyle Beach into Nilsson. In response, Nilsson got up and went after Beach causing a bit of a melee in front of the net. As the teams were coming out from their respective benches at the end of the period, Nilsson punched Allen knocking him to the ice. Nothing was called. As you’ll hear in the video, Gernander mentions it and was, rightfully so, not too happy about it.

Ex-Wolf Pack defenseman Bryce Lampman was signed Friday by the ECHL’s Florida Everblades. Read the story here.
KLASSEN SIGNS WITH WP – SIGN OF MCILRATH INJURY?

Hartford Wolf Pack LogoWOLF PACK SIGN DEFENSEMAN SAM KLASSEN TO PTO

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

HARTFORD, December 26, 2013:  Hartford Wolf Pack general manager Jim Schoenfeld announced today that the Wolf Pack has signed defenseman Sam Klassen to a Professional Tryout (PTO) agreement.

This is Klassen’s second stint with the Wolf Pack in 2013-14, as the fourth-year pro played three games on an earlier PTO.  Klassen had no points or penalty minutes in those three contests, and has skated in 20 games this season with the Wolf Pack’s ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, scoring one goal and adding three assists for four points, while serving 14 minutes in penalties.  Klassen’s plus/minus rating of +5 ranks second among Road Warrior defensemen.

Klassen, who saw 114 games of action with the Connecticut Whale over the last three seasons, logged 75 games in a Whale uniform last season.  A 6-2, 199-pound native of Watrous, Saskatchewan, Klassen had one goal and seven assists for eight points in 2012-13, along with 43 penalty minutes and a +6, which ranked as third-best among Whale defensemen.

The 24-year-old Klassen has registered one goal and eight assists for nine points, along with 65 PIM, in his 117 career AHL outings with the Wolf Pack/Whale, and in 109 career ECHL games with Greenville he has five goals and 22 assists for 27 points, with 120 PIM.  Klassen was originally signed as a free agent by the parent New York Rangers July 27, 2009, out of Saskatoon of the Western Hockey League.

The Wolf Pack return to action tonight, traveling to Bridgeport to meet the Sound Tigers.  Faceoff is 7:00, and all the action can be heard live on Fox Sports Radio 1410, and on-line at FoxSportsRadio1410.com and iHeartRadio.  Video streaming is available at AHLLive.com.

The Wolf Pack’s next home game is this Saturday, December 28, a 7:00 PM battle with the Worcester Sharks at the XL Center.  That is the Wolf Pack’s Military Appreciation Night, and tickets are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.
PACK GETTING CLOSER, BUT LOSE IN SHOOTOUT

Posted on December 22, 2013 | Leave a comment 

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo      VERSUS      Springfield Falcons

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT December 21, 2013 – The Hartford Wolf Pack losing ways continued Saturday night. It was a stronger effort than the home team have shown recently but they still lost to the Springfield Falcons 2-1 in a shootout before a heart holiday crowd of 4,278 at the XL Center.

Former Connecticut Whale Jonathan Audy-Marchessault used his patented slow skate, speed up move that he used as a member of the green and white and fired it past Dov Grumet-Morris just under the crossbar to seal the deal and give the Falcons the win. The Falcons have won all six games between the teams thus far this season.

Audy-Marchessault may have earned a recall by scoring the shootout gamer winner two nights in a row (Friday night in Providence) as former New York Ranger, Marian Gaborik, suffered a broken collarbone and will be out of action for at least a month.

The Wolf Pack are now winless in eleven straight (0-9-0-2) heading into the Christmas break. The Pack travel downstate when they return to action after the break for a meeting with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers next Thursday. On the bright side, gaining the loser’s point by getting the game to overtime allowed the Pack to move into a tie with the Utica Comets for last overall spot in the AHL.

Springfield have now won seven in a row in regulation (5-0-0-2) and have had points in 15 of their last 16 games and lead the Wolf Pack by 21 points.

“We were short staffed for the third, but we battled hard all the way through tonight. It was an even game throughout,” said head coach Ken Gernander.

The loss Gernander refers to is that of defenseman Dylan McIlrath who suffered a left leg injury late in the second period when he was hit into the boards in the right wing corner by the Falcons’ Dalton Smith.

The team had no update on his condition at the end of the game. After the McIlrath injury, the Wolf Pack played with just four defenseman the rest of the game.

“They all four battled hard in a very hard fought back and forth game on back to back nights short staffed they did well.” Gernander said.

The third period was another Grumet-Morris show as the Falcons launched 16 shots on goal.

“That’s one of the things we have said about him,” The winning coach in Wolf Pack history said. “He battles and competes out there and that is his greatest asset.”

Grumet-Morris managed to corral a puck with three Falcons on his doorstep plus his own teammates crowding the crease. After somehow managing to find the puck through all that traffic, Grumet-Morris covered the puck laying flat on his back late in the third period and very likely allowed the Pack to at least get to overtime.

“To be honest I got pushed back and I was fishing around for it,” Grumet-Morris said. “I knew it was by my side and I was finally able to pull it in.”

Among the many high quality shots the recently re-acquired netminder stopped, was Audy-Marchessault at 8:42. The wily forward streaked down the right wing for a strong shot and then at 13:06 Grumet-Morris denied Will Weber from the right point as he drifted off the right point with a semi-screen in front. Finally, Grumet-Morris derailed right-wing Spencer Machacek’s wraparound attempt.

Fifteen seconds apart, Grumet-Morris kept both Patrick MacNeill and Darryl Boyce from getting the game winner.

“It’s great having a guy like that back there,” Newly arrived winger, and the Pack’s one goal scorer of the game, Akim Aliu said. “He’s a great security blanket for you.”

The Wolf Pack finally broke their latest scoring drought at 10:20 of the second period.

Jesper Fast made a small short pass and fed the skating Aliu, who was like a locomotive charging down the left wing side. Aliu put a strong backhander past Falcon’s goaltender Jeremy Smith for his first goal as a member of the Wolf Pack and fourth of the season to tie the game at one.

Remarked Aliu, “I was able to get the puck in the neutral zone and able to get some room and go wide on the guy and it went in. I was happy to help us out.”

The play made Gernander happy. “We have been preaching trying to promote taking the puck wide; try to get the shot get a rebound, but fortunately that one went in.”

The Falcons scored first after winning a faceoff just out their own zone.

After Marchessault won the draw from Brodie Dupont, the Falcons moved up ice with defensive resistance. Kyle Beach couldn’t control a loose puck along the boards and former Whale defenseman Blake Parlett snatched the puck sending the Falcons transitioning on their way.

McNeill took Parlett’s pass and fed former Yale player Broc Little along the left wing boards who spotted a speeding Audy-Marchessault, who fired a snapshot from 35 feet out at the left wing circle. Audy-Marchessault’s shot cleanly beat Grumet Morris at 4:59.

It was Marchessaut’s eighth of the season and third against his former team this season.

The Falcons nearly made it 2-0 as Little shot on almost the exact same play from the left wing trying to hit Alex Aleardi coming in off the right side, but the puck was poke-checked by Grumet-Morris as he slid to make the save. The Wolf Pack captain Aaron Johnson sliding back hit his netminder accidentally knocking the net off. Being unsure if the puck was in the net or not, referee Tim Mayer quickly signaled to Johnson he would review it.

The replay showed the puck was on the goal line, but not over it as the net became dislodged and was ruled no goal.

While the end result of a a win wasn’t there, the effort was.

“Tonight was an excellent effort. You tell yourself the effort was there to win. We didn’t win and that’s not acceptable. However we are satisfied with our work and attention to detail,” Grumet-Morris said. “I’m betting we are going to put together a couple wins in the near future.”

Pursuit of that first winning streak begins at 7pm next Thursday night at the Webster Bank Arena. The Pack return home to face the Worcester Sharks on Saturday night and then travel to Manchester on Sunday.

NOTES: 

◾Andrew Yogan was back in the lineup while Kyle Jean was a healthy scratch. Arron Asham (illness) was a scratch. The Wolf Pack dressed just four veterans. Brendon Nash, Jason Missiaen and Michael Haley are all injured and were naturally all scratched.

◾Columbus development coach, and South Windsor native, Chris Clark was at the game. No homecoming for the holiday as his folks have moved to Maine, so no free room for him.

◾Falcons defenseman Cody Golobeuf was given a ten minute misconduct in OT, so as per AHL rules, he was ineligible for the shootout. He is normally the first Falcon to shoot. Marek Hrivik showed great restraint on a horrible penalty call for goalie interference. As the replay clearly showed, MacNeill pushed him into Smith and Hrivik made every effort to get out of the way. Even so, Hrivik barely touched him and Smith clearly embellished to get the call.

◾AHL Supervisor of Officials Marty Demers was in the house just back from Chicago and doing evaluations for the USHL junior league. He will be in Simsbury tomorrow at 8am for Eastern (Junior) Hockey League Showcase
WOLF PACK SHUTOUT AGAIN – LOSE TO SOUND TIGERS

Posted on December 21, 2013 | Comments Off 

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo      VERSUS      Bridgeport

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The losses just keep coming.

The Hartford Wolf Pack lost their eighth straight game (0-7-0-1) with a 3-0 loss to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers who scored twice in the third period to seal the win at the XL Center in front of 3,347 Friday night.

The loss pushed the Pack five points behind the Sound Tigers (26 pts.) and with the Utica Comets (22 pts.) beating the Abbotsford Heat 3-0, the Wolf Pack (21 pts.) fall to last place in the AHL.

The Christmas break cannot come fast enough.

The Sound Tigers grabbed the 2-0 lead as Scooter Vaughan, in just his fourth AHL game with the Sound Tigers, caught the defense and forwards napping, and sent a perfect tape-to-tape stretch pass to Pierre-Marc Bouchard. The NHL veteran recently demoted by the New York Islanders left no doubt of his major league abilities streaking through the zone on a breakaway, made a nice forehand move to score his first goal at 4:46.

Bouchard played just one AHL season with the Houston Aeros in 2004-2005.

Ultimately, it was the Wolf Pack penchant for taking bad penalties in the third period, which crippled them. Later in the period, veteran Arron Asham was hit for a boarding penalty followed by defenseman Conor Allen’s slashing call that put them two-men down.

It only took the Sound Tigers eleven seconds to convert on their second five-on-three chance of the game.

This time Bouchard down the left wing untouched and cruised to the front looking for Mike Halmo. Bouchard took the shot, but Anders Lee lying on the ice was able to deflect the puck with one hand on the stick tipping it just past starting netminder, Dov Grumet-Morris and catching the far corner of the net for his eleventh of the season at 11:36. That made it a 3-0game and the Wolf Pack was toast.

“He (Grumet-Morris) gave us a chance to win. He wasn’t at fault on the goals against (tonight). He played a strong game,” said a tight-lipped head coach, Ken Gernander.

While the Sound Tigers got some luck with the one-handed touch, the Wolf Pack have been having problems using both hands to score.

The Wolf Pack offense tried to break the cycle of offensive ineptitude as Kyle Beach had a quality chance that starting goaltender Anders Nilsson stopped at 7:02. Jesper Fast, in his first game back since his injury on November 1, in Springfield, had a terrific opportunity at 15:28 but again, Nilsson denied.

After a solid start by the Pack, the opportunities were few and far in-between.

The Pack had three power-play chances in the second period including 1:27 of 5-on-3, but the special teams play left much to be desired.

“We drew some penalties, but I don’t think guys were particularly sharp. We had some decent plays, but our skills were not sharp on our early power-plays and that was a difference maker,” Gernander said.

The Sound Tigers scored first on the same play they had been robbed on just minutes before, as Lee was able to feather a pass to a wide-open Mike Halmo past a defenseless Grumet-Morris. On the play, Stu Bickel was out of position having deserted the front of the net and Halmo banked his eleventh of the season into the wide-open net on the power-play at 12:16.

Just two minutes earlier at 10:22 Grumet-Morris dove across the crease to rob Halmo off a well-executed give-and-go with Bouchard.

The frustration is mounting and tensions are high and it’s translating to the play on the ice. For the first time this season, team captain Aaron Johnson was involved in a fight after taking a slashing penalty.

The Wolf Pack had one of their strongest first periods in quite some time. They peppered Nilsson with thirteen shots on goal.

At 1:18 Kyle Beach was stopped off the left wing, Fast eight seconds later was denied and Allen’s backdoor attempt at 1:52 shot went just wide.

Ryan Bourque had a good steal and set-up Danny Kristo at 11:01, but Nilsson rose up to make the save.

Dylan McIlrath had two good chances and Marek Hrivik had an excellent opportunity on the Sound Tigers doorstep with a backhand shot at 11:28 their eleventh shot of the period.

The Pack would not have another shot for over six minutes.

“After that how many shots did we have?” Gernander said. “Shots were the second or third option in some cases tonight.”

It doesn’t get any easier for the Pack as they host the Springfield Falcons at the XL Center on Teddy Bear Toss night benefitting the Toys-For-Tots program. Fans are encouraged to bring a new stuffed animal and can throw it on the ice after the Pack score their first goal. As rare as goals have been for the New York Rangers’ AHL team, it might take a while. Game time is 7pm.

GAME SUMMARY and OFFICIAL SCORER’S SHEET

NOTES:

◾The shutout of the Wolf Pack was the sixth of the season already.

◾Wolf Pack Andrew Yogan was a healthy scratch for a second game in a row. Brendon Nash, Shawn O’ Donnell and Michael Haley were the others.

◾The Sound Tigers had nine scratches.

◾The two parent clubs played Friday night as well with the Islanders defeating the Rangers 5-3. Michal Grabner had two goals for the Islanders. Sound Tigers’ outstanding rookie Ryan Strome got his first NHL point assisting on Brian Strait’s first goal.

◾J.T. Miller had one shot, was a minus-1 in 11:22 of play for the Rangers.

◾The Wolf Pack lead the AHL with 45 fighting majors and the Sound Tigers are second with 43. Wolf Pack’s Michael Kantor had a scrap and now has ten. Kantor is in a tie for third most in the league. Dylan McIlrath has nine
HAWK’S EYE: GRUMET-MORRIS BACK FOR SECONDS
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Grumet-Morris Action Shot 2

Bob CrawfordBY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

So here’s all that Hartford Wolf Pack goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris has going on…

He has an 18-month-old daughter at home, his wife Rachel, who is a research physician, will be having their second child within the next two weeks, and he just got traded almost across the country, from San Antonio to Hartford.

Ho hum, pretty dull life, right?

Grumet-Morris, who was dealt to the Wolf Pack by the San Antonio Rampage December 13 in exchange for future considerations, is balancing being a dad with the challenges of hockey’s most demanding position.  He is the first to concede, however, that Rachel faces an even bigger juggling act, dealing with being the mom of a toddler, the final stages of pregnancy, a husband whose work address just changed by about 2,000 miles, and a gig of her own doing blood platelet research for trauma surgery with the U.S. Army.

Not a lot of room left on that plate.

“It’s tough, she’s an amazing woman,” Grumet-Morris said Wednesday of his better half’s situation.  “But I think we’re both people who aren’t satisfied with just kind of existing. We definitely want to continue to push ourselves, intellectually, professionally, and then having a family is also something that we’re not willing to compromise on.

“We wanted to start a family, and I know some people think it’s either-or, especially in this line of work, but I believe that working and doing things away from your home life sets a good example for your kids, and helps them to strive to do, not necessarily what it is that you and your wife do, but to understand that hard work is what not only provides for your family, but also gives you something that’s important in your life.

“I want to succeed in my job because it’s important to me, because I want to feel fulfilled as a person.  And I don’t think I could be as good of a dad, and I don’t think my wife can be as good of a mother, without those other things in our lives, because it pushes us to be better and makes us more complete and happy.”

His wife obviously gets plenty of intellectual stimulation in her job at the Institute for Scientific Research in San Antonio, but how does Grumet-Morris, who holds a Harvard degree, push himself intellectually in the environment of pro hockey?

“I take classes on the side, I’m studying for graduate-level entrance exams,” he said.  “So I do things on my own to push myself.  It might not be exactly on the same pace that it would be if I had a normal job, but that’s OK.  I enjoy myself here at the rink, and then I try to do things outside of the rink as well.”

According to Grumet-Morris, the job of goaltending, by its very nature, offers plenty of opportunity to better oneself.

“It’s fun, it’s physically demanding,” he said.  “It’s not intellectually stimulating in the traditional sense, but as a goaltender, it is more of a thinking position.  And so there is a lot more that you can do to challenge yourself mentally.”

An individual with an Ivy League education might tend to over-think the game, but Grumet-Morris’ playing style exudes less of a cerebral, technical approach and more of a reliance on battle level and athleticism.

“I would probably say that my style is indicative of my age, and the teachings that I’ve had growing up,” Grumet-Morris analyzed. “I’ve added a lot of technique over the years and I do some things, but I feel that it’s an athletic position, you’re a professional athlete, you can’t just surrender to your technique and say, ‘This is the only thing I’m going to do and that’s it.’  Because at the end of the day, we talk about competing on the ice, and that takes different forms for different players, but the way that I believe it manifests itself for goaltenders is to fight to stop the puck, and not just to be a slave to the technique.  So for me, that’s the mantra that I play off of.”

The role of goaltender also demands intense focus, and it would seem as though things like fatherhood, being away from one’s family, studying for graduate exams, might distract from that required concentration.  Grumet-Morris feels, though, that they can also be a help.

“It depends on the person,” he said.  “Some guys take a very simplistic approach.  They don’t really think about much, they just kind of play.  And I think in those situations, for those players, it’s best when it’s less-is-more, there’s not much going on outside of hockey.  Conversely, there are other players who will sometimes over-analyze things, and in that case it’s actually better when they have other things away from hockey, so they’re not continuously mulling over the same things all the time.”

So Grumet-Morris relishes the fullness of his life away from the rink, and looks forward to the fun and competition that he finds on the ice and in the locker room.  Not every pro hockey player is an Ivy League grad, but it’s clear that Grumet-Morris finds much in common with his fellow Wolf Pack personnel.  What about Rachel, though?  Does a woman who spends her working hours in hospitals and medical labs enjoy the company of other hockey players’ wives and significant others?

Grumet-Morris says yes, that is, when Rachel has time to come watch her husband perform.

“Usually, we’re actually living in two different cities, although we’ve been living in the same city for the last couple years,” Grumet-Morris said.  “So she doesn’t get a lot of interaction, as much as what most of the other wives get.  She has friends on every team, but she actually doesn’t come to a lot of games, for three reasons now.  One, she works a lot, so she literally doesn’t make the games because she’s working.  Two, she has now one kid and another on the way, so she’ll have two kids, and that’s a lot, to bundle everyone up and come to the rink.  The third is, I’ve played 550 pro games, plus 145 college games, and quite frankly, I think she’s just tired of watching games.”

Grumet-Morris has definitely not tired of playing, even as his life gets ever busier and more complex.  And he is thrilled to be back in Hartford, where he had a fine stretch run with the Connecticut Whale in 2010-11, even given the difficult timing of the move.

“I’m certainly very happy to be here,” he said.  “I’ve been here before, I enjoy the organization, and I want to be part of a winning team.  I want to be part of the solution to help Hartford make the playoffs this year, but it’s not necessarily the most convenient time for me.  But my wife’s a very understanding woman, and I think that this is a great opportunity.  We will work out the details, the logistics of making this situation work for our family.

“We plan on moving the family out here to Hartford in the next month, and we want to be here.”

(Photo courtesy of  Chris Rutsch)
CANTLON’S CORNER: WHAT THE WOLF PACK WANT FOR XMAS
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Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings 

CROMWELL, CT - The weather outside has been a tad frightful this week with snow and ice and bitter cold temps, but the hockey by the  Hartford Wolf Pack has been every bit as frightful over the past five weeks.

Entering a weekend of action before Christmas,  you won’t find much in the way of holiday cheer in the locker room.

“No games are going to be easy and right now, all we can do is control how we play,” head coach Ken Gernander said. “We better play our best hockey.”

The Wolf Pack are mired in last place in the division and the conference and shockingly have the second worst record in the AHL. Only the Iowa Wild, who had an overtime loss last night and gained one point to step ahead by one with 22 and with the Utica Comets beating the Abbotsford, they move one point behind the Wolf Pack with 20.

Friday night the Wolf Pack will host the Bridgeport Sound Tigers and then Saturday the first place Springfield Falcons will pay another visit to the XL Center. Despite being late December, these games really are must wins for the Wolf Pack.

On November 1st the Pack were first place in the division with Springfield lagging behind in third place. The Sound Tigers were in last place. Six weeks later, on December 19, Hartford now trails Springfield by 18 points and are three behind the Sound Tigers!

The Wolf Pack are not sitting idly by while the ship teeters on capsizing. This week management signed Akim Aliu to a 25-game Professional Try-Out contract, reassigned Josh Nicholls to Greenville and hopefully will be getting Jesper Fast back in the lineup after the talented forward missed six weeks with what was described as a lower body injury.

“We’ll have a couple of new faces in the lineup,” Gernander stated, “But essentially our core group of players will remain the same and its going to be upon them to get things going.”

Aliu played 14 games for the Hamilton Bull Dogs and tallied three goals and an assist for four points. Aliu also carried a minus-6 before his release by the Montreal Canadiens top farm team.

“This is my first look at him,” Gernander said of his assessment to this point of what Aliu brings to the Pack lineup. “It’s an opportunity for him. He’s someone who can create some space. (He) has the size. He’s a good skater and has a decent shot. Those are all pretty good elements.”

“I played 14 games in Hamilton. I was playing well, but it didn’t work out,” Aliu said. “I’m excited to be here and have an opportunity to start fresh.”

Aliu’s fresh start has it’s advantages. In the East he’s more of an unknown and not knowing many of the players could help him in turning the page and getting his career jump started. “I know Kyle (Beach) from my Chicago days. I was drafted a year ahead of him and Aaron (Johnson) from the summer (training in Ontario); so that’s pretty much it. It can be nice for you to go to a place where you know the coach or somebody, here it’s a fresh, new, clean-slate and my goal is to get to the National Hockey League.” After spending most of the year in Abbotsford, Aliu finished the last season in Calgary with the Flames.

Originally a second round pick by the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2007 draft 56th overall, Aliu is now in fifth year of pro hockey. “When you’re a high draft pick you don’t expect to play minor pro hockey. It hits you pretty quick, that this is a pretty tough business. It seems like yesterday that I was 20 years old and now I’m 24 and if I can get there (the NHL) one day, it will be all worth it,” Aliu said. The Wolf Pack will now be Aliu’s tenth team in five seasons.

Despite the gloomy feel upon during a festive season one bright spot has been the play of J.T. Miller with seven goals in eight games played including a big play in the 5-2 loss against Albany where he got the team back to within one goal intercepting Devils defenseman Seth Helgeson outlet pass and showing why he was a first round selection. But Miller will not be in the Wolf PAck lineup this weekend as he’s been recalled by the Rangers. In his place come the veteran presence of Arron Asham and the return of defenseman Dylan McIlrath.

“(Miller’s) was a big time goal he anticipated well,” Gernander said. “The more impressive part of it was the way he took it to the net. He knew he was going to take a hit and got to the net and got the goal. That being said, that is one of his strengths and he has to do that on a consistent basis. We need to also see him shore some things up on the defensive side.”

Miller will likely get to test out his improvements and to pick up the defensive issues when he’s in the lineup for the Blueshirts against their biggest franchise rivals, the New York Islanders.

Gernander waxed philosophical when applying what he saw Miller do to the rest of his forward contingent. “I’ll give you a football metaphor. If you can’t hang on to the ball and have a ground game and your offense is not on the field, you’re putting too much pressure on your defense. Eventually even the best defenses yield something.”

The Pack are 0-8-0-1 in their last nine and are hoping to avoid either tying or breaking the team record losing streak of 11 (0-6-3-2) which was set back from January 2 to January 28, 2012.

Penalties cost them in Albany and Gernander was succinct regarding the subject. “I’m tired of it like everybody else.”

The team will likely see Dov Grumet-Morris in net tomorrow while his fellow Ivy league grad, Jeff Malcolm will guard the pipes on Saturday night.

Gernander said that the Jason Missiaen injury situation hasn’t gotten better. “We originally thought a week to two, but now it’s two to three weeks. We’ll have to see how it goes. He isn’t skating or participating with the team right now.”

NOTES:

◾Wolf Pack goalie Jason LaBarbera was traded by Edmonton after two games in Oklahoma City to Chicago and reassigned to Rockford (AHL). He will be greeted by ex-Wolf Pack players Jared Nightingale and Brandon Mashinter.

◾Forward Andrew Carroll on an AHL contract was recalled from Greenville and reassigned to Bakersfield (ECHL). Carroll was having a rough season with two assists in 23 games and a team worst minus 20.

◾Falcons saw Columbus reassign rookie Finnish defenseman Illari Melart to the Russia based KHL league and Yugra Khanty. Melart played 24 games with two points and his only goal was scored against the Wolf Pack.

◾Former Falcons goalie Allen York in Evansville (ECHL) has been on three AHL teams as an emergency recall already in Milwaukee, Charlotte and Rockford.

◾Former Falcon Ramzi Abid has left his Finnish team JYP Jyvaskyla and went to Germany and EHC Wolfsburg of the DEL.

◾Brandon Hynes who had a good training camp with the Wolf Pack had 14 points in 20 games in Greenville leading the team in scoring has left the team and returned to Canada to play college hockey for St. Francis Xavier University (AUS) starting on January 3rd.

◾One time popular Wolf Pack forward P.J. Stock played there and was signed as a free agent by the Rangers back in 1997.

◾On the availability of South Windsor native high scoring winger Jon DiSalvatore’s who signed with Syracuse after starting the season with EHC Munich in the German DEL “I saw that and we had our meetings last week organizationally. I’m sure it came up, but that’s not my department,” said Gernander.
CANTLON’S CORNER: GRUMET-MORRIS RETURNS
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Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

(Editor’s Note: Howlings would like to take a moment to publicly thank Gerry for his endless help with making this site the best it can be as he celebrates his birthday today – Tuesday)

If you think your holidays have been stressful try being in Dov Grumet-Morris‘ skates for awhile.

The 31-year old goaltender arrived back in Hartford last Friday after a 4:45am flight out of Charlotte; but that’s only a portion of his journey.

Now playing in his sixteenth professional city, this is the first time he has been traded to a city where he had previously played.

“I found after the game Thursday night in Charlotte, got up,  took the 4:45am flight, practiced and played (Friday night), “Grumet-Morris said. The netminder was in his third year with the San Antonio Rampage, the AHL affiliate of the Florida Panthers and where he’d spent the longest time as a professional.

But being traded didn’t really surprise him. “There had been a lot of things going on in the organization,” Grumet-Morris said. “There has been a lot of turnover in Florida. Lot of guys sent down (including most recently, former CT Whale Matt Gilroy) and a coaching staff change at the NHL level and a coaching staff change at the AHL level.” Peter Horachek was promoted to Florida replacing Whaler great Kevin Dineen and former Hartford Whaler the loquacious Tom Rowe was brought in to coach San Antonio. “(There were) a whole bunch of trades.  A new owner too; just a whole lot of flux, so nothing really surprised me at this point.”

On the ice he remembers some of his teammates from his last tour of duty when the team was known as the Connecticut Whale. Grumet-Morris played 22 games and had a 2.12 GAA back in 2010-2011.

“I know a few of the guys here like  (Brodie) Dupont, (Stu) Bickel, (Andrew) Yogan and l know Mish  (goalie Jason Missiaen) and of course G (head coach Ken Gernander) and Patty (assistant coach Pat Boller), so there is a little bit of familiarity after sixteen teams, I’m kinda familiar with the drill.”

His hockey passport includes AHL stops in Hamilton, Portland, Manitoba (Winnipeg) and Milwaukee. ECHL trips to Cincinnati and Greenville while in the Central Hockey League Grumet-Morris had a stay with Laredo and his European stops included Austria, Slovenia and Norway.

Grumet-Morris was on a one way AHL contract with San Antonio.

The trip made life a lot harder for the new Wolf Pack netminder. His wife Rachel, a doctor and their 18-month old daughter are back in San Antonio. Grumet-Morris and his wife are expecting child number two in three weeks.

“She is on maternity leave for six months and will have to get a lot of things sorted out. We both went to college out here in New England and we like it out here. My sister-in-law is a graduate student at Yale University in New Haven, so we have family and friends out here, so we’re happy in that way. It’s a happy coincidence for us to be honest. I have had some good luck with (his many moves) so we’ll take the good luck.”

For his very pregnant wife, the trip from San Antonio to Hartford is not feasible to drive or fly at this point.

“We’re gonna take it easy. She will have the baby in San Antonio. It’s much too late to travel. Way too much to move a person and a half and a baby on the way.”

 The life of pro athlete incurs these challenges and the world for Grumet-Morris is swirling right now.

“Talk to me in a month and I’ll see how I’m doing,” said a smiling Grumet-Morris.

CHANGES CONTINUE

The Wolf Pack staff got a new name to post in a locker room stall.

6’4, 225 lb, Nigerian born, left-winger, Akim Aliu was signed to a 25-game PTO after being released by the Hamilton Bulldogs.

Aliu played last season for the Calgary organization in the AHL with the Abbotsford Heat. In 42 games Aliu tallied 4 goals, 7 helpers for 11 points and 111 PM. He spend five games in Calgary going scoreless. Aliu has spent time with St. John’s, Peoria and Chicago in the AHL and played his junior hockey with Windsor, London and Sudbury in the OHL.

Aliu had been talking to teams in Europe in the Russia, Switzerland and Sweden after being the last cut on Hamilton in training camp.

Andrew Carroll has been recalled from Greenville (ECHL) he was the last cut from Wolf Pack training camp, but had just two goals and was a minus-20 in 23 games with the Road Warriors. Josh Nicholls has been reassigned to Greenville.

FORMER PLAYERS AND CT PLAYERS STILL ON THE MOVE

◾Defenseman Logan Pyett was traded in Russia from Vityaz Podolsk to HC Vladivostok.

◾Former CT Whale Casey Wellman was recalled from Hershey by Washington.

◾Speaking of Dineen, Thursday he was named the new head coach for the Canadian National Women’s Team.

◾CT native Drew MacKenzie (New Canaan/Taft Prep) reassigned from Abbotsford to Alaska (ECHL).

◾Former Hotchkiss Prep player Luke Glendenning has been recalled a third time from Grand Rapids by Detroit.

◾South Windsor’s Jon DiSalvatore has returned from EHC Munich (Germany DEL) and signed with Syracuse.

◾Former Gunnery Prep player Austin Smith has been reassigned by Dallas to Assat Pori (Finland-FEL). He has played with Texas (AHL) and Idaho (ECHL) this season.

◾Willington native and former Avon Old Farms player Brendan Rempel has been traded from Evansville (ECHL) to South Carolina (ECHL).

◾Two AHL players have left for Europe. Jamie Johnson of Hershey, who played just eight games and scored his first goal last Saturday in Bridgeport, is off Dynamo Riga (KHL) in hockey mad Latvia. Goalie Robert Mayer, struggling in Hamilton, is returning back to his native Switzerland and HC Geneve-Servette coached by former New Haven Nighthawk Chris McSorley.

◾Defenseman Lee Baldwin who played 45 games with the Wolf Pack/CT Whale was traded from Greenville to Stockton (ECHL).

◾From training camp, defenseman Jason Lepine in San Francisco (ECHL) goes back over the Pacific in this case to Slovakia and HC Banska Bystrica (SLEL).
DESPITE STEP IN RIGHT DIRECTION, PACK COME UP SHORT

Posted on December 14, 2013 | Comments Off 

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo      VERSUS      Adirondack

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings 

HARTFORD, CT - Petr Straka’s goal in the sixth round of the shootout gave the Adirondack Phantoms a 3-2 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack Friday night at the XL Center. The Wolf Pack winless in their last six games (0-5-0-1), but they are getting closer.

Straka charged down the right wing and fired his shot just under the crossbar over the newly re-acquired starting netminder, Dov Grumet-Morris. The shot, just over the left shoulder gave the Phantoms the road win. Straka, no relation to former Ranger Martin Straka, was the second shootout scorer for Adirondack.

“It was a nice shot. Hats off to him,” said Grumet-Morris who the Wolf Pack sent future considerations for to San Antonio earlier in the day. “I would rather have a guy score one like that than give up a stinky goal in the third period and lose the game. We had a lot of positives. We’ll take the point and move forward to tomorrow.”

The Pack traded for Grumet-Morris with goalie Jason Missiaen out with an undisclosed injury.

Despite getting a standings point, the Pack still sit in last place in the division as well as the conference behind the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, who got spanked 6-1 by the Albany Devils, the Wolf Pack opponent at  5:00pm Saturday night.

Gernander had high marks for Morris in his second tour of duty with the Wolf Pack and for the team in general. “I was happy with our game tonight there was a lot of improvement,” Gernander said. “The guys appreciate a guy who comes in and battles right off the bat and first and foremost he always competes. If you’re going to sit back and be tentative and afraid you never gonna be out in front and like you saw in the shootout play (Grumet-Morris) comes at you.”

The Phantoms took a 2-1 lead on Ben Holstrom conversion of a rebound from a Tyler Brown shot 15 feet out for his fifth of the season at 4:12 of the third period.

The Wolf Pack answered back 56 seconds later as winger Marek Hrivik was able to corral a rebound of a shot from the right point by Tommy Hughes. Hrivik’s fifth of the season brought the crowd of 3.996 to its feet.

“We’ve been preaching to guys about shooting the puck more and we got it on that play,” Gernander said. “Marek made a nice play and got in position to score.”

The Pack clearly had the shooter’s mentality on their minds evident with a second straight game of 30-plus shots on goal.

The Hrivik goal was possible by a strong second effort by center J.T. Miller who had fallen down along the right wing boards, but maintained possession of the puck and got it back to Hughes at the right point.

The second period the Phantoms did their best to solve Grumet-Morris, but several outstanding saves kept the Wolf Pack in the lead.

Grumet-Morris turned away Straka’s attempt at 7:53 and made a highlight reel save with a butterfly split stretch and reaching out with his glove hand snatching a sure goal away for the Phantoms Cullen Eddy at 8:40.

“They were moving the puck pretty well laterally. I was trying to see through a screen so I was delayed a little bit so that’s why I had to stretch I was late, but luckily I got it hit me perfectly,” Grumet-Morris said.

Grumet-Morris frustrated Marcel Nobels in the slot at 12:39 and 31 seconds apart he rejected Ben Holmstrom and Rob Bordson from the left wing circle.

Eventually, their luck ran out.

Jason Akeson, who has haunted the team two years in a row, was able to get past his check Andrew Yogan and converted a Nobels rebound off Morris’s left pad to even the game at one at 16:16 for his fifth of the season.

The Wolf Pack had their chances too. With the team putting 13 shots on the board in the second period, Marek Hrivik was denied by Heeter at 5:22. Kyle Jean, Danny Syvret both were rejected at 10:20 and Michael Kantor right on the doorstep at 5:32.

The Wolf Pack broke the ice with Miller scoring the first goal. While on their first power-play, after killing off three straight penalties on strong performance in the PK by Ryan Bourque and Darrol Powe, Conor Allen was able to find an open Danny Kristo in the lower left wing circle. Kristo spotted Miller on the right side and fired a perfect pass that Miller drilled into the open side with his sixth goal in seven games at 16:27.

“We haven’t been winning a lot of games lately and we have to get shots on net, so we started shooting,” Miller said.

For the first time in a while, the coach was happy. “It was a good start for us we got out the gate early and got shots early and we ran into some penalties, but we got back to playing our game.”

The Wolf Pack had one of their better first periods outshooting the Phantoms 11-9.

Holding a 4-1 lead in shots early, the Phantoms held court at 7-5 and the Pack held the advantage the remainder of the period 6-1.

Carl Heeter, the Phantoms starting goalie, made a forearm save looking like he was a World Cup goalie, pushing the puck outward, but the pack were circling the net.

Grumet-Morris stopped defenseman Olivier Lauridsen right point blast at 7:43 then Mark Alt with 4:51 remaining from the left point.

It’s an early starting time for the Wolf Pack as they look to get a two-point boost in the standings with a win over the Albany Devils. Starting time for the game in New York’s capital is 5pm.

NOTES:

◾Morris is just the second player in franchise history to be reacquired the other—Wolf Pack all-time leading scorer Brad Smyth.

◾Swedish winger Jesper Fast had a setback over the week so will not play this weekend.

◾The Wolf Pack signed center Brodie Dupont and right-winger Shawn O’ Donnell to second 25-game PTO contracts earlier this week. Saturday was Dupont’s 18th game. He missed four games with a lower body injury and three as a veteran scratch. Tonight was the 25th game of the season.

◾Winger Shawn O’Donnell playing his 21st game of the season

◾Tough week for ex-Wolf Pack assistant coach Mike Busniuk. He was fired by his team in Italy, HC Val Pusteria on Monday with an 11-6 record, just five days before his 62nd birthday!

◾Good week for former New Haven Senators forward Greg Pankiewicz landing his first head coaching job taking over for a struggling Bloomington Praire Thunder (SPHL) team. He had been an assistant coach with Colorado (ECHL) the last four years.

◾Former New Haven Nighthawk Jerome Bechard is the Head coach/GM for the Columbus (GA) Cottonmouths (SPHL).

◾Wallingford native and one time Avon Old Farm Winged Beaver defenseman, Lee Moffie, was reassigned for a second time to the Denver Cutthroats (CHL) by Lake Erie. Denver, who’s coached by ex-Wolf Pack scoring duo of head coach Derek Armstrong and first year assistant coach and all-time Wolf Pack leading scorer Brad “Shooter” Smyth.

◾Former Taft Prep (Watertown) player Chris Collins was recalled to Norfolk from Bakersfield (ECHL). In addition, another ex-Taft Rhino Jack Downing of New Canaan along with former Sound Tiger Scott Campbell were recalled from South Carolina (ECHL) to Providence.

◾ Keeping with the Taft theme former defenseman Drew MacKenzie was reassigned by Abbotsford to Alaska (ECHL).

◾ F

ormer Hotchkiss Prep defenseman Luke Glendenning was recalled Detroit for third time so far.

◾The Chicago Blackhawks announced Saturday that they have acquired ex-Wolf Pack goaltender Jason LaBarbera from the Edmonton Oilers, in exchange for future considerations.
NEWBURY RETURNS TO HARTFORD – PHANTOMS WIN IN SHOOTOUT

Posted on December 14, 2013 | Comments Off 

Bob CrawfordBY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford, CT, December 13, 2013 – J.T. Miller had a goal and an assist in his return to the AHL for the Hartford Wolf Pack Friday night at the XL Center, and Dov Grumet-Morris made 32 saves in his first game of the year in a Wolf Pack uniform, but the Wolf Pack fell to the Adirondack Phantoms, 3-2 in a shootout.

Cal Heeter made 37 saves in the Phantoms net, and stopped five out of six Hartford shooters in the shootout.  Jason Akeson and Ben Holmstrom scored for Adirondack in regulation, and Marek Hrivik had the other Wolf Pack goal.

“We had great secondary attack, creating a lot of chances,” Miller said.  “It’s always great when your third and fourth lines can create chances.”

With the standings point for the shootout loss, the Wolf Pack (9-13-0-3, 21 pts.) broke a streak of five straight regulation losses.  The Phantoms won their third straight and improved to 12-10-0-2 for 26 points on the year.

The Wolf Pack were shorthanded four times in the first period, but Grumet-Morris, acquired earlier in the day in a trade with the San Antonio Rampage, and the Pack penalty-kill prevented any damage, and the Wolf Pack power-play unit converted on its only opportunity of the period.

With Mark Alt in the penalty box for holding, the Wolf Pack worked some excellent cross-slot passing, with Miller burying a feed from Danny Kristo from the right-wing side.

The goal was the sixth in seven AHL games on the year for Miller.

That lead lasted for almost exactly a period, before the Phantoms tied it at 16:16 of the second session.

Marcel Noebels led an Adirondack rush down the left-wing side and passed down low to former Wolf Pack scoring leader Kris Newbury.  Grumet-Morris stopped Newbury’s shot, but Akeson found the rebound, driving the middle, and banged it into the net.

The Phantoms then took a brief lead at 4:12 of the third, on Holmstrom’s fifth goal of the season.  Holmstrom got to the slot, and put in a rebound, after Grumet-Morris could not control Tyler Brown’s shot from the left-wing side.

The Wolf Pack’s Shawn O’Donnell was awarded a penalty shot only 18 seconds after that, at 4:30, when he was spilled after getting past the Adirondack defense.  Heeter denied the penalty-shot try, but the Wolf Pack would go on to get the equalizer just 38 seconds thereafter.

Hrivik got the tying score at 5:08, getting free in front of the goal to convert the rebound of a shot from the right point by Tommy Hughes.

That was it for the scoring in regulation, and the Wolf Pack could not take advantage of a slashing penalty in overtime against Adirondack’s Oliver Lauridsen.

In the shootout, Miller scored on the Wolf Pack’s first attempt on Heeter, but he then stopped five in a row.  Akeson tied the shootout on the Phantoms’ second attempt, and Petr Straka won it in the sixth round, putting a forehand shot high into the net.

Next up for the Wolf Pack is a trip to Albany on Saturday to battle the Devils.  That game faces off at 5:00 PM, and all the action can be heard live on Fox Sports Radio 1410, and on-line at FoxSportsRadio1410.com and iHeartRadio.  Video streaming is available at AHLLive.com.

The Wolf Pack’s next home game is Friday, December 20, when the Bridgeport Sound Tigers invade the XL Center for a 7:00 game.  The first 3,000 fans into that game receive a free Wolf Pack gym bag, courtesy of the Hartford Courant, and all Wolf Pack Friday-night home games feature $1 hot dogs and $2 beers through the start of the second period, presented by Marc’s Appliance Warehouse, located at 75 Prospect Ave., Hartford, CT.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

Adirondack Phantoms 3 (SO) at Hartford Wolf Pack 2

Friday, December 13, 2013 – XL Center

Adirondack 0 1 1 0 – 3

Hartford        1 0 1 0 – 2
HAWK’S EYE: BEACH PARTY IN HARTFORD

Posted on December 13, 2013 | Comments Off 

Beach Action ShotBob CrawfordBY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford, CT, December 13, 2013 – Prior to last weekend, the Hartford Wolf Pack’s Kyle Beach had only tasted of pro hockey life with one organization, that being the defending Stanley Cup-champion Chicago Blackhawks, who drafted the 6-3, 210-pound wing 11th overall in 2008.

That all changed last Friday, though, when the Wolf Pack’s parent club, the New York Rangers, traded for Beach, dealing fellow winger Brandon Mashinter to Chicago in exchange.  According to Beach, who had spent the entirety of his previous North American pro experience with the Rockford IceHogs, it has been a refreshing change for him.

“So far it’s been good,” he said Wednesday.  “The guys have been great, the coaching staff, all the staff, has really been good to me and they’ve made it a lot easier moving out here.  I got back to Rockford to get some belongings, so I don’t just have the clothes on my back and a suit any more, so it’s been good.” 

With the move from Blackhawks to Rangers, Beach went from one “Original Six” organization to another, and he has noticed only a slightly different feel to the two teams’ approaches.

“I think every organization’s different and every organization has their own way of doing things,” he said.  “It’s very minor things, like practice times.  In Rockford we had to be at the rink at ten and on the ice at eleven, instead of nine and ten.  It’s just little things, but other than that I think both organizations are very high-class and they both take care of their players, and I think that shows, obviously, in how they’ve treated me so far since I’ve been here.”

One thing that will definitely be different for Beach is getting a good look at the eastern side of North America.  A native of Kelowna, British Columbia, Beach played Junior Hockey in the Western Hockey League, and the IceHogs’ schedule never took them into the Eastern Conference.  Thus, he had never been to Hartford before joining the Wolf Pack, and his previous experience with the East Coast was very limited.

“Been out to Boston for a week, a couple of years ago in the summer, but that’s about it,” Beach said.  “I haven’t had a lot of time here to get out and see the city, but from what I’ve seen, it’s a bigger city than Rockford, it’s close to big cities, so far everybody’s been really friendly and accommodating, and it’s nice.”

In addition to a new home city, Beach will be getting introduced to a whole new set of opponents, Wolf Pack rivals that he never saw while playing in the Western Conference.

“You hear the rumors, some people call it two different leagues, as far as the styles of play,” he said.  “And being out in the West you don’t even get to see any of the (Eastern) teams, you don’t get to watch any of the teams, unless you subscribe to AHL Live.  So it’s definitely going to be something I’m going to have to adjust to here, but I don’t think it will take too long and hopefully I can just go out and play.”

The trade continued a pattern of this year being marked by a certain degree of upheaval for the 23-year-old Beach.  He started the season over in Sweden, on loan to HV 71 Jonkoping, then returned to Rockford October 24, playing seven games with the IceHogs before the trade went down.

“It’s been an interesting year for sure, and a lot of travel, but it seems like I can’t stay anywhere more than a month,” Beach said.  “So hopefully I can settle down here and find a home, and hopefully move forward with this new experience and this new opportunity, and a new organization and with a new team, and hopefully I can take advantage of that.”

Beach had come to the Chicago organization surrounded by very high hopes, but had gone three full seasons without ever getting into an NHL game.  In view of that, the possibility of a trade was something that did not come out of the blue for him.

“It was something that had come up,” Beach said.  “I had been back in Rockford now for I think it was 14 games, and I had only played seven.  It’s kind of been like that the last couple of years, haven’t been getting a lot of ice time, and we just felt that for my career and things, it was the best opportunity for me to get a fresh start and a fresh look somewhere, and hopefully get the opportunity to take my career to the next level.”

Beach’s Swedish experience was a short one, only seven games with HV 71, and an unusual opportunity, as North American players who are under NHL contract rarely are loaned to European teams.  For Beach, the chance to go overseas came as a result of his having piqued the interest of HV 71 over the summer.

“I got put on waivers, as I had to be to get sent down to Rockford,” Beach said, “and I was over there (Sweden) for a week this summer, just to train and try to get in the best shape I could before training camp.  And I guess as soon as I got put on waivers, they started calling and texting.  So the opportunity was brought to me, and it was something that we debated long and hard, and I think the opportunity came up on a Tuesday and I was on a plane, gone, on Saturday.

“So it all happened quick, but again, with the situation I was in in Chicago, with how deep they are with prospects and how good they are up top, we looked at it and thought that would be the best opportunity to improve my game.  Then once I got over there, they had a bunch of guys injured, and once they were healthy I think we had 16 or 17 forwards.  So it became a numbers game again, and it was the type of thing where we looked at it and decided that it would be better to come back, see how it was working out in Rockford and Chicago, and if worst comes to worst, ask for a trade.  And that’s the situation it came to, and here I am.”

The Wolf Pack received Beach just as his scoring touch was heating up, as he had tallied four goals in his last two games with the IceHogs, including a hat trick on Rockford’s “Teddy Bear Toss” night the previous Saturday.

“I feel that my shot is probably one of my best assets of my game and I look to use it,” Beach said.  “And fortunately Teddy Bear Toss night it kind of went my way, and then the last game, I think it was first shift of the game we were able to get another one off of a three-on-two.

“I think a lot of credit has to go to my linemates there, I was finally given an opportunity to play with a couple of guys that have a lot of skill (center Drew LeBlanc, last year’s Hobey Baker Award-winner at St. Cloud State, and left-winger Terry Broadhurst), and they found me and all I had to do was put it in the net.”

Beach is a right-handed shot, but has been slotted on left wing since joining the Wolf Pack, something that is not at all new to him.

“I’ve actually played a lot of left wing, some in Rockford, a lot in Juniors,” he said.  “I think three out of my four years in Juniors I played all on the left side.

“I actually prefer the left side, just for when I’m coming into the zone and attacking.  It gives you a better angle to shoot.  And if you do cut to the middle, you can see the entire ice and you’re still able to make plays, and able to protect the puck a little bit better, whether you’re driving the net wide and you’ve got it on your backhand, or cutting to the middle.  You keep the puck away from the defenders.

“I like playing the left side, but I’m comfortable with playing both.  So I feel like I’ll probably bounce around a little bit, but wherever they need me to play, I’m willing to play there and I’ll do it to the best of my ability.”

Beach’s linemates in practice this week were center Oscar Lindberg and right wing Danny Kristo.  That made for a pretty diverse group, with the Western Canadian Beach teaming up with the Swedish Lindberg and the American Kristo.

“United Nations, maybe?  I don’t know,” Beach joked about the combination.  “But they’re both great players.  They’re easy to play with, played with Lindy (Lindberg) both games last weekend and with Kristo on Sunday.  They’re both smart players and they make it easy jumping in with them, because they are so smart and such skilled players, that I’ve just got to do my job and I can trust that they’ll take care of theirs.”

Perhaps the best aspect of the trade for Beach is the chance to get away from the pressure of having been such a high draft pick in the Blackhawks organization, and carrying the mantle of having to live up to that.

“I’m just trying to put that behind me now, and I’m just another player,” he said. “I’m trying to earn a spot and earn an opportunity, obviously, with the big club in New York, but we’re just going to take it day by day and see where it goes.”

“I don’t know anybody well, nobody I ever played with, but a handful of guys that I’ve played against, not only in the WHL but in the Western Conference in the AHL in the past three years.  It’s nice to see some familiar faces, and it’s definitely nice to be on some of their teams instead of having to play against them.  We’ve had some other guys from Rockford traded out into the Eastern Conference here and I’ve had a chance to talk to them a little bit, and kind of get the background on it and get ready.”

“I think that’s my game.  I’m not going to be your number-one forward on your team, but I think I can help produce, I can help chip in, but at the same time I can handle myself on the physical side and the toughness side, and I can add a little grit to a team, but at the same time adding the scoring.  So I think that’s an attribute that I like and that makes me valuable to a team.”

(Photo courtesy of Chris Rutsch)
WILD PLACE HARDING ON IR TO ADJUST MS MEDICATION
ST. PAUL, Minn. -- Josh Harding has been perhaps the feel-good story of the NHL season, putting up numbers unmatched for a goalie after revealing that he has multiple sclerosis.

The Minnesota Wild goalie was placed on injured reserve Wednesday night to give him time to make adjustments to medication, and the team is confident he will return in top form.

"Over the next week, Josh will make a minor adjustment to his treatment protocol," Wild GM Chuck Fletcher said in a statement issued by the team. "Josh feels great and he looks forward to rejoining our team for our game in Winnipeg on Dec. 27."

That Fletcher put an exact timeline on Harding's return is encouraging for a team that has leaned heavily on him to keep them in the playoff picture in the demanding Western Conference. Harding revealed this summer that he had been diagnosed with MS, but planned to continue playing while getting taking medication.

There were plenty of skeptics. But after starting the season as the backup to Niklas Backstrom, Harding asserted himself as the Wild's unquestioned No. 1 goalie. He's gone 18-5-3 and leads the NHL with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. He is fresh off making 29 saves and stopping all three shootout attempts by Vancouver in Minnesota's 3-2 victory over the Canucks on Tuesday night.

Harding will have to miss at least a week while on injured reserve. That means he will be out at least three games. Backstrom, who is 2-5-2 with a 2.93 goals-against average, will carry the load while Harding is way.

Johan Gustafsson has been recalled from Iowa of the AHL to take Harding's spot and could see some action if Harding winds up missing more time than initially expected.
Compher, Fitzgerald, DeAngelo cut at U.S. WJC camp

Wednesday, 12.18.2013 / 1:21 PM / 2014 World Junior Championship

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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MINNEAPOLIS -- As exciting as it is to be a part of the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in any capacity, releasing players in an attempt to reduce the roster to the maximum number never is easy.

That was the task put in the hands of United States National Junior Team coach Don Lucia and the managerial team following a 3-2 overtime victory Tuesday against Minnesota State University in Mankato, Minn.

The end result was the decision Wednesday to cut University of Michigan forward J.T. Compher (Buffalo Sabres), Boston College forward Ryan Fitzgerald (Boston Bruins) and defenseman Anthony DeAngelo of the Sarnia Sting of the Ontario Hockey League, a top prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Lucia said the decision to cut Compher was due to a left foot injury sustained in practice Monday while blocking a shot. Compher had his foot in a walking boot Tuesday.

USA SELECTION CAMP ROSTER

GOALIES: *Jon Gillies, Providence College, HEA (Calgary); Anthony Stolarz, London, OHL (Philadelphia); Thatcher Demko, Boston College, HEA (2014 draft eligible)

DEFNSEMEN: Will Butcher, University of Denver, NCHC (Colorado); Connor Carrick, Plymouth, OHL (Washington); Matthew Grzelcyk, Boston University, HEA (Boston); Ian McCoshen, Boston College, HEA (Florida); Brett Pesce, University of New Hampshire, HEA (Carolina); Steven Santini, Boston College, HEA (New Jersey);Brady Skjei, University of Minnesota, Big Ten (New York Rangers); Jaccob Slavin, Colorado College, NCHC (Carolina)

FORWARDS: *Riley Barber, Miami University, NCHC (Washington); Andrew Copp, University of Michigan, Big Ten (Winnipeg);Thomas Di Pauli, University of Notre Dame, HEA (Washington); Jack Eichel, USA U-18, USHL (2015 draft eligible); Adam Erne, Quebec, QMJHL (Tampa Bay); Hudson Fasching, University of Minnesota, Big Ten (Los Angeles); *Ryan Hartman, Plymouth, OHL (Chicago); Vincent Hinostroza, University of Notre Dame, HEA (Chicago); Nicolas Kerdiles, University of Wisconsin, Big Ten (Anaheim); Stefan Matteau, Rimouski, QMJHL (New Jersey); Tyler Motte, University of Michigan, Big Ten (Chicago); Daniel O'Regan, Boston University, HEA (San Jose); Henrik Samuelsson, Edmonton, WHL (Phoenix); Quentin Shore, University of Denver, NCHC (Ottawa); Zach Stepan, Minnesota State University, WCHA (Nashville)

*- Returning player

"The disappointment is in Compher getting hurt; he could have played a lot of different roles on this team," Lucia said. "The good thing is that he's a 1995 [birth year] so he'll have another opportunity next year. It would have been a good bet that he probably would have made this team, but now it gives someone else an opportunity."

Tyler Motte, a teammate of Compher's at Michigan, said he spoke to Compher on Tuesday night and said Compher told him he had sustained a broken foot.

"He's a resilient kid so he'll bounce back from this for sure," Motte told NHL.com.

DeAngelo, who earned an assist on Ian McCoshen's third-period goal for the U.S. National Junior Team on Tuesday, also will have a shot to make the 2015 team.

"He's a name that will come back to us," Johannson said. "He's a good hockey player. He gets measured in a small group here and not the entire group and you have to fit a role. There are other guys here that have a little bit of an edge doing those extra things."

This was Fitzgerald's final opportunity to play in the World Juniors.

"Ryan is a wonderful hockey player; he does a lot of things," Johannson said. "Special teams is a priority and he was an in-between guy for us in that regard. I really wish he was a '95 [birth year] with experience because he's a really good hockey player; he's going to be a great college player."

Lucia said he notified the players of USA Hockey's decision early Wednesday morning.

"We sat them down and told them," he said. "Like anything else that's the worse part. They care, they want to be on this team and when you don't have another year [like Fitzgerald], that makes it even more difficult. But Compher and DeAngelo have opportunities next year."

The 26-player roster, which now consists of 15 forwards, eight defensemen and three goalies, departs for Angelholm, Sweden, on Wednesday afternoon to continue the selection camp. The United States will have exhibition games against Sweden on Dec. 20 and Finland on Dec. 22; the final 23-player tournament roster will be announced Dec. 23. At that time, Lucia and his staff will need to trim three more players, likely two forwards and one defenseman.

Though Lucia noted that no one player surprised him during the win against Minnesota State, he did admit that Colorado College defenseman Jaccob Slavin (Carolina Hurricanes) did more than enough to impress the entire staff.

"Slavin is a kid we didn't have a great read on since he wasn't at [summer] orientation camp and was a late addition," Lucia said. "But he did some good things. He's a 6-foot-3 kid with a good reach and can skate. He made some nice plays and he's a bit of a blend, so he's a guy who really helped himself with his play in the game on Tuesday."

---
Prospector Files: Finns still strong without Kapanen

Thursday, 12.26.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Just because the Finnish National Junior Team is without one of their top 2014 draft-eligible players at the IIHF World Junior Championship in forward Kasperi Kapanen, that doesn't mean one of the six other prospects on the roster couldn't grab the spotlight.

Kapanen, an A-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list, sustained a shoulder injury during a Dec. 20 practice that will keep him out for at least three weeks. The son of former NHL player Sami Kapanen had five goals and eight points in seven games at the Under-18 World Championship last season and figured to be a star performer in this year's U-20 tournament.

"Kapanen is a big loss for Finland," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "Now, the team will be much more dependent on just one line."

That top line might consist of Artturi Lehkonen (Montreal Canadiens), Teuvo Teravainen (Chicago Blackhawks) and Saku Maenalanen (Nashville Predators), which should turn out to be one of the more offensively dynamic trios in the tournament.

Though 10 players on the Finnish roster have already been drafted by NHL teams, there are also six standout prospects regarded highly by NHL Central Scouting on the December players to watch list for the 2014 draft. They include defenseman Julius Honka and goalie Ville Husso.

Honka is an A-rated prospect and Husso is a B-rated goalie. Husso is among the top five in the Finnish League in goals-against average (1.91 GAA) and save percentage (.923) playing for Helsinki's IFK.

Forwards Juuso Ikonen, Joni Nikko, Saku Kinnunen and Aleksi Mustonen are C rated players or potential fourth-, fifth- or sixth-round candidates.

"The best undrafted players are Husso, Honka and late bloomer Nikko on wing," Stubb said. "Nikko is a tough, hard-working straight-for-the net winger who is in his breakthrough season with Lukko in the Finnish league.

The veteran scout refers to Honka as a "Reijo Ruotsalainen copy." Ruotsalainen spent seven seasons in the League, and twice won the Stanley Cup with the Edmonton Oilers in 1987 and 1990. He was also named best defenseman at the 1980 World Junior Championship for silver medal-winning Finland.

Honka has 12 goals, 36 points, 32 penalty minutes and a plus-9 rating in 35 games as a rookie with the Swift Current Broncos in the Western Hockey League this season.

STARS AT SHATTUCK

For the past nine years, no high school or college in the United States has seen more players drafted by NHL teams than Shattuck-St. Mary's School.

A total of 19 players, in fact, have been selected from the boarding school in Faribault, Minn. over that span. Last June, Shattuck goalie Anthony Brodeur, the son of New Jersey Devils goalie Martin Brodeur, was taken by the Devils in the seventh round (No. 208) to keep the streak alive of players drafted into the NHL.

Shattuck's 15th-year coach Tom Ward has two intriguing prospects within the crosshairs of NHL scouts this season as well, center Alexander Falconer and left wing Chase Phelps.

"Chase Phelps is an energy guy who produces points with his puck pursuit and high-end compete level," NHL Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com.

Phelps, a 6-foot, 175-pound left-handed senior committed to Boston University in 2014-15, has 12 goals and 30 points in 27 games. Falconer (6-2.25, 184), a senior who recently returned to the lineup after missing time with a head injury, has three goals and six points in 22 matches.

"He's a big kid who moves well," Rajanen said. "He has not put big points up yet, but I think he will."

THE GREAT OUTDOORS

Draft dandy of the week: Karlsson

In a country flooded with top prospects at every position, forward Anton Karlsson should certainly be considered one to watch entering the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. 

As one of the hardest workers for Frolunda's Under-20 team, Karlsson has 10 goals, 18 points, a plus-4 rating and 57 penalty minutes in 22 games. He captained Sweden to a gold medal at the 2013 Under-17 World Hockey Championship with six goals and nine points in six games.

 Karlsson, a B-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list, was one of 13 forwards named to the Swedish National Junior Team that will compete at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

"I play a good physical game and like to take the puck to the net very fast," Karlsson said. "I want to set up good chances for my teammates."

Karlsson (6-foot-1.25, 187 pounds), who was part of the Swedish National Junior Team's selection camp, was named one of the top three players for his team while serving as assistant captain at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship in Sochi, Russia, where he had for two goals and four points in five games.

"He's a physical player and effective on the forecheck," NHL director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said. "He works real hard and finishes his checks well."

Karlsson's older brother, Erik, who plays with Anton on Frolunda's SuperElit team, was drafted by the Carolina Hurricanes in the fourth round (No. 99) of the 2012 NHL Draft. 

Favorites: 

NHL team: "I really don't have a favorite NHL team, but when I was a little boy, my favorite team was Toronto Maple Leafs."

NHL player: Evgeni Malkin 

Shootout move: "Good speed to the net; take a shot into the lower corner." 

Goal celebration: "Lift the stick in the air." 

Video game: Call of Duty 

Actor: Alan Garner 

Website: Hockeysverige.se

Preferred music: "I listen on everything, but I love tracks of Avicii."

Three people you would invite to dinner: Zlatan Ibrahimovic, Wayne Gretzky, Eddie Murphy

Sport (other than hockey): Tennis 

Breakfast food: "Sandwich, yogurt, juice, fruits and porridge." 

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

A winter wonderland will unfold on the campus of the University of Minnesota next month when part of the Hockey City Classic Winter Festival takes place at TCF Bank Stadium in Minneapolis.

The High School Hockey Faceoff will feature four scholastic boys' hockey games beginning at 1:30 p.m. ET on Jan. 11 when Benilde-St. Margaret's faces Minnetonka.

Additionally, Lakeville South will battle Bloomington Jefferson (4 p.m. ET), White Bear Lakes meets Cretin-Derham Hall (6:30 p.m. ET) and Egan will battle Eastview (9 p.m. ET).

"It's great to have the high school teams involved as part of the Hockey City Classic," United States Hockey Hall of Fame member, and former Minnesota North Stars general manager, Lou Nanne said in a statement. "Outdoor hockey is such an integral part of the fabric of the sport and this promises to be a memorable event for all of the teams."

The final game of the day will feature one player regarded highly on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft -- defenseman Nick Wolff of Eagan. The 6-foot-3.5, 200-pound senior has two goals, five points and 18 penalty minutes in seven games for the Wildcats.

"Wolff is a big physical player who opponents need to be aware of," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He's a decent skater and offers decent puck play, but his game is his physical element."

Toronto Maple Leafs defenseman Jake Gardiner, who spent four years at Minnetonka in the high school ranks, said the players participating should really cherish the memories about to be made at TCF Bank Stadium.

"That's going to be a really cool thing," Gardiner said. "Especially for the kids who might not get that chance again since high school might be the last chance to even play at the next level. For teams that don't make the state tournament, it will be the most memorable moment of the season."

Gardiner never did receive an opportunity to play outdoors with his high school team but was involved in an outdoor game as a member of the University of Wisconsin. He will also play in the 2014 Bridgestone NHL Winter Classic on New Year's Day against the Detroit Red Wings.

"Of course, it's every high school players' dream growing up to play in the high school state tournament at Xcel Energy Center," Gardiner said. "This is a great opportunity to do something special with their hockey careers. It's also good for the community too since everyone loves going outdoors to watch a game; it's like old fashioned hockey."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1-Daniel Audette, Sherbrooke Phoenix (QMJHL): The son of former NHL player Donald Audette is a B-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list. The 5-foot-8, 177-pound left wing leads his team with 32 assists, 42 points and 47 penalty minutes in 38 games.

"He's got good hands and abilities; he can block shots and does all the little things," Central Scouting's Chris Bordeleau said. "Sherbrooke is a second year expansion team so it hasn't come easy, but he's a pretty good little player."

2-Nicolas Aube-Kubel, Val-D'or Foreurs (QMJHL): Bordeleau considers the 5-11, 187-pound right wing one of the most improved players in the league. He's currently a B-rated prospect on Central's December players to watch list. In 38 games, the right-handed shot has 13 goals, 28 points and 43 penalty minutes for the Foreurs.

"He reminds me a little of Jason Pominville, only a little stronger at the same age," Bordeleau said. "He's very involved and shoots the puck really well. He plays in all situations and earns a regular shift and on the ice. Nic is a good prospect to watch out for."

3-Matthew Highmore, Saint John Sea Dogs (QMJHL): The C-rated prospect has been beset with injuries the past few seasons but is finally getting the opportunity to shine in his draft year. The 5-10.5, 170-pound left-handed shot has nine goals and 26 points in 35 games for the Sea Dogs this season. He's also tied for the team lead with six power-play goals and sports a respectable 48 perfect efficiency on faceoffs while taking a team-leading 745 draws.

---

WBS PENGUINS: Goers paces win over Binghamton

By Jonathan Bombulie (Staff Writer)
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Andrew Krech / staff photographer Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman Barry Goers celebrates after scoring a goal Sunday against Binghamton.

WILKES-BARRE TWP. - Eight of the nine defensemen on the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins roster are prime candidates for the All-Airport Team.

That is, they look like an imposing group walking through the airport.

They're all between 6-foot-2 and 6-4, around 200 well-proportioned pounds. They have fancy haircuts, glittering resumes and warm draft-day memories. NHL scouts know their names.

Then there's Barry Goers. He's 5-9 on a good day. He hails from Ivyland, but he didn't go to a Ivy-covered hockey academy of a prep school. He's a graduate of Council Rock North, in suburban Philadelphia.

He wasn't acquired in the first round of the draft or in a high-profile NHL trade. He worked his way up the ranks, playing for Las Vegas, Bridgeport, Lake Erie, Denver and Wheeling after four years at UMass-Lowell.

On Sunday, he provided the spark that helped the Penguins beat the hottest team in the AHL.

Goers and Zack Torquato each had a goal and an assist as the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins won 4-1 to snap the Binghamton Senators' seven-game winning streak.

"I just try to play fast, play hard, fearless," Goers said. "Try to be a spark for the team and do what I can to help the team win."

Coming off a 4-2 loss to Manchester the night before that featured, as coach John Hynes put it, too many passengers, the Penguins knew they needed to make some changes Sunday.

Most notably, they needed contributions from players other than first-line forwards Harry Zolnierczyk, Nick Drazenovic and Tom Kostopoulos. Driving that point home, Hynes made three lineup changes, dressing Goers, Harrison Ruopp and Carter Rowney.

The Penguins responded with a strong first period, bottling up a potent Binghamton offense and taking a 1-0 lead. Goers skated up the left wing and threw a puck into the crease and Anton Zlobin buried the rebound at 10:17.

"Anytime you can get off to a good start it's really big, especially in game like today where we're trying to bounce back after last night," Goers said.

After Nick Drazenovic finished off a cross-crease pass from Harry Zolnierczyk at 4:14 of the second period to make it 2-0, the game reached a crossroads.

Penguins winger Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond was handed a double minor for high-sticking at 8:06.

Binghamton's Matt Puempel made a nifty between-the-legs pass from the right hall-wall to Cole Schneider alone in front for a goal to make it 2-1 at 10:53, but the momentum swing stopped there.

"That was important," Hynes said. "The penalty kill did a great job numerous times. That was a pretty hot unit coming in, I think third in the league coming in, clicking at 24 percent. It was critical to keep that four-minute penalty to the one goal."

With 2:14 left in the period, Torquato made a nifty individual play to restore a two-goal lead for the Penguins.

On a faceoff in the right circle, Torquato pushed a puck ahead into open ice, tracked it down in the corner and fired a bad-angle shot that banked in off goalie Nathan Lawson.

"Our older guys set a good example. They play hard every night. We have to follow their lead and be as consistent as them to win," Torquato said. "We can't just have one line. It was nice to get all four lines going and our D going and (Eric Hartzell) played great in the net."

Goers finished things off when he came into the zone as a trailer, took a pass from Paul Thompson and fired it past Lawson to make it 4-1 early in the third. It was Goers' first goal in 46 career AHL games.

"Last year I had a couple posts. It seemed to be evading me," Goers said. "It was nice to get it off my shoulders
Leafs' Morgan Rielly knows the feeling  1 
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Rielly 

Current Leaf Morgan Rielly (left) and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins react after Canada’s loss to Russia in the bronze-medal game at the world junior hockey championship 12 months ago. (MARK BLINCH/Reuters files)
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TORONTO - A few Maple Leafs saw the world junior tournament medal games Sunday morning, but only Morgan Rielly knew the anguish Team Canada was going through.

Rielly was in the exact same position a year ago in Ufa, Russia, on a Canadian team under pressure at home to win a gold, at worst a bronze, but coming back completely empty-handed.

"I didn't get a chance to watch the end (because practice began), but it's tough to play in that game and get up for the bronze," Rielly said. "I think they can be proud of how they played, a great tournament all the way up until the end. Twenty guys would like to change that outcome (a 2-1 loss to Russia)."

Arguing whether Rielly would have made the difference as a returning player to the tournament had the Leafs made him available, is a moot point. Though a loan was considered during Toronto's early December slump, the Leafs' primary position was that the rookie from the Western Hockey League wouldn't be going and Canada went ahead with its plans on defence based on that.

Rielly was able to improve his NHL game with better ice time as the month went on and should remain an integral part of Randy Carlyle's plans as the second half of the NHL season gets underway. The grind of a full 82-game schedule will be his next challenge.

LEO A LEAF AGAIN?

Forward Leo Komarov has expressed interest in rejoining the Leafs and the feeling is mutual.

Though he decided to return to the KHL's Moscow Dynamo this season for financial reasons and an increased profile, he told a KHL web site that playing here during the lockout year "was probably the best time of my life."

"I hope they are going to take me back," Komarov added. "They hold my rights until July and I would love to get an offer."

The deadline for players in Komarov's position to declare themselves for the NHL passed five weeks ago, but 2014-15 remains a possibility. The Finn would be 27 at next autumn's camp.

"We have always and still do have a high interest level," said Dave Poulin, the Leafs' vice-president of hockey operations. "The numbers simply didn't fit last summer."

TOUGH SWEDES

Defenceman Carl Gunnarsson, who is questionable to play Tuesday against the Islanders with an upper-body injury, has not missed any games this season and has a pretty good attendance record in his five years with the Leafs.

Toronto has had a number of durable Scandinavians, starting with 1,000-game defenceman Borje Salming, franchise scoring leader Mats Sundin (who always amazed with his recuperative powers) and now Gunnarsson, who might get back in time despite a painful exit on Saturday.

"There was this (belief) created that Europeans were soft and might have had softer personalties," said Carlyle, who played with Salming in the late 1970s. "They weren't fighters per se, but they played a tough brand of hockey, competed hard and blocked shots, took a hard check to make a play. That's a true definition of toughness."

LOOSE LEAFS

The Leafs are on pace to allow 3,009 shots on goal this year, based on a league-high 36.7 average through 43 games. Four times this season the Leafs have given up 50. The NHL record is 3,080 by the 1992-93 San Jose Sharks, then a second-year expansion team ... Toronto's scouts in Sweden are sticking around after the world junior championship to see late 2012 pick Viktor Loov play for MoDo. He's a reliable six-foot defenceman, whom scouts have nicknamed the Loov Machine ... Highlights of the final 24/7 episode on HBO included an emotional goodbye to the team from John-Michael Liles when traded to Carolina on the day of the Winter Classic. Departing the Big House after the warmup he wished Rielly the best and told him to remember to have fun in his career ... Many Leafs did cameos at the Easter Seals Skate at MasterCard Centre after Sunday practice. Among those participating was centre Dave Bolland, though he remains many weeks away from joining the team after November surgery to repair an ankle tendon ... The Marlies might not be close at hand if the Leafs run into an emergency call-up situation the next three weeks. Starting mid-week, they leave for seven straight on the road, including stops in St. John's, Iowa and Chicago.
Sunday NHL Insider: Brash opinions hurt

Updated: January 4, 2014 - 5:52 PM

Brutal honesty is essential in player evaluation, as was made clear in a report on the U.S. Olympic selection process.
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As reporters, we would all give anything to be that proverbial fly on the wall, to hear all the non-politically correct, “real talk” that goes on behind the scenes when a bunch of talent evaluators meet before big decisions.

I’d love to know exactly what’s said in Wild assistant General Manager Brent Flahr’s war room when the scouts compile a draft list. I’d love to be in GM Chuck Fletcher’s end-of-the-year evaluation meetings to hear what the Wild brass truly thinks of its own players and potential available ones.

I’d love to know exactly what was said in the coach’s office before Mike Yeo and Fletcher tossed Zenon Konopka on waivers. I’d love to be hiding behind a book case to hear owner Craig Leipold’s uncensored opinions after a loss. I’d love to understand exactly how the Wild determines when to call on Jason Zucker to drive up and down, as one fan dubbed on Twitter, the “Zucker Expressway.”

On Wednesday, ESPN.com’s Scott Burnside published a fascinating behind-the-scenes, fly-on-the-wall peek into the USA Hockey’s deliberation process for the 2014 men’s Olympic team in Sochi next month.

Burnside was embedded in the selection process from beginning to end, and his piece included some brutally honest inside looks into how the team was determined.

The brashest comments, unsurprisingly, came from 2010 GM Brian Burke, the director of player personnel this time around.

Burke, who was Anaheim’s GM when the Ducks drafted Bobby Ryan second overall behind Sidney Crosby in 2005, was critical of Ryan in the evaluation process.

From Burnside’s article, Burke said: “I think we have to know what we’re taking with Bobby. He’s a passive guy. He is not intense. That word is not in his vocabulary. It’s never going to be in his vocabulary. He can’t spell intense.”

Ryan, now with the Senators, wasn’t named to his second Olympic team. He was understandably embarrassed, telling Ottawa reporters: “I almost feel degraded. … The guy that drafted you, the guy that stood behind you and helped you get into the league and did a lot right by you, so I thought he thought more of me as a player than that.”

It is interesting, because in 2010, Burke told me before the Olympics: “I believe you’ve got to give credit where credit is due, and Chuck Fletcher is the guy. When he was on our staff in Anaheim, Chuck Fletcher is the guy that pushed hardest for Bobby Ryan, not me. What he’s turned into, Chuck Fletcher deserves the credit.”

At the time, I thought that to be a compliment. In hindsight, maybe it wasn’t, although USA Olympic GM David Poile, who “apologizes as much as I can” to Ryan, says Burke is a big fan of his former goal-scorer and had him on his final roster submission.

Some fans and reporters have accused Burke of being “classless” for the comments.

But like it or not, these are the real conversations that go on when you are on a committee tasked with trying to assemble the best combination of 25 players that will give the United States the best chance of winning a gold medal.

Every player’s strengths and weaknesses are discussed positively and critically.

The fly-on-the-wall piece told us that Burke was “not a big [Dustin] Byfuglien guy,” that Poile believed there’s “something missing with Jack [Johnson] this year,” that Keith Yandle’s lack of defensive wherewithal makes Burke think “disaster” might strike any moment and that the committee believed Jason Pominville and Kyle Okposo weren’t built for the international ice sheet.

“I would think the bigger ice would help me, if anything,” the Wild’s Pominville said. “But that’s their decision.”

Yes, it is. There’s a lot of heartache that goes into every hockey decision, and the behind-the-scenes talk is usually candid, brash and not normally quoted by reporters.

Burke wasn’t being classless. He was doing what goes on in an evaluation process.

Of course, that doesn’t mean you can’t feel badly for Ryan.

“I will remember it and use it as motivation,” Ryan said.

NHL Short Takes

Can he handle the big ice?

USA Hockey official Jim Johansson texted the U.S. men’s hockey Olympians that they made the team. He got through to each, except Ryan Kesler, who changed his number.

“I had one text exchange with a Canadian guy that had a sense of humor to him; basically a 67-year-old guy who can’t skate but [was] willing to serve his country by suiting up for the USA,” Johansson told Yahoo! Sports.

Really big fans

U.S. players didn’t know yet during Wednesday’s TV telecast which players did or didn’t make the team. St. Louis captain David Backes was rooting for teammate T.J. Oshie.

“I saw [Brooks] Orpik and I was trying to figure out the alphabet, see if ‘O-s’ was before or after ‘O-r,’ ” Backes said. “Then I saw No. 74 and I almost jumped out of my chair.”

The Wild’s Ryan Suter thought it was weird when fellow Wisconsin native Phil Kessel was skipped with the K’s.

But because Kessel played in the Winter Classic, they saved him for last with fellow Maple Leaf James van Riemsdyk and Detroit’s Jimmy Howard.

“It’s just funny how we are all little kids and excited,” Suter said.

Coach will stay away 

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, an assistant with Team Canada, said he won’t talk to his three players on the U.S. team during the Olympics. “That’ll be a nice little two-week break,” joked Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk.

Wild’s Week Ahead

Tuesday: at Los Angeles, 9:30 p.m. (FSN)

Thursday: at Phoenix, 8 p.m. (FSN)

Saturday: vs. Colorado, 7 p.m. (FSN)

 Player to watch:

Anze Kopitar, Los Angeles

The Kings’ leading scorer is one of the best two-way centermen in the NHL. He’ll compete in his first Olympics because his native Slovenia qualified.

Voices

“When things go bad, you have to hit the bottom before you start growing. We’re as close to the bottom as you can get.”

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter after the Wild’s sixth consecutive loss on New Year’s Eve against St. Louis.
Prospector Files: A-listers impress at selection camp

Thursday, 12.19.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

MINNEAPOLIS -- Goalie Thatcher Demko and defenseman Anthony DeAngelo certainly weren't out of place this past week at U.S. National Junior Team selection camp here on the campus of the University of Minnesota.

Both are considered A-rated players on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft and were involved in a regular rotation during four practice sessions at the camp held at Mariucci Arena this week.

The only difference is Boston College freshman Demko will be traveling with the team when selection camp continues in Sweden beginning Thursday while DeAngelo will be returning to the Ontario Hockey League's Sarnia Sting. DeAngelo was informed of his release Wednesday morning as the U.S. managerial team pared its roster to 26 players.

 Thatcher Demko and Anthony DeAngelo are both considered A-rated players, but Demko will head to Sweden alone. (Photo: Tom Sorenson, CHL Images)

It appears as though the United States will opt to keep all three goalies for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. Of the three, Jon Gillies (Providence College; Calgary Flames) would appear to be the frontrunner as the starter against the Czech Republic on Dec. 26. That would leave Demko and Anthony Stolarz (London Knights, OHL; Philadelphia Flyers) battling for the backup role.

"We're good friends but at the same time everyone wants to play so, at the end of the day, [all three goalies] have the same goal," Demko told NHL.com. "We don't care who's in net, so long as we're winning. But we all want to be in there, so it'll be a battle until the first game out in Malmo."

Demko is the youngest player participating in the NCAA ranks. He was the second-youngest (after 2015 draft-eligible center Jack Eichel) invited to USA Hockey's selection camp and is 4-1-1 with a 2.31 goals-against average and .911 save percentage for the Eagles in Hockey East.

"He has a history of playing up a level," U.S. assistant coach David Lassonde told NHL.com. "When he was midget age he was playing junior, and now he's a young freshman at BC so it doesn't surprise me with the success he's had. He's very competitive and a student of the game, and wants to get better. His preparation reflects that. He's not one of those kids that you have to remind, 'If you fail to prepare, prepare to fail,' since his preparation is good."

DeAngelo's situation was a little more tenuous, considering the Philadelphia native was one of nine defensemen invited to camp.

"Anthony has an opportunity next year as a 1995 [birth year]; he has a high skill level and can move the puck," U.S. coach Don Lucia said. "We just felt that we had some guys that could play that role right now with our team who were a bit bigger and stronger."

Demko believes DeAngelo has all the tools necessary to make the team in 2015.

"We've been friends for a while, playing together for maybe four years in the summers in various tournaments," Demko said. "I think he's very good and dynamic, brings a lot offensively and has always been working really hard on his defensive game. I noticed he's made strides this season, even from summer camp in that area of his game; he looks a lot better defensively, and even offensively."

DeAngelo earned an assist on a power-play goal by Ian McCoshen (Boston College; Florida Panthers) against Minnesota State University during a 3-2 overtime victory in the exhibition opener for the team in Mankato on Tuesday.

"He has a high skill level, but has to learn to move the puck a little bit quicker," Lucia said. "He's playing on a team [in Sarnia] where he probably has the puck a lot and has to make a lot of plays by himself. That's one of the things he'll learn and grow into as a player. I think he can take his game to another level."

Returning U.S. forward Riley Barber (Miami University; Washington Capitals) said DeAngelo will come back next year even more determined. The 5-foot-10.75, 175-pound right-handed shot leads all defensemen in the league with 37 assists and 46 points in 30 games. He's also notched five power-play goals and one shorthanded goal.

"Anthony's got tremendous offensive skills and is unbelievable on the power play; he's going to be great player and will be a big player in this tournament next year," Barber told NHL.com.

RISE OF THE VEE

Though the British Columbia Hockey League might not get the attention as some of the other major junior hockey leagues across the globe, defenseman Brett Beauvais is certainly gaining steam as a player to watch for the Penticton Vees.

Beauvais, a 5-foot-11.25, 181-pound left-handed shot, is committed to Bemidji State University in 2014-15. He's ranked fifth in the league with 46 points and ranks first with 37 assists. He also has six goals and 25 points on the power play and has one shorthanded goal.

"He's an interesting prospect," NHL director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "He's a good puck moving D-man who likes to lead and join the rush. He's got good jump with skating to pounce on pucks and quick offensive instincts. He has a strong history of putting up numbers and has the tools with which to further development while at Bemidji State [next season]. He'd be a nice late consideration to put in the bank."

Beauvais was added as a C-rated player on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list.

Draft dandy of the week: De Leo

Credit: Bryan Heim/Portland Winterhawks, WHL

After going through the process of becoming an even better player as a rookie last season, Portland Winterhawks center Chase De Leo has taken his game to a new level in 2013-14 in the Western Hockey League.

 The native of La Mirada, Calif., was a ninth-round pick (No. 192) of the Winterhawks in the 2010 WHL bantam draft after scoring 27 goals and 83 points in 28 games for the L.A. Selects bantam AAA team that would advance to the national championship.

 "One of the big reasons I picked Portland was the good coaching staff and the variety of players they have on the roster," De Leo told NHL.com. "Having an opportunity to practice with and against guys like Ryan Johansen (Columbus Blue Jackets, No. 4, 2010), Nino Niederreiter (New York Islanders, No. 5, 2010) and Sven Baertschi (Calgary Flames, No. 13, 2011) in my first year was an incredible experience."

 De Leo was one of the youngest players on the roster as a rookie and spent much of the year as a fourth-line player while learning the ropes. He still impressed with 14 goals, 30 points and a plus-12 rating in 69 games.

 "I'm a two-way forward who likes to play with a lot of energy at both ends of the ice," De Leo said. "I like to engage in battles along the boards and like to use my speed and ability to go into the dirty areas to create scoring chances."

 De Leo, who has 22 goals (five power-play goals, two shorthanded goals), 39 points and a plus-17 rating this season, is an A-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting December players to watch list.

 "Chase is another buzz saw out of Portland," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He's a very good skater and pays attention to detail at both ends of the rink. He has quick hands with good vision and offers nice playmaking capabilities. The thing I like is that he really competes in all areas and in key situations and plays bigger than his size."

FAVORITES

 NHL team: Los Angeles Kings

 NHL player: Mike Cammalleri

 Shootout move: "Fake shot, backhand, five hole."

 Goal celebration: "Nothing crazy. Maybe just drop to one knee and give a fist pump."

 Video game: NHL 14

 Movie: Mystery, Alaska

 Actor/Actress: Mark Wahlberg and Rachel McAdams

 Following on Twitter: @TSNBobMcKenzie, @BizNasty2point0

 Preferred music: "Dance, Hip Hop, Rap and country on occasion."

 Three you would invite to dinner: Floyd Mayweather Jr., Don Cherry, Taylor Swift

 Sport (other than hockey): Deep sea fishing, golf, roller hockey, beach volleyball

 Breakfast food: "Big steak and egg breakfast burrito with a side of crispy bacon."

 Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

BIG TEN EXPLOSION

There's a lot to get excited about when it comes to hockey in the Big Ten Conference.

Particularly in the state of Michigan where five players, including three from the University of Michigan, were given a C rating by NHL Central Scouting as a potential fourth-, fifth-, or sixth-round candidate for the 2014 draft.

For the Wolverines, forwards Evan Allen and Alex Kile and goalie Zachary Nagelvoort were listed. Meanwhile, forwards Thomas Ebbing and William Haag from Michigan State University were given identical honors.

"We've had some good contributions from our freshmen, from the goalies all the way to the forwards, so it's going well," Michigan freshman forward J.T. Compher (Buffalo Sabres) told NHL.com. "It's always nice to have freshmen helping the team."

Compher, recently released from the U.S. National Junior Team select camp roster after he sustained a broken left foot blocking a shot during practice, provided his own scouting report on Allen.

"The first thing you notice about Evan's game is he has a bomb of a shot and it shows on our power play when you get the puck to him at the left half wall; we try and get him the one-timer," Compher told said. "He's a hard-working kid. He's playing well this year and I know him from the National Team Development Program [in Ann Arbor] as well since we played on the same line.

"We actually have an all-freshman line with me, Tyler Motte and Evan. It was going pretty well too."

Allen has two goals and three points in 10 games this season. Kile has one goal and three points in 12 games.

Central Scouting's Al Jensen acknowledged Nagelvoort has relied heavily on his positional play. It's worked out well, too. Nagelvoort has a 1.67 goals-against average and .944 save percentage in 10 appearances for the Wolverines.

"He's got good size [6-foot-2, 190 pounds] and has a good blocking style," Jensen said. "He has a very good extended butterfly and is tough to beat down low. Technically, he moves well, has strong legs and a good stance. He did allow a lot of big rebounds with his pads, but I still like his presence. He's also got a good glove hand."

Haag, a native of Gothenburg, Sweden, has five goals, eight points and a plus-2 rating in 14 games and Ebbing has one goal, six points and 12 blocked shots in 15 games for the Spartans this season.

"Ebbing plays on a skill line and is quick and fast," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "I like his compete and smarts. He has solid puck play; he might be a bit undersized [5-11, 170] but there's a good chance he'll be drafted if the points keep coming.

"Haag [6-1, 200] is a thick kid who moves pretty well. He's got quick hands and has some finish."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Brett Lernout, Swift Current Broncos (WHL): The C-rated defenseman on NHL Central Scouting's December players to watch list is in his third full season in the Western Hockey League and second with the Broncos. In 38 games, the 6-foot-4, 206-pound right-handed shot has four goals, 12 points and 74 penalty minutes.

"He's a big kid, tough and nasty," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He's hard to play against and a good physical presence. He just needs to keep his game simple and safe to be effective at this point. His puck movement is safe and adequate, and he's able to box out forwards well in front of his own goal. His mobility should improve over the course of the season with playing time. I think he has good upside and I can see someone possibly stepping up and taking him earlier than projected."

2. Matias Mattsson, Lukko Jr. (FIN): The 6-0, 178-pound defenseman has improved greatly this season and was recently added as a C-rated player on Central Scouting's international players to watch list from Finland. He's currently playing for Lukko Under-20.

"I especially like his aggressiveness and tough style of play," NHL director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said. "He can really hit and those hits are clean and in the open ice."

3. Kevin Spinozzi, Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (OHL): The recent C-rated defenseman to Central Scouting's players to watch list has picked up his play in his second OHL season. He has established career highs across the board with two goals, 10 points and a plus-13 rating in 34 games for the Greyhounds. Spinozzi was chosen in the second round (No. 34) by the Greyhounds in the 2012 OHL priority selection draft.

---

Erne discusses WJC opportunity, incident with Drouin

Monday, 12.16.2013 / 2:35 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / USA Selection Camp Blog
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MINNEAPOLIS -- There could come a time in the future of forward Adam Erne where he finds himself trading passes with Jonathan Drouin as a member of the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Both were chosen by Tampa Bay at the 2013 NHL Draft -- Drouin of the Halifax Mooseheads was selected in the first round (No. 3) and Erne of the Quebec Remparts in the second (No. 33). They also were roommates in Tampa Bay during development camp prior to the season.

Until that time arrives, however, they play for different teams in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and likely will oppose each other at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Sweden.

Erne is taking part in the United States National Junior Team selection camp this week on the campus of the University of Minnesota while Drouin is at Canada's selection camp.

Drouin's participation at the WJC is dependent on his health as he is still recovering from a concussion he sustained after taking a hit from Erne while in a vulnerable position along the boards in the first period of a regular-season game earlier this month.

Erne was assessed a five-minute major and a game misconduct, and also five minutes for fighting. He said the whole incident was blown out of proportion, but was reluctant to elaborate.

"I sent him a text; we don't talk too much," Erne told NHL.com. "It's kind of in the past now."

Drouin told reporters Sunday he's experienced no post-concussion symptoms for the past three days while riding a stationary bicycle.

Erne, who has 12 goals and 38 points in 30 games for the Remparts, had an exceptional orientation camp in Lake Placid, N.Y., over the summer and is expected to maintain that work ethic at the current camp. He could play as a top-six forward on the U.S. team, particularly since he has a knack of making the opposition a tad uncomfortable whenever he takes the ice.

"I'm a little bit of everything; I like to play physical with a mix of skill and grit around the net," Erne said. "I'm playing with two skilled guys at camp [Jack Eichel and Riley Barber on Sunday while the lines were jumbled Monday] so I'll bring a little more of the physical side of the game by playing down low and in front of the net."

Erne is succeeding with a new coach in Quebec this season. His coach in his first two seasons with the Remparts, Patrick Roy, is in his first season with the Colorado Avalanche. Erne said he hasn't been surprised with how much success Roy has had so far.

"Patrick Roy is a winner as a coach and player so he knows what he's doing out there," Erne said. "I learned a lot from him. You need to bring 100 percent to the rink every day. You have to come focused every time when you're on the ice."

---
U.S. starts bid for WJC repeat with selection camp

Saturday, 12.14.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff WriterThe United States National Junior Team begins defense of its gold medal-winning triumph at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship with several new faces looking to create their own mark on the campus at the University of Minnesota beginning Sunday.

The first item on the agenda as the U.S. prepares for the 2014 WJC in Malmo, Sweden, is the 29-player selection camp consisting of five practices at Mariucci Arena as well as a pre-tournament game at Minnesota State University on Dec. 17. All practices at Mariucci are open to the public. After training is complete in Minneapolis, the team will travel to Angelholm, Sweden, to continue the evaluation process from Dec. 19-23. The Americans will play pre-tournament games Dec. 20 against Sweden and Dec. 22 against Finland.

U.S. National Junior Team coach Don Lucia expects to finalize his 22-player roster Dec. 23.

Lucia, who is in his 15th season as the head coach for the Golden Gophers, is excited that the first leg of the evaluation process will be held in Minnesota.

"It's obviously good for me and for the guys from this area," Lucia said. "My original plan was to try and get an exhibition game against our team, but unfortunately we're in final exams and the school wouldn't allow us to play. We were able to schedule a game against Minnesota State in Mankato, so it'll give us a game as we look to try and evaluate our players before we head over to Sweden."

The United States had a 3-1 victory against Sweden in the gold medal game of the 2013 WJC on Jan. 5 in Ufa, Russia. It marked the third championship triumph for the United States at the 10-team tournament.

"I think it's a great accomplishment for our country [to win the WJC]," Lucia said. "At the same time, that was last year's team and last year's coaches and it really has no bearing this year. It's not like this is an NHL team that won the Stanley Cup that has 90 percent of its players returning the next season."

Lucia will have three returning players from the 2013 U.S. National Junior Team that was coached by Phil Housley: forwards Riley Barber of Miami University and Ryan Hartman of the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League, and goalie Jon Gillies of Providence College.

"When you have a couple guys in Hartman and Barber who played very significant roles on the team last year, they understand the process, so we'll be leaning on them," Lucia said. "You have players joining this team and getting together that have leadership roles on their own teams. As a coaching staff and as players, that's something you can't fake and usually leaders bubble up. We should know who our true leaders are before we begin the tournament." Lucia will oversee a camp that includes 17 forwards, nine defensemen and three goalies. There are 13 states (Illinois leads the way with six players) and 19 NHL clubs represented on the roster.

"I think some players really raised their games in the fall to solidify their spots with this team and some guys showed what they could do, versatility wise," U.S. National Junior Team general manager Jim Johannson said. "It's important to show that you're a versatile player, and on this roster you're going to see a lot of guys who can play a lot of roles with the team. That's always helpful in a short tournament, not knowing injures and all those things."

Johannson went on to say that the performance each player exhibits will ultimately determine whether they remain with the team.

"It's a deep pool of players, a group that will have to create their own identity and create their trademarks as a team," Johannson said. "When you talk about the World Juniors and short tournaments, you start with goaltending. We really feel strong about the goaltenders we have coming into camp and where they fit, not only in this tournament but the recent performance of U.S. goalies at the World Juniors."

U.S. goalie John Gibson was named the best goaltender of the 2013 WJC after posting a 5-2 record with a 1.36 goals-against average and .955 save percentage. His save percentage established a new American record at the tournament. Al Montoya held the previous mark for save percentage (.940) at the 2004 WJC. Gibson's goals-against average ranks third all-time, behind the 1.33 GAA set in 2004 by Montoya and 2001 by Rick DiPietro.

Gillies served as Gibson's backup and played one period of the 2013 WJC, stopping all seven shots faced in the third of an 8-0 victory against Germany in the tournament opener. Many consider the 6-foot-5, 215-pound experienced left-hander the favorite to win the starting role entering camp.

"Our foundation has to be that we have good goaltending and we play well defensively and get some timely goals," Lucia said. "We have to be a good skating team, have to defend well and have a high character group of kids."

The U.S. will compete in Group A in the tournament with Canada, Czech Republic, Germany and Slovakia.

---
Top NHL prospects dot Finland's WJC camp roster

Monday, 12.09.2013 / 10:43 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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The Finnish National Junior Team on Monday announced the selection camp roster of players hoping to represent their country at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden.

Finland, which placed seventh at the 2013 WJC, is seeking its first medal since winning bronze in 2006. The camp features 27 players, including six who participated in last year's tournament -- goalie Janne Juvonen of Pelicans Lahti in Finland, defensemen Ville Pokka of Karpat Oulu (FIN), Rasmus Ristolainen of the Rochester Americans (AHL) and Juuso Vainio of HPK (FIN) and forwards Artturi Lehkonen of KalPa (FIN) and Teuvo Teravainen of Jokerit (FIN).

There also are 10 players on the roster drafted by NHL teams, including Ristolainen, taken by the Buffalo Sabres with the eighth pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, and Teravainen selected the by Chicago Blackhawks with the 18th pick of the 2012 draft.

Ristolainen had one goal in 19 games with the Sabres earlier this season, but Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan told reporters that Ristolainen would be available for Finland for the tournament. That's assuming the rookie defenseman is healthy -- he sustained an upper-body injury Nov. 29 while playing in the AHL. He has two goals and two assists in five AHL games. 

Finland also will be without a pair of eligible players currently skating in major roles for their NHL teams -- defenseman Olli Maatta of the Pittsburgh Penguins and Florida Panthers center Aleksander Barkov.

The Nashville Predators have four draft picks on the roster, including goalies Janne Juvonen (2013, No. 203) and Juuse Saros (2013, No. 99).

FINLAND SELECTION CAMP ROSTER

GOALIES: Ville Husso, HIFK, FIN (2014 draft eligible); Janne Juvonen, Pelicans, FIN (Nashville); Juuse Saros, HPK, FIN (Nashville)

DEFNSEMEN: Julius Honka, Swift Current, WHL (2014); Mikko Lehtonen, TuTo, FIN (2014); Esa Lindell, Jokerit, FIN (Dallas); Atte Makinen, Tappara, FIN (2014); Valtteri Parikka, Assat, FIN (2014); Ville Pokka, Karpat, FIN (N.Y. Islanders); Rasmus Ristolainen, Rochester, AHL (Buffalo); Juuso Vainio, HPK, FIN (2014); Mikko Vainonen, Kingston, OHL (Nashville).

FORWARDS: Henrik Haapala, Tappara, FIN (2014); Henri Ikonen, Kingston, OHL (Tampa Bay); Juuso Ikonen, JYP, FIN (2014); Kasperi Kapanen, KalPa, FIN (2014); Saku Kinnunen, KalPa, FIN (2014); Rasmus Kulmala, TPS, FIN (2014); Artturi Lehkonen, KalPa, FIN (Montreal); Ville Leskinen, Karpat, FIN (2014); Aleksi Mustonen, Jokerit, FIN (2014); Saku Maenalanen, Karpat, FIN (Nashville); Joni Nikko, Lukko Rauma, FIN (2014); Topi Nattinen, JYP, FIN (2014); Otto Rauhala, Tappara, FIN (2014); Aleksi Rutanen, TuTo, FIN (2014); Teuvo Teravainen, Jokerit, FIN (Chicago)

The camp will also have two skaters who earned A ratings and a third who earned a B rating on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft. The A-rated skaters, or those considered to be potential first-round candidates, are Kasperi Kapanen of Kalpa (FIN) and Julius Honka of the Swift Current Broncos of the Western Hockey League.

Kapanen led Finland to a bronze medal in the 2013 World Under-18 Championship with five goals and eight points in seven games. In 21 games with KalPa he has two goals and two assists.

"I like to play a physical game and play a lot with the puck," Kapanen told NHL.com. "I love to shoot, pass the puck and score goals. I guess you can call it an offensive type of game." 

Kapanen is the son of former NHL forward Sami Kapanen, who spent 12 seasons in the NHL with the Hartford Whalers, Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers, and recorded 189 goals and 458 points in 831 games. The elder Kapanen represented his country at two World Junior Championships, in 1992 and 1993.

"Kasperi is at present the number-one European prospect," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "He's a sniper who will play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He possesses excellent vision and has great skills … he's a star in the making."

Honka was taken by the Broncos with the 34th pick of the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft. He's second among WHL defensemen and WHL rookies with 34 points in 32 games.

"Julius Honka is smallish but an excellent skater with great balance," Stubb said. "He's an offensive-minded defenseman with good vision and a high skill level. Quick moves, reads the game very well and loves to join the offensive rush. Used in all game situations."

The only B-rated player in camp is goalie Ville Husso of HIFK (FIN). In 17 games the 6-foot-2, 192-pounder has a 1.94 goals-against average and .923 save percentage.

There also are five C-rated prospects, or potential fourth-, fifth- or sixth-round candidates, playing with Finnish clubs -- defensemen Atte Makinen of Tappara and forwards Juuso Ikonen of JYP, Saku Kinnunen of KalPa, Aleksi Mustonen of Jokerit and Joni Nikko of Lukko Rauma.

Finland coach Karri Kivi, who likely will pare his roster to 22 players on Dec. 23, will conduct camp Dec. 16-18 in Vierumaki, Finland, before moving his team to Malmo from Dec. 19-22.

The 2014 WJC will run from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, 2014. Finland, which opens preliminary-round play against Norway on Dec. 27, will compete in Group B with Sweden, Russia, Switzerland and Norway.

---
Vasilevskiy, Barbashev lead Russia WJC camp list

Tuesday, 12.03.2013 / 1:51 PM / Prospects

NHL.com

10 

20 

30 

Email 

Comment

Print

Tampa Bay Lightning goaltending prospect Andrey Vasilevskiy and 2014 NHL Draft prospect Ivan Barbashev are among the top names in a group of 29 players invited to Russia's pre-tournament camp for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

Vasilevskiy is one of four players invited who was part of Russia's bronze-medal winning team in 2013, and this would be his third WJC. A first-round pick by the Lightning in 2012 (No. 19), Vasilevskiy had a .950 save percentage in four games for Russia last year and a .953 save percentage in five games two years ago.

The other three players invited who were on the team last year are goaltender Igor Utinski (no action), forward Anton Slepyshev (one assist in seven games) and defenseman Andrei Mironov (one goal, one assist in seven games).

Barbashev is one of just two draft-eligible players invited to camp for the Russians. He's one of the top prospects from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and has 11 goals and 34 points in 27 games for the Moncton Wildcats. The other is defenseman Vladislav Gavrikov of Lokomotiv Yaroslavl (Kontinental Hockey League), which has six players at the camp, including four on the blue line.

There are three other players currently playing for a Canadian junior team on the list along with Barbashev. One is Buffalo Sabres prospect Nikita Zadorov, who opened the season in the NHL before returning to the London Knights in the Ontario Hockey League. Zadorov was the second Russian taken (No. 16) at the 2013 draft.

Valentin Zykov was next at No. 37 to the Los Angeles Kings, and he'll be joined at the camp by undrafted Baie-Comeau teammate Denis Gorbunov. They both have 13 goals for the Drakkar this season.

There were a few notable omissions from the camp roster. Daniil Zharkov, a 2012 third-round pick by the Edmonton Oilers (No. 91) was on the team last year but not invited back. He has three goals and no assists in 31 games for Torpedo Nizhny Novgorod in the KHL.

Another is undrafted Sergey Tolchinsky, who signed a contract with the Carolina Hurricanes in August and has 16 goals and 45 points in 27 games for the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the OHL. Also missing from the list are Valeri Nichuskin and Mikhail Grigorenko, who are playing for the Dallas Stars and Buffalo Sabres, respectively.

Barbashev is the top Russian prospect for the 2014 draft. The likely No. 2 prospect, Nikolai Goldobin of the OHL's Sarnia Sting, was also not invited.
Kase hoping to display skills at U20 World Juniors

By Radoslav Vavrina 
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Ondrej Kase - HC Chomutov

Photo: Chomutov Pirates forward and 2014 prospect Ondrej Kase is hoping to be a part of the Czech Republic’s team that will be taking part in the 2014 World Junior Championship later this month (courtesy of HC Chomutov)

It looks like it could be a solid draft year for the Czech Republic in 2014 with David Pastrňák and Jakub Vrána, two upper round candidates based in Sweden, and many more potential later round prospects playing either in Sweden, Canada or in their homeland. Thanks to a new rule implemented by the Czech Ice Hockey Association, prospects are also getting much more ice-time in the Extraliga than in recent years.

Despite the fact that the league was criticized by many for not giving enough space to youngsters and reyling too much on veteran players like Martin Straka or Petr Nedvěd, two Extraliga players were drafted at the 2012 NHL Draft. Tomáš Hertl, who was a full-time member of Slavia Prague, was drafted 17th overall by the San Jose Sharks, and goaltender Marek Mazanec, with 19 starts for Straka's team in Pilsen, was picked up by the Nashville Predators in the sixth round.

This year, both have had successful rookie campaigns in the NHL, with Hertl picking up Rookie of the Month honors for October and Mazanec doing so in November. The performances of Hertl and Mazanec might help the damaged reputation of the Extraliga and put current top prospects in a better light for the coming draft.

Besides Pavel Jenyš, who is a fourth-line member with the Kometa Brno organization and is considered to be a late-round prospect, 18-year-old forward Ondřej Kaše is off to an impressive rookie season. Kaše, a member of the Chomutov Pirates' Extraliga team, has more ice-time than Jenyš and more points, as well.

Born in November, 1995 in Kadaň, a small town of 20,000 roughly 20 kilometres southwest of Chomutov, Kaše seems to have been destined to become a hockey player since the very beginning. His father Robert played hockey, as well, representing their hometown in the second-highest Czech league. Later on, he would spend five season playing in Germany and recently he has become Chomutov's assistant coach in the Extraliga after only a couple of months as head coach of the organization's Under-16 team.

Ondřej grew up in Kadaň, but big talent needs a big organization to be cultivated. Nearby Chomutov was a good choice, not only because it was a short drive home, but the Pirates also have a reputation for being one of the more successful and honest junior hockey clubs in the country.

After a couple of seasons on their Under-16 team's roster, Kaše debuted as a 15-year-old in the Under-18 Extraliga in early 2011, ending that season with six points in eight games. After that, he would become a regular with the Under-18 team and in 2011-12, he scored 18 goals and 26 assists for 44 points in 38 games.

In addition to that, Kaše became a full-time member of the Czech Under-17 national team with which he traveled to the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

Naturally for a 1995-born player, the 2012-13 campaign was the most vital of his junior years. It was his last chance to appear at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Cup and at the Under-18 WJC. He started the season well in August, scoring five points in five games of the Ivan Hlinka. Then, he returned to play in the Under-18 Extraliga, only to be promoted to the Under-20 team quite early into the season. At that level, he ended up with 16 points in 22 games for that season.

Also, Kaše had a rare chance of playing for his hometown of Kadaň, which still has the 1. liga team that has been a lower-league affiliation for the Chomutov Pirates. Appearing in nine games, he scored two goals and added an assist.

Both in Chomutov and with the Under-18 team, Kaše is usually paired with his long-time linemate, David Kämpf. They have played together since very early in their careers and continue to do so at the Extraliga level. Kämpf, currently with two points in 26 Extraliga games, was eligible for the 2013 NHL Draft, but fell short of a selection despite being considered by many to be the top Czech-based forward.

The two also played together at the 2013 Under-18 World Junior Championship in Sochi, Russia, combining for three goals and four assists.

This year, a lot has changed for both of the youngsters. Neither of the two has played a single game for any of Chomutov's junior teams, instead appearing in the Extraliga and down in Kadaň, as well. Kaše is en route to a much better season at this level, having five points in 19 games in a season that could decide his future. Scouts are watching as he's considered one of top Czech-based players available for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Much will depend on what happens at the Under-20 World Junior Championship in Malmö, Sweden that begins later this month, assuming Kaše even makes that squad. After a disaster of a tournament in Novogorsk, Russia, in November, the roster might change for the main junior event of the season. Kaše is still expected to be a part of the Czech WJC roster, however.

Hockey's Future interviewed the rising star for this Q&A after an Extraliga game against Slavia in Prague, Czech Republic.

Hockey's Future: You just turned eighteen a couple of days ago. What's the feeling of playing in the Extraliga at this age?

Ondřej Kaše: It's unbelievable, of course. If someone told me last season that I would play for our first team in Chomutov, I would have told him that he had gone crazy. I'm happy that I was given the chance and that I've been able to stay with the team, there's no question.

HF: However, you play just about five minutes per game. Don't you think it would be better for you to play in Kadaň or among juniors and get more ice-time?

OK: It's good to be playing here. I would love to play both here and in Kadaň. That would be best for my development.

HF: One of your linemates is David Kämpf. What do you think about your chemistry?

OK: I think we understand each other well, we've played together for a couple of years already, both in our club and at the national-team level.

HF: He was with you and the Under-20 national team in Novogorsk in early November at the Four Nations Tournament. What can you say about the event?

OK: We didn't play a good tournament, but I don't think that our line – me, David (Kämpf) and Jakub Vrána – played bad. Our line scored at least a goal in every game and we were on the ice for just one allowed goal.

HF: So you played on one line with Jakub Vrána. That must feel good, right?

OK: Yes, I think so. We understand each other and we played at the Under-18 WJC together last year.

HF: Do you think that the team will remain intact for the Under-20 WJC?

OK: We were told that there would be a lot of changes.

HF: Jakub Vrána said that it's not good for him to think about the draft right now. Is it the same for you?

OK: Totally.

HF: And how would you describe your playing style?

OK: I play with the puck often and I try to do my best in one-on-one battles. I think I'm also a strong player in the offensive zone in general.

Follow Radoslav Vavrina on Twitter via @Pacific4_Rado_V
EDMONTON - It’s that time of year again.

While people run about making the final touches on their holiday plans, the Edmonton Oil Kings are gearing up to finish on a high note with three games at Rexall Place before going on a 10-day Christmas break.

But it may prove tougher to do that than in previous years. Thanks to the world junior hockey championship, the Oil Kings have to play those three home games — and more games after Chrismas — with as many as five players missing from their lineup.

Captain Griffin Reinhart and forward Curtis Lazar are in Toronto for Canada’s world junior selection camp while Henrik Samulesson will play Friday’s 7 p.m. game with the Oil Kings against the Lethbridge Hurricanes before heading to the United States’ final camp in Minneapolis.

Young forwards Mads Eller and Edgars Kulda, who will be representing Denmark and Latvia, respectively, have already left town.

Head coach Derek Laxdal said this time of year, when he loses numerous players to the world junior tournament, is simply “a part of junior hockey.”

“We always like seeing these kids get the opportunity to play for their country,” he said. “And it turns into a big opportunity for our young guys, who aren’t always in the lineup, to step up and play key roles for our team in that period of time.”

Defensively, the Oil Kings will likely lose only Reinhart, opening a spot for 16-year-old Jesse Mills. Edmonton will be hurting more up front with the loss of Lazar and Samuelsson, the team’s top point-getters, missing from the lineup.

Laxdal said players like Lane Bauer, Mitch Walter and Brandon Ralph will move up the lineup and likely be given opportunities with the special-teams units. Garan Magnes, who plays for the South Side Athletic Club’s Boston Pizza Athletics midget AAA team, will suit up with the Oil Kings for the first time since Sept. 27 and likely play on the fourth line Friday.

Other midget AAA players could get a chance to cycle through the lineup during the weekend.

“It’s a great opportunity for those guys,” said Laxdal. “We don’t expect them to go right in and be the trailblazers our veterans are, but we expect them to go hard and be a big part of our team.”

The Oil Kings have been doing quite well lately, from Tristan Jarry’s goaltending out. They have won seven games in a row and gone 9-1 in their last 10 contests.

“The guys played really hard in the last two months to build up a point lead and give us a bit of a cushion,” said Laxdal. “There will be some growing pains, but it will be a great chance for those players to show the coaching staff and everyone else that they’ve been learning.”

Mitch Moroz said this is a good opportunity for his younger teammates.

“I’ve been there,” said Moroz. “You have to work to stay in the lineup, and it’s tough ’cause sometimes you are hesitant to make some riskier plays. But more ice time is definitely going to help.”

The Oil Kings’ young roster has already come a long way.

“We didn’t have a great start, missing some guys early on, but everyone has come together and it’s working,” said Moroz. “We’re going into games knowing we have a good chance to win every time.

“When we don’t play our best, we manage to grind out wins. That’s been the story of this team for the past couple years, and it’s nice to see that continue.”

At the end of the day, Laxdal feels the Oil Kings will be able to still bring that same level of competition with or without the likes of Lazar, Samuelsson and Reinhart.

“For us, it doesn’t matter who is in our lineup,” he said. “We’re still preaching the same hockey, teaching the same way and demand the same expectations. We’re not going to change that just because we are missing a few guys.”
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Hitmen star Chase puts himself in world junior conversation after pair of goals leads WHL past Russia

Sniper not among those invited to summer camp, but his Super Series performance turns heads

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary Herald November 29, 2013LETHBRIDGE — Only a select few players entered the Canadian Hockey League’s Subway Series as locks for the upcoming 2014 Canadian world junior team.

It’s another audition, much like one’s Western Hockey League season, and that’s exactly how Calgary Hitmen forward Greg Chase tackled Thursday’s Subway Super Series game against the Russians at Lethbridge’s Enmax Centre.

His two goals, including a second-period marker to ignite a comeback, only helped his cause in a 4-2 Team WHL victory under Canadian junior head coach Brent Sutter’s watchful eye on the bench.

“He really played a junkyard dog-mentality type game,” Sutter said of the Sherwood Park native. “And that’s the way he plays. He was rewarded for his efforts (Thursday). He was in the right place at the right time and he played hard, finished checks. He was in their kitchen all night.”

After falling 2-0 in the early going, Chase had put the WHL squad on the board by chipping in a pass from Calgary Flames draft pick Morgan Klimchuk. That had the group buzzing and eventually, a spirited shot from Portland Winterhawks defenceman Derrick Pouliot zipped past Igor (IIIGORRR, as Lethbridge patrons referred to him) Shestyorkin.

Pouliot was dominant in this affair, no doubt motivated after being one of the last cuts from the 2013 world junior auditions in Calgary.

Calgary product Hunter Shinkaruk, also a late cut from last year’s squad, played a smart game and showed patience behind the net early in the third period. Eventually, he snuck in and tapped another past Shestyorkin — the game winner. 

“That’s a skilled-player’s goal,” Sutter said. “And that’s the way he has to play. I thought (Thursday) his game was better. He was more engaged, involved, skating, and winning battles.

“Overall, his game was better, as was our team’s.”

Chase potted the insurance marker a few minutes later with only 6:08 of the third period elapsed, a setup from Calgarian and Winnipeg Jets draft pick Josh Morrissey.

Chase, a seventh-round pick of the Edmonton Oilers in 2013, had garnered no interest from Team Canada brass at the 2013 world junior auditions in Calgary and had not played in Wednesday’s first WHL/Russia clash at Red Deer. 

But a performance like Thursday’s? Can’t hurt his chances. 

“I just came in here and tried to play the game I played in the regular season that got me on this team,” Chase said. “I think I did that well and gave myself a good chance and hopefully (the Canadian junior brass) noticed that.

“The biggest thing for us (Thursday) was getting pucks to the net and being a little grittier in front of the net. Last game, I don’t think we did get to the net and they do a good job of boxing out our players.”

Klimchuk, too, a longtime performer for Hockey Canada’s under-18 and under-17 teams ended the game with an assist and was plus-2. 

It wasn’t a great start for Edmonton Oil Kings goalie Tristan Jarry, however, who was making his debut after Eric Comrie turned aside 22 of 25 saves in Wednesday’s 3-2 loss at Red Deer.

With the game only 1:19 old, Jarry allowed a soft five-hole shot from Kirill Voronin on a breakaway. His shaky play continued on a weird angled-attempt from Igor Rudenkov behind the net. Between a scrambling Jarry and Damon Severson, the puck dribbled in and it was 2-0.

“We tried to execute the systems like the coaches wanted us to,” Morrissey said. “And that’s all you can do. It’s two games and they judge a lot more based on the bulk of your season. But it’s obviously two games where people are watching you on national TV. I think I did well and I’m happy with the way I played and it was nice to get the win.”

The Russians were dominant in transition early, miles ahead of Team WHL defencemen — some of whom were trying desperately to turn heads in their only Super Series appearance. They stepped aside as Nikolai Skladnichenko cruised in for a partial breakaway midway near the end of the opening frame. 

Smartening up, Swift Current defenceman and Calgary product Dillon Hetherington laid out Vladimir Tkachyov on the blueline when the speedy Russian forward tried the same trick. 

Heatherington tried it again on Sergei Kuputsov but was a little too close to the boards and tagged for cross-checking. Team WHL killed it off with efforts from Regina Pats forwards Klimchuk and Chandler Stephenson, Severson, and Pouliot.

One of the best chances for Team WHL came in the first period with Portland’s Brendan Leipsic in front but Shestyorkin managed to get a pad on it. 

In the end, Team WHL out-shot Russia in all periods (16-6, 15-5, and 12-5) while Jarry only had to make 14 stops for the victory including one spectacular save after Shinkaruk had made it 3-2.

“I think every guy on this team tried to go out and play our game,” said Shinkaruk, a first-round selection of the Vancouver Canucks. “We are obviously all trying to compete for a spot at the world junior camp. But it’s also a great chance to represent our league. Personally, I thought I played well and as a team, it’s always nice to win that series.”

The Quebec Major Junior League won both games — 3-2 on Nov. 18 and 4-3 on Nov. 20 — while the Ontario Hockey League were beat 5-2 on Nov. 21 and 3-2 on Nov. 25.

ICE CHIPS . . . Defenceman Rushan Rafikov was the only drafted player for the Russians, a seventh-round selection of the Calgary Flames in 2013 . . . Canada opens world junior action on Boxing Day against Germany in Malmo, Sweden . . . Highly touted 2014 NHL draft prospect Sam Reinhart wore the ‘C’ for Team WHL . . . Canadian summer camp invites included: G Comrie (Tri-City Americans), D Ryan Pulock (Brandon Wheat Kings), D Heatherington (Swift Current Broncos), D Severson (Kelowna Rockets), D Morrissey (Prince Albert Raiders), D Pouliot (Portland Winterhawks), F Shinkaruk (Medicine Hat Tigers), F Nic Petan (Portland Winterhawks), F Reinhart (Kootenay Ice), and F Brandon Leipsic (Portland Winterhawks).      
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CC's Slavin working hard trying to make final U.S. world junior hockey team roster
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Photo - Colorado College Tigers center Sam Rothstein (9) celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal in the 2nd period during a match up between the Colorado College Tigers and the New Hampshire Wildcats at World Arena in Colorado Springs, Colorado on Friday, November 29, 2013. (Kent Nishimura, The Gazette)

Colorado College Tigers center Sam Rothstein (9) celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal in the 2nd period during a match up between the Colorado College Tigers and the New Hampshire Wildcats at World Arena in Colorado Springs, Colorado on Friday, November 29, 2013. (Kent Nishimura, The Gazette)

Colorado College defenseman Jaccob Slavin knows he is under the microscope during the Team USA training camp this week in Minneapolis.

"You cannot take any drill off or ease up," the freshman from Erie said after a couple of practices at Mariucci Arena on the Minnesota campus. "I just need to keep working hard and keep competing."

On the line is one of 23 final roster spots on the U.S. national team as it readies for the 2014 World Junior Championships Dec. 26-Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden. The coaches, including Minnesota's Don Lucia, are evaluating 29 players, including 17 forwards, nine defensemen and three goalies.

Practice began Sunday evening with a light skate followed by a harder workout Monday when the players learned drills and were acquainted with the team's up-tempo approach.

Slavin said any nerves dissipated quickly once Sunday's session got underway. He is familiar with most of the Americans personally and knew all by reputation. He fits right in, he said.

"The coaches saw something they liked or I would not be here," the versatile blue-liner said. 

After a Tuesday morning skate, the team heads to Mankato to play No. 20 Minnesota State in an exhibition. Taking on the Western Collegiate Hockey Association preseason favorite will be the big test as the coaches watch to see what role each player will fill.

"I am really looking forward to that," Slavin said. 

The three other National Collegiate Hockey Conference players battling to make Team USA are Denver's Will Butcher and Quentin Shore and Miami sophomore Riley Barber, who played on last year's gold medal squad. 

CC rookie blue-liner Gustav Olofsson made Team Sweden. He will play against the United States, and he hopes Slavin, in an exhibition Dec. 22 in Sweden.

The first U.S. cuts are Wednesday with the remaining players headed overseas. The final roster will be announced Dec. 23.

NEXT

Team USA vs. No. 20 Minnesota State, exhibition

6:37 p.m. Tuesday, Verizon Wireless Center, Mankato, Minn.

Watch online: msumavericks.com, $8

NCHC players involved: CC, Jaccob Slavin; Denver, Will Butcher and Quentin Shore; Miami, Riley Barber

Read more at http://gazette.com/ccs-slavin-working-hard-trying-to-make-final-u.s.-world-junior-hockey-team-roster/article/1511162#dwDjFYRZRkc3V3dm.99
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Russia's Mikhail Grigorenko and Nikita Kucherov (right) celebrate. (Candian Press)

Team Russia’s head coach Mikhail Varnakov announced his 29-player roster for the world junior camp on Tuesday and there were some surprises.

The list raised a number of questions as it lacked last season’s bronze medalists Daniil Zharkov, and Pavel Koledov, who seems to be available for this year’s tournament, as well as Vladimir Tkachev, who turned a few a heads at the recent Subway Super Series.

On Thursday the Buffalo Sabres announced that they had made returnee Mikhail Grigorenko available for the Russian national squad.

“Grigorenko definitely would be a serious addition to our team. … We would be glad to have him,” assistant coach Evgeny Koreshkov told R-Sport, prior to the star forward’s release.

“He played well at the last world juniors but you always expect people to play a little better. Grigorenko can be a leader of Team Russia this year.

“We won Game 3 of the [Subway Super] series against Team OHL 5-2 and we had [Nikita] Zadorov on our team. He brought some confidence into the room, played well and racked up three assists. We need guys like that. Guys who have some NHL experience. Grigorenko is one of them. NHL experience gives you a certain mentality. Guys like that should be leaders on the team.”

While that clears things up Grigorenko’s situation, it still doesn’t explain why Varnakov didn’t select players he tagged earlier this season as “reliable.”

“I didn’t call up anybody for their past achievements. This is exactly why Koledov and Zharkov are not on the list. We evaluate current conditions of the candidates and these guys simply didn’t make the cut,” Varnakov told ITAR-TASS reporter Mikhail Zislis.

“Koledov didn’t look strong at the [Subway] Super Series in Canada. Zharkov didn’t play his best at the tournament in Finland. Why did I call up 29 players and not 28 as I planned earlier? Forward [Eduard] Gimatov may miss the tournament because of his medical condition.”

Gimatov received a series-ending injury in Game 2 of the Super Series as he collided knee-on-knee with Quebec’s Daniel Walcott. He was cleared for on-ice practice last week.

Varnakov also didn’t select defencemen Dmitry Ogurtsov, Gleb Koryagin and Dmitry Yudin who log serious minutes with their KHL clubs.

“The guys who made the roster played better in international tournaments. [Vladislav] Gavrikov and [Rushan] Rafikov are among them. I couldn’t call up KHL guys for the series and they didn’t impress me in a tournament before that,” explained Varnakov.

“As for Vladimir Tkachev, we already have a clear idea of who are our top six forwards. If he scored a few more goals in Quebec, then we might have called him up. However, he didn’t prove to us he’s better than any of top six guys and he’s not going to be as effective on a third or fourth line as, say, [Igor] Rudenkov. We picked Rudenkov because he’s better defensively and he can kill penalties.”

Varnakov also pointed out Baie-Comeau’s Denis Gorbunov.

“We’re short on good centre forwards and the kid played well against Canadians. He deserved a shot at making it to the world juniors,” he said.

The only position that wasn’t questioned by either fans or the media at the camp were the goaltenders. Varnakov chose Andrei Vasilevsky, Igor Ustinsky and Ivan Nalimov.

One of the most respected Russian hockey analysts, Sergei Gimaev, reminds everyone that making questionable choices is just something Varnakov does.

“Varnakov always has a mind of his own. Whether he is right or not will be determined by the way the tournament goes. If we’re going to play well, that would mean he did everything right,” Gimaev told R-Sport. “Again – Varnakov always has his own point of view and it’s really hard to change his mind. Last year’s championship is a great example.”

“I agree it’s a bit unclear why he favored some guys over others. Personally, I don’t understand why he didn’t call up [Sergey] Tolchinsky – he’s one of the most dangerous forwards we got. It was definitely hard for Varnakov to make a choice. Had we hands down lost the Super Series, there would be a lot of guys you could point out and say they played bad.

Gimaev also says one of Varnakov’s best traits is that he finally removed corruption from Russia’s junior team, which was a major problem several years ago.

“Sometimes you have a team built on leaders, mediocre players and weak players. This year there are no weak players in the camp. Props to Varnakov for not having paid for players on the team, that’s really important. Varnakov knows how to build a team and it’s really important he knows what he’s doing,” he said.
Regina Pats' Morgan Klimchuk won't get chance to play at World Juniors

By Greg Harder, Leader-Post December 3, 2013

Morgan Klimchuk's first taste of rejection was a bitter pill to swallow.

That said, the Regina Pats' star took the news in stride Monday upon learning that he won't get the chance to represent Canada at the upcoming world junior hockey championship in Sweden.

True to form, Klimchuk was respectful of the process and said all the right things about his exclusion from the 25-man tryout roster - even though the decision will delay his chance to fulfil a childhood dream.

"I thought I would have to have a pretty good first half (of the WHL season) and a pretty good showing at the Super Series to get invited to that team," offered the Calgary Flames' prospect, a first-round pick (28th overall) in the 2013 NHL draft.

"Hockey Canada does a very good job of picking players and I have full belief in the system they provide and the choices they make. If you look at that team, it's a pretty good roster. There's a lot of special players there. Obviously I'm disappointed but I'm going to keep working toward maybe playing there next year."

Assuming he isn't in the NHL at this time in 2014, Klimchuk made it clear that he'll be highly motivated to earn one last shot with Team Canada.

In fact, Monday's announcement assured it.

"I'm a guy who takes setbacks like this as motivation," said Klimchuk, who has 12 goals and 29 points in 26 games with the Pats this season. "It's something I can look toward in the summer for that extra push to get through a set of weights, to keep working that much harder. Obviously my goal is to play in Calgary next year - I want to try to make that jump (to the NHL) - but if I do find myself back in junior that's definitely going to be one of my biggest goals for the season."

Klimchuk was one of many high-profile players who weren't named to Canada's selection-camp roster, including eight firstround picks from the 2013 NHL draft. Hockey Canada's braintrust elected to streamline the selection process this year, inviting just 25 players to the tryout camp, which begins Dec. 12 in Toronto.

Since only three players are slated to be cut, most of the trimming essentially took place on Monday.

"I think that was the first time I've ever been cut from a team," Klimchuk said with a smile. "But, if I'm going to get cut from a team, I have no problem being cut from the world junior team if they decide I'm not the right player.

"You can't focus on it too long because it's over and they've made some pretty good choices. It's just a setback you have to overcome and keeping working harder."

Perhaps softening the blow, Klimchuk knew he would be in tough to make the team after he wasn't among the 33 players invited over the summer to a development camp and exhibition tournament in Lake Placid, N.Y. He did play for Team WHL in last week's Subway Super Series, recording one assist in two games, but was injured in the third period of the finale.

As a result, Klimchuk may not return to the Pats' lineup until after the Christmas break - which would have eliminated him from consideration for the world juniors anyway.

"You never want to use an injury as an excuse," he said. "I just hope if I was cut it was because I didn't play well enough, not because of an injury. That would be something that's pretty devastating for me, but there's nothing you can do about it. Injuries and setbacks like this are a part of the game."

Klimchuk was hurt on Thursday night when he took a hit along the boards and felt something "pop" in his hip area. He said it's completely different from the abdominal injury that forced him to miss Flames training camp in September.

Still, it's going to take some time.

"It's nothing serious, just something I'll look after in the early stages so it's not a nagging problem," he added. "We're going week to week right now. We don't want to rush anything. It would be in the grey area (to play) the last couple games right before Christmas. It's pretty beneficial to have that extra week and a half off in December. I might take advantage of that. We'll see."

gharder@leaderpost.com

© Copyright (c) The Regina Leader-Post
Get ready for Jarome Iginla vs. the Calgary Flames, the sequel

A week after receiving a standing ovation from the Saddledome faithful, former Flames captain gets a visit from his old mates

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldDecember 16, 2013

Story
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Boston&#8217;s Jarome Iginla takes a lap of honour and gives Harvey the Hound a high-five after receiving the third star selection for the NHL game against the Calgary Flames at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Dec. 10. He is expected to play against the Flames again on Tuesday in Boston despite dislocating a finger in Vancouver on Saturday.

Boston’s Jarome Iginla takes a lap of honour and gives Harvey the Hound a high-five after receiving the third star selection for the NHL game against the Calgary Flames at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Dec. 10. He is expected to play against the Flames again on Tuesday in Boston despite dislocating a finger in Vancouver on Saturday.
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Gallery: Fans embrace return of Jarome Iginla as Bruins face Flames

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Boston Bruins

Bruins Lucic says he's 'disgusted' with his hometown Vancouver after altercation (with video)

BOSTON — There are certain things that naturally fade as one makes the transition from hockey fan to professional player.

Take Nick Johnson, for example.

His last year of high school was in 2003-04 and later that spring, he would be taken 67th overall by the Pittsburgh Penguins.

It was also the last season he was a true Calgary Flames fan, getting caught up in the team’s run to the Stanley Cup final before carving his own path. As for many fans that spring, Jarome Iginla had made an impression.

So, being on the bench at the Scotiabank Saddledome last week as a recently summoned member of the Boston Bruins and watching the emotional reception of one of his idols, the 27-year-old — who played his minor hockey in Springbank — knew just exactly how much that moment meant to the Calgary crowd.

“Obviously, he’s enormous,” Johnson said following Monday’s Iggy-less Bruins practice at Ristuccia Arena. “In town, all of my friends are still messaging me about him on Facebook and about his return . . . even before the game, I knew it was going to be a hell of a game. I think I was interviewed by (NESN, the team’s local television broadcaster) after the first period and people back in Boston don’t even know what it’s like. They don’t even know how big of a deal he really is.

“He’s more than a hockey player, right?”

Not that you’d have to explain that concept to Matt Fraser. The Bruins forward and Red Deer native was called up last week from Providence in the wake of injury, illness, and suspension in the big club’s locker-room and was just in time for the Dec. 10 game.

Fraser was a first-hand witness as Calgary paid tribute to the star in a pre-game video, multiple standing ovations, and watched as Iginla cracked his familiar wide grin at the sound of “Iggy” chants.

Post-game, a handful of his Bruins’ teammates, including captain Zdeno Chara, good-naturedly blocked the bench and forced Iginla to take multiple laps while fans cheered.

“I don’t know if there was a dry eye in the building,” said 23-year-old Fraser who was part of the Tyler Seguin deal in the Bruins’ off-season, which also saw Iginla sign in Boston. “I was talking to my parents after. I mean, I was on the bench and it was kind of hard to hold back tears. You feel a part of it. It was exciting to be there and see how much Calgary meant to him and how much he meant to Calgary.

“It’s always exciting to see how they react, their first time back. I’ve never experienced that before. That’s definitely something I’ll never forget.”

Bruins head coach Claude Julien, whose club managed a 2-1 win last week over the Flames, was impressed with the reception.

“I thought the city of Calgary and the organization was awesome, the way they treated the fans,” he said Monday. “It was nice to see that. It was obviously a busy week for him. The next game was in Edmonton where he grew up, a few more tickets there. And then going to Vancouver where there’s obviously a little bit of history there between those Western teams.”

In an odd scheduling quirk, the Flames pay a visit to the Bruins on Tuesday — exactly a week after Iginla’s return to the Scotiabank Saddledome.

But it’s brutal timing, however, as his playing status for the rematch was up in the air on Monday. The longtime Flames captain missed the team’s skate and was set to see doctors in the afternoon. A source told CSNNE.com that Iginla was cleared to play and will be back on the ice against Calgary.

Over the weekend, Iginla had renewed an old rivalry with Vancouver’s Ryan Kesler and appeared to dislocate his left ring finger in a fight. But he returned for the second and third periods — a display of toughness Calgary’s seen on many occasions but one that’s new to Bostonians this season.

“I think it speaks a lot about his commitment also, to us and to the team,” said Bruins forward Patrice Bergeron. “He wants to do whatever it takes to be out there and battling and try to help.

“I have nothing but good things to say him. He’s a true leader and a veteran. That moment shows how tough he is, but also shows how committed he is.”

Julien also pointed out the trait.

“When he came back out after what happened to him with his finger and played the rest of the game . . . a lot of these players knew we (had a short bench). They didn’t want to bail out on us. That speaks volumes to the character and I can’t say enough about it.”
Game Day: Calgary Flames at Boston Bruins

Keep your eyes on Mikael Backlund and Jarome Iginla

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary HeraldDecember 16, 2013
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Mikael Backlund has been playing well lately and is projected to centre the Flames&#8217; third line against the Boston Bruins on Tuesday.

Mikael Backlund has been playing well lately and is projected to centre the Flames’ third line against the Boston Bruins on Tuesday.
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Calgary Flames (13-15-5) at Boston Bruins (22-9-2)

5 p.m. MT TD Bank Garden

TV: Sportsnet West

Radio: The FAN 960

THE FLAMES

Keep an eye on

C Mikael Backlund — Showed a ton of buzz in the Big Apple against the New York Rangers. Quietly consistent in his last 10 games and has been aggressive on the penalty kill. Sure, the 24-year-old Swede didn’t score in Sunday’s shootout but he netted a goal but he did his part by winning a crucial faceoff and was rewarded by finding the back of the net.

The Lineup

* M. Cammalleri M. Stajan L. Stempniak

* C. Glencross S. Monahan J. Hudler

* P. Byron M. Backlund B. Jones

* L. Bouma J. Colborne B. McGrattan

* T. Galiardi D. Jones

* K. Russell T. J. Brodie

* M. Giordano L. Smid

* C. Butler S.O’Brien

* C. Breen

* K. Ramo

* R. Berra

The Injuries

* D Dennis Wideman (hand)

THE BRUINS

Keep an eye on

RW Jarome Iginla — Only a week ago, Flames fans were saluting him properly in Calgary when he made his return to the Scotiabank Saddledome. Should he draw in tonight’s game (he severely injured his finger in a fight at New York against old pal Ryan Kesler), he’ll be one to watch.

The Lineup

* M. Lucic D. Krejci J. Iginla

* B. Marchand P. Bergeron R. Smith

* C. Soderberg R. Spooner M. Fraser

* N. Johnson G. Campbell J. Caron

* Z. Chara J. Boychuk

* D. Seidenberg T. Krug

* M. Bartkowski K. Miller

* T. Rask

* C. Johnson

The Injuries

*C Marc Savard (post concussion syndrome), D Adam McQuaid (lower body), C Chris Kelly (broken ankle), LW Daniel Paille (upper body), LW Loui Eriksson (concussion), D Dougie Hamilton (lower body), LW Shawn Thornton (suspended).

FIVE THINGS TO WATCH

1. PENALTY KILL POWER — The Flames are 83.3 per cent effective on their penalty kill which is good enough for 14th in the league but it’s been especially effective as of late. The unit has been perfect in 10 of the team’s last 12 games and has killed off 43 of 45 of their last attempts. Against the Sabres in a penalty riddled game, they went six-for-six and four-for-four against New York. “We’re being more aggressive up ice,” said captain Mark Giordano. “They’re not in our zone as much. (Saturday) when our power play isn’t going that well, you have to be good on the penalty kill or you’re going to lose a game.”

2. RAMO OR BERRA — Karri Ramo made his third consecutive start for the Flames in New York on Sunday and added to his stat package which has been stingy as of late. Stopping another 29 shots against the Rangers, he has now turned aside 160/170 in his last seven outings (six starts and one relief appearance). He is 4-1-1 in his last five starts, allowing one goal in each of the four wins. So, who does Bob Hartley tap on the shoulder against the Bruins? Reto Berra was in net for last week’s 2-1 loss to the B’s at the Dome.

3. BRUTAL IN BOSTON — The last three visits to Beantown have not gone in Calgary’s favour. They’ve been outscored a combined 17-2 and the latest one was a 9-0 epic on Jan. 5, 2012. A sellout crowd at TD Garden screamed, “We want 10! We want 10!” Chris Butler was a minus-seven; oddly enough T.J. Brodie, a rookie back then, maintained a plus rating.

4. THORNTON APPEALS — Shawn Thornton had until 4 p.m. Monday to appeal his 15-game suspension, 48 hours after it was slapped on him by Brendan Shanahan and the NHL’s Department of Player Safety. News surfaced out of Boston late Monday afternoon that he would be appealing the decision (which will cost him $84,615.45 in salary) to NHL commissioner Gary Bettman. If the suspension is upheld, Thornton has the option to appeal the case to a neutral arbitrator as per the new CBA. He skated Monday at the B’s practice facility at Ristuccia Arena but did not address the media on Monday. “He probably regrets that moment and he’d probably like to take that moment back,” said teammate Patrice Bergeron. “But with that being said, he’s living with the consequences and we all need to do that also and respect the league’s decision.”

5. BAD BRAD — Fifth-year B’s winger and super pest Brad Marchand was involved in a scrum with Ryan Kesler in Vancouver on Saturday night. As he skated by the Canucks bench, he mimicked raising the Stanley Cup and kissed his ring finger where his championship ring would normally be. The actions did not sit well with head coach Claude Julien who said Monday they have dealt with the situation internally. “It’s not something we want,” he said. “We’re under the microscope. We have been for a while. We have to realize that and be careful of those situations ... but you deal with those things internally. Our team likes to take pride in being a classy one and sometimes there are certain things that happen that kind of tarnishes that a little bit. We just have to reel guys back in and make sure were all about what we expect guys to be in this organization.”

Road-tripping Flames blow another lead, fall in a shootout to New York Rangers

Sean Monahan scored what seemed to be the game-winner before a defensive miscue sent the game to extra time

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldDecember 16, 2013
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New York Rangers&#8217; Ryan McDonagh knocks down Calgary Flames&#8217; Mike Cammalleri during their NHL clash on Sunday night.

New York Rangers’ Ryan McDonagh knocks down Calgary Flames’ Mike Cammalleri during their NHL clash on Sunday night.
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Flames notes: Monahan still working to get back up to full speed

NEW YORK — Sure, the scene was fairly new and exciting for the Calgary Flames. 

Downtown New York City. Madison Square Garden. A Sunday night game, looking for their third straight win after celebrating a Saturday matinee 2-1 overtime victory in Buffalo just over 24 hours earlier.

But the script? All too familiar.

The Calgarians had trouble hanging onto a lead (twice) and their opposition — this time, the New York Rangers — kept up and forced overtime. And, unfortunately, after a eight-player shootout with Benoit Pouliot netting the winner past Flames goalie Karri Ramo, they dropped a 4-3 decision on the second stop of their five-game road trip.

“No, we’re not happy getting a point. We should have won this game,” said captain Mark Giordano. “We were really good in the first, we didn’t have our best second period and in the third, I thought we were good again. But we got our legs going. We had a huge kill late in the third and they had a huge kill in overtime. 

“I mean, a shootout is a shootout. I think we all know where everyone stands on that.”

Ramo, whose last shootout effort had been a 5-4 loss to the Washington Capitals at the beginning of the season, was beat by Mats Zuccarello, Brad Richards, Dominic Moore, and Pouliot. He only turned aside Derick Brassard and dropped the second of the Flames’ four shootout attempts this season (goalie Reto Berra won the other two against Winnipeg and Florida).

Meanwhile, Joe Colborne with his massive reach scored on Rangers goalie and shootout specialist Henrik Lundqvist along with Lee Stempniak and Paul Byron. Jiri Hudler, Mike Cammalleri, Sean Monahan, and the last man, Mikael Backlund, were denied.

“Obviously, I was disappointed. We wanted to win and get another point,” said Backlund who had done his part, putting the Flames on the board in the first period. “Things happen. Some days you score the game winner other times, you’re the one making the team lose. 

“It happens. You just have to shake it off and move on.”

However, this loss can’t be pinned on Ramo, who was making his third straight start and stopped 30 of 32 shots in regulation and overtime (and faced with a brief penalty kill to start the extra frame).

After taking a 3-2 lead in the third period on a Monahan goal — his second game back since suffering a hairline fracture in his foot — the Flames allowed the Rangers back in it and Chris Krieder evened the score. Again.

To make matters worse, at the end of the final frame, they were forced to kill off a five-on-three when Stempniak joined Cammalleri in the penalty box to serve a delay-of-game penalty given to Ramo. Thankfully, a series of solid stops — and blocks from the trio of Backlund, Giordano, and Chris Butler — allowed them to escape unharmed and stay alive a little longer. 

In the end, however, there were too many missed opportunities.

“We had two four-on-threes, too, and you like to score on those,” Giordano pointed out. “They had a five-on-three late and we did a really good job of killing it and I thought we were going to get some momentum there. We didn’t execute well enough in overtime, for sure. But, yeah, you want to keep that 3-2 lead. Unfortunately they got one and that’s the way it goes.”   

At least their penalty kill has been providing them with some edge. Against the Sabres in a penalty riddled game, they went six-for-six and four-for-four against New York.

The Flames opened with considerable jump and hit the scoreboard with a power play marker in the first period. After battling to win the puck back to Giordano, Backlund managed to tip a Kris Russell point shot after receiving a D-to-D pass. 

They doubled up with five minutes left in the opening frame when Hudler kept the puck in the Flames’ possession up the boards and sent a backhand pass for Glencross to finish.

However one defensive mistake cost the Flames and the Rangers capitalized when Rick Nash fed Derek Stepan, a candidate for the U.S. Olympic team, who beat Ramo stick-side.

Another miscue allowed the New Yorkers to tie the action 2-2 in the second period when Ramo was pulled out to fend off Pouliot and couldn’t slide quick enough to the other side when Carl Hagelin rapped one in from behind the net. 

Of course, the game had its share of thrills. Brian McGrattan fired up the Flames when he chucked his gloves and fought former Moose Jaw Warrior Dylan McIlrath (the two had been beaking at each other all game).

Now, the Flames (13-15-4) head to Boston to face Jarome Iginla and the Bruins on Tuesday before visiting the Detroit Red Wings on Thursday and the Pittsburgh Penguins on Saturday.

Kodland@calgaryherald.com

Flames notes: Monahan still working to get back up to full speed

Rookie fully admits his first game back since rehabbing a fracture in his foot wasn&#8217;t very good

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldDecember 15, 2013
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Calgary Flames' Curtis Glencross, center, celebrates with teammates Sean Monahan (23) and Jiri Hudler, right, of the Czech Republic, who assisted on the goal, as New York Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist, foreground, of Sweden, reacts during the first period of an NHL hockey game Sunday, Dec. 15, 2013, in New York. (AP Photo/Jason DeCrow)

Calgary Flames' Curtis Glencross, center, celebrates with teammates Sean Monahan (23) and Jiri Hudler, right, of the Czech Republic, who assisted on the goal, as New York Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist, foreground, of Sweden, reacts during the first period of an NHL hockey game Sunday, Dec. 15, 2013, in New York. (AP Photo/Jason DeCrow)
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NEW YORK — Sunday marked Sean Monahan’s second game back in the lineup since suffering a hairline fracture in his foot.

Still wearing a walking boot for precaution, the rookie pivot was thrilled to be back on the ice but said his return needed work.

“It felt good,” he said. “Obviously, it’s nice to be back in the lineup. I made a few mistakes, but I felt good.”

Monahan missed seven games of action, reporting lingering pain after playing Nov. 27 against Chicago after blocking a Dennis Wideman shot at practice a few days prior.

After playing in Saturday’s 2-1 overtime win at Buffalo, the 19-year-old reported no pain but struggled in 15:20 of ice time.

“Whenever you’re going to get called your name to be out there, you’ve gotta be ready,” he said. “Obviously, it’s my first game back, but I have to be better and I know that.

“The timing is a little off sometimes when you first come back, but I came back quickly. Like I said, I can be better.”

BIG APPLE EYE-OPENING

Because of the new National Hockey League schedule which sees each team visit each of the 29 other cities at least once this season, the Flames paid their first visit to Madison Square Garden in the heart of Manhattan since Nov. 22, 2010.

“This is one of the top places to play in the league, Madison Square Garden,” Brian McGrattan was saying prior to the game. “It’s exciting, it’s fun. It’s a good atmosphere ... a pretty cool place to come to.”

Even for the players who see some of hottest cities and top arenas in North America.

“It’s pretty wild,” McGrattan said. “The streets are packed with people everywhere. Usually when you get in on a clear night, it looks like daytime with all the lights everywhere. It’s a cool place to come and it’s pretty special to play hockey here. We get excited.

“When I played in Ottawa, we got to come here twice a year and it was one of the more fun trips to come on. It’s always a fun place to come and play.”

SCRATCHED GALIARDI

Joining David Jones and Chris Breen in the press box Sunday against the Rangers, winger T.J. Galiardi was a healthy scratch for the second straight game and third since joining the Flames in the off-season.

Head coach Bob Hartley was asked what he needed to see from the Calgarian who has also been recovering from back spasms.

“Buzz, buzz, buzz,” Hartley said. “A classic example of what we’re looking for is what Paul Byron’s bringing (the undersized pivot had one goal and two assists in games against Carolina and Buffalo).

“We want to bring a team that’s going to play hard, be smart, be on the puck. We want to be known as the hardest working team. We’re starting a new culture over here and the best way to start a new culture is with commitment.”

INTEREST IN POULIN?

There are reports circulating out of Toronto that Dave Poulin is a potential candidate for the Calgary Flames vacant general manager position. Poulin was, of course, hired by Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke in Toronto back in 2009 to be the club’s vice-president of hockey operations. Currently, Poulin is the general manager of the Maple Leafs’ American Hockey League affiliate, the Toronto Marlies.

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Flames defeat Buffalo Sabres in overtime road win

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldDecember 15, 2013
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Calgary Flames centre Mike Cammalleri (13), gives chase as Buffalo Sabres defenceman Mike Weber (6) slaps the puck away during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Buffalo, N.Y., Saturday Dec. 14, 2013.
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BUFFALO - Drafted by the Buffalo Sabres in 2007 and traded to the Calgary Flames for Robyn Regehr, Ales Kotalik, and a draft pick back in 2011, Paul Byron had several reasons for some inspired play on Saturday afternoon against his former team.

And, as a result, his current team reaped the benefits.

The undersized pivot who was called up on Nov. 28 in the wave of a massive string of injuries wound up being one of the stars of the afternoon matinee at snowy downtown Buffalo’s First Niagara Center, scoring a third-period marker to tie the game 1-1 and setting up Matt Stajan’s game-winning goal 42 seconds in overtime.

“I was really excited to come here in Buffalo,” said the 24-year-old Ottawa native who was rewarded with 14:20 of ice time, including 2:30 on the penalty kill. “This is a team that drafted me and I played two years in their organization. I was really excited for this game and to show my appreciation for this organization.

“I just try to make the most of every opportunity. It started with the penalty kill and gradually got more ice time. Just trying to take every minute I get out there and use it to my advantage.”

Thanks to another overtime victory --- a 2-1 decision with acting general manager Brian Burke watching from his perch above --- Calgary won its second game in a row. It was also the Flames’ second since Burke axed general manager Jay Feaster and assistant general manager John Weisbrod on Thursday.

They’re 13-15-4 and are 6-4-0 in their past 10 games. But, also, they started a five-game road trip on a positive note.

“It’s great,” said head coach Bob Hartley. “That was our plan. We flew in (Friday), we didn’t skate this morning because of the 2 p.m. (local) game. I’m not pleased with the start, I’m not pleased with the game, but I’m pleased with the result. That’s what we wanted.

“Sometimes, in this business, you deserve to win and you lose. (Saturday), I’m not saying we didn’t deserve to win but overall, I thought we could have been better. We found a way to win and we’ll take it.”

The loss sent the Sabres further down their sinkhole, dropping to 7-24-3; a team that’s actually in a similar situation as the Flames, reviewing resumes for a new general manager after firing GM Darcy Regier on Nov. 13.

After going scoreless for two periods and taking 40 minutes to actually get going, the home team put themselves on the board when Matt Moulson tapped one past Karri Ramo with 13:47 left in the third. He was able to get a shot off on the rush with Flames defenceman Kris Russell tying up Latvian Zemgus Girgensons and T.J. Brodie dealing with Tyler Ennis.

The opportunistic Flames, however, tied it up a few minutes later. Playing pinball, a Mikael Backlund shot went off David Jones to pinching defenceman Chris Butler behind the net. The former Sabre, also part of the Regehr-Kotalik trade, offered it out front to Byron who beat Buffalo goalie Jhonas Enroth.

“The first 40, I don’t know how it was from the press box or the stands,” Hartley said. “But from the bench, ugly is a gentle word. But we found a way to win and that’s the most important thing. Paul Byron, Karri Ramo those are two guys that really showed up to work today.”

Besides the third period, it was a quiet afternoon with a pile of turnovers and penalties on both sides.

The only time the Flames were remotely close to scoring before Byron put them on the board was at the end of the first period.

With a delayed penalty being called to Marcus Foligno (and Jiri Hudler still off for high-sticking), Ramo charged to the Flames bench to send an extra attacker. But when two players hopped over the boards instead of one (giving the Flames six attackers instead of five) Mike Cammalleri’s marker with 17.9 seconds left in the opening frame was waved off for too many-men.

“One player jumped,” explained Hartley. “We tried to get two dollars for a loonie. From the bench, it looked like a great play. But the referees picked it up and it was a mistake on our part.”

Meanwhile, Ramo, making his second straight start, fared well after the first two periods considering the Sabres heavy traffic in front and all of the posts they seemed to find. He turned aside 19 shots after 20 minutes and 26 at the game’s end.

“It was a sloppy game, no doubt about it,” Stajan said. “We had chances, both goalies made some saves. The goal we got called back was a tough one, especially in the last minute. Would have been a nice boost ... it was a weird game all over. We’re just happy we got the win.”

ICE CHIPS:

Flames’ healthy scratches: RW T.J. Galiardi, D Chris Breen, and RW Blair Jones ... making his return to the ice was C Sean Monahan who missed seven games dealing with a hairline fracture in his foot. His last game was on Nov. 27 against Chicago. The 19-year-old rookie reported no pain (although he’s in a walking boot for the duration of this trip) but struggled in 15:20 of ice time. “I would have expected more from Monnie,” Hartley said. “He’s a young kid and he’s going to have his ups and downs. (Saturday), with no morning skate, everything was against him. I thought he survived out there.” ... Still left in sick bay: D Dennis Wideman (hand) ... Calgary’s five game road-trip continues Sunday at Madison Square Garden against the New York Rangers (5 p.m. MT, Sportsnet Calgary, Fan 960) ... Hartley gave Ramo the nod for Sunday’s match against the New York Rangers.
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Johnson: Burke axes Feaster as he unveils vision to build a big, bossy, belligerent band of brothers

GM didn&#8217;t fit in Calgary Flames president of hockey operations&#8217; plan to host a Stanley Cup parade someday in Calgary

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldDecember 13, 2013
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Calgary Flames President of Hockey Operations Brian Burke wants a team that&#8217;s bigger and tougher.
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Even if people wonder if too much rum might not be spiking his egg nog, visions of Stanley Cup sugar plums continue to dance in Brian Burke’s head.

“This,” reiterated the ‘acting’ general manager of the Calgary Flames, “is all about having a parade” (And not of the Santa Claus variety, either).

Obviously, Brian Burke didn’t close his eyes and see Jay Feaster as a suitable parade marshal.

Didn’t much fancy the size of the floats or the oom-pah-pah of the marching bands Feaster had assembled during his three years in charge here.

“It seems very distant on a day like today,” continued Burke at a hastily-arranged 11 a.m. media conference at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “Our team’s struggling, we’re near the bottom of the standings.

“And this guy’s standing up here talking about titles and people are saying ‘Man, this guy needs a urine test.’ But that’s what this is about. I wouldn’t have come here if that wasn’t the ultimate goal. And I have to look at the steps that have been taken and figure out what’s the best way for us to get on that path.

“And I’ve reached the conclusion that we needed to make this change.”

So Burke emerged from his self-imposed exile to drop the guillotine blade: Feaster, out. Assistant GM John Weisbrod, out. Everyone else in the building, he vows, stays. Just don’t get too comfortable.

“I was born impatient,” he admitted with flat defiance. “I’m going to die impatient. I know that. It can’t come as fast as I’d like it to.”

So there it is.

Burke needs a kindred spirit running his hockey team. Someone on board to build a big, bossy, belligerent band of brothers. And he wants it done sooner rather than later.

The Flames have reportedly been given permission by the Stars to speak to ex-Dallas GM Joe Nieuwendyk, a familiar face hereabouts, about the GM job. Former Buffalo boss Darcy Regier is also said to be in the mix, along with Leafs’ assistant GM Claude Loiselle, AHL Toronto Marlies’ general manager Dave Poulin and Nashville assistant manager Paul Fenton, himself a former Flame.

And there’s always the big fella with the greying thatch himself should he not come up with a suitable candidate. Don’t for a moment count that option out, despite all his huffy protestations.

For the moment, anyway, Burke will hand-pick a GM, who will in turn choose his right-hand man.

Was Thursday’s announcement surprising? Yes, the timing. But no. Not really. As soon as Burke was hired here, most onlookers instantly moved the beleaguered Feaster from the general prison population onto Death Row. Inheriting a mess from the deposed Darryl Sutter three years ago, he always seemed destined for the gallows, given the almost-impossible task of reinvigorating a stale, stuttering franchise. Given his challenges, Feaster’s legacy is, therefore, a highly checkered affair: The drafting of Sean Monahan and Johnny Gaudreau, the off-loading of Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester, no playoff appearances, the firing of Brent Sutter and hiring of Bob Hartley, the Ryan O’Reilly offer-sheet near-disaster.

You can chalk Weisbrod, a Feaster ally, up as collateral damage.

Off what we heard Thursday, what really seemed to irk Burke is the radical shift away from size to smaller skill that Feaster had initiated.

“You can pick the top 10 teams in our league right now,” he said. “The coaches might be different, the systems might be different but the one thing they have in common: They’re big. And I really believe once the Anaheim team” — HIS team, BTW — “won the Cup in ’07 every team started to blueprint themselves after that.

“Successful teams are big.

“We’re not big enough. That’s one thing.

“And we’re not hostile enough. I don’t like playing flag football. I like teams that bang. I don’t like the way we play.

“You need a blueprint, you need a determination to assemble a team a certain way. And that’s what this GM is going to have to have. Not because it’s Brian Burke’s view on life, that we like big hockey or hard hockey. But because that’s what wins in this league. We want black-and-blue hockey here. It’s what we do in Alberta.

“We gotta be big and more truculent. I want a little more hostility out there than I see right there.

“I don’t think that’s throwing a rock. We’re smaller than I want to be.”

And yet you could argue that these Flames, as is, the Jay Feaster-imagined Flames, even at 25th overall and lying 13th in the West, have actually been a pleasant surprise, given the tumult of the last six months, the thinness of the talent pool and the rash of debilitating injuries. They play hard virtually every night, are in more games than anyone on the outside thought possible.

But Brian Burke, as he himself said, is nothing if not an impatient man.

“There’s only two ways to answer that question,” he replied, when asked for specific reasons Feaster did not come up to muster. “One way is to duck it, the other is to throw rocks at somebody. I think the general manager’s job consists of a certain number of discreet, very distinct jobs. One is putting your staff together. One is trades and there are three kinds of trades: Futures trades, standard trades and then there’s selling trades, deadline trades. You go back and analyze those and reach your own conclusion whether we received full value in those deals, you can evaluate our drafts and see whether we did the best we could.

“Obviously I reached the conclusion we haven’t.

“I’m not shovelling dirt on people. You guys want to dissect all these things, please do it. But I’m not going to do it. Jay’s my friend. It’s not fun firing a friend.”

“Jay’s a good man. He did his best here. He’s a good person. I think Jay did his best to make it work.

“And with players that he brought here like Sean Monahan, his fingerprints are going to be on this team for many years.”

In the aftermath of Thursday’s squall, someone new will be hired to add his fingerprints.

But from here on in, the DNA, to virtually no one’s surprise, is all Brian Burke’s.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
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Flames score OT win over Carolina after forging ahead without Feaster, Weisbrod and Baertschi

Chris Butler&#8217;s winner with 3.6 seconds left in extra frame nets Calgary 2-1 victory

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldDecember 13, 2013
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Score one for truculence: Brian McGrattan, left, celebrates his goal with teammates TJ Brodie and Paul Byron during the second period on Thursday.
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Calgary Flames fans, on Tuesday, got to bid an emotional farewell to Jarome Iginla.

Next question — when will fans next get to say hello to Sven Baertschi?

In his first official act as interim general manager, Brian Burke bumped Baertschi to the Abbotsford Heat of the American Hockey League. The Swiss winger has impressed neither Burke nor coach Bob Hartley since the season’s start.

Beyond that rather predictable demotion, the organization — from Burke at the top of the chain, to the players at the bottom — insists that the team should simply forge ahead.

“It doesn’t really affect the way we play,” Matt Stajan, before the Thursday’s contest, was saying of Jay Feaster’s sudden dismissal. “We go out there, we have the same system, the same game plan. Nothing changes for us.

“We have a game plan.”

Which, believe it or not, does include hanging onto leads — not that you’d know it.

Yet again, the Flames carried an advantage into the third period and let it slip away.

But this night did have a happy ending for the local side — Chris Butler ripped a high wrister into the Carolina Hurricanes’ cage with only 3.6 seconds remaining in overtime to give the Flames a 2-1 victory in National Hockey League action at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

The Flames got the opener from Brian McGrattan, the first goal of his season — and the first since April 29, 2013, a span of 29 dates — and the seventh of his 261-game career.

But the Hurricanes, at 11:10 of the third period, squared things when Jeff Skinner forced a shot through the gear of goalie Karri Ramo.

The crowd, which has seen this show repeatedly in past weeks, groaned.

That groaning return when, minutes later on a Ladislav Smid hook, Skinner was awarded a penalty shot. But Ramo blocked the attempt.

“I have no doubt in my mind that . . . they’re going to be ready,” Hartley had said of his lads. “I’ve met with the team. Brian met with the team. As much as it’s a sad day, there’s still a hockey game going on. Two days ago, we had a great day with Jarome (Iginla’s return) and there was still a game going on. So my message will not change.”

The opening period — the first under the direct supervision of Burke — did feature dashes of truculence.

On their first spin of the night, Lance Bouma and McGrattan each picked up a heavy hit. Next time out, McGrattan filled Drayson Bowman’s left earhole with trash talk.

And, eight minutes into the proceeding, Mark Giordano crushed rookie Elias Lindholm — the fifth overall pick at the 2013 draft — into the fence in front of the hosts’ bench. The Swedish teen left and did not return.

Also, by easily killing a hooking penalty to Stajan, the Flames ran their spell of short-handed excellence to 33-for-35.

Probably worth noting, too, that Tuomo Ruutu, a big-league banger from way back, gave Giordano a healthy knock in the first period’s dying seconds.

Ruutu, however, had no answer for Bouma, who, in the late stages of the second period, stripped the puck away from the Hurricanes winger.

Puck on stick, Bouma found a lurking McGrattan. And the enforcer coolly snapped a low shot under the pads of goalie Justin Peters.

“I think we’re in a good mindset right now,” Giordano had noted in the morning. “It’s tough, obviously. Jay was a great guy and I have a lot of respect for him. Really, our job doesn’t change for tonight. We have to come out and play hard and find a way to get a win.”

“As players, as coaches, we’ve been working hard. I think we’ve been doing a good job of that. Now it’s getting to the next step here. I think the message is clear — losing is unacceptable. We have to start winning games.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Burke leaves door open for select smaller skilled players (such as Johnny Gaudreau) to play for Flames

Club&#8217;s president of hockey operations actually texted Boston College coach Jerry York about Gaudreau and Bill Arnold

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldDecember 12, 2013
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Even with Calgary Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke looking to add size and truculence, diminutive skilled prospect Johnny Gaudreau could still have a future in Calgary.
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Brian Burke insists he isn’t anti-small.

He’s simply pro-big.

“There’s plenty of room for small players in our game,” contended the Calgary Flames ‘acting’ general manager/president of hockey operations. “All these teams that are competitive have small players. What I’m saying is you need some beef around them.”

Burke’s fondness for size and tenacity on his teams is well documented. Yet among the top Flames’ prospects is Johnny Gaudreau, a Jay Feaster draft pick, Boston College star and 2013 Hobey Baker finalist as the top player in U.S. college hockey. The super-slick Gaudreau is rather generously listed at 5-foot-8 and 160 pounds.

Gaudreau, who decided to stay in school and play a third year with the Eagles, has yet to sign a contract with the Flames, despite Calgary’s enticements and overtures to this point.

A Burke-type player?

“I sent a text to the coach (Jerry York) of Boston College,” Burke countered. “I said: Make sure you tell your players we still love ’em. There’s a couple guys there we drafted (Gaudreau and centre Bill Arnold). One of them’s quite small, the Gaudreau kid. But he’s quite gifted as well. There’s room for the small player in our game, but you’d better surround him with some beef.

“The bottom six forwards are easier to fill out, the black and blue part of your team, rather than the skill part. So there’s plenty of room for skill guys. Everyone says ‘You have big teams’ . . . this and that. But I’ve had some pretty good players play for me, too. Highly-skilled players I placed great value on. Guys like Bure, Naslund, Sedin, Teemu Selanne. I have lots of room for skill guys.

“Anyone can paint a barn, but you need a special person to paint a masterpiece.”

FRANK RESPONSE

The reaction of local hockey buffs to the dismissal of GM Jay Feaster and his sidekick John Weisbrod won’t be lost on Brian Burke. But it won’t make a whit of difference, either.

“Fans,” he said, “are the lifeblood of our business, but they can’t drive the decision-making process.

“I’m not kissing babies up here. I’m not running for office. This is about winning hockey games. It’s not a popularity contest. There’s no poll at the end of this. And I don’t pay attention to stuff like that. The people I listen to are our season-ticket holders and our sponsors.

“I’ve been at this a long time, I think I know what I’m doing and in my judgment this move today is necessary.

“I think (the decision) was done as thoroughly and fairly and academically as you could do it. Not just Brian Burke’s view on life. Did we do this right? Did we do that right? So that takes time. So unfortunately it’s up against Christmas more than we’d like it. But I’d rather do it now than in 10 days.”

NO GM ASPIRATIONS

Despite all his denials, the vast majority of onlookers and analysts still can’t believe Burke won’t be the general manager of the Flames when everything shakes down.

“It’s not the deal I made with Ken King and the ownership group here,” he continued to argue Thursday. “I’m not going to welsh on the deal and say ‘Aha! Now I want to be the GM.’ It would certainly cast some suspicion on my motives in making this change, too, if I announced today that I’m the new GM. ‘Then did you really give Jay (Feaster) a fair chance?’

“I think I did, but I don’t want his job.”

Burke also said that special assistant to the GM Craig Conroy has a bright future, may someday be a general manager in the NHL and could be considered for the secondary post here, but as not now a candidate for the big job.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Amid tumultuous day in Flames front office, Hartley gets a vote of confidence

Head coach will remain in place while new GM search gets going in earnest

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldDecember 12, 2013
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Calgary Flames head coach Bob Hartley walks out to comment on the firing of Flames GM Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod during a press conference at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Thursday.
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Brian Burke’s axe fell twice Thursday morning.

While the Calgary Flames’ president of hockey operations was explaining his actions to reporters, coach Bob Hartley had been merrily going about his business on the Scotiabank Saddledome ice.

And, according to the boss, Hartley will continue to go about his business.

No more trips to the chopping block. For now.

“I’m very happy with the coaching staff,” Burke said after extending holiday shoves to general manager Jay Feaster and his assistant John Weisbrod. “I think sometimes when a change like this is made, the instantaneous reaction is, ‘Who’s next?’ There will be no further changes. Even if a new GM comes in, these coaches are going to coach this team through this year. I promised them that.

“I’m very happy with the way the team works. We need to figure out how to hold some of the leads and covert some of these leads into W’s. But in terms of the team’s work ethic and the role that some of the young players have been given, I’m very pleased with the coaching staff.”

Which, no doubt, is music to the ears of Hartley — and staff chums Jacques Cloutier, Martin Gelinas and Clint Malarchuk — who have been granted the luxury of time.

No small thing for coaches.

“When (Burke was hired), he told me that he likes the way we play,” said Hartley, in his second winter with the Flames. “(Thursday) morning, he told me again. But, at the same time, it doesn’t change my job. I have a great coaching staff. I have players (who) want to learn, they want to work. It doesn’t really change our day-to-day operation.”

Well, not yet anyway.

Because Burke is eager to inject some menace into his lineup. In his presser, he noted that small skaters are OK — if they’re surrounded by beefier ones.

Meaning today’s roster is definitely not February’s roster.

“That’s the Western Conference,” said Hartley. “Remember when Brian won the (2007 Stanley) Cup with Anaheim? He won it with a tough team and, suddenly, everyone copied them. We’re still in that cycle. Brian wants to start all over again what he did in Anaheim. It worked . . . you don’t win championships with schoolboys.

“What I like about Brian Burke teams — they’re abrasive and they play tough.”

Hartley insisted he had no clue that something big was going to happen this week.

Like the players, he got the news before Thursday’s morning skate.

“Those things . . . it’s just like us when we decide to scratch a player,” said Hartley. “We don’t go (public), we do our business. We’re pros. Every decision that we make, lots of them are not fun. It’s not fun for no one to scratch or fire people. Brian was very sad. He was devastated. He’s usually full of energy, standing tall. But right in my doorway, I knew that something was going on. But it’s the cycle of hockey.

“Obviously, that’s always a big shock. We’re all aware of the risks and the dangers of our jobs.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames players focusing on playing better in wake of Feaster/Weisbrod firings

Move can be used as motivation, but they also have a new direct boss, who wants the team to play tougher, so it&#8217;s audition time, too

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldDecember 12, 2013
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Carolina Hurricanes goalie Justin Peters, right, swats the puck away from Calgary Flames forward David Jones during the first period on Thursday night. The players received a visit from director of hockey operations Brian Burke, who informed them in his frank way that GM Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod had been fired.
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Game days, players drive to the rink and gather in the locker-room.

So Thursday morning’s meeting was nothing out of the ordinary — until they were told that this particular powwow would be led, not by coach Bob Hartley, not by general manager Jay Feaster, but by Brian Burke, president of hockey operations for the Calgary Flames.

Which got the players thinking.

And panicking. And counting.

“You’re almost checking to see if all the guys on the team are still around,” said Joe Colborne, “or if there’s a big deal going on.”

No trades. But two terminations.

Burke informed his boys that he’d punted Feaster and assistant general manager John Weisbrod, news delivered in trademark fashion.

“Very matter of fact, very concise, in his messaging,” said Michael Cammalleri. “No dramatics to it. It was just, ‘This is what’s going on. This is what’s happening. This is how I feel about things.’ Just him doing his job.”

Him doing his job, according to Colborne, is significant — something to have faith in.

“I’ve seen first-hand his ability to turn a program around,” said Colborne, previously with the Toronto Maple Leafs. “To take it from . . . continual disappointment and turn around and do something that the fan-base and the city can be proud of.

“He doesn’t mince words. His speech to us was pretty blunt. That’s the only way he knows how to do it.”

Despite the startling development — “It’s obviously a big shock, your boss being let go,” says Matt Stajan — it is business as usual for puck-chasers.

On the ice for the morning skate, home for a nap, back to the rink for a game.

At least right now, the shake-up doesn’t alter their on-ice approach.

But off-ice?

“The hard truth is we hot-stove like everybody else,” said Cammalleri. “We’ll go to the pre-game meal (Thursday) and I’m sure the topic of conversation will be not unlike any conversation a fan would be having. We’re fans of the game, too, and it’s our business and we’re so close to it, so it’s naturally something that gets talked about.

“But distracting yourself with it or over-concerning yourself with it does no good for anybody. We just get ready to play hockey. Brian said this morning: ‘Players play, coaches coach, managers manage.’ If you keep it simple like that, it makes things run smoothly.”

Not that Burke is pleased. Far from it.

He made it plain during the morning’s sermon that he’s sick of seeing his squad crumble under pressure. Triumphs are being frittered away on a regular basis.

At the time of the firings, the Flames, with 30 dates in the bank, had been one point above the Western Conference floor.

“It’s not where we want to be,” said Mark Giordano. “Any time something like this happens, you have to use it as motivation — you better be ready to play the next night, you better be able to ramp your game up — and prove that you belong here.

“Any time, obviously, that things aren’t going well . . . someone’s going to take the fall.”

Said Colborne of Feaster: “It’s disappointing. I’ve got a tonne of respect for that man. It’s never easy being the guy who has to go through the rebuild because there’s going to be some growing pains.”

Now it’s time for someone else to shoulder the pain.

Until he tracks down the next full-time general manager, Burke is that guy on an interim basis. Flames players, who have had very little interaction with him, may soon get a faceful.

“Burkie is a good man — he lets you know where you stand,” said Stajan. “The organization brought him in for a reason. He’s the man making all the hockey decisions. A team’s lucky to have a guy like that running things because he’s been so successful.

“Obviously, we’ll see what happens going forward. (This) was obviously a start to something.”

Cole: ‘Background Brian’ Burke jumps on the Flames’ front burner

By Cam Cole, Vancouver Sun columnistDecember 12, 2013
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Brian Burke, the Calgary Flames' president of hockey operations, announces the firing of GM Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod at a press conference in Calgary on Thursday, Dec. 12, 2013.
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VANCOUVER — If the idea was to look as though he hadn’t slept in three days while agonizing over when to fire Jay Feaster, and didn’t have time to comb his hair before jumping into his suit and mostly doing up his tie, then Brian Burke succeeded brilliantly.

He was magnificently unkempt and plausibly verklempt Thursday morning, repeatedly stressing that the firing of Feaster and John Weisbrod as Calgary Flames’ general manager and assistant GM, respectively, was an unhappy occasion.

But Burke gives good quote, and has a couple of one-liners ready for any occasion, so the Howard-Hughes-on-descent-into-hermithood look was only a momentary distraction. 

On the bright side, now that he is officially (though he insists temporarily) in charge of the Calgary Flames daily hockey operations, Burke will be entitled to:

• A deluxe cellphone plan (not Bell) with which to canvass all the bright but unproven proteges he plans to interview for the job of being mentored by B. Burke in the wicked ways of NHL management;

• A Roget’s Thesaurus with all the synonyms for “belligerent” highlighted in yellow (obstreperous, cantankerous, disruptive, truculent, refractory, hostile, antagonistic, warlike, pugnacious, bellicose, contentious, militant, combative, confrontational) for use at future new conferences;

• A personal barber (though probably not Feaster’s buzzcutter) and the increased solicitude of his children, who could barely contain their bemusement at the old man’s appearance during the Saddledome news conference.

“Okay....so maybe I should pick Dad up for a haircut this week,” wrote daughter Molly, on her Twitter account.

“No I'm buying him a brush for Christmas, don't you ruin this,” wrote son Patrick, who added, after considerable Twitter mockery of Pop Burke’s unruly mop ...

“Maybe it's for Locks of Love and HOW WILL YOU ALL FEEL THEN?”

But seriously, folks ... who among us didn’t check the calendar and nod knowingly when the Flames called a news conference to make an organizational announcement Thursday?

Who really thought, when Burke was hired by the team in September, that he was going to get all the way to Christmas before the top of his head blew off in exasperation at the slow pace of change in a hockey team that last won as many games as it lost three seasons ago, and is currently 13th in a 14-team Western Conference, after being 13th out of 15 a year ago?

Who believed that he was going to be a totally hands-off boss if things continued to slide in Cowtown, as they were virtually guaranteed to do?

“I’m not a patient person,” Burke admitted Thursday. “I was born impatient, I’m going to die impatient. (Success) can’t come as fast as I want it to come.”

Viewed from a safe distance, his message was eerily like the one he delivered when taking the Maple Leafs’ GM job in 2008: i.e., the team as constituted is too soft.

Stop me if you’ve heard this before, but in invoking the Anaheim Ducks’ Stanley Cup blueprint from 2007 — a “skill surrounded by beef” model he believes every successful NHL team since has tried to emulate — he left little doubt as to the direction he has in mind for the Flames.

“It’s not because it’s Brian Burke’s view on life that we like big or hard hockey, it’s because that’s what wins in our league,” he said. “That’s the first thing, (the new GM) has to be a guy that shares that blueprint.”

And: “I don’t like the way we play. I don’t like flag football. I like teams that bang.”

And: “We want black-and-blue hockey. That’s what we do in Alberta.”

And: “I want more hostility than I’m seeing out there right now. We’ve got to be big and more truculent — you’re all waiting for the word, and there it is.”

Though self-deprecating is not a word readily attached to Burke, he did admit that his long-term goal for the Flames may sound absurd at the moment.

“This is all about having a parade,” he said. “Now, it seems very distant on a day like today. Our team is struggling. We’re near the bottom of the standings, and a guy’s standing up here talking about titles and people are saying, ‘This guy needs a urine test.’ But that’s what this is about.”

It behooves the columnist, at this juncture, to point out that in stating uncategorically “I know what I’m doing,” Burke is leaving a fair-sized opening for the naysayers.

Though the Maple Leafs — who fired him a year ago — have shown signs of an overall organizational improvement with moves he made in his five years as their GM, it has been pointed out that at the time of Thursday’s news conference, the Leafs were 32 games into their season, and had 35 points. A year ago, after 32 games, they had 36 points. Two years ago, after 32 games, they had 35 points.

Burke acknowledged that effecting change in Toronto was like making a U-turn with an aircraft carrier compared to the task facing him in Calgary. The first two years in Toronto, he said, was taken up with trying to trade overpaid players with long-term, no-cut deals, leftovers (though he didn’t utter the name) from the John Ferguson Jr. era.

“That’s not the case here,” he said. “Jay’s done a good job of managing the payroll. We’re under the cap. We don’t have 50 contracts. We don’t have to shovel the stable out before we start putting the thoroughbreds in here.”

But where do the thoroughbreds come from? Not from free agency. And what does he have to trade?

“Easier to fill out the roster with bangers than skill players. Anyone can paint a barn,” he said.

But those barn-painters are bottom-six guys. The Flames are about five players short of a top six.

Maybe he can find them from the draft, over time, but probably not quickly.

And about that Anaheim model: if Chris Pronger and Scott Niedermayer aren’t on the blue line in 2007, the Ducks don’t win. And there are no Prongers or Niedermayers out there at the moment.

As to which malleable young minds he might be considering for the GM and assistant GM jobs, Burke said he had already contacted one NHL club for permission to approach an employee, and though the firings in Calgary may seem Grinch-like this close to Christmas, his hand was forced by the need for speed, since Buffalo is also conducting a GM search — and presumably, Burke doesn’t want his No. 1 choice snapped up by the Sabres.

Possibles include former Flames star (and recently fired Dallas Stars GM) Joe Nieuwendyk, Leafs assistant GM Claude Loiselle, Marlies GM Dave Poulin, Nashville’s assistant GM Paul Fenton ...

In the meantime, Background Brian is gone, as you knew he would be.

“I talked to the players this morning,” he said. “You’ll see a difference now, the amount of time I’m around.”

So the Flames won’t get well soon. But they’ll be livelier patients.

Junior team has its eyes on Monahan again after Flames' front-office shakeup

By Bill Beacon, The Canadian PressDecember 12, 2013

TORONTO - A shakeup in the Calgary Flames front office on Thursday has management of Canada's world junior championship team wondering if centre Sean Monahan may be available for international duty.

They had already been told Monahan would not be loaned for the Dec. 26-Jan. 3 world junior championship in Malmo, Sweden, but that was before Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke fired general manager Jay Feaster.

Scott Salmond, the junior squad's director of hockey operations, said it won't hurt to ask again if the gifted forward is available, even if it may be a longshot.

"A no is a no whether it comes from Brian Burke or Jay," said Salmond. "Out of respect for Brian we'll go back and ask again. I'm sure Brian was part of the original decision. Whether things change or not will be up to the Calgary Flames, but it's worth a try."

The six-foot-two 190-pound Monahan has nine goals and 15 points in 24 games as an NHL rookie.

The junior team is also hoping to bring Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman Morgan Rielly back for a second world junior tournament, but so far the Leafs have been reluctant to let him go. The NHL club is expected to make a decision by Tuesday.

The juniors have already got rearguard Mathew Dumba from the Minnesota Wild.

Players arrived a few at a time from across Canada on Thursday to begin preparations for a three-day camp at the Mastercard Centre before heading for Sweden for more practice and three pre-tournament games.

What wasn't known is whether Halifax Mooseheads forward Jonathan Drouin, projected to be a top points producer, will be able to skate. He suffered a concussion last week after being hit from behind in a game against the Quebec Remparts.

He was to be evaluated by team doctors Thursday night to see if he is ready to resume skating.

Drouin said he feels better, but it's up to the doctors to say if he can skate.

"I want to get on the ice with the guys as soon as possible, but it's my health and I'm not going to push it," said Drouin, the third-overall pick in the NHL draft in June by the Tampa Bay Lightning. "But it's not me deciding those things. It's more medical testing to make sure I'm fine in my head."

Coach Brent Sutter doubts that Drouin will skate this week, but it won't disrupt the team's preparations either way.

"We'll monitor him," said Sutter. "There's no rush or panic. We have a few days before we need to be concerned about it."

Drouin played well at last year's world juniors, when Canada was shut out of the medals after losing to the United States in the semifinals. And he was a force as Halifax won the Memorial Cup.

He was disappointed that the Lightning didn't keep him in the NHL after training camp, but since then he has been tearing up the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League with 17 goals and 50 points in only 23 games.

Ryan Jankowski, the junior team's top scout, said the experience Drouin acquired last season has made him a better player.

"He's been through a lot," said Jankowski. "Winning a Memorial Cup and being part of the world juniors was huge for him, but now he's taking his game to the next level.

"His game has changed. He's more complete, but he has also raised his offensive game to dominate more than he did last year, if that's possible."

Another returning player is Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Griffin Reinhart, who was slapped with a four-game suspension for slashing an American player in last year's world juniors. He sat out one game in that tournament, but is to miss the first three games this time.

Sutter shot down any notion that the suspension would play any part in the decision on whether to keep the big and gifted rearguard.

"We're not going to be worried about the suspension he has," said Sutter. "If we have to carry six defencemen to start the tournament, we'll do so.

"You look at the youth on our team, it outweighs the three games he still has to serve."

He said the experience and leadership of players like Reinhart is even more important on a team that has three "underage" players in camp — 16-year-old phenom Connor McDavid, as well as possibly the two top picks in the 2014 NHL draft in defenceman Aaron Ekblad and Reinhart's younger brother Sam.

There are three cuts still to be made — five if Monahan and Rielly join the squad — and it is uncertain if the three youngsters will make it.

Sutter is high on all three, but there is only room for two goalies, seven defencemen and 13 forwards.

McDavid said he's ready to accept any role, if it means making the team.

"There's a little pressure I guess, being that I am 16, but I don't think they would have brought me here if they thought that was going to be a big deal," he said. "So I just try to put it out of my head and focus on the task at hand."

Sutter set no timetable for the cuts, which could come at the end of the camp but may come after the first exhibition game in Sweden. They hope to have their 22-man squad set at least for the last two pre-tournament games.

The deadline to declare rosters is Dec. 25.

Brian Burke 'not kissing babies up here,' takes Flames' helm as GM Jay Feaster fired

'This is about winning hockey games,' says former Canucks, Ducks, Leafs GM who will now take post on interim basis
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CALGARY — The Calgary Flames shook up their front office Thursday after a disappointing start to the season, firing general manager Jay Feaster and assistant general manager John Weisbrod.

The Flames have just 26 points this season, good for 13th place in the 14-team Western Conference.

Brian Burke, the team's president of hockey operations, will serve as acting general manager. He said the search for Feaster's replacement is underway.

Burke felt the moves needed to be made to get the franchise back on track as it tries to pursue a championship.

"I wouldn't have come here if that wasn't the ultimate goal," he said. "I have to look at the steps that have been taken and figure out what's the best way for us to get on that path.

"And I reached the conclusion that we needed to make this change."

Burke, who was hired by the Flames in early September, added that one of the team's priorities is to get tougher and more "truculent."

"We want black-and-blue hockey here, that's what we do in Alberta," Burke said. "We've got to be big and more truculent — I know you're all waiting for the word, there it is. I want a little more hostility out there than what I'm seeing right now."

Burke said it was tough to fire Feaster, who he called a friend. But he said potentially unpopular decisions come with the job.

"I'm not kissing babies up here," he said. "I'm not running for office. This is about winning hockey games. And I have to take the steps that I think are going to lead us to win the most hockey games we can win."

Calgary took an 11-15-4 record into Thursday night's home game against the Carolina Hurricanes.

"If you look at our record, it's not where we want to be and we have to change it as players," said Flames captain Mark Giordano. "You could call it whatever, but the bottom line is this: as an organization, I've been here for a while now, and right from our owners down, we want to win.

"Nothing else is acceptable. We've got to start winning hockey games and push this forward."

Burke said there are no plans to make any changes to the coaching staff this season.

"When he came in he told me he likes the way that we play," said head coach Bob Hartley. "And this morning he told me again. But at the same time, it doesn't change my job. You come in every day, I have a great coaching staff, we have players that want to learn and they want to work.

"It doesn't really change our day-to-day operation."

Burke said one of the reasons for the shakeup is that he believes the Flames are giving up points in games they should win.

"I'm frustrated like all of our fans are with our inability to hold leads," Burke said. "I love how this team works, I love how the coaches are playing the kids ... I'm just frustrated that we seem to routinely turn third-period leads into losses."

Calgary did not make the playoffs in the two full seasons Feaster served as GM. He took over in an acting role midway through the 2010-11 season, and Calgary did not qualify that year either.

"We wish Jay the best," said forward Matt Stajan. "He's a great man, he did a lot for the guys in that room. It's too bad we didn't show better on the ice but we've got to keep grinding here and find a way to win games."

Feaster previously served as GM of the Tampa Bay Lightning, who he guided to a Stanley Cup win in 2004.

Burke has had a long career as a hockey executive. He has previously served as GM of the Vancouver Canucks, Toronto Maple Leafs, Hartford Whalers and Anaheim Ducks, who won the Stanley Cup under his watch in 2007.
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CALGARY — There are some things you can always count on at a Brian Burke news conference — a loosened tie and some excellent quotes.

The veteran hockey executive added a slightly different look to the mix Thursday and the social media world took notice.

Burke, the president of hockey operations for the Calgary Flames, met with reporters at the Scotiabank Saddledome shortly after the team announced some front-office changes.

Assembled media quickly noticed that Burke's grey locks, normally neatly combed back with a part on one side, were much puffier than usual. The slightly dishevelled look also caught the attention of Twitter users — including some of Burke's family members.

"Okay....so maybe I should pick Dad up for a haircut this week," daughter Molly Burke said in a tweet.

Burke's son, Patrick, quickly weighed in with a humorous reply.

"No I'm buying him a brush for christmas don't you ruin this," he tweeted.

Molly's tweet had been retweeted over 500 times and favourited over 250 times in just a few hours.
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Fear not. The raging typhoon hasn’t dissipated into a tepid trickle. Rest assured. The gurgling volcano has not unleashed its last civilization-burying torrent of molten lava.

Just because Brian Burke says he has at long last chosen life behind the curtain doesn’t mean he is any less the great and powerful Oz, pulling all the levers, sending up the stage smoke.

“If I was worried about my image,” wise-cracked the Calgary Flames’ new President of Hockey Operations, “I would’ve done a much better job about it before I got here.”

Old habits dying hard, he peered out on the sea of gathered media like a veteran fighter wearing the scar-tissue of a dozen title bouts sizing up 50 or so new, so-obviously-overmatched sparring partners.

“I mean,” he went on, “I’m not going to change.

“If you ask me a question I’m going to answer it. If you ask me if I like this tie, I’m gonna tell you I don’t like it.”

Haberdashery aside, news of the hiring of Burke — the big-name summer “signing” the Flames, in their current rebuilding state, could never hope to land in free-agency — promised to spice up what is sure to be a long, lean, repetitive winter of on-the-job training for a lot of kids who may or may not prove to be the answer to what ails this franchise.

From an organizational standpoint, a well-timed explosion or two could actually be a pressure-lifting distraction.

Burke’s truculence, his withering defence of those in his employ, those snappy one-liners, are of course the stuff of legend. This is a man, after all, who once quipped: “There is no way Alex Auld was going to be on this team this year, unless he flew to France during the summer and bathed in the holy waters at Lourdes.”

Priceless. Utterly priceless.

So it came as a bit of a shock Thursday that someone so renowned for stepping in would actually be open to the idea of stepping back.

But will he? CAN he? For even an extended period of time? Really?

You don’t hire Brian Burke to be contrite, silent, obscured by shadow.

“I know people think I need to be driving the bus all the time,” protested Burke. “Well, I’m actually a pretty good teammate, too.

“The day-to-day guy, the guy that you talk to every day, is the coach. Played last, day off today, what about line combinations, what about injuries. That should be the coach.

“The transactional guy, if you make a trade, whether it’s a big trade or a little trade, the guy that explains it is the guy that pulls the trigger. That’s Jay (Feaster). So I don’t think there’s any way this works unless the guy in my position takes a lesser role. To me, it’s not protecting Jay. Jay’s a big boy. He’s got as many rings as I do. It’s more: This is how it has to work.

“So, no, I don’t intend to be front and centre. Actually, it’ll be a nice break after being front and centre, getting in a lot of little scraps with the media.

“This is a different job. I like that. For example, just this year, right before I got let go by Toronto, I was in Ufa for the World Juniors. I didn’t enjoy that. I got sick as a dog. The food was awful. And I said to myself ‘This is not a good use of my time.’

“This job allows a guy of my seniority to do less of the grunt work, the day-to-day stuff, but still be involved. I had to get my head around that.

“I don’t expect to be the spokesman for this team. I intend to have a background role. I think people will believe that when they see it, but trust me, they’ll see it.”

The newly-created position within a growing Flames’ management model is one that initially didn’t appeal to the man who eventually filled it.

“My first reaction,” admitted Burke, “is that I was not interested in the job. I thought I was going to get back as a GM and I wanted to wait for that. But once Ken (King) started to explain what the job involved and, as I just said to, the starting point here was Calgary was always an attractive city and I’m comfortable with the ownership group.

“So it’s not like ‘OK, pick a name out of a hat, would you work there?’ This is a place you kinda want to work. I like working in Canada. I like how important hockey is here. And I think you’ve got as knowledgeable and passionate a hockey fan as anywhere on the globe.

“This has great appeal to me. And I like working in Canada. I’ve worked in Canada. I’m a Canadian citizen. Everyone says I’m an American, which I was born and raised. But I am a Canadian citizen. Have been since 1993. I like working in Canada.”

And he’s always savoured the fight, both on the ice and off it. A contrite, silent, obscured-by-shadow Brian Burke?

Yeah. Right. As if.

“You’ve gotta understand, guys that works in pro sports never get up in the morning and say ‘Geez, I hope I have a fight with the media today.’ You get up and you read the paper and read something that’s not right and you snap. Or you’re asked a question in a press conference and you push back. Management almost never starts those fights.

“I felt my whole career that I had to protect my players. Ninety-nine out of 100 times when I get in a scrap someone went after one of my players or my coach. Not something they write about me because frankly I (couldn’t) care less.”

“So I haven’t changed at all. It’s just a different role.”

The hiring of Brian Burke isn’t going to tack 10-12 points on the Flames’ tote board this season. To believe that would be daft. This is still going to be as appetizing as a teaspoon of cod liver oil.

But it does promise to add some splashy colour tones to what shapes up as a flat, bleak, black-and-white winter landscape. He may not, as he claims, have to be driving the bus. But you can bet the first overall pick in 2014 that he’ll be up at the front, telling the driver what route to take.

“The reality,” says Jay Feaster, relenting on the hard-to-swallow Brian-in-the-background scenario for a revealing moment, “is that at some point somebody’s going to write something that’s going to get Brian upset and he’s going to let loose.”

Well, that, at least, is something to look forward to.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgeohnsonCH

Rebuilding Flames taking one step forward, two steps back in attempt to fix face-plant problem

Young squad has had trouble finishing lately after fixing previous problem: sluggish starts

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldDecember 11, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s Sven Baertschi tries to slow down Boston&#8217;s Matt Bartkowski during Tuesday&#8217;s game. The Flames collapsed in the third period to lose 2-1.
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Game Day: Carolina Hurricanes at Calgary Flames

Time to stock up on patience. And Band-Aids.

“It’s like learning to ride a bike,” Bob Hartley, coach of the Calgary Flames, said. “Right now, we’re scraping our knees and elbows big-time.”

The scab-count grows near-nightly as the Flames, with their youthful mix, take more late-game spills.

The most recent, of course, being Tuesday’s collapse against the visiting Boston Bruins. Here on Thursday are the Carolina Hurricanes (7 p.m., The FAN 960, Sportsnet West).

Which means another chance to go for a spin.

Or another chance to jam a stick into your spokes.

“I’m very confident we’re going to get on that big bike,” Hartley continued, “and we’re going to start rolling and we’re going to be good. Part of this is a lack of maturity, a lack of experience, at this level. We’re learning.”

For the coaching staff, though, it’s like playing Whac-A-Mole.

As soon as Hartley hammers out one deficiency, another pops up. (“We just change the pain,” he said, chuckling.)

Not long ago, it had been the Flames’ sluggish starts that were most worrisome.

These days?

They can’t get to the barn. At least not with the win.

“Those are good teams we’re playing against, but we’re just not finishing,” said Kris Russell. “For a full 60 minutes, and the third period especially, we’ve got to play our game. We can’t worry about what’s going to happen. The best way to learn, I guess, is to have (these experiences). We’ve learned our lessons now. We can’t let that happen again.”

From the last dozen dates are these face-plants — all, curiously enough, on home ice:

* Nov. 16 versus Edmonton: Flames take a commanding 2-0 advantage, then cough up four third-period goals — 4-2 loss.

* Nov. 27 versus Chicago: Up by two, Flames surrender third-period goals 56 seconds apart, then allow the winner with only 18 ticks to go — 3-2 loss.

* Dec. 6 versus Colorado: Flames lead by one until giving up goals 54 seconds apart late in the second period — 3-2 loss.

* Dec. 10 versus Boston: Owning a one-goal bulge with less than seven minutes to go, Flames permit goals 98 seconds apart — 2-1 loss.

“A penalty, a power-play goal — then, suddenly, the sand castle got washed out,” Hartley said of Tuesday’s disheartening defeat against the Bruins. “It’s too bad because I feel for our guys. We had played a perfect 40 minutes. We kept them to six scoring chances. We frustrated them. I thought we played a great, great game. We just have to find a way to put in a full 60 minutes — and we will.”

Lee Stempniak points out that the Flames, for whatever reason, shrink into a shell as the night tightens, a ploy that rarely works.

“We really play passive,” said Stempniak, “and let teams come at us.”

Michael Cammalleri referred to this shortcoming as a complex: “Just man up about it. (There’s) got to be a little more pride that way.”

Hartley doesn’t deny that aspect of the recent letdowns.

“We’re facing a mental block,” said the coach. “My feeling — we’re playing scared to make a mistake. If you’re going to make a mistake, make a mistake being over-aggressive. The risks are much lower than being on our heels.”

The Bruins, in the opening minutes of the third period, outshot the locals by a count of 10-1. At that point, though, the Flames were still ahead — nothing yet had been lost. But the travellers could not be slowed.

“As a group, we have to collectively see when it happens, when the tide changes,” said Russell. “That next shift, we have to go out and regain it. We’re aware of that and we’ve talked about it. It’s just going out and doing it — that’s the hardest part.”

That closes the book on the Flames’ opening 30 dates.

At 11-15-4, they are one point from the Western Conference’s basement.

“For ownership, for management, for fans, for everyone, including players, results are the only thing,” said Hartley. “If I’m a fan coming to see the Calgary Flames, I want to see them work hard, I want to see them battle. But when I get in my car after 60 minutes, I want to (have seen) a win. I would like, as the head coach of this team, to put a fast-forward on our progress and, more importantly, on the results.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Game Day: Carolina Hurricanes at Calgary Flames

Keep your eyes on Kris Russell and Elias Lindholm

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldDecember 11, 2013
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Boston Bruins veteran Jarome Iginla, left, tries to get past Calgary&#8217;s Kris Russell during NHL action on Tuesday.

Boston Bruins veteran Jarome Iginla, left, tries to get past Calgary’s Kris Russell during NHL action on Tuesday.
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Carolina (13-13-6) at Calgary (11-15-4)

7 p.m., Scotiabank Saddledome

TV: Sportsnet West

Radio: The FAN 960

THE FLAMES

Keep an eye on

Kris Russell — One of only two locals with a plus-rating (Lance Bouma is the other). Slender defender always a reliable presence.

The Lines

* M. Cammalleri M. Stajan L. Stempniak

* S. Baertschi J. Colborne J. Hudler

* T. J. Galiardi M. Backlund D. Jones

* B. Jones P. Byron B. McGrattan

The Pairings

* K. Russell T.J. Brodie

* M. Giordano L. Smid

* C. Butler S.O’Brien

The Goalies

* K. Ramo

* R. Berra

The Injuries

* D Dennis Wideman (hand), C Sean Monahan (foot), LW Curtis Glencross (knee)

THE HURRICANES

Keep an eye on

Elias Lindholm — Taken fifth overall (one pick before Sean Monahan), 19-year-old forward has seven points in 20 appearances.

The Lines

* J. Skinner E. Staal T. Ruutu

* N. Gerbe J. Staal E. Lindholm

* J. Tlusty R. Nash P. Dwyer

* K. Westgarth M. Malhotra R. Dvorak

The Pairings

* J. Faulk A. Sekera

* R. Murphy R. Hainsey

* T. Gleason J. Harrison

The Goalies

* C. Ward

* J. Peters

The Injuries

* G Anton Khudobin (lower body), D Mike Komisarek (lower body), D Joni Pitkanen (heel), D Brett Bellemore (concussion), LW Drayson Bowman (ankle), RW Alexander Semin (concussion)

FIVE THINGS TO WATCH

1. MONAHAN SKATES — Rookie C Sean Monahan (foot) joined the team Wednesday for practice. LW Curtis Glencross (knee) also skated. And LW T.J. Galiardi? Well, he’s ready. He’ll suit up tonight. “It took a little longer than I thought, but it’s good that I’m coming back fully ready and healthy,” said Galiardi — scratched for one game, sidelined for another seven. “It’s pretty freaky when something like (back spasms) happen. I couldn’t move. I was crawling to the bathroom, crawling all over the house. I couldn’t stand.” LW Lane MacDermid, meanwhile, was assigned to AHL Abbotsford.

2. RAMO STARTS — In net is G Karri Ramo (4-5-1, 3.00 GAA). Like stablemate G Reto Berra, his save percentage is .896. “We have two goalies who can give us good minutes,” said coach Bob Hartley. “I’m trying to find out if the two of them can carry the load as No. 1 goalies in the NHL — or if one of them is a better No. 1 goalie.”

3. ABOUT THE HURRICANES — Carolina is 6-7-2 on the road . . . The 23rd-ranked offence, the 20th defence . . . Power play is 27th, penalty killing 21st . . . As usual, Carolina is led by captain C Eric Staal, topping the squad with 24 points in 32 outings. He is third in the NHL in take-aways . . . The Hurricanes have been involved in four fights, lowest total in the league.

4. FACEOFF WOES — The Flames, after being victimized by Boston C Patrice Bergeron’s deft 16-for-18 display at the dot, are back at the bottom of the NHL’s faceoff rankings. The Hurricanes are mid-pack, at 50.4 per cent. However, at their disposal is C Manny Malhotra, who, at 61.2 per cent, is more efficient than even Bergeron. St. Louis C Vladimir Sobotka, at 62.2, is the league’s top faceoff man.

5. INS, OUTS, WHAT-HAVE-YOUS — With 28 points, Calgary LW Jiri Hudler is 20th in league scoring. And he’s 10th with 22 even-strength points . . . The Flames are one of three teams without an empty-net goal. But they have surrendered five — only New Jersey has allowed more . . . Only two clubs — San Jose, Colorado — have taken fewer minors than Calgary.

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald

Johnson: Unforgettable night as fans pay emotional tribute to Iginla

Boston Bruins veteran soaks in atmosphere at Saddledome

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldDecember 11, 2013
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Former Flames superstar Jarome Iginla salutes the Scotiabank Saddledome crowd during a long standing ovation in his honour before playing against the home town team on Tuesday night as a member of the Boston Bruins.

Former Flames superstar Jarome Iginla salutes the Scotiabank Saddledome crowd during a long standing ovation in his honour before playing against the home town team on Tuesday night as a member of the Boston Bruins.
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More on This Story

Familiar collapse leads to two late Bruins goals and another defeat for the Flames

Flames notebook: Bartowski ended up getting to play with Jarome Iginla instead of being traded for him

Game Story: Boston Bruins 2, Calgary Flames 1

Timeline: Iginla's career as a Flame

As the images flickered past, so many years impossibly distilled into a one-minute-15-second tribute, the man himself stood alone, apart, leaning on the boards by the Boston Bruins’ bench, staring upwards at the Jumbotron, drinking it all in.

Celebrating goals. Brightening the days of hospital-bound kids. Pushing his game to heights never before seen in this town. Reminders of a time when the Calgary Flames had the audacity to reach for the stars and he, indisputably, was the best all-around player in the game.

A personal progression from raw recruit to polished professional to enduring icon.

“It was definitely emotional,” acknowledged Jarome Iginla afterward. “I really appreciated the fans. It was a cool feeling. It felt special. The ovation at the beginning.

“Then you kinda feel funny standing out there.

“By yourself.”

Then again, in this town, this was a singular player.

One last chance to stand and applaud. One final opportunity to unleash the “Ig-GY! Ig-GY! Ig-GY!” chant at full throttle.

Just like the good old days.

Last week at the Bruins’ practice facility in Wilmington, Mass., 45 minutes outside Boston proper, Iginla was asked how he thought he’d react to his upcoming return to the Scotiabank Saddledome.

“I don’t,” he said jokingly, “think I’ll cry.”

Well, he thought right. No tears. But there was also no doubt, watching him as the adulation washed over him in waves during the pre-puck-drop recognition, that he was struggling to keep it together.

“When I came out I heard Beezly doing the announcements and it did feel a little surreal,” he admitted. “I’d heard it so many times over the years. The lights out, the atmosphere . . . it was great. It definitely brought back a lot of great memories.”

They stood at the start for him and then they stood again at the end. When he was named the game’s third star, his Bruins’ teammates wouldn’t let him off the ice. He took one spin. Then another. To thunderous applause and more chants.

“Pretty forced,” laughed Iginla. “Pretty forced. The guys were great. Z (Zdeno Chara) and all the guys came out and wouldn’t let me off the ice. I went for one little loop and they were like ‘No, no, you gotta go one more.’ And then they made me go one more, too.

“But it was fun. It was nice of the fans. They probably wanted me off the ice by then, too.

“Looking back, you think back, just trying to make the NHL. Then you reflect on all the years being able to play for a great organization here in Calgary. All the fun I’ve had so far in my career. I feel very fortunate and blessed. The guys on my team made it even more special for me. And the guys on the other side.

“I appreciated it all. I wanted to come back and have fun, hoping it’d be memorable. And all the way it was.”

From a scriptwriter’s standpoint, a pretty decent effort. The rousing reception. The game-over star spin(s). A third-period Bruin blitz that steamrolled a deserved 1-0 Calgary lead through 40 minutes. The only thing missing was the goal. Seconds before David Krejci equalized 1-1 on a power play deflection at 13:49 of the third, though, Iginla appeared to have notched his seventh of the season, the puck ricocheting crazily around Reto Berra’s net.

“It was close, eh?” he agreed. “It went off the bar, deflected off something. The post, or whatever. As a team, all the way around, in the third period we came out and guys, each line, got a lot better. We were just pushing for that tying goal and we were able to get it there on the power play. Then to see Smitty (Reilly Smith) go on a nice move was great.”

Then there was that empty net to aim at in the final minute.

“I did have a chance,” sighed Iginla. “Krejc and Luce were saying they were going to look for me. It came over and they were yelling ‘Shoot! Shoot!’ And it was spinning, I was a little anxious. I was hoping to get one there at that point. You’re trying to fire it but . . . oh well.

“It really didn’t matter.

“Third-period comebacks are always fun. Especially in an already memorable game for myself. It was a nice ending.”

The stat line read like this: Twenty-two shifts, 21:36 of ice tie, four shots, two hits, even. But this was never about statistics. It was about an icon’s return.

“I was good yesterday. I was good today. Then getting ready to go out there, being in that spotlight you don’t really know what to expect. Yeah, I was a little nervous. A little excited. I got a great one-timer chance right off the start, got a little too excited and pulled it and tired to hit it to hard.

“That’s part of the fun of it. The butterflies.”

In his personal scrapbook of cameo-keepsakes, the once and always king of Calgary said Tuesday night will rate highly.

“It’s right up there. I’ve been very, very fortunate to play a lot of years in the NHL. It’s been fun to be here in Calgary. To be able to come back and . . . you don’t really know what the response is going to be. Kind of blasé or whatever. Not necessarily negative. But people were great and they made it very special for myself and I’m sure my mom — I haven’t talked to her yet — and my dad.

“It’s humbling.”

After the morning skate, with hours to kill before The Return officially began, Iginla was asked how much shut-eye he’d been able to get.

“I had a great sleep last night, actually,” he said, laughing. “I wasn’t sure how it was going to be. But I had a real good sleep. Honestly, just excited about the game.

“Kinda like a little kid.”

Maybe it took a little kid, four-and-a-half-year-old Ryan Howden, to capture the spirit, the essence, of this special evening. Paying a visit to rink with his dad on Tuesday morning, Ryan got the chance to meet his once and always idol.

“Hey, buddy,” said Jarome Iginla, bending down to shake hands. “How ya doing? Thanks for coming.”

Ryan was wearing a red Calgary Flames’ jersey, adorned with autographs scrawled in black sharpie. A No. 12 on the back, naturally. On the front, though, a Boston Bruins crest had been attached.

The past mingling with the present.

On this day, nothing less than the height of fashion.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Flames notebook: Bartowski ended up getting to play with Jarome Iginla instead of being traded for him

Young Bruins blue-liner thought he&#8217;d been dealt to Calgary at the deadline, but when Iggy went to Pittsburgh instead, he stayed in Boston

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldDecember 11, 2013
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Boston Bruin Matt Bartowski was almost a Calgary Flame. With many thinking Jarome Iginla was traded to Boston instead of Pittsburgh at the deadline last March, Bartowksi was reported to be one of the players coming back to Calgary.
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March 27 was confusing, wasn’t it?

You didn’t know exactly what your favourite team was doing. You didn’t know exactly where your favourite player was going. That same night, there had also been a Northwest Division rivalry to monitor at the Saddledome.

Now imagine Matt Bartkowski’s evening.

Scratched immediately before the game against the visiting Montreal Canadiens, the Boston Bruins’ young blue-liner trudged up to the press box. There, his friends in the media were only too happy to give him the news — that he, and prospect Alexander Khokhlachev, had been shipped to the Calgary Flames . . . for Jarome Iginla.

“All the reporters were talking about blah, blah, blah, about this and that,” Bartkowski was saying Tuesday morning. “Just hearsay from the press box and online and all that. So at that point, I’m like, ‘Well, all right. I’m traded. What do I do now? When am I going to Calgary? What do I have to do?’ But nothing was technically finalized yet . . . but from the looks of it, it was pretty much done. I didn’t want to believe it because I wanted to be in Boston.

“Right around midnight, it came out that (Iginla) went to Pittsburgh. So it was kind of a shock to everyone. Because everyone — including myself — thought I was traded.”

Looking back, Bartkowski appreciated that a rebuilding outfit was interested in his services.

And even if the whole ordeal was a bit of an emotional roller-coaster, it hadn’t been too bad.

“It wasn’t tough on me,” said the 25-year-old, “because, at the end of the day, the trade wasn’t anything that I could control. I didn’t want to be traded . . . so it was a relief that I was able to stay in Boston.”

Of course, the Bruins did eventually get their mitts on Iginla, which gave Bartkowski a chance to introduce himself.

“I said, ‘Hey, how you doing? I’m the guy that was supposed to go (to Calgary). Thanks for going to Pittsburgh.’ ”

BOURQUE’S NIGHT

Fresh precedents exist — Daniel Alfredsson’s return to Ottawa, Vincent Lecavalier’s to Tampa Bay — but Bob Hartley can recall another high-profile homecoming.

Ray Bourque’s trip back to Boston on March 24, 2001 — after 1,518 games with the Bruins — as a member of the Colorado Avalanche.

“It was lots of fun,” said Hartley, now Flames coach, then Avs coach. “Ray just couldn’t believe all the attention that he got from the minute that we checked into the hotel. Plenty of fans travelled long distances to witness that game . . . they were around the bus, around the team. It was like Game 7 of the Stanley Cup final.

“He went to a coffee shop — he could’ve come out of there with about a hundred free coffees. People were all over him.”

Java aside, there had still been a game to play, which turned out to be not so easy for the Hall of Famer.

“Very emotional,” Hartley said. “I remember Ray having a hard time going onto the ice for the warm-up. But as a pro, he parked it and played a great game. I remember we beat the Bruins.”

STARS OFF ICE

Speaking of Jarome Iginla, Bob Hartley noted that superstars have much to offer. And not just on the ice.

“You always learn around great pros,” said the Flames coach. “There’s unlimited value for any players — younger, older. Throughout my coaching career, I learned a lot from great players. The way they work out, the way they practise, the way they prepare, then you see them perform consistently. Then you go to young players, ‘Watch this guy.’ They’re special players because, most importantly, they’re special people.”

In particular, Hartley singled out his old captain in Colorado.

“I remember Joe Sakic would come in my office the day after a game,” he said, “and would tell me, ‘At 10 minutes of the second period, I lost my man. Can I see it?’ Many hockey players don’t (even) know that they lost their man. Those great guys are the easiest guys to coach. If they play bad, they know that they played bad.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Ruhwedel, Porter join Sabres; Pysyk, McNabb, Adam headed back to Rochester

December 17, 2013 - 9:17 AM

By John Vogl

Ted Nolan has taken a look at his defensemen lately, rotating players in and out to get a feel for who belongs where.

It appears Mark Pysyk and Brayden McNabb belong in Rochester for now.

Pysyk, McNabb and forward Luke Adam will all return to the Amerks, the team announced this morning.

Pysyk is averaging 19:55 of ice time during his rookie year, much of which was spent on the No. 1 pair with Christian Ehrhoff. But Pysyk's role has diminshed under Nolan.

"You could tell he was a special kid, but still he’s just a kid," Nolan said on his radio show on WGR. "We’ve got to really look at his development and how we’re going to move forward here."

Adam had one goal and no assists in nine games with the Sabres after 13 goals and 18 points in 15 games with Rochester. McNabb has an even rating in five appearances with the Sabres.

To take their places, the Sabres have recalled forward Kevin Porter and defenseman Chad Ruhwedel. Porter has no points and a minus-6 rating in nine games with the Sabres this season. He had six goals and 10 points in 13 games with the Amerks

Ruhwedel, who joined the Sabres at the end of last year as a college free agent, has four goals, 10 assists and a plus-2 rating in 26 games with Rochester.

McCormick out four to six weeks

December 16, 2013 - 12:43 PM

by Amy Moritz

Cody McCormick just returned to the lineup recently after being on injured reserve. And now, he's back out of the lineup with another injury.

Interim coach Ted Nolan said the forward is out for four to six weeks with an upper body injury. McCormick suffered the injury in Sabres 2-1 loss on Saturday when he blocked a shot.

Look for Cody Hodgson and Alexander Sulzer to return to the lineup tomorrow when the Sabres host the Winnipeg Jets. Both players practiced with the team and Hodgson said he feels ready to go.

At today's practice, the players worked on 1-on-1 and 2-on-2 battles. The coaches put a firehose on the ice as a way to get the players to work on battling in front of the net to create offense.

"I think it's all consistency," Nolan said about getting players to think offensively. "We did some more drills today about net-front presence. You have to get to the net. A few players told me in the past their father's always told them if you want to score goals, go to the net. So we've got to go to the net. We've got to create some traffic. Get some screens. Get some tips. Get some rebounds and that's how we're going to score."

For more of Nolan's comments after today's practice, listen to the audio:
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Vote for your three stars

December 14, 2013 - 5:04 PM

Flames 2, Sabres 1 (OT) 

 Zemgus Girgensons 

 Matt Moulson 

 Chris Butler 

 Paul Byron 

 Brayden McNabb 

 Matt Stajan 

 Karri Ramo 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Warmups will decide Hodgson or Ellis in lineup; Enroth gets call 

December 14, 2013 - 1:09 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres are waiting until after warmups for today's 2 p.m. game against the Calgary Flames in First Niagara Center to make a key decision on their lineup. Center Cody Hodgson, who missed Thursday's game in Ottawa with an undisclosed injury, skated on his own this morning and interim coach Ted Nolan said he is feeling better. Hodgson will take the warmup but Matt Ellis has been recalled from Rochester and will skate in his place if Hodgson can't go.

Nolan attended last night's "Frozen Frontier" outdoor game in Rochester between the Amerks and Lake Erie and was duly impressed with Rochester's entertaining shootout victory.

"It was just a great atmosphere to watch. ... You could tell the players enjoyed themselves and the fans enjoyed themselves," Nolan said. "It was a great event. It just doesn't start here. It starts everywhere within the organization with what Rochester is doing now. They're doing a great job."

Ellis revealed that Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy gave him the news of the callup on the ice in the immediate aftermath of his shootout-winning goal -- his first shootout attempt since he was in the East Coast Hockey League in 2002. Ellis said teammate Colton Gillies suggested to Cassidy that Ellis get a crack in the sixth round with the shootout tied at 2-2.

"Sure enough, Chadd said, 'Ellie you're up,' Ellis said here today. "I was excited, a little nervous. It was a strange situation for me but I was pretty pumped to helped bring the two points home."

Ellis has been in Rochester all year but said it's been tough to see all the struggles going on in Buffalo, even from afar.

"I have a personal connection to most of the guys in this locker room, to the staff and to this community," he said. "This is the community I still call home and I'm definitely connected. It's been a unique year to say the least. You talk to guys, hear the ins and outs and it has been hard to watch and know what some of my close friends have had to go through this season."

After the long, cold night outside, is Ellis worried about fatigue if he gets the call? No way.

"I got plenty of energy if need be," he said with a smile. "I would have played at 10 o'clock this morning if I had the chance to."

In goal, it will be Jhonas Enroth for the Sabres against Calgary's Karri Ramo. Enroth (1-6-2, 2.67, .906) posted a 2-1 win over Calgary in his only start against the Flames, which came here in 2011. Nolan also said Brayden McNabb will get back into the lineup, with Mark Pysyk likely to be the scratch on defense (analytics freaks, you may now freak out).

The Flames' lineup will feature ex-Sabres Chris Butler and Paul Byron and West Seneca native Lee Stempniak but the big news is the return of stud rookie Sean Monahan, who has missed seven games with a broken bone in his foot. Monahan, the No. 6 pick in the June draft, has nine goals and six assists in 24 games.

Click below to hear our noon-hour conversations with Nolan and Ellis.
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Ted Nolan
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Matt Ellis

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 1:30 p.m.; Flames-Sabres updates at 2

December 14, 2013 - 11:11 AM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=b8cdc09322" >Sabres Live: Flames at Sabres</a> 

Frozen Frontier hero Ellis to rejoin big club today

December 14, 2013 - 9:48 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Rochester Amerks love having Matt Ellis as their captain. When he entered the dressing room after a television interview following his shootout-winning goal Friday night in Frontier Field, his teammates erupted in cheers that entertained the media waiting outside the room. Goalie Matt Hackett and center Johan Larsson, both acquired from Minnesota in April, spoke at length about Ellis' impact on the Sabres' young prospects.

As it turns out, the Amerks will be without Ellis tonight in Syracuse but you know they feel good for him too. That's because the 32-year-old has gotten the call to come back and rejoin the Sabres for this afternoon's game against the Calgary Flames in First Niagara Center.

The team has just confirmed Ellis' recall but has yet to announce a corresponding move. One may not need to be made as Ellis could simply take the spot of Mikhail Grigorenko, on loan to Russia for the World Junior Championships. There is no morning skate today and we'll hear from Ted Nolan around noon to see if Ellis will play today in place of Cody Hodgson, who did not dress Thursday in Ottawa.

Ellis has five goals and five assists in 25 games for Rochester this year. He has played parts of the last five seasons for the Sabres, including 72 games in their 2009-2010 Northeast Division championship season and a seven-goal output in 2008-09.

Video: Amerks stage comeback to win in shootout

December 14, 2013 - 2:14 AM

The Rochester Amerks come back from two goals down to beat the Lake Erie Monsters in a shootout.

Live blog at 7 p.m.: Rochester Amerks playing outdoors at Frontier Field

December 13, 2013 - 5:40 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=88ee25de9d" >Live blog: Rochester Amerks playing outdoors at Frontier Field</a> 

Nolan sees growth in competitiveness and trust

December 13, 2013 - 1:42 PM

by Amy Moritz

From the time he was hired, Ted Nolan has talked about the importance of the process, trust and hard work.

Those intangibles haven't moved the needle much in terms of wins, but it has made a difference in key areas, including shots on goal and scoring changes.

The Sabres put up a season-high 41 shots in last night's 2-1 loss to the Ottawa Senators. Constructing a turnaround was going to be slow and have some baby steps, but Nolan is pleased with the direction and the building process.

"Before you can compete you have to trust. You have to be reliable and you have to be accountable," Nolan said. "Right now and in the last couple games, I really felt the guys are competing hard and they’re trusting one another. They’re feeling good about themselves. … Overall the trust is coming and the compete level is coming and everything is going in the right direction."

The team went through a moderate workout early Friday afternoon preparing to host the Calgary Flames at 2 p.m. Saturday.

Missing from practice were forwards Cody Hodgson and John Scott. Hodgson was still out with a lower body injury missing last night's game and Nolan said his injury was day to day. Scott missed practice, getting the day off to be with his wife who had a baby.

Nolan said Alexander Sulzer is close to returning. He's missed three games with an upper body injury and likely will miss one more.

Listen to Nolan talk about generating offense and building team trust from post-practice press conference:
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Revisiting the 2008 Winter Classic at Ralph Wilson Stadium

December 13, 2013 - 10:32 AM

Classic 

Ralph Wilson Stadium was filled with 71,217 fans for the Winter Classic in 2008. (James P. McCoy/Buffalo News)

With Rochester's Frontier Field set to host a weekend of outdoors games featuring the Amerks, Niagara University and Sabres alumni, here is a look back at the Winter Classic at Ralph Wilson Stadium in 2008:

It was a day that hockey fanatics will remember for a long time as 71,217 people watched the Sabres play the Penguins in the NHL Winter Classic game at Ralph Wilson Stadium on New Year's Day of 2008.

The game, viewed nationally, "was scripted to perfection," said Mike Robitaille, former Sabres player and at that time a broadcaster for the team.

What did the fans think about the hockey game that was played outdoors in the biggest stadium in the area the middle of winter?

"Cool," said some.

"Awesome," others said enthusiastically.

For a look back at that special occasion, view our photo gallery and check out the stories below.

Continue reading... 

Vote for your Three Stars

December 12, 2013 - 11:38 PM

Senators 2, Sabres 1 

 Ryan Miller 

 Zack Smith 

 Kyle Turris 

 Craig Anderson 

 Tyler Ennis 

 Bobby Ryan 

 Drew Stafford 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com

Despite suspension, Senators' Cowen wouldn't change much about hit on Girgensons

December 12, 2013 - 3:38 PM

By John Vogl

OTTAWA -- Despite getting suspended, Ottawa's Jared Cowen wouldn't change much about his hit on Zemgus Girgensons.

Cowen will miss tonight's rematch against the Sabres after getting a two-game ban for hitting Girgensons in the head Tuesday. The 6-foot-5 defenseman is disappointed he got suspended.

"I’ll make that same hit over and over again," Cowen said today in Canadian Tire Centre. "Just because I had a hearing or suspension isn’t going to get it changed, but it is harder to hit small guys when you’re taller.

"I wouldn’t do anything differently. If I don’t make that hit, I don’t play and I don’t play well. It’s just that maybe I move a little to the left an inch or two. That’s the difference. That’s all that it was."

Girgensons, who is 6-1, says he won't hold a grudge against Cowen.

"I definitely have made dirty hits in my life before, too, so it’s just how it is," the Sabres forward said.

Girgensons angrily went toward Cowen after the hit, but the players didn't fight.

"Obviously, he was OK because he came after me and wanted to do something," said Cowen, who mocked the display of anger. "I guess he was just faking it."

Said Girgensons about not following through with a fight: "I could’ve gotten an instigator if something happened. I think it was just better to leave it there."
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Jared Cowen

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7:15 p.m.; Sabres-Senators updates at 7:30 p.m.

December 12, 2013 - 3:10 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=76ec41cdb0" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Senators</a> 

GM search gets crowded for Sabres as Flames fire Feaster

December 12, 2013 - 12:46 PM

By John Vogl

OTTAWA -- The Sabres are no longer the only team searching for a general manager.

Calgary fired Jay Feaster today, along with Assistant GM John Weisbrod. Flames President of Hockey Operations Brian Burke has already begun contacting replacement candidates, according to TSN.

The speed with which Burke hires a GM could impact the Sabres' search. Buffalo has been taking its time naming a replacement for Darcy Regier, but if the Flames also have interest in a GM targeted by Buffalo, then Pat LaFontaine may have to move quickly to get the guy.

Sabres' Hodgson out with injury, Leino back in to face Senators

December 12, 2013 - 12:38 PM

By John Vogl

OTTAWA -- The Sabres will be without their top-scoring center tonight.

Cody Hodgson will sit out the rematch against Ottawa in Canadian Tire Centre after getting hurt during Buffalo's 2-1 shootout victory Tuesday. Hodgson finished the game and had 19:46 of ice time, including the final shift of overtime.

Hodgson has eight goals and 10 assists in 31 games.

"Cody Hodgson took a little bit of a banging last game, so he’s probably out," said coach Ted Nolan, who added it will likely be only a one-game absence.

Ville Leino, scratched last game, will take Hodgson's spot in the lineup.

"Certain players with a certain skill set, they have to play to that level," Nolan said. "You can’t ask somebody at an A level to play at a B level. He has to use the skill set that he has. The last few games he’s played OK but not quite good enough."

Mike Weber will replace Brayden McNabb on defense, while Alexander Sulzer will miss his fourth straight game with an injury.

The goaltending matchup will be Buffalo's Ryan Miller (6-16 record, 2.95 goals-against average, .920 save percentage) against Ottawa's Craig Anderson (8-8-3, 3.40, .895.)
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Alumni Items: Mair joining Adams at HarborCenter, Connolly may be at end of the road and more

December 11, 2013 - 6:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

Some items from the world of Sabres alumni:

1. Former Sabres forward Adam Mair (2002-2010) has been named a key coach for the Academy of Hockey, the training and teaching center that will be a key component for HarborCenter. Mair, who has spent the last two years as the director of player development at Canisius College, will work under HarborCenter VP and Director of Hockey Kevyn Adams, the Clarence native and former Sabres assistant coach who won a Stanley Cup with Carolina in 2006.

2. Wither Tim Connolly? Here's quite a read from the Syracuse Post-Standard on the Baldwinsville native and enigmatic ex-Sabres forward. He's either on career hiatus or is flat-out done after playing the tail end of last year for the AHL's Toronto Marlies. The story points out Connolly has made $27 million in his career and is apparently holed up in his home on Skaneateles Lake. He hung up on Syracuse reporter Lindsay Kramer when the veteran AHL writer called for an interview.

3. Several of us media types ran into former Sabres goalie Patrick Lalime as he was visiting First Niagara Center a couple days ago. Lalime, who does some French television work for RDS in Canada, told me he will be heading to the Olympics in Sochi to help with hockey analysis for the network.

4. Be sure to double back on this post from John Vogl yesterday for the full list of alums playing in the Rochester Amerks outdoor game Sunday at 5 in Frontier Field as part of the city's "Frozen Frontier" week. 

5. And for your viewing pleasure, old friend Dmitri Kalinin got completely faked out of his you-know-what by this goal in a recent KHL game. Kalinin is No. 7 in white and misses both the puck and hip check. Whoops. Can only imagine what Lindy Ruff might have said to him. Here's the goal:

Ottawa's Cowen gets two-game Shanaban for hit on Girgensons

December 11, 2013 - 3:24 PM

By Mike Harrington

This just in from the NHL Department of Player Safety: Ottawa Senators defenseman Jared Cowen has been suspended for two games for a shot to the head of Sabres rookie Zemgus Girgensons late in the third period of Tuesday night's game in First Niagara Center.

Cowen will thus miss Thursday's rematch with the teams in Canadian Tire Centre. There was no penalty on the play and Girgensons was not injured. He went on to score the shootout-deciding goal in Buffalo's 2-1 victory.

Cowen will forfeit $31,794.88. The money goes to the Players' Emergency Assistance Fund.

Cowen certainly would have been on the NHL's radar after an elbow to the head of Detroit's Pavel Datsyuk on Nov. 23 left the Red Wings' star concussed. NHL discipline czar Brendan Shanahan pretty much admitted it was a mistake that Cowen wasn't suspended, and from the sound of that article linked he got fooled by the fact Datsyuk finished the game before the symptoms arose.

Shanahan correctly says in the video above that Cowen has no history of supplemental discipline. Although the Datsyuk play was clearly worse and caused an injury. So the bet here was that it was clearly a factor.

The video and stats don't lie: Shootouts have been a strength

December 11, 2013 - 11:46 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres have decided to take today off and will fly to Ottawa this afternoon to get set to meet the Senators Thursday night in the back half of the teams' home-and-home series. Both teams could use the rest after Buffalo's 2-1 victory Tuesday night, a game that was decided in a 10-round shootout.

You can click above to see the video of the complete shootout. The Sabres won it, 4-3, and Ottawa twice scored goals to keep it alive. The 10 rounds were the most the Sabres have ever gone to win one, while the franchise record is 11 rounds, set in a 4-3 loss to Colorado in 2010. The teams combined for seven goals in that shootout as well, with the Avalanche getting four off Buffalo backup Patrick Lalime. (The NHL record is 15 rounds, set in a Rangers-Washington game in 2005).

The Sabres are an NHL-best 4-0 in shootouts this year -- which means, of course, they're 3-22-2 in all games not decided by the penalty-shot contest. Buffalo shooters are 10-19 (52.6 percent, third in the NHL), which is pretty crazy when you consider the team's path to an NHL record-low goal total. Matt Moulson is 3 for 3 for the Sabres while Tyler Ennis is the only other shooter with two goals.

Martin Biron latest addition to Amerks' outdoor alumni game

December 10, 2013 - 3:32 PM

By John Vogl

Martin Biron is the latest player to agree to take his game outside.

The former goaltender for Buffalo and Rochester will take part in Sunday's outdoor alumni game between the Sabres and Amerks. The teams will meet in Rochester's baseball stadium two days after the Amerks play a regular-season game.

The list of alumni includes: Tom Askey, Matthew Barnaby, Kevin Bolibruck, Paul Brydges, David Cullen, Randy Cunneyworth, Daryl Drader, Richie Dunn, Dan Frawley, Jody Gage, Danny Gare, Mike Hurlbut, Jim Jackson, Yuri Khmylev, Steve Langdon, Grant Ledyard, Steve Ludzik, Ray Maluta, Brad May, Scott McCrory, Jay McKee, Brian McKinnon, Scott Metcalfe, Craig Muni, Scott Nichol, Chris Palmer, Andrew Peters, Geoff Peters, Rob Ray, Kenton Rein, Craig Rivet, Ric Seiling, Darryl Shannon, Richard Smehlik, Derek Smith, Chris Taylor and Jim Wiemer.

Tickets for the 5 p.m. game range from $10 to $25 and are available at FrozenFrontier2013.com.

Amerks' outdoor game to have wide TV coverage

December 10, 2013 - 12:39 PM

By Mike Harrington

The American Hockey League has announced a big television package for Friday night's "Frozen Frontier" outdoor game between the Rochester Amerks and Lake Erie Monsters at Frontier Field.

The game will air live on Time Warner Cable SportsChannel in Western New York and on SportsTime Ohio in the Cleveland area. STO is available nationally on DirecTV, Dish and AT&T U-Verse.

The game will air live in Canada on all four regions of Sportsnet and will be replayed in the United States on NHL Network at noon on Saturday.

The Rochester Democrat & Chronicle reported today that defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen, the Sabres' No. 1 draft choice in June, will miss games this week -- including the outdoor game -- with what's believed to be a concussion suffered from a sucker punch against Lake Erie when the teams met Dec. 2 in Blue Cross Arena.

Leino scratched for tonight's game, says of Nolan: 'I'm not exactly sure what he wants out of me'

December 10, 2013 - 12:25 PM

By Mike Harrington

Ted Nolan has seen the same thing all of you have -- and a little bit more. So the masses are probably happy with the news that goal-less Ville Leino is a healthy scratch tonight against the Ottawa Senators, a first for Leino since Nolan has taken over.

Leino has five assists and a minus-6 rating in 18 games this season. He has four of his assists since Nolan took over but still can't crack the net. Worse yet, he's minus-3 in the last two games and the coach has seen enough. Leino will join Mike Weber in the First Niagara Center press box tonight, with John Scott and Brayden McNabb moving back into the lineup.

"Certain players with a certain skill set, they have to bring it," Nolan said. "And if you're not going to play as well as you can, sometimes it's better off to sit and observe for a while. And hopefully when he gets back in here, he plays the way he's capable of playing."

Leino's ice time increased slightly when Nolan took over from Ron Rolston, who made Leino a healthy scratch Nov. 8 in Anaheim. In the five games prior to Saturday's 3-2 loss in Montreal, Leino played at least 18 minutes in all of them and had some great stints of puck possession. But he played just 13:18 Saturday and was dropped to the fourth line in practice Monday as part of Nolan's shuffing.

"I don't know what to tell you," Leino said. "Just like you said, Back and forth. I'm not exactly sure what he wants out of me."

Continue reading... 

Should punchless Sabres pick up waived Pierre-Marc Bouchard?

December 9, 2013 - 4:35 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' roster features only four players who've recorded 50 or more points in a season. They have a chance to add another.

The Islanders have waived veteran forward Pierre-Marc Bouchard. The last-place Sabres lead the list of teams that could claim him before noon Tuesday.

Bouchard had three straight seasons of 57-plus points playing for the Minnesota Wild. He joined the Islanders this season on a one-year, $2 million contract but hasn't fit in. He started the year on the top line with John Tavares and Matt Moulson but lost the spot with just four goals and nine points in 28 games.

The 29-year-old has a concussion history but has a point-producing track record matched in Buffalo by only Moulson, Drew Stafford, Christian Ehrhoff and Ville Leino.

Should the Sabres claim Pierre-Marc Bouchard? 

Yes

  74% 

No

  25% 

Closed

Total Votes: 784 

poll by twiigs.com 

Penguins' Neal gets five-game suspension for knee to Marchand's head

December 9, 2013 - 2:44 PM

By John Vogl

The NHL has suspended Penguins forward James Neal five games for his knee to the head of Brad Marchand during Saturday's stupid play-filled game between Pittsburgh and Boston.

With Marchand on the ice, Neal saw him and skated right through, kneeing the Boston forward in the process. Neal earned a phone hearing with Brendan Shanahan, and the NHL disciplinarian handed out the five-game ban today. It will cost Neal $128,205.15 in salary. 

Continue reading... 

Sabres make major line swaps in attempt to score; Ristolainen named to world juniors

December 9, 2013 - 12:59 PM

By John Vogl

Ted Nolan has been very patient with his forward lines since taking over as coach. He wanted to give players a chance to perform with consistent linemates before making sweeping changes.

The time has come to make those changes.

The Sabres went with four new lines for practice today and will likely use them Tuesday when Ottawa visits First Niagara Center.

"When you’re not getting wins, sometimes things have to change," said left wing Matt Moulson. "You’ve got to perform and produce to keep going. Coach is looking for some different combinations to get things going, and hopefully everyone jells together."

The Sabres have just 10 goals in the last eight games, with droughts dotting the lineup. The new lines:

Moulson-Tyler Ennis-Zemgus Girgensons

Marcus Foligno-Steve Ott-Drew Stafford

Luke Adam-Cody Hodgson-Matt D'Agostini

John Scott-Ville Leino/Cody McCormick-Brian Flynn

The first line had been Hodgson in the middle of Moulson and Stafford.

"Our top line is having a little trouble," Nolan said. "Maybe the chemistry isn’t quite right, so we talked to them and decided instead of trying to have one we’ll have three. We have to get this thing turned around together."

Defenseman Alexander Sulzer returned to practice for the first time in a week but will not play Tuesday.

Meanwhile, rookie defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen has been named to Finland's world junior team. He suffered a concussion last week playing in Rochester but is still expected to play for his home country.

"I’m quite sure we’ll give him permission to play there," Nolan said.
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Saying sorry won't save Bruins' Thornton after assault on Orpik

December 8, 2013 - 8:59 AM

By John Vogl

YUL -- Shawn Thornton is filled with remorse after assaulting Brooks Orpik on Saturday night. It won't save him from Brendan Shanahan.

The Boston tough guy pulled an unexpecting Orpik to the ice and knocked him unconscious, the biggest lowlight in a cheap shot-filled game between the Bruins and Penguins. The video is below.

"Listen, I feel awful," Thornton said. "It wasn’t my intention. I know Brooksy, I’ve gotten to know him over the last seven years here. I skate with him in the summer, through the lockout. I’ve texted him a couple of times. I definitely feel awful. It was not what I wanted to see or what anyone wanted to see."

Orpik went to the hospital but made the flight home with the Penguins.

"Obviously, I made a mistake," Thornton said. "I’m aware of it. I’ve been told that I’ll be having a hearing and it’s hard for me to say much more other than that was not my intention. I feel awful and felt sick all game." 

Continue reading... 

Vote for your three stars

December 7, 2013 - 10:30 PM

Canadiens 3, Sabres 2 

 Brandon Prust 

 Zemgus Girgensons 

 Tyler Ennis 

 Tomas Plekanec 

 Alex Galchenyuk 

 Travis Moen 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:45 p.m.; Sabres-Canadiens updates at 7 p.m.

December 7, 2013 - 3:08 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=d6a9bcbab1" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Canadiens</a> 

Sabres going with Enroth, who's unbeaten so far against Canadiens

December 7, 2013 - 12:25 PM

By John Vogl

MONTREAL -- Jhonas Enroth's favorite road building to play in is Montreal's Bell Centre. He'll get another look at it tonight.

The Sabres will start Enroth in goal against the Canadiens. The netminder is 3-0 with a 2.34 goals-against average and .922 save percentage in five appearances against Montreal.

Enroth is 1-5-2 overall this season with a 2.63 GAA and .911 save percentage. He's coming off a 1-0 overtime loss to New Jersey last Saturday.

"The way Jhonas played last game, I have no hesitation about putting him back in tonight," coach Ted Nolan said.

Right wing Drew Stafford and defenseman Christian Ehrhoff were the only players to not participate in the morning skate, but Nolan said both will be in the lineup tonight. Brayden McNabb will be scratched on defense. It's not clear which forward will sit.

The Canadiens have won four straight as part of a 8-0-1 run.

"They’re on a roll," Nolan said of the Atlantic Division leaders. "They’ve got tremendous speed. We can’t do the things we’ve been doing and some of the things we’re not successful in. We can’t have any turnovers, and we have to play an honest 200-foot game."

To hear all of Nolan's chat, click the audio file below.

00:00

04:36

Nolan stresses teamwork, consistency in moving forward

December 6, 2013 - 2:23 PM

by Amy Moritz

The Buffalo Sabres practiced at First Niagara Center this morning. Same thing. Different day. And the team continues to look for ways to push forward through the adversity as the only thing that's consistent at the moment is losing.

"We had a good meeting with the guys today and the only thing we have is we have to fight through this thing together," interim coach Ted Nolan said. "No one is going to come in and save us. We're not expecting miracles to happen. We have to go through it together and that's the only way I see turning this thing around. We can't have some guys doing it sometimes and some guys doing it some other times. We have to do it together all the time."

The Sabres practiced for about 45 minutes before leaving for Montreal where they will meet the Canadiens at 7 p.m. Saturday night.

Other notes from practice:

◾Cody McCormick did not practice. Nolan said he was banged up but would be back in the lineup Saturday.

◾Mikhail Grigorenko would not be traveling with the team to Montreal. He stayed behind and will leave North America Sunday to join the Russian team in preparation for the World Junior Championships in Sweden.

You can listen to the audio of Nolan's post practice comments:
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Miller confirms chats with Pat but says Lundqvist deal sets the standard for goalies

December 6, 2013 - 1:15 PM

By Mike Harrington

Ryan Miller had one of his classic say-a-lot-in-eight-minutes groupthink with reporters this afternoon after Sabres practice in First Niagara Center. The upshots of it are pretty much the following:

1). Miller appreciates the faith Ted Nolan is showing in him, especially the interim coach's comments Wednesday that the Sabres should build around Miller and not trade him.

But Miller said the seven-year, $59.5 million contract signed Wednesday by Henrik Lundqvist "sets the standards" now for goaltenders. Miller is 33 and said he hopes to play until he's 38, 39 or 40. Translation: Show him the money and years. I wrote about this dilemma for the Sabres today and it's pretty hard to see them going all-in for long term on Miller with the current state of their team.

"I thought it was actually lower than he was probably going for," a smiling Miller said of the Lundqvist deal. "I anticipate with the TV deals and such, the cap is going to keep going up. Maybe it will seem like a pretty average price down the line."

Ooof. 

2). Miller confirmed he has had conversations with Pat LaFontaine, but said they were "just exploratory, get to know each other" meetings. The direction of the franchise under LaFontaine and whomever is selected as general manager clearly came up. 

Continue reading... 

Video: Tyler Ennis: We need to put puck in the net

December 6, 2013 - 12:21 AM

Sabres players talk about needing to find a way to put the puck in the net.

Vote for your three stars

December 5, 2013 - 10:15 PM

Rangers 3, Sabres 1 

 Rick Nash 

 Marcus Foligno 

 Henrik Lundqvist 

 Mats Zuccarello 

 Brad Richards 

 Ryan Miller 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Rangers-Sabres updates at 7 p.m.

December 5, 2013 - 2:54 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=4833e6cb8e" >Sabres Live: Rangers at Sabres</a> 

Grigorenko excited to play for Russia at World Juniors

December 5, 2013 - 11:53 AM

by Amy Moritz

Mikhail Grigorenko is pretty excited. The Buffalo Sabres agreed to loan him to the Russian Federation for the World Juniors Championship, which begins on Dec. 26 in Sweden.

He will join Sabres prospect Nikta Zadorov on the team. The two are on the same flight Sunday leaving to Toronto so they can join the team in Russia.

"I'm really excited," Grigorenko said. "I can't wait to go there and meet all my friends and start preparation for World Juniors. It's a big tournament for us. I know we have all the chances to win the gold and hopefully I'll be able to bring my best game there."

Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan is happy to give Grigorenko the opportunity to play. Grigorenko was a scratch the last two games. In the eight games that Nolan has been here, he has sat five.

"If history teaches us anything it's that a player's got to play," Nolan said. "I don't know too many people who develop without playing. He has to play and this will give him a good opportunity to do so."

Other lineup notes out of Thursday's morning skate is that Brayden McNabb will sit with Jamie McBain in the lineup. Also back in is Matt D'Agostini who missed yesterday with the flu.

Nolan said Alexander Sulzer will be placed on injured reserve to make room for Cody McCormick who comes off the IR list today.

Listen to Nolan's comments after morning skate:
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McNabb back for Sabres, who are set to host Rangers; Buffalo agrees to loan Grigorenko to Russia

December 5, 2013 - 10:51 AM

By John Vogl

Brayden McNabb's stay in Rochester was short but eventful. He's back in Buffalo this morning.

The Sabres sent the defenseman to the minors earlier this week so he could play for the Amerks on Wednesday. It went extremely well with McNabb scoring once and adding two assists with a plus-2 rating, more than enough to be named the First Star of Rochester's 6-1 win over Utica.

He's still not expected to be in the lineup tonight when the Sabres host the New York Rangers in First Niagara Center.

Sabres center Mikhail Grigorenko, meanwhile, will play for Russia in the world junior championships. The story was reported Wednesday, and the Sabres made the official announcement this morning.

Here are a few morning notes before the Rangers' only visit:

*The Sabres will try to get points in three straight games for the first time this season.

*Drew Stafford has seven points, including six goals, in his last six games against the Rangers.

*Ryan Miller is 8-3-4 in his last 16 games against the Rangers with a .938 save percentage and a goals-against average of 1.96.

*The Rangers and Sabres have been separated by one goal in nine of their last 16 meetings, including five that required overtime.

*The Rangers' power play is 4 for 13 (30.8 percent) in the last four games.

*Brad Richards and Ryan McDonagh enter tonight's game with a four-game point streak.

*The Rangers are tied for first in the Eastern Conference and third in the NHL with nine road wins this season

Looks like Grigorenko headed to Russia for World Juniors

December 4, 2013 - 6:15 PM

By Mike Harrington

Sabres center Mikhail Grigorenko posted on Facebook late Wednesday afternoon that he was flying to Russia Sunday to join his national team -- and former Buffalo teammate Nikita Zadorov -- for the World Junior Championships that open later this month in Sweden.

Grigorenko told reporters for the second straight day Wednesday (see video above from Sabres.com) that he had heard nothing about the tournament from the Russian Hockey Federation but that he remained interested in playing. He told Amy Moritz of The News the same thing on Tuesday.

The Sabres said they had no information on the post or Grigorenko’s potential status but a source close to the situation told The News the process was moving forward and the team is expected to approve loaning the 19-year-old so he can play in the tournament. 

Continue reading... 

Nolan on Miller: 'I'd like to build around him'

December 4, 2013 - 1:45 PM

By Mike Harrington

Since he arrived Nov. 13, interim coach Ted Nolan has made no secret of his desire to keep Ryan Miller and not trade him. Miller's status was again a topic at Sabres practice in the wake of the seven-year, $59.5 million contract extension Henrik Lundqvist inked today with the New York Rangers, Buffalo's opponent here Thursday night.

Is Miller, a pending unrestricted free agent, an asset to use in a trade or a building block? Nolan definitely said he favors the latter.

"You look at all championship teams, and it starts from the goaltending out," Nolan said. "You build around him vs. using him as a pawn to try to get something to make you better. You learn to deal with the now as a coach. You've got one of the better goaltenders in the world here. I'd like to build around him."

Nolan said as a coach he doesn't talk specifically to players about contracts and the like. Still, he said he has talked openly with president of hockey operations Pat LaFontaine about the culture he wants created around the Sabres.

"I talked to Pat about this and I said, ‘The one thing we want to do is create an environment where people want to come here and stay here,''' Nolan said. "So hopefully he likes what we’re doing and you never know.”

Miller was unavailable for comment today. He had already departed the building when reporters entered the locker room and a Sabres spokesman apologized for Miller's absence, which was for a previously scheduled personal commitment. (Miller often has post-practice meetings in the days leading up to his annual Catwalk for Charity event, which is scheduled for Dec. 15).

Miller does not normally speak on gamedays after the morning skate, but may make an exception tomorrow because of his absence today.

Nolan's comments on Miller came near the end of his seven-minute session with the media today, which you can listen to below:
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Ted Nolan

McNabb returns to Rochester ... but likely for just one game

December 4, 2013 - 12:43 PM

by Amy Moritz

The roster move we've been waiting for happened this morning as the Buffalo Sabres assigned defenseman Brayden McNabb to Rochester.

But it's likely only for tonight.

That's the indication from interim coach Ted Nolan who said they sent McNabb to Rochester for the Amerks game with the Utica Comets tonight and would be recalled after the game.

"The Rochester Americans are so close. ... We can get him some game action and we can call him back up after," Nolan said.

McNabb played in three games for the Sabres. He had no points, one shot and an even rating.

Should they recall McNabb, the Sabres will still need to clear a roster space for Cody McCormick, returning after missing four games with an upper body injury.

That move likely could be placing defenseman Alexander Sulzer on the injured reserve. Sulzer has missed the last three days of practice and wasn't able to skate again on Wednesday.

Also missing from practice was forward Matt D'Agostini. Nolan said D'Agostini wasn't feeling well and they gave him the day to rest.

An offensive offense: Links to today's story, slideshows and a cleaner look at the crazy numbers

December 4, 2013 - 9:18 AM

By Mike Harrington

Be sure to read my story in today's paper about the Sabres' astonishing lack of offense thus far this season. Buffalo is on pace for the lowest goal total in the expansion era (since 1967) and is currently on pace to be the lowest scoring NHL team since 1940!!

With a pace of just 132 goals for the season, the Sabres would finish an incredible 58 goals -- 58!! -- behind their previous worst season total of 190. Jeez. The print editions feature two pretty compelling charts that I'm told aren't translating real well to Web and mobile devices. So I'm reprinting them here (the NHL one I took out team records for a little easier read).

CHART 1: The lowest-scoring NHL teams since the 1967 expansion (excludes lockout-shortened seasons)

(Click here for our photo slideshow on some of the struggling players)

TEAM                        YEAR        GF      AVG 

Buffalo Sabres            2013-14    132*    1.61

Tampa Bay Lightning  1997-98    151     1.84

Oakland Seals             1967-68    153    2.07

Columbus Blue Jackets 2001-02  164    2.00

Los Angeles Kings        1969-70    168    2.21

Minnesota Wild            2000-01   168    2.05

Oakland Seals              1969-70    169    2.22

Atlanta Thrashers        1999-00    170    2.07

New York Islanders      1972-73    170    2.18

Carolina Hurricanes     2002-03    171    2.09

Carolina Hurricanes     2003-04    172    2.10

Philadelphia Flyers       1967-68     173    2.34

----------

* - projected total

CHART 2: The Sabres' worst offensive seasons

(Click here for our photo slideshow on these teams)

YEAR        GF        AVG.     RECORD

2013-14     132*       1.61        6-20-2

2002-03     190         2.31      27-37-10-8

1971-72      203        2.60      16-43-19

1998-99      207        2.52       37-28-17

1997-98      211        2.57       36-29-17

2001-02      213        2.60      35-35-11-1

1999-00      213        2.60      35-32-11-4

1970-71      217        2.78       24-39-15

2000-01      218        2.66       46-30-5-1

2011-12      218        2.66       39-32-11

(* -- projected total. Records in shootout years pre-2005 are listed as W-L-T or W-L-T-OTL)

Ristolainen out after sucker-punch

December 3, 2013 - 4:54 PM

by Amy Moritz

There is more injury news out of Rochester today as Rasmus Ristolainen will miss the next three games for the Americans.

Disclosed only as an "upper body injury," it is likely that Ristolainen suffered a concussion after he was punched in the head Friday night.

According to media reports from Rochester, it was a sucker-punch from Lake Erie Monsters center Mitchell Heard in the final seconds of the Amerks' 5-3 win.

"I just talked to him and he said something and then I got punched," Ristolainen said in the Democrat and Chronicle. "I wasn't really looking."

The injury might impact Ristolainen's ability to play in the World Junior Championships. The 19-year old told the Sabres that he wanted to play for his native Finland in the tournament, which runs form Dec. 26-Jan. 5 in Sweden.

Ice chips: Kane named Nov. First Star, Wings clipped by injuries again, Edmonton names arena

December 3, 2013 - 4:07 PM

Kane 

Patrick Kane is third in the NHL with 16 goals (Getty Images).

By Mike Harrington

Here's an afternoon update of news and notes from around the NHL:

---South Buffalo's Patrick Kane was named the NHL's First Star for November after collecting nine goals and 19 points as the Chicago Blackhawks moved into first place overall. They Hawks did it in part by going 6-1 on their annual extended road trip when the circus moves into United Center.  Kane is third in the league with 16 goals and is tied for fifth with 30 points in 28 games this season. The second star was Pittsburgh's Evgeni Malkin and the third star was Minnesota goalie Josh Harding.

---Pavel Datsyuk missed the Red Wings' Nov. 24 win here over the Sabres with an apparent concussion suffered the night before in Ottawa. Now captain Henrik Zetterberg is out of the lineup for at least two weeks with a herniated disc in his back, the team announced today.  He leads the team with 30 points in 19 games. (An aside on Datsyuk: I said the hit by Ottawa's Jared Cowen was worthy of a Shanaban. Now he's been out two weeks and there was no suspension? Terrible).

---The Edmonton Oilers have announced their new arena opening in 2016 will be named Rogers Place. It replaces Rexall Place, the former Northlands Coliseum during the Wayne Gretzky glory days. The building has seen better days and is now well behind its counterparts.

Rogers is just everywhere in Canada, especially with the new TV deal. As friend of the blog and NHL.com senior writer Dan Rosen points out, we already have Rogers Arena (in Vancouver), the NHL has its new multi-billion TV deal with Rogers, Rogers owns 37.5 percent of the Toronto Maple Leafs and, of course, the Blue Jays play in Rogers Centre.

Sulzer still out; Grigorenko decision could play into McCormick's return

December 3, 2013 - 1:08 PM

By Mike Harrington

Alexander Sulzer missed his second straight day of practice today and the Sabres defenseman, who missed Monday for what the team termed a "maintenance" day, is now iffy for Thursday's game against the New York Rangers. Interim coach Ted Nolan said he's hoping Sulzer can practice Wednesday but would probably miss the game if he didn't. Jamie McBain and Brayden McNabb have both sat out the last two games as scratches and could step in to replace him.

The Sabres have a bigger decision looming because Cody McCormick will be back in the lineup after missing the last four games. The team has to make a roster spot for McCormick and could simply ship Brian Flynn off the fourth line to Rochester. But Nolan acknowledged today that discussions continue about Mikhail Grigorenko's role on the club.

The 19-year-old could be sent back to junior or could be loaned to the Russian Federation for the upcoming World Junior Championships that open Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden. Grigorenko was not on the Russia roster for the tournament that was released late Monday night but said today he would be interested in playing.

"It's always good to represent your country," said Grigorenko, a standout for the Russian team in last year's tournament on home soil in Ufa. "Nobody has spoken with me. If they have put me on the list, I would have been happy. I would have been happy to play for my own country."

Grigorenko was not on the list ostensibly because he's currently in the NHL and would need to be loaned out.

"Patty and I have discussed all those possibilities," said Nolan, referring to president of hockey operations Pat LaFontaine. "We have to make sure we find a good role for him. ... He's got to be playing. I've never seen a player develop not playing."

Defenseman Nikita Zadorov, recently returned to London of the OHL by the Sabres, was named to the Russian roster. 

"I'm pretty sure he's going to dominate there and be one of the best players in the tournament," Grigorenko said.

Click below to hear Nolan's session with reporters today on the roster moves, plenty of thoughts on Drew Stafford and Marcus Foligno and the Sabres' continuing struggles to score goals.
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Ted Nolan

The GM search: Add Sens' (other) Murray to the list

December 3, 2013 - 9:53 AM

TimMurray 

Tim Murray working the phones at the NHL Draft (Getty Images).

By Mike Harrington

The latest entry into the Sabres' search for a new general manager is Ottawa assistant Tim Murray, the nephew of longtime Sens coach and current GM Bryan Murray. The Sabres have asked for permission to talk to Murray and received it, according to veteran columnist Bruce Garrioch of the Ottawa Sun.

Tim Murray was named to his current post on July 5, 2007 -- four days after Daniel Briere and Chris Drury left the Sabres in the moment that basically ended Buffalo's run to the top of the Eastern Conference. Less than two months earlier, Ottawa had eliminated the Sabres in Game Five of the Eastern Conference final.

Murray, who turned 50 on Halloween, would seem to be an attractive candidate for a rebuilding team based on a resume full of scouting/personnel roles that date to 1993. He's worked for Florida, Anaheim and the New York Rangers before joining Ottawa. With the Senators, Murray serves as GM of the Binghamton farm team, and the B-Sens won the AHL's Calder Cup in 2011.

This Ottawa Sun story after that season even talks about why Tim Murray should have replaced Bryan as general manager of the big-league Senators.

Murray joins a list that includes several other assistant GMs such as Jim Benning (Boston), Jason Botterill (Pittsburgh), Paul Fenton (Nashville) and Brad Treliving (Phoenix), who was discussed in John Vogl's Inside the NHL column on Sunday.

The Sabres also asked for and received permission to talk to Montreal assistant Rick Dudley, the former Buffalo player and coach. But the Lewiston resident never interviewed, as he signed a lucrative extension to stay with the Habs.

Sabres go back to skating school

December 2, 2013 - 1:58 PM

by Amy Moritz

With no game until Thursday it was back to Sabres Skating School at First Niagara Center Monday morning.

The team worked with skating coach Dawn Braid for about 45 minutes before going back on the ice for another 45 minutes of practice, complete with conditioning to close out the session.

"I told the team today we're all creatures of habit," interim coach Ted Nolan said. "We've got to change some things."

Alexander Sulzer did not practice, Nolan said it was a maintenance day, while Cody McCormick is ready to return to the lineup.

The lines at practice stayed the same:

Moulson-Hodgson-Stafford

Ott-Leino-D'Agostini

Girgensons-Grigorenko-Adam-Ennis 

Foligno-McCormick-Scott-Flynn

The seven defenseman rotated through drills:

Ehrhoff, McBain, McNabb, Myers, Pysyk, Tallinder, Weber

Ted Nolan
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Alfie returns to Ottawa with Wings

December 1, 2013 - 1:53 PM

Sun-AlfieBy Mike Harrington

One of the major curiosity dates on the NHL schedule takes place this evening when longtime captain Daniel Alfredsson returns to Ottawa for the first time as a member of the Detroit Red Wings.

It's the biggest story in town in Canada's capital, as evidenced by today's cover of the Ottawa Sun (left). The game is a 5:30 start and will be shown nationwide in Canada, and on NHL Network in the United States. 

(* -- If you're looking for Sabres news, they're off today and return to the ice tomorrow *)

Alfredsson got to practice in his old rink Saturday and Red Wings coach Mike Babcock said Alfie will be in the starting lineup as the Senators play a five-minute video tribute to their former captain.

It will certainly be interesting to see the reaction for Alfredsson, who is clearly the greatest Senator of all time but was a bit of a turncoat when he spured Ottawa and signed a one-year deal with Detroit in July. I'm sure there are Senators fans who aren't keen on the idea of a tribute.

An aside here: The Sabres correctly never considered a tribute for Daniel Briere and Chris Drury when they returned in 2008 because fan backlash would have been huge. If you remember, they basically both got booed every time they touched the puck. Alfredsson, on the other hand, is essentially the Gilbert Perreault of Ottawa.

(And, for the record, the Sabres still were dopes for not giving Jason Pominville 30 seconds when he returned in October, although the current belief is Darcy Regier nixed that plan. Still, no current Sabres employee has ever confirmed that point to me and it would have made sense to given how they got shredded in my column and by plenty of fans. But I digress...)

The reaction of the fans to Alfredsson is just about as big a story as the game itself.

"I'm anxious to play the game. What's going to happen will happen," Alfredsson said. "It's very different from anything I've ever gone through before. I don't know what to expect or what's going to happen. I'm hopeful it will be a good night."

Name the three stars

November 30, 2013 - 10:29 PM

Devils 1, Sabres 0 (OT) 

 Steve Bernier 

 Jhonas Enroth 

 Cory Schneider 

 Matt Moulson 

 Patrik Elias 

 Travis Zajac 

 Andy Greene 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Pregame chatter: Kaleta done for the season (ACL), was slated to return to NHL next week

November 30, 2013 - 5:32 PM

By Mike Harrington

NEWARK, N.J. -- Patrick Kaleta's season is over, ending Friday night in Rochester when he suffered a torn ACL to his right knee during the Amerks' win over Lake Erie. That's the word from a Buffalo News source and coach Ted Nolan pretty much confirmed that prior to tonight's game against the New Jersey Devils while adding this bombshell:

Kaleta was rejoining the Sabres for practice on Monday and was likely going to be in the lineup for their next game, Thursday in First Niagara Center against the New York Rangers.

Obviously, that won't happen now.

"It doesn't look good and that's usually the case right there," Nolan said when asked if he could confirm the injury was season-ending. "We're hoping it's not but it possibly could be."

As we posted earlier today, Kaleta was injured when he somersaulted over Lake Erie goalie Calvin Pickard while cutting in on the goal and his knee struck the crossbar. The injury came late in Rochester's 5-3 win and Kaleta had to be helped off the ice, putting no weight on his leg.

Continue reading... 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:45 p.m.; Sabres-Devils updates at 7 p.m.

November 30, 2013 - 3:47 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=a1b690e4d6" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Devils</a> 

Tough news out of Rochester: Kaleta may have serious leg injury

November 30, 2013 - 11:45 AM

Kaleta 

Patrick Kaleta (middle) celebrates his goal Nov. 11 with the Amerks along with Matt Ellis (left) and Chad Ruhwedel. (Rochester Democrat & Chronicle)

By Mike Harrington

NEWARK, N.J. -- Only two weeks before the Rochester Amerks play their just-about-sold-out outdoor game Dec. 13 at Frontier Field against the Lake Erie Monsters, Angola native Patrick Kaleta has almost certainly been knocked out of the unique affair after suffering what appears to be a severe leg injury in last night's 5-3 win over the Monsters.

And it sounds like the calls for him to return to Buffalo are going to have to stop too.

Veteran Rochester Democrat & Chronicle beat reporter Kevin Oklobzija tweeted late this morning that there's still no official word from the team on Kaleta's status but it certainly doesn't sound good.

Oklobzija reported late last night that Kaleta barreled over Lake Erie goalie Calvin Pickard and the back of his right leg slammed into the crossbar as he somersaulted over Pickard. 

Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy would only said "it didn't look good" and "it's going to be a while" when asked about Kaleta.

Kaleta had one goal and three assists in seven games for the Amerks and had been playing a clean game with only two penalty minutes. He's back in the AHL, of course, after clearing waivers when former Buffalo GM Darcy Regier opted not to put Kaleta back on the roster following his 10-game suspension for a head shot against Columbus' Jack Johnson.

New Sabres president of hockey operations Pat LaFontaine and interim coach Ted Nolan both pushed off questions about Kaleta recently, emphasizing he had to make major changes to his game to avoid suspensions before he would be a candidate for a recall.

Leaf leftovers as Sabres prepare to deal with the Devils

November 30, 2013 - 11:31 AM

By Mike Harrington

NEWARK, N.J. -- In the wake of Friday's 3-2 overtime win over the Toronto Maple Leafs, the Sabres are staying off the ice this morning and meeting in their hotel prior to tonight's game in the Prudential Center against the New Jersey Devils. 

Jhonas Enroth is expected to be in goal and Mikhail Grigorenko and Brayden McNabb are expected to return to the lineup after serving as healthy scratches Friday night. It's possible Cody McCormick could return to the lineup as well. We'll have to wait until interim coach Ted Nolan's update around 5 p.m. for confirmation of the moves.

Tonight's game is the first of three this year against New Jersey. The Devils won two of three meetings last year -- with all the games going to shootouts.

For entertainment value, there's just about nothing like a Sabres-Leafs game in Buffalo and last night was no exception. The crowd, a pro-Leafs one, was rocking all night but the Sabres fans responded in OT to Christian Ehrhoff's game-winner, which produced a shower of beer cans to the ice from the Toronto faithful.

The Sabres were having some pretty good chuckles in their locker room over that whole scene. Captain Steve Ott captured it hysterically with this take-that tweet (and look at the numbers of RTs and favorites he's getting!)

Incredibly enough, the Ehrhoff shot went right through the skate of Leafs defenseman Carl Gunnarsson before snaking through goaltender James Reimer. Seriously. Check it out.

It was the Sabres' first overtime winner since Ott's power-play goal on March 19 in Montreal -- and their first OT winner at home since Derek Roy's power-play goal beat the Leafs on April 3, 2012, the night that Jordan Leopold score the tying goal in the final two minutes with that memorable jam-scramble in front of the Leafs net. The Sabres lost their only previous home overtime this season to Tampa Bay and were 0-2 in home-deciding OT goals in the lockout-shortened campaign.

Vote for your three stars

November 29, 2013 - 10:50 PM

Sabres 3, Maple Leafs 2 (OT) 

 Christian Ehrhoff 

 James Reimer 

 Matt Moulson 

 Luke Adam 

 Ryan Miller 

 Phil Kessel 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7 p.m.; Leafs-Sabres updates at 7:30

November 29, 2013 - 4:24 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=785686bfe1" >Sabres Live: Maple Leafs at Sabres</a> 

Leafs have their own problems heading into tonight's game

November 29, 2013 - 1:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

The HBO cameras are going to start to follow the Toronto Maple Leafs around next week for "24/7," the acclaimed show that chronicles the two teams playing in the Jan. 1 Winter Classic. The cameras may get an eyeful if the Leafs continue to be as bad as they've been lately.

After a 10-4 October, the Leafs are just 4-5-2 in November. They've given up 11 goals in the last two games, a 6-0 home disaster against Columbus and Wednesday's 6-5 shootout loss at Pittsburgh. They're 1-2-1 in the last four games, and the lone win was a shootout victory over Washington that saw goaltender James Reimer make 49 saves.

Reimer will be in goal tonight in First Niagara Center and figures to get plenty of work. 

The Leafs lead the NHL with 36.1 shots on goal against per game (the Sabres are 29th at 36.0). They've outshot their opponents just four times in 25 games (the Sabres have done it three times in 26). This is a team, remember, that had Boston beaten in Game Seven of the first round of the playoffs last year until blowing a three-goal lead and losing in overtime.

In Wednesday's game, the Leafs blew a 4-1 lead and were outshot 19-0 over the third period and overtime. Yes, 19 to zip. 

"I don't think you need rocket science to figure out that if you continue to give up five and six goals, you're not going to get many points," said coach Randy Carlyle. "We have to buckle down definitely in that area and get our defensive game going to a higer level. Part of that is to create a little more in the offensive zone as far as time in there."

Continue reading... 

Grigorenko, McNabb taking a seat for Sabres but will return Saturday

November 29, 2013 - 11:57 AM

By John Vogl

It's back to the press box for Mikhail Grigorenko.

The former first-round pick has repeatedly said he learns more while playing than watching, but new Sabres coach Ted Nolan is following in the footsteps of former bench bosses Lindy Ruff and Ron Rolston in sending Grigorenko to the sideline. The forward will be a healthy scratch against Toronto tonight First Niagara Center.

Grigorenko has no points and two shots in three games under Nolan while averaging about 12 minutes of ice time. Grigorenko has two goals and three points in 18 games this season.

Nolan said following the morning skate that sometimes it's better for young players to sit back and watch.

Defensemen Brayden McNabb and Jamie McBain will also observe from the press box. McNabb, another highly drafted prospect, has been too aggressive jumping up from his defense spot, Nolan said.

The coach said McNabb and Grigorenko will return Saturday in New Jersey.

The Leafs, also playing on the first of back-to-back nights, did not skate to conserve energy.

"We know it will be a raucous building," Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said. "We know it will be half filled with Leafs fans. Buffalo will be out to make a statement. ... We have to be on top of our game."

Plain white mask turns Jhonas into a joker

November 29, 2013 - 10:38 AM

By John Vogl

Jhonas Enroth is patrolling the Sabres' crease in a plain white goalie mask rather than his usual decorative lid. Why?

"I asked for a trade," he said.

Actually, despite being a clear backup under new coach Ted Nolan, he didn't. Enroth has an equipment deal with Reebok, and the company has asked him to try a new CCM helmet in place of the rival Bauer mask he has been using.

Sabres will give D'Agostini a chance to rediscover scoring touch

November 28, 2013 - 7:09 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres can't score. They're last in the league by a large margin at only 1.62 goals per game, and they've found the net just once in each of the last four outings.

Matt D'Agostini has struggled since scoring 21 times in 2010-11. He'll be given an opportunity to boost the fortunes of himself and the Sabres.

"When you get a goal scorer, you’ve got to put him in position to score some goals," said coach Ted Nolan, who will use D'Agostini alongside captain Steve Ott and center Ville Leino. "Hopefully, that will help."

Since his career year with St. Louis, D'Agostini has 12 goals in 92 games with the Blues, Devils and Penguins. Buffalo claimed him off waivers from the Penguins on Wednesday.

"It’s just another opportunity to come in and try to prove myself and prove that I can be a good NHL player every day," D'Agostini said today after joining his new team for an optional holiday practice. "The last couple years have been struggles, obviously, to find my game and stuff like that. ... I’m hoping to get a fresh start here and rebuild myself as a player."

D'Agostini's career year came when he got a prominent role on a non-playoff team, so he and the Sabres hope it happens again.

"That was a time I got my minutes and got some goals under my belt and got some confidence," D'Agostini said. "I’m hoping to get back to those ways."

To hear more from D'Agostini, click the audio file below.
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Tropp thankful for time in Buffalo, eager to show Sabres they made a mistake 

November 28, 2013 - 12:58 PM

By John Vogl

One of the best memories of Corey Tropp's life was putting on the Sabres' uniform for the first time and debuting in the NHL.

He's got a new uniform now. Columbus claimed the right winger off waivers this afternoon, ending Tropp's stay in Buffalo.

"I was a little disappointed with what transpired," Tropp told The Buffalo News by phone. "It was an honor to be a Sabre. One of my greatest memories is my first game I ever played at home. It was real excitement.

"They were great to me and gave me an opportunity to get my first NHL games and help me grow as a person on and off the ice. I’m just very thankful for all the help they’ve given me while I was here."

Now that the Sabres are in the past, the third-round pick in 2007 wants to show he should have been part of Buffalo's future. He's been thinking about it since being told he was going on waivers.

"I was just trying to have the mind-set of wherever I end up or wherever I go I wanted to make sure I prove to them that it’s a mistake," Tropp told The News. "I’m a passionate player, and I think that shows in my play. It was definitely tough getting the news yesterday, but it’s exciting to have a good opportunity in front of me.

"At the end of the day, I’ve got to go out and hopefully make Buffalo regret making that move."

Sabres lose Tropp to Blue Jackets via wavier wire

November 28, 2013 - 12:17 PM

By John Vogl

Corey Tropp's four-year stay in the Sabres' organization is over.

Columbus claimed the right winger on waivers today, 24 hours after Buffalo let him loose to acquire right wing Matt D'Agostini.

The Sabres selected Tropp in the third round of the 2007 draft. He totaled three goals and nine points in 43 games with the Sabres while also playing for their minor-league clubs in Portland and Rochester. He missed nearly all of last season with a knee injury suffered in Rochester's opener.

The 24-year-old Tropp couldn't escape a fourth-line role under new coach Ted Nolan. He had one assist and a minus-8 rating in nine games this season.

"You’re happy for the young guy," Nolan said after today's optional holiday practice in First Niagara Center. "That’s unfortunate that we don’t have enough positions or room for him right now. It’s good for him to be picked up by somebody else and get his career going there. Unfortunately, it just wasn’t happening here at that moment. You take a chance, and now it’s good for Corey."

To hear more from Nolan, including his thoughts on D'Agostini, click the audio file below.

Video: Sabres players talk about what they need to do better after loss

November 27, 2013 - 11:34 PM

Sabres players talk about loss to the Canadiens and what they need to do better.

Vote for your three stars

November 27, 2013 - 9:52 PM

Canadiens 3, Sabres 1 

 David Desharnais 

 P.K. Subban 

 Carey Price 

 Matt Moulson 

 Drew Stafford 

 Andrei Markov 

 Brian Gionta 

 Ryan Miller 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com

Dudley simply having too much fun in Montreal to leave for Sabres' GM post

November 27, 2013 - 6:46 PM

By Mike Harrington

Rick Dudley is having too much fun with the Montreal Canadiens.

You can go through the all the complicated scenarios you want, but that's the bottom line to why the former Sabres player and coach has opted to stay as the assistant general manager with the Habs and not become a candidate for Buffalo's open GM job.

The Sabres asked for permission to talk to Dudley earlier this week, Dudley told reporters tonight in a meeting in the First Niagara Center press box. Montreal GM Marc Bergevin told Dudley he would give the permission, but wanted a chance to talk to Dudley as well. As it turned out, Dudley never talked to the Sabres. TSN reported the Habs gave him a lucrative contract extension, although Dudley wouldn't comment on those details other than to admit he got years added on to his deal.

"I went to Montreal because of Marc Bergevin," Dudley said. "I enjoy the people I work with. it's fun. It's a great gig. if you enjoy something a great deal, why change if you don't have to?

"I'm having a ball in Montreal and I want to stay there. It's been fun from day one. We've got a wonderful group of players, coaches, the entire staff. It was a situation I didn't think I could walk away from." 

Continue reading... 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Canadiens-Sabres updates at 7 p.m.

November 27, 2013 - 4:49 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=37d8fc3c8a" >Sabres Live: Canadiens at Sabres</a> 

Briere on wearing Habs crest: 'It's pretty cool'

November 27, 2013 - 4:00 PM

Briere 

Daniel Briere is back in town tonight. (Getty Images)

By Mike Harrington

Daniel Briere has played in Buffalo many times since departing in 2007 but all of those games came while he was with the Philadelphia Flyers. Tonight is a little different for the former Sabres captain as he makes his first trip here with his beloved hometown team, the Montreal Canadiens.

Standing in the Habs dressing room early this afternoon after their pregame skate, Briere was wearing a blue Montreal T-shirt with the classic white C-H Montreal logo and I asked him what it meant to be wearing that logo after playing 16 years in the NHL with three other teams.

"It's pretty cool," Briere said with a wide smile. "I grew up cheering for the Montreal Canadiens so it's special for me personally to wear that uniform, go in and play games and have friends around in the Montreal area. I'm just trying to enjoy every single moment of it."

Briere has four goals and three assists in 14 games for the Habs this season and is playing left wing on the top line with Tomas Plekanac and Rochester-area native Brian Gionta. Briere missed 10 games with a concussion suffered Oct. 19 against Nashville -- his third in the last three years -- but has been back for the last six games.

"He's a good veteran," Habs coach Michel Therrien said today. "We all understand he had great seasons here with the Sabres and I'm sure it's going to be a special night for him to play for the Montreal Canadiens against the Sabres in a place where he had a lot of success."

News columnist Bucky Gleason spoke exclusively to Briere earlier today and they discussed concussions, the Sabres' coach/GM changes and more. Be sure to read Gleason's column in the Thanksgiving Day editions of The News.

Report: Dudley staying with Canadiens rather than discuss Sabres' GM job

November 27, 2013 - 3:25 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' alumni train won't include Rick Dudley.

Dudley, considered a front-runner to return to Buffalo as new general manager, will stay with the Canadiens, according to Darren Dreger of TSN. Dreger reports the Sabres asked Montreal for permission to speak with Dudley, and the Habs responded by giving their assistant general manager a "more lucrative deal."

The 64-year-old Dudley played for the Sabres from 1972-81 and returned as head coach for two-plus seasons beginning in 1989.

Dudley joined the Canadiens in 2012 after working in various managerial capacities with the Toronto Maple Leafs, Atlanta Thrashers, Chicago Blackhawks, Florida Panthers, Tampa Bay Lightning and Ottawa Senators.

Pat LaFontaine, the Sabres' president of hockey operations, said when he was hired this month he had a short list of GM candidates.

Sabres add former assistant GM of Oilers to scouting department

November 27, 2013 - 2:23 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres continue to add to their scouting staff, hiring a former assistant general manager of the Edmonton Oilers to work with the pro and amateur scouts.

The Sabres have brought on Kevin Prendergast, a 30-year scouting veteran who was most recently the head scout for Hockey Canada. Prendergast also worked for NHL Central Scouting.

"Kevin is a very respected and well-connected talent evaluator in many different hockey circles," said Pat LaFontaine, the Sabres' president of hockey operations. “His keen eye for hockey talent, combined with his experience in the game at a multitude of levels, will be a tremendous addition to our hockey operations staff.”

The Sabres said Prendergast will work with Buffalo Assistant General Manager Kevin Devine.

The Quebec native spent 20 seasons with the Oilers, joining the club in 1990-91 as its vice president of hockey operations and becoming assistant GM in 2006-07. He also was the Oilers’ representative on the American Hockey League’s board of governors and served as the director of player personnel for the Springfield Falcons (AHL) and Stockton Thunder (ECHL).

The Sabres recently hired former Canadiens coach Randy Cunneyworth as a scout.

D'Agostini claimed on waivers from Penguins; Tropp waived to make room on roster

November 27, 2013 - 12:30 PM

DAg 

Matt D'Agostini didn't have a goal in eight games with Pittsburgh. (Getty Images)

By Mike Harrington

Who said the Sabres are going status quo tonight? Not anymore. 

According to TSN The Sabres have now officially announced they've claimed forward Matt D’Agostini off waivers from the Pittsburgh Penguins. There's no word if D'Agostini would play tonight, but coach Ted Nolan was unusually late to his meeting with the media after today's pregame skate so there was certainly chatter something might be afoot.

The 6-foot, 198-pound D'Agostini will wear No. 27. He has one assist in eight games with the Penguins this season and is predominantly a right winger. He played parts of four seasons with tonight's opponent, the Montreal Canadiens, and had his best year for St. Louis in 2010-11 with a career-high 21 goals and 46 points. He was a sixth-round pick of the Habs in 2005.

D'Agostini signed a one-year, $550,000 contract with the Penguins in July but an unspecified injury and spotty play made it tough for him to stay in the lineup, as this Pittsburgh Post-Gazette story from earlier this month explains.

In addition, D'Agostini apparently has a history with Nolan as he was an instructor at Nolan's hockey school in  Sault Ste. Marie, Ont., in 2008. This story from the Sudbury Star explains.

The Sabres have to make a roster move to accommodate him, and they are putting Corey Tropp on waivers with hopes of getting him back to Rochester. Tropp had one assist in nine games and was minus-8 this year. He was still playing with a full face shield after suffering a broken jaw in the leadup to the epic preseason brawl in Toronto.

It's certainly conceivable D'Agostini is here tonight to be in the lineup but we noticed that John Scott skated fully this morning and came off the ice with the game group. So he's clearly ready to go as well to play on the fourth line with Brian Flynn and Marcus Foligno if that's the team's need.

Sounds like Sabres going status quo for Habs

November 27, 2013 - 12:04 PM

By Mike Harrington

It was an optional skate this morning for the Sabres in First Niagara Center with several forwards not on the ice. John Scott came off early and Mikhail Grigorenko was the last one on, leading most observers to believe Grigorenko was getting scratched again in favor of the Buffalo enforcer. So I asked Grigorenko directly and he told me he was in. Thickens the plot.

With the visiting Montreal Canadiens apparently not using tough guy George Parros tonight, there seems to be no need for Scott. Coach Ted Nolan said it will be a gametime decision but also said he wants to keep some consistency in his lines. That would mean the same lineup as Sunday's game against Detroit with Scott sitting out. On defense, Mike Weber and Jamie McBain are expected to be scratched again.

"We want to show some kind of consistency here and see what falls off after we do that," Nolan said. "To be fair, we have to be sure we keep the same lineup for a couple games in a row and see."

In other news:

---Cody McCormick took the morning skate, his first time on the ice since leaving the game in Philadelphia last Thursday. Nolan said he's surprised at how well McCormick is coming along and that the physical forward could play this weekend.

---Ryan Miller will start tonight but Nolan said Jhonas Enroth will definitely get a start in goal this weekend, either Friday against Toronto or Saturday in New Jersey. My bet is on the road tilt against the Devils. Miller owns the Leafs, with his 30 career victories against them his most against any opponent.

---A Montreal reporter Nolan how he keeps morale up with his team's record at 5-19-1. The coach's answer: "Why wouldn't it be? I don't think they stop being paid."

Hear Nolan's session below.
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Ted Nolan

Breaking down the NHL TV deal

November 26, 2013 - 5:14 PM

0319cherry 

Ron MacLean and Don Cherry may or may not be part of the Hockey Night in Canada Broadcasts next year. (The National Post)

by Amy Moritz

Buffalonians have long been able to watch Hockey Night in Canada on CBC and the good news for Western New York hockey fans is that won't change -- at least in the short run.

There are nuances to the deal announced today that the NHL and Rogers Communication reached a 12-year $5.232 billion Canadian (that's about $4.9 billion in U.S. dollars) deal to be exclusive national rights-holder to the league in Canada.

And one of those nuances is Hockey Night and CBC.

Rogers will have a rights deal with the Canadian broadcast network to continue the iconic show for four years, although Rogers will have full editorial control. That raises all kinds of questions, including whether or not Ron MacLean and Don Cherry will remain part of the broadcast.

"So while CBC will be airing HNIC, it will be little more than a shadow of the juggernaut is has been for the public broadcaster," wrote Raju Mudhar for the Toronto Star. "The four-year deal looks more a transition period for the CBC as they adjust to their new cable TV landlords."

There is discussion of this deal as a body blow to TSN (think Canadian ESPN) which had been the rights holder to national games and which was outbid by Rogers for the deal.

Looking for other impacts of the deal for American hockey fans? Check out the piece by Sean Gentille from the Sporting News which also explains how NBC Sports, the U.S. rights-holder, can benefit by adding new talent and new shows to its coverage.

Greg Wyshynski of Yahoo points out that when you combine the Rogers deal with the 10-year $2 billion agreement with NBC in the U.S., the NHL has close to $7 billion in media rights fees. The NBA, he points out, has a $7.4 billion TV deal with ABC/ESPN and TNT.

Nolan says: Keep it simple

November 26, 2013 - 1:12 PM

by Amy Moritz

While the Buffalo Sabres continued to work on defensive zone coverage, they also addressed the power play and scoring opportunities at this morning's practice at First Niagara Center.

The Sabres have scored the fewest goals in the league -- 44 while the power play has accounted for 11 of those goals, clocking in at just a 14.9 percent efficiency.

"We’re not setting the league on fire," Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan said. "We have to make sure we simplify our game and that’s in all aspects of it, five-on-five or power play. We’ve got to make sure we do the simple things, get some shots on net, create some rebounds. The majority of goaltenders in this league will stop you even if you have a point-blank shot from the slot. We have to create some traffic in front of it."

Luke Adam is set to make his third appearance with the Sabres this year after being recalled from Rochester. Nolan said he was working to put his young players in comfortable spots for success while helping them adjust to the different tempo at the NHL level.

"Sometimes when young kids get called up, they think they can do the same thing they did down in the American league, but the players here are much bigger and faster and quicker," Nolan said. "Your time and space is not like it is in the minors. He’s adjusting to that plus he wants to make sure he does the safe play and he wants to try and fit in.

"A lot of things go through these younger players minds when they get called up. My biggest thing is try to make the comfortable with what they do and up their tempo a little bit. Luke has some natural ability that a lot of us would like to have. We’ve just got to up the speed level to the National Hockey League level."

Ted Nolan 
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Former NHLers, including three Sabres, sue NHL over concussions

November 26, 2013 - 10:50 AM

by Amy Moritz

The concussion issue in the NHL has hit the legal phase.

Ten former NHL players, including three ex-Buffalo Sabres, filed a class-action lawsuit in Washington, D.C. claiming the league has not done enough to protect players from concussions.

The three former Sabres are Richie Dunn, Morris Titanic and Rick Vaive are part of the lawsuit led by former All-Star Gary Leema. This comes shortly after the NFL reached a $765 million settlement with retired players who also sued over the issue of concussions.

The lawsuit claims the NHL knew, or should have know, the risks of repetitive injuries to the head and said the league didn't do anything until 2010 to protect players by making a hit to the head a penalty. The lawsuit also specifically addresses the continuation of fighting, employing "enforcers" and creating a "culture of violence."

""The NHL's active and purposeful concealment of the severe risks of brain injuries exposed players to unnecessary dangers they could have avoided had the NHL provided them with truthful and accurate information and taken appropriate action to prevent needless harm," the lawsuit says.

On Monday, the league's deputy commissioner, Bill Daly, issued a statement:

"We are aware of the class-action lawsuit filed today in the United States District Court for the District of Columbia on behalf of a group of former NHL players. While the subject matter is very serious, we are completely satisfied with the responsible manner in which the league and the players' association have managed player safety over time, including with respect to head injuries and concussions. We intend to defend the case vigorously and have no further comment at this time."

Michael McCann of SI.com offers a legal look at how the NHL might approach the lawsuit.

Leeman played from 1983-96 for the Toronto Maples Leafs, Calgary Flames, Montreal Canadians, Vancouver Canucks and St. Louis Blues.

Dunn played for the Sabres from 1977-1982 and from 1985-90 played again with the Sabres and Rochester. Titanic played in Buffalo from 1974-76 while Vaive was with the Sabres from 1988-92.

NHL reaches multi-media deal with Rogers Communication

November 26, 2013 - 8:14 AM

by Amy Moritz

The largest media deal for the NHL was announced this morning as the league said it reached a 12-year $5.232 billion (Canadian) agreement with Rogers Communication. The deal begins in the 2014-15 season, runs through the 2025-26 season. It gives Rogers Communication national rights to all NHL games, including the Stanley Cup Playoffs and Stanley Cup Finals including all multi-media platforms and all languages.

Hockey Night in Canada on CBC will continue on Saturday nights. The agreement, however, ends regional blackouts across Canada.

The deal means that TSN, the previous rights holder is out. In U.S. terms that would be like ESPN losing the NBA.

What it means for the Sabres? More revenue for each team. The average team share, as reported by USA Today, would be $7.2 million. It also likely means a drive up in the salary cap.

For a closer look at what it means for hockey fans viewing in Canada, check out the coverage in the Toronto Globe and Mail.

Defensive zone the focus

November 25, 2013 - 1:19 PM

by Amy Moritz

It was 40 minutes of defensive zone practice. That's where the problems were for the Buffalo Sabres in their 3-1 loss to Detroit Sunday night.

Back at practice Monday morning at First Niagara Center, the bulk of the practice was spent working on cleaning up play in their own end with the focus on communication and responsibilities. 

"We have to start doing things instinctive. We just kinda react after the fact. A lot of our problems are because of breakdowns," Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan said. "We’re going to try and correct that so that one hand knows what the other one does. We talked about communication, talking down low. We’re a very quiet team. We don't talk enough. I’ve always said good communication eliminate duplication so you don’t always end up doing someone else’s job."

The lines stayed the same in practice:

Matt Moulson-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford 

Tyler Ennis-Ville Leino-Steve Ott

Luke Adam-MikhailGrigorenko-Zemgus Girgensons

Corey Tropp-Brian Flynn-Marcus Foligno

The defensive pairings of Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers and Mike Weber-Jamie McBain were consistent while Christian Ehrhoff, Brayden McNabb, Mark Pysyk and Alexander Sulzer alternated pairings.

Expect the lines to stay the same for at least the next little while as Nolan reinforces his message of consistency.

"We have to keep them the same," Nolan said. "When we ask the players to be consistent, we have to be consistent with our message and our delivery. We can’t work on defensive zone coverage one day and forget it about for the next two weeks. We have to do it on a consistent basis and same thing with the lines. We have to keep them somewhat consistent so you learn what each and everyone does on the line."

Ted Nolan audio:
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Name the three stars

November 24, 2013 - 7:56 PM

Red Wings 3, Sabres 1 

 Cody Hodgson 

 Darren Helm 

 Jonas Gustavsson 

 Drew Stafford 

 Henrik Zetterberg 

 Johan Franzen 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Nolan's pregame notes: Pysyk back in, Flynn to stay at center

November 24, 2013 - 3:38 PM

By Mike Harrington

As was suspected yesterday, Ted Nolan is scratching Mike Weber and Jamie McBain on defense for today's game against the Detroit Red Wings and putting Mark Pysyk back into the lineup after he sat out Thursday in Philadelphia. Alexander Sulzer is also playing, taking the roster spot of the injured Cody McCormick.

During a pregame briefing with the media, Nolan also said he's going to stick with yesterday's practice alignment of Brian Flynn at center with Corey Tropp and and Marcus Foligno on his wings. Foligno is a point-of-emphasis guy for Nolan today.

"Marcus will be a big power forward but we've got to see the power forward come out of him," Nolan said. "The last couple games he was OK. Young kids coming in I tell them you can't be OK. Hopefully we'll see a better effort from Marcus tonight."

Nolan said he thought Saturday's practice at Riverside Rink was what he was hoping to see from the Sabres since he took over. 

"It was almost the first day we almost started getting what we want to do here," he said. "I felt good yesterday.”

Nolan particularly wants to see better starts from his team continue. The Sabres have scored first in the last two games.

Continue reading... 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 4:30 p.m.; Red Wings-Sabres updates at 5 p.m.

November 24, 2013 - 1:09 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=adb64da8a8" >Sabres Live: Red Wings at Sabres</a> 

Wings lose Datsyuk but regain Alfredsson for today's visit to FNC

November 24, 2013 - 8:38 AM

PD 

Pavel Datsyuk works the puck Saturday against Ottawa. (AP Photo)

By Mike Harrington

The Detroit Red Wings will be without their top goal scorer for today's 5 p.m. meeting with the Sabres in First Niagara Center as Pavel Datsyuk was left home with a possible concussion after taking an elbow to the head late in Saturday's 4-2 loss to Ottawa.

Datsyuk has a team-leading 12 goals and is second on the team in scoring with 23 points. The three-time Selke Award winner and four-time recipient of the Lady Byng Trophy was hit by Ottawa defenseman Jared Cowen with 7:48 to play, a clear elbow that television replays caught but neither official did.

Although no penalty was called on the play, Cowen is almost certain to hear from NHL discipline czar Brendan Shanahan about the play. Check it out here (it's near the top of the screen on the live run).

With Datsyuk out, Detroit general manager Ken Holland said early this morning before boarding the team plane to Buffalo that veteran Daniel Alfredsson will now return to the Detroit lineup. Alfredsson has missed the last five games with a groin pull. He has 42 goals and 84 points in 90 games against Buffalo, with the goal total tied with Jaromir Jagr for the most all-time vs. the Sabres and Alfredsson's most against any team.

Forward Todd Bertuzzi (back) also stayed home and will not play today. The Red Wings are also missing young defense star Danny DeKeyser, who suffered a shoulder injury last week.

The Wings have been a big disappointment of late, going just 1-3-5 in their last nine games and 10-7-7 overall. This will be their third game in four nights.

Thankful for clean slate, Sulzer ready to show Sabres' new bosses he can play

November 23, 2013 - 2:01 PM

By John Vogl

Alexander Sulzer fell victim to the Sabres' youth movement at the start of the year. He's now part of the veteran renaissance.

Sulzer is up from Rochester and will play Sunday when the Sabres host Detroit. The 29-year-old had two goals and seven points in 10 games for the Amerks. He got the call Friday night after coach Ted Nolan and President of Hockey Operations Pat LaFontaine attended the Amerks' 3-2 loss to Utica.

"One of the reasons we went down was we wanted to see him play," Nolan said today after practice in Bud Bakewell Arena at Riverside Park. "He’s a veteran guy. Like I’ve said, we’ve got a lot of young talent here, and we’ve got to make sure they mature at the right pace. This guy’s a veteran guy that’s been around for a while, and he could have some stability back there for us.

"That’s what we’re looking for. We’re running around in our defensive zone too much. We just need guys to stay back. We’ve got one of the better goaltenders in the world, so we just have to make sure we protect back there and get the puck up to our forwards."

Sulzer is in his third season in the organization and has played 33 games for the Sabres with six goals and six assists. He practiced alongside Christian Ehrhoff.

"I’m just excited to be back and get the chance again, just trying to play my game and prove that the decision early in the year was wrong to send me down," Sulzer said. "It’s a complete new start. Like he’s mentioned many times, it’s a clean slate for everybody. Everybody deserves that. Things didn’t really work the way they were before, so they’re just trying to look at their options and evaluate after that. I really appreciate the chance."

Forward Cody McCormick was absent from practice and will miss at least a week.

"Cody’s banged up a little bit," Nolan said. "In the modern day you’ve got to say upper body or lower body. Pick your choice. He’s got one of them."

Sabres recall Sulzer; LaFontaine updates GM search

November 23, 2013 - 11:14 AM

By John Vogl

Alexander Sulzer is back with the Sabres, who are back on the ice after a day off.

The Sabres recalled the defenseman following Friday night's game in Rochester, a 3-2 loss to Utica that was watched by President of Hockey Operations Pat LaFontaine and Sabres coach Ted Nolan.

Sulzer is back for the second time this season. He was called up Oct. 5 but did not play in Pittsburgh. In 10 games with the Amerks, the veteran defenseman has two goals and seven points.

The Sabres are using eight defensemen during this morning's practice at Riverside Ice Rink: Sulzer, Mark Pysyk, Brayden McNabb, Henrik Tallinder, Tyler Myers, Jamie McBain, Mike Weber and John Scott.

The forward line trios are: Matt Moulson-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford, Ville Leino-Steve Ott-Tyler Ennis, Zemgus Girgensons-Mikhail Grigorenko-Luke Adam, and Corey Tropp-Marcus Foligno-Brian Flynn. Cody McCormick is not practicing.

The GM search: Fenton confirms interest, says 'I would love to get an opportunity to talk to them'

November 22, 2013 - 7:22 PM

Paul-fenton1 

Paul Fenton at the NHL Draft in June. (Getty Images)

By Mike Harrington

I've heard multiple whispers today that Pat LaFontaine has been in Boston, presumably to interview Bruins assistant general manager Jim Benning for the Sabres' vacant GM post.

Benning is the only known candidate the Sabres have asked permission to speak to thus far, although they're expected to be interested in PIttsburgh assistant Jason Botterill and Nashville aide Paul Fenton as well.

(Friday night update:  LaFontaine spoke to reporters at the Rochester Amerks game tonight and confirmed he has done one interview this week -- and that his short list of candidates has grown)

Fenton, a former NHL player with seven teams, spoke out Thursday night in Toronto about the job and revealed that Nashville GM David Poile has called the Sabres to talk up his assistant's candidacy.

"I believe that I’m ready,” said Fenton, 53. “I’m hoping somebody else does. (David) was talking to them about me being interested in the job. There’s no question, I would love to get an opportunity to talk to them.”

Fenton is an original Predators employee dating to the team's birth in 1998. After serving as the director of player personnel for the Predators’ first eight seasons, he was promoted to assistant general manager on June 5, 2006. He's best known in Nashville for spearheading the picks in the 2003 draft that produced standout defensemen Shea Weber and Ryan Suter. 

Quick update: No updates today with day off

November 22, 2013 - 1:25 PM

By Mike Harrington

BALTIMORE AIRPORT -- Ted Nolan said a ton after last night's loss to the Philadelphia Flyers but if you're looking for anything more from him or any of the players today, you'll have a long wait. The Sabres are on one of their CBA-mandated days off today and will return to the ice Saturday morning to prep for Sunday's late-afternoon start against Detroit.

The Red Wings certainly have to look at the Sabres as another tonic to their woes. In Thursday night's 4-3 win over Carolina, they ended an implausible 0-2-6 run at home in Joe Louis Arena and an 0-2-5 stretch overall.  

But they play Saturday night in Ottawa and then have the earlier-than-normal 5 p.m. start Sunday in First Niagara Center. And it will be their third game in four days while the Sabres will be coming off two days rest. Maybe the Sabres can actually lead after the first period two games in a row? Nah.

(Why am I at the Baltimore airport? Check out the fares to/from Buffalo for BWI and then do the same for Philadelphia. Then it will be obvious why)

Nolan's 'gloves-off' address: Video of the coach's pointed comments

November 22, 2013 - 8:52 AM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- The gloves are officially off.

That was the message Thursday night from interim coach Ted Nolan, who was seething about penalties and turnovers over the final two periods of the Sabres' 4-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers.

"When you constantly do the same thing over and over and over again and lose for the same reasons, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure it out,” Nolan said. 

Continue reading... 

Postgame audio: Nolan speaks softly but sends a big message

November 21, 2013 - 11:06 PM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- As you can hear in the audio file at the end of this post, Ted Nolan's voice wasn't loud Thursday night in a hallway deep within Wells Fargo Center. But he has to hope his message resonates loud and clear in the Buffalo Sabres' locker room.

The interim head coach was furious after his team's 4-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers, a penalty fest that saw Buffalo give up 34 of the Flyers' 46 shots on goal in the final two periods and all four of their goals in the final 25 minutes.

I'll be honest. I was taken aback by Nolan's comments. But he's right.

Everyone watching this team -- fans, front office types, media, even some of the players themselves -- has been lulled to sleep by what they've seen so far. It's normal to us. But believe me when I say it's jarring to folks who don't watch every game. Be it writers/broadcasters covering the opposition, scouts in the building and now the team's interim head coach, they can't believe some of the things they're seeing.

Bet Nolan can't wait for Pat LaFontaine to hire a new GM to really shake this thing up.

Click below to hear from Nolan.
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Ted Nolan

Name the three stars

November 21, 2013 - 10:15 PM

Flyers 4, Sabres 1 

 Matt Read 

 Ryan Miller 

 Steve Downie 

 Henrik Tallinder 

 Vincent Lecavalier 

 Claude Giroux 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:45 p.m.; Sabres-Flyers updates at 7

November 21, 2013 - 4:07 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=d9acb46f4f" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Flyers</a> 

Debut of the 'Turd Burger' comes Sunday against Detroit

November 21, 2013 - 3:54 PM

Ottjersey 

The Steve Ott Twitter capture in September unveiled the Sabres' universally panned third jersey. (Sabres.com)

 By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- Look out, fashion police and traditionalists: The Sabres' third jersey, a gold blob unveiled to howls of derision in early September, is going to make its way to the ice for 10 home games, the team announced today. As was previously believed, the debut will be Sunday against the Detroit Red Wings and the second game will be Wednesday when Montreal comes to town.

Sabres president Ted Black initially declined comment when first asked about the reaction. It got so big and spread so far that Black finally did address it last month it in his weekly appearance on WGR Radio the morning after the season opener.

And he did it by unleashing another one of those one-word sayings (think "suffering") that the Sabres have become so famous for.

"Judge for yourself whenever you see it. If you come into the store and you look at it and say I don’t want to buy it or you do buy it ... If it doesn’t sell, it won’t really mean anything to our bottom line. It’s a third jersey. If it’s a turd burger I’ll have to put it on a bun and eat it. It’s the way it is.”

Ahem. Fair enough. The full schedule for the tur, um, third jersey:

Nov. 24 Detroit

Nov. 27 Montreal

Dec. 5 NY Rangers

Dec. 14 Calgary

Jan. 4 New Jersey

Jan. 14 Philadelphia

Feb. 5 Pittsburgh

Mar. 16 Montreal

Apr 1 New Jersey

Apr 8 Detroit

Nolan vs. Berube coaching matchup is an NHL first

November 21, 2013 - 2:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- Tonight's Sabres-Flyers game is a matchup of two rebuilding teams trying to get their footing under new head coaches and won't register much on the overall NHL radar. But it is downright historic to the folks of the First Nation in Canada.

In interim Sabres coach Ted Nolan and Flyers coach Craig Berube, this is believed to be the first game in NHL history pitting two Native Canadians behind the respective benches. 

The significance of the game was first noted last week in a post from a blog called, The Color of Hockey upon Nolan's hiring. The Philadelphia Daily News has posted a story on the game on its Web site today as well.

"It's huge," Nolan said here today. "I was pretty happy when I heard Craig Berube was the head coach here. It's really big in First Nation territory back home in Canada. The word spreads quite quick so I'm sure there's a lot of people are extremely proud and will be watching this game.

"It's really good for the next generation of young kids to see that also. We do have a lot of talented kids out there who just need a little break."

Continue reading... 

Grigorenko gets first chance under Nolan; Three other young players will sit vs. Flyers

November 21, 2013 - 12:57 PM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- There weren't many tea leaves to be read from the Sabres' optional pregame skate today in Wells Fargo Center until interim coach Ted Nolan peeled back some layers to his thinking and revealed how he's reshaping the lineup for tonight's game against the Flyers.

---As Nolan said yesterday, Rochester callups Luke Adam and Brayden McNabb are in.

---Nolan said 21-year-old defenseman Mark Pysyk and young wingers Corey Tropp (24) and  Brian (25) will sit.  Pysyk and Flynn had played all 23 games this season

---And then the bombshell:  Mikhail Grigorenko is back in the lineup and will make his debut under Nolan tonight.

Grigorenko, whose conditioning assignment to Rochester was nixed yesterday by the NHL, was not expected to play tonight. But Nolan said today the 19-year-old was insistent that he was ready and able, a stance he took with reporters yesterday as well when he asked about the illness that he said had hindered  some of his conditioning.

"We're going to give him a good look," Nolan said "You have to give him some credit. He's the one who said, 'You haven't seen me play yet.' He said it to us three or four times yesterday. We'll see him play and see what he has. He's a young, up-and-coming player who's going to be important in our organization. We have to be sure we put him in a good place and see what he has."

Grigorenko has two goals,  both coming Nov. 8 in Anaheim, and an assist in 15 games. He confounded both Lindy Ruff and Ron Rolston with his lack of grit on the ice and that's certainly something Nolan will be watching for tonight. 

What if it's more of the same in that area?

"It's the same thing raising your children at home," Nolan said. "You ask them to do something and if they don't do it, you take certain things away. Here, it's ice time. If he doesn't compete, he won't get out there too much."

Nolan had  praise for Pysyk, Flynn and Tropp and said they simply need to work on their consistency. Pysyk was minus-3 in Tuesday's loss to St. Louis and Tropp was minus-2. Both are minus-8 for the season.

"Sometimes it's good to sit back. It's nothing to do with their lack of ability," Nolan said. "It's just the maturity has to come at the right time. They'll get back in the lineup."

Click below to hear more of Nolan's thoughts from early this afternoon.
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Ted Nolan

Emery beatdown keyed Flyers' surge after brutal start

November 21, 2013 - 11:00 AM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- In our previous post, we showed you some great fistic fun between the Sabres and Flyers from the 90s involving the goalies. But the Philadelphia Story this season is about another goalie brawl and it was basically a disgusting mugging.

Still, the Nov. 1 Ray Emery assault -- and that's what it was -- on Capitals netminder Brayden Holtby seems to have been a turning point in the Flyers' season. They lost that game, 7-0, and owner Ed Snider said their 3-9 record left them at one of the lowest points in their 47 seasons but it has sparked a turnaround.

Since then, the Flyers are 5-1-2. Emery, by the way, gets the start here tonight against the Sabres

The Flyers started 0-3 and fired coach Peter Laviolette. They were 1-7 after eight games and 3-8 in October. But incredibly, a win tonight could pull them within a point of a playoff spot out of the ultra-struggling Metropolitan Division. 

And it all started with this:

Go to the video: Nolan's Sabres had some rough-and-tumble moments vs. Flyers in the '90s

November 21, 2013 - 9:00 AM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- When Ted Nolan was asked Wednesday in Buffalo about playing the Flyers, he smiled and reminsced about his players learning how to stick up for themselves in the rough-and-tumble affairs the teams put together during the 1990s. It seemed like every night they played there was some kind of circus brawl going on involving Flyers goalie Garth Snow -- the man who eventually fired Nolan as coach of the Islanders in 2008 after taking over as GM.

Snow got into it with Andrei Trefilov, Dominik Hasek and Steve Shields in three separate incidents in the span of 14 months. The latter came in Game One of the 1997 Eastern Conference semifinal series won by the Flyers in five games, the last games coached by Nolan in his first Buffalo stint.

Remember these?

West is by far the best in heavily tilted NHL standings

November 21, 2013 - 8:00 AM

By Mike Harrington

PHILADELPHIA -- When you wake up this morning and change the NHL standings into the overall mode, you're not seeing any misprints. The top eight teams -- yes, the top EIGHT -- are all from the Western Conference and are all bunched within three points of each other from 33 (Anaheim) to 30 (Colorado). The top team in the East is Boston at 29 points, leaving the Bruins ninth overall.

The West is an astounding 87-38-16 vs. the East this year after Wednesday's results, but actually lost two at home in overtime, with Calgary falling to Columbus and Anaheim getting stopped by New Jersey.

A big reason for the success of the West is its teams are dominant at home. Anaheim dropped its first point of the season and is 8-0-1 on the pond at Honda Center. In fact, the top six (ANA, CHI, MIN, STL, SJ, PHX) are an astounding 50-4-11 on their home ice and the top eight (adding LA and COL) are 67-10-11. That's all patently absurd.

Another reason, of course, is talent. The Sabres have seen the huge forwards of the West at work. Think Anaheim's Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry and St. Louis' David Backes. Pretty hard to defend. 

Worst East teams against the West are Ottawa (1-7-2), the New York Rangers (1-6-0) and the Sabres, who are 2-9-0 -- including 0-5 against the Central Division. 

Best West teams against the East are Chicago (7-0-2), Phoenix (7-1-1), Minnesota (8-3-2), Los Angeles (8-2-1) and Colorado (8-3-0).

While the Sabres and Flyers are meeting tonight in the Wells Fargo Center, there's plenty of interconference showdowns. The full list:

St. Louis at Boston

Nashville at Toronto

NY Rangers at Dallas

Florida at Edmonton

New Jersey at Los Angeles

Tampa Bay at San Jose

Tickets on sale for Amerks Feburary home game in Buffalo

November 20, 2013 - 3:58 PM

by Amy Moritz 

Tickets are now on sale for the Rochester Americans' game at First Niagara Cneter on Saturday, Feb. 8 at 7:05 p.m. The Amerks will play the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Tickets are $25 for seats in the 100 Level Preferred location, 200 Level Ends and 200 Club Level. Tickets are $20 for the 100 Level II and 100 Level III sections while tickets in 100 Level IV and all 300 levels are $15.

Tickets can be purchased at the First Niagara Center Box Office, online at www.tickets.com or by call 1-888-223-6000.

What are the odds for Latvian gold? Try not very good.

November 20, 2013 - 3:27 PM

by Amy Moritz

The odds-makers are already setting lines for the upcoming Winter Olympics and the website Bovada has set the odds for the men's hockey winner.

The safe bets are Canada and Russia as both countries are 11-5 favorites to win the gold medal. The United States comes in at 6-1 for gold.

And what about Latvia, the national team led by Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan? They're a 400-1 shot to win the gold medal.

Those aren't the worst odds though. Both Austria and Slovenia are 900-1 long shots.

For the record, Nolan has been the Latvian team coach since 2011, leading them to a qualification for the 2014 Olympics. Latvia finished in 12th place in 2006 and 2010. Their best Olympic finish was ninth in 2002. This will be only the fifth Olympics that the Latvian team will participate.

Nolan stresses communication

November 20, 2013 - 2:30 PM

by Amy Moritz

Ted Nolan and Ryan Miller had a good long chat after practice Wednesday afternoon.

It wasn't anything major, but a chance for Nolan to get to know his star goaltender a little better, an opportunity to know the man and not just the numbers.

Improving communication has been a theme for Nolan since he took over as the Sabres interim coach last week. And if you want the players to talk to each other on the ice, it starts with them engaging with each other in the hallways.

"It’s just good old communication. That’s what we have to teach this team," Nolan said. "We have to get off the iPads and we have to get off texting and we have to say 'hello' and 'how are you' and 'good morning' and 'I got this guy, you got that guy.' We’ve got to communicate a lot better."

Grigorenko on lost conditioning assignment: 'I needed to play'

November 20, 2013 - 1:36 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres thought they were following the rules. The NHL said they were not. And Mikhail Grigorenko thus appears to be stuck in limbo.

There will be no 14-day conditioning assignment to Rochester. The NHL has apparently ruled you can't condition the flu. Grigorenko drove to Rochester yesterday and got a call at 10 p.m. Tuesday to return to Buffalo for practice today.

"You read the rules, see how they work. We thought we were doing it by the rulebook," interim coach Ted Nolan said today. "Unfortunately we weren't. It's just one of those situations where I thought we were doing the right thing. All of a sudden, it is what it is. We'll have to sit down and evaluate what the next step is."

"I needed to play. I lost a little bit of my conditioning so I needed to get it back," Grigorenko said. "There, I would have had a lot of ice time."

Grigorenko is not expected to play Thursday night in Philadelphia while the Sabres investigate what's next. The team's statement said it agreed with the league's decision but it's clear the ruling by the NHL was a surprise. It will be difficult to send Grigorenko to junior hockey with the import logjam in Quebec so now he may have to simply keep practicing in the NHL.

"He's a great kid, a real nice young man," Nolan said. "He's just put in this predicament. It's nothing to do with him. We just want to find the best solution to make him better."

Nolan said callups Luke Adam and Brayden McNabb will both play Thursday in Philadelphia. Adam was on left wing with Steve Ott and Zemgus Girgensons. McNabb floated through the defense pairs. Adam said he's learned a lot during his time in Rochester -- mostly to stop worrying about the Sabres since he was clearly in the doghouse of Darcy Regier, Lindy Ruff and then Ron Rolston.

"I was focused on what I could control," Adam said. "I wasn't focused a whole lot on coming back here, getting back to Buffalo and how Buffalo was doing."

Similarly, McNabb never got a callup last year and didn't get much of a chance in training camp. But he used the snub in a positive way to improve his game.

"I took it to heart. I wanted to be here from the get-go," McNabb. "You face some adversity. I had some last year and you learn a lot from that kind of thing."

In roster notes, Tyler Ennis missed practice today with a minor muscle tweak but Nolan said he should be fine in Philly. The coach also said the team is moving Zemgus Girgensons back to the wing, where he could project to be a star power winger, but leaving the possibility open of playing some center in the future as well. 

Click below to hear from Nolan, Grigorenko, Adam and McNabb
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Roster shuffle continues: Adam, McNabb called up while Grigorenko returns after NHL nixes conditioning assignment

November 20, 2013 - 10:46 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres made four roster moves yesterday and have just announced three more this morning prior to practice in First Niagara Center, although one is essentially a reversal of one of Tuesday's decisions.

Forward Luke Adam and defenseman Brayden McNabb have joined the club from Rochester while center Mikhail Grigorenko has returned to the club after his conditioning assignment to the Amerks was rejected by NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman.

Grigorenko consented to the 14-day assignment, as is required by Article 13.8 of the CBA. But he is otherwise ineligible for the AHL because he is a 19-year-old with junior eligibility remaining and Bettman apparently enforced a clause of the article that says:

 "If the Commissioner has reason to believe or determines that the Club has used the Conditioning Loan to evade Waivers, or otherwise circumvent any provision of this Agreement, he may take such disciplinary action against the Club, as he deems appropriate."

Continue reading... 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Blues-Sabres updates at 7 p.m.

November 19, 2013 - 3:52 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=069a5141c9" >Sabres Live: Blues at Sabres</a> 

Three teams later, Roy shuffles back to Buffalo with Blues

November 19, 2013 - 1:13 PM

Roy STL 

Derek Roy hopes his career finds a new high note in St. Louis.

By Mike Harrington

It's been more than 15 months since the Sabres traded Derek Roy, after he spent the first eight years of his NHL career with them. He returns tonight for the first time -- and, amazingly enough, Buffalo is three teams ago for the 30-year-old.

Roy signed a one-year, $4 million contract with the St. Louis Blues over the summer and will center the Blues' third line, between veteran Brenden Morrow and journeyman Adam Cracknell against the Sabres tonight in First Niagara Center. The Sabres traded Roy to Dallas for Steve Ott and Adam Pardy, and the Stars then sent Roy to Vancouver at the trade deadline in April.

Speaking to reporters today after the Blues' pregame skate, Roy said it took a while for him to overcome the disappointment of leaving Buffalo. In a meeting in June, 2012, Roy said he told former Sabres general manager Darcy Regier (doesn't that sound weird?) he wanted to stay. 

"I had some unfinished business here, winning a Stanley Cup or at least making a good playoff run," Roy said. "I thought we had a great team but then a couple weeks later I got traded. It was tough. I wanted to stay here. I had a lot of good friends on the team and around the city. It was a great place to play and a great place to live. 

Continue reading... 

Sabres send Grigorenko to Amerks on conditioning assignment on transaction-laden day

November 19, 2013 - 12:19 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have found a two-week solution to their dilemma of what to do with Mikhail Grigorenko. They have sent him to the Rochester Americans on a conditioning assignment.

The Sabres' 19-year-old forward hasn't been able to secure a spot in Buffalo's lineup, and his chances got longer when Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan took over the team. The president of hockey operations and the coach believe young players need to develop, and they proved it today by sending rookies Johan Larsson and Rasmus Ristolainen to Rochester and first-round pick Nikita Zadorov to London of the Ontario Hockey League.

"There's not too many 18-year-olds that can step in this league and be a contributing player," Nolan said today following the morning skate. "We have to develop them."

The Sabres had a stickier situation regarding Grigorenko. He is already in the second year of his three-year contract. Also, his junior team, the Quebec Remparts, have their league-maximum two import players and would have needed to trade Grigorenko or one of the other foreigners, whom they like.

So the Sabres dug into the collective bargaining agreement and dialed up Article 13.8, which allows teams to send a player to the minors for 14 days on a conditioning loan.

"I didn't realize also when I got here that he wasn't feeling very well the last little bit," said Nolan, who dialed up his famous "general body soreness" line as a description of the injury.

Grigorenko remains on the Sabres' roster during the conditioning loan and collects his NHL salary.

The Sabres plan to call up at least one player from Rochester, but no one will come up for tonight's game against St. Louis in First Niagara Center.

"We plan to do that," Nolan said of recalls. "Pat LaFontaine knows exactly what we're going to do, and we'll announce that later."

Multiple Sabres veterans said the young players did as well as they could, but they were not NHL ready.

"It's not their fault," said defenseman Mike Weber, who was activated from injured reserve and will play after missing 10 games with a broken thumb. "This is the best league in the world for a reason. It's tough for anyone to come out of juniors or wherever you're coming from to step in.

"It's a good opportunity for those guys to go down, play some bigger minutes, play some more important roles and take the experience they have from here down there or wherever they're going."

Sabres' kiddie pool gets shallow: Ristolainen, Larsson, Zadorov, Grigorenko gone

November 19, 2013 - 10:39 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres said they had too many young players and planned to change it. It wasn't idle chatter.

Buffalo has started its morning skate, and 19-year-old Mikhail Grigorenko is gone along with rookies Rasmus Ristolainen, Johan Larsson and Nikita Zadorov. Though no official word has come from the Sabres, sources say Ristolainen and Larsson have been sent to Rochester.

Zadorov is on his way to London of the Ontario Hockey League. Because he didn't play 10 games -- the NHL's teenage tryout limit -- the first year of his entry-level contract did not kick in.

Grigorenko, in the second year of a three-year deal, is a stickier situation.

The forward is the property of the Quebec Remparts, and the team already has its maximum number of two import players. Remparts coach Philippe Boucher said Monday he likes the two players he has, so the team would have 14 days to trade Grigorenko (or, if it chooses, a different import).

A source tells The News the Sabres called Quebec on Monday night, but it's not known whether a decision was made.

Adding to the morning intrigue is the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle reports that Patrick Kaleta is not on the ice for the Amerks. He was also scheduled to do a library appearance for the Amerks on Monday night, but he was replaced by a late "scheduling conflict."

More to come following the conclusion of the Sabres' skate and coach Ted Nolan's news conference.

Nolan stresses the importance of the fourth line

November 18, 2013 - 4:45 PM

by Amy Moritz

Ted Nolan has used all four lines through the first two games he's coached with the Buffalo Sabres.

And expect him to continue to rely on all the lines in every game as part of his coaching style.

The Sabres top line of Matt Moulson-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford seems to be solid along with the fourth line of John Scott-Cody McCormick-Corey Tropp. The middle two lines have been shuffled a bit, mostly with returning Ville Leino and Zemgus Girgensons to center.

“If you look at the league now, it’s 82 games," Nolan said after practice on Monday. "It’s tough and it’s travel and it’s mentally tough. If you don’t have a fourth line to go out there and give you some minutes, you’re going to wear down real quick. I’m really happy with Cody with Tropp and Scott. I thought they did a great job for us the last couple of games. Our first line is as good as any in the league. We’ve just got to tweak in the middle.”

Derek Roy returns to First Niagara Center

November 18, 2013 - 3:28 PM

by Amy Moritz

When the St. Louis Blues come to town Tuesday, it will be the first time Derek Roy will be playing in First Niagara Center since the Buffalo Sabres traded him to Dallas for Steve Ott on July 2, 2012.

It's been an interesting season for Roy, who signed as a free agent by St. Louis over the summer. He started with a bang netting six points in his first five games. Then he struggled, scoring just twice over the next 11 games.

He was moved from center to wing and down to the fourth line, though the move may have helped as he had a three-point night Nov. 14 against Colorado.

He told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch that he is still adjusting to the move to left wing.

"It’s tough when you get pucks to the wall, when you’re not used to getting them,” Roy said. “Guys are barreling on you and coming with speed. Those little things, I’ve just got to get better at. It takes a while, but there’s no excuse. I’ve got to play better.”

Roy, who was drafted in the second round by Buffalo in 2001, played seven seasn with the Sabres. HI sbest sason was 2007-08 when he had 81 points (32 goals, 49 assists). In his final season in Buffalo, 2011-12, he scored just 17 goals (27 assists, 44 points).

Polls: Which Sabres players should be sent to minors or juniors?

November 18, 2013 - 3:14 PM

By John Vogl

Changes are coming to the Buffalo Sabres, as we outlined here. Here's your chance to vote on who should be involved in the changes.

Should the Sabres send Mikhail Grigorenko to juniors? 

Yes

  72% 

No

  27% 

Closed

Total Votes: 757 

poll by twiigs.com 

Should the Sabres send Nikita Zadorov back to juniors? 

Yes

  78% 

No

  21% 

Closed

Total Votes: 736 

poll by twiigs.com 

Should the Sabres send Rasmus Ristolainen to Rochester? 

Yes

  48% 

No

  51% 

Closed

Total Votes: 731 

poll by twiigs.com 

Should the Sabres send Johan Larsson to Rochester? 

Yes

  74% 

No

  25% 

Closed

Total Votes: 727 

poll by twiigs.com 

Should the Sabres send Brian Flynn to Rochester? 

Yes

  53% 

No

  46% 

Closed

Total Votes: 720 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres' Nolan: 'You don't force-feed somebody and say we're rebuild'

November 18, 2013 - 1:25 PM

By John Vogl

One of the things Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan have been discussing since taking over the Sabres is the roster. You can expect it to change -- very soon.

The days of teenagers getting the keys to the car are coming to an end. Nikita Zadorov is likely heading back to junior hockey, and Mikhail Grigorenko might be alongside him. Other youngsters, such as Johan Larsson and Rasmus Ristolainen, might be on their way to Rochester.

"We have so many young guys here, and it’s almost like going back to junior hockey in some sense," Nolan said today after practice. "Patty and I have been talking for the last three, four days about that. I didn’t realize how young they really were and the positions that they’re in and the capabilities of what they can do besides playing here.

"There’s some maneuvering room we can do here. We checked the farm team, see who’s going well down there. There’s a couple players playing exceptionally well down there that deserve an opportunity. We’ve been tweaking. We’re going to meet right after this and see what we can do."

The Sabres' plan under Darcy Regier was to use young players, lose and get a high draft pick.

"We’re going to try to get this thing on proper footing going forward and putting people in position of success versus force-feeding them," Nolan said. "You see some good organizations and how they go about it. You don’t force-feed somebody and say we’re rebuild. Rebuild is important, but how you rebuild is really important.

"Like I said, Patty and I have been talking about it since we got involved. I think you can have some young kids, a few of them, but not as many as we have."
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Lines stay the same, Weber to return and other notes from practice

November 18, 2013 - 12:52 PM

by Amy Moritz

There were no shakeups in the line combination or defensive pairings at the Buffalo Sabres 70-minute practice at First Niagara Center Monday morning.

The lines were:

Matt Moulson-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford

Tyler Ennis-Ville Leino-Steve Ott

Marcus Foligno-Zemgus Girgensons-Brian Flynn

John Scott-Cody McCormick-Corey Tropp

Mikhail Grigorenko and Johan Larsson were the extra skaters rotating in for rills.

Defensive pairings were:

Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk

Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers

Jamie McBain-Rasmus Ristolainen

Nikita Zadorov-Mike Weber

Weber, still on the team's injured reserve list with a thumb injury, said he will be evaluated by doctors today and Tuesday morning. Ted Nolan said that he expected Weber to be ready to go against the St. Louis Blues on Tuesday night. That would require a roster move. While Nolan gave no definite plans it is likely that Zadorov could return to his junior team while there could also be some movement between Rochester and Buffalo.

After a week on the job, Nolan said his perception has changed, for the better, about the team.

They're not that bad. They just need some direction," he said.

Audio from today:
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Scott says 'Princess Phaneuf' comment was a slip of the tongue

November 18, 2013 - 12:24 PM

by Amy Moritz

When you're fired up and emotional, it's probably not the best time to be talking to a media gaggle in Toronto.

And so was the realization of John Scott after his quote from the Sabres-Leafs game in Toronto earned him plenty of ink and air time. Interviewed on the MSG broadcast, he was asked about the 14 minutes in penalties he received after a collision with Toronto defenseman Dion Phaneuf early in the third period started an altercation.

“All of a sudden I’m not allowed to hit him anymore. He’s ‘Princess Phaneuf.’ It’s a joke,” Scott said Saturday night.

Monday morning after the Sabres practice at First Niagara Center, the forward voiced some regret over his choice of words.

"That was a slip of the tongue. I was just obviously a little emotional at the time. ... Kinda regret saying it," Scott said.

"It's a non-issue. I just once again was kinda shooting my mouth off. A little too fired up after the game and said something, didn't realize it would get the kind of traction it's gotten."

Audio of Scott's comments after practice:
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Video: Potential Sabres GM candidates from 'Bucky & Sully Show'

November 18, 2013 - 9:29 AM

News Sports Columnists Bucky Gleason and Jerry Sullivan discuss who the Sabres might hire as general manager during the "Bucky & Sully Show," which airs at 7 p.m. Mondays and Fridays on WBBZ-TV.

Watch clips from Friday's entire show here.

Sabres make a few tweaks under Nolan, taking break after whirlwind week

November 17, 2013 - 2:05 PM

By John Vogl

After a whirlwind week, the Sabres are taking today off to regroup and take a breath.

Buffalo will practice Monday before hosting St. Louis on Tuesday. While there could be roster moves and lineup changes, Ted Nolan's assistants don’t expect a major system overhaul.

“Right now he just wants to try to keep things as simple as possible, not change too much early on,” Joe Sacco told The News. “That’s just going to add confusion to everything. His message has been pretty clear to the players and the rest of the other coaches. Less is more right now, just letting them go out and play.

“We have X’s and O’s and systems that are in place, but at the end of the day it’s not about that. It is about compete level. It’s about winning one-on-one battles. It’s about being engaged in the game all the time for 60 minutes. I think that’s what he’s preaching more than the tactical part of the game right now.”

A couple of changes were evident during Nolan’s first two games, a 3-1 victory over Toronto on Friday and a 4-2 loss to the Maple Leafs on Saturday:

*Players are being encouraged to play hockey and not be obsessed with details. The defensemen have been more aggressive in the offensive zone, and forwards have skated into position to accept long passes.

“Ted came in and basically had one-on-ones with every guy in the room,” defenseman Tyler Myers said. “One of the things he brought up was don’t be afraid to jump up as much as you can. There’s mistakes that are going to be made, and that’s part of hockey. Don’t worry about it. It was a good feeling to hear that.”

*The Sabres clogged the middle better and collapsed quicker while playing defense. (It should be noted that often comes easily against the Leafs, who have been outshot in 16 of their 20 games.)

“You give a bad player enough time, he’s going to make a good play,” Nolan said. “We have to make sure we get on top of people with the puck and back-pressure them. Get out there for 35-40 seconds, give everything you have, come back, have some rest and do it again.”

The Sabres still have a lot of work to do. They are 30th in the 30-team NHL with a 5-16-1 record. The roster remains thin on talent and experience. Losses are more likely than victories.

The Sabres worked for five of six periods over the weekend, though, which is a step up.

“The players are going to try to impress the new coach, and that’s just the way it’s always been,” Sacco said. “It’s important that we try to maintain that, and that will be the key for us. We’re still a young team. We have a young lineup in there, but I think if we can show that type of energy and that type of passion in our game night in and night out, we’ll be in more games that not. I think that’s what people want to see.”

Video: Bucky & Sully on this week's Sabres shakeup

November 17, 2013 - 1:29 PM

News Sports Columnists Bucky Gleason and Jerry Sullivan discuss the Sabres' big moves during the "Bucky & Sully Show," which airs at 7 p.m. Mondays and Fridays on WBBZ-TV.

Watch clips from Friday's entire show here.

Vote for your three stars

November 17, 2013 - 1:06 AM

Maple Leafs 4, Sabres 2 

James van Riemsdyk

  56% 

Zemgus Girgensons

  43% 

Tyler Ennis

  48% 

Jamie McBain

  28% 

Cody Franson

  7% 

Matt Moulson

  20% 

Mason Raymond

  23% 

Closed

Total Votes: 39 

poll by twiigs.com 

Postgame audio: Chatter from Nolan, Scott, Ennis on loss to Leafs

November 16, 2013 - 11:22 PM

By Mike Harrington

TORONTO -- The Sabres had a huge edge in play over the final two periods but it wasn't enough to overcome yet another rough first. The result was a 4-2 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs and a split of the weekend home-and-home that marked the return of Ted Nolan as coach. 

Click below to hear audio from the Sabres' dressing room
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Nolan's goal tonight: More of the same vs. Leafs

November 16, 2013 - 5:22 PM

By Mike Harrington

TORONTO -- The Sabres have won two in a row for the first time this season. They go for three straight tonight in the Air Canada Centre against the Toronto Maple Leafs and Ted Nolan's first goal is to see consistency from his new club.

"That's exactly what good hockey teams do," Nolan said during his pregame briefing with reporters in the 5 o'clock hour. "They've got to learn to play at a consistent level. ... Even with my son who plays in LA, that's one thing I always try to remind him. You can't do it one game, one period. You have to do it on a consistent basis, game-in and game-out."

The Sabres had a much better start than normal in Friday's scoreless first period, holding the Leafs to just five shots on goal.

"When you compete and you chase people and get on top of them real quick, that's what usually happens," Nolan said. "You give a bad player enough time, he's going to make a good play. We have to make sure we get on top of people with the puck. Back-pressure them. ... As I mentioned last night, I wasn't here before. I'm here now. We had a good start last night and I'm expecting another good start tonight."

As noted earlier today, the Sabres will use the same lineup  as last night -- which means Ryan Miller in goal and Mikhail Grigorenko, Johan Larsson and Nikita Zadorov as healthy scratches and Mike Weber as an injured scratch. Nolan said he's not a winning-lineup-stays-coach but circumstances dictate it tonight.

"If you get two points, it doesn't mean everybody played well," Nolan said. "There's going to be certain people who don't. Right now I have to rely on what we had last night and see it again."

Nolan said defenseman Henrik Tallinder has been added as an alternate captain, joining Christian Ehrhoff. The Sabres had been playing with one 'A' since Thomas Vanek was traded. Tallinder wore the A in Anaheim when Ehrhoff was out with an injury.

Said Nolan of Tallinder: "From the first time I said hello to him, you could look in the guy's eyes and say this guy sincerely cares."

Click the audio file below to hear Nolan's complete comments, including thoughts on Drew Stafford, Ville Leino and the work of his assistant coaches last night.
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Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Sabres-Leafs updates at 7 p.m.

November 16, 2013 - 3:46 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=7f64fc144b" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Leafs</a> 

Maple Leafs make a trade, Sabres expected to keep lineup intact

November 16, 2013 - 12:34 PM

By John Vogl

Toronto is making a change for tonight's rematch with the Sabres. It doesn't look like Buffalo will.

The Maple Leafs, who are without their top three centers because of injuries and suspensions, swung a deal with Anaheim to acquire center Peter Holland. The Ducks' first-round pick in 2009 is going to make his Toronto debut tonight when the Sabres visit Air Canada Centre.

Holland had five goals and nine points in 10 games with the Ducks' minor-league club, and he scored once in four games with Anaheim. James Reimer will start in goal.

The Sabres held an optional morning skate, and based on the attendance it appears the lineup will stay the same as it did during Friday's 3-1 victory over the Leafs. Mikhail Grigorenko, Johan Larsson and Nikita Zadorov skated, as did injured defenseman Mike Weber and backup goalie Jhonas Enroth.

Zadorov is likely going back to London after Sabres newcomers Ted Nolan and Pat LaFontaine get through these two games and take a breath to look at the roster.

"The big picture is how are we going to develop this kid,” Nolan said. “We put 18 year-olds against 26-year-olds. It’s kind of unfair unless you’re Sidney Crosby or something like that. We’ll monitor. We’ll talk about it and hopefully make the best decision for what’s best for him.”

Turning over a new Leaf: All the coverage as a new era starts with a toppling of Toronto

November 16, 2013 - 10:35 AM

By Mike Harrington 

Quite a Friday night at First Niagara Center as the Sabres beat the Toronto Maple Leafs, 3-1, in a smashing debut of the Pat LaFontaine-Ted Nolan era. The teams will go at it again tonight at 7 in Air Canada Centre, with only a couple of Sabres expected to skate this morning. Nolan and players will be available in the 5 p.m. hour and we'll have updates then.

As for last night's game, I actually forgot this point: The Sabres are on their first two-game winning streak of the season! The purge of Darcy Regier and Ron Rolston, remember, came after a win, Tuesday's shootout escape over the Los Angeles Kings. 

Continue reading... 

Name the three stars

November 15, 2013 - 10:11 PM

Sabres 3, Maple Leafs 1 

Steve Ott

  93% 

Marcus Foligno

  32% 

Trevor Smith

  1% 

Tyler Myers

  16% 

Ryan Miller

  77% 

Christian Ehrhoff

  59% 

Closed

Total Votes: 131 

poll by twiigs.com 

Welcome Back, Nolan

November 15, 2013 - 7:17 PM

by Amy Moritz

Welcome to the new era in Buffalo Sabres history. One that has a heavy dose of its past intertwined.

The crowd at First Niagara Center was loud, energetic and filled with anticipation as the Buffalo Sabres took to the ice for their game with the Toronto Maple Leafs. When Ted Nolan emerged from the tunnel and took his spot behind the bench, the cheers were solid and sustained.

In their pregame montage, the arena went dark with spotlights on Pat LaFontaine's retired jersey and the 1997 Northeast Division Championship banner, won under Nolan's previous coaching stint with the franchise. Classic calls of LaFontaine goals echoed through the arena followed by snippets from Monday's press conference announcing LaFontaine as president of hockey operations and Nolan as interim head coach.

While there were a healthy number of LaFontaine jerseys, the crowd was dominated by Maple Leafs sweaters with chants of "Go Leafs Go" greeted by boos.

The Sabres played welcome back videos for Nolan and LaFontaine during broadcast media timeouts in the first period. They showed Jean Knox in attendance at the game after the Nolan tribute and then showed LaFontaine from his seat in the press box. Both received raucous cheers.

The Sabres started their top line of Matt Moulson, Cody Hodgson and Drew Stafford along with the defensive pairing of Henrik Tallinder and Tyler Myers. 

Ryan Miller got the start in goal.

Buffalo also got the first power play of the game and 6:30 into the first period held a 5-0 lead in shots on goal.

Go to the video: LaFontaine memories 

November 15, 2013 - 4:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

Please don't tell me you are, but if you're too young to remember Pat LaFontaine as a player or you just want to relive some memories, click below for some great videos on the career of the Sabres' new president of hockey operations.

The first one was the actual video the Sabres used to honor him the night to retire his jersey in 2006. The second one was a Top-10 goals list prepared by TSN in 2006 for the same occasions. 

Sordid stats left behind that Nolan, LaFontaine have to work with

November 15, 2013 - 3:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres are 4-15-1 heading into tonight's opener of the Ted Nolan-Pat LaFontaine era against the Leafs. Both men reiterated today this team has a clean slate and whatever has happened in the first 20 games is wiped out and everyone starts over.

That's probably a good idea.

Here are some utterly absurd numbers the Sabres compiled in one of the worst 20-game stretches you'll ever see (Nice entries for Ron Rolston's future resume, don't you think?):

Times scoring first: 2 (0-1-1)

Opponents scoring first: 18 (4-14-0)

Leading after first period: 0 (seriously)

Trailing after 1st: 17 (4-13-0)

Leading after 2nd: 2 (1-0-1)

Trailing after 2nd: 13 (0-13-0)

Shootouts: 3-0

Non-shootouts: 1-15-1

First Period Goals for-Goals against: 3-27

First Period Shots on goal for-against: 142-278

Second Period GF-GA: 17-18

Second Period SOG (F-A): 177-252

Third Period GF-GA: 13-17

Third Period SOG (F-A): 171-195

Total GF-GA: 33-63

Total SOG (F-A): 496-738

5-on-5 GF-GA: 24-45

Shots per game for-against: 24.8-36.9

40-shot games (By Sabres/Opps): 0/8

30-shot games (By Sabres/Opps): 4/15

LaFontaine on returning tonight: 'Why not play Toronto?'

November 15, 2013 - 12:56 PM

By Mike Harrington

Pat LaFontaine knows Buffalo. He knows what tonight is going to be like, how the fans will respond to the return of both one of its Rafters Club members and Ted Nolan. It will be quite a scene, even if the First Niagara Center will be filled with Leafs fans too.

"From what I understand there's going to be a little bit of a mixed crowd but we're hoping our passionate Sabres fans will be louder," a smiling LaFontaine said during a meeting with reporters today. "It's measuring up to be just a great event, exciting for Teddy, for this organization. And for the players in the room why not? Why not play Toronto? This is great."

In the wake of Wednesday's stunning press conference, the team's new president of hockey operations said he's spent the last couple of days in taking-stock mode when it comes to both the team and the search for a general manager to replace Darcy Regier. He said he expects to be traveling, asking other teams for permission to talk to candidates (like Pittsburgh's Jason Botterill) starting on Monday, but does not expect to have a choice selected next week.

"It's right up there close, right in the forefront," LaFontaine said of the search, pointing to his forehead. "I'm going to be traveling and meeting with some candidates. We'll see how those go. It's obviously a priority. It has to be that right person that's a good fit for this organization going forward."

LaFontaine said he is particularly thrilled that Nolan gets another chance with the Sabres, after never returning following his Coach of the Year season in 1996-97 because Darcy Regier only offered him a one-year contract.

"Life comes full circle," LaFontaine said. "I said to Teddy, 'Anywhere you go in this life you're supposed to learn things and you apply them. If you don't apply them, you really haven't learned them. Everything you've gone though and I've gone through, there are no coincidences in life.' It just seemed like this is right. This is what it's supposed to be right now."

Click below to hear audio of LaFontaine's meeting with the media.
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Sabres' Nolan talks with players, making position changes for Leino, Foligno, Girgensons

November 15, 2013 - 12:32 PM

By John Vogl

Ted Nolan has a reputation as a coach for whom players would run through a wall. He earns it through motivational techniques and by proving he's with them and believes in them. The latter trait is already shining through.

The Sabres' new coach sat down individually with players to learn about their backgrounds and desires. It's leading to a few changes designed to help the players -- and, by extension, the team -- perform better.

Nolan said erstwhile wingers Ville Leino and Zemgus Girgensons will play center tonight when the Sabres host Toronto in First Niagara Center. Marcus Foligno, who had been put in the middle recently, will move back to the wing.

"We want to put these players where they feel comfortable so there's no excuses," Nolan said after the morning skate, which ended differently than it had under former coach Ron Rolston.

The players congregated in the middle of the ice for post-drill stretching, an exercise done more for camaraderie than for the muscles. Players tapped their sticks when Henrik Tallinder skated to the middle to lead the stretch, and they talked and laughed throughout the maneuvers.

Under Rolston, players quickly went their separate ways at the end and a sense of team was lacking. Guys definitely felt "lighter" today, Nolan said. The coach said Tyler Ennis looked like he had "a 50-pound weight off his back." 

Mikhail Grigorenko, Johan Larsson and Nikita Zadorov will be the Sabres' healthy scratches. Mike Weber (thumb) will return next week.

To hear from Nolan and his expectations on what's sure to be an emotional return to the Sabres' bench, click the audio file below.
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Player safety video explanation of Kadri's suspension

November 14, 2013 - 6:30 PM

by Amy Moritz

Toronto's Nazem Kadri was suspended for three games for his hit on Minnesota Wild goaltender Niklas Backstrom Wednesday night. That means Kadri will miss Friday and Saturday's home-and-home series between the Leafs and the Sabres.

The reasons that elevate to this a suspension as narrated in the NHL Player Safety video, is that Kadri goes into the goaltender on his own; he his not pushed or steered into Backstrom and the hit is forceful and to the head. 

Continue reading... 

Leafs coach Carlyle on preseason brawl fallout: 'It happened a long time ago'

November 14, 2013 - 3:01 PM

by Amy Moritz

The busy day of hockey news at First Niagara Center continued this afternoon as the Toronto Maple Leafs practiced here, flying to Buffalo directly from their game Wednesday in Minnesota.

And there was no bulletin board material from Leafs coach Randy Carlyle about the first meeting between the Leafs and Sabres since their infamous preseason brawl in the Air Canada Centre.

"It happened a long time ago," Carlyle said. "It's things like that we don't like to remember. We're just trying to move on from that. We're here to play a hockey game that's going to give us the best chance for success and they're a hockey club that wants to show its new coach what they're made of. It should make for an exciting time."

Continue reading... 

The reaction from Rochester

November 14, 2013 - 2:25 PM

by Amy Moritz

While the Buffalo Sabres made huge organizational changes on Wednesday, how that will impact the Rochester Americans is yet to be seen.

Amerks head coach Chadd Cassidy addressed the media after the team's practice today. Cassidy said he spoke with ousted Sabres coach Ron Rolston as the team drove back from a 3-1 win in Hamilton for a morning school kids game and noted that he doesn't know of the plans that Pat LaFontaine may have for the AHL affiliate and its developmental direction.

"We have to focus on what we can control and as a team and focus on winning games and putting ourselves in the best possible position," Cassidy said.

Nolan offers players clean slate but gives lukewarm appraisal of practice, team's conditioning

November 14, 2013 - 1:49 PM

By Mike Harrington

Ted Nolan took over yesterday, hustled off the dais into some sweats and hit the ice to basically watch the Buffalo Sabres practices. Assistants, notably Joe Sacco, ran a bunch of drills.

Nolan really took over today.

His whistle was going nonstop and his voice echoed through First Niagara Center. There was tempo, chatter, sticks banging on the ice. It wasn't what anyone has seen around here when Ron Rolston was in charge. But don't think Nolan was satisfied because he wasn't.

"It went OK,' Nolan said. "We've got a lot of work to do. The biggest thing is to get these guys to feel good about themselves. If you feel good about yourself, you'll get better." 

Continue reading... 

Scott ready to return to lineup

November 14, 2013 - 1:26 PM

by Amy Moritz

Of course John Scott's first game back from his first NHL suspension would be against Toronto. Why wouldn't it be?

Friday night will be the first meeting between the Buffalo Sabres and the Maple Leafs since the infamous preseason brawl which featured a fight between Scott and Phil Kessel. But Scott doesn't see it as a major storyline.

"I think it's being blown out of proportion with this game," Scott said after the Sabres practice at First Niagara Center Thursday morning. "It's something that happened in the preseason. I don't think much is going to happen from it."

As for interim coach Ted Nolan, that incident has no impact on his approach to this weekend's home-and-home series with the Leafs.

"They want to carry over, they can do it," Nolan said. "I have nothing to carry over. I wasn't there. I'm brand new."

Continue reading... 

New look, new energy at practice

November 14, 2013 - 1:03 PM

by Amy Moritz

They took to the ice wearing different color practice jerseys, a departure from the previous coaching regime which placed all forwards in white and all defensemen in blue.

But it wasn't just the line-based jersey colors which were different. The hour-long practice for the Buffalo Sabres under Ted Nolan was high-tempo, fast-paced and demanding.

"There’s a ton of energy. It was hard work today," Cody Hodgson said. "There was a lot of stuff that was new to us but we battled hard. It definitely was a good day."

Continue reading... 

Get to know Jason Botterill

November 14, 2013 - 9:52 AM

88707506

by Amy Moritz

With the report that the Buffalo Sabres have received permission to talk with Jason Botterill, the current assistant general manager for the Pittsburgh Penguins, here's a brief look at the 37-year old.

Botterill is in his fifth full season as assistant general manager with the Penguins. He was promoted to that position after working two seasons as the directory of hockey administration with the organization, where his primary responsibilities include managing the salary cap and overseeing prospect development.

Botterill played four seasons at Michigan leading the program to an NCAA championship in 1996. He was a first-round draft pick (20th overall) by Dallas in 1994. He played in 88 games in the NHL, including 36 games over the 2002-03 and 2003-04 seasons in Buffalo.

Continue reading... 

Report: Pens to grant Botterill permission to talk to LaFontaine about GM post

November 14, 2013 - 9:12 AM

By Mike Harrington

Pat LaFontaine said yesterday the search to replace Darcy Regier as general manager is on and reiterated that stance this morning during team president Ted Black's weekly radio show on WGR Radio. He's not kidding.

The Pittsburgh Tribune-Review is reporting the Sabres will be granted permission to talk to Penguins assistant GM Jason Botterill -- a former Sabres player and rising prospect in NHL executive ranks -- about their vacant post.

Botterill, 37, is in his fifth season with the Penguins and is considered an expert with the salary cap. He spent the last three years of his pro hockey career in the Buffalo organization, including 36 games with the Sabres in 2002-03 and 2003-04.

-----
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The Patty and Teddy Show: All your links from an epic day of change in Sabreland

November 14, 2013 - 8:32 AM

TBN front 

Today's front page of The Buffalo News.

By Mike Harrington

The Buffalo Sabres' fortunes were supposed to completely turn around on Feb. 23, 2011, the day Terry Pegula took over as owner. Hasn't worked out that way. No further explanation necessary.

Maybe in a few years, we'll look at Nov. 13, 2013 as the day. 

Darcy Regier and Ron Rolston gone. Fan base thrilled.

Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan in. Fan base doubly thrilled.

It was an incredible morning in First Niagara Center and The Buffalo News has had full coverage online since the news of the press conference first broke around 9:30 Wednesday morning and reams of stories in today's print editions.

Here's a complete rundown of all the coverage:

It's back to the future for a broken franchise: As Jonn Vogl writes, "Enter Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan, faces from a golden age who strolled back into First Niagara Center on Wednesday with smiles, tears, determination and inspiring messages. News of their return raced through Sabreland and brought instant joy to a miserable time in team history."

Job one for LaFontaine: Restore the fans' faith in the front office: When I talked to LaFontaine after yesterday's press conference, he recounted how this entire plan was hatched in the last 10 days during a chance meeting with Terry Pegula in Florida -- and how Pegula first asked him about replacing Regier as the GM.

Rebuilding bridges is necessary -- Columnist Bucky Gleason says Regier burned so many in his time here that LaFontaine and Nolan have a lot of work to do to mend all the fences inside and outside the organization.

Darcy's hits and misses -- In a look back at Regier's career, Vogl writes, "Not getting the job done will be Regier’s ultimate legacy."

Nolan gets back to work in Blue & Gold -- The first post-practice press conference had Nolan thrilled to be back in his old job but much more secure in his shoes than when he was let go in 1997. "I’m done proving myself," Nolan says in Amy Moritz's story. "I just really want to do what I think I’m good at."

The players get a reset button -- Moritz also has reaction from the locker room, where the players seemed to sense there will be no more passengers with LaFontaine, Nolan and whoever is the GM now steering the ship.
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Video: LaFontaine talks about change and his vision to build a championship-caliber team

November 13, 2013 - 7:16 PM

The Sabres' new president of hockey operations offers insight into his plans for the future.
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Canadiens decline comment on whether Sabres have inquired about Dudley for GM job

November 13, 2013 - 4:53 PM

By John Vogl

Pat LaFontaine has a short list of candidates he'd like to hire as the Sabres' new general manager. There's speculation that Rick Dudley is on that list, but Buffalo would need to hire him away from Montreal first.

Dudley is serving as the assistant general manager for the Canadiens. A spokesman for the Habs told The News today that GM Marc Bergevin had no comment on whether the Sabres need or have asked for permission to speak with Dudley about their opening.

Dudley, 64, was a player and coach for the Sabres. He also has worked in the front office for the Toronto Maple Leafs, the Atlanta Thrashers, the Chicago Blackhawks, the Florida Panthers, the Tampa Bay Lightning and the Ottawa Senators.
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Ruff's reaction to firing of Rolston & Regier: 'You have to win games at home'

November 13, 2013 - 4:47 PM

By Mike Harrington

Lindy Ruff lasted 16 years as the Sabres' head coach, all of them spent under GM Darcy Regier. Ruff's good friend gave him the news in February his time here was up and Regier himself got that news late last night from owner Terry Pegula. So did Ruff's replacement, Ron Rolston.

"It’s affected a few good friends of mine, but I’m not surprised,” Ruff said today in a post by Hall of Fame writer Jim Matheson in Edmonton, where the Stars were preparing for tonight's game against the Oilers. “I’ve seen a few (Buffalo) games. I’ve seen the crowd reaction and where they’re at. You have to win games at home.

"The toughest situation for any coach is standing behind the bench and losing games at home. There’s one thing about being entertaining but there’s another thing about putting wins on the board.”

Continue reading... 

Video: Pat LaFontaine named president of hockey operations

November 13, 2013 - 3:57 PM
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After practice: Nolan speaks (again) and so do the players

November 13, 2013 - 2:59 PM

By Mike Harrington

Today's clean sweep of Darcy Regier and Ron Rolston didn't come in the spring. It came in the middle of the season, two days before a home-and-home series against the Toronto Maple Leafs, of all teams. So Ted Nolan went from the dais with Terry Pegula, Ted Black and Pat LaFontaine into a pair of blue and gold sweats and on to the ice for his first practice as Sabres coach since May, 1997.

Video: Harrington & Vogl break down Sabres' major changes

November 13, 2013 - 2:05 PM

Continue reading... 

Video: Ted Nolan named Sabres' interim coach

November 13, 2013 - 2:03 PM

Continue reading... 

Ted Nolan in The News' archives

November 13, 2013 - 11:06 AM

* Photo gallery: Ted Nolan through the years

Stories:

* Back in NHL after nine-year absence, former Sabres coach works to give lost team a new direction (Oct. 26, 2006)

* Bucky Gleason's Inside the NHL: Nolan returns after eight years in exile, getting job in juniors (May 1, 2005)

* Bucky Gleason's Inside the NHL: Nolan tosses his hat back into coaching ring (April 28, 2002)

* Jim Kelly's Inside the NHL: Hasek may find out at training camp that Barnaby is a man of his word (Aug. 24, 1997)

* Larry Felser column: Inquiring minds see Nolan's firing through dark lens (July 10, 1997)

* Decision to cut Nolan was his, Regier says (July 2, 1997)

* Jim Kelley's Inside the NHL: Sabres' ownership now battling over Nolan's future (June 22, 1997)

Continue reading... 

Pat LaFontaine in The News' archive

November 13, 2013 - 11:01 AM

* Photo gallery: Pat LaFontaine through the years

Stories:

* Bucky Gleason: Inside the NHL: Sabres need expertise of former stars (March 24, 2013)

* LaFontaine back in town behind the bench (March 17, 2012)

* LaFontaine moves on off ice Works to help kids, concussion research (Nov. 23, 2009)

* Bucky Gleason's Inside the NHL: LaFontaine won't let Milbury drag him into muck (April 8, 2012)

* Bitterness is gone as LaFontaine returns (Nov. 24, 2004)

* LaFontaine's career gets finishing touch (June 12, 2003)

* Larry Felser column: A year too late, LaFontaine does just what doctor ordered (Aug. 12, 1998)

* LaFontaine says playing was right call (April 1, 1998)

* Knox, LaFontaine's agent clash on arbitration, trade issues (Oct. 8, 1997)

* It's Patty's Day: LaFontaine to have number retired (March 3, 2006)

* It's official: LaFontaine gone (Sept. 30, 1997)

Continue reading... 

Sabres announce Ted Nolan as head coach, Pat LaFontaine as president of hockey operations

November 13, 2013 - 10:46 AM

Sabres 

From left, new Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan, President of Hockey Operations Pat LaFontaine and owner Terry Pegula. (Charles Lewis/Buffalo News)

By Amy Moritz

The news we have all been waiting for is here: Darcy Regier and Ron Rolston are out and Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan are in.

"Last night I relieved Darcy Regier from his duties as Buffalo Sabres general manager and Ron Rolston as head coach," Sabres owner Terry Pegula said at a news conference in First Niagara Center.

Pegula announced the creation of a new title in the Sabres organization, president of hockey operations, which will be filled by LaFontaine. Ted Nolan was named interim head coach effective today.

Ted Black said: "It gives me great pleasure to introduce Pat. His accomplishments are easily summarized: Hall of Famer. ... Pat is a better person than he ever was a hockey player."

Continue reading... 

Live tweets from Sabres news conference

November 13, 2013 - 10:29 AM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=729c17b643" >Live coverage of major Sabres announcement</a> 

Continue reading... 

Live video at 10:30 a.m.: Sabres news conference from First Niagara Center

November 13, 2013 - 10:15 AM

Report: Sabres to name LaFontaine as president of hockey operations

November 13, 2013 - 9:59 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have called a news conference for 10:30 this morning to make a "major" announcement, with multiple reports saying they will name a president of hockey operations. Bob McKenzie of TSN says it will be Sabres legend Pat LaFontaine.

Until this point, General Manager Darcy Regier has been the head of the hockey department. Team President Ted Black made it clear during the spring at an end-of-season news conference that he and Regier are peers.

A new face would presumably take a look at Regier and coach Ron Rolston, who have put together a 4-15-1 team.

More details to follow.

Video: Sabres players happy at outcome of game

November 13, 2013 - 1:56 AM

Sabres players share their thoughts on win against Kings.

Locker room audio: Plenty of Miller talk

November 12, 2013 - 11:38 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres' bizarre 3-2 shootout win over the Los Angeles Kings was really all Ryan Miller.

He made 43 saves while enduring the eighth 40+-shot game of the season for a Buffalo opponent. He improved to 46-27 all-time in shootouts, snapping a tie with Henrik Lundqvist for the all-time NHL lead in victories, and did so in a game where the Sabres were outshot, 45-17.

Only one time in the Sabres' history, a 7-5 win at Boston on March 21, 1971, has the club won a game when outshot by more than it was Tuesday. That first-year expansion version of the Sabres survived despite getting outshot, 56-25, thanks to a hat trick from Eddie Shack.

Miller made 43 saves, the fifth time this year he's stopped at least 40 shots. I don't care that he's 3-11 or has a 3.28 GAA. He's been Buffalo's MVP by nine miles thus far and this is his best year since his Vezina campaign.

And, believe it or not, I think the Sabres should trade him today. His value is high. Get something while the getting is good, Darcy. And before he gets hurt.

Click below to hear postgame audio from Miller, captain Steve Ott and coach Ron Rolston.
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Vote for your three stars

November 12, 2013 - 10:28 PM

Sabres 3, Kings 2 (SO) 

Ryan Miller

  94% 

Matt Frattin

  1% 

Drew Doughty

  13% 

Cody Hodgson

  77% 

Justin Williams

  0% 

Steve Ott

  22% 

Matt Moulson

  43% 

Closed

Total Votes: 53 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Kings-Sabres updates at 7 p.m.

November 12, 2013 - 5:31 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=1db35193f2" >Sabres Live: Kings at Sabres</a> 

Stars' Ellis gets to remind Ruff of 'No Goal' every day with goalie mask

November 12, 2013 - 4:09 PM

By John Vogl

Lindy Ruff has to take a gentler look at "No Goal" nowadays because he's the coach in Dallas. He also has to think about the play every day.

Stars backup goaltender Dan Ellis has a new mask, and it's a tribute to Dallas legends Mike Modano, Eddie Belfour, Marty Turco and, of course, Brett Hull. There's a picture representative of each player, and the Hull photo is him scoring the infamous goal against the Sabres with his foot in the crease to win the 1999 Stanley Cup.

Here are the photos from Daveart.com.

Hull

Ellis

To end home futility, history provides fighting chance vs. Kings

November 12, 2013 - 3:30 PM

By Mike Harrington

When I wrote today's Sabres story on their struggles in First Niagara Center, I didn't know the startling fact that I updated the Web version with early this morning: A loss tonight against the Los Angeles Kings makes the Sabres the second team in NHL history to go winless at home in their first 10 games of a season. Jeez. 

The Sabres are currently 0-8-1 and the record for worst NHL start at home was set by the 1983-84 Pittsburgh Penguins, who went 0-9-2 (that's two ties) at then-Civic Arena. They finally won a game on Nov. 23, 1983 at the Igloo by beating New Jersey, 4-1.

That Pittsburgh team finished 16-58-6 and their 38 points was last overall in the NHL. It's widely believed the club tanked its season to get the No. 1 overall pick in the 1984 draft -- which it turned into Mario Lemieux. Hmmm. Sounds like a familiar strategy, even though there's no Lemieux in the offing at next June's league meeting in Philadelphia. 

Continue reading... 

Amerks update: Kaleta scores, Armia set to make debut

November 12, 2013 - 2:47 PM

By John Vogl

Patrick Kaleta's first three games in Rochester have featured one goal and no penalty minutes, which is the ideal recipe for a return to the Sabres someday.

Buffalo sent Kaleta to the Amerks at the conclusion of his 10-game suspension to have him redefine his game. He scored short-handed Monday for the Amerks' only goal in a 2-1 shootout loss to Lake Erie. The eight-year NHL veteran has one goal, two points, a plus-1 rating and no penalty minutes in his first three games back in the AHL.

(Say what you will about Kaleta, but here's a fact. The Sabres' penalty kill was 93.3 percent with him. It is 75.5 percent without him.)

The Amerks return to action Wednesday, and they'll have a big addition. Joel Armia, the Sabres' first-round pick in 2011, is ready to debut after breaking his hand during training camp.

The Amerks lead the Western Conference North Division with a 5-3-4 record. They'll have a logjam starting Friday, though. Provided no one gets hurt Wednesday, Rochester will have seven veterans -- forwards Kevin Porter, Mike Zigomanis, Jamie Tardif, Drew Bagnall, Matt Ellis and Kaleta, plus defenseman Alexander Sulzer -- but can dress only five per game because of league rules.

Regehr on Sabres' rebuilding process: 'There's going to be lumps and they're going to be big'

November 12, 2013 - 12:56 PM

Regher 

Robyn Regehr has two assists and a plus-3 rating in 17 games for the Kings this season (Getty Images).

By Mike Harrington 

Los Angeles Kings defenseman Robyn Regehr is back in First Niagara Center today for the first time since the Sabres traded him West on April 1 for second-round picks in 2014 and 2015. Regehr, remember, was personally recruited by Terry and Kim Pegula and Lindy Ruff during draft weekend in 2011 at his summer home in Saskatchewan and agreed to a trade from his longtime home in Calgary.

The Sabres were talking Stanley Cup at the time and thought a veteran like Regehr was another piece. Obviously it didn't turn out that way. They missed the playoffs in 2011-12 -- with Regehr's turnover in the penultimate game in Philadelphia leading to the Matt Read goal that knocked Buffalo from contention. As last season approached the deadline, Jason Pominville, Jordan Leopold and Regehr were all dealt and the Sabres are essentially starting from scratch, with a 3-15-1 record heading into tonight's game.

"They've gotten rid of most of the older players and really decided to go young and try to get as many young guys in there and give them a chance," Regehr said. "It doesn't surprise me. With that type of rebuilding process, there's going to be lumps and they're going to be big."

Regehr, who got to Game Seven of the Stanley Cup final with Calgary in 2004, said the 2011-12 season here rates as one of his big disappointments. The Sabres barely needed a plane to fly to the season-opening games in Europe because they were so high with Cup thoughts. They won both but the season soon got away from them and they didn't even qualify for the playoffs. 

Continue reading... 

Leino back in lineup

November 12, 2013 - 11:34 AM

by Amy Moritz

Ville Leino spent the last game of the California road trip watching from the press box as a healthy scratch.

"I certianly wasn't expecting it. But what are you going to do?" the six-year NHL veteran said today. 

Leino will be back in the lineup tonight as the Buffalo Sabres host the L.A. Kings at First Niagara Center. The forward said he didn't talk with coach Ron Rolston about the scratch. "There's no point in guessing," Leino said. "I don't think it really matters at this point."

Leino's numbers certainly aren't where Rolston or the Sabres need them to be. Since returning from a cracked rib he suffered in the season opener, Leino has one point and one shot in six games.

Rolston said while he did not talk to Leino specifically about the benching in Anaheim, they had talked about his performance and contributions previously.

"He's a guy we'd like to have in our top six," Rolston said. "He's a guy we need production out of."

There was no linework in practice, but John Scott, Johan Larsson and Nikita Zadorov will be scratches for tonight's game with Christian Ehrhoff expected to be in the lineup.

Olympic hockey fans should keep an eye on the goaltending matchup which is expected to be Ryan Miller vs. Jonathan Quick. Both are in the top three for Team USA.

Click below to hear Rolston's lengthy session with the media today, where the topics include Leino, his team's first-period struggles, playing the Western Conference and his young defensemen.

00:00

08:02

Ron Rolston

Audio extra: Shero 'walks together forever' with greats in Hall of Fame induction

November 11, 2013 - 6:00 PM

Shero 

Fred Shero behind the bench with the Broad Street Bullies at the Spectrum in Philadelphia, circa 1975 (Getty Images).

By Mike Harrington

The Hockey Hall of Fame induction ceremony is tonight at 7:30 in Toronto (televised on NHL Network) and it marks a career milestone for Brendan Shanahan, Chris Chelios, Scott Niedermayer and Canadian women's star Geraldine Heaney.

(In a luncheon earlier today, former CBC and Sabres analyst Harry Neale was honored with the Foster Hewitt Award for broadcasting excellent. Amy Moritz spoke with Neale for this story in today's editions.)

Also earning his Hall call tonight posthumously is longtime former NHL coach Fred Shero and he will be represented by his son, Pittsburgh GM Ray Shero.

Here's a great NHL.com story about Shero's legacy in the game.

Nashville Predators announcer Pete Weber, my good friend and the longtime former Bisons and Sabres radio voice, taped an interview about Shero with his Nashville color analyst and former Shero center Terry Crisp. It's a great, breezy listen at the end of this post (Thanks for the assist, Pete).

Crisp first met Shero in Buffalo, playing for the 1969-70 Bisons that won the AHL's Calder Cup in the team's final season before the Sabres came to town. He then played for both of Philadelphia's Stanley Cup champions, including the 1975 team that beat the Sabres in Game Six at Memorial Auditorium to win their second straight Cup.

The interview includes stories about crazy practice drills, the wild 1976 game against the Central Red Army that saw the Russians walk off the ice for a few minutes, and Shero's famous 1974 blackboard quote before the Flyers' first Cup clincher against Boston: "Win today and we'll walk together forever."

It's great stuff.

00:00
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Terry Crisp/Pete Weber on Shero

NHL scoring leader Stamkos stretchered off ice after serious leg injury in Boston, will have surgery Tuesday on broken tibia

November 11, 2013 - 3:06 PM

By Mike Harrington

The surprising season of the Tampa Bay Lightning now seems to be hanging in the balance after star center Steven Stamkos suffered what clearly looks to be a serious leg injury during today's Veterans Day matinee in Boston.

(6 p.m. update: The Lightning have confirmed Stamkos has suffered a broken right tibia and have announced he will have surgery Tuesday. TSN says the surgery could be season-ending but the team has announced no timetable). 

While backchecking in his own zone, Stamkos was ridden into the goalpoast of the Tampa net and his right leg appeared to whip around the post in an ugly contortion. He tried to get up on the leg but collapsed in pain and started to pound the ice with his hand in agony as trainers and a Bruins team doctor attended to him.

Stamkos was removed from the ice via stretcher and has been taken to a Boston hospital for X-rays and treatment. Tampa Bay entered today's game atop the Eastern Conference standing at 12-4 and Stamkos was tied for the lead in both goals (14) and scoring (23 points). His 199 goals since the start of the 2009-10 season are 34 more than any other player in the league, so obviously no more needs to be written about what a huge loss this would be for the Lightning.

And it would be a huge loss for Team Canada as well, since Stamkos was expected to be one of its top centers for its run at defending its Olympic gold medal in Sochi in February.

Here's the video of the play and the aftermath, with descriptions by Lightning voices Rick Peckham and Bobby Taylor:

Fans to get wanded as part of new NHL security measures at FNC

November 11, 2013 - 2:16 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres have sent around an e-mail about new security measures for all events at First Niagara Center and here's my advice: Don't get to the door at 7 p.m. for a 7:05 start and expect to be in your seat.

The team announced today that beginning with Tuesday's game against Los Angeles all fans entering the arena will be subject to a handheld magnetometer (wand) screening upon entry. 

The wanding has been used on a limited and random basis since last season as part of gradual security enhancements. It is now being expanded to include all fans to comply with league-wide policies for all teams in the NHL. Teams and leagues often don't say, but it's a clear reaction to the bombings at the Boston Marathon in April.

This can be a hit or miss proposition for fans at sports facilities. Ask Bills fans what they think of it. Ask Pittsburgh Pirates fans about the disaster that took place when wanding was instituted at PNC Park over the summer. Not enough gates, not enough wanders. Especially on a night with a huge walkup crowd.

The Sabres figure to have a much better setup because they have a huge entry pavilion and multiple gates in it. But if wanding goes slowly and long lines of people are snaked outside in the winter, that will be something else entirely. Bears watching.

------

5 p.m. update: The Sabres will wear camouflage jerseys during pregame warm-ups prior to Tuesday's game. The jerseys will then be put up for auction on the NHL.com auction site immediately following the game at 10 p.m.  All proceeds from the auction, which runs through Nov. 20 at 9 p.m., will benefit the Sabres Foundation.

Top line, Rolston work to mend fences after Anaheim benching

November 11, 2013 - 12:56 PM

By Mike Harrington

There's the old story in baseball, famously done by Billy Martin when he was a manager in Detroit and again in New York, about throwing all the names in a cap and picking them out to make a lineup card. Hockey coaches aren't that goofy when shuffling their forward lines, even though it might seem that way at times.

Sabres coach Ron Rolston made some moves during practice today in First Niagara Center, as I documented during my earlier post.  After benching the trio of Tyler Ennis-Cody Hodgson-Matt Moulson for the final 26+ minutes Friday in Anaheim, the work began anew today with Steve Ott on the top line and Ennis moved down to line two.

Moulson also said today he visited Rolston in a sort of clear-the-air session with his new coach. Moulson, remember, told John Vogl after the ugly 6-2 loss it's "the most embarrassed" he's been in his NHL career.

"He wants to make sure we're working," Moulson said. "When you're relied upon to produce in this league on a top line of any team, obviously you have to be the best line out there each game. Obviously, the staff didn't feel we were the last game. I didn't think we were and we'll move on from there."

Hodgson said he had not spoken to Rolston about the situation but had a simliar approach to Moulson's. 

Continue reading... 

The Rolston shuffle is on at practice

November 11, 2013 - 11:00 AM

By Mike Harrington

Sabres coach Ron Rolston sat his top line for nearly 27 minutes in Friday's 6-2 loss at Anaheim so it's no surprise he's tossed up his lines quite a bit for today's practice in First Niagara Center.

Tyler Ennis is off the top line with Matt Moulson and Cody Hodgson and replaced by captain Steve Ott. Ennis is now back at center between Ville Leino, who landed on the scratch heap in California, and Drew Stafford. 

In addition, injured defensemen Mike Weber and Christian Ehrhoff are both skating. We have to wait until after practice for an update on their status.

The lines:

Moulson-Hodgson-Ott

Leino-Ennis-Stafford

Girgensons-Foligno-Flynn

Grigorenko-McCormick-Tropp

The D pairs:

Ehrhoff-Pysyk

Tallinder-Myers

Zadorov-McBain

Weber-Ristolainen 

Vanek injured; Pominville scores No. 200

November 10, 2013 - 11:33 AM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz

Two former Buffalo Sabres are making headlines this morning, although it's not the good kind for Thomas Vanek and the New York Islanders.

The leftwinger left Saturday's game against Columbus after a 23-second opening shift in the first period with an upper body injury. No details were given after the game, but Vanek fell awkwardly after being tripped up by Columbus goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky. Newsday reported that Vanek will miss tonight's game in Montreal and be evaluated when the team returns to Long Island.

The Islanders 5-2 loss to the Blue Jackets in Columbus was the third straight for the team.

Meanwhile Jason Pominville netted his 200th career goal Saturday night, and scored the winning goal in the shootout as the Minnesota Wild defeated Carolina, 3-2.

Pominville's milestone goal came on a breakway 3:33 into the first period. He has 11 goals and three assists in 18 games for the Wild this season.

Sabres' Moulson: 'It’s the most embarrassed I’ve been in my career'

November 9, 2013 - 4:15 PM

BOS – Matt Moulson stood facing his locker stall, his back to the rest of the dressing room following the Sabres’ debacle in Anaheim. Moulson slowly took off his equipment, hesitant to turn around and look at anyone.

The Buffalo newcomer had just been benched for the final 26:11 and seemingly didn’t know how to act.

“It’s the most embarrassed I’ve been in my career,” Moulson told The Buffalo News.

The 30-year-old has had a distinguished career. He’s topped 30 goals three times and is on pace to do it again. He’s played 339 games after spending three seasons in the minors and working his way into the league.

And yet there he was sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with center Cody Hodgson and right wing Tyler Ennis for the entire third period, watching his new teammates finish a 6-2 loss. Did he know why?

“No, you have to ask him,” Moulson said of Ron Rolston.

“We’ve got to work, and we didn’t feel that the work was there,” the coach said of the top line.

While they’d generated just one shot, they weren’t on the ice for any of the Ducks’ goals. They’ve accounted for nine of the Sabres’ paltry 31 goals this season, but they apparently weren’t needed with the team down by four.

“Obviously, it’s tough,” said Hodgson. “You want to help the team win, but the other lines were working hard and getting on the forecheck and that kind of thing. I always wish them the best.”

Moulson, a pending unrestricted free agent acquired last month, is getting a harsh introduction to the Sabres’ rebuilding scheme.

“It seems like they just have lapses for a little bit, get down a little bit and then it’s tough to get back in this league when you do that,” he said. “We have to move on and be better.”

Video: Shield your eyes at clips of the Sabres' debacle in Anaheim

November 9, 2013 - 10:23 AM

By John Vogl

LAX -- One team is the best in the NHL and hopes to win another Stanley Cup. The other is trying to lose as part of a grand "blueprint."

The result was predictable. It was a debacle in every sense of the word, a low point in a season full of suffering.

There have been a lot of losses in Sabreland this season, and plenty of them have been complete mismatches. But there hadn’t really been a blowout, a night in which Buffalo’s players stared at the scoreboard and watched the tally get worse and worse and worse.

Anaheim finally slapped one across the Sabres’ bewildered faces Friday. 

Continue reading... 

Vote for your three stars

November 9, 2013 - 12:45 AM

Ducks 6, Sabres 2 

Ryan Getzlaf

  67% 

Corey Perry

  40% 

Dustin Penner

  35% 

Cam Fowler

  16% 

Mikhail Grigorenko

  51% 

Cody McCormick

  18% 

Closed

Total Votes: 37 

poll by twiigs.com 

Absence of Leino, Ehrhoff headlines lineup changes for Sabres against Ducks

November 8, 2013 - 8:17 PM

By John Vogl

ANAHEIM, Calif. -- The Sabres are making a pair of significant lineup changes, one forced by injury and another by inept play.

Christian Ehrhoff, who suffered a lower-body injury Thursday against Los Angeles, will not play against the Ducks tonight in Anaheim. He will be replaced in the lineup by rookie defenseman Nikita Zadorov, who was scratched during the previous two games.

Forward Ville Leino will take a seat as a healthy scratch. Leino has one assist in seven games and a minus-2 rating. He took his first shot on goal of the season Thursday. He will be replaced by Mikhail Grigorenko, who sat the last three games.

To hear coach Ron Rolston's pregame comments, click the audio file below. (I wouldn't bother if I were you.)

00:00

02:17

Ron Rolston

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 9:45 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Ducks updates at 10 p.m.

November 8, 2013 - 3:09 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=e9e9c4d9b9" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Ducks</a> 

Sabres' sparsely populated morning skate means no updates on Ehrhoff, lineup till later

November 8, 2013 - 1:49 PM

By John Vogl

LOS ANGELES -- The Sabres face Anaheim tonight to close a California road trip, back-to-back games and three outings in four nights. It means they're taking the morning off.

Buffalo is planning a sparsely populated morning skate, so there won't be any updates on the status of defenseman Christian Ehrhoff (lower body) or whether John Scott, Mikhail Grigorenko or Nikita Zadorov will return to the lineup until coach Ron Rolston speaks at about 8 p.m. Eastern/5 p.m. Pacific. 

Continue reading... 

Panthers fire Kevin Dineen, Craig Ramsay in shakeup involving ex-Sabres

November 8, 2013 - 11:52 AM

By John Vogl

LOS ANGELES -- Two former coaches in the Sabres' organization are out of work.

The Florida Panthers today fired head coach Kevin Dineen and two assistants, Craig Ramsay and Gord Murphy. Peter Horachek has been named the club’s new interim head coach, while Brian Skrudland and John Madden have been named as assistants.

Dineen was in his third year with the Panthers after coaching the Sabres' minor-league team in Portland. Florida has opened just 3-9-4 for 10 points. Only the league-worst Sabres (seven points) and Philadelphia (nine) have fewer.

"He was unhappy and I don't blame him," General Manager Dale Tallon said on a conference call. "He's a fiery guy and a fiery competitor and an emotional coach, and I don't blame him for being upset. I didn't expect anything less from him. He's a class guy, hard working guy."

Ramsay is one of the Sabres' all-time greats. He played 1,070 games in Buffalo over 14 seasons. The veteran coach got his start behind the bench in Buffalo in 1986 and has also had stops in Ottawa, Philadelphia, Tampa Bay, Boston and Atlanta.

"After 16 games it was clear we needed a change in our message and philosophy," Tallon said. "This was a joint decision not made easily between ownership and hockey ops. It's my responsibility to get our team to play to its maximum potential.

"Our better players need to start playing better or we'll get better players."

Vote for your three stars

November 8, 2013 - 1:05 AM

Kings 2, Sabres 0 

Anze Kopitar

  52% 

Jonathan Quick

  73% 

Mike Richards

  34% 

Matt Moulson

  21% 

Corey Tropp

  26% 

Jhonas Enroth

  39% 

Closed

Total Votes: 23 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 10:15 p.m.; Sabres-Kings updates at 10:30 p.m.

November 7, 2013 - 5:19 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=3d3034d24b" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Kings</a> 

Aside from goalie switch to Enroth, Sabres' Rolston won't tinker with winning lineup

November 7, 2013 - 3:51 PM

By John Vogl

LOS ANGELES -- The Sabres are coming off their biggest win of the season. Aside from a switch at goaltender, coach Ron Rolston wants to stick with a victorious lineup.

Jhonas Enroth will replace Ryan Miller in goal tonight when the Sabres visit the Los Angeles Kings. The forward lines and defense pairs will remain from Tuesday's 5-4 shootout win in San Jose, so that means forward Mikhail Grigorenko and defenseman Nikita Zadorov will be healthy scratches.

"I would hope they’re disappointed to not be in the lineup, but it is what it is," Rolston said today after the morning skate in Staples Center. "We won a game last time, so I kept the lineup the same."

Miller backstopped the previous victory with 47 saves, but he'll give way to Enroth. Miller will start Friday in Anaheim in the final game of the road trip.

"We try to map things out, and it was Jhonas’ game," said Rolston, who isn't purposely trying to avoid a rematch of Enroth's 6-3 loss to the Ducks on Saturday. "That has nothing to do with it."

The Kings are 9-6 this season.

"They’re experienced and deep," Rolston said. "They obviously have good goaltending, but up front they’re deep and they have a big D corps that ends plays in their zone."

The Sabres' forward lines: Matt Moulson-Cody Hodgson-Tyler Ennis, Steve Ott-Marcus Foligno-Corey Tropp, Zemgus Girgensons-Johan Larsson-Brian Flynn and Ville Leino-Cody McCormick-Drew Stafford. The defense pairs: Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk, Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers and Jamie McBain-Rasmus Ristolainen.
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Ron Rolston

Fan parties at the expense of Pardy, the former Sabres defenseman

November 7, 2013 - 1:56 PM

By John Vogl

LOS ANGELES -- There are times when there's no need for words to accompany a picture or video. This incident Wednesday -- in which a fan steals the helmet of Winnipeg defenseman and former Sabres blue-liner Adam Pardy -- is one of those times. 

Continue reading... 

What to watch for as Sabres visit Kings

November 7, 2013 - 11:35 AM

By John Vogl

CULVER CITY, Calif. -- The Sabres are set for their first game in Los Angeles since Jan. 21, 2010. Here are some things to know and watch for:

*Anze Kopitar has 10 points in the last seven games (three goals, seven assists) and four points in the last two games.

*Mike Richards has six points in the last six games (three goals, three assists).

*The Kings have won three of the last four games at home.

*The Kings have outshot the opponent in 13 of 15 games and have topped opponents by 101 shots this season (494-393).

*Los Angeles has sold out 58 straight regular-season games (Dec. 3, 2011, to present). Longest regular-season sellout streak in club history is 66 (Dec. 8, 1990, to Oct. 8, 1992).

*The Sabres are 6-3-1 in their last 10 games versus the Kings but 2-6-2 in the last 10 road games.

*This is the 114th game between Buffalo and Los Angeles, and the Sabres have a 55-39-19 series record.

*Cody Hodgson has 13 points (five goals, eight assists) in his last 15 games, one point fewer than his career-best 14 points (five goals, nine assists) in the 15 games from Jan. 31-Feb. 28 2012.

*The Sabres are looking to win consecutive road games against the Kings for the first time since their wins in Los Angeles on March 12, 1994, and March 13, 1996.

*Drew Stafford (featured today here) has five points (three goals, two assists) in four career games against the Kings.

*Ryan Miller is 4-1-1 in seven appearances against the Kings in his career with a .931 save percentage and a 2.38 goals against average.

Report: NHL stands by ref's call of no OT goal for Sharks against Sabres

November 6, 2013 - 1:18 PM

By John Vogl

CULVER CITY, Calif. -- The San Jose Sharks feel they beat the Sabres in overtime Tuesday night. The standings and the NHL tell a different story.

The Sharks did indeed push the puck over the goal line during the 5-4 shootout loss to Buffalo, and defenseman Tyler Myers quickly kicked it back out. Referee Mike Leggo blew the whistle and signaled no goal. Officials in Toronto didn't notice the puck went in until after play resumed, which was too late to change anything.

The NHL told Elliotte Friedman of CBC that the goal didn't count because of Rule 78.5, which in part reads a goal is disallowed "when the referee deems the play has been stopped, even if he had not physically had the opportunity to stop play by blowing his whistle."

"Had we called a goal against Buffalo it would have been wrong because it shouldn't have been a goal," Mike Murphy, NHL senior vice president of hockey operations, told Friedman. "We should have done the headsets because any controversy would have died. This type of play is not a rarity.

"The optics would have been better if we got him to put on the headset and asked what he was seeing."

Click the picture to see the play.

I0tC6Cu4jW7qI

Sabres unveil 'The Rolston Centipede' during win over Sharks

November 6, 2013 - 9:53 AM

By John Vogl

SJC -- Good morning from the San Jose airport, where I'll soon join the happy Sabres in Los Angeles. The Sabres have had only three wins this season, but Tuesday's 5-4 shootout victory over the Sharks was no doubt Buffalo's signature victory.

The Sabres, who’ve toppled at the slightest of breezes all season, stood toe-to-toe with an NHL hurricane. Buffalo and San Jose traded roundhouse blows and devastating counterpunches, a fight the Sabres had yet to deliver and one San Jose certainly could not have expected.

The Sabres have every right to find enjoyment in the success.

The game wasn't without its low points for Buffalo. The Sabres allowed 51 shots, the most in Ryan Miller's career. And their defensive work leaves a lot to be desired. 

Continue reading... 

Vote for your three stars

November 6, 2013 - 2:17 AM

Sabres 5, Sharks 4 (SO) 

Drew Stafford

  20% 

Ryan Miller

  79% 

Tommy Wingels

  11% 

Cody McCormick

  41% 

Henrik Tallinder

  25% 

Zemgus Girgensons

  30% 

Tyler Ennis

  34% 

Tyler Kennedy

  13% 

Closed

Total Votes: 43 

poll by twiigs.com 

Replay: Sabres at Sharks

November 5, 2013 - 10:00 PM

&amp;amp;amp;lt;a href=&amp;amp;quot;http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=43e1a7b589&amp;amp;quot; _mce_href=&amp;amp;quot;http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=43e1a7b589&amp;amp;quot; &amp;amp;amp;gt;Live Blog: Sabres at Sharks&amp;amp;amp;lt;/a&amp;amp;amp;gt; 

Sabres are the longest of longshots to win Stanley Cup, says Vegas

November 5, 2013 - 7:11 PM

By John Vogl

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- The Sabres didn't have much of chance to win the Stanley Cup this season. After starting 2-13-1, they have the worst odds in the NHL, according to oddsmakers in Las Vegas.

The Sabres have dropped to 250-to-1 to win the Cup, according to Bovada.lv, which ranks 30th in the 30-team league. They were 100-to-1 when the site first posted odds.

Here are the latest, with our usual discloser:

Gambling is bad. Your money is much better spent on whiskey, women and concerts.

Odds to win 2014 Stanley Cup

                                        Odds on Sept. 30                 Current

Pittsburgh Penguins                  15/2                              6/1                               

Chicago Blackhawks                 6/1                                15/2

San Jose Sharks                       18/1                              15/2

Colorado Avalanche                  50/1                              10/1

St. Louis Blues                          12/1                              10/1

Boston Bruins                           10/1                              11/1

Detroit Red Wings                     16/1                              14/1

Toronto Maple Leafs                 18/1                              14/1

Los Angeles Kings                    12/1                              16/1

Anaheim Ducks                         25/1                              20/1

Vancouver Canucks                   16/1                              20/1

Minnesota Wild                         22/1                              25/1

Tampa Bay Lightning                 33/1                              25/1

Montreal Canadiens                   28/1                              28/1

New York Islanders                    33/1                              28/1

New York Rangers                     20/1                              33/1

Ottawa Senators                        20/1                              33/1

Phoenix Coyotes                       66/1                              33/1

Washington Capitals                  25/1                              33/1

Carolina Hurricanes                    40/1                              40/1

Columbus Blue Jackets             40/1                              50/1                             

Dallas Stars                              40/1                              66/1

Nashville Predators                   50/1                              66/1

New Jersey Devils                     50/1                              66/1

Philadelphia Flyers                    22/1                              66/1

Calgary Flames                         100/1                            100/1

Edmonton Oilers                       20/1                              100/1

Winnipeg Jets                           66/1                              100/1

Florida Panthers                        150/1                            200/1

Buffalo Sabres                          100/1                            250/1

Odds to Win the 2014 Atlantic Division

Boston Bruins                           9/4

Detroit Red Wings                     7/2

Toronto Maple Leafs                 7/2

Tampa Bay Lightning                 5/1

Montreal Canadiens                   6/1

Ottawa Senators                        8/1

Florida Panthers                        50/1

Buffalo Sabres                          100/1

Who will be the second coach fired in the 2013-2014 Season?

Kevin Dineen (FLA)                    7/2

Peter DeBoer (NJ)                     4/1

Ron Rolston (BUF)                    4/1

Claude Noel (WPG)                   4/1

Sabres' Rolston on Sharks: 'This is the deepest lineup we'll face'

November 5, 2013 - 4:05 PM

By John Vogl

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- There may not be a more lopsided matchup in the NHL than what's on tap tonight. Here are some numbers as the 10-1-3 San Jose Sharks prepare to host the 2-13-1 Sabres:

*The Sharks average 3.7 goals per game and allow 1.8. The Sabres score 1.6 and give up 3.1.

*The Sharks have a 19-8 scoring edge in first periods. The Sabres have been outscored, 20-2.

*The Sharks average 37.4 shots per game and allow 24.8. The Sabres take 24.8 and give up 35.5. 

Continue reading... 

Sharks no doubt see Sabres as bait

November 5, 2013 - 10:07 AM

By John Vogl

SAN FRANCISCO -- As Amy Moritz wrote for today's paper, Buffalo players understand the benefits that can come with extended road trips, like the one the Sabres begin tonight at San Jose. She also noted the Sabres will face San Jose, Los Angeles and Anaheim — teams with a combined record of 30-10-4.

On paper, it's a mismatch tonight. The Sharks are 10-1-3 overall and 5-0-1 at home. The Sabres are 2-13-1, with a 2-5 road record.

Here are some Sharks notes for the morning in Buffalo and the early morning in California:

*Two San Jose Sharks were recognized by the NHL for having stellar months of October, helping the Sharks earn 22 of a possible 26 points. Antti Niemi was named the NHL’s Third Star for the month, posting a 9-1-2 record with a 1.72 goals-against average, .924 save percentage and two shutouts. Tomas Hertl led all rookies with eight goals and 11 points in 13 games and was named the NHL Rookie of the Month for October.

*Joe Thornton recorded his 800th career assist on Nov. 2 vs. Phoenix, becoming just the 30th player in NHL history and the second active player (Jaromir Jagr) to record 800 or more helpers. Thornton also made his Sharks debut against Buffalo on Dec. 2, 2005 and recorded two assists in the Sharks first-ever win in Buffalo. The Sharks captain also skated in his 700th career NHL game vs. Buffalo on Dec. 8, 2007.

*The Sharks lead the league in goals scored (53) and goal differential (plus-26). San Jose also leads the NHL in average shots per game (37.4), is third in fewest shots against (24.8) and has recorded 50 shots or more three times this season.

*In five of their 14 games this season, the Sharks have scored within the first minute of the game. In addition, Tomas Hertl scored at 1:16 on Oct. 27 at Ottawa. The Sabres have given up the opening goal in 14 of their 16 games.

Hail to the Blackhawks

November 4, 2013 - 4:30 PM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz

The Chicago Blackhawks made the trip every championship sports team gets to take -- the one to the White House to meet the President of the United States.

For the second time in Barack Obama's presidency, the Blackhawks were honored as Stanley Cup champions, a special treat for the president who calls Chicago home.

In his remarks, he noted Buffalo native Patrick Kane and his Conn Smythe Trophy winning ways. "I will say some of the games were just stressful, though," Obama said. "I was getting a little tense."

A full transcript of the president's remarks is on the Blackhawks' website.

The Chicago Tribune has a photo gallery on its website of the visit. 

Hawks-obama-644

Kaleta clears waivers

November 3, 2013 - 12:30 PM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz

Patrick Kaleta has cleared waivers allowing the Buffalo Sabres to assign him to Rochester, according to a report from TSN's Bob McKenzie.

Kaleta was placed on waivers at noon on Friday as the forward had come off his 10-game suspension for a hit to the head of Columbus' Jack Johnson on Oct. 10. It was his fourth suspension since 2009 and his repeat offender status played into the lengthy suspension.

John Vogl reported in today's Buffalo News that the Sabres tried to trade Kaleta but had no takers.

Check out Bucky Gleason's take on why waiving Kaleta sent the wrong message to the younger players on the Sabres.

The Sabres were off today after last night's 6-3 loss to Anaheim. They fly to California on Monday for a three-game West Coast road trip. (San Jose on Tuesday. Los Angeles on Thursday and Anaheim on Friday).

The Rochester Americans next play on Wednesday, hosting the Hamilton Bulldogs at Blue Cross Arena.

Vote for your three stars

November 3, 2013 - 1:34 AM

Ducks 6, Sabres 3 

Ryan Getlaf

  58% 

Emerson Etem

  43% 

Mathieu Perreault

  20% 

Cody Hodgson

  53% 

Henrik Tallinder

  20% 

Corey Perry

  46% 

Closed

Total Votes: 39 

poll by twiigs.com 

Audio: Sabres' Regier discusses future of Patrick Kaleta

November 2, 2013 - 7:08 PM
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Darcy Regier 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Ducks-Sabres updates at 7 p.m.

November 2, 2013 - 4:45 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=514ccc9ebc" >Sabres Live: Ducks at Sabres</a> 

Sabres' Scott accepts seven-game ban, rips Pierre McGuire for commentary on Eriksson hit

November 2, 2013 - 12:37 PM

By John Vogl

John Scott is OK with his seven-game suspension for hitting Loui Eriksson. He's not fine with how the head shot was portrayed by television announcer Pierre McGuire.

Scott said today he will not appeal the ban issued Thursday for connecting with the head of Boston's high-scoring forward last week.

"I’m just going to stick with what the league gave me," Scott said in First Niagara Center. "Hopefully, the issue will die and we can move on from there."

Scott will serve his fifth game of the suspension tonight when the Sabres host Anaheim.

The 6-foot-8 enforcer said he will be more responsible and err on the side of caution in the future, but he was not happy with how the hit was initially portrayed by NBC Sports' McGuire during the national telecast Oct. 23.

"I don’t think it was a late hit at all," Scott said. "I think Pierre McGuire shooting his mouth off right after the hit kind of got that in a lot of people’s minds. He went from, 'It’s a late hit, it’s an elbow, it’s a high hit, it’s a dirty hit.' He kind of was just throwing out all these different things just hopefully one will stick. It wasn’t a late hit. It was just kind of an unfortunate circumstance."
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John Scott

Sabres waive Kaleta to help him 'preserve his career,' Regier says

November 2, 2013 - 12:10 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have waived forward Patrick Kaleta.

The right winger was eligible to return from his 10-game suspension tonight, but instead General Manager Darcy Regier placed the Angola native on waivers. If not claimed by another NHL team, Kaleta will be eligible to be sent to Rochester.

“This was a move we thought was necessary to help Pat change his game and preserve his career in this league,” Regier said in a statement. “We believe in Pat as a person and we hope he will continue his career in our organization and, if the circumstances are right, with the Buffalo Sabres.”

Kaleta was not in First Niagara Center as the Sabres prepared to host Anaheim.

NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman and league disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan took Kaleta to task following his latest suspension, given for his head shot on Columbus' Jack Johnson on Oct. 10. They issued the heavy ban because of his repeat offender status.

After John Scott followed Kaleta to the suspension list for his head shot on Boston's Loui Eriksson, NHL observers blasted the Sabres' organization as being out of control. The waiving of Kaleta appears to be a step toward improving the outside perception.

Kaleta is in his eighth season with the Sabres. The 27-year-old has played 306 games and recorded 506 penalty minutes, 27 goals and 24 assists.

"He’s a good, heart-and-soul player for us," coach Ron Rolston said today, "good teammate, plays hard, competitive, has been good on the penalty kill."

Capitals' Holtby jumped by Ray Emery; where's Andrew Peters when you need him?

November 2, 2013 - 10:50 AM

By John Vogl

Ray Emery has a long history of having a screw loose. Now he's proved he's a terribly sore loser. 

Continue reading... 

Tropp and Kaleta poised to return

November 1, 2013 - 1:17 PM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz

Corey Tropp and Patrick Kaleta are due back for the Buffalo Sabres. Kaleta is coming off his 10-game suspension while Tropp will rejoin the roster after being on injured reserve with a broken jaw.

But how those additions will specifically play out have yet to be seen.

"We'll see. They're available," Sabres coach Ron Rolston said when asked of Tropp and Kaleta would be in the lineup Saturday against Anaheim. "They both look good and they're available, so we'll see."

With Tropp coming off the injured reserved list, the Sabres will have to make a roster move today.

At practice Friday morning, there seemed to be no major line shakeups.

The top line of Matt Moulson Cody Hodgson and Tyler Ennis skated together while Tropp joined Steve Ott and Marcus Foligno.

Zemgus Girgensons and Johan Larsson skated with both Drew Stafford and Brian Flynn.

On the fourth line Mikhail Girgorenko and Cody McCormick worked with both Ville Leino and Kaleta.

Defensive pairings at practice were: Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk; Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers; Jamie McBain-Rasmus Ristolainen; and Nikita Zadorov-John Scott.

While Rolston said he would not comment on Scott's suspension, Scott did say he was not appealing his seven-game suspension. He has already served four games.

Sabres' postgame thoughts from Miller, Girgensons, Rolston

October 31, 2013 - 11:22 PM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- The Sabres have been mocked and trashed by outsiders all season. After a lopsided 2-0 loss to the New York Rangers -- only 44 saves from Ryan Miller kept it close -- it seems the team realized it has serious issues.

"It’s just everyone looking in the mirror and understanding how deep of a [expletive] we are in right now," rookie Zemgus Girgensons said. "You have to help the other guys work their way up, and if we keep playing like this, not helping each other, we’re going to die individually. We’re going to stop being hockey players. No one will want players like that."

"When everyone wants this to stop, it’ll stop," Miller said. "We seem to be making more situations for ourselves than even the other team can create. It’s on us to dig out of it and start having the right attitude and right approach. It’s been a lot of games searching, trying to figure it out. Enough’s enough."
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Ron Rolston

Vote for the three stars

October 31, 2013 - 10:13 PM

Rangers 2, Sabres 0 

Ryan Miller

  85% 

Mats Zuccarello

  23% 

Chris Kreider

  25% 

Derick Brassard

  18% 

Dan Girardi

  18% 

Henrik Lundqvist

  60% 

Closed

Total Votes: 55 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres' Scott gets seven-game suspension for head shot on Bruins' Eriksson

October 31, 2013 - 5:40 PM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- John Scott will serve a seven-game suspension for his head shot on the Bruins' Loui Eriksson, the NHL announced today.

Scott had a hearing this morning with league disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan, and the head of player safety delived the suspension this afternoon.

Though the hit and the circumstances surrounding it (a star player getting taken out by an enforcer in the third period of a Buffalo loss) drew strong condemnation, Shanahan weighed in the fact that Scott is a first-time offender. He also factored in that Eriksson has yet to return to the Bruins.

The forward has already served three games of the ban and will miss tonight's game against the Rangers in Madison Square Garden.

Sabres fans wise to keep eye on case involving Avs' Varlamov

October 31, 2013 - 4:56 PM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- Inside the NHL on Sunday surmised that if the Sabres want to find a good in-season trade partner for Ryan Miller, they'll need to locate a desperate team. Colorado just might become that team.

Avalanche goaltender Semyon Varlamov appeared in a Denver court today on charges of kidnapping and assault. His girlfriend, Evgeniya Vavrinyuk, told police that Varlamov kicked her down, stomped on her, grabbed her by the hair and dragged her out of her bedroom.

Police and court documents say Varlamov told her "if this were Russia, he would have beat her more."

"Her statement is that this is the most minor of the beatings she received," said her attorney, Robert Abrams. "She's received five in all, and the last one was to unconsciousness."

Though Varlamov joined the Avs on their flight to Dallas today, the charges are obviously serious. According to the Denver Post, "The kidnapping charge is a Class 4 felony, punishable by to two to six years in prison, according Colorado statutes. Class 4 felony kidnapping is defined by taking someone and moving them to another place without their consent."

Colorado was considered a possible landing spot for Miller during the offseason, but Varlamov put those rumors down by starting 7-1 with a 1.76 goals-against average and .945 save percentage. The Avs appear to be legitimate Stanley Cup hopefuls -- they lead the league in goals allowed per game at 1.46 and rank sixth in goals scored at 3.18 -- and have 36-year-old J.S. Giguere as a backup.

Miller could become a target if it Varlamov heads to jail.

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:45 p.m.; Sabres-Rangers updates at 7 p.m.

October 31, 2013 - 4:37 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=1e3ebe76b7" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Rangers</a> 

Benched Zadorov 'needs to get some perspective,' Sabres' Rolston says 

October 31, 2013 - 12:55 PM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- Sabres coach Ron Rolston doesn't want his players getting too comfortable, he said today, and as a result Nikita Zadorov will watch the game against the Rangers from the press box.

Zadorov will be the healthy scratch on defense tonight when the Sabres play in refurbished Madison Square Garden. The rookie is on a nine-game tryout, but Game Six will have to wait until at least Saturday.

"He needs to be better," Rolston said after the morning skate. "A lot of aspects, just a lot of his details right now, practice and game situations. He needs to get some perspective, you know? With all our players, especially our young guys, we don’t want guys getting comfortable."

With the exception of Mark Pysyk, Christian Ehrhoff and Tyler Myers, every defenseman has been scratched at least once. Fellow first-round pick Rasmus Ristolainen has taken a seat three times in the Sabres' 14 games.

"When Rasmus was out of the lineup, he came back in and played well," Rolston said. "He was refocused on what he needed to do and wasn’t taking things for granted. I think it’ll be the same with Nikita."

Ryan Miller will be in lineup as the starting goaltender.

Starting Saturday when the Sabres host Anaheim, it'll be time for forwards to worry. Corey Tropp will be ready to return from a broken jaw, and the 10-game suspension will be up for the Sabres' Patrick Kaleta.

"It should be push everybody because we’ve got some decisions to make coming up," Rolston said. "We’ve got players like Corey coming back and Patty Kaleta’s suspension is up on Saturday. Everybody should feel that."
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Ron Rolston

Buffalo is a finalist to host NCAA Frozen Four between 2015 and '18

October 30, 2013 - 5:05 PM

By John Vogl

The Frozen Four came to Buffalo in 2003. There's a good chance the college hockey championship could be back again soon.

The NCAA has released the host site finalists for its 2014 to 2018 national championships, and Buffalo is one of 10 cities on the list for ice hockey. Canisius College, Niagara University and the Metro Atlantic Athletic Conference would serve as hosts for the games in First Niagara Center.

The other cities that made the cut for the Frozen Four (which will be held each spring from 2015 to '18) are Boston, Brooklyn, Chicago, Columbus, Ohio; Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Paul, Minn.; Tampa, Fla.; and Washington.

A committee made up of coaches and administrators from NCAA schools and conferences will select the winning sites, which must then be approved by a divisional championships cabinet. The site announcements will be made Dec. 11.

“We had a tremendous response to the request for bids, which made this an extremely difficult process for our sports committees,” said Mark Lewis, NCAA executive vice president of championships and alliances. “We really feel these sites will all provide a tremendous experience for our student-athletes, coaches and fans. Therefore, there will be some really difficult decisions by the sport committees coming up as they determine who will ultimately host the championships.”

Sabres will miss Selanne's farewell tour: Ducks' legend needs oral surgery, out two weeks

October 30, 2013 - 1:24 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres and their fans will miss the farewell tour of one of the top scorers in NHL history.

Teemu Selanne needs oral surgery after taking a high-stick in the mouth Tuesday night, and Anaheim said the forward will miss two weeks. The Sabres host the Ducks on Saturday and visit Anaheim on Nov. 8. 

Continue reading... 

Minute-hogging Pysyk a bright spot for struggling Sabres

October 30, 2013 - 12:34 PM

By John Vogl

The losses aren't any fun. There's no way around that. But Sabres defenseman Mark Pysyk hasn't lost sight of where he is.

"It’s a fun game, obviously, a fun lifestyle, a fun career," the 21-year-old said today in First Niagara Center. "Playing in the NHL is a dream of everybody, and you want to make sure that what you did today makes sure you’re going to be here tomorrow.

"The nature of the game and the business is it could be gone any second. Obviously, a lot of things can happen pretty quickly, so you’ve got to enjoy every game."

There's been a lot to enjoy for Pysyk. He's third on the Sabres in ice time at 20:20 per game, trailing only defense partner Christian Ehrhoff (24:44) and fellow blue-liner Tyler Myers (21:33). More impressively, Pysyk is third among rookies behind Nashville's Seth Jones (24:42) and Winnipeg's Jacob Trouba (21:15).

Report: Sabres retain part of Vanek's salary

October 29, 2013 - 1:59 PM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz

Seems like there's more to the Thomas Vanek trade than was originally made public.

According to Bob McKenzie of TSN, the Buffalo Sabres retained 19.5 percent of Vanek's $6.4-million salary, which works out to $1.4 million.

The salary-retention mechansim was included in the recent collective bargaining agreement as a way to help teams close to the salary cap make trades. That isn't the case with the New York Islanders.

Vanek will make his Islanders debut when they play the Rangers tonight.

Other notes from the Sabres practice at First Niagara Center today:

Corey Tropp participated in the full practice today, a sign that the right winger may be ready to move off the injured reserve list this weekend. 

"It was good. Obviously it was a long layoff, so it’s nice to get back into practice and do everything rather than just the warm-up drill," Tropp said. "I think next couple days will tell. Then it’s up to the coaching staff and what they think is best for the team."

Matt Moulson had an impressive start in his first game as a Buffalo Sabre with a pair of goals. But that didn't mean the forward got much sleep last night.

"I think my whole clock is thrown off right now with everything that’s happened," Moulson said. "I’m sure once the stress dies down I’ll be getting some better sleep."

The stress of the trade is starting to wane as Moulson settled in with his second practice.

"I was a lot more comfortable this morning. As I said yesterday in an interview, I feel like the hockey guys are a little different than some guys. It’s easy to get acclimated and get used to the guys here. Everyone in the organization has been incredibly nice to me and they reached out to my family as well. I know my wife feels a lot more comfortable after talking to a lot of the wives here. People just going out of their way to make us feel comfortable."

Video: Lindy Ruff calls tribute first-class, Buffalo fans fantastic

October 29, 2013 - 1:48 AM

Former Sabres coach calls tribute to him first-class and says that Buffalo fans are just fantastic.

Sabres postgame: Steve Ott

October 29, 2013 - 12:04 AM

Sabres captain Steve Ott discusses Ruff's tribute and the game.
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Steve Ott

Miller talks Vanek

October 29, 2013 - 12:00 AM

By Miguel Rodriguez

Ryan Miller finally talked about seeing another of his long-time teammates, this time Thomas Vanek, leave the Buffalo Sabres.

Vanek was dealt to the New York Islanders on Sunday night in exchange for Matt Moulson, who scored twice in his Sabres debut during Monday's 4-3 loss to Dallas, and two draft picks.

Miller and Vanek had been teammates since 2004-05, their final seasons with the Sabres' minor-league Rochester Americans. Yes it's tough for Miller to see another of his buddies leave the team.

Miller, who doesn't talk before games he starts, addressed Vanek, Lindy Ruff's return and also responded to the following question lobbed his way: Can anyone on the team be traded if a player of Vanek's stature gets dealt?
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Vote for your three stars

October 28, 2013 - 10:02 PM

Stars 4, Sabres 3 

Matt Moulson

  96% 

Tyler Ennis

  40% 

Steve Ott

  25% 

Tyler Seguin

  54% 

Erik Cole

  27% 

Closed

Total Votes: 55 

poll by twiigs.com 

Video: Sabres' tribute to Ruff and fans' standing ovation

October 28, 2013 - 8:23 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres played a video tribute to team legend Lindy Ruff on the scoreboard tonight during his return, a highlight-filled package that started with a goal and his fight with New York Islanders goaltender Billy Smith. 

Continue reading... 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Stars-Sabres updates at 7 p.m.

October 28, 2013 - 3:57 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=489ec92b22" >Sabres Live: Stars at Sabres</a> 

In no surprise, Vanek says he was ready to move on from Sabres

October 28, 2013 - 2:37 PM

By John Vogl

Thomas Vanek could have been paid handsomely to stay in Buffalo. A source, in fact, says the Sabres were willing to make him the highest-paid player in the NHL.

He'd rather win than take part in a rebuild, which has been his message since last season.

"I enjoyed my time there, but I didn’t want to be a part of that," Vanek told reporters in New York today following his first practice with the Islanders. "We traded pretty much every veteran. The message was clear that they’re going for draft picks. I think our last game we played four teenagers. Good, young players, but young players take time."

Vanek is 29, not old by any stretch but not young, either. He watched Mike Grier inconsolably weep following his last NHL game, and Vanek would like to do what Grier didn't -- win the Stanley Cup.

"“You train all summer long, practice every day, and you want to be on a competitive team that has a chance," Vanek said. "Right now we struggled there. It’s hard to leave when you do struggle. I was one of the leaders, but at the same time the reality is it’s business and I’m happy to be an Islander.”

Ehrhoff reaction to Vanek trade

October 28, 2013 - 1:49 PM

By Miguel Rodriguez

Christian Ehrhoff and Thomas Vanek were only teammates for two-plus seasons on the Buffalo Sabres.

They quickly became good friends and even provide each other with some reminders of their respective homelands during the season. Ehrhoff is German and Vanek Austrian. The official language of both countries is German. Tthe two quickly bonded simply through speaking the same language, which they did whenever their teammates weren't around, Ehrhoff said Monday morning -- roughly 15 hours after his buddy became an ex-teammate and had been sent to the New York Islanders in exchange for three-time 30-goal scorer Matt Moulson and two draft picks.

"For him it was tough for him to leave us in that situation but I think he expected it at some point," said Ehrhoff, who added that the two communicated briefly via text message with each other after the trade went down. "It's definitely sad to see him go. Always when a good teammate and friend gets traded it's tough to see that happen. ... But we know it's part of the business."

Here is the interview I had with Ehrhoff.
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Christian Ehrhoff

More Vanek reaction

October 28, 2013 - 1:33 PM

Here are some thoughts on the Vanek deal from other members of the Sabres, including Steve Ott -- who is now full-time captain.
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Lindy Ruff still roots for the Sabres -- but not tonight

October 28, 2013 - 1:25 PM

By John Vogl

Lindy Ruff has slipped up a few times and said "we" when referring to the Sabres. He'll open the NHL stats booklet to Buffalo occasionally instead of Dallas. It's probably what to expect from a guy who spent half his life in the Sabres' organization before becoming coach of the Stars this season.

But does he find himself rooting for the Sabres?

"Not tonight I can't," said Ruff, who will face the Sabres in First Niagara Center. "I can root in between games. They’re in the East and I root for the city and I root for the team. I want to see them do well."

The Sabres are last in the NHL and in much worse shape than when Ruff was fired in February, but he can see the plan.

"I understand what has happened," he said. "I’ve watched my share of games. I watched games on the way here. I watch some of the young players play, and I understand where they’re at. It’s tough to see where the team is at in the standings, but I watch how these players play and how some of the young players play, and I think there’s a lot of promise there. I know it is really tough, but I understand where they’re at."

Dallas is 4-5-1 this season, so it hasn't been easy sailing for Ruff, either. He says he's made some changes to his coaching style, but at least one thing hasn't changed.

"He’s trying to have fun every day," Stars defenseman Sergei Gonchar said. "He’s very serious about what he does. He’s a professional, but at the same time he’s trying to have fun. I think that carries on to the team."

Ruff, who's said he'll always remain a Western New Yorker, let his new Texas roots show at the end of his chat.

"Thank you," Ruff said. "Great seeing y’all. Y’all."

Reaction to Vanek trade

October 28, 2013 - 1:16 PM

By Miguel Rodriguez

Another member of the core has left Hockey Heaven.

This departure was expected but the timing was quite sudden.

Roughly 14 hours after the Buffalo Sabres traded Thomas Vanek to the New York Islanders in exchange for winger Matt Moulson, a 2014 first-round pick and 2015 second-round pick, Vanek's ex-teammates expressed some surprise he was no longer a member of the blue and gold yet at the same time were not totally stunned he was gone.

Everyone in Sabreland knew the situation. Vanek, one of the most prolific offensive players in franchise history, came into the year in the final season of a seven-year deal. He's set to become a free agent July 1. If he wanted to be part of the Sabres' project rebuild, he would've have signed a deal to stay here.

Instead, he has the opportunity to play with John Tavares and fellow Austrian countryman Michael Grabner on a team filled with young talent coming off a playoff appearance.

"There's been a big turnover," said forward Tyler Ennis, who has seen Vanek, Jason Pominville, Derek Roy, Paul Gaustad and Jochen Hecht either leave via trade or retire since joining the Sabres during the 2009-10 season. "It's tough to see a friend go but at the same time it was expected. He's a great player and we wish him well," Ennis said.

Added Sabres coach Ron Rolston: "This is a situation everyone knew would take place. It was just the timing was quicker than people would have thought.

"Obviously losing a good player that has meant so much to the organization over the years is tough. ... He certainly was a great person in the room for us and someone who produced. He will be missed. We wish him the best in terms of his goals. I know he wants to be on a team that can make a push for the Stanley Cup. That's a good goal of his. Hopefully he gets that."

Drew Stafford and veteran goalie Ryan Miller are the only remaining members of the vaunted core group of talent Sabres General Manager Darcy Regier opted to build around following the departures of Chris Drury and Daniel Briere on July 1, 2007.

The core had some moments, winning the 2009-10 Northeast Division title and making a thunderous second-half run to make the playoffs on the second to last day of the season in 2010-11, but the group will mostly be remember for what it didn't accomplsh as the Sabres have missed the playoffs four of the past six years.

That doesn't make it any easier to say good-bye to Vanek, though.

Vanek was one of the franchise's most productive players as he recorded 254 goals and 497 points in 598 career games after being drafted fifth overall in 2003. He's been a Sabre since the end of the 2004-05 lockout, earning a share of the captaincy prior to opening night along with Steve Ott. Ott will be the full-time captain now, with Christian Ehrhoff as the lone alternate.

"For him it was tough for him to leave us in that situation but I think he expected it at some point," said Ehrhoff, a good friend of Vanek who'd often hold conversations together in their native German dialect. Ehrhoff is from Germany, while German is the official language in Vanek's home country Austria.

"It's always eye-opening," defenseman Tyler Myers said of the trade. "It's a big move. He's been a big part of this organization. Whenever you see a guy go like that, it takes a while to settle in for sure."

Below are audio clips of Ron Rolston and Tyler Myers.
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Audio: Moulson on joining Sabres, Ruff on return to Buffalo

October 28, 2013 - 12:38 PM

By John Vogl

Matt Moulson made his first appearance in First Niagara Center as a member of the Sabres this morning. Lindy Ruff made his visit visit as someone who isn't part of the Sabres.

Listen to both of them reflect on the day.
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Poll: What do you think of the Sabres' trade?

October 28, 2013 - 9:10 AM

Do you like the Sabres' trade of Thomas Vanek for Matt Moulson, a first-round pick and a second-round pick? 

Yes

  81% 

No

  18% 

Closed

Total Votes: 589 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres' rebuilding plan takes huge step with trade of Vanek

October 27, 2013 - 11:37 PM

By John Vogl

The rebuilding of the Buffalo Sabres took its biggest step yet Sunday night as the team traded co-captain and perennial scoring leader Thomas Vanek. It’s a deal that added substantial assets to the organization and has the potential to bring even more.

The Sabres shipped Vanek to the New York Islanders for accomplished scorer Matt Moulson, a first-round pick in the 2014 NHL draft and a second-round selection in 2015. It’s a blockbuster swap that would generate headlines at the frantic trade deadline, and it’s even more significant this early in the season. 

“It was a deal that has been worked on off and on for a while,” General Manager Darcy Regier said in First Niagara Center. “It was something that we felt we had to do. Our focus is on trying to acquire assets, in this case draft picks, that are going to allow us to continue improving.” 

Continue reading... 

Audio: Darcy Regier talks about Sabres' trade of Vanek for Moulson, two draft picks

October 27, 2013 - 9:54 PM
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Sabres trade Vanek to Islanders for Moulson, first- and second-round picks

October 27, 2013 - 8:30 PM

By John Vogl

Thomas Vanek is on his way to the New York Islanders.

The Sabres' perennial scoring leader has been dealt to New York in exchange for forward Matt Moulson, a first-round pick in 2014 and a second-round pick in 2015.

Moulson is a 29-year-old left winger who also has impressive scoring ability. He's eclipsed the 30-goal mark three times for the Islanders, topping out at 36 in 2011-12. He had 15 goals and 44 points in 47 games last season.

Moulson, like Vanek, is in the final year of his contract. He signed a three-year, $9.4 million deal with the Islanders prior to the 2011-12 season. His salary cap hit is $3.13 million, and his salary this season is $3.9 million.

"On one hand surprised by the trade but another not really," Moulson's agent, Wade Arnott, said in an email to The News after talking with his client. "Matt will now have the opportunity to choose were he wants to play whether that is Buffalo or elsewhere in free agency. He is heading to Buffalo with an open mind. No conversations yet but interested in hearing Sabres plans."

Vanek has been on the trade block since last season for the rebuilding Sabres. The 2003 first-round draft pick leaves as one of the best scorers in Buffalo history. The 29-year-old recorded 254 goals and 497 points in 598 games with the Sabres.

Vanek joins fellow playmaking Austrian Michael Grabner on Long Island.

"It was a deal that was off and on here for a while," Sabres General Manager Darcy Regier said in First Niagara Center. "It was something we feel we needed to do."

The Sabres have made it clear they intend to build through the draft. Based on their 2-10-1 record, they'll pick early next June, and they've now added the Islanders' selection.

"It was important to get first- and second-round picks," said Regier, who finalized the deal now rather than wait until the trade deadline because it took away the potential injury factor. "It’s more beneficial to have it now than later."

In addition to the two first-round picks next June, the Sabres have three second-round selections. They also have three second-rounders in 2015.

"You have to believe in what you’re doing," Regier said. “It’s exciting when you can get young players and see them grow. The hard part is when you don’t win games while they’re growing. It’s a long-term plan, and you’ve got to deal with the two."

Ron Rolston audio: 1:13 of your life you won't get back

October 27, 2013 - 2:53 PM

By John Vogl

Ron Rolston is rarely forthcoming with his thoughts. That proved especially true following Saturday night's 3-2 loss to Tampa Bay.

The coach was furious with Cody Hodgson and Drew Stafford, both of whom spent the majority of the third period on the bench. The anger short-circuited his typically brief chats even more. The audio is below.

The Sabres are off today and host Lindy Ruff and Dallas on Monday night.

Leino could return to Sabres' lineup tonight; Weber out long term with thumb injury

October 26, 2013 - 12:15 PM

By John Vogl

TAMPA, Fla. -- The Sabres badly need someone who can create offense. Ville Leino has a chance to heed the call.

The forward might play tonight when the Sabres visit Tampa Bay. He said his broken rib, suffered during the season opener, is no longer giving him discomfort.

"I’m feeling good," he said in Tampa Bay Times Forum. "It’s going to be for coaches and me to make the move.

"I’m just excited to go back out there and play hockey. I love playing hockey, so for me it’s just going to be fun to go out there and play, and that’s always when I play the best, too."

Coach Ron Rolston said it's a "possibility" that Leino returns against the Lightning.

"He’s obviously a veteran presence here," Rolston said. "He’s got the ability to create offense and control the puck, so it’ll be a help, but he hasn’t played for a while, too, so it’s going to take him a bit, I’m sure."

The Sabres would need to clear a roster spot to activate Leino, and they could do so by placing defenseman Mike Weber on injured reserve. He has a cast on his left thumb after blocking a shot Friday in Florida and will be out long term, Rolston said.

The only player to take the ice for the optional morning skate was suspended Patrick Kaleta, so it's not clear if Ryan Miller will start in goal as scheduled or if Jhonas Enroth has earned a second straight start after his 44-save performance Friday.

Vote for your three stars

October 25, 2013 - 10:27 PM

Sabres 3, Panthers 1 

Jhonas Enroth

  86% 

Steve Ott

  33% 

Rasmus Ristolainen

  52% 

Jesse Winchester

  12% 

Nikita Zadorov

  60% 

Erik Gudbranson

  9% 

Closed

Total Votes: 74 

poll by twiigs.com 

Scott's suspension hearing to be held Thursday

October 25, 2013 - 6:31 PM

By John Vogl

SUNRISE, Fla. -- John Scott's date with Brendan Shanahan is set for next week.

The Sabres' enforcer will have an in-person hearing with the NHL's disciplinarian on Thursday in New York City. The meeting, which will determine how many games Scott will be suspended for his head shot to Boston's Loui Eriksson, coincides with the Sabres' game in New York against the Rangers.

Scott will miss three games before the hearing. He is expected to get at least six games for the illegal hit.

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7:15 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Panthers updates at 7:30 p.m.

October 25, 2013 - 4:37 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=fd99da81a4" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Panthers</a> 

Sabres going with seven defenseman, with Tallinder the odd man out

October 25, 2013 - 3:11 PM

By John Vogl

FORT LAUDERDALE, FLA. -- The Sabres are once again going with seven defensemen in the lineup. They don't have much of a choice.

After suspensions and injuries, the Sabres have just 11 forwards on the roster. That means an extra D-man will play tonight against Florida in BB&T Center.

"We’ll rotate seven guys back there," coach Ron Rolston said today. "If anything happens up front, then we can move a guy up there."

The Sabres are carrying eight defensemen, and Henrik Tallinder is the odd man out. He made a mistake during the 5-2 loss to Boston that resulted in a goal on an odd-man rush.

"He’s played well for us," Rolston said. "He’s a presence in our room. He offers leadership. We’ve liked his game. He’ll be back in there tomorrow."

The Sabres will visit Tampa Bay on Saturday. Jhonas Enroth will play in net tonight, leaving Ryan Miller for the Lightning.

Ville Leino (broken rib) practiced with the Sabres but won't return to the lineup until next week.

"It’s basically getting back in shape now and being comfortable with what he’s got to do when he’s playing, taking hits, getting hit," Rolston said. "If he’s going to have the puck, he’s going to get hit, so he’s got to be ready with that, comfortable with that. It’ll probably be next week."

Patrick Kaleta, who will serve the seventh game of his 10-game suspension, told The News he and his advisers have not decided whether they will appeal the penalty to a neutral arbitrator. At this point, a reduction in his suspension would likely only result in some of the $152,439 in lost salary being returned because the 10 games might be up before a decision is made.

Kevin Porter cleared waivers today and has been assigned to the Rochester Americans.

"It’s always the toughest thing you have to do is cut somebody, waive somebody," Rolston said. "I have a lot of respect for him. He came here last year when I got here, and he worked really hard for us and played very well. He’s a guy that just brings it every day, and he battles and he’s a real good teammate.

"It’s a difficult thing, but it’s kind of where we’re at, especially with the amount of young guys that are getting opportunity here. I know he’ll land on his feet, have a good attitude about it and keep working."
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Bettman upholds Kaleta suspension

October 24, 2013 - 2:22 PM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz 

Gary Bettmen issued his ruling today, upholding the 10-game suspension of Sabres forward Patrick Kaleta. 

Kaleta was appealing his suspension, originally issued by director of player safety Brendan Shanahan, for an illegal check to the head of Columbus Blue Jackets defenseman Jack Johnson on Oct. 10. 

In his complete ruling, Bettman wrote:

“The only question raised on appeal is whether such contact to the head was fairly considered “avoidable.” I find that there is clear and convincing evidence to support Mr. Shanahan’s conclusion that the contact to Mr. John’s head was avoidable and, in fact, should have been avoided.” 

“Regrettably, Mr. Kaleta stands out for his repeated violations of – and seeming indifference to – the Playing Rules put in place to protect other Players, and, particularly, other Players’ heads.” 

Considered a repeat offender under the terms of the collective bargaining agreement, Kaleta will forfeit $152,439. The money goes to the Players’ Emergency Assistance Fund. Kaleta has the option to appeal this decision to an independent arbitrator. This is a new feature of the collective bargaining agreement and the players’ association has not yet tested this clause.

You can read the entire report, in all its legalese glory, here.

John Scott suspended indefinitely by NHL

October 24, 2013 - 12:42 PM

 Scott

The Sabres' John Scott is facing a suspension for his hit on Loui Eriksson. (Harry Scull Jr./Buffalo News)

By Amy Moritz

The NHL has suspended John Scott indefinitely pending a disciplinary hearing for his hit on Loui Eriksson in last night's 5-2 loss to Boston. He has been given the opportunity for an in-person hearing, an offer made when the suspension is likely to go beyond five games. The suspension came after the team had left for tomorrow night's game at Florida.

Scott addressed the media after the Buffalo Sabres practiced for about an hour this morning at First Niagara Center.

His hit on Loui Eriksson in last night's 5-2 loss to Boston, along with his value as an NHL player period, has been questioned by several national media outlets. Scott would like to say he's not a goon.

Continue reading... 

Video: Nikita Zadorov shares what it feels like to score his first NHL goal

October 24, 2013 - 1:26 AM

Sabres forward Nikita Zadorov on scoring his first NHL goal.

Suspension awaits Sabres' Scott after illegal hit to head of Bruins' Eriksson

October 24, 2013 - 12:00 AM

By John Vogl

John Scott is set to join Patrick Kaleta on the suspended list.

The Sabres' enforcer earned a match penalty Wednesday for a hit to the head of the Bruins' Loui Eriksson, an avoidable encounter that had Boston incensed.

"He did his job," Boston coach Claude Julien said. "He's there to do two things: to fight and to hurt. He did both of those things."

There was no update on the status of Eriksson, who was woozy and needed to be helped off the ice by two teammates.

The Sabres said Scott was not available for comment.

"I'm not going to comment on it," Sabres coach Ron Rolston said.

TSN reports Scott will have an in-person hearing with NHL disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan, which usually means a suspension of at least five games. Kaleta is appealing the 10-game ban he got for a head shot to Columbus' Jack Johnson.

Vote for the three stars

October 23, 2013 - 10:47 PM

Bruins 5, Sabres 2 

Milan Lucic

  65% 

Jarome Iginla

  23% 

Nikita Zadorov

  51% 

Dougie Hamilton

  23% 

Patrice Bergeron

  16% 

Torey Krug

  48% 

Closed

Total Votes: 43 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7:30 p.m.; in-game Bruins-Sabres updates at 8 p.m.

October 23, 2013 - 4:29 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=1f7eba8b8e" >Sabres Live: Bruins at Sabres</a> 

Sabres, Zadorov set to face another challenge with Bruins in town

October 23, 2013 - 11:55 AM

By John Vogl

The records clearly tell which team is favored to win tonight -- Buffalo is 1-8-1 while visiting Boston is 5-2, including 3-0 on the road -- but Ron Rolston's words illustrated the teams' differences even more.

"They’re one of the best teams in the league," the Sabres' coach said today after the morning skate. "They’re physical. They’re detailed. They don’t beat themselves. They play the same way from the first minute to the last minute and just try to wear you down. They have a lot of good hockey players. They’re very deep, good on defense, big on defense, end plays, good in transition, very good in the offensive zone.

"I can keep going. I'm out of time here. It's a good start."

The Sabres, of course, are focusing on getting a good start after being blown off the ice during first periods so far. 

"We definitely need some things to get us some confidence," co-captain Steve Ott said in First Niagara Center.

Defenseman Nikita Zadorov, the second of the Sabres' two first-round picks this year, will play his second NHL game. The 6-foot-5, 220-pounder had three hits in 11:01 during his debut.

"It’s his second game in the league at 18 years old," Rolston said. "Matchup-wise, he’s got size, he’s physical. He’s a guy that can clear people out in front. It’ll be another real good challenge for him to see where he’s at.

"He can be physical, but he has to make sure he’s putting himself in good position all the time and not giving up a lot."

Ryan Miller will start in goal against a club that has reached the Stanley Cup finals during two of the last three seasons.

"You want to be part of those teams," said Sabres defenseman Henrik Tallinder, who noted he went to back-to-back conference finals with Buffalo. "You come into the locker room and know everything is going to be all right."

00:00

05:25

Ron Rolston

NBCSN profiles Sabres-Bruins rivalry

October 22, 2013 - 1:34 PM

Miller-lucic.T1

Boston's Milan Lucic sends Ryan Miller flying.

By Greg Connors

A new show on NBC Sports Network called "NHL Rivals," which premieres tonight at 11, features the history of on-ice battles between the Buffalo Sabres and Boston Bruins.

 From Brad May's "May Day" goal in the 1993 playoffs to Milan Lucic's collision with Ryan Miller in 2011, the two teams share plenty of history.

 Among those interviewed in the show are May,  Miller, Phil Housley, Matthew Barnaby, Brad Park, Larry Playfair, Lindy Ruff, Dominik Hasek, Thomas Vanek and Rick Jeanneret.

 Ruff, now coach of the Dallas Stars, remembers the rivalry both as a coach and player. "It was about looking over there and seeing which guys you'd have to worry about beating the crap out of you," he says.

 Says May: "It was so easy to get up for those games. You couldn't sleep in the afternoon, or you'd sleep with the lights on."

 The program is produced by Mark Levy, who has won 22 Emmy Awards for his work on the Olympics, according to NBC. "NHL Rivals" airs tonight at 11, then Wednesday evening at 6:30, prior to NBCSN's broadcast of the Sabres' home game against Boston, part of the network's "Wednesday Night Rivalry" series.

Simple games: Notes from Sabres Practice

October 22, 2013 - 1:08 PM

by Amy Moritz

@amymoritz

Slow starts have plagued the Buffalo Sabres and to try and combat that trend, the team started practice with a three-on-three game which sparked high energy from the get-go of the hour-long workout at First Niagara Center this morning.

"We’ve talked about it a lot," coach Ron Rolston said of the slow start. "I think everyone’s aware of it. Now it’s just being able to go out early on and do it. We talked about it today. Even at the start of practice, that’s why we started with a game today in practice. It’s been a focus of ours and it’s a mindset that guys have to have."

The focus in today's practice was on the offensive end. With a 1-8-1 start and a league-worst 1.2 goals-per-game average, getting back to some fundamentals is one way to refocus.

"You know when things aren’t going well, really the most simple solution is to make everything easy, make everything something you’re comfortable doing," goaltender Ryan Miller said. "We talked about it for a while, but we really have to harp on it and lean on getting pucks deep and getting to work. We see a big difference in our offense when we get pucks deep. It’s going to help out our back end, too. Our ‘D’ will have a little bit less pressure and will be able to jump up and help a little bit more."

Tuesday's line charts:

Everyone was on the ice at practice today with the forward lines breaking down like this:

Vanek-Hodgson-Stafford

Ennis-Foligno-Ott

Girgensons-Larsson-Flynn

Scott-Grigorenko-Porter

The defensive pairings:

Ehrhoff-Pysyk

Tallinder-Myers

Weber-Ristolainen

Zadorov-McBain

McCormick, Leino, Tropp and Kaleta also skated.

HaborCenter announces hockey programming

Clarence native Kevyn Adams was named vice president and director of the HarborCenter Academy of Hockey, a premier hockey training and development program to be housed at the new facility. The academy will have a full-time staff of coaches to lead both on and off-ice programs for both players and coaches.

Also announced was the expansion of the Buffalo Junior Sabres Youth Organization. The Junior A team, which plays in the Ontario Junior Hockey League will have dedicated space at HarborCenter where it will practice and play its home games. The organization will expand to include a total of seven teams across multiple age groups – two teams at the Pee Wee level (minor/major), two at the Bantam level (minor/major) and teams at the 16U and 18U level.

Larry Playfair was named the president of the Buffalo Junior Sabres while Michael Peca the general manager and coach of the Junior A team.

Ristolainen's here, so is Rolston

October 21, 2013 - 1:22 PM

By Miguel Rodriguez

The Sabres practiced for about an hour this morning and coach Ron Rolston was pleased with the energy he saw during the workout.

The biggest news to come out of practice today, besides the embattled Rolston's taking the ice to lead the session, were:

-- Corey Tropp is still a ways away from returning, according to Rolston, although Tropp said he felt he was close. Tropp also said that the timetable for his return is between him and team physicians.

-- Rasmus Ristolainen was officially recalled from the Amerks (he never really left after being demoted Saturday to make room for fellow rookie Nikita Zadorov). That means the Sabres are currently over the 23-man roster limit. Rolston said someone would likely be placed on IR to make room although he didn't offer specifics.

-- Which brings us to Christian Ehrhoff. He sat out practice with what he and Rolston termed as a maintenance day. John Scott worked out with the defensemen in practice but that was just because of numbers (Scott on the blue line gave Sabres eight defensemen for practice as he skated with Ristolainen).

-- Cody McCormick returned and practiced fully after missing Friday's workout and Saturday's game with a lower-body injury. He took a shot off the knee during Thursday's loss to Vancouver and had trouble bending his knee after that game.

-- Ville Leino also skated and hopes to be game ready by the end of the week.

-- Goalie Jhonas Enroth took a shot in a non-protected area near his right wrist/lower right arm and had an ice bag on it after practice but said he's fine.

-- And, TSN reports winger Patrick Kaleta will have his appeal of his 10-game suspension heard this afternoon at 2 in New York City with NHL commissioner Gary Bettman. 

Here are today''s interviews with Rolston, Tropp and Ehrhoff.
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A chatterbox to the end, Biron calls it a career on Twitter

October 20, 2013 - 12:28 PM

By Mike Harrington

Martin Biron's career started as a baby-faced 18-year-old with the Sabres on Dec. 26, 1995. It ended today with a simple two-sentence tweet announcing his retirement. Biron had been placed on waivers by the New York Rangers and returned to his Clarence home to ponder his next career move, which almost certainly has to include broadcasting in either French or English (or both). 

The guy is as locquacious and funny as they come, and I haven't had anywhere near the dealings with him as some of my colleagues because I didn't come on the Sabres beat until 2007. But ask any of them who their favorite all-time Sabres are and Biron comes near the top of the list all the time.

Wish I could find the clip of him being a chatterbox on the bench during the '06 playoffs. It was classic stuff where he taunted Carolina's Eric Staal for tripping over the blue line. 

(UPDATE: Through the magic of Twitter, h/t to @Topshelfcookies for finding the Biron-Staal clip):

Here's a recent MSG session from Rangers practice.

Biron took over the Sabres' net from Dominik Hasek fulltime in the 2001-02 season and held the job until Ryan Miller took over during the memorable 2005-06 campaign. With Miller entrenched, Biron was traded to Philadelphia at the deadline in 2007 and even led the Flyers to an Eastern Conference final. He then spent a year with the Islanders and his final three as Henrik Lundqvist's backup in New York.

Biron struggled mightily this season, allowing three goals on five shots last Saturday in St. Louis in his final appearance after getting nailed for five in a relief role Oct. 8 at San Jose (including Thomas Hertl's between-the-legs special). He had a 7.61 goals-against average and .763 save percentage and new coach Alain Vigneault didn't think he could back up any longer. Biron opted to call it quits rather than go to the AHL. Can't blame him for that.

Biron was a heck of a goalie but we'll certainly remember him here almost as much for the infamous 2007 brawl with Ottawa when he fought Ray Emery. We always love an excuse to play this one.

Late-night video: Phoenix goalie Smith does one better than most Sabres by scoring a goal

October 20, 2013 - 11:44 AM

By Mike Harrington

Click above to see a pretty rare video -- a goaltender shooting the puck into the opposite net to score. It happened late Saturday night in Phoenix as Coyotes netminder Mike Smith tallied into the empty Detroit net with one-tenth of a second left for the final goal in a 5-2 victory.

Smith is the 14th goalie to score in an NHL game and the seventh to do it by actually shooting the puck into the goal.

So to put it in perspective that Sabres fans can understand, Smith has more goals this season than names such as Steve Ott, Christian Ehrhoff, Tyler Myers and Mikhail Grigorenko, and the same number as Drew Stafford, Tyler Ennis and Brian Flynn. Great.

One of the goalie goals, the only one by a Sabre, was by Mika Norenen in Toronto in 2004. Here's the video of that one. It was an "own-goal" with Norenen getting credit as the last Sabre to touch the puck.

Postgame audio/video: Myers, Foligno, Rolston on Sabres' latest embarrassment

October 19, 2013 - 11:16 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres focused on having a good start. They failed miserably.

Another terrible first period set the stage for a 4-2 loss to Colorado. Tyler Myers, Marcus Foligno and Ron Rolston talk after the team fell to 1-8-1 overall and 0-5-1 in Buffalo.
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Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Sabres-Avalanche in-game updates at 7 p.m.

October 19, 2013 - 6:15 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=baf2f94cf6" >Sabres Live: Avalanche at Sabres</a> 

More lineup news: Zadorov in, Ristolainen to Rochester

October 19, 2013 - 5:37 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres made it official in the 5 o'clock hour this afternoon, adding defenseman Nikita Zadorov to the active roster and sending fellow 18-year-old and first-round draft pick Rasmus Ristolainen to Rochester.

Zadorov can play up to nine NHL games without activating the first year of his entry-level contract, at which time he would need to return to London of the OHL or officially stay in the NHL. The Sabres could go to seven defensemen tonight against Colorado and scratch center Kevin Porter, who took extra work after today's morning skate.

Ristolainen had no points and a minus-4 rating in eight games. He played 19:17 in Thursday's loss to Vancouver, just three seconds shy of his season high. The 6-foot-5 Zadorov had a strong training camp and a good preseason, but suffered a severe cut to his pinky in the final preseason game at Carolina and has been on the non-roster injured list for players hurt in exhibition play.

For Dylan Larkin, a game of stress before the relief

Allison Farrand/Daily
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By Greg Garno, Daily Sports Writer

Published December 5, 2013

Dylan Larkin’s name echoed across Yost Ice Arena with the lights dimmed and the crowd silent. Unhurried and relaxed, Larkin coasted up to the blue line, glancing at himself on the screen.

More like this

•Michigan to host U.S. U-18 National Team Development Program in exhibition

•Michigan freshmen share a long-standing history with one another

•Michigan collapses late, loses exhibition in overtime

•5 Things We Learned: Ohio State 

He surveyed the crowd ambling in, first right, then left and then straight ahead at the No. 3 Michigan hockey team lined up across the ice.

The video screen went black, and then the video started. The pictures of Yost flew across, the bells toiled in the background as the voice reminded fans of the nine national championships and 24 Frozen Fours in program history.

Larkin leaned over to his teammates with a smile and then watched as the Wolverines were announced.

The forward from Waterford, Mich. has been here before. The U.S. National Team Development Program Under-18 team travels around the country to play teams, from NCAA Division I to the United States Hockey League, throughout the season. 

But Thursday in Ann Arbor was different. Michigan wasn’t just another team. This was the team that he had signed his letter of intent with less than a month earlier and had committed to over a year ago. 

This was a chance to make an impression in front of his future coach, Red Berenson.

But in his first action at Yost, Larkin’s nerves got the best of him. 

He couldn’t handle the puck as effectively as some experts say he is capable of. He looked winded for someone his coach called a “great skater.” Nor did he put up any points after tallying 22 — 14 goals and eight assists — in 23 games prior to Thursday. 

“You want to come in here and make a good first impression in front of coach Berenson and the fans and all that,” said NTDP Under-18 coach Danton Cole. “That’s a guy who is normally pretty calm and cool and collected.”

His team won regardless of his performance, earning a 5-4 overtime victory after trailing by two with three minutes in the third.

In one of his early shifts on the ice, Larkin was sent to the penalty box for interference, and nearly one minute later, he skated out with his head down to the bench after a Michigan goal. 

Afterward, Larkin waited to return to the ice, then chased the puck, a chip on his shoulder and pressure to produce. Larkin skates better than any of his teammates. One minute he’s buried in the corner, the next he’s on the other side of the ice, looking to gather the loose puck. 

“We tried to get him out on the ice as much as we could,” Cole said. “And that was easy because he’s a great player.”

Larkin never stopped moving in the game, even if he did move slower on some shifts. He scuffled with freshman defenseman Michael Downing, and he was there to push the puck for the third goal. 

Underneath his helmet, Larkin smiled after the tally. This was how he envisioned things going, because no matter how much he struggles, Larkin’s determination still remains. 

When Larkin finished talking with the media, after he had shaken the hands of parents and friends waiting to see him, he stood near the ice. Freshman forward JT Compher, a product of the NTDP, walked over to Larkin, both dressed in their suits. Smiles lit their faces, and they laughed. Compher talked while he put his arm around Larkin for a moment. 

“You’re going to love him,” Cole said just moments earlier.

The Wolverines already do.

Michigan's top line continues rolling in tie against No. 4 Ferris State
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By Jeremy Summitt, Daily Sports Editor

Published December 11, 2013

Alex Guptill made his second-period goal look effortless in a showdown between No. 3 Michigan and No. 4 Ferris State Wednesday at Yost Ice Arena. 
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•'M' hockey freshman DeBlois sparks Blue in 3-0 win over USNTDP

•Notebook: Gritty Guptill catching fire

As he rounded the left-side boards from behind the net, the junior forward toe-dragged a loose puck in the slot and fired it low blocker side past Bulldog goaltender CJ Motte. That goal extended Guptill’s point streak to six games, and he seems to have found his groove after a sluggish start to the season.

“(Michigan coach Red Berenson) has been on me to get my defensive play a little stronger, and it started in our own end when I won a battle against the ‘D,’ ” Guptill said. “It was a good play by Derek (DeBlois) and (JT) Compher. It ended up loose right there, and I just wanted to get rid of it quick.”

As Guptill has begun to make his name a mainstay on the stat sheet, Berenson has noticed some subtle differences in his game. The forward’s patience in both zones and determination to keep his game simple has paid off the Wolverines’ offense. In the past four games, Michigan (2-0-0 Big Ten, 10-2-2 overall) has netted 17 goals — good for the highest total in any four-game stretch this season.

Two weeks ago, Guptill called himself a “streaky” player. Around that time, Berenson placed him on the top line with freshman JT Compher and senior Derek DeBlois, who have found some valuable chemistry with Guptill. 

Compher was also riding a five-game point streak coming into Wednesday’s 2-2 tie against the Bulldogs (10-0-2 WCHA, 13-2-3), and he attributed his recent success in the offensive zone to his linemates’ compatibility on the ice. The trio leads all of Berenson’s recent line combinations with 34 points this season. 

Berenson values Compher’s grittiness on his highly-skilled line, and the forward has established himself as a critical two-way player for the Wolverines.

You need a little bit of everything on your line,” Berenson said. “JT brings it every day, and he brings it every game.”

When Compher and Guptill are at their best, the Wolverines’ offense becomes extremely dangerous. As last season’s leading scorer for Michigan, increasing Guptill's productivity in the offensive zone has been critical to the team’s success. The Wolverines’ five-game unbeaten streak coincides almost perfectly with their 3-0-1 mark since Guptill’s point streak began against Niagara on Nov. 22. 

Guptill points to his one-game suspension at the beginning of the season for violating team rules as a cause for his slower start. Prior to his recent scoring outburst of three goals and two assists in four games, Guptill had hit twine just twice in nine games.

But after playing alongside each other for their first two seasons at Michigan, Guptill already has a great familiarity with DeBlois. The junior says DeBlois and Compher supply a more defensive approach, which allows him to generate more quality chances in the offensive zone.

“They’re both unbelievable players,” Guptill said. “They’re obviously two stronger defensive players, so it’s nice to have them back to cover me a bit so I can wheel a bit more on offense. It’s been a good combination.”

The past two weeks have been the first time all year that Berenson has stuck with consistent lines. With reliable production from three of his standout forwards, he’s found a combination worth keeping in Guptill, Compher and DeBlois.

Hockey to take on No. 4 Ferris State in battle of brothers, top-10 programs
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As a child, freshman forward Tyler Motte wanted to be a goalie just like his older brother, CJ.
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But when Motte’s parents, Nancy and Steve, told their younger son that one goaltender in the family was more than enough, Tyler settled for a thinner stick. Playing against his brother in the basement, Tyler became a prolific forward. but that was the only place he and CJ would go head-to-head. That is, until Wednesday. The brothers will face one another on the ice for the first time when the No. 3 Michigan hockey team takes on No 4. Ferris State in the 104th meeting between the two Michigan schools.

“He’d throw the gear on, and I'd rip some pucks at him, just to work on some things. It kind of worked out pretty well for both of us growing up,” Tyler said Monday.

Behind the junior goaltender — who is 13-0-2 this season and boasts a 2.23 career goals-against average — in net, the Bulldogs present arguably the biggest challenge of the nonconference slate. Ferris State enters Yost riding a 13-game unbeaten streak and now sits right behind the Wolverines in the U.S. College Hockey Organization rankings.

Still, it’s a top-10 matchup few could have predicted just months ago.

Against an unranked, .500 Ferris State team last season, the Wolverines — who limped into the final regular-season series with a 13-18-2 record — rallied behind goaltender Steve Racine to secure their best win to that point in the season, 4-1.

Though the stakes in December aren’t nearly as high heading into a two-week break before the Great Lakes Invitational, this game could end up holding just as much weight.

“Ferris is huge,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett on Monday. “This game, come April when the selection comes, whoever wins this game, it’s going to count for a lot. We know that and are prepared for that.”

Last week, Michigan was embarrassed at home in a 5-4 exhibition loss to the U.S. National Team Development Program. Though the loss had no reflection on the record, it was the third time in as many games that the Wolverines allowed a seemingly insurmountable lead to be erased after backup goaltender Luke Dwyer let in three late goals.

“We’re past the exhibition,” Bennett said.

To do that, Bennett said the Wolverines will simply have to “bear down” on chances even when third-period fatigue sets in. That starts with the defense.

Though the defense scored its first two goals of the season against Ohio State and the NDTP — one by Bennett and the other by freshman Michael Downing — the unit has allowed 12 goals over its last three games, forcing two overtime contests.

“Up until the Ohio State weekend (the defense) really hadn’t contributed the much, point-scoring wise,” Bennett said. “Who knows, maybe we get hot all of a sudden and we can ride that, but as defensemen the first thing we have to do is play defense.”

Since the 1981-82 season, the Wolverines and Bulldogs have scheduled each other at least twice a season — one time in Ann Arbor, another in Big Rapids. Michigan will take on the Bulldogs just once this season, breaking a streak that exceeds Michigan coach Red Berenson’s tenure with the program.

“Ferris is the real deal,” Berenson said. “It’s a home game and a nonconference game, but it’s against a team that’s going to be in the hunt at the end, it looks like. You have to win these games because it could have a big impact at the end of the season.”

Tyler said his dad bought over 100 tickets for in-state friends and family to watch the brothers duke it out in Yost on Wednesday. It will be the first and only time the season that there will be fans at Yost cheering for both a Wolverine and a Bulldog.

Wolverines tie Ferris State, win seven-round shootout
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Officially, Wednesday night’s game between No. 3 Michigan and No. 4 Ferris State at Yost Ice Arena will be recorded as a tie, 2-2. But to the Wolverines, it felt like much more.
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After both regulation and overtime ended, freshman forward Alex Kile scored on a “Forsberg” move — deking one way and sliding the puck into the opposite side of the net, as popularized by former NHL star Peter Forsberg — and Michigan emerged victorious from a seven-round shootout that counts for nothing more than a tie in the standings.

“I think this team’s got something going,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “Our team bends, but they didn’t break.”

The Wolverines and Bulldogs have played 101 times and every year since 1981, but Wednesday marked the first time they met while both were ranked in the top five of the USCHO poll.

Staring at a one-goal deficit with less than six minutes remaining in regulation, defenseman Brandon Anselmini pulled the Bulldogs (10-0-2 WCHA, 13-2-3 overall) even. His wrist shot from the blue line made its way through the legs of a teammate and past freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort’s near side as Ferris State tied the game at two and sent it to overtime.

“I couldn’t see anything,” Nagelvoort said. “That one was my fault. I just lost the puck.”

Earlier, Michigan had claimed the lead in a dominant second period. After the Wolverines (2-0-0 Big Ten, 10-2-2) lost possession on a rush in the offensive zone, junior forward Alex Guptill collected the loose puck between two Ferris State defenseman and flicked it into the net with a wrist shot just 38 seconds into the frame.

“It wasn’t a great shot,” Guptill said, “but it was a good shot to get rid of it quick.”

But Michigan couldn’t find twine again in regulation or overtime, and Anselmini’s tally forced the tie.

“Michigan should be able to score more than two goals in 65 minutes,” Berenson said.

Despite a first period dominated almost entirely by the Bulldogs’ strong forecheck, the teams traded goals less than two minutes apart.

Ferris State struck first on an odd-man break after senior defenseman Kevin Clare’s turnover at center ice. Forward Kyle Schempp blew by Clare, kept the puck on a two-on-one and fired a weak backhand that snuck by Nagelvoort.

The Wolverines responded 80 seconds later. Freshman forward Tyler Motte dumped a pass behind the net to linemate Andrew Copp, and the sophomore flung the puck into the slot. It deflected off a Bulldog and past goaltender CJ Motte — Tyler’s older brother.

Ferris State outshot Michigan in the first frame, 14-4, and had myriad opportunities to take a lead into the intermission.

“They came out and really handed it to us in the first period, but we escaped,” Berenson said.

Tyler nearly took matters into his own hands against his sibling late in the second period, but the goaltender made two saves on a breakaway. The forward also went first in the shootout but again couldn’t beat CJ.

After completing a long slate of games against some of the best teams in the nation, the Wolverines settled for a victory-like tie to end the first half of their season. But the result was enough for the young squad to carry some momentum into the holiday break.

Notebook: Wolverines finally punished for late-game collapse
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    Freshman forward Tyler Motte will tangle with his older brother, CJ, the goalie for Ferris State, on Wednesday. Buy this photo 
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Last weekend, Ohio State completed two comebacks against the No. 3 Michigan hockey team — one at Yost Ice Arena to send the game into overtime, the other in Columbus facing a 4-1 deficit in the third period.
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Perhaps the Wolverines, who fought back to win both contests, love drama.

“It’s nice that we’re on the winning side of (one-goal games) most of the time, but it’d be nice to blow out a team every once in a while,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett on Monday.

On Thursday night, the Wolverines (2-0 Big Ten, 10-2-1 overall) completed their fifth overtime contest of the season — the third at Yost. Though the exhibition against the U.S. National Team Development Program had no reflection on its record, Michigan dropped its first game in overtime to the visible dismay of sophomore captain Andrew Copp. After the game, Copp was noticeably frustrated, his arms folded across his chest.

“It’s kind of sickening,” Copp, a former player, said.

The late-game collapse — in which the NDTP erased the Wovlerines’s 4-2 lead with less than two minutes remaining in regulation — is all-too familiar for a team that has had 10 of its last 11 games decided by one goal. And though Michigan has outscored opponents 15-3 in the first period this season, its trademark to allow early leads slip away is troublesome.

DON’T BLAME DWYER: Though it doesn’t count, redshirt junior goaltender Luke Dwyer made his first-ever save in a Michigan uniform on Thursday night against the NDTP — the first time Dwyer saw the ice in four years with the program.

But in just over five minutes in the third period and overtime, the Ann Arbor native surrendered a decisive three goals.

After the game, junior forward Alex Guptill made a request.

“Print this,” he said. “Dwyer is the definition of a Michigan man. He’s earned the opportunity to get out there, and we were really happy for him. Hopefully, he looks back at this and laughs.”

The NTDP’s three goals came off what Copp called “the tail end of a string of mistakes.” The second, which tied the game with 23 seconds remaining in regulation appeared to be goalie interference.

“He’s one of those kids that our team is excited to see play, but they didn’t go out and help him,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “The goalie can’t win the game himself, so it was tough.

FINALS FATIGUE: When Michigan takes on No. 4 Ferris State on Wednesday in the thick of finals week, it will be missing one Wolverine due to a scheduled economics exam. Though Berenson would not specify which player would be absent from the lineup, he expressed frustration with the time conflict.

“I understand that they have to take the exams,” Berenson said. “But that doesn’t help the team. There’s no question that they’re really focused on schoolwork. We’re playing at home, and that’s why we don’t play the next week.”

The Wolverines will play their final game of the semester during the midst of finals week, and are feeling the pressure in the classroom as much as on the ice. Though classes officially end Wednesday and the earliest finals are scheduled for Friday, most papers will be due before game time.

“For me personally, it’s tough,” Bennett said. “I have a 10-page paper due and an exam. There a bunch of guys who have papers due and exams this week, so it’s hard.”

MORE THAN ONE MOTTE: Freshman forward Tyler Motte will play in front of 100 of his closest friends and family on Wednesday when Michigan takes on the Bulldogs.

Ferris State enters Wednesday’s contest as the WCHA leader, riding a nation-best 13-game winning streak behind junior goaltender CJ Motte — Tyler’s older brother.

Standing just 6-feet tall in the net, CJ is 13-0-2 in 15 games this season and boasts a .925 save percentage. Meanwhile, Tyler notched his second assist of the season against the NTDP, his former team, on Thursday and has tallied five goals this season.

“For me, it’s just another game,” Tyler said of the matchup. “(CJ) will have the same mindset. He competes hard every day. He’s been known as undersized, but he’s made up for it. He’s performed all three years that he’s been there so far, so it will be a tough task for us.”

Michigan collapses late, loses exhibition in overtime
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In an exhibition against the U.S. Under-18 National Team Development Program, Michigan hockey coach Red Berenson gave the starting nod to the trio of former NTDP players that helped upset the Wolverines last season with a combined five points.
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Freshmen forwards Evan Allen, JT Compher and Tyler Motte comprise that standout trio, and Allen and Motte recorded three total points in the first period. But after a third-period collapse, Michigan fell 5-4 in overtime Thursday at Yost Ice Arena.

The NTDP scored the first goal of the game thanks to an odd-man rush that left forward Jack Eichel open in the slot, where he buried a shot past freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort.

There wasn’t much Nagelvoort could do on Eichel’s shot, though he stood strong between the pipes the rest of the evening, making 22 total saves on 24 shots before being replaced by redshirt junior goaltender Luke Dwyer with less than three minutes to play.

The captains had talked to Berenson earlier this week about getting Dwyer, who had never seen the ice before for Michigan, in the game if the team had a late lead. All went according to plan, except earning the victory. The Wolverines gave up two goals in the final minute, and a third straight Michigan collapse late in the third period finally came back to bite the Wolverines.

“Dwyer earned that opportunity," said junior forward Alex Guptill. “He’s been our hardest worker here for the last two years, and he has nothing to show for it. I have a sick feeling in my stomach for us to blow that lead for him.”

The late tallies came from forward Shane Gersich at the right circle with 52 seconds to play and Ryan Hitchcock with 23 seconds left on a wrap-around to bring new life to the NTDP.

“For the most part, we were having a good game,” Berenson said. “It was tough the way things went in the last three minutes, but up until then, I thought we were having a pretty good game.”

Both goals came from defensive miscues, and not specifically because of Dwyer’s lack of game experience. Gersich was wide open when he netted his goal, and the game-tying score happened as a NTDP player was pushed into Dwyer in the closing moments.

And with all the momentum, the NTDP tallied the game-winner with 2:17 to play in overtime. Forward Alex Tuch was left unmarked from the point, and he ripped a shot that beat Dwyer on his glove side. Just like that, in four minutes and 35 seconds, the NTDP had flipped the switch to complete the upset over Michigan for the second season in a row.

After the game, sophomore forward Andrew Copp’s chin was glued to his hand, his face red and his eyes focused on one spot downward. He hardly looked up at all, even to answer questions.

“Anytime you blow a two-goal lead like that it’s kind of sickening,” Copp said.

The word “devastating” was used by Motte this week in practice to describe what a loss would feel like to the NTDP. No one knew it’d feel like this, though.

The Wolverines led comfortably before the collapse. Allen netted two goals in the initial frame less than three minutes apart. The first came off of a pass across the crease from Guptill, which Allen sniped into the top corner. Allen’s second tally came much easier when NTDP goaltender Collin Olson got caught out of position. Motte slid a pass to the right circle, and Allen scored on an open net.

Midway through the second period, the teams exchanged goals in just 32 seconds.

Dylan Pavelek netted the NTDP’s second of the game on an offensive breakout after junior defenseman Brennan Serville broke his stick trying to keep the puck in the NTDP’s zone.

Moments later, freshman defenseman Michael Downing fired a shot from the point that found its way past Olson to re-establish the Wolverines’ one-goal lead.

Freshman forward Alex Kile tallied an insurance goal when Guptill slid the puck across the crease for his second helper of the game at 13:20 of the second period. Kile made a soccer-like move to bring the puck down to the ice with his skate before slipping the loose puck into the net.

The exhibition served as an opportunity for Berenson to experiment with some lines. In doing so, he gave upperclassmen like senior captain Mac Bennett and junior forward Derek DeBlois the night off.

Despite the unfamiliar lineup, Michigan seemed to click offensively for much of the night, coasting behind four goals from freshmen.

owever, the third straight, late-game collapse — dating back to last weekend’s sweep over Ohio State — proved to be too costly this time.

More like this

    Michigan to host U.S. U-18 National Team Development Program in exhibition

    Michigan drops first game of the season to No. 18 UMass-Lowell

    Notebook: Wolverines finally punished for late-game collapse

    Hockey topples No. 4 Boston College in regular-season opener

“For this to keep happening is unacceptable,” Copp said. “There’s no excuse for us to be blowing leads like this. We’re supposed to be a defensively sound team, and it cannot just keep happening. We just need to be able to bear down and finish games.”

Guptill and Copp weren’t the only ones feeling the ill effects of a heartbreaking loss. Allen, Compher and Motte are the ones who now understand how they left the Wolverines feeling last season. It doesn’t even matter that it was an exhibition, because pride was still on the line.

Copp’s body language screamed as much.

Michigan to host U.S. U-18 National Team Development Program in exhibition
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Exactly 11 months ago, a sullen Michigan hockey team skated off the rink at Yost Ice Arena after suffering a 5-3 defeat. At the other end of the rink, current Wolverine freshmen Tyler Motte, JT Compher and Evan Allen were more than satisfied.
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The trio played for the U.S. Under-18 National Team Development Program last season before enrolling at Michigan, and combined for five points — Motte with two goals, Compher with two assists and Allen with one assist — in the NTDP’s victory over the Wolverines.

“With the national team, it’s one of the biggest games of the year,” Motte said. “You look forward to it all year.”

On Thursday, the scene will be very different. Motte, Compher and Allen will line up in maize and blue when No. 3 Michigan hosts their former team in an exhibition.

Looking back, Compher most vividly remembers a jam-packed crowd hovering over him last January. He got the starting nod that day since Yost would soon be his home arena, making the night that much more special.

“It’s a really exciting game for everyone,” Compher said. “Since we’re in Ann Arbor for two years (with the NTDP), a bunch of guys come see Michigan games, and for me it was a little more important.”

Since the NTDP plays locally at the Ann Arbor Ice Cube, the high anticipation surrounding the game is somewhat expected. Motte went as far as saying the annual matchup is progressing into a rivalry, and Michigan coach Red Berenson has grown to appreciate it, too.

“We’ve got to play that program,” Berenson said. “It’s good for their program. It might not help us, necessarily, but it’s the right thing to do. That’s why we play them.”

But the game is an exhibition, and Berenson will use it as a chance to experiment with lines and give some upperclassmen a night off. Specifically, junior forward Derek DeBlois and senior defenseman Mac Bennett will be out of the lineup for the first time this season. According to Berenson, Bennett has some “bumps and bruises” after last weekend’s series sweep over Ohio State.

Filling in for Bennett, junior defenseman Brennan Serville will return to the ice for the first time since sustaining a head injury against Niagara on Nov. 22. Berenson also confirmed that junior Andrew Sinelli would be a mainstay on the blue line after the coach saw some positives in his game the past two weeks. Sinelli is typically a forward.

“I like his quickness,” Berenson said. “He’s a good skater, and he goes back to get the puck and he’ll win that race. He’ll take a hit to make a play, and he’s a defensive forward, so he’s got good defensive instincts in our zone.”

Thursday’s game will also be the first opportunity for many Michigan fans to see Dylan Larkin, a Wolverine commit for the 2014-15 season. He has tallied 22 points (14 goals and eight assists) in 23 games this year with the NTDP. Berenson cited his skating, spirit and strength on the puck as some of his most promising traits.

Even in an exhibition with multiple lineup changes, Michigan will still look to spoil Larkin’s night. Motte called last year’s loss an upset for the Wolverines and said a similar result this season would be “devastating.”

“Guys on this side are hungry for it,” Motte said. “For us, this year, I think it’s about more of keeping our momentum, not taking it lightly and moving forward into the rest of our season.”

5 Things We Learned: Ohio State
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1. Big Ten hockey is going to be fun.
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The carpet was rolled out, literally, when Big Ten commissioner Jim Delany dropped a ceremonial puck with Michigan captain Mac Bennett and Ohio State captain Curtis Gedigon on Friday at Yost Ice Arena.

With two contests flanking The Game between the Michigan and Ohio State football teams, the first-ever Big Ten hockey match ups between the third-ranked Wolverines and the Buckeyes were no less dramatic.

On Friday, with 16.2 seconds remaining in the second period of a tie game, junior forward Alex Guptill scored Michigan’s third goal. The Wolverines held off Ohio State for the first 16 minutes of the third period before allowing the game-tying goal to forward Max McCormick.

Then, with 1:22 left in overtime, sophomore forward Andrew Copp took a pass from senior forward Mac Bennett, found a hole and fired a shot past the Buckeye goaltender.

The largest crowd at Yost this season, 5,800 fans, roared with approval.

“It was definitely nice (to win) and definitely cool to see the fans on our side tonight,” Guptill said Friday. “It was just a lot of fun.”

On Monday in Columbus, Ohio State netted three unanswered goals in the third period to erase a 4-1 deficit.

Facing a potential second-straight overtime in the Wolverines’ (10-2-1 overall, 2-0 Big Ten) first Monday night game since 1982, Bennett scored the go-ahead goal with 1:35 remaining in regulation.

With some of the nations’ most highly-touted programs, the Big Ten promises to be as entertaining on the ice as on the gridiron.

2. Offense from the defense is key.

Two weeks ago, Bennett took time after practice to work on his offense. Alone on the ice, the captain fired shot after shot at an empty net.

Bennett’s game-winning goal against Ohio State — his first since March 9 — was the first tally from the Wolverine defense.

This weekend, when the power play failed to convert on five man-advantage opportunities in the series finale — snapping a five-game scoring streak and marking just the third time the unit was held without a goal this season — it was up to the defense.

The defense was also credited with the two game-winning assists this weekend. On Friday, Bennett’s pass to Copp secured the overtime victory, and Monday, fellow defenseman Mike Chiasson aided Bennett in the tally.

“You can see the difference it makes in a game,” Berenson said. “Our forwards aren’t going to score all our goals. Obviously when the defense scores, it’s a good sign.”

3. But defense from defense is crucial.

The Wolverines skated without a trio of defensemen — freshman Kevin Lohan and juniors Mike Szuma and Brennan Serville — on Monday, and it showed.

The deficit forced junior forward Andrew Sinelli to fill in on defense.

A penalty kill that began the season stopping more than 90 percent of power-play chances is down to just 80.3 percent. On even-strength opportunities the Wolverines have been beaten in the defensive zone, forcing the goalies to block more than 30 shots per game.

Michigan went 5-for-9 on penalty-kill situations this weekend against the ninth-ranked Buckeye offense, allowing three goals to cross the line in the third period Monday. And on Friday, the Buckeyes’ second power-play goal was a matter of freshman defenseman Michael Downing leaving his stick off the ice.

“Giving up three goals like that, it’s disappointing,” Bennett said. “Coach let us know in the locker room, and we know that too.”

4. Compher and Guptill have the hot sticks.

After two months of toying with line pairings, it appears Berenson has found a winning combination.

On a line with Guptill and senior forward Derek DeBlois for the first time against Nebraska-Omaha, freshman forward JT Compher netted his first goal of the season. Since then, Compher has tallied five goals and four assists in five games.

And on Monday, Compher recorded his fifth multi-point game of the season, scoring twice in the second frame for his first career multi-goal night.

“He’s just competing hard, and he’s going to the net,” Berenson said. “He's scoring hard-working goals, workmanlike goals, and I think both his goals were on rebounds tonight. But he had to get there.”

After a similarly slow start, Guptill — who was pegged by Berenson as a player in need of a breakout season in September — is feeling back in the groove.

With an assist Monday, Guptill also tallied his fifth multiple-point game of the season. In 11 starts this season, Guptill has five goals and five assists.
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“I’m a streaky player anyway,” Guptill said. “It’s nice to be able to use my momentum to help the team out.”

5. Bold Prediction: Michigan’s exhibition against the U.S. National Team Development Program Under-18 team will be decided by one goal.

Including the two one-goal victories over Ohio State, nine of Michigan’s last 10 games have been decided by a single goal. Over that stretch, the Wolverines have played four overtime frames and are undefeated in each.

Last season, Michigan returned to Yost after the New Year only to allow three goals in the third period to NTDP in an exhibition game, dropping the contest, 5-3.

That isn’t to say that Michigan won’t win this year. The Wolverines went 4-6 in one-goal games last season but already boast a 7-2 record in those contests this season. One-goal nail-biters aren’t ideal, but they count for a win as much as a blowout.

Plus, Michigan has then-NTDP standouts in Compher and freshman forward Tyler Motte — who tallied two assists and two goals in last season’s exhibition, respectively — in its starting lineup this time around.

Late collapse nearly dooms Wolverines
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COLUMBUS — If there was a guide detailing exactly how to lose a hockey game on the road, Michigan followed the script to perfection Monday night at Value City Arena.
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The third-ranked Wolverines (2-0 Big Ten, 10-2-1 overall) committed an early infraction, presenting Ohio State with a prime opportunity to take the lead. They turned the puck over several times in the defensive zone, which forced sophomore netminder Steve Racine — who hadn’t played in more than two weeks — into making deft pad saves. Through the first 14 minutes of the game, Michigan had only one shot to the Buckeyes’ nine.

But with just under six minutes remaining in the first period, forward Boo Nieves fought for the puck behind the Ohio State (0-2, 8-6) goal and won. The sophomore dropped a pass into the slot to junior forward Zach Hyman, who one-timed a shot into the net.

The crowd grew silent, and the cheers from the Wolverines’ bench echoed throughout the cavernous building. It was Hyman’s first goal of the season, and the game turned with it, as Michigan eventually won, 5-4.

“It was good for our team,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “Their goalie hadn’t seen any action at all. You’re lucky you might have caught him cold. After that, it was a different game.”

When the first period ended, Ohio State held a 12-4 advantage in shots, but Michigan led where it counted most — on the scoreboard — 1-0.

The Wolverines looked to put the game out of reach in the second period. Freshman center JT Compher scored twice on rebounds, showing off his footwork on the first tally by passing the puck across the crease to himself with his skate. Three minutes into the final frame, freshman defenseman Michael Downing’s pinpoint shot from the blue line found twine for a three-goal lead.

But that’s when Michigan fell apart again, making its first period look exemplary in comparison. The Wolverines surrendered three goals in four minutes, and Ohio State pulled even.

Racine entered the game boasting a .931 save percentage, but the defense in front of him was porous in the final minutes. The Buckeyes fired 18 shots in the third period — more than Michigan managed in the first two frames combined.

“We were on our heels,” Berenson said. “I’m not sure if we deserved to win the game.”

The Wolverines did triumph thanks to senior defenseman Mac Bennett, whose gamble paid off when he pinched and scored on a simple tap-in. But the game-winning goal, the series sweep and the perfect start to Big Ten play did little to alleviate the team’s frustration.

“The performance in that third period, me personally, I’m very upset about it,” Bennett said. “And I’m sure there’s a lot of guys in the locker room that aren’t very happy, either.”

Added Compher: “We talked about burying teams at the end. When we have the knife to their throat, putting them away. We didn’t do that tonight.”

Michigan’s tepid start and late collapse let Ohio State dig itself out of a shallow grave, and it very nearly cost the Wolverines. But they twice stopped momentum when it was skewed heavily in the Buckeyes’ favor to escape.

“The best team doesn’t always win,” Berenson said. “We got lucky they didn’t score that winning goal. It’s as simple as that.”

Sometimes, it’s better to be lucky than good. Monday, that was exactly what Michigan needed.

Behind Bennett's late goal, Michigan holds off surge to sweep Buckeyes
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COLUMBUS — It was after the third unanswered goal, the one that seemed to awake a nonexistent crowd, when sophomore goaltender Steve Racine put his head down and fished the puck out of the net.
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Suddenly the band roared, the fans stood and the seemingly insurmountable lead collapsed from underneath the No. 3 Michigan hockey team. Then, as the new line took the ice and Racine settled back in, a flurry of Wolverines flung the puck forward with a newfound sense of urgency.

Unmarked and streaking down the left side of the ice, senior defenseman Mac Bennett buried a perfect pass from junior defenseman Mike Chiasson to score the go-ahead goal, just minutes after the Buckeyes scored three unanswered goals in the third period to tie the game.

Michigan (10-2-1 overall, 2-0 Big Ten) nearly went to overtime for the second straight time, but held on for a 5-4 win, just like it did one game earlier.

“That last period is embarrassing,” said a dejected and sullen Bennett. “We have to be better, and when we’re up on teams like that, we have to put the dagger in them.”

Added Michigan coach Red Berenson: “When you have a 4-1 lead, you’ve got to play better than that.”

This was Michigan’s first Monday game since 1982, but it wasn’t the first weekend Michigan has struggled to put away teams. There was a 7-4 victory over the Rochester Institute of Technology, in which it allowed four unanswered goals, and a 2-1 win over Boston University in which a penalty shot was needed to break the tie.

Michigan’s offense scored more than three goals for the fourth consecutive game, but the offense registered just four shots in the first period.

Michigan took just one shot before it scored the first goal of the game, as the defense, still missing a trio of injured players — juniors Mike Szuma and Brennan Serville as well as freshman Kevin Lohan — struggled to push the puck forward with junior forward Andrew Sinelli filling in.

“We’ve got to be better (on defense),” Bennett said. “We have to play better defensively, and we have to make sure that when we are up on teams, we can put them away.”

Behind freshman forward JT Compher’s two goals in the second period, the Wolverine offense looked re-energized and poised to leave without being threatened.

Compher now has five goals in the past five games after scoring his first on Nov. 15 against Nebraska-Omaha.

The first goal, by Compher, came off a rebound from freshman defenseman Nolan De Jong’s shot near the blue line, nearly one minute after the Buckeyes tied the game early in the second period. His second also came in the middle frame, after he took the puck from the faceoff and slipped it past Ohio State netminder Logan Davis.

In what was a period otherwise dominated by the Buckeyes statistically, the Wolverines couldn’t find a rhythm, nor crash the net when they did manage to bring the puck down.

But when sophomore forward Boo Nieves crashed the boards, he fed the puck out to junior forward Zach Hyman waiting near the right circle to score off the one-timer 14 minutes into the contest.

Ohio State tied the game early in the second frame, as the Big Ten’s leading scorer, junior Ryan Dzingel, tallied his ninth of the season. Dzingel skated freely to the right circle where he flipped the puck past sophomore goaltender Steve Racine as a trailing Sinelli brought him down.

Racine, who saw action for the first time since he allowed three goals against Nebraska-Omaha on Nov. 16, stopped 39 shots to frustrate the ninth-ranked Buckeye offense.

In limited action, Racine has surrendered three or more goals three times this season.

“I thought Racine held us in there,” Berenson said. “He made some key saves late in the game, but he didn’t get a lot of support tonight.”

Downing’s shot near the point early in the third period looked to have sealed the game for Michigan. His goal also was the first from a defenseman this season before Bennett’s late in the game.

Ohio State’s Max McCormick started the late charge with his shot from the slot to beat Racine glove side before David Gust and Tanner Fritz knocked in the second and third goals just minutes later.

The Buckeyes tied it up nearly a minute later, but Bennett’s late game heroics and the Wolverines’ urgency saved the game from yet another overtime.

Monday Night Hockey: Wolverines look to complete sweep against Ohio State
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The hype and anticipation surrounding the start of the No. 3 Michigan hockey team’s Big Ten hockey tenure couldn’t have delivered any more than Friday’s 4-3 overtime win against Ohio State did.
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Alumni like Hobey Baker winner Brendan Morrison returned to Ann Arbor, fans packed Yost Ice Arena for the first sellout of the season, viewers tuned in from areas that aren’t exposed to college hockey and two rivals once again fought with each other.

“I thought a lot of our players might have gotten caught up in all the hoopla and all the expectations, rather than just playing the game hard,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson after Friday’s game. “But it feels good to win that game.”

So can Monday’s contest in Columbus exceed, if not match, Friday’s excitement?

After Friday, it will be a question of which offense shows up.

Michigan ( 1-0 Big Ten, 9-2-1 overall) has scored at least four goals in three consecutive games after averaging less than three goals per game prior to that stretch.

Sophomore forward Andrew Copp delivered the game winner in the last two minutes of overtime after the Buckeyes tied the game with less than five minutes remaining in regulation. Copp is tied with Ohio State forward Ryan Dzingel for the Big Ten’s scoring lead with eight goals this season.

Junior forward Alex Guptill and freshman forward JT Compher each recorded a goal and an assist in the win, solidifying another line which includes freshman Tyler Motte, junior Phil Di Giuseppe and Copp. Along with senior forward Derek DeBlois, Guptill and Compher’s line tallied 12 shots for a team lead.

The Buckeyes’ offense following Friday still sits ninth in the nation with 3.5 goals per game after exposing an inexperienced Wolverine defense. There were instances when freshman defenseman Michael Downing didn’t keep his stick on the ice to stop a shot or when no one crashed the net to clear out an easy pass from the boards.

But Ohio State scored only one goal at even strength, capitalizing on both of Michigan’s penalties.

Junior forward Andrew Sinelli started on defense in Friday’s game after junior defensemen Brennan Serville and Mike Szuma were scratched due to injuries. Even before the loss of freshman defenseman Kevin Lohan in October, the Wolverines’ defense has struggled to shut down offenses without being rescued by its goaltender.

Freshman netminder Zach Nagelvoort got the start Friday, but Berenson has hinted that sophomore goaltender Steve Racine could see time Monday. Racine hasn’t seen action since Nov. 16 after an injury kept him out for nearly a month.

But Michigan’s biggest problem could be the early week game, marking the first time any current Wolverine has played on Monday night. It won’t be a regular occurrence to see Michigan play on a Monday, but with TV stations sweeping up rights and the football game Saturday, the Wolverines had few options.

“It’s a little bit strange because we’re so used to playing Friday and Saturday,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett.

And after the win on Friday, Michigan is certainly hoping it had the chance to play Saturday and ride the momentum from a classic Big Ten game.

Big Ten hockey lives up to expectations as Wolverines win in thriller
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Big Ten football is known for its gritty, smash-mouth style replete with rivalries and tradition. Friday, the conference’s inaugural hockey season got off to a similarly enticing start.
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No. 3 Michigan has made a habit of winning close games this year, and it seemed to be heading toward another such victory when it hosted Ohio State at Yost Ice Arena. But with just three minutes remaining, forward Anthony Greco finally took advantage of one of several defensive miscues by the Wolverines and one-timed a shot past freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort to tie the contest.

But minutes later in overtime, Michigan (1-0 Big Ten, 9-2-1 overall) sent the sellout crowd into a frenzy. Sophomore forward Andrew Copp received a long pass from senior defenseman Mac Bennett in stride and sliced through the Buckeyes’ zone. A low, accurate wrister past netminder Logan Davis on his blocker side ensured the Wolverines were 4-3 victors and unbeaten in Big Ten hockey’s one-day history.

It was a wild, unpredictable game. Or, as junior forward Alex Guptill explained, what everyone expects all year long from conference play.

“It was a lot of fun tonight, that’s for sure,” Guptill said.

The second period brought out the very best of the uninterrupted rivalry between the former CCHA foes. With the score knotted at one, freshman center JT Compher drew a crucial penalty for being checked into the goal by Ohio State’s Alex Szczechura. The two tussled while crammed into the net as players from both sides had to be separated by teammates and refs.

“I’m just usually a feisty player, so getting into it is nothing new for me,” Compher said.

Fittingly, it was the center himself who capitalized on the power play. Senior forward Luke Moffatt’s blazing shot caromed into the slot, and Compher poked the rebound into the empty net for his third goal of the season as Michigan retook the lead.

With just 17 seconds left in the period, the freshman stamped his mark on the Wolverines’ first official Big Ten game. This time, Compher won a faceoff cleanly and reached over a defender to slide the puck over to Guptill, who ripped a rising shot that found twine.

“We had some really good individual efforts in the game, (and) JT was one of those players,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “He competed hard in every shift and he got rewarded for it.”

The battle in the trenches often dictates a football game, and Ohio State (0-1, 7-2) certainly did its share of the dirty work as it kept the fans at Yost on the edges of their seats. The Buckeyes scored on both of their power-play opportunities and blocked 17 shots in the first period alone.

Ultimately, the Wolverines managed 38 shots on target, and they needed all four goals to pull out the dramatic win.

“I wish we could play them every game,” Guptill said.

They can’t, but the scheduling implications of a six-team conference ensure that the rivalry will have plenty of time to intensify. The two will meet again Monday night in Columbus and twice more later in the year before a potential rematch in the Big Ten Tournament.

But with No. 1 Minnesota, No. 12 Wisconsin and natural rival Michigan State in the conference, nearly every game could have the makings of an instant classic.

In first Big Ten matchup, Michigan escapes Buckeyes in overtime
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A packed Yost Ice Arena erupted approvingly into its “beat Ohio” chant when freshman forward JT Compher wrestled with Ohio State’s Alex Szczechura in the net midway through second period and jumped to its feet with “Hail to the Victors” when Compher scored minutes later.
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It was the Michigan-Ohio State rivalry as it has always been, this time on ice.

And so it was fitting that in the first meeting of the inaugural Big Ten hockey season came down to the final minute of overtime, as the No. 3 Michigan hockey team ousted the Buckeyes 4-3 at home.

To the tune of “let’s go blue” in overtime, the Wolverines managed a handful of near scores to no avail. Then, with 1:22 remaining, sophomore forward Andrew Copp found a hole, firing a shot past Ohio State goaltender Logan Davis. It was Copp’s second-straight overtime goal.

“I think any time you’re playing Ohio State on a weekend like this when Big Ten hockey starts up, that’s pretty high up there,” Copp said.

Added junior forward Alex Guptill. “I think that’s the first time since I’ve been here as a freshman that I haven’t seen an empty seat in the entire place. It’s definitely nice, and good to see the fans on our side.”

The Wolverines (1-0 Big Ten, 9-2-1 overall) had spent most of the third period playing keep-away to protect a one-goal lead that had been given to them with 16.2 seconds remaining in the second period by Guptill. Guptill and Copp managed breakaways without finding the back of the net, but, even on power plays the object was to keep the puck out of the defensive zone.

Instead, with under four minutes remaining in regulation, Michigan allowed its first even-strength goal of the game, tying the game at three.

After Compher secured a one-goal lead in the second period, with 11:05 remaining in the, freshman forward Evan Allen drew his first career penalty shot — the Wolverines’ second chance this season — but was blocked by Davis to hold the score at 2-1.

Then, on its second penalty-kill situation, Michigan allowed its second-straight power-play goal, this time to Ohio State forward Max McCormick. Freshman forward Michael Downing left his stick off the ice, allowing the shot to take freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort off guard and tying the game at two.

“Our penalty kill couldn’t seem to kill a full two-minute penalty, so we were on our heals,” Berenson said. “We gave up too many goals, so I thought we were lucky to win.”

Through 11 nonconference matchups, the Wolverines outscored opponents 11-2 in the first frame. Following suit, it took Michigan just 2:51 to score in the first frame when junior forward Travis Lynch poked in an even-strength, backhanded shot from freshman Alex Kile — Lynch’s first points of the season.

The Wolverines were plagued by their defense all night. Michigan was noticeably outhustled early in the first period. On defense, the Wolverines allowed far too many “grade-A opportunity shots,” as Berenson likes to say and were chased down several times behind their own net. With five minutes remaining in the frame, that speed and Ohio State’s man-up advantage led to a tie score with when Michigan’s penalty kill allowed its 45th goal of the season.

With a defense that allows an average of more than 31 shots per game, tonight’s 35-shot defensive performance was nothing out of the ordinary. Lucky for Michigan, Nagelvoort boasts the nation’s best goals-against average.

“It’s a good feeling in that locker room,” Berenson said. “It was a big game for our team, even though its a familiar opponent. I thought a lot of our players might have gotten caught up in all the hoopla of the expectations rather than just playing the game, but it feels good to win that one.”

So, as it has always been, the second game of the series between two bitter rivals on Monday will be anyone’s to win.

Against Ohio State, Michigan begins Big Ten play
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So it begins.
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In September of 2010, Penn State announced the formation of a varsity hockey program, and suddenly, the concept of a six-team Big Ten hockey conference turned into a reality.

As the Big Ten Network gained traction and funding, it lured the Michigan hockey program from the Central Collegiate Hockey Association and Minnesota from the Western Collegiate Hockey Association.

And when the Big Ten was guaranteed an automatic berth into the NCAA Tournament, the conference was born with founding members Penn State, Ohio State, Michigan State, Michigan, Wisconsin and Minnesota.

Friday, the third-ranked Wolverines (8-2-1) will take part in the inaugural day of Big Ten hockey, hosting Ohio State before travelling to Columbus on Monday to conclude the series.

And the team is ecstatic to finally begin conference play.

“I’m really excited,” said sophomore forward Andrew Copp after Friday’s 6-0 win over Niagara. “You grow up being from this area, and Big Ten football and Big Ten basketball is a tradition, and there's an excellence that goes along with that. For us to finally put our stamp on it, it's going to be really awesome next week.”

Added freshman forward JT Compher: “After hearing about it for a while, it’s good to finally get it going and see how it goes and get the excitement in the building.”

Senior forward Derek DeBlois echoed the sentiment: “It’s exciting. It’s a really cool accolade, that, looking back at, will be really cool, for me at least.”

From freshmen to seniors, the anticipation is shared by nearly everyone. In fact, Michigan coach Red Berenson is concerned that his team is distracted not only by the holiday week, but also by the hype surrounding the historic moment.

The Buckeyes (8-4) boast the ninth-best offense in the country, scoring more than 3.5 goals per game. That could be problematic for Michigan, which has allowed nearly 37 shots per game.

Ohio State leans heavily on forwards Ryan Dzingel and Max McCormick, who have scored 14 and 13 points this season, respectively.

But the Buckeyes have to overcome a pair of solid goaltenders, sophomore Steve Racine and freshman Zach Nagelvoort. Berenson was coy on who would get the start this weekend, but both saw time in the Wolverines’ last two-game series.

Nagelvoort, though, has slowly and steadily posted the best goals-against average in the country to date, 1.48, and holds the country’s third-best save percentage at .950.

“You’re going to see power against power,” Berenson said “You’re probably not going to be able to shut anybody down, but you can respect them and just don’t let them play well.”

Whoever gets the start in net will have to deal with a young and inexperienced defense in front of him. The Wolverines lost junior defenseman Brennan Serville in the third period of last Friday’s game when he suffered a head injury. He hasn’t participated in contact practice since the injury.

Lately, the Wolverines have had an easier stretch of games. Turnovers by the defense in the opposing zone and allowing a barrage of shots hasn’t had the effect it could in the Big Ten.

“We have to get back into understanding that we’re going to be playing close games again,” Berenson said.

Regardless of the results for the rest of the season, the effects of Friday’s game will go beyond wins and losses.

The Big Ten Network will broadcast both Friday and Monday’s games, which will reach markets as far east as New York and as far west as Nebraska. That means more exposure for both fans and recruits, as well as growth for the game.

“It’s going to be good for Michigan, it’s going for our team, and it’s going to be good for college hockey,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett.

Notebook: Wolverines finding an offensive groove at the right time
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Last week was a particularly special one for the No. 3 Michigan hockey team.
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Friday, the Wolverines finally found an offensive surge in a 6-0 rout of Niagara. Most importantly, players who have been looking to get on the score sheet for much of the season were able to do so, including freshman forward Alex Kile, who scored the first goal of his Michigan career.

“There’s a little more confidence, absolutely,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “Anytime a kid scores his first goal, it’s going to jump-start his confidence. You saw that with JT Compher and hopefully you’ll see that with Alex Kile now.”

Until Friday, even freshman forward Tyler Motte — who’s been one of the most productive freshmen this season with five goals and two assists — had been held without a goal since Oct. 25. Motte netted a goal just 34 seconds in, which was the fastest goal he could remember scoring dating back to his youth hockey days.

Completing the trend of Friday’s accomplishments by the freshmen class, goaltender Zach Nagelvoort picked up the first shutout for any Wolverine goaltender this season.

GUPTILL'S NEW GROOVE: Junior forward Alex Guptill was able to find the back of the net twice on Friday — once when he found himself wide open in the slot and again after spinning off a defenseman and scoring from an awkward angle.

Guptill has been in a bit of a slump this season after leading Michigan in scoring during last year’s campaign. He doubled his season total for goals on Friday with two tallies, giving him eight points on the year — good for fifth on the team.

Friday was one of Guptill’s better games thus far, and it isn’t just because his name stood out in the box score. Guptill simplified things for himself. He played deep in the offensive zone and exhibited patience to put his potent goal-scoring abilities to good use.

“Not much went for him, but it was good that he stuck with it,” Berenson said. “And then finally in the third period the puck went in for him. Up until then, it was a lot of hard work but no results. But I think we’re getting him back onto his game.”

THANKFUL FOR HOCKEY: While most of the country will be rushing to put a turkey in the oven on Thursday morning, the Wolverines will be on the ice practicing. For the players that live near Ann Arbor, most will be lucky enough to make it home for a mid-afternoon dinner with their families.

But for the players not staying, senior captain Mac Bennett isn’t worried that they’ll miss out on a quality meal. He said there are plenty of good cooks on the team, and anyone who lives too far away to travel back home will be enjoying a hockey Thanksgiving at Bennett’s house with Derek DeBlois, Adam Janecyk and Mike Chiasson.

“It’s Thanksgiving, man,” Bennett said. “We’ll probably just make a ton of food, and whoever shows up shows up. There definitely won’t be anyone who doesn’t have anywhere to go.”

Bennett thought long and hard before admitting the sophomore class probably has the best chefs on the team. He mentioned that DeBlois’s breakfast lineup isn’t anything to take for granted, though. It’s too bad that eggs, hash browns and pancakes aren’t a staple on Thanksgiving menus.

To be fair, Bennett said the Thanksgiving spread might be light with the Big Ten opener against Ohio State looming the next day at 7 p.m. However, there was no hesitation when Bennett mentioned stuffing his face with turkey and taking a nap as being among his favorite holiday traditions.

5 Things We Learned: Niagara
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1. The freshmen are ready for the Big Ten.

More like this

    5 Things We Learned: Ohio State

    Five Things We Learned: Michigan Tech

    Five things we learned: New Hampshire

    In first Big Ten matchup, Michigan escapes Buckeyes in overtime

The Michigan hockey team’s freshmen combined for seven points in the Wolverines’ 6-0 win over Niagara on Friday and have recorded points in each contest this season.

It took freshman forward Tyler Motte just 34 seconds to score the first of No. 5 Michigan’s six goals on the night.

Motte’s goal was his fifth of the season, and his first in six games. He finished with a team-leading three points after tallying two assists.

Motte was one of four freshmen, and seven Wolverines in all, to contribute to the six-goal scoring effort.

“It was good to see him on the scoring sheet again,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson.

Midway through the second period, forward Alex Kile sent a rebound from senior forward Luke Moffatt into the back of the net for his first career goal. Kile was the final freshman forward to register a goal this season, with the exception of Max Shuart, whose first career start came Friday.

JT Compher, whose first two career goals came last weekend against Nebraska-Omaha, added two assists while defenseman Michael Downing had one.

Goaltender Zach Nagelvoort has already shown he is ready for big-time, Big Ten hockey, but after a strong showing Friday, it seems the rest of Michigan’s freshmen are ready as well.

2. Michigan can do it five-on-five.

In fact, five of the Wolverines’ season-high six goals against Niagara came on even-man opportunities.

Prior to Friday, Michigan’s offense was ranked 31st in the country — significantly lower than its top-10 ranking would suggest. The offense relied heavily on one of the nation’s strongest power plays. And though Michigan is 7-1-1 when recording power-play tallies, even-strength goals will be the difference in close, one-goal games.

“We’ve had some success as a team, but a lot of it has been our special teams,” Berenson said. “We’ve had some guys who haven’t scored at all.”

The Wolverines were also aided by a rule implemented after last season. After Motte tripped and fell, dislodging the Niagara net from its moorings, sophomore forward Andrew Copp netted his first of two goals on the night. The subsequent review reversed the initial no-goal call. Last year, the score would have been automatically waved off with the net off its posts.

“Five even-strength goals is really important for our team going forward, and I think it gives us a lot of confidence going into Big Ten play next week,” Copp said.

3. Nagelvoort gets the nod.

Both goaltenders, Nagelvoort and sophomore Steve Racine, made a start on the road last weekend against Nebraska-Omaha. Each gave up three goals, but it was Nagelvoort who was charged with the loss when the offense couldn’t bail him out.

So heading into a one-game weekend against Niagara — the first of the season — only one of Michigan’s two starting goalies would get the nod.

Nagelvoort made the most of his opportunity, securing 36 saves en route to his first career shutout.

“We’ve had really high-intensity practices and having the competition with a guy like myself and Racine, two really good goalies who are always battling and constantly playing against each other,” Nagelvoort said. “Just having two guys like that is better.”

It was the first shutout at Yost Ice Arena since December of last season.

Still, Berenson won’t admit to picking a favorite quite yet.

“(Nagelvoort) got the benefit of this game, and he took advantage of it,” Berenson said. “But I’m not calling anyone No. 1 at this point.”

4. Home-ice advantage exists.

Having scored four goals in a pair of weekend games against Boston University and UMass-Lowell, and five goals in two contests against Michigan Tech, Berenson spoke about taking advantage of Yost Ice Arena.

On Friday, Michigan snapped its streak of seven straight one-goal contests — the longest streak in the nation — and scored more goals in one night than it had in any given weekend at home this season.

The Wolverines also scored twice in the first period, another first for an offense that has struggled at home. Michigan has outscored opponents 11-2 this season in the first period.

5. Defense could be Michigan’s weakness.

Despite the shutout, the defense allowed 36 shots, several of which forced Nagelvoort to defend the Wolverines’ lead by himself.

n particular, junior defenseman Brennan Serville was beaten several times in the defensive zone.
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“Too many turnovers, too many grade-A chances,” Berenson said. “Some of them weren’t defensive responsibility, but our defense has to play better.”

Though Downing registered an assist Friday, the defense as a unit has been largely ineffective on offense, having failed to register a goal all season.

The penalty kill finished 2-for-2 and has killed a respectable 84.6 percent of man-up chances this season. Still, without freshman defenseman Evan Allen, who is out at least three months with a knee injury, the defense will need to step up against the conference’s toughest competitors.

Early scoring helps Wolverines rout Niagara
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The crowd’s roar was a little tardy, and for good reason. It was the Michigan hockey team’s first shot of the game and only 34 seconds had ticked off the clock, but the fifth-ranked Wolverines and 5,592 fans at Yost Ice Arena were already celebrating a goal.
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Michigan topped Niagara on Friday night, 6-0, and the team seemed to find twine at will in the blowout. Before many of the late-arriving supporters even took their seats, the Wolverines (8-2-1) held the lead.

Senior forward Derek DeBlois laced a perfect pass through the offensive zone, splitting the reaching sticks of two Purple Eagle defenders. The puck found freshman forward Tyler Motte, who wasted no time snapping a shot into the net.

It marked the fastest goal Michigan has scored all season, and the team rolled from then on. That’s been a staple of the Wolverines all year: they tally early and dominate the first period.

“That’s been the trademark of our good teams at Michigan,” said coach Red Berenson. “We’ve been ready and we’ve started strong, and then we’ve tried to finish strong. That’s huge. You look at the team that scores first in a lot of hockey games, and that’s the team that’s going to win the game.”

After Motte put the Wolverines ahead, the two teams played each other evenly for the rest of the frame. Both Michigan and Niagara (3-8-1) fired 10 more shots apiece, and freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort made several impressive saves as the Wolverines clung to the narrow lead.

But Michigan’s relentless attack swung momentum in its favor again before the intermission. With just under four minutes remaining in the period, Motte was pulled down while leading an odd-man rush. The freshman recovered and flung a pass to junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe, who attacked the crease before dropping the puck to a trailing Andrew Copp. The sophomore center’s quick shot buried itself in the net.

The referee waved his arms to signal no goal because the net had been jostled off its mooring when Motte collided with it. But after a lengthy review, the head official skated to center ice and gave a single, decisive point. It counted.

“I felt like I was going to get it,” Copp said.

The tally gave the Wolverines 11 goals in the first period of as many games this season. They have surrendered just two in that same span.

But even though Michigan got off to a quick start against the Purple Eagles, Berenson wasn’t pleased with his team’s performance until the latter two periods.

“We were giving up too many grade-A chances,” he said. “Our team was just out-of-sync in the first period.”

On Friday, the opening-frame fireworks weren’t needed down the stretch. In the second period, freshman forward Alex Kile pounced on a rebound to put the Wolverines up by three. Then junior forward Alex Guptill scored twice in fewer than three minutes of the final period to stretch the lead further, and Copp’s second tally provided the final six-goal margin.

Routs won’t come as easily — if at all — against tougher opposition, and Big Ten play begins against Ohio State on Friday. Shutouts are equally as rare. But Michigan has made a habit of scoring early and often, which even a reserved Bereson admits is a sign of a top team.

Offensive floodgates open as Michigan dominates Niagara
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Any questions about the Michigan hockey team’s 31st-ranked offense disappeared quickly against Niagara on Friday at Yost Ice Arena. Thirty-four seconds into the game, to be exact.
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Led by an offense that held onto the puck for the majority of the game and fired 38 shots, the fifth-ranked Wolverines (8-2-1) dominated the Purple Eagles (3-8-1) from the opening puck drop to the final horn, 6-0.

Junior forward Alex Guptill scored two goals, while freshman forward Tyler Motte added a goal and two assists to lead Michigan. Senior forwards Derek DeBlois and Luke Moffatt, junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe and freshman forward JT Compher added two assists apiece.

“It was good to see a little more offense,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “We haven’t been that good five-on-five. We’ve had some success as a team (offensively), but a lot of that has been special teams.”

The six-goal outburst was the third time this season — and the second time in a row — that the Wolverines have scored more than three goals.

As fans continued to shuffle into Yost, and before Michigan could even make a full line change, Motte slipped free on a 3-on-2 breakaway, allowing DeBlois to slide the puck right in front of the freshman’s stick for the easy look, which he converted.

Motte’s fifth goal of the season came in just his third game with a new line of Di Giuseppe and sophomore forward Andrew Copp. The line accounted for 12 shots, three goals and four assists Friday.

Motte participated in the next score later in the first period, too. Tripped up near center ice, he pushed the puck out to Di Giuseppe and continued to break towards the net. As the freshman was pushed into the net — ultimately dislodging it — Copp followed in pursuit and hammered home the feed from Di Giuseppe. A review allowed the goal to stand despite the interference with the net.

“We talked about it in practice all week, controlling the puck for longer in their zone below the goal line, and I think we did a great job at it tonight,” Motte said. “On top of that, (we talked about) getting pucks to the net, which again I think you saw from our line.”

Meanwhile, freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort prevented Niagara from ever getting back into the game, making 36 saves on the night to bail out a defense that was porous at times.

“I thought he was the difference in the game,” Berenson said.

It was Nagelvoort’s first-career shutout.

“It feels unbelievable,” he said. “There’s no better feeling than it, honestly. The goals obviously get wins, but to have an opportunity to do something like that … it’s unbelievable.”

The Purple Eagles’ chances of climbing out of the early hole were further hampered by the absence of their best offensive threat, Ryan Murphy, who was suspended earlier this season. But even he wouldn’t have prevented Michigan’s offensive outburst.

Freshman forward Alex Kile tallied his first career point during the second period after he buried a rebound off a shot from Moffatt.

The offensive barrage continued in the third period when Compher slipped the puck out from behind the net to Guptill, who was in front of the crease to finish the chance. Guptill added another goal just minutes later when he took the puck away from a Niagara defenseman and fired it in from just beside the net.

“We talked about burying opponents when we have the chance, and I think you saw that,” Copp said. “Having a 3-0 lead heading into the third and burying them like we did is important for our team.”

Guptill’s goal on the power play continued Michigan’s strong play with an extra man early this season. The Wolverines have now scored on the power play in nine of 11 games.

With the game well out of reach, Copp scored his seventh goal of the season on a shot from above the right circle 15:29 minutes into the third period, but the game was effectively over long before that.

Michigan announces four commits to 2014-15 class
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The No. 5 Michigan hockey team announced the commitment of four players for the 2014-15 season Wednesday.
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Michigan assistant coach Brian Wiseman has been working on this recruiting class since his return to the Michigan hockey program as an assistant coach in 2011.

“We have a little bit of everything,” he said Wednesday. “We have some good balance and definitely some guys that are going to make an impact.”

As it stands, this four-man class includes two forwards, a defenseman and a goaltender, each of whom are expected to fill key voids after this season.

Currently a captain of the Vernon Vipers of the British Columbia Hockey League, forward Dexter Dancs is one of three players from the BCHL listed on the 2013 NHL Central scouting midterm rankings.

A second forward, Dylan Larkin, has been on the Wolverines’ radar since his days in midget minor hockey. The Waterford (Mich.) native has recorded six goals and five assists in nine games in his second year with the U-18 US National Team Development Program team this season. Larkin grew up a Michigan hockey fan and is expected to contribute early on.

“He’s a tremendous team player, and he comes from a championship team,” Wiseman said. “He’s a captain and a leader and he’s a prolific skater. Our fans are going to enjoy seeing him skate around Yost (Ice Arena).”

Larkin is joined by another Michigan man, this time from Spartan country, in defenseman Cutler Martin. Out of East Lansing, Martin has twelve assists and four goals from the blue line in just nine games this season with the Tri-City Storm of the United States Hockey League. With an ability to produce in both zones, Larkin will be a good fit with the departures of senior defensemen Mac Bennett and Kevin Clare.

There are currently 11 Michigan natives on the Wolverines’ roster.

“We’re excited about the four student-athletes in this class and what they'll bring to the program,” said associate head coach Billy Powers.

Though this class is not expected to grow into double digits like this season’s freshman class, Powers expects up to three more verbal commitments over the next few months. Ideally, the Wolverines want another defenseman and forward to add both balance and depth.

“You can take a look at our lineup this year, and we have pretty good depth on the forward side and on the defense,” Wiseman said. “We want to continue that trend of depth for injuries and for internal competition. We have that in the goalie position with Hayden Lavigne.”

Lavigne, a teammate of Martin’s on Tri-City Storm, boasted a .922 save percentage with the Wellington Dukes of the OJHL before moving to USHL after the 2012-13 season. Like freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort, the 6-foot-2 Lavigne will provide both competition and size to an already solid goalie depth chart.

“I don’t know if there’s such a thing as too much depth,” Wiseman said. “That’s something that we’ll figure out as we go. Depth is always good.”

As it is in football, Wiseman and his staff begin making scholarship offers two and three years prior to players’ signing dates.

As of Wednesday at midnight, signing is closed until the next signing period in April. Until then, the Wolverines may be accepting verbal commitments to fill out the 2014-15 roster.

Wolverines succeed behind strength of fourth-ranked power play
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Michigan hockey coach Red Berenson has been coaching for 30 seasons and played in the National Hockey League for 20 seasons. But sometimes there are things he can’t explain.
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Take the success of the Wolverines’ power play this season. How do you explain No. 5 Michigan’s knack for capitalizing on the extra man for timely goals before the power play expires?

“Well, I don’t know,” Berenson said. “We’ve pretty much stuck with the same groups and the same players.”

The Wolverines, who have scored on 27 percent of their chances this season, boast the nation’s fourth-best power play thus far.

While the offense at even strength has been underwhelming this season, the power play has proved vital to gaining momentum or a key goal. That’s all the more important when eight of the 10 games have been decided by one goal.

Berenson is quick to point out Michigan’s luck on the extra-man opportunities as one reason it has done so well.

Take sophomore forward Andrew Copp’s goal early in the second period of Saturday’s game against Nebraska-Omaha, for example. The two minutes had nearly expired after the Wolverines cycled the puck to little avail.

As the Mavericks, tired and looking to change lines, flipped the puck out of the zone, it hit sophomore forward Boo Nieves before he crossed the blue. Nieves fired a shot at goal, and Copp was there to hammer home the rebound.

“That’s not something we practice,” Berenson said. “That’s just a lucky power-play goal. Sometimes you don’t score on your best chances.”

So how do the Wolverines practice to improve the power play?

“Right now, I don’t really have a specific answer for you,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett.

Michigan typically practices special teams on Wednesdays and Thursdays, pitting the power-play unit against the penalty killers. It is beneficial to replicate the in-game scenarios, but other times it can be hard when your teammates know exactly what is coming.

Despite the early success, Berenson and his team think they can be better than the numbers indicate.

“You still have to work hard,” said senior forward Luke Moffatt. “Puck retrievals are huge and we’re just working hard to keep control of the puck and move the puck real quick.”

Added Berenson: “We still have some guys that have proven they can score on the power play that haven’t scored yet.”

Bennett, a mainstay on the power play for the past two years, has done a good job of moving the puck and “quarterbacking,” as Berenson likes to call it. But the captain remains scoreless thus far and hasn’t always been able to get the puck through traffic.

Moffatt, though, has been crucial to the success with an extra man. He is currently tied for third in the nation with four power-play goals this season.

This season’s power play, for all its success, marks a dramatic difference from last season’s struggles, when the Wolverines missed the postseason for the first time in 23 seasons.

Michigan finished 21st nationally in the power play after its late surge to the conference championship game and improved its position from the bottom quarter of the country.

And against the 54th-ranked penalty-kill unit from Niagara, look for Michigan to continue its early trend for at least one more weekend.

Notebook: Hockey finding ways to win close
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The Michigan hockey team has done more than enough to earn its top-five ranking, beating three different ranked teams during non-conference play and avoiding bad losses. Ten games into the season, though, the Wolverines have also benefited from their fair share of luck.
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Good teams find a way to win, but No. 5 Michigan (7-2-1) has made just about every game an ordeal. In the Wolverines’ last seven contests, they’ve gone 5-2. Each and every one of those was decided by a single goal, the longest such streak in the NCAA.

That penchant for high-pressure games was in full effect last weekend against Nebraska-Omaha. On Friday, the Wolverines carried a 2-1 lead into the third period before surrendering two goals in a three-minute span. The teams were deadlocked for the rest of the frame despite a relentless Michigan attack.

The following night, the Wolverines dominated the second period, twice opening up two-goal leads. Then the Mavericks scored a pair, and Michigan needed a late winner to escape.

Michigan coach Red Berenson lamented the defense for its miscues, which left goaltenders Zach Nagelvoort and Steve Racine out to dry on several occasions. But as they’ve done all year, both netminders performed well enough for the Wolverines to win.

“The only reason we have a winning record is because of our goals against and our save percentage,” Berenson said.

COUNT ‘EM: Freshman forward JT Compher starred in the U.S. National Team Development Program last year, tallying 18 goals and 32 assists in 52 games for the under-18 squad. He played well for the Wolverines through the first eight games of the season, but one thing was notably absent: goals.

That all changed in Omaha, where Compher scored his first two of the season.

On Friday, he recorded his sixth assist by feeding senior forward Luke Moffatt for Michigan’s first goal of the night. Minutes later, Moffatt fired a shot off the post, and Compher slapped the rebound into the net.

“I knew it was just a matter of time,” Berenson said. “I was hoping he would score sooner rather than later. I’m glad he got it over with.”

Compher didn’t need any help the following night. Defending aggressively on the penalty kill, the freshman poked the puck away from a Nebraska-Omaha attacker before racing down the ice. He then used a smooth backhand-forehand deke to tally his second goal of the weekend.

“I wasn’t surprised when he came back with another one,” Berenson said. “He’s played well right from day one, but it’s nice as a good player to get rewarded with some points.”

SZUMA SKATES: Michigan was exposed defensively for the first time all season against the Mavericks, but the struggles were magnified by a lack of available personnel.

Last week, junior defenseman Mike Szuma suffered an upper-body injury and didn’t travel with the team to Omaha as a result. The Wolverines only had six defenders available for the two-game series.

Michigan gave up three goals for just the second time all season on Friday and surrendered three more Saturday.

Szuma skated Monday, and Berenson said his progress will be assessed throughout the week before he determines whether the defenseman will be available for the Wolverines’ upcoming game Friday against Niagara.

Greg Garno: Two talented goalies isn’t a good problem, it’s a bad situation
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OMAHA, Neb. — The members of the Michigan hockey team are doing what any good teammates would do after splitting their series against Nebraska-Omaha this weekend.
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When the second-ranked Wolverines (7-2-1) were prompted to weigh in on Michigan coach Red Berenson’s decision to start freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort on Friday night — a 3-2 loss — and sophomore Steve Racine on Saturday — a 4-3 win — their answers were somewhere between that of a broken record and a prerecorded answering machine.

“We’re definitely confident in both of those guys, and I definitely think it’s a huge bonus for us to be confident in two guys,” said sophomore forward Andrew Copp.

Added senior forward Derek DeBlois, “We know we have two great goalies that can come in and win us games. It’s a great situation to be in.”

Earlier in the week, associate head coach Billy Powers added: “If the goalies can make it hard on you, then that’s a good problem.”

But there’s no need for it to be a problem in the first place.

When Nagelvoort filled in admirably after Racine suffered a groin injury on Oct. 18 at New Hampshire, the problem was solved. It wasn’t until almost a month later, the week leading up to the series against Nebraska-Omaha, that Racine said he was 100-percent healthy.

And now, Nagelvoort should continue to start this season until he gives his coaches a reason to replace him. He may not be the better of the two goalies, but he does have the hotter hand, and at this point in the season, it’s necessary to find consistency.

After all, the Wolverines have almost always been a one-goalie team — it’s a strategy that worked well enough to qualify for 22 consecutive NCAA Tournament appearances. It helps that Michigan has had standouts like Josh Blackburn, Marty Turco, Al Montoya and Shawn Hunwick in net, but they all had the spot to themselves.

The Wolverines used a two-goalie system three years ago, when Berenson and the rest of the coaching staff alternated Hunwick and Bryan Hogan between the pipes until the Big Chill at the Big House, when Berenson opted to start Hogan.

If anything, the decision proved to be more stressful than effective for Hunwick. A junior at the time, Hunwick felt the pressure to win when he lost or keep looking over his shoulder when he did win.

“I’ve never really done well when we are splitting like that,” Hunwick said in an interview two years ago during his senior season. “I get a little bit too worried about the other guy, and all that other stuff before worrying about myself. I definitely was way too nervous and worried about Hogan way too much, how the team was playing in front of him and how they were playing in front of me. It was hard for me just to concentrate on the game at hand.”

But Hogan injured himself before the game, so Hunwick stepped in as a result. From that game on, Hunwick continued to play extremely well, even after Hogan recovered.

Michigan rode Hunwick all the way to a runner-up finish in the NCAA Tournament later that season.

Last season, the Wolverines played three goalies throughout the season. Michigan got off to one of its worst starts in recent program history and never recovered until, you guessed it, it found consistent goaltending.

If the system has worked so well for so long, why change it up?

Nagelvoort allowed three goals in Friday’s loss, and Racine allowed three goals the next night in a win. Who’s to say the Wolverines couldn’t have done the same on Saturday in front of Nagelvoort?

Berenson wanted to see his original starter tested after his absence, which of course makes sense. But it helps when the offense steps up, and the defense prevents open looks.

It’s not quite fair to replace one goalie after a subpar performance, especially after he has posted a 1.47 goals-against average, a .947 save percentage and a 4-1-1 record prior to the weekend.

His performance would earn him a starting job in almost any other program. Even after his worst performance statistically, Nagelvoort still sits sixth nationally among goaltenders in goals allowed and save percentage.

Starting Nagelvoort allows him to be more comfortable and find consistency in arguably the most important position in hockey, on top of helping his teammates do the same.

Berenson can switch up the two all he wants since both have proved they’re capable.

Five Things We Learned: Nebraska-Omaha
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1. The power play is emerging as one of the nation’s best.
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Just two weeks ago in Michigan’s series against Michigan Tech, the power play was doing just fine. The Wolverines had converted 25 percent of their power-play chances heading into Nebraska-Omaha but had netted only one goal on the man advantage since Oct. 18.

That all took a turn for the better when Michigan capitalized on three of its eight power-play opportunities this weekend, good for a 38-percent success rate.

“It’s funny because a lot of them were broken plays,” said senior forward Andrew Copp. “But the two (Friday), we ended up hitting Moffatt in the middle for a good play.”

Boasting the fourth-best power play in the nation — converting on 11-of-40 opportunities this season — the Wolverines’ offense now has something to build off of after a slow start to the season.

2. J.T. Compher is finding his groove.

The highly touted freshman forward hadn’t scored in any games leading up to the weekend series in Omaha but hit twine twice to silence the critics.

To be clear, there wasn’t much skepticism about Compher’s abilities as a first-line center to begin with. But this week after practice, some of his teammates jokingly told him to talk to the media about how he hasn’t gotten his first goal in a Michigan sweater.

Compher’s first tally came off a one-timer from the left circle late in the second period in Friday’s loss. He had been working from that spot in practice all week and watched the puck fly into the top corner to break his drought.

Compher is now second on the team in points, tied with junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe with eight.

3. The defense was exposed for the first time all season.

You could say Nebraska-Omaha’s explosive, speed-laden offense was the reason Michigan’s defense didn’t look like a unit that’s allowing just two goals per game. Boasting one of the nation’s top scorers in forward Josh Archibald, the Mavericks were never going to be easy to contain.

But with just one final tune-up game before the Big Ten season gets rolling, the Wolverines have to be concerned about allowing six goals in two nights. On Nebraska-Omaha’s game-winning goal Friday, Archibald blazed by the defense and fooled freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort for an easy breakaway tally.

It wasn’t just that the Mavericks were faster than some of Michigan’s defensemen. Guys were caught flat-footed, even once on a 4-on-4 where you can’t afford such a mental lapse.

“That’s just a little detail mistake on us,” said senior forward Luke Moffatt. “They’re a fast team, and we’re a fast team. It’s just a positioning mistake.”

To be fair, Michigan coach Red Berenson had little to work with in terms of blue-line pairings, as freshman Kevin Lohan and junior Mike Szuma were unable to travel with the team this weekend. Lohan will be sidelined for three months with a knee injury, though Szuma isn’t expected to miss much time after suffering an undisclosed injury in practice Wednesday.

4. No one knows if there will be a true No. 1 goaltender any time soon.

Berenson decided to play both Nagelvoort and sophomore Steve Racine in between the pipes this weekend on Friday and Saturday, respectively. Both performed to Berenson’s liking, despite allowing three goals each.

Nagelvoort made 25 saves and staved off several 2-on-1 opportunities, while Racine recorded 40 saves in his first start since sustaining a groin injury on Oct. 18.

Having two starting goaltenders shouldn’t stir up any controversy for the Wolverines, though. Multiple players have expressed full confidence in both netminders, and the rare luxury provides a slight advantage against other conference foes.

5. The line shuffling doesn’t look like it will subside.

Berenson has shuffled his lines, both offensive and defensive, nearly every game this season. In hopes to find the right combinations before Big Ten play starts, he made changes to every offensive trio heading into Friday.

The most noticeable change came with splitting up the freshman line that had accumulated 11 points together. Some good did come from disbanding the team’s second-most productive line, as the Wolverines posted more than three goals for just the second time all year.

enson did a bit more of his experimenting in Saturday’s game when he decided to place junior forward Andrew Sinelli in place of sharpshooting freshman Evan Allen on the fourth line.
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The offensive combinations were arguably the most effective they’ve been all season. The defensive pairings simply weren’t, and the possibility of more shuffling seems inevitable for the coming weeks.

After split against Nebraska-Omaha, offensive questions remain
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OMAHA, Neb. — Freshman Zach Nagelvoort has been great. Sophomore Steve Racine, with the limited time he has seen, has been good, too. Having two strong goaltending options is a pleasant problem for the No. 2 Michigan hockey team — which had no clear starter through most of last season.
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The question heading into Michigan’s final non-conference road series remained: how would this offense respond if and when either netminder allowed more than a pair of goals?

Through eight contests prior to this weekend’s series against Nebraska-Omaha, the Wolverines won six games without dominating opponents. The stretch had two overtimes, a late-game penalty shot and a third-period go-ahead goal.

Michigan won by more than one goal just twice — victories over No. 7 Boston College and Rochester Institute of Technology over one month ago. During that span, the defense has killed 30 of 35 penalties — a luxury that afforded the Wolverines tight wins.

This weekend in Omaha, Nagelvoort and Racine allowed three goals each. Nagelvoort, the freshman, was beaten twice by a speedy Nebraska-Omaha offense and allowed his second and third goals in the third period — the first time he's allowed three goals in a start this season. Meanwhile, Racine relinquished two two-goal leads when the Mavericks looked like they would make another comeback.

Though both goaltenders were by no means lights-out, they each played well enough to give Michigan an opportunity to pull out wins. On Friday, Nagelvoort recorded more than a handful of stellar saves when his team looked sluggish offensively. And in his first start in over a month on Saturday, Racine made 40 saves.

With Nagelvoort in net Friday, Michigan lost its second game of the season, 3-2. After a quiet first period, there were instances in which the offense looked like it could win without a near-perfect goalie performance. A new power play featuring freshman forward JT Compher — who scored his first-career goal — and senior Luke Moffatt connected twice shortly after Nagelvoort’s first goal allowed. And seconds after the Mavericks’ go-ahead goal, it appeared the power play would come through again, charging toward the goal to literally push a goal over the red line. The tally was later overturned.

On Friday, there were glimpses of that rebound offense, but the effort was not enough against a speedier, skilled Nebraska-Omaha.

In front of Racine on Saturday, the Wolverines finished the first period exactly as they had the previous night, going 0-for-3 on the power play without a shot taken and 0-for-10 shooting.

This time, though, the offense was fast and powerful enough to secure the victory.

Michigan scored three goals in the second period — the most goals it has scored in a single period this season. Two goals came from the Wolverines second line — one from sophomore forward Andrew Copp and senior Phil Di Giuseppe — before freshman JT Compher scored his first-career shorthanded goal to put Michigan up 3-1.

“Unfortunately, we gave up three goals,” said senior forward Derek DeBlois. “We don't want to do that, but we'll move on to the next one.”

And this time, when he allowed his third goal with under seven minutes remaining in regulation, the offense answered 50 second later when DeBlois netted a rebound to put Michigan up 4-3.

It was the first time the Wolverines scored more than a trio of goals since Rochester.

“I’m pleased with it to a certain extent,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson.

So the questions entering the weekend are left largely unanswered. When both goalies gave up three, who gets the next starting nod? And if either goaltender gives up more than a pair of goals a night, can Michigan produce enough offense to win consistently?

“We’ve been in a lot of those 2-1, 3-2 games,” DeBlois said. “We've got the guys. We've just got to start putting pucks in the net. I think it's going to take those gritty goals.”

So after two games against Nebraska-Omaha, the questions are unanswered.

Michigan’s combined six goals on the road this weekend are an improvement over its four-goal weekend at Yost Ice Arena against Boston University and UMass-Lowell in October. Still, two similarly played games yielded two different results.

Time will tell if new lines and, perhaps, changing faces in net will be a winning combination

Michigan outlasts Nebraska-Omaha, 4-3
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OMAHA, Neb. — So much for an offensive slump.
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The No. 2 Michigan hockey team scored goals 49 seconds apart in the second period and held off a late comeback to beat Nebraska-Omaha on Saturday night, 4-3, salvaging a weekend split at CenturyLink Center.

After a scoreless first period, Michigan (7-2-1) needed less than two minutes in the second frame to take the lead. A botched clearance created a breakaway with no one but the goalie to beat, and sophomore forward Andrew Copp capitalized by firing home a loose rebound with moments remaining on a power play.

Forty-nine seconds later, junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe carried the puck into the offensive zone unmarked and used a slick deke to beat netminder Reed Peters, putting the Wolverines ahead by a pair and quieting the crowd.

But after a Nebraska-Omaha (6-6-0) comeback, Michigan needed forward Derek DeBlois’s late goal in the third period to seal the victory. The senior inadvertently blocked teammate Nolan De Jong’s effort but recovered in time to fire the game-winning shot home.

“Luckily, it was a tap-in goal,” DeBlois said. “Anyone could’ve done it.”

DeBlois’s tally gave Michigan more than three goals in a game for the first time since a 7-4 win over the Rochester Institute of Technology on Oct. 12.

“We’ve got the guys, we’ve just going to start putting them in the net,” he said. “It’s going to take those gritty goals.”

Though Copp and Di Giuseppe handed Michigan a two-goal lead in the second period, it didn’t last long in a back-and-forth frame. Forward James Polk broke through first for the Mavericks, sneaking a bad-angle shot by the glove side of sophomore netminder Steve Racine. Freshman forward JT Compher followed with a shorthanded tally for the Wolverines to restore the advantage, but Nebraska-Omaha cut it in half again when defenseman Brian O’Rourke’s soft attempt snuck through a crowd and past Racine.

With seven minutes remaining in the third period, forward Brock Montpetit brought the Mavericks all the way back, one-timing a loose puck in the crease over Racine’s sprawling pad.

“This is part of playing on the road,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “Sometimes we get on our heels.”

But it took less than a minute for DeBlois to break the tie in the Wolverines’ favor.

Peters earned his first start in net for Nebraska-Omaha, and Saturday marked Racine’s first appearance since he pulled his groin on Oct. 18. The goaltenders struggled through the second period, combining to surrender five goals on 23 shots. But Racine made big stops down the stretch and finished with 40 saves on the night, many while Michigan was on one of six penalty kills.

Freshman netminder Zach Nagelvoort sat for the Wolverines despite a .940 save percentage and 1.71 goals-against average in seven appearances, including a 3-2 loss Friday. The team learned of the netminder switch Saturday morning.

“Racine came in and gave us a strong game,” Berenson said.

And though each goaltenders surrendered three goals in his start, DeBlois’s timely goal propelled Michigan to a victory Saturday.

Michigan to face final non-conference road test against Nebraska-Omaha
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Fully rested from a bye week, the No. 2 Michigan hockey team will travel to the second-largest college hockey rink in the country this weekend to take on Nebraska-Omaha.
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With a capacity of 17,100, Century Link Center is among the 50 largest rinks in the world and is second in the NCAA only to Ohio State’s by 400 seats. Nebraska-Omaha lists three more women’s sports than men’s, doesn’t have a football team and has a men’s basketball team that won just 11 of 31 contests last season. There, hockey is king.

Though the rink seldom fills to the rafters, this weekend’s road trip is arguably the Wolverines’ biggest, and final, road test heading into Big Ten play in two weeks.

The Wolverines and Mavericks last met in Ann Arbor in March 2011 for an even bigger game — the first round of the NCAA Tournament. An overtime goal from then-sophomore center Kevin Lynch — which was reviewed for 10 minutes before being upheld — sent Michigan to a regional final before going to its 24th Frozen Four.

There are just seven players from that team still on the roster for Michigan.

“It was a fun, high-paced game,” said senior forward Luke Moffatt. “It was an elevated intensity. If we don’t win that game, we don’t end up going to the Frozen Four. They’re a good team, and we know that. We know it’s going to be a gritty hockey weekend.”

Unlike Michigan, Nebraska-Omaha (5-5) has played five straight weeks of hockey entering this weekend’s series, including matchups against No. 15 North Dakota and No. 19 Cornell. The Mavericks are 2-4 at home.

But, much like the Michigan Tech team Michigan (6-1-1) faced early this month, Nebraska-Omaha’s record is more a reflection of its schedule than its talent. Still, three years after the last meeting, the coaching staff expects a similarly high-tempo team this weekend.

“We expect speed and skill,” said Michigan assistant coach Billy Powers. “They’re a team that plays with great tempo, and they really get up and down the ice well. I think it’s been a staple of (Nebraska-Omaha coach) Dean Blaze’s teams back to his North Dakota days. They’re very impressive on film, in particular their ability to create offense.”

In addition to downtime and team bonding during the bye week, the Wolverines switched lines up once again in practice last week, hoping to spark an offense that will find the back of the net more than .082 percent of the time. Michigan’s 22 goals in eight games are tied for 28th in Division-I hockey.

The bye week has given new lines — namely that of freshman forward Tyler Motte, sophomore Andrew Copp and junior Phil Di Giuseppe — time to build the necessary chemistry to make an impact this weekend.

Even with a few off days last week, captain Bennett was pleased with the energy in practice both week.

“We still get worked pretty hard,” Bennett said Monday. “It was nice to have those off days. Sometimes in an off week guys kind of slow down a little bit, but I thought everyone brought their ‘A’ game to practice, and they were excited and ready to be there.”

Extra practice time also made the choice between freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort and sophomore Steve Racine — who both delivered strong practices this week — that much more difficult. Though Michigan coach Red Berenson made his decision Tuesday after practice, Powers said that he would announce Friday’s starter to the team on Thursday before practice.

Though talks of a platoon system like that of former Wolverines Shawn Hunwick and Bryan Hogan persist, Powers said the series will not necessarily be split. If Friday’s starter earns a win, he will likely be in the net on Saturday. If Michigan loses, expect to see Friday’s backup in the crease this weekend.

For now, Berenson will make his decision one win at a time. It is the motto of this team, after al

Fully recovered, Racine fights for his starting job
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As soon as Steve Racine heard a pop, he knew something was wrong.
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Early in the third period of the Michigan hockey team’s first game at New Hampshire on Oct. 18, the sophomore goaltender stretched out awkwardly to make a save and pulled his groin. He skated gingerly off the ice, putting a promising start to the season on hold.

Almost a month later, Racine finally feels in full health, but he may have lost his spot in the second-ranked Wolverines’ lineup. Since Racine was injured, backup Zach Nagelvoort has been stellar between the pipes, and the freshman may have usurped the starting role.

“It’s frustrating sitting out, but it’s what you gotta do,” Racine said. “It’s one of those things that you just need to rest. You can’t do too much, and you just can’t rush it back.”

If Nagelvoort gets the call against Nebraska-Omaha this weekend, it wouldn’t be the first time Racine has lost his job. Last season, he split time with Adam Janecyk and Jared Rutledge as the Wolverines struggled to find a reliable goaltender, though he eventually became the team’s go-to netminder.

“It gives me confidence that I’ve done it before,” Racine said.

When Michigan (6-1-1) last played, Racine was included in the team’s game-day lineup and could have competed if necessary. The goaltender was second on the depth chart and didn’t see the ice, though he says he wasn’t fully healthy then.

This week, Racine says he feels 100 percent for the first time since he got hurt, and the coaches have noticed the difference. Assistant coach Billy Powers said Racine looked sharp in practice Saturday but Nagelvoort has as well. Ultimately, the final decision is coach Red Berenson’s — even Powers isn’t sure who will get the starting nod this weekend.

“(Racine) was lights-out in practice,” Powers said. “He’s had another strong week, and Zach’s had another strong week.

“Let’s face it, (Racine) came into the year as the starting goalie. The only reason he didn’t play was because of injury. We’re not going to hold that against him.”

After he rode the momentum of a strong finish last season to win the starting job, Racine lasted just over eight periods of action this year before the groin pull, and his 2.23 goals-against average and .931 save percentage are impressive in their own right.

Meanwhile, Nagelvoort boasts a 1.47 goals-against average and the third-best save percentage in the country for qualifying netminders (.948). In that span, Michigan has compiled a 4-1 record, the only loss a 2-1 decision to preseason-No. 1 UMass Lowell.

“If I get an opportunity, I’ve got to be ready and play the same way I did or even better than I did before,” Racine said.

Berenson previously said that he was considering implementing a platoon system and using each netminder for one game of a weekend series. And Monday, he said he knew which goaltender would start Friday’s contest, though he hasn’t told the media, assistant coaches or the players themselves.

One thing is for certain, though. As Powers has reiterated, a competition between two standout and healthy netminders is a good problem.

“For your team, having confidence in two guys and not just one is huge,” he said. “I haven’t seen it where it’s a negative.”

Notebook: Lines change after offensive woes
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Michigan hockey coach Red Berenson has not shied away from saying that his team’s lines for any given game are subject to change. In fact, all but one game thus far has featured a line change of one form or another.
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The trend will be no different this weekend as Berenson alters the lines once more after the offense’s stagnant production of late. This time, though, each line will get a makeover.

Michigan (6-1-1) is tied for 28th of the 59 teams in Division I for scoring with 2.75 goals per game. Only once this season have the second-ranked Wolverines scored more than three goals.

At Monday’s practice, Berenson used five different lines, including a new fourth line that features junior forward Zach Hyman — a regular winger — at center alongside sophomore forward Justin Selman and freshman forward Evan Allen.

“We’re looking for good combinations,” Berenson said. “That’s why we’ve had the bye week, so this was a good chance to spend more time practicing with these lines.

“Right now, I think there’s a lot of good things going on, and sometimes it’s a breath of fresh air to all the sudden be on a different line.”

The all-freshman line that included Allen, JT Compher and Tyler Motte was broken up in the process, as Motte will play alongside sophomore forward Andrew Copp and junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe.

Compher, meanwhile, will center a line that includes two of Michigan’s biggest scoring threats in junior Alex Guptill and senior Derek DeBlois.

“We don’t just throw names into a hat,” Berenson said. “We think carefully about what (sophomore forward) Boo (Nieves) needs and what (senior forward Luke) Moffatt needs and so on, right through our whole lineup.”

BYE-WEEK BONDING: Even when they don’t need to play hockey, the Wolverines still find themselves watching it.

On Friday, the team congregated at a house of some of its sophomores to spend part of the night watching Minnesota face Notre Dame.

“We live, breathe, eat, sleep and drink hockey,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett. “Anything that has to do with hockey, we do that.”

After practicing and playing for nearly two months, multiple players said the first break of the season revolved around laying low rather than going out together or spending time breaking down the play of the Golden Gophers — a team Michigan will see in February.

Bennett has often said the team’s chemistry has improved from last season, thanks in part to an increase in team bonding activities. The oft-mentioned paintball playing garners the most attention, but spontaneous and simple off-ice activities help the team on it.

“If you’re better friends off the ice, you’re going to trust the guys a lot more on the ice,” Compher said. “You’re going to go to battle for your friends more than you are for another kid.”

Some players, like Moffatt, took some time to see other friends and family. Over the weekend, Moffatt went to Ohio to go target shooting with his uncle.

But above all else, the break was much needed for the Wolverines to catch up on school work — or procrastinate on it.

“It’s nice to just be a normal college student,” Moffatt said. “I mean, it’s nice to just be able to get a nap in during the day.”

NOTES: Berenson said that he has decided which goalie would be starting this weekend against Nebraska-Omaha but wasn’t willing to release that information until later in the week. … Junior defenseman Mike Chiasson will start in place of injured freshman defenseman Kevin Lohan this weekend, according to Berenson. Chiasson played in Saturday’s game against Michigan Tech after Lohan injured his knee the night before. … As the Wolverines progress through the month of November growing mustaches for men’s awareness, one stands out thicker than the rest: assistant coach Brian Wiseman's. In his second year in that position, Wiseman played just 10 years earlier for Michigan.

Nagelvoort creating a stir in the crease
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The last time Michigan coach Red Berenson had two goaltenders share the starting job doesn’t seem so long ago. Leading up to the Big Chill at the Big House in December 2010, Bryan Hogan and Shawn Hunwick split time for the majority of the fall schedule.
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During warm-ups, Hogan tweaked his groin, less than an hour before he was expected to start. Hunwick got the opportunity to come in and contribute, and his 5-0 shutout victory over Michigan State was enough to make him the starter until he graduated the following year.

Fast-forward three years, and déjà vu kicks in for Berenson.

Freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort stepped in for the injured Steve Racine on Oct. 18 at New Hampshire and has made his case for the starting job ever since.

“We might end up being a two-goalie team, and we might not,” Berenson said. “If they both play as well as they have played, then they’ll both play.”

Boasting the nation’s second-best goals-against average (1.47) and save percentage (.948), Nagelvoort was awarded Big Ten Second Star of the Week for his performance in a sweep of Michigan Tech. It marked the second consecutive week with such recognition after earning Third Star honors on Oct. 29.

Berenson has been pleasantly surprised with Nagelvoort’s performance thus far. He knew he recruited a good goaltender, but there was some uncertainty after Racine was sidelined with the groin injury nearly a month ago.

“I didn’t know what to expect,” Berenson said. “He didn’t come in with the momentum because he had been on two or three different teams last year.”

Nagelvoort bounced around between several North American Hockey League teams before coming to Michigan, and he’s been forced to work his way to the top for a while now.

“I never got to play in the top leagues,” Nagelvoort said. “Pretty much my whole career has been, not so much playing from behind, but being the underdog. Coming into a big program, that’s the opposite. I’m still kind of pushing from behind, and I have to make a name for myself.”

Since entering the crease at New Hampshire, Nagelvoort has become more consistent and more confident in his abilities as the Michigan backstop. He’s won four of his first five starts, and all those games were decided by one goal.

While many goaltenders have the tendency to stay loose in practice but tense up when the game comes around, Nagelvoort rarely falls into that category. His teammates have mentioned that he always tries to make practice fun by throwing pucks back at them to make sure everyone knows the puck didn’t hit the back of the net. He’s a talker, loves to play the puck and can be heard from the fifth floor of Yost Ice Arena, dishing out advice for his defensemen.

“There’s two ways you can look at it,” Nagelvoort said. “You can go at it and be nervous and that kind of thing, or you can just go out and have fun, and that’s what I try to do.”

Berenson and the rest of the coaching staff have taken note, too.

“He’s not only added confidence in his own mind, but he’s added confidence from his teammates and his coaches,” Berenson said. “I think that makes the game better for everyone. When you’re not worried about your goalie, you’re just playing your game.”

Having two goaltenders capable of leading the No. 2 team in the country is hardly a controversy, dilemma or any other word with a negative connotation. If history repeats itself, the Wolverines are in good shape. Last time Michigan featured two starting goaltenders, it played in the national championship.
Despite losses, Pearson enjoys return to Ann Arbor
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Mel Pearson’s return to Ann Arbor last weekend was no happy homecoming.
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After a 23-year stint as an assistant coach of the Michigan hockey team, Pearson accepted the head coaching position with Michigan Tech in 2011. Last weekend, the Wolverines welcomed the Huskies (1-6-1) to Yost Ice Arena — the first time in almost three decades that the two teams met on the home ice of either school.

Pearson’s team put up quite a fight, but both games of the two-game series ended with close Michigan victories. The Wolverines (6-1-1) triumphed on Friday in overtime, 3-2, and staved off a comeback the following night to win 2-1.

“We’ve had a real tough schedule, and I put our team in a tough spot,” Pearson said after Saturday’s game. “I did that for a reason. We want to play good teams in good buildings. … It can be frustrating.”

It doesn’t get much more difficult than facing No. 2 Michigan at Yost, but the competitiveness of both games was a testament to how far Pearson has brought the program in just two years. In 2010-11, the Huskies won four games and lost 30. But last year, Michigan Tech beat No. 1 Minnesota, No. 7 St. Cloud State and No. 14 Nebraska-Omaha, marquee wins for a program that hasn’t won a national championship since 1975 or made a Frozen Four since its last NCAA Tournament appearance in 1981.

And last December, the Huskies routed the Wolverines at the Great Lakes Invitational, going on to claim the tournament title for the first time in 32 years. Pearson’s teams won 29 games in two years entering this season, good for the best two-season stretch in the last 18 years of Michigan Tech hockey.

But last weekend, the Huskies’ only victories were moral ones.

“We’ve taken our lumps right now,” Pearson said. “I think the record is a little misleading. I like the way we’re playing right now.”

Despite leaving Yost without a win, Pearson said his return was “awesome.” He already helped facilitate two more scheduled games between the programs — in Houghton, Mich. next year and back in Ann Arbor for 2015-16 — and hopes the former CCHA rivals continue to play regularly.

“(Yost) is a place I love,” Pearson said. “I know it’s a hard place to play and a hard place to win at, but I think it’s a great experience for our players.”

And though he and Michigan coach Red Berenson insisted the meeting between the two longtime friends and former colleagues was purely business, the two spared some time to catch up. Pearson brought with him a package of frozen pasties — the Upper Peninsula culinary staple — as a gift, and the two promised to stay in touch until they meet again.

“I love coach Berenson and Michigan hockey,” Pearson said. “I’m glad they’re doing well, and I’m really happy for them and I know they’re going to have a great year.”

Note: Berenson confirmed that defenseman Kevin Lohan successfully underwent surgery on Monday afternoon. The freshman suffered a right knee injury after sliding awkwardly into the boards on Friday. Berenson called the injury a “worst-case scenario” and that the procedure involved reconstruction. Lohan will miss at least three months.

Five Things We Learned: Michigan Tech
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1. Michigan has depth beyond the line chart.
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In place of injured freshman defenseman Kevin Lohan — who will miss at least three months after suffering a lower-body injury Friday that will require surgery — junior Mike Chiasson made his season debut on a pairing with senior Kevin Clare.

The defense allowed just one goal in a 2-1 victory, going 6-for-6 on the penalty kill. And though there were no injuries on offense this weekend, two Wolverines notched points in their second starts of the season Saturday.

Sophomore forward Justin Selman netted what was ultimately the game-winning goal for Michigan in the third period Saturday. Freshman defenseman Michael Downing and junior forward Andrew Sinelli recorded the assist.

Sinelli’s sixth career assist came in his second appearance this season.

“He’s a junior now, and he’s a pretty good hockey player,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson on Saturday. “There’s some competition now between about six or seven guys to get in the lineup and stay in the lineup. But that’s good for our team.”

2. Nagelvoort has pipes between the pipes.

With an ability to play the puck as well as stop it, freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort acts as a sixth skater on the ice at all times. Nagelvoort’s performance in place of injured sophomore Steve Racine has kept the Wolverines out of the loss column on more than one occasion through five starts.

On Friday, Nagelvoort could be heard from the rafters in Yost Ice Arena, shouting “plenty of time” to calm a hasty power play and directing the defense in front of him.

“The defense did a really great job,” Nagelvoort said Saturday. “They let me see pretty much everything in front of me. There were only really two or three chances where they had any opportunities for shots; they just played really well tonight.”

Nagelvoort has a reason to be calm. The freshman is now 4-1-1 on the season and has survived three overtime games without allowing the game-winning goal. He boasts a .948 save percentage — the second-best percentage in the nation — and hasn’t given up more than a pair of goals in any start.

3. The power play lacks muscle.

Sophomore forward Andrew Copp’s first-period goal on Saturday against the Huskies was the first power-play goal since Oct. 18 against New Hampshire, and the only one scored in five such opportunities during the game.

Though Michigan’s power play is 8-for-32 this season, it is arguably the Wolverines’ weakest unit thus far. The power play scored two goals in the season opener against No. 8 Boston College but has been held to one or fewer since.

Still, drawing penalties will eventually lead to goals, right?

“(Power plays) help us to get out offensively and get in an early rhythm,” Copp said. “It definitely helps to get shots on net.”

But eventually, luck aside, the Wolverines will struggle to win games decided by one goal. It will be the power play’s responsibility to find the back of the net, especially against a team like Michigan Tech.

4. But the penalty kill is killer.

Before the season, senior defenseman Mac Bennett said that the defense — which had been pegged as Michigan’s biggest question mark following the departure of former blue liners Jon Merrill and Jacob Trouba — would surprise a lot of people.

A defense that boasted three starting freshmen has allowed more than two goals in a game only once this season — in a 7-4 victory over Rochester Institute of Technology. Michigan gives up an average of 1.47 goal per game, which is important considering the Wolverines have scored three or more goals just twice this season.

On Friday, Michigan took its first five-on-three penalty kill of the season when junior defenseman Brennan Serville was called for boarding. The penalty kill fended off Michigan Tech for 4:42 of the five-minute disadvantage before surrendering its fifth goal of the season.

Without Lohan on Saturday, the Wolverines killed 12 minutes worth of penalties without surrendering a goal.

“I thought the defense played really well,” Nagelvoort said Saturday. “Obviously, it’s never good to be missing a guy like Lohan. We’re disappointed he’s hurt, and we’re hoping to get him back as quick as possible, but the defense did a really great job.”

5. Bold Prediction: Nagelvoort is Michigan’s new No. 1.

ter missing a weekend against Boston University and UMass-Lowell, Racine practiced in full pads in the week leading up to Michigan Tech but was listed as a backup and didn’t see the ice in either game.

Berenson has said several times that, although Racine felt he could play if necessary, the sophomore is not yet 100 percent. With the bye week coming up and a hot-handed backup in Nagelvoort, what’s the rush?

But what Berenson is not saying is that Nagelvoort’s impressive play in five starts is a happy, but confusing surprise. Nagelvoort is better at playing the puck and allows fewer rebounds. He is bigger and more vocal.

With each win he notches while Racine is resting, especially at home, the freshman earns a bigger share of that starting job.

There is certainly potential for a two-goalie option for the remainder of the season, a happy problem to have. Still, don’t be surprised if it’s Nagelvoort minding the net in Omaha, Neb. next weekend.

Notebook: Kevin Lohan out months with injury
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The Michigan hockey team may have earned its first sweep at Yost Ice Arena in over 20 months, but it lost a key piece of its team during the two-game weekend series against Michigan Tech.
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Friday, defenseman Kevin Lohan left the game after he slid awkwardly into the boards. The following evening, Michigan coach Red Berenson announced that the freshman will miss several months with what the team is calling a lower-body injury.

“He’s going to be out for some time,” Berenson said. “We’re talking a few months with him. … Let’s start with three months, and we’ll see what happens.”

Lohan is expected to undergo surgery Monday, and though Berenson said the injury isn’t season ending, it’s unclear when he’ll return.

After he appeared to hurt his knee, Lohan didn’t put any weight on his right leg as he skated off the ice and was seen standing by an arena elevator on crutches after the game. According to Berenson, the defenseman underwent testing at the hospital that evening, where it was determined he would need surgery.

The fourth-ranked Wolverines (6-1-1) entered the season thin defensively after Jacob Trouba and Jon Merrill departed for NHL organizations in the spring. As a result, Lohan immediately earned playing time and formed a defensive pairing with senior Kevin Clare.

Lohan participated in all of the Wolverines’ games before the injury, taking four minor penalties and registering an even plus-minus ratio.

Saturday, he was replaced by junior Mike Chiasson. Michigan allowed only one goal in the victory. The result lowered the Wolverines’ goals-against average to 1.75 per game, tied for third in the nation.

“Our depth on defense is being tested, and I think Chiasson came in and did a good job tonight,” Berenson said. “Our overall defense, they came and they battled. The goals against is (on) the goalie, but it’s the defense too and some help from the forwards.”

SHUFFLING IN SELMAN: Chiasson’s start on Saturday wasn’t the only addition to Michigan’s lineup. Junior forward Andrew Sinelli and sophomore forward Justin Selman saw playing time as well, and the changes paid dividends.

Three minutes into the third period, Selman’s wrist shot snuck past Michigan Tech goaltender Pheonix Copley to give the Wolverines a two-goal lead. The sophomore’s first goal of the year proved decisive when the Huskies later threatened with a comeback.

“Selman is one of several players that could be playing every night if he played well enough,” Berenson said.

Sinelli was credited with the assist on Selman’s goal, as both players recorded their first points of the season.

GOALTENDER CONTROVERSY?: Berenson has suggested that netminder Steve Racine will regain his starting job when he returns from a groin injury. But for both of Michigan’s games against Michigan Tech, the sophomore dressed — and he sat on the bench as the backup.

Racine doesn’t feel fully recovered quite yet, but he’s been practicing and will likely be completely healthy when the Wolverines face Nebraska-Omaha on Nov. 15-16 after a bye week. At that point, though, it might be difficult to start him over freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort.

Through six games played — five started — Nagelvoort boasts a 4-1-1 record. His 1.47 goals-against average ranks second in the nation, and his .948 save percentage is also among the best in the country.

Berenson said he would consider using a platoon system between the pipes, starting each netminder for one game of a weekend series. But that decision likely won’t be made until late next week.

Copp bails out struggling power play against Michigan Tech
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Twice this weekend, when the power play failed, sophomore forward Andrew Copp bailed it out.
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Friday night against Michigan Tech, the No. 4 Michigan hockey team was given four man-up opportunities but failed to capitalize on a single one.

A promising two-goal first period was erased in the second, when the Huskies tallied two goals of their own. In fact, it was the power play that gave up the game-tying goal with 2:55 to play in the period — one that would force the Wolverines into their third overtime situation this season.

“I thought they outplayed us on a lot of situations,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “We gave up a power-play and a shorthanded goal, and we couldn’t score on the power play when we needed to. We have to play better, but nevertheless, we found a way to win.”

With just over a minute to play in the extra frame, Copp received a pass from senior captain Mac Bennett. In the offensive zone, Copp looked up at a clear lane, reared his stick back and fired the game-winning shot into the back of the net.

“I’m not sure what happened, but they turned the puck over,” Copp said Friday. “I was yelling at Mac to give the puck to the wingman, and I just pulled it back and shot it, and it went in. It was pretty cool.”

The next night, Copp added his second goal of the weekend — and his fourth of the season — with just over 30 seconds remaining in the first period. From almost the exact same spot, Copp bobbled a pass from freshman defenseman Nolan De Jong before sniping a long shot into the upper corner of the net.

Copp had been working on splitting the Huskies’ penalty-kill forecheck in practices leading up to the weekend series, and it showed.

“I was able to get into that lane, and I kind of mishandled the puck. But I was able to get some speed going wide, and I was able to put it in,” Copp said.

It was the first power-play goal for Michigan since an overtime win over Boston University last week.

The Wolverines wouldn’t score again until the third period, when Zach Hyman added a shorthanded goal to extend the lead to two. Michigan Tech got one back just minutes later.

As both an alternate captain and a center, Copp has earned the trust of Berenson on offense and defense. It was Copp’s late third-period penalty-kill faceoff win that kept the Huskies from another opportunity to tie the game. In front of freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort, the penalty kill has allowed just five goals in 35 attempts, in large part due to the leadership of Copp and Bennett.

“Tonight (Copp’s goal) could have been the game-winner. That goal was hanging on for a long time,” Berenson said. “That was a really important goal for us. He’s playing really well, and I trust him when he’s on the ice.

“He’s in the right place at the right time. Someone had to pass him the puck. … It probably surprised him to score. But he used his speed and got outside for a quick shot and scored, just like he did last night. He’s a team player, and that’s why he is one of our captains.”

For a team that has won six games when scoring first, the goal provided the momentum in a 2-1 victory. Certainly, Nagelvoort has proven he can play in a tie game, but looking up at a favorable scoreboard when goals are at a premium provided the young netminder with a bit of extra confidence.

“Two goals obviously feels better than one,” Nagelvoort said. “Our youth coach always told us that a two-goal lead was the most dangerous lead in hockey because if they score one goal, you’re right back to where you started. So either way for me, two goals, one goal, being up is nice. You always have to be on your game.”

And while the power play hasn’t been so powerful — the Wolverines are just 8-for-35 (22.8 percent) this season — Copp has the hot stick.

Michigan completes sweep of Huskies, spoils Pearson’s return to Ann Arbor
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Time and time again, Michigan coach Red Berenson has said goals are at a premium in any given game.
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But against Michigan Tech on Saturday, penalty minutes were provided, free of charge, and the No. 4 Michigan hockey team took advantage by way of an early goal.

The Huskies (1-6-1) were called for 10 penalty minutes, leaving the Wolverines (6-1-1) with ample time in the opposing zone to set up chances en route to a 2-1 victory.

“We got some good momentum from our power play,” Berenson said. “I thought we played better with the puck than we did last night all around.

“I liked the way our team competed. I thought tonight was a better team effort than last night.”

Sophomore forwards Andrew Copp and Justin Selman both scored for the Wolverines in Michigan Tech’s first visit to Yost Ice Arena since 1984. With the win, Michigan recorded its first regular-season home sweep since Feb. 17-18, 2012, against Northern Michigan.

Playing in his first game since Oct. 18 against New Hampshire and only his second this season, Selman received the puck in the left circle from freshman defenseman Michael Downing, firing an awkward-angle shot past Michigan Tech goaltender Pheonix Copley for the go-ahead goal.

“I mean, obviously a goal is always nice, but I’m just glad we got the win,” Selman said.

Three late Michigan Tech penalties in the first period allowed Michigan to set up in the opposing zone, but, more importantly, hold the Huskies to just six shots in the opening stanza. After Saturday, Michigan Tech continued to lead the nation with 214 penalty minutes this season.

With four forwards on the ice during an extra-man opportunity, Copp wove the puck through traffic to the left circle, where his shot from the faceoff spot proved too much for Copley to handle. Copp’s fourth goal of the season tied him for the team lead, one night after he scored the game-winner in overtime.

The Wolverines also drew a number of penalties themselves — 12 altogether — including two in the second period that slowed down play for both teams and a late call on junior forward Zach Hyman in the third period.

“That gave us momentum going into the third (period),” Selman said. “It just gave us energy throughout the whole game.”

Freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort surely appreciated the slow play, though. After he faced 36 shots the previous night, Nagelvoort stopped just 29 on Saturday — his fourth win in place of sophomore Steve Racine.

“Our overall defense, they hung in there and they battled,” Berenson said. “The goals against is (on) the goalie, but it’s also on the defensemen, too.”

Michigan’s victory was even more impressive without freshman defenseman Kevin Lohan, who is out for at least the next three months with a lower-body injury that he suffered in Friday night’s game.

“Obviously it’s never good to be missing a guy like Lohan … but I thought (the defense) did a really good job,” Nagelvoort said. “They let me see pretty much anything that was in front of me. There was only two or three times where (Michigan Tech) had a chance to tip in any kind of shots.”

The Huskies tallied a late goal midway through the third period, nearly completing the comeback when they finally managed to limit their penalties. Forward Dennis Rix slapped one past Nagelvoort when he found the puck near the slot. A late penalty and a 6-on-4 advantage were not enough to force a second straight overtime, though.

The loss spoiled former Michigan assistant coach and current Michigan Tech head coach Mel Pearson’s return to Ann Arbor. Pearson served as an assistant coach for 23 years under Berenson, helping to lead the Wolverines to 11 Frozen Fours.

“Yost is a place I love,” Pearson said. “I know it’s a hard place to play, and a hard place to win at, but it’s a great experience for our players to come here.

“I’ve got a lot of fond memories here, and I just love Michigan, coach Berenson and Michigan hockey.”

Friday night: Andrew Copp played hero in the weekend opener, scoring the game-winner in overtime after the Huskies came back from a two-goal deficit.

Copp took the puck across the center line before he wound up near the top of circle and fired a shot that was too quick for the glove of Copley.

Junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe scored his third goal of the season and added an assist, while senior forward Luke Moffatt tallied a goal of his own.

Wolverines top Huskies in overtime
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On Wednesday, the No. 4 Michigan hockey team closed out practice with a basic penalty-shot drill. With goaltenders awaiting at both ends, each player had the opportunity to take the puck to net from center ice — a drill for skaters and goalies alike.
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On Friday night against Michigan Tech, the Wolverines showed practice makes perfect, winning in overtime 3-2.

With 1:34 remaining in overtime, sophomore forward Andrew Copp did exactly what he had done on Wednesday, slapping an open look into the top-left corner to secure a second overtime victory of the season.

“We worked on it the last couple days in practice,” Copp said. “There’s definitely a learning curve there.”

The third period featured traffic mimicking that of last weekend. On its fourth power play of the night, the Wolverines found themselves without a goal despite several opportunities. Later in traffic, freshman goaltender Zach Negelvoort was forced to make several consecutive saves without the defense clearing the puck down ice.

Nagelvoort — who tallied 36 saves on the night — would make nine more saves before the end of the game to secure the Wolverines’ fifth victory of the season.

Friday night’s matchup was the first time the Huskies (1-4-1) have made the trip to Ann Arbor since 1984, the first season under Michigan coach Red Berenson/

In a game of firsts, Michigan (5-1-1) came out on top.

Senior forward Luke Moffatt added Michigan’s second goal of the night off a dual assist from senior defenseman Mac Bennett and junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe. Moffatt’s shot hit the left crossbar before deflecting in off of the Huskies goaltender, giving the Wolverines a 2-0 lead for the first time since a 7-4 victory over Rochester Institute of Technology.

The game saw six penalties through two periods, with Michigan taking three, including one from junior defenseman Brennan Serville that left a Huskie on his stomach before being assisted off the ice. With 38 second remaining in the Wolverines’ first five-on-three penalty kill situation this season, Michigan Tech’s Alex Petan found the right-top corner of the net to cut Michigan’s lead to one.

It looked as if Michigan would escape the penalty-filled game relatively unscathed until Michigan Tech scored a man-down goal from sophomore forward C.J. Eick . Like he had in practice, Nagelvoort faced a one-man rush down center ice. This time, though, he was outmatched as the Huskies tied the game.

“The penalties when you take them one on top of the other, that really hurts,” Berenson said. “But again, this was a hard-fought game on both sides.

Added Di Giuseppe: “It happens. I took that dumb penalty last game, but you have to work through them.”

With 11:47 remaining in the first period, freshman defenseman Michael Downing started a breakaway with a pass to senior forward Derek DeBlois, who punched a nifty pass to Di Giuseppe for the open-lane opportunity — the first Michigan goal allowed by Michigan Tech goalie Pheonix Copely, who shut out the Wolverines last season. It was the first time since game one against New Hampshire where the Wolverines scored in the first period.

Michigan’s second man-up advantage came with a minute left, but a still-weak power play was unable to convert. In net again after a blue-line penalty, freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort — who 14 had saves, and seven in the first five minutes — repeated “plenty of time left,” as the defense cased down puck after rejected puck, to no avail.

Though the Huskies appeared to out-hustle Michigan through much of the first two periods, it was ultimately a calmer offense that scored goals. Whereas Michigan needed upwards of 30 shots to score against both Boston University and UMass-Lowell, the Wolverines took just seven before finding the back of the net Friday. This time, with quality rather than quantity, Michigan prevailed.

Note: Freshman defenseman Kevin Lohan left the game early with what Berenson called a lower-body injury and was seen on crutches thereafter. Lohan will head to the hospital tonight to undergo tests.

Notebook: Racine practices, freshman trio continues to shine
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Sophomore goaltender Steve Racine returned to practice Monday after missing three games with a groin injury. Racine was forced to leave Michigan’s game at New Hampshire on Oct. 18 in the third period and hasn’t played since.
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After evaluating Racine’s progress this week, Michigan coach Red Berenson said freshman goaltender Zach Navegvoort will likely be the starter this weekend, but he will wait until after Thursday’s practice to determine whether Racine will see time when Michigan Tech comes to town Friday.

“(Racine’s) getting better every day,” Berenson said. “I was worried he might be sore today after (Monday’s) skate, but not so much.”

Meanwhile, Nagelvoort has filled in admirably the past three games. The back-up goalie has posted an impressive 1.47 goals-against average in four games against Hockey East opponents.

With a bye next weekend, Berenson mentioned it might make more sense to allow Racine to rest this weekend and that he would be reluctant to rush him back. And with Nagelvoort’s consistency in net thus far, this serves as a safe bet, even against a strong Michigan Tech team.

FRESHMAN TRIO MAKING AN IMPACT: Just five games into the season, Berenson has pieced together an all-freshmen line that has already done serious damage.

The trio of Tyler Motte, JT Compher and Evan Allen has combined for 11 points — six goals and five assists — to provide a much-needed boost for the Wolverines. Allen started the season on the fourth line but was moved up on Nov. 19 at New Hampshire to replicate the chemistry between the three youngsters from when they played with the U.S. National Team Development Program last season.

“We’re all the same age, and we’ve all been together for a few years,” Allen said. “Me and Tyler have been together before that, so I think we have a lot in common on the ice and off the ice.”

The NTDP plays across the country against top Division I opponents every season, making the program a recruiting hotbed for college coaches. Before the season, Berenson and his assistants hoped the trio could fill the production void left by former Wolverines Jacob Trouba and Jon Merrill. They have done so thus far, and the reassurance these freshmen have provided has made coaching worthwhile for Berenson.

“Part of the reason I’m still coaching is I look forward to seeing the players we’ve recruited finally get here and see what they can do on the ice,” Berenson said. “These players have lived up to their early season expectations.”

PEARSON RETURNS TO YOST: Michigan Tech coach Mel Pearson, a former Michigan assistant under Berenson for 23 years, will make his first trip back to Ann Arbor this weekend after taking a position as head coach of the Huskies after the 2010-11 season.

In those two years, Pearson has led Michigan Tech to its second-best two-season stretch in program history with 29 total wins. Perhaps none of those wins were more meaningful than shutting out Michigan in the 2011 Great Lakes Invitational, when the Huskies went on to win their first GLI title since 1981.

For Berenson and Pearson, it will be a battle between teacher and student. For the Wolverine seniors, it will be a shot to beat the coach that recruited some of them to Michigan. There will be mixed emotions on both benches come Friday night.

“He was a really, really good coach,” said senior captain Mac Bennett. “He was someone I looked forward to practicing with. It’s kind of strange (seeing him on the other bench), because he was here when I got here.”
A call for offense from the defense
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Fact: The Michigan hockey team has scored more than three goals once this season — in a 7-4 win over the Rochester Institute of Technology.
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Fact: The Wolverines’ offense sits exactly in the middle of the nation in total team offense with 2.83 goals per game.

Fact: Michigan’s defense hasn’t scored a goal this season.

“We know right now that goals are at a premium,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “We can’t afford to give many goals up because we can’t score many goals.”

Despite the defense’s lacking role in the production, the fourth-ranked Wolverines still hold a 4-1-1 record. But with only five assists, one of which came this weekend, Michigan will be looking for more production from its blue-line pairings against Michigan Tech.

But signs like senior defenseman Mac Bennett’s pass this weekend show just how important the defense’s role on offense is to the team’s success.

Just above the left circle in Friday’s game against Boston University, Bennett stood handling the puck amid a flurry of traffic in the middle of the ice. In a matter of seconds, Bennett looked to his left, drawing the defense like a quarterback draws a linebacker, and slipped a pass between traffic to his right. He found freshman forward Tyler Motte standing alone with an open net, and he got the credit for a goal that Bennett developed.

For the Wolverines, these plays can be just as important as a goal but won’t show up on the scoreboard. Those plays have also been few and far between.

“We’ve got to take more pride and be smarter about what we’re doing with the puck,” said Michigan assistant coach Billy Powers. “If the shooting lane is blocked, we have to find a passing lane. We’ve got to get the puck behind the first layer of forwards and get it to the net.”

Freshman defenseman Nolan De Jong and Bennett stand out as the Wolverines’ top offensive defensemen among the six that have seen time thus far.

Bennett, who excels in bringing the puck up the ice, has given his team the best chances to score by not only sparking odd-man rushes, but also pushing his own team down the ice faster.

“The good thing about the defense is that it’s our job to play defense,” Bennett said. “But at the same time, I think if you kind of be like a fourth forward in the zone, that can cause trouble for a lot of teams.”

De Jong, younger and lankier than most of his teammates, uses his powerful shot for a leg up but has struggled to tally shots consistently. This weekend against Boston University and UMass-Lowell, De Jong combined for just two shots, and most of his attempts never made it to the goaltender past the traffic.

But don’t fault De Jong for the lack of offense. Along with freshmen teammates Michael Downing and Kevin Lohan, the focus has been on playing sound defense, the primary role they were brought in to perform.

“I’m still getting a feel for getting pucks at the net,” De Jong said. “I think I’m being put in a good position right now to help produce offense, but I think there’s a lot of guys who can do that.”

Part of the slow start is due in part to the forwards up front, who as a collective group need to find the defense more. But for an offense that hasn’t been able to find the back of the net without a bit of luck, any type of production is welcome.

If the offense can increase its scoring this weekend, the defense should likely fall in line.

For Michigan, Nieves’s feet mean goals
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If life is a highway, hockey is the German autobahn with a few daunting roadblocks along the way — the defensemen.
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And come game time, sophomore forward Boo Nieves is the McLaren F1, stuck in first gear.

Early in the second period Friday against Boston University, Nieves turned a one-on-one breakaway into a solo look at the Terriers’s net, faking right and then blowing past a defenseman with that familiar ease. Nieves came equally close to scoring later in the period during No. 4 Michigan’s second power play, but fell into the net without the puck.

“I liked his energy on Friday and the speed when he cut around the defensemen twice and went to the net,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “I thought his puck touches, defensive awareness, and his intensity and faceoffs were right on. And on Saturday, he never got that back.”

At full speed, Nieves wove easily through traffic. But that’s about the only time he’s given the crowd something to marvel at this season. Before the season, Berenson singled Nieves out as one of several players in need of a breakout year for the Wolverines.

Through six games this season, Nieves has only one goal and one assist. Without utilizing much of his signature speed, he has been a non-factor in each of the Wolverines’ four victories. He is on pace for a repeat season — Nieves tallied 29 points, including eight goals and 21 assists in 41 appearances as a freshman. But as one of the Wolverines’ key offensive weapons — especially on a line with junior forwards Alex Guptill and Zach Hyman — cruising just won’t cut it.

The talent is there — we saw a glimpse of that on Friday night.

Following the departure of five Wolverines, Michigan’s biggest question mark heading into the season was the special teams. Last season, power-play production fell largely on the shoulder of first-year Winnipeg Jets defenseman Jacob Trouba, while penalty killing was the job of former Wolverines A.J. Treais, Lee Moffie, Kevin Lynch and Jon Merrill.

Thus far, the penalty kill has been as close to perfect as can be expected of a roster that includes 10 freshmen — not to mention a backup freshman in net. But as predicted, the power play has taken longer to develop. And Michigan’s power play is just 7-for-23 this season. But the Wolverines’ first loss of the season on Saturday featured one goal from the home team — something the penalty kill won’t be able to control.

Nieves has since moved into the center position after spending his freshman year at left wing. In his new role, Nieves represents the speed, while sophomore forward Andrew Copp represents the strength. At center, Nieves is given more room to skate and a better view of the defense he need to weave around. And on a line with Guptill — who has tallied two goals and two assists in five games — Nieves has the potential to set the tempo for a highly touted offense.

He has the ability to create offense simply by being fast on his feet, said senior defenseman Mac Bennett.

Bennett refers to Nieves’s lack of production as little more than a sophomore slump.

“You go from not playing at all over the summer to coming back, and all of a sudden it’s tough to be consistent,” he said. “It’s an issue I’ve been dealing with myself. But as we play more and more, you’ll see his stock rise.”

Added Guptill on Friday: “He’s a superstar. He’s one of the best players in college hockey right now.”

Though Nieves might not statistically be among the top-10 centers in college hockey, he can certainly skate circles around nearly every member of the fourth-ranked team in the nation. It would be misguided to assume that Michigan lives and dies with Nieves. But Michigan (4-1-1 overall) cannot afford for Nieves to not produce in these games. And for Nieves, it’s a matter of simply skating at top-speed in practice as often as when the stands are filled.

“If you drive around in your car on low gear all the time, you get used to it,” Berenson said. “Until someone shows you you’ve got high gear.”

It’s also a matter of knowing when to change gears. Once Nieves finds the confidence to press the pedal, the challenge will be to know when to press the pedal and when to lay off.

“You also can’t drive your car 100 miles an hour when you’re 50 feet from a stop sign,” Berenson said. “When you’re on the highway, though, that’s your opportunity.

ckey is a game of intensity, but it’s a game of short sprints and then every so often you get a chance, and that’s when Boo needs to know he has that extra gear.
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“With cement trucks out there, you have to decide how fast you’re willing to go. There’s a risk involved in using that speed. Do you want to go or is it safer to stay here?”

For the Wolverines, plenty of missed opportunities
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Less than two minutes into the third period on Friday against No. 13 Boston University, traffic in the crease forced the visitor’s net out of its resting position, behind the line and off its moorings. A loose puck was punched out of the pileup, traveling into the net for a goal — a play that would later be overturned.
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The next night, with six minutes remaining in a tie game, freshman forward Tyler Motte missed an open-net shot wide right — the Wolverines’ best chance of the night. He and the crowd wanted that one back as Michigan went on to lose its first game of the season against No.18 UMass-Lowell, 2-1.

Like the majority of the No. 4 Michigan hockey team’s scoring opportunities this weekend against the Terriers and UMass-Lowell, it was close, but no cigar.

Despite plenty of opportunities in both games, the Wolverines were able to come up with just three goals at home.

Against Boston University on Friday, in a game characterized by in-crease pileups, Michigan came close to pushing one over the line several times, but Terriers’ goalie Matt O’Connor landed on the puck every time. Through two periods, the Wolverines took 32 shots, none of which found their way into the goal.

Minutes later, down 1-0, freshman forward JT Compher put Michigan’s 33rd shot into the net off a pass from senior defenseman Mac Bennett that was put right on the tape.

Michigan took 44 shots in total against a strong goaltender O’Connor. He tallied 42 saves, allowing one goal during the second period and another on a penalty shot from junior forward Alex Guptill — a former teammate of O’Connor.

Guptill received fewer chances on Saturday night against UMass-Lowell. After scoring two goals in three starts this season, Guptill was singled out in the second matchup, taking some of the game’s harder hits that prevented him from impacting the game.

A lucky break in the third period for the River Hawks may have been the difference in the game, but there were still plenty of chances to pull ahead.

After tying the game in the second frame, Michigan was forced to kill a five-minute penalty when senior forward Phil Di Giuseppe was called for checking from behind. The Wolverines’ penalty kill survived 4:23 of the major penalty before surrendering the eventual winning goal — just the third power-play goal allowed by Michigan this season.

In both games, Michigan was forced to skate with a one-goal deficit, and needed upwards of 30 shots before finding the back of the net. Converting on just three of 82 opportunities won’t cut it moving into Big Ten play.

“I thought their defense did a good job, but we still had three or four glorious chances,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson on Saturday. “(Freshman forward Tyler) Motte had a chance behind the net, and (senior forward Derek DeBlois), and we had enough chances. It wasn’t their defense; we just didn’t capitalize, and I give their goalie credit, he did a great job.”

With a penalty kill that has stopped 90 percent of its man-down situations and two equally strong goaltenders in the net, the Wolverines may be able to overcome scoring fewer goals this season.

“They capitalized (on that penalty), and we couldn't come back from that,” Bennett said Saturday. “(Freshman goalie Zach Nagelvoort) gave us a chance to win this game. He’s been really, really solid since he’s come in, and I’m really happy with his play.”

But having scored seven times in one game on the road against Rochester Institute of Technology, Michigan’s three-goal weekend was undeniably sub-par. Berenson has spoken of the “one-goal-a-game” advantage Yost Ice Arena provides during the regular season. That certainly wasn’t the case against Boston University and UMass-Lowell.

“We need to score more than one at home,” Berenson said.

Five Things We Learned: Boston University and UMass-Lowell
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1. Whether it’s Steve Racine or Zach Nagelvoort, Michigan can rely on its goaltending.
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Last year, starting then-freshmen goaltenders Jared Rutledge and Steve Racine meant taking a risk. The defense felt the pressure to do too much, and the offense wasn’t capable of building up a big enough lead.

This year, the Wolverines inserted the freshman Nagelvoort in a pinch to replace the injured Racine, who pulled a groin against New Hampshire last weekend. Nagelvoort has been beyond consistent, making the saves he was supposed to and then some this weekend.

His reflexes to slide across the net and the vision to pick a puck out of the air are special for anyone at such a young age, but his inexperience in stick handling and timing coming out of the net still require work.

In four appearances, Nagelvoort is 2-1-1 against three top-20 teams, which is most important to his teammates.

“It's a huge confidence booster, that’s for sure,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett. “He played fantastic tonight, and he gave us a chance to win this game. He’s been really, really solid since he's come in, and I’m really happy with his play.”

Better yet, Racine also looked solid in his limited action and instills the same confidence in his team.

Berenson said the last time he had two goalies who both excelled was three years ago during the Big Chill at the Big House. Then, Shawn Hunwick filled in for Bryan Hogan and started the remainder of the season. Michigan advanced to the National Championship that year.

2. Michigan’s offense won’t be potent until it buries its chances.

The Wolverines tallied 83 shots in two games. They scored on just three of them.

For what has been deemed one the deepest units he’s ever seen, Berenson has reason to be upset with a .036 shot percentage. It’s clear Michigan can create chances, which should theoretically mean more goals, but that hasn’t been the case.

“We have to score more than one goal at home,” Berenson said Saturday. “We’ve got to take advantage of our chances better than we did tonight.”

Freshman forward Tyler Motte had one of those scoring chances late against the River Hawks on Saturday, when he received the puck near the crease with an open net but sent it wide left. Senior forward Derek DeBlois also failed to finish with an open net, pushing his shot just wide.

It doesn’t help when both of the opposing goalies’ play is outstanding, but missed opportunities like Motte’s and DeBlois’s have become costly.

The offense has shown its potential against RIT when it scored seven times, but its play in the past two weeks has not lived up to its reputation. Big Ten teams will play comparable, if not better, offense to recent Hockey East opponents, which means the Wolverines won’t be able to constantly rely on their goaltenders.

3. The all-freshmen line is playing like it’s a veteran line.

At the end of Friday’s contest against Boston University, with a slim 2-1 lead in the waning seconds, Berenson sent out the third line of freshmen Motte, JT Compher and Evan Allen.

The 11th-ranked Terriers pulled their netminder in the final minutes in attempt to tie the game and fired more shots in the third period than the previous two, but the young line held on for the win.

The move was bold of Berenson, who said prior to the season that he had planned to put younger players with experienced ones. It demonstrates his early trust in unproven players at the collegiate level.

“I just had a good feel for these three,” Berenson said. “They’re competing hard. They’re always making good decisions on the ice.”

All three were members of the U.S. National Team Development Program last year and show solid chemistry on the ice. Saturday’s game was the first in the past five games that Motte did not score. Meanwhile, Compher continues to create scoring chances when he brings the puck down.

“We’re all the same age, and we’ve all been together for a few years,” Allen said. “Me and Tyler have been together before that, so I think we have a lot in common on the ice and off the ice.”

4. Penalties will be costlier than usual.

The Wolverines have allowed five power-play goals thus far, good for 27th fewest in the nation.

The middle-of-the-pack numbers don’t tell the whole story.

Michigan takes 13.2 penalty minutes per game, which both players and coaches alike have said disrupts the team’s rhythm and flow.
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    Offense delivers as Michigan beats New Hampshire in overtime

The Wolverines have struggled the most during games in which they have sat in the penalty box the longest. Against RIT, Michigan took seven penalties in the second period and allowed four goals in the same frame.

Tied at one midway through the third period of Saturday’s contest, junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe again proved why the penalties are costly. He was called for checking from behind and subsequently given a game misconduct. The five-minute major that ensued strained Michigan’s defense and kept the Wolverines out of the offensive zone.

The penalty ultimately resulted in a goal allowed, which stood as the game winner.

“Killing a five-minute penalty is tough,” Bennett said. “I thought we almost had it, but it was too little, too late. They capitalized, and we couldn’t come back from that.”

When the Wolverines play their best hockey, they stay out of the box and hold onto the puck longer. Michigan will have to stay disciplined against rivals like Michigan State and Ohio State later in the season if it wants any shot at keeping games close.

5. Bold Prediction: Michigan won’t lose again in 2013.

The Wolverines played three top-20 teams with an untested defense and were without their starting goaltender for half of their games to the start the season and finished 4-1-1.

Michigan won’t face another top-20 team this year if the rankings remain similar to where they are now, which looks good for the Wolverines on paper. Their next two opponents — Michigan Tech and Nebraska-Omaha — have combined for three wins this season, and the competition afterward, teams like Niagara and Ferris State, doesn’t appear much better.

As the defense gains experience and with Racine eventually back to full health, the season looks promising to end the calendar year.

Alejandro Zúñiga: Restoring the faith

    Patrick Barron/Daily
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It’s time to come back to Yost Ice Arena.

More like this

    Hockey topples No. 4 Boston College in regular-season opener

    Big Ten hockey lives up to expectations as Wolverines win in thriller

    Hockey returns to Yost to face two more ranked teams

    Early scoring helps Wolverines rout Niagara

The season is still young, but the No. 4 Michigan hockey team had a big question to answer when it hosted Boston University on Friday night. Last year, the Wolverines failed to earn a berth in the NCAA Tournament for the first time in 22 years. Then, two of their best players left for NHL organizations. They’d played well through the first four games, but even Michigan coach Red Berenson admitted that his team hadn’t proved it could win — it was even simply finding ways not to lose.

For two periods, the fears of the 5,535 fans in attendance were realized. Like at the beginning of last year, Michigan entered with a high national ranking. Like last year, it boasted a slew of offensive weapons but had uncertainty at the goaltender position. After 40 minutes on Friday, the Wolverines were outshooting No. 13 Boston University 30-12 but were somehow, inexplicably, impossibly on the wrong end of the scoreboard, down 1-0.

“It was a little bit of a frustrating experience,” said junior forward Alex Guptill.

The sentiment was seemingly echoed by sophomore forward Andrew Copp, who paused to glance back at the scoreboard with a mixture of surprise and disbelief when the public-address announcer read off the shot totals at the end of the second period.

And who could blame them? They had a chance to beat one of the most storied programs in the country and, in the eyes of Berenson, a top-10 team. Instead, they were losing despite dominating the game, and the packed arena’s cheers of encouragement were slowly being punctured by grumbles of exasperation as the uncertainties of last year were again becoming realities.

One student had to leave when a puck deflected over the boards and cut his face badly. He missed how, in the span of 20 minutes, the Wolverines not only answered any lingering doubts about their program, but demonstrated how it’s stronger than it has been in the better span of a decade.

With a little less than 17 minutes remaining, the building groaned when an apparent Michigan goal was disallowed. But it didn’t really matter in the end. Five minutes later, freshman forward Tyler Motte tied the game with a one-timer, and the team’s reaction was as much a sigh of relief it was as a celebration.

Last year, the Wolverines might not have found an equalizer. But the freshman was in the right place at the right time — as he has been all season — to net his fourth career goal.

“You go out in practice every day, and this is the reason you come here, to play games like these,” Motte said.

The Boston University netminder responded later in the period by punching senior forward Luke Moffatt in the head, a play that went unpunished by the referees. But Michigan didn’t need to fight back, not like that. Halfway through the final period, Guptill was upended on a breakaway and awarded a penalty shot. It was a dubious call, but after equally suspect calls at New Hampshire, it was a fortuitous break a week in the making.

Guptill made the Terriers pay, going five-hole on the goaltender to put Michigan ahead for good, and Yost’s 90-year-old structure shook in response.

“It’ll get louder,” Berenson said. “If our team plays well, we’ll hear about it.”

That the Wolverines lost to Massachusetts-Lowell, 2-1, on Saturday night was little more than a minor inconvenience. The River Hawks were the top-ranked team in the preseason polls and projected to win Hockey East, and “it was anyone’s game, right down to the very end,” according to Berenson.

“You can’t win them all,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett.

They won’t, but they’ve come pretty close so far. Michigan faced five ranked opponents in its first six games — perhaps the toughest stretch it’ll encounter in the regular season — and finished 4-1-1.

So come back to Yost, because this year, the Wolverines are for real. They’ve proven as much through the first three weekends of the season, erasing lingering doubts and establishing themselves as the team to beat in the Big Ten.

As the final moments of Friday’s victory ticked away, freshman forward JT Compher and Terrier defenseman Doyle Somerby tussled behind the Boston University net. Somerby gave a shove as the final horn sounded, but by then Compher had began to skate towards center ice with his stick raised. There were no questions left to answer; that fight was already won.

Michigan drops first game of the season to No. 18 UMass-Lowell
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On Saturday, No. 4 Michigan’s best start since the 2005-06 season was halted after a 2-1 loss to No. 18 UMass-Lowell. Freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort made 33 saves in the second-ever meeting between the Wolverines (4-1-1) and the River Hawks (3-3-0).
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    Once a heckler, Zach Nagelvoort is comfortable on the other side

“I thought Nagelvoort was outstanding, and he gave us a chance all night,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “There were too many chances at each end of the ice to blame the goalies. But on the other hand, we’ve got score more than one goal at home.”

The game took a turn when Michigan was forced to kill a five-minute major penalty 7:35 into the third period after junior forward Phil Di Giuseppe received a game misconduct for checking from behind. The Wolverines were 37 seconds away from erasing the major penalty until the puck drifted out to the left circle. UMass-Lowell forward Adam Chapie was there to hammer home the loose puck for the game-winning goal that sailed over Nagelvoort’s shoulder.

“Killing a five-minute penalty is tough,” said senior defenseman Mac Bennett. “I thought we almost had it but it was a little bit too little, too late, and they capitalized.”

Bennett added that his team gets excited to kill penalties, but the Wolverines simply couldn’t rebound after the deflating goal.

Following a scoreless first period, Michigan and the River Hawks exchanged goals 24 seconds apart to begin the next frame. Sophomore forward Ryan McGrath put Umass-Lowell on the board first with another power-play goal coming from a wide-angle shot that trickled into the right corner of the net past Nagelvoort.

Freshman forward Evan Allen evened things up when a loose puck found him standing all alone in front of the net. Allen found the twine with a backhander under the arm of River Hawk goaltender Connor Hellebuyck for his second goal of the season.

The freshmen trio of Allen, Tyler Motte and JT Compher has been clicking all season, and has been the Wolverines’ second-most productive line with 11 points thus far.

“We’re all the same age and we’ve all been together for a few years,” Allen said. “Me and Tyler have been together before that, so I think we have a lot in common on the ice and off the ice.”

It looked as if more goals were bound to come, but missed opportunities from both sides characterized the rest of the second stanza. Senior forward Derek DeBlois and sophomore forward Andrew Copp both found themselves wide open in front of the net on separate occasions, but couldn't finish.

DeBlois received a pass on his forehand in the slot minutes before Copp received an equally great chance on his backhand, standing a foot in front of the crease. Both chances looked promising, but Hellebuyck was there to stonewall DeBlois for one of his 38 total saves. Copp’s backhand chance just got a piece of a UMass-Lowell defenseman to send the puck over the net.

For a penalty kill unit that allowed just three goals coming into Saturday’s contest, two power play goals became the difference despite Nagelvoort’s stellar effort in place of the starting goaltender, injured sophomore Steve Racine.

“We’ve seen in other games where we kill two minutes and that’s a big momentum shift for us,” Bennett said. “We almost had that five minute one too.”

Just 37 seconds separated Michigan from a massive momentum swing and a quality shot at its fourth win against the Hockey East conference. Instead, a mistimed check in the offensive zone and the inability to convert timely opportunities in front of the net forced the Wolverines to finally feel the sting of a loss.
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Both the Syracuse Crunch and goalie Kristers Gudlevskis delivered bounceback efforts on Saturday.

Gudlevskis made 27 saves and Brent Connolly's first-period goal stood up as the only score his team would need as the Syracuse Crunch edged Rochester 1-0 on Saturday at the War Memorial.

Syracuse snapped a four-game losing streak and Gudlevskis responded after getting yanked in his last start, Tuesday at St. John's. In that loss, Gudlevski's surrendered four goals on 20 bids.

"After the game against St. John's, I wanted to be back in a game and prove myself,'' Gudlevskis said. "Now, I did it. This is not my first season (playing hockey). You can't play all season long at one level. There's going to be ups and downs.''

The contributions of Gudlevskis, Connolly and the team overall lightened a mood that Syracuse coach Rob Zettler was turning tight.

"We wanted to snap that (losing streak),'' Connolly said. "It's a matter of getting on a roll now. It's early. If we can get on a roll before Christmas, and re-gain some of those points, it'd be nice.''

Zettler said he yanked Gudlevskis from the St. John's game in large part because his defense was hanging him out to dry. Saturday, Syracuse displayed a much more focused effort on that end of the ice, blocking shots and limiting the Amerks' quality chances.

"I think we played much better. I feel much better,'' said Gudlevskis, who registered his second career AHL shutout. "Our defense was just incredible. That's the reason I had a shutout.''

The win improved Syracuse's record against Rochester to 3-0 this season.

Saturday was "Teddy Bear Toss'' night at the War Memorial, and Syracuse defenseman Artem Sergeev made it rain hundreds of stuffed animals with 7:29 left in a scoreless first when he apparently drilled a shot off the crossbar and into the upper right corner of the net.

The only problem was the referee waved off the goal, ruling it didn't cross the line. The teddy bears still counted, though.

Point of View: Syracuse Crunch Fan A point of view look at what its like to attend a crunch game at the OnCenter War Memorial.

The game was held up for several minutes while the animals were cleared off the ice.

"I just said (to his players), 'Grab a teddy bear for one of your kids,''' said Zettler, who said he tried to keep the overall atmosphere light by talking more on the bench. "What are you going to do. Just stay loose and keep going.''

Connolly left no doubt on his goal at the 14:18 mark of the first, though, redirecting a shot from teammate Dmitry Korobov past Amerks goalie Nathan Lieuwen for the first score of the game. A handful of untossed stuffed animals fluttered onto the ice after that goal, which was Connolly's second of the season.

"We were playing pretty well at the start. We were fortunate to keep the momentum,'' Connolly said. "He (Korobov) put it on my stick. I just tried to get a stick on it. Luckily, it went in.''

Connolly also scored the first goal in the Crunch's teddy bear toss game last year, against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Syracuse is off until visiting Hershey on Wednesday. Its next home is Friday, when Binghamton visits.

"This was a hard moment. It's hard when you lose four games (in a row). You forget how to win,'' Gudlevskis said. "Now, we know. You remember.'''

Nikita Kucherov showing well-rounded skills since recall from Syracuse Crunch to Tampa Bay (video)
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he first thing you notice about rookie forward Nikita Kucherov, of course, is the flash.

It's hard to ignore, especially when he sizzles with sensational moves like the one he used in a shootout against Washington on Tuesday.

But as Damian Cristodero writes in today's Tampa Bay Times, Kucherov is showing a solid all-around offensive game since his promotion from the Syracuse Crunch.

In eight games, Cristodero notes, Kucherov has three goals -- one in each of his past two games -- is plus-3 and has 22 shots while averaging 14:07 of ice time. It the Lightning coach Jon Cooper has moved Kucherov up to the first power-play unit for tonight's game with the Devils at the Prudential Center.

Red Wings Lightning Hockey.JPGTampa Bay Lightning forward Nikita Kucherov enjoys sharing his emotions. Here, he celebrates after scoring against Detroit on Thursday.Chris O'Meara | The Associated Press 

"He's got a great sense of the game, extremely high hockey IQ," Cooper told the paper. "He's deceptively quick, and he can dart into areas and almost get to areas before the puck knows it's going there, if that makes any sense. He's a step and a half ahead of most people out there."

Kucherov scored in his first NHL game, Nov. 25 against the Rangers, and on his first shot. When Kucherov then went five games without getting his second goal, frustration set in and Cooper was there for support.

"He said, 'Don't be frustrated. Play good in the D zone and don't worry about scoring goals. It will come,' " Kucherov said. "That gave me some support."
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As furiously as Tampa Bay paddled below the surface to make moves that improved the Syracuse Crunch last year, the parent club remained publicly stoic until its work was done.

That reminder is a necessary prelude to Crunch general manager Julien BriseBois' assessment of the immediate blueprint for struggling team's turnaround now.

BriseBois isn't necessarily toying with the truth when he says there are no outside moves imminent. It's just that if there were, he wouldn't share any rumblings until and unless they paid off with a living, breathing player.

"I think right now it's about everyone knowing what their role is and playing that role,'' BriseBois said Thursday. "We're always talking to other teams. We're always looking for ways to get better, even when things are going well. When these opportunities materialize, we try to take advantage.''

While the Crunch doesn't seem to have a lot of trading chips, that's not necessarily a stumbling block when it comes to AHL deal. For instance, good veterans can often be acquired for virtually nothing if the trading team has an overload of such players and the shopping team is willing to assume part of a large salary.

BriseBois spoke during a layover in Toronto. He was returning from St. John's, Newfoundland, where he watched the Crunch get drubbed by a combined 11-3 score in two losses to the IceCaps on Tuesday and Wednesday.

The Crunch has dropped four straight and nine of 11. It seemingly hasn't sent a dangerous power play unit over the boards since before on-ice advertisements were allowed on the ice (five goals in its last 57 chances).

The team has one legitimate top-6 forward, Brett Connolly, and he's slumping. Only six teams in the AHL are posting fewer goals per game than Syracuse's average of 2.63.

The defense is handing out scoring chances like candy canes. Syracuse was outshot by a combined 78-41 in St. Johns as the IceCaps stood in line to pick up their goodies.

Five IceCaps picked up their first or second AHL goals of the season against the Crunch. That includes Kyle McKinnon, who had no goals through his first 22 games this year before posting two against Syracuse Wednesday.

"I think when we started to lose players a few games back, we knew we needed to tighten up our zone and limit our goals-against,'' BriseBois said. "The past two games, obviously we didn't play as well as far as limiting chances against, and it bit us in the butt. I think we turned the puck over way too much, and we just didn't execute plays.

"Every year, every team has ups and downs. It's not any different (now). We hopefully have just finished our downs. We're going to tighten things up, and everyone is going to have to bring more to the table and we'll be able to turn things around here.''

The Crunch's next chance to do that will come Saturday, when Rochester visits. The 7 p.m. game will be televised by the Time Warner Cable Sports Channel.
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Ever since he first laced up his skates as a precocious and outrageously talented youngster, Tim Connolly gave the impression of someone who viewed the attention he received for excelling at the sport as an irritant.

The same attitude appears to carry over into what he wants to reveal about his retirement.

Or, at the very least, a career hiatus.

It's hard to know which one for sure from the outside, which is exactly how the reticent Baldwinsville native tries to map it out.

What is certain is that after playing 697 NHL games since breaking in with the New York Islanders in 1999-2000, the forward is not skating professionally this year. He is apparently living in his home on Skaneateles Lake.

But doing what? And toward what end?

Who knows?

When recently contacted for an interview, Connolly, 32, said he was too busy to talk and hung up.

His dad, Mike, who usually filled in the verbal void when his son provided short, clipped responses or wouldn't speak at all, isn't answering questions either. He's referring all inquiries to Tim's agent, J.P. Barry.

After saying in August that Connolly, a free agent, was going to play the market after training camps opened in September, Barre has ignored dozens of phone messages and emails requesting an update.

So it's left to the less secretive in Connolly's inner circle to crack the door open for a little insight.

Defenseman Nathan Paetsch is a former teammate of Connolly on the Sabres. They became such good friends that Connolly let Paetsch live in his Skaneateles home when Paetsch played for the Syracuse Crunch in 2010-11.

Paetsch said he keeps in touch with Connolly and thinks he's retired and wants to travel the world, but can't really say for sure.

"He's in his early 30s. He's not that old,'' said Paetsch, who now plays for Grand Rapids of the AHL. "Maybe his body needed a year off. Maybe he'll come back better than ever.''

Don Kirnan coached Connolly for several years in the Syracuse Stars program and remains good friends with Mike Connolly. Kirnan said Tim is working out and staying in shape but not seriously skating.

"I don't know if they have made that determination yet,'' Kirnan said of a possible retirement. "They are trying to wait and see how he feels.''

That's always been the overwhelming variable in Connolly's pro career.

110806connollyout2.JPGThe physical pounding Tim Connolly suffered during his NHL career cut short his playing time and production. In this instance, Buffalo teammate Ales Kotalik checks out Connolly after he was laid out by a hit in a game against Ottawa.Chris Mikula/The Ottawa Citizen 

Growing up playing hockey in Syracuse, Connolly was for several years considered among the top players his age class in the world. He had puck-handling skills, vision and game sense that allowed him to toy with elite youth competition.

Connolly was snagged by the Islanders with the No. 5 pick in the 1999 draft and immediately jumped to the NHL as an 18-year-old. In his first four NHL seasons, he never played fewer than 80 games per year.

But then a long string of injuries dented a potentially promising career. Connolly was waylaid by several ailments to his legs, shoulders, neck and head, among other places.

"Sometimes bodies are just made that way. Sometimes freak accidents happen,'' Paetsch said.

He played through many of them, and even posted a career-high 65 points with the Sabres in 2009-10.

"He was unbelievable. Nobody had hands like him,'' Paetsch said. "He was an extremely impressive hockey player. And he was an intelligent hockey player.''

But as Connolly's body wore down, so did his game. It bottomed out when the lockout ended last year and the Toronto Maple Leafs swallowed his $4 million salary and sent him to the AHL's Toronto Marlies.

Connolly never jumped back up into the NHL and appeared generally disinterested in the lower league, producing five goals and seven helpers in 28 games with the Marlies.

Kirnan said he doesn't know the extent of Connolly's lingering health issues now.

"He was fighting some injuries. I think he's trying to get healed,'' Kirnan said. "Mike said he's basically working out and trying to get healthy. When you've played for so many years and haven't done anything but play hockey, he needs to get healthy before he thinks about doing anything else right now.''

Connolly likely has the financial cushion to relax for the rest of his life. According to capgeek.com, his contracts since 2006 have totaled more than $27 million.

Much of that dough was doled out on potential, such as Toronto's rose-colored glasses contract of two years, $9.5 million that ended last year.

But the Maple Leafs got just 13 goals and 23 assists for that payout (minus money deducted in the lockout), bringing Connolly's overall NHL points haul to 131 goals and 300 assists.

Whether he wants a chance to add to those stats - or even is even able to, for that matter - is just the latest murky point of conjecture in a career colored all too heavily by them

he Syracuse Crunch got off to a bumpy start to its road trip on Tuesday with a 6-2 loss to the St. John's IceCaps in Mile One Centre.

The Crunch, who have dropped their last three contests and eight of its last 10, falls to 11-9-1-2 on the season. Syracuse allowed a season-high 47 shots on goal and were held to a season-low 15 shots. St. John's converted on two of seven power plays, while Syracuse failed to score on three man-advantage chances.

Jason Jaffray opened the scoring with a power-play goal at the 8:23 mark of the first period. Jaffray's blast from the right circle eluded crunch netminder Kristers Gudlevskis.

Crunch captain Mike Angelidis tied the game with his second goal of the season 11:10 into the opening frame. Angelidis buried a cross-crease pass from Cedric Paquette just seconds after a Tanner Richard goaltender interference penalty expired.

IceCaps center Adam Lowry sent the IceCaps into the first intermission with a 2-1 lead thanks to his second goal of the season with 1:57 remaining in the first period. After a centering pass from the right side Lowry was able to slip the puck past Gudlevskis.

St. John's extended its lead to 5-1 after a three-goal middle frame. The IceCaps doubled their lead with two goals during a 12-second span seven minutes into the period.

Kris Fredheim scored with six seconds remaining on a Brett Connolly slashing penalty and Ryan Schnell extended the IceCaps lead to 4-1 12 seconds later.

After allowing four goals on 20 shots Gudlevskis was replaced by Cedrick Desjardins. The IceCaps capped the second period with a goal from Will O'Neill with 10 seconds to play.

Cedric Paquette cut the IceCaps' lead to three with his seventh goal of the season. He flipped a shot from the top of the circles past IceCaps netminder Jussi Olkinuora 9:07 into the final frame. Connolly picked up the lone assist on the play.

IceCaps left wing Carl Klingberg scored with 31 seconds to play for the final margin of 6-2.

Notes : The Crunch played without defenseman J.P. Cote, who served the first game of a two-game AHL suspension...

Crunch forward Eric Neilson took over wearing Cote's 'A' for the contest. The IceCaps' first-period power-play goal was the first man up goal the Crunch has allowed in its last nine road games...

Paquette has seven points in his last five games...With a goal and an assist tonight it is Paquette's third multi-point game this season...Paquette also had a fight, giving him the Gordie Howe hat trick of a goal, an assist, and a fight...

The Crunch totaled a season-high 63 penalty minutes... Left wing Philippe Paradis returned to the Crunch lineup after missing six games because of injury...The teams meet again at 6 p.m. today.

- Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

Former Syracuse Crunch defensemen Sustr and Barberio proving their value with Lightning (video)
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A little thing like a lack of NHL experience isn't slowing the development of Tampa Bay defensive prospects Mark Barberio and Andrej Sustr.

Coming into this season, the pair had combined for just four NHL games — two each. But injuries have pushed both up to the front of the line for playing time, and they've justified the faith Tampa Bay had in them.

"They used to play with a little bit of panic, just those nerves, and now the game has slowed down for them," Lightning coach Jon Cooper told team beat reporter Missy Zielinski. "They're more under control and they're making pro plays now."

One of the interesting things about the two young defensemen is the different paths they took to the top. Barberio played in the Tampa Bay system for three years, including last season with the Syracuse Crunch.

Sustr joined Tampa Bay right out of Nebraska-Omaha last season and then skated for the Crunch late in the year and through the team's playoff run. He was originally penciled in as possibly needing more AHL seasoning this year but earned an immediate roster spot in Tampa Bay out of training camp.

"'Is it ideal that Sustr is playing right now?' Probably not, he's a first-year pro, but the plus side is that he deserves to be here," Cooper said. "It speaks miles on how he's developed over the last year."

The American Hockey League sat down Syracuse Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote for two games on Monday as a result of his match penalty against Norfolk on Saturday.

Cote will miss his team's games in St. John's on Tuesday and Wednesday.

Cote got the penalty for elbowing the Admirals' John Kurtz in the head in the first period of the Crunch's 2-1 loss to the Admirals. Under AHL regulations, match penalties are automatically reviewed by the league for possible supplementary discipline.

Kurtz was bloodied by the blow and temporarily left the ice, but later returned. After the game, Cote said the high hit wasn't intentional.

"My approach wasn't to get anything dirty out of the that hit,'' Cote said. "I definitely didn't mean to use my elbow. I feel I even tried to lay off a little.''

Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois wouldn't comment on the suspension but supported Cote in general.

"I've seen hundreds of J.P. Cote's games throughout his career, going way back,'' BriseBois said. "He is as honorable a player as there is and a role model for how the game should be played.''

BriseBois said the Crunch still is OK numbers-wise on defense and that no moves are needed to replace Cote.
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It's not an injury or recall this time, but the Syracuse Crunch might be on the verge of losing the services of another important player.

This time it's defenseman J.P. Cote, who was given a match penalty for elbowing Norfolk's John Kurtz in the head in the first period of a 2-1 loss to the Admirals on Saturday in the War Memorial.

Under AHL rules, match penalties are reviewed by the league and offenders are subject to further discipline by league president David Andrews. Suspensions are not automatic, however.

"I'm sure they will make a good decision,'' Cote said.

Kurtz left the ice leaving a trail of bloody droplets, although he later returned.

"My approach wasn't to get anything dirty out of the that hit,'' Cote said. "I definitely didn't mean to use my elbow. I feel I even tried to lay off a little.''

Syracuse leaves on Sunday for games at the St. John's IceCaps on Tuesday and Wednesday. Crunch head coach Rob Zettler said injured forwards Evan Rankin and Philippe Paradis will make the trip.

Zettler said Paradis is probable for Tuesday's game, while Rankin is questionable.

Zettler also said third goalie Riku Helenius will travel on the road trip as well.

Syracuse Crunch forward Eric Neilson's smile was forced Saturday night, a very unusual circumstance for him.

The popular enforcer enjoyed a classic battle with Norfolk's Zack Stortini, and he also potted his first goal of the season.

While both those contributions were entertaining, there were also ultimately afterthoughts in the Crunch's 2-1 loss to the Admirals in the War Memorial.

"I should have a big smile on my face right now,'' Neilson said. "We should have won the game. Tough loss.''

It came courtesy of a third-period goal by Norfolk's Jesse Blacker that stood up as a the winner. That was enough to fend off a meek Syracuse offense that couldn't beat Norfolk goalie Igor Bobkov more than once.

The win gave Norfolk a two-game sweep of the Crunch in a weekend series between the East Division rivals.

CRUNCHvsADMIRALS_GAME2_TAYLORBAUCOM_007.JPGEric Neilson of the Syracuse Crunch (left) and Zack Stortini of the Norfolk Admirals traded several blows during a first period fight Saturday in the War Memorial.Taylor Baucom/Syracuse Crunch 

Blacker tallied at the 11:48 mark of the third, a long shot from the left point that hit off the left post and went past Syracuse netminder Kristers Gudlevskis. Gudlevskis thought it might have first ticked off a leg out front.

"My position was good. I don't know how he made that,'' Gudlevskis said. "He wasn't close. It was a long distance.''

Gudlevskis denied 22 shots in his first start since his recall from Florida of the ECHL on Wednesday. It was the rookie's first AHL loss after going 4-0 with Syracuse in an earlier stretch this season.

"We lose, so it wasn't good,'' Gudlevskis said of his performance Saturday.

The Crunch had its best chance of the contest to push the deadlock its way earlier in the third. With his team on a power play, Syracuse's Brett Connolly drive in hard on Bobkov from the right side.

Bobkov pushed that bid away, but right to the Crunch's Geoff Walker on the right side. Walker had a wide-open space to target but he couldn't get his bid up and the goalie snared it.

"I thought Geoff Walker had the game on his stick in the third period,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "He just couldn't bury it.''

Neilson tied the game at 1-1 at the 4:47 mark of the second. He powered in from the left side to flip back a rebound off a shot by Max Parent past Bobkov.

"It was right on my tape. I shot it in. I blacked out after that,'' Neilson said.

"It's huge for him,'' Zettler said of Neilson. "That's like, the world is right. Guys like that deserve those kinds of goals.''

Neilson scored just one goal for Syracuse last year, and that came in Norfolk. So this was his first marker on home ice, and the crowd roared as the he was rewarded for his efforts.

Neilson, who has scored exactly one goal in each of his last four seasons, promised the fans more chances to celebrate.

"I'm getting 10 this year. I told everybody,'' Neilson said. "I only need nine more.''

A Syracuse attack depleted by callups and injuries was an all-hands-on-deck attack this weekend. All three of the team's goals in its 4-3 shootout loss to Norfolk on Friday were tallied by players who had not lit the lamp for the team this season - Drew Olson, Mike Angelidis and Connolly.

Earlier in the contest, Neilson tapped into more familiar skills by stepping into the ring for a classic bout against Stortini. Stortini jumped out to a quick edge with seven or eight jack-hammer blows that knocked off Neilson's helmet.

But Neilson recovered nicely to regain the momentum and send Stortini's helmet flying. The two heavyweights then traded haymakers for several more seconds before tuckering out.

"It was a draw. I was gassed, for sure,'' Neilson said.

Crunch blueliner J.P. Cote was hit with a match penalty at the 11:41 mark of the first period for checking Norfolk's John Kurtz in the head. That set up a power play during which the Ads' Rickard Rakell shoveled home a shot for the only goal of the opening period.

The Crunch travels to St. John's, Newfoundland, for games against the IceCaps on Tuesday and Wednesday. Syracuse's next home game is Saturday against Rochester

By Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 06, 2013 at 11:46 PM, updated December 07, 2013 at 12:02 AM

Email

Syracuse Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins was either diplomatic or struck by amnesia in his team's locker room after it lost 4-3 in a shootout to Norfolk on Friday.

Desjardins was asked about the second-period flareup that had him ready to fight the Admirals' Devante Smith-Pelly.

Although whatever happened burned in the goalie's mind at the time, he was a little fuzzy in recalling what precipitated the dispute.

"It's just a hockey play. I don't think I can comment on anything there,'' Desjardins said. "I don't remember the whole thing.''

What's certain is that Smith-Pelly, who prides himself on his skills of irritation in front of the net, ignited the tiff by getting called for goalie interference at the 10:36 mark. The two tangled on the ice, then both stood up.

Smith-Pelly pushed Desjardins, and the goalie then backed up in preparation to circle around and fight. That spectacle was short-circuited when Syracuse defenseman Luke Witkowski came flying through the air to sack Smith-Pelly.

"I guess he probably didn't like that I was in front of him all night,'' Smith-Pelly said of Desjardins. "He was yapping in my face. I'm just waiting for him to (drop the gloves). Then I saw the other guy (Witkowski) come in and tackle me.''

Goalies from both sides roughed it up a bit Friday. The decisive play of the game might have come 1:36 earlier when Norfolk netminder John Gibson drew what appeared to be a phantom interference penalty on Syracuse captain Mike Angelidis.

The play came about a $5 cab ride from Gibson's crease. With Syracuse leading 3-0 and killing a penalty, Angelidis chased a loose puck into the Norfolk zone for what could have been a breakaway.

At the same time, Gibson burst out of his crease headed for the biscuit as well. The rules dictate that the skater must try to yield in that situation. But Angelidis claimed a Norfolk player cut him off and forced his path toward the puck and into an intersection with Gibson, and a collision couldn't be avoided.

It was a bang-bang play, and easily could have been waved off as simply two aggressive players trying to make something happen. But referee Jon McIsaac ruled that somehow Angelidis should have changed his full-speed trajectory and veered off on a dime. He whistled Angelidis for interference, setting up a 5-on-3 Admirals power play and a eventually a goal.

"I had no chance to avoid him,'' Angelidis said. "There was nowhere I could go. He hit me pretty good. I don't want to hurt a goalie coming out like that. I don't think it should have been a penalty.''

Admirals coach Trent Yawney disputed Angelidis' version of his intentions.

"I don't think you want to see that in the game,'' Yawney said. "You can't hit the goalie. There's no place for that any more. He made no effort to get out of the way.''

Later in the second, Angelidis found himself in the cauldron again. After a series of skirmishes, Angelidis and Ads captain Garnet Exelby gathered at the penalty box circle for an explanation of the penalties.

Exelby started yapping at Angelidis about an earlier play, and Angelidis answered right back. The two glowered at each other, and Exelby took a swing at Angelidis. The two would have gone at it right then and there but they were separated and sent to the box themselves.

"It was just a little talking to each other. Both guys are willing to battle. It's one of those things,'' Angelidis said.

"It had the makeup of being a good, old-fashioned hockey game at the War Memorial,'' Yawney said of the contest in general.

Whatever ill will lingers can be addressed tonight, when the Crunch hosts Norfolk again at 7 p.m.

"I think it's going to be around the same type of game. They are a big, physical team. That's the way we need to play,'' said Crunch forward Drew Olson.

he Syracuse Crunch played half a hockey game on Friday, which was just long enough to earn it half the number of points it should have won.

The Crunch let Norfolk rally from a three-goal deficit in the second period to come back for a 4-3 shootout win in the War Memorial.

The Admirals, at one point on the verge of getting blown out of the building, won the tie-breaker 2-1.

Drew Olson, Mike Angelidis and Brett Connolly each scored in regulation for the Crunch. Olson's goal was the first of his pro career, while Angelidis and Connolly put up their first Crunch scores of the season.

The wild game featured 106 penalty minutes, including a controversial goalie interference call on Angelidis against Ads netminder John Gibson. That play knocked Gibson out of the game and set up Norfolk for a 5-on-3 score, its first goal of the game.

The Crunch then surrendered scores to Steven Whitney and Chad Painchaud in the third to force the extra period.

"They never quit,'' said Crunch goalie Cedric Desjardins. "They were hungry to win. They battled hard. In the third, they kept going. They found a way to win a game.''

Connolly gave Syracuse a 1-0 lead in the shootout in the top of the second round, but Rickard Rakell put an unbelievable series of moves on Desjardins to spread him out, create an opening and then convert in the bottom of that frame.

"He made good moves. They have guys with skill,'' Desjardins said.

Norfolk's Charles Sarault cashed in on the bottom of the fourth frame for a 2-1 Norfolk lead, and then Ads goalie Brad Thiessen, who came on in relief of Gibson, denied Philip-Michael Devos in the fifth to clinch the win.

Syracuse seemed in control heading into the third but Whitney tallied a power-play goal from the right side of a break at the 2:21 mark to make it a 3-2 game.

"I like the way we stuck with it, battled back and scored on our opportunities,'' said Norfolk coach Trent Yawney.

Almost four minutes later, Painchaud batted in a rebound off a scramble out front to tie the game.

"I think we got a little bit cute with the puck,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "They carried the play for most of the third period.''

The game turned on a sketchy call by referee Jon McIsaac at the 9-minute mark of the second and the Crunch leading 3-0.

With Syracuse on a penalty kill, Angelidis chased down a puck into the Norfolk end. Gibson came well out of his crease to pursue the biscuit as well, initiating a hard collision with the goalie.

In that instance a skater is expected to make a reasonable effort to veer away from the goalie. Angelidis said an Admirals defender cut him off and forced him into the path that intersected with Gibson. Regardless, McIsaac whistled goalie interference.

"I thought it was a bad call,'' Zettler said. "That goalie came out and charged.''

With one second left on the 5-on-3, Rakell scored to post Norfolk's first goal of the game and get the Admirals rolling.

"That's going to give any team momentum, scoring a goal right off a 5-on-3,'' Olson said.

Gibson went down hard in the collision. He briefly stayed in the game, then left. Yawney said the departure was precautionary and he thinks the goalie will be OK.

The Crunch, playing without eight regulars because of injury and callups, beat Admirals starting goalie Gibson three times on its first eight shots to race out to a 3-0 lead. The last of those came with 12:47 left in the second, when Connolly snared the puck, spun around in the high slot and whipped a shot past a screen set by teammate Tanner Richard.

Olson posted the Crunch's first tally just 3:23 into the contest when he snapped a hard bid from the right point past Gibson.

"I really wasn't expecting too much,'' Olson said of his shot. "It was bouncing around. I turned around and saw a little room to shoot.''

Angelidis then put himself on the scoresheet at the 14:56 mark, forcing a turnover from Norfolk defenseman Stefan Wang and going in alone on Gibson before solving him low stick side.

"It only matters if you win,'' Angelidis said of his first score of the year. "You want to chip in with a winning goal.''

The Crunch hosts Norfolk again at 7 p.m. Saturday.
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Jay Grossman, the agent for suddenly marginalized Syracuse Crunch netminder Riku Helenius, said his client intends to sit tiight while the team's crowded goalie situation plays itself out.

Grossman said he's had positive discussions with Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman but he didn't have a timetable for what, if anything, comes next.

"Right now he's going to practice and work with the team. Wait and see what develops,'' Grossman said Friday. "Everyone has been comfortable with that. We're willing to be a little bit patient, so let's see what happens.''

Helenius, 25, was pushed out of the rotation on Wednesday when rookie Kristers Gudlevskis was promoted from Florida of the ECHL. Helenius, Gudlevskis and Desjardins are all healthy, giving Syracuse the unwieldy dilemma of trying to find practice time for three quality netminders.

Helenius did not practice Wednesday and declined an interview request on Thursday.

Grossman would not discuss specifics of his talks with Yzerman, but besides staying with the Crunch it appears Helenius has three main options.

He could accept an assignment to the ECHL to remain sharp. He could return to play in his native Finland or he could request a trade.

Grossman said only players on their initial NHL contracts can be sent to the ECHL without their permission. Helenius is on his second NHL deal, one which is one-way this year and pays him a salary of $650,000.

Grossman would not say whether Yzerman wanted Helenius to go to the ECHL but he indicated Helenius is not interested in that choice. Helenius played with three ECHL teams his first year pro, 2009-09.

"He's been through that,'' Grossman said. "I can't say it was a good transition to pro hockey.''

Grossman also said the overseas option is not a preferred one now, either. Helenius already went that route once, leaving Norfolk in in 2009-10 to play more than two seasons in Sweden and Finland.

It was his current two-year deal from the Lightning that lured him back into the organization last year. Grossman said he Helenius doesn't want to leave again while he still considers himself an NHL-caliber goalie.

"I don't think he's ready to jump to that option. His desire to come back here was to play at the NHL level,'' Grossman said. "When you look at it from our perspective, he's still young enough. I've seen some crazy things happen. I think he's of the mindset not to give up on (a North American career).''

A possible trade is out of Helenius' control, but Grossman's remarks indicated they won't push for that now.

"Certainly, Riku wants to play,'' Grossman said. "At the same time, we're willing to be a little patient here to see how things work out. He's a super guy. He has the quiet determination to succeed.''
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Syracuse Crunch netminder Riku Helenius shared a kindred spirit with one of the legends of the holiday season at practice on Thursday.

Rudolph, of course, wasn't allowed to join in any of the reindeer games. Helenius was welcomed warmly onto the team's War Memorial ice, but, like the red nosed-beast, there wasn't much for him to do.

Helenius was more than just the third goalie on the ice, he was, for now, obviously the odd man-out. That remains the unaviodable aftermath of Tampa Bay's decision to recall rookie Kristers Gudlevskis from Florida of the ECHL on Wednesday.

The Lightning wants the impressive Gudlevskis to get full-time AHL work. Syracuse already has an established No. 1 goalie in veteran Cedrick Desjardins. That makes Helenius the candidate to either be moved or simply depart, perhaps home to his native Finland.

The options to trade him for significant return could be limited. Helenius, a first-round pick by Tampa Bay in 2006, is on a one-way deal that pays him $650,000 this season. He's struggling with a 2-3 record, 3.43 goals-against and .875 save percentage.

Helenius did not practice on Wednesday. Afterwards, Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said the team is "sorting things out'' in regards to the situation.

Thursday, Helenius, normally one of the most cooperative and unflappable personalities on the team, denied an interview request after practice. Zettler's summary pointed toward a temporary status quo.

"They are all out there,'' Zettler said of the three goalies. "That's all I've got for you now. We have three goalies. That's the way we are moving forward.''

Syracuse forward Eric Neilson, Helenius' roommate on the Crunch last season, said the goalie is pondering his options.

"He's like, 'I have some decisions to make,''' Neilson said after Thursday's practice. "When a situation comes like that, you're upset. He's a tough kid. He's going to make something good come out of it.

"He's a friend. He's still a teammate. We're there for him. He's still a teammate. I said, 'Look man. I'm going to be behind you 100 percent no matter what decision you make.''

Helenius' agent, Jay Grossman told the Tampa Bay Times that his communication with Yzerman has been "great," and for now, his client is "going to be a good team guy, a good organization guy. What we have found out in this game is you never know when you're going to get your opportunities. We had good conversations with Steve and we'll see where it goes from here."

Helenius took the ice about 90 minutes before practice on Thursday wearing his workout clothes and puckhandled and fired shots with a regular skater's stick. A few minutes later, Crunch goalie coach David Alexander came out to work individually with Desjardins and Gudlevskis.

All three goalies ran through practice. But while Desjardins and Gudlevskis took all the live shots in drills, Helenius either worked with Alexander at the other end of the rink or sat on the bench.

Zettler said there was no intentional exclusion of Helenius. Desjardins and Gudlevskis will be the goalies who dress when Norfolk visits on Friday so it make ssense to give them the quality work, he said.

Alexander said the crux of the crowd in the crease comes down to the goalies' perceptions. Any goalie who takes it as a negative will only be hurting himself.

"You just have to manage the schedule,'' Alexander said of balancing the workout time. "It's about knowing the people. We've got tons of time for our guys, It comes down to their mindset.''

But Rudolph, of course, eventually got his moment on the stage and led Santa's sleigh through his wintry Christmas Eve voyage.

Will Helenius ever get a similar take-charge moment with the Crunch again?

"Everybody wants to play. They are all perfectionists,'' Zettler said. "They are here for a reason. It's just a matter of who is playing well, who is playing the best.''
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Syracuse Crunch blueliner Matt Taormina became the latest player to get a shot at some minutes with parent club Tampa Bay when the Lightning recalled him on Wednesday afternoon.

The parent club needs him to help to help fill in for Eric Brewer, who has an unspecified lower body ailment, and Radko Gudas, who has an upper-body issue.

Taormina has two goals and eight assists in 13 games for Syracuse this season. This is his first promotion this season. Last year, he was point-less in a two-game trial with the Lightning.

Tampa Bay hosts Ottawa on Thursday. Syracuse hosts Norfolk on Friday and Saturday.
Second knee surgery puts return of former Syracuse Crunch defenseman Brian Lee in doubt
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Veteran defenseman Brian Lee hasn't played since hurting his knee in the Syracuse Crunch's Eastern Conference Finals win over Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last year. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Defenseman Brian Lee's return from a knee injury has suffered a bad setback.

According to Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois, Lee required a second surgery to repair the knee before Thanksgiving.

"We did not expect this,'' BriseBois said. "His knee wasn't responding to the initial surgery (during the off-season) as well as expected. Additional work was required.''

Lee suffered the injury last season in the Eastern Conference finals against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. Lee contributed one assist in 11 regular season games for the Crunch last year and was scoreless in seven post-season contests.

BriseBois expects that Lee will be able to return this season but has no timetable for his recovery.

In other injury news Wednesday, BriseBois said the unspecified injury incurred by Tampa Bay defenseman Eric Brewer hasn't necessitated a recall from the Crunch yet. But Brewer will be evaluated again this afternoon, so that could change.
Hartzell snows Comets

Penguins’ rookie netminder makes 22 saves for his second shutout
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Eric Hartzell has made only five starts in his pro career, but he’s already been perfect in two of them.

The rookie netminder stopped all 22 shots he faced to lead the Penguins to a 1-0 win over the Utica Comets on Saturday in a game delayed by problems with the ice at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Aside from Hartzell, the Penguins relied on another win to notch the victory - defenseman Nick D’Agostino, who scored his first AHL goal in the third period that turned out to be the game-winner.

After a problem with the ice and then with a zamboni delayed the start of the game by a half-hour, the Penguins experienced a repeat of the previous night when they received four power plays in the first period.

On Saturday, a Utica hooking penalty put the Penguins on the power play just one minute into the game.

The Comets killed off the power play, and another one three minutes later to keep the Penguins off the board.

After getting through the penalty trouble, Utica kicked in the offense and matched the Penguins’ rushes up ice, even outshooting them 13-6 in the period.

But Hartzell, who was making his second start in two days, stopped them all to keep things scoreless heading into the second.

After exchanging a few power play chances in the first half of the second period, neither team managed to find the back of the net. By the halfway point, Utica outshot the Penguins 15-6.

The Comets came out firing again in the third period, forcing Hartzell to make several key saves before head coach John Hynes called a timeout. Not long after, the Penguins got a power play after Utica was called for too many men in what would be the first of three consecutive penalties.

Near the midway point of the period, the Comets were called for a two straight delay of game penalties, giving the Penguins extensive power play time.

And they made the Comets pay.

With 40 seconds left on the last penalty, D’Agostino found the back of the net with a point shot through traffic in front.

At the other end of the ice, the Penguins limited the Comets to three shots in the period to cling to the 1-0 win.

NOTES

- Hartzell is now 4-1 in his first pro season, and two of the wins were by 1-0 scores.

- Fans who couldn’t attend Saturday’s game due to the snowstorm can exchange their tickets for a future game. Call the team store at 570-970-3611.

A lasting impression

Efforts in training camp lead to chances with Penguins
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WBS Penguins' Cody Sylvester had a successful training camp, resulting in his return to the Penguins after a stint in the ECHL.
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WBS Penguins' Cody Sylvester had a successful training camp, resulting in his return to the Penguins after a stint in the ECHL.

WBS Penguins' Denver Manderson started his playing career with his hometown Fergus Highlanders as a young boy.

Training camp also serves players another purpose other than a chance to leave an impression.

It’s an opportunity to learn as well.

The Pittsburgh organization employs the same systems at all level, from the NHL to the ECHL, and for good reason.

“Every player is going to have an impact on the success of this organization at all three levels,” said head coach John Hynes.

Having been exposed to the Penguins system in training camp meant less things to adjust to when getting called up, according to C.J. Severyn.

Before his recall, Severyn was the leading scorer for Orlando and one of their top power play specialists. With the Penguins, Severyn has moved from wing to center and is playing as more of an energy player that a point producer.

It was an relatively easy adjutsment, he said.

“It hasn’t been bad at all because of my time at training camp and being able to go over the systems,” Severyn said. “I basically just had to refresh myself on a few things, but training camp really helped me get familiar with the systems in case I did get another opportunity here.”
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C.J. Severyn had one thought after he was released from the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins training camp at the end of September.

“I hoped I left a good impression,” he said.

Severyn did, and that’s a big reason why he’s back with the Penguins after starting the season in the ECHL, where he was the leading scorer for the Orlando Solar Bears.

After a rash of call-ups to Pittsburgh depleted Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s roster, the AHL Penguins looked to the ECHL to fill the voids.

Players such as Severyn from Orlando, and Cody Sylvester, Denver Manderson, Harrison Ruopp and Anton Zlobin from Wheeling were all summoned by the Penguins.

And they all took part in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s training camp before the season began, proof that even if you don’t make the team out of camp, if you leave an impression, another chance will arise.

It’s something that head coach John Hynes discusses with the players at the start of training camp.

“You never get a second chance to make that impression, and that’s why training camp is so important,” Hynes said. “You may not make the roster right out of camp, but it’s the impression you leave so that when you go down and are recalled, the staff here feels confident in that player.”

Sylvester made a training camp impression when he scored two goals in a pair of preseason games. Numbers on the stat sheet are critical, but Sylvester said the impression he wanted to leave with the team wasn’t limited to his production on the ice.

“You definitely want to show them what you can do on the ice, but it’s off the ice, too,” Sylvester said. “Just how you present yourself around the city and in the locker room, You want to be respectful to everyone and carry yourself the right way. They’ll see those things as well.”

For Severyn, there was another part of the equation in his quest to get back to the AHL. Not only did he have to get noticed in training camp, he had to continue to draw attention while in the ECHL.

Severyn did just that by leading the Solar Bears in goals (6) and points (17) in 19 games.

It also helped that the Solar Bears had a winning record as well.

“You have to start out strong and your team has to be playing well,” Severyn said. “They normally look for call-ups on teams with a lot of wins. They don’t want to take call-ups on teams that are struggling.”

So once the impression is made and the call-up achieved, is there a lot of pressure to perform well and hopefully stick with the AHL club?

Sylvester said not only is there pressure, but it’s almost unavoidable.

“I feel pressure all the time wherever I am because I always want to do my best,” he said. “I always put pressure on myself to be my best, but being in training camp helps make it a little less nerve-wracking because they’ve already seen me play.”

Penguins power past Bears
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Hershey's Nicolas Deschamps and Wikes-Barre/Scranton's Harrison Ruopp fight during the first period of Friday night's game.

The Penguins' Harrison Ruopp is checked behind the goal by Hershey's Ryan Stoa during Friday night's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – After losing three of their last four games coming into Friday’s contest against the Hershey Bears, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton penguins needed someone to step up.

They got several volunteers.

Four players had two-point nights, captain Tom Kostopoulos had a pair of goals, and the penalty kill staved off all four Hershey power plays to lead the Penguins to a 5-3 win. At the halfway point of the season series, the Penguins are now 5-0-1-0 against the Bears and 15-7-1-2 overall.

It was a game where the Penguins got results from all facets, beginning with a power play that connected three times in the first period and ending with a big penalty kill while Hershey was down by a goal.

“The overall game was more of what we wanted,” said head coach John Hynes. “We’re built to have everybody contributing and not to rely on certain guys to do the job. We needed everybody to have a collective push tonight.”

The Hershey parade to the penalty box began less than two minutes into the game, and Kostopoulos made them pay when he deflected a Scott Harrington point shot past David Leggio for the 1-0 lead.

Ten minutes later Hershey’s Dane Byers was called for boarding, and Paul Thompson scored on the power play for a 2-0 lead. The goal was Thompson’s second of the season and second in two games.

And the Penguins power play still wasn’t done.

A Hershey bench minor for too many men at 12:19 allowed Brian Gibbons to chip home a pass from Nick Drazenovic down low for a 3-0 lead to close out the period.

The Penguins finished the first period 3-for-4 on the power play while limiting the Bears to only three shots.

After a pair of Hershey goals in the second period made it 3-2, Kostopoulos gave the Penguins some breathing room thanks to a Bears turnover in the offensive zone. Hershey’s Derek Whitmore gained the puck along the boards and dished it to the middle of the ice, where Kostopoulos picked it up and roofed a shot over Leggio for a 4-2 lead early in the third period.

The goal was Kostopoulos’ 500th point of his pro career.

“It’s not my typical goal so it was nice to see one of those go in,” Kostopoulos said.

Hershey did narrow the gap, however, when Nicolas Deschamps scored on a shorthanded breakaway at 8:56 to make it 4-3, and minutes later the Penguins penalty kill was put to the test after Bobby Farnham went to the box with goaltender interference.

On the ensuing Hershey power play, the Penguins didn’t even give up a shot to avoid the threat. Making the feat even more impressive was they did it minus a defenseman after Reid McNeill left the game with an injury and didn’t return.

“We knew our penalty kill was going to have to step up, which it did,” Kostopoulos said. “Our penalty kill didn’t give up many chances all night, and especially short a D they did really well.”

Late in the third period Drazenovic put the game away when he scored at 16:21 to make it 5-3. After the two-point effort, seven of Drazenovic’s 13 points this season have come against the Bears.

With two-point nights from Kostopoulos, Gibbons and Scott Harrington as well, Drazenovic was one of several Penguins to step up against the Bears.

“These are big games and big points, and there’s a lot more on the line,” Drazenovic said. “(Hershey) fought back hard, but coming into the third we were confident and we were ready to win the game. We didn’t sit back.”

NOTES

- D Peter Merth (injury), C Dominik Uher (injury), C Adam Payerl (injury) and C C.J. Severyn were scratched for the Penguins.

- Anton Zlobin’s assist on Paul Thompson’s power play goal in the first period was the first point of his AHL career.

- Kostopoulos on his 500th career point as a pro: “It’s nice. It means I played a lot of games.”

- The Penguins host the Utica Comets tonight at 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Hershey 3 Penguins 5

Hershey 0 2 1 — 3

Penguins 3 0 2 — 5

Pens remain confident

 December 13. 2013 10:18AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

UP NEXT

Hershey (23 points, 5th in East)

at Penguins (31 points, 1st in East)

7:05 p.m. today, Mohegan Sun Arena

Radio: The Sports Hub 102-FM

More 
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Despite having five of their top 10 scorers either called up to Pittsburgh or injured, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins don’t feel they need to change much in order to win.

Just stick to the system for a full 60 minutes and things will be fine.

At least that’s the approach when the Penguins take on East Division rival Hershey tonight at home.

“I know we’re missing a ton of guys, but that’s no excuse,” rookie defenseman Reid McNeill said. “We know we have to go into every game and work as a team and stick to the system. We don’t need to change our game at all.”

What the Penguins do need to change, however, is how they start their game.

In Wednesday’s 3-2 loss to Springfield, the Penguins spotted the Falcons a two-goal lead and managed only six shots halfway through the game.

While the system may be fine, the start has to be better.

That’s something that winger Bobby Farnham said can be remedied with physical play.

“Being physical is one of our trademarks,” he said. “Especially with all the guys in Pitt, it’s really important to establish the physical element early against Hershey and let them know they’re going to be in for a tough game.”

To do that, the Penguins will need to hit the ice confident in their ability to play physical and execute their system for a full 60 minutes. Although Wednesday’s game ended in a loss, it also built their confidence heading into tonight.

“We were down 2-0 against a top team in the conference and came back to tie it up,” McNeill said. “We know we’re still a top team in this league and everyone in this room has confidence.”

And then there’s one last bit of motivation for the Penguins when they take on the Bears tonight.

“We had a good practice today and regrouped and now we go into a rivalry game at home on a Friday night,” McNeill added. “We’ll be ready for that.”

NOTES

• We’ll never know what move Harry Zolnierczyk had in mind when he was pulled down from behind on a shorthanded breakaway attempt against Springfield on Wednesday. Well, that is unless Zolnierczyk is willing to share his plan for the shot that never was.

“I was going to cut in and try to chip it over his glove side,” Zolnierczyk said after Thursday’s practice. “The penalty shot move was different. It was something I’ve been working on in practice.”

What was Zolnierczyk’s initial thought when he got pulled down on the breakaway?

“Stop myself before I hit the boards,” he said. “I knew it was going to be a penalty and you always love it when it’s a penalty shot.”

Penalties stifle Penguins

 December 12. 2013 9:35AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins winger Paul Thompson fights through a check from Springfield's Will Weber on Wednesday at Mohegan Sun Arena. Thompson scored his first goal of the season to tie the game, but the Falcons got the winner just seconds later.

Penguins winger Paul Thompson fights through a check from Springfield's Will Weber on Wednesday at Mohegan Sun Arena. Thompson scored his first goal of the season to tie the game, but the Falcons got the winner just seconds later.Penguins winger Paul Thompson fights through a check from Springfield's Will Weber on Wednesday at Mohegan Sun Arena. Thompson scored his first goal of the season to tie the game, but the Falcons got the winner just seconds later.
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StartStop(2)

Penguins winger Paul Thompson fights through a check from Springfield's Will Weber on Wednesday at Mohegan Sun Arena. Thompson scored his first goal of the season to tie the game, but the Falcons got the winner just seconds later.

Penguins winger Harry Zolnierczyk drew a penalty shot and scored on the ensuing attempt to get Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on the board against Springfield on Wednesday.

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. — Momentum wasn’t a problem for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins during Wednesday’s game against the Springfield Falcons.

Penalties were.

A third period Penguins comeback was stifled by a Springfield power play goal en route to a 3-2 loss. Harry Zolnierczyk scored on a penalty shot and Paul Thompson notched his first goal of the season as the Penguins came back from a 2-0 deficit, only to fall victim to a Springfield game-winning power play goal less than a minute later.

“We get it to 2-2 and then within 40 seconds we’re coming from behind again,” Penguins coach John Hynes said of the third period. “You find ways to win and you find ways to lose, and we found a way to lose.”

The Penguins spotted the Falcons a 2-0 lead after the first two periods while they struggled to generate offense. At the halfway point, the Penguins managed only six shots on net and were held off the board for 40 minutes.

Both Springfield goals were scored by Patrick McNeill, including a power-play tally at the end of the second period that resulted from a Cody Sylvester roughing penalty.

McNeill beat goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers with a shot from the point on the ensuing power play to give the Falcons a 2-0 lead.

The goal was one of two power play tallies for Springfield on six chances.

“It’s a combination of things,” Hynes said. “We want to limit the amount of penalties we take, particularly against teams that have good power plays. The second part is we need to get a stop on one of those situations.”

The Penguins got it together in the third period, started by a penalty shot goal by Zolnierczyk. While on the penalty kill, Zolnierczyk was hooked from behind by Falcons defenseman Cody Goloubef on a breakaway. During the ensuing penalty shot, Zolnierczyk skated on on goaltender Jeremy Smith, switched to his forehand and flipped the puck into the net to cut the Falcons’ lead to 2-1 with 17 minutes left.

Midway through the period Thompson scored his first goal of the season when Nick Drazenovic hit him with a pass in the low slot. Thompson quickly shot the puck past Smith to bring the Penguins within one.

The goal was Thompson’s first in 16 games.

“We weren’t happy with our first 40,” Thompson said. “We wanted to try and take over the game in the third and we did that. We just came up short.”

Less than a minute after Thompson’s goal, Penguins captain Tom Kostopoulos was whistled for goaltender interference, giving Springfield their sixth power play of the night. Nine seconds into the man advantage the Falcons scored on a shot by Jonathan Marchessault to make it 3-2.

“We had momentum once we scored that second goal,” Hynes said. “We took the momentum away from ourselves and that wound up costing us the game.”

NOTES

• D Peter Merth, C Dominik Uher (injury), C Adam Payerl (injury) and C Denver Manderson were scratched for the Penguins.

• The Penguins lineup included six players with less than 20 games of AHL experience (Reid McNeill, Cody Sylvester, Anton Zlobin, Nick D’Agostino, Harrison Ruopp and C.J. Severyn).

• The Penguins host the Hershey Bears this Friday at 7:05 p.m.

New look Pens ready for Falcons

 December 10. 2013 11:53PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins winger Tom Kostopoulos, center, is one of the players still with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton after all of the call-ups to Pittsburgh. Seven players from WBS are with Pittsburgh now, as Harry Zolnierczyk was returned to the squad Tuesday.

Up Next

Springfield Falcons (16-4-1-1, 34 points, 1st place in the Northeast Division) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (14-6-1-2, 31 points, 1st place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub 102 FM

Players to watch:

Springfield - C Ryan Craig is a former Penguins captain who has five goals in 15 games for the Falcons.

Penguins - RW Tom Kuhnhackl started the season with four goals in the first eight games, but has only one tally in all of November. He got back on the board with a goal last Saturday and could begin finding the back of the net with consistency.

More 
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It may be a bit unsettling to face one of the top teams in the Eastern Conference with a roster that is without five of its top 10 scorers.

But the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins are approaching tonight’s contest against the Springfield Falcons with confidence and not insecurity.

Why?

Because they have a game plan.

“The important thing for us when you’re playing a real good team like Springfield is you want to make sure you’re ready to play a 60-minute game,” head coach John Hynes said after Tuesday’s practice. “With Springfield’s track record, they’re a team that shows up every night. We need to make sure we’re not in a situation where we’re not ready to play.”

With forwards Andrew Ebbett, Chris Conner, Zach Sill and Jayson Megna, along with defensemen Simon Despres and Brian Dumoulin up in Pittsburgh, the Penguins’ roster is a shell of what it was at the start of the season.

But that doesn’t mean it’s decimated. With a half-dozen call-ups from Wheeling, the Penguins split last weekend’s set against the St. John’s IceCaps, winning Saturday’s contest 5-0.

While it may be a bit ambitious to expect the same result tonight, the Penguins are carrying confidence from last weekend knowing that the new faces are adjusting quickly.

“They did a real nice job last weekend,” Hynes said. “The big thing on Saturday that we really liked is they impacted the game. A lot of it was getting more comfortable in their roles and getting more ice time in certain situations.”

Left wing Cody Sylvester is one of those recent call-ups, and in seven games with the Penguins he has a goal and is plus-2.

Sylvester said last weekend’s series against the IceCaps and tonight’s game against the Falcons are all good tests for the newcomers, and it’s one that doesn’t have them worried.

“We’ve learned a lot about the systems and had some good practices,” Sylvester said. “The last couple of games, I thought we did really well and we just need to continue that.”

So what’s the key against a balanced team like the Falcons, which has only four regulation losses and has the highest winning percentage in the Eastern Conference at .773?

According to Denver Manderson, another new face, it’s all about sticking to the game plan.

“I think we want to play a tight game and not get into a shootout with them,” he said. “If we stick to our systems, it should be a tight game and that’s always the goal here.”

Notes

• The Penguins offense received a huge boost with F Harry Zolnierczyk was reassigned by Pittsburgh later in the day on Tuesday. Zolnierczyk leads Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with nine goals and has 12 points in 18 games.

• F Nick Drazenovic participated in practice on Tuesday and Hynes said he looked good in his recovery from an injury. “Nick’s worked real hard on getting back from his injury so it’s nice to see him take that first step today,” Hynes said.

• F Mike Carman skated in practice with a red no-contact jersey and will be ready for tonight, Hynes said.

Pens rebound to blank IceCaps

 December 07. 2013 11:18PM

ROBIN SHORT For The Times Leader 

More 
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ST. JOHN’S, Newfoundland — Twenty-four hours after being shut out in St. John’s, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins turned the table on the IceCaps Saturday night, riding a 30-save performance from Jeff Deslauriers to a 3-0 win.

Bobby Farnham had a goal and an assist before 6,287 at Mile One Centre as the Penguins rebounded from a 5-0 loss to improve to 14-6-1-2 on the year.

Tom Kuhnhackl and Brian Gibbons also scored for the Penguins.

“That was certainly more of a solid, complete team effort tonight,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “It was just a better performance throughout, from start to finish.”

On Friday, the Penguins were blanked by a 20-save performance from IceCaps goalie Eddie Pasquale.

It was Deslauriers’ turn to display perfection Saturday, as he stopped 30 shots for his second shutout on the year.

“As a team,” Hynes said, “we played well defensively, and we tried to limit their scoring chances.

“Jeff had the energy and focus to come up with the big save when we needed it. When you get into a shutout situation, you need to make those types of saves, and he did.”

After a slow first period, one which saw the shot clock register 4-2 after 20 minutes in favour of St. John’s, Kuhnhackl finally got the Penguins on the scoreboard after 70 minutes of hockey in St. John’s, banging home a rebound while Wilkes-Barre/Scranton enjoyed a power play.

It was only the Pens’ fifth shot on goal.

Gibbons scored what would turn out to be an insurance marker just over seven minutes later, finishing off a three-on-one play by converting a Farnham feed past Pasquale.

Farnham put the nail in the IceCaps’ coffin, scoring only 21 seconds into the third period, negating any hopes of St. John’s coming out with a push to open the final 20 minutes of regulation time.

The Penguins managed a weekend split despite being hampered by the fact Wilkes-Barre was missing five of their top eight scorers to recall in Pittsburgh – Andrew Ebbett, Harry Zolnierczyk, Chris Conner, Simon Despres and Jayson Megna. Toss in Zach Sill and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton was missing six regulars.

“I was confident in this group coming back (from Friday’s loss),” Hynes said. “We’ve found a way all year, and tonight is no different.

“We showed character out there tonight.”

The Penguins return home to prepare for a six-game homestand beginning Wednesday against the Springfield Falcons.

Less net equals more scoring chances

 December 07. 2013 10:50PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins canter Adam Payerl, center, knocks the puck away from Binghamton defenseman Ben Blood, right, as goalkeeper Nathan Lawson stands ready at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township last month.

Another change implemented this season is hybrid icing, which allows linesmen to blow a play dead when they anticipate an icing by determining if the defensive player will reach the puck first. The purpose of the change was to reduce the violent collisions along the board that often resulted when players raced to touch the puck first.

The rule change has been supported by defensemen, but what about forwards?

Center Mike Carman has mixed feeling about hybrid icing.

“Sometimes you’re able to get there and they blow it off, which is good. But on the flip side when the puck is rapped in and around the ref doesn’t make the right read when it’s running along the boards. You’re going to get there first as the puck’s coming to you, but the defenseman happens to be closer to it. I don’t agree with that.”

Chris Conner said he is in favor of hybrid icing for one reason.

“Whatever keeps people safe,” he said. “Sure, there is a gray area when you’re using the official’s perception versus a players so there will always be conflicts. But I don’t think there’s been any injuries this year on icings, so it’s doing what it’s supposed to do.”

More 
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When the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defeated the Binghamton Senators on Nov. 29, Adam Payerl had several wrap around opportunities and made several passes from behind the net that created scoring chances.

Is Payerl a fan of the smaller nets this season?

“Absolutely,” he said. “I don’t know if it changes the game completely, but it’s something that the forwards can use to their advantage down low.”

Before the start of the season, the NHL reduced the depth of the nets from 44 inches to 40 inches and shrunk the sides from 20 to 18 inches.

The width of the goal opening remained the same, but the changes resulted in more space behind the net.

More space for players like Payerl to use to their advantage. This season, Payerl’s offensive production is up compared to his rookie season last year, when he scored three goals and 10 points in 44 games.

After 18 games this season, Payerl already has half as many points and two goals.

Whether the production hike is related to the shallower nets is unknown, but Payerl does admit that the number of scoring opportunities he creates have gone up thanks to the change.

But that’s not all. Payerl said the extra space makes it easier to shed defenders as well.

“You have more space to spin and try to lose your guy. There’s more room to turn back and forth,” he said. “When the nets were bigger, if you were going to beat your guy, you had to beat him in the corner. Behind the net was pretty tight so you had to have a step on him by the time you got there.”

Chris Conner, who is currently with Pittsburgh, said he has seen wraparound goals that were a result of the shallower nets. While Conner said he hasn’t scored a goal as a result of the smaller nets, he has noticed a benefit.

“When you come around the corner you can do it tighter and come out around the net quicker,” Conner said. “The goalie has to go the same distance side to side, but we can cut our route a little shorter for wraparounds. You don’t have to go wide.”

Still, not all goal scorers believe the shallower nets have benefited their game directly, yet.

Jayson Megna, who is also in Pittsburgh, said he hasn’t tried more wraparounds this year and the shallower nets take some getting used to.

Still, Megna is a fan of the change.

“I know they’re trying to increase scoring and this is a good start,” he said. “It’s really benefiting the guys like Adam Payerl, who take the puck hard to the net and come out from behind the net just as hard.

“I like it.”

While the change has gotten the thumbs up from forwards, what do defensemen think about it?

Brendan Mikkelson said the change has kept him constantly on the lookout for wraparound attempts by opponents.

“You have to be more aware because just that extra couple of inches makes a difference back there,” Mikkelson said. “Even those bang-bang plays from behind the net now, you really have to make sure you have better stick positioning.”

Head coach John Hynes said the biggest difference has been players being able to create a better scoring chance from behind the net because there is less of an angle, as opposed to when the nets were deeper.

Hynes also said there are concepts that can be integrated into the game plan to take advantage of the shallower nets.

“With the angles now, you can come down from high in the zone when your teammate is behind the net to get into scoring situations. Those angles make it a little bit easier to make plays,” Hynes said.

Springfield Falcons back home safely after another solid weekend
y Garry Brown

on December 15, 2013 at 9:34 PM

Email

SPRINGFIELD – As a capper to an eventful road trip for the Springfield Falcons, the team bus had slow going through snow and ice on the way home from Norfolk, Va., but made it safely.

After their arrival in the wee hours of Sunday morning, players could look forward to two days off. No practice until Tuesday was the welcome word from coach Brad Larsen.

On this trip, the Falcons lost another goaltender but reaped five of a possible six points. With Curtis McElhinney hurt and Jeremy Smith promoted to their parent Columbus Blue Jackets, the Falcons gave stout-hearted performances Friday and Saturday at Norfolk, with Mike Clemente in net.

They lost a 5-4 shootout Friday, but only after clawing their way back from two goals down to send the game into overtime. Then they banged out a 3-0 lead in the second period Saturday and rolled to a 5-2 victory.

Blake Parlett, Michael Chaput and Cody Goloubef scored in the second-period spree. After Nofolk cut the lead to 3-1 early in the third, Andrew Joudrey scored for Springfield before Alex Aleardi wrapped it up with an empty-net goal.

All that after the Birds had battled for a 3-2 victory Wednesday at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Smith backstopped Wednesday but then was off to Columbus, joining former Springfield teammate Mike McKenna. They both started the season here, but now the Falcons have Clemente and Linus Lundin as their 1-2 goaltenders.

Clemente, who played four years at Brown University, was recalled from Evansville of the ECHL. The 21-year-old Lundin, a former Springfield Pics junior player from Stockholm, was brought up from the St. Charles Chill of the Central Hockey League.

As the Falcons have shown in their one-plus seasons under Larsen, they keep going despite roster changes caused by personnel moves or injuries.

With the American Hockey League’s Christmas break close at hand and virtually one-third of their schedule played, the Falcons have lost only four games in regulation. Their 18-4-1-2 record gives them 39 points out of a possible 50, for a .780 winning percentage that leads the 30-team AHL.

They also lead the league in goals-against average at 2.40.

When they return to their Nest for practice, they’ll start preparation for two more road games, Friday against Providence and Saturday against Hartford. Springfield’s next home game is the night after Christmas against Adirondack.

ICE CHIPS:� The team stands 4-1-0-1 for December, six games before the new year ... The Falcons have the best road record in the Eastern Conference (8-2-1-2) ... Jonathan Marchessault has taken the team lead with 19 points. He has three goals and three assists in his last four games ... The Falcons forward corps got a boost when veteran Jack Skille was sent back from Columbus before the Norfolk games ... Center Ryan Johansen, who played 40 games for the Falcons last season, scored in the Blue Jackets’ Saturday night overtime loss to St. Louis and has an eight-game points streak ... The Falcons continued their sterling play in the penalty-kill department Saturday, killing 9 of 10, including a five-on-three ... With Evansville, Clemente went 9-2-2 with a 2.59 GAA ... He and Lundin both took part in Springfield’s preseason training camp ... The Falcons Pro Shop will extend its hours to 7 p.m. Thursday, offering 25 percent discounts that day. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
By The Republican Sports Desk

on December 14, 2013 at 10:12 PM, updated December 14, 2013 at 10:23 PM

Email

12-14-13-Parlett-Falcons.JPG Springfield Falcons' Blake Parlett, who scored in Saturday's victory at Norfolk, and Hartford's Shawn O'Donnell battle for the puck in a recent game in SpringfieldRepublican file 

By JIM HODGES

NORFOLK, Va. – Two things happened for Springfield Falcons goalie Mike Clemente on Saturday at Scope Arena.

One, he shook off the rust of a night earlier, when he started his first AHL game in two seasons.

Two, he got by with some help from his friends.

That help came largely from second-period goals by Blake Parlett, Michael Chaput and Cody Goloubet, from third-period scores by Andrew Joudrey and Alex Aleardi and from the AHL’s best penalty killing unit.

All of that combined to give Springfield a 5-2 win over Norfolk to finish a two-game weekend series in which the Falcons earned three of four points.

Clemente, up from Evansville of the ECHL, struggled in a 5-4 shootout loss on Friday, but he was clearly in charge only 24 hours later. He turned back close-in shots by Norfolk’s Emerson Etem and Devonte Smith-Pelly with the Falcons’ Will Weber and Patrick McNeill watching from the penalty box.

The 5-on-3 power play advantage did Norfolk no more good than six earlier power plays against a Springfield penalty-killing unit that has given up only 11 goals all season.

The Falcons killed nine of 10 penalties Saturday.

For all of that, though, the Falcons were struggling to dent Norfolk goalie Igor Bobkov – himself an ECHL product for most of the season – until Parlett sent a rebound of McNeill’s long shot home with 2:35 played in the second.

Though he did not earn an assist on the play. Springfield captain Ryan Craig made it happen by clogging up the crease and earning Bobkov’s attention.

The Falcon lead became 2-0 at 7:41 when Chaput banged in a shot from the right faceoff circle during a period in which Springfield outshot Norfolk 13-6.

It seemed as though a rout was in the offing when Goloubef was so open as he crossed the blue line that he banged the ice twice, easily audible with the home crowd stilled by the Admirals’ plight. Goloubef was demanding the puck from Alex Aleardi, who obliged.

Goloubef earned Aleardi an assist by hammering a shot over Bobkov’s shoulder for a 3-0 lead.

Norfolk finally broke through on a power play when Emerson Etem tucked in a shot at 2:44 of the final period, but the Admirals – and Springfield penalty killers – reverted to form on two more man-advantages, to finish things.

It was a far cry from a night earlier, when Clemente and the Falcons were down 4-2 until late-game heroics by Goloubef and Jonathan Marchessault tied things up to prompt the overtime.

The win was Clemente’s first in the league since the 2011-12 season, when he played with Springfield.

NOTES: The Falcons received one of its veteran leaders back on loan from the parent Columbus Blue Jackets on Saturday. After appearing in seven NHL games for the Blue Jackets this season, winger Jack Skille is back with the Falcons, for whom he has two goals and an assist in six games. Skille was a first-round draft choice by the Chicago Blackhawks in 2005 and has played in 185 NHL contests for Chicago, Florida and Columbus.
By Jason Remillard, The Republican

Follow on Twitter

on December 14, 2013 at 2:02 PM

Email

The Springfield Falcons received one of its veteran leaders back on loan from the parent Columbus Blue Jackets on Saturday.

After appearing in seven NHL games for the Blue Jackets this season, winger Jack Skille is back with the Falcons, for whom he has two goals and an assist in six games.

Skille was a first-round draft choice by the Chicago Blackhawks in 2005 and has played in 185 NHL contests for Chicago, Florida and Columbus.
Y JIM HODGES

NORFOLK, Va – Mike Clemente received a rude return to the American Hockey League on Friday at Scope Arena.

Then he got some serious late-game help. Then he had to deal with a goalie's nightmare: a shootout.

In the end, a shootout goal by Steve Whitney proved Clemente's and Springfield's undoing in a 5-4 loss against the Norfolk Admirals. The shot came after five shutout rounds in the shootout.

Scores by Jonathan Marchessault and Cody Goloubef within 35 seconds of each other late in the third period earned Springfield a regulation tie and a standings point.

The Falcons wasted an overtime power play when Norfolk defenseman Kevin Gagne was detected holding. But three shots were rejected by Admiral goalie John Gibson, and a wraparound attempt by Darryl Boyce just after the man-advantage ended was futile.

Marchessault's goal came on a shot from the left faceoff circle with 2:15 to play and Springfield on a power play. To that point, Norfolk seemed in control, playing out a game that would have dealt the Falcons only their fifth regulation loss of the season.

And, quickly, Goloubef retrieved a puck near the blue line and launched a shot that beat Gibson to tie things at 4-4.

Zach Stortini's tipped-in goal broke a tie in the second period and Charlie Sarault added a score in the third to give Norfolk a 4-2 lead.

Clemente was in net because Jeremy Smith wasn't. Earlier Friday, Smith was summoned to join former Springfield teammate Mike McKenna with the parent Columbus Blue Jackets, who find themselves goalie-poor because of injuries.

So Clemente, up from Evansville of the ECHL when McKenna joined Columbus, was tested by 35 shots by the Admirals, who have outshot opponents only thrice in 25 games this season.

At the other end of the ice, Norfolk's Gibson was the AHL's top goalie in October.

McKenna had won the award in November.

Clemente thwarted three point-blank efforts by Norfolk's Emerson Etem and one by Chris Collins, but in the end was beaten by goals by Antoine Langaniere on a rebound, and efforts by Devonte-Smith Pelly and Sarault.

Goals by Frederic St. Denis and by Broc Little had Springfield at 2-2 at 18:02 of the second.

Little's goal was spectacular. Falcons' captain Ryan Craig took a puck and skated to Gibson's left before backhanding a shot from the faceoff circle. Little launched himself into a dive, tipping the puck into the Norfolk net.

But then there was Stortini's goal.

Stortini, a fighter by trade, had started the second period with his specialty, tangling with Springfield's Dalton Smith just after the faceoff.

But later in the period, Stortini was in the right place to play a little three-corner pool. He was loitering near the goal later in the period when a puck shot by Garnet Exelby and tipped by David Steckel was heading for the net. Stortini stuck out his own stick and turned Clemente into a losing goalie.

The goal eclipsed the Falcons' 2.40 goals-against average, tops in the AHL, and Sarault's goal added to the damage.

It could have been worse, except Springfield defenders kept clogging the crease after Clemente rejected shots, but struggled in controlling rebounds.

Still, Clemente figures to get another chance tonight when the same two teams meet in the second game of the two game series.

The Falcons' backup is Linus Lundin, only months removed from being named the Eastern Junior Hockey League goalie of the year while a member of the Springfield Pics. Lundin, mined from the Central League St. Charles entry, was 1-5 with the Chill.
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As expected, the Columbus Blue Jackets have called up Springfield Falcons goaltender Jeremy Smith, following Thursday's injury to Curtis McElhinney.

Smith is 11-3-1 with a 2.58 goals-against average and a .908 save percentage in 15 appearances for the Falcons this season. He will be reunited in Columbus with Mike McKenna, who ascends to the starter's role with McElhinney considered "day-to-day" with an undisclosed lower body injury, according to the Columbus Dispatch.

Mike Clemente likely will be the new Falcons starter, while Springfield recalled Linus Lundin from his loan to the St. Charles Chill of the Central Hockey League to be Clemente's security blanket. Lundin, a 21-year-old Swede, allowed only one goal on 12 shots in 60 minutes of preseason action for Springfield.

Lundin is no stranger to Springfield, having played the previous two seasons with the Springfield Pics of the Eastern Junior Hockey League.

Clemente and Lundin will look to continue the work of McKenna and Smith, who have combined for a 17-4-1 record and a 2.30 GAA in leading the Falcons to the Northeast Division lead.

McElhinney, last year's Falcons most valuable player, was injured late in the first period of the Blue Jackets' 4-2 victory over the New York Rangers Thursday at Madison Square Garden. With a 3-1 lead at the time of his departure, McElhinney picked up the win.

McKenna, who was recalled Dec. 4 after Blue Jackets starter Sergei Bobrovsky was placed on injured reserve, made 17 saves in relief in his first NHL action since 2010. Clemente was recalled from the ECHL's Evansville IceMen to replace McKenna in Springfield.
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Mike Clemente likely will be the new Falcons starter, while Springfield recalled Linus Lundin from his loan to the St. Charles Chill of the Central Hockey League to be Clemente's security blanket. Lundin, a 21-year-old Swede, allowed only one goal on 12 shots in 60 minutes of preseason action for Springfield.
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Clemente and Lundin will look to continue the work of McKenna and Smith, who have combined for a 17-4-1 record and a 2.30 GAA in leading the Falcons to the Northeast Division lead.

McElhinney, last year's Falcons most valuable player, was injured late in the first period of the Blue Jackets' 4-2 victory over the New York Rangers Thursday at Madison Square Garden. With a 3-1 lead at the time of his departure, McElhinney picked up the win.

McKenna, who was recalled Dec. 4 after Blue Jackets starter Sergei Bobrovsky was placed on injured reserve, made 17 saves in relief in his first NHL action since 2010. Clemente was recalled from the ECHL's Evansville IceMen to replace McKenna in Springfield.
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The Springfield Falcons have signed one-year deals with the MassMutual Center and the Columbus Blue Jackets, keeping their arena and NHL affiliations in place for the 2014-15 season.

The city is abuzz. Is this great news, or should it have been longer?

In a battle of division leaders Wednesday night, the Falcons' 3-2 win at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton raised them to 17-4-1-1. It is the best record in the American Hockey League.

Where is the buzz for that? Why is the public indifferent to what is happening on the blue line, yet fascinated with the team's bottom line (which, too often, has been a red line).

Once again, on an everyday basis, the Falcons are being examined in the context of a business story, not a hockey team. There is a place for this discussion, and this newspaper will examine it at appropriate times.

But for now, enough already. Public interest in the team's business condition is natural, but it is also a self-defeating obsession, mostly because it's no fun.

The Falcons are a form of entertainment. When patrons go to the movies, do they enjoy the film or count the house?

Ask anyone on the street, and the question is invariably not about how the Falcons are doing, but how they are drawing. For the record, Springfield's 3,548 average ranks 21st out of 30 AHL teams.

The public focus should be on the league's best defense or coach Brad Larsen's continued knack for finding the right combinations. The talk should be about a team that won its division last year and is shaping up as a Calder Cup contender for the second straight year.

Yet the interest is in what might happen to the franchise in 2015, not what is happening on the ice now.

Are the one-year deals good news? Well, they represent better news than no-year deals.

A lot of fans harp about the good old days. What made them good was that we didn't spend them by peering into Eddie Shore's checkbook - not that the view wouldn't have been fascinating.

We talked about the first line and the power play. We complained about the referees.

We knew who at least most of the players were. The game was the thing, not the turnstile count.

That's what the Falcons deserve now. They need the attention shifted from the owner to the players.

This preoccupation with the front office is causing us to miss the whole point of why the Falcons are relevant. It's not a fast-food franchise or an industrial park, it's a hockey team - our team.

It wins, it loses, it lets us enjoy the competition and invest our loyalty. Crowd figures and lease deals matter, but the scores and standings should matter more, especially now that those numbers are so good.

Let's try rooting for our team, not gauging its viability, and see where that takes us. It would brighten the future, but first, it would make the present a lot more fun.
By Garry Brown

on December 10, 2013 at 8:37 PM

Email

SPRINGFIELD – Three games in four nights, and miles to go before they sleep. Do the Springfield Falcons worry about it?

Not likely. Coach Brad Larsen and his players know all about life in the American Hockey League. They know it sometimes calls for extended road work, like this week’s trek to Wilkes-Barre, Pa., and Norfolk, Va.

“On the road or at home, doesn’t matter,” Larsen said Tuesday as he grabbed his luggage and headed for the team bus.

“Our game preparation is no different. We just have to stick to what we do best.”

This road trip starts Wednesday night with a matchup of the Northeast Division-leading Falcons and the East Division-leading Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

The Falcons then travel to play Norfolk on Friday and Saturday. They’ll also have road games next Friday and Saturday at Providence and Hartford.

They won’t play at home again until Dec. 26, against Adirondack.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, like the Falcons, plays a lot of tough defense. The Pens have a 2.52 goals-against average, the Falcons a 2.32. That’s second-best in the 30-team AHL behind Grand Rapids’ 2.30.

The Falcons go into the trip with one new player. Defenseman Thomas Larkin was called to the roster Tuesday from Evansville of the ECHL. The Falcons, in turn, sent young defenseman Austin Madaisky to Evansville as a way of getting him more playing time. He saw action in only eight games.

AROUND THE AHL:� In Wednesday’s game, the Falcons likely will face goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, who played here as an Edmonton Oilers farmhand. He has an 11-5-2 record and 2.29 GAA ... The Falcons have reaped 34 of a possible 44 points for a percentage of .773. Only Grand Rapids has done better at .783 ... Rookie Alex Aleardi posted four points in last weekend’s sweep of Hartford ... The Worcester Sharks have gone 7-1-1-1 in their last 10, five of those victories coming in shootouts ... The Binghamton Senators outshot Albany 14-0 in overtime Saturday, didn’t score, then lost the shootout.

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD – After two months of negotiations behind the scenes, the Springfield Falcons and Columbus Blue Jackets mutually agreed Tuesday to exercise options to extend their affiliation through the 2014-15 American Hockey League season.

Falcons president/general manager Bruce Landon and majority owner Charles Pompea also reached an agreement with the MassMutual Convention Center Authority to exercise the club’s option on its lease at the MassMutual Center for next season.

“This comes as positive news at a time when fans should be embracing our team, especially with its 16-4-1-1 first-place record after a great start to this season,” Landon said.

“We are pleased with our affiliation with Columbus of the NHL, as they have given us teams that our fans can be proud of. We look forward to working with the Blue Jackets again next season. Regarding the MassMutual Center, we felt that it made sense at this time to exercise our option so it would mirror our agreement with Columbus.”

The Falcons are in their 20th AHL season. The league has been part of the Greater Springfield scene since 1936, when the Springfield Indians had a charter membership. As an expansion franchise, the Falcons joined in 1994 after the Indians were moved to Worcester and became the IceCats.

“Our affiliation with the Springfield Falcons has been very successful and we are excited to extend our relationship through next season,” said Blue Jackets assistant general manager Chris MacFarland, who oversees hockey operations for the club’s affiliates.

“The Falcons organization, from Charles Pompea and Bruce Landon to the coaching staff led by Brad Larsen, has provided our young players with a great environment in which to develop and have success.”

Last season, Larsen’s Falcons made the playoffs as Northeast Division champions.

“We are proud of the players who have been developed here in Springfield and are now playing and having success with the Blue Jackets,” Landon said.

The Columbus roster includes nine players who spent time with the Falcons – forwards Cam Atkinson, Matt Calvert, Boone Jenner, Ryan Johansen and Jack Skille; defensemen Tim Erixon, Dalton Prout and David Savard; and goaltender Curtis McElhinney.

In addition, five other current Falcons – forwards Michael Chaput, Ryan Craig, Sean Collins, Andrew Joudrey and defenseman Cody Goloubef – have had call-ups to the NHL club.

Springfield began its affiliation with Columbus in 2010 after three years with the Edmonton Oilers. The Falcons previously were affiliated with the Tampa Bay Lightning, Phoenix Coyotes and Winnipeg Jets. �

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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As Columbus Blue Jackets brass watch center Ryan Johansen blossom into the player they projected him to be, they know Springfield Falcons coach Brad Larsen had something to do with it.

Johansen, the Jackets’ No. 1 pick in the 2010 NHL draft, hit what he calls “rock bottom” in May, when Larsen benched him for Game 4 of a second-round Calder Cup playoff series against Syracuse.

“Yeah, he was a healthy scratch, and his season ended on that sour note,” Larsen said.

“But we have to remember, he’s so young (21), and now he’s become a good all-around player for Columbus (Springfield’s parent club). I watch their games, and I love to see the success he’s having. He’s pushing it, and the way he skates, he can go by anybody.

“Ryan is a great kid with a great personality. He’s so skilled, and he’s learned that hard work and pushing himself is what he needed to do.”

Obviously, the Springfield benching helped him learn those lessons.

Through 29 games with the Jackets, Johansen leads the team with 10 goals and 22 points. He had two assists Friday night, when the Jackets beat the Minnesota Wild 4-0 behind the goaltending of one of his former Springfield teammates, Curtis McElhinney.

Since the start of the season, Johansen has centered for Nick Foligno and R.J. Umberger on the first line.

All this shows a 180-degree turnaround from the kind of play that caused Larsen to make him a healthy scratch as the Falcons were being swept by the Crunch.

Johansen began last season with the Falcons during the NHL lockout. When it ended, Columbus promoted him for the rest of the season. When the Jackets just missed qualifying for the playoffs, they sent Johansen and defenseman Dalton Prout back to the Falcons to bolster their playoff roster.

They joined the team after it had won back-to-back overtime games in the first round against Manchester on dramatic goals by Cody Bass.

Johansen and Prout played the next two games of that series as the Falcons lost 2-1, then won 4-3 in overtime to advance.

In the first three games of that second-round series, Johansen had ratings of minus-3, minus-2 and minus-3. Beyond the negative numbers, Larsen simply felt Johansen wasn’t playing well enough to stay in the lineup.

“That was pretty much rock bottom,” Johansen told BlueJackets.com. “I was frustrated, everyone else was frustrated. I decided I didn’t want that to happen again.”

Johansen grew an inch to 6-foot-3 and beefed up 10 pounds to 223 during the offseason. The additional size and vigorous training – spurred by memories of what happened to him in the Syracuse series – gave indication in training camp that he was prepared to take his game to the next level.

“In this league, it’s really hard to stay consistent and do well on a regular basis,” Johansen told the Jackets’ website. “It’s going to take a lot of hard work on and off the ice, and more focus on my end to keep up this pace, but I’m hoping I can do it.”

In his draft year, NHL scouts said the 18-year-old Johansen had the talent to develop into a No. 1 center. The projection was he would just need to find the confidence and put in the work.

Based on his play so far, he’s doing just that – and Brad Larsen loves watching it.

ICE CHIP:The Falcons announced Monday morning that defenseman Tim Erixon was recalled by Columbus. In 14 games with Springfield, Erixon leads the team in points (16) and assists (13). The Swedish product has appeared in one game with Columbus, recording a plus-1 rating in 18:05 at Vancouver Nov. 22.�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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By NATE OWEN

�HARTFORD – The Springfield Falcons have been one of the top teams in the AHL even without a bevy of goals from last year’s top scorer, Jonathan Marchessault.

That might be about to change.

Marchessault scored his second goal in as many games Sunday afternoon at the XL Center to help Springfield to a 4-2 win over Hartford, the Falcons’ second victory over the Wolf Pack in less than 24 hours after a 3-2 decision at the MassMutual Center Saturday night.

“I think I still have some better hockey to play, but it was a good weekend,” Marchessault said.

Darryl Boyce, Sean Collins and Alex Aleardi also scored for the Falcons, who moved to 5-0 against Hartford and increased their Northeast Division lead to four points over idle Albany. Jeremy Smith had 33 saves for Springfield (16-4-1-1) while Danny Syvret and Oscar Lindberg scored for Hartford (9-13-0-2).

“I thought we came out like gangbusters in the first (period) and then kind of sat back in the second,” Springfield coach Brad Larsen said. “It was a good weekend; we got four points. You don’t want to get too critical when you’re finding ways to win.”

After taking a 2-0 lead on first-period goals by Boyce and Collins, Springfield ran into some penalty trouble in the second.

“When you’re going to defend all period and play in your zone, you get tired and all of a sudden it’s a trip, it’s a hold – and that’s what happened,” Larsen said.

Syvret cut the lead to 2-1 with a power-play goal at 16:56, sneaking a shot from the right circle through a crowd of players and past Smith.

“We kind of relieved the pressure on them in the second period and it didn’t help us,” Marchessault said. “We’ve got to play tighter in all three periods.”

Springfield started the third short-handed thanks to a roughing call against Tim Erixon. But the Falcons blanked the Wolf Pack on the penalty kill and went up 3-1 on Marchessault’s snipe from near the left circle at 3:25.

After spending last season on the wing, Marchessault switched to center, something he said has been an adjustment.

“I’m really more aware on my defensive side, so I think that’s helping to get some bigger minutes for me.”

Aleardi later made it 4-1, taking an Andrew Joudrey pass and skating unopposed down the right wing before snapping a shot past Jason Missiaen (18 saves) at 6:10.

Lindberg scored to make it 4-2 at 13:07 and the Wolf Pack had a good chance to pull within one in the final minute, but Smith stuck his left leg out to deny Lindberg on a rebound.

A Hartford turnover helped the Falcons go up 1-0 when Aleardi took the puck away from Aaron Johnson to set up the sequence that led to Boyce’s goal at 9:25.

Collins’ power-play goal made it 2-0 at 17:32. Cody Goloubef threaded a pass to Collins from the neutral zone as the Falcons forward broke down the slot and backhanded a wobbly shot that bounced off Missiaen and in.

Springfield visits Wilkes-Barre Scranton Wednesday night at 7:05.

NOTES:� The Falcons have outscored their opponents 22-8 in the opening period ... Springfield is 12-1 when scoring first ... Aleardi finished with two assists.
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SPRINGFIELD - A Little goal went a long way toward putting the Springfield Falcons back in the win column.

Broc Little broke a 2-2 tie with 1:02 remaining in the second period Saturday, as the Falcons edged the Hartford Wolf Pack 3-2 before 3,490 at the MassMutual Center. Springfield saw its eight-game point streak snapped Wednesday with a 6-4 loss at Albany.

Patrick McNeill and Dalton Smith also scored, and Jeremy Smith made 19 saves, as the Falcons (15-4-1-1) improved to 4-0-0-0 against the Wolf Pack this season.

Little tallied for the first time since Oct. 19 at Adirondack, as his attempted pass hit a defenseman's skate and went in with 1:02 remaining in the second period, just 1:02 after Hartford's tying tally.

"I actually saw (Alex) Aleardi at the back door and tried to feed him that time at the back door," Little said. "He had an empty net, but it hit a skate and went in. A little bit of luck, but I'll take it."

Jeremy Smith and the Falcons defense shook off a disappointing outing against Albany, which remains two points behind Springfield for the AHL Northeast Division lead after Saturday's 3-2 shootout win at Binghamton.

"Wednesday was very forgettable for us," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "I don't like to rehash that. But, like hockey, like sports, you get right back on the horse."

The Falcons held off a rally by the Wolf Pack late in the second period to win their last home game until Dec. 26 against Adirondack.

"Winning never gets old, whether you're at home or on the road, but to have a good home record is very important," Larsen said.

Little's goal was his first official game-winner of the season, although he did have the winning goal in the shootout here on opening night.

"I've been out a little bit with an injury and was struggling to get back in the lineup," Little said. "Any way to contribute is nice, but obviously, to get the game-winner is a great feeling."

Former University of Massachusetts defenseman Conor Allen registered his fourth goal of the season, lifting a wrist shot over Jeremy Smith's right shoulder to even the score at 2-2 with 2:04 left.

After falling behind 2-0 after 20 minutes, Hartford got on the board at 11:51 of the second on an absolute rocket from the left faceoff circle by Ryan Bourque.

McNeill beat the first-period buzzer with a wrist shot from deep at the right point, which eluded Malcolm with just 0.4 of a second remaining. Captain Ryan Craig set an important screen that limited Malcolm's vision and allowed McNeill to pick up the unassisted power-play goal.

Springfield's first goal came only five seconds after its first power-play expired. Dalton Smith shoveled the puck in during a scrum in front, with assists going to Tim Erixon and Alex Aleardi.

Although the Falcons only outshot the Wolf Pack (9-12-0-2) by two in the first period, the Birds controlled possession in the Hartford zone for a majority of the stanza. The Wolf Pack came to life near the end of the second, and that hard work led to their goals.

"I loved our first (period)," Larsen said. "We really came out flying. A lot of pressure there. Our second period, we let our foot off the gas."

In the third, Wolf Pack goalie Jeff Malcolm came up big to keep his team in the game. He made a stop on Jake Hansen's breakaway bid for his would-be fourth shorthanded goal of the season and survived a collision with Alex Aleardi to play the final 4:47.

These two teams get right back at it Sunday at 3 p.m. at the XL Center in Hartford.

NEST EGGS: Two players who entered the night on hot streaks were kept off the scoresheet. Springfield's Jonathan Marchessault had three goals and five assists in his last six games, while Hartford's Danny Kristo had notched two goals and an assist over his last five outings ... Students from Yeshiva Academy in Longmeadow sang "God Bless America," while the national anthem was performed by the glee club from Eaglebrook School in Deerfield.
By Garry Brown
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SPRINGFIELD – Hey, Springfield Falcons fans, take a good look at your team Saturday night, because you won’t be seeing them for a while.

Yes, after playing host to the Hartford Wolf Pack, the Birds will face six straight road games covering a two-week span. They won’t play at home again until Dec. 26, against Adirondack.

Saturday night’s game will start at 8 – an hour later than usual – because the MassMutual Center crew needs time to cart away the basketball floor after the University of Massachusetts plays Brigham Young at 1:30.

Don’t ask Falcons coach Brad Larsen about the daunting road schedule ahead, one that includes visits to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Norfolk next week. His focus is solely on Saturday night.

Never mind that the Birds must deal with the Pack again Sunday afternoon in Hartford. He’ll think about that after his team gets through the first one.

“When you play a team 12 times (as the Falcons do Hartford), you’re bound to run into some back-to-backs. But we can’t worry about that, mainly because every hockey game is different – especially in this league, with its personnel changes,” Larsen said.

The Falcons are 3-0 against Hartford, sweeping Nov. 1-2 games at home, then blanking the Pack Nov. 23, also at home.

In November, the Falcons had eight home games and won seven of them. The December schedule gives them five at home, seven away. Four of those home games will be after the AHL’s Christmas break.

The Wolf Pack have been struggling, losing eight of 10. They’re led by Danny Kristo, a rookie who has 10 goals and 17 points.

The Falcons hold first place in the Northeast Division, but they still don’t have a double-digit goal scorer. Jonathan Marchessault has been producing better of late and leads the team’s forwards with four goals and 13 points. The leading points man is defenseman Tim Erixon with 15.

ICE CHIPS:� Wives and girlfriends of Falcons players will be selling autographed Christmas ornaments at Saturday’s game. All proceeds will be donated to Baystate Medical Center’s Children’s Hospital. The ornaments, autographed by the entire team and priced at $20, will be for sale on the concourse behind Section 2, directly beside the Toys for Tots drop-off location ... Hartford has the AHL’s tallest goaltender, 6-foot-8 Jason Missiaen ... One of the Pack’s top defensemen, Conor Allen, played at UMass the last three seasons. With Hartford, he has three goals in 21 games. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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It might be time for the National Hockey League to find out what Springfield Falcons fans already know about Curtis McElhinney.

An injury to Vezina Trophy winner Sergei Bobrovsky on Tuesday has given McElhinney the chance to slide into the starting goaltender's role for the Columbus Blue Jackets. In 49 games for the Falcons last season, McElhinney posted a 2.32 goals-against average and a .923 save percentage in leading Springfield to the American Hockey League Northeast Division championship.

In five starts and eight total appearances with the Blue Jackets this season, McElhinney has shown signs of brilliance, posting a 2.34 GAA and .925 save percentage. The Columbus Dispatch reported Wednesday that Bobrovsky is likely to miss 4-5 weeks with a strained groin.

Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekelainen felt the 30-year-old netminder deserved a place with the big club and signed McElhinney to a one-way contract in the offseason. On Wednesday, Kekelainen told BlueJackets.com that he has faith in McElhinney to fill the gap while Bobrovsky is on injured reserve for at least a month.

    "I don't really like the word 'backup' because he's a goalie that's capable of playing in the National Hockey League and that's why we gave him a one-way contract. He was consistently playing at a high level last year with Springfield, and that's the mindset you have: whatever happens, he's good enough to step in and take responsibility. It's going to be more than a regular schedule for Curtis, but he's ready for it. If you look around the league, this has happened to Jonathan Quick and Pekka Rinne, and it's worked out for those teams and I'm confident it will work out for us, too."

Quick and Rinne defied the odds to become full-time starters for the Los Angeles Kings and Nashville Predators, respectively, over more highly touted goalies. While it doesn't seem likely that Bobrovsky would lose his starting job when he returns, those examples are proof that you never say never when it comes to goaltending in the NHL.

With McElhinney ascending to the top spot on the depth chart, Columbus recalled Mike McKenna - the AHL goalie of the month for November - from Springfield to be the backup. Jeremy Smith will be the Falcons' starter, while Mike Clemente was called up as the backup from Evansville of the ECHL.

"Based on Curtis's play, and what I've seen this season, there's nothing ... to suggest that I'm expecting bad things," Columbus coach Todd Richards told the Dispatch's Puck-Rakers blog. "In the games that he's played, he's played well."
By Staff and wire reports
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COLUMBUS, Ohio – The Columbus Blue Jackets added goaltender Mike McKenna to the roster Wednesday on an emergency recall from the club’s American Hockey League affiliate in Springfield, Mass.

The Blue Jackets placed starting goalie Sergei Bobrovsky on injured reserve with a groin strain that will sideline him for four to five weeks

The Blue Jackets also assigned forward Michael Chaput to the Falcons on Wednesday.

McKenna will back up Curtis McElhinney, who will start in place of Bobrovsky, who was hurt in the third period of Tuesday night’s 1-0 victory over Tampa Bay.

McKenna has appeared in 17 career NHL games with Tampa Bay and New Jersey, with a record of 4-9-1 to go along with a 3.49 goals-against average and .887 save percentage. He was named AHL Goaltender of the Month for November and leads the league in goals-against average (1.45) and save percentage (.943). He had back-to-back shutouts Nov. 23 vs. Hartford and Nov. 30 versus Portland, and has a season record of 6-2-0.

Chaput had an assist and two penalty minutes in 17 games with the Blue Jackets. He has played six games for Springfield this season.

The Falcons recalled goaltender Mike Clemente from his loan to the Evansville IceMen of the ECHL. He had a 9-2-2 record with a 2.59 goals-against average and .903 save percentage with Evansville.
GFIELD – Although the Springfield Falcons have a best-in-the-league goals-allowed total, can they rightfully be called a defensive team?

One might think so, but don’t try to slip that past coach Brad Larsen.

“I hate the term ‘defensive,’ ” he said. “We’re not that at all. What we are is a responsible team. That means paying attention to the details of each position and having all five skaters on the same page, helping each other.”

It’s working. As the Falcons head into a Wednesday night game at Albany, they lead the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division. They have an eight-game points streak following a dazzling November in which they went 9-1-1-0.

The team’s firepower hasn’t been overwhelming, but it has been good enough to make a difference in tight games.

“We are what we are – admittedly not as skilled as we were last year,” Larsen said. “Nobody here is going to run away with the scoring title, but we have a team that works hard and is responsible in all phases.”

Jonathan Marchessault, a feisty forward who has been a scorer since his junior days, fits well into Larsen’s system even though he’s not putting up the big numbers.

“The last five games, I have been doing better there – three goals and three assists,” he said, “but the main thing is, I’m more aware of the duties of my position, and I’m trying to be a better all-around player. This team doesn’t have the weapons we had last year, so each game is almost like a playoff game – we have to grind it out together.”

That, too, is Larsen’s view of the young player, who has taken on new responsibilities of centering instead of flying on the wing.

“Marshie actually is a better player than he was last year,” the coach said. “He might be frustrated about not scoring big, but he’s valuable in so many other ways, and responsible to his teammates.”

Marchessault has been centering for Cody Bass and Jean-Francois Jacques.

“Center is a big adjustment, and I haven’t done it since I was in junior,” he said. “The center is always a little behind while the wings go flying ahead. The job requires you to make good plays and set up teammates. You also need to be a good faceoff guy, and I’m doing pretty well there, winning about 50 percent of them.”

ICE CHIPS:� After Albany, the Falcons will get ready for a weekend against the Hartford Wolf Pack – at home Saturday and away Sunday afternoon .¤.¤. The Falcons and KIX 100.9 radio are partnering to host a toy drive at Saturday’s game to benefit Toys for Tots. Those who donate a toy will receive a free-ticket voucher to the Dec. 28 game against Bridgeport. The vouchers are limited to one per donor. A table for toys will be stationed on the concourse behind Section 2 .¤.¤. In their 11 November games, the Falcons penalty-kill units went 41 for 43 (95.3 percent), boosting their season mark to an AHL-leading 73 for 80 (91.3 percent).

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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Loss snaps three-game win streak; IceCaps 7-3 in last 10 games

St. John’s IceCaps goaltender Jussi Olkinuora, defenceman Will O’Neill and Hamilton Bulldogs forward Maxime Macenauer — a former IceCap — keep their eyes on the puck that sails wide of the goal during an American Hockey League game Saturday night in Hamilton, Ont. Olkinuora, a rookie from Finland, made 30 saves for his first professional shutout as the IceCaps won 3-0. — Photo courtesy Hamilton Bulldogs

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

The Toronto Marlies struck for two goals on four third-period shots on ECHL callup Michael Hutchinson to pull out a 3-2 win over the St. John’s IceCaps, who closed out the pre-Christmas portion of their 2013-14 American Hockey League schedule Sunday evening in southern Ontario.

The loss snapped a three-game win streak for the IceCaps, who will enjoy an 11-day holiday break starting today. St. John’s is 7-3 in its last 10 games and 15-11-1-2, good for fifth place in the Eastern Conference.

This weekend’s pair of games — the IceCaps blanked the Hamilton Bulldogs 3-0 Saturday night on Jussi Olkinuora’s 30-save effort, the rookie’s Finn’s first pro shutout — ends an arduous portion of the schedule that saw St. John’s play 12 games in the past 24 days.

“The break is well-timed,” said IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge, who along with his assistant coaches and IceCaps staff were stranded in Toronto last night because of the weather that hit Newfoundland. “We played a lot of games in a short period of time, so this gives us a chance to catch our breath and get re-focused again after Christmas.”

Hutchinson was recalled to St. John’s from the ECHL’s Ontario Reign Saturday after Eddie Pasquale came up lame during practice Friday in Hamilton.

Hutchinson, who had a 13-2-2 record and sparkling 1.91 goals against average for the Reign this season, watched as Olkinuora stopped all 30 shots he faced for his fourth win.

Rather than throw Olkinuora back in goal Sunday, McCambridge said he opted to give Hutchinson the nod given the 3 o’clock afternoon start.

Pasquale is listed as the usual “day to day”, meaning he should be good to go when St. John’s resumes its schedule Dec. 27 in Worcester, Mass., against the Sharks.

“We’ve played some good hockey,” acknowledged McCambridge. “There’s still room for improvement, but we’ve done some good things and we’ll just continue making the right steps with our young group.”

When asked exactly what some of those “things” might be, the coach said, “our compete level. To play 12 games in 24 nights and to compete the way they did tonight is a real testament to that group.”

Sunday, before 5,751 at the Ricoh Coliseum, David Broll netted the winning goal at 7:52 of the third period as the Marlies won their second straight game. Brad Ross and Carter Ashton also scored for the Marlies. Replying for St. John’s were rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton and veteran Andrew Gordon. Kichton and Gordon also drew assists.

The IceCaps opened scoring on Kichton’s sixth goal — his second in three games — 5:04 into the second period, but the Marlies got a late one in the middle frame when Ross teamed with former St. John’s Fog Devil T.J. Brennan and Stuart Percy for a power play goal with 39 seconds left on the clock.

The Marlies went up 2-1 1:49 into the third period when Ashton scored a shorthanded goal, the eighth goal the IceCaps have allowed this season while they’ve enjoyed the man advantage.

But Gordon drew St. John’s even four minutes later, taking a pass from Kichton and scoring his 10th goal on the year. It was Kichton’s sixth point in the past four games.

Drew MacIntyre turned in a first-star performance between the pipes for the Marlies, stopping 31 pucks as St. John’s outshot Toronto 33-20.

SATURDAY

IceCaps 3, Bulldogs 0

At the Copps Coliseum, Kael Mouillierat, Carl Klingberg and Eric O’Dell netted the St. John’s goals. It was Klingberg’s fifth goal in the past seven games, and O’Dell’s team-leading 12th.

Mouillierat and Klingberg scored their goals in the second period, while O’Dell padded the lead just under four minutes into the third before 3,113 fans in downtown Hamilton, Ont.

St. John’s fired 39 shots at Dustin Tokarski.

NOTES

The NHL suspended Winnipeg Jets forward Anthony Peluso for three games after his hit on Alex Goligoski of the Dallas Stars Saturday, which resulted in a boarding major and game misconduct. On top of that, the Jets announced Sunday that forward Matt Halischuk had surgery on a broken forearm suffered Saturday and will be out indefinitely. St. John’s IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said Sunday evening, “as of right now, nothing,” regarding any callups from the AHL club. By the time you’ve read this, that may have changed ... Speaking of the Jets, Bonavista’s Adam Pardy played Saturday, the first time since Nov. 23. He logged nearly 13 minutes of ice time ... Julian Melchiori, who had been listed as day-to-day on the injury list, returned to the IceCaps lineup Sunday after missing five games over a 10-day period ... To make way for Melchiori Sunday, Jordan Hill sat out ... Virtually all of the IceCaps are heading home or elsewhere for the holidays from Toronto, although Patrice Cormier and Carl Klingberg were scheduled to return to St. John’s ... The Molson Cup three stars Sunday were 1. Drew MacIntyre 2. Carter Ashton 3. Brenden Kichton. On Saturday, the three stars were 1. Jussi Olkinuora 2. Brenden Kichton 3. Dustin Tokarski ... The Mary Brown’s hardest working IceCap Sunday was Kyle MacKinnon, and Andrew Gordon got the nod Saturday ...

rshort@thetelegram.com
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© — Photo by Jeff Parsons/St. John’s IceCaps

After being a healthy scratch for three games last month, the St. John’s IceCaps’ Carl Klingberg has served notice to those who had him written off that he’s not done yet. The 22-year-old has started delivering on expectations with four goals in the IceCaps’ last five games.

Swedish speedster displaying consistency, character during IceCaps’ upswing

Carl Klingberg may have enjoyed his finest pair of back-to-back games as an IceCap this season, just as St. John’s shook the gorilla off its back and swept the Syracuse Crunch at home this week, the first time in six tries the suddenly-surging team took four points from opponents on home ice.

Now Klingberg must turn in another good effort tonight in Hamilton, Ont. And tomorrow in Toronto. And in the new year when the IceCaps return from their lengthy Christmas break. And in the playoff stretch. And ... well, you get the picture.

Problem with Klingberg has never been his skill. Truth is, he’s a full package — size, blinding speed, finish around the net, and he’s not afraid to venture into the corners.

Question is, you’re never quite sure which Klingberg will show — the player described above, or the one who floated through the first 11 games of the season with three goals before a forced exile to the press box.

“Carl has to have consistency in his game,” IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said this week, after Klingberg scored a goal, drew a pair of penalties and drove to the net all night long in a 6-2 win over Syracuse. “I thought he did some good things tonight. He needs to do the same tomorrow night, and the next night.”

There was a time the 22-year-old Swede was considered a Winnipeg Jets prospect. He was drafted by Atlanta 34th overall in 2009, inherited by the Jets in their purchase of the Thrashers.

During the IceCaps’ first season, Klingberg was recalled to Winnipeg for six games. Last season, he watched the Jets turn to Patrice Cormier and Aaron Gagnon when they needed help from the farm, and this season has slid further down the depth chart behind John Albert, currently on recall, and probably Eric O’Dell.

But hold on a minute. Klingberg has served notice to those who had him written off that he’s not done yet.

Paired on a new-look line with rookies J.C. Lipon and Adam Lowry, the 6-3, 200-pound Klingberg kept the Crunch on their heels this week with his NHL speed, and when given the chance, took the puck to the net in a straight line instead of taking the long way around.

“Yup. You betcha,” he answered when asked if that’s what he has to do to be effective. “I have to be doing that every time. I’m just going to keep trying to do the same thing every time, no matter if we’re playing the first-place team or a last-place team, if they have 10 players called up or none. It’s not going to matter. I’m going to do the same thing.

“Sometimes you have to struggle. That’s how it works.”

Klingberg’s struggles reached a head early last month when he was scratched for three games at Mile One. His game improved upon his return, and has taken off of late with four goals in the past five starts.

“I don’t want to jinx myself, but I’m scoring goals, and it’s fun,” he said. “I’m not going to score every time. The main thing is to play well.”

Klingberg said when he was taken out of the IceCaps’ lineup, and subsequently when he returned to playing, there was no sitdown with McCambridge, no reading of the riot act or, on the flip side, no coddling either.

Both he and the coach know and understand how Klingberg should be playing. It’s not science.

“I wasn’t playing the game I should be playing and that’s why I sat. It was kind of a wakeup call.”

“The difference,” said McCambridge, “with Carl Klingberg now vs. Carl Klingberg last month is he’s playing the way we expect him to play. And all the players know what their roles and expectations are. When he plays to his capabilities, his potential, he gets icetime. That’s the way the game works.

“A coach never wants to keep his best players off the ice or in the dressing room. He wants them to play, and when Carl is playing the way we’ve seen him in the past, he’s on the ice and in the games.”

Klingberg’s contract with the Jets expires at the end of this season when he becomes a restricted free agent. He hopes to impress Winnipeg by helping St. John’s in a playoff run — the IceCaps, heading into two games this weekend and the Christmas break, have won seven of their last 10 games — which would find him back on the Jets’ radar.

“I want to play in the NHL, of course, but right now my focus is on St. John’s,” he said. “I want to have a good year and I don’t care if I’m down here the whole year, if I’m having a great year. I’m focused wherever I am and whatever I’m doing.

“I want to play at the highest level, but right now I feel this is a good level for me to keep improving all the time.”

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com.

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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© — Photo courtesy Greenville Road Warriors

Brandon Hynes was leading the ECHL’s Greenville Road Warriors in scoring with 14 points in 20 games when he decided to leave the team and use four years worth of education bursaries he earned playing five seasons in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League by enrolling at St. Francis Xavier University.

You can’t accuse Brandon Hynes of quitting when things were going bad.    

In fact, this week, when the 21-year-old from Norris Point decided to walk away from professional hockey, he was in the middle of a five-game point-scoring streak, a season team high for the Greenville, N.C., Road Warriors, and was his club’s leading scorer.

“I’m not leaving on a low. This was done while I was playing well,” he said.

Hynes, who had been 20 games into his first pro season, will enroll at St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, N.S., after Christmas.

“It’s not something that a lot of people would have expected, I guess,” said Hynes of his decision.

But it was hardly one that came out of nowhere, he said. He began picking the brains of various confidants six weeks ago, his future firmly on his mind, wondering which route he should take and what he should do.

“Pretty much every person I talked to, it came back to ‘You’re going to be a person longer than you’re going to be a hockey player,’” he said. “If you have no education, it’s going to be a tough job to get yourself a decent living.”

In North Carolina, Hynes was making the minimum for a rookie, which, according to the league’s website is $400 per week. And with nothing to fall back on, he was experiencing anxiety over whether he was playing well enough or if he was ever going to get another chance in the American Hockey League (he had attended the training camp of the AHL’s Hartford Wolf Pack this fall).

“It’s so much easier to see here, when you play with a lot of guys over 25, they have their degrees,” she said. “They’re playing stress-free, they have nothing to worry about. They just keep playing hockey because they love to play.”

Road Warriors coach Dean Stork heard rumblings of Hynes’s desire to leave and met with the young forward. The meeting was emotional, but not unpleasant, according to Hynes

“I threw it all out there,” he said. “I wasn’t going to lie to him.

“I can’t say anything bad about the way he treated me. He gave me a lot of opportunity, but obviously, school won.”

Hynes apparently isn’t the only Road Warrior who made the decision to put aside a pro career for school. Forward Guillaume Asselin is also leaving Greenville to go to university.

Hynes’ last game with Greenville was Sunday. His stats line with the Road Warriors shows 14 points (seven goals and seven assists) in 20 games and a minus-five rating.

His contract has now been terminated and he has been suspended by the club, a necessary piece of protocol so Hynes — or anyone else in a similar position — couldn’t simply decide to sign with another ECHL team after orchestrating an exit from a struggling franchise.

“I enjoyed my time here, but I realized it was coming down to decision time,” he said. “That’s when I got my head away from the game a little bit, started having a little bit of fun with it ... and that’s when I started to play well.

“It’s a competitive, tough league to play in,” he added. “Definitely a good taste of the pro game, but obviously not where you want to be. It’s a starting point.”

Hynes played five seasons in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, four with the Victoriaville Tigres and an overage year split between the Val d’Or Foreurs and Acadie-Bathurst Titan. A result — and through success in school during his junior career — he built up post-secondary education credits through the QMJHL’s bursary program.

To use the bursary, a player must embark on full-time studies within a year following the end of his junior career.

“I  have four years of bursaries I can access once I go to school,” said Hynes, adding he has to maintain scholastic standards in order to keep receiving the money.

He also said he has an athletic scholarship on the table from St. Francis Xavier University, whose men’s hockey lineup already includes forward Robert Slaney of Upper Island Cove and defenceman Josh Day of St. John’s. Goulds native Brad Peddle is the team’s head coach.

The second half of the Atlantic University Sport (AUS) hockey season starts on Jan. 3. The X-Men (7-6-1) are third place in the AUS standings and will be hosting the 2015 Canadian Interuniversity Sport University Cup hockey championship.

“That’s where you want to be,” Hynes said. “That’s going to be against some high-quality opponents.”

Academically, he’ll wade in with four courses of general studies in an effort to find something that grabs him. And instead of hockey being a stress inducer, Hynes believes the game he loves will once again serve as the exact opposite for him.

“Going to the rink for practice is the fun in your day,” he said. “The getaway from school and the books.”

Once he earns his degree, Hynes said he’ll take another hard look at being paid to play hockey, whether it be back in the ECHL or somewhere overseas.

“When I come back to this lifestyle, this pro game, it’s going to be with a degree in my pocket,” he said.

The Western Star

With files from The Telegram
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Most hockey coaches — the St. John’s IceCaps’ Keith McCambridge included — will tell you they pay less heed to plus/minus figures then, say, those of us in the media.

Marc Crawford always claimed plus/minus only got his attention if the numbers were really high, on either side of the ledger.

Will O'Neill

There are some good reasons for this attitude, chief among them that plus/minus, as a raw figure, does not take into account a player’s role, or his role on a line or defensive pairing, or the quality of opposition that line or pairing plays against shift to shift.

A solidexample would be Newfoundland’s Daniel Cleary, who reinvented himself as a checking forward with the Detroit Red Wings almost a decade ago.

In his tenure with the Wings, Cleary has had one standout season when it came to plus/minus. That was 2007-2008, when Detroit won the Stanley Cup and Cleary was plus-21 during the regular season. Other than that, however, Cleary’s plus/minus figures have annually ranged between minus-6 and plus-6, which given his job, are actually very, very good.

Traditionally, the Wings haven’t counted on Cleary and his linemates haven’t been counted on for offence, although he has three seasons of 20 or more goals. They are meant to limit the opposition’s top scorers. Given the skill level of the players they usually face — you know they’re going to get goals, it’s just a matter of how many — and the fact they are concentrating on the defensive end, for Cleary and company to maintain a plus/minus at or around the even mark is creditable.

On the IceCaps, John Albert — now on recall to Winnipeg — falls into the category. As a so-called “energy” forward, Albert was minus-3 for St. John’s before his call-up, but there is no way you couldn’t tag him as an effective player because of that stat. The Jets certainly didn’t.

There are other ways to assess plus/minus.

Take IceCaps’ defenceman Will O’Neill, whose minus-seven rating is tied for worst on the team with rookie forward JC Lipon. Nevertheless, given recent history, O’Neill’s numbers demonstrate improvement.

Last month, O’Neill was minus-11, which led to his being a healthy scratch for six straight games. But since coming back into the lineup, the 25-year-old defenceman has been plus-4 over four games — individually, a plus-2, a couple of plus-1’s and an even.

Those four games might represent a small sample size, but O’Neill — whose minus-21 last season was poorest among IceCaps rearguards — has never had anything approaching that sort of stretch during his 87 career games with St. John’s.

More important, is the timing of the turnaround, coming just after that lengthy stint in civvies.

McCambridge says he’s always been pretty happy with O’Neill’s offensive game, but that too many bad pinches and ill-advised passes, or as McCambridge puts it,  “the 60-40 split, the wrong way, when he gambles, that’s cost him.”

His coach isn’t saying O’Neill wasn’t hit with any lightning bolt of revelation while he watched the IceCaps play from the press box. “Any time a player is a healthy scratch, especially for a number of games, you can be certain the coaching staff has already made it very clear what needed to change long before he sat,” said McCambridge.

But he did witness a demonstration of resolve on O’Neill’s part, before and after his return to action.

See PASQUALE, page C2

“As a coach, you want to see how a player reacts (when he is scratched). You want to see his work ethic in practice. You want to see his body language, You want to see if he sulks,” said McCambridge.

“What I saw from Will O’Neill, what I’m seeing now, is that he has dug in his heels and worked hard.”

And whatever the plus-minus, that’s a positive.

•••••

Goaltender Eddie Pasquale has started and finished 21 of the IceCaps’ 27 games this season. Given that pace, he would be in line to make 59 appearances — and play about 3,500 minutes — over the course of the 76-game schedule.

That would be 16 more games and over 1,000 more minutes than he did last season.

When asked if he had a ceiling in mind — 55 or 60 games, perhaps? — for his No. 1 netminder, McCambridge wouldn’t be specific, but did allow he had a number in mind, while noting there are many things — injuries, call-ups, etc, — that can bust such projections to smithereens.

It is worth noting that Jussi Olkinuora has started, and won, three of St. John’s last eight games and could even get a start as the team finishes up its pre-Christmas schedule with games in Hamilton Saturday night and Toronto Sunday afternoon.

Olkinuora’s increased activity is partly because of St. John’s busy recent schedule — the IceCaps will have played 12 games in 24 days before starting their 10-day holiday break — but McCambridge also agrees there comes a time a backup goalie needs to play to build confidence in himself and also earn the confidence of his teammates.

By the way, the AHL records for goaltender workload are thew 74 games played by Mike O’Neill for the 1975-76 Baltimore Bandits (Dwayne Norris led that team in scoring) and the 4,360 minutes played by Roy Edwards on the 1959-60 Buffalo Bisons. In other words, Edwards played every minute of every one of the Bisons’ 72 games that season.

David Leggio, who is now with the Hershey Bears, led the AHL in goalie work in 2011-12, appearing in 64 games and playing 3,800 minutes.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

IceCaps collect first series sweep at home this season
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© — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram

The St. John's IceCaps' Adam Lowry (second from left) gets tangled up with the Syracuse Crunch's Cedric Paquette in front of netminder Cedrick Desjardins during the teams' American Hockey League game Wednesday night at Mile One Centre. The IceCaps won 5-1, sweepting a visiting team for the first time this season following Tuesday night's 6-2 win.

MacKinnon scores twice, O'Dell has three helpers as St. John's defeats Syracuse 5-1 at Mile One

In their final game on home ice before the Christmas break, the St. John’s IceCaps managed to spread some holiday cheer Wednesday night, delivering to the 6,287 faithful on hand at Mile One Centre their first home ice series sweep this season.

Kyle MacKinnon scored his first two goals of the season, and Eric O’Dell maintained his torrid scoring pace with three assists as the IceCaps dumped the Syracuse Crunch 5-1.

The IceCaps beat the Crunch 6-2 Tuesday night.

Much had been said and written about the IceCaps’ inability to take two games from visiting teams this season — St. John’s registered four splits, and lost two of three games via shootout in a three-game series with Worcester — so now those concerns can be put to rest.

“Our goal is to get a sweep every series,” said MacKinnon, the Walnut, Calif., native who spent the past two seasons with the Providence Bruins, “and we kind of let some teams off the hook this year.

“I don’t think there was a lot that had to be said (in the locker room). Everybody knew the situation. But I don’t think we panicked or placed a huge weight on our shoulders. For whatever reason, we were unable to put two wins together at home.

“But I think we’re starting to form an identity, and we knew sooner or later we’d string a few (wins) together.”

The win was the IceCaps’ fourth in the past five games, and seventh in their last 10. Their record improves to 14-10-1-2 in the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference.

Brenden Kichton, Zach Redmond and Jason Jaffray also scored for the IceCaps. Philip-Michael Devos replied for the Crunch, who lost for the fourth straight time.

For St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge, it wasn’t so much the sweep that was a relief, but the fact his charges put together another solid effort after a big win Tuesday night.

“But obviously, you want to win on home ice and we realize we haven’t won back-to-back games,” he said. “But we’ve been there every single game.

“I look back to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton series (5-0 IceCaps win and 3-0 loss), the shootout losses to Worcester, the Manchester series (3-2 IceCaps win, 5-3 loss) … we were in all those games.

“But we were rewarded tonight … a real, good solid effort.”

Kichton opened scoring at 12:47 of the first period, waltzing from the corner and firing a backhander over Cedric Desjardins’ glove, the fifth goal of the year for the rookie defenceman.

Redmond got what turned out to be the winner 2:37 into the second, labelling a quick wrist from the faceoff circle under the crossbar.

For Redmond, it was his fourth goal — to go with six assists — in nine games.

But the prettiest goal of the night was reserved for Jaffray, who forced a turnover at the Syracuse blueline, scooped up the loose puck and turned the Crunch defenceman inside out before swatting the puck past Desjardins for his ninth goal as he was falling to the ice.

But despite the pair of victories, and success streak St. John’s is currently enjoying, McCambridge isn’t about to start making plans for a playoff drive just yet.

“I’m not going to read anything into it,” he said of the mid-week sweep. “I’ll just read it as a win tonight and we’ll build off that.

“You want to be positive and ensure the details are in your game and guys realize how they have to play. I thought that was there tonight.”

The IceCaps fired 36 shots at Desjardins. Eddie Pasquale made 25 saves for his 11th victory.

The IceCaps play two more games before Christmas, in Hamilton, Ont. and Toronto Saturday and Sunday.

Then they enjoy an 11-day Christmas break.

NOTES: The Molson-Coors three stars of the game were 1. Kyle MacKinnon 2. Eric O’Dell 3. Jason Jaffray … The Mary Brown’s hardest working IceCap was Jerome Samson … D Julian Melchiori sat his fourth straight game due to injury. He’s listed as day-to-day but likely won’t play in Ontario … With Kyle MacKinnon, Ryan Schnell and Kris Fredheim scoring their first goals as IceCaps, only Jordan Hill and Cody Lampl have yet to dent the twine … It might have been an announced sellout Wednesday night, but there were more than a couple of empty seats at Mile One Centre ...

rshort@thetelegram.com
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Back-to-back vs. Crunch starting tonight

They might not be divisional foes, but the St. John’s IceCaps and Syracuse Crunch are quite familiar with each other.

Dating back to when the Crunch franchise was located in Norfolk, Va., Syracuse/Norfolk Admirals and St. John’s have met each other in at least two-dozen games, from American Hockey League pre-season contests three years running, to regular season games and a playoff matchup two years ago.

The teams meet again tonight and Wednesday as the Crunch visit Mile One Centre for a pair games beginning 7:30 each night (930 AM, Rogers TV tonight).

After splitting a pair of games last weekend against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, the IceCaps enter the mid-week series at 12-10-1-2, good for eighth spot in the AHL’s Eastern Conference.

The Crunch are 11-8-1-2 and ninth in the East, dropping their last two games to the Admirals, one of which went to a shootout.

The IceCaps are coming off a 3-0 loss to the Penguins Saturday, a game that followed a 5-0 St. John’s win Friday.

The IceCaps have yet to take a two-game series on home ice this season, either splitting or losing both games of the series.

St. John’s and Syracuse met just over a week ago during the IceCaps’ six-game road trip in Pennsylvania, New York and Connecticut.

In that game, the IceCaps staked the Crunch to a 2-0 lead before scoring a pair of second-period goals to tie the game.

Syracuse won it on two third-period goals, one into an empty net.

GAMEDAY

CRUNCH at ICECAPS

Game times: 7:30 p.m. (NL time) tonight and Wednesday at Mile One Centre

Media: Both games will be broadcast on CJYQ Radio 930AM, streamed on stjohnsicecaps.com, with Brian Rogers calling the play-by-play. Tonight’s game is on Rogers TV

IceCaps a predictable lot at home
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St. John’s lets another opportunity to sweep opponent at Mile One slip away

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton has been among the American league’s elite hockey teams this season, but the Penguins arrived in St. John’s this past weekend a hamstrung lot, missing six regulars who are on recall to Pittsburgh.

© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Carl Klingberg (right) falls to the ice in front of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins’ Denver Manderson, but teammate Kael Mouillierat (21) is there to pick up the loose puck during Saturday night’s American Hockey League game at Mile One Centre. The Penguins won 3-0 to collect a series split.

Of the six, five were among the Penguins’ top scorers.

So the homestanding IceCaps, fresh off a very good six-game road trip, one on which they went 4-2, did what one would expect of a team back home in front of another eager, sellout crowd — they took it to the beleaguered Penguins Friday night by a 5-0 score.

Buoyed by Eddie Pasquale’s first shutout of the season, the return of Zach Redmond to Mile One (he had a goal and an assist in the game) and Carl Klingberg suddenly making like an impact player with a pair of goals, the IceCaps appeared to be in pretty good shape for their first home ice series sweep since last April.

Wrong.

Hit the replay, the one we’ve seen all season, where St. John’s wins one game on home ice, and promptly loses the next night.

This story’s getting old, and just a little bit annoying.

Saturday night, rather than step on the Penguins’ throat, the IceCaps instead squandered their chance for a rare four-point weekend, losing 3-0 to the Pens as Jeff Deslauriers made 30 saves for the shutout.

So how does this happen? How does a team dominant in so many facets of the game one night — St. John’s limited Wilkes-Barre/Scranton to 20 shots Friday, scored a  pair of power play goals and kept the Pens off the board on their five man-advantage chances — look so, um, bad the next?

“It’s the age-old question,” veteran Andrew Gordon said. “It’s tough to beat a team twice in back-to-back games. Unfortunately, we always play back-to-back games in St. John’s.”

True, but the IceCaps are not alone in that department. The Abbotsford Heat out in British Columbia, for example, are a team very, very similar to St. John’s in terms of geography and schedule makeup.

Like the IceCaps, the Heat are on the coast, far away from their nearest competitor. Like the IceCaps, the Heat entertain visiting teams for two-game sets. But unlike St. John’s, Abbotsford wins games on home ice.

Last season, Abbotsford and St. John’s both played 19 two-game homestands. The Heat swept their guests seven times, the IceCaps four times.

This season, in a half-dozen two-game series, the Heat have posted three sweeps, and are 8-2-2 at home. The IceCaps, of course, are still looking for their first sweep after four two-game series and a rare three-game matchup with the Worcester Sharks.

“We knew they would come out strong,” Gordon said of the Penguins Saturday, “and we knew that last night’s result had no bearing on Saturday’s game. It was a fresh start for everyone.”

But with a predictable outcome.

The IceCaps, you see, have acknowledged this time and again, recognized the fact a visiting team that’s lost the night before comes out the next evening like a wounded bear.

Why, then, has St. John’s not countered in equal ornery fashion?

If the IceCaps are so aware that teams will push back in the second game in search of the generally-accepted split on the road, why is not St. John’s not answering with an assault of its own?

Saturday night, instead of stepping on the gas from the drop of the puck, St. John’s coasted. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, too, was stuck in neutral, making for a long 20 minutes of shinny, with a penalty to each team and a shot clock reading 4-2 in favour of the IceCaps heading into the middle stanza.

If St. John’s was trying to generate any hint of an offence, it was lost on most, if not all, of the 6,287 drowsy regulars at Mile One.

Not that Keith McCambridge was prepared to admit the IceCaps started slowly.

“I disagree,” he said. “I don’t feel we came out flat.

“Regardless who is missing from their lineup, the (Penguins) have always been a team that allows a very low percentage of chances against. They are top-three in the league in (least) shots against, so that’s the way they play.”

The IceCaps did run into a bit of bad luck late in the second period when the Penguins, leading 1-0 on Tom Kuhnhackl’s power play goal, went ahead by two when Brian Gibbons finished off a two-on-one play.

That came right after it appeared the IceCaps’ Eric O’Dell was pulled down by a hook that went uncalled in the St. John’s zone, a play which led to the Penguins’ break.

But then, the IceCaps didn’t do themselves any favours in the third. Instead of starting the period strong, it was the Penguins taking charge as Bobby Farnham effectively ended the game with a goal 21 seconds in.

The loss drops the IceCaps’ record to 5-6 at home (that includes an overtime loss, and a pair of setbacks via the shootout).

The Syracuse Crunch are in town this Tuesday and Wednesday, the final home games before Christmas. In the New Year, St. John’s plays eight of 12 games in January at home, and 25 of 44 overall games at Mile One.

Whether the IceCaps are in, or on the outside looking in, at a playoff berth will likely be determined by their home record.

Consider this: of the 16 teams to make the Calder Cup playoffs last season, only two — Hershey and Texas — finished with a home ice record under .500.

Until St. John’s starts winning more games on home ice than it loses, the odds are not in the IceCaps’ favour.

Robin Short is The Telegram Sports Editor. He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com.

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort

Redmond’s ready to play ... a lot
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St. John’s IceCaps defenceman chips the puck into the Wilkes-Barren Scranton Penguins’ zone while teammate Patrice Cormier battles the Penguins’ Tom Kuhnjackl along the boards during the teams’ American Hockey League game Friday night at Mile One Centre. It was Redmond’s fifth game of the season with St. John’s, and his first at Mile One having missed several games due to injury and a stint with the parent Winnipeg Jets. Redmond scored and added a helper in the IceCaps' 5-0 win.

With nagging injuries behind him, rearguard hopeful he can start to log more minutes

Talk about the IceCaps defence, and the name most often mentioned is Zach Redmond. Problem is, Redmond hasn’t played much on the St. John’s blueline of late. Nor the Winnipeg Jets’ defence.

Thing is, Redmond hasn’t played a lot ... anywhere.

And that’s something the 25-year-old Michigan native hopes to change as the IceCaps skate into their Christmas break and a busy second half of the AHL schedule.

“I haven’t had a year like this in my career,” Redmond was saying this week, as the IceCaps prepared for this weekend’s series with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. “You come into camp after a good summer of training, you’re in shape, ready to go, and then you have a setback. You get back on the ice, and you have another setback.

“It’s been a tough year. But I’m getting back into a swing of things, playing games and practising. And it feels great.”

Last night’s game marked the first time Redmond has played at Mile One this season, and only his sixth game this season, outside three with the parent Jets last month.

In fact, outside Redmond’s 2011-12 rookie season — when he represented the IceCaps at the AHL’s All-Star Classic — he’s played only 55 games over two years. And that’s counting last night’s start.

Last year, of course, was a wash, and the timing could not have been lousier. After a strong start in St. John’s, erasing any hint of a sophomore jinx, Redmond got his shot in Winnipeg and was fitting into the Jets’ lineup quite nicely until the well-documented, near-tragic injury occurred in Raleigh, N.C. in February when the right femoral artery and vein in his leg was lacerated.

Surgery to repair the damage took nearly three hours, and he was done for the rest of the year.

Then, after being reassigned to St. John’s in the fall to work his way back to his former self, Redmond suffered a leg injury which kept him out of the IceCaps’ lineup for the first 10 games of the new AHL season.

After making two starts for the IceCaps in Portland, Me., and Worcester, Mass., Redmond was recalled to Winnipeg but then sat for six games in the Jets’ press box.

He got into three games for the Jets, but was reassigned again to St. John’s Nov. 22, playing the next night in Wilkes-Barre. But then, wouldn’t you know it, Redmond was sidelined with a nagging injury for two games before closing out the IceCaps’ most recent road swing with starts in Syracuse and Binghamton, where he earned an assist in each game.

“I think it’s always important to play and get games under your belt,” Redmond said when asked how critical it is to play, and play a lot in the second half. “You’ve got to remember, in today’s game, it’s tough for anybody to get a complete, full season in.

“That said, I’m hopeful of a clean slate now, especially after last season and the tough start this year.”

In terms of the few games he’s appeared in this season, IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said Redmond has not shown any ill effects from last year’s injury, or the nagging ailments that sidelined him this season.

“I like where he’s at right now, I like his practice habits,” McCambridge said. “I’m not concerned about Zach Redmond. His game will get back to where it needs to be, and you’re seeing spurts of that now.”

Redmond, however, wants to see more than spurts when it comes to ice time. After months and months of inactivity, he’s ready to play, and play a lot ... like Dustin Byfuglien-type numbers (the Jets defenceman averages 26.39 minutes of ice each night, third-most in the NHL).

“It’s easier to get into the flow of a game and feel more confident when you’re playing a lot,” he said. “I’ve always been that way. The more I play, the better I am, and the better I get.

“Now I’m looking forward to getting back to that point, and having things go my way the rest of the year.”

And hopefully, for his sake, his career.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com.

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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It is a topic, Keith McCambridge says, that’s been “discussed 10 times over.”     

And dwelled upon even more.

“Without a doubt, it is something I’ve thought about for two-and-a-half years,” said the St. John’s IceCaps’ coach whose team begins a four-game home stand — its only home games in December — tonight against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Mile One Centre.

The twice-referred to ‘it’ here is the IceCaps’ record at home.

Granted, it’s not a terrible record. So far this season, St. John’s is 4-2-3 at Mile One, which puts it at 13th, just above the American Hockey League median when it comes to average points-per-home game. And in the 85 total regular-season home games they have played since arriving on the scene in 2011, the IceCaps are just above .500 (in points terms) at 37-36-12.

That’s usually indicative of a team that wins and loses alternately. That’s been pretty much the case. And it’s been very much the problem.

Except for a few bright weeks in February and March of 2012, when they won six straight against visiting clubs, the IceCaps have never been able to maintain any real successful runs at home. A couple of three-game skeins, a half-dozen two-game streaks and the rest of their showings at Mile One has been largely of the win-one/lose one (or vice versa) description.

The IceCaps need — almost desperately need — to demonstrate some kind ability to make home ice count for something more than a half-take in points.

That’s not to say they need to be dominant, they just have to get to the point where they can see what dominance looks like, to get close enough to believe that they might be able get there.

This homestand, which also sees them play the Penguins Saturday and the Syracuse Crunch Tuesday and Wednesday, would be a great place to start. The East Division-leading Penguins (13-5-3) and Crunch (11-7-2) are both very good teams and ones the IceCaps (11-9-3) are either chasing (in Wilkes-Barre’s case) or trying to stay ahead of (Syracuse) in the AHL’s Eastern Conference.

How they do they do it? What needs to be overcome? What needs to be understood? 

After two-and-a-half years of discussion and thought, there still have been no clear-cut answers, but plenty of plausible theories, perhaps the most prominent having to do with emotion and the ability for immediate retribution provided by a schedule that has the IceCaps playing the same visiting opponent in two straight (and now, in some cases, three straight) contests. In other words, if the IceCaps beat a team at Mile One on a Friday, perhaps they have created their own problem by providing that same club the motivation to take something back home other then the memory of a couple of losses before a sellout crowd.

If St. John’s was playing a different visiting team on Saturday, that might not be such on a concern.

But whatever the reason — or more likely, combination of reasons — for the mediocrity at Mile One, let’s believe that there is a solution, something like that old Caramilk problem, where you’re not sure how the filling gets into the chocolate, but you're convinced that it can be done.

In fact, McCambridge said the home-ice enigma was largely at mind over the summer, when work was done to put together the current IceCaps, including some concentration on bringing in more speed to provide a game pace that could help generate even more energy from the full houses at Mile One.

See MORE, page C2

But if the moves don’t really work, if the would-be solutions don’t pan out, St. John’s will be what it is now: a decent club that’s just inside the playoff-position fence. If the IceCaps are to be something more, they need a home-ice record that emulates those ahead of them in the Eastern Conference standings, teams like the Manchester Monarchs, Springfield Falcons, Binghamton Senators and Penguins.

The Monarchs are 8-1-1 at home, including a seven-game wins streak. The Falcons are 9-2-0 in Springfield, including a five-game victory string. The Senators are 7-2-0-1 in Bingo and just had their own five-game home streak halted in a 4-3 loss to the IceCaps on Saturday. The Pens are 6-3-1 in Wilkes-Barre.

That’s the difference — the straight-out points difference — between them and the likes of the Providence Bruins, IceCaps, and Crunch, who sit sixth, seventh and eighth in the conference standings, all of them with records at, or at about, .500 at home so far this season.

After this homestand and their annual late December road trip split up by the Christmas break, the IceCaps will have a schedule — starting in the New Year — that has them playing 25 of 44 games at Mile One. That’s almost exactly two-thirds of their home schedule.

That’s an opportunity, but only if the “advantage” part of home-ice advantage is utilized. Otherwise, it will be more of the same, with a team stuck somewhere between OK and Alright.

You can be sure that’s not the map plan that was drawn up before the start of the season.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Stat-Tas-Tic! Numbers Geek Look Around the AHL
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Yes, you’re looking at the kid who would study box scores like an archeologist ruminating over ruins.

With that in mind, it’s way too much fun to simply peruse a few pages of the Rampage media notes to find some interesting puck nuggets.

For example, today’s game between the Rampage and their only in-state rival now, the Texas Stars. Those sleeping on the job should note the Houston Aeros moved to Iowa — last summer.

Polar opposites these two teams.

For one, the Stars have already been to the Calder Cup Finals, and have been in the playoffs three of their four years in the league. Very frustrating for Rampage fans, who’ve seen their team play in post-season only three times in 11 years, and never past the second round.

Currently, the Rampage are 3-6-0-1 in their last 10 games. The Stars are the mirror image at 6-3-0-1, including four straight.

On special teams, the Stars have the best power play in the AHL…penalty killers are fifth. The Rampage special teams, which usually determine the final outcome of a contest, are 23 with the extra skater, although looking much improved the last four games. The penalty killers have slipped from one of the league’s elite teams to 22nd.

However, both teams do have some things in common. Both teams are a tough out at home, but stink on the road.

San Antonio is 7-1-0-1 in the last nine at the AT&T Center, while the Stars are 11-2-0-1 this season at the Cedar Park Center.

But on the road, it’s another story. The Rampage are 3-10-0-1 on enemy ice, while the Stars come here with a decent, but not great 4-6-2-1 mark as road warriors.

Now the Stat Stuff

Team with the best winning percentage — Springfield Falcons at 18-4-1-2, .780. The defending champ Grand Rapids Griffins are next at 19-5-1-1, .769.

Team with the worst record — newcomers in Utica. The Comets have recovered from a rough start, but still are 7-15-1-1, for .333. Dov Grumet-Morris’ new team, the Hartford Wolf Pack are next in line at 9-14-0-3. (Dov by the way had a tough debut with the Pack, giving up three goals on nine shots last night before being pulled in just 7:43 into the first period).

Team with the fewest road wins? That would be your San Antonio Rampage, tied with Bridgeport with three each, but the Rampage have played two more roadies.

Highest scoring team? Abbotsford and Grand Rapids are the only teams in triple digits, with an even 100, but the Heat have played three more games than the Griffins.

Weird but true–both new teams, the Comets and Iowa Wild, have better records on the road than at home. The Comets are 2-8-1-1/5-7-0-0 including a couple of impressive wins in Abbotsford. The Wild is a league worst 3-10-0-0 in Des Moines, but 6-3-1-0 on the road.

No Eastern Conference team is undefeated in overtime/shootout games. Rockford 3-0, Iowa 2-0 and Toronto at 1-0 are still waiting to be disappointed in extra time. To be fair, the Worcester Sharks are 5-1 which is pretty spiffy in the extra session.

Oklahoma City is 0-5 on the other end of the spectrum.

Hottest team? The Albany Devils are 7-0-1-0 in their last eight games. The worst losing streak is in Hartford, where the Wolf Pack has gone 0-6-0-1 to drop them to the bottom of the Eastern Conference.  Binghampton fans are not happy with their Senators, who have gone 0-4-0-3 in the last seven.

Abbotsford has played the most games, 29. Worcester the fewest, 22.

One stat that doesn’t seem to be affecting the standings of the team it is afflicting — most goals allowed — 97, belongs to the Rockford IceHogs, who are in fifth place in the West with a 15-11-2-0 record. That’s 17 more goals than the Rampage have allowed and San Antonio is mired in 12th place.  Although OKC with 94 goals allowed is just barely ahead of the Rampage, but it goes to show that it’s not how many goals you allow, it’s when they go in.

Bridgeport, with one of the six sub-500 teams, has the league’s leading scorer, Ryan Strome, so it goes to show it’s not how many goals you’re scoring, but who’s scoring them. Strome has a league high 24 assists and 33 points.

Going into Sunday’s game with Texas, Drew Shore had 56 shots on goal with no luck. He does have two shootout goals on four attempts tho.

Dov Done In San Antonio
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The best post game interview is heading east, folks.

Rampage goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris was traded to the Hartford Wolf Pack for future considerations.

Besides being a fine netminder who is still hoping to play in the NHL in his ninth pro season, the Harvard man was a great interview after a game. That Ivy League education must have allowed him to dissect every play down to the air currents and micro-second cognitive recognition factors that displayed hockey as a game of science not seen anywhere west of the University of Pennsylvania.

Interviewer: So Dov, on that second goal, it seemed like the puck took a funny bounce.

DGM: Well, you could say that, but actually, in fact, I knew it would do that based on the vectors eminating from the shooters blade, which, I could tell, was a Lie 8. A lie 8 blade will typically wobble the puck in such a way as to make it appear, from distances of, say, 100 to 110 feet away, to in fact take what you describe as a ‘funny bounce’ (air quotes here). But, knowing the lie characteristics of a stick blade shouldn’t be taken on face value and that was my mistake. This stick, I noticed, was chipped ever so slightly near the top tip of the blade and that changed the whole dynamic to such a point as to make the puck ‘flutter’ (again, air quotes}, and thus it went in off my left nipple.”

I exaggerate for effect, but Dov ran the tape if we were still in analog mode and that made my job a lot easier in finding the exact quote. Grumet-Morris was also one of the go-to guys during last season’s long and protracted losing streak at the end of the slate. DGM was always willing to come out and say all the nice things about an offense that couldn’t score and a defense that left him out to dry on many nights.

Grumet-Morris experienced polar opposite beginnings here.

In 2005-06, fresh out of college, the Evanston, Illinois native was backing up Steve Passmore to begin the season. After the former Dragons netminder started the first five games, going 3-2, the rookie got his first break. The 7-1 loss in Des Moines earned him a permanent position on Pat Conacher’s bench, as he watches Passmore leave, Brian Boucher — yes, that Brian Boucher, and Scott Stirling get the starting introductions.

The Rampage sent him to Laredo of the Central Hockey League, replacing him with Karl Goehring, who, at 5-5, had to be the smallest man over to play goal in pro hockey.

Dov found his mojo just north of the border, winning 18 of 25 games with a 2.o3 goals against average, helping to lead the Bucks to the CHL title.

Then, in 2011-12, he was in Finland, awaiting his debut in the Finnish Elite League, when Mike Santos called. The Rampage general manager knew him from his stint in Milwaukee when Santos was there building the perrenial playoff participant Admirals.

Grumet-Morris went Magellian, flying from Helsinki to Abbotsford, British Columbia to join the Rampage right after Thanksgiving. Playing now for another familiar face, Chuck Weber, also an Admirals alum, DGM got the start with what had to be the worst case of jet lag in the history of aviation.

In the course of the two-game set, Dov sent his 7.00 Rampage goals against average pummeling — to 2.66 with a 21-save shutout in the first game and a 30-save encore in a 3-1 win. Those victories could be deemed the kick start to the Rampage’s playoff run.

Ironically, he’s headed back to another organization he played for — the Wolf Pack-slash-Connecticut Whale, where he went 13-5-1 three years ago, with a 2.12 GAA.  Along with his time in Greenville (ECHL) that year, he was 28-13-2.

Class act all the way around and here’s hoping the Rangers give DGM a chance to play the pipes in MSG.

From the official release:

Grumet-Morris, 31, spent the last three seasons with the Rampage, posting a 32-41-7 all-time record with the club, along with a 2.83 goals-against average and a 0.910 save percentage. This season, Grumet-Morris has made eight appearances for the Silver and Black (1-6-1) and owns a 2.86 goals-against average and a 0.904 save percentage.

The fifth-round selection (161st overall) by the Philadelphia Flyers in the 2002 NHL Entry Draft owns an all-time record of 53-58-13 in the AHL among six different teams, while posting a 46-19-5 mark in the ECHL on two squads. Grumet-Morris also played a pair of seasons in Austria (2008-09). Prior to turning pro, the Evanston, Ill., native played four years at Harvard University and suited up in 114 games (63-40-9).

Rampage Moves As Team Strugggles

Posted on December 12, 2013  |  By Tony Uminski 

Print

0

The Florida Panthers sent out the dispatch for Jacob Markstrom today after starting goaltender Tim Thomas was injured in the pre-game skate this morning in Sunrise.

The Panthers were practicing for their game tomorrow night against Alex Ovechkin and the Washington Capitals when Thomas was hurt.

Markstrom hasn’t exactly put the AHL on its ear in his 10 starts since being sent here last month. But he has enough cred to get the call back. Considering the Panthers have limited options in net, other than getting someone in a deal, Markstrom should take this as a third audition to see if he can handle the NHL game.

His previous two tries at sticking in hockey’s major league opened to mixed reviews. Markstrom shows tons of potential. If there were a trailer of his work, there’s certainly plenty of material to get fans and Florida honchos excited to see the finished product. But there are also many moments where Marky would get a squashed tomato on the RottenTomatoes website.

Michael Houser returns with his 4-1 record from Cincinnati. Considering the Rampage are 6-12-0-2 in games not started by Houser, his presence should help San Antonio end the current slide.

That Houser was in net moments after stepping of a plane in Charlotte tonight doesn’t bode well for Dov Grumet-Morris, who may be in coach Tom Rowe’s doghouse after giving up four goals in Abbotsford last weekend on only 20 shots to see his record slip to 1-6-1.

In another move, the Ramapage will shortly lose an outstanding staffer — Alex DiFilippo, the team’s PR director, will leave next week for his dream job of working with the NHL’s Detroit Red Wings. DiFillippo, a Michigan native, will handle player appearances and game night operations with the Wings. Alex took over for Katie Krause, who went to the Arizona Diamondbacks in a corporate PR role.  Former Rampage PR guy, Justin Copertino, — he of the original Panthers incarnation — is Florida’s  Communications Director, so working in San Antonio is a great pipeline not only for players, but for staff members as well in getting to the NHL.

Alex will be missed here. He’s a tireless worker. A great resource for anything hockey in this town and most any other town around the country. Always in a good mood, always hustling, always looking for ways to get the word out and always there when questions need answers, he’ll be a huge burst of energy for the Wings staff as well.

If you see him Saturday or Sunday working the game — he’s easy to find, the rare guy in the crowd in a two-piece suit looking like a combination of a slender Drew Carey and “Where’s Waldo” without the striped hat, give him a high-five. The perpetual struggling goalie will be called upon to pick up a few saves up north. And he owes me one more lunch.

Rampage Going Coastal
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The schedule maker in the AHL office must have done that Snydly Whiplash, nyah, nyah, nyah laugh when dreaming up this roadie for your Rampage.

Tonight and tomorrow in Abbotsford, British Columbia to take on the Heat, and then turn around an head east…wayyyy east, to play the Charlotte Checkers, as in North Carolina for games on Tuesday and Wednesday.

Not only is travel bi-polar. The teams’ position in the standings are polar opposites as well.

The Heat lead the Western Conference, with a 17-6-1-1 record, including two wins the first time the Rampage went west in November.  To be fair, it should be pointed out the Grand Rapids Griffins, defending Calder Cup champs, have the best record percentage wise since the Heat have played four more games.

Meanwhile, the Checkers have fallen to the depths of the Western Division and lead the conference with 13 losses. Only four of the 15 teams in the west are below .500, so the Checkers join the new clubs — Utica Comets and Iowa Wild and strange to say, Oklahoma City Barons.

The Rampage are driving coach Tom Rowe crazy. Not an easily flappable guy, Rowe firmly believes this team has what it takes to make some serious noise, but can’t seem to get out of their own way.

Leading Iowa Wednesday night (note above — sub .500 team) at home, the Rampage were assessed a late penalty, which allowed the Wild’s somewhat dependable power play the chance to tie the game, which it did, and lead to Iowa’s first win going into the third period. They were 0-8 prior to the shootout win.

The Rampage have enjoyed some degree of success in BC, so they have to feel pretty good heading out to the AHL hinderlands, even though the Heat have been a tough out this season. The Heat has had the week off thinking about how they lost two games to the lowly Comets at home last weekend. It figures that the Heat drew some of the best crowds in their history last week, only to see them lose to the conference doormat.

The Rampage have the second worst road record in the AHL with one caveat — they have one more win than Bridgeport at 3-6-0-1, but the Sound Tigers and Rampage each have seven points. Although not incredibly awful, he Rampage have struggled away from the AT&T Center, scoring only 22 goals in 10 games.

Let’s just hope they don’t get burned out tonight.

WBS 1, Utica 0 12/14

December 14th, 2013

2 Comments

Early deadlines due to winter weather, so many papers won’t have a game story with player and coach reaction in it. Therefore, I’ve posted it here on the blog. It’s after the jump.

In the meantime, a quick recap of a 1-0 WBS win over Utica.

The Penguins didn’t create much offensively, but they didn’t give up much either. Overall, a pretty mediocre effort. I would imagine the Comets were saying the same thing in their locker room.

Utica was called for three minors — one for too many men and two for delay of game — in a four-minute span of the third period. The Penguins didn’t score on two-man advantages of 45 and 39 seconds, but with 40 seconds left on the last minor, Nick D’Agostino found a corner with a point shot through traffic to give the Penguins the win.

It was the first AHL goal for D’Agostino, a rookie out of Cornell who has had his ups and down so far this season. He’s been good the last few games, and his first goal will probably give him a boost of confidence as well.

Another rookie, goalie Eric Hartzell, also had a big game, stopping 22 shots. He’s 4-1 in the AHL. Two of the wins were by a 1-0 score.

The Comets traveled day of game, but they left in the morning and got to town in plenty of time for the game. With the visiting team and the refs in the building, the game wouldn’t be canceled. Fans who didn’t want to drive in these conditions can call the team store Monday morning to exchange their unused tickets for tickets to a future game.

The fans who did attend tonight’s game had to wait about an extra half-hour for faceoff due to a Zamboni problem. As a thank you to fans who showed up and waited through the delay, the team offered discounted soft drinks and a $10 coupon for merchandise at the team store.

Meanwhile, Pittsburgh played without Kris Letang due to injury, Evgeni Malkin got hurt during the game and Deryk Engelland could be facing a suspension for a hit to the head. Another round of call-ups could be coming since Pittsburgh plays Monday, Wednesday, Thursday and Saturday and it’s hard to imagine they’ll get through that stretch without reinforcements.

On defense, I’d say Brendan Mikkelson and Scott Harrington are the top two candidates to go up, with Philip Samuelsson as a longshot. Mikkelson is a veteran with good size and puck skills. Harrington is a promising rookie with shutdown potential.

If Pittsburgh needs a center, Brian Gibbons would be the logical choice. If they want a wing, it would probably be Harry Zolnierczyk.

Check out the gamer after the jump and bye for now,

jb

Read more…
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WBS 5, Hershey 3 12/13

December 13th, 2013

4 Comments

First things first. Some talk about snow. The general rule in the AHL is if the visiting team and the officials are in the building, the game will be played. That’s the assumption the Penguins were operating under as of about an hour ago as it relates to their scheduled game with Utica tomorrow night.

The latest forecast I saw is calling for 3-6 inches of snow starting in the early morning. Utica played at home tonight, so if they travel overnight, as most AHL teams do, they should be here before the storm really starts. If they’re planning to travel on game day and the snowfall hits the heavier end of the forecast, there could be some trouble. I’ll post any updates here tomorrow as soon as I can.

I should have asked Scott Stuccio about it after the game. As a meteorologist and play-by-play man, Stuccio is quite literally the perfect person to consult in times like these. He is uniquely qualified to discuss whether an AHL game will be postponed by weather.

As for tonight, Stuccio had to deliver the bad news back to the Hershey faithful. The Bears lost for the fifth time in six meetings against the Penguins this season.

Referee T.J. Luxmore gave the Penguins four power plays in the first period. They scored on three of them. Tom Kostopoulos with a tip of a Scott Harrington point shot, Paul Thompson off a backhand, cross-ice feed from Anton Zlobin, and Brian Gibbons flashing to the post and tapping in a pass from Nick Drazenovic.

Coach John Hynes said he thought the Penguins found success on the power play because they shot the puck early and often. That’s something their point men hadn’t been doing much lately.

Anyway, Hershey got back in the game with two goals in less than a minute in the second period. Nicolas Deschamps set up Ryan Stoa on a two-on-one, then tipped in a Peter LeBlanc shot.

Heading into the third period, it was anyone’s game. Hynes said the Penguins realized they were going to need a big play or two to stay ahead.

They got them, on a goal by Kostopoulos and a strong performance by the penalty kill.

Kostopoulos picked off a Derek Whitmore pass at the left faceoff dot and ripped a shot past goalie David Leggio to make it 4-2 at 6:05. It turned out to be the game winner, and it was the 500th point of Kostopoulos’ pro career.

Hershey got back to within a goal when Deschamps scored on a shorthanded breakaway at 8:56. Then with 5:58 to go, Bobby Farnham was called for goaltender interference for spilling Leggio behind the net.

This was the chance the Bears needed, but the Penguins PK didn’t surrender a shot. Twenty seconds after the penalty expired, Drazenovic scored out of a net-front scrum and that’s your ballgame.

Games like this serve as a reminder of how critical Kostopoulos is to the success of this team. Say the Penguins didn’t sign him in the offseason. With all these call-ups and injuries, where would they be right now? Not in first place in the East Division, I would guess.

One personnel note before I go. Reid McNeill left the game five minutes into the second period with an apparent shoulder injury after taking a hit from Brandon Segal. Hynes said after the game that preliminary indications are that McNeill will miss some time.

That means it’s likely Barry Goers makes his WBS debut tomorrow night after being called up from Wheeling today. Goers is a fourth-year pro out of UMass-Lowell with 40 career games of AHL experience and a goal and four assists in 10 games with the Nailers this year.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Insider Podcast 12/13

December 13th, 2013

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of the Penguins Insider Podcast.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on all the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you ready for the team’s weekend slate against Hershey and Utica. Their guest this week is center Mike Carman, who discusses growing up all over the world, his history with Penguins coach John Hynes and skating on both sides of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton-Hershey rivalry. Also up for discussion: Fighting after clean hits, how the Penguins are dealing with call-ups and injuries and one of the more infamous playoff games in franchise history.

Click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPodcast121313

 Penguins Insider Podcast 12/13 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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The 30-goal club 12/12

December 12th, 2013

0 Comments

When the WBS Penguins play three games in four days, the Thursday practice is often optional. Not today. The team had a pretty standard hour-plus practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena. The tone didn’t seem like it was a punishment or anything. Just working on some things in an up-tempo setting.

Afterwards, Penguins player development coach Bill Guerin stayed on the ice to work with rookies like Harrison Ruopp, Reid McNeill and Anton Zlobin. I had a chance to talk to Guerin about his induction into the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame, his thoughts on his chances at making the Hockey Hall of Fame and about a handful of forward prospects in the system who have yet to turn pro. I feel like there’s a lot written and said about the Penguins’ defense prospects, so I wanted to pay some attention to forwards with some upside like Josh Archibald and Jake Guentzel at UNO, Teddy Blueger at Minnesota-Mankato and J-S Dea in the Q.

Some of his comments will appear in my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook tomorrow. The whole interview will be included in a Penguins Insider podcast sometime soon.

In the meantime, I thought now would be a good time for another Sporcle quiz. I wrote the other day about how Paul Thompson is one of 35 players in team history to score at least 30 career goals in a Penguins uniform. Here’s your chance to name all of them.
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Springfield 3, WBS 2

December 11th, 2013

4 Comments

The Mohegan Sun Arena faithful grew to dislike Patrick McNeill when he played for the Hershey Bears over the last six seasons.

Now that he plays for the Springfield Falcons, they probably don’t like him any better.

McNeill had two goals and an assist as the Falcons beat the Penguins 3-2 tonight. The Penguins rallied from 2-0 down to tie the score 2-2, then gave up the winning goal to Jonathan Marchessault, assisted by McNeill, 55 seconds later.

The Penguins got Nick Drazenovic back from injury and Harry Zolnierczyk back from Pittsburgh, but still managed just five shots in the first period and seven in the second. It’s not an entirely unexpected offensive showing, given the pieces that are missing from the lineup, but it’s also not good enough to win many hockey games.

In the meantime, McNeill scored in a four-on-four situation off a feed from Broc Little in the first period and on a power-play wrister from the right point with 11.6 seconds left in the second. The second goal came after Cody Sylvester was called for roughing Marchessault after a whistle with 18.9 seconds left in the period.

The Penguins began their comeback when Zolnierczyk stole a puck in the neutral zone while killing a penalty, took off on a breakaway and had his skates taken out from under him by Cody Goloubef 2:58 into the third. He scored on the penalty shot, lifting a puck over goalie Jeremy Smith’s blocker.

I’ll check this against my records when I get back to my office, but I think it might have been the first successful Penguins penalty shot at home in the team’s 15-year history.

About nine minutes later, in another four-on-four situation, Drazenovic floated a pass from the left wing to Paul Thompson, who was driving down the slot. He scored to break a season-long goal drought and make it 2-2.

I just wrote a story about Thompson’s goal drought for today’s paper. If he’s superstitious, he’s going to demand I interview him after every practice now.

Anyway, the tie lasted just 55 seconds.

Thirty-six seconds after Thompson’s goal, Tom Kostopoulos was called for goalie interference. Nine seconds into the power play. Marchessault scored on a one-timer from the left faceoff circle.

Coach John Hynes wasn’t pleased after the game. He said that at the point where the Penguins tied the score 2-2, you either find a way to win or find a way to lose. He also wasn’t pleased that Springfield scored on two of its last three power-play attempts. He said his team has to get a stop in those situations.

He’s right. As a reporter, I can say, “This is about what I expected from the Penguins, given their personnel situation, in a game against a team that has won 10 of its last 12.” A coach can’t say that. He has to demand more, and that’s what he seems to be doing.

Two other notes before I go.

This game wasn’t particularly well officiated. Some odd calls. The five goals were scored, in order, four-on-four, on the power play, on a shorthanded penalty shot, four-on-four and on the power play. That’s a pretty goofy game, when you look at it like that.

Finally, with Drazenovic and Zolnierczyk back for now, Carter Rowney was returned to Wheeling. He went pointless in a three-game AHL stay.

Bye for now,

jb
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Man Bites Dog 12/10

December 10th, 2013

1 Comment

Here’s some unusual news from Coal Street. The WBS Penguins had a roster addition, not subtraction, at practice this morning. Nick Drazenovic, out since Nov. 10 with an undisclosed injury, returned to practice. He’s a legit scoring line center who had 10 points in 12 games before getting hurt, so his return would obviously make a difference.

Here’s what coach John Hynes had to say about it:

“It’s nice to be able to see guys come back because guys work hard all summer and they want to be part of what’s going on here. I know Nick’s worked hard on getting back from his injury, so it’s nice to see him take his first step today.”

Later in the afternoon, Pittsburgh announced Harry Zolnierczyk had been sent down as well, so that’s two potential additions. I would imagine someone will have to go up in his place before the parent Penguins play again Friday, but who knows? The way things have been going lately, four days is an eternity.

Mike Carman practiced in a red, no-contact jersey, but Hynes said he’s good to go.

No matter what happens with the additions, the Penguins still figure to have three or four recent ECHL call-ups in the lineup tomorrow vs. Springfield. Hynes said he was generally pleased with the play of the new guys in a split at St. John’s last weekend.

“I don’t think the (Friday) game was a 5-0 game. We didn’t take care of some things we wanted to take care of as a team. We addressed it. The big thing Saturday that we liked was we got better performances from a lot of those guys. They impacted the game. A lot of that is just them getting more comfortable in their roles, playing up or getting more ice time in certain situations, and having that intensity level throughout the game.”

Meanwhile, I’m working on a story about Paul Thompson, who has scored 31 goals in his Penguins career. Know how many players have hit the 30-goal mark in a WBS uniform in team history? Just 35. In other words, he’s a goal scorer, and that’s a big reason why his lack of production this year — no goals, one assist in 16 games — is so surprising.

Hynes said he didn’t like Thompson’s compete level on the puck in training camp and the early part of the season, and that’s why he slipped down the depth chart. Once a goal scorer is on the fourth line and off the power play, he’s dug himself a tough hole to get out of.

There is an indication that he’s coming out of his funk. Thompson has a total of 17 shots on goal in his last five games, after managing just 16 in his first 11 games combined. Is a breakout right around the corner or not? You be the judge.

Bye for now,

jb
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Dumoulin up 12/9

December 9th, 2013

0 Comments

Brian Dumoulin was called up to Pittsburgh today to fill in for Brooks Orpik, who suffered an apparent concussion in the Shawn Thornton incident Saturday night.

Dumoulin is a 6-4 defender acquired in the Jordan Staal trade. He’s not extraordinarily physical, but he uses his reach well, is not prone to gaffes in his own zone and moves the puck pretty well. He burst onto the organizational radar when he developed into a top pair defenseman in the Calder Cup playoffs. He started this season a little shaky (a minus-3 in October), but has been solid in the last month, going plus-4 in his last nine games.

Dumoulin is the 10th regular to exit the WBS lineup since Nov. 16 — six due to call-up, three due to injury and one (Andrew Ebbett) due to both. I thought I’d make up a little chart to illustrate the exodus. The first chart is an approximation of the WBS lineup on Nov. 15, with the players no longer in the lineup crossed out.

ZOLNIERCZYK GIBBONS CONNER 

KUHNHACKL EBBETT KOSTOPOULOS 

UHER DRAZENOVIC MEGNA 

FARNHAM SILL PAYERL 

DESPRES SAMUELSSON  

HARRINGTON MIKKELSON  

D’AGOSTINO DUMOULIN  

Here’s what happened to cross all those guys out.

Nick Drazenovic, injured, Nov. 16

 Dustin Jeffrey, claimed on waivers, Nov. 17

 Zach Sill, called up, Nov. 24

 Andrew Ebbett, called up, Nov. 24

 Dominik Uher, injured, Nov. 27

 Simon Despres, called up, Nov. 27

 Jayson Megna, called up, Nov. 27

 Chris Conner, called up, Nov. 27

 Matt D’Agostini, claimed on waivers, Nov. 27

 Adam Payerl, injured, Nov. 30

 Harry Zolnierczyk, called up, Dec. 6

 Brian Dumoulin, called up, Dec. 9

Now, less than a month later, the lineup looks something like this, with players who weren’t in the Nov. 15 lineup in bold.

THOMPSON GIBBONS KOSTOPOULOS 

SYLVESTER CARMAN KUHNHACKL 

ZLOBIN MANDERSON ROWNEY 

LEBLOND SEVERYN FARNHAM 

HARRINGTON SAMUELSSON  

MCNEILL MIKKELSON  

D’AGOSTINO RUOPP  

 MERTH  

As stark as those changes are, WBS is 5-3-1 since Nov. 15. They were 4-3-2 in the nine games before that. What to make of that? A testament to organizational depth and coaching, I suppose.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, St. John’s 0 12/7

December 8th, 2013

0 Comments

I was on another assignment, but I wanted to get a quick update up here with some basic notes from tonight’s 3-0 WBS win at St. John’s.

I wrote the other day about how difficult it is to sweep one of these two-game weekend series. Coaches make adjustments. Players, by human nature, have a little extra jump when they’ve lost the night before. I think some of that came into play tonight. That and some exceptional goaltending from Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, who made 30 saves, including some real barnburners late in the game.

After what looked like an excruciatingly boring first period — shots were 4-2 in favor of the IceCaps — Tom Kuhnhackl scored a power-play goal and Brian Gibbons scored on a 3-on-1 with Bobby Farnham and Cody Sylvester to give the Penguins a 2-0 lead after two. Farnham tacked on an insurance goal in the third.

This looks like a blueprint game while the roster is what it is. Play it tight, get good goaltending, score once or twice on the power play.

One interesting lineup change: The Penguins went with the dreaded 11-forward, 7-D configuration with Reid McNeill and Harrison Ruopp in for Peter Merth and Carter Rowney. Seemed to work out, obviously. Ruopp was making his Penguins debut.

Check back for the next update Monday or Tuesday. Bye for now,

jb
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St. John’s 5, WBS 0 12/6

December 6th, 2013

2 Comments

When a team is playing short as many men as the WBS Penguins were tonight, it takes a pretty special effort to win a hockey game. They didn’t get one, Carl Klingberg scored twice, Eddie Pasquale made 20 saves and the St. John’s Ice Caps cruised to a 5-0 victory.

Word came down this morning that Andrew Ebbett broke his ankle in Pittsburgh’s game last night, so Harry Zolnierczyk was called up. That left WBS without eight of its top 12 scoring forwards due to call-up or injury. Zolnierczyk, Chris Conner, Jayson Megna and Zach Sill are up. Nick Drazenovic, Dominik Uher and Adam Payerl are hurt. Ebbett is both.

Paul Thompson got Zolnierczyk’s spot on the top line with Brian Gibbons and Tom Kostopoulos.

Cody Sylvester moved up to the second line with Tom Kuhnhackl and Mike Carman. Anton Zlobin joined the Nailers call-up line with Denver Manderson and Carter Rowney. C.J. Severyn made his Penguins debut, centering Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Bobby Farnham.

The Penguins probably had their best chance to get in the game early in the second period. They fell behind 1-0 on Klingberg’s first goal in the first but came out hitting and skating after intermission. Pasquale held off the mild surge, though and Klingberg and Zach Redmond scored in the second half of the period to basically put the game away.

Eric Hartzell suffered his first loss. He was OK in the first two periods, then gave up two funky goals on odd bounces in the third. He would have had to play out of his mind to keep the Penguins in this game.

I’m not sure where the offense is going to come from as this personnel situation continues. The Penguins could certainly use some production from Thompson, who hasn’t provided any yet this year. Youngsters with goal-scoring talent — Kuhnhackl, Zlobin, maybe Sylvester — will have to chip in too.

It looks like this team is in for a tough slog for a while.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Insider Podcast 12/6

December 6th, 2013

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of the Penguins Insider Podcast.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on all the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you ready for the team’s weekend series in St. John’s, Newfoundland. Their guest this week is rookie goalie Eric Hartzell, and he discusses everything from Herb Brooks and Jumpin’ Jim Brunzell to juggling tennis balls and which former AHL goalie had the biggest influence on his playing career. Also up for discussion: High jersey numbers and their place in hockey, Brad Thiessen resurfacing in the AHL with the Norfolk Admirals and the recent run of injuries — including which of the latest Penguins’ call-ups have the most legitimate chance of jumping to the next level.

Click the player or link below to listen.

Payerl out 12/3

December 3rd, 2013

2 Comments

An already thin WBS Penguins lineup got thinner Tuesday when coach John Hynes announced Adam Payerl would miss three to four months with an upper-body injury.

Given the injury/call-up situation, it looked like Payerl was in position to play a key role in the next little while for the Penguins. He wasn’t putting up big numbers — two goals, six points, 26 PIMs in 19 games — but he’s a big-body forward who can play center and right wing with a physical edge.

Payerl’s development as a prospect over the last season-plus has been somewhat uneven, but the Penguins organization likes his upside. You can see it around the net and in the corners. He’s tough to knock off the puck. It’s a setback both for the player himself and the organization’s prospect pool up front.

The injury explains the call-up of C.J. Severyn from Orlando of the ECHL yesterday. Severyn isn’t an exact replica of Payerl, but he’s a pretty big guy (6-1, 185) who plays center and mixes skill and physicality. Last year, he topped 20 goals and 100 PIMs for Orlando. This year, he led the Solar Bears in scoring with 17 points in 19 games and was second on the team with 66 PIMs.

Payerl’s injury means that when the Penguins play a pair of games at St. John’s this weekend, four or five of their 12 forwards will have been playing in the ECHL two weeks ago. I don’t think the pressure is on those guys to score. They’ll be fine if they give the Penguins good solid minutes. I think the pressure is on guys like Paul Thompson and Tom Kuhnhackl to pick up the secondary scoring load, beyond the top line of Zolnierczyk-Gibbons-Kostopoulos.

On the topic of injuries, some clarification on Nick Drazenovic’s status. When I wrote yesterday that he would be out indefinitely, I meant that no comeback date has been determined, not that he would be out for a long time. Hynes said today that he expects Drazenovic to be out this weekend, but that he could be back a week or two down the road. His return would be a big boost to the WBS top six.

Also, Reid McNeill practiced today without a red, no-contact jersey. I don’t know if he’s 100 percent, but he’s getting close to be being ready.

The Penguins have put together a travel schedule this week that aims to minimize wear and tear as they head to Newfoundland for a pair of weekend games. They’re busing to Toronto today, flying to St. John’s tomorrow and practicing there Thursday before playing Friday and Saturday.

As such, I loaded up on content today that will be spread out over the next few days. Right now, I’m working on a story about the impact of Payerl’s injury and whether it’s in the Penguins’ best interest to load up their top three scorers on one line or spread them throughout the lineup.

Tomorrow, I’ll write a story about the trip to Newfoundland. People might not realize it, but St. John’s is one of the favorite places for AHL players to visit on a road trip. I talked to Hynes today about the challenges of air travel, playing the same team on back-to-back days and keeping the boys out of trouble on George Street, a part of town in St. John’s that is packed with pubs.

Then I’ll have my weekly Friday Morning Faceoff notebook with a look at how playing on the power play has been like riding a bike for Tom Kostopoulos.

All this talk about roster shuffling has got me thinking about line combinations. So on Sunday, in the paper and online, I’ll have a story that details Hynes’ philosophy when putting lines together and looks back at five of the more memorable three-man units in WBS team history.

And most importantly, don’t forget to check out the second episode of the Penguins Insider Podcast, which is scheduled to drop Friday. (Does a podcast drop? Does this particular podcast drop? Was that an embarrassing attempt by an almost-40-year-old to sound hip? Whatever.) The highlight is sure to be a chat I had with rookie goalie Eric Hartzell today. We talked about Herb Brooks, Jumpin’ Jim Brunzell, swagger and juggling tennis balls. (How’s that for a promo?)

Bye for now,

jb
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Grand Central Station 12/2

December 2nd, 2013

3 Comments

A quick update on a bunch of roster moves at Coal Street today:

– C.J. Severyn was signed to a PTO. A second-year pro out of Ohio State from the Pittsburgh area, Severyn was in WBS training camp before heading to the ECHL where he led the Orlando Solar Bears in scoring with 17 points in 19 games. He had 22 goals for Orlando last year and played six AHL games with Charlotte.

– Anton Zlobin was called up from Wheeling. With WBS needing scoring punch, this was the most expected move today. After missing camp with a shoulder injury, Zlobin went down to Wheeling and posted nine points in nine games.

– Harrison Ruopp was called up from Wheeling. Ruopp also missed camp with an injury, then went down to Wheeling to play nine games. A physical defenseman, he had two assists and 21 PIMs.

– Dustin Stevenson was essentially sent down in Ruopp’s place. He’s a big, rangy guy who looked pretty decent in four games on the third D pair for WBS.

– Mike Carman’s contract was upgraded from 25-game tryout to standard AHL deal. With all the call-ups WBS has been dealing with, bringing Carman into camp and keeping him around has proven absolutely critical. He might be the fourth most-important forward on the team right now (behind Gibbons, Kostopoulos and Zolnierczyk).

– Coach John Hynes gave a little bit of an injury update today, saying Nick Drazenovic is out indefinitely and Dominik Uher is expected to miss about two more weeks after taking a puck in the face Wednesday at Adirondack.

– The Penguins only had an optional skate today, so I don’t know what the fallout from all these moves is going to be. I do know WBS has 14 healthy forwards and eight healthy D on the roster, so there may be another shoe to drop. Was a forward injured in the Hershey game? Is someone going up or down? I’ll probably have a better idea tomorrow.

Finally, highlights from Wheeling’s game Saturday, including a snipe by Zlobin and a nuclear hit by Shavertown’s Patrick McGrath.

Bye for now,

jb
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Hershey 3, WBS 2 (OT) 11/30

December 1st, 2013

2 Comments

Not many long faces in the WBS locker room after this one, despite the fact that Hershey won 3-2 on a David Kolomatis turn-around shot from the slot with 6.6 seconds left in overtime, and it’s easy to see why.

This Penguins team, as it’s currently constructed, isn’t very well equipped to make a comeback. They’re not a bunch of hacks or anything. They do a lot of things well, like play with sound structure and play with a physical edge. But they don’t have the kind of roster than can easily erase a 2-0 deficit with 17 minutes left, and that’s exactly what they did.

Let’s start at the beginning.

Hershey came out inspired. The Bears lost 4-2 to St. John’s on Wednesday, after which coach Mike Haviland gave the “too many passengers” speech and changed up all his line combinations. On top of that, Hershey had dropped the first four meetings of the season against the Penguins, which obviously doesn’t sit well with them.

Before the game was two minutes old, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Hershey’s Joel Rechlicz squared off in an awesome heavyweight bout that lasted nearly a minute. Rechlicz played not to the crowd, but to his team’s bench after the scrap.

It’s clear what was going on here. Hershey was trying to make its mark tonight with good old-fashioned competitive fire.

It worked to a large extent.

The Bears took a 1-0 lead on their first power play at 3:46. Cody Sylvester was called for roughing and Stanislav Galiev netted a one-timer from the left faceoff circle.

The Bears took a 2-0 advantage late in the second six seconds after a power play ended. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made a nice save on a tip by Casey Wellman, but Jeff Taffe cleaned up the rebound.

In between, the game got a little nasty, which gave the Penguins some chances to tie the game.

Cam Schilling got a high-sticking minor and Garrett Mitchell a charging major — both infractions were against Brian Gibbons –

giving the Penguins a 5-on-3 for 1:07 and a major power play for 3:53 after that.

Hershey’s fans didn’t like the call, but judging by this video, it seems pretty cut and dried to me.

Anyway, the Penguins didn’t get a shot on the two-man advantage and Gibbons was called for slashing, erasing two minutes of the major. Goalie David Leggio did the rest, making four saves, and the Penguins were in trouble.

They climbed out of that with third-period goals by Leblond and former Bears center Mike Carman.

Leblond blasted a slap shot from the left wing in off Leggio’s glove at 3:33 and Carman went to the net and shoved in an Adam Payerl centering pass as he slid to the ice with 5:15 to go.

Hershey got an odd-man rush in the closing seconds of overtime, and while Deslauriers handled the initial onslaught, Kolomatis cleaned up the rebound. Binghamton also got a loser point tonight, so the Penguins and B-Sens remain tied atop the East Division with 29 points, five points clear of everyone else.

On the personnel front, Peter Merth made his season debut after suffering an unspecified injury in training camp, drawing in for  Dustin Stevenson.

On the Wheeling front, can’t wait to see highlights from Patrick McGrath’s night. Judging by the reaction on Twitter, he was a wrecking ball, and not the silly Miley Cyrus kind.

Check back for the next blog update Monday or Tuesday.

Bye for now,

jb

Guelph Pulls Away From Plymouth in 5-2 Win During Teddy Bear Toss
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The teddy bears hit the Compuware Arena ice during Saturday's Plymouth Whalers game.

Rena Laverty

When Plymouth Whalers defenseman Josh Wesley scored Saturday night during Teddy Bear Toss Night at Compuware Arena, a stream of teddy bears and stuffed animals came raining out of the crowd and onto the ice surface.

VIDEO - WDIV/Click on Detroit. 

Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic and Guelph netminder Matthew Mancina quickly stepped aside as the animals came raining down. They were plenty busy stopping pucks.

The Whalers maintainance staff, the Compuware U-12 Girls' Team and others picked up the bears. Soon, Plymouth Community United Way, Family Heating Cooling and Electrical Inc. and local personality Chuck Gaidica will help find homes for the toys.

Meanwhile, the two goaltenders stopped 86 shots between them (Nedeljkovic 53, Mancina 33) as Guelph defeated Plymouth, 5-2.

GAME SUMMARY

The Storm - one of the top teams in the Ontario Hockey League - improved to 21-6-2-1, while Plymouth is 11-17-0-3.

The game was closer than a 5-2 final result might indicate. After a scoreless, evenly-played first period, Guelph built a 3-0 lead early in the third period, only to see the Whalers cut their lead to 3-2. Then the Storm pulled away, scoring the final two goals, the last on an empty net.

Zack Mitchell led the Guelph attack with a pair of goals (12-13) and an assist. The Storm also received goals from Scott Kosmachuk (21), first star Robby Fabbri (12) and Tyler Bertuzzi (8).

Besides Wesley's second of the year, the Whalers also received a goal from Zach Lorentz (14).

Guelph broke the scoreless tie with two goals in similar fashion in the second period. With traffic in front of Nedeljkovic, defenseman Matt Finn shot the puck wide of the goal. It pinballed to Kosmachuk at the right post and he jammed it into the net at 6:44. Bertuzzi then scored at 11:07 through traffic to give Guelph a 2-0 lead.

Mancina made his best stops of the game late in the secind period on Plymouth's Carter Sandlak and Victor Crus Rydberg to keep the game at 2-0.

Fabbri scored on a Guelph power at 1:03 of the third period to extend the Guelph lead to 3-0 before Wesley started the Whalers comeback 0:15 with a shot from the left point that seemed to change direction. Lorentz scored on another re-direction at 16:28 from Yannick Rathgeb's shot from the point.

But Mitchell repiled immediately from Guelph on a stuff 0:37 later and iced the game for good with an empty net goal at 18:42.

Guelph outshot Plymouth, 58-35.

The Whalers are back in action on Wednesday, hosting Saginaw at Compuware Arena

By  Pete Krupsky   

on December 01, 2013 at 11:32 AM, updated December 01, 2013 at 11:40 AM 
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Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic was named a star in shootout losses to Owen Sound and Oshawa.

Mandy Getschman

OWEN SOUND, ON- On Saturday night in Owen Sound, the Whalers earned another point the hard way.

Showing sign of improvement and maturity against an older Owen Sound Attack team, the Whalers battled for a full 65 minutes before losing a 3-2 shootout before 2,893 at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre.

GAME SUMMARY

ADDITIONAL COVERAGE - Bill Walker, Owen Sound-Sun-Times.

Owen Sound rookie Thomas Schemitsch decided the shootout, banking the puck off Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic to give the Attack a 2-1 lead in the extra session.

Then Owen Sound goaltender Brandon Hope stopped Plymouth’s Victor Crus Rydberg and Connor Chatham to preserve the win.

But the Whalers (now 11-15-0-3) did plenty of good things on a cold Saturday night in Owen Sound (13-10-2-3).

"We're a young team and we battled and we competed ... it was a heck of a hockey game both ways," Plymouth president/general manager/coach Mike Vellucci told the Owen Sound Sun-Times. "I thought (Nedeljkovic) played good. It's a tough building to play in and they hit him a couple times and he stuck in there."

Plymouth won the battle of special teams decisively, getting power play goals from Gianluca Curcuruto (2nd) and Victor Crus Rydberg (6th) while killing off all seven Owen Sound power plays. Curcuruto and Crus Rydberg also drew an assist in the game.

In a game that was scoreless, tied or no more than a one-goal differential the whole way, Nedeljkovic had a bounce back game with Owen Sound after getting pulled in earlier games with the Attack on Oct. 25 and last Wednesday at Compuware Arena.

Nedeljkovic stopped 46-of-48 shots over 65 minutes as the game’s first star and was spectacular at times in the third period.

Plymouth had leads of 1-0 and 2-1 only to see Owen Sound come back each time to tie.

The Whalers used excellent puck movement to score their first goal, go side-to-side in the Owen Sound zone before Curcuruto wired a hard shot from the right circle to Hope still hasn’t seen. The goal came at 7:13 of the first period to give Plymouth a 1-0 lead.

But Holden Cook tied the game at 1-1 for Owen Sound at 12:18 of the period, taking Daniel Milne's pass from behind the Whalers’ goal and roofing the shot over Nedeljkovic’s shoulder for his 10th goal of the year.

Plymouth took a 2-1 lead at 12:14 of the second period as Crus Rydberg made no mistake with a hard shot from the left circle through traffic past Hope. But Milne got it back for the Attack at 16:39 scoring through a pileup in front of Nedeljkovic just outside the Plymouth blue crease.

After a scoreless third period and evenly played overtime, the Attack won on the game in the shootout. Gemel Smith and Schemitsch scored in the shootout, while Lorentz (now five-for-six in shootouts) scored the lone Plymouth goal.

Plymouth is home next weekend, hosting Sault Ste. Marie on Friday and Guelph on Saturday at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena.

esterday at 10:17 PM

Maine lets up, but again beats AIC in hockey

After an impressive 7-1 win Friday, the Black Bears lose focus and energy but still earn a 5-1 win Saturday at Orono.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

Maine had just finished its most dominating performance of the season Friday when Coach Red Gendron was asked if he was concerned about his men’s hockey team maintaining its focus for one more night.

A rematch with American International loomed, then a holiday break beckoned for his young Black Bears.

Gendron had praised his players at length for their preparation and drive. But yes, he was worried about how they would respond to a blowout victory.

His fears were realized, although Maine summoned enough energy to hold off the Yellow Jackets 5-1 Saturday at Alfond Arena. But it was nowhere near the take-no-prisoners approach that had netted a 7-1 victory Friday.

“They know that they have to show up, that AIC is a very good team. They have weapons,” Gendron said Friday. “I think they understand the gravity of it. We won’t talk about winning and losing the game. We’ll look at film and we’ll show them some clips and we’ll talk about getting better (Saturday) night. If we can get better, play better, play more effectively and play with the same energy. The energy is a choice; effort is a choice; compete level is a choice. So that’s pretty easy.

“So if we can combine that with playing better, not having puck-management issues when we turn the puck over, or shooting more pucks low so we create the rebound opportunities, then I think we’re in good shape.”

It was much easier said than done for Maine (9-6-1), which watched American International score 31 seconds into the game against senior goaltender Dan Sullivan, making his first appearance this season for Maine.

Blaine Byron got the equalizer at 2:09 of the first period, but the game slogged on with the Black Bears unable to assert their dominance against a Yellow Jackets squad on an eight-game losing streak and last in the nation by allowing 5.1 goals per contest. The passing was lackluster and the Black Bears’ top line, which had been so impressive Friday, was not a factor on Saturday.

Midway through the second period, Sullivan stopped the Yellow Jackets’ Chris Porter at point-blank range. That seemed to awaken Maine, which got terrific play from its second line and belatedly took over the game.

Stu Higgins scored on a rebound to put Maine ahead, then linemate Ryan Lomberg backhanded the puck past American International goaltender Ryan Kerpan for a 3-1 advantage.

Brian Morgan and Lomberg added third-period goals, and Maine was able to head into a two-week hiatus not having to pay dearly for its lesson about taking opponents lightly.

“Our goal (Saturday) is to keep the pace,” Maine defenseman Dan Renouf said Friday after his team racked up an incredible 59 shots on goal. “We want to improve every night, that’s the motto at Maine.”

It’s a fine motto, but for half of a game Saturday, it looked as if the Black Bears had abandoned it. Fortunately for Maine, against a 3-12 opponent like American International, there was plenty of time to recover.

Mark Emmert can be reached at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Men’s hockey: UMaine rolls past AIC, 7-1

Devin Shore gets a goal and three assists as the Black Bears cruise

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

ORONO — Along with everything else he did for the Maine men’s hockey team Friday, Devin Shore helped fulfill a prophecy.

The sophomore center finished with a goal and four assists as the Black Bears bulldozed American International 7-1 before an announced crowd of 3,106 at Alfond Arena.

The second of his three first-period assists enabled him to keep a promise to childhood friend Dan Renouf.

“He said he was going to grab the puck out of the net for my first goal,” Renouf recalled with a sense of wonder after that exact scene played itself out. The freshman defenseman grew up with Shore in Ontario envisioning these moments.

At 15:03 of the first period, Renouf got Shore’s attention during one of his many rushes at bedraggled freshman goaltender Hunter Leisner. Shore heard him call for the puck and dropped it back to the blue line, where Renouf lined up a low slap shot that skimmed into the net for his first collegiate goal. Shore promptly retrieved it.

“It was kind of a seeing-eye shot but it was good to get the first one,” Renouf said.

Maine (8-6-1) hardly needed that particular goal on a night when it fired 59 shots on net despite having only one late power-play opportunity. Shore, whose hustle led to all three first-period goals, provided the defining moment in the second period when he took the puck from Leisner while the Black Bears were short-handed, deked him to the ice and casually lifted the puck over him to extend the lead to 4-0.

“I was a little surprised,” Shore said of the ease with which the play unfolded. “Everyone kind of thought that the ref was going to blow the whistle. But I guess I wasn’t close enough for him to blow the whistle and he urged (Leisner) to play it.”

In addition to Shore’s first five-point game as a collegian – giving him a team-leading 18 points – Connor Leen had a goal and three assists, and Steven Swavely added a goal and one assist.

Swavely’s assist set up a second short-handed goal for Maine in the third period, when Mark Anthoine finished off a perfect two-on-one break. At times it seemed as if Maine was merely toying with the Yellow Jackets.

The Black Bears fired 24 shots at Leisner in the first period to build a big lead, but never throttled back and rested.

“We don’t want to play down to our opponents,” Renouf said. “Our intensity didn’t drop too much.”

It was the latest in a series of decisive home wins for Maine, which has outscored its guests 23-4 in the past four games at Alfond. But the 59 shots was unprecedented.

“That was another kind of goal of ours. We wanted to get a ton of shots on net,” Shore said. “We wanted to develop that habit of getting the puck there and driving our tails off to get the rebounds.”

It was the eighth consecutive loss for American International (3-11), which offers only 12 scholarships. The teams meet again at 7 p.m. Saturday, and Renouf said the Black Bears are hoping to launch even more shots in the rematch. Certainly, his friend Shore figures to be in the middle of that effort.

“Shoresy is playing like Shoresy right now. I grew up with the kid. I saw it for the last 10 years,” Renouf said. “He’s really shining right now.”

Mark Emmert can be reached at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Boys’ hockey: 25 Players to Watch

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

Jason Blier, Cheverus, senior goaltender: Poised and experienced, he will keep his team in most games this winter.

click image to enlarge

Jason Blier returns as the starting goalie for Cheverus, which hopes to build on last year’s trip to the Western Class A semifinals.

2013 Press Herald file/Tim Greenway

Cam Loiselle has moved from forward to defense this season but is still a top offensive threat for Scarborough, one of the favorites in Class A.

2013 Press Herald file/Shawn Patrick Ouellette
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    Boys’ hockey preview: It’s getting harder to pick favorites
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Matt Brooks, Brunswick, junior forward: Has been the Dragons’ leading scorer in each of the past two seasons, with a knack for netting clutch goals. 

Justin Broy, Gorham, senior goalie: A three-year starter who has put up gaudy statistics in his first two seasons for Gorham, and will now be facing Class B competition.

Dan Condon, Winthrop/Maranacook, senior forward: After tallying 23 goals and 32 assists a year ago to lead the Hawks to the Eastern Class A quarterfinals, Condon will look to make his mark in the Class B ranks.

Chase Cunningham, Messalonskee, senior forward: Put up an astonishing 74 points a season ago and will be paired on a top-notch line again with younger brother Jared, a sophomore.

Alex Fallon, Thornton Academy, senior forward: A four-year varsity player, Fallon will be the focal point of the Golden Trojans’ offense, coming off a 20-goal season.

Bryce Fraser, Kennebunk, senior forward: An all-around player with great hands, a precise shot and a strong work ethic.

Alex Grant-Roy, Cheverus, senior defenseman: A four-year varsity player who will try to keep the crease clear for the Stags.

Jake Gross, Scarborough, senior forward: A feared goal scorer who will be crucial to Red Storm’s title hopes.

Chase Hainey, St. Dominic Academy, senior forward: A top scoring threat on a perennial power chasing one more state title.

Reid Howland, Greely, junior forward: Put up 43 points a season ago, including 25 goals, for the Class B champs.

Kyle Kramlich, Greely, junior goaltender: Has backstopped the Rangers to back-to-back state Class B championships and finished with a 2.11 goals-against average last winter.

Caleb Labrie, St. Dominic Academy, junior forward: A slick puck-handler and adept passer, he will make the offense go.

Kyle Lemelin, Lewiston, senior, forward: A veteran who is almost impossible to knock off the puck, he led the Blue Devils in scoring with 18 goals and 21 assists last winter.

Nick Lemieux, Biddeford, senior forward: A talented and steadying influence on a young team looking to make noise.

Cam Loiselle, Scarborough, senior defenseman: Loiselle is moving from forward and is expected to be a force on a young blue line for the Red Storm. 

Zach Luce, Portland/Deering, senior forward: Has been the offensive leader for three years and will be looking for a big finale to his high school career.

Derek Neal, York, junior right wing: A sparkplug for his team for two seasons already, he now can lean on experience as well as talent.

Isaac Nordstrom, Falmouth, junior forward: The three-year varsity player affectionately known as “The Swede” will lead a potent attack.

Jack Orne, Camden Hills, senior forward: Explosive player who netted four goals in the Windjammers’ first-ever playoff win a season ago.

Dane Pauls, Falmouth, senior goaltender: Recorded 11 victories a year ago as part of a strong duo of netminders, including a shutout in the Class A state championship game.

Grayson Szumilas, Camden Hills, senior forward: The nifty skater is able to get into some tight spaces with the puck and can be explosive, scoring 15 goals in his team’s first 10 games a year ago. 

Max Watson, Yarmouth, senior defenseman: A converted forward, he has taken well to life on the blue line, where he is one of the state’s best.

Devon Werthner, Biddeford, senior defenseman: A slick passer and proven commodity on the blue line for a young squad.

Andrew Whipple, South Portland, junior forward: A do-everything player who quickly established himself as a leader for his team.
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Boys’ hockey preview: It’s getting harder to pick favorites

As the sport continues to grow, more teams than ever have legitimate hopes of postseason success.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

There may never have been a winter when so many Maine boys’ hockey teams have had this much spring in their skates.

Kyle Kramlich helped Greely win a second straight Class B state championship last winter, and the Rangers are expected to contend again.

2013 Press Herald file/Gordon Chibroski
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If true parity hasn’t arrived for the state’s 42 teams, it’s at least getting close. Squads from Bangor to Biddeford, from Camden Hills to Gorham all have reasons to dream big as the 2013-14 season gets under way.

Coaches are seeing more talent spread across more teams, particularly in the southern part of the state, and that translates into more opportunities for someone new to snatch a title away from the state’s traditional powers.

“It seems the teams are much deeper than they used to be,” Biddeford Coach Rich Reissfelder said. “Twelve or 15 years ago, you were lucky to have enough good players to have two lines. Now, a lot of teams have three.”

Some schools are finding that depth in increasing numbers of young skaters. Greely, winners of back-to-back Class B championships, reported 13 freshmen coming out for the team this year, with three of them expected to make significant contributions.

Camden Hills had a record 32 students take to the ice, meaning it can field a junior varsity squad for the first time in school history.

“The first few years, pretty much whoever tried out made the team,” Camden Hills Coach Karl Enroth said of his 8-year-old program. “Last year, we had 20. We were able to develop them in practice and get them some game time when we could.

“Now we’re starting to get some larger numbers in our class sizes. We used to have two or three (per class); now it’s seven, eight or nine kids in a class size. We’ve just been fortunate that the feeder program has taken root.

“I think you’re starting to see the playing field even out a little bit.”

More hockey players has led to more demand for ice time. Toward that end, a new two-rink facility has opened in Auburn, further evidence of the growth of the sport.

The result for fans should be more chances to see competitive hockey throughout the state. Gone are the days when Lewiston, St. Dominic Academy and Waterville essentially took turns bringing home the hardware each February.

Falmouth broke through a year ago to win its first state title. The Yachtsmen return a strong team but will find plenty of Class A teams ready to dethrone them.

“Whenever you win anything, everyone wants to play hockey, right? That will pay some benefits down the road,” Falmouth Coach Deron Barton said of the growing enthusiasm for the sport in his town.

“But in Class A, I think you’ve got your seven or eight teams every year that are going to contend. We always have to worry about Bangor, Lewiston, St. Dom’s, Thornton Academy, Scarborough and Biddeford.”

Barry Mothes has coached Greely for 20 years, winning Class B championships three of the past five seasons. His program is firmly entrenched as a power, but there is danger at every turn. In addition to having to fend off teams like Camden Hills, Yarmouth, Cape Elizabeth and Messalonskee, the Rangers face additional challenges from Gorham and Kennebunk, two of four schools that have dropped from Class A to B.

“There’s going to be some real battling for playoff seedings that are going to go right down to the wire,” Mothes said of Western Class B, where seven of 10 teams will make it to the postseason.

“We’ve been lucky to have good numbers and very enthusiastic hockey families who were excited about building some success and tradition at Greely. We’ve been lucky to have been able to sustain that. But it never gets easier.”

There’s no such thing as easing into the season, even for the defending champions. Falmouth opens Monday night against Scarborough, a rematch of last year’s Western Class A final.

“The way it is now, even the so-called average team is good enough to beat you,” Scarborough Coach Norm Gagne said. “I think that it’s wide open for any team this year. If they get on a roll and get some confidence, anybody could come out on top.”

That sure sounds like parity.

Mark Emmert can be reached at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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UMaine hockey: Black Bears end UMass-Lowell’s streak

Blaine Byron breaks a late tie as Maine wins 4-2.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

ORONO — Score one for the fourth-line freshmen.

Actually, score two.

Maine’s youngest trio of forwards foiled the nation’s top goaltender twice Sunday to spark a 4-2 victory over Massachusetts-Lowell in men’s Hockey East before an announced crowd of 3,182 at Alfond Arena.

“They’re listed on the sheet as a fourth line, but that’s just a sheet,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said. “They get the puck and they go down to the other end and they do stuff. So what that says to me, I scratch my head on the bench and I go, ‘Maybe I should put them out there again.’ ”

Gendron put Cam Brown, Blaine Byron and Brian Morgan on the ice at crucial moments, and was rewarded with a pair of power-play goals, including Byron’s game-winner at the 16:27 mark of the third period. His slapshot from the left circle thudded into Lowell goaltender Connor Hellebuyck, then trickled behind him for an agonizing moment before crossing the goal line to break a 2-2 tie.

“I saw a lane to the net and I just saw there was a bit of traffic there and I thought I’d just get a shot on net and hope for the best,” Byron said of his fifth and most important goal of the season.

“I saw it trickling and everyone kind of watching and it was able to find a way to get in.”

Maine (7-6-1, 4-2-1 Hockey East) snapped seventh-ranked Lowell’s six-game winning streak.

The River Hawks (11-5, 4-2) entered play leading the nation by allowing just 1.73 goals per game. Hellebuyck’s 1.57 goals-against average and .951 save percentage also were the best in Division I hockey.

But it took Maine center Brown just 6 minutes to put a little dent in that facade. Brown whistled a slapshot from just above the right circle past Hellebuyck 5:52 into the game for a 1-0 lead. Gendron called it a “laser,” and it seemed to be perfectly placed, sailing just above Hellebuyck’s glove.

But Brown, who had plenty of time to line up the shot, said that was mere coincidence.

“I just threw it on net, like a half-slapshot. And there was some traffic in front so it went in,” he said.

“We can say that (the shot went precisely where he intended it to) but I don’t think so. I just kind of try to get it there, you know?”

Ben Hutton scored a power-play goal from close range to give Maine a 2-0 lead in the first period.

Then Lowell patiently worked its way back into the contest, knotting it late in the second period. Black Bear goaltender Martin Ouellette kept his team from falling behind with several key saves early in the third, including an acrobatic dive to get a pad on a Josh Holmstrom attempt from point-blank range.

And then the Black Bears, who have won seven of eight at home, waited for their freshmen to come through again.

“We’re all excited to be here,” Byron said.

“We just try to play really fast hockey and keep it simple. Do the little things right and use our speed, and I think that’s been working for us.”

Brown’s line represents just three of the six freshmen logging minutes for Maine this season. He said they weren’t sure how much playing time to anticpate coming into their Division I debuts, but they are thrilled to be called upon to contribute.

“You don’t want to overexpect it, but you want to have the confidence that you think you can do it,” Brown said.

Mark Emmert can be reached at 791-6424 or:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Pirates break skid with 4-2 win over Providence

A wrap-around goal by Andy Miele in the third breaks a 2-2 tie.

By Mike Scandura

Special to the Press Herald

PROVIDENCE, R.I. — In real estate, it’s all about location.

In sports, it’s all about timing.

Exhibit A is Portland Pirates center Andy Miele.

Miele’s wrap-around goal at 8:06 of the third period snapped a 2-2 tie and Portland broke a five-game losing streak Sunday by beating the Providence Bruins 4-2.

Tobias Rieder scored into an empty net at 19:59 to ice the win.

Miele and wrap-around goals are words that have never been used in the same sentence.

“(Chris Brown) got a shot on net and I think the goalie (Niklas Svedberg) lost it,” Miele said. “I picked it up and stuffed it on a wrap-around. I think that was the first wrap-around goal I’ve ever scored.

“Going back to when I first started playing hockey from when I can remember, I think that’s my first wrap-around goal.”

Miele, who assisted on Rieder’s goal, shared the spotlight with rookie goaltender Louis Domingue (31 saves) who was called up from the East Coast Hockey League’s Gwinnett Gladiators to replace the injured Mike Lee.

Domingue’s last AHL game was on Nov. 17 when he stopped 43 shots in Portland’s 4-3 shootout win over Providence.

“He’s a big guy (6-foot-3, 200 pounds) and he covers a lot of net,” Coach Ray Edwards said of Domingue. “He’s athletic. He uses the other hand (his catching hand is his left) which is a little different for people.

“He plays the puck well and is a confident goalie. He’s had success in his past. He had a real good year last year in the East Coast League. He’s ready to play in this league but we happen to have three goalies. Now, with Mike being hurt he’ll get his opportunity to play.”

Portland’s first-period play could be summed up by mentioning two names: Domingue and Brandon Gormley.

Domingue stopped all 12 shots, including several testers, while Gormley scored the period’s lone goal at 17:01 with a seeing-eye slap shot that beat Svedberg (24 saves) top shelf .

Domingue twice robbed Nick Johnson early in the second period, the latter on a breakaway.

Portland rewarded Domingue at 10:09 when Darian Dziurzynski poked home a Mathieu Brisebois rebound.

But Johnson extracted his revenge by helping Providence tie the game at 2-2 entering the second intermission.

Providence was on a power play when Johnson’s slapper was blocked by Domingue, but Carter Camper buried the rebound at 11:32.

Then at 15:34, Johnson buried a wrist shot after collecting a pass from Joe Morrow.

“Obviously, we addressed Friday on Saturday morning,” Edwards said referring to an 8-2 blowout loss at Worcester.

“We played much better last night (Saturday’s 4-3 shootout loss to Manchester). We had a heartbreaker of a game because we had a 3-2 lead and we had a bad bounce. They tied the game and won in a shootout.

“We were real patient today. I give the guys credit because after Friday we weren’t happy with the outcome but they found a way to be better the next two games.”

ovember 30

Maine men’s hockey drops 5-2 game at Vermont

The Black Bears lose a second straight game to the Catamounts.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

BURLINGTON, Vt. — Twice goalie Martin Ouellette skated back on the ice, thinking he should return to his crease because the game no longer was winnable.

Twice, Coach Red Gendron called him back to the bench.

The lesson from Saturday night’s 5-2 loss to the University of Vermont?

“We don’t quit,” Gendron said. “We have a proud tradition at the University of Maine of excellence in men’s ice hockey and we’re going to learn to get after it every single day and play to win every single day.”

A crowd of 3,358 at Gutterson Fieldhouse saw Vermont and Maine tied after two periods for the second night in a row. On Friday night, the Catamounts scored with a little under three minutes left to win 3-2.

On Saturday night, they built a 3-1 lead in the third and survived a Maine goal with Ouellette pulled that made it 3-2 before potting a pair of empty-netters in the final minute of play.

The Black Bears fell to 6-6-1 overall but remained at 3-2-1 in Hockey East. Only the first two games against Vermont counted in conference standings, and Maine split with the Catamounts (7-5-1, 4-4 Hockey East) earlier this month in Orono.

Away from Alfond Arena, the Black Bears are 0-5-1.

“Our defense had a brutal night,” Gendron said.

A short-handed goal by Steven Swavely late in the second period pulled Maine into a 1-1 tie after Anthony DeCenzo put Vermont on top.

The Catamounts struck again in the opening minute of the third after two quick passes left H.T. Lenz in position for his first goal of the season.

Maine’s frustration – the Black Bears hit the post three times in the first two periods – boiled over with eight minutes left when senior captain Brice O’Connor took a swipe at a Vermont player in front of Ouellette following one of his 25 saves.

Five seconds into the power play, the Catamounts made it 3-1 on an open net.

With Ouellette pulled in favor of a 6-on-5 skater advantage, the Black Bears made it 3-2 when Devin Shore tipped in a wrist shot from Ben Hutton with just over two minutes remaining.

A pair of empty-net goals by Vermont made it a 5-2 game with little time left on the clock, but still Ouellette remained on the bench in favor of an extra skater in the hope of cutting that margin.

“This is a work in progress,” Gendron said. “This is supposed to be hard. Then when you have victories, they feel that much better, because you know you’ve paid a price to earn them.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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Pirates start slow, finish strong in victory over Providence

Portland wins a 4-3 shootout as goalie Mark Visentin stands out.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates pulled out their second consecutive victory Wednesday night, but they had to do it the hard way.

click image to enlarge

Goaltender Mark Visentin, with help from a teammate, frustrates Providence left wing Matt Lindblad during a scramble outside the Portland crease Wednesday night in Lewiston.

John Ewing/Staff Photographer

Select images available for purchase in the

Maine Today Photo Store

UP NEXT

WHO: Portland Pirates at Providence Bruins

WHEN: 7:05 p.m. Friday

Down by two goals, the Pirates rallied to forge a tie and then came out on top in a shootout for a 4-3 win against the Providence Bruins before 1,596 people at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

“We’ve got to find a way to get better starts,” veteran forward Brandon Yip said. “I think that has been a struggle as of late. It’s up to the leadership group. We’ve got to find a way to get guys going right away.”

Yip played a vital role in ensuring overtime as he battled during a scrum in front of the Providence net to keep the puck alive until linemate Brendan Shinnimin poked it in for his fourth goal of the season to knot the score at 3-all with less than six minutes left in regulation.

“We did a good job, all three of us, of getting the puck to the net and a couple of second chances, third chances,” Yip said. “Part of our game plan is we wanted to get pucks low. The last time we played them we had some success cycling the puck, and that shift it really paid off.”

Lucas Lessio also drew an assist.

Last Sunday afternoon, the Pirates snapped a five-game losing streak with a 4-2 win against the Bruins in Providence.

During Wednesday’s shootout, Andy Miele and Brandon McMillan scored for the Pirates, and goalie Mark Visentin stopped four shooters to secure the win.

“I’m glad we won,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “It’s good to get two points, but I wasn’t real happy with our game, to be honest. I didn’t think we had near enough players tonight. We had a handful of guys going, but I don’t think we had near enough of our depth guys playing well tonight.”

The Bruins were all over the Pirates during the first period, and the score reflected it.

Defenseman Ben Youds, a third-year pro in his first season with Providence, put in shot from the right point for his first goal as an AHL Bruin 10 minutes into the game.

Less than two minutes later, defenseman Joe Morrow made it 2-0 by putting in a blast from the left point during the night’s first power play.

The Pirates, outshot 16-8 during the first 20 minutes, gained some momentum on rookie defenseman Daine Todd’s first pro goal. His blast from center point trickled in off goalie Malcolm Subban’s pads with 4.7 seconds left on the Pirates’ second power play of the game.

But five minutes into the second period, defenseman David Warsofsky made it 3-1 for Providence when his shot from just outside the top of the left circle escaped Visentin’s grasp.

With less than nine minutes left in the second period, Lessio’s fifth goal of the season brought the Pirates back to within one when he tipped in Miele’s shot from the outer rim of the left circle.

Were you interviewed for this story? If so, please fill out our accuracy form

December 8

Bumbling Pirates lose a fifth consecutive game

With a shootout, Portland gains its first point in three weeks.

By Paul Betit

Special to the Telegram

LEWISTON — The Manchester Monarchs rallied for two goals to send the game into overtime and then won 4-3 in a shootout to hand the Portland Pirates their fifth consecutive loss Saturday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Portland Pirates at Providence Bruins

WHEN: Sunday, 3 p.m.

Andrew Bodnarchuk and rookie Zach Bishop scored goals during the last eight minutes of regulation as the Monarchs, who came into the game with the AHL’s fourth-best winning percentage, rallied to snap a two-game losing streak before 2,398 people at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

The Pirates managed to pick up their first point in three weeks.

“We’ll take some positives out of this one,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “At least we were better than we were (Friday) night.”

The Pirates were coming off their worst game of the season, an 8-2 drubbing by the Worcester Sharks at the DCU Center.

During the shootout, rookie Zach O’Brien and Tanner Pearson scored for Manchester, while Andy Miele put in a backhander for the Pirates.

The Pirates held a 2-1 lead at the end the first period, which took more than an hour, 20 minutes to complete.

Play was stopped less than two minutes into game when one of the referees detected a problem with the ice surface.

“One of the players made a quick turn and took a chunk out of the ice,” said Colisee General Manager Jim Cain.

After on-ice officials and a crew from the Colisee worked on a patch of ice in one of the faceoff circles for several minutes, both Zambonis were brought out to resurface the ice. The stoppage lasted for more than 45 minutes.

When play resumed, it took the Pirates a while to get going.

The Monarchs held a 7-1 edge in shots when Rieder opened the scoring 7:49 into the game. He flashed in from the right circle, weaved his way through traffic and lifted a backhander over the right shoulder of Manchester goalie Jean-Francois Berube.

Less than two minutes later, Brandon McMillan made it 2-0 when he swept in a shot from the bottom of the left circle for his fourth goal.

Eleven seconds after McMillan’s goal, O’Brien scored his first AHL goal after Hunter Bishop won the faceoff.

With less than eight minutes left in the second period, Rieder struck again, moving down the slot to lift his team-high eighth goal past Berube.

With less than eight minutes left to play, Bodnarchuk made it 3-2 when his shot from the left point glanced in off the far post for his fourth goal.

With less than three minutes left, O’Brien slid the puck into an open net when Portland goalie Mark Visentin collided with a teammate to the left of the crease.

“That goal was a bad break for us,” Edwards said. “We deserved a better fate.” 

NOTES: Luis Domingue, who was called up from the ECHL’s Gwinnett Gladiators earlier in the day, served as Mark Visentin’s backup.

He has appeared in three games for the Pirates this season with a 1-0 record and a 2.40 goals-against average.

Rapid reaction: Comets defeat B-Sens 5-2

Posted on December 14, 2013 by mverderame


The Utica Comets handed the Binghamton Senators their sixth consecutive defeat on Friday night, winning 5-2 at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

Comets forward Colin Stuart notched two goals in the third period, giving him a hat trick to cap off a four-point night. Binghamton had markers from Derek Grant and Mark Borowiecki, his first of the season, but ultimately it was not enough.

Andrew Hammond struggled to hold Utica at bay, stopping 28 shots but allowing a bevy of chances off of rebounds left in front of the net. The Comets crashed the net with intensity and consistency, earning two points to give them 16 on the season, an American Hockey League low.

Stuart scored at 2:43 and 17:54 of the third, whipping the announced crowd of 3,286 into a frenzy. In the frame, Binghamton was outshot 13-12 but held a 44-33 advantage for the game.

SECOND PERIOD

After two periods, the Binghamton Senators trail the Utica Comets 3-2 on Friday night at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

The pace of the contest is furious, with both teams getting quality chances throughout. Binghamton broke the 1-1 tie at 3:47 of the second period, getting a Mark Borowiecki goal. The captain took a beautiful feed from Corey Cowick at the right point and let a low shot go that found its way past the screened Utica goalie, Joacim Eriksson.

For Borowiecki, it is his first point of the season for the B-Sens.

The lead would be very short-lived however. Only 25 seconds later, a scramble broke out in front of B-Sens netminder Andrew Hammond. The loose puck found the stick of Comets forward Cal O’Reilly, who stuffed it past the bewildered goalie.

Colin Stuart then scored his second power-play goal of the night at 18:06 of the second. Following a scrum in front, the puck squirted behind Hammond. Stuart found an empty net and made no mistake, giving the Comets a 3-2 advantage going into the third.

Shots are 32-20 in favor of Binghamton.

FIRST PERIOD

After the first 20 minutes of play, the Utica Comets and Binghamton Senators are tied 1-1 on Friday night at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

Both teams struck on their respective power plays, while Binghamton controlled a majority of the play during even strength action. The B-Sens lead 19-8 in shots.

The Comets got on the board first at 7:48 of the first. Following a cross-checking minor to Andre Petersson, Utica defenseman Frank Corrado fired a shot from the right circle which B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond stopped. However, Hammond allowed a rebound to lay in the crease, banged home by Colin Stuart.

Binghamton would come back quickly. On their first power play courtesy of a Alex Beiga interference minor, Stephane Da Costa fired a wrist shot from the left circle. Derek Grant got a stick on the screamer, deflecting the puck past Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson at 10:02 of the period. Chris Wideman picked up the secondary assist, his 11th of the season.

    | | |  

Four things to watch this weekend: Lineup shake-up

Posted on December 12, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators head into this weekend with a different lineup than they had on Wednesday in their 4-3 shootout loss to the Hershey Bears.

On Thursday morning, defenseman Cody Ceci and forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau got called up by the Ottawa Senators, taking two of Binghamton’s most talented players. With nobody having been called up from the Elmira Jackals, it is likely forward Wacey Hamilton and defenseman Tyler Eckford will see increased time.

Ceci has been one of the biggest offensive threats from the blue line in the American Hockey League this season. Ceci is tied for fifth in points among all AHL defenseman, notching 17 with two goals and 15 assists. Ceci also ranks 13th in points among all AHL rookies.

Pageau started the season with Ottawa after finishing last year with the NHL club, most notably scoring a hat trick in the postseason against the Montreal Canadiens. Pageau only had one goal and zero assists in eight games for Ottawa this campaign before getting sent down to the B-Sens.

Pageau has been one of the most prolific forwards for Luke Ricahrdson’s bunch, amassing 15 points (6-10) in 16 games. The 21-year-old has cooled since his blazing start, scoring only two points (1-1) in his previous seven contests.

Hammond starts, Lawson recovers

Andrew Hammond will be starting in net on Friday against the Utica Comets as goaltender Nathan Lawson continues to recover from the flu.

Lawson will dress Friday but will only play should he be forced into action. Hammond is getting his third consecutive start. The former Bowling Green University star has a 6-3-3 record this season with a 2.98 goals-against average and a .904 save percentage in 12 games.

Snap the slide

Despite losing five consecutive games, the B-Sens are tied for first place in the East Division with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, each having 31 points.

Binghamton has earned three points during the streak, losing three of the games in a shootout. The B-Sens are actually 4-3-0-3 in their last 10 games, but would like to get back in the win column.

First trip to Utica

This is the first time the B-Sens will ever play in Utica. The Comets are in their first season as a franchise, coming to the city after being formerly known as the Peoria Rivermen. Utica has struggled to find its footing this season, ranking last in the AHL with 14 points.

A Binghamton franchise has not played in Utica since the Binghamton Rangers faced the Utica Devils back in 1993.

    | | |  

Dec. 12 practice report: Cody Ceci and Jean-Gabriel Pageau go to Ottawa

Posted on December 12, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators took the ice at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Thursday morning, one day after losing 4-3 in a shootout to the Hershey Bears.

The big news on Thursday morning were the call-ups of forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau and defenseman Cody Ceci by the Ottawa Senators. Ceci will give Ottawa some help on the blue line with the suspension of Jared Cowen and Marc Methot dealing with the flu thinning out the defense.

The B-Sens have not called up anybody from the Elmira Jackals, feeling they have enough depth to go into this weekend with games coming up against the Utica Comets and Hershey.

On the ice, the team focused on odd-man rush drills before breaking into individual drills. The practice did not last more than 45 minutes, with players rotating through drills regardless of line combinations.

Goaltender Nathan Lawson was not on the ice, but was watching practice from the stands. Lawson was able to run on the treadmill as he recovers from the flu. He will be dressed Friday but Andrew Hammond is slated to start.

    | | |  

B-Sens in-game report (12-11-13): Hershey defeats Binghamton in a shootout.

Posted on December 11, 2013 by mweinste


Ryan Stoa and Stanislav Galiev scored in the shootout as Hershey goalie David Leggio held the B-Sens scoreless to give the Bears a 4-3 shootout victory on Wednesday.

Binghamton utilized its speed to take a 3-1 lead early in the period. Shane Prince picked the puck up inside the defensive zone and sped down the ice with Andre Petersson and Jean-Gabriel Pageau. Prince skated into the left-wing circle before sending a pass to the slot for Petersson, who deflected the pass high into the net for the goal with 15:01 left in regulation.

Galiev cut the lead to 3-2 with 14:01 left in regulation for the Bears, scoring on a low shot from the high point.

The Bears then tied the score at 3 with 7:37 remaining. Michael Latta intercepted a Binghamton clear in the offensive zone, weaved toward the net and went for a deke on Hammond. The puck trickled through Hammond’s legs and rested just before the goalline, and Casey Wellman tapped it in for the goal.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators continued to dominate play and scored twice in the second period to take a 2-1 lead over the Hershey Bears into the locker room after 40 minutes.

Seconds after a less-than-impressive power play, the B-Sens tied the score 9:25 into the second period. Fredrik Claesson had the puck at the top of the right-wing circle and sent a pass through two defenders in the low slot to Mark Stone, who then backhanded the puck over Hershey goalie David Leggio’s body and into the net.

Mike Hoffman gave the B-Sens a 2-1 lead on a power-play goal with 4:05 left in the second period. Hoffman blasted a shot from the center point and the puck trickled through the legs of Leggio and barely crossed the crease.

Binghamton outshot the Bears, 18-8, in the period and are leading in shots, 31-14, through two periods.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators controlled most of the action in the first period but trail the Hershey Bears, 1-0, after 20 minutes Wednesday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The Bears took a 1-0 lead seconds after killing a B-Sens power play less than four minutes into the game. Michael Latta and Patrick Wellar broke down the ice on a 2-on-1 as the B-Sens went for a line change, and Wellar finished the play from the slot, putting a low shot between the legs of Binghamton goalie Andrew Hammond.

The B-Sens outshot the Bears 13-6 in the period.

PREGAME: Forward Mike Hoffman has been sent down to the Binghamton Senators of the American Hockey League by the Ottawa Senators earlier today.

Hoffman recorded no points and two penalty minutes in three games with Ottawa since his recall on Dec. 2.  The forward currently leads Binghamton in goals (11), assists (15) and points (26) through 21 games played, and he is tied for fifth in scoring in the American Hockey League.

Hoffman was among the top six forwards in his first two games with Ottawa but was dropped to the fourth line and saw limited action in his third game. He was a healthy scratch the past two games.

Hoffman was in the lineup for Wednesday’s game against the Hershey Bears. Hoffman and Derek Grant served as the alternate captains and Mark Borowiecki remained as captain. Hoffman briefly served as captain during Borowiecki’s promotion to Ottawa earlier this season.

Binghamton also announced they have signed goaltender Rob Madore from the Cincinnati Cyclones to a professional tryout contract.

Madore has appeared in 10 games this season with Cincinatti of the East Coast Hockey League, compiling a 7-3-0 record with a 3.03 goals-against average and a 0.903 save percentage.  Madore, 25, a native of Pittsburgh, also appeared in one contest with the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL this season going 0-1-0. He has 10 regular-season appearances and five playoff appearances in the AHL.

SCRATCHES: Forwards Corey Cowick, Wacey Hamilton and Darren Kramer were all healthy scratches on Wednesday against Hershey. Cowick, who is sitting his second straight game, and Hamilton have been regulars in the lineup the past two seasons. Defenseman Tyler Eckford was also a healthy scratch and Nathan Lawson was also scratched with an unspecified ailment.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Derek Grant-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Cody Ceci

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, hershey bears, mike hoffman, rob madore
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B-Sens alumni report: Jason Spezza carving up the NHL

Posted on December 11, 2013 by mverderame


The Ottawa Senators are struggling this season, but Jason Spezza is not.

Ottawa’s top center, Spezza is third on the team with 27 points (10 goals, 17 assists) in 31 games. Spezza only played in five games last season for the Senators, recovering from a back injury. During his last full season in 2011-12, Spezza racked up 84 points (30-54).

Spezza only played one season for Binghamton, back in the NHL lockout season of 2004-05. The Ontario native authored one of the best seasons in B-Sens history, scoring a league-high 117 points (32-85) to earn the American Hockey League’s Lee Cunningham award, also known as the Most Valuable Player.

Mika Zibanejad, who was sent up to Ottawa from Binghamton on Oct. 22, has 13 points (8-5) in 24 games. Zibanejad earned a pair of assists on Dec. 7 against the Toronto Maple Leafs in a 4-3 shootout loss.

Former B-Sens captain Andre Benoit is having a nice season with the Colorado Avalanche. On a one-way contract for the first time in his career, Benoit is thriving with 11 points (1-10) in 28 games. Benoit has a -3 rating under head coach Patrick Roy.

Goaltender Ben Bishop, who backed up Robin Lehner last season in Binghamton and was traded to the Tampa Bay Lightning in April of last year, is starting and looking good.

Bishop has a 15-5-2 mark this season with a 2.11 goals against average and .929 save percentage. Tampa Bay has 37 points being backstopped by Bishop, the fifth-highest total in the Eastern Conference.

    | | |  

Jerry D’Amigo contributing in his first week in the National Hockey League with Toronto Maple Leafs

Posted on December 10, 2013 by mweinste


Although he has not made a mark on the stat sheets yet, Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo continues to carve out a bigger role through his first three games in the National Hockey League.

D’Amigo, 22, was promoted to the Toronto Maple Leafs last week after spending parts of four seasons with the Toronto Marlies of the American Hockey League. His callup was mainly due to injuries to forwards Tyler Bozak, Colton Orr and Joffrey Lupul.

The 5-foot-11, 208-pound D’Amigo has played 31 total shifts for 17 minutes, 15 seconds of icetime, and he has two shots with a minus-1 plus/minus rating. He has played on the fourth line with mainly Carter Ashton and Frazer McLaren.

After logging just 4:02 of icetime in his first game Thursday in a 3-2 overtime victory over Dallas, his time doubles (8:13) in a 4-3 overtime win against the Ottawa Senators.He played 5:00 in a 5-2 loss to the Bruins on Sunday, but left the game in the third period after an illegal check to the head by Dennis Seidenberg, who was given a two-minute penalty. D’Amigo did return in the final minutes of the game.

In the past two games D’Amigo has seen time on the penalty kill (2:19 on Saturday and 1:05 on Sunday). He was one of the better penalty killers for the Marlies in the AHL.

Toronto is 26 out of 30 teams on the penalty kill (77 percent) and is looking for ways to improve the unit’s performance.

“We’ve tried to share a little bit more of the responsibility with putting Jerry D’Amigo, utilizing Mason Raymond, and moving JVR off of the top pairings … feeling that we needed a little bit different mix,” coach Randy Carlyle told thestar.com.

D’Amigo spent one season at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, where he scored 34 points (10 goals-24 assists) before joining the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League (12-16–28 points in 21 games) to start the 2010-11 season. D’Amigo signed his contract with the Maple Leafs and joined the Marlies later that season. He spent the past two full seasons playing with the Marlies, and the start of this season.

The 158th overall pick (sixth round) in the 2009 Entry Draft, he scored five goals and had three assists in 19 games for the Marlies this season. D’Amigo has played 208 AHL games with the Marlies, amassing 93 points (42 goals, 51 assists) and 110 penalty minutes while compiling a plus-17 rating.

He is the first Broome County native to play in the NHL since goaltender and Endwell native Mike Dunham, who last appeared with the New York Islanders in 2007.

  Tagged Jerry D'Amigo
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Around the American Hockey League (12-9-2013)

Posted on December 9, 2013 by mweinste


When the Binghamton Senators host the Hershey Bears on Wednesday, a familiar foe will likely be absent for the visitors.

Goalie Philipp Grubauer is currently with the Washington Capitals in the National Hockey League and he earned his first NHL victory on Sunday for the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden.

Adam Vignan of nbcwashington.com writes that Grubauer rewarded the Capitals’ faith with his win.

In other news around the American Hockey League:

With the Philadelphia Flyers placed winger Vincent Lecavlier on injured reserves, they re-called Adirondack Phantoms forward Tye McGinn to fill the roster spot, via nhl.com.

Leo Scgalione Jr. of thehockeywriters.com says unsung heroes are stepping up for the Albany Devils after the team has lost several stars to New Jersey of the NHL.

Manny Malhotra began his season with the Charlotte Checkers on a professional tryout contract  and quickly worked his way to the Carolina Hurricanes. The newsobserver.com recaps his story back to the NHL.

Tomas Tatar was a big part of the Grand Rapids Griffins Calder Cup championship run last season, and now he’s playing a key role with the Detroit Red Wings, detroitnews.com reports.

The weekly Milwaukee Admirals report by ontheforecheck.com.

A judge has ruled the Portland Pirates’ lawsuit against the Cumberland County Civic Center can proceed, mainebiz.biz reports.

With the Boston Bruins losing two more players to injury, Ryan Spooner and Matt Fraser have been re-called from Providence, via nhl.com.

The Democrat and Chronicle details the work that went into transforming the baseball field at Frontier Field into an outdoor hockey rink. the Rochester Americans host the Lake Erie Monsters on Friday.

Secondcityhockey.com says Rockford IceHogs goaltender Kent Simpson is the likely replacement for the injury to starter Corey Crawford.

Thetelegram.com reports that the St. John’s IceCaps let an opportunity to sweep an opponent slip away this weekend.

Syracuse Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote was hit with a two-game suspension for a hit this past weekend, syracuse.com writes.

Defenseman Brian Dumoulin was promoted from the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to the Pittsburgh Penguins on Monday, via nhl.com.

  Tagged adirondack phantoms, Albany Devils, charlotte checkers, Grand Rapids Griffins, hershey bears, Milwaukee Admirals, Portland Pirates, rochester americans, Rockford IceHogs, st. john's icecaps, syracuse crunch, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins
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Binghamton Senators vs. Albany Devils (12-7-13): B-Sens lose in shootout, 3-2

Posted on December 8, 2013 by mweinste


The Albany Devils defeated the Binghamton Senators 3-2 in a shootout to send the B-Sens to their fourth straight loss.

The B-Sens outshot the Devils 14-0 in the five-minute overtime period, helped by a power play, but could not get the puck past goalie Keith Kinkaid.

SECOND PERIOD: Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Matt Puempel each scored in the second period but Albany added the equalizer in the final two minutes as the B-Sens and Albany Devils skated into the locker room tied at 2 after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The B-Sens tied the score 1:03 into the second period after a great pass from Mark Stone to Jean-Gabriel Pageau. Stone picked up a loose puck along the right-wing boards, skated toward the net to draw goalie Keith Kincaid out of the net, then snuck a pass to his left to Pageau for the one-timer into a wide-open net.

Binghamton then took the lead with 5:12 remaining in the second on a power-play goal by Matt Puempel. Stephane Da Costa kept the puck inside the offensive zone and passed it to his right to Cody ceci at the point. Ceci then passed to the right-wing circle to Puempel, who scored five-hole on Kinkaid to give the B-Sens a 2-1 lead. It was Puempel’s seventh goal of the season.

The B-Sens were two men down for 33 seconds in the final minutes of the second period and Albany cashed in once again on the power play to tie the score at 2. Mike Sislo scored on a one-timer low from the left-wing circle with 1:44 remaining.

Seconds after the goal, Ceci sent the puck over the glass from the defensive zone for a delay of game penalty and Albany had another 5-on-3 advantage for 83 seconds.

FIRST PERIOD: The Albany Devils scored early and took a 1-0 lead over the Binghamton Senators into the locker room after one period Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens took two early penalties in the opening nine minutes and the second one proved costly as Albany took a 1-0 lead with 11:$5 left in the first period. Kelly Zajac took a shot from the right-wing circle and Harri Pesonen deflected the puck into the net as he screened B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond in front of the crease.

Binghamton had many good scoring chances but Devils goalie Keith Kinkaid made several great saves to keep the B-Sens scoreless.

Both teams had nine shots in the first.

PREGAME: Forward Shane Prince sat out his second straight game with the flu. Forward Corey Cowick and defenseman Michael Sdao were the other scratches. Cowick is scoreless in his previous five games with minus-4 plus/minus rating.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Andre Petersson

Cole Schneider-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone

David Dziurzynski-Derek Grant-Jim O’Brien

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Cody Ceci

Ben Blood-Chris Wideman

Fredrik Claesson-Tyler Eckford

  Tagged Albany Devils, Binghamton Senators
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Postgame recap: Hershey Bears 4, Binghamton Senators 2

Posted on December 7, 2013 by mverderame


The Hershey Bears scored four unanswered goals to defeat the Binghamton Senators 4-2 on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Binghamton took a 2-0 lead on goals from Jim O’Brien and Buddy Robinson 7:05 into the first period but would go silent after that. Hershey’s Tyson Strachan scored only 1:10 later to cut the deficit in half, before Josh Brittain tied the game at 3:06 of the second.

The Bears took the lead for good four minutes and 33 seconds later when Nicolas Deschamps scored his first of two goals on the night, beating B-Sens goaltender Nathan Lawson. Deschamps stuffed home a rebound left in the crease by Lawson off a Strachan shot.

The third period offered little action by both sides. Binghamton had its best opportunity to tie the game on a pair of power plays midway through the frame, but came away empty-handed.

Deschamps then sealed the B-Sens’ fate at 18:39 of the third, beating Lawson from the left circle. Lawson made 24 saves in defeat, while Hershey goaltender David Leggio earned his fourth win of the season by making 37 stops.

SECOND PERIOD

With two periods complete, the Hershey Bears are leading the Binghamton Senators 3-2 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Friday night.

Binghamton entered the period up 2-1 but allowed two goals in a span of 4 minutes and 33 seconds to relinquish control. Hershey got goals from Josh Brittain and Nicolas Deschamps.

Brittain tied the game at 3:06 of the second on a rush down the right wing. Brittain went almost the length of the ice, beating B-Sens defenseman Michael Sdao before cutting in front of goaltender Nathan Lawson and sliding the puck past him.

The Bears then took the lead at 7:39 when Deschamps netted his second tally of the season. Following a Tyson Strachan blast from the point, Deschamps picked up the rebound left by Lawson at the edge of the crease, giving Hershey its first lead of the night.

The shots were 12-11 Binghamton in the period, giving it a 24-22 advantage overall.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Binghamton Senators are leading the Hershey Bears 2-1 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Friday night.

Center Jim O’Brien got the fans on their feet only 32 seconds into the game when he took a puck off the boards and stuffed it into an empty net, past Hershey goaltender David Leggio who had fallen out of position in the crease.

At 7:05 of the period, Buddy Robinson notched his sixth goal of the season. Mark Stone started a 2-on-1 rush, streaking down the right wing before floating a pass to Robinson. From there, the New Jersey native fired a one-timer past the outstretched blocker of Leggio.

However, the Bears would cut the deficit in half a minute and 10 seconds later when defenseman Tyson Strachan let a wrist shot go from the right circle. The puck went through a maze of legs before beating B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawsono for his first of the campaign.

Going into the dressing room, Binghamton leads 12-11 in shots. The B-Sens will face a 39-second penalty kill when the second period starts, following a Mark Borowiecki interference penalty at 18:39 of the first.

    | | |  

Jerry D’Amigo gets the call to the NHL: Our story from Nov. 21, 2012 in his Thanksgiving return to Binghamton

Posted on December 5, 2013 by mweinste


This story ran in the Press & Sun-Bulletin on Nov. 21, 2012.

Family, hockey highlight D’Amigo’s homecoming

After spending the last five Thanksgiving holidays away from his family, Jerry D’Amigo is sure to be giving some thanks to the American Hockey League schedulemakers today.

The Johnson City native is in town as his Toronto Marlies take on the Binghamton Senators tonight at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

“It was definitely a game I took notice of when the schedule came out,” the 21-year-old D’Amigo said before boarding a bus to Binghamton on Saturday. “It’s always nice to come back to visit friends and family, and the fact it’s Thanksgiving just makes it even better.”

Grateful to be able to be with his family for the holiday, D’Amigo knows the turkey and all the tasty fixings that go with it will have to wait — at least until the bus ride home.

“I have to lay off a little bit because of the game so I may need my mom to make a to-go container for later,” D’Amigo joked.

D’Amigo, a 5-foot-11, 213-pound left winger, is in the midst of his third season with the Marlies. He was taken by the Toronto Maple Leafs in the sixth round of the 2009 National Hockey League draft after completing his freshman season at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.

After a 15-point campaign in 43 games with the Marlies in 2010-11, D’Amigo’s production jumped considerably last season as he helped Toronto reach the Calder Cup finals, where it was swept by the Norfolk Admirals. He had 15 goals and 41 points in 76 regular-season games and added eight goals and 13 points in 17 playoff games.

D’Amigo said the National Hockey League lockout hasn’t changed his approach to his game this year, although there is a battle for ice time as teams carry extra players on the roster because of the work stoppage.

“It has been tough getting ice time with a lot of bodies here, but I fight for it everyday and I can’t complain,” said D’Amigo, who has two goals and five points while playing in 12 of his team’s 15 games. “I came into the season knowing I may have to play in the AHL again so I just treat it the same as always.”

One good thing about playing in Toronto is being so close to the NHL club. Maple Leafs general manager Brian Burke and executive assistant Dave Poulin are regulars at Marlies’ events, providing many chances for prospects to impress.

“There’s always somebody watching,” D’Amigo said. “It’s always good to have that.”

Like the other times D’Amigo visited over the past two seasons, plenty of friends and family will be cheering him on at the arena tonight. And that doesn’t include the local fan club and others there to see the local product.

“The last two years have been pretty big,” said D’Amigo, who recalled a giant poster made by his fan club last season. “That’s the best thing about coming home to play. For me to play there in a rink where I grew up watching others play, it’s great.”

B-Sens practice report: December 5

Posted on December 5, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators hit the ice at 10:30 a.m. at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The forward lines were as follows:

Stephane Da Costa-Andre Petersson-Matt Puempel

Wacey Hamilton-Darren Kramer-Buddy Robinson

Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski-Jim O’Brien

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone

Corey Cowick was rotating in with various lines, while Cole Schneider was on the ice and skating but in a yellow jersey. He was not with any line after the first few minutes of practice.

Coach Richardson says Schneider will be on the ice Friday for practice but has ruled him out for that night’s game against the Hershey Bears. Richardson is hoping Schneider can play Saturday against the Albany Devils.

As for the defenseman, seven were on the ice including Mark Borowiecki, Fredrik Claesson, Tyler Eckford, Ben Blood, Michael Sdao, Cody Ceci and Chris Wideman.

The main focus of the practice was working on generating odd-man rushes with speed through the neutral zone and cycling deep in the offensive zone.

    | | |  

Four things to watch for this weekend: How will the loss of Mike Hoffman affect the Binghamton Senators?

Posted on December 5, 2013 by mweinste


Mike Hoffman finally got the call to the National Hockey League on Monday after a blazing start to the season, and now the Binghamton Senators must move on without him for the immediate future.

Hoffman leads Binghamton with 26 points (11 goals-15 assists) in 21 games and was a force on the power play. His 11 power-play points (4-7) lead the team, which has been ranked among the top 10 in power-play success all season.

He thrived when Stephane Da Costa joined his line following Da Costa’s demotion from the Ottawa Senators in October. Hoffman is a speedy winger who also developed into a leadership role this season. He was named captain last month following the promotion of defenseman Mark Borowiecki, who was returned to the American Hockey League Senators on Monday with forward Derek Grant.

Hoffman went scoreless in his first NHL game of the season on Tuesday.

Here are four others things to watch for this weekend when the B-Sens host the Hershey Bears on Friday and the Albany Devils on Saturday:

Grant and Borowiecki’s adjustment back into the lineup. The Binghamton Senators received a defensive boost when Grant and Borowiecki were sent down from Ottawa, and both will be expected to take on important roles.

Grant is a highly-skilled penalty killer and faceoff man, and has shown a knack for scoring shorthanded goals on a regular basis. He had just two assists in 20 games with Ottawa but was a valuable fourth liner and that experience should only make him a better player as returns to Binghamton. Grant scored two goals in the first three games of the season for the B-Sens before getting the call to the NHL.

Borowiecki will likely assume his captain role after a brief stay in Ottawa. The fan favorite was paired with Cody Ceci on the top defensive pairing for the first nine games of the season before he got the call to Ottawa. The “BoroCop” spent 13 games with Ottawa, amassing 48 penalty minutes while also scoring his first NHL goal.

Can the B-Sens end their short losing streak? Binghamton has lost two straight games for the second time this season following back-to-back losses to Wilkes-Barre Scranton and St. John’s last weekend. The offense was absent in a 1-0 loss to the Penguins on Friday but did score three times on Saturday before losing to the IceCaps in a shootout.

Can the power-play unit get back on track? The B-Sens are currently ranked seventh out of 30 AHL teams on the power play but have been slumping recently. Binghamton was ranked No. 1 or No. 2 for most of the season but have gone 0-for-10 on the power play in the past three games as its conversion rate has fallen to 20.9 percent. The loss of Mike Hoffman to Ottawa does not help matters.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Derek Grant, Mark Borowiecki, mike hoffman
 |   | | |  

B-Sens alumni report

Posted on December 4, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators are in the midst of a successful season. So are some of the men who played for the B-Sens in the past.

Here are some of the best performers in the National Hockey League and elsewhere who used to wear the B-Sens sweater:

Forward Jakob Silfverberg, who is currently on the Anaheim Ducks after being traded to them for Bobby Ryan this offseason, has seven points (4 goals, 3 assists) in 11 games. Unfortunately, he is still recovering from a broken hand he suffered in October. Silfverberg is expected back soon after Christmas.

Mika Zibanejad is having one of the best seasons of anybody on the Ottawa Senators. Zibanejad has 11 points (8,3) in 20 game thus far, showing the promise that made him a first round pick in 2011.

Defenseman Patrick Wiercioch has been solid on Ottawa’s blue line, notching nine assists and a 0 rating in 19 games. Wiercioch is playing an average of 17:21 per game.

Goaltender Robin Lehner has started 10 games for the Senators in 2013 and although he has a 4-5-2 record, Lehner has a 2.44 goals against average and a .933 save percentage.

Former B-Sens star Bobby Butler is now on the San Antonio Rampage of the AHL, the Florida Panthers’ farm team. Butler has 14 points (6,8) in 20 games.

Hugh Jessiman, who played 68 games in Binghamton last season, joined Zagreb Medvescak of Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League. Jessiman has five goals in 23 games.

    | | |  

Around the American Hockey League: Monday, Dec. 2

Posted on December 2, 2013 by mweinste


It was the Rockford IceHogs’ annual Teddy Bear Toss game last Friday night and Kyle Beach’s goal just 21 seconds into the game made the fans rain 6,105 teddy bears onto the ice, via theAHL.com.

Beach scored two more goals in the game as the home fans then rained hats down onto the ice to celebrate the hat trick.

In other news around the AHL:

Vancouver fans got to see their minor league affiliate, the Utica Devils, sweep the nearby Abbotsford Heat in a weekend series, via WKTV Utica.

The Albany Devils tied a franchise record for goals in a game with an 8-6 victory over Bridgeport on Saturday, via The Hockey Writers.

Bleacher Report examines what went wrong with former New York Islanders goalie Rick DiPietro’s tryout with the Charlotte Checkers.

Patrick Holland showed no rust for the Hamilton Bulldogs after missing nine games with a lower-body injury, thespec.com writes.

A forgotten legend was inducted into the Hershey Bears Hall of fame this past weekend, pennlive.com writes.

The Portland Pirates’ general manager says more offense is needed, the Sun Journal reports.

The Rochester Americans suffered a double loss on Saturday when Patrick Kaleta tore his ACL in a 3-2 defeat to the Toronto Marlies, the Democrat and Chronicle reports.

The Winnipe Jets promoted St. John’s IceCaps forward John Albert to the NHL, the Advertiser reports.

The Syracuse Crunch’s former “Top Gun” line is growing up in a hurry in the NHL, syracuse.com reports.

  Tagged Abbotsford Heat, Albany Devils, charlotte checkers, hamilton bulldogs, hershey bears, Portland Pirates, rochester americans, Rockford IceHogs, st. john's icecaps, syracuse crunch, utica comets
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Mike Hoffman finally gets the call to Ottawa; Mark Borowiecki, Derek Grant sent back to Binghamton Senators

Posted on December 2, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators lost their captain on Monday, but they also gained another.

Forward Mike Hoffman, who is second in the American Hockey League in scoring with 26  points (11 goals-15 assists), has finally gotten the call to the National Hockey League. Ottawa also sent down defenseman Mark Borowiecki and forward Derek Grant to Binghamton.

Hoffman was named captain last month after Borowiecki, who started the year as captain for the B-Sens, was re-called to Ottawa in late October.

Hoffman scored 18 points in 13 games in the month of November and has developed into a leader by example for the B-Sens (14-6-0-1), who are tied with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for first place in the East Division.

Ottawa is looking for a spark after a 4-2 loss to Daniel Alfredsson and the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday. The Senators (10-13-4) are 12th in the Eastern Conference.

The primary reason Ottawa sent down Borowiecki and Grant is because both do not have to clear waivers. Borowiecki had a goal and 48 penalty minutes in 13 games for Ottawa. He was scoreless in nine games with the B-Sens to start the season.

Grant proved to be a valuable faceoff man and fourth liner for Ottawa after being called up early in the season. Grant scored twice in three games with Binghamton before getting the call to Ottawa. He had two assists in 20 games with Ottawa.

    | | |  

Postgame wrap: St. John’s IceCaps defeat Binghamton Senators

Posted on December 1, 2013 by mverderame


The St. John’s IceCaps beat the Binghamton Senators 4-3 in a shootout on Saturday night, winning one of the more exciting games this season.

After Binghamton took a 3-2 lead on a David Dziurzynski goal from the right circle at 9:47 of the third period, St. John’s mounted a furious rally for the better part of the final 10 minutes.

Finally, the IceCaps broke through with 27.6 seconds remaining when Carl Klingberg jammed a loose puck under B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond for the equalizer.

After a scoreless overtime period, the IceCaps won the shootout 2-1 on goals by Eric O’Dell and Jerome Samson. The only tally for Binghamton in the shootout was authored by Mike Hoffman, who had a goal and an assist on the evening.

SECOND PERIOD

After 40 minutes of play, the Binghamton Senators and St. John’s IceCaps are tied 2-2.

Binghamton retook the lead at 13:42 of the frame on a perfect play of tic-tac-toe. Defenseman Fredrik Claesson found Mike Hoffman along the left boards before Hoffman hit a streaking Stephane Da Costa in the slot.

The Frenchman put the puck on his backhand and let rip, beating St. John’s goaltender Jussi Olkinuora stick-side for a 2-1 advantage. The tally was Da Costa’s seventh of the season. The assists give Claesson and Hoffman both two-point nights.

However, the IceCaps would strike even at 16:57. Following roughing and unsportsmanlike conduct minors to Wacey Hamilton, St. John’s forward Andrew Gordon slammed home a rebound 23 seconds into the man advantage.

The shots are 25-24 in favor of the IceCaps.

FIRST PERIOD

After one period of play, the Binghamton Senators are tied with the St. John’s IceCaps 1-1 on Saturday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Mike Hoffman scored at 2:41 off of an outlet pass from Buddy Robinson, who is playing on the first line in place of the injured Cole Schneider. Hoffman raced down the right wing and cut in front of defenseman Kris Fredheim before sliding the puck under goaltender Jussi Olkinuora.

For Hoffman, it is his 11th goal of the season and 25th point, both team-highs. Fredrik Claesson also earned the secondary assist.

The two teams battled to a stalemate for the better part of the first after Hoffman’s tally until Jerome Samson buried a wrist shot from the right circle past B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond. Samson’s goal came on the power play, St. John’s third of the game, following a Michael Sdao roughing penalty.

The shots are 13-12 in favor of Binghamton.

    | | |  

Binghamton Senators at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (11-29-13): B-Sens lose, 1-0

Posted on November 30, 2013 by mweinste


The B-Sens took two penalties in the first half of the third period and never got on track as the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins held on for a 1-0 victory on Friday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins led in shots, 26-25.

SECOND PERIOD: The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins got a late goal in the second period took a 1-0 lead over the Binghamton Senators into the locker room after 40 minutes on Friday.

The Penguins took a 1-0 lead with 4:14 left in the second period. Brian Gibbons had the puck behind the Binghamton net and made a move to his left to go for a wraparound but the puck slid across the crease to Harry Zolnierczyk, who scored on a half-open net.

The Penguins lead in shots, 19-15.

The B-Sens had a four-minute power play after Brian Dumoulin high-sticked Matt Puempel in the face midway through the period but Binghamton could not cash it in.

FIRST PERIOD: It was a quiet first period as the visiting Binghamton Senators and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins skated into the locker room scoreless after 20 minutes.

Binghamton had to kill off three penalties in the period and were outshot 8-4. The B-Sens could not convert on their lone power-play opportunity in the period.

The Penguins looked to have scored a shorthanded goal right as the first-period buzzer sounded but referee Keith Kaval waved it of. Kaval then reviewed the play and confirmed the call on the ice.

PREGAME: Forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau was back in the lineup for the Binghamton Senators on Friday night after missing Wednesday’s 5-1 victory over Syracuse with a lower-body injury. Forward Mark Stone, who missed nine games with a shoulder injury after being injured in the season opener in October, is day-to-day with an upper-body flare-up according to B-Sens play-by-play man Grady Whittenburg and was not in the lineup. Forward Darren Kramer and defenseman Troy Rutkowski were healthy scratches for Binghamton.

B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson started the game after leaving Wednesday’s game against Syracuse after a period. Lawson was struck in the neck with a stick but finished the period before being replaced by Andrew Hammond. Coach Luke Richardson said Lawson was having trouble swallowing which could affect his calls to the defense while on the ice.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Matt Puempel

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Cole Schneider

Defensive pairings

Cody Ceci-Tyler Eckford

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood

P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses 
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Alex Khokhlachev is 11th in the AHL in rookie scoring with 6-11-17 in 23 games. 
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By Mark Divver 

Despite fading a bit in the third period of Sunday's loss to Portland, the 10th weekend of the season was a good one for the Providence Bruins as they won two out of three. My take on the good, the bad and the ugly:

Good

*** Winners of five in a row before Sunday, the P-Bruins finished the weekend in sixth place in the Eastern Conference. They are only a couple of points out of third.

*** Providence exploded for a season-high seven goals and beat first-place Manchester for the first time in six meetings on Friday.

*** After a sizzling 4-for-7 weekend, the P-Bruins power play is fourth in the league, clicking at 23.9 percent.

*** Callup Matt Fraser is second in the league with 16 goals in 23 games.

*** Ryan Spooner is 4-for-6 in shootouts.

*** Alex Khokhlachev is up to 11th in the league in rookie scoring with 6-11-17 in 23 games.

*** After pulling out a shootout win in Worcester on Saturday, Malcolm Subban's 2.68 goals-against average has improved to 25th in the AHL. Since losing his first three starts, Subban has gone 4-2.

*** Zach Trotman - whose plus-11 leads the team -- picked the perfect time to score his first goal of the season. His tally with 2:45 left tied up the Sharks on Saturday.

*** David Warsofsky scored his first of the year on Friday and added two assists. Warsofsky has 1-13-14 totals in 23 games and is plus-10.

*** Defenseman Ben Youds had two assists on both Friday and Saturday.

*** With bouts on Friday and Sunday, Bobby Robins has 10 fighting majors in 16 games. Only Norfolk's Zach Stortini (14) has more.

Bad

*** Just when the team gets on a roll, its top two scorers move up to Boston. That's life in the AHL. As Butch Cassidy noted on Sunday, it's a chance for other players to show what they've got.

*** Compared to where it's been, the penalty kill is no longer ugly. After a perfect 5-for-5 weekend, the P-Bruins moved from 30th to 28th. Better, yes, but still not good.

*** Anthony Camara is day to day with an upper body injury after being thrown to the ice in a fight on Sunday.

Ugly 

*** Jared Knight is contributing with hustle and hits, but he has gone 10 straight games without a goal and has 1 in his last 20 games.
Bruins Journal: Penguins’ Orpik leaves on stretcher after hit from Thornton 

December 07, 2013 08:02 PM 
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  /AP photo / Michael Dwyer 

Brooks Orpik is taken off the ice after being injured in the first period Saturday. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

Related

•  Bruins-Penguins box score  

BOSTON — The Bruins lost Loui Eriksson on the first shift of the game when he was steamrolled by Pittsburgh defenseman Brooks Orpik, who was not penalized. Eriksson made it to the bench on unsteady feet and then went to the dressing room.

The Bruins announced that he wouldn’t return.

Later in the period, Orpik was taken off the ice on a stretcher after being pulled down and punched by Boston’s Shawn Thornton.

The incident occurred just after the Penguins’ James Neal connected with his knee to the head of Boston’s Brad Marchand on the other end of the ice. Thornton came skating up quickly from center ice and grabbed Orpik from behind as he involved in a scrum, knocking him down backward before throwing a punch. Orpik appeared to hit his head on the ice when he fell. Thornton was given a match penalty.

Players immediately called for medical assistance for Orpik. He was surrounded by members of both teams’ medical staff before he was taken off on a stretcher after about a 10-minute delay. Neal was assessed a kneeing penalty for his hit. Marchand went to the locker room before returning to the bench later in the period.

Orpik was taken to Massachusetts General Hospital, the Penguins announced, where he was alert and conscious.

Zolnierczyk savors opportunity

After nearly 50 NHL games in two-plus seasons in pro hockey, there are no stars in Harry Zolnierczyk’s eyes when he skates against the best players in the world.

Even so, the former Brown University captain can’t help but shake his head over the skill of his Pittsburgh teammates Sidney Crosby and Evgeny Malkin.

“There’s always times out there where they make plays that wow you,” Zolnierczyk said after the Penguins morning skate on Saturday.

“They are amazing players. It’s a good experience just to watch them and learn from them. There are a lot of things you can pick up from players like that.”

Zolnierczyk, 26, was recalled on Friday from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the AHL, where he has nine goals in 18 games. He also had a three-game stint with Pittsburgh in October. He skated in the pregame warmup on Saturday but didn’t dress for the game.

The speedy forward broke in with Philadelphia in 2011 and scored a goal in his first NHL game. He was traded to Anaheim for Jay Rosehill last April, and then the Ducks moved him to Pittsburgh for Alex Grant in June.

Now Zolnierczyk says he has gotten back to the way he played at Brown. He credits the guidance he received in the AHL from head coach John Hynes and assistant Alain Nasreddine.

“This is my first year of the three (as a pro) that I think I’ve had some good coaching to kind of work on some of the smaller details that maybe I was kind of leaving out of my game when I was getting my opportunity in Philly,” he said.

With the Flyers, his role was “to go out there and just provide energy, and that was it. I kind of forgot about all the little things that helped me get here, the way that I played in college.

“The [AHL] coaches have done a good job preparing me for the NHL. Coach Hynes and coach [Nasreddine] have done a good job in terms of five on five and penalty kill with myself, in making sure that I’ve picked those habits back up and ultimately give me the best shot now that I’m back up here and making an effort to be here for good.”

As a bubble player for now, Zolnierczyk knows he’s only as good as his last game or practice.

“That’s the way it is right now until you can prove yourself as an everyday guy. That’s obviously my goal. I’m going to keep going until I get to that spot,” he said.

Malkin out

Malkin sat out his second straight game with a lower body injury. The Russian superstar has been red-hot lately with 19 points in his last nine games.

Going into Saturday’s games, Malkin was second in the NHL in scoring with seven goals and 37 points in 29 games. Only Crosby, with 15-26-41 in 30 games, has more points.

With Associated Press reports

On Twitter: @MarkDivver
P-Bruins' Warsofsky ready to go in case of injury in Boston 

December 07, 2013 03:06 PM 
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By Mark Divver 

BOSTON -- With injuries to Johnny Boychuk and Adam McQuaid, the Boston Bruins have just six health defensemen on their roster heading into tonight's game against Pittsburgh.

As a precaution, Providence Bruins defenseman David Warsofsky will be held out of Saturday night's AHL game in Worcester. He will be ready to play in Toronto in case a Boston defenseman is injured against the Penguins.

The 23-year-old Warsofsky has been a standout in the AHL this season. He has one goal and 14 points and is plus-11 in 22 games.
Ultimate reward for Frozen Frontier hero: a recall

Amerks goalie Matt Hackett came up critical stops Friday. 

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 9:27 a.m. EST December 14, 2013
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Matt Ellis was thinking Friday night could not possibly have gone any better than it did.

He played the first outdoor game of his career, scored a goal, assisted on another, and then became the game's hero when he scored the winning goal in the bottom of the sixth inning of the tiebreaker shootout.

"I don't think you could have written a better script," Amerks winger Colton Gillies said.

Oh yes you could. Afterward, the Amerks captain was recalled by the Buffalo Sabres.

Yeah, that's a good night.

There won't be any explanation from the Sabres for Ellis' recall until Saturday. They play the Calgary Flames at 2 p.m. at the First Niagara Center.

The Sabres are at the roster limit of 23, so a player move must be made. It's possible that Cody Hodgson's injury is more serious than first reported. Or another player could be hurt/ill/whatever.

Game story: Amerks win thriller in a shootout

Leo Roth: A magical night at Frontier Field

* * * * * * *

Amerks players said they truly enjoyed the outdoor spectacle, from start to finish.

Well, allowing the tying goal with one-tenth of a second remaining wasn't so fun, but other than that the evening was a huge success.

"It was an absolute blast," Gillies said.

"I can't explain how much fun it was," goalie Matt Hackett said.

"As the game went on, you could see how important it was for our guys," coach Chadd Cassidy said.

Of the full stadium, Ellis said, "It looked awesome. We're definitely thankful the crowd stuck with it. I'm sure people were shivering up there."
A killer instinct would be a nice find for Amerks

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 11:54 p.m. EST December 11, 2013
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There is no doubt that the Rochester Americans have potential to be a very good team. A great team? Maybe not. But very good, yes.

They again showed flashes of it on Wednesday night with a dominating first period of forechecking against the Lake Erie Monsters, when they opened a 2-0 lead and went on to win 4-2.

That's a lot like how the Amerks played in the first period at Grand Rapids, except that night they lost, 3-1, to the AHL's best team.

So before they're a really good team, before they establish themselves as a solid playoff contender, they need to find a killer instinct.

They had a 2-0 lead on Wednesday after one period and yet, despite four power plays in the game's first 30 minutes, they never scored with the man advantage and found themselves in a 2-2 tie.

"We're letting teams hang around," forward Mike Zigomanis said. "You have to find a way to score those third, fourth and even fifth goals. In today's game, a three-goal lead, even a four-goal lead, it doesn't mean the game's over."

Zigomanis did what clutch veteran leaders do, however. Just 56 seconds after the Monsters tied the game 2-2, he zipped home a shot through traffic and past goalie Sami Aittokallio to restore the lead at 19:31 of the second period.

"It takes the air right out of their tires," said defenseman Chad Ruhwedel, whose outlet pass sent the Amerks on a three-on-three fast break.

* * * * * * *

Winger Colton Gillies isn't scoring many goals -- OK, hardly any -- but his ability to forecheck aggressively is a huge asset.

Gillies has 1 goal, 5 assists and 6 points in 18 games. But he's by far their most dominant forechecker. He's big (6-4, 208) but skates like he's 5-11, 175. And he wears down opposing defensemen -- or forces them to move the puck well before they want to move it.

"He's so fast and so big and he finishes every check," Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said.

He played Wednesday night on the left wing with Matt Ellis at center and Joel Armia on right wing.

Armia gets power-play time but, for the moment, at five-on-five, the line combination is allowing him to adapt to the smaller ice and learn how he must play now that he's in North America and not in Finland.

Cassidy said he can't always want to play with the puck. "He needs to be moving it and then getting to open space to get it back."

* * * * * * *

Rookie defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen sat out Wednesday due to a concussion, and he won't play the rest of the week either.

He was hurt when Lake Erie's Mitchell Heard hit him in the face with a sucker-punch in the waning seconds of the Nov. 29 game.

Heard played Wednesday and there was nothing close to any retaliation by the Amerks. In fact, winger Johnny McGuire, the one Amerk whose game is based more on physicality than scoring, forechecking or defense, was a healthy scratch.

* * * * * * *

The Amerks will practice outdoors at 6 p.m. at Frontier Field to get a feel for the lights, snow and wind. Lake Erie skates in the afternoon on Thursday.

The teams play at 7:05 p.m. Friday on the Frozen Frontier rink, the city's first outdoor AHL game.
Ristolainen still out; Amerks (and Sabres) updates

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 3:38 p.m. EST December 10, 2013
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Today in Amerkland and Sabreland:

Rochester Americans defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen still isn't practicing, and he won't be playing any games this week.

He said he has, however, been given permission by the Sabres to play for Finland at the World Junior Championship, assuming he recovers from his injury. The WJC runs from Dec. 26 through Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden.

Ristolainen suffered what the team has termed an upper body injury in the waning seconds of the Nov. 29 game against the Lake Erie Monsters. The rest of world would term his injury a concussion. He was struck in the face with a sucker punch by Monsters forward Mitchell Heard.

Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said Ristolainen has just started to ride the stationary bike, which means he's not all that close to a return to game action. His progress -- and the recurrence of any symptoms -- must be monitored.

* * * * * * *

The Amerks and Monsters play again Wednesday night. And Friday night outdoors at Frontier Field. And then again the following Friday (Nov. 20). And the following Saturday (Nov. 21, at Cleveland).

Yeah, the schedule is a bit Monster heavy at the moment.

"We always seem to play close -- if not some wild -- games with them," Cassidy said.

Maybe a string of games against the Monsters is a good thing for the Amerks, since they are a North Division rival. All 10 Amerks victories have come against divisional opponents (10-3-1-1). They're 0-7-1-1 against the rest of the AHL.

"I don't know if we get up to play divisional teams," defenseman Matt MacKenzie said, "but the time (to start winning consistently) is right now."

* * * * * * *

The Amerks acknowledged that there is bad blood from the incident with the Monsters and Ristolainen on Nov. 29, but they downplayed any significance going into this week's two games.

"What incident," forward Mike Zigomanis said, inferring that a lot of transgressions take place night after night.

* * * * * * *

We've been told that the Spengler Cup is prestigious international tournament, and that it's an honor for the Amerks to be participating.

Both statements are probably true.

Yet you won't be able to hear Don Stevens call the games. The Amerks will not be providing radio coverage for the tournament, which runs Dec. 26-Dec. 31 in Davos, Switzerland.

A team spokesman didn't really say why there will be no broadcast.

Stevens did broadcast from Davos when the Amerks participated in 1996. And this surely wasn't a decision based on budget. The Sabres organization (read, Terry and Kim Pegula) is paying for family members to accompany the players to Switzerland, and players say they're grateful for the gesture.

But no radio means one thing to me: It's really not that big of an event.

* * * * * * *

Goalie Martin Biron and forward Steve Ludzik have been added to the rosters for Sunday's 5 p.m. Amerks-Sabres alumni game at the Frozen Frontier.

Here are the updated rosters:

Tom Askey, Matthew Barnaby, Kevin Bolibruck, Paul Brydges, David Cullen, Randy Cunneyworth, Daryl Drader, Richie Dunn, Dan Frawley, Jody Gage, Danny Gare, Mike Hurlbut, Jim Jackson, Yuri Khmylev, Steve Langdon, Grant Ledyard, Ray Maluta, Brad May, Scott McCrory, Jay McKee, Brian McKinnon, Scott Metcalfe, Craig Muni, Scott Nichol, Chris Palmer, Andrew Peters, Geoff Peters, Rob Ray, Kenton Rein, Craig Rivet, Ric Seiling, Darryl Shannon, Richard Smehlik Derek Smith, Chris Taylor and Jim Wiemer.

Also, Joe Crozier, Jim Hofford, Gates Orlando, Jim Pettie, Rene Robert and Geordie Robertson are scheduled to be at the event, but they won't be on the ice.

* * * * * * *

Ted Nolan has been the Sabres interim coach since Nov. 13, and he said that over the past week he has noticed a bit of a trend.

"The good guys are starting to rise a little bit and the guys who are not putting that effort game in and game out, they're starting to stick out a little bit too," Nolan told the media at today's morning skating in Buffalo.

His remedy: Playing time must be earned. That's why Ville Leino is sitting out.

"One thing you do with the team is kind of hold them accountable to one another," Nolan said. "There's patience but we don't get that confused with avoiding. We're in a production business. We have to perform. If you're not performing, then maybe you have to sit and watch for a while."

And Leino's reaction, per a story from Bill Hoppe, who covers the team for the Olean Times Herald: "I'm not sure what he wants out of me."

Is this guy serious? Leino has zero goals -- ZERO -- and just five assists in 18 games this season. He's not a stay-at-home defenseman. He's not a goalie. He's not the on-ice policeman. He's a forward and he's paid to produce offense.

Yet he's wondering what Nolan wants from him? In the past 43 games that Leino has played for the Sabres (dating back to the 2011-12 season), he has scored goals in only three games. Three out of 43.

He scored twice in his 2012-13 finale, and had a pair of one-goal games late in the '11-12 season. That's it. Four goals in 43 games.

Come to think of it, Leino has a point. Why would Nolan expect production?

* * * * * * *

Bill Gray's Regional Iceplex at MCC is offering Try Hockey for Free for children ages 4-9 on three of the next four Saturdays:

Dec. 14,11 a.m. to 1 p.m.

Dec. 28 - 4:30 p.m. to 6:30 p.m.

Jan. 4 - 5:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m.

Full equipment will be provided. For more information and/or registration, go to
Kitchener Rangers mow down Saginaw Spirit 5-1

Saginaw Spirit lose to Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in overtime 4-5, Saturday, Dec. 7, 2013

Jimmy Lodge scored the only goal for the Saginaw Spirit in a 5-1 loss to the Kitchener Rangers on Saturday, Dec. 14. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)

Print 

Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on December 14, 2013 at 10:52 PM, updated December 14, 2013 at 11:07 PM 

Email 

SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are reeling.

Things have spiraled out of control over the last two weeks with mistake-filled hockey that has produced a Spirit team in search of much-needed confidence.

The most recent disappointment came at the hands of the last-place Kitchener Rangers who scored a pair of first period goals and stymied Saginaw’s offense over 60 minutes to produce a 5-1 win.

“Right now when you’re going through stuff like this, I’ve been through it before as a player and as a coach,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “The other team is getting the bounces. You’ve just got to keep working, keep plugging and keep working on some things we need to clean up.”

The loss dropped Saginaw to 16-13-4-1, while Kitchener improved to 12-19-0-1.

Since downing Windsor 6-2 on Wednesday, Nov. 27, the Spirit have gone 1-5-2-0.

Darby Llewellyn got the Rangers on the board with a rebound goal at 12:04 of the first period, and Scott Teskey added a second rebound goal a minute and a half later for what proved to be the game winner.

"The effort was there," Gilbert said. "We battled hard tonight. It's mental mistakes we're making, just silly mistakes. I don't know where they're coming from."

Saginaw struggling gaining and maintaining possession of the puck through the first period, including a turnover that turned into a Nick Magyar breakaway that Nikita Serebryakov turned aside.

Kitchener added two power play goals Max Iafrate and Llewellyn early in the third to take a commanding 4-0.

Jimmy Lodge prevented the shutout when he redirected a Justin Kea pass Matthew Greenfield for a goal at 6:34 of the third.

Curtis Meighan added a shorthanded empty netter late in the third.

Greenfield made 45 saves for the Rangers, while Serebryakov had 36.

HIGHLIGHTS

• It was Star Wars night.

• Give a nod to Nikita Serebryakov. He allowed four goals on 40 shots, but three of them weren’t his fault. And he stopped a Magyar breakaway attempt cold in the first period.

LOWLIGHTS

• Saginaw’s lack of situational awareness left Serebryakov out to dry on both first period goals and a power play goal in the third. The defensemen served up the puck on a golden plate leading to the first two goals, and no one challenged Kitchener allowing easy rebound goals.

• The Spirit players' confidence is shaken. Players are forcing pucks into high-traffic areas, trying to do too much on their own and pressing. 

• Saginaw went 0-for-5 on the power play, including a second period advantage where the Spirit were outshot by Kitchener over the two minutes. 

• The penalty kill unit was standing still on Kitchener’s fourth goal. They let Llewellyn go unabated to the front of the net for the easy pass and goal.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw Spirit put down quick by Peterborough Petes

Saginaw Spirit lose to Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in overtime 4-5, Saturday, Dec. 7, 2013

Cody Payne had a goal for the Saginaw Spirit in a 5-2 loss to the Peterborough Petes on Friday, Dec. 13. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — Three first-period goals turned out to be the difference for the Saginaw Spirit who dropped a 5-2 contest to the Peterborough Petes on Friday, Dec. 13.

Stephen Pierog got the Petes on the board at 5:15 of the first, and he scored what proved to be the game-winner 10 minutes later.

Saginaw fell to 16-12-4-1 with 37 points, while Peterborough improved to 12-18-0-3 27 points. 

Pierog and Jonatan Tanus gave Peterborough the quick 2-0 lead less than eight minutes into the game before the Spirit got on the board with Cody Payne’s team leading 15th goal, however, the Petes answered with Pierog’s second goal of the game at 15:43 of the first.

Dylan Sadowy scored a shorthanded goal early in the second period before Peterborough closed it out with a goal by Tanus midway through the second period and an Eric Cornel empty netter in the closing seconds.

Nikita Serebryakov started for Saginaw, with Jake Paterson in camp with the Canadian Junior National Team, and stopped 20 of 24 shots he faced. Spirit draft pick David Ovsjannikov served as the backup.

Andrew D’Agostini made 28 saves for Peterborough.

Saginaw returns to action Saturday, Dec. 14 against Kitchener.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Spirit Insider: Saginaw's former Director of Gameday Operations in charge of Hockeytown Winter Festival
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Former Saginaw Spirit Director of Gameday Operations Jim Biewer talks with Gordie Howe. Biewer now works with the Detroit Red Wings and is in charge of organizing and administering the Hockeytown Winter Festival that includes the first outdoor game in OHL history between the Saginaw Spirit and Windsor Spitfires. (Courtesy Photo)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit have a history with the Hockeytown Winter Festival, and it extends farther back and more deeply than last year’s lockout.

At its heart, the festival has a Saginaw feel to it, and that’s because it’s being put together by one of the Spirit’s own.

Jim Biewer, former Director of Gameday Operations for the Saginaw Spirit, has been in charge of preparing the two-week festival that features hockey games, bands, bone fires and fun zones in the largest hockey experience ever put together.

“It’s actually amazing,” Biewer said. “Last year, my sister had a wedding the exact same day the Spirit were going to play. I was bummed I had to miss it, but fortunately for the lockout, it got bumped back and I’ll be able to see it.”

Biewer is most likely the first, and one of the few, to see last year’s lockout as fortunate, however, as a longtime Saginaw Spirit employee, it’s only fitting that he’s involved.

The 29-year old was an intern when the Spirit first came to Saginaw in 2002, and he became Director of Gameday Operations following his graduation from Northwood with a degree in entertainment and sports promotion management. 

He worked with the Spirit for six years before moving on to the Detroit Red Wings — a week before they became the 2008 Stanley Cup champions — where he’s worked his way up to become the Event and Experiential Marketing Manager.

“A lot of working in sports is ‘Right place, right time,’” Biewer said. “Luckily I fell on the right times. I graduated college and (Spirit president and managing partner) Craig (Goslin) had something available. It was the same thing with the Red Wings.”

Biewer said they had a basic layout of how the festival would be put together prior to last year’s NHL lockout, however, the grunt work still needed to be done this year.

“At the end of the day, it’s the biggest hockey related event ever,” he said. “No one has ever had an event like this with over two weeks of hockey.”

The Spirit open the Ontario Hockey League section of the festival at 1:30 p.m. Sunday, Dec. 29 in the first outdoor game in conference history that is projected to nearly double the previous record for attendance with around 30,000 seating for fans.

“I’ll be busy working, but I’ll definitely be able to pop in when the Spirit are playing,” Biewer said.

Hockeytown Winter Festival

Tickets are on sale for the first outdoor game in Ontario Hockey League history between the Saginaw Spirit and Windsor Spitfires at 1:30 p.m. on Sunday, Dec. 29. Tickets range from $18 to $38 and can be reserved at the Spirit Store at 5789 State St. in Saginaw or by calling 989-497-7747.

Luke, I am your father…

Saginaw is hosting Star Wars theme night at 7:11 p.m. Saturday, Dec. 14 against the Kitchener Rangers. Spirit players will wear Star Wars themed jerseys that will be auctioned off following the game.

Standings

Saginaw ended its five-game losing streak with a win over Plymouth to move within a game of second place in the West at 16-11-4-1 with 37 points. Sault Ste. Marie remains in first at 21-8-0-3 with 45 points with Windsor six points back at 19-10-1-0. The Whalers are 11-18-0-3 with 25 points, and Sarnia is 10-18-1-2 with 23 points.

Erie leads the Midwest and OHL at 27-4-1-0 with 55 points followed by London at 23-6-1-1 with 48 points and Guelph at 22-6-2-1 with 47 points. Owen Sound is 15-11-2-3 with 35 points, and Kitchener is last at 11-18-0-1 with 23 points.

Sudbury leads the Central at 16-9-3-3 with 38 points, followed by Barrie with 35 points and North Bay with 33 points. Mississauga's winless streak has stretched to seven games as the Steelheads sit at 13-17-1-2 with 29 points. Niagara is last with 8-19-2-2 with 20 points.

Oshawa has a commanding lead on the East at 24-7-0-2 with 50 points. Kingston sits in second place at 16-10-1-2 with 35 points. Peterborough is in third with 25 points and Ottawa is a game back with 23 points. Belleville is last with 18 points.

Spirit Schedule

Peterborough Petes at Saginaw Spirit 

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Friday

Record: Peterborough 11-17-0-3

Notes: Nick Ritchie leads the Petes with 15 goals and 11 assists, and Eric Cornel has 10 goals with 13 assists. Peterborough has given up 144 goals, the second most in the OHL.

Kitchener Rangers at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: Kitchener 11-17-0-1

Notes: The Rangers are last in the Midwest, but they've defeated the Spirit both times they faced each other. Michigan native Darby Llewellyn leads Kitchener with 16 goals, while Dallas Stars first round pick Radek Faksa has 13 goals and a team-high 24 points.

FULL SAGINAW SPIRIT SCHEDULE

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 14, Kristoff Kontos 13, Justin Kea 13

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 29, Jimmy Lodge 19

Points: Kontos 42, Lodge 30

Plus-minus: Brandon Prophet +14, Kontos +14

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 60, Kea 53

PP goals: Payne 5, Jimmy Lodge 4, Justin Sefton 4

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (11-9-2-0, 3.64, .900), Nikita Serebryakov (5-2-2-1, 2.74, .921)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
 Click here to find out more!
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Defensive letdowns and inconsistency plaguing Saginaw Spirit in five-game losing skid

Saginaw Spirit lose to Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in overtime 4-5, Saturday, Dec. 7, 2013

Saginaw Spirit forward Dylan Sadowy (10) loses the puck against Sault Ste. Marie defense during the Saturday night game at the Dow Event Center, Dec. 7, 2013. The Spirit lost to the Greyhounds in overtime, 5-4. (Katie Bailey | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — With just over a minute remaining in overtime, Sault Ste. Marie’s Sergey Tolchinsky worked his way through the Saginaw Spirit defense and lifted a shot over the outstretched stick of goalie Jake Paterson and into the back of the net for a 5-4 come-from-behind win.

It set off a red light by the goal judge, but a more prominent one within the Spirit locker room.

The loss was Saginaw’s fifth straight and fourth straight game allowing five goals, while falling even further behind the West Division leading Greyhounds. And just like that, a week and a half after drawing within two games of the Soo, the Spirit are reeling.

“We’re cheating ourselves and when you cheat the game, it comes back to bite you,” said Spirit assistant captain Justin Sefton. “That’s exactly what we’ve done the last two weeks. Until we bite down and start doing what we have to do and work hard, that’s not going to change.”

On Wednesday, Nov. 27, the Spirit hosted Windsor at The Dow Event Center and combined a 3 of 4 showing on the power play with a dominant 43-save performance from Nikita Serebryakov to down the Spitfires 6-2.

Saginaw was 15-8-2-1 with 33 points and alone in second place in the West, and since that time the Spirit have allowed 22 goals and gone 0-3-2-0 to fall 10 points behind the Soo and four points behind Windsor.

“Guys are getting lazy,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “(They’re) not stopping and starting, managing ice, getting puck focused; and when you get puck focused, people move away from it. The opposing team moves away and gets (open).

“Obviously, you keep working on it and if guys can’t grasp it, then you find people who can. It’s simple.”

Turnovers in their own end, losing track of opposing players, taking shifts off or even periods have all done in the Spirit in recent games.

“A prime example would be against Oshawa,” Sefton said. “We took the first period off and that’s what lost us the game. We held a top team in the East to seven or eight shots in 40 minutes after that.”

In that game against the Generals — a 5-2 loss — Saginaw gave up four goals on 10 shots in the first period before holding Oshawa to eight shots the rest of the way. The Spirit outshot the Generals 18-1 in the second period and outshot them 40-18 for the game.

Star goalie and Detroit Red Wings prospect Jake Paterson has struggled during Saginaw's rough stretch, allowing four or more goals in six of his last seven starts, including two where he was pulled.

“If you were to talk to Pater, he’s not happy with his play,” Gilbert said. “But if we’re going to rely on our goaltenders to bail us out every night, we’re not going to go anywhere. They’re going to stop the ones they can.”

Consistency is the key.

Saginaw has beaten 6 of 8 teams in the OHL that are first or second place in their divisions, however, the Spirit have lost four games to last place Sarnia and been rolled twice by last place Kitchener. 

They were minutes away from beating a struggling Plymouth team before collapsing and surrendering a game in overtime.

Their confidence is shaken, but all is not lost.

“It’s not as high as what it’s been and it’s not as low as what it’s been,” Sefton said. “What’s key for this team is to find an even keel. … When you get too high on yourself, that’s when you get cocky; and that’s when the last two weekends come back to bite you. 

“With panic comes chaos, so I’m not a fan of the word panic. It’s just a matter of guys going down and doing their job.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Eric Locke

Saginaw Spirit

Locke.jpg

Eric Locke

Resume: Locke became one of Saginaw's best acquisitions when Saginaw brought him over in a trade with Barrie. He had 13 goals and 14 assists before exploding for one of the best seasons in Spirit history last year with 44 goals and 53 assists, which led to his selection by the Buffalo Sabres in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft. After being returned to Saginaw from Rochester of the AHL, Locke was named captain of the Spirit and tallied eight goals and 14 assists in 15 games before suffering a shoulder injury.

Position: Left wing

Age:  20

Hometown:  Toronto, Ont.

Parents: Dianne and Marius Locke

Nickname: Locker or Lock City

What do you like most about playing in the OHL?  I like playing two or three times a week. It's not that I don't like practice, but being out there in games is a lot more fun.

What was your favorite childhood NHL team? Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? The Longest Yard 

What is your favorite video game? I'm a Call of Duty fan.

Do you have a special pregame meal?  I'm pretty flexible, but mainly pasta and chicken.

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  I've been reading Game of Thrones and watching the TV show. I kind of like to do the puzzles in the newspaper.

What is the funnest thing to do in Saginaw?  I'm into watching football a lot more this year. The Saturday games when I can, but the NFL games on Sunday.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Gary Roberts 

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Playing in the Telus Cup in major midgets with the Mississauga Reps and the other one would be getting drafted to the Sabres.

If you could pair on a line with any two forwards in NHL history, who would they be? Mats Sundin and Gary Roberts

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  Not really.

What was your favorite subject in school?  Biology

When did you start playing hockey? When I was 4. 

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score? I'd probably fake shot and then deke backhand.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? When I played, I think it was in minor midget, when you had to wear cages, my cage got locked in with another guy and they couldn't get them apart so they had to stop play.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — It was all set up for the Spirit.

Saginaw had finally put together a winning performance and led late in the third against division leading Sault Ste. Marie, but the Spirit gave up a breakaway to Patrick Watling with less than two minutes remaining that turned into the equalizing goal.

The Greyhounds then struck in overtime to secure the surprising 5-4 come-from-behind win.

“We’ve been working on some of this stuff for three months and, obviously, some of the guys just don’t get it,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “Our compete level was pretty good, it was our third game in three nights. We found a way to get a point, shoulda had a win.”

The Spirit dropped their fifth straight game, falling to 15-11-4-1 with 35 points, while the Greyhounds improved to 21-6-0-3 and now have a six-point lead on first in the West with 45 points.

Jimmy Lodge and Justin Kea scored goals six minutes apart to tie it in the third and take a 4-3 lead before defensive miscues cost Saginaw down the stretch.

Both teams traded goals in the first period with Terry Trafford scoring on a 360-spin wristshot to make it 1-0 before the Greyhound answered with goals from Sergey Tolchinsky and David Miller to take a 2-1 lead.

“Hockey sense,” Gilbert said. “It’s a big thing. It’s just as important, if not more important than skating and stick handling and skill and all that other stuff.”

However, no sooner did the Soo take its first lead when the Spirit tied it up.

Luke Cairns took a pass from Lodge in the neutral zone and fought off two Greyhounds, beating Matt Murray 26 seconds later off the backhand to knot it up 2-2.

Alex Gudbranson scored the only goal of the second period to give the Soo a 3-2 lead heading into the third.

The Spirit allowed five goals for the fourth consecutive game with Jake Paterson allowing all five on 43 shots, while Murray stopped 32 of 36 shots he faced.

Highlights

• Saginaw has fallen behind early in its last three games, but the Spirit struck first against division leading Sault Ste. Marie with a Terry Trafford goal in the first.. 

• The Spirit trailed on two occasions, but they fought back on each occassion to tie the score.

Lowlights

• Defensive lapses have been a hindrance to Saginaw all season, but they’ve been a plaque throughout the last five games. Turnovers in the neutral zone and in their own end gave the Greyhounds several opportunities that turned into goals.

• Saginaw was flat out losing Soo attackers in its own end. On the Greyhounds third goal, by Alex Gudbranson, he was left wide open behind the defense and was able to beat Paterson for the goal. The defensemen lost track of Watling late in the third for a breakaway goal that sent the game to overtime.

• Jake Paterson has struggled in his last four starts, allowing four or more goals in each one, all losses. His goals-against average has ballooned to 3.72, and his save percentage has fallen to .898.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit completed the transformation project of their defensive corps with the trade for Niagara captain and New York Islanders prospect Jesse Graham.

And it was an intensive project.

Of the eight defensemen on the roster, Brandon Prophet and Jacob Ringuette are the only ones who played for Saginaw last season.

Justin Sefton and Sean Callaghan came over in offseason trades, and both are in the midst of career years, while Daniel De Sousa came over in a trade midseason from Belleville. Ryan Orban and Michael Holmes were selected in the 2013 OHL Priority Selection.

The group has increased skill and size from last year with all but two defenseman measuring 6-foot-1 or taller. Sefton and Graham were both selected in the 2012 NHL draft, and prophet and De Sousa both played for Team Ontario in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last year.

Callaghan leads Saginaw's defensemen with seven goals, while Ringuette led the team with 11 assists prior to the arrival of Graham with six goals and 12 assists. 

Sefton, Callaghan, Prophet, De Sousa, Ringuette and Orban all have plus/minus ratings between plus-4 and plus-14.

Through 28 games, Saginaw has allowed an average of 3.35 goals a game, down from 3.88 last year.

Faith Night

The Saginaw Spirit and Causley Trucking are hosting Faith Night at The Dow Event Center on Saturday, Dec. 7 before the game against Sault Ste. Marie. Speakers include former Michigan State linebacker Chris Norman, former NFL wide receiver and Saginaw native Blair White, and Modern Day Cure is the musical guest.

Hockeytown Winter Festival

Tickets are on sale for the first outdoor game in Ontario Hockey League history between the Saginaw Spirit and Windsor Spitfires on Sunday, Dec. 29 at 1:30 p.m. Tickets range from $18 to $38 and can be reserved at the Spirit Store at 5789 State St. in Saginaw or by calling 989-497-7747.

Standings

A pair of losses dropped the Spirit back into a tie for second place in the West at 15-9-3-1. Saginaw and Windsor both have 34 points, seven back of division leading Sault Ste. Marie at 41. Plymouth is 11-15-0-3 and in fourth place with 25 points, while Sarnia comes in last place with 20 points.

Four straight wins have lifted the Erie Otters to the best record in the OHL at 23-4-1-0 with 47 points, two games ahead of Guelph at 20-5-2-1 with 43 points. Defending champion London is 20-6-1-1 with 42 points followed by Owen Sound and Kitchener with 33 and 21 points, respectively.

Oshawa holds a double-digit lead over Kingston in the East at 21-7-0-2 with 44 points. The Frontenacs are second with 33 points, followed by Peterborough with 24 and Ottawa with 23 points. Belleville is in last in the East at 7-18-2-2 with 18 points.

Three straight wins have vaulted Sudbury into first in the Central at 13-9-3-3 with 32 points, one point ahead of Barrie at 14-10-1-2. Mississauga is in third with 28 points, followed by North Bay and Niagara with 27 and 18 points, respectively.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at Windsor Spitfires

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Thursday

Record: Saginaw 15-9-3-1, Windsor 17-10-0-0

Notes: The two teams are tied for second place in the West, seven points back of Sault Ste. Marie. Saginaw beat Windsor 6-2 in the only meeting so far this year between the two clubs, however, since that game the Spitfires have traded Kerby Rychel, leading scorer and Columbus Blue Jackets first round pick, and leading defenseman and Los Angeles Kings pick Nick Ebert to Guelph. They also sent Ryan Verbeek to Kingston. Windsor still has top NHL prospect Josh ho-Sang and defenseman Slater Koekkoek who is plus-27.

Saginaw Spirit at Kitchener Rangers

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Friday

Record: Kitchener 10-16-0-1

Notes: The Rangers are last in the Midwest, however, they defeated the Spirit in the second game of the season. Darby Llewellyn leads the team with 14 goals, while Radek Faksa has a team-high 20 points.

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: Sault Ste. Marie 19-6-0-3

Notes: The Greyhounds lead the West behind the scoring of Sergey Tolchinsky who has 16 goals and 31 assists for 47 points, but is plus-7. Jared McCann and Andrew Fritsch have 14 and 13 goals, while defenseman Darnell Nurse was the No. 7 overall NHL draft pick by Edmonton. Matt Murray leads the league with a 2.31 goals-against average and is 15-5-0-3 in net.

Saginaw Spirit at Plymouth Whalers

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Wednesday

Record: Plymouth 11-15-0-3

Notes: Goalie Alex Nedeljkovic is one of the most highly rated prospects heading into the 2014 NHL Entry Draft with a 3.32 goals-against average and .914 save percentage. Carter Sandlak leads the team with 16 goals and 24 points.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 14, Justin Kea 11, Dylan Sadowy 11

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 26, Kea 15

Points: Kontos 36, Kea 26

Plus-minus: Brandon Prophet +14, Andrey Alexeev +13

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 53, Kea 53

PP goals: Payne 5, Jimmy Lodge 4

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (10-8-1-0, 3.53, .903), Nikita Serebryakov (5-1-2-1, 2.55, .926)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw native Devin Williams named OHL Goalie of the Month for Erie Otters
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Devin Williams

Devin Williams went 9-0-0-0 to be named the OHL Goalie of the Month for the Erie Otters.

SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw native Devin Williams has put together a dynamite 2013-14 season with the Erie Otters of the Ontario Hockey League, and he’s been named the Vaughn OHL Goaltender of the Month for November for his efforts.

Williams is in his third season with the Otters and posted a 9-0-0-0 record with two shutouts, a 1.95 goals-against average and .925 save percentage in November.

Erie teammate Oscar Dansk was named the Goalie of the Month for October.

With 196 saves, Williams helped move the Otters into first place in the OHL with a 23-4-1-0 record. He’s tied for the OHL lead with three shutouts and has an overall record of 11-1-0-0 with a 2.56 goals-against average and .905 save percentage.

He is eligible for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft and has been named a goalie to watch by Central Scouting Services.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw Spirit 'real happy' with rookie forward Mitchell Stephens

Mitchell_Stephens.jpg

Mitchell Stephens has four goals and eight assists in his rookie season with the Saginaw Spirit, and he's been selected for Team Ontario in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge. (Danielle McGrew | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — At its core, the Ontario Hockey League is all about development.

As elite players move on to the professional ranks, organizations try to find and groom draft picks to take their place. And Saginaw is pretty happy with the development of current rookie Mitchell Stephens.

“I think he’s been pretty solid,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “Stevie’s been a good, hard-working kid on both ends of the ice. He’s got good skills. Got some finish. Defensively, he’s very responsible. That’s why he gets the ice time he does.”

Stephens was selected by the Spirit in the first round of the 2013 OHL Priority Selection, No. 8 overall out of Peterborough, Ont., and he’s been paying immediate dividends.

Stephens, 5-foot-11, 182-pounds, has moved into the role of third-line center for Saginaw, in addition to becoming one of the team’s best at face-offs.

“It’s going well,” Stephens said of his first season. “I think I’ve adjusted pretty well. The coaches and the players have really helped me out with the mental aspect and playing older guys.”

A 1997-born player, Stephens doesn’t turn 17 until February, but he’s been holding his own against players as old as 20-years old.

Stephens.jpg

Mitchell Stephens

With 44-goal goals last year with the Toronto Marlboros, Stephens has a scorers touch and broke through with his first OHL goal on Oct. 17 against Sarnia. He has four goals and eight assists and is tied for 12th among rookies in scoring; however, it’s his all-around play that has impressed Saginaw and the OHL at large.

“I’m real happy with him,” Gilbert said. “He’s got to continue to work on his shot release, changing direction and stuff like that. There's always things you can work on.”

Hockey Canada agreed with Gilbert's positive assessement and selected Stephens to play for Team Ontario in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge that begins Dec. 29 in Nova Scotia.

“It was a huge honor,” said Stephens of the selection. “I’m just really excited to get started. … I made the team for a reason — the way I’m playing now.”

Spirit defenseman Brandon Prophet was named to the team last year, as was fellow Saginaw defenseman Daniel De Sousa when he played for Belleville.

“It’s a big accomplishment,” Prophet said. “It’s the first step, obviously, into Hockey Canada. It’s a big accomplishment and something to be proud of.

“He has a really good work ethic. If he keeps working hard, he’s going to be successful.”

His success so far has only bred more optimisim and high expectations for his career over the coming years.

“I’d like to get him penalty killing sometimes, because he’s got good speed and good ability,” Gilbert said. 

Stephens has been working hard to prepare himself for those opportunities.

“I think my defensive part is strong,” Stephens said. “I’ve grown up playing on weaker teams and stuff like that. We’ve always taken pride in playing defense. I think two ways. I try to look for offense as much as possible, but I can’t be sacrificing in the D-zone.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Jake Paterson has been considered one of the best goaltenders in the Ontario Hockey League, but now he gets a chance to see if he’s one of the best junior goalies in the world.

Hockey Canada selected Paterson as one of 25 players to attend the national junior selection in Toronto from Dec. 12-15 in advance of the World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden.

World Juniors run from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, and former Spirit captain Vince Trocheck won a gold medal with Team USA in last year’s tournament.

Paterson is 10-8-1-0 this season with a 3.53 goals-against average. He served as Canada’s third goalie last year and is one of eight other OHL players invited to the final selection camp. 

Oshawa’s Scott Laughton, Connor McDavid and Adam Pelech of Erie, Windsor’s Kerby Rychel, Barrie’s Aaron Ekblad, Owen Sound’s Chris Bigras and London’s Bo Horvat and Josh Anderson were also selected from the OHL.
Vince Trocheck, former Saginaw Spirit captain, inching toward chance with Florida Panthers
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Vince Trocheck won the 2012-13 Red Tilson Trophy as Most Valuable Player of the Ontario Hockey League.

Terry Wilson | OHL Images

SAGINAW, MI — Vince Trocheck is inching closer to his NHL dream.

The former Saginaw Spirit captain and Ontario Hockey League MVP is in his first season as a professional with San Antonio of the American Hockey League, and with nine goals and 18 points in 20 games, Trocheck is making a push for it to be a short stay.

“He’ll get an opportunity,” said Florida Panthers coach Peter Horachek to Josh Yohe of the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review.

Trocheck was drafted by the Panthers in the 3rd round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, and he was named captain of the Spirit in 2012. After winning a goal medal with Team USA in the World Junior Hockey Championships, he was traded to Plymouth where he won the OHL scoring title and was named MVP.

Horachek said Florida hopes to have Trocheck put together a full season performing at the AHL level, however, injuries to Panthers centers Aleksander Barkov or Nick Bjugstad would force their hand for bring him up.

“He is pretty dynamic,” Horachek said. “He’s got good offensive instincts. He’s smart. He’s really good with the puck. He has a great personality, and he’s driven. He wants to do well.”

Trocheck is the Spirit's all-time leader in assists and No. 2 overall point producer.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Grand Rapids Griffins' Tom McCollum faces test with Petr Mrazek in Detroit for extended period
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Tom McCollum will get his first extended chance in more than a season to prove himself a frontline goaltender for the Grand Rapids Griffins.

The fifth-year veteran will be the Griffins’ starter for at least the next two weeks – covering six games – and perhaps longer and extending into the outdoor game Dec. 30 at Comerica Park, following an injury to Detroit Red Wings starter Jimmy Howard.

The Red Wings on Friday said Howard could be out two to four weeks with a sprained knee. With it, they recalled Petr Mrazek, who has been the Griffins’ primary goalie since his arrival last season. Mrazek is 10-2-1 with a .927 save percentage and 2.07 goals against average.

McCollum was in goal Wednesday when the Griffins had a seven-game winning streak snapped in a 4-2 loss to Chicago, and then bounced back Friday with a 4-2 win after Mrazek was recalled earlier in the day.

The Griffins face Milwaukee again7 p.m. Saturday in the finale of a seven-game homestand.

“I’m really excited to get a chance to play a few games in a row here and get my feet under me,” said McCollum, who came into Saturday with a 2.41 GAA and .915 save percentage. “It’s sort of the same mentality I had before – take it day by day and keep working hard in practice and the games will take care of themselves.”

Last year, McCollum had his best season, and played in 31 games with a 2.61 GAA and .904 save percentage and had a couple brief spurts as the starter when Mrazek was called up. However, Mrazek was in net for all 24 playoff games.

Coach Jeff Blashill believes McCollum is up for the opportunity.

“Tommy had been playing really good even when he wasn’t getting many starts because Petr had been playing so good,” Blashill said, “so now it really opens up the door for him to do a great job.”

McCollum is backed up by Jared Coreau, who allowed four goals in his one game with the Griffins early this season. He has spent most of his time at Toledo, where he has a 4.42 GAA and .865 save percentage.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – It took five minutes Friday to see what kind of hockey the Milwaukee Admirals had in mind against Grand Rapids.

The Griffins’ Triston Grant fought Michael Liambas in the early minutes, setting the tone for three fights within the first two periods in a 4-2 Griffins win before 5,976 at Van Andel Arena.

The two Midwest Division rivals meet again Saturday night.

The Griffins (17-5-1-1) erased an early 1-0 deficit in the first period, scoring three times in just over three and a half minutes to erase any malaise after a seven-game winning streak ended Wednesday.

Mitch Callahan had the go-ahead goal as the Griffins outshot the Admirals 41-26. Griffins goalie Tom McCollum faced only 13 shots through the first two periods.

Two of the Griffins ‘ five losses have come to Milwaukee, but in the last meeting on Nov. 20, the Griffins won 5-0 in a game that also featured a pair of fights.

"They're a pretty strong, tough team so you expect that coming in," Callahan said. "So we knew what it was going to be coming into it."

After Grant and Liambas tangled in front of the Griffins bench, the Griffins' Brennan Evans crushed Joonas Rask in a battle just over three minutes after Rask had given the Admirals a 1-0 lead.

Following that scuffle, the Griffins put together three quick goals - by Ryan Sproul on a power play, Callahan off his own rebound shot off the board, and, finally, by Teemu Pulkkinen in front of the net on a feed by Adam Almquist.

All came against goalie Scott Darling, who had a .930 save percentage and 2.04 goals against average in six previous games.

Mathieu Tousignant, who had been badgering the Griffins throughout, went after Grant after Grant was called for elbowing Liambas. Grant got the best of the battle - his second of the night - and Tousignant received a misconduct for instigating.

"One of the reasons I'm here is to make sure we feel good about ourselves and you have to make sure you don't get pushed out of buildings, especially your own building," Grant said. "You just have to match their intensity."

The teams cooled and there were few dust-ups in the third period.

"I think once we got it out of our system, we kind of settled down and was time to play hockey," Grant said.

"Fights are kind of hard to predict whether there's going to be a lot of them," Callahan said. "You can tell in mid-game, I guess, but, yeah, it's a division rivalry and they got some tough kids and we got some tough kids."

Meanwhile, coach Jeff Blashill was pleased with the early effort in light of the team's first loss in nearly a month on Wednesday.

"I thought we played very well tonight," he said. "Overall, I was happy with our effort. I thought we still, though, gave up a few chances we didn't need to. Territorially, we played well, but structurally, we can be better."

NOTES

For the first time since Nov. 15, the Griffins didn’t have to sit a veteran because of the development rule. Patrick Eaves (along with Luke Glendening) was called up early Friday, and Cory Emmerton returned to Grand Rapids, but Emmerton was a scratch. Blashill expects Emmerton to play Saturday ... Grand Rapids’ Calle Jarnkrok and Landon Ferraro just hit off the side of the net with an empty net in the final minute, before Ferraro got the finisher with 4.5 seconds remaining .. The game Saturday will mark the end of a seven-game homestand, the longest of the season.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI - The Grand Rapids Griffins’ longest winning streak in four years ended Wednesday, but not without at least some controversy.

The Griffins, who had been unbeaten since Nov. 16, had their seven-game winning streak end with a 4-2 loss to Chicago, which scored three unanswered goals in the second and third periods before 6,290 at Van Andel Arena.

It was the game-tying goal late in the second period that created a stir. Alexandre Bolduc charged the net, slid into goalie Tom McCollum with defensemen Ryan Sproul and Adam Almquist covering, and the puck squirted between McCollum’s pads.

It took a three-minute review to confirm the goal, which came less than a minute after the Griffins had taken the lead.

"I had no idea where the puck was," McCollum said. "The guy fell into me as I was trying to find it, but was sliding backward. For all I know it could have hit his skate. To me, it felt like I got pushed, but that's part of the game. It happens and you move on."

The Wolves (12-10-0-2) tacked on two goals in the third period against McCollum, who was making his second start in eight games. He faced 26 shots.

The Griffins' last loss, ironically, also came against Chicago, but on the road. The Griffins (17-5-1-1) also had an eight-game home winning streak that dated back to Oct. 25 snapped. They remain eight points ahead of Rockford in the Midwest Division.

"With the streak we've had, it's tough to swallow this one, but we always talk about it being a process and we're going to win games and lose some games," said forward Riley Sheahan. "We've been fortunate to be playing hard and win some."

The Griffins had the lead briefly in the second period when Sheahan scored on a hard slap shot from the middle of the right circle on a five-on-three.

At the time, it was a big lift. The Griffins earlier in the period had killed a five-on-three, and Jeff Hoggan had tied the game with a shot from in front that he whipped past Jake Allen’s left side.

But it lasted only 47 seconds before Bolduc charged in for the game-tying goal with 2:40 left in the period.

Following the review, coach Blashill was told by referee Darcy Burchell that it was a good goal.

"In the end, they said that even if it was a kick motion, they say he got a stick on it so it didn't matter," he said he was told.

In the third, the Wolves got a power-play goal by Dmitrij Jaskin ,and Ty Rattie capped it with a goal with eight minutes remaining.

"I don't think we played great, but I don't think we played markedly different," Blashill said. "We've been in these types of games and found ways to score and change momentum. Tonight we found ways to give up goals and have momentum change."

Notes

It was just the second loss by more than a goal this season for the Griffins …Coach Jeff Blashill celebrated his 40th birthday Tuesday … McCollum was backed up by Jared Coreau from the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye. Coreau in nine games has a 4.42 GAA and .865 save percentage for the struggling Walleye(5-11-3-0) …. The Griffins will complete their longest home stand of the season with home games Friday and Saturday against Milwaukee.
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TAMPA, Fla. -- Detroit Red Wings goaltender Jimmy Howard tweaked his knee in practice Wednesday at the Tampa Bay Times Forum and will have an MRI Friday to determine the extent of the injury, general manager Ken Holland said.

The club recalled goalie Petr Mrazek from the Grand Rapids Griffins and placed captain Henrik Zetterberg on long-term injured reserve.

Mrazek will back-up Jonas Gustavsson in Thursday's game against the Tampa Bay Lightning (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

Gustavsson was scheduled to start against the Lightning anyway.

Howard was coming off a 3-2 shootout loss Tuesday to the Florida Panthers, dropping his record since Nov. 4 to 1-4-5. He is experiencing the longest slump of his career. For the season, he is 6-8-7, with a 2.65 goals-against average and .910 save percentage.

Gustavsson, who has been bothered by a sore hip flexor, suffered his first regulation loss in his most recent start, 2-1 to Florida on Saturday. He is 8-1-1, with a 2.03 GAA and .930 save percentage.

Mrazek, 21, has appeared in 13 games with Grand Rapids this season, ranking among the AHL's top goalies with a 2.09 GAA and .927 save percentage, along with his 10-2-1 record.

He made 14 saves in a 5-0 victory at Edmonton on Nov. 1 in his lone appearance with the Red Wings this season.

Zetterberg has missed four games due to a herniated disc. Players on LTIR must sit out a minimum of 10 games and 24 days, so Zetterberg isn't eligible to return until Dec. 28 at Florida. He hasn't even started skating, however.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – About the only thing that can stop the Grand Rapids Griffins right now is themselves.

The Griffins, riding a seven-game winning streak (and eight at home) with an AHL-best .783 win percentage (17-4-1-1), have three home games this week, and the biggest challenge is keeping veterans content under unusual circumstances.

The arrival of Patrick Eaves and Jordin Tootoo from the Detroit Red Wings in mid-November has forced Griffins coach Jeff Blashill to juggle the lineup on a game-by-game basis.

The roster has seen as many as seven skaters recently with more than 260 professional games which, by AHL rule, forces two to sit. Twelve of the 18 skaters in a game (not counting goalies) must be “development players,” meaning less than 260 games. Another one must have 320 games or fewer.

Recent: Grand Rapids Griffins overwhelmed by veterans

On the surface, that presents a locker room challenge for Blashill. Four veterans from last year’s Calder Cup championship team re-signed in July in forwards Jeff Hoggan, Triston Grant and defensemen Brendan Evans and Nathan Paetsch. They returned expecting to play and take on leadership roles.

Then came the influx from Detroit. The Red Wings sent down Cory Emmerton on Oct. 10, before Tootoo (Nov. 14) and Eaves (Nov. 15) joined the veteran crowd.

So far, alternating play has worked, said Jeff Hoggan, the team captain who has sat three of the past seven games.

“I kind of stay positive always with it,” said Hoggan, who volunteered along with Evans to be the first to sit out. “This league, you play 80 games, and we look at it you get a little rest time, a chance to heal the little bumps and bruises you’d normally play through.”

In the four recent games he’s played, the 35-year-old Hoggan has one goal and four assists.

“The hardest thing from a leadership standpoint is you want to lead from the ice,” he added. “But you just have to be there for the guys in the locker room and be supportive and not make it a negative at all.”

Winning also soothes frustration. The Griffins, off to the best start in franchise history, lead the Midwest Division eight points and haven’t lost since Nov. 15.

Since Eaves and Tootoo were first in the lineup together Nov. 20, Blashill has caught a break of sorts in his juggling. Paetsch missed four games with a cracked rib and the Red Wings recalled Emmerton on Dec. 3, putting just one vet as a scratch the past two games. Grant and Evans sat out those games.

Second-year player Luke Glendening said it is situation well known in the locker room, but also under control.

“For Hoggan and Evans to take that first one (to sit out) and say, ‘We’re going to show and lead the way,’ that was noticed,” said Glendening, who has served as an alternate captain on the ice, depending on who is inactive. “I mean, talk is cheap. But when you take the position they have, that’s noticed by everyone and there’s been no grumbling.”

It helps that Eaves and Tootoo have been effective. Eaves has six points (4-2-6) in seven games, while Tootoo has two assists in nine games and become the familiar physical presence he was with the Red Wings. He has been paired with Glendening and Landon Ferraro most of the past seven games.

“Every player wants to play every night, and to be told you’re not playing because of a rule is not an easy thing to handle.” Blashill said. “But yet they’ve handled it with a selflessness that is indicative of what our team is about.

“We try to have guys take their turns, but it’s not a perfect rotation,” he said. “I really address it with a week-by-week plan, and sometimes that turns into a day-by-day situation.”

Of the veterans, neither Eaves nor Tootoo has sat out a game, and Blashill said that won’t change this week. Both, he said, play in the three home games this week, beginning with Wednesday’s game against the Chicago Wolves.

Asked if that is because of how they’ve played or where they’ve been, Blashill would only say, “It’s due to the situation in Detroit.”

“I addressed the situation with the current veterans that were here prior to Eaves and Tootoo coming down and stated to them they would be in a rotation until further notice,” he said. “They’ve handled it tremendously, but how it sits with them, I don’t know. We just have to do what we have to do.”
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI. – No team in the 18-year history of the Grand Rapids Griffins has possessed a better record through 23 games than this year’s edition, which improved its AHL-best mark to 17-4-1-1 (0.783) with a 3-1 victory over the Rochester Americans on Saturday at Van Andel Arena.

Petr Mrazek earned his ninth straight win as a Griffin behind 29 saves, leading Grand Rapids to its eighth consecutive home victory and its seventh win in a row overall.

The Griffins, who beat the Americans 5-1 on Friday to kick off the weekend sweep, have allowed exactly one goal in each of their last three games and have yielded more than one goal just once in their last seven outings.

Grand Rapids now leads the Midwest Division by eight points over Rockford. The team will conclude its season-high seven-game home stand by playing three games in four nights this week, beginning with Wednesday’s 7 p.m. visit from the Chicago Wolves.

Rochester (10-10-2-2) scored its lone tally at the 15:55 of the opening period. Mrazek turned aside a long blast by Chad Ruhwedel, but a fat rebound found the stick of Nick Crawford in the left circle and he threw the puck into a gaping cage.

Teemu Pulkkinen’s ninth goal of the season knotted the score during a power play 5:25 into the second, as he snapped a shot from the high slot into the top left corner of Nathan Lieuwen’s net.

Early in the third, the Americans had a great chance to pull ahead when Alex Hutchings was awarded a penalty shot after being impeded by Alexey Marchenko during a breakaway, but the winger’s attempt sailed wide right. That failure’s magnitude was amplified just 16 seconds later when David McIntyre ripped a shot past Lieuwen from the slot at 2:44, putting the Griffins on top 2-1.

Mike Zigomanis sealed the Amerks’ fate with just 2:04 remaining when he was sent to the penalty box for the second time in three minutes, this time for slashing Jordin Tootoo’s stick. Jeff Hoggan made Rochester pay for Zigomanis’ transgression at 18:50 when he potted a Luke Glendening feed from the slot for a power play goal and the final 3-1 margin.

The Griffins, who surpassed the 16-5-0-2 start of the 2005-06 AHL regular season champions, have won all three meetings with Rochester this season, by a combined 16-3 score.

Notes: The Griffins’ franchise-record streak of scoring at least five goals in seven consecutive home games came to an end…Grand Rapids has won 15 of 17 games following a 2-2-1-1 start to the season.

By Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 06, 2013 at 10:01 PM, updated December 06, 2013 at 11:41 PM
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Landon Ferraro ended a scoring slump, put an exclamation point on it with a fight and then got a face full of shaving cream as a reward Friday for the Grand Rapid Griffins.

The third-year forward ended a 10-game scoring drought with two goals in just over two minutes to help the Griffins defeat Rochester 5-1 before 6,901 and extend their winning streak to six games.

To cap the period, Ferraro squared off against Frederick Roy in a fight of sons of famous fathers (Ray Ferraro and Patrick Roy). He got more from his teammates later.

More: Griffins continue to thrive in upper echelon of AHL

The Griffins (16-4-1-1) scored three times in the second and goalie Petr Mrazek allowed only a first-period goal - to former Griffins captain Jamie Tardif - as the team won for its seventh time in a row at home.

It also marked the second beat down on the Americans (10-9-2-2). The Griffins won 8-1 in Rochester in the season opener Oct. 4. The teams play again Saturday night.

Ferraro, who led the team with 24 goals last season, had not scored since Nov. 3 against Rockford and had not scored at home this season. But after a 1-1 tie in the first, Ferraro scored at 18:39 in front of the net, putting his own rebound past Matt Hackett to put the Griffins ahead for good.

He added the second goal at 16:22 on a short shot from the right side to give him five on the season.

"I felt like I had kind of gone down for a bit," Ferraro said of his play. "You see guys moving all around you and getting points and you start forcing things and that's when it really starts going bad for you.

"I feel like the past five or six games, it's been going better, and I have been starting to get pucks on the net a little more."

Moments later, he got a shaving cream face in the face compliments of teammate Tom McCollum.

Coach Jeff Blashill said the line of Ferraro with Jordin Tootoo and center Luke Glendening was a force.

"That line was our best line tonight," he said, "I thought Tootoo's physicality was extremely impactful in the game. That made it a real forceful line. You have Tootoo, who can really hit, you have Glendening, who's really hard, and you have Landon, who has a great combination of speed and the ability to score."

Ferraro also showed his physical side in squaring off against Roy, who he recalled playing against him in midget nationals as teenagers. Ferraro didn't recall a negative history between the hockey sons.

Riley Sheahan also scored in the second, on a hard slap shot from the left point, while another apparent goal by Mitch Callahan was disallowed for incidental contact with the goalie following a pile-up at the net.

The game marked the return of former Griffins captains in Tardif (2006-11) and Matt Ellis (2003-07).

Tardif, tied for second in scoring on the Americans (6-11-17), opened the game with a power play goal with 3:33 left in the first period. Ellis played on the same line.

NOTES

Ellis and Tardif, both playing at Van Andel Arena for the first time since leaving Grand Rapids, were recognized before the game. Ellis had 26 goals in 2006-07 while Tardif is fourth in all-time games played with 316 … Saturday’s game starts at 8 p.m., an hour later than usual as crews convert the arena from the Grand Valley State commencement ceremony earlier in the day … … Defenseman Nick Jensen made his Griffins debut …. Defenseman Nathan Paetsch played after missing the past four games with an injury

By Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 06, 2013 at 8:45 AM, updated December 06, 2013 at 9:04 AM
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – These are heady times for the Grand Rapids Griffins.

The Griffins have picked up where they left off last season as the defending Calder Cup champs have won five in a row, lead the Midwest Division by seven points and their 15-4-1-1- record is tied for the best start in franchise history (15-4-0-0 in 2005-06).

They have also won six in a row at home, and continue their longest homestand of the season 7 o’clock tonight at Van Andel Arena against the Rochester Americans. The teams also meet Saturday with an 8 p.m. start – an hour later than usual.

More: Tickets still available for Griffins' outdoor game at Comerica Park

How have the Griffins reached this point? One reason is the growth of Tomas Jurco, the Red Wings' top pick in 2011 who has stepped into the spotlight left by the since-promoted Gustav Nyquist. The second-year forward leads the Griffins with 23 points (10-13-23) and has points in 13 of 21 games. He already is near his 2012-13 total of 28 points (14-14-28) in 74 games.

There’s also been solid goaltending from Petr Mrazek, who has won seven in a row and has two shutouts in 11 starts, and veteran Tom McCollum who has a 7-2 record and enjoyed a six-game winning streak to start the season. The save percentages for each is strong – Mrazek at .918 and McCollum at .922.

Also, the roster logjam in Detroit has added to the veteran presence in Grand Rapids with Cory Emmerton, Jordin Tootoo and Patrick Eaves from the parent club this season. Emmerton (3-11-14) is currently back in Detroit to fill a gap with from injuries to Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk and Todd Bertuzzi. Eaves, meanwhile, scored twice for the Griffins on Saturday against Texas and has five points (3-2-5) in five games.

Here are a couple of other nuggets:

• The six-game home winning streak is the Griffins' longest in more than four years (eight in a row from Oct. 23-Nov. 13, 2009).

• During the home win streak, the Griffins have scored at least five goals in each of them, the longest streak in franchise history. They had five-plus goals in four straight home games from Nov. 15-Dec. 3, 2005.

• The Griffins lead the AHL in goals scored (3.86 per game) despite having one active player among the top 20 scorers (Jurco is tied for eighth with 23 points).

• On the other side of the rink, the Griffins are tied for second in fewest goals allowed (2.43 goal against average, behind Springfield’s 2.35 while Manchester is also at 2.43). Oddly, however, they have no goalie ranked in the top five (McCollum is tied for 6th at 2.28 and Mrazek is 8th at 2.29).

• The Griffins are fast starters. They have doubled their opponents’ scoring in the second period (34-17) and are close to the same in the first (24-13).

By Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com

Follow on Twitter

on December 03, 2013 at 1:01 PM, updated December 03, 2013 at 1:24 PM

Email

DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have recalled center Cory Emmerton from the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Henrik Zetterberg is out at least two weeks with a herniated disc and Pavel Datsyuk remains idled with a concussion. Todd Bertuzzi has skated for several days but is not ready to return from an upper-body injury that has idled him for five games.

Emmerton will be in the lineup for Wednesday's game against the Philadelphia Flyers at Joe Louis Arena (8 p.m., NBC Sports Network).

Emmerton has 14 points (three goals, 11 assists) and a plus-5 rating in 18 games with the Griffins.

The Red Wings waived Emmerton before the season opener. He cleared and was about to go to Grand Rapids before it was determined Patrick Eaves needed to go on long-term injured reserve. That enabled Emmerton to stay in Detroit for four games (he had one assist and an even plus-minus rating).

Before the Red Wings decided to recall Emmerton, coach Mike Babcock said Johan Franzen would move to center on the line with Gustav Nyquist and somebody else and the other three lines would remain the same.

Now, he might do some line juggling instead.

Here are the lines and defense pairs they skated with today:

Gustav Nyquist-Johan Franzen-Todd Bertuzzi (out)

Justin Abdelkader-Darren Helm-Daniel Alfredsson

Drew Miller- Joakim Andersson-Tomas Tatar

Daniel Cleary-Stephen Weiss-Mikael Samuelsson

Jonathan Ericsson-Niklas Kronwall

Kyle Quincey-Brendan Smith

Brian Lashoff-Jakub Kindl

Jimmy Howard (starting Wednesday)

Jonas Gustavsson

Marlies spoil Bulldogs toy toss fun 

TOY TOSS 

Hundreds of stuffed toys litter the ice at Copps Coliseum for the Bulldogs annual Toy Toss night. Fans flung the furry animals following the Dog's first score against the Toronto Marlies.

By  Ken Peters  

It was the annual Bulldogs' Toy Toss contest. But the Toronto Marlies weren't kidding around. 

The Marlies fired three second period goals in three minutes and built a 4-0 lead before Louis Leblanc saved Christmas in Hamilton for the Bulldogs by firing a quick shot from the slot past Toronto netminder Drew MacIntyre, signalling a torrent of stuffed Teddy Bears to flood the ice. Leblanc's marker came at 8:01 of the second period before a Copps Coliseum crowd of 5,528. 

Leblanc might have saved the Bulldogs' Christmas but his score came too late to save the Bulldogs from another loss to their QEW nemesis. The Marlies outmuscled the Bulldogs all night and shut down the canines' attack in a scoreless third period to escape the Hammer with a 4-1 victory. 

Hamilton native Spencer Abbott had a goal and two assists to spark the Torontos. 

Bulldogs' head coach Sylvain Lefebvre bemoaned the fact that not all of his Bulldogs punched the time clock to put in 60 minutes of effort. 

And those who did were outmuscled for the puck most of the night. 

"I don't know what it was. Some guys played well, other guys didn't. We didn't have all hands on deck tonight that's for sure," he said, adding the only positive is the Dogs play Saturday night in a bid to rebound. 

With the loss, the Bulldogs saw their two-game win streak snapped and saw their record slip to 12-11-0-3. The Marlies improved to 13-9-1-0 and moved into a tie for top spot in the North Division with Hamilton's hockey hounds. 

Abbott put the Marlies in front when he collected Andrew MacWilliam's wide point shot off the boards and promptly deposited the puck behind Robert Mayer. The goal came at the 11:08 mark of the opening period. 

Strangely a number of fans began tossing their Teddy Bears onto the ice prompting the public address announcer to remind them to hold onto the toys until the Bulldogs' score. 

The Marlies added to their lead at 7:24 of the second period on an innocent looking play. Toronto's David Broll had the puck along the boards when he fired it to the net. The puck bounced in off Kory Nagy in front. 

Less than two minutes later the blue and whites made it 3-0 on the power play. Defenceman T.J. Brennan scored his 12th of the season with a harmless looking point shot that eluded a screened Mayer. That came at 9:03. 

The Marlies kept coming. Tyler Biggs threaded a pass from the point to the far corner of the net where Brad Ross was waiting. He had time, space and an empty cage for an all-too-easy tally. That came at 10:35. 

Once again fans began tossing stuffed toys onto the ice prompting a warning from the public address announcer that the Bulldogs would be penalized if the conduct continued. 

Lefebvre said the three minute lapse that saw the trifecta of Marlies' markers proved lethal. 

"That killed us basically. We just had to battle through it, there was still a half of a game to be played. We just had to play it one shift at a time but you have to want it and be hungry and you have to win your battles," he said. 

The toys came flying out for real just a minute later, however. Leblanc made it rain Teddy Bears when he collected a rebound out front and fired one home through MacIntyre's wickets. The goal was Leblanc's eighth, tying him for the club lead. 

Still Leblanc said the Marlies seemed intent on ruining the Bulldogs' Toy Toss by taking revenge for a 2-1 loss to the Bulldogs in the Ricoh Coliseum last weekend. 

"They outplayed us the whole game. A few penalties here and there and we weren't able to get back those (second period) goals," he said. 

The game was the sixth of 12 meetings between the two clubs. The Marlies entered the contest with a 3-2-0-0 record between the two teams this season. 

The Bulldogs are back in action Saturday when the squad hosts the St. John's IceCaps. Game time is 7 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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Chiarots of fire: Brothers aim for NHL

BEN CHIAROT 

Hamilton Spectator file photo

St. John's IceCaps defenceman Ben Chiarot has nine points in 22 games this AHL season.

next play/pause pre 1/2 

By Glen Cuthbert 

All it takes is one glance to realize that Josh and Ben Chiarot are brothers. Though six years apart, they're similar in height and weight, and both play defence. They even have the same goal in life — to make it to the National Hockey League. 

However, the one difference between the two is the path that they are taking to get there. Ben, the older of the two, left home at 16 to play major junior with Ontario Hockey League's Guelph Storm. Now 22, he's honing his craft with the St. John's IceCaps of the American Hockey League. His younger brother Josh, 16, has stayed close to home, playing Junior A with the Ontario Junior Hockey League's Hamilton Red Wings. 

Though nearly identical in stature, the age gap between the two has forged a unique bond between the brothers. 

"(Ben) is more of another coach. I like to listen to him. He has a lot more knowledge of the game. He's gone through the ranks," says Josh thoughtfully. "Every time I need some answers, I can look to him and ask him, and he'll be able to answer them." 

The elder Chiarot says the years between them calmed down some of the rivalry they could have had. 

"Six years is a pretty big age difference. I would always try to help him more than I pushed him around," said Ben. 

The brotherly camaraderie is still there, though hampered slightly by the over 3,000 kilometres that separate the two Chiarots. However, the combination of distance and scheduling has caused each brother to miss some of the other's milestones. 

When Ben finally got the chance to play his first NHL game with the Winnipeg Jets, the entire Chiarot family flew out to see it, except Josh. He had a game of his own with his Hamilton Red Wings playing in Orangeville that night. Ben says hockey takes priority. 

"It was never even considered missing one of his games to come watch mine," he said. "Hopefully there will more that he can come to. It was definitely a special night, but we got it on TV, so he can watch it." 

Josh added that skipping a game, even for an occasion such as that, wouldn't help him eventually make it to where Ben is now. 

"I'm sure he understood. We both have our plans, we have our roads to success. We have to keep working for our own careers. Our family is very competitive, and we like to work hard." 

It's that hard work that helped Ben be drafted 120th overall by the Atlanta Thrashers (now Winnipeg Jets) in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft. Now playing for the Jets' AHL affiliate in St. John's, when Ben comes home to Hamilton to play against the Bulldogs, it's a big event for the Chiarot family. 

"We get everybody out. Usually about 35 to 40 tickets get handed out for those games. I think about half the crowd is Chiarots," laughs Ben, who will be in town this Saturday to face the Bulldogs. 

For Josh, it's a rare opportunity to see his older brother play in person. 

"It's exciting. I like to watch him play. I learn things from watching him play, because he does a lot of good things now." 

Seeing the success of his older brother gives Josh something to aim for with his hockey career. 

"I've always looked to go higher than him. He's what I look up to. It's something to look forward to, to keep working hard and to keep pushing myself and do everything I can (to attain)." 

Though his younger brother isn't taking the same Ontario Hockey League route as he is, Ben says each player has to find his own way. 

"Every guy's path (to the NHL) is different. The OHL was good for me, but that's not the way it works out for everyone. Just because something works for me, that doesn't mean it's going to work for another guy." 

As for their size, the brothers are both listed as 6-foot-3. Josh, however, doesn't agree with that. 

"I'm bigger," he says, laughing. 

If age is a telling factor, the largest of the Chiarots could yet be on his way. The youngest, 11-year-old Aaron, is following in the footsteps of his older two brothers, currently playing defence for the Hamilton Huskies Minor Peewee rep team. 

And he definitely has some big shoes to fill. 

Special to The Hamilton Spectator
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AHL: Dogs sitting pretty at one-third mark of schedule

Quite a day 

Barry Gray,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldog players and mascot Bruiser visited sick kids at McMaster Children's Hospital on Tuesday afternoon to give out some toys, sign some autographs and even sing Christmas carols. Three-year-old Jackson Henderson holds his Bruiser doll while watching the action.

next play/pause pre 1/2 

By  Ken Peters  

The Hamilton Bulldogs are at the one-third mark of their regular season and a wonderful thing has happened. 

The Bulldogs, who have played 25 games, are in first place in the American Hockey League's North Division with a 12-10-0-3 record. 

It's a tight race for sure and in one weekend the club could go from first to fourth. But, after two dismal seasons, the Bulldogs can celebrate the return to competitive hockey. At this stage last season, the basement-bound Bulldogs were 9-10-1-1. 

Here are 10 factors behind the Dogs' solid start. 

•Goaltending: The tandem of Dustin Tokarski and Robert Mayer has proven to be a club strength. Tokarski boasts a 2.18 goals-against average and a .926 save percentage. Mayer packs a 2.95 goals-against average and a .902 save percentage. In most cases, the two goalkeepers are giving the Dogs a chance to win, especially late in games. Bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre looks like a clairvoyant by riding the hot hand while giving each goalie work. 

•Balanced scoring: The Dogs still aren't scoring a lot (ranked 20th in goals per game), but they are getting goals from a host of sources. Eight different players have at least four goals and six boast double-digit point totals. 

•Hot rookie: He has missed 10 games with a lower-body injury but rookie Sven Andrighetto was off to a terrific start with seven goals and 13 points in 15 games. 

•A veteran defence: The blue liners are more experienced than in previous American Hockey League campaigns and veterans Greg Pateryn, Nathan Beaulieu, Morgan Ellis, Drew Schiestel and Jarred Tinordi have been solid. Pateryn, in particular, is enjoying his best campaign ever and has 11 points in 18 games and is a plus 13. 

•Special teams: The power play is still nothing to write home about but it's not the abysmal mess from yesteryear. The Bulldogs are connecting on 17 per cent of their chances, leaving them tied for 17th spot. That's better than dead last, a spot the club occupied for substantial periods last season. And the penalty kill has been decent. The Bulldogs are killing 82 per cent of their penalties, leaving them in 15th spot. 

•The unexpected: Dogs' tough guy Nick Tarnasky leads the club with eight goals, leaving him on pace to pot 25 on the season. 

•Good news from sick bay: The loss of Andrighetto aside, the Bulldogs have been fortunate to escape serious, long-term injuries to key personnel with one major exception. Patrick Holland just returned from missing a dozen games. But, overall, the Dogs have been spared a spate of major injuries to key players. 

•The schedule maker: The Dogs have benefited from a favourable schedule that has seen them play the first 16 of 25 contests in the friendly confines of Copps Coliseum. The Dogs boast an 8-6-0-2 record at home this season. 

•Taming the three-in-threes: Nine times this season the Dogs will have to play three games in three nights. So far this season the Dogs have faced the terrible trifecta streak twice. Both times, the Dogs won two of the three contests, a rather welcoming trend. 

•Leadership: Last season, the Dogs didn't name a captain, but instead appointed a series of alternate captains. This season, AHL veteran Marty St. Pierre got the "C." He has responded by becoming the club's leading point-getter (23 points in 22 games) and providing leadership on and off the ice. 

•NOTES: Bridgeport Sound Tigers centre Ryan Strome repeats as AHL Player of the Week, just the third AHL player in the past 20 years to get the honour in consecutive weeks. … Friday night's outdoor game between the Rochester Americans and visiting Lake Erie Monsters will be televised live in Canada on Sportsnet from Frontier Field. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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AHL: Santa’s helper for the Bulldogs, Tarnasky, knows when to be nice, naughty 

Goal-scoring leader 

John Rennison,The Hamilton Spectator

Nick Tarnasky, pictured, has scored eight goals this season, more than any other Hamilton Bulldogs player.

By  Ken Peters  

It's the day before the Hamilton Bulldogs' popular annual Toy Toss Christmas event. 

But the odds on favourite to be Santa Claus's helper for the Dogs doesn't look the part. 

With his burly frame, scraggly beard, gnarled knuckles and missing front teeth, Bulldogs forward and resident tough guy Nick Tarnasky looks more likely to hammer Santa than to help him. 

But Tarnasky has scored eight goals this season, more than any other player who wears the craggy-faced canine logo. That's more than guys with the surnames of Leblanc, Andrighetto, Blunden, Holland and Dumont. And it makes the Rocky Mountain House, Alta., native the favourite to pot the Bulldogs' opening marker Friday night against the Toronto Marlies, signalling fans to throw a multitude of new, stuffed toys onto the ice for needy children. Game time for the American Hockey League contest is 7:30 p.m. 

Tarnasky is a big supporter of the Toy Toss event, realizing it's less-fortunate children who are the main beneficiaries. And, while he has assisted on a couple of Toy-Toss-igniting scores, he has yet to garner a Toy Toss tally himself. 

"That would be great. It's always good to see the smiles and the enjoyment of what is happening at the time. We'll see how it goes," he said. 

Tarnasky had a career-high 16 goals last season with Rochester to go along with 17 fights. 

This season with the Bulldogs, he's on track to score 25 markers. At the same time, Tarnasky has only had to toss the mittens twice and has a non-naughty (at least for him) 37 penalty minutes. 

Playing on a line with Maxime Macenauer and Louis Leblanc, the feisty forward opens a lot of space for his line just by his mere presence. He has also been working the corners and going to the front of the net, prowling for tip-ins and rebounds. He scored his eighth on Sunday when Darren Dietz's point shot got blocked in front. Tarnasky wheeled and fired with the puck, eluding Lake Erie Monster netminder Calvin Pickard. 

"The opportunities to bang in rebounds have been there and I have been able to capitalize. That's what we have been working on in practice, scoring goals, and I'm getting some good chances here to get it done," he said. 

Tarnasky can't really explain why the goal totals are up but the fight totals are down. It's the nature of the beast really. 

"I don't really have an answer for it. It's part of the game. When it happens, it happens. I don't know as far as numbers why or when. It's part of the game, it will always be part of the game and we'll just see how it goes," he said. 

Bulldogs bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre said, when the club signed Tarnasky, it knew he could score. And his modus operandi is no secret. 

"It's in front of the net on the power play or it's grinding it out in the corners or driving the net and he has a really good shot, too. He is doing the job for us and obviously getting power-play time," Lefebvre said. 

The low fight total doesn't concern his coach. 

"We don't expect him to fight ever night. We need him to be healthy to be effective in our lineup. … He knows his role. I'm not going to send him out to fight guys. He knows when to do it and when not to do it." 

Tarnasky knows the home team need a score Friday night to save Christmas for the Bulldogs. Don't bet against him getting one. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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Bulldogs toy toss: A Hamilton Christmas story

Annual Toy Toss game goes Friday 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

The Hamilton Bulldogs will be holding their annual Toy Toss game Friday night. Who will be the one to score and release the toys from happy Bulldog fans?

By  Ken Peters  

This is a Bulldogs Christmas story. 

Subtitle it How Steve Quailer saved Christmas in Hamilton for the Bulldogs. 

The date was Dec. 11, 2012, and the Bulldogs were hosting their 17th annual Toy Toss game in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum. 

But something was wrong. The 3,945 fans who turned out to watch an offensively challenged Bulldogs squad, which had scored just 13 goals in its past eight games, were silent as Lake Erie Monsters netminder Calvin Pickard stoned the Bullies through two scoreless periods. 

Bulldogs netminder Cédrick Desjardins was doing his part, keeping the Monsters off the scoresheet, as well. 

"I remember Lake Erie last year and every game was like a one-goal game, like maybe two goals scored the whole time. You don't get too frustrated even with a Teddy Bear Toss. We knew we were going to score at some point. We have to score," Quailer recalled Thursday on the eve of the Bulldogs' Friday night Toy Toss event. 

The Dogs have never been shut out in a Toy Toss contest but, as the game passed the midway point of the third period, the crowd was getting antsy. The prospect of the game ending without a Bulldog goal, leaving fans to toss new stuffed toys for needy children at the final whistle was certainly unappealing. 

"That's lame," Quailer said. "We don't want to do that." 

But, with the game scoreless, opportunity came knocking when Lake Erie's Tom Pock was sent off for tripping at 15:33 of the final period. 

Still, the Dogs struggled to get a sustained attack on the power play. That's when Quailer, who had only scored three goals to date in the season, jumped over the boards. 

Pickard had stopped 43 shots at that point as the Bulldogs threw everything but their Céline Dion Christmas CDs at him. 

Quailer, a 24-year-old native of Arvada, Colo., had played in one prior Toy Toss contest in junior. That was in Sioux City, Iowa. He didn't score in that one. 

"Everyone knows the first one to score gets the Teddy Bears thrown out. But it's tough to score, so you just have to play normal and not think about it," he said. 

But, in pregame, Quailer was struck by a strange thought: "I kinda had a feeling I wanted to get it. It just goes into your mind 'That would be cool to score.' " 

Quailer remembers that final power play. He recalls coming back into his zone to pick up the puck after the Monsters had cleared it down the ice. He was annoyed because the power play was sputtering and time with the extra man was running out. 

"The puck rimmed around the boards and I picked it up at full speed. I put it through a guy and put it back and just cut to the net." 

Suddenly Quailer was cutting down the right wing with a partial breakaway. The crowd began to roar. Excitement began to build. 

"You just drop your knee and drive and charge and hope for something," he said. 

As Quailer barrelled in on Pickard, he was tripped by a desperately retreating defenceman trying to cut him off. Quailer had hoped to bring the puck across the crease and score on the wide side. 

"I went to bring it over to the far side but I couldn't get it. It slid in (the short side) as the goalie followed me. So that was nice. I was just happy we scored and everyone is throwing teddy bears. It was cool." 

Postgame, a sheepish but smiling hero admitted the score was a bit of a fluke. But the marker, coming with just 3:43 to play in regulation time, would hold up as the winner in a 1-0 Bulldogs victory. 

Quailer only scored six goals last season. He will remember No. 4. 

Quailer is nursing an upper-body injury and has just one goal this campaign. He won't play in the Friday night Toy Toss contest against the Toronto Marlies. But he will be in the stands, likely holding a small stuffed toy. 

And who will save Christmas 2013 for the Bulldogs on Friday the 13th? 

Quailer predicts it will be one of three teammates. Either Marty St. Pierre, Patrick Holland, "or I want to say (Greg) Pateryn. A big slapshot from the point could be it." 

"Someone else will get a nice goal this year. It will be cool. And I'll know what it feels like. It's fun." 

And Quailer has a final wish — an important one — for a Toy Toss game with first place on the line. 

"It has to be a win." 

Game time is 7:30 p.m. 
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AHL: New Bulldog Thomas adds good deal of dash to the disc

Son of Stumpy 

Brandon Taylor,Hamilton Bulldogs Hockey Club

Christian Thomas, left, joined the Hamilton Bulldogs in November and has two goals and six assists in eight games.

By  Ken Peters  

It doesn't take long in any casual conversation about newest Hamilton Bulldog Christian Thomas before it comes up. 

Sure, people will mention he is the son of 20-year National Hockey League veteran Steve (Stumpy) Thomas. People might mention he was a high-scoring forward for London and Oshawa in the Ontario Hockey League. 

People will say he boasts a lot of speed and has tons of potential for his parent club, the Montreal Canadiens. 

But quickly the talk will turn to the biggest asset in Thomas's tremendous hockey arsenal. 

His hot shot. Thomas can do a lot of things well on the ice but none better than to take a pass from the right-point defenceman and, before you can blink, fire a Danny Gallivan-speak "cannonading" blast at the net. 

Bulldogs coach Sylvain Lefebvre was asked Thursday about Thomas's progress and took about 10 seconds before he got to the meat of the matter. 

"I thought he has done a terrific job of using his speed and shooting the puck. That's where he is dangerous, when he shoots the puck," Lefebvre said. 

"We knew he was a shooter, we knew he could score goals. We've paired him up with Marty St. Pierre and Patrick Holland on a line. There is good playmaking ability on that line and he finishes off nicely." 

But what about the shot? 

Lefebvre said the Bulldogs play Thomas as a right-hand shot on the left point — which means his stick is closer to the right-point defenceman — so he can get his blast off more quickly to the cage. 

"He has a really good one-timer, he has a really good snapshot and he gets it off really quick. He is a threat every time he is in the offensive zone. Other guys have good shots but he gets it off really quick," he said. 

Lefebvre said Thomas's Howitzer comes to him naturally. 

"I know his dad could shoot because he broke one of my fingers. Apples don't fall far from the tree," he said. 

The 21-year-old Toronto native was selected by the New York Rangers in the second round, 40th overall, in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft. Thomas was acquired in the offseason by the Habs from New York in exchange for Danny Kristo. 

Thomas spent the first part of the season nursing a lower-body injury. He joined the Bulldogs in November and has two goals and six assists in eight games. 

Bulldogs netminder Robert Mayer has this to say about his teammate's ability to put some pace on the puck or some dash to the disc. 

"It's a really good shot. It's a different shot than a lot of guys. It's hard to read as a goalie where it goes. You think it's not coming as fast as it really comes," he said. 

Thomas admits he gets asked a lot about his ability to pull the trigger. 

"Yeah, it's definitely one of the top things in my game, my shot. I try to shoot as much as possible. I try to work on it every day so I have a better chance at scoring," he said. 

After lighting the lamp 41 times in 2009-10 with the Oshawa Generals and snipping for 54 the next season, Thomas said it dawned on him that he packs a laser. 

For the hockey kids out there, Thomas recommends practising shooting five-hole and lower blocker. Most kids aim mostly for the top left or right corners. And Thomas works on the quick release daily. 

"The worst is having a chance in the game and having someone get a stick on it and not being able to shoot the puck. It's something I still have to work on. You can always get quicker," he said. 

Given that his dad scored 421 regular-season NHL goals, Thomas admits genetics might have something to do with his shooting ability. But it was also his favourite activity. 

"For me, that was my favourite thing, just to put the puck on the net, put targets in net and try to hit the targets. There's nothing better than scoring a goal," he said. 

Lefebvre hopes Thomas does his thing frequently this weekend as the Bulldogs play three contests against divisional rivals in three days. 

On Friday night, the 10-9-0-3 Dogs play Lake Erie in Cleveland. On Saturday, the Dogs meet the Marlies in Toronto. And Hamilton caps the weekend off by hosting Lake Erie on Sunday. Game time at Copps Coliseum is 3 p.m. 

The streaky Dogs are nursing a one-game winning streak. Lefebvre hopes to get an early Christmas present by waking up Monday morning to see that victory streak extended to four and his Dogs sitting atop the North Division. 

"That's the good thing about having three games in three nights this weekend. If we're a streaky team, we started with a win the other day so let's keep it rolling," he said. 

NOTES: The Bulldogs' annual Toy Toss Night is Dec. 13 at Copps Coliseum. Fans are encouraged to bring stuffed toys to throw on the ice after the Bulldogs' first goal. The toys are collected and given to various charities to help make Christmas a little brighter for less fortunate families. … The Bulldogs have recalled forward Ben Duffy from the ECHL's Wheeling Nailers and have signed forward Scott Zurevinski of the Nailers to a 25-game professional tryout contract. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388
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AHL: Holland scores twice in return; Bulldogs beat Monsters, 4-1

Getting physical 

Kaz Novak,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Gabriel Dumont, left, and Lake Erie Monsters' Mikael Tam battle in front of the net in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum on Saturday. The Bulldogs won, 4-1.

By Fraser Caldwell 

There was no rust to be seen when Patrick Holland returned to the lineup for the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday. 

After missing nine games with a lower-body injury, the winger scored twice in the third period to lead the Bulldogs to a 4-1 win over the Lake Erie Monsters in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum. 

"My injury was still a little bit sore, but I had the adrenalin going," said Holland of his performance. "I made a couple of hits and I got hammered a couple times too, and that wakes you up a little bit." 

Mike Blunden had a goal and an assist for the Bulldogs (10-9-3) and Joonas Nattinen also scored. Dustin Tokarski made 27 saves. 

Paul Carey scored the lone goal for the Monsters (10-9-1) and Sami Aittokallio stopped 24 shots. 

Holland's first goal of the night came at the end of a pinpoint passing play to extend the Bulldogs' lead to 3-1 at 9:01 of the third period. 

With Hamilton breaking into the zone on a 3-on-1 rush, Martin St. Pierre dropped the puck for Christian Thomas, and the winger slid a centring pass to Holland on the left. He did the rest, kneeling to meet the puck with a one-time shot that beat Aittokallio just inside his near post. 

"Those are the opportunities that you just wish for all game," said Holland. "It was a three-on-one and you just lick your lips. 

"The way the play was progressing, I thought that it would end with the one-timer. Even if the goalie read it, there's not much that he can do in that position." 

That same line struck again three minutes later with Holland providing a highlight reel finish. 

Thomas backed off his defender and sent a pass to the winger, who controlled the puck, dropped to one knee and launched a heavy wrist shot off Aittokallio's crossbar and in. 

Holland was encouraged by his first experience playing alongside Thomas. 

"When we traded for (Thomas) in the summer, I asked around about what kind of player he was," Holland said. "Guys told me that he was really good offensively and had a really good shot. I figured that I was a playmaker and that his game would be perfect for me. 

"I thought that I would be setting him up, but tonight it was the other way around." 

Though his goals would come in the third, Holland nearly made an early impression on the scoreboard much earlier. 

The Hamilton winger drifted into the slot, and tipped a low shot from the blue line just wide of Aittokallio's far post four minutes into the opening period. 

Lake Erie was getting the better of play with Hamilton finding itself in early penalty trouble, and opened the scoring soon after the Bulldogs' third successful penalty kill of the period. 

With a Bulldog rushing out to meet him, Russ Sinkewich spun and passed to Guillaume Desbiens along the boards. Desbiens quickly dealt a centring pass to a streaking Carey. He fired a low wrist shot on the move that beat Tokarski just inside his far post at 17:42 of the first. 

Hamilton responded immediately, evening the game at a goal apiece at 19:03 when Nattinen took possession of the puck behind the goal line and moved out front before shovelling a low shot past Aittokallio at his far post. 

A second goal followed just 18 seconds later as Blunden walked out to the low slot, fought off two defenders and swept a contested shot past Aittokallio. 

Lake Erie nearly found an equalizing goal in the opening minutes of the second period, as Joey Hishon stole the puck from Hamilton's Schiestel at the blue line and skated in on a breakaway. But his attempt to slot the puck past Tokarski from close range hit the side of the net. 

The Bulldogs relied on their penalty kill to see them through much of the second period without incident, until finding their own offence in the final five minutes. 

Moving the puck well inside Lake Erie's zone, Hamilton had several opportunities to extend its lead before the period's end, but could not convert any of them. 

The last of those came mere seconds before the intermission, as Aittokallio kicked Greg Pateryn's point shot into the slot and three Bulldogs unsuccessfully jammed at the loose puck. 

Hamilton was 0 for 5 on the power play, however a perfect 8 for 8 on the penalty kill. 

"Sometimes you have to kill penalties, and when we were on our winning streak we were almost perfect on the penalty kill," said Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre. "When we win the special teams battle, we're tough to beat." 

Hamilton's next game is Friday, Dec. 6, when they will travel to Cleveland, Ohio to take on the Lake Erie Monsters at 7:30 p.m. at Quicken Loans Arena. The Bulldogs return to Copps Coliseum on Sunday, Dec. 8, when they will host the Monsters at 3 p.m.

Three Stars: 

1. HAM — Patrick Holland (Two goals) 

2. HAM — Mike Blunden (One goal, one assist) 

3. HAM — Christian Thomas (Two assists) 

Dan Lawrie Insurance Premium Player of the Game: Joonas Nattinen

Power play lifts Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to win over Hershey Bears

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on December 13, 2013 at 9:59 PM, updated December 13, 2013 at 10:01 PM

Special teams played a prime role Friday night in keeping the Hershey Bears winless this season at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre.

Nicolas Deschamps 13-14
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Fueled by three first-period power play goals, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins recorded a 5-3 victory over Hershey.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Tom Kostopoulos, Paul Thompson and Brian Gibbons staked the Baby Pens to a 3-0 lead in the first as Hershey fell to 0-3-1-0 at Mohegan Sun Arena.

WBS went 3-for-6 on the power play while Hershey went 0-for-4. The Bears have gone 1-for-18 (5.6 percent) in their last four games to drop to No. 24 (14.8 percent) in the AHL.

Sparked by Nicolas Deschamps, who had two goals and an assist, Hershey twice closed within a goal.

Ryan Stoa and Deschamps scored second-period goals to draw the Bears within 3-2. But Kostopoulos, scoring a second goal that marked his 500th AHL point, pushed the gap back to two in the third.

After Deschamps scored short-handed in the third to make it 4-3, Nick Drazenovic answered for WBS.

Bears goalie David Leggio, who made his seventh straight start, made 15 saves. WBS goalie Eric Hartzell made 20 saves.

NOTEBOOK

Hershey, which dropped back to .500 (9-9-2-3, 23 points), has gone 1-4-1-0 overall against WBS.

Gibbons (3-4-7) and Drazenovic (2-5-7) both have produced seven points against Hershey.

Hershey 0 2 1 - 3

W-B/Scranton 3 0 2 - 5

Washington Capitals goalie Michal Neuvirth said the 2008-09 and 2009-10 Calder Cup team pictures were the first thing he noticed Friday morning when he returned to the Hershey Bears locker room.

The photos – and Neuvirth's legacy as the netminder who backstopped those championships – remain on prominent display. 

“When we celebrated in the locker room when we beat Texas [in 2009-10], it was a great feeling,” Neuvirth said. “It was the best feeling I've ever had, probably.”

The 25-year-old, who hasn't played for Hershey since 2009-10, rejoined the Bears on a conditioning stint as he recovers from a right ankle injury.

Neuvirth is scheduled to start for Hershey Saturday night when the Binghamton Senators visit Giant Center. The plan is for him to rejoin the Caps on Sunday.

“I don't play in a couple of weeks,” Neuvirth said. “When the coaches gave me an opportunity to get in an AHL game, I figured games are still better than practice, I think, as a preparation for the NHL level. Obviously, I want to help my team to get a win tomorrow.”

With a snow storm scheduled to hit Saturday, the possibility of postponement looms for the Binghamton-Hershey game.

Michal Neuvirth Giant Center

Washington Capitals goalie Michal Neuvirth on the ice at Giant Center with the Hershey Bears for Friday's morning skate. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com 2013

Neuvirth took part in Hershey's morning skate at Giant Center in preparation for Friday night's game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

“It was good for him to get a full practice in and we got a chance to do some work,” Caps associate goalie coach Scott Murray said.

“He's just trying to get some games in and get game comfortable so that when he goes back up and he gets in a game that he's a little bit more prepared to play well.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said a decision was made to wait to start Neuvirth Saturday night instead of putting him in the net Friday night.

“Get another good hour on the ice [Saturday] and then let him play tomorrow at home,” Haviland said.

“He's bigger than I remembered him in camp this year, a couple months ago. I thought he looked real good. I thought he looked square. He looked like he had confidence, so good for him.”

Neuvirth said he felt good at the morning skate and expects to feel even better Saturday.

“It's getting better every day,” he said.

David Leggio is scheduled to start in goal against WBS at Mohegan Sun Arena. Neuvirth is slated to back up.

Update: The Bears announced Friday afternoon that Brandon Anderson was recalled from Reading (ECHL) and is slated to back up Leggio at WBS.

“I used to love to play against Wilkes-Barre,” Neuvirth said. “I always had a good game against them.

“I wanted to play tonight, but we decided I would need one more day of practice. I didn't want to take a chance to miss a home game. I really want to play in front of the Hershey Bears fans. I hope they're as excited as I am.”

NOTEBOOK

Connor Carrick and Chay Genoway remained in non-contact jerseys at the morning skate. Carrick is scheduled to leave for U.S. World Junior training camp on Sunday and won't play for Hershey before he departs, Haviland said. “He won't play in any games this weekend,” Haviland said. “Just work him and really make him ready for that camp.”

The Hershey recall of Tyler Ruegsegger from Reading was a paper transaction that freed roster space for the Royals.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A Hershey Bears club that has won consecutive games just once this season gets another chance to start fashioning a win streak Friday night when they visit the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Their back-to-back wins against the Charlotte Checkers happened a month ago.

David Kolomatis 13-14
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“Streaks, they always start with the one,” Bears defenseman David Kolomatis said Thursday. “OK, is this going to be the one that gets us going?

“I think we've had our meetings. We've said what needs to be said. I'm going to sound like a broken record and say it's time to just put the words into effect.”

Wednesday night's comeback win at Binghamton buoyed Hershey's spirits for another journey up I-81.

The Bears have played better at Mohegan Sun Arena than their 0-2-1-0 record in the building would indicate. Plus, after failing to record a win in their first four meetings against the Baby Pens, a 3-2 overtime triumph at Giant Center on Nov. 30 provided assurance that they can indeed beat WBS.

“We know we've played well there and we haven't gotten the results that we wanted,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “But certainly we can build off the last game we played.

“We're playing the right way. We're playing better. I've been saying that for a while. I'm the same way as anybody. I want the results, too. But we are getting better and we are playing the right way.”

Kolomatis, Derek Whitmore and Jeff Taffe have all scored two goals against the Baby Pens, who play a tight, disciplined game designed to force mistakes they can then convert into offense. WBS ranks No. 5 in the AHL in average goals allowed per game (2.54).

Frustration causes turnovers. Against the Baby Pens, Whitmore notes, patience is a particular virtue.

Derek Whitmore 13-14
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“We need to stay within our system and capitalize on our opportunities,” Whitmore said. “You need to be able to not get so upset when things don't go right right away, because it is a 60-minute game. They're a team that they play their systems so well that they're very stingy.”

A boost from the power play, an Achilles' heel in the first four meetings, would definitely help. But the Bears have dipped to No. 20 (15.3 percent) in the league.

“We have had success in spurts this year against them,” Whitmore said. “Obviously, we've only beaten them one time.

“But we've done a lot of good things against them, and we've done a lot of good things against them in their building. I think us as a team -- and I'm sure the coaches and the staff – are going to really stress that.”

While Rochester, N.Y., native Whitmore will be busy in Wilkes-Barre, the Rochester Americans will be hosting the Lake Erie Monsters Friday night in an outdoor game at Frontier Field.

“I think it's great for the City of Rochester, obviously, with the first outdoor game there,” said Whitmore, a former Amerk. “Frontier Field is a really nice place. I expect it to be exciting for the players, for the organization and for the City of Rochester.

“It would definitely be fun to be a part of. If I had to pick a win, obviously I'd pick for the hometown team in front of the hometown fans. But we've got our own game to worry about here against a division team, a team that we haven't had a lot of success against in the win column. That's where most of the focus is going to be.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A third-period rally that led to a shootout victory Wednesday night at Binghamton certainly was a lift for the Hershey Bears.

An additional lift was the continued offensive jolt being provided by Stan Galiev. The winger scored a goal that jump-started Hershey's comeback and added a tally in the shootout.

“He can help us here,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Thursday. “It's a bright spot. It's a bright thing. Maybe just the process is just a little longer for him to understand it, that's all.”

Galiev, recalled from Reading (ECHL) on Nov. 26, has produced 2-1-3 in four games with Hershey. He produced 0-1-1 in 17 games with the Bears last season.

“He's certainly a guy that can score goals,” Haviland said. “He shoots the puck. He's got a heavy shot. I've really liked the way he's played.

“He's competing more. He's a big kid that skates very well and he can shoot it. We'll continue to work with him in the D-zone and all three zones and his compete level. But I liked his compete so far in four games. It was a huge goal last night.”

NOTEBOOK

Haviland said he touched base with Tomas Kundratek, who underwent knee surgery on Wednesday. “I talked to Kunde this morning,” Haviland said. “He was pretty out of it, but his surgery went well.” Garrett Mitchell was scheduled to undergo shoulder surgery on Thursday.

Hershey recalled Tyler Ruegsegger from Reading, according to AHL transactions. The forward, who started the season in Hershey (0-1-1 in eight games), has produced 0-3-3 in nine games with the Royals.

Michael Latta and Tyson Strachan sat out Thursday's practice for maintenance.

Connor Carrick and Chay Genoway practiced in non-contact jerseys. Genoway has been dealing with a lower body injury in addition to an illness, Haviland said.

Hershey reassigned defenseman Michal Cajkovsky to Reading on Tuesday.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Washington Capitals goalie Michal Neuvirth, who backstopped the Hershey Bears to Calder Cup championships in 2008-09 and 2009-10, is slated to make a conditioning assignment with the AHL club this weekend.

Neuvirth, recovering from a right ankle injury, made the decision to return to Hershey, Caps head coach Adam Oates said at his post-practice press conference on Thursday.

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Neuvirth is scheduled to arrive in Hershey Thursday evening and be on the ice for Friday's morning skate in preparation for Friday night's game at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

“We'll see him when he gets here tonight and talk to him in the morning,” Haviland said.

Haviland said a decision is pending on whether Neuvirth would play against both WBS and Binghamton, which visits Giant Center Saturday night.

“That could be a Washington call,” Haviland said. “I certainly wouldn't mind seeing him get here, do a practice tomorrow and play Saturday. But if they want him in both games, he'll go in both games.”

Neuvirth, who has gone 2-3-1 with a 2.83 goals-against average and .912 save percentage for Washington this season, hasn't played for Hershey since a 22-save shutout against the Texas Stars in a 4-0 title-clinching win in Game 6 of the Calder Cup Finals on June 14, 2010, at Giant Center.

There would be a measure of irony if the 2008-09 Calder Cup playoff MVP returns against WBS. In the second round of the 2008-09 playoffs, with Hershey facing a 3-2 series deficit, Neuvirth summoned shutouts of the Baby Pens in Game 6 and Game 7 to advance the Bears to the Eastern Conference finals.

With Neuvirth's slated arrival, goalie Riley Gill was returned to Reading (ECHL).

“I really liked him,” Haviland said of Gill. “I liked him in practice. I know he certainly would have liked to have gotten a game, and I certainly would have liked to put him in one.

“I told him to be ready. Go down and work and be ready, because you don't know what's going to go on.”

At midweek, it appeared this weekend might offer a chance for Gill, who backstopped Reading to the Kelly Cup last season, to make his first career AHL start. His three career AHL appearances – two with Bridgeport, one with Worcester – were relief stints.

“It's something I've been working for for a long time, the last four years,” Gill said Wednesday. “It will be a very special thing to me [to make an AHL start]. It would be a great team to do it with here. The Hershey Bears are a great organization and, hopefully, it can happen sooner rather than later.”
Hershey Bears winger Garrett Mitchell began the 2013-14 season with hopes of getting a chance to make his NHL debut with the Washington Capitals.

Now that season may be over.
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Mitchell, 22, revealed Wednesday that he has a torn labrum in his right shoulder requiring surgery expected to sideline him for 4-6 months.

“I'm kind of done for the year,” Mitchell said.

“For me, it's kind of a bummer. There's no other context I can put it. Hopefully, I can come back with the boys for a playoff run. If not, I'll be healthy for next year.”

Mitchell said the surgery is scheduled for Thursday in Washington. A best-case-scenario recovery of four months would put the third-year pro on track for a return the final week of the regular season.

“It's a big blow,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I think that, obviously, when you lose a guy with his character and the way he plays, the effort and passion he plays with, it's tough to replace. He's a leader on and off the ice.

“A lot of guys have had that surgery and come back 100-percent healthy, and he will.”

Mitchell said he can't pinpoint a specific incident that caused the injury, but it is something he has dealt with most of the season. 

An awkward collision with the boards in a Nov. 24 game against the Binghamton Senators at Giant Center, he said, aggravated the injury. Mitchell sat out the next game, played two more and then sought medical consultation that revealed the labrum tear.

“It's part of our game,” Mitchell said. “I don't want to use that as an excuse or anything, but it's something I've been trying to play through.

“I tried to strengthen it. It was something that was bothering me and wouldn't let me play to my ability.”

The injury certainly provides an explanation for Mitchell's drop in production this season (0-2-2 in 17 games) after a career-best 15-15-30 in 75 games in 2012-13.

“As a coach, you sit there and you go now you kind of know why,” Haviland said. “We were searching for a lot of things from him and so was he. But I think he didn't want to bring it out.

“I think it got to the point where it was too bad for him. That just shows the person who he is and the character who he is. Those are the guys you want on your team as a coach and as a player and as an organization. A guy like Mitchy can't play with an injury like that. Not the way he plays. He plays a hard game. He plays an in-your-face game.”

The 5-11, 195-pounder's energetic, physical presence will be sorely missed in Hershey's lineup. Mitchell also served as an alternate captain.

“We'll talk about that in the next day or two here who we're thinking of [to replace Mitchell as alternate captain],” Haviland said. “We want to make sure we certainly put it on the right guy as we move forward.”

Mitchell joins defenseman Tomas Kundratek on the long-term (and possibly season-ending) injury list. Kundratek underwent knee surgery for a torn ACL in Washington on Wednesday, Haviland said.

“Hopefully, he can recover and get back quicker than they're projecting, too, as they project that injury to be,” Haviland said. “You're talking about two major guys here that obviously could help this team win hockey games.

“It's opportunity for other guys. It happens in the game and you move forward. You can't dwell on it. You feel bad for them. Nobody's feeling bad for us as an organization, to be honest with you. That's how it is, right?”

Mitchell, in the final season of his entry-level contract with Washington, is scheduled to become a restricted free agent next summer. He said he takes heart in how former Hershey teammate Patrick McNeill was able to recover from a similar shoulder surgery after the 2009-10 season.

“It's a pretty standard procedure they do,” Mitchell said. “It's not too complicated.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Twenty-one games into the season, the Hershey Bears remain a confounding riddle.

Teams are supposed to get easier to figure out as games accrue.

Not the Bears so far in a 2013-14 campaign in which they have treaded water at just .500 (8-8-2-3, 21 points) and surprisingly reside in last place in the East Division.

“I think we've been kind of baffled by it,” defenseman Tyson Strachan said. “I think our biggest thing is just putting together 60-minute games.

“I think we've found ways to kind of shoot ourselves in the foot at different times during the year. But I think it's a steady improvement. I think where we are now is a lot better than where we were a month ago. We're going to keep building that way. I think things are going in the right direction and we're going to start winning more often.”

Indeed, in their last dozen games dating back to Nov. 9, the Bears have gone 6-4-0-2 (.583 points percentage).

But they have still won consecutive games just once this season. Utica, which owns the AHL's worst points percentage (.318), has won consecutive games three times.

“It's mind-boggling, but we need to figure that out,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “That's what I see. I think we need to have a little bit more [angry] attitude. Don't be satisfied with one win.”

Last weekend was a brow-wrinkler in miniature.

On Friday night, the Bears fell behind 2-0 at Binghamton – and rallied for a 4-2 win.

On Saturday night at Bridgeport, with a chance to win two in a row, they took a 1-0 lead – and ended up losing 4-2 amid a 1-for-9 effort on the power play.

“I like how we've been playing lately,” Bears captain Dane Byers said. “Obviously, we didn't get a win in Bridgeport, but I thought we outplayed them 5-on-5 big time. We just didn't capitalize on our special teams.

“I like the way this team is going. Sometimes we're not getting the results or whatever. But if you watch the games closely, we're playing well and we're maintaining a lot of pressure. We've just got to continue to stick with the process and stick together.”

Hershey has outscored foes a collective 25-16 in the first period. However, the Bears have gone just 7-6-1-2 (.531) in games in which they've scored first.

“I like that we jump out on teams,” said Haviland, who also reiterated his belief that the team's compete level throughout games has improved as the season has progressed.

“But when teams score on us, we seem to either grip the sticks a little tighter or next thing they get one, maybe they get another one us, and maybe we go back to, 'Let's go back at them again.' We've got to get the mentality where you get one, let's get two and three and put them on their heels.”

Only Charlotte (.500) and Lake Erie (.500) have done worse when scoring first. Providence has a league-best .955 points percentage when scoring first.

“I don't look at stats,” Byers said. “I don't really believe in a lot of the stats that are out there. It's hard to say what's going on.

“What I do know is what's in the dressing room and what's being put on the ice. I know the process is coming along. We've just got to stick with the process and believe in what we're doing, the way we're going, and not get down on ourselves.”

On the plus side of the ledger, the Bears have failed to collect points in consecutive games just twice and, as most recently epitomized by last Friday's Binghamton game, continue to zealously respond to in-game adversity.

“It's a long year,” Byers said. “I think it's too early to start looking in the standings. But in saying that, we still know we've got to keep putting points up.”

Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland, who returned to Chicago to attend to some personal business, had his return flight from O'Hare International Airport delayed on Tuesday morning.

Haviland said snow at the Harrisburg International Airport end of the equation caused the delay.

“I had to go back to Chicago to take care of some business,” Haviland said. “At home I had some things that just came up. It was just delayed this morning -- the flight, that's all.” 

The Bears began practice at 10:30 a.m. at Giant Center instead of the normal 10 a.m. Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel ran practice Monday in Haviland's absence.

NOTEBOOK

The Washington Capitals reassigned defenseman Patrick Wey to Hershey. The rookie made his NHL debut last weekend.

Chay Genoway and Garrett Mitchell, listed as illness scratches for both games last weekend, didn't practice.

Casey Wellman, struck in the face by a puck Friday at Binghamton, continues to wear a bubble face mask. “I think he broke his nose and it was tough to breath,” Haviland said. “He played on Saturday. It's still on there. The swelling's definitely gone down. I would think it's something he's going to keep on for a little bit there. It's probably really tender and sore.”

Tomas Kundratek hasn't yet undergone knee surgery for a torn ACL. Haviland said the defenseman was scheduled to see a doctor in Washington on Tuesday. “I would think in the next couple days here [surgery could occur], so we can get him in,” Haviland said. “They had to wait for the swelling to go down. It's definitely a week further right now than probably we thought.”

Connor Carrick (upper body) remained in a non-contact jersey at practice. Haviland said he might get cleared for contact Wednesday but wouldn't play at Binghamton. “I'm going to see how he feels and how he looks with contact,” Haviland said. “He's had no contact for a couple of weeks here now.”

In the wake of Saturday's 1-for-9 effort at Bridgeport, the power play was a major focus at practice. “We have the personnel to do it,” Haviland said. “I think we need to get a couple ugly goals, get pucks to the net and get some rebound goals.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Wayne Gretzky's office is bigger in 2013-14.

A four-inch reduction in depth at the base of the goal cage implemented this season has added four inches of space behind AHL and NHL nets, the place where The Great One was an unsurpassed offensive operator.

Give them an inch, they'll take a mile. Give them four inches … 

“I think it's a huge difference,” Hershey Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “I think it's taken the goalies a while to get used to it.

“They probably have another second back with the old nets to get across the crease and make the save. Now it's got to be a bang-bang thing. The players are realizing that if you move quick, you have a chance to beat them to the far side.”

Taffe estimates that players are gaining a half stride at each corner of the net, translating to a full stride gained on wraparound bids.

“It definitely has helped guys create some problems for goalies, just because the quicker they get the puck around the net and get it out, it means the goalies are still in transition,” Washington Capitals associate goalie coach Scott Murray said.

“Even if they wrap it around, before goalies would get there and be solid on the post and maybe be able to control that puck. Now they're just getting there, so even if they do make the save they're not controlling it as well.”

Goal cage side view 10-3-13

Side view of the new goal cage. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

The net change hasn't created an offensive revolution. From the standpoint of the Bears, there has been a noticeable difference, one that might be getting borne out statistically.

In a season in which the height of goalie pads also has been reduced, there has been an uptick in scoring compared to 2011-12, when the AHL moved to a 76-game regular season, and 2012-13.

Through games of Dec. 5, the average goals per game for an AHL club was 2.89. It was 2.78 in 2012-13 and 2.83 in 2011-12.

“The players behind the net, they have more room to make those passes, to make those saucer passes across,” said Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer, currenty on recall to Washington. “So the net is a bigger difference than the pads are.

“I've been working with Scott a lot on guarding the post and plays in front and kind of protecting the short side.”

It has put more stress on a goalie's lateral movement from post to post.

“It's been a bit of a transition, because things happen quick behind the net,” Murray said. “So they've go to be very good positionally. They've got to understand what they're doing at certain times and they've got to be quick to move.”

ADDED CONSEQUENCES

Goal Cage diagonal 10-3-13

Diagonal view of the new goal cage. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

The keenly analytical Grubauer also notes that the change in three-dimensional geometry is having consequences beyond speeding up wraparound bids.

The spatial area atop the net also was reduced, combining with the base depth reduction from 44 inches to 40 inches to result in a steeper pitch for the nets that reduces radial coverage two inches on each side.

Thus, fewer pucks are catching the side of the net and harmlessly deflecting to the corners. More pucks are bouncing off the backwall and finding their way to the front of the net.

“The last couple years, I always knew it was going back to the corner, back to the wall behind me,” Grubauer said. “Now it's kind of coming back out always in front. So if they don't even hit the net, it's more dangerous for me to figure where it's going.”

For Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel, who runs the club's blue line, the net reduction affects the approach his defensemen must take in the defensive and offensive zones. 

In the D-zone, the net can be used as a third defenseman in upsetting the trajectory of attacking offensive players. But that inanimate D-man is now skinnier, leaving more space for offensive maneuverability.

“It definitely gives them more room in the offensive zone,” Bears defenseman Cameron Schilling said. “It seems like a little bit, but it goes a long way.

“I think it's probably better for the game just in more goals for offense.”

Added Taffe: “When you're behind the net or getting a chance to go to the far side, it's definitely in the back of your mind that you realize that you have a split second more than you used to to maybe make a play.”

In the O-zone, the higher propensity for wide shots to rebound to danger areas has been noted for defensemen taking shots from the point.

“That's one of the things we talk about,” Mougenel said, “is if you're going to shoot and shoot wide, then it's coming back out front.”

Each building – and each set of backboards – is unique. That is a wild card that can amplify a home-ice advantage.

“A lot of teams, depending on how their boards are and everything, they'll shoot to miss the net and know that it's going to come out in front of the net,” Taffe said.

“If you don't play a team enough in that building, they can catch you by surprise. Even at morning skates in places, guys would be smart to take some shots from the blue line and see if you can shoot short side and have it kick back out. I guarantee it makes a big difference.”

CAGE RATTLING
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The change in net dimensions also has affected net stability. Anecdotally, at least, nets seem to be coming unmoored and resulting in play stoppages with greater frequency.

“You've seen it a lot,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Not only here, but in Charlotte it came off a lot. In Wilkes-Barre. I think in general, people are going to the net a lot harder than they ever have, with the rules, and there's more room now with the nets being a little smaller.”

A Nov. 9 game between the Bears and Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Giant Center exemplified the phenomenon.

Anders Nilsson, Bridgeport's 6-5, 225-pound goalie, was penalized once for knocking the net off its pins. But it also happened a number of other times without a penalty being called.

“The goalies who have been knocking the nets off here are bigger guys,” Bears goalie David Leggio said. “And a lot of goalies when they're scrambling they go to the post, especially the bigger guys because they're protecting the top shelf.”

Murray said the Bears are exploring ways to customize their net moorings to increase cage stability while not compromising safety. There's got to be give when players collide with the posts to reduce the risk of injury.

“I don't mind what they did,” Haviland said. “Actually, I like it. It's more room. But, obviously, the peg's coming off.

“When you're in there and you're cycling and you're all over a team and you get a chance and next thing you know it's a whistle and a faceoff, it's an advantage to them. That takes momentum out of your team sometimes.”

How much more dangerous would Gretzky have been with four extra inches behind the net?

“Who knows what he could have done with it?” Haviland said. “Maybe he would have gotten another 60-70 points a year.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The Buffalo Sabres aren't known as a men's clothing store.

But it sort of seemed akin to a visit to Brooks Brothers for goalie David Leggio when he first signed with his hometown team and had his legs sized for pads.

“It was almost like getting tailored for a suit,” Leggio said. “They take two or three measurements of your legs and stuff.”

This season, a new formula was applied to those measurements that resulted in smaller pads for Hershey Bears goalie Leggio and his AHL (and NHL) colleagues.

A rule change, designed to make goaltenders less impervious and perhaps lead to an increase in scoring, reduced the allowance of each goalie's knee-to-hip measurement from 55 to 45 percent to reduce the height of pads.

Leggio lost 2.1 inches on each pad.

“That's 4.2 inches in my five-hole,” Leggio said. “So it's been a little adjustment in certain situations, but all in all it hasn't been major.

“You notice a little bit. I've noticed, unfortunately, a couple times where I've gotten hit around the knee area with shots. They haven't gone in, but it causes pain. I haven't experienced injury from it.”

David Leggio

Goalie David Leggio, now with the Hershey Bears, had taller pads when he visited Giant Center last season with the Rochester Americans. JOHN C. WHITEHEAD | The Patriot-News 2012 

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer, currently on recall to the Washington Capitals, lost an inch on each pad.

“Honestly, I like it more than with the bigger ones,” Grubauer said. “It's only an inch, but I feel like I can move better.

“Of course, sometimes the five-hole is a little bit wide open a little bit more. Pucks slip through there. I feel like I can move better and be more flexible with the smaller pads.”

The pad reduction affects the top end of the five-hole between the legs.

“The pucks that normally go into the five-hole are the ones that are on the ice,” Leggio said. “Guys make you open up and stuff like that. That part of the pad doesn't really do that much, at least mine don't as far as that's concerned.”

Adapting to the equipment change was part of preseason preparations for Caps associate goalie coach Scott Murray and Caps goalie coach Olie Kolzig.

The two ex-goalies addressed the issue with the organization's current goalies during training camp.

“Me and Olie, we definitely looked to see and talked to the goalies to see if they felt a difference and felt if they were giving up more down low because of it,” Murray said. “The one thing we worked on is keeping the goalies a little bit wider on when they push into pucks or shift into pucks from the point. The tendency of bringing the heels back a little bit, with the lack of pad length, created some space through the five-hole.

“I think the big thing is they have to play a little tighter with their thighs, which is a little bit tougher to do as far as timing and getting things together. One of the big things is that ability to come back quicker and tighter when they push, especially on their slides. That lack of pad creates some holes a little bit longer for the goalie, so they've got to really work at bringing their knee back and their thighs together quickly because they don't have the extra length of pad.”

It means an extra box to check on the athletic to-do list.

“With the bigger pads, you just kind of bent down,” Grubauer said. “Now you have to squeeze your five-hole, almost, every time you go down because there's not much to keep the puck outside.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said the difference in pad size has been noticeable to him.

For shooters, any space gained is a benefit. However, the change hasn't been so dramatic that it merits special targeting.

“With less pad now, we talk about going over the pad,” Haviland said. “It's tougher [for the goalie]. He's got to get his arms down further.

“We talk a little bit about that. I don't want to get guys thinking way too much when they're trying to score goals, just kind of getting it to the net.”
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Pad reduction doesn't change defensive zone coverage. Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel said teams have become extremely adept at layering up to block shot lanes so that pucks never even get to goalies. 

Perhaps, Mougenel noted, the wrong pads are being targeted.

“If you want to increase offense,” Mougenel said, “maybe you should decrease the shin pads of forwards and D.”

Grubauer joked that things ultimately may be headed that way for goaltenders: “Two years from now, we're going to play with players' shin pads.”

As with previous changes in pad dimensions, Murray predicts goalies will adapt.

“You'll just see a little bit more athleticism on their movement and saves,” Murray said.

“It's going to help the goalies move even better now. I think you'll see the goalies adjust and become even better because of the changes.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Six straight first-period power play chances Saturday night gave the Hershey Bears a chance to get a significant leg up on the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.
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But the Bears converted just once and ended up regretting the wasted opportunities in a 4-2 loss at Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn., that ended their three-game point streak.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

David Kolomatis, Hershey's leading scorer among defensemen (3-8-11), did give Hershey a 1-0 lead with a power play tally.

Bridgeport responded with a first-period power play score from Jon Sim and two second-period power play goals from Anders Lee to take a 3-1 lead before Jamie Johnson produced his first goal of the season in the third to draw Hershey within 3-2.

Rookie Ryan Strome, the AHL's leading scorer (9-24-33), assisted on three Bridgeport goals and added an empty-net goal. Strome has produced 2-3-5 in two games against Hershey.

Hershey, which dropped back to .500 (8-8-2-3, 21 points), finished 1-for-9 on the power play against a Bridgeport penalty kill that entered the game ranked No. 23 (79.7 percent) in the AHL. Sound Tigers goalie Kenny Reiter made 25 saves.

NOTEBOOK

Bears forward Casey Wellman, who exited after being struck in the face by a puck in the third Friday at Binghamton, played.

Bears goalie David Leggio (22 saves) made his fifth straight start.

Brett Flemming assisted on Johnson's goal for his first Hershey point of the season.

Hershey 1 0 1 - 2

Bridgeport 1 2 1 - 4

Scratched in 10 of the first 11 games, Hershey Bears defenseman Patrick Wellar endured vastly more observation time than playing time at the start of 2013-14.

But the 30-year-old didn't view another return to the ECHL as an option he wanted to pursue.

“It was discussed early, but I think I put in my time,” Wellar said. “Obviously, I spent parts of six seasons in the East Coast League. I have nothing against it.

“I just wanted to be here and be part of the solution here. I'm thankful that they wanted to keep me here and keep me part of the dressing room environment. That's one of the things as an intangible guy that you want to be part of.”

Along with 6-3, 231-pound tangible physicality, Wellar provides intangible benefits that come from a 2009-10 Hershey Calder Cup pedigree and pride in what it means to wear the Bears emblem.

After nine straight scratches, Wellar has scratched his way back into being a regular lineup presence amid injury and recall attrition on Hershey's blue line.

“It's been a tough start for me personally,” Wellar said. “You've just got to, with your mind, stay with it. I was pretty thankful to get that opportunity.

“Obviously, it's not the way you want to go with guys getting hurt and all that stuff. But you take any chance you can get and, hopefully, you can roll with it.”

Wellar (0-0-0 in seven games) has played in six of the last eight games and three in a row. 

“When he got his chance, he went in and made real good with that chance,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I think he's played really well. He brings us a presence back there.

“I thought he was really good over the weekend and he just seems to be getting better and better, which is a great sign for us.”

The Bears begin a stretch of four straight road games Friday night at Binghamton. This weekend, they also are scheduled to visit Bridgeport Saturday night.

A team that began the season with deep-run playoff hopes has treaded water at .500 (7-7-2-3, 19 points) and remains in last place in the East Division.

The Bears collected three of a possible four points in two games last weekend. They have gone .500 on the road (3-3-1-0) and at home (4-4-1-3).

“We're figuring out our problems,” Wellar said. “We're getting better. I thought over this last weekend, we played really well. I thought we played really hard.”

Though Wellar doesn't have a formal designation as a captain or alternate captain, he holds a leadership role in the locker room.

“When times are great, everyone's happy,” Wellar said. “When we were going through adversity there, you need some of your older guys to stay positive and to push these young guys to be better.

“I think that's one of the things I'm thankful about is the coaches have a little bit of confidence in me to be one of those guys.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
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There has been a lot of activity between the pipes for both the Hershey Bears and the Washington Capitals lately.
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Philipp Grubauer in his stance prior to a face-off during the Veterans Day game; photo by Derek Meluzio

Michal Neuvirth was injured last week during warmups prompting Braden Holtby to take his place as the Caps starting goalie against Montreal. Washington once again dressed Brett "Stretch" Leonhardt as the team's emergency back up goalie. (On a fun sidenote, the goalie that Holtby faced that game was former Hershey Bear Peter Budaj)

The team then went on the road to face the Islanders and recalled Philipp Grubauer from the Bears for the trip. Grubie dressed but did not play in New York. 

When the team returned to Washington to face the Hurricanes Grubauer did see action. Oates replaced Holtby with Grubauer to start the third period. The German responded well to his first taste of NHL action this season by stopping all nine shots he faced.

While all of this was going on in Washington the Bears were forced to make a move also. With Grubauer leaving Chocolatetown, Hershey recalled Riley Gill from the Reading Royals.

Below is a video with Grubauer following his game against Carolina. I also posted a video with Stretch and a video showing Philipp from last month during the Veterans Day game.  

Defenseman Patrick Wey was recalled from the Hershey Bears Thursday by the Washington Capitals, who also reassigned defenseman Tyson Strachan to Hershey.
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If rookie Wey plays for Washington on Saturday against the Nashville Predators, he will have played in the NHL, AHL and ECHL in the span of 28 days.

Wey, 22, began the season with the ECHL's Reading Royals (0-3-3 in eight games) and made his AHL debut with Hershey on Nov. 14. He has produced 1-2-3 in seven games with the Bears.

Strachan has played 11 games for Hershey (0-4-4) and nine games for Washington (0-0-0).

In addition, Hershey recalled defenseman Brett Flemming from Reading. Flemming, who played 11 games for the Bears in 2012-13 (0-1-1), has produced 1-3-4 in 16 games with Reading.

Hershey is scheduled to visit the Binghamton Senators Friday night.

UPDATE: The Bears announced Thursday afternoon that rookie defenseman Michal Cajkovsky has been recalled from Reading. Cajkovsky has produced 1-4-5 in 13 games with the Royals.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Wednesday's date was Dec. 4, but it seemed like the Fourth of July for Hershey Bears defenseman Connor Carrick.

The Washington Capitals prospect was named to the 26-man preliminary roster for the 2014 U.S. National Junior Team that will participate in the IIHF World Junior Championship.

“I think most Americans and hockey players around the world, they enjoy representing their country and take a lot of pride in it,” Carrick said. “I'm no different.

“I think that jersey's the most beautiful jersey in the world. No offense to the Hershey Bears, Capitals, Plymouth Whalers, anybody. The red, white and blue is pretty special.”

Fellow Caps prospects Riley Barber (Miami University) and Thomas DiPauli (Notre Dame) also were named to the preliminary roster.

Albany Devils forward Stefan Matteau is the only other AHL player on a roster comprised mainly of college and junior players.

“I think it's an amazing honor and an amazing thing for him to go to,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Hopefully, he makes the team and has a chance to represent his country.

“Him and I have talked about it and he gets pretty excited. I imagine every kid would to represent the United States.”

Carrick, a 19-year-old rookie, played on the U.S. National Development Team from 2010-12. He played on the U.S. under-18 team that won a gold medal in 2012.

Starting in mid-December, Carrick will take a temporary leave from the Bears to participate with the U.S. team.

A training camp is scheduled for Dec. 15-18 at the University of Minnesota and the final 23-man roster is scheduled to be announced on Dec. 23. The World Junior tournament is scheduled for Dec. 26-Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden.

“I don't want to just make the team,” Carrick said. “I want to make the team better. If I really can't help them best win, I don't want to be a part of it because I don't deserve to be there. I don't take anything for granted.

“I don't care that I'm playing pro and some guys are coming from college and junior. They're all great hockey players or else they wouldn't be there, so I'm going to respect them and try and earn my spot and make the players around me better. No doubt, I want to be a part of this.”

As a Hershey rookie in 2009-10, current Caps defenseman John Carlson scored the game-winning goal in overtime for the U.S. in the 2010 World Junior gold medal game against Canada. Former Bears winger Chris Bourque played for the U.S. World Junior Team during his pro rookie season in 2005-06.

“He'd probably be a good resource to use,” Carrick said of Carlson. “But I've got a good support group, too. The coaches here really take care of you. The older guys on the team do a good job trying to talk to me.”

Last season when Haviland was associate coach of the Norfolk Admirals, defenseman Hampus Lindholm played for Sweden in the World Junior Championship. 

“To be in that international spotlight and to represent your country, I've seen guys come back with more confidence because of it,” Haviland said. “I think they get to see how they are against guys their own age after playing a couple months at the American League level.”

Carrick, sidelined the past four games by an upper body injury, has produced 0-4-4 in 13 games with Hershey in 2013-14. The 5-10, 183-pounder also has played three games for Washington (1-0-1).

“I'm really honored and I couldn't be more excited,” Carrick said.

“Every time you get an opportunity to wear that jersey, no matter who it's against or what arena you're playing in, it's really special.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

After a disappointing home loss on Thanksgiving eve to the St. John's IceCaps, the Hershey Bears had an intense and scrappy practice on Friday.

One that featured a literal scrap.

Bears head coach Mike Haviland confirmed Wednesday that captain Dane Byers and defenseman Cameron Schilling fought.

“Guys got in when they needed to and it was over,” Haviland said.

“We were doing battle drills and that happens. I think that's a good thing for your team at times. It shows that your team cares. It shows that your team is competing and battling.”

The Bears then earned three of a possible four points with a Saturday overtime win over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and a Sunday shootout loss to the Providence Bruins.

“I always believe how you practice is how you play your games,” Haviland said. “I think it translated into the weekend. We have to play with a chip on our shoulder. Certainly, it started on practice Friday and I thought we carried over through the weekend.”

NOTEBOOK

Stan Galiev sat out practice at Hersheypark Arena with a lower body injury and is listed as day-to-day, Haviland said.

Chay Genoway and Michael Latta exited practice with what Haviland termed as soreness. “I don't need to have guys out there if they're sore,” Haviland said. “They can use this day as a rest and see what tomorrow brings.”

Derek Whitmore, who missed both weekend games due to an upper body injury, fully participated in practice.

Patrick Wellar celebrated his 30th birthday Wednesday and was put through a gauntlet at the end of practice where teammates gave him stick spanks. “I'll tell you what, you take a couple of really hard whacks there and you don't know who did it,” Wellar said. “You end up finding out, because I'm going to be finding out. I got about three or four really good ones, so I'll be finding out who did it.”

Lines:

Taffe-LeBlanc-Walker

Byers-Wellman-Deschamps

Whitmore-Stoa-Segal

Watkins-Latta-G. Mitchell/Rechlicz

J. Mitchell-Johnson-Brittain

D-pairs:

Schilling-Wey

Wellar-Kolomatis

Brouillette-Carrick (non-contact)

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Coaching a sports team doesn’t give someone the right to bully players, Mike Haviland said Tuesday, but the Hershey Bears head coach believes people who patrol benches, roam sidelines and sit in dugouts will always use playing time and the threat of demotion to motivate those on their rosters.

“That’s been going on for years and will continue forever,” Haviland said after his AHL team’s practice at Giant Center. “We’re in a performance-based business. If you’re not performing, there have to be consequences, for players and coaches. The consequences are that people lose their coaching jobs or players get sent down to lower-level leagues.

“Coaches will always say, ‘If you don’t do what you’re supposed to do here within our team structure, foundation and identity, I’ll get somebody else who will do it.’ That, to me, is not bullying. That’s reality, the reality of the business we’ve all chosen to go into.”

Haviland’s comments came a day after former Bears right winger Scott Parker said he felt bullied by former Hershey and Colorado head coach Bob Hartley when the two of them were with the NHL’s Avalanche.

Parker, an enforcer nicknamed “The Sheriff,” believes he suffered more than 20 concussions during a pro career that ran from 1998-2008. He told the Denver Post coaches forced him to play while injured, and he’s now suffering from symptoms consistent with those who have sustained brain injuries.

“He would call me a [expletive], say that Hershey would be my next stop, where I'd be ‘smelling chocolate fumes all day long,’” Parker told the paper, referring to Hartley, who coached the Bears from 1996-1998. “I remember I thought I had a broken foot and told him about it, and he called me a [expletive] and said Hershey would love me.”

Haviland said all coaches struggle with ways to get the optimum performance from players, whether it’s dangling the carrot of playing time or floating the option of promotion or demotion.

“There’s a line you can’t cross, for sure,” Haviland said. “Our job is to motivate our athletes and get the best of them. I think of it from the standpoint that every one of the players is different. Some guys can really take it. Some can’t. As a coach, in my own opinion, you have to know your players enough to know why can be pushed and who can’t.

Providence Bruins 3-2 victory over the Hershey Bears Sunday night
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Hershey Bears alternate captain Jeff Taffe said all players know coaches use various methods of motivation, but added he has never been bullied during his 12-year pro career.

Daniel Zampogna | dzampogna@pennlive.com

“Certain guys you can really lean on and maybe call them out in a room in front of their peers, where maybe another guy just can’t handle that. And that goes back to any coach, in any sport, in any era. You’ve got to know your guys and find out which ones you need to put an arm around.”

Could those motivational efforts be interpreted as bullying?

“Maybe, in player’s minds, there is a line that’s crossed,” Haviland said. “I don’t know what exactly went on [in Colorado], what was said between [Parker and Hartley]. We weren’t in those meetings or locker rooms at that time. But if you’re asking a guy to do stuff and you’re really making your point that this is the way I want you to play or what I want from you, and that person really doesn’t want to do that, maybe years later they may be able to go, ‘Well, I felt like I was pushed into that.’ That’s the only concept [of bullying] I’m thinking of.”

Veteran Bears center Jeff Taffe said he was never bullied by anyone he played for during his 12-year pro career.

“People throw around the term ‘bully’ quite often nowadays,” Taffe said. “I don’t know why this suddenly came up [with Parker]. I look back at how many different coaches I’ve had, and while I don’t want to say the word ‘bully,’ there are some not-so-nice people out there. You’re not going to like every boss. You’re not going to get along with everybody.”

Some coaches rant and rave. Others are more laid back, quiet and scholarly. All hold the ultimate hammer over their players: Playing time. How they get their points across to players varies greatly.

Even so, the 32-year-old Taffe said players are fully aware of the risks and rewards when they sign pro contracts, both of the physical and emotional nature.

“You know there are a million other guys who want to take your job,” Taffe said. “And you know what? They’re going to be willing to fight or do whatever when they need to. Every season you know it’s a fine line.

“If you basically don’t do what the coaches or management want or what’s expected of you, they’ll get rid of you. That’s just what professional sports is all about. It’s a terrible business.”

Scott Parker

View full size

Former Colorado Avalanche right winger Scott Parker, left, exchanges punches with Los Angeles Kings forward Kevin Westgarth during a 2008 preseason game. Parker, who began his pro career with the Hershey Bears in 1998, claims former Bears coach Bob Hartley bullied him when the two were together in Colorado.

AP Photo / Isaac Brekken

Current Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel isn’t too far removed from his own playing days. He retired after the 2002-03 season, when Haviland was his head coach with the ECHL’s Atlantic City Boardwalk Bullies.

The 37-year-old Mougenel said he took a little bit from each coach he played for during his seven minor-league stops, beginning in 1997. 

“Absolutely, because as you go through your career as a player and move into coaching, you want to treat players how you were probably never treated,” Mougenel said. “That’s how it is for guys like Mike and myself.

“I know when I played for ‘Havy,’ he’s one of the first coaches who talked to you like a human being. That was a huge influence on me and how I wanted to coach.”

Haviland, 46, played his hockey under a different generation of coaches and different type of society.

“I never thought of it that I was being bullied when I played,” Haviland said. “I had some hard coaches, too. Guys who were in your face and demanded certain things from you and if you didn’t do them, you didn’t play. But I was always brought up in a way that the coach was always right, no matter what. My dad would say, ‘He’s coaching you. You respect him and he’s right.’”

Haviland admitted experiencing a physical style of coaching that’s long since been removed from athletics.

“I can tell you right now I got grabbed a few times by a coach who said, ‘Hey, let’s go here today! We need you!’” Haviland said. “I never thought twice about having that happen to me, but I’d never do it to a player today. Never ever. You’d lose your job and you’d lose your career. You can’t do it. You have to change with society. Like any other career, if you don’t change, you get left behind.”

All that being said, Mougenel has a certain sympathy for Parker, who played in Hershey from 1998-2000.

“That’s a tough job [Parker] did in the NHL,” Mougenel said. “It’s a tough way to make a living. That’s not a life I would have wanted, to go out and fight the toughest guys every night, but he made the commitment to do that. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been in the NHL.”

As for Parker’s claim coaches made him play hurt, Taffe said many young players were fearful of bringing up injuries when he first turned pro with the Phoenix Coyotes organization in 2002.

“I didn’t even know what the training room looked like my first few years, because basically, you were scared to go in there,” Taffe said. “You didn’t want to lose your spot on the roster. And if you were called up to the NHL, you would play through anything to get a chance to stay up there. It’s sad, but that’s what the business is.

“That wasn’t being bullied. That came from within. That’s how it was and how it is today. We’re men and we know going into a season how it’s going to be. It’s a coach’s job to get you to do what you have to do on a nightly basis or you’ll be replaced.”

CONTACT: dsottile@pennlive.com

ON TWITTER: @davesottile

Matt Watkins picked a memorable spot to notch his first goal of the season.

Matt Watkins 13-14

Matt Watkins 

Hershey Bears Photo

The Hershey Bears forward scored his team's first goal of the game in the second period of Sunday night's 3-2 shootout loss to the Providence Bruins at Giant Center, unleashing the club's annual Teddy Bear Toss in which fans throw stuffed animals onto the ice.

“We haven't been winning enough games,” Watkins said. “You want to contribute and help the team win. I wasn't doing that enough. Plain and simple, wasn't contributing offensive production the way I should have and needed to. I think if we can get more guys rolling, we'll be more successful, and just playing the right way.”

Watkins scored 11 goals last season for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

“Good for Watty,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Hopefully, it gets him going and some confidence in the offensive end, too.”

The game was delayed for 16 minutes while 12,890 stuffed animals, which will be donated to local charities for distribution to needy children, were collected.

“I thought we played really well after the break there,” Haviland said. “It is what it is. You've got to move on. I thought we came out with focus and I thought we went after them pretty good, especially on our forecheck after that break.”

Watkins has been put in primarily a defensive role this season. He and linemates Michael Latta and Garrett Mitchell helped keep prolific Providence forward Ryan Spooner from producing a point.

“I take pride in that, for sure,” Watkins said. “If I'm matched up against other teams' top lines, the No. 1 goal for that night is to not let them score.

“But a lot of times these top offensive players don't enjoy playing in their own end. If you can play hard against them and play in their zone, you're going to create chances.”

NOTEBOOK

Latta, reassigned by the Washington Capitals on Saturday, played his first game for Hershey since Oct. 27.

Bears goalie David Leggio led the AHL in shootout wins (nine) last season with the Rochester Americans. He has gone 0-2 this season. “I personally have had a lot of success with the shootout,” Leggio said. “I pride myself with the shootout. This year, I haven't had that success.”

Hershey has gone 1-3 in shootouts.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Lake Erie Monsters face Rochester Americans outdoors Friday night
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters will take their game outdoors Friday night when they face the Rochester Americans at Frontier Field in Rochester, N.Y. It is the sixth outdoor game in the American Hockey League's 78-year history, the first of two this season.

Faceoff is scheduled for 7:05. SportsTime Ohio will televise. Frontier Field is home to baseball's Rochester Red Wings.

Cleveland was a charter member of the AHL; the Barons won nine titles between 1936 and 1964. The Monsters debuted in 2007. The Amerks have been AHL members since 1956, winning six Calder Cups. The teams will wear special jerseys inspired by their cities' AHL histories.

Monsters who have played outdoors include: Paul Carey (2010 and 2012 at Boston College), Trevor Cheek (2011 for the Calgary Hitmen in the WHL) and Matt Hunwick (2010 for the Boston Bruins).

The Monsters (12-11-0-1) and Amerks (11-10-2-2) are coming off a game against each other Wednesday at Blue Cross Arena in Rochester. The Amerks won, 4-2.
Lake Erie Monsters handle Hamilton Bulldogs, 4-1

Monsters373737.jpg

Monsters Mitchell Heard and Garrett Meurs work to keep Hamilton's Stephen MacAulay from the puck in the second period Friday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/The Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters rely on speed and stick-handling, but they can get physical if necessary.

On Friday night at The Q, the Monsters never backed down from the prods and shoves of the Hamilton Bulldogs, all the while staying true to their skill roots. The result was a resounding triumph.

Colin Smith scored two goals and goalie Calvin Pickard made 21 saves as Lake Erie rolled, 4-1, in front of an energetic crowd of 7,497. The Monsters went 3-for-6 on the power play.

The Monsters (12-9-0-1) have won two in a row, including 2-1 over Toronto on Thursday night at The Q. They are 3-2 in an 11-game stretch against North Division opponents.

"These are huge points at this time of year because they're all division games,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "Somebody's going to get these points.''

Chynoweth did not like how the Monsters managed the puck during the second period. Beyond that, he was pleased with a club that, despite being banged up, displayed tenacity and grit in sweeping a back-to-back.

"All in all, a huge four points,'' he said.

Hamilton slipped to 10-10-0-3 overall, 3-4-0-1 on the road.

Lake Erie and Hamilton don't like each other, not in the least, which typically leads to high entertainment value. Among highlights for the hosts Friday: Lake Erie enforcer Daniel Maggio having his way with Hamilton's Jarred Tinordi during a fight in the second period.

The Monsters lead the season series, 3-1-0-1. Game six of 10 will be Sunday afternoon in Hamilton, where the Bulldogs prevailed, 4-1, Nov. 30.

The Monsters took a 1-0 lead at 4:54 of the first period. Maggio and J.T. Wyman created a chance that produced a loose puck in the slot. Smith secured it and scored from the edge of the right circle for his third.

"Rebound in the slot, and I was just trying to get off a good shot,'' Smith said.

At 5:48 of the first, Hamilton winger Nick Tarnasky was whistled for interference. One minute into the power play, Monsters center Mark Olver passed the puck to Bryan Lerg, who had multiple options at the top of the crease. Lerg chose the unselfish play and fed Joey Hishon on the right. Hishon easily beat goalie Dustin Tokarski.

The Monsters made it 3-0 in the final minute of the second period, defenseman Matt Hunwick scoring on a blast from inside the blue line on the power play. On Thursday night, Hunwick notched a short-handed goal.

Smith's power-play goal at 1:38 of the third created a four-goal cushion. Garrett Meurs chipped the puck to Paul Carey, who delivered to Smith at the top of the crease. Tokarski entered at 4-1-1 with a 2.06 goals-against average and .930 save percentage.

Hamilton did not solve Pickard until late in the third on the power play. Pickard also was stingy Thursday.

"Too bad we couldn't hold them off at the end to get Picks the shutout, but he was solid,'' Chynoweth said.

The teams combined for 16 infractions for 38 minutes, with countless dust-ups along the way. Hamilton desperately wanted to use its size to dictate terms.

"If teams want to play physical, we're able to match it,'' Smith said. "And then we can use speed on the forecheck to create opportunities.''

Earlier in the day, the Monsters signed NHL veteran defenseman Brett Clark to a professional tryout contract (PTO). Clark did not play against Hamilton.
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Dartmouth skaters dealt another close loss

       ShareThis  

The Dartmouth College hockey team has endured five one-goal losses thus far this season.

The latest was Wednesday, when the Big Green squandered a third-period lead and fell to No. 10 Union, 3-2, in Schenectady, N.Y.

The Big Green dropped to 2-10-0, 2-8 in the ECAC. They led for long stretches of the game, but were unable to hold off the Dutchmen (11-3-2, 8-1-0 ECAC) in the final period as the home team won its eighth straight.

Big Green goalie Charles Grant stopped 27 shots. 

“I thought we played a very good, tough game against a good opponent,” head coach Bob Gaudet said. “It came down to a few bounces of the puck at the end, and unfortunately for us, they just didn’t happen to go our way.”

Tyler Sikura and Ryan Bullock scored for Dartmouth, with Bullock’s goal making it 2-1 in the second period. But with 10:21 remaining in the third period, Dutchmen right winger Nick Cruice once again tied things. And Mike Pontarelli scored a power-play goal with 3:46 left to win it.

Home » Sports » Hockey » Monarchs
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Another weekend, another three games for Monarchs

       ShareThis  

By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

Into the Shark tank and then on to uncharted waters for the Manchester Monarchs.

The Atlantic Division-leading Monarchs (16-5-5, 37 points) will visit division rival Worcester (10-8-2, 22) tonight at 7:30 before heading to Adirondack to play the Phantoms (11-10-2) for the first time this season. The weekend closes with a home game against Bridgeport (9-11-4) Sunday at 3 p.m. at Verizon Wireless Arena.

The Monarchs will be out for revenge in two of the games. Last Sunday, the Sharks escaped town with a 2-1 shootout win and Manchester fell 3-2 at Bridgeport two weeks ago.

“We’re familiar with two of those teams. Any time you go on the road it’s an opportunity to see what you’re made out of,” Monarchs head coach Mark Morris said. “You’re going into a tough building in Worcester and a tough building in Adirondack (Glens Falls, N.Y.) and hopefully we can repay the favor to Bridgeport because we gave them three soft goals down there.”

Worcester is one of the hottest teams going, with a record of 7-1-2 over the past 10 games. The Sharks, as Manchester found out on Sunday, are money when it comes to the shootout. Five of those wins in the past 10 games were shootout wins.

But Morris and the Monarchs were unhappy it even got to a shootout last weekend. Manchester had nearly four minutes of power-play time in the overtime session but came up short. The struggles of the power play have been a focus for the team, which appears to have trouble creating traffic in front for rebound chances.

“When you’ve got skill guys, a lot of time they like to play on the perimeter. You’ve got to get your nose dirty,” Morris said. “If you want to score goals, you’ve got to put pucks and bodies to the net.”

Moving to Adirondack, the Phantoms have won two in a row after a 2-6-0 stretch. As for the Sound Tigers, former Monarchs assistant Scott Pellerin has dealt with an inconsistent squad all season, but Bridgeport has gone 5-3-2 over the past 10 games.

With the third weekend in a row of three-games-in-three-days, Morris will once again have a decision to make regarding the goaltending duties. Rookie J.F. Berube continues to play well with Martin Jones called up to Los Angeles, but fatigue could become an issue.

So far, Morris said the play of Berube has made it so backup Aaron Dell has yet to make his AHL debut. Morris also liked the way Berube responded last Saturday in a 4-3 win against Portland.

“There really wasn’t a decision. I was hoping that we could (play Dell), but at the same time, J.F. has played pretty well for us,” Morris said. “I challenged him (Saturday) night because I didn’t think he played real well early on in the game and he stood tall and got us the win.”

December 08. 2013 9:26PM

Weary Monarchs lose in shootout

       ShareThis  

By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

MANCHESTER — It’s a fine line between wearing the goat’s horns or hero’s laurels.

Worcester’s Daniil Tarasov skated that line and came out on top, netting the winning goal in the shootout to push the Sharks to a 2-1 win over the Manchester Monarchs in front of 3,758 fans at Verizon Wireless Arena Sunday.

Tarasov was nearly the goat after taking not one but two penalties in overtime to give Manchester (16-5-5) almost four minutes of (ultimately futile) power-play time in the extra frame.

“We had a gazillion chances to beat (Worcester goalie Troy Grosenick) even before the overtime,” said Monarchs head coach Mark Morris. “Our power play right now, we’ve got too many guys trying to do too many things without shooting the puck and we’ll address that. We had a big session this week and didn’t seem to make any ground up there.”

In the shootout, second-round shooter Jordan Weal put Manchester on top 1-0 by beating Grosenick with a nifty move and slipping the puck five-hole. But that was all the Monarchs would muster as Grosenick shut down Zach O’Brien, Andy Andreoff, Brandon Kozun and finally Tanner Pearson to seal the win.

Meanwhile, second-round Sharks shooter Dan DiSilva beat J.F. Berube with a shot that went in off Berube’s glove and then Tarasov backhanded a roof shot past Berube’s glove for what proved to be the winner.

Manchester took a 1-0 lead with a goal from O’Brien 57 seconds into the second period. O’Brien continued his hot play by notching his third goal of the season — and the weekend.

Sean Backman sent a backhand pass to O’Brien in the slot and O’Brien was spun around in the left circle and managed to sling a shot one goal to beat Grosenick inside the far post along the ice.

“Backs gave me a nice pass in the slot and I was kind of off balance and I tried to put it on net and I ended up falling into the boards,” O’Brien said. “I wasn’t really sure it went in but the guys came over and celebrated.”

The score remained 1-0 until the 5:47 mark of the third period when Worcester tied the game. Konrad Abeltshauser scored his first goal with a slap shot from the high slot. Berube was screened on the play and fell to the ice as the puck slammed home.

The Sharks (10-8-2) had the edge in play in the third period, pumping 17 shots on Berube in that frame alone and 38 total in the game.

The Monarchs appeared fatigued, playing their third game in as many days and having returned home late Saturday night after a 45-minute delay in Lewiston, Maine, due to an ice issue in a 4-3 shootout win against the Portland Pirates.

“It may have (been a factor),” Morris said. “We got delayed for quite a while and got home later than normal. Those are the breaks. You’ve got to suck it up.”

Manchester held on to force the overtime against Worcester and earn a point, then had the two big chances with power plays after Tarasov was whistled for slashing and later delay of game.

But the Manchester power play continued to struggle, possessing the puck but generating few shots. “We’ve got too many play-makers and not enough shooters. If you’re going to create disarray, you’ve got to shoot the puck and get guys going to the net. We over-handled the puck and stickhandle and try and force passes,” Morris said. “First and foremost, you’ve got to win a faceoff. Our guys aren’t gritty enough on that. We’ve got a lot of skill out there but no shooters and not enough grit.”

iclark@unionleader.com

Thursday leftovers: Scott Ford returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 13, 2013  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-0 victory over Oklahoma City on Thursday ...

NO DOUBT HE'S A CAPTAIN: Scott Ford, who broke his foot Nov. 22 against Chicago, was back on the ice after missing just four games.

Last week, Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said the defenseman would be out four to six weeks.

"Gritty guy," Evason said. "He's our leader for a reason. He plays hard every night. To have him back - people don't understand, maybe they do, the presence of a player like that - our group really looks to him for leadership. He has a calming effect. He's a pro. We missed him in our lineup and to have him back is great."

Afterward, Ford was asked how in the world he returned so quickly.

"It's almost one of those things where it feels better in a rigid boot," Ford said. "If I'm in a boot off the ice, it's decent like in a soft cast. And when I'm in my skate, it's not bad either. The toughest part is when it moves and arches in a shoe. If it's still comfortable and I'm able to skate, and it feels OK out there, I'm going to play. I guess I come from that old-school mentality. You try to get in as quick as possible. If I'm able to play and compete and contribute, I'm going to do whatever it takes."

So how did it feel after the game?

"It's a little sore," Ford said. "But it's healing. Obviously I'm able to perform in it and it felt good. It was positive to play quite a bit of minutes for not having played for a few weeks. I killed penalties well and just kind of did my thing."

AFRAID OF NO ONE: Milwaukee coach DeanEvason praised Mike Liambas for not retaliating late in the game last Friday when Steve MacIntyre cross-checked him in the back.

But the 5-foot-9 Liambas and the 6-5 MacIntyre went at it with 5:20 left in the first period.

There was mainly a lot of holding going on until MacIntyre delivered two punches off the upper body of Liambas before the fight came to an end.

There were plenty of appreciative stick taps from the Milwaukee bench when Liambas exited the penalty box for his toughness fighting a guy 8 inches taller than him.

SAPONARI SHINES: Vinny Saponari finished with two assists and picked up his first goal of the season after having one point (an assist) in his first four games with the club since his recall from Cincinnati.

The right wing became the fourth Admiral to have at least three points in one game this season.

Saponari already had two assists when he was serving a penalty late in the game. As soon as Andrew Sutliff opened the penalty box door, Saponari chased down a loose puck in the corner of the rink and scored an empty-net goal with 2:34 remaining.

"He has looked comfortable," Evason said. "He's confident. He has a lot of really good stick skills, and he's played very well for us."

POWER PLAY PICKING UP: Milwaukee is a combined 3 for 10 on the power play in its last two games after managing just two PPG in the previous nine games.

"I think what we like about it is how sharp we were as far as passing the puck," Evason said. "Moving it quick. It doesn't allow the penalty-kill unit to pressure us and put us in spots where we're not comfortable."

AROUND THE RINK: Defenseman Bryan Rodney tallied his second two-assist game of the year and first since the third contest of the season (Oct. 18 at Grand Rapids). ... Milwaukee has six victories when it scores first and six victories when the opponent scores first. ... There were a total of 77 shots in the game, including 37 from Milwaukee. The Admirals had a season high 44 last Friday against the Barons. ... Milwaukee was 5 for 5 on the penalty kill after allowing a power-play goal in each of the last four games and six of the previous seven. ... The Admirals own a three-game winning streak and have points in five of their last six outings. ... They have just one regulation loss in 10 home games.
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Admirals 4, Barons 0: Magnus Hellberg earns first shutout

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 12, 2013  

Magnus Hellberg needed this.

The goalie had been struggling lately but picked up his first shutout of the year by finishing with 41 saves in a 4-0 victory over Oklahoma City Thursday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

There was only one other time Hellberg had to make more saves (43) this season, and that was in a shootout loss Nov. 10 at San Antonio.

"It was a good win, for sure," Hellberg said. "Obviously I haven't been playing at the top of my game like I would like lately. ... They played really good in front of me, helping out a lot, so they made it easy on me.

"I got a lot of shots on me, so I was in the game pretty early. It felt good for me, and the guys played unreal in front of me. So it was a great team win."

Hellberg, who watched Scott Darling win the last two games, had given up a total of 18 goals and had just one win in his previous six outings.

"It was a big game for him, for sure," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It's a team game, but certainly I'm sure he felt very good about himself and his game. He played very well. He kept us in there and made some really big saves, some really big saves for us when the game was on the line."

It is also the first time Milwaukee has power-play goals in consecutive games since a five-game streak from Nov. 1-10. The Admirals also had a power-play goal Friday that snapped an 0-for-25 skid on the man advantage in a 5-2 victory over Oklahoma City.

"It's a funny game," Evason said. "We were getting so many chances and weren't scoring. We talked - I don't know how many games ago - about just maybe getting a couple of bounces or whatever."

That bounce came on the first power-play goal from Austin Watson, who scored in his third straight game for a 1-0 lead with 8:25 left in the opening period.

Mikka Salomaki sent the puck from the left circle to the front of the crease, where the puck actually deflected in off the skate of Watson with seven seconds left on the power play.

"I mean, it goes off of somebody. It's not a structural goal," Evason said. "And we weren't getting that. When you do get that kind of goal, it just gives you a lift."

The second power-play goal was from Anthony Bitetto for a 2-0 lead with 7:09 left in the second.

Vinny Saponari, who had a three-point night in just his fifth game with the team, banked the puck off the left wall to Bryan Rodney at the left point. He quickly slid it to Bitetto at the right circle, who scored his team-high fifth goal on the man advantage.

"Once again, I give more credit to the other guys because Saponari made a great play on a breakout to get it up to 'Rods,' and then he made a great pass," Bitetto said. "I was in the right spot and I just put it in."

Colton Sissons added his team-leading ninth goal for a 3-0 lead with 15:55 left in the game, just moments after Oklahoma City failed to score on a power play.

Milwaukee added an empty-net goal from Saponari with 2:34 remaining.

INJURY UPDATES: Captain Scott Ford, who broke his foot Nov. 22 against Chicago, was back on the ice. Last week, Evason said the defenseman would be out four to six weeks. He missed four games. ... Left wing Simon Moser missed his first game of the season. 
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Game preview: Oklahoma City Barons at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 12, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Oklahoma City and Milwaukee.

OKLAHOMA CITY (10-12-0-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-1

Standings: 3rd in the West

Streak: 1-0-0-1

Away rank: 18th (4-7-0-3)

Special teams: PP 12th (19.4%), PK 11th (83.6%)

Scoring leader: Linus Omark - 28 points in 26 games (14 g 14 a)

Other notes: Omark has 12 more points than anyone else on his team and has three goals and two assists in his last four games. ... Oklahoma City lost, 5-2, at Milwaukee on Friday. The team then traveled to Chicago for a 5-2 win on Saturday and a 5-4 shootout loss Sunday. The Barons also visit Rockford Friday and Saturday to wrap up their six-game road trip.

MILWAUKEE (11-5-4-1)

Against Oklahoma City: 1-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (1 point behind second-place Rockford)

Streak: W 2

Home rank: 15th (6-1-2-0)

Special teams: PP 24th (14.2%), PK 19th (81.1%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 16 points in 21 games (8 g 8 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee will try to win its third game in a row for the second time this season and first since its four-game winning streak from Oct. 26-Nov. 3. ... The Admirals have lost just once in regulation in nine home games. ... Kevin Henderson and Zach Budish each have two-game point streaks for the first time this year. ... Austin Watson has two goals in his last two games. ... Goalie Scott Darling has started the last two games and has allowed a total of three goals. ... Goalie Magnus Hellberg has just one win in his last six games. ... The Admirals play at West Division-leading Grand Rapids Friday and Saturday. ... Milwaukee has three power-play goals in its last 10 games.
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Josh Shalla sent to Cincinnati

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 10, 2013  

Milwaukee reassigned forward Josh Shalla to Cincinnati this morning.

He had two goals and two assists in 16 games with the Admirals this season, one year after totaling three goals and nine assists in 32 games.
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Friday leftovers: Admirals break power-play slump, but ...

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 7, 2013  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that from Milwaukee's 5-2 victory over Oklahoma City on Friday, including video highlights ...

Streak over, but … : Milwaukee snapped its 0-for-25 slump on the power play when Anthony Bitetto scored one in the second period to give his team a 4-0 lead. The Admirals were 1 for 7 in the game, however, and have three power-play goals in their last 10 games. “Gosh, we had good looks,” Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. “We talked after the second period, all the chances we were getting, all those really quality opportunities, we hope it translates some night into getting three, maybe four. We easily could've had that amount. We like the looks that we're getting.”

Bitetto again: The defenseman did not have a goal in his previous 10 games but now has a team-high four power-play goals. “I'm in a good spot,” Bitetto said. “Guys work hard to get me the puck and I try to do whatever I can to get a good shot off.”

A first for Beck: Taylor Beck had two assists for his first multi-point game of the season. Afterward, Evason called him the team's best skilled player. “But he's combining that skill level with a power forward mentality and attitude,” Evason said. “He's taking pucks to the net and using his skill to create from that. He's probably disappointed with himself for not scoring enough goals, but he's doing the right things to score, not only at this level but when he does get back to Nashville.”

Around the rink: The Admirals had been averaging just 1.8 goals per game in their previous 10 contests. … The only other time Milwaukee scored five goals in a game this year was a 5-2 victory at Iowa Nov. 3. … Kevin Henderson has two goals and an assist in his last five games after recording one assist in his first 11 games. … Austin Watson has goals in back-to-back games for the first time since Oct. 26 and 30. … Mark Van Guilder snapped an eight-game streak without a goal. … Colton Sissons had a goal and assist for his team-leading fourth multi-point game.
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Admirals 5, Barons 2: Team finishes with season-high 44 shots

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 6, 2013  

The Milwaukee Admirals have their first winning streak in over a month.

It had to have felt that long since they scored a power-play goal.

Both were accomplished Friday, as Milwaukee defeated Oklahoma City, 5-2, in front of 4,427 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center. The Admirals equaled a season high for goals and their 44 shots surpassed their previous best total by six.

Granted, only three teams in the Western Conference have fewer points than the Barons (9-12-0-3), and they've won just three of their 12 road games, but the Admirals weren't in a sympathetic mood.

Finally, Milwaukee (11-5-4-1) has a two-game winning streak for the first time since winning four in a row from Oct. 26-Nov. 3.

“I guess more than (the winning streak), it certainly was nice for our group to respond in the manner that we did,” Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. “The last game we played (a 2-1 victory at Charlotte Sunday), we played very well. But we still challenged the group this week with our compete. We challenged them physically and we challenged them mentally to get prepared to compete, and they did that. Obviously it's exciting for us as coaches and management to see that happen. It's part of the development.”

Just as important, the Admirals also stopped a 0-for-25 slump on the power-play.

“It certainly was a relief for the guys to score at least one,” Evason said. “Our looks were real good.”

There were plenty of other notables too, beginning in the first period.

Goals by Colton Sissons – his team-high eighth – and Mark Van Guilder gave Milwaukee a 2-0 lead. The Admirals were scoreless in their last five first periods and it was just the fifth time they led after 20 minutes.

The second period may have been Milwaukee's best of the season. The team's 21 shots were a season high for any period, and the Admirals allowed just four.

“It came down to out-competing them,” said Austin Watson, who gave Milwaukee a 3-0 lead on a goal 1:58 into the second. “We talked about it all week here. We had a couple of good competition days as a group, competing against each other. And it showed in the game.

“Playing with a lead (in the first period), it gives you a chance to feel confident about your game and make plays.”

Anthony Bitetto scored his team-leading fourth power-play goal to give Milwaukee a 4-0 lead with 13:26 left in the second.

“We had some good chances, but we kind of got into a little bit of a slump mentally,” Bitetto said. “The puck wasn't finding the net, and once it does, it's such a relief. Hopefully we can continue with it.”

It was a big enough cushion for goalie Scott Darling, who improved to 3-0.

The first goal he allowed, from Linus Omark, was scored off the skate of Milwaukee's Charles-Olivier Roussel. Brad Hunt added a power-play goal to trim the deficit to 4-2 with 9:46 left in the third, but Kevin Henderson got one of the goals back on a deflection from the front crease with 7:18 to go.

“(Darling) has played very well,” Evason said. “Again, very calm back there. Just smothered pucks, caught pucks. When we were under siege a bit, he was able to stop the play so that we can regroup. Credit to him, he's played extremely well.”
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Game preview: Oklahoma City Barons at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 6, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Oklahoma City and Milwaukee.

OKLAHOMA CITY (9-11-0-3)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 4th in the West

Streak: L 1

Away rank: 24th (3-6-0-2)

Special teams: PP 13th (17.9%), PK 19th (81.9%)

Scoring leader: Linus Omark - 25 points in 23 games (11 g 14 a)

Other notes: Omark has 11 more points than anyone else on his team. ... Only three teams in the Western Conference have fewer points than the Barons' 21. ... Oklahoma City has won just three of its 11 road games and the team travels to Chicago for games Saturday and Sunday before returning to Milwaukee on Thursday. ... The Barons were 3-1 against the Admirals last year.

MILWAUKEE (10-5-4-1)

Against Oklahoma City: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (1 point behind second-place Rockford)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 16th (5-1-2-0)

Special teams: PP 21st (15.4%), PK 20th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 14 points in 20 games (7 g 7 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee's eight home games are the fewest in the AHL. ... On the power play, the Admirals are 0 for 20 in the last five games and 2 for 40 in the last nine. ... Milwaukee is hoping to win consecutive games for the first time since a four-game winning streak from Oct. 26-Nov. 3. ... Defenseman Joe Piskula was reassigned from Nashville to Milwaukee on Thursday, and as a result, the Admirals sent defenseman Teddy Ruth to Cincinnati. Piskula, who played in two games with the Predators, has five assists and a +3 rating in 18 games with Milwaukee. Ruth appeared in two games with the Admirals. ... Defenseman Scott Ford broke his right foot blocking a shot against Chicago Nov. 22 and will miss four to six weeks.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page

Post a Comment

Comments (0)

Permalink | Email This Blog

Coach Dean Evason: Admirals' play of late 'very average'

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 6, 2013  

Since starting the season with an eight-game point streak, the Milwaukee Admirals have been, well, so-so.

"That's exactly where we're at right now," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We haven't been real good and we haven't been real bad. We just think we've been very average and been fortunate to keep getting a few points here and there."

Since the season-opening streak - the second-longest in team history - Milwaukee has not won consecutive games. But during those 12 games, the Admirals lost consecutive games just once: 7-4 at Texas Nov. 8 and 5-4 at Texas Nov. 9.

The team then went 4-3-2-1 for 11 out of a possible 20 points despite not scoring more than three goals in a game.

"Obviously we've been a little inconsistent with the way we've either come out in games or certain stretches," Milwaukee's Austin Watson said. "We've had some good games and some not so good games. In the end, we always try to find a way to stay in it. And that can contribute to some of the overtimes. We continue to battle throughout the game, no matter if we're having a tough one or if we're playing well."

The center Watson is one of a handful of players doing well lately. He has seven points, including three goals, in the last 12 games after having four points in the first eight.

Left wing Miikka Salomaki, a rookie, had four points in the first eight games but has 10 in the last 12 for a team-leading 14 points.

And fellow rookie Colton Sissons continues his steady season. The center, who has eight points in the previous 12 outings, has a team-high seven goals to go with 14 points as well.

"There's a lot of guys that are playing good hockey right now," Watson said. "It's a different guy every night. Colton and Miikka have had some big games for us."

Rookie goalie Scott Darling also contributed by totaling 49 saves and allowing just one goal in winning his last two starts.

"It is just a reflection of how well the team played," Darling said. "They played so good in front of me, especially in Charlotte (a 2-1 victory on Sunday). They didn't get a lot of great scoring chances. When guys play like that, it's going to make a goalie's life pretty easy."

It hasn't been easy for Magnus Hellberg, however. The goalie was 2-8, including one shootout loss, in the last 12 games. His nine losses on the season also lead the AHL.

The power play is also in a slump.

Milwaukee is 0 for 20 in the last five games and 2 for 40 in the last nine to rank 24th in the league (14.1%).

"There's no question we have concerns over the power play," Evason said. "We stayed with the same structure but we've moved a bit of personnel around here and there. We did concentrate on it a couple of days ago in practice. We thought, as our practice was 5 on 5 as well, very competitive and very sharp. So hopefully we can get a break and a bounce, score one on the PP, and I think it'll give our group a big lift.

Despite the inconsistent play of late, there still remains just three teams with more points than Milwaukee in the Western Conference.

"There's a lot of learning that's been done here, through positives and negatives," Evason said.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Admirals notebook: Piskula returns; Ford injured

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 6, 2013  

IN REVIEW

LAST WEEK: Saturday - Lost, 4-1, at Charlotte. Sunday - Won, 2-1, at Charlotte.

RECORD: 10-5-4-1.

STANDINGS: Second place in the Midwest Division (sevent points behind Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Rookie Miikka Salomaki scored a goal in each of the last two games, including one in the second period Sunday that tied the score at 1-1. He also had Milwaukee's only goal on Saturday.

STANDOUT STAT

Fourteen of Milwaukee's 20 games have been decided by one goal. The Admirals are 7-2-4-1, and only two teams in the AHL have more victories.

COMING UP

Oklahoma City (9-11-0-3), 7 p.m. Friday and 7 p.m. Thursday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250): Only three teams in the Western Conference have fewer points than the Barons' 21. Oklahoma City has won just three of its 11 road games and the team travels to Chicago for games Saturday and Sunday before returning to Milwaukee. The Barons have not play the Admirals this season after going 3-1 against them last year.

AROUND THE RINK

PISKULA RETURNS: Defenseman Joe Piskula was reassigned from Nashville to Milwaukee on Thursday, and as a result, the Admirals sent defenseman Teddy Ruth to Cincinnati.

Piskula, who played in two games with the Predators, has five assists and a +3 rating in 18 games with Milwaukee.

Ruth appeared in two games with the Admirals.

FORD TO MISS SEVERAL WEEKS: Milwaukee defenseman Scott Ford broke his foot blocking a shot against Chicago Nov. 22 and will miss four to six weeks.

"Scott's a tough guy," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "If he can clearly come back before that, he will. It's a matter of healing clearly and then having the ability to put it into your skate boot. So it's tough to put a time frame on it."

Ford is the team captain but the coach says no one will wear the 'C' in his absence.

QUITE A TURNAROUND: Milwaukee allowed a season-low 18 shots on Sunday, one day after Charlotte took 34 of them. The Admirals gave up just three shots in the second period, also a season low.

AROUND THE RINK: On Sunday, Milwaukee wrapped up a stretch of playing 12 games in 24 days. ... The Admirals rank 26th with 2.55 goals per game but are 10th with 2.75 goals allowed. ... Milwaukee is 6-0-3-0 when outshooting the opponent. ... The Admirals have allowed a power-play goal in each of the last three games and in five of the last six.

MAZANEC UPDATE: Goalie Marek Mazanec, who was 5-0 with a 1.97 goals-against average with Milwaukee this year before being called up to Nashville, was named NHL rookie of the month for November.

TWEET OF THE WEEK: Anthony Bitetto - iPhone chargers should be called Apple Juice #ThinkAboutIt

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Joe Piskula returns; Teddy Ruth sent down

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Dec. 5, 2013  

Defenseman Joe Piskula has been reassigned from Nashville to Milwaukee this morning, and as a result, the Admirals sent defenseman Teddy Ruth to Cincinnati.

Piskula, who played in two games with the Predators, has five assists and a +3 rating in 18 games with Milwaukee.

Ruth appeared in two games with the Admirals.
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Game preview: Admirals at Charlotte Checkers

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 30, 2013  

Here's a preview of the games at 6 tonight and 12:30 p.m. Sunday between Charlotte and Milwaukee.

CHARLOTTE (6-12-0-1)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 5th in the West

Streak: L 2

Home rank: 30th (1-7)

Special teams: PP 6th (21.4%), PK 28th (76.7%)

Scoring leader: Zach Boychuk - 14 points in 19 games (5 g 9 a)

Other notes: Charlotte has 1 win in its last 10 games and has allowed nine goals in its last two outings. Six goalies have appeared in at least one game for the Checkers this season. John Muse has played in 11 and is 4-6 with a 2.55 goals-against average.

MILWAUKEE (9-4-4-1)

Against Charlotte: 0-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (7 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 1-0-1-0

Road rank: 17th (4-3-2-1)

Special teams: PP 21st (15.4%), PK 20th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 13 points in 18 games (7 g 6 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee will be without defenseman Joe Piskula; he was recalled by Nashville this morning after having five assists and a +3 rating this season. The Admirals were 5-3 against the Checkers last year. Goalie Magnus Hellberg was 5-1 and Milwaukee was 3-1 in North Carolina. The Admirals have six points in their last five games but they have just one win in their last six road games.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Joe Piskula recalled by Nashville

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 30, 2013  

Nashville has recalled Joe Piskula this morning, so he will miss Milwaukee's game tonight in Charlotte.

The defenseman has five assists and a +3 rating in 18 games with the Admirals this season.

The Antigo, Wis., native has played in 10 NHL games, but not since appearing in five with Calgary in 2011-'12.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2nU8FGLsJ

Follow us: @JournalSentinel on Twitter
Admirals center Rakell relishes hockey's one-on-one

Posted to: Admirals Admirals Norfolk Sports 

Admirals center Rickard Rakell was an Anaheim Ducks’ first-round draft choice in 2011.<span class='credit'> (Courtesy photo | John Wright, The Admirals)</span>Rickard Rakell, shown during a shootout against Albany on Oct. 18 at Scope, has four shootout goals (on seven tries) to tie for the AHL lead.<span class='credit'> (Courtesy photo | John Wright, The Admirals)</span>

Admirals center Rickard Rakell was an Anaheim Ducks’ first-round draft choice in 2011. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Courtesy photo | John Wright, The Admirals)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 2 photos: Admirals center Rickard Rakell was an Anaheim Ducks’ first-round draft choice in 2011. (Courtesy photo | John Wright, The Admirals)
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Admirals vs. Springfield, at Scope

7:30 p.m. Friday

 7:15 p.m. Saturday
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By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© December 13, 2013


NORFOLK

Between the faceoff circles, center Rickard Rakell faked with his head and shoulders - left, right, left - like a running back juking a linebacker.

Rakell was trying to coax Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins into a mistake, but he wasn't buying. So Rakell skated in closer. He faked again - left, right, left, right.

Finally, the goalie darted to Rakell's right, so the puck moved quickly left and was backhanded easily into an open net.

It was 1 of 2 Norfolk Admirals shootout goals in a 4-3 win at Syracuse a week ago. Rakell leads the team and is tied for the AHL lead in shootout goals with four - on just seven tries - for a team that tied with Manchester for the league shootout lead with eight.

"He can undress a goalie," Admirals assistant Jarrod Skalde said.

It's a product of skills and Rakell's comfort level in the spotlight.

"It's something I really enjoy doing," he said. "It's only you and the goalie out there. It's either you or him, and everybody's watching."

The shootout puts a premium on creativity.

"The first move is always the same," said Rakell, a 20-year-old rookie. "After that, I (fake) to see what the goalie is doing, to see if he bites or not. I'm trying to read off him before I make my move."

There's an artistry that can only be practiced by someone with absolute control of the puck.

Stats demonstrate the advantage is with the goalie: The Admirals are 10 for 36 on shootout attempts; opponents are 11 for 35.

"A shootout is a skills competition," Norfolk coach Trent Yawney said. "Ricky is a very skilled player."

Rakell honed that skill in junior hockey in suburban Detroit after coming to North America from his native Sweden at 17. He was drawn from home by a single-minded desire to play in the NHL.

"For me, it was between playing 5-10 minutes a game in the Swedish Elite League and playing a lot of minutes on the smaller ice surface over here," he said. "It was a big decision, but it was one I don't regret."

He lived with the Kowalkoski family in Michigan while learning the North American game in the Ontario Hockey League. There was never any question about Rakell's priorities. He was hockey first.

Though his English is sound, Rakell was thrust into an English-as-a-second-language program, and also was to take classes in American history and American literature as a high school junior. But learning of the history and literature of this country "

didn't make much sense to me."

"There wasn't much for me to learn from that."

Said Steve Kowalkoski, who played football at the Naval Academy and spent time at Little Creek with the Marine Corps: "After his first day at school, he just kind of walked around on Day 2 and Day 3. His high school career here lasted three days."

Instead, Rakell took classes online from Sweden and was tested in summers back home to earn his high school diploma.

Hockey tests came more regularly. He averaged more than a point a game over three seasons at Plymouth, and he graded out well enough to be a first-round pick by the Anaheim Ducks in the 2011 draft.

"He turned into more of a North American player," said Stefan Noesen, who played on a line with Rakell for three seasons at Plymouth and was an Admirals teammate before an October injury.

"He's not afraid to go into corners. At first, I think he was more hesitant. He still had the (international) big-ice thing on his mind, and he stayed away, playing more of a perimeter game."

It helps that Rakell has grown into a 6-foot-1, 195-pounder who spends a lot of time in the gym.

"I'm trying to create space for the wingers and defensemen," he said. "I'm trying to make their jobs as easy as possible, to make it easier to make decisions."

He has played with almost all of the Admirals' forwards in various line combinations, in addition to playing on Anaheim's third line in a seven-game call-up in November.

"He makes everybody he plays with better," Skalde said.

Yawney just wants Rakell to get comfortable playing at the pace he'll need to at the NHL level.

"It takes time to learn that you have to play faster," Yawney said. "He's got the ability to see things and slow things down, but sometimes when he slows the game down, he slows himself down. You get caught from behind and you get frustrated because things aren't there that you thought were there. It's all a part of repetition, playing in this league."

It's why he's with the Admirals - not in the NHL - working and waiting to celebrate Christmas with countryman Max Friberg and his parents in a Norfolk apartment. Rakell's last three Christmases were spent with Swedish national teams in tournaments.

"I miss my family, but there's nothing I can do about that now," Rakell said. "There's no time to go home for Christmas."

Instead, time is spent preparing for his next opportunity.

"I want to be the guy they rely on in those important situations," he said. "I want to be the guy out there when it's a minute left and we're down a goal. I want to be out there in overtime. It's something I take pride in and work hard for."

Note: The Anaheim Ducks reassigned defensemen Alex Grant and Nolan Yonkman and center David Steckel to the Admirals.
Whitney's shootout goal lifts Admirals to victory

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson blocks a shot during the first period against the Springfield Falcons in Norfolk on Dec. 13, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Vicki Cronis-Nohe | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk Admirals center Zack Stortini, left, strains against linesman Mark Hamlet, middle, as he tries to land one last punch in a scuffle with Springfield wing Dalton Smith seconds into the second period in Norfolk on Dec. 13, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Vicki Cronis-Nohe | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson blocks a shot during the first period against the Springfield Falcons in Norfolk on Dec. 13, 2013. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Vicki Cronis-Nohe | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 2 photos: Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson blocks a shot during the first period against the Springfield Falcons in Norfolk on Dec. 13, 2013. (Vicki Cronis-Nohe | The Virginian-Pilot)
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Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

For 57 minutes and 45 seconds Friday, the Admirals played perhaps their best hockey at Scope this season.

For 35 seconds, it all seemed wasted.

It took a shootout goal by Steve Whitney to beat Springfield 5-4, and even that came after five rounds of thwarted efforts.

“Why don’t we talk about the win?” cracked Norfolk coach Trent Yawney. “A win’s a win. We did a lot of good things tonight.”

Many of those were done by Zack Stortini, who finished a “Gordie Howe Hat Trick” with a second-period goal that broke a 2-2 tie. He had an assist on Antoine Langaniere’s goal in the opening period and started the second by fighting Springfield’s Dalton Smith. A fight, goal and assist are the elements of the Gordie Howe Hat Trick.

“I can’t tell you how many I’ve had,” Stortini said.

The Admirals led 4-2 but were trying to kill a penalty when scores by Jonathan Marchessault and Cody Goloubef within 35 seconds of each other late in the third period earned Springfield a regulation tie and a standings point.

“For the most part, until then, we were really solid,” Yawney said. “We missed an assignment on the (penalty kill), and the other goal, I think, was tipped up high.”

Regardless, Springfield had earned a 4-4 tie with goalie Mike Clemente, who was playing in the AHL for the first time in two seasons. Both Falcons’ goalies, Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith, are in the NHL with Columbus replacing injured players.

The Falcons wasted an overtime power play. Admirals goalie John Gibson rejected three shots, and a wraparound attempt by Darryl Boyce just after the man-advantage ended was futile.

It was left to Gibson and Clemente to deal with the shootout, and both were equal to the task for the regulation five rounds. That left yet another overtime, and Springfield’s Alex Aleardi skated in on Gibson, who took the shot head on.

Whitney danced with a puck, then beat Clemente with a backhanded effort.

Clemente thwarted three point-blank efforts by Norfolk’s Emerson Etem and one by Chris Collins during regulation, but in the end was beaten by a rebound shot by Langaniere and efforts by Devante-Smith Pelly and Charles Sarault from outside.

Goals by Frederic St. Denis and Broc Little had Springfield at 2-2 at 18:02 of the second.

But then there was Stortini’s goal.

He was loitering near the goal when a puck shot by Garnet Exelby and tipped by David Steckel was heading for the net. Stortini stuck out his stick and scored for the second time this season.

The goal eclipsed the Falcons’ 2.40 goals-against average, tops in the AHL, and Sarault’s goal added to the damage.

“Guys like Stortini provide us with strong leadership, and it’s nice to see them get rewarded, too,” Yawney said of the goal.

“That’s part of my job, to add offense,” Stortini added.
Admirals report | Goalie injuries force scramble
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This is how fast strength at one position can dissipate in hockey:

With nine minutes played in the second period Friday night, Syracuse's Mike Angelidis raced toward a loose puck in the Norfolk end of the ice. Admirals goalie John Gibson skated just as hard out to play it.

They collided, and Angelidis drew a goalie interference penalty. Only 96 seconds later, Gibson skated to the bench, saying he was having problems concentrating. Enter Brad Thiessen.

Shortly afterward, a player fell on Thiessen in the net, bending him awkwardly. Without an available backup, Thiessen stayed in the game with what is believed to be a groin injury, a particularly difficult problem for a goalie.

"The courage he showed in a game that ended up in a shootout showed a lot about Brad's character," said Admirals coach Trent Yawney of Thiessen's second game as an Admiral.

Thiessen was still getting into game shape after not playing for the last six weeks of a stint in Finland. Now, that process is stalled while he recovers from an injury expected to take weeks to heal.

The two injuries prompted a recall of Igor Bobkov from ECHL Utah for the fourth time this season. If Bobkov had gotten injured Saturday, who would have stepped in? Josh Watson, who was signed as an emergency backup, a familiar status for him.

Watson, only a year removed from Rochester Tech, has signed three contracts as an emergency backup the past few weeks, but has yet to play a game. He was released after Saturday's game, which Bobkov won.

"He gave us a little comfort," Yawney said of Watson. "And with the way it was going..."

Gibson sat out Monday and Tuesday practices, then skated at Chilled Ponds on Wednesday. Yawney said Gibson did not suffer a concussion and could be ready for Friday and Saturday games against Springfield at Scope. But the coach is being coy about using him.

"I'm sure he'll be chomping at the bit," Yawney said, but added, "he has played a lot of games."

Sort of an Admiral

Speaking of goalies, Frederik Andersen, who won his first two games with Norfolk in October, is 8-1 with Anaheim. He joined the Ducks as a replacement for Viktor Fasth, who has his own injury problems. Andersen was sent back to Norfolk when Fasth was believed to be healed, then returned to Anaheim when Fasth was reinjured.

Between AHL stints, Andersen leads NHL rookies in wins, goals-against average (1.74) and save percentage (.938).

Tough start

Winger Stefan Noesen played in the Admirals' first two games, but then tore the anterior cruciate ligament in his left knee before he could play a third game. He's back in Norfolk on crutches, and on Monday a hip-to-ankle brace will be removed four weeks after surgery.

"I took a weird bounce and fell on it in the corner," Noesen said of the injury, which occurred during a practice. "I don't really know what happened. All I know is I fell near the boards and someone fell on top of me and the knee went WHISSSST."

Ahead is a long rehabilitation for a 20-year-old in his first professional season. The Ducks traded high-priced, high-scoring Bobby Ryan to Ottawa for Jakob Silfverberg and Noesen, who was a first-round pick in 2011.

"You can't look at this negatively," said Noesen, who played on a line with Admirals center Rickard Rakell while they were juniors at Plymouth, Mich., of the Ontario Hockey League. "It's more mental than physical. I mean, obviously it's pretty severe physically, but if you look at it with a bad attitude, you're going to set yourself back and you're going to be thinking about it constantly."

Back in town

Winger Emerson Etem got sent from Anaheim to the Admirals on Wednesday and figures to be reunited with Devante Smith-Pelly and either Chris Wagner or Rakell on an extremely fast line for this weekend's games at Scope.

Etem, who has six goals and 10 points in 26 games this season with the Ducks, has struggled with consistency in the NHL. Anaheim is set offensively and has tried him on the fourth line, which limits his playing - and development - time.

His return to Norfolk is, in part, because he doesn't have to pass through NHL waivers. But it's also a push to get him skating with the abandon he exhibited last season with the Admirals and, later, with the Ducks.

"He knows his game," Yawney said. "When he came back here (Nov. 27), he was playing in circles instead of straight lines. He's such a powerful guy when he plays in straight lines."

Translation: more strength and speed, less finesse. With the logjam of offensive players ahead of him with the Ducks, Etem has to adjust to third- and fourth-line play and continue to excel on the penalty kill until his turn comes.
OKC Barons head out on the road

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 5, 2013  

photo - David Musil of the Barons controls the puck in front of Mike Hedden of the Texas Stars on Tuesday. Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman 

David Musil of the Barons controls the puck in front of Mike Hedden of the Texas Stars on Tuesday. Photo by Bryan Terry, The Oklahoman

Three games in three days. It's prohibited by NHL bylaws. In the American Hockey League, 3-in-3's are becoming less prevalent, but a few times each season they're on every team's schedule.

The Oklahoma City Barons open a six-game road trip Friday night in Milwaukee at the Bradley Center. The following day, they bus to Chicago, where they'll play the Wolves Saturday night and Sunday afternoon at Allstate Arena.

That's three games in roughly 70 hours.

“You have to use the down time between games to refuel and replenish your energy stores as best you can,” said Barons defenseman Taylor Fedun. “My first time, we played two home games, then bused to San Antonio for an afternoon game.

“It was a rude awakening for me. The coaches will probably tell you it was the worst game I played last year. It's something I've learned from, something I'll try to educate our young guys on how to rehydrate and take care of your body.”

The Barons have back-to-back 3-in-3's. Next week, Oklahoma City plays Thursday night in Milwaukee and Friday and Saturday in Rockford, Ill.

“It's a grind on Sunday. You have to keep the game simple,” Fedun said. “At the same time, like every game, you have to work hard. You know you'll have a week to recover before you turn around and do it again.”

Four years ago, the Barons' debut season, OKC played 3-in-3's on 13 different weekends due to an 80-game schedule in one less week. Nearly half the schedule was 3-in-3's.

“Every team faces it,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “I can't complain about our schedule. It's been pretty good. It's not like we're doing a 3-in-3 with Houston, San Antonio and Austin, something we've done in the past.”

Veteran Barons forward Matthew Ford said it was a blessing that the AHL abolished playing four games in five days.

“Those were really tough,” Ford said. “In a 3-in-3 on Sunday, the team that plays the smartest usually has the edge.”

Oklahoma City doesn't return home until Dec. 20-21. Two weeks on the road, including practices away from the Cox Convention Center, will reveal a lot about a team that's experienced nearly 75 roster transactions and is relying on a young defensive corps.

The Barons have made the playoffs each of their first three seasons. They're currently 12th in the Western Conference. The top eight make the playoffs.

OKC, though, is a hot streak away from climbing to fifth. The Barons are four points behind fifth-place Milwaukee and Rockford. Chicago is one point ahead.

“Theses are big games,” Nelson said. “We have our work cut out for us, but we've had a lot of positives the past few weeks. We need to get off to a good start that first game. Sometimes if you win Friday night you can sweep the whole weekend.”
Mistakes cost Barons in loss to Texas Stars

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 3, 2013  

The Texas Stars lead the American Hockey League in goals. Texas right winger Colton Sceviour is second in the league in scoring.

Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson, though, wasn't pleased that the high-powered Stars escaped with a 5-4 win Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center.
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“It wasn't so much what they did as much as what we gave them. That's the bottom line,” Nelson said. “We had a lot of unforced errors and should have made a lot better reads.”

The Barons owned 1-0, 2-1 and 3-2 leads and tied the game 4-4 midway through the second period. Sceviour, though, scored his second goal of the game, his 17th of the season, with 9:57 to play to leave the Barons frustrated.

“Tonight was a big opportunity for us,” said OKC defenseman Taylor Fedun, who had two assists. “They have some firepower, but they're missing some of it due to call-ups to Dallas. We were forcing plays on their end and then we started having some breakdowns.”

Owning the AHL's top power play, the Stars scored their 27th and 28th goals with the man advantage to tie the game 1-1 and 2-2.

“The first goal went in off one of our defenseman. Those things happen. It's a bad break,” Nelson said. “All the rest of their goals were unforced errors. We have to bear down with our passing and receiving. They're a good hockey team, but I didn't think they were at their best tonight. We shot ourselves in the foot.”

Linus Omark gave Oklahoma City a 1-0 lead midway through the first period when he stopped on a dime and slid a crossing pass to Martin Marincin in the right slot. Texas tied it on Curtis McKenzie's power play goal late in the period.

Omark once again supplied the key play on OKC's second goal, a power-play goal by Derek Nesbitt. Texas tied it on Sceviour's power-play goal seconds after the Barons just missed scoring short-handed.

The Barons went up 3-2 with 7:31 left in the second period on Travis Ewaynk's third goal of the season. C.J. Stretch's backhanded pass set Ewaynk up near the crease.

“We knew they're a very skilled team. They're top six (forwards) are very talented,” Ewaynk said. “Anytime you get a team like that down you have to take advantage. Some defensive errors cost us the game.”

The Stars tied it 3-3 on McKenzie's second goal of the game and took the lead early in the third period on Maxime Fortunus' goal.

The Barons tied it 4-4 on Stretch's fourth goal of the season with just over 11 minutes left. A little over a minute later, Sceviour scored the game-winner.

“We have flashes of brilliance, but it seems we can't pull it off for 60 minutes. That's what happened tonight,” Fedun said. “You score four goals at home, most of the time that's going to get the job done.”
Barons' Taylor Fedun among AHL leaders

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: December 3, 2013  

Barons defenseman Taylor Fedun recorded two assists in Oklahoma City's 5-4 loss to the Texas Stars on Tuesday night to move into the top 10 in the American Hockey League in blue-line scoring.
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Fedun, who scored 27 points in his rookie season, already has 14 points in 21 games. Fedun made his NHL debut earlier this season, scoring two goals in four games with the Oilers.

“I've been focusing on doing things away from the puck and let everything else take care of itself, especially since I got back from Edmonton,” Fedun said. “I've had some success in the offensive zone. I'm very happy with that but at the end of the day it's my play in the D-zone I'm striving to get better at.”

OMARK RIDING 6-GAME STREAK

Forward Linus Omark recorded assists on Oklahoma City's first two goals to increase his scoring streak to six straight games. The Barons' leading scorer with 25 points in 23 games, Omark has scored one goal and notched eight assists during the streak.

“He's a special player,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He has some really spectacular goals but he can do both. He's a very unselfish player. He likes to set up guys.”

TEXAS FOUR-STEP

The Barons have only four December home games, but play eight games in January at the Cox Center, including a seven-game homestand from Jan. 4-19. Oddly enough, all four December home games are against the Stars. The Barons host Texas Dec. 20-21 and on New Year's Eve.

OKC opens a six-game road trip this weekend at Milwaukee (Friday) and Chicago (Saturday and Sunday). The Barons play another three-games-in-three days stint Dec. 12 at Milwaukee and Dec. 13-14 in Rockford.

“This is a very important stretch for us,” Nelson said. “Those three teams are above us in the standings. We have our work cut out for us, but we've had a lot of positives the past few weeks.”

OIL SPILLS

Goaltender Richard Bachman skated on Monday for the first time since suffering a groin injury a month ago. After starting the season with the Barons, Bachman was called up by Edmonton on Oct. 27 before suffering the injury. Bachman could be reassigned to Oklahoma City when he's healthy. ... Edmonton general manager Craig MacTavish has attended the Barons' last two games. It's noteworthy that MacTavish skipped the Oilers' Tuesday night home game against Phoenix.
Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Laurent Brossoit records 30 saves

Laurent Brossoit, a 20-year-old goaltender, made his first home start for the Barons at the Cox Convention Center. Acquired him in a trade last month with Calgary, Brossoit is 2-1 with a 2.26 goals against average and .922 saves percentage in four games with Oklahoma City.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 30, 2013  

Laurent Brossoit, a 20-year-old goaltender, made his first home start for the Barons at the Cox Convention Center. Acquired him in a trade last month with Calgary, Brossoit is 2-1 with a 2.26 goals against average and .922 saves percentage in four games with Oklahoma City.

“Any time we win it's a good feeling. The fact is was on home ice is a bonus,” Brossoit said. “The team was really good tonight that when I did give up a rebound they'd get the puck to the corners. It definitely wasn't a one-man show.”

HECTIC TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS

The Barons' bus they used to travel to San Antonio broke down Friday afternoon. Players took taxi cabs to AT&T Center. The bus still wasn't ready after the game, a shootout loss. Players and coaches stayed in San Antonio, then flew to Oklahoma City, most arriving around noon.

“It was a first for me,” said 29-year-old AHL veteran forward Matthew Ford. “I think we were on five different flights. I only had a couple of guys on my flight. We all had connecting flights. Guys had flights leaving between 6:30 (a.m.) and 9 (a.m.). All teams go through travel issues but this was unusual.”

RARE DECEMBER HOME GAME

The Barons host the Texas Stars on Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center, the only remaining home game before Christmas. Having just completed a five-game road trip before Saturday's game, the Barons begin a six-game road trip next weekend with a triple-header, playing Friday night in Milwaukee and Saturday night and Sunday afternoon at the Chicago Wolves.

OIL SPILLS

Ford, a 29-year-old veteran, who is nearing 300 career games in the American Hockey League, scored two goals in Saturday's win, including an empty-netter with 2.4 seconds left. ... Steve MacIntyre, a 33-year-old NHL veteran that Edmonton picked up off waivers in September, made his Barons debut Friday night in San Antonio. An old-school tough man, MacIntyre has accumulated 2,004 penalty minutes during his 12-year pro career.
Heat smothered by Wild in 4-2 defeat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: December 12, 2013 11:00 PM 
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It's hard to gauge the mental toll that a turbulent day in the organization took on the Abbotsford Heat players, but they certainly didn't look like themselves on Thursday night vs. the Iowa Wild.

The league-leading Heat played with their trademark offensive verve early, but grew increasingly listless as the game wore on and went down to a meek 4-2 defeat to the Wild at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The Wild's suffocating neutral-zone trap surely played a role in the Heat's struggles, as did Iowa's stubborn refusal to take a penalty over the last 35 minutes of the game. Abbotsford's potent power play, ranked second in the AHL, has carried the club at times, but the disciplined Wild wisely eliminated that factor from the comeback equation.

The game itself, though, might have been the least dramatic occurrence for the Heat on a day which began with the NHL parent Calgary Flames firing general manager Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod, both of whom were intimately involved in shaping the AHL affiliate's roster over the past two-plus seasons.

Brian Burke, the Flames' president of hockey operations, will serve as interim GM as he searches for a replacement for Feaster. Speaking to Calgary media, he expressed a desire for more size on the roster, and later in the day, he assigned Sven Baertschi – considered a wunderkid prospect not so long ago – to Abbotsford.

Shocking as the twists and turns of the day might have been, Heat centre Corban Knight downplayed the notion that his squad may have been distracted vs. Iowa.

"The coaching staff did a good job of leaving that stuff out and just focusing on the 60 minutes tonight," he asserted. "I don't think that had an effect on us at all tonight. I think we're a mature enough group of guys that we can just focus on playing and not worry about the external stuff."

For the second straight evening, the Wild got an early goal – Chad Rau pounced on a juicy rebound and wristed a shot past Heat keeper Joey MacDonald at the 1:29 mark of the first period.

The Heat, though, responded with a power-play marker by Markus Granlund just over two minutes later – the Finnish rookie flicked his own rebound over Iowa goalie Johan Gustafsson to extend his point streak to 11 games. That's the longest active streak in the AHL.

Shortly thereafter, the recently reassigned Derek Smith made his presence felt with a spectacular snipe, picking the top corner from the right faceoff dot to give the Heat a 2-1 lead.

Abbotsford had a golden opportunity to take a stranglehold on the game during an extended two-man advantage late in the first period, but failed to convert on a pair of good looks. Ben Street, with an open net in front of him, fired the puck through the crease from a sharp angle. Later, Ben Hanowski rang a shot off the post.

"I didn't like our posture on the five-on-three at all – those guys weren't special, and usually they're pretty special," head coach Troy Ward said. "We didn't generate much there, and I thought that inevitably cost us . . . That was one of the first telling signs that we were starting to fall off the map a little bit."

Indeed, the Wild took over in the second period, as Erik Haula scored a pair of gritty goals to give his team the lead.

The Heat struggled to mount much of a push in the final frame, and Kris Foucault snuffed their hopes with a spectacular goal with 3:02 remaining. On a two-on-one break, he dangled his way around a sprawling MacDonald and tucked the puck inside the near post.

"We had a lot of empty seats on the bus, and as the game wore on, it got worse," Ward summarized. "Abbotsford's a decent-sized city – we've got a lot of bus stops, and a lot of guys got off. By the time we got back to here, it was a pretty empty bus. That's the way it went tonight."

Iowa, which sits 14th out of 15 teams in the Western Conference, improved to 9-13-1 on the season, while the Heat fell to 20-7-2.

“We realized our margin of error is really small," Haula said afterward, alluding to the Heat's clinical 6-2 win the night before. "We just played a complete game.

"We definitely took away some of the odd-man rushes we gave them yesterday and also some of the bounces that went in yesterday didn’t go in for them today and maybe went in for us.”

On the events of the day, Ward acknowledged that the dismissals of Feaster and Weisbrod were "unexpected." Weisbrod was reportedly in Abbotsford on Thursday morning when the news broke.

"Jay and John are good people, but we understand the transactions that can happen when you get into this business, whether you're a coach or management," Ward said. "I'm proud to have both of them as friends, and I'm hopeful and excited about their futures in the game.

"I'm also respecting our management . . . obviously there's a lot of experience in our management team up there, and they felt the change was needed. That's just the business. You just move on to the next day and take the next step, whatever that is, with the organization."

Baertschi did not arrive in Abbotsford in time to play Thursday, and Ward said he had yet to receive direction from the Flames on what areas of the 21-year-old Swiss sniper's game need to be upgraded during his AHL sojourn.

"We have some good traction with Sven," Ward said, pointing to the fact that Baertschi spent much of the NHL lockout-marred 2012-13 season with the Heat. "We look forward to working with him, and it's our job to get him back on track.

"I haven't spoken to Sven yet . . . but we'll look at the whites of his eyes on Saturday at practice, and we'll get him going again. And I'm excited about that, because he's a good man."

ICE CHIPS:

• Heat defenceman Drew MacKenzie, sidelined since Nov. 30 when he took a puck to the throat vs. the Utica Comets, was sent to the ECHL's Alaska Aces on Thursday.

• The Heat have three more games left before Christmas, all on the road, beginning with a pair of date at Utica (the Vancouver Canucks' affiliate) next Wednesday and Friday.
Flames fire GM Feaster, assign Baertschi to Abbotsford Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: December 12, 2013 1:00 PM 
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A day full of shocking moves in the Calgary Flames organization took an interesting turn on Thursday afternoon, as Sven Baertschi was reassigned to the Abbotsford Heat.

Baertschi, a 21-year-old left winger from Switzerland, has been considered one of the Flames' top prospects since the NHL club selected him 13th overall in the 2011 entry draft.

After a wildly productive junior career with the WHL's Portland Winterhawks, he turned pro last season, and spent the bulk of the NHL lockout-marred campaign with the Heat. He was an electrifying presence most nights, racking up 10 goals and 16 assists in 32 games.

His transition to full-time NHL duty this fall hadn't gone as smoothly as planned, though. In September, he was publicly criticized by Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke – the latter taking issue with the youngster's lack of attention to detail and competitiveness in the defensive zone. When the regular season started, the offensive numbers were slow to materialize – Baertschi had just two goals and nine assists, along with a -4 rating, in 26 games, and was a healthy scratch on several occasions.

On Thursday morning, Burke fired Flames general manager Jay Feaster and assistant GM John Weisbrod. Feaster was also the Heat's GM, though Weisbrod and special assistant to the GM Craig Conroy handled most of the day-to-day hockey operations over the past couple of seasons.

Then in the afternoon, news broke that Baertschi had been demoted to Abbotsford, where he'll join a first-place team chock-full of young offensive-minded forwards. Heat head coach Troy Ward will be tasked with upgrading the youngster's two-way game.

The Heat face the Iowa Wild tonight in the second night of a back-to-back set (7 p.m., Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre). It's not known at this point whether Baertschi will be available to play.

VIDEO: Heat, Ben Street light up Iowa Wild, win 6-2

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The most impressive aspect of the Abbotsford Heat's six-goal outburst on Wednesday evening was the ease with which they accomplished it.

The Iowa Wild came in with a reputation as a reasonably sound defensive hockey club, but the Heat carved them up with the surgical efficiency of a Greg Maddux pitching performance – they needed just 26 shots to light up the Wild in a 6-2 victory.

All of the goals were of the high-quality, well-earned variety, with the exception of Markus Granlund's semi-greasy second-period marker, wherein Kane Lafranchise's point shot bounced off the end boards directly to the rookie centre at the post for a tap-in.

Other than that, the announced crowd of 1,409 was treated to open-net finishes off sweet passes (goals by Ben Street, Greg Nemisz and Brett Olson), top-shelf snipes (Street's second goal of the game in the second period), and clinical two-on-one execution (Michael Ferland from Olson).

"Tonight was one of those nights where we had some puck savvy to us," Heat head coach Troy Ward acknowledged.

"There's some kids that can finish. We're younger than we've been in my four years here . . . and we're more skilled than we have been. And so far this year, we've matured as a team. They've shown that they can score."

The Heat, winners of three straight, boosted their record to 20-6-2 for an AHL-best 42 points. Their offensive numbers are equally impressive – they're fourth in the league in goals per game (3.6) and sit second in power-play efficiency (26.8 per cent) after a 2-for-3 night with the man advantage.

They came staggering out of the gate on Wednesday during a defence-optional first period where goals came fast and furious. The Wild twice seized the lead – Erik Haula opened the scoring just 1:04 into the game, and after Ferland equalized, Brett Bulmer came back with a power-play goal.

But that was the last time Heat goalie Joni Ortio would let the puck past him, and the hosts added goals from Street and Nemisz to take a 3-2 lead into the first intermission.

"I was kind of boisterous after the first couple (Wild goals) – we really had some bad breakdowns," Ward said. "You can't really fault Ortio on either one of them, to be honest with you. I felt bad for him . . . it was like, 'Here we go, it's a 6-5 shootout, potentially one of these games.'

"But then I thought we settled in a little bit. The critical juncture for me was, we scored that third goal. Once we got up 3-2, we kind of relaxed a little bit and we settled in and I thought we played a little bit better defensively."

Nemisz, playing in his 200th career AHL game, had his goal at 14:55 of the first stand up as the game-winner. He redirected a terrific feed from Corban Knight past Wild goalie Johan Gustafsson.

“It’s something to be proud of – it’s not easy to play 200 professional games," Nemisz said, reflecting on the milestone.

“We were a little opportunistic tonight, we made some good plays. All in all, I don’t think we played as well as we wanted to but we definitely had luck tonight.”

Lafranchise, playing in his fifth game of the season for Abbotsford, thought he might have had his first career AHL goal – it wasn't initially clear whether Granlund had tipped the puck in, and Ferland retrieved the puck from the net just in case. As it turned out, Granlund was given credit.

“It’s up for debate," joked Lafranchise, who finished with two assists.

"If Granny touched it, great. If not, that’s the way you want to score your first one, I guess – ugly.”

Granlund, who also had an assist on Ferland's goal, extended his points streak to 10 games, having registered six goals and eight assists in that span. It's the AHL's longest active streak, and the third-longest in the league this season.

ICE CHIPS:

• Heat forward Max Reinhart was scratched from the lineup on Wednesday as he was attending to a personal matter, Ward said.

• The Heat and Wild (8-13-1) clash again on Thursday evening at the AESC (7 p.m. start).

Veteran blueliner Derek Smith assigned to Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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With the Calgary Flames getting healthier on defence, the Abbotsford Heat are benefitting from the trickle-down effect.

On Monday, the Flames sent blueliner Derek Smith to the Heat after he cleared waivers. The 29-year-old has appeared in 11 games with the Flames this season, notching one assist, along with one AHL contest with Abbotsford. Smith's reassignment came after Flames captain Mark Giordano returned to the lineup after missing 18 games with a broken ankle.

Smith was terrific in his lone appearance with the Heat, an Oct. 25 home game vs. the Lake Erie Monsters. His five shots on goal were tied for team-high, and he picked up second star honours in a 4-2 victory.

The Belleville, Ont. native has a track record of success at the AHL level – he eclipsed the 50-point plateau back-to-back seasons with the Binghamton Senators (2009-10 and 2010-11), and helped Binghamton win the Calder Cup in 2011.

The Heat host the Iowa Wild in a rare Wednesday-Thursday set this week (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

Ortio, Street come up big as Heat complete weekend sweep of Rampage

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward is a man of many metaphors, and he's frequently gone with a public transit motif when discussing his team this season.

He's waxed eloquent on the need to get his power-play personnel "in the right seats" on the bus, and occasionally bemoaned "a lot of empty seats on the bus" when the general performance isn't up to snuff.

To extend the metaphor, it's become clear over the first two-plus months of the season that the Heat are at their best with Joni Ortio in the driver's seat and Ben Street riding shotgun. Or vice versa.

The duo led the way once again on Saturday evening, steering the Heat to a 5-2 victory over the San Antonio Rampage to complete a weekend sweep at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Goaltender Ortio turned aside 27 shots en route to first star honours, improving his record to 11-1 on the season.

Street, the AHL's player of the month for November, has continued his red-hot production into December. His team-leading 14th goal of the season was the pivotal one on Saturday, coming as it did with 27 seconds left in the second period and snapping a 1-1 deadlock.

The Heat cruised from there, boosting their record to 19-6-2 for an AHL-best 40 points.

"The word I would use is, he's just a complete player," Ward said of Street. "If you watch our game out there . . . Ben looks like a man compared to the rest. I mean that in the way of posture, his shift-to-shift consistency, and he's just as good with the puck as he is without it."

Ben Hanowski, Mark Cundari, Markus Granlund and Max Reinhart (into an empty net) also scored for the Heat, while Brett Olson and Michael Ferland picked up two assists apiece.

Granlund, with his 10th goal of the season, extended his points streak to nine games, during which he's posted five goals and seven assists.

Ortio, who struggled in his first crack at North American pro hockey with the Heat in 2011-12, has come back a new man after a stellar season in his native Finland with HIFK Helsinki.

"I'm just an overall better goalie," he said. "That last year helped me a lot – I played 70-plus games back home, and that really teaches you something . . . My game is much more calm right now, and this time around, I knew what to expect."

Ward noted that Ortio had to make "critical saves at critical times" on Saturday.

"We're obviously very confident in Joni back there, and he's very confident," he said. "We feel that if we're out of position and we're not in a proper posture we'd like to be in defensively, we feel like he's had our back most of the year."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat went 2-for-3 on the power play and sit second in the AHL with a 25.8 per cent success rate.

• Abby centre Carter Bancks was sidelined Saturday with a stiff neck sustained on a hit the previous evening. To fill his bottom-six role, the Heat called up Brendan Connolly from the ECHL's Alaska Aces and sent Peter Sivak down.

"He's a heart-and-soul type guy – he's one of the leaders in Alaska," Ward said of Connolly, who was in the lineup Saturday.

• Heat blueliner Chad Billins, with an assist on Street's goal, moved into a tie with T.J. Brennan of the Toronto Marlies for first in points among AHL defencemen with 23.

• Street's 14 goals are third-most in the league, trailing only Colton Sceviour of the Texas Stars (18) and Matt Fraser of the Providence Bruins (16).

• The Heat host a rare Wednesday-Thursday set this week vs. the Iowa Wild (7 p.m. both nights, AESC).

Power play propels Heat to win over Rampage

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat's schizophrenic performance on Friday evening vs. the San Antonio Rampage evoked the classic comedy flick Dumb and Dumber.

In the movie, Jeff Daniels utters the definitive criticism-morphing-into-praise line: "Just when I think you couldn't possibly be any dumber, you go and do something like this … and totally redeem yourself!"

So it was with the Heat, who blew a 2-0 third-period lead at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, only to quickly redeem themselves and salvage a 4-2 victory.

Goals by the Bens – Hanowski and Street – had put the hosts ahead, but they gave it all back in short order as San Antonio's Bobby Butler (finishing off a pretty tic-tac-toe passing play) and Vincent Trocheck (with a shorthanded marker) tallied to knot the score.

But just 38 seconds later, on the same power play as Trocheck's shorthanded goal, Street found Max Reinhart with a terrific cross-ice pass, and he took the puck from his skate to his stick and beat Rampage goalie Jacob Markstrom with a top-shelf shot.

Markus Granlund scored into an empty net to round out the scoring as the Heat (18-6-2) snapped a two-game losing streak, and goalie Joni Ortio turned in an outstanding 29-save performance to improve his record to 10-1.

Abbotsford's first three goals came on the power play, which went 3-for-8 on the night and moved up from third to second in the AHL in that category with a 24.8 per cent overall success rate.

Head coach Troy Ward, though, felt the power-play proficiency papered over a multitude of other sins. Despite his team's 38-31 edge in shots, he was perturbed with some of the penalties his team took in the second period, the sloppiness with which they handled the puck at times, and a general lack of emotional engagement.

"There wasn’t a lot of good in that game – we’ll just take the win and go," Ward said. "That said, our team found a way to win, so I have to give them credit for that.

"We’re not real sharp mentally right now . . . a lot of empty seats on the bus. It’s unfortunate. We’ve had some bad, tough Decembers here. We hit these long road trips in November, get the benefit of playing a lot of games, but come home flat.”

Street said Ward gave the team a piece of his mind after Trocheck's shorthanded goal, and his words had the desired effect.

"The thing that was freshest in my mind was the absolute tongue-lashing we had just taken from our coach about how bad our power play was being," Street said with a wry grin, reflecting on Reinhart's subsequent goal. "It was a one-way conversation."

On Ortio's performance, Street offered effusive praise.

"They came at us hard and we were having trouble breaking out – they were turning pucks over and putting them on net right away," he said.

"The big thing is, it doesn't look that outstanding, but (Ortio) just takes those pucks and deflects them away. It's not like he's flashing leather or anything like that, but it's just so effective for us. He gives us more than a chance to win – he bails us out time and time again."

Hanowski opened the scoring at 14:08 of the second period when his centering pass intended for Brett Olson deflected in off the skate of a Rampage defender. The goal prompted a cascade of stuffed animals onto the ice from the stands, as part of the Heat's annual teddy bear toss night (pictured above). Three pickup truckloads of teddy bears were collected for donation to the Abbotsford Christmas Bureau.

“It’s definitely cool to be a part of that, and to be the one to put it in made it a little bit more special," Hanowski said. "Cool experience, and great thing to do.”

The Heat and Rampage (10-11-2), who have lost three straight, clash again on Saturday (7 p.m., AESC).

Heat news and notes: Lamb aims for teddy bear toss encore, power play lighting it up

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Teddy bear tosses tend to be a highlight for fans, but the charitable initiative brings back warm memories for Brady Lamb, too.

On December 15, 2012, the Abbotsford Heat defenceman stepped into a pass from T.J. Brodie and hammered a slap shot past Texas Stars goalie Cristopher Nilstorp.

That ignited an avalanche of stuffed animals thrown from the stands onto the ice at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, as is custom when the home team scores its first goal on teddy bear toss night. Hundreds of the fuzzy toys were collected for donation to the Abbotsford Christmas Bureau.

The epic celebration coincided with a major milestone for Lamb – his first goal as a professional.

"I'd never been part of a teddy bear toss game through junior or college," Lamb recalled with a grin following Thursday's practice. "So for my first one to be here with the Heat, and score the goal and have it be the first of my career, it was a whole bunch of cool experiences all mixed into one.

"I'm looking forward to it again, and who knows – maybe I'll make the magic happen again."

The 2013 edition of the Heat's teddy bear toss is this Friday, the first night of back-to-back games vs. the San Antonio Rampage (7 p.m. start both nights, AESC). Fans are asked to bring new, unused stuffed animals.

BLUE LINE GETTING HEALTHIER

Lamb is one of three defencemen, along with Tyler Wotherspoon (concussion) and Mark Cundari (neck/back), who returned to practice this week after sitting out last weekend's home set vs. the Utica Comets.

Lamb missed three games with a leg laceration, but in reality, he was tremendously fortunate he wasn't out longer.

On Nov. 23 at the Iowa Wild, the Calgary native already had a goal and an assist for his first multi-point outing of the season, when an Iowa forechecker's skate came down between the back of his skate boot and his leg.

In recent years, similar plays have resulted in sliced Achilles tendons for Kevin Bieksa of the Vancouver Canucks and Erik Karlsson of the Ottawa Senators, but Lamb escaped with just a couple of stitches.

"I didn't think it was season-ending, because I could still use my foot, but I definitely knew something was wrong," he said. "Luckily it wasn't too deep to cause any serious or permanent damage. I was pretty lucky."

The Bieksa and Karlsson injuries have prompted many players to wear cut-resistant Kevlar socks, but Lamb wasn't wearing them vs. Iowa. He is now.

"It's one of those things you don't ever think will happen to you, and you don't see much reason to (wear them) – it's such a small area, it's such a slim chance," he said. "I was just wearing a normal pair of socks, and it cut right through there pretty quick. Obviously I've got them (cut-resistant socks) on now . . . the whole team does. Everyone has to now."

LAFRANCHISE A 'ROADRUNNER'

The Heat (17-6-2) lead the AHL in points with 36, and such a lofty perch is not unfamiliar at this stage of the season.

At virtually the same point last fall Abbotsford sat atop the AHL standings, but they went into an offensive tailspin in December and later lost their four top defencemen – Brodie and Steve McCarthy departed after the NHL lockout ended, Joe Piskula was traded and Chris Breen got hurt. They ended up missing the playoffs altogether.

Head coach Troy Ward said the major lesson learned last year is that the team needs more defensive depth. To that end, even though Lamb, Wotherspoon and Cundari are ready to return to the lineup, the Heat kept one of the two blueliners, Kane Lafranchise, who was recalled last week from the ECHL's Alaska Aces. The other, James Martin, was reassigned earlier in the week.

"We're trying to create a situation where guys know more about what we're doing and how we go about it," Ward said. "I don't think anybody can just jump into the system with the way we play, or maybe our language, and understand it all."

Lafranchise, a 25-year-old Edmonton native who was a reliable point-producer with the Aces over the past two years, gives the Heat more mobility on the back end.

"We're not a very fluid team back there," Ward noted. "(Chad) Billins can pick 'em up and move – after that, I wouldn't say it's a turtle race, but it's not the roadrunner back there. (Lafranchise) gives us a roadrunner . . . We want to see if that can help us."

HOT STREAK PROPELLED BY POWER PLAY

In September, Ward said he expected his youthful squad to endure some growing pains over the first three months of the season, and then make a push for a playoff berth after Christmas.

They've arrived ahead of schedule, Ward said, in part because they've had the services of experienced forwards like Ben Street, Blair Jones and Paul Byron for much of the campaign.

But perhaps even more crucially, the power play has made a giant leap forward this season. The Heat's 23.9 per cent efficiency rate is third-best in the league – they were 20th at 16.1 per cent last year, and have never ranked higher than 19th in their five seasons in Abbotsford.

"You have more finishers out there," Ward analyzed, rattling off names like Street, Billins, Corban Knight, Markus Granlund and Michael Ferland.

"Sometimes we don't generate a lot (at even strength), and then there goes the power play and scores again. It's been that type of first half."

STREET KEEPING HIS HEAD UP

On Monday, Street became the first player in Heat history to win the AHL's player of the month award, after leading the league in goals (11) and points (19) in November.

"It's kind cliche to say it's a team award, but if our team doesn't do as well as it did, I don't think I win it," the Coquitlam native noted.

"I think they chose me as the representation of the team and how well we did."

That said, Street has made major strides offensively this season, and improved on-ice vision may be the reason why.

"I talk with Wardo all the time about my eyes," he explained. "I think if you play with your head down, the game comes at you pretty fast. If you can get your head up and get your eyes up a see what's coming, you can see where your teammates are and where the open ice is, and it makes it a lot easier."

Anecdotally, it seems to be paying dividends – last Saturday vs. Utica, Street spotted Josh Jooris and whipped a spectacular cross-ice pass which led to a goal. And while the shot-happy Street still puts a high volume of pucks on net, his shots-on-goal have taken a slight dip from 3.29 per game last year to 2.83 this season, but his overall production is up.

SIELOFF WON'T PLAY AT WORLD JUNIORS

Defenceman Patrick Sieloff's snakebit season took another tough turn this week, as the NHL parent Calgary Flames announced he wouldn't be available to play for Team U.S.A. at the upcoming World Junior Championships.

The 19-year-old Sieloff was the AHL's youngest player to start the season, but was sidelined after just two games due to a lingering staph infection. The Ann Arbor, Mich. native is currently at home recuperating.

"He's getting a little TLC from mom," said Ward, who touches base with Sieloff about once a month.

"He's just trying to get through a lot of the issues that are in his system. They seem to be working out in a very slow by timely manner, according to the medical side. It's on track where it's supposed to be, but it's a process. His spirits are awesome, he feels good. It's just got to cleanse itself."

WHITNEY LEADS RAMPAGE INTO TOWN

San Antonio's roster is highlighted by ex-NHL defenceman Ryan Whitney – the former Pittsburgh Penguin, Anaheim Duck and Edmonton Oiler has seven points in eight games with the Florida Panthers' AHL affiliate this season as he seeks to jump-start his career.

Whitney leads a group that's deep in big-league experience. He, along with Jed Ortmeyer, Joey Crabb, Greg Zanon and Bobby Butler, have a combined 1,617 games of NHL experience under their belt.

The Rampage, 10th in the Western Conference at 10-10-2, are led offensively by first-year forward Vincent Trocheck, who has 10 goals and nine assists in 22 games and is third in AHL rookie scoring.

TIS THE SEASON FOR GIVING

The teddy bear toss is just one of the Heat's current community initiatives.

In recent weeks, they've launched a pair of charitable partnerships. They're joining forces with the Kids Up Front Foundation, facilitating the donation of tickets to provide free access to Heat games for children and families who have been adversely affected by poverty, abuse, illness and disability. Fans unable to use their tickets are encouraged to call 1-877-452-HEAT to arrange for ticket donation.

The Heat have also started an Adopt a Family project. Fans can purchase a group of 10 or more tickets to a pre-Christmas home game and half the price of the tickets will be donated to a family in need to help them through the holiday season.

In addition, the Heat sent a contingent of players to Abbotsford Regional Hospital on Wednesday to visit young patients.

"We don't have a requirement that a certain number of guys go – they asked for two or three, and I think nine went," Street said. "It's a good representation of our team, and it shows the guys here care about our community.

"If it helps those kids out and helps those families to feel a bit better for however long, it's important for us to do that."

MACDERMID UP, REINHART DOWN

Late Thursday afternoon, the Flames recalled winger Lane MacDermid from the Heat and sent Max Reinhart back to Abby.

MacDermid, recently acquired via trade from the Dallas Stars organization, did not register a point in four appearances with the Heat. Reinhart, meanwhile, has 12 points in 19 AHL games this season.

Street the first Heat player to win AHL player of month

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: December 03, 2013 9:00 AM 

Updated: December 03, 2013 11:19 AM     

Abbotsford Heat centre Ben Street has been named the CCM/AHL player of the month for November.

The Coquitlam native began the season with the Calgary Flames, and upon returning to the AHL, has been lighting it up. He led all AHL skaters in goals (11) and points (19) while appearing in 15 games during a busy month for the Heat, who won 12 of those games.

Street is the first player in Heat history to win the AHL player of the month award, and will be presented with an etched crystal trophy prior to an upcoming Heat game.

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced Monday they have recalled Tye McGinn.

Sunday, Paul Holmgren said Vincent Lecavalier would be out three to four weeks with non-displaced fracture in his lower back and the Flyers would recall someone from the Phantoms.

McGinn played well for the Flyers earlier in the season. He scored three goals in the first two of six games he played.

In 18 games with the Phantoms, McGinn has five goals and two assists. Terry Murray recently put him back on the top line with Jason Akeson and Kris Newbury, hoping to spark McGinn. The line then scored a power-play goal on a three-on-one set up by a takeaway by McGinn Saturday night. He fed a quick pass to Akeson, who carried the puck almost all the way to the net before sliding it over to Newbury for the goal.

December 09, 2013 11:49 am
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Game 23 live blog: Phantoms 3, Comets 1 

The Phantoms scored two power-play goals for only the second time this year on their way to a 3-1 win over Utica. The power play has now scored three goals in five chances over two games.

Ben Holmstrom also scored his 100th career point, becoming the second Adirondack Phantom to do so (Jason Akeson was the first last year).

December 07, 2013 6:15 pm
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Greenville no longer Phantoms, Flyers' ECHL affiliate 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms and Flyers have quietly ended their affiliation with Greenville. 

The writing was on the wall as the players the Phantoms/Flyers had in Greenville got very little playing time and then were moved to other teams. The organization is no longer listed with an affiliate on the ECHL website.

In all, the organization now has three players in the ECHL. Andrew Johnston (Orlando) and Maxime Lamarche (Elmira) are on NHL contracts and Doug Clarkson (Reading) is on an AHL contract.

Johnston was sent directly to Orlando at the start of the season. Carsen Chubak started in Greenville and played two games but then bounced from there to Gwinnett to Orlando. He's now with the Phantoms while Yann Danis recovers from a sprained knee.

Lamarche and Clarkson were both sent down later in the season and straight to other teams. Lamarche is with Elmira and Clarkson with Reading.

"Next year, I'd like to nail down an affiliate, hopefully geographically a little bit closer," Phantoms general manager and Flyers assistant general manger Ron Hextall said. "What I'd like to do is where you send a guy for a couple of games to get him going."

He said it's a little bit scary not to be able to get a player like that, with a snap, if they needed one. 

That's why the Phantoms have carried a larger roster this year, scratching two or three forwards and one or two defensemen most games.

Hextall said there are some players for whom it's beneficial to practice at the AHL pace, but others who have to play. The latter group might be sent to the ECHL to get the playing time if they weren't getting it with the Phantoms.

As of now, there are two ECHL teams without affiliates: Fort Wayne and Las Vegas. Neither of those teams fit the geographical profile Hextall was hoping for.

It is common for teams to share affiliates (and for it to work out better than the Phantoms/Flyers sharing with the Wolf Pack/Rangers).

Last year, only the Phantoms/Flyers were officially affiliated with Trenton, but Albany/New Jersey also used the Titans. This year, seven ECHL teams have two AHL/NHL affiliates.

December 06, 2013 6:27 pm
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Game 22 live blog: Phantoms 3, Wolf Pack 0 

Cal Heeter played another great game. He made 24 saves in the shutout as the Phantoms beat the Wolf Pack, 3-0. It was their first win over Hartford this year.

Tye McGinn put the Phantoms on the board early, after a scoreless 123:10. Brandon Alderson added a power-play goal at 8:07 of the third period. Chris VandeVelde finished it off with a empty-netter with 1:29 to play.

December 06, 2013 6:15 pm
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Clarkson loaned to Reading 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Doug Clarkson was loaned to Reading (ECHL) on Friday.

Clarkson only played one game with the Phantoms. Recently, he was practicing as a defenseman in order to even out the d-pairings and forward lines.

Last year, Clarkson played five games with Trenton (no points, three fights) and 25 with Toledo (four goals, four assists and four fights).

December 06, 2013 5:45 pm

(0) 

Danis out for at least a couple of weeks 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Yann Danis will be out "certainly a couple of weeks," maybe more, with a grade-two sprain to his knee, according to Terry Murray.

"We'll say a couple of weeks and then we'll take it week-by-week from there," Murray continued.

Danis is not wearing a brace or on crutches and appears to be walking fine. Murray said it's the lateral movement, of which there is a lot in goaltending, that is the problem.

The good news is that it's not worse. Murray said whenever there's a knee injury you fear an ACL tear, but this is not that. 

Will Carsen Chubak, who was recalled from Orlando on Saturday, get a chance in the meantime? Murray's answer was a flat "no." So, barring the unexpected, it will be Cal Heeter in net until Danis returns.

"Chubak was signed as a fifth guy in the organization to play in the East Coast Hockey League and develop his pro game," he said. "That would be the ideal scenario, but this is second best for him. You get a chance to be the second goaltender on the American league team and you're facing NHL type shooting all the time."

Chubak has not been able to do that. He has bounced around between ECHL teams, playing on three in the first two months of the season. And yet, he's still only had two games on the ice. Both games were with his first team, Greenville, and the latter was Oct. 26.

He may still not be playing with the Phantoms, but at least he is now getting quality practice time and is working with Neil Little, the Flyers scout who has become a goalie coach for the Phantoms.

"This is a good thing for him to try to get his own game in some type of semblance, so that he can at some time get to play a lot of games some place and get to move his game forward," Murray said.

December 04, 2013 6:45 pm
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Game 21 live blog: Sound Tigers 1, Phantoms 0 

The Phantoms lost their second consecutive shutout. After losing 1-0 to Syracuse on Saturday, they lost by an identical score to Bridgeport on Wednesday.

December 04, 2013 6:15 pm
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Danis out, Phantoms recall Chubak 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Yann Danis suffered a knee injury about midway through the first period of Friday's game at Albany when he collided with Mike Sislo and Matt Konan.

Phantoms general manager Ron Hextall said they weren't sure of the extent of the injury and would know more on Monday, but they did not expect it to keep him out of the lineup long-term.

In the meantime, the Phantoms recalled Carsen Chubak from Orlando. 

Hextall said they were kinda lucky that Orlando did not play Friday night and were in town so Chubak could get on a plane and be in Glens Falls in time for Saturday's game.

Chubak has bounced around the ECHL this year. He's spent a few days with the Phantoms between assignments, but only getting his time before and after practice. This will be a good chance for him to get some real practice time with coaches Terry Murray and Riley Cote and with AHL players.

November 30, 2013 7:32 pm
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Game 20 live blog: Crunch 1, Phantoms 0 

The Phantoms lost a pretty even game to the Crunch 1-0. The difference was one power-play goal.

Overall, the Phantoms played a good game, but too many bad penalties caught up to them.
Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, VandeVelde-Bordson-Holmstrom, Straka-Cousins-Alderson, Brown-Flanagan-Mangene.

December 6 at 6:33 PM
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So, after changing the lines in the third period on Wednesday, Murray elected to largely go back to his starting lines tonight.

December 6 at 6:34 PM
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Only change is shuffling the fourth line with Flanagan in, FitzGerald out. That's not surprising as FitzGerald did not play the third Wed.

December 6 at 6:35 PM
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Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Konan-Alt, Lauridsen-Eddy
Scarlett making most of chance

Defenseman has filled in admirably for defenders who have been called up

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:12 pm, Thursday, December 12, 2013
In case of injury or call-ups, minor-league hockey teams have a "next man up" philosophy. The Albany Devils are following that with uncharacteristic success.

The Devils (15-7-2) have 15 victories in just 24 games, the earliest that New Jersey's American Hockey League affiliate has reached that win total since the 1998-99 team started 15-6-2.

Scott Timmins was leading Albany in scoring after 12 games before missing the past dozen because of a lower-body injury. High-scoring defensemen Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill have been recalled to the NHL, yet the A-Devils keep rolling, taking a four-game winning streak into Friday night's home game against the Hartford Wolf Pack.

"When you're winning, everyone's a little lighter, the mood's a little better," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said Thursday after practice, in which Timmins participated for only the second time since his injury. "The confidence is high right now."

One prime example of a player stepping up is Reece Scarlett, who leads the Devils in plus/minus rating (+8) and has four power-play goals, tops among AHL rookie defensemen.

Losing Gelinas and Merrill, both effective power-play operators, figured to take a toll, but Albany has scored with the man-advantage in nine straight games. The Devils' .195 power-play efficiency ranks 10th, a season after they finished 29th.

"Everybody on our D-corps has been relied upon a little bit more," said Scarlett, a 6-foot-1, 175-pound right-hand shooter. "Those guys are great players, and they took up a lot of minutes. We all filled in that gap, and it's been going well for us."

Offense hasn't always been on the front burner for Scarlett, who played four years for Swift Current (Saskatchewan) of the Western Hockey League. He was two years into his junior career when New Jersey selected him in the sixth round of the 2011 draft.

"Before that I was an all-around defenseman — move the puck, and that was it," he said. "After my draft year, I realized that I can skate well, and can handle the puck, so I should try and chip in a little more offensively when I can."

Scarlett, 20, had 24 points in 138 games before he was drafted. He totaled 98 points in the same number of games in his final two years with Swift Current.

His shot isn't as hard as that of Gelinas, but Scarlett has contributed four goals and five assists in the 18 games he has played.

He also has taken care of the defensive side, as his glowing plus/minus number indicates.

"We've been waiting for him to run out of steam," Kowalsky said, "but for a young kid, he's mature in the way he prepares. He's a kid where you show him some video, you ask him to make an adjustment, and his next shift, his next period, his next game he's improved on it. That's a sign of a guy who's a little ahead of his years."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty
Devils play on the edge

Albany rebounds after sloppy second period to beat Springfield

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:54 pm, Wednesday, December 4, 2013Albany

If you can't stop 'em, outscore 'em.

That isn't a motto you'll see hanging in the Albany Devils' locker room, but it has produced a couple of unconventional victories the past five days.

The Devils have surrendered 10 goals the past two games but somehow found an offense to prevail. Chris McKelvie scored the tie-breaking goal with 13:35 remaining Wednesday night as Albany upended the Springfield Falcons 6-4 in front of 1,710 at Times Union Center.

It was similar, at least in scoring pace, to the Devils' 8-6 victory Saturday over Bridgeport.

"I certainly understand the gray hairs," McKelvie said.

Albany overcame an atrocious second period, blowing a 3-1 lead and getting outshot 19-3, to rally in the third against the Northeast Division-leading Falcons.

Artem Demkov, signed earlier in the day to a professional tryout contract, tied the score one minute into the third period. McKelvie got free 51/2 minutes later to complete a "Gordie Howe hat trick" — a goal, an assist and a fight in the same game.

"I've never had one of those," he said, "so that's cool."

Springfield had won seven of its previous eight games — the lone loss was in overtime — and put up enough offense to win against the usually defensive-minded Devils, who moved to within two points of first place.

"We were awful," Springfield coach Brad Larson said. "That was ugly; real, real ugly. That's not the way we play. It was way too sloppy. We got outskated."

The Devils were playing for the first time all season without forwards Tim Sestito and Reid Boucher, both recalled by the New Jersey Devils this week.

Raman Hrabarenka, Rod Pelley and Stefan Matteau helped Albany build a 3-1 lead before Springfield answered with three goals in the final 11 minutes of the second period.

"We came out in the third and corrected a lot of mistakes we were making," said Mike Hoeffel, whose two assists included McKelvie's game winner. "We were able to finish hard to get the win."

"Tonight didn't have nearly the feel that it did the other night," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We were a lot better."

The 14 goals in two games is unprecedented in the franchise's eight-year history. The previous mark was 13, set Feb. 14-15, 2009, when the team was in Lowell, and one of those games ended in a shootout loss.

An off-game defensively in recent history usually meant a sure loss for the Devils.

"This team's got a little different makeup, different character," McKelvie said. "Personally I think it's better, and that's no knock on the guys that were here last year. We just have a little more character on this team, a little more drive, guys who are hungry to play. It's really refreshing to be able to win some games like this, and hopefully we stop giving up four or five goals."
Young Matteau making his name

Stefan, a left wing for Albany, aims to stick in the NHL as his dad, Stephane, did for 14 years

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 6:41 am, Wednesday, December 4, 2013
Albany

You start with the bloodlines. His father had 14 productive years in the NHL. Then there is the size: 6 feet, 3 inches, 215 pounds.

Attributes like that can't be taught, but Stefan Matteau has learned a lot through his first 21 American Hockey League games.

The son of Stephane Matteau, whose six NHL stops included two-plus seasons with the New York Rangers, he has been a steady top-six forward for the Albany Devils. He is sixth on the team in scoring and second in penalty minutes.

"It's a long career, and I've still got a lot to work on," Matteau said, "but things are going well."

"Steady" and "well" aren't words that described Matteau's first pro season, which began less than seven months after the New Jersey Devils drafted him in the first round (29th overall).

Matteau, a left wing, played 17 games in the NHL, managing a goal and two assists. He was then returned to his junior team.

He had 28 points in 35 games for Blainville-Boisbriand in the Quebec Major, but 11 games into the playoffs he was asked to leave. Matteau and his coach reportedly got into a shouting match over playing time.

Sometimes it's easy to forget that Matteau, whose father was an assistant coach for Blainville-Boisbriand, is only 19.

"It was a roller-coaster year for everyone, for my family and I," Matteau said. "I matured a lot, and I learned a lot being in the NHL. I'm trying to use that this year and to get the call back up as soon as possible."

Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said he has had no off-ice issues with his young star.

"You can read stuff about what happens to some of these guys in other areas, but organizationally — and its starts from Lou (Lamoriello, president/general manager) down — they set a precedent about how we act as professionals here," Kowalsky said. "We're an extension of that.

"We wiped the slate clean. There was never any discussion about it. When I sat down with him at the beginning of the year, you'd never know he was a 19-year-old kid. He's excited about playing pro hockey. ... From a maturity standpoint, in my first meeting and getting to know him, I didn't see anything as far as issues."

What Kowalsky and the Devils are starting to see now is production. Matteau is on a five-game point streak, during which he has contributed four goals and four assists.

He has been a force on the power play, which is ranked 10th in the AHL (18.2 percent) after finishing next-to-last in 2012-13 (11.3 percent).

"He's using his speed and his size," Kowalsky said. "He's playing to his strengths right now. We're going to encourage that."

Matteau has a comfort level around hockey rinks that few players his age can claim. He grew up watching his father, who accumulated 316 points and 742 penalty minutes in 848 career games, playing in the NHL.

"I didn't realize what he was doing when I was growing up because he was my father," Matteau said. "He was my family member, and I was always around the team and around those guys. I got to see some pretty special things that not a lot of guys got to go through.

"Now I'm living what he lived for real, last year being in the NHL a little bit. He's backed off on me because he knows what I'm going through. I'm really fortunate to have him, for sure."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty
Devils notes: Shootout, power-play success are key
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Print

0

ALBANY — As they do frequently at the end of practice, the Albany Devils today held a shootout competition at Times Union Center. If a player scores, he skates to the opposite side of the ice to await the next round; one miss and you’re done.

This friendly but necessary exercise usually ends in the second round, but today three players — Mike Hoeffel, Mike Seslo and Chris McKelvie — made it into the third round. Perhaps it’s not a coincidence that the Devils have reversed their shootout fortunes of last season.

“It was good that we had some success in practice,” Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. “As much as our goaltenders have been good, it’s maybe beneficial that we score some in practice than not.”

The Devils went 3-12 in shootouts last season. They’ve already matched that victory total this year in only four attempts.

Joe Whitney, who missed his only attempt in practice, has converted twice in three shootout tries this season. Stefan Matteau, newly acquired Artem Demkov and Reid Boucher — currently in the NHL with New Jersey — also have scored.

Scott Wedgewood is one of six AHL goaltenders not to have allowed a shootout goal (4-for-4). Keith Kinkaid has stopped 14 of 17 attempts, and his .786 percentage ranks 19th among 55 league goalies.

“They’re tough things to put a handle on,” Kowalsky said. “Last year, I don’t know if anybody can explain that. Practice in general today, guys had a lot of confidence. We had a lot of goals in a lot of situations.

“When you’re winning, everyone’s a little lighter, the mood’s a little better out there. The confidence is high right now. From a shooter’s standpoint, there’s a little less pressure than some of those situations we were in last year. We have some different personnel.”

Powering up

Albany’s power-play success also has improved considerably from last season. The Devils, who have a man-advantage goal in nine straight games (14 of 45), rank 10th in the AHL with a 1.95 power-play percentage. They were next-to-last a year ago.

“We’ve been able to find guys that jell well together,” Kowalsky said. “(Center) Kelly Zajac, we thought he was going to be good there, but he’s turned out to be outstanding. We’ve found a spot there for (defenseman) Raman Hrabarenka. Last year we put him in a couple of different areas and it didn’t work out, and we wound up taking him off. Now he’s found a spot on there.

“As a coaching staff we’ve spent a lot of time harping on some things and reiterating. Repetition, repetition, repetition. When you do stuff like that and get into games, it becomes second nature. Our execution has been good, but overall, like anything else, the way things are going, if you have a couple of games where you do well on the power play and you feel confident.”

Record-setting start

In the eight seasons that the New Jersey Devils have owned their own AHL franchise, this is their best start. Albany is 15-7-1-1, getting its 15th victory Tuesday in its 24th game. The previous best start came in 2009-10 — the only time in the past 13 seasons that the affiliate has made the AHL playoffs — when the Lowell Devils got their 15th victory in their 29th game.

Kowalsky is quick to point out that a favorable schedule has been a factor. The Devils have yet to play three games in three days. Their first such stretch will come at the end of December, and there will be 10 three-in-threes in 2014.

“We know it’s coming,” he said. “It’s like the storm you see coming from way out over the lake. It has been great. We started a little slow, like we normally do, with the schedule, but it’s picked up. I’m a big fan of the mid-week games and two on the weekend.”

Timmins back on ice

Although he has been wearing the yellow “no contact” jersey, center Scott Timmins has been back practicing with the team this week.

Timmons, who was leading the Devils in scoring (five goals, eight assists in 12 games) before he suffered a lower-body injury, last played Nov. 8 at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

He hasn’t been cleared for full contact. Asked if Timmins’ return date would be based on recovery or conditioning, Kowalsky said, “A little of both. … Both are coming to a point to where he’s almost there. The recovery is probably a little bit close than the conditioning.”
Canes rookies among NHL's upcoming group of young defensemen

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com
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The Canes Riley Nash (20), Cam Ward (30) and Ryan Murphy (7) defend the goal against the Blackhawks' Andrew Shaw (65) during the first period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Chicago Blackhawks at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Oct. 15, 2013. 
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Get the latest Canes news, photos and scores
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More NHL news

A week ago, Nashville Predators coach Barry Trotz was asked about the learning curve of his rookie defenseman.

“Which one?” Trotz said, smiling.

Carolina Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller, and others, could say the same.

While the question to Trotz was about Seth Jones, the No. 4 overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft, and his adjustment to the league, the Preds also had rookie defensemen Victor Bartley and Mattias Ekholm in the lineup.

Canes rookies Brett Bellemore and Ryan Murphy have gotten a lot of minutes this season. Around the NHL, defensemen such as Hampus Lindholm of Anaheim, Olli Maatta of Pittsburgh and Torey Krug of Boston are making their marks as rookies.

Jones, 19, is the most high-profile of the group and was one of the most talked-about and coveted prospects going into the draft. Tall at 6 feet 4, agile and aggressive, Jones has been a regular for the Predators, averaging 23 minutes a game and playing almost 31 minutes in the Nov. 30 game against the Philadelphia Flyers.

“There are times when he looks like he’s 29 and times when he looks like he’s 19,” Trotz said. “He’s still learning the game and there’s times when he wants to take the foot off the gas pedal, if you will, and the league eats him up. This league is a very good league and if you’re not going at full rpm, it can humble you very quickly.

“He’s done a great job but I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d play him 30 minutes as a 19-year-old. Not many get that opportunity.”

Jones was quick to say 30 minutes of NHL hockey isn’t nearly the same as 30 for the Portland Winterhawks, his junior team in the Western Hockey League.

“The biggest challenge is the speed and physicality,” Jones said of the NHL. “There’s never really a night off. There’s so much speed and skill around the league and obviously the increased physicality, playing against grown men. 

“There have been ups and downs. I’ve had good games and I’ve had bad games, and I’m sure there’s going to be more.”

The same is true for Murphy and Bellemore. Murphy, with his speed, shiftiness and puckhandling skills, can appear dazzling at “full rpm.” But there are times when the 20-year-old makes hasty passes, gets knocked off the puck or is caught out of position defensively.

“There are still things he needs to work on, but when he simplifies his game and uses his skill he’s effective,” Muller said. “But when he tries to do too much and stays out too long and different things that most guys in junior do, we’ve still got to break him of that. It’s harder for an offensive defenseman that’s young to step in and play and produce at a certain rate that you’re hoping for.”

Shift lengths can be problematic at times, Murphy said. While playing for the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League, he said he had some shifts that were three or four minutes long.

“My longest in junior was six minutes,” he said, smiling. “There was a power play, then another power play, then …”

That doesn’t happen at the NHL level.

“It’s impossible. It’s too tiring,” he said. “Once you go 45 seconds, hard, you’ve got nothing left in the tank.”

Bellemore, 25, has missed the past four games with a concussion but had put together an impressive streak before the injury – 17 consecutive games with an even or better plus/minus rating. It was the longest active streak among NHL defensemen.

A banger at 6 feet 4 and 225 pounds, Bellemore has 82 hits. Despite missing games, he ranks eighth among NHL defensemen.

“He did all things in the summer to get lighter, get quicker, things that were holding him back a little bit and has been consistent,” said Muller, whose Canes lost 5-4 in overtime in Calgary on Thursday. “He’s a battler.”

In the NHL, all rookies have to be. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/11/4538293/canes-rookies-among-nhls-upcoming.html#storylink=cpy
Checkers rally in the final minutes for 3-2 win

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Thursday, Dec. 12, 2013

The Checkers entered Thursday night’s matchup with the San Antonio Rampage seven points out of the final playoff position and well aware of their recent inability to string together wins. 

Entering the night, Charlotte – who defeated the Rampage on Tuesday – had not recorded consecutive wins since the regular season’s opening weekend. 

Checkers coach Jeff Daniels didn’t even mention the streak to his players after the win on Tuesday.

“We’ve talked about it enough,” he said. “We know where we’re at and what we need to do.” 

The silent treatment worked as the Checkers rallied to score two goals in the final minutes to defeat the Rampage 3-2 in front of 3,918 at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

The Checkers (10-14-1) appeared to have tied the game at 2 on a Michal Jordan goal late in the third, but for the second game in a row a would-be goal was disallowed. 

For the second game in a row, the Checkers were unfazed. 

The equalizer came off the stick of unlikely blue liner Keegan Lowe. The goal, which came with John Muse (25 saves) off for an extra attacker at 18:50, was just his second of the season.

Following a Rampage penalty, the Checkers took home the win in regulation on Chris Terry’s 10th goal of the season. 

“I can’t say enough about (us coming back after) getting another goal called back on another bad call,” said Terry. “We had to accept that fact and move on. Fortunately, we had to learn that last game and we (showed) it again today.”

The Checkers will look to win three straight for the first time this season when they host the Milwaukee Admirals at 5 p.m. Sunday.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/12/4541454/checkers-rally-in-the-final-minutes.html#storylink=cpy
It’s hard to quantify how much the Carolina Hurricanes have benefited from having Manny Malhotra this season.

Everyone knew he was very good on face-offs, and he has been terrific.

He brought years of experience and the type of savvy and grittiness to his game the Hurricanes needed.

And if there are any lingering questions about his damaged left eye, about his ability to play, he seemingly is answering them.

The Vancouver Canucks believed it was too dangerous for Malhotra to continue playing last season. They shut him down after nine games, ending his season and leaving his future in doubt.

Malhotra was back in Vancouver, back to face the Canucks on Monday at Rogers Arena with a new team, having quickly earned the respect of his teammates and coaches.

When defenseman Tim Gleason, one of the Canes’ two alternate captains, recently was sidelined with a lower-body injury, Malhotra was chosen to wear an “A” on his jersey. Defenseman Justin Faulk served as an alternate captain earlier in the season when Gleason was out with a concussion and Malhotra was not yet with the team, but Malhotra was given the “A” the second time.

“We didn’t have Manny back when (Faulk) was wearing it and it has nothing to do with ‘Faulker,’” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “There’s pressure. People don’t realize it but there’s responsibility for guys, and we thought Faulker at the time was the right guy and he very well could be right now. 

“But you shouldn’t read too much into it. Manny came on board and it’s not easy for a guy to jump into a room that quickly and kind of be a kind of spokesperson. I think the guys really embraced him and really wanted it, so we thought he would wear it and take some pressure off some guys and also show we appreciate the leadership he brought in.”

In the five games Malhotra was an alternate captain, Faulk had a goal and four assists, his best offensive stretch of the season.

“It’s a special recognition to earn a letter in this league,” Malhotra said. “And to do it with a new team means a lot to me, the way the guys have embraced me and taken me into the fold. I’ve been able to be myself and say what I want to say when I want to say it, that kind of thing. 

“The first few games I worked my way in and got a feel for what’s going on. But for the most part I feel comfortable saying what I want to say. More so, saying what everybody else sees. Nothing revolutionary. Just speaking my mind.”

Gleason returned to the lineup Friday against San Jose and again had the “A.” Malhotra had a typical Malhotra game – 10-3 on face-offs, two blocked shots in almost 12 minutes of ice time – as the Canes beat the Sharks 5-3 for a third straight win.

Malhotra once wore an “A” for the Canucks, but everything changed March 16, 2011, when he was hit in the left eye by a puck during a game against the Colorado Avalanche.

He had eye surgery immediately but returned for the Stanley Cup Final against the Boston Bruins. The 2011-12 season was a struggle, and the Canucks put Malhotra on injured reserve just nine games into last season.

Malhotra, who had other eye surgeries, wouldn’t quit and call it a career. He signed a professional tryout contract with the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL, worked his way to a one-year contract with the Canes and played his first game for Carolina on Nov.1 against Tampa Bay.

Four days later, Malhotra beat the Philadelphia Flyers with a breakaway goal in overtime. To see the team hug on the ice after his goal was special.

Then to get an “A?” 

“I don’t think it changes anything of who you are as a player,” Malhotra said. “If anything the expectations are higher that you try to lead by example and make sure your game is on before you try to talk to other guys about theirs.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/09/4533304/canes-malhotra-quickly-earns-respect.html#storylink=cpy
Hurricanes get four goals in 3rd period to beat Sharks 5-3

By Jack Daly

Correspondent

Posted: Saturday, Dec. 07, 2013
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Gerry Broome - AP

Carolina Hurricanes' Jordan Staal (11) skates by San Jose Sharks' Joe Pavelski (8) while celebrating his goal against the Sharks during the third period. 
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RALEIGH There are a couple of things that hadn’t happened to the San Jose Sharks this season before the Carolina Hurricanes beat them 5-3 on Friday night. 

The first is that they hadn’t lost two consecutive games in regulation.

The Sharks have had two six-game winning streaks, one of the reasons why they were second in the NHL in points entering the game against the Hurricanes, but they generally have bounced back from disappointing outings by winning their next time out. Since San Jose lost 5-1 to Pittsburgh on Thursday, Carolina could count on getting San Jose’s best shot. 

The second is that the Sharks hadn’t dropped a game this year in which they led after two periods. Prior to Friday, their record in such games was 16-0-1.

Using an inspired four-goal third period and dynamic performances by a number of their players – especially a three-point effort by rookie Elias Lindholm – the Hurricanes found a way to overcome such daunting recent history. 

All it took was what Carolina coach Kirk Muller said was the team’s “best game this year.”

“We said before, if we are going to play against a team like San Jose that is such a good hockey team, we have to bring our ‘A game’ tonight,” Muller said. “This has got to be a big confidence builder for our guys tonight, to beat a team like that.”

There was no shortage of players who excelled for Carolina. 

Jordan Staal, Eric Staal, Jay Harrison and Riley Nash all scored goals. Zach Boychuk had an assist after being recalled from Charlotte earlier in the morning (forwards Patrick Dwyer missed the game with an upper-body injury while Drayson Bowman had a lower-body injury). 

And while he let in at least one soft goal and appeared to be searching for his confidence, Cam Ward made 22 saves to earn the win after watching Justin Peters stop 46 of 49 shots in the Hurricanes’ wins over Washington and Nashville earlier this week. 

But it is Lindholm who may receive the biggest confidence boost from Friday’s game. 

The fifth overall pick in the 2013 draft had a goal and two assists to lead the Hurricanes’ offense, scoring the game-winner with 6 minutes remaining.

With the score tied at 3, Carolina defenseman Andrej Sekera danced around the perimeter of San Jose’s zone. He ultimately wristed the puck at the net, and Lindholm managed to get his stick on it and deflect it through the legs of San Jose netminder Alex Stalock. 

“That was the player that we drafted,” Muller said. 

For his part, Lindholm more or less shrugged off any assertions after the game that this could lead to bigger and better things. While his output matched his production for the entire season – he now has three goals and three assists in 18 games – Lindholm credited the work of linemates of Nathan Gerbe and Jordan Staal, who all had strong outings while combining for six points. 

“Sometimes it just happens, and I guess today was a day like that,” said Lindholm, who had his first career multi-point game. 

After the stinging loss to the Penguins on Thursday night, San Jose built an early 2-0 lead before the Hurricanes’ resolve stiffened. The goal from Harrison came in the second period, cutting the Sharks lead to 2-1. In its last seven games, Carolina has outscored opponents 17-4 in the middle period. 

After Nash’s goal 4:54 into the third period, Jordan Staal actually gave the Hurricanes a short-lived 3-2 advantage when Gerbe centered the puck into the crease from the corner. Staal jammed at the puck a couple of times, and Stalock couldn’t freeze the puck before Staal knocked it into the net. 

“I think we were just doing a great job working off each other and creating offensive zone chances,” Staal said. “(Lindholm) had a great opportunity – he played unbelievable tonight.”

After Staal’s goal, San Jose’s Justin Braun tied the score with 10:25 remaining on a slap shot from the point. 

While that moment might have deflated the confidence of a more fragile version of the Hurricanes seen in other games this season, all it did Friday was set the stage for a somewhat improbable victory. His brother, Eric, added an empty-netter after Lindholm's game-winner. 

Together with the victories over Washington and Nashville, Carolina has won three in a row after home losses to New Jersey and Vancouver. 

“It’s a big game,” Jordan Staal said. “We had talked about bringing our game consistently. We hadn’t really done that this year. Three big games in a row really helps this team build and keep it move it forward.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/06/4525793/hurricanes-get-four-goals-in-3rd.html#storylink=cpy
Skinner's hat trick helps Canes beat Predators, 5-2

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Dec. 05, 2013
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Jeff Skinner #53 of the Carolina Hurricanes celebrates his third goal of the game against the Nashville Predators at the Bridgestone Arena on December 5, 2013 in Nashville, Tennessee. The Hurricanes defeated the Predators 5-2. 
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More NHL news

NASHVILLE, Tenn. Posted in the Nashville Predators dressing room at Bridgestone Arena is the phrase, “Be hard to play against and harder to beat.”

The Predators are that, and especially at home, but the Carolina Hurricanes found a way to beat them Thursday.

Spurred by forward Jeff Skinner's first career hat trick and a goal and two assists from defenseman Justin Faulk, the Hurricanes won 5-2, picking up only their second victory in Bridgestone Arena.

“It’s safe to say we outworked a hard-working team,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said.

Following up a 4-1 road victory over the Washington Capitals on Tuesday that came with few blemishes, the Canes (12-12-5) had to grind it out Thursday.

Skinner scored twice against the Caps, just missing a hat trick. But his empty netter Thursday provided a career first for the winger, who again played on the top line with Eric Staal and Tuomo Ruutu.

“It’s nice to get it,” Skinner said. “The puck was bouncing a lot and it was kind of a weird game. There wasn’t much flow. But everyone chipped in.”

For the second straight game, the Canes led 1-0 after the first period and had scored four times after two periods.

And for the second straight game, Justin Peters was in net, although not as quite as smooth and sharp as he was in Washington.

But the Canes, for the second straight game, knocked the opposing goalie out of the game. Marek Mazanec, the NHL’s rookie of the month in November, was lifted for Carter Hutton after the second period.

Defenseman Justin Faulk gave the Canes the lead 23 seconds into the game with a snap-wrister off the right boards.

The Preds (13-13-3) then rocked the Canes with two goals in the first three minutes of the second to move ahead. Mike Fisher scored on a redirection and Viktor Stalberg banged in the puck after Peters couldn’t corral a rebound.

But about three minutes later, Peters stopped Stalberg on a breakaway. The Canes appeared to steady themselves.

“It kind of calms the team down when you get saves like that,” Skinner said.

Skinner rifled a shot from the right wing for his first goal and a 2-2 tie. Riley Nash scored on a three-on-one rush off a perfect pass from Patrick Dwyer. When Skinner then loaded up and bombed in a power-play shot, it was 4-2.

“Skinny was on fire,” Peters said.

The Canes played the third period with a short bench as three players were out with injuries. Dwyer took a stick in the face, and forward Drayson Bowman and defenseman Mike Komisarek left with lower-body injuries.

“We lost a few bodies,” said Muller, who did not have updates on the injuries after the game.

The Hurricanes had 87 seconds of a five-on-three power play midway through the third but didn’t score. But they kept clearing pucks on the defensive end and protected Peters.

Skinner’s third goal caused a few hats to hit the ice.

“We found a way to get it done,” Peters said. “We got some big timely goals and the guys stepped up again.”

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/05/4523543/skinners-hat-trick-helps-canes.html#storylink=cpy
Relaxed Canes take to the road, for practice

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Dec. 04, 2013

NASHVILLE, Tenn. With singer John Mayer appearing Wednesday night at Bridgestone Arena, the Carolina Hurricanes looked like an army on the move.

Unable to skate at the arena, the Canes changed into full hockey gear in the locker room, then boarded a bus for a short ride to the Centennial Sportsplex for practice. After practice, some of the players plopped down on a grassy bank outside the rink, still in their gear, making the most of some warm, sunny weather before the ride back downtown.

As for the practice, it was short but brisk. There was a lot of banter, before and after it.

A decisive win can do that. Beating the Washington Capitals 4-1 on Tuesday, ending a two-game slide with a road victory, eased the tension significantly.

“We’re a little more relaxed on the road right now than we are at home,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said Wednesday. “But we worked hard and we worked the right way.”

Muller made two decisions leading up to the Caps game and both worked well. Winger Jeff Skinner was placed on Eric Staal’s line with Tuomo Ruutu and had two goals and an assist, and Justin Peters got the start in net and finished with 26 saves in a rock-solid effort.

Skinner will stay on Staal’s line for Thursday’s game against the Nashville Predators. Muller said no decision had been made on the starting goaltender – Peters again or Cam Ward.

While defenseman Tim Gleason returned to practice Wednesday, the Hurricanes (11-12-5) will be without defenseman Brett Bellemore for the Preds game. Bellemore, who took a jarring hit from the Caps’ Tom Wilson in the neutral zone late in the second period Tuesday, has some stiffness in his neck and returned to Raleigh on Wednesday, Muller said.

Gleason has missed the past five games with a lower-body injury and is available to play, Muller said. But he added Gleason likely would need a few more practices before rejoining the lineup.

Muller was pleased with the creativity, work and production of his top line against the Caps. Skinner, playing with plenty of jump, had a season-high seven shots, Ruutu five and Staal three as they combined for 15 of Carolina’s 32 shots. 

“Our best players were our best players,” Muller said. “They worked to get the puck and they made good decisions. 

“Of course, ‘Skins’ is a goal-scorer and shot the puck and got a couple of goals. But they had a shooting mentality and they played the right way. When they’re playing like that and working, they’re going to create stuff.”

Skinner’s first goal gave the Canes a 1-0 lead for only the ninth time this season. Taking a pass from Eric Staal, Skinner got off a shot from a bad angle that beat Caps goalie Braden Holtby short side, the puck squeezing through near Holtby’s skate.

“Sometimes, you get lucky and it finds a way in,” he said.

His second goal midway through the second made it 2-0 and the Canes pushed the lead to 4-0 after two. Skinner was seeking his first hat trick in 205 NHL games and his teammates were looking for him in the third, trying to help make it happen. 

“I didn’t want it I guess,” Skinner said, smiling.

Skinner smiled again when told it was almost like a replay of the 2011 NHL All-Star Game in Raleigh, when his teammates tried – futilely – to set him up for a goal in front of the home fans.

“I thought of that in the last couple of minutes,” he said. “I guess the chances were there, which is a positive. I’ll have to wait for that one.”

The Canes expect a tough, grinding game at Bridgestone Arena, where Carolina has dropped five straight dating back to December 2002. The Predators (13-12-3) lost 3-1 at home against the Vancouver Canucks on Tuesday and are last in the NHL’s Central Division but have two more points than the Canes.

“They work hard,” Muller said. “They crash the net. They have pride in defense. It’s going to be a hard-working game. We’ll have to put our work boots on and play a blue-collar game.” 

Alexander: 919-829-8945 Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/04/4519773/relaxed-canes-take-to-the-road.html#storylink=cpy
Gleason at Canes' practice; Bellemore returns to Raleigh

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Dec. 04, 2013

NASHVILLE -- It was a case of addition and subtraction Wednesday as the Canes practiced in Nashville.

Defenseman Tim Gleason returned to practice after missing the past five games and practice time with a lower-body injury. But defenseman Brett Bellemore returned to Raleigh after Tuesday's game against the Washington Capitals and will not play Thursday against the Nashville Predators.

Canes coach Kirk Muller said Bellemore has some stiffness in his neck and was not sure if Bellemore would be ready for Friday's game in Raleigh against San Jose.

Muller said Gleason is available, noting, “He’s ready to get back at it.” But Muller said Gleason probably will need more practice time before getting back in the lineup.

Eric Staal did not practice Wednesday and Muller said he has a "little bit of the flu." Staal is expected to play Thursday.

"He was a little sick last night so kept him in bed today. Kept him away from everybody," Muller said.

The Canes had three goalies on the ice at the Centennial Sportsplex as Anton Khudobin again got in some work. Justin Peters was the starter and winner in the 4-1 victory over the Caps, but Muller said he had not decided whether to start Peters against the Predators or go back to Cam Ward.

In talking about Peters' play against the Caps, Muller noted Peters' early paddle save on a shot by Jason Chimera.

"To me he made a huge save in the first period," Muller said. "It was a 0-0 hockey game and that one key save helped us build momentum off it. As well as we played that save was a big part of the game."

Khudobin, Muller said, might be ready to play by the weekend, although that will push the Canes closer to facing the dilemma of how to handle three healthy goalies. General manager Jim Rutherford has said the Canes could trade a goalie, keep all three on the roster or risk putting Peters on waivers with the intent of reassigning him to the Charlotte Checkers (AHL).

Rutherford more recently said Peters' strong play of late may force a decision of whether Peters or Khudobin should be Ward's backup. Both will be free agents after the season.

The Canes did not hold a morning skate Tuesday in Washington and won the game convincingly, and Muller has decided not to have one Thursday before the Predators game. Muller said he was not a "big fan" of morning skates.

"I find that our group is refreshed and rested (without a skate)," he said. "We'll save our energy for tomorrow night. When you look at it (the morning skate) is a lot of energy wasted. You need to do it at certain times to work on stuff, because of the schedule, but if I had a preference I'd like to get rid of it." 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/12/04/4519494/gleason-at-canes-practice-bellemore.html#storylink=cpy
Kantor Looking to Follow in Footsteps of Fotiu, Mullen

December 5, 2013  

Here’s  feature I wrote this week for the Wolf Pack’s official website, http://www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

The New York Rangers have had some great stories, in their last few decades of history, of New York City natives, guys like Nick Fotiu and Brian Mullen, who watched Blueshirt action at Madison Square Garden growing up, actually going on to play in Ranger colors, in front of the Garden faithful of which they once were members.

Hartford Wolf Pack winger Michael Kantor is hoping to be the next embodiment of that dream-come-true scenario.

Kantor, a rookie who signed as a free agent with the Rangers April 18, is listed as being from Lake Forest, Illinois, a northern suburb of Chicago, but in truth, he is a native New Yorker.Kantor Action Shot

“I was actually born in New York City, my whole family’s pretty much been in the New York area since the early 1900s, and the whole family is pretty much still there,” Kantor said after the Wolf Pack’s practice Wednesday.  “My parents ended up moving back two summers ago and they live in New York City now, and so do my cousins, uncles, grandparents, pretty much everybody.

“I lived in Plainview, Long Island, and my cousins still live there, and my grandparents live in Syosset, and I used to skate at Iceworks (the Islanders’ Syosset practice facility) all the time.  That was where I learned how to skate, and when I was two there was an outdoor rink in Syosset.  That was the first place I started skating.”

And, though the family lived in the Islanders’ back yard until Michael was nine years old, the Kantors were big Ranger fans.

“They’ve been Ranger fans forever,” he said.  “We’ve had season tickets since 1966 or 1964, I’m pretty sure, and my family still goes to games all the time.  I try to get to a game here and there, but it’s a little different now that I’m playing in the organization.

“When I was younger our seats were on the Rangers’ side of the ice, behind the net, up like 25, 30 rows, and then we ended up moving them, and now we’re like ten rows behind the benches.

“All the time, we went to games, as many home games as I could possibly go to, I went.”

The Kantor family then moved to the Chicago area when Michael was in fourth grade, leaving New York August 11, 2001, exactly one month before the September 11 attacks.  Michael continued excelling in hockey, working his way up through the Midget ranks to the Ontario Hockey League, and finally to an NHL contract and his first chance to wear the Ranger jersey in a game, which came in a preseason contest in Philadelphia September 17.

“To one day play for the Rangers was always my dream, and that day that I signed that contract was kind of a surreal day,” Kantor said.  “And it didn’t hit me for a few months, until I actually played that preseason game in Philly, it kind of hit me, that I was putting on the Ranger uniform for the first time, it was surreal.”

Between being a grade school-aged Ranger fanatic and later a Ranger signee, Kantor spent his middle and high-school years in Lake Forest, after his father Jay, who trades securities, stocks and bonds, underwent some career upheaval in that difficult business.

“My dad lost his job, and he found a job in Chicago, so he was traveling back and forth for a year, and then we decided to move there,” Kantor said.  “And Lake Forest was a great area, my parents just wanted me to go to a good school and there was great schooling there.  Then five or six years later my dad started traveling back and forth between New York and Chicago again because he lost his job and started working back in New York.  So he was traveling back and forth for, like, years and years.  And then my mom decided to move back to the City (New York) a couple of summers ago.”

By then, Kantor was on the Rangers’ radar, and following the conclusion of his OHL Junior career, he joined the Connecticut Whale on a tryout last spring, just as the free agent contract with the Rangers was being finalized.  Wolf Pack/Whale assistant coach Jeff Beukeboom was extremely familiar with Kantor, having coached him with the OHL’s Sudbury Wolves the season before.

Beukeboom raved about Kantor’s toughness and grit, two qualities that are not often associated with Lake Forest, a well-heeled haven of Chicago’s affluent North Shore, and one of the most desirable locales to live in the entire Chicago metropolis.  Definitely not a place with a lot of mean streets to toughen one up, but the experience of being a teenager playing sports there was a great one for Kantor.

“We have a really good golf team in high school, we win State pretty much every year, and our girls’ sports, like field hockey and stuff like that, are pretty popular,” he said.  “Guys play hockey, but it’s not as competitive, not many guys go past high school.  There’s a select few of us, one of my good buddies, Cody Murphy, from high school plays at Miami of Ohio, a select few made it places, and it’s a big deal back home.  Going back home in the summers and having people come up to me and saying ‘congrats’ and ‘keep it going’, stuff like that, it kind of puts a smile on my face and makes me remember what I’m playing hockey for.”

So how did Kantor become the gritty, physical guy who earned such kudos from Beukeboom?  According to Kantor, it’s always been the main part of his makeup.

“I played one year of Squirt, and I remember, I was like, OK, I moved up a level, Pee Wee, I can’t wait to hit,” Kantor said with a grin.  “And since then, I just started hitting, I loved it.  It was always kind of in my genes, I guess.”

When Kantor joined the Whale late last season, he was still showing some dings from a play that epitomized his approach to the game.  In a game in early December against the Erie Otters, with the Wolves protecting a one-goal lead in the dying seconds, Kantor blocked an Erie shot with his face, an act which helped seal a win for his team, but put Kantor, the Sudbury captain, out of action for more than a month.Kantor Action Shot 2

“There was about five seconds left and they had a power play, and they also pulled their goalie and we were up one (goal),” Kantor said.  “And the puck came to the point and it was pretty much right in the slot.  I got down on my knees and went to block the shot, and the puck kind of went to the side and it was just kind of a reaction.  I took it right to the jaw, broke my jaw, pushed my teeth all the way back, had it wired shut.  I got 55 stitches, and they had to take me right to the emergency room to get dental care.  It was painful, but it was actually worth it.”

That is an awful lot of personal discomfort to endure for the sake of one early-season win, but Kantor has no regrets.

“I would do it again, a hundred percent,” he said.  “I was a leader on that team and captain, and a captain’s role always is to lead by example, especially for the younger guys, so hopefully it kicked into their heads never to back down from anything and always block shots for teammates.  Blocking a shot in a game is a huge thing, I think it really is.”

Clearly that team-oriented approach caught the attention of Kantor’s boyhood favorites the Rangers, and it has kept Kantor enmeshed in the Wolf Pack’s forward rotation, despite the fact that he was still looking for his first AHL point through his first 13 games-played.  Kantor himself feels that his transition to the pro level has gone reasonably well, save for one frustration.

“I’ve hit a little rough patch, I’ve been kind of injured this year, which is pretty different,” he said.  “I’m not used to being injured like this.  I’m just trying to get back 100% healthy again, and throughout a year you’re never 100% healthy, so I’ve just got to battle through the bumps and bruises of it.”

Kantor’s battle level seems to have been his hockey calling card ever since Pee Wee, and what he hopes will be his ticket to completing his “circle of life” from young Ranger fan to dynamic Ranger player.

And…some additional quotes that did not make it into the piece:

On how he got from playing half a season in the North American Junior League to the OHL:

“I was drafted in the North American League, by the Albert Lea Thunder, and I wasn’t ever drafted in the OHL and I wasn’t drafted in the USHL.  So I went to Waterloo Black Hawks camp that year in the USHL and I didn’t make it and they told me to go to the North American League, play well, we’ll call you up at Christmastime if you’re playing well.  And Christmastime came around and I was playing well.  I was doing what I do, forecheck, hit, play the gritty game, and I get a call from my old Minor coach, and he said, ‘Hey, the Saginaw Spirit are really interested in you, and you should really think about it.  They’re going to give you a call today.’  So I got the call from Jim Paliafito, the assistant GM at the time of the Saginaw Spirit, and it took like three days.  My whole family was in Chicago for Christmas, so it was kind of like a whole family decision.  And it came down to me, and I said, ‘Why not?  My goal is to play in the NHL, and I’ve always thought going the OHL route was the best way to go to the NHL.  If I can’t make it there, I can’t really make it.’”

“My parents wanted me to go to school, but I never thought I played the college type of game.  I always thought I was more of the OHL guy, so I took that route and no regrets.”

On his “second home” in the “Second City”:

“I love Chicago, I love living there, and I think Chicago’s a great place to live in the summers and train, and I try to go back in the offseason as much as I can.  Most of the time I stay in Chicago for working out and training because a couple of my buddies own a rink and I get ice for free, and they train me too.  So it’s a good deal, instead of trying to fight for ice in New York, it’s not a bad little situation I have there.”

Practice Update:

Kantor’s injury frustrations apparently are continuing, as he did not practice Thursday.  Andrew Yogan appears to be back to full practice, though, as is Danny Kristo.  Both look like they will be ready for Friday’s game at Adirondack, and Jesper Fast and Arron Asham both worked after practice with New York Ranger skating guru Mark Ciaccio.  Ciaccio has been in Hartford all week and was joined today by Ranger goaltending coach Benoit Allaire.
HAWK’S EYE: BEACH PARTY IN HARTFORD
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Hartford, CT, December 13, 2013 – Prior to last weekend, the Hartford Wolf Pack’s Kyle Beach had only tasted of pro hockey life with one organization, that being the defending Stanley Cup-champion Chicago Blackhawks, who drafted the 6-3, 210-pound wing 11th overall in 2008.

That all changed last Friday, though, when the Wolf Pack’s parent club, the New York Rangers, traded for Beach, dealing fellow winger Brandon Mashinter to Chicago in exchange.  According to Beach, who had spent the entirety of his previous North American pro experience with the Rockford IceHogs, it has been a refreshing change for him.

“So far it’s been good,” he said Wednesday.  “The guys have been great, the coaching staff, all the staff, has really been good to me and they’ve made it a lot easier moving out here.  I got back to Rockford to get some belongings, so I don’t just have the clothes on my back and a suit any more, so it’s been good.” 

With the move from Blackhawks to Rangers, Beach went from one “Original Six” organization to another, and he has noticed only a slightly different feel to the two teams’ approaches.

“I think every organization’s different and every organization has their own way of doing things,” he said.  “It’s very minor things, like practice times.  In Rockford we had to be at the rink at ten and on the ice at eleven, instead of nine and ten.  It’s just little things, but other than that I think both organizations are very high-class and they both take care of their players, and I think that shows, obviously, in how they’ve treated me so far since I’ve been here.”

One thing that will definitely be different for Beach is getting a good look at the eastern side of North America.  A native of Kelowna, British Columbia, Beach played Junior Hockey in the Western Hockey League, and the IceHogs’ schedule never took them into the Eastern Conference.  Thus, he had never been to Hartford before joining the Wolf Pack, and his previous experience with the East Coast was very limited.

“Been out to Boston for a week, a couple of years ago in the summer, but that’s about it,” Beach said.  “I haven’t had a lot of time here to get out and see the city, but from what I’ve seen, it’s a bigger city than Rockford, it’s close to big cities, so far everybody’s been really friendly and accommodating, and it’s nice.”

In addition to a new home city, Beach will be getting introduced to a whole new set of opponents, Wolf Pack rivals that he never saw while playing in the Western Conference.

“You hear the rumors, some people call it two different leagues, as far as the styles of play,” he said.  “And being out in the West you don’t even get to see any of the (Eastern) teams, you don’t get to watch any of the teams, unless you subscribe to AHL Live.  So it’s definitely going to be something I’m going to have to adjust to here, but I don’t think it will take too long and hopefully I can just go out and play.”

The trade continued a pattern of this year being marked by a certain degree of upheaval for the 23-year-old Beach.  He started the season over in Sweden, on loan to HV 71 Jonkoping, then returned to Rockford October 24, playing seven games with the IceHogs before the trade went down.

“It’s been an interesting year for sure, and a lot of travel, but it seems like I can’t stay anywhere more than a month,” Beach said.  “So hopefully I can settle down here and find a home, and hopefully move forward with this new experience and this new opportunity, and a new organization and with a new team, and hopefully I can take advantage of that.”

Beach had come to the Chicago organization surrounded by very high hopes, but had gone three full seasons without ever getting into an NHL game.  In view of that, the possibility of a trade was something that did not come out of the blue for him.

“It was something that had come up,” Beach said.  “I had been back in Rockford now for I think it was 14 games, and I had only played seven.  It’s kind of been like that the last couple of years, haven’t been getting a lot of ice time, and we just felt that for my career and things, it was the best opportunity for me to get a fresh start and a fresh look somewhere, and hopefully get the opportunity to take my career to the next level.”

Beach’s Swedish experience was a short one, only seven games with HV 71, and an unusual opportunity, as North American players who are under NHL contract rarely are loaned to European teams.  For Beach, the chance to go overseas came as a result of his having piqued the interest of HV 71 over the summer.

“I got put on waivers, as I had to be to get sent down to Rockford,” Beach said, “and I was over there (Sweden) for a week this summer, just to train and try to get in the best shape I could before training camp.  And I guess as soon as I got put on waivers, they started calling and texting.  So the opportunity was brought to me, and it was something that we debated long and hard, and I think the opportunity came up on a Tuesday and I was on a plane, gone, on Saturday.

“So it all happened quick, but again, with the situation I was in in Chicago, with how deep they are with prospects and how good they are up top, we looked at it and thought that would be the best opportunity to improve my game.  Then once I got over there, they had a bunch of guys injured, and once they were healthy I think we had 16 or 17 forwards.  So it became a numbers game again, and it was the type of thing where we looked at it and decided that it would be better to come back, see how it was working out in Rockford and Chicago, and if worst comes to worst, ask for a trade.  And that’s the situation it came to, and here I am.”

The Wolf Pack received Beach just as his scoring touch was heating up, as he had tallied four goals in his last two games with the IceHogs, including a hat trick on Rockford’s “Teddy Bear Toss” night the previous Saturday.

“I feel that my shot is probably one of my best assets of my game and I look to use it,” Beach said.  “And fortunately Teddy Bear Toss night it kind of went my way, and then the last game, I think it was first shift of the game we were able to get another one off of a three-on-two.

“I think a lot of credit has to go to my linemates there, I was finally given an opportunity to play with a couple of guys that have a lot of skill (center Drew LeBlanc, last year’s Hobey Baker Award-winner at St. Cloud State, and left-winger Terry Broadhurst), and they found me and all I had to do was put it in the net.”

Beach is a right-handed shot, but has been slotted on left wing since joining the Wolf Pack, something that is not at all new to him.

“I’ve actually played a lot of left wing, some in Rockford, a lot in Juniors,” he said.  “I think three out of my four years in Juniors I played all on the left side.

“I actually prefer the left side, just for when I’m coming into the zone and attacking.  It gives you a better angle to shoot.  And if you do cut to the middle, you can see the entire ice and you’re still able to make plays, and able to protect the puck a little bit better, whether you’re driving the net wide and you’ve got it on your backhand, or cutting to the middle.  You keep the puck away from the defenders.

“I like playing the left side, but I’m comfortable with playing both.  So I feel like I’ll probably bounce around a little bit, but wherever they need me to play, I’m willing to play there and I’ll do it to the best of my ability.”

Beach’s linemates in practice this week were center Oscar Lindberg and right wing Danny Kristo.  That made for a pretty diverse group, with the Western Canadian Beach teaming up with the Swedish Lindberg and the American Kristo.

“United Nations, maybe?  I don’t know,” Beach joked about the combination.  “But they’re both great players.  They’re easy to play with, played with Lindy (Lindberg) both games last weekend and with Kristo on Sunday.  They’re both smart players and they make it easy jumping in with them, because they are so smart and such skilled players, that I’ve just got to do my job and I can trust that they’ll take care of theirs.”

Perhaps the best aspect of the trade for Beach is the chance to get away from the pressure of having been such a high draft pick in the Blackhawks organization, and carrying the mantle of having to live up to that.

“I’m just trying to put that behind me now, and I’m just another player,” he said. “I’m trying to earn a spot and earn an opportunity, obviously, with the big club in New York, but we’re just going to take it day by day and see where it goes.”

“I don’t know anybody well, nobody I ever played with, but a handful of guys that I’ve played against, not only in the WHL but in the Western Conference in the AHL in the past three years.  It’s nice to see some familiar faces, and it’s definitely nice to be on some of their teams instead of having to play against them.  We’ve had some other guys from Rockford traded out into the Eastern Conference here and I’ve had a chance to talk to them a little bit, and kind of get the background on it and get ready.”

“I think that’s my game.  I’m not going to be your number-one forward on your team, but I think I can help produce, I can help chip in, but at the same time I can handle myself on the physical side and the toughness side, and I can add a little grit to a team, but at the same time adding the scoring.  So I think that’s an attribute that I like and that makes me valuable to a team.”
HAWK’S EYE: HALEY’S COMET
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Bob CrawfordBY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

A major injury is always a devastating blow for a pro athlete, but the Hartford Wolf Pack’s Micheal Haley has been blessed with a significant mitigating factor to his recent health woes.

The seventh-year pro winger was forced out of the Wolf Pack lineup November 23, by a sports hernia that required surgery to repair.  Haley faced a five-week rehab after his November 27 surgery, but on the positive side, being unable to skate gave him more time to devote to his four-month-old son, Hudson, the first child for Haley and his wife Steph.

“He’s (Hudson) at the age where every day is different and he’s learning something,” a beaming Haley said Tuesday.  “So that’s been great, just taking the time to enjoy family, and it’s a great time of year, too, for family.  Just heal up and come back mentally and physically ready.”

Being a father, and having a little one totally dependent on you and your spouse, helps bring a whole new perspective to the existence of a pro athlete, according to Haley. 

Haley Action Shot 4

“You definitely let things go a little quicker than you used to,” he said.  “You still want to be very professional, and obviously this is my life and I love hockey, but when you go home and you see your little boy smiling, or he learned something new, you’re definitely not focusing on the rink.  So it’s a good way to mentally let go and refocus, and the next day when you wake up and come to the rink, you’re fresh and you didn’t dwell on things, and hopefully you’re coming in ready to work.”

Right now, work for Haley involves getting treatment from Wolf Pack medical trainer Damien Hess, and doing off-ice workouts with strength and conditioning coach Mark Cesari.  Haley is a high-energy player on the ice, whose game is all about banging and crashing and getting opponents off their games, a mindset that might make enduring the monotony of an injury recovery even more difficult.  Haley feels, however, that is not necessarily so.

“I think it is and it isn’t,” he said.  “Right now I think we’re ahead of schedule as far as rehabbing goes, so I think it helps in some ways too.  It can hurt you if you go too hard when you’re not supposed to, but right now it’s been going good that I’ve been pushing it, and we hope to continue the early recovery here.  I’m excited to hopefully be pain-free and feel like my old self.”

Haley is the sort of old-school player who does not succumb easily to injury, and has a high pain threshold, but this particular problem is one that has been bothering him for an extended period of time, and it finally became too much to battle through.

“It’s been a while, and it’s definitely always in your head and it plays with you,” Haley said.  “But it just got to the point where you couldn’t even fight through it any more, you weren’t good enough.  I didn’t feel good enough and strong enough to even outplay it.  I’m excited, I feel better already now than before I got the surgery, so it’s exciting, and I’m just looking forward to getting some more intensity and some harder rehab here.”

While he sweats out that rehab, Haley continues adjusting to life as a dad, which requires eliminating some of the staples of life as a childless hockey player.

“No more naps,” Haley chuckled, “but it’s pretty good.  He sleeps really well at night, so that’s not an issue any more, and it’s been exciting.  There’s always something to do, and he’s at the age now where he loves for us to take him out on walks, and we take him everywhere, to the mall, whatever, just to let him stare at things, and then it usually helps him sleep better at night.  Pretty much we just try and find ways to kill time with him, but it’s been great so far.”

Besides his wife and son, Haley’s other favorite companion is the family’s cockapoo, Maddy.  That fits right in with the typical image of a hockey tough guy—hard as nails on the ice, and, in many, if not most, cases, gentle as a teddy bear once the game is over, with a genuine fondness for youngsters and dogs.

“Everybody that I’ve played with that plays physical like me, they’re usually pretty low-key and have some good emotions outside (the rink), but I think it’s just passion,” Haley said.  “We’re passionate people, passionate about hitting on the ice, and it can go the other way too.  We go home and it’s family time, and I like it to be calm.”

Haley’s recovery from the surgery is ahead of schedule, which means he might be back in the lineup before the first of the year.  Certainly, barring any setbacks, the 5-10, 204-pound Guelph, Ontario native will be on the cusp of returning when the Christmas holiday hits.  That will make for a double shot of joy, what with it being Hudson’s first Christmas.

“He’s not old enough where he knows what’s going on, but I’m sure he’ll still get spoiled,” Haley laughed.  “It’s exciting, everything’s first for him, it’ll be pretty fun.”

Four months might be a bit of a young age to find a pair of skates under the tree, but there is little doubt that young Hudson will be introduced to sheets of ice, and blades on his feet, before too long.  Haley is eager to share that with his first-born, but hockey is only part of what he cannot wait to watch Hudson get a chance to experience.

“He’ll skate, he’s Canadian, he’s going to skate,” Haley said with a smile.  “He’ll grow up to do whatever he wants to do.  I’ll put him in every possible venue or activities you can put him in, and whatever he likes, that’s what he’ll go with.  I’m definitely not going to force him to play hockey just because his dad did, but I’m sure that he will, my whole family does.  But I’m excited for everything.  Every day he’s doing something new right now, so every day I’m excited to leave the rink, and I’ll call my wife right when I get out, just to see if he’s done anything while I’ve been gone.  So I don’t think there’s one thing in particular, I think I’m pretty excited about everything.”
MCILRATH OFF TO BROADWAY
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CaptureBY: The New York Rangers

New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has recalled defenseman Dylan McIlrath from the Hartford Wolf Pack of the American Hockey League (AHL).

McIlrath, 21, has registered three goals and four assists for seven points, along with 115 penalty minutes in 24 games with Hartford this season. His three goals mark a career-high, while he established a career-high in points with his sixth of the season, an assist, on November 16 at Bridgeport. McIlrath currently leads the AHL in penalty minutes, is tied for third in the league with nine fighting majors, and is tied for second among Wolf Pack defensemen in goals. He notched a goal in consecutive games on October 6 against Albany and October 11 against Adirondack, including his first professional goal on October 6.

The Winnipeg, Manitoba native was originally selected as the Rangers’ first round choice, 10th overall, in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft
CANTLON’S CORNER: WOLF PACK SEEING ANSWERING AFTER, ‘LOST WEEKEND’
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Hartford Wolf Pack Logo         VERSUS      Springfield

Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - If there was ever a must-win game in December this was it.

Alex Aleardi had a goal and two assists to pace the Springfield Falcons to a 4-2 win, sweeping a home-and-home set from the Hartford Wolf Pack before a nice Sunday crowd of 3,134 at the XL Center.

The Falcons retain their hold on first place in the Northeast Division with 34 points four points ahead of the Albany Devils who’ve won four of the five meetings this season thus far with the Wolf Pack.

Conversely, the Wolf Pack are struggling mightily and have now lost five in a row and are 2-9 in their last eleven games. The New York Rangers’ AHL affiliates currently sit at the bottom of the division with 20 points. With the Portland Pirates beating the Providence Bruins 4-2 Sunday, the Wolf Pack are now tied with the Pirates for last place in the conference.

Aleardi sent ex-Connecticut Whale Jonathan Audy-Marchessault down the left wing. On his off wing, Audy- Marchessault drilled one past starting netminder Jason Missiaen to the short-side. It was the fifth of the season for the diminutive forward at 3:25 allowing the Falcons to regain a two-goal lead at 3-1. The goal would turn out to be the game winner.

A preseason menace to the Wolf Pack, Aleardi tallied his third of the regular season off a solid lead pass from Andrew Joudrey. At 6:10, Aleardi went through the neutral zone down the right wing and rifled his shot short-side making it a 4-1 game and making any sort of realistic shot at a comeback unlikely.

Watching this team for any period of time and you can see that early season swagger that the Wolf Pack had when both J.T. Miller and Chris Kreider were here has eroded. In it’s place a crisis of confidence has clearly been noticeable.

“If you can tell me where I can go to get lots of confidence, I’ll be there first thing in the morning,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said. “We have addressed things and were gonna have to work our way through this. Sometimes confidence is making sure you have done all things you can do to prepare, you know your assigned tasks and you have the determination to see through things.”

On the upside, the team did manage to put 35 shots, their second highest game total, as well as registering their highest shot total differential this season, thirteen, surpassing the previous high of nine which was done twice.

The team closed the gap back to two goals with Oscar Lindberg’s fifth of the season. The goal was determined to be a goal after video review at 13:07, but they would be unable to climb the mountain to get any closer.

For the Hartford Wolf Pack franchise, this struggle to get back to a higher level of play, are very uncharted waters. The team’s anemic offense has been shutout five times – all in the last month! The Pack have been outshot in 17 of 24 games this season and had more than 30 shots in a game just six times; they have the third worst power play in the league and sixth worst penalty killing.

The Wolf Pack finally awoke in the last seven minutes of the second period and put some effective pressure on Falcons’ goalie Jeremy Smith outshooting the Falcons 16-7.

“We did a better job managing the puck and spending time in the offensive zone,” Gernander said. “But goals have been hard to come by as of late. Tonight we competed hard we just have to find the back of the net. We just have to keep our nose to the grindstone and keep working at it.”

The Wolf Pack lit the the red light and sounded the goal horn when rookie Danny Kristo came off the left wing boards, curled to the middle of the ice and spotted a wide open Danny Syvret in the right wing faceoff circle. Syvret caught Smith sliding across and fired his first of the year into the net at 16:56.

“I have been struggling for a bit,” Syvret said. “The rule of thumb is usually you get one every eight or ten shots as an average shooting percentage. My shot count was up, but I hit a couple of posts and couldn’t find the back of the net. I had an oh-for-November. Yesterday I got an assist and generally, I was playing a lot better. (We were) starting to control the play better and I was thankful it found the back of the net.”

The Falcons, like they did last night in Springfield, got two goals in the first period.

First Aleardi, just inside the Pack blue line, got to a loose puck, put a pass down low, and found an open Sean Collins, who made a sweet short pass to Darrel Boyce setting up a 2-on-0 break in. Boyce put in his fifth of the season past Missiaen at 9:25.

The Falcons took advantage on yet another bad bounce. This time at center ice pass sent off the boards by Falcons’ defenseman Patrick MacNeill found a wide open Collins, who then got body position on Tommy Hughes, then slipped a backhander past Missiaen for his fourth of the season at 17:32.

The Wolf Pack will regroup and try and solve the issues with their game before hosting ex- Whale assistant captain Kris Newbury and the Adirondack Phantoms next Friday at the XL Center at 7pm and then travel the next night to Albany to face the Devils with a unique Saturday night start time of 5pm.

BEACH DEBUTS:

Kyle Beach played in his second game with the Wolf Pack and recorded his first point assisting on Lindberg’s goal.

Beach had a strong junior career with Everett, Lethbridge and Spokane in the WHL. His last season of junior he had 52 goals and 86 points. Career total s251 GP-134 goals and 273 points and 773 PM.

In Rockford, the 2008 first round pick 11th overall, had 41 goals and 76 points in 169 games. He, like many others, had his struggles, though he recorded a hat trick in his next to last game against the Texas Stars, his first three goals of the AHL season.

Beach started the season in Sweden – assigned by Chicago to HV 71 – playing in seven games and notching two goals, three points and 35 penalty minutes.

NOTES:

    Ex-Whale Springfield defenseman Tim Erixon was recalled after the game by Columbus.

    Injured forward Jesper Fast is expected to begin skating with the team this week after suffering a lower body injury a month ago in Springfield.

    Fast’s linemate from the Springfield game that injured him, Stu Bickel, is also expected to resume skating this week. Bickel has been out with concussion symptoms since being sucker punched by Bridgeport’s Justin Johnson two weeks ago.

    Former Wolf Pack Brandon Mashinter wore  number 12 in his Rockford debut last night had no shots and one penalty.

    Trevor Gillies Finnish career lasted three games and 52 penalty minutes  incurring his second suspension resulting in his being released by HIFK Helsinki.

    Former Wolf Pack forward Ryan Hollweg has signed a contract extension with HC Plzen of the Czech Elite League.

    One time Wolf Pack captain Craig Weller is now playing Canadian senior league hockey with the Bentley Generals of the Chinook Senior Hockey League (CSHL) based in Alberta. He has two other ex-Wolf Pack as teammates in defenseman Matt Kinch and forward Matt Stefanishion.

    Two former players, one from each team, are playing in the Triangle Senior Hockey League (THL) in Western Canada. Ex-Falcon Cody Bowtell with Langenburg and ex-Wolf Pack and Sound Tiger Konrad McKay with Bredenbury.
MASHINTER TRADED – TRADED FOR A BEACH
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BY: Mitch Beck, Publisher, Howlings

With both his individual game and the play of the Hartford Wolf Pack struggling, it became clear that it was time to make a change and so Friday, The New York Rangers sent forward Brandon Mashinter, to the the Chicago Blackhawks, parent club of the AHL’s Rockford IceHogs in exchange for forward Kyle Beach.

Having played six games with the Rangers, Mashinter, 25, has a lone goal and just six assists for seven points in eleven AHL games with Hartford. Mashinter has registered 65 goals and 69 assists for 134 points in 282 career AHL games with Hartford/Connecticut and Worcester, and has skated in 23 NHL games with the Rangers and San Jose.

Beach is not exactly lighting thing up in the scorers sheet either. The 23-year-old has scored four goals in seven games with Rockford this season. A first-round pick (11th overall) by the Blackhawks in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Beach has tallied 41 goals and 35 assists for 76 points in 169 career AHL games with Rockford.

Here’s the official release:

    RANGERS ACQUIRE FORWARD

    KYLE BEACH FROM CHICAGO for Forward Brandon Mashinter

    NEW YORK, December 6, 2013 – New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has acquired forward Kyle Beach from Chicago in exchange for forward Brandon Mashinter.

    Beach, 23, was originally selected by Chicago as a first round choice, 11th overall, in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft. The North Vancouver, British Columbia native has registered four goals and a plus-three rating in seven games with the Rockford IceHogs of the American Hockey League (AHL) this season. He notched his first career hat trick on November 30 against Chicago, including a shorthanded goal, and has registered four goals in his last two games. Beach made his season debut with Rockford on November 1 at Milwaukee after skating in seven games with HV71 Jönköping of the Swedish Hockey League (SHL). He registered two goals and one assist, along with 35 penalty minutes in seven games with HV71.

    The 6-3, 208-pounder has skated in 169 career AHL contests over six seasons with Rockford, registering 41 goals and 35 assists for 76 points, along with 422 penalty minutes. Beach established career-highs in games played (71), goals (16), assists (20), points (36), and shots (164) during the 2010-11 season. Last season, he tied his career-high with 16 goals, and added 10 assists for 26 points in 66 games. Beach made his professional debut on April 10, 2009 against Peoria, and notched his first professional point with a goal on October 9, 2010 against Manitoba. In addition, Beach has tallied three goals in five career playoff contests with Rockford.

    Mashinter, 25, has registered one goal and six assists in 11 games with the Hartford Wolf Pack (AHL) this season. He has also skated in six games with the Rangers. The Bradford, Ontario native was acquired by the Rangers from San Jose in exchange for Tommy Grant and a conditional draft pick on January 16, 2013. He was originally signed by San Jose as an undrafted free agent on March 3, 2009.
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HALEY HAS SURGERY – OUT INDEFINITELY
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CaptureBY: Mitch Beck, Publisher, Howlings

Former New York Ranger and current Hartford Wolf Pack forward Michael Haley has had surgery to remove a sports hernia and will be out of the lineup indefinitely according to head coach Ken Gernander.

The seventh year head coach and Minnesota native told Howlings in his post game press conference after Saturday’s 3-1 defeat to the Manchester Monarchs about all of the injured players and stated that the 27 year old, 5’10″ 204 pounder from Guelph, ONT has no return date in sight.

The rest of those injured, Stu Bickel (undisclosed), Andrew Yogan (Undisclosed), Danny Kristo and Arron Asham (both lower body) are all day-to-day. Jesper Fast is out for several more weeks with a lower body injury.

The Wolf Pack, struggling in all facets of the game right now, will need players to step up to fill Haley’s shoes. He was taking important faceoffs for the Pack and in 17 games contributed 47 PIM, 2g and 3a for 5 points. Haley was also recognized by the coaching staff and his teammates as a team leader and was wearing the A on his jersey as assistant captain of the team.

SNARL FOR WOLF PACK MOVES FROM LOGO TO LOCKER-ROOM

Posted on December 1, 2013 | Comments Off

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo        VERSUS       Manchester

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT – It was a continuation night at the XL Center as the Manchester Monarchs continued their winning ways while the Hartford Wolf Pack struggles kept pace. The Monarchs defeated the Wolf Pack 3-1in front of a crowd of 4,598 Saturday night.

The Monarchs (15-3-1-3) have won six in a row (5-0-0-1) for 34 points best in the North Division and the conference and the second best record in the AHL behind Abbotsford.

The Wolf Pack slid below .500 at (9-10-0-2) for 20 points and fourth place because Adirondack has two less losses. Fortunately, the month of November is ending, not as it started, when the team was in first place, but now trailing Springfield by ten points.

The Monarchs got the two-goal lead they had been seeking because of an inattentive pay in their own zone.

Brendon Nash, playing his second game since coming off the injured list, was unable to control the puck and had his back turned.  Jordan Weal, the game’s First Star, cleanly stole the puck in the Pack defensive end slot and backhanded his fourth goal of the season past starter Jason Missiaen at 7:51. For Weal, it was his team leading 21st point .

The Wolf Pack battled back to tie the game. They worked the puck off the right wing wall with Dylan McIlrath advancing it to Brodie Dupont. The veteran forward made a nice short pass to Darrol Powe who in turn made a quick shot from the right wing faceoff circle. Powe’s shot went off the stick off Monarchs defenseman Jeff Schultz then ricocheted off goalie Jean-Sebastian Berube and found its way into the net.

For Powe, it was his third of the season at 17:41. It was one of the few moments in the game the Wolf Pack were able to generate pressure to the Monarchs down low.

Despite four power play chances, the Park are still having problems generating effective stretches of sustained pressure. That failure has certainly frustrated head coach Ken Gernander. His was a face of palpable anger in his post-game press conference as he sought to contain his emotions.

“It’s just frustrating. It’s the same stuff. We did, for the most part, limit their chances; except for two gigantic gaffes, so we can say there was commitment to that. We need to find a way to create offense at an abundant rate. It’s about as simple as I can say it.”

The Monarchs answered back from the Pack goal with some solid hard work down low. Missiaen made a strong save on an attempted wraparound, using his left pad on Zack O’Brien. He was able to get the puck again and pushed it back to Nick Deslauriers at the point. Deslauriers fired a quick snap shot that got past Missiaen, who was without his stick during the scrambled activity around his net.

Just five minutes earlier at 14:38, Deslauriers penalty shot on Missiaen was repelled with his right pad.

At 15:13, Missiaen again kept his team within striking distance with a short-side rejection of a bid by O’ Brien.

“(Missiaen) made two point blank saves in the first; on the goal from the point, he made the save before. He made a good save on the penalty shot,” Gernander said.

The last thing you want to do with the league’s hottest team is make a mistake and that’s precisely what happened on the first Monarchs goal.

Brodie Dupont turned over the puck to Manchester’s Robert Czarnik. He found a wide-open Cameron Burt who in turn fired a low shot to the ice with Tommy Hughes coming out to block the shot, but instead screened Missiaen. The shot beat the 6’8” goaltender through the five hole at 5:16.

The Wolf Pack, who played down five forwards, regained one of them in Marek Hrvik. But in was net neutral as the team lost defenseman Stu Bickel, who was injured when he got jumped by the Sound Tigers Justin Johnson Friday night.

The Monarchs nearly made it 2-0, but Vincent Loverderde’s right point shot went off the post at 12:53.

GAME SUMMARY and OFFICIAL SCORER’S SHEET

NOTES:

    Third game, third different right-wing for J.T. Miller and Brandon Mashinter to start the game. This time it was rookie Michael St. Croix. Danny Kristo had that spot prior to last night. This game saw Ryan Bourque among others.

    Monarchs goalie Martin Jones on recall to LA had started 13 of the 15 Monarchs wins.

    Farmington, CT native and former Avon Old Farms Winged Beaver Nick Bonino signed a three year extension with Anaheim.

    Tom Erixon, a former CT Whale (nee Wolf Pack) was sent back to the AHL Springfield Falcons by the Columbus Blue Jackets. Springfield sent former Quinnipiac University center Jeremy Langlois back to Evansville (ECHL).

    Former Wolf Pack goalie David LeNeveu signed with South Carolina (ECHL).

    Bloomfield native and another AOF alumni Tyler Fernandez has been signed by Wheeling (ECHL) from Peoria (SPHL) where he eight points in nine games.

    Another AHL player loaned out to Europe Magnus Nygren was sent to Farjestads BK (Sweden-SHL) by Hamilton.

    Former Gunnery Prep player Austin Smith a Texas native was sent from Texas (AHL) to Idaho (ECHL). Former Taft Prep goalie John Curry sent back to Orlando (ECHL) from Iowa (AHL).

    Ryan Bourque’s brother Chris has signed with EHC Biel/Bienne (Switzerland-LNA) from AK Bars Kazan (Russia-KHL).

LINES:

23-Brandon Mashinter – 10-J.T. Miller – 37-St. Croix

11-Michael Kantor - 16-Oscar Lindberg – 9-Ryan Bourque

15-Marek Hrivik – 7-Kyle Jean – 21-Shawn O’Donnell

17-Darroll Powe - 91-Brodie Dupont – 19- Nicholls

4-Conor Allen - 25-Danny Syvret

8-Dylan McIlrath - 44-Aaron Johnson

5-Tommy Hughes– 24-Brandon Nash

31-Jason Missiaen

35-Jeff Malcolm

(Captain - Assistant Captain)

SCRATCHES:

6- Andrew Yogan – Injured, Undisclosed, Day-to-Day

18-Michael Haley – Lower Body, Indefinite

27-Jesper Fast – Injured, Lower Body, Indefinite

29-Danny Kristo – Injured, Lower Body, Day-to-Day

41- Stu Bickel – Injured, Undisclosed, Day-to-Day

45-Arron Asham – Injured, Undisclosed, Day-to-Day

THREE STARS:

1. MCH – J. Weal

2. MCH – N. Deslauriers

3. HFD – D. Powe
NHL vet Bouchard looks to regain form with Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:36 pm, Thursday, December 12, 2013
BRIDGEPORT -- After 593 NHL games, the news hit Pierre-Marc Bouchard hard on the West Coast and began a whirlwind week.

Monday: on waivers. Tuesday: sent down by the New York Islanders. Wednesday: at Webster Bank Arena with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers after a cross-country trip.

"I really didn't expect that," said Bouchard, 29, who could play his first minor-league game since 2005 on Friday at Albany. "It's definitely tough that it goes that way. I guess it's part of hockey, part of the business." 

Bouchard was the Islanders' premier free-agent signing this summer, signed away from Minnesota and expected to step in on the wing on one of the top two lines.

He had nine points in his first 20 games, but he had none in the past eight (and no goals in 10) as the team slumped. When the Islanders needed a roster spot to recall AHL-leading-scorer Ryan Strome, Bouchard was the sacrifice.

"I wasn't getting a lot of ice time, got scratched for maybe two games," Bouchard said. "I didn't see it coming." 

But here he is, sporting his NHL number, 96 (highest ever to be worn by a Sound Tiger), slotting in on the wing on one of the top two lines.

"He's been great. His skill level, his hockey sense, his professionalism: I can't say enough," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's the situation we're in. He understands. We'll do all that we have to do to get him back where he wants to be." 

Bouchard was the eighth-overall pick in 2002 and stepped right into the Wild's lineup. If not for the 2004-05 lockout that wiped out an NHL season, he might not have played in the AHL at all, but he skated that season for Houston as a 20-year-old.

He had seasons of 59, 57 and 63 points for Minnesota before concussion problems wiped out all but one game in 2009-10 for him. He hadn't played more than 59 games in a season since, though he played 43 of 48 in last year's lockout-shortened schedule.

"It's not fun, but at the same time, I've got to move on," Bouchard said. "I'm here. I've got to come down, work hard and get back to playing some good hockey. I'll go out there and try to help the team win some hockey games. Who knows what can happen?" 

Bouchard -- whose brother, Francois, scored a key goal in Game 1 of Hershey's playoff series against Bridgeport in 2010 -- could be one of three players making their Bridgeport debuts this weekend.

The team signed forward Matt Lowry and defenseman Scooter Vaughan to tryouts. 

Vaughan, a University of Michigan product from California, would make his AHL debut.

The Islanders also sent goalie Anders Nilsson back to Bridgeport. Evgeni Nabokov returned after missing almost four weeks with a groin injury.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Albany Devils

WHEN: Friday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: Times Union Center, Albany, N.Y.

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Albany 15-7-1-1; Bridgeport 9-11-1-3

SEASON SERIES: The Devils lead 3-0. 

LAST MEETING: Albany won 3-0 Tuesday morning at Bridgeport. 

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: The New York Islanders called up C Ryan Strome, league leader with 33 points, on Wednesday. ... G Anders Nilsson was sent down from the Islanders on Thursday. ... Bridgeport signed D Scooter Vaughan and F Matt Lowry to PTOs and sent LW Nick Larson and D Mike Dalhuisen to Stockton (ECHL). ... Veteran LW Pierre-Marc Bouchard could play his first AHL game since 2004-05. The Islanders sent him down Tuesday. 

ABOUT THE DEVILS: Albany has defeated three different Bridgeport goalies in its three wins over the Sound Tigers. ... Two of those wins were in Albany, including an 8-6 win Nov. 30. ... LW Joe Whitney is 9-17-26 to lead the team. He had three points Tuesday. ... G Keith Kinkaid's three shutouts lead the league. 

UP NEXT: Saturday vs. Providence, 7 p.m.
Sundstrom steps into Sound Tigers' spotlight

Michael Fornabaio

Published 6:42 pm, Wednesday, December 11, 2013 
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Ansonia makes history with Class S state title

Connecticut Post All-Star Girls Swimming Team

New UConn coach Diaco: 'At the place where I want to be'

BRIDGEPORT -- When sensational rookie centerman Ryan Strome got the call from the New York Islanders, his spot in the Bridgeport Sound Tigers lineup went to last year's rookie sensation at center.

Johan Sundstrom's second North American pro season hasn't quite matched the first half of his first season, but he inherited the top-line center's spot from Strome, who leads the AHL with 33 points, a number that may be frozen in place awhile.

"You have to make the best of your opportunities," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's an opportunity for him to play, to continue to develop, to play with confidence, to take charge, to take that next step in his game. It's not going to be easy." 

At 21, he's still very young. But he's part of a young team, and part of the leadership of that young team, wearing an alternate captain's `A' since early in the season.

"It's been a different kind of season," said Sundstrom, the team's fourth-leading scorer with 14 points.

"Obviously the team's struggling a bit, and me too. It's frustrating. ... I need to keep working hard and hopefully become more productive and take the next step." 

Sundstrom arrived last year from his native Sweden and looked strong from the start. He had 25 points in his first 39 games and rated a plus-10.

Then he took a blow to the head and missed a month. He played 20 more games, collecting seven assists and was a minus-3.

Sundstrom is a minus-9 in 24 games this year, though he's plus-1 in the past four (and plus/minus has its limitations, anyway).

"Last year he was more of a third-line center," Pellerin said. "The critical eye was maybe not on him as much. He was able to develop, to learn.

"Now it's a little more intense, to make sure of the attention to detail, the compete level, all the habits. He has to be accountable to another level." 

Sundstrom admitted the injury set him back in a lot of ways, but he feels good physically this year, working hard in the summer to get back in the best shape he could.

He has again been a mainstay on the penalty kill, and Pellerin wants him to keep working there, winning more faceoffs, getting in passing and shooting lanes.

"I'm never going to be a real goal-scorer, a playmaker," Sundstrom said. "I have to step up more. It's a challenge." 

Sundstrom remained in Strome's spot between Anders Lee and Mike Halmo at Wednesday's practice. Veteran Pierre-Marc Bouchard, sent down from the Islanders to make room for Strome, joined the team.

That wasn't the only roster shuffle: Bridgeport sent defenseman Mike Dalhuisen and forward Nick Larson down to their ECHL affiliate in Stockton, Calif., after practice. Later, the ECHL's transactions report indicated that forward Matt Lowry and defenseman Scooter Vaughan are expected to sign pro tryouts with the Sound Tigers.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers 'outplayed, outworked' in loss

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:31 am, Wednesday, December 11, 2013 
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Ansonia makes history with Class S state title

Connecticut Post All-Star Girls Swimming Team

New UConn coach Diaco: 'At the place where I want to be'

BRIDGEPORT -- In a quiet Webster Bank Arena, with snow wisping around the parking lots outside, the Albany Devils put the Bridgeport Sound Tigers to sleep Tuesday morning.

Bridgeport's four-game winning streak coasted to a halt with a 3-0 Devils win.

"We got outplayed. We got outworked," Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton said. "Guys like myself were just not good out there. That was the difference." 

The Devils scored two power-play goals in the first two periods around a partial breakaway in the second to beat Bridgeport for the third time in 30 days.

It was the team's annual "Cool Fun 101" game, designed as a field trip for school groups. Tuesday's snow canceled the trip for many of those groups, though. Only a few hundred students and a few other diehards watched, but attendance, including all the tickets distributed, was 7,724.

Many of those students are now expected to attend the April 1 game, another 11 a.m. start. But that left few people there to watch as Bridgeport put together one good sequence off a Matt Donovan shot, then little offense after that.

"The notes I made after the first period were that the battle level wasn't where we needed it to be," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "The guys were getting frustrated. We weren't winning those 50-50 pucks, off faceoffs, loose pucks. That set the tone for the game." 

Albany goalie Keith Kinkaid needed just 22 saves to record his league-leading third shutout.

The Devils took the lead on Reece Scarlett's point shot through a screen. All four Bridgeport penalty killers appeared to have a chance to clear the zone but failed.

"I honestly don't know how to express how frustrating it is to touch the puck three times, and we can't get a three-inch puck across an 85-foot line," Pellerin said.

"It comes down to execution. We talk about it every single day." 

Joe Whitney split Bruton and Dallas Jackson to score midway through the second after Albany killed a Bridgeport power play. Raman Hrabarenka scored on a Devils power play soon after.

Bridgeport was, as expected, without the AHL's leading scorer: Ryan Strome is headed to join the New York Islanders. To make room, veteran Pierre-Marc Bouchard was sent down after he cleared waivers at noon Tuesday, while Bridgeport was in the second period.

Strome had a hand in 59 percent of Bridgeport's goals the previous nine games, but it needed more than him Tuesday.

"Strome's irreplaceable," said Mike Halmo, one of Strome's linemates; Johan Sundstrom took Strome's spot Tuesday.

"He deserves to get a call-up. He's worked hard for everything and hasn't complained. It's an opportunity for other guys. We've got a hole that needs to be filled, and every guy needs to step his game up." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. JOE WHITNEY, ALBANY: A goal, two assists, lots of energy plays in a game that needed it.

2. KEITH KINKAID, ALBANY: Barely tested, but made all 22 saves.

3. REECE SCARLETT, ALBANY: Defenseman's blast opened the scoring.

UNSUNG HEROES: Kudos to the bus drivers and chaperones who got kids to the game through the snow.

UP NEXT: Friday at Albany, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Islanders likely to promote streaking Sound Tiger Strome

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 9:49 pm, Monday, December 9, 2013 
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Ansonia makes history with Class S state title

Connecticut Post All-Star Girls Swimming Team

New UConn coach Diaco: 'At the place where I want to be'

BRIDGEPORT -- It was fun while it lasted. Ryan Strome ran off a brilliant nine games, scoring 17 points and racing to the AHL's scoring lead. And now he's probably gone.

But when the New York Islanders recall Strome -- AHL Player of the Week for the second week in a row, just the third man to do that in 20 years -- he'll leave behind a team that has taken strides along with him. Strome and goalie Kenny Reiter have gotten much of the attention, but others have settled in, too. 

"It might not always translate into points, but as a group, I'm starting to see more of a consistent team identity," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said after Monday's practice, before the Islanders began the roster moves that should end with Strome's recall Tuesday. 

"It's not always perfect. We'll have lapses. That's going to happen with a young team. But we're finding ways to win. We're able to win on the road when we maybe didn't have a great first period."

Bridgeport's hot streak coincides with the arrival of Matt Donovan from the Islanders. He's an offensive defenseman the likes of which Bridgeport didn't have. 

But others have stepped up, rookies getting their own fundamentals down after a quarter of the season, players like Strome linemate Anders Lee, like forward Alan Quine, like defenseman Scott Mayfield.

"Coming to the rink is a lot more fun. That's helped us here," Mayfield said. "Confidence, with such a young team, such inexperience, is definitely a factor."

Mayfield, coming from college, said there was a definite transition, on and off the ice. Even just getting a couple of fights helped his adjustment. 

"It's a lot faster game, a lot more physical," Mayfield said. "That's the game I play."

Strome's game is more transition and offensive productivity. He leads the AHL with 33 points, earning a point on 17 of Bridgeport's last 29 goals. 

There won't be another Strome coming behind him; Bridgeport hasn't had many players like him. 

But Pellerin's goal is to get each player to maximize his own potential.

"With every player, there's a structure you want to have, a foundation," Pellerin said. "It's positional play, compete level."

The Islanders cleared room for Strome on Monday by placing Pierre-Marc Bouchard on waivers. 

The winger was the Islanders' premier free-agent acquisition this summer but had nine points in 28 games. (It's an unfair comparison, but Strome had eight points in three games last week.) 

Bouchard could be sent here if he clears on Tuesday -- his $2 million contract is reasonable enough that someone could take a chance on him -- but the NHL team is on the West Coast, and anyway the noon deadline will fall during the annual "Cool Fun 101" school-group game against Albany.
Reiter, Strome lead Sound Tigers to fourth straight win

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:32 am, Sunday, December 8, 2013 
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Connecticut Post All-Star Girls Swimming Team

New UConn coach Diaco: 'At the place where I want to be'

BRIDGEPORT -- There was no excuse to take six penalties in the first 13 minutes Saturday. There was no way that wasn't going to cost the Bridgeport Sound Tigers a few goals.

But it didn't. These Bridgeport Sound Tigers put together a brilliant night of special teams, beginning with goalie Kenny Reiter at one end and streaking Ryan Strome at the other, to beat Hershey 4-2 at Webster Bank Arena.

"Special teams were great. The penalty kill was unbelievable," said Reiter, who made 25 saves. "The guys really helped me smother rebounds." 

Bridgeport has won four in a row and five out of six.

The Bears had eight shots before Bridgeport was credited with one, receiving one power play after another from referee Tim Mayer. Four of the Sound Tigers' six defensemen were called for a penalty in the first eight minutes.

David Kolomatis scored for the Bears on the second of those six consecutive minors. But that was all Reiter and the Sound Tigers allowed.

"(Reiter) made some big saves, a couple with his shoulders," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He was able to clear rebounds. They weren't getting a lot of secondary chances. We blocked a lot of shots." 

Strome, among those not killing penalties, didn't get his first full shift until late in the period. He said he took a couple of twirls at the bench during promotional timeouts to get the legs moving.

Then he put together a four-point game, taking over the AHL scoring lead with 33 points.

He had the second assist on Jon Sim's first-period, five-on-three goal that set off the team's annual Teddy Bear Toss. Toys that fans threw onto the ice will be donated to local hospitals.

Strome added assists on Anders Lee's two power-play goals in the second period.

"Leeber's going to the net," Strome said. "My job is to get those guys pucks.

"We're all doing the right things." 

Strome has a nine-game scoring streak. After Strome's empty-net goal just before Saturday's final buzzer, Bridgeport has scored 29 goals in those nine games; Strome has a point on 17 of them.

Hershey cut Bridgeport's lead to 3-2 with 3:41 to play on former Sound Tiger Jamie Johnson's snipe from the right faceoff dot.

Then Scott Mayfield flipped a puck out of play from the defensive zone with 2:38 to play, another penalty. With goalie David Leggio pulled for an extra attacker for about half of those two minutes, Hershey pressed, but Bridgeport killed its eighth of nine power plays.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. KENNY REITER, BRIDGEPORT: Your goalie's your best penalty killer: 25 saves.

2. RYAN STROME, BRIDGEPORT: Your everyday four-point game.

3. ANDERS LEE, BRIDGEPORT: Around the net to score two power-play goals.

UNSUNG HEROES: An assortment of penalty killers blocked shots, tied up sticks and kept the game close early.

UP NEXT: Tuesday vs. Albany, 11 a.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO 

Hershey 1 0 1--2

Bridgeport 1 2 1--4
Strome sparks streaking Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 1:08 am, Saturday, December 7, 2013 
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New UConn coach Diaco: 'At the place where I want to be'

One of the AHL's top prospects, Ryan Strome keeps getting better. His Bridgeport Sound Tigers have followed along with him the past couple of weeks. 

The streaky Sound Tigers won for the fourth time in five games Friday, a 5-3 win over the Utica Comets in their first trip to the Utica (N.Y.) Memorial Auditorium. 

"This was a character win for us, especially on the road," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We didn't play a perfect game, but good teams find a way to win."

Strome had a goal and two assists and, at game's end, was a tiebreaker off the league scoring lead with 29 points. 

"His compete level is improved, his transition game, his positional play away from the puck," Pellerin said. 

Parker Milner made 28 saves to earn his first AHL win in his second start. 

Strome has an eight-game scoring streak, during which the Sound Tigers are 4-2-0-2.Goals by Alan Quine and Jon Sim gave Bridgeport a 2-0 lead after one. Strome twice set up Anders Lee for shots that led to goals in the second period, though Joacim Eriksson stopped Lee both times; Mike Halmo and Matt Donovan scored on rebounds.

Halmo sent Strome into the Comets' zone in the third period, and Strome got a step on Yann Sauve to score his eighth goal of the year. Bridgeport didn't receive a power-play opportunity for just the seventh time in team history, but the second in seven games. Utica went 2-for-3 on its power plays to stay in it. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Reiter gains first AHL shutout as Sound Tigers beat Phantoms

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:23 am, Thursday, December 5, 2013 
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Nothing ever seems to come easily for Kenny Reiter. It took him 10 starts to get his first AHL win. All three of his professional shutouts were 1-0 games -- and he lost one of those in a shootout.

"At least he won this shutout," Bridgeport Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin said.

Reiter's first AHL shutout was Wednesday night, a 1-0 Sound Tigers win over the Adirondack Phantoms at the Glens Falls (N.Y.) Civic Center. Reiter made 34 saves, and Anders Lee's second-period goal held up.

Reiter made 17 saves in the second period Wednesday as Bridgeport killed four Adirondack power plays. He denied Petr Straka in tight late in the period.

"He looked under control," Pellerin said. "He was in good position. He didn't give up a lot of rebounds. His puck placement, into corners, into the netting, was effective.

"They didn't get a lot of secondary chances." 

Reiter beat Adirondack 3-2 on Nov. 10 for his first win in the AHL. He'd been brilliant down the stretch last year, taking a 1-0 loss in Hershey in overtime, and not bad this year.

He's 4-1-2 in his past seven games; the regulation defeat was an 8-6 loss Saturday at Albany, but he bounced back the next day to beat Manchester.

Lee scored on a second rebound at 12:02 of the second period after Bridgeport forced a neutral-zone turnover.

Ryan Strome took the initial shot, a good one that Cal Heeter stopped, but the Phantoms couldn't keep the puck away from Lee.

Strome's assist gives him a seven-game scoring streak, with 10 points in that stretch.

The Sound Tigers hadn't won a game 1-0 in over four years, but Reiter withstood a Phantoms flurry in the closing seconds and tossed his arms in the air as Bridgeport cleared the puck.

Defenseman Mike Banwell made his Bridgeport debut. He signed a pro tryout Sunday.

The Sound Tigers will stay and practice in Glens Falls on Thursday, then go to Utica, where they play for the first time on Friday.
Lee, Strome, Halmo come together for Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 1:05 am, Wednesday, December 4, 2013 
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BRIDGEPORT -- For the whole month of November, and even for part of October, Bridgeport Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin has had one constant in his lines: right on top of the whiteboard, 9-18-26.

Anders Lee, Ryan Strome and Mike Halmo have been together since Oct. 30, a combination that has worked well for Bridgeport even as other lines have had their ups and downs.

"I think we communicate a lot," Halmo said.

"We're really positive. If we have a bad shift, we try to rebound and come back strong. We just feel each other out there." 

Strome carries a six-game scoring streak into Wednesday's game in Glens Falls, N.Y., against the Adirondack Phantoms. Halmo has four points in the past three games. Lee has been held off the score sheet in back-to-back games only once this season.

"The compete level they have, with the puck and away from the puck, gives them time and space to create opportunities," Pellerin said, "whether it's off the rush, on the cycle or on the power play. They're able to complement each other." 

Strome is the headliner, the fifth pick in the 2011 NHL draft; he was named AHL Player of the Week and Rookie of the Month on Monday. Lee, a power forward, has been on his left side every game except one, when Brock Nelson came down from the New York Islanders for the day on Oct. 20.

Halmo, earning more playing time this year after an in-and-out rookie year last year, became a good complement.

"I've got to work for it every day," Halmo said.

Pellerin said the staff thought about switching things up at times during Bridgeport's November swoon, a six-game winless streak that finally ended with two wins in three games over the weekend.

"We talked about it, but we've been putting pressure on other lines to follow," Pellerin said.

As a team, they've been looking for consistency, a night-in, night-out level of play. Preferably for them, that's one closer to the Friday/Sunday effort that produced 3-2 wins, and less the Saturday performance that turned into an 8-6 loss at Albany.

Even there, the constant was 9-18-26.

"They're at the point where it's going to get harder now," Pellerin said. "They've got to keep going and keep pushing themselves even harder because they're having success." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Game day

Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Adirondack Phantoms

WHEN: Wednesday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: Glens Falls (N.Y.) Civic Center

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Bridgeport 6-10-1-3, Adirondack 9-9-0-2

SEASON SERIES: The Sound Tigers lead 1-0.

LAST MEETING: Bridgeport won 3-2 at home Nov. 10.

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: C Ryan Strome, reigning AHL Player of the Week, has a six-game scoring streak (3-6-9). ... G Kenny Reiter is 3-1-2 in his past six starts. ... LW Brett Gallant (upper body) could return. D's Mike Dalhuisen and Sean Escobedo (upper body) returned to practice Tuesday.

ABOUT THE PHANTOMS: Former Sound Tigers D Bruno Gervais is 4-8-12. He scored in overtime Friday to beat Albany. ... RW Jason Akeson is 3-11-14 to lead the team. ... Former Sound Tigers G Yann Danis was injured Friday. He has split time with Cal Heeter this year.

UP NEXT: Friday at Utica, 7 p.m.
Strome, Sound Tigers bounce back, beat Manchester

Michael Fornabaio

Published 7:26 pm, Sunday, December 1, 2013 
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Ansonia makes history with Class S state title

Connecticut Post All-Star Girls Swimming Team

New UConn coach Diaco: 'At the place where I want to be'

BRIDGEPORT -- After Saturday's debacle in Albany, the challenge came Sunday from the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' coaches: raise the intensity. Battle harder.

Their best player was one of those who took it to heart, and Ryan Strome was a force in the Sound Tigers' 3-2 win over conference-leading Manchester at Webster Bank Arena.

Strome's hard forecheck set up the game's first goal. He scored to tie the game at 2, and he and Mike Halmo battled to set up Nick Larson for the game-winner with 6:00 left.

"The coaching staff really challenged us, every line, to step up our game, to bring that compete level," Strome said. "(Saturday) night we just kind of skated around." 

Saturday night was an 8-6 disastrous loss in Albany in which the Sound Tigers were credited with just 15 shots. They tightened their game up Sunday and pushed for chances as the game went on.

Strome's line accounted for all three goals, and he has nine points now over a six-game scoring streak.

"For a young player, he's got a lot of responsibility," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We depend a lot on him, and especially his line. They performed very well here this weekend. Tonight, they brought their level of intensity, their compete level." 

Strome and Mike Halmo each had two points, and Anders Lee also had an assist as the Sound Tigers won their second of three games in a three-in-three weekend. They beat Hartford 3-2 on Friday at home.

Kenny Reiter started all three, thrown right back in after making 24 saves on 32 shots Saturday. He stopped 29 shots Sunday.

"My first (three-in-three)," Reiter said. "The two wins were good. The loss was not ideal. I feel pretty good.

"It's definitely a confidence-builder for me to get that opportunity." 

Attendance was 3,334.

Reiter stopped former Sound Tiger Sean Backman on a first-period breakaway and made a few other big saves.

They held up after Strome and Halmo battled behind the Manchester goal line in the third. Strome got the puck to Nick Larson in the right circle, who kicked the puck to his backhand and sniped it over Berube's blocker for the game-winner.

"(Sunday) was awesome," said Larson, who had two goals Saturday. "We weren't very happy with what happened (Saturday).

"We won individual battles. I thought that was the turning point, along the boards." 

In the second, Strome's hard forecheck freed the puck for Halmo, who won a battle of his own along the left-wing boards and beat J.S. Berube short-side for a 1-0 lead.

Manchester took the lead in the third -- A.J. Gale's first AHL goal also beat Reiter short-side in the second, and Andy Andreoff scored on a second rebound -- but Strome fired a wrist shot off the crossbar and in to tie it 1:21 later.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. RYAN STROME, BRIDGEPORT: You know he's skilled, but when he's battling like that, look out. 

2. MIKE HALMO, BRIDGEPORT: Won a couple of battles to set up two goals. 

3. A.J. GALE, MANCHESTER: Scored his first AHL goal. 

UNSUNG HERO: Kenny Reiter bounced back with 29 big saves for Bridgeport. 

UP NEXT: Wednesday at Adirondack, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Manchester 0 1 1--2

Bridgeport 0 1 2--3

Albany unliveblog… advanceblog?

Posted on December 13, 2013  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

0

As noted yesterday, I’m (ahem) on assignment tonight, so not only no Albany for me, no radio for me, either. (Outside chance I can follow along a bit, in which case I might be a voice from the peanut gallery on Twitter amid the Arkeel Newsome #cthsfb stuff.) 

You, however, can listen in or watch on AHL Live. Follow Corey for the Bridgeport side, Pete Dougherty for the media side, and the Devils for their part. The box will be here; Jamie Koharski scheduled for the first time this year for the Sound Tigers.

Anders Nilsson wasn’t expected back today; Kenny Reiter was first off the ice this morning, with Parker Milner likely still the backup. Marc Cantin was back on skates, and Scott Pellerin said he’s cleared to play, though that almost certainly won’t come tonight. Jon Sim wasn’t on this morning, but Pellerin said he expected Sim to play. 

There’s the possibility of at least three Bridgeport debuts, including a Scooter Vaughan AHL debut. Trust Corey will get you the lines and pairs. Pierre-Marc Bouchard had been with Alan Quine, Sim and Kirill Kabanov in some combinations. The third line the past couple of days was Wiles-Langkow-Bruton. 

Pardon my not chasing a link, but Mattias Tedenby will be waiting in Albany. The Devils sent him down for conditioning. 

Notes around: Stockton got a defenseman, but it cost them Brayden Irwin. Hartford picked up veteran goalie Dov Grumet-Morris from San Antonio. 

May have some postgame thoughts or notes, maybe here, maybe on another post. Back Saturday, weather permitting. Saturday is also Pink Rink Night for breast cancer awareness, with special jerseys. Fans wearing pink will form a pink ribbon on the ice during the second intermission. 

(I probably shouldn’t use “Saturday” and “ice” in the same paragraph, though, should I?)
Nilsson returns 

Posted by Michael Fornabaio

Thursday, December 12 at 4:34pm

As Arthur Staple reported earlier, Anders Nilsson is coming back down from the New York Islanders. Evgeni Nabokov returns to their lineup tonight, backing up Kevin Poulin. Nothing about a corresponding move here at the moment. With no roster restrictions in the AHL, it’s decidedly less pressing.
On two-for-two swaps

Posted on December 12, 2013  |  By Michael Fornabaio 
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On for practice today were two newbies, Scooter Vaughan (wearing No. 7 on the helmet) and Matt Lowry (stepping right into Nick Larson’s No. 17, it appeared). A chance to get a look at some new guys while the injured recover, Scott Pellerin said. The obvious question is, why not Larson and Mike Dalhuisen? Part playing time, part role. 

“Looking at the big picture of, with Dalhuisen, he came in, and I thought he played well his first games here,” Pellerin said. “He got the injury. He came back. We want him to kind of get back to playing his game, finding his game at that level again.” Stockton will be a good place to do that. “Rich (Kromm) is excited to get him. It was not an easy decision by any means.”

With Larson, “same thing. He came in, he earned a spot,” Pellerin said. “I liked how hard he worked, in our camp in Syosset, then going down to Stockton and being the No. 1-conditioned player. … We got him to a certain point. Where he was playing, he wasn’t kind of getting through to the next phase. We talked to him about going down and being more of a physical presence, winning puck battles, and also his play away from the puck. 

“Take a step back to take a step forward.”

Pellerin said he had heard good things from ECHL folks about both Vaughan (who gets a good report from Stingrays beat writer Andrew Miller, too; his first game will be his AHL debut) and Lowry. Vaughan’s arrival gives Bridgeport a relative rarity in team history: three right-handed defensemen at the same time. 

Speaking of right-handed defensemen, Radek Martinek goes on IR for the Islanders as Brian Strait returns, so no reinforcements from up top just yet. Arthur Staple reports that Anders Nilsson could be on his way back here as early as tonight if Evgeni Nabokov is ready to back up Kevin Poulin. 

Programming note: Not only won’t I be in Albany, but I’ll be following Arkeel Newsome around one more time and mostly missing hockey. (In more than one sense of the word “miss.”) But drop by here, and hopefully I’ll have set you up with all the linkage you’ll need. 

The arena announced today that Notre Dame-Fairfield has added a hockey game at Webster Bank Arena against Darien on Feb. 22. (Bridgeport is in Philly that day.) The Lancers had already been set to play Fairfield Prep on Jan. 9, a Thursday, and the Notre Dame girls will play Lauralton Hall earlier that day at 4:45 p.m. (There’s basketball, too, Jan. 27.) 

Meanwhile, Mental Floss on the remains of St. Nicholas.
A(nother) swap at forward (and defense)

Posted on December 11, 2013  |  By Michael Fornabaio 
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The transactions today indicate that Bridgeport has sent Mike Dalhuisen and Nick Larson down to Stockton. Somewhat interesting; Dalhuisen has only played a bit, interrupted by that head injury; Larson had slipped back to the fourth line with Brett Gallant’s return. 

Edit, 5:15 p.m.: The other half of this day: ECHL transactions say that South Carolina has loaned righty defenseman Scooter Vaughan to Bridgeport, and that Evansville has loaned forward Matt Lowry up here. That implies PTOs to come. 

(By the way, didn’t catch it on the weekend, but St. John’s ripped up Jordan Hill’s PTO and gave him an AHL contract.)
A swap up front

Posted on December 11, 2013  |  By Michael Fornabaio 
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The Sound Tigers were joined by Pierre-Marc Bouchard this morning at Harbor Yard, a day of practice to try to rebound from Tuesday morning’s defeat. When they went in lines, he appeared to be with Alan Quine and Jon Sim, with Kirill Kabanov mixing in. The Lee-Sundstrom-Halmo line remained together. 

Nick Larson skated early but had a doctor’s appointment. Everyone else who played yesterday skated, as did Sean Escobedo, but the other injured didn’t practice with the team. 

The Islanders — shocker — recalled Ryan Strome today, finally and officially. I don’t get why, after they won last night in San Jose. 

And Bob Crawford on Micheal Haley, injury and fatherhood. (Quick post-post edit: The Wolf Pack announced Sonar is getting a new look. Aw.)
Clearing the zone, clearing lanes, clearing snow

Posted on December 10, 2013  |  By Michael Fornabaio 

Print

1

(Little snow.)

This morning kind of went the way the first goal went. 

I’m pretty sure every PKer had the puck on his stick at one point on that shift. I think it went Langkow, Bruton, Keenan, Mayfield (who’d earlier in the shift had a pretty good stick-in-lane to break up a pass). They all touched the puck. They all didn’t clear. 

Reece Scarlett walked the line, found a lane, got a screen, and it was 1-0, and Albany had already kind of weathered the storm. 

“That’s 200 feet, every time. We talk about that,” said a heartily disappointed Chris Bruton, who also wasn’t happy with losing Joe Whitney on the second goal. 

“We’ve got a couple of days to get right back to work,” Bruton said. “Pelly really challenged us. We had a good spree there. … We’ve got to work harder, to find it in ourselves to be better.”

They can talk about getting outworked, but it wasn’t as if the Devils were setting the world on fire, either. They took advantage of chances. (Plus, since Nov. 1, Bridgeport is 0-3 against Albany and 8-3-0-3 against everybody else.)

“We’ve been playing some good hockey,” Scott Pellerin said. “I’m trying to balance this game out and not go overboard one way, but there were some fundamentals that we didn’t do. To me, we got outworked. When you get outworked, you’re not going to execute, and it goes down from there.”

A sleepwalky kind of game, at least from upstairs.

“There’s no excuses,” Mike Halmo said. “You’ve got to be up for every game.”

….

Or maybe they just missed Palatini.

There was, of course, that big gun missing in the middle. There was no way they were going to play Ryan Strome today once they’d decided to call him up. Johan Sundstrom played just about exclusively in that spot. He made a cameo in his old spot briefly in the middle of the second, after Lee and Halmo had killed a penalty. In the third period, they put Langkow into Sundstrom’s old spot, between Jon Sim and Sean Wiles; that line had been pretty good together when they all arrived last month. 

But the combinations could all be changed again as early as the morning: Pellerin said he planned to call Pierre-Marc Bouchard this afternoon to check in and talk about the near future, but he wasn’t sure if Bouchard would be in town for Wednesday’s practice. (There is weather and stuff.) Meanwhile, Strome departed, bag over his shoulder and sticks under his arm, after the game; Arthur Staple reported they plan to have him meet them in Phoenix. Fun while it lasted. 

PMB is listed on the roster in 96. That’d be the highest number ever worn by a Sound Tiger. Three guys wore 91 in 2007-08. The only other assignment higher than Kirill Kabanov’s 77 was Brandon Cullen’s 81 in 2006-07, but he never got to wear it because of his concussion problems. 

Quite thrilled that the ride home was better than the ride in. No real accumulation; roads just wet, air just over freezing. Announced attendance — tickets distributed — was 7,724. To me, you may as well just take the other 800 tickets and toss them off the roof at that point, announce 8500 and go have a Coke. But oh well. No word on any kind of ticket redemption, though it sounds as if they plan to reschedule the schoolkids for their springtime morning game, April 1 this year. 

Just in time for Providence’s first trip in on Saturday, the Bruins’ organizational flux has brought both Scott Campbell and New Canaan’s Jack Downing up from South Carolina.

Portland has a new majority owner. Meanwhile, Springfield sticks around; the Falcons have extended their lease with the MassMutual Center, and they and Columbus have agreed to extend their affiliation agreement through next season, exercising their opt…

Wait… 

Falcons Splash Page. Bottom game. Jan. 25 vs. Bridgeport. Special appearance by Red Sox Mascot Wally the Green Monster. Dude. 

More tomorrow. (Presumably mascot-unrelated.)
Moving on: Albany pregame

Posted on December 10, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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So the first day of the rest of the year features Johan Sundstrom moving into Ryan Strome’s spot on the top line. It feels like kind of a big moment for Sundstrom, who though he’s the fourth-leading scorer on the roster hasn’t looked all that much like he did at the beginning of last year.

Not that anybody is going to play the way Strome did. (Strome, BTW, is still here, from all accounts, though not playing.)

Appears Gallant is back in, and starting on the third line. Parker Milner gets his third start. One to scratch, though it looked like Kabanov. Edit: It is. Albany has seven defensemen.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Sundstrom (A)-Halmo

Sim-Quine-Wiles

Gallant-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Larson-Wetmore-Johnson

(Kabanov-scratch)

D: Donovan (A)-Cornell

Keenan-Mayfield

Jackson-Dalhuisen

G: Milner

Reiter

ALBANY

F: Matteau-Demkov-Whitney

Pesonen-K.Zajac-Sislo

Hoeffel-Pelley (C)-McKelvie (A)

Boychuk/Wohlberg

D: Kelly (A)-Hrabarenka

Helgeson-Scarlett

Burlon-McPherson

Young

G: Kinkaid

Wedgewood

R: T.Koharski, Banfield. L: Wahl, Simeon.

Supposedly there was going to be a huge crowd of kids here this morning. But a slew of cancellations amid the snow. The announced attendance should draw a chuckle.
NHL path cleared for Strome

Posted on December 9, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Edit: Some future Islander was named AHL Player of the Week for the second week in a row. He’s just the third AHLer in 20 years — Blake Geoffrion in 2011, Jim Carey in 1994 — to win the award in back-to-back weeks.

Things were pretty much status quo in BSTland until noon — was just about to tweet “Yes, he’s still here” — when the Islanders dropped the news that they’ve placed Pierre-Marc Bouchard on waivers. By noon tomorrow — or, early second period, most likely, of Tigers-Devils — Ryan Strome will have a path cleared to the NHL.

From early in the year, Strome said that he wanted to get his game to a point where, when he was called up, he’d be ready to make an impact, ready to stay there. Got to think that’s a mission accomplished.

(So it’s likely the two longest currently active Sound Tigers scoring streaks will both belong to Islanders, Strome’s nine and Josh Bailey’s eight. Running gag, times two!)

While this is great for Strome and settles the nerves of #islestwitter for five minutes or so, it could easily be a double whammy for Bridgeport. Losing Strome takes away the AHL’s leading scorer and a guy who was in on most of the offense lately. But Bouchard’s contract isn’t unreasonable, at $2 million just for this season. If someone takes a chance on him, Strome’s gone and no one replaces him.

BUT, absence creates opportunity and all that. The way the stories have broken lately, it’s been a lot of Ryan Strome and Kenny Reiter. Fortuitously, tomorrow’s story was supposed to be about the rest of them and what they’ve been doing better/differently. Reasonable timing.

Brett Gallant and Sean Escobedo practiced with them today; Scott Pellerin reiterated that he wants them to be back to 100 percent before he tosses them back into the lineup. Marc Cantin remains day-to-day after the puck to the ear, but Pellerin doesn’t expect him to play Tuesday. John Persson, Joey Diamond and Andrey Pedan haven’t resumed skating. And Joe Finley is a long way away, if at all. (Been a while since we tossed the whole injury report up, so.)

Morning game in the, well, morning.
Double bonus
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Six power plays? Six Hershey power plays in the first 14 minutes?

The first four, all on a different defenseman? They were a Mike Cornell and a Mike Dalhuisen penalty away from completing the set.

“It taxes the guys so much,” Scott Pellerin said. “I was looking after the second period, and (Matt) Donovan had 20 minutes of ice time, and he’s just one example. It takes a lot out of your team. That’s why you try to balance it out later in the game.”

And Bridgeport wins this thing?

A month ago, this thing’d have been like 4-0 by the middle of the first, no? It’d be one disaster after another.

“Doug Holewa has done a great job to continue to teach the fundamentals, the foundation of our kill,” Pellerin added.

No one-disaster-after-another tonight. Instead, they’re blocking shots like it’s going out of style, and they’re shaking off the one goal Hershey did bury.

“Talk about unsung heroes, (Chris) Bruton, some of those guys, eating pucks, getting bruised,” Strome said.

Kenny Reiter remains solid; remains humble, too, passing the credit to the guys in front of him. He and the PK kept this thing a game as the parade happened.

….

And then, jeez, the power play. This whole thing was like the inverse of November. Great PK. And a great power play that scored three times.

“We’re on a roll right now,” Anders Lee said. “Things are clicking.

“We’re on the same page.”

Strome got the first of his four points (his second four-point game this year, including the five-point night in Worcester, taking over the AHL scoring lead) on a five-on-three, though he missed the net with his own one-timer; Johan Sundstrom fed the puck across the goal mouth to Jon Sim.

The next two were almost carbon copies, Matt Donovan to Strome on the left half-wall, Strome shot, Leggio save, Lee rebound.

“They play to their strengths,” Pellerin said. “Lee’s a strong individual in front. He’s got a good stick. Stromer’s able to find seams, to find those passing lanes, and get pucks to that area. They’ve been able to have that success.”

….

First time I’d seen Reiter since Wednesday, so had to ask. “It’s always special to get a shutout, and it just means a lot to get one at this level,” he said. “It kind of felt like getting the win, that first win a week or two earlier. I’ve got to give credit to everyone else. The guys played really well this week.”

Well enough, in fact, that with Hartford’s loss to Springfield, the Sound Tigers are no longer in last place in the Berkshire League. (The teams meet again in Hartford tomorrow, so that could change in less than 24 hours, but still.)

Pellerin said Marc Cantin is day-to-day after taking that shot in the ear yesterday. No real change on the others; he said Sean Escobedo wasn’t available.

And at this writing, the AHL scoring lead: (1) Ryan Strome, Bpt, 9-24-33; (2) Colton Sceviour, Tex, 18-12-30; (3) Travis Morin, Tex, 11-18-29.
Catching up with the Sound Tigers
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The boys are back in down for the first time since Tuesday’s practice. Marc Cantin’s out after taking that shot in the ear last night; Mike Dalhuisen returns to the lineup, and Mike Cornell returns for Mike Banwell, who was released back to Reading this morning. Otherwise it looks kind of similar. One to scratch each way; Joel Rechlicz and Nathan Walker traded rushes, while Kirill Kabanov didn’t. Edit: Rechlicz, Kabanov.

Bridgeport wearing blues tonight, meanwhile, so all’s right with the world.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

Sim-Sundstrom (A)-Wiles

Larson-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Quine-Wetmore-Johnson

(Kabanov-scratch)

D: Donovan (A)-Cornell

Keenan-Mayfield

Jackson-Dalhuisen

G: Reiter

Milner

HERSHEY

F: Taffe (A)-Wellman-Johnson

Byers (C)-LeBlanc-Deschamps

Brittain-Stoa-Segal

Watkins-Latta-Walker/(Rechlicz-scratch)

D: Wellar-Strachan

Brouillette-Kolomatis

Schilling-Flemming

G: Leggio

Gill

R: Mayer. L: Simeon, Colby.

One Jamie Palatini on the public address tonight.
Utica! liveblog
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The Utica Comets have a long and storied history. Sorta.

They moved this year from Peoria. They moved to Peoria in 2005 from Worcester, Mass. (Last Bridgeport game against this franchise: Feb. 20, 2005, Sound Tigers 4, IceCats 1).

Roy Boe bought that team from Peter Cooney (now a player agent; you may’ve seen him around the arena) to move to Worcester in 1994. For most of the previous almost-60 years, that team was in Springfield, and for most of those most-ofs, they were the Springfield Indians, Eddie Shore’s Springfield Indians.

So these aren’t the Utica Devils of Marty Brodeur and one Scott Pellerin. But they have a long and storied history. Sorta.

This was a trip I was hoping to make — a Western Conference game? Be still my heart — but we’ll be listening to Comets broadcaster Brendan Burke and following him, the Observer Dispatch and of course Corey on Twitter.

Meanwhile, Dave Stickney tweeted the other day that both he and Utica’s Dustin Flynn hail from the same hometown and the same high school. Neat little note. (Lancaster, N.H., and White Mountains Regional in Whitefield, if I’ve done the math right.)

From yesterday, RIP, the great Nelson Mandela.

The ECHL announced yesterday that Wes Goldie will be among the inductees to its Hall of Fame on Feb. 7. Goldie played two games for Bridgeport in Norfolk in 2004. They turned out to be his only two AHL games.

More in a bit.

–Word from up there is Parker Milner gets Start No. 2 up here.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

Sim-Sundstrom (A)-Wiles

Larson-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Quine-Wetmore-Johnson

D: Donovan (A)-Cantin

Keenan-Mayfield

Jackson-Banwell

G: Milner

Reiter

The box will be here: R: T.Koharski. L: Kotyra, Sylvester.

Prescout, eventually: Teddy Bear Toss tomorrow.

–Audio just kicked in for me, but looks like Joacim Eriksson in net for Utica.

–Keenan had a big early chance, but it sounds as if the Comets have most of the chances the rest of the way here, roughly midway first.

–But Bridgeport puts some pressure on and keeps the Comets from changing, leading to a turnover and Quine’s second goal 12:48 into the game.

–Jon Sim makes it 2-0 with his first goal at 17:11. Long shot on the rush.

–That’s how it stands after one. Shots on the gamesheet at the moment are 12-10 Bridgeport.

–Ol’ buddy Brandon DeFazio was in on a few Utica scoring chances in the first. He’s in on the first Utica goal, on the rush, a two-on-one setup to Patrick Mullen, 2-1 early second.

–A good shift from the top line, a good chip-out (not positive if it was Donovan or Cantin), a good Strome pass, a good Lee shot, and a good job by Halmo to bury the rebound. 3-1 Bridgeport. Strome’s got an eight-game scoring streak.

–And with that it’s time for our regular joke that Strome ties Josh Bailey for the longest current active Sound Tigers streak.

–Strome’s is the 25th regular-season streak of eight or better by a Sound Tiger (Raffi Torres, 11, and Justin Mapletoft, 8, both did it in the 2002 playoffs.) The record is 12, by Jeff Hamilton and Frans Nielsen, ending exactly a year apart, 2006 and 2007.

–Cantin takes a shot to the face early in a Quine hooking minor, the first penalty of the game. He goes off under his own power, very quickly, so hopefully the visor got most of that. Benn Ferriero scores soon after to make it 3-2.

–Cal O’Reilly and Ferriero move it back and forth across the dots on that goal, a couple of guys who know what they’re doing out there.

–Dallas Jackson gets a hit on David Marshall that earns a penalty. Terry Koharski takes Brandon DeFazio for going into the scrum after Jackson. Two minutes of four-on-four.

–The Sound Tigers get their first four-on-four goal of the season with 25.4 seconds left in the second. A three-on-two; Bridgeport keeps working at it, and Donovan puts in a rebound with Lee and Strome. It’s 4-2 Sound Tigers after two.

–Brendan Burke is running down all the undrafted players on Bridgeport. Hadn’t thought about that as much as that, of the 20 guys the Sound Tigers dressed tonight, just nine are on NHL deals.

–Have been informed I should refer to Marshall as “Quinnipiac’s David Marshall.” (Cough)

–Halmo leads Strome, who gets a step on the defense and scores on a wrister a bit over seven minutes into the third, making it 5-2 Bridgeport.

–Could swear Brendan said the goal came with 12:49 left. It’s been announced at 7:10. Details. Anyway. The Sound Tigers have played only six games without a power play in 12 and a quarter seasons; if Terry Koharski doesn’t find one in the next 10 minutes, not only will this be No. 7, but it’ll be the second in seven games. Meanwhile, Strome takes a bump from Pascal Pelletier, and they jab at each other after the whistle to earn penalties. … and Mayfield gets an extra minor… and off the draw, Weber scores to make it 5-3.

That paragraph got complicated. Sorry.

Center point through traffic with 9:25 left.

–Bridgeport kills a Nick Larson hooking penalty that comes with 4:01 remaining, but then ices the puck and calls time out with 1:46 to go.

–Most of, if not all, the same group is still on the ice for another icing with 1:05 to go.

–They get through it (and do get through it without a power play): Bridgeport 5, Utica 3, final.

–In the first period, Scott Pellerin said, Bridgeport turned the puck over 16 times. Pellerin aims to keep it under 15. In three periods. “(Utica) really put a lot of pressure on us early. The D were pinching,” Pellerin said. “I told them after the first period, it was unacceptable. They know it.” He said Wetmore and Johnson were able to sustain some zone time and play physical and tuurn some momentum. “The other guys started to kind of follow along,” Pellerin said.

On Strome, he has seen improvement in a lot of different areas, using his transition game, playing in all three zones, getting in on the forecheck, competing, using his shot: A lot of things have been coming along for him.

Pellerin said Cantin was cut near the ear on that shot and didn’t return.

They’ll ride home tonight; Hershey’s coming in from Binghamton, which is a slightly shorter ride, but I think Bridgeport’s game ended a few minutes earlier.
Thursday notes from afar

Posted on December 5, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Team skated in Glens Falls this morning, and sounds as if things are status quo. Especially being on the road, Scott Pellerin said, they’ll wait and see on the injured players, which likely means no big lineup changes tomorrow. They’ll evaluate everyone when they get home. (That includes Brett Gallant.) They have an extra at both forward and defense, and sounded like everyone else was OK, so they’re fine for the one day left on the roadie.

(They were so on the road that I got Pellerin on the bus. Asked me to speak up over the movie. I neglected my duties and didn’t ask what they were watching.)

A reminder that we’ll be liveblogging the road game tomorrow night here. Would love to see Utica once, but oh well.

In case you wondered if replay problems were indigenous to Bridgeport: Glens Falls’ was turned off last night, Diana C. Nearhos reports. Cost the Phantoms a look at that no-goal call in the final seconds.

And Brock Nelson doesn’t play again up top, but Anders Nilsson gets his third start in a row tonight, Arthur Staple reports.
Adirondack liveblog

Posted on December 4, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Sitting back in Connecticut, so we’ll be listening to Bob Rotruck and following Corey and Diana C. Nearhos on the Twitter.

Diana had a neat note this morning about Jon Sim and Terry Murray.

Kenny Reiter vs. Cal Heeter, with Yann Danis hurt.

Corey tweets them as such:

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

Quine-Sundstrom (A)-Wiles

Larson-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Sim-Wetmore-Johnson

D: Donovan (A)-Cantin

Keenan-Mayfield

Jackson-Banwell

G: Reiter

Milner

Diana has the Phantoms:

F: McGinn (A)-Newbury-Akeson

VandeVelde-Bordson-Holmstrom (C)

Straka-Cousins-Alderson

FitzGerald-Mangene-Brown

D: Manning (A)-Gervais

Konan-Alt

Lauridsen-Eddy

G: Heeter

Chubak

R: Mayer, McIsaac. L: Emanatian, Lemay.

The box will be here.

Banwell makes his Bridgeport debut.

–Prescout, while we’re looking up box scores. (Barring some crazy change of plans, we’ll be liveblogging Friday’s game, too. Sorry to miss the lone Utica trip, but looks unavoidable.)

–The teams trade penalties four seconds apart (Bridgeport’s after a giveaway), so lots of four-on-four.

–Lee’s first pro fight doesn’t go particularly well; sweater comes over his head, and Brandon Manning gets him down. Bridgeport has had chances without success.

–No score after one. Adirondack had a couple of big scoring chances in the last 30 seconds, but Reiter made the stops.

–Three power plays in the early going of the second; Bridgeport kills one, then Adirondack kills two. Reiter took a couple of bumps; Ben Holmstrom was called for interference on the second.

–Anders Lee scores on a second rebound to give the Sound Tigers a 1-0 lead at 12:02 of the second. Strome gets the lone assist, giving him a seven-game scoring streak.

–Reiter’s big on some late power plays, and that 1-0 lead holds up through 40 minutes. The Phantoms outshot Bridgeport 17-7 in the period, 25-19 tonight.

–History buff in me gets a kick out of hearing the call of a Brown to Bordson combination. Third period is underway.

–(Bah, I’ll admit it’s a stretch, but whatever.)

–Heeter for a slash, Halmo for unsportsmanlike conduct, and it’s another long four-on-four.

–Keenan’s second minor of the game, sixth leading to a power play in the past three games, gives the Phantoms their sixth power play with 13:04 left.

–Good news for Bridgeport: Kris Newbury takes a penalty midway through that Keenan minor. Bad news: Marc Cantin goes with him, putting Bridgeport two defensemen down.

–Minor survived; 11 minutes left.

–A Cullen Eddy hold on Nick Larson ends a string of four consecutive Phantoms power plays.

–You may remember something interesting about Kenny Reiter’s two professional shutouts; we looked them up March 16, during that scoreless draw in Hershey. Reiter had two shutouts last year for Fort Wayne. One was a 1-0 win at Evansville. One was a shootout loss at Kalamazoo after 65 minutes of scoreless hockey. Never easy for the man. Six minutes to go tonight in Glens Falls.

–Heeter out around 1:08 to go.

–Time out, Bridgeport, 21.7 left after an icing.

–The Phantoms jam at it late, and the red light goes on, but it’s ruled off the post. Time expires. They’re going to take a look at it.

–Apparently no goal, as the teams are departing. Bob says no signal from Tim Mayer, but no goal: Bridgeport 1, Adirondack 0, final, Kenny Reiter’s first AHL shutout. He’s 4-1-2 in the past seven.

–The Sound Tigers’ last 1-0 win was Feb. 18, 2009, the Sean Avery game at Hartford. Kurtis McLean on a rebound in the first; 23 saves for Nathan Lawson.

–”He obviously played the three-in-three, and then I gave him a chance to get in there abd battle because of how well he played,” Scott Pellerin said. “He responded with some huge saves.” Good rebound control, a solid night. And beyond Reiter, “the guys stuck together and played a very good 60 minutes. We had lapses; they had lapses.”

On the penalty kill, forwards got in shooting lanes; “Doug Holewa has done a good job with the penalty kill. Guys are starting to get the fundamentals and all that they need to do. We’re teaching a lot of guys who’ve never killed before.”

Scoring chances in the first period: “We sustained a lot of offensive-zone play. Langkow, Bruton, Larson, they generated some offensive-zone time. Sundstrom, Wiles, Simmer and Quine were very good, generated secondary chances. They kept the forecheck in there. Strome’s line played well. Wetmore, JJ. We were killing penalties.” He liked Banwell’s game, “some good, quality plays.” There were some turnovers, but part of that was that the Phantoms were keeping pucks in and forcing them to make more plays than they might’ve otherwise. “Some were good. Some, we’ll watch tomorrow.”

The day-to-day types, it sounded like, all had a good skate today, and they’ll be evaluated further tomorrow. We’ll try to check in then.
Nine defensemen: Party like it’s October

Posted on December 3, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Almost a flashback this morning at Harbor Yard: Bridgeport had nine defensemen out there for practice before they headed up to Glens Falls for tomorrow night’s game.

The nine included the seven who dressed for warmup Sunday plus Sean Escobedo, out the past weekend after taking a hit in practice during the week, and Mike Dalhuisen, on for the first time since he hit his head on the ice Nov. 15 at Springfield. Scott Pellerin said they’re cleared for contact but not yet to play; they’re on the trip, though, so they’ll see how those two progress the next few days.

Brett Gallant practiced at what looked to be something close to full strength. Lines were as they were Sunday, with Gallant joining the Wetmore line and Sim joining the Sundstrom line.

John Persson, Andrey Pedan and Joey Diamond remain on the shelf.

Yann Danis was hurt Friday. Cal Heeter played the rest of that night and Saturday. Hadn’t seen an update yet today.

Mitch Beck says Micheal Haley is out indefinitely after sports hernia surgery.

And a front-office prescout, sorta: Business-side shocker as Peter Luukko leaves Comcast.
Strome named Player of the Week (and rookie of the month)

Posted on December 2, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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The AHL just named Ryan Strome its Player of the Week. Strome had two goals Friday, two assists Saturday, and that big goal and an assist plus the crashing forecheck to set up the first goal yesterday.

Unless I’m missing one, Bridgeport’s first POTW since Casey Cizikas in January 2012.

Monthly awards come later today. Haven’t sorted through rookies, but Strome had 15 points in 12 games in November.

Edit: Got that too: rookie of the month, to go with Mike McKenna’s goalie of the month and Ben Street’s player of the month.
All-around game

Posted on December 1, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Barreling in was the forechecker, laying a hit on the Manchester defenseman, forcing a turnover, getting the puck to the Bridgeport guy on the left half-wall.

The guy on the half-wall, who beat Brandon Kozun for the puck and fired a shot (that maybe J.S. Berube’d want back, but anyway) that made it 1-0, was Mike Halmo. The bat out of hell? Ryan Strome, playing his most-physical game yet, in on all three goals.

“Sometimes you don’t get a point on the play, but you create a turnover,” Strome said. “That’s what Halmo does most of the time. I returned the favor.”

Strome scored a beauty from the right circle in the third to tie it, 81 seconds after Manchester took the lead when Bridgeport, deja vu, couldn’t clear a rebound. But it was what Strome was doing behind the enemy goal line that stood out today. He and Halmo won battles on the wall to set up Nick Larson for a beauty of his own, Larson’s third goal in 24 hours, to win it.

Pellerin talked about how Halmo has been successful when he has been battling on the boards, how Lee has brought that power game.

“When they’re having success, they’re winning most of the 50-50 pucks,” Pellerin said.

Strome talked (see gamer) about the challenge that came from the coaches to pick up the intensity level. It seemed to take in some cases better than in others, but the top line brought it.

Bridgeport played a good-enough first period, doing little on three power plays (including an extended five-on-three) but drawing momentum from the fourth. They traded goals in the second. And then the third worked out.

Two wins in three games. Seen this before after the long winless streak, but a good bounceback after that mess Saturday in Albany.

….

Bridgeport scored six goals Saturday in Albany; this morning, there were changes on the assists of four of them. But that included giving an assist to Kenny Reiter on the first goal. That was the first point for a Sound Tigers goalie in over two years.

After that assist, Reiter gave up eight goals on 24 shots. So what next?

“My original plan was just to take it one day at a time,” Pellerin said.

“Going into Saturday, I was going to decide after Saturday what I was going to do Sunday. I had a good talk with Kenny. I know the type of competitor he is. I knew he wanted to get back in net.”

He did, indeed. The first Manchester goal, “I was kind of in between save selections,” he said, didn’t get his leg tight to the post, but he bounced back strongly, and he said the team rallied around him.

“I needed, and the team needed me to be better. We all played for each other tonight,” Reiter said.

“I was really focused on making big, timely saves. My team needed that. (Sean Backman’s) breakaway, I played him pretty well, but otherwise, I didn’t have to make too many outstanding saves.”

This is, by my unscientific and way-too-rapid count, the 19th time a goalie has started* three games in three days for Bridgeport. Wade Dubielewicz and Kevin Poulin did it five times each (Dubielewicz, four times in 2005-06, three times after March 24 alone); Anders Nilsson, twice.

Pellerin said Kabanov’s and Wiles’ returns were kind of late decisions. They kept Kabanov, coming off illness, limited, to keep his energy level up. On Wiles, who played quite a bit: “In the morning he felt really good. I thought he skated really good,” Pellerin said. “He was one of the best skaters, with a bad leg. I wish I could skate like that with a bad leg.” Wiles was passing in the dressing room; asked how it felt, and he replied, simply, “good.”

They’re off tomorrow. Back to work Tuesday (followed by football).

*-Rick DiPietro played in three in three once before he started three in three, Jan. 25-27, 2002. He started the first and third, and came in in relief in the second: the come-from-ahead game against Worcester.

Categories: Manchester, Postgame, Strome
Three in three

Posted on December 1, 2013 | By Michael Fornabaio
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Right back at it, Bridgeport starts Kenny Reiter once again. Three starts in three days for him.

Without John Persson, something had to give. Looks like Jon Sim gets the day off, too: second weekend in a row he gets the third game of the three-in-three off. While new PTO Mike Banwell is on the ice wearing No. 6, so too are Sean Wiles (who’d been targeted for mid-next-week, Scott Pellerin said earlier this week) and Kirill Kabanov. The forwards did rush; Banwell did not.

Whatever happens, one to scratch each way. Edit: Banwell and Huxley.

BRIDGEPORT

F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

Quine-Sundstrom (A)-Wiles

Larson-Langkow-Bruton (C)

Johnson-Wetmore-Kabanov

D: Donovan (A)-Cantin

Keenan-Mayfield

Jackson-Cornell

(Banwell-scratch)

G: Reiter

Milner

MANCHESTER

F: Deslauriers-Weal-Kozun

Backman-Andreoff-Sabourin

Bishop-O’Brien-Kitsyn

Gale-Burt-Czarnik

D: Bodnarchuk (A)-LoVerde

Forbort-Campbell (C)

Schultz (A)-Miller

Huxley-scratch)

G: Berube

Dell

R: Luxmore, Hanson. L: Briggs, Wahl.

Thoughts with all involved in the derailment on the Hudson Line this morning.
California Goalies Keep On Riding That Wave Of Success

09/26/2013, 5:00pm EDT

By Harry Thompson - Editor, USA Hockey Magazine

.

Blake Weyrick

It must be something in the water. How else do you explain that two of USA Hockey’s top goaltending prospects hail from Southern California?

Some might say that Thatcher Demko and Blake Weyrick are cut out of the same California cloth, and they would be right. The two had never met in the land of surf and sun, but developed a quick relationship once they teamed up in Ann Arbor, Mich., at the National Team Development Program.

Demko had pretty much solidified his place as the star goaltender with the Under-18 Team, while Weyrick had left Shattuck-St. Mary’s to join the Under-17 Team. The bonds of friendship quickly formed, and the two were pretty much inseparable until Demko left the program at the end of the year.

The two have reunited here in Pittsburgh as they look to carry Team White to victory at the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game.

“Being here and once again playing on the same team is awesome,” said Weyrick, who grew up in Santa Monica.

“Both of us come from California and playing together last year it really means a lot. He’s an awesome guy and a great goaltender.

The Southern California pedigree is not the only similarity between the two. Both are giant goaltenders, each 6-foot-3, and extremely athletic for their size. And they both are driven to succeed at the next level.

“At the end of the day they’re big but they have the mobility and they get around the crease well,” said Kevin Reiter, goaltending coach at the NTDP. “They’re efficient and use their size to their advantage. They not only work hard, they work smart.”

Despite their fierce competitive natures on the ice, both players display an easy-going California cool away from the rink. They are happy to represent the new breed of USA Hockey player, and take pride in the development of the sport on the West Coast.

“Obviously we’re pretty prideful to represent California here,” said Demko, a San Diego native. “We also have [forward] Chace De Leo, who is also from California. It’s been really awesome to see the game develop in California with the Ducks winning the Cup, as much as I hate to say it because I’m a Kings fan.

“But kids are getting into it now and the game is just growing, which is nice.”

Demko was a huge part of the NTDP’s success last year that culminated with a silver medal at the 2012 IIHF Under-18 World Championship in Sochi, Russia.

He also posted a 30-9-4 record on home soil with a .910 save percentage and six shutouts, and proved that he was ready for the next level, posting an 8-2-3 record against college programs, including victories over Michigan and Merrimack.

One of the most coveted college recruits in recent history, Demko looked to the east when it came time to select a school, and chose Boston College over UMass, Northeastern and Cornell, among others.

“Everybody likes Thatcher a lot. He has a lot of upside,” Reiter said. “It will be interesting to see what happens at BC, if he’s going to play right off the bat because he’s highly skilled and highly touted.”

“I think that everybody will see them showcase their skills and really show the scouts and everyone involved why they’re here and why we consider them the best there is in America.”

There is little doubt that Weyrick will attract the same type of attention when it comes time to make his next move.

Despite missing much of the year with an injury, he compiled a 2-2-0 record and 2.95 goals-against average with the Under-18 Team, and served as Demko’s backup in Sochi.

Both players are eligible for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft and hope to continue the wave of talented American goaltenders who have come along in recent years.

“I think it’s a different kind of kid who plays goaltender in California,” Weyrick said.

“It’s awesome to see in how much the sport is growing and how well it’s doing, especially at the goalie position.”
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SoCal Hockey Star Aims For Winter Olympics: "That's The Dream"

Despite all the focus on the Summer Games, one local teenager is working on his goal to make a Winter Olympic team playing hockey.

By Stephanie Elam and Julie Brayton 

|  Monday, Jul 2, 2012  |  Updated 6:49 PM PST
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Stephanie Elam, Hernan Vazquez

At 6’3”, 16-year-old Blake Weyrick is an imposing goalie and one of the country’s top hockey players in his age group. The Ojai native says he likes “being the guy in clutch situations” and looks forward to potentially competing the Winter Olympics – just after his two-year stint with the USA Hockey’s National Team Development Program. Stephanie Elam reports for NBC4 News at 5 p.m. on July 2, 2012.
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LA Kings Win Stanley Cup Against NJ Devils in Game 6
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SoCal teenager Blake Weyrick lives and breathes hockey -- so much so, that the 16-year-old Ojai native was asked to join the USA Hockey’s National Team Development Program for the 2012-13 season.

"I love the game so much, and it's my passion," Blake said.

When he told his dad he wanted to the play hockey, Blake had never skated or worn a pair of skates.

"He came to me when he was six years old and said, 'Dad, I want to play hockey,'" said Blake's Father, Michael Weyrick. "He fell in love with it immediately and that's all he's wanted to do since."

Blake is an imposing goalie and one of the country's top hockey players in his age group.

"I like the pressure a lot. I always liked kind of being the guy in clutch situations," Blake said. "Ever since, when I first started playing hockey, that's always been the position I've played."

The 6'3" teenager is off off to Ann Arbor, Michigan, for the next two years, the next stop on his way to his ultimate goals, the Winter Olympics and the National Hockey League.

"That's the dream," Blake said. "I've always wanted to do that pretty much as long as I can remember."

Jack Mildengren, owner of Hockey Alley in Newbury Park, has worked with Blake since he was 9. Mildengren said Blake's goals aren't pipe dreams.

"He's a dedicated kid. He's got a passion for the game," Mildengren said. "For his size, he's very fast."

But his dedication hasn't come without sacrifice.

"When I went to junior high in Ojai, I got out of school early every day and would drive to Anaheim for practice," Blake said.

Blake's dedication moved him to Minnesota to attend a prep school known for cultivating hockey players, even a few athletes who eventually played with the LA Kings.

If all goes according to plan, Blake Weyrick's name will one day join current and past NHL greats

Teravainen has been 'king of the road' this season

Wednesday, 12.11.2013 / 11:00 AM / In the Pipeline

By Risto Pakarinen - NHL.com Correspondent
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There's a popular Finnish 1980s song about a Teuvo, "the king of the roads." That song is in active rotation in the Hartwall Areena in Helsinki, the home arena of Jokerit, the team of one Teuvo Teravainen.

Just his name makes him stand out a little. A Finnish derivate of Theodore, it was popular between the 1930s and 1950 when over 10,000 Finnish boys were named Teuvo, only to almost completely disappear from the map.

Of course, what makes Teravainen truly special are his hockey skills. The 19-year-old forward is now in his third season with Jokerit, and he's shown progress every single year. In his first season, he scored 11 goals and 18 points in 40 games, last season he scored 13 goals and 31 points in 44 games, and this season he's on pace to score 34 points, but he's also on pace to play 50-plus games.

 Teuvo Teravainen's first name means "the king of the roads" in Finland, and the Chicago Blackhawks draft pick has lived up to that moniker with a whirlwind start to this 2013-14 season. (Photo: Getty Images)

Partly his lack of production can be explained by the whirlwind start to the season he's had. It began with the under-20 tournament in Lake Placid and continued with exhibition games with Jokerit before he attended training camp with the Chicago Blackhawks, who made him a first-round pick (No. 18) in the 2012 NHL Draft. When he returned home, the Finnish league regular season was already underway.

"The Lake Placid tournament went well, there were a lot players who're already in the NHL now, so it was a good measuring stick for me," Teravainen told NHL.com in a telephone interview recently.

"Attending the Blackhawks camp was also a great experience. It was useful for me to have a glimpse into that world, and to play a couple of exhibition games. Of course the game is much faster and everybody is a lot stronger than the players in Finland, but I thought I did alright."

Enough to know that if he works hard, he can make it to the NHL, and do well.

"I need to get stronger, but at least I know now that it's not that far away," he said.

Back in Finland, he faced big expectations. Not only had there been rumors that the Blackhawks might want to keep him in North America, but with injuries on his Jokerit team, Teravainen became the team's first-line center. Also, Jokerit had won just one of their five games without Teravainen.

"It was tough in the beginning, partly because I was jetlagged and tired of the trip to the U.S. Also, I had got used to the higher pace in the NHL so the Finnish league seemed a little slow, but you get used to it and then adapt your own pace to the others. Now the Finnish league feels pretty fast again," he said with a chuckle.

Just as he got used to the Finnish league, it was time for another under-20 tournament with Team Finland, this time in Russia. Finland lost their game against Russia, but beat the Czechs and the Swedes, each in a shootout. Teravainen scored both game-winners, and the team's first line with Teravainen and Artturi Lehkonen (the Canadiens' second-round pick in 2013) and Saku Maenalanen (the Predators' fifth-round pick in 2013) got praise from coach Karri Kivi.

Next up for Teravainen is the IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. Last year, Finland lost a crucial game to the Czechs and needed a point in their game against Sweden to avoid playing for their spot in the top division. Sweden won the game 7-4, and the Finns ended up in the relegation round, where they beat Germany 8-0 and Slovakia 11-4.

"I'm looking forward to this year's tournament. I know that I'll have a big role on the team and that I'll have to be the one to lead the team and win some games. That's a great opportunity for me," he said.

As is often the case with the best players, Teravainen said the biggest pressure he feels comes from within.

"Of course there are always expectations and outside pressure, but I don't let them get to me. I had expectations of me too, and while the first few months of the season haven't been as good as expected as far as points production is concerned, I'm not worried. I feel good, and I think the goals will come," he said.

"In the World Juniors, we have a great team, again, but it's a short tournament and as we saw last year, anything is possible. You have to be able to play well from the first game, because if you're not ready in the preliminary round, you'll never get to the playoffs. We can beat any team."

A common nickname for all Teuvos in Finland is "Teukka" -- Salama for "flash," it was also the name Teemu Selanne chose as his alias when he drove rally. He, too, was the king of the roads.

How's that for a torch passing on.
Top 10: Czech 2014 NHL Entry Draft prospects

24 Nov 2013 | Radoslav Vavřina

Eurohockey.com's Radoslav Vavřina takes a lot at the most promising young Czech prospects.

Top 10: Czech 2014 NHL Entry Draft prospects

1.David Pastrňák (Södertälje, Allsvenskan)

While it was Jakub Vrána who entered the season as top prospect from the Czech Republic, David Pastrňák is slowly overtaking the lead. It all started in August at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in Břeclav, Czech Republic, where Pastrňák appeared to be more dangerous than Vrána. The native of Havířov continued his pace among pros, leading Södertälje's first team in points after roughly 20 games of Swedish Allsvenskan. With 14 points, Pastrňák means business and looks to settle in the draft rankings in the first round.

2.Jakub Vrána (Linköping U20, SuperElit)

Pastrňák might be already among pros, but that doesn't make Vrána much less of a threat. Unlike Pastrňák, Vrána would play in the SHL as he's a part of the Linköping organization. Currently, he has ten games in the SHL this year, with no points recorded. His stats look much better in the U20 Super Elit where he has 14 points in 12 games. Vrána has been considered a first-round prospect for a long time and it looks like he's going to stay in that category. However, that might be decided in another Swedish town – Malmö, where the U20 World Championships will be played.

3.Ondřej Kaše (Chomutov, Czech Extraliga)

Flashy forward from Kadaň is the top Czech-based prospect for the upcoming draft. Born in 1995, he had to undergo the big year last season and had a good Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament and the Under-18 World Championships as well. This year is his first in the Extraliga and it's not too bad as he's among the top rookies with 5 points in 19 games. Kaše looks like a solid top-sixty prospect, but he might be drafted in the third round, too. A lot will be decided at the U20 WJC, too.

4.Lukáš Vopelka (Örebro U20, SuperElit)

The native of České Budějovice has decided to go the same way Vrána and Pastrňák did and after two seasons in junior hockey, he had his SHL debut this year. Playing for the SHL newcomer from Örebro, he spends most of his time with organization's Under-20 team in the SuperElit where he has 11 points in 16 games. That ranks him among the top 100 for the upcoming draft, but he should step up a bit so he takes advantage of his solid performance at the Ivan Hlinka in August which helped him get his name on scouts' lists.

5.Václav Karabáček (Gatineau, QMJHL)

The only North-American based top-ten prospect from the Czech Republic is Václav Karabáček who used to be Vrána's teammate in Letňany. After a year in Austrian Salzburg, Karabáček decided to go overseas where he signed with Gatineau of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Teamed up with fellow Prague native Martin Reway and first-round pick from 2013 Émile Poirier, Karabáček has 19 points in 26 games and that puts him to the top 100 as well, but his stock has been on a rise since the Ivan Hlinka.

6.Filip Pyrochta (Benátky nad Jizerou, Czech2)

Top Czech defenseman for the upcoming draft is a mobile two-way blueliner Filip Pyrochta. Born in Třebíč, he transferred to Liberec in 2010 in order to pursue quality hockey education. After an impact year with Liberec U20 team, the organization decided to send him on loan to its affiliation in Benátky nad Jizerou where he plays professional hockey full-time. He's been a lethal force in both two of his U20 Extraliga games this year and also leading Czech defense to bronze at the Ivan Hlinka in August. Following a mediocre start to the season and a silent performance at the World Junior A Challenge in Canada, scouts reacted to his stats and he's fallen out of the top 100. He has the skill to get back there though.

7.Pavel Jenyš (Brno, Czech Extraliga)

Big forward at 188 cm (6'2''), this Brno native is a force to be reckoned with in junior hockey. With 7 points in 5 U20 Extraliga games this season, he's continuing in the pace he set for himself at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament where he powered the Czechs with clutch goals. Also, he has two goals in 14 Extraliga games with Kometa Brno's first team which puts him among the top rookie goal-scorers. Expect him to get drafted around fifth round of the draft.

8.Tomáš Havlín (Liberec U20, Czech U20)

Havlín might be the number-one surprise as he started the season modest, hoping to become a full-time defenseman in the U20 Extraliga. That has happened and he leads all 1996-born defensemen in that league in points. That success has been rewarded by the organization by recalling him to its affiliation in Benátky nad Jizerou where he, just like Pyrochta, plays among pros. With one goal and no assists in eight games, this rather defensive rearguard has shown his versatility and made sure scouts consider him as a late-round draft choice.

9.Vítek Vaněček (Liberec U20, Czech U20)

After a huge performance at the Ivan Hlinka where he led the Czechs to bronze medal and made some amazing saves on the way, Vaněček has been considered the top Czech goaltender eligible for this draft. He only transferred to Liberec in summer after leaving his hometown of Havlíčkův Brod which doesn't have a team in the U20 Extraliga. Since then he's been critical to team's success and also has been a backup in one Extraliga game with organization's first team. Challenged by Karel Vejmelka from Pardubice, it will be an interesting ride through the rest of the season for the two netminders as they most likely will battle for seventh-round places at the draft.

10.Karel Vejmelka (Pardubice U20, Czech U20)

Vejmelka didn't go to the Ivan Hlinka, but has had a great start to the season. Native of Třebíč, he decided to transfer to Pardubice fully for this season as his hometown, just like Vaněček's, doesn't have a U20 Extraliga team. Bigger in size, Vejmelka successfully challenged Vaněček for the goalie spot at the World Junior A Challenge in Canada where the two split games, but Vejmelka posted better stats, just like in the U20 Extraliga. It will be interesting to see how the
Czech Republic's Faksa back for third shot at WJC 
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Forward Radek Faksa, a 2012 first-round draft pick of the Dallas Stars, highlights this year's Czech Republic National Junior Team selection camp roster that will determine the team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, later this month.

The selection camp will take place in Rokycany, Czech Republic, on Dec. 13. Miroslav Prerost will coach the team.

Faksa, selected No. 13 by the Stars in 2012, will be seeking a third straight appearance at the WJC. He has two goals and four points in 12 games at the tournament; the Czechs have finished fifth the past two years.

Faksa has 12 goals and 20 points in 25 games for the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League this season, his third in North America.

Defenseman Jan Kostalek, chosen in the fourth round (No. 114) by the Winnipeg Jets in 2013, and goaltender Marek Langhamer, a 2012 seventh-round pick (No. 184) of the Phoenix Coyotes are the only other players on the camp roster drafted by an NHL team. Both play in North America, Kostalek with the Rimouski Oceanic of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Langhamer with the Medicine Hat Tigers in the Western Hockey League.

CZECH REPUBLIC CAMP ROSTER

GOALIES: Daniel Dolejs*, Vítkovice, CZE; Dominik Hrachovina*, Tappara, FIN-JR.; Marek Langhamer, Medicine Hat, WHL (Phoenix)

DEFENSEMEN: Ronald Knot*, Slavia Praha, CZE; Jan Kostalek, Rimouski, QMJHL (Winnipeg); Patrik Marcel*, Plzen, CZE; Karel Plasil*, HR Kralove, CZE; Michal Plutnar*, Tri-City, WHL; Jan Stencel*, Vítkovice, CZE; Libor Sulak*, Chomutov, CZE; Petr Sidlík*, Victoriaville, QMJHL

FORWARDS: Radek Faksa, Kitchener, OHL (Dallas); Jirí Fronk*, HC Energie Karlovy Vary, MHL; David Kampf*, Chomutov, CZE; Ondrej Kase*, Chomutov, CZE; Patrik Machac*, Kladno, CZE; Richard Nejezchleb*, Brandon, WHL; David Nemecek*, Saskatoon, WHL; David Pastrnak*, Sodertalje, SWE; Martin Prochazka*, Sparta, CZE; Pavel Sedlacek*, Zlín, CZE; Dominik Simon*, Sparta, CZE; Vojtech Tomecek*, Karlovy Vary, CZE; Dominik Volek*, Red Deer, WHL; Jakub Vrana*, Linkoping, SWE; Pavel Zacha, Liberec, CZE (2015 draft eligible), Patrik Zdrahal*, Rimouski, QMJHL

*- Returning player

#- Selected to 2013 team but missed tournament because of injury Two players to keep an eye on are 2014 NHL Draft-eligible forwards Jakub Vrana and David Pastrnak. Both were given an A rating on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list while perfecting their game in Sweden. 

"Usually promising Czech talents move to North America, but these two are trying to reach the NHL via Sweden," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "Both are exceptional talents."

Stubb predicts both players will earn roster spots for the Czech Republic.

Vrana, born in Prague, took his game to Linkoping in 2011-12 and had 28 goals in 32 games with their under-18 team. He had 20 goals in 32 games for Linkoping's under-20 team in 2012-13 and now is playing for club's team in the Swedish Hockey League, where he has seven goals and 14 assists in 12 games.

"He plays with determination and drive, has an excellent work ethic and is a very fast skater with excellent all-round skills," Stubb said. "He's got OK size [5-foot-11, 185 pounds] and strength. But he's able to control the game and create a lot of scoring possibilities with his quick moves."

Pastrnak, born in Havirov, came to Sodertalje at the start of the 2012-13 season and had 12 goals and 29 points in 32 games with the club's under-20 team. This season he's a regular with Sodertalje's top team, which plays in Sweden's second division; he has five goals and nine assists in 20 games.

"David is an offensive-minded player with smooth hands, great instincts and a very quick shot," Stubb said. "He's an excellent skater with speed and acceleration. He's very smart on ice but will need more weight and strength to excel at the next level."

Of the 27 players picked, 23 are eligible for the 2014 draft.

One other intriguing player invited to camp was 16-year-old Pavel Zacha. A 6-foot-2.75, 200-pound forward has three goals and three assists in 26 games with Liberec in the top Czech professional league.

The 2014 WJC will be held Dec. 26 through Jan. 5, 2014. The Czech Republic is in Group A with the United States, Canada, Slovakia and Germany.
FC releases December ranking for 2014 NHL Draft

Ekblad 4 - OHL Images


Aaron Vickers

December 2nd, 2013, 9:11 pm

Aaron Ekblad has successfully defended his title.

Overtaking Sam Reinhart for top spot in Future Considerations’ ranking for the 2014 NHL Draft a month ago, the 17-year-old Ekblad remains a top the chart in December. The Barrie Colts defenseman has been superb this season in Ontario Hockey League action. The 6-foot-4, 215-pound rearguard has nine goals and 23 points in 26 games this season.

“Ekblad has continued to play his steady game as he leads the Colts,” scouting director Dan Stewart said. “He contributes offensively both at five-on-five and as the point man with the booming shot on the power play all the while improving his play in his own zone over the last month.”

Reinhart remains in second place behind Ekblad.

Prince Albert Raiders center Leon Draisaitl has jumped into top-3 consideration after continually impressing this season. The 6-foot-2, 210-pound Cologne, German native has ripped apart the Western Hockey League, recording 15 goals and 27 assists in 42 games.

“Although the top of this draft is considered pretty fluid, Draisaitl has started to really push himself to the forefront and is now considered a real threat to Sam Reinhart as top WHL prospect,” Stewart said. “After a strong month of November, Draisatl has forced us to boost his ranking as a result.”

Swedish pivot William Nylander, who has consistently been ranked in the top-5 all year, sits fourth, one spot ahead Kingston Frontenacs forward Sam Bennett.

Oshawa Generals forward Michael Dal Colle remains sixth, while Brendan Perlini continues his climb, making his debut in the top-10 at seven. Nick Ritchie, Haydn Fleury and Roland McKeown — the second of two Frontenacs in the top-10 — are also ranked in the upper-end o the first round.

FC’s December ranking for 2014 NHL Draft

1). D Aaron Ekblad, Barrie (OHL), 6-4, 215

 2). C Sam Reinhart, Kootenay (WHL), 6-1, 185

 3). C Leon Draisaitl, Prince Albert (WHL), 6-2, 210

 4). C William Nylander, Rogle (Allsvenskan), 5-11, 170

 5). LW Sam Bennett, Kingston (OHL), 6-0, 180

 6). C Michael Dal Colle, Oshawa (OHL), 6-2, 180

 7). LW Brendan Perlini, Niagara (OHL), 6-2, 205

 8). LW Nick Ritchie, Peterborough (OHL), 6-2, 230

 9). D Haydn Fleury, Red Deer (WHL), 6-3, 200

 10). D Roland McKeown, Kingston (OHL), 6-1, 200

 11). LW Ivan Barbashev, Moncton (QMJHL), 6-1, 185

 12). C Jared McCann, Sault Ste. Marie (OHL), 6-0, 180

 13). C Jake Virtanen, Calgary (WHL), 6-1, 210

 14). RW Conner Bleackley, Red Deer (WHL), 6-1, 195

 15). LW Nikolaj Ehlers, Halifax (QMJHL), 5-11, 165

 16). RW Kasperi Kapanen, KalPa (SM-Liiga), 5-11, 170

 17). LW Sonny Milano, USNTDP U18 (USHL), 5-11, 185

 18). C Dylan Larkin, USNTDP U18 (USHL), 6-1, 190

 19). RW Anton Karlsson, Frolunda J20 (SuperElit), 6-1, 190

 20). C Nick Schmaltz, Green Bay (USHL), 5-11, 170

 21). RW David Pastrnak, Sodertalje (Allsvenskan), 6-0, 170

 22). G Thatcher Demko, Boston College (NCAA), 6-4, 180

 23). C Adrian Kempe, Modo J20 (SuperElit), 6-2, 190

 24). D Brycen Martin, Swift Current (WHL), 6-2, 185

 25). C Jakub Vrana, Linkoping J20 (SuperElit), 5-11, 185

 26). D Jack Dougherty, USNTDP U18 (USHL), 6-1, 185

 27). D Anthony DeAngelo, Sarnia (OHL), 5-11, 175

 28). LW Spencer Watson, Kingston (OHL), 5-10, 165

 29). D Julius Honka, Swift Current (WHL), 5-10, 170

 30). D Jack Glover, USNTDP U18 (USHL), 6-3, 190

Full Top-1oo available in FC’s Monthly Newsletter
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RK
Player
Last

1
Sam Reinhart
1

2
Aaron Ekblad
2

3
Sam Bennett
3

4
Michael Dal Colle
4

5
William Nylander
5

6
Adrian Kempe
6

7
Jared McCann
13

8
Leon Draisaitl
15

9
Brendan Perlini
9

10
Nikolaj Ehlers
17

11
Haydn Fleury
10

12
Anton Karlsson
7

13
Ivan Barbashev
16

14
Kasperi Kapanen
8

15
Julius Honka
18

16
Anthony DeAngelo
19

17
Dylan Larkin
12

18
Nick Schmaltz
14

19
Nikita Scherbak
23

20
Nick Ritchie
11

21
Brycen Martin
20

22
Connor Bleackley
27

23
Ryan MacInnis
28

24
Brayden Point
22

25
Sonny Milano
33

26
David Pastrnak
34

27
Roland McKeown
21

28
Alex Nedeljkovic
26

29
Josh Jacobs
25

31
Vladislav Kamenev
29

32
Alex Tuch
40

33
Adam O. Mattsson
24

34
Robert Fabbri
35

35
Nikolay Goldobin
36

36
Jakub Vrana
36

37
Spencer Watson
31

38
Eric Cornel
39

39
Daniel M. Bagenda
42

40
Josh Ho Sang
49

41
Vladislav Gavrikov


42
Julius Bergman
67

43
Oskar Lindblom
32

44
Jayce Hawryluk
50

45
Julien Nantel
38

46
Alex Peters
43

47
Brendan Lemieux
46

48
Ivan Nalimov


49
Michael Bunting


50
Vladimir Tkachyov
51

51
Alexandre Goulet


52
Chase De Leo
48

53
Jack Ramsey
45

54
Jonathan MacLeod
41

55
Ryan Mantha
53

56
Reid Gardiner
60

57
Jack Glover
58

58
Jake Virtanen
57

59
Jack Dougherty
59

60
Blake Clarke
37

No. 61 to 90



RK
Player
Last

61
Ville Husso


62
Christian Dvorak
44

63
Pavel Jenys


64
Kevin Elgestal


65
Kaapo Kahkonen
64

66
Tyson Baillie
54

67
Clark Bishop
65

68
Olivier Leblanc
68

69
Austin Poganski
63

70
Alexis Vanier
66

71
Reid Duke
61

72
Brandon Hickey
73

73
Pavel Kraskovsky
52

74
Matt Mistele
71

75
Mark Marin
70

76
Daniel Audette
69

77
Kyle Jenkins
76

78
Nicolas Aube-Kubel
56

79
Vaclav Karabacek


80
Nikita Lyamkin
55

81
Ryan Collins
72

82
Dmitri Sergeev
75

83
Emil Johansson
87

84
Ryan Hitchcock
79

85
Alexis Pepin
78

86
Alex Lintuniemi
77

87
Shane Gersich
73

88
Roman Khalikov
84

89
Jaden Lindo


90
Andrei Svetlakov

The Top 60 - Stats through Nov. 13













RK
Player
Last
Team
DOB
Pos.
S
Ht/Wt
GP
G
A
Pts
+/-

1
Sam Reinhart
1
Kootenay (WHL)
Nov. 6/95
C
R
6'1/185
33
16
34
50
4

2
Aaron Ekblad
2
Barrie (OHL)
Feb. 7/96
D
R
6'4/216
29
10
15
25
1

3
Sam Bennett
3
Kingston (OHL)
Jun. 20/96
C
L
6'0/178
28
17
24
41
11

4
Michael Dal Colle
4
Oshawa (OHL)
Jun. 20/96
LW
L
6'2/184
32
22
32
54
6

5
William Nylander
5
Rogle (SWE)
May 1/96
LW
R
5'11/169
9
0
2
2
0

6
Adrian Kempe
6
Modo Jr. (SWE)
Sep. 13/96
LW
L
6'1/187
14
3
15
18
9

7
Jared McCann
13
Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)
May. 31/96
C
L
6'0/179
28
15
18
33
11

8
Leon Draisaitl
15
Prince Albert (WHL)
Oct. 27/95
LW
L
6'1/208
31
17
30
47
6

9
Brendan Perlini
9
Niagara (OHL)
Apr. 30/96
LW
L
6'2/205
31
16
25
41
0

10
Nikolaj Ehlers
17
Halifax (QMJHL)
Feb. 13/95
LW
L
5'11/162
34
20
27
47
26

11
Haydn Fleury
10
Red Deer (WHL)
Jul. 8/96
D
L
6'2/207
30
5
16
21
7

12
Anton Karlsson
7
Frolunda (SWE)
Aug. 3/96
RW
L
6'0/187
22
10
8
18
4

13
Ivan Barbashev
16
Moncton (QMJHL)
Dec. 14/95
C/LW
L
6'0/185
29
13
24
37
-3

14
Kasperi Kapanen
8
Kalpa (FIN)
Jul. 23/96
RW
R
5'11/172
25
3
3
6
1

15
Julius Honka
18
Swift Current (WHL)
Dec. 3/95
D
R
5'11/178
32
11
23
34
11

16
Anthony DeAngelo
19
Sarnia (OHL)
Oct. 24/95
D
R
5'11/175
30
9
37
46
-11

17
Dylan Larkin
12
USNTDP (USHL)
Jul. 30/96
C
L
6'1/190
25
15
9
24
-

18
Nick Schmaltz
14
Green Bay (USHL)
Feb. 23/96
C
R
6'0/170
18
8
14
22
-3

19
Nikita Scherbak
23
Saskatoon (WHL)
Dec. 30/95
LW
L
6'0/172
32
17
25
42
10

20
Nick Ritchie
11
Peterborough (OHL)
Dec. 5/95
LW
L
6'2/218
27
15
11
26
-10

21
Brycen Martin
20
Swift Current (WHL)
May 9/96
D
L
6'1/178
33
2
18
20
-5

22
Connor Bleackley
27
Red Deer (WHL)
Feb. 7/96
RW
R
6'0/192
31
14
21
35
7

23
Ryan MacInnis
28
Kitchener (OHL)
Feb. 14/96
C
L
6'3/175
29
8
10
18
-9

24
Brayden Point
22
Moose Jaw (WHL)
Mar. 13/96
C
R
5'9/156
33
11
14
25
-18

25
Sonny Milano
33
USNTDP (USHL)
May 12/96
LW
L
5'11/183
25
14
31
45
-

26
David Pastrnak
34
Sodertalje (SWE)
May 25/96
RW
R
6'0/167
24
6
9
15
3

27
Roland McKeown
21
Kingston (OHL)
Jan. 20/96
D
R
6'1/186
29
4
13
17
17

28
Alex Nedeljkovic
26
Plymouth (OHL)
Jan. 7/96
G
L
6'0/184
28
3.38
0.914
0
9/15/2003

29
Josh Jacobs
25
Indiana (USHL)
Feb. 15/96
D
R
6'2/193
19
1
9
10
7

31
Vladislav Kamenev
29
Magnitigorsk 2 (MHL)
Aug. 12/96
C
L
6'2/176
8
2
2
4
3

32
Alex Tuch
40
USNTDP (USHL)
May 10/96
RW
R
6'4/213
25
18
16
34
-

33
Adam O. Mattsson
24
Djurgarden (SWE)
Jul. 30/96
D
L
6'4/209
19
0
5
5
1

34
Robert Fabbri
35
Guelph (OHL)
Jan. 22/96
C
L
5'10/166
21
14
16
30
19

35
Nikolay Goldobin
36
Sarnia (OHL)
Oct. 7/95
LW
L
5'11/178
31
21
23
44
-5

36
Jakub Vrana
36
Linkoping (SWE)
Feb. 28/96
RW
L
5'11/185
19
12
9
21
2

37
Spencer Watson
31
Kingston (OHL)
Apr. 25/96
RW
R
6'0/170
26
15
13
28
17

38
Eric Cornel
39
Peterborough (OHL)
Apr. 11/96
C
R
6'1/186
31
10
13
23
-12

39
Daniel M. Bagenda
42
Modo (SWE)
Jun. 16/96
LW
L
6'1/198
27
12
4
16
9

40
Josh Ho Sang
49
Windsor (OHL)
Jan. 22/96
C/RW
R
5'11/166
30
16
19
35
15

41
Vladislav Gavrikov

Yaroslavl (MHL)
Nov. 21/95
D
L
6'2/191
23
1
2
3
8

42
Julius Bergman
67
Frolunda (SWE)
Nov. 2/95
D
R
6'1/187
27
8
12
20
15

43
Oskar Lindblom
32
Brynas Jr. (SWE)
Aug. 15/96
RW
L
6'1/191
20
6
14
20
5

44
Jayce Hawryluk
50
Brandon (WHL)
Jan. 1/96
C
R
5'10/190
29
12
21
33
11

45
Julien Nantel
38
R-Noranda (QMJHL)
Sep. 6/96
RW
L
5'11/181
31
6
11
17
3

46
Alex Peters
43
Plymouth (OHL)
Jul. 2/96
D
L
6'3/207
23
2
2
4
-7

47
Brendan Lemieux
46
Barrie (OHL)
Mar. 15/96
LW
L
6'0/206
29
12
8
20
-5

48
Ivan Nalimov

St. Petersburg (MHL)
Mar. 12/94
G
L
6'5/211
11
2.63
0.902



49
Michael Bunting

S. Ste-Marie (OHL)
Sep. 17/95
LW
L
5'11/174
30
9
15
24
6

50
Vladimir Tkachyov
51
Omsk (KHL)
Oct. 5/95
LW
R
5'9/156
12
6
7
13
3

51
Alexandre Goulet

Charlottetown (QMJHL)
Apr. 5/96
C
L
5'11/191
33
19
14
33
17

52
Chase De Leo
48
Portland (WHL)
Oct. 25/95
C
L
5'9/177
32
19
14
33
17

53
Jack Ramsey
45
Penticton (BCHL)
Nov. 5/95
RW
R
6'2/172
30
4
8
12
-

54
Jonathan MacLeod
41
USNTDP (USHL)
Jun. 2/96
D
R
6'1/200
16
1
3
4
-

55
Ryan Mantha
53
Sioux City (USHL)
Jun. 18/96
D
R
6'4/225
18
1
5
6
-1

56
Reid Gardiner
60
Prince Albert (WHL)
Jan. 19/96
RW
R
5'11/183
31
13
11
24
4

57
Jack Glover
58
USNTDP (USHL)
May 17/96
D
L
6'2/170
25
1
13
14
-

58
Jake Virtanen
57
Calgary (WHL)
Aug. 17/96
RW
R
6'0/213
28
14
8
22
1

59
Jack Dougherty
59
USNTDP (USHL)
May 25/96
D
R
6'1/186
23
4
9
13
-

60
Blake Clarke
37
North Bay (OHL)
Jan. 24/96
LW
L
6'1/190
17
1
2
3
-1

No. 61 to 90
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DOB
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S
Ht/Wt






61
Ville Husso

HIFK (FinE)
Feb. 6/95
G
L
6'2/192






62
Christian Dvorak
44
London (OHL)
Feb. 2/96
C/LW
L
6'0/178






63
Pavel Jenys

Kometa Brno (Cze)
Apr. 2/96
C/LW
L
6'2/192






64
Kevin Elgestal

Frolunda (Swe)
May 29/96
RW
R
6'1/176






65
Kaapo Kahkonen
64
Espoo (FIN)
Aug. 16/96
G
L
6'1/209






66
Tyson Baillie
54
Kelowna (WHL)
Nov. 16/95
C
R
5'9/188






67
Clark Bishop
65
Cape Breton (QMJHL)
Mar. 29/96
C
L
5'11/183






68
Olivier Leblanc
68
Saint John (QMJHL)
Feb. 17/96
D
L
5'11/157






69
Austin Poganski
63
Tri-City (USHL)
Feb. 16/96
RW
R
6'1/198






70
Alexis Vanier
66
Baie Comeau (QMJHL)
Dec. 21/95
D
L
6'5/225






71
Reid Duke
61
Lethbridge (WHL)
Jan. 28/96
RW
R
5'11/188






72
Brandon Hickey
73
Spruce Grove (AJHL)
Apr. 13/96
D
L
6'2/177






73
Pavel Kraskovsky
52
Loko Yaroslavl (MHL)
Oct. 5/95
C
L
6'4/187






74
Matt Mistele
71
Plymouth (OHL)
Oct. 17/95
C/LW
L
6'1/183






75
Mark Marin
70
Bars Kazan (MHL)
June 15/96
D
L
6'2/187






76
Daniel Audette
69
Sherbrooke (QMJHL)
May 6/96
C/LW
L
5'8/177






77
Kyle Jenkins
76
Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)
Apr. 22/96
D
L
6'0/166






78
Nicolas Aube-Kubel
56
Val D'Or (QMJHL)
May 10/96
RW
R
5'11/187






79
Vaclav Karabacek

Gatineau (QMJHL)
May 10/96
RW
R
5'11/187






80
Nikita Lyamkin
55
Chicoutimi (QMJHL)
Feb. 6/96
D
L
6'3/170






81
Ryan Collins
72
USNTDP (USHL)
May 6/96
D
R
6'5/202






82
Dmitri Sergeev
75
Kitchener (OHL)
Mar. 26/96
D
L
6'2/209






83
Emil Johansson
87
HV 71 (Sweden J20)
May 6/96
D
L
6'0/194






84
Ryan Hitchcock
79
USA NTDP (USHL)
Mar. 30/96
D
R
5'10/170






85
Alexis Pepin
78
Charlottetown (QMJHL)
Apr. 22/96
LW
L
6'2/230






86
Alex Lintuniemi
77
Ottawa (OHL)
Sep. 23/95
D
L
6'3/231






87
Shane Gersich
73
USNTDP (USHL)
Jul. 10/96
C/LW
L
5'11/175






88
Roman Khalikov
84
Molodaya (MHL)
Feb. 27/96
D
L
6'2/183






89
Jaden Lindo

Owen Sound (OHL)
Jan. 11/96
RW
R
6'1/201






90
Andrei Svetlakov

CSKA 2 (MHL)
Apr. 6/96
RW
L
6'0/191






NHL draft ranks shuffled in November

Kyle Woodlief, special for USA TODAY Sports 9:52 p.m. EST November 26, 2013

2013-11-26-sam-reinhart

(Photo: Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Story Highlights

Nikita Scherbak, Brendan Perlini pop out of the woodwork

Sam Bennett is leading the resurgence in Kingston

Who's rising and who's falling?
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At Red Line Report, we probably spend more time shuffling the rankings around and adding new players in November than any other month of the season.

That's because we are now two months into the Canadian Hockey League schedule, and the first round of tournaments from "International Week" are in the books, so our scouts have had a chance to see just about all the major teams and players at least once. And that always includes some prospects who unexpectedly pop up out of the woodwork.

The most notable shockers in that category during the first third of the season are an easy call to make. Russian import Nikita Scherbak in Saskatoon, and Niagara winger Brendan Perlini are the two standouts who have everyone in the scouting community saying, "Did anyone see this coming?"

MORE: The latest Olympic tracker

And the answer, at least for Red Line, is a resounding, "No!" Of course, we all try to be prescient in predicting greatness as early as possible. But in some cases, it's just not possible to see it coming.

In the case of Scherbak, he never made an appearance on the Russian national under-18 team last year (nor was he ever even a consideration by the coaches, according to what we have been told). He was such an afterthought that at last July's CHL Import Draft, where a grand total of 78 players were selected, Scherbak was No. 76.

Perlini is a slightly different story in that he was at least a first-round draft pick (16th overall) in the Ontario Hockey League draft. But after a rocky half-season in Barrie, he was dealt on to Niagara last January, and completed a somewhat lost rookie season with 12 points in 59 games, and a combined minus 21.

So there was no obvious indication that Perlini was about to bust out in a major way when the puck dropped in September. But he has been the best performer in a Niagara uniform virtually every night this season, and has nearly tripled last season's offensive production in just 21 games.

So we say congratulations to Scherbak and Perlini for proving us all wrong — and keep it up for another five months.

RED LINE REPORT's TOP 10

No. Player  Pos. Ht., Wt. Shoots Date of birth Team 

1 Sam Reinhart  C  6-1, 182  Right Nov. 6, 1995 Kootenay 

2 Aaron Ekblad  D  6-3, 207  Right Feb. 7, 1996 Barrie 

3 William Nylander  LW  5-10, 170  Right May 1, 1996 Sodertalje 

4 Michael dal Colle  LW  6-2, 171  Left June 20, 1996 Oshawa 

5 Leon Draisaitl  C  6-1, 207  Left Oct. 27, 1995 Prince Albert 

6 Nick Ritchie  LW  6-3, 232  Left Dec. 5, 1995 Peterborough 

7 Sam Bennett  C  6-0, 178  Left June 20, 1996 Kingston 

8 Jake Virtanen  LW  6-1, 200  Right Aug. 17, 1996 Calgary 

9 Roland McKeown  D  6-1, 186  Right Jan. 20, 1996 Kingston 

10 Nikolay Goldobin  RW  5-11, 175  Left Oct. 7, 1996 Sarnia 

 Rising

 Sam Bennett (Kingston): Started out high on our list and is still climbing. Doing it at both ends of the ice and leading the resurgence in Kingston.

 Vladislav Kamenev (Magnitogorsk): Big pivot is the most fundamentally sound forward we've seen all year. Has size, hands, vision, work ethic, skating ability, and puck skills.

 Dominik Masin (Slavia Praha): Big blue-liner has dramatically stepped up his offensive game, and was already a force in his own end.

 Karson Kuhlman (Dubuque): Made himself into a player through sheer determination. Speedy, fearless, instinctive little buzzer.

 John Quenneville (Brandon): Slick and offensively instinctive pivot with a great frame.

 Falling

 Blake Clarke (North Bay): Was a disaster even before the injury. In fact, it might be fair to say he's playing better now that he's on the sidelines than he was when he was on the ice.

 Rourke Chartier (Kelowna): Has been just plain bad in every aspect of the game right across the board.

 Reid Duke (Lethbridge): Black hole of a franchise has dragged him down into the quagmire. Not scoring or playing any "D."

News and notes from around the scouting community

The Brandon Wheat Kings are quickly building a championship contending club for the future, and meanwhile the Wheaties have some legitimate talent eligible for this year's draft who look poised to take the next step. The forward trio of Jayce Hawryluk, Quenneville and Rihards Bukarts are all worthy of consideration in the first three rounds of June's NHL draft.

 Red Line is a huge fan of the way Hawryluk plays the game. It is very rare for an undersized, skilled offensive forward to also possess the work ethic and grit away from the puck that he shows nightly in rinks around the Western Hockey League.

Skilled Latvian Bukarts continues to improve after seamlessly stepping into the league. He has impressed early on with quality puck skills, a heavy shot and surprising physicality for his size.

However when it comes to the most complete prospect, Quenneville's mature two-way game is starting to convince us that he might end up leading the pack. Quenneville brings a solid hockey pedigree as older brother Peter was recently drafted by Columbus, and both are second cousins of Joel Quenneville.

Interestingly, the brothers play an entirely different style of game. Whereas Peter was a pure scorer, John already has a larger frame (6-1, 186 and should easily hit 200-plus pounds down the road once he matures), and constantly occupies space down the middle, playing a more mature two-way game.

This natural center constantly supports the play, has a high hockey IQ, and good understanding of the game's nuances. Technically sound skater will only improve with further development. We were uncertain about his offensive ceiling entering the season, but must admit he has taken full advantage of first line icetime in Brandon and exceeded expectations so far, erasing our only main issue with his game.

-We keep waiting for Alexis Vanier's play to drop off, but it hasn't happened yet. The Baie-Comeau defenseman got off to a red hot start and we figured it was probably just a statistical anomaly. He was, after all, coming off an eight-point rookie season.

But we're now well into November and he's still chugging along at near a point-per-game clip. At 6-5, 224, that kind of production piques everyone's interest. His puckhandling and offensive game are more advanced than Samuel Morin (the gigantic defenseman who went 11th overall to Philadelphia in last June's draft) at the same stage last season. So, safe to say Vanier is becoming one of this season's more intriguing packages of size and ability on the blue line.

-The move from Bramption to North Bay might have helped the Battalion franchise at the gate, but it sure hasn't done any favors for their supposed top prospects. Blake Clarke came out of the gate very slowly after an exceptional first season in the OHL in Brampton.

The transplanted winger has only one goal and one assist in eight regular-season games, and to compound the problem has now missed over a month with a shoulder injury that has become a bone of contention between him and the club. One thing we know for sure is that Clarke needs to begin rebuilding his draft luster soon, as the one time consensus top 15 overall selection has already dropped completely out of RLR's first round.

North Bay is also the new home to the enigma that is Brandon Robinson. At 6-3, 215 pounds, Robinson has always had top-notch skating ability combined with the physique of a Greek god. Unfortunately Robinson, now in his third full season in the league, seems to have the hockey sense and drive of a Greek salad.

Now out with a knee injury, time and patience are running out on Robinson to restore his earlier promise. That intangible is missing from his game and he can't seem to find it.

-One player we wanted to make special mention of is Sioux Falls winger C.J. Franklin. Though he's in his third and final year of eligibility, we have put him back on this year's list. In fact, he's closing in our top 100.

The transformation in Franklin's game is stunning; two years ago, he couldn't score in high school. Now he's consistently one of the most dangerous players in the United States Hockey League. He has earned a ton of respect.
Finns win again

Tournament roundups: Home team claims Karjala Tournament

11-11-13

  Back 

  Reason to celebrate: Finland finished the 2013 Karjala Tournament ahead of Russia while Petri Kontiola (left) was named Best Forward of the event. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

ZURICH/MUNICH – Finland continued its winning ways in the Euro Hockey Tour and also claimed the second event, the Karjala Tournament, on home ice in Helsinki. Team USA won the Deutschland Cup in Munich in other international break action.

Finland extended its undefeated streak this season to 5-0 when it defeated Russia 4-3 on Thursday and the Czech Republic 3-2 on Saturday. A 3-2 overtime loss against neighbouring Sweden was enough to claim first place again and to extend the lead in the Euro Hockey Tour. The Finns now have 16 points out of six games, seven more than second-placed Russia.

Strong team play was the key for the Finnish Lions. Petri Kontiola was named Best Forward with two points and led the offence in scoring together with Jori Lehterä and Sakari Salminen. Only one Finnish player had more points, defenceman Jere Karalahti.

However, in team statistics the Finns shone. They created most shots on goal, 94, and allowed the fewest, 74. With these figures it even didn’t matter that the Finns were not that efficient either in scoring nor in the goalies’ save percentages.

Individually it was players from other teams who had a great weekend. Swede Henrik Karlsson was named Best Goalkeeper with a save percentage of 97.01 per cent. Not bad for a player who has yet to play in a big event. The 29-year-old returned from three years with limited ice time in the NHL and AHL to play only his second full season in the top Swedish league where he signed with Skellefteå, the current leader of the Swedish Elitserien.

Russian goalkeeper Alexander Yeryomenko also had a strong showing with a 96.23% save percentage while his teammate Andrei Zubarev was named Best Defenceman.

The scoring stats were dominated by Swedes and Russians. Pär Arlbrandt was the scoring leader with two goals and two assists for four points followed by his teammates David Ullström (1+3), Linus Klasen (3+0) and Russia’s Enver Lisin (2+1).

Russia recovered from the opening night loss to Finland and earned second place with a 5-2 victory over Sweden and a 2-0 blanking of the Czech Republic. Sweden still had a chance to take the tournament on the last day, but the overtime win against the Finns wasn’t enough to improve from third place. The Czechs finished in last place for the second straight tournament.

The next best event among men’s national teams in the November break is traditionally the Deutschland Cup in Munich. This year it was won by a Team USA composed of players from various European leagues led by Tim Stapleton, Peter Mueller, Clay Wilson and Jeremy Dehner.

The Americans didn’t start the tournament like a favourite, losing to eventually fourth-ranked Slovakia 4-3 in a shootout and narrowly avoiding a defeat in the second game against Switzerland. Team USA managed to turn a 4-2 deficit against the Swiss with three goals in the last 13 minutes of play to get the first win. And also in the last game against Germany they claimed a 7-4 victory despite having been behind 3-1.

The seven points were exactly enough to finish the tournament one point ahead of Switzerland. The Swiss seemed to be a pre-tournament favourite as the recent silver medalists of the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship, but two weeks before the event head coach Sean Simpson announced that he will form two teams for the November and December breaks with the B-team in Munich and a roster of almost all World Championship silver medalists next month on home ice in Arosa.

Simpson wasn’t happy about the last-minute loss to the U.S. that cost his team the tournament win. However, he was proud that the young players of his second squad managed to beat a hard-working German team 3-2 in a shootout and to blank a Slovak team with almost all top players from the KHL and other European leagues 3-0.

It was a bitter ending on Sunday for Germany whose captain Michael Wolf scored four goals. In front of a sell-out crowd of 6,000 fans at the ice rink in the Olympic Park of 1972 the Germans were close to defending last year’s tournament winners but ended up in third place after the United States’ coming-from-behind win.

Even worse were the results after the game. Voters in Munich, Garmisch-Partenkirchen and two more Bavarian communities said “Nein” to the 2022 Olympic Winter Games bid, which will not be entered before the IOC’s deadline on Thursday. The bid was one of the reasons the tournament has been staged in Munich for the last few in hopes of garnering more local support for the Games.

In Stavanger, Denmark won both exhibition games against host Norway, 4-3 and 3-2. Morten Madsen scored three goals for the Danish team. Latvia hosted two exhibition games in Riga defeating Russia’s B-team 4-1 in the first game while losing the second 4-3 in a shootout.

Two events of the Euro Ice Hockey Challenge that includes nations ranked 13th-27th were also held during the break.

The tournament with the higher-ranked teams took place in another Olympic city, Innsbruck. And there France confirmed its upward trend from recent years. Les Bleus defeated Austria 3-1, edged this season’s World Championship host Belarus in a 2-1 shootout victory and sealed the tournament win by beating Slovenia 5-3.

It wasn’t always easy though. The French had to rely on scoring efficiency as they were outshot in each game. In the last match Slovenia even got the lead early in the third period before France replied with three unanswered markers. Nicolas Ritz (2+2) and Damien Fleury (3+0) had three great days of offensive action and efficiency while both goalkeepers – Florian Hardy and Ronan Quemener – were above the 95 per cent mark.

Belarus finished in second place thanks to a 3-0 blanking of Austria on the last day and despite being beaten by the same result against Slovenia in the first game. 

Among the best players of coach Glen Hanlon’s team were Vitali Koval and Vitali Belinski. The two goalkeepers had a save percentage of just over 95 per cent while Canada-born Kevin Lalande didn’t play in the net. But the other naturalized Canadian, Geoff Platt, had his first games in the Belarusian jersey. Offensively, Yevgeni Kovyrshin was the most productive Belarusian with three points (2+1).

Austria and Slovenia, the two teams relegated to Division I this year but who won their qualification tournaments for Sochi 2014, finished the tournament with one win each. Austria claimed third place in a 2-0 victory against the Slovenes.

The tournament in Budapest also included teams from different tiers. Host Hungary plays in the Division I Group A along with recently-promoted Ukraine while Poland and Romania compete in the Division I Group B. But surprisingly it was the Poles who walked away with the tournament.

The Poles lost the first game to Hungary 2-1 in a shootout but got the points needed in a 5-2 victory against Ukraine and a 6-0 blanking of Romania.

It was two strong lines that created the offence to overcome the higher-ranked opponents. Adam Baginski (3+1), Marek Strzyzowski (2+2) and Leszek Laszkiewicz (1+3) all had four points and a +4 rating while Przemyslaw Odrobny and Tomasz Witkowski shone in the net.

The Ukrainians with tournament scoring leader Sergi Varlamov had to settle for second place thanks to a 1-0 edging of pre-tournament favourite Hungary in the last game. Romania finished in last place with three losses.

U20 Tournaments

Sweden confirmed its current ranking as the best European nation in the U20 category and won the Four Nations Tournament in the Moscow suburb of Novogorsk.

The Swedes started with three unanswered goals after seven minutes of play from Oskar Sundqvist (2) and Filip Sandberg against the Czech Republic and eventually won the game 3-1.

The tournament was already decided on Day 2 as the “Juniorkronorna” defeated Russia 4-2. Again the Sweden started with multiple unanswered goals. Anton Karlsson, Robert Hägg, Andreas Johnson and Alexander Wennberg made it a 4-0 lead after 41 minutes of play. In the last game that had no meaning for the tournament win, Sweden lost to Finland 3-2 in a shootout.

Host Russia did better in the other games. Thanks to three power-play goals they defeated Finland 3-2 in the opening game and faced little challenge in a 6-1 victory against the Czech Republic to claim second place. Bogdan Yakimov and Vyacheslav Osnovin had two goals each throughout the tournament.

Finland finished the event in third place thanks to a 4-3 shootout victory against winless Czech Republic.

The other four European nations that will compete in the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmö played at the International Chablais Hockey Trophy in Monthey, Switzerland.

The first two days were dominated by Switzerland and Slovakia, who won their games against Norway and Germany with lopsided scores to set up a close final on Sunday.

Before 1,672 fans in the mountain village Switzerland won an offensive-minded game with strong goaltending 3-2.

Marco Müller and Christoph Bertschy brought Switzerland the lead twice but Marko Dano tied it up with his two markers. The game-winning goal came just three minutes later at 15:52 of the second period from Kevin Fiala. The score of 3-2 remained until the end of the game despite increasing pressure from the Slovaks in the last period. Goalkeeper Melvin Nyffeler, who recently had his debut in the top men’s league NLA, helped his team with 43 saves.

Norway finished the event in third place thanks to a 5-0 victory against Germany. It was an important test for the recently promoted Norwegians since these two teams are seeded on bottom in the upcoming World Juniors, where the last-ranked team will be relegated.

Some of the best Division I nations competed at the Sergejs Zoltoks Memorial in Riga. The competition turned out to be a nightmare for the recently relegated hosts as they suffered three tight losses.

Denmark and Belarus remained undefeated after two days and played each other for first place on the last day. The Danes won 2-1 thanks to two second-period goals from Mikkel Aagård Hansen and Nicolai Zorko. Yegor Voronov cut the lead in the third period but the Belarusians didn’t manage to tie the score.

Austria finished the event in third place after a 2-1 victory over Latvia.

Slovenia won a Four Nations Tournament on home ice in Jesenice after defeating France 1-0 in a battle for first place.

World Junior A Challenge

Team USA won the annual World Junior A Challenge in Canada with junior teams of mixed age categories. This year’s event took place in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

The U.S. team, composed of players from the USHL between the age of 17 and 20 defeated Russia (8-3) and Canada East (4-2) in the group stage, the Swiss U19 national team (7-4) in the semi-finals and the Russian U18 national team (4-1) in the gold medal game.

Karson Kuhlmann, Kyle Connor, Andrew Oglevie and C.J. Franklin scored for the United States in the final match. Yegor Korchkov had the only goal of the game for the Russians.

Canada West claimed bronze in a 5-3 win against Switzerland. The Swiss U19 team came back from a 3-0 deficit but Canada West scored two goals in the last three minutes of play.

U18 Tournaments

Sweden won a tight Four Nations Tournament in Turku, Finland.

The Swedes opened the event with a 3-2 victory against Team USA but were stopped by Switzerland in the second game. The Swiss won the game 2-1 thanks to a strong game by Kevin Fehr in the net and Sin Schläpfer’s game winner with a penalty shot late in the third period.

Sweden still had the chance to win the tournament with a victory against Finland on the last day and that’s exactly what happened. Oskar Lindblom opened the scoring for the Swedes, and after Finland had tied the game Emil Johansson’s slap shot in the third period became the game winner.

Team USA, which provided the top scorers of the event with Jack Eichel (4+3), Alex Tuch (3+3) and Sonny Milano (2+4), finished the event in second place ahead of Finland and Switzerland.

Germany won the Four Nations Tournament on home ice in Füssen. After losing 2-1 in a shootout against Denmark, the Germans improved with wins against Slovakia (3-1) and Belarus (5-2). Denmark had another shootout win – 6-5 against Belarus – but dropped to third place after losing 6-2 to the second-ranked Slovaks.

Belarus finished in last place despite having the top-two scorers on their team with Dmitri Buinitski (4+3) and Kirill Markevich (3+3).

Also Austria won its tournament on home ice in Telfs with seven points. The Austrians started with a 4-2 win against Italy but lost to Slovenia 4-3 in a shootout. Despite the defeat the Austrian won the event because Slovenia had lost to Hungary (5-4) on the opening day and Austria defeated second-ranked Hungary 3-1 in the deciding game.

Latvia won two out of three games on the road in Skien against the Norwegian U18 national team while France won two matches in a three-game series against Poland.

NOTE: A roundup of the women’s events will follow separately.

MARTIN MERK

December 3, 2013 12:30 AM

Crushed Ice: Brassard demoted, Del Zotto minus-three, Callahan gets on the board, scouts out in full force at 5-2 Rangers loss

BY Pat Leonard

There were plenty of scouts and NHL front-office personnel at the Garden on Monday night taking in the Rangers’ 5-2 loss to the Winnipeg Jets, including Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli, Flyers assistant GM Ron Hextall and two representatives from the Ottawa Senators.

 The Sens, you’ll recall, are the club that reportedly had made offers for defenseman Michael Del Zotto. Well, even though Del Zotto got involved on the offensive end, he finished minus-three and was on the ice for three Jets goals, including when he gave Devin Setoguchi too much of a gap to fire a game-tying goal past Cam Talbot 8:16 into the second period. In other words, it’s not likely this outing helped GM Glen Sather’s ability to up the ante on a potential deal.

 Coach Alain Vigneault’s doghouse on this night, however, belonged to center Derick Brassard, whose turnover at the top of the offensive zone to Jets defenseman Dustin Byfuglien led to Winnipeg rookie John Albert’s first career NHL goal in his first-ever game for a 2-1 Jets lead 10 minutes into the second.

 Vigneault immediately demoted Brassard to the fourth line with Brian Boyle and Derek Dorsett and promoted Benoit Pouliot to the top line left wing, shifting Brad Richards back to center with Ryan Callahan on the right.

 That decision brought almost immediate return 15:50 into the second, when Callahan scored his first goal in nine games off assists from Richards and Pouliot to tie the game, 2-2. Callahan dove in the crease to finish a Richards rebound after Pouliot had sent a point shot on Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (35 saves).

 Pouliot’s assist was his first point in 15 games. Richards’ assist gave him a four-game point streak, but later, Richards’ failure to accept a Del Zotto pass cleanly at the offensive blue line led to a turnover, a Jets rush the other way, and Olli Jokinen’s second goal of the third period for a 4-2 deficit 18:06 into the third.

 The Rangers had led, 1-0, at the first intermission. Mats Zuccarello scored 2:49 into the game, deflecting Ryan McDonagh’s slap shot after a turnover by Jets defenseman Keaton Ellerby. Zuccarello’s goal was his second in 11 games. McDonagh’s assist gave him at least one point in five of the last six.

 But the Jets stole momentum in the early second, with Byfuglien and Jets defenseman Jacob Trouba both hitting posts. Rangers goalie Cam Talbot also made several big stops until Setoguchi tied it up.

 A couple other notes, and then some quotes:

 -Callahan and Rick Nash tied for the team-lead with shots on goal apiece.

 -Chris Kreider struggled in the defensive zone, I thought, similar to how he used to on down nights playing for John Tortorella.

 -The line of Carl Hagelin, Dominic Moore and Mats Zuccarello, I thought, generated a good forecheck and played with speed for much of the night, especially Hagelin – though they were on ice when the puck kicked back in front on the Jets’ go-ahead goal in the third.

 -You have to think John Moore goes back in the lineup after two healthy scratches, given that Justin Falk played just 1:45 on three shifts in the third period and Del Zotto’s night ended poorly, as well.

THE QUOTE SHEET

Ryan McDonagh on what happened in the third period: “I think we got a little bit caught watching the puck, not having numbers back, and gave them a  chance to use their speed. We didn’t get pucks deep on some of their goals and it cost us … We have to be better with puck management and be smarter about when to take a chance and when to pull out.”

Cam Talbot on the Jokinen go-ahead goal, when the puck touched his stick and kicked out in front: “That’s my fault. I’ve got to have that. I’ve got to bury it back to the corner. I can’t expect the guys to react to that. That’s my fault.”

Talbot on his play: “I felt alright but still not where I want to be. Obviously four goals is not gonna cut it. I can’t expect the guys to score five goals for me every night.” (You mean like that 1-0 win in Montreal on Nov. 16, Cam?)

Alain Vigneault on the game: “After what I thought was a pretty solid first period, in the second period we just stopped playing in the first ten minutes. We gave them opportunities, gave them odd man rushes, turned the puck over, gave them momentum, and from there they got some life. We tied it up, and in the third we made the same mistakes that we made at the beginning of the second, and it cost us.”

Vigneault on Talbot: “Obviously he didn’t make the same amount of saves that he had done in the past, but we certainly made his life challenging tonight by how we played in front of him.”

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers practice Tuesday at noon in Greenburgh. They practice again on Wednesday before flying to Buffalo to visit the Sabres on Thursday night (7 p.m.).

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.

Michael Sloboda22 hours ago

This team is in so much trouble. Changes need to be made. Please get rid of Boyle somehow, we are all sick of him.....you are not going to win with Boyle, Pouliot, Pyatt, Dorsett, invisible Cally, Richards on the ice every nite. Bring up JT and the Undertaker, so he can take on Chara and Lucic instead of that embarrassment Boyle...Torts ran these guys into the ground...its time to clean house. Everybody is available except Nash, Stepan, Kreider and McDonagh....Move Henrik to a contender and get something back. We haven't won with him...we can certainly not win without him.

December 2, 2013 7:01 PM

Alain Vigneault reminds that NY Rangers offense has been inconsistent; captain Ryan Callahan among forwards who must step up

BY Pat Leonard

Saturday’s 5-2 win over Vancouver was satisfying for the Rangers, but coach Alain Vigneault knows his team hasn’t been consistent enough, especially offensively, going into Monday night’s game against the Winnipeg Jets.

 So, amid a flurry of questions about his decision to start Cam Talbot a second straight game over Henrik Lundqvist, Vigneault found an opportunity to refocus attention on his team’s need to improve its production.

“They (the Jets) have three players that have more points than any of our players,” Vigneault said Monday morning at the Garden, referring to Winnipeg’s Bryan Little (25 points), Andrew Ladd (20) and Dustin Byfuglien (21). “We know we’re gonna be in for a tough game, and that’s what’s on my mind right now.”

Brad Richards and Derek Stepan lead the Rangers with 19 points apiece, but Richards has scored only one goal in his last 10 games and Stepan has finished just once in his last 12. That explains Vigneault’s move of Richards to the wing beginning Saturday against Vancouver, hoping to rekindle his early-season scoring touch from that spot.

 Another player who needs to pick it up in a big way is captain Ryan Callahan. Callahan, who has six goals and 10 points in 19 games, has not scored in eight straight games and has just three points in his last 11.

 Asked Monday morning if he was bothered by either his surgically-repaired left shoulder or the left thumb he broke on Oct. 16, Callahan said no. Still, it’s worth watching the captain to see if he’s able to return to form. The Blueshirts certainly need him.

WHAT COMES NEXT?

 Callahan didn’t see a controversy brewing with Talbot and Lundqvist at all.

“Cam’s playing well, so he’s going in net,” he said.

 I did ask Callahan, though, if he ever allows himself to think about the fact that this team could continue to evolve, given that Lundqvist, Callahan and Dan Girardi are among Rangers in the final seasons of their current contracts.

“You think about it,” Callahan said. “It’s no secret if a contract is going to be up, but as a professional, you can’t let yourself think about it (too much). You have to go about your work, and that will figure itself out.”

NO ROOKIE

 Vigneault, who dealt with his fair share of goalie controversy in Vancouver with Roberto Luongo and Cory Schneider, reacted at one point to repeated questions on his decision to start Talbot – after he already had asserted that Lundqvist remains the Rangers’ No. 1 goalie.

“Does it say back here I’m a rookie at this here?” Vigneault said, looking behind him at the team banner hanging from the wall. “You’re gonna try it every way and keep plugging away. Have another shot at it.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. JETS

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-Dominic Moore-Mats Zuccarello, Benoit Pouliot-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-Justin Falk.

Goalie: Cam Talbot (starter), Henrik Lundqvist (backup)

Scratches: John Moore (second straight healthy scratch), Taylor Pyatt (second straight healthy scratch after two appearances coming off a concussion)
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Crushed Ice: Del Zotto discusses return to Rangers lineup, Tom Sestito's dangerous headshot; Vigneault shakes lines up

BY Pat Leonard

Micheal Del Zotto, who was scratched for the Rangers’ two previous games and in five of the last eight, returned to the lineup Saturday in a potential audition for NHL clubs interested in a trade.

 The Dallas Stars most notably had two scouts in attendance at the Garden, perhaps evaluating the 23-year-old defenseman who recently has been the subject of frequent rumors.

 Del Zotto struggled on the puck early but rebounded later with his second goal of the season on the power play 11:04 into the second period, while also cleaning up some of his early errors.

“The first period I wasn’t too happy with,” Del Zotto said post game. “I was trying to get back to game speed. I was fighting the puck a little bit. But the second and third I thought I settled down, and that goal was just icing on the cake.”

KREIDER'S HAT TRICK LEADS RANGERS PAST TORTS & CANUCKS, 5-2

 Del Zotto replaced John Moore, who was scratched for the first time this season after struggling mightily in Friday afternoon’s 3-2 loss in Boston. Del Zotto started on his natural left side of the blue line, on the third defensive pair alongside Justin Falk. Vigneault mostly had started Del Zotto on the right this season, so the return to that position actually was an initial shock to him Saturday.

“To be honest, I think that’s why I struggled bit at first, because I’ve been on the right all season long and went back to the left,” Del Zotto said. “But that’s where I’ve been for my whole life when I’ve played defense, so it’s just a matter of getting back and comfortable there and getting back to where I played before.”

The ideal scenario for the Rangers, who reportedly have been listening to offers for Del Zotto, still is for Del Zotto to play effectively and continue making their defensive depth a strength. Falk also played physically and effectively with four hits in 17:43 of ice time.

 Vigneault said of Del Zotto: “He was given an opportunity tonight to dress and to play, and for the most part I thought he did a good job. (They were) probably not easy circumstances to come in, but I thought for the most part he carried himself real well out there.”

Of course, Del Zotto’s night almost ended in frightening fashion 2:51 into the third period on a vicious forearm to the head from Canucks forward Tom Sestito as Del Zotto looked skyward to grab a floating puck. Sestito was not penalized.

 Del Zotto had a bruise on his right eye, black and blue underneath with a red streak on the side, from the hit. Vigneault didn’t see the hit live but said associate head coach Scott Arniel and assistant Ulf Samuelsson both told him was “a direct shot to the head.”

“The puck was in the air I was trying to bat it down and all I really felt was the side of my face, contact,” Del Zotto said. “I have to see the replay, but I mean, I’m kind of defenseless there looking up in the air to play the puck. That seems to be (Sestito’s) M.O. I should have known who was on the ice and maybe protected myself and played it differently, but it’s over with now.”

Del Zotto added: “You see how many injuries there are now in the league, and we’re trying to get rid of these headshots. They’re down a couple goals and you have these guys running around trying to make a difference, I guess. But it’s over with and I’m just trying to get myself ready for Monday.”

Del Zotto also was grateful when he saw teammate Derek Dorsett “stick up for me” by fighting Sestito later in the period. Dorsett returned to the lineup after two games off with a sprained wrist.

WINGING IT

 Vigneault finally lost patience with his team’s offense and shook up his forward combinations, moving Brad Richards back to the wing for the first time in more than a month.

 Richards played on the wing in nine of the Rangers’ first 10 games, picking up five goals and eight points in that span. The Blueshirts struggled in that early-season stretch as a team, but going into Saturday afternoon’s game, a change was required. They ranked 28th of 30 teams in goals per game (2.12).

 So Vigneault made changes throughout the lineup. He started Richards on the left side of Derick Brassard with Ryan Callahan on the right. Chris Kreider, Derek Stepan and Rick Nash formed the night’s top line, with four goals and four assists between them. Then the checking lines included an unlikely trio of Carl Hagelin, Dominic Moore and Mats Zuccarello, along with the fourth line of Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle and Dorsett.

 Kreider led the team with six shots on net in recording his first career hat trick, which also was his first career NHL game with more than one goal.

 Asked if this were the best game of his NHL career, Kreider said: “I think there were some things I did poorly and that I want to work on and improve upon. In terms of pucks going in? Yes. You have those go in sometimes. It would have been nice to have one or two of those goals in Boston the other night.”

Nash admitted when asked if Kreider had sought revenge against John Tortorella that “I’m sure there was a little bit of that,” but the Ranger forward also said the whole team was ready to go mostly due to Friday’s disappointing loss in Boston.

“After yesterday’s loss, everyone was ready to go tonight,” Nash said.

 The Rangers’ large early lead enabled Vigneault to even out the Rangers’ defensive minutes, with Ryan McDonagh leading the team at 21:14 of ice time.

GOOD IN GOAL

 Cam Talbot’s numbers through seven starts and eight games played, ladies and gentlemen: 6-1-0 record, 1.49 goals against average, .944 save percentage, two shutouts, has won six consecutive starts.

 Henrik Lundqvist’s numbers through 19 starts and 20 games played: 8-11-0 record, 2.51 GAA, .917 save percentage, two shutouts.

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers have off on Sunday. Saturday was the first of 11 home games in the next 12 overall. The Blueshirts host the Winnipeg Jets next on Monday night.
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John Tortorella on facing the NY Rangers: 'I am going to coach this game, hopefully kick their a** and get outta here'

BY Pat Leonard

John Tortorella was on his best behavior for about eight minutes in his pregame interview Saturday morning at the Garden. Then, a reporter opened a question by pointing out the Canucks would be in-and-out of New York.

“Thank God,” Tortorella interrupted, smirking.

 The reporter continued with his question, asking Vancouver’s coach if he would be able to spend some time with his former Rangers players.

“I am going to coach this game, hopefully kick their a** and get outta here,” Tortorella said.

 Promptly, a Canucks public relations official announced in panic: “Two more questions here, guys.”

With the strong arm of the organization offering him that not-so-subtle reminder to keep it cool, Tortorella then qualified his headline-worthy comment.

“That’s certainly not being disrespectful,” he said. “They don’t wanna do it, I don’t. We play tomorrow 1 o’clock in Carolina. We’re getting on a plane and going.”

Welcome back, Torts.

VIGNEAULT DISGUSTED AFTER RANGERS' 3-2 LOSS TO BRUINS

New York’s former coach, fired in May after four-plus seasons in the Big Apple, returned to the Garden Saturday for the first time since his departure to lead the Canucks (13-9-5) against the Rangers (13-13-0) in a 2 p.m. matinee.

 Vancouver is the West’s ninth seed at the moment, while the Blueshirts are eighth in the East. Both clubs are struggling to hit a stride with their new coaches, who swapped benches this summer when the Rangers also hired Alain Vigneault.

 The message from both Tortorella and Vigneault was similar, due to their teams’ poor play. Saturday was much more about a win than about reflecting on the past.

 Asked if this game felt different than any other, Vigneault said: “It doesn’t. To tell you the truth, I’m just focused on trying to get two points. They’re hard to come by. It’s such a competitive league. We’re playing .500 hockey right now. That’s not gonna get us in (the playoffs), and we’re very aware of that. So I’m just focused on trying to get two points against a team I know is a very good hockey team.”

Tortorella admitted walking into the Garden as the Canucks’ coach is “weird, but the overriding emotion is the Vancouver Canucks trying to find a way to win.”

For the most part, Tortorella was collected when discussing his time in New York, though he wouldn’t go into much detail. He laughed about what it would take for people to stop asking about his tenure with the Rangers, to sever his ties with that time in his career.

“For you guys to stop asking would be the best thing,” he said, laughing. “I don’t think you ever sever. I thinks one of the most important things when you’re all said and done with the game coaching, playing, whatever are the relationships. So I don’t think you ever totally sever it. But when you’re in the middle of things, and you’re 30 games in with another team, I think it’s time to sever – at least for what is most important, which is to find a way to win.”

Vigneault mocked the fact that critics may compare him and Tortorella since they are now coaching each other’s former teams.

“Well we came up the ramp together today, and nobody beat one another – we both got there at the same time,” Vigneault said. “John, I’m sure, loved his time in New York like I loved my time in Vancouver, but I think we’re both trying to do the same thing, which is to get our hockey teams to win.”

Tortorella wasn’t exactly treating the game as a homecoming anyway. Asked if he had family or friends in the crowd, like a former player might have a support section when he returns to an old team, Tortorella yapped:

“Not a soul. Not a soul.”

VIGNEAULT SHAKING UP RANGERS LINEUP

 Vigneault is starting Cam Talbot in net against the Canucks, and he is reinserting defenseman Michael Del Zotto and forward Derek Dorsett, while scratching defenseman John Moore and forward Taylor Pyatt.

 Vigneault also responded to whether he’d shake things up with his forward lines by saying:  “Just wait and see.”

On Wednesday in Florida, when asked whether he’d consider moving Brad Richards back to the wing, Vigneault had said he wanted to remain patient since the Richards and Rick Nash pair had shown some positive signs to that point. The team’s continued offensive struggles, however, call for a change.

 Talbot (5-1-0, 1.41 GAA, .944 save percentage) will be making his first career start at the Garden, but Vigneault was more concerned with the start time of the game than with where the Rangers were playing.

“Same ice surface,” Vigneault said. “The only difference I would say for (Talbot) and our group: Yesterday was our first afternoon game, and today is our second. We haven’t had a lot of those this year.”

The coach said simply of his decision to play Talbot ahead of Henrik Lundqvist: “We said coming in (to the recent stretch that) we were playing nine games in 15 nights, we’d go six and three (games with splitting the two goalies), and tonight’s (the second game of) a back-to-back.”

Vigneault admitted defenseman Marc Staal had a difficult time in Friday afternoon’s 3-2 loss in Boston.

“That’s one polite way of putting it,” he said. “He obviously is aware. He’d be the first to tell you that last night was a little more challenging. He’s got an opportunity to get right back at it today and have a good game, and that’s what we’re counting on.”

Del Zotto will play for the first time since Monday’s 5-0 loss in Tampa Bay. Most notably, the fact that he is replacing Moore means he should be able to play his natural left side on the blue line. Vigneault has played Del Zotto mostly on the right this season and has scratched him six times this season, including the last two games and five of the last eight.

RANGERS LINEUP VS. CANUCKS

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin-Dominic Moore-Mats Zuccarello, Benoit Pouliot-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto-Justin Falk.

Goalies: Cam Talbot (starter), Henrik Lundqvist (backup).

Healthy scratches: John Moore, Taylor Pyatt.
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Crushed Ice: A win is a win, a goal is a goal for struggling, sloppy Rangers in 5-2 win over the Florida Panthers

BY Pat Leonard

SUNRISE, Fla. – Here’s a phrase you’ll never hear said out loud: “Hey, let’s re-watch that Rangers-Panthers game from Nov. 27, 2013.”

Even coach Alain Vigneault knew it, after his team’s 5-2 win on Wednesday night at Florida’s BB&T Center, despite his team’s matching its goal total from the previous three games.

“There’s a saying in hockey: ‘You never critique a win,’” Vigneault said with a smile. “So I’m not gonna start right now.”

DEL ZOTTO ON BEING SCRATCHED: 'I WASN'T EXPECTING TO BE OUT TONIGHT'

 The irony that the Rangers had scored five goals in a game in which they’d played so poorly was not lost on the players in the locker room.

“Yeah, I mean, we’re hot,” defenseman Marc Staal said sarcastically. “We give up five (in Monday’s 5-0 loss in Tampa Bay), we get five. It’s kind of been up and down like that. So it’s good to explode for some goals and get the guys’ confidence up and put the puck in the net.”

“In Tampa it wasn’t a 5-0 game, and I didn’t think tonight was a 5-2 game, but we did win,” Vigneault said.

 If it was a 5-2 game, it should have been 5-2 Panthers. The Blueshirts can thank Henrik Lundqvist (31 saves) for flipping the result. He rebounded for a strong performance after  being pulled following two periods in Monday’s defeat to the Lightning.

 The Panthers outshot the Rangers, 33-22, held them to six first-period shots, and limited them to 13 on goal through two periods. The Blueshirts (13-12-0) nevertheless took a 3-0 lead on Rick Nash’s goal 5:32 into the third period. Florida either couldn’t finish or was met by some timely Rangers defense.

 That included Ryan McDonagh’s outmuscling of Brad Boyes on a two-on-two rush, Anton Stralman’s getting just enough of the puck to prevent Nick Bjugstad from hitting an open net on a counterattack, and Lundqvist playing well enough to earn what seemed like a sure shutout until Scottie Upshall and Bjugstad made it 3-2 16:17 into the third and got the Rangers’ blood racing.

“The ideal situation is to shut ‘em out,” Staal said, “but they were pressing a bit, caused some turnovers and got a couple goals. It’s not ideal, but we stuck with it, we didn’t panic, and we got a couple more.”

The final difference was that Derick Brassard and Mats Zuccarello (goal, assist) each scored on the power play, where Vigneault made personnel changes, including a move of Derek Stepan (assist) from forward on the first unit to the point on the second group that accounted for both goals. The Blueshirts’ penalty kill also was 2-for-2.

“We worked really hard, and special teams played really well,” Lundqvist said.

 Meanwhile, Lundqvist and the Rangers followed through on Vigneault’s idea of playing “tighter to the vest” in protecting their 1-0 and 2-0 leads. They formed that familiar, John Tortorella-era shell in the defensive zone and handled Florida’s pressure when possession was heavily in the Panthers’ favor.

“It was something we talked about even before the game started, making higher percentage plays,” Staal said. “In the second, I think we were a little sloppy with some turnovers, but I thought when we did create turnovers and got an opportunity to score, we put them in the net, and that was a big difference. Hank obviously played well at the beginning of the game and kept us close until we could get a few.”

Some other quick notes: Taylor Pyatt helped the forecheck by winning some wall battles and also drew the Dylan Olsen holding penalty that led to Brassard’s first-period power play goal. Pyatt played 11:55 (19 shifts) in his first appearance since sustaining a concussion in Columbus on Nov. 7. He replaced Derek Dorsett, who took warmups but sat out with a sprained wrist he injured on Monday in Tampa. It was the first game Dorsett has missed all season … Chris Kreider, John Moore and McDonagh all had assists to go along with helpers for Stepan and Zuccarello … Vigneault started the game with lines the way he ended Monday’s game in Tampa – Carl Hagelin (empty-net goal) was on the top line left wing with Brad Richards and Rick Nash; Ryan Callahan played on the third line with Brassard and Benoit Pouliot. Callahan also played 8:31 in the third period as the Rangers protected their lead, and was on ice for one of Florida’s goals … The Rangers won only 24 of 61 faceoffs (39%) and attempted 39 total shots while the Panthers attempted 52 … Former Ranger Scott Gomez’s imposing stat line: 15:47 of ice time, minus-one, two penalty minutes, no shots on goal, six of eight on faceoffs, one missed shot, one hit.

Michael Del Zotto on whether he can play for a coach who may not trust his skills: “That’s out of my control. I have to do what he asks of me and try and get better every day.”

Del Zotto on the possibility of a trade: “If something happens, then it happens. It’s out of my control. I’m a New York Ranger. I’ll do everything I can here to be successful and help the team win.”

Vigneault pregame on Benoit Pouliot: “When you see him play you see good skill set, good size, good skater, but he should have the ability to create some good offensive opportunities and hopefully bury a couple. He’s definitely at the crossroads in my estimation as far as his career and his opportunity here. You can only get so many kicks at the can in this league. He’s getting a good look. He’s getting every opportunity except obviously he’s not playing on the power play anymore. But hopefully he’ll be able to produce for us, because we need more offensive production.”

Vigneault pregame on whether he’s considered moving Richards back to the wing, where he scored frequently early this season: “I think he and Nash have produced some quality scoring chances. I’m willing to be a little more patient here. Hopefully it’s going to unfold positively for us. They’re doing a lot of the rights things. We’re doing a lot of the things you need to do to score. And hopefully tonight will be the start of that.”

Vigneault postgame on almost allowing Panthers to come back from 3-0 deficit: “Their second goal made it a tighter game, but in general, we had to keep playing, and we knew they were gonna come and probably pull their goaltender. We got a power play (in the third period) and our power play came up big for us tonight.”

Vigneault on the Rangers’ poor play despite the win: “I wouldn’t say it was one of our best games, but at the end of the day, we found a way to win, and finding ways to win is (about a) goaltender making key saves at the right moment. We got that. Our power play was good in two opportunities that we had, and tonight compared to some other nights, when they did make a mistake, we were able to make them pay for it. They didn’t make a lot of mistakes, but when they did, we did what we have to do, and that’s why we won the game tonight.”

Vigneault on Zuccarello’s play on power play: “He’s good to retrieve pucks. He did that a couple times. He’s got a good skill set, and tonight he made two really good plays that helped us score two goals.”

Vigneault on Lundqvist bouncing back from Monday’s pull after two periods: “That’s what I expected from him. He’s a world class goaltender, strong mentally … Tonight obviously we could’ve played stronger in situations, but when we did have a breakdown, we had a goaltender who made some saves.”

Rick Nash on getting that first goal from Brassard: “It’s huge. We talked about it yesterday. When scoring’s struggling, you look for your power play to help you out, and they made a great play and got us off to a good start.”

Lundqvist on whether Rangers played more like they have in previous years, trusting their defensive structure in front of him: “I felt like we talked about it going into this game, we have to be very smart with the puck. It’s fun when you talk about we don’t score that much, we have to be very smart with the puck, and then you go out and score five goals. You pay attention to the details of game and you get rewarded. We had some good bounces, too.”

Lundqvist on whether he’s thinking when Brassard scores, ‘Finally, a goal, but this might be the only one we get:’ “I know what one goal can do to a team. I think we all know that. We know how much confidence it can bring to the group. It’s almost like it gives (us) a lot of energy. But in the second it felt important to keep it 1-0, and then we got that second one. That was a big goal for us, end of second period. But lately it’s been really hard to score. We can’t take it for granted (that) we’ll score four goals. That’s why we have to play a really smart game. But we got rewarded tonight by working hard and taking advantage of some mistakes.”

Lundqvist on the team’s effort: The work ethic is there. We worked really hard and special teams played really well. So there were some really good parts about this game, but the biggest one was just the two points.”

The queen looked absolutely afraid of Chara's shot. Pathetic. Talbot earned the starting goalie position based on Lundqvist's body language on Chara's goal. Do NOT sign this guy. Media invented shelf life is up. Strictly backup for rest of his career... 

Boyle?? For goodness sake, enough! Fighting is just another thing he can't do. At first I was outraged Chara wasn't given an instigator or even tossed for staring up with Boyle. But you know what? Chara is a genuine tough guy. Boyle always joins scrums as though he's going to calm things down with his mighty presence alone. What a clown. I think Chara simply called him on his Bull Sh. Boyle needs to leave. Brings nothing, NOTHING, to the rink. Pathetic... 

Paging "Captain Cally" Burnt out? 

AV being outraged is a joke. What do you expect of a low skill, shot blocking team? Maybe Miller could help? Oh yeah...
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Rangers send J.T. Miller to AHL's Hartford Wolf Pack, Pyatt takes heavy contact for first time, Lundqvist starting vs. Panthers

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – The Rangers sent J.T. Miller down to the Hartford Wolf Pack on Tuesday, and coach Alain Vigneault said he doesn’t feel Miller is ready to play at the NHL level “at this time.”

Vigneault said it’s better for Miller that he plays minutes in the AHL while New York’s NHL coaches try to figure out where Miller fits into their lineup, if he’s going to become a consistent factor.

“You always wonder where a guy can fit in,” Vigneault said. “Can he fit in your top-six or top-nine or your bottom-six? And with J.T., I haven’t figured out yet what exactly he is. Is a top-six forward? Is he a top-nine or is he a third- or fourth-line player? He’s a young player who has a tremendous amount of upside. How that is going to unfold and how that is going to develop, we’re not quite sure. I am sure about one thing, though: You can’t develop if you don’t play.”

RANGERS LOSE A 'NO-HITTER' TO LIGHTNING, 5-0

The move was a bit of surprise, since it seemed conceivable Vigneault would reinsert Miller into the lineup for Wednesday’s game against the Florida Panthers after Monday’s 5-0 shutout loss to the Lightning.

 Miller has been scratched for four consecutive games and has just one goal and one assist in 15 appearances this season. He made the team out of training camp, was sent down to the AHL after one game, then was recalled for a 2-0 win Oct. 16 in Washington and played 15 of 16 games through a 1-0 shutout loss to the Kings Nov. 17 at the Garden.

 It had seemed likely Vigneault would consider reinserting Miller into the lineup on Wednesday in Sunrise, Fla., after four consecutive healthy scratches. Instead, there is a good chance left wing Taylor Pyatt could make his first appearance since sustaining a concussion on Nov. 7.

TEN EX-NHLers FILE CLASS ACTION COMPLAINT OVER CONCUSSIONS

 Vigneault said he’s been told Pyatt is ready to play. Pyatt did not skate with the forward groups in Tuesday’s practice at the Lightning’s facility down the road from their arena, but he did take heavy contact for the first time since his injury and said he felt good afterwards.

 Vigneault said Henrik Lundqvist will start in goal for the Rangers (12-12-0) but would not commit to his goalie rotation this weekend. He said he normally wants to split goalie duties on a back-to-back, but he could change his mind.

NHL, ROGERS COMM. STRIKE $5.2 BILLION RIGHTS DEAL

Meanwhile, Miller heads back to Hartford to try and prove he’s ready.

“In J.T.’s case it’s more of right now he wasn’t getting the minutes that a young player deserves,” Vigneault said. “He wasn’t even dressing the last four games. So he needs to play, and that’s what he’s going to do in Hartford.”

Though Vigneault said his lineup could change, here is how the Rangers skated at practice (as they played the third period on Monday:

Forwards: Carl Hagelin-Brad Richards-Rick Nash, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Ryan Cllahan, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto.

Goalie: Henrik Lundqvist
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Recovering Taylor Pyatt joins Rangers in Tampa but will not play vs. Lightning as Alain Vigneault sticks with winning lineup

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – Taylor Pyatt (concussion) rejoined the Rangers for Monday’s full morning skate at Tampa Bay Times Forum for the first time since his Nov. 7 injury, but he will not play against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Monday night.

 Pyatt said he still has to “get up to speed.” Plus, coach Alain Vigneault sees no need to make changes to his lineup following two straight wins in Dallas (3-2) and Nashville (2-0).

“We played a pretty sound overall game both offensively and defensively last game, didn’t give the opposition very much and had some quality chances on five-on-five and on the power play,” Vigneault said.

STAMKOS WALKING WITH NO CRUTCHES/BOOT TWO WEEKS AFTER BREAKING LEG

 While the Rangers (12-11-0, 24 points) are nearing full health and have won two in a row, the Lightning (14-8-1, 29 points) in contrast are injury-riddled and come in winless in their last four (0-3-1).

 Tampa Bay lost in regulation to the Coyotes, Kings and Sharks, then in overtime to the Ducks, on a West Coast road trip that the Blueshirts know first-hand themselves is nothing short of a murderers’ row.

 Monday night, the Lightning most importantly will be playing without top scorer and center Steven Stamkos (broken right tibia, team-high 14 goals and 23 points in 14 games). They are now 2-3-1 since Stamkos’ Nov. 11 injury.

 The list of ailing Tampa players drags on, though: D Keith Aulie (upper body), Radko Gudas (upper body), D Brian Lee (knee), F Ryan Malone (lower body) and Taylor’s brother, Tom Pyatt (broken collarbone).

 The goaltending matchup will include Henrik Lundqvist for the Rangers, who is coming off a 41-save victory in Thursday’s win in Dallas before sitting out Saturday’s 2-0 win in Nashville behind 17 saves from backup Cam Talbot. The Lightning will send out Ben Bishop, who has won six of his past nine starts and has a 3-0-0 career record against the Rangers, including one shutout and a 1.26 goals against average.

WORKING WITH BRAD

 Brad Richards has returned to top form this season in large part due to a committed offseason that included grueling workouts with Martin St. Louis, his friend and former Tampa Bay teammate. St. Louis, the Lightning’s captain to be honored Monday night for skating in his 1,000th NHL game during the club’s preceding road trip, said Richards’ dedication this summer was clear.

“He really wanted to get back to what he knew he could be,” St. Louis said at his locker Monday morning. “The way you do that is preparation. It starts with preparation, and he took care of that.”

St. Louis also stressed that Richards’ hill to climb wasn’t only physical.

“Any athletes that play at a high level in their sports, a lot of it is mental,” he said. “We all know (Richards) has the ability. I don’t think he was in a good place mentally last year. I think he’s in a good place right now. He really prepared himself to have a great season. I’m happy to see him doing well. It doesn’t surprise me.”

MORE FROM MIKE

 Vigneault was asked if he had seen Michael Del Zotto respond to his previous benching (three straight healthy scratches) the way Mats Zuccarello had in October from a scratch in Philadelphia. Vigneault had used Zuccarello’s bounce-back as an example for Del Zotto to follow.

“Maybe not to that extent, but there are some parts of his game last game that I liked better. He moved the puck a little bit quicker,” Vigneault said. “We’re gonna work with him, continue to give him constant feedback on where we think his game is, and hopefully he’ll continue to improve, because we want all of our players to improve.”

TAYLOR’D TO HIS NEEDS

 Pyatt, who visited the same Dr. Jeffrey Scott Kutcher in Michigan that examined Rick Nash, described his symptoms from the Nov. 7 concussion as “just a little bit of fogginess and some headaches the first few days after I was hit. It started to clear up after a few days after not doing too much, and it sort of progressed over the last week and a half.”

It’s clear that while Pyatt is feeling better, both he and Vigneault want the left wing to get his legs under him for at least two practices (Monday and Tuesday) before reassessing whether he’s prepared to play.

Pyatt was under the impression that he hasn’t been cleared yet for contact, even though we wore a normal jersey Monday morning while skating as the eighth defenseman.

“I don’t think yet, but it’s just nice to be out there practicing and moving at that pace,” Pyatt said.

 From Vigneault’s point of view, though, there weren’t many restrictions.

“He’s doing fine,” the coach said of Pyatt. “He’s been working out now for I want to say probably a little more than 10 days, and he’s just following the steps. He’s been practicing on his own. Today he’s joined the group, and he’s been cleared for all activity. So I would say if things continue to progress the way they are now, he should be ready for us soon.”

Here were Pyatt’s other comments:

On practicing Monday: “It’s good to be back there on the ice,” he said. “I skated a few times back in New York just by myself, and I was sort of able to go out there and progress, and I felt good the last few days. So it was nice to be back out there with the guys.”

On whether he has watched the replay of Columbus defenseman Fedor Tyutin’s hit to his head: “I looked at it a week ago. It was just one of those plays where I’m sort of driving to the net, looking for the puck, and he’s trying to finish the check. I don’t think there’s any intent to injure and the (elbowing) penalty on the play (3:28 into the second period) is probably the right call.”

On whether he has an idea yet when he’ll be ready to go: “No, I’m just trying to go through all the steps and get up to speed at practice.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. LIGHTNING

Forwards: Rick Nash-Brad Richards-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-Derick Brassard-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto.

Goalie: Henrik Lundqvist

Power play No. 1 (from last game): McDonagh-Richards, Nash-Stepan-Callahan

Power play No. 2 (from last game):: Del Zotto-Girardi, Zuccarello-Brassard-Kreider

Scratches: J.T. Miller, Justin Falk, Taylor Pyatt (skating but coming off absence due to concussion).
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Great for Steven Stamkos, Tampa Bay and NHL to see Lightning star walking with no crutches or boot two weeks after breaking leg

BY Pat Leonard

TAMPA – Only two weeks after breaking his right leg, Lightning star center Steven Stamkos walked into Monday morning’s press conference at Tampa Bay Times Forum without crutches or a walking boot and expressed optimism that he’s already started rehabbing.

“I can’t believe that I’m able to walk without any boot or crutches less than two weeks later,” Stamkos said in his first public comments since the injury. His teammates were preparing to host the Rangers on Monday night.

It was a welcome sight for the entire league, and perhaps for Team Canada, to see an upbeat Stamkos, 23, Tampa Bay’s first overall pick in 2008, walk to the podium.

 He scored 60 goals in hockey’s last full season of 2011-12, winning the Rocket Richard Trophy for the second time but for the first time outright after sharing the award with the Penguins’ Sidney Crosby in 2010 (51 goals). This season, Stamkos again was surging with 14 goals and 23 in 17 games – both of which led the NHL – before breaking his tibia on Nov. 11 against Boston.

 The reason he is able to walk is that doctors inserted a permanent titanium rod in his leg during surgery on Nov. 12 in Boston. Stamkos said he has some swelling in his right knee from the incision, though, and lost a bit more weight then he had anticipated while sitting idle in bed and resting.

When Stamkos broke the leg, the assumption was the Markham, Ontario, product almost certainly would not be able to compete for Canada at the Winter Olympics in February in Sochi, Russia. Stamkos admitted the possibility of playing in the Olympics is “on the back-burner” and that he’s simply focused on rehabbing and the bone healing so he can return for the Lightning as soon as possible.

 Still, while his focus remains short term, he admitted that he’s “competitive” and that as a goal – whether unrealistic or not – he’d like to hope for a best-case scenario of healing, getting himself back in shape and playing at least a few games with the Lightning before participating in the Olympics.

 Stamkos qualified, though, that he wouldn’t rush anything about his rehab just to play in the Olympics. He wants to get totally healthy to help the Lightning and in turn, if that happened, it would mean he could wear the Canadian sweater after all.

 The Lightning (14-8-1, 29 points), which had surged early this season behind Stamkos’ scoring and a stingier defense under new head coach Jon Cooper, has slipped to 2-3-1 in the six games without him. His 23 points still lead the team.

 Stamkos recalled feeling “the bone move” in his leg after colliding into the post on a backcheck against Bruins defenseman Dougie Hamilton, and he said frustration was his immediate prevailing emotion that night because of how well the team had started the season.

“You could see me pounding the ice a little bit,” Stamkos said. “I don’t know if that was maybe more frustration than pain. The body does a pretty good job of not feeling that much in those situations, but definitely frustrated. At the time I didn’t know it was broken, but I had a pretty good idea, and the way the season was going for the team and me personally, things were pretty good, almost too good to be true. Something maybe was bound to happen. But that’s the way it goes.”

Stamkos talked openly for 15 minutes and reaffirmed to those in the room that he – similar to Henrik Lundqvist of the Rangers – is a terrific ambassador for the NHL and for the game of hockey in general. The only reason the press conference ended was because the team’s locker room was opening following its morning skate. It felt like he would have talked for a half hour. Whatever anyone needed, he’d help.

 In another great story for the game of hockey, Stamkos said that the day after his injury, Bruins captain Zdeno Chara sent a text to Stamkos on behalf of the entire Boston team wishing him well, and then Bruins coach Claude Julien visited Stamkos in the hospital in Boston, which Stamkos called “pretty classy.”

He said he watched the replay of the injury, and while Hamilton did give him a “shove” in a “dangerous area” of the ice, he did not believe there was anything intentional about the play.

 Who knows when Stamkos will be able to skate again, play again. Olympic participation is still unlikely for him, something Stamkos said crossed his mind as he laid on the stretcher on Nov. 11 following first significant injury of his NHL career and the first of this magnitude since he was “eight or nine years old.”

“I broke my foot the last year of minor hockey, but I played with it,” he said.

 Still, you couldn’t help getting a good feeling when he walked to that podium under his own power on Monday morning, sat down and smiled.
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Crushed Ice: Callahan, Stepan, McDonagh, Vigneault, Talbot discuss 2-0 NY Rangers win in Nashville over Predators

BY Pat Leonard

 TAMPA – The Rangers’ 2-0 win over the Predators was yet another example of the team’s defense working within New York’s aggressive attack, which I wrote about on Saturday here.

 The chart above, provided by the Rangers in their preview notes of Monday night’s game here in Tampa, illustrates how the Blueshirts gradually have recovered from that disastrous season-opening trip out West. It shows the Rangers’ goals allowed per game (in blue), a downward trend in their goals against average (in red), and their league rank in GAA through the early season up until Sunday morning (in green).

CALLAHAN CONFIDENT GOALS WILL COME FOR RANGERS' TOP LINE

FYI, injured left wing Taylor Pyatt has met the Rangers in Tampa as he gets closer to a return from the concussion that has kept him out since Nov. 7. The team had off on Sunday, so we will chat with him on Monday morning and see what his arrival means for the Rangers’ lineup against the Lightning on Monday night.

Before we get there, though, here are some notes and quotes from inside the postgame visitors’ locker room at Bridgestone Arena after Saturday night’s win in Nashville:

 1. Mats Zuccarello assisted on both Ranger goals. His second assist, to Derek Stepan on a two-on-one, was particularly noteworthy because in recent games, Zuccarello on several occasions had made the incorrect decision to pass up an open shot and wasted a potential scoring chance. In this case, he again had a great look on net and faked just enough on the shot to get Predators defenseman Kevin Klein to bite before hitting Stepan for the finish across. His two assists were his first points in five games.

“I know he likes to make the pass first, so a lot of times when I’m going down, I’m thinking it’s coming my way so I’m ready for it,” Stepan said afterward. “That’s just the way Zuccs is. He’s always been that way. Since our first day here he’s always wanted to make that pass first. He’ll get his chances to shoot, and I’m trying to do my best to tell him to shoot. But when he can make plays, I’m still telling him to make passes.”

2. The Rangers have five players with double-figure points. From the top: Brad Richards (16 points, six goals), Stepan (16 points, five goals), Ryan McDonagh (12 points, five goals), Chris Kreider (12 points, three goals), Zuccarello (12 points, two goals). Zuccarello is tied with Richards for second on the team with 10 assists apiece, one behind the team leader, Stepan (11).

 3. Alain Vigneault’s opening comment about the reason the Rangers won: “Thought it was my Johnny Cash look tonight (laughs). Our guys were focused, ready right from the start and they executed really well, managed the puck well. Obviously we didn’t give Nashville a whole hell of a lot as far as scoring opportunities, we were able to generate quite a few and score two goals.”

4. The Rangers held Nashville to just two shots on goalie Cam Talbot through the first 14:41 of the game, partially because the Predators missed the net four times, despite a sloppy start by New York. The first period was mostly bad hockey all around, but eventually the Rangers used discipline on both ends of the ice to limit Nashville’s chances and take control.

“I think part of that (defensive effort) was we controlled the puck in their end zone,” captain Ryan Callahan said. “We didn’t have to play defense too much. When we were in our end, we were closing out quickly and making those little outlet passes against a team that pressures a lot, into the middle or back to our D-men, to relieve the pressure from a team that comes at you.”

In the second, the Predators – who had won three straight to conclude their preceding 10-game road trip – did exactly what coach Barry Trotz feared would happen in their first game back home.

“It’s a little bit of a trap game, because I think you can get a little distracted,” Trotz said pregame. “Getting home you’re finally home. Last time we got home we were just in and out, we played the next day on back to backs. So I think our mindset was pretty good that we knew it wasn’t a trap game. We had yesterday off, so sometimes we shut our motors down. Hopefully we rev it up. We’ve got a good hockey team over there, so we’ve got to take care of that.”

Talbot made a big left pad stop 5:49 in the second on an Eric Nystrom pass in front that deflected off Paul Gaustad’s skate. Otherwise, the Blueshirts took it to the Predators, including strong shifts from the Brad Richards line with Rick Nash and Ryan Callahan that helped carry momentum. Derek Dorsett also fought Preds defenseman Kevin Klein after Klein buried Brian Boyle into the back boards.

 Zuccarello and Benoit Pouliot each had strong scoring chances off the rush in the first, with Zuccarello’s sprung by a Del Zotto pass and Pouliot’s by Derick Brassard. But after Mazarek stopped Pouliot with his right pad with 10:26 remaining in the first, the Rangers failed to record a shot on goal for 11 minutes, 40 seconds until Callahan’s shot 1:20 into the second period.

 In the third period, Predators captain Shea Weber hit the post twice, but the Predators were lifeless for most of the night. The Rangers made several neutral-zone takeaways that stopped Nashville rushes before they even started. The ice surface also was terrible, with the puck bouncing like a baseball most of the night, limiting scoring chances across the board.

 The Predators, who already were playing without franchise goalie Pekka Rinne (hip) and forward Filip Forsberg (upper-body), then they lost forward Patric Hornqvist to an upper-body injury after just 4:07 of ice time.

 5. Here’s how Trotz described Vigneault as a coach when I asked him to pregame, since they faced each other often when Vigneault coached in Vancouver.

“His teams are always well-prepared,” Trotz said. “They’ve got a lot of detail. They’re very creative in a lot of areas of their game. Vancouver is probably known for having great offense over the years but really the strength of their team (when Vigneault was there) was that they played strong defensively, which allowed them to do the things that they did offensively.

“I’ve known Alain obviously for a number of years coaching against him, but I think he’s just an even keel guy,” Trotz continued. “He recognizes the situation. I think he can be firm when he needs to be, and he also can have a relationship with guys away from the ice, and I think guys like playing for him. I love seeing Alain, and I take a lot of things that he’s done with his team and try to implement them with our team, because he’s generally had some very creative things that he’s done with the teams that he’s had. And he’s won.”

6. McDonagh’s stellar night, and all around strong recent play, called for some comments from teammates and the coach:

Vigneault on McDonagh: “This was, as far as him moving the puck and beating the forecheck, being tight on the gap, (a strong performance). Obviously we want our Ds to have some creativity when we have good control in the offensive zone, and that’s how we scored that goal. We had good puck possession. He ended up tipping the puck in the high slot. So it was a real solid game on his part.”

Stepan, McDonagh’s former University of Wisconsin teammate, on McDonagh: “I’m a little biased. I’ve been around Mac a long time and I’ve seen it since day one. At Wisconsin he was – in my opinion – the best defenseman in college hockey. There’s no doubt you’re starting to see his stride now. He’s done it since day one, too. He played big minutes last year. He’s playing important minutes this year, and tonight was another example of how Mac can just take over.”

McDonagh on whether this was Rangers’ best defensive performance this season: “I think so. We definitely felt good starting on the PK (penalty kill) there, really not allowing them to set up much, and carried that momentum to five on five play and had some good blocks too at times, and Talbot also does a good job of keeping rebounds away from them and they didn’t get a lot of second looks. It was a good all-around team effort for everyone. We’ve got to keep building on this.”

McDonagh on the goal: “I just found myself kind of reloading back (toward the point). G (Dan Girardi) had a lot of time. I knew he was gonna get the puck down to the net. We talked about getting deflections and dirty goals, and I just happened to be in the right spot there. It was a great shot.”

McDonagh on the goal being an example of a defenseman pinching, trusting forwards and positioning and support in the Rangers’ system: “We talked about (how) that’s gotta continue. We definitely had trust in our forwards. They did a good job talking. A couple of times I was hesitant to go down but they were saying to go there. It helped us in the third period too. We stayed with our pinches and helped wear them down.”

7. McDonagh said he wasn’t thinking about Team USA GM David Poile being in the building while he played.

“No. I really didn’t think about it during the game,” he said. “It was a good team effort there for everybody.”

Callahan and Stepan, on the other hand, freely admitted it was difficult for the thought not to cross their heads.

“You’re playing in front of one of the guys that are making the ultimate decision for the Olympics, and that’s something you want to make and a team you want to be on, so that’s extra special when you walk in,” Callahan said. “you want to make sure you have a good performance for him. Every night they’re watching, but when you know he’s in the stands, it makes you go that much more.”

Stepan said: “It’s a tough thing not to think about. You try your best just to come into the game, focus on the things you have to do to play the game. Obviously with him here, it’s in the back of your head. You want to make sure that you compete and show him everything you’ve got … It all comes down to each night trying to find a way to just play. You have to do the best you can to keep that out of the back of your head, but it’s there.”

8. Center Dominic Moore took a high stick from Preds rookie Seth Jones in the first period but was OK. In fact, he played 6:36 in the third period to help protect New York’s two-goal lead.

 9. Henrik Lundqvist had a real honest, emotional answer Saturday morning about being able to share these two games with his father, since the players dads have traveled to be with the team in Nashville and Tampa. He thanked the Rangers organization and then became reflective.

“It’s kind of a proud moment,” Lundqvist said. “You reach your dreams, and the one that really helped you was your dad, both your parents, my parents anyway. So to have him here and share this with me, it’s emotional and a proud moment, I think.”

Lundqvist also had a funny answer about whether the Rangers had motivation to win in front of their dads.

“Of course you want to win for them. You want them to have a good record so you can welcome them back,” he said. “I used to tell my friends if they come into New York and we lose, I can’t invite you again. So we’re looking for them to have a great record.”

10. Talbot on his consecutive shutouts: “I could get used to that.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND … (many of these courtesy of Rangers’ postgame notes)

 The Rangers have won six straight road games to improve to 8-6-0 on the road overall. It marks the first time since the 1993-94 Stanley Cup season that the Rangers have won six consecutive road games (Oct. 30, 1993 at Hartford to Nov. 24, 1993 at Ottawa) … The Rangers have allowed just 25 goals in the last 16 games (1.56 goals against per game) and 29 goals in the last 18 games (1.61 goals against average) … The Blueshirts’ penalty kill, 2-for-2 on Saturday, is now 15-of-16 (93.8%) in the last six games … The Rangers have recorded at least one point in 100 consecutive regular season games in which they’ve led after two periods (94-0-6). New York is 8-0-0 this season when leading after the second period and has held opponents to a league-low 11 goals against in the third … Talbot has not allowed more than two goals in any of his first six career NHL starts. The last Rangers goalie to win five straight games in his first year was Dan Blackburn in the 2001-02 season (March 30-April 8). Talbot has stopped the last 57 shots he’s faced and hasn’t allowed a goal in the last 146:28 of play, going back to the 13:38 mark of the second period against the Columbus Blue Jackets on Nov. 7. According to Elias Sports Bureau, Talbot is the third goalie in franchise history to post two shutouts in his first six career starts, and the first to do so since the Rangers’ inaugural 1926-27 season, when both Lorne Chabot and Hal Winkler accomplished it.
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Henrik Lundqvist comfortable with Alain Vigneault's predetermined goalie rotation, Cam Talbot gets second straight shutout

BY Pat Leonard

NASHVILLE – Henrik Lundqvist said Saturday morning at Bridgestone Arena that he’s completely comfortable with the fact that head coach Alain Vigneault and goaltending coach Benoit Allaire have a predetermined start schedule for their No. 1 goalie.

 He’s OK with it even though it can result in Lundqvist sitting when momentum is on his side, like Saturday night against the Predators coming off a 41-save victory in Dallas.

“The last couple years I think that’s something we’re trying to do, play three, sit out one, you look at (playing around) 60 games and hopefully a long playoffs. I think it’s a smart move,” Lundqvist said. “I do want to play, but in the long run I know from two years ago (it’s the best thing): Practice well and stay ready.”

MCDONAGH, BLUESHIRTS BLANK PREDATORS, 2-0

 Coach Alain Vigneault said backup Cam Talbot got the start against the Predators because that’s what the coaching staff had decided earlier this season, plain and simple.

“Hank’s been playing extremely well for quite some time,” Vigneault said. “When we looked at the schedule, we had identified this one for Cam. I wasn’t changing my mind.”

Vigneault said Talbot also would play one of the Rangers’ four games this week. In my opinion, that most likely will be Friday’s afternoon start in Boston to open a back-to-back that concludes Saturday at home against Vancouver.

“Well, we’ve got nine (games) in 15 nights, two back-to-back, so I figure six and three was a good ratio,” Vigneault said, meaning six starts for Lundqvist and three for Talbot. “He’s played well, and it’s his turn to play (Saturday) night.”

Talbot went on to record his second consecutive shutout, in a second straight outing in which the Rangers didn’t give up much in front of him. Talbot stopped 17 Nashville shots, coming off a 22-save shutout on Nov. 16 in Montreal.

 Of the consecutive shutouts after the game, Talbot smiled and said: “I could get used to that.”

Here are Lundqvist’s comments earlier in the day about Talbot and about sitting out despite his stellar play Thursday:

Lundqvist on Talbot: “I like his speed. He’s quick on his feet. I think looking at him now compared to three years ago, I think definitely his foot speed has improved a lot. In this game today, I think that’s key that you can move fast and read the game well. And confidence, that’s a big thing.”

More Lundqvist on Talbot: “He’s not 19 or 20 years old. He’s been playing for a long time. He’s been around this organization for a few years and a lot of times for the team it starts with confidence with the goalie, and he’s been playing with a lot of poise. That brings confidence to the group as well when you make the saves you’re supposed to.”

Lundqvist on not playing Saturday: “It’s up to them (the coaches). I focus on the game I’m playing, and after that I’m like, ‘OK, I hope I play the next game, but I’m not sure.’ But I also know going into the season we talked about 60, 65 games, and that means I play around three, maybe sometimes four, and sit out, so I kind of know the mindset for me. My first few years I loved to play over 70 games, but I also realized the last couple of years, playing a little less I can push myself in practice a little bit more. It helps my game. At the same, Cam’s been playing really well. It’s working (well) for all of us.”

More Lundqvist on sitting: “In the past, maybe I got more disappointed (about not starting), but now I realize it’s better for me, better for the team. It’s part of the plan.”

Lundqvist on whether it’s  tougher to keep momentum from start to start after sitting: “Sometimes you get into a nice flow when you play a lot of games, but that’s short term. In the long run, it’s better to get a few breaks and practice hard. The games now are so intense. It takes a lot out of you, especially when you can’t afford too many mistakes. You have to be really sharp. So if you want to stay up there (in efficiency), you need to be fresh. Could I play every night? Probably. But I think right now Cam is playing so well, too, and I get an opportunity to work on my game in practice. It’s a good fit. Two years ago was the first year we tried it. I played a lot less and it was probably my best season. So hopefully it will help my game.”

By the way, I finally asked Lundqvist about his power-play assist on Rick Nash’s first-period goal in Dallas. Here’s what he said of his pass up ice to Ryan Callahan at the offensive blue line to start the sequence:

“Well it usually doesn’t work,” Lundqvist said, “but I felt like I’d go for it. I feel like this year I’ve improved the way I’ve played the puck. It’s more about just seeing the game and taking the time to look around. It’s not like I improved shooting the puck or passing the puck. It’s more about relaxing and seeing what’s going on, I guess. But on that play, (Callahan) was by himself, they went for a change, but it usually doesn’t work, especially in the first or third (period), because (opponents are) pretty quick to come up. Cally made a sick play. He let the D come out before he made the pass (to Nash).”

Vigneault, before the game, on Talbot: “He’s a first year player that is developing and getting better, but for me, I don’t just look at the performance. I look at what a guy does during the practice and how he prepares himself, and he’s done everything I would expect a player to do that wants to be the best that he can be. He’s worked extremely hard with (Allaire), and hopefully he’ll get better.”

The Rangers held Nashville to just two shots on Talbot through the first 14:41 of the game, despite a sloppy start for New York. Both shots came within four seconds of each other on consecutive miscues by Michael Del Zotto, losing a puck battle with Paul Gaustad and then giving the rebound away to Mike Fisher in the slot. Talbot cleaned up both errors, on his most important sequence of the game.

 His best save was a left pad stop on Gaustad in the second period, when Preds forward Eric Nystrom threw a hard pass that Del Zotto fought for in front but bounced off Gaustad’s skate to the net. Talbot said he had trouble finding the shot after anticipating a puck toward the net but was fortunate to have Del Zotto slow the puck’s speed enough – and to be in the right position to begin with – to make that first save.

Vigneault on Talbot after the game: “Had a strong game. Didn’t have as much work as he did in Montreal, but when he was asked to make some saves, he did make some saves.”
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Team USA GM David Poile implies Callahan in for Olympics, McDonagh has 'excellent chance,' Stepan could help center depth

BY Pat Leonard

NASHVILLE – Three Rangers players were invited to Team USA’s orientation camp in Arlington, Va., in August. There’s a good chance all three will represent the United States at the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia, in February, as well.

 Nashville Predators general manager David Poile, also the GM of Team USA, spent a few minutes with the New York media Saturday morning at Bridgestone Arena, and here’s what he basically said:

 Ryan Callahan is in, Ryan McDonagh is all but officially in, and Derek Stepan has a great chance, as well.

RANGERS STILL SITNGY ON DEFENSE; THEY JUST DO IT DIFFERENTLY

 Callahan, a veteran of the 2010 silver medal team in Vancouver, is the only one of the three with Olympic experience. So far this season, Poile saw the Rangers live in Columbus on Nov. 7 and also has studied video. Team USA invited 48 players to that August orientation camp but must whittle the group down to a final, 25-man roster for the Olympics.

Poile on Callahan: “We had a leadership group and we met with them ahead of the orientation camp in Washington (in August), and Ryan was invited to that. You’re never 100% sure on those situations, but he was one of the guys that we chose to be on the leadership group, so is that a good enough clue?”

Poile on McDonagh: “McDonagh’s played very well for the last couple years. All of the reports we’ve had this year have been really good. He’s played really, really well. I’m very confident that he’s got an excellent chance of being on the team.”

Poile on Stepan: “Derek has gotten better and better as the season has gone on. Obviously a little bit of missing training camp, which from the management side that’s critical, not a good thing. But his play of late has been much, much better, and I see he’s second in scoring on the Rangers. That’s what we’re going to need. Center ice is a critical area for us. We have really good centermen, but we’re not really, really deep in centers. So I’m trying to say it the correct way: We would like Derek to be on the team.”

LUNDQVIST PUTS ON A SHOW IN 3-2 WIN THURSDAY IN DALLAS

Poile on Chris Kreider, since he was asked about him: “(He) started the year off in minors. I’ve personally been very impressed with his play of late. I’m probably not saying anything that the Rangers haven’t said, which is (it comes down to) consistency. That’s always what you want to do is get that consistency. He’s got that big body, he’s a great skater. He just has to put it all together for them. So (he’s) a little bit of a late addition to our evaluations, but like I said, he’s playing very well right now. My favorite saying in this (type of) circumstance is we’re not gonna make any decisions until we have to, and that’s not until Jan. 1, so that’ll be right up until there.”

McDonagh, on Friday, when I asked him if he’s playing consciously trying to prove he belongs on Team USA: “It’s obviously in the back of my mind. We have a situation here with a group of guys (on the Rangers) in contention of representing their country. There’s little talks here and there throughout the week. But I think our main focus is trying to get this team going, and it allows everybody to play well and hopefully have a  lot of representation for this team (for various countries) … For the most part, I’m working hard for this team, and I’m working hard in the back of my mind to make that (USA) team, hopefully.”
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Rangers not just that defensive team anymore, but as Ryan McDonagh & Dan Girardi explain, stinginess now comes from team effort

BY Pat Leonard

NASHVILLE – Maybe two days after the Rangers allowed 91 shot attempts to the Dallas Stars isn’t the best time to talk about their improvement on defense.

 Still, while the Blueshirts’ new attacking style has attracted more attention, Alain Vigneault’s club quietly had held opponents to two goals or fewer in 13 of the last 15 games going into Saturday night’s Music City matchup with the Predators.

 They’re still blocking shots like they did under John Tortorella, but their stinginess is not as obvious to the naked eye because it doesn’t occur within a defensive shell, with players always under the puck. Vigneault’s defensive strategy plays out within his team’s aggressive concept in all zones, with defensemen asked to jump up offensively often and trust that the forwards will support them when they do.

TEAM USA GM POILE TALKS ON RANGERS' OLYMPIC HOPES FOR SOCHI

“I think now everyone’s kind of trusting each other and the system, knowing that if the D’s going to step up, the forward’s coming in behind him, he’ll come get the puck and we’ll always have support everywhere,” top-pair defenseman Dan Girardi said. “We’re playing with five-man systems. In the offense, all the D get involved, and in the defensive zone, we have five guys working together. We’re trying to preach that: Five guys in the picture everywhere, five guys involved.”

Girardi, more of a stay-at-home, physical puck-stopper, has had to grow into his new responsibilities since a rough early start. He’s finding ways to be a playmaker, though, like his neutral-zone step that created Chris Kreider’s transition goal in Dallas.

 Meanwhile, the most encouraging sign has been the return to form of Girardi’s top pair partner, Ryan McDonagh, who leads the team in ice time by more than two full minutes per game (23:03 compared to Girardi’s second best 21:02), ranks fourth on the Rangers with 11 points, and has stuck on the top power play unit.

 Predators general manager David Poile, also the GM of Team USA, even said Saturday that McDonagh “has an excellent chance” of making the team that will compete at February’s Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. It’s clear also that McDonagh is feeling more like himself after a difficult first couple weeks this season.

“Yeah, I really do,” McDonagh said Saturday. “I feel like I have good legs, a lot more opportunities to utilize my speed getting up the ice and joining the forwards, having trust in the forwards when I’m pinching going up to the offensive zone or creating plays at the blue line, knowing guys are there. We’ve had a lot better communication on the ice. That allows us to know where guys are at on the ice and what our next play’s gonna be.”

In the new system that involves a lot of neutral-zone team defense, takeaway opportunities and quick transition to offense, Vigneault considers his team defensively “stingy.” Girardi reminds that “defense has always been our first thing.” But as Henrik Lundqvist said Friday after practice, the Rangers may not pigeon-hole themselves into just one, defensive identity anymore, as they may have in previous seasons under Tortorella.

“I don’t know,” Lundqvist said, as if his own answer surprised him. “I don’t know if we look at ourselves as a defensive team, because we have a lot of skill up front. I think we can win by scoring and we can also win by playing defense.”

Second-pair D-man Anton Stralman also has been a terrific fit in Vigneuault’s system, with great skating ability. Marc Staal has taken a more aggressive approach. Michael Del Zotto’s pinch Thursday led to John Moore’s goal from the back end, with Carl Hagelin supporting.

TALBOT GETS START 90 MINUTES AWAY FROM WHERE HE WOWED RANGERS

When forward Derick Brassard and Del Zotto mistakenly took the same man on a similar play in the third, it led to an odd-man rush and a Stars goal. That’s an example of the system breaking down, when Brassard may had the urge to play the puck because he already was lower in the offensive zone due to the Stars’ quick exit up the opposite boards. Brassard tried to make the play straight across to the opposite boards because of the unique situation but was supposed to slide backward to cover for Del Zotto.

 It’s a game-to-game process of communication and split-second decisions these players are making, but they are operating with a foundation that they’re practicing and understanding better as the season goes on.

 When Vigneault coached in Vancouver, though – as Predators coach Barry Trotz recalled Saturday morning –most of the focus similarly centered on the Canucks’ offense, when that wasn’t where their game started.

“Vancouver is probably known for having great offense over the years, but really the strength of their team was that they played strong defensively, which allowed them to do the things that they did offensively,” Trotz said.

 The Rangers have had their struggles recently at points defensively, as we’ve pointed out. It hasn’t been perfect, specifically in the first period against the Stars. Still, it’s a worthy talking point after such a disastrous start on the West – basically, since that 4-0 loss to the Devils in Newark on Oct. 19.

 So here are some extra comments on the defense that didn’t make it into the above story for the early editions of Sunday’s Daily News print edition:

Girardi on whether Rangers’ defensive play has gone unnoticed: “I don’t know if it’s gone unnoticed. I think we’re allowed to make more offensive plays and a little more open on the offensive side of things and maybe that’s why there’s less talk about our defensive game. Because coming into (the season), this game (focus) was so much on the offense would be more free, this and that, but I think defense has always been our first thing. Even at the start of the year, when we were struggling, we were trying to be defense first and let the offense come from there. It’s not unnoticed between the guys and the coaches. Obviously in the first period (Thursday) night they got a lot of shots, but we’ve been pretty solid as of late. We’re taking good pride in that, and like last night I think the offense will come eventually.”

Girardi on whether the system has been an adjustment for him personally: “I think as of late I’ve been better with all that stuff. I don’t think there was really an adjustment period. I think it’s just having confidence in yourself and your teammates, knowing if you step up the guy will be behind you and all of us doing the same thing. I think now everyone’s kind of trusting each other and the system, knowing that if the D’s going to step up, the forward’s coming in behind him, he’ll come get the puck and we’ll always have support everywhere. We’re playing with five-man systems. In the offense, all the D get involved, and in the defensive zone, we have five guys working together. We’re trying to preach that: Five guys in the picture everywhere, five guys involved.”

McDonagh on whether defense has gone unnoticed: “I don’t think it goes unnoticed in our group. Our whole team understands it’s a collective group as far as defending. If we have good gaps, it’s because the forwards are coming back. If we have good pinches, it’s because the forwards are high in the offensive zone. So we’re all working together. Obviously you have to win games by scoring goals, so that’s just as important as defending. We’re working on continuing to defend, and you saw (Thursday) night, Kreider’s goal was a good stand in the neutral zone by Girardi and a good transition game, at least on their goal there. (We were) controlling the boards I believe (with Del Zotto’s pinch) before Moore scored. So those things we’ve been doing consistently here.”

Lundqvist on whether Rangers still see themselves as that defensive team: “I don’t know. I don’t know if we look at ourselves as a defensive team, because we have a lot of skill up front. I think we can win by scoring and we can also win by playing defense. I think most teams can do that, you just have to be consistent. But obviously when you’re going through stretches where you’re not scoring, you’re going to give more attention to the defense, and every mistake is gonna be under a microscope because it has such a big impact. But I think we’re doing a lot of good things. It’s not only the D-men. Even the forwards take a lot of responsibility for how to play in their own end and how to make decisions. Everyone’s chipping in to help out.”

Vigneault on whether defense has gone unnoticed: “I think anybody that’s following our team right now knows that we’re pretty stingy defensively as far as giving up opportunities. (Thursday) night was the first time I felt for a period that it got a bit away from us. In L.A. game it got a bit away from us in the second period, but it wasn’t like (Thursday) night. (Thursday) night, after Henrik made that breakout pass for the goal, it was all Henrik. It gave us an opportunity, and you need that quality goaltending to help you find your game. Right now, for whatever reason, I believe our overall game is good. We’re having a challenging time finding the back of the net, but we’re there. And I’ve got to believe that the work our guys are doing and the way we’re playing, we’re gonna have a lot more nights like (Thursday) night than previous times when we haven’t been able to find the back of the net.”
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Rangers' dads join them in Nashville, Cam Talbot getting start vs. Predators, Vigneault on Rick Nash, Derick Brassard

BY Pat Leonard

NASHVILLE – Got a chance to meet Derek Dorsett’s dad, Dean, and Anton Stralman’s dad, Jan, on Friday afternoon at the Rangers’ practice at the Predators practice facility. Both men are proud of their sons and veterans of the road, having made similar trips to watch Derek and Anton play when they were teammates with the Columbus Blue Jackets.

 Alain Vigneault invited the players’ fathers to spend time with the team here in the Music City and again in Tampa for two games of this five-game road trip, a tradition that John Tortorella ended but that previous coach Tom Renney had practiced.

LUNDQVIST'S 41 SAVES LIFT RANGERS TO 3-2 WIN OVER STARS

Two interesting travel notes from these gentlemen: Dean Dorsett said that in Saskatchewan, as he readied to fly out, the temperature was minus-40 degrees with wind chill. So they had to de-ice the plane and it took so long that he missed his connecting flight.

 Jan Stralman simply had a ton of connections, though that’s par for the course for him traveling to the U.S.: His trip from Tibro, Sweden involved a train to the Gothenburg station, a bus to the Gothenburg airport, and then a flight to Amsterdam, a flight to Detroit, and finally, a flight to Nashville.

YES, HE CAM – AGAIN

 Vigneault caught us all off-guard by announcing Cam Talbot will be starting Saturday night against the Predators. It’ll be Talbot’s first start since his first career NHL shutout on Nov. 16 in Montreal. Henrik Lundqvist has started the past three games, including an outstanding 41-save performance in Thursday night’s 3-2 win over the Dallas Stars. I wrote my story for Saturday’s Daily News on Talbot getting the start, so check that out on the Hockey and Rangers pages later.

MARC IT DOWN

 Rangers defenseman Marc Staal was the only Ranger who didn’t practice Friday, due to a blocked shot off his right foot in Dallas that he said Thursday night was “just a bruise.” Friday, Staal said he isn’t concerned about his ability to play against the Predators. Vigneault also said Staal was good to go.

“We took an X-ray. Everything’s good,” Staal said.

‘ALL BRASS’

I asked Vigneault if the Stars’ second goal on Thursday night was Michael Del Zotto’s fault for pinching too high up the wall. The puck got past him and led to a Dallas 2-1 and an Alex Chiasson goal.

 Vigneault, however, said center Derick Brassard was to blame. Del Zotto made the correct read, the coach said, in stepping up along the boards, and it was Brassard’s responsibility to replace him at the blue line so he would be able to dump any puck that trickled out right back in.

 Instead, Brassard went to the same man that Del Zotto already had taken along the boards, so when the puck popped out, there was no one there except a retreating John Moore, who was outnumbered on the rush.

“That was all Brass,” Vigneault said.

DUCK, DODGE, HIDE

 GM Glen Sather dodged reporters at Rangers practice Friday, uninterested in commenting on team owner James Dolan’s statement in a Friday Q&A about Sather’s job security that read: “As long as he’d like to stay, I’d like to have him.” As if we needed Dolan to say that to know it.

NASH AND DASH

 Vigneault said he’s consciously been balancing his forward minutes recently, partially because the team is playing well enough that he’s able, partially because he wants to keep them fresh during this stretch of games.

 He did indicate, though, that Rick Nash has looked so good that the coach wasn’t operating under his previously defined 15-minute restriction in Dallas. It just turned out that Nash played only 15:34.

“I thought they were more than that and I looked at the sheet and I thought, ‘Oh, that’s better than I thought it was,” Vigneault said.

 The coach said he did notice Nash a couple times was “huffing a bit,” or out of gas, but clearly isn’t hindered by thinking Nash can’t handle a full load of playing time.

EXPECTED RANGERS LINEUP VS. PREDATORS

Forwards: Rick Nash-Brad Richards-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-Derick Brassard-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal (did not practice Friday; bruised right foot)-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto.

Goalies: Cam Talbot (starter), Henrik Lundqvist 

Power play No. 1: McDonagh-Richards, Nash-Stepan-Callahan

Power play No. 2: Del Zotto-Girardi, Zuccarello-Brassard-Kreider

Expected healthy scratches: J.T. Miller, Justin Falk

Injured: Taylor Pyatt (concussion, not on trip)
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Crushed Ice: Moore’s goal, Kreider’s puck luck, Del Zotto’s return, Nash’s skill, Lundqvist’s excellence in 3-2 Rangers win

BY Pat Leonard

DALLAS – Alain Vigneault was excited about how the Rangers created and finished John Moore’s game-winning goal 1:55 into the third period of Thursday night’s 3-2 win over the Stars.

“Johnny Moore’s goal was a great goal,” the coach said. “There was a delay, there was traffic in front, he found the top of the net. We hadn’t scored five-on-five in a while (before Chris Kreider and Moore both scored on even-strength 37 seconds apart). Hopefully that’s the start of something real positive for us.”

Here’s what Vigneault is describing:

 Michael Del Zotto, back in the lineup after three games as a healthy scratch, pinched along the right boards and dug the puck out to Carl Hagelin to his left. Hagelin sent the puck down to the bottom of the right circle to Derick Brassard.

 At that point, Derek Dorsett and Hagelin both skated directly to the front of the net. When Brassard sent a cross-ice pass to Moore at the opposite point, Dorsett and Hagelin and their trailing defenders screened Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen, and Moore topped it all off by picking the top far corner.

LUNDQVIST LIFTS RANGERS OVER SHOOTING STARS, 3-2

DEL ZOTTO RETURNS

 Vigneault assessed Del Zotto’s play this way: “He was all right. No complaints.” Don’t read anything into the terse response. Vigneault basically had one foot out of the postgame presser when he was asked.

 I did think Del Zotto’s pinch in to the offensive zone that led to an odd-man rush and Alex Chiasson’s third-period goal was poorly timed, considering he had to know by the scenario that he wouldn’t have support with two Ranger forwards already down low in the offensive zone and Brassard even with him.

 Still, Del Zotto also helped create Moore’s goal and finished even on the night through 15;30 of ice time.

PUMP IT UP

 Chris Kreider’s double-arm pump as he skated on one leg to the corner boards was an emphatic celebration of his first goal in 10 games. It didn’t happen how he’d envisioned it would, after failing to finish so many recent terrific chances in preceding games.

“What a weird sport,” Kreider said. “It isn’t the Grade-A chances when you’re in tight. It’s when you shoot through a screen and it kind of tips off the guy’s stick. I’m not complaining.”

Dan Girardi won the puck in the neutral zone up to Derek Stepan at the blue line, and Stepan fed Kreider turning in the middle into the top of the offensive zone. When Kreider let go a wrister, replays showed the puck deflected first off the stick of Dallas defenseman Trevor Daley, then off Daley’s skate before rising over Lehtonen’s right shoulder.

“You look at Kreids’ goal, that could have been one of his worst attempts on net, deflected off their stick and went in the back of the net,” Vigneault said. “Sometimes you need a little bit of puck luck. We got some puck luck there.”

THROW IT DOWN, BIG FELLA

 Rick Nash scored his first goal of the season by faking Lehtonen out of his jock on the power play in the first period, swooping in off assists from Ryan Callahan and Lundqvist. He also was credited with six hits, two shots on goal, and earned a third-period penalty shot that Lehtonen stopped with the left pad. Nash, though, had turned in an impressive performance in just his second game back from a concussion that had sidelined him since Oct. 8 in an impressive

“Yeah I think he’s only gonna get better,” Vigneault said. “You can tell conditioning-wise he’s improving every time he steps on the ice. He made some elite player moves tonight one-on-one, and I think that line’s got a lot of potential.”

“I have to give a lot of the credit to my linemates,” Nash said. “They’ve made it easy to play with him. I didn’t know what to expect (out of myself) after missing six weeks, but Reg (Grant), the strength coach, kept me in shape, and I had great skates with Benny (goalie coach Benoit Allaire) and Danny (assistant coach Daniel Lacroix). So it’s a whole cycle that makes it work.”

After the game, before looking at the stat sheet, I thought Nash had played much more than 15:34 of ice time. After all, against Boston on Tuesday, when Vigneault said he intended to limit Nash to around 15 minutes in his first game back, Nash had played 17:55. So I asked Vigneault after Thursday’s game if he’s relieved it doesn’t seem Nash needs a minutes restriction.

 Though Nash had in fact played only 15:34, it seemed I may have been on to something, but Vigneault smiled and said only: “Yeah. We’ll talk about that tomorrow (meaning today, Thursday).”

THE FLOW OF AN UNLIKELY VICTORY

Brad Richards on the start of the game: “It wasn’t much of a game early on. We didn’t have our legs.”

Vigneault on the opening period: “We got off to a good start in the sense that we scored on our power play. Henrik made an unreal pass up so we had that quick breakout and quick strike, and after that, Henrik put on a display in the first period. We didn’t have our legs. We had a tough time moving the puck. They had some quality chances, and he kept us in the game.”

Nash on what the Rangers discussed at first intermission: “I think the biggest thing was turnovers, way too many turnovers at the red line, at their blue line, coming out of our end, and they were getting all their chances off our turnovers. So we had to clean that up.”

Kreider: “They came out like gangbusters, but in the second we found our legs.”

Richards on carrying momentum from late second into early third: “At the start of the third period, we just came out and we played our best. I know our line finished the second period with some chances and at the start of the third period had zone time, and then the other lines, everybody just kept rolling and we get those two goals real quick. That was the game right there. Besides (Lundqvist) doing what he was doing, I think the first five minutes of the third period we got momentum and grabbed it.”

HANK’S VICTIMS

 Henrik Lundqvist wasn’t just great in the first period. He was solid throughout the game, including a huge save on Stars captain Jamie Benn with 2:57 remaining in the third period to protect the Rangers’ late one-goal lead, after Benn had undressed Anton Stralman inside the blue line from the left wing. Lundqvist had to have been surprised earlier in the third when Chiasson narrowed New York’s lead to 3-2 on a two-on-one rush by coming in to Lundqvist’s left – his glove side – but shooting low and inside the far post. Still, he frustrated the Stars to no end most of the night: He toyed with Tyler Seguin (seven shots), Ryan Garbutt (seven shots) and Stephane Robias (five shots) in particular. Robidas scored on a second-period power play, but on a shot that would have gone wide had it not hit Ryan McDonagh’s left skate.

Nash on Lundqvist: “I thought to tonight he was the best player on the ice, and he was the difference.”

FATHERS JOIN THE BLUESHIRTS ON THE ROAD

 I wasn’t aware of this until after Thursday’s game, but Vigneault said: “We’ve got the fathers coming in for the Nashville and Tampa games, so I think everybody’s looking forward to it.” So we’ll see if the Rangers can post a couple more wins with their dads in the stands.

LUNDQVIST BREAKS DOWN HIS PERFORMANCE

 Here’s the transcript of Lundqvist’s postgame interview. Incredibly, we all forgot to ask about his assist, so I’ll be sure to ask him today (Thursday) at practice in Nashville.

On getting rewarded: “I’ve been talking a lot to Benny (goalie coach Benoit Allaire). My last 11 or 12 starts, when I look at my stats and how I’m working on the ice, I’m pretty much where I want to be, but obviously you want more wins and you want to help the team gets wins. But it’s important when you analyze your game that you don’t try to do too much. Especially the last couple games I feel I’m right there. I think it goes for everybody, as well: When you play well, you want to get rewarded. Tonight we worked really hard. It wasn’t our best game, but we found a way to win, and we talked about it last game: That’s more important than to play well in this league, is to find a way to win. You battle through your stretches where maybe you’re struggling a little bit or you take a few penalties. We came out in the third and we just made up our mind: We need this game. It was a great feeling to see we scored two quick ones there.”

On whether he was seeing the puck because he was being more aggressive: “Well the way the game was played, I had to be aggressive, especially in the first. It felt like the puck was all over the place. They were putting a lot of shots on net and rebounds. It felt good to get a period like that, to really work hard. It was just fun to be in there. There was so much action. They have some really skilled players, some skilled forwards that can hold onto the puck and wait and wait. It’s definitely a challenge. Even in the second they had some good chances. Sometimes you don’t have to play perfect as a team. You just need to be smart. I felt like this game we went up and down a little bit. They were playing really well, but we didn’t get hurt, and that’s the big thing. I think you gain a lot of confidence from a game like this, when you know you can trust your system and you know you’re not perfect. And in the third I thought we played really well.”

On starting the road trip with a win: “I think we earned this one after two or three really strong games at home without points. We just made up our minds going into the third that we really need this one.”

On what he’s thinking in the first period: “You try to be focused as you can be, because you know it’s going to turn around and we’re gonna turn the game around, we’re gonna get momentum, but it might take five minutes, six minutes. So when you’re in the middle of it, you just try to make the save on the next shot. That’s all I’m thinking about. And then we start the second and we play a lot better. But it felt good obviously to sit here after the first and have the lead and know we can be better.”

Critiquing himself in the first period (really):“I felt early on in that period I was out of position a couple times. They would have had the chance to put it in, but it just bounced oustide the post. I feel I had some luck there, some puck luck, and these last couple games here the puck’s bounced against me. So it was just a fun game to play and to help the team get two points.”

On why he went outside the trapezoid to face a Jamie Benn shot (not a shot on goal because he had no angle) from the corner in the first period:“Well I realized when I commit to him, I can’t stop, I can’t go back. So I had to just follow him because he was so far out. I just had to follow him around the net I guess (laughs), but I felt my feet were moving well and I had the speed. It was just fun to be out there and play and get the win.”
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Rangers' Michael Del Zotto, Mats Zuccarello, Chris Kreider, Derek Dorsett dish thoughts before NY Rangers take on Stars

BY Pat Leonard

DALLAS – Michael Del Zotto will replace Justin Falk in Thursday night’s lineup as the Rangers (10-11-0, 20 points) take on the Dallas Stars (11-7-2, 24 points) at American Airlines Center to open a five-game road trip.

 Dallas has won six of seven coming in, including goalie Kari Lehtonen’s 42-save performance in Sunday’s 2-1 win over the Canucks in Vancouver. So the Blueshirts knew, having scored just four goals in the previous four games, that another high-chance, low-scoring effort like Tuesday’s 2-1 loss to Boston wouldn’t be good enough.

“We’re gonna have to be at our best tonight, and we know it,” coach Alain Vigneault said.

 Here’s more of what the Rangers’ coach and players were saying around the locker room after Thursday’s morning skate:

 1. Del Zotto knows the pressure he’s facing: “You’re out three games and come back in, I need to show them something to have a reason to keep me in the lineup.” Interestingly, though, while it’s important Del Zotto is sound defensively, it’s clear that what the coaches want from him most is offense (which I wrote about in my early story). That’s partially due to how much the team is struggling to score as a whole.

Vigneault provided more insight on the areas where Del Zotto is expected to chip in.

“He should be able to beat the forecheck and make a good first pass so we can come out clean,” Vigneault said. “When the opportunity is there in the neutral zone to jump up in the rush, I want him to do that. I want him to offensively in the offensive zone have a good gap, and when it’s time to find guys open or get his shots through, I need him to do that. And he’s gonna play on our second power play, and I need him to do a good job there too.”

2. Vigneault replaced Mats Zuccarello with Rick Nash on the Rangers’ top power play unit against Boston. The coach said that while the unit had developed some “chemistry” with Zuccarello on it in the last several weeks, he wants Nash, arguably the team’s “top offensive player,” on the top power play. Plus, the coach feels that Zuccarello and Derick Brassard play well together and can continue to do so on the second unit.

 3. The 5-7 Zuccarello joked around about how different it must be for 6-9 Bruins defenseman Zdeno Chara to face him, given their size difference. “I’m so small, he probably doesn’t know where I am, and then I just show up,” he said. “Like a fly you want to (swat).”

Zuccarello reflected on his turnover against Boston that led to Shawn Thornton’s goal on a two-on-one the other way, saying he had Derek Stepan open but just didn’t get the puck there. Otherwise, he had an excellent game, which he said can make a loss feel even worse.

“They’re always the hardest games to play, when you get all the chances and you lose,” Zuccarello said. “You come in and you’re sitting there and thinking, ‘What else can we do?’”

Zuccarello said he thinks he needs to shoot the puck more but believes he’s playing the way he wants to for the most part. He reflected that compared to years ago, when he was more “nervous” on the ice to prove himself, now he’s just determined to “do (my best)” but not worrying as much, just trying to let his play speak for itself.

 4. Chris Kreider admitted that not scoring after earning so many opportunities against Boston is “not something I’ve experienced before. I’m confident in my ability to finish.” He said burying those chances “comes down to being poised.” Earlier this season, he said that improving his overall game came down to reacting in the moment and trusting himself and “not thinking about A, B and C,” or crowding his mind with details. That’s a focus he believes he must bring similarly to these offensive situations.

“The broader version of how I want to play also applies to what I need to do with the puck,” Kreider said.

 5. Falk said he’s “happy” with his play the past three games and completely understood his coaches’ move to put Del Zotto back into the lineup against Dallas. (I quote Falk more in my early story). Vigneault even said that while Del Zotto was playing, “I really like the way Falker played for us those (few) games there.”

6. Derek Dorsett joked that he’s been a bit of a “moving target” recently, including a stick to the face in Montreal, a slap shot to the chest against L.A., and Chara falling on top of him at the Bruins crease on Tuesday. Dorsett said what hurt most on the play was that he fell on top of Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk, so when Brian Boyle shoved Chara on top of him, it made for an uneven landing and hurt that much more. Dorsett told the Daily News that on that play, he “aggravated something from before” and got “a bit of a stinger” but said “it’s nothing that’s gonna keep me out.” He said the puck to the ribs against the Kings just made him “sore.” Dorsett also admitted something I suspected: “I find I play better when I’m a little sore. It gets you into it a little more. That’s what makes the game so much fun. It’s a contact sport.” Derek Dorsett, ladies and gentlemen. Fans have to love this guy.

 7. Boyle said he should be taking more faceoffs than he has the past two games so he doesn’t lose the rhythm that a player develops and needs to succeed in the circle. He wasn’t saying he should be taking faceoffs over someone else, just that it would benefit him to stay fresh in that area of his game. Dominic Moore’s return to the lineup moved Boyle to the fourth-line wing, and Moore therefore has been taking more draws. Boyle has taken just eight faceoffs (2-for-8) in the past two games, but in Moore’s first game back in Montreal, Boyle had a dominant night in the faceoff circle, winning 12 of 16.

 8. Derick Brassard said with Rick Nash back in the lineup, he feels the Rangers have formed at least three good offensive lines and a solid checking line with him, Carl Hagelin and Benoit Pouliot. He had played prior with Boyle and Dorsett in a checking role, with his production having dipped. That was something new for Brassard, going against other team’s top lines, as he said. “It’s been a challenge,” Brassard said, though he said he doesn’t change his game for the role. “But I’m just trying to work hard.” Brassard was glad to get on the board finally with a power play goal against Boston after five games without a point.

 9. Vigneault, when asked if the Rangers are frustrated: “This morning we went through a couple of areas that we could do a little bit better, different types of positioning. As far as a team, preparation is good, the work ethic is good, the execution is good. You know, you’ve gotta believe in yourselves, and I want to win. I know these guys want to win. And we could be as frustrated as we want to be, but it’s not going to help what we do on the ice. Their job is to prepare themselves. My job is to help them … I feel being the way we are (operating) is the best way to go.”

10. J.T. Miller said before being scratched against Boston, his improved play against Montreal and L.A. was a result of being more involved in the forecheck and “skating.” “If I stop skating, my game changes,” Miller said of how important it is for him to constantly be moving and pushing the pace. Vigneault left Miller out of the lineup because Tuesday against Boston “was one of our best games as far as generating quality chances, not giving up anything, so there’s no changes up front.” Miller said his current situation, at the fringe of the lineup, is a new, unfamiliar challenge for him, but he said it’s one he embraces. He understood Tuesday’s decision and said he’s staying focused on playing well whenever he reenters the lineup.

 11. Nash said Ryan Callahan’s aggressive nature and hitting opened things up for him and Richards against Boston. He said the first few shifts as he worked himself back into the game, he tried to “keep it simple” with guys flying around him, seeking the puck, looking to hit him. He just needed to feel out the pace.

 12. Vigneault on what he liked from the Nash-Richards combo: “I’m like anybody else. If the duo works, I’m gonna stick with it. That first game (with Nash back), that line had something like eight or nine scoring chances. That’s a phenomenal number, especially against a team like the Bruins that defend so well. So hopefully that line can do the same thing for us tonight. Hopefully that line can finish. We’re getting some quality chances, a lot of chances, we’re doing a lot of the right things. I believe sooner or later, hopefully it’s tonight, that the pucks going to start going in five on five.”

13. I wrote more about the Nash-Richards-Callahan chemistry in my early story, but here’s Richards on Nash’s comment Tuesday that he still was seeing things a bit slower. “Not many players after six weeks off are gonna come in and see everything, so that’s understandable,” Richards said. “But he still could have had two or three goals pretty easily just with the space he creates. A couple of times I give him the puck and he backs people off so well. Hopefully he gets on the board and that’ll help everything confidence-wise.”
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Crushed Ice: Rick Nash on his return; notes on Kreider, Vigneault, Richards, Lundqvist, more from 2-1 Rangers loss to Bruins

BY Pat Leonard

Rick Nash got going after a few tentative shifts to open Tuesday night’s game, which was the best news to come out of a disappointing 2-1 loss to the Bruins.

“I felt OK,” Nash said after the game. “I felt a bit slow making plays; I had a couple of chances when I could’ve passed it but I just had my head down. But I think the timing, and the speed, that will come. The first period, the first couple of shifts, it was tough. But I found (my game) and found some chances on offense.”

BLUESHIRTS FALL TO BRUINS IN NASH'S RETURN FROM CONCUSSION

Alain Vigneault played Nash on the left wing of Brad Richards and Ryan Callahan, sliding Carl Hagelin down into a third-line role. Nash tied with Richards with a team-high five shots on goal and also tied with Richards with a team-high 11 shots attempted.

 With a couple minutes remaining in the first period, he even broke in alone on Boston goalie Tuukka Rask along the left wing, but Rask steered his near-side wrister to the back boards, one of his 43 saves against a frustrated Blueshirts group.

“We didn’t outwork their goalie enough to score,” Nash said.

 Vigneault, more specifically, pointed out that while the Rangers created traffic in front of Rask, they did not get enough second-chance opportunities. Rask didn’t allow rebounds, or shots were blocked or deflected wide and not back out in front.

“Right now, we’re doing all of the things that we’re supposed to do,” Vigneault said. “We are not giving the opposition a lot defensively. We are playing well defensively, and because our gap is good, we were able to have good transition and have a lot of scoring chances on the rush tonight.

“We spent a lot of time in their end with people in front of the net. They did a good job of not giving up second opportunities,” Vigneault continued. “Their goalie made some huge saves, but obviously we haven’t scored a five-on-five goal in three games, and we’re doing everything we are supposed to do to get them. As a player, you have to believe in yourself and keep working hard.”

BONDY: SAME STRUGGLES FOR LOW-SCORING RANGERS

 Later, the coach added: “We’re doing a lot of the right things, but one thing we have to start doing is make the opposition start paying for their mistakes. Boston made a lot of mistakes tonight, turned the puck over. We’ve got to start capitalizing on that. I believe we have the skill set and the talent to do it. We’ve got to keep working on those aspects.”

Vigneault said of Nash’s game: “For only having a couple of practices and stepping in tonight, he had three or four grade-A scoring chances, and sooner or later those are going to start going in.”

Indeed, after Richards and Nash failed to click in a sluggish early preseason, Tuesday night was an encouraging sign that as a duo they can create chances off the rush, even if the line tends to get hemmed into the defensive zone if they start drifting.

 Vigneault said before the game that he hoped to keep Nash around the 15-minute mark, but he played him almost eight minutes in the third period up to 17:55 total ice time for the game, a good sign Nash didn’t need a minutes restriction keeping him on the bench with the game on the line.

RAPID-FIRE NOTES

 1. The following stats make the Rangers’ inability to score extra-frustrating: The Rangers have held opponents to two or fewer goals in 12 of their last 14 games, but they have a below-.500 record on the season … The Blueshirts outshot the Bruins on goal, 44-22, their third game this season of 40 or more shots … Here is the Rangers’ advantage in shot attempts for the game: 85-53 … The Rangers missed the net 18 times. 18! … New York killed off all three Boston power plays and has not allowed a power play goal in the last four games (nine attempts) … Derick Brassard’s second-period power play goal snapped a drought of five straight periods without a goal for the Rangers, going back to Ryan Callahan’s second-period power play tally on Saturday in Montreal. In total time, the Rangers went 127 minutes and six seconds without a goal, due mostly to Sunday’s 1-0 shutout loss to the Kings at the Garden.

 2. John Moore’s primary assist on Derick Brassard’s power-play goal in the second period was Moore’s first power-play point of his NHL career.

NASH IS BACK, BUT RANGERS KNOW THEY HAVEN'T BEEN GOOD ENOUGH

 3. Chris Kreider was one of the stars of Tuesday night’s game even though he also was the picture of New York’s inability to score. Part of the Rangers’ problem in the second period, when the Bruins scored both of their goals, was that three Boston power plays kept Kreider off the ice. After an active and effective first period, Kreider played fewer than four minutes in the second. Of course, he had ample opportunity to score the goal the Rangers needed and couldn’t do it, but he and Mats Zuccarello were playing off each other beautifully. (By the way, Vigneault’s decision to take Zuccarello off the top power play unit, I believe, cost the Rangers’ some puck possession on the man advantage – though I understand he’s trying to work Nash back onto the PP.)

 4. It’s a shame Zuccarello made that ill-advised, cross-ice pass backwards in the offensive zone that led to Shawn Thornton’s goal on a two-on-one the other way. Otherwise, the little Norwegian had a great game.

 5. Boston won despite playing basically the entire game with only five defenseman. Mainstay Dennis Seidenberg left the game after his first shift that lasted 1:01 and did not return. So Zdeno Chara logged a game-high 31:27 of ice time on the second night of a back-to-back, which is just unheard of. Boston’s Matt Bartkowski played through a tweak of his knee midway through the game. Dougie Hamilton continued to struggle against the Rangers, but New York couldn’t capitalize on his mistakes.

 6. Derek Dorsett took a high stick to the face in Montreal on Saturday, absorbed a slap shot off his chest against the Kings on Sunday, then fought Gregory Campbell in Tuesday’s first period before also injuring himself on a scrum in front when Brian Boyle hit Chara, and both Chara and Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk toppled on top of Dorsett, who had slipped down under their weight at the front of the crease. Dorsett’s toughness is not in question. He has the type of physical grit that both Ranger fans and teammates love in Callahan. Still, Dorsett’s second minor penalty, the goaltender interference on Rask after he had just come out of the penalty box, was irresponsible.

 7. During one second period penalty-kill, Vigneault put Derek Stepan on the ice to take the defensive zone faceoff, and when the Rangers cleared the puck, Dominic Moore came back on. It was a rare sight, as Stepan typically struggles in the circle and often is not the go-to guy for a defensive zone draw. Stepan was 9-of-21 for the game. Moore was 4-of-7. Brian Boyle took only one faceoff all night and lost it, playing the wing. Brad Richards led the team, winning 10 of 15 at the dot.

 8. Defenseman Justin Falk tied for the game-high with four blocked shots and tied for the team-high with four hits in 10:18 of ice time in his third straight game in the lineup. He got caught jumping into the rush on Zuccarello’s turnover that led to Thornton’s goal, but I don’t know if Michael Del Zotto would have recovered on that play either, had he been in the lineup.

 9. I wouldn’t be surprised if both Del Zotto and J.T. Miller made their way into Thursday’s lineup in Dallas, despite the amount of chances and shots generated against Boston. I’m not saying it’s going to happen. I’m just saying there’s no harm in giving two players with offensive capabilities another chance when a team is struggling to put the puck in the net.

 10. McDonagh tried to make the right play on the power play, passing behind himself off the boards to Callahan, but it was much too strong and therefore the captain couldn’t’ handle it, leading to Daniel Paille’s breakaway goal that became the game-winner. Between that and a third-period sequence in which both McDonagh and Dan Girardi mishandled the puck badly in the defensive zone leading to a near-Brad Marchand insurance goal, there were some worrisome plays back there even though New York mostly kept Boston at arm’s length.

 11. No outs for Lundqvist in this loss, even though the goals were a shorthanded breakaway and a two-on-one rush – not when Rask played the way he did on the other end. Not when he saw just 22 shots. The goaltender didn’t hide from the fact that he wasn’t good enough, but he also said he felt he was doing the right things. To me, though, he didn’t look comfortable even on the saves he made, for the most part. Here’s Lundqvist’s reaction to the game:

“It’s tough,” Lundqvist said. “We think as a team we played really well. We created chances and worked really hard. We put a lot of pressure on them to get going. Not to have the lead after the first period was a little tough. Then in the second, I never really touched the puck and then they got two chances there. It was hard to get some flow into this game. In the third I started to get some shots.

“When we’re not scoring, you have to come up with the big save there, but I didn’t,” he continued. “You try right now not to let frustration creep into your game. I look at my last few starts. I think I’m right there. I’m doing the right things. I’m just not getting the wins here (or) helping the guys … It’s just one or two goals a game, but it’s still not getting the job done. So I’ve got to try to be even better.”

Then here is Lundqvist on the team’s lack of scoring: “I think we have to accept that a lot of games are going to be low scoring. A lot of times, two or three goals are going to (win) it. It’s going to be the difference a lot of the nights, if you look at the results we’ve been getting lately. For me, I just have to try to cut down one goal, but I feel like I’m doing the right things here.”

12. Finally, Callahan on the team’s recent play: “You go through this every year. There are stretches where it seems like everything is going in. There are stretches where you can’t put it in. I think the biggest thing is to make sure you are playing well, make sure you are getting those opportunities. You want wins no matter what the case is. by no means are we happy with two losses here, but at the same time, we have to realize that we just have to keep going at it.”

TUESDAY NIGHT’S LINEUP

 Vigneault’s lineup looked different Tuesday night against Boston with Nash back in. Here’s a recap of what he deployed: Forwards: Rick Nash-Brad Richards-Ryan Callahan, Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-Derick Brassard-Benoit Pouliot, Brian Boyle-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett … Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Justin Falk … Goalie: Henrik Lundqvist … Healthy scratches: D Michael Del Zotto, F J.T. Miller.

DEL ZOTTO OUT VS. BRUINS, A HEALTHY SCRATCH FOR THIRD STRAIGHT GAME

UPCOMING SCHEDULE

 The Rangers practiced in Greenburgh Wednesday at 11:30 a.m. before flying to Dallas to begin a five-game road trip. Stephen Lorenzo covered Tuesday’s practice while I fly to Dallas, so check his Twitter updates on @StephenCLorenzo and continue to check the Rangers/Hockey pages for his off-day story.

 The Blueshirts play next on Thursday at 8:30 p.m. ET against the Stars, then visit Nashville on Saturday, Tampa Bay on Monday, the Florida Panthers on Wednesday, and the Boston Bruins on Nov. 29 – the day after Thanksgiving – before returning home to host former coach John Tortorella and the Vancouver Canucks for the first time since Tortorella’s firing in May.

 The teams met for the first time in the preseason in Vancouver, but on Nov. 30, the result matters.
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Michael Del Zotto scratched for third straight game; Vigneault talks lineup, Bruins, Justin Falk strengths, J.T. Miller scratch

BY Pat Leonard

Michael Del Zotto prepared for a third straight game as a healthy scratch Tuesday night against the Boston Bruins, continuing to sit in place of Justin Falk, after not being a healthy scratch in either of the previous two seasons under John Tortorella.

 Falk (6-5, 215 pounds), who stands and plays much bigger than Del Zotto (6-0, 195 pounds) at his best, played physically and simply against Montreal and L.A. in New York’s weekend back-to-back to earn a third consecutive start.

“He brings us a safe game, what we’ve seen in the last couple, and a little bit of a bite,” coach Alain Vigneault said Tuesday morning. “So against the Bruins, that’s not a bad thing to have in your lineup.”

RICK NASH, THE RANGERS' "FLASH AND DASH," IS BACK

 Del Zotto this season has struggled with the puck often in the defensive zone and not chipped in enough offensively to offset his inconsistency in New York’s end. On the third pairing, Falk and John Moore have complemented each other well recently, playing anywhere from 10-to-14 minutes per night.

 Del Zotto was not in a position to speak with the media Tuesday morning because he was bag skating as an extra while the locker room session wrapped up. When he was first scratched, though, he said that he was “not happy” and that he felt his recent decrease in minutes had made it more difficult for him to regain his confidence. He also promised to work hard until he receives another opportunity.

PROGRESS FOR PYATT

 Rangers forward Taylor Pyatt, out since Nov. 7 due to a concussion on a hit from Blue Jackets defenseman Fedor Tyutin, skated at the Garden Tuesday before the team’s morning skate for the first time since the injury. The team was not sure as of early Tuesday afternoon whether Pyatt would travel on the upcoming five-game road trip, but Pyatt’s presence on-ice nevertheless was a positive sign.

A.V. KNOWS THE B’S

 Vigneault was asked Tuesday morning if he felt any need to seek revenge against Boston for the Rangers’ second-round playoff series loss to the Bruins last spring, even though he wasn’t coaching New York at the time. Vigneault, who coached the Vancouver Canucks in a contentious, controversial, seven-game Stanley Cup Finals loss to Boston in 2011, smirked and responded:

“I don’t need to have played for the Rangers to have a dislike for Boston.”

NO P.T. FOR J.T.

 Both J.T. Miller and Benoit Pouliot played better against Montreal and L.A. with Dominic Moore centering them on the fourth-line. But someone had to come out of the lineup with Nash returning, so Vigneault opted to scratch the 20-year-old Miller against Boston.

“We’re going on the road, we get five games, 13 forwards, we’ve got one extra forward and one extra D right now,” Vigneault said. “J.T. the last couple of games has played good, but just for tonight we feel the best lineup for us against the Bruins would be the lineup we are dressing. He’s going to play in the near future, just not tonight.”

Miller had four shots combined against the Canadiens and Kings, more than he’d registered in his previous five games. Vigneault kept him on the roster for the trip because of his upside and recent improvement but continued to stress patience.

“I’ve seen what we expect, (which) is a young player with his upside to continue to work on his game and continue to get better,” Vigneault said. “Every day and every game we’re evaluating him and where he stands and what’s best for the team, first, and what’s best for him also. Tonight we’re going in the direction where he’s not playing, but we’ll see what happens after that.”
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Rick Nash returning to NY Rangers lineup Tuesday night against Boston Bruins for first time since Oct. 8 concussion

BY Pat Leonard

Rick Nash will play Tuesday night against the Boston Bruins, making his return the Rangers lineup after 17 games out due to a concussion sustained on Oct. 8 in San Jose. It will be his first home game this season.

 Coach Alain Vigneault said he will try to keep Nash around 15 minutes of ice time to work him back into game speed, but he’ll play both on a regular shift and on the power play. Vigneault also was encouraged by last Thursday’s on-ice testing, when Nash scored better conditioning-wise than he had in training camp. The coach said Nash was medically cleared on Sunday.

“(I’m) excited, kind of a controlled emotion,” Nash said at the Garden. “It’s been a long six weeks. So I’m excited to get in there … I think the first everything is gonna take a while, whether it’s a hit, a shot, a pass, making different plays. It was a long time off. So it’s gonna take some time.”

Taylor Pyatt (concussion) also showed encouraging signs in his rehab from a Nov. 7 injury in Columbus, skating before the Rangers’ morning skate at the Garden, though he remains out indefinitely.

 Vigneault scratched winger J.T. Miller and defenseman Michael Del Zotto for Tuesday night’s game against the Boston Bruins, making it Del Zotto’s third straight game as a healthy scratch in favor of Justin Falk.
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NY Rangers assign Brandon Mashinter to Hartford, likely paving way for Rick Nash's return to lineup Tuesday vs. Bruins

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers sent seldom-used depth forward Brandon Mashinter back to the Hartford Wolf Pack on Monday morning, likely meaning Rick Nash is prepared to play Tuesday night against the Boston Bruins.

The Rangers pointed out Mashinter’s assignment has nothing to do with Nash, so it is possible he could remain out of the lineup until the upcoming road trip, but we will have to wait and see.

 With Mashinter gone, the Rangers would have only 12 healthy forwards going into Tuesday’s game unless either Nash (concussion) or Taylor Pyatt (concussion) comes off injured reserve. Nash said on Saturday in Montreal that he plans to play either Tuesday at the Garden or Thursday in Dallas. Pyatt is not believed to be close to a return after suffering his concussion Nov. 7 in Columbus.

 Nash has missed the last 17 games due to a concussion he sustained Oct. 8 in San Jose on a first-period head shot by Sharks defenseman Brad Stuart that earned Stuart a three-game suspension from the NHL.

EFFORT, STELLAR LUNDQVIST NOT ENOUGH IN 1-0 LOSS TO KINGS

That was Nash’s second concussion in eight months. The first happened on Feb. 12 in Boston on a hit from behind by Bruins forward Milan Lucic. Nash played the next two games but then sat out four straight from Feb. 19 through Feb. 26 before returning.

 Nash’s main symptoms from his most recent concussion were headaches. He visited Michigan-based neurologist Dr. Jeffrey Scott Kutcher about five days after the injury. Kutcher gave Nash the good news that he “didn’t see any long-term effect,” but Nash remained out as the headaches persisted and slowly has skated and worked his way back into playing shape.

 Nash skated a bit on his own a couple weeks ago, but then he made his official return to the ice as an extra on Nov. 8. He then returned to the team’s practices last Wednesday.

 Nash had three assists in the first two games of the season in Phoenix and Los Angeles before his concussion in the third game. His addition could mean a healthy scratch for Benoit Pouliot or J.T. Miller, the two wings who have played on the fourth line recently but whose play has picked up the last two outings.

Have
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Crushed Ice: Highlights of Rangers' shutout of Canadiens include execution, Cam Talbot, Dom Moore, defense, Chris Kreider & more

BY Pat Leonard

MONTREAL – Saturday night, the Rangers executed a game plan for their 1-0 win at the Bell Centre, well aware that the Canadiens were playing the second game of a back-to-back.

“They played (Friday) night, and we knew some of their D (had) played a lot of minutes (Friday) night, so we wanted to sustain pressure and keep forechecking throughout the whole game,” Rangers winger Carl Hagelin said. “I felt like they got a little bit tired, and we kept pressuring, we created a lot of chances in the third. It could have been more than 1-0, but at the same time, Cam (Talbot) made some really big saves to get us the win.”

In support, the Blueshirts’ defensemen, led by Ryan McDonagh’s game-high 25:59 of ice time, turned away the Habs counterattack several times in the neutral zone and at the Rangers’ blue line. With forwards such as Brian Boyle back checking well, the defensemen could afford to be more aggressive in challenging the rush.

“I think we did a great job forechecking, and even if we lost the puck, you could see how everyone was coming back, it was easy for our D to step up, and their gap was a lot better because of it,” Hagelin said. “Just overall it was a great team effort … I think it comes down to everyone working for every puck, wanting to win every little battle, so guys are coming back and that’s when our D can step up.”

The Rangers’ defensemen, with support from forwards, also were digging pucks out of their own corners and exiting their own zone much cleaner than in games past to send the rush the other way.

 This made for a satisfying bounce-back effort from Tuesday’s 3-2 home loss to the Devils. The Rangers outshot Montreal, 34-22, attempting 67 shots overall to the Canadiens’ 56. Marc Staal was the only Ranger not credited with a shot on net.

“We did what we had to do,” coach Alain Vigneault said. “We made sure before the game we talked about gaining zones against this team. They’ve got such a quick transition game and so much speed, so we made sure we gained zones, we didn’t let them use one of their biggest assets, their speed. It was a greasy game. there wasn’t a lot of room. There was obviously great goaltending on both sides, and fortunately we were able to get one past them on our power play in the second.”

NO GHOSTS

 Brad Richards is originally from Prince Edward Island and played often at the Bell Centre growing up. He loves the place, so he didn’t understand the Rangers’ jinx inside the building to begin with.

“(I have great memories from all the) All-Star games and always loving to come back here and play, so I didn’t really get it,” Richards said. “And I don’t think our coach really got it, either, being from Quebec and knowing the history and how fun it is to play here. He made a joke before the game that, ‘There are no ghosts here. It’s a great place to play. Let’s go have some fun.’ You guys or people around New York talk about (the Rangers’ futility in Montreal) a lot, but it’s still my favorite place to come on the road and play. It’s by far my favorite place.”

Vigneault later shared: “I wanted to make a point, that there are no ghosts in this building. That’s what I told the players before the game: I had coached here before, and without a doubt, there are no ghosts in this building, and there’s nothing to be afraid of. Just go out and play. And that’s what they did.”

FOURTH AND GO

 Dominic Moore played very well in his first game back from a strained oblique suffered Oct. 29 on Long Island. Moore was 5-for-6 on face offs in 13:52 of ice time, played 1:45 of shorthanded time to help kill off both of Montreal’s power plays, and boosted a fourth line that had fallen out of the rotation in recent games. Vigneault leaned on Moore for 5:32 of the third period, including five shifts in the final 10 minutes. His wingers, Benoit Pouliot (9:49) and J.T. Miller (8:11), both played better with Moore anchoring the line, and each stayed in the rotation until the game’s final five minutes.

“The reason I put them out tonight is they were playing well. It’s real simple,” Vigneault said. “I mean, tonight they were moving the puck, they were using their speed. Other than one shift, they spent most of the time getting pucks through the neutral zone in their end. They only spent one shift in our zone. So when they play like that, they deserve to play.”

Vigneault said of Moore: “For a guy having not played in two weeks (plus), he had a real strong game. He was good on faceoffs and did a good job for us killing penalties.”

CONFIDENT ROOKIE

 Chris Kreider was an absolute force Saturday, especially in the first period, ringing one Stepan set-up off the near post off the rush. He finished with three shots and six hits in 17:38 of ice time.

 Before the game, Kreider said he’s been more effective physically because, “I’m putting myself in positions to do that. My positioning has gotten better.” He said opponents seem to be reacting differently to his physical play but doesn’t believe he’s playing any differently.

 I disagreed with him a bit, noting how confidently he’s carrying himself and how his increased physical play seems to reflect that. Kreider said maybe he’s more effective hitting because “I’m not thinking about it” as often as he may have second-guessed himself in previous seasons. As for his confidence, he said it has developed over time as he dug himself out of last season’s rut.

“It was something that was in my head going back to the end of last year,” Kreider said of his previous uncertainty. “I needed to get that out of my system, get back to the way I should be playing.”

He’s been one of the Rangers’ best forwards this season. Still, playing on the line that is generating the most chances, Kreider also said he’s got to start doing more than just create plays.

“I’ve gotta finish,” he said. “I’m getting some opportunities to shoot, and I’ve got to pot a few.”

YES, HE CAM

 Vigneault has gotten everything he had hoped for and more out of Talbot, who is now 4-1-0 in five starts this season. He has not allowed more than two goals in any of his five appearances, which all have been on the road. He has a 1.58 goals against average and a .943 save percentage.

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, in a stat released by the NHL this morning, the only other goalie to make the first five starts of his NHL career for the Rangers and yield two or fewer goals in each game was Lorne Chabot (1926-27), who did so in the club’s inaugural season.

Here’s how the coach assessed Talbot’s recording his first career NHL shutout at the Bell Centre:

“I’m sure it’s gonna be something that he’s gonna remember for the rest of his life and career,” Vigneault said. “Cam, since the first time we’ve called him up, he’s played five games for us right now and he’s played extremely well in every game. He’s given us a chance to win. Tonight, even though they didn’t get a lot in the third period, he had a couple big saves to make at one point. We turned the puck over and he had two huge saves. He did what we need from our goaltenders: He gave us a chance to win the game. He was real solid for us.”

Talbot’s most impressive save may have been his alert slide to the right of his crease to shoulder away Alexei Emelin’s wrister from the point through traffic with 4:35 remaining. Here’s how Talbot explained the save:

“I knew that he had time to walk in, so I kind of took time and space away from him,” Talbot said. “He made a good shot, they had good traffic in front, and it just went off my right shoulder. So I got a piece of it through the screen there and just tried to recover from there.”

The stop spoiled what could have been a huge moment for Emelin, in the lineup for the first time since last spring due to a knee injury.

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND …

Hagelin and Richards tied for a team-high four shots on goal … Boyle won 12 of 16 faceoffs to offset Derek Stepan’s 3-for-13 night in the circle … Defenseman Justin Falk played a serviceable 12:11 in place of healthy scratch Michael Del Zotto, his first game since Oct. 19 against the Devils. He had a couple shaky plays inside the defensive zone, but he stepped up as a threat into the offensive zone and played well enough all-around on the third pairing likely to remain in the lineup for Sunday night’s game against the L.A. Kings. Henrik Lundqvist will start in goal.
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Column: NY Rangers on way to forming Alain Vigneault's preferred identity but must raise level when Rick Nash returns

BY Pat Leonard

MONTREAL – Now approaches the juncture in the Rangers’ season where an identity must form, where a team that regrouped at home from a forgettable trip out West goes back on the road and announces itself as a force or a flickering flame in the NHL’s ruthless schedule grinder.

 Saturday morning, Rick Nash gave the Blueshirts hope they can assert themselves into the holiday season, saying he intends to return to the lineup either Tuesday at the Garden against Boston or Thursday in Dallas against the Stars from his Oct. 8 concussion. That would mark the first time all season the Rangers’ top forwards, defensemen and Henrik Lundqvist have been healthy at the same time – knock on wood.

“As long as there are no setbacks,” Nash said Saturday morning at the Bell Centre. “Everything’s been positive, and I’m pushing it every day. I seem to be keeping up with the guys who have been playing,”

Saturday night’s tilt with the Canadiens opened a stretch of nine games in 15 days for the Rangers, including six on the road. By the time they return home for a Nov. 30 afternoon matinee against John Tortorella and the Vancouver Canucks, the Blueshirts should be able to say definitively: This is what Alain Vigneault’s Rangers look like. This is who ‘we’ are.

 Who are they right now? They’re incomplete, but they’re definitely creating more offense from their neutral zone defense and off the rush, looking to put opponents on their heels while retaining that trademark hard defensive approach from years past.

“I definitely think we’re starting to build that identity that we want which is … a hard team to play against, blocking shots, hard to battle against, we compete,” captain Ryan Callahan said Friday. “The transition game I think has gotten better this year … We have a lot of emphasis now on attacking, and once we get that puck going into the zone, we try to create something off the rush if something’s there, and I think we’ve seen that more this year.”

There has been a recent uptick in offense, with New York scoring four or more goals in four of its six games going into Saturday. But the big unanswered question of how good these Rangers can be, really, is what they will look with Nash back in the lineup. His addition, GM Glen Sather has to hope, will give the Rangers that push to becoming a feared team that expects to win rather than an evolving team that hopes to win.

 There were three players in Saturday’s projected lineup – J.T. Miller, Benoit Pouliot and Justin Falk – who to this point have failed to earn their coach’s trust. Vigneault scratched defenseman Michael Del Zotto, a player who should be thriving in this up-tempo system, because the coach said: “I’ve been told that there’s more to his game than what I’ve seen, and we need that from him.”

But it’s time for Vigneault to drop the “I’ve been told” act. He is in much more control than he lets on. He has a vision for how his team should play, and he is in the process of molding it. Del Zotto said Saturday he needs to improve his “consistency offensively” and make “a positive impact with the puck.” That’s what Vigneault wants: Puck movers, attackers, reliable playmakers, and workers.

“There obviously were some changes early on compared to last year,” Lundqvist said. “But when it comes to how hard we work or the mindset compared to last year, I think that’s the same.”

November 16, 2013 12:46 PM

Rick Nash plans to return to Rangers lineup Tuesday vs. Bruins or Thursday in Dallas; Alain Vigneault wants more from Del Zotto

BY Pat Leonard

MONTREAL – Rick Nash intends to return to the Rangers’ lineup Tuesday night against the Boston Bruins at the Garden or Thursday night in Dallas against the Stars.

“Hopefully one of the games Tuesday or Thursday for sure, as long as there (are) no setbacks,” Nash said Saturday morning at the Bell Centre. “Everything’s been positive, and I’m pushing it every day.”

Nash practiced in a contact jersey for the second straight day, marking his third straight practice with the full team in his rehabilitation from an Oct. 8 concussion. He played just two full games before the injury in San Jose, picking up three assists in a loss in Phoenix and a win in Los Angeles.

“I seem to be keeping up with the guys who have been playing,” said Nash, whose conditioning seems to have improved rapidly since his return to the ice last Friday.

DEL ZOTTO 'NOT HAPPY' ABOUT BEING A HEALTHY SCRATCH

 Meanwhile, coach Alain Vigneault weighed on his scratch of defenseman Michael Del Zotto for Saturday’s game here between the Rangers (9-9-0, 18 points) and the Canadiens (10-8-2, 22 points). In his explanation, Vigneault at three different times made reference to what he’s “been told” about Del Zotto. While this is the first-year coach’s way of saying he is still learning about players, he’s ultimately the one that makes the lineup. He makes it sound as if someone else told him Del Zotto needs a break.

“He’s, in my estimation, trying hard and working on different aspects of his game,” Vigneault said. “At this time, I’ve been told that there’s more to his game than what I’ve seen, and we need that from him. So we feel tonight we need to make a change there, and I’m hoping he’ll react the same way Zuccarello did (to a scratch on Oct.  24 in Philadelphia).

“Zucc was fighting it a little bit and he took it upon himself to get his game to where we needed it to be, and he’s been one of our better players now for the last six or seven games,” Vigneault continued. “So hopefully Michael will react the same way, and what I’ve been told he is as a player I’ll be able to see on a more consistent basis.”

Asked if Del Zotto were running out of chances with Vigneault, the coach dismissed that notion: “It’s a long season. We’re not even at the 20-game mark. But like I said, I’ve been told he’s a better player than what I’ve seen, and our group needs that.”

Del Zotto expanded a bit on what he believes he must improve on to stay in the lineup:

“I think the biggest thing is probably my consistency offensively, creating chances in all areas whether it’s five-on-five or power play, and keeping that consistent every night and being a positive impact with the puck whether it’s shooting or passing,” Del Zotto said. “When I go back in I have to be ready and work hard each day.”

“It’s out of my control. It’s not my decision. I have to accept it, I have to be motivated as coach said today to you guys,” Del Zotto continued. “I need to respond when I go back in, hopefully just keep moving forward and don’t look back.”

Dominic Moore (strained oblique) was set to return to the lineup Saturday night from his Oct. 29 injury, and defenseman Justin Falk took Del Zotto’s place in the lineup after 11 straight healthy scratches.
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Crushed Ice: Chris Kreider, Mats Zuccarello, Ryan McDonagh making their points; Alain Vigneault lacks forward depth

BY Pat Leonard

Let’s dig into the Rangers’ 3-2 loss to the Devils Tuesday night at the Garden with some extra notes and quotes:

1. Chris Kreider (two assists), Mats Zuccarello (assist) and Ryan McDonagh (assist) continue to be some of the Blueshirts’ most reliable point producers. Kreider has 10 points in 11 games this season since his recall from the AHL on Oct. 20. Zuccarello and McDonagh both have career-high, four-game point streaks going. Zuccarello has 10 points in 10 games since his healthy scratch Oct. 24 in Philadelphia. McDonagh has eight points in his last eight games. McDonagh played a team-high 25:32 of ice time on Tuesday.

LOSING TO DEVILS 'ROUTINE' SO FAR FOR LUNDQVIST, RANGERS

Zuccarello showed speed and playmaking ability with his second-period swoop down the wing and around the net to set up Marc Staal’s goal, the defenseman’s 100th career NHL point. Kreider was a force on the third period shift that led to Dan Girardi’s first goal of the year, both on the forecheck retaining the puck and on the puck protection and pass to set up Girardi’s goal. Zuccarello provided the screen of Martin Brodeur as Girardi’s wrist shot snuck through.

Of course, Kreider and Zuccarello both were on ice when the Devils scored the game-winning goal, with Jaromir Jagr pushing the puck cleanly through the neutral zone behind Derek Stepan, and then Dainius Zubrus eventually punching in a loose puck after McDonagh and Girardi slowed but did not contain the end of the rush.

The puck also slipped by McDonagh at the point on Carter’s second goal, though Carl Hagelin, Girardi and Henrik Lundqvist should have been able to snuff out that, well, routine play.

2. Staal and Girardi, both defensemen, scored New York’s only goals. So that means in 120 minutes of hockey this season, no Rangers forward has scored against the Devils. New Jersey leads the season series 2-0-0, with Cory Schneider recording the 4-0 shutout on Oct. 19 in Newark and Martin Brodeur posting Tuesday’s 3-2 win at the Garden. You have to admit: It is maddening for the Rangers that they did not get at least one point out of Tuesday night.

NASH RETURNS TO PRACTICE FOR FIRST TIME SINCE CONCUSSION

3. Rick Nash and Dominic Moore can’t come back soon enough. Alain Vigneault essentially shortened his rotation to nine forwards against New Jersey. Benoit Pouliot, who suddenly the last several games looks completely unreliable, played only 9:42. J.T. Miller logged just 5:04 of ice time. He took an Adam Larsson high stick to the face in the first period and also had Ryan Carter’s first goal of the game go in off his skate, an unfortunate bounce since he’d recovered to patrol the back post. Brandon Mashinter, meanwhile, played only 2:48. His defensive zone giveaway led to a Brian Boyle penalty in the first period and shortened Vigneault’s already-limited plan for Mashinter.

Moore will return to the lineup Saturday in Montreal. Nash is expected to stay out longer to improve his conditioning, but he is scheduled to practice with the team Wednesday morning in Greenburgh.

4. The Rangers’ power play is 2-for-18 in their last five games. Stepan had a particularly difficult time handling the puck on the man advantage on Tuesday, but no one really was able to generate much against a stingy Devils penalty kill.

“It seemed tonight that they did a good job of blocking our shots or we blocked our own shots,” Brad Richards said. “We had (Ryan Callahan) in front of the net like we want, but it hits him and goes right to them and they clear it out. You have to give them credit. They work hard on that penalty kill and we knew it was going to be a challenge.”

Vigneault pointed out that the Devils press to the blue line and challenge entries, something the Rangers knew would happen but we’re able to counter, partially due to Brodeur’s ability to play the puck and the Devils defense’s ability to recover.

5. It’s rare that Callahan leads all Rangers forwards in ice time (23:01) but has such a quiet offensive game. He had seven hits and three shots on goal but couldn’t penetrate the Devils’ blue line, which had been shortened to five players after Anton Volchenkov left in the first period with a lower-body injury. Oh, and by the way: Paging Derick Brassard. Come in, Derick.

6. Sean Avery was smiling somewhere when Zuccarello toppled on top over Brodeur, eliciting a Brodeur jab to Zuccarello’s face later that shift. It wasn’t quite Avery’s rule-changing faceguard of Brodeur in 2008, but this was true Rangers-Devils, angst and agitation between rivals at the Garden, the second of five meetings this season including a chilly outdoor showdown Jan. 26 at Yankee Stadium.

7. The good news: At least the Rangers don’t have Garden chairman James Dolan guaranteeing a win in their next game, being that it’s in Montreal.

The inconsistency from both Brassard and Pouliot are the big disappointments of the early season. The latter being having less of an impact because so little is invested in Pouliot. There is a glaring deficiency at Centre. Not one of the candidates is worthy of first line minutes. Fix that and this team could contend. Much easier said than done. One of Brassard, Stepan or Richards really needs to elevate his game for this years team to make strides (that is with or without a healthy Rick Nash). Stepan is really the only candidate and I have my doubts. JT looked very promising last year at Centre....shame he hasn't been able to turn the corner yet because the opportunity down the middle is clearly there for the taking.
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Rick Nash on best news he received on visit to Dr. Kutcher in Michigan: 'He didn’t see any long-term effect'

BY Pat Leonard

rick_nash.jpg

When Rick Nash visited Michigan-based neurologist Dr. Jeffrey Scott Kutcher in mid-October, the Rangers right wing received relieving news about his Oct. 8 concussion.

“He didn’t see any long-term effect,” Nash (above) said early Tuesday afternoon at the Garden. “That was the best news.”

Nash still experienced concussion symptoms in the form of headaches for several weeks after, but the long-term diagnosis meant a lot, especially coming from Kutcher. The neurologist is described by at least one colleague as “one of the best in the business.”

Kutcher is the director of the NBA’s concussion program, a consultant to both the NHL Players’ Association’s concussion working group and the USA Hockey development program, the founder of the University of Michigan NeuroSport program, and a consultant with the Wolverines’ football team.

 Nash said he visited Kutcher about five days after sustaining his second concussion in eight months on a headshot by San Jose Sharks defenseman Brad Stuart. From that point, Kutcher joined a support staff caring for Nash that also included the Rangers’ team doctors and trainer Jim Ramsay.

“(Kutcher) is a specialist and deals with many players and many guys around the league – I wouldn’t even know the names – but he’s a specialist at what he does,” Nash said. “(I went there) just to kind of have him evaluate it and see what degree it was at, and how you’re feeling. He sees them every single day with his job, so it was important for him to be on the same page.”

Kutcher did not immediately respond to an email Tuesday seeking comment, but on this early afternoon it was Nash’s turn to deliver good news:

 The Rangers forward skated for the fourth straight day, his most grueling session yet and his first at the Garden, and said he remains “symptom-free” despite the increased workload. If he feels well when he wakes up on Wednesday, he could join the team for its next practice later that day.

“A little out of shape,” Nash said, after an hour-long skate that had him sucking wind by the final 10 minutes. “But the important part is I feel good otherwise.”

More good news is that after Tuesday’s game against the Devils, the Rangers don’t play again until Saturday in Montreal. Not that Nash would rush himself back if they were playing more frequently. He clearly has a lot more conditioning to do and said he isn’t about to risk anything.

“When you look at it, New York’s invested a lot in me, and I’ve invested a lot in them,” said Nash, who is signed at a team-high $7.8 million annual salary through the 2017-18 season. “So even if we were losing, it’d be stupid to rush back just because of that. It’s a long-term contract, and we want to make sure from both sides that I come back at 110% and ready to play.”

The Rangers can’t wait to have him back. Nash agreed that his performance in a 3-1 win on Oct. 7 in Los Angeles – his final game before the concussion – was one of his best in a Rangers jersey. He said “I have full intentions of doing that” when he returns.

“I think two-way that was probably one of my best games,” said Nash, who had two assists and six shots on goal against the Kings. “I felt like the puck was around me. I felt like I was creating opportunities. It was a good game. I felt like I was in good shape. I had a great camp of getting in shape. It’s unfortunate that the injury happened. As for coming back and playing that way, I have full in intentions of doing that, but I think it’ll take a few shifts to get back to speed.”

Tuesday night, the Rangers (9-8-0, 18 points) prepared to play host to the Devils (5-7-5, 15 points) in their second of five meetings this season. It didn’t exactly promise to be a shootout. The Blueshirts came in allowing two or fewer goals in nine of their last 10 games; the Devils entered allowing two or fewer goals in five of their last six. Henrik Lundqvist vs. Martin Brodeur. Let the saves count begin.

 Center Dominic Moore (strained oblique) will be scratched Tuesday night but said he’s “ready to go” for Saturday’s game against Montreal. Taylor Pyatt (concussion) did not skate at the morning optional session.
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Crushed Ice: NY Rangers' power play executes, J.T. Miller scores first goal but sits, Chris Kreider's hit, Derek Dorsett's goal

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault and his staff recognized a pivotal moment when they saw it on Sunday night: 14:28 remaining in the third period, Rangers up 3-2, with a 68-second two-man advantage upcoming.

 Vigneault called timeout. Associate head coach Scott Arniel gathered the Blueshirts’ power play unit at the bench. They stepped back on the ice, and 44 seconds later, Mats Zuccarello had scored what turned out to be the game-winning goal, off assists from Brad Richards and Derek Stepan, in a 4-3 victory over the Florida Panthers.

 The Rangers recognized, prepared for and executed in a big moment. They now have scored on the power play in five of their last seven games.

RANGERS STUMBLE BUT DON'T FALL IN 4-3 WIN OVER PANTHERS

“It feels like a power play,” said Richards, who also scored the Rangers’ third goal against Florida. “It didn’t feel like much of a power play last year … We have a purpose out there. It’s the same power play every night. We can work together on it. It’s good in practice. We practice it every day. The guys on it, everybody’s communicating in practice. Everybody has a voice on it. It’s fun to be cohesive like that.”

Vigneault said only that Arniel “set up a couple things he wanted to do there” on the 5-on-3. The anchor, it turned out, was Stepan playing along the left baseline with his righthanded shot and his back to the boards. He could receive the puck and look across to the front of the net, diagonally into the slot or back to the point. Eventually he set Richards up top, who found Zuccarello at the right circle. Zuccarello’s shot beat Panthers goalie Tim Thomas between his body and his right arm.

“It’s an honor to be out there on those situations, and you want to do well in that part of the game, so it’s nice to see that go in,” said Zuccarello, who isn’t just reciting clichés. He uses the word ‘honor’ because a healthy scratch in Philadelphia on Oct. 24 got him thinking, realizing the pressure had overwhelmed him early this season, and now he’s playing with a sincere desire to prove/redeem himself. “It’s obviously a little bit of pressure to score, so it was nice to see it go in.”

The Garden crowd chanted as one: “Zuuuuuuuuc.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND …

J.T. Miller’s first-period goal was his first of the season, his third as a Ranger, and his first in his last 36 NHL games. Last season as a rookie, Miller scored two goals in just his second NHL game, Feb. 7 against the Devils in his Garden debut. He often flashes skill and has had other strong outings, but it took him until Sunday to find the net again. This isn’t a player used to goal droughts, either. He had four goals in three AHL games this October before being recalled …. By the way, Miller ended up playing only 8:03 despite the goal. He sat the final 8:40 of the second period after being on ice for Florida’s second goal, and then he sat the final 7:03 of the game after being on ice for Florida’s third goal … Speaking of the doghouse, Benoit Pouliot played 7:13, barely more than seldom-used fourth-line winger Brandon Mashinter, who was playing in place of the injured Taylor Pyatt (concussion) ... Unfortunately, Miller, Chris Kreider and Derek Dorsett all were not in the locker room after Sunday’s game, so I have no quotes for now on Miller’s first goal of the season, Dorsett’s big goal, or anything Kreider was involved in … Dorsett absolutely has turned his game around since that disastrous, penalty-riddled night in St. Louis on Oct. 12 and become a productive forechecker. On Sunday night, in fact, he became a catalyst. Brian Boyle started the hustle play driving the puck to the net back boards and got another assist when Dorsett pinned Panthers defenseman Tom Gilbert on his back and stuffed the puck into Thomas’ pads before sneaking the rebound by for the 2-2 tie 13:58 into the second period. All of the Rangers called that goal the game’s turning point … I think back to early this summer when there was that debate over how much Carl Hagelin deserved to be paid, whether he was a top-six winger, etc. etc. Please. Take a look at his steal from Dmitry Kulikov, the feed to Richards for the go-ahead goal 46 seconds into the third period. Top six on every team in the league? Maybe not. Top six on this team? Absolutely …  Every time I watch the Rangers play the Panthers, one of my three main takeaways is: ‘Wow. Brian Campbell is so, so good.’ Two goals for Florida’s impressive defenseman – his first two of the season, in fact. The Rangers’ Dan Girardi and Henrik Lundqvist mentioned multiple times after the game how the Panthers defensemen’s joining the rush really gave the Blueshirts problems, Girardi referring specifically to Campbell’s high skill level … Panthers forward Scottie Upshall had been jostling with Stepan during a shift with just under 1:30 to play, so Kreider – apparently in retaliation – plowed Upshall into the boards as they skated to their respective benches for a change. Upshall was hurting, having slammed his upper back into the top of the boards near center ice. Vigneault said after the game that Kreider had apologized to the Rangers after the game for making them play the remaining 75 seconds shorthanded. The Rangers, though, of course killed it off. “Our kill came off big at the end of the game when we needed it,” defenseman Marc Staal said … Miller’s goal was the result of Kreider completely muscling Upshall off the puck in the neutral zone and then finding Miller across the slot for the primary assist. The Ottawa Sun reported Sunday that the Rangers had “sniffed around (the NHL) to gauge interest” in Kreider before he erupted for eight points in these past 10 games. Funny, it sounds like former coach John Tortorella wasn’t the only short-sighted one in the organization regarding this talented rookie ... Of course, in the second period Kreider completely lost Florida’s Gilbert streaking through the slot, and Lundqvist had to bail him out for the lost defensive coverage. Still, there are few players on New York’s roster who can produce offensively like this young man can … Ryan McDonagh’s juke across the blue line and pass to Kreider to set up Miller’s goal made me think: McDonagh will look awfully good making that same move in Sochia, Russia, in February, wearing a Team USA jersey at the Winter Olympics – presuming his recent play has locked in what already seemed like a sure thing … Richards slammed his stick across the post and broke it in two with 3:42 remaining in the second period after failing to tap in a pretty Hagelin feed across the crease. That stick never got another chance, as Richards redeemed himself later with new lumber. “Yeah, well, that one broke,” laughed Richards, who leads the Rangers both with six goals and 15 points. “I couldn’t play with that anymore. Lucky I didn’t get Cally (with the shattering stick).”

Dan Girardi on what Rangers must correct: “Especially in our defensive zone, I think, finding that third guy. That third guy seemed to be in the slot a couple times by himself. So (we need to) kind of figure out whose man that is and clear that up with a  pretty solid divisional team coming in Tuesday (in the Devils). We’ve got to be really smart. It’ll be the same way: play hard and they’ll come hard on the fore check. It’ll kind of be the same kind of game. We just have to make sure we’re taking care of our stuff defensively.”

Brian Boyle on the game: “There were points where we had good shifts and good plays, and then it kind of went the other way. They’ve got some skill up front. We just need to make sure we take care – shift after shift after shift – keep our foot on the gas and play the game that got us our chances, not just sit back, because as you can see, they take advantage with their skill up front.”

Henrik Lundqvist on Campbell’s first goal, which banked off the post, off his back and in the net: “I was shocked because I kind of overplayed the shot. I was 100% sure that it was going to hit the boards, and then I hear the post and then just a bad feeling when you realize it’s in. I felt like I was on tonight. I felt like I was reading the pucks and I was patient. I gave up three goals, so I’m not super happy about that, but it was a big win and it was enough for two points.”

Vigneault on the second period and rebounding from it: “We have to continually emphasize certain things. When Florida was coming on in the second period, there were two things that were happening: First, we were on the wrong side of the puck, and when we did get the puck, because we were on the wrong side, we couldn’t come off clean. They were able to capitalize and force the play on a couple of turnovers. (Lundqvist) made some real big saves, and we were able to come out of there, 2-2, at the end of the second period.”
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Crushed Ice: Brian Boyle scores (finally), Anton Stralman thrives, Rangers produce highlight reel plays in 5-1 over Penguins

BY Pat Leonard

Brian Boyle didn’t score last season until the Rangers’ 24th game, his 20th game personally, due to four healthy scratches in the first half of the lockout-shortened season. Boyle doesn’t have John Tortorella breathing down his neck anymore, but this year another season-opening goal drought dragged out much too long.

 Boyle averages 15:48 of ice time per game, eighth among Ranger forwards, but had only three assists to show for it through 14 games. So his reaction to scoring his first of the season Wednesday night – lifting both arms in the air and rolling his eyes as if to say, “Finally” – reflected just how beleaguered Boyle had become.

“It felt good. It felt great. I was happy it hit the net,” Boyle said wryly of the overdue goal.

GAME STORY: LUNDQVIST & BLUESHIRTS HANDLE SID & PENGUINS, 5-1

 Boyle scored on a wrist shot off the rush give the Rangers a 3-0 lead 13:10 into the second period. He scored shortly after one of the Blueshirts’ four penalty kills in five opportunities, off assists from Anton Stralman and Brad Richards. Boyle’s wrist shot disappeared on Pens goalie Marc-Andre Fleury when it passed under Pittsburgh defenseman Brooks Orpik, who had knelt down to try and block the shot.

 Still, as big as Boyle’s goal was for his confidence and the team’s, that wasn’t even his biggest play of the game.

 Boyle’s primary assist on Ryan McDonagh’s game-opening goal 18:08 into the first period opened the flood gates for the Rangers, who had withstood several early Penguins surges, mostly due to Henrik Lundqvist.

 Benoit Pouliot and Boyle physically overmatched Pens defenseman Olli Maatta and Robert Bortuzzo behind Fleury’s net, and Boyle’s diving swipe of the puck sent a pass in front to McDonagh, who streaked in an skillfully stopped the wobbling puck. Then, with the puck still bouncing, McDonagh smacked it high over Fleury for the first of two Rangers goals in the first period.

HIGHLIGHT-REEL RANGERS

 McDonagh got his stick down to prevent a power-play dunk by Sidney Crosby in the first period, on the doorstep with an open net. With the game still scoreless, captain Ryan Callahan swiped the puck off the goal line after Pascal Dupuis had deflected a Matt Niskanen slap shot that trickled through Lundqvist after the initial save.

 With 46.3 seconds remaining in the first and the Rangers up, 1-0, Mats Zuccarello sent a perfectly-paced saucer pass from the left blue line to the center of the ice to set up Derek Stepan for his fourth goal of the season. Chris Kreider had helped Zuccarello win the puck in the neutral.

FAMILIAR FACES IN RANGERS-JACKETS SHOWDOWN THURSDAY, BUT NO NASH

 Then 15:38 into the second period, in answer to Kris Letang’s power play goal to narrow New York’s lead to 3-1, Callahan pushed the lead back to 4-1 on a brilliant tag-team play from the captain and Richards. Carl Hagelin spun at the point and threw the puck to the net, and within about five feet of each other, Richards and then Callahan each got a piece of the puck to beat Fleury.

“That’s tough,” Crosby said of Callahan’s goal. “We had done some good things defensively. We’ve got to find a way to at least get through the period down two, going into the third, but they got that fourth one.”

ANTON FINDS A HOME

 Stralman played two seasons with the Maple Leafs two start his NHL career, two seasons with the Columbus Blue Jackets, and then his future seemed uncertain, after the Devils didn’t sign him out of a 2011 training camp tryout.

RANGERS' SHORTHANDED UNIT IS KILLER AGAIN AT GARDEN

The Rangers signed him as a free agent later that fall.  The offensive-minded defensemen went through an arduous adjustment learning defensive discipline under John Tortorella, but in the past three seasons he has improved in the defensive zone, gotten in great physical shape and become more reliable than anyone with the Rangers ever would have expected.

 Wednesday night against Pittsburgh, Stralman was a team-high plus-three in 18:29 of ice time, and he played the second most penalty-kill time (4:46) among defenseman behind Marc Staal (5:33). Stralman also created Boyle’s goal with a takeaway poke check in the defensive zone up ice to Richards.

 Quite frankly, Stralman appears to be combining his skating ability with tough physical play as well as he ever has in his NHL career.

“I agree. It’s been a good start to the season,” Stralman said Wednesday night after the win. “I’m trying to be as comfortable as possible as there, play smart and use my skating ability to get into good positions. Playing with (Marc) Staal helps, too. He’s helped me out a lot.”

This is all a continuation of something Alain Vigneault also noticed early this season, when he pinpointed Stralman as the club’s only even semi-effective defenseman in that 6-0 blowout to the Anaheim Ducks on Oct. 10. Stralman seems to thrive in Vigneault’s system partially because his change-of-direction skating ability is terrific. It allows him both to defend and then push up-ice immediately, something this coaching staff emphasizes and really never stops talking about.

 In a top-four role, Stralman is thriving as he makes a bit of a homecoming to Columbus on Thursday night. He is in the final year of a two-year, $3.4 million deal. It’ll be interesting to watch if he becomes another name on the list of players Glen Sather can’t let get away. He’s certainly making a case right now.
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NY Rangers-Pittsburgh Penguins preview: J.T. Miller goes into lineup to face Sidney Crosby and Pens; Dominic Moore skates

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers’ third back-to-back of the season is laced with storylines, with the Pittsburgh Penguins (11-4-0) invading the Garden on Wednesday and the Rangers (6-8-0) headed to Columbus to face the Blue Jackets on Thursday.

 Here are some notes (from both me and fellow staff writer Stephen Lorenzo) heading into Wednesday’s 7;30 p.m. start against Pittsburgh at the Garden, billed as NBC Sports Network’s rivalry game of the week between two Metropolitan Division foes:

IT’S MILLER TIME

 Alain Vigneault reinserted forward J.T. Miller, 20, into the lineup Wednesday night against the Pittsburgh Penguins, the team Miller dreamed about playing for when he was a kid.

 But Miller, scratched for Monday’s game, was much more focused on improving from his poor Saturday performance against Carolina than nostalgic about his childhood dreams.

“I take every game as if it’s my last,” said Miller, who Vigneault wondered aloud Tuesday may benefit from time in the AHL. “Play within the system, but play hard and try to make plays at the same time. I’m just trying to play relaxed and try to focus as best I can.”

A native of East Palestine, Ohio, Miller grew up playing for the Pittsburgh Hornets under-18 Midget major hockey program and aspired to be like Alexei Kovalev, Mario Lemieux and the other Penguins greats of the ’90s and 2000s.

 Vigneault didn’t think Wednesday’s opponent should be what motivates Miller, but he wouldn’t mind if it charged up his young forward even more. Miller replaced seldom-used fourth-liner Brandon Mashinter in the lineup.

“You’ve got to believe that he’s really excited and motivated to be in the NHL … and become a regular contributor to a good team,” Vigneault said. “But if tonight he gets a little more excited because he’s playing against Pittsburgh, then that would be good for us.”

THEY NEED MOORE, MOORE, MOORE

 Rangers fourth-line center Dominic Moore skated Wednesday morning at the Garden for the first time since suffering a strained oblique on a faceoff Oct. 29 against the Islanders. Wednesday marked day eight of a seven-to-10 day recovery timeline.

 Moore said his ailment is “coming along” but wasn’t sure whether he would travel for Thursday’s game in Columbus. It’s more likely Moore will sit out Thursday’s game and seek a return Sunday at the Garden against the Florida Panthers.

“It’s good, it’s progress,” Moore said after skating alone. “It’s one of those spots where everything you do uses that spot, so you’ve just got to gradually ramp it up, and once you’re at a spot where you know it’s comfortable and can tolerate the demands of playing, then you know you’re good to go.” 

HE’S OK!

 Derek Dorsett was in Wednesday’s lineup against Pittsburgh. He skipped Tuesday’s practice for maintenance, perhaps resting his body from that brutal tumble over Carolina’s Ryan Murphy on Saturday night, a clipping that Murphy was fined for by the NHL.

 Dorsett did take a puck to the face against the Ducks on Monday, but he said it only required a couple stitches on his chin and wasn’t the reason he missed Tuesday’s practice.

WHERE’S THE O, D?

 Vigneault continued to harp Wednesday morning on his defense’s need to produce more offense, after pointing out the Rangers’ deficiency there Monday night against Anaheim when both Dan Girardi and Marc Staal failed to get a shot on goal.

 Defenseman Michael Del Zotto scored his first goal of the season against the Ducks and said Wednesdaymorning that game was “the best I’ve felt with the puck” this season. But Vigneault still wants more, and Staal agreed the Blueshirts’ blue line hasn’t done enough.

“We’ve got to do a better job of getting pucks through to the net, because that’s how you get rebounds, screens and tips,” Staal said. “A lot of our team offense starts from the back end, if we’re getting turnovers and getting shots through. A lot of that has to come from us.”

Vigneault talked at length about his defense’s need to generate more offense, in response to a question about whether the Rangers should trade for more offense, considering Rick Nash’s concussion and ongoing absence:

“I think we need to get the pieces that we have here to play better,” Vigneault said. “I talked about after the last game that we need more from our back end. We need those guys to contribute more, and we’re no different than any team.

“Right now our back end, five on five, after 10 games … we were 16th out of 16 in our conference as far as point production, five on five,” Vigneault continued. “We’re in the middle of the pack as far as getting shots through, shots on net. So our forwards have to do a better job of screening the goaltender, getting to loose pucks. That’s how, as a group, we can generate better offense and probably score more goals. Defensively, we’ve been making some real strong plays. We’ve been keeping the chances down. We’ve been making the plays we need to make. We won’t be perfect, but we’ve been playing well, but offensively we need to make some plays too. These guys have potential to do this on a more consistent basis, and if they do, we’re gonna score more goals.”
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Ryan Callahan returning to Rangers lineup vs. Ducks; Alain Vigneault takes issue with Anaheim tactics in October blowout

BY Pat Leonard

Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, an “emotional” player as described by coach Alain Vigneault, has beaten another injury timeline to return for what unexpectedly could become an emotional game Monday night against the visiting Anaheim Ducks.

 Vigneault hailed the Ducks at the Garden on Monday morning as “one of the best teams in the league,” but then he seemed to express resentment for how Anaheim had conducted itself in the Rangers’ 6-0 loss in southern California on Oct. 10.

“They play hard,” Vigneault said. “What I remember from that game in Anaheim – and I know Anaheim obviously well, because I come from the West – but it was 6-0, six minutes left, we get a penalty and they put their top unit on the ice. So,” he paused, “they play – They’re a good team.”

BLUESHIRTS SEEK PAYBACK FOR BLOWOUT LOSS TO DUCKS

 Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau responded that Vigneault “should be happy they were out there,” given that Anaheim’ power play has been terrible, dead-last in the NHL at 6.9% efficiency as of Monday morning.

“Has he seen our power play record?” Boudreau said. “I’m just sayin’. I don’t know if that was much better. If you looked at the power play after, we had the fourth-line guys out there. They were only out there for 40 seconds. He (Vigneault) can make of it what he wants. We hadn’t scored a goal I think this year on the power play up until that point, or maybe we’d had one and they needed to get a little work, and they didn’t do anything. So he should be happy they were out there.”

“There weren’t many guys left on the bench; we were down to eight forwards,” said Ducks winger Corey Perry, part of Anaheim’s top unit. “There were only so many guys to put out there. We were the next line up anyways, and I don’t think it was meant to embarrass anybody or do anything like that. We were just playing hockey. There was still time left in the game.”

Vigneault may not be as inflammatory or easily enraged as his predecessor, John Tortorella, but he certainly knew how to stoke the fire as his Rangers sought a fourth straight win and revenge for last month’s beat down outside Disneyland.

“We embarrassed ourselves by how we played,” Vigneault recalled.

 Callahan is returning one game and two days early from a broken left thumb he suffered on Oct. 16 against the Washington Capitals. Offseason shoulder surgery was supposed to sideline him up to the entire month of October, but Callahan accelerated his return in the season’s second game, Oct. 7 in Los Angeles.

“Wednesday’s three weeks, that’s kind of what we were aiming at, so it’s ready to go,” said Callahan, who is tied for second on the Rangers with three goals despite having played in just five games this season.

 Once Vigneault had pinpointed the Ducks’ attempt to pour it on Oct. 10, with 6:39 remaining up 6-0, the coach was asked whether he would use that as motivation on Monday.

“I’m not concerned how other teams utilize their people,” Vigneault said. “I’ve got to focus on how I’m going to utilize our players (Monday) night to make sure we’re ready for an opponent that is one of the best in the league.”

Vigneault was leaning toward scratching young forward J.T. Miller to make room for Callahan’s return to the lineup. Miller struggled in Saturday night’s 5-1 win over the Carolina Hurricanes, in particular drawing criticism from goaltender Henrik Lundqvist for failing to clear the puck out of the defensive zone on one ‘Canes possession. Lundqvist eventually froze the puck and could be seen barking in Miller’s direction.

 The lines Vigneault showed at Monday’s morning practice were inconsistent, but Callahan skated pretty consistently with Brad Richards and Benoit Pouliot, so that likely will be one line.
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Crushed Ice: Ryan McDonagh has three-game point streak, Jesper Fast sprains ankle in AHL, notes from 5-1 Rangers win over 'Canes

BY Pat Leonard

Carl Hagelin scored two goals Saturday night for the fourth time in his career and the first time since Feb. 10 of last season against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

 Hagelin has three points in three games since returning from offseason shoulder surgery, including the game-winning assist in his first game back last Tuesday on Benoit Pouliot’s game-winner against the Islanders.

“The last couple games, starting against Detroit, we are just getting to pucks, winning battles, just a lot of one-on-one battles that we are winning as we are creating so many chances,” Hagelin.

STEPAN'S HAT TRICK CAPS RANGERS' 5-1 WIN OVER HURRICANES

 Hagelin didn’t play in that win over Detroit, but since he’s returned he has been winning a ton of those battles himself, particularly behind the net. Chris Kreider demonstrated a perfect example of that on Derek Stepan’s third goal, as well, bodying Carolina’s Tuomo Ruutu off the puck and feeding Zuccarello behind the net.

 The little Norwegian sent a pretty backhand feed to the front for Stepan’s finish. It marked six points in five games for Zuccarello since being benched Oct. 24 in Philadelphia. 

“My two linemates have created some pretty good looks for me, and I wasn’t able to find the back of the net,” Stepan said of previous games. “Tonight, they continued to do it, and I was fortunate enough to find the net a couple (or a few) times, so that’s good.”

Stepan’s hat trick, of course, was the second of his career. His first hat trick came in his first-ever NHL game, on Oct. 9, 2010, at Buffalo.

 Stepan and Brad Richards, who assisted on Hagelin’s first goal, are now tied for the team lead with 10 points apiece. Kreider has two goals and six points in six games since being recalled from the AHL, putting him in a four-way tie with Ryan McDonagh, Mats Zuccarello and Derick Brassard.

 McDonagh’s secondary assist on Hagelin’s second goal marked his third straight game with a point.

 Taylor Pyatt assisted on Hagelin’s second goal, scored out of the penalty box after Pyatt fired the puck down ice from the defensive zone onto Hurricanes goalie Justin Peters. It was Pyatt’s first point of the season.

 Pouliot had the primary assist on Hagelin’s first goal, a backhand 8:26 into the first period.

ON THE MARC

 Rangers defenseman Marc Staal played an aggressive 19:28 of ice time, marking the 45th combined meeting of him and his brothers, Carolina forwards Eric and Jordan Staal. When Marc poked the puck off Eric’s stick in the first period, it was a refreshing reminder that Marc’s eye injury last season thankfully had not prevented this from being possible once more.

“When you’re watching them in Carolina (last spring), you don’t know if you’re gonna get back out there and compete against them again,” Staal said afterward. “It was a lot of fun.”

Eric Staal, ‘Canes’ captain, had six shots on net. His line with Jordan Staal and Alex Semin brought their A-game. But the Rangers defense held and, when they didn’t, Henrik Lundqvist really was the main reason they didn’t find the score sheet.

COACH SPEAK

 Vigneault talked afterward about the Stepan line’s bounce-back, the Brassard line’s ability to put the Staals on their heels, Lundqvist’s stellar performance, and Hagelin’s speed:

“You say never critique a win, but it didn’t start the way the way I wanted, not just the game but (Stepan’s) line, their first three shifts were totally in our end,” Vigneault said. “I must have sat that line out for maybe eight or nine minutes in that first period. I liked the way they responded. I challenged them, and they responded the right way. They went on the ice and had some real solid puck possession shifts and that line ended up being real good for us at the end of the night after having a so-so start.”

So how about the job Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard and Derek Dorsett did reversing momentum and forcing the Staals to play in their own defensive end?: “My idea originally was to try Step(an) there, and that didn’t work out the way I anticipated. This game is sometimes is about making some quick assessments, some quick decisions, and I put that line together and I thought they played that (Staal) line real well. It’s one of the biggest and most skilled lines, and I put them together and they were playing a lot of minutes. I thought Brassard (Brassard), Boyle-zee (Boyle … yes, he calls him Boyle-zee) and Dorse (Dorsett) did a real strong job.”

Vigneault on Lundqvist: “Hank was, in my mind, the best player on the ice. He permitted us to find our legs and find a little bit of rhythm. We had a couple of breakdowns, but he did what a goaltender is supposed to do and he made some real big saves tonight.”

Vigneault on Hagelin: “(Hagelin’s) speed definitely helps us. When he scores the way he does tonight and backs down the defense the way he does, it’s so important to the team have success and winning games. He came out with two big goals for us.”

AHL INJURY NEWS

 Right wing Jesper Fast sprained his ankle playing for the Rangers’ AHL affiliate, the Hartford Wolf Pack, in Saturday’s 3-2 loss to the Springfield Falcons. Fast reportedly was not putting any weight on leg while being helped off the ice during the first period.

 Fast made the Rangers’ roster out of training camp and played eight of 10 games while on the roster, before the Blueshirts sent him down to the AHL on Monday night to make room for Hagelin, who returned from injury.

 Fast was minus-five with no points in those eight games but, when healthy, he remains on the short list of players the Rangers would call up when they require an extra forward.

 With the Ducks and Penguins upcoming as opponents, it wouldn’t be surprising to see either Danny Kristo or Marek Hrivik get a call-up.

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers had off on Sunday. They return to action on Monday at 7:30 p.m. against the Anaheim Ducks at the Garden, the third game of this four-game homestand. The Blueshirts are now 2-1-0 this season at home.
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Rangers creating more chances but still not scoring goals in waves with Ryan Callahan and Rick Nash sidelined

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers’ improved recent effort has resulted in more puck possession, scoring chances and wins, but not nearly enough gain in the goals column.

 The Blueshirts scored only two goals on 76 shot attempts Thursday against Buffalo, for example, and one was Chris Kreider’s rebound bank shot from the wing off Sabres goalie Ryan Miller.

 Going into Saturday night’s game against the Carolina Hurricanes at the Garden, the Rangers were averaging 1.67 goals per game (28th out of 30 NHL teams) and had scored just five even-strength goals in the past five games, including a measly four during five-on-five play.

CLEAN SLATE? VIGNEAULT HAS GRABBED IT THROUGH FIRST MONTH

“Because we’re being real sound in certain areas of the ice, it’s enabling us to counter real quickly and generate some quality chances,” coach Alain Vigneault said after Friday’s practice in Greenburgh. “We’re not finishing the way I would like to, but I think we’re doing all the right things and it’s just a matter of us getting a little confidence and a little bounce luck.”

Unfortunately, what the Rangers really need is for their two top goal scorers, captain Ryan Callahan and right wing Rick Nash, to get healthy.

 Callahan (broken left thumb) skated for a third straight day Saturday morning at the Garden, and he is on pace to return either Wednesday against the Pittsburgh Penguins, Thursday at the Columbus Blue Jackets or Oct. 10 against the Florida Panthers. The captain still is second on the team with three goals, behind Brad Richards’ five, even though Callahan has played in just five games.

 On the other hand, the Rangers are continuing to report “nothing new” on Nash, which means he is still experiencing symptoms on some level from the concussion he suffered Oct. 8 in San Jose.

 Nash is in New York, and there have been days he has reported to the team’s Greenburgh training facility from his residence in Manhattan. But he has not been seen since the injury, there is no timeline for a return, and it is uncertain if and when the Rangers even could place a timeline on Nash — or any head injury to any player — given the nature of concussions.

 Without Callahan and Nash, Vigneault has described the Rangers’ on-ice strategy as trying to play more “tight to the vest,” but they’ve generated more scoring chances anyway by turning teams over in the neutral zone and relying on newcomers Chris Kreider (from Hartford) and Carl Hagelin (from injury) to accelerate their attack.

“We’re definitely playing a style that is permitting us to win some games right now and be in every game, and we’re doing that by being committed at both ends of the rink,” Vigneault said.

 Even when Callahan comes back, though, the Rangers could be playing for a much longer time without Nash, the goal scorer and playmaker that Glen Sather sacrificed significant depth to acquire two summers ago. But the captain, at least, said Saturday he doesn’t feel that’s a reason to alter the team’s offensive plan.

“If you’re getting chances, you don’t change something up,” Callahan said. “You do that maybe if you’re not getting the opportunities. But since we are, it’s just a matter of putting it away.”

Saturday’s game was the second of a four-game home stand that continues Monday night against the Anaheim Ducks. Monday’s game will be Hockey Fights Cancer Awareness Night at the Garden. Go to hockeyfightscancer.com for more details on how to join the fight.
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Alain Vigneault has 'mixed emotions' about Manny Malhotra returning to NHL but wishes former Canucks center the best

BY Pat Leonard

Manny Malhotra publicly disagreed last February with the Canucks organization when they shut him down for the season after just nine games. Vancouver had feared that Malhotra’s impaired vision from a 2011 eye injury had left him susceptible to further harm in a high-speed game.

 No team signed Malhotra out of free agency this summer, but after a recent eight-game audition with Carolina’s AHL franchise, the Charlotte Checkers, Malhotra signed a one-year, two-way contract with the Hurricanes on Halloween.

CLEAN SLATE? VIGNEAULT GRABS IT THROUGH FIRST MONTH

 He debuted in Friday night’s 3-0 loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning and was in the lineup again Saturday night against the Rangers, the organization that originally drafted him seventh overall in 1998.

It’s a feel-good story, and everyone is rooting for Malhotra, including Rangers coach Alain Vigneault. But Vigneault, the Canucks’ coach when that franchise shut down Malhotra last season, still said Saturday that he has “mixed emotions” about Malhotra returning to the NHL.

“I’ve got mixed emotions and mixed feelings about that,” Vigneault said before Saturday’s game at the Garden. “On the one hand, I know that’s what he really wants to do. I know he’s really worked extremely hard to get another opportunity. So if I think of that, I’m real happy that he’s getting this opportunity.

“But,” Vigneault said. The coach paused. “He had a real serious injury where we (the Canucks) felt, as an organization with our medical staff, he was putting himself in a tough situation on the ice. Like I showed him a couple of times (on video) – quite a few times I showed him – Manny, did you see this guy here? Most of the time he’d answer that he could feel them, or see him. In my opinion, there was a gray area there.

“That’s a tough one,” Vigneault continued. “He’s a real quality person, a real quality guy. I know he wants to play. I just hope everything works out.”

Malhotra, 33, played his first three-plus NHL seasons for the Rangers from 1998-99 to 2001-02, until New York traded him in March 2012 to the Dallas Stars.

 On Friday, in his first game back, the veteran center won 15-of-20 faceoffs (75%).
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Alain Vigneault discusses Benoit Pouliot's encouraging high-end skill and the Rangers forward's need for consistency

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers’ Benoit Pouliot is a journeyman former first-round pick looking to stick finally with a team here in New York.

I wrote about his history and expectations at the start of the season, including former OHL teammate Marc Staal’s account of Pouilot as a junior player. In Washington, Pouliot said he felt better at the start of this season than during any other season in his NHL career. Then on Tuesday, after scoring the game-winning goal on Long Island, he reiterated that he’s in great shape and just has to stayed committed every play and every shift.

CLEAN SLATE? VIGNEAULT HAS GRABBED IT

Well, Rangers coach Alain Vigneault talked extensively after Friday’s practice in Greenburgh about Pouliot’s situation, his need to prove he can play consistently at the NHL level, and revealed the conversations coach and player have had about getting that done.

 Here is a pretty entertaining few minutes from Vigneault on Pouliot:

Mentioned in question that at points in Pouliot’s career, he hasn’t shown he can be consistent: “And he hasn’t shown it yet here, either. I’ve had this conversation with Ben. I’ve had this conversation with a few players in my career. You only get so many kicks at the can here, and you only get so many teams. Obviously a guy like Ben, high pick, high skill level and you see it now and you go, ‘Wow. Why does the – whether you want to call it the consistency or whatever is not there on a regular basis? That’s a question that we’re trying to figure out with him, that obviously he’s aware of. He needs to figure it out, because sooner or later, you only get so many kicks at this here.

“The guy that comes to mind for me right now is (Vancouver forward and former Ranger) Chris Higgins. Like I remember when I had Chris, when he walked in my office, he had just gone through four teams. It was his fourth team in a year and a month or two. I said, “Chris, this is it, son.’ We talked about what he needed to do on the ice, what he needed to do off the ice, and he figured it out. For whatever reason, I caught him at the right time, and at that time with his maturity, he figured it out, and he’s becomes, in my opinion, one of the best, most dependable two-way players that I’ve seen in a long time. So I’m hoping that Ben would be at that same stage in his career, where you see guys – they don’t figure it out, and then all of a sudden you don’t hear about them anymore. Hopefully he’ll figure it out.”

Is Pouliot aware of that stigma that follows him?: “Well he’d better be, because I’ve told him. I’ve been very, very direct: ‘Ben, you need to figure this out here.’ Because you see it and I see it. I mean, the high end skill. It’s not from game to game sometimes, it’s from shift to shift. And he needs to – in his preparation, in his sitting on the bench and getting ready for the next shift – he needs to figure it out here. If he figures it out, he’s gonna be able to have a good career. If he doesn’t, I don’t know how many kicks you get at it.”

Is Pouliot a top-six guy? Does he need a new role?: “In my opinion he’s top nine, like some guys you definitely have to play in your top six because they can’t defend or whatever. But Ben can defend, and he can skate well enough that he gets back and helps out our ‘D.’ So he’s got a tremendous amount of attributes and a tremendous amount of upside. He’s gotta put it together. He’s had a few teams lately, so hopefully he will for his sake, and I’m banking for our sake, too, because we need him to play consistently.”

On why Pouliot some plays looks engaged and others does not: “In French we say, “Ton de lune.” “Ton de lun” means (roughly) ‘Goes to the moon.’ I’ve told him this a couple times. ‘Ton de lune, ton de lune.’ I don’t know why it happens. You explain something to him on the ice on a shift, in a drill. He does it once, he does it twice, then all of a sudden the third time, ‘Ben, what are you?’ ‘Oh, yea.’ He’s gotta put it together, and I think he can. I’ve seen too many stretches where he’s done it, whether he needs to focus or whatever, he needs to figure it out.”
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Crushed Ice: Mats Zuccarello no longer in own way, Lundqvist makes saves that count, notes from 2-0 Rangers win over Sabres

BY Pat Leonard

Mats Zuccarello said Tuesday morning that he may have put too much pressure on himself early this season, when injuries to Ryan Callahan, Carl Hagelin and Rick Nash thrust the Norwegian winger into a prominent role accompanied by higher expectations.

“Honestly at the start of the season, we had a lot of injuries, so I had an opportunity, but I think I felt the pressure,” Zuccarello told the Daily News. “You want to show them (the coaches), ‘Hey, I can play.’ But I have to keep it simple, make the simple, easy plays, and not put so much pressure on myself like I was in the beginning.”

Zuccarello’s early lack of production led to a healthy scratch in Philadelphia last week, but sitting that game also woke him up: He scored his first goal the next game in Detroit, notched his first assist Tuesday against the Islanders and assisted again on Chris Kreider’s goal in Thursday’s 2-0 Rangers win over the Sabres.

 The line of Derek Stepan, with Kreider on the left and Zuccarello on the right, now has generated consistent momentum for two consecutive games. Thursday, they combined for 18 shots on goal.

“A big part of our line right now is Chris Kreider, the way he’s moving his feet, he’s on pucks,” Stepan said. “And when he does get pucks, he’s getting the puck to Zucc, and Zucc’s making plays. I don’t know how many times tonight Zucc(arello) made a big pass that really breaks down a defense and allows us to kind of get those chances in tight. Those are our two big keys to success tonight.”

Zuccarello also had his share of glorious scoring chances that he couldn’t finish due to Sabres goalie Ryan Miller’s spectacular night. Miller jabbed his right pad against the post to stop Zuccarello’s wraparound in the first period. Then, in the second, Miller absolutely robbed Zuccarello, making a kick save on his shot from the slot before Kreider smacked the rebound in off Miller from the wing for the 2-0 lead 11:21 into the second period.

 Zuccarello said after the game he “couldn’t believe” Miller had stopped that shot. The little Norwegian demonstrated how sure by raising both of his arms as if he’d been a split-second away from celebration.

 But it all worked out, and this is two straight games now that Zuccarello has played his best this season.

“Hard work,” Zuccarello said. “Hard work.”

THANKS, HANK

 Henrik Lundqvist may not have made 44 saves like Miller, but he turned away the big Buffalo chances that mattered.

 He stopped Buffalo’s Cody McCormick on a shorthanded chance off a second-period face-off when the game still was 1-0, a difficult save right off the draw. Later, he denied Drew Stafford and Jamie McBain on back-to-back shots off the rush just prior to intermission to keep it 2-0. Then he stopped 11 shots in a sloppier third period by the Rangers.

Alain Vigneault had said Thursday morning that “10, 15 percent” of his decision to sit Lundqvist Tuesday on Long Island had to do with his just coming off injury the night before against Montreal. Lundqvist insisted before the game that “there (are) no issues,” and after Thursday’s win said he was starting to get closer to where he needs to be, both in his mental approach and in his effectiveness in net.

“I think the last few games I’m getting there,” said Lundqvist, who registered the 47th shutout of his career. “It’s been bumpy, but you’re looking for a nice rhythm and to get a flow to your game. I still have some work to do here, but it was definitely a good game for me. We played so well, it was easy for me to kinda ease into the game. as the game moved on, I got tested a little bit more, but as long as it’s a one-goal game, you never know. One bad mistake and it’s a tie game. We had a really good effort tonight.”

Thursday’s sloppy third period, and the Rangers’ inability to score more than two goals despite their dominance, illustrated yet again why Lundqvist is so important to this team. The Blueshirts (5-7-0) may have had their way with the Buffalo Sabres (2-12-1), but even during this same game, the situation could have flipped against them if not for their goalie.

“We were the better team tonight; things can change quickly, though,” Brian Boyle said, when asked if it was comforting to demonstrate the Rangers are in a different class than the Sabres. “This league will keep you honest if you get too comfortable.”

CAPTAIN SKATING, EYES RETURN IN WEEK TO 10 DAYS (This is a re-post from Thursday’s early story on Lundqvist, but I am including it here, too, in case you missed it)

 Captain Ryan Callahan participated in Thursday morning's pre-game practice for the first time since breaking his left thumb blocking a shot Oct. 16 in Washington. Callahan wore a non-contact jersey but is on schedule to return to the lineup in a week-to-10 days, Vigneault said, which could put him back in the lineup as early as next Wednesday against the Penguins or Thursday in Columbus against old friends Marian Gaborik, Brandon Dubinsky and Artem Anisimov.

"It's extremely frustrating," Callahan said Thursday morning, with his left hand wrapped in ice. "I worked hard all summer to get back from that shoulder injury (that kept him out of the season-opener in Phoenix). I came back a little bit sooner than expected, which was good, and I felt good. I felt the last couple games I started to feel my game a little bit, getting back in it, and then this happened … I felt it those first couple days. I was pissed off … But after that initial shock or that initial disappointment, you get the mindset of ‘Let's heal. Let's get back.'"

Rick Nash (concussion) remains sidelined indefinitely from the Oct. 8 headshot by Brad Stuart in San Jose and still has not been seen around the team.

Center Dominic Moore suffered a strained oblique muscle in the first period of Tuesday's win on Long Island and will miss a week to 10 days, Vigneault said. Brandon Mashinter replaced Moore in Thursday's lineup against Buffalo, but the Rangers may recall other forwards from Hartford during this homestand as necessary.

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND …                                                              

There are now four Rangers with five or more points this season: Brad Richards (nine), Derek Stepan (seven), Derick Brassard (six) and Ryan McDonagh (five) … The Rangers’ 46 shots on net are the most by the team since March 15, 2011, against the Islanders (47) … Coach Alain Vigneault moved past Jacques Demers into 28th on the NHL’s all-time head coaching points list, earning 950 points in 818 career games coached (427-295-35-61) … The Rangers organization named three stars after the game, none of them Ryan Miller. I don’t get it … Michael Del Zotto now has an assist in two straight games after going eight games without a single point … J.T. Miller grabbed his first point of the season on Derick Brassard’s power play goal and also screened Miller as Brassard picked the top left corner of the net slap shot from the point 8:23 into the game … Two significant milestones achieved on the blue line: Dan Girardi played in his 500th NHL game; Marc Staal played in his 400th NHL game … Stepan led all skaters with seven shots on goal. Kreider’s six shots on net is a career high … Former Islander Matt Moulson was credited with no shots on goal, two blocked shots and a minus-one rating in 19:14 of ice time. He reflected on Sunday’s sudden trade and his time on the Island here.

 I never blogged the full lineup and injuries going into Thursday night’s game, so here it was:

RANGERS LINEUP VS. SABRES

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Carl Hagelin-Brad Richards-Benoit Pouliot, Taylor Pyatt-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller, Brandon Mashinter-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Cam Talbot (backup)

Healthy scratch: Justin Falk

Injured: Rick Nash (concussion, injured reserve), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb, out until at next Wednesday), Dominic Moore (strained oblique, out week to 10 days).

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers practice at noon Friday at their Greenburgh training facility. Then they continue their four-game home stand Saturday at 7 p.m. against the now division rival Carolina Hurricanes and, of course, brothers Staal.
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Crushed Ice: Several Rangers get on the board vs. Islanders, Dominic Moore questionable vs. Sabres, Talbot choice surprising

BY Pat Leonard

Carl Hagelin and Michael Del Zotto both picked up their first points of the season Tuesday night, both assists on Benoit Pouliot’s game-winning goal in a 3-2 win over the Islanders at Nassau Coliseum.

WHEN DUST CLEARS AT COLISEUM, RANGERS EMERGE VICTORIOUS

Brad Richards improved his team-high point total to nine with the primary assist on Chris Kreider’s first goal of the season, a first-period power play tally. Ryan McDonagh scored his second goal of the year, also on the power play. Mats Zuccarello grabbed his second point in three games and his first assist of the season, while center Derek Stepan had two assists.

 Believe it or not, Stepan (seven points) is second on the team in scoring despite having no goals on the season.

MAY BE LESS OF MOORE

 Fourth-line center Dominic Moore missed the final two periods of Tuesday’s win with an upper-body injury and could miss Thursday’s game against the Buffalo Sabres. If he does, Brian Boyle likely would start as the fourth-line center, and Brandon Mashinter would replace Moore in the lineup on one of the wings. The Rangers of course also would have the option of recalling someone else from Hartford.

WHY THE ROOKIE?

 Coach Alain Vigneault’s decision to start rookie backup goalie Cam Talbot was surprising, not only because of his team’s dire straits but because Henrik Lundqvist – who’d made 25 saves on Monday – has an impeccable track record both against the Isles and in back-to-backs.

CAPUANO THREATENS SHAKEUP ON 'D' AFTER ISLES DEFEAT

 Lundqvist has a career 27-11-5 mark against the Islanders, including five shutouts and a 2.07 goals against average. He has started on consecutive days 66 times in his career, with a 41-18-7 record in the second game, including a 2.03 goals against average and six shutouts.

 Lundqvist said Tuesday morning that he understood Vigneault’s decision, particularly because this was the Rangers’ second game in a grueling stretch of nine in 16 days.

“It’s not the first time I (won’t) play back-to-backs,” Lundqvist said. “It might be a smart decision, too. We have a lot of games coming up here. I listen to the coach. … Talbot is playing the way he’s playing, so it might be a good decision to split that.”

Though Lundqvist didn’t show signs Monday of being hindered by the injury that had sidelined him the previous two games, he has not declared himself 100%. After Monday’s game he said he felt “OK,” and on Tuesday morning he said he felt “pretty good.”

There is also the distinct possibility, even though Vigneault denied it pre-game, that Talbot dressed because of how well the Rangers played in front of him during his two starts, most notably Saturday’s 3-2 overtime win in Detroit.

“I think in our last games our team has played well in front of both our goaltenders,” Vigneault said. “It’s just a question of back-to-back games. I mentioned before that I needed a (backup) goaltender who could play 15-to-20 games, and this is one of those situations.”

Talbot made 22 saves and recorded his second win in three starts to begin his NHL career, allowing a short-side wrister to Cal Clutterbuck off the rush and a tricky bounce off Peter Regin that Talbot tried to glove and deflected off defenseman Dan Girardi.

Brad Richards on the win: “We had a lot of good things throughout the game that paid off over time, with pressure on their D. we had some good power plays that kept us in the game, which was different obviously than when we lost (Monday) night. So the things we wanted to correct, zone time and power play time, we did both and we got rewarded.”

Richards on Carl Hagelin’s contributions: “He’s so good forcing turnovers obviously, but down low, you saw how much more zone time we had down below the hash marks and controlling it because he’s so good at darting in. It felt good to have him back.”

Alain Vigneault on Chris Kreider: “He’s been playing real well, going to the tough areas, and on the power play he was standing in front of the net, screening the goaltender and jumped on the rebound. So he did what he was supposed to do.”

Hagelin on getting into the flow of his first game: “Even on one of my first shifts I was in the offensive zone, able to skate around a little bit and do some quick pivots, and that gave me some confidence throughout the game.”

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers had off on Wednesday. They open a four-game home stand Thursday at 7 p.m. against the Buffalo Sabres, the only time that averages fewer goals per game (1.57) than the Blueshirts (1.64).
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Crushed Ice: Rangers' offensive woes continue, referees don't know hybrid icing rule, Fast sent to AHL to make way for Hagelin

BY Pat Leonard

So before we talk about the referees from Monday night’s 2-0 home-opener Rangers loss, let’s point out three important factors not related to officiating that led to New York’s defeat to Montreal:

 1. Forwards Chris Kreider, Derek Stepan and J.T. Miller all had terrific scoring chances, in the first, second and third periods, respectively, that were turned away by Canadiens goalie Peter Budaj. Budaj, despite being the Habs’ backup normally to Carey Price, was terrific.

COLUMN: GARDEN RENOVATED BUT LIFELESS, LIKE RANGERS OFFENSE, IN LOSS

 2. The Rangers’ early offensive energy also didn’t translate into goals because Montreal blocked shots the way the Blueshirts typically do. The Habs had 28 blocked shots, led by defensemen Andrei Markov (six) and Josh Gorges (five). The Rangers actually out-attempted the Canadiens in shots by a wide margin, 64-46, but each team only got 27 through.

 3. The Blueshirts trailed, 1-0, for most of the third period but managed just six shots on goal in those 20 minutes. Unacceptable.

 Or, as Miller said of whether the Rangers had energy: “Yeah, but we couldn’t score. We’ve gotta score goals.”

Now on to the officiating crew of Gord Dwyer, Dave Jackson, Scott Cherrey, Steve Miller and the NHL’s review staff in Toronto that together was simply miserable.

RANGERS FALL FLAT IN 2-0 HOME-OPENING LOSS TO CANADIENS

 Before addressing the obvious missed calls, let’s talk about how this crew seemingly doesn’t understand the new hybrid icing rule. The point of the rule is to blow icings dead early to avoid dangerous collisions. The linesman is supposed to blow the play dead when a defenseman wins the race to the face-off dot, but the wording of Rule 81.1 also reads:

“If the race for the puck is too close to determine by the time the first player reaches the end zone face-off dots, icing shall be called.”

Why then, with 6:56 left in the second period, was no whistle blown when Kreider and Canadiens defenseman Francis Boullion were racing shoulder-to-shoulder all the way to the back boards? The no-call actually resulted in Kreider winning the puck – perhaps at least in part because Boullion was expecting the icing call – and setting up Derek Stepan for a great chance in front. The Rangers never should have had that scoring chance.

 Another similar call seemingly was missed later in the game as Mats Zuccarello raced a Habs defenseman for the puck.

 Now, on to the more obvious questionable calls:

 1. Alex Galechenyuk’s goal 17:09 into the third period looked exactly like the Miller goal that had been disallowed last Thursday in Philadelphia, except these replays showed Galchenyuk actually turned his skate to redirect the puck, whereas Miller in Philly had seemed just to be in the right place at the right time. The officials in Toronto got this one wrong. Here’s Henrik Lundqvist talking about the goal:

“You know what? If that’s not a kick, I don't know what a kick is,” Lundqvist said. “Seriously. There needs to be some sort of consistency in the calls. I think that’s a kick. That’s my opinion. Just a frustrating goal there. It kind of kills the whole game. It is what it is. It’s over. It’s disappointing.”

“I saw even when it happened that he had the (kicking) motion,” Lundqvist continued. “It’d be very interesting to hear their explanation for it, just, you know, moving forward, what the rule really is.”

2. Brian Boyle was whistled for roughing on a routine hit of Canadiens forward Brian Gallagher 15:56 into the second period. As Boyle said, he could see that perhaps from the angle behind him it may have appeared that he’d hit Gallagher’s head. But hey, pairing this with the boarding call Boyle was whistled for in Philly, it’s starting to seem like some officials are starting to cross the line the other way in the name of safety and not allowing guys to play.

 That call, of course, led to the power play on which Tomas Plekanec scored, a terrific goal by the Canadiens where all five guys on ice touched the puck and Plekanec – as Lundqvist explained later – just made a tough move.

“Ya know? Wrong player, wrong place there,” Lundqvist said. “(Plekanec) is very patient, and to go for a shot I kind of took the angle away, and that’s why I was late coming across. He made a good move. I wish I got a better push off there, but most guys there will shoot and not work around like he did there. But he’s a really good player.”

3. Finally, there were two aspects of the Chris Kreider interference penalty  5:37 into the third period that made no sense to me. The first was that, immediately, I thought of how on Montreal’s power play goal, Canadiens forward Michael Bournival had basically picked Marc Staal out of Plekanec’s way after making a drop pass to the left boards.

 Kreider simply held the blue line but was called for interference, stopping the Rangers’ fourth power play short, when the Habs’ Raphael Diaz appeared to catch his skate briefly on Kreider’s leg and then collide with teammate Gorges. Both Canadiens tumbled to the ice, and Kreider was called for the penalty.

“The Kreider penalty the referee told me a defenseman skating backward, if a player is standing there, he has to get out of the way even though he’s standing still and the player skates into him,” coach Alain Vigneault said. “I thought their player skated into their player. I couldn’t really tell you there.”

But again, this game was about far more than the officials. Kreider, for example, had a third straight strong game but again couldn’t finish a glorious chance in front.

“What net didn’t I see?” Kreider said of his missed opportunity in the first period, staring at a gaping goal. “It was wide open, and he came across with the pad, and it went off the top of his pad or the top of his glove, then off the bottom of the crossbar and back out. It’s just another one I’ve got to have, same as the one on (Red Wings goalie Jimmy) Howard (Saturday) night in Detroit.”

A couple more quotes:

Marc Staal: “I thought when we were playing five on five we were in their zone, we had some good cycles, I think we spent most of the time in their end. But then we put ourselves behind the eight-ball with some penalties that took the momentum away and we weren’t able to generate much after that.”

Vigneault: “We were doing a lot of the right things. We had net presence, every time we took a shot we had people converging to the net trying to win the battle. Give their guys credit.”

Lundqvist, on whether he wants to play vs. the Islanders: “Yeah. I would love to play. I’ve been rusty, but we’ll leave it up to the coaches, and we’ll see.”

Vigneault on which goalie is playing vs. Isles: “I’ve made up my mind but I haven’t told my goaltenders yet, so before I tell you I’ve gotta tell them.”

It appeared Tuesday morning, however, that Vigneault was going to start Cam Talbot against the Isles, as the rookie went off-ice first from the optional skate. Stay tuned for more from Nassau Coliseum later in the day.

NOT SO FAST

 Rookie Jesper Fast played well in his Garden debut on Monday night, excluding an early third-period hooking penalty. But after making the roster out of training camp, Fast had no points and a minus-five plus/minus rating in eight games played. So the Rangers returned him to the AHL following Monday night’s game to make way for the return of Carl Hagelin, who comes off long-term injury Tuesday and will rejoin the lineup to face the Islanders.
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Rangers' silence on Rick Nash is deafening; Dominic Moore makes 'special' Garden return; Miller, Dorsett discuss effectiveness

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers weren’t able to roll out their shiniest toy on the ice at Monday night’s home opener along with the glistening new Garden, and that is a major concern.

 Injured right wing Rick Nash hadn’t traveled with the team since his Oct. 8 concussion in San Jose, but one would have expected – or hoped – that with the team returning to the New York area, the organization finally would obtain a more recent, more positive update on his health.

LUNDQVIST RETURNING FROM INJURY TO START VS. CANADIENS

 But coach Alain Vigneault clammed up the morning prior to facing the Montreal Canadiens, turning and deferring to a team spokesman when asked about Nash.

“Nothing new,” the spokesman said.

“I haven’t asked,” Vigneault said.

 It’s still the Blueshirts’ biggest question, though, even if Vigneault isn’t asking it: If concussion symptoms sideline Nash for months, or longer, how do the Rangers proceed? Better yet, how do they win and compete at their highest level without the player they pay most per year by annual cap hit, at $7.8 million?

 The Rangers at least are expected to get Carl Hagelin back Tuesday night on Long Island, which would be the speedy winger’s first eligible game since recovering from offseason shoulder surgery. But captain Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb) remains out until at least Nov. 6, and even when he returns, it appears there still could be a gaping hole at the top of the Blueshirts’ depth chart.

 No one in the Rangers organization wants to talk about Nash right now, and no news is bad news.

MOORE IS BETTER

 Fourth-line center Dominic Moore prepared for a “special” night at the Garden, his first game there as a Ranger in almost exactly seven years and six months. Moore, originally drafted by the Rangers 95th overall (third round) in 2000, last played at the Garden as Ranger on April 29, 2006, in a playoff game against the Devils.  He went on to play for eight different teams since but then took a year-and-a-half off from hockey to care for his sick and since-deceased wife, Katie, before deciding to sign a one-year deal with New York this summer.

ISLES TAKE RISK DEALING MOULSON, TWO PICKS FOR SABRES' VANEK

Moore, 33, obviously an inspiration given his circumstances, has played his best hockey of the young season the past two games, including his first point on an assist of Mats Zuccarello’s third-period goal in Saturday’s 3-2 overtime win in Detroit.

“It’s just the little things that when you take a year-and-a-half off you take for granted, that start to come back,” Moore said of his increased comfort level recently. “Like when the puck comes off the boards and you’re on it, maybe if you don’t take a year-and-a-half off, you don’t have to look down and lose that extra time you have to make a play. I’m getting those little things back.”

Moore means everything is starting to feel more instinctive. He’s been a bright spot down the middle, as has Brian Boyle, while top two centers Derek Stepan and Derick Brassard have struggled – though Brassard, of course, may have kick-started his game by scoring the overtime winner in Motown.

MILLING AROUND

 J.T. Miller, 20, said the Rangers’ second power play unit has been effective as “a battling unit,” and that Benoit Pouliot’s second-period goal was a perfect example.

“We get the puck in front, we get three or four whacks at it, everybody touched the puck,” Miller said Monday morning.

 The young forward took the shot that led to that scramble. He also scored the disallowed goal in Philadelphia last Thursday, and he’s found a home on the second-line right wing with Brassard and Pouliot. Miller wasn’t credited for a shot on goal in Detroit. He said he needs to shoot more, but that’s not what gets his game going.

ZUCCARELLO DIGS DEEP, MCDONAGH JOINS FIRST POWER PLAY UNIT

“I get going when I can create space for myself, find guys and make plays,” he said. “I need to be skating, obviously, but when I have the puck and time, and we’re cycling and getting their ‘D’ working. That’s when I, that’s when we, feel most comfortable.”

THIRD AND GOAL

 Right wing Derek Dorsett has been markedly improved since costing the Rangers dearly with undisciplined penalties in St. Louis on Oct. 12. In Detroit, he helped form an effective third line with Boyle and Taylor Pyatt, playing physically but not crossing the line.

 Dorsett denied the Blues game forced him to change his game.

“It didn’t cause me to back off,” he said.

 It’s true that he’s still been the in-your-face agitator, a good example being his fights and yapping in Philadelphia last Thursday. Still, on the forecheck and in the neutral Dorsett has been much more disciplined and effective.

“I want to get to that intensity line but not step over it,” Dorsett said. “Offensively, I think our line has created chances, and defensively we haven’t given up much. Hopefully we can be that shutdown line that takes on other teams’ top lines, because the three of us have the makeup where we can do that.”

RANGERS LINEUP VS. CANADIENS

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Brad Richards, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett, Mats Zuccarello-Dominic Moore-Jesper Fast

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Cam Talbot (starter)

Healthy scratches: Brandon Mashinter, Justin Falk

Injured: Rick Nash (concussion, injured reserve, out indefinitely), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb, out until at least Nov. 6), Carl Hagelin (left shoulder, out until at least Tuesday on Long Island).

Power play unit No. 1: McDonagh-Richards, Kreider-Stepan-Brassard

Power play unit No. 2: J. Moore-Del Zotto, Pouliot-Miller-Zuccarello
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Rangers-Canadiens preview: Mats Zuccarello responds to scratch in return, Ryan McDonagh moves to first power play unit

BY Pat Leonard

The normally jovial Mats Zuccarello turned serious Sunday afternoon when asked about his early-season struggles and his bounce back game Saturday night in Detroit.

 Zuccarello scored his first goal of the season in the 3-2 overtime win over the Red Wings, but being scratched the previous game in Philadelphia clearly hit home for the Norwegian winger.

“You put pressure on yourself to do well,” Zuccarello said after practice at the Garden. “When it’s not going well, it’s something you think about every night. But it was nice to get one (goal) yesterday and to get the win.”

LUNDQVIST RETURNING TO START HOME OPENER AT GARDEN

 Zuccarello, 26, is an undersized forward playing on his second consecutive one-year contract, after rejoining the team last spring following a season in the KHL during the lockout. His NHL job security often feels tenuous, but the Rangers brought him back because there is a place for him if he can produce offensively at a regular rate.

 He had no points in his first seven games and often got knocked off the puck too easily, leading to a scratch last Thursday in Philadelphia. Upon returning to the lineup Saturday, he committed a bad offensive-zone giveaway in the first period that led to Detroit’s Drew Miller scoring off the rush.

 But Zuccarello, playing on the fourth line with Dominic Moore and Jesper Fast, showed character not only in addressing his puck protection issues but in rebounding mid-game from the glaring giveaway. He scored a pivotal game-tying rebound goal in front, 2:18 into the third period, after Marc Staal put a slapper on net from the left point.

RANGERS WING IT IN DETROIT, SURGE TO 3-2 OVERTIME VICTORY

“I focused on trying to hold onto the puck more, be stronger with the puck and be smarter,” Zuccarello said. “I made a bad play yesterday, but I couldn’t focus on that. (In previous games), I had lost too many pucks, and I’m trying to be strong on those.”

Zuccarello provided a light moment when he said the Rangers are intent on being a “pain in the (butt)” to play against in the offensive zone. He cracked a smile, happy to be back at the Garden but more intent on continuing to chip in offensively.

“We’ve been having a tough time, everyone knows it,” Zuccarello said of the Blueshirts’ desire to build off Saturday’s victory. “So to get the win, it was kind of a relief, and now to come back home. It’s a lot of different factors.”

MAC POWER

 Ryan McDonagh started to grow on the power play at the end of last season under John Tortorella, so he looked forward to a larger role on the man advantage to start this fall. He hadn’t gotten a chance until Thursday, but since Alain Vigneault put him on the second unit in Philadelphia, McDonagh has taken full advantage the past two games.

 He started the play that led to J.T. Miller’s disallowed power play goal against the Flyers and earned the secondary assist on Benoit Pouliot’s power play tally Saturday in Detroit. That promising play has earned him a promotion to the top unit, at the point opposite Brad Richards, for Monday’s home opener against the Montreal Canadiens.

“I just go out there and do my job,” McDonagh said Sunday of not starting the season on the power play. “It doesn’t matter what position, or not, I’m in. I’ve gotten good confidence the last few games, hanging onto pucks, puck handling, using my legs and creating some good breakouts and such. Maybe that’s what (Vigneault) is seeing. But those things have to continue.”

Against the Flyers, McDonagh weaved across the blue line carrying the puck on an entry, split defenders and set up what would have been Miller’s game-tying, third-period goal had Toronto officials not reversed the call.

CRUSHED ICE: BRASSARD DESCRIBES HIS DRAMATIC GAME-WINNER

Then on Saturday in Detroit, McDonagh kept possession in the corner and later crashed the net hard to jam a bouncing puck on Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard, which resulted in a Brian Boyle shot at the crease and Pouliot’s power play goal to open New York’s scoring.

“I’m trying to see the ice a bit better and find open guys as opposed to getting rid of the puck fast,” McDonagh said. “The one (Saturday) night, I just kind of held onto it on the boards and waited for help. Boyle and Pouliot and I, we were all battling. We get a good shot (from Miller, blocked by Wings defenseman Nicklas Kronwall) and bring it to the net. Nothing too crazy. I’m just trying to be simple on the power play.”

McDonagh’s assist on Pouliot’s goal was impressive also because, while he was a defenseman assigned to a point, he ended up driving with the puck to the near post, starting a scramble with an instinctive move to the net because that’s what the play had called for. It didn’t matter that he was a defenseman down low at the opposite crease.

 Vigneault said he’s also giving McDonagh a chance on the top unit – replacing Michael Del Zotto – because the Rangers’ first group has been losing the puck out of the zone at the points and sending opposing teams the other way shorthanded.

“He’s made some real high percentage plays with the puck, and for whatever reason our first unit has been giving up – on turnovers – good quality chances to the other team,” Vigneault said. “So we wanted to try Ryan there and give him the opportunity to see if he can contribute a little bit more.”

CAN CAM, OR CAN’T CAM?

 Vigneault was asked Sunday after practice what he’s been able to glean from watching backup goalie Cam Talbot. Here is the coach’s response, including a comparison to the strong early play of young winger Chris Kreider:

“What I’ve seen from (Talbot) in the two regular season games and training camp, I see a young player with a lot of upside,” Vigneault said. “He’s done it in that short window. Can he do it long term? We’re gonna have the answer to that. You could ask me the same question about Kreider. Kreider comes in, plays those two games, is one of our best forwards. He’s skating, he’s hitting, he’s going to the net, he’s generating chances. He’s done it. Is he gonna continue to do it? Time will tell. We’re hopeful that they will, and performance will let us know.”

ON THE MARC

 Forgot to mention this the other night in Crushed Ice: Against the Wings, Marc Staal made a terrific pass from the end line of his own net to the Red Wings’ blue line Saturday night to free Derick Brassard for his first of two breakaways in the game. Brassard’s high wrist shot nicked Jimmy Howard’s shoulder and sailed wide, but he redeemed himself by scoring the game-winner in overtime.

SUNDAY’S PRACTICE PARTICIPANTS AND LINES

Forwards (14): Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Brad Richards, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle- Derek Dorsett, Mats Zuccarello-Dominic Moore-Jesper Fast … Extras: Brandon Mashinter, Carl Hagelin (comes off long-term injury Tuesday; left shoulder; expects to return to lineup Tuesday, Thursday or Saturday).

Defensemen (seven): Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto … Extra: Justin Falk.

Goalies (three): Henrik Lundqvist (missed last two games with undisclosed injury), Cam Talbot (started last two games), Jason Missiaen.

Absent: Rick Nash (concussion, injured reserve, out indefinitely), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb, injured reserve, out until at least Nov. 6).
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Crushed Ice: Derick Brassard explains his overtime game-winning goal for NY Rangers in 3-2 win over Detroit Red Wings

BY Pat Leonard

DETROIT – Derick Brassard couldn’t finish a second-period breakaway Saturday night when Jimmy Howard barely got a shoulder on a high wrister that sailed wide.

 But Brassard knew what he was up against from his days playing with Columbus – when the Red Wings and Blue Jackets were still in the West – as he skated in to score his overtime game-winner in a 3-2 Rangers victory.

BLUESHIRTS TOP RED WINGS IN OT, 3-2, TO CLOSE ROAD TRIP ON HIGH NOTE 

“I played a lot against Detroit in the past in my career, and I knew how good Howard was in breakaways and shootouts,” Brassard said. “So the first time, in the second period, I tried to get high on him. Then it was a great play in overtime. (Benoit Pouliot) used the second effort to push it into space there so I could skate into it. I couldn’t settle the puck on the ice, and I didn’t know how much time I had, so I tried to go five-hole, and the puck was not flat on the ice, so I think it gave me a little advantage on that.”

Brassard didn’t even know where the puck went. He thought maybe it snuck through Howard’s five-hole, where he was aiming, but it squirted under the goalie’s right arm. Brassard credited not only Pouliot’s pass but defenseman Dan Girardi’s winning a one-on-one battle in the defensive zone just prior to set up the play.

 The Blueshirts’ offensive effort was by far the team’s best of the season, and Cam Talbot (32 saves) is starting to make a name for himself in net with Henrik Lundqvist sidelined.

“We had all four lines, everyone was rolling tonight,” Brassard said. “Our ‘D’ played really well, so did our goalie. It’s his second game in his career, and it’s never easy to come here in this building. He stayed really confident and played really well. We deserved that one. We’ve been working hard on the road trip. It’s not the record that we were expecting to have, but we’re going home for a while and we’re going to turn this around.”

Every Ranger but two – Dan Girardi and J.T. Miller – put at least one shot on goal.

 Finally, the Rangers’ neutral-zone defense was smothering all night, forcing 17 Red Wings turnovers.

“We were patient,” Marc Staal (assist) said of the neutral zone clampdown. “They have a lot of guys that like to – like Datsyuk, Zetterberg – those guys like to turn back and make plays through the neutral zone. And I thought we were patient not to kind of just spin around in circles. We stayed with our structure and were able to bat a few down and turn it over.”

WHAT A SAVE

 Howard’s diving blocker save on Brian Boyle’s second-period rebound should end up on a ton of NHL highlight reels the rest of the season. Boyle felt he got a good shot off and was incredulous that Howard had gotten over to make the stop. Perhaps Howard leaped across because with Rangers winger Derek Dorsett collapsed through the crease into the net, the goalie couldn’t slide across as he normally would.

HIGHLIGHTS FROM ALAIN VIGNEAULT POSTGAME

On what the Rangers did well: “I thought against a team like Detroit that has such a real strong transition game and they’re probably the best in the league or close to it as far as making the legal interference. So you’ve got to really do two things well: You’ve got to manage the puck so you don’t feed their transition – I thought we did a good job of that, using our speed and getting pucks behind their D. And I thought we really battled hard for the ice. They make it real hard for you, they get in front of their net, they make it hard for you by driving our net hard, and I thought we did a real good job being strong in those two areas and we were able to generate quality chances and when they did get chances we had some big saves.”

On how well the Rangers were forechecking: “We got to pucks – we weren’t really forechecking – we were getting pucks behind their ‘D’ and we were first on the puck and already in the offensive zone with possession.”

Vigneault on players that impressed him: “We had a lot of guys stand out in my mind. Kreids (Chris Kreider) tonight in my mind had a real strong game protecting the puck, making it hard on their D. Boylezee’s line (yes, Brian Boyle – never heard that one before), and obviously Pouliot and Brass tonight spent a lot of time in their end.”
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NY Rangers' Dan Girardi admits second-guessing details after blowout losses out West, but he rebounded strong in Philadelphia

BY Pat Leonard

DETROIT – Nothing says Dan Girardi like a shot block off the collarbone, and maybe the Rangers defenseman’s self-sacrifice Thursday in Philadelphia indicated this team’s iron man is reclaiming his identity.

 Girardi, 29, has been out of position and unsure with the puck often in October, nowhere close to his All-Star form of two seasons ago. But he had his best game in Thursday’s 2-1 loss to the Flyers, breaking up multiple odd-man rushes and anchoring a perfect penalty kill, including a painful block of a rising Matt Read wrist shot.

“I know I’m not playing my best, but I don’t think it’s panic mode,” Girardi told the Daily News Saturday morning before taking on the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena. “I know I can be better. I’m trying to do the right things, but sometimes if I’m thinking too much maybe it gets in the way. I may overthink a pass or a play instead of just hitting a guy.

“When you lose games like 9-2 in San Jose and 6-0 in Anaheim, you second guess yourself in the defensive zone, on rush coverage,” Girardi continued. “Then maybe you’re overcautious. Instead, we have to be more confident and trust that everybody knows where they’re supposed to be.”

VIGNEAULT CALLS OUT UNPRODUCTIVE CENTERS BRASSARD, STEPAN

 Girardi was exactly where he needed to be breaking up a Flyers three-on-one rush late in Thursday’s third period that kept it a one-goal game and gave the Rangers a chance.

“I like being a big difference-maker, making a big play or a big block,” Girardi said.

 Coach Alain Vigneault took notice.

“He had a good game in the sense that he made some big defensive plays that stopped the opposition from getting some grade-A chances,” the coach said Saturday of Girardi. “There were two odd-number situations we gave up, one at the end of the game, that would have prevented us from trying to tie it, and he made some big plays. So hopefully that’s a start for him.”

Recently, the Rangers’ defense has announced itself as the leading candidate to drag the team out of its early season doldrums if someone could just score. Marc Staal said New York’s defensemen, however, can’t allow a lack of goals to bait them into forcing offense from the back and losing their structure.

“We may have been doing that the first couple weeks,” Staal said.

 Girardi also said it’d be helpful if the team could generate more consistent offensive pressure, “hem teams in like we used to,” to put their opponents on their heels for a change.

 Red Wings coach Mike Babcock called the play of Girardi, Staal and Ryan McDonagh in Philadelphia “fantastic” after watching the tape. Vigneault said his defensive corps as a whole has been “playing the percentages better, with and without the puck.”

WHO'S IN GOAL? WHO CARES? RANGERS NEED TO SCORE

“That’s what all Ds have to do,” Vigneault said. “They’ve got some reads to make when we have the puck. When you don’t have the puck, you’ve got to be part of the forecheck. You’ve got to read the backcheck, and you’ve got to help out the forwards making sure they’ve picking up the right personnel.”

Vigneault, a former defenseman himself, concluded with a quip.

“Ds have always been a lot smarter than forwards,” he said, smirking. “We all know that. So it’s real important they help those guys out as much as they can.”

GETTING LATE EARLY

 Staal acknowledged the season is almost a month old and there is no longer time to say ‘It’s still early.’

“Eight games is a pretty big chunk of the season, so we have to get results and get points,” Staal said. “We can talk all we want about how we think we’re playing better or feeling better, but it doesn’t matter if we don’t win.”

REFLECTION FROM QUICKIE

 Rangers rookie right wing Jesper Fast told the Daily News on Saturday morning that he believes if he talks more on the ice, he can improve on his total three shots through six games and become more of an offensive threat.

 Fast is quiet by nature, but he said he thinks he needs to learn to communicate better and more often with teammates during his shifts. He said he feels the Rangers offensively are “getting stuck in the corners” sometimes instead of establishing the type of cycles he thrived in during the preseason. He also said he has to “move the puck better and use my speed.”

“If I don’t move my feet, I’m not gonna get chances,” Fast said.

EXTRA, EXTRA

 Just a few notes from Wednesday’s practice, actually, that I thought were interesting but never posted.

 I asked center Derick Brassard to describe how the Rangers’ play is affected when their “compete level,” as they say, isn’t where it should be. Brassard said in games in which the Rangers have played well, they’ve managed the puck well and supported each other, but in games they’ve lost, he feels their execution has been off and affected their rhythm.

 Ryan McDonagh also described how the defensemen are trying to “come out clean” from their own zone with the puck to set up an “attack with speed” through the neutral zone, “as opposed to dumping it and chasing to an area.” McDonagh allowed that dump-and-chase is going to happen and sometimes needs to, but the Blueshirts can’t be relying on it to the point where they’re not applying the ideal pressure, and instead their opponents are able to attack them with speed, instead.

FORWARD THINKING

 Carl Hagelin (left shoulder) said Saturday morning that his plan is to return from offseason shoulder surgery either Tuesday at the Islanders, Thursday against the Sabres or next Saturday against the Hurricanes … Captain Ryan Callahan (broken thumb) remains out until at least Nov. 6 … Asked about the status of Rick Nash (concussion), Vigneault said: “I haven’t asked about him in four or five days. He’s not around, so I worry about the guys that are here.”
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Alain Vigneault calls for centers Derek Stepan, Derick Brassard to do more for NY Rangers starting Saturday at Detroit Red Wings

BY Pat Leonard

DETROIT – Alain Vigneault called for more from his top two centers, Derek Stepan and Derick Brassard, the morning of the Rangers’ game at Joe Louis Arena against the Detroit Red Wings.

“We need our centermen to help us out here a little bit,” Vigneault said. “They’re a big part of defensive hockey and offensive hockey, and we’ve got quite a few on that end right now that are underperforming.”

WHO'S IN NET? WHO CARES? RANGERS NEED TO SCORE GOALS

Vigneault is keeping Stepan and Brassard as the centers of his top two lines Saturday night. He wouldn’t say whether he’d consider moving Brad Richards back to the middle if their struggles continue, but that clearly would be the next step.

“Tonight I’m not thinking about that,” the coach said. “Tonight I’m hoping that Step and Brass, especially those two – they’re supposed to be our offensive players, our offensive skill. They need to start showing some of that.”

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock watched tape of the Rangers’ 2-1 loss to the Flyers Thursday night in Philadelphia and said he liked a lot about New York’s game. But he also drew a simple conclusion:

“They’re like us,” Babcock said. “They don’t score any goals.”

It’s true. The Red Wings (6-4-1) have three goals in their last three games (0-2-1), struggles so bad they are splitting up top two goal scorers Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg to start Saturday’s game.

 But the Rangers (2-6-0) have a league-low 12 goals in eight games and have scored one goal in the last 146 minutes and nine seconds of hockey.

 The Blueshirts undoubtedly are weary of this nine-game, season-opening road stretch. The game in Detroit puts an end to the constant travel before Monday’s home opener against the Canadiens.

“It’s tough,” Zetterberg said of the Rangers’ frequent travel. “I talked to a few of the guys (on the Rangers). They really want to get home and play in front of their home fans.”

Goalie Cam Talbot will make his second straight start Saturday night against the Red Wings, with Jason Missiaen backing him up as Henrik Lundqvist continues to recover from his undisclosed injury.

 Lundqvist participated in a full team practice Saturday morning at the Joe, his third straight practice and the first time he’s been back in front of the full team taking shots since last Saturday.

“It’s a little better,” Lundqvist said. “It’s moving slowly in the right direction. Today was the first real practice I had in a week, so we’ll see how I respond … It’s tough to be patient. I’m not gonna hide it. I definitely want to play Monday. I want to be there and play in front of our fans. So that’s our goal, but at the same time you have to be smart about it. It’s a long season, but we’ll see how I react to this. This was a good skate.”

Unfortunately, Vigneault said when asked about the status of Rick Nash (concussion) that he hadn’t even asked about him in four or five days and that he’s heard nothing new. No news is bad news.

Carl Hagelin (left shoulder) said he is not sure yet whether he’ll return to the lineup Tuesday on Long Island, Thursday against the Sabres or Saturday against the Hurricanes. But he said the plan is to come back one of those games.

 Vigneault made a slight lineup change by reinserting diminutive Norwegian forward Mats Zuccarello for Brandon Mashinter, who has quite a shiner on and around his left eye from Thursday’s heavyweight battle with Flyers forward Wayne Simmonds.

 It’s unfortunate timing for the Norwegian media outlet TV 2 Sporten, which sent two reporters this week to cover Zuccarello. He was scratched while they were covering him in Philadelphia, and now that they’ve moved on to California to cover a Norwegian Olympic-level snowboarder, Zuccarello re-enters the Rangers’ lineup.

 Such are the breaks.

 Finally, here is a good breakdown from Red Wings coach Mike Babcock on the Rangers. Babcock watched New York’s game against the Flyers in preparation for Saturday’s game:

“I thought their D zone looks the same, and when I think of the Rangers, I still think there’s lots of (carryover) from before (with John Tortorella), lots of shotblocking,” Babcock said. “I really liked 27, 5 and 18 (referring to defensemen Ryan McDonagh, Dan Girardi and Marc Staal). I thought they were fantastic for them the other night. (Derek) Stepan’s obviously a real good player for them. (Brad) Richards seems to have his game going here. (Brian) Boyle always impresses me. I think he’s done a real good job. He’s gone to New York and become a good player in the league. It’s like every team in the league: You’re gonna have your hands full. And they’re like us. They don’t score any goals.”

RANGERS LINEUP AT RED WINGS

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Brad Richards, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett, Mats Zuccarello-Dominic Moore-Jesper Fast

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto

Goalies: Cam Talbot (starter), Jason Missiaen (backup)

Healthy scratches: Brandon Mashinter, Justin Falk

Injured: Henrik Lundqvist (undisclosed injury, day-to-day), Rick Nash (concussion, injured reserve), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb, out until at least Nov. 6), Carl Hagelin (left shoulder, out until at least Tuesday on Long Island).
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Crushed Ice: Dorsett dishes on Flyer concerns, Kreider discusses Rangers offense, notes and stats from 2-1 loss in Philly

BY Pat Leonard

PHILADELPHIA – Rangers agitator Derek Dorsett said after Thursday’s 2-1 loss to the Flyers that he fought Flyers enforcer Zac Rinaldo in the first period in retaliation for a hit by Rinaldo on Rangers defenseman Ryan McDonagh.

 Dorsett felt Rinaldo had skated at McDonagh through the center of the ice with his knee out and his arm raised, possibly to catch McDonagh with “a chicken wing.” McDonagh avoided the brunt of hit, but it still was a dangerous run. So Dorsett came over the boards and dropped the gloves.

RANGERS WASTE TALBOT'S 25-SAVE DEBUT IN 2-1 LOSS TO FLYERS

 Then in the second period, Dorsett flipped out at the end of a fight between teammate Brandon Mashinter and Flyers winger Wayne Simmonds. Here’s why:

 Dorsett felt he had let Rinaldo up off the ice during their first period fight, and then in the Mashinter-Simmonds fight, Mashinter had paused to let Simmonds up at one point, as well. But when Mashinter was in a vulnerable position, Simmonds continued to throw punches. One of them, in Dorsett’s opinion and to the naked eye, appeared to show Simmonds punching down on Mashinter’s head and shoving his face into the top of the boards at the Rangers’ bench.

 Dorsett lost his cool watching that unfold and received a 10-minute misconduct for trying to engage Simmonds and then Braydon Coburn.

 During the second-period skirmish, Rangers rookie goalie Cam Talbot actually skated to his blue line and Flyers goalie Steve Mason skated to his, but that’s as far as they went.

WHERE’S BEN?

 The Rangers gagged forward Benoit Pouliot after the game. He saw media in the hallway outside the locker room and bolted, since the team clearly didn’t want him discussing his hit on Flyers forward Max Talbot that had earned Pouliot a five-minute boarding major and a game misconduct.

 But coach Alain Vigneault felt, after reviewing the hit at intermission, that Max Talbot’s face-first crash into the boards was the result of a hockey play.

“I thought Pouliot was trying to go shoulder to shoulder and (Max) Talbot lost his step a little bit and fell awkwardly into the boards,” Vigneault said.

 We’ll see what the NHL thinks of Pouliot’s hit. In my opinion, there didn’t appear to be intent. I think both players were battling for the puck. Maybe Pouliot gets disciplined for not pulling up as he sees Talbot losing his balance. Scary play. Glad Max Talbot is OK.

NEVER BEFORE IN NET

 With Henrik Lundqvist injured and Martin Biron recently waived and retired, the Rangers dressed two goaltenders Thursday night in Philadelphia with no NHL experience: starter Cam Talbot (25 saves) and backup Jason Missiaen, who didn’t see any action.

 The last team to dress two goaltenders with no NHL experience, according to Elias Sports Bureau, was the Islanders in their 5-3 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs at Nassau Coliseum on Feb. 8, 2011. Mikko Koskinen played that game for the Islanders, backed up by minor-league journeyman Joel Martin.

Talbot on whether he stopped to take in the moment:“Maybe before the puck dropped, but as soon as the game starts going, you can’t really take that second there. You’ve got to be focused for the whole 60 minutes. I tried to take it in before the puck dropped and maybe during warm-ups, but after that I just focused on my game.”

Talbot on whether his performance is encouraging: “It gives me confidence. It wasn’t the outcome I was looking for in my first start, but I thought I played pretty well for the most part.”

NO GOAL

 The Flyers’ Max Talbot said he was “really concerned” while waiting for the NHL’s ruling on J.T. Miller’s goal, which eventually was disallowed.

“We caught a break there, because sometimes they call it for your side, sometimes they don’t,” Max Talbot said. “It’s such a tight play, and I feel like it was kind of the break we needed.”

VANILLA VIGNEAULT

 The Rangers coach seemed a little desensitized to his team’s lack of scoring ability in yet another loss.

“Well our guys are doing a lot of the right things,” Vigneault said. “We used our speed, we spent a lot of time in Philly’s end. We tried to get pucks through, bodies in front, but give them credit. They did a nice job defending, their goalie made a couple nice saves. It was a tie game going into the third. We had done a real good job of killing that five minutes and gave ourselves a chance.”

Vigneault essentially said his team’s effort was better, but it didn’t translate always into effective play.

“I thought our guys tried extremely hard,” he said. “They did a lot of the things that we’ve talked about. Offensively our execution might have been a little off on some occasions there, but it was a better effort in my estimation.”

EASY KREIDER, AND MCDONAGH’S OK

 Chris Kreider was arguably the Rangers’ most effective forward in 19:18 of ice time, with the primary assist on Brad Richards’ goal, a game- and career-high six hits, and two shots on net, while forechecking effectively.

 But he had a glorious rebound chance in front denied by Flyers goalie Steve Mason, and then Kreider collided hard with teammate Ryan McDonagh while turning toward the circle. McDonagh was slow to get up and in pain on the bench, but returned to the game.

“Personally I’ve got to pop some of those chances,” Kreider said. “I also have to not hit Mac … I hit him so hard. (My shot) went off Mason’s toe, and I was looking back to see where it was, and it was just (smack) … So close.”

Fortunately, McDonagh returned to play the rest of the game, and the Rangers said afterwards that their top-pair defenseman had no issues.

Kreider breaks down the Rangers’ effort: “I thought for large spurts in the second (period) we had them hemmed in. That’s a good team at getting pucks off the glass and clogging up the neutral zone. That’s how they play. So they got out to that lead and they were able to sit on it nicely. They play pretty good defense and it’s hard, all those ‘D’ – regardless of how big or mobile they are – they all get the puck out. They’re all pretty good at alleviating pressure, especially Mason. So we started pressing a little bit towards the end and having to shoot pucks in and go get ‘em. And it’s a little difficult especially when they’re expecting it … I thought we played pretty well down the stretch. I think there are some things to take away from the game and say we did well, but there’s obviously work to be done.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND …

The Rangers’ penalty kill went 4-for-4 in 11 shorthanded minutes to improve to 21-for-24 (87.5%) in the last five games, led by McDonagh and Dan Girardi, who tied for a team-high with 7:31 of shorthanded ice time apiece. Unfortunately, the power play went 0-for-2 and allowed a Matt Read shorthanded goal in the first period off a Derick Brassard turnover at the offensive blue line …  Marc Staal failed to gather the loose puck and clear it prior to Coburn’s game-winning goal early in the third period, which Talbot lost through a screen by Simmonds and Anton Stralman defending the Flyers forward … Talbot was the second Ranger to make his NHL debut this season, along with Jesper Fast. Speaking of Fast, the rookie Swede missed way wide on a first-period two-on-one pass from Stralman, struggling to handle the pass and hitting the back boards. Fast is averaging 11:01 of ice time in his six games played so far and has a total of just three shots on goal. He has to improve … Richards leads the team with five goals and eight points. He is still one of only three Ranger forwards – including Ryan Callahan (three) and Derek Dorsett (one) – with a goal this season … Both Moores played well. Defenseman John Moore got the second assist on Richards’ goal and had three shots and two blocks in 15:56 of ice time. Center Dominic Moore tied for the game high with four shots and won 7-of-9 faceoffs in 14:24 … The Rangers outshot the Flyers 31-27 and had 61 attempts to Philadelphia’s 50 … The normally talkative Brian Boyle called the disallowed goal decision “tough,” admitted the Rangers’ effort was better, but was as disappointed as a Rangers fan would hope he and all the players would be following yet another loss … Girardi had another tough night with errors on the puck, but he had a big shot block early and then in the third period broke up a Flyers three-on-one to keep the Rangers within a goal. “(Girardi) did a good job keeping his stick there and reading the play,” Flyers captain Claude Giroux said of Girardi’s stick break up. “If that pass goes through, I got an open net. It’s a good play, I think. In the third period like that, I think (Kimmo Timonen) wanted to shoot it, but we got the win, so it’s all good.”

NEXT UP

 The Rangers fly to Detroit and have off on Friday. They will play the Red Wings Saturday at 7 p.m. ET, televised on MSG Network (but of course, you’ll be following on Twitter, instead).
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NHL commissioner Gary Bettman upholds Patrick Kaleta 10-game suspension; Mats Zuccarello comes out of Rangers lineup vs Flyers

BY Pat Leonard

PHILADELPHIA – NHL commissioner Gary Bettman upheld Brendan Shanahan’s 10-game suspension for Buffalo Sabres forward Patrick Kaleta on Thursday afternoon, and the league released a detailed 19-page report explaining the decision.

COLUMN: WOULD NHL EVER BAN A PLAYER?

In it, Bettman rejects the NHLPA’s arguments in defense of Kaleta for his headshot Oct. 19 of Columbus Blue Jackets defenseman Jack Johnson and upholds the lengthy suspension for one of the NHL’s serial offenders.

“Regrettably, Mr. Kaleta stands out for his repeated violations of – and seeming indifference to – the Playing Rules put in place to protect other Players, and particularly, other Players’ heads,” Bettman writes.

FULL TEXT OF BETTMAN’S DECISION ON KALETA

 Kaleta has seven days to appeal Bettman’s decision to a neutral arbitrator if he wishes to do so.

The Rangers, of course, know Kaleta’s antics all too well, including last season’s frightening hit on Brad Richards. The Blueshirts also have endured the frightening effects of headshots, as illustrated most recently by Rick Nash’s injured-reserve stint due to a concussion from a Brad Stuart headshot Oct. 8 in San Jose.

 The injury-plagued Rangers (2-5-0) nevertheless must press on and face the equally desperate Flyers (1-7-0) Thursday night at Wells Fargo Center. The Blueshirts only had an optional skate in the morning, but here is your lineup, led by Cam Talbot making his NHL debut in net.

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Brad Richards, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, Brandon Mashinter-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto

Goalies: Cam Talbot (starter), Jason Missiaen (backup)

Healthy scratches: Mats Zuccarello, Justin Falk

Injured: Henrik Lundqvist (“minor issue,” day-to-day), Rick Nash (concussion, injured reserve), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb, out until at least Nov. 6), Carl Hagelin (left shoulder, out until Tuesday on Long Island).

Power play No. 1: Del Zotto-Richards, Kreider-Stepan-Brassard

Power play No. 2: McDonagh-J. Moore, Pouliot-Miller-Boyle

Here are the power play changes: McDonagh goes on for first time this season; Boyle, Kreider, Del Zotto go on; Girardi, Zuccarello comes off; Moore drops from the first unit to the second.
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Henrik Lundqvist will not play against Philadelphia Flyers Thursday; rookie Cam Talbot will make NHL debut for NY Rangers

BY Pat Leonard

Henrik Lundqvist will not start Thursday night in Philadelphia. In fact, he won’t even dress.

 Alain Vigneault said Wednesday afternoon after practice at Greenburgh that Lundqvist, who is dealing with a “minor issue,” per the team, will not play against the Flyers.

 Cam Talbot, 26, therefore, will make his first ever NHL start in net for New York (2-5-0).

“(Lundqvist) is not playing tomorrow,” Vigneault said. “Cam’s going tomorrow. I’ve already told him today at practice. (Lundqvist) is not going to be the backup either. If this would have been a playoff game, he’d probably be playing. It’s something that’s day-to-day that we think we can nip it in the bud. It might take one more day, maybe two, but it’s something he should be able to turn the page on and you won’t hear about it anymore.”

NHL POWER RANKINGS: LEANING WEST IN THE EARLY GOING

 Vigneault said Lundqvist’s ailment is “something he’s had for, I want to say, maybe 10 days. But it wasn’t anything significant. He played real well in Washington, and it acted up a little bit after the Jersey game.”

The coach said on Sunday, the day after the 4-0 loss to the Devils, Lundqvist “just felt it more and consulted our doctors. They took a look at him and he had some irritation, so we figured we might as well nip this in the bud right now.”

Lundqvist still will travel with the Rangers and go to Detroit after the Philly game, however, so there is still a chance he starts Saturday.

BONDY: VIGNEAULT HAS ROUGH EARLY GO AS TORTS HANDLES NEW CHALLENGE

 So the Rangers will take on the Flyers (1-7-0) without Lundqvist, captain Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb), Rick Nash (concussion) and Carl Hagelin (left shoulder). That means they will be without almost a third of their team based on salary cap hits, or $21.2 million of $65.4 (32.3%).
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Henrik Lundqvist day-to-day with a 'minor issue,' NY Rangers say; goalie skips second straight practice in Greenburgh

BY Pat Leonard

The only way things could get any worse for the Rangers is if Henrik Lundqvist were injured.

 Well …

Lundqvist skipped practice for a second straight day Tuesday because he is dealing with a “minor issue,” according to the Rangers, and the goaltender’s status is “day-to-day” ahead of Thursday night’s game in Philadelphia.

 Lundqvist was on the ice in Greenburgh before practice without pads, apparently testing out new skates, but he did not come on the ice with Alain Vigneault and the full group.

FULL STORY: LUNDQVIST COULD MISS PHILLY GAME WITH 'MINOR ISSUE'

The 31-year-old former Vezina winner is enduring the most difficult stretch of his NHL career (.890 save %, 3.45 goals against average). Without Lundqvist at his top form – or on the ice, for that matter – the Blueshirts (2-5-0) obviously are not the same team.

 They already are injury-riddled, with forwards Rick Nash (concussion), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb) and Carl Hagelin (left shoulder) out of the lineup.

 Nash again missed practice Tuesday and has not practiced since Brad Stuart’s headshot in San Jose on Oct. 8.

COLUMN: KREIDER, RANGERS NEED TO SIMPLIFY THEIR GAME

LINE SHIFT

 Vigneault switched up his third and fourth lines and power play units on Tuesday, compared to Monday’s practice. Mainly, he demoted Mats Zuccarello to the fourth line and took him completely off the power play:

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Derek Stepan-Brad Richards, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, Mats Zuccarello-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett … Extras: Brandon Mashinter, Carl Hagelin

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto … Extra: Justin Falk

Goalie: Cam Talbot

Injured: Henrik Lundqvist (“minor issue,” day-to-day), Rick Nash (concussion, injured reserve), Ryan Callahan (broken left thumb, out until at least Nov. 6), Carl Hagelin (left shoulder, out until Tuesday on Long Island).

Power play No. 1: Del Zotto-Richards, Kreider-Stepan-Brassard

Power play No. 2: McDonagh-J. Moore, Pouliot-Miller-Boyle

Here are the power play changes: McDonagh goes on for first time this season; Boyle, Kreider, Del Zotto go on; Girardi, Zuccarello comes off; Moore drops from the first unit to the second.
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Chris Kreider practices on Rangers' top line, Henrik Lundqvist takes Monday off, still no update on Rick Nash

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers may prefer to play again right away and wash out the bad taste of Saturday’s 4-0 loss in New Jersey, but they couldn’t ask for a better time to have three straight practice days. They’re depleted by injuries and sunk in the Eastern Conference standings.

 The Rangers (2-5-0) are failing to get by or even muster consistent effort with this skeleton crew. They sorely miss injured top-six forwards Rick Nash (concussion), Ryan Callahan (captain) and Carl Hagelin (left shoulder). Their defense is inconsistent, their goaltending pedestrian.

SATURDAY REWIND: DEVILS BLANK RANGERS, 4-0, IN NEWARK

Extra time between games hopefully will give Nash more time to heal. However, he missed practice again Monday in Greenburgh, and coach Alain Vigneault had no update at all on his right wing’s condition. Nash still has not practiced since Brad Stuart’s headshot in San Jose on Oct. 8.

 So with Nash out indefinitely, Hagelin out until Oct. 29, and Callahan out until at least Nov. 6, the Rangers have their work cut out for them to score goals, let alone win games and gain points in the Metropolitan Division.

 Their next game, Thursday night in Philadelphia, is as good an opportunity to bounce back as any against the last-place Flyers (1-7-0). But how is that supposed to make Vigneault and his players feel better? The Rangers just rolled into Newark on Saturday against a previously-winless and highly motivated Devils team, and they walked out without a goal or a point.

RANGERS' BIRON RETIRES AFTER 16 NHL SEASONS

 Philly, which fired coach Peter Laviolette following an 0-3-0 start and replaced him with Craig Berube, is the only team behind the Rangers in the division standings, and is one of only two teams behind the Blueshirts in the entire conference, along with the Buffalo Sabres.

 The Rangers especially need a win in Philadelphia because they then travel northwest to visit the Red Wings (6-3-0), who sit in first place in the new Atlantic Division. Saturday’s game in Detroit will conclude the Rangers’ nine-game, season-opening road stretch.

 Then, the Rangers will close the month October with three games in four days: next Monday’s home opener against the Montreal Canadiens, Tuesday’s visit to the Islanders (the Rangers’ only game at Nassau Coliseum this season), and Thursday’s hosting of the Sabres.

KREIDER RECALLED FROM HARTFORD TO HELP OFFENSE

 Beginning next Monday, the Blueshirts will play nine of their next 12 games at the Garden, hoping they can steady their game, return their top-six forwards healthy to the lineup, and escape this early-season swoon.

 Here are some notes from Monday’s practice in Greenburgh. The Rangers are practicing all three days at their facility before traveling to Philadelphia Thursday morning:

-Henrik Lundqvist took Monday’s practice off for a maintenance day, according to the Rangers. Cam Talbot, therefore, was the lone goalie on the roster to practice, with an extra filling in at the opposite net for Lundqvist.

“It’s just he just needed an extra day here,” Vigneault said of Lundqvist. “We have five days in between games here, so we thought it was the right thing for him to do today.”

Vigneault was asked whether he would have considered pulling Lundqvist in New Jersey had Talbot been available as a backup. The coach answered by saying he is trusting Ludnqvist to work his way through this slump.

ISLES' COMEBACK FALLS SHORT IN 4-3 LOSS TO 'CANES

“Hank’s one of our top players,” Vigneault said. “He’s definitely a leader and a force on this team, and when you struggle, whether it be on a personal note or a team note, a lot of times you let those guys work it out. Hank’s battling right now, and I’m very confident – and you people know him a lot more than I do – he’s been the best goaltender in the NHL for quite some time. So I would say it’s a safe bet to say he’s going to find his groove.”

-Chris Kreider skated on a top line with Brad Richards and center Derek Stepan in his first practice since being called up from the AHL on Sunday. Taylor Pyatt moved down to a third line with center Brian Boyle and Mats Zuccarello. The second and fourth lines changed through practice, but eventually they appeared to settle with Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-J.T. Miller as the second line, and Dominic Moore centering the fourth line with a rotation of three wingers: Derek Dorsett, Jesper Fast and recent call-up Brandon Mashinter.

 Vigneault said Kreider had an “average” training camp in the coach’s opinion but that since, “he went to Hartford, worked real hard and played some good minutes for them, and hopefully he can come and do the same thing for us.”

Kreider said he’s going to “try to play my game, try to use my assets, get to the net, shoot pucks, play simple.” I’ll have more from Kreider in my story from practice later on today’s website and in Tuesday’s Daily News.

-Michael Del Zotto, scratched for Saturday’s 4-0 loss, was back on the third defensive pairing with John Moore, backing up the top two pairs of Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi and Marc Staal-Anton Stralman.

 Del Zotto said he felt he had played better in St. Louis prior to contracting the flu and missing last Wednesday’s game in Washington. But he knows he has to be better, starting with the defensive end and also creating more offense, a strength of his at his most effective.

-Carl Hagelin continued to practice in a contact jersey, while defenseman Justin Falk skated as the extra seventh defenseman. Hagelin said he took a lot more contact in Monday’s practice than he had last week and that his shoulder responded well. He said parts of the shoulder are sore after taking contact, but that is normal because he is activating muscles that haven’t been activated recently. He’ll expect some soreness after games even when he returns. It’s just a matter of smart and regular maintenance to nurse all of the muscles back to full strength.
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NY Rangers coach Alain Vigneault moves Taylor Pyatt, J.T. Miller onto top two lines for Saturday game against New Jersey Devils

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault has reshuffled all four of his forward lines in the absence of Ryan Callahan for Saturday night’s showdown against the New Jersey Devils (0-4-3) in Newark, the seventh of nine straight road games to open the Rangers’ season.

 The Blueshirts (2-4-0) practiced on Friday in Greenburgh in preparation for their second straight Metropolitan Division opponent, looking to build off Wednesday night’s 2-0 win over the Capitals in Washington, D.C.

PYATT'S PLAY WITH SEDINS IN VANCOUVER LEADS A.V. TO TRY HIM UP TOP

Vigneault said he did not know if Michael Del Zotto (flu), back on the ice Friday, would replace Justin Falk as the sixth defenseman. Otherwise, their lineup will look as it did during practice. Players who have moved in the lineup are highlighted in bold and italicized, to show you Vigneault’s specific changes:

Forwards: Taylor Pyatt-Derick Brassard-Brad Richards, J.T. Miller-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Benoit Pouliot-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett, Darroll Powe-Dominic Moore-Jesper Fast.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Justin Falk OR Michael Del Zotto-John Moore

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Jason Missiaen (backup)

Power play unit, No. 1: Richards-J. Moore, Stepan-Pyatt-Brassard

Power play unit, No. 2: Girardi-Stralman, Pouliot-Miller-Zuccarello

 Pyatt moved from third-line left wing to first-line left wing. Richards slid from the left to the ring. Miller vaulted from the fourth line to the second, while Pouliot slid down to the third line. Powe joins the lineup as a call-up from the AHL, primarily to help as a penalty-killer, while Dorsett and Fast have switched spots in an effort to create more balance in the bottom six.

“It’s definitely an opportunity for some other guys to have a bigger role and more ice time, and I’m hoping somebody’s gonna grab the opportunity,” Vigneault said of the new lineup, with injured forwards Callahan, Rick Nash and Carl Hagelin out. “We need somebody to do that. Cally, you can’t replace what he brings to the table, but you’re hoping some other guys will be able to take the opportunity, that little extra ice time that they might be able to get on the power play and penalty killing, and I’m confident that’s what’s gonna happen.’

CALLAHAN OUT THREE-TO-FOUR WEEKS WITH BROKEN LEFT THUMB

 Pyatt not only will replace Callahan on the top line but also will start on the first power play unit.

“Taylor is a big body that can protect the puck, take the puck to the net, and we felt with the guys we had available, he was probably the best-suited guy to come in and do the cycling and net-presence that Cally was bringing to that line,” Vigneault said.

 The Devils will start Cory Schneider, one of Vigneault’s former Vancouver Canucks goaltenders, in net. New Jersey (0-3-4) still is looking for its first win. But their coach Peter DeBoer and veteran forward Patrik Elias both said after Thursday’s 5-2 loss in Ottawa that the Devils are playing better now than their record indicates.

 Vigneault didn’t disagree, having watched the Senators game himself.

“It’s going to be my first time with this New York tradition here, so I’m looking forward to it,” Vigneault said. “I watched New Jersey’s game last night against Ottawa. They played real well. They dominated most parts of the game. They met a hot goaltender (Craig Anderson) who just shut ‘em down. It’s gonna be a good game.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND ...

 Vigneault said his understanding in talking with Glen Sather and others in the Rangers front office is that Derek Stepan’s game is about 75% of where it could be … Stepan said Wednesday night he’s starting to feel better about his game … The Rangers organization clearly is being careful about managing the confidence of Chris Kreider, who remains in the AHL. No doubt, Kreider played less instinctively last season and during this year's training camp than he had during his NHL debut in the 2012 playoffs. But he also scored the game-winning goal in New York's only win of last spring’s five-game second-round playoff series against Boston, then showed signs of life in this fall’s preseason finale once taken off Richards’ and Nash’s line. Vigneault planned to attend the Hartford Wolf Pack’s game Friday night against the Manchester Monarchs to watch Kreider play himself … Hagelin participated in his first contact practice since offseason shoulder surgery and said, barring a setback, he intends to return for the first game he is eligible, Oct. 29 on Long Island … Nash did not practice and remains on injured reserve. He has not practiced since his Oct. 8 concussion … Callahan is out three-to-four weeks with a broken left thumb suffered late in Wednesday’s third period.
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Crushed Ice: Derek Stepan feels 'fine,' Ryan Callahan scores skillful goal, Henrik Lundqvist sharp in 2-0 Rangers win over Caps

BY Pat Leonard

WASHINGTON – John Moore’s wrist shot past Braden Holtby’s waving glove 12:05 into Wednesday’s second period wasn’t exactly a screamer. But it was the result of sustained Rangers offensive zone pressure and momentum built on two plays immediately preceding it:

 Henrik Lundqvist made a crucial left-pad stop on a Brooks Laich breakaway 10:41 into the second period to keep the game scoreless. Then, with Washington on the power play from Anton Stralman’s hold of Laich, Derek Stepan drew a slashing penalty on Caps captain Alex Ovechkin, forcing the four-on-four on which Moore would tally off assists from Brad Richards and Ryan McDonagh.

Coach Alain Vigneault was pleased to see his Rangers (2-4-0), settled down a bit with a more routine schedule in a more familiar environment, play some their best hockey of the young season against the Caps (2-5-0) in a 2-0 win at the Verizon Center.

“We played well in L.A. to beat that team,” Vigneault said. “We played two pretty good periods in St. Louis, ran out of gas, and we were able to get a day off in our environment, then have two good practices and come here and put our best foot forward. I thought our guys competed real hard, which is the key to any game, and we did a lot of right things with the puck. And when we didn’t have the puck, we did a lot of the right things. So we’ll take our first win in Eastern time, and go from there.”

Some stats and notes highlighting the Rangers’ second win of the season, after which Moore wore a new and improved Broadway Hat, which was given to him by Richards, its previous winner from Oct. 7 in Los Angeles:

-New York outshot Washington, 36-22, and out-attempted the Capitals in shots, 61-57.

-Ryan Callahan scored his third goal in two games, and it was a beauty (see video below). The captain also led the Rangers with six shots on net and five hits. Moore was second on the Rangers with five shots on goal. Alex Ovechkin led the Capitals with eight shots on net.

-I mentioned this in my game story also, but the Rangers’ 21 shots in the second period marked their highest total in a period since the opening 20 minutes of a 6-3 win over the Islanders on March 15, 2011, according to Elias Sports Bureau.

-I am a big critic of Derek Dorsett. I often don’t see his value. But I would consider his physical, dogged forechecking, hitting and two shots on goal in 9:33 of ice time a bounce-back effort from his disastrous, penalty-filled showing in St. Louis. Both he and fourth-line center Dominic Moore provided good forechecking pressure. J.T. Miller, in his first game since Tuesday’s call-up and second of the season, wasn’t much of a factor, but I think he deserves to be bumped up with Stepan this Saturday against the Devils to have a better chance of producing.

‘D’-ing UP

 Defensemen Ryan McDonagh (25:14, team-high ice time) and Dan Girardi (24:08) led the team in minutes, reunited on the top pairing, and helped shut down Ovechkin in a significant bounce-back effort.

“I felt pretty good going into the game and just wanted to be simple and hard and take pride in my own zone,” McDonagh said. “(Girardi and I) were saying (we had to have) a lot more communication with the forwards today. We were a lot more confident in our zone and maybe a little bit more patient as opposed to running into the corners and running out of position. It’s a good game to build on. Now we have to find some consistency.”

The Rangers had entered allowing a league-worst five goals per game. Even Marc Staal committed two errors that led to goals in Saturday’s 5-3 loss to St. Louis, leading Vigneault to reunite McDonagh and Girardi in desperate search of a solution.

“There are 120 minutes of ice time that we have to give out on defense, and right now – I don’t want to say we’re having a tough time giving it out on performance – but nobody’s really grabbed the opportunity there to get a little ice time with their play,” Vigneault had said Wednesday morning at the Verizon Center. “Obviously those guys are aware that they’re fighting it a little bit with the puck. But we need them to make the plays that they have the capabilities of making, and if they do that, we’ll be in better shape.”

Seventh defenseman Justin Falk made his second straight start, with Michael Del Zotto out with the flu. Del Zotto and injured forwards Rick Nash (concussion symptoms) and Carl Hagelin (shoulder) did not make the trip to the nation’s capital.

 Falk dropped the gloves with Caps forward Tom Wilson but played a team-low 8:57 of ice time.

STEPAN’S OK, DESPITE SCARY HIT

 Derek Stepan caught a break when he was not seriously injured by a forearm to the head from Capitals winger Troy Brouwer 51 seconds into the third period.

“I never saw him coming,” Stepan said. “I can’t sit here and say if he did one thing or another, I don’t know. It happens. It’s part of the game. He said something to me on the ice, that he didn’t see me … Everyone did a good job with making sure everything was OK before I came back on the ice, and I was just glad I was able to come back and make something happen … I feel fine, so that’s the good thing.”

The play happened quickly, but Brouwer was skating toward the Capitals bench along the red line with Stepan in the middle and clipped him hard across the side of the helmet. Stepan went down in a heap, play stopped, and after being examined by trainer Jim Ramsay, Stepan went to the locker room to go “through the protocol,” as Vigneault explained it.

“Right when I went down, Rammer came out, and I immediately told him I was fine,” Stepan said. “With a hit like that, you have to go to the locker room and go through the process. I understood that.”

Stepan returned to the bench 7:30 into the third period and took his first shift after the hit 8:17 into the period. He admitted his opinion of the hit could change once he watches a replay, but for now he’s just glad he’s OK.

“I have my back turned to whatever’s behind me, (and) we run into each other,” Stepan said. “I’m going to stick with that for now, until I look at it, and we’ll see what happens from there.”

Vigneault, though, already had seen the replay and did not understand why Brouwer hadn’t been called for a penalty.

“The referee said that it was accidental contact. I just looked at the replay there. If (Brouwer) couldn’t see (Stepan) there, I don’t know what else he was looking at,” Vigneault said. “Obviously the principle point of contact was the head, so we’ll see.”

Brouwer, for his part, told reporters he was glad to see Stepan return to the game after the collision.

“I pride myself on being an honest player and tried to get out of the way,” Brouwer said, according to the Washington Post.

THANKS, HANK

 Vigneault said of Lundqvist’s performance that he “saw the Hank that we saw in St. Louis in the third period,” particularly with his big save on Laich.

“He was smooth in goal,” the coach said. “He was at the right place to make the right saves, and he made that huge save on the breakaway in the second period and permitted us to continue to play and get a big win.”

Lundqvist discussed after the game how was intentionally more aggressive against Washington, how he found a groove, and how – in hindsight – some of those teams the Rangers played out West really were that good:

On whether Lundqvist knows to what to expect entering games: “You work yourself into the game. You never how the game’s going to be played or how it’s going to go. I can’t say I felt great when the game started. It’s something I have to build, confidence, timing, and when you think about the games we played early on (in the season), maybe I was a little off, but we played really good teams. You see the scores when teams come into their buildings, it’s not easy to play against them. It’s no excuse, but you have to remember who you’re playing, too. And I felt like we came in here with a lot of confidence knowing that we can beat them. We had a rough start but the last couple days have been really good for us.”

On whether Lundqvist feels comfortable in  Verizon Center: “I don’t know about the building. It just felt really good the way we played from the get-go. I made a little adjustment, took a step out and was a little more aggressive today, and I felt good. But we really set the tone in the first period, the way we killed off the penalties. It was just great to see. The timing looked really good blocking shots. We did all the little things right.”

Lundqvist on familiarity with Capitals: “I think we know their skills. You have to respect that and do all the little things right. If you do that, you have a much better chance of winning. When you make too many mistakes against this team, they take advantage. We did that, too, (avoiding too many mistakes). Obviously the special teams played a big role in this game.”

On Lundqvist’s aggressiveness: “It was more on face-offs I took a step out. My positioning on the ‘D’ shots was a little bit better. A couple times in the early games I got caught deep in my net. That’s the way I play, but there’s been a lot of deflections, (so) you want to come out a little bit more, and today it worked for me. A lot of it was I just felt like I knew what was going to happen. The structure we had in our own end was so good, and the way we played helped me a lot.”

BEN FEELS GREAT, BUT THE SCOREBOARD DOESN’T SHOW IT        

 Second-line wing Benoit Pouliot, the journeyman former fourth-overall pick of the Minnesota Wild in 2005, entered Wednesday night’s game with zero points and nine shots on goal through five games. Still, the 27-year-old said he can’t remember being this optimistic about a new NHL season in … well … ever.

“I feel the best I have (at the start of a season) since I’ve been in the league,” Pouliot told the Daily News. “I had a good summer, then a good camp. I feel good. You have to have patience. I don’t want to panic, but at the same time if you get the chance to play on the top two lines and power play, you’ve got to produce. I know what I can bring. I just have to do it.”

Pouliot was responding in part to Vigneault’s comments Tuesday that some top wings need to produce more or will see their ice time cut. That includes Pouliot, Mats Zuccarello and Taylor Pyatt. Unfortunately for Pouliot, he was a non-factor against the Capitals with just 10:49 of ice time and two shots on net. Zuccarello had not shots on goal. Pyatt had two.

“Our first line’s the only line that’s been doing it,” Pouliot said Wednesday morning, indicating it’s his job to support with scoring.

 By the end of the Rangers’ 2-0 win, though, nothing had changed.

THE DOCTOR IS IN

Hall of Fame broadcaster Mike ‘Doc’ Emrick opened Wednesday night’s broadcast with an all-time introduction: “Washington, D.C.: Where the hockey team has a power play of 38%, and the government an approval rating of 11.”

THE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers have off on Thursday and will resume practice Friday at 11 a.m. in Greenburgh. Their next game is Saturday night in Newark against the Devils.
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NY Rangers vs. Washington Capitals: Preview of Metropolitan Division clash with lineups, stats on Alex Ovechkin

BY Pat Leonard

WASHINGTON – The Rangers had their full group on the Verizon Center ice Wednesday morning for a pre-game skate, that is until coach Alain Vigneault wrapped up practice and told his players “Get outta here!” as a few began some extra work.

 The coach wants his struggling team loose and fresh for Wednesday night’s Metropolitan Division clash with the Washington Capitals, which headlines NBC Sports Network’s Rivalry Night in an 8 p.m. ET start.

VIGNEAULT GETTING RESTLESS WITH POULIOT, ZUCCARELLO, PYATT

 The Rangers are 1-4-0 and are surrendering a league-high five goals per game, in the middle of a nine-game road stretch to open the season. They have lost their last three games by a combined score of 20-5 and have been outscored 25-9 to open the season. This marks their first game on the East Coast after playing five out West, beating the L.A. Kings but falling to the Phoenix Coyotes, San Jose Sharks, Anaheim Ducks and St. Louis Blues.

 The Capitals have had a shaky start also, though they’ve produced much more offense, outscored 22-16 through six games. Washington is 2-4-0 overall, 2-2-0 at home, and had lost three in a row before Monday’s 4-2 win over the visiting Edmonton Oilers. The Caps, however, still were outshot in that game, 30-20.

 Washington’s only other win came in a 5-4 shootout victory over the Calgary Flames, with losses to the Chicago Blackhawks, Dallas Stars, Carolina Hurricanes and Colorado Avalanche.

 At Tuesday’s practice, Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin had asked coach Adam Oates to leave the ice early, not feeling 100% following the previous night’s game. But it was nothing that will keep Ovechkin from suiting up against the Rangers.

 The Great Eight is tied for third in the NHL with nine points (six goals), including six points on Washington’s league-best power play (36.4%, 8-of-22).

 Brad Richards leads the Rangers with five points and four goals, and though center Derek Stepan has five assists, Vigneault commented Wednesday morning on how Stepan, like the Rangers, is still searching for his top form.

“He’s like our team,” Vigneault said. “We’re working ourselves out of this here. Step came in (after a long contract negotiation) and obviously he was behind, and he’s trying to work himself back to the player that he was, and he looks a lot like our team. We’re working extremely hard right now to get our game where it needs to be so you can have success in this league, and that’s what we’re going to continue to do and that’s what he’s going to continue to do.”

Here are your starting lineups for Wednesday’s game, including an indication of just how shorthanded the Rangers are, playing without Rick Nash, Carl Hagelin and Michael Del Zotto.

RANGERS PROJECTED STARTING LINEUP VS. CAPS

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan, Benoit Pouliot-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, J.T. Miller-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Justin Falk-John Moore.

Goalie: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Cam Talbot (backup).

Injured/Sick: RW Rick Nash (concussion symptoms), LW Carl Hagelin (shoulder), D Michael Del Zotto (flu).

CAPITALS PROJECTED STARTING LINEUP (From Katie Carrera of the Washington Post)

Forwards: Marcus Johansson-Nicklas Backstrom-Alex Ovechkin, Brooks Laich-Mikhail Grabovski-Troy Brouwer, Jason Chimera-Eric Fehr-Joel Ward, Martin Erat-Jay Beagle-Tom Wilson.

Defensemen: Karl Alzner-Mike Green, Alexander Urbom (rookie)-John Carlson, Nate Schmidt (rookie)-Steve Oleksy.

Goalies: Braden Holtby (starter), Michal Neuvirth (backup).

Injured: D John Erskine (upper-body injury), D Jack Hillen (right leg).
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Cam Talbot ‘excited’ & a bit ‘shocked’ after NY Rangers recall goalie and forward J.T. Miller from Hartford Wolf Pack

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers recalled center/wing J.T. Miller and goalie Cam Talbot from the Hartford Wolf Pack on Tuesday morning, introducing a new backup goaltender for Henrik Lundqvist and adding necessary forward depth with Rick Nash (concussion; IR) and Carl Hagelin (shoulder) injured and Arron Asham waived.

 Both call-ups were expected after the team waived veteran goalie Martin Biron and Asham on Monday. The team has one more roster spot open for a call-up, but it appears for the next few days at least, not exercising that option will save GM Glen Sather and the Rangers some money under the cap.

 Miller and Talbot both practiced Tuesday in Greenburgh before the Rangers (1-4-0) headed to Washington, D.C., for Wednesday night’s game against the Capitals, New York’s first game of the season against an opponent within the new Metropolitan Division.

VIGNEAULT SAYS MORE PRODUCTION NEEDED FROM HIGH-MINUTE WINGS

 Talbot, 26, was the best of the backup goalies in camp, but Sather opted to keep Biron on the team for the first two weeks of the season anyway. Talbot so far has a 2-0-1 record in the AHL this season, with a 2.54 goals against average and a .918 save percentage.

 Talbot, a rookie who has never played in an NHL regular season game, smiled Tuesday and said he was “pretty excited” but also that his call-up came as a bit of a “shock.”

“It’s just so early in the season,” Talbot said. “I didn’t know if anything would happen this soon. I know the team’s looking for some points, and I know that Marty and Hank are a good tandem up here, and they have been for the past few years. So I honestly thought they’d probably ride it out with them. But I’m pretty excited to be up here and given the opportunity to maybe step in and help the team win a game or two whenever Hank needs the night off.”

McDONAGH ACCEPTS SHARE OF BLAME FOR DEFENSIVE WOES

Talbot, whom the Rangers originally signed as an undrafted free agent on March 30, 2010, had a 25-28-1 record last season as the then-Connecticut Whale’s full-time starter. He finished with a 2.63 goals against average and a .918 save percentage.

 Miller made the team out of training camp but was sent down to the AHL after just one game. He didn’t have a great game against the Phoenix Coyotes, but his assignment to Hartford still was a shock and an ill-advised move. The Blueshirts, however, moved him for salary cap reasons, a temporary relief of his $1.2 million hit.

 Miller, 20, responded with four goals in three games for the Wolf Pack.

 Vigneault was asked if he had been “pleased” with Miller’s response to the temporary demotion.

“I wasn’t pleased. That’s what I expected,” Vigneault said. “I expected him to go down – him and all the young players that we sent down – and work on their game and work on improving and getting better, and that’s what he did. He went there, he scored four goals, and we got some great scouting reports. (Assistant Rangers GM Jim Schoenfeld) was at the games. (Rangers assistant GM Jeff Gorton) was at two of the games. And the coaching staff over there said that he played real well.”

Vigneault also acknowledged that the Rangers could add a second player to their roster from the AHL following Wednesday’s game in Washington.

“After Washington we’re gonna reevaluate, see where we are, and see what we need to do. But for now we’re not going to,” he said.

MORE OF VIGNEAULT’S POST-PRACTICE PRESS CONFERENCE

Vigneault, on whether the Rangers are in for a ‘smoother go’ with schedule settled down: “I don’t think we’re in for a smoother go. I do believe, though, that we’re going to be in our environment on a much more frequent basis. It’s easier to train and work on things, in your building, in your environment, in your practice facility, in your video room, in your workout room than it is when you’re going from one hotel to another. So I think this time that we have here – we’ve got practice time, we’ve got on ice time, we’ve got video time – we’re gonna have a lot of time to work on different things that I think are going to be real beneficial to our group.”

Vigneault on Michael Del Zotto (flu): “He’s not flying in (to Washington with the team) today. He’s not taking the plane. He’s not feeling well. We’ll see how he feels (Wednesday). But unless energy-wise he feels a lot better, he’s not gonna play.”

Vigneault on whether the NHL should ban fighting: “I think this is a physical sport. You’re always walking that fine line between what’s acceptable and not acceptable, but there is controlled violence because it’s a physical sport. In hockey, fighting has been allowed. I don’t mind it, but I could go either way. But I don’t mind it.”

In other words, Vigneault does not oppose a fighting ban.

RANGERS PROJECTED STARTING LINEUP VS. CAPS

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, Benoit Pouliot-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, J.T. Miller-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Anton Stralman, Justin Falk-John Moore.

Goalie: Henrik Lundqvist.

Injured/Sick: Rick Nash (concussion symptoms), Carl Hagelin (shoulder), Michael Del Zotto (flu).
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Martin Biron, Henrik Lundqvist, Ryan McDonagh, Brian Boyle react to NY Rangers placing Biron on waivers

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault told Martin Biron and Arron Asham at the end of Monday’s practice in Greenburgh that they had been waived. So not only did Biron find out minutes before speaking to the media; most of his teammates were unaware of the move until they were questioned about it in the locker room.

 Henrik Lundqvist, Brian Boyle and Ryan McDonagh all had to be told of the news, and they reacted the way one would expect: Disappointment for a friend and teammate they admire, even if this decision wasn’t difficult to see coming, given Biron’s struggles going back to the last season.

BLUESHIRTS WAIVE BIRON AND ASHAM

This season, Biron has a 7.61 goals against average and a .763 save percentage in one start and two performances. Last season he had a 2.32 GAA and .917 save %, making just five starts and six appearances with a 2-2-1 record during the 48-game NHL season.

Biron was solid in 2011-12, posting a 12-6-2 record in 20 starts and 21 appearances, with a 2.46 GAA and a .904 save percentage. Those numbers are lower than his stats from last season, but his red-hot start that year was crucial to the Rangers building and sustaining a lead atop the Eastern Conference.

 Here are Biron’s words on Monday and the reactions of his teammates, save a few quotes that I pulled out and used in my story for Tuesday’s paper:

Biron on what he’d like to happen next: “I don’t know. I’ve got to take some time to think about it. We’ll see. I’ll talk to the family and get some advice from many different people, and I’ll see what comes out of it.”

Biron on whether that means he’ll consider retirement: “I think there are many options ahead of me. I just was put on waivers. We’ll see what happens with that. There’s many different options that are gonna be presented to me, and I’ll see what fits the best. It’s not the best-case scenario, obviously, but I’ll be alright, and I’m gonna figure it all out.”

Biron on being waived and how to handle it: “This is not a fun feeling. It’s not something that I’ve had to experience in my career. We’ll battle. I came in for practice this morning and I did what I had to do out there and I worked hard. So I’ll just play it as it comes.”

Biron on whether he ‘saw it coming:’ “I didn’t see it coming, but I had had a talk with AV a few days back and I know that obviously my situation, smy salary and all that … I mean, after the St. Louis game, I had an inclination that it was possibly gonna happen, and I talked with AV a few days back. Sometimes you try to pick yourself. You know there’s something maybe on the line, you pick yourself and that just didn’t happen. So that’s what happens.”

McDonagh’s reaction to Biron’s being waived: “He’s the epitome of a team guy. It seems like he’s been through it all. We did a little trivia game on the road, and his one fact was that he started as an 18-year-old in the NHL, got sent down to the AHL and spent a little time in the East Coast league before he made it back. So he’s … probably seen a lot more than most goalies can say. He’s a competitor at heart. As much as he’s a warm, outgoing, talkative guy, he’s a competitor. He’ll find his groove here and be OK.”

Boyle’s reaction to Biron’s being waived: “He’s done a great job for us, two years ago (especially). But he’s a great man. He works hard, he’s a great teammate with a great positive attitude. Off the ice he’s a great man, he’s a great father. So you feel for him.”

Lundqvist on how absence of Biron can affect Lundqvist and his routine/preparation: “I don’t know. I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see. But every time something happens with guys on the team that you’ve been playing with for a long time, they’re good friends obviously. I think about it less as a teammate and more as a friend. When something happens, it’s never a fun feeling, but at the same time everyone understands the business, too, and how it works.”

Vigneault explaining the decision: “It’s a performance-based business, and the organization felt that Marty’s first two performances were not what we expected, and we decided to put him on waivers.”

Vigneault on potential call-up goalie Cam Talbot: “He had a good camp.”

Vigneault on potential of bringing in Johan Hedberg, who was in training camp on a tryout: “He wasn’t here very long. His name is probably gonna be brought up, but he wasn’t here very long.”
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NY Rangers place goalie Martin Biron and right wing Arron Asham on waivers

BY Pat Leonard

The reshuffling of the Rangers’ deck has begun.

 The Blueshirts placed right wing Arron Asham and backup goaltender Martin Biron on waivers on Monday, leaving them open for 24 hours to be claimed by one of the other 29 NHL teams.

EVOLVING RANGERS RETURN EAST SEEKING STABILITY

Coach Alain Vigneault would not deny after Saturday’s 5-3 loss in St. Louis, in which Biron allowed three second-period goals on just five shots, that he may be concerned about the veteran’s ability to backup Henrik Lundvist for the long term.

“That’s a good question,” Vigneault said.

If they are not claimed, Biron and Asham will go to the Rangers’ AHL franchise, the Hartford Wolf Pack, and a fraction of their salaries will count against the Rangers’ cap, rather than the entire amount. Biron would count $375,000 against the Rangers cap, rather than his full $1.3 million NHL salary. Asham would cost a measly $75,000, rather than his full $1 million NHL salary.

 If they are claimed, their cap hits obviously will come completely off New York’s books, which the franchise would prefer.

Biron and Asham practiced with the Rangers at Greenburgh on Monday, but on Tuesday, it is expected that goalie Cam Talbot and either J.T. Miller or Chris Kreider will be called up to the Rangers roster in preparation of Wednesday night’s game against the Capitals in Washington, D.C.

TSN’s Ryan Rishaug first reported Biron’s and Asham’s placement on waivers.

Rick Nash (concussion), who has missed two games so far, was at the Greenburgh facility on Monday but did not skate.

October 13, 2013 8:29 AM

Crushed Ice: Alain Vigneault processes NY Rangers loss in St. Louis, Derek Dorsett holds himself accountable, plus stats

BY Pat Leonard

ST. LOUIS – Ryan Callahan had bruises on his face after scoring two goals Saturday night by parking in front of Jaroslav Halak’s net in St. Louis, plus some ice wraps to calm a few other bumps.

 Rookie wing Jesper Fast and center Derek Stepan each also had ice on one of his legs, the wear and tear of blocking shots during their 5-3 loss to the Blues.

 That trademark quality of resilience, which Dan Girardi had said Friday had been “fragile” so far, reappeared in an encouraging effort at Scottrade Center despite the result. Along with added toughness, the Rangers (1-4-0) responded on the scoreboard to 1-0, 3-1 and 4-2 deficits, before their own mistakes put the game out of reach.

ENCOURAGING ANSWERS, WORRISOME QUESTIONS EMERGE FROM LOSS TO BLUES

Of course, the top line of the Blues (4-0-0) had a lot to do with New York’s third straight loss, too.

 St. Louis left wing Alexander Steen had a goal and three assists, moving into a three-way tie for second place in NHL points with Toronto’s Joffrey Lupul and San Jose rookie Tomas Hertl. Penguins captain Sidney Crosby leads all skaters with nine points after netting a hat trick in Saturday’s 5-4 Pittsburgh win over Tampa Bay.

 Blues captain David Backes all had two goals and an assist, while top line center T.J. Oshie notched two assists.

 The Rangers can be encouraged by the fact that the shot attempt deficit was only 60 for the Blues to 53 for New York, and the shots on goal were 34-29. The Blueshirts had put 24 shots on goal through two periods to just 17 for the Blues, but in the third period, St. Louis outshot New York, 17-5.

 Captain Ryan Callahan scored on a five-on-three power play and also on a five-on-four. Brad Richards scored his team-high fourth goal of the season 16:56 into the second period on even strength.

 To illustrate how badly the Rangers struggling, though, take a look at this stat:

 Richards’ goal was the Rangers’ first even strength goal in 108 minutes and 34 seconds, going back to Derek Dorsett’s goal 8:22 into the third period of Tuesday’s 9-2 blowout loss to the Sharks. Combined with Dorsett’s goal, it is just the second Rangers even-strength goal in the last 209 minutes and 14 seconds of game play, going all the way back to Richards’ goal 10:46 into the second period of Monday’s 3-1 win in Los Angeles.

 Most of the stats, in fact, tell the story of the Rangers’ futility through five games:

Goals per game: 1.80 (27th in NHL)

Goals against per game: 5.00 (T-30th last in NHL, with Edmonton Oilers)

Total scoring: Outscored overall, 25-9

Five-on-five scoring: Outscored on five-on-five, 16-4

Power play: 4-of-17 (23.5%, 11th in NHL)

Penalty kill: 15-of-20 (75%, 22nd in NHL)

*Rangers are one of only seven teams without two wins through Saturday night. All teams have played at least four games.

*Rangers are one of four Metropolitan Division teams with one or zero wins (half of the eight-team division)

 I will have more in Monday’s Daily News on the positives from New York’s 5-3 loss, but here are a couple quotes recapping the difficulties of the night. The first is from Dorsett, who stood accountable in the locker room after committing a costly third-period high sticking penalty that led to St. Louis’ important insurance goal.

“The first two (periods) obviously I’m trying to get in on the forecheck, finish my checks,” Dorsett said. “The last (period), I went out with the intention not to finish checks, to play smart, to stay above, let players get pucks deep and just keep the momentum going that we had. (On the play), the puck went back to our D, I felt they were regrouping, and I just tried getting in a lane and pushing, to hold up for our D men. I don’t even know where my stick hit (Brenden Morrow). Obviously I wasn’t trying to intentionally do it. I was just trying to create some time for our D to get the puck under control, and get it moving the other way.

“I don’t know if Morrow tried ducking and dodging to get out of my way and my stick clipped him. I’m not sure,” Dorsett continued. “But at the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter what happened. I got a high-sticking penalty, they capitalized on it, and it took all the momentum from us.”

The second quote comes from Marc Staal on the Blues’ first goal, in which Steen got behind him to stuff in a rebound on a two-on-one rush.

“As he was taking the shot I was turning, and I think it hit the pad and kind of sat there, it came off and I just reacted slower than he did,” Staal said. “When (Oshie) got the puck in the middle there, I probably should have looked at my guy and put my shoulder into his chest instead of trying to play the puck. That would have been the better play.”

Marty Biron, in his first start of the season, was sturdy in the first period, making 11 saves on 12 shots and only allowing that Steen goal when Staal had lost his man. But then Biron allowed three goals on five shots in the second period and was pulled for Henrik Lundqvist in the third period. Biron did not speak with the media following the game.

 Lundqvist (16 saves) faced an onslaught of shots in the third and allowed only one goal, after being told early in the second intermission that he should prepare to play.

“I was sitting here a couple minutes and then he told me I was going,” Lundqvist said. “It’s something I’m not really used to, but you just have to regroup and try to get ready for it. Because it felt like we really had a chance and we kept fighting back, but right now we’re in a – we have to fight real hard to get it going. But we’re going to stay positive here and work even harder and try to turn it around here.”

The fatigue of this five-game trip through the West and Midwest undoubtedly got to the Blueshirts during blowout losses in San Jose and Anaheim, rattling their confidence. But they should be able to combine Saturday’s effort in St. Louis with last Monday’s 3-1 win in Los Angeles into an encouraging example of how they can win.

 Here is coach Alain Vigneault’s postgame press conference following Saturday’s loss to the Blues:

ALAIN VIGNEAULT’S POSTGAME TRANSCRIPT FROM ST. LOUIS

On the Rangers’ play: “I thought for two periods we played well. We did a lot of the things that we talked about prior to the game. Our execution was better. We had some good scoring opportunities. So I liked a lot of things. We didn’t give up much in the second, but they were able to find the back of the net on three occasions there. I thought for two (periods) we were alright. In the third we just ran out of gas. Our fourth game in six nights, and you could tell the effort was there, the willingness was there, but the legs were having a tough time.”

On Henrik Lundqvist’s play in the third period: “He looked real good. He did what he was supposed to do, and that’s what you want from your goalies is to stop the puck. So we got a good period from him, and you got some signs that we’re moving in the right direction, and we’ll try to get ready for the next game.”

On whether it’s a relief to go home: “It’s been a long trip. We didn’t get the results and we’re not playing the way we want to play, but there are some signs that we are headed in the right direction, and that’s what we’re gonna work on.”

On whether he is concerned about Biron’s ability to make 20 starts as backup: “That’s a good question. I want to take a look at the tape there and analyze the game, and we’re gonna shift our focus to Washington. Those are questions that are going to get answered as we move forward.”

On Derek Dorsett’s three penalties: “In (Dorsett’s) case, he’s a player … he’s gotta play on the edge and play with some bite. Taking three penalties obviously is not what we want, but it’s a tough line that he’s walking there. I didn’t see the replay (of Dorsett’s high stick on Morrow), so it’s tough for me to comment on the calls.”

On why he dressed Justin Falk as a seventh defenseman: “It was a combination. I thought our D’s were fighting it a little bit, so I thought I’d throw in an extra guy, so if somebody was struggling, we’d have an extra guy, and that’s why we dressed him.”

On more defensive breakdowns: “On two of those, it’s a simple read by the D’s that I’m not quite sure what happened. We’ll ask them on Monday. Those are reads that good players can make, and they’re good defensemen, so we’ll find out.”

On Brad Richards: “He’s playing well, and we need some of the guys to follow up and do the same thing. I sense that everybody’s willingness is there. We’re gonna regroup (during Sunday’s off-day). Obviously this didn’t go the way we wanted, but we’ll regroup (Sunday), have a couple good practices and get ready for Washington (on Wednesday).”
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Justin Falk replaces Arron Asham in NY Rangers lineup for Saturday night showdown with physical St. Louis Blues

BY Pat Leonard

ST. LOUIS – Rangers defenseman Justin Falk will make his season debut for the Rangers against the Blues on Saturday night, taking right wing Arron Asham’s place in the lineup.

 That means the Rangers will dress only 11 forwards and seven defensemen at Scottrade Center, seeking to rebound from back-to-back blowout losses to San Jose (9-2) and Anaheim (6-0).

 It is unclear how coach Alain Vigneault intends to use Falk or to replace Asham on the fourth line right wing. In practice on Friday in Anaheim, Vigneault was rotating John Moore, Michael Del Zotto and Falk on the third defensive pairing.

Falk (6-5, 215 pounds), who turned 25 on Friday, was acquired on draft day June 30 from the Minnesota in exchange for a 2014 sixth-round draft pick and forward Benn Ferriero. Falk struggled during the preseason, but Conor Allen needed to gain experience in the AHL and management felt Stu Bickel had to play more games, so Falk stuck. At his best, Falk brings a physical edge in the defensive zone.

 So given the new information, here is Saturday night’s Rangers starting lineup:

Forwards (11): Brad Richards-Derick Brassard-Ryan Callahan, Benoit Pouliot-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, Taylor Pyatt-Derek Stepan-Mats Zuccarello, Derek Dorsett-Dominic Moore.

Defensemen (seven): Marc Staal-Dan Girardi, Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk.

Starting goalie (one): Martin Biron

Backup goalie (one): Henrik Lundqvist

October 11, 2013 6:06 PM

Martin Biron starting in goal for Rangers vs. Blues; Alain Vigneault reshuffles forward lines; Brad Richards talks Ducks loss

BY Pat Leonard

ANAHEIM – Martin Biron will start in goal Saturday night for the Rangers (1-3-0) as they take on the undefeated in Blues (3-0-0) in St. Louis.

 Coach Alain Vigneault said he planned all along to give Biron one start during this stretch of four games in six days, which has spiraled out of control in the last two defeats by a combined score of 15-2.

“Four games in six nights with the traveling, it just makes sense to put Marty in there,” Vigneault said after Friday morning’s practice The Rinks Anaheim ICE, a Ducks facility. “I was gonna give him one of these games in the four, I wasn’t sure which one. He got a little chance to play in San Jose. He’ll get a chance to play tomorrow.”

SATHER STAYS PATIENT; VIGNEAULT & PLAYERS TRY TO REBUILD CONFIDENCE

 Biron, 36, has played just once so far this season, in replacement of Henrik Lundqvist during Tuesday’s 9-2 disaster in San Jose. Biron replaced Lundqvist midway through the second period and made 16 saves on 21 shots in a forgettable night for everyone wearing white, including the veteran netminder, who was on the receiving end of Sharks rookie Tomas Hertl’s highlight-reel, between-the-legs fourth goal of the game.

 Lundqvist may not mind a night off, given the team’s sloppy play and several mistakes of his own. Through four starts, Lundqvist has a 4.31 goals against average and an .879 save percentage. Vigneault was asked how he can manage Lundqvist at the moment, considering his goaltender’s frustration and lack of answers for what is happening in front of him.

“Hank’s gonna do what Hank does all the time,” Vigneault said. “You saw it today (in practice). He was one of the last guys on the ice, one of the first guys on the ice. He’s gonna work. He’s gonna play. And he’s gonna find his rhythm.”

A.V. SHUFFLES LINES AGAIN

 For a second straight game, Vigneault is shaking up his top three forward lines.

 At Friday’s 50-minute practice, Brad Richards moved back from center to the top-line left wing, with Derick Brassard at center and Ryan Callahan on the right. Brian Boyle moved back from wing to center on the second line, with Benoit Pouliot on the left wing and rookie Jesper Fast on the right. Left wing Taylor Pyatt and center Derek Stepan remained on the third line, joined by Mats Zuccarello, who has played poorly since the season opener in Phoenix.

MINUS NASH, RANGERS RIPPED BY DUCKS, 6-0

 The fourth line of Derek Dorsett, Dominic Moore and Arron Asham stuck together, with all of the defensive pairs unchanged from Thursday’s game in Anaheim: Marc Staal-Dan Girardi, Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Michael Del Zotto.

 Seventh defenseman Justin Falk, who turned 25 on Friday, worked his way into the third pairing with Moore and Del Zotto but likely will be a scratch for a fifth straight game to open the season.

THE CRISIS AND THE SOLUTION, IN THE WORDS OF BRAD RICHARDS

 The Rangers’ veteran forward provided an in-depth breakdown of what he feels is going wrong and on how the Rangers must respond following Thursday’s 6-0 loss in Anaheim. It was too bulky to use in the game story, so here is Richards following the defeat:

“We’re four games in, and it’s nothing to laugh at, that’s for sure,” Richards said. “But we’ve all played on teams and we’ve all been in – for the most part, a lot of us – have played on teams where it’s not like this every day. When everybody’s not quite on the same page, on board with the details of the game, (you’re playing against) good teams and they’re coming hard, that’s what happens. It’s not easy when things snowball and we just get beat the way we did. We’ve got to gather ourselves, and that’s tough sometimes, because things are going a little sneaky out there, and when it goes like this, it usually goes like this. It usually comes in waves.

“We’ve kind of dug a little bit of a hole,” Richards continued. “And we’ve got to come to work tomorrow and keep plugging away to try to work at our game. I know this sounds kind of stupid, but that’s the only thing we can do as professionals is go out there and work on the little details. We have to do it. I know the game’s 6-0, but that’s what we have to do, and we have to grab something out of it and get back to work tomorrow morning.”

Richards was asked if, among many deficiencies in the Rangers’ game, the primary mistake was players overthinking on the ice.

“When things go like this – I think San Jose was bad, where the effort level … was not acceptable. But there’s no way guys woke up today (Thursday) and said, ‘We’re not gonna go out there and try. But when you have things snowball like this, and a couple pucks go in the net early, it’s tough for guys that haven’t been through it or guys that are all trying to do this together for the first time. It’s tough sometimes to have everything just snap a finger and we’re gonna do all this right, everything’s gonna be right.

“Sometimes it looks like we’re not trying or we’re not doing this, but that’s the last thing guys are thinking out there,” he continued. “There were a few times tonight guys were trying too hard and were out of position, and that’s part of having some composure, and we’ve got to regroup, have a good practice day, and it’s not gonna get any easier Saturday. We’ve gotta regroup tomorrow and go over more details and hammer them home. Like I said, it’s cliché, but that’s the only thing we can do.”
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Crushed Ice: Henrik Lundqvist, Alain Vigneault, Ryan Callahan, Brad Richards, Dan Girardi process Rangers' 6-0 loss to Ducks

BY Pat Leonard

ANAHEIM – Alain Vigneault and the Rangers felt Thursday night that at least they had put forth an effort to win against the Ducks, compared to Tuesday night’s lifeless 9-2 loss in San Jose – though captain Ryan Callahan said the effort was “still not where it needs to be.”

“I thought tonight, our guys tried, but we’re not playing very well right now,” Vigneault said. “We’re not making the right plays. (It was the) same outcome but two different levels of competing in my opinion.”

RANGERS, MINUS NASH, LAY GOOSE EGG IN 6-0 LOSS TO DUCKS

Of course, giving an effort shouldn’t be a question in the first place. Assuming the Rangers (1-3-0) try through their final 78 games, their results will be determined by how they clean up their on-ice issues: primarily puck management and defensive-zone positioning, at least on Thursday.

 Though it may seem overkill to dissect a 6-0 loss, on the heels of a 9-2 beatdown, there is value in breaking down where the Blueshirts broke down, to demonstrate how their effort doesn’t matter when their hockey is so bad.

 Callahan mentioned right off the bat that the Rangers forwards’ early turnovers were a major culprit for the quick deficit. They couldn’t get the puck through the middle of the ice and past the Ducks’ defensemen. The result was a rush the other way.

“I think turnovers in the neutral zone cost us pretty big, especially against a team that can create so much offense in transition,” Callahan said. “Once again, we weren’t good enough.”

Defenseman Dan Girardi, who was more physical playing with Marc Staal but still nothing close to his former, All-Star self, explained how the Rangers’ inability to control the puck caused the rest of their game to spiral out of control.

“Our puck management is not very good right now,” Girardi said. “We’re just giving pucks away. We’re not getting all the way down under their hash marks and making them go down and get it and try to get it down our end again. We’re making life easy on other teams. They’re playing it whatever they want. They’re just coming out of the zone freely, cycling on us, and we’ve got to find a way to get the puck out of our zone as fast as we can and create some offensive zone pressure, take the onus off the defense a little bit.”

Girardi was not, however, removing any blame from himself and the defense.

“It always seems like they have an extra guy in front of the net for some reason. I’m not sure why that is,” he said, shaking his head. “But we’re gonna just have to get guys in front, kind of read from there: Make sure everyone’s in front of you and when shots come, take your guy and clear him out as best you can.”

Brad Richards said frankly that “when everybody’s not quite on the same page, on board with the details of the game, (and you play against) good teams and they’re coming hard, that’s what happens.” The veteran forward said there was no question to him that he saw effort, but even that led to more mistakes at times.

“There were a few times tonight guys were trying too hard and were out of position, and that’s part of having some composure,” Richards said. “And we’ve got to regroup, have a good practice day, and it’s not gonna get any easier Saturday. We’ve gotta regroup tomorrow and go over more details and hammer them home. It’s cliché, but that’s the only thing we can do.”

Then, of course, there is Henrik Lundqvist’s vantage point. The Blueshirts goaltender had to compose himself long after Thursday’s game ended before steadily speaking for four-and-a-half minutes about New York’s hockey, which he said is “all over the place.”

“Puck management, I think that’s probably the biggest thing we have to improve,” Lundqvist said. “And then coming back into (the defensive zone), we all have to step up, starting with me, and we have to give each other confidence.”

“I try to analyze my game, our game, and it’s tough to get some good answers, because it’s a weird game right now for us,” Lundqvist continued. “For a goalie, obviously, you kind of have to see what you’re doing and then take away how the team is playing. I think I’m reading the game well, I’m doing the things I should do, but there’s just a few goals here and there I need to cut down. But right now, the game is all over the place, and it makes it really tough for me to stay with my basics, too. Again, no excuses here. We all have to be better.”

Those are some of the X’s and O’s to what the Rangers aren’t able to do. They’re losing the puck, which leaves them vulnerable to odd-man rushes and quick defensive transitions, which leads to lunging out of position or failing to contain players wide, which then opens wide the front of Lundqvist’s net.

 Vigneault took responsibility for turning it all around.

“We’re being tested, as a team as a group, we’re being challenged,” he said. “And it’s up to me as the head coach to get this team to play well. And that’s what I’m gonna do."

Mike McKenna of Springfield Falcons named Goaltender of the Month
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Opponents found it almost impossible to score against Springfield Falcons goaltender Mike McKenna last month. (Republican file photo by Dave Roback)
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Mike McKenna of Springfield Falcons named Goaltender of the Month

Springfield Falcons happy with Saturday's bounce-back performance 

Mike McKenna makes 26 saves as Springfield Falcons blank Portland Pirates 3-0

Springfield Falcons power play continues to shine, even in defeat

All Stories | All Photos | All Videos

SPRINGFIELD – The American Hockey League announced Monday that Springfield Falcons netminder Mike McKenna has been named CCM/AHL Goaltender of the Month for November. In five November starts, McKenna went 4-1-0 with a 1.16 goals-against average, .950 save percentage and two shutouts.

The St. Louis, Mo., native leads the AHL this season with a 1.45 goals-against average and .943 save percentage. No other AHL goaltender has a goals-against average below 2.00.

McKenna has recorded two consecutive shutouts – a 26-save blanking of the Portland Pirates on Saturday and a 15-save performance versus the Hartford Wolf Pack on Nov. 23.

In recognition of his achievement, McKenna will be presented with an etched crystal award at an upcoming Falcons home game.

The Falcons are back in action Wednesday when they visit the Albany Devils for a Northeast Division matchup. The team returns to the MassMutual Center on Saturday to host the Hartford Wolf Pack at 8 p.m.

By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 30, 2013 at 10:17 PM, updated November 30, 2013 at 10:18 PMSPRINGFIELD — A night after one of the more regrettable performances in recent memory, the Springfield Falcons delivered something more resembling what they've done most of this season.

The Falcons got to rebounds, created chances for themselves and limited opportunities for the Portland Pirates, scoring a 3-0 victory Saturday before 3,481 at the MassMutual Center.

Spencer Machacek scored twice for the Birds, and Dalton Smith also tallied. Mike McKenna, who leads the American Hockey League in both goals-against average and save percentage, made 26 saves against the team he played 41 games for in 2007-08.

The Falcons (14-3-1-1) won for the seventh time in eight outings and maintained their four-point lead over the Albany Devils, whom they play in Albany on Wednesday, atop the Northeast Division. In the last 11 games, the Birds have failed to earn a point only once, a 3-0 home loss to Adirondack Nov. 8. 

On Friday, Springfield's six-game win streak was snapped with a lackluster 4-3 overtime loss at Manchester. Saturday's win gave the Falcons an 9-1-1-0 record in November.

McKenna (6-2-0) didn't need to make many spectacular saves to earn his and his team's second shutout of the season, both at home. The defense helped preserve the clean sheet by making several crucial plays when its goalie was out of position, while McKenna hung tough during a Portland power play late in the third.

"For every save I had to make, we probably blocked two or three more," McKenna said. When you've got a whole team buying in like that, that makes it that much easier."

Machacek can't be blamed for not providing the "max effort" and "high compete level" that Falcons coach Brad Larsen preaches.

In one shift early in the second period, Machacek bolstered the Falcons by providing three scoring chances – on a failed wraparound, a nicked goalpost and a shot that was saved – before finally converting on the fourth.

Parked in front of the right post, Machacek redirected a Darryl Boyce slapshot past Portland goalie Mark Visentin to give the Falcons a 2-0 lead 6:18 into the second. It was Machacek's second goal and point of the season, his first since Nov. 10.

"That shift was unbelievable. I don't know how long they were out there; it had to be pushing a minute-and-a-half, two-minute shift," Larsen said. "They were dead. There was one guy without a stick, and another guy took a shot in the foot."

Machacek capped it off with an unassisted empty-net goal with 1:17 left in the game.

Smith put Springfield on the board first at 6:45 of the first. Visentin stopped Ilari Melart's slapshot, but the ricochet hovered oh-so-close to the goal line. Smith swooped in and poked the puck over the line for the tally.

While technically not a power-play goal, as a Portland penalty expired about 20 seconds earlier, that unit's work helped put the Falcons in position to pounce. However, Springfield was 0 for 6 on the power play after entering Saturday 12 for 46 in its last seven games.

Springfield's penalty killers increased their league-high percentage to 91.3. In the Falcons' seven-game point streak, they have kept the opponents scoreless on 34 of 36 power plays (94.6 percent). 

"We were blocking shots," Larsen said. "Guys were sacrificing their bodies."

NEST EGGS: Scratched from the Falcons lineup were Austin Madaisky, Patrick McNeill, Tim Miller, Trent Vogelhuber, Ryley Grantham and Lukas Sedlak ... Chicopee's Brittany Bousquet sang the national anthem, following a great rendition of "God Bless America" by the United Church of Bernardston. Cub Scout Pack 138 of Chicopee presented the colors ... Next Saturday's home game against the Hartford Wolf Pack will begin at 8 p.m.

Falcons win, 3-0

Portland 1-0-0 - 0

 FALCONS 1-1-1- 3
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SPRINGFIELD — There wasn't much positive that Springfield Falcons coach Brad Larsen could glean from Friday's 4-3 overtime loss to the Manchester Monarchs.

A team that has been known all season for its tireless work ethic failed to execute properly, except for one unit.

With a 1-for-3 performance Friday, the Falcons' power play is a long way from its early-season struggles, when it ranked last in the American Hockey League at 8.5 percent. Over the last seven games, in which the team is 6-0-1-0, Springfield has scored 12 times with the man advantage and is now 17th in the 30-team AHL at 16.7 percent (16 for 96).

"We really had nowhere else to go but up, I thought, at that point," Larsen said prior to Saturday's home game against the Portland Pirates at the MassMutual Center. "We had tinkered with some things earlier on in the year, and, obviously, it wasn't working."

Larsen credits assistant coach Jared Bednar for a lot of the turnaround.

"Jared's a guy who really sinks his teeth into the power play," Larsen said.

Such an improvement was made possible without making drastic changes. It all starts with getting to the puck before the opposition, winning the battle by capitalizing on the numbers edge, and getting it up the ice to the forwards.

"There's nothing fancy about our power play," Larsen said.

Before being recalled to the NHL by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets, defenseman Tim Erixon was a part of the beginning of Springfield's power-play resurgence. He returned to the Falcons on Friday, and he looks forward to getting the consistent playing time that eluded him in Columbus.

"We were playing good," Erixon said of the unit's play before his departure. "There was something there, trying to keep it simple and work hard and gets pucks to the net."

Larsen stressed that power-play success is not the work of one hot hand or the return of a highly-touted prospect like Erixon.

"The way a power play works, it's not one guy. It's a five-man unit," Larsen said. "Good power plays work because all five guys are on the same page."

That doesn't mean Erixon's return doesn't provide more positive factors.

"We just tell Timmy to be Timmy," Larsen said. "Timmy's a great complement. He makes great decisions with the puck."

As for Friday's result, in which the Falcons saw a 3-1 lead evaporate over the final five minutes of regulation, Larsen chalks it up to an uncharacteristic drop in the team's tenacity.

"One thing I take from last night is I think it was an aberration of how we play," Larsen said. "One thing I've praised this group for is bringing max effort every night and competing, and last night it dipped.

"I think it crept in a little bit in practice, and that's the coaches' fault. We've got to make sure we're on that."

It could also be a byproduct of the Falcons' recent record.

"Sometimes, with success, you get a little complacent and you feel like you're invincible and you're just going to find a way to win," Larsen said. "To win a lot of games, and to win consistently, there's a responsibility of how you have to play."

By IAN CLARK 

 MANCHESTER, N.H. – The battle of first-place teams went to Manchester. 

 The Northeast Division-leading Springfield Falcons lost 4-3 in overtime at the Atlantic Division-leading Manchester Monarchs Friday night. Springfield fell to 13-3-1-1. Manchester is now 14-3-1-3. Springfield returns home to host Portland tonight at 7. 

 Springfield led 3-1 heading into the third period but could not hang on. 

“We got what we deserved,” Falcons head coach Brad Larsen said. “We had plenty of opportunities to put them away and we didn’t. That was the worst third period we played all year by far. We just sat back and waited for them to hopefully give the puck back to us and they never did. We’ve got no one to blame but ourselves.” 

The game-winner came at 1:19 of the extra frame when Falcons defenseman Patrick McNeill fell down at his own blue line and lost the puck. Manchester’s Vincent LoVerde, who the Falcons bench felt tripped McNeill, chipped the puck ahead to Nick Deslauriers on the right wing boards. 

 Deslauriers skated backwards across the top of the crease, pulling the puck back to his forehand before roofing a shot past goalie Jeremy Smith’s stick. 

 Manchester had tied the game at 3-3 with 5:23 remaining in the third period. A stick-check from Brandon Kozun on Falcon center Andrew Joudrey led to a turnover as the puck skipped right to the tape of Deslauriers for a wrist shot that beat Smith high glove-side. 

 Already ahead by a goal, Springfield extended its advantage to 3-1 on a power-play goal from Cody Goloubef at 6:55 of the second period. Goalie J.F. Berube was unable to cover the puck during a scramble in his crease and Darryl Boyce sent the puck back to Goloubef in the slot for a slap shot that beat Berube. 

 The Monarchs pulled within a goal at 14:43 of the second on Jordan Weal’s third goal of the season. Kozun fed Weal, who skated in on the left side and beat Smith with a wrist shot inside the far post. 

 The Monarchs scored first, taking a 1-0 lead 9:05 into the first period. Robbie Czarnik passed to Hunter Bishop in the slot for a one-timer and Maxim Kitsyn tipped the puck past Smith from the top of the crease. 

 Springfield tied the game at 1-1 at 17:51 of the first. Cody Bass sent Ryan Craig away with a head-man pass from neutral ice. Craig skated in on the left side and snapped a shot from the circle that beat Berube in the five-hole. 

 Just 25 seconds later it was 2-1 Falcons. A collision in the crease knocked Berube to the ice and Jonathan Marchessault circled behind the net, coming around on the right side to backhand a shot over the prone goalie and under the bar for his fourth goal of the year.

SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons announced Friday that defenseman Tim Erixon has been returned on loan by the Columbus Blue Jackets, the team’s NHL affiliate. 

In only 10 games with the Falcons this season, Erixon is tied for the team lead with 13 points (three goals, 10 assists). Five of his points have come on the power play, scoring two goals and chipping in three assists on the man advantage.

The 6-foot-3, 199-pound defenseman has appeared in one game with the Blue Jackets this season, recording one shot and a +1 rating.

The Falcons look to keep the current six-game winning streak going with two games this weekend – Friday at the Manchester Monarchs and Saturday 30 vs. the Portland Pirates at the MassMutual Center. The puck drop for Saturday’s game is 7 p.m.

SPRINGFIELD – With a six-game winning streak and the American Hockey League’s top winning percentage, the Springfield Falcons get back to work Friday night. 

 Hard work it will be, as they’ll visit another hot team, the Manchester Monarchs. The Birds then will come back home Saturday night against Portland to finish out a November in which they have gone 8-1-0-0. 

 The Falcons stand 13-3-0-1 for 27 points and a winning percentage of .794. The 13-3-1-3 Monarchs actually are ahead of them with 30 points, but they have played three more games. 

“They’re a good hockey club, with the most points in the Eastern Conference,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “They’ve been playing well, with no excuses for losing guys. That’s how it is in this league.” 

The Falcons know about “losing guys.” Four players who have been important to them – defenseman Tim Erixon and forwards Michael Chaput, Jack Skille and Sean Collins – have been promoted to their parent Columbus Blue Jackets. 

 As for the Monarchs, their entire first line of Tyler Toffoli, Linden Vey and Tanner Pearson has been recalled by the Los Angeles Kings. The Monarchs also have lost their stellar goaltender, Martin Jones. He could have an extended stay in LA as a backup to Ben Scrivens while former UMass star Jonathan Quick sits on on the disabled list with a groin injury. 

 Over the last two seasons, the Falcons have shown an ability to keep playing well no matter who’s injured or promoted. Now, the Monarchs are showing that same kind of resolve. 

 Despite the callups, the M’s have gone 7-2-0-1 over their last 10 games. The Falcons have been even hotter, winning six straight since a Nov. 8 home loss to Adirondack. 

 Larsen and his players don’t dwell on that streak. 

“Of course you want to add to it, but we know that you’re only as good as your next game. We can’t be patting ourselves on the back, because there are no easy games in this league, and it’s very hard to be consistent,” the coach said. 

 The Falcons know only too well that their 5-2 victory at Providence last Sunday was achieved after they survived what Larsen called “a sloppy first period.” 

 “It was a complete opposite of the night before, when we held Hartford to six good scoring opportunities (in a 4-0 victory). Against Providence, we gave up 19 good scoring chances. That’s way more than we want.” 

The Falcons survived that sloppy period thanks to some key saves by Jeremy Smith. He and Mike McKenna have formed a golden goaltending tandem for the Springfield club. 

“No question, our goaltenders have been there, saving our bacon in some key situations,” said defenseman Cody Goloubef. 

 McKenna has the AHL’s top goals-against average, 1.66. Smith has a 2.37 to go with his stellar 8-1-1 record. 

 With Jones recalled, the Monarchs have been going with Jean-Francois Berube. He’ 4-3-1 with a 2.24. 

ICE CHIPS: Thanksgiving was no holiday for Springfield players, who had a full-scale workout to prepare for the weekend games. They later got together for a Thanksgiving dinner hosted by team captain Ryan Craig ... Falcons management offers two free ticket vouchers to the Dec. 28 game against Bridgeport to anyone who spends $50 at the Falcons Nest Pro Shop on “Black Friday” ... Center Andrew Joudrey, goaltender McKenna and team mascot Screech took part in a “Stick to Reading” session Thursday at the Side by Side childcare facility in Chicopee.
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SPRINGFIELD – As they ride a six-game winning streak, the Springfield Falcons have a backline brigade that plays tough defense, and also flashes firepower. 

 The Falcons have scored 52 goals – 14 by defensemen. 

 Frederic St. Denis, new to the Falcons but a fifth-year man in the American Hockey League, leads the defensive corps with four goals. Tim Erixon had three, and a total of 10 points, before his recall to Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

 Over their first three-game weekend – a sweep of Albany, Hartford and Providence – the Falcons got two goals from Blake Parlett, another D-man. 

“Yeah, the blue lines are hot right now,” Parlett said. “Part of it is the power play, which leads to a lot of shots for the D.” 

Also a factor is the ability of Springfield defensemen to rush the puck. 

“We have to pick our spots, then jump into the rush. All seven of us have offense in us,” Parlett said. 

“I just hope it continues, because stuff like that can go in cycles,” coach Brad Larsen said. “No doubt, though, contributions from back there have been huge for our team. 

“We don’t hold them back if they see a chance to rush the puck. We’ve had some three-on-two breakaways with two defensemen involved. You can’t say, ‘Don’t go.’ If it’s done with them knowing their main responsibility is their position on defense, then it fits into our structure.” 

Larsen said St. Denis can be effective offensively because he reads the ice well, plays with his head up and has good puck skills. 

“Patty McNeill’s another one – I love the way he charges up ice,” he said. “And Cody Goloubef, I think he’s done a great job of simplifying his game, not trying to overdo it, and that makes him a consistently good defenseman in all phases.” 

COLLINS STAYS:� The Blue Jackets wanted Falcons center Sean Collins to join them for their game in Toronto Monday night, but his flight was delayed two hours. That meant he couldn’t get there for game time, so Jackets management voided the transaction. 

“It would have been nice to be there, but I’m still with a real good team here,” Collins said – before Columbus reached down again Tuesday and officially called him back up. 

 As it turned out, the Blue Jackets put together their best game of the season, cruising to a 6-0 victory. Ex-Falcons center Ryan Johansen had two goals while recent call-up Jack Skille also scored. 

“I watched it. It was one of those perfect-storm situations where Columbus came in at the top of its game at a time Toronto wasn’t playing that well,” Larsen said. 

“You won’t see many cruises like that, in the NHL or the AHL.” 

CAPTAIN’S TABLE:� Falcons players will go to the residence of 31-year-old captain Ryan Craig for Thanksgiving dinner. He also hosted last season. 

“It’s a good situation, a chance to be with the guys away from the ice,” Parlett said. 

 Thanksgiving or not, the Falcons will have a full practice Thursday morning as they prepare for a Friday visit to Manchester, which leads the Eastern Conference. 

BOOKING IT:� It was “Stick to Reading” time Tuesday at the Side by Side Childcare Center in Chicopee. 

 With Falcons management committed to this project, goaltender Mike McKenna, center Andrew Joudrey and team mascot Screech served as guests, interacting and reading with the kids. �

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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The Columbus Blue Jackets hoped to have Sean Collins at their disposal Monday night in Toronto.

However, the Blue Jackets rescinded their emergency recall on Collins when a flight delay kept the Springfield Falcons forward from making it in time for Columbus' game against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

With Brandon Dubinsky on injured reserve and Jared Boll injured during Monday's morning skate, the Blue Jackets made the call to Springfield for backup. Collins' absence means the Blue Jackets will most likely play 11 forwards and seven defensemen against the Maple Leafs.

This would have been Collins' third stint with Columbus this season.

Former Falcons defenseman Dalton Prout was activated from injured reserve, after he missed the last six games with a strained back.

By  Mike Scandura   

on November 24, 2013 at 6:42 PM 

Email 

PROVIDENCE, R.I – Springfield’s Brad Larsen has a problem that makes other AHL coaches envious: two goalies capable of stellar performances any given night. 

 That was certainly the case this weekend. 

 After Mike McKenna and his league-leading 1.66 goals-against average blanked Hartford 4-0 Saturday, Jeremy Smith stopped 31 shots Sunday as the Falcons beat the Providence Bruins 5-2 for their season-high sixth consecutive victory. 

“Jeremy Smith, for me, when we were giving up those early chances, was outstanding,” Larsen said. “He kept us in there. We bent but we didn’t break, and he was answering the bell. 

“If they score early on that one power play – they go from a pass by a defenseman to (Ryan) Spooner to back door, and he stops two unbelievable shots. Those are ESPN highlight saves.” 

Defenseman Cody Goloubef echoed Larsen’s sentiments. 

“They give us a chance to win every night,” he said. “Those guys are bringing their best every night. It’s unbelievable. 

“If you watched the first period tonight, Smitty kept us in the game with big saves. They’re both competitors and good pros.” 

Springfield scored the first of two power-play goals at 15:54 of the first period. 

 Blake Parlett found Sean Collins in the high slot and Collins beat Niklas Svedberg (30 saves) with a slap shot. 

 Providence’s Anthony Camara found the back of the net at 3:02 of the second when he skated down the slot and slid a backhander under Smith. 

 But that deadlock lasted little more than 7 minutes before Springfield went ahead on Austin Madaisky’s first AHL goal, Darryl Boyce winning a draw in the right circle to Madaisky, who blasted home a slap shot. 

 The Falcons scored their second power-play goal at 17:51 when Goloubef notched his first score. 

 Jonathan Marchessault passed to an open Goloubef in the right circle and he beat Svedberg with a snap shot for a 3-1 lead. 

 The P-Bruins sliced one goal off their deficit at 9:03 of the third when Justin Florek deflected a Mike Moore slap shot past Smith. But Springfield countered at 17:03. 

 Alex Aleardi stole the puck at center ice, sailed in on a breakaway and beat Svedberg top shelf for a 4-2 lead. 

“This kid’s been snakebit,” Larsen said. “He’s had one goal all year and that was his second goal. He’s had a ton of chances. He’s a real firecracker on the puck. 

“He’s been working extremely hard. In the second half of the game, he wasn’t just skating, he was skating by guys. That was a huge goal.” 

Jake Hansen ended the suspense when he scored into an empty net at 19:43. 

“These guys have worked well together,” Larsen said of McKenna and Smith. “They push each other. We’ve done a good job of limiting chances, but these guys have given us the ability to play with confidence because we know we don’t have to be perfect.”
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By ERIKA LEIGH 

SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons concluded their two-game homestand at the MassMutual Center Saturday night by blanking the Hartford Wolf Pack, 4-0. 

Springfield has a five-game winning streak and the best point percentage in the AHL (12-3-0-1, 25 points). 

Unable to generate offense in the first period, the Falcons left the ice on the penalty kill after defenseman Illari Melart went to the box for interference at 18:57. 

Melart came out of the box with a vengeance, scoring at 1:07 of the second period, his first goal in a Falcons uniform. Partner Cody Goloubef had the assist. 

A little more than four minutes later, Frederic St. Denis came from behind the net to hook one past Wolf Pack netminder Jason Missiaen and make it 2-0. The assists went to captain Ryan Craig and assistant captain Andrew Joudrey. 

Joudrey broke an 0-for-3 run on the power play halfway through the second, scoring less than 30 seconds after Wolf Pack defenseman Aaron Johnson was sent off for slashing. Craig and Blake Parlett assisted. 

In the third period, a line brawl broke out along the bench that sent three Hartford players to the box, giving the Falcons had a 5-on-3 advantage for nearly four minutes. 

Falcons defenseman Patrick McNeill, who had two shots on goal in the second and three in the third, finally picked up his first score of the game on the power play to cap the scoring at 18:49. 

Springfield’s defensemen took advantage of 88 minutes of combined penalties by the Wolf Pack to score three of the four goals, including one with the man advantage. The Falcons dominated on the penalty kill, upping their percentage to 89.9 percent, second in the AHL. 

The second line of Craig-Joudrey-Hansen was the top performing line of the game, scoring on the power play, and assisting on another. 

Goloubef and St. Denis each earned a rating of plus-2, the best on the team. 

Goalie Mike McKenna, who had to make only 15 saves, has the best goals-against average in the league at 1.66. 

The Falcons will travel to the Dunkin Donuts Center at 3:05 p.m. Sunday to take on the Providence Bruins in their third game of the season.
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SPRINGFIELD – All it takes sometimes is one solid game to turn a hockey player’s season around. 

Springfield Falcons forward Jonathan Marchessault entered Friday’s game with only one goal in 14 games after leading the team in points last season. 

In one night, Marchessault made his statistics look more impressive, scoring a pair of power-play goals as the Falcons held off the visiting Albany Devils 5-3 before 2,798 at the MassMutual Center. 

“Obviously, it’s very positive, but it’s still only one game,” said Marchessault, keeping things in perspective. “That’s something you need to forget and focus on the next one. It was a good effort for tonight, but tomorrow you’ve got to repeat, because, as a hockey player, you have to be more consistent.” 

Captain Ryan Craig added a goal and an assist to help the Falcons to their fourth straight win. 

Dalton Smith and Frederic St. Denis also scored, while defenseman Blake Parlett assisted on both Marchessault markers. Last Friday, it was Parlett who potted a pair on the power play against Bridgeport. 

The Falcons (11-3-0-1) broke a tie with the Devils (11-7-0-1) for first place in the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division. 

A matchup between two of the league’s leaders in goals-against average yielded eight goals. 

“It’s funny how that works,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “You think it’d be a 1-0 win for somebody, right?” 

Craig gave Springfield what proved to be valuable insurance, giving his team a 3-0 lead only 17 seconds into the second period. He skated in and, in one motion, popped Jake Hansen’s pass over the shoulder of Albany goalie Keith Kinkaid. 

The goal, Craig’s second of the season, tied him with Rob Murray, whose No. 23 resides in the rafters, for fifth on the Falcons’ career list with 61. 

From there, the Falcons appeared to be content to sit on their cushion rather than continuing to press. 

“You’re going to have some swings in the game,” Larsen said. “That’s hockey.” 

The Devils took advantage of some fortunate bounces and a little uninspired play from the home team to cut the deficit to 3-2 after two periods. 

Reid Boucher tallied three minutes into the second, and later assisted on Kelly Zajac’s redirection of a Stefan Matteau chance. 

Careless plays by the Falcons in their own end could have been even more dangerous, but the Devils did not capitalize. 

“We had to try to refocus,” Larsen said. “It wasn’t our best period by any means.” 

However, the Falcons turned things around and built the lead back to two goals. Marchessault notched his second of the game and third of the year, on assists from Parlett and Patrick McNeill, at 5:46 of the third. 

Former Falcons captain Tim Sestito torched his old squad with a third-period goal that brought Albany within 4-3, but St. Denis iced the game with an empty-netter. 

The Falcons were quick to strike only 19 seconds into their first power play of the game, with some heads-up passing leading to the goal. Defenseman Blake Parlett passed the puck along the wall to Craig, who fed the puck through traffic across the goalmouth, where Marchessault was waiting to smack it in. 

The Falcons host the Hartford Wolf Pack on Saturday and head to Rhode Island to face the Providence Bruins on Sunday.

By  Garry Brown   

on November 21, 2013 at 11:13 PM, updated November 21, 2013 at 11:18 PM 

Email 

Springfield Falcons

Bruce Landon: Media Coverage is so important to spreading the word

Mike McKenna of Springfield Falcons named Goaltender of the Month

All Stories | All Photos | All Videos

 SPRINGFIELD – In minutes played and contributions made, the Springfield Falcons have a dynamic duo in defensemen Cody Goloubef and Frederic St. Denis. 

 They both see time on power plays and penalty kills. Just as important, when the opposition’s top line takes to the ice, Falcons coach Brad Larsen usually matches Goloubef and St. Denis against them. 

 That likely will be the case Friday night, when the Falcons play the red-hot Albany Devils at the MassMutual Center. It’s the start of a three-game weekend for the Birds, who host Hartford Saturday and visit Providence Sunday. 

 The Devils come to town with a four-game winning streak during which they have outscored the opposition 13-3. Goaltender Keith Kinkaid has posted two shutouts during the streak, both against Hartford. 

 Albany’s latest victory – 3-0 Wednesday night at home against the Pack – moved it into a points tie with the Falcons in the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division. The Falcons still lead because they have the better winning percentage (.750 to .618). They have won five of their last six. 

“Albany? I liked their team last year, and I’m not surprised to see them doing well. They play hard, and I think they have more punch now, plus excellent goaltending,” Larsen said. 

 As for the work of Goloubef and St. Denis, the Falcons coach said, “I like the way they play together. They help us in all situations, and they’re both 20-plus minutes guys most of the time.” 

Goloubef, a fourth-year pro from Oakville, Ont., had a big assist and a shootout goal in Springfield’s last game, a 2-1 victory at Portland last Saturday. 

“I felt good in the Portland game, but it was just part of a full team effort. We’re all trying to make smart plays, and we’re getting great goaltending. We’re off to a good start, but we’re only 14 games in, so there’s a lot of hockey left,” Goloubef said. 

 St. Denis, a fifth-year pro from Greenleaf Park, Quebec, signed with Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets, as a free agent in July. He came to the Falcons with 263 games AHL games played, all of them with Hamilton. 

“Freddy and I have been playing together since the second game of the season. It’s been good. He’s a very smart player,” Goloubef said. 

 Larsen lauded Goloubef for his “attention to the details.” By that he means, Goloubef knows where he is supposed to be, and always is in the right spot. 

“That makes him a hard defender to play against,” the coach said. 

 Springfield’s backline brigade must play on without Tim Erixon, a skilled defenseman who has been promoted to Columbus. Any replacement on the way? 

“No, we’re at our number, and nobody’s coming. But that’s OK, because we have the guys to get the job done,” Larsen said. 

 One of them is Patrick McNeill, a veteran who wasn’t playing much before Erixon left. 

“It was a case of numbers. You can only play so many veterans under league rules, so Patrick had to be scratched at times. He handled it well, and he’s always ready to play,” Larsen said. 

ICE CHIPS: Albany goaltender Kinkaid has a six-game winning streak. Only two other Albany goalies have won six in a row – Jeff Frazee in 2008 and Mike McKenna, currently with the Falcons, in 2011 . . . Albany’s other goaltender, Scott Wedgewood, has played seven games, Kinkaid nine . . . Trent Vogelhuber, a power forward who played a key role in the Falcons’ playoff drive last season, has been sidelined long term by an injury that required surgery . . . The Falcons have sent young winger Jeremy Langlois, a member of Quinnipiac’s Frozen Four team last season, to Evansville of the ECHL. �

IceCaps headed home on a winning note
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St. John’s IceCaps netminder Eddie Pasquale stops a shot from Syracuse Crunch forward and former St. John’s Fog Devils player Maxime Langelier-Parent as ‘Caps rearguard Jordan Hill moves in on the play during the teams’ game Friday night in Syracuse, N.Y. St. John’s lost 4-2, but closed out its six-game road trip with a 4-3 shootout win over the Binghamton, N.Y. Senators Saturday night.

St. John’s finishes road trip with come-from-behind win over Binghamton Senators

Sometimes, it turns out the harder wins can make things easier, and that might turn out to be the case for the St. John’s IceCaps, who finished up a six-game, 11-game road trip with a 4-3 shootout victory over the Binghamton Senators Saturday night.

Sure, the IceCaps (11-9-3), who were playing their third road game in four days, might have appreciated a wide-margin, less-taxing decision instead of having to go the maximum distance in a contest that saw them have to come from behind three times to even the score, including with 28 seconds left in regulation when Carl Klingberg tallied with the St. John’s net empty for an extra attacker.

However, their first shootout win of the season should be a bit of springboard for the IceCaps entering December and the middle third of the American Hockey League season, and according to head coach Keith McCambridge, it helps define his roster.

“What I take from it is that it put that extra stamp on this team, showing the character that’s on it and proving that there is a lot of will to win here,” said McCambridge Sunday from Pearson Airport in Toronto just before the IceCaps boarded a flight for St. John’s.

“We were very disappointed with how things went in Syracuse (Friday night in a 4-2 loss to the Crunch), but I could see right from the start of (Saturday’s) game how determined the guys were to get a better result and they showed that all the way through. There is a lot hockey left to be played this season and that’s exactly the kind of attitude we’re going to need.”

For McCambridge, who doesn’t wax and wane very much when it comes to praise or criticism of his club, that can be seen as more observation than enthusiasm. He also used the oft-heard phrases about “staying in a good mindset” and “building off” the road trip, which saw the IceCaps win four of six games.

More than anything, he addressed the need for consistency and in this case, that’s far from a throwaway phrase. While the IceCaps’ have been better than average of late, taking points from seven of their last 10 games, they have yet to win more than two in a row this season and the most recent interspacing losses — two shootout setbacks at home to Worcester; Friday’s defeat in Syracuse, where the Crunch scored twice, including an-empty-netter, in the last four-and-half minutes; and a 5-2 loss in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton as the Penguins scored five unanswered goals in the third period — stick in his craw.

“It’s the little details we’re still working on, the little things that make a big difference between those kinds of losses and wins,” said McCambridge. “We’re getting there, but we have a ways to go.”

Some of the progress that is being made can be measured by special teams stats. St. John’s went nine-for-36 (25 per cent success rate) on the power play over the road trip, while the penalty kill held the opposition to just four goals in 26 opportunities.

Some of it is shown in individual performances.

Jerome Samson, who scored in regulation and got the shootout winner against the Senators, has six goals in his last eight games and that’s important given how teams have started focusing defensively on the IceCaps’ top line and leading scorer Eric O’Dell. Backup goalie Jussi Olkinuora won twice on the road trip, including Saturday night in Binghamton as he made 36 saves and stopped four of five in the shootout.

And Klingberg, who was a healthy scratch for more than a few games at the start of the season and has seen a lot of time on the fourth line when he has dressed, has picked up his play. On Saturday, he was used on the point on the second-unit power play and got the ultimate compliment from his coach when he was put on the ice with the game on the line in the final minute of the third, then reciprocated with a big goal.

“He’s just playing better,” McCambridge said of Klingberg, “and if he keeps playing at that level, he’s going to get those sorts of opportunities. If he doesn’t, someone else is going to get the chance. It’s that simple.”

After a busy travel day Sunday — the IceCaps' bus from Binghamton arrived in Toronto at 4:30 a.m. — the team gets a welcome day off today and then begins to get ready for a four-game homestand, their last of 2013, beginning with games against the Penguins Friday and Saturday at Mile One Centre.
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First NHL call-up for centreman

Hard work has its reward. For John Albert, it’s his first-ever recall to the National Hockey League.

John Albert

On Sunday, the 24-year-old forward was promoted from the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps to the Winnipeg Jets. The move was made as a precaution because of an injury suffered by Jets winger Evander Kane in Friday’s 2-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers. Kane has not practised since and is questionable for tonight’s game against the Rangers in New York.

Albert has three goals and eight points while appearing in all 23 games for the IceCaps this season. Known as an industrious checker with good skating ability, he has been recently been playing on St. John’s second line with veterans Jason Jaffray and Andrew Gordon.

Last season, the 5-10, 185-pound native of suburban Cleveland missed 52 games because of injury, but as an IceCaps rookie in 2011-12, Albert earned the team’s hardest-working player award after scoring nine goals and 27 points in 64 contests.

A sixth-round draft pick of the Atlanta Thrashers out of Ohio State University, where he was a team captain, Albert operated under an AHL contract in St. John’s for his first two pro seasons before signing his first NHL deal with the Jets over the summer.

Albert’s departure would seem to leave the IceCaps with 12 healthy forwards, the standard minimum. Blair Riley was a healthy scratch in Saturday’s win over the Senators in Binghamton, but Josh Lunden hasn’t played in more than six weeks because of injury and while rookie Austen Brassard was listed as a healthy scratch during the team’s recent road trip, head coach Keith McCambridge confirmed the 20-year-old from Windsor, Ont., left the team a couple of weeks ago because, “of personal reasons.”

McCambridge would not elaborate on the circumstances, but said Brassard’s were different than those involving Ivan Telegin, who  was suspended before the start of the season for refusing to report to the IceCaps and has since returned to Russia.

“Personal reasons” were also cited in the case of Telegin, who it was suggested was unsatisfied with his place in the Jets’ organization and wanted to play in Russia. The 21-year-old has not played anywhere since, although CKSA of the Kontinental Hockey League did trade for his rights within that league.

McCambridge did say he had spoken to Brassard in the last couple of days and, “things were moving in the right direction” as far has his returning to hockey, but that there was no timetable for that happening.

Brassard, a fifth-round choice of the Jets in the 2011 NHL draft, signed a three-year, two-way entry-level contract with Winnipeg earlier this year, calling for salaries of $610,000 in the NHL and $55,000 in the AHL this season. The deal also included a $160,000 signing bonus spread over three years.

A product of the OHL’s Belleville Bulls, the six-foot-two, 210-pound Brassard had played in six games for the IceCaps this season, scoring one goal. His last appearance in a contest for St. John’s was Nov. 2 against Worcester.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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Mount Pearl native hopes to continue career in ECHL or Europe after college hockey days are through

Like Pat O’Keefe, his former junior hockey teammate and fellow Mount Pearl minor hockey product, Alex Wall hopes to parlay eight years of major junior and college hockey into a professional career.

© — Photo by Jason Malloy/The Guardian 

University of Prince Edward Island Panthers forward and Mount Pearl native Alex Wall will join Canada’s team — and three of his fellow Newfoundland-born AUS hockey players in Robert Slaney, Josh Day, Chris Owens, along with assistant coach Brad Peddle — at the Winter Universiade later this month. Wall hopes to pursue a career in pro hockey after his college days are through.

And like O’Keefe, who turned pro this season in the ECHL (Elmira Jackals and Utah Grizzlies) after four years at Saint Mary’s University, Wall would do so with the security of a university degree in his back pocket.

“I definitely want to give pro hockey a shot,” said Wall, a 23-year-old, third-year defenceman with the University of Prince Edward Island Panthers, “either in the ECHL or Europe.

“There are not a lot of guys coming out of university hockey going to the NHL. Most head to the ECHL, a few to the American Hockey League. But if you’re in the ECHL, it only takes someone to notice you and it could be the break you need.

“The thing is, when you have a university degree, everything you do doesn’t all depend on hockey.”

Athletes of Wall’s ilk got it figured out. After four years in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League with the St. John’s Fog Devils/Montreal Juniors, Moncton Wildcats and Quebec Remparts, Wall used the league’s education fund to attend UPEI.

Not only is he studying engineering and math on P.E.I. — the university offers only the first two years of engineering, so Wall is spreading those courses over three years as he works towards a mathematics degree — he’s playing a high calibre brand of hockey, one that will lead him to Italy later this month for the 2013 Winter Universiade (World University Games).

Wall joins Chris Owens (Acadia Axemen) and Josh Day (St. Francis Xavier) of St. John’s, and Robert Slaney (St FX) of Upper Island Cove on the team that will have Brad Peddle (St. FX) of St. John’s as an assistant coach to Gardiner MacDougall.

The team of Atlantic University Sport players will represent Canada in the hockey competition in Trentino, Italy.

“It’s pretty special to be part of this,” Wall said. “I’ve always watched the World Junior Championship, and I’ve got friends who played in the world juniors (former Fog Devils teammates Luke Adam and Jake Allen).

“A chance to play in a world championship, wearing a Canadian jersey, is pretty awesome.”

No doubt, Wall will be taking his books with him overseas, just as he does on every road trip with the Panthers.

When he graduates with a math degree in 2015, he will be two years way from an engineering degree. Couple that heavy course load with a pair of games every weekend, and daily practice through the week, there’s not a lot of time for lounging.

“It’s definitely a lot of work,” said the former St. John’s AAA Maple Leafs midget player, and 2007 Canada Winter Games team member. “Between school and the rink, there’s not a lot of free time.”

The Panthers enter the Christmas break 6-5-1, and Wall has a goal and five assists.

“The skill level is much the same as major junior, although the maturity level of the players is much higher,” Wall said of the university game vs the major junior brand.

Canada heads to Trentino as defending bronze medallist from the 2011 competition in Erzurum, Turkey, where players from the Ontario conference finished third.

Since 1997, Canada has been represented at the Winter Universiade in hockey by each of three Canadian Interuniversity Sport conferences on a rotating basis.

Teams from AUS won a silver media in 2001 (Zakopane, Poland) and gold in 2007 (Turin, Italy).

rshort@thetelegram.com

IceCaps come up with winning number at Bingo

Telegram StaffPublished on December 01, 2013

Share 0 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

St. John's closes out road trip with shootout win

It's a five-hour bus ride from Broome County, N.Y., to Toronto, but that journey had to much easier to take for the St. John's IceCaps overnight Saturday after coming away with a 4-3 shootout win over the Binghamton Senators.

The victory capped off a six-game, 11-day road swing for the IceCaps (11-9-3), who won four times on the trip. The team is scheduled to fly today from Toronto to St. John's, where it will it will prepare for a four-game homestand at Mile One Centre, beginning Friday night against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

On Saturday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena in Binghamton, in a game that showed their doggedness, the IceCapscontinually playedf catch-up, never holding a lead until Eric O'Dell and Jerome Samson scored on their penalty-shot attempts and rookie goalie Jussi Olkinuora stopped the Senators' Jim O'Brien on the home side's final shootout opportunity.

But the contest's key moment came in the final minute of the third period. With Binghamton leading 3-2 and Olkinuora on the bench for a extra attacker, Carl Klingberg forced overtime by scoring, stuffing the pack behind B-Sens' netminder Andrew Hammond with 28 seconds remaining in regulation.

The resulting five-minute extra period didn't provide a solution, so St. John's was left to look for its first shootout win of the season, then got it as O'Dell and Samson beat Hammond on the IceCaps' first and third attempts and Olkinuora turned aside all the Senators' shooters, except for Binghamton captain Mike Hoffman.

Samson and Andrew Gordon had the other regulation goals for St. John's, while Hoffman, Stephane Da Costa and David Dziurrzynki scored for Binghamton (14-6-1), which is tied for first place in the Eastern Division with Wilkes-Barre.

The loss was the first in extra time this season for the Senators, who had prevailed in their five previous overtime and shootout decisions.

Binghamton scored once in each period, holding 1-0, 2-1 and 3-2 leads and dominated the first half of the third, getting Dziurrzynki's go-ahead tally and keeping the IceCaps' from getting a shot in goal in the frame until past the 12-minute mark. But Olkinuora, who finished the night with 36 saves, held his team in, allowing St. John's to right itself and build back some momentum, leading to Klingberg's big goal.

Notes

The IceCaps had lost their previous two shootout decisions this season, both at Mile One earlier in November against the Worcester Sharks ... With Saturday's win, the IceCaps' are second in the Atlantic Division and sixth overall in the Eastern Conference. The Manchester Monarchs sit atop both the division and conference, nine points ahead of St. John's and holding a game in hand … The IceCaps were served particularly well by their special teams Saturday, going 2-for-6 on the power play, while Binghamton went 0-for-3 on the PP … Samson came back into the lineup after sitting out Friday's 4-2 loss to the Syracuse Crunch. Earlier in the week, in a win over Hershey, he had been forced from the game after taking a hit from Bears' captain Dane Byers ... Also drawing back into the lineup Saturday was defenceman Ben Chiraot, who had missed the previous two games with the flu ... With Samson and Chiarot coming in, rearguard Cody Lampl and forward Blair Riley joined a list of St. John's scratches that also included Travis Ehrhardt, Will O’Neill, Austen Brassard and Josh Lunden … The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday: 1. Binghamton defenceman Fredrick Claesson, 2. Hoffman, 3. Olkinuora… Brian Rogers' selection as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Klingberg …

Two plus two equals ...
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Could the Rogers TV deal have an impact on St. John’s? Well, maybe, if you consider this scenario

Has anyone noticed this week that just a couple of days after the National Hockey League announced its $5.3-billion television mega deal with Rogers Sportsnet, warning shots were fired regarding the Canadian loonie, suggesting it’s destined to fall below US90 cents in the new year?

Has anyone noticed this week that just a couple of days after the National Hockey League announced its $5.3-billion television mega deal with Rogers Sportsnet, warning shots were fired regarding the Canadian loonie, suggesting it’s destined to fall below US90 cents in the new year?

Wasn’t the weak Canadian dollar one of the reasons cited for the departure of the Winnipeg Jets, Part I, to Arizona, the Quebec Nordiques to Colorado back in the ’90s?

That was a long time ago, and the dollar, in fairness, was then a heck of lot more feeble than US80 or US85 cents.

Weak and Canada, however, cannot be used in the same sentence today, as Monday’s television deal proved in no uncertain terms that when it comes to the NHL, Canada is indeed a player.

Unrelated — but certainly not unnoticed — to the TV announcement was news breaking a day earlier from Forbes magazine that the Toronto Maple Leafs were the NHL’s most valuable franchise, and the Montreal Canadiens and Vancouver Canucks were third and fourth on the final rankings. 

Even the Jets, in one of the league’s smallest markets, certainly in the NHL’s smallest building, came in 16th.

So this is a very different time from the mid-1990s, when Winnipeg and Quebec City relocated, when there were talks of the Edmonton Oilers leaving and, yes — gasp! — the Canadiens potentially packing up and heading south.

What impact will this TV deal have on our little corner of the world?

Well, other than fact there will apparently be much more hockey available to television viewers, not much, really.

Unless ...

Perhaps we are about to put two and two together and come up with five. Maybe, after connecting the dots, we are left with only a squiggly, ambiguous image.

Or probably we are, as Marc Crawford used to say, just throwing dung at a wall and hoping it sticks.

Or we just have way too much time on our hands, and an imagination that’s running amok.

But it sure is fun to throw it out there.

So here goes:

Here in St. John’s, Winnipeg and Danny Williams/Glenn Stanford et al have about a year and a half left on the current contract that parks the Jets’ American Hockey League franchise — the IceCaps — in St. John’s.

Now, an extension to the new contract could be signed tomorrow, though I’m not convinced it’s going to happen. We’re already a quarter of the way through the season and Williams said back in October, “We’ll know this year where we are on a go-forward basis. If there is no extension, we’ll go back to the league to look for a franchise.”

That sure is easier said than done, but chew on this if you will.

As part of the Rogers deal, the CBC was allowed to retain “Hockey Night in Canada,” even if it is in name only. CBC will have no say in the production of the program and won’t make any money from “HNIC.” Nor will it spend any money.

Another offshoot of the 12-year deal sees the TVA Group, the television arm of Quebecor, pay $120 million a year to Rogers to be the NHL’s French language broadcaster.

The Canadiens, no doubt, are the crown jewel to TVA, but the skeptic in me suggests there is more than meets that TV station’s eye.

Up the road from Montreal, in Quebec City, workers are busy at a $400-million, multi-purpose arena project, with an eye on opening in 2015.

The man driving the project is Pierre Karl Péladeau, the same Pierre Karl Péladeau who was CEO of Quebecor before stepping down, but remains its largest shareholder and chairman of its media and television branches.

When asked Tuesday about expansion, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman made it known, “(it) is not something we are embarking on in a formal process.”

That may be true right now. The league may not be having “formal” talks, but it’s difficult to believe Mssr. Péladeau would be driving a $400-million rink and a $1.4-billion TV deal without something up his sleeve for Quebec City.

Men of his pedigree, after all, do not look just a month or year down the road. They tend to plan things years in advance.

So it says here that when the contractors are done, and the cleaners have the new Quebec City arena done up like a stick of gum, Commissioner Bettman will be announcing Les Nordiques Part Deux, just as he did for the Jets.

And with a new NHL team, Quebec will need an AHL farm club.

Which brings us to St. John’s.

If the Jets elect to pluck their AHL franchise from Newfoundland for — oh, I don’t know, Sioux Falls, S.D. — that would leave St. John’s without a team starting in 2015-16.

Just when the Quebec City rink is slated to open.

Oh, one more thing, which is completely unrelated. Given our scenario — baseless as it is — consider this, as well: one Danny Williams also happens to be a major shareholder in Rogers.

You know. Just sayin’.

IN SHORT

Why are the critics coming down on P.K. Subban? True, the Montreal Canadiens’ defenceman might run off at the mouth a bit — which, given today’s age of clichéd answers from professional athletes, it’s actually refreshing — and he might not be the most dependable defensive defenceman out there, but Subban is a supreme talent. On the big, European ice, he would be an enormous addition to Canada’s defence in the Olympics. ... Can’t wait to read Terry Ryan’s book, “Tales of a First-Round Nothing” ... Says here Roberto Luongo will be Canada’s starting goalie in the Sochi Olympics ... If you ever get to a Winter Olympics, you have to check out ski jumping and short track speed skating. Seriously ... While leaving short track at the Pacific Coliseum during the 2010 Vancouver Winter Olympics, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman, who crossed paths in front of me, was heard saying to, I assume, his wife: “That was so cool!” ...

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached at rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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Syracuse beats St. John's 4-2

It was a bit of a black Friday for the St. John's IceCaps in upstate New York.

 And it didn't mean they came away with any bargains.

Cedric Paquette scored the game-winner with less than four-and-a-half minutes remaining in the third period to give the Syracuse Crunch a 4-2 victory over the visiting IceCaps Friday night, ending St. John's two-game road winning streak.

For a the Crunch (10-7-2), the result snapped a five-game losing streak. 

St. John's (10-9-3) will look to finish a six-game swing through the northeast U.S, on a positive note tonight when they take on the Binghamton Senators (8:35 p.m. NT). The IceCaps have won three of the first five games of their current trip.

For a while Friday, it looked like they might be able to to make it four.

Syracuse had taken a 2-0 lead on goals by former IceCap Ray Kaunisto in the first period and Geoff Walker on a power play in the second.

However, less than two minutes after Walker's tally, St. John's got on the board with its own man-advantage goal as captain Jason Jaffray took a pass from Andrew Gordon and fired a shot past Syracuse goalie Cedric Desjardins. And just 23 seconds later, the IceCaps' JC Lipon knotted the score with his fourth of the season after being set up by linemate and fellow rookie Adam Lowry, who had stripped a Syracuse defender of the puck.

But the momentum St. John's had rapidly generated with the two quick goals resulted in nothing more in the way of scoring, and it was Syracuse which regained the lead at 15:36 of the third when Paquette scored from a scramble in front of IceCaps' netminder Eddie Pasquale and got an insurance marker in the game's final minute when Danick Gauthier scored into an empty net.

Pasquale finished with 33 saves, while Desjardins had 26.

Notes

Binghamton, the IceCaps' opposition tonight , has a 14-6-0 record after a 1-0 loss Frida to the Penguin at Wilkes-Barre, Pa. that resuhe Bears after being returned by the parent Washington Capitals and a trade demand by his agelt leaves UHF B-Senators and Penguins tied atop the East Division... TJaffray's ended a four-game pointless streak with his goal, his seventh of the season. During that time, Jaffray — the IceCaps' all-time leading scorer — had been stuck on 100 points for his career in St. John's … Scratches for the IceCaps Friday included Ben Chiarot, Josh Lunden, Jerome Samson, Will O’Neill, Travis Ehrhardt and Austen Brassard. Chiarot has been battling the flu, while Lunden is injured and not travelling. Samson didn't finish the game Wednesday in a 4-2 win over the Bears in Hershey after being on the receiving end of a big second-period hit. The winger did participate in the Friday morning skate, but St. John's head coach Keith McCambridge told IceCaps' broadcaster Brian Rogers he was keeping Samson out of the contest against the Crunch as a precautionary measure … While Samson was out, Lipon drew back into the lineup after serving a two-game league-imposed suspension for an illegal hit to the head in a game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton a week ago … Kaunisto, who signed a PTO contract with Syracuse earlier Friday, is one of a number of players the Crunch have brought in from ECHL as the team deals with injuries and call-ups to the parent Tampa Bay Lightning. Kaunisto had signed an AHL contract with St. John's last season, but played just one game for the IceCaps, spending the rest of the season with the ECHL's Colorado Eagles … Another recent PTO signing by the Crunch is forward Philip-Michael Devos, who attended the IceCaps' training camp this fall, but was a late cut. For Devos, who had been playing with the ECHL's Elmira Jackals, Syracuse is familiar territory since he played with the Crunch all of last season …Devos picked up an assist Friday, as did another Syracuse forward with a St. John's connection. That would be Maxime Langelier-Parent, who spent a half season with the QMJHL's St. John's Fog Devils … The IceCaps went 1-for-4 on the power play, while Syracuse was 1-for-6… Friday's Molson Canadian Three Stars: 1. Paquette, Syr.; 2. Lipon, SJS; 3. Kaunisto, Syr. … Rogers' pick as the Mary Brown’s Hardest Working IceCap was Pasquale …

IceCaps tame Bears
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Brenden Kichton scores twice to lead St. John's to 4-2 win over Hershey

Hershey, Pa., has been called the "Sweetest Place on Earth," and was indeed that Wednesday night for the St. John’s IceCaps, who put forth one of their better efforts of the season with a 4-2 American Hockey League win over the Bears in Chocolatetown.

Rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton scored twice, while linemates Patrice Cormier and Kael Mouillierat each had a goal and an assist for St. John’s (10-8-3), winner of three of the first four games of a six-game road trip that finishes up on this weekend.

Peter LeBlanc and Ryan Stoa, the latter in the waning seconds of the contest, replied for Hershey (6-7-4).

Cormier, with his third of the season, opened the scoring four minutes into the contest, but Leblanc knotted the affair later in the opening frame, getting credit for a power-play tally on a redirection.

Kichton put St. John’s back ahead on its own power play midway through the second period with a well-placed wrist shot. It was the only goal the IceCaps had on eight man-advantage opportunities Wednesday, but extended a streak that has seen them score on the PP in three straight games. In fact, of the last 10 goals St. John’s has scored, six have come on the power play.

Mouillierat got what would stand as the game-winner when he registered his fifth goal of the season at 10:19 of the third, but only after a video review determined the puck had indeed made it over the line.

Kichton, with an empty-netter, and Stoa accounted for the final entries on the scoresheet with goals in the last 71 seconds.

The game featured two of the AHL’s hardest-working netminders in the IceCaps’ Eddie Pasquale and Hershey’s David Leggio. The latter led all league goalies with 64 appearances last season when he was with the Rochester Americans. Pasquale played his 17th game of this campaign Wednesday, tying him with Norfolk’s John Gibson for the AHL lead in that category. He also became the first goaltender in the league to put in more than 1,000 minutes of playing time in 2013-14.

Leggio was the busier of the two in their matchup, facing 31 shots, but Pasquale, coming off a rare game where he did not play (backup Jussi Olkinuora got his first pro win Sunday against Bridgeport) was particularly solid in the third period, making a dozen saves, the only blemish coming when Stoa scored at 19:56 after an IceCaps’ turnover.

Pasquale ended the night with 23 saves and also picked up his first point of the season with an assist on Kichton’s first goal.

St. John’s winds up its six-game road trip with games Friday night in Syracuse, N.Y., against the Crunch and Saturday night in Binghamton, N.Y., versus the Senators. The IceCaps were to have travelled to Syracuse after Wednesday’s game, but a storm that was pounding the U.S. northeast — rain in Pennsylvania and snow in New York state — made driving treacherous, so the decision was made to remain in the Hershey area and bus out this morning.

NOTES: Both Brenden Kichton and Kael Moullierat finished plus-three in the game for St. John's ... IceCaps winger Jerome Samson was forced from the game after a big hit by Bears' captain Dane Byers in the second period ... Hershey defenceman Dmitry Orlov played his first game with the Bears after being returned by the parent Washington Capitals and a trade demand by his agent, Mark Gandler. The Russian rearguard has already been recalled to Washington four times this season without having appeared in a game for the Capitals ... Scratches for the IceCaps Wednesday included defencemen Ben Chiarot (flu), Zach Redmond (leg injury, day-to-day) and Will O’Neill, along with forwards Josh Lunden (injured, not travelling with team), Austen Brassard and JC Lipon. The latter was serving the second game of a two-game league-imposed suspension handed out after he received a match penalty for a hit to the head of Wilkies-Barre Penguins’ Tom Kunhackl Saturday night … O'Neill, who had been a healthy scratch for the first three games of the current road trip, had originally been slated to play in Hershey, but a late, late change saw Travis Ehrhardt draw into the lineup instead …Rearguard Julian Melchiori played his first game for St. John's after being returned from the parent team in Winnipeg. Melchiori spent almost a week with the Jets but is still looking to play his first NHL game … IceCaps' broadcaster Brian Rogers reported St. John's forward Andrew Gordon got a loud and warm reception from Hershey fans prior to the warm-up skate when he appeared on his team's bench as his pre-game habit. Gordon spent his first four pro seasons in Hershey, where he helped the Bears win two Calder Cups… Wednesday’s Molson Cup three stars: 1. Kael Mouillierat, SJs; 2. Patrice Cormier, SJs; 3. David Leggio, Her … Rogers’ choice as the IceCaps’ hardest-working player: captain Jason Jaffray …

IceCaps edge Sound Tigers
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St. John’s wins 4-3 for second win in three games; play Hershey Bears on Wednesday

Playing their third game in three days — a 3:05 p.m. start, no less — and coming off a disheartening 5-2 loss the previous night in a game that saw the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins score five times in the third period, Keith McCambridge had reason to feel concerned about his St. John’s IceCaps Sunday afternoon in Bridgeport, Conn.

St. John’s IceCaps’ Carl Klingberg checks the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins’ Dominik Uher into the boards during the teams’ American Hockey League game Saturday night in Wilkes-Barre, PA. The IceCaps lost 5-2, but rebounded with a 4-3 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Sunday afternoon. — Photo courtesy Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins

Turns out the IceCaps coach had no reason to worry, after all.

Eric O’Dell’s power play goal at 15:11 of the third period made a winner of Jussi Olkinuora for the first time in his pro career as the IceCaps got by the Sound Tigers 4-3 Sunday at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport.

The win improved the IceCaps to 9-8-1-2, with three games left on this six-game road swing.

“I was concerned after Saturday’s game, given how hard we played, to not come away with a win,” McCambridge said of his IceCaps, who dropped a 5-2 decision to the Penguins in a game in which the visitors scored the first goal and tied things 2-2 before Wilkes-Barre/Scranton put it away with three unanswered goals.

“Wilkes-Barre is an excellent team, and if we play that way again, nine out of 10 times we’re going to get the win.

“Today,” he said, “it wasn’t until the second or third period that we got skating and that power play goal (by O’Dell) was the key goal we needed. The work ethic and will to win was there tonight.”

Kael Mouillierat, Andrew Gordon and red-hot Jerome Samson also scored for St. John’s. Samson has five goals and two assists in the eight games he’s appeared in since missing seven games to injury.

Johan Sundstrom, Anders Lee and Calvin de Haan scored for Bridgeport.

Olkinuora faced only 22 shots, but was good enough to post his first professional win. The 23-year-old Finn played two seasons at the University of Denver before turning pro.

“He played well,” McCambridge said of his goalie. “He made some key saves in the third period, one that was a real difference-maker. You need that when the opposition is pressing hard.

“You can see he’s starting to build some confidence. That’s important for him, not only from an on-ice standpoint, but it also makes himself feel a part of the team,” said McCambridge, adding the team presented their rookie goalie with the game puck after the final whistle.

The Sound Tigers went up 2-0 on goals by Sundstrom and Lee, but the IceCaps responded with three straight goals by Gordon, Samson and Mouillierat, the latter two coming on the power play.

But Bridgeport wouldn’t quit, with de Haan teaming up with Sundstrom and Marc Cantin at 11:57 of the third period. That set the stage for O’Dell’s game-winner and team-leading 10th on the year.

St. John’s poured 29 shots on Sound Tigers goalie Parker Milner.

The IceCaps played the game without Zach Redmond, who was injured Saturday night. McCambridge lists Redmond as day to day, with a possibility of going Wednesday night in Hershey, Pa.

“He was real good Saturday,” McCambridge said of his all-star defenceman. “He was on the power play, playing five-on-five. He was strong for someone who has not played a lot of hockey.”

The IceCaps will head into New York City today, and will watch the parent Winnipeg Jets take on the New Jersey Devils tonight in nearby Newark, N.J.

“This is a reminder for some of the guys that they’re only one step away from the best hockey league in the world,” the coach said. “It’s a real good thing, for the young guys and the old guys, to watch the parent team.”

The IceCaps take on the Bears Wednesday night at Hershey’s Giant Centre, before closing out the trip next Friday and Saturday in Syracuse and Binghamton, N.Y.

“We want to build some consistency,” McCambridge said. “Get some consecutive wins.”

O'Dell's power play tally gives IceCaps win over Sound Tigers
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IceCaps 

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

Playing their third game in three days — a 3:05 p.m. start, no less — and coming off a disheartening 5-2 loss the previous night in a game that saw the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins score five times in the third period, Keith McCambridge had reason to feel concerned about his St. John’s IceCaps Sunday afternoon in Bridgeport, Conn.

Turns out the IceCaps coach had no reason to worry, after all.

Eric O’Dell’s power play goal at 15:11 of the third period made a winner of Jussi Olkinuora for the first time in his pro career as the IceCaps got by the Sound Tigers 4-3 Sunday at the Webster Bank Arena in downtown Bridgeport.

The win improved the IceCaps to 9-8-1-2, with three games left on this six-game road swing.

“I was concerned after Saturday’s game, given how hard we played, to not come away with a win,” McCambridge said of his IceCaps, who dropped a 5-2 decision to the Penguins in a game in which the visitors scored the first goal and tied things 2-2 before Wilkes-Barre/Scranton put it away with three unanswered goals.

“Wilkes-Barre is an excellent team, and if we play that way again, nine out of 10 times we’re going to get the win.

“Today,” he said, “it wasn’t until the second or third period that we got skating and that power play goal (by O’Dell) was the key goal we needed. The work ethic and will to win was there tonight.”

Kael Mouillierat, Andrew Gordon and red-hot Jerome Samson also scored for St. John’s. Samson has five goals and two assists in the eight games he’s appeared in since missing seven games to injury.

Johan Sundstrom, Anders Lee and Calvin de Haan scored for Bridgeport.

Olkinuora faced only 22 shots, but was good enough to post his first professional win. The 23-year-old Finn played two seasons at the University of Denver before turning pro.

“He played well,” McCambridge said of his goalie. “He made some key saves in the third period, one that was a real difference-maker. You need that when the opposition is pressing hard.

“You can see he’s starting to build some confidence. That’s important for him, not only from an on-ice standpoint, but it also makes himself feel a part of the team,” said McCambridge, adding the team presented their rookie goalie with the game puck after the final whistle.

The Sound Tigers went up 2-0 on goals by Sundstrom and Lee, but the IceCaps responded with three straight goals by Gordon, Samson and Mouillierat, the latter two coming on the power play.

But Bridgeport wouldn’t quit, with de Haan teaming up with Sundstrom and Marc Cantin at 11:57 of the third period. That set the stage for O’Dell’s game-winner and team-leading 10th on the year.

St. John’s poured 29 shots on Sound Tigers goalie Parker Milner.

The IceCaps played the game without Zach Redmond, who was injured Saturday night. McCambridge lists Redmond as day to day, with a possibility of going Wednesday night in Hershey, Pa.

“He was real good Saturday,” McCambridge said of his all-star defenceman. “He was on the power play, playing five-on-five. He was strong for someone who has not played a lot of hockey.”

The IceCaps will head into New York City today, and will watch the parent Winnipeg Jets take on the New Jersey Devils tonight in nearby Newark, N.J.

“This is a reminder for some of the guys that they’re only one step away from the best hockey league in the world,” the coach said. “It’s a real good thing, for the young guys and the old guys, to watch the parent team.”

The IceCaps take on the Bears Wednesday night at Hershey’s Giant Centre, before closing out the trip next Friday and Saturday in Syracuse and Binghamton, N.Y.

“We want to build some consistency,” McCambridge said. “Get some consecutive wins.”

rshort@thetelegram.com
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Gander native Derek Hender, 46, gets first taste of pro hockey as emergency backup puckstop

Rare is the time a hockey player celebrates the highlight of what otherwise is an inauspicious career at 46 years old.

Even more extraordinary that it comes in the American Hockey League. And the guy’s from Gander.

© — Photo courtesy Derek Hender 

Derek Hender (centre) served as the backup goalie for the AHL’s Texas Stars during a Nov. 1 game against the Iowa Wild. The 46-year-old from Gander has since served as an emergency backup for the Milwaukee Admirals.

Earlier this month, Derek Hender became one of the oldest players to suit up for an AHL game, when he signed an amateur tryout agreement with the Texas Stars. At 46, Hender is a year younger than Chris Chelios was when the latter joined the Chicago Wolves in 2009-10 as a 47- and 48-year-old, the oldest player to toil in the American Hockey League.

Imagine, Derek Hender — born and raised in Gander, graduate of the old St. Clare’s School of Nursing, rec goaltender supreme — mentioned in the same breath, if only fleetingly, with the recently-inducted hockey Hall of Famer.

Hender and his wife, the former Paula Mooney of Kilbride, today live in Des Moines, Iowa, where he no longer practises nursing, but rather is a 9-to-5 executive with Fresenius Medical Care.

Hockey isn’t big in Iowa — the state has produced one NHLer, goaltender Scott Clemmenson of the Florida Panthers — though there are pockets where it’s played and has something of a cult following (the Tampa Bay Lightning’s Teddy Purcell of St. John’s played two years in the United States (Junior) Hockey League in Cedar Rapids).

In Des Moines, just as he did in New Orleans where he moved after leaving Newfoundland in 1992, Hender found himself a game in a local rec league. And on a Tuesday evening every second week, he skates with a group of front office officials with the Iowa Wild, the Minnesota Wild’s AHL affiliate in Des Moines.

It’s with the Iowa AHL team, as well, that Hender is partially employed, as the head of off-ice officials on game nights.

So it was in early November when the Texas Stars — farm team of the Dallas Stars — were in Des Moines for a pair of games that Stars goalie Cristopher Nilstorp was injured. Unable to secure a goalie from the ECHL, Central Hockey League or any other minor pro outfit, Stars’ GM Scott White put the call out to the Wild looking for a name, any name.

Before Minnesota moved in, and the Stars moved on to Texas, Dallas used to house their AHL club in Iowa. Hender also worked as an off-ice official at those games, and had come to know White a little bit.

So when the Wild mentioned this local goalie, this local rec league puckstop named Hender, White had an immediate connection.

“That’s when (the Stars) called and asked if I’d be available for practice, and guaranteed to be available that night as a backup,” Hender recalls.

“Of course, it took me about an eighth of a second to say, ‘Yup, I’m there!’”

On Friday, Nov. 1, Derek Hender experienced life as a professional hockey player, if only for a day.

He went to practice that morning, met with the equipment guys, completed a physical, signed his ATO and took part in the visiting team’s 11 a.m. morning skate.

“I went out and had the snot beaten out of me,” he laughed.

“The velocity of the shots, the amazing releases they have. It’s sickening.”

That afternoon, Hender was back at the rink for 5 p.m., where his equipment was dried and hung, his green and white No. 35 HENDER jersey waiting for him in his own locker room stall.

“The guys ensured I went along with them for the pre-game meal, involved me in conversation,” he said. “Aaron Rome (a veteran of 201 NHL games), who probably is one of the most intimidating-looking guys on the ice, was probably the coolest guy in the locker room.

“He looks like he could tear your head off, but he came over and introduced himself, was standing next to my stall, chatting about kids and asking me where I’m from, what I do for a living. Awesome guy.”

For whatever reason, the Stars asked Hender to keep his big moment hush-hush, so outside of family and the closest of friends, few knew he would be dressing in an AHL game.

It’s why, he said, he ensured he made his way through the corridor from the dressing room and on the ice surface with his mask on the top of his head, a la Patrick Roy.

“Going out the runway, it didn’t feel much different than going out for a league game,” he recalls, “until you realize there are 9,000 people staring back at you. I’m thinking, there are a few less people in the stands than my whole hometown.”

The Wild won 4-2 and Stars netminder Josh Robinson suffered his first career AHL loss.

There was a moment, Hender said, when he thought he might be pressed into service when an Iowa player crashed into Robinson and into the Texas goalpost.

“He was a bit shaken up,” Hender said of Robinson. “My heart stopped a little bit for a brief moment.”

Since then, Hender has suited up for another game, this time for the Milwaukee Admirals in Des Moines last weekend.

Same thing led to this most recent circumstance: Admirals’ goalie Magnus Hellberg pulled his groin the night before in Chicago. Rather than dress Hellberg and run the risk of having to play him if backup Scott Darling went down, the Admirals placed a call to the Wild and, ultimately, Hender.

“That was even more fun,” Hender said of the Milwaukee experience. “I didn’t have any butterflies and I knew what to expect. The guys in locker room were phenomenal ... a blast. A couple guys were giving me the gears the whole night.”

Hender expects to receive his Texas and Milwaukee jerseys in the mail any day now, and he’s already gotten the official scoresheet from his first game with the Stars.

As for any cha-ching, Hender is tight-lipped.

“Let’s just say I got paid more than what I would have done it for.”

Which is, needless, to say, nothing.

Dollar signs cannot be placed on some things, like priceless memories.

Hender not the only Newfoundlander in Des Moines

Derek Hender jokes that he’s born again, but not in a spiritual sense.

You see, Hender quit playing hockey after his minor days. Didn’t play in high school in his native Gander, or later in St. John’s when he was attending nursing school.

It wasn’t until he moved to New Orleans for work and landed a position as an off-ice official for the former New Orleans Brass of the ECHL that he regained his interest in tending goal.

“I only started playing again in my late 20s,” he said. 

“I got the itch from being around the rink watching the Brass, and then I landed a game with a bunch of Canadians and guys from the northern U.S.

“There were lots of Canadians in Louisiana, and a fair number of Newfoundlanders between nurses and oil industry people.

“We had an all-Canadian, but mostly all-Newfoundland softball team. They were from all over, from St. John’s to Labrador.

“We had great Christmas parties, I can guarantee you that.”

Twelve years after landing in New Orleans, Hender and his wife, born and raised in Kilbride, left for Des Moines, Iowa.

“One of the last calls I made before I left Louisiana for Des Moines was to check out the hockey situation (in Iowa),” he said.

One day, in the locker room following a skate, Hender met a chap who looked a bit familiar.

His name was Rob Rose. He played hockey for Iowa State University (an NCAA Division II school), and one more thing ... Rose hailed from Gander.

“Didn’t know he was in Des Moines ... not a clue,” Hender said.

Rose coaches the Des Moines Oak Leafs. Soon Hender became involved, and today is the high school team’s goaltending coach for Rose. 

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. 

He can be reached rshort@thetelegram.com. 

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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After mediocre homestand, St. John’s embarks on nine-day, six-game road trip

The St. John’s IceCaps will hit the quarter pole on the American Hockey League’s 76-game regular-season Saturday night in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Pa., and while the team has not exactly been terrible through the early goings, the Winnipeg Jets’ farm club hasn’t exactly been setting the world on fire, either.

© — Photo by Jeff Parsons/St. John’s IceCaps 

St. John’s IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge says goaltender Eddie Pasquale has given the team “a chance to win when he’s been in the net.” The league leader in minutes played is likely to add to his time in the blue ice during the IceCaps’ six-game road trip that starts Friday against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

As the IceCaps embark on the second big road trip of the 2013-14 campaign, one that will see them play six games in nine days, St. John’s sits 10th in the Eastern Conference, with a mediocre 7-7-1-2 record.

The IceCaps have registered back-to-back wins just once — both of those on the road in Portland against the Pirates — and are coming off a pair of shootout losses at Mile One Centre last weekend against the Worcester Sharks team that, on paper, doesn’t appear to be very good, sitting in second-last place in the conference.

But hang on a minute, cautions IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge. A pro hockey season is a marathon, he says, not a sprint.

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with this team right now,” McCambridge maintains. “Are we having this conversation now if we won one of the those games in the shootout, and got five of six points?

“Probably not.”

Probably so.

The IceCaps have been decent on home ice (4-2-1-2), but that little matter of putting teams away for a series sweep after winning the first game remains a bugaboo. The power play is pretty good (eighth in the league), the penalty kill OK (20th), the goalscoring shared throughout the lineup (it was Jerome Samson’s turn to shine against Worcester) and the goaltending is good and getting better with Eddie Pasquale showing signs of the form he displayed two years ago when he was on the league’s all-rookie team.

But why, then, is the team so ... vanilla, in terms of results?

“I think this team is doing a lot of good things with regards to our execution,” McCambridge said. “The work ethic is there, a real good foundation for this team, and has been since Day 1.

“I would like to see us build off some of the things we’re doing, find some consistency.”

Pasquale is among the league leaders in saves, and his goal against average (2.35) and save percentage (.923) numbers are stellar, more so when you consider he’s the league-leader in minutes played.

“Eddie,” McCambridge said, “has given us a chance to win when he’s been in the net.”

Up front, there are no complaints as the players expected to produce — Samson, Eric O’Dell, Jason Jaffray, Kael Mouillierat and Andrew Gordon — are doing just that, though perhaps not as frequently as some fans would prefer.

But the blueline is fairly young, and outside rookie Brendan Kichton, there’s not a lot of production coming from the defence.

That’s especially noticeable on the power play which lacks a true quarterback, something which Derek Meech brought to the table last year and Paul Postma in the IceCaps’ first year of existence.

“If I’m looking across the league and comparing payrolls to defenceman to other teams, it would be nice to have what the Toronto Marlies have, $6 million on your back end (John-Michael Liles making $3.875 million, Korbinian Holzer at $725,000 and T.J. Brennan pocketing $600,000, according to capgeek.com). That would be nice,” McCambridge said.

“I’m not a guy who imagines what I could have here and there. Whatever team that is laid out in front of me to coach, that’s the team that I’m going to try and ensure we get the most out of.

“That said, I like our defence with regards to the fact we’re able to break pucks out of our zone. It’s better than where it was last season. We keep things simple back there, but we also have some guys who can join the rush and add some offence.

“We’re young to a degree, but it’s been more than capable for us. I’m fine with our defencemen. I really feel the young guys are starting to come into their own, and they’re making progress which is a huge percentage of what this league is about.”

The IceCaps left St. John’s this morning for northeastern Pennsylvania where they will play the Penguins Friday and Saturday night. Sunday, the IceCaps have a 3 p.m. date with the Sound Tigers in Bridgeport, Conn.

St. John’s has two days off before playing the Hershey Bears Wednesday, and clews up the trip with back-to-back games in Syracuse, N.Y. and Binghamton, N.Y. next Friday and Saturday.

As of Wednesday, defenceman Julian Melchiori was still in Winnipeg on recall and Josh Lunden remains on injured reserve (he is not skating with the team). However, McCambridge is free to make choices with 13 healthy forwards and seven healthy defencemen.

rshort@thetelegram.com
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I’ve been out of commission for the last little while, with too much idle time on my hands, so it was nice to get a visit the other day from Robin Short, who blessedly — outside the requisite “How are you doing?” and resulting answer — quickly moved the conversation to something other than medical matters.

“Now, I’m going to ask you what everyone is asking me about the IceCaps,” he began. “What’s wrong with them?”

Thinking about it now, I came up with a surprisingly quick answer, seeing as I haven’t been around the team recently, haven’t seen them play live in more than a month and have only managed to catch a couple periods on TV and a few more via radio. That’s it, other than following Robin’s and Kenn Oliver’s coverage in The Telegram, and the game summaries.

I believe it was actually one of the latter — the summary of Saturday’s home game against the Worcester Sharks — that led to my rapid reply.

“Power-play,” I replied. “They need a power-play quarterback.”

The telling point was the first period of that game at Mile One, when St. John’s got five straight man-advantage opportunities, generating one goal from those chances. Instead of putting away a Worcester team that doesn’t have much in the way of offence, the IceCaps had allowed the Sharks to hang around the harbour and eventually swim away with a shootout win.

Actually, I meant another QB for the PP, given that rookie Brenden Kichton has been a revelation in the role; he’s already a very good player at the American Hockey League level and perhaps will someday be so in the NHL.

But Kichton seems to be the only one who can adequately play the part right now. Will O’Neill has been tried — and O’Neill has indeed tried — but represents a last-ditch fallback. Maybe even more to the point about problems on the point: The ongoing use of forwards back there — including that of first-year pro JC Lipon — is an admission that there are limited options among the rearguards.

Some allowance here that some official stats don’t really back my contention, since the IceCaps’ power-play is ranked a creditable ninth in the AHL, clicking just below the 20 per cent success rate that’s considered a fair median in the category. However, while St. John’s has scored 18 man-advantage goals, it’s also given up six short-handed tallies, washing out a third of its PP markers and indicating — in some instances — the perils of forwards playing the point.

Also, the IceCaps are a team that can really benefit from a top-drawer power play since St. John’s has been so good at drawing penalties, earning the third-highest number of opportunities in the league so far.

That’s key against a club like Worcester, one of the IceCaps’ most frequent opponents this season. The Sharks have plenty of big bodies who play a stifling, punishing defensive style, but a style that also can lead them into penalty trouble. And for a St. John’s team that has seen so many close games — 12 of its 17 games have decided by a single goal or by a wider margin including an empty-net goal — a few more power-play successes here and there could make a huge difference in the points standings.

Now, a power-play boost could come from within the Winnipeg Jets’ organization since the big team’s defence — which has been missing Zach Bogosian, Jacob Trouba, Mark Stuart and Paul Postma — is getting healthier. The return of those players should bump some bodies back to St. John’s and if one of them turns out to be Zach Redmond, it will be a huge help to the IceCaps, and not just on the power play.

But maybe the Jets would still consider what took place at this point in the AHL season two years ago, when the Tampa Bay Lightning decided that their Norfolk Admirals affiliate, with a decent 13-9-2 record and a great power-play defenceman in Mark Barberio, could be even better and swung a deal that brought in offensive rearguard Mike Kostka, which most agree was a big part of the reason Norfolk was able to make a run all the way to a Calder Cup title.

The argument may be made by some that in the AHL, with its lean towards the development of players for the National Hockey League no matter a team’s record, winning should not be the paramount concern. But isn’t it also agreed that winning, and learning to win, is part of development, especially when it leads into the pressure and passion of what could be a long playoff run?

The IceCaps are deep at forward, have a defensive unit (we’re strictly talking the defensive side here) that’s somewhat better than expected (at least that’s the view from here) and Eddie Pasquale is a horse who is back to looking more like goalie he was in his first year in St. John’s.

The IceCaps may be a .500 team right now, but they’re not far away from being one that’s much, much better.

Maybe just one player away.

•••

Defenceman Zach Bell, who signed an AHL contract with St. John’s out of the IceCaps training camp before being assigned to the ECHL, is back in the Ontario Hockey League after a trade this week that saw his rights dealt from the North Bay Battalion to the London Knights.

For the 20-year-old Bell, who had requested a trade, it’s a great opportunity since the Knights — with former St. John’s Maple Leafs head coach Mark Hunter behind the bench and as co-owner with brother Dale — are guaranteed a Memorial Cup berth as hosts.

Not that the Knights look like the type that can only enjoy the party because they’ll be throwing it; they’re already 15-5-2 and received another blueline reinforcement in the past week with the re-assignment of defenceman Nikita Zadarov from the NHL’s Buffalo Sabres.

Coming to London also brings Bell closer to his Brampton, Ont., home. The overage defenceman was born in St. John’s and grew up in Ontario, but he has a passel of relatives in Newfoundland (including Pam Druken) who will be following his progress all the way to the CHL championship tourney.

•••

Unfortunately, I won’t get be able to drop in for a bit Saturday night to watch friends Glenn Stanford and John Browne officially enter the Newfoundland and Labrador Soccer Hall of Fame. All this year’s inductees are deserving, but you will understand my particular interest in Stanford, the chief operating officer of the IceCaps, and Browne, whose desk has been beside or across from mine at The Telegram for more than two decades.

For Glenn, who was part of Alan Ross’s national under-18 championship team in the mid 1970s (yes, I know you are all now doing the math when it comes to his age) and was later a standout for Memorial University and Holy Cross senior sides, this should be the first of a number of Hall calls. Basketball, you should be up next.

As for JB, we have wonderful sympatico when it comes to pop culture, have differing views and good banter about a great deal of other subjects, which has all contributed, in my opinion, to us being good work buddies. This in turn has allowed me, among other things, to bear witness to John Browne, the soccer enthusiast. As a journalist, he can’t really be a fan, but he is an unparalleled supporter of the sport. Even more so, he’s a tremendous supporter for Newfoundland soccer, which makes his induction all the more worthwhile.

•••

Finally, a quick note to all of you who have been sending words, notes and phone messages of encouragement as I work my way through some health issues. I was already in the best of hands, but I can assure you all the goodwill will only expedite the process of my getting back into the swing of things.

I hope you will be able to feel a little of the heartfelt thanks that comes in return from this corner.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Syracuse Crunch forward Max Parent getting a grip on life after hockey

STP_6447.JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward Max Parent, right, shown here battling St. John's' Carl Klingberg in a game Friday in the War Memorial, could earn a more settled spot with the team if he keeps throwing himself into the fray. (Scott Thomas/Syracuse Crunch)
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 The education of Syracuse Crunch forward Max Parent reached its most important lessons when he was at his lowest points the past two years.

Parent has spent most of those seasons trying and failing to get some traction in his pro career. Last year, back and hip injuries limited him to three games with Florida of the ECHL.

He came to Crunch camp this preseason and impressed enough to earn an AHL deal, but an ankle injury cut off that momentum. Before his recall to Syracuse last week, his 2013-14 effort consisted of two games with the Everblades.

But his time off gave him a preview of the future, one that did not include him playing hockey. The painful vision re-enforced his notion that he better come up with a Plan B to make a living.

"Hockey is always great,'' Parent said after practice Tuesday. "But at one point your body can't always follow.''

The mind can usually be sharpened, however, a sidelight that Parent is pursuing this season. Starting in January, he's going to begin work toward an online MBA from St. Leo University in Florida.

He wants his studies to carry a sports business connection. Parent, 25, already has a bachelor's degree in economics from McGill University in Montreal.

"I think we (hockey players) do work hard in the day. When you're done with the rink, we have a lot of free time,'' Parent said. "The brain, it's something you have to make sure you keep working it out.''

Parent was never drafted and didn't have high expectations that he'd get a shot in the pros. He said he realized at McGill that he better extend his education as far as he could, perhaps toward the end of becoming an agent or general manager.

"I think it comes down to when I'm done with the degrees, what are the openings,'' he said. "It (a MBA) is just a way to make sure I get enough education for jobs later on.''

For now, Parent is ably filling the team's help wanted ad for a third-line wrecking ball.

Parent was recalled last week after the team lost a handful of forwards to injury and recall. In his second game, against St. John's on Friday, he posted his first AHL assist.

The next night, he impressed head coach Rob Zettler even in a point-less effort in a win against Adirondack. Tuesday, Zettler raved about the physical commitment shown by the 6-foot-1, 215-pound Parent.

"He was physical. He was on the body. He's not tall, but he's thick,'' Zettler said. "He's probably one of the strongest guys on the team. That's the way we need him to play.''

The showcase included a fight against the Phantoms' Kris Newbury, who apparently objected to a check from Parent.

"He came at me. I'm not going to say no,'' Parent said. "I'm a rookie in this league. I have to prove myself. I'm going to finish checks. Some guys are not going to like it.''

 To Parent, such action is the very definition of enjoying his work. And he wants to put himself in a position to keep doing that in whatever constitutes his office later in life.

"I will play as many years as I can, as many as my body allows me too,'' he said. "I want to go to work, like I'm doing right now, and have fun going there. Have fun, and be able to choose my job.''

Syracuse Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins moving up the AHL charts

2013-11-23-ss-Crunch_006.JPG

Syracuse Crunch netminder Cedrick Desjardins only lies down on the job when that's the best way to smother a puck. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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 Syracuse Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins took several years to win the first 98 games of his AHL career.

Adding the next two to his haul seemed to take even longer.

After going winless in three straight starts, Desjardins beat St. John's on Friday and Adirondack on Saturday to hit the century mark in AHL wins.

"I was 98 for awhile,'' Desjardins said Tuesday. "I was looking ahead, saying when will be the time I get couple more wins?''

Desjardins is the seventh active AHL netminder to pile up 100 victories. Here's the list:

174 - Drew MacIntyre, TOR

 144 - Yann Danis, ADK

 143 - Joey MacDonald, ABB

 131 - Jason LaBarbera, OKC

 116 - Mike McKenna, SPR

 113 - Dustin Tokarski, HAM

 100 - Cedrick Desjardins, SYR

The win over Adirondack was a shutout, the 21st blanking of his AHL career. That places him third among current AHL goalies:

28 - Jason LaBarbera, OKC

 24 - Joey MacDonald, ABB

 21 - Cedrick Desjardins, SYR

 18 - Dustin Tokarski, HAM

 17 - Brad Thiessen, NOR

"I had to prove myself. You have to bring your best every night,'' Desjardins said. "When you have teams that battle for the playoffs, good teams, that helps a goalie.''

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Nikita Nesterov expected back this weekend, but three forwards in doubt
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Syracuse Crunch forward Geoff Walker celebrates his goal against St. John's on Friday. Walker suffered an upper body injury in that same game that will likely sideline him this weekend.

Scott Thomas/Syracuse Crunch

  The injury news remained a mixed bag for the Syracuse Crunch as it resumed practice for the first time this week on Tuesday. 

First, the good report.

Defensemam Nikita Nesterov, who suffered a nasty cut above his left eye when he took a shot off his shield against Binghamton on Nov. 27, skated after practice.

Crunch coach Rob Zettler said Nesterov will likely be able to work in the team's regular practice on Wednesday and stands a good chance of getting medical clearance to play Friday against Norfolk.

The sunshine ends there.

Forward Geoff Walker is doubtful for this weekend, Zettler said. Walker suffered an unspecified upper body ailment against St. John's on Friday. The timing of the injury hurts as well because Walker had scored goals in consecutive games, his first two tallies of the season.

"He was just getting hot. He was getting rolling,'' Zettler said.

Forwards Evan Rankin and Philippe Paradis both suffered lower body injuries Nov. 22 against Hamilton. Zettler said Paradis skated before practice on Tuesday with mixed results, and that he's doubtful for the weekend.

Rankin did not practice on Tuesday and Zettler termed him questionable.

Former Syracuse Crunch forward J.T. Brown has a fearlessness that runs in the family

brown.jpg

Former Syracuse Crunch forward J.T. Brown skates with a hard, forward lean reminiscent of a NFL running back. That makes sense since his dad, Ted, played for the Minnesota Vikings. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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While former Syracuse Crunch forward J.T. Brown chose to follow a different athletic path than his father, Ted, some traits translate across athletic competition.

Crunch fans saw that in the way J.T. battled in the corners and in front of the net. It's a football mentality, one that he picked up from his dad, a former running back for the Minnesota Vikings. Ted admitted that he didn't know a lot about hockey, but he made sure to stress the importance of playing with an all-in attitude.

That grit is now on display in Tampa Bay, where Brown's aggressiveness is winning points with head coach Jon Cooper.

"He's fearless, and you can't have enough of those guys," Cooper told the Tampa Bay Times. "It's rare you see him take the puck and pull up; it's going to the net, somehow, some way. You've been witness to the chances he's been getting. That's because he's not afraid to go to the net. When you have that fearless gene, it's just a matter of time before he starts putting them in."

Brown, recalled when Steven Stamkos was injured last month, has one goal, one assist and 24 shots in nine games.

Syracuse Crunch's former "Top Gun'' line growing up in a hurry in Tampa Bay

Penguins Lightning Hockey.JPG

Tampa Bay Lightning forward Tyler Johnson, left, tries to hold off Pittsburgh defenseman Kris Letang in a game Friday in Tampa. (Chris O'Meara | The Associated Press)
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 Ah, those young hockey prospects.

One minute they are just finding their way around a pro rink. Then, you turn around and their game is all grown up, or at least well on the way toward that end.

Former Syracuse Crunch forwards Ondrej Palat, Tyler Johnson, and Richard Panik have made that transition in what seems like a blink.

Friday, Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper gave that trio the responsibility of chasing around Sidney Crosby's line when the Penguins visited Tampa Bay.

As the Tampa Bay Times writes, Cooper did not tell his Kid Line beforehand that its assignment would be to shadow Sidney Crosby's line. It took the newcomers awhile to digest that assignment and calm down.

"At the beginning, we felt a little nervous," Panik told the paper. "He's the best player in the world. You have to be aware of him."

Statistically, Crosby's line, including wings Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis, won the battle in Pittsburgh's 3-0 victory. at the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

Kunitz scored the first-period winner, and Crosby posted three assists. But one came on the power play and one on Kunitz's empty-net goal. Five-on-five, the lines played fairly evenly. Johnson even won 8 of 12 faceoffs against Crosby.

"For the most part, they passed the test," Cooper told the Times. "They gave up the winning goal, but it was a good barometer to show these guys are going to be able to handle assignments like that. It also shows they're not quite there yet."

Much like they did with Syracuse last year, Johnson, Palat and Panikhave played almost every game together this season.

"You know what you're getting from them every night," Cooper said. 'They're a bit more sure of themselves and their abilities. Early on, it's human nature, you're nervous, you're uptight, you don't want to make mistakes. Now ... they play the game to make plays."

In an important note at the bottom of the story, the paper updated the Lightning's injuries. The story said forward Tom Pyatt (collarbone) will be out at least two more weeks, according to Cooper. Left wing Ryan Malone (foot/ankle) likely will be out two weeks, Cooper said.

Their returns, of course, will impact if and when some of the forwards on recall to Tampa Bay come back to the Crunch.

In other injury news, Syracuse forward Geoff Walker missed Saturday's game at Adirondack with what coach Rob Zettler described as an upper-body ailment. Walker's status will be re-evaluated this week, Zettler said.

Walker had scored in each of his last two games after going goal-less in his first 17 with the Crunch.

Cedric Paquette the hero again as Syracuse Crunch edges Adirondack 1-0
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The Syracuse Crunch had a tough trip to the Glens Falls Civic Center on Saturday night, but the Cedric and Cedrick show made the bumpy ride worthwhile. 

Cedric Paquette scored the game's only goal with eight minutes remaining in the third period and goalie Cedrick Desjardins made 28 saves for the shutout as the Crunch edge host Adirondack 1-0.

The game started nearly an hour late because Syracuse's team bus broke down en route to Glens Falls. A backup bus was called in to pick up the team along the Thruway and complete the journey.

The Crunch, which came into the game boasting the league's best road penalty kill, held the Phantoms power play scoreless on seven man-advantage chances. Paquette's game-winner was the Crunch's only power-play goal on six opportunities.

With Marcel Noebels serving a tripping minor Paquette knocked in the rebound of a Danick Gautheir shot past Phantoms netminder Cal Heeter for his second game-winning goal in as many nights. Brett Connolly picked up the secondary assist on the play.

Friday, Paquette tallied with 4 minutes, 24 seconds left in the third to break a 2-2 tie and propel the Crunch to a 4-2 win over St. John's.

Notes - Paquette, Gauthier and Connolly all have points in back-to-back games...Syracuse has scored the game's first goal 10 times this season, and its record when scoring first is 9-0-1-0.

 - Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch
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Syracuse Crunch forward Geoff Walker celebrates his second-period power-play goal against St. John's on Friday night at the War Memorial.

Scott Thomas/Syracuse Crunch

While pretty goals make the highlight clips, the ugly ones are often the type that end slumps. 

Friday night, Syracuse Crunch forward Cedric Paquette was the man with the dirt on his hands. 

Paquette jammed home a goal with 4 minutes, 24 seconds left in the third period to boost his team to a 4-2 win over St. John's at the War Memorial.

The win snapped a five-game losing streak for Syracuse. Ray Kaunisto, signed to a tryout deal earlier in the day, Geoff Walker and Danick Gauthier also scored for Syracuse. Goalie Cedrick Desjardins made 26 saves.

"Well, it was a little better, eh?'' Crunch coach Rob Zettler said in relief as he came out of the Crunch locker room. "We just crashed the net. That's the way we have to play.''

That's especially true with almost all the team's dipsy-doodlers either hurt or on recall to Tampa Bay. Coming into the game, Syracuse had produced just three goals in its last four games.

But the team's role players looked comfortable tugging their portions of the rope Friday. Enforcer Eric Neilson and recent ECHL call-ups Max Parent and Philip-Michael Devos all added helpers.

"I thought the guys played really well. I thought we played smart tonight,'' Zettler said.

Despite the patchwork lineup Zettler said there was a spry feeling in the team's locker room before the game. He said the players had an enthusiastic morning skate, and that emotion carried over into one of the Crunch's most consistent high-energy games of the season.

"We all stick together all the time in there,'' Walker said. "We just have to game it out. I feel like we're a very good team.''

Paquette snapped a 2-2 deadlock after taking a pass from Devos on the right side of the crease. Paquette had just enough time to swat away until he nudged the biscuit past IceCaps netminder Eddie Pasquale's blocker side.

"We don't have a lot of skill players,'' Paquette said of his team's roster. "We have to jam at the net. It's my style.''

Gauthier added an empty-net goal with 54.4 seconds left for the final margin.

Syracuse bounced back from an IceCaps flurry late in the second. St. John's racked up two goals 23 seconds apart to erase a 2-0 Syracuse lead.

The first was set up when Syracuse was called for too many men on the ice at the 13:15 mark. Jason Jaffray made that hurt with a quick flip from the lower right circle that solved Desjardins with 6:08 left.

The IceCaps used that life to maintain pressure in the Crunch zone, and with 5:45 remaining Adam Lowry found a passing lane from behind the net to J.C, Lipon out front. Desjardins had little chance against Lipon's point-blank bid.

Walker sent the Crunch up by two earlier in the period with a power play marker. Paquette fed him along the lower left goal line extended, and Walker spun out front of Pasquale before snapping a shot past the goalie at the 12:10 mark.

The goal was Walker's second in as many games after going the first 17 contests of the season without hitting the back of the net.

"Things are coming around,'' Walker said. "I'm doing the same things. This is what I'm usually like. I feel like it's back now.''

Kaunisto scored the only goal of the first to send the Crunch up 1-0 after 20 minutes. With 1:50 left in the period, he dug the puck out from behind the IceCaps net, burst out to the right of Pasquale and shoveled a hard shot past the surprised netminder.

Kaunisto, 26, comes to the Crunch from the Kalamazoo Wings of the ECHL, where he recorded five assists in 13 games. He has appeared in 143 career AHL games, collecting 36 points (15-21) with Manchester and St. John's.

He said he received word of his callup Thursday as he was sitting down to Thanksgiving dinner with his family in Kalamazoo. There were no available flights to Syracuse at the time, so the Crunch hired a car service for the 10-hour overnight drive.

Kaunisto said he didn't get much chance to sleep since his recall, but his he seemed to have some spark getting by on just fumes Friday.

"When you get a second chance getting called up (to the AHL) like this, it gives you some motivation,'' he said.

Syracuse visits Adirondack Saturday. The Crunch's next home games are next weekend, when it hosts Norfolk for contests on Friday and Saturday.

Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov ready to step into the starting blocks of rehab

2013-11-9-ss-Crunch_07.JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov is fast on the ice but must resist the temptation to rush back from a broken wrist before he's fully healed. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov said on Friday morning that he's ready to begin the rehab process that will take him from the sidelines back into the lineup again.

All he needs is the green light from his doctor.

Namestnikov had surgery on Tuesday to repair a broken left hand he suffered Nov. 22 against Hamilton. The procedure went well, and Namestnikov said he will be examined again next week to see when he can start rehab.

"I'm feeling good. I'm trying to get back in shape and on the ice as soon as possible,'' he said while watching the Crunch's morning skate in the War Memorial. "It's obviously tough. But the main thing is to stay positive. This happens in hockey.''

At the time of the injury - caused when he took a shot off the hand - Namestnikov was tied for fourth in the AHL with 21 points. He hopes to resume that clip whenever he returns to the ice, which could be around 4-6 weeks.

"That's the goal,'' he said. "Come back and help the team win. Produce as much as possible. Obviously, it's not going to be easy.''

This is the second time in as many pro seasons that the playmaker has suffered a bad injury. Last year, he was sideline by a shoulder ailment. Namestnikov said he's spoken with his dad, former Crunch defenseman John Namestnikov, for advice.

"He said everything is going to be alright,'' Vladdy said. "He said don't force it (a comeback) too early. Wait until it's all healed up.''

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Nesterov bruised and bloodied, but still a lucky player

2013-11-01-kr-Crunch2.JPG

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Nikita Nesterov is out indefinitely after taking a shot above his left eye in a game against Binghamton on Wednesday. (Kevin Rivoli | krivoli@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch defenseman Nikita Nesterov's face was a testament to the importance of shields Friday morning.

Nesterov watched the Crunch's morning skate, and he did so with his right eye only.

His left eye area was mangled and swollen shut. There was a bad gash above the eye, one that required twelve stitches to close Wednesday night when the rookie took a shot there in a game against Binghamton.

Nesterov, of course, was wearing the required half shield at the time. The gruesome damage on his face has to be considered a best-case scenario because the puck hit off the shield, not directly on his eye or cheekbone.

The extent of Nesterov's injury and recovery time won't be fully known until the swelling subsides, but Friday morning he seemed in good spirits and said he was alright.

"I think it was just scary,'' Crunch coach Rob Zettler said, recalling his initial reaction to the injury. "You see a guy go down like that, and he stays down. You get a little bit of a pit in your stomach and you hope for the health of your player. Nesty's a tough kid. I think he's doing OK.''

- In other injury news, defenseman Joey Mormina is expected to return tonight when the team hosts St. John's. Forwards Evan Rankin and Philippe Paradis remain out, however.

- Cedrick Desjardins is the expected starter in goal tonight for the Crunch.

- The cover band "Under the Gun'' will perform on the stage prior to tonight's game and during both intermissions. The band was recently named best rock band and best cover band by the Syracuse New Times.
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The Syracuse Crunch's offensive famine continued on the eve of Thanksgiving with a 5-1 loss to Binghamton on Wednesday in the Broome County Memorial Arena.

The defeat extended the Crunch's winless streak to five games. Syracuse has scored just three goals in its last four games.

Binghamton has a a 4-1-0-0 lead in the season series against its East Division rival. Crunch goaltender Riku Helenius, making his fifth start of the season, stopped 32 of 37 shots faced.

Binghamton defenseman Michael Sdao opened the scoring halfway through the opening frame with an unassisted tally. Sdao threw the puck on net from the near half-wall where it was deflected past Helenius to give the Senators a 1-0 lead. The Senators had missed an early scoring chance when Cole Schneider failed to convert on a penalty shot 2:39 into the period.

Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond replaced Nathan Lawson in net to start the second period. Lawson received medical attention from the trainer during the first period but was able to finish the frame. Lawson stopped all 12 shots he faced before being replaced by Hammond. Hammond would go on to allow one goal on 21 shots.

Andre Petersson doubled the Senators lead with a one-timer from the left circle, assisted by Jim O'Brien and Shane Prince 6:45 into the middle frame.

Crunch forward Geoff Walker cut the Senators lead in half with his first goal in a Crunch uniform at the 10:35 mark of the second period. Walker redirected a Dmitry Korobov point shot past Hammond for a power-play goal. Defenseman J.P. Cote picked up the secondary assist.

Binghamton carried a 3-1 lead into the second intermission after Prince scored with less than a minute to play in period. Helenius made an initial save which popped the puck up and over his shoulder and into the net.

The Senators scored twice in the second half of the third period to bring the final score to 5-1. Cole Schnieder tallied at the 11:31 mark by crashing Helenius' net and taping a trickling puck over the goal line. O'Brien posted his second goal of the season, assisted by Petersson and Prince, with 4:46 remaining in regulation.

The Crunch will host the St. John's IceCaps at 7 p.m. on Friday.

Notes: Center Max Parent made his AHL debut for Syracuse tonight...Philip-Michael Devos was signed to a tryout deal earlier today...Cote has seven points in his last eight games...The Crunch is 1-6-0-0 when trailing after the second period...Crunch defenseman Nikita Nesterov was hit in the face with a shot. Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said he did not know the extent of Nesterov's injury.

- Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

Syracuse Crunch trio anxious to remove the zero from their goals total
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Syracuse Crunch forward Tanner Richard and his struggling teammates want to spend more time around opposing nets in hopes of picking up a slump-busting garbage goal. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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 There's a hockey ritual that sometimes pushes slumping players to put their sticks in a garbage can before a game.

The players then retrieve the lumber right before they head onto the ice. The reasoning is that dipping their sticks into trash will help them snap out of a drought with a greasy, garbage goal.

Syracuse Crunch forwards Mike Angelidis, Geoff Walker and Tanner Richard have all tried that remedy this season. So far, it's proved more myth than magic in snapping the three players out from the worst goal-scoring slumps of their careers.

Each of those players has skated in every one of the Crunch's 17 games this season. None of them has scored.

"You just have to dig deeper for more garbage,'' Richard said.

All three said they can't remember ever going this long without a goal. While none of them are top-line type forwards, they are expected to help form the spine of the Crunch's secondary scoring. 

"A goal from a guy who doesn't score very often not only puts us on the board but it fires up the guys,'' Richard said.

Angelidis potted 11 markers for Syracuse last year. Walker scored five for Lake Erie last year and 18 for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton two seasons ago.

"It's all I think about, really. It's obviously frustrating not to be producing,'' Walker said.

The slump might be toughest on Richard, who produced 11 goals for Guelph of the OHL in 2012-13. As an AHL rookie, he still hungers for his first pro goal.

"I'm not going to lie. I've kind of thought how my first goal is going to happen,'' he said. "As the games go on, you get frustrated.''

That's exactly the point, Angelidis said. Slumping players shouldn't dwell on when they will score. Hockey is a game of reaction, he said. Players need to take the ice, set a tone and adjust to the circumstances that present themselves.

"Once you get it (pressing to score) inside your head, it's not an easy thing to get out of your head,'' he said. "When you're playing the game and you're thinking, you're not playing to what you can do. I think I'll be alright. I'm going to work hard this year and I'm going to get back to what I usually do.''

For Walker, a 6-foot-3, 225-pound power forward, that means making a beeline to the net.

"That's my game. Making it hard for the goalies,'' he said. "Maybe I've been doing that sometimes, but it's not near consistent enough. At a certain point, something's got to give.''

Right now, the Crunch's fracture point is its place in the East Division standings. The team is winless in four straight and heading into tonight's game at Binghamton has scored just two goals in its last three games. Its top line of J.T. Brown, Nikita Kucherov (both on recall to Tampa Bay) and Vladdy Namestnikov (injured) are all gone.

But Syracuse coach Rob Zettler doesn't see the purpose of squeezing a vise on the goal-less players to start chipping in.

"I'm not going to put pressure on those guys to carry our offense,'' Zettler said. "That's not the type of players they are. They've all had chances. They haven't gone in.''

And if that continues to be the case, Walker knows where he'll next find a home for his cold sticks.

"Maybe I'll have to try the toilet,'' he said.

Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov undergoes surgery on broken left hand
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Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov is tied for seventh in the AHL with 21 points. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)

Print 

Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 26, 2013 at 2:04 PM 

Email 

 Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov got a small bit of good news in his recovery from a broken left hand.

Namestnikov saw team doctor Dan DiChristina on Monday, according to Syracuse head coach Rob Zettler. Zettler said DiChristina indicated the injury looked better than initially feared, meaning there's a chance for a shorter recovery time than expected.

Zettler said the exact timetable won't be known until after Namestnikov's surgery, which was schedule for Tuesday afternoon. But if the worst case scenario was one to two months, Namestnikov might be able to get away with something in the four-to-six weeks range, or less.

In the shorter term, forwards Evan Rankin (leg) and Philippe Paradis (lower body) did not practice Tuesday. Zettler said they will not play at Binghamton on Wednesday.

Defenseman Joey Mormina (hand/wrist) skated with a red jersey on Tuesday. Zettler said he should be available Wednesday.

Zettler said he does not expect recalled forward Nikita Kucherov, who scored his first career NHL goal on his first shot Monday against the Rangers, to return to the team in the near future.

"First shift. First shot. First goal,'' Zettler said. "I would say he's probably up for a little bit.''

The loss of Namestnikov, Kucherov, J.T. Brown (recall) and Rankin thin out an offense that's already struggling with just two goals in its last three games. Syracuse heads into play Wednesday winless in four straight while the Senators have won eight of nine.

"We just have to converge on the front of the net and bang away. With those guys out, our skill level drops, but our work ethic doesn't,'' Zettler said. 

"Every team has a low point in the season. Ours is right now,'' said captain Mike Angelidis. "We have to figure it out sooner than later

Tampa Bay returns defenseman Dmitry Korobov to the Syracuse Crunch
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Dmitry Korobov1.JPG

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Dmitry Korobov has been recalled to Tampa Bay twice this season.

Jim McGregor/The Post-Standard

The Tampa Bay Lightning have reassigned defenseman Dmitry Korobov to the Syracuse Crunch. 

Korobov, 24, made his NHL debut with the Lightning against the Los Angeles Kings on Nov. 19, recording one hit and 13:21 minutes of ice time. 

He was recalled with Nikita Kucherov, on Nov. 24. The 6-foot-3, 235-pound defenseman has skated in 15 games with Syracuse this season, posting six assists and 15 penalty minutes. He ranks first on the Crunch with a plus-7 rating.

The Novopolotsk, Belarus native has appeared in 80 career AHL games, all with the Crunch, recording three goals and 28 points. Last season he ranked second in the AHL among rookies with a plus-20 rating. Korobov helped lead Syracuse to the 2013 Calder Cup final, recording a goal and two points in 17 games.

Syracuse Crunch forward Nikita Kucherov surprised to get the call from Tampa Bay (video)
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Tampa Bay Lightning forward Nikita Kucherov celebrates his first NHL goal Monday night against the New York Rangers.

Chris O'Meara | The Associated Press

As well as forward Nikita Kucherov had been playing with the Syracuse Crunch - and he was leading the AHL in rookie scoring - you'd think that his callup to Tampa Bay on Sunday would rank low on the shock value scale.

For most people watching from the outside, that was the case. But the man in the middle of all the excitement was apparently too focused on the task at hand to sense all the hoopla he created.

Kucherov made his NHL debut against the Rangers on Monday, scoring his first goal on his first shift and shot.

After the game, he told the Tampa Bay Times he was surprised to get the quick promotion.

"It's like a dream come true," Kucherov said. "They said, 'You got called up,' and I said, 'What?' I was nervous. 'Are you sure?' "

Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper compared Kucherov to one of the all-time greats.

"He's one of these guys that has that uncanny ability to put the puck in the net," Cooper said. "It's like the Brett Hulls, they know where to go on the ice, and they know what to do with the puck."

Syracuse Crunch winger Nikita Kucherov scores his first NHL goal on first shot (video)
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Syracuse Crunch fans have enjoyed the Nikita Kucherov show this season.

Monday night, Kucherov brought his act to Tampa Bay.

Kucherov, the AHL's leading rookie scorer, potted his first NHL goal on his very first shift and shot, against New York Rangers' goalie Henrik Lundqvist.

Kucherov was recalled from the Syracuse Crunch on Sunday. Lighting general manager Steve Yzerman has said he won't pull Kucherov up to the NHL full-time until he's

 completely ready. And, under Yzerman, Tampa Bay has a history of being patient with its prospects.

But Kucherov is clearly an electric player who knows how to push the play and, perhaps, push up his timetable for a regular NHL career.
Syracuse Crunch calls in Langelier-Parent for help up front

2013_10_04 Max Parent 01.JPG

Forward Maxime Langelier-Parent spent this preseason with the Syracuse Crunch before being sent to Florida of the ECHL. (Courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch)
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The Syracuse Crunch started patching up its lineup again on Monday by recalling forward Maxime Langelier-Parent from Florida of the ECHL.

Langelier-Parent is just returning from an injury and has one goal in two games for the Everblades this season.

The Crunch lost forward Nikita Kucherov to Tampa Bay on Sunday. He could make his NHL debut when the Lightning hosts the Rangers tonight.

Syracuse is also missing forwards Evan Rankin (leg) and Philippe Paradis (lower body). Their status for Wednesday's game at Binghamton is unclear.

Forward Vladdy Namestnikov is out with a broken hand and is expected to be evaluated later today.

The Crunch is winless in its last four and has scored just two goals in its last four games
Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly trying to fight his way out of a traffic jam of talent

2013-11-23-ss-Crunch_012(1).JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly shows the lunch pail effort toward making plays that Tampa Bay wants to see as he grinds behind the net against Hamilton on Saturday in the War Memorial. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly knows the clock started ticking three years ago, and its echo is only growing louder.

Connolly was taken by the Tampa Bay Lightning No. 6 overall in the 2010 draft, and while his two pro seasons since then can be considered a success by some definitions they still haven't earned him a full-time spot in the NHL.

And look, he's already 21. What's taking him so long to make an impact with the Lightning? Fair or not, he knows that assessment is one that applies to him until his tosses it off his back.

"That's expected of me. I know that,'' he said of the pressure to produce. "Where I got drafted, it puts a lot of expectations. You've got to come here every day and be good. It's as simple as that.''

Connolly spoke in the Crunch's locker room Saturday night after the team's 3-0 loss to Hamilton. It was the same room he shared with J.T. Brown, Ondrej Palat, Tyler Johnson and Richard Panik last year. Yet all those young forwards are pushing hard for full-time NHL status, while Connolly was sent back down to Syracuse earlier Saturday.

Against the Bulldogs, Connolly skated on a line with Nikita Kucherov, the AHL's leading rookie scorer. Sunday, when the Lightning needed some re-enforcements, they tapped Kucherov for the job.

And you can't yet even factor in the promise of forward Jonathan Drouin, the Lightning's No. 3 overall pick in 2013 who has a tidy 46 points in 19 games for Halifax of the QMJHL this season.

"I'm worried about my game right now and getting back on track. Doing the little things consistently,'' Connolly said when asked for his big-picture competition for playing time in Tampa Bay.

Connolly broke in with the Lightning in 2011-12, playing 68 games in mostly a supporting role. Tampa Bay wanted him to spend a full season helping to carry an offense, and he responded with 31 goals, 32 assists and second-team all-AHL status with the Crunch last season.

Despite a strong training camp, Connolly was sent down to Syracuse at the start of this season. He is goal-less in seven games with the Crunch and has one goal in 11 with Tampa Bay.

"We want him to be more involved in the play,'' said Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "He needs to move his feet, be more involved in the play. If you don't have the puck, you have to work hard to get it back. If you do have the puck, you have to work hard to make plays.''

Connolly understands the standards used to judge someone who has as much potential as him.

"Once you get out there it's all about production. It's all about helping the team win. And doing things you know you can do,'' he said. "Not consistently, I wasn't doing it. That's why I'm here (in Syracuse). 

"(It's) just getting back to making the plays. Having fun. Playing hockey I know last year was so much fun. You got to go out there and have fun and enjoy it. I'm having fun. It's just you got to get back to when you were scoring you were making making, plays, doing the right things. You've just got to get back to doing that. Help the team win down here. Just keep grinding.''

When you're picked as high as Connolly was, sometimes there's a little extra pressure to carry as you slog along. And that's fine by him.

"If was going to look back to when I got drafted, it's not going to be easy,'' he said "I knew that.''
Hamilton goalie Dustin Tokarski ruins the weekend of the Syracuse Crunch
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Hamilton goalie Dustin Tokarski makes one of his 43 saves in a 3-0 win over the Syracuse Crunch on Saturday at the War Memorial. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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After showing his icy side to the Syracuse Crunch for two nights, Hamilton Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski finally flashed a little warmth to his ex-teammates on Saturday.

It came in the form of hugs and greetings with Crunch players Dana Tyrell, Eric Neilson, Brett Connolly and Vladdy Namestnikov, whom Tokarski knew during his four-year tenure as a Tampa Bay prospect.

That stretch included a Calder Cup in Norfolk two seasons ago and half a season with the Syracuse Crunch last year.

"You win a world championship with a group of guys, it lives forever,'' Tokarski said. "You have to forever bond.''

But make no mistake, Tokarski clearly delighted in beating his former pals 4-1 on Friday and 3-0 on Saturday. Syracuse tossed a season-high 43 shots at Tokarski on Saturday, but he turned aside every one of them.

Tokarski is one of the best money goalies in recent AHL history. Besides winning the Calder Cup two seasons ago, he cold-heartedly returned to Norfolk as a member of the Crunch last season and blanked the Admirals.

Then, after a mid-season trade to the Hamilton organization that upset him, Tokarski came back into Syracuse with the Bulldogs and blanked the Crunch.

This weekend's two wins over Syracuse were just the latest product of his I'll-show-you attitude.

"He's a competitive guy,'' said Syracuse captain Mike Angelidis. "He's won everywhere he's gone. I think he wanted to win these two games more than ever.''

Tokarski admitted he hasn't cleansed his palate of payback since the trade, which brought goalie Cedrick Desjardins to the Crunch.

"It's fun to me. I have these games on my calendar,'' Tokarski said. "It's fun to have a chance to beat your old team. It's nothing personal against the guys.

"You always have to work to prove something, or else you won't get better. You want to make a statement in the league, to management, to staff.''

Tokarski is now 8-3-1 with a 1.91 goals-against and a .935 save percentage this season, a pace that could finally earn him his first recall to Montreal.

"I'm doing my best in the minors right now,'' he said. "I'm just worrying about what I control, and that's my play down here. You can't think like that (get overanxious). You have to enjoy where you are.''

Four Syracuse Crunch regulars out of lineup against Hamilton tonight
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Syracuse Crunch forward Evan Rankin, shown driving the net against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Nov. 15, remains listed as day-to-day after suffering a injury against Hamilton on Friday. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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 The injury news for the Syracuse Crunch remained bleak on Saturday a day after a chunk of the team's regular lineup was decimated in a loss to Hamilton.

Four regulars will miss tonight's game against Hamilton at the War Memorial - forwards Philippe Paradis, Evan Rankin and Vladdy Namestnikov and defenseman Joey Mormina.

Namestnikov is out long term and while the other three are listed as day to day they, too, could be out longer.

Namestnikov suffered a broken left hand and is scheduled to see a doctor on Monday to determine the duration of his recovery.

Paradis suffered an unspecified lower body ailment, perhaps incurred after taking a hard hit.

Mormina took a shot off his left hand in the second period and did not return. After the game, he had what looked like a cast on his left hand/wrist.

Rankin suffered what appeared to be a bad leg injury. He tried to skate off the ice on his own power, then fell in obvious agony. He had to be helped off the ice, seemingly favoring his right leg.
Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov suffers broken hand
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For the second time in his two-year pro career, Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov will have his season interrupted by an injury.

Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com

  Syracuse Crunch second-year forward Vladdy Namestnikov will remember his 21st birthday for all the wrong reasons. 

That occasion was soured on Friday when he suffered a broken left hand against Hamilton in the Bell Centre in Montreal.

Namestnikov took a shot off his hand in the third period and left the ice holding it gingerly at an upward angle. The duration of his loss won't be known until he's examined by a doctor.

Namestnikov is tied for fourth in AHL scoring with 21 points (8-13). The second-year pro also suffered a bad injury as a rookie last year, going down with a shoulder ailment.

Namestnikov's loss is a devasting blow to a struggling offense that up until two weeks ago was flying along with the AHL's best first line of Namestnikov, Nikita Kucherov and J.T. Brown. But Brown was recalled when Steven Stamkos was injured and now Namestnikov could be could for awhile.

"Everyone else is going to have to raise their game,'' said Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "I'm sad for him because he was doing so well. Guys are going to get opportunities. Vladdy plays a lot of minutes. Now other guys will have to play more.That's why you need depth. We have good depth.''

Friday was a bad night as a whole for Syracuse for reasons that went well beyond its 4-1 loss. In the first period, forward Evan Rankin suffered what looked to be a bad right leg injury. He tried to skate off under his own power before falling to the ice in obvious pain. He was then led off with help.

In the second period, defenseman Joey Mormina, playing in front of hometown friends and family, took a shot off his left hand. He did not return.

BriseBois had no update on those two players and classified both as day-to-day.
Hamilton Bulldogs thrash Syracuse Crunch, 4-1
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Syracuse Crunch defenseman Nikita Nesterov battles a Hamilton Bulldogs player in a game Friday night at the Bell Centre in Montreal. (Courtesy of Hamilton Bulldogs)
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Montreal - The Syracuse Crunch's brief trip to the big time turned out to be a painful journey to nowhere.

The Crunch was beaten, and perhaps more crucially, bruised in a 4-1 loss to the Hamilton Bulldogs in front of 8,002 fans in Montreal's Bell Centre.

Syracuse forwards Evan Rankin and Vladdy Namestnikov and defenseman Joey Mormina all suffered injuries that gave them early exits.

Rankin incurred what appeared to be a bad leg injury in the first, forcing him to drop to the ice in pain as he tried to skate off. Mormina did not return after blocking a shot with his left hand in the second and Namestnikov left the ice after taking a shot off his left hand in the third.

After the game, Crunch coach Rob Zettler said he had no updates on any of the players and that he would know more soon. 

"Not having those guys in, you can see the affect it had,'' Zettler said.

Mike Blunden scored twice and Morgan Ellis and Gabriel Dumont all tallied for the Bulldogs and goalie Dustin Tokarski made 26 saves to befuddle his former team. The game was played in the Bell Centre because that is the home of Hamilton's NHL affiliate, the Montreal Canadiens. 

Cedrick Desjardins stopped 23 pucks for the Crunch, whose winless streak grew to three games. J.P. Cote scored the only goal for Syracuse, posting a third-period goal to extend his points streak to six games.

Cote drew the Crunch within 3-1 with 4:47 left in the contest, but Blunden, a former Crunch forward, chipped in an empty netter for the final margin.

The Bulldogs chewed open a three-goal lead by posting a pair of scores in the second.

Dumont made it 3-0 at the 13:06 mark of the second. Syracuse defenseman Artem Sergeev tossed the biscuit to Blunden on the right side of the Crunch zone, and Blunden fed Dumont on the left for easy target practice.

The score was the capper in a one-two combo set up by Ellis just 2:06 earlier. Ellis took a drop pass from Martin St. Pierre and slammed a bid from the high slot past Desjardins' stick side to give the Bulldogs a 2-0 edge.

"We lost a lot of puck battles tonight,'' Zettler said. "Pucks we should be coming up with, we didn't come close to winning any of them.''

Blunden scored the only goal of the first, a marker set up by Dumont. Dumont carried the puck down along the right boards on a 2-on-1 and then cut to the middle.

Syracuse defenseman Luke Witkowski stood between Dumont and Blunden, but Dumont faked him to the ice just outside the crease. Dumont pulled up in front of Desjardins before whipping a pass to Blunden in the right circle, and Blunden beat Desjardins high glove side at the 14:55 mark.

Syracuse appeared to take a 1-0 lead with 9:35 left in the first when defenseman Dmitry Korobov ripped a shot from the left point past Tokarski. The goal was nullified when referee Geno Binda ruled that Syracuse's Geoff Walker made "incidental contact'' with Tokarski.

Earlier Friday, Tampa Bay returned forward Brett Connolly to the Crunch. Connolly is expected to be available when Syracuse hosts Hamilton 7 p.m. Saturday.
Johnson: Iginla eagerly anticipating first return to the Saddledome since Calgary traded him last March

Veteran power forward will return to Calgary with the Boston Bruins on Dec. 10

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldDecember 3, 2013
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After initially spurning the Boston Bruins for Pittsburgh at the trade dealine last season, former Flames captain Jarome Iginla is fitting in nicely with the Beantown boys.
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Coach Julien feels it’s just a matter of time before Iginla hits offensive stride in Boston

Timeline: Iginla's career as a Flame

WILMINGTON, Mass. — Someone once said of Sinatra:

“It’s Frank’s world and we just live in it.”

For 16 years, our world was Jarome’s world and we just shared it, vicariously. The goals, the fights, the odd slump, the high-beam smiles, the awards, the gold medal-euphoria, the seventh-game heartbreak. All of it. Every blessed bit.

“Well,” jokes Jarome Iginla, on a drizzly early December morning at the Bruins’ practice facility, the Ristuccia Memorial Arena, a half-hour’s drive outside Boston, “I don’t think I’ll cry.

“I’m not an extremely emotional person. Nostalgic? Well, my wife says I am. I’m not a hoarder, by any means. But I do like to look back on things. I really don’t . . . know how it’s going to feel. I know it’s coming up, fast. I know that as we get closer, get into Canada, I’ll start feeling it more. Going down the wrong tunnel to the ice. Visiting dressing room.

“So I’m not sure. It’s going to be all new to me. So I’m just not . . . sure.”

Cut the man some slack. Next Tuesday (7:30 p.m., TSN, SN960) will be his first time back.

“I want to go,” protests Iginla of his highly-anticipated competitive return to the Saddledome as the Bruins visit the Flames, “and just enjoy myself. Just play. See the guys. See the staff. See the people around the rink. I don’t want to build it up; turn it into a big deal.”

Oh, but it will be a big deal.

First there was Vinny in Tampa Bay. Then Alfie in Ottawa.

And one week from today, Jarome.

Comparables. Captains all. Leaders all. Icons all. Returning to the scenes of past glories.

The most popular athlete Calgary has ever known returning to take a bow. The chance for the Scotiabank Saddledome to give him the proper send-off they were denied after the rebuilding Flames dealt their franchise leader in virtually every offensive category to the Pittsburgh Penguins in late March.

A very big deal, indeed.

“Oh, I knew the date,” concedes Iginla. “It’s something I looked at right away, on the calendar. I know my family did, too. My friends. At first, you know, I thought ‘It’ll be really cool.’ And then I went back to Pitt, earlier in the year. I’d only been there for, oh, a couple months and it still felt really different. And then I thought ‘Oh my God, if this feels so weird, how weird is Calgary going to feel?’

“That was an eye-opener.”

Iginla has yet to really catch fire offensively in Boston. So far, he’s registered five goals, 15 points and team-leading plus-11 playing right wing on the B’s big line alongside slick centreman David Krecji and the menacing Milan Lucic. Yet the Bruins are winning a ton, leading the Eastern Conference with a 18-7-2 record.

“Getting to play with Krejci and Lucic has been great. Would I like to have scored more? Sure. It’s not like I’m not getting opportunities, or the line isn’t getting opportunities, though. I think of some of the golden chances I’ve missed this year.

“Overall it’s been positive and it’s pretty cool to be on a roll as a team and be at the top of the standings.”

Lucic doesn’t seem overly concerned.

“Obviously you want to produce and contribute, and it kind of slipped away there for a little bit,” he acknowledged Monday. “But we were able to find it again in the second half of (November). I guess you could say as a line we’re still trying to find that chemistry to be a great line. all three of us are working hard at it. There’s no doubt in my mind, if we keep working at it, we have the potential to become a great line.”

The fact that Iginla landed here in Beantown, after all, is a bit shocking in itself, considering he nixed a done deal to the Bruins at the March witching hour in order to hitch his Stanley Cup-cart to Sid, Malkin and the Penguins. Yet when it became clear he and Pittsburgh were going their separate ways after the failed title push, he boldly made overtures back to Boston, admittedly unsure of whether the Bruins would react with anger, laughter or what.

“Going into free agency, I wasn’t sure I’d have this opportunity,” he admits. “But after (Nathan) Horton left, they had a spot open on right wing. I was wondering if they thought I might be crazy. Honestly. I had no clue if they might be thinking ‘He can go screw himself.’ And I would’ve understood.

“When I made the decision (for Pittsburgh), I was trying to ride the hot hand. They’d won 15 or 16 in a row, Malkin was out for nine of them. I’d only heard great things about Boston from (Chuck) Kobasew and (Andrew) Ference. I know Mark Recchi pretty well.

“But the Penguins were HOT going into the playoffs. I wasn’t trying to think of the future, I was just trying to go for it.

“So, afterwards, I thought ‘Maybe I kinda burned that one.’ But I’m very thankful I’m here. And I haven’t taken too much ribbing about it. The odd one. A little bit. But not bad, considering.”

The notoriously-tough Bruins fans didn’t seem to hold any grudges, giving the recent pariah a lusty ovation for initiating a slugfest in his B’s debut on Oct. 3rd after being hit by Tampa D-man Radko Gudas (“I didn’t think it was a dirty hit at all,” said Iginla later. “It just felt like it was a good time. You want to respond. With Bruins hockey for a long time, guys stick up for each other. But you also want to stick up for yourself. Just part of the energy, part of the emotions, part of the battle. It’s cool. I haven’t played a ton of games here, but over the years I have been here and it’s a tough building to play in. It’s always a good crowd. They’re into it, they’re yelling. It’s always tough hockey in here. It’s nice to be on the other side and feed off of that”).

They’ll be standing at the Saddledome on Tuesday, you can wager the kiddies’ college nest egg. And he won’t even have to shuck the mitts to have ’em eating out of the palm of his hand.

For all that he meant, all that he did, the way he reflected a community through 16 years. They might hear the echoes of the din as far away as Okotoks.

“Going back,” Jarome Iginla is saying, a week away from the return of the prodigal, “makes me realize how fast the time does go. I remember older players telling me that when I was young and I was like ‘Yeah, whatever.’ Now I’m telling 26-year-olds the same thing! They’re telling me ‘Ah, I’ll only play until I’m 31 or 32.’ And I’m like ‘OK, we’ll see.’ Funny, the way your perspective shifts.

“I hope the reaction is positive. I mean, I did my best. As a team, we did our best. We didn’t win a Cup, but I played as hard as I could, we played as hard as we could.

“I enjoyed my time in Calgary. I can’t say that enough. It was awesome. This game coming up is probably one of those I’ll look back on later, one of the memories I’ll take from my career. My first NHL game was in Calgary. My first goal was there. It’s obviously a very, very special place to me. Always will be.

“So I don’t want to overthink it or over-build-it-up in my head. I want to relax. I just want to soak it all in.”

He may not cry. But no matter.

It’d never ever be heard, anyway. Not above the cheering.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
Coach Julien feels it’s just a matter of time before Iginla hits offensive stride in Boston

Bench boss says players and coaches are really looking forward to trip to Calgary next week
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Jarome Iginla hasn&#8217;t lit the world on fire with the Boston Bruins since signing there in the off-season, but head coach Claude Julien feels it&#8217;s only a matter of time before former Flames captain finds his offensive stride.
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WILMINGTON, Mass. — If the boss is pleased, everything’s good.

And Claude Julien doesn’t sound in the least disappointed.

“Jarome,” says the Boston coach, “has been a real welcome addition. He competes hard every night. He’s been a good addition to our room, especially after we lost a guy like (Nathan) Horton.

“The one thing I like about him is his consistency. Now if you look at his stats you’re gonna kinda say ‘What does he mean by that?’ But anything, he’s been snake-bitten a little bit. He’s been there every night for us. I’m one of those guys who knows it’s just a matter of time for him to start producing the way he’d like. No doubt in my mind.

“Which is not to say we’re not pleased because he’s made that line a real good line and a lot of credit goes to him, fitting in so well.”

Despite shunning the B’s in favour of Pittsburgh at the trade deadline in late March, Boston signed the free-agent Hall of Fame-bound right winger this summer to a one-year deal with $1.8 million base salary, a $3.7 million games played bonus and a $500,000 goal scoring/team playoff performance that works out in the $6 million range.

And now, with the Bruins riding high atop the Eastern Conference standings, Iginla marks his highly-awaited return to Calgary next Tuesday.

“There’s no doubt it will be a big deal,” says Julien. “And rightfully so. What he’s done for that organization, that city . . . he’s been as loyal as you could ever be. We’re just fortunate that we’ve got him now. He’s a mature, humble individual who’ll handle it all real well. I think we’ll be more excited for him than he will be for himself. We’re kinda looking forward to him getting his send-off, whatever you want to call it.

“We’ve been through this with players here ourselves, as well. You kinda say ‘It’s part of the game.’ There comes a time where players move on. Like I said, he’s been nothing but loyal to Calgary but with them starting to rebuild, it was time. We’re the lucky team that has him now, the veteran team that can afford to have a guy like that. I think he made a good choice in coming to us.

“I’m looking forward to (his returning to Calgary). The fans should be extremely excited, grateful for having had him lead their team for as long as he did.

“And I’ve no doubt they will be.”

RIGHT MAN FOR THE JOB

The choice of successor, Jarome Iginla raves, simply could not have been better.

If anyone was to inherit the captain’s letter from him, Mark Giordano was the man.

“There were a couple of front-runners, I’d imagine, but they made a great choice,” said Iginla on Monday. “Gio’s a good guy, a very good person and a great, great competitor. On the ice, every practice, when it comes time for hockey, he’s on. A very focused guy.

“He’s been through a lot in his career to get to where he is. He’s earned everything. I remember a story in the paper a while ago talking to one of his junior teammates, it was pretty funny, actually, and the guy said ‘I can’t believe that Gio not only made it (to the NHL), but that he’s a star!’

“That’s hard work. That’s dedication. That kind of attitude rubs off on all the guys around him.

“There’s no one more deserving. I’m sorry to see he got hurt. But he’s going to be a great captain. He has all the qualities.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
Ryan MacInnis gains inspiration from famous father leading Flames to 1989 Stanley Cup

Generation has come full circle as Al MacInnis&#8217;s son now playing for the Kitchener Rangers, chasing an NHL dream

By JOHN VESSOYAN, For the Calgary HeraldDecember 2, 2013
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Ryan MacInnis of the Kitchener Rangers carries the puck during a recent Ontario Hockey League game. The son of former Calgary Flames great Al MacInnis will be eligible for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.
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KITCHENER, ONT. — Ryan MacInnis wasn’t born when the Calgary Flames won the Stanley Cup, but he’s heard all of the stories and has seen the pictures and video evidence.

In the spring of 1989, Ryan’s dad, former Flames defenceman, Al MacInnis, hadn’t yet reached his peak, but he was close. Al was front and centre at the old Montreal Forum, leading his Flames to hockey’s biggest prize and being named winner of the Conn Smythe Trophy on that historic ice surface.

Flames fans will remember him giving head coach Terry Crisp a massive hug as captain Lanny McDonald, Joe Nieuwendyk, Mike Vernon and the rest of the champs celebrated a few feet away.

If they taught Flames hockey history in high school, this youngster would receive an A+.

“It gives me chills,” says Ryan MacInnis of watching his dad hoist the Cup and the playoff MVP award.

“We have a picture in the locker-room — he’s holding the Conn Smythe — it’s pretty cool to see that every day and it gives me motivation.

“I didn’t realize it when he was playing, but when he was done playing, I was old enough, I started understanding what he actually did and how hard he worked for it.”

The picture he is referring to is inside the dressing room of the Ontario Hockey League’s Kitchener Rangers, which ironically is the same team Al played for in the early 1980s before making the jump to Calgary.

The elder MacInnis, who is now the senior adviser to Blues general manager Doug Armstrong, played 23 seasons in the NHL with the Flames and Blues, and is the third-highest scoring defenceman in NHL history behind Ray Bourque and Paul Coffey. He was best known for his booming slap shot and offensive prowess. Al’s son is a lanky centre with good hockey instincts, solid positioning skills and offensive upside.

Rangers general manager Murray Hiebert says the younger MacInnis was near the top of the scouts’ list thanks to his many attractive qualities, and the GM is thrilled that they acquired him.

“First of all you’re intrigued by his size, of course, his hockey smarts and his shot and of course the MacInnis name — it’s huge in the Kitchener area because they take a great deal of pride in Al MacInnis having played here,” Hiebert explains.

The six-foot-four, 180-pounder spent last season with the U.S. National Development team where he scored eight goals and six assists in 41 games. So far this season with the Rangers, MacInnis has seven goals and eight helpers in 27 games.

The 17-year-old St. Louis native says he often relies on his Hall of Famer dad for an injection of hockey wisdom.

“Every day I call him after the game, see if he watched it and give me tips on what I should do better,” MacInnis says.

In their preliminary rankings, NHL Central Scouting has slotted MacInnis as a potential pick in the second or third round in the 2014 entry draft. However, MacInnis says it’s too early to get caught up in the hype of what could happen in June in Philadelphia.

“I try not to think about it. I try to work hard and go as high as I can, so we’ll see,” he says.

Rangers head coach Troy Smith has lots of confidence in this rookie, putting him on the ice for an important defensive zone faceoff late in a tie game last Friday against the Owen Sound Attack, a game the Rangers won 4-3 in overtime.

“Ryan has really bought into the team concept, coming to work hard every day. That combined with his hockey sense and his skills, he’s got a bright future,” Smith says.

“For him it is consistency No. 1, and No. 2, Mother Nature’s got to help him out at some point. At the end of the day, he’s going to find a way to get to that point, he’s just got to be patient, put in the work to make sure it comes sooner than later.”
Undersized Flames hope to punch above their weight

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldDecember 1, 2013
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Calgary Flames forward Matt Stajan tackled Los Angeles Kings right wing Dustin Brown during the second period of their match on Saturday, Nov. 30, 2013 in Los Angeles. Stajan is among the undersized Flames players who are trying to punch above their weight against larger opponents.
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The Calgary Flames could use the benefit of the doubt — or a doughnut, because all that stands between them and the big-boy baseline is a tray of pastries.

The National Hockey League has determined that the Flames’ average weight is 199 pounds, which only serves to underline their undersized stature. Only two clubs are more slender — the Edmonton Oilers and Buffalo Sabres — and both reside south of the Flames in the NHL standings.

“When you’re a small player ... whatever your size is on paper,” said Flames coach Bob Hartley, “you need to play a bigger size on the ice.”

Wise words.

Tiny teams, apparently, need convincing.

Friday against the Anaheim Ducks, the league’s beefiest bunch (averaging 209 pounds), the Flames’ meek matinee earned them a 5-2 loss.

Saturday against the Los Angeles Kings, maybe the most ornery crew on the circuit, they refused to have more sand kicked in their collective face. The result was an emotional 2-1 triumph.

Between those games, Hartley told reporters that toughness is determined on an individual basis, not on the bathroom scale.

“We don’t confront the other team enough — it’s very simple,” he had noted Saturday morning. “We’re playing bigger teams than us, no secret. At the same time, I’ve coached lots of young players, lots of small players, that showed up to work. It’s a battle. Unfortunately, we cannot stretch them to six-three and make them 220 pounds. It’s in their hands how they’ll show up on the ice, how they’ll compete.”

Flipping a switch at the Staples Center, the Flames became feisty for a night.

“We played much bigger than our real size,” Hartley said afterwards.

In the first period, Ladislav Smid, seeing Dustin Brown in goalie Karri Ramo’s neighbourhood, gave the Kings’ captain a post-whistle shove. (Smid, later, crossed the line, bloodying Dwight King on a hard check into the fence.)

Matt Stajan, thumped in the noggin by Brown, chased down the perpetrator. Stajan, for good measure, put a headlock on ruffian Daniel Carcillo.

Paul Byron, freshly called up, threw around his 153 pounds, chalking up two hits in the first period.

“We talked about it,” said Stajan. “We know the division and the conference we’re in, we are undersized on paper against a lot of these teams. That doesn’t mean a thing to us. We’ve got to stick up for ourselves and get under their skin and fight right back.”

In the end, the Flames had been outhit 33-26.

But the Kings, perhaps unsettled by the travellers’ uncharacteristic gumption, committed 19 giveaways. The Flames? Only four.

“As a player, I’ve always really enjoyed the physical games — it brings out the rawness of hockey,” said Michael Cammalleri, whose dramatic goal — with only 23 seconds remaining — spelled the difference. “We’re all men that have played the game since we were kids. I really enjoy those games. I would think a lot of us do. Maybe that’s what you saw out of our group.”

This is a group, though, that often borders on the fragile.

Squads, according to Cammalleri, need confidence to conquer.

“When our record’s been the way it is and we have a young team and you play against some more established groups, sometimes that complex creeps in — guys being in awe a little bit,” he said. “It’s important to not be that way. It’s important to man up and know that you have to battle the guy across from you. It doesn’t mean you’re going to win every game. Sports is, you beat me on a Monday, I’ll beat you on a Wednesday. But if you want to be an NHL player, you better get the better of him a lot of the time.”

Which, without question, the Flames managed to do Saturday.

The Phoenix Coyotes, dropping into the Saddledome on Wednesday, present the next sturdy challenge.

“If you get in there, as a five-man group, and stick up for your teammates and play tough, usually things will work out in your favour,” said Blair Jones. “Guys on the bench, they notice it. Everyone’s in the game. It’s contagious. Hopefully, we can continue that.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
Fathers of Flames players united by pride in their sons
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Calgary Flames forward Lance Bouma, #17, was among the Flames players who had their proud fathers watching from the stands during the team's game against the Anaheim Ducks on November 29, 2013.
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Yes, there are noticeable differences.

No Styrofoam cups of coffee. No shivering. No moms, either.

Plus, pre-game milling takes place in a stylish luxury suite, with leather couches and a stocked bar. Minutes away is National Hockey League action.

But, in many ways, this is like any weekend day at any community rink — dads thrilled to see their kids chasing pucks.

These are the Calgary Flames’ fathers, who congregated in California for the team’s games Friday and Saturday, and for golf on Sunday. Despite disparate backgrounds — farmers and executives, pipefitters and entrepreneurs, business managers and factory workers — the men are like peas in a pod.

Chiefly, they take their sons’ pursuits seriously.

Very seriously.

“There’s a lot of similarities in the journey — the journey from when they were kids till they got to the NHL,” says Leo Cammalleri, father of Michael. “We all feel pretty lucky and fortunate to see our kids get this far.”

Jay Brodie happily consents to an interview. But only if he can keep a close eye on T.J. during the warm-up.

“It’s every kid’s dream,” says Jay. “I still have a hard time believing he’s here.”

Mel Glencross, with no shortage of pride, tells you about Curtis’s debut. He points a finger at the Honda Center ice.

“First shift, first shot, first goal — and we were here.”

And if you want to sit near Bernie Bouma while the big chap watches Lance? Well, buckle in.

“I get right into the game,” he says. “I’m moving around. I go into the boards with him. In Calgary, I sit beside this lady ... and the first time I told her, ‘I hope you wore your shoulder pads tonight.’ Oh, I was bumping her.”

Paul Giordano talks fondly of his nightly chats with Mark, back in the day and even now.

“We’re very close. Very close,” says Paul. “After every game, he calls me and we go over everything — even when he was in Russia. It’s like a tradition ... just that five minutes. Even if it’s 2 o’clock in the morning, you hear his voice — ‘Dad, how did I play?’ — then you can go to sleep. It’s all good.”

Which doesn’t make the young man any less of a leader, any less of a pro.

It makes him a son.

“We’re so proud,” Paul says of his boy, who blossomed from undrafted junior to NHL captain. “I remember when he was five years old ... I took him out and he was running on the ice. The whole purpose was for him to enjoy it, to like it, and go from there. Sometimes you have to look back a bit and realize what he’s accomplished.”

Larry Stempniak needs a brief moment to compose himself when asked about the career of Lee, a nine-year veteran.

“I still can’t believe it,” says Larry. “I’ll just sit and watch him play on T.V., and I still can’t believe I’m watching my son play professional hockey.”

But it can be stressful for parents, no matter the age of the players, the level of the league.

Ask Doug Butler about Chris.

“It’s extremely exciting, but it’s still hard to watch and relax,” says Doug. “I go through waves where it’s gotten better. You want him to do well. It’s nerve-racking at times. It’s been six years — I thought it would go away a lot faster. It’s funny. I asked some of the other dads, and they experience it, too.”

Adds Brian McGrattan’s father, Tom: “You’re always nervous for your kids. You always want them to succeed and do the best that they can. I play almost every shift with him. It’s been such a great experience since he started playing hockey at three or four years old. We’re one of the fortunate ones where it can continue on.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
Goaltender Ramo shrugs off injury to star in Flames win
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Calgary Flames goalie Karri Ramo catches the puck during the second period of an NHL hockey game against Los Angeles Kings, Saturday, Nov. 30, 2013, in Los Angeles.
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Talk about rotten luck. The final shot of the morning skate — propelled by none other than seventh defenceman Chris Breen — catches Karri Ramo on the knee.

After writhing on the ice “like a snake,” according to coach Bob Hartley, the Calgary Flames goalie gets up and goes directly to the dressing room.

And he’s supposed to start, hours later, against the Los Angeles Kings? Not likely.

But later in the morning, Hartley assures reporters that Ramo is fine.

And he was.

In steady fashion, Ramo made 21 saves — while Blair Jones scored a short-handed goal and Michael Cammalleri added a beauty with 23 seconds remaining — to lift the Flames to a well-earned 2-1 victory in National Hockey League action Saturday night at the Staples Center.

“It’s the old saying,” said Cammalleri, grinning. “Half the time when guys feel great at pre-game skate, they have bad games. And when they feel like junk in the morning, they have their best games. (Ramo is) a tough guy — he’s a hockey player. I don’t think a little bump or bruise will affect him.”

Added Hartley: “He played an outstanding game. Part of the reason that he played so well was the way that he works every day. Watching this guy in practice, watching this guy in the gym, I knew that he would be ready and he deserves big credit because that was not easy. It’s not an easy place to play. He gave us a big win.”

Stablemate Reto Berra had made 11 of the last 12 starts for Calgary.

But Ramo insisted that rust had not been a concern.

“I think I’m more nervous when I’m not playing, so it was a relief to be in the net,” said Ramo. “I felt pretty good. The guys did a really good job limiting their odd-man rushes. Our penalty-killing was really good, so that helped me a lot. I felt confident. I haven’t played in a while, but I knew the time would come when I’d play ... you have to be ready. That’s my job. It’s no excuse that you haven’t played a lot.”

Of Ramo, Cammalleri said: “He made some 10-bellers early, big ones. I thought it was inspirational, that start for him.”

In the morning, Hartley mentioned that he wanted “energy” from call-up Paul Byron.

And Byron provided that at a critical juncture of the contest.

With Ladislav Smid nailed with a boarding major at 14:26 of the second period, the Flames had been in deep trouble.

But the travellers turned that around.

Byron chased a puck into Los Angeles territory. Goalie Ben Scrivens fell down behind the net. Byron, on his belly after being cross-checked to the ice by Drew Doughty, flung a net-front pass to Blair Jones, who rapped it into the vacated cage for a shortie at 15:50.

“Coaches here really emphasize pressure on the penalty kill,” said Byron. “I jumped on the ice and saw that the goalie fell down. I just tried to jump on the puck as quick as I could. Jonesie was in a great spot there and I just slid it over to him. I saw him out of the corner of my eye and I knew I just had to get it to him. I made a lucky pass to him and he just buried it.”

Added Cammalleri: “Funny thing is, they got that five-minute major and we went to the bench and we said, ‘Hey, boys. We’re going to come out of this 1-0.’ You get that feeling sometimes, that the five-minute (power play) gets a little lackadaisical.”

Justin Williams, with a sizzling wrister, high on the blocker side, did get the Kings’ equalizer at 15:27 of the third — which made it appear that the hosts would shatter the franchise record for consecutive games with at least a point. (They entered Saturday’s contest on a 7-0-4 run.)

But that simply set the stage for Cammalleri’s late-game heroics — and he had some help.

Cammalleri had lugged the puck into Kings’ territory. Lee Stempniak shifted the biscuit out front to Mikael Backlund, who, in turn, found a wide-open Cammalleri. The veteran winger expertly tucked away the winning goal at 19:37, which, no doubt, impressed the Flames’ fathers in attendance.

“A great reward for both sides,” said Hartley. “The players, they’re kids and to play in front of the dads ... the dads feel real good about them. And for our players, it’s a way to say thank you to the dads.”

C-NOTES: Herald’s Three Stars — 1. Calgary G Karri Ramo (his sure-handed effort should earn him an immediate start); 2. Los Angeles RW Justin Williams (wicked wrister is the third-period equalizer); 3. Calgary C Paul Byron (coach demanded “energy” from call-up and got it; pivotal play on opening goal) ... Scratches included D Chris Breen, LW Sven Baertschi, D Mark Giordano (ankle), D Dennis Wideman (hand), C Sean Monahan (foot), LW Curtis Glencross (knee), LW T.J. Galiardi (back) ... Giordano practised Saturday morning. “It’s his first time with the team,” said Hartley. “But he’s been skating for two or three days now. He’s doing good. He’s worked so hard in the gym. His conditioning is good. We all know that conditioning in the gym and game conditioning is never the same. But there’s nothing we can do. Gio is a warrior. A very proud athlete.” ... Galiardi, however, lasted only minutes during a light skate on Friday. “It was not good enough,” said Hartley. “We pulled him out right away. He’s making progress, but we just tried a gentle skate and it didn’t go good.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
Johnson: Flames’ injury situation takes a turn for the worse with Monahan and Wideman joining IR

Club desperately plugging holes as key players continue dropping like flies
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Calgary Flames centre Sean Monahan, seen trying to tie up Florida Panthers defenceman Tom Gilbert during a game last Friday, has been placed on injured reserve after a hairline fracture was discovered in his foot.
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Father’s weekend in California a chance for Flames players and coaches to show appreciation

Flames players speak highly of former teammate Jackman, whom they’ll face Friday in Anaheim

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Anaheim Ducks

Over the course of a career, Chris Butler has seen similar blights upon the land.

“My last year in Buffalo,” he was remembering, “as we went into the playoffs, guys started dropping like flies. It was brutal. We lost Tim Connolly and Jason Pominville. Derek Roy was already out. Rob Niedermayer was playing with a separated shoulder.

“Mike Grier could barely walk, his knees were so shot. He had to have surgery.

“So it was bad. Real bad.

“But this ... well ...”

Yes, this ... well ...

All that advertising about Friday being Black?!

What about Wednesday? How deeply, deathly pitch-dark has that turned out for the Calgary Flames?

Black as coal. Black as night. Black as a shroud.

Minutes-munching defenceman Dennis Wideman, sidelined six to eight weeks after suffering a fractured left hand blocking a shot during the gutting 3-2 capitulation to Chicago. Nine-goal rookie whiz kid Sean Monahan, now listed as “week-to-week” after a CT scan Thursday discovered a non-displaced hairline fracture of the left foot.

They join skipper Mark Giordano (broken foot) and left winger Curtis Glencross (knee) as highly influential casualties currently unavailable for active service.

The growing number and the value of those lost is simply becoming unsustainable.

Paul Byron and Max Reinhart have been summoned from AHL Abbotsford to try to help plug the dike.

“That’s our situation,” said boss Bob Hartley, manfully stifling a sob. “It opens the doors for other guys to come in, bank some ice time. So, hey, we’re injured but we’re not short-handed. Obviously they’re two big parts of our team. On the other hand, you can’t win with guys you don’t have in your lineup.

“We have trust in the guys that we have. We’re gonna put them on the ice, give them their responsibilities, their roles and we’re going to be pushing them. This morning, we just started to go through maybe some combinations and we have interesting combinations because Max Reinhart can play all three positions and Paul Byron can play at least left wing and centre. Blair Jones can play the three positions. Michael Cammalleri can do the same. Jiri Hudler can play both sides.

“We have some guys who can give us some options. I don’t know how many combination of lines in the next two games. But we’re going there on business.

Wideman will be undergoing surgery to have a pin placed in the hand. Monahan originally sustained his injury on Nov. 21st after blocking a — small pause for irony here — Dennis Wideman shot during practice. Three days later he underwent an x-ray that showed nothing wrong. But after complaining of more pain Wednesday, more pictures were taken and the source of the discomfort discovered.

A re-evaluation on the severity of the fracture will be made at the beginning of next week, which will give the club a better idea of his shelf-time.

Their loss is, needless to add, incalculable.

Giordano, meanwhile, is back skating, and hopes are that by the end of next week he’ll be ready to play. Glencross remains two to three weeks. T.J. Galiardi, troubled by lower back spasms, has shown improvement and could be back in harness by Wednesday, when the Phoenix Coyotes visit the Scotiabank Saddledome.

“It’s not good news when these things happen,” GM Jay Feaster. “And we were starting to feel good about the fact that Gio was making progress, so now to lose Dennis Wideman is a tough blow to the team. And with the way Monny’s been playing . . . But we can’t worry about the guys that aren’t in our lineup. We’ve got to find a way to win games with the guys we do have.

“I think it’s important that (injuries) don’t become an excuse; they’re not a crutch — no pun intended — to lean on. Again, every team in the league has them and you hope you have enough depth to carry you through. We’ve lost some significant player for a significant period of time. In the case of Gio, we lost our captain.

“But you try to find a way to soldier on.”

One of those who’ll doubtless move up in the pecking order and receive an increase in minutes is centreman Mikael Backlund, unhappy about being dropped down to the fourth line this season.

“I’ll probably get more ice time with Monny out,” he agreed, following a brief workout at the Stampede Corral on Thursday. “I feel bad for Monny, but I’m ready to do it. I’m going to do my best and see what happens. It’s part of the game. I’ve been through it myself way too many times. It’s frustrating when it happens. If you’re a good team, you always find a way to win — no matter who’s playing and who’s not.”

Who’s not is becoming a serious issue with this group. Giordano, Glencross, Galiardi, Wideman and Monahan out, and the Flames on the threshold of a murderous SoCal doubleheader, Anaheim and L.A. back-to-back, as it happens.

Well, best of luck in the world with that.

“Injuries,” sighed Butler, “are the brutal part of this game. Nobody around the league is going to throw a pity-party for us. People try and kick you when you’re down just as hard as they would normally.

“This is pro sports, after all.”

A land where blights go unpitied, and the No-Mercy Rule is always in effect.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
Flames players speak highly of former teammate Jackman, whom they’ll face Friday in Anaheim

Heart-and-soul gritty player brought grit and was a fast friend in the Calgary locker-room

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 29, 2013
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New Anaheim Ducks player Tim Jackman carries the puck up the ice against the Tampa Bay Lightning last Friday. He gets to play his old team, the Calgary Flames, on Friday.
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The location of the wedding this summer kind of typifies what a down-to-earth fella the groom is.

“It was held in Fargo, N.D. I had the privilege to attend,” reports Calgary Flames’ defenceman Chris Butler, a buddy. “Got to meet his family. Then you understand where he comes from, why he is the way he is. Just simple, nice, awesome people.

“He’d do anything for you. If it was freezing cold outside he’d give you the jacket off his back. He’d do anything to get the team going, whether he played 30 seconds a night or 20 minutes a night.

“Ultimate team guy, that’s how you’d describe Jacks.”

The dispatching of Tim Jackman to the Anaheim Ducks barely a week ago didn’t exactly create a frothing tidal wave of controversy around this town. Barely a soft ripple to disturb the glassy surface of the pond, in fact.

He’d featured in only 10 games this season, after all, logged scant minutes patrolling the right side when he did. Blair Jones was immediately summoned from Abbotsford to plug in and, for all intents and purposes, business went on as usual down at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

Still, there’s far more to the makeup of any team than meets the naked, untrained, outside eye.

That widely-held assumption that top players, big point producers, the glitter guys in the top tax bracket, are de facto the most influential leaders, the best people, the most valuable role models?

It’s a mistaken assumption.

Because if bruises and stitches were dollars and cents, if care and try were a form of currency, Tim Jackman would’ve been among the highest-paid Flames these last few winters. Before the return of carnivore Brian McGrattan, the biggest T. rex in any jungle, Jackman alone wore the tin star ’round these parts, was left to keep the peace, stand up for the citizenry.

In racing to the aid of the party, he fought bigger guys, and much bigger guys, spilling a lot of blood for the Calgary cause, a few pints of it being his own.

“It’s tough for people on the outside to understand what really goes on in a locker-room,” says Butler, “to understand what a guy like Jacks means. Or what a guy like Brian McGrattan means. The mood they create, the type of energy they give off. Making sure the guys are loose, making sure the guys are having fun, staying confident . . .

“It’s tough to put into words.

“They might not play the most minutes, but the effect that they have, inside the room and with their teammates, goes further — much further — than that.

“Jacks was a great leader for a lot of the young guys in here, to see what it’s like to be a true professional.”

For Jackman, Friday’s Flames-Ducks U.S. Thanksgiving matinee at the Honda Center is happening soon, although it couldn’t come too soon. That first game against old mates always carries with it a sense of closure while signalling the start of new beginnings.

“I’m excited to see everybody right away like this,” he says, “and I know everybody’s got their dads with them, which is really a great thing. The day of the trade, when I got the phone call and saw it was a 403 number, well, I answered it thinking something had to be up. At first, I didn’t want to leave Calgary. It’s become my home and I have a lot of friends there.

“Coming here, though, it’s brought a lot of excitement back to my game. I’m gonna play again. And just being around a few days, you can sense it’s a great atmosphere.

“The coaching staff (in Calgary) was always honest with me. They worked hard to try and make me a better hockey player. Bob (Hartley) was always trying to make me feel a part of the team. I just never felt . . . comfortable. It wasn’t clicking. It was a great experience working with him, but I lacked the confidence I had a couple years ago. And obviously they were bringing up some guys in the organization they wanted to give chances to.

“It was just kinda time.

“So, yeah, I think it’s good that we get it out of the way early like this. It’ll be nice when it’s all said and done.”

During his stay in Calgary, Jackman understood his role and didn’t cheat his employers. On the ice, he was the ultimate company man. Off it, probably the most liked player inside the dressing room. Those types of people are always missed, no matter what the stats sheets say at the end of any given evening.

“When I first got here last year, he was one of the guys I hit it off with right away,” says McGrattan. “Similar-type role. Similar-type player. We played lot together on a line. He became a pretty good friend of mine. Hard worker. Great teammate.

“Away from the rink, just a very good person.”

And tough?

Understand, Brian McGrattan knows tough.

So while Tim Jackman may not have won every fight while wearing the Flaming C on his chest, there weren’t too many bells he didn’t answer.

“Oh, Jacks is tough,” confirms McGrattan. “A battler. A warrior. He sticks up for his teammates. He doesn’t shy away from anything, anybody. He’s an honest player. He crashes and bangs. He gives his team everything that’s in him. Heart-and-soul guy.

“That’s all you can really ask of anyone.

“Those are the type of guys everyone respects. Respects at the highest level.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com
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Quick-strike Hawks score three unanswered goals to spoil another stellar game from Reto Berra

Defending Stanley Cup champs didn&#8217;t score until there was 10:08 left, but then it was a landslide in a 3-2 Chicago win

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary HeraldNovember 28, 2013
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Chicago&#8217;s Andrew Shaw, left, celebrates his team&#8217;s winning goal against the Calgary Flames as goalie Reto Berra and defenceman Chris Butler look on.
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NHL journeyman Versteeg loving Chicago reunion in his latest career stop

Just over three weeks ago, Bob Hartley tossed Reto Berra into the deep end to see if the Swiss goalie was going to sink or swim in his National Hockey League debut.

He most definitely swam --- to the impressive tune of a 42-save performance and a 3-2 overtime win on Nov.3, turning aside the defending Stanley Cup champions at Chicago's United Center.

Ten games later, the 26-year-old lanky Swiss netminder had the same challenge. And he rose to it. But this time, it was the Chicago Blackhawks that came out on top, authoring a third-period comeback and winning Wednesday's rematch 3-2 at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

"That was something we were trying to guard against," Hartley said. "Because, No. 1, we know the firepower of that team. They played basically the same trick to the Vancouver Canucks a few nights ago. You make a few mistakes and they're so skilled that they'll make you pay for it. And it's too bad. I felt they played very well and we showed up to play.

"I feel our players, maybe minus a few decisions in the third period, played a great game."

Berra had been faced with defending against the slick offensive abilities of Patrick Kane, Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp, and held his own majority of the game. He was just over 10 minutes away from securing his first NHL shutout when Kane finally found a sliver of an angle --- stick-side as Berra hugged his post --- with 10:08 remaining.

And, of course, Sharp capitalized nearly a minute later to knot the score. And why wouldn't Kane pot another with 18 seconds left?

In the end, Berra faced 30 attempts as his team quickly fell apart in front of him.

"I mean, they had some Grade-A chances before and Reto made great stops," said winger Sven Baertschi. "It goes off Sharp's stick and I don't think he was ready for it and it just rolls in. The last one, wasn't a hard one either. But you know what? He kept us in the game and did everything he could.

"Stuff like that happens. There's nights like that where you work really hard for it and think you deserve it and, in the end, you get a kick in the butt."

Matt Stajan had complemented Berra's efforts in the second period, connecting on a Jiri Hudler feed and made it 1-0 as the home squad out-shot Chicago 20-15 after two periods.

Early in the third, Hudler sent another offering Sean Monahan's way. The 19-year-old rookie made no mistake --- post and in on Hawks' rookie goalie Antti Raanta --- and the Flames built a 2-0 lead.

The Flames also survived two first-period penalties and kept the pace with the Blackhawks --- a welcome change from their habitually slow first periods of late.

They won 12 of 19 faceoffs, blocked 10 shots (to the Hawks' three) and the shots were 10-10 (with Chicago also missing 10 attempts). Brian McGrattan also sparred with Brandon Bollig, his meanest (and lengthiest) fight of the season so far. A scoreless first period was also made possible thanks to Berra.

He set the tone with a stacked pad save on Sharp when Michael Cammalleri sat off for holding 53 seconds into the game. On Chicago's second power-play shift, Berra expertly followed Kane who was dangling through the Flames' defence and denied him.

But in the end, the missed opportunities cost them late in the game. Baertschi, for one, ran into some bad luck and was kicking himself after missing on a wide open net off a perfect Monahan delivery. Naturally, Chicago went up 2-1 shortly after.

"We were going," Baertschi said. "It felt like we created a lot. We were really sharp right off the hop. Our penalty killing was great tonight. And Grats' fight. It was important for us to get going in that game. But mistakes were made and I'll definitely take (credit) for one of them."

The Flames dropped to 8-12-4 while Chicago (18-4-4) extended their win streak to four games.

"I've said it many times," Hartley lectured. "It's one thing to know how to play the game. It's another to know how to win the game. There are many mistakes that we're going to be able to take away from our game with more experience. Better decisions, lots of times, comes with a better understanding of the game. Some of our young players, they got into some trouble on some plays (Wednesday).

"But hey, it's not for a lack of effort. That's for sure."

ICE CHIPS: Spotted in the Flames pressbox: a walking and fully upright Mark Giordano. The Flames captain has missed 16 games with a broken ankle and hit the ice for the first time on Tuesday ... Max Reinhart was recalled from Abbotsford on Wednesday as a replacement for T.J. Galiardi, on injured reserve with back issues which had started acting up during Monday's practice at WinSport Arenas.

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Flames’ futility in Anaheim continues

Ducks get early jump on visitors and cruise to afternoon win

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldNovember 30, 2013
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Flames forward Sven Baertschi looks on as Ducks players celebrate a goal by Sami Vatanen in the second period of Anaheim&#8217;s 5-2 victory at Honda Center Friday afternoon.
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ANAHEIM -- Clad in their snazzy red jerseys, the Calgary Flames fathers moseyed towards the visitors’ quarters.

So snail-like was their post-game pace, however, that even reporters trotted past them.

“We better slow down,” cautioned one dad. “We don’t want the coach to chew us out, too.”

As it turned out, though, Bob Hartley hadn’t been in a chewing-out mood — despite a 5-2 thumping at the hands of the Anaheim Ducks in National Hockey League action Black Friday afternoon. No finger-pointing.

Instead, somewhat resigned, Hartley lavished praise on the Quackers’ first-liners — Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Dustin Penner — who combined for six points.

“We had no answer,” he said. “Those guys, they basically dominated us the entire game. Their best players were real good. We had no answers for those guys.”

Added Ladislav Smid: “It was really disappointing, especially in front of everyone’s dads.”

The well-earned win leaves the Ducks’ record at the Honda Center nearly unblemished, at 10-0-1. They’re the only team to have not surrendered a regulation-time loss at home.

“They’re unbeaten for a reason,” said Hartley, whose team, which failed to draw a single penalty, had been overwhelmed — and outshot 42-21. “They limit turnovers to a minimum. They’re a big team. They skate well.”

Drearily, the Flames ran their stretch of futility at Anaheim to 18 games (0-13-5). They haven’t beaten the Ducks here since Jan. 19, 2004, a 5-1 triumph.

“Obviously, we get reminded of that every time we come here,” said Matt Stajan. “I bet every team that comes in here has been reminded of their home record. If anything, you see it as a challenge. We come in with a fresh mindset and we want to try to get two points.”

The skid at the Honda Center was news to Smid.

“I didn’t know that — I had no idea,” said the (relative) newcomer. “But it was a pretty weak start for us — once again. We can’t afford these first periods. You fall back and you try to make it even, which costs you too much energy.

“This team has great personnel and work ethic. We’re better than we showed.”

Including goals 54 seconds apart by Sami Vatanen and Perry, the Flames have been outscored 27-14 in opening periods.

Penner made it 3-0. Andrew Cogliano scored later in the period.

“Sometimes, I think we’re a little too passive,” said David Jones. “Then we get down a couple goals and we start playing — I don’t know why we do that. It’s not winning hockey. We’ve got to find a way to change that.

“We can’t play from behind like that. That’s losing hockey, to try to chase the game, especially with a team like that. Then you try to create things and then you end up missing responsibilities on the other side of the puck. Before you know it, it’s (4-1). It’s frustrating.”

Hartley watched his young team — minus two of its best forwards (Sean Monahan, Curtis Glencross); minus two of its best defenders (Mark Giordano, Dennis Wideman) — make it 4-2, on two tallies from David Jones midway through the contest.

“I felt we generated a little momentum,” said Hartley. “But that fifth goal” — Penner’s, the lone third-period conversion — “put us back on our heels. They’re a big team and they just grind it out.”

That goal spelled the end of the afternoon for goalie Reto Berra, who, at that point, had faced 38 pellets.

“They just stormed around his net,” Hartley said of the Ducks, who average 210 pounds — 10 more than the Flames. “I don’t think any goalies would have made a difference. They’re a big team. They crash the net. They generate lots of traffic. They took advantage of a couple mistakes on our side.”

Karri Ramo, who handled four shots in mop-up duty, gets the start Saturday against the Los Angeles Kings — who are as big as the Ducks, but even more physical. 

“Another Western Conference game,” said Hartley. “There’s not too many small teams on this side. We just have to go, limit turnovers, making sure we create some good offensive chances, putting pucks at the net with traffic. In order to play those big teams, we need to play a real smart game.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

NHL journeyman Versteeg loving Chicago reunion in his latest career stop

After winning a Stanley Cup with the Blackhawks in 2010, forward is back for more, getting sent to the Windy City from Florida

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldNovember 28, 2013
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Chicago Blackhawks forward Kris Versteeg, right, escapes a check from Calgary Flames defenceman Dennis Wideman during the second period on Wednesday night.
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After a fortnight’s worth of head-scratching, the young man has finally concocted an answer to the obvious question.

“It’s like high school,” said Kris Versteeg. “You had all these great memories, great friends. You kind of look back at it like, ‘Those days are long gone.’ Then, all of a sudden, out of nowhere, you return. And? All your old friends are still there.

“It’s kind of hard to explain. But that’s what it felt like.”

After reaching the pinnacle with the Chicago Blackhawks — Stanley Cup championship in 2010 — Versteeg had traipsed around the National Hockey League before winding up, quite unexpectedly, back where he started.

More or less.

Because, originally, he’d been drafted by the Boston Bruins, who traded him to Chicago, who traded him to Toronto, who traded him to Philadelphia, who traded him to Florida, who traded him to Chicago.

“I couldn’t be happier to have ended up here,” Versteeg said of the Nov. 14 deal. “I thought I’d just buy a house in all 30 cities because I’d almost assumed I’d end up everywhere in the league. But I generally rent — I don’t trust my track record.”

Back in Chicago, Versteeg, typically outgoing, is flying under the radar. At least, so far.

“I don’t think he’s completely opened up to what he was a few years ago (with his) personality, but I think he’s still trying to get adjusted to the team,” said Patrick Kane. “It’s something that no one really expected to happen. Once we got rid of those guys” — such as Andrew Ladd, Dustin Byfuglien, Versteeg — “it felt like they were gone from our team.

“He was one of my best friends on the 2010 team. Pretty cool to see a guy like that come back.”

Like the rest of the hockey world, Versteeg had watched his former chums capture another Stanley Cup this past spring.

“To see old friends win, on your old team, you’re definitely jealous,” said the Lethbridge native. “You envy what they’ve done and you’re really excited for a lot of guys.”

Now he’s excited for himself.

Wearing No. 23 in the town that Michael Jordan owns — “So I’ve been told . . . but I never chose the number” — Versteeg has made seven appearances, including a two-point performance in the only date so far at the United Center.

“Amazing,” the winger said. “Fans at the end of the game gave me a big cheer for having come back to the city. Very special, because it shows that you made a mark during your time there.”

In his first season with the Blackhawks, 2008-09, Versteeg had been named a Calder Trophy finalist. The media’s first crack at him after that announcement had been in Calgary, prior to Game 3 against the Flames.

“It seems like forever ago,” said Versteeg, sitting only 10 feet away from where the Calder Trophy scrum had taken place. “It feels like a long, long time ago. It feels like a lot has happened since then. Fortunate to win a Stanley Cup. Also being traded a couple times. Having some pretty serious injuries that have held me back.

“Hopefully getting back into this jersey will turn my luck around.”

WAITING GAME

Bob Hartley shed some light — although not much — on Karri Ramo’s next assignment.

“Karri will be playing shortly,” the Calgary Flames coach said after Wednesday’s morning skate.

Perhaps one of the weekend games in California? (The Flames visit Anaheim on Friday, Los Angeles on Saturday.)

“Shortly,” Hartley repeated.

Since Halloween, the Finnish goalie has received only a single start — a loss Nov. 8 in Colorado. So he waits.

“Obviously, you want to play,” said Ramo, 27. “You just have to be patient. Obviously, it’s not easy. Every day you’re not playing, it’s harder and harder. But it’s the job. In hockey, there is only one net. So you have to work your ass off every time you’re on the (practice) ice. It’s not a game, but it’s the only thing you can do.

“You just have to believe in yourself and be ready when the next time happens. Go puck by puck, it’s pretty simple. You can’t be your own enemy in this kind of situation.”

C-NOTES: LW T.J. Galiardi (back) wasn’t available for the game. “(Tuesday) we went to his house to treat him,” said Hartley, “but he’s still not in the (Saddledome). He’s still seized up.” . . . D Mark Giordano’s brief spin Tuesday had been cause for optimism. The Flames captain hasn’t suited up since cracking his ankle Oct. 21 in Los Angeles. “I didn’t put too much into it,” said Hartley. “But obviously it’s good news when you see the player, (for) the first time, back on the ice . . . basically for a public-skating session. I think he’s going to be re-evaluated shortly. He’s all-out in the gym. So the next step is to be on the ice with his teammates. But when that will happen, I have no timetable.”

Johnson: Underrated Corey Crawford continues to be an afterthought in Team Canada’s goalie discussion

Chicago Blackhawks goalie, who leads the NHL in wins, has teammate Jonathan Toews&#8217;s vote

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 27, 2013
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Corey Crawford led the Chicago Blackhawks to the Stanley Cup last spring but he continues to be an afterthought in the conversation about Team Canada&#8217;s Olympic goalies.
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Flames reference Nov. 3 blueprint for how to beat the defending Stanley Cup champions

Game Day: Chicago Blackhawks at Calgary Flames

Edmonton Oilers find Chicago Blackhawks too much to handle

Corey Crawford’s been one of the stars of a parade. Big one, too. A reported two million souls lining the route.

But outside the city of Chicago, any bouquets, the falling tickertape, that fuzzy, warm feeling of universal acceptance, has been difficult to come by.

“You know what?” reasons the reigning Stanley Cup-winning goaltender of record. “It’s all opinions. Some media have been pretty hard me in the past. And some are still pretty hard on me.

“I don’t care. Honestly. I really don’t care. It wouldn’t change a thing if everyone was on my side, loved everything I did and praised me after every game.

“They’re still just opinions. And good or bad, everybody has one.”

He only leads the league in goaltending W’s, at 16. His Hawks once again find themselves the glittering star atop the Western Conference Christmas tree, with 34 points. Hockey Canada was impressed enough to invite him here as one of five goaltenders selected to its summer Olympic orientation camp.

With the daily parlour game of Pick Team Canada being played out virtually on daily basis across this country, over festive Starbucks gingerbread lattes, in short breaks during cage-match corporate takeover meetings and on countless TV sports panel shows, the Canucks’ Roberto Luongo, the man between the pipes four years ago in Vancouver, and Carey Price of the Montreal Canadiens continue to receive most of the goaltending buzz.

Oh, for a change of pace, the odd anarchist might give a shout out to Phoenix’s scruffy marksman Mike Smith. And Marc-Andre Fleury’s name still pops up occasionally.

Corey Crawford?

Not so much.

OK, sure, nitpickers can quibble away about his goals-against-average (2.43) and save percentage (.912) being down from last season’s stellar numbers (1.94, .926), and the fact that he’s not currently among the league leaders in either category. But neither, for the sake of argument, is Luongo (2.33, .911).

“As the games get bigger,” lauds his boss, Chicago Blackhawks’ coach Joel Quenneville, “he gets bigger.”

There ain’t many bigger than Feb. 23rd at the Bolshoy Ice Dome in Sochi, Russia.

So, taking Coach Q’s assessment into consideration, why doesn’t Corey Crawford’s name at least ever seem to be a part of the Olympic conversation?

“I’m not the guy to ask,” replies Hawks’ captain Jonathan Toews, following Chicago’s Tuesday practice at the Stampede Corral. “You’re the guy who should have the answers to that. People who discuss that sort of thing, who gets attention, who doesn’t . . . that’s the fans, that’s the media.

“For us in this room, we know what type of goaltender he is. I mean, he led us to a Stanley Cup. After coming off a rough season the year before, he was fantastic. You’d think he’d answered all the questions by now.”

Apparently not. Not that it’s anything he isn’t used to by now.

“He played very, very well last year,” chimes in defenceman Duncan Keith, a Sochi shoo-in on Canada’s blueline. “But I think sometimes you’ve got to bide your time to get recognition, for whatever reason. I guess it’s that way for him. He kinda flies under the radar. He’s certainly put in his time and he’s earned everything he’s gotten in his career so I’m sure he doesn’t take anything for granted now. We know what sort of goalie he is, especially in the big games.

“He was invited to the camp in the summer, so the Canadian management obviously has a high opinion of him. They’re aware of how everyone’s playing, so I’m sure they’ll make the right decisions.”

Crawford, as Keith alluded to, has certainly paid his dues. He’s ridden buses in the ‘A’, ridden the pine in the United Center, endured his share of criticism.

“When you go through tough times like Corey did,” says Toews, “it makes you stronger. People criticized him for our first-round loss (2012), dumped it all on his back, which was totally unfair and he handled it better than anyone I know could’ve. Then he’s absolutely amazing for us throughout the playoffs last year.

“So it stumps me. It really does. I don’t understand how anyone could still have questions about Corey Crawford.”

While downplaying his chances of being one of the three goaltenders selected for Sochi, the Olympic experience, the Montreal-born Crawford admits, is one he would relish and some point in his career.

That’s one parade he doesn’t want to pass him by.

“It’s definitely a goal of mine. For sure. I think it’d be a large step in my career to be able make that team. But I’m not thinking about that right now, other than when you guys ask me. We’ve been so busy, focusing on what we’re doing here in Chicago. I’m more concerned with my game. Just let it play out. I don’t know what they’re thinking. I really can’t control what happens.

“I can just go out, play, and see what happens.”

The bigger the game, the bigger he is, said Quenneville.

Jonathan Toews, of course, was there with Corey Crawford in the inferno of Boston’s TD Garden on June 24th with a Stanley Cup title on the line.

Would he then, he was asked, feel as confident with him between the pipes Feb. 23rd and a gold-medal on the line in Sochi?

The captain didn’t so much as blink before answering.

“Absolutely.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Flames reference Nov. 3 blueprint for how to beat the defending Stanley Cup champions

Things have gone south for Calgary ever since knocking off the Blackhawks in Chicago that night

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldNovember 27, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s Mike Cammalleri looks for an opening while battling Niklas Hjalmarsson in front of Chicago Blackhawks netminder Corey Crawford during a meeting between the teams earlier this month. Calgary won that game 3-2 in overtime, giving them a possible blueprint for doing it again on Wednesday at the Saddledome.

Calgary’s Mike Cammalleri looks for an opening while battling Niklas Hjalmarsson in front of Chicago Blackhawks netminder Corey Crawford during a meeting between the teams earlier this month. Calgary won that game 3-2 in overtime, giving them a possible blueprint for doing it again on Wednesday at the Saddledome.
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Three weeks ago, the Calgary Flames were celebrating a well-deserved 3-2 overtime victory at Chicago’s United Center over the defending Stanley Cup champions.

So, based on past experiences, there are certain life lessons that can be applied to Wednesday’s rematch at the Scotiabank Saddledome (8 p.m., TSN, SN960).

“Not turning the puck over,” listed Lee Stempniak, who was missed the Nov. 3 game as he dealt with a broken foot back home. “Just trying to slow them down. If we can get in front of them or angle them to the boards and not give them any time to cut back to the middle and wind up, it slows down their attack and forces them to one side of the ice.”

Which they did in abundance the last time they saw the Blackhawks. The Flames, in fact, had been playing their finest hockey of the season.

“I thought that was one of our best games of the year as a team,” said Flames forward Joe Colborne. “We got in on the forecheck and asserted our role. The more we control the puck, the less they have it.”

But, the reality is, the Hawks are simply too skilled and too offensively gifted for that to last all game.

Which is where rookie goalie Reto Berra comes in.

“When it comes down to it, our goalie is going to have to be ready to make some saves because they’re going to get their chances,” Colborne said. “You just hope you’re going to minimize them and you just hope Reto’s going to stop them.”

With goosebumps on his arms and nerves during his first National Hockey League game, Berra had dazzled and made 42 saves on 44 shots. The two goals that eluded him were due to a lack of defensive coverage (Patrick Kane’s second-period marker) and on a five-on-three power play (Marian Hossa’s one-timer after Kane distractedly dipsy-doodled around). Kris Russell, of course, eventually netted the overtime winner.

After that effort, the Flames hit a road-bump and went on a six-game losing skid. They have been letting bad habits slip into their game (slow starts, for example), but the pressure was somewhat relieved when they won twice in shootouts against Winnipeg and Florida last week and lost in overtime to Columbus.

“I think at the time, we did have some things going well for us as far as the way our structure was and we’ve gotten away from it a little bit,” Michael Cammalleri said. “We need to get back to that. Definitely a tight set defensive structure is necessary against a team with so many weapons.”

Chicago’s weapons consist of all four of their lines which attack in waves. Meaning, according to Colborne, they’ll need to apply pressure every chance they get.

“They’re one of the top teams in the league and the defending Cup champs for a reason,” Colborne said. “They have so much firepower up front and now adding (Kris) Versteeg is just another weapon for them. You can’t afford to make mistakes against this team. They capitalize and get their momentum going and it’s dangerous.”

Playing against Hawks, head coach Bob Hartley said, brings out the best in everyone.

He sees the game as another measuring stick in his rebuilding squad’s development.

“The challenge will be the same (Wednesday),” he said. “They’re unbelievable players, world-class players. They have two Stanley Cup championships under their belts and there are many Olympic players on this team. They’re on top of the league for a reason. It’s a nice challenge.

“We’re playing better and there are many parts of our game that are improving. I think it’s going to be a good gauge for us.”

ICE CHIPS . . . Some good news followed Tuesday’s practice. Flames captain Mark Giordano took to the ice for an individual session which was his first since breaking his ankle on Oct. 21. Originally given a timetable of six-to-eight weeks to return, Giordano (who didn’t speak to the media on Tuesday) is undergoing tests this week and the Flames should have an update on his progress soon . . . Despite his nagging knee injury, left-winger Curtis Glencross managed to spread some good will Tuesday, donating the proceeds of his Glencross Invitational Charity Roughstock Event to charity in the province. Over $280,000 was raised with $112,000 going to Hockey Alberta and $168,000 going to the Ronald McDonald House central Alberta. The summertime event featured bull, bronc, and bareback riding.

kodland@calgaryherald.com

John MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers coach Dallas Eakins teaches atop recent successes

Young team still learning how to play the 200-foot game

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalDecember 3, 2013

EDMONTON - Whether it’s Olympic men’s team head coach Mike Babcock, a national junior team representative or, in his own fashion, Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins, you can’t go two strides without hearing a reference, direct or oblique, to the importance of the 200-foot game in hockey.

Players won’t be going to the 2014 Winter Games in Sochi, Russia unless they are demonstrably proficient at it. Same thing for the Under-20 players invited Monday to the national world junior team’s selection camp.

Defenceman Darnell Nurse, a highly regarded Oilers prospect, for instance, was left off the list. Team Canada head scout Ryan Jankowski suggested that Nurse, who plays for the OHL’s Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, has been trying to do too much, rather than keeping his game simple — up and down the ice.

So, you can overdo it, apparently.

The Oilers themselves, fresh off an impressive comeback overtime victory over the Dallas Stars, their fifth victory in seven matches, continue to learn how to play the 200-foot game.

The returns have been positive lately, which is good. There’s nothing like a little positive reinforcement to enhance the learning process, especially with young people.

On Monday, following two brief tune-up sessions with the first and second power play units, Eakins talked about that process, about the importance of being “in the battle,” let alone winning it. He liked the way the Oilers gutted out a victory in Dallas, the way they hung around and found the proverbial way to win.

Early in the season, in tough times, “We’d kind of go in and half-fight for the puck,” Eakins said. “I think (assistant coach) Keith Acton said it best: ‘You’ve got to treat that puck like it’s your wallet, like they’re trying to take your wallet right now.’

“Well, you’re certainly going to fight somebody for your wallet. We’ve got to fight the same way for the puck. Again, baby steps. (We’re) not near where we need to be, but getting better.”

With the Oilers, the tease is the obvious offensive mastery the likes of Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner, David Perron, Ales Hemsky et al display during stretches of four-on-four play.

The Oilers dazzled in overtime in Dallas, for example, and would have ended things before the shootout, absent the heroic goaltending by Kari Lehtonen.

“If we get open ice and we’re playing four-on-four, we’re dangerous,” Eakins said. “When we get to overtimes, our guys are going, or on four-on-fours during the game. Our team is good with a lot of open ice.”

Eakins might quibble about the shot frequency, whether it’s four-on-four, five-on-five or on the power play. But that’s the thing about having won five of the last seven — issues like shooting the puck seem more like quibbling, like fine-tuning.

“I still would like us to be a group that is constantly in those mid-30s, I think that’s a good spot to get to,” said Eakins, whose charges recorded 33 shots against Dallas. “But you could go through every rush, every power play and find places where you could shoot the puck more.

“It’s something that we continue to encourage. But the one thing about our group is they’re more pass-first guys. They’re excellent passers.

“These guys can find people off the back of the net, make seam passes. It’s not their first inclination to shoot and it’s one of those habits that we’re trying to add to their bag ... that ‘hey, we’re going to shoot the puck first and look for second chances.’”

That means more of the old staple of getting pucks and bodies to the opposing net, which is not lost on Nugent-Hopkins, for one. So, on a line that includes Hall and Eberle, who draws the short straw and goes to the net?

“I think that’s got to be everybody, at some point,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “I try to get to the net, I think both the other two try to get to the net, as much as possible.

“But we’ve got to make a conscious effort to do that, sometimes. We talked about it a little bit (Sunday), that we were working the cycle play really well, but then we weren’t getting pucks on net and we weren’t getting guys going there.

“You’ve got to pick your opportunities, but you have to make sure you get there.”

Former baseball manager Joe Torre believed the time to get after his players was when things were going well, not badly.

On Monday, following a road trip in which the club collected four of a possible six points, it was time for more teaching by Eakins, in a focused sort of way.

He had the club’s first and second power play units on the ice, one at a time, in an effort to “reset them” after a “bit of a hiccup” on the road. The Oilers are two-for-20 on the power play the last four games, including a one-for-13 drought on the road trip.

“We ran our breakouts that we normally run, with a bit more detail on where we we’re going to be,” Eakins said. “And then (in the offensive zone), we went right to the basics of the power play, the very basics of it.

“I encouraged them to move the puck a little bit quicker. They were in the right spots and, boy, did it look good five-on-0.”

More baby steps, more teaching. It’s a process.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter

Competition in Edmonton Oilers net seems to be paying off

Ilya Bryzgalov scored all three starts on road trip while Devan Dubnyk still considers himself the team&#8217;s No. 1 goalie

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalDecember 3, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk stops a shot during the shootout against the host Dallas Stars on Dec. 1, 2013. The Oilers won 3-2.
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Ask Matty: ‘Opening it up’ in NHL difficult when defence comes first

Oilers rally to win in shootout against Stars

Someone pulled the plug on Oilers’ power play

EDMONTON - Devan Dubnyk says he still considers himself the Edmonton Oilers’ top goalie.

But it looks like head coach Dallas Eakins envisions a Nos. 1 and 1a situation with Dubnyk and Ilya Bryzgalov as the Toronto Maple Leafs are doing with Jonathan Bernier and James Reimer.

“Both of our guys are playing well now, and these aren’t easy decisions,” Eakins said following practice Monday.

Bryzgalov started all three games on their just-completed road trip, with Dubnyk coming out of the bullpen twice — when Bryzgalov was bowled over by Dallas Stars forward Ryan Garbutt and when the Oilers hung Bryzgalov out to dry and he gave up four goals to the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Dubnyk, who was terrific in relief Sunday in Dallas, will get the start against the Phoenix Coyotes Tuesday at Rexall Place with Bryzgalov’s medical update still forthcoming — Bryzgalov appeared to hurt his head/neck in the collision. The Oilers recalled Jason LaBarbera from the AHL’s Oklahoma City Barons on Monday afternoon and sent defenceman Corey Potter down to the farm team.

When asked if he still considers him the No. 1, he didn’t flinch.

“Absolutely, I still do,” said Dubnyk, who made two or three excellent stops when the Stars led 2-1 and were pressing for a third goal.

Eakins, who used to coach Reimer with the AHL’s Toronto Marlies, certainly sees how well the Reimer-Bernier tandem is playing with the Leafs, who’ve been repeatedly outshot but still have managed to scrape together points in the Eastern Conference.

He opted to go with Bryzgalov in Dallas to end the road trip, even after he gave up the four in Columbus, maybe because his family had flown in from New Jersey for the game or maybe he’d taken a look at Dubnyk’s lowly record against the Stars over the years (one win), or a combination of both. All we know is competition is healthy.

Easier than having no goalies going.

When Dubnyk was struggling the first couple of weeks and then-backup LaBarbera wasn’t getting the job done before being sent to the AHL farm, the Oilers needed a save. Now they’re getting lots of them.

Both Dubnyk and Bryzgalov are unrestricted free-agents at the end of the season and the betting is one of them will be offered up at the trade deadline if the Oilers get a suitor because they’d rather not have both goalies free to walk away July 1.

But that’s tomorrow. This is today.

“I like the battle but the end result for the battle, and it’s a friendly one, is that somebody takes it (the starting job),” Eakins said.

“As soon as I say that, I don’t want the other guy to let him take it. But I like battles at positions. You need that right through your lineup ... you need it in Oklahoma City, where they’re getting ready to challenge guys here, you need guys farther down in our lineup pushing the top guys.”

Dubnyk has put in 9-1/2 years with the organization since they took him the first round (14th overall) in 2004.

He is coming to a crossroads. It appears the Oilers are unsure of the future in net now that Bryzgalov is on the scene, but Dubnyk remains steadfast in his ability.

Always the good soldier, Dubnyk, who has only given up more than two goals in a game twice in his last seven appearances, doesn’t mind a goalie tag-team as long as the two feed off another and the team chews off some victories.

“If it (goalie tandem) gets both of us going, it’ll be a good situation,” he said. “As long as we’re both playing well and we’re winning games, it’s OK to go that way.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Ask Matty: ‘Opening it up’ in NHL difficult when defence comes first

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalDecember 2, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers winger David Perron tries to get the puck past Dallas Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen during their game Sunday, Dec. 1, 2013, in Dallas.
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Ask Matty: Chemistry with Anaheim Ducks works well for Dustin Penner

Ask Matty: Three-point NHL regulation wins would be a non-starter due to wide disparity it could bring to standings

Ask Matty: Edmonton Oilers head coach’s job safe

Q: I often hear hockey commentators suggest that a team losing by a couple of goals will need to “open it up,” presumably to sacrifice defence to score some goals to get back into the game. Teams don’t really do this, do they? Today’s coaches preach about getting offence from sound defensive play. Is it even relevant anymore? I don’t see many 7-5 games in today’s NHL.

(Dino Noce)

A: Players want to “open it up” from the opening faceoff — end-to-end rushes are way more fun than taking the body — but coaches refuse to let teams run wild. Even down a couple, teams have to navigate a chain-link-fence defence. You are right, goals are at a premium. I believe it’s 5.3 goals a game now. Personally, I long for the old days when 7-4 was a regular Oilers result. If the NHL went to four-on-four play, we’d see that, but it only happens in overtime for the most part.

Q: How did the Oilers lose all their great goalies — ‘Cujo’, Tommy Salo and Bill Ranford? And whom do you think was their best-ever goalie?

(Philip Chin)

A: Let’s start with the second part first. Grant Fuhr. He’s their only goalie in the Hockey Hall of Fame. He’s one of the top 6-8 goalies of all-time. Curtis Joseph, a.k.a. Cujo, signed as a free-agent with the Maple Leafs in 1998 when then-GM Glen Sather didn’t push hard enough to keep him. He signed a four-yer deal for $16-million. Salo was traded to Colorado for Tom Gilbert in 2004 to back up now-Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy. Salo is a stretch as a “great” goalie. He was good for several years, but never all-world. Ranford, who won the Conn Smythe Trophy as playoff MVP in 1990 when the Oilers got their fifth and last Stanley Cup, was traded to Boston 1996 for Mariusz Czerkawski, Sean Brown and a first-round pick (Mathieu Descoteaux). Ranford is now goalie coach in Los Angeles. Salo is living back in Sweden and is GM of Leksands (Filip Forsberg’s old team) at last look. Cujo is retired, living in Ontario and was a goalie coach for Newmarket of the OJHL.

Q: Everybody is blasting the Isles. Mulligan on the Moulson trade? Vanek has done squat. No chemistry with John Tavares at all.

(Michael Clarke)

A: The New York Islanders, currently in the bottom five, are the most disappointing team in the league after a stirring lockout season and then giving Pittsburgh all they could handle in Round 1 of last spring’s playoffs. They have poor goaltending and not nearly enough good defenders after Travis Hamonic and Andrew MacDonald, who are being worked to exhaustion. Somebody is going to pay for this, and head coach Jack Capuano could take the fall. Really, general manager Garth Snow is at fault, though. He did not fix an obvious hole in net over the summer. Evgeni Nabokov, now hurt, has been playing like Salo in his last days with the Oilers. Not nearly enough good games. The Moulson-for-Vanek trade with the Sabres was a head-scratcher considering Snow should have been all over goalie Ryan Miller instead. Vanek should be lighting it up with Isles captain John Tavares but has just four goals in 11 games. Moulson has four in 15 for Buffalo. Both guys will most likely get traded at the deadline. Should be interesting how much Vanek will fetch because the prevailing opinion is the Minnesota Wild will sign him in the summer because that’s where he lives and went to school. I can’t imagine the Sabres could get four pieces as they did with Jason Pominville last season, but who knows?

Q: Did I miss any blogs about the fall of Paul MacLean?

(@CallawayLong)

A: Winning coach of the year as MacLean did in the lockout season is often a curse. Truth is the Senators played better last year when they didn’t have centre Jason Spezza (back), defenceman Erik Larsson (Achilles tear) and goalie Craig Anderson (knee). They sucked it up, showing great resilience and surprisingly made the playoffs. Anderson is having a very cold year (3.51 avg, .891 save percentage) after a very strong 2013 season before he hurt his knee. Karlsson is getting points but isn’t in any conversations for defenceman of the year, and a possible Spezza-Bobby Ryan marriage didn’t come off. Ryan is on a second line. MacLean’s team usually starts in a hole, only scoring first in nine of their 27 games; they need another puck-mover to help Karlsson, and Milan Michalek is having a crumby season as a top-six forward. MacLean didn’t get dumb overnight, but players make coaches. This year, he looks like most losing coaches behind the bench, muttering to himself. At least he has a three-year contact in his pocket.

Got a question for the Journal’s Hockey Hall of Fame writer? Email him one at jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com or tweet him on Twitter:@NHLbyMatty.

Someone pulled the plug on Oilers’ power play

Edmonton has scored only one goal in last 19 opportunities with man advantage

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalDecember 2, 2013
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David Perron scores the clinching goal in the shootout on Dallas Stars netminder Kari Lehtonen as the Edmonton Oilers defeated the Dallas Stars 3-2 on Sunday in a National Hockey League game at the American Airlines Center in Dallas.

David Perron scores the clinching goal in the shootout on Dallas Stars netminder Kari Lehtonen as the Edmonton Oilers defeated the Dallas Stars 3-2 on Sunday in a National Hockey League game at the American Airlines Center in Dallas.

Photograph by: Ronald Martinez, Getty Images

More on This Story

Oilers rally to win in shootout against Stars

Canadian world junior hockey team has plenty of question marks

Hockey World: Spruce Grove’s Scrivens a revelation in net for Kings

Dallas — It may be more than a tweak here or there that awaits the Edmonton Oilers’ power play.

The Oilers have had the man advantage 19 times in the last four games, including six power plays against the Dallas Stars in Sunday’s 3-2 shootout win, but only one goal to show for it.

“It’s amazing how your power play can be so hot and so good, then what is it a week later? And we can’t seem to get anything going,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins.

“We couldn’t sustain any pressure, so we’re probably going to have to shake that right up, get new units going.”

In nine games between Nov. 5 and 22, the Oilers scored 11 power-play goals.

“Good power plays know how to move it around and make nice passes and do those things, but they shoot and they create chaos at the net. That’s key,” said Oilers captain Andrew Ference. “You might be able to generate one or two scoring chances with really pretty plays, but goalies are good, defences are good, so you do need multiple chances to be consistently dangerous.”

Gordon sits out game with injury

Boyd Gordon, who has been a resilient player for the Oilers, has what is believed to be a shoulder injury.

It kept him out of the lineup against the Stars, opening the door for Will Acton to step into the lineup.

“Huge loss,” said Eakins. “Boyd has been our best penalty killer. He takes critical faceoffs ... he’s one of the top faceoff guys in the league; a guy we rely on heavily.

“We have some centremen who are suffering greatly in the faceoff circle and it’s killing us. The importance of having the puck all the time, especially for your top line, is critical. If you don’t win the faceoff, then you at least chase the puck for 15, 20 seconds. We have to get better at that.”

Gordon is leading all NHL forwards with 39 blocked shots, and has won 58.3 per cent of his draws.

The Oilers were successful on faceoffs a mere 39 per cent of the time against the Stars. Only Mark Arcobello (10 of 18) was on the plus side of the equation.

“That’s something we have to get better at, myself included. It’s a part of the game I want to work on,” said Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who finished at 47 per cent.

“We’ll see how it is today and tomorrow and go from there. It’s nothing serious. I’ll just try to recover as fast as I can,” said Gordon, who was hurt in Friday’s game against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Eakins said Gordon didn’t want to leave the bench after he was injured, but he did not play the veteran in the third period with the Oilers losing 4-0.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Edmonton Oilers lament lack of urgency

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 30, 2013
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Columbus Blue Jackets&#8217; Artem Anisimov, right, carries the puck in front of Edmonton Oilers&#8217; Jordan Eberle in the third period of their NHL hockey in Columbus, Ohio, Friday on Nov. 29, 2013.

Columbus Blue Jackets’ Artem Anisimov, right, carries the puck in front of Edmonton Oilers’ Jordan Eberle in the third period of their NHL hockey in Columbus, Ohio, Friday on Nov. 29, 2013.
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Blue Jackets capitalize on Oilers' mental mistakes

Photos: Blue Jackets trounce Oilers

Staples: Nugent-Hopkins gets highest grade on Oilers report card for first third of season

Dallas – Regrets? The Edmonton Oilers had a few when they left Columbus with a 4-2 loss.

Unable to duplicate the game they had played a night earlier against the Nashville Predators, they moved on to Dallas with a record of 4-2 in their last six games. In their previous 11, they were an abysmal 1-9-1 — all the more reason to regret their lack of urgency against the Blue Jackets.

They will take on the Stars in Dallas on Sunday, then head home for a five-game homestand that opens Tuesday against the Phoenix Coyotes.

“We just couldn’t execute,” said Jordan Eberle. “It’s frustrating when you get a win in Nashville then come out with an effort like this. Plain and simple, we had to win this game and we didn’t.

“It would have felt a lot better (going into Dallas) if we could have won this one. We would have had a lot of momentum.”

Instead, the players will revert to their recent objective, which is to avoid doubling up on losses. It’s a modest goal, to be sure, but with a record of 8-17-2 and 13 Western Conference teams ahead of them in the standings, there’s not much else to shoot for.

“We have to go into Dallas with the mindset that we can’t be a hockey team that loses two in a row. We have to go get that one,” said Sam Gagner.

“We have to be ready. It’s really important that guys are doing the right things so when the puck drops we have urgency all over the ice.”

“It’s too easy to get lost in long road trips or big stretches of games where you lose focus on the task at hand,” said captain Andrew Ference, “so that’s the goal. We’ve done better on some nights than others, but I do think we’re doing better for preparing for each game rather than melding them all into each other.”

Head coach Dallas Eakins said after Friday’s loss that he was going to continue stressing fitness as he was certain that one his team’s downfalls against the Blue Jackets was their inability to pick up where they had left off in the 3-0 win over the Predators.

“We were not mentally sharp,” he said. “I firmly believe we looked fatigued. Some people don’t like my emphasis on fitness (but) that was a great illustration tonight as to why it’s so important to me.”

OIL DROPS

The Stars will be without defenceman Stephane Robidas who suffered a fractured leg in Friday’s 2-1 shootout loss to the Chicago Blackhawks. He’ll be out four to six months, which opens the door for a few prospective pinchhitters, including call-up Jamie Oleksiak … The Oilers’ Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is on a five-game point streak (one goal, seven assists) … Dallas, 6-3-1 in their last 10, blanked the Oilers 3-0 in the first meeting of the season. Kari Lehtonen made 22 saves in the Nov. 13 contest at Rexall Place.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Blue Jackets capitalize on Oilers' mental mistakes

Bryzgalov surrenders four goals on 23 shots before being removed from game after second period

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 30, 2013
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Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Sergi Bobrovsky watches the puck after stopping a shot by Sam Gagner of the Edmonton Oilers during Friday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Nationwide Arena in Columbus, Ohio.

Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Sergi Bobrovsky watches the puck after stopping a shot by Sam Gagner of the Edmonton Oilers during Friday’s National Hockey League game at Nationwide Arena in Columbus, Ohio.
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Staples: Nugent-Hopkins gets highest grade on Oilers report card for first third of season

Bryzgalov records 31st career shutout in win over Predators

COLUMBUS, Ohio — There should have been some residual traces of the team that effectively dispatched the Nashville Predators on Thursday night.

Instead, the Edmonton Oilers lumbered out to the ice on Friday only to find themselves on the losing end of a 4-2 decision at the hands of the Columbus Blue Jackets.

“There were just a lot of head-shaking moments on our bench, not only from the coaches but from the players with the mental mistakes that were being made,” said head coach Dallas Eakins, whose Oilers had fallen behind 4-0 by the second intermission.

“We were not mentally sharp. We just seemed to be a second late all night.”

Eight minutes after the opening faceoff, Ryan Johansen picked up a loose puck and snapped it under the crossbar to give the Blue Jackets a 1-0 lead. It was only the second shot on net for Columbus, and the first goal allowed by netminder Ilya Bryzgalov since Andrew Shaw scored at 18:02 of the third period in Monday’s 5-1 loss to the Chicago Blackhawks.

Bryzgalov was back in the net after his 33-save shutout in Thursday’s 3-0 win over the Nashville Predators.

Three minor penalties in the first three minutes of the second period cost the Oilers dearly.

During the five-on-three with defencemen Nick Schultz and Jeff Petry in the penalty box, Artem Anisimov deflected a pass from Matt Calvert past Bryzgalov. Seven minutes later, Nick Foligno tapped in his sixth goal of the season.

Meanwhile, the Oilers were unable to convert their three power-play chances in the first 40 minutes. By game’s end, the unit was one-for-seven, courtesy of David Perron’s goal with the man advantage at 15:39 of the third period.

“They outplayed us. It’s unacceptable,” said Jordan Eberle. “That was an opportunity that could have been huge for us moving forward and we let it drop.”

After Jack Skille whipped in an even-strength marker late in the second period, Eakins turned to goaltender Devan Dubnyk for the final 20 minutes, in part to see if he could shake up his team.

Bryzgalov was on the hook for four goals on 23 shots.

“(Thursday’s) first period was so much tighter from our standpoint. It’s not like we played the same game and just had an unlucky outcome,” said captain Andrew Ference. “It was a much better fundamental game (in Nashville).

“Tonight, the first was sloppy. In the second, frustration and penalties got in our way, then in the third ... it’s easy to play when you’re behind because you just go.

“We played better, but by that point, trying to erase a 4-0 deficit is tough for any team.”

The Oilers, who also got a third-period goal from Sam Gagner, pack an 8-17-2 record to Dallas to close out their road trip against the Stars at 4 p.m. MST Sunday.

“When I see our faceoff numbers tonight (41 per cent), when I see us take a couple of questionable penalties, when I see us be a second late, more importantly, when I see the mental mistakes, that equals fatigue and fatigue makes cowards of us all,” said Eakins.

“Some people don’t like my emphasis on fitness, but that’s a great illustration tonight as to why it’s so important to me.”

“Unacceptable,” agreed Gagner. “No matter how you feel, you have to find a way to get the most out of your game. You’re not going to be the go-to guy every night. You’re not going to put up goals every night, but you have to find a way to do the right things and make sure your habits are where they need to be. You have to find a way to compete and win battles and play with urgency and we didn’t do that enough.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Blue Jackets take advantage of Oilers penalties

Edmonton had four defenceman penalized in first half of second period, three within 1:40 of each other

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 30, 2013
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David Perron of the Edmonton Oilers tries to kick the puck up to his stick before Corey Tropp of the Columbus Blue Jackets can steal it during Friday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Nationwide Arena at Columbus, Ohio.

David Perron of the Edmonton Oilers tries to kick the puck up to his stick before Corey Tropp of the Columbus Blue Jackets can steal it during Friday’s National Hockey League game at Nationwide Arena at Columbus, Ohio.
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Blue Jackets capitalize on Oilers' mental mistakes

Columbus, Ohio — For the last several weeks, the Edmonton Oilers penalty-killing units were the least of the team’s trouble spots.

They had allowed only three goals in the last 11 games.

Fast-forward to Friday, when the Oilers struggled to stay out of the penalty box and were unable to prevent the Columbus Blue Jackets from scoring a pair of momentum-shifting power-play goals in the second period of a 4-2 loss at Nationwide Arena.

The Oilers’ power play, meanwhile, eked out just one goal — a late third-period conversion from David Perron — despite having the man advantage for a total of 13 minutes and two seconds.

“Penalty trouble happens when you’re not playing with urgency and you’re not doing the right things to win hockey games,” said Sam Gagner. “Early on, our habits weren’t what they needed to be and we weren’t sharp enough our power play early.

“You have to be better on the special teams. That’s something we have to focus on.”

Early in the second period, defencemen Nick Schultz (tripping) and Jeff Petry (delay of game) were assessed minor penalties, then another blue-liner, Andrew Ference (interference), was penalized 1:22 later.

Artem Anisimov turned the five-on-three power-play into 2-0 lead.

Seven minutes later, when defenceman Justin Schultz was assessed another interference infraction, Nick Foligno converted the power-play opportunity.

“On a lot of nights, you want to feed off your power play and feed off the chances you get and our first power play was just abysmal,” head coach Dallas Eakins said. “We couldn’t get into our breakout, we couldn’t get into a setup. I think we gave up an odd-man rush. We weren’t ready to go out of the gate.

“(And) when you get down to a five-on-three, especially long ones, those are usually going to end up in your net. It’s hard in the NHL to defend those. That definitely hurt us.

“We weren’t able to kill the five-on-four either, so you’re playing from behind big time. You can’t chase the game in this league.”

Gordon reluctantly sits in third period

Boyd Gordon, who was toughing it out with an upper body injury, possibly his shoulder, did not play in the third period.

Eakins didn’t want to risk any further damage in a game that was already out of hand.

“That guy is as hard as nails and refused to stay in the (dressing) room,” said Eakins. “He came back out, but when it got to (4-0), even though he wouldn’t leave the bench, I wasn’t putting him back out there. I didn’t think it was necessary for him to battle on.

“Hopefully, we can get it under control and he’ll be available for Dallas.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Bryzgalov records 31st career shutout in win over Predators

Goaltender makes 33 saves in first start with the Oilers

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 29, 2013
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Nashville Predators forward Viktor Stalberg collides with Edmonton Oilers goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov during Thursday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at the Bridgestone Arena in Nashville.

Nashville Predators forward Viktor Stalberg collides with Edmonton Oilers goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov during Thursday’s National Hockey League game at the Bridgestone Arena in Nashville.
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Photos: Oilers shut the door on Predators

Ilya Bryzgalov hopes to give Edmonton Oilers kickstart

Justin Schultz still growing into Edmonton Oilers blue-line role

Nashville — Ilya Bryzgalov was a man of few words after he efficiently registered his 31st career shutout in his first start for the Edmonton Oilers on Thursday.

Yes, it was great to get a shutout.

Yes, he felt good out there.

Yes, the team played well in front of him.

It didn’t matter. The end result said it all.

Bryzgalov turned away 33 shots in the Oilers’ 3-0 victory over the Nashville Predators at Bridgestone Arena and may even get another start on Friday when the Oilers take on the Blue Jackets at Columbus, Ohio.

He was the first goalie to earn a shutout in his Oilers debut since Jussi Markkenen accomplished the feat 12 years ago to the day in a 2-0 win over the Anaheim Ducks.

“He was solid. He looked big in the net. Check marks right across the page for him. Excellent job,” said head coach Dallas Eakins, who also has the option of giving the net back to Devan Dubnyk, who posted his first shutout of the season in a 7-0 win over the Blue Jackets on Nov. 19.

“There were never any nerves,” Eakins continued. “It was a game from start to finish that everybody played well. They stuck with what we’re trying to do. They supported each other. Kind of a textbook game start to finish.”

The U.S. Thanksgiving Day contest was one of only two NHL games played on the American holiday.

It opened with an eight-minute stretch with the Predators and Oilers exchanging one shot each, and remained scoreless until Edmonton struck for a pair of four-on-four goals in a quick 51-second span.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins redirected a dandy pass from defenceman Jeff Petry at 5:32 of the second period, then Taylor Hall, after a pass from Sam Gagner, beat Nashville goaltender Marek Mazanec.

“We’re a pretty fast and skilled team, so with opportunities like that we should get some chances when we play our game,” said Nugent-Hopkins. “I don’t think we were cheating on the four-on-four either, which was really good to see.”

Jordan Eberle added an empty-net goal while Bryzgalov seemingly picked up where he left off after his 34 minutes of relief against the Chicago Blackhawks on Monday.

It was Bryzgalov’s first shutout since Feb 18.

It didn’t matter to the Oilers that it came against the lowest-scoring team in the Western Conference. They were intent on not turning the 5-1 loss to the Blackhawks into the start of another five-game losing streak.

Edmonton is 4-1 in its last five games, 8-16-2 on the season.

“We have put ourselves in a hole with our record, but we don’t want to lose two in a row for the rest of the year,” said Hall. “We want to be a consistent team, a team that bounces back after an effort like that (Chicago game).

“We played a complete game. It seemed like the forwards and defencemen were really in sync, we were moving to each other. It always seemed like there was an open guy.

“This isn’t an easy building to play in by any means, so far us to come in and show an effort like that ... that was a game where we could have really tried to take it to them and turn pucks over and play to their strengths, but we didn’t do that.”

The Predators have been shutout six times this season, three times on home ice. They have scored 60 goals in 26 games — five fewer than the Minnesota Wild, eight less than the Oilers.

“We talked before the game and said we need to get in the hard areas and we need to throw some pucks in the net,” Nashville coach Barry Trotz said. “You know (Bryzgalov) hasn’t played for a while and he might be a little rusty ... obviously, we didn’t play hard enough in those hard areas. He wasn’t that busy.”

OIL DROPS: Predators defenceman Shea Weber, who is a lock for Canada’s Olympic hockey team, left the game after he was struck by a puck under his right eye. He did not return to the game.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Seth Jones’s promise with Nashville Predators gleams despite inconsistent play

Rookie NHL defenceman &#8216;is going to be a good player,&#8217; according to head coach Barry Trotz

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 28, 2013
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Seth Jones of the Nashville Predators looks on prior to the game against the New Jersey Devils on Nov. 10, 2013, at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.

Seth Jones of the Nashville Predators looks on prior to the game against the New Jersey Devils on Nov. 10, 2013, at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.
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Justin Schultz still growing into Edmonton Oilers blue-line role

Ilya Bryzgalov hopes to give Edmonton Oilers kickstart

Oilers have options if Yakupov can’t play

Ask Matty: Chemistry with Anaheim Ducks works well for Dustin Penner

EDMONTON - “That goal in Montreal was pretty cool for me,” he said. “There was only 1:30 left ... and there’s so much history in that building.”

The Nashville Predators rookie defenceman also had another moment recently when he realized he was in the big leagues.

“I played against Detroit and (Pavel) Datsyuk kind of put it through my legs. I almost broke my ankle,” said Jones.

“Some ups and downs so far ... .”

Jones, 19, was snapped up by the Predators with the fourth pick overall in last June’s NHL entry draft and then played his way onto the opening day roster out of training camp. He took on even more minutes after fellow blue-liner Roman Josi suffered a concussion and missed 10 games.

Josi has since returned to roster, but Jones continues to hone his game.

“He’s still got a lot to learn in terms of the game, but his ability and his maturity on and off the ice for his age are exceptional,” said head coach Barry Trotz, adding that Jones has the ideal mentor in Shea Weber.

“Just like any 19-year-old, he’ll wow you with his ability, then at times he’ll look like a typical 19-year-old with some of his plays. He’s got a lot to learn, but he’s going to be a real good player.”

Jones not only leads NHL rookie defencemen with an average playing time of 23 minutes, he’s in the top 30 in the league. With his mobility and ability to shift from the right side to the left, as well as his experience on both the power-play and penalty-killing units, there’s even talk that he could play his way on to the U.S. Olympic team.

Jones said it’s tough to dismiss all visions of becoming an Olympian, but he’s trying focus on the task at hand, which starts with finding that elusive consistency.

“I didn’t expect to play so much, to be honest,” he said. “Part of that was Josi getting injured at the beginning of the season, but I feel good, I feel confident. There have been ups and downs so far — and I know there will be many more — but I am trying to stay consistent.

“My minutes have dropped to around 20 the last few games and I think that’s the right move. Everyone wants to play as much as they can, but at the same time, (coach) knows I’m still young and that I have a long way to go.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

EDMONTON — At this stage, 65 games into his NHL career, Edmonton Oilers defenceman Justin Schultz is no Erik Karlsson or P.K. Subban — he’s not yet the young swashbuckling blueliner the Ottawa Senators or the Montreal Canadiens enjoy in those two, respectively.

Oilers fans have hoped for that from Schultz, whom the Oilers signed as a prized free agent in the summer of 2012, but he’s not there yet as he and his team face the host Nashville Predators on Thursday.

Schultz is not leading forays as Karlsson and Subban do. He is not as dynamic today as he was hyped because he is still learning how to play when he doesn’t have the puck.

The balance in these early days for Schultz is defending capably while also doing what he does best — what the Oilers so badly wanted him for as a free-agent in 2012 — and that’s getting the puck into the other team’s end.

The Oilers pulled out all the stops to convince Schultz to sign here, including a call from legend Paul Coffey, because they loved Schultz’s penchant for joining the rush or leading it at the University of Wisconsin, and he did all of that with the Oklahoma City Barons during the NHL lockout.

But the 23-year-old is still in his infancy as an NHL defenceman. He’s a long way from being as freewheeling as Karlsson or Subban, even with his skating and passing acumen. It must be pointed out that Karlsson, 23, had 27 and 45 points his first two years, however. Subban, 24, had 38 and 36 points his first seasons.

So Schultz, with 10 points in 17 games this year and 27 in 45 last season, is in their league points-wise.

He is still learning to defend — absolutely a must if you are going to be an NHL defenceman — although what made Coffey so good was his ability to get the puck into the other end.

What the Oilers are searching for, of course, is a totally defensive defenceman such as big Marc Methot, who covers Karlsson’s backside as his partner in Ottawa, or an extremely savvy Andrei Markov, who can look after things as Subban takes off on a Canadiens attack.

The Oilers have paired Anton Belov with Schultz. They have had Andrew Ference line up alongside the B.C. native. Last year, they put Nick Schultz with his last-namesake.

Whoever it is, the Oilers probably need somebody to free up Schultz, to really do what he does best: Create odd-man attacks with his speed and his passing ability.

Schultz admits he’d like to be like Karlsson or like Subban, but “you have to pick your spots ... that’s what I’m doing right now.”

“If you are jumping up and there’s nothing developing, you’re just putting your team in danger of an odd-man rush,” he said.

When Schultz was in college, he was always the fourth guy or leading the rush.

“That’s what got me here and I’m not going to stop doing that,” he said, but he absolutely is taking the temperature of the game.

“If you’re up by two goals, you’re not jumping up, if you’re down two or they’re giving you room, then sure, you go. I’m not forcing anything out there.”

Many people thought it would be a seamless transition from college to the AHL to the NHL, and we’d see a point-a-game player in him like Karlsson, the Norris Trophy winner in 2012 as the NHL’s best defenceman (Subban won it last season).

But it hasn’t been that way. Of course, he’s yet to play a full season.

The play away from the puck is always on his mind, as it also is for Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins.

“He’s always going to be a threat (offensively) We’re never taking that away,” Eakins said.

But ...

“Elite defencemen, name them, they all defend very well, even the ones putting up a lot of points,” said Eakins.

“We’d like Justin to be an elite defenceman, and that’s got to be the first box that’s checked off. He’s taken it to heart. He’s better at it.

“The thing I love about Justin was we gave him some direction defensively and he’s taken it.

“There was a little play against Chicago (Monday) where if it had been earlier in the season, he’d have rushed to the strong side of the net to bail out his goalie, who had it covered and they’d have gone back-door on him, and it would have been in our net. But Justin took a breath, he held his place and the puck came screaming across and he batted it away. Probably a nothing play for the people in the building, but it turns into an everything play if he leaves his position and the puck’s in the net.”

The other, older Schultz, Nick, says it’s all a learning game for kids like Justin.

“There’s so much to learn at that position. It takes time to become a well-rounded guy,” said Nick Schultz, who broke into the NHL at 19.

“You can see the ability he has. He’s getting opportunities on the power play and offensive zone time on draws. He’ll get his points.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter

Canucks’ Alex Burrows’ tough season gets worse, out ‘at least four weeks’ with broken jaw

Friendly fire puts Vancouver winger out indefinitely

By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver Sun columnistDecember 3, 2013 2:55 PM
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Vancouver Canucks right-winger Alex Burrows in action against the Florida Panthers at Rogers Arena last month. Burrows has been sidelined indefinitely with a broken jaw.
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Tortorella gets butt kicked, as Rangers dump Canucks

Tortorella's new-found composure tested in return to New York

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — Alex Burrows has been missing for a month on the scoresheet. Now he'll be missing from the Vancouver Canucks' lineup, too, for at least the next four weeks.

The veteran winger underwent surgery here Monday for a broken jaw, the day after Burrows was hit in the face by teammate Chris Tanev's clearing attempt during the Canucks' 3-2 National Hockey League win against the Carolina Hurricanes.

After a second-period visit to the Canucks' medical room, Burrows returned to the ice and finished Sunday's game.

He told The Vancouver Sun after the game that he had suffered some fractured teeth, but that his worst fear was that an artery in his neck had been split by the force of the puck.

Burrows, who spit out a mouthful of blood on his way off the ice, had a cut on his neck and was still bleeding inside his mouth after the game. But he felt well enough to participate in a team dinner and festivities Sunday night in Nashville after the Canucks chartered here from Raleigh, NC.

It was only after Burrows awoke Monday in severe pain that the Canucks sent him to see an oral surgeon, whose X-rays revealed a fracture that required surgery.

“It's at least four weeks or so,” Canucks coach John Tortorella said of Burrows' recovery time. “He's out for a while. It's been a tough year for him. He's a big part of … the soul of our team. He works hard. He's such a great teammate. Everybody likes to have him around. It hurts. It's a big blow to us, but we have to move by it and get ready to play our next game.”

Burrows suffered a broken foot while blocking shot in the Canucks' season-opener on Oct. 3, and did not play again until Oct. 28. Despite playing mostly in his regular first-line spot beside Daniel and Henrik Sedin, Burrows has not scored in 17 games this season.

Including the end of last season, his regular-season goal drought is 22 games — Burrows' longest slump in nearly seven years.

“You don't always have to look at goals and assists; you want them, but he was doing a lot of other things well for us,” centre Brad Richardson said after Tuesday morning's skate. “I knew he was hurting and got cut inside his mouth, but he seemed OK. He came out for dinner (Sunday night) and then I heard yesterday he had surgery. I didn't think he was going to need surgery and have his jaw wired shot. It's too bad, a big loss.”

Canucks assistant general manager Laurence Gilman said the team's medical staff in Carolina conducted pressure tests on Burrows' jaw that were negative.

“Alex wanted to go back in the game, which he did,” Gilman said.

NHL arenas are equipped with basic X-ray machines, but those often aren't advanced enough to provide the detail required for facial X-rays.

Burrows' finished with 18:47 of ice, his busiest game on the Canucks' four-city trip that ends tonight.

“That's what he's about; that's what everybody loves about him,” Tortorella said of Burrows' toughness. “And he played good, too. Watching the tape, I could see he was moving his jaw around and you could tell it was bothering him. But he played and played really well. It doesn't surprise me. In the short time I've been with him, that's what he's about. That's what we'll miss a lot in the room — that type of guy. We'll need to find a way to get it done.”

One Canuck said Hurricanes defenceman Mike Komisarek, who later goaded Richardson into a minor penalty by challenging him to fight and then refusing to drop his droves, was yelling at Burrows when he fell to the ice, accusing the Canuck of faking an injury.

“I don't think the guys on their bench knew the extent of it,” Canuck Ryan Kesler said.

No one on the Vancouver bench knew, either.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com
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Vancouver Canucks Alex Edler (left) and Chris Tanev battle New York Rangers Taylor Pyatt and Brad Richards in front of goalie Roberto Luongo in pre-season NHL game on September 26, 2013, at Rogers Arena.
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Tortorella gets butt kicked, as Rangers dump Canucks

Tortorella's new-found composure tested in return to New York

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — Would you be alarmed at the idea that the success or failure of the Vancouver Canucks this season is in the unpredictable hands of Zack Kassian? Or David Booth or Jannik Hansen or Alex Edler?

Well, at least you understand the source of coach John Tortorella’s concern recently.

For as long as water has been freezing, hockey coaches have said they need their best players to be their best in order for the team to win. And this is true. But to win what exactly?

Best players, typically, are experienced players with established parameters — a floor and ceiling within which they can be reasonably expected to perform.

For the Canucks, this means Daniel and Henrik Sedin guarantee 75-85 points a season, Ryan Kesler 20-30 goals and a stiff, two-way game, and goalie Roberto Luongo 35-40 wins and a .920 save rate. With this, the Canucks should make the National Hockey League playoffs. And without a lot of help from other players, that’s all the Canucks will do.

Vancouver has been at least two players short since the 2011 Stanley Cup Final loss to the Boston Bruins, and it’s even more likely in this season of the suppressed salary cap than it was the last couple of years that general manager Mike Gillis is not going to provide them.

Tortorella has volunteered a few times the last couple of weeks — most recently on Thursday before the Canucks opened their four-game road trip with a 5-2 win against the Ottawa Senators — that not only is he not waiting for Gillis to upgrade the lineup, the coach doesn’t believe the GM should need to.

“We have to find a way to figure this out ourselves,” Tortorella told the newspaper reporters. “Everyone says: ‘If you can’t do it that way, you need to get someone who can.’ But sometimes you need to figure it out as a team, you need to do it as a group.”

Asked about the need for two more players, Gillis said: “Every team is looking for two more players. Nobody has the depth they want. We have the guys here to be ‘those’ players; we just have to develop them and bring it out of them.”

That night in Ottawa, Tortorella screamed at Hansen, the struggling winger who should be a 20-goal scorer in the NHL, and benched him for a faulty backcheck. On Saturday, Tortorella turned his blowtorch on Edler for a giveaway against the New York Rangers, then told reporters the Canucks need more from their top defenceman.

On Sunday, Kassian, the 22-year-old power forward with so many tools but no tool box yet in the NHL, was a healthy scratch when the Canucks beat the Carolina Hurricanes 3-2. Before the trip began, the enigmatic Booth was scratched for three games to deliver a message about intensity that a conditioning trip to minors had failed to convey.

These are the players Tortorella is trying to get going — not because they had a poor game or the coach wants them to be better, but because the team needs them to be better, requires them to raise their ceilings for the Canucks to win anything other than a playoff berth. The Sedins and Kesler and Luongo, as good as these Olympians are, are not enough.

And the guy with the highest ceiling is Edler, the mobile, skilled and physical defenceman who has been good for years but great only fleetingly.

“See, I love this guy,” Tortorella said before calling a day off for players to rest Monday ahead of tonight’s game against the Nashville Predators.

“That’s where I get angry with players is how much I know it’s there. And to make that play (the turnover in New York), it was hard for me. He is a really good player that we need at a different level.”

Former head coach Alain Vigneault felt the same way about Edler. Vigneault’s associate coach, Rick Bowness, tutored Edler for years, literally. But they were unable to coax dominance from him for any extended period.

Tortorella said Edler has been inconsistent since returning from a three-game suspension on Oct. 19. 

“I think it’s been a little up and down,” Edler said Sunday. “That’s something that I have to work on. I have to get more consistent. I think I can definitely play better. I’m going to have to because we need everyone to play good.”

It remains to be seen if Tortorella, with a style so different than Vigneault’s, will have any more success inspiring Edler. That blowtorch could ignite him or scar him.

“You know what his problem is?” the coach said after Edler was plus-two in Carolina but played only 20:39, his lowest time on ice, after the Ranger game, this season. “He wants more from himself.

“I think he binds himself up. If there’s one thing that really endears me to him, he cares at a level that a lot of players don’t care at. I think, sometimes, maybe he shouldn’t care as much and just release himself. 

“There’s one guy who just needs to allow his instincts and his talent to take over. And that’s what we’re trying to do. We’re going to play him, and we’re going to keep playing him until he feels good because he’s that important to the team.”

imacintyre@vancouversun.com
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Alex Burrows (right) of the Vancouver Canucks battles for the puck with Anton Stralman of the New York Rangers during their game at Madison Square Garden in New York on Saturday.
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Tortorella gets butt kicked, as Rangers dump Canucks

Tortorella's new-found composure tested in return to New York

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — If anyone is emotionally and contextually ready to write some hurtin’ lyrics for country music, it’s Vancouver Canucks winger Alex Burrows. Alas, neither of his official languages has twang.

The 32-year-old from Quebec, where there are many cows but few cowboys, is hobbling under a 22-game goal-less slump that has gotten silly.

Burrows has no goals in 17 games this season, but at least has one save after guiding the puck off the Canucks’ goal-line to preserve Vancouver’s 3-2 win Sunday against the Carolina Hurricanes. His regular-season scoring famine extends to the final five games of last season.

In these 22 games, when Burrows has averaged 18 minutes a night and played largely on the first line beside former National Hockey League scoring champions Henrik and Daniel Sedin, the winger has fired 61 shots on target without scoring.

Late, great golfer Seve Ballesteros, whose wild tee shots were almost as legendary as his ability to recover from them, was once advised by his caddy to aim for the rough because: “Maybe you get lucky and miss.” The same advice could apply to Burrows: just aim for the goalie and hope you miss.

“Even when I got hot sometimes in previous years, I’d often say I got lucky on that one – I got a bounce,” Burrows said before travelling here for Tuesday’s road-trip finale against the Nashville Predators. “It’s a game of bounces and they go both ways. I like to believe the law of averages even out at the end of the year. Maybe – how would you say it? – this is luck in disguise. Because at the end of the year, when we need goals the most, they’re going to come in piles.”

Pro-rating Burrows’ 13-goal lockout season last year, he has scored 23-35 goals per season since 2008. We’re no math whiz, but we believe Burrows is on pace for zero goals this season, for which he is being paid $6 million US at the start of a four-year, $18-million contract.

Did that money buy added pressure?

“Not at all,” he said. “It’s more I just feel pressure to help my teammates out and win games. I just try to work harder, go to bed earlier – keep doing the right things. At the end of the day, my luck is going to change and they’re going to start going in.”

Burrows has only three assists in the 22 games, so he’s not generating goals, either, although his hit led to Daniel Sedin’s goal in Ottawa last week.

Burrows has always been a streaky scorer. He went 10 games last season without a goal and even in his career-high, 35-goal season in 2009-10 went 11 games without scoring at one point. But he played 22 games without a goal since his sophomore NHL season in 2006-07, when he scored just three times in 81 games.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com
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Vancouver Canucks' Chris Higgins (20) and Carolina Hurricanes' Justin Faulk (27) chase the puck during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Sunday, Dec. 1, 2013.
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RALEIGH, NC – The Vancouver Canucks made a rare visit to an uninspiring Eastern Conference outpost, and a Western Conference playoff game broke out. Something like that.

As coach John Tortorella said a few days ago: “You just never know how it works.”

Without much feel for or emotional investment in their opponent before Sunday's game, the Canucks played the Carolina Hurricanes in a nasty, abrasive, ill-tempered matinee.

Vancouver won 3-2 on Ryan Kesler's second goal of the game, outstanding penalty-killing and a great save by winger Alex Burrows in the third period.

Less than 24 hours earlier, the Canucks displayed little emotion – or execution – after falling behind early against the New York Rangers, losing 5-2 in Tortorella's return to Manhattan and Ranger coach Alain Vigneault's first game against the team that fired him last spring. Vancouver penalty-killing was lousy.

“It wasn't our prettiest game, but it was a lot grittier than we have been, especially in New York,” Canuck centre Brad Richardson said. “They had some good chances, but we got it done. I think it helps when their guy runs Kevin over. That kind of got us going a little bit.”

Hurricane Drayson Bowman dangerously boarded Canuck defenceman Kevin Bieksa two minutes into the game. Bowman was assessed only a minor penalty, although he could have received a major and game misconduct for either boarding or charging.

After going after Bowman, while Canuck heavyweight Tom Sestito fought Hurricane Jay Harrison, Bieksa went to the medical room to have his neck and shoulder examined. He soon returned.

If the Canucks didn't know what to expect, Bowman gave the Canucks a heads-up.

It was what Vancouver needed after the loss in New York, which was preceded by much anticipation and followed by even greater disappointment.

“I thought for us, playing a back to back, a quick turnaround. . . they come running at us and stuff happened, I thought that was good for us,” Tortorella agreed.

“It certainly brought up our intensity,” Bieksa said. “I think we're playing our best when we're playing with that edge. That certainly helped it for sure. I think the first game of a back to back, when you lose, it's almost a must that you have to win the second. It's two pretty good games on this road trip (out of three) that we've played now, so hopefully we get the last one and make it a good trip.”

The Canucks flew after the game to Nashville, where their four-game tour ends Tuesday against a Western Conference rival and former playoff opponent.

With Monday to prepare, possibly as a day off to rest, energy and emotion better not be a problem for the Canucks against the Predators or Vancouver is in a lot more trouble than the standings show.

Even avoiding a completely lost weekend in the National Hockey League, the Canucks remain ninth in the Western Conference, one point out of a playoff spot with but with fewer games remaining than all but one of the teams ahead of them.

As Bieksa said, the loss to the Rangers made a win against the Hurricanes vital.

The 10-12-5 Hurricanes, who have only two wins in eight games, probably won't be a playoff team in the weak East. But the Canucks did manage a one-goal lead over the final 38 minutes better than they have in a while.

They yielded few quality scoring chances at even strength, and their penalty-killing was 6-for-6. The Canucks were assessed six straight penalties after Kesler opened scoring at 3:24 of the first period during a two-man advantage created by Bowman's boarding and a delay-of-game penalty against Hurricane defenceman Mike Komisarek.

But Kesler was needed to score again on another rebound at 1:16 of the second period after the Canucks, in control while up 2-0, started the middle frame by yielding easy goals 10 seconds apart to Jordan Staal and Nathan Gerbe.

Vancouver goalie Eddie Lack, starting for the first time in three weeks, made 29 saves but needed an assist from teammate Burrows who, during a Carolina power play halfway through the third period, steered a puck off the goal-line and back under the goalie after Eric Staal's deflection appeared to be going in off the post and Lack.

“I just tried to throw it between his butterfly and the refs blew the whistle pretty quick,” Burrows said. “I was yelling: 'It's underneath, it's underneath.'”

“You know he's yelling in French,” Lack said, “so no one knows what he's saying. I had no idea (where the puck was). I was hearing everyone screaming behind me and the crowd going wild, so I thought: OK, I'm just going to lay back and do the sea turtle.”

Luckily, Lack is six-foot-four and covers a lot of ice when he lies down.

“I thought he got bigger as the game went on,” Tortorella said. “Huge answer by Kes scoring the third goal, but I thought Eddie played really strong after that. I'd still like to see us forecheck a little bit more and have the puck a little bit more. (But) I thought we defended really well; I don't think they developed a whole bunch as we were trying to protect that lead. 

“I still think we need to get that fourth goal. We didn't, but I still thought we played really well on the boards and in the (tough) areas and blocked a lot of shots to get the win done.”

Yes, it's a funny game sometimes.
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Enigmatic Canucks winger Zack Kassian may be 'a project' - as coach Tortorella has labelled the 23-year-old - but he's not a bust, writes Jason Botchford.
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NASHVILLE, Tenn — Zack Kassian is not a bust.

But he hasn’t arrived as an NHL player either, something his coach pointed out when he labelled him “a project,” though anyone who has seen him play through the first third of the season has that figured out.

The promise of summer has drained, partially because the promises of training camp never materialized.

It was then, John Tortorella said:

“I want to give him every opportunity to be a huge part of this team. I’ve told him that.”

But Kassian has not been a huge part of this Canucks team, nor has he had the opportunity to be one.

This question was asked sarcastically leading up to the season:

Could he contribute much less than he did last season?

Turns out, the answer is yes.

Kassian has seen his shifts with the Sedin twins go from a few to none. His per-game minutes have dropped 1:41. On Sunday, he was a healthy scratch.

Now, the Canucks have to figure out what to do with Kassian

because it’s clear he’s not earning ice time, and he’s playing for an impatient coach who is rightfully frenzied about trying to win every point possible this season.

On the other side, however, Kassian will turn 23 years old next month and he needs playing time, other than what he gets with fourth-line plugs, or there is not going to be progress. Again.

The criticisms of Kassian now are similar ones from Buffalo three years ago. The Canucks have not been able to move his needle much.

For his part, Tortorella is trying to do what he believes is best. Kassian hasn’t been good enough, and one of the ways to capture his focus, which does seem to drift in and out regularly, is to sit him.

But, looking back, pumping Kassian’s tires in the offseason possibly wasn’t the ideal way to prepare him for the tough love treatment he’s getting.

It’s odd now to think Kassian started training camp and played pre-season games on the same line with the Sedins, before his suspension for reckless use of his stick.

I find it hard to believe now there ever was much inclination to play Kassian with the twins in games that mattered, because it hasn’t happened this season.

If it doesn’t happen with long-term injuries to Jannik Hansen and Alex Burrows, a month-long scoring slump and the David Booth situation, it’s probably not among the coach’s top 50 or so priorities.

To go from thinking you have a chance at the top line, to a world where it seems the thought never existed could not have been the easiest of mental transitions for Kassian coming out of that suspension.

It’s understandable if his confidence took a hit.

But there have been opportunities to give Kassian the odd carrot, and try to build him up.

The best was a spot on the Canucks No. 1 power play unit.

When they wanted to move Ryan Kesler out of the net-front position, they needed a body to take his place.

The team tapped Alex Burrows, but he has just 20 career power play points. It easily could have been Kassian in that role, which would have given him a chance to utilize some of his offensive gifts, rendered useless on the fourth line and in the press box.

And Kassian does have gifts.

Even in his limited role, and having missed six games, he’s sixth on the team in goals with five, and that obviously doesn’t include the one he scored which was disallowed.

So, the goals have been there, but the shots have not. He’s averaging a shot a game (25 in 23 games) which is fine for No. 5 defenceman and fine for defensive forwards. It’s not fine from a player you hope will soon be a productive top six power forward.

Then again, his shot attempts are not going to increase much on a line with Brad Richardson.

What does Tortorella see in Kassian?

“That’s a project,” Tortorella said Sunday. “He has not arrived here. It’s a process for him.

“The thing with Zack, he has all the tools. You can see what he has. He can skate. He can pass. He can hit. It’s a matter of understanding of what is going on the ice.

“Bottom line, he always has to be moving his legs. He has the ability to do that.

“It’s going to be our job to get that out of him.”

There are a lot of positives to pull from Tortorella’s comments. The most important being the coach has not given up on him, and can see the raw talent.

Whether he’s ever going to be patient enough to live with the mistakes to see it blossom remains to be seen.

Chris Kreider was one of Tortorella’s projects last season. He was benched and marginalized in much the same way.

Tortorella was often criticized for it too.

But on Saturday, after Kreider scored a hat trick and was getting grilled about sticking it to his old coach, he repeated this again and again:

“I have no hard feelings. I learned a lot from him.”

jbotchford@theprovince.com

twitter.com/botchford
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Torts tempers emotions despite his team's floundering fortunes

NEW YORK – Roberto Luongo was no match for Cam Talbot, and John Tortorella's team was no match for Alain Vigneault's. 

And the Vancouver Canucks made Chris Kreider look like Wayne Gretzky.

Tortorella, hired to coach the Vancouver Canucks after being fired last spring by the New York Rangers, said before today's game he'd like to kick the Rangers' ass. But it was his butt with boot prints on it as the Canucks lost 5-2 in Tortorella's first game back at Madison Square Garden. It was also Vigneault's first regular-season game coaching his new team against his old one.

Kreider, who struggled for a regular spot in the New York lineup under Tortorella, scored a hat trick – the first Ranger since Gretzky in 1997 to do so against the Canucks.

The next best Ranger was Talbot, the undrafted, late-blooming goalie who played college hockey in Alabama but looks like he could be a star in the National Hockey League.

The 26-year-old made 35 saves in a game that saw his team largely outplayed and outchanced in the first half. But the Canucks, as they've done 18 times in 28 games this season, let the opposition score first.

Vancouver's goalie, Luongo, couldn't come up with any big saves and was hooked by Tortorella when New York boosted its lead to 3-0 – on just 10 shots – on the first shift of the second period.

None of the goals were Luongo's fault, but it said a lot that the best save the Canucks' received was from defenceman Chris Tanev, who somehow swatted Brad Richards' shot off the goal-line in the final minute of the second period.

“I'm certainly not putting that on Louie. . . but the onus is on all of us here to try to gain some traction,” Tortorella said. “Everybody has to give some skin. For us to get some traction, everybody has to be involved with their level of play.”

After Talbot made point-blank saves against Alex Burrows and Henrik Sedin, the Rangers went ahead 1-0 at 12:37 of the first period when Kreider beat Luongo stick-side on a partial breakaway a few seconds after Canuck Alex Edler turned the puck over inside the blueline.

Tortorella was furious with Edler, who did not get another shift that period.

“It's been a battle to score that first goal,” Tortorella said. “We had some really good chances on Cam. He makes some saves and then we, I think, beat ourselves. Eddie just needs to get the puck out. Next thing you know, it's in the net. They score a power play goal (to make it 2-0) and we're just climbing the hill.

“We need to get the first goal. I don't think our start was bad, we just don't score the goal. If you want to score, (you need) a big offensive play – somebody finishing. I don't know what else to tell you.”

The Canucks had several good scoring chances when it was 0-0. Luongo made only one notable save before Kreider made it 1-0 on Edler's turnover.

Edler did not speak to reporters after the game.

“We had enough chances, but we've got to bear down,” Daniel Sedin said. “It's too tough a league to play from behind. The position we're in right now, we're chasing every game. That's mentally pretty tough.”

Henrik said: “It seems like pretty much every game we're chasing from behind. It wears on you to not be able to play with a lead. That's tough. We had enough chances to score early, but we didn't. They scored when they had a chance.”

Kreider directed in Ryan McDonagh's shot-pass at 16:54 to make it 2-0 on a power play created by Zack Kassian carelessly flipping the puck over the glass.

“To get out in front by two goals there right away was pretty important for us,” Talbot said. “It also helped me settle into the game a little.”

When the Canucks badly needed a goal to start the second period, it was the Rangers who scored one at 17 seconds when Rick Nash deflected in Derek Stepan's shot after Dan Girardi's attempt from the point hit Canuck Daniel Sedin and ricocheted to Stepan in the high slot.

“I should have done a better job on the first one,” Luongo said. “I could have come up with a big save there and I didn't, and it gave them some momentum. It's always hard to either get pulled or give up a lot of goals; there's no other way to slice it. I've just got to be better and try to come up with more saves.”

Backup goalie Eddie Lack's entry to the game had no effect.

The Rangers made it 4-0 as their power play went 2-for-2, scoring at 11:15 of the middle period when Michael Del Zotto's open slapshot from the top of the circle went through Ryan Callahan's screen and Lack's pads.

That was plenty of offensive support for Talbot, who finally allowed a goal at 15:50 when Canuck David Booth took a puck off linemate Mike Santorelli's skate and cut hard to the net from left wing, scoring on a backhand.

Kreider completed his hat trick – he had five career goals before today – on a deflection at 9:38 of the third period, before Danny Sedin swept a rebound under Talbot with 2:35 remaining.

The Canucks couldn't get out of town fast enough. They flew after the game to Raleigh, NC, for a Sunday matinee against the Carolina Hurricanes. Vancouver's four-game trip ends Tuesday against the Nashville Predators.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

Tortorella's new-found composure tested in return to New York

By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver SunNovember 30, 2013
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Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella gets a fix on the media as he fields questions from reporters.
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Torts tempers emotions despite his team's floundering fortunes

OTTAWA — See, Terrible Torts just couldn’t help himself. 

On the eve of his first working visit to New York since he was fired in May after 4½ years as the Rangers’ coach, John Tortorella clashed with Vancouver reporters who were interested in, you know, his first visit to Madison Square Garden after getting canned by the Rangers.

“We’ve beaten this thing up,” Tortorella pleaded. “We’re going there and it’s another game in the schedule. We’ve talked about this, guys. We’ve played this out and we’re almost 30 games into the season. I’m with a different club. This is where I want to be and that is my whole focus.”

Hey, we’ll say when we’ve beaten this thing up. 

There were no actual punches or F-bombs thrown when Tortorella met the media after the Canucks practised in suburban Ottawa and before they flew to Manhattan for today’s game. And, no, Tortorella didn’t ride a broom there. 

He did smile a couple of times, grimaced once and was so upset about the exchange he hung around for several minutes before signing autographs and posing for photos with elated minor hockey kids.

But no one was much buying Tortorella’s stubborn assertion that taking the Canucks into New York to play the Rangers, now guided by former Vancouver coach Alain Vigneault, is just another game.

“We’re going in there to coach and be with the team and try to win a hockey game,” he said, “and we’re getting the hell out of there.”

We’d tell you what Vigneault thinks of this except he declined, through the Rangers’ media relations department, The Vancouver Sun’s request to speak to us for five minutes anytime this week. 

Apparently the Rangers were busy, including playing Friday in Boston.

So, Vigneault isn’t talking and Tortorella won’t say anything.

But others can.

“Honestly, I don’t see how you wouldn’t want to make a little personal statement,” Canuck winger Chris Higgins, who also played for Tortorella in New York, said. 

“That’s natural and healthy and I’m sure it’s the same on the other side with Alain Vigneault. I don’t think the coaches are happy how they went out with their last teams, so maybe it means a little more for sure. But two weeks from now, it will just be two points. It’s going to be fun, though. I know Torts wants to win.”

Wherever you travel around the NHL, there is always a reporter with a smile and the same question: ‘So, how’s Torts?’

A respected veteran writer, familiar with the coach’s work in New York and not easily given to hyperbole or hatred, told me recently that Tortorella was almost “sub-human” in the way he treated some people.

It is almost impossible to square these accounts with the Tortorella we have seen in Vancouver. Just as there was regular-season Vigneault and playoff AV in Vancouver, it seems there is Ranger Torts and Canuck Torts — and an abyss between the two.

“He has been everything I expected him to be from a coaching perspective,” Canuck general manager Mike Gillis said. “And he has turned out to be a very thoughtful guy from a non-coaching perspective. His personality, to me, is very different than the one from those sound bites (in New York). He thinks about things a lot. He thinks about people and how they are perceiving him. So far, he has been great.”

Yes, Tortorella will scream at a player, like he did Thursday to Jannik Hansen when the Canuck winger did a fly-by on a goal-against during Vancouver’s 5-2 win against the Ottawa Senators. 

But, Daniel Sedin said, “I think it’s his way of getting the message through and we’re fine with that. You have to be fine with that because he’s going to give you just as much credit when you play good.”

Defenceman Dan Hamhuis said: “It’s not always nice; there’s lots of tough love. But he has a good feel for telling a player what he needs to hear at the right time. Sometimes it’s a tough message. But on the flip side of it, when that player makes a good play, Torts is the first guy to support him.”

There are probably a couple of Rangers players who would say: “Oh, yeah, wait a couple of years.”

But through two months of the season, at least, Tortorella sure seems a changed man.

He said when Gillis hired him in June that he regretted how he acted with the media in New York, and that the relationship descended so far it was impossible to right it. More importantly, he also said he should not have embarrassed a couple of Ranger players the way he did, forcing them to defend themselves publicly.

There was a sense then — and it’s even stronger now — that at 55, Tortorella wants to be known for his coaching, not his temper. He said Friday it doesn’t matter how he is greeted in New York. But, of course, it matters. Everyone wants to be liked or at least respected.

“No, I can’t worry about what people think of me,” he said. “I’ve got some great friends there. And I will say I love the city and the fans have been fantastic to me. But I’m not in the business to make everybody happy. I’m not in the business to make sure everybody feels good about me. I’m in the business to try to coach a hockey club, try to do it the right way and try to win some hockey games.”

The “right way” was the key part of that quote.

“Again, I make my own bed there,” he said of his relationship with the New York media and the negative perception he was most responsible for creating. “But the perception just got carried away. 

“The thing that was bothering me the most is every time my name was spoken, it was about media and what’s going on. Not about the game, not about coaching, not about trying to compete with the hockey club. At my end there, that really bothered me.”

Another game, maybe. But not just another day.

Canucks break out of slump, dump Senators 5-2
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OTTAWA – You know that it has been a good night for the Vancouver Canucks when the over-riding discussion in the dressing room after the game is whether Dale Weise did or did not register a Gordie Howe hat trick. And, in particular, talk like this is indicative of a great night for Weise.

“I was joking about it before the game, like it would be crazy to get a Gordie Howe hat trick,” Weise said of the legend's benchmark of a goal, assist and fight in one game. “I actually said that, which is the craziest thing. I've never had one, not even in junior.”

Weise still may not have had one. True, he fought Ottawa Senator Mark Borowiecki in the first period. Certainly, he banged in the rebound from Jason Garrison's point shot in the second. But the official scorer in Ottawa, as of press time, was depriving the Canuck winger an assist despite Weise's claim of being in on the scoring on linemate David Booth's goal. 

“They don't want to believe me now, but whatever,” Weise said. “I'll take it.”

So will the Canucks, gladly. After gasping for oxygen following a six-game, one-win homestand, Vancouver players are able to breathe easily, at least for today, after dumping the porous Ottawa Senators 5-2 on Thursday night.

Their second victory in nine games, alone, would have lifted Canuck spirits. But what really had players bouncing and chirping post-game was that four of their five goals came from guys who hadn't scored in forever.

Garrison's power-play goal ended a 24-game goal famine – the longest of his career – for the heavy-shooting defenceman. Booth's goal was his first in 12 games. Centre Mike Santorelli scored for the first time in nine games, and Weise's goal ended a 13-game drought.

Collectively, these four players shed the debilitating weight of 56 games without a goal.

Oh, one Canuck who scored Thursday had done it a few times before, as Daniel Sedin's goal was the 300th of his career. Sedin is only the third Canuck to reach that threshold since Vancouver joined the NHL in 1970.

Sedin's reaction: Yeah, whatever.

“You're in the middle of the season, you don't think too much about it,” he said. “Looking back, it will be different. But right now, we're trying to win games.”

The victory still left the Canucks three points adrift in the cage match that is the Western Conference playoff race, and all but one of the eight teams ahead of them has played fewer games. So the Canucks' bus wasn't pulling into McDonald's for Happy Meals after a Vancouver win against the Senators, who lost for the sixth time in nine games and have been one of the league's most disappointing teams this season.

But the way the Canucks won, with all that scoring from players who haven't been scoring, had a lot of people smiling in the dressing room.

Head coach John Tortorella? Not so much.

“I don't know what to expect; you just never know how it works,” Tortorella lamented. “Quite honestly, I thought we had played better games than tonight's game and we end up winning 5-2. That's why I always say you need to coach how you're playing.”

OK, so at least we know who will play the Grinch in the school play next month.

“You know, as a coach you're never satisfied,” Tortorella said, catching himself. “But I'm happy for them because they need to exhale a little bit here and get two points. We still have some work to do as far as situational play, but there are no complaints here. We lost some games we should have won. I thought we played well enough to win tonight but we still have a lot of things to work on.”

The Canucks' first period, other than the opening shifts when Alex Burrows and Ryan Kesler missed outstanding scoring chances, was pretty flat and highly surprising given Vancouver's spirited, physical play in a 3-2 overtime loss Monday against the Los Angeles Kings.

But Tortorella benched winger Jannik Hansen for a shoddy backcheck on Senator Clarke MacArthur's goal, made his general feelings known to the Canucks in the intermission, juggled his lines for the second period and the puck, miraculously, started finding its way in for players who had forgotten the colour of the goal light. It's red.

“I thought I played good but just to get a bounce, to get that shot on net and get it to go in, felt good,” Booth said. “And then to see Weisy bury one there, too, hopefully it just carries over. I think the guys were fired up for Dale there. This team has been so good supporting guys through highs and lows.”

We have a hazy memory that a dry cleaner named George Jefferson may have called his wife Weisy on a TV show that went off the air before most of the Canucks were born. But never mind. It was good times for the Canucks on Thursday.

“There's just a lot of good energy,” Garrison summarized. “When you see that (scoring) from other guys, it's such a team thing and everyone just feeds off one another. It's definitely nice to find the back of the net. But, first and foremost, we need wins. Obviously, they kind of come hand in hand.”
P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses
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December 2, 2013 10:04 am 

By Mark Divver 

The ninth weekend of the season was a tremendous one for the Providence Bruins as they won all three games on the road. The shootout win in Hershey on Sunday evening was especially satisfying considering that the team didn't arrive from Norfolk until 4 o'clock on Sunday morning. My take on the good, the bad and the ugly:

Good

*** Grabbing six points on the weekend moved the P-Bruins up to sixth place in the Eastern Conference.

*** David Warsofsky continues to shine. His setup for Alex Khokhlachev on Sunday was a thing of beauty, then he won the game with a shootout goal. Game in and game out, he's arguably been Providence's best player so far.

*** Solid weekend for Bobby Robins with a goal and four shots on Friday, a fight on Saturday, and an assist on Sunday.

*** With 12 goals in 21 games, Matt Fraser is on pace to crack the 40-goal plateau. The only P-Bruin in history to do that was Tim Sweeney, who had 41 in 192-93.

*** Nick Johnson, who missed Sunday's game with the stomach flu, has 7 points, including 4 goals, in his last 7 games.

*** With 11 points in his last 12 games, including a pretty finish on Sunday, Alex Khokhlachev is playing his best hockey of the season.

*** Somewhat quietly, Seth Griffith continues to produce. His four-game point streak was snapped in Hershey, but he chipped in with a shootout goal.

*** Providence received steady goaltending from both Nik Svedberg and Malcolm Subban.

*** Another goal for Anthony Camara this weekend, and he scored in the shootout on Sunday, too.

*** Joe Morrow was credited with 9 shots on goal on Saturday night.

*** Zach Trotman was plus-5 for the weekend. His plus-10 is the best on the team.

Bad

*** Kevan Miller had an excellent three-game stint in Boston, but his minus-8 is Providence's worst.

*** Only Rockford (84) and Bridgeport (73) have given up more goals than the P-Bruins (71).

Ugly

*** The penalty kill is still last in the league. On the bright side, the P-Bruins were shorthanded just once on Saturday and once on Sunday.
Warwick's Hynes helped Pens' Gibbons make it to NHL
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November 25, 2013 2:12 pm 

By Mark Divver 

BOSTON -- Former Boston College and Thayer Academy center Brian Gibbons, who the Bruins had their eyes on before he signed a free-agent deal with Pittsburgh in 2011, has a goal and an assist in four games since being recalled from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the AHL, where he played for coach John Hynes of Warwick.

"He was huge. He was really tough on me my first two years there, but his only interest was in making me a better player and the best player I could be. He helped me reach a level that maybe I didn't know I had in myself. I owe a lot to him and to (Alain Nasreddine), the other coach down there,'' said the 25-year-old Gibbons, who is from Braintree, Mass.

Krug getting consideration for U.S. Olympic team, Bylsma says
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November 25, 2013 1:50 pm 

By Mark Divver 

BOSTON -- Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma, who will coach the United States Olympic team in Russia in February, said that Torey Krug's fine play has not gone unnoticed by the American team's braintrust.

"He has been mentioned and talked about a little bit based on how he's played and the start he's had and what he's done so far. We've had a lot of people out watching hockey games live and on tape. We certainly have made note of how he's been playing,'' Bylsma said.

Heading into Monday night's game, Krug was fourth on the Bruins in scoring with 6 goals and 14 points in 23 games.

Julien visited Stamkos at Mass. General after Tampa superstar's injury
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November 25, 2013 1:35 pm 

By Mark Divver 

BOSTON -- Boston Bruins coach Claude Julien stopped by to visit Steven Stamkos at Mass. General Hospital after he broke his leg against the Bruins on Nov. 11.

"When you look at what he is in the league and what he's accomplished . . . I thought it was just important to go by and see how he was doing. It was as simple as that. . . He's one of those players that people from all the different cities come out to watch and play and he's one of the reasons we fill buildings,'' said Julien.

The Bruins coach will be an assistant to Detroit's Mike Babcock for the Canadian Olympic team in Russia in February. It's not known whether Stamkos will recover in time to play for Canada.

"He certainly feels like he wants that opportunity to represent his country and he's going to do everything he can and I just went there and kind of showed my support. I just went there and kind of showed my support,'' said Julien.

P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses
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By Mark Divver 

As they prepare to hit the one-quarter mark of the season, the Providence Bruins are treading water. They let a two-goal lead slip away before rallying for a shootout win on Friday, then lost on both Saturday and Sunday. My take on the good, the bad and the ugly from the eighth weekend of the season:

Good

*** After a frustrating first 13 games, Anthony Camara got on the board with his first goal as a pro on Sunday.

*** With nine players in double figures in points, Providence has excellent scoring balance. Only Grand Rapids, Abbotsford and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton - all of whom lead their division - have more players with 10 or more points. 

*** Defensemen Zach Trotman (hand/wrist) and Joe Morrow (elbow) both returned to the lineup over the weekend.

*** Doing a lot of the little things right, big winger Justin Florek is quietly putting together a solid second season.

*** Attendance continues to be strong. Providence is averaging 7,322 per game, second in the league to perennial leader Hershey (8,908).

*** Matt Lindblad made a defensive mistake that led to a Bridgeport goal on Friday. Instead of hanging his head, he bounced back to score the tying goal with 5:28 left.

Bad

*** Providence has given up 63 goals. Only Rockford (73) has yielded more.

*** While team defense needs to be better, so does the goaltending. Malcolm Subban's 2.76 goals-against average is 31st in the league; Nik Svedberg's 3.28 is 39th.

*** The P-Bruins dropped to ninth place in the Eastern Conference, one point out of playoff position.

*** A tough three-game trip to Norfolk for two games and Hershey for one awaits next weekend.

Ugly

*** The P-Bruins gave up 4 power play goals on 16 shorthanded situations over the weekend as the penalty kill remains the worst in the league. The root of the PK problem, says coach Bruce Cassidy, is that Providence loses too many faceoffs and doesn't block enough shots.

Ristolainen will miss this week's Amerks games
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Rasmus Ristolainen can't play this week due to an apparent concussion and the Rochester Americans want the league to punish the culprit.

Ristolainen was hit in the face by a sucker-punch from Lake Erie Monsters center Mitchell Heard in the waning seconds of Friday's 5-3 Amerks victory.

The rookie defenseman said this morning that while he is "better now," he still won't play until at least next week. The Amerks play Utica at home on Wednesday, then travel to Grand Rapids, Mich., for Friday and Saturday games against the defending Calder Cup champion Griffins.

Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy would only say that Ristolainen has an upper body injury. But considering the rookie's jaw appears to be fine, his nose looks OK and there is no firm timetable for a return, I think we can pretty safely assume he has a concussion.

Ristolainen was punched by Heard as the Monsters forward was being led through the faceoff circle to the bench by linesman Jeff Walker.

The play actually began in the corner of the Monsters zone, after a stoppage in play. Heard seemed to want to fight whoever might be near.

He likely was perturbed that no penalty had been called on Amerks winger Patrick Kaleta, who barreled into, and over, goalie Calvin Pickard on a breakaway midway through the period. Kaleta ended up with a torn anterior cruciate ligament on the play and is done for the season.

Adding to Lake Erie's frustration was that the winning goal was scored after a puck headed out of the zone instead caromed off a stanchion and into the middle of the ice, giving Phil Varone the Grade-A scoring chance with just 1:58 to play.

Ristolainen was a bit agitated, too. He had been the target of some on-ice nastiness following Jamie Tardif's clinching empty-net goal with a minute left.

"I got hit and then I got a stick to my (groin area) and then a stick to my wrist," Ristolainen said.

Johan Larsson immediately confronted Andrew Agozzino and wanted to fight but the linesmen intervened. "He did something to Risto and I didn't like it," Larsson said after the game.

Ristolainen had played a very physical game, so perhaps the Monsters wanted to deter him from doing it in the future and/or gauge his mettle, especially since the teams play four more times before Christmas. That includes two games here next week: Wednesday indoors and the Dec. 13 Frozen Frontier outdoor game.

"I don't actually care," Ristolainen said about the cheap-shots. "It doesn't matter to me."

So what led to the sucker-punch?

"I just talked to him and he said something and then I got punched," Ristolainen said. "I wasn't really looking."

Cassidy said the league must take action. "We've lost arguably our best defensemen for a certain number of games. The player wasn't even looking at him (Heard)."

Since the parent Buffalo Sabres never replaced Nick Tarnasky in Rochester, the Amerks have no one to dissuade stupidity. Thus, this won't be the last time opponents attempt to bully the Amerks. In fact, it's just a continuation of what very well could be come a trend.

* * * * * * *

Ristolainen isn't sure if he will be allowed to represent Finland at the World Junior Championships, but he is hoping he can.

Ristolainen, 19, would be a major asset for Finland in the tournament, which runs Dec. 26-Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden.

He said the Sabres have asked him if he wants to play, "and I said yes." Who wouldn't want to play for their country, especially when you're spending your first season away from home on a foreign continent.

Allowing Ristolainen to play in the WJC likely would mean he will miss two Amerks AHL games (plus the Spengler Cup).

But granting permission will be beneficial in the long run:

1) the team makes it clear that they understand the importance of national pride; and

2) the player realizes that, from the team perspective, he's not just an asset but also a person.

Loyalty is built when teams show they care about their players.

* * * * * * *

Defenseman Chad Ruhwedel will be a game-time decision on Wednesday. He sat out Saturday's 3-2 loss at Toronto with an undisclosed injury but was a full-go at practice today.

Kaleta suffers what appears to be serious injury
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Just when the Rochester Americans finally got one of their most important players back on the ice, they lost a guy who can be just as valuable.

Freddy Roy showed again how much he means to the Amerks. Having missed the past eight games with an upper body injury, he provided pizzazz, hustle and non-stop work during Friday's 5-3 victory over the Lake Erie Monsters. He also scored a goal.

But his right winger, Patrick Kaleta, suffered what appeared to be a serious injury to his right leg in the third period. Coach Chadd Cassidy would only say lower body, but it appeared to be either Kaleta's right knee or possibly near the ankle.

"It didn't look good," Cassidy said.

Kaleta was injured as he barreled to the net on a partial breakaway in the third period of the Amerks 5-3 victory over the Lake Erie Monsters.

Pickard made the save and Kaleta went up and over the goalie. The back of his right leg -- right near his ankle or top of the skate -- slammed hard into the cross bar as he somersaulted over Pickard and then fell to the ice. He essentially ended up in the net.

Kaleta stayed sitting on the ice for a minute or two afterward, with trainer Rob Frost assessing the injury. When he did get up, he was unable to put any weight on his right leg and needed help from Frost and Kevin Porter to get to the bench. He was still in the medical room well after the game.

The line of Roy, Kaleta and Colton Gillies were dominant on the wall and in creating turnovers and providing spark.

"That line was by far our best," Cassidy said.

As of Thursday morning, Roy wasn't supposed to play tonight. But while Cassidy gave the team Thanksgiving off from skating (they met at the rink), Roy skated along with injured defenseman Drew Bagnall. He then told he was ready to play.

As Cassidy pointed out, players usually say they're ready to play before they're cleared by the medical staff. Roy needs to be able to deliver checks, to dive in front of shots and to be a pest. That's why Cassidy needed to be sure he was fully recovered from an upper body injury.

"That might have been the coaching decision of the season," Cassidy said. "He was our best player, bar none. Him and Colton Gilies. And Patty."

Seems to me that he unbarred two players there. But you get his point: Roy was really good.

"He's a guy," Cassidy said, "that when he plays like that, he's irreplaceable; just the energy he brings."

Said Roy: "We were buzzin. Give credit to 'Gilly' and Patty. They made space for me. They made it easy for me coming back."

The game ended with tempers flaring. Johan Larsson wanted to fight Andrew Agozzino following Jamie Tardif's clinching empty-net goal with a minute left. Larsson was angry after Agozzino gave Rasmus Ristolainen a shot.

Then after the next whistle, Monsters center Michael Heard wanted to go after anyone and everyone. Roy, Joel Armia, whoever. He finally threw a sucker-punch into the nose or chin of Ristolainen -- this despite linesman Jeff Walker allegedly restraining him and leading him to the bench.

"That's happened before," Cassidy said of one of his players getting hit while a linesman isn't properly restraining an opponent.

Ristolainen seemed fine afterward. If nothing else, there might actually be a rivalry building after upteen years of mostly nothing. Plus, Lake Erie is back in town on Dec. 11 and again two nights later for the outdoor game at Frontier Field, and then the Amerks are in Cleveland on Dec. 20 and 21. Five games in 23 days against the same team, with fireworks in the first of the five.

"It will be in the back of our minds, for sure," Roy said of Heard's sucker-punch. "It's going to get heated up."

Amerks' Ristolainen: A lot to like, plenty to learn
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Rasmus Ristolainen could be in for quite the treat on Thursday:

He said he's spending Thanksgiving with Patrick Kaleta.

A native of Turku, Finland, and having lived in the United States for all of three or four months, this will be his first Thanksgiving.

"I'll maybe teach him some of the traditions; eat, watch a little football," Kaleta joked.

If it's anything like his hockey, Ristolainen will quite likely get the hang of it quickly. Not that there's really too much to making the holiday a success, other than eating too much and then screaming because Tony Romo threw a late-game interception or the Detroit Lions found yet strange way to lose a game they should have won.

Ristolainen has been with the Rochester Americans eight days and has played four games. He was very good in Utica during a 2-0 loss on Saturday night and he may have been even better on Wednesday in a 6-3 victory over the Hamilton Bulldogs.

He scored two goals, one on a booming one-timed slap shot from the left point on a second-period power play, and then hit an empty net for the clinching goal with 36.9 seconds to play during a penalty kill.

Just 19, he's very poised with and without the puck. And he plays big. He's 6-foot-4, 224 pounds and he plays every bit that big.

"He's a house," coach Chadd Cassidy said of the player chosen eighth overall by Buffalo Sabres in the June draft.

Ristolainen was physical in front of the Amerks net during play and at the whistle, and he also laid a few big checks on the wall.

"He's a big boy," said center Kevin Porter. "He's young but he definitely throws his body around. You're going to feel it when he hits you."

Hamilton's Mike Blunden, a veteran winger checking in at 6-4, 214, clearly had seen and felt enough of the rookie's actions by the third period. He confronted Ristolainen by the benches around the 6-minute mark.

They pushed and shoved and yapped. Ristolainen never changed the way he played the rest of the game, either.

"He's a great kid, he's a great player, and he's going to be a tremendous player in the future," Kaleta said.

But before he becomes great, or really good, for the Sabres, there are still things to learn. Such as, don't try to be a physical beast on every shift, or eventually the energy level will be on E.

Cassidy said Ristolainen needs to learn at the quick, simple pass to an open teammate is a whole lot better way to exit the D-zone than trying to lug it through two defenders. And sometimes angling a guy harmlessly to the corner is better than bashing the player into the boards.

Picking your spots is a bit of an art. He needs to be the same player in the third period of the third game in four nights that he was in the second period of the first game. That comes with experience. Zdeno Chara doesn't lower the boom on every shift. But when he does, ouch. The rest of the time he just owns the D-zone for the Boston Bruins.

* * * * * * *

Amerks goalie Matt Hackett wasn't in uniform due to illness. Billy Sauer, who grew up in Walworth and now is back in Rochester working outside of hockey, dressed as Nathan Lieuwen's backup.

Sauer, 25, played three minor-pro seasons -- from 2009-10 through 2011-12. That included 15 games with the Lake Erie Monsters as a rookie out of Michigan.

Cassidy said he spoke with Hackett earlier tonight and he seems to be on the fast track to recovery.

* * * * * * *

The Amerks (and Rochester Red Wings) announced less than 1,000 tickets remain for their Dec. 13 outdoor game at the Frozen Frontier.

Tickets are $35, $25 and $15. The Frontier Field box office will be open from 10 a.m.-2 p.m. on Saturday, and 9-5 Monday through Friday.

If this sales pace keeps up, they'll need to find those old bleachers the Rhinos once used for on-field seating at soccer games at Frontier Field.

Amerks update: Kaleta returning, Bagnall hurting
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Patrick Kaleta will return to the Rochester Americans lineup on Wednesday when the Hamilton Bulldogs come to town.

Kaleta has missed the past four games -- all losses -- due to a lower body injury.

He was assigned to the Amerks by the Buffalo Sabres on Nov. 3, just after serving an NHL-imposed 10-game suspension for an illegal check. The Sabres wanted him to find a way to better align his hard-charging, hard-hitting

game with the standard of play required by the NHL.

Before getting hurt, Kaleta was doing just that. In the five games with the Amerks, the veteran winger has 1 goal, 2 assists and a minor penalty for hooking.

New Sabres coach Ted Nolan probably would like to have Kaleta in his lineup. But the NHL surely is asserting pressure on the team to provide proof that the player has been "rehabilitated."

And new Sabres president of hockey operations, Pat LaFontaine, surely is in agreement. For one, LaFontaine had been working in the NHL office, so he knows quite well what the feelings in Manhattan are in relation to Kaleta. Two, he understands all too well the dangers and lasting affects of head injuries. He doesn't want a player on his team delivering dangerous or dirty hits that can impact an opponents livelihood or future.

Even though Kaleta is returning, the Amerks won't have an issue with too many veterans, at least for one night. Defenseman Drew Bagnall won't play Wednesday due to a lower body injury. He is probable for the weekend.

The issue may, however, be defensive-zone play. Three of their top defensemen will be out: Bagnall, plus Alexander Sulzer and Brayden McNabb, who are on recall to Buffalo.

That's not exactly a recipe for ending a slump. Along with four consecutive losses, the Amerks have won just twice in the past nine games. They haven't scored a goal in the past 5 1/2 periods, losing 2-0 at Utica on Saturday.

Coach Chadd Cassidy had no complaints with effort in Utica, however. He said it was one of their best games "in terms of compete level for second chances and not giving up second chances."

The problem: they don't hit the net nearly enough. Sometimes great scoring chances don't even become shots on goal.

"The bottom line: our job is to produce," Cassidy said after Monday's practice. "That was the message not only from me but also from the veteran players."

You'd think building on success would be easier
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So are the Rochester Americans close to being a good team, or are they a team that simply can't figure out what they're supposed to do?

They've lost three in a

row and six of the past eight (even if they did pick up the loser points twice in that stretch, they still didn't win).

Alarmists will say they're free-falling to a permanent stay in the North Division basement. The sky is falling.

In reality, they're still doing some searching for their identity. Apparently they learn very slowly.

How many times does a team need to be told to get the puck deep. 50? 100? 300?

Keep going, because whatever the number has been through 17 games and an entire training camp, it hasn't been isn't enough.

Blue line, meet turnover. Opposing stick, meet giveaway. Opposing forward, why so surprised?

This is not a new trend. The sudden departure from work on Friday night has happened many times this year. But while not new, it is getting ridiculous.

The Amerks vaulted to a 2-0 lead in the first 7:01 tonight against the team with the AHL's worst record, the Utica Comets. Why, of course it's going to be a fun, light-it-up night.

And maybe it would have been, had the Amerks continued to battle, to play like they knew what the coaches wanted, to play the same way they did in producing those two goals. They got the puck deep, they worked the Comets defensemen, the battled hard for puck possession and they drew penalties.

And then...it's like they forgot what they had just been doing. Or they figured because they have some big-name talent and hot-shot draft picks that Utica would just go away. As a result, the Amerks lost 3-2.

"We started to play bad," center Johan Larsson said. "We tried to get an easy game."

"We have flashes every game," defenseman Drew Bagnall said. "Right now our issue is understanding our identity."

You'd think by now most players would have figured it out. Even with a lot of lineup changes in the past weeks. Kevin Porter is back in the lineup. Joel Armia has played five games in North America. Rasmus Ristolainen and Johan Larsson just came down from the Sabres. Leading scorer Luke Adam and blue line stalwart Brayden McNabb went up.

But what's the excuse for everyone else?

Obviously too many players can't play the right way for 60 minutes.

"You can never reinforce it too much," Bagnall said. "If everyone knew it, you'd think we'd do it."

Exactly. Maybe realizing they have won just seven of 17 games will make it sink in.

* * * * * * *

Defenseman Alexander Sulzer is heading up to the Buffalo Sabres. The Amerks boarded their bus for Utica tonight and he got in his car to drive to his home in Buffalo.

There was no announcement of a player move, but there is no other reason for him to not go to Utica.

Also, winger Cody McCormick left Thursday's Sabres game at Philadelphia early, so his injury may require a stint on injured reserve.

* * * * * * *

Captain Matt Ellis was the healthy veteran scratch against Utica.

Cassidy said it was basically a taking-turns decision. Only Mike Zigomanis has played every game among the veterans, and it should stay that way considering how well he is performing.

Sulzer's recall will ease the veteran logjam. The Amerks will still have six but Patrick Kaleta has missed the past three games with a lower body injury. He'll skate Saturday morning in Utica and Cassidy said they'll make a decision at that time on whether he plays at night.

* * * * * * *

Pat LaFontaine, president of hockey operations for the Sabres, and interim head coach Ted Nolan were at the game.

Here's a link to the story with LaFontaine's thoughts on what he'll expect from his development team in the future, as well as his approach to assessing Cassidy and his staff:

http://on.rocne.ws/I9dW6h
Hackett goes retro Hackett with his new mask
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Rochester Americans goalie Matt Hackett has gone retro with his new mask.

Inspired by the mask worn by his uncle, Jeff Hackett, a dozen years ago with the Montreal Canadiens, Hackett created the basic outline for the design.

On each side of the mask are two kids playing hockey outside and wearing Amerk sweaters. They're his cousins (and Jeff's sons), Montana and Kurtis.

The back pays tribute to his late aunt, Vicky Jackson, of London, Ontario; has the name of his golf course, Sunningdale Golf and Country Club in London; and one of his favorite quotes:

"May the wind always be on your back and the sun always upon your face and may the winds of destiny carry you aloft to dance with the stars." (George Jung in the movie Blow.)

In the past, Hackett always let the artist create something. "But I always wanted to do one and I thought this was the perfect time to do it because of the outdoor game," he said.

The artwork was done by David Arrigo, who has painted dozens and dozens of masks. Hackett wore it for the first time in the Nov. 13 game at Hamilton and his uncle was at the game.

"He thought it was pretty neat, pretty special," Hackett said.

He said his mask design has never been anything that he lost sleep over. "I'm not picky with my masks, just what's on the back," he said.

* * * * * * *

In case you didn't know: Jeff Hackett, a New York Islanders draft pick, was the starting goalie for the Springfield Indians when they defeated the Amerks in the 1990 Calder Cup finals.

* * * * * * *

After a hectic seven or eight days, it was all quiet on the Amerk front today. A normal between-games practice and the coaching staff is hoping the new line combinations begin to click.

The arrival of Johan Larsson from Buffalo, the return to health of Kevin Porter and Colton Gillies, and the loss to injury of Patrick Kaleta and Freddy Roy all factored into the new lines.

Coach Chadd Cassidy said that Kaleta (lower body injury) hasn't been ruled out of Friday's home game against Utica. There is "an outside chance" Roy (upper body) could play next weekend.
Hockey: Rockford IceHogs look to resurrect penalty kill
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ROCKFORD – After falling to 29th in a 30-team league for penalty killing, the Rockford IceHogs have put special emphasis on the problem.

The team spent “12 to 13 minutes at both ends of the ice” working on solutions at Tuesday’s practice.

“It’s just trying to understand and make reads,” head coach Ted Dent said. “Our guys are working hard, they’re blocking shots.

“We’re playing against some teams with high skill levels, and it’s a matter of these young guys being able to make those reads as quickly as possible.”

Inititial results were positive in Wednesday’s 2-1 overtime victory over Milwaukee -- the Ads were 0-for-4 on the power play. Now the ‘Hogs hope to continue the sudden stinginess.

What really hurt Rockford’s ranking was allowing four power-play scores twice in a recent five-game stretch. Not surprisingly, they lost on both occasions.

Last week, the IceHogs allowed six man-advantage tallies on 14 tries.

“Honestly, it’s execution,” said veteran defenseman Jared Nightingale. “Most of the time your penalty kill is all hard work and finishing. You’re playing against good teams, and they’re going to put it in the back of your net.

“We definitely noticed that. We highlighted that (on Tuesday) and I guarantee we’re going to get better.”

Rookie defenseman Bobby Shea added: “We were a little passive and letting them make plays. We’ve got to be more aggressive, block shots and execute on our clears.”

Reed Schreck: reedschreck1@gmail.com

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/article/20131129/SPORTS/131129374/10455/SPORTS#ixzz2mRpTbCqD
Hockey: Ex-IceHog Dylan Olsen sees positive in trade
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ROCKFORD – The road trip to Grand Rapids last Wednesday was nothing unusual for defenseman Dylan Olsen.

“I was on a five-hour bus ride playing cards with these guys, laughing, having a good time,” he said.

Arriving back in town at 2:30 a.m. Thursday, Olsen looked forward to a typical off-day. Only fate dealt him a different hand.

Before he went to bed that evening, he learned he was traded and would be wearing the San Antonio Rampage uniform. And, with fate still not done playing with him, the luck of the draw had San Antonio scheduled for its final regular-season game against Olsen’s now former team, the Rockford IceHogs, on Saturday night at the BMO Harris Bank Center.

By the time Rockford finished its 4-2 victory, Olsen was a bit exhausted among other things.

“It’s been a couple of long days, to be honest,” he said afterward. “After I found out I got traded, I didn’t get much sleep that night. I’d never been traded before.

“Obviously, it was a weird feeling to find out that night (Thursday) and have to travel the next day with two flights to Iowa. And then the next day to fly out here this morning (Saturday) and bus over here.

“Hopefully, now that I’ve played my first game with these guys, things will settle down and I’ll finally get some rest.”

His reaction to being dealt with forward Jimmy Hayes in a trade that netted the Chicago Blackhawks the return of forward Kris Versteeg?

“Obviously, I was disappointed at first,” said Chicago’s first-round pick in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft (28th overall). “I’ve been with the Chicago organization for four years. They gave me my first game in the NHL, and obviously that’s where I wanted to play.

“Looking at it now, it’s a new start,” added Olsen, who played 152 games with the ‘Hogs and 28 with the Blackhawks. “They (Panthers) are cleaning house. They got rid of three coaches and they’re getting rid of players, starting fresh.

“I think it’s a good thing for me, and I’m looking forward to moving on from here.”

Reed Schreck: reedschreck1@gmail.com

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/article/20131118/SPORTS/131119394/10455/SPORTS#ixzz2mRpnxwYR
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SAGINAW, MI — Jake Paterson has been considered one of the best goaltenders in the Ontario Hockey League, but now he gets a chance to see if he’s one of the best junior goalies in the world.

Hockey Canada selected Paterson as one of 25 players to attend the national junior selection in Toronto from Dec. 12-15 in advance of the World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden.

World Juniors run from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, and former Spirit captain Vince Trocheck won a gold medal with Team USA in last year’s tournament.

Paterson is 10-8-1-0 this season with a 3.53 goals-against average. He served as Canada’s third goalie last year and is one of eight other OHL players invited to the final selection camp. 

Oshawa’s Scott Laughton, Connor McDavid and Adam Pelech of Erie, Windsor’s Kerby Rychel, Barrie’s Aaron Ekblad, Owen Sound’s Chris Bigras and London’s Bo Horvat and Josh Anderson were also selected from the OHL.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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Vince Trocheck won the 2012-13 Red Tilson Trophy as Most Valuable Player of the Ontario Hockey League.

Terry Wilson | OHL Images

SAGINAW, MI — Vince Trocheck is inching closer to his NHL dream.

The former Saginaw Spirit captain and Ontario Hockey League MVP is in his first season as a professional with San Antonio of the American Hockey League, and with nine goals and 18 points in 20 games, Trocheck is making a push for it to be a short stay.

“He’ll get an opportunity,” said Florida Panthers coach Peter Horachek to Josh Yohe of the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review.

Trocheck was drafted by the Panthers in the 3rd round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, and he was named captain of the Spirit in 2012. After winning a goal medal with Team USA in the World Junior Hockey Championships, he was traded to Plymouth where he won the OHL scoring title and was named MVP.

Horachek said Florida hopes to have Trocheck put together a full season performing at the AHL level, however, injuries to Panthers centers Aleksander Barkov or Nick Bjugstad would force their hand for bring him up.

“He is pretty dynamic,” Horachek said. “He’s got good offensive instincts. He’s smart. He’s really good with the puck. He has a great personality, and he’s driven. He wants to do well.”

Trocheck is the Spirit's all-time leader in assists and No. 2 overall point producer.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Brandon Prophet

Saginaw Spirit

Prophet.jpg

Brandon Prophet

Resume: A 1996-born player, Prophet is in his second season with the Saginaw Spirit. He was drafted by the Spirit in the second round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selection, No. 32 overall and scored three goals with eight assists as a rookie leading to his selection for Team Ontario in the Under-17 World Hockey Challenge. Prophet overcame a slow start and leads Saginaw with a plus-14 rating after 26 games with eight assists, and he's been named a Player to Watch by the NHL's Central Scouting Service heading into his draft year of 2014.

Position: Defenseman

Age: 17

Hometown: Brockville, Ont.

Parents: Rob and Peggy Prophet

Nickname: Bear or Proph

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? The competition level.

What is your favorite NHL team? Ottawa Senators

What is your favorite movie? Miracle

What is your favorite video game? NHL '13

Do you have a special pregame meal? Mexican rice bowl 

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do? I like to write and play video games, learn about history.

What is the funnest thing to do in Saginaw? Bowling

Who is your favorite NHL player? Zdeno Chara (Boston Bruins)

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Playing in U-17 last year.

If you could pair with any defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Chris Phillips (Ottawa Senators)

Do you have any gameday superstitions? I have to have white tape on my (stick) blade, and I have to play sewer (soccer).

What was your favorite subject in school? History and literature.

When did you start playing hockey? 4 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score? I'd probably do a slapshot.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? Last year I lost the blade on my skate in Sarnia and the ref had to help drag me off the ice.
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SAGINAW, MI — Jimmy Lodge was hampered by injuries early in the season, but he’s back healthy and producing for the Saginaw Spirit.

“He’s starting to play a little grittier and going to the tough areas and making some plays, not just playing the perimeter,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “And he’s going to have to do that if he wants to play at the next level.”

Lodge has been limited to 20 games since being selected by the Winnipeg Jets in the third round of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, however, he’s broke through with a point in five straight games.

His play stood out in the Spirit’s recent 6-2 win over Sarnia.

“The guys gave him a reward for the Gordy Howe hat trick with a fight, a goal and an assist,” Gilbert said smiling. “He’s got to play like that. He’s got to play like he’s a proud young man, and he’s got to defend himself.”

Lodge has six goals and 13 assists and is plus-8 on the year.

Making themselves at home

Luke Cairns and Jesse Graham haven’t wasted any time making an impact with the Spirit. Cairns registered an assist in his third game with Saginaw, while Graham powered the power play to three goals and had an assist in his first game with the Spirit. 

A two-game break

Zach Bratina was suspended two games by the Ontario Hockey League for a late fight against the Sarnia Sting. He’s eligible to return Saturday, Nov. 30. Bratina has five goals and eight assists in 24 games.

Standings

Saginaw has won four of its last five games and is in second place in the West at 15-8-2-1 with 33 points, two games back of Sault Ste. Marie with 37 points. Windsor has dropped three straight games and is in third place in the West with 30 points. Plymouth and Sarnia round out the division with 23 and 17 points, respectively.

Erie and Guelph are tied atop the Midwest and the OHL with 41 points apiece with defending champion London in third at 36 points. Owen Sound is in fourth with 28 points followed by Kitchener’s 17.

At 19-6-0-1, Oshawa has a 12-point lead on first in the East with 39 points followed by Kingston with 27, Peterborough with 23 and Ottawa with 20. Belleville is in last with 16 points.

Barrie holds a three-point lead on first in the Central at 14-8-1-2 with 31 points, while Sudbury and Mississauga are tied for second with 28 points apiece. North Bay has 25 and Niagara has 16.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at Sarnia Sting

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 14-8-2-1, Sarnia 8-16-0-1

Notes: The Spirit put together one of their best performances of the season Saturday, Nov. 23 when they downed the Sting 6-2, however, Sarnia holds a 3-2 record in the season series. The Sting are last in the West, but they field Nikolay Goldobin who has 16 goals and 17 assists and Nickolas Latta who has 17 goals and 12 assists. Defenseman Anthony DeAngelo has 27 assists.

Oshawa Generals at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: Oshawa 19-6-0-1

Notes: Oshawa holds a commanding lead atop the East with 39 points. Saginaw defeated the Generals 2-1 in their only meeting earlier this year. With 73 goals against, Oshawa has the fifth ranked defense in the Ontario Hockey League. Oshawa’s Michael Dal Colle is the No. 3 point producer in the league with 17 goals and 27 assists, while Scott Laughton comes in at No. 8 with 19 goals and 19 assists. Daniel Altshuller had the fifth best goals-against average at 2.58. Dal Colle was listed an ‘A’ prospect by Central Scouting Services.

Saginaw Spirit at Windsor Spitfires

Puck Drops 7:05 p.m., Thursday

Record: Windsor 15-9-0-0

Notes: This marks the first meeting of the season between the two division rivals who are one-point apart in the West standings. Spitfires forward Joshua Ho Sang was listed as an ‘A’ prospect by Central Scouting Services preliminary rankings, and he has 12 goals and 15 assists. Nikita Yzkov received a ‘B’ ranking and Ryan Verbeek received ‘C’ rankings, but Kerby Rychel leads the team with 15 goals and 22 assists.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 14, Justin Kea 11, Dylan Sadowy 11

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 25, Kea 15

Points: Kontos 34, Kea 26

Plus-minus: Brandon Prophet +15, Andrey Alexeev +14

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 53, Kea 48

PP goals: Payne 4, Jimmy Lodge 3, Luke Cairns 3

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (10-7-1-0, 3.38, .907), Nikita Serebryakov (5-1-1-1, 2.85, .922)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw was outshot by its opponent by a large margin.

But the Spirit made theirs count.

Windsor scored off a defensive lapse by Saginaw early in the first, but the Spirit powered back with five straight goals over the next two and a half periods to take a 6-2 win and a three-point lead on the Spitfires for second place in the West.

“It was a tough game,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “They’re a team that comes at you. They’re a good team with good skill and good speed. When you’re going to poke check and turn pucks over in bad areas, they’re going to make you pay for it. Fortunately, Nik stood on his head tonight.”

Nikita Serebryakov continued his stellar play, standing on his head to make 43 saves and win his fifth straight game and be named the game’s second star.

Saginaw improved to 15-8-2-1 and with 33 points is two games back of first place Sault Ste. Marie. Meanwhile, Windsor fell in its third straight game and sits at 15-10-0-0 with 30 points.

The Spitfires outshot the Spirit 45-34 and took a 1-0 lead at 8:23 of the first on a rebound goal from Nikita Yazkov.

Rookie Mitchell Stephens answered five minutes later off a pass from Jimmy Lodge in the slot to tie it and Cody Payne gave Saginaw the 2-1 lead on the power play at 16:52.

“It’s good to see the guys capitalize on the power play,” Gilbert said. “We still have a lot of work on it. They were stifling our entries at times because we weren’t really reading the situation and finding open ice, but guys were moving the puck well and getting opportunities.”

Kristoff Kontos forced a Windsor turnover in the neutral zone and was pulled down while attempting the shot, but credited with a goal when it found its way to the back of the net. And Dylan Sadowy scored his 11th goal of the season later on a rebound to give Saginaw a 4-1 advantage heading into the third.

Jimmy Lodge and Justin Sefton scored a pair of power play goals around a Ryan Verbeek goal in the third.

Kontos finished with a goal and two assists, while Sefton, Lodge and Stephens had a goal and an assist apiece.

Highlights

• The man advantage has been a struggle all season for the Spirit, but they connected on 3 of 4 opportunities against Windsor.

• Luke Cairns and Jesse Graham wasted no time making an impact for Saginaw. Cairns had an assist in his third game with Saginaw, while Graham assisted on a goal in his first game since coming over in a trade with Niagara.

• Serebryakov has been dominant in goal, winning his last five starts. He made several key saves, including a breakaway attempt by Windsor star Josh Ho-Sang in the first period. The second-year netminder now has a 2.85 goals-against average and .922 save percentage in eight starts.

Lowlights

• Turnovers are still a problem. Saginaw had several turnovers in its own end and in the neutral zone that created quality scoring chances for Windsor.

• At the end of the second period, the Spirit failed to clear the puck out of their own end and faced constant pressure from the Spitfires for a minute and a half. 

• Saginaw was outshot for the first time in several games and many of them were quality opportunities. Another strong outing from Serebryakov is the only thing that kept them from being too costly.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 27, 2013 at 1:00 PM, updated November 27, 2013 at 1:05 PM 

Email 

SAGINAW, MI — A lot was expected of Justin Kea heading into the 2013-14 season.

A 6-foot-4, 200-pound two-way forward for the Saginaw Spirit and 3rd round pick of the Buffalo Sabres in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, Kea showed a scoring spark and took on a leadership role last year as an assistant captain.

Saginaw is happy to see that “Jumbo” is meeting those expectations through 25 games this year.

“When it comes to the little things, he’s doing real well and playing well,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “We’ve got to get him straightened out with a few things, but he’s been real good for us.”

Part of that has come with age, in his fourth Ontario Hockey League season, and part comes from two development camps and a mini-camp with the Sabres.

"Seeing how all the pros handle themselves, especially all the NHL guys, (has made a difference)," Kea said. "The size of guys of up there, they're all big. And there really aren't any bad hockey players."

Last year proved to be a breakout campaign for Kea as he played significant minutes in all situations — 5-on-5, power play and as one of the team’s primary penalty killers — while scoring 22 goals with 26 assists for 48 points to finish with a plus-12 rating.
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Justin Kea

This year, he’s been paired at times with fellow 1994-born player Terry Trafford and second-year forwards Andrey Alexeev and Dylan Sadowy — all who are in the midst of career years — and he’s reaped the rewards of the group’s hard work.

Kea has 11 goals with 14 assists — both second best on the team — and a plus-11 rating. He scored two goals apiece in games against Sault Ste. Marie and Kingston and has nine games this year where he’s totaled two or more points.

“It’s his confidence and strength,” Gilbert said. “Last year he was a strong kid, but this year over the summer he worked hard. His stamina has picked up, his strength has picked up. He’s a big body. He’s a big guy, and I’m real happy for him. He’s having success and finding the net.”

"I think (conditioning) is huge in this league," Kea said. "Especially with the age difference. I can tell with some of the younger guys, they don't have the legs. They go up and down the ice a couple times and don't have the legs."

Kea said that's helped him makes plays on both ends of the ice.

"I like to take care of my own end before I go on offense," he said. "If I do that, it makes more opportunities to score. I don't think I'm the most skilled guy, but I keep scoring somehow. Just keep putting the puck on net and eventually it'll go in."

Since the Spirit rebounded from their slow start to the season, Kea and Co. have flashed elite play on both ends of the ice. The 19-year old from Woodville, Ont. has been a positive player in 18 of 20 games with a season high of plus-4 on Nov. 10 against Kingston.

“Jumbs is playing real well,” Gilbert said. “At times, he’s overhandling pucks and trying to do too much, and the game’s simpler than that. He’s got to understand that. … (But) his overall confidence level is real high.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Sean Callaghan (left) of the Saginaw Spirit helped build a mobility ramp for the United Way of Saginaw County's 8th annual Project Independence. (Katie Bailey | MLive)
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Sean Callaghan

Saginaw Spirit
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Sean Callaghan

Resume: Callaghan came to the Spirit in an offseason trade with the Ottawa 67's, and he's in the midst of a career year. The 6-foot-4, 211-pound defenseman has more than doubled his career high with seven goals, while pulling in a plus-10 rating on the back end. He's scored three goals in Saginaw's last two games, including two against Sarnia.

Position: Defenseman

Age: 19

Hometown: Strathroy, Ont.

Parents: Scott and Peggy Callaghan

Nickname: Cally

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? Playing in front of people as a team.

What is your favorite NHL team? Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? Youngblood

What is your favorite video game? Call of Duty

Do you have a special pregame meal? Rice and chicken 

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do? Golf and read

What is the funnest thing to do in Saginaw? Going out to movies or dinner with the boys.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Chris Pronger

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Playing in the conference finals in Ottawa against Niagara.

If you could pair with any defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Nicklas Lidstrom

Do you have any gameday superstitions? Just my nap midday and I always get a Tim Hortons double-double coffee extra large.

What was your favorite subject in school? Biology

When did you start playing hockey? In little tikes, 3 or 4 years old.

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What goalie do you score on? I don't really score, but I'd have to say (Patrick) Roy.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? I skated on the ice and still had my skate guards on.
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SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw faced a small turnaround from Friday’s disappointing loss to Plymouth.

But the Spirit answered in impressive fashion with a strong performance from start to finish, including a 3-goal second period, on Saturday en route to a 6-2 win over the Sarnia Sting.

“We had to respond,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “That was our big focus tonight as coaches, to see what kind of response we were going to have from last night. The guys came out and battled hard. It’s nice to see them rewarded for their hard work.”

Saginaw improved to 14-8-2-1 and maintains a one-point lead on second place in the West over Windsor, which also won. Meanwhile, Sarnia fell to 8-16-0-1 with 17 points.

The Spirit succumbed to complacency against the Whalers, but they played an intense, physical game from start to finish.

Sarnia jumped out to an early lead when successive penalties on Sean Callaghan and Justin Kea gave the Sting a 5-on-3 for 1:55. Jimmy McDowell fired a shot that missed the net past a sliding Nikita Serebryakov. The rebound went to Nikolay Goldobin who snuck it in for the 1-0 lead.

It was all Spirit from there.

Callaghan ripped a blast from beyond the faceoff circle late in the first period to tie it and Daniel De Sousa scored his first goal with the Spirit eight minutes into the second to give Saginaw a 2-1 lead.

Jimmy Lodge got into the action with a power play goal four minute later for what proved to be the game winner, and Callaghan added his second goal of the game and seventh of the season — more than doubling his career total of three set as a rookie in 2011-12 — to make it 4-2 heading into the third period.

Justin Kea beat Taylor Dupuis for his 11th goal of the season nearly eight minutes into the third period before McDowell ended the streak with a goal for Sarnia.

Dylan Sadowy capped the scoring for Saginaw with his 10th goal of the season.

Lodge finished with a game-high three points, while Callaghan, Kea, Sadowy, Nick Moutrey and Kristoff Kontos finished with two apiece.

Serebryakov won his fourth straight game in goal after making 23 saves

Highlights

• Sean Callaghan is more of a physical, stay-at-home defenseman, but he got involved on the offensive side against the Sting with two goals. That makes three in the last two games and pushes his season total to seven goals, breaking his career high of three goals set as a rookie with Ottawa.

• After battling injuries early on in the season, Lodge is beginning to bounce back with a goal and an assist. It’s his second straight game with a goal, while his two assists make it six of the last seven games with a point.

• The Spirit matched Windsor’s win to remain a point ahead of the Spitfires for second place in the West, and they moved within five points of first place Sault Ste. Marie.

Lowlights

• Saginaw dominated play throughout the game, but the Spirit were outshot by the Sting in the third period 13-10 and surrendered a late goal.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw Spirit trade for New York Islanders prospect Jesse Graham
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SAGINAW, MI — The upgrades keep coming for the Saginaw Spirit, this time on the defensive end.

On Saturday, Saginaw announced it agreed to a trade with Niagara that brings IceDogs captain and New York Islanders prospect Jesse Graham to the Spirit. 

In exchange, Saginaw is sending Niagara its 2nd round pick in the 2014 OHL Priority Selection, a 2nd round pick in the 2015 selection that originally belonged to Plymouth and Saginaw’s 3rd round selection in 2017. 

The Spirit also send a 2nd round pick in the 2018 selection to Niagara if Graham plays an overage season with Saginaw next year.

“We are very excited to have Jesse joining the Spirit as he will add to our power play, along with his ability to move the puck,” Saginaw General Manager Jim Paliafito said in a written statement. “This move is a commitment we have to improve our team for this year.”

The moves comes a day after Saginaw acquired forward Luke Cairns from Belleville.

A 1994-born player and Toronto native, Graham has spent his entire OHL career with Niagara since being selected with the No. 6 overall pick in 2010. In 223 games, he has 15 goals and 99 assists with 129 penalty minutes. Graham was selected by the Islanders in the 6th round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

He has a career best six goals to go with 10 assists in 24 games for the IceDogs this year

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw was the better team for 53 minutes against Plymouth.

But the Whalers were better for the eight minutes that mattered.

The Spirit led 3-1 on Friday, Nov. 22 with seven minutes left in regulation when they dialed back the intensity, allowing the Whalers back into the game with two quick goals that sent it to overtime where a Victor Crus Rydberg goal in the extra period secured a 4-3 Whalers win.

“It’s embarrassing, everybody taking shortcuts and turning pucks over, thinking they’re better than what they really are as a team,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “Plymouth never stops working. They deserved to win because they didn’t quit and they stuck with their game.”

Mitch Jones and Zach Lorentz scored two goals for the Whalers at 13:16 and 14:33 of the third, and Crus Rydberg snuck a wristshot by Jake Paterson at 1:14 of overtime to give the Whalers the improbable win.

Saginaw gained a point with the overtime loss and took a one-point lead on Windsor for second place in the West at 13-8-2-1 with 29 points, while Plymouth improved to 10-13-0-1 with 21 points.

"We did some positives, then we threw it out the window," Gilbert said. "That's a slap in the face. That's what we are right now, the inconsistency is consistent."

Matt Mistele scored 19 seconds into a power play with 56 left in the first period to give the Whalers the early lead, despite being outplayed by the Spirit.

Saginaw peppered rookie goalie Zack Bowman with 17 first-period shots, and the Spirit finally broke through early in the second period when Sean Callaghan ripped a howitzer past Bowman for his career best fifth goal of the season.

Jimmy Lodge gave the Spirit a 2-1 lead midway through the second with a power play goal, and Terry Trafford pushed it to two goals midway through the third period.

Paterson stopped 27 of 31 shots he faced, while Bowman stopped 43 of 46 shots.

The Spirit try to rebound Saturday when they host a Sarnia team with the third worst record in the Ontario Hockey League, but a 3-1 record against Saginaw.

Highlights

• Callaghan scored his fifth goal of the season for his eighth point — both career highs.

• Jimmy Lodge has struggled with injuries this season, but he skated hard and moved the puck to create several opportunities. He buried one in the second period on the power play for his fourth goal of the season.

• Saginaw’s power play has been ineffective this year, but the Spirit generated several scoring opportunities and capitalized on one with the man advantage.

Lowlights

• The Spirit had a win in the bag and gave it away. Saginaw’s inability to play well for a full 60 minutes has taken several wins off the win column a third of the way through the 2013-14 OHL season. They won’t win a division title, let alone the league crown while that’s still an issue.

• When Saginaw makes mistakes, they’re big ones — turnovers in the defensive end and missed assignments. Plymouth scored two goals 1:17 apart in the third period off those mistakes to send it to overtime.

• Injuries have kept key contributors out of the lineup all season. First Lodge had a couple different injuries, then Trafford missed some time and now captain Eric Locke. Locke has sat out the last three games with a shoulder injury.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Saginaw Spirit trade for Belleville Bulls forward Luke Cairns
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit have added forward Luke Cairns to the roster in a trade with the Belleville Bulls. In exchange, the Spirit sent a 3rd round pick in the 2016 OHL Priority Selection, which originally belonged to Sarnia, and a 6th round pick in 2016 to the Bulls.

Cairns is a 1994-born player in his fourth year of eligibility in the Ontario Hockey League. He began his career with the Erie Otters where he scored 31 goals with 61 assists in 191 career games. Cairns was traded to Belleville in the offseason where he scored six goals with eight assists in 19 games.

The 5-foot-10, 170-pound center hails from Hamilton, Ont.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Spirit Insider: Nikita Serebryakov catching fire between the pipes for Saginaw

Serebryakov.jpg

Saginaw Spirit goalie Nikita Serebryakov makes a save in a win over Belleville. (Courtesy of Matthew Desouza)
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SAGINAW, MI — After a slow start to the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season, goalie Nikita Serebryakov is making a play for more time between the pipes.

The 18-year old Russian is in his second season in Saginaw, and he’s in the midst of a personal three-game winning streak that has caught the attention of Spirit coaches.

“It’s good to start to see him take off,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “He had a bit of a bumpy road early in the season and didn’t win any games, but he’s won his last three.”

Detroit Red Wings prospect Jake Paterson is still firmly entrenched as the starter, but with the World Junior Hockey Championships in Sweden on the horizon, and Paterson a contender for one of the goalie positions, Serebryakov may see an increase in playing time. 

And that doesn’t bother Gilbert.

“He’s been competing hard, and he’s going to be a heck of a goalie,” Gilbert said.

Serebryakov’s best performance came in a 2-1 win over Mississauga when he stopped 33 of 34 shots he faced, including a minute and a half at the end of the game when the Steelheads pulled their goalie for an extra skater to try and send the game to overtime.

He’s 3-1-1-1 in six starts this year with a 3.12 goals-against average and .916 save percentage after going 6-11-1-1 with a 4.19 GAA and .876 save percentage as a rookie last year.

Viva La Spirit Night

The Great Lakes Bay Hispanic Leadership Institute and MidWestTejanoRadio.com is hosting Viva La Spirit Night to support Latino Heritage Night at The Dow Event Center when Saginaw hosts Windsor at 7:11 p.m. Tickets can be purchased at saginawspirit.net/groupsales with ID: Spirit and Password: Viva, which include admission to the after paryt in the Blue Line Club.

Guns & Hoses Classic

The Saginaw Spirit host their 7th annual Guns & Hoses Classic on Saturday, Nov. 23 prior to their game against the Plymouth Whalers. Tickets are $12 with $5 of each ticket going to the Muscular Dystrophy Association to help fight muscle disease.

Local firefighters and police officers play each other in a hockey game at 5 p.m. 

Winter Classic

Tickets are on sale for the OHL outdoor doubleheader at Comerica Park on Sunday, Dec. 28. Saginaw takes on Windsor in the first outdoor game in OHL history at 1:30 p.m. Plymouth plays London in the nightcap. Tickets can be purchased by calling 989-497-7747 or at the Spirit Store on State St. Tickets are $38, $28 and $18 apiece, and there is a bus trip option available.

The Spirit have introduced a Santa Stocking Stuffer for the Christmas season. For $49.95 you can receive six Upper Level vouchers to use at Spirit games after Jan. 1 along with a $10 Spirit merchandise coupon. This package, which is valued at $90, is available until Dec. 23.

Standings

Sault Ste. Marie is still in first place in the West Division at 16-5-0-2 with 34 points, however, Windsor and Saginaw are narrowing the gap. The Spitfires and Spirit have put together strong performances on both ends of the ice to move within three games at 28 points apiece. Plymouth is in fourth at 9-13-0-1 with 19 points, and Sarnia is last at 8-14-0-1 with 17 points.

The Erie Otters, led by Saginaw native Devin Williams, have surged to the top of the OHL at 19-3-1-0 for 39 points to take a one-game lead over Guelph for first in the Midwest. The Storm sit two points back of Erie at 17-3-2-1 with 37 points, followed by defending champion London at 15-5-1-1 with 32 points. Owen Sound and Kitchener are fourth and fifth with 24 and 15 points, respectively.

Oshawa leads the Eastern Conference and East Division at 18-5-0-1 with 37 points. The Generals have a 12-point lead over Kingston, which is 11-8-1-2 with 25 points. Peterborough is in third at 9-12-0-3 with 21 points followed by Ottawa with 18 points and Belleville with 14.

Barrie has surged ahead of Mississauga for first in the Central Division at 13-8-1-1 with 28 points. The Steelheads are a game back at 12-11-1-1 with 26 points. Sudbury and North Bay have 24 and 23 points, respectively. Niagara is last at 6-13-2-2 with 16 points.

Spirit Schedule

Plymouth Whalers at Saginaw Spirit 

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 13-8-1-1, Plymouth 9-13-0-1

Notes: Alex Nedeljkovic mans the pipes for the Whalers as one of the top-ranked goalies heading into the 2014 NHL Draft. He has an 8-11-0-1 record, but is the No. 12 goalie in the league with a 3.35 goals-against average. Center Ryan Hartman was a first round pick of the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks in 2013, and he came to terms with the Hawks after a strong start that has seen the Illinois native record 10 goals and 11 assists. Carter Sandlak leads the team with 13 goals.

Sarnia Sting at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m.

Record: Sarnia 8-14-0-1

Notes: The Sting have languished at the bottom of the West Division, but they’ve also had the Spirit’s number with wins in 3 of 4 games against Saginaw. Nickolas Latta leads the team with 17 goals, while Anthony DeAngelo leads the team with eight goals and 24 assists for 32 points. Sarnia has scored 14 goals in its last three games against Saginaw — all wins.

Windsor Spitfires at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m.

Record: Windsor 14-7-0-0

Notes: Kerby Rychel leads the Spitfires and is the No. 12 point producer in the OHL with 14 goals and 20 points. He was a first round pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets, No. 19 overall in the 2013 NHL Draft. Goalie Alex Fotinos is undefeated in seven starts for Windsor since coming over in a trade with Barrie on Oct. 18. He has a .924 save percentage and 2.24 goals-against average for Windsor. 

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 13, Justin Kea 10

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 19, Eric Locke 14

Points: Kontos 27, Locke 22

Plus-minus: Andrey Alexeev +17, Jacob Ringuette +14

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 49, Kea 46

PP goals: Payne 4, Ringuette 2, Justin Sefton 2

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (10-7-0-0, 3.34, .909), Nikita Serebryakov (3-1-1-1, 3.12, .916)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Rampage Sub-Par–Lose to Marlies
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There aren’t too many hockey teams the Rampage have traditionally dominated in the past.

For some odd reason, the Toronto Marlies are the team the Rampage have enjoyed success over the years, going 10-3 against the Maple Leafs top farm team.

Last season, the Marlies won the only meeting of the season and this year, more of the same, as Toronto beat San Antonio 4-2 at the AT&T Center Sunday in front of 4,114 fans, who chose hockey over the Cowboys-Giants game.

Penalties. Minor penalties did the Rampage in this time, as two of the three non-empty net Marlie goals came on the power play — the first on a 5-on-3 situation. Against most teams, those aren’t good odds. Toronto had seven power plays in the game. But the Marlies power play, although statistically mediocre, is pretty darn impressive when you watch them operate.

NHL’ers John-Michael Liles and T.J. Brennan on the points is worrisome enough for any goaltenter. You can shut them down once and feel good about yourself. Maybe twice. But give them a two-man advantage and they are deadly.

The Marlies had a man advantage to open the second period, down 1-0, when Jonathan Racine slashed a Marlie stick in half. Easy call for the ref. Less than minute later, tie game when Spencer Abbott found a loose puck to the right of Jacob Markstrom and beat the Swede on the glove side.

After former Rampage forward Troy Brodie (of the ill-advised Anaheim Ducks experiment) put the Marlies on top, Greg Rallo tipped in a shot from the point to knot the score going into the third.

Again, the penalty bug bit the Rampage — Jed Ortmeyer called for interference when it looked like he threw his stick at the puck with 4:03 left in regulation. Eight seconds later, Brennan ripped a shot over Markstrom’s glove for a 3-2 lead. An empty-netter by Jerry D’amigo with 10 seconds left provided the final margin.

The Rampage had their chances, outshooting the Marlies 19-7 in the first period and 36-28 for the game. A couple of posts and shots over the net came up empty for the home team.

“Undisciplined is what it was,” said head coach Tom Rowe. “Taking way too many penalties. They’ve been doing that pretty much ever since I’ve been here. This week is gonna correct that.”

Rowe looked pretty determined when he said that. And when Rowe looks like that in conversation, I’m thinking this team could use a few novenas to help them get to Thanksgiving in one piece.

“(Rowe) demands a lot of his players and you have to respect that,” said Rampage captain Greg Rallo. “This week the boys are gonna learn how to move their feet and it’s gonna be good in the long run.”

Moving their feet as in sprints? Rowe feels this team is on the verge of making some noise in this league.

Come Thursday, the players may be thankful for lessons learned this week. Friday night’s post-turkey game with Oklahoma City may show us what this team has learned about staying out of the box.
Rampage School Barons in Front of 12,127 Young Fans

Posted on November 19, 2013  |  By Tony Uminski 
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NOTE: POST GAME QUOTES AT THE END OF STORY.

First time for everything for yours truly.

It’s a 10:30 faceoff and there are a million screaming kids at the AT&T Center. They really don’t know who to cheer for or what they are cheering for, but they are having a great time not being in school.

The Rampage are 1-2 in these morning games here, but have lost three straight, including a 3-2 setback last Tuesday morning in OKC.

Big games for the Rampage this week. This morning against the 7-7-0-2 Barons, with new goaltender Tyler Bunz in the crease. He has settled down nicely since taking over the lead role from Olivier Roy, who was traded by the parent Edmonton Oilers to Calgary. He’s 1-0-1 — all against the Rampage, with a 2.07 GAA.

Unfortunately for San Antonio, Laurent Brossoit, picked up from the Flames organization, and with the 5.72 GAA, is on the bench.

Jacob Markstrom in goal for San Antonio. He’s 1-1 since coming back from Florida. The Panthers heir-apparent in goal will have to have more seasoning here before taking over the duties in Sunrise.

Just underway.

From a scramble in front,  Joey Crabb finished off an odd-man rush by slipping the puck off Bunz’ leg into the net at 3:28. Jack Coombs and just recalled Wade Megan. Megan was leading the East Coast Hockey League in scoring with nine goals.

Barons get the game’s first power play with Jared Gomes off for holding.

Another penalty on Alex Petrovic for cross-checking in front of Markstrom. Barons with a two-man advantage.

Nice job by the penalty killers. No serious shots on the 5-on-3, and Greg Rallo just had a nice break out. Down to 20 seconds. Rampage lead the league in minor penalties.

Power play unit better for San Antonio, especially with Ryan Whitney running the blue line. But overall, Rampage are 28th out of 30 teams with a 11.3 percent success rate. The Rampage are one of five AHL teams still in single digits for PP goals — 9.

Bunz missed one — and the Rampage get an easy one. A shot from the point and the puck deflected into the net off Jed Ortmeyer at 12:07. Vincent Trocheck the only assist.

Rampage going on the power play. Taylor Fedun off for elbowing.

Rampage have a two-man advantage — for a full two minutes.

Trocheck taps in a loose puck in the crease. Rampage lead 3-0. 1:50 left in the period and the Barons are still short a man for 1:24. Assists to Ortmeyer and Bobby Butler at 18:10.

By far, best Rampage period of the season and in a long time — outshot OKC 21-10 leading 3-0 after one.

SECOND PERIOD

Petrovic off for boarding == Barons have their third power play to start the period.

Best scenario. Rampage kill off penalty. Markstrom great — making four stops in a scramble. Now Rampage with the extra skater.

No dice. Rampage 1 for 4 on the power play, but moved the puck well and kept pressure on in offensive end. Looks much better organized. Looks like they actually know what they are doing instead of panic mode all the time. Nice change.

Make it 4-0. Another “dirty” goal. Eric Selleck stuffed it in from the left of the crease at 6:42.  Jared Gomes gets his first point of the season in his 17th game.

OKC’s Linus Omark is a really good player, but right now, not a very smart player. On an obvious offside call, after the whistle, Omark still took a shot at Markstrom. It wasn’t a hard shot, but it was a shot. Omark is off for Unsportsmanlike Conduct penalty. Rampage on the PP.

With 3:03 left in the second, Rampage up 5-0. Gomes excellent work on the boards pries the puck free and feeds in front to Quenton Howden for a the biggest lead in SA since Nov. 5, 2011, a 6-1 win over Toronto.

Barons get on the board. A group of three Barons rush the net and somehow the puck squirted under Markstrom at 17:27. Mark Marincin on the goal from Matthew Ford. Add an assist to Roman Horak.

End of 2. Rampage 5, OKC 1. Shots Rampage 32, Barons 23.

Third period underway! Let’s see if the Barons decide to make this a game.

So far, perhaps. Markstrom with some nice stops early.

We’ll see how good Markstrom is right now. Weird sequence — One ref calls Jack Combs for tripping at one end of the ice and on the ensuing rush with the extra skater, the other ref called another tripping penalty on Jonathan Racine. Two-man advantage for the Barons.

Rampage did it. Killed off the two-minute two-man advantage. Excellent work by the penalty killers and Markstrom made a couple of nice saves as well.

Game winding down. Barons have overtaken the Rampage in shots, 36-35…14-4 in the period. Rampage on the power play after Ben Eager was called for goaltender interference and then threw a tantrum and the ref threw him out.

Trocheck with a beauty of a pass to Bobby Butler with 37 seconds left. Rampage 6, Barons 1.

Final, 6-1. Quotes to follow. Final shots: Rampage 38, Barons 37.

Attendance: 12,127 — going to be the cleanest building to spruce up for the Celts-Spurs game because not much was spent at the concession stands. But a fun group of kids going to their first hockey game. Rampage sure gave them a good show, and Chik-Fil-A gave them a free chicken sandwich coupon for a four-goal game.

Rampage head coach Tom Rowe:

“I said to them after the game, ‘this should prove to everybody this is what you’re capable of doing every night.”

“When you own both nets you’re gonna win a lot of hockey games. You have to play inside your opponent. When you go into the traffic areas, you’re probably gonna get hit a little bit.  You’re gonna score some goals. That something that’s got to be consistent.”

“This is a simple game. Coaches just have to stay out of the way, not make it too complicated. We talked about moving the puck north and south as fast as you possibly can. We got good goaltending. Good hockey players. There’s no reason we should be ‘win-one, lose-one.’  We need to put a little streak together.

“My time in Russia was very beneficial for me. I got to know a different style. Over there they like to control the puck. That’s something I wanted to do when I came back home. Just take the puck control game as much as we can, but play it with a North American flair to it, which is north and south, get pucks and bodies to the net. They hear about going to the net every day. It’s a fun way to play. At the end of the day, the fans want to come and they want to see teams score and get up some scoring chances. They don’t want to sit there and watch a defensive trap and gap. I’m a big defensive guy, but when you don’t have the puck. And you have to do that quickly and I think our guys are starting to buy into that.”

On Trocheck:

“It is amazing for a 20-year old guy to come into this league. This is a very good league. A lot of first-year guys don’t give it enough respect. And they don’t get off to the start they want and it kinda snowballs from there. But for him, he plays with a lot of confidence, a lot of jam and he’s a good guy to have in that locker room because he doesn’t worry about anything. Nothing scares him and that’s a great way to be as a player, especially a first-year player.”

On goaltender Jacob Markstrom:

“Marky and I had a cup of coffee last night and I said ‘you gotta have some fun while you’re down here, not be worrying about anything else.’  I know he’s an elite goaltender. The organization does. We just need to get him back there. He’s going in that direction.”

On the team in general:

“This is without a doubt, probably one of the best groups I’ve ever coached. This is just a good bunch of guys. They have a lot of fun and they work hard. They want to learn and they want to win.”

Gomes:

“We had all our lines working together well. We were good defensively. Marky made some big saves at the right time. Our power play was clicking. Everything seemed to go well.”

“Certainly the message today from coach was to come out hard, especially in the first, set the tone of the game right off the hop. We managed to do that, got the early lead which is always huge.”

“We don’t want to be a team that sits back. We want to press the other team into making mistakes, with or without the lead. We need to play the same way all the time. And that’s the message from Tom. That’s what we need to execute.”

“I think so far we’ve underachieved in terms of win-one, lose-one type hockey. That’s obviously not acceptable. We have a great group of guys and a great coaching staff. Going forward we need to be more consistent and play the same way all the time.”

About the Youth at the game:

“They were really noisy today. It was great to see all the kids come out and supporting hockey. We had a lot of fun. It was fun to play and I’m sure it was great for the kids too.”
Rampage Scorer Matsumoto’s Game Going to the Dogs
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It would be easy to take a swipe at Rampage center Jon Matsumoto’s lack of production this season. One assist over 14 games for the usually reliable goal scorer — averaging over 20 goals a season in the AHL — just isn’t cutting the mustard.

Matsumoto did score the game-winning goal in the shootout Sunday against Milwaukee, and when he came out for the post-game interview, he held in his big left hand a tiny, obviously abused dog — a trembling, sweet little chihuahua that he and his wife, Kristen, rescued near the AT&T Center.

As a result, they are spearheading the “Matsumoto Rescues” program, working with the Animal Defense League in helping stray dogs find homes in San Antonio.

In a team release this week, Matsumoto said, “My wife, Kristen, and I have always been animal lovers and we saw this as a great opportunity to help pets here in San Antonio. We have a rescue dog of our own and we want to do everything we can to help animals in need find permanent homes.”

Every Sunday game this season, fans can help out by bringing pet items to the game, which will be donated to the ADL. They do a terrific job there. Personally, our family had to take our pet dog there when he wasn’t allowed to live in base housing. Since it is a no-kill facility, we know Buddy found his way into a good home through their efforts.

This past Sunday, Rampage fans responded with little fanfare. Here’s the total donations collected during the game Matsumoto, ironically, decided in the shootout win over the Admirals.

31 rolls of paper towel

 10 bottles of shampoo

 40 bags of dog food

 52 cans of dog food

 9 blankets

 25 towels

 5 toys

 18 packs of dog treats

 50 raw hides

 100 plastic bags

 Total: 341 items

The next time to donate will be the Toronto game coming up on Nov. 24.

Fans will be hoping Matsumoto can provide a game-winner in that contest, along with providing his support for the canine fans of San Antonio.

Rampage Somehow Staying Even
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As the Rampage embarked on a three-game road trip this week, they added a few new names sitting in assigned seats.

Tom Rowe takes over for Peter Horachek behind the bench, while Steve Pinizzotto, veteran defenseman Ryan Whitney and Jacob Markstrom join the fun on the ice. On the minus side, defenseman Matt Mottau moved up to the parent Florida Panthers.

Pinizzotto has worked out just fine. Two goals in his first three games and he just missed making it three in a row in the 3-2 loss in Oklahoma City Tuesday morning. Only a great save by Barons goaltender Tyler Bunz kept Pinizzotto from his goal-a-game pace.

Whitney, a veteran of 480 NHL games, was dispatched to San Antonio by the Panthers and the move paid off with Whitney scoring a goal and assisting on the other Rampage marker Tuesday morning.

Markstrom returned for his first Rampage start since February in Chicago against the Wolves. He wasn’t tested much by the Barons, who were outshot 34-23, including 13-5 in the first period. It will be interesting to see how the 6-6 Swede takes the demotion — sometimes players use it as motivation to work harder and get back in the NHL. Others come down with a chip on their shoulder, sulk and make life miserable for teammates, coaches and fans.

A couple of players who could use a few games of top-notch production are Drew Shore and Quinton Howden.

Shore does have four assists in 12 games.

FOUR.

Some may suggest the former second round pick who played an unexpected 43 games last year in the NHL, is more playmaker than goal scorer. But he did score 10 in 43 games here last year before his promotion to centering NHL Rookie of the Year, Jonathan Huberdeau. (It should be pointed out that Huberdeau is suffering from the ‘sophomore jinx’ with just one goal this year–could he be missing his pivotman?).

Howden, a speed merchant on the ice, scored a spiffy shorthanded goal against Charlotte, one of his two goals in 12 games. Howden is a FIRST-ROUNDER who has thus far this season, um, underperformed. If you want to see a mild stat line, check out the one under Howden in the NHL last season — 18 games 0-0-0-2…goals, assists, pts, penalty minutes.  Howden scored 70 goals in his last two junior seasons at Moose Jaw, hence his high draft status. And he did skate on the fourth line in Florida. He does have incredible  speed, and the skills — he did score 13 goals and 30 points in 57 Rampage games — but he really needs to start posting some numbers here.

Jon Matsumoto has returned to San Antonio after a one-year sabbatical in the Eastern Conference last year and has two goals in 14 games, and those two came in the same game early in the season. Matsumoto did score the game-winner in the shootout Sunday against Milwaukee, but he’s not scored in a dozen games with only ONE assist. Two years ago, Matsumoto was the go-to scorer here with 10 goals in 35 games after joining the team in January. More importantly, the former third round pick by the Flyers scored 13 points in 10 post-season games, including the clinching assist in the Game-Five win over Chicago.

Throw in the lack of scoring production from the blueline (although much better in the OKC game thanks to Whitney and Alex Petrovic), and zero goals from last season’s only goal scorers in the 11-game losing streak that ended the season, Jared Gomes and Jack Combs, the toughest combo for AHL announcers to say and it’s a wonder the team is close to leading the league in shots and hovering around the .500 mark.

Here’s how.

Vincent Trocheck is the first bonefide Rampage player who may garner some rookie of the year mention this season. With six goals and six assists, the lively forward gives fans an air of expectation every time he steps on the ice and is the fifth leading rookie scorer in the league.

And it’s just not his scoresheet that’s impressive.

A Panther’s third-round selection in 2011, the Pittsburgh native has mesmerized fans and opponents from day one. He plays on the power play, penalty kill and top line. Of course, there is always the lingering threat of the call-up that could take this jewel away at any moment, but while Trocheck is here in San Antonio, the team has a chance to win every night.

His linemate Garrett Wilson has benefitted from working with Trocheck, but Wilson has brought his own A-game to SA this season. Not showing much in two previous trials with the AHL club in the past two seasons, Wilson has been re-born this year, being a physical presence in front of the net and scoring the same amount of goals in 12 games this season as he did in 37 the previous two years — four. Wilson is much more confident — playing like he believes he belongs at this level. And from his work so far, he has validated the Panther’s fourth-round pick on him in 2009.

Bobby Butler, with 128 NHL games and 20 goals on his resume and eight points on the stat sheet, has also impressed. Captain Greg Rallo has two goals and nine points, overcoming a typical slow start. Defenseman Colby Robak has eight points on a goal and seven helpers. Joey Crabb has a couple of goals. He like Butler, has 20 NHL goals in 171 games, has hit some posts and has played well.

Defensively, the Rampage backline has been solid. Petrovic is a team-leading plus-seven. Robak, Whitney, Denny Urban, rookie Jonathan Racine, and John Lee have played well in helping the Rampage allow 39 goals in 14 games.  Racine has a nice edge to his game, and Lee has outscored Combs and Gomes.

Minus a 6-0 blowout loss to Texas on Oct. 19, the Rampage have been in every game this season.

Goaltenders Dov Grumet-Morris and Michael Houser, just optioned to ECHL Cincinnati yesterday, have played above average in goal, and some nights, spectacularly, in helping the cause. Houser, at 4-1 while here, was the victim of the Markstrom assignment. Markstrom will hog the netminder minutes, so playing regularly in Cincy may not be where Houser wants to be right now, but it makes sense to having him playing, not sitting.

 New Leader

If you’re looking for a coach with tons of AHL coaching  experience, Tom Rowe surely fits the bill. In four years in Lowell and Albany, Rowe led his team into the playoffs three times.  The Boston area native has also logged four years as an assistant in Lowell. As a player, Rowe scored 85 NHL goals with the Washington Capitals,  Hartford Whalers and Detroit Red Wings, along with 100 points in 385 games.

Talking with him after Sunday’s win over Milwaukee, Rowe is upbeat, positive and looking forward to when the team breaks out on the offensive side, while continuing to look at the back line.

Great to see Peter Horachek getting his chance to coach in the NHL. In his brief time here, Horachek set the tone with a hard-line attitude with a heart and good nature. Easy to talk to after tough losses, Horachek just might be what the Panthers need this season.

Mike Santos, Rampage general manager, is also optimistic. In the past, Santos has been guarded in his appraisal of Rampage teams for two years. Not the case this season. Santos was almost euphoric Sunday in talking about the club.

With games Friday night in Des Moines, home of the new Iowa Wild (formerly the Houston Aeros) and Saturday in Rockford — the lone trip to that Illinois town — the Rampage may re-define their lack of luck in November.

Last season, the team dropped eight straight games in November. Longtime fans will recall the abysmal 17-game losing streak from five years ago, as well as the similar 11-game streak four years ago in this month.

There are indications this could be a very good season, especially if Shore, Howden, Gomes and Combs start finding the mark. We’ll see if Rowe and Santos’ optimism is real or imagined soon enough.

More Moves

Along with Houser, the Rampage farmed out a couple of players who made little impact on the lineup this season. Forwards Philippe Cornet and Logan Shaw were sent to Cincinnati.

Cornet scored 39 goals in Oklahoma City the last two seasons, but couldn’t find his mojo here and came down with “Casey Wellman Syndrome” with one assist in four games. Shaw, a third-round Panthers pick in 2011, was scoreless in seven games and needs ECHL seasoning in his first pro year.
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Rampage–Checkers at AT&T Center
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NOTE: POST-GAME  QUOTES AT END OF REPORT!

Divisional matchup at the AT&T Center tonight.

Charlotte 5-3-0-1 vs San Antonio 3-5-0-0.

Kind of a treat tonight — in goal for the Checkers, the Million-Dollar Minor League Goalie Man — Rick DiPietro. His record 0-1 with a 4.03 goals against. Michael Houser gets the call for San Antonio. He’s 2-0 with a 2.00 GAA.

Nice crowd on hand. Will give you updates throughout the evening.

Checkers draw first blood as Justin Shugg walks in alone on Houser and scores with a wrist shot through the wickets at 2:08. Charlotte 1, Rampage 0.

Amazingly lucky save for DiPietro. The former first round pick, and first overall for the 2000 draft by the Islanders, tried to clear the puck up the left wing boards, but Greg Rallo intercepted and put a quick shot on goal. DiPietro got back, but spun around and landed in the crease on his face with the puck underneath him. Referee Ian Croft looked at the play on video but the puck was not in.

However, Garrett Wilson tipped in the puck past DiPietro at 4:19. Jonathan Racine flipped the puck toward the net from the left wing. Wilson screened DiPietro and the puck went in off his blocker.

Rampage 1, Charlotte 1. 14:17 left in the first period.

First time for everything. Houser just made a save from between the circles. Crazy play. He tried to clear the puck, but the Checkers defenseman stopped the puck at the blueline, fired and Houser, backing up into position, stopped the puck 15 feet in front of the net.

The Checkers did score, however, at 8:08 on a high shot over Houser’s glove by Victor Rask, his fifth of the season.

Rampage on the power play.  Defenseman Rasmus Rissanen off for boarding. Rampage pp unit clicking at 15.4 percent at home — 4-26.

Power play goal — Joey Crabb from the right circle halfway up off the post over DiPietro’s stick, which he holds with his left hand, so Crabb shot across the goal mouth to connect off the pipe. Rallo and Colby Robak at 15:23.

Rampage 2, Charlotte 2.  4:16 left in first period.

Erik Selleck with a burst of speed down the middle of the ice, but couldn’t finish as DiPietro got a piece of the puck.

Crabb picked up a two-minute high sticking penalty. Checkers, the AHL affiliate of the Carolina Hurricanes, on the power play.

Never mind. Brendan Woods just got nabbed for delay of game when he messed with the faceoff for Charlotte so 4-on-4. Only three seconds elapsed before the whistle blew.

End of one period.

San Antonio 2, Charlotte 2. Shots SA 10, Charlotte 7.

Rampage center Jon Matsumoto played 106 games with the Checkers before his trade here two years ago.  The former Flyers third round pick scored 33 goals and 82 points in the red jerseys.

Matsumoto is also scoring goals for the Animal Defense League. Every goal he scores, Matsumoto will donate $20 to the no kill shelter.

Second period underway. No scoring six minutes into the period.

Matsumoto off for delay of game. Checkers on their best behavior to enjoy more than a three-second power play.

Checkers take the lead again on a perfect feed to Matt Marquardt from Adam Brace at 14:53. Brace from the right halfwall put a soft pass on Marquardt’s blade just inside the crease and beat Houser stickside.

Charlotte 3, San Antonio 2.

Great glove save by Hauser on Shugg with 28 seconds left. Hauser flat on his belly got the glove up just as Shugg tried it lift it over his glove. It should be pointed out Hauser misplayed a shot and gave up a juicy rebound that Shugg jumped on and it almost cost the AHL rookie netminder. But great recovery by Hauser kept it a one goal game.

At the end of 2, Charlotte 3, San Antonio 2.

Third period underway!

Pretty, pretty play. Quinton Howden used his speed down the right wing to catch up with the puck and slip it in front to a hard-charging Greg Rallo for the re-direction past DiPietro to tie it. Robak got his second assist of the game at 3:19.

Rampage 3, Checkers 3.  15:19 left in regulation.

Scoring change on first Rampage goal by Wilson — second assist goes to Vincent Trocheck instead of Robak.

Another winner of a save by Houser with 11:01 left in regulation, this time with his left pad. Kept it on the ice to take away a nice shot by Charlotte.

Great eyes by Trocheck, great shot by Wilson. Top shelf off a Checkers turnover at the blue line. Bobby Butler sent the puck behind the net. Trocheck whirled around, found Wilson coming down the slot. Pop. 4-3.

8:44 left in the third period.

San Antonio 4, Charlotte 3.

Rampage have outshot Charlotte 13-1 in the period.

Speed of Howden — flying down the right wing, shorthanded. Alex Petrovic finally got the puck out of the zone after Hauser stopped five excellent Checker chances with the extra man. Howden broke in alone on DiPietro and beat him on the ice just inside the left post.

Rampage 5, Charlotte 3.

Rampage have this one wrapped up. Charlotte down two skaters with less than a minute left.

Houser goes to 3-0. Second straight win for San Antonio.

Three stars: Garrett Wilson, One. Greg Rallo, Two. Michael Houser, third.  Final shots 42-27…including 20-8 in the third period, when the Rampage outscored Charlotte 3-0.

Attendance: 6,359.

QUICK QUIPS

Head Coach Peter Horachek: “We said we were gonna come back out and tie this up in the first 10 minutes, and we’re gonna score two more in the second (half of the period). We’re coming after them. The guys came out with a lot of life. They did everything we asked them to do. But there’s so much to our defensive side we need to get better.”

On Garrett Wilson’s improvement: “He’s come in right from the beginning and shown well. I think it’s absolutely alright for a young player to have to go to Cincinnati (ECHL), just like it’s alright for a player to come here that wants to be in Florida.  He’s a big, strong, tough kid that goes to the front of the net. He’s fearless.”

Garrett Wilson: “Nice to get the goals when we needed them. The first five or six games of the season we were struggling scoring goals.  Now we’re starting to get contributions from everyone.”

“Anytime you play with Vinnie (Trocheck) and Bobby (Butler), they’re gonna make it easy for you. So far we’ve found a way to click. We’ve got some chemistry going right now so hopefully we can keep it up.”

On his improvement this season in the AHL: “I played big minutes (in Cincinnati) and that helped me in my development. Now I’m getting the opportunity here this year and I’m just trying to take advantage of it.”

NOTE: Coming into this season, Wilson scored just four AHL goals in 37 games, while potting 36 goals in 92 ECHL games with the Stingers.

Greg Rallo: “It starts with a good play by Colby (Robak), support in our zone and getting me the puck. Me and Drew (Shore) know that Quinton (Howden) has so much speed, you just usually chip it in which direction he’s going and he’s gonna beat guys to the puck. I ended up beating my guy up the ice and (Howden) made a great play to the middle, and I just put it on net and it went in.”

On Houser’s glove save at the end of the second period: “He made the timely saves. Making that big save in moments like that that help keep us in games. Going into the period a completely different mindset when he makes that save versus that goes in our net. He did a great job tonight.”
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Rampage Gearing Up for Weekend Set
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When growing up in Boston in the 60’s, every kid I knew played rod hockey. The miniature rink looked just like the big boy game, but it was hard cardboard with grooves in it where rods beneath the board controlled the players on a spinning post above the “ice.” At the time, the players were made of metal and always dressed as the Montreal Canadians and Toronto Maple Leafs, whereas now, in the modern version, the players are plastic with varied teams.

Players were restricted to those grooves and by spinning the rods with your fingertips, you controlled the movement and firing mechanism of the “player.”

But the positions were true to form – wingers, center and defensemen in their logical places on the ice, as well as a goalie in the crease, which could move laterally and in some versions, forward a little and backwards as well.

The best play, and one that worked most of the time, was passing the puck from the wing, either down low or from the side, and have the center either jam the puck past the goalie or quick twist the rod and flick it into the net. The only defense was a great stop by the goalie or keeping the defenseman locked on the winger.

Why bring this up right now?

Went to Rampage practice Wednesday and guess what they were working on? Yep — that most fundamental rod hockey system ever invented – good things happen when you get the puck in the slot to a charging or flicking center man.

The Rampage were working on getting the puck down low, dig in the corner…find the man in front, shoot the puck. Unfortunately or fortunately depending on your perspective, Rampage goalie Dov Grumet-Morris was able to stop most of the shots. But the opportunities were there.

The Rampage are once again goal-starved to start this season, a carry-over from most of last season. San Antonio shooters have light the lamp only 10 times in six games this season, going 2-4 in the process. If it wasn’t for the new AHL team in Utica going “Stephen Drew,” 0-4, the local team would be the worst team in the Western Conference.

Since the team laid a giant egg against chronic tormentor, the Texas Stars, last weekend, getting outscored 9-1 in the home-and-home series, the Rampage have added what new coach Pete Horachek hopes is some heavy-duty offense from Florida in Drew Shore and Joey Crabb.

“They haven’t played a lot, not playing many minutes (in the NHL) so they got sent down,” said the former Nashville Predators long-time assistant coach. “Their training camp was really last week. They still haven’t seen their best hockey for sure.”

Because of injuries in Florida last season, Shore played most of the season with the big club and scored three goals and 13 points in 43 games. Crabb, who scored a couple of goals for the Washington Capitals last season and is a veteran AHL goal scorer, should help get the lethargic SA offense going.

“I think they’re gonna be catalysts for our team.”

Another source of offense yet to be realized full-time is rookie Vincent Trocheck, who has the skill set to make a lot of noise at the net.

“His hands and his vision, his ability to create offense is very good,” said Horachek. Trochuck did score twice in a six-minute span in the Chicago win 10 days ago, but otherwise has been held off the board.

Others on the offensive radar include team captain, Greg Rallo and Jon Matsumoto.

Rallo, off to another slow start with just four assists, has 20 shots and needs to start bending the twine. “We need him to step up and we need some offense from him.”

Matsumoto also had a two-goal game in the other Rampage win, but he’s a team “leading” minus-6.

“We need to be more consistent. We need to play a 60-minute game. We need to win puck battles. We need to get to the hard areas,” added Horachek. “I think once they start going in for us I think things will start moving forward.”

The schedule has allowed the Rampage to work on some trouble spots this week.

“They’re a good bunch of guys, good character and good leadership. We’re gonna work together and get it done.”

The Oklahoma City Barons come in to the AT&T Center. Faceoff is 7:30 Friday night and 7 Saturday night. The Barons, unlike last season when they had NHL young stars loaded into their lineup by the Edmonton Oilers, are 3-4 and like the Rampage, winless in their last two games. But at this level, teams have to take care of business on their own end.

“The video scouting isn’t as detailed (in the AHL) as at the next level so you really have to pay attention that your game is where it needs to be. You’re working. You’re preparing. Ready to start the games, not easing into the games. That 60-minute mental toughness, consistent attitude is what we’re looking for.”

And while you’re watching the games this weekend, see if you can pick up on that rod hockey pass into the slot, quick shot approach. You just might see some Rampage goals.

Payerl out 12/3

December 3rd, 2013

0 Comments

An already thin WBS Penguins lineup got thinner Tuesday when coach John Hynes announced Adam Payerl would miss three to four months with an upper-body injury.

Given the injury/call-up situation, it looked like Payerl was in position to play a key role in the next little while for the Penguins. He wasn’t putting up big numbers — two goals, six points, 26 PIMs in 19 games — but he’s a big-body forward who can play center and right wing with a physical edge.

Payerl’s development as a prospect over the last season-plus has been somewhat uneven, but the Penguins organization likes his upside. You can see it around the net and in the corners. He’s tough to knock off the puck. It’s a setback both for the player himself and the organization’s prospect pool up front.

The injury explains the call-up of C.J. Severyn from Orlando of the ECHL yesterday. Severyn isn’t an exact replica of Payerl, but he’s a pretty big guy (6-1, 185) who plays center and mixes skill and physicality. Last year, he topped 20 goals and 100 PIMs for Orlando. This year, he led the Solar Bears in scoring with 17 points in 19 games and was second on the team with 66 PIMs.

Payerl’s injury means that when the Penguins play a pair of games at St. John’s this weekend, four or five of their 12 forwards will have been playing in the ECHL two weeks ago. I don’t think the pressure is on those guys to score. They’ll be fine if they give the Penguins good solid minutes. I think the pressure is on guys like Paul Thompson and Tom Kuhnhackl to pick up the secondary scoring load, beyond the top line of Zolnierczyk-Gibbons-Kostopoulos.

On the topic of injuries, some clarification on Nick Drazenovic’s status. When I wrote yesterday that he would be out indefinitely, I meant that no comeback date has been determined, not that he would be out for a long time. Hynes said today that he expects Drazenovic to be out this weekend, but that he could be back a week or two down the road. His return would be a big boost to the WBS top six.

Also, Reid McNeill practiced today without a red, no-contact jersey. I don’t know if he’s 100 percent, but he’s getting close to be being ready.

The Penguins have put together a travel schedule this week that aims to minimize wear and tear as they head to Newfoundland for a pair of weekend games. They’re busing to Toronto today, flying to St. John’s tomorrow and practicing there Thursday before playing Friday and Saturday.

As such, I loaded up on content today that will be spread out over the next few days. Right now, I’m working on a story about the impact of Payerl’s injury and whether it’s in the Penguins’ best interest to load up their top three scorers on one line or spread them throughout the lineup.

Tomorrow, I’ll write a story about the trip to Newfoundland. People might not realize it, but St. John’s is one of the favorite places for AHL players to visit on a road trip. I talked to Hynes today about the challenges of air travel, playing the same team on back-to-back days and keeping the boys out of trouble on George Street, a part of town in St. John’s that is packed with pubs.

Then I’ll have my weekly Friday Morning Faceoff notebook with a look at how playing on the power play has been like riding a bike for Tom Kostopoulos.

All this talk about roster shuffling has got me thinking about line combinations. So on Sunday, in the paper and online, I’ll have a story that details Hynes’ philosophy when putting lines together and looks back at five of the more memorable three-man units in WBS team history.

And most importantly, don’t forget to check out the second episode of the Penguins Insider Podcast, which is scheduled to drop Friday. (Does a podcast drop? Does this particular podcast drop? Was that an embarrassing attempt by an almost-40-year-old to sound hip? Whatever.) The highlight is sure to be a chat I had with rookie goalie Eric Hartzell today. We talked about Herb Brooks, Jumpin’ Jim Brunzell, swagger and juggling tennis balls. (How’s that for a promo?)

Bye for now,

jb
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Grand Central Station 12/2

December 2nd, 2013
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A quick update on a bunch of roster moves at Coal Street today:

– C.J. Severyn was signed to a PTO. A second-year pro out of Ohio State from the Pittsburgh area, Severyn was in WBS training camp before heading to the ECHL where he led the Orlando Solar Bears in scoring with 17 points in 19 games. He had 22 goals for Orlando last year and played six AHL games with Charlotte.

– Anton Zlobin was called up from Wheeling. With WBS needing scoring punch, this was the most expected move today. After missing camp with a shoulder injury, Zlobin went down to Wheeling and posted nine points in nine games.

– Harrison Ruopp was called up from Wheeling. Ruopp also missed camp with an injury, then went down to Wheeling to play nine games. A physical defenseman, he had two assists and 21 PIMs.

– Dustin Stevenson was essentially sent down in Ruopp’s place. He’s a big, rangy guy who looked pretty decent in four games on the third D pair for WBS.

– Mike Carman’s contract was upgraded from 25-game tryout to standard AHL deal. With all the call-ups WBS has been dealing with, bringing Carman into camp and keeping him around has proven absolutely critical. He might be the fourth most-important forward on the team right now (behind Gibbons, Kostopoulos and Zolnierczyk).

– Coach John Hynes gave a little bit of an injury update today, saying Nick Drazenovic is out indefinitely and Dominik Uher is expected to miss about two more weeks after taking a puck in the face Wednesday at Adirondack.

– The Penguins only had an optional skate today, so I don’t know what the fallout from all these moves is going to be. I do know WBS has 14 healthy forwards and eight healthy D on the roster, so there may be another shoe to drop. Was a forward injured in the Hershey game? Is someone going up or down? I’ll probably have a better idea tomorrow.

Finally, highlights from Wheeling’s game Saturday, including a snipe by Zlobin and a nuclear hit by Shavertown’s Patrick McGrath.

Bye for now,

jb
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Hershey 3, WBS 2 (OT) 11/30

December 1st, 2013

2 Comments

Not many long faces in the WBS locker room after this one, despite the fact that Hershey won 3-2 on a David Kolomatis turn-around shot from the slot with 6.6 seconds left in overtime, and it’s easy to see why.

This Penguins team, as it’s currently constructed, isn’t very well equipped to make a comeback. They’re not a bunch of hacks or anything. They do a lot of things well, like play with sound structure and play with a physical edge. But they don’t have the kind of roster than can easily erase a 2-0 deficit with 17 minutes left, and that’s exactly what they did.

Let’s start at the beginning.

Hershey came out inspired. The Bears lost 4-2 to St. John’s on Wednesday, after which coach Mike Haviland gave the “too many passengers” speech and changed up all his line combinations. On top of that, Hershey had dropped the first four meetings of the season against the Penguins, which obviously doesn’t sit well with them.

Before the game was two minutes old, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Hershey’s Joel Rechlicz squared off in an awesome heavyweight bout that lasted nearly a minute. Rechlicz played not to the crowd, but to his team’s bench after the scrap.

It’s clear what was going on here. Hershey was trying to make its mark tonight with good old-fashioned competitive fire.

It worked to a large extent.

The Bears took a 1-0 lead on their first power play at 3:46. Cody Sylvester was called for roughing and Stanislav Galiev netted a one-timer from the left faceoff circle.

The Bears took a 2-0 advantage late in the second six seconds after a power play ended. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made a nice save on a tip by Casey Wellman, but Jeff Taffe cleaned up the rebound.

In between, the game got a little nasty, which gave the Penguins some chances to tie the game.

Cam Schilling got a high-sticking minor and Garrett Mitchell a charging major — both infractions were against Brian Gibbons –

giving the Penguins a 5-on-3 for 1:07 and a major power play for 3:53 after that.

Hershey’s fans didn’t like the call, but judging by this video, it seems pretty cut and dried to me.

Anyway, the Penguins didn’t get a shot on the two-man advantage and Gibbons was called for slashing, erasing two minutes of the major. Goalie David Leggio did the rest, making four saves, and the Penguins were in trouble.

They climbed out of that with third-period goals by Leblond and former Bears center Mike Carman.

Leblond blasted a slap shot from the left wing in off Leggio’s glove at 3:33 and Carman went to the net and shoved in an Adam Payerl centering pass as he slid to the ice with 5:15 to go.

Hershey got an odd-man rush in the closing seconds of overtime, and while Deslauriers handled the initial onslaught, Kolomatis cleaned up the rebound. Binghamton also got a loser point tonight, so the Penguins and B-Sens remain tied atop the East Division with 29 points, five points clear of everyone else.

On the personnel front, Peter Merth made his season debut after suffering an unspecified injury in training camp, drawing in for  Dustin Stevenson.

On the Wheeling front, can’t wait to see highlights from Patrick McGrath’s night. Judging by the reaction on Twitter, he was a wrecking ball, and not the silly Miley Cyrus kind.

Check back for the next blog update Monday or Tuesday.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 1, Binghamton 0 11/29

November 30th, 2013

2 Comments

A lot of goaltending news tonight.

First, earlier today, the WBS Penguins turned Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers’ 25-game tryout deal into a standard AHL contract. Then, rookie Eric Hartzell went out and stopped 25 shots to earn his first AHL shutout, beating Binghamton 1-0.

Coming into tonight’s game, Binghamton led the AHL in scoring at 3.94 GPG. In their last 10 games, they were 9-1, averaging 4.7 goals per game. The Penguins, meanwhile, were coming in without five of their top 10 scorers due to call-up and injury.

In other words, if you were predicting a Penguins victory tonight, 1-0 would have been a perfectly reasonable score to pick.

But in addition to playing without four of their top eight scorers, the Penguins were also missing four of their top-four penalty killers — Chris Conner, Jayson Megna, Zach Sill and Simon Despres. Binghamton, meanwhile, came in with the league’s third-best power play.So that zero part of the 1-0 prediction didn’t look likely.

Therefore, holding the B-Sens to an 0-for-6 night on the power play, with recent call-ups like Cody Sylvester and Denver Manderson and rookie Nick D’Agostino taking regular PK shifts — in addition to clutch goaltending by Hartzell –was probably the key to the game.

Binghamton had a four-minute advantage in the second period when Brian Dumoulin was called for high-sticking. Hartzell made four saves in the first minute of the PK, then the Penguins didn’t allow a shot for the last three minutes.

With 3:24 left, in a pile-up at the Penguins crease, Hartzell went down in a heap and Philip Samuelsson was called for hooking. A scary moment for coach John Hynes, given the lack of goaltending depth in the organization right now. It turned out to be a cramp, and Hartzell shook it off. But he still had to kill a penalty immediately thereafter. He did, stopping four shots, and that was basically your ballgame.

Harry Zolnierczyk had the game winner. He thought he had it twice.

As the first period expired, a Brian Gibbons shot deflected in off Zolnierczyk. Referee Keith Kaval watched the replay, however, and ruled the puck crossed the line after time expired.

Late in the second period, Zolnierczyk scored one that counted. Samuelsson kept a puck in and sent it to the right-wing corner. Gibbons collected it, juked to the near post and made a cross-crease pass that Zolnierczyk scooped in on his backhand.

On the personnel front, Dominik Uher didn’t play after taking a puck to the face Wednesday night. Carter Rowney was in the lineup in his place, making his Penguins debut.

One last note before I go: Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Mike Carman had their mustaches shaved on the ice after the game as part of a Movember fund-raising effort for men’s health issues. Apparently, the beard trimmer died during Leblond’s shave, but he finished the job once he got to the locker room. He said he couldn’t wait to get rid of the mustache, largely because his wife hated it, but more than that, he wanted to thank fans for contributing to the cause.

Bye for now,

jb
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Adirondack 3, WBS 1 11/27

November 27th, 2013

1 Comment

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins have nine players with double-digit points this season, which is a pretty healthy number before Thanksgiving. No team in the AHL’s Eastern Conference has more.

Unfortunately for the Penguins, though, five of those nine scorers weren’t in the lineup tonight in Glens Falls, four due to call-up and one due to injury.

Perhaps it’s no surprise, then, that the Penguins turned in a meek offensive performance in a 3-1 loss to the Adirondack Phantoms. Their only goal came from Tom Kostopoulos on a five-on-three power play and there was a 20-minute span through the second period and into the third where they didn’t record a single shot.

The Penguins probably had their best chance to gain an advantage in the game in the first period. Adirondack took five minor penalties, compared to one for the Penguins, but the Penguins could only manage a 1-1 tie by intermission.

The Phantoms connected on their lone power-play chance of the period when Brandon Manning scored on a shot from the blue line past a Kris Newbury screen about five minutes in. The Penguins only scored when they had a two-man advantage, when Kostopoulos cashed in the rebound of a Harry Zolnierczyk shot to make it 1-1 at 17:41.

Momentum swung in favor of the Phantoms in the second period. The Phantoms went on the power play three times, outshot the Penguins 15-5 and scored two even-strength goals.

The goal that turned out to be the game winner, at 6:57, was a funky one. Manning took a shot from the blue line that went wide and bounced off the end boards to Rob Bordson near the left post. Bordson shuffled it into the crease, where it hit goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and popped into the air. Petr Straka slammed it home with a baseball swing. The referee nearest the net immediately signaled no goal due to a high stick on the puck, but after a discussion with the other three officials, he ruled it a good goal.

From the angle I saw, it looked like Straka made contact below the crossbar and it was a good call.

Adirondack added a critical insurance goal 2:46 before intermission when the Penguins got a little scrambly and Ben Holmstrom drove down the left wing and centered to Chris VandeVelde in the slot for a goal.

The Penguins had some chances to get back in the game in the third. Nick D’Agostino hit a post with a one-timer from the right faceoff dot with 14:17 left and goalie Yann Danis made a nice glove save on Scott Harrington from the high slot with 4:34 to go, but no comeback was in the offing.

Here’s a recap of the personnel moves since WBS last played a game Saturday. Zach Sill and Andrew Ebbett were called up Sunday. Chris Conner, Jayson Megna and Simon Despres were promoted to Pittsburgh today.

WBS filled those vacancies with Brian Gibbons, who was back from a five-game NHL call-up, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, who was back from a six-game injury absence, and recent Wheeling call-ups Cody Sylvester, Denver Manderson and Dustin Stevenson, who were healthy scratches Saturday.

That’s life in the AHL and no one’s going to shed any tears for the Penguins, but sometimes it takes some time for guys to adjust to new, expanded roles, and that might be something that hurt WBS tonight.

The Penguins could be without another forward this weekend as well, as Dominik Uher took a puck to the face in the second period and did not return. The most recent Wheeling call-up, Carter Rowney, was a healthy scratch tonight, so I’d expect him to make his AHL debut Friday against Binghamton if Uher can’t go.

Before I go, some holiday programming notes. First and foremost, scroll down a bit and check out the first episode of the Penguins Insider Podcast. It’s a new thing we’re doing this year. Hope you like it. Second, our newspaper went to press in the middle of the afternoon today in order to get all those great Black Friday ads inserted, so if you’re looking for game coverage, check after the jump for my regular game report. In the paper, there’s a story about Deslauriers and his league-leading 10 wins instead.

On Friday, online and in the paper, I’ll have my regular Friday Morning faceoff notebook with items on Tom Kuhnhackl’s famous father and Sill’s short stay in the AHL.

Check back for the next blog update after Friday’s home game with Binghamton. In the meantime, Happy Thanksgiving.

jb

Read more…
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Introducing the podcast 11/27

November 27th, 2013

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

Today, The Citizens’ Voice is proud to introduce a new staple of its Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins coverage.

It’s called the Penguins Insider Podcast, and it’s a weekly show co-hosted by Penguins beat writer Jonathan Bombulie and sports copy editor Michael Cignoli. The two of them will talk about all of the latest news surrounding the Penguins, preview the team’s upcoming games and keep an eye on the prospects who are trying to play their way into the National Hockey League with Pittsburgh. You’ll also hear interviews with a different Penguins player or coach every week. And be sure to stick around for the end of the show for Jonathan’s personal segment, where he offers his take on the hot-button issues in hockey — or, really, whatever he feels like talking about.

For this inaugural edition, it’s the role of fighting in the sport. You’ll also learn what recently called-up center Andrew Ebbett learned from Teemu Selanne, and hear Jonathan and Michael’s thoughts on the Penguins through the first quarter of the season. The debut episode is launching today, ahead of the official start of the second quarter of the 76-game season, but look for future episodes on Fridays. You can listen to it either by clicking the link below or by hitting the play button on the podcast player at the right of the blog.

PenguinsPodcast1127

Bye for now.

 Penguins Insider Podcast 11/27 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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Gibbons, Rowney, Leblond, Despres, etc. 11/26

November 26th, 2013

0 Comments

All kinds of roster moves and potential roster moves today at all levels of the Penguins organization. Let’s start at the top.

– LW Tanner Glass will miss 3-4 weeks with a broken hand, which comes on the heels of the announcement that LW Beau Bennett is out 8-10 weeks with a broken bone in his hand/wrist area. Also, D Paul Martin is out tomorrow with a lower-body injury. The length of his absence has not yet been announced.

– RW Matt D’Agostini is on waivers. If he clears by noon tomorrow, he could be assigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. D’Agostini has no goals and an assist in eight games and is playing on a $550,000 one-way contract. If he is assigned to WBS, he could be an impact player while he gets his game back in order. He had back-to-back 20-goal seasons for Hamilton in his first two pro seasons from 2006-08.

– C Brian Gibbons was sent down to WBS. I thought he looked very good in his first NHL action, showing speed and versatility and putting up a couple of points in five games. Gibbons is tied for fourth in the AHL in scoring, so his return would obviously make a big impact.

– The combination of those last two notes lead me to believe that more transactions are on the way. Without Gibbons, D’Agostino, Glass, Bennett and injured RW Chuck Kobasew, Pittsburgh only has 11 healthy forwards, and that includes recent call-ups C Zach Sill and C Andrew Ebbett. They could just dress D’Agostini even though he’s been waived and that would give them 12, but I think another shoe will probably drop.

– If a forward does go up, I suspect it will be someone who has already played in the NHL this year. LW Harry Zolnierczyk, LW Chris Conner, RW Jayson Megna and Gibbons are the leading candidates.

– A call-up on defense wouldn’t surprise me either. In fact, the signs pointing to a Simon Despres promotion are pretty strong. With Martin and Rob Scuderi out, Pittsburgh could use a left-handed D who can move the puck, since their fifth and sixth D as it stands — Robert Bortuzzo and Deryk Engelland — are righties who don’t specialize in moving the puck. Despres not only fits that bill, he also has been playing some really good hockey for several weeks now. He’s tied with Gibbons for the AHL lead with a plus-13 rating, and that stat is not deceptive in this case.

– At Coal Street, LW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and D Peter Merth were back at practice today and they weren’t wearing red no-contact jerseys. That leads me to believe they’re close to returning from injury. C Nick Drazenovic and D Reid McNeill remain out.

– The Penguins called up RW Carter Rowney from the ECHL’s Wheeling Nailers as well. Rowney, an undrafted rookie, is off to a strong start with the Nailers. He has six goals, 13 points and a plus-9 rating in 15 games. He’s a power-forward type with good skill and good size.

– Add all that up and WBS has 15 healthy forwards and eight healthy defensemen on the roster. Again, this points to further movement, whether up to Pittsburgh or down to Wheeling.

Four other notes before I go:

– J.C. Lipon of St. John’s was suspended two games for the check to the head of LW Tom Kuhnhackl he delivered in Saturday’s game. Kuhnhackl seemed fine at practice this week. His dad, Erich Kuhnhackl, has been in town for the last 10 days or so, and the elder Kuhnhackl was at practice today. He’s a German hockey legend, you know. More about that at some point this week. Probably in my weekly Friday Morning Faceoff notebook.

– Wheeling C Zack Torquato was named ECHL player of the week today. He had three goals and four assists as the Nailers went 2-0-1 last week.

– The Rick DiPietro comeback (or whatever you want to call it) with the Charlotte Checkers looks to be over. Not surprising, since he was 0-4 with a 5.18 GAA and .846 save percentage.

– The debut of the Penguins Insider Podcast is less than 24 hours away. Keep an eye on this space for it.

Bye for now,

jb
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Centers, goalies, etc. 11/25

November 25th, 2013

0 Comments

On opening night against Bridgeport, the WBS Penguins’ centers were Brian Gibbons, Andrew Ebbett, Nick Drazenovic and Zach Sill.

At practice on Monday morning at the Toyota SportsPlex*, not one of them was anywhere to be found. Gibbons, Ebbett and Sill are in Pittsburgh and Drazenovic is out with an injury. So needless to say, as the Penguins prepare for three games in four days sandwiched around Thanksgiving this week, their center depth will be tested.

How did the Penguins fill those holes? They bumped Mike Carman, who was a healthy scratch for the opener, up the depth chart. They called up Denver Manderson from Wheeling. (The story I’m working on today focuses on Manderson, so check that out tomorrow.) They moved Jayson Megna and Adam Payerl, who played center a lot before turning pro and a little as rookies last year, from right wing to the middle. And there you have it, something like this:

Zolnierczyk-Megna-Conner

 Uher-Carman-Kostopoulos

 Sylvester-Manderson-Kuhnhackl

 Farnham-Payerl-Thompson

Carman is the only lefty out of the four centers, which is unusual, but probably neither here nor there.

If the Penguins needed more depth at center, Dominik Uher and Cody Sylvester have played in the middle before. Also, Zack Torquato isn’t on an AHL deal with the Penguins, but he’s off to an excellent start for the Wheeling Nailers.

The only extra at practice today was the seventh defenseman (Nick D’Agostino or Dustin Stevenson), so there could be a call-up at forward from the Nailers (Carter Rowney and Anton Zlobin come to mind), but it’s not a dire necessity.

If you run out of centers, you can always move a wing to the middle. If you run out of goalies, you have no such luxury.

The Penguins are, coach John Hynes said, considering whether to try to acquire a goalie in the wake of the suspension of Peter Mannino last week.

“It’s being discussed,” he said. “At this time of year, it’s a process. You want to make sure you don’t make rash decisions. You want to make sure, as an organization, that we do what’s best in finding the right type of situation rather than just reacting.”

WBS is perfectly fine with Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, who is 10-3-2, and Eric Hartzell, who impressed in his AHL debut, a 5-2 win over St. John’s on Saturday, for right now. But it’s hardly an ideal situation.

“Yeah, it is a concern. You’re one injury away from being short,” Hynes said. “First and foremost, you worry about Wheeling. They’re our direct feeder system and you want to have a good situation down there, guys playing on a good team. That’s part of the development process, having good environments and having good teams, and your goaltender has to give you that chance. That’s first and foremost.”

One plug before I go: The debut of the Penguins Insider Podcast should be posted here on the blog some day this week. Citizens’ Voice sports copy editor/podcast host Michael Cignoli and I discuss the WBS Penguins through the first quarter of the season, look ahead to upcoming games and play a chat I had with center Andrew Ebbett before he got called up to Pittsburgh. Be on the lookout for that, probably Wednesday.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb

* — the rink formerly known as the Ice Rink at Coal Street
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St. John’s 2, WBS 1 11/22

November 22nd, 2013

1 Comment

The WBS Penguins have had some losses this year, four in regulation and two in the shootout, to be precise — but none like this. Most of those six losses have been attributable, in whole or in part, to a penalty/penalty killing issue.

Let me hit a quick stat here to prove that point. Before tonight, the Penguins were 6-0 when giving up no power-play goals, 5-1-1 when giving up one and 0-2-1 when giving up two or more.

Tonight they only gave up two power plays and St. John’s didn’t score on either. Tonight was one of those old fashioned, didn’t-finish-your-chances-against-a-hot-goalie losses.

The hot goalie in question was Eddie Pasquale, who was good in a playoff series against the Penguins in 2012 and good again tonight.

I used the following paragraph in my game story tonight to describe the goings-on: “The Penguins had twice as many shots as the Ice Caps, but goalie Eddie Pasquale made 31 saves to lead his team to a 2-1 victory at the Mohegan Sun Arena.”

I reprint that paragraph here as a public service to all the math teachers out there. Yes, you may use that as an algebra problem, with the question being, “What was the shot total for both teams in the game?”

But I digress. One thing I found pretty interesting post-game. I would give the Penguins a hot-goalie, get-out-of-jail-free card tonight, but coach John Hynes didn’t.

“The difference between winning and losing is converting on the chances versus just getting them and saying, ‘We think it was good,’” Hynes said. “It wasn’t good enough tonight.”

The only time the Penguins beat Pasquale was in a two-on-two situation on the rush in the first period. Harry Zolnierczyk went to the left post and Jayson Megna flew up the right wing and hit him with a pinpoint pass.

St. John’s tied the score in the first on a Travis Ehrhardt slap shot from the top of the left circle and took the lead for good when Patrice Cormier barged up the left wing and steered in a shot in the second.

The Penguins thought they tied the score for a moment in the third when Tom Kostopoulos lifted a rebound over Pasquale, but referee Trent Knorr ruled the shot hit the crossbar. Neither Hynes nor Kostopoulos disputed that call after the game.

The Penguins also had three power plays in the third period, including 32 seconds of five-on-three time, but didn’t score. Chris Conner had a partial breakaway, but couldn’t slide a puck past Pasquale with a defenseman on his back with 9:16 left.

On the personnel front, Zach Sill was sent down by Pittsburgh today, but he didn’t return in time for the game. He was in the locker room afterwards. The Penguins scratched Nick D’Agostino and Bobby Farnham and gave the recently called up Wheeling trio — LW Cody Sylvester, C Denver Manderson and D Dustin Stevenson — its first WBS home game. Sylvester took some shifts with Andrew Ebbett and Kostopoulos on the second line in the third period, so that’s a vote of confidence for him, I’d say.

I’ll be a healthy scratch tomorrow as the Penguins host St. John’s again because a friend is getting married in Philly. Colleague Evan Korn will get the start instead. You can follow him on Twitter at @CVEvanKorn for updates.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Rochester 1 11/20

November 20th, 2013

0 Comments

Tom Kostopoulos was playing in his 412th AHL game tonight. Cody Sylvester was playing in his first.

They both scored goals, staking the WBS Penguins to a 2-0 lead en route to a 3-1 victory at Rochester. The Penguins have won three in a row and are 5-2-1 in November.

The Penguins were buzzing throughout much of the first period, but didn’t solve goalie Matt Hackett until there were 3.6 seconds left before intermission. Kostopoulos camped out at the top of the crease at the end of a power play and tipped in a Scott Harrington point shot.

I have a story coming out on Sunday all about getting to the front of the net and how Kostopoulos is very good at it. Tonight’s goal — hell, most of his 141 AHL goals — made me glad I’m writing that.

Anyway, Sylvester and fellow recent Wheeling call-up Denver Manderson combined to give the Penguins a 2-0 lead early in the second. Manderson pressured Jamie Tardif on the forecheck, and his bad pass banked to Sylvester alone in the slot. He snapped a nifty shot past Hackett. Sylvester played left wing and Manderson center on the fourth line with right wing Adam Payerl. They were effective much of the night.

Kevin Porter scored a power-play goal to make it 2-1 a few minutes later. The Penguins protected the lead very well in the third period, allowing only seven shots. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made 23 saves to win his third straight start.

Jayson Megna added an empty netter in the final minute. He’s scored in each of the three games he’s played since being sent down from Pittsburgh last Thursday. The Penguins have won all three of those games.

It was the second straight game where the Penguins clamped down in the third period to protect a 2-1 lead that turned into a 3-1 edge when Megna scored late. The same script played out last Saturday against Hershey.

The Penguins have outscored their opponents 26-9 in the third period this season, which is impressive. They built that stat early in the season by scoring a lot in the third period, which probably isn’t sustainable over the long haul. The bounces even out and whatnot. But this third-period clampdown to protect a lead the Penguins have shown in the last two games, that’s a tool they’d really like to have in their toolbox as this season rolls on.

Bye for now,

jb

Tips captain faces old friends

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 30, 2013  

Former Saskatoon Blades defenceman Matthew Pufahl has had this date circled on his calendar for quite some time.

The Everett Silvertips captain will meet his old WHL team tonight for the first time since an off-season trade.

"I've been talking to a few of them," said Pufahl over the phone, before mentioning Blades over-agers Nathan Burns, Collin Valcourt and Graeme Craig as well as his former defence partner and summer workout buddy Nelson Nogier.

"It's not going to be hard to get up for that one that's for sure. I'm really looking forward to it."

Pufahl, 20, has plenty to look forward to these days.

Entering Friday's WHL games, the idle Silvertips (19-4-4-0) sat atop the league standings.

The Saskatoon product has certainly helped change the fortunes of a team that finished eighth in the Western Conference a year ago. In addition to wearing the

C, Pufahl has nine goals and 26 points in as many games this season.

"He's been a huge part of what we've done here," Silvertips general manager Garry Davidson said. "He's not the only piece we've added, but certainly a big piece. "We thought we were going to be better simply because we were a year older and our younger players would be more experienced. But we had some holes to fill and Matt has really come in and filled a big one."

Davidson first noticed Pufahl for his power-play abilities when the Silvertips last visited Saskatoon in October 2012. Davidson then had his scouting staff watch Pufahl, while continuing to periodically check out Blades games online.

Pufahl had six goals and 43 points last year, including 20 assists on the man advantage while teaming up with Darren Dietz.

The Blades were facing an over-age numbers crunch in the summer after loading up on 19-year-old players as Memorial Cup hosts last season.

Everett, meanwhile, needed to boost its young defence corps. And so a trade was consummated with blue-liner Ayrton Nikkel heading to Saskatoon.

"He's really produced offensively and quarterbacked our power play," said Davidson

of Pufahl, who is tied for fourth in the WHL with 13 power-play helpers this season. There was a bit of adjusting off the ice for Pufahl as he went from living at home with his family on the Prairies to moving in with billets close to the Pacific Ocean.

But his teammates welcomed him with open arms, voting him captain in October. It's a choice Pufahl still refers to as "shocking."

Pufahl has never worn a letter in the WHL. He was last an alternate captain for the Saskatoon Contacts.

The 6-foot-3, 210-pound blue-liner patterns his leadership style after Colin Archer, his captain in Red Deer when he broke into the league, and former Blade

Brenden Walker. "I really try to lead by example in practice, always making sure I'm the hardest-working guy every day," he said.

"If they see the captain working hard, hopefully they'll follow.

"If something needs to be said during intermission, I'm not scared to say it."

The Blades underwent a roller-coaster season last year, posting a 2-7 start, winning a franchise record 18-straight games and then getting swept in the playoffs. So he's excited about his new team's start, if only cautiously so.

"We still have a long ways to go to become a championship team," Pufahl said. "We know that. We're excited by we can't let it get to our heads."

He vows not to let tonight's game get to his head either.

"I don't think it'll take too long (to sink in)," Pufahl said. "It might take the first shift and I'll probably look up and see one of my best friends, Valcourt, right there and it'll be kind of weird. I'm just looking forward to it."

dnugent-bowman @thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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No pushovers south of the border

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 28, 2013  

Seattle Thunderbirds head coach Steve Konowalchuk understands what his players have to contend with on a regular basis playing in the U.S. Division.

"That division in Colorado when I was finishing up playing there ... with Vancouver and Calgary, and Minnesota was real good," said Konowalchuk, a former NHL winger, of the old Northwest Division. "That, at the time, was supposed to be the best division.

"It's real similar to that.

There weren't any easy games there."

Now Konowalchuk has to guide his team through the toughest division in the WHL.

The Saskatoon Blades begin their biannual trip in Seattle on Friday against the 13-9-1-3 Thunderbirds.

That mark would leave the Thunderbirds in third place in the East Division, which the Blades call home.

Instead, they're in last among their American counterparts and seventh in the Western Conference.

The five U.S. Division teams have combined for an 81-37-8-7 record.

"It's very competitive," Konowalchuk said. "It seems that every time you look, no one's losing in our division."

After a hot start, the Thunderbirds have struggled of late, winning just two of their past 10 games.

However, after making the playoffs for the first time since 2009 last season, they're a team on the rise.

General manager Russ Farwell credits their early success to the influx of talented 16-year-olds: Ethan Bear (from Ochapowace), Keegan Kolesar and projected 2015 first-round NHL draft pick Mathew Barzal.

Bringing Ryan Gropp, who had previously committed to the University of North Dakota, into the fold in October and getting stable goaltending from the tandem of Danny Mumaugh and Justin Myles hasn't hurt either.

However, as the Thunderbirds have discovered, a bad week can really hurt in the standings.

"You have to have your act together all the time," Farwell said. "You can't drop games against teams you should be beating because the other teams (in the division) are constantly beating them."

Everett is the other team in the division that has vastly improved.

The Silvertips finished eighth last season and were ousted in the first round by the Portland Winterhawks.

They brought in former bench boss Kevin Constantine, made former Blade Matthew Pufahl their captain and now sit atop the Western Conference.

The organization promised its season-ticket holders a top-six seeding in the conference standings. So far, so good.

"There's a real buzz out here," Silvertips general manager Garry Davidson said.

While the T-Birds and Tips have upped their games, it's been status quo in Portland, Tri-City and Spokane.

"This year is the toughest year since I've been in the league in five years for sure in our division," Portland head coach and general manager Mike Johnston said.

The Winterhawks, who are 18-5-2-1, are trying to reach their fourth-straight WHL final and win their second championship in as many years.

They aren't bemoaning the fact that the other Western Conference loop - the B.C. Division - only features two teams with above-. 500 records (Kelowna and Victoria).

"I think any time you're playing the top teams, it focuses your team," Johnston said. "It focuses our coaching staff as well. I enjoy those games. I think it's great for our group."

As Davidson points out, intra-divisional play will only increase when the calendar flips over to 2014.

That's bound to create a dogfight, which suits Konowalchuk just fine.

"It's going to be tough right till the end," he said. "There's no doubt about it. There's not a weak team in our division that's for sure.

"As a coaching staff and as players you have to keep up to them and raise the level of expectations throughout the organization." dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Three Blades on NHL draft radar

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 15, 2013  

Thursday provided a bit of vindication for Saskatoon Blades goaltender Alex Moodie.

Moodie was one of three members of the WHL club - joining winger Nikita Scherbak and defenceman Nelson Nogier - to be named to the NHL Central Scouting's players-to-watch list for the 2014 draft.

"Last year, even though I didn't play much, I watched the draft and didn't get called," Moodie said. "You're pretty sad inside.

"I kind of used that as motivation to come out and play as hard as I could."

Moodie, a second-year drafteligible player, sports a 3.64 goals-against average and a .908 save percentage in 16 appearances as the Blades (9-12-1-2) take on the Brandon Wheat Kings (11-11-0-0) on the road Friday.

The 18-year-old was ranked as a C-level North Americanbased goaltender on Thursday, meaning he's pegged to be selected between the fourth and sixth rounds in June.

Nogier is a B-level skater, signifying a potential secondor third-round selection. Scherbak is slotted as an Alevel skater, a distinction for possible first-round choices.

Moodie struggled in his first full WHL season in 2012-13, posting a 4.82 GAA and a .848 SV percentage in 15 appearances.

But head coach Dave Struch has noticed an important difference in his 18-yearold goalie this season.

"The way Alex Moodie reacts has got a lot better as far as when we get scored on," he said. "He stays in the game, he continues to battle, and that keeps the energy up on the bench.

"That's a big part of team success - when your goalie never gives up."

Like Moodie, Scherbak wasn't rated in the pre-season rankings.

The 109th overall selection in the CHL import draft in July, Scherbak has been a surprise.

He leads all WHL rookies with 12 goals and 31 points, totals that earned him a spot on the Russian team for the Subway Super Series earlier this week.

Scherbak's speed, skill, creativity and hockey sense are off the charts. Getting better away from the puck will only help Scherbak.

"He's come a long way from the start of the year," Struch said. "We just hope he can continue to improve. It's a credit to him for coming over and putting himself in the position that he's in."

Scherbak was all smiles given his week of accomplishments.

"I'm happy. It's unbelievable," the late 1995-born winger said. "There's very good chance that next season, I play in NHL maybe."

Nogier is the least surprising of the three named to Thursday's list.

The 17-year-old Saskatonian was a B-level skater on Central Scouting's preliminary rankings.

He's done nothing to discredit that nomination. Nogier, an alternate captain, plays on the top pairing with captain Graeme Craig. He has a goal and six points in 24 games.

Nogier was the Blades' sixth defenceman for most of the 2012-13 season and was even reassigned to the midget AAA Saskatoon Contracts for a stretch last October and November.

He finished the season with four helpers in 55 games.

"My confidence and my play has been a lot better," Nogier said. "I learned a lot with the team last year."

The 6-foot-2, 193-pound blueliner has come a long way since then.

Nogier's defensive play, positioning and active stick are his biggest strengths. His offensive awareness will improve in time.

"His time spent with (assistant coach) Curtis Leschyshyn has been enormous for him," Struch said. "We've got him now where he's a big leader in the room.

"We're real proud of him and what he's done to this point and where he's going to be."

For Moodie, he hopes he's going to be drafted in June.

His predecessor Andrey Makarov, a two-time Russian world junior, was passed over twice in the NHL draft before signing a pro deal with the Buffalo Sabres.

Moodie watched plenty of Makarov from the bench last season. But all eyes are on him now.

"It does take time for you to get noticed out there," Moodie said. "I'm happy that I finally made the list."

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Will U.S. trip determine Blades' playoff fate?

T-Birds last in division at 13-9-1-3

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 28, 2013  
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Will U.S. trip determine Blades' playoff fate?

David Nemecek, left, Collin Valcourt and the rest of the Blades will play five games in six nights on their U.S. Division trip.

Photograph by: Gord Waldner, The Starphoenix File Photo , The Starphoenix

The U.S. Division road trip isn't quite a make-or-break stretch for the Saskatoon Blades just yet.

But the results on this trip could go a long way toward determining their post-season fate.

"If you look at the standings, we're in a position where, being games under .500, you'd like to get as close as you can to .500 after this trip so that you can maintain that position right into Christmas," Blades head coach Dave Struch said.

"Because after Christmas, it's going to be a difficult time for us as far as battling for that last playoff spot."

The Blades (10-14-1-2) start their longest and most difficult time of the season away from the Credit Union Centre, beginning Friday against the Seattle Thunderbirds (13-9-1-3).

The Blades sit in 10th place in the Eastern Conference, three points back of Red Deer and four behind Brandon for eighth. Wins are at a premium. And they'll have to earn whatever they can get on this trip.

The Thunderbirds have the worst record in the division, having won 13 of their 26 games to date.

The Blades will play five games in six nights against a quintet of teams with a combined record of 81-37-8-7. "We know it's going to be an extremely tough trip," right-winger Brett Stovin said. "We know five games against five of the top teams in the league in six nights is not going to be easy one bit.

"We're trying to get our focus set that we need some points coming out of this really bad. Obviously we're hoping to play our hearts out every night."

Given the youth and roster turnover, only 10 Blades players have ever played a WHL game in the American northwest.

Those that have played for American teams believe it's a different atmosphere, which takes a little bit of adjusting to.

"They have some pretty crazy fans over there," said defenceman Ayrton Nikkel, who, after being dealt to Saskatoon for Matt Pufahl in the off-season, is scheduled to make his return to Everett on Saturday.

"They're some of the best in the league. It's going to be a lot of fun. We're going to have to stay focused and zone the crowd out. It's going to be a great test for us." "I'm looking forward to seeing how the guys respond," added winger Collin

Valcourt, a former Spokane Chief.

"It's exciting playing in those buildings down there. The fans are crazy. It's going to be loud. At the same time it's a high-tempo, skilled game down there."

Now throw in the fact that, as the Regina Leader-Post's Greg Harder noted, East Division teams are 4-11 in the United States this season.

So given the whole scenario, the Blades will have their hands full.

"A couple wins on this trip is going to be huge for us," Stovin said. "Not a lot of teams have gone down there and been super successful.

"If we get some wins, it's going to boost the morale and boost the confidence in the dressing room and help for the stretch we have coming up to Christmas. A couple wins could help in the long (run) to getting us into the playoffs. Every point counts. We definitely need them."

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Valcourt grinds it out

Consistency will draw NHL interest

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 26, 2013  
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Valcourt grinds it out

Saskatoon Blades' Collin Valcourt draws a penalty while driving the Swift Current Broncos net on Oct. 11. Now in his overage season, the 6-foot-2, 216-pound winger is taking on a leadership role for the young Blades team.

Photograph by: Gord Waldner, The Starphoenix Files , The Starphoenix

Collin Valcourt has never had anything in his hockey career handed to him on a silver platter.

That starts from the very beginning when his dad, Ken, a former British Columbia Junior B player, gave him his first stick.

"It was right-handed, my first hockey stick was," the Saskatoon Blades winger said. "I'm obviously not a right-handed player.

"I didn't really have a choice as to what I was going to do as a profession I guess. It just happened to be that I excelled in this one, which is awesome because I wouldn't have chosen another game."

Of course, Valcourt did eventually get a stick with the proper lefty curve.

And now, in his over-age season, the Blades alternate captain is excelling.

Valcourt sits 15th in WHL scoring with 12 goals and 32 points, while making up one-third of the most potent lines in the league alongside Nathan Burns and Nikita Scherbak.

"I can't stop now. I can't be satisfied," he said after praising the coaching staff for increased responsibility on and off the ice this season.

"I think we've got even more in store than what we're showing."

The Red Deer product wasn't picked in the 2008 bantam draft, but did catch on with the Spokane Chiefs as a 17-year-old in 2010-11.

Not surprisingly, after recording eight goals and 25 points, his name wasn't called in the NHL draft either.

However, Valcourt made sure to take note of players like current NHLers Jared Cowen (Ottawa) and Tyler Johnson (Tampa Bay) during his rookie season in Spokane.

He's trying to emulate their work ethic and leadership qualities now that he's the oldest player on a young Blades team.

"If one day I make it there, I hope young guys look back and say, 'Wow, I played with him too,' " Valcourt said.

As far as head coach Dave Struch is concerned, the 6-foot-2, 216-pound winger is doing just that.

Valcourt was acquired from Spokane - where he returns for the first time next Wednesday - at the trade deadline in January for a first-round pick in 2015.

Struch said he took notice of Valcourt's maturity upon arrival.

So when Struch, a former assistant coach, assumed the coaching reins from Lorne Molleken in June, he started relying on the big forward for leadership.

"We spent time talking to him on a professional level," Struch said. "He's become that type of player. He's a big, strong power forward.

"He's not a guy that needs to fight every night. But he has to be a strong presence on the ice every night. He's a physical presence with and without the puck. He's taken that to another level here. There's lots of teams that have taken notice of him at the next level."

Since this is Valcourt's last season in the WHL, the next level is professional hockey.

Struch believes Valcourt just needs to remain consistent on the ice and as a mentor for young players and a pro team will present a suitable contract offer.

Valcourt makes no secret that's the objective.

Little by little, day by day, he knows he'll have to work for it.

"I think about it every day," he said. "I can't believe how fast my career has gone to be totally honest. Time really does fly when you're having fun.

"At the same time, I have to worry about my game right now and potentially earn a contract so I can keep playing at an elite level."

BLADE BITS: Scherbak will travel to Red Deer on Tuesday morning to play in Wednesday's Subway Super Series with Team Russia against the WHL. He will connect with his Blades teammates in Seattle on Thursday ahead of Friday's WHL game against the Thunderbirds.

dnugent-bowman @thestarphoenix.com
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Blades blow past Hurricanes to end losing streak

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The StarPhoenix November 22, 2013  

Blades 5, Hurricanes 2

Something had to give when the Saskatoon Blades and Lethbridge Hurricanes, two WHL slumping teams, met at Credit Union Centre on Friday night.

Thanks to a three-goal second period from a group of top-six forwards, it was the Blades (10-14-1-2) that skated away with a 5-2 victory over the last-place Canes (3-19-2-2).

Saskatoon was riding a five-game losing streak entering the contest and had won just twice in its previous 10 outings.

“In the long run, that’s the way we’re going to win hockey games,” said Blades head coach Dave Struch after praising the work ethic of several players.

“It wasn’t real pretty. But if we’re going to work that hard, we need to see some success. We needed it.”

Down 1-0 after the first on goal by Hurricanes winger Tyler Wong, the Blades answered back quickly in the second.

Russian winger Nikita Scherbak found the back of the net 42 seconds into the period.

Nick Zajac then ripped a shot over Canes netminder Corbin Boes on a power play at 4:15.

But it was the third goal – a buzzer beater – that proved to be the difference.

Collin Valcourt’s attempted shot landed on the stick of Brett Stovin on the doorstep, allowing the 19-year-old winger to score with 0.3 seconds left in the frame.

“I actually saw the ref getting ready to blow the whistle,” Valcourt said. “I knew there wasn’t much time so I just shot it. It was really lucky to go off the goalie’s pad and to Stovey.”

The goal was scored on a two-man advantage and gave the Blades some breathing room entering the third.

Wong scored his second of the game early in the third on a power play.

But Scherbak restored the Blades’ two-goal lead with his 16th of the season at 8:38 and Valcourt scored into an empty net to round out the scoring.

Scherbak received a high hit from Derko on his goal, just after releasing his shot. 

Struch said referees Adam Byblow and Kyle Scrivens deemed the hit, which popped Scherbak’s helmet off, to be a minor because he was in the act of shooting. Thus, it went unpenalized because the goal was scored.

Alex Moodie got the win in the Saskatoon net. The Blades outshot the Hurricanes 42-41. Both teams had five power plays.

The Blades are now idle until they begin a five-game, six-night U.S. Division road trip next Friday in Seattle.

“That was big for us to get our momentum back and our confidence back,” Valcourt said. “We have a little bit of stuff to clean up, but we have a week to do it.”

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com

Twitter.com/DNBsports

SP’s 3 STARS

1. Saskatoon Blades RW Nikita Scherbak – Two goals using a deceptive wrister.

2. Saskatoon Blades LW Collin Valcourt – A key assist and an empty-netter.

3. Saskatoon Blades G Alex Moodie – 39 saves helps end team’s losing ways.
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Blades hope Zajac can lead them out of their losing ways

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 22, 2013  

Blades hope Zajac can lead them out of their losing ways

Saskatoon Blades forward Nick Zajac, seen crashing the net, has four goals and 10 assists this season.

Photograph by: Liam Richards, The Canadian Press , The Starphoenix

If there's a time the Saskatoon Blades need to take a cue from Nick Zajac, this is it.

"We want to be relentless and tenacious every night. He exemplifies that to a tee," head coach Dave Struch said of his gritty left-winger. "He just continues to do the same thing.

"We just need to get more of the rest of the players to follow suit."

The Blades (9-14-1-2) are mired in five-game losing streak as they host the Lethbridge Hurricanes (3-18-2-2) on Friday.

But whether being the first man in on the forecheck, digging in the corners or blocking shots, Zajac's temperament hasn't altered.

"In the end, you can't develop courage," Struch said. "Most players either have it or they don't. He's that guy that's got it.

"We believe as a coaching staff that he's the model figure for what you want your team identity to be. His consistency in that department has been fantastic for us."

The third-year Blade is lauded for his work ethic, and has been since becoming the only 16-year-old to earn regular ice time for the team in 2011-12.

A scorer, Zajac is not. The 18-year-old has been shuffled between the second and third line this season, scoring four times and adding 10 assists in 26 games. The 5-foot-10, 182-pound forward has 17 goals and 51 points in 151 career WHL games.

But Zajac's value goes beyond the scoresheet. Other than a new mullet haircut this season - which he copied from former captain Brenden Walker - it's the same old Zajac.

"I don't think my game's changed too, too much in the years I've been here," said the Headingley, Man., native. "I've matured more as a player and I think my hockey IQ as gone up a bit.

"I've just developed into a better hockey player and I've grasped a bigger role. I just try to take advantage of it as much as I can. Working hard night in and night out is my game plan."

Struch said the Blades showed a "lack of respect" for the Hurricanes when they lost 8-5 to them in Lethbridge last month.

The last-place Canes, who dealt disgruntled defenceman Ryan Pilon last week, continued to make changes this week.

They shipped import winger Axel Blomqvist to Victoria on Wednesday and depth goaltender Christopher Tai to Brandon on Thursday.

"They're going to be no different coming in here no matter what their lineup is," Struch said. "They pride themselves on work ethic and we have to match that or be better."

With Zajac leading the way, the expectation is the Blades will get a different result.

"Our vision towards them is going to change a lot, especially because we're in a little bit of a skid here," he said. "I think we're going to look at them more intensely.

"If we come ready to play, we should be able to get the two points."

BLADE BITS: After being a healthy scratch in the Blades last game, a 6-1 loss to Kootenay last Saturday, D David Nemecek will draw back into the lineup on Friday ... RW Nikita Scherbak has been told by the Russian team that he will only play in the first WHL Subway Super Series game next Wednesday in Red Deer. He will skip the finale a night later so he can fly to Seattle and meet his teammates ahead of their game against the Thunderbirds ... Fans that wear Saskatchewan Roughriders gear to Friday's game will receive a free ticket to a future game.

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Cougars earn a split with Giants

Posted On 01 Dec 2013By : staff1Comment: 0Tag:  Prince George Cougars, WHL

The Prince George Cougars earned a split in a weekend series against the Vancouver Giants. Photo courtesy of the Prince George Cougars

The Prince George Cougars earned a split in a weekend series against the Vancouver Giants. Photo courtesy of the Prince George Cougars

Saturday night in Prince George, the Cougars dropped a 5-3 decision the Vancouver Giants. Cain Franson had a goal and two assists while Jackson Houck added a goal and an assist for Vancouver. Prince George responded with two points each from Marc McNulty, Alex Forsberg and Todd Fiddler. At one point the Giants led 3-0, but the Cougars were able to tie the game before ultimately dropping the 5-3 score.

12:25 into the game Vancouver had established a 3-0 lead. Jackson Houck got Vancouver on the board at 3:52 when he grabbed a bouncing puck beside the net and lifted one over Ty Edmonds’ glove. Blake Orban then made it 2-0 at 11:09 when he snuck in from the right point and capitalized off a Joel Hamilton shot. Daulton Thrower then made it 3-0 1:16 later and the Giants were well on their way.

But this season the Cougars have made a habit out of coming back from big deficits and tonight’s was no exception. Marc McNulty started the comeback at 13:16 of the first on a power play. McNulty’s point shot found it’s way through traffic and past Jared Rathjen for McNulty’s sixth of the season.

Vancouver outshot the Cougars 20-7 and took the 3-1 lead into the first intermission.

Early in the second the Cougars inched a little closer when Alex Forsberg deflected home a Marc McNulty point shot for his fifth goal of the season. For Forsberg it’s his second goal in as many games, and the Cougars were back in business.

Sam Ruopp completed the Cougars comeback at 5:01 when he kept a puck in at the right point, moved to the middle and fired a shot through traffic and in for his second of the season.

The Cougars kept the pedal down and nearly took the 4-3 lead. But Jared Rathjen made some timely saves and kept the Giants on even footing.

Vancouver grabbed the lead back at 14:05 of the second when Tim Traber and Thomas Foster combined on a nice rush down the ice. Foster centered the puck through a maze of sticks and Tim Traber made no mistake from the right wing for his sixth of the season.

After two periods the Giants led 4-3 and were outshooting the Cougars 37-22.

Early in the third the Cougars had some chances, but Jared Rathjen continued his strong play. His best save came off a two-on-one rush when Klarc Wilson fed Alex Forsberg in front of the net, but Forsberg was denied by the glove of Rathjen and the game remained at 4-3.

With the net empty, the Cougars had one final push, but Marc McNulty fired a shot just wide of the far post, and back came the Giants and Cain Franson wrapped up the game with an empty netter.

For the Giants it was their 12th victory of the season and their fourth of the season against Prince George. The Cougars fought valiantly despite being badly outmanned for a second straight game. The Cougars were minus eight regulars in their lineup, but still managed to stay stride-for-stride with the Giants both nights.

The Cougars record now sits at 11-16-1-3. They now trail the eighth placed Giants by four points in the Western Conference standings and will look to inch a little closer next weekend when they welcome the Tri-City Americans for two games next weekend.
Shorthanded Cougars face Giant obstacles

Posted On 28 Nov 2013By : Allan WishartComment: 0Tag:  Prince George Cougars, WHL

There is no truth to the rumour the Prince George Cougars participating in the Minor Hockey Skateathon earlier this week were trying to recruit players.

But it may have been close.

“We’re banged up right now,” coach Mark Holick said Tuesday. “We’re looking at 14 skaters at practice today. We’ve got eight guys out today, and we might get two or three back for the weekend.”

One skater who may not have been at practice on Tuesday, but should be playing this weekend against the Vancouver Giants is Aaron Macklin. The Cougars acquired the 1995-born forward from the Kamloops Blazers in exchange for 1996-born Carson Bolduc.

“Aaron is a big body,” Holick said. “He’s played well against us, and if he can play big, use that size, he’ll be a help for us. We don’t have a lot of size up front.

“It was an easy call, since we’re giving up a guy who isn’t here with us.”

When the Giants skate into CN Centre for games tonight (Friday) and Saturday, there may be more riding on the outcomes than normal late-November games.

“The playoffs are staring you right in the face.” Holick said. Going into the games, the Giants hold down the eighth and final Western Conference playoff spot, three points in front of the Cougars. “This is a chance for some of the guys who don’t normally get a lot of ice time to stand up and be counted.”

Holick says fans at the weekend games shouldn’t be too surprised by any line combinations the Cougars put out.

“With the guys who are out, we’re all over the map with our lines. The veterans, the guys like (Todd) Fiddler, (Klarc) Wilson, (Chase) Witala, they have to be their best this weekend. They have to show that leadership and keep the young guys in the game.”

The Cougars picked up one win during a three-game swing in Alberta last weekend, thumping Edmonton 8-3 in between losses to Calgary and Red Deer.

“We played a lot better Friday (in Edmonton) than on Thursday (against Calgary),” Holick said. “Then we just didn’t have enough left on Saturday (in Red Deer). Three games in three days, we made a couple of silly mistakes, and they beat us.”

Christmas Campaign

The home games this weekend kick off the Cougars’ annual Christmas Campaign of giving fans the chance to help the less fortunate in the community. At the Friday game, donations for the Prince George Council of Seniors Christmas Hampers will be collected.

Saturday, fans are asked to bring a new, unwrapped toy for the Salvation Army Toy Drive.
Cougars coach not worried about shots on goal stats

Posted On 18 Nov 2013By : Allan WishartComment: 0Tag:  Prince George Cougars, WHL

There’s one stat Mark Holick isn’t too concerned with.

Cougars coach Mark Holick

Cougars coach Mark Holick

“I don’t put much stock in shots on goal,” the Prince George Cougars head coach said. “They’re subjective. Every rink is different, even though they shouldn’t be.”

Holick was looking at the stats from the Cougars’ 3-1 win Saturday in Everett against the Silvertips, a game in which the Cougars were outshot 35-17.

“I thought the scoring chances were actually about even in that game,” Holick said. “The difference was Brett Zarowny played probably the best game I’ve seen since I got here, and our captain (Troy Bourke) makes a big play and gets the game winner.”

Bourke scored with about four minutes left to give the Cougars a 2-1 lead. Chase Witala’s second of the game into an empty net sealed the win.

The Everett win came after a 5-2 loss the night before in Spokane. In that game, it was 2-2 until Spokane scored with about eight minutes to go.

“We made a couple of mistakes, and they capitalized. Small things can make a big difference when the teams are this close.”

“We had a longer trip than usual to get to Everett,” Holick said. “Road conditions weren’t great, so we were late getting in.

“We started slow, but Brett held us in until we got going.”

The Cougars don’t play in Red Deer until Saturday, but that will be their base of operations for an Alberta trip this weekend. The Cougars were scheduled to play Thursday in Calgary, then play tonight (Friday) in Edmonton and Saturday in Red Deer.

Check www.pgfreepress.com for a report on the Calgary game.

Different uniforms

Four Cougars players will be wearing different uniforms over the next couple of months – and there are no trades involved. Troy Bourke has been named to Team WHL for the Super Series games against Team Russia. The first game will be Nov. 27 in Red Deer and the second one will be the following night in Lethbridge.

Three other Cougars have been selected to play in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge in Cape Breton, N.S. Jansen Harkins and Brad Morrison will suit up for Team Pacific, while Tate Olson will play for Team West. The tournament runs from Dec. 29 to Jan. 4.

Cougars look to be .500 by Christmas

Posted On 14 Nov 2013By : Allan WishartComment: 0Tag:  Prince George Cougars, WHL

Sunday provided a good look at why the Prince George Cougars traded for Todd Fiddler.

Fiddler had three goals, including the overtime winner, and two assists as the Cougars salvaged the last game of a three-game road swing with an 8-7 win in Kamloops.

The puck was taking all the right bounces for Todd Fiddler of the Cougars on Sunday in Kamloops, as he picked up five points in an 8-7 overtime win against the Blazers.

The puck was taking all the right bounces for Todd Fiddler of the Cougars on Sunday in Kamloops, as he picked up five points in an 8-7 overtime win against the Blazers.

“Fiddler has four goals now in four games with us,” coach Mark Holick said after Fiddler had the Cougars’ only goal in a 6-1 loss to the Medicine Hat Tigers on Tuesday at the CN Centre. “We picked his up to help with the powerplay and give us another goal scorer, and he’s doing that.”

The eight goals in Kamloops came after losing 5-2 in Kelowna and 5-1 in Vancouver to start the trip.

“I wish I could bottle that up,” Holick said of the scoring explosion in Kamloops.

In Tuesday’s loss to Medicine Hat, the Cougars outshot the Tigers 40-39, and Holick said it seems to be a confidence thing.

“I think the second period of that game was arguably our best of the season so far,” he said of a scoreless frame which left the Tigers up 2-1 heading into the third. “The thing is, they just keep coming at you in waves. That third goal sort of broke our backs.

“We started holding the sticks a little tighter, started pressing more to try and get a goal, and they made us pay. They’re a good team, they aren’t going to give you a chance to get back in the game.”

Holick was happy with the way the offense performed in Kamloops, but was quick to point out they also gave up seven goals.

“We have got to defend better. We’re starting to cheat on defense to try and get the offense going, and right now we’re not a good enough team to play that way.

“We have to play honestly, starting in goal and work on defense.”

Starting with a game tonight in Spokane, the Cougars have 13 games left before the Christmas break.

“I’d like to see us get above .500 by then,” Holick said. “That’s a reasonable goal.”

After tonight’s game, the Cougars travel to Everett for a game Saturday, then are home for a few days before hitting the road again for games in Calgary (Nov. 21), Edmonton (Nov. 22) and Red Deer (Nov. 23). The next home action for the Cougars is Nov. 29 and 30 when they host the Vancouver Giants.
Game preview: Admirals at Charlotte Checkers

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 30, 2013  

Here's a preview of the games at 6 tonight and 12:30 p.m. Sunday between Charlotte and Milwaukee.

CHARLOTTE (6-12-0-1)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 5th in the West

Streak: L 2

Home rank: 30th (1-7)

Special teams: PP 6th (21.4%), PK 28th (76.7%)

Scoring leader: Zach Boychuk - 14 points in 19 games (5 g 9 a)

Other notes: Charlotte has 1 win in its last 10 games and has allowed nine goals in its last two outings. Six goalies have appeared in at least one game for the Checkers this season. John Muse has played in 11 and is 4-6 with a 2.55 goals-against average.

MILWAUKEE (9-4-4-1)

Against Charlotte: 0-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (7 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 1-0-1-0

Road rank: 17th (4-3-2-1)

Special teams: PP 21st (15.4%), PK 20th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 13 points in 18 games (7 g 6 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee will be without defenseman Joe Piskula; he was recalled by Nashville this morning after having five assists and a +3 rating this season. The Admirals were 5-3 against the Checkers last year. Goalie Magnus Hellberg was 5-1 and Milwaukee was 3-1 in North Carolina. The Admirals have six points in their last five games but they have just one win in their last six road games.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Joe Piskula recalled by Nashville

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 30, 2013  

Nashville has recalled Joe Piskula this morning, so he will miss Milwaukee's game tonight in Charlotte.

The defenseman has five assists and a +3 rating in 18 games with the Admirals this season.

The Antigo, Wis., native has played in 10 NHL games, but not since appearing in five with Calgary in 2011-'12.
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Admirals notebook

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 29, 2013  

IN REVIEW


LAST WEEK: Friday - Won, 3-2 (SO), Chicago. Wednesday - Lost, 2-1 (OT), at Rockford.


RECORD: 9-4-4-1.


STANDINGS: 2nd place in the Midwest Division (five points behind Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Magnus Hellberg finished with 29 saves in each game last week, and the goal he allowed in overtime was on a Rockford power play. After giving up two second-period goals against Chicago, Hellberg did not allow another one until the third period Wednesday.

STANDOUT STAT

Milwaukee has trailed, 2-0, seven times this season but rallied to win three of the games, as well as get a point by forcing one to overtime and losing one in a shootout.

COMING UP


At Charlotte (6-12-0-1), 6 p.m. Saturday and 12:30 p.m. Sunday: Only two teams in the AHL have fewer points than Charlotte's 13. The Checkers have just one victory in their last 10 games. This is the first time Milwaukee plays Charlotte after going 5-3 against the Checkers last year. Hellberg was 5-1 and the Admirals were 3-1 in North Carolina.

AROUND THE RINK

BUSY TIMES: Milwaukee wrapped up a nine-game, 15-day stretch on Friday with a 3-4-1-1 record. Miikka Salomaki had a team-high eight points in that time, and Colton Sissons and Simon Moser led the way with three goals apiece.

"Man, our travel has been crazy," Evason said. "I mean everybody goes through it, certainly, in our league. There were some long nights on that bus. We knew our group was physically fatigued but probably more importantly mentally. ... It's been a grind, but that's our league. And that's what these guys are doing. They're learning how to be pros and they're thrown in it. They'll all be better off for it for sure."

HIT THE ROAD: Milwaukee began a stretch Wednesday of playing seven of its next 10 games on the road. "Road trips are good, as long as you're not on the bus for nine hours after a game," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said.

THANKSGIVING TRADITION: Antigo native Joe Piskula says he was 10 years old when he became part of the family tradition to go hunting in the morning, return for a turkey dinner and then go back out in the woods to hunt again.

He shot his first deer when he was 11.

"You're not supposed to hunt until you're 12, but I was sitting with my grandpa and he let me shoot it," Piskula said.

Piskula did not get to hunt on Thursday.

"I miss it," Piskula said. "I was trying to get up to Antigo this weekend to go hunting but it just didn't work out."

A DEBUT, AND A RETURN: Forward Vinny Saponari made his Milwaukee debut against Rockford and finished -1 without any shots. He was recalled from Cincinnati earlier this week.

Mike Liambas returned against the IceHogs after missing the last eight games with an injury.

TWEET OF THE WEEK: Josh Shalla - November 24th and the river is frozen in brew city #cold

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Cure for Miikka Salomaki's shyness: Ice

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 29, 2013  

Miikka Salomaki

Without a doubt, Miikka Salomaki is one shy guy.

"Yeah, I'm pretty quiet," Salomaki said.

There's no argument from Milwaukee Admirals coach Dean Evason, either.

"When he turns purple when you say good morning to him, that's probably an indication that he's shy," Evason said. "Off the ice he is shy. There's a bit of a language barrier but not tremendous.

"But he pulls the sweater over his head and he's a different man. He just goes out and plays the same way every single night. And he'll mature...and be more comfortable. But on the ice, no issues."

Salomaki admits his English isn't the best, and it contributes to his shyness.

And he's only 20, a rookie from Raahe, Finland, playing his first season in America. But the quietness disappears when the 5-foot-11, 200-pound left wing is on the ice.

"I try to hit always when it's possible," Salomaki said.

Salomaki is tied for second among Admirals with 12 points, one behind fellow rookie Colton Sissons. He is tops with nine assists.

"First of all, he's a great kid," teammate Austin Watson said. "He's always happy, always excited to be at the rink. What's so important I think is he has a lot of talent, a lot of ability, he's got great hands, good vision, and a great shot.

"But you know what? He works so hard. He's so determined on the puck; he protects it well. And he doesn't lose battles, and I think that's what has been able to give him some success early here."

After totaling one goal and three assists in his first seven games, Salomaki turned in Milwaukee's only four-point game to date with a goal and three assists Nov. 8 against Texas. He also had an assist his next contest to cap a four-game stretch of two goals and six assists.

Salomaki went the next four games without a point but then had a goal and two assists against Abbotsford on Nov. 19.

Only two others, Sissons and Mark Van Guilder, have had three-point games.

Salomaki was the Nashville Predators' 2011 second-round draft pick and spent the previous three seasons playing for Karpat of the Finnish Elite League.

But he doesn't sound like someone in a hurry to reach the NHL.

"I don't know, I don't think about it at this point," Salomaki said. "I play as well as I can. Playing good is all I can do.

"I think I'm getting better all the time because I learn the style of how we play here. On the ice, the game is faster because it's a smaller rink. It's a little bit more physical game. But it's still the same game, hockey."

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Vinny Saponari called up by Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 25, 2013  

 Milwaukee recalled forward Vinny Saponari from the Cincinnati Cyclones this afternoon.

He leads the ECHL team with 10 assists and is second with 11 points while playing in 14 games.

Saponari played at Northeastern last year and was second with 29 points before making his AHL debut with St. John's (two points in seven games).
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Admirals 3, Wolves 2 (shootout): Milwaukee rallies from 2-0 deficit

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 22, 2013  

It wasn't fancy, but Austin Watson's shootout goal got the job done.

His score in the sixth round followed by Magnus Hellberg's glove save lifted the Milwaukee Admirals to a 3-2 victory over Chicago Friday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee won for just the third time in its last nine games by winning the shootout, 2-1. Mathieu Tousignant scored in the first round as well.

But Watson's goal was the difference.

He skated toward the left circle before slanting to the slot for a shot from between the circles that got past goalie Jake Allen.

"You know what, there's guys that have all their moves and stuff like that," Watson said. "And that's great. I like to shoot the puck. I just kind of go in there with some speed and try to catch them off guard. Fortunately, it did."

Chicago, which had won its previous five games, had 11 of the first 12 shots of the second period and scored twice for a 2-0 lead with just over 14 minutes left.

"If someone can tell me how we won that hockey game, I'd love to know," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It'll be interesting to watch the tape because for two periods we thought we were out-competed, everything. It's such a credit to our group. They just keep going. We got their attention after the first period because we thought it was bad. It looked bad to us. We asked them to just compete."

Milwaukee cut Chicago's lead to 2-1 on Kevin Henderson's first goal of the season with 7:52 left in the second.

"I was fighting the puck there for a little bit and my confidence was down," Henderson said. "When I scored that goal, it just felt like the weight of the world was kind of off me. I was relaxed. Everyone was just telling me, 'they're going to come.'

"I was getting a little frustrated, so to get that one was huge for me. It also helped the team in the right direction for the win."

The Admirals went on a power play 26 seconds later, but they failed to get a shot on goal just like the first two power plays they had in the game.

So Evason didn't even both to address the team in the locker room during the second intermission.

"We just told (captain) Scott Ford it's their team and see what happens," Evason said. "They figured it out. Whatever was said between the second and third periods was all them. Our third period was great. It's very rewarding for coaches to see a group respond like that without kicking garbage cans and all that stuff. It was exciting."

It took only 1:32 into the third period for Milwaukee to tie the score at 2-2.

"We just wanted to get back to playing hungry, playing the Admirals way, being pesky again," Watson said. "We really wanted to bear down and get this one."

Bryan Rodney fired a shot that bounced off the back wall to Simon Moser in the bottom of the left circle, and he lifted the puck over a sliding Brent Regner and past goalie Jake Allen.

The Wolves got their first two goals in a span of 2:34.

Cody Beach's goal made it 1-0 with 16:40 remaining in the second.

Pat Cannone gave his team a 2-0 lead with 14:06 to go after Hellberg left the puck behind his net that was retrieved by Tyler Shattock, who passed it to Cannone for his shot from the slot. 
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Admirals notebook

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 22, 2013  

IN REVIEW 


LAST WEEK: Friday - Lost, 4-3, Chicago. Saturday - Won, 1-0, at Iowa. Tuesday - Lost, 4-3 (OT), Abbotsford. Wednesday - Lost, 5-0, at Grand Rapids.


RECORD: 8-4-3-1.


STANDINGS: 2nd place in the Midwest Division (four points behind Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Goalie Scott Darling stopped all 32 shots for his first AHL decision at Iowa. It was just the second start for the rookie, who survived a 6-on-4 power-play by the Wild for the final 62 seconds after it pulled its goalie.

STANDOUT STAT

When Milwaukee hosts Chicago on Friday, it will be the team's ninth game in 15 days.

COMING UP


Chicago (9-6-0-1), 7 p.m. Friday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250): The Wolves trail Milwaukee by one point in the Midwest and own a five-game winning streak, including a 4-3 road victory over the Admirals on Nov. 15. Chicago has won its last four road games. The team ranks 29th on the power play (11.0%) but fourth on the penalty kill (87.7%). This is Milwaukee's last home game until Dec. 6 thanks to three straight road games.


At Rockford (9-9-1-0), 7 p.m. Wednesday (AM-1250): The IceHogs have lost seven of their last nine games but are also just one point behind Milwaukee. Rockford ranks 27th on the penalty kill (76.5%) and lost its only game against the Admirals, 4-2, Nov. 1 at the Bradley Center. Anthony Bitetto finished with a goal and an assist against the IceHogs.

AROUND THE RINK

COOLING OFF: Milwaukee has only two wins since opening the season with an eight-game point streak that included six victories.

The Admirals are 2-6 in their last eight games, but one loss was in overtime and another was in a shootout.

Regardless, just three teams in the Western Conference have more points than Milwaukee.

MAZANEC UPDATE: Marek Mazanec (2-2) has won his last two games for Nashville, highlighted by a 27-save performance in a 2-0 victory at Detroit on Tuesday. The 22-year-old became the youngest goalie in franchise history to blank a team.

On Nov. 16, Mazanec picked up his first NHL win by turning way 39 shots in a 7-2 victory over Chicago.

Mazanec was 5-0 in Milwaukee when he was recalled by Nashville on Nov. 5 to serve as Carter Hutton's backup.

HELLBERG NOT ON TRACK: Magnus Hellberg has just one victory in seven games since Mazanec replaced him in Nashville and has given up a total of 21 goals during that time.


HELPING HAND: With Hellberg unable to play because of an injury at Iowa, 46-year-old Derek Hender served as Darling's emergency backup. He's a coach and off-ice official who lives in the Des Moines area.

TWEETS OF THE WEEK: Scott Valentine - Getting woken up by a shrill tornado warning after getting home from a bus trip at 4:30 In the morning. ... Awesome! @colton_es15

Colton Sissons - @Valentine_s22 Where the hell is Helen Hunt? #twister
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Simon Moser: Getting acclimated on the ice

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 22, 2013  

The Nashville Predators invited Simon Moser to their training camp and were so impressed that they almost kept the undrafted rookie.

But the left wing was the last forward cut and is in Milwaukee trying to show the Predators they were correct in signing him to a one-year entry-level contract worth $550,000 at the NHL level and $70,000 at the AHL level.

"I think sometimes your numbers going into training camp are large and you try to sort things out," Nashville assistant general manager Paul Fenton said. "But a lot of times with our new system — you know, a one-way contract will override somebody — this wasn't the case. We thought that Simon needed a little bit of time here. He had to North Americanize himself to a degree.

"So far, so good. It looks like he's really adapted and certainly fits in here. I think he's got a future with us."

Moser, 24, has appeared in all 16 games and ranks sixth on the team with eight points. He is fourth with 37 shots on goal.

"When you're watching him, he does a lot of the detail work that coaches appreciate, that win you games," Fenton said. "He's very good, consciously, at both ends of the ice. He's always on the right side of the puck, he's strong on the boards, he makes the right decisions, he doesn't take those high-risk plays when they're not there, he can make a play. He does basically everything you want in a player. He's big, he's strong, he's not a real loud player but he goes about his business and just makes things happen."

As with any rookie from overseas, the Bern, Switzerland, native says he had to get used to playing on a smaller rink.

"You have less time to make decisions," Moser said. "I have to be strong at the boards, win the battles and bring the puck to the net."

Moser spent the previous five seasons with Langnau of the Swiss Elite League and totaled 110 points, including 56 goals, and 179 penalty minutes in 232 games.

Last season, the 6-foot-1, 214-pound Moser was a team captain and finished with 10 goals and 11 assists in 35 games. He also had five points in 10 games to help his Swiss team earn a silver medal in the International Ice Hockey Federation World Championships, the best finish for the country since 1935.

Moser has the same agent as current Predator and former Admiral Roman Josi, and that's how Nashville took notice.

"He told them my name and they should watch me," Moser said.

Nashville coach Barry Trotz and general manager David Poile saw Moser at the latest IIHF Championships and asked him to come to tryouts.

"When I was in Nashville, they took care of everything," Moser said. "You don't have to care about sticks or skates, or anything like that. You just really concentrate on your game and hockey. It's a little bit different than Switzerland. You have to do more on your own. All in all, it's pretty similar. It's just hockey."

Moser does admit to missing his family and girlfriend back home, however.

"It's pretty cool here," he said. "I like the lifestyle and everything. I'm sure there's some small things that are different than back home, but nothing big."
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Game preview: Wolves at Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 22, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Chicago and Milwaukee at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

CHICAGO (9-6-0-1)

Against Milwaukee: 2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (1 point behind Milwaukee)

Streak: W 5

Road rank: 4th (7-2-0-1)

Special teams: PP 29th (11.0%), PK 4th (87.7%)

Scoring leader: Corey Locke - 13 points in 15 games (5g 8 a)

Other notes: Chicago already has as many wins against Milwaukee as it did last season when the Wolves went 2-8-0-2 in the series. ... Only two teams in the AHL (Abbotsford, Grand Rapids) have more points on the road than Chicago's 15. ... Jake Allen is 8-3-1-1 and played the first two games against the Admirals.

MILWAUKEE (8-4-3-1)

Against Chicago: 0-1-1-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (4 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: L 2

Home rank: 13th (4-1-2-0)

Special teams: PP 15th (16.7%), PK 18th (82.1%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 13 points in 16 games (7 g 6 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has only two wins since opening the season with an eight-game point streak that included six victories. The Admirals are 2-6 in their last eight games, but one loss was in overtime and another was in a shootout. ... Goalie Magnus Hellberg has just one victory in seven games since Marek Mazanec replaced him in Nashville and has given up a total of 21 goals during that time. ... The Admirals have been outscored, 9-3, in the two games since they beat Iowa, 1-0, on Saturday. ... Mathieu Tousignant has two goals against Chicago and is the only one on his team with more than one point in the series. ... This is Milwaukee's last home game until Dec. 6 thanks to three straight road games.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Heat 4, Admirals 3 (OT): Milwaukee blows two-goal lead

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 19, 2013  

The Milwaukee Admirals wasted a three-point night from Mikka Salomaki by blowing a late two-goal lead resulting in a 4-3 overtime loss to Abbotsford Tuesday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee had won seven straight home games against Abbotsford and held a 3-1 lead with less than 16 minutes remaining.

But the Heat, which has the most points (29) in the American Hockey League - as well as the most games played (20) - won for the 10th time in its last 11 games on Ben Street's power-play goal with 1:37 left in overtime.

"A couple of goals maybe we'd want back, as a team," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Not only our goalie (Magnus Hellberg), but as a team. We made mistakes and it ended up in our net. But I don't think you can say they outplayed us in the third period. ... We had our opportunities. We didn't put them away and they kept coming, and got a couple of goals."

Milwaukee almost won with 3:21 left in OT, but Anthony Bitetto's close-range shot from the right crease wasn't lifted high enough and deflected off the low stick of goalie Joni Ortio, now 8-0 on the season.

Bitetto was then called for a high-sticking penalty with 1:50 to go, and 13 seconds later the game was over.

"We lost the draw, which happens," Evason said. "And then we allowed their guy to walk into a prime scoring position. Although it gets deflected off of Joe (Piskula's) stick, he shouldn't have been allowed to shoot in that spot."

Abbotsford won the faceoff in the right circle. The puck went to Chad Billins at the right wing, who slid the puck to Blair Jones at the left wing. Jones gave it back to Billins, who dished it to Street at the top of the right circle for his winning shot over Hellberg's shoulder.

The left-handed Street admitted his team was expecting a shot from the right-handed Jones.

"Instead of trying to force it back over there, which is kind of what we were looking for, I called my own number and shot it," Street said. "It worked out good."

Salomaki finished with a goal and two assists to become Milwaukee's second-leading scorer with 12 points - one behind Colton Sissons - and he gave the team a 3-1 lead with his third goal of the year with 13:19 left in the second.

The rookie skated through the left wing with the puck as Jones trailed. Salomaki had Austin Watson to his right in the slot but chose to shot from the left circle and was rewarded when the puck reached the top left of the net.

"This was probably his best game," Evason said. "He hounds the puck, and his stick skills, his competitiveness, finishes every check, you wish every hockey player played the way he plays the game. He plays it honest, plays it hard, goes about his business and he's been real good for us for sure."

Abbotsford started its comeback on a backhanded shot from the slot by Markus Granlund with 15:23 left in the third, and the Heat tied the score on a shot from the left circle from Greg Nemisz over a sliding Scott Ford and past the left side of Hellberg with 9:47 to go.

Milwaukee held a 2-0 lead after the first, as Salomaki assisted on Watson's goal with 9:30 remaining and Simon Moser's on the power play with 1:02 left.

Abbotsford's first goal was also on the power play. It was scored by Jones 2:24 into the second period and snapped Milwaukee's streak of stopping 19 straight penalty kills. 

.
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Providence takes 44 shots in capping Admirals sweep

Posted to: Admirals Sports 

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© December 1, 2013


NORFOLK

Goalie Brad Thiessen, a newcomer to Norfolk, admitted to some rust Saturday. It had been two weeks since he got back to the States from Finland and six weeks since he faced a shot fired in anger.

Now, he understands now what No. 1 goalie John Gibson has been going through.

Providence got goals from Nick Johnson, Seth Griffith and Anthony Camara in earning a 3-2 win and a two-game weekend sweep from the Admirals at Scope. The Bruins sent 43 shots at Thiessen, who was signed Friday after playing for three months in Finland.

Gibson, who had played in 12 consecutive games before sitting on Saturday, had faced 50 shots two weeks ago at Providence.

“It was good for me (to face a lot of shots) after not playing for a while,” said Thiessen, a four-year AHL veteran with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. “It felt good to be back into things.”

Thiessen turned back the first 17 shots, but most of them became rebounds that his teammates sent out of harm’s way – until Johnson turned one into the game’s first goal.

“I didn’t do a very good job on some of the rebounds, so maybe that’s what racked up so many shots, but scoring chances are what counts,” Thiessen said.

Admiral coach Trent Yawney agreed. At odds with statisticians who keep shot counts for much of the season, he disputed the number – “I don’t buy it” – but mitigated the criticism by pointing to bona fide scoring chances. Those were close between the two clubs.

“It was good for him to see some shots,” Yawney said of Thiessen. “Most of them were from the outside, and he did good job with them. I thought he played great.”

Thiessen’s Providence counterpart, Malcolm Subban, who owned a 2-5 record coming into the game, had his own problems with rebounds, one of which was turned into a Chris Wagner goal.

On the other hand, Griffith got a clean look at the net and filled it. His goal and that of Johnson gave the Bruins a 2-1 lead through two periods.

The scoreless tie was broken when Thiessen rejected shots by Ryan Spooner and Matt Fraser, but the puck remained elusive until Johnson gathered it in and shot from a difficult angle. The puck caromed off Thiessen’s left skate and into the net for a 1-0 lead with 14:58 played.

It became 2-0 when Griffith scored. But 58 seconds later, the Admirals countered. Emerson Etem fired from between the faceoff circles, and again Subban turned away the shot, but the rebound went to his right and behind the net. Devonte Smith-Pelly beat Providence’s Zach Trotman to the puck and pushed it to Wagner, whose shot was true to cut things to 2-1.

The assist was Smith-Pelly’s fourth in the three games he has played at Scope since being sent down by Anaheim on Wednesday. He also has two goals over that time.

Camara scored in the final period to make it 3-1, and the Admirals’ Jesse Blacker scored a consolation prize goal with 27.9 seconds to play and Thiessen off the ice for an extra skater.

Thiessen, 27, understands he has to adjust to a different role as an Admiral. Gibson, 20, is still the No. 1 goalie. “He’s a young guy with a lot of talent, so I think my job here as a fifth-year pro is to help him along,” Thiessen said.

At the same time, he wants to play. And Yawney said he will.

“Our goaltending throughout has been our strength,” Yawney said. “But the kid needs a rest once in a while. Not that he can’t handle the workload, but it’s relatively early yet.”

Gibson had played in 18 of the Admirals’ 21 games before sitting Saturday.

The game ended a November in which the Admirals were 5-6-0-2 after racing to a 5-2-0-2 record in October. December’s schedule begins with games Friday and Saturday at Syracuse.  
By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

In a span of 26 seconds during the opening period, Friday’s game unraveled for the Norfolk Admirals.

They spent the rest of the night trying to tie it back up.

The effort proved futile.

Quick-strike goals by Carter Camper and Bobby Robins added to an earlier score by Matt Fraser gave Providence a three-goal lead, and final-period goals by Matt Lindblad and Ryan Spooner finished a 5-4 victory at Scope.

The game was a turnabout from one two weeks ago in Providence, where Norfolk scored four goals in the opening period and hung on for a 4-3 victory.

“We came out a little flat in the first period, and then we started chasing the game,” said Admirals captain Garnet Exelby.

“Any time you’re in a spot where you have to chase, you tend to open up a little bit more than you want to defensively,” said Exelby, a defenseman. “You take some chances to try to get back in the game.”

Those chances proved costly in a third-period rally in which goals by Norfolk’s Antoine Laganiere and Steve Whitney made it 4-3 with 5:18 to play.

But Spooner’s goal, scored into a near-empty net when he stood alone and took a cross-ice pass from David Warsofsky, came only 58 seconds after Whitney’s tally.

That goal rendered Jesse Blacker’s score for the Admirals too little, too late.

“When we get four goals, we should win,” Exelby said.

The Admirals had won all four times they have scored four or more this season.

“The first period, they were hungrier than we were all over the ice,” coach Trent Yawney said. “The third period, we got some goals, but we also gave up some gifts. Four goals is plenty, but you can’t give up five, and you can’t spot a good team like that three (goals) in 20 minutes.”

The quick-strike Providence goals came on hustle plays in which the Bruins demonstrated more willingness to get to the puck.

Camper’s goal, scored on a power play, came when Spooner gathered in a rebound behind the Admirals’ net. Spooner then waited until Camper beat the Admirals’ Emerson Etem to a position just to goalie John Gibson’s right. Spooner’s pass was batted into the net for a 2-0 lead.

That quickly became 3-0 when Robins backhanded a shot past Gibson at 15:48.

Gibson dropped to 8-5-3 in playing for the 17th time in the Admirals’ 21 games. He figures to get a respite soon – perhaps as early as tonight – after Norfolk signed veteran Brad Thiessen to an AHL contract Friday.

Thiessen, who has played some stellar games at Scope in four AHL seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, was playing in Finland under a free-agent contract after defeating Providence in last season’s Calder Cup semifinals.

Yawney said Thiessen could see Scope ice tonight for the first time in an Admirals uniform.

“We’ll see. I haven’t talked to him yet, but there is a good possibility,” Yawney said. “The other guy (Gibson) has played a lot of hockey.”

Thiessen said he is ready. He last played two weeks ago in Finland.

“This is a place I’ve enjoyed playing in over the years,” he said. “Hopefully that will help. And I did see that team seven times in the playoffs last season. If the coach needs me … I’ll be ready.”
The Virginian-Pilot
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NORFOLK

The Norfolk Admirals, buoyed by a return of a pair of young players from the NHL, netted three third-period goals to break a tie and went on to a 5-2 victory over Charlotte in an AHL game Wednesday night.

Left wing Emerson Etem and right wing Devante Smith-Pelly combined for two goals and four assists the same day they were sent to Norfolk from the Anaheim Ducks. Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said he wanted each of the 21-year-olds to get increased playing time and develop more consistency in Norfolk.

"We need them to play on a consistent basis," Boudreau told The Los Angeles Times. "This league is too tough. We don't know if it's going to be long-term or short-term, but the last time we sent Emerson down, he came back a much better player and we're thinking that's going to happen again."

Wednesday night, they helped make the Admirals a better team as they improved to 10-6-0-4.

Smith-Pelley's goal came just after an early score by the Checkers' Matt Marquardt and tied it 1-1 in the first period.

Smith-Pelly and Etem displayed NHL chemistry in the second period, working a two-man game deep into the Charlotte zone. Etem put away a rebound for a 2-1 lead at the 11:27 mark.

The Checkers made it a 2-2 game on Chris Terry's goal at the 14:21 of the period, but Norfolk owned the final 20 minutes.

On the power play, Rickard Rakell one-timed a loose puck in the slot to give the Admirals the lead at the 4:27 mark of the third period. And with Charlotte on the power play, Norfolk scored the game's key goal on a Max Friberg breakaway.

Norfolk stays at home for a pair of weekend games today and Saturday against Providence. Game times are 7:30 p.m. Friday and 7:15 p.m. Saturday.
By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

It's seems as routine as the center snap in a football game, which draws attention only when something goes wrong.

But the hockey faceoff has more variables - before, during and after the draw - and what marks success isn't as obvious. Want to know who are the best faceoff guys? See who lines up with a minute to play, with the puck in your end of the ice and your team protecting a one-goal lead.

"There's nothing better to measure yourself by than that," David Steckel said.

He is the guy who would take that draw for the Norfolk Admirals, just as he did for Washington, New Jersey, Toronto and Anaheim in a 419-game NHL career he is trying to resurrect. He led the NHL in faceoff effectiveness in 2010-11, winning 62.7 percent, and was in the top seven in five consecutive seasons in the league.

He's at 71 percent for the Admirals in performing a skill often overlooked by coaches of young players. And it's in their teens or earlier that players should be learning how, as Steckel did at 16 while playing junior hockey for Team USA in Ann Arbor, Mich.

He recalls his coaches there, Jeff Jackson and Bob Mancini, "told me that if I wanted to be a success in the NHL and be out there at the end of the game, I had to win draws," Steckel said. "They specifically stressed that this was something that was going to help me get into the NHL. Everybody knows how to take draws. Not everyone does it well."

When you don't do it well, the memory lingers.

"I'm not going to forget that first game at Hartford," said Chris Wagner, who was taking many of the Admirals' important faceoffs before Steckel came to town and is the lead faceoff guy on power plays. "I lost with three seconds left, and they squeaked the puck in."

Hartford's Chris Kreider won the draw, got the puck to Brandon Mashinter and Darroll Powe scored with one second to play to tie a game the Admirals eventually won in a shootout.

Faceoffs are an art: part strength, part quickness, part... well, let them tell it, with some help from Admirals coach Trent Yawney.

"Watch (Steckel) and you see that he doesn't go into the circle until he's ready," Yawney said. "He talks on the ice. It's hard to get a player to talk. I don't know why, but it's the hardest thing for a coach to get a player to do."

Communication is key because the faceoff begins well before the official drops the puck.

"First, I'm making sure that my guys are lined up correctly," Steckel said. "Whether I'm trying to set up a guy behind me so he can one-time it or get it to a (defenseman), I'd like to win it every time. But you know you're not going to win every time, and you've got to know what everybody's going to do if the play breaks down."

Success on the faceoff often depends on a winger darting into the circle to retrieve a puck at the feet of the two centers.

In the defensive zone, particularly on the penalty kill, the idea is to get the puck to somebody to clear it. In the offensive zone, it's get the puck to somebody who can shoot it.

"I was fortunate enough to play in Washington and see Nick Backstrom and (Alex) Ovechkin score on a couple of those a year," Steckel said. "It's something that the other team doesn't expect. If you can throw the slightest confusion there at the point, I think it helps."

It helped Admirals winger Steve Whitney, who scored on a feed from Steckel on a faceoff against Syracuse on Nov. 8.

Once everybody is lined up correctly, Steckel's focus turns to the opposing center.

"I'm going in to see if he's a righty or a lefty," Steckel said.

Players tend to pull the puck on the draw, scraping it toward themselves or the outside of the circle, because it's easier to pull than push. If all else is equal, whoever is stronger usually wins a faceoff.

"I'd say it's strength first, then reaction, then quickness," Wagner said.

When the visiting center touches the ice with his stick, that signifies readiness to the official, who is leaning over to drop the puck.

At least that's the way it's supposed work.

"I found that at Manchester, they put their sticks down first," even though the Monarchs were the home team, Wagner said. "So sometimes you can wait it out."

The player who puts the stick down first starts his motion, then stops it on the ice for an instant. As the linesman puts his hand down to drop the puck, the home team player eyes the officials' hand and if he times everything right, can pull the puck in one in one quick, continuous motion.

Things get tricky when the linesman prepares to drop the puck but hesitates. That irritates the players, but the official is looking for cheating - wingers moving in too quickly, centers moving their feet one way or another to get an advantage. The official can wave out one or both of the protagonists for violations, and the whole process begins again.

The puck drops, and sticks move faster than the eye can see.

"I've got a lot of strength," said Steckel, who is 6-foot-6 and 215 pounds. "I like to think I'm pretty heavy on my stick. But it can work both ways. Peter Holland (recently traded to Toronto) is a little quicker, so he can use quickness. It's just whatever you feel that night, and every night is different. Even when you play a team two nights in a row, the two nights are different."

What works Friday might not work Saturday, even if the same two players are squaring off.

"If you're getting beat, you want to change it up," Steckel said. "If you're winning, you want to stay with what's working."

The centers talk after the first period, and by the third period, everybody has a sense of what is working and what isn't. In that, Steckel can learn from the younger players, who have spent much of the week learning from him.

"In the NHL, I pretty much know who can take draws this way and that, but down here, I'm not as familiar," he said. "I watch every draw so I know what guys are going to do at the end of the game."

That's because he knows what his role will be in that final minute.

"I'd like to score more goals," said Steckel, who had 33 in the NHL. "I'd like to have a new set of hands. I'd like to shoot more, whatever it takes. But I know the things that are going to get me back, and I know if I can improve on those things, I give myself a better chance of getting back."

He has known since he was 16, when coaches told him that winning faceoffs could get him in the NHL.

And now, get him back.
Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Laurent Brossoit records 30 saves

Laurent Brossoit, a 20-year-old goaltender, made his first home start for the Barons at the Cox Convention Center. Acquired him in a trade last month with Calgary, Brossoit is 2-1 with a 2.26 goals against average and .922 saves percentage in four games with Oklahoma City.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 30, 2013  

Laurent Brossoit, a 20-year-old goaltender, made his first home start for the Barons at the Cox Convention Center. Acquired him in a trade last month with Calgary, Brossoit is 2-1 with a 2.26 goals against average and .922 saves percentage in four games with Oklahoma City.

“Any time we win it's a good feeling. The fact is was on home ice is a bonus,” Brossoit said. “The team was really good tonight that when I did give up a rebound they'd get the puck to the corners. It definitely wasn't a one-man show.”

HECTIC TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS

The Barons' bus they used to travel to San Antonio broke down Friday afternoon. Players took taxi cabs to AT&T Center. The bus still wasn't ready after the game, a shootout loss. Players and coaches stayed in San Antonio, then flew to Oklahoma City, most arriving around noon.

“It was a first for me,” said 29-year-old AHL veteran forward Matthew Ford. “I think we were on five different flights. I only had a couple of guys on my flight. We all had connecting flights. Guys had flights leaving between 6:30 (a.m.) and 9 (a.m.). All teams go through travel issues but this was unusual.”

RARE DECEMBER HOME GAME

The Barons host the Texas Stars on Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center, the only remaining home game before Christmas. Having just completed a five-game road trip before Saturday's game, the Barons begin a six-game road trip next weekend with a triple-header, playing Friday night in Milwaukee and Saturday night and Sunday afternoon at the Chicago Wolves.

OIL SPILLS

Ford, a 29-year-old veteran, who is nearing 300 career games in the American Hockey League, scored two goals in Saturday's win, including an empty-netter with 2.4 seconds left. ... Steve MacIntyre, a 33-year-old NHL veteran that Edmonton picked up off waivers in September, made his Barons debut Friday night in San Antonio. An old-school tough man, MacIntyre has accumulated 2,004 penalty minutes during his 12-year pro career.
Anton Lander supplies go-ahead goal as OKC Barons beat San Antonio Rampage

Anton Lander supplied the go-ahead goal early in the third period in a Barons' 3-1 win over the San Antonio Rampage Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.
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With Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish in attendance, Oklahoma City Barons team captain Anton Lander came up big in his attempt to return to the NHL.

Lander supplied the go-ahead goal early in the third period in a Barons' 3-1 win over the San Antonio Rampage Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The 22-year-old center won a race for a loose puck in San Antonio's defensive zone. Lander fired a shot from the point that hit the right post and trickled over the goal line, his ninth goal in 17 games with the Barons.

“My focus is to go out and win the game and keep working on my game regardless who is in the crowd,” Lander said. “I didn't even know he was here. Whether it's my dad, my family or MacTavish, I've always believed you have to focus on the right things.”

Lander appeared in one game with the Oilers earlier this season. He has spent the bulk of the season with the Barons in the American Hockey League, scoring 15 points in 17 games with OKC.

A second-round pick four years ago, the 40th overall selection, Lander appeared in 56 games with the Oilers two years ago as a 20-year-old rookie.

Lander has split time between Edmonton and OKC the past three seasons — 68 games with Edmonton, 78 games with Oklahoma City. But most of his ice time the past two seasons has been with the Barons.

“Anton has really worked on his offense,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “That will help him at the next level. Here he's playing on the No. 1 line. Up there he might only play on the third or fourth line but this will help him have the confidence so if he gets called up he can chip in some points.”

Matthew Ford gave the Barons a 1-0 lead late in the first period, scoring his fifth goal of the season off a nice pass from Curtis Hamilton from behind the net.

The Rampage tied the game midway through the second period on a John Lee goal. Lander's goal gave OKC the lead. Ford added a length-of-the-ice empty-netter with 2.4 seconds left.

Two goals were all OKC needed. Laurent Brossoit, a 20-year-old rookie, stopped 30 of 31 shots in his first home start with the Barons.

“He was excellent,” Nelson said. “He was tested and made some really big saves for us. Our goaltending has been pretty strong all year. It's a matter of getting the young guys in front of them playing more consistent.”

The Barons have played six different goaltenders the first two months of the season.

“It hasn't mattered which goaltender we've had in the net,” Ford said. “They've all given us a chance in every game. (Brossoit) was really good tonight, especially in the second period when he kept it a 1-1 game to give us an opportunity to win it in the third (period).”
OKC Barons: Roman Horak off to a new start with Oilers organization

Edmonton acquired the center from the Calgary Flames and then sent him to the Barons.
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Roman Horak was napping when his girlfriend told him his phone “was going crazy.”

The 22-year-old center from Czechoslovakia returned a call to Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster, who told Horak he had been traded to Edmonton.

Originally drafted by the New York Rangers, Horak had been traded once before. But this was different. He had spent three seasons with the Flames organization and had played 80 NHL games the past two seasons with Calgary.

“I was disappointed at first,” said Horak, who was sent to OKC by Edmonton after the trade. “But after the trade, the more I thought about it, I was kind of happy. It catches you a little off guard, but this is a new start for me. Hopefully I get a chance to go up and prove myself and become a regular NHL player.”

Horak was a point-a-game scorer during his two seasons in the Western Junior Hockey League at age 18 and 19 with the Chilliwack Bruins. He then played 60 NHL games as a 20-year-old rookie.

“Looking back, I'm not sure if I was ready,” Horak said of the NHL. “I tried my best. But it was tough to go from juniors right to the NHL. Not many guys can do that, but I played six, seven minutes a night.”

Last season, the undersized Horak (6-foot, 165 pounds) appeared in only 20 games with Calgary. He spent the bulk of the season with the Abbotsford Heat, the Flames' AHL affiliate, scoring 30 points in 59 games.

Horak added 15 pounds in the offseason. After being one of Calgary's final cuts in camp, Horak was off to a good start with Abbotsford when he was told three weeks ago he had been traded.

“I'll probably never be a top-six guy (on the first two lines), so I'm mainly focused on defense and faceoffs and two-way play,” Horak said. “That would be the mindset you need to be really, really good when you defend.”

One advantage to the trade was the Oilers want the left-hander to play only center, his original position. Last season, Horak played both wings and center.

“I like his two-way game,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He has skill, but for a guy who hadn't played center a lot this year he's pretty responsible. He competes hard and has good puck support for our defensemen.”

A fifth-round pick in 2009, Horak never has been viewed as a top-shelf prospect. Horak, though, is on the list of players that will vie for a Czech Republic roster spot in the 2014 Olympics.

Horak has improved his stock. Between Abbotsford and Oklahoma City, Horak has scored 12 points in 20 games, including five points in seven games with the Barons.

“Every hockey player dreams to be in the NHL,” Horak said. “When you actually get a chance to play a game up there it's amazing. But it doesn't come easy. I've been battling for three years and still haven't made it. It's hard to get there and stay there and establish yourself.

“It's a lot of work. Hopefully, I get a chance here and then prove myself as an NHL player. There's a lot of talent here (on the Barons roster). Obviously my main goal is to go up to Edmonton, but I want to help this team here.”
Veteran Matthew Ford a big part of Barons' success on ice
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Matthew Ford doesn't need Thanksgiving Day to remind himself how thankful he is to play professional hockey.

Ford probably won't ever play in the National Hockey League, his ultimate dream. But when the Los Angeles native takes the ice for the Oklahoma City Barons on Wednesday night on the road against the Texas Stars, he'll be nearing his 300th career American Hockey League game.
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“I'm not working a 9-to-5 job or going into an office sitting in a cubicle,” Ford said. “There's nothing wrong with those jobs. I see my wife's job. She puts in 50 hours a week for Fannie Mae in real estate development. She enjoys her job.

“But the reality of it is, I'm fortunate to play hockey for a living, something that has been a passion since I was a kid. Maybe I'm not playing at the level I wanted, but at the end of the day, I'd take this over anything else.”

The Barons have made the playoffs each of their first three seasons in Oklahoma City. Part of the success formula is parent club Edmonton willing to allow the Barons to sign a couple of veterans like Ford.

“Guys like him, their perseverance is why they're still making good money in this league,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “They had to grind their way up from the ECHL. Even though they haven't played in the NHL, it's still a good life.”

In his sixth year in the AHL, Ford, 29, is type of Triple-A veteran that earns between $100,000 and $300,000 a year.

Ford didn't turn pro until he was 23 after playing four years at Wisconsin. The Badgers won the national title in 2006, his sophomore year.

“When I came out of college, life was not easy in the East Coast Hockey League,” Ford said. “You learned by watching how other veterans played, their work ethic, the process. You quickly discovered guys can have a career down here whether they make it to the NHL or not.”

Undrafted out of college, Ford has accumulated 165 points in 292 career AHL games. This season, he's scored 10 points for the Barons, including four goals.

“It's almost like having an older brother,” said 25-year-old defenseman Brad Hunt. “You can ask him anything. He's super open to that. I can't say enough good things about him. He's a leader in the locker room, someone young guys can look up to.

“Guys like him and (Derek) Nesbitt show how hard it is to make it to the NHL. They're such good hockey players. They still work hard every day. They do it as much for the younger guys as they do it for themselves. It's just a love of the game.”

Last year Josh Green and Jonathan Cheechoo filled similar roles on a Barons team that jelled late in the season.

Having a few veterans on a young roster helps a team avoid major slumps. Once the roster settles, the Barons have a reputation for getting hot once younger players gain experience.

“He's a responsible two-way player who has a touch around the net. He's also good with his stick on deflections,” Nelson said of Ford. “I can put him on the power play, penalty kill or last seconds to protect a lead. Veterans like that are invaluable.”
OKC Barons: Barons looking for consistency in several areas

Roster shuffling between Oklahoma City and Edmonton has hampered Barons' chemistry.
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Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson has a formula. Add penalty kill percentage with the power play percentage. If the total is between 105 and 110 the Barons own a measurable edge in special teams.

The Barons were hovering around 110 the first month of the American Hockey League season. But heading into a two-game road trip Thursday and Friday against the Lake Erie Monsters, OKC has dipped to 101.

“The key is to keep it simple,” said Oklahoma City center C.J. Stretch, who has scored at least one point in four of the past five games. “Sometimes we can try to do too much.”

The Barons are 84.4 percent on the penalty kill (10th in the 30-team AHL). OKC is 16.7 percent on the power play (16th in the league).

Over the past seven games the power play has slipped dramatically — 7.9 percent (3-of-38).

“Sometimes your power play goes stale,” Nelson said. “It hasn't been clicking the way we want it to, but our power play doesn't have to run at 30 percent. If we score timely goals to win games, that's the main thing.”

Constant shuffling of goaltenders has hampered chemistry. Two young goalies, Tyler Bunz and Laurent Brossoit, are expected to start the two games against Lake Erie in Cleveland.

“As we move forward, hopefully we'll have more continuity. That goes a long way,” said defenseman Taylor Fedun. “Look at last year. When we finally had pretty much the same lineup game in, game out we really found our stride. You perfect Nelly's system, and last year showed how successful we can be.”
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PLYMOUTH – The Owen Sound Attack scored on their first two shots of the game, built a 3-0 lead after one period and defeated the Plymouth Whalers, 3-1, in an Ontario Hockey League game played Wednesday at Compuware Arena.

Owen Sound is 12-10-1-3. The Whalers (4-4-0-0 over their last eight games) are now 11-15-0-1.

Owen Sound captain Zach Nastasiuk – a draft choice of the Detroit Red Wings already signed by the Wings – emerged as the game’s first star, assisting on Jaden Lindo’s seventh goal of the year to start the scoring at 0:14 of the first period and later scored his 10th goal of the season at 13:15 of the first period. In between, Kyle Hope scored his sixth goal of the season for Owen Sound at 3:37 of the period.

Nastasiuk caried the puck into the Plymouth zone on the left wing and found Lindo skating all alone for the first Attack goal, Hope skated wide right and then found open space just outside the Plymouth blue ice to score his goal and Nastasiuk rattled the puck off traffic outside the Whalers crease to give Owen Sound a 3-0 lead.

Trailing 3-0 after one period, the Whalers cut the lead to 3-1 in the second period on Carter Sandlak’s team-leading 15th of the year at 10:29 of the second period. He found the puck at the Owen Sound hash marks, went wide to his left and beat Brandon Hope with a low shot for the goal.

That’s as close as Plymouth got in the game, despite outshooting Owen Sound, 44-36. The Whalers had two oustanding chances to score and possibly tie the game, but Victor Crus Rydberg rang a shot off the cross bar on a Plymouth power play late in the second period and Connor Chatham picked up a loose puck in the final seconds of the game, but was beaten by goaltender Hope.

The Whalers worked hard over 60 minutes.

One bright spot in the game for Plymouth was the play of goaltender Zack Bowman, who relieved Whalers starting goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic after Owen Sound built their 3-0 lead. Bowman pitched a shutout the rest of the way, stopping all 26 shots he faced over 44:48.

Plymouth remains home on Friday, hosting Oshawa at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena (7 pm, CN-900 TV). The Whalers complete the weekend playing in Owen Sound on Saturday (7:20 pm, www.plymouthwhalers.com).
By  Pete Krupsky   

on December 01, 2013 at 11:32 AM, updated December 01, 2013 at 11:40 AM 

Email 

Whalers_Oshawa_3rdperiod__Ned save.jpg

Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic was named a star in shootout losses to Owen Sound and Oshawa.

Mandy Getschman

OWEN SOUND, ON- On Saturday night in Owen Sound, the Whalers earned another point the hard way.

Showing sign of improvement and maturity against an older Owen Sound Attack team, the Whalers battled for a full 65 minutes before losing a 3-2 shootout before 2,893 at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre.

GAME SUMMARY

ADDITIONAL COVERAGE - Bill Walker, Owen Sound-Sun-Times.

Owen Sound rookie Thomas Schemitsch decided the shootout, banking the puck off Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic to give the Attack a 2-1 lead in the extra session.

Then Owen Sound goaltender Brandon Hope stopped Plymouth’s Victor Crus Rydberg and Connor Chatham to preserve the win.

But the Whalers (now 11-15-0-3) did plenty of good things on a cold Saturday night in Owen Sound (13-10-2-3).

"We're a young team and we battled and we competed ... it was a heck of a hockey game both ways," Plymouth president/general manager/coach Mike Vellucci told the Owen Sound Sun-Times. "I thought (Nedeljkovic) played good. It's a tough building to play in and they hit him a couple times and he stuck in there."

Plymouth won the battle of special teams decisively, getting power play goals from Gianluca Curcuruto (2nd) and Victor Crus Rydberg (6th) while killing off all seven Owen Sound power plays. Curcuruto and Crus Rydberg also drew an assist in the game.

In a game that was scoreless, tied or no more than a one-goal differential the whole way, Nedeljkovic had a bounce back game with Owen Sound after getting pulled in earlier games with the Attack on Oct. 25 and last Wednesday at Compuware Arena.

Nedeljkovic stopped 46-of-48 shots over 65 minutes as the game’s first star and was spectacular at times in the third period.

Plymouth had leads of 1-0 and 2-1 only to see Owen Sound come back each time to tie.

The Whalers used excellent puck movement to score their first goal, go side-to-side in the Owen Sound zone before Curcuruto wired a hard shot from the right circle to Hope still hasn’t seen. The goal came at 7:13 of the first period to give Plymouth a 1-0 lead.

But Holden Cook tied the game at 1-1 for Owen Sound at 12:18 of the period, taking Daniel Milne's pass from behind the Whalers’ goal and roofing the shot over Nedeljkovic’s shoulder for his 10th goal of the year.

Plymouth took a 2-1 lead at 12:14 of the second period as Crus Rydberg made no mistake with a hard shot from the left circle through traffic past Hope. But Milne got it back for the Attack at 16:39 scoring through a pileup in front of Nedeljkovic just outside the Plymouth blue crease.

After a scoreless third period and evenly played overtime, the Attack won on the game in the shootout. Gemel Smith and Schemitsch scored in the shootout, while Lorentz (now five-for-six in shootouts) scored the lone Plymouth goal.

Plymouth is home next weekend, hosting Sault Ste. Marie on Friday and Guelph on Saturday at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena. By  Pete Krupsky   

on November 18, 2013 at 1:23 PM, updated November 18, 2013 at 1:29 PM 
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Hartman NHL Draft by Rena Laverty.jpg

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH - The National Hockey League's Chicago Blackhawks have announced the signing of Plymouth Whalers veteran Ryan Hartman to an entry-level contract.

See the release from the Blackhawks.

MORE CONTENT: Bob Verdi Q and A Hartman: Big and Versatile Scouting Report

VIDEO: Hartman's selection at the 2013 NHL Draft.

Content courtesy of Chicago Blackhawks.

AUDIO - Hartman interview

Hartman, 19, was selected by the Hawks in the first round (30th overall) of the 2013 Nataional Hockey League Draft. A forward who can play the wing or center, Hartman has spent the last two seasons with the Whalers and has 33 goals with 48 assists for 81 points in 76 games for Plymouth.

He also represented the United States in the 2013 World Junior Championship and helped Team USA win the gold medal in the tournament.
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Falcons shut out Pirates 

Former Portland goalie Mike McKenna ably tends Springfield’s net.

By Fran Sypek 

 Special to the Telegram

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. — Mike McKenna may be five seasons removed from playing for the Portland Pirates, yet the veteran goalie continues to haunt his former team.

McKenna stopped 26 shots Saturday night for his 13th career American Hockey League shutout as the Springfield Falcons beat the struggling Pirates 3-0 – Portland’s third straight loss, which drops them under .500 (7-8-1-2).

“We’re a young team and we have a lot of work to do,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. “We’ll work at getting better.”

It didn’t help that the Pirates have a depleted lineup that is missing five players.

“Our execution wasn’t great but that’s a good hockey team we played,” Edwards said. “I didn’t mind our effort but we know we will have to play better.”

McKenna, who leads the AHL in save percentage and goals- against average, teams with Jeremy Smith to form what may arguably be the league’s best goalie tandem.

“Yes, the shutout was nice but the team blocked a lot of shots,” said McKenna.

“Portland has changed affiliations two or three times since I was there. Now that they’re playing in Lewiston, it’s kind of lost its luster, which is a shame because I loved Portland.”

Spencer Machacek scored twice for the Falcons, including an unassisted empty-net goal with 1:17 remaining after the Pirates pulled Mark Visentin in a desperate attempt to get on the board.

The Pirates came out with energy and tried to play a smart road game.

It was working until they started taking a rash of penalties.

“We just didn’t play fast enough,’’ Edwards said. “When you aren’t playing fast enough, it usually means you are taking penalties.”

The Pirates put the Falcons on three first-period power plays and though no goals were scored, Portland wasted much energy negating Springfield’s man-advantages.

Dalton Smith scored shortly after the Pirates killed a minor to Andy Miele.

Machacek redirected a shot past Visentin at 6:18 of the second period and iced the game with his empty-netter.

The Pirates, who came into the game with the league’s fifth best penalty kill percentage (87.3), foiled all six Falcons power plays.

NOTES

GILBERT BRULE has signed a one-year, two-way contract with the Phoenix Coyotes, and must clear waivers before being reassigned to the Portland Pirates.

Brule has played in eight games for the Pirates this season with six goals and two assists.

He has played in 296 regular- season NHL games in parts of seven seasons with Columbus, Edmonton and Phoenix.
November 30 

Pirates pummeled by Sharks 

Worcester beats Portland 3-1 at the Colisee.

By Greg Reid 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — As Black Friday was winding down, they were seeing red at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

SATURDAY’S GAME

WHO: Pirates at Springfield Falcons

WHEN: 7 p.m.

After a three-fight first period, the Worcester Sharks lit the lamp twice in less than 6 minutes of the second period and held on for a 3-1 victory over the Portland Pirates on Friday night before a crowd of 2,793.

It was the second straight setback for Portland (7-7-1-2), which lost 4-1 at Hartford on Wednesday in an effort far below Coach Ray Edwards’ expectations. Worcester (8-8-1) has won three straight.

“(Our effort) was better than Wednesday,” Edwards said. “It was good. And to win in this league, it has to be better than good.”

Worcester took command in the second. Bracken Kearns scored first, putting in the rebound of Dan DaSilva’s shot at 3:55. Portland goalie Mark Visentin (24 saves) stopped DaSilva, but the puck dropped to Kearns.

Then James Livingston made it 2-0 Worcester when he finished off a rush at 9:04.

“We got beat in front of our net,” Edwards said. “They were only two goals but they were big goals.”

Brett Hextall cut the Sharks’ lead in half at 5:55 of the third period, when his blast from the right point bounced in the low slot and got by Worcester goalie Harri Sateri (33 saves). Brendan Shinniman started the play, digging the puck free in his own end, streaking up the left wing and snapping a pass back to the trailing Hextall. Jordan Martinook also assisted.

Then Freddie Hamilton put the game away with an empty-net goal with 1:10 left to play.

“Third period, we had a bunch of chances,” Edwards said. “But at the end of the day we didn’t get enough from our best players tonight.”

The scoreless first period looked more like Friday Night Fights than a hockey game, with the three brawls breaking out in a span of 9:02. The downside to that scenario was obvious for the Pirates: It robbed them of the firepower of top-scorer Andy Miele (14 points) and Chris Brown (12), who was making his return from a stint in the NHL with the Phoenix Coyotes.

The opening bout saw Worcester heavyweight Jimmy Bonneau and Portland doorman Kyle Hagel circle and jab to a draw at 10:19, each earning seven minutes in the penalty box.

Then Miele finally had enough of Riley Brace’s antics and dropped the gloves at mid-ice at 12:47. They too fought to a draw, but Worcester won on points: Brace has just two assists this season to Miele’s six goals and eight assists.

The final fisticuffs featured Worcester’s Danill Tarasov’s quick takedown of Brown at 13:25. Tarasov got the better of Brown, but this fight was a wash: Tarasov, like Brown came in with 12 points.

“I didn’t mind the first, it was a highly contested period,” Edwards said.

“We stood up for ourselves. We competed hard. I was on them about their compete level, because on Wednesday it wasn’t good enough. So I give them credit for competing hard. It was better but not good enough.”

NOTES: Phoenix recalled 31-year-old defenseman Rostislav Klesla three days after placing him on waivers.
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Wolf Pack flatten Pirates 

For at least one night, the Pirates don’t resemble the team that rebounded off a slow start.

By Fran Sypek 

 Special to the Press Herald

HARTFORD — They came out flat and paid dearly for it.

UP NEXT

WHO: Worcester Sharks at Portland Pirates

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

In no way did the Portland Pirates resemble the team that had earned at least one point in seven previous games.

They let the Hartford Wolf Pack dictate the tempo of the game, couldn’t generate enough quality scoring chances to mount a comeback and lost 4-1 at the XL Center.

The Pirates, 5-1-1-1 in their last eight games, can only hope to regroup and return to playing the type of hockey that enabled them to recover from a brutal 2-5-0-1 start.

“I don’t want to take anything away from Hartford but we just didn’t play very well,” Pirates Coach Roy Edwards said. “We’ve played much better and that wasn’t the team I’m used to seeing.”

Goaltender Mark Visentin could have given the Pirates an early spark, denying a penalty shot by Darroll Powe before the game was two minutes old. But the Pirates failed to build off what could have been a momentum swing and the Wolf Pack went on to dominate offensively, making Portland look like a tired team.

J.T. Miller, playing in his first American Hockey League game since his Oct. 14 recall to the parent New York Rangers, scored one goal and set up another for Hartford.

This was just not destined to be the Pirates’ night. The Pirates were awarded the game’s second penalty shot one minute into the final period, but failed to capitalize when Tobias Rieder moved in on goalie Jeff Malcolm and rang a shot off the left post.

It was that kind of night for the Pirates.

“That could have changed the momentum,” Edwards said.

Miller opened the scoring at 8:03 of the first period. He was stationed at the top of the left circle when he received a pass from Stu Bickel and snapped in a shot that the goalie never saw.

Miller, who had four goals and four assists in three AHL games prior to his recall, had a hand in Hartford’s second goal.

He went into the corner untouched to dig out a loose puck and passed to the left circle where a waiting Kristo beat Visentin with a crisp wrist shot and a 2-0 advantage.

Not only did the Wolf Pack do a good job protecting their lead in the second period, they were able to add to it. Brandon Mashinter converted a pass from Aaron Johnson, who has four assists in three games against Portland, to provide Hartford with a 3-0 second period lead.

Kyle Hagel had the Pirates’ best scoring chance late in the second period, but fired wide of the net. It was Portland’s only chance off the forecheck in the period compared to seven by Hartford.

“We didn’t compete hard enough and we lost too many battles,” Edwards said. “We had very few good players tonight.”

Portland, frustrated on four previous power plays, finally cashed in on one during the third period when Lucas Lessio scored his fourth goal with an assist from Brendan Shimimin at 5:17 to cut the deficit to 3-1.

But any hope for a comeback ended after Ryan Bourque – son of NHL Hall of Famer Raymond Bourque – scored unassisted at 8:51.
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Goalie switch does it for Pirates 

Mike Visentin relieves Mike Lee and Portland wins a shootout at Norfolk.

By Jim Hodges 

 Special to the Press Herald

NORFOLK, Va. — It was a short night for Mike Lee, but a satisfying weekend for the Portland Pirates.

Lee, Portland’s backup netminder, gave up two goals on as many shots in the opening 2:18 of Saturday’s game, then was dismissed in favor of Mark Visentin, who was told to hold the fort until the cavalry arrived.

Andy Miele finished a charge with 1:24 left in regulation to finish a three-goal rally, then added one of three shootout goals that gave the Pirates a 4-3 win over the Norfolk Admirals.

It contrasted with Friday’s game, in which the Pirates blew a two-goal lead in an overtime loss.

“Really, I wasn’t upset with our play in the first period,” said Pirates Coach Ray Edwards. “I thought the first two goals just weren’t good goals.”

The first Admiral goal, scored when Chris Wagner drove the net and slipped a shot between Lee’s pads, came only 32 seconds into the game. But Charlie Sarault’s goal, scored from near the blue line, came on a shot Lee saw, but whiffed on.

Edwards had seen enough.

“For whatever reason, it just didn’t look like Lee was on,” the coach said. “I’m lucky that one of my assistant coaches is a goaltending coach (Mike Minard), and I can lean on him in those situations. We both agreed for the team that we should make the move. It’s always tough, because you never want to embarrass the guy, but in that case we thought it was best for the team.”

Visentin, who was the losing goalie in Friday’s 3-2 OT decision in which the Pirates blew the lead, was touched for David Steckel’s goal 5:44 later. It came when Steckel picked Miele’s pocket, skated in alone with time on his hands, deked left, then went right to backhand the puck past Visentin for a 3-0 lead.

“I wasn’t upset with our play,” Edwards said. “I wasn’t happy about being down 3-0.”

It got better in the second period as the Pirates turned up the pressure on the forecheck, creating havoc in the Norfolk end.

A cycling effort in the corner was turned into a Pirate goal when Chris Summers fired a pass to Lucas Lessio, who was open in front of Norfolk goalie Jon Gibson. Lessio’s shot cut things to 3-1 with more than half of the game to be played, and with Portland on enough momentum to outshoot the Admirals 14-6 in the period.

Norfolk was held to two shots in the opening 17:30 of the second, and only two shots in the third period and OT together.

Portland’s Brandon McMillan cut the edge to 3-2 with 3:06 to play, and Miele then evened things with Visentin on the bench for an extra attacker.

Miele, Brandon Yip and Ethan Werek scored in the shootout, and Visentin held Norfolk to two shootout goals to finish the weekend on a positive note.

“You’re a genius when it works,” Edwards said of the goalie switch. “When it doesn’t, you’re a fool.”

In this case, it worked, earning the Pirates their fifth win in seven road games this season
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Admirals cash in on Pirates’ OT penalty 

Coach Ray Edwards is miffed over lost momentum.

By Jim Hodges 

 Special to the Press Herald

NORFOLK, Va. — The Portland Pirates rode some second-period momentum for a while Friday night, then fell off the train.

SATURDAY’S GAME

WHO: Pirates at Norfolk Admirals

WHEN: 7:15 p.m.

Goals by Jordan Martinook and Ethan Werek were equaled by those of Norfolk’s John Kurtz and Alex Grant to force an overtime period.

And then it happened: A tripping penalty called on Portland’s Mathieu Brodeur set up a power-play goal by the Admirals’ Richard Rakell to send the Pirates to a 3-2 defeat.

“He got stuck flatfooted there,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “When you take a penalty in overtime, I would say about 50 percent of the time you pay the price.”

In this case the price ran Portland’s record to 4-0-1-1 over its past six games, but it isn’t something that has Edwards euphoric.

The Pirates earned hard-working goals by Martinook and Werek, and held a 2-0 lead in the second period after being outshot 13-4 in the first.

Both goals were blue-collar efforts, Martinook shooting behind Admiral goalie John Gibson just after Portland’s Brandon McMillan had skated between them.

Werek was rewarded for wrestling the puck from Norfolk defenseman Kevin Gagne on the forecheck. Kyle Hagel retrieved the puck and sent it toward Darian Dziurzynski, whose shot was rejected by Gibson but rebounded home by Werek for a 2-0 lead.

“But we didn’t do enough of that,” Edwards said. “Our first period wasn’t good and our third period wasn’t good. We didn’t have enough ‘A’ players tonight. We’ve got to be much better tomorrow.

“The Providence game – a 4-3 overtime win – we didn’t play well. Tonight we didn’t play well. I’m not real happy with how our game is now, not for five of the last six periods. It hasn’t been good enough.”

The key flaw Friday came when Kurtz scored for Norfolk, banking in a shot off Portland goalie Mark Visentin with 19.7 seconds left in the second period.

“That was huge,” Edwards said. “There’s no excuse for giving up that goal that late in the period. We had all of the momentum in the world. They have no momentum and it gave it to them.”

Alex Grant tied things in the final period, setting up the overtime and Rakell’s heroics. Norfolk was 1 of 24 on the power play going into OT.

The Pirates get another chance Saturday night in the second game of the series
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Pirates move to break stalemate with civic center 

The team offers to drop its lawsuit if the arena’s trustees agree to negotiate an end to the lease dispute.

By Jessica Hall jhall@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

The Portland Pirates have offered to drop their lawsuit against the Cumberland County civic center if the arena’s trustees will agree to negotiate to resolve the stalemate over the next lease for the American Hockey League team.

click image to enlarge

The Cumberland County Civic Center in Portland, shown in February 2012, was the home of the Portland Pirates for 20 seasons until lease negotiations broke down this year. 

2012 Press Herald File 
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According to a letter to Chris Hall, chief executive officer of the Portland Regional Chamber, the Pirates asked for negotiations with the trustees by Dec. 3. In exchange, the team would drop its lawsuit. A copy of the letter was seen Friday by the Portland Press Herald.

Without a lease to play home games at the arena in Portland, the Pirates have been playing in front of small crowds at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston. So far this season, the Pirates rank in attendance 28th out of 30 teams in the AHL with an average attendance of 2,680 fans, according to the league. That arena has capacity for 3,737 people, while the civic center can hold close to twice as many.

Portland Mayor Michael Brennan said he has talked to representatives from both sides, as well as the chamber of commerce, to try to encourage a resolution to the lease dispute.

“If the Pirates are willing to drop the lawsuit, that’s a major step forward. It remains to be seen what will happen, of course, but it’s good news,” Brennan said.

Hall would not comment on any letter, but said he has been involved with trying to get the two sides to meet.

“I’ve been engaged for a month with the attorneys on both sides to get everyone back to the negotiating table or to reach a resolution,” Hall said. “We want to make sure the community is made whole.”

Many businesses in the area of downtown Portland around the civic center count on business from fans who go to the Pirates’ games. The team spent the last 20 seasons in Portland.

Several weeks ago, Hall invited the Pirates and the civic center’s trustees to a meeting, but there still has been no meeting, he said.

Neal Pratt, chairman of the trustees, could not be reached for comment late Friday.

Portland City Councilor Ed Suslovic said the city has a role in encouraging talks between the two sides because it has a vested interest in the viability of downtown businesses that benefit from a busy arena.

“We’re a big stakeholder here ... I find it unthinkable that the Pirates and the civic center don’t have more of a shared mutual interest in moving together,” Suslovic said. “We need to solve this and move beyond it.”

The dispute peaked in September, when the hockey team filed a lawsuit seeking to prevent the trustees from breaking a tentative agreement they had reached in April.

That agreement called for a five-year lease in which the team would share in concession sales and advertising revenue for the first time.

The trustees said the tentative agreement specifically called for more negotiations toward a final deal. Courts don’t recognize “agreements to agree,” they said in a court filing, and the civic center should not be required “to perform under the terms of an alleged lease agreement that was never reached.”

Since the lawsuit was filed, court-ordered negotiations have been unsuccessful and the Pirates have committed to play all of this season at the Colisee, whose majority owner is a part-owner of the Pirates.

The civic center is undergoing a $34 million renovation and is scheduled to reopen in January, when the Pirates originally were slated to return to Portland after playing early-season games in Lewiston.

“We’ve been of the mindset of wanting to meet, to find the common ground we need to be on the ice in a renovated civic center,” said Brian Petrovek, managing owner of the Pirates. “Since we bought the team almost 14 years ago, we’ve been waiting to be in a renovated civic center.”

When asked Friday whether any of the 2013-14 season could be salvaged in Portland, Petrovek said the team committed to play this season in Lewiston and negotiations would likely focus on next season. The Colisee did not return calls seeking comment.

“The focus right now is to get the parties back together,” Petrovek said.

The Dec. 3 deadline is a goal to encourage both sides to meet, he said.

“We need to have some teeth to the process. But the deadline’s in play – if it’s off by a day or two that’s not an issue,” Petrovek said.

Since the Pirates said they would play this entire season in Lewiston, the civic center quickly moved to book some events in the hockey team’s absence, including a concert on a night when the Pirates would have been playing a home game.

Staff Writer Edward D. Murphy contributed to this report.

Jessica Hall can be contacted at 791-6316 or at:

jhall@pressherald.com

@JessicaHallPPH
Around the American Hockey League: Monday, Dec. 2

Posted on December 2, 2013 by mweinste


It was the Rockford IceHogs’ annual Teddy Bear Toss game last Friday night and Kyle Beach’s goal just 21 seconds into the game made the fans rain 6,105 teddy bears onto the ice, via theAHL.com.

Beach scored two more goals in the game as the home fans then rained hats down onto the ice to celebrate the hat trick.

In other news around the AHL:

Vancouver fans got to see their minor league affiliate, the Utica Devils, sweep the nearby Abbotsford Heat in a weekend series, via WKTV Utica.

The Albany Devils tied a franchise record for goals in a game with an 8-6 victory over Bridgeport on Saturday, via The Hockey Writers.

Bleacher Report examines what went wrong with former New York Islanders goalie Rick DiPietro’s tryout with the Charlotte Checkers.

Patrick Holland showed no rust for the Hamilton Bulldogs after missing nine games with a lower-body injury, thespec.com writes.

A forgotten legend was inducted into the Hershey Bears Hall of fame this past weekend, pennlive.com writes.

The Portland Pirates’ general manager says more offense is needed, the Sun Journal reports.

The Rochester Americans suffered a double loss on Saturday when Patrick Kaleta tore his ACL in a 3-2 defeat to the Toronto Marlies, the Democrat and Chronicle reports.

The Winnipe Jets promoted St. John’s IceCaps forward John Albert to the NHL, the Advertiser reports.

The Syracuse Crunch’s former “Top Gun” line is growing up in a hurry in the NHL, syracuse.com reports.

  Tagged Abbotsford Heat, Albany Devils, charlotte checkers, hamilton bulldogs, hershey bears, Portland Pirates, rochester americans, Rockford IceHogs, st. john's icecaps, syracuse crunch, utica comets
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Mike Hoffman finally gets the call to Ottawa; Mark Borowiecki, Derek Grant sent back to Binghamton Senators

Posted on December 2, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators lost their captain on Monday, but they also gained another.

Forward Mike Hoffman, who is second in the American Hockey League in scoring with 26  points (11 goals-15 assists), has finally gotten the call to the National Hockey League. Ottawa also sent down defenseman Mark Borowiecki and forward Derek Grant to Binghamton.

Hoffman was named captain last month after Borowiecki, who started the year as captain for the B-Sens, was re-called to Ottawa in late October.

Hoffman scored 18 points in 13 games in the month of November and has developed into a leader by example for the B-Sens (14-6-0-1), who are tied with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for first place in the East Division.

Ottawa is looking for a spark after a 4-2 loss to Daniel Alfredsson and the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday. The Senators (10-13-4) are 12th in the Eastern Conference.

The primary reason Ottawa sent down Borowiecki and Grant is because both do not have to clear waivers. Borowiecki had a goal and 48 penalty minutes in 13 games for Ottawa. He was scoreless in nine games with the B-Sens to start the season.

Grant proved to be a valuable faceoff man and fourth liner for Ottawa after being called up early in the season. Grant scored twice in three games with Binghamton before getting the call to Ottawa. He had two assists in 20 games with Ottawa.
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Postgame wrap: St. John’s IceCaps defeat Binghamton Senators

Posted on December 1, 2013 by mverderame


The St. John’s IceCaps beat the Binghamton Senators 4-3 in a shootout on Saturday night, winning one of the more exciting games this season.

After Binghamton took a 3-2 lead on a David Dziurzynski goal from the right circle at 9:47 of the third period, St. John’s mounted a furious rally for the better part of the final 10 minutes.

Finally, the IceCaps broke through with 27.6 seconds remaining when Carl Klingberg jammed a loose puck under B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond for the equalizer.

After a scoreless overtime period, the IceCaps won the shootout 2-1 on goals by Eric O’Dell and Jerome Samson. The only tally for Binghamton in the shootout was authored by Mike Hoffman, who had a goal and an assist on the evening.

SECOND PERIOD

After 40 minutes of play, the Binghamton Senators and St. John’s IceCaps are tied 2-2.

Binghamton retook the lead at 13:42 of the frame on a perfect play of tic-tac-toe. Defenseman Fredrik Claesson found Mike Hoffman along the left boards before Hoffman hit a streaking Stephane Da Costa in the slot.

The Frenchman put the puck on his backhand and let rip, beating St. John’s goaltender Jussi Olkinuora stick-side for a 2-1 advantage. The tally was Da Costa’s seventh of the season. The assists give Claesson and Hoffman both two-point nights.

However, the IceCaps would strike even at 16:57. Following roughing and unsportsmanlike conduct minors to Wacey Hamilton, St. John’s forward Andrew Gordon slammed home a rebound 23 seconds into the man advantage.

The shots are 25-24 in favor of the IceCaps.

FIRST PERIOD

After one period of play, the Binghamton Senators are tied with the St. John’s IceCaps 1-1 on Saturday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Mike Hoffman scored at 2:41 off of an outlet pass from Buddy Robinson, who is playing on the first line in place of the injured Cole Schneider. Hoffman raced down the right wing and cut in front of defenseman Kris Fredheim before sliding the puck under goaltender Jussi Olkinuora.

For Hoffman, it is his 11th goal of the season and 25th point, both team-highs. Fredrik Claesson also earned the secondary assist.

The two teams battled to a stalemate for the better part of the first after Hoffman’s tally until Jerome Samson buried a wrist shot from the right circle past B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond. Samson’s goal came on the power play, St. John’s third of the game, following a Michael Sdao roughing penalty.

The shots are 13-12 in favor of Binghamton.
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Binghamton Senators at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (11-29-13): B-Sens lose, 1-0

Posted on November 30, 2013 by mweinste


The B-Sens took two penalties in the first half of the third period and never got on track as the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins held on for a 1-0 victory on Friday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins led in shots, 26-25.

SECOND PERIOD: The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins got a late goal in the second period took a 1-0 lead over the Binghamton Senators into the locker room after 40 minutes on Friday.

The Penguins took a 1-0 lead with 4:14 left in the second period. Brian Gibbons had the puck behind the Binghamton net and made a move to his left to go for a wraparound but the puck slid across the crease to Harry Zolnierczyk, who scored on a half-open net.

The Penguins lead in shots, 19-15.

The B-Sens had a four-minute power play after Brian Dumoulin high-sticked Matt Puempel in the face midway through the period but Binghamton could not cash it in.

FIRST PERIOD: It was a quiet first period as the visiting Binghamton Senators and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins skated into the locker room scoreless after 20 minutes.

Binghamton had to kill off three penalties in the period and were outshot 8-4. The B-Sens could not convert on their lone power-play opportunity in the period.

The Penguins looked to have scored a shorthanded goal right as the first-period buzzer sounded but referee Keith Kaval waved it of. Kaval then reviewed the play and confirmed the call on the ice.

PREGAME: Forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau was back in the lineup for the Binghamton Senators on Friday night after missing Wednesday’s 5-1 victory over Syracuse with a lower-body injury. Forward Mark Stone, who missed nine games with a shoulder injury after being injured in the season opener in October, is day-to-day with an upper-body flare-up according to B-Sens play-by-play man Grady Whittenburg and was not in the lineup. Forward Darren Kramer and defenseman Troy Rutkowski were healthy scratches for Binghamton.

B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson started the game after leaving Wednesday’s game against Syracuse after a period. Lawson was struck in the neck with a stick but finished the period before being replaced by Andrew Hammond. Coach Luke Richardson said Lawson was having trouble swallowing which could affect his calls to the defense while on the ice.

Forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Matt Puempel

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Wacey Hamilton-Cole Schneider

Defensive pairings

Cody Ceci-Tyler Eckford

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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Binghamton Senators vs. Syracuse Crunch (11-27-13): B-Sens win 5-1

Posted on November 28, 2013 by mweinste


David Dziurzynski and Jim O’Brien each scored in the third period as the Binghamton Senators defeated the Syracuse Crunch, 5-1, on Wednesday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Binghamton has won nine of its past 10 games. The B-Sens have a 4-1 record against Syracuse this season with five head-to-head games remaining.

Binghamton outshot Syracuse, 37-29.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators added two more goals in the second period and lead the Syracuse Crunch, 3-1, after 40 minutes.

Andre Petersson gave Binghamton a 2-0 lead with 13:15 left in the second period after a takeaway in the offensive zone by Shane Prince. As Syracuse tried to break out of their own zone, Prince stole the puck and tapped it to Jim O’Brien, who then found Petersson along the left wing boards. Petersson unloaded a high slapshot past Rikue Helenius for the goal.

The Crunch cut into the lead with a power-play goal by Geoff Walker midway through the second. Walker re-directed a shot from the point by Dmitry Korobov past goalie Andrew Hammond.

Prince added a goal in the final minute as Binghamton regained the two-goal lead.

Binghamton goalie Nathan Lawson was pulled after the first period. He was struck by a high shot midway through the period but stayed in the game after being attended to by B-Sens trainer Jeff Andrews. Backup goaltender Andrew Hammond started the second period for the B-Sens.

Syracuse defenseman Nikita Nesterov took a slapshot off the face early in the second period, which drew a lot of blood. B-Sens forward Mark Stone was among the players immediately signaling for help after Nesterov was struck.

FIRST PERIOD: Michael Sdao scored the lone goal as the Binghamton Senators took a 1-0 lead into the locker room after the first period on Wednesday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens came out firing on all cylinders and had a 7-1 shot advantage through the first four minutes of the period. The Crunch battled back and lead in shots, 12-11.

Sdao gave the B-Sens a 1-0 lead midway through the period. Binghamton was pressuring deep in the offensive zone when a Syracuse defender tried to clear the puck out of the zone. Sdao kept the puck in the zone and fired a shot from the left point that deflected off a Crunch defender and into the net.

Binghamton goalie Nathan Lawson was shaken up after stopping a shot up high midway through the period but stayed in the game after a few minutes being tended to by B-Sens trainer Jeff Andrews.

PREGAME: Forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau was among the scratches for the B-Sens. He is day-to-day with a lower-body injury. He has 14 points (5 goals, 9 assists) in 10 games this season. Forward Darren Kramer and defenseman Troy Rutkowski were healthy scratches.

Forward lines (by appearance)

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Matt Puempel

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Cole Schneider-David Dziurzynski-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings (by appearance)

Cody Ceci-Tyler Eckford

Fredrik Claesson-Michael Sdao

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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Mike Hoffman named Binghamton Senators captain

Posted on November 27, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators announced on Wednesday afternoon that Mike Hoffman is the team captain.

Binghamton has been playing without a captain since defenseman Mark Borowiecki was called up to the National Hockey League’s Ottawa Senators on Nov. 2. The team had been going with two assistant captains in Hoffman and forward Wacey Hamilton.

Hoffman, 24, makes sense on multiple levels. The Canadian center has played four seasons with the B-Sens including winning a Calder Cup in the 2010-11 campaign. This season, Hoffman is off to a great start, notching 24 points (10 goals, 14 assists) in 18 games.

Hoffman is tied for second in points in the American Hockey League, only behind Travis Morin of the Texas Stars and tied with Nikita Kucherov of the Syracuse Crunch. Hoffman has been on a tear as of late, amassing 16 points over his last nine games.

There has been no announcement made on who will replace Hoffman as an assistant captain.

The B-Sens play the Syracuse Crunch today at 7:05 p.m. at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.
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Binghamton Senators news and notes: Nov. 21

Posted on November 21, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators held practice at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Thursday morning with a full squad on the ice.

The B-Sens lines were as follows:

Forwards

1st line: Stephane Da Costa, Mike Hoffman, Cole Schneider

2nd line: Jean-Gabriel Pagueau, Shane Prince, Andre Petersson

3rd line: Corey Cowick, Wacey Hamilton, Buddy Robinson

4th line: David Dziurzynski, Matt Puempel, Mark Stone

Extra forwards: Darren Kramer, Jim O’Brien

Defense

1st pair: Chris Wideman, Ben Blood

2nd pair: Cody Ceci,Tyler Eckford

3rd pair: Fredrik Claesson, Michael Sdao

Goaltenders Andrew Hammond and Nathan Lawson were on the ice.

Injuries, depth chart, and the weekend ahead

After practice, head coach Luke Richardson stated all players on the roster are healthy and ready to play. However, O’Brien will not dress on Friday against the Adirondack Phantoms simply not to break up the chemistry. Richardson said he could play either Saturday or Sunday.

For the goaltenders, Lawson will get the nod in net for Friday night’s tilt. Richardson said both goalies will see action this weekend, but was not sure of the rotation yet.

Also, forward Ludwig Karlsson and defenseman Troy Rutkowski are both with the Elmira Jackals, getting in quality work, per Richardson.

After playing Adirondack on Friday, the B-Sens will travel to Hershey for a pair of games against the Bears on Saturday and Sunday.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators
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A statistical look at the Binghamton Senators through 15 games

Posted on November 19, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators are 11-4-0-0 through 15 games this season and tied for first place with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (10-3-0-2) in the American Hockey League’s East Division in the Eastern Conference with 22 points. B-Sens are 6-2-0-0 at home and 5-2-0-0 on the road.

Here is a statistical look at the team so far, starting with team statistics.

TEAM STATS

-The B-Sens are off to slightly better start compared to last year when they were 9-4-1-1 after 15 games.

-Binghamton has played five games that were tied at regulation, ultimately winning all of them (three overtime wins and two shootout wins). The B-Sens have allowed one goal on nine shootout attempts and have scored on 4 of 8.

-Binghamton averages 21.53 penalty minutes per game, which ranks as the eighth most out of 30 teams. B-Sens have 84 minor penalties, 17 majors, four 10-minute misconducts, two game misconducts and one match penalty.

-B-Sens have scored first in 8 of 15 games and are 7-1-0-0 when scoring first.

-Binghamton is ranked No. 2 overall on the power play, converting 26.2 percent of its opportunities. (17 of 65). Binghamton is 10-for-35 at home (28.6%) and 7-for-3 (23.3%) on the road.

-B-Sens are ranked No. 21 on the penalty kill, allowing 14 goals on 77 man-down situations. They have allowed five goals on 39 times shorthanded at home (87.2%), but have allowed nine goals on 38 times on the road (76.3%).

-Binghamton leads the AHL in shorthanded goals (6), and led the league in shorthanded goals last season as well (19). B-Sens have allowed four shorthanded goals, fourth-worst in the AHL.

-Binghamton has scored 57 goals (tied for fourth most) and have allowed 45 goals (tied for 12th most). Binghamton has been outscored in the first period (11-16) but are outscoring opponents in the second (20-12) and third periods (21-17), overtime (3-0) and shootouts (2-0, a shootout win is one goal).

-Binghamton has 478 shots for (10th most) and 509 shots against (seventh most). B-Sens are being outshot in the first (144-176) and third periods (138-175) but are outshooting opponents in the second period (185-152), overtime (9-6) and shootouts (2-0, a shootout win is one shot).

-Binghamton is tied for second in goals for per game (3.80) and tied for 19th in fewest goals against per game (3.00).

-B-Sens are sixth in shots for per game (31.87) but 26th in fewest shots against per game (33.93).

-Binghamton is 4-0-0-0 when leading after one period and 8-0-0-0 when leading after two periods. It is 5-0-0-0 when tied after one period and 2-1-0-0 when tied after two periods. Binghamton is 2-4-0-0 when trailing after a period and 1-3-0-0 when trailing after two periods.

-B-Sens are 5-3-0-0 when outshooting opponents and 6-1-0-0 when being outshot.

-Binghamton is 5-0-0-0 in one-goal games, 2-2-0-0 in two-goal games and 1-1-0-0 in three-goal games. B-Sens are 4-0-0-0 in four-goal games and 0-1-0-0 in five-goal games or higher.

-B-Sens have the longest current win streak in the AHL (six games), including four at home.

-Binghamton is tied for most assists in a game this season with 14 (Nov. 9 vs. Rochester in a 7-3 victory).

INDIVIDUAL STATS

-Binghamton left winger Mike Hoffman is tied for sixth overall in the AHL in total points with 19 (9 goals, 10 assists). Hoffman is tied for fourth in power play points (10).

-Hoffman is currently on a six-game point streak (tied for most in the AHL) and has 11 points in that span. Right winger Andre Petersson has a point in five straight games.

-Binghamton center Jaan-Gabriel Pageau and defenseman Cody Ceci are tied for the league lead in shorthanded assists (2).

-B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson is ranked second in the AHL in save percentage (.934) and 12th in goals-against average (2.29). He has a 7-1-0 record.

-Ceci is tied for fourth among all defensemen in total points with 13 (2-11) and is sixth among all rookies in total points. He is tied for second among rookies in assists and tied for third among all defensemen in assists.He is tied for the league lead in game-winning goals by defensemen (2).

-Chris Wideman is tied for 17th among all defensemen with 10 points (2-8). Wideman is tied for the lead among defensemen in power-play points (8).

-Defenseman Michael Sdao leads all rookies in penalty minutes (49).
Five goals equals five-game win streak for Grand Rapids Griffins

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Behind two goals by Patrick Eaves and 33 saves from Tom McCollum, the Grand Rapids Griffins on Saturday rolled to their fifth straight win overall and their sixth in a row at home, a 5-1 thrashing of the Texas Stars at Van Andel Arena.

 Grand Rapids (15-4-1-1) showed its dominance on both ends of the ice, scoring at least five goals for the sixth consecutive home game while limiting its opponent to no more than a single goal for the fourth time in its last five outings. The Griffins’ defense also did a number on the AHL’s top two scorers this weekend, limiting Travis Morin and Colton Sceviour to just a lone assist each during the two-game sweep of the Stars.

 The Griffins, who maintain a seven-point lead atop the Midwest Division, will continue a season-high seven-game homestand next weekend when the Rochester Americans come to town for a Friday-Saturday set.

 The Griffins tallied late in the first and early in the second to jump ahead 2-0. Cory Emmerton connected on a one-timer from above the circles with 2:04 left in the first period, and Alexey Marchenko threaded a wrist shot through traffic from the point 3:41 into the second.

 Texas netminder Allen York surrendered goal number three at the 6:50 mark, as Calle Jarnkrok grabbed the puck along the right boards just inside the Texas blue line, raced down to the half-wall and fired a shot that somehow slipped past York as he hugged the right post. 

 The Stars (11-8-2-2) used a power play to finally solve McCollum on their 26th shot of the night, with Jyrki Jokipakka notching his first AHL goal from the left circle at 17:26, but it took the Griffins just 24 seconds to respond. An Eaves floater from above the right circle eluded York, giving the NHL veteran points in four of his five games as a Griffin.

 Eaves added his second goal at the 8:41 mark of the third, reaching his stick out to deflect an Adam Almquist pass into the top of the net.

 Two of the Griffins’ heavyweights answered the bell in the third period as the Stars’ frustrations mounted. Jordin Tootoo pummeled William Wrenn just over seven minutes into the frame, while Triston Grant and Cameron Gaunce went toe-to-toe three minutes later. 

 McCollum, who made his first appearance in two weeks and earned his first victory since Nov. 6, improved to 7-2 on the season. York finished the night with 30 saves.

 Notes: Grand Rapids has won 13 of 15 games following a 2-2-1-1 start to the season, posting a 10-2 record during November…Defenseman Nick Jensen, reassigned to the Griffins by the Detroit Red Wings from ECHL Toledo earlier today, was a healthy scratch. The rookie has yet to make his AHL debut.

GRAND RAPIDS, Mich. – The Grand Rapids Griffins overcame a sluggish start and survived the visitors’ furious rally in the final minutes to earn their fourth straight win on Friday, 5-4 over the Texas Stars at Van Andel Arena.

 After falling behind 1-0 before the game was three minutes old, Grand Rapids scored five of the next six goals to claim a seemingly secure 5-2 lead late in the third period. But Texas scored twice in the final 2:08 to claw back to within one goal before the Griffins held on for the victory.

 The Midwest Division-leading Griffins (14-4-1-1), who began their season-high seven-game homestand by winning their fifth consecutive game at Van Andel Arena, have opened up a seven-point lead over both Milwaukee and Rockford in the division race.

 Winners of 12 of their last 14 games, the Griffins will look to continue their torrid streak on Saturday when they host a rematch with the Stars at 7 p.m.

 Petr Mrazek, who had yielded an average of 0.67 goals over his last three outings, surrendered one just 2:51 into the contest. With the goalie leaning toward the right post after losing track of the puck behind the net, the puck was tipped out front to Taylor Peters, whose shot from below the left circle snuck inside the post before Mrazek could get across.

 The Griffins answered with a shorthanded goal by Mitch Callahan at the 10:57 mark. Cory Emmerton charged down the ice on a breakaway with two defenders in tow before being denied by Cristopher Nilstorp, but a trailing Callahan scooped up the rebound and slipped a backhand home to ignite a cascade of stuffed animals from the stands in the Griffins’ annual Teddy Bear Toss. Approximately 3,000 toys were collected for donation to Hug-A-Bears of Kent County.

 Grand Rapids was unable to capitalize during a subsequent power play but still grabbed a 2-1 lead just 13 seconds after the advantage expired. Ryan Sproul gathered a pass from Teemu Pulkkinen at the point and fired a laser that Riley Sheahan redirected into the top of Nilstorp’s net at 13:53.

 Just when it looked like the Griffins would take their lead into the first intermission, the Stars scored a power play goal with only 2.1 seconds showing on the clock, as former Griffin Chris Mueller slammed a one-timer into the back door from the bottom of the left circle.

 The scoring pace abated in the second period, but the Griffins still jumped ahead 3-2 on a David McIntyre goal 9:48 into the frame. After firing wide left of the cage, McIntyre went behind the net, regained the puck off a feed from Triston Grant, circled back out front and roofed a shot from the right side. 

 Pulkkinen made it a 4-2 game 3:42 into the final period, teeing up a slap shot above the right circle that had eyes for the top left corner of the net, and Jordin Tootoo pushed the margin to three on a deflection with just 3:34 remaining for his first goal as a Griffin.

 The Stars (11-7-2-2), befitting a team that boasts the AHL’s top two scorers in Travis Morin and Colton Sceviour, still had some bullets left in the chamber and scored twice with Nilstorp on the bench in favor of an extra attacker. Scott Glennie crashed the crease to score a power play goal at 17:52 and Justin Dowling followed it up with a long slapper at 18:33, before Grand Rapids staved off several chances at a tying goal.

 Mrazek, who finished with 21 saves, has now won a career-high seven straight games for the Griffins and eight in a row overall, including his shutout victory for the Detroit Red Wings on Nov. 2. His last eight-game winning streak came three seasons ago in junior as a member of the OHL’s Ottawa 67s (Nov. 12-Dec. 3, 2010).

 Nilstorp turned aside 34 shots in the loss.

Gustav Nyquist in lineup for Red Wings Saturday, will remain with club for rest of the season

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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DETROIT -- Gustav Nyquist is here to stay.

Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said today that Nyquist, the skilled forward who scored two goals Thursday in his season debut with the club, will be in the lineup Saturday against the Ottawa Senators at Joe Louis Arena (7 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit) and remain with the club.

By playing one more NHL game Nyquist loses his waiver exemption, forcing the club to keep him on the roster or risk losing him on waivers if they attempted to send him back to the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Holland said the club doesn't need to make any immediate moves to accommodate Nyquist or the eventual return of forwards Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss, both out with groin injuries.

They'll need to make a move to create salary-cap space when defenseman Danny DeKeyser comes off long-term injured reserve in 4-6 weeks, unless there is another significant injury before then.

Coach Mike Babcock said he plans on going with the same lineup Saturday, with one exception: Jimmy Howard, who had the flu, will start in goal. Defenseman Brian Lashoff, who left after one period Thursday because of the flu, practiced today and will play Saturday.

Alfredsson and Weiss will not play Saturday. Holland said the club hopes they'll be ready for Wednesday's game against Boston.

Here are the lines and defense pairs they skated with today and anticipate using Saturday:

Daniel Cleary-Pavel Datsyuk-Todd Bertuzzi

Johan Franzen-Henrik Zetterberg-Gustav Nyquist

Tomas Tatar-Darren Helm-Justin Abdelkader

Drew Miller-Joakim Andersson-Mikael Samuelsson

Injured: Daniel Alfredsson, Stephen Weiss

Jonathan Ericsson-Niklas Kronwall

Kyle Quincey-Brendan Smith

Brian Lashoff-Jakub Kindl

Jimmy Howard (starting)

Jonas Gustavsson

DETROIT – Gustav Nyquist will go from playing in the AHL to playing on one of the Detroit Red Wings’ top two lines tonight when they host the Carolina Hurricanes at Joe Louis Arena (7:30, Fox Sports Detroit).

Nyquist arrived at Joe Louis Arena today and skated briefly, after being recalled from the Grand Rapids Griffins.

He will make his Red Wings season debut playing on a line with Henrik Zetterberg and Johan Franzen, coach Mike Babcock said.

“It feels great, obviously, very excited to get in again tonight and it’s going to be a fun game to be a part of,’’ Nyquist said.

The Red Wings are winless in seven games (0-2-5) and are riding an eight-game home winless skid (0-2-6). They desperately need an offensive boost but don’t want to put too much pressure on Nyquist, who was leading the Griffins with 21 points (seven goals, 14 assists) in 15 games.

“I’m just going to try to play my game,’’ Nyquist said. “We all know that we’re in need of a win here as a team and obviously we’ve lost a few in a row up here and at home as well. So that’s something we want to change tonight.”

The Red Wings were forced to send Nyquist to Grand Rapids at the start of the season due to salary-cap and roster limitations. By placing defenseman Danny DeKeyser (separated shoulder, three-to-six weeks) on long-term injured reserve, the club received the needed cap relief to recall Nyquist.

“He was a good player for us last year and a key for us on our second-unit power play,'' Babcock said. "Played real well for us in the playoffs. 

"He’s quick, generates offense, gives us another skilled player to play on our top six, which is real positive for us. We knew all along that we were going to try to get him here; we just financially had no way to do that. It’s great to see him here.”

The Red Wings said they will determine after the game whether Nyquist returns to Grand Rapids or stays. Once he plays two more NHL games he will lose his waiver-exempt status. In that case he would be here to stay.

Defenseman Kyle Quincey, who hurt his knee in Tuesday's game against Nashville, skated today and said he is good to go.

Here are the lines and defense pairs for tonight:

Daniel Cleary-Pavel Datsyuk-Todd Bertuzzi

Johan Franzen-Henrik Zetterberg-Gustav Nyquist

Tomas Tatar-Darren Helm-Justin Abdelkader

Drew Miller-Joakim Andersson-Mikael Samuelsson

Injured: Daniel Alfredsson, Stephen Weiss

Jonathan Ericsson-Niklas Kronwall

Kyle Quincey-Brendan Smith

Brian Lashoff-Jakub Kindl

Jimmy Howard (starting)

Jonas Gustavsson
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AHL: Holland scores twice in return; Bulldogs beat Monsters, 4-1

Getting physical 

Kaz Novak,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Gabriel Dumont, left, and Lake Erie Monsters' Mikael Tam battle in front of the net in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum on Saturday. The Bulldogs won, 4-1.

ByFraser Caldwell 

There was no rust to be seen when Patrick Holland returned to the lineup for the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday. 

After missing nine games with a lower-body injury, the winger scored twice in the third period to lead the Bulldogs to a 4-1 win over the Lake Erie Monsters in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum. 

"My injury was still a little bit sore, but I had the adrenalin going," said Holland of his performance. "I made a couple of hits and I got hammered a couple times too, and that wakes you up a little bit." 

Mike Blunden had a goal and an assist for the Bulldogs (10-9-3) and Joonas Nattinen also scored. Dustin Tokarski made 27 saves. 

Paul Carey scored the lone goal for the Monsters (10-9-1) and Sami Aittokallio stopped 24 shots. 

Holland's first goal of the night came at the end of a pinpoint passing play to extend the Bulldogs' lead to 3-1 at 9:01 of the third period. 

With Hamilton breaking into the zone on a 3-on-1 rush, Martin St. Pierre dropped the puck for Christian Thomas, and the winger slid a centring pass to Holland on the left. He did the rest, kneeling to meet the puck with a one-time shot that beat Aittokallio just inside his near post. 

"Those are the opportunities that you just wish for all game," said Holland. "It was a three-on-one and you just lick your lips. 

"The way the play was progressing, I thought that it would end with the one-timer. Even if the goalie read it, there's not much that he can do in that position." 

That same line struck again three minutes later with Holland providing a highlight reel finish. 

Thomas backed off his defender and sent a pass to the winger, who controlled the puck, dropped to one knee and launched a heavy wrist shot off Aittokallio's crossbar and in. 

Holland was encouraged by his first experience playing alongside Thomas. 

"When we traded for (Thomas) in the summer, I asked around about what kind of player he was," Holland said. "Guys told me that he was really good offensively and had a really good shot. I figured that I was a playmaker and that his game would be perfect for me. 

"I thought that I would be setting him up, but tonight it was the other way around." 

Though his goals would come in the third, Holland nearly made an early impression on the scoreboard much earlier. 

The Hamilton winger drifted into the slot, and tipped a low shot from the blue line just wide of Aittokallio's far post four minutes into the opening period. 

Lake Erie was getting the better of play with Hamilton finding itself in early penalty trouble, and opened the scoring soon after the Bulldogs' third successful penalty kill of the period. 

With a Bulldog rushing out to meet him, Russ Sinkewich spun and passed to Guillaume Desbiens along the boards. Desbiens quickly dealt a centring pass to a streaking Carey. He fired a low wrist shot on the move that beat Tokarski just inside his far post at 17:42 of the first. 

Hamilton responded immediately, evening the game at a goal apiece at 19:03 when Nattinen took possession of the puck behind the goal line and moved out front before shovelling a low shot past Aittokallio at his far post. 

A second goal followed just 18 seconds later as Blunden walked out to the low slot, fought off two defenders and swept a contested shot past Aittokallio. 

Lake Erie nearly found an equalizing goal in the opening minutes of the second period, as Joey Hishon stole the puck from Hamilton's Schiestel at the blue line and skated in on a breakaway. But his attempt to slot the puck past Tokarski from close range hit the side of the net. 

The Bulldogs relied on their penalty kill to see them through much of the second period without incident, until finding their own offence in the final five minutes. 

Moving the puck well inside Lake Erie's zone, Hamilton had several opportunities to extend its lead before the period's end, but could not convert any of them. 

The last of those came mere seconds before the intermission, as Aittokallio kicked Greg Pateryn's point shot into the slot and three Bulldogs unsuccessfully jammed at the loose puck. 

Hamilton was 0 for 5 on the power play, however a perfect 8 for 8 on the penalty kill. 

"Sometimes you have to kill penalties, and when we were on our winning streak we were almost perfect on the penalty kill," said Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre. "When we win the special teams battle, we're tough to beat." 

Hamilton's next game is Friday, Dec. 6, when they will travel to Cleveland, Ohio to take on the Lake Erie Monsters at 7:30 p.m. at Quicken Loans Arena. The Bulldogs return to Copps Coliseum on Sunday, Dec. 8, when they will host the Monsters at 3 p.m.
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VIDEO | AHL: Streaky Hamilton Bulldogs lose second straight

Fall 3-1 to Toronto Marlies

sp29-kwp-Bulldogs 

John Rennison,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Steve Quailer takes Toronto Marlies' John-Michael Liles to the ice while chasing the puck behind the Marlies' goal Friday night at Copps Coliseum.
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ByKen Peters  

It was Black Friday and the Hamilton Bulldogs were in position to bag a premium, pre-holiday bargain, namely a victory over traditional rivals, the Toronto Marlies. 

They couldn't seal the deal. 

The Marlies potted a pair of second period tallies and made them stand up in capturing a 3-1 victory before 6,159 at Copps Coliseum. 

With the win, the Marlies boosted their record to 11-7-1-0. The Bulldogs slipped to 9-9-0-3. 

And what's with this streaky side? After having lost six in a row before winning four in a row, the canines have lost their past two. 

Toronto's Jerry D'Amigo scored the only marker of the opening period on only the Marlies' fourth shot of the period. D'Amigo was all by his lonesome in front when Josh Leivo centred the puck to him from behind the Bulldogs net. D'Amigo's quick shot beat Robert Mayer over the glove at 13:03. 

The night began with both teams sharing top spot, along with the Lake Erie Monsters, in the North Division. And both clubs were playing well having each won four of their past five contests. 

The Marlies' David Broll got his first goal of the season on a power play at 3:17 of the second period. Broll took a pass from Leivo at the face off circle and his quick shot found the wide side top corner past a surprised Mayer, who was deep in his crease. 

But Hamilton's Gabriel Dumont connected less than a minute later. Dumont corralled the puck in the Toronto zone, skated in front of Marlies' netminder Drew MacIntyre before firing a backhand into the yawning cage. 

Toronto restored its two-goal advantage two minutes later. Sam Carrick took a nice pass from Spencer Abbott in front of the Hamilton net and fired the puck past Mayer. The tally came at 5:57. 

The Dogs thought they had potted another one when newcomer Jordan Owens followed his shot into MacIntyre at 9:20. The goal light went on, but the score was waived off and Owens took a seat in the sin bin for goaltender interference. 

The Dogs' best chance of the contest came five minutes later when Dumont set up Mike Blunden in the slot. Blunden got everything into the blast, but it whistled wide. 

The third period was scoreless. 

The Bulldogs host the Lake Erie Monsters Saturday night at Copps Coliseum. Game time is 7 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com
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AHL: Bulldogs have a happy problem between the pipes

TOKARSKI 

Cathie Coward,The Hamilton Spectator

Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski during practice Thursday at Copps Coliseum.
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SIDEBAR

The Hamilton Bulldogs will honour the Hamilton Tiger-Cats for their Grey Cup appearance before the puck drops at Friday's American Hockey League game against the Toronto Marlies at 7:30 p.m.

ByKen Peters  

Hamilton Bulldogs netminder Dustin Tokarski was sizzling, stopping 98 of 100 pucks in three straight starts last week. 

The 24-year-old native of Humboldt, Sask., ranks second in the American Hockey League in goals-against average (1.91) and save percentage (.935) and has allowed two or fewer goals in 12 of his 14 appearances. The guy was so hot he was named AHL player of the week and gets an etched crystal award to put on his refrigerator. 

But Tokarski, who has been between the pipes for eight of Hamilton's nine wins this season, was lit up for five goals in a 6-3 loss to Rochester on Wednesday night. So, guess who starts Friday night's North Division first-place showdown when the Dogs host the Toronto Marlies? That's right, it's Robert (May Day) Mayer to the rescue. 

Game time is 7:30 and AM 900 CHML will have the broadcast as will TV Hamilton Cable 14. The Bulldogs will honour the Ticats football team with a pre-game ceremony including video tribute. Running back C.J. Gable, receiver Dave Stala and offensive lineman Mike Filer will be on hand. Dogs will host Lake Erie on Saturday at 7 p.m. 

Bulldogs bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre likes his two-goalie rotation system, which is why Mayer gets the call against the Maple Leaf wannabes. 

Tokarski was playing well and in a zone and Mayer had struggled, Lefebvre said … but Mayer "has worked on his game and he is ready to get back at it so he will have the net (tonight)." 

Lefebvre believes two is better than one when it comes to capable goaltending. 

"It is a great problem to have as a coach. We feel we have two No. 1 goalies and I think it is good, healthy, inner competition between the two. They push each other to be at their best. I don't mind it at all, it is a good problem to have," he said. 

Lefebvre doesn't seem to worry much how his netminders feel about the system. The reality is don't expect it to change unless one of them begins to reel off a number of victories. 

"I think those two guys are competitors, those two guys want to win, they want to be a part of this team and when they do get the net they want to do well," he said. 

Lefebvre said the decision on who wins the net will be on a game-to-game basis, but: "If I feel a guy is hot, he is going to stay in the net." 

The Bulldogs coach credits both rubber repellers for the fact the Bulldogs are off to a 9-8-0-3 start and in a three-way share for first place with Toronto and Lake Erie nearly two months into the season. 

"There haven't been too many games where the goalies didn't give us a chance to win. I'm very happy with the goaltending," he said. 

If Tokarski is happy with his coach's goaltending stance, he hides it well. The subject of swapping the net doesn't exactly have him turning cartwheels. Tokarski wants to play. A lot. 

"Yeah, I think every goalie on planet Earth does. I think I would be in the wrong sport if I didn't want that," Tokarski said, nearly rolling his eyes at the line of inquiry. 

"If I get the call, I go out there and do my best," Tokarski adds. 

And finally one more, before the media interview makes his head explode. 

Is he OK with Mayer taking over the net Friday? 

"Whatever coach wants." 

Subject closed. 

NOTES: The Bulldogs have signed forward Jordan Owens to a 25-game professional tryout (PTO) contract and assigned forward Ben Duffy to the ECHL's Wheeling Nailers. Earlier this week, the Bulldogs released forward Erik Nystrom from his PTO and assigned defenceman Magnus Nygren to Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League. 

kpeters@thespec.com
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AHL: Habs reassign Bulldogs defenceman Nygren to Farjestad

Has recorded one goal, seven assists in 16 games with Hamilton this season

Nigren reassigned 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Hamilton Bulldogs' Magnus Nygren, right, is upended by Rockford IceHogs defence man Klas Dahlbeck during American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum in October. The Montreal Canadiens have reassigned defenceman Nygren to Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League. 

Montreal Canadiens and Hamilton Bulldogs general manager Marc Bergevin announced Wednesday the Habs have reassigned defenceman Magnus Nygren to Farjestad BK of the Swedish Hockey League. 

In 16 games with Hamilton this season, Nygren has recorded eight points (one goal, seven assists) and 14 penalty minutes. 

The 23-year-old defenceman spent the 2012-13 season with Farjestad. In 51 regular-season games, he recorded 32 points (13 goals, 19 assists) and 49 penalty minutes and received the Salming Trophy as the top defenceman in the Swedish Elite League. 

He was selected by the Canadiens in the fourth round (113th overall) in the 2011 National Hockey League Entry Draft. 

Hamilton's next game is Friday at 7:30 p.m. at Copps Coliseum against the Toronto Marlies (American Hockey League affiliate of the Toronto Maple Leafs). The game will be broadcast live in high definition on Cable 14. 

The Hamilton Spectator

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on December 02, 2013 at 11:45 AM The Hershey Bears went 1-1-0-1 during a three-game stretch at Giant Center that included two weekend games and a Thanksgiving eve contest.

Hershey lost 4-2 to the St. John's IceCaps on Wednesday, followed with a 3-2 overtime win over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Saturday and concluded with a 3-2 shootout loss to the Providence Bruins on Sunday.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the weekend:

1. David Leggio. The goalie stopped 100 of 107 shots (.935 save percentage) in recording the decision in all three games.

2. Matt Watkins. The forward scored his first goal of the season against Providence and recorded an assist against WBS.

3. Jeff Taffe. The forward scored goals against Providence and WBS.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Matt Watkins picked a memorable spot to notch his first goal of the season.
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The Hershey Bears forward scored his team's first goal of the game in the second period of Sunday night's 3-2 shootout loss to the Providence Bruins at Giant Center, unleashing the club's annual Teddy Bear Toss in which fans throw stuffed animals onto the ice.

“We haven't been winning enough games,” Watkins said. “You want to contribute and help the team win. I wasn't doing that enough. Plain and simple, wasn't contributing offensive production the way I should have and needed to. I think if we can get more guys rolling, we'll be more successful, and just playing the right way.”

Watkins scored 11 goals last season for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

“Good for Watty,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Hopefully, it gets him going and some confidence in the offensive end, too.”

The game was delayed for 16 minutes while 12,890 stuffed animals, which will be donated to local charities for distribution to needy children, were collected.

“I thought we played really well after the break there,” Haviland said. “It is what it is. You've got to move on. I thought we came out with focus and I thought we went after them pretty good, especially on our forecheck after that break.”

Watkins has been put in primarily a defensive role this season. He and linemates Michael Latta and Garrett Mitchell helped keep prolific Providence forward Ryan Spooner from producing a point.

“I take pride in that, for sure,” Watkins said. “If I'm matched up against other teams' top lines, the No. 1 goal for that night is to not let them score.

“But a lot of times these top offensive players don't enjoy playing in their own end. If you can play hard against them and play in their zone, you're going to create chances.”

NOTEBOOK

Latta, reassigned by the Washington Capitals on Saturday, played his first game for Hershey since Oct. 27.

Bears goalie David Leggio led the AHL in shootout wins (nine) last season with the Rochester Americans. He has gone 0-2 this season. “I personally have had a lot of success with the shootout,” Leggio said. “I pride myself with the shootout. This year, I haven't had that success.”

Hershey has gone 1-3 in shootouts.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A quarter of the way through the 2013-14 season, the Hershey Bears have been a .500 team.

Mirroring that wider trend, the Bears concluded a five-game homestand Sunday night at Giant Center in which they went exactly .500 (2-2-0-1).

The Bears failed to use the home stretch to launch themselves up the East Division standings.

However, Sunday's 3-2 shootout loss to the Providence Bruins, coupled with Saturday's overtime win over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, meant Hershey collected three of a possible four points on the weekend and left the team feeling it is finally starting to generate some momentum.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

“I thought we competed a lot harder than we have been for 65 minutes each game,” Bears goalie David Leggio said. “We played two solid games. The three points is good. For me, I've got to get us the extra point in the shootout. I'm pretty disappointed in my performance there.”

Leggio made a season-high 42 saves before Providence claimed the shootout 3-1 to run its winning streak to three games.

Hershey, which took a 1-0 lead on a Matt Watkins goal in the second period, fell behind on a second-period goal by Alexander Khokhlachev and a third-period goal by Craig Cunningham before Jeff Taffe's power play goal 5:16 into the third tied it 2-2.

<br>

Providence outshot Hershey 45-28 in the game, including 17-8 in the first, but that advantage was a bit deceptive. The Bears got their share of scoring chances on goalie Niklas Svedberg, limited Providence's second chances and went 3-for-3 on the penalty kill.

“There was a lot of shots from the outside and the occasional chance,” Leggio said. “We had a really good meeting before the game. I think we were all pretty prepared on what was going to happen, what they look for tendency-wise. 

“We got outshot, but I think it was a really close, good game for both teams.”

Hershey (7-7-2-3, 19 points) now faces a stretch where it is scheduled to play four straight road games.

“I think we still have some work to do on our game,” Watkins said. “We're not where we need to be yet, but we're getting better.

“We just need to continue to understand the things we need to do to be successful. No. 1 is work and compete. If we work and compete every night, we'll give ourselves a chance to beat any team because of the guys we've got in our locker room.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

Before the game, the Bears got to witness Gordon “Red” Henry (player), Arnie Kullman (player), Tim Tookey (player), Kenneth V. Hatt (builder) and J. Bruce McKinney (builder) get inducted into the Hershey Bears Hockey Club Hall of Fame.

“It shows the history of this organization,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “You start to listen to the men who were inducted and how many years they've put in and what they've done to this organization and this town.

“It kind of gives you some chills, for me anyway, to hear them speak and to hear them talk about how prideful they are in being a Hershey Bear and also being a Hershey resident.”

Providence 0 1 1 0 - 3

Hershey 0 1 1 0 - 2

Though he was reassigned by the Washington Capitals earlier in the day, centerman Michael Latta didn't play for the Hershey Bears in Saturday night's 3-2 overtime win over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Giant Center.

“He didn't get in until late this afternoon,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It was my decision to not have him play.”

Latta has produced 1-3-4 in 16 games with Washington and 2-2-4 in six games with Hershey.

“I liked how practice went yesterday,” Haviland said. “We had the lineup set. I'll talk to Lats now – I haven't talked to him – and have him in the lineup tomorrow, if he's still here.”

NOTEBOOK
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Stan Galiev's power play goal in the first period was his first career AHL goal. “Gally, that was one of the reasons why we brought him back up here was to help our power play,” Haviland said. “He certainly can shoot it. But I thought he played a good game, the kid. He's competing. That's what we're asking him to do, and he has to do that in his career right now. The offensive side of it has always been a plus for him, but he needs to compete on every shift at 5-on-5.”

Derek Whitmore, sidelined by an upper body injury, missed his first game of the season. “It's been a thing that he's had and he's been playing through it,” Haviland said. “We felt that it was maybe time to like sit him down and give him a little rest. But he's been playing through it and he's been playing well. … It was really day-to-day with him. He could have played tonight.” 

Hershey winger Garrett Mitchell was given a charging major and a game misconduct at 1:46 of the second for a hit on WBS forward Brian Gibbons. “I didn't see it,” Haviland said. “I think the linesman called it because he didn't call it right away. … [Gibbons] comes back out the next shift. It is what it is. I didn't see it, so I can't make a call on that.”

Tough-guy wingers Joel Rechlicz and WBS's Pierre-Luc Letourneau Leblond, who Haviland coached last season with the Norfolk Admirals, had a lengthy fight 1:47 into the contest. “I thought it was a heavyweight fight, obviously, that got both teams emotionally into it,” Haviland said. “Recks did his job and I thought he played a pretty good game when he got his shifts.”

Former Bears centerman Mike Carman tied the game 2-2 for WBS with a third-period goal. “I think we did a lot of good things tonight,” Carman said. “We played from behind most of the night on the road. To send it into OT, I think, is a big accomplishment. Next time, we’ll hopefully take the next step and get the two points instead of one. … It feels good to come back, but it still stings a little. I think by the time tomorrow rolls around, I’ll be fine.”

<br>

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Stung by their Thanksgiving eve loss to the St. John's IceCaps, the Hershey Bears directed plenty of internal ire at themselves.

In their first chance to return to game action, they directed it outwardly Saturday night at the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins in a 3-2 overtime victory at Giant Center.

“I think it's a huge win for us,” said Bears head coach Mike Haviland, whose club earned its first win in five tries against WBS in 2013-14. “It's a confidence boost against those guys, who we haven't beaten all year.”

LINK TO GAME SHEET

The Bears had a team meeting and an intense practice Friday.

“We haven't been happy with our compete level,” Bears defenseman David Kolomatis said. “We've been letting teams back into games. It's not acceptable.

“We had the meeting and sort of aired a lot of stuff out. You sort of got back to basics. You started battling against your teammates. In the game, we came out and we battled hard against these guys.”

<br>

Kolomatis scored the game-winner with 6.6 seconds left in OT to lift Hershey back to .500 (7-7-2-2, 18 points).

The Bears took a 2-0 lead on Stan Galiev's power play goal in the first period and a Jeff Taffe goal in the second that came six seconds after another power play expired.

Thus, Hershey, which went 1-for-23 on the power play in its first four meetings with WBS, was a virtual 2-for-2.

But its third-period woes continued when the Baby Pens marshaled scores from tough-guy winger Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and former Bears centerman Mike Carman on Bears goalie David Leggio to tie it 2-2. The Bears have been outscored a collective 26-12 in the third period.

“I'm positive Leggy would want that [Letourneau-Leblond] one back, that first one, and I think you knew they were going to come,” Haviland said. “I think we got back on our heels a little bit. But we get it to overtime and we find a way to win in overtime.” 

Leggio made a game-saving stop on Carman in OT and Kolomatis capped a furious Hershey effort with his tally.

“We came out and we played really well to start the game,” Kolomatis said. “You sort of saw a step back into our old ways, but it was nice to see to come out in the overtime and get a few chances early. I think the fire started to build and it was nice to capitalize and get the win.”

Galiev said Friday's practice effort paid off Saturday night.

“It was pretty intense and it actually did good for us,” Galiev said. “We were on a roll today.

“It's our house and we have to play physical against teams like that.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

The Bears, scheduled to host the Providence Bruins Sunday, have won two games in a row just once this season. 

“We've got to go back to work tomorrow,” Haviland said. “We've got to start stringing some wins together here. You can be happy a little bit and enjoy it, but you're mindset's got to move on for tomorrow now.

“I think we got our point across the other day. We really did.”

W-B/Scranton 0 0 2 0 - 2

Hershey 1 1 0 1 - 3

Hershey Bears defenseman Dmitry Orlov found himself in the spotlight off the ice Wednesday night in the wake of his agent's public demand that the Washington Capitals trade Orlov.
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CSNWashington.com reported agent Mark Gandler's trade demand, which came in the wake of multiple recalls to Washington, without playing an NHL game, and reassignments to Hershey.

“Obviously, what Dmitry would like is to be traded,” Gandler told CSNWashington.com in an interview filled with pointed comments directed at the Caps, “because he has no future in Washington whatsoever, zero chance for him.”

The Washington Post had earlier reported that the recalls are the result of a provision in Orlov's contract that would allow him to depart for the KHL if he has been on Washington's roster fewer than 30 days before Jan. 1. He has spent 19 days so far on Washington's roster.

Orlov declined to comment specifically on Gandler's trade demand but said the Yo-Yo situation has been challenging.

“I go here,” Orlov said. “I go there. I practice. It's tough. But what can I do but just try to play hard every time? It doesn't matter where I play.

“It's my bosses. They told me, 'You go down, you go up.' I just try to stay positive.”

Orlov played for Hershey in Wednesday night's 4-2 loss to St. John's at Giant Center. He has produced 3-6-9 in 11 games with Hershey and said he is committed to doing his best while with the Bears.

“If I go down, I need to help the team,” Orlov said. “I need to win and I should play good every game.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland is aware of the trade demand.

“That's part of the business,” Haviland said. “He demands a trade, he demands a trade. While he's here we'll use him, and if he gets traded we'll wish him the best. This is this business. I think the kid has a ton of talent. When he's been down here, he's played well. I have no issues with him and his effort and his attitude.

“We've got to coach the guys that are here and he's here right now, so we'll continue to coach him.”

NOTEBOOK

Winger Stan Galiev made his 2013-14 Hershey regular-season debut.

Goalie David Leggio (2-5-1) made 28 saves and kept Hershey in a game that could have been more decisively in favor of St. John's. He made a near spectacular save on Kael Mouillierat midway through the third, but it was ruled a goal after a video review. “I thought he was fine,” Haviland said. “I had no problem with his game. He made some big saves when it was early on.”

Bears captain Dane Byers crushed St. John's winger Jerome Samson with a check midway through the second period. Samson exited the game and didn't return.

Haviland had a discussion with referee Keith Kaval at the start of the third in the wake of an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty on Hershey's Jeff Taffe late in the second. Taffe, responding to a hit on Orlov, went after Cody Lampl and initiated a fight. Haviland said he didn't dispute that the call was technically right but noted that similar calls haven't been made on other occasions when foes have targeted Byers. “I didn't like the call,” Haviland said. “It's probably the right call, but it's not a consistent call in this league. I said to him that we need to get consistent, that's all.”

A five-game November homestand looked to be a stretch where the Hershey Bears could gain standings traction.

Three games in, though, it has become a slide back under .500.

A 4-2 victory by the St. John's IceCaps Wednesday night at Giant Center dropped Hershey to 6-7-2-2, 16 points.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

“Our compete level was nowhere where like it needs to be,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They came out with a bunch of energy and got pucks behind us. We didn't match their energy until probably the nine-minute mark of the first period.

“We looked slow. We couldn't get any forecheck going. We chased the puck again.”

The IceCaps charged out of the gate, outshooting the Bears 8-1 in the first 9:27 and taking a 1-0 lead on a Patrice Cormier tally at 4:06.

A Peter LeBlanc power play goal at 10:59 tied it, but the IceCaps' edge in 5-on-5 play proved to be decisive the rest of the way.

Brendan Kichton (power play and empty net) and Kael Mouillierat added goals that stretched the lead to 4-1 before Hershey's Ryan Stoa added a cosmetic score with 3.1 seconds left in the third period.

<br>

The Bears, who lost 5-1 to the Binghamton Senators on Sunday, have been outscored a collective 9-3 in their last two games at Giant Center.

“Again, we had way too many passengers tonight,” Haviland said. “Way too many. It's just a common theme right now. I don't know if we need to figure something out here.

“We've moved guys in and out of the lineup. Guys have gone in and have done nothing with it. Guys have gotten taken out and trying to wake up and they've done nothing with it. I don't know what guys are waiting for. The next step, we all know what that is.”

Hershey's power play went 1-for-7 and had chances to add more than LeBlanc's goal. But St. John's goalie Eddie Pasquale met the challenge, particularly with a post-to-post save on a Brandon Segal bid from the left circle late in the first.

“We end up with a win scoring four goals,” said St. John's winger Andrew Gordon, a former Bear. “You can't complain about that. But I didn't think we were all that sharp. I didn't think we controlled the offensive zone as much as we'd like to.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

The Bears host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Saturday and Providence Sunday in the final two games of the home stretch. They must win both to exit it above .500.

“It's been tough,” LeBlanc said. “We have the next two at home. That's all we have to focus on. It's a long season, obviously 76 games.

“We know we're not putting our feet up at the beginning of the season. We know we've got to get some wins back. But I think the next two games are obviously huge and we've just got to come win at home.”

Hershey has a better record on the road (3-3-1-0) than at home (3-4-1-2).

“We're a much better team on the road,” Haviland said. “We play a whole different game. We're more focused. I don't know if it's we're just comfortable at home. We only play in spurts at home. On the road, we play a lot harder, we play a lot different game. I like our game on the road.

“You see glimpses of it here, but just not enough. It's starting to be the same guys, though, every night that I'm noticing. That's not good enough.”

St. John's 1 1 2 - 4

Hershey 1 0 1 - 2

Strachan has produced 0-4-4 in 11 games with Hershey and has been a steady presence on the blue line. The 29-year-old has played five games for the Caps (0-0-0).

When Andrew Gordon filed into Giant Center Tuesday with the rest of his St. John's IceCaps teammates, Hershey Bears trainer Dan “Beaker” Stuck made sure he reported to the right location.

That meant Gordon was steered past the home locker room entrance to the visitor's locker room entrance.
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“He was always a respectful, good guy,” Stuck said. “I had to make sure when he came down the hallway he had to keep going -- not come in our room – and go to the visiting team room. It's definitely weird him being on the other side.”

In a four-season stint from 2007-11, the popular Gordon won two Calder Cups with the Bears (2008-09 and 2009-10) and represented Hershey in the 2011 AHL All-Star Classic at Giant Center.

“It's a little nostalgic, I guess, just coming back into the city in general,” Gordon said. “As soon as we took the exit off the highway last night, I just felt that same familiar feeling where the bus starts to slow down and you feel like you're home.

“It was just a familiar scene and everything felt normal again. It sort of feels like home in a strange way. I haven't been back in two and half years, I guess. It's good to be back. It's a very familiar place. Aside from my hometown, this is home to me, so it's really nice to be back. I'm sort of getting a little choked up here.”

Gordon and the IceCaps are scheduled to play the Bears Wednesday night.

The 27-year-old already played twice against the Bears this season when Hershey visited St. John's. He also played against them with the Syracuse Crunch.

But Wednesday night's game will mark the first time he has played against the Bears at Giant Center. Gordon said he is trying to approach it like a normal contest.

“At the same time, this is a different emotional return for me,” Gordon said. “I'm really excited to get back on the ice. There were so many of the fans that were wonderful to me. A handful of people have messaged me already that remember my routine. I'm going to sit on the bench and people are going to come talk to me.

"Aside from my hometown, this is home to me, so it's really nice to be back. I'm sort of getting a little choked up here.” -- Andrew Gordon 

“There are just so many familiar faces that are going to be here that I'm looking forward to seeing again. A lot of the kids that we used to hang out with at the events are probably going to be in college now it feels like.”

Garrett Mitchell, Patrick Wellar and Joel Rechlicz are the only former teammates left from Gordon's Hershey tenure.

“It's not as much of an emotional connection to the players as it is to the building and the city,” Gordon said, “and just the memories and the banners hanging up in the rafters.”

Gordon signed as a free agent with the Winnipeg Jets last summer.

Hershey beat the Manitoba Moose, then affiliated with the Vancouver Canucks, in the 2008-09 Calder Cup Finals. Many Moose personnel remained when the Atlanta Thrashers relocated to Winnipeg and became the Jets in 2011-12.

“It's a great organization,” Gordon said. “They treat you first class.

“When I went to training camp, the training staff in Winnipeg and medical guys and equipment guys are all the same ones that were in Winnipeg when we won. So they had some choice words for me when I walked in the door. Those memories, I guess, don't fade.”

For Gordon, more memories will be conjured Wednesday night. From the visitor's bench.

“I'm going to definitely boo him,” Stuck joked.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Stan Galiev's aim was to start the 2013-14 season with the Hershey Bears.

Instead, the second-year winger was again sent to the ECHL's Reading Royals, where he played the bulk of 2012-13 after a 17-game stint (0-1-1) with Hershey.

“It was a little disappointing, but I have to play my best game to get called up again,” Galiev said. “I think I played well a couple games and here and am.”

In 14 games with the Royals, Galiev (5-8-13) averaged nearly a point a game after averaging more than a point a game last season. And the Bears recalled him on Tuesday.

“We talked about maybe helping our power play a little bit more,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He's a finisher. I think we're giving him a chance to play and get up here and kind of see what he's got.

“That was kind of our thinking: He's played well, reward him. We've played pretty well, too, but I think on the power play we can certainly use a guy who has his skill level and can shoot the puck.”

Right winger Galiev practiced on a line with centerman Peter LeBlanc and left winger Dane Byers.
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“Obviously, I'm happy to be back here with these guys and the coaching staff,” said Galiev, a 2010 Washington Capitals third-round pick. “I'm excited to play.

“I'll try to bring energy, especially my speed, and my work ethic.”

Continuing a five-game home stretch at Giant Center, Hershey is scheduled to play the St. John's IceCaps Wednesday night, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins Saturday night and the Providence Bruins Sunday.

The Bears (6-6-2-2, 16 points) have won back-to-back games just once this season and are feeling the onus to fashion a winning streak to elevate themselves from the bottom of the East Division.

“I wouldn't call it pressure,” Bears winger Nicolas Deschamps said. “But I think it's a mindset we have to have. We've got to start winning games and get over that .500.

“I think we've just got to learn to play the right way a couple games in a row. That's our big issue right now. We play a solid game and then the next one we're kind of shaky. I think for us it's just to do the right things that make us successful -- play in their zone, play the cycle game, because we're good at it.” 

The Bears opened the homestand last weekend by beating the Binghamton Senators Saturday. Instead of using it as a launching pad to start a streak, they lost the rematch Sunday. 

“We talked about that as a group today,” Haviland said. “I think we assume that it's going to be easy. I think we feel good about ourselves real quick.

“We get too high instead of staying even keel. That's my job is to keep them even keel.”

NOTEBOOK

Defenseman Connor Carrick (upper body) sat out practice. “We're just being really cautious with him,” Haviland said. “We've got healthy bodies here. I really believe that we should make sure guys are 100 percent before we even put them back into practice and have contact when we have healthy bodies here.”

Centerman Jamie Johnson hasn't played in the last seven games due to a combination of injury and healthy scratches. The Bears were amid a five-game point streak when he returned to health, so Haviland said he didn't want to tinker with the lineup. Though the Bears didn't have a veteran roster issue with Tyson Strachan on recall to Washington, Johnson was a healthy scratch both games last weekend. “I like Johnny in the middle and I think our centers are playing pretty well, too,” Haviland said. “To move him on the wing, I don't think I'm doing any justice for him. We tried him on the wing. I don't think it was a great experiment.”

Lines:

Walker-Taffe-Wellman

Byers-LeBlanc-Galiev

Whitmore-Stoa-Segal

J. Mitchell-Watkins-Deschamps

Brittain-Johnson-G. Mitchell/Rechlicz

D-pairs (there was a lot of rotation, but this was the first 5-on-5 run-through):

Genoway-Brouillette

Schilling-Wey

Wellar-Kolomatis

Schilling-Strachan

The Washington Capitals shuffled their defense corps again Monday, recalling Dmitry Orlov from the Hershey Bears and reassigning Tyson Strachan to the AHL club.

It’s the fourth NHL recall for the 22-year-old Orlov this season, who has yet to play a game for Washington during the 2013-14 campaign.

Orlov leads all Hershey defensemen in points this season with nine (three goals, six assists) in 10 games. In 65 career regular-season appearances for the Caps, Orlov has 20 points (three goals, 17 assists) and 18 penalty minutes.
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The 29-year-old Strachan made his Washington debut Nov. 15 and has two penalty minutes to show for five games with the Caps this season. He has 125 games of NHL experience in his career with Washington, Florida and St. Louis.

In 11 games for the Bears this season, Strachan has four assists and 22 penalty minutes.

The Bears were off Monday but return to practice Tuesday at 10 a.m. at Giant Center in advance of Wednesday night’s home game against the St. John’s IceCaps.

Hershey Bears winger Brandon Segal played his 600th AHL regular-season game in Sunday night's 5-1 loss to the Binghamton Senators at Giant Center.
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Segal ranks fifth in AHL games among active AHL players.

Keith Aucoin (724), Bears centerman Jeff Taffe (622), Nolan Yonkman (619), Kris Newbury (608), Segal and Dean Arsene (597) comprise the top six. Aucoin, Yonkman and Arsene are former Bears.

In two meetings, the Hershey Bears have fired 80 shots on Binghamton Senators goalie Andrew Hammond and have one standings point to show for it.

The rookie, who made 41 saves in a shootout win over Hershey on Nov. 10, followed with 34 saves Sunday night at Giant Center in a 5-1 victory that was deceptively lopsided on the scoreboard.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

In a contest tied 1-1 entering the third period, Hammond made two big power play saves on Casey Wellman, Hershey's leading goal scorer.

After the first, Binghamton went the other way and notched a go-ahead goal from Stefane Da Costa.

“I just didn't get it up,” Wellman said. “If I had got it up higher, I think it would have been a goal. But he came over and made a good save. It wasn't a good enough shot.

“We were getting the chances. We just needed to put it in the net. After that one, we were still fine. We were trying to stay positive. He played really well, though. He really played really well. I'm not taking anything away from him.”

The second prevented Hershey from tying the contest 2-2.

“He made some great saves on the power play, for sure, but we have to bear down,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We have the guys where they're supposed to be that are goal-scorers. He made some great saves on them, but certainly we have to bear down. When you're all alone in the slot there and get that chance, we have to bear down.”

<br>

A Mark Stone goal gave Binghamton 3-1 breathing room. Andre Petersson added an empty-netter with 51.1 seconds left and Matt Puempel scored with 7.7 seconds left to make the final margin four.

Haviland lamented that Hershey got away from the style of play that enabled it to defeat Binghamton 5-2 Saturday night.

A Saturday-Sunday compare and contrast with Binghamton leading scorer Mike Hoffman highlights the difference. Hoffman was held without a point in the loss and recorded three assists in the win.

“We thought the game was going to be a little cuter than it was last night,” Haviland said. “We turned pucks over. We didn't get pucks behind them. Everything that was successful last night, we got away from tonight a little bit.

“Last night, I thought we did a great job of managing the puck and putting it into areas where they had to go the length of the ice or it gave us a chance to get it back. Tonight we seemed to be chasing it for me.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

A Shane Prince power play goal gave Binghamton a 1-0 lead in the first. Bears rookie defenseman Patrick Wey tied it 1-1 in the second with his first pro goal.

“I just don't think we were as detailed as we should have been in the neutral zone and our D-zone,” Wey said. “We were turning pucks over and not making it hard.

“It was just a bunch of little mistakes all compiled into a bad effort in the third period.”

Binghamton's four-goal third tied a Hershey season high for goals allowed in a period. The Bears, who have won consecutive games just once this season, dropped back to .500 overall (6-6-2-2, 16 points) and at home (3-3-1-2).

“It's unacceptable our record at home,” Haviland said. “We have to get better at home. We have to get points at home. Not when you're 1-1 with 20 minutes left. We have to figure out and find a way to get points in a hockey game, especially at home.

“It's time to look ourselves in the mirror here and say enough's enough. You've got to start putting three and four and five games back-to-back together here.”

Binghamton 1 0 4 - 5

Hershey 0 1 0 - 1

Winger Garrett Mitchell, an abiding presence in the Hershey Bears' lineup for three seasons, was a healthy scratch Saturday night for the first time this season.
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“Mitchy and I had a lot of talks this week about it,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought for his progress going forward here that it was the right thing to maybe have him sit out and watch.

“Sometimes it's one game or two games or whatever it may be. Sometimes guys need to take a step back to reevaluate their own game and he was a professional about it. We talked in great length about it.”

Hershey's 5-2 win over the Binghamton Senators at Giant Center was the first regular-season game Mitchell (0-2-2 in 14 games) hasn't played since March 8, 2013, against Norfolk. 

“Mitchy is a big part of this and he will be all year,” Haviland said. “I look at it as everybody does it at all different levels. It shows you the depth that we have with this team. He handled it like a professional and he worked really hard all week.

“Sometimes you make some tough choices as a staff. That was a tough choice for us, for sure, but I think it was the right timing for him.”

NOTEBOOK

The Bears recorded 40 shots against Binghamton and reached double digits in each period. “I thought it was the most complete game we've played all year for 60 minutes,” Haviland said. “It has to be that way when you're playing one of the best teams in the conference. … I thought we had energy. I thought we had emotion. We did a great job down low on them in the offensive end, cycling the puck. And we did a good job, really, eliminating their second chances in our end.”

The Bears are scheduled to host Binghamton again on Sunday. It will be their third straight home game against the B-Sens. “We've got to come back and do it again against them tomorrow,” Haviland said.

Defenseman Julien Brouillette, who scored a 5-on-3 power play goal, returned to the lineup after being sidelined for six games by injury.

The win moved Hershey above .500 overall (6-5-2-2, 16 points) and at home (3-2-1-2).

Bears winger Derek Whitmore extended his point streak to four games (1-4-5).

Bears centerman Peter LeBlanc, whose first-period goal gave Hershey a 3-0 lead and stood as the game-winner, is tied for second in the AHL in game-winning goals (three).

The Binghamton Senators' power play has been the scourge of the Eastern Conference.

Except when they play the Hershey Bears.

Sparked by a penalty kill that went 4-for-4 against the AHL's No. 2 power play, the Bears recorded a 5-2 victory Saturday night at Giant Center that ended Binghamton's seven-game winning streak.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

“I think we've done a good job on the forecheck, up the ice, and really disrupting them,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They're really good off the rush 5-on-5 and the power play. Then we got some timely saves [from goalie Philipp Grubauer] when we needed it.”

In two meetings against Hershey, Binghamton has scored just one power play goal in 11 attempts (9 percent). It has converted 16 of 62 attempts (25.8) against its other foes.

Shortly after a yeoman PK shift late in Binghamton's first power play in the first period, Hershey drew a tripping penalty on Andre Petersson. That put Hershey on its own power play and provided a momentum surge.

The Bears didn't convert on that opportunity, but they soon followed with a three-goal run in a span of 1:37 at even strength that gave them three-goal command.

Casey Wellman (11:17), Dmitry Orlov (11:47) and Peter LeBlanc (12:54) scored on three consecutive shots on B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson (35 saves).

<br>

Potent Binghamton closed within 3-2 on goals by Matt Puempel (17:30 of the second) and Mark Stone (5:52 of the third). But Hershey responded with tallies from Brandon Segal (11:13) and Julien Brouillette (5-on-3 power play at 16:49).

Segal sniped a corner from the top of the right circle to give Hershey a two-goal cushion.

“Honestly, the bench wasn't too worried,” Segal said. “We played a really solid game the whole game. Things happen quick in this game. They made it 3-2, but I felt we still carried the play. Obviously, it was nice going right out there again and scoring a goal and making it 4-2.”

The 6-2, 215-pound Segal, riding a five-game point streak (2-4-6), showcased his physicality.

“He's been playing well,” Haviland said. “It's good to see. It's good for us as a team.

“We need him to play like that every night for us to be successful. It's a good sign that maybe he's heating up a little bit for us.”

The winger crunched Darren Kramer with a second-period check in a corner that ignited a fight and drew a late boarding penalty in another corner on Michael Sdao that led to Brouillette's goal.

“I'm sure they're probably frustrated being down 3-0 and I'm sure he's trying to get a spark,” Segal said of Kramer. “But I'm not going to change my game. I'm just going to go and finish hits.

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

“That's my game, being physical in the corners and trying to create space for my linemates and protecting the puck.”

After a 2-4-2-1 start, Hershey has gone 4-1-0-1 in its last six.

“We're really putting together some solid games here,” said Bears winger Derek Whitmore, who had two assists in addition to putting in strong penalty killing work. “You've got to ride those waves as much as you can.

“I think we're just trusting in each other, trusting in our system. We know we have a good group of hockey players in here. A lot of guys can play and play well. We're starting to find some chemistry amongst the lines.”

After allowing four power plays in the first two periods, Hershey went unpenalized in the third.

“We talked about being disciplined,” Haviland said. “We wanted to play 5-on-5 against them. They're still a very dangerous team 5-on-5. They've got a lot of weapons over there, a lot of guys that can make plays.

“I like our team 5-on-5. Not that I dislike our special teams. But I think when you've got a team who's second in the league on the power play, you've got to play a disciplined game. I thought our guys did a real good job with that in the third.”

Binghamton 0 1 1 - 2

Hershey 3 0 2 - 5

Orlov has been recalled by Washington three times this season but hasn't played in a game. He is Hershey's leading scorer among defensemen (2-6-8 in eight games) and is tied for the team assist lead with fellow defenseman David Kolomatis.

In his second full pro season, Cameron Schilling has been the bedrock of the Hershey Bears' blue line so far in 2013-14.
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Amid a spate of injuries and NHL recalls, Schilling, providing a steady top-pair presence, is the only defenseman who has played in all 14 games.

“I try to always just play my type of game,” Schilling said. “I'm not going to be that guy who's going to be on the power play or getting a bunch of points. I just try to play solid defensively, try to be a constant guy night in and night out that makes simple plays and not very high risk.”

The 25-year-old, Hershey's rookie of the year in 2012-13 (7-9-16 in 70 games), has produced 0-2-2. Schilling, signed as a free agent out of Ohio's Miami University by the Washington Capitals in 2012, made his NHL debut last season. 

Taking care of the defensive zone, rather than leading a rush and looking for offense, is Schilling's evolving forte. Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel said the coaching staff has stressed to the 6-2, 182-pounder that the team's offense will naturally flow if that task is handled efficiently.

“He's found his identity,” Mougenel said. “One of his biggest assets is he skates phenomenally well. The game has changed, I'd say, in the last couple years where defensive defensemen have to be able to contain and be able to skate. That's why I think he's had a lot of consistency in his game is because he skates exceptionally well.

“I've got a lot of faith in Schills and I think it shows. He logs pretty much 24-26 minutes a night. A lot of those minutes are high-quality minutes in the fact that he's the first guy out on the PK and defensive responsibilities. He's been really, really good accepting those responsibilities.”

Schilling and the Bears face a defensive challenge this weekend in the Binghamton Senators, who are scheduled to visit Giant Center Saturday night and Sunday.

Binghamton enters the weekend riding a six-game winning streak during which it has twice scored seven goals. 

“Their power play is unbelievable,” Bears centerman Jeff Taffe said. “You've got to know that going into the games this weekend.

“It's a quick little team. They fight for the puck all over the ice.”

Binghamton's power play is ranked No. 2 in the AHL (26.2 percent). The Bears limited the B-Sens to a 1-for-7 outing in Binghamton's 5-4 shootout win at Giant Center on Nov. 10.

“First and foremost,” Schilling said, “we've got to stay out of the box and not even give their power play an opportunity.”

Simulating Binghamton's tendencies was part of this week's practice preparation.

“Against this team, the big thing is managing the puck,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “If you turn pucks over they transition. They've got skill and they make you pay.”

NOTEBOOK

Saturday night's game marks the start of a stretch of five straight home games for Hershey, which sits in fifth place in the East Division but has games in hand on the other four clubs.

Hershey has gone 1-4-2-2 (.333 points percentage) against above-.500 teams and 4-1-0-0 (.800) against teams that are .500 or below. 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A date for Hershey Bears defenseman Tomas Kundratek's knee surgery is still pending.

Kundratek suffered a torn ACL in his right knee on Nov. 10 in a game against the Binghamton Senators. Swelling must go down before surgery can be undertaken.

“Talking to Kunde, the swelling has gone down,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Wednesday. “But I think they were talking three weeks from [when it happened], because they really had to make sure it goes down.”

Three weeks from the time the injury occurred would put a surgery date in the vicinity of Dec. 1.

NOTEBOOK

Julien Brouillette and Jamie Johnson, who both have been sidelined by lower body injuries, fully participated in Wednesday practice at Giant Center. 

Chay Genoway practiced in a non-contact jersey. Haviland said the defenseman has been dealing with an upper body injury as well as illness. “I think that [non-contact designation] will be lifted after today,” Haviland said. “He had a real good practice today. We just wanted to go one more day without contact. … It was more of an upper body thing, but he did have the flu, too. It was two things at once.”

Hershey has converted just 4.3 percent of its power plays against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. “Their PK is really, really aggressive,” Haviland said. “They do a great job of three-point pressure. When one guy has the puck, they take the other two options away. It's a mentality you have to have on the power play to use the weak side of the ice and to move the puck quicker than they can get to those areas. If you hold onto it or if you think you need more support or you think you're going to make these soft plays, it's not going to happen against them. They come too aggressive at you.” The Bears went 0-for-7 in Saturday night's 3-1 loss at Mohegan Sun Arena. “Our power play has to get it done,” Haviland said. “We had chances to tie that game or to go ahead [by more] when it was 1-0. When it was 1-1, we had chances right after that to score. We have to bear down and put them back on their heels and get the momentum back. We just didn't do that. When they got their chances, they buried it. When we had ours, we didn't. It's as simple as that.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

In a season that began with a 0-2-1-0 record, the Hershey Bears are finding an increasing groove.

Hershey has gone 5-2-1-2 in its last 10 games. Coming off two mid-week wins at Charlotte, the Bears are riding momentum and confidence as they head to Mohegan Sun Arena Saturday night to play the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Casey Wellman 13-14

Casey Wellman 

Hershey Bears Photo

“We've been getting points in games and playing well,” Bears forward Casey Wellman said after Saturday's morning skate at Giant Center.

“Wilkes is a great team. It's going to be a little bit different style game. We know that. We know Wilkes is a little different style game than Charlotte. We're feeling good right now and I think we're heading in the right direction.”

Hershey outscored Charlotte a collective 13-4 in two games, moved itself above .500 (5-4-2-2, 14 points), gained a positive goal differential for the season (43-40) and launched its power play up the AHL charts (No. 17 at 16.9 percent).

A power play that dipped under 12 percent last weekend has gone 6-for-18 (33.3 percent) in the last three games.

“I think the one thing is we're competing harder,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We're retrieving pucks. We're battling to get pucks back to get that second and third chance.”

Wellman is riding a four-game point streak, and Jeff Taffe and Brandon Segal are on three-game streaks. Derek Whitmore, Nicolas Deschamps and Nathan Walker all produced points in both Charlotte games.

“We had some guys that really needed to get their game going that we've been counting on here, like starting to find the back of the net,” Haviland said. “So they're gaining confidence.

“I thought it was a really good trip. I thought we played right both games, 60-minute games. Systematically, we were really, really good. We played the right way. We were hard on pucks. We competed. We skated.”

Hershey has gone 0-2-1-0 against WBS. Both previous games at Mohegan Sun Arena were tightly contested.

Hershey's power play went 1-for-16 (6.3 percent) in the first three meetings against WBS.

“Obviously, you're not going to score every time,” Wellman said. “But as long as you can get some momentum going, get shots, get some good scoring chances, I think the team can build off that. I think that was something we were missing at the start.

“We're not pressing as much. I think we were gripping our sticks a little tight once we didn't get a few. I think we've simplified things. In Charlotte, a lot of times we didn't even get set up. We were just kind of getting things off the rush. Sometimes you need that to just kind of start the power play.”

With a regulation win, Hershey, which has a game in hand, would move within four points of WBS (9-3-0-2, 20 points). The Baby Pens are tied for first place in the East Division with the Binghamton Senators.
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Rookie defenseman Patrick Wey made his AHL debut Thursday at Charlotte.

“It was definitely special for me,” Wey said. “I know it's a huge accomplishment to be able to play in this league.”

Wey said an aunt, uncle and three cousins, who live in Charlotte, N.C., attended the game, which was won 8-1 by Hershey.

“It was pretty nice that it ended up that way,” Wey said. “I ended up getting to play a little more on the power play with Wellsie [Patrick Wellar] at the end.” 

NOTEBOOK

Bears captain Dane Byers and his wife, Ashley, had a son early Saturday morning. Haviland said Byers will be absent from the WBS game to stay with his family. “It's the right thing to do,” Haviland said.

March 1-3 last season marks the last time Hershey won three straight games.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Establishing a season high in goals for a second straight game, the Hershey Bears routed the Charlotte Checkers 8-1 Thursday night at Time Warner Cable Arena in Charlotte, N.C.
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The victory marked the first time in 2013-14 the Bears have won two straight games and also moved them above .500 (5-4-2-2, 14 points) for the first time.

It also marked Hershey's first eight-goal, regular-season game since an 8-3 win over Albany on Jan. 21, 2011.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Casey Wellman, producing Hershey's first hat trick of the season, scored three goals to pace the attack. 

One of Wellman's scores came on the power play, giving the forward power play goals in three straight games. Wellman has produced 5-2-7 in the last four games to take over the team goal-scoring lead (six).

Peter LeBlanc, who also had an assist for a three-point game, and Nathan Walker each scored two goals. Walker, who scored once on the power play, has scored three goals in the last two games.

Nicolas Deschamps, getting his first goal of the season, also scored for Hershey. Deschamps (1-1-2) and Jeff Taffe (0-2-2) had two-point games.

The Bears, who outscored Charlotte a collective 13-4 in two games, have scored 17 goals in the last three games and are riding a five-game point streak (3-0-0-2). Hershey has produced two power play goals in each of the last three games to improve to 17.1 percent.

Zach Boychuk (power play) scored Charlotte's lone goal.

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer (3-3-1) made 35 saves. Charlotte goalie John Muse (26 shots-19 saves) was replaced by Rick DiPietro after Wellman completed his hat trick with a goal at 8:57 of the third.

With Tyson Strachan recalled by the Washington Capitals, rookie defenseman Patrick Wey made his Hershey regular-season debut.

Hershey 3 1 4 - 8

Charlotte 1 0 0 - 1

After pregame meals at Giant Center, Hershey Bears equipment manager Justin Kullman typically walks past a touchstone picture hanging on a wall.
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In the photo, a short Brendan Woods, son of former Bears head coach Bob Woods, is picking up gloves after an on-ice fracas during his days as a stickboy for the club.

“He was just a normal kid like we have here now,” Kullman said. “He just comes and helps out. He would fill water bottles, whatever you needed to do. He was always there to lend an extra hand whenever he could.”

Woods, now 21, has grown to 6-3, 215 pounds, and is playing for the Charlotte Checkers. 

This week, the scion is slated to play against Hershey for the first time. The Bears are scheduled to visit Charlotte Wednesday night and Thursday night. 

“To see him now, I'm sure he's a monster,” Kullman said. “It's pretty cool, though.

“It's pretty neat for him. It's a great accomplishment. The whole family is good people, so he deserves it.”

Woods, drafted by the Carolina Hurricanes in the fifth round (129th overall) of the 2012 NHL entry draft, played two seasons at the University of Wisconsin for former Bears head coach Mike Eaves before signing a three-year, entry-level deal with Carolina in April.

The rookie forward has produced 2-0-2 in 11 games with Charlotte. Woods also fought Norfolk Admirals defenseman Norm Ezekiel on Sept. 27 during the exhibition season and Chicago Wolves forward Chris Porter on Oct. 27.
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“He's a feisty guy,” Bears trainer Dan “Beaker” Stuck said. “He plays the game well, the way it should be. I'm just totally shocked that he's playing in Charlotte and I'll be seeing him.

“To me, it's great for him, it's great for his dad. I think he's got more goals than his dad did in the American League, so that's pretty good.”

Bob Woods, who led Hershey to the 2008-09 Calder Cup, scored nine goals in 141 career AHL regular-season games. The former defenseman is currently an assistant coach with the Anaheim Ducks.

“He was one of my dehydration technicians with my son [Dustin],” Stuck said of Brendan Woods. “He filled the water bottles really good. He kept the dry towels on the bench nice. He's been around the locker room all his life. He sees what he needs to do to prepare himself for the game.

“He's a step away from going to the National Hockey League. I'm really happy for him and his dad and his family.”

Charlotte is riding a three-game losing streak. The Bears (3-4-2-2, 10 points), 1-0-0-2 in their last three, are trying to extend their point streak to four games.

“I think we're improving,” Bears forward Matt Watkins said. “We've had to take some steps, some small steps forward, and I think that's what we've done.

“I think we can eliminate a few more mistakes, clean up a few more parts of our game, and execute a little better consistently and we'll be just fine.”

Last Saturday, Watkins and the Bears recorded a shootout win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, a team he served as captain last season.

In Charlotte, Watkins will run across 2012-13 Bridgeport teammate Rick DiPietro, who is on a tryout contract with the Checkers.

The New York Islanders demoted DiPietro to Bridgeport last season despite a contract that paid him $4.5 million in 2012-13, according to capgeek.com, and bought out the remaining eight seasons of a 15-year contract in July.

“He came down with an unbelievably good attitude,” Watkins said. “I've never been part of a team where you've got kind of a big dog sent down. He came down and he worked hard on his game. He knew exactly where he stood and what he needed to do to try to get back to where he wanted to be.

“He was awesome to the guys. He treated us great. He took care of us in lots of different ways. He was a pleasure to be around.”

Watkins said DiPietro bought the team lunches and also treated them to a round of golf at the end of the season. The goalie has gone 0-2-0 with a 4.53 goals-against average and .875 save percentage so far with Charlotte.

“I haven't watched him play this year,” Watkins said. “I know he's played a few games and he's trying to get back into it.

“He does like to come out of the net, likes to play the puck a lot. But I think he's a guy you've got to get in front of and get traffic, the same as all goaltenders.”

NOTEBOOK

Defenseman Dmitry Orlov, reassigned to Hershey by the Washington Capitals on Wednesday, is in Charlotte with the team, Bears broadcaster Scott Stuccio reported.

Wednesday night's game will be Hershey's first game at Charlotte since Jan. 12, 2012, when the Bears recorded a 4-3 win.

Charlotte is winless at home (0-4-0-0).

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears defenseman Tomas Kundratek, injured in Sunday's game against the Binghamton Senators at Giant Center, has been diagnosed with an ACL tear in his right knee that will require surgery.

The injury obviously carries the potential of sidelining Kundratek for the rest of 2013-14, but there are hopes he could make it back before the end of the season.

“I have to get the swelling down,” Kundratek said Tuesday. “In probably two or three weeks, I'll get the surgery on it.

“Every person is different. Every tear is different. I have no idea how long it is going to be. It could be three months to the end of the season.”

Kundratek, selected to represent the Bears in last season's AHL All-Star Classic, has produced 1-0-1 in seven games.

“It's a tough blow, obviously, for him and his career right now and this team,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I know he struggled a little bit, but he also brings an element that you can certainly use, especially with Orly [Dmitry Orlov] up.

“I'm optimistic. I think certain guys heal better. I've seen it. I've seen guys come and heal quicker than other guys do. Now if the swelling goes down and he can get in and do what he needs to do quicker, that would be great. The swelling is there, so they can't go in right now and look at it and do what they need to do. If that goes down quick, it pushes some progress up.”

Kundratek suffered the injury late in the second period against Binghamton. The ACL tear was formally diagnosed on Monday.

“I actually didn't think it was going to be that bad,” Kundratek said. “It didn't hurt as much.

“I wasn't happy about it. That's just hockey.”

Orlov and Nate Schmidt currently are on recall to the Washington Capitals. Now Hershey also is without Kundratek (and Julien Brouillette remains sidelined day to day).

“Probably a lot of that is three of your power play guys that you were probably projecting on the back end, the quarterback stuff,” Haviland said. “It gives opportunity. Connor Carrick and now [Cameron] Schilling have maybe got to take on some of that, plus [David] Kolomatis and when Bru gets healthy.

“I think the good thing about it is, as much as we talked about the numbers and the depth and all that, I'm kind of thanking our lucky stars that we actually have it right now. I don't think we should be missing a beat. Obviously, you don't have some pretty good players in your lineup, but we've got some pretty good players that sat out. That's the great thing about having the depth that we have here.”

In the wake of Kundratek's injury, Hershey recalled Patrick Wey from Reading (ECHL), where he produced 0-3-3 in eight games, on Monday. Rookie Wey has a right shot like Kundratek.

“He was one of the last guys cut here,” Haviland said. “When you're a last cut, you've got to at least give the guy a chance right away to come back and play.

“I think he can help us in the PK. He plays a safe game. He's not a flashy guy, but he's a guy who plays the right way. I liked him in camp. I liked him in NHL camp and I liked him here. We had too many guys right away to start.”

Kundratek, 23, said this will mark the first time he has to undergo surgery.

“You have to be positive with this injury,” Kundratek said.

Said Haviland: “We had a good chat this morning, him and I, about being part of the team and being around here. I want him here. I want him working out. I want him doing what he needs to do to stay, because you never know.”

Hershey Bears defenseman Tomas Kundratek appeared to injure his right leg with 4:00 left in the second period of Sunday night's 5-4 shootout loss to the Binghamton Senators at Giant Center.

Tomas Kundratek 12-13

Tomas Kundratek

HERSHEY BEARS

Kundratek, who collided with Binghamton's Buddy Robinson, exited and didn't return.

“He's going to get looked at again tomorrow,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said, “reevaluated again tomorrow by our doctors. That's all I've heard.”

The Bears played the rest of the game with five defensemen.

“You lose a D halfway through the game and battle back and get a point,” Haviland said. “Those five guys, you've got to take your hat off to them. They battled hard back there for us tonight.”

NOTEBOOK

The game was Hershey's third straight shootout. The Bears have gone 1-2 in shootouts. “I'm kind of an old school guy,” Haviland. “I'd rather just have the tie and each team get a point. I know they want more points and they want excitement in the game.”

As in Saturday night's Bridgeport game, there was an issue with nets coming loose. The use of smaller nets, reduced in depth from 44 inches to 40, was implemented this season. “I haven't really looked into that, to be honest with you,” Haviland said. “I've seen them come off in other rinks, too. They came off in Wilkes-Barre pretty quick. I don't know. I don't really look into that too much.” 

Bears captain Dane Byers extended his point streak to six games with an assist. Brandon Segal assisted on a Jeff Taffe power play goal for his first Hershey point.

Hershey's 23 shots in the first period and 45 shots in all established season highs.

Hershey went 2-for-7 on the power play, marking the first time this season it recorded two power play goals in one game.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears winger John Mitchell was a healthy scratch the first 10 games of the 2013-14 season.

Making his Hershey regular-season debut Sunday night at Giant Center, Mitchell seemingly packed 11 games of action into one in the Bears' 5-4 shootout loss to the Binghamton Senators.

The 6-5, 216-pounder was a penalty-killing whirlwind and scored a game-tying, short-handed goal that allowed Hershey to reap a point in a game it twice trailed by two goals.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Mitchell also was the recipient of a wicked, two-handed slash by Binghamton defenseman Chris Wideman that was a key swing point in the contest.

“Pretty vicious play,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I haven't seen that in a long time. I haven't seen somebody baseball swing somebody like that in a long time.

“That was intent. He knew what he was doing. But the league will deal with that.”

Late in the second, a Mitchell hit on Wideman that would draw an elbowing call set off the defenseman, who chased Mitchell up ice behind the play and delivered a whack that earned him a match penalty and set off an on-ice fracas with 6.3 seconds remaining. Wideman faces the possibility of a suspension along with the match penalty.

“I've never seen that happen in my life,” Bears winger Josh Brittain said. “It was kind of uncalled for. We definitely stayed composed. In situations like that, we need to do that. At the same time, I think it really sparked our guys to respond and we did.”

<br>

Hershey quickly cashed in with a Jeff Taffe power play goal with 1.9 seconds left to draw the Bears within 3-2. However, the Bears failed to convert the 4:53 left on the major in the third and instead fell behind 4-2 on Buddy Robinson's short-handed goal at 4:22.

Hershey rallied to tie it 4-4 on a Casey Wellman power play goal (7:39) and Mitchell's short-hander (16:12). Binghamton won the shootout 2-1.

“He's a great penalty killer,” Haviland said of Mitchell. “I knew that having him last year [in Norfolk]. He's got a great stick.

“Sometimes in life when a door opens up, you've got to kick it in. And he kicked it in tonight, for sure, and he walked through it. He got an opportunity to go in and he definitely made a mark for himself.”

Mitchell said he understood his non-playing plight on a deep roster.

“It's something to be expected,” Mitchell said. “It creates good competition in everybody. Everyone has to bring your game every single night. If you don't, you know the possibility of being scratched the next game is always there.

“But it was really exciting. Coming here, we have a real great team, a lot of depth and good coaching. The fans, too, and the atmosphere. This arena makes it real exciting to play in. I haven't had that since college [at Wisconsin].”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

Binghamton was led by Jean-Gabriel Pageau, who scored a first-period goal, added a power play goal in the second and assisted on Robinson's tally. Binghamton also got a goal from Darren Kramer.

The B-Sens overcame a 45-26 Hershey shot advantage with the goaltending of Andrew Hammond (41 saves) and a strong effort at denying second-chance opportunities.

“We battled back twice,” Haviland said. “It showed some character, showed some passion, fire, emotion. Everything we've been talking about that we want to see from this team.

“I was proud of them. We got three out of four points this weekend. Certainly, I thought we played a good enough game to win the hockey game.”

Brittain, who made his Hershey regular-season debut in Saturday night's shootout win over Bridgeport, scored his first goal to give Hershey a 1-0 lead at 6:18 of the first.

“It was nice to get that out of the way, get that under my belt and get things going,” Brittain said. “More importantly, just a great effort all weekend. We showed a lot of character and resiliency. We're doing a lot of the right things, playing the right way.

“Having some new guys in the lineup tonight, we brought a different dynamic and some toughness and we really put them on their heels.”

Binghamton 1 2 1 0 - 5

Hershey 1 1 2 0 - 4

Ashley Byers is due to deliver a baby boy any day now.

Her husband, Dane Byers, has been delivering all season for the Hershey Bears.

Stretching his point streak to five games, Hershey's captain spearheaded and bookended a 3-2 shootout win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night at Giant Center.

Byers scored the game's first goal 18 seconds into the contest and produced the decisive tally in a shootout Hershey won 6-5.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

“I just want to be a leader,” Byers said. “Whether the points come or not, just play my game. That's just getting the pucks in and being really simple.

“I'm playing with some good players right now and they're going in. I wish I had an answer, but it's nice.”

Byers has produced 4-1-5 in 10 games and leads the Bears in goals. He redirected a Tyson Strachan right point shot past Sound Tigers goalie Anders Nilsson for the quick 1-0 lead.

“I think he's playing with a lot of confidence,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He's scored a couple goals. He's had some huge hits. He's fought. I think he's pretty comfortable on and off the ice. I think he's having a baby any day now, and I think he's kind of in a great spot in his life.

“He's a power forward who's got a good touch. He's definitely leading us by example, even through some tough times here. I think he's been our most consistent guy up front.”

<br>

Against Bridgeport, the Bears made it harder on themselves with a power play that went 1-for-9 and failed to convert 5-on-3 opportunities lasting 1:12, :43 and 1:11.

However, the one power play score, a Ryan Stoa goal at 2:56 of the third, gave Hershey a 2-0 lead. The power play is at an anemic 11.9 percent for the season.

“We've been squeezing the sticks a little bit on the power play,” Stoa said. “We want to put the puck in the net and everybody wants to capitalize on their chances, but for whatever reason they're not going in. But we definitely got some chances and a bit of momentum.”

The Bears, who have had trouble maintaining leads this season, allowed Bridgeport to tie on a power play goal by Joe Diamond at 4:13 and a late goal by Ryan Strome at 17:01.

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

Hershey also lost a two-tally edge in a 10-round shootout in which the teams readily exchanged scores on Nilsson and Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer. The Bears ultimately prevailed to win the first game of a weekend for the first time this season.

“We've got to find ways to win,” Haviland said. “That's the big thing now. That's maybe what turns us here is the long shootout.

“It's a big confidence booster, I think, for this group. And we needed it. We needed to start the weekend right. You've got to come back again and do it again tomorrow night against a good Binghamton team.”

The Bears (3-4-2-1, nine points) will be looking to win two in a row for the first time in 2013-14 when the Binghamton Senators visit Giant Center on Sunday.

“Obviously, it's a process right now,” Byers said. “It's been tough, for whatever reason, getting points. I think tonight was a step in the right direction. Hopefully, we can build on this for tomorrow night and just continue building.”

Bridgeport 0 0 2 0 - 2

Hershey 1 0 1 0 - 3

Josh Brittain made a quick impact with the Hershey Bears, scoring a goal in the club's Sept. 27 exhibition opener against the Utica Comets at Giant Center.

In a bad break for the forward, just joining a new organization after signing as a free agent, he also suffered a broken and displaced bone in his left hand in the same game courtesy of a Utica slash.

“I was just battling in the corner,” Brittain recalled on Friday. “It's kind of just standard preseason stuff. Guys are all riled up and trying to make an impact. Unfortunately, I was just on the wrong end of it.

“There wasn't too much of a negative feedback from me when it happened. I think really it was more so how could I turn this into a positive and an opportunity to get better even though I'm still hurt.”

The injury, which didn't require surgery, sidelined Brittain, who produced 11-8-19 in 43 games for the Norfolk Admirals in 2012-13, for Hershey's first nine games.

The 6-5, 230-pounder was cleared to return to the lineup this week and may be poised to make his Hershey regular-season debut this weekend.

“Injuries are hard to deal with on any occasion,” Brittain said. “I know that being in a new organization, it's tough to have this happen off the start.

“But there's always an opportunity for people to see your greatness. I feel that I've been doing all the things that I need to do off the ice, taking an initiative and trying to be as involved in the team as I can be and really being a part of everything.”

The Bears are scheduled to host the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night and the Binghamton Senators Sunday at Giant Center.

Hershey has gotten off to an unexpected sub-.500 start (2-4-2-1, seven points), but six of its games have been against teams (Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Norfolk and Hartford) that have combined for a .729 points percentage early in the season.

“I don't look at it of who we're playing,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I look at it more of where we're at. I do believe our record could be better, for sure. But you make those breaks and you make those things happen from hard work. And that's what we're trying to preach.”

Bridgeport and Binghamton have combined for a .500 points percentage.

“It doesn't matter who we play at this level,” Haviland said. “Anybody can beat anybody with the parity in the league.

“You look at the board, obviously not the start that we wanted. But we're still not far behind.”

Brittain, 23, said the injury didn't affect his ability to skate and maintain game conditioning during rehabilitation. 

“I'm ready to get things going,” he said. “This is just an unfortunate incident that happened in preseason. I've been trying to do all the right things off the ice, watching the guys and seeing how I can fit into the dynamic on this team.”

NOTEBOOK

Julien Brouillette and Matt Watkins both practiced in non-contact jerseys Friday and remain listed as day to day, Haviland said.

The ECHL's Bakersfield Condors, coached by former Bears assistant coach Troy Mann, signed former WBS goalie Andy Chiodo.

The host St. John's IceCaps announced that the remaining tickets for the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic are scheduled to go on sale to the public on Nov. 14. Tickets can be purchased online at www.mileonecentre.com. 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears forward Josh Brittain, sidelined by a left arm injury suffered during the exhibition season, has been cleared to return to the lineup.

Brittain fully participated in practice Thursday at Giant Center and might be poised to make his 2013-14 regular-season debut this weekend.

There aren't plans to first send Brittain to Reading (ECHL) for conditioning games before he suits up for the Bears. Hershey ranks No. 22 in the AHL in average goals per game (2.56).

“You've got to look at the results we have right now, so maybe a new face, a new something in the lineup,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He's a big guy that gets around pretty well. We're still talking about the lineup, obviously, for Saturday. But, certainly, we may have to give him a chance.”

Hershey reassigned forward Tyler Ruegsegger to Reading on Tuesday.

“We talked as a staff that maybe it was a good time for him just to go down and get a little bit more confidence, more touches with the puck, and play a little bit more minutes than what he is up here right now,” Haviland said.

“I don't see it a long-term thing at all. I think it's going to be a short term. We really like him. We like his energy. We like what he brings to this team, to the room, on and off the ice.”

The Bears have played nine games, but defenseman Patrick Wellar has played one game and forward John Mitchell none.

“He's one guy that probably hasn't gotten a chance yet to get in there and show us what he can do,” Haviland said of Mitchell. “Could be time for him, too, to get a chance.”

NOTEBOOK

Winger Matt Watkins and defenseman Julien Brouillette, who both suffered lower body injuries last weekend, remain listed as day to day, Haviland said. Watkins practiced in a non-contact jersey and Brouillette skated after practice.

Bears centerman Jeff Taffe revealed on the “Old Barn Hockey Show” on Monday that he is related to Wayne Gretzky by marriage. Taffe's mother-in-law, Jeanette Brown, is the sister of Gretzky's wife, Janet Jones. Gretzky, of course, is the leading scorer in NHL history. “I'm going to say nobody is [going to catch him],” Taffe said, “especially not me.” Here is a link to listen to the interview at 1460theticket.com.

Lines:

Byers-Johnson-Taffe

Whitmore-Syner-G. Mitchell

Brittain-LeBlanc-Walker

Deschamps-Stoa-Rechlicz

J. Mitchell-Wellman-Segal

Watkins

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Genoway-Carrick

Wellar-Kolomatis

rotation-Kundratek

Dmitry Orlov’s most-recent stay with the Hershey Bears lasted all of one day.

The defenseman, who leads the AHL club in points with eight, was recalled by the NHL’s Washington Capitals, the team announced Monday morning.

Orlov had a goal and an assist in Sunday’s 4-3 shootout loss to the Norfolk Admirals after being reassigned to Hershey earlier in the day.

The 22-year-old defender started the season with the Bears but was recalled by the Caps on Oct. 30. He did not play for Washington during his first NHL stretch this season. Orlov has two goals and six assists in five AHL games for Hershey.

The Capitals face the New York Islanders at Verizon Center on Tuesday night. The Bears are idle until Saturday night, when the Bridgeport Sound Tigers visit Giant Center.

Lake Erie Monsters rebound to dump Oklahoma City Barons, 5-3 By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters are the embodiment of resilience.

One night after being handled by the Oklahoma City Barons, the Monsters administered payback in the form of a 5-3 victory Friday at The Q. Forward Garrett Meurs scored the game-winner at 14:42 of the third period.

The Monsters (9-7-0-1) snapped a two-game losing streak. They have not dropped three in a row this season and are 6-2 in games after a loss.

Thursday's defeat had additional pain attached to it. The Barons rolled, 6-1, at The Q in a game that featured a combined 118 penalty minutes. Lake Erie set franchise records for penalty minutes in a period (52, third) and game (64).

The instant rematch, which unfolded in front of 8,770, figured to come with plenty of hard contact -- and it did. The teams combined for 70 penalty minutes. But the Monsters made sure not to let machismo interfere too much with offensive and defensive execution.

"After what happened Thursday, we needed to come back strong,'' Meurs said. "It shows how much character we have on this team. We keep battling all the time.''

Meurs received the puck from Joey Hishon, carried it in and went top-shelf with a backhander to beat goalie Laurent Brossoit for his second in 13 games. Andrew Agozzino's empty-netter on the power play at 19:58 accounted for the final margin.

"Garrett has been getting better each game,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said of the 20-year-old Canadian. "He's got great speed. He can be dangerous with the puck.''

The Monsters opened the scoring at 4:53 of the first period when Agozzino sliced across the top of the crease and chipped the puck past Brossoit. Agozzino converted a nifty feed from Bryan Lerg on the power play.

Lake Erie made it 2-0 at 10:19 of the first on Stefan Elliott's shot from the high slot in a 4-on-4 situation. Each team was down a man because of unsportsmanlike conducts assessed to Lake Erie's Daniel Maggio and Oklahoma City's Erick Lizon. The two would be heard from again.

Another pair of tough customers, Oklahoma City's Ben Eager and Lake Erie's Guillaume Desbiens, tangled late in the first. Desbiens quickly dropped NHL veteran Eager, who didn't take it well and continued flailing after the linesmen had come in to broker peace. Eager received two minutes for roughing, five for fighting and 10 for continuing the altercation. Desbiens got five and 10.

Eager has played seven games for the Edmonton Oilers this season. In 2006-2007, Eager amassed 233 penalty minutes in 63 games for the Philadelphia Flyers and 21 in three games for the AHL's Philadelphia Phantoms.

Early in the second, Lizon elbowed Maggio behind the play. The Monsters were unable to make their anger at Lizon translate to a power-play goal.

The Barons (8-9-0-2) scored twice in a span of 1:17 midway through the second quarter -- Anton Lander on the power play at 9:41 and defenseman Brad Hunt at even strength at 10:58. Hunt's snap shot came off a set piece out of an official timeout.

Late in the second period, the Monsters' trio of Meurs, Hishon and Mitchell Heard created a counterattack. Meurs dished to Hishon, who found the back of the cage for his third in nine games. 

The highly skilled Hishon, author of a three-point night, was the Colorado Avalanche's first-round pick (17th overall) in 2010. He did not play in 2011-2012 because of injury and appeared in just nine games for the Monsters last season.

Oklahoma City made it 3-3 at 8:20 of the third when Lander beat goalie Sami Aittokallio. Lander also had two goals Thursday.

"I didn't like our second period,'' Chynoweth said. "We made too many careless turnovers. I told the guys between periods that we couldn't keep playing that way and expect to win. They responded.''
Lake Erie Monsters lose to Hamilton Bulldogs, 3-2, in shootout
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth, from the no-nonsense old school, is not one for moral victories. He made an exception Saturday night.

Chynoweth had nothing but compliments for his club after a 3-2 shootout loss to the Hamilton Bulldogs at The Q.

Lake Erie (8-6-0-1) had won three in a row. Hamilton (6-7-0-3) snapped a six-game slide.

The Monsters played their third game in three nights. They defeated Toronto at home on Thursday and Hamilton on the road Friday. They narrowly missed an eight-point week; it began Monday with a shootout victory at Rochester.

"I was very pleased with the way we played,'' Chynoweth said. "To play three in three nights, and to play as hard as we did, is good to see. We were resilient, we kept fighting back. We just couldn't get that extra one.''

Hamilton owned the only successful attempt in the shootout. It came when Gabriel Dumont beat Calvin Pickard in round three. Lake Erie's five attempts were stopped by Dustin Tokarski or went wide.

Tokarski made 25 saves in regulation and three in overtime. Pickard had 28 in regulation and five in OT.

"Both goalies were good,'' Chynoweth said. "Each needed to make huge saves at different times.''

Tokarski and Pickard helped their respective clubs provide high-entertainment value for the crowd of 7,805.

"It was a playoff-type atmosphere,'' Chynoweth said. "Tough hockey -- around the crease, around the boards, everywhere. There was a lot of body contact, and I was proud of the way our guys responded. This was a real test.''

Trailing, 2-1, early in the third, the Monsters created traffic in front of the Hamilton cage. As bodies piled up in the crease, referee Nic Leduc ruled that a Bulldog skater had closed his glove on the puck, giving Lake Erie a penalty shot. Tokarski walled off his left pipe to deny winger Bryan Lerg.

Lake Erie winger J.T. Wyman picked up Lerg at 5:30. The Bulldogs were on the power play when they got too cute with the puck in the neutral zone. Wyman pounced, zoomed in on Tokarski and lit the lamp for the second time in two nights.

The Monsters staved off a Colin Smith tripping penalty early in the five-minute, 4-on-4 overtime. Hamilton created plenty of looks on the power play, to no avail. Hamilton also committed a penalty in OT, but it began with 4.6 seconds left.

Hamilton took a 1-0 lead in the first. At 5:38, Monsters center Brad Malone was whistled for cross-checking. The Bulldogs capitalized with four seconds remaining on the power play, defenseman Nathan Beaulieu cleaning up the mess.

At that point, the Bulldogs were 1-for-1 with the man-advantage. In their previous five games, they were 1-for-23.

The Monsters had squandered several quality chances early in the period. They finished with a 13-11 advantage in shots.

Lake Erie tied the score, 1-1, at 7:56 of the second. Defenseman Mikael Tam made a pass to center Mark Olver, who dropped off the puck for winger Garrett Meurs in the right circle. Meurs sent a laser past Tokarski for his first career pro goal.

Hamilton regained the lead at 14:27. During a delayed-penalty situation, the Bulldogs pulled Tokarski to create a 6-on-5. Winger Louis Leblanc beat Pickard with a snap shot for his sixth.
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The way the Monsters pressured Oklahoma City in the first period Thursday night, a lopsided outcome seemed possible.

Lopsided, it was. But the Barons ended up being the ones inflicting the pain.

The Barons scored three times early in the third period en route to a 6-1 victory at The Q. They finished with three power-play goals. Another goal came four seconds after a Lake Erie penalty expired.

The Monsters (8-7-0-1) had a four-game point streak snapped.

Pushing, shoving, swinging and jawing occurred throughout the contest. The nastiness reached a crescendo with 9.9 seconds left, prompting a lengthy delay. Oklahoma City finished with 16 infractions for 54 minutes; Lake Erie, 17 for 64.

"Two teams, lots of penalties, one team with a five-goal lead,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said of the late fireworks. "Our guys wanted to have a little pushback. Obviously, they did, too.''

Stay tuned. The teams meet again Friday night at The Q.

"They have some tough guys on their team, and we know we play them (Friday),'' said defenseman Daniel Maggio, one of the Monsters' toughest guys. "We wanted to send them a little message. We're not happy with the way it ended up, score-wise, but I'm pretty proud of the guys for how we stuck up for each other.''

Maggio returned from injury to make his season's debut. As expected, it came with thunder. Maggio drilled Barons winger Erick Lizon with a right to the face at 7:46 of the third.

"He came up to me and was like, 'Let's go, let's go,''' Maggio said. "He was muttering something. And I just dropped the gloves.''

Thursday night's game began to get away from the Monsters in the final minute of the second period. They trailed, 2-1, when defenseman Karl Stollery was spotted holding the stick. During the delayed penalty, defenseman Markus Lauridsen was called for interference along the right boards. It gave the Barons a rare full 5-on-3.

Oklahoma City did nothing with the first 59 seconds of the two-man advantage, giving the Monsters a degree of momentum heading to intermission. But the Barons capitalized on a fresh sheet to score at :33 of the third. They made it 4-1 four seconds after the 5-on-4 expired. Center Anton Lander scored both goals from the left circle.

The Barons essentially removed any doubt with Travis Ewanyk's goal at 3:22. Chynoweth hooked goalie Calvin Pickard for Sami Aittokallio. Oklahoma City capped the scoring with a power-play tally at 10:29.

Any time there are so many penalties, officiating can become a subplot. Where the Monsters were concerned, it was even more in the spotlight because two potential goals were lost to whistle/wave-off.

Chynoweth said he was not frustrated with the officiating.

"(The Barons) capitalized on their opportunities and we didn't,'' Chynoweth said.

The Barons took a 1-0 lead at 3:09 of the second. Ewanyk received a cross-ice pass from defenseman Denis Grebeshkov and went to work along the left boards. Ewanyk avoided being hip-checked into the boards, cut toward the cage and flipped a backhander past Pickard.

Three minutes later, the Monsters tied it on the power play. Colin Smith punched in a shot from the left doorstep off a feed from Bryan Lerg.

At 7:57, the Barons pulled ahead for good when defenseman Taylor Fedun scored on the power play.

The Monsters controlled the first period, out-shooting the Barons, 18-6. Both teams struggled with timing on their one-timers.

"We had a great first period,'' Chynoweth said. "We were dominating. But I was worried when we didn't capitalize on our chances.''
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Ian Clark's Monarchs Notebook: Berube makes most of his shot
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 Manchester Monarchs goalie Jean-Francois Berube makes a save in front of teammate Andy Andreoff and Springfield's Sean Collins during the first period Friday at Verizon Wireless Arena in Manchester. Manchester won, 4-3. (Mark Bolton/Union Leader) 
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Red-hot Monarchs top Wolf Pack on the road

MANCHESTER -- Manchester Monarchs rookie goalie Jean-Francois Berube sat in front of his locker, an ice bag secured to the back of his neck. It was a tough night at the office, but Berube was all smiles because it was also another win.

Berube made 31 saves and held the fort while the Monarchs came back from a 3-1 hole to earn a 4-3 overtime win over Springfield Friday night. Berube got a little banged up when he was run into by a Falcons player and hit his neck on the goalpost, but he was fine.

And Berube's play itself has been much more than fine.

Starting goalie Martin Jones was called up to Los Angeles in the middle of November and will be there for a while as Jonathan Quick mends from a groin injury and Ben Scrivens mans the L.A. cage.

Berube had started just one game and was 0-1-0 before being thrust into the starting spotlight. He has since started seven consecutive games, going 5-1-1 and helping keep the Monarchs on top of the Atlantic Division at 14-3-4 despite being without scoring threats Linden Vey, Tyler Toffoli and Tanner Pearson (all in L.A.).

"J.F. has given us a chance," Monarchs head coach Mark Morris said. "He's really come to play. He had to endure a lot of time watching games from the bench and he's responded. I give him a lot of credit for keeping his focus and keeping us on the winning track. He's been a big reason, since we've lost the four players to the Kings, that we're still able to hang in there and get points."

For Berube, patience has paid off. Prior to this season, Berube had been the starter for the Kings' ECHL affiliate in Ontario, Calif. Through emergency call-ups for injuries or other factors, Berube played in three games with Manchester in 2009-10 and then two more last season.

"It's not worth losing energy to wonder why you're not playing," Berube said. "I'm just working hard. Hockey is all about opportunities and injuries. When you have the chance to play, you have to prove what kind of player you are. Right now, I'm getting the chance. I've been waiting and when you wait, good things happen. It's all about patience and it's fun to have the ball right now."

Berube is a 6-foot-1, 22-year-old native of Repentigny, Quebec, and was the Kings' fourth-round pick in 2009 (95th overall). He has quickly earned the trust of the players in front of him.

"Any time you're on the ice and you have that trust that the goalie is going to make the first save and put the rebounds in the right position, that's huge," said Monarchs captain and defensive veteran Andrew Campbell. "It allows you to focus on your game and play the way you have to and not worry about doing other people's jobs. We talk about stepping up when people are out of the lineup and filling the void and taking on extra responsibility and he's done a tremendous job with that."

The Kings organization has a strong goaltending backbone thanks to goalie coach Bill Ranford and goalie development consultant Kim Dillabaugh. Whether in town to coach face to face or through video review, goalies in Manchester have constant feedback.

"I think we're really lucky here having Billy and Kim in the system. It's huge," Berube said. "They stay in touch and makes sure our game stays clean. Even though they are not here all the time, they watch the games on video and they can call us with things to work on for the upcoming week."

It's hard to argue with the results as Manchester has developed NHL goalies like Quick and Jonathan Bernier (now with Toronto) over the past few seasons, and Jones has established himself as a top-level AHL goalie who is on target to become an NHL regular.

Quick will most likely return to the Kings' net this month and that will send Jones back to Manchester. L.A. will want Jones, who has not seen the ice during his call-up, to play. But during the stretch run of the AHL season, Morris will be able to call on Berube with no hesitation.

And for now, the Manchester net is all Berube's.

"It couldn't be a better scenario for me right now. It's good to have the net (to myself)," Berube said. "The guys have been playing well and it makes my job so much easier. We're not giving too many chances each game and I have to make sure I stay sharp when those chances come. It's going pretty good right now."

Ian Clark covers pro hockey for the New Hampshire Union Leader and Sunday News. His email address is iclark@unionleader.com.

Lain's offensive breakthrough, Pelletier's OT heroics lead Comets past Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 30, 2013 11:00 PM 

Updated: November 30, 2013 11:35 PM     

The early portion of Saturday's clash between the Abbotsford Heat and Utica Comets was defined by players snapping lengthy scoring droughts.

But when it came down to crunch time, it was the two teams' offensive leaders, Ben Street and Pascal Pelletier, taking over the game.

Street had goal and an assist, both of the highlight-reel variety, in the third period to help the Heat erase a pair of one-goal deficits and force overtime.

But in the extra session it was Comets top scorer Pelletier ending matters – he ripped a one-timer off a slick feed from Colin Stuart past Heat goalie Joey MacDonald to give his team a 4-3 win and a sweep of the weekend set at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

It marked the second straight night the Heat suffered a loss after building a decisive edge in the shots-on-goal department. They fell 3-2 in regulation on Friday after out-shooting the Vancouver Canucks affiliate 37-17, and they had a 36-27 advantage on Saturday.

"I thought we had a hard time attaching ourself emotionally to this game," Heat head coach Troy Ward said. "But in general, I had no complaints. Our structure was good, and we had almost 40 shots again, with brand new team in a lot of ways – a lot of different parts moving in and moving out. To play that well both games (and lose) . . . that's hockey."

The Heat's first two goals on Saturday came from Turner Elson and Josh Jooris, who snapped scoring droughts of 10 and 20 games, respectively. Elson opened the scoring at 10:37 of the first, whacking a rebound past Comets goalie Joe Cannata.

Jooris hadn't bulged the twine since the Heat's season opener on Oct. 4, but he got the monkey off his back in aesthetically pleasing fashion at 3:51 of the third. Michael Ferland got the play started, steaming through the neutral zone and finding Street on the right wing. Street whipped a cross-ice pass that found Jooris to Cannata's right, and he roofed a one-timer before the Utica goalie could get across.

"If anybody needed a goal on our team, it was probably Josh Jooris in a lot of ways," said Ward, who has had to move the rookie winger up the depth chart as the club weathers a rash of injuries and recalls. "I think his compete has been way higher of late, and he's got a bit of mojo playing with Ben Street."

In between Elson and Jooris's slump-busting tallies, the Comets responded with a pair of goals from an unlikely source of their own – defensive-minded rookie centre Kellan Lain, who notched his first two goals as a pro after going scoreless in the first 32 games of his AHL career.

The towering (6'6", 222 pounds) forward got his milestone marker late in the first, as Yannick Weber's point shot through a crowd hit him on its way to the back of the net.

For an encore, Lain gave the Comets their first lead of the night at 16:24 of the second, knocking in a rebound off Alex Biega's initial shot.

"It's definitely exciting," said Lain, who signed with the Canucks last spring after three years at Lake Superior State University. "I've been working hard for it, and I had a lot of chances the first 20 or so games. But you just can't get down on yourself – you've got to keep going, and I got some good bounces."

Less than three minutes after Jooris's goal drew the Heat level at 2-2, Stuart restored Utica's lead, walking out of the corner and backhanding a shot over MacDonald.

Street knotted it up once again on a Heat power play, racing down the left wing on the rush and beating Cannata cleanly with a slap shot from the circle.

"We hadn't had a whole lot of success setting up (in the offensive zone), so I figured I'd try and score off the rush," he said. "I'd been seeing short side a little bit this weekend on him, and just went back to the well."

Pelletier, who had an assist on Stuart's third-period goal, was the finisher in OT.

"I went down the middle and tried to hold on to it as much as I could to see what was going to happen," recounted Pelletier, who leads the Comets with 15 points in 14 games. "Stuart was flying on the wall, and I passed it to him behind their D and he passed it back to me for a one-timer tap-in.”

The Heat (17-6-2, 35 points) still lead the AHL in points, though their points percentage is now fourth-best in the league after losing two to Utica. The Comets (6-11-2, 14 points) have moved from last overall to 29th out of 30.

"We're playing really good hockey right now," Lain said, alluding to the fact that Utica has won six of its last nine games.

"We were off to a tough start at the beginning of the year – a lot of new guys coming in and out, and we had to find good chemistry within ourselves. We've just got to keep focusing on the little things and keep going."

ICE CHIPS:

• Heat defenceman Drew MacKenzie took a puck to the throat after sliding to block a shot in the third period. He skated off on his own power, but did not return. Ward had no official update on his status post-game.

• The Heat got centre Markus Granlund back in the lineup Saturday after he missed the previous game due to illness. The Finnish rookie picked up an assist on Street's goal.

• Saturday's attendance was 4,984.

• The Heat are back in action on home ice next weekend, when they host the San Antonio Rampage in a Friday-Saturday set (7 p.m. both nights, AESC).

Heat comeback falls short vs. Canucks affiliate

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 30, 2013 1:00 AM 
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Even on a night when their puck luck could hardly have been any worse, there was no quit in the Abbotsford Heat.

The Heat's trademark as they've climbed to first place overall in the AHL has been their resilience – coming into Friday's tilt with the Utica Comets, they actually had a winning record (4-3) when trailing after two periods.

The hosts found themselves in precisely that position, as the Vancouver Canucks' affiliate led 2-0 after 40 minutes and extended their cushion to 3-0 on Darren Archibald's power-play goal.

The Heat mounted a rally with less than six minutes remaining, though, as Michael Ferland and Greg Nemisz scored man-advantage markers 44 seconds apart.

But that was as close as they got, despite a 37-17 edge in shots on goal for the game. Comets backup goalie Joe Cannata picked up his first victory of the season as Utica (which was last overall in the AHL coming in) won 3-2 in front of 4,260 fans at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

"It's the hallmark of this team so far, that it's never say die," Heat captain Dean Arsene said. "It's been fun to be a part of some of those, and we just came up short tonight.

"When we got that second one, I think everyone on the bench was really believing, thinking we were going to come back. We started pressuring them, creating some opportunities, just couldn't get that third one."

The Heat may have had the shots-on-goal edge, but Arsene and head coach Troy Ward both lamented post-game that too many of those shots came from the perimeter during the first two periods. Abbotsford drove harder to the net in the final frame, and it was no coincidence that they were finally rewarded with a couple of goals.

The Comets, meanwhile, exhibited a proficiency with bank shots that evoked San Antonio Spurs basketball star Tim Duncan.

Two of Utica's three goals ricocheted in off Heat players. Cal O'Reilly opened the scoring when his centering feed took a 90-degree turn off Ben Street and slid into the far side of the cage, stunning Heat goalie Joni Ortio.

Archibald's third-period tally was a pinball job – Yannick Weber's point shot bounced off him in front and then off Arsene's shin pad on its way in.

"Orts deserved better than what he got tonight," Arsene noted. "The third one, I think I was the third person it hit there. It was such a quick bang-bang play, there was nothing I could do. It just went off midway up my shin pad.

"It's frustrating."

Between O'Reilly and Archibald's bank shots, Pascal Pelletier found a loose puck that Ortio thought he covered with his glove but had trickled out, and tapped it in at 7:36 of the second period.

The Heat rally began in the waning minutes with Ferland beating Cannata with a wrist shot from the top of the right circle. Nemisz trimmed the deficit to one shortly thereafter, jamming the puck home on a goalmouth scramble.

But Cannata kept them at bay from that point, and afterward, the Comets goalie noted his team is taking steps in the right direction. They've now won five of their last eight games after opening the season with 10 straight losses, and recent veteran signees like O'Reilly have bolstered the club.

"We’ve been in every game," Cannata said. "We have some more depth here. I feel our lineup is getting stronger.”

While Cannata was registering his first win in four starts this season, Ortio sustained his first defeat. The Finnish keeper had begun the season on a personal nine-game win streak.

“What a great run – great for Joni," Ward said. "The guy did a tremendous job, played well for us all year. Tonight was no different.

“The team wants to battle really hard for him. That’s a big part of being a great goalie at the NHL or AHL – you’ve got to have guys who will want to go to war for you in front. He’s matured so much that he’s put himself in a position where the guys love playing in front of him and battled hard for him. That’s happening for the first time in his Abbotsford career.”

Ferland was arguably the best player on the ice on Friday, notching a Gordie Howe hat trick with a goal, an assist and a fight. His second-period scrap with Utica D-man Kent Huskins was ruthlessly efficient – his first punch, an uppercut, dropped Huskins to the ice.

"All the success I've been having is just because I've been moving my feet," said Ferland, who has racked up 13 points in his last nine games. "Troy's been giving me a lot of opportunity, and I've just taken advantage of it."

The Heat were playing with less-than-optimum personnel, their roster having been ravaged by injuries (Tyler Wotherspoon, Mark Cundari, Brady Lamb, Patrick Sieloff), illness (Markus Granlund) and NHL recall (Blair Jones, Max Reinhart, Paul Byron, Chris Breen).

Those absences necessitated the insertion of four recent ECHL call-ups in the lineup on Friday: forwards Peter Sivak and David Eddy, and defencemen Kane Lafranchise and James Martin.

"Those four got good minutes," Ward observed. "That’s good for them and good that for the first time this year we were able to use our Alaska (Aces ECHL affiliate) a bit, and that’s important because we’re going to need them at different times. Mission accomplished. Those guys did a nice job for us.”

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat (17-6-1) and Comets (5-11-2) renew hostilities at 7 p.m. on Saturday at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

• Former Canucks goalie Kirk McLean signed autographs and dropped the puck for the ceremonial opening faceoff on Friday as part of the Heat's Legends of Hockey series of promotions.

Heat news and notes: Canucks affiliate visiting this weekend

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat and Utica Comets find themselves at opposite ends of the spectrum heading into a pair of weekend games at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The Heat are atop the AHL overall standings with 35 points, having won 13 of their past 14 games. They've amassed their 17-5-1 record in entertaining fashion – their youthful roster cranks out an average of 3.39 goals per game, the sixth-best mark in the league.

The Comets, meanwhile, find themselves mired in last place overall in the AHL at 4-11-2. The Vancouver Canucks' freshly minted farm team – purchased last spring as the Peoria Rivermen and subsequently moved to upstate New York after a brief flirtation with Abbotsford – averages a league-worst 2.12 goals per game.

Utica opened the season on a 10-game losing streak, but are taking steps in the right direction, having won four of their last seven games.

Heat head coach Troy Ward puts little stock in the standings disparity.

"What they (Utica) have more than us is they have more experience, and that's dangerous," Ward noted after Thursday's practice. "It's like I told the team today – do you respect your grandfather? Yes, you do. So you respect this team. They're bigger than you, they're older than you, they're more mature than you."

HEAT ROSTER THINNED BY RECALLS, INJURIES

The Comets' experience edge over the Heat expanded this week, as forwards Max Reinhart and Paul Byron and defenceman Chris Breen were recalled by the NHL parent Calgary Flames.

Abbotsford was already hurting for depth on the blue line, as Brady Lamb (foot laceration), Tyler Wotherspoon (concussion) and Mark Cundari (neck/back) joined Patrick Sieloff (lower body) on the injured list during the Heat's recent seven-game road trip.

Additionally, centre Markus Granlund missed Thursday's practice due to illness.

To fill those holes, the Heat recalled four players from their ECHL affiliate, the Alaska Aces – forwards Peter Sivak and David Eddy, and defencemen Kane Lafranchise and James Martin.

Ward took his group aside for a pep talk during Thursday's practice, exhorting the players moving up the depth chart to make the most of the opportunity.

"I like to be told I can't do something," Ward said. "The mindset today was, we lost Byron before practice and we lost Reinhart the day before . . . We'll just plug new people into the system and it'll just keep rolling like a machine.

"That doesn't mean we'll win, but I guarantee I think we're ready to play, even though we're a bit tired."

ARSENE INKS NEW CONTRACT

When Dean Arsene was voted captain by his Heat teammates three weeks ago, it set up something of an awkward situation contract-wise, since the defenceman was only on a 25-game professional tryout (PTO) deal.

That uncertainty was cleared up earlier this week, when the 33-year-old defenceman signed an AHL contract that will keep the Abbotsford Minor Hockey product in Heat colours for the balance of the season.

"I'm ecstatic," Arsene said. "I wasn't banking on it just because my teammates named me captain. There's no sure things in sport.

"It was just about getting a tryout (with the Heat in training camp), turning it into a PTO, and turning it into a contract. I'm glad it worked out."

CANUCKS AFFILIATE A BOON TO ATTENDANCE

A visit from the Vancouver farm team – easily the most popular draw among opposing teams for obvious reasons – is a welcome sight for the Heat, who are off to the slowest start attendance-wise in their five-year history. They're last in the AHL with an average crowd of 2,191 fans per game, which is more than 400 back of the Albany Devils, who sit 29th out of 30 on the attendance register.

Over the franchise's previous four seasons in Abbotsford, the Canucks affiliate, in its previous iterations as the Manitoba Moose (2009-11) and the Chicago Wolves (2011-13), has played before an average crowd of 6,246 fans per game at the AESC. That includes five sellout crowds (just over 7,000) in 16 games.

"It's really a good time for us to have Utica come in," acknowledged Heat president Ryan Walter, whose team ranked 28th in the league with an average crowd of 3,778 in 2012-13. "Certainly our team, on-ice, has been spectacular, and I think with Utica, we should be able to get some real good momentum."

The Heat started slowly in terms of attendance this fall – the 3,413 fans they drew for their first regular season home game on Oct. 11 vs. the Milwaukee Admirals was a franchise low for a home opener. The fact it was Canadian Thanksgiving weekend, with sunny weather outside to boot, didn't help matters.

"We saw people drive right past our exit and drive up to the cabin," Walter noted wryly.

Furthermore, the Heat haven't gotten as much exposure in the Vancouver media this fall as they did last season, when the NHL labour dispute was going on. Having the Comets in town will change that, though.

Of course, with the Canucks switching affiliate teams for the third time in five years, there's a certain amount of education that has to happen among the local fan base.

"We've actually had people purchase Chicago (Wolves) tickets, and then come back to us and said, 'Hold it, I thought this was the Canuck affiliate,'" Walter related. "That is happening, but maybe not as much as we thought it might happen."

CORRADO HEADLINES COMETS ROSTER

The Comets feature a pair of the Canucks' top prospects in defenceman Frank Corrado and right winger Nicklas Jensen.

Corrado, who joined the Canucks late last season and suited up for four playoff games vs. the San Jose Sharks, has two goals and two assists in 17 games.

Jensen, Vancouver's first-round draft choice in 2011, is off to a slow start coming off a shoulder injury suffered in the preseason, and he's still looking for his first goal (with just two assists) in 11 games.

Forwards Pascal Pelletier (Utica's top scorer with 14 points in 13 games) and Darren Archibald and blueliner Yannick Weber are among the current Comets who have played for the Canucks this season, and Utica also recently added veteran centre Cal O'Reilly to boost their offence.

O'Reilly, who has two assists in three games thus far, is a proven playmaker at the AHL level – Heat fans might remember him as a member of the Milwaukee Admirals – and he has 113 NHL games to his credit with the Nashville Predators, Phoenix Coyotes and Pittsburgh Penguins.

Left winger Colin Stuart, who played for the Heat during the club's inaugural season of 2009-10, is the Comets' captain and has four goals and an assist in 15 games.

KIRK MCLEAN SIGNING ON FRIDAY

The Heat and Comets clash on Friday and Saturday at the AESC (7 p.m. both nights). Former Canucks star goaltender Kirk McLean will be on hand to sign autographs at Friday's game, as part of the Heat's Legends of Hockey series of promotions.

Ortio picks up first AHL shutout as Heat blank Wild

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Joni Ortio's first career AHL shutout was the latest highlight for the Abbotsford Heat as they continued to sizzle on Saturday evening.

The Finnish netminder turned aside all 25 shots the Iowa Wild sent his way, backstopping the Heat to a 4-0 road victory.

It was Abbotsford's 12th win in 13 games, and boosted their AHL-leading point total to 33, on the strength of a 16-5-1 record.

Paul Byron paced the offence with his second straight multi-point outing, notching a goal and two assists, while Corban Knight, Brady Lamb and Markus Granlund also scored.

Ortio boasts a perfect 9-0 record this season to go with a 2.26 goals against average (12th in the league) and a .928 save percentage (tied for sixth).

Tough guy Lane MacDermid, acquired from the Dallas Stars organization by the Calgary Flames on Friday, made his debut with the Heat and skated on the fourth line with Carter Bancks and Josh Jooris.

The Heat wrap up their seven-game road trip with a rematch vs. the Wild on Sunday. They return home next week for Friday-Saturday games vs. the Utica Comets, the Vancouver Canucks' affiliate.

Flames recall Heat's top scorer Jones

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat waved goodbye to their leading scorer on Thursday, as Blair Jones was recalled by the Calgary Flames.

The Flames summoned Jones after trading fourth-line winger Tim Jackman to the Anaheim Ducks for a sixth-round draft choice.

Jones had been lighting up the AHL in the early going, pacing the Heat with 20 points (eight goals and 12 assists) in 16 games. The 27-year-old Central Butte, Sask. native counted four power-play goals among his total, and had formed a productive partnership with centre Ben Street, with Max Reinhart and Michael Ferland each serving stints on the unit's left wing.

The Heat wrap up their seven-game road trip with Saturday and Sunday games vs. the Iowa Wild.

Danis out, Phantoms recall Chubak

Print Email 

14 hours ago  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

Yann Danis suffered a knee injury about midway through the first period of Friday's game at Albany when he collided with Mike Sislo and Matt Konan.

Phantoms general manager Ron Hextall said they weren't sure of the extent of the injury and would know more on Monday, but they did not expect it to keep him out of the lineup long-term.

In the meantime, the Phantoms recalled Carsen Chubak from Orlando. 

Hextall said they were kinda lucky that Orlando did not play Friday night and were in town so Chubak could get on a plane and be in Glens Falls in time for Saturday's game.

Chubak has bounced around the ECHL this year. He's spent a few days with the Phantoms between assignments, but only getting his time before and after practice. This will be a good chance for him to get some real practice time with coaches Terry Murray and Riley Cote and with AHL players.

November 27, 2013 11:08 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

Jason Akeson assisted Brandon Manning's power-play goal 5:25 into the game and with that broke the Adirondack Phantoms career assist record.

It was Akeson's 83rd assist. He had been tied with Erik Gustafsson at 82 coming into the game.

"I did not know that," Akeson said. "I guess it's pretty cool, I didn't even know."

Akeson is already the Adirondack Phantoms leading scorer with 119 career points. He also leads the team this season in assists, with 9, and points, 11.

Phantoms lines: VandeVelde-Newbury-Akeson, McGinn-Cousins-Holmstrom, Noebels-Bordson-Straka, Brown-Mangene-FitzGerald

7:25 PM yesterday

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Same top three lines as last night. Mangene shifts to center with Flanagan out and FitzGerald on wing.

Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Konan-Alt, Lauridsen-Eddy. Heeter in net.

November 27, 2013 6:15 pm
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Another new lineup 

by Diana C. Nearhos

Terry Murray apparently changed his mind about keeping the top two lines the same after Saturday's game.

He said Sunday that was the plan, but he mixed it up again for Tuesday's practice. Murray liked the comeback attitude in the third period on Saturday, but still wasn't thrilled with his team's performance so it's not that much of a surprise.

Though the lines are still different from each of the past two games, they more closely resemble Friday's lines.

Nick Cousins, who Murray said needed to be better, is back on the second line. Jason Akeson is back on the first line. Rob Bordson is back on the third line. 

The defensive pairings did not change.

Tuesday's lines

VandeVelde-Newbury-Akeson

McGinn-Cousins-Holmstrom

Straka-Bordson-Alderson

Brown-Flanagan-Mangene

Noebels-Mathers-Clarkson

Saturday's lines/pairings:

McGinn-Newbury-Straka

VandeVelde-Bordson-Akeson

Alderson-Holmstrom-Mangene

Brown-Cousins-Mathers

Friday's lines/pairings: 

McGinn-Newbury-Akeson

VandeVelde-Cousins-Holmstrom

Straka-Bordson-Alderson

Noebels-Flanagan-Mangene

November 26, 2013 7:34 pm
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Murray: 'goaltending needs to be better' 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Defensive play was one of the strongest parts of the Phantoms' game during their six-game winning streak. But now, it's missing.

"I think our goaltending needs to be better, that's the bottom line in the whole thing," Terry Murray said. "Both guys need to elevate their game."

"It's very hard to keep battling back and that's what we need both our goalies to step up to the next level. I think with the help that (Flyers scout and former Philadelphia Phantoms goalie Neil Little) is giving them the past couple of days and talking to them that it will get straightened out pretty quickly."

Yann Danis gave up six goals to Binghamton on Friday night for a .806 save percentage.

Cal Heeter allowed five goals on 18 shots to Albany on Saturday night and has a .796 save percentage in his past three games.

The goaltending might be the biggest thing, but the whole team needs to improve defensively.

"We just need, as a group, to be much better on the checking part of the game," Murray said. "If we're not going to be able to score, we gotta play a game that's a lot closer and tighter and with that I think the scoring will come. Right now, we're off the puck too far, too much space and time for good players to make plays and that's where they got us last night."

November 24, 2013 1:06 pm
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Special teams reversal 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Saturday's 5-3 loss to Albany was something of a special teams reversal for the Phantoms.

The penalty kill, which has been one of the best in the league this season, gave up two power-play goals - the first at home and only the second time it has given up two in a game (the other was at Albany on Oct. 14).

The power play, which had not scored in 40 power plays, scored.

A little context needs to be applied, however. The Phantoms gave up a power-play goal after killing an extended five-on-three and scored in the same way. An extended five-on-three is just hard to defend no matter how good the penalty kill is.

"Five-on-three, those are hard to kill, especially a long one," head coach Terry Murray said. "The other one, I don’t know. He just took the puck hard to the net off the goal line and those are the ones that you gotta give to your goaltender. We take away the backdoor by our d-man and let (the goaltender) play the puck. I don’t know how it went in, but he found a way to just keep jamming at it."

The Phantoms shouldn't have put themselves in the position to kill an extended five-on-three. Murray called both of the interference calls bad penalties, especially the second given that they were already killing one penalty. But that's a separate issue (covered more in the game story)

Officially, the Phantoms were 1 for 5 on the power play. I would call it 1 for 4, however. Two of the power plays overlapped for 1:52. The Phantoms scored with two seconds left in the five-on-three and did not score in the 10 seconds that made up the second power play.

The goal came in the third period and all three of their other power plays were in the first period. The Phantoms did not score on those, but Murray liked their effort.

"I thought we had some power play chances in the first period that looked pretty good," he said. "That’s the most important thing right now, for us, is to get some zone time, recover pucks, take your time, spread it out, let fatigue become a part of the power play. I think we did a good job at that."

November 24, 2013 12:06 pm
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Mixing up the lineup 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Every line and two out of three defensive pairings changed between Friday and Saturday.

After Friday's 6-2 loss to Binghamton, head coach Terry Murray said the Phantoms' performance was "awful" and everything needed to be better.

"We need to find a way to get some scoring going on five-on-five and we weren't good enough on Friday night," Murray said on Sunday. "You do have to score goals to win. I'm looking for some different looks to try to get there."

For the second time this year, Tye McGinn and Jason Akeson, who have been together most of the previous two seasons, are on different lines.

Nick Cousins, who has not played great since recovering from the flu, was moved down to the fourth line.

"I need him to be better," Murray said. "His compete, his battle needs to be much more intense. There's not a lot happening on the line because his involvement is not there to complement the wingers on recovering pucks. He's just a little late arriving right now and I need someone to try to stimulate that line."

Rob Bordson, who has been playing well and is tied for the leading goal scorer, moved up to take Cousin's spot on the second line, his first game in the top six.

"He's had a very good start to his season," Murray said. "He's a big contributor to the team with his special teams play, especially the penalty kill and has very good awareness. I think that the move is warranted and we'll see how things work."

Ben Holmstrom dropped to the third line, his first game out of the top six. Derek Mathers, who only played one of the past seven games, was back in the lineup. Bruno Gervais and Brandon Manning were back together as the top pairing.

The Phantoms lost again Saturday, 5-3 to Albany, but Murray said it was the type of loss you can take something from (the comeback attitude in the third period). He did not change the lines or pairings for Sunday's practice.

He said he has already "played around with some different looks," but the top two lines will stay the same. 

Saturday's lines/pairings:

McGinn-Newbury-Straka

VandeVelde-Bordson-Akeson

Alderson-Holmstrom-Mangene

Brown-Cousins-Mathers

Manning-Gervais

Konan-Alt

Lauridsen-Eddy

Friday's lines/pairings: 

McGinn-Newbury-Akeson

VandeVelde-Cousins-Holmstrom

Straka-Bordson-Alderson

Noebels-Flanagan-Mangene

Manning-Alt

Konan-Gervais

Lauridsen-Eddy

November 24, 2013 11:51 am
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Front-row seat to lots of goals, glass

No one injured during shattering night at rink

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:07 pm, Saturday, November 30, 2013

Albany

Seats along the glass for Albany Devils games at Times Union Center cost a few dollars more than those farther back.

It's a small price to pay to be closer to the game, unless you actually are part of the action.

Fans with the ringside view Saturday saw the Devils tie a franchise goal-scoring record in an 8-6 victory over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. A few, though, also were within range of shards of glass, which shattered when Albany's Raman Hrabarenka checked Mike Cornell into the boards.

"Everything goes on pause," said Devils forward Stefan Matteau, who was on the ice at the time, "and you just don't want anyone to be hurt."

It was the second time the glass shattered during a game this season. Albany defenseman Seth Helgeson caused the same breakage Oct. 26 in a game against the Portland Pirates.

The first incident was much more serious, as a few fans needed medical attention. No one was injured Saturday.

"I'm 240 pounds," Hrabarenka said. "If I go into the glass, it's going to be hard."

The shattered glass was two panels to the left of the visiting bench. The earlier incident was two panels to the right of the home bench.

"It's hockey," Matteau said. "You don't like the other team, but you don't ever want to see someone get hurt. Both teams went over to the guy and asked if everyone was OK, and the people in the stands."

It was an unusual game in other ways, too. The Devils, who never had scored more than six goals in a game since moving to Albany four seasons ago, tied a team record, set Dec. 28, 2008, when the team played in Lowell.

The six goals are the most ever allowed by the Devils in a victory in their eight-year franchise history.

"I just told the guys, 'We don't need any more of those games for a long time,'" Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "You hear coaches say you may just throw the tape out after some games. We may do that with tonight's, but at least we were on the right side of the scoreboard."

Matteau and Mike Sislo each had two goals and an assist. Tim Sestito had a goal and two assists.

Goaltender Scott Wedgewood got his fifth victory of the season despite making only nine saves.

"We were sloppy defensively," Kowalsky said. "Wedgewood had a tough night, but a couple of those goals, (Bridgeport defenseman Matt) Donovan goes all the way around the ice twice, and we're just standing there. We moved our feet when we went the other way, but we got standing around (defensively) watching a little bit."

The Devils matched a season high with a four first-period goals, the last coming with 2.9 seconds remaining. They ended the second similarly, as Matteau tallied on a power play with 18.6 seconds to play.

"It's disheartening for any team," Matteau said. "It's a bad feeling when you go into intermission and the other team just scored and we've got momentum on our side."

Another Zajac raising his game

With older brother Darcy injured, Kelly's embracing a greater role with Albany

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:00 pm, Thursday, November 28, 2013

Albany

Out with one Zajac, in with another.

When forward Darcy Zajac was injured five games into the season, the Albany Devils gave his younger brother, former Union College star Kelly, a chance to prove he could play in the American Hockey League.

That opportunity increased with an injury to center Scott Timmins, and suddenly Kelly Zajac is a prominent component in the Devils' lineup.

"We've lost some guys to key injuries," Zajac said, "and I'm just trying to make the most of it."

Zajac, 25, has played in the Devils' past nine games — he never played more than four straight in an injury-riddled rookie season — and has scored in the past three.

He has earned a place among the top six forwards, getting time on the power-play and penalty-killing units.

"We've seem flashes over the years," said coach Rick Kowalsky, who watched Zajac some at Union. "He's had some injury problems and had a little trouble sticking in the lineup, but he's come on strong here. He looks confident.

"His compete level, his pace has slowly picked up. There's still room for improvement as far as being consistent, but he still has provided us with a spark and fit in nicely into that top six."

The third of four hockey-playing brothers from Winnipeg, Manitoba, Kelly spent more time last season in the ECHL than the AHL. He was a point-per-game scorer in two years at Union but, limited by an abdominal injury, managed only four points in 14 games for Albany.

"It was more based on my injury, in and out of the lineup," Zajac said of his slow professional start. "It's tough when you're injured. It gets frustrating and gets old after awhile. Right now I'm feeling good energy-wise, health-wise, mind-wise, and just confidence I'm feeling good."

Darcy Zajac is likely to miss a majority of the season after suffering an upper-body injury Oct. 19. (The oldest brother, Travis, is with the New Jersey Devils; the youngest, Nolan, is a sophomore defenseman at the University of Denver.)

Timmins is expected to return before Darcy Zajac, but he still hasn't begun skating. In fact, the A-Devils have exactly enough healthy players — 18 skaters and two goaltenders — to dress a full lineup, so Kelly Zajac should continue to get ice time.

"The coaches depend a lot on me now," Zajac said, "and it's a great feeling."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Albany Devils weekend

Friday: vs. Adirondack Phantoms, 7 p.m., Times Union Center (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Saturday: vs. Bridgeport Sound Tigers, 5 p.m., Times Union Center

Kinkaid keeps Devils rolling

Goalie wins his 6th in row to tie mark of McKenna, Frazee

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:22 pm, Wednesday, November 20, 2013Albany

If he could find a pickup game somewhere today, Keith Kinkaid would play. He is on the type of run that athletes like to embrace and ride for as long as possible.

Kinkaid, in his third season as Albany Devils goaltender, tied a franchise record Wednesday night with his sixth straight victory, 3-0, over the Hartford Wolf Pack at Times Union Center.

"When you're hot, you're hot, and you want to just keep it going," said Kinkaid, the reigning American Hockey League Player of the Week. "It's a good streak so far."

He lowered his goals-against average to a league-leading 1.75 with his second shutout against Hartford in six days. Stopping 24 shots, he raised his save percentage to .930, fourth in the AHL.

"He's obviously been sharp," Hartford coach Ken Gernander said. "That being said, we're not doing nearly enough."

The Devils did enough to win for the fifth time in six games and tie Springfield for the Northeast Division lead, though the Falcons have three games in hand. The teams meet Friday night in Springfield, Mass.

Rookies Stefan Matteau and Reid Boucher had second-period goals, and defenseman Brandon Burlon scored his first of the season on a power play early in the third to ignite the offense.

"It's like a scorer, you get in that zone," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said of Kinkaid, a former Union College goalie. "Right now he's pretty comfortable, but, not to take anything away from Keith, we've been real solid clearing the front of the net, letting him see pucks."

Ironically, Kinkaid's streak — which tied Jeff Frazee (2008) and Mike McKenna (2011) for consecutive victories in the eight seasons of a Devils-owned AHL franchise — started with a sloppy 6-5 victory Nov. 8 at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

On that night, Kowalsky said, Kinkaid "couldn't even get to the top of his crease" because of the traffic.

"That game as a D-corps we noticed we weren't being as tough as we could have been in front of the net," Burlon said. "It was something we addressed the next day in the morning skate and in video. A big part of our success so far is keeping guys away from Keith when there are pucks lying there and putting them into the corners."

Burlon, who has shown some offensive skill in his first two pro seasons (26 points in 110 games), got his third career goal when he joined the rush with Boucher and Joe Whitney. The defenseman, with his skates almost touching the goal crease, stuffed home the rebound of Whitney's shot.

"We want to attack the net when we can off the rush, or even if we have some space and crash," Kowalsky said. "You look at any power play, you're going to have some good plays, but for the most part it's about pucks and bodies to the net. We'll take a few more of those, trust me."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Olesz skips out on Devils, hoping to play in Switzerland

Posted on November 20, 2013  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 

Print

1

Rostislav Olesz, who had led the Albany Devils to four victories in the five games he played since arriving, has left the country and is heading for Europe, according to Tom Gulitti of the Bergan Record.

Olesz, who had a goal and three assists in his five games with Albany, has an opportunity to play in Switzerland and will be signing with a team there, Gulitti reported.

New Jersey first was required to suspend Olesz, then placed him on unconditional waivers for the purpose of terminating his contract.

Gulitti reported that the decision is a mutual one. Olesz, 28, is a veteran of 355 career NHL games (Panthers, Blackhawks, Devils).

“It was a decision he has made, so we ill be giving him his unconditional release,” Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello told Gilutti.

Olesz signed a one-year, one-way contract with the Devils as unrestricted free agent July 5 for a $700,000 base salary.

“He came over with the intent and hope of playing in the NHL and he had some substantial situations he could have done in Europe,” Lamoriello said. “He wanted to play in the NHL and when it didn’t work out he went to Albany and was outstanding with the players there. This is a quality individual, but I think he decided he played enough in the American League last year (with Rockford). It was a decision he made.”

Categories: AHL, Albany Devils, NHL

Checkers begin 10-game home stand with 4-1 win

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Saturday, Nov. 30, 2013

The Charlotte Checkers closed the book on a difficult November on a bright note Saturday night with a 4-1 win against the Milwaukee Admirals. 

The Checkers – who drew 6,522 to Time Warner Cable Arena – entered the game losers of nine of 10 and doubled their point total for the month (4) with the win. 

With nine games remaining on the Checkers (7-12-1) current 10-game home stand, coach Jeff Daniels was happy to get things righted. 

“It was a tough month for us,” said Daniels. “It’s nice (to get this win), but if we’re going on the road for the next nine, we still would have wanted to win. It’s a good way to start. We talked earlier about needing to follow this one up with another win and get on a roll going to other way.” 

The Checkers top line of Chris Terry (1 goal, 1 assist), Victor Rask (3 shots) and Zach Boychuk (1 goal, 1 assist) turned in one of its season’s best efforts, collectively finishing with six shots on net and two goals. 

“(Coach Daniels) talked to us before the game and said that our best players have to be our best players out there,” Terry said. “Tonight, we went out there and tried to lead by example, and I think the win leads into that.” 

John Muse, who started in net for the 11th time this season, improved to 5-6 on the thanks to 27 saves. 

After entering the night with the AHL’s 28th-ranked penalty kill (76.7 percent), the Checkers blanked Milwaukee (9-5-5) on its four chances with a man-advantage. 

After a scoreless first period, the Checkers took a 1-0 lead on Terry’s team-leading eighth goal of the season at 4:13 in the second. 

The strike, which was set up by a pass from Brett Sutter (2 assists), came just moments after Muse had been shaken up in a collision with Milwaukee’s Taylor Beck. Zach Boychuk was also credited with an assist. 

Good things continued to happen with the puck on Boychuk’s stick in the second. 

The left wing needed just 8 seconds of the Checkers second powerplay to net his sixth goal of the season at 13:13. 

A Michael Liambas charging penalty nearly led to a full line brawl late in the second.

When the dust settled, eight total penalties were called and Nicholas Blanchard was hit with a game misconduct for being the third man in on a Liambas-Matt Marquardt showdown. 

“It brings the guys together,” Boychuk said. “With some hits out there (being) a little off the cuff, to see a guy like (Marquardt), who is not normally a fighter, step in there for (Blanchard), I think is going to help us.” 

Charlotte added insurance goals in the third, when Justin Shugg beat Milwaukee goalie Magnus Hellberg (31 saves) and Aaron Palushaj cashed in an empty-netter. 

“The guys were obviously tired of losing and wanted to get back on track,” Daniels said. “I thought tonight was a good response.” 

Charlotte, which entered the night in 14th place and five points behind the eighth and final playoff spot in the conference, will go back at it with the Admirals on Sunday at 1:30 p.m. 

Milwaukee 0 0 0 – 1 

Charlotte 0 2 2 – 4

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/30/4510044/checkers-begin-10-game-home-stand.html#storylink=cpy

DeCock: Hurricanes benefit from ripple effect

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Tuesday, Nov. 26, 2013
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RALEIGH So often, there’s a ripple effect when something changes on a hockey team. The goalie gets hurt, and everyone else tries to do too much, only making things worse offensively and defensively. A new player, even in a minor role, puts the other players in better positions to succeed.

The Carolina Hurricanes are seeing that on two different fronts right now, heading into the road half of a home-and-home with the New Jersey Devils on Wednesday. Most apparent is the work of midseason signing Manny Malhotra in the face-off circle. Less noticeable, but with potentially a bigger impact in the long term, is Brett Bellemore’s play on defense.

By taking all the defensive-zone and off-side face-offs the Hurricanes were too often losing, and winning many of them, Malhotra’s arrival improved every other center’s numbers. Eric and Jordan Staal might not be any more competent in the face-off circle – although it’s certainly possible they may have been inspired by Malhotra’s success – but they’re winning more because they’re being asked, essentially, to take easier draws.

Malhotra is in the NHL’s top 10 at 60.6 percent and the Hurricanes have gone from 46.4 percent, 23rd in the NHL, to 50.5 percent, 14th. That’s the ripple effect. Malhotra’s arrival didn’t make everyone better at face-offs. It just looks that way. 

As beneficial as that has been for the Hurricanes this season, it’s not nearly as significant as Bellemore’s development. Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller called the 25-year-old rookie the biggest surprise of the teams’ season, giving the Hurricanes options they didn’t expect to have on defense.

“He really trained hard this summer and came into camp, right from Day 1 he was ready to go at it,” Muller said. “He’s kept that consistent level. We pulled him one game just to get other guys involved, but he’s done everything and more that we wanted him to.

“The other night in Detroit, he didn’t have a great first period, but you know what? He came back and had a great second and third. When you see that with an athlete, you say, ‘This kid’s mentally strong. He’s a hockey player.’ ”

Because of Bellemore, the Hurricanes can afford to give Mike Komisarek as much practice time as he needs to find his game. (Muller did say Tuesday that while Komisarek has been used mostly as an emergency forward during his tenure with the Hurricanes, he would not be afraid to use him on defense at this point.) And because of Bellemore, the Hurricanes are in position to make a trade and shore up other areas.

Tim Gleason would likely be the player to go, 30 years old and in the second year of a four-year, $16million contract, although he has a no-trade clause and has spent much of the season injured. The Hurricanes have muddled along just fine without him, going 9-4-4 as compared to 0-6-1 with him in the lineup. Many factors contribute to that gap, not merely Gleason, but their record without him is a security blanket if the Hurricanes were to move him in pursuit of a skilled center or puck-moving defenseman.

(Yes, the fabled “puck-moving defenseman.” Hurricanes general manager Jim Rutherford’s perpetual hankering for puck-moving defensemen – never mind Murphy and Justin Faulk and Andrej Sekera – has become an eternal quest.)

When Gleason wasn’t on the ice for practice at Raleigh Center Ice on Tuesday, there was a brief electric shiver as the possibility of a trade suddenly loomed. But Muller said Gleason was hurt, with an undisclosed injury, and could be out as long as a week.

That iced trade speculation for the moment, but the ripple effect from Bellemore’s solid play has left the door open for the Hurricanes to make a move from what has now become a position of strength. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/26/4499762/decock-hurricanes-benefit-from.html#storylink=cpy

Rockford earns split with 4-3 win over Checkers

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Sunday, Nov. 24, 2013

A day after the Checkers snapped a franchise-record seven-game losing streak with a win against the IceHogs on Saturday, the two clubs went head-to-head again in front of 4,343 at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

This time, it was the IceHogs who skated out of town with a 4-3 win against the Checkers on Sunday.

The Checkers fell behind midway through the first period when Adam Clendening (4 goals, 14 assists) crossed up Rick DiPietro with a quick wrist shot from the right boards. 

“It was a loss so I’m not really feeling very great,” said DiPietro, who stopped 26 shots in his first action since Nov. 13. “I tried to battle and make the saves when I had to for us to win and unfortunately I didn’t do that.”

Just over seven minutes after Clendening’s goal, Garret Ross put the IceHogs up 2-0 thanks to a nice cross-ice feed. 

Before the period had come to a close, the Checkers cut the lead to one thanks to Keegan Lowe’s first professional goal. 

In the second period, Charlotte evened things up on Mark Flood’s team-leading seventh goal of the season.

DiPietro turned away 11 shots in the period – including one from his stomach – to post his first clean 20 in his past five chances. 

“I think it was probably one of (DiPietro’s) better games,” Checkers coach Jeff Daniels said. “I thought he settled in there after getting down 2-0 in the second period. I thought he had a bit more swagger back there.” 

For the second time in two days the Checkers entered the third knowing all they had to do was win the period. 

This time, things didn’t go their way. 

Phillippe Lefebvre’s first goal as a member of the IceHogs put Rockford up 3-2 with 16:06 to play. But the backbreaker came later with Charlotte on the power play. 

After a poor decision to pinch in, Rockford wound up on a two-on-one led by Phillip Danault, who slipped a last-second pass to Klas Dahlbeck, who buried the short-hander to put the IceHogs up two with less than seven minutes to play.

Again, Charlotte did what it could to battle back, drawing within one on Philippe Cornet’s first goal as a member of the Checkers. Victor Rask got the assist. But that was as close as they’d get.

DiPietro went off with 1:31 to play in the game, but the Checkers were unable find the back of the net. 

Rockford 2 0 2 – 4 

Charlotte 1 1 1 – 3

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/24/4494394/rockford-earns-split-with-4-3.html#storylink=cpy

Checkers’ Saturday win breaks franchise-record losing streak

By Seth Lasko

Correspondent

Posted: Sunday, Nov. 24, 2013

What happened this Halloween?

On the night of the 31st, the Checkers recorded a 5-3 win over the IceHogs in Rockford, Ill. at the BMO Harris Bank Center. Charlotte goaltender John Muse made 35 saves and nine different Checkers recorded points.

Since that night, a freakish cloud of bad luck has descended upon both clubs.

The Checkers entered Saturday night’s rematch with Rockford winless at home and on a franchise-record seven-game losing streak. 

The IceHogs, who were leading the Western Division on Oct. 31, skated into Time Warner Cable Arena losers of seven of their last nine (beginning with their loss to Charlotte) and seeded 10th. 

Something had to give on Saturday, and – thankfully – it did for the home team, as the Checkers (6-10-0-1) earned a 5-2 win in front of 7,672.

“We needed that win,” said Checkers blue liner Mark Flood, who scored his sixth goal of the season in the third period to put Charlotte up 4-2. “It was like getting the monkey off our back I guess you could say. 

“It’s been like an elephant in the room,” Flood continued. “We knew we hadn’t won at home. You’re supposed to be good and confident at home, so to get that one out of the way was huge.”

The Checkers made two moves on Friday in an effort to bolster an offensive attack that entered Saturday’s game ranked 28th in the American Hockey League, adding former AHL All-Stars Philippe Cornet (via trade) and Chris Terry (from Raleigh). 

The moves paid off, with Cornet netting two assists. However, the offensive star of the night was Justin Shugg, who scored his third and fourth goals of the season. The second came on the power play at the 6:37 mark in the third and wound up being the game-winner. 

“With the new editions up front we were a little deeper and I think that showed tonight,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels. “It was big win for the team, but I think in the bigger picture from the mental standpoint – which is a big part of things for these guys – for them to be able to relax a bit and not grip the stick so tight and just to go out and play was important.”

The Checkers power play, which came in ranked 10th in the AHL, found the back of the net on three of its six chances with the man-advantage.

“It was great to get the power play going,” said Zach Boychuk, who finished the game with a goal and two assists. “I think a lot of guys were kind of gripping their sticks because we haven’t been scoring as many goals lately, so it’s good to see a couple guys get some goals and to get the win.”

John Muse made 21 saves to record his fourth win of the season, while Aaron Palushaj also found the back of the net. 

The Checkers will play 12 of their next 13 games at Time Warner Cable Arena, beginning with Sunday’s rematch with Rockford (9-10-1-0) at 1:30 p.m.

“After you lose a bunch in a row like we did, the first (win’s) probably the toughest one to get again,” said Daniels. “Now we’ve got to build off that. Obviously, we have some ground to make up. We’ve got to follow it up with a solid effort (Sunday).” 

Rockford 0 2 0 – 2 

Charlotte 1 1 3 – 5

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/23/4492780/win-breaks-franchise-record-losing.html#storylink=cpy

Devils' big third too much for Hurricanes

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Nov. 29, 2013
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The Devils’ Travis Zajac (19) and the Canes’ Cam Ward (30) and Manny Malhotra (22) react as a shot from the Devils’ Dainius Zubrus (not pictured) goes into the net for a goal during the third period Friday. 
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Match the faces with the players on ice at our Meet the Hurricanes interactive photo gallery

RALEIGH There wasn’t a lot to be said Friday in a somber Carolina Hurricanes locker room at PNC Arena.

The Canes had a sluggish first period against the New Jersey Devils. The third period was as disastrous for the Canes as it was decisive for the Devils.

The Devils scored four times in the third, surging to a 5-2 victory in the Metropolitan Division matchup. Among the four goals was the 692nd of Jaromir Jagr’s career, tying him for eighth on the NHL’s all-time scoring list.

The Hurricanes, after a 4-3 road win over the Devils on Wednesday, could have moved into third place in the division with another win. Instead, they were left to try and make sense and explain the third-period collapse.

“They executed better. They definitely had more jump in their game,” Canes defenseman Jay Harrison said. “We didn’t have enough fight-back in our game.”

After the Devils took a 1-0 first-period lead on defenseman Mark Fayne’s first goal of the season, the Canes tied the score early in second on Jeff Skinner’s top-shelf shot and took a 2-1 lead on Jordan Staal’s perfectly executed breakaway -- defenseman Justin Faulk making the stretch pass to spring Staal.

But maybe having the lead gave the Canes (10-11-5) a false sense of security. The Devils were quicker to the puck and stronger on it much of the game, limiting Carolina to a season-low 18 shots while pressuring Canes goalie Cam Ward.

And Ward needed help, too. Had defenseman Brett Bellemore not gone down to block a shot late in the second, with Ward out of position, the Devils would have tied it.

In the third, the Devils did. Forward Andrei Loktionov beat Ward, the puck trickling through Ward’s pads. Forward Adam Henrique then gave New Jersey a 3-2 lead with a power-play goal after sustained pressure in the Canes zone resulted in a hooking penalty on center Riley Nash.

Henrique jumped on a loose puck in the slot to score about 12 minutes into the period. When Dainius Zubrus redirected a Jon Merrill shot past Ward, the Devils led 4-2 and had scored three times in a little more than five minutes.

“It’s disappointing,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “We played 50 minutes where we sitting there and had the lead. It’s a lesson. You can’t take a shift off and you can’t have passengers. We had some guys tonight who weren’t at their best and you’re not going to win hockey games when you don’t have all guys rolling,”

Goalie Cory Schneider, disgruntled about not playing and vocal about it, was in net for the Devils (10-11-5). Martin Brodeur started Wednesday, but Devils coach Peter DeBoer turned to Schneider on Friday.

Schneider’s biggest stop came early in the third. The Canes had a power play and Schneider denied Eric Staal, who had a seven-game point streak snapped, on a shot that would have pushed Carolina’s lead to 3-1.

“I don’t think they played any different style wise as in New Jersey,” Muller said of the Devils. “They came up with more loose pucks. They created more turnovers and prevented us from spending more time in their zone.”

The Canes played without defenseman Andrej Sekera, who had two assists in Wednesday’s game. Muller said Sekera has an upper-body injury and is “day to day.”

Jagr, still an offensive force at 41, finished with a goal and two assists for his first three-point game of the season. His goal, the Devils’ fifth, tied him with former Detroit Red Wings star Steve Yzerman on the career list.

“I liked our game from the drop of the puck tonight,” DeBoer said. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945 Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/29/4507049/devils-big-third-too-much-for.html#storylink=cpy

Canes trudge through a challenging season

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Nov. 28, 2013
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The Canes Andrej Sekera (4) and Cam Ward (30) defend the net against the Bruins Brad Marchand (63) during the first period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Boston Bruins at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Nov. 18, 2013. 
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Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

RALEIGH The Carolina Hurricanes were thankful to break for Thanksgiving off a 4-3 road win against the New Jersey Devils. 

“We put a good, solid 60 minutes together,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said after Wednesday’s game.

The game was the Hurricanes’ 25th of the season. With a 10-10-5 record, they’re fourth in the NHL’s Metropolitan Division with 25 points, a point behind the second-place Washington Capitals and New York Rangers. Carolina will face the Devils again Friday at PNC Arena.

Scoring goals has been difficult for the Hurricanes but they’ve had an offensive explosion the past two games, beating the Ottawa Senators 4-1 on Sunday. Carolina had eight goals total in the four games before playing the Sens.

Why 10-10-5? Here are five reasons, for better or worse:

Never-ending injuries

All teams deal with injuries, but how many teams lose both goaltenders in a span of 11 days? 

Or their No. 1 goaltender and top scorer in the same game?

The Canes’ Anton Khudobin, signed in the offseason to back up Cam Ward, injured an ankle Oct. 13 against Phoenix. On Oct. 24, Ward went down with a groin injury in the road game at Minnesota. Later in the game, forward Jeff Skinner appeared to injure a hand. 

Ward was out for 10 games and Skinner for 11. Khudobin has yet to return.

Winger Alexander Semin left the Nov. 16 game against the St. Louis Blues with a concussion after taking a big hit from the Blues’ Alex Pietrangelo. He has been out the past five games although he could begin skating again next week.

Justin Peters

Peters was an emergency recall from the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL when Khudobin was hurt. Soon, “emergency” aptly fit the situation as Ward, too, was injured. 

Hastily jumping into the net against the Wild, Peters allowed goals on the first two shots. The Canes lost that game and the next four as the losses of Ward and Skinner seemed to shake the team’s confidence.

But Peters was a rock in a critical five-game homestand. The Canes were 4-0-1, including victories against the Colorado Avalanche and Anaheim Ducks, both off to strong starts. Peters stopped 138 of 144 shots (.958) in the five games.

General manger Jim Rutherford says the Canes will soon face a tough decision – whether Khudobin or Peters will be Ward’s backup.

Special teams

As passive and indecisive as the Canes have been at times on the power play, they’ve been just the opposite when shorthanded.

The penalty killers have pressured all over the ice. They’re disrupting the other team’s breakouts and aggressively forcing turnovers once in the zone. 

Before the Nov. 16 game at St. Louis, Carolina did not have a shorthanded goal. It now has an NHL-best five after Patrick Dwyer scored against the Devils.

The power play, which ranks 26th in the NHL, still needs work but has shown signs of progress. Skinner’s return and the recall of rookie Elias Lindholm from the Checkers have helped.

Defense steps up 

The Canes call the area around their net the “house” and have done a good job protecting it, blocking shots, limiting second chances and putting sticks on sticks. 

There’s good blend of youth and experience on the back end, as rookies Ryan Murphy and Brett Bellemore have benefited from being with Ron Hainsey, Jay Harrison, Tim Gleason and Mike Komisarek. Justin Faulk and Andrej Sekera have been a solid top pairing.

And now the D-men are scoring. Sekera had three goals in two games last week. Faulk knocked in his first of the season Wednesday against the Devils and Hainsey picked up his third.

Getting a second chance

Nathan Gerbe, Radek Dvorak and Manny Malhotra all went into this season not quite sure what to expect. All three found a new team to play for and have been key contributors.

Gerbe signed a two-way contract with the Canes and now finds himself on the top line with Eric Staal and Tuomo Ruutu. Dvorak had a professional tryout in the Canes’ training camp and Malhotra a tryout with the Checkers, and both earned contracts.

Malhotra quickly reversed the Canes’ problems on faceoffs and has helped make the fourth line formidable. Dvorak does the little things Muller wants. Gerbe has pestered opposing teams while also scoring five goals.

The Buffalo Sabres bought out Gerbe after last season and traded Sekera. The Canes are glad they did. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945 Twitter: @ice_chip

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/28/4504310/canes-season-has-had-its-challenges.html#storylink=cpy

Canes’ Ruutu, Muller get what they wanted

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com
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The Canes Tuomo Ruutu (15) celebrates his goal during the second period against the Ottawa Senators at PNC Arena in Raleigh. 
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RALEIGH Tuomo Ruutu wanted more ice time. Kirk Muller wanted more production.

For now, player and coach are getting what they wanted.

On Sunday, Ruutu was a winger on the Carolina Hurricanes’ top line with center Eric Staal and forward Nathan Gerbe against the Ottawa Senators. His second-period goal gave the Canes the lead and proved to be the winner in a 4-1 victory at PNC Arena.

After going his first 15 games without a goal, Ruutu has two in the past four games. His first was a bit flukey, the puck going off the skate of Boston forward Patrice Bergeron and then glancing off Ruutu’s stick. The second was more stylish, a quick wrist shot on the fly past Ottawa goalie Robin Lehner.

“I’ve been playing better lately,” Ruutu said Tuesday. “That’s something I expect from myself. I wasn’t happy with my play early in the season, for whatever reason.”

One reason was a knee injury. Ruutu had recovered from offseason hip surgery and came to training camp in top shape, only to be hurt in a preseason game, forcing him to miss practice time and then the first five games of the regular season.

“That doesn’t really matter,” Ruutu said of the injury. “You can always do better. But at the same time you do have to build your confidence when things are not going well.

“I’m doing some good things right now. I’m definitely feeling better and more comfortable.”

Muller said he and Ruutu met recently. The Canes coach said he asked Ruutu to drop by his office, the discussion was frank and the outcome positive.

“We had a good chat,” Muller said. “We talked and he challenged me and I challenged him, in a good way.

“I said, ‘Hey, we’re in this together. I think you can bring more.’ It was the old player-coach ‘play me more than this and I’ll show you.’ And you know what, I think it’s been great. He’s elevated his game.”

Ruutu has been more forceful and effective on the forecheck – in general, more of an irritant to the other team. He has gone to the front of the net, taken a few pops, but also gotten more scoring chances.

“That’s the way I play,” he said. “When I get more of a beating and get a few hits, I usually play better with the puck, too. When I’m on guys and hitting, I’m really moving my feet.”

Against the Senators, Ruutu had a season-high six shots and could have scored two or three goals. The looks were there, with only a nice pad save by Lehner stopping Ruutu on a second-period shot.

Later in the second, Ruutu wasn’t stopped. Taking a pass from Eric Staal as he sped into the zone and past the Sens’ Milan Michalek, Ruutu beat Lehner to the blocker side.

“When you’re not thinking so much, you do everything quickly,” Ruutu said. “When you thinking too much, the play is there but it’s too late. Hopefully I’ll have more goals like that in the future.”

The Canes (9-10-5), who face the New Jersey Devils on Wednesday, are counting on it. Ruutu is one of the team’s highest-paid forwards, drawing a $5 million salary this season and due the same the next two years. 

“We need to win games, and I need to do whatever it takes for the team,” Ruutu said. “That’s the mindset I need to have.”

With a minute left in regulation Sunday and the game decided, Ruutu was near the Canes’ bench when the Senators’ Bobby Ryan cruised by and knocked him down. Ryan was given an interference penalty. On Tuesday, Ruutu was able to laugh it off.

“When you give, you receive, too,” he said, smiling. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/26/4499629/canes-ruutu-muller-get-what-they.html#storylink=cpy
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Canes' goalie Ward getting back in the groove

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Nov. 25, 2013
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The Canes Justin Faulk (27) and Cam Ward (30) defend the net against the Senators Cory Conacher (89)
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RALEIGH Carolina Hurricanes goalie Cam Ward is fully focused during games but said he does notice the reaction of the home crowd after a big save.

When Ward made a diving stop Sunday on Colin Greening of the Ottawa Senators, thrusting out his stick to knock away the puck, PNC Arena thundered. 

"I got goosebumps after that one," Ward said after the Canes' 4-1 victory. "We play this game for a living and you make a save like that and I turn into a little kid."

The first-period save on Greening was one of 35 stops for Ward as the Canes ended a four-game winless streak. That came a day after his 35-save effort against the Boston Bruins, albeit in a 3-2 overtime loss on the road, and was further evidence the Canes' No. 1 goalie is healthy and feeling good about himself.

A groin injury suffered Oct. 24 kept out Ward out for a 10-game stretch. But he returned last Monday to face the Bruins at PNC Arena, then was in net for the Canes' back-to-back, stopping 96 of 103 shots (.932) in the three games.

"The body feels good," Ward said. "It's about preparation and having the right mindset, in my eyes. It's been tough mentally to deal with the injuries I've had and not being able to play a whole lot of games, last year and this year. It's amazing how much the game is played mentally.” 

To reach the playoffs this season, the Canes likely will need a number of things to fall into place. One is Ward playing, well, like Ward. Another is Eric Staal playing like Eric Staal.

Both had serious knee injuries this year – Ward in early March in a game at Florida, Staal in May at the IIHF World Championship in Sweden. Ward's injury limited him to 17 games last season, and he had played seven games this season before sustaining the groin tear early in the game at Minnesota.

Many believed the injury may have ended Ward's chances of being in the mix for the Canadian Olympic team for the 2014 Sochi Winter Games. But there's still more than a month left before the selections and enough time to make a favorable impression on Team Canada officials.

Ward was sharp and smooth in net Saturday against the Bruins, saying he was "moving extremely well and seeing the puck well." He was even better Sunday after giving up an early goal to Jason Spezza that had as much to do with the Canes' defensive breakdowns as Ward's play in net.

"I was proud of the way he responded," Staal said of Ward. "I thought he was phenomenal (against Boston) and kind of helped us steal a point. We came on in the third in Boston and were a lot better but his game was solid that whole game. He came back with another good one and that's huge."

So is Staal's play of late. He appeared to be laboring at times in the Canes' first 15 or so games, even while he continued to say he was fine physically and the knee was healed. 

But the Canes captain had a goal and two assists against the Sens, was strong in all three zones and now has a six-game point streak. Staal's pass to Tuomo Ruutu, who was driving the net, led to the go-ahead goal for the Canes in the second period. Staal then set up Elias Lindholm for a power-play goal later in the period.

Ruutu's goal was his second in the past four games. A knee injury in preseason set him back but the winger is moving well and back to popping people.

"That's the Ruutu we expect and we demand," Canes coach Kirk Muller said. "He has to be one of the hardest working-players on our team. That's how he gets results."

But Ward's good play may be the biggest stress-reducer for Muller and the Canes. 

"It's great seeing him back and in top form like that," Muller said. "The injury pushed him back and now he's put two good games together. … We walk out of the last two games with three points and lot has to do with goaltending these days. That's a huge lift to have our goalie play that way."

NOTE: Canes forward Kevin Westgarth will have a hearing Tuesday with the NHL Department of Player Safety for his hit on defenseman Mark Borowiecki of the Ottawa Senators in Sunday's game. Westgarth was penalized for boarding, and Borowiecki was helped off the ice and did not return to the game.

WOLF PACK FOLLOWS RANGERS LEAD AND LOSE 3-2

Posted on November 30, 2013 | Leave a comment

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo      VERSUS      Bridgeport

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings 

Gerry CantlonBRIDGEPORT, CT - Ryan Strome’s two goals helped the Bridgeport Sound Tigers edge the Hartford Wolf Pack 3-2 in a post-Thanksgiving meeting between both franchise and in-state rivals before 5,213 at Webster Bank Arena Friday night.

The Sound Tigers popped out to a 3-1 lead early in the second period. Matt Donovan, recently returned to Bridgeport after starting the season with the team’s parent club – the New York Islanders, found Strome wide open at the top of the right wing faceoff circle. Strome turned around and fired a low, 30-foot wrister along the ice at 54 seconds that turned out to be the game winning goal.

The Wolf Pack cut the lead to 3-2 when Brodie Dupont, speeding wide off the right wing, got Donovan to chase him behind the net and the veteran forward fired a backhanded pass into the slot. Rookie right wing Shawn O’Donnell swept in, grabbed the loose biscuit and fired his second of the season past goaltender Kevin Reiter at 5:05.

“(O’Donnell) played a strong game,” head coach Ken Gernander said after the game. “His effort was there. He was carrying pucks; finished a couple of hits as did Michael Kantor.”

The Wolf Pack played this game down five forwards. Danny Kristo, Andrew Yogan, Michael Haley and Arron Asham were all out with injuries. Kristo and Asham with lower body injuries and Marek Hrivik was reportedly ill.

The two teams nearly scored in the final minute of play in the second period as Brandon Mashinter led a three-on-two break, but Reiter stopped the initial shot and defenseman Conor Allen missed the net off the rebound with 1:27 left.

The Sound Tigers came back up the ice as Johan Sundstrom, a right-handed shot found himself on the left side. Sundstrom fired a shot and Wolf Pack netminder Jeff Malcolm made the left pad save. Jon Sim tried to jam in the rebound, but Malcolm denied it.

Despite giving up three, Malcolm was strong between the pipes in his second start for the Wolf Pack. “Pretty tough to fault him on any of the goals,” said Gernander.

The Wolf Pack started fast and looked good in the early going. They scored the  game’s first goal and took the lead for the second game in a row as Allen, on the right point, took Ryan Bourque’s pass from off the wall and sent a blistering slap-shot past Reiter from 55 feet out at 2:50.

“We scored the first goal, but we didn’t carry much of the play the rest of the period,” a downcast Gernander said.

The Sound Tigers tied the game up as former Notre Dame product Anders Lee scored from the goal line to the right of Malcolm when his shot at the net deflected off Allen’s skate and changed direction going straight up into the net. Malcolm had his corner covered and had his paddle down, but the puck had a different idea and snuck in at 9:28.

“It was some pretty weird bounces. You don’t know whether to blame it on bad luck or ourselves,” Wolf Pack captain Aaron Johnson said. “It was frustrating after getting the first goal and we didn’t score on our chances in the second and third.” The Sound Tigers took the lead late in the first period on the power play.

Just 31 seconds after a holding call on Dylan McIlrath, Donovan patiently held onto the puck and that forced a Wolf Pack defender to the ice. Donovan found Lee on the left wing and he quickly dished it off an open Strome on the right wing. He found the opening right on Malcolm and deposited his tenth of the season at 19:21.

The Wolf Pack had a great opportunity when awarded a four-minute power play. Sound Tigers’ enforcer Justin Johnson jumped the Wolf Pack’s Stu Bickel in their second encounter of the game. Johnson received a fighting major, a ten-minute misconduct, holding and instigating resulting in the four-minute power play for the Wolf Pack. Despite the lengthy man advantage, the Wolf Pack could not muster even a single shot on net. “It would have certainly helped at that point (of the game) and we had other opportunities as well and missed the net. It would have helped us,” Gernander mused. A goal in that situation would have tied up the game.

Aaron Johnson candidly assessed the situation, “We have to bear down in those situations especially when they jump one of our guys. The way to answer them back was to score.”

Oscar Lindberg had a chance early in third period stopped; Bourque had a good chance, but fired wide with 8:52 left.

 Johnson summed it up so succinctly. “We have to have that shooters mentality. We’re too generous with each other sometimes with passing. We have to bear down on our chances.”

The Wolf Pack will be back at it tomorrow night against the red-hot Manchester Monarchs from the North Division visit the XL Center. Game-time is 7pm.

GAME SUMMARY and OFFICIAL SCORERS SHEET

NOTES:

    Arron Asham was a scratch for the Wolf Pack and did not make the trip. GM Jim Schoenfeld said they will know more about his situation on Monday or Tuesday.

    The Pack recalled two forwards from Greenville Michael St. Croix his second recall (played seven scoreless games) had six points in 10 games with the Road Warriors and Josh Nicholls his first AHL recall and played his first game.

    Former Wolf Pack Jordan Owens signed a 25 game PTO with the Hamilton Bulldogs after starting the season with South Carolina (ECHL) where he had 14 points in 16 games.

    Ex-Wolf Pack on the move defenseman Richard Lintner has gone from HK Dukla Trencin of the Slovakian Elite League to Dynamo Minsk in Belarus (KHL).

    Pavel Brendl after a serious medical scare last year with a blood clot returns to the Czech Elite League with HC Brno.

    Islanders sent Matt Donovan to Bridgeport and recalled defenseman Calvin de Haan.

    Wolf Pack added four more fighting majors and lead the AHL with 39.

SIGHTS AND SOUNDS:

HIGHLIGHTS:

KEN GERNANDER:

(Audio) 

AARON JOHNSON:

(Audio) 

STANDINGS:

Capture

LINES:

23-Brandon Mashinter – 10-J.T. Miller – 9-Ryan Bourque

17-Darroll Powe  - 16-Oscar Lindberg – 11-Michael Kantor

21-Shawn O’Donnell – 7-Kyle Jean – 91-Brodie Dupont

24-Brendon Nash

8-Dylan McIlrath - 44-Aaron Johnson

41-Stu Bickel - 25-Danny Syvret

4-Conor Allen – 5-Tommy Hughes

35-Jeff Malcolm

31-Jason Missiaen

(Captain - Assistant Captain)

SCRATCHES:

6- Andrew Yogan – Injured, Undisclosed, Day-to-Day

15-Marek Hrivik – Ill, Day-to-Day

18-Michael Haley – Injured, Undisclosed, Indefinite

27-Jesper Fast – Injured, Lower Body, Indefinite

29-Danny Kristo – Injured, Lower Body, Day-to-Day

45-Arron Asham – Injured, Undisclosed, Day-to-Day

THREE STARS:

1. BRI – R. Strome

2. BRI – M. Donovan

3. BRI – A. Lee

OFFICIALS:

Referee:

Trevor Hanson (47)

Linesmen:

Mike Baker (11)

Jim Briggs (83)
WOLF PACK GOAL-LESS AGAIN!

Posted on November 24, 2013 | Leave a comment

Hartford Wolf Pack Logo       VERSUS      Springfield Falcons

Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

SPRINGFIELD, MA – The deep freeze in the Hartford Wolf Pack offense continues as the Springfield Falcons used three timely goals in the second period to shutout the Wolf Pack 4-0 at the MassMutual Center Saturday night.

It’s the fourth time in the last five games they have been shutout and they are now 1-7-0-1 in their last eight games. Nine players for the Wolf Pack did not have shot on goal while Kyle Jean and Danny Syvret led the team with three apiece.

“It’s always frustrating when you see nothing up on the board,”  sais captain Aaron Johnson. “We just haven’t been able to bury those first and second chances.”

The Falcons conversely have won five straight and seven of their eight games in the month of November and with 25 points now have an eight point lead over the Wolf Pack who occupied first place on November 1st.

“They are a good defensive team in a tight checking game,” said a contentious head coach Ken Gernander.

The frustration boiled over as the Wolf Pack got involved in their second line brawl in a week that resulted in the Falcons have a seven minute powerplay with exactly six minutes remaining.

The Falcons closed out the scoring with a powerplay tally as Patrick MacNeill, at the left point, took a pass from the goal line from Jonathan Audy-Marchessault and While falling down, drilled it past starting goalie, Jason Missiaen, at 18:49.

The scraps started with an Andrew Yogan slash on, the recently acquired, Tim Miller. Arron Asham paired off with Cody Bass and Dylan McIlrath and Cody Goloibeuf went at it. Michael Kantor was swinging at Miller.

“Some gestures were made and other than that I’m not going to comment any further. If I talk about officiating, it will only get me in trouble,” Gernander said while looking for an AHL Supervisor of Officials to discuss the incident.

Springfield head coach Brad Larsen was equally reluctant to discuss it.

“You face this team a lot. This is our third time and they’re down 3-0 and stuff happens.”

“I’m sure guys say things out there,” Larsen said when asked about what might have precipitated the hostilities. “I’m not focused on that. I’m worried about who is up next and trying to win a hockey game. Players will be players, they’re out there competing.”

The Falcons broke the scoreless deadlock early in the second period  as Finnish rookie defenseman Illari Melart swept in off the left wing off a pass from Golobuef, just after killing an early Wolf Pack power-play, and got it past Missiaen for his first pro goal at 1:07.

The Falcons defense, which has been the primary generator of their offense, struck on the second goal helped along by a coverage breakdown..

Coming in off the left side, Ryan Craig slipped a pass for Andrew Joudrey, who fell down. But while on the ice, Joudrey was still able to backhand the puck to a rushing Frederic St. Denis who in turn got Missiaen to go down and then backhanded one into the far corner off the right wing at 5:06 and gave the home team a 2-0 lead.

The Wolf Pack didn’t answer back until 10:27 off a rare Falcons turnover. Michael Kantor’s backhander was turned away by McKenna. Springfield answered shortly thereafter.

The Falcons gained their 3-0 lead on the power-play as former Wolf Pack (nee Whale) Blake Parlett burned his old teammates. Parlett was able to move freely off the right point and found Craig, the Falcons captain, behind the net.

Craig wasted little time finding Joudrey, who snapped a wrister from the lower right wing faceoff circle past Missiaen. The Pack goaltender was already down on the ice as the puck whizzed past him for Joudrey’s second of the season at 11:25.

“They’re a timely, opportunistic (team),” was all Gernander was willing to say.

The score came just 13 seconds after Johnson, the Wolf Pack captain, was whistled for slashing.

“It was tight. At first there was not much going with both teams, but we capitalized on our chances and that made the difference,” Larsen said. “Our D (defense) came up on the rush and got us some timely goals.”

The Wolf Pack almost saw a repeat of the Springfield shorthanded success they had last game while on their first power-play when a turnover by Danny Kriasto led to a two-on-one break by the Falcons. Missiaen rose to the occasion denying Jake Hansen. Kristo’s last second hook likely helped his netminder as he was sent to the sin bin for taking a very good penalty.

“We had some opportunities on our first couple of power-plays, but we just didn’t bear down enough. These things are gonna happen. We have to work harder and come back stronger next week,” Johnson said.

For the Wolf Pack, the shots on goal were few and far between. At one point, the Wolf Pack went a solid ten minutes between shots with their best opportunity of the period coming from Marek Hrivik from behind the net when he found Jean in the slot. Springfield netminder Mike McKenna came up with the save at 4:08.

The next shot came at 14:08 when Johnson got stopped from the left point. The pace picked up a bit as Ryan Bourque’s got a quality slapper off his stick from thirty feet out at 14:53 for one of their five shot barrage in the first twenty minutes.

Missiaen faced just four shots with Hansen’s shorthanded bid as the best Falcons’ chance. Few other quality chances arose for the Falcons and the ones they had missed the net all together.

In a tight defensive first period the biggest excitement came with Kantor getting into two scraps first with the much bigger Dalton Smith and the second, more in his weight class, with Lukas Sedlak.

NOTES:

    Micheal Haley was a scratch for the first time this season as a veteran having now played 333 games.

    Springfield 7-25 on the PP coming into the game including three power-play tallies last night against Albany and two more tonight are 9 for 35.

    Falcons PK not too shabby either going 24-26 for a 89.4 percentage second best in the AHL behind Adirondack. The Wolf Pack PK is 24th in the league. Wolf Pack power-play is 27th out of 30 teams in the league.

    Michael Kantor three fights in a game was first time a Wolf Pack has had three fight since David Liffiton fought Jeremy Reich then of Providence three time at the XL Center in 2005-2006.

    Dylan McIlrath’s 17 minutes gives him 92 on the season and leads the AHL

    Rangers beat Nashville 2-0 with Cam Talbot earning his second NHL shutout a week apart. Mats Zuccarello with two assists was the games first star.
Defense missing in Sound Tigers' loss

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:21 am, Sunday, December 1, 2013
The Bridgeport Sound Tigers scored six goals on 15 shots Saturday. And they lost horribly. A mismash of disasters in front of goalie Kenny Reiter allowed the host Albany Devils to trounce the Sound Tigers 8-6 at Times Union Center. 

The Sound Tigers reached their season's one-quarter mark with a 5-10-1-3 record, the worst start in the team's 13 years. They'd snapped a six-game winless streak Friday with a win against Hartford.

Bridgeport was credited with just three shots in the second period Saturday (all three went in) and three more in the third (scoring on one). It had never played a game with more than 12 combined goals. That changed when Chris McKelvie scored with 7:34 to go, making it 8-5 Albany and ending Reiter's night early after 24 saves on 32 shots. 

Nick Larson scored his second goal off the draw, but Bridgeport drew no closer. 

The Sound Tigers led 1-0 and 2-1 but allowed the next three goals. Alan Quine's first as a pro cut it to 4-3; the Devils tacked on two more before Chris Bruton's deflection and Matt Donovan's left-point shot tied it yet again. 

But Stefan Matteau scored the first of his two goals on a power play with 18.6 seconds left in the second period to break the tie. Donovan cleared the zone, but Albany regrouped quickly, and Matteau pounced on the hard carom after Harri Pesonen's shot went wide off the end boards.
Down from Islanders, Donovan sparks Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:49 pm, Friday, November 29, 2013
BRIDGEPORT -- There haven't been many Bridgeport Sound Tigers defensemen with the kind of offensive wizardry Matt Donovan can provide at any given time.

Back down from the New York Islanders for the first time this season, Donovan's two assists helped the Sound Tigers to a 3-2 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack.

Donovan played basically everywhere Calvin de Haan had played, the man who was called up when Donovan was sent down.

"I want to see guys go up. I'm so happy for Cal," said Ryan Strome, beneficiary of both of Donovan's assists.

"At the same time, you can't help but have a little smile on your face. (Donovan) makes unbelievable plays." 

The win at Webster Bank Arena snapped a six-game winless streak. Attendance was 5,213.

Donovan said he had been putting a lot of pressure on himself offensively with the Islanders recently. They sent him down Thursday.

"I think a lot of guys come down and think they don't have to work as hard," Donovan said. "I want to come down and work as hard as I can and hopefully get some confidence back with the puck." 

He looked pretty confident on the assists. The first was a power-play goal with 38.9 seconds left in the first period. He got J.T. Miller down to block a shot that never came, faked out another player while Miller rolled to try to block him again, and waited while Miller tried to poke the puck away.

Donovan then had a lane to Anders Lee in the left circle. Lee backhanded a feed to Strome for a redirection in front.

"That's what (Donovan) does," Strome said. "I think he's going to come down here and get some confidence. ... Once he gets that, he's going to be a solid NHLer." 

Strome finished off a goal 54 seconds into the second period off a Hartford turnover. Strome tried to set up Mike Halmo in the slot, but he couldn't get the handle, so he got it to Donovan at the center point, who found Strome in the right circle.

"(Donovan) looked like he did last year," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "You always wonder how a guy is going to react. He handled it like a professional." 

Donovan became the 14th player, and just the second defenseman, to score 100 career points as a Sound Tiger. Five-year captain Mark Wotton was the other defenseman with 110.

The Wolf Pack cut into the lead on Shawn O'Donnell's goal from the slot, but the last 34:55 were scoreless.

Hartford had a chance to tie it late in the second on a four-on-two rush, but Donovan blocked Brandon Mashinter's shot; Conor Allen had a gaping net after the ricochet, but the Hartford defenseman put it wide from a bad angle to the right of the net.

Allen scored on a right-point blast 2:50 into the first period. Lee tied it midway through the first, banking a shot off Allen's skate.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars 

1. MATT DONOVAN, BRIDGEPORT: After two months in the NHL, two assists Saturday.

2. RYAN STROME, BRIDGEPORT: The beneficiary of those two assists: two goals.

3. ANDERS LEE, BRIDGEPORT: Scored a big goal; assisted on Strome's first.

UNSUNG HERO: Scott 

Mayfield got some extra responsibility late in the game and had a big fight in defense of Mike Keenan.

UP NEXT: Saturday at Albany, 5 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Healthy de Haan getting up to speed for Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Published 6:50 pm, Wednesday, November 27, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- It's not easy coming back from (another) shoulder injury. It's not easy doing it as a team's top defenseman. It's really not easy doing it on a team that's particularly young on defense. 

That's Calvin de Haan's unenviable fate. After missing all but the first three games of 2012-13, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers defenseman is getting back up to speed. 

"The first week or two were a little rocky," de Haan said. "You can play shinny all summer, but it's so much different than a full-speed, contact hockey game.

"I've started to play a lot better defensively, being more assertive."

Starting the season on the right side with Joe Finley, then moving to the left mostly with Mark Cantin, de Haan has played lots, befitting a player taken in the first round of the 2009 draft. 

But he struggled with shoulder injuries in junior hockey, suffered dislocations of both shoulders (separately) in 2011-12, and dislocated his left shoulder with a minute to go in Game 3 last year, requiring surgery and missing the rest of the season. 

Last year, de Haan would've been in a similar situation, a No. 1 defenseman, playing all situations. Does he feel he's back to that level? 

"It's hard to compare them. It's been so long," de Haan said. "I feel I'm getting better, and I want to be a dominant player in this league."

Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin sees de Haan's game coming around. 

"His compete level needs to get better at times, and moving the puck, to get a little quicker," Pellerin said. "That'll come with getting more games, more experience."

Practice has helped too, de Haan said, to push to get better. 

"It's just kind of a gradual incline," de Haan said. 

And because de Haan has missed so much time, Pellerin said, the coaching staff has tried to push him even harder. 

"In this league, you have to play with a pace, good positioning, all those habits," Pellerin said. "You have to bring that consistent game, game after game after game. There can't be those fluctuations.

"At the beginning of the season, I thought I saw fluctuations. Now, there's more consistency -- and I think he has more."

Bridgeport counts heavily on him, especially with Aaron Ness called up to the New York Islanders (and with assorted regulars out up there, de Haan is likely a heartbeat away from being next) and Finley out indefinitely after surgery on a circulatory problem. 

As it stands, de Haan is the only Sound Tigers defenseman who has spent an entire season in the AHL (though partner Cantin only went to the ECHL late last season). There are two other rookies out injured, too. 

"There is pressure," de Haan said. "Our back end is so young as a group. I hope a lot of guys look up to me as a leader."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

BRIDGEPORT -- The penalty kill had been a huge Bridgeport Sound Tigers strength through November. It even gave them a lead Sunday against the St. John's IceCaps.

Then it gave up three power-play goals in the last 23 minutes, helping St. John's erase a two-goal deficit and win 4-3 at Webster Bank Arena.

The IceCaps got the winning goal on the back end of a double minor to Ryan Strome, called for tripping former Bridgeport teammate Jordan Hill and then an additional minor for unsportsmanlike conduct.

"Give them eight power plays, an extended four-minute penalty, you're hurting yourself," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're finding ways to give other teams life, and percentage-wise, you can't win hockey games like that." 

Eric O'Dell scored the winning goal to cap off a nice passing play begun on the right-wing boards by former Sound Tigers forward Kael Mouillierat.

The Sound Tigers (4-9-1-3) are now winless in six, having suffered shootout losses on the road the previous two nights.

Bridgeport killed the IceCaps' first four power plays, so the Sound Tigers had killed 52 of the previous 58 penalties they had faced. Johan Sundstrom scored short-handed off Riley Wetmore's faceoff win. Anders Lee added a goal on the rush in the second.

The IceCaps scored on three of their last four power plays in front of 3,582 fans.

"I thought we structurally did some good things on special teams, on the penalty kill," Pellerin said. "I thought we blocked a lot of shots." 

The IceCaps turned that around late in the second, as Jerome Samson, the former Albany River Rat, deflected in a goal to make it 2-2.

Mouillierat scored on a rebound in the third, and after Calvin de Haan tied it through a screen on a delayed penalty, O'Dell beat Bridgeport goalie Parker Milner, making his AHL debut, from the base of the right circle with 4:49 remaining.

"I think we just started moving it around," said Mouillierat, playing his first game in Bridgeport after the team didn't re-sign him in 2012. "We were stagnant those first few (power plays). We started getting some shots through. The power play we didn't score (in the second period), we had it in (the offensive zone) the full two minutes. We didn't score, but we got a lot of momentum."

The momentum was helped a minute later when Andrew Gordon's right-wing shot caromed off two Sound Tigers and past Milner to get the IceCaps on the board.

"Obviously, I don't like to give one up like that, but I'm not going to beat myself up for it," Milner said. 

As for the other goals, "I'd like to ask more of myself than that," he said. "I started really strong. I've got to get better as the game progresses. So, not bad for a first game, but I've got to do better, especially when we need a win." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. JEROME SAMSON, ST. JOHN'S: Had a point on all three power-play goals. 

2. KAEL MOUILLIERAT, ST. JOHN'S: Former Sound Tiger had two points in the third period. 

3. ANDERS LEE, BRIDGEPORT: Stayed onside to score in the second period. 

UNSUNG HEROES: Nick Larson and Kirill Kabanov set a screen on Calvin de Haan's goal in the third.

UP NEXT: Friday vs. Hartford, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

WORCESTER, Mass. -- The Bridgeport Sound Tigers spent Saturday in this city, and far too much of Saturday night in an 85-by-75-foot portion of it. 

Bridgeport spent too much time in its own end of the ice and didn't have the puck nearly enough in the Worcester Sharks' zone, making life too easy on Troy Grosenick and losing 2-1 in a shootout at the DCU Center. 

"I don't think we had the jump to get to pucks as quickly as we'd like," Bridgeport defenseman Dallas Jackson said. "A lot of little things kept the puck in (Bridgeport's end)."

Worcester defenseman Taylor Doherty tied the game 4:47 into the third period. 

The Sharks won the shootout 2-0, just as Providence did against Bridgeport on Friday night. 

The Sound Tigers got a point out of both games, but they're winless in five. 

"We're in a gray area," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're happy with a lot of things, but it's not where I think our team should be. We're working. ... I don't think there were any breakdowns. We didn't give up too many odd-man rushes.

"Overall, we've got to find a way to win. You can say anything you want, but we've got to win."

Kenny Reiter gave them a chance for the second night in a row, making 37 saves. He stopped 79 of 83 shots the past two nights. Doherty's shot, on a four-on-four, appeared to go through a screen. 

Even on that four-on-four, the puck stayed in Bridgeport's end. 

"We've got to find a way to get some more zone time," forward Ryan Strome said. "We were letting them break out too easily. At the same time, we played 65 minutes. We've got to draw the positives."

Jackson scored Bridgeport's goal as Strome came out to the blue line, beat a man there and passed to defenseman Mike Cornell at the left point. Jackson went to the net, made eye contact with his defense partner and deflected home Cornell's pass.

That was one of only four Sound Tigers shots in the first period. Worcester outshot them 13-4 in the period (lots from the outside, though) and 38-20 through 65 minutes. 

Bridgeport had five shots in the five-minute overtime, more than it got on Grosenick in either the first or third. 

Partly because of the possession disparity, Bridgeport didn't get a chance on the power play for the sixth time in franchise history. There may have been a call or two that referee Trevor Hanson could have made. 

"At the same time," Pellerin said, "if we don't beat anybody off the boards, we're not going to get that hooking penalty, that interference penalty."
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BRIDGEPORT 1 0 0 0 0--1

WORCESTER 0 0 1 0 1--2

PROVIDENCE, R.I. -- Imperfect, maybe; improvement, maybe. 

Coming from behind in the third period, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers earned a point Friday at the Dunkin' Donuts Center with a 4-3 shootout loss to the Providence Bruins. 

"It is a step in the right direction," said captain Chris Bruton, returning after missing 10 games with a broken bone in his hand. "We played a pretty solid game, and it's something to build off for the weekend. 

"We really stood tonight as a group."

Kenny Reiter kept Bridgeport in it early, making 19 saves in the first period. The Sound Tigers scored 18 seconds apart early in the third to erase a 2-0 Bruins lead, then took a lead of their own, but Providence tied it on the rush on the power play with 5:28 to play. 

"We have to find a way to compete, to battle for 60 minutes," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "The character we showed coming back in the third was a huge step in the right direction for us. We stuck together. We worked hard as a pack."

The Sound Tigers had lost the previous three, then put in a hard week of practice. Early on, the result looked too similar: Providence was outshooting them 19-3 late in the first and took a 2-0 lead in the second. 

Bridgeport started blocking shots, and it blocked them in bunches. 

"We asked them to get in shooting lanes, and the guys responded," Pellerin said. "We got big blocks from the forwards. We got big blocks from the defense. I think it was a turning point."

Reiter finished with 42 saves.

"I saw a lot of pucks, really," Reiter said. 

"The guys let me see it. I was able to find a groove." Still, he said, he'd want the Bruins' second and third goals back, scored between his legs; "that can't happen at this level." 

Simsbury, Conn.'s, Tommy Cross scored the first Bruins goal. Craig Cunningham made it 2-0 on a rebound; Lindblad drove down the slot to redirect home a centering pass from the left wing to make it 3-3. 

"If you look at their goals, we got outworked in some areas, two-on-two battles, net-front," Pellerin said. "We weren't able to box out, to let Kenny see or corral it. That's an area we definitely have to work on."

Anders Lee deflected in a Mike Keenan shot 4:00 into overtime, but referee Pierre Lambert immediately waved it off, saying Lee deflected it with a high stick. 

Lee had given Bridgeport a lead with 9:29 to go, pouncing on a rebound on a power play. 

Mike Halmo scored a power-play goal 20 seconds into the third, deflecting in Calvin de Haan's shot. 

Kirill Kabanov found a rebound 18 seconds later to tie it. 

"We were just kind of winning the race to the puck, winning battles," Lee said. "That's what we need to do to score goals. ... It was a combination of hard work and getting the bounces."

Two Bruins scored in the tiebreaker; Niklas Svedberg stopped four Sound Tigers. 
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BRIDGEPORT 0 0 3 0 0--3

PROVIDENCE 0 2 1 0 1--4

Sound Tigers may have healthier look vs. Bruins

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:48 am, Friday, November 22, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- Between them, they account for 18 of the 36 man-games the Bridgeport Sound Tigers have lost to injury almost two months into the season. 

They could all play Friday in Providence, R.I. John Persson and Marc Cantin appeared the more likely candidates all week, but captain Chris Bruton could also make an early return from hand surgery.

"I felt great," Bruton said Thursday after practice at the Wonderland of Ice. "I put in a good week. 

"I've seen the doctors, and they gave me the OK, but it's got to be up to the coaches, the trainers, to discuss if I can have an impact."

Bruton has missed 10 games since blocking a shot with his hand, requiring surgery Oct. 30 to repair a broken bone. The prognosis then was four weeks to his return; a comeback this weekend would be barely three and a half.

Too long, anyway, to Bruton. 

"I don't do well with sitting out, for sure. The trainers and coaches have seen that," said Bruton, who has been skating with the team since last weekend, joining his teammates in some tough conditioning skates after three straight losses. 

"I've put a lot of work in, and the coaches have been great. I've tried to stay involved with the team."

Bruton was named captain just before the season began after signing this summer with the Islanders. He only got to play four games before the injury.

"Obviously, he's your captain," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He brings that energy, that leadership, that intensity."

Persson has missed five games with an upper-body injury suffered in practice. He was back in his old spot next to Johan Sundstrom on Thursday, both at even strength and on the power play. 

Cantin blocked a shot Nov. 10 and has missed the past three games with a lower-body injury. 

"With a lot of these injuries, (the players) are back, but every day that can change," Pellerin said. "We've got to be ready for that."

The Sound Tigers have been outscored 12-5 in this three-game losing streak, which followed four games without a regulation loss. The third loss inspired a closed-door players' meeting and some tough practices.

"It was a good week," Pellerin said. "We did our homework with regards to watching video, going over the development side.

"Guys have bought in. It was a really good week of work."
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More Information

Bridgeport 

Sound Tigers at Providence Bruins

WHEN: Friday, 7:05 p.m.

WHERE: Dunkin' Donuts Center, Providence, R.I.

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Bridgeport 4-8-1-1; Providence 7-5-1-2

SEASON SERIES: First meeting of four. Providence won 6-2 last year. 

LAST MEETING: The Bruins won 3-0 April 20 at Bridgeport. 

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: Bridgeport has lost three in a row. ... RW Chris Bruton, LW John Persson and D Marc Cantin practiced this week after missing time with injuries. ... C Ryan Strome is 4-12-16. ... The Sound Tigers were winless in the last six last year against Providence, tied for the third-longest winless streak against one opponent in team history. 

ABOUT THE BRUINS: Providence is winless in its past two. ... The Bruins went into Thursday with the league's fourth-best power play (23.1 percent) but worst penalty kill (72.5). ... C Ryan Spooner leads the team at 3-13-16. Six other players have at least 10 points. ... D Tommy Cross of Simsbury is 1-0-1 and minus-4 in 11 games. ... G Malcolm Subban has allowed 17 goals -- and has 17 penalty minutes -- in seven games. 

UP NEXT: Saturday at Worcester, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Penalty kill a Sound Tiger bright spot

Michael Fornabaio

Published 8:02 pm, Wednesday, November 20, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- Even with injuries on defense, even with the ups and downs of a young team, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' penalty kill has quietly put together an excellent run.

"I think it's just commitment level," rookie forward Riley Wetmore said. "Everyone's commited to blocking shots, to getting the puck 200 feet. We learned that in Springfield, when we had a couple of chances to clear the puck and didn't." 

The two goals Bridgeport allowed to Springfield on Friday -- one of them on a five-on-three -- are the only two power-play goals allowed in the past four games.

The Sound Tigers had allowed 10 power-play goals in the first seven games to plummet near the bottom of the AHL standings. Giving up just five in the past seven has moved them up to 22nd in the 30-team league.

"We're starting to get it," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're making good decisions, pressuring at the right times, taking away passing lanes. And we're getting good goaltending, big saves at the right time." Bridgeport has killed 23 of the past 25 chances against it (92 percent), 31 of the past 34 (91.1), 40 of 45 (88.9).

The longest of those streaks began with four games in which the team went 3-0-0-1. The team has lost the past three.

"The big thing is we've got to stay out of the penalty box," Pellerin said. "There's no place for undisciplined penalties."

In their first nine games, the Sound Tigers' opponents had more power plays than Bridgeport only once; the Sound Tigers yielded 48 power-play chances. They have faced 32 chances in the past five games, including nine on back-to-back nights against Hershey and Adirondack.

"It's just kind of one of those fluctuations during the season," Pellerin said. "It's something we've talked about at length. Guys have been held accountable for their mistakes when they've taken undisciplined penalties. It's something we've really focused on to play a team game." 

A few players have been penalty-kill mainstays, like Johan Sundstrom, Wetmore, Mike Halmo, the more-experienced defensemen like Calvin de Haan.

But Anders Lee and Ryan Strome are among those who've had some time with the unit. Chris Langkow and Sean Wiles (who has been out of practice since a Monday injury) stepped in on the penalty kill last weekend when they arrived on pro tryouts.

"It's all about putting players at the right position to have success," Pellerin said. "It's taken a while to learn what roles guys could fit. That's still evolving." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Albany liveblog, last day of November edition 
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Sorry for the delay. Finishing up that “moving” stuff. Sigh. Anyway. You don’t care. 

Phil should be live any second now, if not already, at AHL Live. (Josh will be, too.) We’ll follow Corey, Pete Dougherty, the Devils. The box is here.

Per Corey, same lineup, but different lines: 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Persson-Sundstrom-Bruton

 Quine-Langkow-Sim

 Larson-Wetmore-Johnson

 D: Donovan-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

Scott Wedgewood for the Devils in net. 

Later on, Prescout. Game on in Albany. 

–Fourth line, first goal: Justin Johnson takes through the left circle, puts to the net to Riley Wetmore, Nick Larson finds the rebound for his second goal at 3:04. 

–Albany ties it on a Langkow trip: Sislo from the left circle off Tim Sestito’s faceoff win. Tied at 6:13. 

–Kind of a funny answer for the Sound Tigers on their own first power play. Jackson tried to find Halmo in the slot; he was tied up by Chris McKelvie, so the puck got through to Mike Keenan, just on for a changing Matt Donovan, at the backdoor for his second goal. 2-1 Bridgeport about 12 minutes into the first. 

–Cantin overskates a dump-in, and Reid Boucher collects in the left circle and fires it post-and-in to tie it again at 15:20. 

–Takes the Devils 46 seconds to take the lead. Tim Sestito sets the screen, then scores on the rebound. 

–Albany goes to the room with a 4-2 lead after one. Reece Scarlett scores a power-play goal (Mayfield roughing) with 2.9 seconds left, from the center point through Sestito’s screen.

–On a Lee penalty, Chris Bruton goes off favoring his left leg, Phil reports. 

–Quine skates it all around the Albany zone, around the right circle, down the slot and scores his first pro goal. 4-3 Albany at 4:24 of the second. (Stefan Matteau might get a charge out of that time.) Chris Bruton’s back, Phil says. 

–Sislo gets his second of the night on the right wing, led ahead by Kelly Zajac after the Devils won a couple of battled back in their zone. 5-3, mid second.

–Donovan takes it from the left point, around the net, to the right point, cross-ice, back to the left half-wall… he puts it to the front, and Bruton tips it to make it 5-4 with 4:05 left in the second. Not long after, Mike Cornell takes a big hit that shatters a pane of glass to the left of the Bridgeport bench. They’ll take an early intermission to fix the glass. 

–Tie game yet again, just 19 seconds after they start again. Lee and Halmo battle along the left-wing boards with a couple of Devils. One pushes it along, but Strome gets it back to Donovan for his first AHL goal this year. 5-5. The Devils soon after go to a power play. 

–Phil notes that his scoresheet has room for only 13 goals. That would break a team record for combined goals. Soon after, Donovan clears, the Devils regroup quickly, Pesonen fires wide, and Matteau one-times the carom off the endboards to make it 6-5 Albany. 

Shots after two are officially 24-12 Albany and 14-3 in the period. Yes, Bridgeport scored three goals in the period. They’ll turn around and start the third. 

–(The 12 combined goals games: there are three, 1/28/05 at Providence, 11/4/05 vs. Manchester, 11/23/12 vs. Hartford. All were 7-5 losses.)

–There’s Goal 12 and a 7-5 deficit: Donovan gives one away in the neutral zone, Matteau takes it in alone and puts it around Kenny Reiter’s left skate. 

–McKelvie, out of the box after Bridgeport’s second power play, scores on the rush on a give-and-go with Tim Sestito to make it 8-5, a new Bridgeport record for combined goals and one shy of the team record for goals allowed. Parker Milner comes in to replace Reiter… But then off the draw, Langkow pushes it forward, Bruton gives it to Larson, and Larson scores from the top of the left circle, six seconds after McKelvie’s. It’s 8-6. Yeah. 

–Last minute in Albany, and I looked up during a time out, and I don’t believe what I just saw on TV: what looked like a 109-yard return (not officially in college) of a missed field goal. In overtime. Auburn beats Alabama. Holy cro. 

Game’s over. Albany 8, Bridgeport 6, final.  

–It appears to be the end of regulation now; thought I’d seen that earlier. Time put back? I don’t know. Supposedly covering hockey here.

–You’re welcome, Phil!

–Bridgeport credited with three shots in each of the second and third. Six shots in 40 minutes. 

–This is the one-quarter mark of the season, BTW, 19 games. Bridgeport’s previous worst 19-game start: 2007-08, 7-11-1-0. Game 19 was six years ago tonight in Binghamton. Joey MacDonald fought Danny Bois. (Bridgeport took 51 shots in regulation the next night against Lowell and five more in overtime before winning in a shootout; 57 is the franchise record for SOG. That’d be one heck of a turnaround if they repeated that tomorrow.) 

–Wondered if at any point Pellerin thought about a goaltending change. He said he gathered the team and the defensemen early in the third and said, “‘Kenny’s shutting the door; we’ve got to make smart plays.’ All of a sudden there’s a turnover, a breakaway, and they scored. At the time I (was) second-guessing myself. I believed in it at the time. I thought we had a chance to win the game, crazy as the game was.”

Truly, no lead was safe, but that was partly because, “and it’s the part that hurts me most, some guys got outworked, outcompeted, didn’t show up.” When they made mistakes, Albany capitalized: He said he’d talked about puck-management, and two Albany goals came off turnovers. They made critical errors on the PK and didn’t block shots. “There were times we were one goal out. We needed to have a response. We just weren’t able to take that step.”

Two things I hadn’t caught. One, Pellerin mentioned, was that John Persson didn’t play the last half of the game; back to upper-body, day-to-day for him, it appears. The other, he didn’t mention, is that the ECHL transactions this afternoon had Reading loaning defenseman Mike Banwell to Bridgeport. That’s presumably a PTO tomorrow, getting them to seven defensemen with Sean Escobedo out. 

I was reminded that I hadn’t seen the daily transactions post in part because, after I asked if there were any changes to the injury/illness list, he said “I don’t have a lot to pick from. That’s the frustrating part for me. … I’d say a lot of guys would be sitting. They’re not playing at the level I believe they should be playing at.” 

It’s only the Eastern Conference’s leader coming in tomorrow. 

Categories: Albany, Postgame, Pregame 

Difference-maker 
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Just like last game, Hartford scores early. (Took the Wolf Pack four shifts instead of two.) There, the similarities end. What was the difference? 

“You’d like to try to play a complete game,” Scott Pellerin said. “We want a 200-foot game, but also the 10-foot game, along the boards. Overall, we battled hard in those areas, where the last time we played them, we didn’t compete in those areas.”

“Our special teams were very good tonight,” Pellerin added later. “The assistant coaches have done a great preparing the team in those areas. … I appreciate that. I thought it was a good 60-minute game for us. This stretch, we haven’t been able to put in that solid 60.”

Oh, and there was Matt Donovan. 

“That’s what he does,” Ryan Strome said. 

That power-play goal, waiting at the point, waiting for a lane, waiting out J.T. Miller… it just doesn’t happen a lot here. 

He made some good plays in both ends, but those two assists jump out. 

“That’s his strength,” Pellerin said. “He’s a huge boost for us. He was the difference in the game.”

Donovan said he wanted to come down and work hard and build back some confidence. A play like that? “It definitely helps your confidence,” he said. “Obviously everything happens a little slower in this league, but I think we did pretty well on the power play tonight, moving it around.”

He thought he had been playing well; “I think offensively I was gripping the stick a little too hard, putting too much pressure on myself,” Donovan said. 

So here he is, and however long it lasts, his vow is to work hard. 

….

Strome’s second two-goal game of the year followed seven games in a row without lighting the lamp, though those seven games included four assists, including one in each of the last three. 

“I’d put up points, but you always want to score,” Strome said. His last game was his first without a shot on goal. He wanted to get the puck to the net early today, and he did it. He finished with five tonight, and two went. 

So you’ve got to love your captain getting into the mix, getting feisty. But Chris Bruton’s a month removed from hand surgery. “I’ll be having a discussion with him about that,” Pellerin said. “It just goes to show that all our guys stick up for one another, a pack mentality.”

(Trainer Dave Stickney was a busy man, running to the room with Anders Lee, running to the room with Bruton. Fortunately, everybody followed him back out, too.)

While playing a team that was at 16 skaters because it was besieged by injury and illness, it turns out the Sound Tigers had no healthy scratches. Sean Escobedo is suffering the effects of a hit in Wednesday’s practice and is out for at least the weekend. Joey Diamond is still getting over his sickness, and Kirill Kabanov also came in sick today and got sent home. Sean Wiles could be available this week, Pellerin said, and Brett Gallant wasn’t 100 percent. That’s beyond the longer-term Mike Dalhuisen, Andrey Pedan and Joe Finley. 

Prescout. Bruno Gervais with the game-winner for the other guys. We’ll be listening to Saturday’s game and liveblogging here. See you then. 

Categories: Bruton, Donovan, Hartford, Postgame, Strome 

Where’s Wes O’Neill when you need him? 
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Just kind of a weird night. It’s the night after Thanksgiving, so it has that weird feel of a Saturday or Sunday. Bridgeport unusually doesn’t appear to have an extra player out there (Persson returns; appears Gallant is still banged up from last weekend). Matt Donovan’s here; Calvin de Haan’s not (and didn’t play today on the Island). Hartford called up Michael St. Croix and Josh Nicholls from the ECHL today, but they’re not here yet, so the Wolf Pack rushed nine forwards and seven defensemen. Edit: St. Croix and Nicholls are on the Wolf Pack’s lineup card, so they can play if they get here.

Just another night in Bridgeport. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Persson-Sundstrom (A)-Wetmore

 Sim-Langkow-Bruton (C)

 Larson-Quine-Johnson

 D: Donovan (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

HARTFORD

 F: Mashinter-Miller-Bourque

 Powe (A)-Lindberg-Kantor

 Dupont-Jean-O’Donnell

 D: Johnson (C)-McIlrath

 Allen-Hughes

 Syvret (A)-Bickel

 Nash

 G: Malcolm

 Missiaen

R: Hanson. L: Baker, Briggs.
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Thanksgiving swap 
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Got that one in just in time: The Islanders announced this morning that they’ve sent Matt Donovan down and called up Calvin de Haan from the Sound Tigers. Last year’s playoffs, I guess, were de Haan’s technical return to the NHL for the first time since December 2011, but he’ll likely get to play this time. 

Sound Tigers were off — I was off freezing myself at Law along with Colin Lydiksen, son of Harbor Yard ice guru Cliff — and are back to work tomorrow to begin a three-in-three. (Free kids ticket for each full-price ticket purchased: coupon available at the website.)
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Comebacks, morning style 
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A little 11-on-11 game-situations scrimmage this morning, complete with power plays, four-on-fours, extra-attacker situations at the end to let the orange team try to catch up. They had a shootout — game-ready, complete with Scott Pellerin chasing players back to the bench during attempts — with each goal counting. That did let orange catch up. The winning shooter, in extras? Bernie Cassell, of course. 

Pellerin said Joey Diamond was under the weather and didn’t practice. John Persson was back again; hopefully that sticks this time. Brett Gallant skated this morning and could be a game-time decision on Friday. Sean Wiles skated with them until those game situations began, but that was planned, Pellerin said. 

(They’re taking tomorrow off for the holiday. And sorry, should’ve mentioned my own personal day yesterday. A little free advice: Never move. Yes, I think I said that the last time.) 

A little under two months to Yankee Stadium, so let the branding begin… Ehh. OK.

If you missed it the other day, 10 former NHLers sued the league over concussions. One to follow. 

And RIP, Jerry Seeman.

Categories: Just business, RIP, Uni Watch (amateur division) 
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Have spilled a lot of words the last little while on the PK and what it has done. It was utterly brilliant in the first period, three chances killed with a short-handed goal of its own. 

Then the IceCaps kept the puck in deep for almost two minutes, kept three of the four penalty killers on the ice for the whole minor. 

The silly bounce followed shortly after, sparking St. John’s comeback from 2-0 down to win 4-3. 

“You battle hard in the first period, come out of that with a lead,” Pellerin said. “You get one early in the second, and they throw one to the net, it’s a seeing-eye shot, finds its way into the net. They score on the power play later on in the period, and all of a sudden you’ve got a hockey game.”

St. John’s had had some decent chances through the first period and a half, but a combination of shot-blocking and Parker Milner had kept it quiet. 

Then two almost-blocks gave the IceCaps one. Andrew Gordon flipped it from the right-wing boards, above the circle. It hit one Sound Tiger out there. It hit another in the slot. It bounced right on in. 

Then the power play got hot, given eight chances. And Bridgeport has lost six in a row. 

….

Milner wanted to be better (see the gamer), but it wasn’t like he was bad. He looked a bit nervous on some funny caroms (there you go again) behind his net. “The first few minutes of your first game like this, they’re always going to go by really fast,” Milner said. “You follow the puck wherever it goes. Even if the puck wasn’t hitting me the first few minutes, they were buzzing it around. It was good to feel the puck. I was happy to get that breakaway.”

That was Kris Fredheim out of the penalty box, his first actual AHL save, 10 minutes in. Milner said he wanted to take away the angle and liked how he did it, getting Fredheim to shoot it into his shoulder. 

The Comeback Boys made an impact: Mouillierat two PP points; Hill drawing the pivotal Ryan Strome tripping minor that turned into four. “We don’t play as many three-in-threes as (teams) around here,” Mouillierat said. “The last one’s always the toughest. Sometimes it’s tough to get up for those games. Down two, we just kept fighting.”

Brett Gallant didn’t return after his fight in the opening seconds of the second period. Something in the hand/wrist area, apparently. (Meanwhile, most awesome part of the night was probably Gallant’s son roughhousing with Blair Riley afterward.) 

Calvin de Haan’s last goal, notes Corey, was Nov. 25, 2011. He’d gone 60 AHL games without one (three more if you count the playoffs); good timing, then. Interestingly, he had scored in back-to-back games — the night he got hurt in Springfield, Nov. 12, and then the night he returned. Those had been his only two pro goals. 

And all our best to Brendan McCarthy, St. John’s Telegram writer, who Brian Rogers let us know hasn’t been well the past few weeks. Can’t find a better guy. 

Categories: 'Round the League  , Alumni watch  , de Haan  , Milner  , Postgame | More
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It’s Parker Milner’s AHL debut today, a day shy of 22 months since the St. John’s IceCaps played here last. And not one of the 20 Bridgeport players that night will play today for the Sound Tigers.

But one will be on the other side. (Could be two, but Scott Howes drew back in that night for Blair Riley.)

You can argue that those five PTOs were the catalysts for that fourth banner that’s now hanging over the Harborside goal. (I kinda did something like that here, sorta.) Jon Landry and Riley stuck around for a year; you’d have liked to have seen the others, too, though different forces sent them elsewhere. Howes and Steve Oleksy had their returns last year; Kael Mouillierat and Riley get theirs today.

I’m not gonna argue it’s like Bruno Gervais coming home (which, um, didn’t exactly prompt a roar from that Sunday-afternoon crowd a couple of weeks ago; come on, folks). But still.

(Meanwhile, Bridgeport’s lone remaining PTO from that season isn’t exactly “remaining,” but Chris Langkow was on the roster for over half the season, after all. His last two games were at St. John’s, Oct. 21-22, 2011; he had an assist in both.)

Jordan Hill returns as well, a guy who did what they needed him to do last year. And Brenden Kichton makes his Harbor Yard debut today, too. Sure, we spent a couple of years figuring that’d happen in the other colors, but still.

Jon Sim gets a maintenance day, and it looks like Justin Johnson’s out with Alan Quine and Nick Larson getting back in. One to scratch each way. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Kabanov

 Larson-Quine-Wetmore

 Gallant-Langkow-Bruton (C)

(Johnson-scratch)

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Milner

 Reiter

ST. JOHN’S

 F: Mouillierat-O’Dell-Cormier

 Jaffray (C)-Albert (A)-Gordon (A)

 Klingberg-Lowry-Samson

 Schnell-MacKinnon-Riley

 D: Chiarot-Kichton

 Erhardt-Fredheim

 Hill-Lampl

(O’Neill-scratch)

 G: Olkinuora

 Pasquale
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“We got pucks in deep, but they were very efficient breaking the puck out,” Scott Pellerin said. “They were able to hit their low center a lot. We weren’t able to make the adjustment to keep the puck in their zone.”

Well, that was easy. See you… 

…. 

(We haven’t done that in a while, have we?)

I mean, really. It’s not like they played badly. Shots were lopsided in the first period, but a lot were outside shots, about three of them were on the power play, and hey, the Sound Tigers led 1-0. They got some more shots through the rest of the way, but their best chances came on the rush in overtime. 

It had kind of started by then, but I think back to something I tweeted: Worcester failed on a breakout in the first, handed it over to Sundstrom around the red line. Sundstrom narrowly missed Halmo going the other way. It was called icing. The Sharks spent about the next three minutes in deep, put a shot or two on Reiter. 

Wasn’t a turning point, not least because Bridgeport scored right after. But it was almost a template. 

….

Power play didn’t score tonight. Power play also didn’t get a chance tonight. Sixth time for Bridgeport; first since 2011-12. (The PK, 3-for-3, stayed solid.) Bridgeport has meanwhile been outscored 4-0 this season at four-on-four (though that’s the first since Game 7). I’m thinking the youth plays a role in that, or it could partly be a blip. 

Something to keep an eye on. 

Second period on, Anders Lee took more faceoffs than usual, which just seemed interesting. Both Ryan Strome and Pellerin mentioned the lefty-righty thing, that Lee would take some left-circle draws for the safer angles. And they’ve done that along the way. But I didn’t remember Lee, who played plenty of center in college, taking neutral-zone draws with Strome on the ice before tonight — at the very least, he hadn’t to this degree. 

“Just changing it up,” Strome said. “Last game, I took a lot, and it does wear on you.” Some big guys to battle against at the dot, he said. Pellerin mentioned that guys might switch it up if some matchups hadn’t worked. 

Another something to keep an eye on, I guess. 

The Johnson and Gallant fights, you could see coming a mile and a half away, but they were solid ones. (Video here as always.) Tough timing on Mayfield’s, with Kirill Kabanov just about gone. The lines switched up a bit late in the game, and I think Gallant picked up some extra minutes in the exchanges.

Meanwhile up top, Thomas Hickey is hurt, which has Arthur Staple talking trade. 

Holy squalls on the way home. Right before the Charlton service area there was a sudden little burst of snow, with ice of some sort mixed in. Lightly covering the road. The wind was fierce at times all the way back. Darn it, winter, not ready for you yet. 

Via Chris Roy: The Pirates could be willing to talk about talking with the CCCC. 

And finally, prescout. Check-to-the-head* matches are no fun for anyone. But from the local angle, it’s more about a couple of former PTOs. Reuniting the gang Sunday, a little. (And the almost-gang, in one case.) More then. 

*-Incidentally, Friday’s penalty to Mike Cornell that set off the second-period fun was changed from roughing to a check to the head minor, at some point between its announcement and the time I got upstairs from postgame. Just in case.

Ring the bell: Worcester pregame 
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Forgot to mention last night: Brett Gallant’s two fights give him 52 as a Sound Tiger. That passes Graham Belak for third on the team’s all-time list. Micheal Haley had 65; Eric Godard had 63.

If not for that pesky three-fights-yer-out game misconduct, you’d joke, he might make a run at the leaders tonight. Worcester’s got the muscle; last night didn’t go so well. The bottom two teams in the conference. We’ll see. 

One to scratch for Bridgeport. Looked like Quine. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Sim-Sundstrom (A)-Kabanov

 Diamond-Langkow-Bruton (C)

 Gallant-Wetmore-Johnson

(Quine-scratch)

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

WORCESTER

 F: Schwartz-Kearns (A)-DaSilva

 Reid-Hamilton-Hayes

 Gogol-Oleksuk-Livingston

 Bonneau (A)-Brace-Pelech

 D: Davison (C)-Tennyson

 Comrie-Doherty

 Petrecki-DeMelo

 G: Grosenick

 Sateri

R: Hanson. L: T.Whittemore, J.Millea.

Programming note: For logistical reasons, probably postgameblogging from home, so it’ll likely be up late. 

Categories: Gallant, Pregame, Rampant nostalgia, Worcester 

Sacrificing for a point 
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Like a lot of the Sound Tigers, right to the end, Chris Bruton was laying out to block a shot. 

Hard to believe in a game where 45 shots got through to Kenny Reiter, but Bridgeport blocked a lot of shots tonight. 

“It helped us build momentum,” Bruton said. “We played the hard-nosed hockey we need to play. A bunch of guys stepped up.”

The first period was kind of lackluster; it never felt quite like last week against Hartford, but not much was happening for them until the last two minutes of the period. 

They fell behind in the second, but they’d picked things up a bit. Then they won the third. And even giving up 16 shots on goal, they were blocking shots through the third. 

Reiter wasn’t happy with giving up two goals five-hole or two in the shootout, but he’d made enough saves earlier to make those goals meaningful. They scored a couple on the power play. They’ve got work to do, but it’s a starting point. 

….

Bruton played quite a bit on the PK, regularly with Chris Langkow, in his return. Even-strength, he’d played regularly, though Joey Diamond’s secondary-altercation ejection and the penalties didn’t exactly lend themselves to rolling four lines. “I felt great,” Bruton said. “I’ve got to get back to the speed of things, get my timing down, kind of work through the injury.” Marc Cantin played plenty as well, and he kept blocking shots, too. 

Scott Pellerin made a point to talk about Bridgeport’s play in front of the net; see the gamer. The rebound sat there awhile on the Bruins’ second goal; they let Lindblad to the net on the third. (Those happened to be the two goals on which Reiter wasn’t happy with himself.) 

Prescout. Similar drives to Worcester; Bridgeport may have it a bit shorter, actually. (Trevor Hanson appears to be making the drive, too. Bridgeport will see a bit of him the next little while, if the preliminary assignments stick.) 

Tim Jackman to Anaheim. (Apologies for not chasing the link, but if Twitter doesn’t lie to me, he’s got a fight in his Ducks debut tonight.) 

Justin Bourne on hybrid icing. Count me, though, among those who like it: At least down here, last year and this, I think linesmen have done a pretty good job with it. It’s avoiding injuries, and there were plenty of “wait what no way” calls when guys were simultaneously touching up. (I wouldn’t mind a rewrite that just flat-out says it’s icing unless the attacking player by the dots clearly-no-doubt-in-the-building will win the race.) 

RIP, Michael Weiner.

And if you somehow missed it, 50 years since the assassination of President Kennedy. Jason Chaimovitch tweeted the AHL release from that week and the gaps in the schedule. 
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No Persson, but others back 
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John Persson’s return is delayed: The big winger had a setback in his recovery, Scott Pellerin said. So they’ll wait and watch him some more; not on the trip, though. 

Chris Bruton and Marc Cantin do appear to be good to go, though, Cantin reunited with Calvin de Haan, and Mike Cornell reunited with first-night partner Dallas Jackson. 

Both have one to scratch; looked like Justin Johnson and Seth Griffith. Bridgeport is in white on the road, so all is right with the world. (I think Worcester wears a third jersey on Saturdays, if I recall.) 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Sim-Sundstrom (A)-Kabanov

 Diamond-Langkow-Bruton (C)

 Gallant-Wetmore-Larson

 Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

 G: Reiter

 Milner

PROVIDENCE

 F: Fraser-Spooner-Cunningham

 Lindblad-Camper-Johnson

 Florek-Fallstrom-Robins (A)

 Camera-Khokhlachev-Knight

 Griffith

 D: Warsofsky (A)-Trotman

 Cross-Casto

 Moore (C)-Youds

 G: Svedberg

 Subban

R: Lambert. L: T.Whittemore, MacDonald.

Second time Bridgeport has had Pierre Lambert: The last was Oct. 26, 2012, at Worcester, and notes say it was his first AHL game. 

Categories: Persson, Pregame, Providence 

Trio close to returning: Thursday notes 
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Some good and unexpected and kind of big news this morning: Chris Bruton is cleared to play. They finished up what they had to finish from his surgery, he practiced today and he’s cleared at the trainers’ and coaches’ command. Story coming in tomorrow’s paper. 

John Persson and Marc Cantin also appear ready to go, a solid little influx of guys who missed this three-game losing streak (but not this week’s practice). 

Brett Gallant had a family obligation so didn’t skate. 

And if you missed it late yesterday, David Ullstrom ended up going to Prague; link on yesterday’s post. 
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Progress continues 
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Further progress: Both John Persson and Marc Cantin got through the complete practice today; more of a systems day than the past few days’ conditioning, skating, battles. Persson (who, when they rushed, rushed with the ol’ familiar Sundstrom and Kabanov) said he was feeling good afterward. 

Chris Bruton was missing for a follow-up doctor’s appointment. Sean Wiles tried to skate earlier but wasn’t 100 percent, Scott Pellerin said. Nothing otherwise new on the injured. 

David Ullstrom is leaving Yaroslavl. Wilkes-Barre suspended Peter Mannino; destination unknown. Meanwhile, Trevor Smith had a decent night last night.

Edit: Via Elite Prospects, Ullstrom is going to Prague.

And there’s awesome Jersey News. No, sweater news about Jersey. (There’s also Jersey news: Rostislav Olesz is going to Switzerland.) 

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Cantin, Persson, Uni Watch (amateur division) 

Banged up, back in: Tuesday notes 
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There’s progress on a couple of Bridgeport’s injured forwards. Chris Bruton has been skating with the team the past few days, getting his conditioning in for sure, getting closer. And John Persson joined them for the first half of practice today at Wonderland, feeling good and looking good out there. 

When Persson left as the team changed sheets of ice, Ryan Strome went with him. “He’s a little sore,” Scott Pellerin said. “He did the skating part (of practice) to keep up his conditioning level. When we got to five-on-five, competitive drills, we thought it was the smart thing to do, not to get (banged around).”

As they continue to take Marc Cantin day by day, he only skated a bit. (He got plenty in yesterday.) Jon Sim and Calvin de Haan returned to practice; Sean Wiles was seeing the doctor today after being banged up yesterday. 

Nothing new on Mike Dalhuisen and Andrey Pedan. 

Eric Cairns was with them for a second day in a row, joined today by Bernie Cassell and Steve Valiquette. Quite the student-teacher ratio. 

Greg Miller scored his first pro goal Sunday in Stockton’s shootout loss to Bakersfield. Ben Rosen was playing defense, with Dalhuisen and Sean Escobedo here. 

A touching story from Ian Clark in Manchester on the Monarchs’ cancer-awareness night, and how they honored their late intern Jim Atherton. 

After the All-Star Game, Farjestad is going to Toronto to face the Marlies. 

Ref T.J. Luxmore makes his NHL debut tonight.

Bleackley named Rebels captain

By Greg Meachem - Red Deer Advocate

 Published: November 12, 2013 10:18 PM 

When the Red Deer Rebels coaching staff discussed naming a captain for the 2013-14 WHL season, Conner Bleackley was hardly an after-thought.

Just the contrary, in fact.

“He’s a presence guy and he was a unanimous choice as far as our staff was concerned to be our next captain,” Rebels GM/head coach Brent Sutter said Tuesday, four days after appointing the second-year forward as the club’s official on-ice leader.

“Leadership comes naturally to him. He’s been a captain or an assistant captain on every team he’s played on. Naming him captain and Haydn (Fleury) as an assistant captain shows the direction we’re going here with these young guys, who are certainly two elite players. Conner has proven what type of leader he is. He’s been a very good player for us this season as a 17-year-old.”

Indeed, Bleackley has been the Rebels’ best forward through 21 games and is the team’s scoring leader with 10 goals and 22 points.

Sutter also likes the maturity displayed by the High River native, whose family was hit hard by the June flooding that ravaged the region.

“He went through a lot with that and handled it very well,” said the Rebels bench boss. “He’s a very mature kid for his age.”

Bleackley, who wore the captain’s ‘C’ for back-to-back wins at Cranbrook and Lethbridge Friday and Saturday, has embraced the challenge that comes with being team captain.

“For sure it’s a big responsibility, but it’s something I’ve been wanting to take on. It’s definitely going to be a challenge but I’m ready for it,” he said.

Bleackley knows the duties that come with being the officer in command, and part and parcel of that is simply being a leader by example.

“The biggest thing is playing my game because when I’m playing my game I feel my leadership comes out,” he said. “Of course, saying stuff in the dressing room that needs to be said and picking your spots and making sure the guys are ready . . . that’s also a big responsibility of a captain. You have to know your dressing room too, you have to know what needs to be said and when.”

Bleackley, who projects as a first-round pick in next year’s NHL draft, is proud that he has the confidence of Sutter and the rest of the coaching staff.

“It really makes me feel good that Brent has that kind of trust in me and that he thinks that highly of me,” said the club’s first-round pick — 21st overall — in the 2011 WHL bantam draft. “It’s up to me now to prove him right. I’m a reflection of him now with that ‘C’ on my jersey and I’m just honoured to have that.”

Sutter admitted the coaches were waiting for a decision to be made on Matt Dumba — currently with the Minnesota Wild but subject to being returned to the Rebels at some point — before naming a captain, but decided they had waited long enough.

“We knew we had to make a decision that was best for our hockey team moving forward,” said Sutter. “We can’t make decisions based on what Matt Dumba’s future is in Minnesota. If Matt comes back this season, Conner Bleackley is still our captain.”

“We had to make a firm decision during the road trip, it was important in terms of settling the club down. We asked each other where our leadership has come from this season and it always came back to Conner,” added Sutter.

The Rebels posted a respectable 3-3 record on their recent six-game trip, but more importantly are riding a two-game win streak and a measure of momentum heading into Friday’s home date with the Moose Jaw Warriors.

“We’ve been under-achieving so far this season,” said Bleackley. “Losing three in a row on the road trip . . . that was really tough for us. There were games we should have won and one or two we just didn’t show up for.

“These last two wins against Kootenay and Lethbridge, especially coming off four games in five nights, were huge for us. But it doesn’t mean anything unless we follow it up here Friday.”

l While Dumba recently appeared in his 10th regular-season game for the Wild, which started the clock ticking on his three-year entry-level contract, Sutter hasn’t closed the door on his potential return.

“I was told a month ago by Matt’s agent that 10 games would not be a bench mark,” said Sutter.

The important number, he noted, is 41. If Dumba appears in more than 40 NHL games this season he will be eligible for free agency a year earlier than normal.

Team Russia downs the WHL

Team Russia’s Rinat Valiev tries to take Team WHL player Hunter Shinkaruk out of the play in front of Russia goaltender Alexander Barabanov during first period action at the Centrium on Wednesday. 
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By Greg Meachem - Red Deer Advocate

 Published: November 27, 2013 10:46 PM 

Ivan Nalimov stands six-foot-four but he probably looked even bigger to Team WHL Wednesday night at the Enmax Centrium.

The Russian netminder turned aside 42 shots to lead his squad to a 3-2 win over the best of the Western Hockey League in a Subway Super Series contest viewed by 6,057 fans.

“One person was certainly a difference in the game. Their goalie played extremely well for them,” said Team WHL head coach Brent Sutter. “We had lots of chances and he made some big time saves. We certainly had an enormous amount of opportunities and I thought that our kids did a good job, practising just once and going out there trying to create some chemistry.

“Unfortunately we were one goal short tonight.”

Russian forward Alexei Baskov snapped a 2-2 tie with a wrap-around goal early in the third period and although the home team directed 18 shots at Nalimov in the final frame, the Russian stopper stood tall and Baskov’s marker stood up as the winner. 

“On a couple of goals they got we had some soft plays around our net and we can’t let that happen,” said Sutter.

The Team WHL bench boss played Portland Winterhawks forwards Taylor Leier, Nicolas Petan and Brendan Leipsic together late in the contest in an effort to draw even.

“They’ve all played together as a group. During the last six or seven minutes I put the three of them on a line together. All three of them come from a team that creates a lot of offence,” explained Sutter.

The WHL squad appeared to net the tying goal with 1:30 remaining but it was waved off with the ruling being that the referee intended to blow the whistle before the puck entered the net.

“We did a lot of things well here tonight, we just came up one goal short and that’s what happens when you run into a real good goaltender,” said Sutter. 

“Quite honestly he’s been very good in every game he’s played in this series.”

The win was the third in succession for Team Russia, which lost the first two games of the series in Quebec, then defeated Team OHL twice. The sixth and final game of the series is tonight in Lethbridge.

Despite holding a 14-7 advantage in shots during the opening period, Team WHL trailed 2-1 at the first intermission. 

Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Griffin Reinhart opened the scoring just 45 seconds into the contest, wiring a shot past Nalimov as the trailer on a three-on-two.

The Russians pulled even at 14:36 of the period as Igor Rudenkov’s shot from just inside the blueline dipped and beat Team WHL goaltender Eric Comrie of the Tri-City Americans under his arm.

Three minutes later, Alexander Barabanov cashed a rebound from a scramble and the Russians had a 2-1 lead that held up until Leier scored on a short-handed breakaway 2:43 into the second period.

Comrie made 10 saves in a solid second-period performance, none better than his stop on Ildar Shiksatharov, who broke in alone but couldn’t beat the goaltender’s left pad. 

A few minutes later Comrie robbed Alexei Baskov with a glove stab.

“I’m sure he would have liked that first one back but other than that he made some big saves,” said Sutter. “There were two or three times in the second period when their guys got behind our defencemen and he came up big. After he settled in I thought he handled it really well.”

Comrie, who finished with 22 saves, was of the opinion that he could have posted a shutout on a better night.

“I feel I should have had all three of them (goals). It’s tough to lose a game like that but we’re going to come out and win tomorrow,” he said. “I thought our guys played real well in front of me. I thought they were outstanding.

“They were blocking shots, they were physical and they shot the puck a lot. The other goalie was very good, I have to give credit to him.”

Team WHL captain Curtis Lazar of the Oil Kings tipped his hat to the entire Russian squad.

“I have to give the Russians credit,” he said. “We came together as a team tonight and we played hard, but we didn’t get the result we wanted.”

Rebels forward Conner Bleackley was the lone 1996-born player on Team WHL and didn’t look out of place.

“It was fun to get out there and play with the best players in the league,” he said. “Obviously we would have liked to win, but I thought we played well enough to win and the atmosphere in the rink was nice.”

Bleackley managed to get onto the official scoresheet as he was assessed a pair of second-period tripping penalties. He also drew a penalty in the middle frame when he was submarined by Russian defenceman Pavel Koledov.

“I think I’ve taken probably taken three minors all year and I got penalized twice for tripping,” said Bleackley. “Those were really bad penalties and I’m glad the boys killed them off. We actually got a short-handed goal on one of them.”

The Rebels’ top scorer used the game as a measuring stick of sorts.

“It was good to see all the other guys . . . the top guys in the league and see where they’re at and kind of where I fit in,” he said. “I definitely have a long way to go, but it was good.

“The pace was a lot different than in a league game and the Russians play a lot different than any other team in our league. They sat back in the third period and played a trap. You never want to make neutral zone turnovers against them because their transition game is phenomenal.” Playing for an opportunity

WHL player Josh Morrissey of the Prince Albert Raiders skates during practice at the Centrium on Tuesday. Morrissey will play defence on team WHL in the Super Series against Team Russia tonight (Wednesday) at the Centrium. Morrissey is hoping a solid performance in the game will translate into an invite to Canadian national junior team selection camp. 
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By Greg Meachem - Red Deer Advocate

 Published: November 26, 2013 10:02 PM 

Neither player is new to international hockey, but Josh Morrissey is looking at tonight’s Subway Super Series game at the Centrium as a ticket to the Canadian national junior teams final selection camp, while Griffin Reinhart will be out to prove he deserves a second tour of duty with the national team.

“It’s going to be fun,” Morrissey, a Prince Albert Raiders defenceman, said Tuesday following a practice session with Team WHL in advance of the 7 p.m. Super Series clash with Team Russia. 

“I’ve been lucky to have my fair share of opportunities in international competition and I guess I’ve kind of learned to just make sure that I prepare myself like I would for any other game. It’s going to be exciting. It’s my first time in the Subway Series and I can’t wait to get out there.”

Morrissey, an 18-year-old from Calgary and the Winnipeg Jets’ first-round pick — 13th overall — in June’s NHL entry draft, has worn the maple leaf in the World Under 17 Challenge as well as the World Under 18 Championship and the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka tournament.

The supremely skilled rearguard now has his sights set on a berth on the Canadian squad for the 2014 World Junior Championship set for Dec. 26-Jan. 5 in Sweden. Tonight’s game is an audition of sorts, although he insisted he won’t be feeling any extra heat.

“Obviously my goal is to play on the world junior team and there’s going to be a lot of people watching,” said Morrissey. “You want to do well but I don’t know if it adds any extra pressure. If you look at it that way, it could, but I’m just trying to look at it as another game.

“Go out and work hard and just be myself and not try to do too much. If I just go out and play my game at the end of the day hopefully everything will take care of itself.”

Red Deer Rebels GM/head coach Brent Sutter will handle bench boss duties for Team WHL tonight and will be in the same role for the Canadian world junior team this year, his third time around. Morrissey agreed that he won’t get a better chance to impress Sutter.

“You want to relish this opportunity for sure and play your best and try to implement the systems that he’s put in place for the game. I just have to play my game,” said Morrissey. “Brent has seen me play a lot, but having him right there on the bench . . . it’s a great opportunity to show yourself.” 

Reinhart, meanwhile, would normally be considered a shoe-in for this year’s Canadian squad for the WJC as the only returning player appearing in tonights contest, but he’s not taking anything for granted.

Like Morrissey, he’s also represented Canada at the under-17 and -18 level, and last December was with the Canadian world junior team squad in Sochi, Russia.

“I’m accustomed to international hockey, but no matter what there are always nerves in a game like tomorrow’s and you always have to be at your best,” said the Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman, a first-round pick — fourth overall — of the New York Islanders in 2012.

“Canada has had great teams the last couple of years and you have to continue to prove yourself. They’re not going to take you because of your name or because you were on the team last year. The Hockey Canada people start fresh every year and evaluate players throughout the year. If you’re not playing well and you don’t perform well in (the final selection) camp they’re not going to take you.”

Reinhart would normally be a given for the 2014 Canadian WJC squad, expect that he will likely have to sit out the first three games of this year’s tournament. 

The West Vancouver native was handed a four-game suspension for high sticking U.S. forward Vince Trocheck in a 2013 WJC semifinal and missed the bronze-medal game versus Russia.

As it stands, the last three games of the sentence will have to served during this year’s world juniors.

“As of now it’s supposed to carry over,” said Reinhart. “Hockey Canada is trying to deal with that, but I’m not too sure what’s going on and there’s nothing I can do. All I can do is come and do my best and hopefully they’ll still take me.”

In the event that he has to miss the first three games of the WJC, Reinhart is confident that he’ll be able to be effective through the rest of the tournament.

“I’ve had a one-week break before without playing. I’ll just have to get back into it and in the middle of the year it will make it that much easier,” he said. “You want to play every game, but if I go there and miss the first three games. I’ll be back for the New Year’s even game versus the States.”

Johnson: Backlund caught in a Catch-22, without ice time needed to score enough to get more ice time

Once the young promising centre in the organization, 2007 first-rounder finds himself stuck on the fourth line

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 25, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s Mikael Backlund, seen battling Chicago&#8217;s Nick Leddy in a game earlier this month, is trying to make the most of his time on the fourth line.
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Even Flames’ stay-at-home defencemen keeping shootout skills sharp

Flames notes: Galiardi helped off ice at practice after suffering back spasms

Imagine awaking one day, flipping on the goggle box and learning that you’re on sale on the NHL’s in-house Home Shopping Channel.

“You can’t help but wonder ‘What if it happens? What do I do with my place?’ ” concedes Mikael Backlund. “Things like that are going through my head a little bit. It’s only human nature, I guess. I’ve tried not to think too much about it since I heard the rumours. Played the game Friday. Came to work and practised hard Saturday and today.

“When I get on the ice, I’m trying to do my best. Trying to have fun. Trying to make the best of the situation. Trying to make plays even though I’m on the fourth line.”

Mikael Backlund is only 24.

Still, at odd, quiet moments of introspection/reflection, he must wonder if he hasn’t somehow been whisked back in time to 1929.

The market’s crashed. His stock’s bottomed out. Once so rich in promise, so flush with opportunity, only to find himself now, jarringly, starting from scratch; all the collateral he’d built up, vanished.

Pipped, not so terribly long ago, as the No. 1 centre of the future in this organization, if only by process of elimination, a natural fit between Jarome Iginla and Alex Tanguay, Backlund has watched his status whittled away by a 19-year-old rookie whiz kid, a resurrected 29-year-old playmaker and a hometown Toronto Maple Leaf minor-league cast-off.

Iginla and Tanguay are, of course, both long gone. And if the rumours that began swirling late last week are true, Backlund just might be, too.

A revitalized Matt Stajan has nailed down the spot on the No. 1 line. Sean Monahan has played beyond his years and Joe Colborne’s won organizational hearts with his size and potential.

All of which has left Backlund adrift, consigned to the checking line, wondering where he fits in, if he’ll ever get to deliver the goods.

Or even whether his future can possibly lie here at all.

“Stajan, with the way that he has played for us, has made it pretty clear for us that he’s the No. 1 centre,” explains coach Bob Hartley, following Monday’s practice at WinSport. “But from there, on any given night . . . as we saw in the game in Colorado, Backs put us back in the game when I put him with Hudler and Cammalleri.

“Obviously, there are four chairs. Right now, Stajan has the big chair. Monny, with his goal production, has the second one. Colborne, with his progression, has the third one. But we’re looking at this every game, every shift, and re-evaluating. Plus, I’m telling Backs this: I understand that being on the fourth line, I cannot expect him to move up by scoring goals.

“The role is different.

“What’s mind-boggling is: Where has his offence gone? Again, I’m not talking about recent weeks. Before that. You often hear coaches going on about playing without the puck, how guys have to be better in their own end. Backs is the total opposite.

“Backs has done so great defensively, but I felt early on that he had lost the desire to score goals. For me, playing good defence should help you score goals. You spend less time in your own zone, you create more turnovers. He has great vision, great hockey sense. But he was struggling in those areas.”

Hartley lauds Backlund a “great young pro.” Admires the diligence he’s shown in setting about learning the roll-up-your-sleeves side of the game. Is impressed that there’s been no whining, no sulking, no pouting, at the 2007 first-rounder’s drastic u-turn in fortune.

The odd thing is, Stajan, with far more offensive opportunity, has only two more points than Backlund’s seven. Colborne’s hovering at seven, too.

Still, the reimagining, the reinvention, of Mikael Backlund continues.

“Hey, lots of guys extend their careers by many years doing what Back’s is doing right now,” argues Hartley. “Guy Carbonneau was a Quebec league scoring champion and he made a great NHL career as one of the best checkers, blocking shots and everything. It’s a choice, whether you make $65,000 in the ‘A’ or $700,000 in the NHL and at the same time it’s about playing the game the right way.

“If you score five to 10 goals a season, you can’t sit on this and say ‘My job is safe.’ That’s what we’re trying to do with everyone. I’m trying to teach Monahan the right way to play the game on both sides of the puck in the three zones, even though, hey, this guy is going to score 30, 40 for us, for sure.

“The unfortunate part is that Backs got caught in a rebuilding year where we added two really good young centremen.”

Which leaves him in a decidedly tricky Catch-22 situation. Only increased offence can get him bumped up in the centre-ice pecking order. But stuck on the checking line, given limited minutes and no power play time, it’s almost impossible to do that.

This always loomed as a decisive moment in Mikael Backlund’s Calgary career, after six seasons of flirting, and failing, to carve out a niche. The seismic shift to a rebuild seemed to play in his favour. But it’s all played out wrong.

Demotion to that fourth chair Hartley spoke of. A healthy scratch one game. And now the inevitable trade gossip.

“On the fourth line you’re not supposed to be scored on, so that’s my job right now,” he says, fighting to remain positive. “I’m on the PK now, and I like that, it keeps me in the game. Obviously, it’s not my plan to be a fourth-line player. It’s a long year. I’m trying to stay patient and help the team.

“I can’t change my game too much. I did that earlier in my career in the NHL and that’s what’s hurting me a little bit now. I’m trying to find my way back again, being more offensive. That’s how I got into this league in the first place.

“Everybody knows I’m not happy where I am right now. That’s no secret. There’s no use lying about that. Everybody wants to play as much as possible. I want to help the team more than I do right now.

“So, it’s tough. Yeah . . . very tough.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
Even Flames’ stay-at-home defencemen keeping shootout skills sharp

You just never know after Calgary has gone 14 rounds with the tiebreaker in two recent games

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldNovember 25, 2013
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Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra makes a stop on Florida Panthers centre Jonathan Huberdeau during a shootout last Friday. The Flames won 4-3.

Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra makes a stop on Florida Panthers centre Jonathan Huberdeau during a shootout last Friday. The Flames won 4-3.

Photograph by: Colleen De Neve, Calgary Herald

Ladislav Smid has a shootout move. Really, he does.

Calgary Flames defenceman Shane O’Brien, drawing on his American Hockey League days, would be able to find some move from his repertoire while Chris Butler, if he had to, could make something work.

Because when the pressure is on and the selected marksmen begin drawing blanks — like last week’s 16-shooter epic that lead to a 5-4 win over the Winnipeg Jets or even Friday’s 12-man go-round in the 4-3 victory over the Florida Panthers — it could be up to others (eventually) to get the job done.

“Yeah, right before the goalies, probably,” Smid said jokingly Monday at WinSport’s facilities. “I would think they would probably tap 12 forwards and five defenceman on the shoulder before me. No, but I think I’d be safe. It would be pretty funny, though.”

Funny, maybe, but as of Monday evening, 55 of 354 games played in the National Hockey League had been decided by shootouts. And three of which have been Flames’ games including two last week.

Against the Jets, the eighth-rounder had been the longest of the 2013-14 campaign to date and two of Calgary’s offensive defenceman — T.J. Brodie and Kris Russell — were sent out.

Meaning SOMEONE was the next up.

“I’ve gone 13 deep before when I was in Buffalo and we played Colorado one night,” Butler said. “I was really starting to get nervous, thinking I was going to have to go.

“Probably would have had the same game plan — five-hole, low blocker, short-side. Some type of shot somewhere. You try to make what you consider the best play possible and go with that.”

The most prolific active NHLers to date with 34 successful attempts are Minnesota’s Zach Parise, Florida’s Brad Boyes and Phoenix winger Radim Vrbata. Pavel Datsyuk, Mikko Koivu, and Jussi Jokinen also have more than 30 shootout goals.

Currently leading the Calgary Flames is Jiri Hudler (14/42), Lee Stempniak (11/34) and Michael Cammalleri (10/37). Now, with his two shootout winners from his first career attempts last week, rookie Sean Monahan joins Dennis Wideman (2/8), and Curtis Glencross (2/9).

For the record, in a combined 1,274 NHL games between Smid, O’Brien, and Butler, they’ve had zero shootout attempts.

But, again, you just never know.

“At the start of the season, we knew some guys (were capable),” said head coach Bob Hartley. “Other guys are very surprising. When I was in Atlanta, I had Ilya Kovalchuk and he wasn’t very good in shootouts. We all know he could fire that puck. But it’s a touch. There’s obviously some pressure attached to it. So, that’s why, early in the season, we go and look at practices and we look at guys that have certain moves.”

The only other time the Flames have been in the situation was their season-opening loss to the Washington Capitals which only featured Hudler and Baertschi. Against Winnipeg the order went like this: Joe Colborne, Hudler, Cammalleri, Stempniak, Brodie, Sven Baertschi, Russell, and Monahan. Friday, the Flames adjusted on the fly and added Blair Jones before Cammalleri while Monahan moved ahead of Brodie.

“The key is freezing the goalie and you need a certain skill to do this,” Hartley said. “And after this, you have to put the puck in the right spot. There’s no magic formula but, right now, we’ve won our last few games and we’re pretty confident in some players.”

Still, O’Brien, (patenting the “low shot; nothing fancy” move), said everyone must be alert and ready.

“Just in case something happens,” he explained. “Like you go 14, 15 shooters or something like that. But hopefully it doesn’t get too deep. Guys like myself --- and I won’t mention any other names --- have been getting a little nervous once it goes past six or seven shooters.

“When we were in Winnipeg and got into some deeper shooters, we were all kind of joking around on the bench, like we might be next. But I think if you get called and it does go late, you just have to embrace it and try to enjoy it.”

Because, at the end of the day, the extra point matters in the end.

Last year, San Jose was tops in the area collecting eight shootout victories in the 48 game-season (which had them in the post-season with 57 points). In 2011-12, teams like New Jersey (12) and Minnesota (11) specialized in the area and were rewarded.

“It’s definitely huge in the standings,” O’Brien said. “If you look at teams that have had success in the shootout, they’re clearly ahead of teams because of that. It’s for the fans and for entertainment purposes but it’s important in the standings and important for making the playoffs if you’re good in the shootout.”

Regardless of where you are in the order.

“I would just go with the flow, probably,” said Smid who turned into a true defensive defenceman when he broke into the league with the Edmonton Oilers in 2006-07. “Just shoot it, to be safe. You don’t want to end up on the top-10 TSN bad moves.

“It’s rare but thank God we managed to get an extra point. Monnie’s our hero, that’s for sure.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Flames notes: Galiardi helped off ice at practice after suffering back spasms

Forward will be re-evaluated ahead of Wednesday&#8217;s game vs. Chicago

By KRISTEN ODLAND and GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 25, 2013
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Calgary Flames forward T.J. Galiardi suffered back spasms during practice on Monday and will be monitored for his availability ahead of Wednesday&#8217;s game vs. Chicago.
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T.J. Galiardi had to be helped off the ice and into the dressing room after dealing with back spasms at WinSport facilities on Monday.

“I saw him go to the bench and the trainers told me he seized up,” reported head coach Bob Hartley. “We’re obviously going to treat him and there’s not much more we know (Monday).

“We’ll first see what the medical staff is saying after. (Tuesday) we’ll see, but we have plenty of players.”

Game day is not until Wednesday which will give the coaching staff plenty of time to monitor the forward’s status and make a decision.

Galiardi, who has a goal and six points in 22 games, was a healthy scratch for the first time as a member of the Flames during Friday’s 5-4 shootout victory over the Florida Panthers.

OUR GAME, EH

The National Hockey League, says business bible Forbes magazine, is booming in Canada.

In an article published recently, the magazine revealed that the Flames ranked among the top teams in gate receipts per-game last season.

According to Forbes, six of the seven Canadian teams charged an average ticket price for non-premium seats of at least $70. The league average was $64. And the five most expensive average ticket prices were charged by Canadian franchises — Toronto ($120), Montreal ($99), Winnipeg ($95), Vancouver ($90) and Edmonton ($79). The top teams in gate receipts-per-game last season? Toronto ($2.2 million), Montreal ($2.1 million), Vancouver ($1.8 million), New York Rangers ($1.8 million), and the Calgary Flames and Edmonton Oilers tied at ($1.6 million).

It also revealed that the average NHL team now has an enterprise value (equity plus net debt) of $413 million, 46 per cent more than a year ago. For the first time since Forbes began tracking NHL team values in 1998, three of the league’s five most valuable teams are Canadian — Toronto Maple Leafs ($1.15 billion), Montreal Canadiens ($775 million), Vancouver Canucks ($700 million). And this is also the first time that every Canadian franchise ranks among the top 16 in the 30 team league.

TIGER-CAT GROWL

After three-quarters of Sunday’s Grey Cup tilt in Regina, longtime Ticat fan Brian McGrattan had seen enough.

“Then,” confessed the Flames’ tough guy, “I switched over to the Broncos-Patriots game.”

A Steeltown boy born and raised, McGrattan’s grandparents had season tickets to Ivor Wynne Stadium to watch the ’Cats play when he was growing up and an uncle, Ernie Palango, played running back for the Tabbies in the mid-70s, wearing No. 33. So, naturally, the interest was high when the Saskatchewan Roughriders and Hamilton kicked off the 101st Grey Cup on Sunday.

“It sucks that they got blown out,” said McGrattan. “At the beginning of the year, they were the team you wouldn’t have expected to be there. A couple big turnovers they could’ve had in the first 10 minutes might’ve changed the game.

“But, all things considered, they had a good year. Just getting to that game was a big thing.”

BREEN BACK

Also Monday, the Flames recalled Chris Breen from the Abbotsford Heat. The six-foot-six, 225-pound defenceman had been on a conditioning stint following the recovery from his abdominal injury which leaves the Flames with 13 forwards, eight defencemen, and two goalies along with two players on injured reserve (Mark Giordano and Curtis Glencross).

Monahan continues to impress with early NHL accomplishments at the tender age of 19

Flames recall what they were doing with their hockey careers at that age

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldNovember 24, 2013
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Calgary Flames centre Sean Monahan tried to tie up Florida Panthers defenceman Tom Gilbert during second period action at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Friday.
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Getting there at any age is amazing. Getting there as a kid? Well, that’s another thing completely.

What deficiencies, David Jones is asked, kept him from skating in the National Hockey League as a teenager?

He laughs.

“Oh, the list would have been long,” says Jones. “When I was 18, I was playing my second year in the BCHL. I hadn’t even stopped growing yet.”

Put to another Calgary Flames winger is the same question.

“Everything,” replies Lee Stempniak, smiling. “I was a sophomore at (Dartmouth) college, just finding my game. The mental part is what comes a little quicker for some people.”

Those people, before they hit 20, draw NHL paycheques.

Stempniak played — and was road roommates — with Oliver Ekman-Larsson in Phoenix. Jones, meanwhile, was a member of the Colorado Avalanche when Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly showed up.

So reference points for Jones and Stempniak aren’t roster-clinging hopefuls entirely out of their elements. They’ve witnessed lads who are immediate contributors in the NHL.

“That’s the craziest thing, man,” says Jones. “Mind-blowing.

All of which brings us to Sean Monahan, 19-year-old of the Flames.

Like Ekman-Larsson, like Duchene and O’Reilly, Monahan is not content to hold down a spot. He’s an impact player. No need to even compare him to his peers.

Eight goals stake him 30th overall in the NHL.

With 14 points, he’s second on the Flames.

Recently, he iced two victories with shootout conversions. (Only three NHLers have collected more game-deciding tallies in shootouts.)

“Pressure is not part of his dictionary,” says coach Bob Hartley. “He always rises in key moments. That’s an unbelievable quality for a young player. I think he’s going to score many, many big goals for us. Surprising? I would say it’s admirable what he’s doing.”

Consider Ladislav Smid is somewhat of an expert on the topic of teenagers, having skated in Edmonton alongside the likes of Sam Gagner, Taylor Hall, Magnus Paajarvi, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov.

And now Monahan here.

“He’s a big part of this team and he belongs in this league,” Smid says. “It’s impressive to watch a kid like that — at 19 years of age, to be this good. He’s still a little bit shy ... but he’s a great guy, a great dude. Obviously, there’s got to be a level of confidence.”

That self-belief, according to his elders, is the difference-maker. The one mandatory asset.

“Oliver is the same way — a really even-keeled, calm demeanour like Sean,” Stempniak says. “They have that underlying confidence ... they play the game and don’t really get caught up in other things that are happening. Sean’s confident, but quietly confident. He carries himself really well. He’s just got a lot of poise out there.

“It seems like he never really gets too flustered.”

Mistakes, however, do happen.

The centre has been on the ice for 20 goals against. (Then again, eight teammates been victimized more times than the six-foot-two, 200-pounder.)

“He’s cost us a few goals — but we were ready for this,” says Hartley. “That’s the commitment we had. At the quarter-pole, if you put on a scale what he did good and the few mistakes that he made, we’re big-time winners. That was quite an investment.”

Last week, the Flames coach had acknowledged the work-in-progress aspect of having a teen aboard.

“He’s a baby,” says Hartley, “so everyday there’s stuff ... video, we work on the ice with him. I need to make him more aggressive — more aggressive on the puck, more aggressive on the forecheck. We’re not going to make the perfect player out of him in one season.”

And should Monahan start thinking he is perfect?

Well, that’s where his big brothers come in.

“I don’t think with Monny we’re ever going to have a problem with his head getting too big,” Jones says. “Because of the start he’s had, guys are on him a little bit, chirping him here and there. It’s kind of fun to get on him. Obviously if (his play) was going the other way, guys would be laying off. It’s all heartfelt, nothing too crazy. But it’s always fun to pick on rookies.”

Adds Stempniak: “I’ve got a pretty good relationship with Sean — we talk a lot. He jokes around. He’s just one of the guys. Maybe we talk to him a little more (than others), just to give him encouragement. Other than that, he’s one of the guys. Sean’s fit in from Day 1. He’s funny. A good sense of humour. Just really likable.”

Flames knock off Panthers in shootout

Rookie Monahan pots second winner this week

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldNovember 23, 2013
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Flames centre Joe Colborne, background, celebrates with teammate Lance Bouma after Colborne got the Flames on the scoreboard with a goal against the Florida Panthers. The Flames would end up winning in a shootout.
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Johnson: Galiardi gets a break

Flames centre turns Blair switch project

Skrudland settles into new Panthers role

Another slow start, another furious comeback, another set of mistakes forcing overtime, and another shootout win for the Calgary Flames.

Stop us if you’ve heard this script already — this week.

In similar fashion to Monday’s 5-4 shootout win over the Winnipeg Jets, the Flames weathered the storm Friday at the Saddledome after a slow first period, eventually established a 3-1 lead in the thisrd stanza only to have the persistent Florida Panthers bounce back and send the game into overtime. Then, Sean Monahan nets the shoot-out winner.

However, the main objective was not lost on the 19-year-old rookie.

“At this point, we need wins and as a group we know that,” Monahan said. “We’ve got to dig deep. We’re trying to do whatever we can to get points right now.”

In a 12-man showdown, goals from Jiri Hudler and Mike Cammalleri also counted while on the other side, Brad Boyes and Tomas Fleischmann were successful on Flames’ goalie Reto Berra. Jimmy Hayes, however, was not and the Flames improved to 8-11-4 while the Panthers slipped to 6-13-5. 

Calgary tough guy Brian McGrattan woke fans up early in the third period when he dropped the gloves with Florida’s Krys Barch which seemed to also inject some life into the home bench.

Soon, it was 3-1 when Blair Jones — playing with intensity after being summoned from the Abbotsford Heat late Thursday — tapped in his second goal for the Flames since joining the squad in 2011-12. His fist-pumping and celebration said it all.

But the Panthers capitalized a massive gaffe by Berra — a failed attempt to play a turned over puck which left him completely out of position. Hayes accepted the gift and had Florida within one. 

And, of course, the Panthers, one of the league’s best third period teams, would knot the score 3-3 with 5:59 to go as Marcel Goc capitalized on a Monahan turnover in front.

“There were several games during that full 60 minutes,” Flames head coach Bob Hartley admitted. “Our first period was not good at all. In the second period, we got life on the forecheck, we got a nice power play goal and suddenly we were going. In the third period, we started to panic and turn the puck over.

“That’s one area we need to get better at.”

The home boys had a 2-1 lead heading into the third period thanks to some solid work by the Flames’ youngsters. 

Near the halfway mark of the second period, Joe Colborne, scoring his third goal of the season, picked the top corner over Thomas’ glove side after Lance Bouma had forced a turnover from Panthers defenceman Mike Mottau at the hash marks.

On a powerplay just a few minutes later, Sven Baertschi cashed in on a Tim Thomas rebound from T.J. Brodie’s point shot to take a 2-1 lead.

After an uneventful and dull first period, the Flames found themselves in a 1-0 hole and out-shot 6-3. They’d also taken three penalties to Florida’s zero.

“We almost might be over-thinking it a little now,” Colborne said of the slow starts. “We’ve been so focused on it that we’ve been forgetting we can just go out and play hockey. Lucky for us, we came out and had a good second period. 

“But we can’t be letting them get back in the game; give them credit but we need to step on their throats and take that win when we’re up 3-1.”

The Panthers hit the board with less than five minutes left in the opening 20 when Matt Stajan lost a faceoff to Florida pivot Nick Bjugstead. Immediately, Tom Gilbert corralled the loose puck and sent a slapshot towards the net which trickled easily through Berra’s five-hole — the fourth shot of the game.

In the end, the Swiss NHL rookie netminder’s blunders were overshadowed as his 23-save performance and eventual shootout deciding stop on Hayes did the trick.

No one should have been surprised Friday’s game went into overtime though; five of 11 games in November have been extended pushed into an extra frame, including three this week. 

“It’s nice to get a few wins in here,” Colborne said. “Obviously, we have a very proud group in here. When you go on a losing streak like that, it’s really frustrating. 

“As much as you try to stay positive, it wears on you. It’s nice to have music going in the dressing room and guys who are smiling again.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Johnson: Galiardi gets a break

Hartley hopes Flame recharges after game off

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldNovember 22, 2013
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Flames forward TJ Galiardi isn&#8217;t in uniform Friday night against the Florida Panthers. Head coach Bob Hartley hopes the winger recharges his game after a trip to the pressbox.
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T.J. Galiardi wasn’t talkin’ (wasn’t playin’, either, which is why he wasn’t talkin’).

Good thing Bob Hartley had plenty to say.

Galiardi was a healthy scratch for Friday’s visit by the Florida Panthers. Which isn’t quite so jaw-dropping as, say, giving a misfiring Patrick Kane or Patrice Bergeron a night off after a sharp whack across the knuckles with a wooden school ruler. Nothing of the We-Interrupt-CNN’s-Originally-Scheduled-Programming drama to it. The needle on the NHL Richter Scale, in fact, barely moved.

It’d happened to Galiardi a dozen times last season, after all, albeit vying for starts and minutes on a lavishly more skilled group in San Jose.

And, quite honestly, had been coming for a while here now.

“I had a few good talks with him,” said Hartley following Friday’s morning skate at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “It’s not fun for him. It’s not fun for all of us. My job is to make decisions for the best of the organization. T.J. is a class guy. He works hard. He means well. Since the start of the year, his play has gone down.

“Sometimes … like I told him: ‘Unplug. Take a day off. Work in the gym. Clean up a little bit. Tomorrow is another day.’ I didn’t make him any promises but we know that we can count on him. He’s a good pro.

“It’s not by a lack of effort, but right now there’s no results.”

In his place, Blair Jones, recent beneficiary of the bountiful beauties of Abbotsford, B.C., drew into the lineup and hoped to earn another chance, and then another one.

While Galiardi’s reaction to being shunted upstairs to mingle with the press-box riff-raff can be easily predicted, it officially went unrecorded Friday because he chose not to address the matter. From a comparative point of view, under similar, uncomfortable circumstances both Mikael Backlund and especially Sven Baertschi stood up, marched out to face the music, said the right things, and then set about working themselves back into the rotation.

It ain’t easy, but it is part of becoming a good pro.

Galiardi’s stats are hardly stirring: No goals since Oct. 4th, Game 2 of the season and six points in 22 starts, despite ample ice time and opportunity to make an impact. But the problem in this case certainly doesn’t lie solely in numbers.

No, the Flames’ dissatisfaction, as Hartley confirmed, is with “his overall game.” To be effective, T.J. Galiardi has to be corrosive, rash-like, a pain-in-the-posterior to play against. Clearly, his boss is demanding more abrasiveness, more P12 magrogrit sandpaper, out of the Calgary-born Hitmen alumnus. To be more noticeable. More committed in the dirty areas of the ice. Galiardi’s jersey may be predominantly red but his collar had better be blue.

That’s why the Flames took on a $1.25 million tariff when they acquired him from the Sharks for a 2015 fourth-round pick on July 2nd.

“More physical. More involved. Just to play the game,” confirmed Hartley.

“If you’re not going to score 25, 30 goals in this league, what do you bring? What do you bring at the end of a game? At the end of the season when we sit as a coaching staff and evaluate players, we say, ‘OK, what does he bring? What does he not bring?’ For me, when you’re a five-, 10, 15-goal scorer in the NHL, if you solely go on this … that’s not enough.

“Like I tell these guys lots of times, ‘You’re coming out of major junior, you’re coming out of college, you were the star of your team.’ Well, sometimes in the NHL, the one thing that brought you to this league suddenly is not enough. You need to expand your value.

“Look at many guys — they’re top scorers in major junior and, five or 10 years later, they’re good checkers at the NHL level. It’s because they’ve changed. If they wouldn’t have changed, maybe they would have been stuck in the AHL for the rest of their careers.”

Galiardi can feel slighted, picked-on, unfairly-singled out by Friday’s omission. Or he can use the decision as rocket fuel and start playing with the ornery rambunctiousness that Bob Hartley and the rest of this organization is looking for, has been banking on.

And while points aren’t the be-all, end-all in this case, it only follows that increased involvement will lead to increased production. And a happier Hartley.

If the occasional kick in the cojones is what it takes …

After getting the day off, cleaning up, unplugging, T.J. Galiardi and the rest of his mates are back at practice Saturday. The Flames aren’t obliged to screw on their game faces again until Wednesday, when the reigning Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks come to call.

Galiardi’s fate for that game is uncertain. But his ostracization is sure to be temporary.

“We all know this is a competitive business,” said Hartley flatly. “We want everyone accountable.

“It’s our job, as a coaching staff, to challenge those guys.”

Challenge delivered.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Flames centre turns Blair switch project

Jones made most of time spent in minors

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldNovember 22, 2013
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Flames centre Blair Jones finally gets another shot at playing in the NHL when he was inserted into the lineup Friday night against the Florida Panthers.
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Desperately trying to shove last winter behind him, Blair Jones showed up to main camp in dandy shape.

Then he shoved, mucked, fought. He got noticed.

Nevertheless, the Calgary Flames assigned him to Abbotsford.

No matter.

He was summoned two weeks later — just in time to get scratched for three straight dates, then get ferried back to the American Hockey League.

Friday, though, Jones poked his snout out of the dog house. Finally.

Back in Calgary, the pivot actually got to play in, like, a real game.

“It wasn’t easy, that’s for sure,” Jones, 27, said of the road back to the NHL. “I’m happy with what I’ve done, but I’m not going to pat myself on the back too much. There’s still a lot of work to do.

“I’m going to keep at it … keep climbing the ladder.”

Jones is not only a novelty in Calgary — a right-handed centre — he serves as proof that those in Abbotsford have not been forgotten.

“That’s the motivation for those kids down there,” said coach Bob Hartley. “No kids grow up with the sole intention of playing in the American Hockey League. I’m sure this morning there’s some kids looking at (Jones’ promotion) and saying, ‘I might be the next one.’ ”

Jones’s own fate was murky.

The 2012-13 season had been that unpleasant, that disheartening.

A dozen games in, Hartley soured on Jones — chucking him on waivers, scratching him, banishing him to the farm — and that was basically it. But credit the player for muscling his way into the coach’s good graces. Not an easy task, especially with this skipper.

“Blair changed a lot from last year,” Hartley said. “Right from training camp, we saw his fitness was so much better. His attitude was better. His game was better. He went to Abby with a real positive attitude and became a leader. He became a difference-maker. Look at his numbers in Abby last year. Look at his numbers this year. A complete turnaround.”

True enough.

In 21 games last season with the Heat, seven points.

In 16 games this season, 20 points.

“The message I (gave) myself was, ‘Don’t go and sulk. It’s not going to do you any good. Just go and work hard,’ ” said Jones. “I feel confident and comfortable. I want the puck, just hanging onto it and making plays. It’s fun to have your confidence build and to get some of the swagger back. It’s a good feeling.”

JACKMAN QUICKLY REPLACED

RW Tim Jackman, in 209 appearances, scrapped 36 times on behalf of the Flames. Partly because of his impact — 12 fights and 10 goals in his first season, 2010-11, in Calgary — he became a very popular teammate.

Thursday, though, the Flames shipped the 32-year-old to Anaheim for a sixth-round draft pick.

“An unbelievable attitude,” said Hartley. “A solid human being. We had a talk — five or 10 minutes — and it was great as usual. I wished him luck and reminded him to keep working on some stuff. I want to see him succeed. He’s a real good man, but we have kids in the minors who are doing well.”

And now one more kid, not coincidentally.

On Friday, the Flames acquired LW Lane MacDermid, 24, from Dallas for a sixth-round selection.

Assigned to Abbotsford, he is a tough customer. In his first two seasons in the AHL, MacDermid dropped his gloves 41 times. Last season for the Stars, the six-foot-three toughie tangled with Mark Fraser (twice) and Jared Boll.

Flames send Jackman to Ducks to free up space for deserving Abbotsford Heat call-ups

Veteran winger and pending unrestricted free agent was out of Calgary&#8217;s plans

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldNovember 22, 2013
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The Flames dealt Tim Jackman to the Anaheim Ducks on Thursday for a sixth-round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft. Calgary wanted to give a greater opportunity to some players in the minors.
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Monahan injury scare throws a jolt into lineup-shuffling Flames

Buzz over Berra’s sensational save continues from Calgary to Switzerland

Game Day: Florida Panthers at Calgary Flames

Tim Jackman’s dwindling ice time and sporadic appearances in the Calgary Flames lineup said it all.

But also, Thursday’s trade — sending the 32-year-old gritty winger to the Anaheim Ducks for a sixth-round pick in the 2014 NHL draft — related to Jackman’s contract status at the end of the season along with the rebuilding organization’s flourishing prospects on the farm.

“It’s a difficult thing for us because on a personal level, there’s not a better human being in the game than Tim Jackman,” said Flames general manager Jay Feaster on Thursday evening. “He’s a warrior. He worked hard. He sweated. He bled. He did everything this club asked of him. He’s a heart-and-soul kind of guy.

“But, again. He was in a limited role and we feel we have other guys that give the coaching staff more options.”

And for a team like the Flames, hovering in the Pacific Division basement at 7-11-4 (one rung above the Edmonton Oilers), options are exactly what they need.

Jackman was averaging 6:23 per game and had only played 10 of Calgary’s 21 games with one goal and 41 penalty minutes.

Not exactly ideal for a veteran of 400 NHL appearances (209 of them with the Flames since the 2010-11 campaign) set to become an unrestricted free agent at the season’s end.

“We’ve talked about a few players in the system that have either moved past him or challenging where Tim is in terms of the role he plays for us,” Feaster said. “He’s in the last year of his contract and he wants to be able to play and wants to be able to play for another deal.

“So, I think this is a positive for him and he goes to a good hockey team.”

Calgary wasted no time in filling Jackman’s roster spot, recalling forward Blair Jones from the American Hockey League’s Abbotsford Heat.

Jones had been the most productive farmhand to date, leading the Heat with eight goals and 12 assists in 16 games, positioned sixth in league scoring.

The 27-year-old is capable of taking faceoffs and is versatile as a centreman or winger and played 15 games with the Flames in 2013-14.

“We felt for some time now that Blair Jones has done everything we’ve asked of him in the minors,” Feaster said. “We thought it was important that we get him up here with us.” But Jones isn’t the only one. There are other options in Abbotsford which was on a nine-game winning streak and currently sit atop the AHL at 15-5-0-1.

“We’d like to see Max (Reinhart) back up here,” Feaster said. “Corban Knight has been playing really well in Abbotsford. Michael Ferland had maybe the best game he’s had as a pro (in Wednesday’s one goal, one assist performance in The Heat’s 4-2 win at Rockford); a men among boys. That’s exciting for us to hear.

“We have a lot more depth than we’ve had in this organization and you’re limited to 23 guys on your active roster and part of it is managing your roster.

“Timmy had become that 13th forward when we were carrying 14 forwards.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Monahan injury scare throws a jolt into lineup-shuffling Flames

It appears rookie will be OK after taking a shot off his skate, which is good, because team is already changing things up big time

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldNovember 21, 2013
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Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan had an injury scare at practice on Thursday after taking a slapshot off his foot, but it appears he&#8217;s going to be OK.
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The rink went quiet. Drills actually stopped.

No shooting. No stickhandling. No whistling. No chattering. No skating.

Just silence. Although there might have been a gasp or two coming from the general manager’s suite.

Concern — with rookie sensation Sean Monahan hobbling off the ice after taking Dennis Wideman’s slapper in the foot — was nearly palpable at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

“That’s part of practice — we want to practise how we play,” said Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley, who had made his way to the home bench to personally check on the teen’s well-being. “But I have to admit that . . . I got worried for a while. He’s OK. The hockey gods were on our side this morning.”

Because Monahan — the team’s second-leading scorer — did return. Maybe wearing those shot-blockers on his boots did help.

Besides, with the everyday ebbs and flows of the hockey season, there had been enough jockeying among the forward group in advance of Friday’s meeting with the visiting Florida Panthers (7 p.m. The FAN 960, Sportsnet West):

* T.J. Galiardi, who hasn’t scored in 20 contests, comes out of the lineup

* Lance Bouma, coming off a pair of sturdy starts, takes over Galiardi’s spot on the third unit

* Tim Jackman, a healthy scratch 12 times, mans Bouma’s station on the fourth line . . . that is, till he’s traded to Anaheim

* Blair Jones, leading scorer of the Abbotsford Heat, is summoned, presumably to operate in Jackman’s stead

“Even though we’re going through a rebuild, everyone has to be accountable,” Hartley said when asked about Galiardi’s status. “Right now, we need more. Like I said, you can’t win games with only one line.”

He had been referring to centre Matt Stajan with flankers Lee Stempniak and Michael Cammalleri — the locals’ most dangerous trio, by far, against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

“You can’t take it for granted,” Hartley continued. “This game doesn’t owe us nothing. We owe everything to this game. Like I told you before — it’s the same rule for everyone. Whether you’re a kid, whether you’re a veteran, you need step up. And when you don’t? Well, there’s going to be consequences.

“Bottom line — performance dictates ice time. Where we’re sitting right now, we’re not happy. Warning has a certain effect, but sometimes you need to send messages.”

Hartley pointed out that immediately prior to Wednesday’s flat effort had been a day off. As mandated by the collective bargaining agreement, players get no fewer than four days off per month.

“Whatever they do . . . that’s their own business,” he said. “I addressed this with them — ‘Even though it’s a day off, you’re still a pro. You have a game the next day and you have to get ready.’ ”

Bouma, however, managed to skirt criticism.

The coach referred to the left-winger as “one of our best forwards” on Wednesday. “He was on the puck. He was engaged. He was going hard at the net. He’s such a worker and he wants to learn. He’s fun to work with.”

But players such as Bouma doesn’t need to hear public declarations. Being scratched three times in one six-game span, he can recognize the most telling of all indicators. And it’s not quotes.

“You know if you’re playing a lot, you’re going — and if you’re not playing, you’re not doing something he likes,” said Bouma, 23. “I sat out a few games . . . and I made a point of not wanting that to happen again.”

The process is common enough.

It is only November and already half a dozen forwards have felt the sting of being scratched.

“We’ve got bodies here, so it’s going to happen,” Bouma said. “You’ve just got to try to be a good teammate and pick those guys up when they’re out. Obviously, no one wants to be sitting out.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Buzz over Berra’s sensational save continues from Calgary to Switzerland

Flames goalie chalks up bicycle kick stop against Columbus to &#8216;instinct&#8217; and &#8216;luck&#8217;
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Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra makes his now famous save against the Columbus Blue Jackets on Wednesday night. You can find it again on highlight reels everywhere.
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As a matter of personal policy, he never looks at the Jumbotron.

He needs to stay mentally engaged when he’s in net.

Wednesday, though, Reto Berra allowed himself a peek at a the big screen.

“But something else was on,” the Calgary Flames goalie said, smiling, after Thursday’s practice, “so I tried to keep focused.”

What Berra — and everyone else — had wanted to see was a replay of that amazing (upside-down) save on Columbus Blue Jackets defenceman Jack Johnson at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

Leave it to Bob Hartley to describe it best.

“I’ve rarely seen a toe save (on a shot) going top corner — that’s almost a Cirque du Soleil act,” said the Flames coach. “(Watching) from the bench, Johnson had a wide-open net . . . still he didn’t let up on it. He didn’t take it for granted and went top corner. It was a bullet and, suddenly, that skate came up and got it.

“That kept us in the game and that’s what he’s doing for us.”

Getting Friday’s nod against the Florida Panthers, Berra (2-4-2, 3.42 goals-against average, .889 save percentage) has started nine of the past 10 games.

With 456 minutes of playing time, he is now, officially, the Flames’ busiest netminder. Karri Ramo has seen 451 minutes of action, while Joey MacDonald got 417 minutes.

But people are still buzzing about that one split-second on Wednesday.

“It was instinct,” said Berra, 26. “I just tried to do something . . . because I knew he was going to shoot it hard right away. I had probably no chance to go into a nice, compact, butterfly slide. I had to try something, but, for sure, it was luck.

“That was pretty deep down in the bag of tricks.”

Post-game, Berra did catch the replay. And he acknowledges that he did a nice job of handling a stiff challenge.

“I’m really happy,” he said. “I could kick it because I had the puck always in my eye.”

Already, he’s heard from home.

“All my buddies, they watch me here, they watch the highlights every night I play,” said Berra. “And they’ll tell all the people (in Switzerland). A couple of my friends, they sent me a message and said, ‘Wow. Hell of a save.’ It feels good to have friends who, all the time, watch you and give you feedback . . . because a lot of my friends are hockey players, too. We speak about everything.”

Berra recalls another spectacular save — actually, bang-bang saves — from one night last winter in the Swiss league. But he admits that it’s hard to top Wednesday’s trick.

“Probably this one is the best . . . because they shoot better here and it was a really hard shot,” Berra said. “For sure, it’s a highlight in my career. I want to watch this in 20 years.”

Rebounding Jackets zipper Flames 2-1 in overtime

A night after losing 7-0 to Edmonton, Columbus adopts tight-checking style to get past Calgary

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldNovember 21, 2013
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In what may end up being the save of the year this National Hockey League season, Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra bicycle-kicks the puck out of the air after a shot by Columbus Blue Jackets defenceman Jack Johnson during the first period on Wednesday night. Calgary wound up losing 2-1 in overtime.
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NHL tiebreaker format continues to be a water cooler talker in the hockey world

Gallery: Live Gallery Flames vs Blue Jackets

The game provided precious little to brag about.

One great save. Reto Berra's spectacular stop in the first period.

One timely goal. Joe Colborne's equalizer early in the third period.

One decent unit, according to Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley.

"Bottom line — it's pretty tough to win when you have only one line going," Hartley said in his (brief) post-game sermon. "Matt Stajan's line (with flankers Michael Cammalleri and Lee Stempniak) was, by far, our best line. We didn't get enough from the other three."

No, not near enough.

Against the Columbus Blue Jackets, a team that had been clubbed 7-0 by the Edmonton Oilers the night before, the Flames fell 2-1 in overtime in National Hockey League action Wednesday at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

"I don't think it was the most exciting game," Hartley quite rightly pointed out. "They scored early" — Nick Foligno's sizzling wrister at 9:21 of the first period — "and it seemed they would be happy to go home with a 1-0 road win. But we kept plugging. That's when we skated the best. We generated some good pucks at the net. We had decent looks."

Added Colborne: "They're a proud team over there. We knew that they didn't have the effort they wanted last night, so we knew that effort wouldn't be a problem for them. We have to give them credit — they played a good solid game. We just failed to assert our will until at the end."

Early in the period, with the locals still staring at zeroes, Kris Russell fired a pass into the neutral zone and David Jones tapped it over to Colborne, who, while fending off rearguard Jack Johnson, rushed netward and backhanded a shot past netminder Sergei Bobrovsky.

"It was awesome," said Colborne. "An unbelievable play by Jonesy there, to draw everyone to him and dish off to me. An all-world pass."

But try as they might — and the Flames did outshoot the travellers 9-3 in the third period — they could not pull ahead.

Which left overtime.

Artem Anisimov forced Berra into a great save amidst a wild scramble. But, after a couple of touches, the puck skittered over to an unmarked Nikita Nikitin, who whacked in the decisive tally at 2:25 of the extra period.

"Pass and goal," said Berra. "It was great how we came back, but at the end it was bad luck. We had a tough start. They played really smart and forechecked really good.

"It was not easy for us. We never gave up."

Clutching for silver linings — and including Monday's 5-4 shootout win in Winnipeg — Colborne said things aren't as dim as they may seem.

"It's difficult — this one stings," said Colborne, "but when you look, we have three of a possible four points in the last two games. You go into a tough building in Winnipeg . . . that was a character win. We've got some positives.

"It's big to get that one point (Wednesday), I guess. We need every point we can get."

But, as is becoming their habit, the Flames had crawled out of the gates.

Only 13 shots after 40 minutes.

"It's frustrating," Colborne said of the slow starts. "It's something that we're going to have to continue to work on. We'll watch a lot of video tomorrow, I'm sure, and move on."

Worth noting, of course, is Berra's marvellous first-period block.

Columbus pivot Ryan Johansen wheeled a puck to a wide-open Jack Johnson, stationed to Berra's right. In desperation, the Flames goalie wrenched himself over and, while barrel-rolling and upside down, got his right pad on the blast.

Check this out for video evidence: o.canada.com/sports/flames-reto-berras-save-against-columbus-could-be-the-best-of-the-season/

"In practice, I try to never give up," said Berra. "I was too far out. I thought (Johansen) was going to shoot, then he passed it. So I was way too late and I had nothing else that I could do. I just tried to bring something from my body there and it hits me right on my skate. That was for sure luck, too."

Said Colborne: "We'll be watching that one for years to come."

Probably will make a few season-end highlight reels.

"I'd rather have the two points," said Berra.

C-NOTES: Flames scratches included D Derek Smith, RW Tim Jackman, D Mark Giordano (ankle), LW Curtis Glencross (knee) . . . In AHL action, Abbotsford Heat, 15-5-1, dumped the home-ice Rockford IceHogs 4-2 on goals from LW Ben Hanowski, C Paul Byron, LW Michael Ferland, C Brett Olson. Joey MacDonald picked up the win in net . . . Flames prospect LW Johnny Gaudreau collected two goals and one assist in Boston College's 5-1 win over Harvard, giving him 23 points in 12 appearances this season.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

NHL tiebreaker format continues to be a water cooler talker in the hockey world

Flames players like the concept of three-on-three in overtime
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Calgary Flames defenceman Shane O&#8217;Brien got driven into the boards by Columbus Blue Jackets centre Boone Jenner during the first period on Thursday.
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Coming soon, perhaps, to a rink near you — Overtime 3D.

Although that’s unlikely.

A more probable configuration is Overtime 2F+1D. Or possibly Overtime 1F+2D. Or, heck, even Overtime 3F.

Then again, the world won’t know how coaches align their pawns for three-on-three action until the National Hockey League approves the notion. If ever.

Last week in Toronto, the league’s general managers batted around the idea of overtime featuring the current four-on-four formation — but, halfway through an eight- or 10-minute extra period, shifting to three-on-three.

“A lot of (positional) variables, but, ultimately, there would be a lot of chances and game-winning goals,” says Calgary Flames winger Lee Stempniak. “I’ve been out three-on-three in overtime, because of penalties, in the NHL. Pretty wide-open. There’s a huge emphasis on winning the faceoff — otherwise you could be chasing the entire shift. A missed net or a rebound, and it’s quickly the other way.”

Adds Joe Colborne: “I certainly wouldn’t be against going to a three-on-three format. That’s really exciting. Think of some of the top skill guys in this league — and in the world — going head to head. That would be unbelievable for any fan to see and experience. It’s something that would help sell the game more.”

With fewer skaters and longer overtimes, the frequency of shootouts, no doubt, could be reduced. Which, of course, would cause little griping.

“It’s a team game,” says Stempniak. “The shootout is great. It’s exciting. It’s fun. I completely understand. If it’s on, you’re going to watch the end of the game. I’d just like to see a little more overtime before reaching the shootout.”

Well, suppose the NHL decided to go old-school?

If it’s a stalemate, it stays a stalemate. No worries — and no tiebreakers.

“I think those days are long gone,” says Stempniak. “People like knowing that there’s a winner. There’s very few sports that end in a tie, at least in North America. Football can, but very rarely does. Baseball doesn’t. Basketball doesn’t. People like a definitive winner.

“The shootout is pretty exciting. It’s here to stay.”

The Flames, though, have struggled in the breakaway exercise since its 2005-06 inception. All-time, they are 27-44 — only Carolina and Philadelphia have fewer wins.

The trick, apparently, is identifying cold-blooded finishers.

“As we all know, there are some great practice players,” says Flames coach Bob Hartley. “But when the game’s on the line in front of 18,000 fans? Sometimes the maple syrup is coming out of the stick, they’re squeezing it so hard.”

Monday’s display in Winnipeg — going eight rounds before rookie Sean Monahan heroically ended the madness — had not been without its charm.

“I love shootouts,” says Colborne. “I love having the puck on my stick.”

Television cameras, minutes before the shootout, caught Hartley giving Colborne an enthusiastic earful, a one-way chat that included plenty of hand gestures.

“I told him, ‘I know you will score’ — I had that feeling,” says Hartley. “Colby, for a young player, pressure doesn’t slow him down. He likes it. When I told him he was going first, he was like, ‘All right.’ Almost like he was going for a walk in the park.”

Colborne did go first and he did beat Jets goalie Al Montoya — with precisely the forehand deke his boss had recommended.

“He came up to me and said, ‘Joe, you know that move you’ve used in practice a few times? The one where you go like this?’ ” Colborne says, chuckling. “I was like, ‘Bob, I’ve got this.’ It’s something I felt pretty confident about.”

Monahan’s predictably up-and-down rookie season mirrors that of rebuilding Flames

With shootout game-winner on Monday, first-rounder realizes climb back up following dip in production

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 19, 2013
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Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan, left, celebrates with teammates Jiri Hudler and Sven Baertschi after Hudler scored against the Winnipeg Jets on Monday.
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Game Day: Columbus Blue Jackets at Calgary Flames

No mights nor maybes about it, there were going to be dips, valleys, potholes.

In a sense, Sean Monahan’s fluctuating season has mirrored that of his team. Which makes nothing less than perfect sense, considering his role in, and value to, the long-term viability of the project.

Surprise hot start (six snipes, nine points in his opening eight NHL fixtures), followed by the inevitable cooling-off period (a solitary goal and two points in his next nine).

On Monday at the MTS Centre, the super-serious 19-year-old freshman continued his climb back up from one of those inevitable dips, cooly dispatching the winner on Winnipeg Jets goaltender Al Montoya in the eighth-round of a shootout that seemed to go on longer than all four Lord of the Rings movies (extended editions) screened back to back to back to back.

Other than sealing the deal roughly three hours after puck-drop, he also chipped in with an assist, and is beginning to show signs of emerging from an offensive funk that had Flames’ partisans fretting.

“It’s something I don’t try and worry about,” said a shrugging Monahan, typically nonplussed, in the smallish confines of the visiting quarters at MTS afterwards. “I just try and pay attention to little details and obviously I get opportunities to put points up and score goals. But you just gotta work hard and go to the net hard and hope for the best.

“I was just taking a few extra shots in practice, doing the little things to try and help myself jam one in. I guess it’s starting to pay off.”

“He might’ve been struggling a bit to find some offence,” said big boss Bob Hartley, the relief of the marathon shootout triumph palpable. “But he always found a way to do something good. He’s a fun kid to work with.”

That goal, at that moment, was a life preserver thrown into bone-chilling waters. A young group reeling in a six-game winless streak, pegged back and into overtime with a goal 5.6 seconds from the end of regulation? Considering the one-way direction things have been going lately, that cruelly-late blow struck by Jets’ centre Brian Little with Montoya on the bench in favour of an extra attacker, Hartley’s kiddie crew could’ve just curled up in a fetal position or thrown their hands in the air in exasperation.

Instead, they recovered, and recovered the lost point.

“I think,” said Monahan, refusing to boo-hoo, “you’ve gotta work for it. I think obviously (Little’s goal) went in for a reason. But we stuck with it and fortunately won in a shootout.”

Quibble away with the technical acumen — 47 shots on Reto Berra through 65 minutes is too many by, oh, 15 to 20 — but there can be no questioning the try.

“I like those guys,” said Hartley, “because they’re working. We’re not perfect, but there is not a day that they’re not trying. Some days are tougher than others, some days are better than others, but I can count on those guys. They want to learn, they want to get better and they’re certainly very proud of wearing the flaming C.”

Monahan, in his own quiet way, being one of the prime examples. The way he has worked his way through the mini-slump, with a blessed absence of any melodramatics, any sulking, any self-pity or laying blame anywhere but at his own doorstep, bodes well for the future.

There will be other dips, valleys, potholes for Sean Monahan in this, his baptism season in the big time. No mights or maybes about it. He’s a good, solid young player, not a prodigy.

“The maturity that he has for a 19-year-old helps him to understand what he’s going through,” praised Hartley. “He does a great job but all our veterans help out. That’s the baby of the group. They’re always around, trying to joke with him, trying to help him out. I think it’s a total team effort around Monny.

“And he’s giving it back to us pretty good.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Game Day: Columbus Blue Jackets at Calgary Flames

Keep your eyes on Lance Bouma and Blake Comeau

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary HeraldNovember 19, 2013
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Calgary Flames Ladislav Smid, left, TJ Brodie, Matt Stajan and Lance Bouma celebrate after Bouma scored against the Winnipeg Jets on Monday.
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Columbus (7-10-3) at Calgary (7-11-3)

TV: Sportsnet West

Radio: The FAN 960

(* — not including Tuesday night’s game at Edmonton)

THE FLAMES

Keep an eye on

LW Lance Bouma — A healthy scratch against the Dallas Stars, the third-year pro needed a bounce-back game like Monday’s. He’ll be looking to build upon that performance which included a short-handed marker, his second of the season and third career NHL tally.

The Lineup

* M. Cammalleri M. Stajan L. Stempniak

* S. Baertschi S. Monahan J. Hudler

* T. J. Galiardi M. Backlund D. Jones

* L. Bouma J. Colborne B. McGrattan

* K. Russell D. Wideman

* C. Butler T. J. Brodie

* L. Smid S.O’Brien

* R. Berra

* K. Ramo

The Injuries

* D Mark Giordano (ankle), LW Curtis Glencross (knee)

THE BLUE JACKETS

Keep an eye on

RW Blake Comeau — A former Flame, the 27-year-old winger from Meadow Lake, Sask., is likely to have some extra jump in his step playing against his former club with some friends and family in the stands.

The Lineup

* N. Foligno R. Johansen R. Umberger

* B. Jenner B. Dubinsky C. Atkinson

* D. MacKenzie M. Letestu B. Comeau

* M. Chaput A. Anisimov J. Boll

* J. Johnson F. Tyutin

* R. Murray J. Wisniewski

* N. Nikitin D. Savard

* S. Bobrovsky

* C. McElhinney

The Injuries

* RW Nathan Horton (left shoulder surgery), LW Matt Calvert (abdominal surgery), LW Marian Gaborik (sprained knee)

5 THINGS TO WATCH

1. THE SCOOP — The struggling Flames headed into Winnipeg and left rejuvenated after Monday’s 5-4 shootout win against the Jets ... Sean Monahan netted the eventual shootout winner after eight rounds while goaltender Reto Berra made 43 of 47 saves for he second NHL win ... The victory snapped a six-game losing streak ... The power play (Mike Cammalleri) put the Flames on the board ... Lance Bouma (short-handed) scored for the first time since the season opener on Oct. 3 against Washington.

2. COLUMBUS/CALGARY CONNECTIONS — At last year’s trade deadline, the Flames unloaded RW Blake Comeau to the Blue Jackets and, in exchange, received a fifth-round pick from the 2013 entry draft (Brandon Wheat Kings defenceman Eric Roy) ... In 20 appearances with the Jackets this year, the Meadow Lake, Sask., native has two goals and two assists and is a minus-five ... D Tim Erixon was drafted by the Flames in 2009 but, after refusing to sign in Calgary, they traded him to the New York Rangers in exchange for two 2011 second-round draft picks (Markus Granlund and Tyler Wotherspoon) and prospect Roman Horak (now with the Oilers). Erixon was dealt to Columbus in the off-season as part of the Rick Nash deal ... G Curtis McElhinney was drafted in the sixth round by the Flames in 2002 and spent parts of five seasons in the organization, including the 2008-09 campaign as Miikka Kiprusoff’s backup. He was traded to the Anaheim Ducks at the 2009-10 trade deadline and has since bounced to the Ottawa Senators and Phoenix Coyotes and the AHL’s Portland Pirates and Springfield Falcons. He wound up in the Blue Jackets’ system on Feb. 12, 2012, as part of the Antoine Vermette trade.

3. HARTLEY SAYS — “We’re not perfect, but there is not a day that they’re not trying,” the head coach told NHL.com about his team after Monday’s victory, Calgary’s first since a 3-2 overtime road win against Chicago on Nov. 3. “Some days are tougher than others, some days are better than others, but I can count on those guys. They want to learn, they want to get better and they’re certainly very proud of wearing the flaming ‘C.’ ”

4. WHO’S IN NET? — Head coach Bob Hartley has been going with Swiss netminder Reto Berra as of late, giving him another shot in Winnipeg despite surrendering the winning goal to Edmonton on Saturday. It would be his eighth start in the past nine games. “I rarely (have seen) a goalie give up four goals (yet) play that well,” Hartley told NHL.com of Berra. “He’s learning really quickly.” There’s always the option of Karri Ramo who was called to action during the second period of last week’s 7-3 whupping by the Dallas Stars.

5. ABOUT THE BLUE JACKETS — Heading into Tuesday’s game at Edmonton, the Blue Jackets were led in scoring by D James Wisniewski (two goals and 14 assists in 20 games), C Brandon Dubinsky (five goals and 10 assists in 20 games), and C Ryan Johanson (six goals and seven assists in 20 games) ... G Sergei Bobrovsky is 6-8-2 with a 2.72 goals against average and has a .912 save percentage ... G Curtis McElhinney is 1-2-1 with a 1.94 GAA and .936 save percentage ... Including this current five game trip, Columbus is on the road for nine of 16 games.

Berra, Flames snap lengthy losing streak with marathon 5-4 shootout win in Winnipeg

Rookie nets winner in eighth round of tiebreaker after wild back and forth contest

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 19, 2013
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Flames players mob rookie Sean Monahan after he scored the game-winning goal in the eighth round of the shootout.
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Flames notes: Pardy laughs off glass-breaking, helmet-stealing, beer-dumping incident in Chicago

Coach Bob Hartley goes way back with Winnipeg Jets

WINNIPEG — The last time his current employers won a meaningful game in this town, Feb. 20th, 1994, Reto Berra was a seven-year-old moppet residing in his hometown of Bulach, Switzerland.

A while ago, to be sure.

Why, he didn’t even become a goalie full-time until four years later, age 11.

“We needed to win so bad,” rasped Berra late Monday night, stuffing equipment in his bag for a quick getaway back to Calgary after a wild, wacky 5-4 shootout triumph over the second coming of the Winnipeg Jets at the MTS Centre. “I was SO happy when Monny scored.

“I thought ‘Holy s---!’ Is it ever going to end?’ ”

The shootout that wouldn’t die. And the losing streak that finally ended.

After all, It’s been a while for them. And for him. All the way back to Nov. 3rd at the United Center in Chicago.

In his NHL debut that night, Berra spit back 40 pucks that night to silence the Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks, and the Calgary Flames posted one of their most satisfying wins in a long, long while.

Since then: Nothing but abject frustration. Personally, no wins. And collectively, an 0-5-1 record for the team.

And Monday, the teams had to go eight deep in the shootout until rookie Sean Monahan struck the deciding blow, ending the suspense.

“It’s crazy,” murmured Berra. “A lot of thoughts go through my mind. But you try not to think. You just keep going.”

Standing behind the bench as the shootout continued on its merry way, Flames’ boss Bob Hartley stopped being nervous and just began to enjoy the show.

“Well,” he said, laughing, “after the third shot, Grats (Brian McGrattan) started to promote himself, saying ‘Hey, I have the winner!’ And we were saying ‘One more, Grats. One more.’ But the guys were having fun on the bench and we knew Reto would give us a chance to win.”

Displaying admirable resiliency, Berra picked himself up after the Jets had cruelly equalized with 5.6 seconds left through centre Brian Little as their goaltender, Al Montoya, was on the bench in favour of an extra attacker. Little cashed the rebound after Berra made an initial save off of Evander Kane, sending the always-loud MTS Centre into ecstasy.

“That’s tough mentally,” admitted Berra. “Everyone is screaming in the stadium. But I tried to stay positive and use it as energy.”

By the end, Berra had stopped 43 of 47 in regulation and overtime, as well as another six of eight in the SO.

“He’s a very proud young man,” lauded Hartley, who handed him a fourth consecutive start despite the squad’s falling fortunes. “Despite the fact that he gave the equalizing goal late in the game, he never lost his focus. What to say about his performance?

“I rarely saw a goalie give up four goals and play that well.

“He’s really learning quick. He’s working very hard with Clint (Malarchuk). And in the shootout he was pretty solid.”

A hard-to-explain, impossible-to-fathom, up-and-down, back-and-forth third period provided drama worthy of London’s West End. Calgary appeared to have done enough to end its slump via Jiri Hudler, at 16:24, scoring from the right faceoff, to stake the visitors to a late 4-3 lead.

But no. Nothing, it seems, comes easy to these Flames. So, shoulda seen that coming.

“I think they’re charging the fans to leave the building,” said Hartley. “If that one wasn’t exciting for them, it sure was for me. Hey, we made it interesting, we made it tough on us, but at the end we found a way to win. A BIG two points.”

And, that Monahan, the kid seasoned beyond his years, would be cool as cucumber with the game on his stick.

“Whenever we do shootouts in practice, usually his percentage is not very good,” admitted Hartley. “That’s why we were going to others. But at one point, we said we’re going to give him a shot. And as usual, johnny on the spot, gave us the winning goal.”

Monahan, per usual, didn’t seem overwhelmed by the occasion.

“I was . . . OK,” he replied, asked about prior shootout experiences. “My first year in junior I was all right. Last year I wasn’t too good. So I was kinda nervous there. But I think I felt good once I got on the ice.

“I kinda had a plan. It’s something I usually do in practice and fortunately enough it worked.”

Sean Monahan’s theatrics. A goal and a helper for Michael Cammalleri. A snipe, other great chances and hustle and bustle from Lance Bouma.

There were no shortage of storylines in this drought-bustin’ win in the ’Peg.

But this night, undeniably, belonged to Reto Berra, justifying Hartley’s faith despite some rocky outings, some iffy goals conceded.

“Same like my first game in Chicago,” he reflected of Monday’s shot barrage. “Yeah, it’s not bad. You get into the game right away. It’s good.”

A small smile.

“But it doesn’t have to be every night like that . . .”

In the name of heaven, you’d hope not.

Flames notes: Pardy laughs off glass-breaking, helmet-stealing, beer-dumping incident in Chicago

Ex-Flame, current Winnipeg Jets defenceman a YouTube sensation after odd incident

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldNovember 19, 2013
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Brandon Bollig of the Chicago Blackhawks checks Adam Pardy of the Winnipeg Jets through the glass at the United Center on November 6. An inebriated fan later stole Pardy&#8217;s helmet, while another fan dumped beer on his head.
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WINNIPEG — Being a good Samaritan rarely draws attention.

But it can, on Chicago’s South Side on a special night when the beer is running and the planets are aligned in a certain skewered way, transform a guy into a YouTube sensation.

“I’ve kinda let it just fly under the radar, haven’t paid a whole lot of attention to it,” laughed ex-Flame Adam Pardy of his unscripted moment of Blooper reel fame on Nov. 6th. “They’re talking about doing some Helmet Party here or something. I don’t know what’s going on there. It’s just a funny sequence. I’m sure it’ll be highlight for a while.

“My buddies are still talking about it. I’m sure they’re going to be making fun of me about it for a while.”

Late in the third period at the United Centre that night, Brian Bollig laid a big check on Pardy in the corner, dislodging the glass. Gallantly, rather than letting the sheet tumble on the patrons, the big defenceman reached out, very Thor-like, to save them from potential injury. For his troubles, a clearly inebriated fan ripped the helmet off and strapped it on himself, and then a woman seized the opportunity to dump a beer on his head!

The clip, naturally, went viral.

“It was a hard one to explain,” conceded Pardy. “I’m still trying to figure out what happened. When I look at the tape now, I can’t help but laugh. (The helmet-stealer) was a little fired up, I’m sure.

“It’s good to see fans involved in the game, but ...

“The picture of the guy is TOO funny. I can’t be mad at him. Just the look on his face. It was just hilarious.”

WILD, TOUGH WEST

Their move from the Eastern shores to the rugged pathways of the West has been a learning experience.

With a suitable sample size to make comparisons, the Jets find themselves at .500, 11-11-2, heading into Monday night’s tilt against the nosediving Calgary Flames. Eleventh in the conference and six in arrears of the eighth and final playoff spot.

The realignment certainly didn’t do the Jets any particular favours, throwing them into a rabid Central Division pit alongside powerhouses Chicago and St. Louis, the surprising Colorado Avalanche and Dallas Stars, along with the grinding Minnesota Wild.

“There’s a couple of differences,” Winnipeg coach Claude Noel explained of the switch. “The weight of the games are a lot different. As is the conservative approach to low-scoring games. I don’t think that’s by design, it’s just the way they’re played.

“They’re heavy that way, hard that way. They’re close ... uh, ‘close’ isn’t the right word. They’re manufactured from first minute right through 60 minutes and it’s all generated by patience. They have weight, physicality to them.

“There are no easy games. Their really aren’t a lot of easy games in the East, either. But it seems, so far, that there’s none in the West. Quite frankly, I think it’s good for us to be in the West. It makes it tougher. We’ve got to get better quicker.

“So I think it’s a good challenge for us. We’ve never been able to afford to not be ready. But you have to be ultra-prepared and that makes us better.”

OLD FLAME NOW FOE

For Olli Jokinen, no big deal.

“It’s always nice to play against your old team,” said the strapping Finn, a trifle unconvincingly, following Monday’s morning skate at MTS Center and mere hours away from his first game against the Flames since leaving in the summer of 2012. “But there’s quite a (few) teams I’ve been on, so ... obviously I really liked my time over there. It’s a place we called home for four years. At the same time, there’s not many guys left from that team. Glencross is left, but he’s not playing. Stajan. Stempniak.

“Who else is there?

“There are guys, roughly half the team, but it’s a different lineup.”

Jokinen spent two spells with the Calgary Flames before signing a two-year, $9 million deal with Winnipeg on July 2, 2012.

The Flames’ recent woes — 0-5-1 in past six starts — aren’t something the Jets can take solace in, he warned.

“We have to focus on what we do. There’s a certain way we have to play so it shouldn’t matter who we play. That’s the biggest trap you can fall into — looking at other teams’ records.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Edmonton Oilers find Chicago Blackhawks too much to handle

Visiting Stanley Cup champions make it look easy with 5-1 win

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 26, 2013 9:22 AM
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Patrick Kane of the Chicago Blackhawks fires the puck into the back of the net as Devan Dubnyk, goalie for the Edmonton Oilers, falls down during first-period National Hockey League action at Rexall Place on Nov. 25, 2013.
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Photos: Blackhawks deliver reality check to Oilers

Oilers defenceman Justin Schultz on loss to Blackhawks: 'We just didn’t have it tonight, it just wasn’t there' (Audio)

Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk gets mercy hook the day he earns weekly NHL honours

Update: Ex-NHLers sue league on concussions

Oilers' Boyd Gordon scores a high percentage on faceoffs

Hockey World: NHL West clearly best despite abundance of East star power

Edmonton Oilers set to pit modest three-game win streak against defending Stanley Cup champs

Ryan Smyth is back to being a factor in Edmonton Oilers games

Winning streak improves atmosphere in Oilers dressing room

Cult of Hockey: Edmonton Oilers now valued at $400 million, Forbes reports

EDMONTON — If playing the Chicago Blackhawks was a yardstick game after the Edmonton Oilers had inched up the NHL standings with wins over fellow bottom-feeders Calgary, Columbus and Florida, the defending Stanley Cup champions took a big ruler to the Blue and Orange’s backside Monday night.

The visiting ’Hawks scored early and often on helpless Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk and rolled to a 5-1 victory.

“Disappointing game for us, wanting to make a statement,” Oilers winger David Perron said.

“Pretty much every aspect, they beat us. I thought our energy was pretty low with having three days off.”

Oilers captain Andrew Ference dismissed the idea the team wasn’t ready for the game, even though it certainly looked like it.

“A loss is a loss. We made mistakes and they capitalized,” he said. “You want to come out aggressively and assert yourself, but we got knocked back on our heels.

“This suggests we’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Chicago goals by Jonathan Toews (short-handed), Patrick Kane (on the power play), Johnny Oduya and Andrew Shaw on 14 shots earned Dubnyk a mercy hook five minutes into the second period for Ilya Bryzgalov. 

Dubnyk came into the game having given up only seven goals in 135 shots over the previous five games.

Bryzgalov got an ovation for his first action as an Oiler since signing a one-year free-agent contract earlier this month, making 12 saves before Shaw scored his second of the game on a redirect of Nick Leddy’s shot with two minutes left in the third period.

Justin Schultz was the only Oilers player to beat Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford.

The Oilers had outscored the Flames, Blue Jackets and Panthers a total of 15-1 over the last seven periods of play coming into Monday’s game, but they’re a long ways from turning the corner. 

The Blackhawks, embarrassed twice here — by scores of 9-2 and 8-4 — in the past two years, easily handled the Oilers. 

While Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins said his club seemed “excited” to be playing the ’Hawks after watching their morning skate, but they only time they were even with Chicago was during the national anthems. 

Very shortly, it was all Blackhawks — Toews scored in the fifth minute, Kane in the eighth minute.

Toews picked on the power play with five Oilers forwards and scored on the ensuing breakaway after Chicago winger Brandon Saad tried to clear and broke his stick. 

Oilers forward Nail Yakupov couldn’t corral Toews, who broke free and made no mistake for his 12th goal of the season.

“Weird play. The puck was supposed to go down the ice,” Perron said. 

“It was a bit of a misread and you don’t want to give that guy a breakaway.”

Kane had an open net on the power play after a scramble with Boyd Gordon off for the second ’Hawks goal.

After a first period in which Dubnyk kept it from being much worse than a 2-0 hole, Oduya got lucky when his 50-footer bounced off Dubnyk, pinballed off Oilers defenceman Corey Potter, and landed in the net 88 seconds into the middle frame. 

Shaw tapped in a goalmouth feed from rookie Jeremy Morin.

Dubnyk certainly couldn’t be fingered for this loss. He got no help whatsoever.

“It’s never fun to get pulled,” said Dubnyk, who was told by Eakins “not to worry about it.”

“When games are going that way, you need a change, you need to change the momentum. I felt OK in the net, but it was one of those games,” he said.

Bryzgalov, who had played two warm-up games in AHL Oklahoma City and practised for a week with the Oilers, was supposed to get his first game action in either Nashville Thursday or Columbus Friday, but Eakins turned to the Russian after Shaw’s ridiculously easy goal.

Schultz beat Crawford on a Ryan Nugent-Hopkins feed, Nugent-Hopkins’s sixth point in the last three games.

ON THE BENCH: Shaw had another goal wiped out in the third for kicking it into net past Bryzgalov ... Goaltending legend Glenn Hall, who played a record 502 straight games for the Blackhawks, attended the game ... The Oilers sat Philip Larsen (back), Mark Arcobello and Ryan Jones.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @NHLbyMatty
This was not, Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins explained, a 5-1 game.

“I thought it was probably a 3-1 game,” Eakins said in his post-game media availability.

Which is one way to look at it. And you could see the rookie NHL head coach’s point, but only up to a point. After all, the Blackhawks first goal came as a result of a weird giveaway by winger Nail Yakupov at the Chicago blueline during an Edmonton power play.

Off on a long, clear breakaway went Blackhawks captain, one of the world’s best players, Jonathan Toews. He deked Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk and whipped a forehand wrist shot high into the empty net. 1-0 Blackhawks at 5:14 of the opening period.

Less than three minutes later, 35 seconds into a Blackhawks power play, there was Patrick Kane with an easy finish to make it 2-0. Chicago’s third goal was a slap shot from the point by Johnny Oduya that popped up into the air off Dubnyk, off Oilers defenceman Corey Potter and past the helpless goalie.

Dubnyk was yanked after the fourth Chicago goal, a tap-in by Andrew Shaw to finish off a three-on-one at 5:49 of the second period But none of the “craziness” was Dubnyk’s fault. This was, Eakins stressed, strictly a mercy pull.

Anyway, if, as Eakins insisted, the Oilers had been “excited to play” the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks at the morning skate, the frisson of anticipation had worn off before the first period was 10 minutes old. It really disappeared after that Potter. . .oops, Oduya goal.

But, never mind calibrating whether this was a two-goal or a four-goal loss on merit, a better calculation might have been that this was the Chicago Blackhawks, not the Calgary Flames (4-2), Columbus Blue Jackets (7-0) or the Florida Panthers (4-1), all victimized by the Oilers as they assembled a modest three-game winning streak.

Modest, it must be said, owing to the quality of competition, as much as anything else. If those victories had infused the Oilers with any enthusiasm, confidence, mojo, it sure didn’t show in the first period against the Blackhawks.

The Oilers were lucky to escape the period down just 2-0, but that was plenty for the Blackhawks, the way their goalie, Corey Crawford was playing, not to mention their deep, gifted lineup.

“I like to rate players after the game,” Eakins said. “And it’s either you were a negative, you were even, or you were a plus, you did something to help us.

“There wasn’t a whole lot of guys that you could give any pluses to. We weren’t there. It may have been a product of being down 2-0 very early.

“But we had a day off, and a couple of good days of practice, so I really felt we were ready to go.”

That was not the case, which is inexcusable, really. This was meant to be a reality check, litmus test, trot out whatever stock phrase you fancy. After stumbling around through 21 games, then fashioning a bit of a winning streak, the Oilers had a chance to measure themselves against the best in the business.

They came off poorly, to say the least. And, doing the math, with few or no players on the plus side of the ledger, the starting goalie blameless, the 5-1 score probably flattered the Oilers and Eakins knows it. So, you’d have to think did the Oilers. Their fans sure did.

So desperate were the fans to root for something, that they were waaaaayyy over the top in welcoming Ilya Bryzgalov to the net, after Eakins executed the mercy pull of Dubnyk. They also cheered the Russian goalie’s every move, for a while. Which was disrespectful to Dubnyk, and probably a more accurate measure of fan frustration than anything.

The Oilers players were frustrated too, not that they had any particular diagnosis for their desultory performance.

“We just didn’t have it tonight, it just wasn’t there,” said defenceman Justin Schultz, whose wicked one-timer at 8:08 of the second period was Edmonton’s only goal. “We’ve just got to forget about this, learn from it and move on.”

That goal came as a result of some diligent board work by Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, the kind of shift the Oilers needed plenty more of to be able to compete with the Blackhawks, wire-to-wire.

“That’s the way we were playing in the last few games and it worked out for us,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “We got away from that tonight, for whatever reason that was.

“We’ve got to get back to that and play in the offensive zone. When we’re breaking the puck out clean, is when we’re playing our best hockey.”

The nifty centre had no answers for the club’s poor performance, either.

“After (the slow start), I thought we played better,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “At the start of the game, we weren’t playing our game at all.

“We just came out a little flat, it definitely wasn’t the way we wanted to start. It wasn’t the way we started the past few games. We’ve got to get back to that; this is a good team (Chicago), but I definitely thought we could have done a better job tonight.”

The truth is the Oilers were exposed, really, by the Blackhawks. Shown up for what they are: a flawed team; soft in their own zone; easily discouraged; challenged when it comes to what the hockey people call ‘structure.’

They were, in a word, Busted.
EDMONTON — There was no validation for Devan Dubnyk when he got word he’d been named the NHL’s third star of the week — even if it was his first such honour and even if it came weeks after he had been the poster boy for all the that was wrong with the Edmonton Oilers.

He just accepted the distinction, then stepped out for his 10th straight start in the Oilers net. 

Unfortunately, his teammates didn’t follow suit.

The Oilers failed to offer any sort of challenge for the first 26 minutes of Monday’s contest at Rexall Place, and as a consequence, spotted the visiting Chicago Blackhawks a 4-0 lead. 

Nail Yakupov turned the puck over on a power play, a mistake that turned into a short-handed goal; Patrick Kane lifted a power play rebound over a sprawling Dubnyk; Johnny Oduya banked an even strength marker in off defenceman Corey Potter; then Andrew Shaw netted another, ending Dubnyk’s night in net.

He turned the game over to Ilya Bryzgalov six minutes into the second period.

It was Bryzgalov’s first appearance in an Oilers uniform, and it came a few days before he was to make his first start.

Head coach Dallas Eakins had said he was going to give the veteran either Thursday’s game against the Nashville Predators or Friday’s game against the Blue Jackets in Columbus

Bryzgalov was signed earlier this month, replacing Jason LaBarbera, who had struggled mightily and is now with the AHL’s Oklahoma City Barons, the Oilers’ farm team.

Dubnyk, meanwhile, was singled out for his work in last week’s 7-0 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets and the 4-1 win over the Florida Panthers. 

Through the two games, he registered a 0.50 goals-against average and a .974 save percentage. 

The shutout — his first of the season — came during a stretch that saw him go 119.26 minutes between allowing any goals.

He went into the Monday’s game against the Blackhawks with a 3.17 GAA and a .896 save percentage — a marked improvement from the 5.43 GAA he was dragging around earlier this year.

“I care a lot about the group and what’s going on in here, and obviously, when things start the way they did, you’re thinking about every T-push and every shuffle you make out there and if you’re doing the right things for these guys,” Dubnyk had said after the morning skate.

“It was a matter of just getting back out, forgetting about all that stuff and just having fun. Relaxing, trusting what I do. That’s been the biggest difference.” 

Dubnyk had joined Max Pacioretty of the Montreal Canadiens and first star Evgeni Malkin of the Pittsburgh Penguins on the honour roll.

“He was struggling, but he didn’t shy away from it,” said Eakins.

“He dug his heels in and did the necessary work to get to a better place. (But) our team was struggling in front of him which probably magnified everything. That was unfair to him. 

“He battled through it. He got it together and our team was slowly taking baby steps, getting better. Believe me, we still have a long, long way to go.”
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Oilers' Boyd Gordon scores a high percentage on faceoffs

Veteran centre gets real low to try to gain an advantage in the circle

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 25, 2013
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Boyd Gordon of the Edmonton Oilers and San Jose Sharks rookie Tomas Hertl battle for the puck during a faceoff in a National Hockey League game at Rexall Place on Nov. 15, 2013.
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EDMONTON - Whenever Boyd Gordon sets up for a faceoff — he has already taken 493 draws for the Edmonton Oilers — Will Acton plays the keen observer.

He watches the veteran centre drop low to the ice, his legs splayed far apart, the execution as consistent as can be.

Gordon is not only the Oilers’ best faceoff man, he is fourth in the NHL with a win percentage of 58.6. Of the 289 draws he’s won, a league-high 52 have been while killing penalties.

“I watch him every game,” said Acton, the Oilers’ rookie fourth-line centre who has won 50.8 per cent of his draws.

“I watch how he approaches the situation and the way he tries to execute. What I envy most about him is just how strong he is in there.

“He comes down, covers the good ice, and it’s as if no one can move his blade. He just pulls it back a foot or two and that’s all he needs. And he’s going in there without a visor on, yet his face is about a foot from the ice.

“He’s willing to pay the price to get it done.”

Gordon is indeed wearing the look of success. Aside from the nick on his face, his right wrist was wrapped up for Sunday’s practice and there was a bandage stretched across his right hand. Those were just the obvious marks he was sporting.

Not only is Gordon winning the better share of the draws he takes, he’s blocking shots regularly, too. Only defenceman Jeff Petry, with 51, has blocked more shots than the centre’s 38 blocks going into Monday’s game against the Chicago Blackhawks at 7:30 p.m. at Rexall Place.

Signed to a three-year, $9-million deal in the off-season, Gordon arrived in Edmonton destined for a more prominent role than what he had with the Phoenix Coyotes. He was moved up the lineup earlier in the season and now centres Ryan Smyth and David Perron, a line which has been producing points despite being tasked with shutdown duties against the opposition’s big guns.

In the last three games, Perron has four goals and two assists, Smyth has a goal and three assists, and Gordon has a goal and two assists while losing just two of 17 faceoffs against the Florida Panthers in Thursday’s 4-1 win.

Gordon blocked 44 shots in 48 games with the Coyotes last season and had a 57.3 winning percentage on faceoffs.

“(Head coach Dallas Eakins) talked to me at camp and told me I’d be taking a lot of draws. I don’t think I’ve been taking as many lately, but there was a stretch of eight to 10 games where I was in the mid-20s every game,” said Gordon.

“That’s the thing with faceoffs. Some days go your way, some days you can’t get a bounce. It’s either or.”

For as long as Gordon can remember, he’s dropped low to the ice while taking faceoffs, at first because he was undersized and, later, because it was an approach that worked. His goal is to not let his opponent get underneath his stick, which is a technique Acton has been studying.

“I know for me, personally, there are nights when you’re undefeated and other nights when you can’t win a draw, then coming to this level that’s another adjustment again, (but) he’s at 60 per cent just about every night,” said Acton. “That’s pretty remarkable.”

OIL DROPS: There were no changes to the forward lines or defence pairings at Sunday’s practice, so the Oilers lineup should look the same against the Blackhawks ... Chicago’s Patrick Kane is on a 10-game point streak with five goals and nine assists; goaltender Corey Crawford has a league-high 15 wins; and the Blackhawks have scored a league-high 87 goals ... Chicago won 5-4 at the United Center on Nov. 10 when the teams last met.
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Hockey World: NHL West clearly best despite abundance of East star power

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 24, 2013
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St. Louis Blues forward Maxim Lapierre runs over Pittsburgh Penguins star Sidney Crosby during action at St. Louis&#8217;s Scottrade Center on Nov. 9, 2013. The Blues won the game 2-1.
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Hockey World: Warm memories of icy, original NHL outdoor game remain 10 years later
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With the NHL season one-quarter over, here’s what we know without a hint of contradiction.

1. Eastern Conference teams are proving a piñata for the Western Conference as they wail on them night after night after night. As former Edmonton Oilers coach Ron Low would say, “they beat them for fun.” When last I looked, the West’s record against the East was something like 87-38-16 or two out of every three games won by the West. The league’s marquee players call the East home — Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Alex Ovechkin, Steven Stamkos before he busted his leg, and Phil Kessel — but the depth of high-end teams in the West is staggering. Boston would be tied for eighth in the West with Phoenix and Pittsburgh would be 10th.

2. Most heartwarming story is that of Minnesota Wild goalie Josh Harding, who has multiple sclerosis, a disease that saps energy, and he has a 1.48 average, 13 wins and a .939 save percentage. Long thought of as a career backup, he’s taken over from Nik Backstrom as the No. 1 guy there.

3. The Toronto Maple Leafs should never have traded Alexander Steen for Lee Stempniak five years ago because Steen is quite possibly the most underrated, best forward in the league. He’ll be one of Sweden’s top guns in the upcoming Sochi Olympics.

Here are some other observations:

Polish up the Norris Trophy: The Wild’s Ryan Suter got jobbed in voting for the best defenceman last year, losing to Montreal Canadiens rearguard P.K. Subban’s flash and points. Suter, however, is the ultimate horse. In one three-game stretch, he played 108 minutes, 36 of them in one game. I have lots of time for Duncan Keith, but Suter can control a game like Chris Pronger used to.

Best defenceman nobody knows: Oliver Ekman-Larsson with the Phoenix Coyotes. He’s Suter Lite, with a little more offence but not quite Suter’s savvy. Great passer, wonderful skater. He could win a Norris someday.

No. 1 rookie, coming out of nowhere: Czech winger Tomas Hertl. Four goals one game for San Jose, including a cheeky one between his legs that made it big on YouTube. Big, hard to move and soft hands. Seth Jones has stud written all over him on the Nashville Predators blue-line, and I love fellow defenceman Hampus Lindholm in Anaheim, but Hertl got zero press coming into the season.

Danish pastries: Rookie Anaheim Ducks goalie Frederik Andersen won the first six games he played, and while he hasn’t pushed the incumbent Jonas Hiller to the curb just yet, he’s made the soon-to-be unrestricted free agent Hiller a red-hot trade item at the deadline. New York Islanders centre Frans Nielsen is a point-a-game guy, in the top 25 in league scoring. Very versatile player.

More on Jim Matheson’s Hockey World blog

One fine Ladd: Winnipeg Jets captain Andrew Ladd doesn’t want the league doing away with shootouts. He’s scored on six of his eight tries, the most dangerous shooter by far.

Goalie Bob: Sergei Bobrovsky is a shadow of last year’s impenetrable Vezina Trophy winner in Columbus. He’s got a losing record, a pedestrian 2.95 goals-against average and a .904 save percentage when the league average is .915 these days.

Give this guy Olympic start for Finland: Hard to believe the Maple Leafs once traded Tuukka Rask for Andrew Raycroft. Rask, who plays every day ending in y for the Bruins, has a 1.62 goals-against average and a .945 save percentage. If he got more run support, he’d be better than 12-5-2. He hates shootouts, by the way.

Awful bang for the buck: Alex Semin, who is playing on the first year of a five-year $35 million deal with the Carolina Hurricanes and is currently out with a concussion, scored three goals in his first 20 games. That’s the same as teammate Radek Dvorak, who is in his 18th NHL season and making $600,000.

Can I get a trade do-over?: Washington Capitals general manager George McPhee traded one of his best prospects Filip Forsberg to the Predators last April for forward Martin Erat, who has yet to score through 24 games this season, at a salary of $4.5 million. Phoenix goalie Mike Smith has one more goal than Erat.

What happened to Dennis the Menace? Noted Bruins disturber Brad Marchand has been on his best behaviour, with eight minor penalties and just three goals and eight points in 23 games.

Free-agent second thoughts: 1. Centre Stephen Weiss, five years, $24.5 million in Detroit. He’s been hurt (groin) but when he does play, he looks like a guy who left his best stuff in Florida; 2. Goalie Nikolai Khabibulin. Lots of miles and lots of good games in this guy’s resume, but at 40, the Chicago Blackhawks gambled he still had 20-22 games in him to back up Corey Crawford. Khabibulin gave up 14 goals in his first 74 shots over four games, however, and now he’s hurt as most older goalies are; 3. Daniel Briere. One of game’s nicest guys, normally fine hands, but he missed time with a concussion — one of several he’s suffered — and he was playing on the fourth line against the Capitals last Friday.

Best free-agent signings: 1. Patrick Roy to coach the Avalanche, leaving the cosy confines of the junior Quebec Remparts to step behind an NHL bench for the first time; 2. Mike Ribeiro to be the offensive centre in Phoenix. He’s exactly what the Coyotes needed with Martin Hanzal going up against the likes of Anze Kopitar in Los Angeles, Jumbo Joe Thornton in San Jose and Ryan Getzlaf in Anaheim regularly in Pacific Division play; 3. Brad Stuart. Perfect 3-4 defenceman in San Jose.

More on Jim Matheson’s Hockey World blog
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Winning streak improves atmosphere in Oilers dressing room

&#8216;This is how it&#8217;s supposed to feel&#8217; &#8212; Dubnyk

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 23, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers forwards, from left, Jordan Eberle Nail Yakupov and David Perron celebrate a goal on the Columbus Blue Jackets during second period of NHL action in Edmonton on Tuesday, Nov. 19, 2013.
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Oilers extend winning streak to three games

David Perron disturbingly good addition to Edmonton Oilers lineup

Edmonton Oilers’ Sam Gagner hesitant to panic over scoring slump

EDMONTON - When the losses were piling up, the Edmonton Oilers reiterated how important it was to remain on an even keel.

And it was important; it just wasn’t easy.

Now that the Oilers have strung together a modest three-game winning streak — their first of the NHL season — there’s been an appreciable shift in dispositions.

“It’s a different feeling around here now. It feels like it should,” said goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who settled into his locker-room stall after turning away 24 shots in Thursday’s 4-1 win over the Florida Panthers at Rexall Place.

“This is how it’s supposed to feel. It’s how everyone in here expects to feel.

“This is when the game is fun and everybody feels confident and everybody is appreciating what each other is doing,” Dubnyk continued. “We need to hang on to that feeling and enjoy it and want it. When you can really appreciate that winning feeling and that confidence, then you’re going to fight harder for each game.”

The Oilers were far from polished against the Panthers, which they will focus on before Monday’s 7:30 p.m. game against the Chicago Blackhawks at Rexall Place.

Edmonton has outscored its last three opponents 15-3 — 15-1, in fact, since the third period of last Saturday’s 4-2 win over the Calgary Flames. That come-from-behind victory was followed by a 7-0 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Over the last three games, the Oilers have not allowed a power-play goal while scoring five times with the man advantage.

They also scored 14 unanswered goals, matching a franchise record set in 1985.

“It’s not easy to maintain an outwardly positive attitude when you’re losing,” said captain Andrew Ference.

The Oilers were losing regularly, with three five-game streaks in the books resulting in a record of 7-15-2.

“You still have to find a way in the harsh times,” head coach Dallas Eakins said. “Somehow, you have to find some excitement on the ice and have some fun.

“You’d think that would be an easy thing to do, but it’s extremely hard to come to the rink when you’re in a terrible spot like that. Hey, winning breeds a lot of things.”

Eakins acknowledged there’s more confidence, but said there’s still a better game to be untapped, which may be achieved now that the players are buying into the game plan. Or, as he put it, “guys are speaking the same language now.”

Ference agreed that there’s been a much better effort to shore up the defensive play, which has led to a reduction of odd-man rushes and decreased the goals against. In turn, there’s been more offensive zone time, more goals.

The Oilers had been outscored 19-5 in their their last five losses.

“You can talk about it all you want and say it’s going to work, but until you have a couple of games strung together where you do a lot better job of it and see the results, that seems to be the best way to sell a message,” said Ference. “That was the frustration at the start of the year. We were doing it sometimes and we’d have good stretches in games, but we’d revert to old habits and get roasted for them.

“The opposite should be just as good a lesson. When you make certain plays or get out of position and give up four, five goals a night, that should be just as strong a lesson as when you have success like we’ve had the last couple of games.”

It hasn’t hurt that the Oilers are healthier than they have been most of the season, which means there are options when it comes to setting the lineup. That said, Eakins isn’t apt to make changes with the team finally netting some results.

“There are humbling experiences around the corner, so we have to focus on doing the right things and playing the right way, making sure we’re working together as a team to get better here,” said Sam Gagner, whose deciding goal against Florida was also his first since returning from a broken jaw.

The injury kept Gagner out of the lineup for the first 13 games.

“Hopefully, this is a turning point for us, but we just have to stick with it,” he said. “We have to continue to do the same things every day.”

David Perron, who scored four goals in the last three games, chimed in that it’s imperative the Oilers don’t revert to their old ways because there were definitely signs of it against the Panthers.

“One of the things I remember that (St. Louis Blues coach) Ken Hitchcock always said was to stay humble when you had success. We’ll turn the page and move on,” said Perron. “Everything is better when you’re winning, but that doesn’t mean you have to skyrocket only to hit the wall.

“We all know what can happen once you do that. You’ll go down to where you were before.”
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David Perron disturbingly good addition to Edmonton Oilers lineup

Winger successfully fills role as both irritating NHL opponent, scoring threat

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 21, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers forward David Perron looks for the loose puck in front of Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Sergei Bobrovsky and defenceman David Savard Tuesday, Nov. 19, 2013, at Rexall Place.
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Photos: Oilers crush Columbus in second home victory of the season

Edmonton Oilers’ Sam Gagner hesitant to panic over scoring slump

John MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers players game for NHL overtime overhaul

Edmonton Oilers dominate, shut out Columbus Blue Jackets

EDMONTON - There’s a lot not to like about David Perron’s game if you are on the other side of the rink. He has irritating inclinations to charge the net, run his mouth, utilize his stick for more than goal scoring, which is also something he is prone to do.

All reasons Sam Gagner prefers having the pesky winger in an Edmonton Oilers uniform.

“A guy like Marty St. Louis doesn’t say a word out there. He just plays. Then you have David,” said Gagner. “He gets himself going by chirping and getting in guys faces. It’s definitely effective for him.

“It just allows him to keep his intensity through the game (but) it’s definitely nice to be on this side of it.”

Perron put up a career-high four points in Tuesday’s 7-0 victory over the Columbus Blue Jackets, registering a pair of assists and scoring twice, which has since pushed him into the team lead with seven goals.

Ironically, his big night came on the same night that Magnus Paajarvi scored his first goal — first point, actually — as a member of the St. Louis Blues.

The two traded places in the off-season, and it’s been a much easier transition for Perron, who has settled into the Oilers’ top nine and will head into Thursday’s game against the Florida Panthers with 17 points, trailing only Jordan Eberle (18) on the team list. Paajarvi has played just six games for the Blues.

“When he’s moving his feet and finishing his checks and is playing with a little bit of agitating game, he’s very effective. It’s almost like his hands light up too,” said coach Dallas Eakins, who will send Perron out again with Boyd Gordon and Ryan Smyth against the Panthers.

It is unlikely there will be any lineup changes given that the head coach said he’s reluctant to mess with a roster that has just strung together consecutive wins.

When Eakins was working for the Toronto Maple Leafs, he scouted Perron at the Memorial Cup and has been keeping tabs on him since.

As for Perron, he said he started polishing his shift-disturbing ways back when he was tagging along after his older brother Pascal.

“I was always playing with him and his friends growing up,” he said. “I hated to play with kids the same age as me because I thought they weren’t good enough. And I was doing the same things back then, slashing them, but no one ever jumped me because I was just the little brother.

“There are just games where things aren’t going as well as you’d like, and you need to get yourself going. And sometimes it’s the other team that gets you going,” continued the 25-year-old who is under contract through the 2015-2016 season. “For some reason, I love when the other team yells at me.”

What has changed for Perron since he relocated, is the position the Oilers find themselves in the standings. The Blues were in the playoffs three of the last five years while Edmonton hasn’t seen a playoff game since the 2005-2006 season.

The Oilers may have scored 11 unanswered goals in the last four periods they have played but they are still in 29th place.

“When I looked at the standings this morning, we were still in the same old place,” Perron said. “We need to get on a streak. St. Louis is a mature team, and they have a chance to go all the way. I wish them good luck, that’s a team I spent six years with. For us, it’s about trying to bring some of that mentality here.

“That winning feeling we’ve had the last few days, we have to get every day. It’s something we talked about three, four years ago in St. Louis, and look at what they’ve done. Once you get that, it seems like you can get on a roll for a few years.

“I have always wanted to win. When I was a kid, I was probably the worst loser. We could drop a ball down the hallway, and I’d be really frustrated if I didn’t get it first. It wasn’t always pleasant for my parents.”
Edmonton Oilers’ Sam Gagner hesitant to panic over scoring slump

Centre has gone 10 games without a goal

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 20, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers centre Sam Gagner hasn&#8217;t scored a goal in 10 games heading his team&#8217;s contest with the visiting Florida Panthers on Thursday, Nov. 21, 2013.
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Edmonton Oilers dominate, shut out Columbus Blue Jackets

Edmonton Oilers centre Mark Arcobello: ‘I can make it more like home’

EDMONTON - Sam Gagner figured it would take some time for him to get his game back up to speed after missing the season’s first 13 with a broken jaw.

Consequently, The Edmonton Oilers centre is not about to start gripping his stick now that he’s gone 10 games without a goal.

“I knew there were going to be some chances that wouldn’t go in this year, and it just so happens it’s all been early when I’m trying to get back from injury,” said Gagner, who had A-1 opportunities to end the skid against both the Columbus Blue Jackets and Calgary Flames only to come away with a pair of assists.

“But I’m getting used to playing again. I’m feeling more and more comfortable every game.”

Power play twistHead coach Dallas Eakins sent out a five-forward power-play unit consisting of Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Nail Yakpuov, David Perron and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins against the Blue Jackets and got a pair of goals in return.

Eakins had planned to try out the unit against the Flames, but the opportunity did not present itself.

“We like the feel of that power play,” Hall said. “It’s not going to work that well every night, but if we can get shots and get chances and make sure we’re not breaking the puck out six or seven times, we’ll be fine.

“With a defenceman, their thought is always to defend the net. As a forward — especially the guys we had out there — you want to go to the other end and take chances. Sometimes, you really have to take a deep breath and skate backward a little bit — something I’m really not used to doing.

“As long as we’re in their end, it will be fine, but we have to make sure we’re not giving up the puck easily.”

Win, lose or draw

The Oilers’ faceoff numbers have dipped to the point where the club is converting at 49.5 per cent — something Eakins wants to rectify.

He even went so far as to include a drill at practice on Wednesday that forced the wingers to play an active role.

“It’s on everyone to get in and help, and we need to know what we’re doing off the draw,” Gagner said. “You saw how effective we were last night when we had the puck, so the more we can have it, the more successful we can be.”

Boyd Gordon is still the strongest producer, winning 57.6 per cent of the 476 draws he’s taken.

Joensuu finding his way back

Jesse Joensuu turned some heads early in the season with his game, but then left the lineup with a back injury and missed the next 11 games.

Since returning, he has not been the same effective player, at least not in his first five games back. Eakins said he did see improvement against the Blue Jackets.

“I thought last night he played the best game we’ve seen. He was handling the puck, finishing his checks, the pucks were out of our zone on the wall,” said Eakins. “(That fourth line) played a role. When we got going there, that line was going so well, I wasn’t so concerned about who they were out on the ice against.

“I just really thought he found himself last night.”
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Edmonton Oilers centre Mark Arcobello: ‘I can make it more like home’

NHL team tells him he&#8217;ll be sticking around, to find a more-permanent place o live in city

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalNovember 20, 2013
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The Edmonton Oilers have told Mark Arcobello, the team&#8217;s leader in assists with 10 heading into a game Tuesday, Nov. 19, 2013, with the visiting Columbus Blue Jackets, to find a more-permanent place to live in the city.
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Live: Columbus Blue Jackets at Edmonton Oilers, Nov. 19, 2013

John MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers players game for NHL overtime overhaul

Storify: Oilers and Blue Jackets rekindle 'teammance'

Ryan Murray offers steady, predictably strong presence on Columbus Blue Jackets blue-line

New Edmonton Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov out to prove he’s ‘good enough’

EDMONTON — Week after week, it was the same unsettling routine. Mark Arcobello would leave his hotel room, slip into the Edmonton Oilers lineup, and play the game like it was his last.

And he never did know if there’d be another chance, a scenario that finally changed last week when Arcobello got the word from head coach Dallas Eakins that he could move out of the hotel and into a more permanent residence.

“I was waiting,” said the centre. “I felt like I had done everything I could, so there was really nothing for me to worry about. It wasn’t up to me anymore, but it is a confidence boost.

“It’s nice to know I am going to be around for a while. It’s the next step in the process.”

It is hard to imagine that Arcobello will just settle into his role as an NHL player given the route he has taken to get here. He also has to find his way back into the lineup after missing the last three games.

Arcobello was moved off the roster last weekend when the Oilers had to call up Oscar Klefbom as an insurance policy for ailing defenceman Philip Larsen, then he was scratched for Tuesday’s game against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Off the ice, that’s another matter. He is already out of the hotel room and is making plans to have his dog sent up from Oklahoma City.

“I’m not in the lineup now,” he said, “and I’m definitely not as established as I want to be. But I can finally do some laundry and sleep in my own bed and move some more of my stuff up, like my dog. I can make it more like home.”

After leaving Yale University, the undrafted undersized forward worked his way up from the East Coast League to the Oklahoma City Barons, closing out last season as the AHL club’s all-time leading scorer.

With a one-year extension in hand, he reported to Oilers camp knowing there was a temporary opening with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins on his way back from shoulder surgery. Then Sam Gagner suffered a broken jaw in a pre-season game against the Vancouver Canucks.

Arcobello not only stepped in, he stepped up his game on a team that had plenty of players not playing to their potential. Heading into Tuesday’s game, he had a team-high 10 assists, was trailing only Boyd Gordon with a 52.2 per cent success rate in the faceoff circle, and lead all Oilers forwards with 41 hits.

He also got his first NHL goal on Nov. 5 then added another in the win over the Florida Panthers.

“I was starting to think it would never come,” he said, “but that was another thing that helped. It really has been more of a gradual realization (that I could play in the NHL). Through the first five to 10 games I felt really comfortable, then I started to realize I was catching up when it came to speed and awareness on the ice. I feel like it’s only gotten better, too.”

There have been an abundance of detractors along the way, including a college assistant coach who told Arcobello he’d never amount to anything more than a fourth-line AHL player.

“I didn’t know any better, so I figured he was right,” said Arcobello. “People along the way told me I couldn’t make it, which has always been a motivating factor for me.”

Schultz returns to lineupJustin Schultz cannot remember the last injury he had let alone the last time he had missed a game. So it was no easy task for the Oilers defenceman to miss eight games with a groin injury.

Schultz was back in the lineup for Tuesday’s game against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

“I thought I was going to be out for a game, two maybe. I didn’t expect it to be this long,” he said. “But we just had to make sure I was ready to go. It’s not fun (to sit out). It sucked.”

At least Schultz had a surgically repaired shoulder to lean on.

“He handled it pretty well,” said Nugent-Hopkins, who underwent surgery last spring and missed all the pre-season games as well as the first two games of this season. “We talked a lot. I just told him not to get too frustrated. It just makes it worse when you’re ticked off about it.”
Ryan Murray offers steady, predictably strong presence on Columbus Blue Jackets blue-line

Edmonton Oilers considered taking defenceman instead of Nail Yakupov with first-overall pick in 2012 NHL draft

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 18, 2013
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Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Curtis McElhinney, left, makes a save as teammate Ryan Murray, centre, knocks Montreal Canadiens forward David Desharnais during their game on Friday.

Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Curtis McElhinney, left, makes a save as teammate Ryan Murray, centre, knocks Montreal Canadiens forward David Desharnais during their game on Friday.
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Video: Oilers Goalie Bryzgalov

New Edmonton Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov out to prove he’s ‘good enough’

Ask Matty: Three-point NHL regulation wins would be a non-starter due to wide disparity it could bring to standings

EDMONTON — Nail Yakupov vs. Ryan Murray.

Mr. Excitement vs. Mr. Steady.

Winger vs. defenceman.

You’ll get that matchup Tuesday night when the first and second picks from the 2012 NHL entry draft are on display for the Edmonton Oilers against the Columbus Blue Jackets. The game might not be big box-office on a cold November night, but Yakupov and Murray are marquee talents.

Murray admits he’s thought about going against Yakupov.

“Yeah, a little bit, but at the same time I’m more focused on playing the Edmonton Oilers,” he said.

“Be selfish of me to think of the other (Yakupov).”

It’s no secret the Oilers’ scouts debated long and hard on whether to take the flashy forward Yakupov or the quieter Murray with the first choice. In the end, the Oilers opted for the huge talent Yakupov, who is in his second season, while the 19-year-old Murray lost his 2012-13 season to surgery to repair a torn labrum in his shoulder.

Yakupov is playing 15:20 a night for the Oilers right now; Murray, whose play might resemble that of a young Dan Hamhuis, a Marc Staal or a Marc-Eduoard Vlasic, is inching close to 19 minutes a game as partner to James Wisniewski.

The Oilers brought Murray to town for a short visit a few weeks before the 2012 draft for a look-see.

“I talked to (team president) Kevin Lowe. I also went to Steve Tambellini’s house and the owner (Daryl) Katz’s house,” said Murray.

No, dinners? “No. Quick visit, in and out,” he said.

He thoroughly enjoyed being around the defenceman Lowe.

“Whatever comes out of his mouth, you take it to heart,” he said.

“You want to make sure you’re listening because you can learn just by sitting down and having a conversation.

“Being in the presence of him with the Cups ... he’s got lots of knowledge and he’s been around. He’s played on some great winning teams.”

Murray swears nobody told him whether he was going to the Oilers or the Blue Jackets, where current Edmonton vice-president of hockey operations Scott Howson was then GM — he picked Murray No. 2.

Murray was the leader of the WHL’s Everett Silvertips, a smooth, very smart defender. Not a lights-out offensive threat, but good, and strong without the puck until he got hurt.

He was certainly bummed to miss all of the 48-game NHL lockout season after injuring his shoulder with Everett. He also missed the world junior championship.

“Kind of a double whammy, I guess. But that’s life,” he said.

“It was a lingering problem, then finally it (shoulder) took too much. I don’t know if it’s the grind of the Western League or what. I do notice I get hit a lot less here (NHL) than there. In junior, you get hit 10 times a game. All it is is dump and chase, bang and crash,” he said.

He’s only 20 games into his NHL career, but he’s had some nights for his memory bank.

“Playing against (Sidney) Crosby. That was a big one,” he said. “I was skating around in warm-ups and saw him and thought ‘this is cool.’ Then you’re on the ice against him, I can’t say I was thinking of just him. I had enough other things to worry about.”

But he’s been just fine. He’s a plus player (plus-3) on a Columbus team with a lot of minus players. Again, he’s not going to bring you out of your seat, but he does a lot of things right, according to former NHL defenceman and Jackets associate coach Craig Hartsburg.

“He’s going to be a very good player. There might not be one part of his game that’s great, but there won’t be a bad part,” said Hartsburg, who was playing in the World Hockey Association at 18, then had a starry NHL career, playing several times for Canada.

“Ryan’s overall game for a defenceman is solid. He wants to be a player who plays in all situations and is responsible. He’s such a level kid. He’s very competitive in the heat of the battle, but his emotions never get the best of him.

“There’s nothing he’s been overwhelmed with. He’s great to coach because when I want to tell him something, before I can get the words out of my mouth, he’s saying ‘I know, I know.’ If he’s made a mistake, he knows it before I can tell him.”
EDMONTON - His talent-laden club shutout in its last three straight home games and scuttling along at a rock-bottom 4-14-2, Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish met the media Thursday to explain why he has not yet walked the bold roster improvement talk he delivered in the spring.

An irate Oilers fan base was all ears.

“Would I have liked to be on top of the division right now and have turned this thing around? Absolutely,” MacTavish told a noon news conference. “My self-satisfaction metre is not too high right now.

“But I’m a battler and I’ve encouraged all the players to do the same. The mental toughness is going to drive us through this, and hopefully on the other side of this make it that much more fulfilling.”

MacTavish, who met the Oilers players Thursday morning to deliver a similar message, said a key part of his mandate when he was named GM April 15 was to acquire the experienced role players to bolster the Oilers’ core group of eight or nine players.

“That’s debatable how good a job I’ve done, in terms of adding that support group to what I view as the core group,” MacTavish said. “Things obviously have not gone as well as what I would have thought possible or, more likely, probable at this point.”

It’s a one-sided debate. The club is flailing. The Oilers have yielded 78 goals in 20 games, a rate of nearly four a game. The offensively gifted team has scored 11 goals in seven home games, where their current shutout streak is a franchise first, and a dubious one, at that.

Never mind a victory, the season-ticket base would love to see a goal, the way things are going.

MacTavish knows the club needs help, especially on defence. Among many other things he addressed in a nearly 30-minute session, he said he would swap the club’s 2014 first-round draft choice in a package to acquire a “stud defenceman,” something the team badly needs.

“I don’t view another first-round draft choice to be what we need going into the latter part of this year or next year,” MacTavish said, adding it’s unclear what sort of return such a piece could fetch. “We don’t need another 18-year-old kid coming in here next year.”

In the meantime, MacTavish continues to work the phones to try to make deals to improve the club, without touching players like Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Nail Yakupov, Justin Schultz, Sam Gagner, and prospects like defencemen Darnell Nurse and Oscar Klefbom.

Already, MacTavish has traded gritty veteran Ladislav Smid to Calgary for goalie prospect Laurent Brossoit, a former star with the Edmonton Oil Kings. The trade freed the salary cap money to sign free-agent goalie Ilya Bryzgalov.

MacTavish said the Oilers self-destructed early in the season, showed some progress, suffered through a spate of injuries and are showing improvement of late. Just not victories.

MacTavish said head coach Dallas Eakins and his staff have done “a lot of heavy lifting ... to this point.” He pledged to support the coaching staff “in any way I can.”

So, for those who reckon a coaching change might be in order.

“It’s easy to say I have the utmost confidence in the coaching staff,” MacTavish said. “It’s harder for you guys (the media) to believe that because of the situation we’re in.

“ ... in my experience, (Eakins) is hitting on all the right messaging with the players. There’s been a significant change in the mentality of the players, in spite of the fact the result hasn’t changed. You can see that when you watch the games.

“The decision-making of the players has changed dramatically from early on in the year. The players are on the right side of the puck. We’re a tougher team to play against defensively right now.

“The next step for us is to add speed into the defensive part of our game. We’re now in the right position, we’ve got to close gaps quicker.”

It’s a process, MacTavish said, basically, and he’s right, the Oilers are playing with more of what hockey types call ‘structure.’ Not only that, they are, he said, upbeat, despite the losing.

“I do not see the same beat-up, negative group that I’ve seen in the past,” MacTavish said.

It remains to be seen what immediate changes might be possible in the salary cap world of the NHL, let alone made. MacTavish said he is working to add “bigger, heavier people,” a process that has proven more difficult than he first believed.

“This is not going to be a quick-fix solution. When you look at the (loss Wednesday to Dallas), it’s quite clear that we didn’t penetrate the tougher, higher traffic areas in a meaningful way to score goals. That’s got to change.”

Mindful of the frustration among the faithful, MacTavish said: “People that I speak with around the league are much more optimistic of our team and the likelihood that we’re going to turn this corner than we are internally, for good reason.”

He should know, however, that Oilers fans of whatever tier — paying customers and those who suffer at home in front of the TV — are more enraged than hurting.

Asked about the patience and pain tolerance of Oilers owner Daryl Katz, MacTavish said: “I think we can all group everybody into the same general category — media, management, coaches, players, ownership. I know we’re all frustrated. It’s painful. And it’s painful for ownership, as well.

“But we’re working through it. That’s all I know and that’s all I’m going to do.”

As the losses mount, MacTavish may learn some things about this ‘we’re-all-in-this-together’ wish.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com
Oilers GM Craig MacTavish spoke to his team on Thursday morning, then he spoke to the media and by extension Oilers fans about the current plight of the 4-14-2 NHL club.

Echoing sentiments head coach Dallas Eakins expresses a few weeks ago about knowing he was in for a “messy renovation,” just not this messy, MacTavish said: “My self-satisfaction is not too high right now. But I’m a battler and I expect the players to do the same.”

MacTavish said he remains convinced a core group of 8-9 players is on the right track for the Oilers, even as they struggle with a new defensive system, a new head coach and, clearly, with the opposition, night-in-night-out.

He said he will continue to work the phones and network with his counterparts around the league to secure the missing pieces the club needs, especially a wheelhorse defenceman, a rare, hard-to-acquire commodity in the NHL.

Further, MacTavish said he would be prepared to include the club’s first-round draft pick, which could be No. 1 overall the way the club is going, in a trade package for such a player.

“We don’t need another 18-year-old kid in here next year,” MacTavish said, in reference to the cluster of young stars the club has acquired by virtue of a series of last-place finishes.

He said it’s possible a youngster could be added, and one of the top-rated draft picks is a defenceman, but said his preference would be to add some experience in an impact player on the back end.

Here’s the audio of MacTavish’s news conference.
EDMONTON - Not only has this edition of the Edmonton Oilers become the first in club history to come up empty in three straight home games in one season, it is only the second NHL team to do so since 1943-44.

The Minnesota North Stars were also shut out in three straight home games in 1972-73, according to the Elias Sports Bureau.

The Oilers will try to end their scoreless streak at Rexall Place when they host the San Jose Sharks at 8 p.m. Friday.

“We just need to score,” said David Perron. “The biggest thing for us will be to find a way to stay composed, no matter what’s happened over the last 20 games.

“We need to find ways to get to the net. There are guys in here willing to do it, but it needs to be every single one of us. We would all like to have a chance in the slot with no one around, no one in front, just you and the goalie, but hey, that’s not the way it is.

“Once we start doing that, everything else opens up. You see it with teams like Detroit. They shoot the puck and they get it back.”

The Oilers have gone 182 minutes and four seconds since they last scored a goal on home ice. They were shut out by the Toronto Maple Leafs on Oct. 29, the Detroit Red Wings on Nov. 2, and the Dallas Stars on Wednesday. In their last five home games, they have scored just twice.

“We have to find a way to get a greasy one to get the ball rolling,” said Sam Gagner.

“We have to score goals whatever way we can,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “You have to score goals on the power play, you have to score goals off the rush, off the cycle.”

For fans keeping score at home, here are some other records to keep in mind:

Most goals against: 446 allowed in 80 games by the Washington Capitals in 1974-75. The Oilers have surrendered 78 goals in 20 games; their club record is 337 goals (1992-93).

Most home losses in one season: 32 by the San Jose Sharks, who lost 71 of their 84 games in 1992-93. The Oilers are currently 1-6 at Rexall Place.

In a non-lockout shortened season, the fewest games Edmonton has won on home ice is 13, in 2010-11.

OIL DROPS: Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish was scheduled to meet with Nail Yakupov’s agent, Igor Larionov, but didn’t leave the impression there’d be significant developments, other than discussing the winger’s sophomore season. Yakupov was skating with Gagner and Ales Hemsky on Thursday ... Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Jordan Eberle were also together, as they were at the start of Wednesday’s game against the Dallas Stars.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
EDMONTON - The lapse between goals stretched from minutes into periods, then into games.

Now it has extended into record-setting territory.

The Edmonton Oilers have played three straight home games without scoring a goal after Wednesday night’s 3-0 loss to the Dallas Stars at Rexall Place.

It was the Oilers’ first game back in town after their annual Canadian Finals Rodeo road trip, but the offence was still in short supply.

After being blanked 4-0 by the Toronto Maple Leafs on Oct. 29 and 5-0 by the Detroit Red Wings on Nov. 2, the Oilers have played 182 minutes and four seconds since their last goal on home ice in a 4-1 loss to the Washington Capitals on Oct. 24.

In eight home games the Oilers have scored 11 goals, including five markers against the New Jersey Devils and four against the Winnipeg Jets in the season-opener.

They have scored just twice in their last five home games.

“We don’t score the dirty goals around the net like other teams do,” said Ales Hemsky. “That’s one thing we have to get better at. It’s frustrating, but no excuses. If you don’t score, you don’t score. We have to crash the net more.”

The Oilers’ biggest undoing against the Stars was their inability to convert on the power play. They were 0-for-5, including a 1:31 five-on-three advantage.

“We had our chances to score. We just have to finish,” said Mark Arcobello. “We had power plays, but we didn’t capitalize. We get a goal on one of those and it could have been a different game.”

After a scoreless opening period, in which the Stars outshot the Oilers 11-9, Jordan Eberle was robbed by Dallas goalie Kari Lehtonen and Sam Gagner hit the goal post.

But Oilers netminder Devan Dubnyk was up to the task at the other end of the rink, denying the visitors on a late opening period power play.

It was one of Edmonton’s better first periods at home.

It was also the seventh straight scoreless period they had on home ice.

“I put it right where I wanted. What a save,” said Eberle. “It makes you mad when you try to bear down and it just doesn’t go in, especially with the way we haven’t been scoring in this rink.”

The Oilers mustered just three shots on the five-on-three, including the shot Ryan Nugent-Hopkins rang off the post.

They didn’t even generate a shot in their first man advantage — all opportunities they needed to convert because at 10:35 of the second period, just after the Oilers failed to score on their fifth power play of the game, Rich Peverley chipped his own rebound over Dubnyk’s shoulder to give Dallas a 1-0 lead.

It was the only blemish on the goaltender’s sheet at the end of the night. He turned away 23 pucks, including a penalty shot by Valeri Nichushkin in the final three minutes.

Tyler Seguin, deep in his own zone, scored an empty-net goal from his knees, then Antoine Roussel put the final goal into a vacated net.

The Oilers are 1-6-0 at Rexall, 4-14-2 overall, and burdened with the distinction of allowing a league-high 78 goals.

“After Toronto and Detroit, maybe it was starting to play with us a little bit. Maybe we’re trying to get that first one so bad ... It’s tough,” said Arobello, “but I thought we played pretty strong.

“After they scored that first one, I thought we responded pretty well.”

OIL DROPS: The Oilers paid tribute to former captain Shawn Horcoff during the first period, a gesture the centre clearly appreciated ... Defenceman Corey Potter drew into the lineup, playing alongside Nick Schultz in his first NHL game of the season ... The Oilers will play four of their next five on home ice, including Friday’s contest against the San Jose Sharks.
EDMONTON — Despite numbers that say otherwise, Nail Yakupov is convinced his game is good enough to merit more minutes, so he cleared his throat and spoke up just one day after his agent said he was on his way to Edmonton to talk to the Oilers about his client’s role.

In one interview, Igor Larionov even suggested Yakupov would be open to a trade if he wasn’t going to be treated properly, a scenario Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish snuffed out when he spoke to reporters following league meetings in Toronto on Tuesday. 

As for Yakupov, he figures there’s nothing wrong with his game, despite his defensive lapses.

“I don’t see any trust (in) me now because I play lower and lower minutes. I just want to try and help my team try to win every game ... but I don’t have much chance to do that,” Yakupov said. “It’s pretty hard to watch the game from the bench when my teammates are fighting for the puck, fighting for points because I know I can do the same thing.” 

Yakupov said he has not asked for a trade, that he wanted to stay in Edmonton, but that something had to change. He’s been a healthy scratch this season and his ice time, during the last four games, has dropped from 12:47 versus the Florida Panthers to 10:54 in Sunday’s game against the Chicago Blackhawks.

He’s also a league-high minus-14 with two goals and two assists through 17 games.

“It’s OK to be frustrated, but I’m not deterring my plan,” head coach Dallas Eakins said. “You have to earn your minutes.” 

Just last week, in the midst of circulating rumours that the winger was going to be moved, Eakins made a point of reassuring Yakupov he was not going to be traded, that their only intent was to make him a better player.

“We’ll see. Who knows?” said Yakupov, who would not say what might happen if nothing changes. “The first season I played more and now I just play lower. 

“I just don’t want to play nine or five minutes. I think I can play more. I think I can help my teammates to do something to get some points.

“I’m 20 years old and I think this is a pretty important year for me. Sometimes, players who are sitting a lot when they are 19, 20 years old, just don’t play hockey anymore. If I’m going to be (sitting) more and more, we’ll have to figure out something.”

Last season, under then head coach Ralph Krueger, Yakupov, the first overall pick in the 2012 draft, played all 48 games, registering 17 goals and 14 assists. He had an average of 14:33 of ice time. He was minus-4.

This season, he’s averaging 15:28 of ice time. 

“He had a lot of leeway last year and this year, not as much,” said Taylor Hall. “Ralph really took a liking to a young European player and Dallas is trying to get him to play the right way. I think once those two things mesh that’s when you’re going to see the player he can be.

“It’s not a distraction for us,” Hall continued. “Last year, he had a great year and this year, he’s struggled a bit. But it’s not like he’s not giving an effort. He knows our system and he tries his best to play within them. Right now it’s not working the way that it can, but we know it will turn around.

“It’s unfortunate his agent had to say those kinds of things ... it would probably be easier for Yak if his agent came into town a little bit quieter, but that’s stuff we don’t really think about. We’re trying to get him back on track and I know he will.” 

In preparation for Wednesday’s game against the Dallas Stars, Yakupov skated with Ryan Smyth and Marc Arcobello.

“We all want better, we all want more, but we have to earn the right to get more,” Eakins said. “If players want to make a stand or if an agent wants to make public things that are usually kept very private ... so be it. It has absolutely no effect on how I’m going to run our team.

“He’ll play the minutes he’s earned and that will be it. Nail is trying. I see him making the efforts to do things differently, but these habits and play don’t change over two or three weeks.

“If you ask any kid’s parents or agent how many minutes they should play, it’s going to be big.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
Larsen plays the role of comic book villain Two-Face for Oilers

Defenceman has a good side and a bad side to his game

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 12, 2013

EDMONTON - The microcosm of the good and bad Edmonton Oilers’ free-wheeling loss Sunday to the Chicago Blackhawks was defenceman Philip Larsen, who had three assists but still finished minus-three.

“Three points, but I was on for four of their goals,” said Larsen.

With Justin Schultz having missed the last five games with a sore groin, Larsen slid into his spot on the first power-play unit. He set up power-play goals by Nail Yakupov and David Perron and also helped on Ryan Nugent-Hopkins’ score, but two Blackhawks forwards — Andrew Shaw and Marcus Kruger — got in behind him for all-alone goals on Devan Dubnyk. He wasn’t close enough, either, to big Bryan Bickell, who had an easy tap-in outside the goalcrease.

As Larsen, who came to the Oilers in the Shawn Horcoff trade, prepares to play his old Dallas Stars’ team on Wednesday at Rexall Place, it’s hard to figure out where he fits in. Can he stay in the top-six defencemen when Schultz returns, or will he be back in Oklahoma City, making his $1.1 million in the American Hockey League? He can skate, shoot and distribute the puck, but can he defend?

But he’s not the only one like that on the Oilers, who have been horrendous defensively — 52 goals against five-on-five and only 30 for. They’ve given up a staggering 75 goals over 19 games, 47 more than the Colorado Avalanche.

Whatever defensive system coach Dallas Eakins is employing, it ain’t working. Veterans are making errors that teenagers make; the offensive young guns don’t have enough defensive savvy. They don’t work legal picks nearly enough to allow their defencemen an extra second to move the puck, they allow teams to dump pucks behind their net and, rather than cut them off, they passively stand by.

Talking about Larsen specifically, he’s been better than a lot of Oilers, even if he’s minus-five in his five games. But he’s a poster boy for what’s right and what’s wrong.

Eakins gave Larsen a fair shot in training camp, but the Oilers kept Anton Belov over him, opting for size. Now they’re playing together. Larsen has played more than 20 minutes four straight games.

“I wasn’t sure what he would be because I didn’t know who he was. I wasn’t keeping tabs on the Dallas Stars last season,” said Eakins. “I thought he was good in training camp, but coming back, he’s played well.”

Against the Blackhawks, Larsen put the puck on a tee for Yakupov’s rocket goal and he got the puck to the net for Perron’s gpal. He’s got some nice instincts on the blue-line.

But Shaw got in behind him after he lost his stick and three Oilers chased Brandon Saad in a terrible defensive play.

“There was a bump and then I don’t know what happened there,” said Larsen.

When asked for a grade on Larsen in the Chicago;game, Eakins shrugged.

“I don’t know. I think I have to take a look at the film to see if he was the culprit on any goals,” he said.

Larsen was. But Eakins thought his team had to play with “some fear” against the Blackhawks, so they wouldn’t be run out of the bulding talent-wise.

“This should be a great measuring stick for us,” he said.

Offensively, the Oilers kept up. The Blackhawks were full of praise for how Edmonton can move the puck around.

“They’ve got lots of skilled players and we tend to make more mistakes than we should against them,” said Blackhawks defenceman Duncan Keith.

But the Oilers can’t stop anybody. They’ve given up four or more goals in 13 of their 19 games. And on Sunday, nobody should be lashing Dubnyk, who was hung out to dry.

Gagner minus-nine in six games

Centre Sam Gagner seemed to have more jump against Chicago, but he continues to struggle. He’s minus-nine in six games and has just one assist.

“I knew this was going to be a difficult process,” said Gagner, who is coming back from a broken jaw and wearing a facemask.

He refuses to let the frustration suffocate him, but it’s there.

“I know I can find it again,” Gagner said.

It was no big deal for Gagner to fail to score on his penalty shot Sunday — Chicago’s Corey Crawford is eight-for-eight in his career, including three this season.

Gagner has won just 42.2 per cent on draws, as well.
Defensive mistakes costly as Oilers' misery continues (with video)

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 11, 2013
CHICAGO - Can the Edmonton Oilers petition to have 10 games a year against the Chicago Blackhawks?

No matter if the Oilers are one of the National Hockey League’s bottom-feeders and the Hawks are one of the NHL’s juggernauts, the Oilers are always “in the fight,” to borrow one of head coach Dallas Eakins’ favourite expressions.

That’s why Chicago coach Joel Quenneville opted to play his No. 1 goalie Corey Crawford, and not the sentimental choice of former Oiler Nikolai Khabibulin.

“They certainly love playing us,” said Coach Q. “They get excited.”

The Oilers came here at the end of their four-game road trip with four wins in their last six games against the Blackhawks and pushed them to the end, but fell 5-4.

They proved a point against the Hawks, but they didn’t get any.

In 19 games, 38 points have been available, and the Oilers have 10.

They have enough offence, but again made egregious errors defensively, with people standing by their lonesome in front of Devan Dubnyk, who was very good. There was only Bryan Bickell’s rebound tap-in when Dubnyk couldn’t squeeze Michal Rozsival’s hard shot that the Oilers goalie might want back.

It’s the thirteenth time in the 19 games the Oilers have given up four or more.

They’ve allowed 75 goals on the season, which is why they’re 29th in a 30-team league. They used to give up four during the glory days on many nights too, stranding goalies Grant Fuhr and Andy Moog, but they’d routinely win 7-4 because they had Wayne Gretzky, Mark Messier and company rampaging.

Now, they can’t make up for their swiss-cheese defence.

The Oilers got a goal from Jordan Eberle — who broke a nine-game drought with a tip of a Nick Schultz short-handed shot — and two assists. Philip Larsen had three helpers on goals by Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and two power-play efforts by Nail Yakupov and David Perron, but was also on for four Blackhawks goals even-strength, showing the good news/bad news with him — and the team as a whole.

The Oilers have lost eight of their last nine and 15 of their 19 (they got points in a shootout loss to the Los Angeles Kings and an overtime loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs, both on the road.

The Hawks, who have scored five or more goals five times in the last seven games, scored twice in the last 7-1/2 minutes. Marcus Kruger tucked the puck around Dubnyk’s leg after little-used Ben Smith found him alone, then Duncan Keith sifted a 45-foot power-play shot past the Oilers goalie with Marian Hossa waving his stick at the puck as it went past him.

Brandon Saad and Andrew Shaw had the others for the 12-2-4 Blackhawks.

“Off the rush, the Oilers are as good as anybody in this league,” said Quenneville.

“They’ve got lots of scoring threats, lots of guys get on the scoresheet against us.”

But they can’t stop teams from scoring, even when the goaltending is good as Dubnyk has been the last two games. They poured 70 shots in the direction of the Oilers net — 36 shots on goal, 23 blocked and 11 missed. The Oilers had 23 shots on Crawford.

“Our defensive zone coverage is killing us. And if you can’t defend in this league, you can’t win in this league,” said Eakins.

“Better effort for sure than the last game (a 4-2 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers),” said Eakins. “But we had the missed coverage defensively and it was some of our veteran players and that’s concerning to me. I thought we had flashes of very good D-zone work, then flashes of total unawareness.”

Like leaving Kruger standing by himself. Or like three guys going to Saad, who found Shaw all alone,

Anton Belov had inadvertently knocked the stick out of Larsen’s hand, and the Oilers defenceman didn’t see Shaw behind him.

On the Shaw goal, the Oilers looked like kid soccer players just learning the game and everybody chasing the ball. Bickell parked himself for an easy tap-in with nobody breathing heavy on him.

Saad also beat Belov to the high slot after getting spilled at the blue-line, and batted an ankle-high shot past Dubnyk.

“I really like Devan, especially in the second period … some really good saves,” said Eakins. One Dubnyk glove save on Jonathan Toews was a show-stopper.

Gagner got his second career penalty shot — Roberto Luongo stopped him on Oct. 25, 2008 — when he was chopped down by Brent Seabrook four minutes into the middle period as he cut to the net. He looked out of gas taking the freebie shot.

“Yeah, I expended a lot of energy (on the first play). The puck bobbled on me at the end,” said Gagner.

Yakupov’s goal was only his second, and both have come on the power play. Sunday’s was a scorcher that Crawford had no chance on.

Perron has two goals in as many games after missing four with a sore neck and sundry other ailments. Late in the third, he tried to clear the puck up the boards and it went into the Hawks bench, hitting Rozsival in the face. He was down for several seconds, before leaving with a towel to his mouth.

“He’s OK, but there’s some work (stitches or dental) to do,” said Quenneville.

The Oilers are getting used to being punched in the mouth, loss after loss in this death march start to the season..

“Right now it’s tough for me to stand here and say what we did wrong and what we did right. Bottom line is we didn’t get any points, and that’s what matters,” said Larsen.

ON THE BENCH

The Oilers didn’t dress Luke Gazdic (shoulder), Justin Schultz (groin) and Will Acton … Goalie Ilya Bryzgalov has reported to Oklahoma City to play a game or two or three for the American Hockey League Barons before joining the Oilers.

TAMPA BAY, FLA. — Now fans know why the Edmonton Oilers tried to get the NHL’s skyscraper goalie, Ben Bishop, last April.

The six-foot-seven Bishop put an exclamation point on a show-stopping 38-save night with three minutes left in Thursday’s NHL game at the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

He stoned the Oilers’ Boyd Gordon after a wonderful pass from Nail Yakupov — one of a half-dozen spectacular saves — as the Tampa Bay Lightning beat the Edmonton Oilers 4-2.

Bishop was beaten by Taylor Fedun 10 minutes into the game — for the defenceman’s second goal in as many NHL games — and on a power play by Taylor Hall (eight shots overall) midway through the third period.

Meanwhile, the game’s best marksman, Steve Stamkos, scored two goals on his first two shots, pouncing on giveways. The first was an absolute rocket from four strides inside the blue-line after Yakupov couldn’t handle a hard pass. The second came after Stamkos’s Coke Zero TV commercial buddy Jordan Eberle bobbled the puck in the corner and the Lightning star muscled his way around the net and back out front to stuff a shot past Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk.

Pint-sized Tyler Johnson, with a shot that hit the skate of Oilers defenceman Philip Larsen, and Valterri Filppula, into the empty net, had the other markers for the Lightning, who are 6-0 against Western Conference teams and 11-4 on the season.

The Oilers deserved to at least get the game to overtime — they can’t play much better against a strong team — but they made mistakes and there are no points for moral victories.

Edmonton, 4-11-2, completes the four-game road trip with games Saturday in Philadelphia and Sunday at Chicago.

Head coach Dallas Eakins certainly had no gripes about his team’s effort in a track-meet type game with 66 shots and end-to-end entertainment.

“Bishop is a big, big man and he was covering a lot of net,” said Eakins. “We had him sideways a couple of times where he was really swimming, but he found a way to stop the puck.

“I thought he stole them the game.”

“One of the better goalie performances I’ve seen in a while. He was seeing it and he made some absolutely huge saves throughout,” said Dubnyk.

“Beaten by a hot goaltender ... yeah, pretty much the story,” said Hall, who played 22 hard minutes. “That save on Gordo at the end (diving with his glove covering the top half of the net), I don’t think he has any regrets where he put it.”

Hall also commended Yakupov for his play to get Gordon the puck.

“Nine times out of 10, that goal goes in,” Hall said.

“I have to take a look at the replay,” said Gordon, who should have extended the game to an extra period.

The Oilers had 12 shots in the first period, plus 14 in both the second and third periods.

“We’re not a poor is me team right now. We can make teams like Tampa turn over the puck,” said Eakins.

Unfortunately, the Oilers gave it up to the wrong guy — Stamkos twice.

“It was an honest mistake by Yak (Yakupov) on the first one. The pass to him was hard on his backhand and it comes up on him and the guy is right there. This is why I go back and forth with forwards playing their off side. If he’s a rightie, it’s on his tape and he handles it no problem,” said Eakins. “If it’s anybody else, the puck’s not in the net. Just happens to be Mr. Stamkos.”

Stamkos has 13 goals in 16 games.

“Steve Stamkos is like the Mike Bossys, the Luc Robitailles, the Brett Hulls. They can shoot five pucks and four will go in, while other people will shoot 100 and five will score,” said Tampa coach Jon Cooper. “They have the inate ability to score. It’s nothing taught; it’s something inside you.

“In saying that, what makes those players so good is they put themselves into positions to score. Stammer knows how to do it and you couple that with a shot that’s so fast, so hard ... ” said Cooper.

“Not the guy you want to give the puck to,” Dubnyk said.

There is no goalie, dead or alive, who would have stopped the first shot.

The timing of the wraparound by Stamkos hurt, with 53 seconds left in the period. It came off the slight miscue by Eberle, who was trying to get a bouncing puck on his blade.

“I was over there, I had my leg there; it’s not often it gets around the outside of my leg,” said Dubnyk, who faced 26 shots.

Dubnyk is a Stamkos fan.

“He finds every quiet area (to shoot), but if you watch him, he works his youknowwhat off. He works and works and works. He’s a good example. He doesn’t just shoot the puck, he creates turnovers and he gets two goals,” he said.

Fedun, who played 14-1/2 minutes, has scored two goals on his first three NHL shots.

“It’s funny. When he was getting on the bus to the rink, I was joking with him and said, ‘No one said you can’t score in your second game, too.’ All he said to me was, ‘Duly noted,’ ” said Eakins. “Good on him. I thought he had a solid game, again.

“Everybody likes Taylor. It’s nice that he gets a call-up, but when he gets two (goals) in two games, it’s exciting.”

ON THE BENCH: Yakupov sat for good stretches of the game — defensive problems, again ... David Perron (neck) will join the Oilers in Philadelphia, but is iffy to play on Saturday because he hasn’t practised with the team in a week.

TAMPA, Fla. — Edmonton Oilers winger Jordan Eberle got traded for Steve Stamkos in a funny Coke Zero TV commercial that’s a runaway hit on nhl.com and on YouTube, but that was play acting.

Eberle knows it would never happen in real life.

“I think I was the guinea pig. He went out and scored five (against my team) and I was minus five in the (make-believe) game,” said Eberle, who’ll see Stamkos for real on Thursday night in Florida when the Oilers play the Tampa Bay Lightning.

In the commercial, Stamkos’s dad, the team coach, calls him into his office and tells him he’s regretfully trading him for Eberle’s character, Kevin Wheeler. TSN’s Bob McKenzie hams it up as an all-knowing Zamboni driver who chimes in that it’s a great deal getting Wheeler.

“Last year, we did one with Coke and it was just me playing Wheeler. This time around they wanted that character, so they could put a movie script together to keep the idea going,” said Eberle, looking a little different with his Movember moustache.

Stamkos wasn’t available Wednesday at the Lightning’s practice rink to talk about the two-minute commercial, but he did tweet “It was a lot of fun to look at myself in a commercial shilling for a soft drink. I’ll kindly suggest Stammer stick to his day job.”

Stamkos had more lines in the TV spoof, but Eberle said there’s nothing wrong with his acting chops.

Eberle was very good in the earlier Moment Zero commercial playing Wheeler with the former TSN pair of Jay Onrait and Dan O’Toole as a pair of cops. He’s also done very well on those ATB Financial commercials.

But Eberle bows to Stamkos’s great on-ice skill set. Stamkos, once a 51-goal man who also hit 60 in 2011-12, has 11 goals in 14 games this season.

“He’s a little different than me. We play different games. He’s bigger, he’s known for his speed and his shot. I don’t know if I was born with that height,” Eberle said with a laugh. “He’s got one of the best shots in the NHL; much like (Alex) Ovechkin, you have to take away his time and his space. You have to be careful with him.”

Eberle hasn’t scored in six games; hasn’t had a point, actually. He’s overdue to break out, with just three goals in 16 games.

“It is frustrating because I’m a goal scorer and I’m paid to put the puck in the net,” Eberle said.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins, who has Eberle lining up with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Ales Hemsky, isn’t worried.

“He’s a key, key guy for our team. He knows the game fairly well defensively and, when he’s getting the puck, he’s making sound decisions,” said Eakins.

“But I’ve talked to him about one thing. In games where we’re down, like Detroit (a 5-0 loss), he seems to want to do it all by himself. You can’t do that. In Florida, he got back to the basics and was dangerous.

“We need him to be one of our two- or three-best players every night and I know he’s up to the challenge.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

SUNSHINE, Fla. — Why stop at one?

Edmonton Oilers forward Mark Arcobello scored the first two goals of his National Hockey League career Tuesday night in Florida, his second coming in overtime as the Oilers beat the host Panthers 4-3.

No. 2 came a little less than two minutes into the extra frame – on a rare OT power play. Arcobello fired a 25-footer past Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom for the winner with Panthers winger Scottie Upshall stewing in the penalty box for tripping Oilers centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins.

"I've had my fair share of chances this year,” said Arcobello, who came into Sunshine, Fla., with zero goals on 33 shots. “I'd been squeezing the stick too tight. I was feeling (pressure).”

Upshall, who also potted two goals Tuesday, had sent the game to OT with 58 seconds left in the third period.

Coming into the game with 10 assists through 15 games, Arcobello bagged his first goal on a bad-angle second-period shot that handcuffed the six-foot-four Markstrom.

“On the first goal here, maybe I caught him cheating (off the post),” said Arcobello, who played right-wing on a line with Boyd Gordon and Ryan Jones. “He's a big goalie and I've played against him a lot of times in the American Hockey League. Maybe he crouched down a little far and I put it exactly where I wanted.

"On the winner? You get a little more freedom on a 4-on-3 (power play). I was just trying to hit the net. I knew he'd be moving across the net on the pass. The goal was gravy on a good night."

Gordon won a crucial draw late on the power play and got it back to Ales Hemsky, who teed it up for Arcobello..

"Those face-offs are extremely important, and he's the best on our team,” Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins said of Gordon, who won 13 of 19 faceoffs against the Panthers. “If we lose the draw, it's another 15 seconds and we have to worry about getting the puck into their end.”

While Arcobello got his first, so did defenceman Taylor Fedun, playing his first NHL game — the stuff of dreams, for sure, after shattering his leg two years as he crashed into the boards in a pre-season game.

"It was awesome to just get out there and to ultimately get the first one out of the way early was ... it happened so fast, I didn't really know what to do. I don't think I processed it well," said Fedun, who took a feed from Nugent-Hopkins and tapped it in on Markstrom.

Philip Larsen had the other Oilers goal in the taffy-pull between two clubs that had each lost five straight games.

Until Upshall's last-gasp heroics, the Oilers looked like they'd win easy. But Upshall beat Devan Dubnyk on a high shot after a Hemsky giveaway midway through the third, then off a broken play whirled and ripped one past Dubnyk for his second of the year to get the game to OT.

"I was ready for the last one and he swept it and the puck stayed flat the whole way," said Dubnyk. "I put my glove up and the puck moved a bit and caught me in that spot between my hand and my shoulder. It's a weird goal, but I have to make that save. I have to make those saves especially with how well we played in the game."

Marcel Goc, who fed Upshall for his first goal, scored the Panthers' first goal on a high shot in the first period.

When the Panthers tied it, Eakins admits he was muttering to himself, a bit.

"We were playing a great third period. Maybe they had three chances to score," he said.

"They tie it on a broken play on a fluttering and curving puck, more bad luck than anything."

The career series with Florida now stands at 8-8-3-3. The Oilers have won the last three, twice in OT. They next face each other Nov. 21 at Rexall Place.

Next up for the Oilers: the host Tampa Bay Lightning on Thursday.

ON THE BENCH: The Oilers sent winger Ryan Hamilton to OKC before the game with Taylor Hall (knee) and Jesse Joensuu (ribs) almost ready to come back ... Justin Schultz (knee) and fellow defender Anton Belov (knee) didn't play for the Oilers.

SUNRISE, Fla. — If the Edmonton Oilers and the New York Rangers are talking trade, it’s unlikely the Broadway Blueshirts would surrender left-winger Chris Kreider unless Nail Yakupov is in play.

A source close to the Rangers said the six-foot-three, 230-pound Kreider, a playoff star out of Boston College in 2012 but a disappointment last season under John Tortorella, might be the best Rangers forward right now.

He’s exactly what the Oilers need — a huge winger who can really skate — but Kreider, 22, is everything the Rangers need, too. They don’t have a big team, especially with Rick Nash still out with a concussion.

That said, if Yakupov, the first-overall pick in 2012, was in the picture, maybe New York (26 goals scored in 14 games) is intrigued because Rangers general manager Glen Sather has always been a huge fan of high-end skill.

Yakupov reminds people of a young Pavel Bure, although Yakupov is having a poor sophomore season after 17 goals as a rookie.

Chances are the Oilers are pitching winger Ales Hemsky instead, counting on New York coach Alain Vigneault, the one-time Vancouver Canucks bench boss, seeing Hemsky countless times. Hemsky’s $5-million salary and unrestricted free-agent status makes him tricky to trade, of course.

The Oilers have long liked the Rangers’ offensive defenceman Michael Del Zotto, too. He had his best game of the season Monday in New York’s 2-1 loss to the Anaheim Ducks.

Kevin Lowe, the Oilers’ president of hockey operations, Mark Messier, recently brought on board as an adviser to Lowe, and GM Craig MacTavish watched the Rangers-Ducks game.

Lowe is also a Canadian Olympic team selector and may have been in New York to scout Rangers’ defenceman Marc Staal and Ducks forwards Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf. But Messier knows the Rangers inside and out as Sather’s former confidante.

Fedun hits NHL ice two years following terrible injuryDefenceman Taylor Fedun played his first NHL game Tuesday, two years after shattering his right leg in a race for an iced puck in Minnesota.

He went through endless, agonizing, frustrating hours of rehab, with a rod in his leg. “From that moment, this is what I was aiming for. This is a very special feeling,” said the mechanical engineering grad from Princeton, now 25.

Fedun was grocery shopping when Oklahoma City Barons GM Bill Scott told him he had been summoned to the parent Oilers.

“I’d just stocked the fridge. Hopefully when I get back, the stuff is spoiled,” joked Fedun, who would like to hang around more than just a game or two with Justin Schultz and Anton Belov hurt.

Fedun, who played minor hockey at Edmonton’s Southside Athletic Club, grew up an Oilers fan, but he knew the odds of making it to the NHL were astronomical.

“When I was very little, I wanted to be Kevin Lowe,” Fedun said. “When I was four years old, I’d come down the stairs to play hockey (basement) and announce myself as Kevin Lowe. It’s interesting he’s still here.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Oilers’ Gagner still trying to find his game

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 5, 2013

SUNRISE, Fla. — The losses are eating away at Sam Gagner and his busted jaw and the taste is far from being a juicy tenderloin. It’s more like a five-day old egg sandwich instead.

He’s been back two games and being a part of 4-0 and 5-0 Edmonton Oilers’ drubbings at Rexall Place at the hands of Toronto and Detroit sting a whole lot worse than his own personal numbers, which are certainly uneven (no points, minus-4, 20:08 average ice-time and 14 wins, 15 losses in the faceoff circle). Gagner knows he’ll get going as he takes Mark Arcobello’s spot on the second line, but will the team he’s played for for seven years do the same?

Gagner’s stats need buffing — especially the plus/minus — but what about the Oilers as a group, with the first game of a four-game road trek against the Florida Panthers up next on Tuesday?

When asked if this is as frustrated as he’s been since joining the team in 2007, Gagner doesn’t stickhandle.

“Yeah,” he said. “We’ve put ourselves here ... you want to be known as a winner and for the stretch we’ve had where we’ve won five in a row or 10 of our last 11, that’s been the most fun in my career. But we can’t be afraid to fail (now). We’re worried about the outcome.”

How do you get a fear of failure?

“Comes with losing. When you play pretty well early in the season and you aren’t rewarded with it, you start to go into a shell,” Gagner said after the most recent home shutouts, which have seen the Oilers’ run without a goal now at 155 minutes (the last one being Nail Yakupov on a power play against Jonathan Quick in L.A. on Oct. 27). The last even-strength goal came off the stick of David Perron against Mike Smith in Phoenix on Oct. 26. That’s one 5-on-5 goal in almost 206 minutes.

“There’s bound to be some bumps. I expected that coming back,” said Gagner.

He was talking about his jaw, not his stats — the jaw with the plate and screws and protected by a visor and a football-type face mask that’s been jolted a few times along the boards. Elbows are always up, sometimes sticks, too.

“The jaw’s not fully protected, but (it’s) good enough,” he said.

His stats need to be better, obviously. If people expected him to wheel back in and have a goal and two helpers and be an even player in his first two games after not playing for about five weeks since he ate Zack Kassian’s stick in the pre-season ... well, Gagner is not Sidney Crosby.

He’s definitely feeling his way back. Gagner played 21:54 in his first game against Toronto and 18:23 last Saturday, when the Red Wings were at Rexall.

“I’ve been through this before (coming off an injury, ankle sprain in camp when he crashed into the boards), where I was pressing. I feel I’ve learned from that, the mistakes I made. I rushed things,” said Gagner. “Coming in this time, I was in better shape, but I have to lay off myself, too.”

“I do think about things, a lot. First time, I put pressure on myself to produce right away and being a leader, trying to do everything ... it’s going to take time (with the jaw, not seeing the puck as well with the facial gear and getting up to the speed of the games). I have to make sure I’m doing the right things. It becomes more heightened (the heat to make stuff happen) when the team’s losing.”

“Last time, I came back and was playing 11 or 12 minutes and playing left wing. It’s hard to play your game when you’re not playing your right position. This (being back in the middle right away) helps, the familiarity. I have to stick with it.”

He’s averaging over 20 minutes a game so far this season. He says he’s not sucking air.

“There’s been times where you’re trying to stretch things out and get everything done at once because you haven’t played,” said Gagner. “I’d like to work on my (defensive) reads. I’ll settle in,”

Gagner only won one of 11 draws on the stats sheet in the Detroit game, after a strong first one against Toronto.

“I didn’t think I was as bad as it looked and I was 13-5 the game before. It’s not something I’m worried about,” he said.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins wasn’t counting on Gagner riding in on a white stallion. He knows Gagner can be better, but it’s not a snap-your-fingers-and-the-offence-will-come thing for a guy who is playing catchup. He needs some positive results individually and certainly the team does as well.

“Where we’re at with this team ... it’s such a challenge to shake this,” said Eakins.

The Oilers have lost five in a row. Florida four straight.

Both teams are thinking “we can beat these guys.”

“We’ve done a lot of talking, we had a long meetings before practice (Monday). And we had a spirited practice, that’s a positive sign,” said Eakins. “Where we’re at now is a depressed state and when that’s the case, you often see guys falling away in practice. I didn’t see that. It was the opposite. Guys were digging in their heels.”

Of course, talk is cheap unless you actually follow it up in the game.

ON THE BENCH: The Oilers recalled defenceman Taylor Fedun from Oklahoma City and he’ll play his first NHL game against the Panthers. Justin Schultz (groin) and Anton Belov (knee) are on the trip, but can’t play so Fedun, who busted his right leg in the fall of 2011 and has played all 12 games on the farm — the only defenceman to do so — will get his baptism under fire on the road ... Ryan Smyth (groin) will play after missing about two weeks ... Devan Dubnyk (ankle) starts in net ... Taylor Hall (knee) might play this weekend in Philadelphia and Chicago ... David Perron (neck) didn’t make the trip here.

Q: Is Mark Arcobello a part of the Edmonton Oilers’ future plans?

(Robert Thompson, Chicago)

A: You would think he’s proven to be an NHLer, but as of last week, they had not told the 165-pound centre to move out of his hotel and into an apartment or condo, a tipoff after a month of the season they are still not completely sold on him. Not sure why. He’s got 10 points. His game has dropped off since second-line Sam Gagner returned from his broken jaw; Arcobello had to slide over to the wing as a result. To me, he’s not a winger — it’s too much work along the boards for his diminutive size. I’d actually like to see them give Arcobello a shot as the fourth-line centre like fellow small forward Kyle Wellwood used to. Use him there, have him on the second PP and killing penalties so he gets 10-11 minutes a game. They could move Will Acton over to the wing on the fourth line in place of Ben Eager or Luke Gazdic, depending on how tough the opposition is.

Q: What do the Oilers think of Anton Lander?

(D McCullough)

A: Not as much as they once did. He keeps getting yo-yoed up and down between AHL Oklahoma City and the Oilers, and this is his third year as a North American pro. He played pro in the Swedish Elite League for four years before that. He didn’t make the Oilers out of camp, he played a good game in Los Angeles against the Kings in late October but was sent back to the farm the next day after a quick recall, summoned again after the 4-0 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs, and they don’t play him against Detroit this past Saturday. Lander is quiet by nature, but if deep down he’s starting to get the message he doesn’t fit as an Oiler long-term, you might not be far off. He’s played 68 games total for them. So far, the Oilers have had trouble figuring where Lander fits. I’d say he’s trade material, just as his fellow 2009 draft Magnus Paajarvi was.

Q: Can you confirm if the Oilers sellout streak ended at the Red Wings’ game?

(Jeremy Gardiner)

A: Not true. While ESPN.com listed it as 16,389 which is 450 under a full-house, they perhaps transposed the numbers (full-house is 16,839). NHL.com lists the attendances and it was a sellout, which gives the Oilers more than 300 in a row at Rexall Place. If they don’t start winning at home soon, that streak might be jeopardy.

Q: I saw where you said the Winnipeg Jets can’t get free-agents and they overpay to keep their players. Pay me league minimum and I’ll go play in Iraq. I don’t buy it. Enstrom is the only player currently overpaid.

(Peter Vieira)

A: You’re probably right. I overstepped things by saying they pay too much to keep their guys. Evander Kane makes the going rate for young star at $5.25 million for six years. You don’t think Blake Wheeler is a tad overpaid at $5.6 million per for six years? He’s not a goal-scorer. He’s played close to 390 games and has 98 career goals. Enstrom is the Jets’ best D-man so $5.75 mil for him actually seems about right. He’s Dustin Byfuglien’s safety net on the back-end. They are not the first choice of free-agents, however. And they do scour the waiver wire for bargains like Keaton Ellerby last week.

Got a question for the Journal’s Hockey Hall of Fame writer? Email him one at jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com or tweet him @NHLbyMatty
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Being German, Ralph Krueger knows what schadenfreude means — a feeling of pleasure when you see somebody else fail — but the former Edmonton Oilers head coach isn’t wired that way.

He’s not kicking back and saying “I told you it wasn’t the coaching” as the Oilers stumble out of the gate, as the new man Dallas Eakins works overtime to get a club a win, anywhere.

Krueger hasn’t watched an Oilers’ game yet on his computer or on TV — he’s back at his home base in Davos, Switzerland — but he admits he thought about the players when October rolled round.

He’s on assignment for Canadian Olympic head man Mike Babcock and his staff to scout European teams in advance of February’s Games in Sochi, Russia.

He coached the Swiss team in three Olympics, including Torino in 2006 on the big surface.

“All my friends at times are feeling schadenfreude, but I really don’t,” Krueger said.

“At the beginning of October, I started thinking about the Oilers. I thought ‘whoa, I’m still attached to these guys.’ The attachment to the guys in Edmonton doesn’t allow me to think badly. I hope the players reach their potential, and as a team, too. I haven’t got up one day with any other feeling.

“It’s not my kind of pleasure. I think people know me better than that.”

“But I have not watched an Oilers game. I told Mike I wouldn’t be doing that, and he was fine with it. The energy’s not there yet. At some point, I’ll break down. Maybe the Detroit game this weekend will be tempting because of Babs and Tom (Renney, the Red Wings’ associate coach and former Oilers bench boss).”

More at Jim Matheson's Hockey World blog

An Oilers fan texted into a local radio show Thursday and said “Ralph must still be in Edmonton, why doesn’t he come down and fix the penalty-killing and the power play?”

Krueger laughed heartily at that idea.

“A lot of people think I’m in Canada. When they heard my role with Team Canada, they thought I’d stay there, maybe stay in Edmonton and do my work from there, They seem surprised when they see me in rinks in Europe,” Krueger said. “It’s better to have some distance (from his old NHL job).

“My role with Team Canada starts to rev up in November with some national team games. It’s less than 100 days to the Olympics now, so I’m looking forward to that, trying to reel in information for the guys on the big ice ... I’m trying to prepare us for what they’ll come at us with, systems, penalty-kill, the tendencies of the coaches so there are no surprises, a really thorough scouting report.”

Krueger said those that will line up on Canada’s blue-line will have to be excellent skaters, “not only to play defence, but if you want to be involved offensively.”

“Teams give up on the forecheck (on the defence) in Europe a lot quicker than in the NHL, where they’re down your throat. Because of the bigger rink, they have more time, so there’s less pressure,” he said. “But one problem is North American rinks are curved along the end boards. In Europe it’s almost square. That’s an adjustment (area to cover).

“The forwards also have to take the good habits from North America and can’t get pulled into the Euro game, playing on the outside.”

Krueger is also jockeying responsibilities with the World Economic Forum alongside his the Olympic team work. He’s attending a conference in Abu Dhabi soon, and there’s another one in Davos in January. He’s had many feelers from European teams to coach again, if not right now then next season, but he’s rebuffed them because he’s excited by the Olympic task. He really wants back into the NHL milieu because it was intoxicating.

But he’s a scout now, not a head coach.

“I feel really good having this time and this space to step back,” Kruger said. “I have a need inside me to coach, but when you coach 24 years in a row, stepping outside the box is good. I slip in and out of rinks in Europe now. I’m not very visible.”

More at Jim Matheson's Hockey World blog

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

EDMONTON - Memo to the Edmonton Oilers: If you’re going to be bad, be bad on the road where your fans aren’t paying big prices to sit through the equivalent of a hockey root canal.

The Oilers’ record of futility at Rexall Place the last season and a month into the current campaign is 13 wins in 45 games after the Detroit Red Wings romped to a 5-0 victory over the well-rested home team on Saturday night.

The Red Wings were playing their third game in four nights on a Western Conference road trip that will see them play at Winnipeg on Monday.

The Oilers, who hadn’t played since Tuesday, put absolutely no heat on Detroit youngster Petr Mrazek in net, throwing just eight shots at the 21-year-old in the first 32 minutes and finished with just 14 in all.

Mrazek, playing his third NHL game, got all the support he needed when Darren Helm and Tomas Tatar scored 27 seconds apart in the fifth minute on Oilers goalie Richard Bachman, who left the game midway through the first with a pulled groin.

Backup goalie Jason LaBarbera gave up Jacob Kindl’s second-period shot and two in the third by Joakim Andersson and Todd Bertuzzi as the Wings toyed with the Oilers like they were rag dolls and won their third straight game on the road (2-1 at Vancouver and 4-2 at Calgary).

The Oilers, 1-5 at home, have been outscored 17-2 while losing four in a row at Rexall. They’ve dropped five straight overall and been drubbed 20-6 in the goal department.

Edmonton has also been shut out the last two games, having lost 4-0 to the Toronto Maple Leafs on Tuesday. The last time that happened at home was in February/March 2007, when the Oilers lost 3-0 to the Phoenix Coyotes and 5-0 to the Minnesota Wild. The last time they were shut out in back-to-back games was in 2009, at Vancouver on Oct. 25 and against the Colorado Avalanche on Oct. 27.

If Pat Quinn was still the Oilers’ coach, he’d have called this one a “fly by.” There was no hitting, no fire against the Wings, who are nowhere near the powerhouse they used to be.

“Just not good enough, but it’s all been said,” said Oilers winger Sam Gagner, who sat through a players-only meeting after the Leafs game.

The Oilers can talk the talk, but they can’t or won’t walk the walk.

“We say everything, but it’s the action that matters,” said captain Andrew Ference. “It’s not a league where you can win where guys are trying to do things on their own page.

“It’s a team game for a reason. The team on the other side showed us that tonight.

“You want to turn the page on (the Toronto loss) and you focus on fundamental stuff and none of it soaks in,” he added.

Gagner, playing his second game after breaking his jaw during the pre-season, can’t fathom the Oilers’ 3-10-2 start, with a four-game road trip against the Florida Panthers, Tampa Bay Lightning, Philadelphia Flyers and Chicago Blackhawks starting on Tuesday.

Edmonton is 29th in the league, ahead of only the Buffalo Sabres, with the Flyers 28th and the Panthers 27th.

“There’s high expectations obviously, every year, coming into a season and there’s hope and optimism, but nothing ever gets done unless the guys in the room do it,” said Gagner. “We haven’t been nearly good enough, obviously. Look at our record. We’ve got a lot to prove to ourselves, first off.”

The Oilers had 14 shots, only 10 by the forwards. They lost 65 per cent (40 of 62) of the faceoffs. Gagner struggled mightily, losing 10 of 11.

Apart from the odd scramble, Mrazek had to make only one or two tough stops. He made a nice glove grab on Ryan Nugent-Hopkins on a second-period power play.

Oilers defenceman Ladislav Smid was gobsmacked by how poorly his club played.

“Not one person can be proud of what he did on the ice,” said Smid. “It’s time to start working for each other. We talk about the right things and go out on the ice and it’s a different team.

“I’m in shock. This is unacceptable for us, especially at home, and you saw the reaction of the fans,” Smid said after they were booed off the ice. “I don’t blame them.

“We have to hold each other accountable and I guess it has to get uncomfortable in here,” he said.

Helm, who played only one game during the lockout season (Jan. 25 against the Wild) because of back problems, scored in his first game since then to give Detroit the lead. He raced in on a breakaway, showing the fastest feet in the NHL, and ripped a shot through Bachman’s legs.

On the next shift, Tatar finished off a juicy rebound of an Andersson shot and buried it past the Oilers’ farmhand goalie.

Bachman stretched on a wide shot off the backboards and stumbled getting back in position in his crease, pulling his groin. He had to be helped off the ice and down the alleyway behind the bench, favouring his left leg after 14 minutes.

LaBarbera, who might have been heading to Oklahoma City in the American Hockey League if Bachman had played well and not been injured because Devan Dubnyk (ankle) is almost ready to come back, made several big stops, but got no help at the other end of the ice.

Dubnyk changed out of a suit after the first period and put on the gear to sit on the bench in case he was needed after Bachman was hurt.

Kindl blew a 35-footer from the side boards past LaBarbera’s blocker in the second period to give Detroit a three-goal cushion in a period where the Oilers had only one shot on Mrazek in the first 12 minutes.

In the third period, Andersson beat Ryan Nugent-Hopkins to the slot and banged it past LaBarbera, with Nugent-Hopkins slamming his stick on the top of the net in disgust.

Bertuzzi finished off the scoring on a power play.

Late in the third, Edmonton defenceman Anton Belov got wiped out by teammate Mark Arcobello along the boards and injured his left left leg. He couldn’t put any weight on the leg as he limped to the dressing room. It’s one more for the black-cloud injury-list — forwards Taylor Hall (knee), David Perron (neck), Ryan Smyth (groin) and Jesse Joensuu (ribs) are out.

Cue a return for defencmen Corey Potter or Denis Grebeshkov, who were both just sent down to the minors.

“We have a group that’s dying. They’ve lost their confidence. The best way to get it back is with some success and it starts with one guy pushing back. Then you hope it feeds the rest of the group,” said Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins.

“All of these guys ... every player, every coach, we’ve all at one time have been looked at to be the guy. Whether that’s novice or atom or midget, junior, American Hockey League, NHL. When things are going bad, you have to remember that. And it’s time to stand up.”

Eakins heard the fans vote with their throats and they have that right.

“If you play like this, they will voice their displeasure and it’s the only way they can because they can’t get us one-on-one,” said Eakins.

ON THE BENCH: Oilers defenceman Justin Schultz (groin) missed his first game in the NHL. He played all 48 in the lockout season and the first 14 this fall ... Philip Larsen, recalled from the Barons, took his spot on the roster ... The Oilers decided to play winger Ryan Hamilton, who is getting over a knee injury, rather than Anton Lander. Lander was sent back to Oklahoma City just after recalling him. This is twice in the last six days that Lander has been summoned only to be quickly sent back ... Hamilton crashed into the end boards on a rush on his first shift and was shaken up, but recovered ... The Wings didn’t dress No. 1 goalie Jimmy Howard because they don’t want him playing back-to-back games. He played at Calgary on Friday ... Johan Franzen (ill) didn’t play either, along with Jordin Tootoo and Patrick Eaves. Detroit is trying to trade Tootoo to open up some salary-cap space

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Lightning zaps Oilers behind Bishop’s goaltending and Stamkos’s goals

Taylor Hall scores a power-play goal in his first game back in the lineup after missing seven games with a knee injury

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 8, 2013

StoryTAMPA BAY, FLA. — Now fans know why the Edmonton Oilers tried to get the NHL’s skyscraper goalie, Ben Bishop, last April.

The six-foot-seven Bishop put an exclamation point on a show-stopping 38-save night with three minutes left in Thursday’s NHL game at the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

He stoned the Oilers’ Boyd Gordon after a wonderful pass from Nail Yakupov — one of a half-dozen spectacular saves — as the Tampa Bay Lightning beat the Edmonton Oilers 4-2.

Bishop was beaten by Taylor Fedun 10 minutes into the game — for the defenceman’s second goal in as many NHL games — and on a power play by Taylor Hall (eight shots overall) midway through the third period.

Meanwhile, the game’s best marksman, Steve Stamkos, scored two goals on his first two shots, pouncing on giveways. The first was an absolute rocket from four strides inside the blue-line after Yakupov couldn’t handle a hard pass. The second came after Stamkos’s Coke Zero TV commercial buddy Jordan Eberle bobbled the puck in the corner and the Lightning star muscled his way around the net and back out front to stuff a shot past Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk.

Pint-sized Tyler Johnson, with a shot that hit the skate of Oilers defenceman Philip Larsen, and Valterri Filppula, into the empty net, had the other markers for the Lightning, who are 6-0 against Western Conference teams and 11-4 on the season.

The Oilers deserved to at least get the game to overtime — they can’t play much better against a strong team — but they made mistakes and there are no points for moral victories.

Edmonton, 4-11-2, completes the four-game road trip with games Saturday in Philadelphia and Sunday at Chicago.

Head coach Dallas Eakins certainly had no gripes about his team’s effort in a track-meet type game with 66 shots and end-to-end entertainment.

“Bishop is a big, big man and he was covering a lot of net,” said Eakins. “We had him sideways a couple of times where he was really swimming, but he found a way to stop the puck.

“I thought he stole them the game.”

“One of the better goalie performances I’ve seen in a while. He was seeing it and he made some absolutely huge saves throughout,” said Dubnyk.

“Beaten by a hot goaltender ... yeah, pretty much the story,” said Hall, who played 22 hard minutes. “That save on Gordo at the end (diving with his glove covering the top half of the net), I don’t think he has any regrets where he put it.”

Hall also commended Yakupov for his play to get Gordon the puck.

“Nine times out of 10, that goal goes in,” Hall said.

“I have to take a look at the replay,” said Gordon, who should have extended the game to an extra period.

The Oilers had 12 shots in the first period, plus 14 in both the second and third periods.

“We’re not a poor is me team right now. We can make teams like Tampa turn over the puck,” said Eakins.

Unfortunately, the Oilers gave it up to the wrong guy — Stamkos twice.

“It was an honest mistake by Yak (Yakupov) on the first one. The pass to him was hard on his backhand and it comes up on him and the guy is right there. This is why I go back and forth with forwards playing their off side. If he’s a rightie, it’s on his tape and he handles it no problem,” said Eakins. “If it’s anybody else, the puck’s not in the net. Just happens to be Mr. Stamkos.”

Stamkos has 13 goals in 16 games.

“Steve Stamkos is like the Mike Bossys, the Luc Robitailles, the Brett Hulls. They can shoot five pucks and four will go in, while other people will shoot 100 and five will score,” said Tampa coach Jon Cooper. “They have the inate ability to score. It’s nothing taught; it’s something inside you.

“In saying that, what makes those players so good is they put themselves into positions to score. Stammer knows how to do it and you couple that with a shot that’s so fast, so hard ... ” said Cooper.

“Not the guy you want to give the puck to,” Dubnyk said.

There is no goalie, dead or alive, who would have stopped the first shot.

The timing of the wraparound by Stamkos hurt, with 53 seconds left in the period. It came off the slight miscue by Eberle, who was trying to get a bouncing puck on his blade.

“I was over there, I had my leg there; it’s not often it gets around the outside of my leg,” said Dubnyk, who faced 26 shots.

Dubnyk is a Stamkos fan.

“He finds every quiet area (to shoot), but if you watch him, he works his youknowwhat off. He works and works and works. He’s a good example. He doesn’t just shoot the puck, he creates turnovers and he gets two goals,” he said.

Fedun, who played 14-1/2 minutes, has scored two goals on his first three NHL shots.

“It’s funny. When he was getting on the bus to the rink, I was joking with him and said, ‘No one said you can’t score in your second game, too.’ All he said to me was, ‘Duly noted,’ ” said Eakins. “Good on him. I thought he had a solid game, again.

“Everybody likes Taylor. It’s nice that he gets a call-up, but when he gets two (goals) in two games, it’s exciting.”

ON THE BENCH: Yakupov sat for good stretches of the game — defensive problems, again ... David Perron (neck) will join the Oilers in Philadelphia, but is iffy to play on Saturday because he hasn’t practised with the team in a week.

Ask Matty: Edmonton Oilers head coach’s job safe

GM Craig MacTavish&#8217;s hand-picked bench boss Dallas Eakins is just 19 games into a four-year contract

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalNovember 13, 2013

Q: I don’t know how much longer Oilers GM Craig MacTavish can wait before he has to fire coach Dallas Eakins and clean up the mess himself à la Lou Lamoriello. What a freaking disaster.

(Vance in Leduc)

A: Eakins is going nowhere. Hey, it’s 19 games into a four-year contract. I’d say he deserves a whole lot more time than that. This is hardly the NHL coming-out party Dallas Eakins wanted, though. With every Oilers’ loss, he meets the media and tries to put some positive spin on things unless it’s obvious there is no compete there. You are correct that New Jersey Devils GM Lou Lamoriello has stepped in as an interim guy a couple of times, when coaches Larry Robinson and Claude Julien were fired, but MacTavish believed in Eakins this spring when he hired him, and unless I’m reading the wrong tea leaves, this is his guy. It is very disturbing, however, how incredibly bad the Oilers have been defensively. That falls on the head coach. After 19 games last year, when Ralph Krueger was at the helm, they’d given up 54 goals. They’ve given up 75 this season.

Q: With the Oilers’ first-rounder likely to be very good in 2014, what return do you think they’d get if they traded it?

(Usmaan Hameed)

A: Absolutely, the Oilers’ first pick is in play this year for more immediate help. Heck, I’d say all of their picks should be. I know the lifeblood of a team is building through the draft, but I suspect most Oilers fans are tired of draft picks. They want immediate gratification. The 2014 NHL entry draft is not forecast to be a high-end, deep pool in Round 1, with Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart and Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad maybe the Top 2 on most scouting boards. Michael Nylander’s right-wing son William, Kingston Frontenacs defenceman Roland McKeown, Prince Albert Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl (German-born) and OHL centre Sam Bennett are all good, too. But there’s nobody who knocks your socks off. I’m sure the Oilers could dangle their No. 1 for a solid defenceman, but I don’t believe as one fan (Sully) tweeted, they should offer the No. 1 and Jordan Eberle to Nashville for Shea Weber. That would never fly, sorry. The Predators need offence, but there is no way they are moving Weber until rookie Seth Jones is a couple of years along on the blue-line. And whatever team calls on Weber (Edmonton, Philadelphia) would have to give up a very good defenceman, too.

Q: What do the Oilers have to lose playing Nail Yakupov 18 minutes a night, other than the fact he hasn’t earned it?

(Rhett Hardowa)

A: His agent Igor Larionov is coming here to talk about how Yakupov is being used. Larionov is a Hall of Famer, and he swings more weight than other agents, but while Yakupov’s ice-time has dropped the last three games and he has played on the fourth line, he’s still averaging 15:28 a game — not that bad. He’s on the fourth line because he’s an adventure defensively. He’s minus-14, but Ales Hemsky is minus I2 and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is also minus-12. I thought Yakupov had a pretty good game in Chicago. He was physical, he scored, he got out of the game as an even player. In his end of the ice, it should always be man-to-man for him because his head starts spinning defensively as to where he’s to go. The Oilers should be using him more on the power play with that rocket he’s got. Get him on the first unit.

Q: This Chet Pickard the Oilers signed to an AHL/ECHL deal, wasn’t he a former highly-touted goalie prospect drafted by another team? If so, which one and why did they cut him loose?

(Philip Chin)

A: Pickard, who played junior in Tri-City for GM Bob Tory, was the 18th player taken in Round 1 of 2008 NHL draft by the Predators, after they took forward Colin Wilson with their first pick at No. 7. They never warmed to Pickard, and he spent as much time in the ECHL (Cincinnati) as in the AHL (Milwaukee). After his contract ran out, he played last season for Djurgarden in Sweden, a rung below that country’s Elite League. He’s in Bakersfield, Calif., now with the Oilers’ ECHL farm club, but I’m not sure what’ll happen with him when the dominoes start to fall. When Ilya Bryzgalov gets to Edmonton after his conditioning stint with the Oklahoma City Barons, Jason LaBarbera will likely be put on waivers and will go to the AHL team. When Richard Bachman gets healthy (groin) that will give them two goalies in the AHL. The Oilers have two young prospects — Laurent Brossoit and Tyler Bunz — but only one can play in Bakersfield because they’ve signed another goalie (Andy Chiodo) to an ECHL deal. They’ll have to find another team for LB or Bunz, and Pickard might be out the door.

Do you have a question for the Journal’s Hockey Hall of Fame writer? Email him at jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com or tweet him:@NHLbyMatty

MacKinnon: Yakupov ‘a good kid,’ ‘solid individual,’ according to Oilers captain Ference

Former No. 1 draft pick spends more time working with coaches than any other player

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalNovember 14, 2013

Some fans and hockey people have been startled an Edmonton Oilers No. 1 draft pick has spoken out of turn about his ice time and relationship of trust with his coach.

I’m amazed the 4-13-2 club’s posse of No. 1 picks and top prospects has been so well-behaved and “team-first” up to now.

It’s not as if the likes of Sam Gagner, Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and, now, the talkative Nail Yakupov joined a veteran team to be brought along slowly while they learned the NHL ropes at both ends of the ice.

No, all of the kids basically were instant starters in the league. It’s true that, in all cases, they have been “protected,” their defensive-zone starts limited, their minutes rationed, their professional apprenticeships focused on learning the “200-foot game,” albeit on the fly.

Some, like Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins, Hall and defenceman Justin Schultz went through some seasoning in the minors, but that was owing to the lockout that shut down the first half of the 2012-13 season, not some grand organizational design.

The learning process is ongoing, and not just for Yakupov. Yes, he has spent time among the bottom-six forwards, been famously benched, and had his time on the ice curtailed sharply in the last couple of games.

To various degrees, the others have faced similar treatment as they climb a bumpy learning curve.

Still, on a team that coughs up the puck as much as the Oilers do (Edmonton had yielded 75 goals against entering play Wednesday night), it’s not terribly hard to imagine the 20-year-old Yakupov’s confusion. Who, me? What about those guys?

It’s also not hard to imagine head coach Dallas Eakins’ dismay watching Yakupov catastrophically give the puck away in his own end and thinking it might be useful for the young talent to observe things from the bench for a while.

It’s also not hard to notice Yakupov’s minus-14 ranks him dead last in the whole NHL. It’s not as if he has offset his defensive shortcomings with scoring. Yakupov has four points (two goals) in 17 games this season.

The day after the kerfuffle of the day before, Oilers captain Andrew Ference provided context, as a good team captain should.

“The coach referred to it, things are earned here,” said Ference. “It’s not a system of just giving (ice time) because somebody’s asking for it.”

You do need to support your struggling teammate, Ference said. To that end, he spent time with Yakupov on Tuesday, talks to him from time to time, and thinks highly of the young sniper.

“He’s a good kid, he really is,” Ference said. “He’s here for the right reasons, he works extremely hard, he’s got a great head on his shoulders as far as being committed to being a professional. He’s not partying and living a big lifestyle. He’s a solid individual.”

Ference said the situation with Yakupov is not parallel to that of Tyler Seguin, when he was with the Boston Bruins.

Seguin, the No. 2 pick overall behind Hall in the 2010 NHL entry draft, joined a veteran Stanley Cup-contending Bruins team. He sat some, played limited minutes, and was stacked up behind players like David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron at centre.

“His (situation) was more the norm, Tyler, sitting some games, learning the defensive game. Boston had the luxury of having a very deep veteran lineup where you could sit one of your most offensively gifted players and not hurt your team’s chances of winning.”

The Bruins lost patience with Seguin, deemed too soft a player in blue-collar Boston, too fond of living the life. Seguin has found his way in Dallas, seemingly. He entered play Wednesday night with 16 points in 17 games, including seven goals.

It can take time, and sometimes more than one team, before youngsters “get it,” as the hockey people say.

The Oilers may be deep in callow, talented youth. They’re also players who want to support Yakupov, according to Ference, not rip him for speaking out instead of keeping his frustrations within the locker-room walls.

“He is important to us, as a team we need him,” Ference said. “But at the end of the day, we all have our responsibilities to perform at a very good level.

“That’s the same from our fourth-line guys to our first-line guys. The expectations have to be the same throughout. There’s not two sets of rules.”

Indeed, Eakins talked Wednesday about a meeting he had with Gagner, a centre who has struggled through his first six games after suffering a broken jaw in the pre-season and sitting out most of the month of October.

Eakins indicated Wednesday the various measures the club uses — on any player who needs remedial work — are meant to be educational, not punitive. They are selective, he said, only in that they are applied where needed.

“If you want to rank (our players) with time spent with coaches, Nail’s right up at the top,” Eakins said. “Listen, this guy’s had the great gift of sitting with (associate coach) Keith Acton and going through the shifts.

“That’s not a burden, that’s a gift. When a guy like Keith Acton, with his knowledge, can sit with you and take you through your shifts on a consistent basis, that’s a great gift.”

Based on the comments from Yakupov and his agent, Igor Larionov, it seems the young player has not yet recognized the thought sometimes counts as much as the gift.

Eakins noted that veteran winger Ryan Smyth takes time to talk to Yakupov, especially on the bench during games. Eakins is playing Yakupov with centre Mark Arcobello, who, the coach says, makes his linemates better.

Those circumstances, too, are gifts. If Yakupov is the fine young man Ference believes him to be, he will appreciate his gifts, and perhaps soon. Christmas is coming, after all.

jmackinnon@rjmackinnon

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox

Facebook.com/edmontonjournalsports

MacKinnon: Oilers will be a better team once they consistently take care of the basics

Arcobello a perfect example of a player doing the little things right

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalOctober 25, 2013

EDMONTON - It’s one thing for Lars Eller, the Montreal Canadiens’ slick Danish forward, to learn to zip his loose lips, lest he disrespect an opponent; quite another for the Edmonton Oilers to learn the hard NHL lessons of tightening up loose play.

Sometimes, it seems learning to play the 200-foot game is a long-running series for the Oilers, not unlike the in-house movie Oil Change, now rolling into its fourth season.

At any rate, Eller’s verbal faux pas — he suggested, not falsely, that the Oilers sometimes play like a freewheeling junior team — was fodder for Twitter amusement. But as fuel for a long-term modification of play for the gifted Oilers? Already spent.

The Oilers will have to look within themselves, within their locker-room, perhaps within the most basic of hockey manuals to connect with the hockey ABCs, internalize them and carry them into battle.

“That’s the key, isn’t it,” said centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. “We’ve got to try to play more consistently.

“The biggest thing for us is we’ve got to get our feet moving and get into battles and win battles, whether it’s races for the puck or battles along the wall.

“When we’re doing that, we’re winning hockey games.”

For the slight but skilled Hopkins, as with several Oilers forwards, that involves body positioning, not brute force. They are getting it, and it shows, but it’s a process.

They played with plenty of structure against the Washington Capitals on Thursday night at Rexall Place and still found themselves on the wrong side of a 4-1 score. Curious as it may sound, it was one of the Oilers’ better efforts of the season.

A lost defensive zone faceoff turned into a goal by Alexander Ovechkin in the flick of an eyelash late in the first period and Joel Ward tipped a point shot by John Carlson to make it 2-0 late in the second.

After Nicklas Backstrom finished off a dominant shift by his line against Nugent-Hopkins and the Oilers’ top trio to make it 3-0 early in the third, the outcome was sealed.

In truth, Nugent-Hopkins and his linemates, Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov were outclassed by Backstrom, Ovechkin and Marcus Johansson. Which will happen.

“They’re the kind of players that. when you give them the chances, when you turn the puck over and give them time and space, they’re going to make something happen,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “I think we gave them a little bit too much of that tonight.

“For the most part, if we’re in the offensive zone, they can’t do anything. The first couple of periods, that’s exactly what we were doing. Even though they were still up 2-0, I thought we had a good first two periods. We just came out flat in the third.”

Like Pat Quinn, Tom Renney and Ralph Krueger 

before him, Dallas Eakins, the rookie head coach, is grasping the talented club’s essential problem, playing that 200-foot game for 60 minutes.

Eakins can see the simple, responsible game he wants from his team, just not from all the players and only from a few players consistently.

Yet, if hockey players, like the rest of us, learn most effectively from their peers, there are mentors in the Oilers’ midst. Centre Mark Arcobello’s two-way play enabled Eakins to slide Taylor Hall from his temporary spot at centre back to left wing before he suffered a knee injury in the 3-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators on Saturday.

Eakins said Thursday he hopes Arcobello’s game, developed at Yale University and polished in Oklahoma City, the Oilers top farm club the last two seasons, rubs off on his teammates.

“He’s played great,” Eakins said. “You want Arco’s play to rub off on a lot of people in our dressing room.

“When you look at him, he’s not overly fast, he’s not overly big, but he never puts himself in a bad spot. He knows when he’s outnumbered, he puts the puck deep, he lives to fight another day. He comes back into his own zone and he stops, he goes and he supports the puck. He’s just doing the basics of the game very well and there’s not a lot of flash and dash. But he’s getting rewarded with points.”

No kidding. Entering play Thursday night, Arcobello was tied for the NHL lead in assists with 10. No goals, yet.

“Between him and Eberle, they’ve been the two guys steadily, right from training camp, that when we put people with those players, and not necessarily together, the players have played better.

“So he’s making the guys around him better, as well. And I think it’s a great lesson, especially for our team, but any hockey player, if you get the basics of the game down, you’re going to be rewarded.”

The Oilers continue to work on those basics. The rewards remain elusive.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @rjmackinnon

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox

Check out the Edmonton Journal's Facebook page
Washington Capitals star Alex Ovechkin enjoys continued scoring success from last season

Reigning NHL MVP putting tons of pucks on net &#8212; and scoring

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 23, 2013

Alex Ovechkin was so good last season, he was voted an NHL all-star at both left- and right-wing.

“That’s sick,” the Washington Capitals star said kiddingly following practice Wednesday in Sherwood Park ahead of Thursday’s game against the host Edmonton Oilers.

“Mark Messier was like that, too, right?”

Yes, but in different years as a left-winger, then at centre, Ovechkin is told.

“Oh, not same year? Then it’s always nice to be first (to be voted in at two positions in the same season),” he said, laughing softly.

Some hockey writer-voters screwed up, not doing their homework and realizing the Capitals supernova had moved from left to the right side. He got the most votes on right-wing and was named the second-team all-star on the left (Pittsburgh Penguin Chris Kunitz was the first-teamer), costing Oilers forward Taylor Hall a $50,000 bonus for an all-star nod. Ovechkin, who won his third Hart Trophy as league MVP last season, hasn’t broken stride this season. He’s got nine goals in the Capitals’ nine games thus far, which gives him 31 over his last 30 regular-season games. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, that’s the best 30-game run he’s had in his NHL career.

Teams are always trying to find ways to shut down Ovechkin or Tampa Bay Lightning forward Steven Stamkos, trying to handcuff them, but Capitals head coach Adam Oates says it’s a fool’s errand — the pair, two of the most dangerous NHL snipers, is too good.

“I don’t think you can cut down the chances (on great players). I’ve always thought that ... like playing against Gretz,” scoffed Oates, arguably the greatest passer in league history besides Wayne Gretzky. “Like, they’d say force him to his back-hand. ‘C’mon. It’s not going to matter — he’s going to have the puck 50 times a night.’”

Oates had guys shadowing him every now and then as Steve Kasper did with Gretzky, but Ovechkin is a different case. He’s 225 pounds and hard to handle.

“A couple of times teams have tried (shadows on Ovechkin) but you can get mixed up,” Oates said.

Ovechkin, making only his fourth trip to Edmonton during his NHL career, has scored in seven of the Capitals’ nine games and has 61 shots, most of anyone in the league, six more than the Minnesota Wild’s Zach Parise, who’s played 10 games.

Ovie’s has 29 more shots registered than the leading Oilers’ player, David Perron.

There were a couple of down years when Ovechkin wasn’t shooting, but he’s firing away these days. He is averaging almost seven a game for the roller-coaster Capitals, who were horrendous defensively in Winnipeg Tuesday night but were saved by the heroics of Lloydminster’s Braden Holtby in goal, and the Caps squeezed out a 5-4 shootout win.

Ovechkin, who had two goals on seven shots in Winnipeg, which gives him 380 goals in 610 NHL games, is back to shooting from everywhere, with his hugely underrated linemate Nicklas Backstrom feeding him pucks successfully.

“We are playing a different system ... I’m enjoying it. It’s not (the Dale) Hunter system,” said Ovechkin, who chafed under the former coach’s defensive style before Adam Oates came in and loosened the reins. Playing the right side after all his years on left was a major and sometimes frustrating adjustment, but the Russian has adapted.

“It took me a long time to get used to it, but I had patience and my linemates had patience. We figured it out,” he said. “I am used to scoring goals, and I had to think of doing things differently. You get different angles for your shot from right-wing.”

Oates thought the change from left to right, while uncomfortable, would work.

“We’re always looking for new ways to get him touches, at different parts of the ice, where he can be successful,” Oates said.

“There’s still lots of room for him to grow (on the right). He did things 23 years of his life one way.”

Ovechkin took off from scoring in late September, carrying the Olympic torch as one of the relay runners on the first leg of the journey from Greece to Sochi, the 2014 Winter Olympics site in Russia.

It was the stuff of dreams for him.

“When I’m retired and same age as you,” he said to reporters, looking at a 40-year-old scribe, “I will have kids, and they’ll be saying ‘Dad, you did a great job.

“Having the Olympics is huge for us, like it was for Canada with the Games in Vancouver (2010). There is huge pressure for us to win, to be honest.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Winning end to Edmonton Oilers trip ‘significant’

Victorious final two of six-game NHL roadie &#8216;ended up being the best&#8217; tilts despite rash of injuries

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 23, 2013

Story

EDMONTON - The precipice was looming as the Edmonton Oilers stumbled through the early portion of their six-game road trip. They were in desperate need of better goaltending, more cohesive play. More of everything.

So returning to Edmonton with back-to-back wins was certainly something they could hang their helmets on given it was starting to look like the club was not going to find a team they would be capable of conquering.

“During the middle of the trip, things were not looking good. It kind of felt like the world was coming to an end,” said goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who didn’t start two of the games because of his struggles.

In his three starts since, however, he has pushed his goals-against average from 5.43 to 4.01 and was on the job for the 3-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators as well as Tuesday’s 4-3 win over the Montreal Canadiens.

“It would have been nice to come out (of the trip) with maybe seven points, but to be able to finish like that was significant,” Dubnyk said. “When you pull out a couple of wins like that, it just puts you in a much better spot. There are a lot of games to play here.”

There’s also a lot of ground to make up. The Oilers are 3-6-1 with a home game on Thursday against the Washington Capitals followed by weekend road games against the Phoenix Coyotes and the Los Angeles Kings.

“We would have liked to have had a better start to the trip, but we responded well the last couple of games, which is nice to see,” forward David Perron said, “Dubnyk has played really well the last few games, too, which is good.”

The Capitals were waiting in Edmonton for the Oilers, who would have touched down well past two in the morning. Head coach Dallas Eakins said he had to give the players Wednesday off on the heels of the 11-day trip, which is the longest on this season’s calendar.

He also understands now that the teams out west do have to contend with some travel challenges. There were times when he was working for the Toronto Maple Leafs that he’d hear the grumbling and just roll his eyes.

“You’d see the teams out west always whining about the schedule, and I’d think, ‘Shut up. Just play’,” Eakins said. “But it’s tough. Now we’re going to play one game, then go to the other coast for a couple.”

Only six of the Oilers’ first 19 games this season are on home ice, so there’s no shortage of travel in the early going. Factor in the injuries that have hit the lineup and the trip could have easily been a winless excursion.

Taylor Hall is out for a month after leaving the game against the Senators with a sprained left knee, Ryan Smyth left the same game with a groin injury, and Jesse Joensuu flew home after the game in Washington with a back injury.

“You have your fingers crossed, and you’re hopeful it’s going to bring your team together if you can get some wins,” Eakins said. “Obviously, it didn’t start very good, but I’m encouraged that it ended well — right when we would be at our lowest point physically with all the wear and tear.

“And with all the injuries that have come up, you’d think that our last two games would have been the worst. They ended up being the best.”

Oilers appoint new vice-president of communications

Tim Shipton has joined the oilers as the team’s new vice-president of communications, replacing Steve Hogle, who left the NHL club in September to become president of the Western Hockey League’s Saskatoon Blades.

Shipton comes to the Oilers from the Alberta Enterprise Group, where he had been president since 2007. He will oversee the team’s in-house media production.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @jirelandEJ
Barrie's top pick to play in U17 tournament at Christmas break 
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Matthew Kreis of the Barrie Colts leads a pack of Sudbury Wolves during an assault on the net during first-period OHL action Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre. (MARK WANZEL, Special to QMI Agency)
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Road hockey, pond hockey and even mini sticks, things got pretty competitive whenever the Kreis brothers lined up against one another growing up in the neighbourhoods of Georgetown.

“We had some pretty good road hockey games. (Even) a couple of fights,” explained Barrie Colts rookie forward Matthew Kreis, laughing out loud.

When it comes to the game of hockey, Matthew, twin brother Mitchell, both of who are 16, and older brother Jonathan, 17, didn’t hold anything back.

Mitchell, a 2013 third-round pick of the London Knights who is currently playing Junior 'A' with Georgetown, and Jonathan, who plays Junior 'A' with Burlington, are defencemen.

Given the chance to playfully stake his claim as the most talented hockey player among the trio of siblings, Matthew is diplomatic.

“We’re all different,” said Barrie’s 15th overall pick in the 2013 OHL Priority Selection. “I’d say we’re all pretty close.”

Prodded some more, Matthew, like in all brotherly rivalries, boasts he’s the best when things get really competitive amongst them.

“When things get heated, I like to say that. But we’re all pretty close,” said Matthew, who is already proving himself to be a pretty good player in the OHL with the Colts.

The five-foot-11, 175-pound forward has racked up a goal and 11 assists in 20 games this season, which places him fourth overall among 1997-born players.

“Anybody that saw (Matthew) play in minor midget knows that he had the talent in him, but for him to be doing what he’s doing this early in the year and this soon in his career just shows you what type of player he is going to be for years to come,” Colts assistant general manger Dave Drinkill said of the young star.

“I think he’s going to put up a lot of points here in Barrie and hopefully keep learning from the older guys that have been to a championship before.”

The Colts aren’t the only ones who have been impressed but what they have seen. Earlier this week, Hockey Canada selected Kreis to play for Team Ontario at the upcoming World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, starting Dec. 29 in Cape Breton, N.S.

“It’s really special being noticed by Hockey Canada and getting to play on a team with a bunch of great players, and representing Ontario,” said Kreis, who admits playing in the Under-17 tournament was a goal of his.

“It obviously leads to the Under-18 (world championships) and world juniors, so it’s good that they noticed me and I’m setting goals for the future now.”

It’s any young Canadian hockey player’s dream of sporting that Canadian leaf on their chest and Kreis is no different. For Drinkill, it was “a no-brainer” he would make the team.

“He’s such a level headed kid and he just wants to keep getting better,” Drinkill said. “He’s so motivated at hockey and wanting to be a pro, that he’s taken a great stride and he’s excited about it. “When you talk to him about it, he keeps it pretty close to his chest. He just wants to play hockey and keep proving himself at the next level.”

Kreis admits he feels all the pressures that come along with being a top pick in the OHL. There’s been an adjustment to the speed of the league and having to make quicker decisions, but he says the confidence head coach Dale Hawerchuk has shown in him, giving him time on the power play, has helped him feel more comfortable.

“There’s been some pressure, but I just have to focus on winning game and that’s what we’ve been doing lately,” said Kreis, whose team had their seven-game winning streak snapped last Tuesday in Peterborough. “If we’re winning games, we’re a happy team.”

The Colts fell in a shootout, 2-1, to the North Bay Battalion on Saturday before getting back into the win column on Sunday with a big 5-3 victory over the Eastern Conference-leading Oshawa Generals.

Kreis has also leaned on Colts captain Aaron Ekblad, who knows a thing or two about high expectations. Barrie’s first overall pick in 2011 is one of the few players granted “exceptional status” by the OHL.

“(Ekblad) is a really good guy,” Kreis said. “We live close to each other, so we hang out a lot. He told me, ‘don’t worry about (expectations), just play your game and things will come.’”

Things certainly came quick for Kreis. In his first exhibition game with the club, he recorded a hat trick and finished with five points.

While he’s still finding the learning curve a steep one, he’s quickly figuring out what he can and can’t do on the ice at the OHL level.

“Maybe people’s expectations were a little bit too high for a 16-year-old coming in, but Kreis has done everything we’ve asked him to,” Drinkill said. “Unfortunately a couple of games into the year he had that little minor injury where he missed a week and maybe that set him back a little bit.

“But he’s getting back up to pace now and he’s starting to be more creative, confident with the puck.”

Barrie Colts goaltender brings lots of enthusiasm to the position 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, November 15, 2013 8:05:43 EST PM  

Barrie Colts goalie Daniel Gibl was selected by the Barrie Colts in the 2013 CHL Import Draft out of Slovakia. 

Barrie Colts goalie Daniel Gibl was selected by the Barrie Colts in the 2013 CHL Import Draft out of Slovakia. 

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Watch Daniel Gibl in net for the Barrie Colts and before long his enthusiasm for the game is certain to bring a smile to your face.

Take Barrie’s 3-1 win over the North Bay Battalion last Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre as an example.

Moments after robbing Battalion forward Vincent Praplan of what looked like a sure goal, the rookie Slovakian import got back on his feet and, as the play rushed the other way, he celebrated the moment by pumping his glove-hand enthusiastically.

After a collision in his crease that winded him and brought out Barrie Colts athletic therapist Andrew Sachkiw, Gibl, upon returning to his feet and receiving a boisterous applause from the fans, returned the appreciation by clapping his blocker and glove hand together.

Then as the game ended, instead of waiting for his teammates to come to him, Gibl instead charged at them, raising both arms and celebrating like a young kid who looked like he just got the Christmas present he always wanted. 

“He definitely plays with a lot of emotion,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, who chuckled when asked about the young goaltender’s enthusiasm.

“Even in practice. Sometimes you’re like, ‘Hey, you’re going to get a couple of hundred shots today and you can’t be emotional on every one.”

For Gibl, it’s all about getting to play the game he loves and the opportunity to ply his trade against some of the world’s top junior hockey players.

“It’s better for me here,” the 18-year-old native of Ilava, Slovakia said in broken English. “The hockey here is different than in Europe, but I’m comfortable here and I can (learn) the game better here.”

Gibl has been brought along slowly by the Colts early this season. His start against the Battalion was just his fourth in two months of action, but it was clearly his best effort.

Gibl kicked aside 31 of 32 shots and earned first-star honours for his effort.

More importantly, he is earning the confidence from the coaching staff and that could lead to more starts down the road for the young backup netminder.

“It was a real important game for me,” said the six-foot-two, 186-pound goaltender, has posted a respectable 3.03 goals against average and .892 save percentage. “I’ve been training really hard myself. The boys were playing really well in front of me.

“We showed our potential in the game and we won it.”

Hawerchuk has been impressed with the play of both his young goalies. While 16-year-old Mackenzie Blackwood has clearly grabbed the No. 1 role, Gibl’s play has improved by leaps and bounds since first arriving to training camp.

“I think for Daniel, he’s such a hard worker and he’s got some talent to play goal for sure,” said Hawerchuk, whose club will look to extend its five-game win streak Saturday night at home against Niagara, before wrapping up a busy weekend Sunday afternoon in North Bay.

“I think he just needs to get used to the smaller rinks and the different pace, and getting North Americanized, so to speak. He’s coming more and more all the time. We actually notice in practice he’s getting better and better every game.”

Gibl admits there’s been a big adjustment for him. Coming to a different country brings a whole set of challenges, on and off the ice.

“No question,” Hawerchuk said. “Sometimes you’ve got put yourself in that situation, ‘Well gee, if I was going over to Slovak to play how difficult would that be?’

“Even getting used to food and the way you move around the city, and different coaches and the language. He’s done a good job though. He’s Gung-ho and he’s got a lot of passion for the game, so that drives him well.”

Still, through it all Gibl knows he has to help his team win hockey games and give them the confidence that he’ll be there for them when needed.

“I’m showing my best for the coaches, everyone,” said Gibl, who was the Colts’ first-round pick (47th overall) in the 2013 CHL Import Draft. “I’m trying hard and I hope I can play more like that (game against North Bay).”

Gibl was not only the lone goalie taken in this year’s Import Draft, he’s also that last European goalie that will be selected.

With Hockey Canada looking to boost local talent between the pipes, the CHL announced European goalies can no longer be selected in the import draft.

“It’s interesting and surprising that I was the only one selected in the last Import Draft,” Gibl said. “I’m certainly happy to be here now.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

LONDON - Most observers were expecting a double-digit suspension for London Knights forward Matt Rupert and when the Ontario Hockey League finally made its decision Friday, those expectations proved correct.

The feisty forward was handed a 15-game ban for his hit on Kevin Labanc of the Barrie Colts a week ago. 

It’s the second significant suspension for Rupert, who was given a 10-game ban last February for a hit on Steven Strong of the Saginaw Spirit.

In announcing its decision, the league said it took into account that Rupert made contact with an unsuspecting player, made contact with the head, caused an injury and that Rupert was a repeat offender. (A video can be seen at http://www.ontariohockeyleague.com.)

“It’s going to be tough to lose Matt for 15 games,” Knights assistant GM Rob Simpson, speaking on behalf of the team, said Friday afternoon from Kingston before London’s game with the Frontenacs. “If you look at how his season has started, he was putting up some good points and scoring every night. He was one of our top contributors.

“We’ll just have to make do until he returns.”

Pending the announcement of the suspension, Rupert sat out Sunday’s 3-1 win in Windsor as well as Thursday’s come-from-behind 5-3 win in Ottawa. Those games count toward the suspension, Simpson said, meaning Rupert has 13 left to serve.

Simpson said the team wasn’t surprised the league took as long as it did to hand down the suspension.

“The league wants to be thorough and take its time to reach the right decision,” he said. “It was pretty straightforward as far as we were concerned. At the end of the day, it’s the league’s decision and we will abide with that decision.”

When Rupert returns, there’s likely not going to be an effort to have him change his playing style dramatically, Simpson said.

“He’s going to play his game. At no point does anyone in the game want to see anyone else get hurt, but this is something he’s going to learn from and move on,” Simpson said, adding the Knights’ depth at forward will help ease the loss to a degree. “It’s not like we have to point at one guy and say, ‘Now you’re Matt Rupert.’ We have extra guys on the roster who are now able to step up and it’ll be a collective effort from all of the lines.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

NOTABLE OHL SUSPENSIONS

63 games – Michael Liambas, Erie Otters, suspended the balance of the 2009-10 regular season for a hit that badly injured Ben Fanelli of the Kitchener Rangers.

20 games – Thomas Kuhnhackl, Niagara IceDogs, for November 2011 elbow on Ryan Murphy of the Rangers.

20 games – Zack Kassian, Windsor Spitfires, for hit to the head of Matt Kennedy of the Barrie Colts.

15 games – Matt Rupert, London Knights, for November 2013 elbow to the head of Kevin Labanc of the Barrie Colts.

15 games – Kyle Flemington, Knights, for September 2011 head-check on Jacob Harris of the Sudbury Wolves.

12 games – Scott Sabourin, Oshawa Generals, for September 2011 head-check on Conor Stokes of the Kingston Frontenacs.

Barrie's Brendan Lemieux records first career OHL hat trick, while rookie Matthew Kreis picks up three assists 
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Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux looks to make a move during first-period OHL action against the Sudbury Wolves, Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. Lemieux had three goals — including what turned out to be the game-winner — in Barrie's 7-1 win. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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Once the Barrie Colts turned on the tap, the offence poured out almost effortlessly.

And the team had no problems sharing in the scoring, as 12 players found their names on the scoresheet following a big 7-1 win over the Sudbury Wolves, Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

With the win, the Colts extended the winning streak to five games.

Colts forward Brendan Lemieux had his first OHL career hat trick and rookie Matthew Kreis recorded three assists.

Barrie defenceman Alex Yuill opened the scoring with six minutes left in the first period after potting his first goal of the season. Assists went to Kreis and Dylan Corson.

Three minutes later, with Sudbury's Jeff Corbett in the penalty box for interference, Lemieux found the back of the net on the power play. Defenceman Jake Dotchin and Kreis assisted on Lemieux's seventh goal of the campaign.

Four minutes into the second period, Barrie forward Andrew Mangiapane scored his fifth of the season, with Cordell James picking up an assist.

Less than a minute later, the veterans decided they wanted to get in on the scoring action, too. Overager Zach Hall scored his fifth of the season, with helpers going to linemates Mitchell Theoret and Andreas Athanasiou.

The Colts went up 5-0 when Lemieux scored his second of the game midway through the second period. Erik Bradford and Aaron Ekblad assisted on the power-play goal.

The Wolves finally solved Colts rookie netminder Mackenzie Blackwood on a power play two minutes later when Sudbury winger Dominik Kubalik found the back of the net.

But Barrie went up 6-1 with two minutes left in the middle stanza when Tyson Fawcett scored with another man advantage. Hall and Athanasiou picked up the helpers.

With only 1:26 left in the game, Lemieux completed his first OHL hat trick. It was also Barrie's fourth power-play goal of the night, as the Colts went 4-for-8 with the man advantage.

Blackwood stopped 32 of 3 shots for the win, evening his record to 6-6-0-1. The 16-year-old came into Thursday night's contest with a 2.44 goals-against average and a .918 save percentage, among the best in the league in both categories.

Sudbury starter Franky Palazzese allowed four goals on 17 shots before being pulled after Hall's marker. Troy Timpano, who came in as relief, let in three goals on 19 shots.

The Colts (11-8-0-1) host the Niagara IceDogs (6-12-1-2) on Saturday night at the BMC before heading to North Bay for a Sunday afternoon matinee against the Battalion at 2 p.m.

After the month of October was an absolute nightmare, the Barrie Colts are finding November much more to their liking.

Barrie is a perfect 4-0 this month and looking to bury an awful October that saw the team win just three of 11 games.

“When you look back, it was like, ‘Wow, I can’t believe we lost to this team. I can’t believe we have this kind of mindset where things were negative sometimes,’” Colts captain Aaron Ekblad said. “You just look at it and it’s, ‘Hey, we need to relax.’ Look at things from a bigger perspective and realize we have something good here and we have to stay positive, and look forward.

“We came into (November) thinking, ‘Hey, we’re going to stay positive and we’re going to do something good on the ice and pick up our game now'," he added.

It’s been quite the turnaround for the Colts, who at the start of October looked like a team that suddenly had forgotten how to score.

In racking up six straight losses to open the month, Barrie scored just eight times. In November, they’ve already found the back of the net 17 times in just four games.

“You’re always going to have your hiccups during the year. You have to get through them as quickly as possible, that’s the key,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, whose club kicks off another busy weekend Thursday night against the Sudbury Wolves at the Barrie Molson Centre. “We just got into a bit of a drought there where we actually played pretty well, but we just couldn’t score.

“We were outshooting and outscoring teams and we were still coming up short. It gets a little frustrating, but the guys hung in there and pushed, and believed in what we were doing and now they’re getting some results.”

The Colts appear to be playing more confident, inspired hockey these days and there’s no doubt a come-from-behind 5-4 shootout win on the road over the London Knights last Friday was a huge boost for the club.

Barrie trailed 3-0 after the first period and then found themselves down 4-2 early in the third when London’s Matt Rupert was assessed a five-minute major and game misconduct for a vicious check to the head of Barrie winger Kevin Labanc.

The hit knocked Labanc out of action for the rest of the weekend and Rupert has been suspended indefinitely while the league reviews the play.

The Colts went on to score twice on the ensuing power play to tie the game before eventually winning the contest on a Zach Hall goal in the shootout.

“That’s the character our team has,” Ekblad said of the rally. “We looked at the (power play) we had and we jumped at the opportunity, and we did it and it worked out in our favour.

“That’s a huge character (builder) and it’s a good turning point in the season where we can say this is where we turned it around. This is where we decided we want to be a championship team.”

It was an emotional win for a Barrie team for lots of reasons. Front and centre was last year’s OHL championship, when Bo Horvat scored with less than one second remaining in Game 7 to give London the title.

“A lot of the returning guys that went through that heartbreak last year told all the younger guys how much we felt about London and anyone who knows anything about hockey can tell how we feel about London,” Ekblad said. “It was a really important game for all the returning guys and a good history lesson for the younger guys.”

The Colts wrap up a weekend of divisional battles hosting Niagara on Saturday, before their first visit back to North Bay on Sunday afternoon.

First up is a Sudbury club that sits one point ahead of them in the Central Division standings. 

“They’re a good hockey club,” Hawerchuk said. “They have a dangerous power play and they can score goals, so you’ve got to be ready to defend against them and make the most of your chances.

“There’s three divisional game (this weekend) and you take them one at a time. But it’s six key points, that’s for sure.”

The Colts could have Labanc back in the lineup sometime this weekend. He returned to practice with the club on Wednesday.

“We’re hoping,” Hawerchuk said.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie Colts forward says he's nearing 100% after bout with mono 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, November 8, 2013 8:19:18 EST PM  

A lot was expected of Barrie Colts overage forward Zach Hall this year, but a bout of mononucleosis to start the season didn't help. The offensive forward says he is almost back to 100% health, which could be a huge boost to the Colts, who've struggled putting the puck in the net. EXAMINER FILES 
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Zach Hall says he’s not yet back to full strength.

Even then, the Barrie Colts overage forward is still putting up decent offensive numbers.

Hall, who missed seven games and almost three weeks of action recovering from mono, hasn’t appeared to miss a beat, scoring twice and recording five points in three games since his return to the lineup last week.

In Thursday’s 5-2 win at home over the Mississauga Steelheads, Hall looked like his dangerous, normal self, recording a goal and a pair of assists while being named the game’s first star.

“I definitely felt a lot better coming back and getting a full week of practice,” said the 20-year-old. “It definitely helped me out, but you’ve got to just keep on pushing and never get complacent.”

The Colts were in London on Friday night to take on the Knights, but the game concluded after Examiner deadlines. They wrap up a busy 3-in-3 weekend on Saturday night against the North Bay Battalion at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk has reunited Hall with Mitchell Theoret and Andreas Athanasiou on the club’s top line. And it has paid off. In Thursday’s win, the veteran trio combined for three goals and seven points.

Hall, who now has four goals and 12 points in 10 games this season, says his return to full energy should also benefit his linemates.

“At the beginning of the year, when I had mono, I should have been in spots that I wasn’t and we weren’t clicking," he said. “Now that I got more energy, those guys know I’ll be flying up and down the wing. So it definitely helps.”

Hall’s return to the lineup is a huge boost for a Barrie team that has struggled mightily on offence. Only three OHL teams have fewer than Barrie's 57 goals scored.

Hawerchuk knows it’s going to take a little time for his big scorer to get back to full strength.

“Any time you have something like that and you miss a little bit of hockey, it’s tough,” he said. “It’s the old saying, ‘if you’re not doing something, somebody else is,’ so you’ve always got to try and stay with the Joneses, so to speak.

“He’s getting the work ethic up and I can see a little bit more jump in his step lately.”

Hall says his battle with mononucleosis actually may have started some ways back, perhaps even as far back as last year’s OHL final against London.

“For sure I felt a little bit tired last year, but I was going through the hip injury and everything like that,” Hall said. “You don’t even realize it when you’re go, go, go. In the summer time, it’s kind of hard to lay a little bit low when you’re doing charity events and everything like that.

“I’m just happy and fortunate that we caught it early enough that it didn’t get out of control.”

Before the mono diagnosis, however fatigued he was feeling, Hall, who is a free agent looking to land a pro deal in this his last junior season, was determined to push through it.

That meant going to the Vancouver Canucks camp feeling less than 100%.

“You want to keep pushing, pushing, pushing,” said Hall, who was invited to camp as a free agent. “No matter what it takes, you’ve got to just battle through it and obviously that’s something hard to battle through.

“I got through as far as I could before we caught it.”

He started the season with Barrie, but he was resting and sleeping more and more.

“It’s kind of like that feeling that you maybe have something wrong,” he said. “But I didn’t think it was to that extent. Obviously it was.”

Sitting at home for three weeks wasn’t easy for the Belleville native, especially watching his teammates struggle and not being able to help out.

“It’s frustrating, but I’ve had a couple of setbacks and (this) isn’t going to set me back,” a determined Hall said. “It’s just something that you take the next step. You can’t dwell on it.”

The important thing, Hall says, he’s feeling stronger and stronger every game.

“Even in practice, you just feel like you’ve got that extra oomph,” he said. “You just feel like you’ve got it."

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Zach Hall had a goal and two assists as the Barrie Colts reeled in the Central Division-leading Mississauga Steelheads on Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Rookie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood picked up the win for the Colts after stopping 24 of 26 shots.

Steelheads netminder Spencer Martin, who has been red hot of late, stopped 29 of 34 shots in a losing effort.

Mississauga's Sam Babintsev opened the scoring less than three minutes into the game, but Barrie forwards Andreas Athanasiou and Andrew Mangiapane would put the Colts up 2-1 before the first intermission.

Athanasiou's seventh goal of the season came on the power play, assisted by Aaron Ekblad and Hall, and Mangiapane's marker came with just 22 seconds left in the opening frame.

Babintsev potted his second of the game, again less than three minutes into the second period, but Hall scored his fourth of the season less than two minutes later, with Mitchell Theoret picking up an assist.

Midway through the second period, Colts forward Brendan Lemieux made it 4-2 with his sixth goal of the season.

Theoret scored eight minutes into the third period, with assists going to Hall and Athanasiou, to make the final 5-2.

The Colts are in London on Friday night to face the Knights before returning to the BMC on Saturday night when they host the North Bay Battalion.

Barrie native and his Mississauga teammates in town to face Colts on Thursday 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, November 6, 2013 6:42:07 EST PM  

Barrie native Jacob Graves (20) and the Mississauga Steelheads are in Barrie on Thursday night to face the Colts. The 18-year-old defenceman has two goals and five assists in 18 games this season. The Steelheads are in first place in the Central Division with a 10-7-1 record, six points ahead of the Colts. QMI AGENCY FILES
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Jacob Graves    

Jacob Graves knows when he’s back home.

“All you have to do is look at the bed sheets,” the Barrie native said of the homemade sign usually hanging in the west side of the Barrie Molson Centre whenever his Mississauga Steelheads are in town to face the Barrie Colts. “My uncle loves putting those up.”

Hopefully, it’s the same one, otherwise that can get a little expensive.

“Yeah, his wife might be a little upset,” Graves said, adding a chuckle.

Graves and the Steelheads roll into town Thursday to face the Colts and the third-year defenceman says he always looks forward to games in his hometown.

“It’s always special coming back home,” said the six-foot-one, 194-pounder, whose older brother, Josh, played two seasons for the Oshawa Generals. “Having family and my friends at the rink, it’s quite an experience.”

Graves returns to Barrie this time playing a major role on the Steelheads blue-line.

Mississauga head coach James Boyd brought the rugged defenceman along slowly over his first two seasons. He spent the first half of his rookie season playing Tier II Junior 'A' with the Mississauga Chargers before being called up.

Last season, he got into 54 games, but ice time in the bottom pairing was tough to come by with veteran stalwarts Stuart Percy, Dylan DeMelo, Trevor Carrick and Alex Cord on the point.

This year, Boyd has relied on Graves in a big way, giving him the major minutes that come with a top-four role. 

“It’s great to have my coach’s confidence,” said the 18-year-old, who has two goals and five assists in 18 games this season. “So far it’s been good going, getting ice and things are working out this year.

“It’s a work in progress," he added. "I did my time the first couple of years and now I’m getting into my groove, I feel.”

Boyd loves how Graves has taken advantage of his increased role.

“He’s a rugged guy. He plays hard every and he relishes his shutdown role,” the Steelheads head coach said. “He played behind some pretty good defencemen here, especially last year.

“He really came on last year in the second half," Boyd added. "With his increased role, he’s really seized the opportunity.”

Graves says he has taken some big steps in his game at both ends of the ice.

“I feel like I have more confidence with the puck,” he said. “I’m able to make the smarter plays now. I just know where my guys are as well.”

Still, he knows his job is to shut down the opposing team’s top lines.

“I’m happy being in a defensive role,” he added. “That’s what my coach wants from me and I’m happy doing it.”

Boyd especially loves how Graves makes things tough for his opponents out on the ice.

“He’s difficult to play against and I think he revels in that role,” he said. “He’s a valuable member of our team because we’ve got some offensive-minded guys and Jake’s kind of a steady Eddie that backs them up.

“He’s also put up some points of his own, so there’s some offence there but he’s definitely a defence-first guy.”

Playing a leading role is even more fun when you’re also winning hockey games and that’s something the Steelheads have done pretty well this season.

Despite being in a so-called “rebuilding year,” Mississauga, one of the OHL’s youngest clubs, leads the Central Division standings with a 10-7-1-0 record.

Graves explains that he and his teammates make sure they come to ready to work every day. 

“We’re shocking a lot of people with how we’re doing with such a young lineup,” Graves said. “We’re a good team. We’re quick and we’re good, and we’ve got a lot of chemistry going around.”

“This team is extremely enthusiastic and a pleasure to coach,” Boyd said. “Some young guys are finding their way, but they’re definitely putting in the work ethic.”

Mississauga has already beaten Barrie twice this season.

“They’re a good team,” Graves said of the Colts. “I think we know how to shut them down and some how manage to get the (win).”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk says there should be plenty of motivation for his club facing off against the team they’re trying to catch atop the division standings.

“They’re a good all-around team,” Hawerchuk said of Mississauga. “Good special teams and they stick to their system well, and that’s why they’ve been successful. You know what they’re going to do and you expect them to do it, but we’ve got to push the pace and take that time and space away.”

One player Barrie will certainly have to keep a close eye on his former Colts forward Dylan Smoskowitz. The sniper has 14 goals in 18 games already this season and an impressive 47 in 80 games since arriving in Mississauga.

“He knows how to put the puck in the net,” Graves said. “He’s a guy that the (opposing team) doesn’t want to give the puck to, that’s for sure.”

Puck drop Thursday is 7:35 p.m.

ICE CHIPS: Tonight’s contest kicks off a busy 3-in-3 weekend for the Colts, with a stop in London on Friday, before returning Saturday to host North Bay. ... Graves isn’t the only Barrie native on Mississauga. Rookie winger Austin Gerhart, a former member of the Barrie 'AAA' minor midget team and the Steelheads’ second-round pick (37th overall) in the OHL Priority Selection, will also be in the lineup.

That the Barrie Colts and Josh MacDonald have parted ways shouldn’t be a surprise.

The Colts winger and head coach Dale Hawerchuk certainly saw things differently when it came to MacDonald’s role on the team and his ice time.

MacDonald’s tenure with Barrie officially came to an end Friday when the club dealt him to the Peterborough Petes for a conditional 15th-round selection.

If MacDonald plays a single game for the Petes, the deal then requires Peterborough to give up a fourth-round pick in 2014 (originally London’s), a sixth-round pick in 2014 and a conditional fourth-round selection in 2015.

The conditional fourth-round pick becomes a third-round selection if MacDonald plays an overage season.

Things have certainly changed since MacDonald first arrived in Barrie.

The Colts believed the talented forward would become a key cog in their offence when they selected him in the third round of the 2010 OHL Priority Selection.

MacDonald is an intelligent forward with strong playmaking skills and a pretty good finishing touch around the net.

During his rookie season in 2011-12, MacDonald showed off those skills and gave hope of what was to come, especially during Barrie’s playoff run.

With a rash of injuries up front, MacDonald, and other rookies such as Erik Bradford, were needed to step up in the second round against Ottawa and that they certainly did.

With his strong finish, expectations were high for MacDonald in his second season and his role would likely reflect that.

But Hawerchuk never appeared to show a great deal of confidence in his young forward and as the season went on MacDonald’s ice time dwindled.

Despite not playing on the power play and spending most of the season on the club’s third or fourth line, the winger still managed to posted respectable numbers of 15 goals and 15 assists.

MacDonald was frustrated with his role, but with Mark Scheifele, Anthony Camara and Steven Beyers moving on he hoped that it would increase this season.

MacDonald got off to a strong start this year with three goals and a helper in the opening five games.

But it wasn’t too long before he appeared to be back in Hawerchuk’s “dog house” and receiving bottom-six minutes.

MacDonald was also never was granted the opportunity to play on the team’s top power-play unit, something the Colts certainly envisioned for him eventually when they first drafted him back in 2010.     

In fairness, MacDonald’s play of late had looked uninspired and it was becoming clearer and clearer that a change had to be made.

But let’s be honest here. MacDonald is far more talented than what we saw in Barrie.

Does former Colt and now Mississauga forward Dylan Smoskowitz ring a bell?

Former Colts goaltender Alex Fotinos is another who appears that change has done him good. Fotinos, who did struggle here in Barrie, has started off strong in Windsor.

I understand that’s the way it goes sometimes. Sometimes change is the best thing.

That it’s best to cut your losses and move on.

And that’s pretty much what the Colts are doing here.

While one can question this move, it should also be pointed out that the Colts have had a great deal of success on the ice over the last couple of seasons.

Still, it was expected MacDonald would play an important part in keeping that success going this season.

Obviously, that hasn’t happened.

Somewhere after that rookie season, Hawerchuk must have lost faith in MacDonald. The role and ice time he gave the winger made that clear.

A fresh start is what MacDonald needs. What he does with that now is up to him.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.

The Barrie Colts have traded left-winger Josh MacDonald to the Peterborough Petes in exchange for a 15th-round pick in the 2014 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selection.

If the 19-year-old reports to Peterborough and plays one game, the Colts also receive London's fourth-round pick in 2014, Peterborough's sixth-round pick in 2014 and a conditional fourth-round pick (Peterborough's) in 2015. The conditions on the latter pick was not released.

In three seasons with the Colts, MacDonald scored 21 goals and added 24 assists in 135 regular-season games. The London native also added four goals and six assists in 35 playoff games.

MacDonald, listed at five-foot-11 and 190 pounds, was drafted in the third round (61st overall) in the 2010 OHL Priority Selection.

Barrie Colts fall to Owen Sound Attack in Scenic City 


By Bill Walker, Sun Times, Owen Sound 

 Thursday, October 31, 2013 4:12:30 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts forward Mitchell Theoret, left, cuts away from a check by Owen Sound Attack captain and Barrie native Zach Nastasiuk during first-period OHL action on Wednesday at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre in Owen Sound. The Colts lost, 5-3, to make their record 6-8-0-1 on the season. Barrie is in Niagara on Friday night to take on the IceDogs (5-7-1-2). JAMES MASTERS QMI AGENCY
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OWEN SOUND - The Russians are coming and local natives Chris Bigras and Zach Nastasiuk are going to be there to meet them.

The two Owen Sound Attack skaters will be part of Team OHL when plays the touring Russian All-Stars as part of the 2013 Subway Super Series this month.

And they're hoping solid performances will put them on Hockey Canada's radar for the 2014 world junior championships.

"I'm excited for the game to see what they bring," Nastasiuk said on Wednesday prior to Owen Sound's 5-3 win over the Barrie Colts.

"There's a lot of good players, not just in the OHL but in the (Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and the Western Hockey League) and we'd all love to have a chance at the world juniors," added the Barrie native and Detroit Red Wings prospect.

Both Bigras and Nastasiuk won a gold medal with Team Canada this summer at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Under-18 Hockey Championships with a 4-0 win over Finland in the Sochi, Russia.

The 2014 World Junior Hockey Championships runs from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden.

"Once you get a chance to play for them (Hockey Canada) they get to know your character and they like character guys in the program," Bigras said, a native of nearby Elmvale. "(Playing in the world junior tournament) would be unbelievable. Around Christmastime, everyone's around the TV watching the world juniors so it's always been a dream."

Bigras, a defenceman, will play in both the Nov. 21 game in Oshawa and the Nov. 25 contest in Sudbury.

Nastasiuk, a winger, will suit up in Oshawa.

That game will be coached by Generals bench boss D.J. Smith while London's Dale Hunter will coach the Sudbury game.

The players were selected by a committee which included Attack general manager Dale DeGray.

The OHL has a 19-1 record against the Russians.

"Both of them have done a great job for us and they really deserve it," said Attack coach Greg Ireland. "They're really starting to show a maturity, more than we thought they would.

"It's a great opportunity for them and a great statement about their games," Ireland added. "They get what it takes and they come in here every day and do it. That's why they're part of our leadership group."

Nastasiuk and Bigras join Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad on Team OHL.

On Wednesday night, the Attack defeated the Colts, 5-3. Scoring for Barrie were Jake Dotchin, Zach Hall and Erik Bradford.

"We had our chances to score, but we're giving up too high a quality of chances," Barrie coach Dale Hawerchuk said. "They (the Attack) paid the price at the end to block shots and that's something our guys need to look at. Overall, both teams went at it pretty good and it could have gone either way."

Owen Sound goalie Brandon Hope made 35 saves while Barrie's Mackenzie Blackwood stopped 22 shots.

The Colts are in Niagara to face the IceDogs on Friday night.

Barrie Colts captain to face Russians in Subway Super Series 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, October 30, 2013 8:33:40 EDT PM  

Aaron Ekblad. (QMI Agency file photo)

Aaron Ekblad. (QMI Agency file photo)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Paul Henderson’s winning goal in the 1972 Summit Series made him a hockey legend in this country.

Mario Lemieux capped one of hockey’s greatest tournaments when he scored for Canada and buried the Russians in the 1987 Canada Cup.

Most of Canada’s greatest successes on the ice have come at the expense of beating our Russian rivals.

Any time a Canadian hockey team faces the Russians, we are sure to watch with great intrigue.

The CHL Super Subway Series plays into that narrative.

The annual six-game exhibition tournament features a select team of Russian junior players facing off against all-star teams representing the three leagues of the Canadian Hockey League.

The OHL, WHL and QMJHL teams have dominated the Russians since the inaugural exhibition series started back in 2003, posting an impressive 44-11-4 record.

The OHL all-stars have lost just once in 20 games to the Russia selects.

Something that will certainly on the mind of Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad when he and his Team OHL teammates take to the ice against the Russians on Nov. 21 in Oshawa and Nov. 25 in Sudbury.

As a top prospect for this year’s NHL Entry Draft, Ekblad is one of just 29 players selected to represent the OHL and, more importantly, his country.

There’s no doubt being named to the team is a great honour for Ekblad, whose eyes light up while sporting an ear-to-ear grin at the mere mention of him leading Canada to gold at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in August.

But personally, the truth for Ekblad, and many of his OHL teammates, such as Barrie native Zach Nastasiuk and Elmvale native Chris Bigras, both members of the Owen Sound Attack, the Super Series is a stepping stone to bigger and better things.

For one, it is an opportunity to showcase your skills against some of the elite junior players in the world in hopes that Hockey Canada will grant you an invite to Canada’s world junior team selection camp and the chance to play at the upcoming world junior championships in late December.

You likely won’t find a single player in the CHL who hasn’t dreamed of playing in the popular holiday junior hockey tournament.

Heck, who among us Canadians hasn’t dreamed of lacing up the skates, donning a Canadian jersey and scoring the winning goal?

For Ekblad and other draft-eligible players taking part in the Super Series, the exhibition games also present a chance to showcase their skills ahead of this year’s NHL Entry Draft.

You can bet NHL scouts will have a close eye on top prospects Michael Dal Colle, Sam Bennett and Ekblad, who are all expected to be among the first names called this June in Philadelphia.

While scouts have spent countless hours watching Ekblad’s development over the last three seasons, they make sure to pay close attention to how he responds against elite-level competition and how he handles high-pressure games.

Which is what also makes the annual Top Prospects Game so much fun to watch.

Another big stepping stone for young players looking to leave their mark on NHL scouts before the draft, the game is far from some exhibition when there is so much at stake.

The intensity is at a high level and for Ekblad, who some NHL draft experts rank as high as second overall, the opportunity to show he stands out among his peers in events like the Top Prospects Game and Super Series can’t be wasted.  

While us Canadians would take pride in these CHL all-stars taking it the Russians again, truthfully the Subway Super series is of little significance in the end.

Individually, though, for those like Ekblad, the stakes can be high.

NHL scouts told me that the Colts' star blue-liner was among the best, if not the best, player to suit up in the recent Ivan Hlinka tournament back in August.

Ekblad, who was named captain of that national team, poured all he had into that gold-medal win.

And for a guy who, trust me here, hates losing at anything, you can bet he’ll do the same in the Super Series.

ICE CHIPS: Ekblad is one of 12 players who will play in both games. ... Generals head coach D.J. Smith will guide Team OHL in Oshawa, while Dale Hunter of the London Knights will handle coaching duties in Sudbury. The OHL rosters were assembled by a group that was headed by Oshawa’s GM Jeff Twohey and Owen Sound’s Dale DeGray. ... A total of 12 players on the roster, including Erie’s Connor McDavid, attended Canada’s national junior team summer development camp.

Gene Pereira covers junior hockey for the Barrie Examiner.

Barrie Colts defenceman sheds several pounds with new nutrition, workout plan 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Tuesday, October 29, 2013 8:50:37 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts defenceman Jake Dotchin gets his stick up on Sarnia Sting forward Nick Latta in this file photo. The big defenceman came into this season as a better-conditioned athlete following a summer nutrition and workout plan. QMI AGENCY FILES
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Jake Dotchin 2012-13 

Jake Dotchin 2013-14    

Barrie Colts defenceman Jake Dotchin took the advice to heart.

“I realized at the end of (last) year, and I talked to (Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk) a lot, that I needed to lose some weight,” recalled the rugged blue-liner, who was acquired from the Owen Sound Attack at last season’s OHL trade deadline.

Having completed a long playoff run that took the Colts to the OHL finals and into mid-May, Dotchin moved to Ottawa for the summer to train under Lorne Goldenberg at the Athletic Conditioning Centre.

Goldenberg has worked with CFL players, but more importantly spent 20 years working with NHL clubs such as the Montreal Canadiens, Chicago Blackhawks, St. Louis Blues and Ottawa Senators.

“He made a nutrition plan and gave me a pretty strict work-out schedule,” Dotchin said. “I stuck to it pretty well and it worked out good for me.”

Did it ever.

The veteran Barrie blue-liner lost 25 pounds and says he’s never felt better.

“There were times when I thought I was in good shape, but once I got into this shape and felt as good as I felt out on the ice and just overall, it felt way better,” said the six-foot-three, stay-at-home defender who now weighs in at a well-conditioned 207 pounds.

“It’s something I want to keep for the rest of my life.”

Dotchin knew the Colts wanted him to play a bigger role on the point this year, but to do that his conditioning had to improve.

That was the extra push he needed.

“That’s not to say it just hit me, but it sparked a couple of pushes from my parents and Dale at the end of last season,” said the 19-year-old, who was a sixth-round pick (161st overall) of the Tampa Bay Lightning in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

“I bought in and it was definitely worth it," he added.

The Colts were certainly impressed with the effort and commitment Dotchin made over the off-season to improve his conditioning.

“You can tell he worked hard this summer,” assistant coach Todd Miller said. “He had a bit of a slow start, he was trying to do too much. Now he’s kind of finding his game on being that big, stay-at-home defenceman that does the simple things.

“That’s where he gets his offence from. It buys him time to get that big shot away," Miller added. "The last four or five games he’s figured it out and he’s being the ‘D’ we need. That big strong guy that crashes and bangs in the corners and gets the job done.”

Attending preseason camp with the Lightning this season also provided another boost for Dotchin, whose stall in the dressing room was right between Lightning stars Martin St. Louis and Steven Stamkos.

The defenceman also made sure to listen to what the that Lightning told him at camp and that was to make sure, first and foremost, to take care of his own end of the ice. Which his why his focus is on posting a good plus/minus rating, and not goals or points.

“Dale and I talked about that and I talked about it with Tampa, too, and that’s what they’re kind of looking for out of me. So, that’s what I bring,” said the native of Glen Morris, which is located in the Brantford area. “I brought it last year and I’m going to work on it a lot harder this year.”

That Dotchin has listened and put it in the time and effort to improve his fitness level and his game, speaks to volumes of his character, Miller says.

Tampa is really following him and stays on top of him quite a bit.

“He’s taking it and running with it,” Miller said. “(Lightning general manager) Steve Yzerman is even calling about him, checking in on him and making sure he needs to do what he needs to do.”

Improved conditioning has not helped Dotchin play more of the physical role he relishes. Miller points out how he lays the body once or twice and suddenly opposing forwards are thinking twice about dumping the puck into his corner.

“With Dotch last year being a little slower, they would tend to go his side because they could outwork him down low and beat him to the net,” Miller said. “Not this year, He’s figuring it out and we’re really happy with the way he’s coming.” 

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

DOTCHIN BACK IN OWEN SOUND

It’s almost been a year since the trade, but Jake Dotchin admits it’s still special every time he returns to Owen Sound.

“Yeah, I loved it in Owen Sound,” said the blue-liner who, along with his teammates, will face the Attack on Wednesday night at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre.

“I didn’t get the ice time I wanted there, but it was a great city and a good organization," he added.

Dotchin and the Colts will get a boost to their lineup against the Attack with the return to health of top-scorer Zach Hall and sophomore blue-liner C.J. Garcia.

Hall missed almost three weeks battling a strain of mononucleosis, while Garcia, who hasn’t played in October, was out with an undisclosed injury.

In their only other meeting this season, in Barrie in late September, the Colts beat the Attack, 7-5, and Dotchin believes Owen Sound will face a much-improved team on the defensive side of the game this time.

“A win is a win, but we looked at it as a defensive team and it wasn’t something we like to see,” he said of the wide open game. “We buckled down in practice and got our noses down to the grindstone and we got going.”

Game time is 7 p.m.

• PEREIRA
Barrie players weren't finding the back of the net, but have been playing well defensively 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, October 25, 2013 8:12:40 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts forward Mitchell Theoret is among the team's scoring leaders, but more is expected of the big winger. Zach Hall's return to the lineup next week could spark Theoret's offence. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Sometimes a good defence is the best offence.

For the Barrie Colts, their ability to keep the puck out of their own net has not only helped them stay in games, but more importantly it’s got them back into the win column.

“There’s no question of that,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, whose club took a two-game win streak into Sarnia on Friday night. “I always tell the guys if you play well defensively, you’re going to touch the puck more and you’re going to have the chance to go on the offence more.

“When guys stick to that and understand that, and get results from that, then they start believing it," Hawerchuk added.

The proof, as they say, has been in the pudding, with the Colts showing a little added firepower in notching a 4-2 win over the Plymouth Whalers last Saturday and then a 4-2 decision at home Thursday night over the Niagara IceDogs.

This, of course, all comes on the heels of a six-game losing streak where the Colts offence hit a major dry spell, scoring just eight times during the skid.

In fact, the whole month of October has been a struggle offensively, with Barrie finding the back of the net just 16 times in eight games.

“Well, you can’t freeze,” Hawerchuk said. “Sometimes your tendency is you get stuck and you’re always looking for answers. The silver lining for me was watching the game film after and we were still creating a lot of good chances.

“We weren’t giving up many chances, weren’t giving up many goals. We just couldn’t bury the puck," he added. "We take confidence from that and we know it will turn if we stay the course.”

What the Colts are doing right now is playing their best defensive hockey of this young season. They have given up only 12 goals in their last six games.

“We’ve just outworked the other team and got our confidence back,” said rookie forward Kevin Labanc, who, along with his teammates, wrap their busy weekend against the Spirit on Saturday night in Saginaw.

“We ended up scoring and now we’ve just kept it going defensively," added the 17-year-old native of Staten Island, N.Y.

This is all a far cry from a month ago when the concern centred around Barrie’s ability to keep the puck out of its net and not on the offensive side of things.

While the Colts scored 21 times to put together a 3-1 start in September, opposing teams also lit them up 17 times in the opening month.

That rough start eventually led to starting goaltender Alex Fotinos losing his job and then eventually being dealt to Windsor.

The job has been left in the hands of rookie puck-stopper Mackenzie Blackwood.

Blackwood, who doesn’t even turn 17 years old until December, had posted an impressive 2.23 goals against average and .918 save percentage heading into last night.

The Colts focused on their defensive play during the skid and simplifying things on offence. They’ve done a much better job of getting bodies in front and pucks to the net.

“It’s gritty, not pretty,” Labanc said. “That’s the type of hockey we want to play. Just get pucks, battle in front and just bury the puck. We’ve just got to keep it simple. Keep pucks deep. Best defence is playing offence in the other team’s end, so we just have to do what we can to keep it going.”

Hawerchuk and his club hope they have put that tough stretch behind them. As much as they struggled to put the puck in the net, Hawerchuk believes his club never stopped working. 

“It would be different if we were playing poorly and there was a lack of effort and really not playing well,” he said. “When you’re playing well and going through it, you’ve got to keep it still positive because you know it’s going to turn.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

MORE EXPECTED OF THEORET; HALL'S RETURN COULD HELP HULKING WINGER

While the Barrie Colts offence has struggled as a whole in October, perhaps nobody has more so than Mitchell Theoret.

The overage forward shot out of the gate this season with three goals and four assists in four September games.

Since then, the six-foot-two, 210-pound power forward has registered just four assists in eight games this month heading into Friday night’s contest in Sarnia.

That Theoret is still tied with Aaron Ekblad with 11 points each atop the club’s team scoring says just how much Barrie has struggled offensively this month.

“He’s had some opportunities and just like us as a team you’ve got to keep pushing,” Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said of Theoret. “Even as a coach, it’s like, ‘Ah, what do I do next?’ You try to get some sleep, wake up the next morning and keep pushing.”

Theoret could get a boost, as should the Colts offence, with the likely return of overage forward Zach Hall next week.

Hall, who led the club in scoring last season, has missed the last three weeks as he battles mononucleosis.

“Offensively, he helps for sure,” Hawerchuk said of Hall. “He’s got such great vision and good hands, especially on the power play he finds the open guy.”

• PEREIRA
Change can be a real good thing.

Just ask Niagara IceDogs forward Brendan Perlini.

For the former 2012 first-round pick of the Barrie Colts, the deal that sent him to Niagara at last year’s trade deadline has turned out just great.

“It’s really worked out for me coming over here,” said the 17-year-old winger, who is second overall in OHL scoring with 12 goals and 14 assists in just 12 games heading into Thursday night’s contest against the Colts at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“I really can’t thank the coaching staff (here) enough for having faith in me and putting me on the ice each time," he added. “I just look to keep getting better and hopefully as the year goes on we can keep getting better as a team and have a good season.”

At the time of the trade, the Colts were looking to make a serious run at an OHL championship and acquiring veteran forward Mitchell Theoret in return certainly helped them in that effort.

Theoret scored 14 times and added seven assists in a magical Barrie playoff run that took them all the way to Game 7 of the OHL final against the Knights before Bo Horvat’s last-second winner gave London the title.

The IceDogs were expected to win this deal in the long run, but perhaps not this quick. While Theoret has struggled somewhat out of the gate this season with Barrie, Perlini has become one of the OHL’s biggest stories early on.

He’s certainly caught the attention of NHL scouts and could be a high pick in next summer's NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia.

“If I’m a scout and seeing the steps he’s taking and you still put another 20 pounds on him, oh my God,” said IceDogs general manager and head coach Marty Williamson. “He is going to be a really great pro.

"I haven’t had many guys bring me out of my seat. Bryan Little did it in a different way, in terms of how the puck followed him and how he anticipated everything so well," Williamson added. “Ryan Strome (and) Dougie Hamilton are going to have great NHL careers, but Perlini is right in that group where he’s focused. This isn’t just a flighty kid that’s fallen into some good luck early. He’s worked hard for it.”

Playing on a deep, veteran-laden squad, Perlini received little ice time with the Colts as a rookie. That changed upon his arrival in St. Catharines.

Williamson immediately placed the young forward alongside highly touted NHL prospects Brett Ritchie (Dallas) and Strome (N.Y. Islanders) on Niagara’s top line.

“Practising and playing with those guys every day was a privilege, just learning off of them,” said the six-foot-two, 205-pound winger. “Learning the pro mentality (Strome and Ritchie) have, I’ve tried to take that to my game this year.

“I think I’ve improved on that aspect, being a little more professional around the game," Perlini added. "I look to learn off guys like that and hopefully I can keep doing that off the older guys this year and just keep getting better.”

Perlini headed into this summer determined to work hard to take his game to the next level. He trained with a group of pro players back home in Sault Ste. Marie, learning from the commitment they put in off the ice.

He was invited to Canada’s under-18 selection camp in late July, but despite what many felt was an impressive camp, he failed to make the club.

“I didn’t make it, so obviously I was a little mad about that. But what can you do?,” said Perlini, who Williamson calls 'Pearls'. “I just used it as motivation this year. It’s a big year, being my draft year, so I’ve just tried to put all that motivation towards that.

“Hopefully I can help my team as much as possible and bring us pretty far and go as high (in the draft) as possible.”

A big part of what Williamson wanted Perlini to learn from playing with Strome and Ritchie was about what it takes to be consistent. Both Strome and Ritchie believed they could impact the game every night and the IceDogs wanted that to rub off on Perlini.

“For him to have an attitude going forward this year that he has some special talents and not to take nights off,” Williamson said. “When you play with older players, they push you, talk to you.

“I thought one of the big advantages to keeping those guys last year (at the trade deadline) was the advantages they set for our young guys and the lessons they could help them with.”

Perlini is playing hard every night and that is what Williamson say he is most proud of with his young star.

“I don’t have a lot of complaints with him defensively. He’s killing some penalties for us, he’s obviously doing a good job on the power play, but he’s not taking many shifts off,” Williamson said. “For me, the consistency is why his point totals are going through the roof and why he’s doing so many good things out there.”

Perlini is determined to play in the NHL and he knows he can’t afford to take nights off if he wants that dream to come true.

“If you look at the top guys in the game, whether it’s the NHL or the OHL, they’re always consistent game in and game out,” he said. “I’ve been pretty good this year and I think it all comes from hard work.

“I’ve done it all this year, throughout practices and games, and I just look to keep getting better and keep working hard.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
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Cordell James loves to score goals.

That’s why the decision was an easy one when he quit soccer a couple of years ago to focus on hockey.

“Back then I used to play defence in soccer,” said the Barrie Colts rookie forward, who played elite level soccer for the Ancaster Titans in the South Region Soccer League. “I didn’t like to play defence, I like to score goals. I chose hockey so I can score goals.”

Playing soccer is something that runs in the James family. Cordell’s father, Rick, was a pretty good player himself, suiting up for the Canadian national team.

James didn’t completely hang up his cleats. Last spring, the Hamilton native helped lead Bishop Ryan Catholic Secondary School to a fourth-place finish at the Ontario Federation of School Athletic Associations soccer championships.

“I got to play forward there. That’s why I played,” the 17-year-old said, adding a chuckle.

These days, James is right where he wants to be.

“Hockey is my first love,” said James, who was a fifth-round pick of the Colts in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.

After spending last season playing minor midget with the Hamilton Jr. Bulldogs, it was little surprise that James made the Colts roster out of training camp this season.

“I wanted to come to the OHL and I just tried to work hard,” he said. “I knew that maybe I could go to school, but my first priority was to come here.”

The rookie forward knows he has to pay his dues. And while his ice time has been limited early on, playing on the fourth line, he’s willing to fill whatever role the coaching staff wants to give him.

“Growing up I was more of a playmaking centre man, but now I know I’m going to start at a lower role here,” James said. “I’m just going to keep doing whatever I have to do to play every game.”

Even if that means dropping the gloves and sticking up for his teammates.

In a game earlier this season against Mississauga, Steelheads veteran blue-liner Trevor Carrick hammered Barrie’s Justin Scott behind the net. Before Carrick knew it, James, who drew the instigator penalty, was in his grill. The rookie held hold his own against the 19-year-old Carolina Hurricanes prospect.

“I felt I needed to do that,” said the six-foot-one, 190-pounder, who has an assist in eight games for Barrie. “A few times in other games teammates got some pretty dirty hits and nobody stepped in. So, I thought I’d step in for a teammate and get a spark going for the team.”

Hawerchuk has liked what he’s seen out of his young forward. He believes James will be an important player for the Colts in the near future, but right now just needs to get his feet wet and develop at the OHL level.

“The more he keeps practising, he’ll get a little quicker and the more he’ll be able to use that size and strength,” Hawerchuk said. “When you have big guys like that who handle the puck pretty well and take big routes, they just (need to) get a little more quickness and that comes with practicing at this level every day.”

As he finds his way in the OHL, James is more than willing to crash and bang and play a physical role. Whatever it takes to help the Colts break out of this six-game losing skid they are on.

“I’m a pretty big body compared to a lot of the guys out there, so I try to use that to my advantage in the corners,” said James, who along with his teammates will look to turn things around on home ice Saturday night against the Plymouth Whalers.

“I try to throw the body because that’s kind of the role I’m playing right now," he said. "Hopefully that works for me and I can score a few goals and help the team out.”

With that limited ice time, James knows he has to make the most out of every shift if he wants the coaching staff to reward him with a bigger role.

“Every time I come to the rink, I know I want to work as hard as I can and do whatever I can to make a name for myself out there,” he said.

“My role is to be on the fourth line and try and provide energy for the team. Hopefully down the road I can be a playmaking centre.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca
The Barrie Colts traded goaltender Alex Fotinos to the Windsor Spitfires on Friday for a seventh-round pick in the 2015 OHL Priority Selection.

The 18-year-old Toronto native was selected 37th overall by the Colts in the second round of the 2011 draft, but had seen limited playing time with Barrie over the last few seasons, appearing in only 37 games.

"Things weren't working for me in Barrie," Fotinos told windsorspitfires.com. "Personally, I'm on Cloud 9 with the news I'm heading to Windsor." 

Fotinos had a 9-8-0-1 record last season backing up overager Mathias Niederberger en route to a Game 7 loss in the OHL final to the London Knights.

Fotinos said he's a goaltender who relies on instincts.

"I'm a positional goalie, but I battle," he said. "Whatever it takes to make the save. I get out of the net to play the puck. I think one of my biggest attributes is my quickness."

The trade leaves the Colts (3-6-0-1) with 16-year-old rookie Mackenzie Blackwood and Slovakian import Daniel Gibl between the pipes.

Coming into training camp this season, Fotinos knew the Colts coaching staff wasn't going to just hand him the starter's job.

"Every goalie here is fighting for that starting role," he said at the time. "Nobody wants to be a backup. Blackwood is younger than me and has less experience in the league and same with Daniel, but both goalies are very talented and both want that starting job. Right now, I'm just trying as hard as they are to keep my spot."

The six-foot-one, 174-pound Fotinos has a 3-0 record this season, despite a 4.10 goals-against average and a .869 save percentage. During his OHL career in Barrie, he has a 3.32 GAA, .898 SV% and a 17-13-1-1 record.

Fotinos' last game with the Colts was Oct. 5 in a 6-3 loss to the Sudbury Wolves at the Barrie Molson Centre. Fotinos was yanked after allowing three goals in the first period. He never dressed for another game before being traded, as the Colts went with Blackwood and Gibl.

To make room for Fotinos, Windsor GM Warren Rychel traded goaltender Jordan DeKort to the Kitchener Rangers for a sixth-round pick. The Spitfires sit in ninth place in the Western Conference with a 4-6 record.

Rychel said it was time to shake things up. 

“We felt we needed a change in goal,” Rychel said. “Alex has experience in this league and is a player that will benefit from a change of scenery. He's a very athletic goalie that we think will help us."
Barrie one point out of the Eastern basement 
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Coming off a rough weekend that saw the Barrie Colts score just three times in three games and extend their losing streak to five games, veteran centre Erik Bradford was just anxious to just get home and put it behind him.

October has been a rough month for Bradford and his Barrie teammates.

After a solid 3-1 start to the season, the Colts (3-5-0-1) have earned just one point this month and now find themselves only a point ahead of the Belleville Bulls and out of the Eastern Conference basement.

Halloween isn’t until later this month, but that’s haunting enough for a club that expects to take a serious run at an OHL title.

Still, Bradford says he and his teammates aren’t feeling spooked this early in the season. Instead, they focused on a good week of practice and turning things around.

“The important thing throughout the season is to not get too high, not too low and you’re never as bad as you think when you’re losing and never as good as you think when you’re winning,” said Bradford, who along with his teammates will look to snap their losing skid Thursday night when they play host to the Soo Greyhounds at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“I don’t think we played bad this past week and we lose three games,” added the Colts alternate captain. “Obviously, we couldn’t put the puck in the net, but I could argue we played pretty solid games and just lost tight ones.

“I think for us it’s just important to remain calm and have that belief in the room that we’re a lot better team than what our record is showing right now," Bradford added. "Eventually the results will come and when they do come hopefully they (wins) come in bunches.”

Wins aren’t the only things not coming in bunches these days for Barrie.

Where has the offence gone?

After scoring 14 times in wins over Saginaw and Owen Sound to start the season, Barrie has found the back of the net just eight times during its five losses.

“Quirky is a good word for it,” Bradford said. “You go through streaks and ups and downs throughout the season and there are going to be times where guys are scoring lots of goals and times where guys are not scoring.

“We’re all sort of struggling to put the puck in the net at the same time, so it’s sort of been a whole team thing. As for the confidence, I think everyone’s spirits are high and staying positive. We know it’s only a matter of time before they start going in.”

It also didn’t help that the Colts lost top forward Zach Hall to mononucleosis. Fortunately, the Colts believe it’s a mild strain that might only require him to miss two weeks of action.

Bradford knows he and other forwards must step to try and fill the offence Hall provided.

“(Hall’s) obviously a big part of our team this year and he’s going to be when he gets back,” Bradford said. “When you lose a guy like that early on, it’s tough for the team. You’ve got to not necessarily replace him with one guy, but internally through other guys. Try to get a few guys that combine for his output that he produced.

“It’s a big loss, but it’s chance for all of us to step up and get more opportunity offensively.”

The irony perhaps was that only a couple of weeks ago that talk was more centred around the Colts goals against and their goaltending issues.

They’ve improved greatly in that area, giving up just six goals in last weekend’s losses to Oshawa, twice, and Mississauga.

Snapping the losing streak won’t be easy tonight against a Greyhounds (6-1-0-1) team that has just one regulation loss this season.

Still, Bradford believes the Colts can use a 4-3 shootout win in Sault Ste. Marie earlier this season for confidence, as well as the fact they are playing at home where they sported an OHL-best 27-5-1-1 record last season.

Barrie rounds out a two-game weekend home Saturday against Plymouth.

“They’re coming into our barn pretty confident,” Bradford said of the Greyhounds. “We want to establish that the BMC is a tough building to come into. Last year we won a lot of games at home and winning games at home, those are important points down the line.

“Right now it doesn’t matter who we’re playing, whether they’re hot or not, we’re going to come with our ‘A’ game and get out of this funk.”

Puck drop is 7:35 p.m.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Colts must keep it simple: Bradford

How do the Barrie Colts get on the scoresheet more often?

Keep things simple, says centre Erik Bradford

“Players' tendencies are to try and do too much when things aren’t going right,” he said. “I think sometimes less is more and we have to simplify things — throw pucks to the net and get bodies to the dirty areas (in front, in the corners) is what’s going to help us score goals.

“Going into this weekend, we want everyone to just worry about their game and, hopefully, simplify as a team and come out with four points.”

Even the Barrie power play has been unplugged of late.

During the losing skid, the Colts have scored just twice on 23 chances with the man advantage.

“Any time you lose four players off your power play it’s going to be a different look,” Bradford said. “I think we’re just sort of adjusting to all the new guys and all the new looks this year because last year we had Mark Scheifele, Anthony Camara, Ryan O’Connor and Steven Beyers on the power play.

“They were all power-play specialists, you could argue. We’ve got a lot of new faces on that first unit, so it’s just going to take a little more time to get accustomed to each other with plays and where everyone’s going to be.”
Hulking Colts rookie takes up a lot of net 
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Mackenzie Blackwood realizes chances like this don’t come along very often.

The Barrie Colts starting goaltender’s job is wide open and head coach Dale Hawerchuk has recently turned to his youngest puck-stopper for the answer. 

“For sure, it is a good opportunity,” said Blackwood, who made his second career OHL start a solid one with a 24-save performance in a 2-1 loss to the Oshawa Generals on Thursday. “Every time I go out there I’m just thinking about how big of an opportunity it is.

“You don’t even realize it until afterwards and then you go, ‘Wow! Here’s my chance.’”

The 16-year-old is currently one of three goaltenders on the Barrie roster. Returnee Alex Fotinos was expected to fill the No. 1 role after the departure of star Mathias Niederberger, but he has struggled early on.

In last Saturday’s 6-3 home loss to the Sudbury Wolves, Fotinos gave up two questionable goals and was pulled after just 20 minutes and replaced by Blackwood.

Slovakian import Daniel Gibl’s lone start in Sudbury opened the door a little more for Blackwood when he gave up four goals on just 22 shots in an 5-3 loss.

While it’s just a small sample size, in three games Blackwood has posted a respectable 2.56 goals-against average, compared to Fotinos (4.10 GAA) and Gibl (4.06 GAA). 

“I don’t want to see anyone struggle, but at the same time I guess it does lead to opportunities,” Blackwood said. “I think right now it’s anyone’s game. I’ll just do whatever I can to give myself a chance.” 

Heading into Friday night’s completion of a home-and-home set against the Generals, Blackwood had started two of the last three contests.

He was also solid in his OHL debut in Mississauga last week, a 3-2 shootout loss.

“I knew eventually I might get a shot, but I didn’t know that they would give it to me this quickly,” said the Thunder Bay native, who was a fifth-round pick of the Colts in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection.

“I knew all along that if I did get a chance, I have to capitalize on it or I might not be seeing the ice for a while," he added.

Blackwood admits there were a good deal of butterflies in his stomach in Mississauga, but he helped the Colts earn a point by stopping 27 of 29 shots fired at him.

“I’ve never been that nervous in my life,” Blackwood said with a laugh. "It was an excited kind of nervous. Obviously, I wanted to perform, but at the same time it was an experience that was unforgettable for me.”

After seeing some action with Elmira of the Greater Ontario Junior Hockey League, Blackwood was brought to Barrie to practise with the Colts and experience first hand the club’s long playoff run that saw the team go all the way to last year’s OHL finals.

With Fotinos appearing to have the edge on the starting role and the Colts grabbing Gibl in the CHL Import Draft, many expected that the young netminder’s stay at this year’s training camp would be a short one.

Yet, Blackwood had a strong camp, impressing the coaching staff who decided to start the season with three goalies.

Blackwood has worked closely with Colts goaltending coach Mike Rosati and makes sure to follow the advice he has handed out.

Rosati has made it clear to his young puck-stopper the opportunity for significant playing time is there. While it’s not often young goaltenders get the chance to grab a No. 1 role at this young age, Blackwood can look at Plymouth’s Alex Nedeljkovic, who at the similar age of 16 wrestled away the starting job from veteran Matt Mahalak.

A big goaltender at six-foot-four and 204 pounds, Blackwood doesn’t put a label on his style.

“I don’t really know exactly what I would classify myself as,” said Blackwood, who along with his teammates will complete a busy weekend Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre when they host the Mississauga Steelheads. “I try to stay big and in position and stay square to the puck.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Blackwood stumbled upon goaltending by chance

Stopping pucks was the furthest thing from Mackenzie Blackwood’s mind when he first laced up the skates to play hockey at age five.

He was always a forward or defenceman, but that all changed at age 12 when he was playing for an 'A' team in his hometown of Thunder Bay.

“The goalie we had at the time, I don’t know, missed a couple of games and was sick or didn’t want to come, so I decided I’ll jump in and try it out,” Blackwood recalled. “I ended up really liking it.”

Blackwood heard early on how it was crazy to be the guy that lets everyone fires pucks at him.

“It took a lot of work to get where I am, but I guess the first year or two it just felt kind of natural,” he said, adding a chuckle. “Before I knew it, I was right there with goalies that had been doing it three, four or five years before I had started.”

Blackwood never really thought about how far he wanted to take his goaltending. During his draft year, in 2012, his focus was just on making the Thunder Bay Kings 'AAA' minor midget team.

"I didn’t know anything about being drafted, I just wanted to play 'AAA' hockey,” he said. “As the year went on, I found out anything was possible.”
The Oshawa Generals come in to Barrie playing better than most people had expected.

And a couple of local products are partially to credit for that.

Barrie natives Brian Hughes and Bradley Latour have helped Oshawa along to its unexpected 5-2 start.

“If you look at our team, I guess it’s surprising, but if you look at our players, our coaches and our makeup, it doesn’t surprise me that much,” Hughes said.

With only three 20-year-olds permitted to play on OHL clubs, Hughes has to make sure that he’s carrying his weight this year.

“I think, being an overager in the league, a lot of things change,” Hughes said. “You’re looked upon for a certain role and for me, it’s the leading the young guys the right way and being a good defensive player.

“But as much as things change, things stay the same,” he added. “I’m here for a reason, and I’m just trying to stick with my same game.”

Although Hughes has visions of being a top-end scorer when he was drafted by the Generals from the Barrie Colts minor midget ‘AAA’ program in 2009, reality soon set in as he adapted to a two-way role.

“When you come from minor hockey to any kind of higher level, you’re not going to be as dominant as you were, so you’ve got to find your place,” Hughes said. “Knowing (your) defensive zone and being able to play (it) helps in the game. It’ll help you out further on in your career.”

Hughes has settled back into his checking-line centre role with Scott Laughton now once again in Oshawa’s lineup, having been returned by the NHL’s Philadelphia Flyers.

“Besides his production, the way he is with the team and the leadership in the dressing room is a huge benefit for us,” Hughes said of Laughton, who was named the OHL’s Player of the Week after putting up nine points in three contests. “I think all of the guys look towards him, so having him back is a great boost.”

The Generals were swept by the Colts in the second round of last spring’s playoffs, but Laughton’s post-season ended two games earlier after receiving a five-game suspension for a check from behind that knocked Barrie's Zach Hall out of the lineup for two weeks.

With Laughton out for Game 3 and Game 4, Generals coach D.J. Smith relied even more so on Latour, a rookie who had his coming out party in the 2013 playoffs.

“Brad’s been awesome for us,” Hughes said of Latour, who scored four goals in nine post-season games. “It really started last year in the playoffs when Brad showed up and really showed that he can be an elite player in this league.”

That trend has continued this season, as Latour has four goals and two assists in seven games.

“Just having confidence from last year and having a year under my belt has definitely helped,” Latour said. “Other than that, I haven’t really changed anything.”

Latour cracked the Generals lineup for keeps last season and admits that he’s better adjusted to things this year.

“Just knowing how to prepare for a game each night (helps),” Latour said. “Knowing what’s going to happen in a game, not getting down if we get down a goal, and just trying to help.”

And as was the case in the post-season, Latour is being counted on for more this year.

“I’m probably seeing the same amount of ice time that I saw in the playoffs last year,” said Latour, who is one-fifth of the way to his target of a 20-goal season. “(I’m) more of a leader this year and being depended on to kill more penalties and chip in when I can.”

As a rookie in the OHL with a late birthday (had he have been born just three days later, he wouldn’t have been eligible for the NHL draft until this year), Latour is hoping the improvements in his game will help him get noticed by scouts.

“Definitely getting more ice time and playing a lot more will hopefully help me out,” Latour said. “If not, I’ll just stick with it and try again next year.”

Both Latour and Hughes will make their first visits of the season to the Barrie Molson Centre on Thursday before facing the Colts again in Oshawa on Friday.

“It’s always fun to play in front of my family, but I’m going to take it as another game and not worry about it too much,” Latour said. “We definitely have a lot of confidence as a team, but Barrie is a strong team and we’ve got to do what got us those first (five) wins.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet
Prospector Files: London pair eyeing 2014 draft
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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The London Knights have seen their share of elite prospects come and go over the seasons.

The Knights are the only team from the Ontario Hockey League, in fact, to have at least one player selected in the NHL draft every year since 1983. London also has seen a League-high six players selected in each of the past two NHL drafts. It seems the Knights have been the top destination for the best players, as notable retired numbers include Rob Ramage (5), Dino Ciccarelli (8), Darryl Sittler (9), Brendan Shanahan (19), Brad Marsh (22), Rick Nash (61) and Corey Perry (94).

"The Knights are competitive every year and the facilities are second to none," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "There is an excellent coaching staff in place who have developed several players into NHL stars. The players are given every opportunity to be successful on the ice and in life. They're one of the best organizations in the [Canadian Hockey League]."

There are two young players hoping to continue that trend of pipeline dominance this June when the 2014 NHL Draft is held at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. Defenseman Santino Centorame and left wing Christian Dvorak are both C-rated skaters on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list.

 The London Knights have been big producers of NHL talent, and this season Christian Dvorak and Santino Centorame hope to keep that tradition going. (Photo: Claus Andersen)

While ice time has been hard to come by with the likes of forwards Max Domi (Phoenix Coyotes), Michael McCarron (Montreal Canadiens), Bo Horvat (Vancouver Canucks), Ryan Rupert (Buffalo Sabres), Chris Tierney (San Jose Sharks), Josh Anderson (Columbus Blue Jackets) and Kyle Platzer (Edmonton Oilers) and defensemen Brady Austin (Buffalo Sabres) and Nikita Zadorov (Buffalo Sabres) earning much of the spotlight, Centorame and Dvorak have played well when given their chance.

It seems coach Dale Hunter will go to any lengths to make certain both players see the ice as much as possible.

"[London] is stacked with drafted players and veterans so the two kids get limited ice time," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "With Zadorov back [from Buffalo], Centorame dressed as seventh defenseman but played shifts on right wing as well."

Centorame has two goals, four points, 18 penalty minutes and a plus-3 rating in 25 games. He was the team's fourth-round pick (No. 83) in the 2012 OHL priority selection draft.

Dvorak, an eighth-round pick (No. 163) in the 2012 OHL draft, had 92 points in 58 games for the Chicago Mission Midget-Major AAA team in 2012-13. He has five goals, 12 points and a plus-5 rating in 27 games this season.

"Christian is a very good skater who combines speed, agility and quickness," Edwards said. "He handles the puck very well both forehand and back and has been used in all situations this season. On most nights he starts out on the fourth line, but by the third period he's taking a regular shift with the top line.

"He sees the ice well and can pass the puck very well through traffic and he uses his quickness to get himself open and into good scoring position."

CENTRAL SCOUTING UPGRADES

Three players recently were upgraded to A ratings on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list from the Ontario Hockey League.

Right wing Nikolay Goldobin and defenseman Anthony DeAngelo of the Sarnia Sting, and center Eric Cornel of the Peterborough Petes, now are identified as potential first-round candidates for the 2014 draft.

DeAngelo, who was one of eight defensemen invited to USA Hockey's selection camp for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship later this month, leads all OHL defensemen with 39 points in 27 games. Goldobin has 18 goals and 36 points in 28 games.

Cornel has been a pleasant surprise with 10 goals and 23 points in 29 games.

"Cornel is a strong skater with NHL speed; he has a heads-up game carrying and moving the puck around, good vision and hands in traffic," Marr told NHL.com. "He's a very good playmaker, able to make plays while being checked and very effective winning faceoffs.

"His overall game is getting stronger. He's playing with more confidence, playing through adversity and getting results."

All three were B-rated skaters on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch release.

DRAFT-ELIGIBLE INVITES AT CANADA CAMP

The recently revealed Canadian National Junior Team selection camp roster features two A-rated skaters on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Both players are considered by many to be the best at their position on the draft board -- forward Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League and defenseman Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League. Both players serve as captains for their respective teams.

Reinhart, who has 16 goals and 46 points in 30 games for the Ice, captained Canada to the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

Ekblad, 17, has 23 points in 26 games. It is expected that just one defenseman will be cut from the eight that were invited to Canada's selection camp.

"You're that close but you're that far away," Ekblad told the Barrie Examiner. "You have to go in there and prove yourself and work hard. You can't take a day off when you're there or leading up to it. I'm really excited to have this opportunity but I know there's a lot of hard work ahead."

Another undrafted player to keep an eye on during Canada's selection camp, which runs Dec. 12-15 in Toronto, is 2015 draft-eligible center Connor McDavid of the Erie Otters of the OHL. The 16-year-old was one of 15 forwards invited to camp. McDavid was chosen No. 1 in the 2012 OHL draft by Erie and had 66 points in 63 games as a rookie last season. He already has 45 points in 27 games this season. If he makes the team, he would become the first 16-year-old since Sidney Crosby in 2004 to do so.

DRAFT ELIGIBLE INVITES AT USA CAMP

Draft dandy of the week: Kapanen

 After helping lead Finland to a bronze medal in the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship with five goals and eight points in seven games, forward Kasperi Kapanen has his sights set on an even bigger tournament later this month.

 The odds that Kapanen earns a roster spot for his country at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden are good at this stage. As an A-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list, the 6-foot, 180-pound right-handed shot has been playing with men in Finland's top league for KalPa and has two goals, four points and a plus-2 rating in 21 games.

 "I like to play a physical game and play a lot with the puck," Kapanen told NHL.com. "I love to shoot, pass the puck and score goals. I guess you can call it an offensive type of game."

 Kapanen is the son of former NHL forward Sami Kapanen, who spent 12 seasons in the League and totaled 189 goals and 458 points in 831 games with the Hartford Whalers, Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers. The elder Kapanen represented his country at the 1992 and 1993 World Junior Championships.

 What does Kasperi remember most about father's playing days?

 "Probably just the way he competed and played against big guys, even back in the day when the rules were different," Kapanen said.

 Finland will release its selection camp roster for the 2014 WJC on Monday. The camp will take place Dec. 16-18 in Vierumaki, Finland. A second camp will be held in Malmo, Sweden, from Dec. 19-22.    

 FAVORITES

NHL team: Philadelphia Flyers

 NHL player: Alex Ovechkin

 Shootout move: " I like to take a quick shot to the five hole or go backhand, forehand and high glove. I like to use a lot of different moves all the time."

 Goal celebration: "Just put my hands in the air and yell and shout I guess."

 Video game: Call of Duty or NHL 14

 Movie: "The Hangover. I love comedy movies."

 Actor: Will Smith and Mark Wahlberg

 Website: NHL.com

 Preferred music: "Techno and a lot of party music (Avicii)."

 Three you would invite to dinner: Alex Ovechkin, LeBron James, Sebastian Vettel

 Sport (other than hockey): Basketball

 Breakfast food: "Cereal and yogurt."

 Superhero: "My dad."

-- Mike G. Morreale

There are two promising 2014 draft prospects on the United States National Junior Team selection camp roster released Wednesday.

DeAngelo and goalie Thatcher Demko of Boston College are regarded as A-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 draft.

Demko, the youngest player in NCAA hockey, could become the first American-born goalie drafted in the first round since Jack Campbell by the Dallas Stars in 2010. The native of San Diego, Calif., was the youngest goalie invited to USA Hockey's summer evaluation camp in Lake Placid, N.Y., in August. He's 3-1-1 with a 2.57 goals-against average and .899 save percentage in five games.

"Thatcher is extremely competitive and very coachable," Boston College goalie coach Mike Ayers told NHL.com. "To me, if you have those two things it's very positive for his development. For a bigger kid [6-foot-3.75, 192 pounds], he's pretty athletic. I think at the beginning of the year he may have lacked just a little bit of confidence knowing he was the youngest college player and that's only natural. But he's continued to battle and has gotten wins for us. For a 17-year-old freshman to come in and do what he's done is pretty impressive. It's a true sign of his makeup and attitude and his hunger to be better."

DeAngelo recently was upgraded from a B rating to an A rating on Central Scouting's list.

"[DeAngelo] has excellent speed and quickness and is improving his ability to manage the risks versus the rewards in decisions," Marr said. "He's a very dynamic player with good offensive tools. He can generate chances, competes hard and always plays with energy."

The youngest player on the roster is 2015 draft-eligible center Jack Eichel of the United States National Team Development Program Under-18 team. The 17-year-old center, who is committed to Boston University in 2014-15, has 17 goals and 35 points in 19 games.

"Jack Eichel is a dynamic offensive player," U.S. National Junior Team general manager Jim Johannson said. "Regardless of his age, we feel he's ready for this challenge and that's why he's invited. He's physically ready at (6-2, 193). He's had real good success against the college schedule we've played and he's dominated the [United States Hockey League] schedule he's played."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Joshua Jacobs, Indiana Ice (USHL): The 6-foot-1.75, 193-pound defenseman is in his second season with the Ice. Committed to Michigan State University in 2014-15, the B-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list has one goal, nine points and a plus-5 rating in 17 games. Jacobs, known to be steady and consistent along the blue line, lists Los Angeles Kings defenseman Drew Doughty as his favorite player. He won a gold medal representing the United States at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge. His Canadian Hockey League rights belong to the Sarnia Sting of the Ontario Hockey League, who selected him in the fourth round (No. 72) of the 2012 OHL draft.

"Josh is a solid two-way defender and is still growing into his body," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "He moves well in all directions and handles the puck well. He can one time the puck with good pace on his shot and is good at stick defending. He closes fast on opponent."

2. Ty Edmonds, Prince George Cougars (WHL): The C-rated goalie on Central Scouting's November players to watch list is 8-8-2 with two shutouts, a 3.51 goals-against average and .899 save percentage in 23 games. At 6-1.5 and 174 pounds, he possesses good size and is reliant on his good instincts in net.

"He's a mid- to late-round draft pick," Central Scouting's Al Jensen told NHL.com. "He's battled and worked hard, is a positional-style goalie and was very strong in his crease during my viewings. He challenged well and has decent overall quickness. His great work ethic and instincts will definitely help him improve."

3. Brayden Point, Moose Jaw Warriors (WHL): In his second full season with the Warriors, the 5-9.5, 160-pound right-shot center has nine goals and ranks third on the team with 22 points in 31 games. He also has five power-play goals, earning the confidence of his coaches on specialty teams. Point was a B-rated skater on Central Scouting's November list and is gaining traction. He had two goals and nine points in 13 games in November. Point won a gold medal with Canada at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament, totaling one goal and four points in five games.

---

Prospector Files: Frolunda again boasting top talent
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

No European country in the past nine years has seen more top prospects drafted into the National Hockey League than Sweden.

And within Sweden is a junior hockey team that has produced at least one NHL Draft pick in each of the past 16 years: Frolunda. No other club team in the country can match that streak of pipeline popularity. Over that 16-year stretch, in fact, 48 players have been chosen, almost twice as many as Djurgarden (27) and Brynas Gavle (26).

This year's group of budding prospects from Frolunda's team in Sweden's under-20 league is also sure to please.

 No European country in the past nine years has seen more top prospects drafted into the NHL than Sweden, and Frolunda has led the way. (Photo: Frolunda Hockey Club)

NHL Central Scouting identified three players as B-rated skaters on the November players to watch list for the 2014 draft in forwards Anton Karlsson and Kevin Elgestal, and defenseman Julius Bergman. Additionally, left wing Pierre Engvall earned a C rating on the watch list.

"Frolunda is known for their good junior system and many prospects like to join them," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com.

Of the four prospects, Karlsson (6-foot-1.25, 187 pounds) has the best shot at representing his country at the 2014 International Ice Hockey Federation World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, in December. He's one of the hardest workers for Frolunda's team, producing nine goals, 16 points and 22 penalty minutes in 16 games.

He captained Sweden to a gold medal at the 2013 Under-17 World Hockey Championship with six goals and nine points in six games. He also was named one of the top three players for his team while serving as assistant captain at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship in Sochi, Russia, where he had for two goals and four points in five games.

"He's a physical player and effective on the forecheck," Stubb said. "He works real hard and finishes his checks well."

Karlsson's older brother, Erik, who plays with Anton on Frolunda's SuperElit team, was drafted by the Carolina Hurricanes in the fourth round (No. 99) of the 2012 draft.

Bergman (6-1, 187), an extremely mobile defenseman, was playing with Karlskrona in Sweden's second division at the start of the 2012-13 season but was moved to Frolunda's Under-20 team at the midway point. He's proven his ability against bigger and stronger competition this season, producing five goals, 16 points, 26 penalty minutes and a plus-16 rating in 19 games.

"He's strong on his skates and has improved both his acceleration and overall skating from last year," Stubb told NHL.com. "He's an effective two-way player with good offensive instincts."

Elgestal, who lists Washington Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin as his favorite NHL player, is also having a productive season as a hard-working, two-way wing. In 19 games, Elgestal has five goals, 14 points and a plus-11 rating with Frolunda's junior team.

"He's very active and involved on every shift," Stubb said. "He's a good skater with a quick shot, highly competitive, determined and used in all game situations. He could improve his overall technical skills."

Elgestal's younger brother, Philip, plays for Frolunda's Elite U-16 Team.

SOARING IN SARNIA

It was only two years ago a couple big names from the Sarnia Sting in the Ontario Hockey League went among the top three picks at the 2012 draft at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh.

Left wing Nail Yakupov was selected No. 1 by the Edmonton Oilers and center Alex Galchenyuk was chosen two picks later by the Montreal Canadiens.

This year, Sarnia has two impressive prospects rising up the ranks in right wing Nikolay Goldobin and defenseman Anthony DeAngelo. Both were considered B-rated skaters on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch release, indicating a potential second- or third-round candidate at the 2014 draft.

Draft dandy of the week: DeAngelo

 Courtesy: Metcalfe Photography

Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo has made it a point to take care of his own end and shut down the opposition before even thinking offense.

 It's that type of mindset that has intrigued scouts who have an interest in the 5-foot-10.75, 175-pound right-handed shot. 

 "He's a highly skilled player and every shift, he seems to make something happen," NHL Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "He likes to jump up into the rush and can hit the one-timer. He skates well, has a quick recovery and very rarely comes off the ice."

 NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr compares DeAngelo to a young P.K. Subban (Montreal Canadiens) or Ryan Murphy (Carolina Hurricanes). 

 "He has all the ingredients as an NHL prospect and will only get better," Marr said of DeAngelo.

 Now in his third season with the Sting, the B-rated skater on Central Scouting's November players to watch list has a team-leading 35 points (eight goals, 27 assists). He's also scored four power-play goals and one shorthanded goal. He has the potential to one day quarterback a power play for an NHL team.

 "He's not a physical presence and gets himself into trouble at times when he handles the puck too much, but that part of his game will come around," Edwards said.

Favorites

 NHL team: Philadelphia Flyers

 NHL player: Claude Giroux

 Shootout move: "Backhand to forehand and through the five hole."

 Goal celebration: "Same celebration as Danny Briere."

 Video game: MLB 14 The Show

 Movie: That's My Boy

 Actor: Adam Sandler, Al Pacino

 Website: OHL Network

 Preferred music: Pop

 Three you would invite to dinner: Megan Fox, Jessica Alba, Al Pacino

 Sport (other than hockey): Baseball, football

 Breakfast food: "Eggs and bacon."

 Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

DeAngelo (5-10.75, 175) is this week's Prospector Files' "Draft Dandy of the Week." He leads the team with 35 points and a 1.46 points per game average, in 24 matches.

"[DeAngelo] has excellent speed and quickness, and is improving his ability to manage the risks versus the rewards in decisions," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "He's a very dynamic player with good offensive tools. He can generate chances, competes hard and always plays with energy."

The 5-11.5, 178-pound Goldobin is considered a very creative player with a solid two-way game. The left-handed shooting Russian is second on the team with 33 points.

"[Goldobin] has a high energy and is smooth out there," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He's got good playmaking ability and he probably would have a lot more points if players were able to finish for him. He doesn't always need the puck, but he sets up linemates.

"He's the type of kid who receives a lot of ice time because he plays a complete game."

NALIMOV BACKSTOPS RUSSIA

The final game of the Subway Super Series pitting the Russian National Junior Team against the top Canadian Hockey League stars takes place on Thursday in Lethbridge, Alberta.

While several 2014 draft-eligible players on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list have impressed, Russian goalie Ivan Nalimov has earned surprising praise without the benefit of a rating.

The 6-5, 211-pound left-handed shot blocker from Novokuznetsk, Russia entered the game Wednesday against the Western Hockey League having won two of three starts in the Subway Series. The 19-year-old sports a 2.33 goals-against average and .941 save percentage against the best the CHL has to offer.

According to Stubb, Nalimov has had the unenviable task of playing in the shadow of Tampa Bay Lightning 2012 first-round pick (No. 19) Andrei Vasilevski for much of his playing career.

During the 2011-12 Under-18 World Junior Championship, Vasilevski started five games and finished with a 2.20 GAA. Nalimov played one game and allowed one goal. In the 2011-12 U-19 World Junior A Challenge, Nalimov had a 3.73 GAA in two appearances while Vasilevski had a 3.29 GAA in three games.

"We have followed him and do like him; the problem is that Vasilevski is born the same year [1994] and has been the No. 1 on various Russian junior teams ahead of Nalimov," Stubb told NHL.com.

Nalimov, passed over in the previous two NHL drafts, plays for SKA St. Petersburg in the Kontinental Hockey League.

PRAYERS FOR KENNY

It has been an amazing outpouring of emotion, prayer and support for the family of Kevin Kenny the past two weeks after it was learned the 20-year-old native of Pittsburgh sustained a spinal cord injury while playing a game for his junior hockey team this month.

John Kenny, Kevin's father, released a statement Monday to inform the public that "Kevin's prognosis is guarded." Kenny has undergone two spinal cord surgeries since the accident on Nov. 16 while playing in a North American Tier 3 Hockey League game for the Pittsburgh Three Rivers Vengeance.

To access NHL.com's story on Kenny, click here.

According to the Facebook page that has been updating his condition at "7 Kenny Strong," Kenny's breathing tube was removed on Tuesday and "things are proceeding well." The doctors attending to Kenny have advised no visitors while he regains his strength. Additionally, over $30,000 has been raised for the Kenny Family via the Kevin Kenny Fund.

Donations are being accepted at www.GoFundMe.com/5d9lrk. Cards from players who wish to offer their support to the "Cards for Kenny Campaign" can be mailed to: Cards for Kenny, c/o Renee Heininger, 205 Carriage Court, Pittsburgh, PA, 15238. Support may also be given via Twitter at: #prayersforKenny and #prayforKevin.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Ben Thomas, Calgary Hitmen (WHL): The 6-1.25, 192-pound defenseman is in his first full season with the Hitmen after playing seven games in 2012-13. The right-handed shot, who earned a C rating on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list, has two goals and 11 points in 24 games. Thomas has logged quality time on the power play.

"He has good size and a nice flow to his game," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He's pretty heady and moves the puck well to all the right areas. He keeps forwards to the outside and he has upside with pretty good skill set."

2. Ryan Hitchcock, USA U-18 (USHL): The C-rated left wing (5-10, 170) on Central Scouting's players to watch list is committed to Yale University in 2014-15. He has four goals and 22 points in 21 games for the Under-18 National Team Development Program.

"He's a compact player with good speed and quickness; he plays with energy and tenacity," Marr told NHL.com. "He's always on the puck and to the net and makes something happen. NHL teams will look to see if he can continue to plays bigger than his size and get consistent results."

3. Scott Savage, Boston College (H-EAST): Savage is the only skater on Central Scouting's November players to watch list from Hockey East. The 6-1, 171-pound defender, who earned a C rating, has two goals, seven points and a plus-8 rating for coach Jerry York.

"He's working the second power-play unit because he's very active in the attacking zone and has a great shot," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "His shot isn't always coming off the stick quick, but the puck gets through. He struggled a bit 5-on-5 when trying to make decisions on pinching in the attacking zone.

"I saw improvement from the first time to the second time I saw him. His footwork looks better than last year and he's in an environment where he's playing meaningful games every night against grown men, putting up power-play points, so that's a good sign."

---
Pair of American goalies top Central Scouting's list
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Goalies Thatcher Demko and Alex Nedeljkovic are the top-rated players at their position on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Demko, a San Diego native, and Nedeljkovic, born in Ohio, each have a chance to become the first American-born goalie drafted in the first round since the Dallas Stars selected Jack Campbell with the 11th pick of the 2010 draft. They are the only goalies to receive an A rating on Central Scouting's most recent players to watch release.

Draft dandy of the week: Demko

 Boston College assistant coach Mike Ayers has liked what he's seen in freshman goalie Thatcher Demko.

 Ayers, the former goaltending coach at USA Hockey's National Team Development Program, knows that with more experience and teaching, the youngest player in collegiate hockey will only get better.

 "Thatcher is extremely competitive and very coachable," Ayers told NHL.com. "To me, if you have those two things it's very positive for his development. For a bigger kid [6-foot-3.75, 192 pounds], he's pretty athletic. I think at the beginning of the year, he may have lacked just a little bit of confidence knowing he was the youngest college player, and that's only natural.

 "But he's continued to battle and has gotten wins for us. For a 17-year-old freshman to come in and do what he's done is pretty impressive. It's a true sign of his makeup and attitude and his hunger to be better."

 Ayers compares Demko's style to that of Phoenix Coyotes goalie Mike Smith.

 "He has an ability to move very well laterally and is able to recover pucks," Ayers said.

 Demko, who is currently day-to-day with a lower-body injury, considers himself an athletic goalie with a competitive mindset. He also knows he must use his size to his advantage in the crease.

 Favorites:

 NHL team: Los Angeles Kings

 NHL player: Jonathan Quick

 Favorite save: "A good chest save because it means I'm in the right position."

 Memorable moment: "Beating Russia in a shootout in Russia at the Under-18 World Championship; there were about 10,000 people there."

 Video game: NHL 14

 Movie: Miracle

 Actor: Will Ferrell

 Website: NHL.com

 Preferred music: Country

 Three people you would invite to dinner: Anze Kopitar, Jonathan Quick, Martin Brodeur

 Sport (other than hockey): "All the other sports are fun during down time."

 Breakfast food: "Honestly, any breakfast food. I could eat breakfast any time of the day."

 Superhero: Batman. "He doesn't have super powers but has a lot of courage."

 -- Mike G. Morreale

That's where the similarities end.

Demko, born Dec. 8, 1995 and attending Boston College, is the youngest player playing NCAA hockey this season.

He also was the youngest goalie invited to USA Hockey's National Junior Evaluation Camp in Lake Placid, N.Y. in August. With a 3-0-1 record, 1.96 goals-against average and .928 save percentage in four starts at Boston College, he's proving to be everything coach Jerry York envisioned.

Nedeljkovic is in his second season with the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League. He took over the starting role for the Whalers in 2012-13 despite being an underage goalie and finished the season 19-2-2 with a 2.28 GAA and .923 save percentage.

"Thatcher is more a positional-style goalie, has excellent net coverage and doesn't leave many holes for shooters," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "Nedeljkovic is more of a quick and athletic style goalie with great reflexes. He's one of the quickest goalies available in the upcoming draft."

The wins haven't come as easy for Nedeljkovic in 2013-14 for a team that has struggled to provide its goalies with offensive support -- Plymouth has scored the second-fewest goals in the league. The 6-foot, 184-pounder is 8-11-1 with a 3.35 GAA and .909 save percentage in 21 games.

"Alex has excellent lateral quickness and moves effortlessly throughout his crease and with quickness and control," Jensen said. "He competes and battles very hard and gives his team a chance to win every night."

Central Scouting's David Gregory feels Demko has improved with each start.

"In his first college game [a 7-2 win against Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute on Oct. 13], he started off nervous, as anyone would on home ice. I think that's tough on a goalie sometimes," Gregory said. "He gave up a bad rebound for the first goal and then an ugly deflection on the second, but he had to respond and he did [with 25 saves].

"In the second game [a 5-1 win at Boston University], he was the difference when the game was close. He made saves early in the game and made sure nothing would get by him when it mattered."

Boston College assistant coach Mike Ayers, a former goalie, has been excited to see the caliber of talent at the position from the United States. Prior to joining the Eagles' coaching staff this season, Ayers worked two seasons as goalie coach with the U.S. National Team Development Program. His responsibilities included planning, designing and executing the regular on-ice practices for goalies in the NTDP, as well as scouting and evaluating the nation's top prospects at the position.

"I think USA Hockey has done a great job in preparing our goalies," Ayers told NHL.com. "The Warren Strelow [National Goaltending] program did a lot for that. USA Hockey has done a great job really separating and specializing in the goaltending position and using all of our assets around the country to enhance the program and the curriculum set forth as a result."

ECAC TOP PROSPECTS

After being passed over in the 2013 draft, defensemen Parker Reno and Clint Lewis are hoping for some better news when the 2014 draft takes place at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Reno, who plays at RPI, and Lewis, who plays for Cornell University, are the only players from the Eastern Collegiate Athletic Conference identified on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 draft. The Minnesota natives are regarded as C-rated prospects, or possible fourth-, fifth- or sixth-round candidates.

Reno, a 6-1, 205-pound right-handed shot, has one goal, two shots on goal and four blocked shots. The freshman was captain at Edina (Minn.) High School for two years before joining RPI. He was listed No. 140 on Central Scouting's final rankings of North American skaters prior to the 2013 draft. With Reno in the fold, Edina won two state championships (2010, 2013) and he was a Mr. Hockey finalist as a senior.

"I think Parker's become a more mature player," Gregory said. "He's playing at a higher level. His role has expanded a little bit. I've seen some improvement in his footwork as well in defending compared to last year and I like his decision making. He's not trying to do too much and he's letting the game come to him a little bit more.

"He's not a bruising hitter but makes it tough for forwards to get around him or gain position in front of the net."

Lewis is a product of the USNTDP. The 6-2.5, 210-pound left-handed shot was No. 181 on Central Scouting's final rankings of North American skaters.

He helped the USNTDP win the Four Nations Tournament in each of his two seasons with the team, recording one goal and 13 assists in 111 games. Before joining the USNTDP, Lewis played midget-level hockey at Shattuck-St. Mary's prep school in Minnesota.

In eight games with Cornell this season Lewis has taken four shots on goal and has blocked four shots.

Cornell has seven players on its roster who have been selected by NHL teams: forwards Matt Buckles (Florida Panthers), John McCarron (Edmonton Oilers), Brian Ferlin (Boston Bruins) and Joel Lowry (Los Angeles Kings), and defensemen Reece Willcox (Philadelphia Flyers), Joakim Ryan (San Jose Sharks) and Kirill Gotovets (Chicago Blackhawks).

RUSSIAN MAGIC

The fact the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League earned a 3-2 victory against Team Russia in the opener of the 2013 Subway Super Series in Gatineau, Quebec, on Monday certainly didn't take away from the extraordinary goal by Russia left wing Vladimir Tkachyov.

Tkachyov, a B-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 draft, certainly opened some eyes with his highlight-reel, end-to-end rush in the third period.

After picking up the puck deep in the Russia zone, the 5-9, 146-pound right-handed shot carried it into the QMJHL zone, stepped around forward Laurent Dauphin (Phoenix Coyotes), pushed the puck between the skates of defenseman Samuel Morin (Philadelphia Flyers) and scored high over the glove of goalie Zachary Fucale (Montreal Canadiens).

The move didn't surprise NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb, who labeled Tkachyov the "classical skilled Russian player."

"He is known as an extremely important team player who gives it 100 percent on every shift," Stubb told NHL.com. "He's effective on faceoffs and has a high overall skill level. He also has very good speed, possesses excellent hockey sense and plays a very sound two-way game, making the right decisions."

Tkachyov, 18, was selected No. 39 by the Moncton Wildcats in the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft but remained in Russia where he plays for Avangard Omsk in the Kontinental Hockey League. He had five goals and 11 points in seven games for his country at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship and was named one of the team's top three players.

MILANO TO ATTEND BOSTON COLLEGE

Sonny Milano, one of three players from the United States Hockey League given an A rating on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 draft, decided to withdraw his commitment to the University of Notre Dame and instead will attend Boston College beginning next season.

Milano leads the NTDP Under-18 team with 21 assists and 31 points, and has averaged 1.63 points per game. Against competition from the USHL, he has seven goals and 20 points in 11 games.

"I made the decision to attend Boston College within the last week and it was difficult to make that change," Milano told NHL.com. "I feel that Notre Dame is a great program but as I've developed as a player, felt Boston College was better for my game today."

He is a potential first-round candidate for the 2014 draft.

"We're extremely excited to have Sonny join the program," Boston College assistant coach Mike Ayers told NHL.com. "He's a talented kid with a creative mindset and we're excited to get him in a B.C. uniform for a few years. I think everybody at B.C. is extremely excited."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Keven Bouchard, Val-d'Or Foreurs (QMJHL): The 6-2, 205-pound goalie was upgraded to a B rating on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list from the QMJHL. In 10 games this season he's 6-3-0 with a 3.17 GAA and .875 save percentage.

"He's a big goalie that plays more of a positional, blocking style," Central Scouting's Al Jensen told NHL.com. "With good angle play he doesn't leave many holes for shooters. He's got a powerful leg drive that allows him to efficiently and quickly move laterally. He also has good balance and controlled movements; he's smart at reading the plays and has good instincts."

2. Julius Bergman, Frolunda (SWE): The mobile defenseman was playing with Karlskrona in Sweden's second division at the start of the 2012-13 season but was moved to Frolunda's Under-20 team midway through the season. He's proven his ability against bigger and stronger competition this season with five goals, 16 points, 26 penalty minutes and a plus-16 rating in 19 games.

The 6-1, 187-pound right-hand shot was added to Central Scouting's November players to watch list as a B-rated skater.

"He's strong on his skates and has improved both his acceleration and overall skating from last year," Stubb told NHL.com. "He plays a safe, solid game and is very reliable. He could work on his overall skills, but he's an effective two-way player with good offensive instincts. Julius is a very good competitor, is active and involved."

3. Vinni Lettieri, University of Minnesota (Big Ten): The 5-9, 182-pound versatile right-shot forward has done everything asked of him by Golden Gophers veteran coach Don Lucia. In nine games playing right wing on a line with Travis Boyd and Connor Reilly, he has one goal, two points and 15 shots on goal. Lettieri is a C-rated skater on Central Scouting's November players to watch list.

In 61 games with the Lincoln Stars of the USHL last season he had 28 goals, 56 points and a plus-29 rating.

"He's been playing a regular shift all year but just hasn't had a lot of time on specialty teams," Lucia told NHL.com. "He'll grow into some of those roles as the year goes on but I like the speed with which he can play the game and the strength he has on pucks. He's got a good hard shot, understands the game and works to get better every day."

DATES TO KEEP

Nov. 21: Subway Super Series - OHL vs. Russia, Oshawa, Ont.

Nov. 25: Subway Super Series - OHL vs. Russia, Sudbury, Ont.

Nov. 27: Subway Super Series - WHL vs. Russia, Red Deer, Alta.

Nov. 28: Subway Super Series - WHL vs. Lethbridge, Alta.

Nov. 30: Boston University vs. Cornell, Madison Square Garden, N.Y.

---
Prospector Files: Top scouts talk talent evaluation

Thursday, 11.14.2013 / 10:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

What do the top evaluators at NHL Central Scouting look for in players eligible for the upcoming NHL draft?

With the release of Central Scouting's November Players to Watch list Thursday, NHL.com figured now was as good a time as any to learn what goes into a scout rating a skater or goalie a "can't-miss" performer. It's a process Central Scouting has taken great pride in as the premier scouting service for NHL teams since the 1975-76 season.

The first area scrutinized is a player's ability to skate and do it well in all situations.

"If he can't skate, he can't play," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com.

Draft dandy of the week: Draisaitl

Prince Albert Raiders center Leon Draisaitl is one of five forwards from the Western Hockey League tagged with an A rating on NHL Central Scouting's November Players to Watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"I think I'm a playmaking center with good vision," Draisaitl told NHL.com. "I like to make good passes but can finish as well."

The Raiders selected the native of Germany No. 2 at the 2012 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft. Draisaitl had options to play in Sweden and Finland but decided the CHL would provide greater opportunities.

With soft hands and smarts on the ice, the 6-foot-1.75, 208-pound left-handed shot has 10 goals, 29 points and a plus-3 rating in 22 games. As a WHL rookie last season he had 21 goals, 58 points and a plus-22 rating.

"He plays a big, power forward-style of game," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald said. "He goes to the net and the opposition has a hard time stopping him from getting there. He's a big presence in front of the goal and skates well with deceptive speed. He can shoot the puck and overpower goalies with it. I like his style and attitude; he has a lot of upside."

Draisaitl had 97 goals and 192 points in 29 games for Mannheimer at the under-16 level in 2010-11, and 21 goals and 56 points in 35 games for Jungadler Mannheim at the under-18 level in 2011-12. He's also represented his country on several occasions, including the 2013 World Junior Championship when he had two goals and six points in six games for the ninth-place Germans.

FAVORITES

NHL team: Detroit Red Wings

NHL player: Pavel Datsyuk

Shootout move: "Probably backhand, five-hole."

Goal celebration: "Just the basic arms in the air and maybe a fist pump."

Video game: NHL 14

Movie: Happy Gilmore

Actors: Kevin James, Adam Sandler

Website: NHL.com

Preferred music: "Hip-hop and some German music too."

Three you would invite to dinner: Pavel Datsyuk, Kevin James, Sidney Crosby

Sport (other than hockey): Ping pong, soccer

Breakfast food: Eggs with bacon, hash browns and toast

Superhero: Pavel Datsyuk

-- Mike G. Morreale

Central Scouting's Chris Edwards has been watching top prospects from the Canadian Hockey League for over a decade.

"You have to decide if a player has a skill set of a pro prospect; can he skate or is his stride good enough that he will improve with strength," Edwards told NHL.com. "You then have to decide what type of player he is, a skilled forward, offensive-defenseman or an energy type of guy and figure out if he's effective enough to play at the next level."

Edwards also acknowledged most players that make up the third and fourth lines on NHL rosters once were high-producing players in junior and college hockey. It's imperative to have the foresight that if a particular player cannot star among the top six in the NHL, that he be willing to take on a checking or energy-type role.

"It's also important that you make up your own mind from what you see and not be influenced by coaches, agents or other scouts," Edwards said. "You must have an opinion that's your own and stand firm with that opinion."

Rajanen, who specializes in United States prospects, said the passion and compete level exhibited in a player is as important to him as hockey sense.

The reason is simple.

"If someone doesn't work hard, how will they get better?" he said. "We're projecting players one to four years down the road, so if passion is not there they'll get passed up."

Scouts usually view a top prospect four or five times over the course of a season. They look to see him against top teams and weak teams as well as on the second game of a back-to-back set or the third game of an extended road trip. They prefer to see a player when he might be most vulnerable, because only then will they get an accurate assessment.

The scouting philosophy doesn't change much overseas. NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb lists skating, attitude and team play as big points during his evaluations.

"Some players look great in August but just cannot keep it up," Stubb told NHL.com. "Other guys might be late bloomers. For us in Europe, the Under-18 Five Nation tournament in February is an extremely important scouting event with the best players from Czech Republic, Finland, Sweden, Russia and the United States."

SOMEBODY'S WATCHING YOU

Peter Sullivan, who has been evaluating Western Hockey League prospects for NHL Central Scouting for 17 years, acknowledged he rarely goes to a coach to uncover additional details about a player.

He leaves that to the team trainers.

"The guys that know the most in the organization are the trainers," Sullivan told NHL.com. "They will tell you the truth if they like the guy or don't like him. A coach will see maybe 80 percent of what goes on in the room, but a trainer knows everything. A lot of times you will approach a coach about a player and he'll tell you how unbelievable he is, but you talk to the trainer to find out if the guy dogs it in practice or is terrible in the dressing room.

"It's something I've learned from past experience."

Sullivan also feels young players today need to surround themselves with good people and players.

"These kids are going from a boy's world into a man's world and some adapt better than others," Sullivan said. "As the old cliche goes, you are judged by the company you hang around with. So it's so important for these kids out of junior, even if they think they're big shots in their last year before going pro, to hang around the right guys because you can easily get untracked.

"When you fall into that hole it gets pretty deep and then you can't get yourself out of it. By that time, word is out about that player prior to the draft."

SAGE ADVICE FROM SETH

Nashville Predators rookie defenseman Seth Jones entered the 2013 NHL Draft with very high expectations.

He was No. 1 on Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters and was taken No. 4 by the Predators.

To his credit, the 6-foot-4, 205-pounder has impressed not only the veterans but the coaching staff with his poise and maturity as a 19-year-old. NHL.com recently caught up with Jones to ask him what advice he would offer a top prospect eligible for the 2014 draft.

"You never forget your first training camp and you have to go in and gain respect of your teammates; prove to them that you will do anything to help the team," Jones said. "That comes before the ice part, because the game will take care of itself when you're out there with the way you play. The most important thing is in the locker room; you need to gain trust and chemistry with your new teammates."

There's no doubt Jones has achieved that goal just two months into the season.

"You can tell the respect a young guy earns by the way the veterans treat him," Predators coach Barry Trotz said. "You can always tell which guys get it. The vets have pulled him in and said, 'Hey, we know you're going to be a special player and big piece of this team.'"

SCHMALTZ STARS AT WORLD JUNIOR A CHALLENGE

PROSPECTOR FILES

Top Russians on the radar

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 Three top Russian-born forwards -- Nikita Scherbak, Ivan Barbashev and Arkhip Nekolenko -- are earning high marks from NHL Central Scouting heading toward the 2014 NHL Draft. READ MORE › Four Nations Tournament on tap

Slattery, Sheehy pacing Elite League

Top Czech duo playing in Sweden

ALL PROSPECTOR FILES STORIES ›

Center Nick Schmaltz of the Green Bay Gamblers in the United States Hockey League certainly is making the most of his draft year.

Schmaltz led all scorers with nine points (five goals, four assists) as the United States finished second at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament in August. Then this past weekend he led the U.S. to a gold medal at the World Junior A Challenge behind a tournament-record 12 points (four goals, eight assists).

Schmaltz, named the tournament's most valuable player, broke the previous scoring record of 11 points shared by Kyle Turris in 2006 and Mike Connolly in 2007. He also equaled the assist record set last year by U.S. defenseman Ian Brady.

The U.S. scored a 4-1 victory against Russia in the gold-medal game, played Sunday in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

"I thought I played well," Schmaltz told reporters after the game. "A lot of great players to play with helps a lot. They were feeding me pucks and being able to get them right back [to them], it's the players around me so it's not just myself."

The A-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft has five goals and 12 points in 10 games for the Gamblers.

"He's a dynamic offensive player," Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He's really good at making you think the puck will be taken away from him, but he has such quick hands and can skate with it at full speed and then pull it away from you at full speed."

Schmaltz became the youngest member of the USHL All-Rookie Team in 2012-13, when he had 18 goals and 52 points while playing in all 64 regular-season games.

SCHOLASTIC ELITE LEAGUE ALL-STARS

Three players that participated in the Upper Midwest High School Elite League and have attracted the attention of NHL scouts recently were named to the 2013 International Invitational Tournament All-Tournament Team.

The highest-rated prospect among the three was center Steven Spinner of Minnesota White, which captured the tournament championship. Spinner, a B-rated prospect on Central Scouting's November Players to Watch list, totaled seven goals and 20 points in 20 regular-season games and then had two goals and three points in three playoff games.

The 5-foot-11.5, 196-pound right-handed shot, who will play his high school hockey for Eden Prairie, is committed to the University of Nebraska-Omaha in 2014-15.

"He's a high-energy player who is hard on pucks," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said of Spinner. "He creates chances with his high-end compete, physical play and puck pursuit. Steven has a quick release and can finish in tight. His skating has shown to be quick out of the blocks and he has a second gear."

Spinner's teammate at Eden Prairie, defenseman Luc Snuggerud, is a C-rated skater on November's list. The 6-0.25, 180-pound left-hander, also committed to Nebraska-Omaha, had five goals and 21 points in 19 regular-season games and two assists in the playoffs.

"Luc gets the puck out of the zone with a good first pass and by skating it out," Rajanen said. "He likes to get up and support the rush and is solid on the power play. He does have some bite in his game as a skilled defenseman."

Team Wisconsin defenseman Matthew Berkovitz, a 6-1, 180-pound left-hander, had three goals and 13 points in 21 regular-season games. Berkovitz, a C-rated skater on Central Scouting's November list, will attend the University of Wisconsin in 2014-15.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Vaclav Karabacek, Gatineau Olympiques (QMJHL): The 5-foot-11.75, 182-pound right wing is a standout from the Czech Republic who is making his presence felt in North America as a rookie. In his first season for the Olympiques in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Karabacek has nine goals (four power-play goals) and 19 points in 24 games. Central Scouting's Chris Bordeleau, who specializes in evaluating players from the QMJHL, has been pleasantly pleased with Karabacek's ability. He's a B-rated skater on Central Scouting's November players to watch list.

"He can skate, shoot and make plays and he's really strong on his skates," Bordeleau told NHL.com. "Every time I see him he gets a ton of chances and that's a credit to his desire to want to be the best."

2. Nelson Nogier, Saskatoon Blades (WHL): The B-rated defenseman on Central Scouting's November Players to Watch list isn't flashy but is consistent. He possesses an ability to anticipate the play as well as anyone and sees the ice well. Saskatoon coach Dave Struch told NHL.com that Nogier (one goal, six points) has been working closely with assistant coach and former NHL defenseman Curtis Leschyshyn, which has fast-tracked his development.

"He's very steady and does a lot of things well," Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan said. "He's not an offensive defenseman yet he'll join the rush. He's on the power play because he's smart and there's not much weakness to his game; he's just a solid guy in all areas and has a good reach with his size [6-2.25, 191]."

3. Aleksi Mustonen, Jokerit (FIN): The 5-9, 161-pound left-handed center recently was promoted to Jokerit in Finland's top professional league, sm-Liiga. NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said he likes Mustonen's compete level but his size limits what he can accomplish on the ice at times. He was listed as a C-rated skater on Central Scouting's November list of Finnish players to watch but could be upgraded by season's end. He served as captain for Finland at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship, totaling three goals and five points in seven games.

DATES TO KEEP

Nov. 18: Subway Super Series - QMJHL vs. Russia, Gatineau, Que.

Nov. 20: Subway Super Series - QMJHL vs. Russia, Sherbrooke, Que.

Nov. 21: Subway Super Series - OHL vs. Russia, Oshawa, Ont.

Nov. 25: Subway Super Series - OHL vs. Russia, Sudbury, Ont.

Nov. 27: Subway Super Series - WHL vs. Russia, Red Deer, Alta.

Nov. 28: Subway Super Series - WHL vs. Lethbridge, Alta.

Nov. 30: Boston University vs. Cornell, Madison Square Garden, N.Y.

---

Prospector Files: Top Russians on the radar

Thursday, 11.07.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Whenever the conversation shifts to the top Russian-born players available in the upcoming NHL draft, words such as "gifted," "talented" and "Russian factor" frequently are heard.

Some Russians prefer to hone their craft in North America during their draft season with an eye toward gaining an edge over those opting to remain at home.

The Dallas Stars selected the first Russian-born player at the 2013 NHL draft, choosing Valeri Nichushkin of Dynamo Moscow of the Kontinental Hockey League at No. 10. The ultra-talented Nichushkin was the first of eight Russian-born players selected at the draft, the highest total in five years.

Draft dandy of the week: Ehlers

There's no question Jonathan Drouin is the top draw for the Halifax Mooseheads this season, but rookie left wing Nikolaj Ehlers is the player on the "must-see" list of every NHL scout making the rounds in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Born in Aalborg, Denmark, the 5-foot-11.5, 162-pound left-handed shot perfected his game in Switzerland for Biel the past six seasons before joining Halifax this season. He was chosen by the Mooseheads in the first round (No. 6) of the 2013 CHL import draft and has been outstanding skating alongside Drouin.

"He's come over here and living up to the reputation that preceded him," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "One year ago Jonathan Drouin was the showstopper … but this year it was Ehlers. He's a skilled forward who can put together some highlight-reel moments when you put him with Drouin."

Ehlers, a "B"-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's October preliminary players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft, ranks seventh in the league with 28 points (10 goals, 18 assists). He's also fifth in the league with a plus-17 rating.

"If you play with Drouin you have to be able to get the passes and dish the passes and Ehlers is that type of guy," Central Scouting's Chris Bordeleau said. "He's a dynamic skater. I think this guy could play anywhere."

Ehlers acknowledged having the opportunity to skate with Drouin, taken by the Tampa Bay Lightning with the No. 3 pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, has been a great experience.

"Of course it's amazing to play with the third overall draft pick," Ehlers told NHL.com. "He's a great player, has a lot of skills and a great shot. I think I'm a fast forward and I like to use my speed, skill, vision and playmaking ability."

FAVORITES

NHL team: Dallas Stars

NHL player: Mike Modano

Shootout move: "I have a few I like to use."

Goal celebration: "Difficult to describe; touching the ice with the glove and punch."

Video game: NHL14

Movie: Pearl Harbor

Actor: Jason Statham

Website: NHL.com

Preferred music: "Mostly Danish music, but I like every kind of music."

Three you would invite to dinner: Mike Modano, Jason Statham, Frank Sinatra

Sport (other than hockey): Soccer, golf, tennis

Breakfast food: "Cinnamon Morning round, eggs, yogurt and chocolate milk."

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

The second Russian player off the board was defenseman Nikita Zadorov (Buffalo Sabres No. 16), who spent his draft season with the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League. Both players remain with their respective NHL teams.

For the 2014 NHL Draft, NHL Central Scouting identified three "A"-rated Russian-born forwards on its preliminary players to watch list in October: Nikita Scherbak of the Saskatoon Blades of the Western Hockey League, Ivan Barbashev of the Moncton Wildcats of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and Arkhip Nekolenko of Spartak in the MHL, Russia's top minor league.

Scherbak has been a pleasant surprise. Despite missing all of training camp and the preseason while general manager Lorne Molleken worked on his release from Kapitan Stupino in the MHL, Scherbak leads his team in goals (12), power-play goals (six) and plus/minus rating (plus-8), and is tied for the team lead in points (27).

"The best thing about him is that he's very coachable and teachable," Saskatoon coach Dave Struch told NHL.com. "Because he can skate he can get on the puck. But when he's not on it right away he's not afraid to make or take a hit. When you've got that part of a game from a Russian player it's exciting."

Barbashev is the only "A"-rated prospect from the QMJHL. He recently returned to the Moncton lineup after missing five games with a lower-body injury. He leads the team with 25 points (nine goals, 16 assists) and is tied for the team lead with five power-play goals. Since returning from his injury Barbashev has two goals and seven points.

An illness has sidelined Nekolenko recently, but he had five goals and six points in 12 games to open the season. According to NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb, the 6-foot-2, 176-pound right-handed shot should be back playing in about four weeks.

"He's a good player with mobility and can dominate on the ice," Stubb told NHL.com. "He can read the game well, is good around the net and in traffic."

The best Russian-born goalie at this stage might be Nikita Serebryakov, a "B"-rated prospect with the Saginaw Spirit in the Ontario Hockey League. Serebryakov (5-11.25, 170), who is listed among this week's "Prospects to Watch," is 1-1-1 with a 3.67 goals-against average and .901 save percentage in four starts.

JUNIOR A CHALLENGE EVALUATIONS

Chris Edwards, who specializes in viewing top draft prospects from the Ontario Hockey League for NHL Central Scouting, is in Nova Scotia to witness the first four days of 2013 World Junior A Challenge.

Here are the players that caught Edwards' eye on Monday and Tuesday (listed alphabetically):

Cameron Hughes, C, Canada West: In a victory against Switzerland, the 5-10.75, 144-pound left-handed shot had two assists and, according to Edwards, probably should have been credited with a third since he "created the play." Hughes, who plays for the Spruce Grove Saints of the Alberta Junior Hockey League, isn't eligible for the NHL draft until 2015. He has five goals and 16 points in 18 games in his second season with the Saints.

He had a goal and an assist in a 4-1 victory against the Czech Republic on Tuesday. Edwards told NHL.com that he was impressed with how the 17-year-old "had the puck all game and was full of energy."

"He was noticeable on every shift," Edwards said. "He was around the puck all game and showed great playmaking ability. He was excellent in the faceoff circle as well."

Vladislav Kamenev, LW, Russia: The "B"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list was nimble and determined.

"On a line with [Kirill] Pilipenko and [Artur] Boltanov, they were creative and physical," Edwards said. "He handled the puck very well and made several great passes through traffic."

Kirill Pilipenko, RW, Russia: In two games, the 5-11, 183-pound right wing, who isn't eligible for the draft until 2015, led his team in points (five) and was tied for the team lead in goals (two). Pilipenko plays for HC MVD Balashikha in the MHL.

"He started the Russian comeback [against Canada East in a 6-2 win] and was dangerous every shift," Edwards said

Nick Schmaltz, C, United States: Edwards acknowledged that the "A"-rated prospect from the United States Hockey League was dominant on every shift. He finished with two goals and two assists to help lead the defending tournament champion to an 8-3 victory against Russia on Tuesday.

CJHL PROSPECTS GAME

A pair of Canadian Junior Hockey League Prospects Games this weekend will include six players identified by NHL Central Scouting as prospects to watch on its preliminary list that was revealed in October.

Team West will have five players, including Central Scouting's highest-rated player in center Tanner MacMaster of the Camrose Kodiaks of the Alberta Junior Hockey League.

MacMaster (5-9.25, 156), who earned a "B" rating, has four goals and 19 points in 21 games, including three power-play goals and one shorthanded. He is committed to Boston College in 2014-15.

PROSPECTOR PROFILES

Four Nations Tournament on tap

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 Some of the top prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft will be heading to Finland in November for the 2013 Under-18 Four Nations Tournament. READ MORE › Slattery, Sheehy pacing Elite League

 Top Czech duo playing in Sweden

Barbashev could be QMJHL's best

ALL PROSPECTOR PROFILES STORIES ›

"He'll be ranked right up there with some of the best to ever come out of Camrose," Kodiaks coach Boris Rybalka told NHL.com. "But he also has an added feature and that's the tenacious side of him. Tanner is not afraid and sometimes we even have to pull him back. He just has God-given talent. He loves the game and plays with passion, heart and pride."

There are five players with "C" ratings competing in the game. Among that group for Team West are centers Tyler Busch of the Spruce Grove Saints (AJHL) and Mason Blacklock of the Vernon Vipers (BCHL), left wing Adam Rockwood of the Coquitlam Express (BCHL) and defenseman Luke Ripley of the Powell River Kings (BCHL). Team East has defenseman Brett Garvey of the Brockville Braves (CCHL).

REINHART NAMED TO WHL SUPER SERIES ROSTER

Sam Reinhart, who is projected to be among the first players picked at the 2014 NHL Draft, will be one of two draft-eligible prospects competing for the Western Hockey League against the Russian National Junior Team later this month at the 2013 Subway Super Series.

The league released a partial roster for Team WHL on Monday. The WHL will play Russia in Game 5 of the series in Red Deer, Alberta, on Nov. 27 and will conclude the series the following night in Lethbridge, Alberta. The Quebec Major Junior Hockey League will host the first two games of the series and the Ontario Hockey League will host Games 3 and 4.

Reinhart, a 6-0.75, 185-pound right-shot center who plays for the Kootenay Ice, was regarded as an "A"-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the WHL in October. Now in his third full season in the league, Reinhart has 74 goals and 179 points in 161 games. He has nine goals and 30 points in 18 games this season.

"Sam is extremely responsible in any area of the ice," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He has exceptional anticipation and is a very good opportunist, having the ability to make something out of nothing. He can dish the puck effortlessly to both sides and has a very high hockey IQ, is sneaky good and dangerous every shift."

Reinhart is the son of former NHL defenseman Paul Reinhart, who played 11 seasons with the Atlanta/Calgary Flames and Vancouver Canucks. Sam also has two successful hockey-playing brothers. Max Reinhart was a third round pick of the Flames in 2010 and Griffin Reinhart was selected by the New York Islanders with the fourth pick of the 2012 draft.

In addition to Reinhart, center Colby Cave of the Swift Current Broncos was named to the WHL roster. Cave, who also is in his third full season in the WHL, has 10 goals and 20 points in 19 games for the Broncos. He is a "C"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the WHL.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Keegan Iverson, Portland Winterhawks (WHL): A "B"-rated center on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the Western Hockey League, Iverson is in his second full season with Portland. He has six goals, 11 points and a plus-10 rating in 14 games. That includes five goals and nine points in the past eight games.

"He's a real north/south type of wing," MacDonald said. "He's a big, thick kid (6-0.75, 219), uses his size and has an effective forecheck. He has a physical presence and will help his team with good strong physical play and attention to the defensive side of game. He's offensively challenged but may come around more in that department as the season progresses."

2. Nikita Serebryakov, Saginaw Spirit (OHL): The 5-11.25, 170-pound goalie from Moscow, Russia, is in his second season in North America. He earned a "B" rating on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the Ontario Hockey League, Serebryakov might be the first Russian goalie selected at the 2014 NHL Draft. Serebryakov might not see much action this season since he is playing behind one of the best junior goalies in the Canadian Hockey League in Jake Paterson, who was drafted by the Detroit Red Wings in the third round (No. 80) in 2013.

"He's very solid in all areas, has great instincts and is athletic," Central Scouting's Al Jensen told NHL.com regarding Serebryakov. "He's very smart, has good reactions and quickness and is quick in his lateral ability. He has excellent strength and balance. He's not the biggest goalie but his net coverage is very good. He's a good goalie prospect to watch."

3. John Piccinich, Youngstown Phantoms (USHL): Committed to Boston University for the 2014-15 season, the Paramus, N.J., native is a "C"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the United States Hockey League. He is first on the team in goals (nine) and power-play goals (five) and second in points (12). The 5-11.5, 190-pound right wing is in his second season with Youngstown.

"He's got a quick release and has some finish," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "I like his short passing game down low and he was solid moving the puck on the rush. He has nice point totals for Youngstown early in season and we moved him up recently to a 'C' player on our watch list."

---
Prospector Files: Four Nations Tournament on tap

Thursday, 10.31.2013 / 9:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Many of the top players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft will go head-to-head early next month when the 2013 Under-18 Four Nations Tournament is played at Kupittaa Rink in Turku, Finland.

The United States has won the past five tournament championships, including a 3-1 victory against Sweden in last year's final when 2014 draft-eligible goalie Thatcher Demko made 22 saves at the Ann Arbor Ice Cube in Michigan. Switzerland earned a 5-2 win against Finland in the consolation round of the tournament.

The round-robin tournament, scheduled Nov. 8-10, pits under-18 teams from the United States, Sweden, Finland and Switzerland. At the end of round-robin play, the top two teams meet for first place while the bottom two play in the consolation game.

The Americans, coached by United States National Team Development Program under-18 team coach Danton Cole, should have two potential 2014 first- or second-round draft candidates on the roster. Center Dylan Larkin and left wing Sonny Milano, who play on the USNTDP U-18 team, are "A"-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the United States Hockey League.

Larkin is committed to the University of Michigan and Milano to the University of Notre Dame.

Draft dandy of the week: Samuel Bennett

Forward Samuel Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs has been on a tear this month.

The 6-0.25, 178-pound left wing, an "A"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the Ontario Hockey League, has 10 goals, 22 points and a plus-10 rating in 14 games. Bennett also will represent Team OHL against the Russian National Junior Team on Nov. 25 in Sudbury in the 2013 Subway Super Series.

"Sam Bennett is a legitimate high-end prospect and I would expect him to go top half of the first half of the first round pretty easily," Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He grew during his underage year. He's one of those guys pushing the top half. He does everything well, has good size and skill."

Bennett, Kingston's first-round pick (No. 9) in the 2012 OHL priority selection, is projected to be a top-10 pick at the 2014 NHL Draft in June. He posted 18 goals and 40 points in 60 games for the Frontenacs as a rookie in 2012-13.

"I consider myself a two-way center and playmaker," Bennett told NHL.com. "I feel I can produce lots of offense without being a liability defensively."

Favorites: 

NHL team: Toronto Maple Leafs

NHL player: Steven Stamkos

Shootout move: "The Datsyuk"

Goal celebration: "Arms up or glass jump"

Video game: NHL14 and GTA5 

Movie: Happy Gilmore

Actor: Will Ferrell 

Website: OHL Network and NHL.com

Preferred music: Country

Three people you would invite to dinner: Will Ferrell, Wayne Gretzky, Taylor Swift

Sport (other than hockey): Volleyball

Breakfast food: Eggs benedict

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

The team is expected to have nine "B"-rated players on the roster, players considered to be second- or third-round candidates. Among them are eight USNTDP players: goalie Edwin Minney, defensemen Ryan Collins, Jack Dougherty, Jack Glover and Johnathan MacLeod, and forwards Anders Bjork, Ryan Hitchcock and Alex Tuch. Another "B"-rated player is forward Ryan Donato, the son of former NHL forward Ted Donato, who plays for Dexter Southfield School in Massachusetts.

"He has unreal hockey sense and is really good with the puck," Central Scouting's David Gregory said of Donato. "He plays in all situations and is one of those skilled offensive guys with good size. He can play physical in traffic and not be dominated."

Sweden's roster features 10 players with "A" or "B" ratings, including "A" forwards William Nylander of Rogle and Adrian Kempe of Modo Jr.

"William is an exceptional talent with all the tools needed to become a star," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "He's an excellent offensive player with an extremely high skill level. He's a fun player to watch and a real crowd-pleaser."

While Kempe is a first-round candidate, he's also one of the youngest 2014 draft-eligible prospects on the board, as he makes the 2014 cut by just two days with a Sept. 13 birthdate.

Host Finland doesn't have an "A"-rated player on its roster, but is armed with two "B"-rated prospects in right wing Juho Lammikko of Assat Jr. and goalie Kaapo Kahkonen of Blues Jr. Kahkonen opened plenty of eyes at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament despite finishing with a 3.45 goals-against average and .881 save percentage.

"He's the next rising star from the Finnish goaltending school," Stubb said of Kahkonen. "He has good size (6-foot-1.5, 209 pounds) with good balance. He has excellent athleticism and flexibility and does a good job reading and following the play."

Switzerland has no "A" or "B"-rated prospects but will have seven "C"-ranked players, who are considered to be fourth-, fifth- or sixth-round picks.

SUBWAY SUPER SERIES

The rosters for the Ontario Hockey League teams competing in the 2013 Subway Super Series against the Russian National Junior Team later next month were released on Wednesday by the Canadian Hockey League.

Team OHL will play the Russians in Game 3 of the series in Oshawa on Nov. 21 and Game 4 in Sudbury on Nov. 25. The series also includes two games against a team from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League on Nov. 18 in Gatineau, Quebec, and Nov. 20 in Sherbrooke, Quebec. The Western Hockey League will host the final two games, Nov. 27 in Red Deer, Alberta, and Nov. 28 in Lethbridge, Alberta.

The OHL will have 19 drafted players competing in Oshawa and 17 in Sudbury in each of the games, and two players with "A" ratings on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft at each game. Additionally, 2015 draft-eligible forward Connor McDavid of the Erie Otters will represent the OHL in both games.

The two "A" prospects on the roster for the Oshawa game are forward Michael Dal Colle of the host Oshawa Generals and defenseman Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts. The "A" prospects in Sudbury are forward Samuel Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs and Ekblad.

Ekblad, a 6-foot-3.5, 216-pound right-shot defenseman, was granted exceptional-player status by Hockey Canada to be eligible for the 2011 OHL priority selection draft as a 15-year-old, and was chosen by Barrie with the first pick. He has six goals and 13 points in 14 games as captain for Barrie this season.

Dal Colle leads Oshawa in points (23) and power-play goals (five). Bennett, this week's Prospector Files "Draft Dandy of the Week," is second in team scoring (22 points) and tied for first with 10 goals.

There are two "B"-rated prospects playing in both games for the QMJHL, including left wing Daniel Audette of the Sherbrooke Phoenix and defenseman Alexis Vanier of Baie-Comeau Drakkar. Audette, the son of former NHL forward Donald Audette, leads his team with 24 points (six goals). Vanier has seven goals, 17 points and a plus-9 rating for Baie-Comeau through 18 games.

The rosters for the WHL games are expected to be released soon.

USHL CANCELS PROSPECTS GAME

The United States Hockey League this week advised NHL Central Scouting that the league does not plan on hosting a USHL Prospects game in 2013-14.

According to Brian Werger, the league's director of communications and public relations, there was no way to find an appropriate date in the schedule with an open venue that would work for NHL scouts this year.

The USHL hosted a top prospects game the past two years, both times in Muskegon, Mich. The game had the top NHL draft-eligible players from the USHL competing in front of NHL scouts. Last year's game featured 2013 draftees Ian McCoshen (Florida Panthers), Michael Downing (Florida Panthers), Luke Johnson (Chicago Blackhawks), J.T. Compher (Buffalo Sabres) and Hudson Fasching (Los Angeles Kings).

STARRETT SHINES FOR SOUTH SHORE

Edmonton Oilers amateur scout and Boston College hockey legend Scott Harlow is pretty familiar with the ins and outs of scouting and what appeals to NHL general managers these days.

PROSPECTOR PROFILES

Slattery, Sheehy pacing Elite League

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 The Upper Midwest High School Elite Hockey League has attracted many of the top scholastic school standouts eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft, including Mitchel Slattery and Tyler Sheehy. READ MORE › Top Czech duo playing in Sweden

Barbashev could be QMJHL's best

Gilmour's Frontenac, WHL D-men
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Not only has Harlow worked as an amateur scout for the Oilers the past four years, but he's also the coach and GM of the South Shore Kings in the U.S. Premier Hockey League. It's there that Harlow has had the benefit of evaluating 6-foot-4, 190-pound left wing Beau Starrett the past two years.

"The only thing missing from his game right now is he's a little snake bitten around the net," Harlow told NHL.com. "I really think that if he can start putting these away, I don't see why he couldn't get himself up into the first and second round of the draft. I coached Kevin Hayes for years and he reminds me a lot of Kevin. He probably doesn't have the goal-scoring ability that Kevin has but he does have more jam and works very hard. Kevin was a first-round draft choice [No. 24, Chicago Blackhawks, 2010] and I feel Beau is one of those players who could be exceptional in five to six years."

Starrett recently committed to Cornell University beginning in the 2015-16 season. He'll play one more season of junior hockey in 2014-15 before beginning his Ivy League career with the Big Red.

Now in his second season with the Kings, Starrett has attracted the attention of NHL Central Scouting, which has him as a "B"-rated skater on the preliminary players to watch list. That means the 17-year-old senior at Catholic Memorial in Massachusetts potentially could be picked in the second or third round of the 2014 NHL Draft.

"I have great size and a great reach," Starrett told NHL.com. "My playmaking ability combined with my hands and vision creates a lot of scoring chances. Not many players have the size I have or the stickhandling and poise to top it off."

In 18 games last season Starrett had 11 goals and 22 points, including three game-winning goals and seven power-play points. He has three goals and four points in four games this season for the Kings.

"The big question with Beau is when will he put it all together," Harlow said. "If he can do it sooner than later, I can see him squeezing into the top three rounds. Beau will battle, he has that sandpaper to his game, and I think the upside to this kid is ridiculous."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Alexis Vanier, Baie-Comeau Drakkar (QMJHL): A "B"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the QMJHL, the 6-5, 225-pound defenseman has seven goals (two game-winners), 17 points and a plus-9 rating in 18 games this season. He's also tied for the team lead with five power-play goals. In 53 games as a rookie in 2012-13, Vanier had eight assists and 66 penalty minutes.

Vanier will represent the QMJHL against Team Russia in the 2013 Subway Super Series on Nov. 18 in Gatineau, Quebec, and Nov. 20 in Sherbrooke, Quebec.

"He played a tough game, dropped the gloves [in 2012-13]," Central Scouting's Troy Dumville told NHL.com. "He has a big shot from the blue line on the power play and can play that physical game. His defensive positioning is decent and he plays key minutes. He's a big kid and his skating has improved from last season."

2. Markus Pettersson, Skelleftea Jr. (SWE): The 6-4, 167-pound defenseman was upgraded to a "B" rating on NHL Central Scouting's players to watch list from Sweden. He's versatile with good size and has recorded two goals and 10 points in 12 games for the top junior team in Sweden. According to Director of NHL Central Scouting Goran Stubb, Pettersson has shown improvement this fall.

"He is used in all game situations and has grown up to become a leader on the team," Stubb told NHL.com. "He's tall and uses a long stick and has a very good reach. He's difficult to pass against and his passing game is very good. He has good size, but needs more weight and physical strength. His dad [Daniel] played in the Swedish league with Skelleftea."

3. Jason Pawloski, Indiana Ice (USHL): The 17-year-old rookie goalie has posted wins in his past two starts. In a 5-3 victory against the Dubuque Fighting Saints on Saturday, Pawloski made a season-high 38 saves in handing Dubuque its first loss of the season. On Sunday he made 20 saves in a 6-1 win against the Des Moines Buccaneers. Listed as a "C"-rated draft prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary rankings for USHL goalies, he's won three of his last four starts with a 2.01 GAA and .925 save percentage in that span. Committed to Minnesota State University for 2014-15, he's 3-2-2 with a 2.63 GAA and .904 save percentage in eight games this season.

"He's a very confident goalie, calm and relaxed," Central Scouting's Al Jensen told NHL.com. "He's athletic and quick, and has very good reactions and recovery. He has great balance, tracks the puck well and seems to have good focus. When I watched him last month he was good at controlling rebounds. Jason is a good watch this year."

DATES TO KEEP

Nov. 1-3: HS Elite League International Invitational Tournament, New Hope, Minn.

Nov. 4-10: 2013 World Junior A Challenge, Yarmouth, Nova Scotia

Nov. 8-9: 2013 Canadian Junior Hockey League Prospects Game, Digby & Yarmouth, Nova Scotia

Nov. 8-10: 2013 Under-20 Four Nation Tournament (CZE, RUS, FIN, SWE), Novogorsk, Russia

Nov. 8-11: 2013 Under-18 Four Nation Tournament (USA, FIN, SWE, SUI), Turku, Finland

---

Prospector Files: Slattery, Sheehy pacing Elite League
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By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Each season the Upper Midwest High School Elite Hockey League has attracted many of the top scholastic standouts eligible for the upcoming NHL draft.

"I have watched the Elite League for eight years and I don't think I've seen a bad game," NHL Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "The players really compete hard knowing there are many junior, college and NHL scouts in the stands."

Two players creating quite a stir in the league this year are left wing Mitchel Slattery of Hill-Murray High School and right wing Tyler Sheehy of Burnsville High School. Slattery, who is committed to St. Cloud State for the 2015-16 season, recently was upgraded to a "B"-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's players to watch list for Minnesota high school players. Sheehy is a "C"-rated prospect.

Slattery, a 5-11.5, 185-pound senior for Team Northeast (12-9-0), finished the regular season second in goals (18) and third in points (31) in 21 games. He had nine multiple-point games. The league playoffs are scheduled Friday through Sunday at New Hope (Minn.) Ice Arena; the championship game is Sunday.

"Mitch has very good puck skills and offers a quick release," Rajanen said. "He has shown a nice short passing game down low and can finish. He has good awareness on the ice and manages his skating well while knowing when to slow the rush down."

The Elite League schedules games on Saturdays and Sundays during seven fall weekends from September through early November in an attempt to give high school athletes time to compete in other fall sports at their high school. The league basically is a high-level supplement to the high-school season. The league usually features five teams from Minnesota, one comprised of North Dakota and Minnesota players, and Wisconsin's top prep team. Shattuck St.-Mary's and other top midget AAA teams also participate.

Draft dandy of the week: Perlini

 Niagara IceDogs left wing Brendan Perlini has been gaining the attention of NHL scouts during his second season in the Ontario Hockey League.

 The native of Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, who was acquired by Niagara in a trade with the Barrie Colts in January, had seven goals and 10 points in 27 games to close the 2012-13 season. He recently was upgraded to an "A"-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's players to watch list for OHL players. NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr said Perlini plays a game similar to that of Los Angeles Kings center Jeff Carter.

 "He plays an unselfish game, moving the puck around and he gets his stick on pucks and arrives on time for chances," Marr told NHL.com. "He's a good shooter and has a good touch finishing chances. He's moving up in the ranking."

 Perlini currently is second in the OHL with 26 points (12 goals, 14 assists). He has eight goals and 20 points in eight games for the IceDogs in October.

 "He's a skilled offensive player with good size [6-foot-2.5, 205 pounds] and is off to a great start," Marr said. "His strength has improved and he's working and competing hard, playing with a lot of confidence. He's got good hockey sense, good anticipation and a quick read-and-react game." 

FAVORITES

NHL team: Pittsburgh Penguins

NHL player: Pavel Datsyuk/Sidney Crosby

Shootout move: "Fake backhand, forehand"

Goal celebration: "Hands in the air"

Video game: FIFA

Movie: Happy Gilmore

Actor: Mark Wahlberg

Website: NHL.com

 Preferred music: "I'll listen to anything"

 Three you would invite to dinner: Wayne Gretzky, Tiger Woods, Muhammad Ali

 Sport (other than hockey): Golf, soccer and tennis

Breakfast food: Eggs

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

"Playing with and against the best allows the players to challenge themselves and also evaluate where they are and where they need to go as hockey players," Rajanen said.

Sheehy, a 5-9, 180-pound senior, won the regular-season league title in goals (21) and points (37) for Team Southeast (11-6-4) in 21 games. He recorded 10 multiple-point games.

"He's a quick, darting-type player," Rajanen said of Sheehy. "He's not a real big player, but is quick, smart and elusive down low. His puck play is solid and he has a nose for the net and can finish."

Rajanen said it's rare to be at an Elite League game that has fewer than 30 NHL scouts in attendance.

"I used to hear complaints as a part-time scout for Calgary that the Minnesota high school kids only played 25 games," Rajanen said. "Now they're playing 25 additional games in the fall [in the Elite league], so 50 games played sounds much better to the NHL teams from a developmental standpoint."

LOTZ TO LIKE

Everett Silvertips goalie Austin Lotz hasn't allowed the disappointment of not being picked in his first year of NHL draft eligibility to get the best of him in 2013-14.

Despite being No. 10 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of the top North American goalies eligible for the 2013 draft, the 6-foot, 188-pound native of Winnipeg never heard his name called.

While splitting time with Daniel Cotton last season, Lotz finished 15-19-4 with a 3.37 goals-against average and .907 save percentage. He also was the third goalie for Canada at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship. Central Scouting's Al Jensen said he saw enough of Lotz to project him as having a "very good chance" to play in the NHL with further development.

He entered this season as a "C"-rated goalie on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch among Western Hockey League goalies.

Through 10 games this season Lotz has excelled, going 7-2-1 with two shutouts, a 1.74 GAA and .935 save percentage.

"He's playing well again [in 2013-14]," Jensen told NHL.com. "He's got great instincts, reads and reacts to plays very well and is a very smart goalie. He's very capable of making the key save at the right time with very good quickness and athleticism. He's still a good goalie prospect for this season."

USHL RESCHEDULES GAME

The United States Hockey League announced late last week that the regular-season game between the Dubuque Fighting Saints and Cedar Rapids RoughRiders, which was suspended Oct. 12 following a player injury, will resume play Nov. 12 in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

The league decided to suspend play 8:02 into the second period when Fighting Saints defenseman Dylan Chanter was injured after striking his head on the ice following a fight. Chanter, who was transported to a local hospital, sustained a separated shoulder and concussion on the play and is sidelined indefinitely. The game will resume Nov. 12 from the point at which it was stopped -- with 11:58 remaining in the second and Cedar Rapids holding a 2-0 lead.

"As they were on the evening this unfortunate incident occurred, the RoughRiders and Fighting Saints organizations have shown a measure of true dignity and professionalism in working together to find a way to finish the game," USHL President and Commissioner Skip Prince said in a statement. "These teams are rivals on the ice but true partners off it."

YOUNG WHALERS

Plymouth Whalers coach Mike Vellucci is not overly concerned with the fact youth will be served for his team this season in the Ontario Hockey League.

What has been a bit overwhelming, however, has been the Whalers playing 10 of their first 13 games on the road to open the 2013-14 season. Still everything is a learning experience and Vellucci is confident it will help strengthen his group in the long run.

"It's early in the year and we usually start off slow because we play all of our kids right away in order to allow them to get used to the league," Vellucci told NHL.com.

The Whalers are loaded with high-end talent that happens to be eligible for the 2014 draft.

Plymouth players among the "A"-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the OHL are goalie Alex Nedeljkovic and left wing Matt Mistele. Mistele returned to the lineup Wednesday after serving a five-game suspension for a slew-footing incident in a victory against the Saginaw Spirit on Oct. 5.

Nedeljkovic, who Vellucci said likely will play 60 games for the Whalers this season, is 6-6-0 with a 2.94 GAA and .923 save percentage in 12 games.

The "B"-rated prospects eligible for the draft include defenseman Alex Peters and right wing Connor Chatham, who is scheduled to return to the lineup this week after missing the past 12 games with a hand injury sustained Sept. 21 in a fight with Erie's Cory Genovese.

"[Peters] is a big, strong guy [6-3.25, 207] and the sky's the limit for him," Vellucci said. "He played a ton for us as a 16-year-old and I think he's a prototypical NHL defenseman in the making for sure."

Vellucci also has one "C"-rated prospect on his roster, defenseman Yannick Rathgeb. The 6-0.5, 189-pound right-handed shot has one goal, six points and 16 penalty minutes in 13 games, was chosen in the second round (No. 113) of the 2013 CHL import draft.

"He's a Swiss defender with offensive skill," Vellucci said. "The one thing we didn't realize about him was how tough he is; he's had a couple of fights already. But he plays on one of our power-play units and moves the puck well. He's working on that one-timer and I see a top progression from him already."

One other 2014 draft-eligible player Vellucci will rely upon is 6-3, 195-pound defenseman Josh Wesley, the son of former NHL defenseman Glen Wesley. The younger Wesley starred for the United States National Team Development Program under-17 team last season.

"Josh moves the puck well and plays a lot like his dad," Vellucci said. "The only difference is he's a right-handed shot instead of left-handed. He's playing among our top four and has played well."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Leon Draisaitl, Prince Albert Raiders (WHL): The 6-1.75, 208-pound center has seven goals and 18 points in 13 games this season. An "A"-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list in the WHL, Draisaitl was a pleasant surprise for the Raiders as a rookie in 2012-13 when he had 21 goals and 58 points in 64 games. He also finished with a team-best plus-22 rating. There's a good chance Draisaitl will be the second player from the WHL, behind Kootenay's Sam Reinhart, to be chosen at the 2014 draft.

"Leon plays a big, power forward-style game," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He goes to the net and the opposition has a hard time stopping him from getting there. He's a big presence in front of the goal and skates well with deceptive speed. He can shoot the puck and overpower goalies with it. I like his style and attitude."

2. Joshua Ho-Sang, Windsor Spitfires (OHL): The "A"-rated skater from the OHL is creative and highly skilled. He has seven goals and 14 points in 11 games for Windsor this season after totaling 14 goals and 44 points in 63 games as a rookie in 2012-13. The 5-11, 166-pound center, who takes pride in making his teammates even better, was chosen fifth by the Spitfires in the 2012 OHL priority draft.

"He handles the puck very well at top speed and sees the ice well," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "His skating is excellent and his first step is explosive. He cuts to the middle often and can split the defense with surprising speed. He just needs to control his temper; he has the tendency to take undisciplined penalties."

3. Jonathan MacLeod, USA U-18 (USHL): Scouts have liked what they've seen in the 6-1.5, 200-pound defenseman, who is committed to Boston University next fall. He played high school hockey with Kimball Union Academy in New Hampshire in 2011-12 before joining the USNTDP. MacLeod, who has one goal and two points in eight games, was given a "B" rating on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the USHL.

"He closes gaps quickly and is tough to play against," Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He's a good, mobile skater who likes to move the puck. He'll finish his checks and knock you through the boards if he could. He's a guy for me that probably will push to earn an 'A' rating this season."

DATES TO KEEP

Oct. 25-27: Upper Midwest High School Elite League playoffs (New Hope, Minn.)

Oct. 26: Philadelphia College Hockey Faceoff (Vermont vs. Penn State), Wells Fargo Center

Oct. 28-30: Canada East selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Oakville, Ont.

Oct. 28-30: Canada West selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Calgary, Alta.

Nov. 4-10: 2013 World Junior A Challenge, Yarmouth, Nova Scotia

Nov. 30: Boston University vs. Cornell, Madison Square Garden, N.Y.

---

Prospector Files: Top Czech duo playing in Sweden

Thursday, 10.17.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Don't think San Jose Sharks forward Tomas Hertl flew under the radar in his draft year after posting impressive numbers for Slavia in the Czech Republic during the 2011-12 season.

In fact, the gurus at NHL Central Scouting had Hertl fifth on their final release of international skaters in April of 2012. He was deemed a potential first-line candidate and was graded as "excellent" in two categories, stickhandling and scoring touch, before being selected No. 17 by the Sharks.

Following Hertl's remarkable four-goal outburst against the New York Rangers on Oct. 8, NHL.com reached out to NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb in an attempt to get a handle on the next wave of top prospects born in the Czech Republic and eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Interestingly, Stubb acknowledged that the two top Czech natives aren't even playing in their own country. Instead, forwards Jakub Vrana and David Pastrnak have decided to hone their craft in Sweden.

"Usually, promising Czech talents move to North America, but these two are trying to reach the NHL via Sweden," Stubb told NHL.com. "Both are exceptional talents."

Stubb predicts both players will earn roster spots for the Czech Republic at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden.

Draft dandy of the week: Larkin

Dylan Larkin

 A good two-way center with high-end offensive capability, center Dylan Larkin of the United States Under-18 National Team Development Program is a prime candidate as an early-round choice in the 2014 NHL Draft.

 "He's probably one of the best skaters we've had come through in a long time," U-18 coach Danton Cole told NHL.com. "But he's also diligent; he's interested in his defensive zone. He wants to be a Steve Yzerman-type player."

 Larkin, who received an "A" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary list of players from the United States Hockey League, leads the U.S. U-18 NTDP with eight goals and ranks second with 11 points through eight games this season. Against teams in the USHL, the native of Waterford, Mich., has totaled seven points and a team-leading four goals.

 Larkin also leads the way against college competition with four goals this season, and he competed in the USA/CCM All-American Top Prospects Game in September, connecting for a goal and one assist to help Team Mark Johnson to a 5-2 victory over Team Joe Mullen.

 "He skates well and has great closing speed, uses his body well," NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He has skill, but is not afraid of using physical play for puck possession. He has good vision and playmaking."

Favorites: 

NHL team: Toronto Maple Leafs

NHL player: Sidney Crosby 

Shootout move: "Backhand-forehand-top corner"

Goal celebration: "One knee, fist pump"

Video game: NHL 14 

Movie: Miracle

Actor: Vince Vaughn

Website: Yahoo Fantasy Hockey

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Lionel Messi, Jennifer Aniston, Kevin James

Sport (other than hockey): Soccer

Breakfast food: Scrambled egg whites and cantaloupe

Superhero: Captain America

-- Mike G. Morreale

Vrana, born in Prague, took his game to Linkoping for the 2011-12 season and played on Linkoping's under-18 team, scoring 28 goals in 32 games. He produced 20 goals in 32 games for Linkoping's under-20 team in 2012-13 and is playing in Sweden's top division this season.

"He plays with determination and drive, has an excellent work ethic and is a very fast skater with excellent all-round skills," Stubb said of Vrana. "He's got OK size [6-foot, 183 pounds] and strength. But he's able to control the game and create a lot of scoring possibilities with his quick moves."

Pastrnak, born in Havirov, came to Sodertalje at the start of the 2012-13 campaign, made the under-20 team and produced 12 goals and 29 points in 36 games in Sweden's junior league. He's a regular with Sodertalje in Sweden's second division this season and has two goals and eight points in 11 games.

"David is an offensive-minded player with smooth hands, great instincts and a very quick shot," Stubb said. "He's an excellent skater with speed and acceleration. He's very smart on ice, but will need more weight and strength to excel at the next level."

'MASTER'-FUL IN CAMROSE

Tanner MacMaster of the Camrose Kodiaks may wind up being one of the smaller blue-chip prospects drafted from the Alberta Junior Hockey League next spring, but don't let his 5-foot-9.25, 156-pound frame fool you.

"He'll be ranked right up there with some of the best to ever come out of Camrose," Kodiaks coach Boris Rybalka told NHL.com. "But he also has an added feature and that's the tenacious side of him. Tanner is not afraid and sometimes we even have to pull him back. He just has God-given talent. He loves the game and plays with passion, heart and pride."

Rybalka, who has been coaching the Kodiaks since 2000-01, acknowledged that MacMaster has that same unique skill set that past Camrose standouts Joe Colborne (Boston Bruins, 2008, No. 16) and Mason Raymond (Vancouver Canucks, 2005, No. 51) possessed.

"He knows that he has to get stronger, bigger and faster," Rybalka said. "He has that vision that you can't teach and he can make those passes and hit the tape in stride."

MacMaster was the highest-ranked player from the AJHL on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list, earning a "B" rating. He has four goals and 15 points in 14 games for Camrose this season, including three power-play goals and one shorthanded. The 2013-14 campaign is MacMaster's second full season in Camrose.

"Tanner knows what he wants and what it's going to take," Rybalka said. "He's learning about time and management and hard work off the ice. We also made him take public speaking classes, knowing he would be in high demand his draft year. He needed to know how to deal with the media. Some players have it and some don't, and he's a special player."

MacMaster, a Calgary native who is committed to Boston College in the fall of 2014, had 24 goals and 48 points in 54 games with the Kodiaks in 2012-13.

HOOKED ON HICKETTS

As is the case each season, hundreds of scouts will be making their rounds throughout the Western Hockey League in search of a future standout along the blue line.

Victoria Royals defenseman Joe Hicketts caught the eye of a few scouts roaming the Prairies from NHL Central Scouting last season, and has done nothing to disappoint to begin the 2013-14 campaign. In 10 games for Victoria, the 5-7.25, 180-pound left-handed shot has four goals, nine points and a plus-8 rating.

Hicketts was a "B"-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the WHL.

"He really thinks the game well and has great anticipation," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He has that unique ability of knowing when to jump into the play and join a rush to create odd-man situations, and his puck retrieval is good."

In his first full season for Victoria last season, the Kamloops, British Columbia, native had six goals and 24 points in 67 games. Hicketts admits he would like to improve his overall speed and quickness in addition to building up his strength.

NHL general managers and scouts might look to find out if Hicketts will be able to run a power play while handling bigger forwards this year. He offers a good shot from the point and makes smart decisions with the puck. He's scored two power-play goals this season.

"He controlled the games I saw when he was on the power play, and actually scored a power-play goal while in front, so he has good eye hand coordination," MacDonald said. "His one-on-one play is adequate and he keeps forwards to the outside."

USHL'S CHANTER ON THE MEND

The Commissioner's Office of the United States Hockey League issued a statement on Monday regarding an unfortunate incident that occurred on Saturday in a game between the Dubuque Fighting Saints and Cedar Rapids RoughRiders at Cedar Rapids Ice Arena in Iowa.

The incident happened 11:58 into the second period when Dubuque defenseman and 2014 draft-eligible prospect Dylan Chanter (6-foot-3.25, 213 pounds) was injured after falling to the ice following a fight with RoughRiders forward Corey Petrash in the corner behind Dubuque's net. According to reports, Chanter lost his balance during the fight and fell backward, hitting his head and dislocating his left shoulder. The University of New Hampshire recruit was not wearing a helmet at the time he fell to the ice since it was dislodged during the altercation.

The native of Armstrong, B.C., was conscious while being attended to by trainers and medical staff before being transported to UnityPoint Health/St. Luke's Hospital in Cedar Rapids for further evaluation and testing.

"Minor setback for a major comeback," Chanter tweeted on Wednesday.

The full release from the office of USHL commissioner Skip Prince can be accessed here.

EGGLESTON TO ENTER MASSACHUSETTS HHOF

Gary Eggleston, who dedicated 31 years of service to NHL Central Scouting before retiring after the 2011-12 season, will be inducted into the Massachusetts Hockey Hall of Fame on Nov. 13 in a ceremony to be held at the Montvale Plaza in Stoneham, Mass.

"I guess that when you sense that you do somewhat work in a kind of isolation [as a scout], you just never know who notices," Eggleston told NHL.com. "So this is a reward from those folks who have noticed, and are highly regarded by me. As far as what this means to me, it's an incredible honor to be included with all the members being inducted this year."

Eggleston will be enshrined alongside Boston Bruins legend Bobby Orr, Dartmouth College All-American and 1948 Olympian Joe Riley, Belmont Hill coach Ken Martin, Boston University and Beanpot public address announcer Jim Prior, sled hockey pioneer Dale Wise, Brockton youth hockey builder Marion Sturdevant and Massachusetts hockey builder Carol Champagne.

Eggleston, recognized in 2010 as one of hockey's 50 most influential people in New England by New England Hockey Journal, was one of the first to scout Chris Drury when he starred at Fairfield Prep in Connecticut, Brian Leetch at Avon Old Farms School in Connecticut and John LeClair at Bellows Free Academy in Vermont.

Soon after his time as a scout with the Detroit Red Wings, Eggleston was contacted by then-director of NHL Central Scouting Jim Gregory.

Gregory hired Eggleston as a part-time scout in 1981 and made him full time in 1989. As a full-time employee, Eggleston traveled all over North America, making at least two trips each season through the three major Canadian junior leagues, while also viewing all U.S. high schools, colleges and budding prospects in the United States Hockey League.

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Nick Ritchie, Peterborough Petes (OHL): The 6-2.25, 231-pound left wing sustained a separated shoulder that sidelined him several games last season, but he managed 18 goals and 35 points in 41 games in his second season with the Petes. According to Director of NHL Central Scouting Dan Marr, Ritchie plays a game similar to that of Logan Couture of the San Jose Sharks. He has five goals and eight points in nine games this season after entering the year as an "A"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's players to watch list from the OHL.

"He has strength and a good reach; he has a power-forward game and is capable of leading a rush," Marr told NHL.com. "He has good speed, quickness and excellent puck protection and is hard to check. He gets to the dirty areas and knows how to draw opposing defenders and get that snap shot through a screen. He just needs to showcase that consistency in his draft year."

2. Ondrej Kase, Chomutov Jr. (CZREP-JR.): The 5-11, 165-pound right wing is opening some eyes in the Czech Republic. He's produced two goals and four points in 12 games for Chomutov. In the Under-18 World Championship, he was named one of the top three players for his country after scoring one goal and three points in five games. He entered this season as a "B"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary list of skaters from the Czech Republic in September.

"Ondrej is a good mobile skater with speed and acceleration," Stubb told NHL.com. "He's a very good playmaker with excellent puck-handling skills. He's tiny and rather light, and he needs to bulk up. But he's still a fearless competitor who leads by example and should be on the roster for the Czech Republic at the World Junior Championship in December."

3. Chase Perry, Wenatchee Wild (NAHL): The 6-2, 191-pound left-handed goalie from Andover, Minn. is quietly gaining plenty of attention in the North America Hockey League. In six games for Wenatchee this season, Perry is 3-3-0 with one shutout, a 1.79 goals-against average and .934 save percentage. Perry, who entered the season with a "B" rating on NHL Central Scouting's players to watch list from the NAHL, has allowed 10 goals on 151 shots.

"He's a pretty good prospect," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He's got good size, great instincts and exceptional butterfly and five-hole coverage. He absorbed high shots like a vacuum when I saw him last weekend. He's also a very strong skater and his lateral movements are controlled with decent overall quickness."

---
Prospector Files: Barbashev could be QMJHL's best

Thursday, 10.10.2013 / 9:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

It was quite the banner year for the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League at the 2013 NHL Draft, when 31 players from the league were chosen, the most since 2005, when the draft was cut to seven rounds.

It marked the highest total since 2003, when 38 players were selected from the league over nine rounds, including goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury of the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles, who was selected by the Pittsburgh Penguins with the first pick.

While the prospect pool for the 2014 draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia might not be as prolific as it was in 2013, when two of the first three players picked were from the QMJHL, there is one player earning plenty of attention.

Hard-nosed forward Ivan Barbashev of the Moncton Wildcats was NHL Central Scouting's lone "A"-rated prospect on its preliminary list of players to watch in the QMJHL. Born in Moscow, Russia, the 6-foot-1, 185-pound left wing is in his second season with the Wildcats. He has six goals and 14 points in 10 games for the team this season, and had a hat trick in a 5-2 win against Acadie-Bathurst on Oct. 3.

Draft dandy of the week: Dal Colle

 Forward Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals had a big target on his back entering his NHL draft season after earning first-team OHL All-Rookie honors in 2012-13.

 In 63 regular-season games, the 6-foot-1.5, 179-pound left wing ranked sixth on the Generals with 48 points (15 goals), and fifth in plus/minus at plus-19. He was fifth in scoring and third in plus/minus among all first-year OHL players while skating on a line with captain Boone Jenner (Columbus Blue Jackets) and Tyler Biggs (Toronto Maple Leafs), and was one of six finalists for the league's rookie of the year award. 

 He's picking up where he left off this season. He started with two goals and four points in five games to help Canada win the championship at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament in August, and has five goals and eight assists in seven OHL games to rank fifth in the league in scoring with 13 points.

FAVORITES

 NHL team: Toronto Maple Leafs

 NHL player: Evgeni Malkin

 Shootout move: "It's different every time"

Goal celebration: Fist pump

Video game: Call of Duty

 Movie: Dodgeball

Actor: Ben Stiller

Website: YouTube

Preferred music: Hip Hop

Three you would invite to dinner: Tom Brady, Megan Fox, Sidney Crosby

 Sport (other than hockey): Football

 Breakfast food: Bacon and eggs

Superhero: Spiderman

-- Mike G. Morreale

"The biggest part of his game is that he competes hard," NHL Central Scouting's Troy Dumville told NHL.com. "Last year he played wing and later made the adjustment to center, so he's a pretty adaptable kid with good hockey sense. He does a lot of the little things. His defensive-zone coverage was really impressive."

As a rookie in 2012-13, Barbashev had 18 goals, 62 points and a plus-9 rating in 68 games. Dumville noted that Barbashev has become more physically involved in the early portions of this season.

"He definitely can play that physical game and he's got good size," he said. "He'll fill out and develop into a good-sized player, but it's early. He'll definitely be one of the most skilled guys on his team and in the league. I don't see him playing that physical game night in and night out, but at the same time he's capable of it."

A SWEDE SENSATION

Swedish right wing Anton Karlsson likely will represent his country at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, in December.

For one thing, he's one of the hardest workers for Frolunda's team in Sweden's under-20 league this season, and has six goals, 12 points and 18 penalty minutes in 10 games. NHL Network analyst Craig Button raved about Karlsson's leadership ability.

He captained Sweden to a gold medal at the 2013 Under-17 World Hockey Championship with six goals and nine points in six games. He also was named one of the top three players for his team while serving as assistant captain at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship in Sochi, Russia, where he had for two goals and four points in five games.

Karlsson (6-foot-1.25, 187 pounds) is a player scouts and general managers will certainly be keeping a close eye on heading into the 2014 NHL Draft.

"He has scored more points than expected and has been a positive surprise so far," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "He's a physical player and effective on the forecheck. He works real hard and finishes his checks well. I'll be looking forward to seeing him again on Sweden's under-18 team in Finland in November."

CENTER FOR THE SOO

Jared McCann of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds had extra motivation entering his second season in the Ontario Hockey League.

After posting an impressive 21 goals and 44 point in 64 regular-season games as a rookie in 2012-13, and tied Sam Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs finished tied in voting for the center position on the 2013 OHL All-Rookie second team. But he sustained a concussion in the team's opening game of the OHL playoffs against the Owen Sound Attack and was sidelined for the final five games of a six-game series loss.

He showed he was healthy this summer when he moved from his natural center spot to left wing for the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament in August, and had one goal in five games as Canada won the gold medal. And he started the 2013-14 season with an "A" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for OHL players for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"He's started the season with an excellent goal-scoring pace and is around the puck and finishing scoring chances with regularity," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "He's playing with great energy that often comes from getting success early on. He has an excellent wrist shot, has shown great hands and play-making ability, and is an excellent skater with very good acceleration and speed."

McCann currently is 10th in scoring in the OHL with 11 points (seven goals).

In his final season of midget hockey in 2011-12, McCann had 61 goals and 131 points in 67 games for the London Jr. Knights. The Stratford, Ontario, native also sported an eye-popping plus-131 rating and was selected by the Greyhounds with the fourth pick of the 2012 OHL priority selection draft.

"He came into the league last year and really showed that he was able to adapt very quickly," Button told NHL.com. "There's not any situation of the game that forces him out of the lineup, no matter if you want to play physical or a tight-checking game."

POTENTIAL PICKS IN COLLEGIATE OPENER

Look for goalie Thatcher Demko of Boston College and forwards Evan Allen and Alex Kile of the University of Michigan to play significant roles as freshmen for their respective teams this season.

All three were on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for the top NCAA players. Demko, one of only two players at his position to receive an "A" rating on the players to watch list, could earn his first collegiate start on home ice Sunday against Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.

The Eagles open the 2013-14 season against Michigan on Thursday in an anticipated clash at Yost Ice Arena in Ann Arbor, Mich.

Born Dec. 8, 1995, Demko (6-3, 192) is the youngest player in college hockey. He entered the season knowing that junior holdovers Brian Billett and Brad Barone would be given an equal shake at earning big minutes between the pipes for coach Jerry York. NHL.com's Adam Kimelman recently wrote about Demko's rise to stardom in net.

Boston College and Michigan are two of nine college teams with at least 10 freshmen on the roster this season.

For Michigan, Allen and Kile are regarded as "C"-rated skaters on Central Scouting's release.

Allen (5-11, 200) had 23 goals and 25 assists in 67 games with the United States National Team Development Program's under-18 team last season. Part of that included six goals and 16 points in 26 games against United States Hockey League competition. He also helped the U.S. win the silver medal at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

"He's an undersized winger but strong enough to handle himself playing an energy-style game," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "He's a competitive player with effective skating and skills to make things happen. He flies under the radar, but finds ways to contribute."

Kile (5-11.25, 190) had 30 goals and 30 assists in 56 games with the Green Bay Gamblers of the USHL last season.

"He's got speed, skills and smarts; always capable of being a scoring threat," Marr said. "He needs to bring consistency to get noticed by scouts but has put in a good summer of training and could be poised to have a breakout year."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

1. Adrian Kempe, Modo Jr. (Sweden): An "A"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list in Sweden, Kempe has a goal and two points in four games while serving as an alternate captain for the Modo's team in the Swedish under-20 league. His Canadian Hockey League rights belong to the Barrie Colts of the OHL, who selected him in the second round (No. 107) of the 2013 CHL import draft.

NHL Network analyst Craig Button said that the 6-foot-1.5, 187-pound left-handed shooter "has all the elements necessary to becoming a really strong NHL player."

2. Mark Friedman, Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL): The 5-10.5, 185-pound defenseman is committed to Bowling Green State University next fall and received a "C" rating on Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the USHL. He played a big role in Waterloo's 6-3 defeat of the Youngstown Phantoms on Saturday with a goal and three assists. He was named the league's defenseman of the week as the four-point game established a new single-game career-high.

Friedman also excelled on the penalty kill, helping the team deny Youngstown on all four of its power-play opportunities. The 17-year-old from Toronto leads the team with five points (two goals, three assists), which also is tops among USHL defensemen.

3. Jack Ramsey, Penticton Vees (BCHL): The Vees rookie right wing, who happens to be the son of former NHL defenseman Mike Ramsey, is a two-way player capable of playing a smart, physical game. The University of Minnesota recruit had nine goals and 27 points in 24 games with Minnetonka (Minn.) High School last season. The 6-1.5, 172-pound right-handed shot earned a "B" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the British Columbia Hockey League. He has one goal and four points through nine games this season for Penticton (7-3-0).

DATES TO KEEP

Oct. 10: Boston College at Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mich.

Oct. 24-27: Beantown Fall Classic, Marlboro, Mass.

Oct. 26: Philadelphia College Hockey Faceoff (Vermont vs. Penn State), Wells Fargo Center

Oct. 28-30: Canada East selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Oakville, Ont.

Oct. 28-20: Canada West selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Calgary, Alta.

Nov. 4-10: 2013 World Junior A Challenge, Yarmouth, Nova Scotia

Prospector Files: Gilmour's Frontenac, WHL D-men

Thursday, 10.03.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospector Files

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Doug Gilmour's patience could very well pay off in a big way this year for the Ontario Hockey League's Kingston Frontenacs.

After leading the Frontenacs back to respectability in two full seasons behind the bench as coach in 2009-10 and 2010-11, Gilmour took over as general manager in the summer of 2011. He named his former Toronto Maple Leafs teammate, Todd Gill, the new coach and vowed to rebuild an organization that hasn't advanced beyond the conference quarterfinals since 1992-93.

"[Director of hockey operations] Darren Keily and I hired a new scouting staff and we had a plan of retooling and getting rid of a lot of players and going with youth," Gilmour told NHL.com. "We would absorb our lumps and start from scratch and that's what we did."

Draft dandy of the week: Reinhart

 Sam Reinhart, the highly touted center for the Kootenay Ice in the Western Hockey League, gets the nod as NHL.com's prospect of the week to open the season. The 6-0.75, 185-pound right-handed shot is an A-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary Players to Watch list from the WHL and has three goals and 10 points in four games to open the season. Reinhart is in his third full season with the Ice and has 68 goals and 159 points in 147 career games with the team. 

 "Sam is extremely responsible in any area of the ice," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He has exceptional anticipation and is a very good opportunist; having the ability to make something out of nothing.  He can dish the puck effortlessly to both sides and have very high hockey IQ, is sneaky good and dangerous every shift." 

 Reinhart is the son of former NHL defenseman Paul Reinhart, who played 11 seasons with the Calgary Flames and Vancouver Canucks. He also has two successful hockey-playing brothers. Max Reinhart was a third round pick of the Flames in 2010 and Griffin Reinhart was selected No. 4 by the New York Islanders in 2012. 

 Reinhart's upcoming games: Friday at Calgary Hitmen; Saturday vs. Calgary Hitmen; Sunday vs. Seattle Thunderbirds. 

Favorites: 

NHL team: Calgary Flames

NHL player: Sidney Crosby 

Shootout move: "Fake shot, backhand, forehand" 

Goal celebration: "Do whatever is in the moment [not much]" 

Video game: FIFA 13 

Movie: Dodgeball 

Actor: Will Ferrell 

Website: YouTube 

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Will Ferrell, Jimmy Fallon, Jimmy Kimmel 

Sport (other than hockey): Tennis 

Breakfast food: Crepes 

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

The move has paid off in spades. Now entering his third season as GM, Gilmour's team will not only be in the hunt for a J. Ross Robertson Cup as OHL champion, but perhaps even a Memorial Cup. And if it doesn't come together this season, the future looks very promising. The Frontenacs are loaded with young talent.

"We've been patient with some guys who did not make the club their first year, and made some trades," Gilmour said. "As any GM in the Canadian Hockey League, you have to have patience and gain the knowledge with other people you speak to that you're putting the right pieces together. We don't want to get ahead of ourselves because there's always the chance of injuries and other things, but the excitement is there for sure."

Three players -- left wing Samuel Bennett, right wing Spencer Watson and defenseman Roland McKeown -- could very well be selected in the first round of the NHL Draft on June 27 in Philadelphia.

Bennett, who has three goals and six points, was selected in the first round (No. 9) of the 2012 OHL Priority Draft. He was best known as Connor McDavid's linemate for the Toronto Marlboros minor midget team. McDavid is the hockey prodigy from the Erie Otters who is the likely slam dunk choice as the first pick in the 2015 Draft.

"Sam didn't get the exposure when we got him, but we felt great to get him where we did," Gilmour said. "He plays both ends of the rink. He doesn't say much but is an extraordinary talent, so he's going to get better."

McKeown, who through five games has five assists and a plus-9 rating, was taken No. 2 in the 2012 OHL Priority Draft right after Erie's selection of McDavid. Watson has produced two goals and five points this season.

"Roland has great upside as far as his skill; he's still learning," Gilmour said. "He's very close to a first- or second-round pick. I think he'll be a first-rounder and the projection is up to those scouts; he has great skill and talent."

All three potential first-round picks were given an "A" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary Players to Watch list released Sept. 23. Watson's twin brother, Matthew, is also eligible for the 2014 draft and will suit up on defense for the Frontenacs. Additionally, Gilmour acknowledged that another 2014 draft-eligible defender to keep a close eye on from Kingston is Dylan DiPerna.

DUBUQUE EYES RARE REPEAT

Winning back-to-back championships in the United States Hockey League is no easy task.

The Omaha Lancers were the last team to do it 20 years ago when they garnered the second of two straight Clark Cup trophies in 1993-94. It's something Dubuque Fighting Saints coach Matt Shaw will use to his benefit in his first season behind the bench in 2013-14.

"It's been 16 years since the NHL had a team win the Stanley Cup in back-to-back years [the Detroit Red Wings in 1997 and 1998], so it's been even more difficult in the USHL to repeat," Shaw told NHL.com. "That's something we have used, and will use [as motivation] throughout the course of the year."

The Fighting Saints captured the 2013 Clark Cup with a 3-2 overtime win against the Fargo Force in Game 3 of the championship series last May to complete their three-game sweep. Shaw, an assistant coach with the NHL's New Jersey Devils last season, is hopeful his team can pick up where it left off under the tutelage of Jim Montgomery, who is currently coaching the University of Denver.

"Our simple mantra is that we want to be a puck possession team," Shaw said. "We want to hold onto the puck and make plays and manage the puck. When we don't have the puck, we want to be a re-possession team, aggressively and quickly getting it back."

Shaw will have plenty to work with in his inaugural season with the Fighting Saints as NHL Central Scouting has identified four players as potential draft picks from Dubuque on its preliminary players to watch list that was released Sept. 23.

There is a pair of "B" rated skaters on the list. Rookie left wing Shane Eiserman (6-foot-1.5, 200-pounds), who is committed to the University of New Hampshire next fall, and center Seamus Malone (5-9.25, 165), who will attend the University of Wisconsin in the fall of 2015.

"He has physical talents you can't teach," Shaw said of Eiserman. "He's very aggressive, so it doesn't surprise me that he's viewed very highly by the scouts at this stage."

Malone, in his second year with Dubuque, has a goal and one assist with a plus-1 rating in two games.

Shaw told NHL.com that Malone actually reminds him a bit of a player he coached on the NHL's Devils last season.

"I think Seamus has very high hockey IQ and compete level; I see him having NHL potential without question," Shaw said. "I think he sees the ice extremely well, is very smart for a guy his size and his stick skills remind me of [New Jersey Devils center] Adam Henrique. We just want to encourage him to shoot more."

Two other players from the Fighting Saints earned a "C" rating on Central's preliminary list: right wing Karson Kuhlman and defenseman Blake Hillman.

TOP WHL DEFENSEMAN

It's no secret the Western Hockey League has traditionally produced many of the top defensive prospects available on the draft board each year.

What's the secret?

"It's hard to describe," NHL Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan told NHL.com. "It's been that way since I've been scouting [since 1997]. They always seem to produce the majority of better defensemen. It just works out that way. The top scorers seem to come from the OHL or QMJHL, but defense is always there from the WHL."

In 2012, five of the top 10 draft picks were defensemen from the WHL -- Ryan Murray (Blue Jackets, No. 2), Griffin Reinhart (Islanders, No. 4), Morgan Rielly (Maple Leafs, No. 5), Mathew Dumba (Wild, No. 7) and Derrick Pouliot (Penguins, No. 8). Last June, five of the nine defenders selected in the opening round starred in the WHL -- Seth Jones (Predators, No. 4), Joshua Morrissey (Jets, No. 13), Ryan Pulock (Islanders, No. 15), Mirco Mueller (Sharks, No. 18) and Shea Theodore (Ducks, No. 26).

The early candidates to head the list of top-tier defensemen from the WHL in 2013-14 could be Haydn Fleury (6-2.5, 198) of the Red Deer Rebels and Julius Honka (5-10, 167) of the Swift Current Broncos. Fleury, the Rebels' second-round pick in the 2011 bantam draft, helped Canada's Under-18 team win gold at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka in August.

"He's got good strong mobility, great vision and has a knack for making that first good outlet pass," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He's composed and calm with the puck, and has an ability of knowing when to join the rush at the right moments."

Fleury spent his first full season with the Rebels in 2012-13, connecting for four goals and 19 points in 66 games. He also sported a plus-4 rating. At the Hlinka tournament, he notched one goal in five games. He has one goal, two points and a plus-1 rating in six games for Red Deer this season.

Honka, a native of Jyväskylä, Finland, spent the 2012-13 with the JYP U-20 team and recorded four goals, 15 points and minus-4 rating in 42 games. The Broncos selected him in the first round (No. 34) of the 2013 CHL Import Draft. In four matches this season, he leads the team with seven points (six assists) and a plus-4 rating.

"Julius is a deceptive swift skater with different speeds," Sullivan said. "He has all the skill and smarts. He likes to control the speed of the play. He's not physical, but will take his man out when he has to. His overall game is puck control and he is outstanding in that area."

TOP EUROPEAN SIDELINED

Forward Kasperi Kapanen, an "A" rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from Finland, is expected to return to the lineup next week after sustaining a lower-body injury on Sept. 24.

 "Kasperi is back skating with the team and should be back next week," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com.

 Kapanen (5-foot-11, 172 pounds) has a goal and two points in four games for KalPa in SM-liiga in 2013-14. Kapanen, who should play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, had eight points, including a team-leading five goals, for his country at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

 "Kasperi is at present the No. 1 European prospect," Stubb said. "He's a sniper who will play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He possesses excellent vision and has great skills … he's a star in the making."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

Each week, 'Prospector Files' will feature three players on the rise within the scouting ranks. This week's triple threat has an American flavor after the recent completion of the second annual CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game on Sept. 26 at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh.

1-Jack Dougherty, USA U-18 (USHL): The big defenseman had a solid showing at the CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game on Sept. 26 at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh, scoring an impressive power-play goal off a rising slap shot from the left faceoff dot. He entered the season with a "B" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the United States Hockey League.

The Minnesota native played high school hockey at St. Thomas Academy the past two seasons before joining the National Team Development Program. He has two assists and a plus-7 rating in five appearances for the U-18 Team this season.

"Even as a high school player, he was a smart two-way player and proved to be very responsible," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "He's also tough, can play the power play and work the point well. He's a player we're all looking forward to tracking this season."

2-Blake Weyrick, USA U-18 (USHL): The 6-foot-3, 203-pound B-rated goalie earned the victory for Team Mark Johnson at the All-American Prospects Game, making 19 saves on 21 shots. His highlight-reel glove save against C-rated prospect Tyler Sheehy off a two-on-one rush in the third period was a thing of beauty. Weyrick, who intends to reveal his college plans just before Christmas, sports a 1.33 goals-against average and .947 save percentage in three wins for the U-18 Team this season. Weyrick stopped all 25 shots faced in an 8-0 victory over the Chicago Steel on Sunday to notch the first of what could be many USHL shutouts.

3-Ryan Mantha, Sioux City Musketeers (USHL): NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory said it's impossible to miss the 6-4.5, 225-pound defenseman because "he's a mountain of a guy." He entered the season with a "B" rating on Central Scouting's preliminary Players to Watch list but may move up the charts with a solid showing over the next month. The nephew of former NHL defenseman, Moe Mantha, Ryan is in his second season with the Musketeers. He had seven points in 52 games in 2012-13 and will attend the University of North Dakota in the fall of 2014.

"As he starts using more of the assets he has, he'll be unbelievable; it's already tough to get around him," Gregory said. "He's right there to force the man wide with his stick and then ride him off to the boards. He doesn't necessarily have to hit someone every time out because he has good mobility and a heck of a shot. But in order to make that leap, he just needs to play a more consistent game and I think that will happen."

DATES TO KEEP

Oct. 3-5: Manitoba Junior Hockey League Showcase, Winnipeg, MB

Oct. 10: Boston College at Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mich.

Oct. 24-27: Beantown Fall Classic, Marlboro, Mass.

Oct. 26: Philadelphia College Hockey Faceoff (Vermont vs. Penn State), Wells Fargo Center

Oct. 28-30: Canada East selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Oakville, Ont.

Oct. 28-20: Canada West selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Calgary, Alta.

Nov. 4-10: 2013 World Junior A Challenge, Yarmouth, Nova Scotia

---

Six Pack: Fans turning up the heat on Capitals 
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Penn Quarter Sports Tavern Six Pack of Questions

Welcome to our weekly edition of Penn Quarter Sports Tavern’s 6-Pack of Questions, where we aim to keep it real while answering your most pressing questions regarding the Washington Capitals.

Let’s get started.

@Robostop10 Why is this team so psychologically fragile? Shouldn't they have conquered this when they were in Juniors or earlier?

It’s a deep-rooted question that has dogged the Caps since Alex Ovechkin first guided them to the playoffs in 2008, and I’m sure it will be brought up again in April. The lack of push-back in Wednesday night’s 4-0 loss to the Penguins was shocking to me, considering the magnitude of the game and the fact it was in D.C. By push-back I don’t mean a bench-clearing brawl. The Caps aren’t built that way. But after falling behind by two goals they never put the Penguins back on their heels with sustained offensive pressure or pounded them into the boards. This may be a bad example, and I don’t like the way it was done, but the Flyers are 6-1-2 since that 7-0 loss to the Capitals on Nov. 1, a game marred by Ray Emery’s attack on Braden Holtby. By comparison, VerizonCenter fell silent after the Penguins took a 2-0 lead and the Capitals did little to breathe life into the building. It was just one game, but in my opinion, the way the Capitals lost was more significant than the two points. Until the Capitals start building those blocks of confidence with meaningful wins against quality opponents in the regular season I think they will continue to fall short in the playoffs. Sunday night’s win over the St. Louis Blues was a step in the right direction, but Wednesday night’s loss to the Pens was a big step back. That’s why I’ve got Dec. 15 and Jan. 15 circled on my calendar. That’s when the Flyers visit VerizonCenter and the Capitals visit Pittsburgh for the first time this season. If the Caps can dig down and win those two games it will go a long way toward building the fortitude needed to win in April, May and June.

@Mrduckpins Why are [Brooks] Laich and [Troy] Brouwer still on the same line?

I guess the follow-up question is, where else would you put them? First, the Caps must decide whether Laich is a center or left wing. Adam Oates likes him on the wing and has tried Marty Erat at center with poor results. On paper, the Erat-Laich-Brouwer combination should work. For some reason they’re just not clicking. Laich told me Thursday he’s finally gotten over the physical hump of missing all but nine games last season. At the suggestion of Oates he’s trying a shorter stick with a different curve and lie and he’s still getting adjusted to it after using the same stick for 12 years. If he thinks it will make him better at the end of the season he wants to stick with it. But with five points in 22 games he’s not getting results. Oates reasons that if Laich and Brouwer can kill penalties together they should be able to have chemistry at even strength. The problem I see with Brouwer is that he doesn’t have anyone feeding him the puck for one-timers the way Mike Ribeiro was last season. One option could be matching Laich and Brouwer with Eric Fehr, who’s been a healthy scratch the past eight games, but that seems like a short-term fix. I would consider moving Tom Wilson up to the second line, but do you want Brouwer on your fourth line? Until the third line of Mikhail Grabovski, Joe Ward and Jason Chimera cools off, it looks as though the Erat-Laich-Brouwer line will stick.

@PKLords76 Considering how badly the D have been moving the puck out of the zone I think its time 81 gets a chance.

It wouldn’t be a Friday six-pack without a Dmitry Orlov observation. The Caps will need to make a roster move today to make room for Mike Green and since Orlov has not played a game for them this season I would have to think he’s the one who gets sent down to Hershey and Tyson Strachan sticks around. Your question suggests that rookie Nate Schmidt and Alex Urbom are not the answer on the Caps’ second and third defense pairings and your point is well taken. With John Erskine’s surgically repaired knee swelling up after most workouts, it’s hard to say if he’ll be 100 percent at any point this season. Strachan played well in Green’s absence, so until Schmidt or Urbom play their way out of the lineup, Orlov will sit and wait his turn.

@i_bern_em How many goals do you think [Alex Ovechkin] will finish with this season?

Good question. Dating back to last season Alex Ovechkin has 40 goals in his last 43 games, which would put him in the 8-goal range over the course of an 82-game season. What has impressed me most about Ovechkin this season is that he has not gone more than two games without a goal. He’s scoring from more areas of the ice than at any time of his career and a lot of that has to do with Nicklas Backstrom, who is beginning to look like the player he was in the first half of the 2011-12 season. OK, you want a number, don’t you. Given the fact this is an Olympic year and there is a lot of hockey to play for the big guy, let’s go with a nice, round number – 50.

 @BillTruskey Since [Grabovski] was supposed to be the 2C and no way they break that line up, if 21 can't do job, who possible centers 2nd?

A great question without a very good answer. Look at your options. Marcus Johansson, Michael Latta and Jay Beagle are your only other available centermen. Oates likes Johansson on the top line, although I would not be opposed to giving Marty Erat another shot at top-line left wing, drop Johansson to second-line center and move Laich to left wing. It’s a long season and I think if you see Grabovski, Chimera and Ward struggle you may see Grabovski get another shot with the second line.

Tominsocal1 On a scale of 1-10 – 1 being the frozen tundra of Siberia and 10 being Death Valley at high noon in summer - how hot is George McPhee’s seat? And what do you think it would take for Ted [Leonsis] to finally replace McPhee?

Those are loaded questions, but I’ll give it a heat index of 6.5. Now in his 17th season as general manager, McPhee clearly has built the Capitals into a perennial contender that has won division titles in five of the last six seasons. The Caps have qualified for the playoffs in each of the past six years and that is no small accomplishment in today’s NHL. Hiring Adam Oates also has to work in McPhee’s favor when evaluating his future. In terms of recent transactions, McPhee’s signing of Mikhail Grabovski looks like a good deal. The jury is still out on his trade for Marty Erat and Michael Latta, since Filip Forsberg recently was assigned to the Nashville Predators’ farm team in Milwaukee. If there is a criticism of McPhee over the summer it was his inability to address the need for a quality No. 4 defenseman behind Mike Green, John Carlson and Karl Alzner.  As for what it would take to replace McPhee, missing the playoffs this season would certainly top the list. If the Caps were swept from the first round that would also turn up the heat. Aside from that, a lot of bad things would need to happen this season for Leonsis to pull the carpet from under McPhee. I think unless the Caps miss the payoffs or look terrible in a first-round elimination, McPhee’s job is safe.
Adam Oates: Caps need to show more resiliency 

November 21, 2013, 6:45 pm
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Caps' loss to Penguins "was pretty brutal"

Your browser does not support iframes. 

  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

Capitals coach Adam Oates could have used any choice of words to describe what happened Wednesday night against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

He chose the word “character,” as in “lack of.”

He was talking about the reaction he saw on the Capitals bench when the Penguins scored a “bad goal” early in the game – Paul Martin’s floater from the point that eluded a screened Braden Holtby.

“You almost saw the air come out of the building,” he said.

Later in that first period the Penguins scored again when Beau Bennett beat Holtby on a shot Holty said changed direction.

[RELATED: Does Adam Oates have a right to be concerned about Washington's effort?]

Regardless, Oates seemed more bothered on Thursday by the response his team had to those two goals than the fact Holtby let them in.

“When they scored a goal we weren’t ourselves and that should be something we conquered by now,” Oates said. “… That’s where a team has to show character.”

Hmmm. If I’m not mistaken, this is the first time Oates has questioned the resolve of his players and their ability to fight through adversity during a hockey game.

Give Oates credit for not sugar-coating a very distasteful defeat. He’s been on a lot of benches in his hockey career and if he saw a team that lacked the character to push back against a hated division rival when they were down by two goals with 48 minutes to play in a hockey game, good for him to get it out in the open.

“Last night everybody makes mistakes in our zone,” said Alex Ovechkin, who had a season-low two shots on goal while having three blocked and five more miss the net. “Bad passes, turnovers.

“They score two goals and they feel pretty good about themselves and we were in position to fight through and get back on track and make it 2-1 or 2-2 but we didn’t and they scored third one. It was that kind of day you want to do something and you just can’t do it. They moved the puck well, shot the puck well and we didn’t.”

[RELATED: Analysis of Washington's loss to Pittsburgh on Wednesday night]

This is not something new for the Capitals, who have yet to beat the Penguins since Oates took over as coach [0-4]. They have had trouble keeping momentum after scoring goals and stemming momentum when allowing them.  

“Two fluky goals went in and you see everyone sag a bit,” veteran left wing Jason Chimera said. “The next guy going out has to create some momentum. Usually, it’s a fight, but it’s on the individual to get that back. No one did a good job of that last night.”

Oates said he thought the Capitals had conquered that battle but Troy Brouwer agreed that it’s a work in progress.

“It wasn’t a very fun video session, that’s for sure,” he said. “Hopefully, guys realize what made us unsuccessful last night. We need to be better in practice. Our execution was poor.

“We have to have better mentality, whether it’s us scoring or them scoring. Going out the next shift and be better than the guys before you. Try to get momentum back if we got scored on or trying to continue momentum and push forward if we do score. This whole season that’s one of our weaknesses. After a goal our next shift isn’t that good and we’ve got to clean that up.”

They’ll get their next chance Friday night against the Montreal Canadiens.

What's wrong with the Brooks Laich, Caps' second line? 
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Caps' loss to Penguins "was pretty brutal"

Your browser does not support iframes. 

  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

Scan through the Comments section at the bottom of each of these posts every day and, inevitably, you’ll read what every Capitals fan has been asking after every game season.

What the heck is up with the second line?

It hasn’t seemed to matter whether they’ve played with Mikhail Grabovski, Marcus Johansson or Marty Erat. Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer have been unable to get anything going offensively this season.

Through 22 games, Laich has just three goals, two assists and is a team-worst [and career-worst] minus-10. Brouwer has five goals and one assist, but five of those six points are on the power play.

And since Marty Erat [six assists] remains without a goal through 22 games, the Capitals’ second line has accounted for just five even-strength goals all season – three by Laich and one each by Brouwer and Grabovski.

[RELATED: Does Adam Oates have a right to be concerned about Washington's effort?]

“We’re still searching for our identity as a line,” said Laich, who replayed Wednesday night’s 4-0 loss to the Penguins following the game and watched it again Thursday morning in search of answers. “Our first line is a rush line. Our third line is more of a cycle, chip-and-chase line, and we’re trying to figure out who we are.

“We’ve kind of had musical chairs at center. We’re still trying to find our chemistry. We know how each other plays and we expect a lot out of ourselves and it’s been frustrating we haven’t been able to put together a string of consistent nights.”

Last year, Brouwer posted 19 goals and 14 assists in 47 games, due in large part to the craftiness of center Mike Ribeiro. Erat scored 16 or more goals in eight of his previous nine seasons in Nashville before coming to the Capitals.

But since Erat joined the second line eight games ago, the trio has produced one even-strength goal.

“Not good enough, let’s put it that way,” Brouwer said. “We’ve had more than enough time to be comfortable with each other. That’s not the problem. We’re not creating anything. We’re good in our own zone, we’re not giving up many chances, but we’re not creating anything around the net and with the big bodies we have on our line and the ability we have on our line that’s absolutely not good enough.”

Laich said he’s particularly frustrated at his start, especially after missing all but nine games last season with groin-related injuries.

[RELATED: Analysis of Washington's loss to Pittsburgh on Wednesday night]

“I had high expectations of myself, but I did miss a year of hockey and it does have an effect on your timing, on being able to handle contact, on holding onto the puck,” Laich said.

“I’m at the point now that I’m satisfied I can handle the grind of the season, so in my mind, the first 20 games were big for me. I can take contact, I can still practice the next day. I got over a big hurdle here in the first 20 games, something I was sort of unsure of before the season. Now it’s time to take the game to the next level.”

Capitals coach Adam Oates said he has considered breaking up the second line on several occasions, including midway through the Caps’ 4-0 loss to Pittsburgh Wednesday night.

But he’s hesitant to tinker with the top line of Alex Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and Johansson or the third line of Jason Chimera, Joel Ward and Grabovski. He said he’s toying with the idea of moving Erat to the middle and moving Laich back to left wing when the Caps face the Canadiens Friday night.

After practice on Thursday, Oates called Laich, Brouwer and Erat into his office and gave them this advice:

“I said, ‘One of the things you guys are all doing doing is you’re over-analyzing,’” Oates said. “The game is hard to score. They’re three good players, but they have to work a little harder, too, and smarter.”

News and notes as the Capitals try to turn the page on Wednesday  night’s 4-0 loss to the Penguins and prepare themselves for Friday night’s visit by the Montreal Canadiens:

No push back: So what does a coach tell his players the morning after they were beaten badly by their most bitter rivals on national television? “The first thing I showed them was our execution and decisions with the puck. When they scored a goal we weren’t ourselves and that’s something we should have conquered by now. … There were 39 minutes of the game we didn’t want. … We were down 2-0 against Pittsburgh. That’s where the team has to show character.”

Who’s in goal: Oates said he’s leaning toward putting Braden Holtby back between the pipes Friday night after seeing him allow four goals on 40 shots against the Penguins. Holtby was screened on the first goal and didn’t have much of a chance on Sidney Crosby’s power play goal, but he was unscreened on goals by Beau Bennett and James Neal. “I’d like to give Holts a chance to maybe bounce back tomorrow and get another [start,]” Oates said, “but we’re still deciding because we have as split on the weekend.” If Holtby starts on Friday look for Michal Neuvirth to get the call on Hockey Night in Canada Saturday night in Toronto.

[RELATED: Capitals take giant step backward ]

Green ready to go: Defenseman Mike Green participated in a full practice on Thursday and is expected to return to the lineup Friday after missing three games with a lower body bruise. The Caps will need to make a roster move to make room for Green, which means Dmitry Orlov or Tyson Strachan likely will be assigned to Hershey. Strachan averaged just under 20 minutes and was a minus-1 in place of Green. “He’s played well,” Oates said. “Tough decision.” Strachan and Orlov can be assigned to Hershey without having to clear waivers. Under the guidelines of the CBA, a callup needs to play 10 NHL games before needing to clear waivers on re-assignment.

Second line changes?: Oates said he is considering a slight tweak to his second line, possibly moving Marty Erat to center and Brooks Laich to left wing. The line, which has Troy Brouwer on the right, has combined for four even-strength goals this season. We’ll have more on this, along with what's bothering Laich, in a post later today.

Ovi’s take: Alex Ovechkin said he wants to “move forward” from Wednesday night’s lopsided loss to the Penguins, a game in which he generated a season-low two shots. “It was a kind of night where we give them everything,” Ovechkin said. “I don’t think we were physical on their top two lines. We gave them freedom and that’s what it’s all about.”  

Perhaps the only positive thing that can be drawn from the Capitals’ 4-0 train wreck against the Pittsburgh Penguins Wednesday night at Verizon Center is that no one got hurt.

In what was billed as a battle for first place in the Metropolitan Division, the Penguins outplayed the Capitals in every phase of the game, serving notice that they are the team to beat – if not in the Eastern Conference, then certainly in the Metropolitan Division.

“It’s disappointing, extremely disappointing,” Capitals defenseman Karl Alzner said after seeing the Caps outshot 40-18.

“They were amazing through the neutral zone. They came with speed every single time, always had three guys. If not three, then four. They didn’t give us any time to pinch. It was a great game by them and a bad game by us.”

[INSTANT ANALYSIS: Caps rocked at home by Penguins]

The Caps showed some jump early and drew a tripping penalty on Craig Adams 3:24 into the game. But after Alex Ovechkin rang a shot off the right post on the power play, the Penguins turned the tide and built a 2-0 lead on goals by defenseman Paul Martin and Beau Bennett.

Sidney Crosby beat Brooks Laich on a faceoff on the first goal, a seeing-eye shot that Braden Holtby says he never saw.

Holtby saw the Penguins’ second goal, a hard but stoppable shot by Bennett that found its way inside the far left post.

The Penguins owned a territorial edge throughout the second period, but it was a too many men penalty late in the period that led to Crosby’s killer power-play goal with 29 seconds remaining.

With 1:34 left in the second period and the Caps trailing 2-0, Troy Brouwer broke his stick and returned to the bench to retrieve a new one. Capitals coach Adam Oates told Tom Wilson to replace Brouwer, not realizing Brouwer would grab a stick from the bench to give the Caps six skaters.

“My fault,” Oates said. “I told Willy to go and [Brouwer] was just getting another stick. My fault.”

[Get LIVE updates from social media with Caps Pulse]

Crosby’s power-play goal was a thing of beauty. The Penguins' captain finished off a passing play that began with Evgeni Malkin on the right halfwall, went to Chris Kunitz in the slot, down to James Neal at the goal line and over to Crosby in the left circle.

“Looks very similar to ours, doesn’t it?” Oates asked.

On most nights, yes. But the Caps’ second-ranked power play struggled as well against the Pens, failing on three attempts.

The building, which was filled with electricity at the start, fell quiet in the third period, except for occasional boos and a loud cheer when James Neal made it 4-0 on another unscreened shot. With the loss, Holtby fell to 0-4-0 against the Pens, with a 4.37 GAA and .874 save percentage. 

“We’re not the type of team that’s going to go out and have three guys start a fight,” Oates said, referencing the Nov. 1 donneybrook with the Flyers in Philadelphia . “That’s not who we are. We all know. We’re all big people here. The air gets taken out of the building. The fans are booing. They have a right to boo. They’re frustrated, too. We had done well at home before tonight. You gotta take your poison.”

The Capitals took theirs on Wednesday night and will need to wait until Jan. 15 to get their next crack at Crosby and the Pens in Pittsburgh.

Capitals right wing Alex Ovechkin knows all too well the questions Penguins center Evgeni Malkin is being asked these days.

Through 21 games, Malkin has just three goals and has gone a career-worst 14 games without a goal entering tonight’s showdown against the Capitals at VerizonCenter [8 p.m., NBCSN]. [To be fair, it’s worth noting Malkin ranks fourth in the league with 17 assists].

Last season, when Ovechkin scored just eight goals in his first 21 games, many wondered if at 27 years old, he had become too predictable and might never score 40 goals again, let alone 50 or 60.

Ovechkin went on to lead the NHL with 32 goals in 48 games and won his third Hart Trophy as MVP of the league. So, is there any advice Ovechkin can give to his 27-year-old countryman?

“What I did, I just kept working hard,” Ovechkin said. “Of course he’s frustrated. Of course he starts thinking and thinking more and more about it. He just have to relax and forget about it.”

Ovechkin smiled when he was asked when he knew he was back from his slow start last season.

“I always was here,” he said. “I didn’t go to Miami or Jamaica. I was here.”

Since Ovechkin’s slow start last season he has scored 40 goals in his last 42 regular season games. The trick, he says, is to be able to filter out the negativity.

“When you [don’t] score goals, when you [don’t] make assists, when your name is [not] on the score [sheet], of course, everybody think like your bad,” he said. “But sometimes you don’t have a great game but you get a point and everybody think you play well.

“Of course, it matters [what people think]. When I was a little kid, my first couple years, I know nobody here. I just read the front pages and the news and I was crazy about it.

“But right now, to be honest with you, I don’t care what the people say, what the media say. Of course, I read this kind of stuff, but most of the time I read it and forget it in a couple seconds.”

Capitals defenseman Mike Green has recovered from the lower body bruise that has kept him out of the past two games, but he won’t be playing tonight when the Pittsburgh Penguins visit the Caps at Verizon Center [8 p.m. NBCSN].

“He’s not a hundred percent ready,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “He could go, but it’s a really good team and we don’t want to put him in a position where he’s behind the 8-ball a little bit.”

Green was injured on Nov. 12 against the Columbus Blue Jackets. His first practice with the team was on Tuesday, and on Wednesday he did extra skating with defensemen John Erskine [knee injury] and Dmitry Orlov, and forwards Jay Beagle and Eric Fehr.

“Better than yesterday,” Green said. “Mentally, I’m in a good place, when you’re getting better and you can actually get back on the ice and work on your strength.

[RELATED: Why Caps fans love to hate the Penguins ]

“This is my second real day where I’ve actually skated. Yesterday was a good one. Today was even better. I don’t think one practice would have been enough. It’s important I strengthen the leg and also my endurance so I’m ready to go.”

Oates said he expects Green in the lineup Friday night when the Capitals close out there three-game homestand against the Montreal Canadiens. Oates and Green said they saw no issues in Green playing back-to-back nights. The Caps follow Friday’s home game with a Saturday visit to Toronto.

With Green sidelined, the Caps will turn to 29-year-old veteran Tyson Strachan to play his third straight game on a defense pairing with rookie Nate Schmidt.

Strachan has 122 games of NHL experience over six seasons, including four against the Penguins.

“Guys like [Sidney] Crosby and [Evegni] Malkin are special players and they do things on the ice you can only dream of doing,” he said. “The game plan doesn’t change. You just need to control the puck as best as possible.”

[RELATED: Ovechkin, Crosby on collision course ]

Signed as a free agent by the Caps over the summer, Strachan has averaged 20 minutes in his first two games with the Capitals and has not been on the ice for just one goal against, a power-play tally by Danny DeKeyser in Detroit on Friday.

He said his goal tonight is to handle Crosby and Malkin like he did Pavel Datsyuk ansd Henrik Zetterberg last week.

“Look at Datsyuk,” he said. “If you go full steam ahead at as guy like that he’s licking his chops, right? He’s going to dance around you and put you on SportsCenter. That’s probably a part of my game that helps out. I am pretty patient. I do play physical but I don’t run around too much. You have a healthy respect of what they can do.”

As for other lineup news, Braden Holtby [10-6-0, 2.62, .925] is expected to get the call tonight against Marc-Andre Fleury [12-6-0, 2.00, .921]. Holtby has a career record of 0-3-0 against the Penguins with a 4.52 GAA and .861 save percentage. In 23 games against the Caps Fleury is 13-7-2 with a 2.60 GAA, .912 save percentage and one shutout.

When they faced each other for the first time last season, Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby and Capitals superstar Alex Ovechkin were playing on two very different levels.

Crosby was clearly the class of the NHL, leading the league in every offensive category. Ovechkin was struggling through the worst start of his career, trying to adapt to a new position under his third coach in two seasons.

“It’s probably not even fair to compare them,” NBC analyst Keith Jones said at the time. “In my opinion, they’re very far apart.”

On Wednesday night, the Capitals and Penguins will renew their rivalry at Verizon Center [8 p.m., NBCSN] and for the first time in a long time the NHL’s two most recognizable players are playing their best hockey at the same time.

[RELATED: Green pain free, but will he face Penguins?]

Ovechkin is coming off his third Hart Trophy, one which undoubtedly would have gone to Crosby if he didn’t miss the final 12 games with a broken jaw.

“Those guys are more like Gretz vs. Mario,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said, referencing the “Who’s better?” rivalry between Wayne Gretzky and Mario Lemieux. “They’re the superstars of the league.

“I would hope as a fan you appreciate that. You’ve got two of the best guys in the world playing against each other. It makes for an electric game.”

Through 21 games, Crosby is tied with St. Louis Blues center Thomas Steen for the NHL lead with 26 points. Ovechkin is two points behind them. In 19 games, Ovechkin is tied with Steen with a league-high 17 goals, seven more than Crosby.

It could make for vintage Ovechkin vs. Crosby.

[MORE: Carlson making strong pitch for Team USA]

“Those two guys have been the face of the NHL,” Penguins left wing Chris Kunitz told reporters Tuesday. “It’s been promoted that way. They’re both playing an extremely high level of hockey right now.

“Ovechkin, the way he’s been able to shoot the puck and score goals and help his team and lead his team. It’s the same with Sid and our team, being able to collect the points and do everything we need him to do.”

 “Ovi always puts out his best when he goes against Crosby and vice-versa,” Capitals left wing Jason Chimera said. “They love to compete against each other.

“This year they both seem to be going on all cylinders, so it’s going to be fun.”

Wednesday night also represents the first time the Capitals and Penguins are facing each other as division rivals in 20 years. And the fact the Pens [13-8-0] are one point ahead of the Caps [12-8-1] in the Metropolitan Division standings makes the rivalry that much more meaningful.

“It’s a really big match,” said Ovechkin, who is coming off his fourth two-goal game of the season in the Caps’ 4-1 win over the Blues Sunday night. “I think everybody is going to be excited – the fans, the media – it’s going to be a fun night.

“It’s always fun to play against the great teams, against the great players. It’s pretty cool.

It’s always good for the league and for the players that everybody’s healthy, especially players like Crosby and [Evgeni] Malkin. It’s fun to watch them. They make very good plays and for us it’s a big challenge.”

Through their first 21 games, the Caps have outscored opponents 69-59. The Penguins have outscored their opponents 59-48. The Caps are ranked second on the power play 24.4 percent] and third on the penalty kill [86.9 percent], while Pittsburgh ranks 12th on the power play [20.0] and eighth on the kill [84.2].

“Whenever you play a top team you’re always more excited,” said Capitals center Nicklas Backstrom, who is quietly ranked second in the NHL with 19 assists and fourth in points with 24. “Obviously, we have a rivalry with each other. It’s a good test for us as well. We’ve been playing good hockey lately so we’re ready for it.”

Including their epic showdown in the 2009 playoffs, Ovechkin and Crosby have faced each other 32 times during their nine seasons in the NHL. The Penguins have won 20 of those meetings.

Perhaps the most memorable matchup between Ovechkin and Crosby occurred on May 4, 2009 when each player recorded a hat trick in the Caps’ 4-3 win in Game 2 of the Eastern Conference semifinals.

“Intense,” Crosby told reporters Tuesday when asked about that playoff series. “That was a tough series. It just felt like there wasn’t any lead that was safe. It seemed like every rush, even if it wasn’t an odd-man rush or didn’t seem like it was a good chance, somebody was capable of scoring.

“I think everyone was on the edge of their seat – players and fans. It was a fun series to be a part of. There were a lot of eyes on it, but definitely just a ton of scoring chances.”

Chimera said he was as much a fan as he was a participant in that playoff series, the only one between Ovechkin and Crosby.

“Sometimes you’re on the bench just watching both of them play,” Chimera said. “Those kinds of things you remember for the rest of your life.”

Ovechkin said that while he enjoys playing against Crosby – “he’s a top player; he’s good” – there is more to the rivalry than just two players.

“Of course, it ‘s a challenge for me and for him, I think,” Ovechkin said. “But don’t forget Malkin and don’t forget Backy. I don’t think it’s only two of us.”

Malkin is second behind Crosby on the Penguins with 20 points, but he has just three goals in his first 21 games, one of them on the power play.

Crosby is expected to center a top line with Beau Bennett and Chris Kunitz, while Malkin is slated to play on a second line with wingers James Neal and Pascal Dupuis.

Oates was asked how much he’ll match his top line of Ovechkin, Backstrom and Marcus Johansson against Crosby.

“It always depends on personnel, but over the course of the game both guys play so many minutes they’re going to see each other,” he said. “If he doesn’t see Crosby he’ll see Malkin. But more than anything the forwards match up against the D.”

Oates said he’s more interested to see how the Caps, who have won three in a row, fare against a team that is coming off a 3-1 win over Anaheim after losing four of five.

“They’re one of the teams in the league that are a measuring stick,” Oates said. “They’re a really, really good hockey team and you gotta view how you stand up against them.”

After missing two games with a lower body bruise, Capitals defenseman Mike Green said he skated pain-free on Tuesday, but coach Adam Oates seemed hesitant when asked if his top defenseman would be in the lineup Wednesday night against the Pittsburgh Penguins [8 p.m., NBCSN].

“He’s missed a lot of time and it’s a big game,” Oates said after an 80-minute practice at Kettler.

“I don’t want to put him in a situation where he’s behind the 8-ball. He hasn’t been able to do a lot of cardio, so I’m a little worried about his conditioning.”

Green, who leads all Capitals defensemen in points [11 assists] and ice time [24:28], was injured in the Caps’ 4-3 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets on Nov. 12. He is eligible to come off the injured list in time to play in Wednesday’s game, but since Tuesday marked his first full practice in a week, the Caps are being cautious.

“This is the first day I felt good as far as the injury and I was able to actually push and skate and try to get my wind back,” Green said. “[It’s] just a matter of getting back into game shape and that’s it.”

[RELATED: Caps Carlson makes strong pitch for Team USA]

Oates said the Caps will wait to see how Green feels on Wednesday morning before making a final decision.

If Green cannot play, it appears likely Tyson Strachan will remain in his spot on a second pairing with rookie Nate Schmidt. In two games Strachan has no points, one shot and is even while averaging 20 minutes.

If Green is cleared to play on Wednesday the Caps would need to assign one of their defensemen to the AHL Hershey Bears. If it’s Strachan he would first need to clear NHL waivers.

The Caps’ forward lines and defense pairings looked like this on Tuesday:

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Marty Erat – Brooks Laich – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

Extras: Jay Beagle, Eric Fehr

Defense Pairings:

Karl Alzner – John Carlson

Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

Alex Urbom – Steve Oleksy

Extras: Tyson Strachan, Dmitry Orlov

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby – Michal Neuvirth

As for the Penguins, this is how they looked in Monday night’s 3-1 home win over the Ducks:

Forward Lines

Beau Bennett – Sidney Crosby – Chris Kunitz

James Neal – Evgeni Malkin – Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen – Brandon Sutter – Brian Gibbons

Tanner Glass -- Joe Vitale - Craig Adams

Defense Pairings

Paul Martin – Brooks Orpik

Deryk Engelland – Kris Letang

Olli Maatta – Matt Niskanen

Goaltenders

Marc-Andre Fleury – Jeff Zatkoff

A month from now, general manager David Poile and the men’s U.S. Olympic hockey team management group will be making their final arguments on which NHL players should be taken to Sochi, Russia for the 2014 Winter Games.

Capitals defenseman John Carlson is making a strong case to be on the final list. With five goals in his last eight games and just four penalty minutes in his first 21 games, Carlson has emerged as a legitimate right-handed candidate on a U.S. team that should be stacked on the blue line.

“If you watch the last 10 games I don’t think it would be any question,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “I mean, he played 32 minutes the other night [in Detroit]. He and Alzner have been our shutdown guys. They both played are playing fantastic hockey. With Mike [Green] out, he’s doing PP. He’s got five goals now. Come grab him.”

If only it were that easy. Carlson is one of 19 defenseman who participated in the U.S. Olympic orientation camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex in August.

Others included Zach Bogosian, Dustin Byfuglien, Danny DeKeyser, Justin Faulk, Cam Fowler, Jake Gardiner, John Gibson, Erik Johnson, Jack Johnson, Seth Jones, Nick Leddy, Paul Martin, Ryan McDonagh, Brooks Orpik, Kevin Shattenkirk, Ryan Suter, Jacob Trouba and Keith Yandle.  

“There are guys like Zach Parise and David Backes who are automatic,” said Team USA assistant general manager Ray Shero, who attended Sunday night’s game between the Capitals and St. Louis Blues. “Carlson is one of those guys we need to see a lot. He could be a player who can really help us, especially on the bigger ice surface.”

Shero said there are a handful of players – he mentioned Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky as one – who were not invited to the orientation camp but are making a strong bid to make the U.S. team.

Shero also said he was surprised at how well Nashville rookie Seth Jones [2 goals, 6 assists, 24:04 average ice time] has played. And then there’s Blue Jackets defenseman James Wisniewski, who is tied with Yandle for most points among U.S-born defensemen with 16 points but was not invited to the orientation camp.

Carlson ranks 11th among U.S. defensemen with nine points and seventh in average ice time with 23:42. His five goals, two assists and plus-5 rating over his past eight games marks a dramatic improvement over his slow start, when he had just two assists and was a minus-4 after 13 games.

“I feel in the beginning of the year I was getting chances and just didn’t really cash in on them,” Carlson said. “Once you get on a roll you feel a lot better and the net looks a little bigger to you. You take as many as you can.”

He said he’s trying not to place too much emphasis on becoming the lone American representative on the Capitals, who have several other Olympic candidates, including Alex Ovechkin [Russia], Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson [Sweden], Karl Alzner, Mike Green and Braden Holtby [Canada], and Marty Erat and Michal Neuvirth [Czech Republic].

But it has crossed his mind.

“Obviously, everyone thinks about it,” Carlson said. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. But I’m worried about my team and that’s my goal right now. If I get to the next goal, that’s great. But I’m not going change where my head’s at right now for something that I don’t know what’s going to be.”  
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Sudden and second thoughts as the Capitals breathe the rare air atop the Metropolitan Division standings following Sunday night’s impressive 4-1 win over the St. Louis Blues:

Bring on those Pens: With their third straight win, the Caps [12-8-1] climbed one point ahead of the idle Pittsburgh Penguins [12-8-0], who face Bruce Boudreau and the Anaheim Ducks tonight in Pittsburgh. The Caps have gone 11-4-1 since their 1-4-0 start. The Pens have lost four of their last five and have gone 5-7-0 since their 7-1-0 start.

Great to be 8: Alexander Ovechkin was the greater of the two Alexanders Sunday night, outscoring the Blues’ Alexander Steen to move into a first-place tie with him in the goal-scoring race with 17. "For me it means a lot,” Ovechkin said. “It’s always nice to score big goals in big game, but it was a very good team effort, especially first period when we jump on them.” Ovechkin has four goals in his last three games and nine points in his last seven. He’s now had four two-goal games this season. Each time he scored twice in the same period.

Back-trick: Nicklas Backstrom assisted on three of the Caps’ four goals against the Blues and is tied with Ovechkin for fourth in the NHL with 24 points, one behind the Islanders John Tavares and Pittsburgh’s Sidney Crosby and two behind Steen. Backstrom has recorded three assists in a game three times this season. He’s now done it 24 times in his career.  He has 12 points in his last nine games. With his assist on John Carlson’s power-play goal Backstrom also passed Scott Stevens to move into fifth place on the Caps’ all-time power play assists list with 137.

[RELATED: Ovechkin leads Caps past Blues]

Gnarly Carly: John Carlson’s goal was his fifth in eight games. He also led the Caps in ice time [25:01] and blocked shots [four]. In the two games Mike Green has missed with a lower body contusion, Carlson has taken a team-high 60 shifts and is a plus-4. He is also tied for fourth among all defensemen with five goals, two behind Ottawa’s Erik Karlsson. 23:42.

Grab-ing points: With 18 points in 21 games, third-line center [can we start calling them the second line?] Mikhail Grabovski now has two more points than he had in 48 games in Toronto last season. Grabovski has four points in his last four games and his seven goals are two short of what he managed last season. Grabovski is on a one-year, $3 million contract with the Caps and it will be interesting to see if the Caps will try re-signing him during the season or let him cash out in the offseason.

Feeling his Mojo: Reunited with Ovechkin and Backstrom on the Caps’ top line, Marcus Johansson picked up an assist and now has eight points in his last seven games. He’s tied for fourth in the NHL with 16 assists.

Mo-vember: Since a bunch of players began growing mustaches on Nov. 1, the Caps are 7-1-1 in November and have outscored opponents 32-20. They are 7-0-1 this season when leading after two periods.

What’s next: The Caps have a complete day off today and will hit the ice at Kettler at 10:30 a.m. on Tuesday as they prepare for Wednesday night’s 8 p.m. clash against Sidney Crosby and the Penguins. That game will be preceded by NBC Sports Network's Rivalry Wednesday show at 7 p.m.

Ovechkin leads Capitals' charge past Blues 
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  (AP Photo/Alex Brandon)  

Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby knows what it’s like to see Alex Ovechkin barreling toward him with that look in his eye.

It was the same look Jaroslav Halak saw Sunday night early in the first period.

“His shot, if you haven’t seen it a lot, is tough to read,” Holtby said after turning aside a career-high 46 shots and watching Ovechkin score a pair of goals against Halak in the Caps’ 4-1 win over the St. Louis Blues.

“With his curve and the flex of his stick, the puck doesn’t usually come off flat. It’s more of a knuckler and it comes at you in a direction most shots don’t come.”

Ovechkin’s cannon blast past Halak 7:17 into Sunday night’s game might as well have been a shot across the bow. The fact Ovechkin followed it with another goal less than 6 minutes later and Mikhail Grabovski chased the 28-year-old Slovakian goaltender before the game was 16 minutes old … well, consider that a payback for the 2010 playoffs.

[RELATED: Instant analysis: Caps 4, Blues 1]

“To be honest with you I didn’t think about that until now,” said Nicklas Backstrom, who set up each of Ovechkin’s goals, along with another by defenseman John Carlson. “He’s a great goalie. Some nights you’re going to be on top of your game some nights you’re not.”

Halak, who stopped 217 shots against the Capitals when he backstopped the Montreal Canadiens to a seven-game, first-round upset of the Caps in 2010, stopped just three of the Caps’ six shots before getting replaced by goalie Brian Elliott, who played less than 24 hours earlier in St. Louis.

“We expected them to be a little tired, but I don’t think those goals came from fatigue,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “I think we got rewarded from doing the right things.”

[RELATED: Why Oates' left-right obession makes sense]

The Blues pushed back in the second period when center Vladimir Sobotka scored a power play goal to make it 3-1.

“I really thought when it was 3-1 we were going to win the hockey game,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “I thought we had them on their heels. They got that fourth goal and it kind of took the wind out of our sails.”

That fourth goal came on a power-play blast from Carlson, who now has five goals in his last eight games, two of them on the man-advantage.

Carlson’s big night came in front of Team USA assistant general manager Ray Shero and Team USA assistant coach Peter Laviolette, each of whom said they were keeping a close eye on the Olympic hopeful.

“If you watch the last 10 games, I don’t think it would be any question,” Oates said. “He and [Canadian Olympic hopeful Karl] Alzner are both playing fantastic hockey.”

[RELATED: Erskine's recovery coming 'slowly']

Carlson and Alzner also were matched against the Blues’ top line of Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie. Together, along with the forward line of Brooks Laich, Troy Brouwer and Marty Erat, the Caps held Steen, Backes and Oshie to seven shots and no points, while hanging them with combined minus-4.

“When we’re going on all cylinders,” Oates said, “I think we frustrate players.”

By shutting down Alexander Steen and seeing Ovechkin notch a pair of goals for the fourth time this season, the Capitals captain moved into a tie with Steen for the league lead in goals with 17. For those counting, that puts him on a 70-goal pace.

How it happened: The Capitals jumped all over the Blues, who had played the night before in St. Louis, chasing goaltender Jaroslav Halak with three goals on their first six shots. Alex Ovechkin scored two of those goals to pull into a first-place tie with Blues center Alexander Steen with 17 goals. Mikhail Grabovski and John Carlson also scored for the Caps.

What it means: The Capitals [12-8-1] have won three in a row and are 8-3-0 on home ice this season. They also moved into first place in the Metropolitan Division, one point ahead of the Pittsburgh Penguins [12-8-0]. The two teams clash for the first time this season on Wednesday at Verizon  Center.

[RELATED: Why Oates' left-right obsession makes sense]

Career night: Caps goalie Braden Holtby recorded a career-high 46 saves to improve his record to 10-6-0.  

Shot of the night: When Alex Ovechkin picked up Nicklas Backstrom’s tough pass and rumbled full speed across the blue line 7:17 into the game, it was clear Halak would have no chance on the rocket he launched into the top left corner of the net. Ovechkin’s two goals moves him into the NHL lead with the Blues’ Alexander Steen with 17 goals.

Team USA: Before the game, Team USA assistant general manager Ray Shero, who was pre-scouting the game for the Penguins, said he was keeping a close eye on American defensemen John Carlson of the Caps and Kevin Shattenkirk of the Blues. “We like Carlson a lot,” Shero said. “He’s one of those guys that needs to play well in the first half of the season and he’s really coming on.” Carlson, who was invited to Team USA’s Olympic orientation camp, scored a power-play goal in the second period for his fifth goal in eight games.

Green on IR, Orlov up: Before the game the Capitals placed defenseman Mike Green on injured reserve and recalled Dmitry Orlov from the Hershey Bears. Green, who sat out his second straight game with a lower body bruise, could return to the Caps as early as Wednesday night when the Penguins pay a visit. Orlov, 22, ranks first among Hershey defensemen in points this season, earning eight points [two goals, six assists] in eight games. He has yet to play for the Caps this season.

[RELATED: Erskine's recovery coming slowly]

What’s ahead: After two games in three nights the Caps will have the day off on Monday and will resume practice at Kettler on Tuesday in preparation for Wednesday night’s showdown with the Penguins.

Why Oates' left-right obsession makes sense 
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  (Geoff Burke/USA TODAY Sports)  

When Adam Oates asked the right-handed shooting Alex Ovechkin to move from left wing to right wing last season, he changed more than just the shooting angles for his star forward.

He changed the way his entire team would play.

No longer would the Capitals be an east-west team that serpentined out of all three zones, prone to giving up just as many chances as they created.

They would become a puck-possessing, north-south team that played by the book – his book. Righties on the right side of the ice, lefties on the left.

“I believe it needs to be that way,” Oates said when asked to explain his reasoning. “I think you have the best opportunity for success. You don’t expose the puck to the middle and when it’s in the middle of the ice it’s dangerous.”

Oates said he first noticed the right-left differences when he began playing with Europeans who played on their off wings. Players like Peter Bondra, a left-handed shooter who played the right wing.

“The Europeans grew up that way,” Oates said. “They’re bigger rinks [in Europe], it’s different hockey. They come against the grain. When they first started coming over is when I first noticed it. All of a sudden I’m playing with a guy on his offside. I wasn’t a good skater and I got slower, really fast.”

As an opposing coach in Tampa and New Jersey, when Oates saw the right-handed Ovechkin driving down the left wing and cutting to the middle for his patented shot, he saw a talented player putting himself in a position to get the puck stripped and turned the other way.

Oates thought by moving Ovechkin to the right side, he would not only alter his shooting angles, but make him more available to carry the puck in the zone, something he always relied on Nicklas Backstrom to do. So, in addition to protecting the puck better with hs body, Ovechkin was getting more touches.

“Ovechkin’s a primary example because he’s the identity of our team and I need him to get more touches,” Oates said. “If he’s behind Backy he’s not going to touch the puck. They’ve got to come together.”

Capitals general manager George McPhee said the team experimented with Ovechkin on the right side in the past and he liked the look, just as he did when they moved Bondra from right wing to left wing during the Caps’ run to the Stanley Cup Finals in 1998.

“He got into the habit of cutting into the middle too much to get the shot and not taking it deep and you get turnovers and it goes the other way,” McPhee said of Bondra. “…It’s not something new, but we happen to have a coach who likes it and I endorse it.”

Oates’ right-left philosophy applies to his defensemen as well. Every time a defenseman has to go on his backhand to retrieve a puck on the wall, Oates sees valuable time and space lost.  

“It allows your team to go north,” he said. “Every time you go back, you let the [opposing] team reset. Now you’ve got to beat five guys and you know what? Over the course of 60 minutes you’re not good enough to beat five guys all the time. No one is.”

It’s the biggest reason the right-shooting Tyson Strachan replaced righty Mike Green on Friday night in Detroit, even though the left-shooting Dmitry Orlov was available.

“When you watch a team, there are moments when you see them get handcuffed,” Oates said

Oates doesn’t want that to be his team. But are there times he might take that position to the extreme?

“We’re not so fixated on it that we’re not going to give somebody an opportunity and not have a right-handed guy playing o the left side,” McPhee said. “We’re going to do that if necessary. If you have a righty go down and you need a righty from Hershey and there’s a righty playing well there, well, yeah, that’s easy.

“But if you don’t have a righty and you’ve got a lefty who’s playing pretty well, then bring him up. Give him a chance.”

Back on Oct. 30, when the Capitals placed defenseman John Erskine on long-term injury reserve, they were hoping that with the proper strength and rehab therapy, the burly blue liner would be able to return to action Nov. 20 against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

With that game now just four days away, it appears Erskine is farther away from returning to the lineup than he hoped.

“How’s it coming along?” he asked in response to the same question. “Slowly.”

Erskine, 33, underwent arthroscopic knee surgery over the summer and said the damage to his knee was more extensive than originally thought. He began skating just before training camp and hoped that by playing he would work himself into game shape.

[RELATED: Oates says Green's injury a bruise, not a groin ]

Erskine labored through the first four games of the season, took the next four games off, then tried playing again for three straight games from Oct. 22-26.

That’s when he and the Capitals decided it was time for him to take a step back.

“I was a step or two behind,” Erskine said. “I’m missing that explosiveness. I pretty much couldn’t do any leg [strengthening] over the summer and that’s where you get all your explosive power from.

“It’s that, and right now, it’s pain. If I do too much, some days it hurts. Some days it doesn’t. It’s one of those things that needs time to heal and rehab and strengthen it up.”

Erskine said he has worked on power skating and altering his skating stride that take some of the pressure off his knees. But he said the work he’s put in has been interrupted by pain and swelling.

“I’ll go out there and feel great and then I’ll do too much and then one day it swells up and I have to back off and start over,” he said. “The last couple days have been pretty decent.”

[RELATED: Mike Green day-to-day with lower body injury ]

With Erskine sidelined, the Caps have gotten extended looks at left-handed rookies Nate Schmidt, who is averaging just under 19 minutes a game, and Alex Urbom, who is logging just over 15 minutes.

“They weren’t penciled in in the beginning and they’ve done a great job,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “They’re learning every day and handling minutes. The faster they learn, the better for us.”

As for when Erskine will be cleared to return to the lineup, he said he’s not setting a date, although he’s still setting Wednesday as an artificial goal.

“I hope I’m back by then but I’m just playing it day by day,” he said. “I’ve only had three weeks off so it’s not going to feel like it’s night and day, where I come back and it’s 100 percent. I’ve got to try my best to get it taken care of.”

Second Thoughts: Ovechkin, top line lead comeback win in Detroit 
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Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals savor Friday night’s come-from-behind 4-3 shootout win in Detroit over the Red Wings:

How it happened: Trailing 3-1 entering the third period, Capitals coach Adam Oates switched up his top two lines, moving Marcus Johansson onto the top line with Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom, and sliding Marty Erat from top-line left wing to second-line center. The move paid off when Johansson fed Ovechkin to make it 3-2. Another quick switch – bumping rookie center Michael Latta up to the third line with Jason Chimera and Joel Ward also paid off when Latta drove the net and scored his first NHL goal on a John Carlson rebound.

What it means: Because of the Penguins’ 4-1 win over Nashville, the Caps [11-8-1] remained one point behind Pittsburgh [12-7-0] in the Metro Division standings, three points ahead of third-place Carolina [8-7-4].

Shootout sniper: After both teams failed to score on overtime power plays, Backstrom netted the only goal of the shootout, slipping a shot between the pads of Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard. Backstrom, the third man up in the rotation after Mikhail Grabovski [2 for 6] and Ovechkin [1 for 5], is now a perfect 4-for-4 on shootout attempts this season. Backstrom also led the Caps with six shots and won 14 of 22 faceoffs.

[RELATED: Oleksy, Brouwer, Ovi lead comeback win]

Shootout stopper: Caps goalie Braden Holtby stopped three of the NHL’s most dangerous shooters – Pavel Datsyuk, Johan Franzen and Todd Bertuzzi – to improve to 3-0 in shootouts this season. He’s stopped 9 of 12 shootout attempts this season.

Ovi’s take: “It's a huge win," Ovechkin said. "Everybody knows what they have over there, how good they are. When they get a 3-1 lead, it just makes us [work] harder. It's a good sign for us. We [played] against a pretty good team, huge-skill team, and it's a pretty good test for us. We set the tone right away in the third with a couple of good chances and we just kept going."

What Adam Oates said: “A lot of good things had to happen, but from the start of the game I thought the guys were really engaged in the game. They got [two goals] late in the first, but we had a good period. The second half of the game we only gave up one chance [against us] 5-on-5, so we did a lot of good things in the game."

Laich-ing it: Brooks Laich snapped a 12-game goal-less streak, netting his first goal since Oct. 19 just 5:50 into the game. It was Laich’s third goal of the season.

[RELATED: Video highlights of Washington's win over Detroit]

Tyson’s corner: With Mike Green sidelined by a lower body bruise, defenseman Tyson Strachan, 29, played well in his first game with the Capitals, logging 21:43 in ice time alongside 22-year-old rookie Nate Schmidt. Strachan recorded a team-high five hits, blocked one shot and logged 1:56 on the penalty kill and 31 seconds on the power play.

What’s next: The Caps play a rare 6 p.m. game against Jaroslav Halak and the St. Louis Blues Sunday night at Verizon  Center. They have not faced Halak in Washington since the 20101 playoffs when he was with the Canadiens.

Backstrom's SO goal give Caps win over Red Wings

DETROIT (AP) -- Nicklas Backstrom scored the only goal of the shootout, and the Washington Capitals rallied from a two-goal deficit to beat the Detroit Red Wings 4-3 on Friday night.

Brooks Laich, and Alex Ovechkin added goals, and Michale Latta scored his first in the NHL for Washington. Braden Holtby made 30 saves.

Johan Franzen had two goals and an assist, and Danny DeKeyser had a goal and an assist for Detroit, which lost its seventh straight at home and its 11th consecutive overtime decision there. Jakub Kindl had two assists, and Jimmy Howard made 34 saves.

Latta tied it 3-3 with 8:06 left in regulation when he poked in a loose puck from just outside the slot.

[RELATED: After 11 years, Oates, Babcock butt heads again]

Ovechkin had brought Washington within 3-2 at 3:19 of the third period with his 15th goal. He beat Howard with a one-timed shot from the bottom of the left circle.

DeKeyser's power-play goal with 18 seconds remaining in the second period gave Detroit a 3-1 lead. He put in a one-timed shot from the right circle for his second goal.

Holtby made a spectacular toe save -- with the puck right along the goal line -- on Tomas Tatar's wraparound attempt with 5:50 left in the first period.

Laich opened the scoring 5:50 into the game when he backhanded in his own rebound after skating in off the right wing following a turnover by DeKeyser in the neutral zone.

Franzen then scored twice to put Detroit ahead.

His power-play goal with 4:08 left in the first period tied it at 1. He beat Holtby with a screened snap shot from the left circle. Franzen struck again with 2:18 left when he put in a one-timed shot from the bottom of the left circle for his fourth goal of the season.

 NOTES: Red Wings RW Daniel Alfredsson was a late scratch because of a sore groin. ... Capitals D Mike Green didn't play dues to a lower-body injury. ... Detroit D Jonathan Ericsson returned after missing 10 games with a separated shoulder. ... Washington D Steve Oleksy is from the Detroit-area suburb of Macomb. ... Red Wings RW Patrick Eaves cleared waivers on Friday and was sent to Grand Rapids of the AHL. Detroit also sent C Luke Glendening to Grand Rapids. ... Capitals rookie RW Tom Wilson and backup goalie Michal Neuvirth both played junior hockey with the Ontario Hockey league's Plymouth Whalers, who are based in suburban Detroit. ... Red Wings C Stephen Weiss missed his third game with a sore groin.

Big game at 'The Joe' for Oleksy, Brouwer, Ovi 

November 15, 2013, 3:00 pm
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A trip to play the Red Wings in Detroit will mean a lot of things to a lot of players on the Capitals’ roster.

For defenseman Steve Oleksy, who hails from Chesterfield, Mich., tonight’s game [7:30 p.m., CSN] will bring back memories of his first time playing at Joe Louis Arena as an 11-year-old squirt.

For right wing Troy Brouwer, it will evoke memories of the playoff wars between his old Chicago Blackhawks and the Red Wings.

And for Alex Ovechkin, it will be a chance to reconnect with one of the greatest players Russia has ever produced center Pavel Datsyuk.

***

Oleksy grew up about 30 miles north of Detroit and remembers watching players like enforcer Bob Probert, hard-hitting defenseman Vladimir Konstantinov and world-class defenseman Nicklas Lidstrom turn the Red Wings into a perennial powerhouse.

But if you ask Oleksy what he remembers most about Joe Louis Arena, it would be winning a championship there as an 11-year-old youth player.

“That’s the one that stands out,” said Oleksy, who will be playing his first NHL game in Detroit. “It’s a great feeling and you never expect so many years later you’ll be back playing there. It’s a great feeling and a great accomplishment.”

Oleksy said he began receiving ticket requests for tonight’s game when the Capitals’ schedule was released last summer. He said he went through his ticket allotment pretty quickly and expects a big reception from his family and friends.

“It’s going to be a great family affair,” he said. “The bottom line is we’re looking for two points. There’s always time to see family and fiends. They’ve got to understand that this is my job. It’s a business day. It’s time to work.”

***

Brouwer said he views the Red Wings like many Capitals fans view the Penguins and Flyers. As a member of the Hawks, Brouwer faced the Red Wings in the 2009 playoffs and saw Detroit eliminate Chicago in five games.

“Extremely tough place to play,” he said. “Good ice -- it makes you feel like a good player -- but a tough place to play.”

Brouwer recalled a couple of Blackhawks teammates getting in a cab in Detroit and being taken “to the middle of nowhere” in an attempted robbery.

“Nothing ever happened out of it,” Brouwer said, “but where we stayed downtown, it’s a little bit of a grim area.”

***

Ovechkin, 28, has spent much of his career admiring Dasyuk, who at 35 is still one of the Red Wings’ top players with nine goals, 11 assists and a plus-10 rating in 19 games.

Ovechkin, who is from Moscow, and Datsyuk, who is from Sverdlovsk, played together in the 2006 and 2010 Winter Olympics and are expected to join forces again in the 2014 Games in Sochi.

“Great person and unbelievable player,” Ovechkin said of Datsyuk, who has won two Stanley Cups, three Selke trophies and four Lady Byng trophies. “Probably top three guy in the league right now.”

Datsyuk centers the NHL’s oldest top line with 33-year-old left wing Henrik Zetterberg [10-11-21, plus-12] and 38-year-old Todd Bertuzzi [5-4-9, even]

“He’s one of the best,” Ovechkin said. “His skill with the puck is incredible. He can do everything. It’s a great challenge for everybody. For our D it will be a big battle because if you can stop that kind of guy you can stop everybody.

“It’s going to be a hard game for us, especially in that building.”

Green out, Strachan in: Caps defenseman Mike Green is expected to miss his first game of the season with a lower body bruise.  He’ll be replaced by Hershey Bears callup Tyson Strachan, who will play the right side on a second defense pairing with Nate Schmidt.  

News and notes: The Caps [10-8-1] can be in first place tonight with a win over the Red Wings [9-5-5] and a loss by the Penguins tonight against Nashville. … The Caps are 8-4-1 since starting the season 1-4-0. … The Caps lead the NHL with a 25.6 percent success rate on the power play and are second on the penalty kill at 89.2 percent. … The Red Wings have lost eight of their last 11, but five of those losses have come in overtimes or shootouts. The Red Wings are also winless in their last six at Joe Louis Arena, their longest drought at home since the 1996-97 season. … The Caps’ third line of Mikhail Grabovski, Jason Chimera and Joel Ward has combined for 30 points in the last 11 games.

Here are projected rosters for both teams:

CAPITALS

Forward Lines

Marty Erat – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Brooks Laich – Marcus Johansson – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

Defense Pairs

Karl Alzner – John Carlson

Nate Schmidt – Tyson Strachan

Alex Urbom – Steve Oleksy

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby [starter] Michal Neuvirth

RED WINGS

Forward Lines

Todd Bertuzzi – Pavel Datsyuk – Henrik Zetterberg

Johan Franzen – Darren Helm – Daniel Alfredsson

Dan Cleary – Joakim Andersson – Mikael Samuelsson

Drew Miller – Luke Glendening – Justin Abdelkader

Defense Pairs

Niklas Kronwall – Jonathan Ericsson

Kyle Quincey – Danny Dekeyser

Jakub Kindl – Brian Lashoff

Goaltenders

Jimmy Howard [starter] – Jonas Gustavsson

During his circuitous Hall of Fame playing career, Adam Oates developed hundreds of relationships with players, coaches, training staffs, management and, yes, even members of the media.

It all began, however, in Joe Louis Arena in Detroit, where Oates will visit as a head coach for the first time Friday night when the Capitals face off against the Red Wings [7:30 p.m., CSN].

In 1985, when Oates was a 21-year-old center at RPI, the Red Wings signed him to a four-year, $1.1 million contract that made him the highest-paid rookie in the NHL.

Oates spent parts of four seasons in the Motor City, establishing himself as a budding star with 199 points in his first 246 games.

“It was great,” he said. “Loved it.”

After his fourth season in Detroit, Oates was traded along with teammate Paul MacLean [now head coach of the Ottawa Senators], to the St. Louis Blues in exchange for Bernie Federko and Tony McKegney.

“Broke my heart,” Oates said on Thursday.

Maybe, but the trade introduced Oates to Brett Hull and the two became one of the most dynamic forward pairs in NHL history.

Tonight in Detroit, Oates will be matched against Red Wings coach Mike Babcock, whose first year as an NHL coach was in 2002-03 with the Anaheim Mighty Ducks. Oates was a 40-year-old center on that team and was eight months older than his coach.

“We kind of butted heads a little bit at the beginning,” Oates said. “It was more because he didn’t know me and I was an older guy and sometimes older guys can be difficult.

“But once we got through the first couple months we hit it off great. He’s a very good coach. I learned a couple things off him and it was fun to work with a guy that explained things. That’s one of the things I took away from him.”

Those 2002-03 Ducks went all the way to the Stanley Cup Finals, where they lost to the New Jersey Devils in seven games. Oates, who was one season away from retirement, tied for the team lead in playoff scoring with 13 points.

Also on that team were MacLean, who was an assistant coach, and defenseman Dan Bylsma. All four men – Oates, Babcock, McLean and Bylsma – are now head coaches in the NHL.

Oates said he always enjoys going back to the Joe, which was built in 1979 and is the fourth-oldest arena in the NHL behind MadisonSquareGarden in New York, Nassau Coliseum in Uniondale, N.Y., and Rexall Place in Edmonton.

He said the arena carries a mystique, especially for first-time visitors like Caps rookies Tom Wilson, Nate Schmidt and Michael Latta.

“There is an intimidation factor,” Oates said. “There are a lot of banners up there [Stanley Cups in 1936, 1937, 1943, 1950, 1952, 1954, 1955, 1997, 1998, 2002, 2008] and a lot of famous players [Hall of Famers Sid Abel, Ted Lindsay, Terry Sawchuk, Alex Delvecchio, Gordie Howe and Steve Yzerman].

“But on the flip side, enthusiasm conquers some of that. It’s a one-game elimination. You’re in awe, but you’re so excited those mistakes don’t show up and I’m hoping that’s the player I get.”

Welcome to our weekly edition of Penn Quarter Sports Tavern’s 6-Pack of Questions, where we aim to keep it real while answering your most pressing questions regarding the Washington Capitals.

Let’s get started.

@majonesy88 Aside from the obvious, what do the #Caps need to do/work on to start getting even strength goals?

Through their first 19 games the Caps rank 12th in the NHL with 36 even-strength goals. Of those, 35 have come 5-on-5 and one has come 4-on-4. Alex Ovechkin leads the Caps with seven even-strength goals, followed by Joel Ward and Jason Chimera with five, and Nicklas Backstom and Mikhail Grabovski with four. The reason for your question lies in the fact that the second line of Brooks Laich, Marcus Johansson and Troy Brouwer has combined for just four even-strength goals this season. Simply put, that line, whether it was with Johansson or Grabovski or Eric Fehr, has played far too many shifts in its own zone this season. In most cases the key to getting even-strength goals is to gain a territorial edge. The Caps’ third line has been outstanding in that department and the top line has done a better job in recent games. I still believe the Caps’ fourth line has some offensive potential, but if they can stay even or on the plus side, they’re doing their job. For whatever reason, that second line is struggling to connect with passes in all three zones and it’s really stunted its productivity at even strength.

@TMac239 If the Caps had 2 goalies get injured during the same game, who would be their emergency goalie?

OK, so we’re going hypothetical here, right? As you may know, on Dec. 12, 2008 the Caps signed their website producer, Brett “Stretch” Leonhardt, to a one-day contract after Jose Theodore went down with a hip flexor injury during a morning skate before a home game against the Ottawa Senators. Leonhardt backed up emergency starter Brent Johnson while the Caps waited for Semyon Varlamov to arrive from San Antonio. Leonhardt dressed but did not play and Varlamov replaced him on the bench 9:03 into the game. I’m guessing the Caps would pull a similar move if their hands were forced. As for which Capitals skater would make the best goalie, if I had to choose, it would be between defenseman Steve Oleksy, who played catcher in junior college, or Brooks Laich, who was asked to play defense for the Capitals under former coach Bruce Boudreau. Come to think of it, defenseman Karl Alzner has a knack for diving behind his goalies to make saves, so he’d be in the mix as well.

@Robostop10 With GMGM needing 1-4 D help, why not deal with EDM/BUF who are in 'sell' mode? Injuries are beginning to pile up.

Quite honestly, I think the Oilers were interested in making a deal with the Caps prior to sending defenseman Ladislav Smid to division rival Calgary for a pair of prospects. The Oilers were well represented in the Capitals’ press box in the weeks leading up to the Smid trade. I actually think Smid would have been a nice fit as a left-handed defenseman on a second pairing with Mike Green. Prior to the trade I was told Oilers GM Craig MacTavish was interested in Marty Erat, but I’m not sure how accurate that is when you consider the Oilers acquired two prospects for Smid. As for Buffalo, the Sabres certainly appear to be ripe for the picking, especially a team looking for a veteran goaltender like Ryan Miller. Defenseman Tyler Myers was a healthy scratch for a while last season and is a minus-9 this season. He’s a project and some say he’s too soft in his own end. But the player I’d like to see the Caps go after is lefty Braydon Coburn in Phiilly. The Flyers would be more interested in dealing injury-plagued defenseman Andrej Meszaros, but few believe either team’s GM would make a deal within the division.

@PotomacView salary cap situation kills improvements except from within. Can the D improve enough to make a real SC playoff run?

That’s a tough one. Nate Schmidt and Alex Urbom have actually played OK since being thrown into the lineup because of injuries to Jack Hillen and John Erskine.  But to say they’re ready to make a Stanley Cup run is a stretch. I talked with Erskine on Thursday and it doesn’t sound like he’s made significant strides in his recovery from offseason knee surgery. [Story coming this weekend]. If you asked me the Caps’ greatest need right now my answer would be the same as it was last June. They need a solid, reliable No. 4 defenseman who can eat up 23 minutes a game. But as George McPhee already knows, it’s hard to find teams willing to trade them. Unless or until the Caps can find a team willing to give up a No. 4 defenseman, Schmidt and Urbom will continue to develop on the back end.

@Saltime182 What's the trade market like for Green? Teams know to pound him and he'll turn it over. Too soft, disappears playoffs...

Well, let’s just say there’s not much of a market for a guy who has missed 44.5 percent of his team’s games over the past four seasons and has another year remaining on a contract that pays him nearly $6.1 million a year. Excluding tonight’s game in Detroit, Green has missed 103 of the Capitals’ past 231 games due to injury. His latest injury appears to be a minor one but it's worth noting that a big reason for those injuries is Green’s inability to shield himself from big hits. When Green is healthy and skating like he did last season, the risks he takes offensively are worth the rewards. But when he’s tentative and holding onto the puck too long – like he has this season – he becomes a target in his own end. Perhaps the best way to keep Green healthy is to pair him with an experienced, reliable partner. But again, those blue liners aren’t growing on trees outside VerizonCenter.

@jtnatsfan any chance caps will trade neuvirth for yakupov?

Nice try. I would not rule out the Caps might have some interest in Nail Yakupov, who, by the way, shoots left and plays right wing. [Which means he would have to play left wing under Adam Oates]. And I’m certainly not ruling out the Oilers want to trade him. After all, Yakupov told reporters this week, “I don't see any trust in me now. I'm playing lower and lower minutes and I just want to help my team win every game and try to do something. I'm trying to shoot, trying to skate, trying to hit but I haven't had that much chance to do that. It's been very hard to watch the game from the bench when my teammates are fighting for pucks or points because I know I can do the same thing.” Through 18 games, Yakupov had two goals and two assists and was a minus-15. This after he took the league by storm last season with 17 goals in 48 games. The Oilers are looking for a goalie and Michal Neuvirth certainly could be on their radar, but unless it’s a blockbuster that includes a defenseman [Andrew Ference?] coming back to Washington I just don’t see it happening, especially with Evgeny Kuznetsov presumably waiting in the wings.

With right-handed defenseman Mike Green hobbled by a lower body bruise, the Capitals have recalled right-handed veteran defenseman Tyson Strachan from the AHL Hershey Bears.

Strachan, 29, has four assists, 22 penalty minutes and is a plus-3 in 11 games for the Bears this season.

Read more about him here.

With the Caps already playing four rookies in their lineup – forwards Tom Wilson and Michael Latta and defensemen Nate Schmidt and Alex Urbom – they decided it was best to go with Strachan, who has 120 games of NHL experience, over 19-year-old rookie Connor Carrick, who played his first three NHL games with the Caps at the start of the season.

It will be interesting to see if assistant coach Calle Johansson keeps his other two defensive pairs intact and uses Strachan in Green’s spot alongside Schmidt. If that’s the case, the top pairing of Karl Alzner and John Carlson will remain the same and Steve Oleksy will play alongside Urbom.

Strachan [pronounced STRACK-in] is no stranger to the NHL.

He played in 38 games with the Florida Panthers last season, compiling four assists and 40 penalty minutes. He ranked third on the Panthers in penalty minutes and also recorded nine points [one goal, eight assists] and 22 penalty minutes in 24 games with San Antonio of the AHL.

At 6-foot-3, 210 pounds Strachan can play a physical game. In 120 NHL games with St. Louis and Florida, he has one goal, 12 assists and 127 penalty minutes.

In 227 career AHL games, Strachan has 72 points [12 goals, 60 assists] and 292 penalty minutes

McPhee shares thoughts on state of Caps 

November 14, 2013, 1:30 pm
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With Green out, Jay Beagle steps up on defense
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When he met with members of the media on Wednesday, Capitals general manager George McPhee touched on a lot of the topics that were discussed at the NHL general managers’ meetings in Toronto, but he also shard a few thoughts on his own team.

Here’s a quick synopsis:

On signing Jason Chimera to a two-year, $4 million contract extension: “I think he’s playing the best hockey of his career and I think it’s neat that a veteran guy can learn new things and add more to his game. He’s become a really good penalty killer this year. We approached him even before the season began. With what he brings with his size and speed and offense, we wanted to keep him here. He wanted to stay here and we got it worked out.”

On keeping 19-year-old rookie Tom Wilson: “I really like his play. He’s the kind of guy you win with. He brings a lot to this team, a great teammate. As I mentioned, I don’t love having teenagers around, but sometimes you get someone who’s really mature and who’s ready for this. And it makes your team better and it makes the player better. We’ve done it with Ovi, and Nick and Johannson. I think it’s watching and projecting ahead, but the bottom line is does it make your team better and in this case it does, and is he getting better and in this case we think he is. That’s why he’s here. We knew when we did this it might be 5 minutes a game, 6 minutes a game, 8 minutes a game. But we still think under those circumstances he could still develop. You can still develop at practices at this level, too. You have to think, you have to be focused. I think we’re really happy at this point and we think this is good for his development.”

On Marty Erat beginning the season on the fourth line: “It was for the team. That’s what training camp is all about. You experiment with different things. We know where he can play, but we were trying different things with Eric Fehr at the time and with other players in different positions. That’s what training camp is for, to come up with different lines and see if you can develop chemistry. We tried different things, but the experimenting is over and he’s wound up pretty good.”

On Joel Ward scoring nine goals in his first 19 games this season after netting just 16 in his first 112 games with the Caps: “Joel came in lighter this year, leaner, and it’s really showed in his performance. He’s been really good. That line [Chimera-Mikhail Grabovski-Ward] has been terrific and he’s been really good around the net, too. When a player can play as well as he did in the [2011] playoffs [7 goals, 6 assists in 12 games for Nashville] in the most difficult time of the year, you’d think he’d be able to get to the regular season and get even more performance and we’re finally getting it from him. We haven’ been disappointed in him [before this season], but we thought he was capable of doing this a while ago. It looks good on him. Players try different things in the summers to improve their game. Sometimes the way they train really benefits them and sometimes it doesn’t. It looks like whatever he did this summer is working for him and that’s probably what he should stick with in the future.

On the state of the Capitals at they approach the quarter pole of the season: “It depends how you look at it. We started slow and played better and I like that. I just wish we didn’t start as slow. I really think there’s been a lot of growth with a lot of players, not only young players – we’re playing four rookies – but some of the veteran guys have really played well. I think we have a lot of guys who are playing really well right now – a couple that aren’t – but it isn’t very often that every player is playing well. If they are, you’re undefeated.”

The bad news regarding Capitals defenseman Mike Green is that he did not practice with the team for the second day in a row on Thursday because of a lower body injury.

The good news, according to Capitals coach Adam Oates, is that Green’s lower body injury is a bruise and not a groin injury and that he’s making the trip to Detroit for Friday night’s game against the Red Wings.

Whether he plays or not, now that’s another story.

“He’ll get a couple more treatments and we’ll see how he is in the morning,” Oates said.

With Green’s availability in question, the Capitals are likely to recall either Connor Carrick or Tyson Strachan from the Hershey Bears sometime later today.

Carrick, 19, has no goals, four assists and is a minus-3 in 10 games for the Bears. He had one goal in three games for the Capitals this season. Strachan, 29, has no goals and four assists and is a plus-3 in 11 games. He's played in 120 NHL games during his pro career.

The Bears played in Charlotte on Wednesday, chasing Checkers goalie Rick DiPietro in a 5-3 win, and are scheduled to play in Charlotte again tonight.

If the Caps recall Carrick or Strachan it will be before tonight’s game.

“You don’t want a guy to play three [games] in three [nights],” Oates said.

Oates said he would consider recalling the left-handed shooting Dmitry Orlov, but he would prefer a right shot to replace Green if he is unable to play.

“Chances are it will be a righty because Greenie’s down,” Oates said. “We don’t want to put a guy in a situation that we can’t get the best out of him

McPhee compares Orlov to Alzner, Carlson 

November 13, 2013, 6:15 pm
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11.13.13: Caps week in review
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Capitals defenseman Dmitry Orlov has been a proverbial yo-yo this season, splitting his time between the AHL Hershey Bears and the Capitals.

In his first month of hockey this season, the 22-year-old Russian has played in just five games – all with the Bears, recording a team-high eight points on two goals and six assists.

On Wednesday, Orlov was sent back to the Bears for the third time this season so that he could play in Wednesday night’s game against the Charlotte Checkers.

With Orlov in the final year of his three-year entry level contract, Caps general manager George McPhee was asked his thoughts on the hard-hitting defenseman, who was taken by the Caps in the second round [55th overall] of the 2009 NHL draft.

“He’s played really well,” McPhee said. “He’s been our best player in Hershey. He’s been scoring. I feel the same way about him as I felt about [Karl] Alzner and [John] Carlson at one point.

“I’m looking forward to watching him play because I think he can step in and we don’t miss a beat. We feel Dmitry will get his chance and I like him a lot. He’s a good player.”

When Jack Hillen broke his leg in the second game of the season and John Erskine joined him on the injured list to rehab his surgically repaired knee, the Capitals’ depth on the left side of their blue line took a hit. The Caps clamed Alex Urbom off waivers and recalled Nate Schmidt from the Bears to fill the voids.

Capitals coach Adam Oates said Orlov would have gotten the call to replace Erskine, but was passed over because he had pink eye. Last week, Oates said he knows what Orlov can provide offensively, but wants to see him defend better before giving him his first shot in the NHL since the 2011-12 season.

“I guess the question is, who do you pull out right now, because they’re playing pretty good,” McPhee said. “[Orlov] is in a difficult spot but it doesn’t mean we don’t think he’s a terrific player and he’s going to be a good one.

“I don’t like to pull him back and forth. He deserves to be here, but if he’s not playing, the beauty is that Hershey’s close and we can get him in [games], keep him sharp and bring him right back.”

With Mike Green sidelined with a lower body injury, the Caps could be seeking a right-handed shot to replace him. McPhee said Tyson Strachan has played “really well” for the Bears, while rookie Connor Carrick has been “up and down” in his first year as a pro.

Capitals defenseman Mike Green sat out Wednesday’s practice with what the team is calling a lower body injury suffered in Tuesday night’s 4-3 overtime win against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Asked if Green would be available to play when the Capitals return to action in Detroit on Friday, Capitals coach Adam Oates said, “We’ll see. I obviously hope so. We’ll evaluate him [Thursday].”

Green was hit hard behind the Capitals net by Columbus Blue Jackets forward Blake Comeau with 8:06 gone in the third period, but Oates said the injury might have occurred on a “bump” Green took earlier in the game.

Since the 2010-11 season Green has missed 103 of the Capitals’ past 231 games [44.5 percent] due to injury, including lengthy stays on the injured list with groin problems.

“One of the things we talked to him about is playing him too much, where maybe he is a little fatigued and he doesn’t see a guy coming as fast as he should,” Oates said. “It’s one of the things we’re trying to monitor – spread the minutes out so we don’t put that much pressure on him.”

Through 19 games, Green has no goals and 11 assists and is a minus-6 while leading the team in average ice time at 24:18.

With the right-handed Green sidelined and the left-handed Dmitry Orlov sent back to Hershey on Wednesday, the Capitals used right-handed center Jay Beagle as a defenseman at Tuesday’s practice.

Beagle said he played defense as a youngster and he drilled teammate Brooks Laich with a check during Wednesday’s practice, but Oates said that if the Caps need to recall a defenseman they’ll look at options in Hershey.

Other right-handed options in Hershey are defensemen Connor Carrick, who has no goals, four assists and is a minus-3 in nine games, and Tyson Strachan, who has no goals, three assists and is a plus-3 in 10 games.

Aside from Beagle taking turns on defense, the Capitals’ lines remained the same on Wednesday with Nicklas Backstrom between Marty Erat and Alex Ovechkin; Marcus Johansson between Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer; Grabovski between Jason Chimera and Joel Ward; and Michael Latta between Aaron Volpatti and Tom Wilson.

Second thoughts: Ward yielding big dividends 
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Caps resilient in victory over Blue Jackets
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Washington Capitals right wing Joel Ward (42) handles the puck against the Columbus Blue Jackets during the third period at the Verizon Center The Capitals won 4-3 in overtime.

  (Brad Mills-USA TODAY Sports)  

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Caps reflect on Tuesday night’s 4-3 overtime victory against the Columbus Blue Jackets and look ahead to Friday night’s 7:30 p.m. visit to Detroit.

Wardo: When the Capitals gave Joel Ward a four-year, $12 million contract in the summer of 2011, they were hoping he’d give them a physical identity on the third line while chipping in 15-20 goals. “When he came here, obviously he had a great playoff in Nashville,” Caps coach Adam Oates said. “When we talked, [I said] I expect him to play now like he does in the playoffs. Every night it’s a grind. We need these points.” Ward netted his ninth goal of the season Tuesday, one more than he had in 39 games last season and three more than he had in 73 games with the Capitals under Bruce Boudreau and Dale Hunter the year before. He’s on pace for 39 goals this season, well above his career-high of 17 set in his rookie season of 2008-09. One reason for the increased offense is the shorter stick Ward is using at the advice of Oates. “It’s a similar tool, I just shortened it up a little bit,” he said. “It’s just a matter of getting open and trying to put it away as best you can, especially when you’re tight in front of the net.”

Ovi-time: Alex Ovechkin’s overtime goal was his franchise-leading 13th in his career. It was also his second game-winning goal of the season and 61st game-winning goal of his career. Ovechkin has earned six points in his last five games.

Dirt Erat: Martin Erat’s assist on John Carlson’s goal was his 57th point against Columbus, his most against any NHL team. In 58 regular-season games against Columbus, Erat has scored 16 goals and earned 41 assists.

Carly time: John Carlson’s one-goal, one-assist night gave him five points in his last six games [4 goals, 1 assist].

Grabo: Mikhail Grabovski’s third-period goal was the 100th of his NHL career. He has 11 points [3 goals, 8 assists] in his last 11 games.

MoJo: With his assist on Ovechkin’s overtime goal, Marcus Johansson now has six points [2 goals, 4 assists] in his last five games.

Holt-beast: Braden Holtby is now 8-3-0 in his last 11 starts.

Etcetera: The Caps have won five straight at Verizon Center, which has been sold out for 191 straight games. The Caps are 5-1 in overtime games this season. The Capitals have outscored opponents 31-16 in the second period this season.

Sometimes, coaches let players make decisions for them and walk away looking like geniuses.

That was the case Tuesday night at Verizon Center following the Capitals’ emotional 4-3 overtime victory against the visiting Columbus Blue Jackets.

In the span of five minutes, the Capitals saw a one-goal lead turn into a one-goal deficit, only to be resurrected by a goal by Mikhail Grabovski with 1:45 remaining in regulation.

Oates rewarded Grabovski by letting him start the overtime period with Nicklas Backstrom. That spot usually belongs to Alex Ovechkin and the switch ultimately worked in the Caps’ favor.

Ovechkin was paired with forward Marcus Johansson in the overtime period and the two combined for Ovechkin’s game-winner 1:34 into the extra period as the Caps snapped a two-game losing steak and sent their fans cheering all the way onto F Street.

Johansson used a burst of speed down the left wing boards to avoid a check from Columbus defenseman James Wisniewski and get a shot on Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky.

“JoJo did a great job, fighting through [Wisniewski’s check] and after that I have to go to the net and find a rebound,” Ovechkin said of his 14th goal of the season. “I get a lucky puck. It bounced right to my stick.”

Oates said Ovechkin’s goal was more than luck, saying if he doesn’t hit the brakes in front of Bobrovsky he doesn’t score.

“Ovi stopped in front and got rewarded for it,” Oates said. “He flies by and no chance there.”

Oates said he was happy to see the Caps be resilient enough to get an overtime win in a game they were 1:45 away from losing in regulation.

But he was not happy with the way the Blue Jackets took a 3-2 lead with 5:41 to play in the third period. That’s when a Capitals offensive zone giveaway led to Cam Atkinson’s breakaway goal.

Caps defenseman Mike Green failed to corral a bouncing puck on the goal but Oates said it was a play by the Caps’ top line of Ovechkin, Backstrom and Marty Erat that led to the scoring chance.

“We broke down there,” Oates said. “A guy is kind of open, but late in a game “kind of” isn’t good enough.”

Oates went right back to Green following that play and the nine-year veteran assisted on Grabovski’s game-tying goal.

“Everybody makes mistakes,” Oates said. “Your reputation precedes you. You’re out there for a reason. I expect him on the next shift to do something to counter that. That’s why he is who he is. He has a leash and he’s earned it.”

Instant Analysis: Caps 4, Blue Jackets 3 (OT) 
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Ovi scores game winner in OT, Caps win 4-3
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Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 4-3 overtime win over the Columbus Blue Jackets Tuesday night at Verizon Center.

How it happened: Mikhail Grabovski sent the game into overtime when he scored with 1:45 remaining in regulation and Alex Ovechkin won it by lifting a Marcus Johansson rebound over Sergei Bobrovsky 1:34 into overtime to give the Caps a 4-3 win.

What it means: The Caps snapped a two-game losing streak and moved within one point of the first-place Pittsburgh Penguins in the Metro Division standings.

Shortie for Wardo: Joel Ward’s shorthanded goal in the third period was the Caps’ first of the season.

Doobie Doobie Doo: Brandon Dubinsky’s second-period shorthanded goal was his second this season and eighth of his career. Dubinsky has four goals and three fights in 20 career games against the Caps. His scraps have come against Alex Ovechkin, Mike Green and Steve Oleksy.

Ding: Caps right wing Troy Brouwer had the Caps’ only chance on a full 2-minute second-period power play and rang a pass from Nicklas Backstrom off the left post.

The Boll tolls: Columbus right wing Jared Boll entered the game 9 penalty minutes shy of 1,000 in his NHL career.

Assist of the night: Marty Erat may not have a goal this season but his pass that led to John Carlson’s game-tying goal with 6 minutes left in the second period was a thing of beauty. Erat streak down the left side, took defenseman Dalton Prout with him and forced goalie Sergei  Bobrovsky to leave his cage just before dishing to Carlson for an open-netter.

Hello, Mr. Poile: Carlson’s goal was his fourth in six games. His offensive resurgence might put him back on the Team USA radar. Selections will be made by Predators GM David Poile in late December and announced on Jan. 1.

What’s next: With two days off before visiting the Detroit Red Wings on Friday, the Caps have an 11 a.m. practice scheduled for Wednesday and a 10:30 a.m. practice scheduled for Thursday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex. When they return from Detroit they’ll have three straight home games against the Blues, Penguins and Canadiens.

Adam Oates says that although he is now a member of the Hockey Hall of Fame, he has never overanalyzed each year’s induction class or the requirements met to be enshrined.

“My ego’s not that big,” he said with a laugh. “It really isn’t. Never was.”

That said, Oates believes this year’s class – Chris Chelios, Brendan Shanahan and Scott Niedermayer were joined by Fred Shero and Geraldine Heaney Monday night in Toronto – is especially deserving.

In fact, Oates said that of the hundreds of defensemen he faced during his 19-year playing career, Chelios might have been his toughest assignment.

“For me, during my career because we overlapped, he was the hardest guy ever to play against,” Oates said Tuesday. “I was a right-shot center and I went down the left side and he was always there. He was really difficult to play against, a fantastic player.”

Chelios, 51, broke into the NHL two years before Oates and stuck around for parts of 25 seasons, finally retiring following the 2009-10 season. He ranks fifth on the NHL’s all-time games list with 1,651, behind only Gordie Howe [1,767], Mark Messier [1,756], Ron Francis [1,731] and Mark Recchi [1,652].   

Oates, now 51, played alongside Shanahan, 44, for one season, when they both played for the St. Lois Blues in 1991-92 .Shanahan went on to record 656 goals and 698 assists for 1,354 points in 1,524 career games in the NHL

“A rare guy in the sense he could score and be tough,” Oates said. “He could really snap the puck. And a real competitor.”

Oates also praised Niedermayer, 40, for his longevity, saying he was a “fantastic” defenseman during his 17-year career with the New Jersey Devils and Anaheim Ducks.

Oates, Caps going back to the same well 

November 12, 2013, 12:45 pm
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Despite back-to-back losses in Phoenix and Colorado, Capitals coach Adam Oates will go with the same forward lines and defense pairings tonight when the Caps face the Columbus Blue Jackets at Verizon Center [6:30 p.m. Caps Central, CSN].

Why not switch things up and re-insert forwards Eric Fehr or Jay Beagle or give defenseman Dmitry Orlov his first game of the season?

“Because we won a bunch of games [four] in a row,” Oates said, “and we easily could have won both games on the weekend.”

Since Alex Ovechkin returned from an upper body injury on Nov. 5, Oates has gone with a top line of center Nicklas Backstrom between Marty Erat on the left and Ovechkin on the right. In four games together the trio has yet to record a goal at even strength.

“Marty hasn’t gotten [a goal] yet so I’m sure he’s feeling that,” Oates said. “And it’s his first time playing with Ovi, so there’s a certain pressure that goes along with that. Five-on-five hockey, it’s very difficult to score.”

The second line of Marcus Johansson between wingers Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer has also struggled offensively with one even-strength goal in its six games together.

Oates said that line is still figuring itself out and that it’s not etched in stone that they’ll stay together.

One reason it has remained intact is the success of the Capitals’ third line of center Mikhail Grabovski, right wing Joel Ward and let wing Jason Chimera, which has 11 even-strength goals in the last 11 games.

Troubling 5-on-3: The Caps have not scored on a 5-on-3 power play in 11 straight opportunities, dating back to last January.

“We want to get better and it and we should get better at it,” Backstrom said. “We’ve got to take advantage of it. We’re moving the puck all righ,t but the last pass … I can do a better job of that.”

If you notice, the Caps go to a different format with a two-man advantage, moving Alex Ovechkin from the left circle to the left point, with defenseman Mike Green on the right point, Joel Ward on the left goal line, Nicklas Backstrom roaming from the right half wall to the goal line and Troy Brouwer somewhere in the slot.

Oates says the formation is not the problem. It’s getting shots from the point to get opposing teams out of their inverted triangles and out of position. Ward said he thinks the Caps are “over-thinking” on the two-man-advantage.

“You instantly think pretty play,” Oates said. “… Part of the problem is you kind of flip the switch that, ‘I don’t want to throw a lousy shot on net. I need to get a perfect shot,’ and that ends up affecting your rotation a lot.”

Killer goals: The Caps have made a habit of allowing opponents to score quickly after they’ve scored goals. It happened again in Colorado when Ward scored to tie the score, only to see the Avs restore their lead on defenseman Nick Holden’s first NHL goal on the following shift.

“It was a bang, boom-boom play,” Ward said. “That was my guy [Holden] at the point. It’s just knowing after a goal what’s going to happen. I think physically we were ready. Mentally we shot ourselves in the foot.”

Oates said he kept the Ward-Chimera-Grabovski line on the ice following their goal because they had spent just four seconds out there before scoring. He said he has no perfect formula on which line to use after the Caps score a goal.

Through 18 games the Caps have allowed an opponent to score within a span of 2:30 after scoring their own goal 10 times. Five times they've allowed an opponent to score within a minute after scoring themselves.

Missing Stamkos: Oates said it was “terrible” to see NHL leading scorer Steven Stamkos carried off the ice with a broken right leg Monday in the Lightning’s game against the Bruins.

Stamkos, who leads the league in goals [14] and points [23], be will be sidelined indefinitely. He is likely to miss the Winter Olympics for Team Canada and much, if not all of the season for Lightning, who lead the Eastern Conference with a 12-5-0 record.

“Hopefully it doesn’t affect him,” said Oates, who coached Stamkos in Tampa in 2009-10. “He’s a great guy, ultimate professional. It’s a tough loss. The team’s doing well, the Olympics. You don’t like to see anybody get hurt like that.”

Backstrom agreed.

“Obviously, you don’t want to see any player get hurt,” he said, “but a guy like him, he’s been scoring goals like no one else the last couple years.”

Stamkos has scored more goals in the past five seasons [199 in 311 games] than anyone in the NHL. To read more and see the video, click here.

BOSTON (AP) -- Tampa Bay Lightning star center Steven Stamkos was taken off the ice on a stretcher with a broken right leg after crashing into the post against Boston.

"It's obviously tough to see him go down, not only for our team, he's one of the best players in the world," Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said. "People come out to cheer the Boston Bruins here, and they come to see Steven Stamkos play hockey. It's a loss for everybody."

The Lightning said on their Twitter site the star suffered a broken right tibia. There was no further information available.

Teammate Martin St. Louis didn't know how bad it was when the locker room opened after the game.

"He's a big part of our team, but we don't know the severity of it, so we're going to wait and hear," he said. "Obviously he's a big part of our team."

The team's leading scorer and one of the top players in the league, Stamkos was backchecking on a play late in the second period Monday when he got tied up with Boston defenseman Dougie Hamilton. The pair went into the net hard.

Stamkos immediately grabbed his right leg and was rolling on the ice in pain.

After a brief delay, a stretcher was brought out and he was taken off to loud applause. As he was carted off, he put both hands to his face in apparent pain.

Stamkos collided with Hamilton and fell to the ice just before crashing into the right post. His left skate appeared to hit the post first before his right leg crashed into it around the shin area. He tried to get up twice before going down to the ice in pain, grabbing his leg just above the ankle.

On TV replays he appeared to tell a teammate, "It's broken," before the trainer got out to him.

Stamkos entered the day tied for the league lead in scoring with Pittsburgh's Sidney Crosby.

Perhaps the two best things about the Capitals’ weekend visit to Phoenix and Colorado is that it’s over and they don’t have to go back.

The Caps came away with one of a possible four points and after arriving back in D.C. at around 4:30 a.m. on Monday they’ll need to adjust quickly before facing new Metropolitan Division rival Columbus on Tuesday.

Of their first 18 games, the Caps have faced Eastern Conference teams just six times and are 4-2 in those games. Their next two opponents, the Blue Jackets and Red Wings, are new to the Eastern Conference. 

The Blue Jackets reside in seventh place in the Metropolitan Division with a 6-10-0 record and 12 points, one more than the 5-10-1 Flyers. The Jackets are one of seven Eastern Conference teams with a sub-.500 record.

By comparison, only three teams in the West – Winnipeg, Calgary and Edmonton – have losing records.

Following Tuesday night's home game against Columbus the Caps will visit Detroit [9-5-4, 22 points] Friday night and return home to face the St. Louis Blues [11-2-2, 24 points] on Sunday.

It will be interesting to see if Caps coach Adam Oates re-configures his lineup after back-to-back losses to the Coyotes and Avalanche. The Caps have had the same line combinations and defense pairings for the past five games, but after two straight losses, forward Eric Fehr could find himself back on one of the top four lines on Tuesday.

Here’s a sneak peek at the depth chart of the Blue Jackets:

BLUE JACKETS

Forward Lines

Brandon Dubinsky – Ryan Johansen – Cam Atkinson

R.J. Umberger – Artem Anisimov – Marian Gaborik

Derek MacKenzie – Mark Letestu - BlakeComeau

Sean Collins – Michael Chaput – Jared Boll

Defense Pairings

Jack Johnson – Fedor Tyutin

Ryan Murray – James Wisniewski

Nikita Nikitin – Dalton Prout

Goaltenders

Sergei Bobrovsky – Curtis McElhinney           

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals adjust back to the Eastern time zone following Sunday night’s 4-1 loss to the Colorado Avalanche in Denver’s PepsiCenter to complete an 0-1-1 weekend road trip:

How it happened: Former Capitals netminder Semyon Varlamov improved to 2-0 against his old team, turning aside 33 shots and allowing just one goal against the Caps for the second time this season. The Avs outscored the Caps 9-2 in their two victories this season.

What it means: The Caps [9-8-1] remain in second place in the Metropolitan Division with 19 points, three behind the first-place Penguins [11-6-0] and one ahead of the third-place Rangers [9-8-0].

Decline a penalty: In their back-to-back losses to the Coyotes and Avalanche, the Capitals had a pair of 5-on-3 advantages but failed on each. In their 4-3 shootout loss in Phoenix, they had a chance to go up 4-1 with a two-man advantage but failed to convert and on Sunday they had a chance to tie the score on a 5-on-3 that lasted 56 seconds and failed. According to the Caps’ website, the team has failed to score on 11 straight 5-on-3s, dating back to Jan. 25 of last season. "It's all about five guys out there," said Alex Ovechkin, who recorded a team-high seven shots in Denver, along with Mike Green. "We had our chances to score, but we didn't. Again, I think frustration moment. But again, this happens. We have to fight through it." Overall, the Caps were 0-for-4 on the power play, just the seventh time in 17 games they’ve gone without a power –play goal in a game.

Wardo: With his eighth goal of the season Sunday night, Caps right wing Joel Ward has matched his total from last season, when he scored eight in 39 games. The burly right wing is on pace for 36 goals, well above his previous career high of 17 back in 2008-09 when he was with Nashville.

Scary moment for Ovi: With 2:26 remaining in the second period Alex Ovechkin crashed hard into the boards when he appeared to be tripped by Colorado defenseman Jan Hejda, who fell on top of him after the collision. “I think it was a trip," Ovechkin said. "Hit my head on the board. It was a clear two minutes and a dangerous play." Replays suggested Ovechkin stepped on Hejda’s stick and that’s the story Hejda was sticking to. “He goes to the corner and I think the puck was under his legs," Hejda said. "I'm 100 percent sure I had my stick on the ice and he steps on my stick. He fell and then I fell over him. There wasn't any intent on this situation."

Varlastic: Varlamov was voted the first star of the game and in his first two games against the Capitals he has stopped 73 of 75 shots. "It was great, especially against my old team," he said after improving to 9-2-0. "It's always tough to play against Washington. They have so many good players, the best power play in the league, but I think we did a great job, and that's why we got a positive result.”

What’s next: After three games in four nights, plus travel, the Caps were given the day off on Monday and will report to Kettler for a 10 a.m. skate on Tuesday, ahead of their 7 p.m. game against the Columbus Blue Jackets. They follow with a game in Detroit on Friday, then return home for games against St. Louis, Pittsburgh and Montreal.

DENVER (AP) -- Semyon Varlamov stopped 33 shots and Nick Holden scored his first NHL goal to break a second-period tie, lifting the soaring Colorado Avalanche to a 4-1 win over the Washington Capitals on Sunday night.

Patrick Bordeleau, P.A. Parenteau and Gabriel Landeskog also added goals for the Avalanche, who are off to a franchise-best 14-2 start under new coach Patrick Roy.

Before this season, the best mark through 16 games was 13-3 by the 1994-95 Quebec Nordiques.

Joel Ward had the lone goal for the Capitals as they lost for a second straight night. Alex Ovechkin thought he had a goal late in the third, but it was disallowed when replay showed he kicked it in with his left skate.

Varlamov once again came up big against his former team, especially on a 5-on-3 early in the final period to preserve the lead. Varlamov also made 40 saves in a 5-1 win at Washington on Oct. 12.

Early in the third period, Cory Sarich was called for hooking to give Washington, the top power play team in the league, a man advantage. And then the Avalanche were whistled for too many men on the ice, setting up a 5-on-3 situation for 56 seconds.

But Varlamov turned back shot after shot, the crowd cheering "Varly, Varly" over and over.

Ward tied the game at 1 in the second period when a puck caromed off the boards on a faceoff and right to his stick. With no defenders near him, Ward faked Varlamov one way and then shot it in for his eighth goal of the season.

Just 28 seconds later, Holden gave the Avalanche back the lead when the defenseman took a pass from Landeskog and lined a shot past a screened Braden Holtby.

The Capitals received a scare late in the second when Ovechkin slipped while chasing a puck and crashed into the boards, with Jan Hejda falling on top of him. Ovechkin stayed down on the ice for several minutes, before skating to the bench and dabbing at his head with a towel. He also began yelling at the officials, apparently upset no penalty was called on the play.

Colorado got on the board early in the opening period when Cody McLeod lined a backhand shot toward the goal that Bordeleau redirected past Holtby. The officials reviewed the play to see if Bordeleau's stick was below the level of the crossbar and then announced to the crowd the call on the ice stood.

The Capitals struggled to generate much offense in the first period and didn't take their first shot until halfway through, when Ovechkin laced a slap shot that Varlamov turned aside.

Roy has a good thing going in goal these days, with Varlamov and backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere both playing well. The duo entered the game with a league-best 1.79 goals-against average.

"We trust our two goalies," Roy said. "We have a lot of confidence."

NOTES: Unhappy with an offside call, the Capitals argued with officials and were assessed an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty, which was served by F Jason Chimera. ... It was a late-arriving crowd with the Denver Broncos playing an afternoon game in San Diego. By midway through the opening period, the arena was packed. ... The Avalanche were without F Alex Tanguay (knee) and D Ryan Wilson (back). Both are out at least two more weeks. ... Colorado is 8-1 against the Eastern Conference this season.

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals [9-7-1] try to put to rest Saturday night’s 4-3 shootout loss to the Phoenix Coyotes and turn their attention to tonight’s visit to the Pepsi Center against the 13-2-0 Colorado Avalanche [8 p.m. CSN]:

How it happened: After building a 3-1 lead on goals by Troy Brouwer, John Carlson, and Joel Ward, the Capitals saw the Coyotes tie the score with two goals in the final 3:26 of regulation to send the game into overtime. In the shootout, Mikkel Boedker [wrister] and Antoine Vermette [sick forehand-to-backhand move] beat Caps goalie Michal Neuvirth and Mikhail Grabovski [wrister] and Alex Ovehckin [backhand] missed the net against Mike Smith.

What it means: Although it felt like a loss, the Caps picked up a point in their fifth straight games [4-0-1] and remain in second place in the Metropolitan Division, three points ahead of the third-place Rangers and three behind the first-place Penguins.

Shootout streak ends: The shootout loss was the first under the Capitals coach Adam Oates, who on Thursday said “the tide will turn at some point’ after seeing his team improve to 7-0 in shootouts over parts of two seasons.      

Bad clears: The forward pair of Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer had a rough third period. Laich’s failed clear along the boards led to Lauri Korpikoski’s even-strength goal with 3:26 remaining in regulation and Brouwer’s diving attempt to clear the puck while shorthanded was intercepted at the blue line by Oliver Ekman-Larsson, who fed Shane Doan for the game-tying goal with 1:46 to play.

Too many penalties: The Caps have been playing with fire lately on the penalty kill and it burned them against Phoenix when they allowed two goals on six power-plays. The toughest penalty came when defenseman Nate Schmidt took a delay of game penalty for shooting the puck over the glass with 2:01 to play. "Tough break for Nate putting it in the stands, but that's probably a product of the course of the game," Oates told reporters after the game. "Too many penalties just in general. It takes the wind out of your sails." The Caps fell one spot in the NHL’s penalty kill standings with an 88.2 percent success rate, just below top-ranked Vancouver [89.1 percent]. One reason? They’ve been shorthanded for 112 minutes, 47 seconds, fifth most in the NHL.

Power play: The Caps went 2-for-7 on the power play and have now scored nine times in the past five games. But that didn’t stop them from kicking themselves for a failed 5-on-3 in the third period and a failed 4-on-3 in overtime, when Mike Smith covered up a Mike Green rebound just before Nicklas Backstrom could get to it. Still, the Caps improved their No. 1-ranked power play to 28.2 percent, well ahead of second-ranked Minnesota [23.9 percent].

Look ahead: Look for goaltender Braden Holtby [7-5-0] to return to the nets tonight for the Caps as they try to upend the high-flying Colorado Avalanche, who beat them 5-1 in Washington on Oct. 12.
GLENDALE, Ariz. (AP) -- Shane Doan scored his second goal to cap a rally late in regulation and the Phoenix Coyotes scored on both attempts in the shootout to end Washington's four-game winning streak with a 4-3 victory Saturday night.

Troy Brouwer and John Carlson scored two of Washington's three goals on power plays in a strange second period that included a string of penalties and rare delay of game call against Phoenix goalie Mike Smith for playing the puck across the red line.

Trailing 3-1, Phoenix rallied late in the third period on goals by Lauri Korpikoski, who scored as he was falling to the ice, and Doan's fourth goal in three games on a power play with 1:46 left.

Antoine Vermette and Mikkel Boedker scored in the shootout and Washington failed on its two attempts to lose for the first time in five shootouts.

Joel Ward also scored for the Capitals, who have scored seven power-play goals in three games.

Alex Ovechkin and the Capitals hadn't played in the desert since 2011 so there was plenty of anticipation in the Valley of the Sun for this one.

It certainly didn't hurt that both teams have been playing well; Washington had outscored opponents 17-6 during a four-game winning streak and Phoenix had won five of six.

The Caps' forte has been special teams; they're the NHL's best on the power play and the penalty kill.

The Coyotes didn't have any trouble against Washington's penalty kill early, scoring 22 seconds into their first chance with the man advantage midway through the first period.

Doan got it, gathering a rebound off a shot by Keith Yandle and flipping a wrister past Michal Neuvirth.

The Coyotes got themselves in trouble after that with a march to the penalty box.

Phoenix killed off the first two penalties, but Brouwer scored 38 seconds into the second period when he was left alone at Phoenix's blue line and beat Smith with a hard shot from the right circle.

Jordan Szwarz went into the box three minutes later for high-sticking and Washington needed 19 seconds to capitalize, going up 2-1 on a shot from the slot by Carlson after some quick passing.

A carousel to the penalty box followed, including six straight power play minutes for Phoenix and the call against Smith, who played the puck across the red line as he was skating off for an extra attacker.

Once the chaos ended, Ward put the Capitals up 3-1 with a one-timer from along the goal line after the puck squirted his direction.

Washington appeared to be in control, but Korpikoski scored on a backhander as he was falling to the ice and Doan scored for the seventh time in eight games with a wrister after Caps rookie Nate Schmidt was called for delay of game for sending the puck over the glass from his own end.

Notes: Phoenix will play at Washington on March 8, marking the first time these teams have played twice in a season since 2001-02. ... Phoenix played without F Radim Vrbata, who's tied for the team lead with six goals, and top defenseman Derek Morris due to injuries. ... Phoenix's Kyle Chipchura and Washington's Aaron Volpatti got into a fight late in the first period. Chipchura left a little bloodied and Volpatti had his jersey ripped off.
News and notes as the Capitals [9-7-0] prepare to take on the Phoenix Coyotes [11-4-2] tonight at Jobing.com Arena [8 p.m., CSN]:

Neuvy gets the call: Michal Neuvirth [2-2-0, 2.79 GAA] is expected to make just his fourth start of the season. In his last appearance, Neuvirth turned aside 31 of 33 shots in a 3-2 shootout win over Florida.“If I get to start I’ll be ready,” Neuvirth said. “I’ve been practicing well. I did good last time and I’m ready.”

Smith a ‘backbone’: Coyotes goaltender Mike Smith [9-3-2, 2.87 .915] has been solid between the pipes for the Coyotes. Smith has faced a league-high 484 shots this season. “He’s given them an identity the last couple years,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “He’s really been a backbone for them and allowed them to evolve as a team. They are a well-rounded team. They skate well and skate fast.”

Hot in the desert: The Coyotes are off to their best start since 1998-99 when they begn the season 13-2-2. The Coyotes are one of only two NHL teams [Anaheim is the other] that has not had a regulation loss on home ice. They are 7-0-1 on home ice. The Caps are 3-4-0 on the road. Both teams have won seven of their last 10 games. Phoenix is 5-0-2 in one-goal games and is 8-1-1 when scoring first. The Caps are 6-2-0 when scoring first.

Big finishers: The Coyotes have been outscored 18-8 in first periods this season but have outscored their opponents 45-33 in the second and third periods.

East vs. West: Entering Saturday’s action Western Conference teams had a 72-28-11 record against teams in the East. That includes the Coyotes’ 5-1-1 record against the East. This season marks the first time since 2002-03 that the Caps and Coyotes will play twice in the same season. The Coyotes visit VerizonCenter on March 8.

Special teams: The Caps are ranked first on the power play [28.1 percent] and first on the penalty kill [90.3], while the Coyotes are ranked 12th on the power play [19 percent] and 23rd on the PK [78.8].

Remember me? Former Capitals veteran and Potomac, Md., native Jeff Halpern is on the Coyotes’ roster but is on injured reserve with an upper body injury. Phoenix coach Dave Tippet played 91 games for the Capitals over parts of two seasons [1990-92]. Tippet recorded 8 goals and 19 assists in his time with the Caps. Tippet’s 438 wins in the NHL rank second among active coaches behind Mike Babcock’s 454.

Who’s hot: For the Caps, Alex Ovechkin has 3 goals in 2 games; Marcus Johansson has two goals in two games; Nicklas Backstrom has four points in two games; and Tom Wilson has three points in two games. For the Coyotes, Shane Doan has 2 goals in 2 games and has 5 goals and 2 assists in his last 7 games.

Shot blocker: Phoenix defenseman Zbynek Michalek ranks second in the NHL with 54 blocked shots. Since 2005, only New Jersey’s Anton Volchenkov [1,327] has blocked more shots than Michalek [1,318].

Other leaders: Phoenix forward Rob Klinkhammer leads the Coyotes with 54 hits and his plus-12 ranks third in NHL. Center Antoine Vermette leads the NHL with 241 faceoff wins. Defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson leads the Coyotes and is sixth in HL with 434:53 of ice time.

O from D: The Capitals have received just four goals from their defensemen this season – two from John Carlson and one each from Connor Carrick and Alex Urbom. The Coyotes have gotten 13 goals and 44 assists from their blue liners.

Noteworthy: Mikhail Grabovski is one goal away from 100 in the NHL. Nicklas Backstrom can pass Scott Stevens for fifth on the Caps’ all-time power play assists list with his 136th. The Caps have outscored their opponents 17-6 during their four-game win streak. This is their second of 17 sets of back-to-back games. They are 2-0 so far.

What's next: The Caps will head to Denver following the game and face the Avalanche on Sunday night at 8 p.m.
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Phoenix Coyotes' Mike Ribeiro passes the puck after winning a face off during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the Calgary Flames on Tuesday Oct. 22, 2013, in Glendale, Ariz.

  (AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin)  

Mike Ribeiro had a choice over the summer. He could have accepted the Capitals’ contract offer of three years and roughly $14 million, or he could uproot his family after one year in Washington and dive into the free-agent market.

He chose to uproot and dive into the four-year, $22 million contract offered by the Phoenix Coyotes.

Tonight at Jobing.com Arena, Ribeiro will face the Capitals for the first time since making that decision on July 5.

“You make choices,” said Capitals left wing Jason Chimera, who on Friday signed a two-year contract extension that will likely allow him to retire in D.C. “Teams let go of players as quickly as players let go of teams.

“I think it goes both ways. It’s kind of the bad part about sports. Sometimes you lose some good friends along the way and you wish you could play with them longer, but that’s part of the business.”

When the Caps lost Ribeiro, they waited most of the summer to replace him, finally settling on a one-year, $3 million contract for Mikhail Grabovksi. Through 17 games, Ribeiro has five goals, six assists and is a minus-1 while averaging 19 minutes a game.

Grabovski, who eight games into the season was dropped from the Caps’ second line to the third, has five goals and nine assists and is a plus-3 while averaging 15:58 a game on a line with Chimera and Joel Ward.

Although he spent just one season in Washington, Ribeiro was a popular player in the Caps’ locker room. Chimera said he had a positive influence on many of the Caps' younger players, especially Marcus Johansson, who has taken Ribeiro's spot him on the Caps' second line.

Ribeiro finished last season fifth in the NHL with 36 assists and his 49 points in 48 games was second on the Caps, behind only Alex Ovechkin.

In an interview on Friday, Ribeiro had some interesting things to say about playing alongside the Capitals’ 28-year-old captain, who is tied for second in the NHL with 13 goals in 14 games.

“It was great,” Ribeiro said. “He’s still a kid. He’s still learning how to play the game. A lot of shooters, they like to shoot and it takes time for them to learn all the other parts of the game, but [he’s] a great shooter and a great player to play with.”

Ribeiro said he offered some shooting advice to Ovechkin when he was struggling to find the back of the net at the start of last season.

“I actually told him to stop shooting high and try to go 5-hole a few times,” Ribeiro said. “And he started shooting 5-hole. The thing there is that a lot of people are scared to talk to him because he’s such a big [star] and I don’t really care. I was just telling him what I thought and it helped him to change a bit, to give different looks to goalies.”

Ribeiro’s best offensive outburst for the Coyotes came from Oct. 10-22 when he recorded five goals and four assists and the Coyotes went 5-0-2. In the Coyotes’ other 10 games Ribeiro has just two assists.

Capitals goaltender Michal Neuvirth said he and the rest of the Caps need to be aware of Ribeiro at all times tonight.

“He’s a great player,” Neuvirth said. “Great hands and he’s got great patience. Every time he’s on the ice we need to be aware of him. A really funny guy, a great teammate. We really miss him, but it’s a business. It’s good for Phoenix, but no friendships on the ice.”

Capitals coach Adam Oates agreed, saying the sight of Ribeiro will probably bring some smiles to his players during warmups tonight.  

“It’s always fun to play your old team,” Oates said. “There will be some butterflies [for Ribeiro] and smiles and nods from the guys during warmups, and when the puck drops, hopefully we beat him.”
When Jason Chimera was struggling through the worst offensive season of his career last year, a contract extension was probably the furthest thing from his mind.

But with the 34-year-old left winger off to a strong start on what has become one of the NHL’s hottest lines, that’s what happened Friday when the burly veteran signed a two-year, $4 million extension through the 2014-16 season.

Chimera will earn $2 million in each of the next two seasons. He was in the final year of a contract that is paying him $1.75 million this season.

After scoring just three goals in 47 games last season, Chimera has five goals and six assists, along with 10 penalty minutes in 16 games this season.

His recent four-game goal streak earned him the NHL’s Third Star of the Week for the week ending Nov. 3.

With Chimera under contract, the Capitals now have five players playing in the final year of their contracts – centers Mikhail Grabovski [$3 million] and Michael Latta [$590,833], and defensemen Nate Schmidt [$925,000], Dmitry Orlov [$690,000] and Alex Urbom [$567,500].

Acquired from the Columbus Blue Jackets for Chris Clark and Milan Jurcina in 2009, Chimera has 107 points [45 goals, 62 assists] and 251 penalty minutes in 265 career games with the Caps.

In 43 career playoff games, Chimera has 20 points [eight goals, 12 assists], four game-winning goals and 16 penalty minutes.  
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  (AP Photo/Alex Brandon)  

If the Capitals hope to take that painfully elusive step and make their longest playoff run in 16 years, they’ll need to keep winning games like the one Thursday night against the Minnesota Wild.

Playing against one of the NHL’s stingiest defensive teams, the Caps won the old-fashioned way -- with patience, determination and grit.

“It was kind of a greasy one,” Caps left wing Jason Chimera said.

Frustrated by the Wild’s collapsing defense, the Caps got an ugly goal from Marcus Johansson that deflected off defenseman Nate Prosser, valiantly killed off a huge penalty that carried from regulation into overtime, and won on Nicklas Backstrom’s only goal of the shootout.

Now, granted, there are no shootouts in the playoffs, but the Caps proved they could play with enough patience to win a dirty game, and that’s a step in the right direction.

On Friday, Caps coach Adam Oates said he thought his players “lost their focus” after Alex Ovechkin gave them an early 2-1 lead with a power-play goal, but they reined it in and were willing to play chip and chase hockey against a team willing to play counter-punch hockey.

“The good news is we scored a big goal late and we scored it the right way,” Oates said. “There’s a team giving you nothing and that’s the way they play. They keep the shots down. That’s the way they want to win games and there’s at least 10 teams in the league that play like that. Our focus has to be that we’re willing to win 1-0.”

Oates’ point is well taken. If even half of those 10 teams grind their way into the playoffs, the likelihood that the Caps would need to beat one of them to advance is pretty high.

On Tuesday night, the Capitals faced and Islanders team that loves to skate and beat them at their own game, rolling to a 6-2 win. On Thursday night they played in a completely different game and learned to adapt.

“It is a frustrating brand of hockey,” Oates said. “We work on our neutral zone every single day. We played the Islanders [Tuesday night] and they’re a great skating team and we didn’t let them skate. That’s the state of the league. It used to be the trap, but teams are so good defensively that you have to put up with that frustration.”

As an example to his players on Friday, Oates used a clip of Backstrom gaining the blue line and chipping the puck past the Wild’s five-man defensive front, saying it was an example of taking what an opponent gives you.

“He’s a guy who loves to carry the puck,” Oates said. “But twice in the game he chipped it in from 20 feet. There’s a guy who wants the puck more than anybody and he did it. We have to take a page from that because, unfortunately, that’s what hockey is. Not every team, but some nights you’re not going to get an easy goal.”

Especially some nights in April, May and June.
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Frustrated by the Wild’s collapsing defense, the Caps got an ugly goal from Marcus Johansson that deflected off defenseman Nate Prosser, valiantly killed off a huge penalty that carried from regulation into overtime, and won on Nicklas Backstrom’s only goal of the shootout.

Now, granted, there are no shootouts in the playoffs, but the Caps proved they could play with enough patience to win a dirty game, and that’s a step in the right direction.

On Friday, Caps coach Adam Oates said he thought his players “lost their focus” after Alex Ovechkin gave them an early 2-1 lead with a power-play goal, but they reined it in and were willing to play chip and chase hockey against a team willing to play counter-punch hockey.

“The good news is we scored a big goal late and we scored it the right way,” Oates said. “There’s a team giving you nothing and that’s the way they play. They keep the shots down. That’s the way they want to win games and there’s at least 10 teams in the league that play like that. Our focus has to be that we’re willing to win 1-0.”

Oates’ point is well taken. If even half of those 10 teams grind their way into the playoffs, the likelihood that the Caps would need to beat one of them to advance is pretty high.

On Tuesday night, the Capitals faced and Islanders team that loves to skate and beat them at their own game, rolling to a 6-2 win. On Thursday night they played in a completely different game and learned to adapt.

“It is a frustrating brand of hockey,” Oates said. “We work on our neutral zone every single day. We played the Islanders [Tuesday night] and they’re a great skating team and we didn’t let them skate. That’s the state of the league. It used to be the trap, but teams are so good defensively that you have to put up with that frustration.”

As an example to his players on Friday, Oates used a clip of Backstrom gaining the blue line and chipping the puck past the Wild’s five-man defensive front, saying it was an example of taking what an opponent gives you.

“He’s a guy who loves to carry the puck,” Oates said. “But twice in the game he chipped it in from 20 feet. There’s a guy who wants the puck more than anybody and he did it. We have to take a page from that because, unfortunately, that’s what hockey is. Not every team, but some nights you’re not going to get an easy goal.”

Especially some nights in April, May and June.
Welcome to our weekly edition of Penn Quarter Sports Tavern’s 6-Pack of Questions, where we aim to keep it real while answering your most pressing questions regarding the Washington Capitals.

Let’s get started.

@cadlecreek Is [Brooks] Laich 100%? I noticed he doesn't stop and start like he used to on d. He doesn't have any explosion in his 1st 2 steps.

 Good question, cadlecreek. I’m noticing some of that same lack of explosiveness. Laich has repeatedly said he’s feeling 100 percent, but as Adam Oates noted yesterday it’s hard for anyone to miss all but nine games in a season and not have it take a toll. Oates credited Laich’s contributions to the Caps’ top PK unit but I think his decision to move Marcus Johansson onto that second line is with the intention of providing better speed up the middle and should benefit both Laich and Troy Brouwer. Brouwer told me he and Laich are frustrated that they can’t get sustained offensive pressure and when they play so much time in the neutral zone they feel like they're not contributing. No question the Caps need that line to start scoring if they want to make a run in the spring and it's taken longer than anyone expected.

 @Rev_Bully [Ray] Emery/[Braden] Holtby worse than [Dale] Hunter/[Gord] Murphy or Hunter/[Pat] LaFontaine?

I’m guessing you’re referring to Dale Hunter’s ridiculously late hit on the Islanders’ Pierre Turgeon in the 1993 Patrick Division semifinals? That one has to win the “worse” award, especially when you consider Hunter gave the puck away to Turgeon and he hit him while he was celebrating his goal, separating his shoulder. That hit sparked a line brawl, just as Ray Emery’s selfish attack on Braden Holtby sparked a line brawl in Philly last week. Emery proved nothing with his beat down on Emery and the NHL overlooked a rule that would have allowed Brendan Shanahn, Colin Campbell or Gary Bettman an opportunity to suspend him. As for that Hunter hit on Murphy back in 1991 at the old Cap Centre, I was there for that one and it was a wild one. Hunter’s elbow was a nasty one, but the brawls on the ice that followed was old-time hockey. Craig Berube actually started a second brawl by slamming goalie Don Beaupre behind the net, sparking an animated argument between coaches Paul Holmgren and Terry Murray that ended with Holmgren waving a stick at Murray. When all was said and done, Flyers tough guy Dale Kushner fought four times, while Craig Berube, Terry Carkner, Alan May and Al Iafrate fought twice each in a game that featueed nearly 300 minutes in penalties. I was in the press box that night and nearly saw Flyers assistant coach Ken Hitchcock get into a scrap with fans.  

@timduffy Any of them writers calling out Frank Seravalli for choosing Emery as 3rd star? They ought to but I haven't seen it.  

After that Caps-Flyers game last week, I asked Saravalli about that third star selection and he said, I’m paraphrasing here, that the game is for the fans and there is an element of entertainment value to the star selections. That’s why, after a 7-0 loss in which Emery allowed four goals on 15 shots and won a lopsided fight, Saravalli chose him as the third star. I can tell you the Caps players were not happy with the selection, as I heard some hoots and hollers as they came into the visiting dressing room that night. Since then a few players and fans have asked me how that selection process works. In Philadelphia, one member of the media selects the three stars of the game on any given night and it rotates on a nightly basis. In Washington the three stars are selected by the team’s media staff. In other NHL cities it is often a collection of media that votes on the three stars and the players with the most votes are selected in descending order of votes. Occasionally, score sheets are ignored when a player blocks a big shot at the end of a game to preserve a win. The only time I really veered from the norm is when I made Mario Lemieux my only star selection in his final game in Philadelphia.

@Feds91 What did [Dmitry] Orlov do to fall out of favor?

This seems to be a question we get every week. Like many fans, I thought Orlov would get a chance to play his first game for the Caps this season when they called him up at the start of last week. From all reports he’s played well for Hershey in the offensive end but has been told to work on his defensive positioning in his own end. With lefty Alex Urbom playing a safe, simple game on that third unit with Steve Oleksy, Oates and assistant coach Calle Johansson have been hesitant to make any changes. As I’ve said before, this is a big year for Orlov because it’s the final year of his entry level contract. I would guess that if the Caps aren’t interested in breaking him into their lineup another team would.

@ZackAttack2828 Will Tom Wilson ever get off the 4th line?! The big kid needs more PT!!!

Patience, my friend. My gut feeling is that Oates has bigger plans for the 19-year-old rookie and is slowly integrating him into the NHL. The problem for Oates is, where do you play him? You can’t mess with the third line of Mikhail Grabovski, Jason Chimera and Joel Ward because it’s playing so well. And do you really want to put a dent in Troy Brouwer’s confidence by replacing him with Wilson? Throw in the fact you have a healthy Eric Fehr sitting out and you’ve got that logjam on right wing that Oates keeps talking about. But yes, I get your point. I still see Wilson making an impact as this season gets grittier in the second half of the season.

RW LI Central Division is a combined 12-0-1 against Metro teams. Can’t stay that way forever, right?

Well, after the Caps’ 3-2 shootout win over the Wild it’s now 12-0-2. What’s that mean? It means if the Caps [9-7-0] played in the Central Division, they’d be tied for 10th in the Western Conference standings, four points out of a playoff spot. Instead, the Caps are locked into second place in the Metro Division, four points behind the division-leading Penguins. On a broader scale, the Montreal Canadiens currently hold the eighth and final playoff spot in the East with 17 points. That would be good for 12th place in the West. So, yes, as of Nov. 8, the West is far better than the East. And unless things dramatically change, the Metro Division stands to be the worst in the NHL. And that could mean a .500 record in the Metro gets you into the post-season dance.

Thanks for the great questions. Looking forward to doing it again next week.
WASHINGTON -- Over the course of 82 games, there will be games you deserve to lose but win anyway.

The Capitals’ 3-2 shootout victory over the Minnesota Wild at Verizon Center was one of those games.

But give the Caps credit. Despite being outplayed for long stretches, they found a way to send the game into overtime on an opportunistic goal by Marcus Johansson with 3:08 remaining in regulation, and were lights out on a late penalty kill that sent the game to the shootout.

And when it comes to shootouts, no one is better than the Caps, who are now 4-0 this season and 7-0 since Adam Oates took over as coach before last season.

“The tide will turn at some point,” Oates said, knocking on the wooden podium in front of him. “It usually evens out at some capacity, but I’m glad that we’re on a roll. It’s a big point for us.”

Believe it or not, the Capitals [9-7-0] moved three points head of the Islanders and are now within four points of the Metropolitan Division-leading Pittsburgh Penguins.

Nicklas Backstrom is a big reason. In addition to picking up his team-leading 15th assist of the season on Alex Ovechkin’s team-leading 13th goal of the season, Backstrom snapped a wrist shot past Wild goaltender Josh Harding for the only goal of the shootout, improving his season total to 3-for-3 on the shootout.

“I don’t know, I’ve been practicing a lot during the summer,” Backstrom said with a smile. “I think I’ve been lucky those three times, finding space on the goals.”

Goaltending is another big reason the Caps are perfect in shootouts this season. Braden Holtby [3 goals on 9 shots] and Michal Neuvirth [1 goal on 4 shots] each are 2-0 in shootouts this season.

Holtby stopped Jason Pominville and saw Mikko Koivu ring one off the post before closing his pads to stop Charlie Coyle on his first career shootout attempt. Coyle was given the opportunity because Zach Parise was in pain on the bench after blocking a shot by Karl Alzner with his right hand.

Holtby was strong in the shootout, but he was stronger on the penalty kill, especially when the Caps killed off a Wild power play that exended through regulation and into overtime.

“Holts made some pretty big saves there to at least give us some life and give us a chance to win,” Capitals right wing Joel Ward said.

The Wild were warded that late power play when Marty Erat was called for interfering with Matt Cooke on a defensive zone faceoff.

Oates didn’t like the call.

“Tough call on Marty,” Oates said. “I don’t even think he tied him up. It happens on every faceoff. I didn’t think it was a blatant interference.”

Oates said the Wild is a very frustrating team to play against because they play a very passive style and that as reflected in the Wild’s 35-27 advantage in shots.

“You’re not used to playing that way and having that kind of ice,” Oates said. “I don’t think we made good decision, [Mike] Green included, with that second pass [out of the defensive zone].”
WASHINGTON-–Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 3-2 shootout win over the Minnesota Wild Thursday night at Verizon Center:

How it happened: Nicklas Backstrom scored the only goal of the shootout and Braden Holtby stopped Jason Pominville, Saku Koivu and Charlie Coyle to give the Caps their fourth shootout win of the season. The Caps opened up an early lead on Alex Ovechkin’s league-leading seventh power-play goal, but the Wild answered with a power-play goal by Charlie Coyle. Mikail Granlund gave the Wild a 2-1 lead early in the second period but Marcus Johansson sent the game into overtime when he scored with 3:08 remaining in regulations.

What it means: The Caps moved three points ahead of the Islanders, who lost in Carolina, and to within four points of the idle Metropolitan Division-leading Pittsburgh Penguins.

Shootouts: The Caps are now 4-0 in shootouts this season and 7-0 under Capitals head coach Adam Oates.

Green’s struggles: Caps defenseman Mike Green entered the game on his longest goal-less streak to start the season and it continued into its 16th game. Green’s offensive struggles appear to have affected his overall game. Twenty seconds after his hooking penalty late in the first period the Wild scored on the power play to tie the score at 1-1.

Save(s) of the night: With 11:16 remaining in the third period and the Wild holding a 2-1 lead, Minnesota goalie left Josh Harding flashed his glove for a nice stop on Mikhail Grabovski’s snap shot from the high slot. He made another brilliant right pad save on Troy Brouwer on a third-period power play. Capitals goalie Braden Holtby was a brick wall on a Wild power play late in regulation and into overtime, robbing Zach Parise and Jason Pominville

What’s ahead: The Capitals are scheduled to practice at 11 a.m. on Friday at Kettler. They hit the road for weekend games in Phoenix on Saturday and Colorado on Sunday. Both are 8 p.m. starts. The Caps are back home on Tuesday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets.
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News and notes as the Capitals [8-7-0] prepare to face the Minnesota Wild [9-4-30 tonight at Verizon Center:

Hunting Penguins: With a win tonight the Capitals would draw within four points of the Metropolitan Division-leading Pittsburgh Penguins, who are coming off a 5-1 loss to the Rangers Wednesday night. Where they stand: The Caps have won three in a row and 6 of their last 8 and own the NHL’s top-ranked power play and penalty kill. The Wild have won three in a row, six of their last seven and own the second-ranked power play and 25th-ranked PK.

Minny-me: Caps rookie defenseman Nate Schmidt is from St. Cloud, Minn., and grew up a North Stars/Wild fan. The North Stars left for Dallas when he was 2 years old, and the Wild came to Minnesota when he was 10. “People were so upset when they left, so it was a really big deal when they came back,” he said. Schmidt said about 20 of his college buddies will be watching the game back home, but his immediate family will be en route to Phoenix, where they’ll visit with his sister, who is attending medical school, and attend Saturday night’s game between the Caps and Coyotes.

Seeing double: Wild goaltender Niklas Backstrom [1-1-2] is expected to be a backup to Josh Harding [8-2-1] tonight but that didn’t stop Caps Swedish center Nicklas Backstrom from being asked if he’s ever confused for the Finnish goaltender. “Sometimes it’s confusing for people on Twitter,” Nicklas Backstrom said. “Some people think I’m the guy in Minnesota. I see sometimes they write to me after their games. I don’t know him. All I know is he’s Finnish and he’s a great goalie.”

Holt-beast: Braden Holtby [6-5-0] is expected to make his 13th start of the season for the Capitals. In his last eight starts, Holtby is 6-2-0 with one shutout, a 2.06 GAA and a .943 save percentage. He earned a shutout in his only career start against the Wild, stopping all 28 shots in a 3-0 win on March 25, 2012, the last time the two teams met. Chasing Alfie: Nicklas Backstrom’s three-assist night on Tuesday was the 23rd of his career. He ranks tied for seventh among active players in three-assist games, trailing Jaromir Jagr [57], Joe Thornton [53], Sidney Crosby [36], Teemu Selanne [30], Henrik Sedin [30], and Daniel Alfredsson [24].

 Ovi watch: Half of Alex Ovechkin’s 44 goals over the past two seasons have come on the power play. He is now five power-play goals away from passing Peter Bondra [137] for first place on the Capitals’ all-time list.

Here’s a quick look at the projected rosters for both teams:

 CAPITALS

 Forward Lines

 Marty Erat – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Brooks Laich – Marcus Johansson – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

 Defense Pairings

 Karl Alzner-John Carlson

Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

Alex Urbom – Steve Oleksy

 Goaltenders

Braden Holtby [starter] – Michal Neuvirth

 WILD

Forward Lines

Zach Parise – Mikko Koivu – Charlie Coyle

Nino Niederreiter – Mikael Granlund - JasonPominville

Matt Cooke – Kyle Brodziak – Justin Fontaine

Dany Heatley – Zenon Kenopka – Torrey Mitchell

 Defense Pairings

 Ryan Suter – Jonas Brodin

Clayton Stoner – Nate Prosser

Marco Scandella – Jared Spurgeon

Goaltenders

 Josh Harding [starter] – Niklas Backstrom
Why the Capitals are No. 1 on the penalty kill 
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Caps take pride in their penalty kill
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When you look at the Capitals roster and see Alex Ovechin, Nicklas Backstrom and Mike Green, it’s natural to think they should be near the top of the NHL in power play percentage every year.

And they are.

But having the No. 1 penalty kill? Now, that’s a horse of a different color.

Thanks to a 10-game streak in which they’ve killed off 39 of 40 penalties, the Caps have risen to the top of the league’s penalty killing standings with a 91.5 percent success rate [54-for-59].

There are several reasons why:

Patience: Under assistant coaches Dean Evason and Tim Hunter, the Capitals took a more aggressive approach on the penalty kill, attacking the puck when it went from the point to the halfwall and from the halfwall to the goal line. Now, under the direction of assistants Calle Johansson and Blaine Forsythe, they form a defensive box and stay stationary.

“Last year we were patient and aggressive at the same time, which kind of messed us up, I think,” defenseman Karl Alzner said. “This year we’re pretty patient the entire time. Obviously, if there’s a bobble we’re going after it hard, but we’re trying to have teams beat us.

“Now, we pretty much give them all the time in the world and just try not to give them any [passing] lanes.”

Capitals coach Adam Oates said gambling on the penalty kill is counter-productive in a league where power play specialists are so skilled.

“If you’re too aggressive,” he said, “you’re giving up Grade A chances.”

Familiarity: Through the first 15 games of the season, the Caps have primarily used linemates Brooks Laich [45:06] and Troy Brouwer [39:23] on their first PK unit and linemates Jason Chimera [29:22] and Joel Ward [31:52] on their second unit. Both forward pairs play together at even strength, “so they know where each other is going to be on the ice at all times,” Oates said.

On the back end, Alzner [53:44] and John Carlson [62:28] play together at even strength, which makes them more effective as the first defensive unit. The same can be said for Steve Oleksy [29:34] and Alex Urbom [23:21], who play together at even strength and are the Caps’ second wave of defense on the kill.

Distributing the “hard” minutes: Everyone knows it’s physically draining to play the penalty kill and by designating those eight players as the Caps’ primary killers it relieves power-play specialists like Ovechkin [21 seconds], Backstrom [2:43] and Green [9:08] of hard minutes on the kill.

Last season Backstrom ranked third among Caps forwards in shorthanded ice time with 73:19 and Green was sixth among defensemen with 36:27. By keeping them off the penalty kill, Oates has provided his top offensive players with fresher legs at even strength and on the man-advantage.

“It’s big,” Brouwer said. “We have a lot of guys who don’t PK on this team and they know how tough it is to go out there and block shots because there’s some pretty heavy shots back there a guy’s got to stand in front of.

“A guy will get a pat on the back and a cheer just as big for blocking a shot or making a good defensive play as he would for scoring a goal.”

Practice: This isn’t necessarily a good thing. The Capitals have been shorthanded 59 times this season, an average of four times a game. Only eight NHL teams have been shorthanded more often this year.

Green leads the Caps with eight minor penalties, followed by Ovechkin, Oleksy, John Erskine and Tom Wilson with six each. Marcus Johansson and Marty Erat are the only two regulars who have not been assessed a penalty this season.

“Too many penalties,” Oates said.

Brouwer agreed.

“We’ve taken way too many in the past couple games,” he said, “but it’s nice to know we have that confidence.”
Why Caps have NHL's best power play 
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Washington Capitals center Marcus Johansson (90), of Sweden, celebrates his goal with Nicklas Backstrom (19), also of Sweden, Alex Ovechkin (8), of Russia, and Troy Brouwer (20) as New York Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov, center, of Kazakhstan, looks on during the second period an NHL hockey game, Tuesday, Nov. 5, 2013, in Washington. Also seen are New York Islanders center Casey Cizikas (53) and Travis Hamonic (3).

  (AP Photo/Nick Wass)  

Thanks to a dominant 4-for-6 night on the power play and a perfect 5-for-5 performance on the penalty kill, the Capitals woke up Wednesday morning as the NHL’s leaders in both categories.

To get an idea how rare that is, the last team to lead the NHL in both power-play percentage and penalty kill success were the 1984-85 New York Islanders.

On Thursday we’ll explore the reasons the Caps’ PK has been so good. Tonight, we’ll focus on the power play.

A few weeks ago, I asked an NHL general manager why, since the Capitals have been so successful on the power play, don’t more teams mimic their 1-3-1 setup, which features Mike Green at the point, Nicklas Backstrom on the right halfwall, Marcus Johansson on the right goal line, Troy Brouwer in the slot, and Alex Ovechkin in the left circle.

I was told that not every team has the same skill set as those five players.

Ovechkin agrees. Adam Oates isn’t so sure.

“If teams take me away or a guy is just standing in front of me all the time, then different guys [will] score goals,” said Ovechkin, who scored half of his 32 goals last season on the power play and half of his 12 goals this season on the power play.

“The power play is not about me. I don’t have to score. Of course, if I have the chance to score then I’m going to put the puck in the net. But we have Brouwer in front of the net, we have Greenie who can score, we have Backy who can shoot the puck and JoJo. Everyone can score goals in different situations.”

When he replaced Dale Hunter, one of the first things Oates did was install his power-play formation. It’s the same one the Lightning used in Tampa and the Devils used in New Jersey when Oates coached there.

So why, after the Caps finished first in the NHL last season with a 26.8 percent success rate, wouldn’t more teams use the same 1-3-1?

“I don’t know,” Oates said. “It’s a copy cat league. I see other teams using it, yeah. There’s no question personnel factors into it. But we still have to make reads.”

You could make the argument that if you give any NHL team two players like Ovechkin and Backstrom, it will have a successful power play, no matter the formation. After all, the Caps finished with the NHL’s best power play in 2009-10 and ranked second the year before. In both of those seasons Capitals coach Bruce Boudreau used Ovechkin on the left point and Green on the right point.

“To be honest, when Bruce was here we just played a different system and different hockey,” Ovechkin said. “The power play was different. We used probably more up top than we did down low. But again, we had success and we were number one power play as well. But you can see who was there -- me, Backy and Greenie --  three guys who know each other well and understand each other. This chemistry means a lot for this organization and for this franchise.”

In the one season between Boudreau and Oates, the Capitals finished 18th on the power play [16.7 percent] under Dale Hunter.

“Of course, when it was Hunter here we didn’t [practice] lots of power plays,” Ovechkin said. “If we had a power play we just did dump and chase and that’s it and we’d change [lines]. But again, [Oates] is the guy who likes to be involved in everything -- power play, PK, five-on-five. He was a tremendous player, he made lots of assists and he knows how to play and he just tells our guys and tells me what we have to do.”

Against the Islanders it didn’t seem to matter who was on the ice for the Capitals or where they were positioned; the power play just clicked.

“Teams know what they’re going to do, but they do a good job executing, and we broke down on some details,” Islanders coach Jack Capuano said. “They’ve got weapons up top in 52 [Green] and 8 [Ovechkin] and on that weak side. It’s not like we don’t know what they’re doing, but you have to execute and we didn’t do a good job of that.”

Oates said a few things factor into a power play’s success – repetition, faceoff wins, and depth at several positions. On the Caps’ second power play unit, John Carlson can man the point, Marty Erat can work the halfwall, Mikhail Grabovski can be on the goal line, Joel Ward or Tom Wilson can be in the slot and Eric Fehr can be in Ovechkin’s office in the left circle.

“I think one of the things that helps our power play,” Oates said, “is depth at those positions.”

As a result, Ovechkin said opponents should be wary of taking penalties against the Capitals the way the Islanders did Tuesday night.

“Teams are going to be afraid to take penalties against us because we’re going to score or we’re going to try to score.
Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals turn the page from Tusday night’s 6-2 win over the New York Islanders and look ahead to Thursday night’s home game against the 9-4-3 Minnesota Wild.

Ovech-trick: Looks like an Ovech-trick is a two-goal night for Alex Ovechkin this season. Tuesday night marked his third multi-goal game of the season. He has scored a goal in nine of his 13 games this season and is one goal of NHL goals leader Alexander Steen of the Blues. “I feel great,” Ovechkin said after his first game in eight days. “I felt pretty refreshed out there. Of course I had a few days off, had a couple of breaks, but I feel pretty good.”Ovechkin has 21 goals and 13 assists in 30 career games against the Islanders.

Nick-trick: Nicklas Backstrom’s three assists in the second period Tuesday night was the seventh time he’s set up three goals in one period. He has recorded three or more assists in a game 23 times in his seven-year NHL career. With his big night Backstrom passed Sergei Gonchar [132] for sixth place on the Caps’ all-time power-play assists list.

First time’s a charm: Alex Urbom, Marcus Johansson and Tom Wlson all scored their first goals of the season. That leaves Mike Green, Marty Erat, Steve Oleksy, Karl Alzner and Nate Schmidt as the only Capitals regulars without a goal.

Grabbin’ points: Third-line center Mikhail Grabovski has eight points [2 goals, 6 assists] in his last seven games.

The power of four: The Caps’ four power-play goals marked the first time they’ve struck four times on the man-advantage since Dec. 9, 2011 against Toronto. They moved back into the league lead in that category at 27.9 percent, well ahead of the Minnesota Wild, who are next at 25 percent. “We should be in a position that we should feel that on a given night we stop ourselves, they don’t stop us,” said Capitals coach Adam Oates. Said Islanders coach Jack Capuano: “Teams know what they’re going to do, but they do a good job executing, and we broke down on some details .”

The power of four, plus one: The Caps were a perfect 5-for-5 on the penalty kill and are now ranked No. 1 in the NHL at 91.5 percent. The Caps have killed 39 of their last 40 shorthanded situations in their last 10 games. On the flip side, they’ve had to kill off an average of four power plays a night in that span, and that’s too many, in the opinion of head coach Adam Oates.

Second shift: The Caps have outscored opponents 26-13 in the second period this season and are 6-0-0 when leading after 40 minutes.
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Tom Wilson gets shaving cream after first goal
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WASHINGTON -- On a night when Alex Ovechkin scored a pair of power-play goals and Nicklas Backstrom recorded three assists for the 23rd time in his NHL career, it was Tom Wilson who was getting the shaving cream pie treatment.

Wilson picked up his first NHL point with a second-period assist, then netted his first NHL goal on a power-play pass from Alex Ovechkin to help give the Caps a 6-2 win over the visiting New York Islanders.

Your browser does not support iframes.

“That’s why he was out there on the power play,” Ovechkin said, minutes before sneaking into the back of the dressing room and emerging with a shaving cream pie in a towel.

“Everybody wants to score, especially when you’re young and in the NHL. I hope he continues what he’s doing. He deserves it. He’s a hard-working guy. I’m happy for him.”

Just as Wilson began an interview with reporters Ovechkin tip-toed behind him and waffled him with shaving cream. Wilson grabbed his face in pain and retreated to the restroom to wash out his eyes, which were red and watering when he returned.

“I’ll definitely remember that,” Wilson said. “What a player, what a guy. Pretty cool tp have him pass is to me for that first one.”

Wilson fell a fighting major short of a Gordie Howe hat trick and he could have achieved the feat if he agreed to drop the gloves with Islanders defenseman Matt Carkner in the closing minute of the game.

“He grabbed me and joked around that he was trying to get me the Gordie How but I don’t think my first Gordie Howe would want to be against him. He’s a pretty tough character.”

 The Capitals exploded for five goals in the second period, went 4-for-6 on the power play, and were a perfect 5-for-5 on the penalty kill.

In addition to Ovechkin scoring twice and Wilson getting his first, John Carlson netted his second goal in as many games, Alex Urbom netted his first goal as a Capital and Marcus Johansson scored his first of the season.

Capitals coach Adam Oates said he thought the game might have been the best of the season for the Caps, who emerged over the .500 mark [8-7-0] for the first time this season.

“They’re a very good hockey team,” Oates said. “We had to be ready and I think we were tonight.”

Oates said the game reminded him of the way the Capitals were playing near the end of last season, when they went 15-2-2.

“A lot of good things,” he said. “I’d still like to shore up a couple things in our own end and take a little pressure off our goalies.”
Instant analysis of the Capitals 6-2 win over the New York Islanders Tuesday night at Verizon Center:

How it happened: Alex Ovechkin scored a pair of power-play goals and assisted on Tom Wilson’s first career goal to lead the Caps to the rout. The Caps exploded for five of their six goals in the second period and netted four goals on the power play.

What it means: The Caps improved to 8-7-0 and climbed over the Islanders in the Metropolitan Division standings with 16 points.

Save of the Night: With 4:54 gone in the third period Braden Holtby snatched a batted puck from Casey Cizikas out of the air to draw chants of “Holt-by” from the crowd.

Bomb of the Night: Caps defenseman Alex Urbom teed up on a long pass from Tom Wilson and blasted his first goal in a Washington uniform past Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov, who is 16 years his senior. If that puck was a golf ball, it would still be airborne.

Assist of the Night: Take your pick. Tom Wilson from the seat of his pants for his first career NHL point? Or Marcus Johansson’s threaded needle pass to Alex Ovechkin for his second power play goal of the night? For historical purposes, we’ll take Wilson’s.

Look ahead: The Capitals have scheduled an 11 a.m. practice Wednesday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex. They conclude their three-game homestand Thursday night against the Minnesota Wild, then hit the road for weekend games in Phoenix [Saturday] and Colorado [Sunday].   

News and notes as the Capitals [7-7-0] take on the New York Islanders [6-5-3] at Verizon Center [7 p.m., CSN].

Mo-vechkin: Alex Ovechkin will return to the lineup tonight after missing the last two games with an upper body injury.  “I feel fresh,” he said. “Of course you don’t want to miss two games, but it happens and I’m back and I’m pretty happy. I hope me coming back doesn’t do something bad to the team.” Ovechkin is sporting a mustache for the first time in his career in an effort to raise health awareness among men. “First time I did it,” he said. “I feel weird, but it’s fun.”

Beating Nabokov: Islanders 38-year-old goaltender Evgeni Nabokov has gone 12-1-3 with a 2.09 GAA and .926 save percentage in his career against the Capitals. “He does everything well,” Ovechkin said. “He knows European hockey as well. He’s a guy who can win a game by himself. If we put pressure on him we’ll be fine.” Nabokov [5-3-3] has won three of his last four starts.

Division battle:  The Capitals and Islanders are both coming off back-to-back wins on Friday and Saturday nights. The Caps are one point behind the Islanders and can gain sole possession of second place in the Metropolitan Division with a regulation win tonight. Under the NHL’s new playoff format the top three teams in each division make the playoffs. The Islanders are coming off a big 3-1 win over the Bruins behind goalie Kevin Poulin, who earned his first win of the season.

Who’s hot: For the Caps. Nicklas Backstrom has three goals and one assist in his past two games without Ovechkin. The Isles are led by Kyle Okposo [4-13-17], Frans Neilsen [8-8-16] and John Tavares [6-9-15]. Thomas Vanek has three points in three games since being acquired from the Sabres. “Last year going into the playoffs I thought they were by far the most underrated team,” Caps goalie Braden Holtby said, “and to be quite honest, when I saw them matched up against Pittsburgh I thought they were the team that could give them a tough time. Tavares works as hard as anyone in the league.”

Holt-beast: Holtby’s shutout over the Flyers was his eighth shutout in his 68 NHL games. Among active goalies only Steve Mason [10], Antti Niemi [9] and Pekka Rinne [9] have recorded more shutouts in their first 68 NHL games.  “Before, our wins we were kind of all over the place and just winning if we scored a lot of goals,” Holtby said. “These last two games we showed a lot more structure. Every line is playing the same style of game.”

Shootout snipers: With their shootout win over the Panthers the Caps are now 3-0 in shootouts this season and 6-0 in shootouts under head coach Adam Oates dating back to last season.

Projected Lineups

Capitals

Forward Lines

Marty Erat – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Brooks Laich – Marcus Johansson – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

Defense Pairings

Karl Alzner - John Carlson

Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

Alex Urbom – Steve Oleksy

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby [starter] – Michal Neuvirth

Islanders

Forward Lines

Thomas Vanek – John Tavares – Kyle Okposo

Josh Bailey – Frans Nielsen - Pierre-Marc Bouchard

Michael Grabner - Peter Regin – Cal Clutterbuck

Matt Martin – Casey Cizikas - Brock Nelson

Defense Pairings 

Andy MacDonald – Travis Hamonic

Thomas Hickey – Matt Carkner

Matt Donovan – Radek Martinek

Goaltenders

Evgeni Nabokov [starter] – Kevin Poulin

Goal-less Green practicing patience 
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Washington Capitals defenseman Mike Green (52) during warmup prior to game against the Ottawa Senators at Scotiabank Place.

  (Marc DesRosiers-USA TODAY Sports)  

Through 14 games, Mike Green is having a tough time balancing patience and frustration.

Having led all NHL defenseman in goals in three of the past five years, Green has never gone this long without a goal to start a season.

Is he frustrated? Yes. Patient? He’s trying.

“What are we, 14 games in?” Green asked. “I’ve still got lots of time.

“Sometimes you start out slow and you end up in good shape. Sometimes you start out quick and end up with not as many as you wanted. It’s a matter of pucks finding their way through.”

Take last season, for instance. Green had two goals on 33 shots in his first 14 games and ended up leading all defensemen with 12. This season, he has no goals on 35 shots through 14 games, but has nine assists.  

“I wish the pucks were going in the net, but I don’t think a defenseman scoring goals is a reflection of his play,” Green said. “Maybe for myself it is. People expect me to score goals every game. But that’s not the case, that doesn’t happen, and I’ve accepted that.”

Green’s goal-less streak would not be as noticeable if some of the other Caps’ defensemen were finding the back of the net. When John Carlson scored off a pass from Michael Latta Saturday night against the Florida Panthers it marked just the second time this season a Caps blue liner scored a goal. [Rookie Connor Carrick was the other in Game 2].

“I know it’s important for guys to get their goals,” said Caps coach Adam Oates. “I’m sure it’s a huge relief for Carly and Greenie needs to get one to just to relax, but other than that he’s getting plenty of chances.”

In the shootout win over Panthers, Green rang a point shot off the left post. In the season opener in Chicago, he rocketed two shots that were deflected by Mikhail Grabovski for goals.

Green has also been given the responsibility of breaking in rookie defenseman Nate Schmidt, who is making the jump from the University of Minnesota to the NHL.

Green said he knows the goals will come; he’d just like them to come a little sooner.

“It’s about playing solid and playing the system Adam has in place,” Green said. “They’ll come

Erat gets shot with Ovechkin, Backstrom 
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Ovi back at practice, Oates makes line changes
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  (Associated Press)  

Marty Erat’s smile on Monday should have told the story.

After practicing with the fourth line, the veteran left wing was asked Monday if he was frustrated about being pulled from the top line after back-to-back wins.

“We’ll see tomorrow,” Erat said with a grin.

Tomorrow came and Erat was back on the Caps’ top line Tuesday, playing left wing alongside center Nicklas Backstrom and right wing Alex Ovechkin, who is expected to make his return tonight against the New York Islanders after missing two games with an upper body injury.

“Adam talked to me yesterday after practice and told me I’m going to play there,” Erat said. “I have to prove I belong in the top six forwards. I’ll try to being what I can to that line.”

Through 14 games, Erat has no goals and five assists and was playing on the Caps’ fourth line until Ovechkin was sidelined with an upper body injury. He’s played the past two games with Backstrom and right wing Eric Fehr, who will come out of the lineup tonight.

“It’s a very difficult decision,” Oates said of taking Fehr out of the lineup. “You’ve got to make some tough choices.”

Erat is an excellent two-way player who could be the defensive safety valve that has been missing on the top line this season.

“He’s a hard-working guy, he can handle the puck, he can forecheck,” Backstrom said. “He can pretty much do everything. He’s an all-around player.”

Erat said the only player he ever played with that has a shot like Ovechkin is Jason Arnott. But he sad he doesn’t expect to change the way he plays just because he’s with Ovechkin.

“It’s his first game so I’m not looking for anything,” Oates said. “They’ve got to play and figure each other out.”

To make room for Erat on the top line Oates moved Marcus Johansson to the second line, where he’ll center left wing Brooks Laich [two goals] and right wing Troy Brouwer [four goals].

“Last year they played with Ribs [Mike Ribeiro] and were great,” Oates said. “I expect no different. I need consistent play. I don’t want them worried about offense. I want them to get the puck in deep and it’ll happen.”

 Judging from the morning skate, the rest of the Caps’ lineup looks like this:

Forward Lines

Marty Erat – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Brooks Laich – Marcus Johansson – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

Projected healthy scratches: Eric Fehr, Jay Beagle

Defense Pairings

Karl Alzner-John Carlson

Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

Alex Urbom – Steve Oleksy

Projected healthy scratch: Dmitry Orlov

Chimera recognized for big week 
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  (Eric Hartline-USA TODAY Sports)  

It was an hour after practice on Monday and Joel Ward noticed a crowd had formed around the locker stall of linemate Jason Chimera.

Ward asked teammate Brooks Laich why Chimera was getting so much attention from the media and was informed he was named the NHL’s Third Star of the Week for registering two goals and four assists in games against the Canucks, Flyers and Panthers.

“What?” Ward yelled in mock disbelief. “I’ll be damned! How do they vote on that? I had a pretty good week!”

Ward picked up his first career hat trick in Friday night’s 7-0 win in Philadelphia, giving the line of Chimera, Ward and center Mikhail Grabovski 11 goals and 12 assists in the seven games they’ve played together since being united against Columbus on Oct. 19.

“I would say that lately, Grabo has now had some time in the system and the other two guys have been together for a long time,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “They have some confidence going. They’re feeling good about each other; they know where each other is at all times. When you get a couple goals to go in you feel good and then the chemistry starting gelling.”

Last season was a struggle for Chimera. After netting a career-high 20 goals in 2011-12, he managed just three goals and was a minus-5 in 47 games. At 33 years old, some wondered if he had lost his scoring touch.

Now the oldest player on the Caps roster at 34, Chimera has answered his critics with five goals and 11 points in his first 14 games.

Asked if it’s more fun to come to the rink when he’s scoring, Chimera said, “It’s fun when you win. We were playing well on the road, but it doesn’t feel too good when you lose. It’s better to contribute and win then contributing when you lose.”

In the seven games before Oates dropped Grabovski onto the third line, Chimera had one goal, one assist and was a minus-3. Ward had one goal, two assists and was a minus-2.

In the seven games since then, Chimera has four goals, five assists and is a plus-5; while Ward has five goals, two assists and is a plus-3.

“I’ve known Wardo for a couple years now and Grabo can get the puck up the ice for us,” Chimera said. “It’s a good line and hopefully it keeps going. When you’re going well you don’t want to be split up.”

In addition to playing on a line with Grabovski, Chimera and Ward have been paired together on the Caps’ second wave of penalty killers, which ranks second in the NHL and went eight straight games without allowing a power-play goal.

Chimera said he took special pride in assisting on all three of Ward’s goals Friday night in the rout over Philadelphia.

“I’ve been around a long time and I’ve never been a part of a hat trick where I get assists on all three,” Chimera said. “It’s fun to be a part of that.”

As for Ward getting snubbed without a Star of the Week, Chimera said he's hoping that news release is just a week away,

"It would be nice to go around the horn every week and have a guy on our line keep winning one," Chimera said.

Green says Emery's attack 'uncalled for' 
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  (Eric Hartline-USA TODAY Sports)  

Three days have past since Ray Emery’s attack on Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby, but the embers from Friday night’s Thrilla in South Phila were still burning in both locker rooms on Monday.

Capitals defenseman Mike Green said Emery’s actions were “uncalled for” and he was surprised the Flyers goaltender was not suspended by the league. Flyers left wing Scott Hartnell said he thought the Flyers “fed off” the third-period brawl that featured four fights at the same time.

“I don’t think it was a great play,” Green said. “I don’t think it was beneficial for anybody. I don’t think they benefitted from it. We didn’t. There was no animosity between the two goalies to even start anything. He just came down, he had an upper hand on it and I think it was uncalled for.”

Holtby declined to comment on his fight with Emery and Capitals coach Adam Oates offered little response to Emery not being suspended.

“I think we’ve moved on from that situation,” Oates said.

The league provided an explanation as to why Emery did not receive supplementary discipline, although there are rules that would have allowed that to take place.

Instead, Emery recorded a 1-0 shutout of the New Jersey Devils on Saturday night and was named the first star of the game. On Monday, Emery was in Washington for a White House visit with the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks, with whom he played last season.  

Meanwhile, his teammates were practicing on Monday and extolling the virtues of Friday’s fight night, even though Steve Downie is still recovering from a concussion suffered in a fight with Caps left wing Aaron Volpatti and center Vinny Lecavalier has been forced to wear a cage and visor to protect facial injuries he received in a fight with Caps defenseman Steve Oleksy.

“Obviously, fighting is part of the game,” Hartnell said. “It’s been a while since you see three or four fights in one stoppage and a goalie going down and attacking another team’s goalie.

“People are all over Razor (Emery) for doing that. But look what he did. He played solid for us and got us a shutout. We were excited. Even though the crowd booed us the whole game, it felt like a win after that little scrum. We love it, fans love it here in Philly. It’s part of our heritage. We definitely fed off it.”

Ovechkin says he's ready to roll 
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Ovi back at practice, Oates makes line changes

Your browser does not support iframes. 

Vancouver, British Columbia, CAN; Washington Capitals forward Alex Ovechkin during the first period against the Vancouver Canucks at Rogers Arena.

  (Anne-Marie Sorvin-USA TODAY Sports)  

After sitting out the last two games with an upper body injury, Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin was back on the ice for practice on Monday, taking part in full contact drills.

“It looks like I’m probably going to play tomorrow [against the visiting New York Islanders],” Ovechkin said, “and I’m happy to be back.”

Ovechkin, who is tied for third in the NHL with 10 goals, was injured last Monday night when he crashed into Vancouver Canucks goaltender Roberto Luongo on a first-period breakaway.

When asked what part of his game is hampered the most by his injury, Ovechkin said, “Probably everything.”

Oates said Ovechkin’s availability for Tuesday night’s game against the Islanders would be determined before the game.

“I wouldn’t play him if I thought it was something that could linger,” Oates said. “He’ll be close to 100 percent to play. It doesn’t make sense to play a guy with something that’s lingering and I don’t see that as the case.”

With Ovechkin out of the lineup the Caps beat the Flyers and Panthers by a combined score of 10-2. They are now 13-8-2 in games Ovechkin has not played in his career in Washington.

“They don’t need me,” Ovechkin joked. “They win two games. It’s kind of scary to go back to a line and mess with the lines. We’ll see.”

In those two wins Capitals coach Adam Oates went with a top line of center Nicklas Backstrom between left wing Marty Erat and right wing Eric Fehr.

On Monday his top line had Ovechkin and Backstrom with left wing Brooks Laich.

 “It’s not my decision who’s going to be out there,” Ovechkin said. “It’s Oatesy’s decision. It doesn’t matter which line you’re on, you just have to play.”

The Caps practiced with a second line of center Marcus Johansson between left wing Eric Fehr and right wing Troy Brouwer. The red-hot third line remained the same with Mikhail Grabovski between left wing Jason Chimera and right wing Joel Ward, while the fourth line had Michael Latta between Erat and right wing Tom Wilson.

Center Jay Beagle and left wing Aaron Volpatti rotated on and off that fourth line.

Erat said he spoke with Oates before practice and did not seem overly upset with the demotion to the fourth line, suggesting things might change Tuesday night against the Islanders. Oates also said his lines could be different on Tuesday, which means Erat could be back on the top line.  

“We’ll see tomorrow,” Erat said.

Erat was unhappy with his playing time earlier this season and spoke with Caps general manager George McPhee.

“I’m just trying to focus on hockey right now,” Erat said last week. “Enough was said and we’ll see how it’s handled.

“Right now the most important thing is to get two points. I’m not focusing on what’s going on around me. If I focused on that I wouldn’t be able to be here playing.”

The Capitals also recalled defenseman Dmitry Orlov from the Hershey Bears, about 24 hours after he was assigned there. Orlov registered a goal and an assist in the Bears’ 4-3 shootout loss to Norfolk Sunday night.

Wilson, Schmidt soaking up first NHL season 
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Washington Capitals right wing Tom Wilson (43) celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal against the Philadelphia Flyers in the second period at Verizon Center.

  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

Tom Wilson and Nate Schmidt have taken different paths to their rookie seasons with the Capitals, but are sharing the experience together as road roommates.

Wilson, a 19-year-old Toronto native, went the Canadian junior route and was taken by the Caps in the first round of the 2012 draft.

Schmidt, 22, went undrafted and stayed close to his hometown of St. Cloud, Minn., attending the University of Minnesota for three years before signing with the Caps.

Last week, the two rookies shared hotel rooms as the Caps went on their first extended road trip of season, an eight-day journey that took them to Winnipeg, Edmonton, Calgary and Vancouver before returning home and experiencing their first NHL game in Philadelphia.

“It was awesome,” Wilson said. “We went into every city not knowing what to expect. I was on the bench in Vancouver and the stanchions are lighting up and I’m like, ‘Wow, this is cool!’ And Brooks [Laich] said, ‘Oh, yeah, this is your first time here.’”

Schmidt was equally impressed with the visit to Vancouver, saying it was his favorite stop on the four-city road trip.

“Every building’s unique and each place has its own atmosphere,” he said. “In Vancouver, that was an excellent show they put on.”

Off the ice, Wilson and Schmidt were forced to get along as hotel roommates. Schmidt, who is perpetually smiling, said the two argued over everything.

“We battle all the time,” he said with a laugh. “Just about anything you can think of, we’ve battled over it. Even if there’s not, one of us will try to come up with something just to get on each other’s nerves.”

On the ice, both players are adjusting to increased responsibilities.

Wilson played a season-high 11:36 in the Caps’ 4-1 win in Edmonton and logged 9:03 in the caps’ 7-0 win in Philadelphia, but saw just 6:05 of action in the Caps’ 3-2 shootout win over Florida on Saturday night.

He said with Alex Ovechkin, Troy Brouwer and Joel Ward above him on the Capitals’ depth chart, he’s in no position to demand more playing time than he’s getting.

“Any hockey mind looks at this team and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know I’m not going to be playing power play, because if you look at it, it’s stacked,” Wilson said.

“I mean, it’s the best in the league. There’s so much skill in this room and I’m just trying to learn from them. I’m not complaining about ice time. I just want to do whatever I can to help the team when I’m out there.

“Every game is different and I’m just trying to work hard when I’m out there.”

Wilson said the biggest difference he’s noticed in the NHL is that while he’s bigger than most players at 6-foot-4, 210 pounds, he can’t overpower players the way he did against other teenagers with the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL.

“I’m still learning how to use my big body,” he said. “In junior, I could get away with stuff. I could run after hits. When I got the puck I could protect it and the guy would fall down.

“Now I get the puck, I get bumped and the guy’s still there and gives me another one. In junior I could get away a little bit with [body] positioning. Everyone is strong here and I’m not the biggest body anymore.”

Schmidt was recalled by the Capitals after Jack Hillen broke his leg in the second game of the season and he’s taken on a larger role since John Erskine went on LTIR to rehab his surgically repaired knee.

In his first 10 NHL games, Schmidt ranks fourth among Caps defensemen in ice time [18:41] and is being paired with Mike Green on the second unit. Schmidt had assists in three straight games before being held off the score sheet Saturday night against the Panthers.

“I think over the last couple games we’ve been a lot better knowing where each other is going to be and where we like the puck,” Schmidt said. “If you think about some of the best defense pairs in the league, how many years have they played together? Look at [Duncan] Keith and [Brent] Seabrook. They’ve been together like five years. Right now, Mike and I are just trying to get to know each other a little better.”

Wilson said he’s hoping Schmidt can stay with the Caps, not because he want to share a hotel room all season, but because he may need some financial assistance when the annual rookie dinner comes along.

“That could hurt the wallet a little bit,” said Schmidt. “I’m hoping I’m here to help pay for that. That would be a lot to put on Willy.”

The NHL has a rulebook that is 156 pages thick.

There are rules for eye gouging, the use of abusive gestures, altercations with spectators, head butting, biting, even carrying two sticks.

Nowhere in that rulebook does it state that a goaltender shall be fined or suspended for leaving his crease and beating up on an opposing goaltender in the third period of a 7-0 game.

Which is what Flyers goaltender Ray Emery did Friday night when he skated the length of the ice and engaged in a fight with whom he called an unwilling opponent, Capitals goalie Braden Holtby.

Fortunately, Holtby, who has been in a few scraps in his career, was not seriously injured in the fight. If he had suffered a concussion or broken an orbital bone at the hands of Emery maybe the league would have taken a different course of action than the one it took, which was to allow Emery to play in Saturday night’s game against the Devils in Newark.

When I reached out to the NHL on Saturday, I was told that the officials handled Friday night’s altercation appropriately by giving Emery 2 minutes for leaving the crease, 2 minutes for instigating, 5 minutes for fighting, a 10-minute misconduct, and a game misconduct for being the “aggressor.”

I was also told that as a referee, Francois St. Laurent’s responsibility was to survey the ice for additional penalties, not to break up a lopsided fight.

And while that may be true, I still think St. Laurent could have and should have stopped that fight sooner than he did.

It was also brought to my attention on Saturday that under Rule 46.17 a player deemed to be an aggressor in an altercation for the third time in one regular season shall be suspended for his team’s next two regular season games.

And since Friday night was the first time this season Emery has been ruled an aggressor, his assault on Holtby was not considered a suspendable offense.

But wait …

After digging through that same rulebook, Rule 27.6 Leaving The Goal Crease states that in addition to receiving a minor penalty for leaving his crease, an offending goaltender “shall be subject to a fine of two hundred dollars [$200] and this incident shall be reported to the Commissioner for such further disciplinary action as may be required.”

In other words, Gary Bettman had the opportunity to step in and give Emery an additional fine or suspension and did not.

Instead, Emery, who was shamefully given a third star of the game Friday night by Philadelphia Daily News beat writer Frank Saravalli, was issued a fine but was permitted to play for the Flyers on Saturday night and received a first star of the game in a 1-0 win in Newark.

Interestingly, Bettman told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review  on Saturday that “there was no rule violated that warranted a suspension, but it's something that we have to look at and see what, if anything, needs to be done about it.

“It's something that I'm sure will be a topic of discussion.”

On Sunday, a league spokesman said the word “Commissioner” is cited in many parts of the NHL rulebook and that in many cases Director of Player Safety Brendan Shanahan or Senior Executive Vice President Colin Campbell are designated the role of commissioner on rulings.

In the case of Friday night’s altercations, Shanahan made the decision that no supplementary discipline was warranted.

Regardless, what happened in Philadelphia on Friday night was a disgrace. The third-period scrap between Wayne Simmonds and Tom Wilson should have been the Flyers’ answer to a 7-0 drubbing in front of a restless crowd that was chanting for general manager Paul Holmgren to be fired.

The fact that Emery took the opportunity to single-handedly turn the game into a three-ring circus should have been addressed by the NHL – if not Shanahan, than by Bettman.

Let’s face it, if Emery doesn’t skate the length of the ice to fight Holtby, Vinny Lecavalier probably doesn’t miss Saturday night’s game with facial contusions from his fight with Steve Oleksy, Capitals rookie defenseman Alex Urbom doesn’t get into his first NHL fight against Brayden Schenn, and Capitals rookie center Michael Latta doesn’t have to face questions about not defending his goalie when St. Laurent was keeping him from doing just that.

Unless I’m reading the rulebook incorrectly, the NHL could have suspended Emery for his actions, sending a message of intolerance to the 31-year-old goaltender and the rest of the NHL.

Instead, Emery was allowed to bask in the glow of a first star selection Saturday night when he should have been feeling the sting of a fine or sitting at home serving a suspension.

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals enjoy a complete day off following their 3-2 overtime victory against the Florida Panthers Saturday night.

Orlov sent to Hershey: Earlier today the Caps sent defenseman Dmitry Orlov back to the AHL Hershey Bears. Orlov, 22, was recalled on Wednesday but did not play in either of the Caps’ games on Friday or Saturday. Orlov has six points [one goal, five assists] in six games with the Bears, who play tonight at home against Norfolk.

Playoff position: With their shootout win over the Panthers the Caps evened their record at 7-7-0 and moved into playoff position in the Metropolitan Division standings, where they hold the third spot with 14 points, two ahead of the fourth-place Rangers and one behind the second-place Islanders. The top three teams in each division clinch a playoff spot and by the looks of the Eastern Conference standings, the top three finishers in the Metro Division might be the only teams in the division to make the playoffs, with Boston [16 points] and Montreal [16 points] currently holding the wild card spots.

Carly’s big night: Caps defenseman John Carlson’s second-period goal was his first of the season and 100th of his NHL career. In 248 career games with the Caps Carlson has 24 goals and 76 assists.

First of many?: Rookie center Michael Latta gave Carlson a clean, hard pass on the goal, giving Latta his first career NHL point.

Alex who? The Caps have won two games in a row without Alex Ovechkin [upper body] and are now 13-8-2 in the 23 games he has missed in his Capitals career.

Tricky Nicky: Center Nicklas Backstrom has four points [3 goals, 1 assist] in his last two games, along with a shootout game-winner. In 34 career games against the Panthers Backstrom has 36 points [7 goals,  29 assists].

Green days: Defenseman Mike Green and Eric Fehr have earned assists in four straight games.

Cat lovers: The Caps have won eight straight games against the Panthers dating back to Feb. 17, 2012. They’ve also won eight in a row at home against Florida, dating back to Jan. 8, 2011.

Killer PK: Despite having their streak of penalty kills snapped at 35, the Caps own the NHL’s second-best penalty killing percentage [90.7], a fraction behind the Colorado Avalanche [90.9].

Perfect on shootouts: The Capitals are now 3-0 in shootouts this season and have converted on a ridiculous seven consecutive shootout attempts.

Good finishers: The Caps have outscored opponents 21-12 in the second period and are 5-0-0 this season when leading after the second period.

Look ahead: The Caps are off today and will practice at 10:30 a.m. on Monday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex, ahead of Tuesday night’s home game against the New York Islanders, who are coming off Saturday night’s a 3-1 win over the Bruins to improve to 6-5-3.

WASHINGTON - All things considered, the Capitals earned that extra hour of sleep Saturday night.

Playing without Alex Ovechkin for the second straight night and coming off a physically draining 7-0 drubbing over the Flyers on Friday, the Capitals overcame a late power-play goal by the Florida Panthers to pull out a 3-2 shootout victory in front of a full house at VerizonCenter Saturday night.

The Caps have now outscored their opponents 10-2 with Ovechkin sidelined with an upper body injury.

“You’re still patching the dike in a sense,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “You don’t want to miss anybody in your lineup, let alone your star. But it proves you’re still a solid hockey team and you can do a lot of good things.”

Nicklas Backstrom scored once in regulation and his shootout goal against Scott Clemmensen proved to be the game-winner as the Caps evened their record at 7-7-0.

The Caps were outshot 33-23 and needed a strong night by goaltender Michal Neuvirth to pull out the win.

“Tonight was an ugly one,” said Backstrom, who has three goals, along with a shootout winner, in his last two games. “Neuvy played great and kept us in the game.”

The Capitals got a scare when Marcus Johansson took a high stick to the face in the third period, but he returned for the overtime period.

The Caps appeared to be headed toward a regulation victory, but a slashing penalty by Steve Oleksy led to a Tomas Fleischmann game-tying the score with 2:38 remaining in regulation.

Oleksy took a slash at Scottie Upshall in retaliation of a high hit.

“He caught me in the head pretty good and I wanted to let him know I wasn’t happy,” Oleksy said. “I have him a little tap on the knee pads and he sold it pretty good.

“It’s inexcusable. It’s a time of the game you can’t put yourself or your team in that position.”

Fleischmann’s 4-on-3 power-play goal snapped a string of 35 straight successful penalty kills.

“That’s a very undisciplined penalty,” Oates said. “We can’t have that. Stevie knows that, but you can’t lose your cool, you can’t. It puts us behind the 8-ball. Guys have to play more [shorthanded] minutes. It’s uncharacteristic of him and fortunately the shootout bailed him out.”

In the shootout, Mikhail Grabovski [fake slapper, backhand], Brooks Laich [fanned attempt that slid in for a goal] and Backstrom [snap shot] all scored on their attempts, while Neuvirth gloved Jonathan Huberdeau’s shot for the only save of the shootout.

John Carlson also scored his first goal of the season for the Caps, ripping a pass from Michale Latta past Scott Clemmensen’s blocker and breaking into a windmill celebration.

“Big one for him,” Oates said. “You could tell by his celebration how much it meant to him.”

Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 3-2 shootout win over the Florida Panthers Saturday night at Verizon Center:

How it happened: Tomas Fleischmann scored a 4-on-3 power-play goal with 2:38 remaining in regulation, but Mikhail Grabovski, Brooks Laich and Nicklas Backstrom all scored in the shootout to give the Caps their second win in 24 hours.

How they got there: Nicklas Backstom scored his third goal in two games late in the first period and defenseman John Carlson broke a 1-1 tie with his first goal of the season midway through the second period.

Scary moment: Caps second-line center Marcus Johansson had to be helped off the ice with 14:19 remaining in the third period when he was clipped by an errant high stick from Brad Boyes. He returned during the overtime period.

Penalty Killers: The Caps killed off five Panthers power plays, giving them 35 straight kills, before Tomas Fleishman’s game-tying goal with 2:38 remaining in regulation. Fleishmann’s goal was a 4-on-3 tally with Steve Oleksy in the box for slashing. It was the first power-play goal allowed by the Caps in nine games.

Save of the night: Michal Neuvirth was outstanding between the pipes and he flashed out his pad to stop Shawn Matthias early in the third period to keep the Caps ahead at 2-1.

Pull of the night: Midway through the third period Panthers forward Krys Barch slammed Alex Urbom into the boards and was given a charging minor. He suffered a cut over his nose and jarred his tooth loose on the hit. A replay showed Barch yank out his tooth on the Panthers bench and toss it into the crowd.

Look ahead: The Caps will be given a complete day off on Sunday, followed by a 10:30 a.m. practice at Kettler on Monday. They face the Islanders at home on Tuesday night.

WASHINGTON -- Flyers goaltender Ray Emery was neither fined nor suspended by the NHL for leaving his crease and fighting Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby in the third period of the Caps’ 7-0 win in Philadelphia.

Here’s why.

Emery was deemed the aggressor in the fight under NHL Rule 46.2, which states that an aggressor is a player who “continues to throw punches in an attempt to inflict punishment on his opponent who is in a defenseless position or who is an unwilling combatant.”

Under that same rule, a player deemed to be both the instigator and the aggressor of an altercation shall be assessed an instigator penalty, a fighting major, a 10-minute misconduct for instigating and a game misconduct for being the aggressor.

Emery was assessed for all of those penalties on Friday night, along with a minor for leaving his crease.

As for disciplinary action, NHL Rule 46.17 states that “a player who is deemed to be the aggressor for the third time in one regular season shall be suspended for the next two regular season games of his team.”

Since Friday night’s altercation involving Emery was his first aggressor penalty of the season, he did not receive disciplinary action and was deemed eligible to play Saturday night in Newark when the Flyers visit the New Jersey Devils.

This is not to suggest that Emery did not break an unwritten code in hockey. Players occasionally find themselves in a position to inflict excessive punishment during an altercation, and that was certainly the case Friday night in a second-period fight between Capitals forward Aaron Volpatti and Flyers forward Steve Downie.

Volpatti caught Downie with a pair of bad left hands and when Downie made it clear he was injured, Volpatti stopped and let go of Downie’s jersey. Downie was later diagnosed with a concussion.

In the case of Emery, he continued punching Holtby after it was clear that Holtby was in a vulnerable position.

As for referee Francois St. Laurent’s role in separating Emery and Holtby, a league spokesman said St. Laurent’s primary responsibility as a referee is to survey the ice for any additional infractions, not to break up lopsided fights.

Ovi update: Alex Ovechkin was held out of the Capitals’ lineup Saturday night against the Florida Panthers with what the team is calling an upper body injury. The Caps are expeted to have the day off on Sunday and the team is hopeful that Ovechkin can practice on Monday and be cleared to play Tuesday night’s home game against the New York Islanders.

PHILADELPHIA – Joel Ward recorded his first career hat trick and the Capitals rolled over the Flyers like pizza dough with a 7-0 win at the Wells Fargo Center Friday night.

But the topic of conversation on every radio talk show and in every hockey chat room will be the brawl that took place with 5:31 gone in the third period.

That’s when Flyers goalie Ray Emery raced down the ice and challenged Braden Holtby to a fight. Actually, it was more than just a challenge.

“He didn’t want to fight,” Emery told CSNWashington.com. “I said, basically, ‘Protect yourself.’ He didn’t really have much of a choice.”

Emery, who was awarded the game’s third star by a member of the Philadelphia media despite allowing four goals on 15 shots, was given a two-minute instigation, five-minute fighting major and 10-minute misconduct for leaving his crease.

Asked if he thinks the NHL will look into the incident, Emery said, “I’m not sure. There’s a penalty for fighting in hockey and I gave him a chance to protect himself.”

Emery’s fight with Holtby was one of four that occurred simultaneously, shortly after Ward made it 7-0 with his third goal of the night.

Flyers winger Wayne Simmonds started the melee by dropping the gloves with Tom Wilson. Emery then sprinted out of his crease and went after Holtby, pounding him with several punches as Holtby tried to gain his balance.

Seconds later Brayden Schenn grabbed Caps defenseman Alex Urbom and connected with several punches to Urbom’s face. That’s when Caps defenseman Steve Oleksy grabbed Vinny Lecavalier and belted him with several shots to the face.

Lecavalier reportedly suffered extensive damage to his teeth in the fight.

Earlier in the game Steve Downie reportedly suffered a concussion in a fight with Aaron Volpatti.

Capitals coach Adam Oates was not happy with the turn of events in the third period but said he liked the fact the Caps stuck together.

Oates said he would have liked to see the fight between Emery and Holtby broken up earlier by referee Francois St. Laurent, who initially tried to separate the two goalies, then stepped away and prevented any Capitals from coming to the aid of Holtby.

“I’m not officially sure,” Oates said. “There was a referee there. I’m not sure what his guidelines are, in terms of should he help out there, because there are other altercations going on, so I really shouldn’t comment on that until we get word from the league.”

Oates he was “a little bit” upset to see four fights break out at the same time.

“It’s not really where we’re going with the league,” he said. “They were obviously a very frustrated team.”

Holtby, who recorded his first shutout of the season and eighth of his career, declined to comment on the wild third period. So did most of his teammates.

“They were down by whatever it was [7-0],” Ward said. “I don’t know what [Emery] was thinking, to be honest. It was definitely different.

“I definitely haven’t seen one of those. But when you’re down by so many in your own building I guess your emotions kick in a little bit.”    

Caps right wing Troy Brouwer, who scored a goal in the win, also refrained from saying too much about the fights. As for Emery being named the game's third star, he quipped, "It's Philly."

Brawl, blowout make for eventful Caps win in Philly 
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Goalies brawl during scrum between Caps and Flyers
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PHILADELPHIA -- Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 7-0 win over the Flyers Friday night at the Wells Fargo Center:

How it happened: The Caps inflicted most of the damage in the second period when they scored a season-high five goals, including three in a span of 2:25. By the time it was over, Nicklas Backstrom had two goals and one assist, Joel Ward had two goals and Jason Chimera had a goal and two assists. Troy Brouwer also scored for the Caps.

What it means: With the win the Caps improved to 6-7-0 and climbed over the Rangers and Blue Jackets in the Mediocre [Metropolitan] Division.

Holt-beast: Braden Holtby might have lost his fight with Ray Emery, but he won the game, stopping all 30 shots for his first shutout of the season and eighth of his NHL career.

[FOR VIDEO OF THE FIGHT BETWEEN WASHINGTON AND PHILADELPHIA, CLICK HERE]

Name that line: The third line of Jason Chimera, Joel Ward and Mikhail Grabovski now have nine goals and 11 assists at even strength in the six games they’ve played together. Can you get a good nickname out of Chimmer, Wardo and Grabo?

He can shoot, too: On Thursday I asked Nicklas Backstrom if he’d need to shoot more without Alec Ovechkin [league-high 75 shots] on the ice. He said everyone would need to shoot more. Backstrom showed he can drill a one-timer with the best of them on his first goal of the night, cranking a howitzer past Steve Mason after a nice keep-in at the blue line by Nate Schmidt and a perfect pass from Marty Erat.

Frustrated Chief: Flyers coach Craig Berube pulled goaltender Steve Mason after he allowed three goals on eight shots but Ray Emery promptly allowed three more.

Homer on hot seat: Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren took some heat for firing Peter Laviolette after three games, but that paled in comparison to the chants he heard Friday night. With the Flyers trailing in the second period fans began chanting “Fire Holmgren.” There is a groundswell of support in Philadelphia for assistant general manager Ron Hextall to replace Holmgren after a 3-9-0 start to the season.

Slow start: A lot has been made of the Caps’ slow starts this season and despite the result, they had their worst of the season against the Flyers. It took the Capitals 15:05 to record their first shot of the game and that included a power play. John Carlson recorded the first shot with 4:55 remaining.

Check of the night: Flyers left wing Michal [I’d Like to Buy A Vowel] Raffl sent Jason Chimera head over heels and into the Capitals bench in the second period and got two minutes in the box for boarding.

Fight of the night: Braden Holtby had no shot in his fight with Ray Emery with 5:31 gone in the third period. He was spun off balance and never recovered, taking a series of hard rights from Emery before getting back on his feet. It will be interesting to see if the NHL looks into Emery’s decision to leave his crease unprovoked.

Look ahead: The Caps are back in action Saturday night at home against the Florida Panthers. But we know the date you really want to know. They’ll face the Flyers again on Dec. 15 in Washington.

PHILADELPHIA – In Philadelphia, the motto has always been, if you can’t beat ‘em … beat ‘em up.

That’s exactly what happened at the Wells Fargo Center on Friday night in the Caps’ blowout win over the Flyers.

With the Capitals leading 7-0 in the third period, all hell broke loose in a brawl that included goalies Ray Emery and Braden Holtby chucking knuckles.

It all started after Joel Ward made tit 7-0 with his third goal of the night.

On the ensuing shift, with 5:31 gone in the final period, Flyers winger Wayne Simmonds took a run at Caps rookie Tom Wilson and the two dropped the gloves.

While they were fighting, Emery sprinted out of the Flyers crease and challenged Braden Holtby. Emery grabbed Holtby by the jersey and hammered him with a series of right hands as Holtby struggled to stay on his feet.

With Holtby defenseless, Capitals teammate Michael Latta tried skating over to aid his goalie but was sent away by referee Francois St. Laurent.

While Holtby was getting pummeled by Emery in the corner, Flyers center Bratden Schenn pulled the helmet off Caps defenseman Alex Urbom and fired away with punches to the 22-year-old Swede’s face.

That’s when Caps defenseman Steve Oleksy jumped Vinny Lecavalier and pounded away.

Emery received a two-minute instigator penalty and was tossed from the game for leaving his crease. Holtby stayed in the game and completed it.

For all of the craziness on the ice, Flyers coach Craig Berube and Capitals coach Adam Oates appeared to keep their composure on the bench.

PHILADELPHIA – Since today is the start of Mo-vember and since hockey players across the NHL will be sporting mustaches this month to promote health awareness for men, Capitals defenseman Karl Alzner figured he’d get a headstart with a healthy handlebar ‘stache.

“I was reading on Twitter that I have an unfair advantage,” Alzner said. “I’m pretty sure it’s not about who can grow the biggest mustache in the month. I think it’s having a mustache and having awareness for it.”

That’s not to say Alzner doesn’t want to make a statement with his ‘stache. In fact, listen to this little story he shared after today’s morning skate

“I was trying to bleach it blonde yesterday to be like Hulk Hogan, but there was no Just For Men blonde at Rite-Aid. So I tried regular hair dye and it takes 20 to 30 minutes and it was burning after 10, so I washed it out.”

Now if that’s not awareness, what is?

Alzner also had a few words to say about playing in Philadelphia for the first time this season.

“It’s one of the buildings where the energy is always good,” he said. “The fans hate the visiting team, so you know they’re going to hate you When you’re playing good here, it’s great. When you’re playing bad, it’s terrible.”

If you recall, newly acquired Flyer Steve Downie gave Alzner his first NHL fighting major when he was with the Tampa Bay Lightning two seasons ago. The Flyers acquired Downie from Colorado for Max Talbot on Thursday.

What’s the key to negating Downie’s nastiness?

“If you leave him alone,” Alzner said, “he’s not too bad.”

Caps decide on Latta and Urbom vs. Flyers 

November 1, 2013, 2:00 pm
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Caps return from Canada with several questions

Your browser does not support iframes. 

  (AP Photo/Nick Wass)  

PHILADELPHIA – When the Capitals recalled center Michael Latta and defenseman Dmitry Orlov from the AHL Hershey Bears on Wednesday it seemed reasonable to assume both would get into the lineup tonight against the Flyers.

That would be only half correct.

Latta will see his first NHL action since Oct. 10 when he centers a fourth line with Tom Wilson and Aaron Volpatti tonight at the Wells Fargo Center [7 p.m., CSN-Plus, Channel guide here]. Orlov will watch from the press box in favor of rookie Alex Urbom, who will play alongside Steve Oleksy on the Caps’ third defense pairing.

Oates said he chose Latta over Beagle for two reasons: latta plays a grittier game and Beagle is recovering from the flu.

“It’s a tough environment here,” Oates said. “He’s a bit of a tough kid willing to grind, willing to play that type of hockey.”

Capitals coach Adam Oates was asked if he’s concerned Orlov might get the wrong message by getting recalled without getting into the lineup.

“I’m not really concerned about that because he’s been in the minors; he hasn’t been here,” Oates said. “Just because you get called up doesn’t mean you play. You’ve got to earn your spot. He’s going to get his chance, no question, and when he does hopefully he plays good.”

Oates said he thinks Urbom has improved in some areas and that plays a role in him playing his second straight game in place of John Erskine, who has been placed on long-term injury reserve following offseason knee surgery.

“Obviously, you want more plays, but you’ve got to be patient; he’s a young kid,” Oates said.

As for Orlov, Oates said the 22-year-old Russian will get a chance to see his first NHL action during Erskine’s rehab.

“If our D was playing fantastic and he didn’t get a game for a while, then you would consider sending him back down to get some games,” Oates said. “But right now he’s here because Erskine is on LTIR, we have cap room and now we have an extra D, which is good.”

Holtby gets the call: Caps goaltender Braden Holtby will make his 11th start in 13 games. Oates hinted that Michal Neuvirth will get the call Saturday night at home against the Panthers. It’s the Caps’ first back-to-back set of the season.

No Grabo on PP: Why is Mikhail Grabovski no longer on the Caps’ power play units? Here was Oates’ explanation today:

“Because he’s playing with [Jason Chimera] and [Joe Ward] and after a power play you want a line that’s ready to go, so that’s part of it. That line’s brought tremendous energy for us. He might [be on the power play] tonight. I also think he’s still learning our power play a little bit. He wants power play time, I understand that. I want him to understand it a little bit more so when he gets out there he’s successful. Everybody gets their turn everybody.”

Ovechkin update: Alex Ovechkin will miss his first game of the season with an upper body injury but Oates said there is a chance Ovechkin will play Saturday night at home against Florida. “Maybe tomorrow,” Oates said. Either way, it appears Ovechkin’s injury is a minor one, which means if he misses Saturday night’s game, a return Tuesday night against the Islanders appears likely.

Facing Downie: The Caps got their first look at Steve Downie in an Avalanche jersey on Oct. 12. They’ll see him five more times in orange and black this season.

Downie was traded from Colorado to Philadelphia on Thursday and is expected to play on a top line with center Claude Giroux [no goals, six assists, minus-6} and Vinny Lecavalier [5-2-7, minus-3].

Oates coached Downie when both were in Tampa.

“I really liked him,” he said. “I went to the Christening of his baby. We got along great. He’s a really good guy, a special guy. He’s a very good hockey player. He brings a lot to the table and hopefully he plays well for him.”    

Welcome to our weekly edition of Penn Quarter Sports Tavern’s 6-Pack of Questions, where we aim to keep it real while answering your most pressing questions regarding the Washington Capitals.

Let’s get started.

@Robostop10 - [Braden] Holtby and others have questioned the Caps preparation. What is going on in the locker room?

That’s the question I was asking yesterday. You’re right. A few weeks ago Troy Brouwer was talking about teammates shooting at goalies’ heads in practice and how that somehow affected the way they prepared for games. And on Wednesday Holtby questioned his teammates’ mental preparation, comparing their pre-game routines to a dance party. Fact is, every player prepares differently. Holtby likes to find a quiet place and zone in on pre-game visualization. Jason Chimera might like to crank the stereo and sing along to country music. Last season, Holtby pointed out that the Caps’ 15-2-2 finish began in Winnipeg, when he noticed the pre-game locker room was a picture of quiet intensity. It’s possible Holtby has a good grasp of the connection between pre-game routine and on-ice performance. It’s also possible he’s making too much of this, which appears to be the opinion of his coach and some of his teammates. Either way, it’s probably something that should be addressed.

@yanger1994 - Why is [Mikhail] Grabovski off the 1st PP unit? They were better with him on.

It’s hard to argue your point. In the first seven games of the season the Caps were 8-for-26 on the man-advantage and first in the NHL with a 30.8 success rate with Grabovski working the right goal line. In the past five games with Marcus Johansson working the goal line, they’ve gone 3 for 19. And at practice on Thursday, Grabovski wasn’t even on the second unit, which had Brooks Laich on the goal line, Marty Erat on the right halfwall, Joel Ward in the slot, John Carlson in Alex Ovechkin’s spot in the left circle and Steve Oleksy at the point. It’s hard for me to question Adam Oates when it comes to power play personnel, but I’m with you. I liked Grabovski in Mike Ribeiro’s old spot. Maybe it has something to do with Grabovski’s play away from the puck and the power play is a carrot Oates is keeping out of his reach.

@livnthadreem - Wow he's not even making the trip? C'mon crack that secret code and tell us what's really up with him!

Actually, this might be an easy one. Oates told us Thursday that Ovechkin was injured on that play early in Monday night’s loss in Vancouver when Alexander Edler pulled him down from behind and he crashed head-first into Roberto Luongo. Ovechkin told Oates he was “sore” after the collision and it grew progressively worse as the game wore on. The guess here is that Ovechkin injured one of his shoulders. Oates said Ovechkin could be back on Saturday night against Florida, but my guess is that the Caps might hold back their captain an extra few days to make sure he’s right. We’ll know more on Saturday. Either way, that was a pretty nice burst of speed that led to Ovechkin’s penalty shot, further proof that he’s adapting well to right wing.

@jgarner86 - Think [Tom] Wilson should get top line duty?

Anybody who’s been reading these Friday posts knows that I like Tom Wilson and the Capitals’ decision to keep him on their roster. But even with Ovechkin sidelined I’m not sure he’s ready for top-line minutes. I can tell you this: Adam Oates has considered using Wilson on the power play, but he’s not quite ready to hand him those responsibilities, as evidenced on the second unit that practiced on Thursday. Wilson told me on Wednesday that he’s learning how to better use his big body in the NHL. In junior hockey he could protect the puck by knocking smaller opponents down. But in the NHL, opponents are still on their feet after those same body checks and Wilson said he’s trying to adapt to those challenges. With all of that said, if Eric Fehr is not the answer with Ovechkin out of the lineup, don’t be surprised if Oates give Wilson a chance on the top line tonight or tomorrow night, if Ovi is out again. 

@ericfingerhut - Odd that they're mentioning [John Erskine’s knee injury] for the first time a month into the season?

It was during training camp that Erskine told me he had offseason knee surgery that was a little more extensive than expected. As a result he said he was working himself into game shape during camp and that he was about a month behind where he wanted to be. But as Adam Oates mentioned, Erskine is a warrior who tried to battle through the first month of the season, mostly because the Caps needed some experience on the blue line. Although it can be argued that it came late, the Caps made the right call by placing Erskine on LTIR to give him enough time to strengthen his lower body for the long haul. The fact they recalled Dmitry Orlov from Hershey tells me they’re willing to give him a long look during Erskine’s absence. Orlov is in the final year of his entry-level contract and needs to play well this season if he hopes to be renewed. I personally liked what I saw in Orlov two seasons ago, but as Oates said, he needs to prove he can defend if he wants a regular spot with the Caps.

@livnthadreem - What about Nicky [Backstrom’s] tooth? Is he going without or could/did he have it fixed?

Backstrom took a puck in the face during the Caps’ Canadian road trip thanks to an errant pass from Marcus Johansson. Backstrom jokingly told the Post’s Katie Carrera that it was a “tape to face” pass. As a result Backstrom was left with a jagged-edged front tooth. The tooth was bonded on Wednesday and Backstrom was sporting his usual smile on Thursday, which probably makes his girlfriend, his new baby girl and his appetite very happy.

Oates, Backstrom disagree with Holtby 

October 31, 2013, 7:15 pm
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  (Sergei Belski/ USA Today Sports)  

Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby raised a few eyebrows on Wednesday when he questioned the pre-game preparation of his teammates. On Thursday, coach Adam Oates and center Nicklas Backstrom agreed to disagree with Holtby.

For a refresher, Holtby said he thought the Caps were too loose before games.

“You see too much of guys joking around and listening to music and just looking really loose, like it's a practice,” he said. “We're paid to prepare, [not to] have a dance party before the game.”

Backstrom said he doesn’t quite see it that way, even if the Caps have gotten off to a 5-7-0 start.

“That’s his point of view, but I think we’re grown men, all of us, and we should be able to prepare ourselves,” Backstrom said. “Everyone is doing different stuff. That’s up to the individual.”

 Oates agreed, saying players have the right t prepare themselves as they see fit.

“I don’t buy that because everybody’s an individual,” Oates said. “As a player, I was a jokester right up to the very last second, through warmups, everything, Some guys show up at 3 o’clock. What’s right? What’s wrong? There is no answer.”

Holtby is one of the most intense players on the Capitals roster. His pre-game routine includes visualization techniques and meditation hours before the game. Jason Chimera is one of the more lively characters in the locker room, occasionally breaking into song.

Oates said he thinks there is no right or wrong way to prepare for a game, as long as it works.

“I could be serious and joke at the same time,” Oates said. “I could laugh and practice at the same time. I could look at fans in the stands. Me and Hullie [Brett Hull] would laugh and joke, but we could snap it in and focus.”

Oates said former Bruins teammate Cam Neeley was the exact opposite.

“He’d score and I’d say, ‘Nice play, man,’ and it was like he didn’t hear me,” Oates said.

“Every single team plays soccer before a game. Ten guys go and play soccer. Is that loose? To me, that’s loose. But every single team does it, so I can’t complain.”

Backstrom seemed more concerned about how the Caps are playing once the game begins than what’s playing in the locker room.

“We can play better,” he said. “I think overall, everything can be a lot better. I think everything starts with passes. We need to take care of the puck and not give it away. That’s what it’s all about. “

With Ovechkin sidelined, Caps turn to Fehr 

October 31, 2013, 1:30 pm
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Ovechkin tripped, gets penalty shot
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  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

Alex Ovechkin skated but did not shoot pucks before Thursday’s practice at Kettler Capitals Iceplex and will not play Friday night in Philadelphia against the Flyers with what the team is calling an upper body injury.

Adam Oates confirmed Ovechkin was injured when he was pulled down by Vancouver Canucks defenseman Alexander Edler with 1:19 gone in the Caps’ 3-2 loss Monday night in Vancouver. Ovechkin played the remainder of the game, logging 19:49 of ice time. 

Ovechkin crashed head-first into goaltender Roberto Luongo, which may have resulted in a shoulder injury.

“He tripped going full speed and ran into the goalie,” Oates said. “It was a good move. It’s probably just a freak thing.”

Oates said he is hoping Ovechkin will be able to play on Saturday night when the Florida Panthers visit Verizon Center. Ovechkin has not missed a game since Feb, 22, 2012, a 5-2 loss in Ottawa.

He has missed 21 games in his career with the Caps – 13 due to injury or illness and eight due to suspension. The Caps have gone 11-8-2 in those games and have outscored their opponents 71-66.

Ovechkin leads the Caps with 10 goals and 15 points in 12 games and leads the NHL with 75 shots. That’s more shots than Nicklas Backstrom, Mikhail Grabovski, Marcus Johansson and Jason Chmera combined.

“He’s a hell of a player,” said Backstrom, who will center a top line with new linemates Marty Erat on the left and Eric Fehr on the right. “He brings a lot to this team. He’s scored 10 goals already and we’re going to miss that. But at the same time it’s a great opportunity for other players to step up.”

Ovechkin’s absence means a big promotion for Fehr, who has one goal, two assists and is a team-worst minus-8 while averaging 12:05 in ice time this season. In addition to playing with Backstrom and Erat, Laich is expected to replace Ovechkin in the left circle on the first power-play unit with Mike Green, Backstrom, Troy Brouwer and Marcus Johansson. The second unit will have Steve Oleksy at the point, John Carlson in Ovecvhkin's spot in the left circle, Marty Erat on the right halfwall, Joel Ward in the slot and Brooks Laich on the goal line.

“To me,” Oates said, “the philosophy of the power play is that anybody’s interchangeable.”

Fehr joked that playing behind Alex Ovechkin on the power play is like playing behind Tom Brady at quarterback, since Ovechkin often stays on the ice for both power-play units. He worked with Oates on finding areas on the ice to crank power-play one-timers.

“I’ve been practicing all year, so I’m ready for it,” Fehr said. “Ovi does his thing out there and I haven’t had the opportunity. He makes it look easy. I’m not going to be shooting it like him; I’ll have my own spin on it.”

Fehr scored a league-high five goals in the preseason but Oates has had a tough time finding minutes for him behind right wings Ovechkin, Troy Brouwer and Joel Ward. He tried him at center earlier this season and recently dropped him to a fourth line.

“It’s not an audition,” Oates said. “I know what Fehrsie can do as a hockey player. It’s been difficult finding minutes for him because we have a logjam at certain positions. I expect him to play a good game.”

As for other lineup changes, Marcus Johansson has been dropped to second-line center, where he’ll play between Brooks Laich, who was moved to left wing, and Brouwer on the right.

Oates said one reason for the line switches is that he wanted to keep Laich and Brouwer together while keeping the third line of Mikhail Grabovski, Jason Chimera and Joel Ward intact.

Oates did not announce his starting goalie for Friday night, lending to speculation Michal Neuvirth may make his third start of the season in Philadelphia.

Capitals captain and leading scorer Alex Ovechkin is expected to miss his first game of the season with an upper body injury when the Caps visit the Philadelphia Flyers on Friday.

A team spokesman said on Thursday that Ovechkin would not make the tams trip to Philadelphia.

Ovechkin leads the Capitals with 10 goals and 15 points, which rank second and seventh in the NHL, respectively.

Capitals coach Adam Oates said Ovechkin told him he was “sore” in the first period, leading to speculation Ovechkin may have injured himself on a breakaway attempt on his first shift, when he crashed into Vancouver goaltender Roberto Luongo and was awarded a penalty shot.

If Ovechkin misses Friday night’s game it will be the first time he’s been out due to injury since Feb. 22, 2012, a 5-2 loss in Ottawa.

Ovechkin has 10 of the Capitals’ 34 goals this season.

“I think he has what, 30 percent of our team’s goals?” teammate Troy Brouwer said. “So anytime you miss a player like that it’s pretty detrimental. We’re going into a building [Wells Fargo Center] that’s tough to go into and against a team that has a lot of offensive weapons. We’ve got to find ways to keep them off the scoreboards before we go on the offensive.”

With Ovechkin sidelined, the Caps are expected to go with a top line of Marty Erat, Nicklas Backstrom and Eric Fehr. Marcus Johansson was dropped to a second line with Brooks Laich and Brouwer.

Four of Ovechkin’s 10 goals this season have come on the power play. His absence could give Joel Ward, Laich and perhaps Tom Wilson some time on the man-advantage.

“He’s got the best one-timer in the game from that spot [in the left circle],” Brouwer said. “If he does miss some time, guys are going to have to shoot a little more.”

With Ovechkin missing, here’s what the Caps’ lines looked like on Thursday:

Marty Erat – Nicklas Backstrom – Eric Fehr

Marcus Johansson – Brooks Laich – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta.Jay Beagle – Tom Wilson

Oates looking for tighter defensive play 

October 31, 2013, 6:00 am
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10.30.13: Caps week in review
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  (Jim Cowsert-USA TODAY Sports)  

Adam Oates is convinced the Capitals have enough offensive firepower to win hockey games. It’s their defensive responsibility that concerns him most.

Through 12 games the Caps are averaging 2.67 goals per game, which ranks 17th in the NHL. They’re allowing 3.17 goals per game, which ranks 26th.

“We’re going to score goals; that’s not going to be our problem,” Oates said. “To win in this league on a regular basis, you gotta keep them out.

“The better we get in our own end it’s going to help the goalies and it will show up on the [offensive] side. It’s still taking us too long to get out of our end and because of that your guys are tired.”

Much of that can be attributed to a revolving door of defensemen. When Dmitry Orlov suits up against the Flyers Friday night in Philadelphia he’ll be the 10th defenseman to play for the Caps, joining John Carlson [12 games], Karl Alzner [12], Mike Green [12], Steve Oleksy [10], Nate Schmidt [8], John Erskine [7], Alex Urbom [6], Connor Carrick [3] and Jack Hillen [2].

Green, who was pulled from the top pairing with Karl Alzner, has been on the ice for 18 goals for and 15 against. John Carlson, who has been reunited with Karl Alzner, has been on the ice for seven goals scored and 14 against.

But much of the Caps’ defensive struggles can be pinned on their forwards. Alex Ovechkin has been on the ice for 18 goals for and 13 against. Same with Nicklas Backstrom. Linemate Marcus Johansson has been on the ice for 12 Capitals goals and 11 against.

“They have to be counted on to play well in their own end as well because they’re going to be matched up against the best lines every night and the best D,” Oates said. “They have to be good in their own end because otherwise they’re going to get hemmed in and they’re frustrated players if they’re hemmed in.”

When the Caps hit the ice on Wednesday, Johansson was on a second line with Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer, which means if Ovechkin is cleared to practice on Thursday he could be on a top line with Backstrom and Marty Erat.

“We need to make sure our skill is working hard,” said Brouwer, who has been on the ice for 13 goals for and six against.

Brouwer shares that team-best plus-7 differential with linemate Mikhail Grabovski, who has been on the ice for 14 goals by the Caps and seven by opponents. By comparison, Brooks Laich has been on the ice for five goals for and 11 against, and Eric Fehr has been on for two goals for and 11 against.

“Our defensive play still has to be better,” Oates said.

The last time we saw Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby, he was yelling at teammates after getting pulled in the first period of Saturday night’s 5-2 loss in Calgary.

Apparently, the Caps’ 24-year-old netminder is still a little ticked at what he perceives as a lack of preparation before games this season.

"In my mindset, two hours before puck drop, that's when it's business time and focus,” Holtby told NBCWashington.com following Wednesday’s practice. “You see too much of guys joking around and listening to music and just looking really loose, like it's a practice. We're paid to prepare, [not to] have a dance party before the game.”

Does Holtby have a point?

The Caps have allowed the first goal in seven of their first 12 games this season and have been outscored 13-7 in first periods. Head coach Adam Oates has addressed the issue on several occasions, saying his team needs to be better prepared to dictate the pace of games instead of trying to play catch-up.

Entering Friday night’s game against the Flyers in Philadelphia, the Caps are off to a 5-7-0 start. It’s better than the 2-8-1 start the Caps had under Oates last season, but Holtby sees too many similarities.

“The preparation at the start of last year is the same as it was here,” Holtby said.

The Caps turned last season around in the final five weeks of the season, going 15-2-2 to secure a playoff berth as Southeast Division champions.

Through a dozen games this year they are already six points behind the Metropolitan Division-leading Pittsburgh Penguins and are 10th in the Eastern Conference standings.

“I don't know exactly what it is, and who knows what preparation means in here, but it's the fact that we're not coming out hard enough to play," Holtby said. "We're not wanting to get the lead, we're not hungry enough to get that first one and keep pushing. We're kind of sitting back waiting for a hockey game [to come] to us and you don't win many games doing that.

“…Maybe we need a little bit of a wake-up call to get back to where we were last year at the end.”

Capitals defenseman John Erskine had reached a point where he just couldn’t get to where he wanted as fast as he wanted. He knew it; his teammates knew and so did Adam Oates.

“I don’t think he’s been 100 percent all year,” Oates said after putting the Caps through an hour-long practice Wednesday, ahead of Friday’s 7 p.m. game in Philadelphia. “It shows what a warrior he is and how much he wants to compete and we really need him. But I told him we need him at 100 percent.”

Erskine, 33, underwent what was supposed to be routine arthroscopic surgery last summer, but when it was discovered he had more reconstruction than originally thought, Erskine’s rehab schedule was more extensive than originally planned.

Erskine said during training camp that he was a month behind where he wanted but was willing to soldier through the weakness he had in his leg.

“I would say, personally, that the knee surgery in the summer probably set him back where he couldn’t train,” Oates said. “…He needs to take some time to get healthy and get stronger.”

With that in mind, the Capitals placed Erskine on long-term injury reserve, backdated to Oct. 26, and recalled Dmitry Orlov from Hershey of the AHL. A player placed on LTIR must miss a minimum of 10 games and 24 days, which means the earliest Erskine can return to the lineup is Nov. 20 at home against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Orlov, 22, is expected to make his season debut with the Capitals Friday night in Philadelphia. He practiced Wednesday alongside right-handed defense partner Steve Oleksy.

“I just want to play my game and each game play more confidence,” Orlov said. “I want to try my best and hope I stay here a long time, the whole season. Not think about going back again, just stay here and play, play, play.”

This is a critical season for Orlov, who played in just five games last season [1 assist, plus-5] after playing 60 as a rookie [3 goals, 16 assists, plus-1] in 2011-12. He is in the final year of an entry-level contract that pays him $690,000.

Orlov did not play well enough in training camp to earn a spot on the Caps’ opening night roster and was sent back to Hershey with specific instructions.

“What I told him when he got sent down to Hershey is he needs to improve in his own end,” Oates said. “I see the passing, I see the shot, I see the offensive reads. That’s NHL caliber. He’s got a big body [6-foot, 210 pounds] and he has to play his corner of the ice. That’s what he’s got to improve on, and if he does he’s an NHL player.”

Alex Ovechkin sat out Wednesday’s practice with an undisclosed upper body injury after suffering an injury in the first period of the Capitals’ 3-2 loss in Vancouver and is questionable for Friday night’s game in Philadelphia against the Flyers, Caps coach Adam Oates said.

“I think in the first period some time,” Oates said of Ovechkin’s injury. “He told me he was a little sore and I think as the game went along he got a little [more] sore. Yesterday was an off day, we traveled, so he’s getting checked out today.”

Asked if Ovechkin would be available to play on Friday, Oates said “I probably shouldn’t answer that. I don’t want to say something and be wrong. We’ll find out later today and we’ll see how he is [Thursday].”

Oates also confirmed Ovechkin does not have a concussion.

Ovechkin leads the Caps with 10 goals, accounting for nearly 30 percent of the team’s total offense [34 goals].  

“He’s obviously our key contributor and he’s got a hot stick right now, so somebody else will have to step up and fill his spot,” defenseman Mike Green said. “I don’t know where’s he’s at. I think he’s OK. I think this is more of a rest for him. We’ll see.”

Oates said the Caps’ forward lines – he had Marty Erat replace Marcus Johansson on the top line and had Johansson on a second line with Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer – was a product of Ovechkin missing practice.

Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin sat out Wednesday morning’s practice at Kettler Capitals Iceplex with an upper body injury. The club is listing him as day-to-day.

Center Jay Beagle also missed practice with an illness, while John Erskine was placed on long-term injury reserve.

Ovechkin did not appear to be injured in the Caps’ 3-2 loss in Vancouver on Monday night. He played 19:49 against the Canucks and was on the ice for each of the Canucks’ third-period goals.

The Caps also recalled defenseman Dmitry Orlov and center Michael Latta from the Hershey Bears.

Erskine’s assignment to LTIR is dated back to Oct. 26. He needs to miss 10 games or 24 days of action before being taken off LTIR. Erskine underwent knee surgery over the summer and told CSNWashington.com that he was about a month behind schedule when training camp began.

With a jumbled roster, Adam Oates reassembled his forward lines to look like this:

Marty Erat – Nicklas Backstrom – Eric Fehr

Marcus Johansson – Brooks Laich – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

We’ll have more on today’s transactions after practice.

Caps travel 5,000 miles for 4 points 

October 29, 2013, 6:00 pm
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  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

The Capitals spent much of the day on Tuesday the same place they spent much of their past seven days – in the air.

The longest road trip of the season began on Oct. 21 when the Caps left Washington for stops in Winnipeg [shootout win], Edmonton [regulation win], Calgary [regulation loss] and Vancouver [regulation loss]. Including the return flight home, the Caps traveled 4,890 miles in the air.

Let’s take a look at some bright – and not-so-bright spots from the four-game escapade.

Bright spots

Jason Chimera: Last season the poor guy couldn’t buy a goal, making the skeptics wonder if his 20-goal season in 2011-12 was a fluke. Chimera scored a goal in each of the final three games on the trip, marking just the fourth time in his career he’s achieved that feat. Chimera now has four goals in 12 games, putting him on pace for a career-high 27 goals.

Penalty kill: The Caps were a perfect 6-for-6 on the penalty kill in Monday night’s 3-2 loss in Vancouver, stretching their streak of consecutive kills to 25. The Caps have not alloed a power play goal in seven straight games and have ascended to second in the NHL at 90.7 percent, behind only San Jose [92.3 percent].

Not-so-bright spots

Getting outshot: The Caps were outshot in all four games on their road trip by a total of 152-106. Overall they’ve been outshot in eight of their 12 games, 414-357 for the season. They are 3-5 when getting outshot this season.

No goal club: Marcus Johansson has no goals through 12 games, mostly because he’s not shooting the puck. He has just 12 shots. Other Caps still looking for their first goals are Mike Green [29 shots], Steve Oleksy [12 shots], Marty Erat [6 shots], John Carlson [23 shots], Nate Schmidt [14 shots], Karl Alzner [17 shots], John Erskine [9 shots], Tom Wilson [12 shots], Alex Urbom [6 shots], Jay Beagle [3 shots], Jack Hillen [2 shots] and Michal Latta [1 shot].

Power play: The Caps entered their road trip with the NHL’s top-ranked power play. But after going just 1-for-15 on the trip they’ve fallen to fifth at 24.4 percent, well behind the St. Louis Blues [30.3 percent].

Should Capitals have a shut-down line? 
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Caps fall on the road to Canucks
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Washington Capitals head coach Adam Oates watches from the bench against the Boston Bruins in the second period at Verizon Center. The Capitals won 4-3 in overtime.

  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

It’s a philosophical hockey question that can be answered in a million different ways.

Today just seems like a good time to ask it.

Should NHL coaches employ checking lines to shut down opponents’ top scorers?

More specifically, should the Capitals give it a try?

The question seems relevant after watching the Canucks’ top line of Henrik and Daniel Sedin and Ryan Kesler run the Caps’ top line of Alex Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson ragged en route to two third-period goals Monday night in a 3-2 loss in Vancouver.

On Daniel Sedin’s game-winning goal the Ovechkin line was stuck in their own zone for 78 seconds, an eternity for any hockey player.

“We were a little tired and they circled us and we couldn't recover," Oates said.

Through 12 games the Caps’ top trio of Ovechkin [minus-6], Backstrom [minus-4] and Johansson [minus-3] is a combined minus-13. By comparison, Kesler and the Sedin twins are a combined plus-12.

So, which is more prudent? Allowing more goals than you score when your top line is on the ice against opposing top lines? Or establishing a checking line specifically designed to shut down opponents’ top players?  

“Yeah, you can have an identified checking line,” Oates said before the Caps embarked on their four-game trip through Canada. “But I think when you watch a lot of teams you want to be able to put any line against anybody at any time because you have no choice.

“If we ice the puck they can put their first line against our fourth line and they have to do the job.”

True enough.

But, assuming the Caps keep their top line intact, if the Caps could create a shut-down line with their remaining 10 forwards on their roster, what would it be?

If you saw the Sedin twins hop over the boards with Kesler, which forward line and defense pairing would you counter with

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts on the Capitals’ 3-2 loss to the Canucks in Vancouver Monday night:

How it happened: Despite getting outshot 41-19 the Caps owned a 2-1 lead early in the third period but saw the Canucks’ top line of Ryan Kesler and Daniel and Henrik Sedin rally for two goals less than 3 minutes apart for the win.

What it means: The Caps fell to fifth in the Metro Division with a 5-7-0 record and 10 points They are also fifth in the Eastern Conference wild card race, four points behind the Canadiens and Red Wings.

Fire with fire: Since arriving in Washington Caps coach Adam Oates has said he’s not a big believer in having a checking line to neutralize other teams’ top lines. He fought fire with fire in Vancouver when he kept Alex Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson out against Kesler and the Sedin twins, and the Caps got burned both times. On the Canucks' game winner by Daniel Sedin, the Canucks penned the Caps in their own zone for 78 seconds.

What they said: Alex Ovechkin was upset with the play of the Caps’ top line. “Our line got minus-2 in third period," he told reporters. “We can't give them that kind of chances. It starts with me and [Johansson]. "When Kesler goal was scored, it was my guy. Third goal [by Daniel Sedin], he make great move and [Johansson] was kind of guessing. Again, two shifts cost us the game. … We get 2-1 lead and we have to play simple. We didn't."

0-for-2: After scoring 10 goals in his first 10 games, Ovechkin was held without a goal on three shots. On one of those shots was a penalty shot after defenseman Alexander Edler tripped him from behind after a strong outside-inside move by Ovechkin just 1:19 into the game. On the penalty shot the puck appeared to toll on Ovechkin just before he shot it. "I make a great move," Ovechkin said. "I beat him [Roberto Luongo], but I didn't finish it up. It's all my fault. If I make penalty shot, we have the lead and play much better."

Chimmer: Jason Chimera scored his third goal in as many games and now has more goals [four] this season than he had all of last season [3 in 47].

Tough break: Midway through the first period  Caps defenseman Steve Oleksy had an embarrassing moment when the blade of his skate broke and he had to hop is way to the visiting bench. Oleksy had so much trouble getting to the bench the referee had to give him a shove and teammates had to reel him over the boards.

Neuvy: Michal Neuvirth had to be very strong in net to keep the Caps in the game. He stopped 38 of 41 shots but fell to 1-2-0. Neuvirth and Braden Holtby have identical GAAs of 3.07. Holtby has a .913 save percentage; Neuvirth is at .905.

What’s next: The Caps will return home from Vancouver today and have scheduled a 10:30 a.m. practice at Kettler Capitals Iceplex for Wednesday and Thursday. They return to game action Friday night in Philadelphia.

Updated news and notes as the Capitals [5-6-0] prepare to face the Vancouver Canucks [8-4-1] in their fourth and final game of a Canadian road trip that had previous stops in Winnipeg, Winnipeg and Calgary.

Neuvy gets the call: Michal Neuvirth [1-1-0, 3.08, .893] will make his second start of the season. Neuvirth stopped 17 of 19 shots in relief of Braden Holtby in Saturday night’s 5-2 loss in Calgary. His only full game came on Oct. 12 when he allowed five goals on 28 shots in a 5-1 home loss to Colorado.

Milestones: Defenseman John Carlson is one point shy of 100 NHL points. Defenseman Mike Green needs one point to pass Craig Laughlin [283] for 23rd on the Capitals’ all-time points list. Center Mikhail Grabovski is two goals shy of 100 career NHL goals.

Killing them softly: The Caps have killed 19 straight penalties, including a perfect 18 for 18 in their last six games. That’s the first time that’s happened since March 22-31, 2012.

Mr. October: Alex Ovechkin’s 10 goals in October is the second-most he’s scored in the month during his career. He holds the franchise record with 12 goals in 13 games in October 2009. Tonight marks the Caps’ 12th and final game of the month.

Chimmer me timbers: Left wing Jason Chimera has goals in two straight games and three for the season. His three goals in 11 games matches his goal total in 47 games last season.

Assistance: Top linemates Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson are tied for third in the NHL in assists with 10 each. Both players have recorded six assists in their last six games.

Hit me: The Caps rank ninth in the NHL in hits [280], led by Troy Brouwer’s 40. Brouwer ranks tied for sixth in the NHL in hits and has led the Caps in hits in seven of their 11 games this season. Brouwer finished second on the team in hits last season.

Here are projected lineups for the Caps and Canucks:

Capitals

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson-Nicklas Backstrom- Alex Ovechkin

 Marty Erat – Brooks Laich – Troy Brouwer

 Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

 Aaron Volpatti – Eric Fehr – Tom Wilson

Defense Pairings

Karl Alzner - John Carlson

 Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

 Alex Urbom/John Erskine – Steve Oleksy

Goaltenders

Michal Neuvirth [starter] - Braden Holtby  

Canucks

Forward Lines

Daniel Sedin - Henrik Sedin - Ryan Kesler

 Chris Higgins - Mike Santorelli - Alex Burrows

 Tom Sestito - Brad Richardson - Zack Kassian

 Darren Archibald - Jeremy Welsh - Yannick Weber

Defense Pairings

Alexander Edler - Jason Garrison

 Dan Hamhuis - Christopher Tanev

 Ryan Stanton - Kevin Bieksa

Goaltenders

Roberto Luongo [starter] – Eddie Lack

If the NHL was a reality TV show, tonight’s showdown between the Vancouver Canucks and Washington Capitals [10 p.m., CSN] would feature a pre-game steel cage match between John Tortorella and Adam Oates.

Who can forget the banter between the two coaches last spring following the Rangers’ seven-game playoff series victory over the Caps. Two days after the series ended Capitals general manager George McPhee complained about the officiating and Tortorella mocked the Caps, accusing them of “whining.”

All of which led to Oates appearing on 106.7 The Fan and telling LaVar Arrington and Chad Dukes, “Well, I think he’s out of line. He should be worried about his own series. We didn’t whine once during the series. I never complained.”

No, not until the series was over. And when Arrington baited Oates by asking him if he would beat up Tortorella in a one-on-one fight, Oates bit, responding, ‘Yes. Easily.”

So there you have it.

Two weeks after those angry words were exchanged, the Rangers were eliminated in the second round of the playoffs and Tortorella was fired. On June 25, he was named head coach of the Vancouver Canucks and has led his new team to within four points of the Western Conference lead with an 8-4-1 record.

The Canucks are coming off a seven-game road trip in which they went 5-1-1.

“Throughout the trip, we won in different ways,” Tortorella said. “We kept our composure.

“Day by day, it's a really good trip but you need to flat-line it here and just stay within ourselves and just keep on working as a team.”

Throughout his career as an NHL coach Tortorella has adapted his coaching style to the teams he’s coached. In Tampa, where he coached from 2000 to 2008, he established a “safe is death” approach and won a Stanley Cup in 2004.

With the Rangers he convinced his players to collapse in front of goaltender Henrik Lundqvist and his teams routinely led the league in blocked shots.

In Vancouver, Tortorella is trying to find a way to best utilize an offense led by Swedish twins Henrik and Daniel Sedin while riding the goaltending of Roberto Luongo.

Despite his success in the NHL, where his teams have gone 410-340-36-67, Tortorella was left off the U.S. Olympic team coaching staff for Sochi. That staff is headed by Penguins coach Dan Bylsma, who chose Peter Laviolette and Todd Richards and Tony Granato as his assitants.

Tortorella served as an assistant coach with Team USA in 2010, when the Americans won the silver medal.
News and notes as the Capitals [5-6-0] try to close out their four-game Canadian road trip with a win over the Canucks [8-4-1] in Vancouver’s Rogers Arena. You can catch the game on CSN at 10 p.m.:

No love in B.C.: Are you ready for this? The last time the Capitals won a game in Vancouver, Olie Kolzig was the winning goaltender and Adam Oates scored the game-winner in overtime. It was Feb. 14, 2001 and the Caps pulled out a 4-3 win on Valentine’s Day night.

Rough starts: The Capitals have been outscored 12-6 in first periods this season and were trailing 3-1 before the seats were warm in Calgary Saturday night in a 5-2 loss to the Flames.

Holtby returns: Caps goaltender Braden Holtby [4-5-0] is expected to return between the pipes tonight after getting pulled in Calgary. Holtby allowed three goals on 14 shots, increasing his GAA to 3.07 and lowering his save percentage to .913. If he starts, it will be Holtby’s 11th in 12 games.

Another homecoming: In each of their previous two stops on their road trip [Edmonton and Calgary] the Caps caught teams coming off long road trips. It will be no different tonight. The Canucks are coming off a stretch in which they played seven games in 11 nights. They went 5-1-1 on that trip, with their last three wins coming in extra time. Ryan Kesler scoring a power-play goal with 15 seconds remaining in overtime to beat St. Louis Friday night. The goal was Kesler’s seventh of the season and his seventh point in four games.

Homecoming, Part Deux: Tonight promises to be a special night for three Capitals hailing from British Columbia – right wing Troy Brouwer [Vancouver], left wing Aaron Volpatti [Revelstoke] and defenseman Karl Alzner [Burnaby].

Special teams: The Caps are third in the NHL on the power play [26.8] and second on the penalty kill [89.2] The Canucks rank 25th on the power play [11.8] and eighth on the kill [84.1].

O Canada:  The Caps are 2-1-0 on their Canadian road trip, but it’s fair to say they were outplayed in a shootout win in Winnipeg and a regulation loss in Calgary.

Until we meet again: This is the first meeting of the season between the Caps and Canucks. They won’t see each other again until March 14 at VerizonCenter.

Look ahead: The Capitals are expected to remain in Vancouver overnight and make Tuesday a travel day and complete day off. They are scheduled to practice at Kettler on Wednesday and Thursday before traveling to Philadelphia to face the Flyers on Friday night. Their next home game is Saturday night against the Florida Panthers.
Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals reflect on their 5-2 loss in Calgary Saturday night before preparing for Monday night’s visit to Vancouver against John Tortorella’s Canucks:

Another bad start: The Caps allowed 17 shots and three goals in the first period in Calgary. They’ve now been outscored 12-6 in opening periods. Only five other NHL teams have scored fewer goals in the first period. Why? “I don’t think anybody ever has a magic answer to that,” Capitals coach Adam Oates told reporters after Saturday night’s game. “Were taking too long to get into games, that’s a fact. It started with the very first whistle tonight. [Braden Holtby] makes an uncharacteristic play by him and they hem us in right off the hop.”

Yanking Holtby: The Caps had penciled in Saturday night’s game as Michal Neuvirth’s second start of the season, but because Holtby was playing so well in three straight victories Oates gave him his 10th start in 11 games. Holtby allowed three goals on 14 shots and was pulled 12:48 into the game. "Looking for a spark," Oates said. "Three goals. We started lousy. We got one to make it 2-1 and then the third one. We were just looking for something." Holtby, who was pulled after allowing three goals on 11 shots against the Flames on Oct. 3, looked angry when he returned to the bench. “That's Adam's call, it's what I respect," Holtby told reporters. "I'd like to finish every game that I play but at the same time, we haven't been addressing our starts as a group because we've been masking them with winning a few games."

Taming Ovi: Alex Ovechkin was held without a goal for just the third time this season, but not because of a lack of trying. Ovechkin had 15 attempts at the net. Goaltender Kari Ramo stopped five of them, six were blocked and four missed the net. "We had good chances to score goals but it wasn't good enough for our line and the capability of what we can do," Ovechkin said.

O-for: The Caps’ power play went 0-for-4 against the Flames, dropping them to 1-for-11 in the first three games of their road trip. As a result, the Caps have slipped to third in the NHL with a 26.8 percent success rate. The Caps’ penalty kill was a perfect 3-for-3, improving their season mark to 89.2, second in the NHL behind Colorado.

Chimmer-erfic: Jason Chimera scored a sweet backhand goal for his third of the season, on a nice feed from Mikhail Grabovski, who earned his fifth assist of the season. The Caps’ third line of Grabvoski, Chimeras and Joel Ward has three goals in its last two games.

Freebie: Despite their slow start the Caps were fighting their way back into the game and were trailing 3-2 when Mike Cammalleri slipped a shortside shot through the pads of Michal Neuvirth, who stopped 17 of 19 shots. After the game Oates called it a “freebie” that “took the wind out of our sails.” Oates also said the Caps surrendered two goals by “bad tracking,” which is a polite way of saying the Caps’ forwards did not skate hard enough back on the play.

What’s next: The Caps will practice in Vancouver today and face the Canucks in Vancouver at 10 p.m. on Monday [CSN].
Mike Cammalleri scored two goals and the Calgary Flames beat the Washington Capitals 5-2 on Saturday night.

With the Flames leading 3-2, Cammalleri scored an insurance goal for Calgary at 10:17 of the third period, firing a shot from deep in the corner that eluded goaltender Michal Neuvirth.

Until that point, Neuvirth had been perfect since entering the game at 12:50 of the first period. He was summoned when Cammalleri's first goal, a deflection of a point shot from Dennis Wideman, made it 3-1 Calgary and resulted in Capitals coach Adam Oates pulling starter Braden Holtby.

Calgary put the game away at 14:28 of the third on the first goal in seven games for Curtis Glencross.

Also scoring for Calgary (5-4-2) was Kris Russell and Jiri Hudler. The Flames were back at home after going 1-4-0 on a five-game road trip.

Calgary has yet to lose in regulation at home (3-0-1). Its three-game homestand continues Wednesday night against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Jason Chimera and Aaron Volpatti scored for Washington (5-6-0), which had its three-game winning streak come to an end.

The Capitals have two stops left in a five-game road trip. Their next stop is Monday in Vancouver.

Alexander Ovechkin, the NHL's third-leading scorer going into Saturday, was held without a point for just the third time this season and first in the Saddledome.

Ovechkin did have his chances though. Early in the second, Marcus Johansson zipped a cross-ice pass to him but Karri Ramo slid across to thwart him at the side of the net. On a similar setup later in the period, he fired a shot wide.

Calgary defended him well. Bursting down the wing in the third, he tried to go around Russell, but the Flames defensemen stood in there and took away the scoring chance.

After a good first period for Calgary, outshooting Washington 17-8 and taking a 3-1 lead, the Capitals narrowed the gap with the only goal of the second period.

TJ Galiardi's clearing attempt was intercepted at the blue line by Mike Green who went cross-ice to Nate Schmidt and his shot from the blue line was stopped by Ramo. But the rebound kicked into the slot and was hammered in by Volpatti for his first of the season.

It was the second and final meeting of the season between the two teams and for Holtby, the night went similar to the first meeting, when he was pulled 16:22 into the first after three goals on 11 shots and the Capitals down 3-0.

On this night, it was three goals in 12:50 and a 3-1 deficit.

Calgary got off to a fast start, jumping out to a 1-0 lead on a strong opening shift by the line of Joe Colborne, Galiardi and Cammalleri.

The trio hemmed the Capitals in their end nearly the entire time and the persistent pressure led to Russell's first goal as a Flame at 1:04.

The shot advantage reached 11-2 in Calgary's favor at 7:24 after Hudler converted Sean Monahan's rebound.

Hudler leads the Flames with 13 points and has points in 10 of Calgary's first 11 games.

Washington entered the night ranked No. 2 on the power play, but it was blanked on four tries by a Flames penalty-killing unit ranked second from the bottom.

Game notes

 Calgary was without Lee Stempniak. Riding a five-game scoring streak (three goals, two assists), Stempniak was out with a lower-body injury. Already out for the Flames and missing his third game was captain Mark Giordano (lower body). ... Derek Smith, who played Friday night with Abbotsford (AHL), caught an early flight and played his first game of the season. ... Schmidt's assist on Volpatti's goal was his first NHL point ... In a beer promotion, 3,000 red helmets with red lights on the top were given out to fans sitting behind the nets. They turned on the lights for Flames goals.
News and notes as the Capitals [5-5-0] prepare for tonight’s 10 p.m. puck drop against the Calgary Flames [4-4-2] at Scotiabank Saddledome.

Hello again: The Caps and Flames last met on Oct. 3 when the Caps stormed back from deficits of 3-0 and 4-1 for a 5-4 shootout victory. The two teams have not met in Calgary since Oct. 30, 2010.

Another homecoming: On Thursday night the Caps caught the Edmonton Oilers on their first game back from a long road trip and beat them 4-1 for their third straight win. Tonight they’ll catch the Flames in their first game back from a road trip that had them in five different cities over nine nights. The Flames went 1-4-0 on that trip.

Ovi watch: Alex Ovechkin is off to the best start of his career with 10 goals in 10 games. He also has 40 goals in 51 games since Adam Oates put him on right wing and kept him there seven games into last season. "That’s what he does,” teammate Joel Ward said of Ovechkin. “That’s his job, to lead the troops. We just have to follow behind." Ovechkin has three goals on the Canadian road trip, two of them off faceoff wins by Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson – one from the left circle, one from the right.

Even strength: Before hitting the road for their longest trip of the season, there were real concerns about the Caps’ ability to score at even strength. But in their last two wins seven of the Caps’ eight goals have come at even strength. Ovechkin, Backstrom and Johansson have combined for four of those goals, while the new third line of Mikhail Grabovski, Jason Chimera and Joel Ward has three. In their last five games [4-1-0] the Capitals have outscored opponents 16-10 overall and 9-6 at even strength.

Dimmed Flames: After a strong 3-0-2 start the Flames fell on hard times on their five-game road trip, allowing nine goals in their last two losses to fall back to .500. “We're not quitters over here, but it's a results-oriented business and it was a terrible road trip," Flames left wing TJ Gagliardi said.

Road kill: The Caps are now ranked second in the NHL on the penalty kill [88.2 percent], thanks to 16 straight kills dating back to Oct. 12. They’ve now gone five straight games without allowing a power-play goal.

Who's hot: Ovechkin has eight goals in his last seven games against the Flames. Johansson has four assists in his last two games. Johansson left Friday’s practice early with what Adam Oates called “soreness.” Calgary’s Jiri Hudler leads the Flames with 12 points in 10 games and had a nine-game points streak snapped at Dallas.

Welcome home: Caps center Jay Beagle and defenseman Mike Green are both natives of Calgary. Beagle earned 107 points [38 goals, 69 assists] and 214 penalty minutes in 122 games for the Calgary Royals of the Alberta Junior Hockey League from 2003-05. Green played his youth hockey in Calgary before joining the Saskatoon Blades of the WHL. Caps defenseman Karl Alzner played in parts of five seasons for the Calgary Hitmen of the WHL, registering 117 points [19 goals , 98 assists] in 260 games with Calgary from 2003-08.

Here are the projected lineups for the two teams:

Capitals

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Marty Erat – Books Laich – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Eric Fehr – Tom Wislon

Healthy scratch: Jay Beagle

Defense Pairs

Karl Alzner – John Carlson

Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

John Erskine – Steve Oleksy

Healthy scratch: Alex Urbom

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby [starter] – Michal Neuvirth 

Flames

Forward Lines

Curtis Glencross - Matt Stajan - Lee Stempniak

Mike Cammalleri - Sean Monahan - Jiri Hudler

TJ Galiardi – Mikael Backlund – David Jones

Lance Bouma – Joe Colborne – Tim Jackman

Scratches: Brian McGrattan, Sven Baertschi

Defense Pairings

Kris Russell  - Dennis Wideman

Chris Butler – TJ Brodie

Shane O'Brien – Christopher Breen

Scratch: Mark Giordano

Goaltenders  

Kari Ramo [starter] – Joey MacDonald
Ten thoughts as most of the NHL’s 30 teams hit the 10-game mark:

Rocky Mountain High: Did anyone other than Patrick Roy think the Colorado Avalanche would have the best record in the NHL at 9-1-0?  I mean, these guys finished 29th in the NHL last season and didn’t get to nine wins until game No. 23. "I've said before, going from where we've been last year and the year before and the year before that, it feels great right now,” said Matt Duchene, who is second in the NHL with eight goals. ”But you can't be satisfied. We know how fast it can turn.”

Where’s the brotherly love?: The Flyers [2-7-0] are off to the worst start in their history and have been only marginally better under Craig Berube [2-4-0] as they were under Peter Laviolette [0-3-0]. In fact if the Flyers don't score at least three goals tonight they will become the first NHL team to start a season with 10 straight games with under three goals since the 1940-41 New York Americans.

Torts factor: The Vancouver Canucks have played five more games than the Rangers so this may be a little skewed, but the Canucks are 8-4-1 and one point out of the Western Conference lead while his former employers are off to a 2-6-0 start under his replacement, Alain Vigneault.

Speaking of which: The $1 billion renovation of Madison Square Garden has been nothing short of spectacular, but does it really need to take three years and force the Rangers to play their first nine games on the road? The Rangers [2-6-0] finally play their first game at MSG on Monday night against Montreal.

Where’s Claude?: Following his rookie season in Philadelphia, Flyers owner Ed Sndier said Claude Giroux reminded him of Bobby Clarke. Two seasons ago, comparisons to Sidney Crosby were thrown around. Through nine games this season, Giroux has zero goals and three assists. In fact, some guy named Tye McGinn leads the Flyers with three goals.

Giving Sid his due: OK, let’s just say it. Sidney Crosby is the best player in hockey … again. The Penguins’ 26-year-old captain leads the NHL with 18 points in his first 10 games and ranks second in goals [eight] and assists [10]. But unlike last season, when he nearly ran away with the scoring title before getting injured, Crosby is just two points ahead of Henrik Sedin and three ahead of Alex Ovechkin.

Welcome back, Ovi: How can we fail to mention the brilliance of Alex Ovechkin in the first 10 games? The Caps’ 28-year-old captain has 30 goals in his last 30 regular season games, a feat that has not been accomplished since Pavel Bure. Here’s a guarantee: If Ovechkin scores a goal a game in the playoffs, the Caps win the Cup.

Old Guys Rule: Is it just me or did anyone else think J-S Giguere retired years ago? I mean, this guy is so old [36] that he played for the Hartford Stinking Whalers. Oh, yes, and he’s leading the NHL with an .067 GAA and a .981 save percentage.

What a way to go: Speaking of old goalies, could 36-year-old Marty Biron have picked a worse way to retire than to be embarrassed by Tomas Hertl’s between-the-legs shot heard round the world? Knowing Biron’s sense of humor, I can just picture him showing his grandchildren videos of that goal, saying he went out with a bang.

Mediocre East: If the first three weeks of the season are any indication, the Western Conference is waaaaay better than the East. As of Saturday morning, the 14 teams in the Western Conference teams have combined for 184 points, while the 16 teams in the East have just 157 points. Which means, if the Eastern Conference playoffs started today, the Bruins, Maple Leafs and Maple Leafs would represent the Atlantic Division; the Penguins, Islanders and Hurricanes would represent the Metro Division; and the Lightning and Canadiens would be the wild cards. And in the West, the Avalanche, Blackhawks and Predators would represent the Central; the Sharks, Canucks and Ducks would represent the Pacific; and the Coyotes and Kings would be the wild cards. Which could mean teams in the East will need to simply finish with a record over .500 to get into the playoffs, while teams in the West will need to be three games over .500 to get in.
Inside the reinvention of Alex Ovechkin 
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  (Bruce Fedyck-USA TODAY Sports)  

Ten games into last season, Alex Ovechkin had two goals, three assists, 35 shots and was begging Adam Oates to move him back to left wing.

Ten games into this season, the Caps’ 28-year-old captain has a league-high 10 goals, five assists, a league-high 67 shots and is looking like he’s played right wing for his entire life.

OK, scratch that last one.

“There's still lots of room for him to grow,” Oates told the Edmonton Journal before Ovechkin led the Caps to a 4-1 win that evened their record at 5-5-0. “He did things 23 years of his life one way."

That way went something like this:

Rumble down the left wing, cut to the middle and rip the hardest shot known to man from the left circle. In his first five seasons in the NHL that was enough to net Ovechkin 269 goals in 396 games.

But then something terrible happened.

NHL defensemen began setting up road blocks in that left circle. Goaltenders started cheating and making saves. Ovechkin kept shooting, but many of those shots were getting blocked, deflected or sailing wide of the net.

In 2010-11, Ovechkin’s goal totals dropped from 50 to a career-low 32. His point totals from 109 to 85. His shooting percentage from 13.6 to 8.7.

The following year, other parts of Ovechkin’s game showed cracks. His goal totals increased to 38 but his point totals dropped from 85 to a career-low 65 and his plus-minus plummeted from plus-24 to minus-8.

In his words, Ovechkin had become “a plumber” under Dale Hunter.

Something had to change and Adam Oates knew what it was. When Oates interviewed for the job as Capitals head coach two summers ago, he explained to general manager George McPhee his plan to move Ovechkin from left wing to right wing.

McPhee could have politely told Oates to leave his office and leave well enough alone.

But Oates persisted. He believed that by moving Ovechkin to the right side he would touch the puck more and have a greater impact on games. He insisted that Ovechkin would find more shooting lanes, showcase a quicker release and, eventually, score more goals.

Ten games into last season, the experiment looked like a complete failure.

"It took me a long time to get used to it,” Ovechkin told the Journal. “But I had patience and my linemates had patience. We figured it out. I am used to scoring goals and I had to think of doing things differently. You get different angles for your shot from right wing."

This season, Ovechkin is showing an even greater arsenal than he showed last season, when he ended the year with 21 goals in his final 20 games.  He’s scoring goals off faceoffs from the left dot and the right dot. He’s scoring back-door goals from the left side of the net by cheating closer to the goal line. He’s scoring goals off deflections by crashing the net. And he’s scoring goals by moonwalking back a few steps into holes in the high slot.

"We're always looking for new ways to get him touches, at different parts of the ice, where he can be successful," Oates said.

And while 10 games may only be a small sample size, the reinvention of Ovechkin seems to be a stroke of genius.

Through 10 games, Ovechkin is on pace for a career-high 549 shots, which is 246 more than he recorded in a full season two years ago. If he continues with his current shooting percentage Ovi would finish the season with a ridiculous 82 goals.

For the record, the last time an NHL player cracked the 80-goal mark was in 1990-91 when Brett Hull scored 86 with the St. Louis Blues. And we all know who Hull’s set-up man was that year.
Thoughts on Caps' 3-game win streak 
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Washington Capitals goalie Braden Holtby (70) makes a save during the second period against the Winnipeg Jets at MTS Centre.

  (Bruce Fedyck-USA TODAY Sports)  

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Caps pack/unpack their bags following Thursday night’s 4-1 win over the Edmonton Oilers at Rexall Place and prepare for Saturday night’s visit to Calgary:

Who to start: Caps goalie Braden Holtby came within 2:04 of his first shutout of the season in Thursday night’s win, and has been arguably the best player on the ice in three straight victories. But Adam Oates said Michal Neuvirth would get one of these starts on the road trip and Saturday’s seems like a good choice. Neuvirth [1-1-1] has appeared in just two of the Caps’ 10 games this season, including a 27-save effort in relief of Holtby in the Caps’ home win over Calgary on Oct. 3.

Killers: While the Caps’ power play has gotten most of the attention this season, the Caps’ penalty killers have been excellent lately. They were a perfect 3-for-3 against Edmonton and are now second in the NHL at 88.2 percent [30-for-34], behind only Colorado. Care to guess who leads the Caps in PK ice time this season? That would be John Carlson at 34:30. Next would be Karl Alzner at 27:15. Brooks Laich [24:15] and Troy Brouwer [21:34] are third and fourth, respectively and it won’t be long before one of them scores a shorty.

Green watch: After getting benched in Tuesday night’s win in Winnipeg, Caps defenseman Mike Green played 22:40, recorded three shots and blocked two others alongside rookie defense partner Nate Schmidt, who logged 19:50 in ice time. Green will be anxious to play in front of family and friends in Calgary on Saturday.

Ovi on the move: Alex Ovechkin has 10 goals after 10 games for the first time in his career. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, he is the first player since Hockey Hall of Famer Pavel Bure to score 30 goals in 30 consecutive games, dating back to last season. Bure completed the feat in 30 games stretching over the 2000-01 and 2001-02 seasons. We’ll have a post later today on why Ovi has a legitimate chance to set a career high in goals.

Muscle goals: Jason Chimera and Joel Ward scored even strength goals in Edmonton, driving home the point that if the Caps can get even-strength goals from their third line they are almost unbeatable. Chimera could have had a two-goal night, but Ward deflected one of his shots for his third goal of the season. Chimera was originally given credit for the goal but Ward showed him the blade of his stick and the mark the puck left before entering the net. You can bet the two will argue about that one the rest of this season. 

Roll those lines: Thursday night’s lopsided win allowed Adam Oates to use all four lines and not overtax his top forwards. No one played fewer than 10 minutes a game. Rookie right wing Tom Wilson saw a season-high 11:36 on the fourth line.

Three stars: This is nit-picking, but how could Ryan Nugent-Hopkins be named third star of the game when he finished the night with no points and a minus-4 rating. Just sayin’.

Look ahead: The Caps are scheduled to practice today in Calgary, ahead of Saturday night’s 10 p.m. game at Scotiabank Saddledome. After their two-day stop in Calgary the Caps will head to Vancouver, where they’ll meet John Tortorella for the first time since getting bounced from last year’s playoffs by his former employers, the New York Rangers.

Welcome to our weekly edition of Penn Quarter Sports Tavern’s 6-Pack of Questions, where we aim to keep it real while answering your most pressing questions regarding the Washington Capitals.

Let’s get started.

@Nogoodtrying138: What are some available top 4 D the Caps could look to feasibly trade or sign before the deadline?

Nothing like getting right to the point. For those wondering, the NHL trade deadline is March 5, 2014, one week after players return from the Olympics. While I like what rookie Nate Schmidt has done on the back end in his short time with the Caps, the team’s most pressing need is a hard-hitting, left-handed No. 4 defenseman who would allow John Erskine to play a role better suited for him on the third pairing. Identifying defensemen who would fit that role is a lot easier than finding teams willing to part with them. Someone like Rob Scuderi would have been a perfect fit, but the Penguins re-signed him over the summer and good luck trying to get George McPhee and Ray Shero to make a deal. In Edmonton there’s Ladislav Smid, a big, minute-munching D-man who would be a nice fit if the Oilers get desperate for a goalie. Mark Stuart is a solid 6-foot-2, 213-pound lefty in Winnipeg who could fill the void. Anaheim’s Ben Lovejoy would be another good fit, but he’s a righty and unless the Caps are willing to give up a right-handed defenseman they’ll stay away from anyone with a right shot.

@r_yorkdale: What are your thoughts on Martin Erat's play lately?

Ask any player and he’ll tell you the more he plays the better he plays. That was certainly the case with Erat, whose minutes jumped from 6:20 in a 2-0 loss to the Rangers on Oct. 16 to 17:49, 18:52 and 14:46 in wins over Columbus, Winnipeg and Edmonton. If you ask Erat, he’d prefer to play on the right wing, but because he’s a left shot on a team loaded with right wings and coached by Adam Oates, there’s little chance of that happening. Erat’s ability to play both ends of the rink is extremely valuable and his trade value would be high as the deadline draws near. I found it interesting that Erat spoke with George McPhee earlier this month, when he was getting fewer than 9 minutes a game. Remember, Erat asked the Predators to trade him, so it will be interesting to see how this plays out.  

@DonOvefan8: Can we really justify [Mike] Green’s 6 million a year for his scoring when he can't play defense?

Ouch. Through 10 games, Green has no goals on 24 shots and has five assists, all of them on the power play. That means he has zero even-strength point and is a minus-4. Not a good start for someone who want to be on the Canadian Olympic team. Green was benched by Adam Oates in the third period of the Caps’ shootout win in Winnipeg Tuesday but bounced back with a plus-2 in 22:40 of work in Edmonton Thursday night. Calle Johansson juggled the defense pairings by reuniting Karl Alzner and John Carlson and putting Green with Nate Schmidt, but it’s clear Green could use a reliable partner capable of logging 22 minutes a night. That said, I would be surprised if Green’s overall play does not improve dramatically in the next 10 games.

@Tpr04:  What is the turmoil in the locker room about? [Nicklas] Backstrom, [Martin] Erat, [Troy] Brouwer, and [Braden] Holtby have all said that there is a "work ethic" issue and/or problems with prep. Who are they talking about?

Good question. Players tend to overreact after losses, especially lopsided ones and several players were angry after the Caps lost five of their first seven games. That said, their starts this season have been less than inspiring. That can be attributed to a lack of intensity, especially in the defensive zone. The top line could set an example with a few strong shifts in their own end once in a while. But the Caps also were not getting key stops early this season and that can kill a struggling hockey team. I found it interesting when Troy Brouwer said guys were shooting high in practice, something goalies believe should be left for game nights against opposing netminders. Overall, however, I’m not concerned about a lack of effort being a long-term problem.

@GregJoly: What do they see in Laich on the wing when he can help this team as 3rd line center?

Another good question. Adam Oates sees Laich as a left wing. Laich sees Laich as a center. But if you gave Laich the choice between more minutes as a second-line left winger or fewer minutes as a third-line center, he’d probably take more minutes. Let’s not forget Laich played just nine games last season and is still adapting to what Oates wants. Laich is a valuable penalty killer and would probably like to see some time on the power play. In my opinion, if Laich is your third-line center you’ve got a solid top nine that can play with just about anyone. Eventually, I’d like to see Laich and Tom Wilson on the same line. But that’s just me.   

Reza Ansari: Why couldn’t we have both [Ribs & Grabo] and get rid of mo jo instead?

First of all, the Caps never could have afforded both Mike Ribeiro [four years, $22 million] and Mikhail Grabovski [one year, $3 million] and if you asked me at the start of a playoff series who I’d rather have, I’d probably take Grabovski. For some reason, Marcus Johansson has taken a lot of heat on message boards this season. And while he’s still looking for his first goal, the guy’s got 10 assists in 10 games and is tied for second in the NHL in that category.  Could he shoot more than once a game? Absolutely. Could he show a little more grit along the wall in his own end? Yes.  But he serves the role of “slasher” very well on that top line and is on pace to become the first player in NHL history to record no goals and 82 assists. So he’s got that going for him.

-- 

Once again, great questions and keep them coming at @ChuckGormleyCSN. We’ll do it again next week.

EDMONTON, Alberta (AP) -- Alex Ovechkin scored his NHL-leading 10th goal and added an assist for the Washington Capitals, who beat the Edmonton Oilers 4-1 on Thursday night for their third straight win.

Joel Ward, Jason Chimera and Nicklas Backstrom also scored for the Capitals (5-5-0), who have won four of five.

Justin Schultz had the lone goal for the Oilers (3-7-1), whose two-game winning streak was snapped. Edmonton has lost six of eight.

Ovechkin netted his 10th goal in 10 games with 1:47 left in the first period. A faceoff deep in Oilers territory came back to the Washington captain, who put a quick wrist shot up high past goalie Devan Dubnyk.

Edmonton had a glorious chance to tie the game midway through the second period as a hard rebound came out to Jordan Eberle in front, but he shot wide of the empty net as goalie Braden Holtby tried to get back into position.

Washington went up 2-0 with 4:25 left in the second period. Ward stood in the paint in front of the Oilers net to screen Dubnyk and directed in John Carlson's point shot.

Edmonton outshot the Capitals 22-18 through 40 minutes.

Washington extended its lead to three goals 1:24 into the third on a nice tic-tac-toe passing play. Marcus Johansson sent a pass through the crease to Backstrom, who scored his second of the season and earned his 11th point.

The Capitals made it 4-0 with 6:37 remaining as a turnover allowed a 2-on-1 break. Chimera, who was originally credited with Ward's earlier goal, picked the corner on a snap shot.

The Oilers broke Holtby's shutout bid with 2:04 remaining as David Perron's pass gave Justin Schultz a clear lane for a backhanded goal.

NOTES: It was the second of two meetings between the teams. The Capitals won 4-2 at home on Oct. 14. It was Washington's first visit to Edmonton in nearly two years. The Oilers won 2-1 on Oct. 27, 2011. Washington came into the game having lost eight of nine in Edmonton. ... Capitals D Mike Green was back to taking regular shifts after being benched midway through the third period of his team's last game in Winnipeg. It was the first game he failed to log at least 20 minutes of ice time.

News and notes as the Capitals [4-5-0] prepare for tonight’s game against the Edmonton Oilers [3-6-1] at Rexall Place in Edmonton [9:30 p.m., CSN]:

Trip ticker: Tonight marks the second stop on a four-game road trip through Western Canada for the Caps. They opened the trip with a 5-4 shootout win in Winnipeg for their first back-to-back wins of the season.

Last time we met: The Caps handed the Oilers a 4-2 setback on Oct. 14 when Joel Ward, Alex Ovechkin and Troy Brouwer scored goals 3:55 apart in the second period to break open a 1-1 game.

Angry at Ovi: Don’t be surprised if Alex Ovechkin and Jason Chimera draw a little extra attention from the Oilers tonight. Ovechkin checked forward Mike Brown from behind in their last meeting but refused to drop the gloves when Brown confronted him. “If I hit somebody from behind I’m going to expect someone to come after me,” Brown said after that game. “You have to expect that somebody is going to want revenge and somebody is going to be [ticked] off. A player like me, I’m going to expect that coming and a player like Ovechkin, if he’s doing that kind of stuff, he’s got to expect it, too. He’s not untouchable.” Chimera was fined $4,487.18 by the league for his check from behind on Oilers defenseman Justin Schultz in that Oct. 14 encounter.

Until we meet again: This is the first time the Caps are visiting Rexall Place since Oct. 27, 2011 when they dropped a 2-1 decision. The two teams do not face one another the remainder of the season.

Mike Green watch: Caps defenseman Mike Green was benched for the final half of the third period in Tuesday’s 5-4 shootout win over the Jets. He saw 18:13 of ice time, marking the first time this season he’s been under 20 minutes. Coach Adam Oates called it a “hiccup,“ but it will be interesting to see how much Green plays tonight.

Welcome home game: Coaches and players often say the first game home following a long road trip is a difficult one and the Oilers are playing their first game after a six-game road trip that began with four losses and ended with two wins in Ottawa and Montreal.

Poking the bear: Last week Caps defenseman Karl Alzner called the Oilers’ free-flowing style of play “organized shinny.” The comment didn’t drawn nearly as much attention as when Canadiens center Lars Eller said the Oilers play a little like a junior team. Eller’s comments made it to the Oilers locker room pretty quickly and motivated the Oil to a 4-3 win.  Oilers coach Dallas Eakins said it was just the motivation thehis team needed at the end of a long road trip. "When you have a player like Lars Eller running his mouth before the game, it makes for great banter in our dressing room and great motivation," Eakins said. "We thank Lars Eller for his comments before the game. …They may as well have sent me over a fruit basket and a bottle of wine.”

Who’s hot: For the Caps, Alex Ovechkin has nine goals in nine games. The Caps also have the NHL’s No. 1 ranked power play at 11-for-35 [31.4 percent]. The Oilers rank 29th on the penalty kill at 72.2 percent. Oilers rookie Mark Arcobello has 10 assists in 10 games, while Jordan Eberle has six points in his past four games.

Injuries: Aside from defenseman Jack Hillen [broken right leg] the Caps are healthy. The Oilers are without left wing Taylor Hall, [knee, one month] forwards Ryan Smyth [groin], Jesse Joensuu [back], Sam Gagne [broken jaw], Ryan Hamilton [knee] and Steve MacIntyre [knee].
Ovechkin is cruising, so why aren't the Capitals? 
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In the second half of last season, Alex Ovechkin grabbed his 22 teammates, threw them on his broad shoulders, and carried them to a Southeast Division title and a sixth straight berth in the Stanley Cup playoffs.

In his final 21 games of last season, Ovechkin scored 22 goals and the Caps sprinted to a 16-3-2 finish, driving home the theory that as Ovi goes, so go the Capitals.

But wait.

Through the first nine games of this season the Caps’ 28-year-old captain is leading the NHL in goals [9], power-play goals [4] and shots [61] and is looking very much like a man on a mission to score 50 or more goals for the fifth time in his career.  

So why are the Caps 4-5-0 after nine games?

I mean, when Ovechkin struggled with the transition from left wing to right wing last season, it took him 22 games to get to nine goals. The Caps were 10-11-1 in those games.

So where’s the truth in all of these numbers?

Under Adam Oates’ passively aggressive system, the Capitals’ offense begins in their defensive zone, where short, crisp, accurate passes turn into blazing speed in the neutral zone and goals off the rush.

And through the early part of this season the Caps have had a difficult time breaking out of their zone.

“Everybody at every moment has a responsibility,” Capitals center Brooks Laich said, “and when we all do it right we look clean and fast. And when we don’t do it right we look sloppy and get hemmed in our one.”

In their 5-4 shootout win in Winnipeg Tuesday night, the Caps had trouble completing passes and as a result spent most of the night fending off odd-man rushes. They allowed a season-high 82 attempts at their own net.

One reason for the chaotic play in their own zone is the inconsistency of the Caps' defense pairings, where there have been a variety of combinations involving nine different blue liners. 

Tonight in Edmonton, the Caps will face an Oilers team that feasts on turnovers to unleash its speed on opponents.

Laich said the Caps’ offense begins all the way from its goal line, where Braden Holtby is counted on to stop pucks behind his net.

“Then it’s the defensemen hustling back,” Laich said.

But the forwards have a big role in making all of that happen.

“For us it starts in the neutral zone,” Laich said. “We need to get a bump on their forwards to give our D-men an extra second to make that look and make the play.”

Once the Caps have the puck going in the right direction, it’s up to the forwards to make the right decisions, knowing when to make a play and when to chip the puck past opposing defensemen.

“Then it’s on everybody to execute,” Laich said. “The pass has to be on the tape, the head has to be up and looking to make that pass. The centerman has to be in position, the slasher has to be coming across. We have to make the weakside D-man turn and go get the puck and slam him into the glass.”

Until the Caps can do all of that, they’ll remain mired in mediocrity – no matter how prolific their captain is producing.
Over the summer there was a lot of time spent on this website debating the value – and replacement value - of Mike Ribeiro.

Could the Caps afford to keep him? Could they afford to lose him?

In the end, the Caps opted to let Ribeiro walk all the way to Phoenix, where he signed a four-year, $22 million contract. Too much – many argued – for a player who will be 36 at the end of the deal.

The Caps instead signed center Mikhail Grabovski to a low-risk, one-year, $3 million contract.

Three weeks into the season, Ribeiro and the Coyotes are riding a seven-game points streak. Ribeiro has five goals and four assists in that span, while the Coyotes are 5-0-2.

 “I just like those moments,” Ribeiro told azcentral sports after his second straight two-goal performance. “I like to be out there and make the play that is going to make us score a goal or just make a nice play. I just like to be in those moments.”

"There's things he's doing that make him a very smart, complete player, and he still doe that in his own elements," Phoenix coach Dave Tippett said. 

"He’s not a big guy that’s going to run over anybody. He does it with smarts and skills.”

Which brings us to Grabovski. Through nine games, Grabovski has four goals and three assists, but four of those seven points came in the opener when he recorded a hat trick and an assist. Grabovski has been dropped from the second line to the third line and is averaging 16:30 a night.

Through 10 games this season Ribeiro has four goals and five assists while averaging 18:11 a game on the Coyotes’ top line.

The biggest knock on Ribeiro has always been his penchant for taking bad penalties and his inability to stay on the right side of the plus-minus sheet, but in 10 games this season he’s taken just three minor penalties and is a plus-2.

Grabovski has taken just one penalty and is a minus-2 while trying to gain a firm grasp of Adam Oates' system.

Many believed the Caps would miss Ribeiro the most on the power play, but they’re humming along with the best unit in the NHL.

So what’s your take? All things considered, did the Caps do the right thing by replacing Ribeiro with Grabovski? Do you think their offensive numbers will even out by the end of the season? And who would you rather have in a playoff series?
Can Capitals justify keeping Wilson? 
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  (Evan Habeeb-USA TODAY Sports)  

Tom Wilson played in his ninth regular season game for the Capitals Tuesday night in Winnipeg.

If he plays Wednesday night in Edmonton against the Oilers [9:30 p.m., CSN] he’ll crack the 10-game plateau, meaning he will have burned the first year of his three-year, entry level contract with the Caps.

Through his first nine games with the Caps, Wilson, 19, has no points, nine shots, three fights, 26 hits and is a minus-2.

But the number fans want to discuss most is the 7 minutes and 7 seconds of ice time Wilson is averaging per game.

Which takes us back to the concerns Caps GM George McPhee voiced last spring when he said he did not want Wilson to be a fourth line “survivor.”

Is that still a concern for the Capitals?

“Of course,” said Caps coach Adam Oates, who dictates Wilson’s ice time.

“But he can go back to junior, score goals and get assists and play 20 minutes but develop a lot of bad habits. They’re not the [same] goals he’d score here, not the assists he’d get here and not the situations with the speed you’d get here. His [Capitals] teammates love him and hopefully he continues to grow.”

To be clear, even if Wilson plays his 10th NHL game, the Caps could send him back to the OHL Plymouth Whalers at any time this season. If they do, he burns up the first year of his contract AND they cannot recall him until after the Whalers have completed their season.

So, unless they reverse the decision they made on Friday, Wilson will spend the remainder of the season in Washington and if you believe some of his veteran teammates, that’s where the 6-foot-4, 210-pounder belongs.

“He’s got the work ethic, he’s got the body,” said veteran left wing Marty Erat. “It’s kind of hard for him when you play only six or seven minutes to show them what he is. But he handles himself very well.”

Of the 73 rookies who have played in the NHL this season, Wilson ranks 66th in ice time.

To justify Wilson’s place on the Caps’ 23-man roster, many believe he’ll need to have a role as a third line right wing, averaging between 10 and 12 minutes a night. Oates was asked if that was the long-term goal for Wilson.

“We’re pretty swamped on the right side,” Oates said, “but do I see that? Yes.”

Erat said there is far more to Wilson’s learning curve than goals, assists and ice time.

“Look at [former Predators teammate] Scottie Hartnell,” Erat said. “When he was in Nashville as a rookie, he scored two goals [in 75 games]. One, he hit somebody in the butt and one hit him in the head. Those are the two goals he scored all year and look at his career right now.”

Hartnell has gone on to score 20 or more goals six times in his career, twice hitting the 30-goal mark.

“And I think Tom’s got much more skill than Hartnell,” Erat said. “Hartsy’s a great player. He scores lots of goals in the crease.”

Erat used John Tavares as another example, even though he netted 24 goals as a rookie.

“Everybody told him, ‘You can’t skate, you can’t do this, you can’t do that.’ Look at him now,” Erat said. “He’s one of the best players in the league. It’s the way you handle the pressure and how hard your work.”

Wilson said he believes it’s only a matter of time before he starts converting some of his scoring chances, saying he;s had three or four “Grade A” opportunities to score.

“I just need to learn how to maybe take a breath,” he said. “I feel like I have to do everything so fast. I learned how to score at the junior level and what you need to do to get it in the back of the net and now I’ve got to learn how to score at this level and get those bonus goals for our line.”

In the meantime, Wilson is hoping to make the most of the minutes by dropping the gloves when he thinks it’s necessary, spending more time in the offensive zone than the defensive zone, and not being on the ice for opposing goals.

“Everybody knows he can fight,” Alex Ovechkin said. “He’s strong. He’s young, but he’s big and I cant believe how strong he’s going to be.

“Of course he wants to do more like he usually do [in juniors], but he’s still young and he’s still learning how to play. But I’ll tell you, he’s going to learn quick and he’s going to be a really good player.”
Holtby challenges effort, Green sits 
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Caps win despite sloppy game
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  (Bruce Fedyck-USA TODAY Sports)  

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Caps [4-5-0] try to move on after their sloppy 5-4 shootout win over the Jets Tuesday night in Winnipeg:

How it happened: The Caps built three one-goal leads and saw each of them evaporate. Alex Ovechkin scored two goals and added an assist and Braden Holtby stopped a season-high 43 shots for his third win of the season.

Holtbeast: After a scoreless first period Holtby faced a season-high 20 shots in the second period, including a 3-on-1 opportunity. In all, the Jets had 82 attempts at the net, 13 of them getting blocked and 22 missing the mark. “Lots of opportunities,” Ovechkin said. “2-on-1s, 3-on-2s. We can’t give a team chances like that.”

Not enough effort: After the game Holtby challenged his teammates to play better. “It wasn't our best effort, but we won,” he said. “I think everyone here loves to win. I didn't think we were putting enough effort to win the game after the second, and I thought we did a much better job in the third. The guys bailed me out [in the shootout]; it goes both ways. It's not a pretty win, but you need those along the way to give you confidence that you can win even though you don't have your 'A' game."

Benching Green: Defenseman Mike Green played a season-low 18:13, including 4:50 on the power play, and did not take a shift in the final 10:35 of regulation. In 19 shifts he was credited with three shots, one giveaway and was a minus-2. Through nine games this season Green has no goals and five assists, all of them on the man-advantage, and is a minus-6.

False confidence: Holtby wondered if the Caps thought they were out of the woods following their 4-1 win over Columbus on Saturday in D.C. "I think we got a little too high after the last game. I thought everyone's energy was good, and I thought that probably everyone thought we were going to turn the page. But you just can't do that after one game. You have to consistently do that every game. But we got a win on the start of our road trip, and there is nowhere to go but [up]."

What, no Hendy?: Adam Oates has plenty of shootout weapons in his arsenal and on Tuesday night this is the order he chose to use them against Winnipeg goalie Ondrej Pavelec: Mikhail Grabovski [stopped], Alex Ovechkin [stopped], Nicklas Backstrom [goals], Brooks Laich [goal], Troy Brouwer [goal], Marty Erat [goal].

Ovi catching up: Ovechkin’s two goals and one assist vaulted him into first place in goals [9] and third place in points [12].  He’s now one point behind Henrik Sedin and five behind Sidney Crosby. Among the NHL’s top 10 scorers, Ovechkin is the only minus-player and minus-5.

Erskine returns: Defenseman John Erskine returned to the lineup after missing four games with an upper body injury. Paired with Steve Oleksy he took 19 shifts for 14:17 of ice time, recorded one assist and was a plus-1.

Rookie watch: Rookie right wing Tom Wilson took 12 shifts and saw 8:30 of ice time, including 27 seconds on the power play. Rookie defenseman Nate Schmidt took 19 shifts fro 15:55 of ice time, including 54 seconds shorthanded.

Lose-a-peg: The Caps are now 6-4-0 against the Jets since they left Atlanta for Winnipeg for the start of the 2011-12 season.

What's next: The Caps' four-game tour of Canada continues Thursday night in Edmonton when they face the Oilers, who are 13th in the Western Conference at 3-6-1.
Capitals defenseman John Erskine is expected to return to the lineup tonight in Winnipeg after missing the previous four games with an upper body injury.

Erskine will replace Alex Urbom on a third defense pairing with Steve Oleksy, which means rookie defenseman Nate Schmidt will get his second straight game on a top pairing with Mike Green.

“I think he’s done a very good job for so early in his career,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said of Schmidt, who will be playing in his fifth NHL game. “The NHL is a tough game and I think he’s done a very good job. Now we have to go on the road in tough environments and he’s gotta be ready to handle that.”

Through his first four NHL games, Schmidt, 22, has averaged 18:46 in ice time and has recorded 10 shots.

“He’s a great little player,” said Green. “He moves the puck well, he skates well and he’s got a good shot. Those are the things you need to be a skilled defensemen. It will take some time for us to gel together as a pair but he’s like a sponge. He’s ready to soak up as much information as he possibly can. I’m willing to give it to him.”

Braden Holtby [2-4-0, 2.91 GAA, .913 SP] is scheduled to make his eighth start of the season. He was tremendous against the Jets last season, stopping 85 of 86 shots in three victories.

Ondrej Pavelec [3-5-0, 3.01 GAA, .904 SP] gets the call for the Jets.

Here’s the projected lineups for both teams:

Capitals

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson-Nicklas Backstrom-Alex Ovechkin

 Marty Erat-Brooks Laich-Troy Brouwer

 Jason Chimera-Mikhail Grabovski-Joel Ward

 Aaron Volpatti-Eric Fehr-Tom Wilson

Defense Pairings

Nate Schmidt-Mike Green

 Karl Alzner-John Carlson

 John Erskine-Steve Oleksy

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby [starter]-Michal Neuvirth

Jets

Forward Lines

Andrew Ladd-Bryan Little-Devin Setoguchi

 Evander Kane-Mark Scheifele-Blake Wheeler

 Matt Halischuk -Olli Jokinen-Michael Frolik

 James Wright-Patrice Cormier-Anthony Peluso

Defense Pairings

Grant Clitsome-Dustin Byfuglien

 Toby Enstrom-Zach Bogosian

 Adam Pardy-Paul Postma

Goaltenders

Ondrej Pavelec [starter] -Al Montoya
News and notes as the Capitals [3-5-0] begin their five-game road trip tonight against the Winnipeg Jets [3-3-3]. The game will be televised at 8 p.m. on CSN:

Road trippin’: Tonight begins the longest road trip of the season for the Caps, who will travel 4,890 air miles from D.C. to Winnipeg to Edmonton to Calgary to Vancouver and back home. They’ll arrive back home one week from today, practice at Kettler on Oct. 30 and 31, then head to Philly for a game on Nov. 1. Tonight’s game is a Hockey Fights Cancer event for the jets.

Recent history: The Caps won four of their five games against the Jets last season, including back-to-back wins in Winnipeg that helped turn around their season. The Jets have lost six of their last seven games after starting the season with two straight wins. Tonight marks the end of a six-game homestand.

Jet-setters: Alex Ovechkin has 78 points [38 goals, 40 assists] in 53 career games against the Winnipeg franchise, which includes games against the Atlanta Thrashers. It’s the most points he has against any NHL team. Ovechkin has earned points in six consecutive games against the Jets, dating back to March 23, 2012. Nicklas Backstrom has 34 points [11 goals, 23 assists] in 34 career games against the Atlanta/Winnipeg franchise. Mike Green has 26 points [8 goals, 18 assists] in 39 career games against the Thrashers/Jets, which is his most against any team.

Power-ful: The Caps are leading the NHL with a 33.3 percent success rate on the power play [10-for-30].  The 10 power-play goals are the most the Caps have scored in their first eight games of the season since 2001-02 when they had 11. That team finished 3rd in the NHL at 19.4 percent. The Capitals have scored two or more power-play goals in four of their first eight games this season. Seven of Ovechkin’s 10 points this season have come on the power play. All five of Green’s points are on the power play and seven of Backstrom’s nine points have been earned on the man-advantage.

Who’s hot: For the Caps, Ovechkin [7 goals in 8 games] is off to his best start since since 2009-10, when he had nine goals in his first eight games and finished with 50 goals. Jets forward Evander Kane has goals in back-to-back games and four goals in his past three games.

Plus-minus: Marty Erat [plus-1] and Troy Brouwer [plus-1] are the only members of the Caps on the right side of the plus-minus ledger.

Remember me?: Eric Fehr played for the Jets during the 2011-12 season. A native of nearby Winkler, Manitoba, he recorded just two goals and one assist in 35 games for the Jets. In 24 games against his former team, Fehr has five goals and five assists.

Triple threat: Marty Erat’s three-assist night on Saturday was his first since Dec. 4, 2010 as a member of the Predators. It was also the sixth three-assist night of his career.

Tough Buff:  Jets defenseman Dustin Byfuglien lost 30 pounds over the summer and the results are already showing. He is tied for fourth among NHL defensemen with eight points and is making a strong push to be on the U.S. Olympic team.

Save the date: Tickets for the 2014 Winter Classic between the Red Wing and Maple Leafs at Michigan Stadium went on sale today, which means you have one year to save your money for the 2015 Classic between the Capitals and a team to be named later. Ticket prices for the 2014 Classic range from $89 to $279.
Caps benefiting from poor Metro Division 
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  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

Not sure if you noticed this, but rather than wait until March or early April, NHL.com has already begun its Wild Card standings in each of its two conferences.

For what it’s worth, the Caps [3-5-0, 6 points] are two points out of a divisional playoff spot – the top three teams in the Metro Division qualify – and four points out of a wild card spot – the two teams with the best records after the six division qualifiers.

Those standings illustrate that while everyone thought the Caps would have a more difficult time qualifying for the playoffs in the Metro Division than in the Southeast, the opposite may be true.

Of the eight teams in the Metro, only the Penguins [7-2-0] and the Hurricanes [4-2-3] have winning records. Five of the eight teams have losing records.

Capitals coach Adam Oates says it’s way too early to start looking at the standings.

“Over time it’ll show itself,” he said. “Hey, there’s parity in hockey. We’re just trying to win games.”

A year ago the Caps got off to a 2-8-1 record and somehow managed to win a fifth Southeast title in six years. They needed to go 15-2-2 down the stretch to pull it out.

Perhaps that’s why the Caps are not stressing too much over losing five of their first eight games this season.

“I think we know what we can do,” left wing Marcus Johansson said. “We’re not there yet, but we know what we can do. We did it last year. We had a tough start last year, too, and we came back hard. That’s what we’re going to do now. We have to believe in what we’re doing.”
For Caps on power play, it's pick your poison 
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After leading the NHL with a 26.8 percent success rate on power plays last season, the Capitals once again find themselves atop the league in 2013-14 with a 33 PP% through eight games. As the sample size grows larger, it becomes more and more clear something about Adam Oates’ system just plain works with the man advantage.

Alex Ovechkin is again the biggest beneficiary of the Capitals’ special teams as he’s tied for the NHL lead with four power play goals. He led the league last year with 16.

Both Oates and Ovechkin have seen teams approach the Caps’ differently when trying to kill penalties, mainly trying to take the Great 8 out of the equation. But with Joel Ward and Troy Brouwer on hand, that task is easier said than done. 

“They just stay in front of me and don’t give me opportunities to shoot the puck,” Ovechkin said. “But they do like that and I see Ward or Brouwer in the middle and those guys can score and they’re gonna score.”

If it sounds like Ovechkin is confident, it’s because he is. Their approach to the power play keeps working and he’s happy to cash in.

“Teams are going to play against me and my line a little harder than usual because they know we can score and we can produce some points.”

Oates knows the Capitals are hard to stop on the power play and is proactive when it comes to opponents’ tactics to stop it. He has noticed different strategies night in and night out, but it usually comes back to Ovechkin.

“When teams set up with a very good power play, it’s difficult,” he said. 

“Every team has their own little niche. There are teams that have tried to take away Ovi, but it’s very difficult to do because that exposes Brouwer or Wardo in the middle or it gets us a really good quality point shot.”

Ward already has two power play goals on the year after having just one last season, and Brouwer scored one in their Oct. 14 win over Edmonton. With Ovechkin leading the way, Oates has three big bodies to work with on the power play and so far it’s working out well for Washington.
Caps hope to sustain improved defense 
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The Capitals have allowed a total of five goals over their last three games, a marked improvement from the 4.20 GA/G they had as a team through their first five outings of the season. Braden Holtby has been better in net as of late, but the play of their blueliners can’t be discounted.

Adam Oates and his coaching staff have urged the Capitals’ defensemen to take a more physical approach in their zone, pulling out the tape to show examples.

“I showed a few plays in the Rangers game, some little habits that had crept into our game. Some little reminders,” Oates said.

The coach, however, would not divulge specifics.

“That’s kind of something between me and the guys in the room, what I think it is, in terms of engagement in the game.”

Mike Green said it was more a message to the two-way defensemen on the team who like to get up the ice.

“It was addressed that we need to be a little more aggressive. A lot of us are offensive-minded, especially the right-handed defensemen,” he said.

“It’s easy for me to say, but it’s easy to go up the ice and try to score goals. The hardest part mentally is to try and focus on positioning and reading and reacting where the puck and play is going to lead to.”

Green explained how their own positioning is important, but also where they try and direct their opponents. Perhaps some more contact could put the opposition out of their comfort zone.

“A lot of times you get focused on poking the puck and having a good stick so much that you forget, especially with the rule changes, you forget to crosscheck or give these little bumps that are key to the game,” Green said. 

“Everything happens so quick these days, guys’ hand-eye coordination is incredible. If you don’t move them or at least let them know that you’re there, they feel they can stand there.”

That contact has helped Holtby as well. Green feels part of the Capitals' downfall on defense earlier this season was blocking the goaltender’s vision. They respect Holtby’s ability to read and react, and it’s important to give him that chance.

“I think that with those little pushes, Holts can see the puck for a second and really that’s all he needs is a split second to react,” Green said. “I think that’s what caused a lot of the clearness in front of the net, the little bumps and pushes.”

The Capitals rank 25th in the NHL with 3.12 goals allowed per game, but a 1.67 GA/G rate over the last three games is a trend in the right direction.

“It takes time,” Green said. “We’re improving every day and the guys are committed to being better defensively. We’ll be fine.”
After five straight games at the Verizon Center, and six of their last seven overall at home, the Capitals leave Monday afternoon for their longest road trip of the season.

It’s a nearly two-week stretch that will take them from Winnipeg to Western Canada, and back through Philly, 12 total days with five games to play. That’s a week of downtime for players to bond and get away from home.

“To be honest you, I’m kind of missing road games,” Alex Ovechkin said. “It’s always nice to play at home, but when there’s too much going on here you just want to go on the road, spend time at the hotel and enjoy it.”

Defenseman Mike Green is also looking forward to getting away. As a veteran of nine NHL seasons, he has seen good things come out of playing away from Washington. Players get to know each other better and teams can return home a more cohesive unit.

“These road trips are important,” he said. “You get a chance to spend time with the guys. Obviously we’re all away from our families when we go on the road. There’s not much room to get away from each other. We definitely gel when we are on the road.”

It helps the Capitals are coming off a convincing 4-1 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets, a fellow Metropolitan division team. It allows them to leave on a high note and look to sustain the momentum built on Saturday night.

“I think it’s going to help. It will get the team together to build off of the last win,” Martin Erat said.

“It was a long homestand,” Adam Oates said. ” When you win and you get away and you got no one to turn to you stick together a little bit more.”

Oates will be watching closely to see how some of the team’s younger players respond up North where the stadiums are generally packed with high energy crowds. He mentioned Marcus Johansson and Nate Schmidt in particular as they look to build off their performances against the Blue Jackets.

“We’re going into some tough environments so we gotta be playing good hockey,” Oates said.

The Capitals coach did say, however, that in his experience playing on the road can be a good thing for opposing players. When he was in the NHL, he found one particular benefit in being the visitor.

“There’s always a little bit of pressure when you fail early in a game at home, you feel like the fans are ready to get on you,” he said. “On the road mistakes can happen and it’s easier to let them go I think.”

The Caps will begin with Winnipeg on Tuesday, then go to Edmonton, Calgary and Vancouver before coming East to take on the Flyers on Friday, Nov. 1. It’s their only extended swing through Canada and some are looking forward to not just getting away, but getting far away. 

“It’s not every other day we go out West, so guys are excited,” Green said. “It’s important that we get our wins that we need to get and keep this rolling.”

They’ll know they are in a new place when they step off the plane as the temperature high in Winnipeg later this evening is 35 degrees. Green said he had to buy a new jacket in preparation for the cold. And Erat, who spent the majority of his career in Nashville, is bracing for it.

“First time in Winnipeg. It’s going to be cold,” he said.

Caps' top line still weak at even strength 
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  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

When the Capitals’ coaching staff shook up the forward lines and defense pairings last week, one combination that was left untouched was the top line of center Nicklas Backstrom, left wing Marcus Johansson and right wing Alex Ovechkin.

Through eight games, the trio has combined for just three even-strength goa and is a combined minus-12, which averages out to a minus-4 as a unit.

By comparison, last season Backstrom [plus-8], Johansson [plus-3] and Ovechkin [plus-2] were a combined plus-13, with a little more than half of their goals [24] coming at even strength.

“The whole team needs to be better in our own end and then go on offense and take the chances when we get them,” Johansson said.

Adam Oates admits plus-minus numbers can often be skewed – Ovechkin was on the ice for a goal against after coming out of the penalty box last week – but he sas he’s like better 5-on-5 play from his top line.  

“I think we can get more out of it,” Oates said. “They’re getting their looks. You don’t want anybody to be a minus player.”

Ovechkin has seven of the line’s eight goals this season, with four of them coming on the power play. He scored an even-strength goal last week against the Oilers from the high slot, backing up to drill a feed from Johansson.

Oates is trying to get Ovechkin to score from more areas of the ice than at any other time in his career. That’s why, instead seeing Ovechkin parked in the left circle, you’ll see him sneak in a few steps toward the goal or moonwalk back a few strides into the slot, creating better shooting angles.

The thought is that if Ovechkin makes himself a moving target, he becomes that much more difficult to defend. Oates was asked if the reinvention of Ovechkin reminds him of Brett Hull, who scored a career-high 72 and 86 goals when he was paired with Oates in 1989-90 and 1990-91.

“They have the same release, the same power on their shots,” Oates said. “Ovi has the physical strength Brett didn’t have, but the more he learns the more he’s going to tap into that.”

Oates said there are times Ovechkin is tired of hearing about the comparisons to Hull, but when he’s “in the mood,” he tries to instill new wrinkles in Ovechkin’s game.

“I’m so conscious of not overloading him so he can play,” Oates said. “But if I see a hole maybe he can exploit I’m going to show him it.”

Oates said Johansson made a “great play” to find Ovechkin in the high slot against Edmonton and that Ovechkin created a shooting lane by backing into position.

“You don’t want to fade too far because the goaltending’s too good,” Oates said. “You’re not going to score from too far out. Marcus only has a split second there to make that play and if you’re not in that hole no play is going to happen. That’s why every guy is important on that line.”

It’s also why Oates is hesitant to break it up.

“We love to play together,” said Johansson, who is still seeking his first goal of the season. “I think we’re creating chances, maybe not as much as we like, but we do have chances and we just need to find a way to score. It’s been a tough start so far, but we know what we’re doing out there and a couple lucky bounces and it’s turned around.”

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Capitals enjoy a complete day off on Sunday following their 4-1 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets:

Inside the box score: Marty Erat played a season-high 17:49 and delivered his first three-point night as a Capital while playing on a second-line with Troy Brouwer [1 goal, 6 shots, 5 hits,  plus-2] and Brooks Laich [1 goal, 1 shot, plus-2].

Sitting Grabo: Center Mikhail Grabovski was dropped to the third line with wingers Jason Chimera and Joel Ward and saw just 12:40 of ice time, well below the 17:23 he averaged in the first seven games. Grabovski had 2 shots, was a minus-1 and won 5 of 10 faceoffs. The big dropoff in ice time came on the power play, where Marcus Johansson replaced him on the top unit. Johansson saw 3:05 on the power play; Grabovski saw 13 seconds.

Quietly effective: Rookie defenseman Nate Schmidt logged a season-high 21 minutes on a top unit with Mike Green and looked pretty good for a 22-year-old playing in his fourth game. Schmidt finished with 3 shots, 1 block and a plus-2 rating.

Powerful: The Capitals’ power play went 2-for-4 and is now 10-for-30 for a league-best 33.3 percent. “I don’t know how you stop it,” marveled Blue Jackets team ambassador Jody Shelley. “They have five guys on the ice that can score.”

Quotable: Brooks Laich on Saturday night’s win, which improves the Caps to 3-5-0. “We’re not going to pat ourselves on the back for too long. It was a nice win, but we’re still sub-.500 right now. We did what we wanted and now we need to get back to work on Monday and be a tough team on the road.”

Look ahead: The Caps return to practice at Kettler on Monday, then depart for western Canada, where they’ll face the Winnipeg Jets on Tuesday, the Edmonton Oilers on Thursday, the Calgary Flames on Saturday and the Vancouver Canucks on Monday, Oct. 30. They are scheduled to return to Kettler for practice on Wednesday, Oct. 30.

WASHINGTON – Marty Erat says he never needed to be motivated.

He’s played in enough games to know that when given the opportunity, he’d produce.

On Saturday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets, Erat was given 17 minutes, 49 seconds of ice time and he responded with three assists in the Capitals’ 4-1 win at Verizon Center.

By comparison, in his first seven games of the season, Erat averaged 8:46 in ice time and had zero points.

“We made some changes and he stepped in and played great for us,” Caps coach Adam Oates said. “He and I talked a couple weeks ago. We had a heart-to-heart conversation, which is always difficult. I know he talked to George [McPhee]. He played good for us tonight and that’s what being a pro is all about.”

Alex Ovechkin raved about Erat’s performance.

“He was flying tonight,” Ovechkin said. “He was the best player for us tonight. He showed who he is.”

After the game Erat was asked repeatedly about his motivation to play well after being promoted from the fourth line to the second.

“It’s nice to have a good game," he said, "but in the end it’s all about the wins. We got the win and that’s the bottom line.”

After getting shut out by the Rangers on Wednesday night, the Caps rediscovered their groove on the power play getting goals from Joel Ward and Alex Ovechkin. They also found the back of the net twice at even strength on goals from Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer.

But if you listened closely to Adam Oates, there is plenty of room for improvement as the Caps prepare for a five-game road trip that begins Tuesday night in Winnipeg.

“We did some good things,” Oates said. “It still doesn’t have the feeling of last year in the second half of the year. It doesn’t. I still think we have too many breakdowns in our own end, but I’m glad the guys got a win. It’s been a tough homestand.”

That Caps went 2-3-0 in their five-game stretch at VerizonCenter. They will be looking for their first win on the road Tuesday night.

Another big positive for the Caps was the play of Braden Holtby, who had his shutout broken up by Artem Anisiov with 4:55 remaining in the game.  Holtby stopped 27 of 38 shots for his second win of the season.

Holtby credited his defense for playing “meaner” in the crease.

“You can see how we play when [Holtby] is on fire,” Ovechkin said. “We have a lot of confidence when he plays like that.”

Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 4-1 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets Saturday night at Verizon Center:

How it Happened: Promoted from the fourth line to the second, Marty Erat enjoyed his most productive night as a Capital, assisting on goals by Brooks Laich, Troy Brouwer and Alex Ovechkin as the Capitals [3-5-0] won for just the third time this season.

Holtbeast: Braden Holtby was spectacular, stopping 37 of 38 shots for his second victory of the season. He lost his shutout with 4:55 remaining in the third period when Artem Anisimov beat him.

Hit of the Game: Midway through the second period three Blue Jackets tried to converge on Tom Wilson and turned themselves into a three-man collision. Wilson was the only one left standing and Columbus defenseman Nikita Nikitin skated off holding his arm in pain. 

Save of the Game: It wasn’t actually a save, but Holtby darted out of his crease to break up an excellent scoring chance by Cam Atkinson about 7 minutes into the second period, who sprawled to the ice. Moments later, Steve Oleksy stickhandled around Atkinson and Brooks Laich fired in Oleksy’s rebound for a 2-0 lead.

No Grabo: Adam Oates made a few changes to his power-play units, replacing Mikhail Grabovski with Marcus Johansson on the top unit and going with Marty Erat, Brooks Laich and Troy Brouwer on the second. 

Hockey Fights Cancer: Before the game the Capitals wore lavender-trimmed jerseys that were auctioned off during the game. Several players, including Mike Green and Tom Wilson, wore bright pink skate laces. Eleven-year-old Virginian Luke Dietrich, a cancer survivor dropped the ceremonial first puck and was handed the puck by Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin. 

Chasing Crosby: Alex Ovechkin picked up his seventh goal of the season and fourth on the power play. He now has 10 points, but that Kid in Pittsburgh is already starting to run away from the competition. Sidney Crosby has 17 points [7 goals, 10 assists] in eight games.

Family Ties: Columbus defenseman Jack Johnson has a brother, Kenny, who plays at Shattuck St. Mary’s and is teammates with Graham McPhee, the son of Caps GM George McPhee.

Poker Face: On the scoreboard between periods, Caps players were asked who is the worst poker player on the team. Alex Ovechkin won the award with six votes, followed by Jason Chimera [2] and Mike Green [1]. 

What’s Ahead: The Caps have a scheduled day off on Sunday and will return to practice on Monday at Kettler, their last before beginning a five-game road trip that begins in Winnipeg Tuesday night.

A few weeks ago defenseman Nate Schmidt was trying to get adjusted to his first training camp as a member of the Hershey Bears.

Tonight against the Columbus Blue Jackets [7 p.m., CSN] he’ll be playing alongside Mike Green on the Capitals’ top defense pairing.

“It feels pretty good,” said Schmidt, 22, who was signed out of the University of Minnesota last spring. “I’m just trying to go out there and play my game. I’m excited about playing with Mike.”

Capitals coach Adam Oates and assistant Calle Johansson decided to switch up the defensive pairs in the third period of the Caps’ 2-0 loss to the Rangers Wednesday night.

In addition to Schmidt playing with Green, Karl Alzner will be reunited with John Carlson tonight. The two played together for three seasons before getting split up last season, when Alzner was placed with Green.

“It’s not worth getting too upset about it,” Alzner said. “It’s not just the D that’s the issue. There’s a different issue as well.”

Like convincing the forwards to come all the way back to the defensive zone to begin breakouts?

“Yes,” Alzner said. “We don’t have the structure. We’re so excited to turn the puck over and play offense that we’re forgetting about our [defensive] responsibilities. We have to remember to make that our No. 1 priority over going all out on offense.”

Up front the Caps will have a new look, with Brooks Laich centering a new second line with Marty Erat and Troy Brouwer; Mikhail Grabovski dropping to a third line; and Aaron Volpatti getting his first game of the season on a fourth line with Eric Fehr and Tom Wilson.

“I’m staying ready and hope to make the most of it tonight,” Volpatti said. “[Sitting] gets tough at times. You’ve got to put things in perspective sometimes and try to stay positive, especially around the guys. I’ve done that and I want to take advantage of playing.”

Be on the lookout for Volpatti to match up against Columbus tough guy Jared Boll, who leads the Jackets with 12 penalty minutes.

If Saturday’s morning skates are an accurate indication, here are the projected lineups for both teams tonight:

Capitals

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Marty Erat – Brooks Laich – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Mikhail Grabovski – Joel Ward

Aaron Volpatti – Eric Fehr – Tom Wilson

Defense Pairings

Nate Schmidt – Mike Green

Karl Alzner – John Carlson

Alex Urbom – Steve Oleksy

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby [starter] – Michal Neuvirth

Blue Jackets

Forward Lines

Cam Atkinson – Arten Anisimov – Marian Gaborik

 Boone Jenner- Brandon Dubinsky – Mark Letestu

 Blake Comeau – Ryan Johansen – R.J. Umberger

 Ryan Craig – Derek MacKenzie – Jared Boll

 Defense Pairings

 Fedor Tyutin – Jack Johnson

 Nikita Nikitin- David Savard

 James Wisniewski – Ryan Murray

Goaltenders

Sergei Bobrovsky [starter] – Curtis McElhinney

PHILADELPHIA -- Mike Milbury has never been a big fan of Alex Ovechkin and the outspoken NBC analyst spouted off again Wednesday night in the second intermission of the Capitals’ 4-1 loss to the Flyers, saying Ovechkin should be “ashamed of himself” for the way he played.

 “When you have great talent it comes with great expectations and accountability,” Milbury said on NBC Sports Network. “If you put him up to those two standards tonight, he fails the test miserably.”

Milbury criticized Ovechkin’s for making a blind pass in the offensive zone, saying “8-year-olds don’t do this,” and chastised him for embellishing a high-sticking call on Braydon Coburn in the second period. Milbury also said Ovechkin showed “no fight” along the wall.

 “I know they played three in four nights, but that’s no excuse,” Milbury said. “And when you’re a big star like this you don’t have to act like a baby. This is ridiculous embellishment and he should be embarrassed by this and so should his teammates. … Get up and act like a man for God’s sake.”

Ovechkin also called out Ovechkin for leaving the ice before Max Talbot scored to make it 4-0 lead.

“God almighty, that’s just so disheartening to see a player with that kind of talent fall that short in terms of effort.”

Milbury said Ovechkin owes more to the Capitals.

“This is a guy that makes a ton of money,” Milbury said. “He owes it to his owner, he owes it to his coach. That guy ought to be held accountable.”

After the game Ovechkin had little response for Milbury’s criticism.

“That’s his point,” Ovechkin said. “I don’t listen to those guys. I don’t listen to nobody on that. They can talk whatever they want, to be honest with you. It’s their point.”

When asked about Ovechkin’s play, Oates said it was a lot like the rest of the team.

“Not good enough,” he said.

Erat hungry to prove himself to Oates 
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It wasn’t easy for Marty Erat to put on a fourth-line jersey every morning at practice.

It wasn’t easy scrolling down the scoresheet after every game and seeing single-digit numbers in the TOI [Time On Ice] column.

With 11 years and 739 NHL games under his belt, it took a lot of resolve for Erat to swallow his pride and wait his turn.

On Saturday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets, Erat will finally get the ice time he feels he deserves when he joins center Brooks Laich and right wing Troy Brouwer on the Capitals’ second line.

“I know he’s been unhappy with where he is,” said Brouwer. “He’s a good team guy and he would never express those feelings to too many people, but a guy like that really wants to play. He wants more opportunities and I think he’ll take advantage of it.”

Laich said every player has been in the position of feeling he deserves more ice time and he’s expecting Erat unleashes that anger on the Blue Jackets.

“He hasn’t played a lot of minutes, so he’s coming in with a lot of hunger,” Laich said. “We know he’s going to be flying. We’ve all been there and you almost want to give it to the coach and say, ‘Play me, because I can do this.’ Marty’s going to come in with that fire.”

Erat, 31, spent his entire career in Nashville as a left-shooting right wing. When he came to Washington last spring in the trade deadline deal that sent Filip Forsberg to Nashville, Erat was moved to the left side.

During training camp, Capitals coach Adam Oates asked him to move to center for the first time in his career, then switched him back to left wing. But it’s the reduction in ice time that bothered Erat more than the position change.

His average ice time dropped from 18:55 with Nashville last season to 8:46 with the Caps this season while playing on a fourth line with rookies Tom Wilson and Michael Latta and Jay Beagle.

“When you get more minutes you get a feel for the game and you feel better on the ice and you have more confidence with the puck,” Erat said.

Brouwer said Erat played a very structured system under Barry Trotz in Nashville and that makes finding him on the ice an easy chore.

“He’s got that burst speed,” Laich said. “Marty’s a very explosive skater. He can dart to that hole and he’s very slippery with the puck.”

Laich also welcomed the switch from left wing to center, where he’s played the majority of his career.

“I consider myself a centerman anyway,” Laich said. “The switch for me going to center is just a position switch and not a mindset switch, so it’s going to be an easy transition.”

Erat said Oates’ line juggling on Friday will result in different ice times for different forwards, but it doesn’t change the fact the Capitals need to improve in every aspect of their game.

“This team has so much potential,” Erat said. “It’s all about bringing it to the ice. You have to play hard for 60 minutes. It’s not a 40-minute game.”

Oates: 'Guys weren't playing good enough' 

October 18, 2013, 2:15 pm
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Oates: "We gotta take care of our own end better"
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  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

There is patience and then there are results.

Capitals coach Adam Oates has plenty of patience, but with his team off to a 2-5-0 start it was time for a multitude of changes at practice on Friday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex.

Are you ready?

Left wing Marty Erat, who was averaging a career-low 8:46 of ice time on the fourth line, will replace left wing Brooks Laich on the second line, with Laich shifting to center alongside right wing Troy Brouwer.

That means center Mikhail Grabovski, who has no goals and two assists since recording a hat trick in the Caps’ season opener, will center a third line with Jason Chimera and Joel Ward.

“I know we talk a lot about chemistry and that’s important,” Oates said. “I just felt a couple guys weren’t playing good enough for the minutes they’re getting and they need to know that.”

Apparently, those two players are Grabovski, who is averaging 17:23, and Eric Fehr, who has one goal, one assist and is a team-worst minus-7 with 13:06 of ice time.

Fehr was dropped from third-line center to fourth-line right wing, where he took turns with Tom Wilson. It’s entirely possible Fehr will be a healthy scratch Saturday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Grabovski, who was angry about fourth-line minutes in Toronto last season, said he needs to generate more than the 11 shots he’s recorded so far this season.

“I’m not shooting enough,” he said. “We had chances but we didn’t score. But first we need to play better in the defensive zone.”

Brouwer didn’t seem too surprised to see Oates juggle his forward lines. In fact, he predicted it earlier in the week.

“I can only speak for my line, but we only had one [even-strength] goal in the first seven games,” Brouwer said, “and that’s not enough from a second line.”  

? (Province Files.)

I was the guy who was adamant that if Marek Tvrdon was shipped back to junior by the Detroit Red Wings this season he’d only be making a pitstop with the Vancouver Giants, on his way to being traded elsewhere in the WHL.

That was me. I own that.

I was always the guy who emailed Red Wings assistant general manager Ryan Martin immediately after the Giants parted ways with German forward Andreas Eder earlier this week, asking if Detroit had any new plans for Tvrdon, who is in the ECHL with the Toledo Walleye.

Martin was very good at getting back to me the first two times I contacted him. Nice guy.

It’s been a couple of days and he’s yet to return my email this time.

It could be coincidence. He’s a busy guy. It could that I’m annoying and he’s done dealing with the yahoo writing junior hockey in Vancouver. It’s happened before.

Or it could be something else entirely.

Tvrdon has six points, including four goals, in eight games. He’s a minus-seven.

He missed Toledo’s last game. I tracked down some of the people he keeps contact with in Vancouver, and word is that he’s battling a flu bug. Whether that played a part in why he didn’t dress last game, I’m not sure.

The Walleye list 13 forwards on their roster. Teams only dress 10 per game.

Tvrdon scored 31 goals two seasons ago for the Giants, playing mostly on a line with Brendan Gallagher. He’s a rangy guy with a knack for holding the puck for that extra split second to make a play when he’s right.

He’s also a guy who came under considerable fire from coach Don Hay during his time here. Hay felt Tvrdon’s Gave A Damn Metre fluctuated way too much and talked about it in the media more than once.

He infuriated the Giants brass enough that they went as far as giving No. 17 jersey to rookie Tyler Benson at training camp this year, and handing Tvrdon No. 15 instead. That may not seem like a major grievance, but I told that story to a Giant opponent sitting in the press box for a game earlier this season and he swore I was making the whole thing up, that it could not possibly be true.

Assuming that Detroit wants to send him back to junior and assuming Vancouver wants to keep him, the Giants would also have to create an overage spot for him.

Vancouver’s three 20 year olds are defenceman Dalton Thrower, left winger Cain Franson and right winger Tim Traber.

Thrower’s Vancouver’s best player. Franson was their leading goal scorer a year ago. Traber is a grinder and leader type. He also seems to be a favourite of Hay, who uses him frequently on penalty kills and at points Vancouver is protecting a lead.

Did we mention that Hay has blasted Tvrdon in the media before?

That said, this is also a Giants team that could use a boost of slickness and skill up front, and Tvrdon would bring exactly that, assuming, of course, that Detroit wants him back in junior.

Oddly enough, Eder looked capable of being a frontline forward for points in training camp when he was playing alongside Tvrdon. Eder wasn’t able to transfer that to the regular season and could never gain Hay’s trust in Vancouver’s zone.

I really thought Eder was going to work out. He just seemed to lose confidence in his game by the day after the preseason.

Eder’s best moments as a Giant in the regular season came when he was manning the point on the power play and had time and space to show off his skill set.  Vancouver’s already running with two extra defencemen and giving the majority of the power-play time to Thrower and Brett Kulak, so using Eder created another sort of ice time issue for Hay and general manager Scott Bonner.

Yes, more moves are required.

Moving out Eder gave the Giants a roster spot to use on activating right winger Rob Trzonkowski, 19, who had been out since the early part of the regular season with a shoulder injury. Vancouver also sent right winger Scott Cooke, 19, to the Moose Jaw Warriors for a sixth-round pick in the 2014 bantam draft. Cooke hadn’t played since the preseason due to a leg injury.

Vancouver had too many 19 year olds and the play of Travis McEvoy to date helped make Cooke expendable. Trzonkowski, too, is a similar player and they think he has more offensive upside.
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By Darren Steinke on November 21, 2013.

DARREN STEINKE   

dsteinke@medicinehatnews.com   

Tommy Vannelli learned all about the thrill of sudden death victory in the WHL.

The 18-year-old offensive defenceman helped his Medicine Hat Tigers completed a 4-3 comeback victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings, when he fired home the winning goal 32 seconds into overtime. Working on a power play, Vannelli slipped home a point shot through a screen to the delight of most of the sold out crowd of 4,006 spectators at The Arena on Wednesday night.

Brandon led the contest 3-1 in the second, before the Tigers rallied. After the game, Vannelli was still visibly pumped up about his tally.

“I don’t think I have ever been so excited to score a goal,” said Vannelli, whose team improved to 16-5-3. “Even though it is early in the season, it always feels good to win a game for your team.”

Related: Game notes: Tigers 4, Wheat Kings 3 (OT)

The Wheat Kings drew first blood, when 16-year-old rookie left-winger Jesse Gabrielle netted his career WHL goal at the 4:06 mark of the first.

Shortly after the midway point of the first, centre Trevor Cox netted the equalizer for the Tigers to tie things up at 1-1.

Before the first ended, the Wheat Kings went up 2-1, when veteran defenceman Eric Roy blasted a shot past Tigers goaltender Marek Langhamer.

At the 4:20 mark of the second, Gabrielle netted his second goal of the contest to put the visitors up 3-1.

Just before the midway point of the frame rolled around, Tigers German centre Markus Eisenschmid netted his fifth of the season on kind of a wrap shot to cut the Wheaties lead to 3-2.

At the start of the third, the Wheat Kings had a big opportunity to net an insurance goal, as they had three straight power plays that included a 69 second two-man advantage. They only managed one shot on goal with those chances.

“I think it was huge,” said Tigers head coach and general manager Shaun Clouston about the penalty kills. “Specialty teams were a major part of the game.

“Our kill was a huge part of the win along with the power play.”

The Wheat King failed to score on their four chances with the man advantage.

Besides getting the winner on the power play, the Tigers netted the equalizer with the man advantage. With 3:15 to play in the third, Tigers right-winger Miles Koules popped home his 10th goal of the season to send the contest to overtime locked in a 3-3 tie.

Medicine Hat was 2-for-4 with the man advantage in the contest.

The Tigers last power-play opportunity came, when Wheat Kings defenceman Ryan Pulock was given a boarding minor for slammed Tigers rearguard Dylan Bredo into the boards behind the Brandon net with 29 seconds to play in the third.

That set the stage for Vannelli to play overtime hero.

Langhamer made 26 stops in goal for the Tigers. Jordan Papirny turned away 26 shots in goal for the Wheat Kings (13-11-1).

The win ended a two-game skid for the Tigers, who saw comeback attempts come up just short in their last two games in Vancouver and Kelowna on Friday and Saturday respectively.

Wednesday marked the first time the Wheat Kings lost this season, when they led after 40 minutes. Brandon claimed victory the previous nine times it carried a lead into the third period.

The Tigers also claimed their first win of the season in an overtime period. They lost three previous times in the extra five minute session, but also won two games that went to a shootout.

“It was just a big win,” said Clouston. “We played really well for a stretch, lost a couple on the road, and it was important to get back in the win column.

“I don’t think we started very well today. I think the great thing is we showed some resilience. We didn’t get worse. We got better.

“I thought our second period we established our game. We got more pucks to the net. Obviously, specialty teams were huge in the end.”
By Sean Rooney on November 2, 2013.

DARREN STEINKE

dsteinke@medicinehatnews.com

The Medicine Hat Tigers finally claimed one of those thrillers against a U.S. Division team.

Having dropped their first two games to U.S. Division opponents this season back in October, the Tigers slipped pass the Tri-City Americans 3-2 after a shootout before a sellout crowd of 4,006 spectators on Friday night at The Arena. Medicine Hat rallied from a 2-0 deficit in the second period to for a fourth straight victory.

Tigers head coach and general manager Shaun Clouston was pleased his team won for the third time in three nights, and said he wasn’t surprised his club has had exciting matches with U.S. Division teams.

“Every team in that division has got skill and speed,” said Clouston. “Any time you face one of those teams it is going to be a real tough challenge.

“I think tonight was a tough game for us. I think the fact we hung in there and actually got better as it went on was a great thing.”

During a fairly quiet first period, Tigers goaltender Marek Langhamer had to come up with a huge kick save on a short-handed breakaway by Americans left-winger Phillip Tot.

At the end of the opening frame, Tigers centre Gavin Broadhead thought he scored a buzzer-beating goal to put the hosts ahead. After video review, the officials ruled that time had expired.

Action picked up in the second period after a crowd-pleasing heavyweight tilt by Tigers right-winger Jacob Doty and Americans left-winger Jessey Astles.

Shortly after that bout, Americans centre Parker Bowles stole the puck from Tigers defenceman Dylan Bredo and proceeded to score on a breakaway.

Just 1:29 after that tally, the visitors went up 2-0, when right-winger Beau McCue converted a feed from Phillip Tot.

The Tigers cut the gap to 2-1 before the second ended, when centre Steven Owre blasted home his sixth of the season with his team working on a power play.

The Tigers stormed out of the gates in the third with a whole host of chances. With the Americans pinned in their zone, centre Logan McVeigh finally popped the goal for the home side, which tied things up 2-2 with 5:42 to play in the frame.

“It has been a few games since I put one in the back of the net,” said McVeigh, who had gone eight games without a goal. “To see that one go in was very exciting for the team, you know get the tie there..

“We had chances in that period where any one of them could have gone in. They had lots of chances. It was good to see that one go in.”

When the game went to a shootout, the Tigers claimed the tiebreaking session 2-0, with goals coming from Curtis Valk and Tommy Vannelli. Valk scored off a forehand to backhand move, while Vannelli roofed a shot to the top right corner of the Tri-City goal.

Langhamer made 32 save in goal for the Tigers (11-3-2) over 65 minutes and stopped both shots he faced in the shootout. Eric Comrie stopped 28 shots in net for the Americans (8-9-0-1) over 65 minutes and one shot in the shootout.

Clouston said it was big for his squad to gut out the win, as three players including captain Hunter Shinkaruk, who was nursing a sore hip, were out due to injury or illness.

“Steven Owre, Chad Butcher and Markus Eisenschmid, I thought that line was great today,” said Clouston. “They were our best line as far as energy, as far as creating scoring chances.”

Notes: UMD's Freshman Leader var switchTo5x=true; Wednesday, November 20, 2013 Alex Iafallo, Lowell's repeat rebound, Air Force's new heights and more in this week's notebook.By Nate Ewell Twice already this season Alex Iaffalo has been named NCHC Rookie of the Week (Photo via umdbulldogs.com). Iafallo’s fast start – Minnesota Duluth freshman Alex Iafallo (Eden, N.Y./Fargo-USHL) has enjoyed a start few expected, leading the Bulldogs in scoring 10 games into the campaign (5g-5a). It’s especially rewarding for Iafallo given that he started last season watching the USHL’s Fargo Force as he recovered from a torn meniscus that kept him off the ice for five months. Iafallo is just the second New York native to play for UMD and the first since 1984, but he spent two seasons in relatively nearby Fargo and said at the time of his commitment that Duluth reminded him of his home area of Buffalo. He leads the Bulldogs into a distinctly Minnesotan rivalry this weekend with two games at the Golden Gophers.Friday’s game is on Fox Sports North+ Must Read/See/Hear Material New Haven Register: Quinnipiac twins all about the winsGrand Forks Herald: UND’s Schmaltz generates buzzBuffalo News: Canisius blueliner an offensive forceQuinnipiac Chronicle: Comeback K.J.ESPN.com: College rivalries about more than the gameNCAA.com: The write stuffWatertown Daily Times: Seale was a pioneer in PotsdamNHL.com: Gostisbehere’s brilliant season suggests bright future | On The Pipeline Show (.mp3)SBN College Hockey: Union-RPI Rivalry Five More Notes No One Should Be Without Lowell rebounds – again – Wins in six of its last seven games has UMass Lowell’s 1-3-0 start a distant memory, and recent history suggests that the River Hawks know how to shake off a slow start. Last year’s Frozen Four team opened the season at 4-7-1. Stingy defense and a revived power play have fueled this year’s turnaround. Goaltenders Connor Hellebuyck (Commerce, Mich./Odessa-NAHL/WPG draft) and Doug Carr (Hanover, Mass./Cornwall-CCHL) have combined for a .947 save percentage in the 7-1-0 stretch, while the power play – which was 1-for-25 to start the year – is clicking at 29.7% in that time. The River Hawks return to league play this weekend with a pair at home vs. Notre Dame.Saturday’s game is on NESN New heights for Air Force – Air Force hockey has enjoyed five conference championships and five NCAA Tournament appearances the last seven years but enter this weekend’s series with Denver with a chance to accomplish a program first: beat both in-state rivals in one season. The 7-3-0 Falcons captured the new Pike’s Peak Trophy Tuesday at Colorado College thanks to a 34-save performance by senior Jason Torf (Hermosa Beach, Calif./Motor City-NAHL).The Gazette: CC, Air Force rivalry is for real, and so are the Falcons First impressions in the WCHA – The minutes are still fairly limited, but the top three WCHA goaltenders in conference GAA and save percentage are all freshmen. Minnesota State’s Cole Huggins (Centennial, Colo./Coquitlam-BCHL), Northern Michigan’s Mathias Dahlstrom (Smedjebacken, Sweden/Chicago-USHL) and Bowling Green’s Tomas Sholl (Hermosa Beach, Calif./Fresno-NAHL) stand 1-2-3 in save percentage in conference games. Last year two of the three All-WCHA goalies were freshmen – the league’s membership may have changed, but the chance for first-year goalies to make an impact hasn’t. Bondra strikes for first – Despite losing twice in its most recent action at Michigan Tech, Michigan State got a timely goal from sophomore David Bondra(Annapolis, Md./Chilliwack-BCHL), who potted his first career goal. Bondra – the son of elite NHL goal scorer Peter Bondra – was playing his first game after sitting out five straight. More known for energy and grit than goals, the younger Bondra went hard to the net and converted a pass from Michael Ferrantino for the tally, one of his team-high three shots on the night. The Spartans face another in-state foe, Western Michigan, in a home-and-home this weekend and could get a huge lift if Matt Berry (Canton, Mich./Muskegon-USHL) and John Draeger (Faribault, Minn./Shattuck St. Mary’s/MIN draft) can return to the lineup (both had offseason surgery).Friday’s game is on Fox Sports Detroit+ Sophomores lead Colgate – Colgate has won four out of five entering a home date with the defending national champions and the Raiders – who had a terrific rookie class a year ago – appear to be benefitting from the maturity of those sophomores. The team’s top five scorers are all second-year players, led by Mike Borkowski (Kanata, Ont./Cornwall-CCHL). Borkowski was tied for eighth on the team in scoring last year, but has already matched his goal total in the first 13 GP (3-10—13). Fries at the Bottom of the Bag The nation’s top two scorers, Greg Carey (Hamilton, Ont./Burlington-OJHL) and Johnny Gaudreau (Carneys Point, N.J./Dubuque-USHL), both have brothers who are freshmen on their teams (see stats, below) … Tuesday Martin St. Louis became the 44th former college player and first Vermont alum to play 1,000 NHL games … Two St. Cloud State fans are seeking to set the Guinness record for most people wearing a fake moustache after Saturday’s Huskies game … The top-scoring draft-eligible player in college hockey is a defenseman, freshman Gavin Bayreuther of St. Lawrence (Canaan, N.H./Fargo-USHL). NHL Note of the Week Brian Gibbons’ NHL debut Monday (1g-1a) gave Boston College an NCAA-leading 18 alums in the NHL this year, and gave Pittsburgh an NHL-leading 15 NCAA alums to play for them this year. Most Points by Two Brothers, 2013-14 36 – Greg and Matt Carey, SLU27 – Kellen and Connor Jones, QU22 – Tylor and Tyson Spink, Colgate21 – Johnny and Matthew Gaudreau, BC For more interesting stats check out our Stat Pack, which will run each Monday, or visit our filtered stats database. - See more at: http://collegehockeyinc.com/articles/notes-umds-freshman-leader#sthash.XIamFZOl.dpuf

Canisius blue-liner an offensive force 

Canisius' Ben Danford skates in the first period of the game at Buffalo State Saturday, November 9, 2013. (Mark Mulville/Buffalo News)
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Canisius defenseman Ben Danford, right, was tutored in high school by former Sabre Phil Housley. 

Canisius' Ben Danford skates in the warm up before the game at Buffalo State Saturday, November 9, 2013. (Mark Mulville/Buffalo News) 
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The first thing you notice about Ben Danford is that he’s always on the ice.

The Canisius College defenseman plays in all situations. His game is solid – getting shots through from the point and moving his feet. Which is why his name always creeps onto the stat sheet. An assist here. An assist there. And suddenly by the end of his junior season, Danford had captured the school record for assists by a defenseman.

He’s already added to that record, kicking off his senior season with seven points through the first five games, giving him 58 assists and 64 points heading into the Griffs’ weekend series at Ohio State. His 1.00 point-per-game average ranks fourth nationally among defenders.

Danford’s offensive skills from the blue line were honed in his home state of Minnesota and further developed when he started working with one of the best scoring defensemen in NHL history, Phil Housley.

“It was a pretty unbelievable experience. He came in my sophomore year of high school and I couldn’t ask for a better situation because he was a guy who liked to get up in the play and play offensively,” Danford said of working with Housley, who coached at Stillwater High School for eight seasons before taking an assistant coaching job with the Nashville Predators this season. 

“Just learning from him in high school helped me understand the game and I thought the way he taught the game and the systems that he placed in practice just helped me advance to the next level and made it easier to pick up things. And then just the little things, even just watching him, he’d always hop in the drills. He’s a competitive guy and just try to mimic what he does as a skater, as a shooter, as a passer. It was a pretty good experience.”

Housley began his 21-year NHL career in Buffalo, playing eight seasons with the Sabres. At the time of his retirement in 2004, he was the NHL’s all-time leader in points (1,232) and games played (1,495) by an American-born player. (Mike Modano and Chris Chelios later broke those records.)

There’s a meshing of art and science, instinct and knowledge, to be an effective offensive defenseman. It’s a process that Housley perfected during his playing days and has been able to pass along as a coach.

“Young kids don’t really understand how to play the game the right way,” Housley said. “You don’t want to be a reckless defender and give up ground to the other team. Ben is a terrific skater and a great competitor. He could cover up jumping into the play with his great skating ability. 

“You have to know when to go jump into the play and when to stay back and not be a liability. There’s a great importance in timing. You have a sense of when to go. Don’t force it. Let the game come to you.”

Learning to relax on the ice has been part of the learning process for Danford because while he has a solid hockey sense he can, at times, get carried away.

“Sometimes I get out of control, taking risks and stuff, but I try to remain calm in the game so I can recognize the right opportunities to go and the right opportunities to stay back,” Danford said.

“I’ve definitely gotten better. I think that’s something the coaches and I have talked about ever since my freshman year. I think sometimes you get into a game and you’re so hyped up that you want to go everywhere and you have so much energy but it’s recognizing and being calm within yourself helps you realize that sometimes it’s not a good idea to jump up and leave your other defenseman taking on a two-on-one.”

Danford has put in the work to be successful and durable. He has played in every single game in his Canisius career. That’s 124 straight games, tying him for fifth on the longest active consecutive games played list.

“He came in physically ready and earned the opportunity to contribute right away,” Canisius coach Dave Smith said. “As he has grown into his game and we’ve grown into each other, his responsibilities have gone up. Ultimately, he has rounded out into a very complete player.”

And the ability to round out into a complete player is in part an outcome of the Golden Griffins’ system that values all players contributing to creating offense.

“It starts with hockey sense but you also need the green light from your coaches,” Smith said. “We tell them that we’re committed to having five players involved with the offense. Not four. Not three. You’ve got to have that confidence and when it’s go-time, Ben gets excited about that. … We have confidence in Ben to help our guys create offense.” 

email: amoritz@buffnews.com
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MEN'S HOCKEY: UND sophomore defenseman generates buzz

Jordan Schmaltz had the puck on his backhand, deep in his own zone. UND was down two men and Nebraska Omaha was pushing to tie Sunday night’s game. With pressure coming, Schmaltz had a split second to do something. 

By: Brad Elliott Schlossman, Grand Forks Herald 
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Jordan Schmaltz 

Jordan Schmaltz had the puck on his backhand, deep in his own zone.

UND was down two men and Nebraska Omaha was pushing to tie Sunday night’s game.

With pressure coming, Schmaltz had a split second to do something.

The sophomore defenseman, with one forceful motion, lifted the puck off of his backhand and all the way out of the zone. On the bench, head coach Dave Hakstol and assistant coach Brad Berry, in charge of the defensemen, had to be a little bit excited.

That play showed a small glimpse of the development of Schmaltz — on both ends of the rink — that made the coaches comfortable assigning the sophomore big, important minutes over the weekend.

“I think last year was a little bit of a struggle,” Schmaltz said. “This year, I’m just kind of building to what I hopefully can become. It takes time. I definitely feel more comfortable out there and I’m starting to make some plays. It’s nice playing with Simps (Dillon Simpson), too. It makes it easy on me.”

Late Sunday night, UND didn’t have Simpson, though. He left the game with the stomach flu and UND needed Schmaltz to step in and fill minutes. He did just that.

“I thought Sunday was a big test for him,” Hakstol said. “You hate to peg different games, but I thought he played extremely well Saturday night, but he played a lot of minutes. For him to be able to come back Sunday, play even more minutes on the second night of a back-to-back series, especially with a one-goal lead in the third period and perform at a high level. . . I thought that was a great sign for his development.”

Two dazzlers

In addition to the key clear late Sunday, Schmaltz made two other plays that generated a lot of buzz from the crowd.

On Saturday night, he joined a rush to make it a three-on-two situation. Bryn Chyzyk fed him the puck and Schmaltz made a quick deke and scored high glove on goalie Ryan Massa to tie the game.

“He came all the way from his own goal line to score a big goal,” Hakstol said.

He didn’t score a goal Sunday, but he made a highlight-reel play to create a scoring chance. A puck appeared like it was going to be forced out of the zone by a pair of Maverick defenders, but Schmaltz held it at the line, then skated through both of them before setting up Chyzyk for a great scoring chance in the left circle.

Plays like that led the St. Louis Blues to select Schmaltz in the first round of the NHL Draft in 2012.

“I try to get involved offensively,” Schmaltz said. “The coaches this year are definitely stressing that — to have the ‘D’ join the play and head the offense, because it’s hard to score in this league. Any time I can jump up there and make something happen, I’ve got to take advantage of it.”

Offensive kickstarter

Schmaltz, who had three goals and 12 points in 42 games as a freshman, has a goal and an assist so far this year and has started to jump in the play more often.

“The first thing you’re trying to do with a young defenseman is have him be efficient defensively — defend well and push the puck out of your own zone,” Hakstol said. “From there, different players add different things. Certainly, Jordan is a guy who can add some offense. We saw what he can do Saturday night.

“He’s been getting up in the play very well. He’s also creating offense on the offensive blue line a little more this year. Those are both things we’re going to continue to ask him to grow into and develop more in his game.”

Junior defenseman Nick Mattson said UND wants to activate its defensemen as much as possible, because it is hard to defend. And Mattson knows that Schmaltz is one guy who can add that element.

“Anybody that watches him at practice every day can see the things he can do with the puck,” Mattson said. “It would be big for us if he can keep doing that stuff.”        
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MEN'S HOCKEY: UND has only 11 available forwards for weekend games

UND won’t have enough forwards to fill out four lines this weekend. Mark MacMillan, Brendan O’Donnell, Colten St. Clair and Derek Rodwell have all been ruled out for UND’s nonconference series at Boston University, leaving the team with 11 available forwards. 

By: Brad Elliott Schlossman, Grand Forks Herald 
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UND won’t have enough forwards to fill out four lines this weekend.

Mark MacMillan, Brendan O’Donnell, Colten St. Clair and Derek Rodwell have all been ruled out for UND’s nonconference series at Boston University, leaving the team with 11 available forwards.

That means there will be some unique shuffling when UND opens its nonconference series at 6:30 p.m. Friday in Agganis Arena (NBC Sports Network; GF Channel 69).

In order to get more depth up front, the team has moved junior defenseman Andrew Panzarella and freshman defenseman Gage Ausmus to wing this week. At least one of them will play there Friday night.

“(They’ve) played right wing and left wing all week in practice and done a great job,” UND coach Dave Hakstol said. “I would expect that (they will stay there this weekend). I wouldn’t guess that might be happening. I would expect that.”

The moves also mean that rookie defenseman Keaton Thompson will likely return to the lineup Friday for the first time since Oct. 12.

Been there before

The short lineup is nothing new to UND, which has dealt with injuries and illnesses for the past two weekends.

O’Donnell has missed the last four games and is listed as week to week. MacMillan also is week to week with a lower-body injury. St. Clair is expected to miss two to four more weeks with a leg injury and Rodwell is out with an undisclosed injury.

Of those four, only O’Donnell is currently practicing (limited).

“We have some added challenges we’ve gone through the last couple weeks and we’ll continue going through those,” Hakstol said. “But that’s hockey. Everybody goes through those. Those are things we embrace. We embrace the challenge of going out to Boston University and Hockey East and going out there and playing well and improving.

“Every year, you run into unexpected challenges and that’s part of the process. That’s something we will embrace.”

UND will head to Boston via charter flight this morning, hoping to snap out of a tough stretch of games. Since beating then-No. 1 Miami on the road, UND is 2-5 in the last seven games.

“We’re coming through a real challenging time of year, going into one of the most challenging road trips of the year. It’s going to push us to get better. It’s going to push us to look at all the things we’re doing, how we’re doing them and how we can improve. It’s going to be a tough environment. We know that.”

Back out East?

This is UND’s first trip to New England since October 2010, when the team got swept at Maine. Only two current team members were on that trip — Rodwell and senior defenseman Dillon Simpson.

But Hakstol said that he wants to return in the future.

“I hope so,” Hakstol said. “Right now, I can’t speak to anything that’s been contractually put into place, but they are great trips.”

UND does have a nonconference series lined up at Vermont in 2015-16.
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TOM MILLER: UND undone by undisciplined play

When nothing seems to be coming easy for a hockey team, it has to be smart to give itself a chance to win. There’s too much else not going according to plan to let unintelligent play dictate an outcome. 

By: Tom Miller, Grand Forks Herald 
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When nothing seems to be coming easy for a hockey team, it has to be smart to give itself a chance to win. There’s too much else not going according to plan to let unintelligent play dictate an outcome.

But lack of discipline popped up over and again during UND’s 6-3 loss Saturday to Minnesota Duluth at Ralph Engelstad Arena.

The loss prevented UND from picking up its first home sweep since last season’s Holy Cross series.

The UND players have been under the weather. About half of the team sat out practice mid-week in recuperation mode.

Not only illness, but injuries are a problem, too. Brendan O’Donnell and Colten St. Clair are out. Mark MacMillan was less than half his normal self on the ice this weekend.

In addition to injury and illness, North Dakota doesn’t possess the great offensive skills this year it has been accustomed to over the years.

That means there’s little margin for error for UND when it comes to earning National Collegiate Hockey Conference wins.

As the team battles through these challenges, the last thing UND can afford is unintelligent play.

But a number of undisciplined penalties gave Duluth six power-play chances, with two of those opportunities finding the back of UND’s net. In total, UND took eight penalties for 16 minutes.

Was discipline an issue on Saturday?

“Definitely,” said UND freshman defender Paul Ladue, who scored first career goal against the Bulldogs. “Those power plays in the first period were unacceptable. We need to be better with that as a team . . . that’s on the whole roster.”

UND forward Derek Rodwell was at the forefront of two undisciplined penalties. He took a penalty behind the play for interference late in the first period and then got a roughing call in the third period to zap any momentum built after UND cut the Duluth lead to 5-3 with a little more than five minutes to go.

North Dakota coach Dave Hakstol didn’t specifically address any of the problematic penalties, but it doesn’t take too much to read between the lines on his feelings.

Avoiding undisciplined penalties “is a big part of managing the game,” Hakstol said. “I’ll leave it at that.”

Hakstol mentioned intelligence two more times during his postgame interview.

“I felt coming in that we had to play a real intelligent, complete game,” he said.

Then later, “We needed an intelligent 60 minutes tonight.”

Miller reports on sports. Call him at (701) 780-1121, (800) 477-6572 ext. 1121 or send e-mail to tmiller@gfherald.com.
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MEN'S HOCKEY: Duluth earns split against UND

Mark MacMillan skated around Ralph Engelstad Arena on Saturday night at half-speed, noticeably struggling with an undisclosed injury and without his usual offensive jump. His teammates didn’t have nearly enough to pick him up. 

By: Brad Elliott Schlossman, Grand Forks Herald 
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 UMD's Caleb Herbert reacts to Sammy Spurrell's goal  
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UMD's Caleb Herbert reacts to Sammy Spurrell's goal to give the Bulldogs a 4-2 lead in the second period. Photo by Eric Hylden/Grand Forks Herald 
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Mark MacMillan skated around Ralph Engelstad Arena on Saturday night at half-speed, noticeably struggling with an undisclosed injury and without his usual offensive jump.

His teammates didn’t have nearly enough to pick him up.

Minnesota Duluth grabbed a series split with a 6-3 win Saturday over a UND team that battled the flu during the week and didn’t appear to have an excessive amount of energy during the weekend.

Adam Krause scored a pair of goals while teammates Tony Cameranesi and Willie Raskob had three-assist nights for the Bulldogs, who improved to 5-4-1 overall and 2-2 in National Collegiate Hockey Association play.

UND dropped to 4-5-1 and 3-5, splitting a conference series for the second week in a row.

“We didn’t play a complete game as we needed to,” UND coach Dave Hakstol said. “We had to play a really intelligent, complete game. We were a little low on energy and we didn’t manage it very well.”

Hakstol pointed to the last two minutes of the first and second periods as the difference in the game.

The Bulldogs scored twice in the final 2:28 of the opening frame to turn a 1-1 tie into a 3-1 lead. In the second period, UND made it a one-goal game, but Duluth scored to make it 4-2 with just 1:12 left in the frame.

“We kind of made key mistakes all night, whether it was a bad penalty or bad pinches or bad plays at the offensive blue line that came back to bite us,” said UND forward Bryn Chyzyk, who scored his first goal of the season in the third period. “They were big mistakes.”

Dillon Simpson and Paul LaDue also scored for UND, which continues to search for a starting goaltender. Clarke Saunders, who was outstanding in UND’s last two wins, was yanked after allowing three goals in the opening frame. It was the third time in 10 games that UND has pulled its starting goalie.

But it wasn’t all on the goaltender.

Untimely penalties and Grade A opportunities hurt UND.

“Obviously, we have some stuff we need to work on,” LaDue said. “We had a few breakdowns and they capitalized on it.”

“I thought we needed to play a very intelligent and a full 60 minutes and we’d have a chance to win this game,” Hakstol said. “That’s how I still feel. I give Duluth all the credit. They made a lot of plays. But I don’t think we did everything that we needed to do tonight to give ourselves our best chance to win.”

Already down a pair of regular forwards, MacMillan decided to give it a go this weekend, even though he clearly struggled. His availability for next weekend’s series at Boston University is in question.

“We’ve got to get him some time off,” Hakstol said. “He’s done everything that he can over the last couple weeks. We’ve got to get him a little bit of time off. I don’t know what that means for next week. We’re a little low on bodies.”

For the Bulldogs, it was a rare win in Ralph Engelstad Arena. The facility hasn’t been kind to former UND great Scott Sandelin, the 14th-year coach at Duluth. In the Sandelin era, the Bulldogs only have five wins in 26 games in Grand Forks.

“I just like the way our team played,” Sandelin said. “I thought we had a good weekend, a much better weekend than two weekends ago. And that’s what we look at as a coaching staff – to try to keep getting better. When you play good teams, you keep getting better.

“This is a good character win for us here. This is a tough place to win. Our kids deserved to win tonight.”

UND now has a full week to practice, prepare – and try to get healthy – before the road trip to Agganis Arena in Boston.

“Guys had to battle through this weekend,” LaDue said. “A lot of guys were sick or injured, but that’s no excuse. We came out and had a chance to win this game and we let it slip.”

Notes: Gage Ausmus replaced Andrew Panzarella on defense. That was UND’s only change. . . . Coltyn Sanderson warmed up but was scratched afterwards. Hakstol said there were a couple of reasons why Sanderson warmed up, presumably because of different injured players, but he did not elaborate. . . . Luke McManus replaced Carson Soucy on defense for the Bulldogs and Spurrell replaced Max Tardy up front.
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TOM MILLER: Action and suspense abundant in Friday's game

If the action on the ice between UND and Minnesota Duluth on Friday night wasn’t enough, the matchup of top 20 teams produced incredible drama when the play was stalled, too. 

By: Tom Miller, Grand Forks Herald 
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If the action on the ice between UND and Minnesota Duluth on Friday night wasn’t enough, the matchup of top 20 teams produced incredible drama when the play was stalled, too.

“Lots of suspense,” UND forward Michael Parks said after his team’s 4-2 victory over the Bulldogs.

Parks’ third-period goal went from a no-call on the ice, to a failed review to a positive review in a lengthy span that tested the patience of a sold-out Ralph Engelstad Arena.

UND coach Dave Hakstol said he knew the goal should count pretty quickly.

“We did, but we’ve got the benefit of some technology,” Hakstol said. “It’s not about that, though. The officials did a good job. They were patient in going back and looking for the video. I’m not sure if that (video) was available right away or not. The bottom line is you want get the call right and that was the right call.”

UND had the visual benefit of a television stationed outside its lockerroom that was installed this past summer for players to watch film during the week. Leading up to a game, the opposition’s video is on a loop on the television.

“Obviously, it’s right next to us so we had access to probably the same stuff on the scoreboard,” Hakstol said. “That had no bearing on the play or the call.”

Duluth defenseman Willie Corrin started the wild sequence when he fell into his own net as the puck went to the back wall.

Parks collected the puck and used his signature move — the wraparound — at 37 seconds of the third period. 

But play went on for about 20 seconds as Parks’ wraparound deflected off either Corrin in net or Bulldogs goalie Aaron Crandall and back out.

“I thought it went in, but it happened so fast I wasn’t sure,” Parks said. “When I went back to the bench, lots of guys said they thought it went in. I wasn’t sure.”

Refs originally went to review monitors to look at the goal. As the referees skated back onto the ice, the signal was for no goal — despite replays in the pressbox clearly showing the puck crossing the end line.

At that point, officials skated over to UND’s bench for a discussion — and moments later — the refs were back at the monitor for a second review.

This time, the play was called a goal after an extensive look. The play gave UND a 2-0 advantage.

“That’s the longest review I’ve ever been a part of,” Parks said. 

Andy why’d it take forever?

“My guess is it isn’t the easiest thing to see,” Hakstol said. “There’s traffic there and a body in the net. I don’t know for sure.”

Did Hakstol say anything to coax the refs to take a further look at the goal after the initial ruling?

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’d be guessing, and I don’t want to do that. (Refs) don’t come ask coaches what they should do. They make decisions on their own.”

Bad luck charm?

Posted on November 21, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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I started on the college hockey beat during the 2005-06 season and this is my fifth trip to New England.

When I first started covering the team, the Herald didn’t travel to every road game, and often times, the New England trips were the ones that we didn’t go to (or the ones they sent my editor instead of me).

In looking back at UND’s record during New England trips that I’ve been along and ones that I’ve missed, I fear that the powers-that-be will do whatever they can to block me from the Vermont trip in two years.

Since I’ve been on the beat, UND is 0-6 in New England in games that I’ve covered, and 6-0-2 in games that I haven’t covered.

New England games I’ve covered

L at Maine, Oct. 2010

 L at Maine, Oct. 2010

 L vs Yale in Worcester, March 2010

 L vs New Hampshire in Manchester, March 2009

 L vs UMass in Agganis, Oct. 2008

 L at Boston University, Oct. 2008

New England games I didn’t attend

W at Harvard, Dec. 2008

 W at Harvard, Dec. 2008

 W at Northeastern, Oct. 2007

 T at Boston College, Oct. 2007 (fog game, two periods)

 W vs St. Lawrence in Hanover, N.H., Dec. 2006

 W at Dartmouth, Dec. 2006

 T at New Hampshire, Oct. 2005

 W at New Hampshire, Oct. 2005
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Off to Boston

Posted on November 21, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


It’s about time to leave snowy Grand Forks for hopefully not-so-snowy Boston for both the Herald and the team. I think we are scheduled to land within an hour or two of each other this afternoon at Boston Logan.

Here’s the latest update on the lineup situation for this weekend, which reflects the latest update that Derek Rodwell won’t be able to play against the Terriers.

I’ve also been asked a couple of times whether Luke Johnson and Paul LaDue will be traveling after the sad news of the passing of their uncle this week. The plan is for them to be on the trip. The services for their uncle, Chad Johnson, will be Sunday and Monday in Grand Forks.

Obviously, it has been a tough week for them and for everyone who knew Chad.
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  |  Leave a reply 

UND short forwards vs. BU

Posted on November 20, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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It’s unlikely that UND will have enough healthy forwards to fill four lines when it goes to Boston University this weekend.

Mark MacMillan, Brendan O’Donnell and Colten St. Clair have all been ruled out for the series and Derek Rodwell’s status also is in doubt.

That would leave UND with 11 available forwards.

To address the issue, UND has moved defensemen Andrew Panzarella and Gage Ausmus up front to wing this week in practice. Hakstol says we should expect to see them there this weekend.
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Friends react to Chad Johnson news

Posted on November 19, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Former players and friends of Chad Johnson reacted to the news of his death today on Twitter. Below are some of the posts and/or statements.

Paul LaDue, UND defenseman and Johnson’s nephew: “Extremely hard to process this loss. Chad was one of the best guys I have ever known, and I’m very thankful for the years I got to spend with him. He always brought a smile to everybody in the room, and he will be greatly missed by myself, and everyone who got the chance to meet him. He was a huge influence on me and I wouldn’t be where I am today without him, and that’s the same for a lot of players that played under him. You will never be forgotten and my thoughts and prayers go out to Jack and everyone involved. Rest in Peace.”

Dave Hakstol, former UND teammate of Johnson: ”The UND hockey family has lost a great member. Chad had such a positive impact on everyone who knew him, including myself, his UND teammates, and the hundreds of kids who loved playing for him. We are all better for knowing him and we will miss his quick wit and genuine friendship. We will have Chad and his family in our thoughts and prayers.”

Skip Prince, USHL commissioner: “The USHL lost a member of its family last night. Chad Johnson was a talented and successful coach, as his record shows – but he also had a way of connecting to people which was special, from his players, to the fans in Lincoln and Fargo where he coached, to those of us here at the League office.  We will miss him, and our thoughts and prayers go out to his family.”

Brian Lee, former UND player: “My thoughts and prayers go out to Chad Johnson’s family. He was a great coach and, more importantly, an even better guy. He will be missed”

Nick Oliver, St. Cloud State forward: “I had the privilege of playing for Chad Johnson. Not only was he a great coach but an even better person. Thoughts and prayers with his fam.”

Michael Bitzer, Stars goalie: “Thoughts and prayers go out to the Johnson family, Chad was a great coach & even better person! Always bringing a smile to the room #RIPChad”

Kevin Roy, Northeastern forward and former USHL MVP: “Sad and shocked to hear the news about Coach Johnson. He will be missed. My thoughts, prayers go to his family.”

Matt Hansen, Fargo Davies assistant coach: “Sad to hear about my former coach Chad Johnson. He taught me a lot in our first year in Helena and gave me a shot when very few others would”

Troy Stevens, former Union player: “Very sad to hear the news of the passing of my former teammate / roommate Chad Johnson. My thoughts & prayers go out to the Johnson family.”

Chris Fournier, former Stars player: “I’m shocked and saddened today. Coach Chad is the man who recruited me to Lincoln. My coach, my friend. Always a smile, always positive.”

Joe Rehkamp, St. Cloud State forward: “RIP coach Chad Johnson. Not only a great hockey coach but also one of the most genuine guys I’ve ever met. You will be missed”
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Chad Johnson found dead in Fargo

Posted on November 19, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Very sad news out of Fargo today: Former UND forward Chad Johnson was found dead in Fargo last night.

Johnson played for UND from 1990-93, scoring six goals and tallying 22 points. He later went on to coach the Lincoln Stars in the USHL. He resigned in Lincoln before the start of this season.

Johnson is the brother of former UND player Steve Johnson, the uncle of current UND freshmen Luke Johnson and Paul LaDue and a former teammate of Dave Hakstol and Dane Jackson.

Hakstol released a statement Tuesday afternoon.

“The UND hockey family has lost a great member. Chad had such a positive impact on everyone who knew him, including myself, his UND teammates, and the hundreds of kids who loved playing for him. We are all better for knowing him and we will miss his quick wit and genuine friendship. We will have Chad and his family in our thoughts and prayers.”

“Hard to put into words how much Chad meant to us,” the Stars posted on Twitter. “He was such an awesome friend that he would do anything for you.”

A story is posted here.
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UND Sports Zone Show: UND fires head football coach Chris Mussman

Posted on November 19, 2013  by  gfherald
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Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson discuss UND’s firing of football coach Chris Mussman.
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Highlights of UND’s win at Minnesota

Posted on November 18, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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For those of you who didn’t catch the live webcast or the local news, KSTP has posted highlights from UND’s victory over No. 1 Minnesota on its website. The win ended Minnesota’s NCAA-record, 62-game winning streak.

Watch the highlights here.

Also, to read the Herald story about the win, including comments from coach Brian Idalski, forward Michelle Karvinen and goalie Lexie Shaw, go here.

A big thanks goes to the Star Tribune and their photo staff for helping us out with photos from the game.

A few notable items that didn’t get in the game story:

◾Minnesota’s two most dynamic players are Kelly Terry and Hannah Brandt. Neither of them registered a shot on goal in the game (I still thought Terry was Minnesota’s best player – she created a lot of problems for UND with her speed).

◾Idalski said he started Shaw in net because he wanted to stick with the usual rotation. Shaw found out Saturday night that she was getting the start Sunday. She said she knew she had to be at her best because of the six goals Minnesota put up Saturday.

◾One big, encouraging sign for UND is that it ranks No. 3 nationally in scoring offense. I didn’t see that coming this season after the loss of the Lamoureux twins.

◾Minnesota should still be the No. 1 team in the nation when the polls come out today, but UND also should climb higher than No. 4, which would set a new program best.

◾Minnesota comes to The Ralph later this season, but it’s entirely possible that UND will be without Michelle Karvinen, Susanna Tapani and Tanja Eisenschmid for that series because of the Olympics.

◾UND stopped the longest winning streak in the country on Sunday. It will try to do the same thing again Friday. That’s because the longest winning streak in the country now belongs to the Badgers, who are coming to town. Their streak is at eight.
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UND women end Minnesota’s streak

Posted on November 17, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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The UND women have ended Minnesota’s NCAA-record 62-game winning streak.

UND beat Minnesota 3-2 in Ridder Arena on Sunday afternoon thanks to goals by rookies Kayla Gardner, Gracen Hirschy and Susanna Tapani. In goal, rookie netminder Lexie Shaw stopped 32 of 34 shots.

It was Minnesota’s first loss since Feb. 17, 2012.

“We all knew we could do it,” Shaw said. “We knew we were going to come out with a win. We are a really tight-knit team. We’ve been working hard. We weren’t even looking for, ‘Lets end the streak.’ It was just another game. We expected ourselves to win because we have been playing well.”
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. Michigan’s Derek DeBlois scored the game-winning goal with 6:07 left to lift the Wolverines to a 4-3 win over Omaha and a series split. Omaha continues to shuffle goalies, playing Reed Peters in this one. Ryan Massa started Omaha’s win in the opener.

2. Grafton’s Chad Demers scored two goals to lead Air Force to a 4-3 win over Robert Morris. Demers now leads Air Force in scoring with 12 points in nine games. He’s also the second-leading scorer in Atlantic Hockey.

3. Denver got a power-play goal from defenseman David Makowski in the second period and that was all the Pioneers needed as they beat Western Michigan 1-0. That’s already shutout No. 3 on the season for Sam Brittain, who stopped all 26 Bronco shots.

4. Minnesota will certainly retain its No. 1 national ranking after sweeping MSU-Mankato. The Gophers won 3-0 on Saturday and allowed just one goal on the weekend. Michael Shibrowski earned a 25-save shutout in the series finale.

5. Wisconsin used back-to-back goals in the third period to rally for a 3-2 win over Miami in Oxford. The teams split their series. Michael Mersch and Joseph LaBate scored the third-period goals for the Badgers.

NCHC top performers

Shutout — Sam Brittain, DU, 26 saves

 3 points — David Morley, SCSU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Tony Cameranesi, Duluth, 3 assists

 2 points — Adam Krause, Duluth, 2 goals

 2 points — Austin Czarnik, Miami, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Austin Farley, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Joe Basaraba, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist

Duluth 6, UND 3

The Bulldogs used key goals at the end of the first two periods to pull away from UND and earn a series split in Ralph Engelstad Arena. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the bad penalties

Duluth News Tribune

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol pointed to the late-period goals as the difference in the game. The Bulldogs got two in the final 2:28 of the first period, one in the final 1:12 of the second period and the empty-net goal with 1:02 left. That’s four of Duluth’s six goals.

◾Another key point in the game was right after Paul LaDue made it a 3-2 game. Then, UND got an extended five-on-three power play but was unable to score. UND generated some chances on the advantage, but couldn’t tie the game. Soon after that, Duluth regained the two-goal lead.

◾As Miller wrote in his column, UND just can’t afford to take bad, behind-the-play penalties. This team’s margin for error isn’t great, and those put them behind the eight-ball a couple of times.

◾UND’s Mark MacMillan could barely skate and was in obvious pain. Hakstol said the team needs to give him time off. It’s hard to imagine him playing in Boston this weekend with the way he was moving.

◾Prior to the season, I said that I thought the junior class would be the key to this season. Right now, UND is essentially without two of the three big scorers from that class. They need to get those guys healthy and producing.

◾We still don’t know who UND’s No. 1 goaltender is. Every time someone appears to be taking control of the job, he ends up getting pulled. This time, it was Clarke Saunders who got pulled after playing two outstanding games.

◾Hakstol didn’t think his team was able to generate enough off the rush in this game. That’s how UND generates a large percentage of its offense.

◾Right now, almost all of UND’s goals are being generated by the defensemen, whether it’s a rebound of a point shot or a point shot that goes in. Two blue liners scored in the series finale — Dillon Simpson and LaDue.

◾UND hasn’t won a Saturday game yet this season (remember, Omaha was a Saturday-Sunday series, so Game 1 was on a Saturday). UND is 0-4-1 on Saturdays.

◾Duluth’s Tony Cameranesi, who was off to a slow start this season, finally broke out with a 3-point game.

◾It’s hard to know how much of an effect the flu-episode had on UND this weekend, but the team didn’t appear to have a ton of energy on Saturday night. So, winning on Friday night ended up being pretty vital.
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Gameday final: Duluth 6, UND 3

Posted on November 16, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Network, UNDsports.com webcast. Lineup notes: Only change for UND is Ausmus in for Panzarella. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

Duluth 1, UND 0 — Alex Iafallo (Joe Basaraba, Willie Raskob) 7:28 (pp). At the tail end of a power play, Raskob shoots at Basaraba’s skate and the puck goes off of his skate and to the net front. Saunders stops the deflection, but Iafallo gets the rebound.

Duluth 1, UND 1 — Dillon Simpson (Rocco Grimaldi, Drake Caggiula) 10:18 (pp). UND has an abbreviated power play for :52 and takes advantage. Simpson slaps a shot through a Caggiula screen to tie the game.

Duluth 2, UND 1 — Adam Krause (Tony Cameranesi, Austin Farley) 17:32. Mattson gets taken down in the offensive zone and it allows Duluth to go on a 3-on-1 the other way. Cameranesi drops a pass to Krause, who beats Saunders stick side.

Duluth 3, UND 1 — Austin Farley (Willie Raskob, Tony Cameranesi) 19:49 (pp). After Rodwell takes a bad penalty behind the play, the Bulldogs capitalize when Farley skates the puck to the top of the circle and snipes the blocker-side corner of the net.

Second period

Duluth 3, UND 2 — Paul LaDue (Mitch MacMillan, Wade Murphy) 7:08. Murphy made a nice pass to Mitch, who was standing in the left circle. Mitch’s shot hit Crandall in the face and flew all the way out to LaDue in the high slot. LaDue snapped it stick side for his first-career goal.

Duluth 4, UND 2 — Sammy Spurrell 18:48. UND nearly ties the game as LaDue goes coast-to-coast and drops a pass for Murphy, but Murphy fans on a shot and Duluth goes the other way with numbers. Spurrell, who didn’t play Friday night, snipes the glove-side corner of the net.

Third period

Duluth 5, UND 2 — Adam Krause (Willie Raskob, Tony Cameranesi) 6:30. A loose puck goes to Krause in the high slot and he quickly puts a shot on goal. The puck beats Gothberg five-hole.

Duluth 5, UND 3 — Bryn Chyzyk (Rocco Grimaldi, Dillon Simpson) 14:42. Chyzyk carries a loose puck from the right-side wall to the slot area, fighting off checks. When he gets there, Chyzyk snaps one five-hole on Crandall.

Duluth 6, UND 3 — Joe Basaraba (Alex Iafallo) 18:58 (en). Basaraba ices it by scoring into an empty net.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

 30 Matt Hrynkiw

Duluth’s lines

11 Austin Farley–13 Tony Cameranesi–26 Adam Krause

 8 Kyle Osterberg–21 Caleb Herbert–25 Justin Crandall

 14 Alex Iafallo–17 Dominic Toninato–18 Joe Basaraba

 24 Charlie Sampair–27 Cal Decowski–28 Sammy Spurrell

5 Willie Corrin–7 Andy Welinski

 16 Tim Smith–15 Willie Raskob

 6 Derik Johnson–22 Luke McManus

1 Aaron Crandall

 36 Matt McNeely

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/#sthash.hER4xsKR.dpuf

Friday night rewind

Posted on November 16, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Five highlights from around the country:

1. Josh Archibald stayed hot and scored the game-winning goal as Omaha upset No. 2 Michigan 3-2 on Friday night in the PasswordisTaco Upset of the Week pick. The goal is No. 9 on the season for Archibald.

2. Miami earned the NCHC’s second big win over the Big Ten on the night, knocking off Wisconsin 2-0 in Oxford. Ryan McKay, who is shaping up to be the NCHC’s top goalie, had a 30-save shutout. He now has a .950 save percentage and a 1.56 goals-against average.

3. Boston University might not be too happy when UND comes to town next week. The Terriers suffered their worst setback in 18 years, a 7-0 loss at Maine. It was BU’s first trip to Orono without Jack Parker since the 1920s.

4. Huntsville, Ala., native Nic Dowd returned back home with the Huskies and scored two goals in front of his family and friends in a 10-0 St. Cloud State rout of Alabama-Huntsville. Charlie Lindgren earned his first college shutout for the Huskies.

5. Denver, which I believe had seven goals from forwards all season entering the weekend, got five against Western Michigan in a 5-3 victory. Highly touted freshman Trevor Moore tallied the first two of his career.

NCHC top performers

Shutout — Ryan McKay, Miami, 30 saves

 Shutout — Charlie Lindgren, SCSU, 11 saves

 3 points — Jonny Brodzinski, SCSU, 2 goals, 1 assist

 3 points — Cory Thorson, SCSU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Kalle Kossila, SCSU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Justin Kovacs, WMU, 1 goal, 2 assists

 3 points — Andrew Prochno, SCSU, 3 assists

 2 points — Trevor Moore, DU, 2 goals

2 points — Jordan Schmaltz, UND, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Alex Iafallo, Duluth, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Daniel Tedesco, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Joey Benik, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Shane Berschbach, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist

UND 4, Duluth 2

Just like Sunday, UND had some hairy moments, but used a great goaltending performance by Clarke Saunders and a couple of timely goals to earn a hard-fought victory. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the Parks goal

Duluth News Tribune

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾As you will notice with the above results, the night was a good one for the NCHC in nonconference. It needs more of those to get more of its teams in the NCAAs.

◾On Duluth’s first goal, there was a delayed penalty coming. The reason Saunders left the net was to go touch the puck and get the whistle. He did touch the puck, but the official ruled that he didn’t possess the puck, so the play kept going. Saunders said that looking back on the play, it wasn’t the right move. But if the ref rules possession, then it’s a good move.

◾The reason why they reviewed Parks’ goal twice was because the officials didn’t think there was any video available right away. As it turns out, there was video and the officials got the call right.

◾UND got outshot 11-4 in the first period, but play was actually fairly even in that frame. UND had more shot attempts (20-16), but the Bulldogs blocked a remarkable 11 shots in the opening 20 minutes.

◾UND’s offense continues to be generated by the defensemen. On Friday, 26 of UND’s 59 shot attempts were from defensemen.

◾Andrew Panzarella got the nod at defense and I thought he probably earned himself another start. He showed more offensive skills than he has in the past and was just solid in general.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol was very pleased with the play of Connor Gaarder in Omaha. Once again, Gaarder had a strong game for UND. He went 11-5 in the faceoff circle and Hakstol credited his line’s shift after Duluth tied the game 2-2 as the biggest moment in the game.

◾It is becoming very clear why the St. Louis Blues picked Schmaltz in the first round. He was terrific again tonight, making a fantastic hold by picking the puck out of midair on the power play, then scoring the winning goal.

◾Rocco Grimaldi already has three power-play goals this season. He had two all of last year.

◾You can tell that Mark MacMillan is not at 100 percent. Haven’t heard anything about him dealing with an injury, but there’s got to be something. His normal jump isn’t there.
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Gameday final: UND 4, Duluth 2

Posted on November 15, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Network, UNDsports.com for webcast. Lineup notes: O’Donnell and St. Clair remain out. Panzarella in at D for Ausmus/Thompson. Saunders starts. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

UND 1, Duluth 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Dillon Simpson, Jordan Schmaltz) 17:59 (pp). Simpson’s point shot hits a Duluth defenseman and sneaks under Crandall. The puck is sitting in the crease area and Crandall attempts to cover it with his back, but Grimaldi gets there in time to sweep it in.

Second period

No scoring.

Third period

UND 2, Duluth 0 — Michael Parks (Paul LaDue, Luke Johnson) :37. Corrin falls into his own net as the puck goes to the back wall. Parks collects it and wraps it for his third goal of the season.

UND 2, Duluth 1 — Alex Iafallo (Dominic Toninato) 6:37. With a power play coming up, the puck nears the crease area and Saunders vacates it to chip it to the corner, but he gets caught up with Schmaltz and the puck goes to Iafallo, who puts it in the empty net.

UND 2, Duluth 2 – Adam Krause (Alex Iafallo, Willie Raskob) 6:57 (pp). Raskob gets a point shot to the net. Iafallo takes a whack at the rebound before Krause finds it and flips it between Saunders and Simpson for Duluth’s second goal in 20 seconds.

UND 3, Duluth 2 — Jordan Schmaltz (Dillon Simpson, Drake Caggiula) 10:05 (pp). Schmaltz makes an unreal play picking the puck out of mid air and hold the zone. UND sustains possession for a lengthy period of time after that and eventually Schmaltz snaps a point shot through traffic for the goal.

UND 4, Duluth 2 — Stephane Pattyn (Nick Mattson) 19:56 (en). UND’s line of Pattyn, Gaarder and Rodwell get caught on the ice for a long time. Duluth pulls the goalie while putting on the pressure, but Mattson eventually chips it out and Pattyn puts it away with an empty-netter.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 2 Troy Stecher–22 Andrew Panzarella

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Duluth’s lines

11 Austin Farley–13 Tony Cameranesi–26 Adam Krause

 14 Alex Iafallo–17 Dominic Toninato–18 Joe Basaraba

 8 Kyle Osterberg–21 Caleb Herbert–25 Justin Crandall

 24 Charlie Sampair–27 Cal Decowski–19 Max Tardy

4 Carson Soucy–7 Andy Welinski

 16 Tim Smith–15 Willie Raskob

 5 Willie Corrin–6 Derik Johnson

1 Aaron Crandall

 36 Matt McNeely
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As it turned out, it probably wasn’t the best week for UND to have one less day to prepare for a weekend series.

The Saturday-Sunday series at Omaha has resulted in a quicker turnaround time for this weekend’s series against Minnesota Duluth, which probably wasn’t welcome news for a team that has been battling numerous injuries and illnesses.

At this point, I really have no idea what to expect on the ice tonight as far as a lineup goes. More players returned to practice as the week progressed, but who knows what we’ll see tonight. If I hear any info during the day, I’ll pass it along.

For Thursday’s paper, I wrote a story about the flu, which was a large reason why 14 players missed practice Tuesday. Read what the coach and players are saying here.

Perhaps the most encouraging sign last weekend was the play of sophomore defenseman Jordan Schmaltz, who is starting to emerge as a top defender. Last weekend may have been his best at UND. Read about Schmaltz here.

This week’s “Get to Know” segment is with sophomore forward Rocco Grimaldi. Watch and read him answer random questions here.

Power play percentages are down all over the NCHC, which also means that penalty kill percentages are up. Duluth ranks first nationally and UND is third nationally in penalty killing, so that will be one subplot to follow. The Duluth News Tribune wrote a little about that and UND coach Dave Hakstol explained why he thinks that is.

Around the NCHC….

Wisconsin at Miami: Should be a great series between two preseason top-five NCAA teams and two squads that could be at the Frozen Four in April. The game is in Oxford, where Miami has lost just one time this season. Miami wins and ties.

St. Cloud State at Alabama Huntsville: This series was scheduled as a nod to senior Nic Dowd, who is from Huntsville. Playing in his hometown should be a thrill and it shouldn’t be a problem for the Huskies. St. Cloud State sweeps.

Michigan at Nebraska Omaha: This is PasswordisTaco’s upset of the week on the men’s side. I agree with this one. After seeing Omaha last weekend, I’m confident in my preseason statement that the Mavs won’t finish last in the NCHC as predicted. Split.

Western Michigan at Denver: These are a couple of up-and-down teams. Denver is struggling to generate offense with its forwards and Western Michigan goaltender Frank Slubowski is solid. Denver gets one at home, but not both. Split.

Duluth at UND: The Bulldogs have some exciting offensive players who have yet to break out this season. Look for Tony Cameranesi and Austin Farley to get back on track this weekend. On the other side, offense isn’t coming easily for UND, but I think it scratches enough together to get a split this weekend. Split.

That’s it for now. Need some sleep to battle an illness of my own. Look for a game day video blog post this afternoon. I leave you now with this week’s Through These Doors.
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Flu decimating UND this week
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UND had 14 players absent from practice Tuesday, almost all of them battling the flu.

As previously reported, a couple of players, including captain Dillon Simpson, were vomiting on the bench during Sunday’s game against Nebraska Omaha.

UND junior defenseman Nick Mattson said that “it got a little messy” on the bus ride home with multiple players vomiting.

The one piece of good news at practice this week: Adam Tambellini will be back in the lineup Friday night.
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Weekly Wednesday live chat
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&lt;a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=efd9745ff6' &gt;GF sports chat Nov. 13&lt;/a&gt;
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UND Sports Zone Show: Football’s final game, men’s and women’s hockey
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Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson talk about the big week in UND sports: football’s final game, men’s hockey’s home series against Duluth and the women’s hockey team’s showdown vs. No. 1 Minnesota.
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NCHC goals of the week
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Here’s this week’s top five. Jordan Schmaltz makes the list.
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WATCH: UND’s second-period goals
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In case you didn’t get to see it, watch Michael Parks score a 2-on-0 goal in… umm…. odd fashion.
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UND went to Omaha down three forwards, and on Saturday, the flu took its tool on other players, including captain Dillon Simpson who was unable to play in the third period. But thanks to some very good play by UND’s remaining defenders and exceptional play by goaltender Clarke Saunders, UND was able to grab a 3-2 win. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column

Omaha World Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND has now won four of its last five games against Omaha and has a 4-2 record in Omaha since the Mavs joined the WCHA in 2010. If you don’t include empty-net goals, four of the five games played between the teams in CenturyLink Center were one-goal games.

◾The biggest key in this game was that UND won the goaltending battle by a wide margin. Saunders was great. Omaha starter Kirk Thompson was not. The first goal was a misplay on Thompson’s part. The second one was not played real well by him, either.

◾Saunders continues to have Omaha’s number. Remember, he stopped 58 of 59 shots and 44 of 45 shots in CenturyLink as a member of Alabama Huntsville.

◾So, who are the other injured forwards who were unavailable at the end of Sunday’s game? We know that Michael Parks was one of them. On the live chat, we suspected that something was wrong with Mark MacMillan, but he was out there and was huge on the five-on-three penalty kill.

◾UND got some nice bounces in this game. The first goal comes to mind. So does the crossbar that Michael Young hit in the games final seconds.

◾Sunday’s game was the first time all season that Omaha did not allow a power-play goal in a game. UND only had three chances.

◾Jordan Schmaltz took a huge step forward this weekend. He was the best defenseman on the ice.

◾You know things aren’t going as planned when Coltyn Sanderson is out there with four minutes to go in a one-goal game, but he and his linemates did their job. Omaha coach Dean Blais tried to sneak his first line out there against the Sanderson line, but Sanderson, Derek Rodwell and Stephane Pattyn did not allow that unit to score.

◾It didn’t look like Rocco Grimaldi was going to let the team lose. He played with a chip on his shoulder the entire game, even delivering the contest’s biggest hit on Ian Brady. He also knocked out a glass panel in the third period after missing on a hit.

◾Officials wanted to review UND’s third goal, but the video replay system crashed at CenturyLink, so they had to go with the call on the ice.
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UND game puck returns from space
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NASA astronaut Karen Nyberg, a UND alum, returned from her six-month stint on the International Space Station and brought back a unique possession — a UND hockey game puck.

Nyberg brought that along with her personal possessions to space, and it is believed to be the first hockey puck in space.

No word on what Nyberg plans to do with the puck.

She landed in Kazakhstan shortly before UND beat Nebraska Omaha in Sunday’s game 3-2. Nyberg returned with a pair of Russians. The return trip reportedly took her about three hours.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=2#sthash.JFsDg39d.dpuf

Gameday final: UND 3, Omaha 2

Posted on November 10, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Tonight’s viewing: Webcast at undsports.com. Lineup notes: Panzarella replaces Ausmus on defense. Saunders starts in goal. Thompson starting for Omaha in net. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

UND 1, Omaha 0 — Derek Rodwell (Coltyn Sanderson, Stephane Pattyn) 2:26. Rodwell tips a pass into the zone and it slow rolls toward the goalie Thompson. He thinks he covers the puck easily, but it unknowingly rolls behind him. Thompson has no clue and Rodwell crashes in hard and knocks it in.

UND 1, Omaha 1 — Ian Brady (Johnnie Searfoss, Jake Guentzel) 15:21 (pp). Brady makes a nice move to get to the middle of the nice and snipes the stick-side corner of the net. LaDue may have screened Saunders on the shot.

Second period

UND 2, Omaha 1 — Michael Parks (Paul LaDue) 6:11 (sh). UND scores one of the oddest odd-man rush goals you will see. Parks starts a two-on-one with Johnson. Young falls down and UND has a two-on-zero. Parks keeps it on the right wing, stops right at the crease, holds the puck and eventually puts it five-hole. Omaha goalie Kirk Thompson yanked after it.

UND 3, Omaha 1 — Drake Caggiula (Rocco Grimaldi, Nick Mattson) 8:52. Grimaldi transitions a puck quickly in the neutral zone and starts a rush the other way. He hits Caggiula as he’s cutting down the slot. Caggiula takes taken out but the puck goes off of his skate and in.

UND 3, Omaha 2 — Josh Archibald (Ryan Walters, Dominic Zombo) 19:48 (pp). Omaha converts a power play with just five seconds left in the advantage when Walters pulls one off the wall and centers to Archibald on top of the crease. Archibald snaps a shot blocker side just inside the post.

Third period

No scoring.

UND’s lines

29 Bryn Chyzyk–13 Connor Gaarder–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 25 Mitch MacMillan–9 Drake Caggiula–7 Wade Murphy

 16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 26 Coltyn Sanderson–28 Stephane Pattyn–11 Derek Rodwell

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 2 Troy Stecher–22 Andrew Panzarella

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Omaha’s lines

17 Ryan Walters–12 Brock Montpetit–13 Zahn Raubenheimer

 20 Jake Guentzel–14 Dominic Zombo–15 Josh Archibald

 23 Johnnie Searfoss–19 Tanner Lane–18 Jono Davis

 9 James Polk–27 Aaron Pearce–16 Austin Ortega

8 Jaycob Megna–11 Nick Seeler

 7 Michael Young–24 Ian Brady

 2 Brian Cooper–28 Brian O’Rourke

29 Kirk Thompson

 1 Reed Peters
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WATCH NOW: UND-Nebraska Omaha men’s hockey game day video
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Brad and Tom discuss UND’s 4-2 loss to Nebraska Omaha on Saturday and preview the series finale at 5 p.m. Sunday.
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Saturday night rewind
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Another winnable game got away from UND on Saturday night as Omaha used momentum generated from a late power play to score the winning goal and send UND to its fourth straight loss, 4-2, in CenturyLink Center. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column

Omaha World Herald

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes and observations:

◾UND’s lineup was very mixed-and-matched with the injuries up front. Coltyn Sanderson played very limited minutes. Not sure if he played in the third period.

◾I thought the game was a little boring in the first period without a ton of chances either way, but it picked up big time in the second with some big hits by both teams. After that, it was great game with a lot of great battles in the corners for pucks. Definitely not a second or third period for the weak.

◾Ryan Walters was the real deal for Omaha. Very dynamic. Created a lot of offense for the Mavs.

◾Goaltender Zane Gothberg continues to be a bit of a mystery. We saw both sides of him again as he gave up a bad goal from the end line out near the boards in the second period, then proceeded to make several great stops in the third period. He definitely has potential to be a shutdown goalie, but needs to eliminate the tough goals. Same story as last year.

◾Coach Dave Hakstol was very pleased with the way Jordan Schmaltz played. He jumped into the rush at the right times and scored his first goal of the season. Another bright spot was Bryn Chyzyk, who made several nice setups for teammates, including the one to Schmaltz for his goal.

◾Without an abundance of skill up front, UND needs to continue to get production from the back end. They did help create chances on Saturday.

◾Defenseman Dillon Simpson blocked eight shots in the game. I can’t ever remember a higher total for a single player in a game since I’ve been covering UND.

◾With the injuries, there aren’t many possible lineup changes for the series finale. The only one I could think of is whether they want to dress Keaton Thompson over Coltyn Sanderson, whether they dress him as a seventh defenseman or as a forward.

◾The last time UND was two games under .500 came in November two years ago. Then, a shorthanded UND team went and surprised all of us by sweeping Colorado College in REA. That helped springboard that team for the rest of the season. UND needs one of those types of weekends to get back on track here.
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Tonight’s viewing option: Webcast at undsports.com. Tonight’s lines: UND has all 12 healthy forwards in the lineup. Zane Gothberg starting in net vs. Ryan Massa.

First period

Omaha 1, UND 0 — James Polk (Aaron Pearce, Justin Parizek) 3:05. Omaha scores off of a rush when Pearce gets a step on the left wing, blasts a shot from the circle and Gothberg kicks the rebound out to the slot, where Polk has an easy time putting it home.

Second period

Omaha 2, UND 0 — Dominic Zombo (Austin Ortega, Jaycob Megna) 3:39. Gothberg gives up a bad one. Zombo throws one at the net from the boards, almost even with the goal line, and it goes in.

Omaha 2, UND 1 — Luke Johnson (Dillon Simpson) 11:50 (pp). UND has an extended four-on-three power play and keeps it in the zone. Omaha’s defenders are gassed and eventually Johnson walks it from the circle to the crease and beats Massa short side.

Omaha 2, UND 2 — Jordan Schmaltz (Bryn Chyzyk, Rocco Grimaldi) 17:37. Grimaldi picks a puck out of mid-air in the defensive zone to start a rush. He gets it to Chyzyk, who is coming up the left wing. Grimaldi drives the net and Chyzyk makes a beautiful drop feed to Schmaltz, who dekes the goalie and scores on a wrister.

Third period

Omaha 3, UND 2 — Tanner Lane (Ryan Walters) 12:31. Omaha is putting on the pressure and Gothberg loses his stick. Right as a teammate throws Gothberg his stick, he picks it up and a shot goes stick side before he could get ready for it.

Omaha 4, UND 2 — Josh Archibald (Ryan Walters) 19:05 (en). Walters dishes the puck to Archibald, who finishes it off with an empty-netter.

UND’s lines

16 Mark MacMillan–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 26 Coltyn Sanderson–28 Stephane Pattyn–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–9 Drake Caggiula–7 Wade Murphy

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–13 Connor Gaarder–19 Rocco Grimaldi

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Omaha’s lines

20 Jake Guentzel–14 Dominic Zombo–15 Josh Archibald

 17 Ryan Walters–12 Brock Montpetit–25 Justin Parizek

 23 Johnnie Searfoss–19 Tanner Lane–13 Zahn Raubenheimer

 9 James Polk–27 Aaron Pearce–16 Austin Ortega

8 Jaycob Megna–11 Nick Seeler

 7 Michael Young–24 Ian Brady

 2 Brian Cooper–28 Brian O’Rourke

31 Ryan Massa

 1 Reed Peters
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UND’s success this weekend may all hinge on the power play.

Take a look at the 12 forwards — UND’s only healthy ones — that will be in the lineup tonight.

Eight of them have not scored a goal this season. Yes, only four forwards in tonight’s line chart will have goals this season. Seven of UND’s 12 forwards will have combined for one assist.

UND didn’t get a ton of scoring out of the third and fourth lines during the first month of the season, and there’s not much proven scoring on those units this weekend.

That’s one reason why UND will need to take advantage of its scoring chances and its opportunities with the extra man.

Another reason is that Omaha has been very good defensively five-on-five. The Mavs have allowed just six even-strength goals in eight games this season.

However, the Mavs have struggled big-time to kill penalties. They have allowed more power-play opportunities (56) and more power-play goals (18) than any other team in the country.

UND has to make the power plays count because it’s hard to envision a lot of even-strength goals.

From the Mavs’ perspective, this is the beginning of a very difficult homestand. After UND, they host Michigan and Miami. The Mavs also are bitter about getting swept by UND at home last season.

A few other notes from the hockey world Friday:

◾Denver won the first-ever NCHC shootout over Colorado College. The Pioneers tied the game late in the third on an extra-attacker goal by Joey LaLeggia (a defenseman, of course). Thirteen of DU’s 20 goals have come from defenseman this year. So, who did the Pioneers use in the shootout? Defensemen. LaLeggia and David Makowski both scored. CC’s Charlie Taft and Alexander Krushelnyski both were stopped.

◾Finland stunned the U.S. 3-1 in the Four Nations tournament in Lake Placid, N.Y., sending the Americans to the third-place game in the event. Susanna Tapani had a goal and an assist and Michelle Karvinen set up Tapani’s goal. Former Gopher Noora Raty (who should have won Patty Kaz last year) stopped 58 of 59 shots.

◾UND recruit Trevor Olson continued his great play in the USHL, tallying three assists to help Sioux City to its ninth straight win. Olson, the team captain, will play his final game of the season tonight against Sioux Falls. Then, he will have season-ending surgery. Olson has 12 points in nine games.
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Nick Schmaltz is dominating his second international tournament in the last four months.

After leading the U.S. in scoring at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament in August, he is setting records at the World Junior A Challenge this week.

Schmaltz had a tournament-record five-point game Friday night to lead the U.S. to a 7-4 win over Switzerland in the semifinals.

For the tournament, Schmaltz has four goals and 11 points, which ties the event record. Needless to say, Schmaltz is off to a great start in his draft year, performing very well at big events in front of scouts.

He may be cementing himself as a first-round pick.

The Americans will play the Russians for gold on Sunday.
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Winnipeg D-man commits to UND

Posted on November 8, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Winnipeg defenseman Danys Chartrand, who plays for the Flin Flon Bombers in the SJHL, has committed to UND for 2015-16, according to a release by the team.

Chartrand, who stands at 6-foot-2, 190 pounds, is 19 years old and has registered a goal and four assists in 14 games this season. He is described as a defensive defenseman by the team.

“We are extremely excited for Danys,” Flin Flon coach and general manager Mike Reagan said.  “To have a guy commit to a program like that shows how valuable of a player he really is, Danys had a great showcase weekend and had a lot of interest from a lot of schools.”

Chartrand said: “I’m really excited and I’m very happy with this opportunity.”

I’ll try to get more on Chartrand later, but Flin Flon has games scheduled tonight and tomorrow night, so it may have to wait until early next week.
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O’Donnell, Tambellini out

Posted on November 8, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


The injury bug has hit UND early.

UND will be without three regular forwards this weekend — Colten St. Clair, Adam Tambellini and Brendan O’Donnell.

All three are out with injuries. St. Clair’s timeline has been revised to four-to-six weeks. He sustained his injury Saturday night against St. Cloud State. O’Donnell and Tambellini are listed as week to week.

Not sure when O’Donnell sustained his injury. Tambellini’s must have come in practice either late Wednesday or yesterday.

O’Donnell is tied as the team leader in goals with three and he has four points in six games. Tambellini has a goal and an assist in six games.

UND only has 12 healthy forwards remaining, so that means either every healthy forward will be in the lineup, or the coaching staff will dress seven defensemen.

Either way, it is very likely that senior Derek Rodwell gets into the lineup for the first time this season.

UND takes on Omaha at 7:07 p.m. Saturday and 5:07 p.m. Sunday.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged adam tambellini, brendan o'donnell, und hockey, und sports
  |  Leave a reply 

Hakstol pleased with Caggiula’s play
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UND coach Dave Hakstol said this week that he believes the team’s compete level on Tuesdays and Wednesdays in practice has been very good, but the team needs to up that level on Fridays and Saturdays when it counts.

One player, he said, who has held a high level throughout the first four weeks of the season is sophomore forward Drake Caggiula.

Caggiula currently leads UND in goals (three), points (five) and penalties (six).

“I think everybody notices when you score a highlight reel goal like he has once or twice this year,” Hakstol said. “But I pay more attention to other parts of his game. He’s probably, in terms of our forwards, the guy who has been the most difficult (to play against). He’s been the hardest guy up front. He’s done all the little things the right way.

“I feel like our consistency level of compete on Friday and Saturday nights hasn’t been good enough. I think he’s one guy who has held a highly competitive, consistent level of play. That’s the biggest part of maturity he’s showing that’s most important to our team

Friday morning reading Posted on November 8, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 PARADISE VALLEY, Ariz. — Yes, I took a little detour this week. The Saturday-Sunday series provided me a chance to get down to the Valley for my step sister’s wedding before heading out to Omaha on Saturday morning. The team also departed on Thursday, staying in Sioux Falls (I’m sure they are terribly disappointed that they aren’t staying in Sisseton, where they spent two days during last year’s blizzard on the return trip home from Omaha). It will travel the rest of the way to Omaha today and practice there. In case you haven’t heard, the reason for the Saturday-Sunday series is that Creighton has a men’s basketball game on Friday night in CenturyLink Center. Tom Miller will be there to write a story on Creighton star Doug McDermott, who is attempting to become the first three-time, first-team All-American since Patrick Ewing. McDermott is a Grand Forks native, born in town while his father was coaching at UND. While I was traveling, UND officially announced the future nonconference series with Wisconsin. This agreement has been reported several times in the past two years, but we didn’t know the exact dates until now. In 2014-15 and 2017-18, the teams will play in Madison. In 2015-16 and 2018-19, they will play in Grand Forks. They will take a one-year break in 2016-17. I believe UND will be playing both Minnesota and Michigan State in 2016-17. We know UND has lined up the Gophers for 2016-17 and 2017-18. It also has a home-and-home lined up with Michigan State. In 2015-16, UND will go to Vermont. And I believe that Providence is set to come to Grand Forks at some point. There have been discussions about playing in the Fairbanks tournament again as well. This weekend, it’s a conference game for UND. The team has lost three straight NCHC games and will try to straighten things out in Omaha. I wrote a little bit about Gage Ausmus for today’s paper. Ausmus brings a different element to UND’s defensive corps this season and has carved out his role on the team. For those who may not know, Ausmus was a very good quarterback and led East Grand Forks to the state tournament as a sophomore. Dave Hakstol is probably happy that he chose hockey, though. This week’s Q&A is with Zane Gothberg. It will be posted soon. Omaha’s paper has a story on UNO’s late summer pickup, Matt Youso of International Falls. I’ll have more today/tomorrow. But for now, here are my weekend picks: Miami at St. Cloud State: Great matchup and rematch of an NCAA regional final from last season. The Huskies did a marvelous job slowing down UND’s offense last weekend. Can they do the same against the dynamic RedHawks? Split. Denver vs. Colorado College: DU defenseman Will Butcher has been suspended for the first game of this home-and-home series. Both of these teams are reeling. Colorado College is 0-5 in its last five games. DU is 1-5 in its last six. Denver sweep. Northern Michigan at Western Michigan: The Broncos got things right last weekend with a sweep over a struggling Colorado College team. The Wildcats won’t be an easy out, though. Split. North Dakota at Omaha: There will be a good showing of UND fans but nothing close to last year, when they had the outdoor event circled on the calendar. Neither team seems consistent enough to pull off a sweep at this point in the season. Split. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged friday morning reading, und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Obama praises Toews Posted on November 6, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 12 This week at the White House, President Barack Obama had some high praise for former Sioux forward Jonathan Toews. Obama said: “He’s still only, by the way, 25 years old. Now I don’t remember everything I was doing when I was 25, but I wasn’t doing that. That I’m pretty certain of. Incredible leadership on his part.” Toews and the Hawks were at the White House to commemorate their Stanley Cup. To read a full story on the visit, go here. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged jonathan toews, und hockey, und sports | 12 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Weekly Wednesday live chat Posted on November 6, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply The transcript from today’s chat is posted below. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, wednesday update | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Weekly Wednesday live chat Posted on November 6, 2013 by gfherald 1 Come join our chat from 3-4 p.m. GF sports chat Nov. 6 Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey, wednesday update | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); WATCH: UND Sports Zone Show Posted on November 6, 2013 by gfherald Reply Herald writers Tom Miller and Brad Elliott Schlossman discuss the week in UND sports. brightcove.createExperiences(); Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCHC goals of the week Posted on November 5, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 5 Great new feature by the NCHC posting the top five goals of the week. I’ll embed in the blog every Tuesday. This week, Drake Caggiula is No. 1. Kalle Kossila’s goal against UND is No. 3. Check out some of the nice goals below. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged drake caggiula, goals of the week, nchc, und hockey, und sports | 5 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); St. Clair out roughly six weeks Posted on November 5, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 UND will be without forward Colten St. Clair until roughly Christmas. St. Clair sustained a left leg injury Saturday in UND’s 3-1 loss to St. Cloud State. He left the ice with the assistance of his teammates and didn’t put weight on his left leg. It’s too early to give an exact timetable on his return, but the current estimate is roughly six weeks, which would take UND to Christmas break. The loss hurts UND’s fourth line, which had been more effective with St. Clair there. It also hurts the penalty kill. St. Clair was a key player on the PK unit that’s currently ranked No. 1 in the nation. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged colten st. clair, und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Tippett becomes Yotes’ all-time leader Posted on November 5, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Former UND forward Dave Tippett is now the all-time winningest coach in Phoenix Coyotes history. Tippett passed Bob Francis over the weekend as Phoenix beat San Jose. That gave Tippett his 165th win as head coach of the Coyotes. Tippett took over in 2009 and has posted a 165-96-42 record — a winning percentage of .602, which is by far the best in team history. Tippett won the Jack Adams Award in 2010 as the NHL’s top coach. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged dave tippett, former players, und hockey, und sports | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Saturday night rewind Posted on November 4, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 21 After the first few weeks of the year, there were plenty of reasons for optimism for the UND men’s hockey team. After this weekend, there are suddenly plenty of questions. St. Cloud State held UND to three goals in two games — and 17 shots on goal Saturday — in sweeping UND at REA. Game stories: Grand Forks Herald Grand Forks Herald column St. Cloud Times USCHO UNDsports.com NCHC top performers OT winner — Josh Archibald, Omaha 3 points — Austin Czarnik, Miami, 2 goals, 1 assist 3 points — Justin Kovacs, WMU, 1 goal, 2 assists 3 points — Blake Coleman, Miami, 3 assists 3 points — Shane Berschbach, WMU, 3 assists 2 points — Brock Montpetit, Omaha, 2 goals 2 points — Nic Dowd, SCSU, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Colton Hargrove, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Chase Balisy, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Anthony Louis, Miami, 1 goal, 1 assist 2 points — Joey LaLeggia, DU, 1 goal, 1 assist UND’s lowest shot totals under Hakstol 13 — vs. Anchorage, Jan. 26, 2008. UND win, 3-1. 16 — vs. St. Cloud State, Jan. 25, 2013. UND loss, 3-1. 17 — vs. St. Cloud State, Nov. 2, 2013. UND loss, 3-1. 17 — at Notre Dame, Nov. 23, 2012. UND win, 2-1. 17 — at Anchorage, Dec. 3, 2011. UND win, 4-1. Notes: As you can see on the chart above, only twice in the 10 years under Hakstol has UND registered a lower shot total than Saturday. One of them happened on St. Cloud State’s last trip here. You can also see that of the five lowest shot totals under Hakstol, UND has only lost those two games against St. Cloud State. The only team to sweep UND in The Ralph in the last seven years was the 2009-10 Denver Pioneers, who ended up winning the MacNaughton Cup. UND ended up coming back to beat the Pioneers in the Final Five later that season after going 0-4 in the regular season against them. Clearly, one bad weekend won’t lose the team. On Sunday, Gage Ausmus, a guy who could potentially wear a letter here some day, wrote on Twitter: “Calm seas don’t create great sailors.” As Miller wrote in his column, UND needs to get a lot of production out of all of its lines this season to be successful. On Saturday night, the third and fourth lines combined for just two shots on goal. No word yet on the status of Colten St. Clair, who left Saturday’s game with an injury to his left leg. St. Clair was not able to leave the ice on his own power. He’s been a key to the fourth line this season, so it would hurt to lose him for any length of time. Faceoffs on Saturday were 31-30, something that made St. Cloud State coach Bob Motzko very happy. On Friday, the Huskies got beat in that category 44-28, and Motzko said it created some problems. Rocco Grimaldi has, by far and away, the most shots on the team. He has 29. Second place is Drake Caggiula with 13. Caggiula is UND’s top faceoff guy early this season at 58 percent. The only guy on the team with a plus-rating right now is Luke Johnson at plus-1. Dillon Simpson leads the team with 12 blocked shots. Paul LaDue is second with nine. Currently, UND is allowing 32.8 shots against per game, which is a lot higher than the average the past few seasons. Expect that number to stay high after the upcoming weekend against an Omaha squad that likes to put a lot of pucks on the net. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 21 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: SCSU 3, UND 1 Posted on November 2, 2013 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 11 Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Network or UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Sanderson and St. Clair are in, Mitch MacMillan and Chyzyk are out. SCSU has one change: Rehkamp is in for Tedesco. Full lines and live chat are below. First period UND 1, SCSU 0 — Troy Stecher (Nick Mattson) 18:40 (pp). Mattson holds the puck at the point, fakes a shot and slides the puck over to Stecher at the top of the left circle. Stecher blasts one past Faragher for the first goal of his career. Second period UND 1, SCSU 1 — Tim Daly (Nic Dowd, Jonny Brodzinski) 6:59. Gothberg makes a series of very good saves. Then, Dowd shoots one that Gothberg stops. The puck is sitting in front of him and Gothberg tries to slide the puck into his glove to freeze it, but he misses gloving it and Daly is there to put the puck in the net. SCSU 2, UND 1 — Nic Dowd (Jimmy Murray, David Morley) 7:11. SCSU scores two goals in 12 seconds as Dowd and Murray convert a give-and-go. Dowd dishes it to Murray, who is below the goal line. Murray holds it with his backhand as Dowd cuts toward the slot. He dishes it back and Dowd snipes the corner of the net. Third period SCSU 3, UND 1 — Kalle Kossila (Joey Benik, Jonny Brodzinski) 9:35. After a careless turnover at the offensive blue line, SCSU skates it back and scores on a nice passing play from Brodzinski to Benik to Kossila, who deked Gothberg on top of the crease. UND’s lines 21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 10 Adam Tambellini–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi 26 Coltyn Sanderson–27 Luke Johnson–7 Wade Murphy 13 Connor Murphy–28 Stephane Pattyn–17 Colten St. Clair 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders 30 Matt Hrynkiw SCSU’s lines 16 Jimmy Murray–26 Nic Dowd–13 David Morley 9 Joey Benik–11 Kalle Kossila–22 Jonny Brodzinski 10 Ryan Papa–8 Cory Thorson–21 Brooks Bertsch 27 Nick Oliver–37 Joe Rehkamp–17 Joey Holka 28 Andrew Prochno–12 Ethan Prow 7 Kevin Gravel–40 Tim Daly 15 Niklas Nevalainen–19 Ben Storm 29 Ryan Faragher 35 Charlie Lindgren - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=4#sthash.HfRjr3WF.dpuf
Friday night rewind
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Coming into last night, UND had lost just six of the last 107 games when leading after two periods since the start of the 2008-09 season. But St. Cloud State managed to put together a strong push at the start of the third period and end up on the other side of that statistic with a 3-2 victory over UND. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on Drake Caggiula

St. Cloud Times

USCHO

UNDsports.com

NCHC top performers

OT winner + 3 points — Josh Archibald, Omaha, 1 goal, 2 assists

 OT winner — Kyle Novak, WMU

 2 points — Alex Wideman, Miami, 2 goals

 2 points — Jake Guentzel, Omaha, 1 goal, 1 assist

Other notes:

◾St. Cloud State goalie Ryan Faragher is now 3-1-1 in Ralph Engelstad Arena, which has to be one of the best records for any opposing goalie here.

◾Special teams bright spot: UND has the top PK in the nation at 96.3 percent. UND has killed 26 straight opponent power plays.

◾Special teams dark spot: UND’s power play is 1 for its last 15 and has dropped to 34th in the country at 16.7 percent.

◾UND had six minutes of power-play time against the Huskies and registered zero shots on goal. St. Cloud State had one shot shorthanded. UND actually registered more shots killing penalties (three in 5:20) than it did on the power play.

◾St. Cloud State did a great job blocking shots. The Huskies blocked 21 shots, led by Ethan Prow’s five. UND blocked nine shots. I’m sure it would have liked to block a few more — all three of SCSU’s goals started with point shots.

◾UND had, I believe, its best night of the season on faceoffs. Stephane Pattyn led the way, going 13-4. Kalle Kossila had a tough night for SCSU in the circle, going 4-15.

◾I thought both goalies did their jobs. Hard to fault Zane Gothberg for any of the three he allowed. Faragher was solid for the Huskies, too. We may see a rematch in the series finale.

◾Since Jan. 1, 2007, UND has only been swept in The Ralph once. MacNaughton Cup champ Denver did it in 2009-10. UND will try to avoid that fate tonight.
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Caggiula’s goal is No. 1 on FS1
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Drake Caggiula’s goal was named the play of the day on Fox Sports 1. Here’s the video, minus the play by play, via UND.
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Gameday final: SCSU 3, UND 2
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Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Network or UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Caggiula is in. Johnson is centering his line with Grimaldi. St. Clair and Thompson are out. Gothberg is starting. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

UND 1, SCSU 0 — Drake Caggiula (Troy Stecher, Gage Ausmus) 3:10. Caggiula brings the puck up the right wing and dangles SCSU captain Gravel, putting the puck between his legs, skating around him and sniping the top shelf on the short side for the goal.

Second period

No scoring.

Third period

UND 1, SCSU 1 — Kevin Gravel (Jimmy Murray, Ryan Papa) 2:36. Murray finds Gravel with a drop pass and Gravel rips one from the high slot into the corner of the net to tie it up.

SCSU 2, UND 1 — Kalle Kossila (Ben Storm, Niklas Nevalainen) 4:32. Storm has room to shoot at the point and gets one off. It it stopped, but Kossila finds the rebound and easily puts it in.

SCSU 3, UND 1 -- Andrew Prochno (Ethan Prow, Nic Dowd) 12:36. Prochno sends a point shot through a ton of bodies and into the corner of the net. Gothberg never saw it.

SCSU 3, UND 2 — Mark MacMillan (Troy Stecher, Michael Parks) 15:39. Stecher launches a point shot that’s stopped by Faragher. MacMillan finds the rebound at the side of the net.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 9 Drake Caggiula–27 Luke Johnson–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 25 Mitch MacMillan–10 Adam Tambellini–7 Wade Murphy

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Scratches: Keaton Thompson, Colten St. Clair, Derek Rodwell, Andrew Panzarella, Coltyn Sanderson, Matt Hrynkiw

St. Cloud State’s lines

9 Joey Benik–26 Nic Dowd–17 Joey Holka

 6 Daniel Tedesco–11 Kalle Kossila–22 Jonny Brodzinski

 27 Nick Oliver–8 Cory Thorson–21 Brooks Bertsch

 10 Ryan Papa–13 David Morley–16 Jimmy Murray

28 Andrew Prochno–12 Ethan Prow

 7 Kevin Gravel–40 Tim Daly

 15 Niklas Nevalainen–19 Ben Storm

29 Ryan Faragher

 35 Charlie Lindgren

Scratches: Joe Rehkamp, Jarrod Rabey
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WATCH NOW: UND-St. Cloud State preview

Posted on November 1, 2013  by  gfherald


Herald writers Brad Elliott Schlossman and Tom Miller preview tonight’s UND-St. Cloud State matchup.
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UND had last weekend off from regular season games and an extra week to try to fine tune some things.

This early in the season, there are plenty of things to fine tune.

Although the penalty kill has been a huge strength for UND — it has killed 23 straight since allowing Vermont a power-play goal on the first chance of the season — assistant coach Dane Jackson says there are some tweaks to make on that unit. The power play is still adjusting a bit to the new format as well.

UND also wants to stop a trend this weekend. So far, it has taken a penalty in the opening six minutes of every game. That has put the team on its heels a couple times.

There may be a couple of changes to the lineup, but all signs are pointing toward Drake Caggiula being available to play in tonight’s series opener. That is great news after he sustained an injury that could have been bad. Caggiula has practiced this week.

This weekend’s opponent is the St. Cloud State Huskies — a program that has to be feeling pretty good about itself right now. The Huskies are coming off of the first Frozen Four berth in program history, their rink was just renovated, they are in the NCHC and they are unbeaten after the first two weekends of play.

The Huskies got a win and a tie against Bemidji State to open the season and swept Colgate last weekend. They were one of the only NCHC teams to take care of business in nonconference play.

The scouting report on them is that they are strong up the middle. Their four centers, Nic Dowd, Kalle Kossila, David Morley and Cory Thorson are all legit. They started Morley at wing on the top line to open the season, but have since moved him to center. It could help create mismatches on that unit. He’s a very skilled player.

On the back end, SCSU lost Nick Jensen, who may have been the WCHA’s best player last season. He was a big reason why the Huskies shut down UND in the series opener at REA last season. The two big names that remain are Andrew Prochno and Kevin Gravel. Jensen’s the only one they lost from that group, but it’s a big loss.

In goal, the Huskies have Ryan Faragher back. His first-career start was a 44-save shutout in the Ralph. His backup is former USHL standout Charlie Lindgren.

The St. Cloud Times had a story this week about Roseau’s Nick Oliver, who looks a lot better this season after working out in Grand Forks over the summer. Oliver scored a big game-winning goal late in the third period for the Huskies last weekend.

In Thursday’s paper, I wrote about all of the former Penticton Vees that are playing this weekend. There could be as many as seven of them on the ice tonight. And it just so happened that the Vees have the weekend off so their entire staff is making the trip to Grand Forks.

Another noteworthy item about this weekend is that UND’s all-time winningest coach, Gino Gasparini, will be honored prior to Saturday’s game. Gasparini made a huge impact on UND’s program. He also helped guide SCSU to the NCHC. Read about Gasparini in this story.

This week’s “Get To Know” segment is with junior forward Stephane Pattyn. Read it/watch it here.

Predictions around the NCHC…

Colorado College at Western Michigan: Since 1999 (the furthest I can go back with online stats), Colorado College has averaged at least 27.4 shots on goal per game for each season (see below). This season, the Tigers are averaging just 19. That’s not going to cut it against an Andy Murray coached team. Western Michigan sweep.

CC shots per game

 2013-14: 19.0

 2012-13: 27.4

 2011-12: 30.5

 2010-11: 30.4

 2009-10: 31.1

 2008-09: 30.7

 2007-08: 29.4

 2006-07: 28.1

 2005-06: 31.9

 2004-05: 32.3

Omaha at Denver: Omaha got swept last weekend at home by Cornell. Denver has lost three of the last four. Both teams are searching to find their way and get a win. Both teams get one. Split.

Canisius at Miami: Mayville native Keegan Asmundson, Canisius’ goalie, stole a game from Denver last weekend. He will need to be at the top of his game against a high-flying Miami team to do it two weeks in a row. Miami sweep.

Minnesota Duluth at Ohio State: The Dogs should have some confidence after beating Notre Dame last Saturday. Ohio State is 0-2 vs. the NCHC this year after getting swept by Miami. Bulldogs win and tie.

St. Cloud State at UND: Should be a good series. Expecting both games to be close. I say UND pulls it out one night. The other night, St. Cloud State wins a shootout.

**********************************************************************

The UND women get things started early this weekend with a 2:07 p.m. game today in Bemidji.

This will be a very challenging test for UND, as it will be playing without its top two scorers, Michelle Karvinen and Susanna Tapani. Read about that here.

In the past, Bemidji State has trapped against UND and tried to clog things up in the neutral zone. UND would move Monique Lamoureux back to the blue line to help break the trap.

It will be interesting to see how much this year’s offensive defensive corps helps to break through Bemidji State’s tough defense. Halli Krzyzaniak and Gracen Hirschy are both very good offensively, and Samantha Hanson and Tanja Eisenschmid also can provide offensive skills.

This will be a good test for UND for February, when it will lose Karvinen, Tapani, Eisenschmid and defenseman Johanna Fallman to the Olympic Games.

Also of note, former UND assistant coach Maria Lewis has resigned as head coach of the Maine women’s team due to compliance issues and NCAA violations. Read that story here.

Check back this afternoon for any other pregame updates and hopefully, we’ll have a pregame video blog up. Have a good one.
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As expected, UND and Minnesota have officially signed a contract to renew the rivalry in 2016-17.

The sides had verbally agreed to this last month.

As reported at that time, the contract is for two years. In 2016-17, they will play in Mariucci Arena. In 2017-18, they will play in Ralph Engelstad Arena.

“This is a rivalry that our fans, alumni and team look forward to renewing,” said UND head coach Dave Hakstol. “It is one of the most heated in all of college sports.”

“We’re thrilled to officially get North Dakota back on our schedule and to renew one of the greatest rivalries in our sport,” Minnesota head coach Don Lucia said. “This rivalry is great for our programs, great for college hockey and great for our fans, and we’re excited to bring North Dakota back to Mariucci Arena.”

Here’s the story from about a month ago (and then I’m going back to bed):

Minnesota, UND agree to return of rivalry

 Author: Brad Elliott Schlossman; Herald Staff Writer

 Article Text:

One of the great college hockey rivalries won’t be dormant for long.

North Dakota and Minnesota have verbally agreed to renew the rivalry series in 2016-17, a source confirmed to the Herald.

Contracts are in the process of being drawn up. When they are completed and signed, an announcement is expected.

The agreement is for the teams to play a pair of two-game series. The first one, in 2016-17, will be played in Minneapolis. The following year, the teams will play in Grand Forks.

 Those matchups will end a three-year stretch without a regular-season series between the longtime rivals who played every year from 1948 to 2013.

The break in the rivalry is happening, in large part, as a result of the teams moving into separate conferences.

The charter Western Collegiate Hockey Association members both have moved into startup leagues this season. UND will play in the National Collegiate Hockey Conference. Minnesota will play in the Big Ten.

The teams were unable to nail down a nonconference agreement immediately.

One of the hurdles was UND’s Fighting Sioux nickname.

Minnesota said it could not schedule UND because of a school policy against playing teams with Native American nicknames.

That hurdle has been removed.

The last meeting between the teams was a 4-4 tie on January 19 in Mariucci Arena. Their last meeting in Grand Forks came in January 2012.

UND now has lined up nonconference series against three Big Ten programs.

 It has a four-year agreement with the University of Wisconsin starting in 2014-15 and a two-year agreement with Michigan State.

This season, UND’s nonconference games are against Vermont, Boston University, St. Lawrence, Northern Michigan and Bemidji State.
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The NCAA will announce sites for the Women’s Frozen Four for 2014-18 in about a month and a half.

On Wednesday, it listed four finalists:

◾Ralph Engelstad Arena, Grand Forks (UND host)

◾Ridder Arena, Minneapolis (Minnesota host)

◾Whittemore Center Arena, Durham, N.H. (New Hampshire host)

◾Family Arena, St. Charles, Mo. (Lindenwood host)

I believe the winners will be announced about December 11. That’s also when they will have some men’s hockey announcements.

The NCAA announced 10 Men’s Frozen Four finalists today: Boston, Buffalo, Brooklyn, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Columbus, Washington, D.C., St. Paul, Chicago, Tampa.

UND also submitted a bid to host the NCAA Regionals in Fargo. They’ll find out if they earned that in December, too.
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UND sophomore forward Drake Caggiula is back at practice, working out on a limited basis. He is questionable for the weekend.

Check out the live chat with Herald writers from 3-4 p.m.
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Tickets for the NCAA regionals go on sale at 10 a.m. Friday, and fans probably aren’t going to be too pleased.

Once again, the NCAA did its best to price out a lot of fans.

Three-game passes for the St. Paul regional are $102.40. For Worcester, Mass., it’s $78.30. For Bridgeport, Conn., it’s $78.30.

Cincinnati is a reasonably priced $43.

Almost everyone can agree that there are big flaws with the regionals. UND played Yale with a trip to the Frozen Four on the line in front of the smallest crowd to watch UND play a game since a 2006 trip to Houghton, Mich.

Opinions vary on how to remedy the situation. But I think everyone can agree that more reasonable ticket prices are the place to start.

Obviously, they have not started working on that yet this season.

If you do want to go ahead and purchase some advance regional tickets. you can go here.

******

There’s a more detailed story on Omaha’s site about the incident that led to the dismissal of Matt White and Preston Hodge before the season started.

It also details that Grand Forks native Alex Simonson, who was originally suspended, was not involved in any of the extracurriculars and that he only came to the aid of one of his teammates.

Coach Dean Blais told the Herald last month that Simonson had been cleared and that he was unfortunately in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“He’s a good kid,” Blais said.

******

Former UND captain Mario Lamoureux has been promoted from the ECHL to the AHL. He’ll suit up for Oklahoma City.

******

Jonathan Toews notched his third-career hat trick tonight for the Blackhawks. Chicago trailed 4-2 late in the second period when Toews scored three straight goals to give the Hawks the lead for good. He also had an assist for a four-point night.

******

Former UND forward Ryan Johnson has been hired as a player development consultant for the Vancouver Canucks. Johnson played a couple of seasons with Vancouver.

******

I’m sure everyone will be on our live chat today from 3-4 p.m. to see which team PasswordisTaco puts on Upset Watch this weekend. Hopefully, he’s on the chat so he can impart his wisdom on us.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=5#sthash.lFcHnusX.dpuf

NCHC stumbles in nonconference
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In case you haven’t noticed, I started a new column this year running on Tuesdays that’s kind of a weekend-in-review thing.

In this week’s column, I touch on the tough nonconference weekend for the NCHC, which stumbled to a 4-7-1 mark over the weekend.

Members of the league were hoping that they could annually get four teams — or maybe even five on a good year — into the NCAA tournament. But weekends like the last one could kill any chance of that.

Looking further into the NCHC’s 14-13-5 nonconference mark, league members are…

2-0 vs. Big Ten

 4-3-3 vs. WCHA

 4-4-2 vs. Hockey East

 2-2 vs. Atlantic Hockey

 2-4 vs. ECAC

It’s certainly strange to see those records against Atlantic Hockey and the ECAC, two leagues that NCHC members have dominated over the years. But both AHA and the ECAC had great seasons a year ago and it wouldn’t be shocking if they both get more than one team in the NCAAs.

When the NCHC started, the thought by most (myself included) was that the league would beat up on each other and that it needed to make its hay in nonconference play. That certainly hasn’t been the recipe so far.

Because the league is only playing a 24-game schedule, there are many more opportunities to improve that nonconference record. But with some of the struggles NCHC teams are having early this season, you have to wonder…. is the league as good this season as we thought it would be?

*****

On Sunday, UND recruit Tucker Poolman achieved a rare feat — a hat trick by a defenseman. Poolman scored three goals to lead Omaha to victory.

*****

At the end of the High School Elite League, there’s the CCM Invitational. Two all-star teams are made up from Elite League participants.

A number of local uncommitted players made the all-star team, including East Grand Forks’ Colton Poolman, Grafton’s Jade Miller, Warroad’s Jared Bethune and Roseau’s Cole Bjugson.

*****

UND recruit Trevor Olson will play for Sioux City until he has surgery for a lower-body injury on Nov. 13. Olson is making sure that he makes the most of his limited time this season. He had two goals, one assist for the Musketeers on Saturday night.
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I didn’t think that Saturday’s exhibition was the easiest game to evaluate for a couple of reasons.

First off, you don’t know how Drake Caggiula scary, potential injury affected some of the players. Rocco Grimaldi said he felt he had great jump until that happened. After that, he had a tough time keeping his head in the game.

UND also controlled the play so convincingly for large stretches of the game. UND outshot the Under-18 team 17-2 in the second period. The Americans went at least 10 minutes without a shot in the second and third periods.

There were some good signs though. Brendan O’Donnell continued to play with confidence and continues to produce. He had a goal and an assist. UND coach Dave Hakstol said that there were spots open at left wing to start the season and O’Donnell is earning one of those spots right now.

Another good sign was that Zane Gothberg bounced back from his tough outing in Oxford by stopping all eight shots he faced.

Perhaps nobody helped himself earn ice time more than Coltyn Sanderson. He looked pretty comfortable out there and made several nice plays to create scoring chances. You could see how excited his teammates were for him to get an empty-netter at the end of the game, too. I don’t know that he will be in the lineup Friday against St. Cloud State, but the exhibition was a step in the right direction.

UND’s third goalie, Matt Hrynkiw, dressed for the first time this season. He’s just starting to get back in the swing of things after having his appendix removed. He’s not expected to play much this season, but could develop into a strong goaltender in the future.

The U18s were even harder to evaluate because they were bottled up for so much of the game, so I was glad I went to watch them play in Fargo the night before.

It appears like Sonny Milano (Notre Dame) and Jack Eichel (BU) are their top two forwards, but UND recruit Shane Gersich isn’t far behind. Gersich doesn’t get time on the power play, but is on the penalty kill. He skates well and isn’t afraid to play physical.

Gersich got a nice hand from the fans as he was introduce during pregame warmups.

Next up for UND is a St. Cloud State team that’s still unbeaten. The Huskies swept Colgate over the weekend.
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UND sophomore forward Drake Caggiula has been released from the hospital after all of his tests came back negative.

He has movement and feeling in all extremities and no fractures.

His father, Sal, told the Herald he watched the third period of the game in discomfort from the hospital, but that he appears to be OK.

It’s a good ending to what was a scary situation at the Ralph.

Caggiula attempted to hurdle a fallen Team USA player, but was upended and landed on his neck/head area. Caggiula remained on the ice, motionless, for about 10 minutes as medical personnel loaded him on a stretcher.

Teammate Andrew Panzarella accompanied Caggiula in the ambulance to the hospital.

UND ended up scoring three goals right after Caggiula went out and it won the exhibition game 4-1 over the U.S. Under-18 team.
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Note: Drake Caggiula was injured early in the second period, trying to hurdle a fallen USA player. Caggiula went airborne and landed on his shoulder/head. He was taken off the ice on a stretcher and went to the hospital in an ambulance. UND CONFIRMS THAT CAGGIULA HAS MOVEMENT AND FEELING IN ALL EXTREMITIES. He will undergo more tests.

UND is home for an exhibition game tonight, dressing two extras. U18 forward Shane Gersich is a UND recruit. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

No scoring.

Second period

UND 1, USA 0 — Mitch MacMillan (Colten St. Clair, Troy Stecher) 6:04. MacMillan slaps a puck from the corner, near the end line, and it gets past Minney. Bad-angle shot and goal.

UND 2, USA 0 — Brendan O’Donnell (Mark MacMillan, Rocco Grimaldi) 7:59. Grimaldi rims it around the end wall, Mark picks it up and finds O’Donnell cutting down the slot. O’Donnell one-times it for the goal.

UND 3, USA 0 — Jordan Schmaltz (Brendan O’Donnell, Mark MacMillan) 19:57. Parks starts a three-on-two rush up the right wing and hits O’Donnell coming up the center. O’Donnell sets it to the left side to MacMillan, whose attempt winds up in the crease and Schmaltz knocks it in.

Third period

UND 3, USA 1 — Sonny Milano (Alex Tuch, Jack Eichel) 10:46. Just as a power play expires, Tuch makes a great pass to Milano on the back door. Milano fans on his first attempt, but follows up and hits it from near the goalie line. It goes off of Saunders and barely trickles across the line before UND can pull it out.

UND 4, USA 1 — Coltyn Sanderson (Mitch MacMillan) 19:59 (en). Sanderson scores into an empty net just before the buzzer.

UND’s lines

Brendan O’Donnell–Mark MacMillan–Michael Parks

 Adam Tambellini–Drake Caggiula–Rocco Grimaldi

 Mitch MacMillan–Luke Johnson–Colten St. Clair

 Coltyn Sanderson–Stephane Pattyn–Derek Rodwell

 Connor Gaarder

Dillon Simpson–Jordan Schmaltz

 Keaton Thompson–Paul LaDue

 Gage Ausmus–Troy Stecher

 Nick Mattson

Zane Gothberg

 Clarke Saunders

 Matt Hrynkiw

Scratches: Andrew Panzarella, Wade Murphy, Bryn Chyzyk

U.S. Under-18 team’s lines

21 Ryan Hitchcock (Yale)–19 Dylan Larkin (Mich)–7 Anders Bjork (Notre Dame)

 27 Sonny Milano (Notre Dame)–11 Jack Eichel (BU)–17 Alex Tuch (BC)

 9 Shane Gersich (UND)–13 Ryan Wagner–14 Dylan Pavelek

 10 Joe Wegwerth (Notre Dame)–18 Nolan Stevens–15 Tyler Sheehy

4 Ryan Bliss (Cornell)–16 Johnathan MacLeod (BU)

 24 Louie Belpedio (Miami)–8 Jack Glover (Minn)

 5 Brandon Fortunato (Harvard)–2 Jack Dougherty (UW)

 28 Nathan Billitier (Notre Dame)–6 Ryan Collins (Minn)

29 Edwin Minney (Mich St)

 30 Jake Kielly
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It’s no secret that the NCHC coaches are cheering for each other to have success in nonconference games to help bump up the number of teams from the league that will make the NCAA tournament.

Friday night was not a good one for the league with Omaha losing to Cornell, Colorado College losing to Clarkson, Duluth losing to Notre Dame and Miami losing to Providence. All of those teams will try for splits tonight.

Tonight, UND will take on a U.S. Under-18 team that was in Fargo on Friday night. The U18s beat the Force 4-1 thanks to a pair of goals by Wisconsin recruit Jack Dougherty and BU recruit Jack Eichel.

UND recruit Shane Gersich looked pretty good for the American squad. I’m a little surprised that he doesn’t play on the PP with his offensive skills, but he is a regular on the penalty kill. UND fans will get their chance to watch him tonight.

I also left pretty impressed with UND recruit Christian Cakebread, who plays for Fargo. For a guy as young as he is, he’s pretty strong on his skates. He absorbed some a couple of big hits and stayed with the play. Fargo is struggling greatly to score goals right now, though.

For tonight’s game, UND has three questionable players: Drake Caggiula, Adam Tambellini and Nick Mattson. If they aren’t 100 percent, they will sit out. The UND coaching staff also will be looking to get Derek Rodwell and Coltyn Sanderson their first game action of the season.

The five highlights from around the country:

1. Boston College and Minnesota tied 3-3. BC defenseman Ian McCoshen preserved the tie for the Eagles with quite a play at the goal line in overtime (see below). Edina’s Michael Sit, who had 0 goals in his first two seasons, scored twice for BC.

2. Providence goalie Jon Gillies, who may be the best netminder in the nation, stopped 33 of 35 shots to help the Friars beat Miami in overtime. First-round pick Mark Jankowski scored a highlight goal for Providence (see below).

3. Michigan outshot BU 44-19 and won 2-1. The winning goal was scored on a penalty shot by Alex Guptill in the third period.

4. Yale lost to Brown 4-1 in its first game since winning the national championship. Alex Lyon, who played high school at Lake of the Woods, started in net for Yale.

5. Bemidji State beat rival Alabama Huntsville 6-1 thanks to a hat trick from Markus Gerbrandt.
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The NCHC announced today that the tournament name is down to four finalists:

1. NCHC Frozen Faceoff (too close to Frozen Four)

2. NCHC Final Faceoff (name of WCHA women’s tournament)

3. National Collegiate Hockey Championship (the… NCHC?)

4. The Fabulous Four (no comment)

Fans can vote for whatever one the enjoy the most at nchchockey.com. There should be a link to the voting page.

Admittedly, I surely couldn’t come up with anything better, but I’m not sure if there is a big winner out of this group. I’d probably prefer Final Faceoff, so I can use one consistent name for both the men and women in the postseason.
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The masses 1, Twamley Hall 0.

News release:

Ralph Engelstad Arena and the University of North Dakota have confirmed an arrangement to reinstate shuttle buses for UND men’s hockey games beginning on Friday, November 1, 2013 when UND faces St. Cloud State.

Buses will begin running one hour prior to game time from the base of the UND parking ramp (located on University Avenue and Columbia Road) and will begin returning guests to the UND parking ramp approximately midway through the third period each night, in addition to the post-game shuttles back to the ramp. Guests interested in riding the UND men’s hockey game shuttles should park in the UND parking ramp. The charge to park in the UND parking ramp during UND men’s hockey games is $10 per vehicle.

For a detailed map indicating all parking options near Ralph Engelstad Arena, go to www.theralph.com for more information.
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The men have the day off (well, sort of, they still have practice) and only have an exhibition lined up for Saturday night against the U.S. Under-18 team.

The women, meanwhile, are back in WCHA play with their first road series at St. Cloud State.

The depth of the women’s team has been discussed early this season and there’s one stat that jumped out at me today: UND has outscored its opponents 10-0 in the third period this season and has outshot its opponents 73-23 in that frame.

That could be a result of the UND coaching staff playing more players deeper into games, keeping them fresh. Last season, UND outscored its opponents 56-20 in the first period and just 43-33 in the third.

UND will be looking to take care of business against a winless St. Cloud State team that has lost 12 straight against UND. During those games, UND has outscored the Huskies 65-10.

For today’s paper, I wrote a feature on sophomore Becca Kohler, who really started to emerge at the end of last season and has continued her progression early this season. Read that here.

A couple of other notable stats:

◾Without the Lamoureux twins, you had to question whether UND would have finishers this season. And those questions came up again after UND mustered 38 shots but only one goal against Ohio State. But UND’s shot percentage is very close to last year’s. It was 10.7 percent last season. It is at 10.2 percent this season.

◾UND is still averaging more than 1,000 fans per home game.

◾UND is outscoring opponents 18-2 in the first and third periods, but is being outscored 8-5 in the second.

◾Freshman defenseman Halli Krzyzaniak still leads the team in shots on goal with 24. Kohler and Michelle Karvinen are one back.

*****

I talked to UND recruit Shane Gersich late Thursday after he arrived in Fargo and will write a story for Saturday’s paper. He’s pretty excited for the weekend. The U18s take on the Fargo Force tonight, then UND on Saturday.

Here are a couple of notable stats for the men’s side (only a four-game sample):

◾With Andrew MacWilliam gone, I wasn’t sure who would lead the team in blocked shots. So far, it’s Dillon Simpson with nine. Troy Stecher is second with six.

◾Not surprisingly, Rocco Grimaldi is generating the most number of opportunities. He already has 22 shots on goal — double of everyone else on the team. Drake Caggiula is second with 10 shots.

◾The top faceoff man early is Caggiula at 57.4 percent. We’ll see if someone emerges as the dominant faceoff guy that UND wants on the ice at the end of games (probably Mark MacMillan, even though he’s at 48.1 right now).

*****

Here’s a story on MacMillan and his work on the North Dakota Strong campaign from the NCAA website. Remember, UND will be wearing special jerseys for the game and they will be auctioned off.

*****

NHL.com has a story on the Schmaltz brothers. Nick, a UND recruit, is trying to join Jordan as a first-round NHL pick. He is scheduled to come to campus next season. Nick is off to a strong start in the USHL, leading Green Bay in scoring with 10 points in nine games.

*****

Another recruit in the spotlight is Austin Poganski. He was battling an injury earlier this season, but now has four goals in his last three USHL games for Tri City. Jack Rowe also may be finding his stride with four goals in the last three games for Cedar Rapids.

*****

Thief River Falls defenseman Chris Forney compiled a huge game from the blue line tonight for Langley in the BCHL. Forney had a hat trick and five points.

*****

In the AHL, Danny Kristo may be pushing for a call-up. He leads Hartford in scoring with eight points (five goals) in seven games.

Meanwhile, former classmates Joe Gleason and Andrew MacWilliam faced off against each other for the first time this week.

*****

The new Through These Doors has been posted. Check it out below.

*****

And I know that UND doesn’t play this weekend, but I’ll still throw out some picks.

Miami at Providence: Should be a wonderful series. Miami has an explosive offense. Providence may have the best goalie in the nation in Jon Gillies. We’ll see what happens head-to-head. Split.

Colorado College at Clarkson: Tigers stay up and down in their trip out East. Split.

St. Cloud State at Colgate: The Raiders are a veteran team, so it won’t be a cakewalk for the Huskies. Even so, I think St. Cloud State has too many weapons. Huskies sweep.

Notre Dame at Duluth: This is PasswordisTaco’s upset special of the week. I don’t argue with him. Split.

Cornell at Nebraska Omaha: The Big Red have a senior goalie and a lot of players back. It won’t be easy to sweep them, so I don’t think the Mavs will. Split.

Niagara and Canisius at Denver: The Pioneers are very shorthanded up front, but they have enough on the back end to get it done. Denver sweeps.
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One of my new favorite weekly segments is starting in the weekly Herald live chat. It’s our PasswordisTaco Upset of the Week.

We have a reader with the username “PasswordisTaco” and he’s starting putting one team on upset watch per week. Last week, he put Denver on upset watch. Denver ended up losing to Fairbanks and Anchorage a few days later.

I think that’s enough street cred right there the last the rest of the season.

Anyways, the PasswordisTaco upset of the week pick is Duluth over Notre Dame. The Irish are rolling so far, posting a 4-0 record, outscoring opponents 17-5. But look out this weekend.

*****

Mike Chambers of the Denver Post had a bunch of injury info on the Pioneers.

According to Chambers, Pioneer freshman forward Brad Hawkinson is out for the year with a shoulder injury.

Forward Zac Larraza (shoulder) and defenseman Josiah Didier (knee) also are out for this weekend’s home games against Canisius and Niagara.

The Pioneers added forward Sean Toriumi, the former president of DU’s club hockey team, to the roster. He played in both games in Fairbanks last weekend, too (while sophomore Garrett Allen was reportedly a healthy scratch).

According to Chambers, the Pioneers will be looking to add another forward around Thanksgiving. They already moved Nolan Zajac up front.

*****

This weekend, it’s the renewal of the Bemidji State-Alabama Huntsville rivalry. They played for several Division II national titles back in the day, fueling the rivalry.

If you go to Bemidji, you will still see “Who hates Huntsville? We hate Huntsville” shirts. Anyways, this week, the Huntsville hockey fan site and the Bemidji State school account decided to start the festivities on Twitter.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=6#sthash.q4zbe5z1.dpuf

UND Sports Zone Show: Football’s loss and hockey’s weekend at then-No. 1 Miami

Posted on October 23, 2013  by  gfherald


1


Herald sportswriters Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson talk about the football program and UND hockey’s weekend at then-No. 1 Miami.

Get Flash Player
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The Daily Dose – Wednesday

Posted on October 23, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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The strange offseason for the University of Denver just took another turn.

Longtime assistant Steve Miller, a force on the recruiting trail for the Pioneers, has decided to take a job as the head coach of the startup USHL team in Madison.

Miller hails from nearby Sun Prairie, Wis., so he will sort of be going home. He was in his 20th year with Denver.

The release from DU didn’t state how the university would proceed with finding a replacement, nor did the story from the Denver Post. But it is very uncommon for a team to lose a coach when the season already started, but not unprecedented.

It happened to Wisconsin just last year when assistant Bill Butters suddenly quit and the Badgers hired an interim assistant, Matt Walsh, who ended up staying on staff.

*****

There’s a story in the Omaha paper that says coach Dean Blais is ready to bench players if they keep taking penalties. Read it here.

That may bring back some old memories for UND fans.

When Matt Greene was a freshman, Blais told him that if he takes one more penalty, he’s done for the night. If I recall correctly, Greene did take a penalty in the first period, and instead of going to the box, he skated straight to the locker room.

The three most penalized teams in the country so far are Bowling Green, Michigan Tech and Bentley. Omaha is fourth.

*****

There will be no Ice Time in Friday’s paper because there’s only an exhibition game this weekend. Look for a story on recruit Shane Gersich, who will play against the Fargo Force on Friday night and against UND on Saturday as a member of the U.S. Under-18 team.
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Brock Nelson scores first NHL goal

Posted on October 22, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Former UND standout Brock Nelson scored his first NHL goal on Tuesday night for the New York Islanders.

Nelson buried a feed from teammate Peter Regan 2 minutes, 26 seconds into the game against Vancouver goalie Roberto Luongo.

This was Nelson’s fifth regular season NHL game. He previously had an assist.
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Skate with UND set

Posted on October 22, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


A skate with UND event is set for Sunday from 5-6:30 p.m. at The Ralph. Here are the details from UND:

“Members of the Jr. Champions can skate with the University of North Dakota men’s hockey team on Sunday, Oct. 27, at Ralph Engelstad Arena.

The event, which is free of charge and exclusive to Jr. Champions members, takes place from 5 to 6:30 p.m. on the main ice sheet at Ralph Engelstad Arena.

Jr. Champions members must provide their own equipment, and a helmet and gloves must be worn by all participants. Sticks and pucks are prohibited.

Fans are asked to park in the north parking lot and enter through the Olympic entrance.

All skaters must sign a waiver before going on the ice.

Kids 8th-grade and younger can register for Jr. Champions membership at the men’s hockey game this Saturday, or online at UNDsports.com.”
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A trip to Oxford

Posted on October 21, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Usually, when the team charters planes, they fly directly into the city that UND is playing, no matter how small the town is. Oxford ended up being the exception.

There is no airport in Oxford that can handle a passenger plane, so the team had to fly into Cincinnati and drive an hour to Oxford. I did the same on Friday.

Once you get out of Cincinnati, the road that takes you into Oxford isn’t exactly a highway. It is a 45 mph speed limit road that has houses along the side for much of the way. When you think of stereotypical backwoods types of roads, this is it.

As I’m cruising down this road looking at some not-so-well-kept houses along the side, and other businesses that you know have not changed since the 1960s, all that’s going through my head is, “How in the world does Miami get players to come here?” I couldn’t believe it.

Then, I got to Oxford. And then I understood.

It’s a pure college town. In Grand Forks, we tend to think that all the city has is UND. Well, that’s really true in Oxford. All Oxford has is Miami. Think of a town that’s half the size of Grand Forks with a college that’s larger. That’s Oxford.

En route to my hotel, I went through the main drag downtown. It was great. There were restaurants, bars, everything along the brick street. There were students and people everywhere. Even on Saturday afternoon, when it was cold and windy, it was a vibrant area.

As I drove through downtown, my thoughts quickly changed to, “How in the world did four kids decide they would rather live with billet parents in the CHL than hang out here?”

THE TOWN

Almost the entire town feels like it is on campus. If you’re not on campus, you’re probably near housing that students live in.

For someone that is always up late and works late like myself, the great part about this town is that everything is open late. They even have a place called Insomnia Cookies open until 3 a.m. Pizza places are open late, too.

But I could see where it’s not a town for everyone. There is no airport, no movie theater (seriously, I looked), no Burger King, among other places we take for granted.

THE FOOD

I tried a few different places, including a pasta house called Paesano’s. That came highly recommended by an NHL scout who says he makes a mandatory stop there every trip to Oxford. The restaurant was a small house with very limited seating, but it had a cool atmosphere.

As for pizza places, you’ve got to love Will’s, where pizza is still a buck a slice. I ordered two slices of pepperoni and a Gatorade and was charged $2.63. I made the cashier re-state the amount because I couldn’t believe it was that cheap.

Was any of it good enough to earn a spot on the all-NCHC dining team? Not sure yet. Will decide at the end of the season.

THE VENUE

The Goggin Ice Center is the name of the entire complex. The arena where Miami plays is called Steve Cady Arena. There’s another sheet of ice basically attached to Cady Arena with a much smaller set of stands. It looked like it was an NHL-sized sheet.

The place is nice. It reminded me a bit of Notre Dame’s new rink. Notre Dame’s is a little bit larger, but both are fairly similar. As most of you figured out, Cady Arena is very small compared to the old WCHA standards. It seats about 3,700.

The atmosphere in the rink was pretty good. It wasn’t anything more than what you would see at St. Cloud or Duluth, but I would say it was more lively than CC or Denver. The big reason for that is the students. They put them all in one end (the one where the visiting goalie is for the first and third periods). They occupy pretty much the whole zone from the blue line back to the end wall on both sides.

STAYING IN OXFORD

There aren’t a ton of hotels in Oxford. I got lucky and finally found a room about 12 hours before I checked in. I know a lot of other UND fans ended up staying in Dayton, about an hour away. So, if you decide to make this trip sometime, make hotel reservations early.

Photo No. 1 – I had a great start to the trip. Not only did I get to Cincinnati on time, but I got to see a guy drop-kick his duffel bag across Hertz after his card got denied. He kicked the bag from where he was standing all the way into the wall by the vending machine, showing great leg strength. I understand that Akron’s kicker is 4 of 10 on field goals this season. So if anyone knows this disgruntled gentleman, get him a Zips uniform now.

Photo No. 2 — High Street. This is the main drag in town. Restaurants and bars are all down the street. Almost all of them seem to have outdoor seating that is full. Just a really lively place. This photo was taken on Saturday, when it was cold, wet and windy, but you can still see people out. Someone asked me what WCHA town this reminded me most of. I said Houghton, though it’s quite a bit more lively than Houghton.

Photo No. 3 — Goggin Ice Center from the outside. You’ll notice the brick building. That’s what every building on campus seemed to look like.

Photo No. 4 — Steve Cady Arena. This is a photo from one of the ends of the rink.

Photo No. 5 — Game time. Here’s some game action on Friday night. All the fans you can see in this picture are students, so you can see how much room they take up.

Photo No. 6 — The lobby of the arena. As you can see, they have decorated it by hanging every jersey of a former player that made the NHL. They also have big mural tributes to Stanley Cup winners. Others include defensemen Dan Boyle and Alec Martinez.

Photo No. 7 — The Redskins. Miami changed its name from the Redskins to the RedHawks in the late 1990s. This building opened in 2006, almost a decade later. But still, they put the old Redskins logo on the wall.

Photo No. 8 — The Gwoz. What arena would be complete without a Gwoz banner? The Gwoz coached Miami in the 1990s.

Photo No. 9 — Football. Well, I think the UND football team outdrew someone on Saturday. I ended up going to the Miami game (the RedHawks are 0-7 and fired their coach midseason), and I was one of about 15 people. Announced attendance was 15,000, but there’s no way it was close to that. The RedHawks ended up losing to Akron, which hadn’t won on the road since October 2008. Yikes.
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Saturday night rewind
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A night after losing at home for just the fourth time in 30 games, Miami stormed back and showed why it’s the No. 1 team in the nation and the preseason favorite to win the NCHC by handing UND a 6-2 defeat in Steve Cady Arena. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald (plus a bunch of photos)

USCHO

UNDsports.com

NCHC top performers

3 points — Blake Coleman, Miami, 3 goals

 3 points — Alex Iafallo, Duluth, 2 goals, 1 assist

 2 points — Justin Crandall, Duluth, 2 goals

 2 points — Colton Hargrove, WMU, 2 goals

 2 points — Cody Murphy, Miami, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — David Makowski, DU, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Ryan Walters, Omaha, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Dominic Zombo, Omaha, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Josh Archibald, Omaha, 1 goal, 1 assist

Other notes and comments:

◾UND actually started this game very well. The first period may have been their best of the weekend. So to come out of it down 2-0 is tough.

◾Coach Dave Hakstol singled out three areas that weren’t very good: UND’s coverage off of draws, UND being weak in front of the net in the defensive zone and the team not getting to rebounds in the offensive zone.

◾Miami goalie Ryan McKay was better than Friday night’s starter, Jay Williams, but there were some rebounds sitting around the crease area that UND was unable to get to.

◾UND has now pulled its starting goalie in two of the four games this season. That’s not something the team wants to become a trend. Hakstol said that Zane Gothberg wants the first one back.

◾Last year, every time that it looked like one of the goalies was about to take the job and run with it, he had a set back. It will be interesting to see if one of them can become consistent enough to avoid that this season.

◾The injury to UND defenseman Nick Mattson doesn’t appear to be serious. He’s listed as day to day (lower body). Andrew Panzarella ended up playing in his spot. Panzarella registered one shot on goal and was a minus-3.

◾UND’s top line ended up a combined minus-10 on Saturday night. The line of Adam Tambellini, Rocco Grimaldi and Drake Caggiula, which dominated Vermont opening weekend, didn’t register a point against the RedHawks.

◾Miami’s Blake Coleman had a hat trick. He was the guy who got booted from Friday’s game for checking from behind. Nice rebound for him.

◾UND’s penalty kill has been a big strength. It has killed 23 straight opponent power plays including a perfect seven-for-seven in Oxford.

◾Hakstol said he will try to get a couple of guys who haven’t been playing in the lineup for next week’s exhibition against the U.S. Under-18 team.
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Gameday final: Miami 6, UND 2

Posted on October 19, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Tonight’s viewing: No TV. Webcast available on UNDsports.com. Lineup note: Nick Mattson is out with a lower-body injury. He’s day to day. Andrew Panzarella is in.

First period

Miami 1, UND 0 — Cody Murphy (Chris Joyaux, Taylor Richart) 2:24. With a delayed call coming to Parks, Miami takes it the other way and Murphy snipes one from way downtown – the top of the left circle to give the RedHawks an early lead.

Miami 2, UND 0 — Blake Coleman 15:02. Coleman lines up for the draw and takes it right by UND’s centerman and snipes one blocker side high.

Second period

Miami 3, UND 0 -- Riley Barber (Sean Kuraly, Kevin Morris) 3:40. Morris slaps a bouncing puck from the point toward the crease area. It goes off of the stick of a UND forward and Kuraly before coming to Barber, who has a tap in to make it 3-0.

Miami 4, UND 0 — Blake Coleman (Jimmy Mullin, Devin Loe) 5:29. Mullin snaps a wrist shot that sneaks past Gothberg five-hole and sits on the line. Coleman is the only one who sees it and knocks it in. Gothberg pulled for Saunders after the goal.

Miami 5, UND 0 — Blake Coleman (Jimmy Mullin, Devin Loe) 5:51. Coleman flips a backhand from a bad angle that sneaks by Saunders. It was the first shot he faced.

Miami 5, UND 1 — Colten St. Clair (Stephane Pattyn) 16:09. Off the draw, St. Clair gets the puck in the slot and backhands it past McKay from just above the hash marks.

Third period

Miami 5, UND 2 — Gage Ausmus (Luke Johnson, Michael Parks) 6:05. UND gets a lot of bodies to the net and the puck comes out to Ausmus, who moves laterally nicely to get space and snipes the first goal of his career.

Miami 6, UND 2 — Austin Czarnik (Cody Murphy) 10:44. Murphy beats a UND defender and finds Czarnik camped alone in the high slot. Czarnik snipes the corner of the net for his first point of the weekend.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 10 Adam Tambellini–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–27 Luke Johnson–7 Wade Murphy

 13 Connor Gaarder–28 Stephane Pattyn–17 Colten St. Clair

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 2 Troy Stecher–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–22 Andrew Panzarella

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Miami’s lines

14 Cody Murphy–7 Austin Czarnik–11 Riley Barber

 23 Devin Loe–25 Blake Coleman–20 Jimmy Mullin

 95 Anthony Louis–9 Sean Kuraly–10 Alex Wideman

 15 Bryon Paulazzo–22 Kevin Morris–12 Alex Gacek

8 Matthew Caito–5 Chris Joyaux

 21 Johnny Wingels–2 Taylor Richart

 55 Trevor Hamilton–28 Ben Paulides

35 Ryan McKay

 1 Jay Williams
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Friday night rewind

Posted on October 19, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


30


UND put together a lineup with just one senior on the road Friday night at No. 1 Miami. The sold out, revved up crowd didn’t seem to phase UND’s young guys. UND pulled off a big win early in the season, knocking off the top-ranked RedHawks 4-2. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

UNDsports.com

USCHO

NCHC top performers

3 points — Brendan O’Donnell, UND, 2 goals, 1 assist

 3 points — Shane Berschbach, WMU, 2 goals, 1 assist

3 points — Michael Parks, UND, 1 goal, 2 assists

 2 points — Brock Montpetit, Omaha, 1 GWG, 1 assist

 2 points — Josh Pitt, WMU, 1 goal, 1 assist

Other notes:

◾One thing is for sure – this game lived up to its billing and college hockey fans have a lot to look forward to with UND and Miami playing two to four times every season. This one had lots of skill, lots of tenacity, a great sold-out crowd… it was a perfect PSA for College Hockey Inc.

◾Before the season, we mentioned several times what a key role the juniors would play in this team. They stepped up big time in Oxford, scoring every goal of the game.

◾Brendan O’Donnell has already surpassed his goal total from last season. He has three this year. He had two last year. He’s playing with a level of confidence he didn’t have last season. He’s only one point off of Rocco Grimaldi for the team lead in scoring.

◾Michael Parks was finally rewarded for his strong play with points. He had a goal and two assists.

◾I wrote a little bit about it in my game story, but one interesting thing for me was that UND didn’t mind if Miami’s explosive top line was matched up against UND’s fourth line. Early in the game, they had that matchup and UND dumped the puck in the Miami zone and had a chance to quickly switch, but they didn’t. All game long, coach Dave Hakstol was confident in the Steph Pattyn, Colten St. Clair and Connor Gaarder line, and for good reason.

◾Goalie Zane Gothberg came up huge several times for UND, including a pair of Miami two-on-one rushes. He made an outstanding save on Austin Czarnik on one of them. It looked like he was upset with the second goal he allowed (Nick Mattson told me after the game it went off of his skate, which makes it a tougher save). But Gothberg bailed out UND several times.

◾It also was a two-way street. During the second period and the start of the third, Gothberg left a couple of rebounds in dangerous areas, but the defensemen did a great job of moving the puck out.

◾I thought Miami showed why its a deserving No. 1 team in the nation. At times, they really had UND on its heels, especially late in the second period. It will be interesting to see if UND can hold off the RedHawks again.

◾UND has killed 19 straight opponent power plays, including all three RedHawk chances Friday.

◾One of my big pet peeves – officials at Steve Cady Arena refuse to show replays of opponents’ goals. There also are no monitors in the press box, so if you miss something live, you miss it. Since the Miami stat crew had to adjust 3 of UND’s 4 goals after the game, maybe it would help everyone involved if they showed replays (I think fans would appreciate it, too).

◾The attendance was a sold out 3,642.
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Gameday final: UND 4, Miami 2
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Tonight’s viewing: CBS Sports. No webcast. Lineup notes: Zane Gothberg starting in net. Bryn Chyzyk is in for Mitch MacMillan. Gage Ausmus back in at defense. Derek Rodwell and Andrew Panzarella are the scratches on the trip. Keaton Thompson, Mitch MacMillan, Coltyn Sanderson and Matt Hrynkiw didn’t make the trip. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

UND 1, Miami 0 — Michael Parks (Brendan O’Donnell, Paul LaDue) 7:55. LaDue starts a nice transition in his own end to start a three-on-two rush. Parks takes the shot from the middle. It’s stopped, but he gets his own rebound and shoots it off Williams and it trickles across the line.

UND 2, Miami 0 — Mark MacMillan (Brendan O’Donnell, Michael Parks) 18:03. UND has a three-on-two rush and O’Donnell snaps a shot just over the crossbar. It hits the back wall hard and flies back over the goal and into the crease area, where MacMillan knocks it it.

Second period

UND 3, Miami 0 — Brendan O’Donnell (Michael Parks, Dillon Simpson) :14. Miami’s goalie misplays the puck and is out of position. Parks makes the feed from the side of the net to O’Donnell, who makes no mistake.

UND 3, Miami 1 — Sean Kuraly (Alex Wideman, Anthony Louis) 8:25. Wideman takes a shot from the point that’s stopped by Gothberg, but Kuraly fights off a Simpson check to bang home the rebound.

UND 3, Miami 2 — Anthony Louis (Matthew Caito) 18:18. Louis circles the net to the right circle. He has Czarnik back door and Gothberg is looking pass. Louis attempts the pass but it hits traffic in front and sneaks by Gothberg.

Third period

UND 4, Miami 2 — Nick Mattson (Luke Johnson, Troy Stecher) 12:45 (pp). Mattson blasts a point shot that goes off the stick of Miami’s Czarnik and into the corner of the net.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 10 Adam Tambellini–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–27 Luke Johnson–7 Wade Murphy

 13 Connor Gaarder–28 Stephane Pattyn–17 Colten St. Clair

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Miami’s lines

19 Max Cook–7 Austin Czarnik–11 Riley Barber

 95 Anthony Louis–9 Sean Kuraly–10 Alex Wideman

 14 Cody Murphy–25 Blake Coleman–20 Jimmy Mullin

 22 Kevin Morris–26 Justin Greenberg–12 Alex Gacek

5 Chris Joyaux–8 Matthew Caito

 6 Michael Mooney–2 Taylor Richart

 55 Trevor Hamilton–28 Ben Paulides

1 Jay Williams

 35 Ryan McKay
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Posted on October 18, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


17


At 8 a.m., I’ll begin my first trip to Oxford, Ohio, for the big showdown between No. 6 UND and No. 1 Miami.

For those that don’t know, Oxford is a small town (about half the size of Grand Forks) near the border of Ohio and Indiana. Because it is homecoming weekend, all the hotels in town have been booked for some time, and I was about to stay 40 minutes away. Luckily, a room just opened up and I’ll be able to stay in town.

The hockey game will be the big deal on homecoming weekend. The football team is 0-6. It is playing against 1-6 Akron. I just looked at available tickets and I can get a seat in Row 7 (which I will probably do) for the football game. Nobody seems too excited about it. Big Ben isn’t coming back any time soon.

Miami plays at Steve Cady Arena in the Goggin Ice Center, a facility that opened in 2006 and seats about 3,600. It should be sold out for the first-ever NCHC matchup.

I talked with CBS Sports analyst Dave Starman, who will be calling tonight’s game. He said that this matchup was hand-picked as the NCHC opener.

Why?

Look at the recent history of the teams. They rank 2-3 nationally in wins since 2005-06. They are the only teams to have a .600 winning percentage every year since then. They rank 1-2 in most consecutive NCAA tournaments.

Read about the matchup in this story here.

I noticed that Starman also wrote a breakdown of the series for College Hockey News. He gives some scouting reports on each team and some of the players (he’s very connected as he works as a scout for the Leafs). Read his report here.

For Thursday’s paper, I wrote a story on defenseman Troy Stecher. Of the four incoming defensemen, he is the only one that went undrafted and he didn’t receive a lot of buzz before arriving on campus. But he was arguably UND’s best rookie defenseman last weekend.

I’ll also throw out the prediction that Stecher will some day wear a letter at UND, just as he did in Penticton. Read that feature here.

This week’s player in the spotlight is goalie Clarke Saunders. Get to know what he’s like a little bit off the ice in our weekly Q&A segment. Saunders has as much personality as anyone on the team, so check out the video of him answering the questions.

The Dakota Student has a story on UND’s first road trip. UND made the trip to Ohio via charter plane Thursday.

The Cincinnati Enquirer has a story about the beginning of the new league with quotes from NCHC commish Josh Fenton, who will be in Oxford for the series.

What should fans expect to see from Miami this weekend?

Well, there’s a reason everyone picked the RedHawks to win the NCHC. They are very, very deep up front. Riley Barber and Austin Czarnik are the two big guns that attract the headlines. Sean Kuraly is a guy many may remember from the World Juniors. Very good player.

Those of you who go to Fargo Force games will remember Jimmy Mullin. He’s a third-liner on this team. So is Blake Coleman, who dominated the USHL for 92 points three years ago.

So, common logic says the way to beat Miami is outscoring them. Well, not really. The RedHawks finished second nationally last year in team defense, allowing just 1.74 goals per game.

A couple of side notes to this series:

◾We could see a battle of the co-USHL goalies of the year. In 2011-12, UND sophomore Zane Gothberg shared the honor with Miami’s Ryan McKay.

◾Miami forward Alex Wideman and UND defenseman Nick Mattson were roommates when they played for the Indiana Ice.

◾Miami freshman forward Anthony Louis is their version of Rocco Grimaldi. He’s only 5-foot-7, but very dynamic and capable of highlight-reel plays.

Around the NCHC this weekend…

Minnesota Duluth at Colorado College: This is the second half of the doubleheader tonight on CBS Sports. This will be the opener for Colorado College, the only NCHC team that has yet to play a regular season game. Although the Bulldogs didn’t score a lot opening weekend against a tough Tech team, I’m still high on them. Duluth wins and ties.

Denver at Alaska Goal Rush: The Pioneers, who have yet to allow a goal this season, will go play two teams who aren’t exactly offensive juggernauts. How long can Sam Brittain keep his shutout streak going? That one is tough to predict. But I will say the Pioneers take two.

Western Michigan at Alaska Goal Rush: The Broncos are 0-2 and have yet to score a goal this season after getting swept by a very good Notre Dame team. I think they get a win up in Fairbanks, but not two. Broncos split.

Nebraska Omaha at Northern Michigan: Both teams stubbed their toe on opening weekend. The Mavs lost to Bentley; Northern Michigan got swept at Wisconsin. I think the Mavs bounce back. The WCHA’s nonconference struggles continue. Omaha sweeps.

North Dakota at Miami: The RedHawks are No. 1 for a reason. They’ve only lost 3 of their last 29 home games. And their veteran squad has to be a favorite over a young UND team. But UND showed enough good signs Week 1 that I think it can go to Oxford and get a game. Split.

****************************************************************************************

The UND women are back at home this weekend, hosting Ohio State (7:07 tonight and 7:07 p.m. Saturday, 1440 AM).

The Buckeyes have had a tough go in their last couple trips to Grand Forks, going 0-4, losing by a combined score of 26-6. Ohio State hasn’t won in Grand Forks since 2009. UND also has made The Ralph a tough place to play. The women are 15-1-1 in their last 17 games at home.

In today’s paper, I wrote about rookie defenseman Halli Krzyzaniak — one of the big pieces in making this year’s D-corps the best UND has ever had. Read her story here.

On to the pick. I was expecting last week to be a little more bumpy than it was for this UND team, which never allowed the Bulldogs to sustain much pressure. I think UND builds from that and sweeps Ohio State.

Bonus pick? Since Tom Miller is covering the game, I predict Josefine Jakobsen to have a big weekend. I think every time Miller has filled in for me, Jakobsen has been the star. Her parents flew to Grand Forks for the first time ever last week and they are staying through this weekend, so they will be able to take in two more games.

That’s all for now. Catch you from Ohio. Hopefully.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=7#sthash.0r6b3LRQ.dpuf

Sioux Shop accepts challenge

Posted on October 17, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


1


In response to the Miami University bookstore, the Sioux Shop and its manager have accepted the challenge.
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Miami bookstore kicks off the weekend
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The coaches believe that UND and Miami can become a rivalry in the new NCHC. And the Miami bookstore is kicking things off this weekend. Watch below.
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Throwback Thursday

Posted on October 17, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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This weekend’s trip to Ohio will bring back some memories. The first UND game that I covered as the Herald’s beat writer was a UND vs. Miami game in the state of Ohio in the fall of 2005. UND won it 3-0. The goal scorers were guys named Jonathan Toews, T.J. Oshie and Drew Stafford.

That game was played in Dayton as part of the Lefty McFadden tournament. So, take a stroll down memory lane if you wish…

Publish date: Oct. 9, 2005.

Sioux blank Miami in opener

By Brad Elliott Schlossman

Herald Staff Writer 

DAYTON, Ohio — Ten seconds into the game, Jordan Parise showed Miami what to expect all night.

Miami forward Ryan Jones came in on a breakaway just after the opening faceoff, made a good move to his backhand, flipped it toward an opening in the net, only to have it gloved by Parise.

It was just one of several impressive saves by UND’s junior goaltender in a 3-0 win over the RedHawks in the season opener at the Lefty McFadden tournament.

Parise totaled 37 saves – 31 of them through the first two periods – for his fifth career shutout.

“It’s quite a bit more fun when I get a bunch of shots,” Parise said. “I can stay in the game now, it’s actually a lot nicer with more shots.

Offensively, it was the younger players who provided a spark for the Sioux. Rookies Jonathan Toews and T.J. Oshie each scored their first career goals and junior Drew Stafford capped the win with an empty-net goal.

The teams combined for 26 penalties. The difference was that UND converted two power-play opportunities and held the RedHawks scoreless on 11 power-play chances.

“Your goaltender has to be your best penalty killer,” Sioux coach Dave Hakstol said. “And I thought Jordan was our best penalty killer. Guys did a pretty good job limiting the amount of second shots and rebound shots around him. Any time you can come out plus in the specialty categories, it’s big … especially on the road.”

Parise made saves on a handful of breakaways and stoned Miami’s Chris Michael on a penalty shot in the second period.

He was especially busy during the first two periods, as the Sioux spent most of them killing penalties. The RedHawks had eight power-play opportunities in those periods and were outshooting UND 31-13 after 40 minutes, but they couldn’t get one by Parise.

Toews gave the Sioux a 1-0 lead with 2:06 left in the opening period when Chris Porter fired a pass across the slot to the 17-year-old, whose wrist shot hit the post and went in.

Porter immediately tracked down the puck for the freshman to save.

“It felt unbelievable (to score),” Toews said. “We didn’t play very well in the first two periods, and it was good to get the goal. We started playing better after that.”

Freshman defenseman Brian Lee fed Oshie from behind the net for the second goal late in the second period. Oshie one-timed the shot from the bottom of the left circle with just 35.9 seconds left in the period.

Sioux captain Matt Smaby was called for checking from behind late in the game, which this year is an automatic five-minute major and game misconduct. The RedHawks pulled their goaltender for a two-man advantage but couldn’t convert the opportunity.

With 12 seconds left. Stafford won a race to the puck at center ice, skated into the Miami zone and easily put the puck into an empty net for the final margin.

“Jordan was our first star of the game,” Hakstol said. “He was a big part of the win. He allowed some of our younger defensemen to get a win and grow up in a positive situation. That’s important.”

Also important is that Parise picked up where he left off last season.

“I’m just focused on my position and my job, and I’m just playing my role,” Parise said.
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Wednesday live chat

Posted on October 16, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Come chat UND sports with the Herald writers from 3-4 p.m. today.
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UND Sports Zone Show: Homecoming weekend’s hockey, football and volleyball wrap-up

Posted on October 16, 2013  by  gfherald


UND writers Brad Elliott Schlossman, Tom Miller and Wayne Nelson talk about all of the events of Homecoming weekend at UND.

Get Flash Player
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The Daily Dose – Wednesday

Posted on October 16, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Good morning from Grand Forks.

The talker this morning is likely still Ryan Gropp’s decision to jump to the Western Hockey League mid-season.

Why did he go? Gropp was off to a slow start with Penticton in the BCHL and is hoping to get a jump start in the new league.

How much does it hurt UND? Gropp figured to be a very good college player somewhere down the line, so it does hurt UND, but not as much as J.T. Miller or Stefan Matteau’s de-commitments.

Why not? In this situation, UND already has some top-end 1996-born forwards lined up in Nick Schmaltz, Shane Gersich, Chris Wilkie, Austin Poganski and Rhett Gardner. And UND probably has two years to replace Gropp, not six weeks like Miller.

Yes, Gropp was scheduled to come next season. But do we even know for sure that he would have? He was producing at less than a point per game clip in a very offensive league. Even guys who were not prolific scorers at UND like Darcy Zajac and Matt Watkins produced well over a point per game in that league.

And with UND eligible to return almost its entire group of forwards, while adding in some elite 96s, it’s hard to believe that a kid who isn’t putting up a ppg average in the BCHL would be ready for a top-six role in the NCHC, especially on what figures to be a deep, veteran squad.

Next year is Gropp’s draft year, and racking up points in the BCHL may have been a better option for him than playing a third- or fourth-line role at UND. So, that’s why I’m not totally convinced that next year was his year. That means UND probably has two years to pick up a ’95, ’96 or ’97 to fill that spot.

Gropp’s numbers weren’t bad by any means for a ’96-born player — 8 points in 10 games. But he only factored in on 4 of the team’s last 39 goals, he led the team in turnovers and had the worst plus-minus. Those are the stats that probably tell why he’s looking for a change of scenery. Hopefully, for his sake, it works.

*****

In case you didn’t see earlier, tickets are now on sale for the Great Northwest Showcase in Burnaby, B.C., in January. You can purchase them for $15 or $20 at www.burnabymountainhockey.com if you are planning on attending.

*****

If you want the quote of the week, it belongs to Minnesota Duluth women’s coach Shannon Miller, who said: “We were clearly the better team,” after getting outshot 40-20 by UND on Sunday afternoon.

*****

We are giving our weekly Ice Time page a facelift this year. That should be done this afternoon. I think it will be an upgrade.
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UND loses Gropp to WHL

Posted on October 15, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Ryan Gropp will no longer be coming to UND.

The top recruit has signed with the Seattle Thunderbirds of the WHL, making him ineligible for college hockey.

“I am really excited to be joining the T-Birds,” Gropp said in a statement. “I have been having this feeling of joining the T-Birds for a while and it is better to make this decision sooner rather than later. The team is off to a good start and it is good to come and be a part of that. I am looking forward to getting started and joining the team.”

Gropp had eight points in 10 games to start the season with the Penticton Vees. According to Penticton coach and general manager Fred Harbinson, that wasn’t the start that Gropp expected.

“Ryan’s mindset last summer when he committed to UND (University of North Dakota) and decided to return to Penticton, was that he would enter the NCAA as a true freshman which coincides with his draft year,” Harbinson said. “Unfortunately Ryan did not get off to the start everyone expected this season, hence possibly affecting his long term goals. After a few discussions with Ryan and his family, we came to the conclusion it would be best for Ryan to change directions and move on to the WHL.

“Ryan was a great teammate during his time in Penticton, and our organization wishes him nothing but the best in his future hockey endeavors.”

In the last two-plus years, UND has lost four recruits to major juniors: first-round pick J.T. Miller, first-round pick Stefan Matteau, undrafted Miles Koules and now Gropp, who is eligible for the 2015 NHL draft.

UND still has a very good class of 1996-born forwards with Nick Schmaltz, Shane Gersich, Chris Wilkie, Austin Poganski and Rhett Gardner.
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The Daily Dose – Tuesday
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The new polls came out Monday afternoon, and as expected, Miami is the new No. 1 team.

That means a bit more hype will be added on to this weekend’s showdown between the No. 1 RedHawks and No. 6 North Dakota in Oxford, Ohio. I wrote about that in today’s weekend update, which is a new feature we are rolling out this season.

I’ve heard a few NHL higher-ups are planning to attend the series, which will be the NCHC opener.

*****

The hot-button topic this week is fighting in the USHL after a player began having convulsions on the ice after he hit his head at the end of a fight.

Chris Murphy of the Fargo Forum did a nice job detailing the incident in this story.

With all of the new data coming from Boston University regarding brain injuries, and with stories like this happening, it’s probably only a matter of time before other leagues start adopting college’s fighting rule.

*****

UND recruit Trevor Olson, who was thought to have sustained a longterm injury, is already back in the lineup for Sioux City. Olson played on Friday night and had an assist in Sioux City’s win over Tri-City.

UND recruit Shane Gersich also scored in his first trip to World Arena. The U.S. Under-18 team lost to Colorado College.
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Women finish five-point weekend

Posted on October 14, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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The first big test of the post-Lamoureux era for the UND women’s team came this weekend against Minnesota Duluth and the results were quite encouraging.

UND took 5 of 6 points from the Bulldogs and it was pretty dominant in doing so.

First-period shots on Saturday afternoon were 9-8 UND. The rest of the weekend, UND outshot Duluth by a lopsided 69-30 mark, including 40-20 on Sunday as the team earned a win and a tie (plus a shootout victory) against the Bulldogs.

If the Bulldogs wind up being as good as the UND coaching staff believes they will be, then that’s a great result for UND, especially when you consider the team’s youth.

The most experienced defenseman that UND had in the lineup this weekend was Sam LaShomb, who is four games into her sophomore season and 42 games into her career. That’s hard to believe when this is already probably the best collection of defensemen the program has ever had.

I’ve written about Halli Krzyzaniak before, but Gracen Hirschy also is very talented and they bring offense that UND is not used to from the back end.

Up front, these is probably the deepest the team has been. They are obviously led by Michelle Karvinen, who was the best player on the ice this weekend. But there are also contributions from all over the lineup, including freshman Amy Menke and sophomore Becca Kohler.

UND is starting to compile some impressive stats. The team is 15-1-1 in its last 17 home games and it is unbeaten in 25 straight (23-0-2) against teams other than Minnesota and Wisconsin dating back to Nov. 2, 2012.

Those marks will both be tested this upcoming weekend about Ohio State, but if they can play like they did this weekend (and figure out the power play), results should be good for UND.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=8#sthash.a7mlcWn5.dpuf

Saturday night rewind

Posted on October 13, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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UND stormed to a two-goal lead in the first period and appeared set to sweep Vermont, but the Catamounts got two back in the second period and the teams went on to tie the series finale in Ralph Engelstad Arena. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald gamer

Grand Forks Herald sidebar on adjusting to new calls

USCHO

UNDsports.com

NCHC top performers

5 points — Riley Barber, Miami, 4 goals, 1 assist

 4 points — Austin Czarnik, Miami, 1 goal, 3 assists

 2 points — Josh Archibald, Omaha, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Drake Caggiula, UND, 1 goal, 1 assist

 Shutout — Sam Brittain, DU, 28 saves

Other thoughts and notes:

◾As I wrote in my game story, as frustrated as UND was about giving up a two-goal lead, there was a lot more good than bad this weekend. Lots of encouraging signs.

◾Tomorrow when the polls come out, Miami is going to be the No. 1 team in the country. So this team has quite a challenge ahead: Going on the road to take on the top-ranked team in the nation.

◾UND hit twice as many points as goals scored on Saturday. Rocco Grimaldi’s season total is up to 3 posts as he hit the crossbar twice. Brendan O’Donnell hit the left post twice, too.

◾Grimaldi had 15 shot attempts, 10 shots on goal, 2 off the post and 3 missed the net. He was dominant and coach Dave Hakstol double shifted him at one point because he was so dominant.

◾Speaking of O’Donnell, he’s a different player than last year. He has played well. Before the season, I said that I thought the play of the juniors would be very telling in how good this team would be. So far, so good for O’Donnell and his classmates.

◾UND won the faceoff battle 39-31. Mark MacMillan bounced back from a tough opening night to go 17-10 on draws.

◾The teams had a practice shootout after the game. I think it’s safe to say that when UND gets to the real thing, it will use Grimaldi and Michael Parks as two of the three regulars.
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Gameday final: UND 2, Vermont 2, tie

Posted on October 12, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


3


Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Net. It is NOT on DirecTV. If you don’t get Midco, you can watch the HD Webcast on www.undsports.com. Lineup  note: Two changes on defense. Jordan Schmaltz and Keaton Thompson are in for Andrew Panzarella and Gage Ausmus. Zane Gothberg starts in net. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

UND 1, Vermont 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Jordan Schmaltz, Drake Caggiula) 10:58. Caggiula makes an outstanding play to hold the puck in the zone at the blue line and create space. He gives it to Schmaltz at the inside of the right circle and Schmaltz dishes a cross-crease pass to Grimaldi for a one-timer.

UND 2, Vermont 0 — Drake Caggiula (Adam Tambellini) 19:17. Caggiula rushes the puck up the right wing on his backhand with Tambellini cutting down the slot. Santaguida thinks Caggiula is going to center it but he goes top shelf on the short side with his backhand.

Second period

UND 2, Vermont 1 — Robert Polesello (Jonathan Turk) 3:34. Polesello tries to drag the puck between a couple of sticks. The puck eventually gets through and he wrists a shot from the left circle that goes off of Gothberg’s glove and trickles in. Gothberg’s shutout streak to start the season ends at 57:57.

UND 2, Vermont 2 — Chris McCarthy (Nick Bruneteau, Rob Hamilton) 17:14 (sh). McCarthy carries the puck on a two-on-one up the left wing. He fakes a shot, cuts to the middle and scores high glove to tie the game.

Third period

No scoring.

Overtime

No scoring.

UND’s lines

21 Brendan O’Donnell–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 10 Adam Tambellini–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–17 Colten St. Clair

 25 Mitch MacMillan–16 Mark MacMillan–7 Wade Murphy

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Scratches: Derek Rodwell, Gage Ausmus, Andrew Panzarella, Coltyn Sanderson, Bryn Chyzyk, Matt Hrynkiw.

Vermont’s lines

20 Brendan Bradley–17 Jake Fallon–3 Chris McCarthy

 23 Connor Brickley–11 H.T. Lenz–6 Colin Markison

 22 Brady Shaw–19 Matt White–7 Tom Forgione

 8 Jonathan Turk–18 Robert Polesello–29 Malcolm McKinney

26 Caylen Walls–2 Michael Paliotta

 5 Rob Hamilton–4 Nick Bruneteau

 24 Chris Muscoby–15 Yvan Pattyn

1 Mike Santaguida

 30 Pat Feeley
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Women’s final: UND 4, Duluth 3
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Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

UND 1, Duluth 0 — Michelle Karvinen (Meghan Dufault) 10:41. Dufault comes up the left wing and centers to Karvinen cutting down the slot. The puck hits Karvinen’s leg and goes up in the air, but the Finn is able to swat it in from mid-air down low.

UND 1, Duluth 1 — Jenna McParland (Jamie Kenyon, Lara Stalder) 11:08. McParland makes a great move to get around Eisenschmid. She comes in alone on Amsley-Benzie and scores five-hole.

Duluth 2, UND 1 — Jenna McParland (Emma Stauber, Lara Stalder) 19:27 (pp). Stauber launches a shot from the point that’s tipped by McParland past Amsley-Benzie.

Second period

Duluth 3, UND 1 — Lara Stalder (Jenna McParland, Jamie Kenyon) 16:21. Stalder holds the puck at the right point and shoots through a maze of bodies and into the corner of the net for her third point of the day. McParland also collects her third point of the day.

Third period

Duluth 3, UND 2 — Becca Kohler (Michelle Karvinen, Meghan Dufault) 2:53. Dufault controls the puck behind the net and finds Karvinen cutting down the slot. Black makes a save on Karvinen, but Kohler follows it up and buries the rebound.

UND 3, Duluth 3 — Sam LaShomb (Michelle Karvinen) 3:43. Karvinen gives the puck to LaShomb at the top of the right circle. LaShomb walks it in a little bit and snipes it short side to tie the game. Karvinen registers her third point of the day.

UND 4, Duluth 3 — Josefine Jakobsen (Samantha Hanson, Susanna Tapani) 13:25. Hanson launches a point shot that Jakobsen deflected to give UND the lead.

UND’s lines

77 Susanna Tapani–63 Josefine Jakobsen–10 Andrea Dalen

 3 Michelle Karvinen–51 Becca Kohler–19 Meghan Dufault

 15 Kayla Gardner–14 Marissa Salo–11 Shannon Kaiser

 21 Amy Menke–55 Lisa Marvin–13 Layla Marvin

22 Tanja Eisenschmid–18 Halli Krzyzaniak

 4 Sam LaShomb–6 Gracen Hirschy

 5 Johanna Fallman–8 Samantha Hanson

1 Shelby Amsley-Benzie

 29 Lexie Shaw

 35 Amanda Koep

Duluth’s lines

16 Jamie Kenyon–13 Ashleigh Brykaliuk–19 Jenna McParland

 43 Meghan Huertas–92 Brienna Gillanders–44 Zoe Hickel

 22 Marie Delarbe–18 Hannah Bramm–46 Bailey Wright

 17 Katherine McGovern–28 Demi Crossman–8 Alivia Del Basso

7 Emma Stauber–21 Lara Stalder

 80 Tea Villila–5 Sidney Morin

 14 Jordan Krause–3 Madison Kolls

1 Kayla Black

 34 Karissa Grapp
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For the second time in three years, UND rallied for a victory in a season-opening game at Ralph Engelstad Arena. In 2011, it was Brock Nelson leading UND back with two third-period goals. This time, it was Rocco Grimaldi with a four-point night as UND topped Vermont 5-3. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the team’s balance

UNDsports.com

Burlington Free Press

NCHC top performers

4 points — Rocco Grimaldi, UND, 1 goal, 3 assists

 3 points — Sean Kuraly, Miami, 3 assists

 2 points — Joey Benik, SCSU, 2 goals

 2 points — Mark MacMillan, UND, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Drake Caggiula, UND, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Nic Dowd, SCSU 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Austin Ortega, Omaha, 1 goal, 1 assist

 2 points — Cody Murphy, Miami, 1 goal, 1 assist

Other notes and thoughts:

◾I actually voted Zane Gothberg as the No. 1 star of the game. I thought he was terrific in stopping all 17 shots he faced and he allowed UND to win this game. UND coach Dave Hakstol even admitted after the game that if Gothberg allowed one goal there and it went to 4-1, UND probably would have lost.

◾Penalties were a major story in this game. Vermont had 11 power plays. UND had 7. The directive from the NCAA was to call games tighter this season, so we might see a couple of these early on as the players adjust. The players even said as much in postgame interviews.

◾Of course, in special teams-fests like that, you need to win the special teams battle and UND did that. The power play scored a pair of goals and UND held Vermont to 1 PPG on 11 chances.

◾Time spent on power play in this game was 14:50 for Vermont and 7:29 for UND. That adds up to 22:19 of power-play time — more than a third of the game.

◾Troy Stecher earns the title as most impressive freshman in this contest. He was playing with a ton of confidence and didn’t look like a rookie at all. Forwards are going to have to know when Stecher is on the ice and when to cover because he loves jumping up.

◾I thought the crowd was outstanding and as into the game as any nonconference season opener that I can remember. No Hockey East building draws more than than 6,500 per game, so this was something that Vermont players were not used to.

◾UND doesn’t have Corban Knight anymore and that showed in the faceoff circle. UND did win the faceoff battle, but at a narrow margin, 39-37. Jake Fallon went 20-12 for the Catamounts to lead that category.

◾Since losing two games at the 2009 IceBreaker in Agannis Arena, UND is 3-0-1 in openers.

◾It’s got to be a huge confidence boost for Brendan O’Donnell to have a nice start to the season and score a goal.

◾UND’s top three lines all were productive. The fourth line didn’t see a lot of ice time with the special teams.
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Gameday final: UND 5, Vermont 3
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Tonight’s viewing: Midco Sports Net. It is NOT on DirecTV. If you don’t get Midco, you can watch the HD Webcast on www.undsports.com. It is $63.95 for the season if you buy today. Price goes up like 20 percent tomorrow, I’m told. So, if you want to watch home games on webcast this season, today’s the day to buy. Lines and live chat are below.

First period

Vermont 1, UND 0 — Nick Bruneteau (Brady Shaw, Rob Hamilton) 2:57 (pp). At the end of a power play, Bruneteau blasts one from the right point that goes off of Ausmus and in the corner of the net.

Vermont 1, UND 1 — Adam Tambellini (Drake Caggiula, Rocco Grimaldi) 3:25. Caggiula walks a defenseman on a rush up the right wing and takes the puck to the net. The puck goes in the air and Tambellini swats it in for the first of his career.

Vermont 2, UND 1 — Tom Forgione (Pete Massar, Brendan Bradley) 7:08. Saunders is looking over his left shoulder as the puck is behind the net. The puck comes to the other side of the  night and Forgione easily puts it in past Saunders, who was still satnding and looking the other way.

Second period

Vermont 3, UND 1 — Rob Hamilton 5:19. Mattson can’t get one by the point guy on a clearing attempt and Hamilton wrists one from the point through traffic. Saunders pulled after allowing that one.

Vermont 3, UND 2 — Rocco Grimaldi (Mark MacMillan, Nick Mattson) 13:34 (pp). MacMillan starts the play with a great pass from the right circle to Grimaldi cutting down the slot. The goalie comes out to challenge and Grimaldi goes behind the end and uses quick hands move it back into the blue paint behind the goalie.

Vermont 3, UND 3 — Brendan O’Donnell (Luke Johnson) 18:50. Johnson makes an strong play along the end wall and tries to take it to the net. The puck goes off his stick to O’Donnell cutting down the slot. O’Donnell makes no mistake.

Third period

UND 4, Vermont 3 — Mark MacMillan (Rocco Grimaldi) 3:09 (pp). UND has a 10-second five-on-three power play and UND takes advantage. After the draw, Grimaldi finds MacMillan a step behind the defense. MacMillan fakes a shot to get the goalie down, walks a step and puts it over the goalie’s pad.

UND 5, Vermont 3 — Drake Caggiula (Rocco Grimaldi) 19:52. Vermont tries to get the puck out of the zone and pull the goalie but can’t do it. UND ices it when Grimaldi strips the puck from a Vermont defenseman and takes a huge hit to make a play to Caggiula, who snaps home his first of the year.

UND’s lines

25 Mitch MacMillan–16 Mark MacMillan–7 Wade Murphy

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–27 Luke Johnson–15 Michael Parks

 10 Adam Tambellini–9 Drake Caggiula–19 Rocco Grimaldi

 17 Colten St. Clair–28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder

18 Dillon Simpson–22 Andrew Panzarella

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Scratches: Jordan Schmaltz (violating athletic dept. academic policy last spring), Keaton Thompson, Bryn Chyzyk, Coltyn Sanderson, Matt Hrynkiw.

Vermont’s lines

20 Brendan Bradley–17 Jake Fallon–3 Chris McCarthy

 23 Connor Brickley–11 H.T. Lenz–6 Colin Markison

 22 Brady Shaw–12 Mike Stenerson–21 Mario Puskarich

 7 Tom Forgione–19 Matt White–16 Pete Massar

26 Caylen Walls–2 Michael Paliotta

 5 Rob Hamilton–4 Nick Bruneteau

 25 Nick Luukko–15 Yvan Pattyn

1 Mike Santaguida

 30 Pete Feeley

Officials — Joe Sullivan and Timm Walsh
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After a long six-and-a-half months of waiting since the Grand Rapids regional, UND hockey is officially back tonight with a season-opening game against the University of Vermont in Ralph Engelstad Arena.

And I think I have enough content to keep you occupied for a while today as you wait for the puck to drop.

For starters, I wrote a long piece on the current state of recruiting in college hockey. About 10 years ago, the recruiting age really dropped. I remember writing a story a while back about the trend beginning. This story was a chance to see how those recruits have panned out and how early recruiting has affected college hockey.

I talked to nearly every Big Ten and NCHC coach and relayed the most interesting comments. I enjoyed hearing their perspectives on the issues.

Read the story here.

While doing interviews for that story, some coaches dropped some interesting comments about the NCAA vs. CHL battle, blaming some of the lost players on NHL teams. College coaches usually aren’t real outspoken about that, so I wrote a sidebar with some of their thoughts. Read the sidebar here.

Speaking of recruiting, both the Big Ten and the NCHC have some strong classes coming in this season. I talked with Bucky’s Fifth Quarter writer and Muskegon Lumberjacks scout Andy Johnson about them in my first venture into podcasting. Check that out on this blog entry here.

In case you didn’t see it on Thursday, there’s going to be a huge group of supporters for Stephane and Yvan Pattyn this weekend at the Ralph. About 100 people are coming down from Ste. Anne, Man. Read that here.

The Dakota Student also wrote about the Pattyn showdown. Read that story here.

The Burlington Free Press has a weekend preview, quoting Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon as saying: “A lot of the best players in the country are going to North Dakota right now.” He’s presumably also referring to UND’s future recruiting classes, which are pretty good.

NCHC predictions….

Miami at Ohio State: The No. 2 RedHawks open with former CCHA rival Ohio State, which is playing its first game under coach Steve Rohlik. Miami sweep.

Western Michigan vs. Notre Dame (home and home): Two more former CCHA rivals face off in this one. The Irish have to be the favorites, but I think the Broncos pull one out. Split.

Michigan Tech at Minnesota Duluth: I think this is a battle of two teams who could be on the NCAA tournament bubble at the end of the season. This series will be huge for the Huskies, who play a difficult nonconference schedule this season. Split.

Bentley at Omaha: Logic says that this is a great way for an explosive Omaha team to start the season with some confidence. But in the past few years, these are the games where the Mavs have stubbed their toe. I don’t see it happening this time. Omaha sweep.

Bemidji State at St. Cloud State: The Huskies are planning to raise their first WCHA championship banner in a matchup of two teams who lost a lot of good offensive players to graduation. St. Cloud State has more in the cupboard, though. Huskies sweep.

Merrimack at Denver: The Pioneers didn’t inspire a lot of confidence by losing their exhibition game. Goals could be at a premium this series. Denver wins and ties.

Vermont at UND: Vermont will be playing without its third-leading scorer and its goaltender from last year, but the Catamounts have plenty of solid players on the blue line. They get one point. UND wins and ties.

**************************************************

My UND women’s content won’t be posted until Saturday because of the Saturday-Sunday series. You’ll have to wait for that.

But one note I do have to pass along is that there’s a new Twitter account from the UND women’s hockey video department, @UNDWIHVideo. It sounds like they are planning to post some video clips after watching game film. If that sounds interesting, check it out.

**************************************************

Lastly, if you are in town, you may want to check out the Fan Luncheon at the Alerus Center at noon today. There’s quite a list of speakers, including Dave Hakstol, Kevin Sneddon and Brian Idalski. Football coach Chris Mussman, volleyball coach Ashley Hardee (always entertaining) and Northern State hoops coach Don Meyer also are expected to speak. It’s $10 for a buffet lunch.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged friday morning reading, und hockey, und sports
  |  20 Replies 

Podcast: Breaking down recruiting classes

Posted on October 11, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


4


Decided to try something new this season. As part of a preview, I teamed up with Bucky’s Fifth Quarter writer and Muskegon Lumberjacks scout Andy Johnson to break down the recruiting classes of the Big Ten and NCHC teams.

We try to give some scouting reports on players and talk about which recruits may make the biggest impact this season.

Hopefully, it turned out OK. It’s about 54 minutes long. If you like it, I may try to do some more podcasting type stuff. If it’s too long and too hard to listen to, I will stick to the writing.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged recruiting, und hockey, und sports
  |  4 Replies 

The Daily Dose – Thursday

Posted on October 10, 2013  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Good morning everyone.

Are you all ready for a Pattyn invasion?

No, not George S. Patton. We’re talking about the Pattyn crew of Ste. Anne, Man., which is expected to bring around 100 people down to this weekend’s Battle of the Pattyns in the UND-Vermont series.

Read about that here.

It was a lot of fun talking to Mitch Pattyn, the father of Stephane and Yvan, who will square off in this weekend’s college hockey opener. You can tell where they get their influences from.

Mitch talked about how fortunate both of the boys feel to be playing college hockey at great programs and that they are both living out a dream right now. The family couldn’t be more excited for the trip.

I called the wrong Pattyn family in Ste. Anne at first and got one of his aunts. I asked if she was coming to Grand Forks, too. Of course she is.

Today at the weekly press conference, Mark MacMillan talked a little bit about his memory of playing against his brother Mitch a couple of years ago when Mitch was at St. Cloud State. Mark said he wasn’t nervous for the game at all. Just excited.

Mark said that Stephane has been joking all week that he’s going to run his brother a few times.

*****

As you will notice in the above-linked story, Vermont is coming to town a little banged up. They will be without one of their top scorers for the year, and they will be breaking in a new goalie.

Of course, that goalie could be the one that helped backstop Adam Tambellini’s Surrey Eagles to a BCHL title last season.

*****

For Friday’s paper, I have a story going about early recruiting in college hockey. It talks about why it’s happening and what the results have been.

I didn’t think about it until now, but one of those young recruits that UND nailed down several years ago will be in The Ralph this weekend wearing a different jersey. You may recall the name Matt White. He was committed for a short time while in the USHL. He ended up de-committing and moving back home to Pittsburgh. White should be one of the Catamounts’ top scorers this season.

*****

Former UND defenseman Derek Forbort notched a Gordie Howe Hat Trick tonight — a goal, an assist and a fight for the Manchester Monarchs in the AHL.

*****

UND women’s forward Susanna Tapani is the rookie of the week in the WCHA. Tapani had six points in two games to open her college career last weekend against Lindenwood.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=9#sthash.wai6sDXp.dpuf

Panthers win in Vancouver for first time in 19 years with 3-2 victory 
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

4:32 a.m. EST, November 20, 2013

VANCOUVER —  

Panthers coach Peter Horachek opened Tuesday's morning skate by telling his team that the Florida Panthers had never won a game in this building.

"I have,'' chimed in goalie Tim Thomas, who when last seen in Rogers Arena was holding aloft the Lord Stanley Cup after a Game 7 shutout.

 Related

• Canucks coach rips team after loss to Panthers: 'We sucked' 

NHL: Florida Panthers at Vancouver Canucks

NHL: Florida Panthers at Vancouver Canucks

• Box score: Panthers 3, Canucks 2 (Shootout) 

Now, they all have a win here, as the reinvigorated Panthers downed the Canucks in a 3-2 shootout behind Thomas late Tuesday night for their first two-game winning streak of the season and first victory in picturesque Vancouver since their inaugural 1993-94 season.

The Panthers had gone 0-5-5 since beating them 2-1 on March 7, 1994 in the old Pacific Coliseum. They dealt the reeling offensively challenged 11-9-3 Canucks their fifth straight loss (0-3-2), while scoring just six goals.

The 6-12-4 Panthers improved to 2-4 in overtime and 2-3 in shootouts while the Canucks fall to 5-4 in overtime and 1-3 in shootouts.

"That's exactly what we said after the game, now we've all won here,'' laughed Thomas, who had 27 saves and improved to 32-27 in shootouts after stopping all three Canucks attempts, including dangerous shootout practitioner, former Panther Mike Santorelli. "I've been fortunate to have success in it over my career. It's obviously nervewracking for a goalie.''

 Top 100: Miami Dolphins cheerleader photos  

The Canucks' last shot in the shootout by Chris Higgins clanged off the post. Huberdeau, who won the practice shootout on Monday, is now 4-for-9, after putting on a slick, double-forehand deke move to sneak it past former Panthers goalie Roberto Luongo, who falls to 32-39 in shootouts.

"You got to give them credit,'' Luongo said. "They played hard. … He's slick, I wish I was more patient on that play.''

The Panthers have completed the heavy lifting end of this rugged five-game odyssey against the Wild, Avalance and Canucks, winning two of three. Now it's off to snowy Edmonton and Calgary for a back-to-back set on Thursday and Friday in very winnable games.

"I think they were in our zone for the first 12 minutes of the second period. We bent but didn't break,'' Horachek said. "We hung in there. … In the third period after they scored, coming back with the goal [by Shawn Matthias] was huge. So the guys are responding the right way, showing good character.

"That's why [Thomas] has won before, why he's won a Stanley Cup, won a Vezina. He's confident and has a smile on his face while he does it and gives our guys confidence.''

Tied at 1-1 after two periods, the Canucks took a 2-1 lead at 2:45 when Tomas Fleischmann made an ill-advised pass to the middle of the ice in front of his own net. Rookie Aleksander Barkov didn't look like he was expecting it and the puck went off his stick to right wing Jannik Hansen, who roofed it over Thomas' flailing glove.

Even under Kevin Dineen the Panthers have been resilient in third periods and they tied it 2-2 when rookie center Nick Bjugstad whizzed a centering pass to Matthias, who one-timed it past Luongo at 8:34 for his third of the season.

The Panthers entered the game with 23 third-period goals, tied for fourth most in the league, while Vancouver had just 12 or two more than the league low.

The Panthers' revitalized power play struck again in the opening period as seconds after Brad Boyes had a goal waved off because of goaltender interference on Hansen, he made the next one count on a rebound off a shot from Barkov that Luongo could only wave goodbye to.

It was Boyes' team-leading eighth goal, and third in four games. Of course, the re-energized Scottie Upshall notched an assist, his fifth point in four games. The same trio basically accounted for three PPGs in Saturday's 4-1 victory over the Avs, although only one counted as two others scores came seconds after Colorado penalties had expired.

The Canucks came in with the league's top-ranked PK unit, having allowed just one PPG in their last 29 chances over nine games.

The Panthers led 1-0 after one and have grabbed leads in two straight games after having four all season before that. It was nearly 2-zip but Luongo stoned Marcel Goc on a shorthanded breakaway.

However, fiery Canucks coach John Tortorella apparently blistered his charges during intermission after getting thoroughly outplayed by the Panthers and they came out of the dressing room as if they had each consumed a 6-pack of Red Bull.

The Panthers said hello to five former players, including Higgins and a revitalized Santorelli, who combined to tie it at 16:34 of the second period. Santorelli, who did the dirty work, got it to Higgins in the slot where he flicked it through a traffic jam for his seventh goal of season, tying him for second most on Vancouver.

Santorelli, who signed a two-way minimum deal in July to restart his stalled career, notched his 13th point.

"He was a dynamic player, a young player but I think he's maturing into a pretty good player,'' said Horachek, who was an assistant in Nashville for parts of two of Santorelli's seasons there.

"When he gets chances he makes the most of it which is what they're supposed to do, get better and be responsible in certain areas.''

The bitter fans, still remembering how Thomas dominated their favorite team and outdueled Luongo in the Stanley Cup finals a few years ago, had a good time serenading him with derisive chants of his name throughout.

It was Canucks defenseman Jason Garrison's first game against the team that helped make him wealthy. Garrison went from a $700,000 blue-liner with the Panthers to $5.5 million the following year and $27.6 million for six years in free agency in the summer of 2012.

Garrison certainly paid a huge role in the Panthers ending their 10-season playoff drought with a franchise-record (for defensemen) 16 goals, including nine PPGs on the league's seventh-ranked unit. That unit was ranked 30th this season, but has got hot lately.

Garrison had just three PPGs last year and one this season, but he was also a whopping plus-18 in the lockout season.

Fan favorite David Booth, who's trying to recapture his skating speed and offense after a series of lower-body injuries, was scratched.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

60 Minutes is a TV show but it's also winning formula for Panthers 

New coach Horachek proud of his team's complete-game rout of the Avs
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

7:10 p.m. EST, November 17, 2013

The three major reasons for the firing of coach Kevin Dineen and for the Panthers awful start were poor starts, a putrid power play and their inability to play well for 60 minutes.

Check, check and check in Saturday's 4-1 complete-game demolition of the suddenly slumping Colorado Avalanche, who the Panthers hadn't beaten in Denver since 2003.

Before the Pepsi Center upset, the Panthers had been outscored 22-8 in the first period and had scored first in just four of their 20 games. Despite clawing back from behind in eight games to at least tie in the third period, the Panthers would invariably fold down the stretch in a flurry of four overtime and shootout losses.

Not Saturday, as they led from start to finish after Brad Boyes' goal at 12:40 of the first. That resulted in Florida's first opening-period lead under interim coach Peter Horachek, who's 2-3 since taking over for Dineen.

"I've been asking for it,'' said Horachek, who gave the team a scheduled day off in Vancouver Sunday. "That's a heckuva team over there. You have to play 60 minutes. They have so many weapons. I was proud of the guys.

"We wanted to start with that first period because it seems to be a period … they seem to fall backwards and end up having to come back in games. The guys played hard and really felt like what it's like to play 60 minutes.''

Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell, the quarterback of the team's 30th-ranked power play, fired a slapper past Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov for a power-play goal early in the second to give Florida it's first 2-0 lead of the season.
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"We moved it around better," Campbell said. "It's frustrating for me. Our power play's been in the Top 10 the last few years. Not a lot has changed; we still have the personnel here to get the job done, so for me it's something I think about a lot and it upsets me. We got to start climbing in that category and be better."

They were much better and for all intensive purposes other than statistically the Panthers tallied three PPGs, because two other goals came seconds after the Avs' penalty had expired.

Defenseman Tom Gilbert, Campbell's blue-line partner, notched three assists to tie a career high and got presented with the team's latest victory hat, a red cowboy hat with a large 'M' on it, the kind that late wrestler Randy 'Macho Man' Savage used to sport.

"It takes a little time to build chemistry and we focused more on our system and where we want to be,'' Gilbert said. "It was a perfect example of guys being in the right spot, moving the puck quick and getting the puck to the net.''

Thomas notches 200th win

While Campbell, Jonathan Huberdeau (third-period goal) and Gilbert earned their postgame Three Stars honors, the Panthers may not have led in the first period or even have won Saturday without sterling goaltending from Tim Thomas, who became the 73rd goalie to win 200 games.

Thomas, who notched his first assist of the season, deflected the credit.

"I knew I had to be ready, but the support I had out in front of me all night long was really the difference,'' said Thomas, who made 32 saves.

MacKinnon vs. Barkov

Neither of the 2013 top two draft picks notched a point Saturday in their first NHL meeting, but Panthers rookie Aleksander Barkov, the second overall pick, got the best of Colorado forward Nathan MacKinnon, the overall top pick.

Barkov's linemates, Scottie Upshall, who was given the prestigious 'A' on his sleeve for the first time as a Panther, and Boyes had two assists and a goal respectively. Barkov was a plus-1 in 17:38 and was 9-2 on faceoffs.

MacKinnon was a minus-1 in 17:14 with a team-leading seven shots on net, three hits and was 2-0 on draws.

"No, I just concentrate on my game and my team's game,'' said Barkov, when asked if he acknowledged MacKinnon.

Horachek is thrilled to have Barkov, but he noticed MacKinnon.

"They're both great players,'' he said. "MacKinnon is exciting, gots lot of energy, he's talented and is going to be a star in the NHL for many years.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers getting bigger as Hayes makes debut in Denver 

GM Tallon's intent on building team with size, strength and toughness
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

9:08 p.m. EST, November 16, 2013

DENVER Perhaps lost in the shuffle of the sudden departure of top-six forward Kris Versteeg on Friday was the arrival of who General Manager Dale Tallon hopes can literally be a huge piece of the puzzle for the Panthers' future success.

Even at 6-foot-6, 221 pounds, Jimmy Hayes got lost in the talent-laden dressing room of the Chicago Blackhawks, winners of two Stanley Cup titles in the last four years.

Hayes, 23, who was drafted in the second round by the Maple Leafs in 2008, has played 43 games over parts of three seasons with the Blackhawks, and has six goals with seven assists.

"I wasn't expected to be traded but it's a huge opportunity for me,'' said Hayes, who was scratched Friday in St. Paul after flying early from Grand Rapids, Mich., but made his Panthers' debut Saturday night against the Avs. "I'm real excited to be here. I need to go out and prove I can play.

"I've developed my game in Chicago, played some games for them, and had a good year in the minors last year. Now I want to make the jump to be a full time NHLer.''

Hayes, who had nine points in 31 games his rookie year in Chicago in 2011-12, had 25 goals and 45 points in 67 games for the Rockford Icehogs (AHL) last year. He fits the mold for Tallon.

"We want to big, strong, deep and tougher, things we need to improve on by adding size and diversity to our lineup,'' Tallon said. "Hayes can play center, wing at 6-6. We got Nick Bjugstad at 6-6, Jacob Markstrom 6-6, Erik Gudbranson 6-4, Aleksander Barkov 6-3, Alex Petrovic is 6-4.
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"So we're focusing on being faster, tougher, all those things to be a Stanley Cup winning team.''

He was also referring to 6-2, 205-pound defenseman Dylan Olsen, who Tallon drafted in the first round (28th) in 2009 when running the 'Hawks, before including him in Friday's deal.

"He's a good mobile defenseman who plays his position very well, can kill penalties, makes a good first pass and is well-versed defensively,'' Tallon said. "Both these kids have been blocked by the talent in Chicago. They'll get their chance here.''

Olsen, 22, who reported to the Panthers' AHL affiliate in San Antonio, played alongside Hayes at Boston College and then as rookies in 2011 when he played 28 games (one assist, minus-5).

One of Hayes' better NHL fights was against Blue Jackets' toughie Derek MacKenzie, after MacKenzie took a cheap shot at Olsen.

"I've seen him play against my last team [in Nashville],'' Panthers coach Peter Horachek said. "He's a young man with a lot of potential. You need to have some size. You see how well Bjugstad is playing out there; he's been one, if not, our most consistent forward since I've been here.''

Campbell on Versteeg

Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell wasn't happy to see Versteeg go back to the defending champion Blackhawks, where the two won a Cup together in 2010.

Campbell adamantly denied any truth to a tweet circulating that he asked Versteeg to take him with him.

"That's false,'' Campbell said. "It's disappointing; I'm going to miss him. At his high point, no, obviously, he never got back to that, but I think he was coming around.''

At 34, and due $7.142 million annually through 2015-16, Campbell knows his contract is hardly tradeable, so he's into winning now, not tomorrow.

"[Tallon] said he has a plan, so obviously I've got to trust him,'' Campbell said. "I know this year's been a struggle. I'm hoping we can get back to it or next year or immediately with a new coach and make some progress.

"Teams have won with young guys around this league. Hopefully, for my sake it happens sooner than later.''

Top rookies go at it

Saturday night's matchup featured the first between the top two picks of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft in Colorado's Nathan MacKinnon at No. 1 and Florida's Aleksander Barkov at No. 2.

MacKinnon has three goals and 12 points, tied for second most among rookies, while Barkov has four goals and eight points. It helps that MacKinnon plays on a 14-win team while Barkov's on a four-win squad.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers trade Versteeg back to Chicago and then lose 3-2 to Wild 

Huberdeau and Kopecky spark short-lived comeback; team acquires 6-6 forward Hayes and D Olsen
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Video: Kris Versteeg on his return to the Blackhawks.

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:38 p.m. EST, November 15, 2013

ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA —  

It seems like yesterday when Kris Versteeg, Stephen Weiss and Tomas Fleischmann formed the hottest line in hockey as they propelled the Panthers to their first playoff berth in 10 seasons.

Skate ahead two years to 11:30 p.m. Thursday, and suddenly Fleischmann stood alone, as General Manager Dale Tallon shipped a struggling, injury-prone Versteeg back to the reigning Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks for a couple of prospects.

 Related

Video: Versteeg on returning to Blackhawks

Video: Versteeg on returning to Blackhawks

• Video highlights: Wild 3, Panthers 2 

• Panthers' Bjugstad expects raucous reception in homecoming  

Tallon promised more changes were coming after firing coach Kevin Dineen last Friday. But no one expected it to be Versteeg, who Tallon first made wealthy while running the Blackhawks where the Lethbridge, Alberta native helped lead Chicago to a Stanley Cup title in 2010 with 20 goals and 44 points.

"His play was inconsistent,'' Tallon said Friday morning. "He tried to do too much, probably carrying the burden of a big contract and wasn't consistent enough. This is based on performance only.

"He had some flashes of brilliance, but we need to be excellent on every shift. He's going to a place he had success, so it'll be a good fit for him.

"We're going to continue to be aggressive, make changes that are important to the history of our franchise moving forward and keeping an eye on the present without losing focus on the future.''
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The present remained murky as the Panthers began a rugged five-game, eight-day road trip with a gritty 3-2 loss to the torrid Wild, who improved to an NHL-best 9-1-2 at home while going 6-0-1 in their last seven. The Panthers beat the Wild 2-1 in a shootout on Oct. 19, to finish the season series at 1-1.

Trailing 2-0 after two, the Panthers stormed back as hard-working forward Tomas Kopecky snapped a 28-game goal drought off a sweet feed from Jesse Winchester — back after a three-game suspension — at 3:31 of the third.

"Hopefully it's over and I can't think about it too much,'' said Kopecky, who led the team with five shots on goal. "The more I'm going to shoot the more chances I have to score. Every time I got a chance I'm going to shoot.

The Panthers, who dominated the Wild in the third period, have scored first in just four of 20 games.

"We have to play with the sense of urgency we play when we're behind,'' Kopecky said. "We showed today that we can come from deficit to nothing. We have to play the full 60 minutes like the last 20.''

Five minutes later Jonathan Huberdeau ended his own 12-game slump with a top-shelf wrister off a great steal by rookie Nick Bjugstad, Mr. Hockey, who played his first NHL game in his home state.

However, Charlie Coyle tallied a doorstep goal past Tim Thomas with 8:22 left for the game winner. With Thomas (17 shots) out of the net in the final minute, the Panthers nearly scored on a Scottie Upshall wrister, but goalie Josh Harding made his 22nd save to improve to 11-2-2 with a league-leading 1.26 goals-against-average.

"It seems like the same picture coming back over and over again,'' Panthers coach Peter Horachek said of another failed comeback. "This is definitely a project for us to get over that mental part of the game.

"That second goal was preventable. We do that to ourselves. We fight our way back into the game. We've done that before ... Our guys sometimes feel that something bad is going to happen.''

When Tallon took the Panthers' job during Chicago's cup run, one of his first moves was to sign Versteeg to a four-year contract worth $17.6 million, as well as trade for his teammate defenseman Brian Campbell.

Tallon admitted he needed new owner Vinnie Viola to sign off on the deal that has the Panthers paying for half the remainder of Versteeg's annual $4.4 million contract through the 2014-15 season.

Included in the deal was Panthers prospect forward Philippe Lefebvre for 6-foot-6 forward Jimmy Hayes and 6-2 defenseman Dylan Olsen, who Tallon drafted 28th overall in 2009. Olsen, 22, played in 28 games for Chicago in 2011, but has had trouble cracking their star-studded blue line.

Hayes scored 25 goals for Rockford last season and made it to the Xcel Energy Center in time for morning skate, but was scratched.

Versteeg, 27, hasn't been the same since notching 54 points in his first season in Florida. A series of injuries, including hip surgery in May 2012 and ACL surgery in April 2013, have limited his production. He scored four points in 10 games last season and had just two goals with seven points in 18 games this season.

Dineen didn't appreciate Versteeg's defensive prowess (minus-9), and benched him against Washington on Nov. 2, the first healthy scratch of his career. Apparently, Horachek had his issues with Versteeg, playing him 11:46 against Anaheim on Tuesday.

"It's more than scoring goals,'' Horachek said. "His game wasn't consistent; it wasn't at the top of his game. He hadn't played well yet this year.''

Versteeg, who waived his no-trade clause, e-mailed the Sun Sentinel explaining how grateful he was for his time with the Panthers, but clearly his heart remained in the Windy City.

"[I was] shocked,'' Versteeg told the Chicago media. "We were struggling a little bit and you heard that there might be something going on. But obviously when Dale called me last night and told me I was coming back here, obviously put a smile on my face.

"It's where my heart is.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers send Versteeg back to Chicago for prospects 

Struggling forward returns to Blackhawks where he won a Stanley Cup in 2010; Panthers will pay half his remaining salary
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Video: Kris Versteeg on his return to the Blackhawks.

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:44 p.m. EST, November 15, 2013

ST. PAUL, Minn.—  

It seems like yesterday that Kris Versteeg, Stephen Weiss and Tomas Fleischmann formed the hottest line in hockey as they propelled the Panthers to their first playoff berth in 10 seasons.

Skate ahead two years to 11:30 p.m. Thursday, and suddenly Fleischmann stood alone, as General Manager Dale Tallon shipped a struggling, injury-prone Versteeg back to the Blackhawks for a couple of prospects. Weiss signed with the Red Wings in the offseason.

 Related

Video: Versteeg on returning to Blackhawks

Video: Versteeg on returning to Blackhawks

• Preview: Panthers at Avalanche, 9 p.m. Saturday 

• Panthers' Bjugstad expects raucous reception in homecoming  

Tallon promised more changes were coming after firing coach Kevin Dineen last Friday. But no one expected it to be Versteeg, who Tallon first made wealthy when running the Blackhawks where the Lethbridge, Alberta native helped lead Chicago to a Stanley Cup title in 2010 with 20 goals and 44 points. He added 14 points in the playoffs.

When Tallon took the Panthers' job during that Cup run, one of his first moves was to sign Versteeg to a four-year deal worth $17.6 million, as well as trade for his teammate defenseman Brian Campbell.

"His play was inconsistent,'' Tallon said Friday morning via conference call. "He tried to do too much, probably carrying the burden of a big contract and wasn't consistent enough. This is based on performance only.

"He had some flashes of brilliance, but we need to be excellent on every shift. He's going to a place he had success, so it'll be a good fit for him. … He's an asset, had value and we needed to make a change.''
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Tallon admitted that he needed new owner Vinnie Viola to sign off on the deal that has the Panthers paying for half the remainder of Versteeg's annual $4.4 million contract through the 2014-15 season.

The Panthers also traded prospect forward Philippe Lefebvre to Chicago for 6-foot-6 forward Jimmy Hayes and 6-2 defenseman Dylan Olsen, who Tallon drafted 28th overall in 2009. Olsen, 22, played in 28 games for Chicago in 2011, but has had trouble cracking the Blackhawks' star-studded blue line.

Hayes, 23, scored 25 goals for Rockford last season and made it to the Xcel Energy Center in time for morning skate, while Olsen headed to San Antonio.

"It's a huge opportunity for me,'' said Hayes, who has 13 points in 48 games over three seasons with Chicago after getting drafted in the second round by the Maple Leafs in 2008. "I hope to prove I can play, work hard and develop my game here.''

Versteeg, 27, hasn't really been the same player since he notched 54 points in his first season with the Panthers. A series of injuries, including hip surgery in May 2012 and major ACL surgery in April 2013, has limited his effectiveness. He scored four points in 10 games last season and had just two goals with seven points in 18 games this season.

Dineen didn't appreciate Versteeg's defensive prowess (minus-9), and benched him against the Capitals on Nov. 2, the first healthy scratch of his career. Apparently, newly named coach Peter Horachek had his issues with Versteeg, playing him just 11:46 against the Ducks on Tuesday.

"It's more than scoring goals,'' Horachek said. "His game wasn't consistent; it wasn't at the top of his game. He hadn't played well yet this year I don't think.''

While Versteeg, who waived his no-trade clause, e-mailed the Sun Sentinel explaining how grateful he was for his time with the Panthers, clearly his heart remained in the Windy City.

"I said if there's ever a chance, I would love to come back," Versteeg said on Friday after taking a 6 a.m. flight out of Minneapolis. "It obviously happened, and I'm really excited about it. I've got hopefully a lot of years ahead of me, and hopefully it's as a Blackhawk. It's where my heart is.

"[I was] shocked. I didn't really know what was going to happen. Florida, we were struggling a little bit and you heard that there might be something going on. But obviously when Dale called me last night and told me I was coming back here, obviously put a smile on my face.''

At 34, Campbell didn't seem thrilled to see his close friend leave for two unknown players as part of another rebuild.

"At his high point, no, obviously, he never got back to that, but I think he was coming around,'' Campbell said. "Dale said he has a plan, so obviously I've got to trust him.

"This year has been a struggle, but hopefully, we can get back to it, or next year, or immediately with a new coach, and make some progress. Teams have won with young guys around this league. Hopefully, for my case it happens sooner than later.''

Fleischmann has played for four teams in eight years.

"Obviously, I'm sad, those are great guys, obviously I miss them but I've been traded, too,'' said Fleischmann of Weiss and Versteeg. "Hockey is a business. If things don't go well anything can happen. Unfortunately, Steeger got traded and we have to go from there. It'll be a great opportunity for him to start his year after injury again [in Chicago].''

Tallon said he's frustrated with the losing and more changes will come unless the team starts winning.

“I’m not happy with the situation our team is in, in terms of wins and losses,'' Tallon said. "The effort has been better lately. We’re going to continue to be aggressive, make changes that are important to the history of our franchise moving forward and keeping an eye on the present without losing focus on the future.''

Versteeg thrilled to rejoin Blackhawks
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Video: Kris Versteeg on his return to the Blackhawks.

By Chris Kuc

Tribune reporter

9:24 p.m. EST, November 15, 2013

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — In the summer of 2010, Kris Versteeg received a call from Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman informing the winger he had been traded to the Maple Leafs.

During the conversation, Versteeg had a message for Bowman.

“I said, 'If there’s ever a chance, I would love to come back,'" Versteeg, 27, said Friday, about 14 hours after the Hawks re-acquired him in a trade with the Panthers. “I’m really excited about it. I’m still young. I’ve got hopefully a lot of years ahead of me, and hopefully (they’re) as a Blackhawk because it’s where my heart is.”

 Related

Video: Versteeg on returning to Blackhawks

Video: Versteeg on returning to Blackhawks

Saturday's matchup: Blackhawks at Predators

Saturday's matchup: Blackhawks at Predators

Blackhawks game photos

Blackhawks game photos

Bowman struck a deal with former Hawks GM Dale Tallon late Thursday that brought Versteeg, a popular and key component of the Hawks’ 2010 Stanley Cup championship run, back to Chicago in exchange for prospects Dylan Olsen and Jimmy Hayes. The Hawks also received prospect Philippe Lefebvre, and the Panthers will pay half of Versteeg’s annual $4.4 million salary through 2015-16.

Versteeg arrived in Chicago after getting “about 30 minutes of sleep” Thursday night and skated on the third line in practice with Bryan Bickell and center Andrew Shaw.

“I try to fit into whatever lineup I'm in, with whatever role the coach tries to put me in,” said Versteeg, who can play on the power play and penalty kill. “But this is a strong lineup, and I’m going to have to compete hard every night for a roster spot and just try to help make this team better in whatever way I can.”

Versteeg's second stint with the Hawks officially begins Saturday night in Nashville. In a twist, he could be lined up against Predators winger Viktor Stalberg, who came to the Hawks from Toronto in the 2010 Versteeg deal and helped them capture the 2013 Stanley Cup before leaving for the Predators as a free agent.
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“I was pretty surprised to see they got (Versteeg) back,” Stalberg told the Tribune. “I’m sure he’ll be a great fit there. It’s kind of funny that I had to take his spot three years ago, and now he’s taking mine back.”

Versteeg, who had two goals and five assists in 18 games with the Panthers this season while rebounding from major knee surgery in April, admitted it was difficult watching from a distance when the Hawks hoisted the Cup last season.

“I’d be lying to say I wasn’t jealous,” he said. “It's something I was a part of in 2010, and it was a very special experience. To see them go through that again, you're very excited for your friends that were on the team and the organization that you did it with, but you're a little jealous because you'd like to be there, too, and helping. It’d be very nice to do it again here.”

Already flying high with a four-game winning streak, the Hawks had an extra spring in their skates during practice and there was a jovial mood in the dressing room knowing they had added firepower to a potent offense that leads the NHL with 3.58 goals per game.

“Maybe we’ll have some eight-goal games now,” Shaw said with a smile. “I know playing against him a few times now that he’s got a lot of skill. He’s a great player, good defensively and he works hard.”

Added Bickell: “(Versteeg) has a lot of different things he can bring to the table. He can penalty kill, he can play on the power play and do what it takes to help the team win. His skill level is up there in the league, and I’m looking forward to getting an opportunity to play with him.”

Coach Joel Quenneville said Versteeg “is going to be that guy” at right wing on the third line. That spot has been in flux all season.

“It’s a perfect fit for us and for him as well,” Quenneville said. “That line can be effective on both sides of the puck and very dangerous offensively. Steeger does a lot of good things with the puck, and away from the puck, he just adds that to his game (and) we’ll be very pleased.”

In a related roster move, the Hawks reassigned Brad Mills to Rockford.

ckuc@tribune.com

Twitter @ChrisKuc

Copyright © 2013 Chicago Tribune Company, LLC

Panthers' Bjugstad expects raucous reception in homecoming 

Minneapolis native accustomed to passionate crowds in Wild's arena while playing in high school, college
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By Craig Davis

Sun Sentinel

8:02 p.m. EST, November 14, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS—  

The kid from Minneapolis won't be overcome by the moment when he steps on hometown ice for the first time as a professional.

Nick Bjugstad, who will have that opportunity Friday when the Panthers begin a 6,500-mile, five-game trek through the West at Minnesota, has already played in Xcel Energy Center packed with passionate hockey fans.

That was in high school, where the state hockey tournament claims the distinction as the best attended prep playoffs in any sport in the country, even topping football in Florida and Texas and basketball in Indiana. No wonder they call it the State of Hockey.

"The state tournament is different. There's 18,000 people there, and it's high school hockey," the rookie center said Thursday. "It's exciting. Obviously, Minnesota is passionate about hockey. So it will be pretty cool."

Bjugstad, 21, who was named Mr. Hockey as the state's top high school player in 2009-10, played in the state tournament three times with Blaine High, though without notable success. That came in college when he helped the Minnesota Gophers win the NCAA West Regional final in the same arena to earn a trip to the Frozen Four in 2012.

Now he returns after making a quick jump from college to the NHL with the struggling Panthers who are regrouping under new coach Peter Horachek but hopeful after showing resilience in defeating a top-tier team Tuesday against Anaheim.
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Before that they had gone nine games without a celebration since a shootout win over Minnesota in Sunrise on Oct. 19.

So Bjugstad got the "surreal" feeling of being on the ice against the team he idolized out of the way then. But the thought of skating into the Wild's lair in a visitor's jersey gives him chills of anticipation.

"It will be pretty crazy. Playing in front of family and friends will be the coolest part," said Bjugstad, though noting disappointment that his former college teammates will be occupied with a game of their own that night.

If the first three games under Horachek are an indication, Bjugstad will get plenty of time to show his stuff to the home crowd. His playing time has increased 5 to 6 minutes a game from what he was getting under Kevin Dineen, though the former coach expressed praise and growing confidence in the 6-foot-6 forward in recent weeks for his presence and faceoff aptitude.

Bjugstad, a first-round selection in 2010, had his longest stint Tuesday as his 18:44 of ice time was third among Panthers forwards. He won nine of 17 faceoffs, helping the Panthers claim 63 percent of the draws against the Ducks (Marcel Goc dominated the circle, winning 18 of 23).

“Obviously, I’ve got to stay focused and do the best I can to maintain those minutes and keep working hard,” Bjugstad said.

Horachek's way

The Panthers had the first chance to practice the system changes Horachek is implementing with back-to-back sessions Wednesday and Thursday at Saveology.com Iceplex. But he stressed that it is just a start in trying to cram what should be accomplished in a training camp into limited practice time between games.

Horachek said he would like to pattern the Panthers after the prevalent style of teams in the Western Conference — the West is winning about 69 percent of games against the East this season.

"I think the structure of the defense in the Western [Conference] is better," he said. "That's what we're trying to do to here, get the structure in place so it's you're backbone. Then when something breaks down, your system can support you in those situations."

Bjugstad said: "It's just playing an aggressive style; it's a little more simple. A lot of guys are buying into it, I think." He added, "I think the main thing is just battling and playing with heart. I think that's going to win us more games than the system."

Mottau matters again

The Panthers debut of veteran defenseman Mike Mottau on Tuesday was his first since the 2012 playoffs with Boston. The owners' lockout caught him as a free agent without a team last season, an uneasy spot for a father of four.

The veteran of five NHL organizations did play in 34 games with two AHL teams, and said he benefitted in working under coach Dallas Eakins with the Toronto Marlies. The Panthers will encounter Eakins in Edmonton, where he has been under fire in his first season leading the Oilers.

"I was a little disappointed that I didn't get any [NHL] time, but I just took it as a positive and tried to move forward," Mottau said. "On some level it was nice to be around the family a little bit. But also a lot of uncertainty. You want to know what you're going to be doing for a paycheck when you have more than yourself to look after."

Panthers storm back to stun Ducks 3-2 and end nine-game slide 

Upshall notches goal and assist on Boyes' game-winning goal in third period
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

11:25 p.m. EST, November 12, 2013

SUNRISE — —  

The Ducks and Panthers were both born on Dec. 10, 1992, and are celebrating their 20th anniversary of existence this season.

But while these two franchises were clearly separated at birth and by success, a rejuvenated Scottie Upshall helped the Panthers roar back from a two-goal deficit to stun the NHL-leading Ducks 3-2 Tuesday night at BB&T Center and end a nine-game (0-5-4) tailspin.

 Related

• Box score: Panthers 3, Ducks 2 

The 4-11-4 Panthers, who beat the 15-4-1 Ducks for the first time since 2008, gave their new coach Peter Horachek a happy home debut after two losses on the road since taking over for Kevin Dineen last week.

"[Brian Campbell] blew it, he threw the puck to the fans,'' joked Shawn Matthias, who started the comeback with a second-period goal, about the intended momento for Horachek's first NHL victory as a head coach.

It was Finnish Fan Night in honor of retiring Ducks superstar Teemu Selanne, and the Panthers seemed finished just 40 seconds into the contest. Andrew Cogliano accepted a nifty cross-ice pass from Daniel Winnik before lifting a snap-shot past goalie Tim Thomas for a quick 1-0 lead.

The Ducks, whose five-game winning streak was snapped, were 10-1-1 when scoring first, while the Panthers were 1-10-3 after allowing the first goal. So much for stats.
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Not long after a video tribute to the 43-year-old Finnish legend who is retiring following his 21st season, the Ducks took a 2-0 lead when defenseman Hampus Lindholm roofed a wrister.

Horachek wasn't happy with the start, but loved the finish to Florida's first victory since Oct. 19.

"We have to learn how to be a 60-minute hockey team,'' Horachek said. "Tonight we played 40 minutes and beat a heckuva hockey team. We still got lots of work to do, but I'm really proud of the way they responded.''

Selanne, who led the Ducks to a Stanley Cup title in 2007, was robbed of his 679th career goal by Tim Thomas on a point-blank opportunity in the second period. That seemed to wake up the Panthers and crowd as they scored two goals within a 70-second span to force a 2-2 tie after two.

"I felt terrible, the worst I felt all year in the first period,'' said Thomas, who made 32 stops for his third victory. "I was fighting the puck. Going out for the second, [Thomas Kopecky] said, 'enough is enough.'

"I didn't know how confident to feel that we could come back against a really good team. But it started to come together and it was a great effort after that.''

Matthias spun around with a sneaky backhand through rookie goalie Frederik Andersen's 5-hole at 13:28. Then 1:10 later, Upshall unleashed a slap shot from the point that ricocheted off sticks and bodies for his third goal of the season.

At 4:29 of the third period, Upshall's slot shot caromed to Brad Boyes outside the crease, where he potted the game-winner for his team-leading sixth goal.

"As a group we're playing better and tonight was an example of having a guy like Thomas in net,'' Upshall said. "We thanked the coaching staff after the game.''

Thomas stoned Emerson Etem with 1:54 remaining to preserve the victory.

It was Andersen's first loss after beginning his career with six victories.

Homage to Selanne

On hand to pay homage to Selanne was the Panthers' Finnish tandem of rookie Aleksander Barkov and Selanne's close friend, Sean Bergenheim.

At 18, Barkov is just 19 games into his first NHL season or 1,383 less than one of his idols.

"He's the best Finnish player of all time,'' Barkov said. "He was already a legend playing here and I wasn't born.''

Selanne was in his third NHL season with Winnipeg when Barkov was born.

"We all knew he's going to be one of the top players coming from Finland,'' Selanne said. "It's amazing how these young guys can adjust like this and be ready to play in the NHL.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Finnish great Selanne hopes countryman Barkov follows his path 

Ducks star wing felt for fellow Finn and friend Sean Bergenheim when his injuries were slow to heal this summer
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:56 p.m. EST, November 12, 2013

SUNRISE — —  

It was Finnish Fan Night at BB&T Center on Tuesday, but the Panthers were hoping for only one finish — a winning one.

After losing nine straight games, the Panthers hosted the Ducks, the NHL's winningest team, and included a video tribute to Anaheim's ageless superstar Teemu Selanne, inarguably Finland's greatest hockey export.

Barring a playoff meeting, Selanne, 43, is playing the Panthers for the final time in South Florida, as he has announced his retirement after his 21st NHL season. On hand to pay homage to their countryman were the Panthers' own Finnish tandem, rookie Aleksander Barkov and Selanne's close friend Sean Bergenheim.

At 18, Barkov is just 18 games into his first NHL season, or 1,383 less than one of his idols.

"He's the best Finnish player of all time,'' Barkov said. "He was already a legend playing here and I wasn't born.''

Actually, Selanne was in his third NHL season with Winnipeg when Barkov was born. Two years earlier, Selanne, then 22, scored 76 goals to win the Calder Trophy.
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The Finnish Flash has 678 career goals and 759 assists on a certain Hall of Fame resume that includes leading the Ducks to a Stanley Cup title in 2007, when he notched 15 of his 82-point career playoff total.

"I met him only once, but I haven't seen him play,'' Selanne said of Barkov. "We all knew he's going to be one of the top players coming from Finland. It's amazing how these young guys can adjust like this and be ready to play in the NHL.''

Barkov, who scored his fourth goal Sunday to snap an eight-game goal drought, smiled when asked if he saw himself playing at 43, or 25 years from now.

"I don't know, that's a long time,'' Barkov smiled.

Selanne, who has played on several national teams with Bergenheim, works out with the Panthers forward every summer. While recently fired Panthers coach Kevin Dineen hinted that Bergenheim was taking too long in his 18-month recovery from two core (groin area) surgeries, Selanne said his friend was beyond frustrated by the tedious ordeal.

"It was just painful to watch because he tried to push and push, but he was very frustrated when his groin didn't get better,'' Selanne said. "We went full throttle in August and he couldn't keep up. Hopefully, his injuries are gone; it wasn't fun.''

Selanne, who has three goals and seven points in 14 games, said conditioning and love of the game still drives him.

"Obviously, still healthy and I try to really look after myself,'' said Selanne, a 10-time All-Star wing. "It's still fun, the passion, that's the biggest thing.''

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said he's amazed that the first recipient of the Maurice Rocket Richard Trophy for leading the league with 47 goals in the 1998-99 season is still a key contributor to Anaheim's 15-3-1 start.

"Look, at 43 years old I could barely walk, and he's out there playing and skating as fast as anybody in a young man's game,'' Boudreau said. "I absolutely marvel at him every time I see him.''

Boudreau, Mottau on Horachek

Boudreau and recently hired Panthers interim coach Peter Horachek climbed up the coaching ranks together on opposing benches in the minor leagues.

"He's fiery back there,'' said Boudreau, whose known to be pretty animated himself. "He's a smart hockey man who's learned from really good people. [Predators coach] Barry Trotz is one of the smartest coaches going. If he brings that work ethic, that dynamic over here, they're going to be in good shape.''

Panthers defenseman Mike Mottau, who was recalled from San Antonio on Monday, appreciated Horachek's coaching style while together on the Rampage.

"He has a real good feel for the game,'' Mottau said. "He has a good demeanor and is getting his point across, but he's not in your face yelling. He's very calm, and it's a calming influence on the guys.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Interim coach Peter Horachek has lots to teach, little time 
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By Dieter Kurtenbach and Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:22 p.m. EST, November 10, 2013

Panthers interim head coach Peter Horachek wants to install his systems and tactics with his new team, but he’s not sure when he’ll have the time.

Horachek, who was hired to replace Kevin Dineen on Friday morning, has only had 45 minutes of on-ice practice with the Panthers players since accepting the job. With back-to-back games and a day off on Monday, Horachek has had to temper his installation plan.

“It’s impossible, and it’s not going to happen,” Horachek said. “What you can do is make little changes, which hopefully gives us an attitude about work.”

Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell, who scored his first two goals of the season in Sunday’s 4-3 loss to the Rangers, is looking forward to practices on Wednesday and Thursday to help digest Horachek’s systems.

“We’re playing lot of hockey here, so it’s going to be tough,” said Campbell, who has three career two-goal games, including the playoffs, with his last coming in last season’s delayed season opener against the Hurricanes on Jan. 19.

“[In] practice you learn it a little bit, but a lot of it was chalk talk before the game. We have to pay attention and be ready.”

The Panthers displayed some of Horachek’s nothing-fancy style in their 5-on-5 play in a 3-2 loss to the Senators on Saturday, but their ongoing power play failures sealed the loss. They were 0-for-5 with a man advantage, including over a minute while skating 5-on-3.

They were 1-of-25 on the power play over eight games until rookie Aleksander Barkov ripped in a rebound in the final minute of the first period Sunday. Still, the Panthers’ six PPGs are tied for fewest in the NHL and they were unable to tie the Rangers in the final minute despite holding a 6-on-4 advantage.

“Chalk talks and video can only do so much,” Horachek said. “You have to practice [power plays].”

Horachek’s system is a clear product of Barry Trotz’s style in Nashville, where Horchek was an assistant and then associate head coach over nine seasons.

“The teams that I want to coach, want to be strong structurally,’’ Horachek said. “There was too much ad-libbing.”

That freelancing was reduced Sunday in a hard-fought loss.

“I think we really just simplified our game. Hockey is a pretty simple game when you look at it. We don’t have to complicate it up too much,” defenseman Erik Gudbranson said.

Markstrom sent down; Mottau recalled

The Panthers sent goalie Jacob Markstrom to San Antonio Sunday morning because the 23-year-old Swede has regressed rather than progressed this season.

Panthers GM Dale Tallon said that Markstrom needs regular work to get “out of his funk.’’

Markstrom was expected to be the starter this season until the Panthers signed Tim Thomas in training camp. However, in 11 games, Markstrom is 1-5-3 with a 3.36 goals-against-average.

Veteran Scott Clemmensen will back up Thomas.

The Panthers loaned defenseman Ryan Whitney, who cleared waivers Saturday, to San Antonio, and called up veteran defenseman Mike Mottau. Mottau, 35, has played 313 NHL games.

GMs to meet

Tallon, who said he’s been on the phones regularly trying to make trades, will get face time with his peers at a GM meeting Tuesday afternoon in Toronto.

The Panther whose name comes up most on the trade rumor is struggling defenseman Dmitry Kulikov.

Panthers drop ninth straight game in 4-3 loss to Rangers 

Late turnovers and penalties set up two Rangers' third-period goals
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By Dieter Kurtenbach, Sun Sentinel

10:22 p.m. EST, November 10, 2013

NEW YORK—  

 The Florida Panthers are playing with a newfound energy under coach Peter Horachek, but that hasn't translated into wins.

The New York Rangers scored twice in the third period and held off a late Panthers push to win 4-3 Sunday night, extending the Panthers' losing streak to nine games.

The story of loss No. 9 wasn't much different than the eight defeats that preceded it. Unforced turnovers, untimely penalties and unconverted late scoring chances did in the Panthers.

Dmitry Kulikov's giveaway set up the Rangers' go-ahead goal. Kulikov attempted a blind, backhand pass in his own zone that went directly to the stick of Carl Hagelin, who found a streaking Brad Richards, who scored his sixth goal of the season.

Kulikov found himself in the penalty box minutes later, giving the Rangers a 5-on-3 power play that they converted when Richards set up Mats Zuccarello for a one-timer that beat Florida's surprise starter in goal, Tim Thomas, and gave the Rangers an insurance goal that would prove to be the game's difference.

The Panthers finished the game on a power play, but late chances by Thomas Fleischmann and Brad Boyes were turned away by Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist, who stopped 24 shots Sunday.
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"You got really good offensive opportunities, then you shoot yourself in the foot," Horachek said. "Then you go out and you get something going again, and then you shoot yourself in the foot. We're going to have to decide what kind of team we're going to be, because that's losing hockey."

Brian Campbell scored his first two goals of the season Sunday — his second pulled the Panthers within one in the final seven minutes — but his effort wasn't enough.

"I don't know what to say," Campbell said after the game. "It deflates you. That's how teams lose hockey games. ... We know what we have to do, and we know where we can't turn over pucks."

The Rangers struck first, spinning the Panthers around with a dazzling passing display to set up the opening goal.

J.T. Miller scored his first goal of the season on an open net, as defenseman Ryan McDonagh's puck handling put him in on goal with the Panthers defense converging. McDonagh dished the puck to Chris Kreider, while Miller swooped around to the weak side, where Kreider found him with a tape-to-tape pass. Thomas, who stopped 25 shot, was unable to get from post-to-post, and Miller deposited the puck with ease to give the Rangers a 1-0 lead.

Aleksander Barkov scored a power-play goal to pull the Panthers even just before the end of the first period. Barkov was able to beat Lundqvist after the 2012 Vezina Trophy winner made two outstanding saves, the first on a Tom Gilbert shot from the point, the second on a point-blank rebound chance off the stick of Kris Versteeg. Barkov, floating beside the net, found the puck on his stick after Versteeg's shot deflected off Lundqvist's left pad, and dropped himself down to put enough power behind the shot to sneak it past the star goalie.

The Panthers took a short-lived 2-1 lead with a bizarre goal halfway though the second. A Campbell shot from the top of the left-wing circle was screened in front of the net by Scottie Upshall. The shot deflected off the left post, off the back of Lundqvist's leg, and into the net.

The goal gave Campbell 400 career points.

The Rangers answered less than three minutes later, when Derek Dorsett outworked Gilbert on the side of the Panthers net, and punched the puck past Thomas.

Campbell's second goal of the game was an individual effort. The defenseman spun around this marking, put a shot on net and then put back the rebound.

The Panthers last won on Oct. 19.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers fall to Senators 3-2 in Horachek's debut 

Florida fails to put a shot on goal in three third-period power plays.
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By Dieter Kurtenbach, Sun Sentinel

6:27 p.m. EST, November 9, 2013

KANATA, CANADA—  

The Peter Horachek era started the same way the Kevin Dineen era ended — with a Panthers loss.

Ottawa scored twice in the first 125 seconds and held off the Panthers the rest of the way to win a Saturday-afternoon game at the Canadian Tire Center 3-2. The loss extended Florida's losing streak to eight games and spoiled Horachek's NHL head coaching debut.

"You put yourself behind the 8-ball in the first couple minutes of the game ... that's a tough situation," Horachek said. "The effort was good, but we certainly can't put ourselves in that situation."

Nik Bjugstad and Marcel Goc scored for the Panthers. Goc's goal, which came halfway though the third period, pulled the Panthers within one and set up an ultimately futile comeback attempt.

The Panthers had three power plays in the third period — including a 5-on-3 advantage for over a minute — but were unable to put a shot on goal in any of them.

"Our power play wasn't very good. Every part of the game on the power play needs to improve," Horachek said. "That's something we're clearly going to have to work on."
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Tim Thomas, activated from the injured reserved list before the game, started for the Panthers and was under siege all afternoon. He stopped 29 of them in his first start since Oct. 22 — the game that started the Panthers' losing streak — but fell to 2-4 on the season.

The contest started at a feverish pace, with Ottawa scoring less than two minutes in, and then adding a cushion to that lead 19 seconds later.

The goals pointed out Thomas' rust. The first, a seeing-eye shot from the bottom of the right-wing faceoff circle by Kyle Turris, sneaked under Thomas' arm on the short side of goal.

"I felt a little out-of-sorts in the beginning there, and I kind of wasn't awake for that first goal," Thomas said after the game. "I had to get back into kind of game type of thinking rather than practice."

The second goal, scored by Mika Zibanejad, was a simple rebound put-back into a net that was vacated by an overly-aggressive Thomas, who nearly came out to the circle to challenge Zibanejad's first attempt.

The Panthers scored two minutes later when Bjugstad swept the front porch clean and slid the puck past Ottawa goalie Robin Lehner, who stopped 26 other shots in the game. The goal was assisted by Tomas Kopecky, giving the forward his first point of the season after 17 games.

Ottawa expanded its lead to 3-1 with a 5-on-3 power-play goal that came, again, from the bottom of the right wing circle. Ottawa's Norris Trophy-winning defenseman, Erik Karlsson, crept deeper into the slot as the power play progressed and ultimately found himself in position to set up Clarke Macarthur, who one-timed Karlsson's pass past Thomas' glove.

The Panthers were afforded an excellent opportunity to pull within a goal of the lead in the early-goings of the third period, when a Chris Neil trip and a Chris Phillips delay-of-game penalty gave Florida 77 seconds of 5-on-3 power-play time.

A few shifts after the Senators killed the penalty, Goc fired a slap shot from the top of the left wing circle that found the small gap that was both over Lehner's glove and under the crossbar. The Panthers had two power-play opportunities after the goal but were unable to pull the trigger on a shot that could have pulled them even.

The eight-game losing streak is the Panthers' worst since 2005.

Goalie conundrum

When the Panthers activated Thomas before Saturday's contest, a pileup was created at the goalie position.

Defenseman Ryan Whitney cleared waivers Saturday, which allowed the Panthers to carry three goalies for their game against the Senators, and with Florida playing games on back-to-back days, no roster move is expected until Monday at the earliest — but the team does not plan on carrying three goalies for the remainder of the season.

The decision on which goalie will be ousted will ride on Thomas' health. Sunday's lineup against the Rangers will likely be a precursor of what's to happen as well. 

Scott Clemmensen backed up Thomas Saturday, with Jacob Markstrom in the press box as a healthy scratch. If Markstrom does not start Sunday, he'll likely be sent to AHL affiliate San Antonio before the Panthers' game against Anaheim Tuesday in Sunrise. Clemmensen cleared waivers earlier this season and would likely do so again if the Panthers opt to drop the veteran.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers GM Tallon opts for a new voice in Peter Horachek 

The Panthers' 12th coach is organized, tough and demands hard work from his players
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Florida Panthers fire head coach Kevin Dineen 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

9:14 p.m. EST, November 8, 2013

This was not the way Peter Horachek wanted to realize a long-term goal to become a head coach in the NHL, but he'll take it.

Horachek, 53, became the Panthers' 12th coach Friday morning when General Manager Dale Tallon fired Kevin Dineen in an attempt to stem the hemorrhaging of a disastrous 3-9-4 start that includes a current seven-game losing streak.

He's the third consecutive first-time NHL head coach hired by the Panthers, including Dineen and Pete DeBoer.

 Related

• Florida Panthers fire head coach Kevin Dineen  
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"I've always wanted to do [this]," said Horachek, who's married to Stacy, with son, Cullen. "When you grow up playing and turn to the coaching ranks that's the next step, where you always want to get to.

"My stint as an NHL assistant coach was very exciting for me, coaching the best players in the world. … But when somebody gets fired, quality guys like Kevin, Gord, Rammer, that's what bothers me the most."

The purge included assistant coaches Gord Murphy, who also worked in the previous regime under DeBoer, and assistant Craig Ramsay. All, like Dineen, were in the final year of their contracts.

Horachek, an Ontario native, was an assistant for the Nashville Predators from 2003-11 and associate head coach from 2011-13.
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It's there where he worked under current Panthers assistant GM Mike Santos, who immediately hired Horachek to coach Florida's AHL affiliate in San Antonio when he was fired by Nashville in May. Horachek's arrival forced Rampage coach Chuck Weber to become his co-head coach, as Horachek seemed to be a Panthers coach-in-waiting.

"We reflected on what's happened, how we got to this point and then we transferred to where we are going and how to get there," Horachek said of his first meeting with the team Friday afternoon at the University of Ottawa rink. "Our work ethic has to come up a higher level; we've got to play harder and faster."

Panthers defenseman Mike Weaver played for Horachek in 2000-01 when they were with the Orlando Predators of the IHL and won the last Turner Cup championship.

"He's come in today the same way he was back then," Weaver said after another players'-only meeting. "He keeps it pretty simple and is straight up with us. He wants energy."

Horachek and his players believe the season is still salvageable.

"You could see how organized he is and he has a great hockey mind," forward Shawn Matthias said. "There's a lot of hockey left. This has been a tough stretch but we're all starting over tomorrow and moving forward you're going to see a different team on the ice."

Tallon said he and the new owners, Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu, wanted a new voice in the dressing room.

"Peter is a no-nonsense guy, a good communicator and we'll give him a chance to show his wares," Tallon said.

Horachek seemed surprised when he was asked if the "interim" tag, meant the final 66 games was an audition or trial run.

"I never was given the word interim myself," Horachek said. "We talked about now and about the immediate needs and what changes need to happen in the near future."

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
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Florida Panthers fire head coach Kevin Dineen 

By Harvey Fialkov and Dieter Kurtenbach, Sun Sentinel

10:53 a.m. EST, November 8, 2013

Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon takes losses extremely hard and after another third-period collapse in Thursday’s 4-1 loss to the Bruins, he begrudgingly fired coach Kevin Dineen and his assistant coaches following a dismal 3-9-4 start.

“I've been stewing on it for a long time. It's never easy,’’ said Tallon, who gave Dineen his first NHL head-coaching job before the 2011 season in which he led the Panthers to their first Southeast Division title while snapping a record 10-season playoff drought.

“We don't make rash decisions; we make decisions for the future of our franchise based where we're at currently. With many discussions with our ownership group and our hockey ops, we came to the decision and decided this was the best course of action.
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“This is the first of many changes that we're making. It's the old saying: It's easier to fire the coach than 23 players. We're on the phone constantly and we'll make changes as we go. We want people who want to be with the Panthers. If they don't want to be, we'll accommodate them.

"Right now I'm dissatisfied with the effort from most of the guys. We need to be better.’’

Tallon promoted Peter Horachek to be the interim head coach. He was hired to coach the Panthers’ AHL affiliate in San Antonio just before the June draft. Horachek was a longtime assistant and associate head coach of the Predators where he worked under current Panthers assistant GM Mike Santos.

“After a successful run with Nashville. Peter has had success at every level he's coached at. He's going to come in and hopefully turn this thing around,’’ Tallon said. “Peter is free to hire another assistant if he wants.’’

Top 100: Miami Dolphins cheerleader photos  

The Panthers also hired former KHL coach Tom Rowe to take Horachek's place on the Rampage bench. Associate head coach Chuck Weber remains.

Horachek’s assistants will be former Devils center John Madden and Brian Skrudland, an original Panthers and their first captain. Madden, a two-time Stanley Cup champion in New Jersey, played briefly for the Panthers in 2011-12, and had been scouting for them this year. Skrudland was the head of player development for the past three years.

They’ll take the place of Dineen’s assistants, Gord Murphy and Craig Ramsay. The special teams, particularly the 30th-ranked power play, coached by Ramsay, have been putrid. Murphy’s penalty kill is ranked 22nd and the Panthers have allowed an Eastern Conference-leading 57 goals.

Madden and Skrudland, two renowned faceoff practitioners, are expected to bolster the Panthers’ 24th-ranked faceoff percentage, a notable weakness this season.

Last year’s 30th-place finish was largely attributed to the three-month lockout and a litany of injuries, but there were no such excuses for the Panthers’ seven-game losing streak and 14th place standing in the 16-team Eastern Conference. Dineen was 56-62-28 in parts of three seasons. Tallon said he told him of the decision this morning. 

“He was unhappy and I don’t blame him," Tallon said. "He’s a fiery guy and he’s a fiery competitor and a very emotional coach and I don’t blame him for being emotional and upset. I didn’t expect anything less from him."

Tallon added that Dineen has been offered an opportunity to remain in the organization.

Dineen wasn’t helped by the two injuries to starting goalie Tim Thomas, who has played in just six of 16 games. Also, his top forwards such as Tomas Kopecky, Kris Versteeg, Sean Bergenheim, Shawn Matthias and Scottie Upshall have combined to score five goals.

In addition, the long-projected goalie of the future, Jacob Markstrom, 23, continues to be maddeningly inconsistent, and will most likely head back to the minors when Thomas returns to the lineup against Ottawa on Saturday afternoon.

Veteran backup Scott Clemmensen is coming off two solid starts against Washington and Boston. Despite giving up four goals Thursday, the Panthers’ defense left him out to dry in the third-period collapse which led to a players-only meeting and Dineen’s ouster.

“There’s not much to say,’’ Dineen said after Thursday’s loss. “The score is probably not overly indicative of the hockey game. At the end of the day the only thing that matters is two points at the end of the night.

“It’s a matter of guys understanding that effort is one thing. At the end of the day we’re accountable for our actions and our results, and our results just aren’t good enough right now.’’

Horacek and his new assistants were expected to meet the team in Ottawa on Friday for an afternoon practice.

Tallon is fiercely loyal to his players and coaches who he acquired and hired, so he struggled with his decision to fire a borderline NHL Hall of Famer and friend.

“It's one of the toughest decisions I've ever had to make,’’ Tallon said. “We're all responsible for this record. This marks the first change to start turning this franchise around and become a winning organization.

"[New owner] Vinnie Viola demands excellence at every level within the organization. He's committed to winning and putting a winning product on the ice for our fans.’’

Viola wrote a letter to Panthers’ fans and had it posted on the team website, in which he thanked Dineen, and expects to compete for a playoff spot this season.

“Our goals are simple: to win and to build a team that our fans can be proud of. After 16 games it is clear that we have not lived up to those expectations,’’ Viola wrote. “We must all be accountable for the results thus far – from ownership to coaches to players – and we felt strongly that a coaching change was necessary for this team to reach it’s potential.

“By the end of this season we expect to be competing for a place in the Stanley Cup playoffs and we expect to have taken a significant step toward achieving the goals and objectives we have set for this franchise.’’

The Peter Horachek file 

Panthers 12th head coach is a first-time NHL head coach
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

7:42 p.m. EST, November 8, 2013

The Peter Horachek file

Age: 53

Born: Stony Creek, Ontario

About Horachek: Played right wing in the AHL from 1979-82 for the Rochester Americans and six seasons in the IHL, but he never reached the NHL. ... He was head coach in the minors for nine-plus seasons, including the highest minors of the AHL when he coached the Milwaukee Admirals, the Nashville Predators' affiliate, in 2002-03, where he compiled a 32-27-14-7 mark. ... Worked as assistant coach with the Predators from 2003-11 and was promoted to associate head coach from 2011-13. He helped Nashville reach the playoffs in seven of those seasons before being fired in May. .... This season he coached the Panthers' AHL affiliate in San Antonio where he left the Rampage with 4-6-0-1 mark (last place in the West Division). 

— Harvey Fialkov

Reeling, angry Panthers fall 4-1 to Bruins for seventh straight loss 

With former Boston goalie Tim Thomas not able to play in his homecoming game the collapse continues as GM Tallon promises changes
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BOSTON, MA - NOVEMBER 07: Shawn Thornton #22 of the Boston Bruins passes the puck off in front of Krys Barch #21 of the Florida Panthers in the second period at TD Garden on November 7, 2013 in Boston, Massachusetts. (Photo by Jared Wickerham/Getty Images) ORG XMIT: 181110353 
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:54 p.m. EST, November 7, 2013

BOSTON —  

Finally, with 9:21 left in a game that the Bruins had securely in their pocket, the T.D. Garden fans got their first glimpse of Tim Thomas, their former Stanley Cup championship MVP goalie from 2011, after a short video tribute of his exploits were shown on the scoreboard..

Although they were disappointed that Thomas missed his sixth straight game with a sore leg and spoiled his highly anticipated return to Beantown where he played for the first eight years of his career, the 17,565 Boston strong gave him a rousing ovation as he waved from an upper-level box.

 Related

• Photos: Bruins 4, Panthers 1 

• Video highlights: Bruins 4, Panthers 1 

On the ice, the hapless Panthers might just as well of waved a white flag or waved goodbye to the season as they lost 4-1 Thursday to the 2013 Stanley Cup finalist Bruins for their seventh straight defeat (0-3-4).

It led to a loud player's-only meeting, a fuming General Manager and a frustrated coach who may be running out of time to fumigate the month-long stench of a team spiraling down the standings.

"I'm frustrated. I'm upset and we're going to fix this mess,'' Tallon said. "Everybody's being evaluated, the whole organization. We'll make the changes necessary for our long-term success and keep our vision.''

For now that vision could use Lasix as despite a valiant effort in net by another Boston favorite, Scott Clemmensen, the former Boston College standout was unable to outduel Thomas' successor, Tuukka Rask, or compensate for the offensively challenged Panthers' dreadful power play (0-for-4). They have now scored just twice in their last 29 power-play chances over 11 games.
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"No question our power play is making a big difference,'' Dineen said. "It's worked for us in the past. We got to get it going to change the tides of games.

"It's a matter of guys understanding that effort is one thing but at the end of the day you're accountable for all actions and all results. And our results just aren't good enough right now.''

The Bruins (9-5-1) had dropped four of five before beating the Panthers for the fifth straight time. They're 11-2 over Florida in the last 13 meetings.

The slip-sliding away Panthers are now 0-4-1 against Atlantic Division foes. The last time they lost seven in a row was Feb. 1 to March 2, 2010 when they went 0-6-1.

With Boston clinging to a 1-0 lead after two periods of even hockey, 4:09 into the third Clemmensen got a piece of former Panthers defenseman Dennis Seidenberg's booming slapper. But as the puck dribbled behind him, Brad Marchand poked it in for a two-goal cushion.

"There's no positives right now,'' said forward Shawn Matthias, the longest tenured Panther. "It's embarrassing. I can't remember the last time we won. We have to play to what our strengths. We're not a team of superstars, we have to play gritty and work as a team.''

To refresh Matthias' memory, the Panthers haven't won in regulation since their home opener against Pittsburgh on Oct. 11.

As the Panthers defense collapsed around Clemmensen, rookie Torey Krug added his sixth goal on a point-blank wrister and Reilly Smith added the gravy at 18:13.

Panthers forward Jesse Winchester swatted in a rebound to spoil Rask's shutout with 5:35 left. Winchester wasn't called for an elbow to the head of Chris Kelly in the first period, but may be facing a suspension.

Rask, who has helped the Bruins fans forget and forgive Thomas for his voluntary sabbatical before the 2011-12 season, notched 23 saves. He's 9-1 with a sub-1.00 goals-against-average against Florida.

Although Thomas has had three straight hard practices, he remained on injured reserve, but should be ready to play against Ottawa on Saturday afternoon.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Tim Thomas' homecoming to Boston spoiled by his absence in net 

Former Bruins goalie practiced in the morning but missed his sixth straight game with a leg injury
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:50 p.m. EST, November 7, 2013

BOSTON —  

There were at least four television cameras all pointing at Tim Thomas in net during the Panthers' optional morning skate Thursday at T.D. Garden.

That was about all the zealous Boston media throng would see of Thomas, as Panthers coach Kevin Dineen spoiled the highly anticipated homecoming for the enigmatic goalie's first return to Beantown where he won two Vezina trophies while guiding the Bruins to a Stanley Cup championship in 2011.

Although Thomas has had three straight hard practices, he remained on injured reserve because of a leg injury sustained during the Blackhawks' game on Oct. 22. Thomas was not made available to speak to the local media, who he had an on-again, off-again contentious relationship with ever since he chose not to attend the White House celebration of the team's title in Jan. 2011.

"There's still a lot of hockey left in this season," Dineen said. "When he comes back we want Tim feeling 100 percent, to be in it for the long haul. I know this is disappointing for him, but it's the best decision for him and the team. He's going to play a lot of hockey for us this year; unfortunately for us it won't be tonight in Boston.

"He's getting close. We want to keep building on that … so when he comes back he can play his usual game which is emotional; there's a lot of movement. We want to make sure he's playing at full guns.''

Because Thomas, 39, has already played against Boston earlier this season when the Panthers lost 3-2 on a last-minute goal by Reilly Smith at the BB&T Center, his former teammates and coach seemed indifferent about the second meeting.
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"I really don't know how the fans are going to treat him. I don't spend too much time thinking about that," said Bruins coach Claude Julien, whose team had lost four of five while the Panthers have lost six straight. "I've got more important things to think about right now."

Julien rattled off several names of ex-Bruins who've they played recently, but he bristled when a reporter made it sound as if Thomas was the main reason for the Stanley Cup title.

"They're right, but Tim Thomas doesn't win the Stanley Cup if our team doesn't play as well in front of him," Julien said. "This is an honest statement. Tim played well, but our team played just as well in front of him. You don't win a Stanley Cup just with a goaltender.

"He won a Conn Smythe because he's very good. At the same time I would like to hope that statistics of the goaltenders also reflect the team in front of him. We did a pretty good job in front of him for years minimizing the goal-scoring chances. Let's make sure we don't take credit away from the rest of the team, too."

Thomas has missed six straight games since his latest setback.

Dineen opted for another goalie with Boston roots in Scott Clemmensen, who played four years for Boston College.

"Timmy as well as other guys this organization added in the last couple of years brings some hardware from Cup-winning teams," Clemmensen said. "It's an attitude, a type of professionalism that we're going to have to lean on from a team standpoint."

Boyes scratched

Brad Boyes, the Panthers leading goal-scorer with five, was scratched Thursday as was forward Sean Bergenheim, who missed his second game of the last three due to soreness of his surgically repaired core. 

Boyes was supposed to be scratched for the Lightning game on Oct. 27, however, he played because Tomas Fleischmann was a last-minute scratch because of the flu. Dineen explained then that he wanted Boyes to shoot more and be more responsible defensively.

The other scratch was defenseman Ryan Whitney, who has played just six of 16 games.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers' Tim Thomas to travel but won't play in Boston 

Dineen: Thomas starting to progress in right direction
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By Ryan S. Clark, Staff Writer

6:02 p.m. EST, November 6, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS—  

Right before drills began, Panthers goaltender Tim Thomas waved, smiled and flashed a wink at a young fan.

The young fan, along with the 20 or so people who attended the team's Wednesday practice at the Saveology IcePlex, watched Thomas show the kind of movement that made him into a two-time Vezina Trophy winner and a four-time All-Star with the Boston Bruins.

Thomas might have looked ready to play in a game soon. It just won't be against the Bruins on Thursday.

"We'll be bringing Tim on the road trip but right now, he's still on injured reserve," said Panthers coach Kevin Dineen. Thomas has been on injured reserve since injuring his right leg on Oct. 22 in a 3-2 loss to the Chicago Blackhawks. Thomas is 2-3 with a 3.11 goals against average and a .905 save percentage.

Although he won't be playing, it will be Thomas' first trip to Boston since leaving the Bruins in 2012.

Thomas was on the ice throughout the entire practice, rotating in between Jacob Markstrom and Scott Clemmensen.
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He ended the practice by taking seven shots off his head, looking as if he was breaking in his new mask. Thomas had worn a plain white mask but showed up wearing a new one with a golden panther design on the front and an entire panther face on the back. The team did not make Thomas available to talk with reporters. 

Thomas, however, was walking in the hallway later when a teammate asked if it hurt to take pucks to the head.

"Taking pucks to the head didn't hurt," Thomas said. "But the snow in the face, that kinda did."

Dineen said he is confident Thomas will be back in the Panthers' plan.

"When?" Dineen said. "I can't say when yet. If things continue as they have in the last couple days, it will be in the near future."

Dineen responds 

Dineen also talked about a media report regarding his future with the team.

It was reported Wednesday that Panthers management held a late night meeting after the team's 4-3 overtime loss to Edmonton on Tuesday at the BB&T Center. In the report, General Manager Dale Tallon said the team would not be making a coaching change, but changes would be made.

Dineen said he understands the situation. 

"We have new ownership here, and we're spending what ever the figure is on something," Dineen said. "And you are bringing in a personnel-based business; you are evaulating on every single day on every single level. Whether it's the management side, the players' side or the coaches' side. Those meetings are happening every day. That's where where we are at."

Upshall's ups and downs

Forward Scottie Upshall's two-goal performance against Edmonton was his first since Jan. 25, 2011 when he played with the Phoenix Coyotes.

He also happened to score those two goals aganist the Oilers.

Upshall has scored four points (2 goals, 2 assists) in his past three games. His good fortune didn't carry over into practice, when he was involved in a collision that sent him into the net and barrelling into Thomas.

"It was just a practice play going, and I was just going hard to the net," Upshall said. "I just kind of tripped but Timmy (Thomas) said it was a good test for him, and he felt fine."

Upshall's comment drew laughter, and he continued by saying he felt he got the worst of the collision.

When he got up from the collision, he appeared to favor his shoulder, but Upshall said later he was OK. 

rsclark@tribune.com

Follow him at twitter.com/@ryan_s_clark
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Panthers fall in shootout for sixth straight loss 

Scottie Upshall scores two goals in 4-3 loss to the Oilers
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By Melinda Waldrop, Correspondent

4:13 p.m. EST, November 6, 2013

SUNRISE ——  

Scottie Upshall scored his first two goals of the season, the second to tie the game with 57 seconds left, but it wasn't enough as the Florida Panthers fell 4-3 to Edmonton in overtime on Tuesday night.

Mark Arcobello's second goal of the game — and of his NHL career — came on a power play at the 1:55 mark of overtime and snapped a five-game losing streak for the Oilers (4-10-2) while sending the Panthers (3-8-4) to their sixth straight loss.

 Related

Photos: Oilers 4, Panthers 3 OT

Photos: Oilers 4, Panthers 3 OT

• Video highlights: Oilers 4, Panthers 3 OT 

• Box score: Oilers 4, Panthers 3 (OT) 

"Those are points that are slipping away," said Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, whose team picked up one point for the OT loss. "We are at a level where, if we're serious about our preseason goal, which is to take a run at the playoffs, these are points that we have to have."

Moments after sending the game into overtime, Upshall was called for tripping 32 seconds into the extra period, and 1:23 later, Arcobello punched in the game-winner.

The Panthers, who begin a three-game road trip on Thursday at Boston, haven't won since a 2-1 shootout victory against Minnesota on Oct. 19.

It seemed as though Upshall was going to change that on Tuesday. He cut a two-goal Edmonton lead to one with his first goal of the season at the 10:04 mark of the third period before tying the game during a last-minute scramble. Dmitry Kulikov shoveled the puck away from the boards toward Marcel Goc, who found Upshall for the equalizer.

 Top 100: Miami Dolphins cheerleader photos  

Goc's fourth goal of the season and first since Oct. 15 gave the Panthers a 1-0 lead at the 10:35 mark of the first period, but that advantage was short-lived.

The Oilers tied the game at the 16:59 mark of the first on Philip Larsen's first goal of the season, then went up 2-1 when Arcobello, who spent the last three seasons in the AHL, notched his inaugural NHL goal at the 2:06 mark of the second.

Thirty-three seconds later, Taylor Fedun hammered home a pinpoint pass from Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, the top overall pick in the 2011 draft, on a breakaway for his first NHL goal.

"It seems we get behind the 8-ball, and all of a sudden, the engines start revving," Dineen said. "Right now, it seems there's a tendency at times for us to dip our toes in the water and get a little feel for what the game is going to be like instead of going out and setting the tone, and that's got to change."

The Panthers were coming off a 3-2 shootout loss at Washington on Saturday. Scott Clemmensen made his first start in goal of the season in that game, stopping 21 shots.

On Tuesday, Jacob Markstrom was back in goal, where he stopped 23 of the 27 shots he faced. The Panthers took 23 — Edmonton goalie Devan Dubnyk made 20 saves — and went scoreless on their only power play, which came on a holding penalty at the 3:39 mark of the third period.

The Oilers were 0 for 2 on power plays in regulation.

The Panthers came into the game averaging just 1.93 goals per game, while the Oilers were averaging 2.33.

"We're not even a quarter of the way through the season, [but] there has to be a sense of desperation in our play — desperation's not the right word," Dineen said. "There just has to be a confidence and there has to be a major push to give the kind of effort every minute that we're on the ice that you saw in Washington. If we do that, we're fine."

Forward Kris Versteeg returned to the Panthers' lineup after the first healthy scratch of his career on Saturday.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Whitney, Gilbert welcome additions for Panthers 

Former Oilers find niche with Florida team
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By Melinda Waldrop, Correspondent

4:13 p.m. EST, November 6, 2013

SUNRISE ——  

Panthers defenseman Ryan Whitney didn't exactly exit Edmonton on the best of terms.

Whitney, who spent 3 ½ seasons with the Oilers from 2009 to 2013, had a few choice words when he parted ways with the Oilers after scoring four goals and recording nine assists in 34 games last year.

Whitney suggested other players may have deserved to be benched instead of him in games where he was a healthy scratch, and said, "I'm hoping to sign on a really good team. I've made enough money and I'm hoping to prove [the Oilers] wrong."

Whitney said after the Panthers' practice on Monday that he regretted some things he said at the end of a "frustrating" season, and he's focused on fitting in with Florida.

Whitney was invited to training camp in St. Louis but didn't stick with the Blues. He signed with the Panthers in September, along with Tom Gilbert, another veteran defenseman who played parts of six seasons in Edmonton from 2007 to 2012.

"I didn't really know what to expect going in [at St. Louis], and I definitely didn't expect what ended up happening, but I got signed here after camp," Whitney said. "I was fortunate. Some guys didn't end up getting signed.
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"It was definitely a long, kind of weird summer, though, not knowing what was going on. It's tough to really get super-involved, because I didn't know where I would end up being. I tried to prepare like I was going somewhere."

Whitney, without a point in five games with the Panthers, started Tuesday against his former team.

"Whit came out of St. Louis and didn't find himself in the lineup here for two or three weeks," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said. "He worked his way back into it last game and I thought he gave us a pretty solid effort. He's a valuable option."

Gilbert had two assists in 14 games for the Panthers, 3-8-3 going into Tuesday night.

"[Gilbert], as you guys know, is a real a professional," Dineen said, addressing members of the Edmonton media, who saw Gilbert score three goals to go with 14 assists in 47 games with the Oilers in 2011-12. "His disposition is that he's going to go out there and be an impact player on both ends of the rink. He's done a good job of giving us good depth."

Versteeg returns

Forward Kris Versteeg returned to the Panthers' lineup on Tuesday after the first healthy scratch of his career in Saturday's 3-2 shootout loss at Washington.

Veteran center Scott Gomez was a scratch on Tuesday, along with Krys Barch and Matt Gilroy.

Jacob Markstrom was back in goal after Scott Clemmensen stopped 21 shots in his first start of the season at Washington.

Confidence in youth

The Panthers, who've found goals hard to come by this season, took a quick 1-0 lead against the Oilers on Marcel Goc's goal at the 10:35 mark of the first period. The goal was assisted by Jonathan Huberdeau and Tomas Fleischmann.

The Panthers came into the game ranked 25th in the NHL with a 1.93 goals-per-game average. Huberdeau, a 2011 first-round draft pick, and 2013 first-rounder Alexsander Barkov each had three goals.

Barkov's last goal came on Oct. 19, while Huberdeau, who had 14 goals in 48 games last season, last scored a goal on Oct. 15.

Dineen remains confident in his team's scoring ability, especially that of his young stars.

"You keep putting them out there believing that when they have the puck on their stick that good things will happen," he said. "Now it's a matter of expanding that to make sure that we're doing all the correct things to get that puck so they can start creating opportunities."

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers' Versteeg eager to get back on ice after benching 
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By Melinda Waldrop, Correspondent

3:59 p.m. EST, November 4, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS—  

Veteran Panthers forward Kris Versteeg was none too happy about being a healthy scratch this past Saturday for the first time in his NHL career, saying he was benched for Florida's 3-2 shootout loss at Washington as an example for a struggling 3-8-3 team.

Versteeg, in his sixth NHL season, sounded a calmer, if still frustrated, note after Monday's practice at Saveology.com Iceplex.

"You just keep playing day by day, and hopefully you break out sooner than later, and earn your time back," said Versteeg, who has just two goals this season and played less than 11 minutes in a 4-0 loss to St. Louis on Nov. 1. 

"It's not easy. You just keep working. You get paid a lot of money to play a game you love, so you've got to deal with the good times and deal with the bad times and try to always come out on top and do the best you can with what opportunity you're given."

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said the decision to sit Versteeg was based on his play, saying he looked frustrated the previous three games.

"That's not easy for anybody to be in that situation," said Dineen, who said Monday he wouldn't decide the lineup against Edmonton (3-10-2) until Tuesday. "As always, we make lineup decisions based on the best way we feel we can compete against Edmonton."
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Versteeg, 27, Boston's fifth-round pick in the 2004 NHL draft, last recorded a point with an assist against Chicago on Oct. 22. He said he hasn't spoken with Dineen about his benching.

"No, but it's fine. I know what's expected of myself," Versteeg said. "You just go out, and whatever line you're on or whatever space you're on, you just work.

"In the end, you're a team, and whatever the GM and the coaches decide is the best lineup, you've got to respect that and work your way back into a spot."

Searching for offense

Saturday's shootout loss was Florida's 59th in 93 tries since the format was introduced in 2005, the most in the NHL.

"We have complete confidence in our top five shooters," Dineen said. 

"We know guys can go out and score every night. ... It hasn't happened for us the last couple of games, but by no means does that mean we're not extremely confident going into shootouts — which probably was not the case in the past."

The Panthers' last shootout win came in a 2-1 victory against Minnesota on Oct. 19, when goalie Tim Thomas stopped both of the Wild's shots. But Thomas has been on injured reserve since Oct. 23 with a lower-body injury, and Dineen said he would not be available Tuesday despite skating before Monday morning's practice.

The Panthers' offensive woes haven't been limited to shootouts. Florida has scored just eight goals in five consecutive losses.

"When you're an offensive player and the puck's not going in for you on a consistent basis, there's a frustration there," Dineen said. 

"As long as our offensive players know we have belief in them and know that they're skilled guys and we keep putting them out there in positions that they can succeed, it's going to pop somewhere along the line."

The Oilers, who skated at Saveology.com after the Panthers on Monday, are on a matching five-game losing skid and were outshot 17-2 in their last four home games.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Despite shootout loss, Dineen appreciates team effort 
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

2:46 p.m. EST, November 3, 2013

WASHINGTON, D.C. — While veteran defenseman Brian Campbell and his coach Kevin Dineen aren't into moral victories, especially after the Panthers fifth straight loss Saturday against the Capitals, they did appreciate the 65-minute team effort it took to snatch a hard-earned point.

'We're a blue-collar team," said Campbell, in a surprisingly upbeat locker room in the Verizon Center despite losing 3-2 in a shootout. "We all went out there and if you didn't have names or numbers on our back you wouldn't know who the players were.

"We stuck with what we need to do. We kept it simple. That's what we need to continue to do to have success.''

Dineen is a huge believer in the K-I-S-S theory, and that's the stern message he delivered to his players in a team meeting Saturday afternoon in their downtown hotel.

"I liked the way our team played, not just on the ice," said Dineen, who was disgusted after Friday's 4-0 loss to the Blues.

"I think there was a good vibe. Our guys felt like this was a game we needed to make a statement and even though we only walked out with one point we are slowly taking steps in the right direction."

It helped that the Panthers finally scored a (4-on-3) power-play goal when Tomas Fleischmann zipped one from the corner to tie it 2-2 with 2:38 left in regulation. It was their first in five games and ended a run of one PPG in 23 chances while snapping Washington's 35 PK streak of success.

 Top 100: Miami Dolphins cheerleader photos  

"Uncle," Dineen cracked. "Jeez, we needed that one. … We just can't seem to get over that and it's been such a strength since I've been here that it's a little taken for granted."

Campbell, the anchor of the 27th-ranked power-play units that were sixth last year and seventh in 2011-12, assisted on Fleischmann's goal. However, at 3-8-3, Campbell isn't doing cartwheels over three shootout-point losses in the last five of 12 days.

"Eighty-two moral victories isn't going to get you into the playoffs," he said. "Everybody knows it's usually 92-93 points, so you can add up the math and see how many games we need to win the rest of the season.

"We need to start stringing points and wins together. We've got a lot of road games coming up so we got to stick together and get the job done."

Goc's first fight

The Panthers certainly stuck together in a chippy game in which mild-mannered center Marcel Goc joined team enforcer Krys Barch in the rough stuff. Barch was seen in the penalty box throwing his tooth to a fan.

Goc stuck up for Fleischmann after he received a blow to the head from Michael Latta in the first period, and got into the first fight of his nine-year career. Goc received a 10-minute misconduct and the 17 penalty minutes were a career-high.

"I sensed the guys really pulling together," said Panthers forward Jesse Winchester, who scored his third goal of the season on a breakaway. "Goc is one of the best team guys you'll find … so it's not surprising to see him go into that situation.

"It brought a lot of energy to the team."

Shootout woes

Despite losing three consecutive shootouts after winning their first one against the Wild, Dineen is still confident that shootout victories will start coming because of skilled players like Jonathan Huberdeau, rookie Aleksander Barkov and Brad Boyes, who's tied with Pavel Datsyuk for the most shootout goals among active skaters.

"I'm still confident in the options I have in the shootout and think it's an area we'll see a lot of this year," Dineen said. "No goals seem to come easy for us, but hopefully, somewhere along the line we can pop that open."

Clemmensen, who played well in his first start since April 18, 2013, could be pushing Jacob Markstrom back to the minors when Tim Thomas comes off the injured list. But he whiffed on all three Caps' shooters and is now 10-15 in shootouts.

"Clemmensen's a guy in practice who we have all these guys shooting on him all the time," Dineen said. "He's getting a bucket-load of shootouts and some times in my mind he's out there as practice for the shooters instead of working on his technique, and that's not fair."

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers singing the Blues again in 4-0 loss 

St. Louis has outscored Florida 11-0 in two losses this season and backup goalie Brian Elliott sparkles in net
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:00 p.m. EDT, November 1, 2013

SUNRISE —  

After morning skate Saturday Panthers coach Kevin Dineen was asked if he could learn anything from an early-season 7-0 pounding administered by the St. Louis Blues.

"Some times you're the ball, some times you're the bat,'' Dineen sad. "We got spanked pretty good, but if you look at the game for the first 35 minutes we played a solid game. … Give the Blues credit, when they smell blood they keep coming.''

 Related

• Preview: Panthers at Capitals, 7 p.m., Saturday  

• Video highlights: Blues 4, Panthers 0 

About nine hours later, the Blues swung their lumber far more effectively than their Cardinals brethren did in the recent World Series, as they battered the reeling Panthers 4-0 Friday night at a quiet BB&T Center.

The loss was the Panthers' fifth on this season-long, disappointing 1-3-2 homestand in which they managed just 10 goals. The 3-8-2 Panthers now play nine of their next 11 on the road, including the Capitals Saturday night in the Verizon Center where they've lost seven straight.

The announced 12,922 jeering fans were getting restless. But so must be new owner Vinnie Viola, who may also be smelling blood as in personnel moves on and off the ice.

"We probably had three competitive players [Jesse Winchester, Shawn Matthias, Mike Weaver],’’ a frustrated Dineen said. “That’s not enough to drag the whole group along.

 Top 100: Miami Dolphins cheerleader photos  

“If we can’t get anybody to compete harder than we did tonight, we’ll just stumble along. We’ll get our wins here and there, but we need more participation in those hard parts of the game for us to have success.

Dineen said that minor league callups is a possibility. 

“It’s not about skill for this group anymore,’’ he said. “It’s about finding guys who will give us the best effort.’’

For the fourth time in the first 13 games the Panthers couldn't solve their opponent's backup goalie as they were unable to slip the puck past Brian Elliott, who had 31 saves for his 22nd career shutout.

At first it seemed that Blues coach Ken Hitchcock was doing his beleaguered counterpart a favor by not starting Panthers' killer goalie Jaroslav Halak, who's 7-1-1 this season and 8-1 versus the Panthers.

Dineen stressed the need to get off to a good start during this week's four-day break between games, but to no avail. After the Panthers threatened on the game's first power play (0-for-2), the 8-1-2 Blues took the lead for good at 15:41 of the first period.

Blues winger Chris Stewart was crunched against the boards but managed to poke it to Derek Roy, who backhanded it off the post and behind Jacob Markstrom. Markstrom is 1-5-2 after allowing four goals on 23 shots.

The Panthers have lost nine-of-10 (1-7-2) when the opposition scores first.

"Obviously, it's frustrating. I've got to be better,'' said Panthers forward Tomas Kopecky, who has no points in 13 games. "You can't win hockey games like this, that's the bottom line. We don't earn it and we're getting outworked. You can't win on talent.''

The Blues have now killed off 30 straight penalties against the Panthers, whose impotent power play has one goal in its last 18 tries over eight games.

The Blues erupted for three goals in a 5:21 span of the second period. From a bizarre angle, Stewart somehow got it through the 6-foot-6 Swede. Then the Blues' top-ranked power play clicked as Alex Pietrangelo outfought defenseman Erik Gudbranson in front at 7:06.

Finally, at 10:42, Alexander Steen continued his torrid pace with a point-blank snapper from outside the crease for his league-leading 12th goal in his 11th game.

"I don't know how many great quality chances were put on the net,'' said Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell. "We need to find a way to get more.

"You look at the playoffs, 11 points was the bottom, we were three off. We let games get away from us. ... We better start soon or those three points will change into 5-6-7-8 real quick.''

Thomas not traveling

Dineen inadvertently cracked a joke Saturday morning when he said that injured goalie Tim Thomas (leg) wouldn't be traveling to the nation's capital.

Thomas sat out last season because of burnout, but also because of the controversy he stirred up when he turned down President Obama's invitation to celebrate the Bruins' 2011 Stanley Cup championship at the White House because of political differences in January 2012.

"Tim won't be coming to Washington,'' Dineen said. "I don't say that facetiously. We're going to make sure when he comes back, he's 100 percent healthy.''

Thomas will travel on next week's road trip which means he might come back again against his former team in Boston on Thursday.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Coach Tortorella rips Canucks, 'We sucked' 
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NHL: Florida Panthers at Vancouver Canucks

NHL: Florida Panthers at Vancouver Canucks (Anne-Marie Sorvin, USA Today Sports / November 20, 2013) 

 Related

Panthers win in Vancouver for first time in 19 years with 3-2 victory 

Panthers win in Vancouver for first time in 19 years with 3-2 victory 

• Video: Panthers-Canucks highlights 

• Former Panthers players are experiencing highs and lows in hockey-crazed Vancouver 

By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

12:27 p.m. EST, November 20, 2013

Canucks coach John Tortorella, who’s known for his sometimes funny, antagonistic, fiery press conferences, let his team have it after the Panthers skated away with a 3-2 shootout victory early Wednesday morning in the Rogers Arena.

The Panthers have won three of four and are now 3-3 under new coach Peter Horachek. They're clearly more organized as one player told me last night, "players need structure.'' With Edmonton and Calgary up next the Panthers have a legitimate shot of going 4-1 on this grueling eight-day road journey that will cover 6,448 miles.

After an 11-5-2 start, the Canucks have dropped five straight (0-3-2), while scoring just six goals during the slide. The Panthers dominated the first period and would’ve led by more than 1-0 if not for sterling goaltending by Roberto Luongo.

So Tortorella closed the dressing room door during intermission and blistered his charges, turning down all television interviews. Although the Canucks came out fired up as they basically had the puck in the Panthers’ zone for the first 12 minutes, the Panthers’ continued third-period resilience popped up again in the form of Shawn Matthias, who played as if he was inhabited by Sidney Crosby’s spirit.

“We sucked,’’ Tortorella said. “It was easily our worst game of the  year. We didn’t deserve a point.

“It’s a lack of respect and we have no business [showing) a lack of respect to any hockey team. In the situation we’re in going into [Tuesday’s] game, I just don’t know what we’re thinking as far as how we started the game. I can’t explain it.’’

The Panthers will hold a short practice today at 10:30 a.m. (1:30 p.m EST) before flying to snowy Edmonton. More later.

The Panthers grabbed a lead for just the sixth time this year but second straight game (4-1-1).

“I don’t think anybody played well,’’ Tortorella continued. “We looked lethargic at times. It’s disappointing and it starts from the beginning. You need to respect your opponent. We didn’t.

“This clunker here, it just makes no sense to me. I think a team should be chomping on the bit to get into a win column, but it was a total lack of respect. There are no easy games in this game. It’s a lesson learned and I hope we do learn from it.’’

To compound matters the Canucks have been home for five days and are n ow 0-1-2 on a six-game homestand. They’re just 4-4-2 in the Rogers Arena. ...

Faceoff improvement

The Panthers, who were last in faceoffs a few weeks ago, have clearly improved in that category since adding assistant coaches Brian Skrudland and especially John Madden, one of the league's best on the draw. Last night, rookie Aleksander Barkov was 12-8 and Marcel Goc was 11-7. The Panthers controlled the puck in the final minute and change of regulation as if they were on a power play because they were winning every draw, and that includes Tomas Fleischmann, who won a big one.

Scottie Upshall is loving playing on the top line with Brad Boyes and Barkov and once again put five shots on net while notching his fifth point in four games. He also led the way with five hits. Goc also had five SOG, but was stoned on a shorty breakaway in the first by Roberto Luongo. Brian Campbell also is shooting more and thinking less as his 5 SOGs indicates. The Canucks had been outshooting their opponents during their losing streak but not Tuesday as the Panthers gained a 36-29 shot advantage.
Former Panthers forward David Booth scratched 

print 

Comments

0

Email 

Share 

1 

By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

5:12 p.m. EST, November 19, 2013

Former Panthers forward David Booth bagged skated at morning skate Tuesday and will not play tonight. He has played  in 13 games and has one goal and two assists. Booth has had non-stop injury issues since being traded away by GM Dale Tallon early in the 2011-12 season. Tallon was able to dump about $18 million of Booth's remaining salary on the Canucks, who have gotten very littel in return.

Booth told South Florida reporters that he misses the Panthers and was happy for them when they broke the playoff drought without him later that season. Other ex-Panthers such as defenseman Jason Garrison, forward Chris Higgins and center Mike Santorelli have flourished with the Canucks.

First-year Canucks coach John Tortorella raved about Santorelli, who was signed to a two-year deal in July after being waived by the Jets. Santorelli, who had four goals in his first five games, has 12 points and may be moved up to the second line tonight with All-Star center Ryan Kesler.

Santorelli played for Panthers coach Peter Horachek, then an assistant, when they were together in Nashville. However, after scoring 20 goals in his first full NHL season in 2010, Santorelli slumped and fell out of favor with former Panthers coach Kevin Dineen. He was waived late last season.

"He was a dynamic player, a young player, who I think he's maturing into a pretty good player,'' Horachek said. "He's quick, he's fast, he's got quick hands, he was good in a shootout back then and still is. He's got that offensive abililty and when he gets the chance he's making the best of it. That's what they're supposed to do. Mature and get better, be responsible in certain areas.''

Although defenseman Mike Weaver practiced Monday he missed his second straight game Tuesday night with a flu bug. He was again replaced by Matt Gilroy. …

Not wanting to change a winning lineup, Horachek made forwards Sean Bergenheim and Scott Gomez healthy scratches once again.

“[Gomez] probably could play but could he play 20 minutes? No,’’ Horachek said. “He’s working hard.’’

I was still asked by local radio guys today if former Panthers goalie Roberto Luongo will eventually end up on the Panthers. It just won't die. Luongo seems happy here now with Cory Schneider in New Jersey and starting 18 of their 23 games. He also said he was jabbing at himslef with his tweet yesterday about buying a tire pump and not Tim Thomas, his sometimes bitter rival since the 2011 Stanley Cup finals in which Thomas dominated the Canucks en route to the Bruins' title.

Blackhawks coach Quenneville feels for Dineen 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

12:46 p.m. EST, November 9, 2013

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville, who was hired by Panthers GM Dale Tallon when he was running the show in Chicago, felt bad for his friend and former Hartford Whalers teammate, Kevin Dinee, who was fired by Tallon on Friday.

Before he was hired to lead the Blackhawks to two Stanley Cup titles in the last four years, Quenneville was fired by the Blues midway through the 2003-04 season.

“It’s a tough part of our business,” Quenneville told ESPN.com and others after practice Friday. “I know as players getting traded is always the downer. As coaches, getting relieved of your duty is as tough as it gets. I tried to get a hold of [Dineen] this morning. I know what he’s feeling like. It’s not a good day. You got to pick yourself up and keep fighting.

“At some point [everyone gets fired], for sure,” Quenneville added. “We’re all in a winning business, and I think we all understand that going into it. It’ll be a tough day.” 

On the other hand Quenneville felt good for John Madden, who went from Panthers scout to one of Panthers new coach Peter Horachek’s assistants. Madden played for Quenneville during the 2009-10 Stanley Cup season.

“Mad Dog, that’s good for him,” Quenneville said. “He had that player mentality where he was workmanlike and student-like as far as how he approached not just the game, but the defensive side of the game, the penalty-killing situation. He can bring something to the plate, to the game with his enthusiasm and passion for the sport.”

Gudbranson feels bad for fired coaches 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

12:35 p.m. EST, November 9, 2013

Panthers defenseman Erik Gudbranson felt bad for the first three NHL coaches he’s played for.

“You never want to see that happen,’’ Gudbranson said of the firings of Kevin Dineen, Craig Ramsay and Gord Murphy. “It’s tough to see those guys go. They worked so hard for our team and were so professional for our organization. It’s never fun to see hard-working guys go that way. They led us the right way the previous years. I wish the best for all of them. They helped me personally and made me a better player and helped the team be better.

Gudbranson gave a glimpse of what the players spoke about during Saturday’s player’s-only meeting, their second in three days.

“Obviously, the season hasn’t gone the right way and changes need to be made. I don’t know who’s safe and whatnot now. We just got together to figure out the right way as a team to try to win hockey games.We put ourselves behind the 8-ball early this season. The only way to get out of it is within our dressing room. We got to go out and play hard and the right way.’’

Tallon's heart wasn't in firings; Winchester suspended 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

9:17 p.m. EST, November 8, 2013

Goalie coach Robb Tallas wasn't the only assistant spared in Friday's firings of head coach Kevin Dineen and his assistants Craig Ramsay and Gord Murphy.

Also spared were video coach Jason Cipolla as well as strength and conditioning coach Craig Slaunwhite.

One can see that Tallon's heart wasn't in the dismissals but the losing had worn on him as well as  his new bosses, new owners Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu.

“Kevin, Gord and Craig worked very hard. But for some reason the message was not getting through,” Tallon said. “I thank them for their hard work and professionalism. They displayed that on a daily basis. We’re all responsible for this record. This marks the first change to start turning this franchise around and become a winning organization.''

If Ryan Whitney clears waivers tomorrow he'll either head to San Antonio or remain with the team. If he goes down, then either Alex Petrovic or Colby Robak could be promoted.

With Jesse Winchester's three-game suspension for clocking Chris Kelly with an elbow, expect a Rampage forward to be heading to Ottawa, possibly Quinton Howden or Drew Shore. I'm sure the braintrust doesn't want to rush Vincent Trocheck.

Also Thomas' return to the lineup means Tallon will certainly send a goalie to San Antonio, and my money is on Jacob Markstrom going and Scott Clemmensen sticking around.

It's been a long day for all as I had a 6 a.m. wakeup call in Boston,  but my thoughts go out to Dineen, Ramsay and Murphy, all class acts and absolute pleasures to deal with from a media standpoint. I'm sure all will land on their skates with other organizations, although I believe Rammer is ready to spend more time with his grandkids!

Tim Thomas not playing in Boston; Versteeg on bullying 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

2:18 p.m. EST, November 7, 2013

Bullying in NHL?

There may be some profane and racist on-ice trash talking or chirping in NHL games, but the hazing of rookies is mild compared to the NFL when they tie up rookies to trees, give them crazy haircuts and basically treat them like a fraternity pledgers.

“I might slap [Jonathan Huberdeau] around a little bit if he doesn’t listen to me,’’ joked Panthers forward Kris Versteeg. “Rookies pay for dinners and some times have to sing. It’s memorable. If a rookie doesn’t want to be part of it then don’t join the league.

“They pick up the pucks after practice just out of respect for the veterans who did it before them. I’ve never seen anything abusive.’’

Thomas not playing not talking

The Boston media was out in full force Thursday morning at T.D. Garden with the hope of talking to former Bruins goalie Tim Thomas about his first return back to Beantown since walking away from the last year of his contract before the 2011-12 season.

While several TV cameras caught every second of his practice during the Panthers' optional morning skate, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen confirmed that Thomas is still on injured reserve and wouldn't be activated for tonight's game against the team he led to the Stanley Cup championship in 2011.

Dineen did say Thomas is getting very close to a return and no one would be surprised if he didn't start either Saturday in Ottawa or Sunday in New York against the Rangers.

Thomas was not made available to any media but that didn't stop Boston reporters from waiting until the last second before the dressing room was closed, just in case he made a surprise appearance.

Bruins coach Claude Julien said he's not thinking about Thomas anymore because it seems every night another ex-Bruin returns to T.D. Garden. He did get a bit huffy when someone credited Thomas for most of the Stanley Cup glory.

"Tim Thomas doesn't win the Stanley Cup if our team doesn't play as well in front of him,'' Julien said. "This is an honest statement. Tim played well but our team played just as well in front of him. You don't win a Stanley Cup just with a goaltender.''

Scott Clemmensen, who also has Boston ties where he attended Boston College, will start tonight.

Forward Sean Bergenheim isn't quite ready to return either.

Dineen understands heat is on; Thomas may be ready soon 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

2:05 p.m. EST, November 6, 2013

Traveling to Boston today to pick up the Panthers, who are coming off their sixth straight loss, albeit in another  post-regulation affair. These single points aren’t cutting it for one of the NHL’s bottomfeeders, and certainly not for new owner Vinnie Viola or coach Kevin Dineen, whose seat is getting hotter by the day.

I was in New York on family business so I didn’t cover the game last night. The Miami Herald caught up to Panthers GM Dale Tallon after the game in the parking lot where they basically got the infamous vote of confidence for Dineen. Tallon, who said changes would be made but not a head coaching move, is a huge fan of Dineen.

Tallon hired Dineen a year after taking over the reins of the Panthers in 2010. Dineen has been coaching the Portland Pirates of the AHL after an illustrious NHL career as a player/captain for several franchises.

However, Dineen responded to Sun Sentinel reporter Ryan Clark today that he’s aware that Viola paid a lot of money for the Panthers and he understands that he expects better results. And that new ownership is evaluating things at all levels. Hockey GMs and owners are notoriously impatient with their coaches as one can tell by the constant turning of the coaching carousel in the NHL.

The Panthers hired longtime Predators assistant Peter Horacek to take over the head coach job in San Antonio after Nashville fired him last May. He would certainly be a candidate for the Panthers coaching job if they decided to make a move. 

While even Dineen felt his players didn’t give him a complete effort in last week’s sleepy 4-0 loss to the Blues, he did feel they responded to his words at a team meeting in Washington D.C. before they came back to earn a point before falling in a shootout. I wasn’t able to see last night’s game but I understand that the Panthers were outplayed for much of the game by a team struggling as much or more than tham.

I expect that once goalie Tim Thomas returns to the ice that Jacob Markstrom will be sent back to San Antonio for more seasoning. He is just not coming up with key saves when the Panthers need it. Whereas last year I felt he was let down by his defensive corps which was riddled by injuries, this year I feel the onus is more on Markstrom giving up too many soft goals.

Scott Clemmensen showed in D.C. last week that he can once again be a capable backup to Thomas, who practiced completely today and even tested out his new mask by purposely taking several pucks to the head – a dangerous, quirky way to test out a mask but then again it’s Tim Thomas.

While Dineen rarely gives away his starting goalies in advance and didn’t again on Wednesday, he did say that if Thomas keeps practicing like today then he would return sooner than later. Thomas wasn’t made available to the media as he’s still on injured reserve and that’s generally the team policy.

So don’t rule Thomas out for a big homecoming at the T.D. Garden tomorrow night. He is certainly going to be the center of attention at morning skate by the Boston media.

Scottie Upshall,who finally scored his first two goals of the season, collided with Thomas in practice and seemed to hurt his hand and/or shoulder, but he told my colleague Ryan Clark that he’s fine.

Ironically, Upshall's last two-goal game also came against the Oilers on Jan. 25, 2011 when he was with Phoenix.

Meltzer's Musings: Flyers at Quarter Mark, Good Start to Homestand
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FLYERBUZZ PODCAST: FLYERS AT QUARTER MARK

 In the newest edition of the FlyerBuzz Podcast, I take a look at what has and hasn't worked for the Flyers in the first quarter of the 2013-14 regular season. Considering the team's 1-7-0 start, things could be a lot worse off right now than to have an 8-10-2 mark and be two points behind the third-place Rangers in the wide-open Metropolitan Division.

 ************

 For the second time in as many weeks, the Philadelphia Flyers put up a five-spot on the Ottawa Senators. One week after kicking off a three-game road trip with a 5-0 whitewashing of the Senators, the Flyers began a three-game homestand with a 5-2 win over Paul MacLean's club. 

 Five different Flyers lit the lamp in Tuesday night's win at the Wells Fargo Center. Claude Giroux (power play) tallied his second goal of the season, while Sean Couturier, Kimmo Timonen and Adam Hall (empty net, shorthanded) each scored for the first time. Wayne Simmonds potted his 3rd goal of the season just 23 seconds after Timonen (who also recorded a pair of assists in the game) restored the lead at 3-2. 

 Steve Mason contributed another outstanding outing for the Flyers, turning back 32 of 34 shots. In last Tuesday's 24-save shutout in Ottawa, the team played virtually spotless defense in front of Mason. That was not the case last night. 

 The club had some bad turnovers that resulted in odd-man rushes for the Senators. Mason had to come up big on no less than a half-dozen occasions to thwart Ottawa shooters in good shooting range. That included a penalty shot save on Kyle Turris with 5:06 remaining in the third period, which more or less signified to both teams that the Flyers were going to win the game.

 The key turning point in the game happened less than a minute (in game-clock time, several minutes in real time) after the Senators came within a whisker of taking a 3-2 third-period lead after trailing the Flyers 2-0 near the midway point of regulation. 

 With Mason hopelessly caught outside the net and a yawning cage, Turris was staring at a wide open net as Nicklas Grossmann stepped into the crease along the goal line in a desperate attempt to assist his goalie. The puck hit both of Grossmann's skates and skittered wide of the net. The puck may or may not have cross the goal line as it ticked off Grossmann's right skate, but replays were too inconclusive to overturn the no-goal ruling on the ice. 

 Had that goal counted, there is no telling what would have happened the rest of the game. Perhaps the Flyers would have shown enough resilience to still find a way to win. Perhaps they would have continued to swirl in the same sort of third-period death spiral that cost the club numerous points in the stands in the first quarter of the season. We'll never know and, from a Flyers standpoint at least, it makes no difference after the fact. 

 Given a reprieve by Grossmann's dual skate save, the Flyers immediately scored a pair of goals after play resumed. First, a pinching Timonen got Lehner to open the pads and slid the puck through the five-hole on a backhanded shot as he moved across the front of the net. Matt Read and Steve Downie earned the assists. 

 Twenty-three seconds later, Wayne Simmonds potted the third successive scoring chance on a Flyers attack started by Vincent Lecavalier. Brayden Schenn received the other assist. Just like that, the Flyers had their two-goal lead back.

 The Flyers have been in a bit of a penalty killing funk of late, just as the power play has started to get rolling after a slow start. Last night, the Flyers managed to kill off three successive penalties in the first period but later gave up power play goals to Clarke MacArthur (8:13 of the second period) and Turris (3:12 of the third) that enabled Ottawa to come back from a 2-0 deficit. 

 The MacArthur goal, scored high to Mason's blocker side from the deep left slot, appeared to have been weaved through a partial screen from Flyers' defenseman Luke Schenn. The Turris goal was scored off an end-board carom in front of the net.

 Philly built its 2-0 lead on a power play goal by Giroux and a lucky even strength goal by the previously snakebitten Couturier. 

 Giroux's goal was a one-timer off a beautiful cross ice pass from Jakub Voracek. Ottawa goalie Robin Lehner had no chance to stop that one.

 The second one was on the goalie. Couturier's flat angle shot from along the goal line somehow found its way in the net as Lehner tried to hug the post. In the first period, Couturier missed an open net on a chance set up by Matt Read, so the puck luck evened out for him and Lehner on this night. 

 Late in regulation, with the Flyers killing their third delay of game penalty of the game for a player accidentally flipping the puck over the glass in the defensive zone, Adam Hall closed out the scoring. With Lehner pulled for an extra attacker, Hall won his second faceoff of the game with the Flyers outnumbered by two men. The Sens quickly swarmed behind the net and gained the puck. Grossmann thwarted a shot attempt and knocked the puck to Hall.

 From the red line, Hall sent the puck into the vacant Ottawa net. The goal was his first in his last 64 games, dating back to Feb. 23, 2012 (Tampa Bay vs. Montreal). More important for a fourth-line center, Hall was 11-for-13 (85 percent) on faceoffs last night. Over the last six games, he has gone on 41-for-48 (85.4 pct) tear at the dot to bring his season faceoff percentage to a robust 63.3 percent

Flyers Gameday: 11/19/13 vs. Ottawa
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FLYERS-SENATORS GAME PREVIEW (10:00 AM EST)

 Coming off a solid road trip that saw the club take five of a possible six points, the Philadelphia Flyers (7-10-2) return home to the Wells Fargo Center to start a three-game homestand. First up is the Ottawa Senators (8-8-4).

 Game time is 7:00 p.m. eastern. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philadelphia.

 This is the second of three meetings between the teams this season, and the lone game in Philly. Last Tuesday in Ottawa, the Flyers got their road trip off to a tremendous start with a 5-0 blanking of the Sens. 

 Steve Mason stopped all 24 shots fired his way, and the Flyers got a pair of goals from Jakub Voracek, while Matt Read, Vincent Lecavalier and Brayden Schenn all tallied single goals. Lecavalier, who assisted on the Schenn goal, also went 11-for-14 in the faceoff circle in this game. 

 After tonight's game, the Buffalo Sabres come to town on Thursday. The homestand concludes with a match against the New York Islanders on Saturday. 

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have had the last three nights off since completing their three-game-in-four-night trip through Ottawa, Pittsburgh and Winnipeg. For the most part, the trip went extremely well. That does not mean there is not still plenty of room for improvement from the last two games. 

 After scoring a combined nine goals in wins against Edmonton and Ottawa, the Flyers scored two goals apiece in the Pittsburgh and Winnipeg games. That makes 16 times in 19 games that the Flyers have scored two or fewer goals in games this season. 

 Additionally, the Flyers have had a recent hiccup in their generally strong penalty killing work; they've yielded opposition power play goals in three of the last four games, including two in the last game. On the flip side, the Flyers power play -- which had struggled all season -- has connected on four of its last eight opportunities. 

 Goaltending has been the Flyers biggest strength this season, followed by improved team defense. The team is still looking for ways to more consistently combine that with effective forechecking pressure and goal support. 

SENATORS OUTLOOK

 The Senators have played uneven hockey over the last week, losing ugly to the Flyers and Blue Jackets but sandwiching a 4-2 win in the middle. Ottawa is in the midst of a busy week of games. Tonight's game is middle game of a three-in-four and the front end of back-to-back games. The team will also play back-to-back games this weekend.

 In Sunday's 4-1 loss to Columbus, the Senators penalty killing sprung a leak, yielding three goals to the Blue Jackets and digging a 3-0 hole shortly past the midway point of regulation. The deficit grew to four goals before a late power play goal by Erik Karlsson spoiled Sergei Bobrovsky's bid for a shutout.

 Craig Anderson has struggled in goal since his return from injury. There is a chance that Robin Lehner, who took NHL First-Star of the Week honors prior to incumbent starter Anderson's return, could get the call tonight.

PROJECTED LINE COMBINATIONS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 10 Brayden Schenn - 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 9 Steve Downie - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 32 Mark Streit

 26 Erik Gustafsson - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Potential Scratches: Michael Raffl (healthy), Andrej Meszaros (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

Senators

 9 Milan Michalek - 19 Jason Spezza - 89 Cory Conacher

 16 Clarke MacArthur - 7 Kyle Turris - 6 Bobby Ryan

 14 Colin Greening - 15 Zack Smith - 25 Chris Neil

 22 Erik Condra - 57 - Derek Grant - 93 - Mika Zibanejad

 3 Marc Methot - 65 Erik Karlsson

 2 Jared Cowen - 62 Eric Gryba

 4 Chris Phillips - 74 - Mark Borowiecki

 41 Craig Anderson/ 40 Robin Lehner

 Potential Scratches: Joe Corvo (healthy) Matt Kassian (healthy), Patrick Wiercioch (healthy).
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Special teams play tends to run hot and hold over the course of any given year. A sampling of a few games is simply too small to worry about for the long haul.

 Last season, for example, the Flyers started out the season by killing just two of the first eight penalties they took in games against Pittsburgh, Buffalo and New Jersey. Over that same span, the Flyers went 1-for-15 on the power play. Despite the horrendous start, the club finished the year at 85.9 percent on the penalty kill (5th in the NHL) and 21.6 percent (ranked 3rd) on the power play. It was even strength play that was the problem.

 This season, the Flyers have been one of the NHL's top penalty killing clubs again, but there has been a bit of recent hiccup. Opposing teams have scored on power plays in three of the last four games, going 4-for-13 in that span. As a result, the Flyers penalty killing rankings for the season has correspondingly dropped a bit in the last week. The team is currently ranked 13th in penalty killing efficiency at 83.1 percent. 

 On the power play as well as at even strength, the Flyers had been having a miserable time trying to score goals through the first 15 games of the regular season. However, the team has been doing much better of late on the man advantage. The Flyers went 4-for-8 on the power play on their recent three-game road trip. Unfortunately, their final power play of the 3-2 shootout loss to Winnipeg was a poor one, and it was a missed opportunity to put a stranglehold on the game.

 Of course, what is far more important than slicing and dicing special teams play is the end result on the scoreboard. The Flyers are 3-0-1 in their last four games and will need to have another strong week of play in their upcoming three-game homestand. 

 One thing I would like to see the Flyers accomplish this week is playing in third periods more like they did when leading against the Senators last Tuesday than they did when leading the Penguins on Wednesday and the Jets on Friday. In the latter two games, the team's forecheck completely vanished while trying to nurse a one-goal lead. Against Ottawa, the Flyers stayed aggressive -- yet disciplined -- and were consequently able to build their lead into a blowout. 

Meltzer's Musings: Mason Deserves Olympic Consideration

November 17, 2013, 9:40 AM ET [106 Comments]   

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

More Sharing Services

3

 Bill Meltzer

 Philadelphia Flyers Blogger • NHL.com • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

The more I watch Steve Mason, the more I start to think that his excellent play so far this season is the real deal. It's not question of statistics (2.13 goals against average, .931 save percentage in 14 starts; has yet to yield more than three goals in a game since coming to the Flyers from Columbus). Rather, it's the total picture of how he approaches each game and then carries that plan into action. 

 Over the last two decades, we have all seen Flyers goalies who have put up strong statistics -- sometimes even superior to Mason's --- for a month or two at a time. Nevertheless, there was often a feeling that the goaltender was not going to be to sustain his success. 

 For example, even as Roman Cechmanek won two Bobby Clarke Trophies and enjoyed one season in which he was runner-up for the Vezina Trophy and finished fourth in the Hart Trophy balloting, there was rarely a sense that he was truly in control of games. His positional play was atrocious, his mechanics were unorthodox and his emotions were all over the map. Often, one got the sense that his unpredictability was what made him tough for opponents to solve -- but that could only go so far at the NHL level.

 With Mason, there is a sense of calm rather than chaos. He has overhauled his mental approach to games, breaking them into bite-sized segments from TV timeout to TV timeout and then moving on to the next segment. 

 Mason looks very big in the net, because his angles have been superb and he has been very fluid in his movements. His glove is quick. His rebound control has generally been strong. His footwork has been smooth and he has strong legs and quickness in closing up the pads. His lateral movement is cat-like. On top of it all, he is also an excellent puckhandler; I'd go so far as to rank him third in the NHL in the puckhandling category behind only Martin Brodeur and Mike Smith. 

 Goaltenders tend to have the longest learning curve of any position on the ice. Mason may have had a little too much success too fast with his spectacular Calder Trophy winning season in Columbus at age 20. There was bound to be some regression and, in his case, the regression was pretty severe. 

 During his struggling post-rookie years in Columbus, Mason still had to mature as a player. The fact that he had generally weak teams in front of him did not help a bit, either. One mistake would become two, and two would become three. One bad goal or one subpar game was more than a bump in the road. It was a harbinger of doom. 

 Nowadays, Mason seems to be the better for the tough times he went through in Columbus. He takes nothing for granted and he realizes that he has it within himself to overcome some pretty severe adversity.

 Age 25 is hardly a late-blooming age for an NHL goalie to truly come into his own. Mason's turnaround actually started prior to the trade to Philly. He'd already started to work on many of the things that are paying dividends now. Those improvements were obscured by the emergence of new teammate Sergei Bobrovsky into a Vezina winner, resulting in Mason getting displaced as the starter and being traded for peanuts to the Flyers.

 Since his arrival in Philadelphia, working with goaltending coach Jeff Reese has also been a big help to the process. The two have formed a fabulous working relationship. It should also be noted that Mason and Ray Emery function well as a goaltending tandem. They support one another and seem to push each other in a constructive, cooperative way even as Mason appears to have emerged as the team's primary starter. 

 As enjoyable as it has been been to watch Mason's play in games, it is also pleasure to watch Mason work at the start of practice. On a regular basis, he and Reese are out on the ice well ahead of everyone else. No details are missed in the goalie's preparations, as he constantly works on his fundamentals. 

 In any given practice, Mason works first on angling his stick to deflect pucks into the corners. He works on using his legs to make saves, both with his leg pads and with his skates. He works with his blocker. He works with his glove. He works on his angles and hugging the post to seal off wraparounds. He works on knocking down pucks where he can easily smother rebounds. Mind you, all of this done before practice even officially starts for the rest of the team. 

 After last Monday's practice before the start of the Flyers three-games-in-four-nights road trip, I noted in my post-practice blog update that Mason looked exceptionally sharp in practice. There was one segment that was downright spectacular, as he stopped Vincent Lecavalier, Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds on a 3-on-0 line rush; and it wasn't like his teammates weren't trying in earnest to score both on an initial Lecavalier shot and a rebound follow-up by Schenn. The goalie just collectively bested all three members of the team's second line. 

 The next night in Ottawa, Mason recorded a 24-save shutout. It was nice to see him carry the razor-sharp practice performance over into his first shutout of the season (20th of his NHL career) in the very next game.

 Mason's consistency this season has been a direct result of the many, many hours of hard work he's put in every day. His mental toughness has been evidenced by the way he's just kept on rolling even as the team in front of him has provided precious little goal support at the other end of the ice. 

 More and more, I hope that Hockey Canada is paying attention to Mason in considering candidates for the Olympic roster. I suspect that he won't be one of the three goalies chosen, though, even with Cam Ward's injury issues. I suspect that Roberto Luongo, Carey Price, Smith, Corey Crawford and possibly Jonathan Bernier are all currently ahead of Mason on the candidate depth chart. 

 From my own standpoint, however, if Mason is bypassed for a roster spot in Sochi, it will not be because he's undeserving of more serious consideration. I truly believe there is reason for optimism that Mason has already turned the corner in his development and (assuming good health) stands a good chance of being a mighty fine NHL goaltender for many years to come.

 Incidentally, the two goals that Mason yielded in Friday's shootout in Winnipeg were scored high to the blocker side. One squeezed through under Mason's armpit after he got a piece of it and the other was perfectly placed over his stick. I am sure he's going to put in a little extra blocker side work at practice ahead of Tuesday's home game.

 Mason has yet to have an outright subpar performance this season. Even the three goals he allowed in the 7-0 debacle against Washington had nothing to do with mistakes he made. It is inevitable that there were will eventually be a few bad games for Mason this season. Every goalie has them. Right now, however, I have a high degree of confidence that those games will be few and far between.
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If you knew before the start of the Flyers' road trip that they would take five of a possible six points from a three-games-in-four-nights gauntlet of playing the Ottawa Senators, Pittsburgh Penguins and Winnipeg Jets, would you have gladly taken it?

 I know I would. 

 However, it is galling any time a third period lead slips away. The Flyers carried a 2-1 lead into the final six minutes of regulation but were unable to nurse their skinny lead through a penalty kill. Philly hung on (by a thread) to at least salvage one point.

 For much of the third period, the Flyers looked to have fatigued legs and played like they were mainly concerned with avoiding getting players caught up ice or otherwise out of position with no chance to recover. As a result, any semblance of forechecking pressure disappeared.

 Some of that is to be expected. Any time a club is in the final game of a three-in-four on the road, the third period is often a hang-in-there scenario. Even more so than usual, it's ideal to have at least one insurance goal to work with rather than trying to nurse a one-goal lead for too long.

 The Flyers' best chance to put the game away came when they had a third-period power play of their own. Philly converted its first power play of the game (for the fourth time in their last five opportunities up to that point). They didn't score on the second one but moved the puck well and came close multiple times. The third power play went nowhere in a hurry, and the Jets were the team that drew the momentum from it.

 As soon as the Flyers' Steve Downie got away with a penalty and then another Jet fell down a few moments later (on his own, but with the home crowd groaning even louder), it was almost inevitable that Winnipeg would get a power play in short order the next time a Flyer did anything remotely close to a penalty. That was especially true if the perpetrator was Downie. Sure enough, seconds after play resumed, Downie got nabbed on a hook.

 Penalty killing has generally been one of the Flyers' biggest strengths this season. Meanwhile, the Jets entered this game ranked dead last in the NHL on the power play -- coincidentally enough, so did Detroit entering the game in which the Wings put up a three-spot on the man advantage against the Flyers. On this night, the PK failed the Flyers as Dustin Byfuglien turned two of the Winnipeg power plays into goals. 

 The first power play goal, scored at 5:36 of the opening period came on a sequence where Byfuglien got wide open and was able to pick a spot as he received a pass from Devin Setoguchi and shot from the right circle. The second one was a blast from the point with a screen in front of the net. 

 Once the interconference game got to the four-on-four overtime, the Flyers' players switched gears. At worst, they already had one point in the cash register and there was no real concern about risking Winnipeg winning on an OT counter-rush (ala Carolina last week in a divisional game). The Flyers went from passive offense/prevent oddman rush mode to an ultra-aggressive forecheck that included activating the point man to pinch. 

 As a result, the ice tilted the other way. Philly ended up dominating the extra frame to the tune of an 8-3 shot advantage. Defenseman Braydon Coburn in particular had multiple good looks at the net on plays where he joined the attack. 

 Unfortunately for the Flyers, all the scoring they got on this night came back in the first period. Scott Hartnell answered Byfuglien's first power play goal with a wraparound goal less than a minute later. Not only did the goal knot the score, it was also a momentum changer in that portion of the game as the Flyers had spent most of the first five minutes hemmed in their own end. Jakub Voracek and Claude Giroux received the assists.

 Midway through the opening stanza, the Flyers took the 2-1 lead they'd hold until the latter stages of the third period. Kimmo Timonen got a center point shot on the net and Scott Hartnell kept the puck alive near the net. The disc went directly to an alert Wayne Simmonds, who ripped the loose puck past Ondrej Pavelec (32 saves on 34 shots) for his second goal of the season. Both of Simmonds' goals have come on the power play.

 Steve Mason (36 saves on 38 shots) was once again the Flyers best player on this night. As the game rolled along, the Flyers relied on him more and more to protect their one-goal lead and the netminder answered the bell each and every time. He was heavily screened on Byfuglien's eventual tying goal. 

 Once the hockey portion of the game ended in a tie, a pair of Winnipeg shooters (Setoguchi and Blake Wheeler) converted their chances by shooting high to Mason's blocker side. The only one of the four Philadelphia shooters to score was Claude Giroux, who dribbled a shot over the goal line when Pavelec was unable to hold onto the handle after seemingly having made the save at first.

 The Flyers return home next week for three games. They will face Ottawa on Tuesday, Buffalo on Thursday and the New York Islanders on Saturday.

 NOTES:

 * The Jets entered this game ranked as the worst faceoff team in the NHL but Winnipeg ended up winning 56 percent of the draws in this game. It would have been much worse for the Flyers if not for Adam Hall, who continued a red hot streak at the dot with a 9-for-11 performance. Hall has gone 30-for-35 (85.7 pct) over the last five games.

 * This game was far and away Luke Schenn's best performance of the 2013-14 season to date, at least in the first two periods. He hit everything that moved (getting credited with a game-high nine hits) without drifting out of position. He also was credited with a blocked shot. Teammates Nicklas Grossmann and Erik Gustafsson lead the club with three blocks apiece in this game.
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All hands were on deck for the Philadelphia Flyers as they extended their winning streak to three straight game by virtue of grinding out a 2-1 road win over the Pittsburgh Penguins. Brayden Schenn notched both goals for the Flyers, while Ray Emery turned back 30 of 31 Pittsburgh shots to notch the win. 

 On Tuesday, the Flyers built off a 4-2 win over Edmonton with a dominating 5-0 shutout win in Ottawa. Last night at Pittsburgh's Consol Energy Center, the Flyers bent but didn't break as they skated off with a 2-1 win. 

 Why did the Flyers win this game? All of the following reasons:

Another strong Flyers' goaltending effort: Emery was locked in. After some shaky moments with rebound control in the first five minutes of the game -- including a would-be Chris Kunitz goal in the opening half minute that was disallowed for being kicked into the net -- Emery gobbled up everything fired his way. He made momentum saves, including stopping Sidney Crosby on a breakaway after a turnover by Mark Streit. There were few second-chance opportunities as the game progressed; rebounds were either non-existent or directed into the corners. Emery also did a good job at stopping pucks in the trapezoid and getting them quickly to his defensemen. 

Effective play without the puck and good puck support. Philadelphia defenders did a solid job of keeping themselves between Penguins attackers and the net, with strong sticks and physically aggressive play. Teammates provided proper support as well. Even when the Penguins spent extensive time in the Philly end of the ice, it was usually kept along the perimeter. Lastly, the Flyers won a healthy percentage of battles along the walls.

 Every member of the blueline had a strong game, especially Braydon Coburn (28:31 of ice time, two blocks, one takeaway) and Kimmo Timonen (24:37). Nicklas Grossmann (19:48, five hits, two blocks) made a coverage mistake on Sidney Crosby's power play goal but was otherwise a beast on defense. Center Sean Couturier did his usual strong job of containing and frustrating Evgeni Malkin in 5-on-5 play. Although the Flyers spend much of the third period on their own side of the red line, they limited the Pens to six shots in crunch time. 

 On the forecheck, the Flyers were able to generate some extended attack time of their own, at least in the latter portions of the first period and especially in the middle stanza. Many players contributed strong shifts in this regard, but Wayne Simmonds deserves to be singled out for his excellent forechecking work. 

 In his most memorable sequence, Simmonds made Schenn's first goal possible by winning a one-on-two battle behind the Pittsburgh net as his team was in the middle of a change. Simmonds ultimately took the puck away from Robert Bortuzzo and then fed the puck to Schenn in the left circle. Schenn sniped the long-side top corner. 

Flyers.NHL.com

 Right before the first Schenn goal, the Claude Giroux line pinned the Penguins deep in their own zone. That was a momentum generating shift and it was quickly followed up by another strong forechecking shift and, ultimately, Schenn's goal.

Poor shooting by Pittsburgh: The Penguins are still a mighty dangerous team that will eventually get its scoring chances. Last night, Pittsburgh found the glass instead of Ray Emery's net on a number of good looks. Pittsburgh missed the net on 19 shot attempts, including three by James Neal (twice from good scoring range). Malkin compounded things by letting himself get frustrated by the close checking of Couturier and Grossmann at five-on-five. 

Superior puck management: The Flyers were only charged with one giveaway for the game, to 10 for Pittsburgh. Philly was also credited with eight takeaways to six for the Penguins.

Strong night in the faceoff circle: The Flyers won 56 percent of the faceoffs in the game. That included a 10-for-13 performance by Vincent Lecavalier and 7-for-8 for Adam Hall. The latter has been in a tremendous groove on draws of late. Hall is 21-for-24 (87.5 percent) on faceoffs over the team's last four games. On the Pittsburgh side, faceoff woes added to Malkin's frustrations, as he went 4-for-12. Crosby went 11-for-27.

Generally strong game on special teams. Apart from losing track of Crosby on the only Pittsburgh goal -- which came point-blank off an excellent feed by Malkin -- the Flyers' special teams did the job in this game. The Flyers killed off each of their other three penalties in the match and Schenn cashed in on Philly's lone power play.

 On Schenn's game-winning power play goal late in the second period, the Penguins' Kris Letang was guilty of some egregiously bad coverage of his own. First, he attempted to front the Flyers players at the net. Once the initial shot by Jakub Voracek got through -- if you are going to front someone, the puck had better not get past you -- Schenn was wide open to collect the rebound. By that point, it was going to be tough for Letang to recover and prevent a goal but he at least needed to make a better second effort than he did. Also note the work of Steve Downie directly in front of Marc-Andre Fleury. Downie got a stick on the puck and ended up drawing the primary assist. 

Flyers.NHL.com

 On the penalty killing side of the ledger, the Flyers drew strength and some momentum from their first and fourth kills of the game. Emery also stepped up whenever he was needed.

Energy management: The Flyers were able to roll all four forward lines and three defensive pairs (sans Grossmann, who had to leave early in the third period) in the Ottawa game. That paid dividends last night when the Flyers had to travel back to the U.S. to play a rested Pittsburgh team. 

 In a tight match, Berube had to shorten his bench and limit the use of his fourth line and, to a lesser extent, the third defense pairing of Luke Schenn (13:48) and Erik Gustafsson (13:44). The third pairing played just fine, actually. Jay Rosehill, took a penalty when the Flyers ended up with an unfavorable matchup in their own end of the ice; which set the stage for the Crosby power play goal. Zac Rinaldo skated 6:26 over nine shifts. He was credited with three hits. More notably on this night, however, Berube and Ian Laperriere entrusted Rinaldo to play 1:09 worth of shorthanded time and to take a shift with the team defending its one-goal lead late in the game.

 Energy management is going to be especially critical come Friday night in Winnipeg. Not only will it be the Flyers third road game in four nights, they will have logged a lot of travel miles just to get from Philadelphia to Ottawa to Pittsburgh to Winnipeg. By necessity, the Flyers had to expend a lot of energy to grind out the win over the Penguins. In order to avoid fatigue setting in for Friday's game, short shifts will be a must. 

 ************

FLYERS FAITHFUL SNIDER HOCKEY FUNDRAISER

 Tonight, Flyersfaithful.com is hosting its third annual fundraiser for Snider Hockey in the form of a Flyers-themes pub-quiz night at Fado in Center City Philadelphia. The event starts at 8 p.m. For more information, click here/

 Participation costs $10. Half of that money goes to Snider Hockey and the other half goes to the winning quiz team. There will be a 50/50 raffle and other giveaways at the event.
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UPDATE: DOWNIE CLEARED, PRACTICE NOTES (9:30 PM, EST)

 Even with the Flyers taking Sunday off, I did not expect Monday's practice at the Skate Zone in Voorhees to be as intensive as it was just ahead of the team's upcoming three-in-four road trip that will take them to Ottawa, Pittsburgh and Winnipeg within the next 96 hours. The club practiced today at an extremely high tempo, while doing standard line rush reps, two-on-one drills, forechecking and breakouts and working in short-distance sprints. 

 Steve Mason was especially sharp today, knocking aside almost everything sent his way. At one point, the Vincent Lecavalier line skated in a three-man breakaway on the Flyers goaltender and Mason came up not only with the initial shot but a pair of rebounds. 

 Today's practice lines were basically the same as the groupings in the Edmonton game. However, Steve Downie participated fully in practice (sporting a full face shield), skating on Sean Couturier's line with Matt Read. Michael Raffl did not practice at all, which led us to wonder if he had been sent down to the Phantoms. As it turned out, Raffl is still with the team but was held off the ice because he's battling the flu.

 A few hours after practice it was confirmed that Downie has received medical clearance. He is expected in the lineup tomorrow night.

 DOWNIE UPDATES HIS STATUS

 CRAIG BERUBE TALKS ABOUT UPCOMING ROAD TRIP, RESPONSE TO ADVERSITY

 ************

AWAY-HEAVY PORTION OF SEASON STARTS WITH TOUGH ROAD TRIP

 On paper at least, the first six weeks of the Philadelphia Flyers' 2013-14 schedule was the most favorable portion of the season docket from a travel and fatigue perspective. The club played seven of its first 11 games and 10 of its first 16 games at home. 

 Ideally, the team would have be sitting with a far better than it has right now (5-10-1) but all Craig Berube's squad can do is move onward and try to climb out of the early-season hole it has dug for itself. Now the schedule and travel are about to get much tougher. 

 Over the team's next 27 games -- spanning the period between Nov. 12 and Jan. 7 -- the Flyers will play 19 on the road and just eight at home. That will include three different stretches of three games in four nights. 

 The road-heavy portion of the Flyers' schedule gets started on Tuesday night in Ottawa. The next night, the Flyers are in Pittsburgh to take on the arch-rival Penguins. Thereafter, the Flyers have to travel back to Canada again; heading to Manitoba to play the Winnipeg Jets on Friday. 

 Next week, the Flyers have a three-game homestand with matches against Ottawa, Buffalo and the Islanders. Thereafter, the Flyers only skate on home ice five more times between Nov. 23 and Jan. 7. 

 So far in 2013-14, the Flyers are 2-3-1 in away games and 3-7-0 at home. Last season, the Flyers had a 15-7-2 record at home but an 8-15-1 mark on the road. The previous season, however, they were road warriors with a stellar 25-13-3 mark away from the Wells Fargo Center.

 It may not be the worst thing for the Flyers to get out on the road for awhile. For one thing, I think it could help the team get its scuffling power play on track away from the booing Wells Fargo Center crowds. For another, I think Berube's system at five-on-five is more conducive to playing "road-style" hockey -- third forward high in the offensive zone, have a safety valve in the defensive zone, keep feet moving in order to move the puck forward and backcheck when needed -- than trying to please the home crowd.

 That theory is about to be put to the test this week. The Flyers are about to go into three tough buildings to play in on the road, and to play a rested Penguins team as the second game of a back-to-back and middle game of a three-in-four is never a favorable matchup on paper. 

 Of course, you know the cliche about the games being played on ice rather than paper. Even so, it will take a lot of doing for the Flyers to navigate this three-game stretch successfully. I would personally consider five out of a possible six points (2-0-1) to be a real good week of work that will make some headaway in getting the team on track. 

 The Flyers took Sunday off. They resume practice at 11 a.m. on Monday at the Skate Zone in Voorhees before departing at 2:30 for the flight to Ottawa. I will have a post-practice update to today's blog either late in the afternoon or early in the evening.

 *************

SHERO HONORED IN TORONTO

 Monday also marks the day that Fred Shero will finally take his place in the Hockey Hall of Fame. He will be inducted into the Builders category, in which Keith Allen and Ed Snider are already inductees. Pittsburgh Penguins general manager Ray Shero will accept on his late father's behalf. To celebrate the long-awaited occasion, Snider is flying 15 former Flyers players who played under Shero along with himself to Toronto.

 There has been a slew of many fine articles and blogs written about Shero's influence on the game. I hope that people are finally beginning to understand that the Broad Street Bullies didn't win two Stanley Cups and go to three straight Finals because they beat up other teams. 

 The Flyers accomplished that feat because they had one of the sport's all-time greatest general managers and a visionary coach who understood how to get the most from his players. They had three Hall of Fame players, including their goaltender and two-thirds of the top line. They had the best locker room leadership, the hardest-working corps of players in the league, plenty of talent depth an an unmatched sense of unity. 

 Much of Shero's genius lay in his ability to get players not only to buy into his system but also to embrace their roles on the team. The fights and brawling were the basis of the team's reputations to outsiders but, within the club itself, the rough stuff was just one piece of a much more important priority of winning hockey games. 

 Over the last year or so, there has finally been widespread attention paid to the many ways that Shero was miles ahead of most of his coaching peers in the NHL. He was often branded an eccentric -- and he was, to some degree -- but everything Shero did had a purpose behind it. 

 By the time Shero finally got his due credit and hailed as an innovator, many of his ideas had long since been adopted league-wide: everything from the use of assistant coaches, game-day morning skates, the incorporation of video study to his highly developed and structured X-and-O system influenced subsequent coaches. 

 As Shero himself once wrote on the Flyers' locker room blackboard: "When the man who was always called a kook starts to be called an innovator, it means he's not innovative anymore."

 On the International Ice Hockey Federation's official Web site, I took an in-depth look at one of the many genuine innovations that the late Fred Shero brought to the NHL: studying and adapting European hockey tactics to fit the small-rink game. For more on Shero's contributions in the realm of studying and adapting international hockey to the NHL, click here.

 *********

PELLE LINDBERGH REMEMBERED

 As has become customary every May 24 and Nov. 10 or 11th on my Flyers blog here at HockeyBuzz, I am running a previously unpublished excerpt from the Pelle Lindbergh biography that I co-authored with Thomas Tynander. Today marks 28 years since Lindbergh's official death date, although he had been rendered brain dead in the wee hours of Nov. 10, 1985. 

 Later today on HockeyBuzz, Pelle's former Flyers teammate Brad Marsh and Brad's son, Erik, will share their personal perspectives on Lindbergh. Brad and wife Patti named Erik after Pelle when he was born the month after the Vezina-winning goaltender's tragic and needless car crash.

 For now, I hope you enjoy this previously unseen excerpt from "Behind the White Mask". This excerpt from Chapter 24, which was trimmed down for space, talks in-depth about Lindbergh's love for fast cars and tendency to drive recklessly.
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SUNNY DAY IN PHILADELPHIA

 The Philadelphia Flyers could not undo the damage of 10 regulation losses and an overtime loss in a single day. They could not realistically score enough goals in one game to lift their 30th-ranked offense out of the bottom spot in the NHL. 

 What the Flyers could do was go out yesterday and play the game right way. They could restore a measure of offensive self-confidence and show they can handle adversity when it arises. That's exactly what the Flyers did in capturing a 4-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers at the Wells Fargo Center.

 It does not matter that the Oilers are the bottom-ranked defensive team in the NHL. The Flyers would not have won had they not won the battles and done the things that lead to potential scoring chances and goals. 

 The Flyers outmuscled the Oilers down low throughout the game. They gave the Oilers fits in covering the points and the third forward high in the zone. These players found the seams and converted chances when teammates got the puck to scoring areas. 

 That's how both of the Flyers first two goals were scored. They won the forechecking battles. Mark Streit got pucks to scoring areas and there were forwards there to convert.

 The first goal, a deflection by Jay Rosehill, came after some good forechecking work by Zac Rinaldo and a D-to-D pass from Nicklas Grossmann to Streit. Rosehill steered Streit's low and deflectable shot past Devan Dubnyk.

 On the second goal, after an errant shot by Scott Hartnell, Streit retrieved the puck up high. Hartnell got wide open at the top of the right circle, and Streit found him with a perfect pass. Hartnell didn't do anything fancy with his shot. He just rid of it quickly from a good shooting angle and it found the net. 

 The Flyers had to handle some adversity in this game as the Oilers twice shaved two-goal deficits to one. There were some turnovers and sloppy coverages that contributed to David Perron's second period power play goal and Taylor Hall's third period even-strength tally. The bottom line, though, was that the mistakes did not snowball. The Flyers responded properly to each of the two Edmonton goals: rather than wilting, they went right back to work in re-establishing control of the game. 

 The biggest news of the day was Claude Giroux breaking out of his season-long goal drought. This was a highly encouraging sequence all the way around. First of all, it was a case of Philly turning defense into counterattacking offense. 

 Jakub Voracek made a good play at the defensive blueline to create a turnover at get the puck to Giroux. The Flyers captain gained the blueline and made a sharp inside cut -- something he hasn't been able to do much this season and which has been an effective weapon for him previously in his career. Giroux found a shooting lane for himself from the top of the left circle and snapped a shot past Dubnyk. 

 On the Flyers' last goal, which restored a two-goal cushion, Brayden Schenn fended off a defenseman and occupied the puck behind the Edmonton net. Vincent Lecavalier finished off the play from a flat angle along the right side. Matt Read drew the secondary assist. 

 Steve Mason turned in a solid, workmanlike effort in goal. He did not have much chance on either Edmonton goal and came up with some momentum saves when needed. Mason even joined in the Giroux goal celebration; skating to the bench to congratulate the team captain.

 That celebratory moment was a telling one, however. Throughout the Flyers' struggles this season, Mason has been the team's best player. He has consistently given the team a chance to win and, beyond that, has been a good teammate. He has never once has griped about a lack of support, either offensively or defensively. 

 The Flyers pretty much did everything they needed to do yesterday. To establish genuine forward momentum, those things need to be built upon in a difficult three-game-in-four-night road trip to come. 

 *************

PHANTOMS REEL OFF SIXTH STRAIGHT WIN

 Terry Murray has the Adirondack Phantoms overachieving of late. The team has reeled off six straight wins, including back-to-back shutouts. The Flyers' AHL affiliate has been getting strong defense, stellar goaltending and has been spreading around just enough offense to win games. The Phantoms have yielded just four goals over the last six games.

 Yesterday, the Phantoms captured a 2-0 win over Albany. Yann Danis stopped all 26 shots he faced and first period goals by Rob Bordson and Ben Holmstrom stood up the rest of the way. Rookies Nick Cousins and Mark Alt assisted on the second goal.

 The Phantoms return to action today at 3 p.m. for their third game in as many days. Today's opponent is the New York Islanders' farm team, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

 *************

 On the International Ice Hockey Federation's official Web site, I take an in-depth look at one of the many innovations that the late Fred Shero brought to the NHL: studying and adapting European hockey tactics to fit the small-rink game. For more on Shero's contributions in the realm of studying and adapting international hockey to the NHL, click here.
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FLYERBUZZ PODCAST: GIROUX'S STRUGGLES, CLOSING GAMES 

 *********

 The Philadelphia Flyers were 53 seconds away from their second straight 1-0 road victory when an all-too-familiar downward spiral began. The Flyers did what losing teams do when faced with adversity: they let one mistake turn into two and then three. 

 Next thing anyone knew, they had to settle for one point instead of two after dropping a 2-1 overtime decision to the injury-depleted Carolina Hurricanes. 

 The Flyers have now let five standings points slip from their grasp as a result of blown leads in the third period. For all the talk about improved team defense -- and undeniably excellent goaltending that Steve Mason has provided -- this Flyers team has shown an inability to protect hard-earned leads. 

 When a team is not scoring goals and the margin for error is slim-to-none, every mistake gets magnified. The Flyers have played fourteen games this season. They are averaging a pathetic 1.53 goals per game and have only scored three-plus goals once. That makes it extremely hard to win hockey games and yet they've entered every third period but one this season guaranteed to get at least one point by scratching out one more goal than the opposition in crunch time. 

 Playing against the Flyers has been a cure-all for opposing goalies' save percentages and confidence issues. It doesn't matter if it's a high-end netminder or a third-string goaltender such as the Hurricanes' Justin Peters. The Flyers' inability to finish scoring chances -- and, for long stretches of games, to generate sufficient forechecking pressure or counterattacks to create additional chances - has gotten past the point where it can simply be called a slump or an adjustment to a new head coach.

 Against the Hurricanes, the Flyers had some excellent scoring chances in the first period. Most notably, Sean Couturier hit the post or crossbar on a mini two-on-one with Matt Read. However, that was the only period in which Philly really generated sustained pressure on more than the rare shift. Flyers power plays were actually momentum killers in the opening two periods.

 Mason made quite a few outstanding saves to keep the game scoreless, including a stick save on Jordan Staal in the first period that was highlight-reel worthy. The Flyers actually gave up quite a few open chances over the course of the game but Mason was locked in and made all the stops. His glove-work, footwork, positioning and puckhandling were all excellent. The Flyers got outshot 36-29 in regulation and 2-0 in OT. Mason deserved a much better fate.

 The Flyers killed off a lengthy 5-on-3 penalty that carried over for 27 seconds from the end of the second into the start of the third period. That is often a big momentum booster for teams but the Flyers' never did seem to generate much of an offensive boost from it. 

 When the Flyers tried to carry the puck in, they either went offside, lost the puck near the blueline or ended up with a one-and-done foray on the perimeter. When the pucks got dumped in, the puck pursuit was less than mediocre and the Hurricanes had easy breakouts from the defensive zone.

 Philly caught a break at the 15:08 mark of the third period when Nathan Gerbe got a little too overzealous tussling with Mark Streit near the Philadelphia net. Gerbe, who is roughly the size of a Keebler Elf, got a double-minor while the 5-foot-11 Streit received two minutes.

 The Flyers finally broke through on the ensuing power play. At 16:02, Scott Hartnell tipped home a Kimmo Timonen point shot to give the Flyers a 1-0 lead. Both Hartnell and Timonen recorded their first point of the 2013-14 season. Claude Giroux got the secondary assist.

 Despite the assist, Giroux remains largely invisible on a game-in and game-out basis. Even more worrisome than the fact he has not scored a goal in the first 14 games is the lack of scoring chances he's been creating in the last few games for himself or linemates. Giroux does not even seem close to scoring a goal after an earlier stretch where he hit the post several times. The Giroux line often ends up hemmed deep into own zone. I cannot pretend to know the reason why the Flyers captain is struggling this badly, but it clear in watching him that his confidence has plummeted. 

 Unfortunately, when Giroux has been noticeable this season, it has more often been for being part of a defensive breakdown than a scoring chance at the other end. The final minute of regulation was emblematic of this Flyers season to date. 

 Nicklas Grossmann had played a really solid game in his first 27 shifts -- defending well, blocking six shots and being credited with eight hits -- but then made a really bad play when he had the puck on his stick. Under no pressure as the Flyers exited the defensive zone, Grossmann inexplicably hammered the puck up the wall well away from teammate Matt Read. The play went for an icing. 

 It a terrible icing for sure. But an icing need not be fatal. Win the faceoff, defend well, clear the zone, and perhaps even add an empty-net goal and the icing is immediately forgotten. Instead, this one became a turning point as the Flyers began their downward spiral. For the rest of the game, it was one botched execution after another. 

 With Peters pulled for an extra attacker, the Hurricanes controlled the puck in the Flyers' end of the ice. Opportunities to clear the zone were missed. As the clock ticked under a minute, Grossmann chased Eric Staal into the corner. Giroux let Jordan Staal go by him and received a centering pass from his brother at point blank range. Mason got a piece of the shot but not enough to keep the puck from going over the goal line for the player's second goal of the season. 

 In overtime, the Flyers played things almost too conservatively at first -- as if Berube was trying to get the game to a shootout on the premise that he liked Mason's chances of making more stops than Peters -- and then made one more major mistake. Streit attempted to stickhandling the puck into the offensive zone and lost the disc to Ron Hainsey. 

 Hainsey got the puck quickly to veteran defensive forward Manny Malhotra, who skated off on an breakaway. Malhotra slid a backhanded shot past Mason at the 2:40 mark of OT. 

 Just like that, the Hurricanes brought their five-game losing streak to an end and grabbed two points in the Metropolitan Division standings when they'd been less than a minute from none. The Flyers got one point for the regulation tie but it felt awfully hollow when two points were within their grasp and they fumbled one of them away.

 The Flyers return to action to the Wells Fargo Center on Thursday to take on the Devils.

 *************

 Congratulations to our FlyerBuzz podcast trivia contest winner Patrick Riley of Media, PA, for being the first to come up with the correct answer. Pete Peeters was the goaltender of record in the game in question. Patrick wins a pair of tickets to Saturday's Flyers-Oilers matinee at the Wells Fargo Center. We will be doing more such giveaways during the season so keep on listening!

 On the International Ice Hockey Federation's official Web site, I take an in-depth look at one of the many innovations that the late Fred Shero brought to the NHL: studying and adapting European hockey tactics to fit the small-rink game. For more on Shero's contributions in the realm of studying and adapting international hockey to the NHL, click here.
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Syracuse Crunch veteran defenseman J.P. Cote has earned a living as a stay-at-home blueliner, but he's on streak of five straight games with an assist.

Stephen D. Cannerelli | scannerelli@syracuse.com

Syracuse Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote can be a tough man to chase down on the ice.

After practice Wednesday, Cote shoveled up some loose snow on the War Memorial rink and led his fellow blueliners in a snowball attack on the forwards.

"We just punished the forwards, put them back in their place,'' Cote said.

When the target-shooting counts for real, however, Cote can be a forward's best friend.

The 31-year-old veteran is on a points tear lately, at least in his terms. He's posted assists in five straight games, the longest points streak in his 527-game AHL career. He has seven points this year after posting 17 all of last year.

Last weekend, he saw regular power-play shifts for the first time since his tenure with Hamilton in the mid-2000s.

Some of that stems from the loss of blueliner Dmitry Korobov to Tampa Bay and defensemen Matt Taormina and Nikita Nesterov to injuries.

"Obviously, I have some more ice time. It gives you more opportunity to advance the puck,'' Cote said. 

But the numbers are also the result of an aggressive tone set by head coach Rob Zettler, a former NHL defenseman.

Zettler wants all his defensemen to follow the play in search of offensive opportunities. Good puck-moving blueliners don't just handle the biscuit, he said, they also know when to dish it along.

"He sees the ice well,'' Zettler said of Cote. "He'll make plays to people that are open.''

That, in turn, motivates Cote to keep taking the right kind of chances.

"I'm feeling better about my overall skills,'' he said. "That's how it is.''

Korobov was returned from Tampa Bay on Wednesday, and Taormina and Nesterov should be available for Friday's game against Hamilton as well. While that might cut into Cote's opportunities, it won't alter his style.

"I'm going to bring the same thing to the table. There's nothing I'm going to change about my game,'' he said. "Less is more for me. I'm keeping it simple. I'm sticking to what I do best - play a solid defensive game.''

It can also be a confrontational one. Cote had nothing but contempt Wednesday when asked about the AHL's one-game suspension of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's Bobby Farnham for cross-checking Cote in the head Friday.

No penalty was called on the play. Cote and other players tried to chase down Farnham, and Cote said he twice challenged the Penguin to fight, but Farnham wouldn't answer the bell.

"It's not someone I would like to have on my team,'' Cote said of Farnham. "I don't get how a guy like that is trying to push guys around. You have to be an honest player, back up your style of play. Honestly, I couldn't care less about a guy like that.
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Defenseman Jordan Henry deserves partial credit for his wardrobe foresight.

When he signed with Florida of the ECHL to start the season, Henry could have filled his duffel bag with swim trunks, flip flops, shorts and golf shirts.

But Henry's ambition this season was to eventually move to a higher level, a goal that he knew could take him to a colder climate. So he packed a fair amount of winter clothes when he left for the Everblades.

Henry's vision went only so far. When he accompanied Florida on a road trip to Gwinnett last week, he brought along one suit, one dress shirt, a team track suit, some shorts and T-shirts.

Then, after playing in Gwinnett on Thursday, he was signed to a tryout deal by Syracuse on Friday. He got here in time for a game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton that night.

Winter isn't biting here yet, but Henry, 27, hopes to play well enough with the Crunch to stick around until frostbite is an issue.

"I have a bunch of winter clothes with me (in Florida). I just didn't happen to to have access to them,'' he said after practice Monday. "I probably have to go to the mall today to get new clothes.''

Whenever Henry has to pack up his new purchases for his next move, that will be as easy as shooting a puck into an empty net. His career the past few seasons has made him the very definition of a mobile defenseman.

Since the 2009-10 season, Henry has skated for 10 teams in five leagues. That run has included stops in North America, Russia, Sweden and Finland.

"I'm a good packer. I'm a really good packer,'' Henry said. "It's like putting together a puzzle every time you pack a suitcase.''

Oddly enough, Henry learned to enjoy the road while growing up in a hometown where he could roam without marking up the tread on his sneakers. He hails from in Milo, Alberta, which has a population of 122, give or take.

Traffic there is unencumbered by any stop lights, but there are two stop signs. The residents make do without a movie theater, but do enjoy the advantages of a school, hardware store and grocery store.

And, of course, a community rink.

 When that was full or busy, Henry always had a Plan B.

Henry lived on a cow and grain farm. In the summer, the 200 cows drank out of a big hole in the ground. In the winter, the family filled it with water, watched it freeze and then skated on it.

Henry became pretty promising at hockey and made travel teams from an early age. Since Milo is so isolated, many of Henry's youth hockey games required long road trips to bigger cities.

"It's a pretty simple life. I like it out there,'' he said of Milo. "It was a bit of a wakeup call when I first came into the cities. You are not used to the traffic and all the people.''

Henry adapted, which worked out well since his career quickly became stuck in a traffic snarl of other prospects. The undrafted player broke in with Florida of the ECHL in 2007-08, and also played with the Rochester Americans from 2007-10.

He spent the 2010-11 season with Minsk of the KHL, and in 2011-12 skated for both Abbottsford and Chicago of the AHL.

Last season was the real merry-go-round. He started in Sweden but was bumped out when the NHL lockout pushed players overseas and strained budgets there.

He returned to play with Stockton of the ECHL for two games then landed a spot with Oklahoma City of the AHL. When the lockout ended the Barons gave some other veterans a roster spot, and Henry was then squeezed out and closed the season in Finland.

"It was a tough year as far as that goes. It's a little bit of a testing year,'' Henry said. "You have to keep an open mind, take each experience differently. I feel fortunate to have hockey take me to Europe. I think it helps with your maturity, being by yourself. It helps you grow up.''

Henry understands that perspective could be tested again at any time. His employment with the Crunch might last only as long as it takes for defenseman Dmitry Korobov to return from Tampa Bay, or blueliners Matt Taormina and Nikita Nesterov to return to health.

His suitcase remains ready for filling, this time better equipped for whatever weather awaits. 

"Earlier in my career, there was probably some (personnel) decisions I took harder and more personally than I should have,'' he said. "I understand (NHL teams) have guys they want to develop. All you can control is how you play. The rest is up to them. If I play well and it's not what they're looking for, it's not what they're looking for.''
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Albany Devils goalie Keith Kinkaid proved tough for the Syracuse Crunch to beat through the first 65 minutes of play on Saturday, and after that he was even better.

Kinkaid stopped all five Crunch shots in a shootout and Reid Boucher tallied the only score of that tiebreaker to carry the Devils to a 2-1 win over Syracuse in the War Memorial.

The Crunch had been 3-0 in shootouts this season, but Kinkaid denied Syracuse's Tanner Richard, Nikita Kucherov, Cedric Paquette, Vladdy Namestnikov and Danick Gauthier to snap that streak.

 Albany's Reece Scarlett and Kucherov scored in regulation, with both goals coming in the middle period. Kinkaid made 29 stops while Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins stopped 32 bids.

Boucher decided the game in the bottom of the second round of the shootout, solving Desjardins low blocker side.

"I kind of lost balance,'' Desjardins said. "I fell on my heel a little bit. He made a good move.''

Kinkaid easily smothered the best the Crunch had to offer. For instance, in the first round Richard saw a small opening 5-hole but instead fired high into the goalie's lower gut.

"I was going in slow. Watch what the goalie does,'' Richard said. "I saw an opening. I pulled it over for a quick shot. But my shot wasn't accurate enough.''

The Devils netminder left the Crunch with such remorse for most of the game.

"We had a fair amount of shots. He outplayed our shooters today,'' Richard said. "I thought we had our chances. I thought we could have done a better job getting to those rebounds.''

The teams traded goals 24 seconds apart late in the second period to finally end a scoring drought.

Scarlett spoke up first, wristing home a long power play goal from the high slot with 2:05 left in the period. A battle between Albany's Tim Sestito and Syracuse's Luke Witkowski outside the crease screened Desjardins.

Syracuse took the score as a jolt. With 1:41 left, Kucherov turned a long pass from J.P. Cote into a breakaway and clanged a shot off the right post and into the back of the net.

"It was a sick shot,'' Desjardins said. "I've seen those in practice many times.''

The goal was the 13th of the season for Kucherov, which ties him for the AHL lead.

Desjardins kept the game scoreless earlier in the second by denying a pair of Devils breakaways. With 14:55 left, Albany's Chris McKelvie jumped out of the penalty box and into a showdown against Desjardins, but the goalie played the challenge well and smothered the bid.

With 5:46 remaining, sloppiness on a Crunch power play set up Albany's Rostislav Olesz on a short-handed chance. But Desjardins sprawled across the crease to frustrate the attempt.

Namestnikov was held pointless Saturday, snapping his points streak at 13 games. Meanwhile, J.T. Brown, his skating mate on the Crunch's top line, scored his first NHL goal Saturday in the Lightning's loss to Phoenix.

Earlier Saturday, Syracuse recalled forward Carl Nielsen from Florida of the ECHL.

 Nielsen, 25, appeared in two games with the Crunch during the 2012-13 season after playing four years at Michigan Tech. The 6-foot-4, 225-pound winger has played in 12 games for the Everblades this season, collecting four points (1-3) to go along with a plus -1 and 24 penalty minutes.

The Crunch is off until next weekend when it has a home-and-home series with Hamilton. Friday's game will be played in Montreal's Bell Centre, home of the Canadiens. Saturday's rematch will be in the War Memorial.

Former Syracuse Crunch star Peter Holland dealt from Anaheim to Toronto
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Center Peter Holland was one the best Anaheim prospects to play with the Syracuse Crunch during those teams' two-year affiliation.

Jim Commentucci/The Post-Standard

Former Syracuse Crunch center Peter Holland has a new home.

Holland was part of a deal between Anaheim and Toronto on Saturday. The Ducks, formerly the parent club of Syracuse, acquired defenseman Jesse Blacker and third-round and seventh-round selections in the 2014 draft from Toronto in exchange for Holland and right wing Brad Staubitz.

Holland, 22, appeared in 29 career NHL games with the Ducks, registering seven points (2-5) with a plus-3 rating and eight PIM. He also has also posted nine points (5-4) and a plus-4 rating in ten games played with Norfolk.

Holland was a first-round (15th overall) selection of Anaheim in the 2009 draft. 

Holland played for the Crunch at the end of the 2010-11 season and most of the 2011-12 campaign. In 2011-12, he posted 23 goals and 37 helpers in 60 games.

Norfolk, an East Division rival of the Crunch, loses the services of Holland but has been assigned Blacker. Blacker, 22, has logged an assist, four penalty minutes, and a plus-1 rating in five games with the Toronto Marlies this season.
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Officially, four regulars were missing from the Syracuse Crunch's lineup against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday.

The way the Crunch played, it looked like there were a few more absences than that.

Against a team as good as the Penguins, that's a bad mix.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton burst out with three goals in the first period and held on from there to claim a 5-3 win over the Syracuse Crunch on Friday night at the War Memorial.

The Penguins' Simon Despres and Brian Gibbons led the party with a goal and two helpers each while Chris Conner, Jayson Megna and Tom Kostopoulos each added single goals. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton netminder Jeff Deslauriers made 24 stops.

Vladdy Namestnikov, Evan Rankin and Danick Gauthier lit the lamp for the Crunch, and goalie Riku Helenius made 22 saves. Namestnikov extended points streak to 13 games.

The Crunch was clearly drained by the recalls of defenseman Dmitry Korobov and forward J.T. Brown to Tampa Bay and the loss of defensemen Matt Taormina and Nikita Nesterov to injury.

But Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote said the problem was that some players who actually dressed for Syracuse didn't bother to show up.

"I believe that some of us weren't ready mentally,'' Cote said. "You could tell by some of the casual plays we made on the ice. That's not Crunch hockey. We're professional hockey players. That (callups) is part of the job. You have to find a way to handle that (added) pressure.''

The win lifted the Penguins back into first place in the East Division, tied with Binghamton and one point ahead of Syracuse and Norfolk.

Helenius was making his first start since Oct. 19, when he suffered a lower body injury in a contest vs. Binghamton. The Pens exploited that rustiness in the first by beating him three times on seven shots in the opening period.

Conner rang up the last one of those at the 19:44 mark. With the Penguins on a power play, Despres' blast from the high slot ticked off his leg and skittered past Helenius for a 3-0 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton lead.

Megna posted Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's second tally of the opening period, one-timing a pass from Despres past Helenius at the 11:23 mark.

"I was gone for a couple of weeks. Maybe there was a little rust,'' Helenius said. "I'm right there. It's just sometimes you get games like this.

Despres opened the scoring just 2:26 into the contest. His bid from the left circle looked harmless but it slithered under a sliding Crunch defender and eluded Helenius low stick side.

"We were ready to play,'' said Pens coach John Hynes. "We started well. We were able to get everybody going into the game. That gets everybody into rhythm. We worked for our chances and were able to convert them.''

The Crunch fought back to pull within 4-2 after two. Syracuse's Cedric Paquette won a faceoff in the left circle, and Rankin's low wrister from the mid-slot solved Deslauriers with 18.2 seconds left for the final salvo of the second.

That answered a score by Kostopoulos at the 12:55 mark. The Crunch fought off heavy Pens pressure during a power play, but seconds after the man-advantage ended Kostopoulos capped off another push with a swipe from just outside the crease for a 4-1 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton edge.

"I wouldn't say we played a bad game,'' Cote said. "We just played a game of mistakes. The shots we gave them were way more dangerous than the chances we had for us.''

Namestnikov put his team on the board at the 7:29 mark of the second. Linemate Nikita Kucherov made the play with some patient puckhandling through the right side of the Pens zone.

Kucherov then threaded the biscuit to Namestnikov in the left circle, and Namestnikov lasered a bid past Deslauriers to cut the deficit to 3-1.

Gibbons gave the Pens an insurance tally early in the third. He was left alone outside the right side of the crease, from where he easily flipped in a pass from Conner for a 5-2 Penguins lead at the 1:41 mark. 

Notes - Jordan Henry made his Syracuse Crunch debut after being signed to a PTO earlier today... Tonight was Namestnikov's fifth multi-point game of the season...Joey Mormina dropped the gloves for the third time this season...he totaled two fights during the 2012-13 season...Syracuse hosts Albany at 7 p.m. today.
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The Syracuse Crunch has patched up its thinning defense with a familiar name.

The team has signed veteran Jordan Henry to a tryout deal. Henry, 27, posted one goal and eight assists in 12 games for Florida of the ECHL this season.

From 2007-2010, Henry played for Syracuse rival Rochester. His best season came in 2009-10, when he posted 13 goals and 18 assists in 76 games.

Overall, Henry is a veteran of 282 AHL games, in which he's recorded 68 career points (22-46) with Rochester, Abbotsford, Chicago and Oklahoma City. Henry earned 15 points (3-12) in 34 career ECHL games with Florida and Stockton. 

Syracuse is down three regular defensemen, with Matt Taormina and Nikita Nesterov hurt and Dmitry Korobov on recall to Tampa Bay. The Crunch, winners of eight of its last nine, hosts Wilkes-Barre/Scranton tonight and Albany on Saturday. Henry will wear No. 22 for Syracuse.

You can follow all the live updates on Syracuse.com or on Twitter at @syrhockey.
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Forward Danick Gauthier has been a role player in his one-plus seasons with the Syracuse Crunch but this weekend he'll take a co-staring role on the first line with Vladdy Namestnikov and Nikita Kucherov.

Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com

Danick Gauthier continued his hot streak on Thursday, turning up the temperature on Syracuse Crunch teammate Eric Neilson's temper in the process.

Gauthier, a second-year forward, beat Neilson in a post-practice shooting accuracy contest. Neilson simmered, growled, and then sent his stick whirly-birding into the glass.

"He gets mad when I win that game,'' Gauthier said. "That time I'll beat him. Maybe next time he'll beat me.''

If Neilson lets Gauthier cool off, then maybe. Right now, Gauthier is on a winning roll that's carried him from an ECHL doghouse to a treasured spot on the Crunch's top line.

Gauthier, 22, was recalled from the lower league earlier this month for what was expected to be a cameo. But after contributing a goal and two assists in four games, Gauthier forced Syracuse coach Rob Zettler to scribble some new notes on a previously dour scouting report on him.

And with Syracuse forward J.T. Brown - Gauthier's video game rival and tattoo soul mate - recalled to Tampa Bay, Gauthier is getting first shot at Brown's position on the Crunch's top line with Vladdy Namestnikov and Nikita Kucherov.

"I have to continue what I was doing the past few games, do my job,'' Gauthier said. "I think I bring an energy. At the same time, I hit people. I think I'm just going to go see how it goes in the game.''

Gauthier, who went 5-5 in 38 games as a fourth-liner for Syracuse last year, looked a lot different when he reported to Crunch camp this preseason. For one thing he shaved off his beast-mode beard, making him almost unrecognizable at first glance. Since then he's tossed away the razor and allowed the modest underpinnings of what will likely be dense thatch to begin.

"I don't like shaving,'' he said. "I'm going to grow it, but I'm going to cut it, trim it.''

More importantly, Gauthier had unintentionally snipped the aggressiveness from his game. The confidence that he showed going 47-39 for Saint John in the QMJHL two seasons ago - numbers that led the Lighting to sign the undrafted Gauthier to a three-year, two-way deal - was gone.

Zettler said he saw a lot of hope in Gauthier's efforts, but the wrong kind. Zettler calls them "hope plays,'' passes flicked aimlessly into a crowd with crossed fingers that something good will happen. Gauthier was making too many of those, instead of moving his feet in a better attempt to create offense.

Zettler said Gauthier wasn't working hard enough to improve in practice, and Tampa Bay has too many good young players for dead weight in the AHL. So Zettler sent him to the ECHL with the instructions to pick it up.

"I think I was not putting my work into a good place,'' Gauthier said. "At times, I was a little bit lazy. I don't even know why. Sometimes you lose your confidence, it's hard to get it back.''

In two brief ECHL trials, Gauthier has shown life as a scorer. Last season, he posted three goals and three helpers in five games for Florida. This time, he produced those same numbers in six games.

"I was disappointed to be there the first couple of days,'' Gauthier said of this year's demotion. "After that, I said to myself, 'I have to work harder, get a better work ethic, do the right stuff.''

Gauthier was doing more than just talking to himself. Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois watched him play a game in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and two in Norfolk last week, and was struck by the difference in his approach.

"I think he's just been more consistent in moving his feet,'' BriseBois said "We would see flashes of that before. Now, we see multiple shifts in a row of him moving his feet. It might be something as simple as a maturing process.''

Zettler noticed how the 6-foot-2, 210-pound Gauthier did a better job of battling to gather and then control the puck through traffic and considered the grit a vital attribute in pairing him with elite finishers Kucherov and Namestnikov. 

"You can see it in his game. He's a little bit more confident out there with the puck,'' Zettler said.

Gauthier has experience filling a strong second role to superstar scorers. In his last year at Saint John, he skated on a line with Charlie Coyle, a first-round pick by San Jose in 2010, and Jonathan Huberdeau, the No. 3 overall pick by Florida in 2011.

"I know what to expect with those two guys,'' Gauthier said of Namestnikov and Kucherov. "You just take the role the coach wants you to play. You have to do it. I just want to play the game right and see what happens.''

Gauthier has a little more than half of his first pro contract to prove to Tampa Bay that he's dedicated toward that end. While that seems like a lot of time, Gauthier realizes how quickly wasted moments can speed past in pro hockey, especially with a line of more highly regarded prospects pushing right behind him.

"The year, it looks long but it can go fast,'' he said. "You want to do the best you can to go up. There's a lot of good players.''
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 Syracuse Crunch defenseman Nikita Nesterov incurred an upper body injury when he took a blow to the shoulder/head area in a game against Norfolk on Saturday.

As a precaution, the promising rookie was held out of practice on Tuesday. But he sat and watched the action from the stands, and after the regular workout ended he ambled down to the door leading out to the ice.

Nesterov got a spare puck, dropped it in front of him and began stickhandling while standing in the open doorway. Clearly, he was a player very anxious to return to the game.

Initially, the thought was that Nesterov might be able to lace up the skates again Wednesday. But that didn't happen, and the updated diagnosis from Syracuse coach Rob Zettler is Nesterov is doubtful for the Syracuse's two games this weekend.

"He's just not coming along like we thought he would,'' Zettler said.

With Dimitry Korobov on recall to Tampa Bay, the Crunch has the minimum of six healthy defensemen right now. The group includes rookie Drew Olson, who played the position at Minnesota-Duluth but was switched to forward with the Crunch this season.

Zettler said the manpower issue will be addressed soon, although he didn't have specifics of a move on Wednesday. Lightning assistant GM Julien BriseBois said his team will assess the status of injured defenseman Sami Salo on Thursday morning and then decide what moves to make from there.

Olson practiced back on the blueline Tuesday and Wednesday and hopes for a quick re-adjustment if needed there for this weekend's contests.

"Being focused on playing forward the entire year, you forget the things you learn playing defense,'' Olson said. "A few times today in practice, I was kind of running around.

"It is a big difference jumping up from college to the pro level, especially at defense. It's more or less calming down, sticking to what you know best. Taking more reps at defense puts you in that mindset.''

Syracuse Crunch forward Evan Rankin sensed change was inevitable for Buffalo

2013-11-01-kr-Crunch6.JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward Evan Rankin, shown playing against former team Rochester earlier this season, said he thinks fired Buffalo coach Ron Rolston will go on to have a successful career somewhere in hockey. (Kevin Rivoli | krivoli@syracuse.com)
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 Evan Rankin couldn't say for sure what form it might take, but he got a notion while playing for the Buffalo Sabres organization the past two years that something dramatic loomed around the corner.

Rankin, now a Syracuse Crunch forward, skated for Sabres farm team Rochester from 2011-13. For much of his tenure with the Amerks, Rankin's coach was Ron Rolston. His overall boss was Sabres GM Darcy Regier.

Wednesday, both those men lost their jobs as Buffalo - where Rolston had taken over coaching last season - cleaned house.

"I'm not saying this is the change they needed, but something had to change,'' Rankin said after practice Wednesday. "Obviously, they hadn't made the playoffs consistently, and that the whole goal.''

Rolston was replaced by Ted Nolan on an interim basis. Regier is replaced by Pat LaFontaine, who has the title of president of hockey operations.

Rankin, signed by the Lightning as a free agent in the off-season, said Rolston was a "great coach.''

"He was a very honorable man,'' Rankin said. "I'm sure he's going to have a very successful career in hockey.''

Rankin also praised the acumen of Regier.

"He's a very smart man,'' Rankin said. "He's very good with numbers, and the way that statistics are broken down, and how that affects the game.''

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler didn't know Rolston apart from coaching against him in the AHL last season, but was stunned when informed after practice that Rolston was fired after less than a year on the job.

"In my mind it's unfortunate that Ron didn't have more time to put his stamp on the team,'' Zettler said. "I don't know if that's necessarily a fair shake. It happens in this business, but it's unfortunate.''

Auditions begin for opening on Syracuse Crunch's top line
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Syracuse Crunch forward Vladdy Namestnikov has the kind of speed and puckhandling talent to set up his linemates for all kinds of scoring chances. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch forwards Vladdy Namestnikov and Nikita Kucherov, perhaps the two most dangerous scorers in the AHL this season, were the last players off the ice from the team's practice on Tuesday.

They took turns hammering way at shots under the guidance of Tampa Bay player development coach Stacy Roest, trying to refine their games as though they were ECHL extras.

"If you want to be in the NHL, you need to improve yourself every day,'' said Kucherov, a rookie who paces the league with 12 goals in 13 games.

The Crunch's dynamic duo needs to scour the recesses of their toolboxes for every edge they can find in the upcoming stretch. As good as they've been so far in pushing the team to the top of the East Division, they now have to be even better.

That's because their linemate, J.T. Brown, was promoted to the Lightning on Tuesday. That combination is a fleet scoring machine, responsible for 23 of the 35 markers potted by Syracuse forwards.

After Lighting forward Steven Stamkos suffered a broken right tibia in a game against Boston on Monday, Brown got the first chance to jump up and spark the Lightning offense. Since Stamkos is expected to be out long-term, perhaps even the rest of the season, it's likely that Namestnikov and Kucherov will also earn an opportunity to showcase their skills with the Lightning as well at some point.

Until they do, though, the pair will have to break in a new linemate in Syracuse. Cedric Paquette got the first chance on Tuesday, although Crunch coach Rob Zettler said he's not sure if he will stick with Paquette there or try someone else. The Crunch doesn't play again until it hosts Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday.

"There's a lot of good players on the team who can step up,'' said Namestnikov, who is third in the AHL with 19 points and is riding a 12-game points streak.

Namestnikov and Kucherov, both natives of Russia, have played with and against each other for several years and share a deep hockey wavelength on the top line. Brown had the speed, skill and improved two-way game to create the perfect complement.

Zettler wants Brown's replacement to be similarly dedicated to defense. Kucherov and Namestnikov can set each other up almost out of muscle memory; if the third member of that trio can create chances through turnovers he, too, will reap plenty of offensive chances by virtue of their playmaking abilities.

Paquette, a grinding rookie, potentially fills that job description. He has Zettler's trust in both zones and has shown enough finishing ability to bury four goals this season.

"I just tried to do some good plays with them, give them the puck, I have a chance to get points,'' Paquette said of his first practice teamed with the pair. "Hockey is a business. It (changing linemates) is the kind of stuff you have to learn.''

That process will keep repeating itself in a different form when Kucherov and Namestnikov get their promotions. Even though such a callup could have deservedly come for either when Stamkos got hurt, both Crunch players said they are fine with practicing patience as well as one-timers.

 "I didn't really think about it. If I would've got the callup I would have been ready,'' Namestnikov said.

"I feel like I still need to work on my game in the defensive zone,'' Kucherov said. "It takes time. It could be one week, a month, one year, two years.''

- With blueliner Dmitry Korobov also recalled to Tampa Bay on Tuesday, the Crunch has issues defensively, too. Nikita Nesterov suffered an upper body injury in the win against Norfolk on Saturday and did not practice Tuesday. Zettler said he should return to the ice on Wednesday.

Matt Taormina remains sidelined by a lower-body problem. He is expected to start skating this weekend but might not be available until Syracuse plays Hamilton in Montreal on Nov. 22.

- Forward Geoff Walker missed practice on Tuesday with an illness. Zettler said he should be OK soon.

Syracuse Crunch players J.T. Brown and Dmitry Korobov will get their shots in Tampa Bay

2013-10-12-ss-Crunch_14.JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward J.T. Brown played five games for Tampa Bay coming out of college two seasons ago and he'll get a chance for more NHL minutes after the Lightning recalled him Tuesday. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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The Tampa Bay Lightning have recalled forward J.T. Brown and defenseman Dmitry Korobov from the Syracuse Crunch.

The two were needed because of injuries the Lightning suffered in a game against Boston on Monday.

Brown has played in 13 games with the Crunch this season, recording four goals and 10 points with a plus-5 rating. He is also third on the team among forwards for penalty minutes with 24. Brown is currently on a two-game point streak for Syracuse, with a goal and an assist, as well as a plus-3 rating, in the team's previous two games. 

 Brown has played in 64 career AHL games, notching 14 goals and 38 points. Last season he ranked second on the Crunch for rookie scoring with 10 goals and 28 points. Brown helped the Crunch to last season's Calder Cup Final, recording four goals and nine points in 18 playoff games. 

 Brown, 23, was signed by the Lightning as a free agent on March 28, 2012. He has played in five career NHL games, all during the 2011-12 season, and recorded one assist with a plus-2 rating.

"He's playing really well,'' Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Tuesday morning. "He's playing a strong, two-way game. He deserved the call up. His game is really coming into maturity. Overall, we think he was a better fit for what we need right now.''

 Korobov has played in all 13 games for the Crunch this season, recording six assists. He is the team's plus/minus leader with a plus-7 rating and has also accumulated 13 penalty minutes. Playing in his second season in North America, Korobov has had a minus rating in a game just once this season, on October 18 against Binghamton (-3). 

 Korobov has played in 78 career AHL games, all with the Crunch, recording three goals and 28 points. Last season he ranked second in the AHL among rookies with a plus-20 rating. Korobov helped lead Syracuse to the 2013 Calder Cup Final, recording a goal and two points in 17 games. 

Syracuse Crunch super rookie Nikita Kucherov a bright blip on radar of Lightning GM Yzerman
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Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov could be celebrating a promotion sooner than expected if he keeps opening eyes in Tampa Bay. (Kevin Rivoli | krivoli@syracuse.com)
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The Syracuse Crunch has home games this weekend against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday and Albany on Saturday.

Apart from the fun of watching one of the hottest teams in the AHL play - first-place Syracuse has won eight of its last nine - a ticket might be a wise investment to get a look at star Crunch rookie Nikita Kucherov while you can.

Although it's not believed he's going anywhere soon, Kucherov's time in Syracuse could be drawing to an end sooner than the original timetable estimated.

Through 13 games Kucherov paces the AHL in goals (12) and is second in points (22). The Lightning, of course, would have Kucherov under a microscope in any situation.

But at this rate, Kucherov might well be on his way to flying down to Tampa Bay and pounding on the door to the team's locker room.

Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman told the Tampa Bay Times "there are some benefits" to Kucherov staying with Syracuse. "He's playing in all situations. He may get some time on the penalty kill. He's learning good habits. But if he continues on this path, he'll be up sooner rather than later.

"One step at a time. I know I talk about being patient, but if a guy is ready to play in the NHL and I have a roster spot for them, they'll play."

Also in the Tampa Bay Times:
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The Syracuse Crunch defeated the division-leading Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 4-3 in a shootout Wednesday night at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

The win improves the Crunch's overall record to 7-3-1-0 and evens the season series against the Penguins to a 1-1-0-0 record. Crunch netminder Kristers Gudlevskis stopped 23 of 26 shots and the Crunch penalty kill unit denied all five Penguin power-play attempts.

Tanner Richard and Nikita Kucherov scored for the Crunch in the shootout while Gudlevskis stopped all four Penguin attempts to secure his third victory of the season.

Danick Gauthier opened the scoring with his first goal of the season 4:44 into the opening frame. Gauthier forced a turnover and beat Penguins defender Philip Samuelsson to score on a partial breakaway against netminder Jeff Deslauriers.

The Penguins responded 12:39 into the period when Harry Zolnierzyk collected his own rebound and beat Gudlevskis to tie the game.

The Crunch power-play unit converted on an unsportsmanlike penalty given to Bobby Farnham immediately following the Penguins goal. Nesterov one-timed a pass at the bottom of the left wing circle for a Crunch lead 14:31 in the first period. Kucherov and Vladislav Namestnikov each extended their point streaks to eight and 10 games respectively, by picking up assists on the play.

The Penguins scored the only goal of the middle frame at the 13:56 mark to even the score at 2-2. Andrew Ebbett wrapped around the right post and snuck the puck past Gudlevskis on the left side. Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Scott Harrington assisted on the play.

Ebbett scored a go-ahead goal 12:47 into the final frame. With Gudlevskis out of the crease challenging the puck Ebbett was able to score, sliding the puck past Gudlevskis.

The Crunch retaliated with Evan Rankin's fourth goal of the season. Rankin potted the rebound of a J.P. Cote shot to tie the game with 4:22 to play in regulation. Gauthier earned his second point of the night with the secondary assist.

The Penguins had a chance to end the game when they were awarded a penalty shot just 37 seconds into overtime but Zolnierczyk couldn't convert. Neither team scored in the extra frame sending the game to a shootout.

 Notes: Namestnikov's 10-game point streak is the longest active streak in the AHL... Kucherov leads all skaters with 21 points (11-10) in 11 games...Defenseman Joey Mormina returned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for the first time since the former Penguin captain left the team following the 2012-13 season...The Crunch is 3-0-0-0 when tied after the second period...Gudlevskis has won all three games he has played in a Crunch uniform, the last two in a shootout...The Crunch is 3-0 in shootouts this season.

- Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

Syracuse Crunch will be tested in first true road trip of the season
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Syracuse Crunch defenseman Joey Mormina should feel right at home when his team visits Wilkes-Barre/Scranton tonight. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch defenseman Joey Mormina doesn't even try to stick to the script.

Tonight's game at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton should be just another contest, one of 76 in the regular season.

Except that for four of the last five seasons that used to be Mormina's home. Mormina skated there as a Penguin before joining the Crunch as a free-agent in the off-season.

And tonight's visit will be the former Pens captain's first game back since leaving during the summer.

"The standard answer is it's just another game,'' Mormina said. "But it's really not. It will be really weird taking warmups on the other side (of the rink).''

Penguins coach John Hynes told the Wilkes-Barre Citizens Voice that he expects a warm welcome for Mormina.

"I think it'll be a good ovation. He spent a lot of time here,'' Hynes said. "He did a lot for our team. He was a team captain and he did a great job. We went to the conference finals. We certainly miss Joe. He was an excellent player for us and I think we all respect what he's done for our organization."

Mormina and his teammates will have to quickly gain their bearings. The Penguins are jumping all over opponents this season, including a 6-3 win against the Crunch at the War Memorial earlier this season.

The Penguins have lost in regulation just once in 10 games this season, and are tied for the lead of the Crunch's East Division with 17 points. The team they are tied with, Norfolk, hosts Syracuse Friday and Saturday. Syracuse is third in the division with 13 points.

The Crunch has played five road games this season, but this three-game journey will mark its first extended trip and represents an early test against a pair of foes who should be in contention for the divisional title all season long.

"We want to be top in the division. This is a good opportunity to prove to ourselves were we are,'' Mormina said.

"I don't think it's too early (for measuring stick games),'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "I think you have to figure out how you match up against these teams quickly.''

Syracuse forward Vladdy Namestnikov enters play tonight on a nine-game points streak, the longest of his pro career. Linemate Nikita Kucherov, the reigning AHL player of the week, is riding a seven-game run.

Syracuse will be without defenseman Matt Taormina, who suffered a leg or foot injury in Friday's win over Rochester.

Injured goalie Riku Helenius returned to practice on Tuesday and could make the road trip, but Zettler did not know if he would play. The Crunch will keep three goalies on its roster for now.

Syracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis believes you have to lead through respect, not intimidation
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Yes, Syracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis can have a bad temper. But when it comes to communicating with his teammates, he tries to keep it constructive. (Brett Carlsen | bcarlsen@syracuse.com)
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Way back in the day — which in his case was only about a decade ago — Mike Angelidis partook in a couple of rituals in the Ontario Hockey League that fell into the category of rookie initiation.

Angelidis wouldn't specify what they were, but he understood that in the climate of the time such low-level hazing was part of working your way up the hockey scale.

"I knew I was a rookie. I was paying my dues,'' Angelidis said. "I wasn't being harassed too bad.''

Now, as captain of the Syracuse Crunch for the past two seasons and of Norfolk for a year before that, Angelidis is in position to help shape the attitudes of new generations of young players.

Let's just say his methods of influence are a lot more enlightened, much like the times themselves.

"Whatever it was (he had to do as a rookie), I wouldn't make guys do,'' Angelidis said Tuesday.

Like most of the sports world, Angelidis is following the drama in Miami between former Dolphins offensive linemen Richie Incognito and Jonathan Martin. Incognito, apparently in the name of toughening up Martin, allegedly harassed the youngster with vulgar and racial verbal abuse and commanded him to open up his wallet to help pay exorbitant sums for team dinners and/or gifts.

Even setting aside the unacceptable extremes of the behavior that Incognito cloaked under the leadership guise, Angelidis can't fathom the notion of trying to mold teammates by berating them.

"Sometimes you put a guy in a shell, more than anything,'' Angelidis said. "Would you want to battle with someone who puts you down every day?''

Hockey, perhaps more than any other sport, has a defined structure between younger players and veterans. Rookies usually pick up pucks after practice and help the trainers pack and unload the team bus. On past Crunch teams, newcomers have been responsible for picking out videos for road trips.

And almost every team has a player dinner whose bill is footed by rookies. These outings can run into the thousands of dollars, severely taxing the budgets of newcomers who are making $50,000 or $60,000 per year.

Angelidis said Crunch rookies pay according to a scale based on their salaries. No player has ever come to him to say he couldn't pay, but Angelidis said if that ever happened the player would not be forced to shell out.

"The culture has changed. Hockey players are not bullied,'' Angelidis said. "They are genuine good guys. They are teammates, the rookies.''

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler, who played in the NHL in the 1990s, said even back then he was neither the subject of nor aware of any out-of-line rookie hazing.

"I've never been a part of a team where it's gotten to the point where it's unreasonable or out of order,'' he said. "Hockey players are generally pretty reasonable people.''

Zettler said he trusts his team's leaders and doesn't feel the need to issue them any pre-emptive guidelines concerning rookie treatment. But he said if he sensed a problem, he would address the situation right away.

"I think as a coach you have to kind of keep your finger on it, know what's going on,'' he said. "If you feel like something is getting out of hand, you step in.''

Angelidis said he's verbally confronted teammates who might show a little hesitancy to play as gritty as they should by, for example, shying away from blocking a shot. But he said he keeps it constructive, escalating it to a physical level only when he takes the ice himself to display how it should be done. 

"When you go on the ice, you have to play hard. That's how you're being an example,'' he said. "If he sees everyone else doing it, he has no other choice but to do it

Tampa Bay's patience with prospects could extend Nikita Kucherov's tenure with Syracuse Crunch

STP_0668.JPG

Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov is having no problem leaving AHL defenders in his dust. When will he get a shot to do the same in the NHL? (Scott Thomas/Syracuse Crunch)
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 Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois and his organization have a general principle they follow when assessing the pace of prospect development.

"I've never heard (anyone say), 'Oh, they've kept this guy in the minors too long,'' BriseBois said Monday. "Every now and then, you hear, 'They promoted this guy too soon.'''

So what does this mean for the travel itinerary of Syracuse Crunch uber-rookie Nikita Kucherov? That's all relative. In his case, too soon may be 20 games, too long may be 50. That's all up to him.

But given the recent track record of how the Lightning treats their top prospects both with the Crunch and with previous affiliate Norfolk, Kucherov is unlikely to earn a ticket out of town solely on the coattails of a hot streak.

Kucherov, 20, is off to the most eye-popping start of any rookie in Crunch history. Through 10 games he is averaging a cool two points a game. He leads the league with 11 goals and is tied for first with 20 points.

Kucherov's eventual promotion to the Lightning is inevitable, but the timetable is subject to several variables. He needs to get stronger and better defensively. If the Lightning stays healthy up front, they will be less tempted to rush him up. 

The organization also has several other young forwards who have earned a look before him. If they continue to produce, the Lightning can more easily justify giving Kucherov extra seasoning in Syracuse.

"I think you have to look at it in a couple of different ways,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "What is best for the development of the player? He's never played pros. His offensive game is obviously there. He still has to work on his play away from the puck. And he has to get used to playing against men.''

Here's a look at how the Lightning handled some of their other best prospects of the past three seasons:

Forward Cory Conacher: Conacher was the MVP of the AHL for Norfolk in 2011-12, but did not get a game in Tampa Bay that season. He might have made the team at the start of 2012-13 but the lockout pushed him to Syracuse, where he played 36 games before getting a promotion to Tampa. He was subsequently traded to Ottawa.

Forward Tyler Johnson: Johnson was an AHL All-Star for Norfolk two seasons ago and the AHL MVP for Syracuse last year. He got 14 games for the Lightning last year and made the team to start this season.

Defenseman Mark Barberio: He was the AHL's defenseman of the year with Norfolk in 2011-12 and a second-team AHL all-star with the Crunch last season. He played in two games with the Lightning last year and earned a roster spot with Tampa Bay to begin this season.

Forward Brett Connolly: He played 68 games for Tampa Bay as a rookie in 2011-12, although he got limited minutes. Last year, the Lightning told him to go down and take over in the AHL and he responded with 31 goals and 32 assists for the Crunch.

He had a strong training camp with Tampa Bay this year but was forced off the roster to begin the season. He is currently on recall to the Lightning for the second time this year.

Forward Alex Killorn: In a little bit of a different category because he had a more mature game after four full years of college hockey at Harvard. Played 27 games with Norfolk two seasons ago (regular season and playoffs) and 44 with the Crunch in 2012-13 before getting a shot with the Lightning and winning a full-time job there.

Defenseman Andrej Sustr: An exception to the Lightning's typical conservative approach to player advancement. He signed with the team as a free agent after three years at Nebraska-Omaha last spring and immediately jumped in as an important contributor to the Crunch's run to the Calder Cup finals. He earned a spot in Tampa Bay to start this season.

Kucherov's coming attractions have been tantalizing so far, but he needs to show a little more for a little longer before joining his Tampa Bay prospect predecessors in the NHL.

"You never know until they do it,'' BriseBois said of a player's adjustment to the NHL. "Eventually, you can project what they would look like at the NHL level. They come up, then it's up to them to grab the ball and run with it.''
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it's been great watching Kucherov play, but even when he goes up we can't forget about the other guys - Nesterov, Sergeev, Witkowski, Vladdy... they have all been playing really well
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He is one of those players people 'pay to see play.' An outstanding talent.
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LikeReplyShare

MB2013

2 Weeks Ago

Nikita Kucherov? Wasn't he leader of the USSR?
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Haha, I believe that was Nikita Khrushchev, pretty close though. Speaking of Kucherov, I hope this kids around for awhile, because once he goes up I doubt he'll be back

Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov picks up more AHL hardware (video)

2013-11-01-kr-crunch15.JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward Nikita Kucherov beats Rochester Amerks netminder Matt Hackett in a shootout Friday. The Crunch won the tie-breaker, 2-1. (Kevin Rivoli | krivoli@syracuse.com)
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 Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov is earning a lot of parting gifts for when he leaves the AHL.

Kucherov was named the league's player of the week on Monday, just a few days after the league tabbed him as his rookie of the month for October.

Kucherov moved atop the AHL leaderboards by totaling nine points (5-4) in three games last week and extended his scoring streak to seven games.

On Wednesday in Albany, Kucherov scored two power-play goals 69 seconds apart in the first period, then assisted on a pair of third-period goals to lead Syracuse to a 4-1 victory. 

On Friday, he again tallied two goals and two assists - his third four-point game of the season - before scoring in the shootout to help the Crunch to a come-from-behind 5-4 win over Rochester.

And Saturday, Kucherov scored again and took a game-high nine shots on goal in Syracuse's 4-2 loss to Binghamton, finishing the week with a point on nine of the Crunch's 10 non-shootout goals.

A second-round draft pick by Tampa Bay in 2011, Kucherov leads the AHL with 11 goals and is tied for first with 20 points in 10 games for Syracuse. His six power-play goals and 11 power-play points are also tops in the league. 

In recognition of his achievement, Kucherov will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming Crunch home game.
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Syracuse Crunch forwards J.T. Brown, Vladdy Namestnikov and Nikita Kucherov are all of relatively modest physical stature.

But combined, they are the strongest force in the AHL.

Strong enough, at the moment, to carry the team's offense almost entirely on their back.

But even for them, it's a tiring load.

Syracuse's forwards overall have a total of 27 goals through 10 games this season. The top line has combined for 19. Of the team's last 10 goals, eight have come off the sticks of those three.

As great a show as the spotlight players are putting on, this is an untenable clip.

And the team knows it.

"We do need more scoring from more people more often,'' Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said after Saturday's 4-2 loss at Binghamton.

"There's no real balance. It's just one line scoring for us,'' said Crunch captain Mike Angelidis. "We're not going to win games relying on one line.''

So far this season, the Crunch is a team trying to fill two top lines with just three forwards who fit that role. Brett Connolly was a potential fourth, but he was goal-less in six games here and is now in Tampa Bay.

That leaves the Crunch with two third lines instead of the normal one, an equation that's produced a drought in scoring depth up front. Angelidis, Tanner Richard, Geoff Walker, Philippe Paradis, all capable supporting scorers, are still looking for their first tallies of the season.

Dana Tyrell, an experienced NHL player, scored twice against Binghamton on opening night and hasn't lit the lamp since.

The only forward chipping in besides the top three is Rankin, a bulldog around the net who has three goals.

The other grinders have contributed in flashes. Angelidis had a big shift in the third period of a 5-4 comeback win over Rochester on Friday that drew a penalty and helped turn the game around.

"We're not going to score goals like Vladdy and Brown and Kucherov,'' Angelidis said. "We have to get more pucks to the net. We're there, but we're not right in there enough.''

For the Crunch to survive the inevitable injuries and/or callups that will likely separate the top line at some point this season, the backup cast's contributions will have to be more than subtle.

"Yeah. Absolutely. To be a team that competes every single night, we need to have more back-end scoring,'' Rankin said. "I think we're sorting it out. It's definitely going to turn around.''
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Binghamton - Ten games into the schedule, the Syracuse Crunch's series with Binghamton already seems like a long one.

In a sense it is, because the East Division foes have squared off four times in less than a month. But the real grind for the Crunch is that three of those games have gone the Senators' way.

Opportunistic Binghamton continued its success Saturday night with a 4-2 win over the Crunch at the Broome County Memorial Arena, a result sparked by two late second-period goals that put the Senators on a winning roll.

Defensive lapses by the Crunch in that decisive run led to goals from Shane Prince and Matt Puempel that broke a 1-1 tie. The Senators got an insurance goal from Cole Schneider in the third to lock away the result.

"I thought we were fine other than six or seven minutes in the second period,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "All hell broke loose in the last six minutes of the period. That was the turning point.''

Evan Rankin and Nikita Kucherov scored for Syracuse, which had its winning streak snapped at five games. Jean-Gabriel Pageau tossed in four assists for the Senators.

The Crunch dominated the early part of the second period before the Senators started taking aim at Crunch netminder Cedrick Desjardins. The Sens peppered him with 18 shots in the second, matching a Syracuse season-high for shots allowed.

Prince snapped the 1-1 tie at the 14:23 mark of the second. He enjoyed the view from the middle of a 3-on-2 rush, tested Desjardins with an initial bid and then knocked in his own rebound.

Puempel then capped a frustrating period for the Crunch by jamming home a goal with 9.3 seconds left to give the Sens a 3-1 cushion heading into the intermission. Binghamton outworked the Crunch in its own zone, and l Pageau dug out the puck from behind Desjardins and dished to Puempel out front.

"We just caught staring at the puck,'' Zettler said of the play.

Schneider made it 4-1 at the 5:48 mark of the third, grabbing a Crunch turnover in the Syracuse end and putting home his own rebound from the right side. 

Syracuse hasn't necessarily played bad against the Senators this season, but Binghamton has been far more able to capitalize on its chances when momentum is in the balance.

"We have to just watch the mental breakdowns. We just have to be sharp,'' said Crunch captain Mike Angelidis.

Kucherov then cut the deficit in half with 7:38 left in the game, slapping a shot from the lower slot past goalie Nathan Lawson's glove side. The goal was Kucherov's 11th of the season, a figure which paces the AHL. He is also tied for the league lead with 20 points and is on a seven-game point streak.

"We had our chances, we worked hard,'' said Rankin, whose team out-shot Binghamton 39-37. "A chance here or there we couldn't put in the net, it could have been a different score tonight. We executed a lot. We just fell short.''

Rankin's power-play tally at the 9:42 mark of the first tied the game at one. He snagged a loose puck just outside the crease and jammed it past the glove side of Binghamton goalie Nathan Lawson.

Hoffman put the Sens on the board first with what should have been a harmless bid from the left point. But it somehow eluded Desjardins, who quickly snapped his head back over his left shoulder to see the puck nestling into the net at the 7:31 mark.

Defenseman J.P. Cote, who missed Friday's win over Rochester with a lower body injury, returned to action for Syracuse. But blueliner Matt Taormina, who suffered a leg ailment in that contest, did not play. Zettler said Taormina will be considered day-to-day until he's re-evaluated on Monday.

The Crunch recalled defenseman Charles Landry from Florida of the ECHL earlier Saturday.

Syracuse will visit Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Wednesday and travel to Norfolk for a pair of games this weekend
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October ended on a strong note for Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov.

November has started out pretty good as well.

Kucherov, named the AHL's rookie of the month for October on Friday, posted two goals, two assists and a shootout tally that night to carry the Crunch to a wild 5-4 win over Rochester in the War Memorial.

Syracuse trailed 4-1 in the second period before ripping off three straight goals to force the overtime and then the shootout, which it won 2-1. Cedric Paquette tallied the Crunch's other shootout score.

In nine games Kucherov leads the AHL with 10 goals and is second with 19 points. Against Albany on Wednesday, Kucherov produced two goals and two assists, an effort that likely clinched his October honor.

"I was just like, OK,'' Kucherov said of his reaction. "I was kind of happy. I want to be, each month, the best player.''

Kucherov willed his team back into the game Friday. Each of his goals quickly answered an Amerks score, the first by 33 seconds in the first period and the second by 59 seconds in the second period. He then set up Vladdy Namestnikov's tying power-play score at the 12:38 mark of the third with a lightning charge at the net that produced a fat rebound.

"He's got a sixth sense,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "He just makes a lot of plays that other guys don't. I don't even know what to tell you. It's the same stuff.''

Namestnikov chipped in with a goal and two helpers and rookie defenseman Nikita Nesterov spoke up for his first pro points with a goal and an assist to help Syracuse win its fifth straight.

Kucherov scored in the top of the second round of the shootout by faking Amerks goalie Matt Hackett wide open and then beating him five-hole for a 1-0 Syracuse edge.

"I just closed my eyes and just put it in,'' Kucherov joked.

Paquette came through in the top of the fourth round for a 2-0 Crunch edge, but Rochester's Colin Jacobs beat Syracuse netminder Kristers Gudlevskis in the bottom of the fourth.

After Hackett stopped Nesterov in the top of the fifth, Gudlevskis forced the Amerks' Jamie Tardif to fire wide in the bottom of the round to clinch the game.

"I really like them,'' Gudlevskis said of shootouts. "It's a challenge for me. That's the reason I like it.''

Namestnikov's tying goal was set up when Rochester's Mike Zigomanis was called for delay of game for firing the puck into the crowd at the 16:33 mark of the third. Nesterov then took a shot from the right point, and Kucherov grabbed the rebound for a bid of his own.

That shot plunked off the skate of Syracuse forward J.T. Brown and basted right in front of Namestnikov, who was on the right side of the crease.

"I just swung at it, and it went five-hole,'' Namestnikov said.

Nesterov had good timing on his first career score, at the 12:38 mark of the third. With the Crunch on a power play, Kucherov found Namestnikov, who then hit Nesterov going back door on the left side for easy conversion.

Syracuse's rally had been forshadowed for 40 minutes. After giving up three goals and getting outshot 18-9 in the first, the Crunch turned it around to outshoot the Amerks 31-15 over the final two periods and overtime

"The third period, we actually went out and played like we can play,'' Zettler said. "The first half of the game, we were really off for some reason.''

Kucherov's second of the game drew the Crunch within 4-2 at the 7:52 mark of the middle period. Crunch defenseman Dmitry Korobov fed him in the midst of three Amerks defenders for a mini-break on the right side, and Kucherov solved Hackett low blocker side.

Kevin Sundher had pushed the Amerks up by three 59 seconds earlier. Tardif, on the right point, slipped a helper between Syracuse defenseman Matt Taormina and Crunch forward Philippe Paradis trailing the play, and Sundher steered it in.

 The Amerks converted their first-period domination mixed with some mental mistakes by Syracuse into a 3-1 edge heading into the first intermission.

Brayden McNabb put the topping on the period for Rochester with a breakaway goal with 5:39 left. McNabb jumped out of the box after serving a penalty and caught Syracuse napping. Rochester's Phil Varone lasered a long pass to McNabb behind the Crunch and McNabb faked Gudlevskis to the ice before beating him with a backhand to make it 3-1.

Tardif broke a 1-1 tie on a 5-on-3 power-play goal set up by more Crunch brain cramps. At the 8:51 mark, Syracuse defenseman Artem Sergeev was called for slashing. After the whistle blew, Syracuse defenseman Joey Mormina twisted the head off of Rochester's Frederick Roy, earning a roughing penalty.

Tardiff quickly converted that into an easy score from the left side at the 9:13 mark.

Kucherov tied the game at the 3:48 mark. Brown freed him with a sharp pass, and Kucherov was alone to toast Hackett low stick side.

That answered by 33 seconds the opening salvo of the contest, a power-play score on a deflection by Luke Adam.

Overall, Gudlevskis made 29 stops and was reliable when backed by at least a little defensive help.

"It's wasn't him,'' Zettler said of the goals. "It was other players in front of him.''

 Syracuse played without defenseman J.P. Cote, who is day-to-day with an upper-body ailment. Zettler said Cote should be OK for Saturday's game in Binghamton.

Taormina suffered a leg or foot injury late in Friday's game and, although he returned to the bench, he did not play again. Zettler said he did not know the extent of Taormina's ailment
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Syracuse Crunch forward Nikita Kucherov named AHL rookie of the month (video)

kucherov_nikita131101.jpg

Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov has adjusted quickly to the AHL by taking charge of his team's offense. (Scott Thomas/Syracuse Crunch)
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Syracuse Crunch newcomer Nikita Kucherov has been rewarded for the sizzling start to his pro career with the AHL's Rookie of the Month honor for October.

Kucherov ranks second in the AHL in scoring with 15 points (8-7) in eight games.

 Kucherov's first four career points came when he registered a hat trick in the Crunch's home opener, a 5-1 win against Rochester on Oct. 12.

He produced a goal and an assist in each game of a home-and-home series with Binghamton Oct. 18-19 and scored the team's only regulation goal in a 2-1 shootout win at Utica on Oct. 25.

Kucherov concluded the month with another four point effort, recording two goals and two assists in a 4-1 victory over the Albany Devils on Wednesday.

In recognition of his achievement, Kucherov will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming Crunch home game.
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Three weeks should be enough time for even the fieriest of goalies to cool down.

If Rochester's Matt Hackett has finally gathered himself from the last time he played in the War Memorial, the Syracuse Crunch hopes to get him riled up again tonight

Hackett is the likely starter when the Amerks visit the Crunch at 7 p.m. He'll try to hold it together better than he did when Rochester came in for Syracuse's home opener on Oct. 12.

Things flew off the rail quickly for Hackett in that game. Not only did he give up all five goals in a 5-1 Crunch win, but his composure melted away. He was called for roughing, diving and unsportsmanlike conduct minors and, finally, a game misconduct for unsportsmanlike conduct.

That penalty haul is virtually unheard of for a goalie.

"I just made it a point to get in there and make life difficult for him,'' said Crunch forward Geoff Walker, who interfered with Hackett and drew the diving penalty in return. "Any time you can get under a goalie's skin, you are doing your job. It looked like he was pretty riled up that night. Obviously, we're going to try and get in front of him again, make life as difficult as we can for him.''

Syracuse forward J.T. Brown agreed.

"We're going to play our same game, driving hard to the net,'' he said. "If that's the same thing that ends up bothering him again, so be it.''
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Tampa Bay recalls Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly for the second time this season
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Forward Danick Gauthier has been recalled to the Syracuse Crunch from Florida of the ECHL to help fill the spot of forward Brett Connolly, who was promoted to Tampa Bay.

Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com

Late Thursday afternoon, Syracuse Crunch coach Rob Zettler praised the all-around play of forward Brett Connolly even though he has just one assist in six games this season.

A little while later, the Lightning backed up that assertion by recalling the third-year pro for the second time this season.

Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman told the Tampa Bay Times that there are no immediate plans to send anyone down to Syracuse and no trades are imminent.

"We're looking at our forward group not so much to shake things up, we just felt like Brett can help us out," Yzerman told the paper. "He gives us a little bit more depth, a little bit more speed, a little bit more size as well."

Danick Gauthier has been recalled from Florida of the ECHL to help replace Connolly. Gauthier has three goals and three assists in six games for the Everblades this season.

Crunch forward Eric Neilson did not practice Thursday and is likely to miss Friday's game against visiting Rochester.

Syracuse forward Geoff Walker also did not practice on Thursday, but Zettler said he should be OK for Friday

Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly knows his scoring touch is still there somewhere

2013-10-02-sdc-crunchfirstp.JPG

Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly can gaze into the not-too-distant future and see some goals heading his way. (Stephen D. Cannerelli | scannerelli@syracuse.com)
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Any question whether Syracuse Crunch forward Brett Connolly still has the magic in his hands was answered at practice on Thursday.

Connolly won the team's shootout drill, which, considering he's one of the AHL's most dangerous scorers, isn't surprising. But Connolly decided to paint this competition with a flourish.

Connolly triumphed by twice cashing in on the Tomas Hertl move, beating goalies Cedrick Desjardins and Kristers Gudlevskis on back-to-back shots. That's the trick used by San Jose's Hertl in a recent shootout.

Connolly pulled it off to perfection, never breaking stride while slipping his stick between his skates to reach back for the puck and lift a high shot just under the crossbar.

"Growing up, you do that stuff in practice. I don't think I would ever do that in a shootout,'' Connolly said. "It's one of those things where if you miss, you look like a donkey. I just decided I was going to be fancy today. I guess it worked out.''

Connolly wishes it was so easy to switch on the red light during games.

The third-year forward remains goal-less through six games, a steep dropoff after he tore up the exhibition season with the Lightning. Last season, he put up 31 goals and 32 assists and earned second-team all-AHL honors with Syracuse.

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler sees the obvious numbers, or lack thereof, but also praises the way Connolly is working in the other parts of his game.

"His overall game is fine. As far as the coaching staff is concerned, we're not worried about it,'' Zettler said.

Still. Connolly's frustration has at times been palpable as he closes his eyes and arches his neck after missed opportunities.

"It was a little hard at the start. You have to put that out of your mind,'' Connolly said. "Things aren't going to go your way all the time. Once that first one goes in, usually they come in bunches

Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov is thorough with all his responsibilities on a rink

2013-10-26-ss-Crunch_13.JPG

Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Nikita Kucherov has the types of moves that make him tough to slow down in the open ice. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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 The American Hockey League's most exciting rookie spent another few minutes Thursday afternoon tending to one of the only situations that makes him look like just another first-year player.

Syracuse Crunch forward Nikita Kucherov dropped to one knee after practice in the War Memorial, and, along with the team's other newcomers, picked up the loose pucks and flipped them into a bucket.

Gathering enough points to overflow that same bucket earns little currency when it comes to sidestepping the menial tasks of rookies.

"That's rookie work. They have older guys here. There's rules,''' Kucherov said. "It's not really hard for me.''

When it comes to pucks and frozen water, very little is for Kucherov.

Kucherov, a second-round pick by the Lightning in 2011, was one of the most anticipated players in Crunch history and his performance so far has exceeded that reputation.

In eight games, his 15 points (8-7) pace all AHL rookies and stand second in the league overall. Six of those goals have come on the power play, a league best.

Kucherov is coming off his best game of the season, a two-goal, two-assist effort in a 4-1 win over Albany on Wednesday.

"I think I'm doing well right now. I just need to work on a couple of things,'' Kucherov said."First of all, I need to improve my defensive game. I need to battle in the corner.''

For the most part, Kucherov's game is pure eye candy already. His nerves were insulated against pressure by playing for his native Russia in the World Juniors and then tearing up the QMJHL for the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies last season (26 goals, 27 assists in 27 games before a shoulder injury cut into his season).

"I think the most important thing he does is he makes plays to his teammates,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "He sees plays develop before he gets the puck.''

Kucherov's elusiveness is world class, and he has a knack for both setting up and finishes plays with a bloodless efficiency. But when asked to characterize his game, the 20-year-old keeps returning to one word - fun.

"When I was young, my coach was all the time teaching me that,'' he said. "If you play simple, it's easy to play. You have fun. That's hockey.''

Linemate J.T. Brown said Kucherov's artistry in racking up the power-play bounty shouldn't overshadow how hard he works to make it look easy.

"You still have to outwork the other four guys. That's the good thing that happens when you work hard,'' Brown said. "He's always finding the right place. The puck seems to find his stick.''

That intangible will soon have Kucherov finding a spot in the NHL, where he will gladly assume the chores of a player with no seniority all over again.

"I want to be there. I know I'm young and need to work,'' he said. "I'll just wait for the call up. It will be this year, two years. I don't know how long it takes
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The Syracuse Crunch's top line continued its rampage on Wednesday night to power the team past host Albany 4-1.

Nikita Kucherov posted two goals and two assists, J.T. Brown scored twice and Vladdy Namestnikov dished out three helpers as the Crunch won its fourth in a row. Goalie Cedrick Desjardins made 24 saves to spearhead a defense that's allowed just three goals in its last four games.

Through eight games, Kucherov, a rookie, is second in the AHL in scoring with 15 points (8-7) and paces the league with six power play markers.

Kucherov tallied twice in the opening frame to send the Crunch into the first intermission with a 2-0 lead. Kucherov's first goal came during a five-on-three man-advantage 13:51 into period. 

The Crunch doubled its lead after Kucherov's centering pass deflected off the skate of an Albany defender and past Devils netminder Scott Wedgewood with five minutes to play.

Albany left wing Reid Boucher made it 2-1 halfway through the second stanza. The Devils had a three-on-two opportunity after intercepting a Crunch outlet pass and Boucher's shot from the slot trickled through Desjardins' pads and over the goal line.

Brown extended the Crunch lead with two third-period tallies. His first came at the 6:44 mark when he redirected a Kucherov shot past Wedgewood. Brown struck again with 9:46 to play in the final frame for his second career multi-goal game.

Syracuse hosts Rochester on Friday and visits Binghamton on Saturday.

Notes - Syracuse's Matt Taormina is tied for third in scoring among league defenseman...Taormina and Namestnikov are both riding a seven-game point streak...The Crunch penalty kill unit had a perfect outing stopping all six Albany man-advantages. The penalty kill has combined to go 13 for 13 over the Crunch's past two games.
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Dan DaSilva hopes to make another splash with Worcester Sharks
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WORCESTER — At age 28, he doesn't qualify as old, even by hockey standards, so let's just say the Sharks are welcoming back a familiar friend. 

Worcester has acquired Dan DaSilva from the Ontario Reign of the ECHL. That team's website lists the deal as a loan. DaSilva, who is expected to join the Sharks at practice today, likely will sign a pro tryout agreement. 

DaSilva has torn it up in the ECHL this season. In 14 games for Ontario, he went 7-19-26 and was plus-12. He is the league's incumbent Player of the Week after a 3-9-12 and plus-7 performance in five recent games, all on the road. 

DaSilva was a member of the Sharks' famed "Crazed Rats" line alongside Andrew Desjardins and John McCarthy, both of whom are currently in the NHL with San Jose. DaSilva is in the top 10 in most important franchise offensive categories, ranking ninth in points with 107, ninth in assists with 64, and 10th in goals with 43. 

Most notably, his career total of plus-39 is second on Worcester's all-time list, trailing only Desjardins. DaSilva is also the team's all-time leading playoff scorer with 18 points. 

When he suits up for his next Sharks game, presumably Friday in Manchester, DaSilva will join Daniil Tarasov as the only two players on the Worcester roster with hat tricks in a Sharks uniform. 

DaSilva got his on Feb. 14, 2010 in Manchester. 

DaSilva's last stint with the Sharks was during the 2010-11 season. He was second on the team in scoring at 16-25-41 and was the only Worcester player to skate in all 80 games. 

Seeing as the schedule was shortened to 76 games in 2011-12, DaSilva is probably the last Worcester player ever to get into 80 games. 

Since departing after the 2010-11 season, DaSilva has played for one other AHL team. He was 8-6-14 in 22 games for Houston last season.

Sunday, November 10, 2013

Portland's Tim Kennedy returns triumphantly to Worcester

SHARKS NOTES
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Worcester's Sena Acolatse, left, pursues Portland's Tim Kennedy. (T&G STAFF/CHRISTINE PETERSON)
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WORCESTER — It has almost come down to this in the Sharks-Pirates rivalry: 

The team that has Tim Kennedy wins. 

He played for Portland this weekend and sure enough, the Pirates won both games they played against Worcester. On Sunday, the former Sharks center had two assists and was plus-3 in his team's 4-3 victory at the DCU Center. 

"There are just some rinks players feel comfortable in, and for me, this is one," Kennedy said. "The rink in Maine is another one, but I've never been comfortable in Hartford for some reason." 

Kennedy and the Sharks talked last summer about him returning to the San Jose organization, but it did not happen. 

"It was a definite possibility," Kennedy said of his return, "and we were pretty close. In the end, I made a personal decision and it's one I have to live with. It's a little tough coming back here and playing against all the friends I made, because I really enjoyed it here." 

Nothing personal, but the Sharks would just as soon never see Kennedy again, at least in a Portland uniform. 

Lineup changes 

Coach Roy Sommer's lineup changes involved defensemen, as both Adam Comrie and Nick Petrecki returned to the lineup. Petrecki had sat out the three previous games, Comrie the last two. Comrie had been used at forward before that. 

Comrie was teamed with Taylor Doherty, Petrecki with Dylan DeMelo. Rob Davison and Konrad Abeltshauser were the defenseman who did not dress. 

Both Petrecki and Comrie scored in their returns, and Petrecki also had the game's best hit, and one of the best of the season. He nailed Portland's Phil Lane with a shoulder check at 2:05 of the second period, Lane leaving the ice in pain, not to return. 

Week with the IceCaps 

Worcester's next three games are at St. John's, Newfoundland, and the trip could be good news for the Sharks. They are 5-1-0 in six games there since the IceCaps joined the AHL for the 2011-12 season. Worcester has won its last three games at the Mile One Center. 

Jimmy Bonneau, still recovering from a skate cut, will not make the trip, a fact that has to be killing him. 

Sharks-IceCaps games up there usually wind up with piles of gloves on the ice. Of the five highest PIM road games in Sharks history, two have been played in St. John's. 

The team will hit the road at 5 a.m. Tuesday morning and change planes in Toronto before arriving in Newfoundland. Worcester will play there on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday nights. All games start at 6 EST. 

Brigade of first-rounders 

Between them, the Sharks and Pirates have seven former first-round draft picks on their rosters. 

Worcester has Matt Pelech, taken in the first round by the Flames in 2005, and Petrecki. He was a first-rounder for the Sharks in 2007. 

Portland has Coyotes first-rounders Chris Summers (2006), Mark Visentin and Brandon Gormley (both 2010), Connor Murphy (2011) and Gilbert Brule, taken by the Blue Jackets in the first round in 2005. 

Koharski's debut 

The 2013-14 season became official on Sunday as Terry Koharski made his first appearance of the year at the DCU Center. Koharski has been doing Sharks games since the team began play in 2006-07 and has worked 39 games here in that span, playoffs included. 

Worcester is 20-12-7 in those games. 

Koharski got banged up early in the game, getting sandwiched along the boards in the Portland zone with Petrecki providing some of the force. After a brief respite to regroup, Koharski continued along. 

Attendance up slightly 

Attendance was 2,779 to bring the season total to 22,423 after seven home games. That's not very good, but it's ahead of last year through seven games at the DCU Center. The Sharks were at 21,761 at this point last season. 

Shark Bites 

Sena Acolatse is becoming a goalie's nightmare. In the Sharks' shutout of St. John's on Nov. 3, one of his shots ripped Eddie Pasquale's stick out of his hand. On Sunday, Acolatse knocked off Mark Visentin's mask with blast. … Wayne Thomas will make the trip to St. John's with the Sharks and work with their goaltenders. … Chicago Wolves' general manager Wendell Young was on hand. The last time Young was in town, Worcester made moves that sent Danny Groulx and Jon Matsumoto to Chicago. … Curt Gogol played in his 100th game for Worcester. 

Contact Bill Ballou at wballou@telegram.com.
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Mike Moore's return to Worcester is a short one
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WORCESTER — Mike Moore's return to the DCU Center, which he called home for parts of five seasons, only lasted for part of Saturday night's game. The new captain of the Providence Bruins was given a game misconduct in the second period for being the third man in during an altercation between Sharks' captain Rob Davison and Bruins' rookie Anthony Camara. 

There are no half-games in the stat sheet, though, so it counted as Moore's official return. 

"You try to treat it like any other game in the way you prepare, the way you focus," he said, "but, yeah, it was a special feeling coming back. I started my career here, I made so many friends here, had so many connections in the community." 

Moore played for Milwaukee last season, then signed with the Bruins organization this summer. 

"When I was in Milwaukee," he said, "I knew there wasn't much crossover between teams out there and here, but I checked the schedule to see if we'd play here, anyway. When I signed for Providence, I knew we'd be back." 

Although it's down the road from where he broke in, Providence feels like home for Moore. 

"The East Coast is where I grew up as a hockey player," he said, "so it's good getting back here." 

Davison takes action 

Davison's fight was not one of those "energy" bouts. 

"I felt like (Providence) was doing a lot of slashing that wasn't getting called," he said. "They were taking liberties with our team, and I was angry about it. I just happened to be the guy. It was an 'in the moment' thing." 

United Nations of Worcester 

For one of the few times in their history, the Sharks do not have a born-and-raised-in-Massachusetts player on the roster. They did at one point, when John McCarthy was here, but do not as of the present. 

It is a pretty diverse roster, in any case. Worcester has players from seven different countries — Canada, the United States, Finland (Harri Sateri), Sweden (Sebastian Stalberg), Russia (Daniil Tarasov), Slovakia (Marek Viedensky) and Germany (Konrad Abeltshauser). Canada leads the way with 14 Sharks while there are five Americans. 

Each American player represents a different state and they include California (Matt Tennyson), New York (Nick Petrecki), Virginia (Adam Comrie), Minnesota (Eriah Hayes) and Wisconsin (Troy Grosenick). 

There are some Sharks players who moved when they were kids. In that case, their home is considered to be where they lived when they were high school age. 

Before heading north 

The Sharks play host to Portland at 3 this afternoon, finishing their 3-in-3 weekend. Worcester then will not play at the DCU Center again until Nov. 23. In between, the Sharks play four games north of here. They have a three-game series in St. John's — the first three-game series a Worcester team has ever played, Sharks or IceCats — in the regular season. 

This afternoon's game features the Hats & Mittens postgame skate. 

Any fan who brings a new hat or set of mittens to the game as a donation gets to skate with the Sharks after the game. 

Ranking those here 

Where current Sharks rank on the franchise's all-time lists: 

Nick Petrecki is the active leader in games played with 246. That is in second place, seven behind Moore; Bracken Kearns, who has played just a little more than one season, is the active leader in points with 57. That's 23rd on the all-time list; Kearns' 24 goals are the most among active Sharks, and he is 18th on the all-time list. 

Petrecki's 36 assists are tops among active Worcester players that doesn't make the top 20; Petrecki's 485 PIM lead active players and are second all-time to Frazer McLaren's 577; and James Livingston has the best plus-minus among players currently on the roster with a plus-9 mark. 

Shark bites 

While Friday night's bout in Lewiston — the site of the Cassius Clay vs. Sonny Liston heavyweight title fight in 1965 — was Tarasov's first in the AHL, he had one last season while with San Francisco, as well. … At 12 letters, Abeltshauser has the longest last name in Sharks history. However, he falls short of the city record. That belongs to another defenseman, former IceCats player Brett Scheffelmaier, who hit the 13-letter mark. … Teamed with Dave Lewis, J.M. McNulty worked his first Sharks game as a referee. ... Jimmy Bonneau remains on the injured list recuperating from a gash. Adam Comrie and Petrecki did not dress for the game. They will play this afternoon, coach Roy Sommer said.

The Week Ahead: Canucks receive visits from Kings, Blackhawks and a third team
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Every Wednesday we take a look at The Week Ahead to see what storylines we’ll be following, because Wednesday is a day meant for looking ahead to the future. Around here we call Wednesday “Future Day” and we all wear silver jumpsuits and big bubble space helmets. Doesn’t everybody do that?

***

Friday, November 22nd

At home vs the Columbus Blue Jackets

After taking Wednesday and Thursday off to recuperate from what will no doubt be an exhausting and difficult trial versus the formidable Florida Panthers (and to potentially acclimatize whichever member of the Panthers they choose to keep, as per the Vancouver/Florida trade treaty), the Canucks kick off 3 games in 4 nights with a visit from the Columbus Blue Jackets.

It’s a nice warm-up. Columbus isn’t a particularly good team, but that doesn’t mean you can take them lightly, because they work incredibly hard. If you underestimate them, well, you still might not lose, but you run the risk of losing.

It’s tough to blame Columbus for being so mediocre, by the way. Yes, they only have 17 points at the time of this writing, a number that would put them well out of the playoff spot in the West, but in the East’s Metropolitan Division, they’re just 3 points back of the third-place New York Rangers. There’s really no impetus for them to be better.

Saturday, November 23rd

At home vs the Chicago Blackhawks

The following night on Hockey Night in Canada, the Canucks will say hello to their old friends, the Chicago Blackhawks. These two teams get along fabulously, and we expect this to be a friendly and gentle affair, full of handshakes and reminiscing. “Say, remember all that bad blood between us?” “Why yes, I do. And do you remember when we slayed the dragon?” “Indeed. I also recall when you went on to not win the Stanley Cup.” “I would like very much to fight you now.” “Let us commence with the removal of our gloves.”

It’s more than a little unfortunate that the Canucks get the hated Blackhawks on the second night of a back-to-back, when they’re likely to be a little less than fresh, although the Blackhawks will at least be three games into a seven-game road trip, so they’re likely to be a little tired as well. This should be a good test for the Canucks.

Monday, November 25th

At home vs the Los Angeles Kings

Finally, the Canucks close up a run of 3 in 4 with a visit from the Los Angeles Kings, who most recently handed them their lunch and/or stole their lunch, depending on what lunch-based expression you prefer to use when referring to one team beating the stuffing out of another. The Canucks will be out for revenge, although whether or not they’ll have enough left in the tank for that revenge is another story.

This too should be a good test for the Canucks, who need to start stringing together some wins at home in a hurry. After this game, the Canucks are back on the road, which may come as a welcome change if they can’t get their homestand back on track at its tail end.
The Paper Feature: Is it time to panic yet?
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The Paper Feature will run every Wednesday in the Vancouver Sun’s print edition, as well as online here at Pass it to Bulis. (It’s called the Paper Feature for what we hope are obvious reasons.) 

***

Here’s a potentially-alarming fact: if the NHL playoffs were to commence tomorrow, the Canucks would miss the cut.

This next part is less alarming: the playoffs don’t start tomorrow. (That’s good, because I was starting to get worried that I had somehow missed a full 5 months of my life given all the consternation in Canuck nation, and I would cry if I missed Christmas. And my son’s birthday; that’s probably important too.)

Thanks to a hyper-competitive Western Conference, the Canucks’ 11-8-4 record has them in ninth place, just outside of the playoff picture. Fortunately, like Michelangelo’s Entombment, that picture is unfinished, which means that any panic at the moment is premature. I prefer, to paraphrase the great Eddie Izzard, mature panic or even post-mature. Wise, learned man panic.

After all, the Canucks have been playing pretty well, even during their recent 5-game losing streak. They out-shot the Dallas Stars, for instance, by a 43-to-23 margin and were unluckily (and unjustly) limited to just one goal. While the Canucks absolutely need to start converting more of their chances, particularly on the power play, the fact remains that continuing to out-shoot teams the way they are should lead to success in the future.

When it comes to predicting future success, the current go-to statistic for the advanced statistic community is Fenwick Close, which refers to unblocked shot attempt differential at even-strength in situations where the score is close. In 2012, for example, the Los Angeles Kings were one of the best teams in the NHL in this statistic, belying their 8th place finish, and they steamrolled through the playoffs en route to the Stanley Cup.

This year’s Canucks are currently 6th in the NHL by this measure, suggesting they’re a lot better than their record would indicate. Given enough time, the type of dominant puck possession the Canucks have had this season should lead to out-scoring their opponents more often than not. In most cases, out-scoring opponents leads to wins, and getting enough of those generally takes care of the whole “making the playoffs” thing.

Fenwick Close only covers even-strength, however, and one of the biggest concerns for the Canucks has been the powerplay, which is only converting at 11.3%, 28th in the NHL. Time to panic? Not really.

According to ExtraSkater.com, the Canucks have averaged 65.7 shots per 60 minutes of 5-on-4 time, which is second in the NHL behind only the San Jose Sharks. The problem is converting those shots into goals, as the Canucks have a shooting percentage of just 5.7% on the powerplay — last in the league. The upside is that shooting percentage is incredibly unlikely to continue being that bad.

Even the worst shooting percentage in the league at 5-on-4 last season, the Buffalo Sabres’ 9.5%, was significantly better than the Canucks’ shooting percentage this season. If the Canucks scored on even 9.5% of their shots while on the power play, given the number of shots they average, their power play percentage would be, by my rough calculations, around 21%, which would place them in the top ten in the league.

Much has been made of the New York Rangers’ struggles on the power play under John Tortorella, but last season their problem wasn’t converting on their shots — it was getting the shots in the first place. The Rangers were 26th in the league in shots per 60 minutes at 5-on-4. The Canucks’ power play is far superior to that of the Rangers last season. It’s just not getting the results, due to a mixture of bad luck, exceptional goaltending, and one bogus goaltender interference call.

Once the goals start coming, the Canucks should be in good shape: they have yet to lose in regulation this season when scoring more than one goal. That’s largely thanks to the work of Roberto Luongo and Eddie Lack.

The Canucks’ two goaltenders haven’t lit up the league statistically, but have been good enough to win when given goal support. Luongo has allowed more than two goals against just once in his last ten starts, while Eddie Lack only gave up more than two goals in his first ever NHL start.

Since this is the Canucks we’re talking about, if you can’t panic about the goaltending, then there really can’t be any good reason to panic.

Besides, it’s November, which means the only Vancouver teams that should be worrying about the playoffs are the Whitecaps and Lions, which means nobody in Vancouver should be worried about the playoffs, because those two teams aren’t in them.

So don’t panic just yet. Wait until at least December.

***

Tweet Podium

This feature takes a moment to recognize the best tweets of the week, because we’re online-type writers and Twitter is an online-type thing. If you see a great Canucks-related tweet, send us a link. Or plagiarize it and bask in its glory.
Perhaps part of the reason for the woeful shooting percentage is the fact that the majority of the shots come from places that you just don’t score goals from – unless you have a.) a wicked snapshot or b.) the goalie is napping as you take a clapper from the right wall.

Dominant possession, yes. But I bet if there was a position tracker for the NHL, it would show the Canucks maintaining position to the outside. All the time. Players appear to be consistently trying for the EA Sports one-timer, sending a hard pass across to the opposite wing from the left or right wall as they advance on net. Problem being, there are usually 2 or 3 defenders in the way.

And it is aggravating to see players constantly adjust to the outside, rather than try to shift into the slot, which is a far more superior scoring position. Florida maintained their box last night, clogging up the middle and left Tim Thomas with few tough saves to make.

Look at the Canuck goals last night. Higgins in the slot off a scramble. Hansen in the slot off a turnover. This isn’t the 2010 Stanley Cup final, boys. Goals are not going to come from the half-wall or along the goal line.

Rating: +5 (from 5 votes)

Reply


Amor de Cosmos

November 20, 2013

That’s my sense too. I’m concerned that Tortorella has no apparent offensive plan. Or, if he has, then he has the wrong group of players to implement it. Right now we’re playing like a team full of Mason Raymonds (nothing against MayRay, but you know what I mean.) 

For three years or so Vigneault was able to come up with a way of utilizing the Sedins immense, but highly specific skills, productively. Crawford couldn’t do it, and the signs are Tortorella can’t either. When he was successful in Tampa, he had sharpshooters like Lecavalier and St Louis, who would most likely have scored by the bucketload anywhere. We don’t have players like them. We have to create net space by moving opposition players out of the way. H&D’s passing ability did that, now other teams have them sussed, and we’ve got to try something else. I’m not confident Torts has the chops to figure out what that is.

Rating: +3 (from 5 votes)

Reply


gretchen grouse

November 20, 2013

Rant

Already down on David Booth

 But high upon The Missing Tooth

 Benching five on the power play

 I’m thinking Torts has had his day

Methinks also Sedins are tired

 Much overworked since he was hired

 Kesler as well has lost his edge

 Too many minutes I must allege

Now mired in ninth or even worse

 This coach’s comings been a curse

 One can’t say the future’s bright

 After this latest loss tonight

Remember well you read it here

 It’s time for Torts to disappear

Rating: 0 (from 6 votes)

Reply


madwag

November 20, 2013

“to paraphrase the great Eddie Izzard, mature panic or even post-mature. wise, learned man panic.” is the problem mine because understand i do not.

Rating: 0 (from 0 votes)

Reply


madwag

November 20, 2013

or mayhap i do. is it “learn-ed” , with shakespearean emphasis on the “ed”. even if so, i am still confused.

Rating: 0 (from 0 votes)

Reply


madwag

November 20, 2013

so much so i forget to use interrogation marks!

Rating: 0 (from 0 votes)

Reply


mb13

November 20, 2013

Hate to get technical here guys…

“Thanks to a hyper-competitive Western Conference, the Canucks’ 11-8-4 record has them in ninth place, just outside of the playoff picture.”

uhhh… the Canucks current pace would see them with 93 points which would not be good enough to make the playoffs in any year since 2008-09. So let’s stop blaming the conference. Let’s stop blaming having more road games than home. 

Maybe… just maybe… the Canucks aren’t that good. They can’t score. They don’t have a stud defenseman and their goalie is average. That’s not a winning recipe. 

They are currently 4 points out of a playoff spot and each team they are chasing has games in hand (save Anaheim). They are PPG in 10th in the conference meaning they have to catch 2 teams to make the playoffs. And they have played 12 games against the east already – the most of any western team (save Anaheim). We are checking off a lot of boxes in the “this season isn’t going well” column. 

They better turn this ship around pretty quick.

Rating: +3 (from 3 votes)

Reply


clutch fan

November 20, 2013

Losing in a poor effort against a Tim Thomas Florida team at home should be profoundly embarrassing, especially for the Canucks left over from the cup run (sans Luongo who played well). It may be time to start questioning the character and desire of these players, and ultimately, whether they would win at all even if they get into the playoffs.

Rating: +1 (from 1 vote)

Reply


Nearly Normal

November 20, 2013

Would like to see them trade Edler for someone who can score, a sniper. Then bring up Frankie. As is, they have no natural sniper in the lineup, and won’t until Shinkaruk is ready, hopefully next year. This team reminds me of the team Nonis kept together for one last kick at the can, post-lockout 2005. They missed the playoffs, and then some major changes were made. I’m actually okay with them missing this year if it means a decent draft pick, a couple of off season trades, one obvious buy out, and an infusion of younger talent next year. We just aren’t going to be perpetual contenders, no team can be, and we’ve had a good run. Time for a thoughtful rebuild.

Rating: +4 (from 4 votes)

Reply


jeremy

November 20, 2013

I love that this is a rational, multi-faceted reminder that there’s really no reason to panic… and yet the comments are full of people ignoring it and panicking anyway. 

we haven’t had a lot of luck lately, but we will. good thing – in my experience, anyway – the players on the team have demonstrated a lot more resilience than the fans of it.

Rating: +2 (from 2 votes)

Reply


BacktoBasics

November 20, 2013

How often do you see a Canuck player just skate by the net instead of stopping in front (where the puck ends up landing/deflecting/etc). If they do stop in front of the net it is right in front of the goalie and the rebounds bounce right past them. Oh ya, no one on this team can score top cheddar…that doesn’t help either.

Rating: 0 (from 0 votes)

Reply


Kenji

November 20, 2013

I am not panicking, I am thoughtful. If my wife had allowed me to continue with Movember, I would be stroking my beard at this point.

It is an interesting situation. The team is currently in the worst of all positions: mediocre. It is not good enough to be a playoff threat, nor bad enough to pick up a superstar-in-the-making draft pick. 

A slow slide to the bottom would be the default if no trades are made, which makes me suspect that trades will be made, since the Sedins and of course Strombone are locked up for years, which would in theory keep the team from being so bad that they will be in running for the next Crosby or whatever.

Rating: +1 (from 1 vote)

Reply


PD

November 20, 2013

While it’s perfectly logical to conclude that this shooting pace will evebtually result in more goals than it currently does, it’s pretty cold comfort: there are no grounds for assuming that it will begin to do so soon, rather than far too late. And too late will come soon in this division.

Rating: +1 (from 1 vote)

Reply


Iain

November 20, 2013

glass half-empty: canucks are 5th is the Pac-waitforit-ificawesome Division, 5 pts behind the 4th place team. aughhhhh!!!! where’s the antifreeze??

glass half-full: canucks are only 6 pts our of first in the division, with 59 games still to go. and their shooting percentage cannot get any worse. look out you fast-starting SoCal (and Phoenix) teams, they’re comin to getcha!!!

Rating: +1 (from 1 vote)

Reply


Iain

November 20, 2013

of course, if they play any more like they did against florida last night, a lottery pick seems more likely.

Rating: +1 (from 1 vote)

Reply


Iain

November 20, 2013

also, can we just all agree that strombone1 is THE greatest twitter account in the known universe?

loved the one shown on SN last night, about his trip to Canadian Tire to get essential equipment for the game…with a photo of a bicycle pump.

Rating: +1 (from 1 vote)

Reply


steveB

November 20, 2013

Dominant possession is one thing.

 Putting the d@mn puck in the net is another thing entirely.

 You will seldom score by artfully passing the puck around the perimeter.

 You need to shoot at the sections of the net where the goaltender isn’t standing in the way.

 Corners, 5-hole, don’t aim for the logo.

 Provide a screen, be there for rebounds

I Watched This Game: Canucks vs Florida Panthers, November 19, 2013
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Well, that game was lousier than a kid with pediculosis capitis. The Canucks started poorly, were mediocre in the middle, then just plain awful at the end. They were bad and they should feel bad. They sucked harder than someone trying to drink a Slurpee through an 11 kilometre long straw.

The Canucks came out flatter than Wayne Knight’s character in Space Jam. Or Michael Jordan’s acting in Space Jam, for that matter. Regrettably, unlike in Space Jam, Bill Murray didn’t show up out of nowhere to save the day. I wish I had watched Space Jam, but, instead, I watched this game.

Canucks 2 – 3 Panthers (SO)

◦The one bright spot for the Canucks was the play of Roberto Luongo, who made 34 saves on 36 shots. He was at his best at the beginning and end of the game, ensuring that it didn’t get out of hand early and it didn’t end in regulation late. He made an important kick save on a shorthanded breakaway by Marcel Goc in the first period, keeping the Panthers from going up by two. He stopped Shawn Matthias alone in tight late in the third period. He even had to come up big in overtime, robbing Jonathan Huberdeau on the penalty kill. Luongo was better than Better Than Sex Cake in this game.

◦The Canucks were fortunate to even get to overtime, as just one game after a Canucks goal was called back for dubious reasons, they were the benefactors of a similarly questionable call. On a delayed Canucks penalty, the Panthers got a great scoring chance that Luongo turned aside, then made another stop on the rebound. The second rebound, however, was batted in by Jimmy Hayes, only the ref had already blown the whistle, ruling that a change of possession had occurred, likely because he thought Luongo had snagged the puck with his glove. Luongo had less possession than the Jefferson Bible, but I’m sure the Canucks will take it.

◦Unfortunately, the Panthers did open the score on the ensuing power play. While the Canucks stood around like Hank, Dale, Bill, and Boomhauer, the Panthers had two chances on an open net off a rebound. The first hit the post, but the second hit the back of the net while Luongo, in his one rough moment, was swimming on his belly like Mona from The Chris Isaak Show.

◦For some reason, the Sportsnet Pacific feed cut out multiple times, forcing Rogers to switch to the Fox Sports Florida feed for a large portion of the first period. I actually didn’t mind the Panthers announcers, Steve Goldstein and Bill Lindsay. Goldstein has a great play-by-play voice and anticipated the play well, while Lindsay’s analysis was reasonably on point. And the Fox Sports Florida feed didn’t cut out randomly, so it had that going for it too.

◦Poor Alex Burrows can’t buy a break: he still hasn’t scored a goal this season, despite 34 shots. He hit his second post in as many games, this time short-handed. At this point if he was also visited at night by a saxophone-playing, bemulleted Jon Hamm, I wouldn’t be surprised.

◦While David Booth was scratched, there were still several former Panthers in the lineup, and two of them combined to tie the game. Mike Santorelli picked up the puck behind the goal line and cut in front to backhand it on net. Tim Thomas — did you know Thomas was in this game, I didn’t hear anything about it in the media — made the first save, but the rebound found its way to Chris Higgins, who made like Iman Shumpert for the put back.

◦The most interesting part of the game wasn’t even part of the game: it was the oddly pleasant Twitter snipefest that erupted between @EdmontonOilers and @VanCanucks. When the most exciting action during a game involves a team not playing in that game, you know it’s a boring game.

◦It’s great to have Jannik “Honninggrævling” Hansen back in the lineup and he gave the Canucks a chance to win the game in the third. After an aggressive pinch down the boards by Ryan Stanton, Hansen covered the point, then jumped to the middle to pick off Tomas Fleischmann’s outlet pass and fired it top shelf, where you should keep the dairy in the fridge to maintain maximum freshness.

◦That goal came less than three minutes into the third period. Through the rest of regulation, the Canucks only had two more shots. The Panthers had 11. It was ugly. The ugliest moment came when the Canucks had five skaters in the defensive zone, while the Panthers had three. Despite outnumbering the Panthers, the Canucks somehow left Shawn Matthias wide open in the slot. Nick Bjugstad found him with the past and Matthias’s one-timer beat Luongo. Either Ryan Stanton or Zack Kassian could have and should have covered him. They didn’t. He was less covered than a nudist colony, who at least use blankets when they sleep.

◦The Sedins have been playing a metric tonne this season and it continued in this game, with both Daniel and Henrik playing more than even the defencemen. It’s understandable, however, as they were the only forwards who didn’t get out-shot by the Panthers when they were on the ice.

◦Once again, the Canucks couldn’t score in the shootout, though at least Tortorella didn’t put the Sedins out there this time. Meanwhile, Jonathan Huberdeau beat Luongo with a slick deke to the forehand. If only the Canucks also had a young player with great hands to put in the shootout.
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It’s time for “Stick in Link”, the feature where we just plug in a bunch of stuff written by others! Featuring a smattering of links from around the Smylosphere and beyond every Tuesday and Thursday. Warning: our links are so hyper, they change colour when exposed to heat. (Have something for us to share in the next edition? E-mail us at passittobulis@gmail.com, tweet us @passittobulis, or just come over and write your link on a pad of paper, I guess.)

***

◦It’s not quite HBO’s 24/7, but we’ll still get a behind-the-scenes look at the Canucks on “NHL Revealed”, which will air on CBC and Sportsnet. [The Province]

◦Iain Macintyre talks to the Canucks about their scoring drought and how to fix it. My solution? Scoring more. Have they tried that yet? [Vancouver Sun]

◦The Canucks are baffled by the lack of potlucks this year. I guess they used to get together more often for dinner? Oh no, wait, that’s “puck luck.” That makes more sense. [The Globe and Mail]

◦The Pucks on Net Podcast talks to Canucks top prospect Hunter Shinkaruk about dentistry, bugging Bo Horvat, Trevor Linden, and eventually wanting to see his own number in the rafters at Rogers Arena. [Pucks on Net]

◦Canucks Army ran a contest to invent a new statistic. @Sir_Earl took home top prize with his “Bieska” rating, which purports to quantify Don Cherry’s preference for certain players. Well done, sir. [Canucks Army]

◦Rob Williams thinks that Alex Burrows doesn’t deserve all the reputation calls he’s been getting. At least, not anymore. [Rob the Hockey Guy]

◦Can the Canucks succeed without a fourth line? [Canucks Corner]

◦Canucks lost 4 games in a row? Not scoring enough? Time to panic and make a trade. [NW Sportsbeat]

◦David Booth won’t play his first ever game against his former team, the Florida Panthers, as he’ll be a healthy scratch. Meanwhile, Dale Weise returns and Tom Sestito will still be in the lineup. Booth had a couple thoughtful comments:

◦The Utica Comets have signed 27-year-old forward Cal O’Reilly out of the KHL. He was, at one point, a point-per-game player in the AHL and scored 41 points in 113 NHL games for the Nashville Predators, Phoenix Coyotes, and Pittsburgh Penguins. [Utica Comets]

◦Eddie Lack was mic’d up at Canucks practice. I love this kind of stuff.
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The Prospector is a semi-regular feature on Pass it to Bulis where we pan the Canucks prospects pool in search of gold.

***

In the first edition of The Prospector, we took a look at some of the big names in the Canucks’ prospect pool, like Frank Corrado, Bo Horvat, and Hunter Shinkaruk. This time around, we’re going to look at some of the lesser lights that still have potential to eventually crack a Canucks lineup, while also touching on a couple updates on the top tier.

Alexandre Grenier

It would have been easy to write off Grenier after last season, when he made the odd decision to play in Austria in his first professional year, but it may have been the right decision. Once he returned from Europe, he wasn’t able to get much ice time with the Chicago Wolves and spent most of the year in the ECHL with the Kalamazoo Wings.

Grenier made an immediate impact with the K-Wings with a 4-game point streak, finishing his season with 31 points in 37 games. The Canucks’ acquisition of their own AHL franchise gave him the opportunity to step immediately into a large role in the AHL and he has continued to produce.

The 6’5″ winger is tied with Benn Ferriero for second on the Comets in scoring with 10 points in 14 games, trailing only Pascal Pelletier. He’s even managed to maintain a positive plus/minus, which is impressive considering how badly the Comets have been outscored. While Ferriero is last on the Comets with a minus-10 rating, Grenier is tied with Pelletier for the team-lead at plus-3.

In addition, Grenier has been named Canucks.com’s Comet of the Week three times already this season, with Tyson Giurato noting that he’s not a one-dimensional offensive player, saying, “He is noticeable every time he steps on the ice, whether it be creating offense or playing physical on the forecheck.”

It’s even possible that we’ll see him in a Canucks jersey sometime this season, though the Canucks’ depth down the right wing makes it a little unlikely.

Miles Liberati

The Canucks took a chance on Liberati in the 7th round of the 2013 draft. He was fairly highly regarded as a youngster, but saw minimal playing time on a deep London Knights’ blue line, playing just 42 of their 68 regular season games, 10 of 21 playoff games, and just 1 of their 5 games at the Memorial Cup.

This season, however, the Knights lost Olli Maatta and Nikita Zadarov to the NHL. While Zadarov may get sent back down from the Buffalo Sabres, it looks like Maatta is sticking with the Pittsburgh Penguins, which leaves a significant hole on the Knights’ blueline. As a result, Liberati has played every game for the Knights, albeit still in fairly limited minutes.

So far this season, Liberati has 4 points in 22 games. It’s possible that, with London hosting the Memorial Cup and looking to acquire additional talent to make a run at the trophy, Liberati may get packaged into a deal and get more minutes with another OHL team. That is just speculation, but if it did occur, it might be best for his development.

Ben Hutton

Prospects in the NCAA tend to go a little more under the radar than those in Major Junior, partly because it’s a lot harder for a young player to find ice time and put up a lot of points competing against older players. Hutton, however, had a solid freshman season, getting time on the University of Maine’s top pairing and scoring 15 points in 34 games, good for third on the Black Bears in scoring and leading all Maine defencemen.

The Canucks’ 5th round pick in 2012 is off to an even better start this season, with 7 points in 10 games. He is once again leading all Maine defencemen in scoring and is again third on the team in points. He’s a weapon on the power play, scoring 3 of his 4 goals with the man advantage, with his 4th actually coming short-handed.

You can see a bit of his mobility on the power play on this goal, which is scored from the goal line with a wicked, waterbottle-popping one-timer.

Joseph LaBate

Like Hutton, Joseph LaBate has been a bit under the radar in the NCAA. He had two solid seasons with the University of Wisconsin, with his sophomore year finishing a lot better than it started. He scored 21 points in his final 29 games with the Badgers and won the NCAA Tournament. He apparently even grew another inch and is now 6’5″.

LaBate is making a real impact in his Junior season, scoring 6 points in 8 games and is second on the team with 23 shots on goal. He’s been particularly strong in the last three games, where he has 2 goals and 4 points. He’s a couple years yet from contributing to the Canucks, but there’s a lot to get excited about.

Jordan Subban

While the Belleville Bulls have struggled this season, Jordan Subban, like his teammate and fellow Canucks prospect Brendan Gaunce, has not. His performance has been as expected, with 17 points in 21 games, good for third on the team in scoring. He’s currently on a 3-game point streak, with 2 goals and 5 points in that time.

He also still has incredible hands, as you can see in this impressive goal against the London Knights, eluding two forecheckers with a slick toe-drag in the defensive zone before going the other way, crossing the blue line with another nice move, and beating the goaltender glove side.

Nicklas Jensen

Nicklas Jensen is healthy again after missing the start of the season with a shoulder injury, but he’s still struggling to produce, with just 2 assists in 8 games. With fans hoping he would be ready to start the season in the NHL this year, his slow start has been a major disappointment.

It’s not all bad news, however. Jensen does have 25 shots on goal, averaging more than 3 shots per game. With that many shots, the goals should come, particularly since he’s demonstrated an accurate shot in the past. Fans would likely be far less disappointed and critical if Jensen’s impressive shot-rate resulted in a few more goals.

Gaunce, Horvat, and Shinkaruk named to Subway Super Series rosters

Three of the Canucks’ top prospects will be participating in the Subway Super Series, which is frequently used as a testing ground for Team Canada for the World Junior Championship. Brendan Gaunce and Bo Horvat will both play for Team OHL, while Hunter Shinkaruk has been named to the WHL roster. Both Horvat and Shinkaruk are likely locks for Team Canada, while this will be an important opportunity for Gaunce to prove he deserves a spot in his final year of eligibility.

Cole Cassels, despite his hot start, won’t be playing for Team OHL, but there’s no need to fret: it’s because he’s American. His 28 points in 24 games should have Team USA’s attention, however, and he has an outside shot of making the team. If all goes well, Canucks fans could have four players in action at the tournament. If Jordan Subban was a few inches taller, they would have five.
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(Alex Burrows takes out his frustrations on Stephane Robidas.)

Every now and then we like to take a break from all the words and just post some numbers. And some words describing the numbers, as otherwise it would just be a whole bunch of numbers with no context, which would be really weird. Big Numbers is a weekly feature on Pass it to Bulis in which we identify the numbers and statistics that really matter or, frequently, the ones that don’t matter at all but are still pretty interesting.

***

0.0% | Alex Burrows’s shooting percentage, which is tied for the worst in the league with all the other guys who have yet to score a goal despite, you know, trying to. Burrows has taken 31 shots on goal without lighting the lamp. It’s probably small consolation that Mike Green has taken a league-most 50 shots without scoring, especially since Green is a defenceman. Among forwards, nobody in the NHL has taken more shots than Burrows without seeing one cross the line. Even worse for Burrows is that he can’t console himself with his very strong corsi numbers because he doesn’t believe in corsi. He called it a “nerd stat”. We’re trying to help you, Burr.

718 | Speaking of shots without results, the Canucks have taken a lot of those. Their 718 shots has them sitting comfortably at 4th in the NHL, just one shy of the Ducks in third and trailing only Chicago and San Jose after that. That’s some elite company. The difference, of course, is that these teams are scoring, and thus, winning. But take heart, Canucks fans. Though the current stretch is belying this statement, shots tend to lead to goals. It’s probably a safe bet that they’ll start scoring soon, especially if they continue to be one of the league’s highest-volume teams in this regard.

8 | That would be the number of Canucks’ powerplay goals. Only Florida has scored fewer. Thank goodness for Florida, otherwise this would be really embarrassing.

2:37 | The amount of time Chris Tanev averages killing penalties every night, the most of any Canuck. He’s John Tortorella’s go-to blueliner when a man down. And considering the Canucks’ penalty kill is humming along with a league-best 89% kill rate, I’d say Tanev is flourishing in the role.

186 | Henrik Sedin’s career goals after the Dallas game, tying him for 9th all-time in franchise scoring. Two more and he’ll match Todd Bertuzzi, which is funny to me. Henrik Sedin scoring more goals as a Canuck than Todd Bertuzzi? Has the world gone mad? Thomas Gradin is also within reach at 197, but it’ll take 50 more goals for him to get up to Pavel Bure and Tony Tanti, at 5th and 6th, respectively. Of course, this is the guy who consistently passes up wide-open shots in favour of spinning back-passes to his twin brother, so I don’t think he cares.

16 | Members of the Parliament-Funkadelic collective that were inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. (The lineup fluctuated quite a bit, but these 16 were considered regular enough to be immortalized as official members of the funk mob.) I bring this up because John Tortorella said after the Dallas game, “We’re in the middle of that funk.” What better way to end a funk than turn it into a funk band? As it happens, with Tortorella sitting Jeremy Welsh and Tom Sestito after one shift, he basically went with a 16-man lineup Sunday night. Coincidence? I think not. Torts wants the funk. Gotta have that funk.

1 | Days separating Sunday from Tuesday. I bring this up because after Dale Weise turned on the electronic music in the locker room today, Kassian hereby declared it “Techno Tuesday.” He was swiftly reminded that, as alliterative a name as that is for today, it’s not accurate, because it’s Monday. Might be time to re-watch that Rebecca Black video that teaches you the days of the week.

13 | Games in which the Canucks have scored 2 or more goals. Consequently, it’s also the number of games in which the Canucks have scored 2 or more goals and collected at least a point. They’re 11-0-2 in such affairs. In other words, Canucks, your mission is clear. Score more. You have one goal, and that goal is to get more than one goal.

4 | The maximum number of points anybody in the lineup has contributed over 9 home games, save the two guys that lived in Tora Sedin’s womb for 9 months. Ryan Kesler has 11 points on the road and just 4 at home.

52 | Alex Edler’s blocked shots totals, good for 6th in the NHL in blocked shots. Only one Canuck has ever finished inside the top-20 in blocked shots in the post-lockout era: Mattias Öhlund, in 2005-06. He blocked 170, good for 11th. Edler is on pace for 216.
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The Canucks made a minor roster move Monday, placing some guy named Yannick Weber on waivers, as per TSN’s Bob McKenzie, a.k.a. The Waiver Oracle.

As per my understanding of waivers, you can’t waive a guy who doesn’t play for your team, so that must mean that Yannik Weber is a member of the Vancouver Canucks. It’s weird, because I do not recall ever seeing him.

I checked the Canucks team roster, however, and Weber is there. According to the site, he’s a defenceman. A likely story. I vaguely recall the Canucks having a fourth-line forward named Weber. Is it the same guy? In any case, Weber is listed at 5’11″ and 200 pounds. He is alleged to have been born in 1988, if he even exists at all.

Anyway, this is all we know about him, and we’re pretty sure it’s the first time he’s ever been mentioned, as I don’t recall him playing a single game for the Canucks this season. I watch these games pretty closely, you guys. I think I would remember him. I’ll check the game logs, but I’m quite confident that he’s never — oh.

Oh right. Yannick Weber. The defenceman turned forward who signed with the Canucks in the offseason, presumably to play on the bottom pairing, only to lose his job completely to Ryan Stanton and be converted into a member of John Tortorella’s fourth line (which is entirely theoretical, like the document on which the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke are supposedly based). Right. This guy.

Back when the Canucks claimed Stanton, we made a point of saying that he hadn’t stolen Weber’s job, just Andrew Alberts’. Our hypothesis was that Stanton would basically replace Alberts, but Weber would still get his reps as a natural righty.

It didn’t happen. Stanton settled in as a reliable, regular member of the Canucks’ blueline, Alberts became the official number seven, and Weber was rendered superfluous and turned into a forward during the Canucks’ recent spate of injuries, left to skate primarily with the likes of Tom Sestito — hardly a recipe for success.

Weber has played just 10 games for the Canucks this season, and in November, he’s spent just 2:46 on the ice — all during a blink-and-you-missed it 2:46 versus the Maple Leafs. Now the Canucks have decided, perhaps because they have another move coming or maybe just because Weber’s not doing them any good and the Comets could use the help, to send him to the AHL.

Understandably, they’re not too worried about losing him to waivers.

It’s a shame Weber didn’t get more of a chance to show what he can do at his natural position, or on the powerplay.

“I helped in Montreal when I was there,” he told Tony Gallagher of The Province last week. He also added that he occasionally looks at video of Sami Salo on the Canucks’ powerplay and yearns for the lost opportunity to be the new Salo (although by being out of the lineup so much, he sort of is, right?). “I still watch it now,” he said, “and he does have a very hard shot and I know when he was here they were very successful. I was sure that was one reason why they signed me.”

Before things changed, I think it was.

On the bright side, he should get a similar chance in Utica. Provided he’s not claimed by another team on the way down, a standout performance with the Comets (which shouldn’t be hard to accomplish, as the Comets are terrible) might earn him a real shot later in the year
IceCaps get points for trying, but little else
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St. John’s end five-game homestand with second straight shootout loss to Worcester Sharks

The St. John’s IceCaps closed out a five-game homestand Saturday night at Mile One Centre, and while the team was able to pick up another point with a second straight shootout loss to the Worcester Sharks, coach Keith McCambridge takes little solace in the meagre gain.

© — Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Patrice Cormier (28) just misses the Worcester Sharks’ Taylor Doherty with a check during the teams’ game Saturday night at Mile One Centre. The Sharks went on to collect a second straight shootout win over the IceCaps, winning 2-1. Worcester took Friday’s game 3-2 in a shootout.

“I’m not satisfied with one point, I don’t sleep well with one point. I don’t feel good about it when I wake up in the morning and we didn’t get all the points on the table,” McCambridge said after the IceCaps fell 2-1 Saturday, following a 3-2 shootout loss Friday.

“But I thought the team did some really good things. They worked hard and the execution was there.

“Where we let the game slip out of our grasp was not being able to capitalize on those power play chances in the first period. We had the one (goal), and we had multiple opportunities after where if we get ourselves up 2-0, we might be able to pull two points out of that game.”

Jerome Samson made good on the IceCaps’ first man-advantage opportunity, but they were unable to solve Sharks’ netminder Harri Sateri on four more power play opportunities before the first 12 minutes of the opening frame expired.

With Samson’s marker, six of the IceCaps’ last eight goals have been scored on the power play, and while McCambridge is pleased to see the PP humming, the team’s even-strength offence needs to improve.

“Our power play came through with some key goals for us,” he said. “But we need to generate more five-on-five, we needed to generate more in this series instead of depending on our power play to get us where needed to be.”

Special teams aren’t a problem for the IceCaps these days as McCambridge thought the IceCaps’ penalty kill — perfect in six chances Saturday and a respectable 88 per cent in the series — was, “real strong.”

“I thought we were aggressive in our reads on the PK and the one in the third period when (Will) O’Neil was in the box was a big, key penalty kill.”

McCambridge also lauded the performance of goaltender Jussi Olkinuora, making his first start in eight games — only his fourth overall for the club — and his first at Mile One this season.

“I thought he was good, he looked comfortable in there,” McCambridge said after the Finnish rookie gave the IceCaps a fighting chance with 32 saves. “I was worried in the first period when he didn’t get a lot of work when we had all those power plays, but he got himself some shots after. He played a strong game.”

Olkinuora was pleased with his play, but lamented not being good enough when it counted.

“I thought I was good at shootouts, but I guess I still have some work to do,” the Helsinki native said after allowing two goals on four shots in the shootout. “They all shot, which for a goalie, is usually easier. I don’t know, I got a piece of both, but it wasn’t good enough today.”

In the shootout, after Eric O’Dell put the IceCaps ahead with a dirty dangle to beat Sateri up high, the Sharks’ Travis Oleksuk snapped one past Olkinuora blocker-side to even it up. Brodie Reid scored on Worcester’s fourth shot, and St. John’s captain Jason Jaffray lost the handle in his attempt to extend the shootout.

“I thought their goaltender was really good,” McCambridge noted of Sateri, who stopped 24 of 25 shots faced. “He’s really big and aggressive. Both games that he played here, he was a difference maker for them and to go to a shootout … he doesn’t give you much.”

Samson opened scored in regulation, taking a feed from Jaffray down low and sending a wrister from near the blueline past a screened Sateri. It was Samson’s fourth of the series.

Worcester (5-7-1-0, 11 pts) dominated the second, firing 13 shots on Olkinuora, and finally solved the IceCaps’ goalie on an odd-man rush at 7:49 of the third with Sebastien Stalberg sending an cross-ice feed to a streaking Oleksuk who got it over Olkinuora and under the crossbar to tie the game.

The IceCaps (7-7-1-2, 17pts) start a six-game road trip Friday night, 7:30, in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Pa. for the first of two in a back-to-back set with the Penguins. From there it’s single-night engagements with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, Hershey Bears, Syracuse Crunch, and Binghamton Senators before returning to St. John’s at the end of the month.

Notes: The IceCaps were without defenceman Julian Melchiori Saturday after he was called up the Winnipeg Jets prior to the game. In 14 games this season, Melchiori had four assists. Meanwhile, in Winnipeg, rearguard Zach Redmond, called up nearly two weeks ago, was a healthy scratch for the sixth straight game as the Jets defeated the Philadelphia Flyers 3-2 in a shootout Friday night … Winnipeg Jets assistant general manager and IceCaps GM Craig Heisinger was in St. John’s for Saturday night’s game … The Mary Brown’s hardest working player Saturday was JC Lipon, who was a healthy scratch Friday … Saturday’s Molson Canadian three stars were 1. Harri Sateri, Worcester; 2. Jussi Olkinuora, St. John’s; 3. Travis Oleksuk, Worcester…

koliver@thetelegram.com
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IceCaps fall to Sharks in shootout again
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Worcester edges St. John's 2-1 in rubber-match at Mile One Centre

It was a case of deja vu for the St. John's IceCaps Saturday night at Mile One Centre as they fell to the visiting Worcester Sharks in a shootout for the second straight game.

The Sharks beat Jussi Olkinuora — making his first start in eight games and first in front of IceCaps fans at Mile One — twice in the shootout to earn the extra point and leave St. John's having taken two of three games from the IceCaps, all three of which required overtime or a shootout to decide a winner.

After the 'Caps took the opener of the three-game series 3-2 in overtime on Wednesday, the Sharks responded with a 3-2 shootout win on Friday night to set up Saturday's winner-take-all rubber match.

Travis Oleksuk and Brodie Reid, with the shootout-winner, tallied for Worcester after overtime solved nothing. Eric O'Dell had the IceCaps' lone shootout marker, with Jerome Samson, Kael Mouillierat, Andrew Gordon and Jason Jaffray missing. Jaffray had a chance to extend the shootout, but lost the handle as he moved in on Worcester netminder Harri Sateri. The IceCaps' captain also had a chance to win it on a breakaway with under four minutes to play in regulation, but couldn't get good wood on his shot.

Jerome Samson opened the scoring on the for the IceCaps in the first-period, taking a feed from Jaffray and beat Sateri on the blocker side a little over three minutes into the contest. It was Samson's fourth goal of the series. The power play goal was the IceCaps' fourth of the series and sixth in the last four games. St. John's had four more power plays before the first 12 minutes of the opening frame had expired, but were unable to light the lamp.

Worcester put 13 shots on Olkinuora in the second period, and finally solved the IceCaps' Finnish netminder on an odd-man rush at 7:49 of the third when Sebastien Stalberg sent a pass across the ice to a streaking Oleksuk who fooled Olkinoura and roofed under the crossbar.

Olkinuora, the game's second star, finished with 32 saves and stopped two of four in the shootout. Sateri, the game's first star,  turned aside 24 to pick up his second straight win.

koliver@thetelegram.com

Twitter: @telykenn

Redmond can’t develop from the pressbox
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Winnipeg Jets prospect has been a healthy scratch for five games

Zach Redmond is 25, a third-year pro and, aside from his rookie season, when he appeared in 82 games, does not know what it’s like to play anything other than a college schedule.

© — Photo by The Canadian Press 

The Minnesota Wild’s Dany Heatley (right) chases down the Winnipeg Jets’ Zach Redmond (25) in front of Jets’ goaltender Al Montoya during the teams’ pre-season game in Winnipeg this September. After returning from a 10-game stint on the injured list to start the season, Redmond played two games with the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps before being recalled to Winnipeg. He has been a healthy scratch for the NHL club ever since.

Redmond missed much of last year which, in the grand scheme of things, was but a minor wrinkle given the circumstances. The defenceman nearly died on the ice last February when his femoral artery and vein were severed by a skate blade in practice.

He did manage to lace up the skates for a pair of St. John’s IceCaps games late in the season in Hamilton and Toronto, proving to himself, if nothing else, he could play again.

This was supposed to be a big year for Redmond, one in which he’d play, and play a lot. If not in Winnipeg, then St. John’s. Or maybe splitting time between the two cities.

But wouldn’t you know it. Redmond came up lame to start the American Hockey League season, and was sidelined for the first 10 games of the IceCaps’ year.

When he did return, he made an immediate impact, registering a goal and an assist in his first game back, a 4-2 win over the Pirates in Portland, Maine, earlier this month.

Redmond played another game after that, in Worcester, Mass., and was recalled to the Winnipeg Jets.

He hasn’t suited up since.

Not including last night’s game against the Philadelphia Flyers, Redmond has been a healthy scratch in five NHL games.

Though in his mid-20s — which could be seen as getting on in years in hockey circles — Redmond is considered a prospect in the Jets’ scheme of things.

Perhaps not as prized or as highly-touted as Jacob Trouba or Mark Scheifele, but a prospect nonetheless.

Winnipeg sure has a funny way of showing it, however.

Through four years of NCAA Division I hockey at Ferris State University, Redmond played 37, 38, 40 and 26 games. Since his rookie season of 2011-12, he’s played in 48 games — 38 in St. John’s and eight in Winnipeg last year, two with the IceCaps this season and zilch with the Jets since the recall.

At this stage of his career, especially coming off a significant injury, Redmond needs to play, and he needs to develop.

Neither is happening in Winnipeg.

No question, Redmond would prefer to be with the Jets. He’s skating with the big team, flying on charters instead of riding the bus and, let’s be honest, pocketing the pro-rated portion of his $715,000 NHL salary vs. the 65 grand he makes down here.

We can’t blame Jets coach Claude Noel. Entering last night’s game against Philly, Winnipeg enjoyed a modest three-game win streak and we all know coaches, since their days guiding peewee teams, have been taught not to mess with a winning lineup, unless, of course, injuries or an unforeseen circumstance necessitates change.

So as long as Winnipeg keeps winning, Redmond keeps rusting in the press box, and the IceCaps, whose coaching staff could ride him like Secretariat on the blueline down here, tries to figure out a team that’s been middling all season long.

A team that would be much different with a Zach Redmond in the lineup playing 25 or 30 minutes a night.

Oh yes, we know, we know. The role of the farm team is to support the parent club.

So if the Jets deem it important that Redmond sits and watches in Winnipeg rather than play a lot in St. John’s, fair enough.

But that doesn’t make it right. Or, for that matter, much sense.

•••••

There’s no doubt to even the most casual of observers that the talent pool in the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League, circa 2013, is far better and deeper than it’s ever been.

By last count, there were four players in the league — Darren Langdon, David Ling, Terry Ryan and Doug O’Brien — with NHL experience, a number with a minor pro résumé and umpteen others who toiled in the Canadian major junior, university and Tier II junior ranks.

Years ago, an import hockey player who played third string in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League made news in what used to be our insular, little world.

Today, it’s no big deal.

Funny, though, that while the play on the ice is much improved and more entertaining than it’s ever been, the organization and governance of the league remains the same haphazard, bumbling, amateur hour sideshow we witnessed throughout the ’80s when the inmates ran the asylum — eventually, into the ground.

In what other league would the participants demand — and receive, no less — additional players (in this case, imports) by threatening to pull out of the league?

I can only imagine these rank amateurs trying to pull that stunt on my late, dear friend Don Johnson, who was known to run Newfoundland hockey with an iron fist in the late 1960s.

Where else would you witness a team — in this case, the CeeBees — bullying the ticket-buying public into ponying up cash for tickets, or else the team is folding? And this with a week to go before the season opens?

And how is it one team — Western — is permitted four imports, while the CeeBees and Mount Pearl can sign only two?

How is that?

We don’t know, because the league’s pseudo-president from Clarenville — some chap named Neil Norcott — neither attends HNL meetings, nor returns phone calls.

In many ways, the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League of yesterday survived in spite of itself, until finally the jig was up in 1990, when it went under.

It’s been said those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it.

Senior hockey in this province, despite the presence of the pro game, has a strong, staunch following. Especially outside the overpass.

Yet despite its popularity, those who steer the ship still have not figured out a way to properly market the product and cash in on what could be a very, very viable enterprise for all involved.

Rather, those running provincial senior hockey have not proven to be savvy enough to learn from past.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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Worcester beat St. John's IceCaps in shootout

The Worcester Sharks scored three times in the shootout to pick up the extra point in a 3-2 win over the St. John’s IceCaps Friday night at Mile One Centre.

© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

The Worcester Sharks' Eriah Hayes (left) loses the handle in front of St. John's IceCaps netminder Eddie Pasquale as forward Jerome Samson moves in on the play during the teams' American Hockey League game Friday night at Mile One Centre in St. John's. The IceCaps lost 3-2 in a shootout.

James Livingston, Sebastian Stalberg and Sena Acolatse beat Eddie Pasquale in the shootout as the IceCaps yet again failed to register back-to-back American Hockey League wins at home.

Nine shooters on each team took their turn before a winner was decided.

Wednesday night, in the start of the three-game series, the IceCaps came away with a 3-2 overtime decision.

Matt Tennyson and Freddie Hamilton scored for the Sharks (4-7-1-0) in regulation time. Scoring for the IceCaps (7-7-1-1) were Jason Jaffray and Jerome Samson.

The game remained scoreless until the second period, when Worcester struck on the power play. Tennyson’s shot from the point got through and past Pasquale just as Eric O’Dell was exiting the penalty box and Kyle MacKinnon was sitting off for two minutes with a delay of game penalty.

At the 11:43 mark, Sharks captain Rob Davison drilled the IceCaps’ Kael Mouillierat into the boards and was assessed a five-minute boarding major and game misconduct.

Thirty-three seconds later, rookie Brenden Kichton sprung Jaffray loose, and the St. John’s captain split the Worcester defence and wired a hard shot over Harri Sateri’s glove for his sixth goal on the year.

Hamilton put the Sharks out in front again, solving Pasquale at 7:16 of the third period after the IceCaps goalie made a couple or three big saves after the Sharks broke out on a two-on-one rush.

That set the stage for Samson, a Shark hunter this week who struck again with the tying goal at 9:50 on a passing play with Andrew Gordon.

It was Samson’s third goal against Worcester this week, and fifth on the year.

The IceCaps outshot the Sharks 29-22. The series wraps up tonight at 7:30 p.m. at Mile One.

rshort@thetelegram.com
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St. John's native will report to team on professional tryout

The Manchester Monarchs of the American Hockey League have signed Zach O’Brien of St. John’s to a professional tryout.

Zach O'Brien

O’Brien, who attended the St. John’s IceCaps’ training camp in the fall, was playing for the Ontario Reign of the ECHL, where he had two goals and two assists in five games.

O’Brien, along with goaltender Aaron Dell, was signed following the promotion of Linden Vey, Tyler Toffoli and Tanner Pearson to the parent Los Angeles Kings.

Dell will replace the Monarchs’ No. 1 goalie, Martin Jones, who was recalled to the Kings following an injury to Jonathan Quick.

O’Brien, 21, led the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League’s Acadie-Bathurst Titan with 47 goals and 45 assists in 66 games season.

rshort@thetelegram.com

IceCaps looking for consistency in rematch with Sharks
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St. John’s hoping to ride momentum from Wednesday’s comeback win tonight in Game 2 of three-game set

The St. John’s IceCaps pulled the proverbial rabbit out of a hat Wednesday night, escaping with a 3-2 overtime win over the Worcester Sharks in the first of a three-game series amongst American Hockey League divisional opponents.

© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

St. John's Ice Caps player Jerome Samson gets ready to fire a shot during the team’s practice at Mile One Centre on Thursday. Samson scored the game-tying goal and overtime winner as the IceCaps edged the Worcester Sharks 3-2 Wednesday. The teams play the second game of their three-game set tonight, 7:30, back at Mile One.

And while the IceCaps celebrated by pouring over the boards after Jerome Samson netted the game-winner just 26 seconds into the extra session, you can bet IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge wasn’t exactly doing cartwheels with how the IceCaps went about getting the two points.

Rather, St. John’s was lucky to come away with the victory, having been outplayed for the opening 40 minutes.

Chances are McCambridge has addressed his feelings, in no uncertain terms, as the teams prepare for Game 2 of the series tonight (7:30 p.m., 930AM, Rogers TV).

“Based on the last game against Manchester, we felt it was a little bit of a reward to pull that game out,” McCambridge said. “But I didn’t like the way we played the first two periods.

“Any time a shorthanded goal is scored against you, on the first shot of the game, and considering the same thing happened on the last shot in the previous game, well, the momentum really drops out of your team.

“It’s hard to get your intensity back to a level where it needs to be. It was tough to get the traction, but we played at the level we needed in the third period.”

The season is not even at the quarter pole yet, and already the IceCaps have this little history of giving up late game-winning goals, and shorthanded markers.

In the opening game of the season, defenceman Will O’Neill shattered his stick on a shot from the Providence Bruins’ blueline. The Bruins’ Nick Johnson scooped up the loose puck, dashed all the way up the ice and scored on Eddie Pasquale for the game-winner.

In overtime, no less.

Chalk that one up to spit happens.

Then, this past Saturday night, as time ticked down in regulation play and the score tied 2-2 between the IceCaps and Manchester Monarchs, the IceCaps turned the puck over at the Manchester blueline. Brian O’Neill scooped up the loose puck, blew past two St. John’s defencemen — including rookie Brenden Kichton, who stumbled to the ice — and beat Pasquale.

With 14 seconds left. And the Monarchs shorthanded.

Then, Wednesday night, just two minutes after the opening whistle, the IceCaps’ Eric O’Dell made an ill-advised pass to O’Neill at the Worcester blueline. O’Neill, who was being pressured by Rylan Schwartz, couldn’t corral the pass and Schwartz dashed up the ice and backhanded a shot over Pasquale’s shoulder for a 1-0 lead.

While Manchester played shorthanded.

This isn’t funny anymore.

“Thing is,” McCambridge said, “with a power play, you want to gain momentum, not give it away. Obviously, being five-on-four, you don’t want to be out there making soft plays. You have to outwork the penalty kill because you know they’re going to come out and play hard.

“And it’s not only the shorthanded goals ... it’s the chances against. It takes momentum out of your game and wears down your goaltender. You know you’re going to get scored on during the season. It’s just that the frequency at which it’s happening now is too high.”

Luckily for St. John’s, Samson picked the right time to score his first goal since Oct. 12, a period of time interrupted by a seven-game stint on injured reserve.

Samson tied the game on a wrapround with under two minutes left in regulation time while the IceCaps played — yup, you guessed it — shorthanded. Then the Greenfield Park, Que., native won it in OT.

“We weren’t happy with our game early on,” Samson said. “The effort wasn’t there and we didn’t stick to the game plan in the first 40 minutes. But we gathered ourselves in the third period and came out with a better effort.

“We were making plays and skating.”

The IceCaps have another three three-game series planned for Mile One after the trio of games with Worcester. But first, and second, are two remaining games against the Sharks and a crack at a rare series sweep at Mile One.

Pasquale has played the last seven games for St. John’s, but it’s not too hard to imagine Wednesday night’s second star of the game not getting the start tonight as IceCaps look to get over the .500 mark for the first time this season.

rshort@thetelegram.com
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Play-making left-winger rebounding from slow start as IceCaps prepare for Worcester Sharks

After a sluggish start, in which he didn’t register his first goal until the eighth game of the year, Kael Mouillierat appears to have found his scoring touch, which can only be good news for a St. John’s IceCaps team still looking to put together some kind of win streak 14 games in to the new season.

© — Telegram file photo 

Following a three-point effort in two games against the Manchester Monarchs last weekend at Mile One Centre, the St. John’s IceCaps’ Kael Mouillierat is second in team scoring with 13 points.

As the IceCaps enter a three-game American Hockey League series with Worcester Sharks starting 7:30 tonight (930 AM, stjohnsicecaps.com) — the first of four three-game sets planned at Mile One this winter — Mouillierat is coming off back-to-back games in which he’s scored.

He’s currently second in team scoring with three goals and 10 assists, three points behind IceCaps’ scoring leader Eric O’Dell.

Mouillierat and O’Dell are two-thirds of the IceCaps’ top line this year, and part of last season. Together with big Patrice Cormier, recently reassigned to St. John’s following a brief stint with the parent Winnipeg Jets, the three combined for four of the seven St. John’s goals last weekend against the Manchester Monarchs, another two-game series that ended in a split.

“It took a little bit of time to pick up where we left off last year,” said Mouillierat, the 26-year-old product of Edmonton, “but ‘Corms’ has been really good for us. He’s a big body. He gets the puck for us and gives a lot of room out there to make plays.”

Before Cormier arrived on the scene, the spot on the right wing belonged to Josh Lunden. But Lunden has been sidelined the past eight games due to injury. Enter Cormier, and O’Dell, the man in the middle, and left-winger Mouillierat haven’t missed a beat.

“The big thing with me and ‘Odey’ is we need that third guy who can get us the puck, and make some plays for us ... a big body who can help us on the forecheck,” Mouillierat said.

Mouillierat, O’Dell and Lunden all finished strong last season. O’Dell collected 13 goals and 14 assists in his last 20 games, while Mouillierat had six goals and 18 helpers in the same period of time. After Lunden finally netted his first goal as an IceCap, he caught fire with eight goals and eight assists in his final 16 starts last season.

While O’Dell picked up where he left off — he netted a hat trick in his second game this year — Mouillierat struggled to find the net.

“You always want to get some goals,” he said after practice Tuesday, “and they’re starting to come now. I was gripping the stick a little tight there for a while.”

Mouillierat was brought in by the IceCaps early last season when St. John’s ran into a rash of injuries. He was, at the time, one of the top players in the ECHL and came highly recommended by Winnipeg pro scout Bruce Southern and the Idaho Steelheads’ coaching staff.

In his first game, on his first shift, Mouillierat scored for the IceCaps. He finished the season with an impressive 11 goals and 31 assists in only 50 games.

“I think I’m more of a playmaker,” he says. “I don’t have the natural scoring ability some of these guys in the (IceCaps) room have.

“I feel I have some good vision out there, and I like to move the puck and find the open guys.”

Had it not been for the NHL lockout last year, and the resulting domino affect which probably cost Mouillierat his job in the American league, it’s probable he would not have wound up in St. John’s hands. As a result, coach Keith McCambridge said, the organization was “lucky” to have found Mouillierat, signed him to a PTO last season and a new contract over the summer.

“He’s at a good place now,” McCambridge said of Mouillierat’s game. “In the last two games, his game got back to where we expected it to be.”

In the Sharks, the IceCaps are facing a physical team landing in St. John’s on a three-game winless streak. They have met once this year, at the DCU Centre in Worcester where the Sharks blanked the IceCaps 3-0. Mouillierat and the Sharks’ Bracken Kearns engaged in second-period skirmish in that game. 

“They’re a big, physical team,” said McCambridge, “a team now playing with desperation. The history with this team — and it’s one that has the same coaching staff — is they’re big and physical. We don’t expect that to change.”

rshort@thetelegram.com

IceCaps’ result doesn’t reflect the effort
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St. John’s displays consistency, character in heartbreaking split with Monarchs

The St. John’s IceCaps learned a lesson about taking the good with the bad following a split with the Manchester Monarchs in a two-game American Hockey League set this past weekend at Mile One Centre in St. John’s.

© — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Brenden Kichton is dogged by the Manchester Monarchs’ Hunter Bishop as he picks up the puck deep in the IceCaps’ zone in front of netminder Eddie Pasquale during the teams’ game Saturday night at Mile One Centre. The Monarchs stole a 3-2 win with a shorthanded goal with 14 seconds to play in regulation.

From the ashes of Saturday night’s heartbreaking 3-2 loss with 14-seconds remaining in regulation time — to a short-handed goal, no less — there are positives to draw on.

“We’re not going to take a step back from an unfortunate bounce at the end of a game,” coach Keith McCambridge said following Saturday’s defeat, which was preceeded by a convincing 5-2 victory over Manchester Friday.

“We’re making sure the consistency is there night in and night out, and I felt it was there tonight. There was no drop off in our game at all.

“I thought we played a good enough game to get ourselves at least a point at the minimum. We deserved a better fate.”

Along with the traction he feels his team is gaining, McCambridge and his staff are also encouraged by the progress of the Kyle Mouillierat, Eric O’Dell and Patrice Cormier line. The trio scored four of the IceCaps’ seven goals on the weekend, with Mouillierat finishing with three points and O’Dell recording five.

McCambridge says the line has come alive with the addition of Cormier to the right wing, filling in for the injured Josh Lunden.

“I’ve been trying to find the right chemistry, the right mix that will make the line go again and Patrice has been the piece of the puzzle to help that line,” McCambridge says.

Cormier scored his first of the season in Saturday’s loss, adding an assist on Mouillierat’s game-tying third-period goal. Both came on the power play.

“Those guys are pretty special players, I just try to get them the puck,” Cormier said of his linemates, adding that it was “good to contribute, and help the team in a different way than hitting or fighting. It's nice to get few points on the board.”

See FIFTH, page C2

Cormier acknowledged another two-game split, the team’s third on home ice and fifth this year, is frustrating, but insists things are headed in the right direction.

“We want to win, we play the right way and do the right things, so I think things are going to start turning around.”

Also scoring for the Monarchs (9-2-1-2) were Hunter Bishop and Andy Andreoff. Martin Jones turned aside 31 of 33 shots against, 25 over the first two frames, for his league-leading ninth win of the season.

Eddie Pasquale was solid in net for the IceCaps, making 31 saves.

The IceCaps’ (6-7-1-0) homestand continues midweek when they play the first of three games against the Worcester Sharks Wednesday at 7:30 p.m. The teams tangle again Friday and Saturday night at 7:30.

IceCaps drop heartbreaker to Monarchs
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Manchester tally short-handed in waning seconds to beat St. John's 3-2

With 14 seconds remaining and the IceCaps on a power-play, the Manchester Monarchs' Brad O'Neill stole the puck, skated in on a breakaway and decked Eddie Pasquale blocker side with a short-handed marker to seal a 3-2 win.

© — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram 

The St. John's IceCaps' John Albert (16) is upended by Manchester Monarchs defenceman Jeff Schultz (55) during first-period action of their American Hockey League game at Mile One Centre on Saturday night. The Monarchs came away witha  3-2 win.

With 14 seconds remaining and the IceCaps on a power-play, the Manchester Monarchs' Brian O'Neill stole the puck, skated in on a breakaway and beat Eddie Pasquale blocker side with a short-handed marker to seal a 3-2 win.

St. John's was poised to pick up at least a point and come away from the weekend with three after scoring the equalizer in the third period.

"I thought we did a lot of real good things, but that's a real tough way to not be able to get at least one point out of that game," coach Keith McCambridge said afterward.

Also scoring for the Eastern Conference-leading Monarchs (9-2-1-2) were Hunter Bishop and Andy Andreoff.

Kyle Mouillierat and Patrice Cormier replied for the IceCaps, the latter adding an assist, and Eric O'Dell had two helpers to finish off a five-point weekend.

Martin Jones turned aside 31 of 33 shots against, 25 over the first two frames, for his league-leading 9th win of the season. Eddie Pasquale was solid in net for the IceCaps, making 31 saves.

The loss leaves St. John's with a 6-7-1-0 record and marks the third time this season the IceCaps have split a two-game set at Mile One Centre.

Cormier opened the scoring late in the opening stanza, collecting O'Dell's rebound and beating Jones for his first goal of the campaign.

The Monarchs tied things up shortly after when Andreoff gobbled up a loose puck and sent it past Pasquale. Manchester made it 2-1 at 15:09 of the second on Bishop's marker.

Early in the third, the IceCaps gained the zone, set up in front of Jones and Mouillierat was able to pocket a rebound from another O'Dell point shot.

The IceCaps are back in action at home Wednesday, when they play the first of three games against the Eastern Conference bottom-dwelling Worcester Sharks (3-5-0-0) at 7:30 p.m.

More on the IceCaps-Monarchs series in Monday's edition of The Telegram

Column: Pasquale ready to take the next step

Robin Robin ShortPublished on November 09, 2013

Share 3 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

Young Eddie Pasquale, growing up in the Greater Toronto Area, stopped minor hockey pucks and street hockey balls with visions of making saves for the Maple Leafs, probably, in the Big Show.

Eddie Pasquale makes a save with future St. John’s IceCaps’’ teammate Jerome Samson on the doorstep during a scrimmage at the Winnipeg Jets training camp in October. Pasquale hopes to be a full-time Jet next season. — Canadian Press file photo

Nothing new there. Ask any hockey-playing youngster if he – yes, she as well – aspires to skate in the National Hockey League.

The difference is Pasquale, since then, has enjoyed a sip of the NHL coffee. Now he wants the extra large, double double.

Thing is, Pasquale has to be patient, and while that’s easier said than done, the 22-year-old St. John’s IceCaps puckstop has been doing a good job tending goal in the American Hockey League while waiting for his crack up top, as they say.

“The last little while,” said St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge, “on the (recent six-game) road trip, especially, he was making key saves when we needed those stops.

“One of the things I gauge is whether our goalie is better than the opposition’s goalie, and I thought for the majority of the road trip, he was that.”

Pasquale made a big splash in St. John’s two years ago, making the AHL’s All-Rookie team and leading the IceCaps to the Eastern Conference final.

Last season was a bit of a wash, as St. John’s failed to make the playoffs and Pasquale’s play was good, but not great.

Now he’s back for a third season, and beginning to show flashes of the game he brought to the rink in 2011-12.

Things change, especially in the hockey world, but the grand plan of the Winnipeg Jets is to move Pasquale into a full-time NHL backup role to starter Ondrej Pavelec next year, replacing Al Montoya who is destined become a free agent at the end of this season.

Nobody knows this better than Pasquale, although the Jets certainly have not relayed that message to the IceCaps’ keeper.

So you could understand if Pasquale wasn’t looking ahead just a bit to next year, not that he will ever admit as much.

“Yeah, it’s tough,” he said of keeping his eye on the puck, as it were, this season. “You grow up playing hockey, and you’re thinking about playing in the National Hockey League some day.

“But it doesn’t really strike you until you get to the NHL. I was honoured to go up last year (on a short recall), because it’s hard to crack that league. Only the best of the best are there. If I do get there next year, it will probably be a surreal experience.

“But I try not to look at or think about stuff like that. I just try to play the game. Because no matter where you play, if you don’t play well, someone else gets your job.”

See LOTS, page A29

Just as the IceCaps have been so-so this season, Pasquale has had his moments. His 2.42 goals against average is 19th amongst AHL goalies, and his .925 save percentage is 10th.

Difference is, however, he’s playing a ton of minutes, second only to Martin Jones, who is in town this weekend with the Manchester Monarchs.

And he’s got the second-most saves of any goalie in the AHL, again to Jones.

“I just want to play, and play a lot,” said Pasquale, echoing the thoughts of just about any hockey goaltender. “Because when you play, you get into a routine.

“I don’t look at save percentage or goals against because I don’t think those numbers tell the whole story. I look more at wins because that’s what you’re going for. If you win a game 6-5, yeah, at the end of the day you let in five goals but you got the win. You can lose a game 1-0, and you might think you’ve played great, but you still lost.”

On that note, Pasquale is tied for fifth in the league with five wins.

“I thought it took him a little while to get his feet under him at the beginning of the year,” said McCambridge, “to get his timing, to get his game to the level it needs to be.

“But as of where we sit now, he’s playing some real strong hockey for us.”

He’s still the same Eddie Pasquale who landed in St. John’s with a year of pro hockey experience under his belt with Chicago of the AHL and the ECHL’s Gwinnett Gladiators.

He still has the gap-toothed grin, and you still have to listen carefully when he whispers after games or practice.

But, in many ways, it’s a more mature Pasquale we’re seeing now. He is, by definition, a pro.

“What I’ve noticed with Eddie is he’s really driven this year,” McCambridge said. “He comes in early to work out, he does all the extra stuff, and he’s really focused.

“He wants to get to the National league. You can see that just by the way he carries himself. And as an organization, yes, we would like to see exactly what Eddie Pasquale can bring this year.

“Obviously, the next step for him is to be a backup in Winnipeg.

This year is an important year not only for him, but for the organization to see exactly where he’s at and what we have in him.”

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort
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St. John’s wins 5-2, Pasquale a standout

The St. John’s IceCaps, in their spiffy, new third jerseys, crowned the first-place Manchester Monarchs 5-2 in American Hockey League play Friday night at Mile One Centre.

A falling St. John's IceCaps’ Johnny Albert, 16, scores on Manchester Monarchs goaltender Martin Jones on the glove side to give his team a 2-0 lead at the 14:40 mark of the first-period of their AHL game at Mile One Centre on Friday night. Looking on is Monarchs’ Andrew Bodnarchuk.  — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram

The Eastern Conference-leading Monarchs arrived in St. John’s with only one loss in regulation time in 12 games this season, while the IceCaps entered Friday’s game at 5-6-1.

Eric O’Dell led the IceCaps with a goal and two assists, while John Albert and Kael Mouillierat each had a goal and an assist. Jason Jaffray and Blair Riley also scored for the winners, who got solid goaltending from Eddie Pasquale with a first-star, 28-save performance.

Nick Deslauriers and Scott Sabourin had the Manchester goals.

Jaffray staked the IceCaps to a 1-0 lead just 1:35 in, redirecting a Julian Melchiori shot from the blueline past Martin Jones.

Jones arrived in St. John’s as the league-leader in minutes played, saves and wins. 

Trailing Jones as the busiest goalie in the American league was Pasquale, second to the Monarchs’ goalie in minutes and saves.

Albert, the game’s third star, gave the IceCaps a 2-0 lead after 20 minutes, connecting for his third goal with St. John’s on the power play.

St. John’s dominated the shot clock in the opening 20 minutes, outshooting Manchester 13-4. 

It stayed 2-0 until 7:42 of the second period, when Riley finally got his first goal on the year, with assists going to Albert and Ben Chiarot.

Albert did the spadework on the goal, spinning off a Monarchs defender to find Riley high in the slot, who made no mistake with a shot low to the stick side.

The middle stanza was Pasquale’s turn to shine in goal, as the former AHL All-Rookie goalie faced 13 Manchester shots, while St. John’s managed nine on Jones.

Deslauriers cut the St. John’s lead to 3-1 3:19 into the third period, but Mouillierat, with his second goal on the season, restored the IceCaps’ three-goal lead 6:38 later, one-timing a shot past Jones with Melchiori picking up his second assist on the night, and O’Dell also drawing a helper.

O’Dell, second star of the game, netted an insurance marker at the 15:00 mark, his team-leading seventh goal on the season.

Sabourin closed put scoring with a power play goal at 17:45 of the third.

The team’s go at it again 7:30 tonight at Mile One.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Inclusion, respect paramount for IceCaps
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St. John’s rookies get their share of ribbing, but it’s all in good fun

Jason Jaffray, like most, doesn’t know the full story evolving around the Miami Dolphins these days, but the captain of the St. John’s IceCaps understands this much: the heart and soul of a team is one that includes both rookies and veteran players alike.

“When you start cutting teammates out of your circle, that’s when you don’t have a team,” Jaffray was saying this week at Mile One Centre.

St. John’s IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge says captain Jason Jaffray is exactly the type of lead-by-example player a young team needs. Jaffray leads the IceCaps into action tonight against Manchester Monarchs, 7:30, at Mile One Centre in St. John’s.

“That’s been a strongpoint of the IceCaps for the last three years — we’ve had a tight-knit circle. When guys are going out for dinner on the road, we reserve a table for 10 or 12. It doesn’t matter if you’re a 10-year veteran or a rookie.

“Respect is a big thing with me. If you don’t have respect for all the different players on the team, you probably shouldn’t be wearing the C on your jersey. And you should not be on the team.”

The National Football League’s Dolphins have been making news for all the wrong reasons following the suspension of veteran lineman Richie Incognito last week. Incognito is the subject of accusations of out-and-out bullying and harassment leveled towards teammate Jonathan Martin.

Incognito is said to have sent racist and vulgar text messages to Martin, and reports indicated the second-year Dolphin player was pressured into paying a large tab as part of a team trip to Las Vegas.

Hockey has seen its share of rookie hazing incidents get out of hand, particularly at the junior and college levels, but those have become few and far between as leagues and teams have let it be known they will no longer be tolerated.

“Which,” said IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge, “is a good thing.

“With regards to our organization, between the Winnipeg Jets and St. John’s IceCaps, the veteran players lead by example and the young players watch and learn and otherwise have a good awareness of what the older guys are doing.”

Not that hockey teams don’t have some fun with the rookies. The first-year players still have to help with the loading and unloading of extra baggage and equipment on the road, and they’re the players assigned to keep “the kitchen” clean, the players’ lounge area of the locker room.

Sometimes, a rookie will be asked to lead the parade of players on to the ice for the start of the game. The rest of the players will stop and let the rookie twirl around half the rink before he realizes he’s the only one on the ice.

The Jets’ Jacob Trouba fell for that one earlier this season.

Of course, there’s the annual team meal for which the rookies have to pay — though the tab certainly doesn’t reach NFL or Major League Baseball levels, or even the NHL for that matter.

And often the rookies are asked to stand at the front of the bus and sing a song or tell a joke. As we’ve seen in baseball, sometimes rookies are asked to dress up in, shall we say, unusual costumes.

Ever see the young baseball pitchers walking to the bullpen in a skirt, carrying a Dora the Explorer backpack?

“I’ve seen some funny things done in the AHL, but nothing that you can’t get through and just be a little embarrassed,” Jaffray said.

“But it’s good fun, and it brings teams together ... as long as you are bringing the rookies into your circle and not embarrassing them too much.”

McCambridge likes to mix and match his dressing room by having a young player sitting next to a veteran.

Same with the rooming assignments on the road. Jaffray, for example, rooms with the very youthful-looking rookie, Adam Lowry.

“Veterans lead by example,” McCambridge said. “Look at Jason Jaffray. It’s not just what he says in the room, it’s how he plays on the ice, and what he brings in games and practices. That is the example you want.

“You want your younger players to see a guy who has played a lot of years, a guy who came back from a serious neck injury, a mysterious knee injury, but out there leading by example.”

Jaffray said he learned those traits from Mike Keane, a player he tabs as one of the greatest captains in the history of hockey, Nolan Baumgartner and Lee Goren, a one-time Boston Bruins draft pick who was otherwise a minor league journeyman.

Jaffray and the rest of the IceCaps hit the ice tonight following a five-day break on the heels of a recent six-game road trip in New England.

St. John’s plays host to the Manchester Monarchs (Los Angeles Kings) 7:30 tonight (930 AM and Rogers TV) and Saturday evening.

The IceCaps split a pair of games with the Monarchs in Manchester to open the road trip, one in which they finished 3-3.

The IceCaps expect to have Lowry and veteran Jerome Samson back in the lineup. Both have missed the last number of games to injury.

rshort@thetelegram.com

IceCaps’ first big road trip receives passing grade
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St. John’s posts 3-3 record, return home to prepare for Monarchs next weekend 

The St. John’s IceCaps escaped their first big test of the 2013-14 American Hockey League season even-steven, finishing with a split of an 11-day, six-game road swing through New England.

The IceCaps finished with a 3-3 record, and entered a five-day break Sunday with a 5-6-1 record in the Eastern Conference.

© — Photo courtesy the Worcester Sharks 

The Worcester Sharks’ Rylan Schwartz (right) moves in for a shot on St. John’s IceCaps netminder Eddie Pasquale during the teams’ American Hockey League game Saturday night at the DCU Centre in Worcester, Mass. The Sharks blanked the ‘Caps 3-0.

“I think we grew as a team,” St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge said about the IceCaps’ first road test of the season. “You can see our identity start to form, the work ethic is there and this team showed no quit.”

After stumbling through the first half of the trip 1-2 with a win over the Manchester Monarchs followed by back-to-back losses to the Monarchs and Providence Bruins, the IceCaps rebounded with a pair of wins over the Portland Pirates — 5-1 last Wednesday and 4-2 Friday — before falling 3-0 to the Worcester Sharks Saturday night.

“I liked those back-to-back wins (against the Pirates),” McCambridge said. “It was a real good win last week, and while we bent a little in the second game, we didn’t break.”

Friday night at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine, the IceCaps jumped out to a 3-0 lead after 20 minutes on goals by J.C. Lipon, Jason Jaffray and Zach Redmond, making his first start on the year after missing the first 10 games because of injury.

Jaffray’s goal came while the IceCaps were shorthanded, while Redmond tallied on the power play.

The Pirates, however, made it a one-goal game in the second period on a pair of goals by Brendan Shinnimin — one of them shorthanded — but Eric O’Dell’s sixth goal of the season at 17:01 of the third period sealed the deal for the IceCaps.

Eddie Pasquale stopped 39 of 41 shots for his fifth win.

“Eddie’s been real good for us,” McCambridge said. “He’s giving us a chance to win games.”

Saturday night, the IceCaps travelled to the DCU Centre in Worcester for the first of 10 meetings against the Sharks this season, and it was the home team coming away with the win, thanks to Troy Grosenick’s 27-save shutout effort.

The Sharks were coming off a humiliating 7-1 home ice loss to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Friday night.

“They came out angry and with something to prove, but nonetheless I liked how we responded,” said McCambridge. “It was our sixth game in nine days, but the compete and work ethic was there.

“Thing is, we are playing the right way. There’s a lot of ice bags on the guys because they’re blocking shots and finishing checks.”

Daniil Tarasov scored the game’s first goal, and the winning goal, with six seconds left in the first period. Sena Acolatse and Curt Gogol added third-period goals.

Pasquale stopped 29 of 31 shots.

In the meantime, the IceCaps lost Redmond Sunday, not to injury but to recall as the Winnipeg Jets, hit hard by injury to the blueline, summoned the AHL all-star rearguard.

In return, the IceCaps received Ben Chiarot and Julian Melchiori from Winnipeg.

With Jacob Trouba (neck), Mark Stuart (hip) and Paul Postma (blood clot in his leg) all shelved by injury, the Jets tried to bolster their blueline with the addition of Keaton Ellerby, claimed off waivers from the Los Angeles Kings Wednesday.

The 10th overall pick in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft, and a former Canadian world junior player, has two goals and 20 points in 160 NHL games with the Florida Panthers and Kings.

Chiarot made his NHL debut Saturday night, and it was a bit of a rough one as the 22-year-old from Hamilton, Ont. finished minus-three in a 5-1 Winnipeg loss to the Chicago Blackhawks.

Chiarot saw 10:47 of icetime.

The IceCaps prepare this week for a two-game series with the Monarchs this weekend at Mile One Centre.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Hynes delivering plenty of good news
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It’s a message that Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes loves to deliver, and he’s had the opportunity to do so three times this season.

When Pittsburgh called up Brian Gibbons on Monday, it marked the first time that the third year pro got the NHL call. Gibbons is also the third Wilkes-Barre/Scranton player to get his first NHL call-up this season, and when it happens Hynes is happy to break the news. Others receiving their first call-ups included Jayson Megna and Zach Sill, who is still up with Pittsburgh.

“It’s nice anytime you get to tell a player he’s going up, particularly when it’s his first time,” Hynes said. “Zach is our longest-tenured player and he’s been here as long as I have, so it was a nice moment for him and me as a coach. Brian’s going into his third year here and Jayson was here all of last season. It’s exciting to tell them.”

So how do they react?

Hynes said there’s the initial shock, then excitement and thoughts about who to call first to share the good news.

But even after they’re gone to Pittsburgh, Hynes isn’t done with his job as coach. Sometimes players getting the NHL call - particularly those going up for the first time, call Hynes after they arrived in Pittsburgh.

“A lot of times it’s last minute advice. Some of it’s reassurance of things they want to make sure they take care of while up there, and some is ‘what do I pack and for how long,’” Hynes said. “Every now and then you do get a call back.”

While breaking the call-up news to a player is a joyous occasion, the good feelings often last even when the player is sent back down. That first NHL call-up is a huge achievement in one’s career, Hynes said, and the happiness that comes with it often sticks around for a while.

“They feel good about the experience and they want it more. That’s the one thing you see when they come back down after that first call-up,” Hynes said. “There’s a little more belief that they can get there and play there.”

NOTES

- Gibbons leads Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with 22 points in 15 games this season, and he tops the AHL with 15 assists. In each of his last two seasons he totaled 30 points, and Hynes said the difference now is consistency. “You saw spurts of what it could be his first couple years, but it wasn’t consistent,” Hynes said. “That’s the biggest difference. He’s learned to use his speed at this level and he’s a much grittier player than he was two years ago.”

- With Gibbons and Sill - both centers still in Pittsburgh - and another center, Nick Drazenovic, missing Monday’s practice, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton brought up reinforcements from Wheeling. Forwards Denver Manderson and Cody Sylvester were recalled from Wheeling, along with defenseman Dustin Stevenson. Also, Pittsburgh assigned goaltender Eric Hartzell to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton from Wheeling on Monday.

- Drazenovic is listed as day-to-day, Hynes said.

- Former Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin Dustin Jeffrey was picked up by Dallas on Monday after being placed on waivers by Pittsburgh.
A model of consistency

Pens rookie Harrington proving himself at both ends of ice
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There’s a reason why Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Scott Harrington has the poise of a veteran and not the shaky nerves of a rookie.

Despite having only 15 regular season games as a pro under his belt, Harrington has already amassed more experience than most 20-year-olds.

Harrington served as assistant captain on a London Knights team that won the Ontario Hockey League championship and lost in the Memorial Cup Finals in 2011-12. The next season, he captained a London team that won the OHL championship for the second consecutive year and took the team to the Memorial Cup semifinals.

That same year, Harrington served as assistant captain for Canada in the World Junior Championships — the third straight year he participated in the tournament, and captain of Team Canada in the Subway Super Series against Russia.

It’s a lot of experience in a short amount of time, but for Harrington being in leadership roles before he turned pro has helped make the transition to his first AHL season a smooth one.

“I played with a lot of good leaders before I was a captain, and I learned a lot about how they carried themselves,” Harrington said. “How you carry yourself on and off the ice, and the type of person you are, it’s something I tried to bring into my game.”

On the ice, Harrington finished with a plus-minus of 21 or better in three of his four seasons in juniors and was named to several all-star teams. In his brief two-game stint with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in last season’s playoffs, Harrington recorded a goal in his first game.

This year, with a Penguins defense corps that has an average age of 22, Harrington has been the model of consistency, posting two goals and six points, along with a plus-3, in the first 13 games.

That consistency has caught the eye of head coach John Hynes.

“He’s the same player every night, consistent game-to-game and within the game,” Hynes said. “Even though he’s a young player, he doesn’t play that way. He’s a real professional.”

That consistency and professionalism has earned Harrington minutes on the power play, an opportunity that he didn’t get to experience too often in juniors, where he was a shutdown defenseman and penalty killer.

While he didn’t mind the important defensive responsibilities, Harrington always considered himself a two-way player and is happy to have the chance to show his offensive upside.

“I always thought it was important to continue to develop the offensive part of my game,” he said. “Here, they’re giving me that opportunity to round out my game and I really enjoy it.”

Harrington’s ability to move the puck well, play smart and execute and simple first pass out of the zone are his proven defensive attributes. Now, Hynes said, his strong shot from the point and ability to get it to the net are reasons Harrington is seeing time on the power play.

But those aren’t the only aspects that make Harrington’s game well-rounded.

During his first 13 games as a pro, Harrington has shown a willingness to play physical and stand up for his teammates. He has two fighting majors on the year, and both have come in response to a hit on a teammate.

Hynes said Harrington’s willingness to come to the aid of a teammate is a reflection of his experience as a captain.

“When you’re a captain of a pretty elite junior team, you have to have some of that in your game,” Hynes said. “We knew he was a real character guy, but it’s not just that. It’s understanding what it means to be a good teammate.”

Harrington said it’s been an adjustment to living on his own for the first time and learning the systems that come with playing for a new team. He credits his teammates for making the transition an easy one, particularly veteran blueliner Brendan Mikkelson, whom Harrington has been paired with on defense for much of the season.

Harrington, who was Pittsburgh’s second round pick in 2011, is well aware that he is playing in an organization with a ton of defensive prospects, but he said that’s not a negative.

“There’s always pressure, but that’s something you use as motivation,” Harrington said. “I’m pretty happy with my season so far, but there’s still a lot of learning to do. There are going to be certain parts of the game that take more work to become second nature, but I’m happy to have the opportunity that they’ve given me here.”

Hockey firsts: DOMINIC UHER

 November 17. 2013 12:12AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Dominik Uher, front, eyes the puck at ice level as Hershey defenseman Connor Carrick attempts to knock it away from the goal during the Penguins' home opener last month at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township.
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By the time a player reaches the AHL or NHL, they have already achieved a lot in their careers and made plenty of memories along the way. Each week, we’ll sit down with one of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and talk about some of the memorable “firsts” they’ve had during their careers, ranging from their first time on skates to their first goal as a pro.

Player: Dominic Uher

Age: 20

Position: Forward

Birthplace: Ostrava, Czech Rep.

Years pro: 2

First time on skates: “I was three years old and it was on a lake in the Czech Republic in winter. That’s where I learned how to skate. I don’t know if it came easy, but my skates - each one had two edges so it was easier.”

First team: “My hometown team when I was 3-and-a-half. The first year or two you’re mostly learning how to skate. I played my first game when I was 5 years old.”

First coach that influenced you: “I had a coach for six years in the Czech Republic, who really taught me the basics - how to skate, shoot and pass. He got me onto a better Czech team where I developed more before I moved to North America.”

First goal that you remember: “I don’t remember many of the goals in the Czech Republic, but my first goal in Spokane (WHL) was memorable. We played Seattle and it was against Calvin Pickard. There was 10,000 people there and it was quite a moment. It took me like 17 games before I scored my first goal.”

First time you won anything in hockey: “When we got to the finals in midget back in Czech. We didn’t win it, but there were 22 teams in the league and we won our conference. I remember we had such a young team and even though we didn’t win it, it still felt like we were champions that year.”

First time hockey took you away from home: “I was 12. I moved 45 minutes away from my family and I lived in a hotel for three years and went to school. The team paid for it. I learned a lot and it made it easier for me to move to North America later. That was different because I wasn’t 45 minutes away from home and I was on the other side of the world. It was a different language and lifestyle, but you get used to it and start enjoying it.”

First pro contract: “It’s a huge thing for every hockey player. The amount of hard work I put in and the sacrifices, you really feel like you accomplished something big. I remember the day I signed with Pittsburgh and it’s a special day in my life.”

First time you faced adversity in your hockey career: “When I was 14, I was doing hockey and cycling. I was doing pretty well at cycling and struggling at hockey. I decided to do pro cycling instead of hockey and focused my summer workouts on cycling. After being without hockey for five months, I started missing it and I’m glad I got back into it. Now it’s my job and I’m here, so I’m happy about the decision I made.”

- Tom Venesky

Pens edge Bears with penalty kill

 November 17. 2013 12:11AM
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Mike Carman, left, controls the puck in the corner as Hershey's David Kolomatis defends at Mohegan Sun Arens in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Mike Carman, left, controls the puck in the corner as Hershey's David Kolomatis defends at Mohegan Sun Arens in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Mike Carman, left, controls the puck in the corner as Hershey's David Kolomatis defends at Mohegan Sun Arens in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.

1 / 3

StartStop(3)

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Mike Carman, left, controls the puck in the corner as Hershey's David Kolomatis defends at Mohegan Sun Arens in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Jayson Megna, right, shoots as Hershey goalkeeper David Leggio blocks the puck at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins center Nick Drazenovic shoots past the feet of Hershey goalkeeper David Leggio for a score at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – When two teams combine for 13 power plays in a game, it usually results in a high scoring affair.

Just the opposite happened in Saturday’s game that saw the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins kill off seven Hershey Bears power plays for a 3-1 win.

For their part, the Penguins were 0-for-6 on the power play after scoring four times in the last three games with the man advantage.

But that didn’t matter on Saturday when Brian Gibbons scored shorthanded and Nick Drazenovic and Jayson Megna added even strength goals. The win improves the Penguins to 10-3-0-2 and is their second straight after losing the previous three. The Penguins have now beat the Bears in all four of their meetings this season.

During a penalty-laden first period during which seven minors were called but neither team scored on the power play, the Penguins did spot Hershey an even strength goal within the first two minutes. Bears forward Ryan Stoa hit Derek Whitmore with a pass from behind the net to beat Jeff-Drouin Deslauriers in close.

Despite the early goal, the Penguins weren’t rattled. While they were unable to connect on any of their three power plays in the period, Gibbons got them on the board with a shorthanded breakaway.

Gibbons stole the puck at the Penguins blueline and raced in alone on Bear netminder David Leggio, threw a few dekes and lifted the puck top shelf to even things up, 1-1.

The Penguins killed off four Hershey power plays in the opening period, including a five-on-three advantage. In both games this weekend, the Penguins penalty kill is a perfect 11-for-11 including a 4-for-4 effort against Syracuse on Friday.

“The penalty kill was a real important factor for us again tonight,” said head coach John Hynes. “Our penalty kill did a nice job, particularly on that five-on-three, to keep it at 1-1.”

Chris Conner almost gave the Penguins the lead five minutes later when he fired a shot in close that Leggio saved, but allowed a rebound out to Brendan Mikkelson in the slot. Mikkelson ripped another blast that Leggio smothered.

With a minute left in the period, Drazenovic did give the Penguins their first lead of the night. Chris Conner skated into the Hershey zone and hit Drazenovic with a pass through two defenders down low. Drazenovic froze Leggio and shot the puck inside the far post for a 2-1 lead.

The goal was Drazenovic’s second of the season and first since Oct. 13.

“He’s a real important guy for us,” Hynes said. “For him to be able to make a contribution like he did tonight, with how he played, is big for our team.”

Both teams combined for five more minors in the second period, with the Penguins receiving back-to-back power plays but they were unable to connect.

After a third period that featured the Penguins limiting any Hershey comeback by keeping the puck in the Bears end, Megna registered an insurance goal with a minute left. Picking up the puck in the neutral zone, Megna skated into the zone and tossed a pass down low to a streaking Harry Zolnierzcyk. Megna’s pass bounced over Zolnierczyk’s stick and past Leggio inside the far post.

The goal gave the Penguins a 3-1 lead that would stick.

While the Penguins are perfect so far against Hershey this season, both teams meet eight more times and Hynes isn’t reading too much into the early success.

“(Hershey) is an excellent, well-coached team and the games have actually been tight,” he said. “It’s two real competitive teams and we know it’s going to continue to be a battle throughout the year.”

Notes

• D Peter Merth (injury), D Reid McNeill, RW Paul Thompson and RW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond (injury) were scratched for the Penguins. Hynes said McNeill is out for two weeks after sustaining an upper body injury the night before against Syracuse.

• C Zach Sill was recalled by Pittsburgh on Friday and played in his first NHL game.

Pens hammer Syracuse to snap skid

 November 16. 2013 12:37AM

LINDSAY KRAMER For the Times Leader 
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SYRACUSE, N.Y. — The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins wasted little time in putting the irritation of a three-game winless streak behind them on Friday.

The Penguins burst out with three goals in the first period and held on from there to claim a 5-3 win over the Syracuse Crunch at the Onondaga County War Memorial.

Simon Despres and Brian Gibbons led the party with a goal and two helpers each while Chris Conner, Jayson Megna and Tom Kostopoulos each added single goals. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton netminder Jeff Deslauriers made 24 stops.

“We’ve been struggling with that. We’ve been getting off to tough starts,’’ Gibbons said. “We’ve been focusing on that all week.’’

The win lifted the Penguins back into first place in the East Division, tied with Binghamton and one point ahead of Syracuse and Norfolk.

Vladdy Namestnikov, Evan Rankin and Danick Gauthier lit the lamp for the Crunch, and goalie Riku Helenius made 22 saves.

Helenius was making his first start since Oct. 19, when he suffered a lower body injury in a contest vs. Binghamton. The Pens exploited that rustiness in the first by beating him three times on seven shots.

Conner rang up the last one of those at the 19:44 mark. With the Penguins on a power play, Despres’ blast from the high slot ticked off his leg and skittered past Helenius for a 3-0 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton lead.

Megna posted the Penguins’ second tally of the opening period, one-timing a pass from Despres past Helenius at the 11:23 mark.

“I was gone for a couple of weeks. Maybe there was a little rust,’’ Helenius said.

Despres opened the scoring just 2:26 into the contest. His bid from the left circle looked harmless but it slithered under a sliding Crunch defender and eluded Helenius low stick side.

“We were ready to play,’’ Penguins coach John Hynes said. “We started well. We were able to get everybody going into the game. That gets everybody into rhythm. We worked for our chances and were able to convert them.’’

The Crunch fought back to pull within 4-2 after two. Syracuse’s Cedric Paquette won a faceoff in the left circle, and Rankin’s low wrister from the mid-slot solved Deslauriers with 18.2 seconds left for the final salvo of the second.

That answered a score by Kostopoulos at the 12:55 mark. The Crunch fought off heavy Pens pressure during a power play, but seconds after the man-advantage ended Kostopoulos capped off another push with a swipe from just outside the crease for a 4-1 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton edge.

“I wouldn’t say we played a bad game,’’ Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote said. “We just played a game of mistakes. The shots we gave them were way more dangerous than the chances we had for us.’’

Namestnikov put his team on the board at the 7:29 mark of the second. Linemate Nikita Kucherov made the play with some patient puckhandling through the right side of the Pens zone.

Kucherov then threaded the biscuit into the left circle to Namestnikov, who lasered a bid past Deslauriers to cut the deficit to 3-1.

Gibbons gave the Pens an insurance tally early in the third. He was left alone outside the right side of the crease, from where he easily flipped in a pass from Conner for a 5-2 Penguins lead at the 1:41 mark.

“We wanted to have a pretty complete team effort,’’ Hynes said of the offensive balance. “That’s something we didn’t have the last couple of games.’’

Big points on line for Pens

 November 14. 2013 11:21PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up Next…

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Syracuse Crunch

Tonight, 7 p.m. at The Oncenter in Syracuse.

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Syracuse - Skilled Russian forward Nikita Kucherov leads the Crunch with 12 goals and 22 points in 13 games. In the last meeting against the Penguins, Kucherov scored a beautiful shootout goal for the game-winner.

Penguins - Jayson Megna is perhaps the team’s most dangerous offensive threat, combining speed and a good shot. He could be the one to match Syracuse’s talented forwards.
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It’s easy to understand why Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes said he’s excited to have center Nick Drazenovic return to the lineup this weekend.

With Drazenovic, the Penguins are 8-1-0-1. Without him, they are losers of their last three games.

“We really rely on him in certain situations. We are excited to have him back,” Hynes said.

Drazenovic practiced in full all week and said he is fully recovered from the injury that sidelined him for the last three contests. While dealing with an injury is certainly no picnic, watching your team lose is just as hard, Drazenovic said.

“Watching those games, I don’t know if we played our best hockey,” he said. “But it’s good for our development and learn from our mistakes. We have things to work on.”

After a full week of practice, the Penguins travel to Syracuse tonight to face the division-leading Crunch. One point separates the Crunch and Penguins in the division standings, and while Drazenovic missed the last meeting — a 4-3 shootout loss, he has a game plan to keep Syracuse’s skilled forwards in check.

“Typically, skilled guys don’t enjoy playing a hard game. If we can keep the puck on the boards, play in their end and play well in the corners, we’ll be successful,” he said. “We need to dictate the game.”

With a home game against Hershey on Saturday night, there are four division points on the line for the Penguins this weekend. The fact that they’re facing the first and last place teams in the division matters little.

It’s the points that mean the most.

“Division points are important no matter what part of the season it is,” said defenseman Scott Harrington. “We know that in these games, if we’re not as fresh as we should be, that could come back and haunt us at the end of the season.”

Notes

• The Penguins will get a big offensive boost this weekend from Jayson Megna, who was reassigned by Pittsburgh on Thursday. Megna had two goals and three points in six games with the big club, along with three goals in six games earlier in the season with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

• D Harrison Ruopp was assigned to Wheeling on Thursday.

Despres developing into top defender

 November 14. 2013 12:56PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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During his final two seasons in juniors, defenseman Simon Despres was one of the go-to guys on the power play, scoring eight goals while manning a point.

Now, Despres is developing into a go-to type of player yet again, but this time it doesn’t have anything to do with scoring points.

It’s all about preventing them.

This season, Despres’ time on the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton power play has drastically diminished. It’s not that he did anything wrong, according to Penguins coach John Hynes, but rather the organization wants the former first round pick to add the role of shutdown defenseman to his game.

Such a component could be the final piece that jettisons Despres back to the NHL on a full-time basis.

“It’s about putting him in situations that are going to help him be a full-time NHL player, and right now it’s being a strong, shutdown defenseman,” Hynes said. “He’s making smart decisions, his game’s under control, he’s first over the boards for penalty kill and he’s matched against other team’s best players. It’s best for Simon’s game to be focused on those components right now, and he’s played well.”

For a player who had a strong offensive component to his game, Despres has taken to the defense-first role and embraced it. After 12 games this season Despres is second on the team with a plus-9. The last two seasons in the AHL he finished each with a minus-5.

What makes the plus-minus turnaround more remarkable is the fact that Despres has been regularly matched against the top point producing line in each game.

“I like that challenge,” Despres said. “I think I play better when the coaches give me a challenge to play against the first line.”

That goes for matching up against the first power-play unit as well. Throughout his career Despres has been no stranger to playing on special teams, just not the side that is down a man.

“I’m really enjoying being the first one out on penalty kill. It’s something I never had in my pro career and I want to be that go-to guy on the PK,” he said.

With the emphasis on defense this season, Despres has still managed to produce a healthy eight points in 12 games, exceeding the seven points he registered in 27 games last season with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

The offensive side is something that will never disappear from Despres’ game, but the defensive improvement is sure to serve as a compliment.

“They know I can play the power play and if there’s an opportunity later in the year, maybe I’ll get a chance,” Despres said. “But right now I’m focusing on playing defense. It’s an aspect I wanted to work on.”

NOTES

• C Nick Drazenovic is practicing in full this week and is expected to return to the lineup this weekend

A matter of discipline

 November 13. 2013 8:37AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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The fact that the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins lead the AHL with 357 penalty minutes isn’t too concerning to head coach John Hynes.

After all, the Penguins 25 fighting majors obviously padded that total.

What bothers Hynes is when his team takes soft penalties - hooking, slashing and holding, and the resulting inability of late to kill them.

That’s a big reason why the Penguins have lost their last three games as the penalty kill was forced onto the ice a total of 18 times. In the last two games alone the penalty kill allowed opponents to score four goals on 14 power plays, and in Sunday’s 4-3 loss to Syracuse the first six man advantages of the night went to the Falcons.

“We’ve taken penalties at bad times and we put our penalty kill in situations where you over-extend or over-use,” Hynes said after Tuesday’s practice at Coal Street. “The calls were correct. We took those penalties. When it gets to that point we have to do a better job of taking personal responsibility.”

In Sunday’s game, nine Penguin players took penalties and seven had more than two minutes. Springfield went on to score twice on eight power plays to jump out to a 2-0 first period lead.

“We have to be more disciplined and understand if we’re taking a parade to the penalty box we better stop because it’s not the referees. It’s us,” Hynes said.

The Penguins worked extensively on special teams during Tuesday’s practice and were very willing to heed Hynes’ advice to be more disciplined.

Winger Harry Zolnierczyk said it doesn’t matter if the calls being made are correct or not. What matters, he said, is special teams battles win games.

“We’re falling short on that right now and we have to do a better job,” Zolnierczyk said. “It’s individual effort - clears, blocking shots.”

And discipline.

Zolnierczyk said minor penalties have been the Penguins undoing of late - allowing teams such as Springfield to jump out to multi-goal leads and making the chance for a comeback extremely difficult.

Not only can the Penguins do a better job killing penalties, he said, but they can also improve on staying out of the box in the first place.

That means not being so quick to retaliate to a slash or a shove.

“Get him back at the right time. It’s about taking a deep breath, relax and put the onus on ourselves to stay out of the box,” Zolnierczyk said. “That’s what is going to separate the great teams from mediocre teams.”

The Penguins have plenty of physical players - such as Zolnierczyk, who are experts at agitating opponents and goading them into penalties. They are tough to play against, but not when they’re the players going to the box, Hynes said.

“Part of being a tough player to play against is you have to take hits to make plays, take a punch to draw a call,” he said. “The retaliatory penalties, that’s not tough.”

NOTES

- F Andrew Ebbett watched one of his former teammates enter the Hockey Hall of Fame on Monday. Former defenseman Scott Niedermayer was inducted with the Class of 2013, and he was Ebbett’s teammate on the Anaheim Ducks for the 2008-09 season. “One of the nicest guys in the game, the best captain I’ve played with and one of the best players, for sure,” Ebbett said. “He came to work everyday and he was so smooth and so fun to watch out there. Always cool. I don’t think he ever felt the pressure and he pretty much won everything you can win.”

For all his accomplishments, Niedermayer always remained down to earth, Ebbett said. “You go out for dinner with him and it doesn’t matter if you’re a rookie or a veteran, you’re one of his buddies,” Ebbett said. “When I’m done playing, it will be special to tell my kids and grandchildren that I shared the dressing room and got to be on the same ice as him.”

- Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond didn’t practice on Tuesday and is considered day-to-day. Hynes said it’s nothing serious and Leblond is expected to rejoin the team in practice this week.

- Sunday’s game was the first for rookie forward Anton Zlobin, who had been sidelined with a shoulder injury. Hynes described the Russian winger as a pure goal scorer who can pick corners. Still, Zlobin is still working back into game shape and could head to Wheeling to get some action. “It’s still up in the air. A lot of it depends where we’re at tomorrow, health-wise,” Hynes said. “Now that he’s game ready, it’s important for him to play. If we don’t feel right off the bat we’re going to play him in situations, it might be a good idea to go to Wheeling and get his game going.”

Fourth line pride

Comparison makes him Sill the Thrill?

 November 09. 2013 10:35PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

WBS Penguins center Zach Sill makes his linemates better every time out on the ice.
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin center Zach Sill laughed it off when he was compared to Sidney Crosby.

Head coach John Hynes didn’t.

No, the comparison doesn’t have to do with goals or point totals, but rather how a center can make his linemates better.

Crosby does it with points, Sill does it with energy and a relentless work ethic.

Well into his fifth AHL season — all with the Penguins, Sill has been a fourth line center for the majority of his career. It’s a role that he redefined for the Penguins. With Sill at center, the fourth line isn’t a “last resort,” but rather a trio of forwards that bring a unique element that Hynes relies on in all situations at all stages of the game.

Not only is Sill’s fourth line about energy and hard work, it also includes heavy doses of winning defensive draws, puck possession and forechecking.

Just like Crosby setting up his wingers for gaudy goal totals, Sill’s linemates find themselves becoming more well-rounded players.

“He’s reaching that stage of his career,” Hynes said of Sill’s ability to make his wingers better. “A lot of times to get guys going we put them with Zach. He definitely makes guys better and he definitely helps them jumpstart their game.”

And their careers.

Over the last five seasons, many of Sill’s wingers were heavyweight enforcers who earned their keep with other teams simply by their effectiveness after the gloves were dropped.

But skating on a line with Sill, those same players played just as tough, but were able to bring other elements as well.

Take Wade Brookbank, for example. Before he returned for his second stint with the Penguins in 2009, he was viewed exclusively as an enforcer, bouncing between the AHL and NHL.

During the 2009-10 season, Brookbank and fellow tough guy Jesse Boulerice were Sill’s wingers. Brookbank matched his career high with 68 games played and even appeared in four playoff games. He found himself on the ice not just to protect his teammates, but in situations that required defensive responsibility or an aggressive forecheck, adding two more elements to his game.

This season, noted heavyweight Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond is the latest tough guy to skate on Sill’s line, and he is taking a regular shift and logging minutes in late game situations when wins are on the line.

“I hate to say it, but my job is not to score 25 goals, I have a different role,” Leblond said. “Playing with a guy like Siller, he understands that and he makes me look better every shift with forechecking, bringing strong defense and getting momentum. You do benefit from a playing with a guy like that.”

As quickly as Sill shrugs off the comparisons to Crosby, he downplays the compliments and gives the credit to others. He said his wingers make him better, and none of it would be possible without Hynes’ willingness to roll four lines throughout every game.

Still, Sill can’t hide the pride he has in being a player his coach can count on. It’s an attribute that dates back to his junior days with the Moncton Wildcats of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. From 2007 to 2009, Sill put up two seasons with decent point totals of 26 and 24, but he was far from the team’s leading scorer.

Back then, Sill’s job was to be a top penalty killer, win the defensive zone faceoffs and bring energy. Those seasons in Moncton is when Sill truly grasped the value that can come from an effective fourth line and being a player his coach can trust.

“It might not be when we need a goal, but when we’re protecting the lead and it’s late in the game, or a defensive draw when your team is counting on you,” he said. “It’s a role I try to excel at and I take pride in the fourth line.”

And when Sill excels, so do his wingers.

Leblond said when he played with other teams, opponents’ fourth lines weren’t really discussed during pre-game meetings. But when it comes to the Penguins, the fourth line is something that should be a part of the conversation.

“Fourth line guys, they’re kind of like unsung heroes,” Leblond said. “Usually it starts from the center and Sill is the kind of guy that does everything right. You know what to expect and he brings it every night.”

Having perfected his fourth line role with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Sill’s next goal is to replicate that success with Pittsburgh. Now in his fifth season with the organization, Sill is still waiting for his first call-up to the big club. When it comes he knows exactly the approach he’ll take.

“I feel I kind of fell into the fourth line and I’ve always been that player, now I want to carry what I have here to the NHL,” Sill said. “At the NHL level, I’d be more simple than I am here, but I’m still going to bring the same penalty killing, the energy and be out there for those defensive zone faceoffs.”

And perhaps he’ll make his NHL fourth line wingers better players as well, just as he’s done with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

“Zach has built his game and his reputation and he’s the real backbone of our energy line,” Hynes said. “He has a lot of respect in this league and he’s reached that stage in his career.”

Sloppy play dooms Penguins

 November 08. 2013 11:50PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – It’s common for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to watch video the day after a game to see what they did well and what needs to be improved.

After Friday’s 6-5 loss to the Albany Devils in a game filled with mistakes and turnovers, today’s video session could be lengthy.

“There will be a lot of tape to watch,” said defenseman Brendan Mikkelson, who had a third period rebound ricochet off his body and into the net for what turned out to be the game-winning goal for Albany.

“Not much went right. There’s a lot of things that need to be looked at.”

With the game tied 5-5 in the third period, a shot from Albany’s Mike Sislo was stopped by Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, but the rebound hit Mikkelson in front and bounced back into the net to give Albany a 6-5 lead that would stick for the win. It was one of only several miscues for the Penguins, who gave up a season-high six goals in just their second regulation loss (8-2-0-2).

Head coach John Hynes said virtually every aspect of his team’s play was to blame.

Sloppy?

“Yes,” Hynes said. “We weren’t good in any phase.”

Albany steamrolled the Penguins in the first period, scoring three goals in the first half, including one on the power play. Harry Zolnierczyk did sandwich a Penguins goal in between when he skated into the slot and shot into the top corner of the net to cut Albany’s lead to 3-1.

The three goals were the most allowed by the Penguins in a period this season.

“Our start wasn’t great and we were chasing all game,” said winger Chris Conner. “It just wasn’t good enough”

Albany kept at it in the second and had a bit of help from Penguins’ turnovers. While on the power play, defenseman Nick D’Agostino turned the puck over in the low slot, allowing Sislo to connect shorthanded. Another turnover later in the period – again in the defensive zone — led to another Albany goal.

The Penguins did score a pair of goals as well, including a shot under the crossbar by Scott Harrington and a power play tally from Tom Kostopoulos, to keep Albany’s lead to two, 5-3 to end the period.

After two periods, goaltender Peter Mannino allowed five goals on 19 shots, but a couple of turnovers and breakdowns did absolve him from some responsibility.

Still, head coach John Hynes elected to start Deslauriers for the third period.

“A lot of times you can look at the goaltender, but if you’re giving up five, six goals in a game nothing you did defensively is good enough,” Hynes said. “Defensively, you were not good as a group.”

At the other end, the Penguins struck back quickly scoring two goals in the first two minutes to even things up at 5-5. Mike Carman scooped up a loose puck in front and shot it top shelf to make it 5-4 at 1:19. Forty seconds later Conner threw the puck in front of the net, where it deflected off traffic in front and past Albany netminder Keith Kinkaid.

Carman’s goal was his first of the season and Conner’s was his second in the last three games.

Deslauriers came up big several times in the period, including a stop on Tim Sestito on a breakaway at the midway point.

The Penguins did have a 5-on-3 power play late in the game while down by a goal, but as was the theme of the night they couldn’t connect.

“There were a lot of mistakes tonight, myself included,” Mikkelson said. “It’s disappointing, especially on a Friday night at home coming off a loss on Wednesday.”

Notes

• D Peter Merth (injury), D Reid McNeill, C Nick Drazenovic (injury), RW Paul Thompson, LW Anton Zlobin and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.

• With his goal in the first period, Zolnierczyk has now scored in three straight games and has seven goals in nine games on the season.

• The Penguins travel to Springfield on Sunday to take on the Falcons.

Leblond’s new deal meets his goals

 November 07. 2013 11:56PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Letourneau-Leblond

Pittsburgh Penguins' Rob Scuderi, left, skates beside Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond during NHL training camp in Pittsburgh on Sept. 12.

Up next

Albany Devils at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live to Mike O’Brien with guest commentator Colin Riccobon on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM.

Players to watch:

Albany - C Scott Timmins leads the Devils with 12 points (5 goals, 7 assists) in 11 games.

Penguins - Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond has a fresh two-year deal and will be facing the team with whom he spent six seasons. He should be pretty energized for this one.
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Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond wanted three things when he signed an AHL deal with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins over the summer — a chance to play with a winning organization, a shot to play in the NHL again and some stability.

He achieved all three Thursday when he agreed to a two-year, two-way contract with Pittsburgh. Leblond, who is 28 and has 42 penalty minutes in 11 games this season, said the contract was in the works for some time.

“I feel like I have the opportunity to win here and I like being here, so it was an easy call,” he said. “I had other offers over the summer, but this is the place I wanted to be.”

The nine-year pro has 40 NHL games to his credit and is hoping to add to that total with a call-up to Pittsburgh this season. If that means going up to protect stars such as Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, Leblond would gladly accept the job.

“An enforcer isn’t going to prevent everything, especially in today’s NHL since our role is more limited than it was 10 years ago. But if I can make a difference and keep the other team honest, than I did my job,” Leblond said.

Head coach John Hynes said Leblond fits the new breed of enforcer in today’s hockey — a player that can not only fight but play other aspects of the game as well. That was a big reason behind Pittsburgh’s decision to offer the two-year deal, Hynes said.

“He’s a real tough guy and he knows how to play the role. The thing we really like about him is he’s done a nice job of playing the game, and when things need to be spiced up or taken care of, he does a real nice job of it,” Hynes said.

While winning and an NHL shot topped Leblond’s list of goals, there was a third factor that is just as important. He got married over the summer and now stability — and proximity to his wife who lives in Albany, N.Y. — are just as important.

“That’s the thing I’m most happy about,” Leblond said. “Albany is an easy commute and my wife can come see me more often.”

Notes

• Facing Syracuse’s sharpshooters in Wednesday’s shootout wasn’t anything new for goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers. It’s something he expects from every team when a game reaches the shootout.

“Every team in the league has their five shootout guys, and they all are skilled, have good stuff and know how to pick corners,” Deslauriers said. “You know what you’re going into and you have to respect those guys and be patient.”

• Following Wednesday’s 4-3 shootout loss, the Penguins are now 0-2 in shootouts this season. During Thursday’s practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena, the Penguins wrapped things up with a spirited game of ‘juice boy’ where players who scored kept playing. In two shootouts this season, the Penguins have yet to score in eight chances, and Hynes said he actually keeps tabs of who does well in ‘juice boy.’

“In years past we had automatic guys who were known for it. Here we have a little different element,” Hynes said. “It is something we working toward and getting to know the guys better.”

• On the injury front, D Reid McNeill practiced and Hynes said he is good to go. C Nick Drazenovic didn’t practice and is still day-to-day, but Hynes isn’t ruling him out for tonight’s home game against Albany.

• Chillin’ with the Penguins will return to the airwaves for a third consecutive year, with eight episodes of the half-hour talk show to be aired during the 2013-14 season on WQMY-TV. Chillin’ with the Penguins will feature Penguins broadcaster Mike O’Brien as host, chatting with Pens players and coaches in front of a live studio audience. Each show taping will take place in the lobby of the Ice Rink at Coal Street (40 Coal Street in Wilkes-Barre) and begin at 6 p.m.

All episodes will be aired at 6:30 p.m. on the Saturday of that week’s taping.

The full tape and air date schedule is:

Syracuse shootout specialists too much for Pens
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Penguins winger Tom Kuhnhackl (14) fends off Crunch players Evan Rankin (11) and Danick Gauthier (78) in the first period of Wednesday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins winger Tom Kuhnhackl (14) fends off Crunch players Evan Rankin (11) and Danick Gauthier (78) in the first period of Wednesday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.Penguins winger Tom Kuhnhackl (14) fends off Crunch players Evan Rankin (11) and Danick Gauthier (78) in the first period of Wednesday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.

1 / 3

StartStop(2)

Penguins winger Tom Kuhnhackl (14) fends off Crunch players Evan Rankin (11) and Danick Gauthier (78) in the first period of Wednesday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Harry Zolnierczyk (7) of the Penguins takes a shot as the puck deflects off of Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis in the first period on Wednesday

Brian Gibbons (9) tries to feed teammate Chris Conner (23) from his knees as Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis and Dana Tyrell (42) look on.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. — Facing a team loaded with snipers and led by the AHL’s leading goal scorer, a shootout against the Syracuse Crunch was the last thing the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins wanted.

But that’s what they got on Wednesday, and the outcome was a 4-3 loss as the Crunch needed only four rounds to score two shootout goals against none for the Penguins.

The loss is the second shootout defeat of the year for the Penguins and drops their record to 8-1-0-2.

The Penguins came close on several occasions to avoiding the shootout and sealing up the win in overtime. Chris Conner had multiple chances around the net, Harry Zolnierczyk had a nice move on a penalty shot and Brian Dumoulin saw his shot at a wide open net suddenly stopped by Syracuse forward Evan Rankin, who dove across the crease while goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis was caught on the far side.

Dumoulin’s opportunity came when Conner brought the puck out from behind the net, drew Gudlevskis to the far side and dropped a pass back to the low slot for the shot.

“I just watched it. The goalie was in the corner and I didn’t even see the guy diving across,” Dumoulin said. “He made a great play. I’d like to have that one back.”

While the Penguins kept things even for most of the game, they were outmatched by Syracuse on the shootout. Crunch forward Tanner Richard connected in the first round, and rookie scoring sensation Nikita Kucherov added the shootout winner in the next round when he skated in close on Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and calmly slid the puck between his pads.

“They have some guys who are probably specialists in that area,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “They’re good in those situations. You saw that tonight.”

Syracuse’s offensive firepower was on full display in the opening frame. Forward Danick Gauthier struck first when he picked off an Andrew Ebbett pass in the offensive zone, raced in on Deslauriers and backhanded the puck into the top of the net to put the Penguins down 1-0.

After a second-effort goal by Zolnierczyk to tie it, Syracuse regained the lead when Kucherov passed from behind the net to Nikita Nesterov for a one-timer to give the Crunch a 2-1 lead to end the period.

Syracuse outshot the Penguins 13-8 in the period and looked like they would continue to roll in the second.

But the Penguins quieted the Syracuse attack, limiting them to only three shots in the second period while tying it up.

“Part of it was we weren’t in the penalty box,” Hynes said, referring to the two power plays the Crunch received in the first period. “We also did a better job of maintaining possession of the puck and establishing more offensive zone time. In the first period we got hemmed in more.”

Ebbett atoned for his first period turnover when he gained the puck behind the net and wrapped a shot inside the far post to knot things up at 2-2.

In the third period, Ebbett added his second goal of the game to give the Penguins a brief 3-2 lead that lasted for three minutes until the Crunch scored late to tie it up and force overtime.

Ebbett’s goal came when Gudlevskis came out to poke the puck away, but Ebbett was able to shoot the puck underneath and into the net.

“To get the first goal and get it back for us, and then the second one, it helps,” Ebbett said. “It was a tough turnover.”

Zolnierczyk’s penalty shot in overtime came after he was hooked by Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski on a breakaway. Zolnierczyk threw several dekes at Gudlevski, who made a pad save against the post to deny the goal.

While the Penguins only managed a point on the night, Hynes was happy with the way his team performed against the potent Syracuse offense.

“It’s a good point. It was a situation where we knew we were going to play a good team, a good rival for us,” he said. “It was a tight, hard fought game. Very even either way.”

NOTES

• D Peter Merth (injury), D Reid McNeill, C Nick Drazenovic (injury), RW Paul Thompson, LW Anton Zlobin (injury) and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.

• The Crunch started three former Penguins – D Joey Mormina, D J.P. Cote and RW Geoff Walker. Another former Penguin, Trent Cull, is an assistant coach for the Crunch.

• F Dominik Uher left the game late in the third period when he was hit awkwardly into the boards and crumpled to the ice. Uher did return for the overtime period.

• The three shots Syracuse managed in the second period amounted to the fewest shots allowed by the Penguins in a period this season. The Penguins are outshooting opponents 119-82 in the second period this season.

• Colin Riccobon will join Penguins broadcaster Mike O’Brien in the booth for Friday’s game against Albany
Springfield Falcons have been killing it on the penalty kill
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Darryl Boyce has been one of Brad Larsen's go-to guys when the Falcons are down a man or two. (David Molnar / The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – As the Springfield Falcons prepare for their first three-game weekend, coach Brad Larsen plans to stress better discipline on the ice. 

“We don’t want to be among the league leaders in penalties,” he said. 

 No, but if a team does take a lot a penalties, it had better be good at killing them. 

 Well, in that department, the Falcons happen to be the American Hockey League’s best. After a recent stretch in which they killed 19 of 20 penalties, they hold a league-leading 90.5 percentage (57 of 63). 

 And over those last 20 power plays, the one goal allowed came on a five-on-three manpower disadvantage. 

“No question, our PK has been a big plus, especially since we’re not scoring a lot,” Larsen said. “Those kills give us a boost at certain points of a game. And lately, our power play has been better after being borderline awful early in the season.” 

Going into their Nov. 10 game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, the Falcons ranked last in power-play efficiency (4 goals in 50 chances). Over their last three games, they’ve had five goals in 19 tries. 

 In killing penalties, Larsen uses various combinations of players. The most utilized are Darryl Boyce, Ryan Craig, Jake Hansen, Andrew Joudrey and Cody Bass. 

“To be successful on the penalty kill, you need aggressive pressure that forces mistakes. I call it smart aggression, and sometimes it requires guys to sacrifice by blocking shots,” Larsen said. “But if the kill breaks down, then the goaltender has to be your best penalty-killer. So far, our goalies are doing a great job.” 

Hansen has scored three short-handed goals and Boyce two. 

“Yeah, we’ve been fortunate to score a few in that situation, but the main thing is guys have to pull together,” Boyce said. “And if it’s five-on-three, you have to get in front and face the tough shots. But when you do kill a penalty, it builds momentum for the team.” 

Boyce, a 29-year-old center, is new to the Falcons but wise in the ways of the AHL after spending six seasons in the league, five with the Toronto Marlies. 

“We know what kind of team we have, and we know it’s going to be a grind every night, with a lot of one-goal games. But we’ve got a great bunch here, and a coaching staff that knows what we’re about,” Boyce said. 

 One-goal games? The Falcons already have won seven on their way to first place in the Northeast Division. 

 They return to action Friday night, hosting second-place Albany. Hartford visits Saturday night before the Birds round out their weekend with a Sunday afternoon game at Providence. 

ICE CHIPS:� In November, the Falcons have scored 13 goals and allowed 13. Yet they have won five of six – two via shootout ... Against Albany, they likely will face hot goaltender Keith Kinkaid, the AHL’s reigning player of the week. He went 3-0 last week with an 0.97 goals-against average ... Defenseman Tim Erixon has been promoted to Columbus, but the Falcons still have seven available for backline duty ... During Saturday’s game, the Falcons will accept donations of non-perishable food items at a table on the concourse behind Section 2. The food will go to Open Pantry Community Services.

 �

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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LEWISTON, Maine – The Springfield Falcons and Portland Pirates entered their Saturday evening game with the two stingiest defenses in the American Hockey League. 

Sixty-five minutes wasn’t enough time to produce an outcome. 

Cody Goloubef and Sean Collins scored in the shootout to lift Springfield over Portland 2-1 before 2,704 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee. 

Collins was in the lineup for the first time since being reassigned to Springfield on Friday. Collins appeared in five games with the Columbus Blue Jackets, recording one assist. In 10 games with the Falcons, Collins has two goals and four assists and plus-4 rating, including an assist against the Pirates. 

The loss snapped a three-game Pirates win streak, while Springfield has won its last three games to improve to 10-3-0-1. 

Entering the game, Springfield had allowed just 2.38 goals per game, while the Pirates had given up fewer than 2.90 through 12 games. 

Neither team could score through the first two periods, thanks in large part to the acrobatic goaltending of Mike McKenna, who stopped all 22 shots tossed his way in the first 40 minutes. 

McKenna, who played 41 games for the Pirates in the 2007-08 season, finished with 35 saves, including several impressive stops when the ice was tilted in his direction. 

In the opening period, McKenna made a point-blank save on Pirates rookie Tobias Rieder in the right circle. He stopped Chris Brown on breakaway with four minutes to play in the second as the second-year forward stepped out of the penalty box after serving a hooking minor. 

Springfield stifled a Pirates’ 5-on-3 power play in the second with Fredric St. Denis (kneeing) and Darryl Boyce (cross-checking) in the box for nearly 1:30. 

The Falcons only gave up three shots, killing off both penalties. 

Springfield went on the power play early in the third, but it was the Pirates who finally broke through with the first goal of the game at the 5:48 mark when Gilbert Brule picked up an errant puck at the blue line, took off on a breakway and lifted a backhander over McKenna. 

The Falcons took advantage of a power-play opportunity to even the game at 1-1 with 3:46 left. 

With Brandon Yip off on a double minor for high sticking, Goloubef dished to Darryl Boyce at the top of the slot. His slap shot through a screen found its way between the pads of goaltender Mike Lee, who finished the game with 30 saves. 

Springfield went 1-for-5 on the power play and killed all seven man-advantage opportunities for the Pirates. 

NOTES: Cody Bass left the game in the third after a high stick to the face, which needed attention from the trainers. ... Falcons trainer Tom Bourdon returned to the Colisee for the first time since taking the position with the Falcons. Bourdon spent seven years with the Lewiston Maineiacs of the QMJHL in a similar position
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SPRINGFIELD - At the same time the Columbus Blue Jackets announced one of their big guns is going on injured reserve, they sent one of their prospects back to Springfield.

Forward Sean Collins is returning to the Falcons, the Blue Jackets announced in a press release Friday night. Collins saw action in five NHL games for Columbus, recording an assist and a +1 rating. In nine AHL games for the Falcons this season, Collins has two goals, three assists and is a +4.

Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekelainen revealed that star sniper Marian Gaborik will be on injured reserve for four to six weeks after spraining his knee in Thursday's overtime loss at Boston.

The Falcons face the Portland Pirates Saturday night in Lewiston, Maine.
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SPRINGFIELD - While the Springfield Falcons' power play still ranks near the bottom of the American Hockey League, the team has made big strides in that department lately. 

Defenseman Blake Parlett scored twice on the power play Friday, giving the Birds four man-up goals in their last two games. That success sparked a 3-2 victory over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers before 2,675 at the MassMutual Center.

Jack Skille also scored, Tim Erixon had two assists and Jeremy Smith made 21 saves as the Falcons won their second straight game.

"Our PP started to struggle there a bit, but last weekend and obviously tonight, we're getting back on track," Parlett said. "We just simplified it a little bit, and tonight we had good puck movement early that gave us confidence."

After scoring twice with the man advantage Sunday against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, it took Springfield until its fourth attempt Friday to break through against Bridgeport, which entered Friday with 81 minor penalties in 12 games. Parlett redirected Erixon's shot off the goalpost and behind goalie Anders Nilsson for a 1-0 lead with 6:24 left in the second.

Skille, who had the other assist on the first Parlett marker, gave his team some breathing room less than a minute later when he deftly backhanded a pass from Frederic St. Denis to give the Birds a 2-0 edge.

Parlett sniped a wrist shot into the upper right corner of the net to widen the Springfield margin to 3-0 at 5:09 of the third. Erixon picked up his second assist of the night.

"It's nice to see our power play kind of spark us here for two games," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "It had kind of been nonexistent for a long stretch there. To get two more on the power play tonight is a huge boost for our team."

As Springfield displayed its steady improvement on the power play, its penalty-killing unit continued to show why it's one of the league's best. The Birds were successful all seven times with a man down, improving to 49 for 55 (89.3 percent) for the season.

Smith was perhaps the Falcons' best penalty killer, stepping up to make big saves.

"Our PK's been top of the league all season," Parlett said. "It gives us a chance to win, especially when teams are so big now. As you saw tonight, penalties were probably half the game, if not more."

Bridgeport made it close in the third on a Dallas Jackson tally at 7:43, followed two minutes later by a goal from Anders Lee. The Sound Tigers could not get the equalizer despite a pair of late power plays on delay-of-game calls to Skille and Jonathan Marchessault.

"Those delay-of-game penalties, those are the ones that are the toughest to kill, especially that time of game," Larsen said. "But we found a way."

The Falcons, who defeated the Sound Tigers for the second time in as many meetings this season, head north for a Saturday night tilt with the Portland Pirates, who are calling Lewiston, Maine, home this season.

NEST EGGS: Falcons captain Ryan Craig entered Friday approaching several team milestones. One more goal will give him 61 with the Falcons, which would tie him with Rob Murray for fifth all-time. With two more points, he will tie Scott Levin for 10th all-time with 114. Craig's next power-play goal will be his 30th, which would break a tie atop the franchise list with Danny Briere and Jean-Guy Trudel ... Students from Hampshire Regional High School in Westhampton sang the national anthem.

Falcons win, 3-2

Bridgeport 0-0-2 - 2

 FALCONS 0-2-1 - 3
Goaltending tandem has been gold for Springfield Falcons

101213 jeremy smith.JPG

Jeremy Smith is one half of the goalie duo that has Springfield and its stout defense setting the pace in the Northeast Division. (Michael Beswick / The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – Over their first 12 games, the Springfield Falcons have allowed 29 goals. That’s an average of 2.42, which ranks second in the 30-team American Hockey League to Norfolk’s 2.21. 

 Those low numbers go a long way toward explaining why the Falcons hold first place in the Northeast Division at 8-3-0-1. 

 Not many goals against – and not many shots allowed. That kind of tight defensive play has helped the Falcons offset a lack of consistent firepower. 

“We were allowing 30-plus shots in some of our early-season games, but we’ve cut that down,” coach Brad Larsen said. “We’re striving to keep it under 10 shots per period.” 

When those shots do come, Springfield’s goaltenders stand ready. Jeremy Smith and Mike McKenna have played so well, neither could be called No. 1 or No. 2. Rather, they’re a tandem, each responding when he gets the starting nod. 

“They have been excellent. They do a good job of working with each other, they feed off each other, and they know how to be good teammates,” Larsen said. 

“They both deserve to be in the net, and that’s a good situation for our team.” 

Smith has started seven games, McKenna five. Smith played the first two, but they have been rotating regularly since. Still, Larsen won’t commit himself to saying the rotation will continue. 

“I can’t say right now who will be in there Friday (when the Falcons host Bridgeport). But I can say that both goaltenders will play this weekend,” he said. 

 The Falcons play back-to-back games, visiting Portland Saturday. Actually, they’ll visit Lewiston, Maine, which has become home away from home for the Pirates while their management squabbles with the trustees of the Cumberland County Civic Center over the terms of the team’s lease agreement. 

 On Sunday afternoon, Smith gave a sterling performance, helping the Falcons pull out a 4-3 home victory over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. 

“He was very calm, and made the really big saves. The goals he allowed came in heavy traffic,” Larsen said. 

 Smith had to face five five-on-three manpower disadvantages. 

“The guys make it easier for us in that situation. They block shots, sacrifice their bodies, and that really helps,” he said. 

 Regarding the rotation between him and McKenna, Smith said, “It’s working. We’re at the top of the division and we’ve allowed the lowest number of goals.” 

 “The numbers show how well the entire team has been playing defensively,” McKenna said. 

ICE CHIPS: Both goaltenders have the same save percentage (.917) ... Larsen has a cool mustache going in observance of the team’s “Movember” drive, aimed at raising awareness of the dangers of prostate and testicular cancers. “After November, the mustache comes off. My wife won’t allow me to keep it,” he said ... McKenna also has a good one going ... The Falcons have won three shootouts and lost one. “I had a professor when I was at St. Lawrence University do a study on shootouts. His conclusion – it’s strictly a crapshoot. You can stop 20 for 20, then suddenly give some up,” McKenna said. �

Garry Brown can be reached �at geeman1918@yahoo.com
Springfield Falcons down Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 4-3
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Ryan Craig played hero Sunday in Springfield. (Mark M. Murray / The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – Although the Springfield Falcons and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins wouldn’t exactly qualify as American Hockey League archrivals, they certainly looked it Sunday afternoon at the MassMutual Center. 

 The teams went full blast from the start, rolling up 25 penalties – 16 in a dilly of a second period – before the Falcons finally gained a hard-earned 4-3 victory. The game-winner came at 17:17 of the third when captain Ryan Craig stuffed home his own rebound on big assists from Darryl Boyce and Tim Erixon. 

 A crowd of 3,825 certainly had a lot to cheer – and boo – in this one. 

 In raising their record to 8-3-0-1, the Falcons moved into first place in the Northeast Division. 

 This victory was a welcome turnaround for a team silenced Friday night in a 3-0 home loss to Adirondack. 

 To beat the Penguins, Springfield had to withstand a seemingly endless string of five-on-three disadvantages. It gave up a goal on one, and worse yet, gave up the tying goal only seconds after killing another at 12:36 of the third. 

“I was so proud of the way we kept our focus after that goal,” coach Brad Larsen said. “Our captains did a great job of calming our bench down, and we just went back to work. When Craiger scored, it was a big sigh of relief for our guys.” 

With the clock running down and overtime looming, the Falcons put together a rush, Boyce firing one shot, corralling the rebound and directing it to Craig. 

“My shot hit a defenseman’s foot, came back to me, and that was the goal. Our guys made great plays there, and the whole team competed hard all game,” Craig said. “Everybody was sticking up for everybody. Never mind the five-on-threes – we just did what we had to do, and we came away with a good win over a good team.” 

The Falcons opened a 2-0 lead in the first on power-play goals from Erixon and Spencer Machacek. 

 Simon Despres, a No. 1 draft pick of Pittsburgh in 2009, scored for the visitors at 3:42 of the second, but the Falcons went up 3-1 six minutes later on a blue-line blast by defenseman Frederic St. Denis. Alex Aleardi had a lot to do with that goal when his hustle along the boards and behind the net kept the puck in play. Cody Bass then got it to St. Denis for his big shot. 

 Brian Dumolin’s power-play goal at 19:25 of the second (on a five-on-three situation) made it 3-2. 

 Then, in the third, Despres planted the goal that made it 3-3. 

 That’s when the Falcons could have folded. 

 Instead they kept coming. 

ICE CHIPS:� Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, a former Springfield player, did the goaltending for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. He started 57 games for the Falcons in 2007-08 when they were an affiliate of the Edmonton Oilers ... Nick Drazenovic, a key center for the Falcons last season, is with the Penguins, but did not dress. He signed with Pittsburgh as a free agent in July ... Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman Brendan Mikkelson is the son of Bill Mikkelson, a Springfield Kings defenseman of the early 1970s ... The chorus of Academy Hill School of Springfield sang the national anthem ... The Falcons get Monday off before preparations for a home game Friday against Bridgeport, and at Portland Saturday. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
Springfield Falcons blanked by Adirondack Phantoms, 3-0
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11/08/13-Springfield-Republican Staff Photo by Dave Roback-The Springfield Falcons versus the Adirondak Phantoms at the MassMutual Center on Friday evening. Here Adirondack's (2) Mark Alt foes down in the corner with Springfield's (28) Lucas Sedlak following the play.
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SPRINGFIELD - Chris Vande Velde only played two games for the Springfield Falcons late in the 2009-10 season, but he goes down in the annals of team history just the same.

Vande Velde returned to Springfield on Friday, and his fourth goal of the season helped put his former team away. The Adirondack Phantoms earned their second win in three meetings with the Falcons this season, 3-0, before 5,111 at the MassMutual Center.

Tye McGinn and Matt Mangene also scored, as the Phantoms (6-4-0-2) extended their winning streak to five and prevented the Falcons (7-3-0-1) from a third straight victory. The Falcons outshot the Phantoms 26-19, but Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter stopped every shot to hand Springfield its first shutout loss of the year.

"We gave up eight shots, six shots, five shots (by period) and lost 3-0," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "We made poor decisions on, really, all three goals."

The Phantoms moved to within one point of the Falcons for second place in the Northeast Division. Springfield (4-2-0-0 at home) remains one point out of first after Hartford's 8-5 loss to Providence.

Adirondack extended its lead to 2-0 just past the halfway point of the second period, when McGinn knocked in a rebound for his third goal of the year. Mark Alt earned the assist.

The Falcons again played extremely well on the penalty kill, keeping the Phantoms off the board all three times they had a power play to extend their season mark to 38 for 43. 

"The PK did a good job. I have zero problems with them," Larsen said. "I thought they did a good job."

However, Springfield again struggled with the man advantage, going 0 for 4. The Birds weren't without chances on the power play, but Heeter kept the unit in check with a few strong saves.

"Man, we can't buy one," Larsen said. "We were buzzing and buzzing. We hit the post twice, had a chance at the rebound and missed it."

Vande Velde scored from the edge of the right faceoff circle 11:31 into the first period to put the Phantoms on top 1-0. Jason Akeson and Marcel Noebels assisted.

Mangene put the game away with his first goal of the season with 6:27 remaining in the game.

After completing his collegiate career at North Dakota, Vande Velde signed an Amateur Tryout Agreement with the Falcons and earned one assist in two games at the end of their forgettable 2009-10 season. He remained with the Edmonton Oilers organization and has played 28 NHL games. 

Another former Falcon, Steven Delisle, was not in the Phantoms' lineup Friday.

The Falcons host the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at 3 p.m. Sunday.

NEST EGGS: On "Hometown Heroes Night," the Falcons wore special navy blue jerseys with stars down the right side, stripes down the left and "FALCONS" across the chest ... Springfield police and fire, Massachusetts State Police and Suffield EMS vehicles drove onto the ice for the first intermission T-shirt toss and were stationed outside the arena before the game ... Cadets from Hanscom AFB were sworn into duty during the second intermission ... The International Basilica of Holy Apostles' One Voice Choir and the Conway Grammar School performed "God Bless America" and the national anthem, respectively.

Falcons lose, 3-0

Adirondack 1-1-1 - 3

 FALCONS 0-0-0 - 0
American Hockey League veteran Tim Miller ready to make impression with Springfield Falcons
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Springfield Falcons forward Tim Miller

Chicago Wolves

SPRINGFIELD - Tim Miller only needed to check the American Hockey League standings to know he was going to a good place.

The 26-year-old forward was acquired by the Springfield Falcons on Tuesday in a trade with the Chicago Wolves, where he spent the previous three-plus seasons, in exchange for future considerations. 

While the Wolves have historically been one of the powers in the Western Conference, this season they have stumbled to a 5-6-0-1 mark, fourth in the Midwest Division. With one phone call, Miller improved two places in the standings when he joined the second-place Falcons.

"I'm excited about the opportunity," Miller said Thursday after his first practice with his new team. "There were a lot of bodies in Chicago. I obviously looked at the standings and saw (the Falcons) are off to a solid start, so it's good to be on a strong team."

The Falcons hosted the Adirondack Phantoms on Friday night at the MassMutual Center. Miller got the start at left wing, on a line with center Andrew Joudrey and right wing Cody Bass.

Miller, a University of Michigan product, had his best pro season in 2011-12, when he totaled 19 goals, 19 assists and a +19 rating for Chicago. His numbers dropped drastically last season to only two goals and four assists in 56 games, and he had yet to record a point in four games this season.

However, Miller believes the move from the Second City to the City of Homes will help him. It also helps that Falcons coach Brad Larsen played for the Wolves under coach John Anderson from 2004-06.

Miller - who will don No. 9 for the Birds - describes himself as a "hard-working forward," which should fit in quite well with the grinders in the Springfield lineup. In practice Thursday, he shared a line with two of them - Bass and Ryley Grantham.

"I like to play a defensive style and be responsible, and I like to put up some points, too," Miller said. "At the end of the day, I'd like to be someone to be relied upon to get the job done on the ice."

On his drive from Chicago to Springfield, Miller received a phone call from Falcons captain Ryan Craig, who also imparted advice to Miller during breaks in Thursday's practice.

Upon his arrival in Springfield, Miller was immediately made aware of the city's hockey history. A woman working the desk at his hotel welcomed him to Springfield and declared her Falcons fandom.

"It's impressive to keep a franchise going for that long," Miller said. "I'm excited to be here."

Miller also played 22 games over two seasons with the Syracuse Crunch and 90 games with the ECHL's Gwinnett Gladiators. In 190 AHL games, he has 34 goals and 33 assists. He surpassed those statistics in the ECHL in 100 fewer games, recording 35 goals and 36 assists.

NEST EGGS: Friday was "Hometown Heroes Night" at the Nest. Local police, fire, emergency medical and military units were honored for their service, and the Falcons wore special jerseys ... In college action earlier in the evening, Roger Williams defeated New Haven 5-3.
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Springfield Falcons plan some hairy hockey for 'Movember'

101213 dalton smith.JPG

Dalton Smith, right, won't look so fresh-faced slapping around opponents in November. (Michael Beswick / The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – Maybe they won’t be fully bearded like the Boston Red Sox, but Springfield Falcons players and coaches plan to make November a hirsute month. 

 The American Hockey League club will participate in mustache-growing as a way of raising awareness and funds for men’s health. 

 It’s called “Movember” – and the Birds are serious about it. Start with coach Brad Larsen, who plans to outdo the mustache-and-goatee artistry he developed last season, when the Falcons first participated. 

 Among his players, defenseman Frederic St. Denis has a head start – he already was approaching a full beard even before he knew about “Movember.” 

Forwards Dalton Smith and Andrew Joudrey also have gotten nice jumps in the mustache department. 

“Movember,” an official global charity, seeks to make an impact on the face of men’s health as it raises awareness regarding prostate cancer, testicular cancer and mental health issues. 

 Fans interested in joining the Falcons in this fundraising initiative can do so by looking for “Movember” information on the team's website. 

COLLINS IN COLUMBUS: For the second time this season, forward Sean Collins has been promoted from the Falcons to the roster of their parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. He joined the team in time for its home game Tuesday against Ottawa. 

 Collins rejoins Springfield teammate Michael Chaput, who was promoted last week. 

HOMETOWN HEROES: It will be “Hometown Heroes” night when the Falcons host the Adirondack Phantoms Friday night at the MassMutual Center. 

 Falcons management will salute the men and women who serve and protect the Springfield community. 

ICE CHIPS: The Blue Jackets also will be participating in “Movember,” led by the mustache-growing of defenseman David Savard ... Former Falcons Matt Calvert and Boone Jenner remain on the Columbus disabled list, with no timetable for their return ... Didn’t take long for Cody Bass to have an impact on Springfield’s offense. In his second game since coming off the DL, Bass scored Springfield’s first goal Saturday night in its 3-2 victory over Hartford ... The Falcons have been doing better with the other team’s power play than their own. Jake Hansen and Darryl Boyce had short-handed goals Saturday, but Springfield went 0 for 7 with a man advantage. Over their past five games, the Falcons have scored on only one of their 24 power plays ... Springfield hosts high-riding Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Sunday at 3 p.m. in the first of nine afternoon games on the schedule.
Jake Hansen sets Springfield Falcons single-season record for shorthanded goals

jake hansen.JPG

Jake Hansen (seen here in playoff action against Syracuse last May) has already set the Falcons' single-season record with three shorthanded goals. (Michael Beswick, The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – Only nine games into the season, Jake Hansen is rewriting the Springfield Falcons record book.

With a short-handed goal in Saturday's 3-2 victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack, Hansen set the team's single-season record in that category with three

That total leads the AHL, and one more will give Hansen the Falcons career record. 

Hansen, a 24-year-old forward from White Bear Lake, Minn., sees his time on the penalty-killing unit as a chance to shine.

"For me, it's just an opportunity to get more ice (time)," Hansen said. "Being able to kill penalties and getting that opportunity of extra ice is huge. It's something that's really clicked this year."

Falcons coach Brad Larsen sees Hansen's success on the penalty-killing unit as a product of the work he put in during the offseason. Hansen tallied four goals and five assists in 46 games last season, but was more often than not a victim of the numbers game.

"We had a deep club last year," Larsen said. "We talked to Jake at the end of the year and told him we were happy with how he finished (four-game point streak), that it was unfortunate that we were a little bit deeper, but to come back ready.

"He came down here and it was just nose to the grindstone. He's been working his tail off."

Larsen is impressed with Hansen's ability to carry out what is asked of him.

"One of his biggest assets is his speed," Larsen said. "He's playing within the system and the structure. He's a great story."

Hansen, who also assisted on Darryl Boyce's short-hander in the third period, agrees with his coach's assessment.

"I'm able to use my speed and kind of get that puck and go anytime that puck goes out of the zone and gets past that defenseman," the University of Minnesota product said. "I'm looking to jump and get an opportunity to score."

With the weekend sweep of the Wolf Pack, the Falcons moved within one point of Hartford for the Northeast Division lead.

"They (Hartford) had a great start (to the season)," Larsen said. "We knew the importance of these games, and especially at home. You want to win your home games."

The Falcons have a chance to defend their home ice again Friday against the Adirondack Phantoms, with whom Springfield has split two road games
Kinkaid is letting his good time roll

Goalie has best stretch as pro in same weekend that Union sweeps RPI

By Pete Dougherty
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Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) stops a Syracuse Crunch shot during the second period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) stops a Syracuse Crunch shot during the second period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports 

Syracuse Crunch's Mark Barberio (8) scores on Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) during the first period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Albany Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid watches from the bench during their game against Rochester at the Times Union Center in Albany N.Y., Wednesday March 28, 2012. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00016873B

Albany Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid watches from the bench during their game against Rochester at the Times Union Center in Albany N.Y., Wednesday March 28, 2012. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00016873B
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It was hard to decipher which weekend results gave Keith Kinkaid more satisfaction.

Kinkaid was stellar in goal Friday and Saturday nights to lead the Albany Devils to road victories in Hartford and Syracuse, earning American Hockey League Player of the Week honors in the process.

At the same time, his alma mater, Union, swept its home-and-home series against Capital Region rival RPI.

"I knew Union was going to win anyway," Kinkaid said with a laugh. "It was good to see. I congratulated coach (Rick) Bennett over there, and he congratulated me. It's good to keep those ties."

Kinkaid, in his third season since leaving Union, seems to be playing the best hockey of his pro career.

He takes a personal five-game winning streak into Wednesday night's rematch with Hartford. Three of those victories came last week, when he posted a 0.97 goals-against average and .963 save percentage to earn AHL recognition.

"He looks comfortable right now," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said Tuesday after practice at Knickerbacker Recreational Facility. "He looks in charge out there, the last two games in particular."

Kinkaid, 24, earned his sixth career shutout Friday, a 3-0 triumph over the Wolf Pack. He stretched his scoreless streak to 140 minutes, 8 seconds before giving up a goal to the Crunch. But he stopped all five Syracuse shootout attempts to give Albany its third straight victory, 2-1.

"I tweaked a few little things, and I'm using my past few years of experience to this year," Kinkaid said. "I just want to keep this streak alive and want to get us to playoffs. We haven't been to playoffs in I don't know how long. I haven't been to playoffs. I want to get there. It's the best time of the year."

The Devils' AHL franchise has reached the postseason only once (2009-10) in the past 13 seasons.

Albany's recent surge moved it into second place in the Northeast Division — one point ahead of Hartford — and to sixth in the Eastern Conference. The Devils have won four of their past five.

The Syracuse success was significant in that the Devils were 5-22 in shootouts the past two seasons. Kinkaid ranked 60th of 65 goalies in shootout save percentage as a rookie (.545) and 56th of 73 last season (.606).

"I haven't had the best record in shootouts in my past," said Kinkaid, whose shootout save percentage this season is .779. "It was important to stop every one."

Now the test is to see if Kinkaid, whose 1.97 GAA ranks second in the league behind former Devil Mike McKenna, can continue over the long haul.

"We've seen some signs of this before where he's looked really good," Kowalsky said. "We talk about that consistency. He's been solid."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

At a glance

Hartford Wolf Pack at Albany Devils

When: 7 p.m. Wednesday

Where: Times Union Center

Radio: WTMM 104.5 FM
Goalie Keith Kinkaid stopped 25 shots and picked up his sixth career shutout to lead the Albany Devils to a 3-0 win over the host Hartford Wolf Pack on Friday at XL Center in Hartford, Conn.

The Devils have won three of their past four and Kinkaid has won four straight.

Riley Boychuk put Albany on the scoreboard with his first goal as a member of the Devils just less than three minutes into the first period. Joe Whitney gave Albany a two-goal advantage with his seventh goal of the season at the 6:57 mark.

After a scoreless second period, the Devils capped the victory with an empty-net goal by Rod Pelley at 18:44 of the third period.

Kinkaid improved to 5-1-1 overall with the victory and his six career shutouts is second all-time for the Devils behind Jeff Frazee, who had 10 shutouts between 2007-13.

Albany visits rival Syracuse at 7 p.m. on Saturday.

Albany's blue line can light red lamps

Despite call-ups to NHL parent New Jersey, corps of defensemen finds nets

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 10:54 pm, Monday, November 11, 2013 
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Let's face it. Given its defense-first philosophy, the New Jersey Devils organization isn't likely to develop the next Bobby Orr or Paul Coffey.

Then again, it doesn't mean the defensemen have to avoid the offensive zone like New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie treats a salad bar.

The Albany Devils, whose two top-scoring defensemen have been recalled to New Jersey, still got offensive punch from the blue line Monday in a 5-2 victory over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in front of a Veterans Day gathering of 2,015 at Times Union Center.

Dan Kelly, who had two goals in each of his previous three seasons with Albany, had a goal and an assist. Fellow defenseman Raman Hrabarenka contributed two assists as the Devils snapped a four-game home losing streak.

"So many teams protect the middle of the ice low," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said, "your D (defensemen) are going to get a lot of pucks. It's (a matter of) how they handle them and what they do with that puck to generate more chances and potentially goals. There's no question we're going to have to get some offense from the back end."

Joe Whitney, Rod Pelley and Chris McKelvie scored in a five-minute span of the first period. Kelly assisted on the first goal. Hrabarenka set up the other two.

"We got outbattled, we got outskated and we got outworked," said Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin, a former Albany River Rats captain.

"Of course," Hrabarenka said, "if you have the chance, you have to take off and go to the net, but first everybody has to play the good defense and the forwards can score the goals."

With Eric Gelinas (three points in five games) and Jon Merrill (seven in 11) both in the NHL, the Devils have had to juggle their defense corps. Hrabarenka was recalled from ECHL New Jersey, and Brandon Burlon moved into the regular rotation.

Kelly, the most veteran defenseman on the roster, stepped up to score a critical goal in the second period after Bridgeport closed a 3-0 deficit to 3-2.

"Oh, no, not at all," Kelly said when asked if he is looking to become more of a scorer. "I'm sticking to defense. I just happened to be in front of the net and put it in. Anytime you get a goal, it's a bonus."

Albany, which received a third-period goal from Reid Boucher and 25 saves from Keith Kinkaid (4-1-1), had nine players with at least a point.

Harri Pesonen, who has yet to score a goal this season after 14 his rookie season, had two assists and was a plus-3.

"(When) guys go up. It's another man's opportunity," he said in reference to the missing defensemen. "You have to use it and enjoy the ice time you get. Of course, you can't deny that they're good players. Both guys can skate and make good plays with the puck. We miss them and want them back here, but we can't do anything about it. We just have to figure it out with this group. I'm confident."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 5, SOUND TIGERS 2

Bridgeport 2 0 0 — 2

Albany 3 1 1 — 5

Devils can't overcome bounces, Phantoms

Pair of fluky goals enough to beat Albany a day after solid victory

By Buzz Gray

Published 11:25 pm, Saturday, November 9, 2013 
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Two early goals, both on this side of fluke, proved to be too much for the Albany Devils to overcome Saturday night. They stood up for the entire American Hockey League game and resulted in another disappointing loss for the home team.

The Adirondack Phantoms skated off with a 2-0 triumph for their sixth consecutive victory while Albany dropped its fourth straight game at Times Union Center.

"Bad bounces, definitely," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said of the two early scores. "But you need to work through your own bounces. We didn't work hard enough to get any good bounces for ourselves. That's hockey."

The Devils (6-6-0-1) were coming off an encouraging 6-5 victory over the Penguins in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday night but couldn't carry the momentum.

Albany goalie Scott Wedgewood deserved better than what he got. He was solid all night but couldn't undo the early strikes by Adirondack (7-4-0-2).

"There was nothing (Wedgewood) could do on either of them," Kowalsky said of the goals.

Wedgewood was realistic about the goals, especially the second, which looked like a Phantom player was guilty of a high stick in the crease.

"It (puck) looked like a pop fly to me at first," Wedgewood said. "But then it appeared to hit a stick and came straight down and somehow got through me and into the back of the net.

"I felt right away it was at least worth a review."

But the referee didn't see it that way and the Devils were forced to live with it. They still had most of the game to catch up.

"We just didn't have the jump we needed tonight," Kowalsky said. "We've got to find a way to put the puck in the net. We had some chances."

One of the best came with 4:11 remaining in the game when Chris McKelvie was awarded a penalty shot after being dragged down during a short-handed break into the Adirondack zone. But Yann Danis, who stopped all 28 shots he faced, got a pad on McKelvie's effort from in close.

"We had some spurts but we just didn't have enough gas in the tank to get it done," Kowalsky said.

He blamed some of it on the quick turnaround from Friday night's game. The team didn't arrive back in Albany until early Saturday morning. 

"We didn't battle hard enough. We didn't have enough guys going," Devils' center Tim Sestito said. "(Friday) night we did a really good job of getting to the net and getting some goals. But we didn't carry it over."

The Devils were missing Scott Timmins from the lineup after he sustained a lower-body injury in Friday night's game. One of Albany's best players and scorers, he is out indefinitely.

Adirondack, meanwhile, continues to remain hot, allowing just four goals in its winning streak, with back-to-back shutouts.

The Devils, who play again at home on Monday, are still looking to find some of that magic.

Buzz Gray is a freelance writer.

PHANTOMS 2, DEVILS 0

Adirondack 2 0 0 — 2

Albany 0 0 0 — 0

Mike Sislo scored a hat trick and the visiting Albany Devils held on for a 6-5 American Hockey League victory over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Mohegan Sun Arena at Casey Plaza in Wilkes-Barre, Pa., on Friday night.

The Devils' winger scored an even-strength goal, a short-handed goal and a power-play goal as Albany ended a four-game losing streak and improved to 6-5-0-1. The Penguins dropped to 8-2-0-2.

The Devils opened up a 3-1 lead in the opening period and led 5-3 entering the final period. 

But it was Sislo's goal at 11:45 of the third period that snapped a 5-5 tie and gave the Devils the eventual win.

Sislo also had an assist on Kelly Zajac's score at 15:14 of the middle period, which gave the Devils a 5-3 lead. Reid Boucher and Rostislav Olesz each added a goal and an assist for Albany.

The Penguins scored two quick goals at the beginning of the third period to tie things at 5.

The Devils host Adirondack at 5 p.m. on Saturday.

Devils' offense gets a lift

Olesz's demotion could provide just the thing Albany's attack needs

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:28 pm, Thursday, November 7, 2013 
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A minor-league team lacking a particular commodity doesn't usually get the roster boost it needs, but the goal-challenged Albany Devils may have had their deficiency addressed.

Rostislav Olesz, a former first-round draft choice (seventh overall) and veteran of 355 NHL games, has practiced with the A-Devils the past two days after clearing waivers Tuesday.

He was sent to the American Hockey League club by the New Jersey Devils, who signed him as an unrestricted free agent July 5. After 10 rather non-descript games with the NHL Devils, Olesz was deemed expendable, at least for now.

"No question he'll be a big addition for us as long as we have him here," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said.

In addition to the Devils, Olesz also has played for the Florida Panthers and Chicago Blackhawks, compiling 57 goals and 75 assists at the NHL level.

Following his second day at practice Thursday at the Knickerbacker Recreational Facility, Olesz was asked if the demotion surprised him.

"Yes. What can I say?" he said "I talked with Lou (Lamoriello, New Jersey's general manager) only, so it's between me and him and whatever he said in the newspapers. What can I say right now?"

Lamoriello, speaking to the Bergen Record, said of Olesz earlier this week, "He's done everything asked of him. He works, he does everything, so we can't be critical of him."

Olesz, 28, was averaging only 111/2 minutes per game, a figure that will climb considerably with Albany once he gets up to speed.

Kowalsky, whose club average of 2.27 goals per game ranks third-to-last in the AHL, has put Olesz on Albany's top line with Scott Timmins and Joe Whitney.

"They're skilled guys," Olesz said. "Joe is small (5-foot-6) and fast, and strong, too. Scotty is a skilled guy, too. He can pass the puck, make the plays."

"There's no question there's a skill set there that we can certainly use," Kowalsky said of Olesz, a 6-2, 215-pound wing. "He'll step right in on the power play. It gives us a little more depth in that top six, and maybe just what we need right now."

Olesz has seen one familiar face. He and Timmins were on the 2010-11 Panthers.

"I got a concussion that year," Timmins said, "so I don't remember too much. I don't think we played much together."

He has spent most of the past two seasons with Rockford of the AHL as he tries to overcome two major surgeries to his right knee.

"It's behind me," Olesz said. "It doesn't affect my game right now, but if you get hurt, it never will be the same like it was before. I have to find a different way to play."

The biggest concern when an NHL player unexpectedly gets sent to the minors is his attitude, but Kowalsky said he believes that won't be an issue with Olesz.

"Whether you're 28 or 18, your attitude controls what you do," Kowalsky said. "He's disappointed, and rightfully so, but he has to realize that the only thing he can control is what he does out here, on the ice."

"He doesn't want to come down and think he's too good," Timmins said. "He's got a pretty good attitude on him."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Weekend schedule

Friday: at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 7:05 p.m., Mohegan Sun Arena at Casey Plaza, Pa., 104.5 FM

Saturday: vs. Adirondack, 5 p.m., Times Union Center

Monday: vs. Bridgeport, 2 p.m., Times Union Center

Devils notes: ‘I’m going to score soon,’ vows Pesonen
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ALBANY — A few random quotes in the aftermath of the Albany Devils’ 5-2 victory over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Monday afternoon at Times Union Center:

• Devils D Dan Kelly, on whether he was more excited about his goal, his assist or his plus-3 rating: “Probably the plus-3. It got me out of the minus column and back to even. You know (sniff), I’m more excited about the win. We’ve been struggling a little bit, so it’s nice to get a win at home.”

• Devils LW Harri Pesonen, on the team’s fast start and getting scoring contributions from several players: “We took advantage because we knew the opposite team played yesterday, had to travel. We decided to let’s get going right away. We had plenty of energy here. They weren’t ready for our pace, and we took advantage of that.  There are a lot of good things in our game. I feel pretty confident, although we don’t have that many wins, there are a lot of good inidviduals here and two good goalies. We just have to keep our heads up and be in a good mood and be positive. Believe it or not, I’m going to score soon.” (Pesonen is the only regular forward who has yet to get a goal, although he had two assists against the Sound Tigers.)

• Devils D Raman Hrabarenka, on getting consistent playing time: “It’s always nice if you’re in the lineup every game. It helps you be consistent and have the confidence. It’s nice if you have ice time, it’s perfect. You’re getting better every game, every practice.”

• Devils coach Rick Kowalsky, on the defensemen getting more involved in the offense: “It’s an adjustment we made last week actually going into the Wilkes-Barre game (6-5 victory Friday night). Minor thing, just reinforcing to get up ice and if there’s an opportunity to get involved in the rush on the weak side, if our forwards are skating and they’re going to push their D back, and at the very least you challenge their forwards to backcheck harder than they need to. I thought our end zone, our blue line play we call it, where it’s those D-to-D’s and spread them out and trying to get pucks through, I thought we did a really good job of that. We spent a lot of time on that yesterday.:

• Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin, on his team’s slow start after playing at home Sunday: “Our thing is no excuses. We knew what we were up against. We knew we were coming in here, three games in three nights. We made some errors in our system giving them odd-man rushes, and they capitalized off the hop and put us in a tough hole. I called a timeout and our guys responded. We had a good, strong pushback and got back into the game, but then the start of the second period we had the same mistake that we tried to correct early on. It just goes to show with our youthful nature that you have to make corrections and continue to teach.”

Categories: AHL, Albany Devils

Devils notes: Olesz on top line; power play will have to adjust

Posted on November 7, 2013  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer 
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LANSINGBURGH — It didn’t coach Albany Devils coach Rick Kowalsky long to capitalize on his new acquisition. Upon his arrival at practice Wednesday, left wing Rostislav Olesz immediately was placed on Albany’s top line, with Scott Timmins and Joe Whitney.

“He’s an intelligent player on both sides of the puck,” Kowalsky said following today’s practice at the Knickerbacker Recreational Facility. “Systems-wise there’s no adjustments for him. He got right out of the car yesterday and wanted to practice because he didn’t skate the day before. He looked even better today.”

Reid Boucher bumped off the top line, which Kowalsky hopes will give the team more depth among the top six forward.

As for Olesz, who played 10 games for New Jersey (0-2–2) before getting sent to Albany on waivers, he said he signed with the Devils as an unrestricted free agent without talking to other teams. A former first-round draft pick who has played 335 NHL games (57-75–132, –10), Olesz played for current New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer when both were in Florida.

“I didn’t even talk to other teams,” Olesz said. “The Devils were the first team to call. They called me first and they talked to me nice and told me I would get opportunities in a lot of things. That’s why I decided to sign with them and not wait for free agency.”

More on Olesz’s arrive in Albany in the Friday edition of the Times Union.

Offensive weapons gone from defense

The recent callups of Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill to New Jersey have left Albany without its top two power-play defensemen, leaving Kowalsky scrambling a bit to fill a unit that has played solidly through 11 games.

The A-Devils have moved Brandon Burlon into a full-time role and recalled Raman Hrabarenka, who played 34 AHL games last season, from ECHL Elmira.

“If you look at the two guys we lost, it’s a dimension that’s tough to replace,” Kowalsky said. “From a power-play standpoint, you’re taking away your (No.) 1 and 2 guys. That being said, (Reece) Scarlett and (Seth) Helgeson have played well in the absence of Gelinas and now Merrill.

“We don’t have the puck-moving capabilities that we do with the other two in the lineup, and it takes a little bit away from our power play, but we’re confident in this group we have. All six of them have to play well in order for us to be competitive because there’s not a lot of room for mistakes.

“Raman’s been with us before. He’s been down in the East Coast league. He feels like he has confidence. He looks good. Sometimes playing those extra minutes, playing in all situations at a lower level is a boost we need.”

Kinkaid ready to play again

Keith Kinkaid’s two-week stint as a door operator for the NHL Devils could leave him a little rusty in terms of game experience, but that won’t stop Kowalsky from using him this weekend. The A-Devils, who hit the road today, play Friday night at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton before turning for a 5 p.m. Saturday game at Times Union Center against the Adirondack Phantoms.

“We’ve been able to work with him throughout the week here, and he definitely gets some good attention from (goaltending coach Chris) Terreri up in New Jersey,” Kowalsky said. “(He had) some extra time to work on some things he needs to work on, but there won’t be a concern as far as putting him in the net.”

Here ‘n there

Boucher won the shootout contest the Devils had at today’s practice. He and Mike Sislo were the only ones to score in the first round. Boucher also converted his second opportunity. … Wilkes-Barre is one of three Eastern Conference teams that won’t appear in Albany this year. Both of the Devils’ “home” games against the Penguins, as well as both home meetings with the Hershey Bears, will be played in Atlantic City. The St. John’s IceCaps aren’t on Albany’s schedule this season.

Canes’ Semin sidelined with a concussion

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Tuesday, Nov. 19, 2013
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RALEIGH The Carolina Hurricanes, a team badly struggling to score goals, have lost another of their best offensive players.

Canes coach Kirk Muller said Tuesday that winger Alexander Semin has a concussion and will be sidelined indefinitely.

Semin was injured Saturday in the Canes’ road game against the St. Louis Blues when he took a shoulder hit from Blues forward Alex Pietrangelo in the chest and under the chin. Semin was taken to the dressing room and briefly returned to play before again leaving the game.

It’s the second concussion in seven months for Semin, 29, who has three goals and six assists this season. The Russian forward missed the final two games of last season after suffering a concussion in a game.

“Any time you have a head injury it’s a concern,” general manager Jim Rutherford said Tuesday. “Whether it’s a first concussion or a third, it’s certainly a concern. Hopefully we can get Alex back soon.”

The Canes (8-9-4) have scored two or fewer goals in 11 of the past 12 games and are averaging 1.86 goals per game, 28th in the NHL through Monday’s games. Carolina was 25th on the power play at 12.5 percent, scoring one power-play goal on 21 chances in the past seven games.

“That has really surprised me,” Rutherford said. “One thing I was least concerned about before the season was our offense, based on how we scored last year and having the same players back and adding players like Nathan Gerbe.

“Our priority was our defensive play and making adjustments on the defensive side, and we improved. We have not been able to combine the offensive side and the defensive side. If we could put the two together we’d be hard to play against.”

It has hurt that forward Jeff Skinner had missed the past 11 games with an upper-body injury. Skinner had three goals and six assists in the first 10 games and was the team’s top scorer before being hurt Oct. 24 against the Minnesota Wild.

Skinner took part in the morning skate Monday before the Bruins game but did not play. He was at practice Tuesday at Raleigh Center Ice, but Muller was not sure about his availability for Thursday’s road game against the Detroit Red Wings. 

Muller said Skinner wanted to practice Tuesday and Wednesday before a decision was made. Skinner appeared to be stick-handling and shooting the puck well in Tuesday’s session at RCI.

“He looked good and did all the stuff we wanted in practice,” Muller said.

Rutherford said he would not rule out making a move to help bolster the offense. Nor did he rule out a goaltender trade.

Goalie Cam Ward made his first appearance Monday since sustaining a groin injury Oct. 24, making 28 saves in the loss to the Bruins. Goalie Anton Khudobin, out since Oct.13 with an ankle injury, was at practice Tuesday and could play in about a week.

Justin Peters had started 10 straight games with Ward and Khudobin sidelined. Peters was an emergency recall from the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL following Khudobin’s injury, and Rutherford said he would be exposed to NHL waivers if reassigned to the Checkers.

Rutherford said there would be risk involved in putting Peters on waivers given his solid play in recent weeks. “He’s shown he can play at this level,” Muller added.

Rutherford said the options being considered were carrying three goalies on the roster, trading a goalie or putting Peters on waivers with the intent of sending him to Charlotte. It’s also possible Khudobin could go to the Checkers on a conditioning stint.

“There are several ways of looking at it and it’s already on our radar screen,” Rutherford said. “The good thing is we don’t have to decide today.”

Despite losses in the past two games, the Hurricanes were fourth in the Metropolitan Division with 20 points through Monday – the New York Rangers were third with 20 points, with one game in hand.

“Our team has hung in there in the standings despite all of this going on,” Rutherford said. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.

Hide Comments Show Comments  

CancelOK   

The Charlotte Observer welcomes your comments on news of the day. The more voices engaged in conversation, the better for us all, but do keep it civil. Please refrain from profanity, obscenity, spam, name-calling or attacking others for their views. 

Have a news tip? You can send it to a local news editor; email local@charlotteobserver.com to send us your tip - or - consider joining the Public Insight Network and become a source for The Charlotte Observer.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/11/19/4480508/canes-semin-sidelined-with-a-concussion.html#storylink=cpy

Canes’ Jordan Staal back to playing his game

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Thursday, Nov. 14, 2013

CANESCOLO06-SP-111213-nosell-CCS

Chris Seward - cseward@newsobserver.com

The Canes Patrick Dwyer (39) and Jordan Staal (11) celebrate after Dwyer scored during the second period
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RALEIGH There are a number of opinions on why Jordan Staal has been playing better of late for the Carolina Hurricanes.

Canes coach Kirk Muller said the big center is taking a more straight-ahead approach in his play.

Winger Nathan Gerbe likes the way Staal is moving his feet.

Another linemate, Patrick Dwyer, said Staal appears to have put aside all the expectations placed on him and is just playing hockey.

Staal has his own take. He mostly credits having Gerbe and Dwyer on his line.

“The way Patty (Dwyer) is skating and ‘Gerbs’ is playing, they’re making me look good,” he said Thursday.

The line came up big Tuesday in the Canes’ 2-1 victory against the Colorado Avalanche. Staal and Dwyer each had a goal and assist, and Gerbe had two assists. They also did the dirty work defensively, muzzling the Avs’ high-octane line centered by Matt Duchene.

Muller said Staal played his best game of the season. On Thursday, Muller said the same about Dwyer, whom he said has recovered from a shoulder injury.

“They can skate, they compete,” Muller said of the line. “They scored and all of a sudden they got that little extra life to their game.”

Staal’s goal, which gave the Canes a 1-0 lead in the first period, came off a rebound and was his second in the past four games. Against the Philadelphia Flyers last week, he took a pass from brother Eric Staal and banged in a shot in front to tie the score in the final minute of regulation, and the Canes won in overtime.

“I’m just trying to focus on moving my feet more and getting to the dirty areas around the net,” Staal said. “I’m trying to do all the little things to help us win but trying to get around that net to get some goals.”

That’s where Muller wants the 6-foot-4, 220-pound forward. Or, as he put it, “Using his size down low, hanging on to the puck, being hard to play against that way.”

Muller said last season Staal appeared to lose the identity he first forged with the Pittsburgh Penguins. He said Staal was a “little too cute” on the offensive end and not the big net presence he can be.

“He’s big but he can skate,” Gerbe said. “It’s tough to keep up with him when he’s going.”

Staal was going against the Avs, strong and active in all three zones. A good play in the neutral zone by Staal led to Gerbe setting up Dwyer for what would be the winning goal 26 seconds into the second period. 

Staal’s first multipoint game of the season helped the Hurricanes push their record to 3-0-1 in their five-game homestand, which ends Friday against the Anaheim Ducks. After rebounding from a five-game skid, they’re 7-7-4 overall, moving back up in the Metropolitan Division standings and getting some injured players back.

Muller said forward Jeff Skinner, who returned to practice Thursday, might play against the Ducks. Skinner has missed the past eight games with an upper-body injury.

Staal’s trade by the Pens to Carolina in June 2012 was a blockbuster, as was the 10-year, $60 million contract extension he soon signed. But the NHL lockout postponed his Canes debut and he never really hit his stride during the 48-game season. 

Staal went nine games this season before scoring his first goal. He’s now on a line with two speedy wingers and picking up points while continuing his solid two-way play.

“It’s a tough situation when you come in like he did and feel like there’s all these expectations to do this and that,” Dwyer said. “When they brought him in, they didn’t want him to be any more than Jordan Staal. I think he’s kind of settled into that role and he’s kind of lifted that weight off his shoulders.” 
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The Canes Radek Dvorak (18) celebrates his goal with Manny Malhotra (22) and Drayson Bowman (21) during the first period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the New York Islanders at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Nov. 7, 2013.
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RALEIGH While another line went through a drill at the Carolina Hurricanes’ practice Thursday, Manny Malhotra leaned over the boards to point out to young linemate Drayson Bowman a more direct route across the ice, one that would put more pressure on the defense. It wasn’t a long conversation, but it was a detailed one, with Malhotra looking less like a teammate and more like a coach.

“It’s just communication between linemates,” Malhotra said. “The more veteran you become, the more you realize how easy it is once you talk, once you know where each other is going to be. You don’t have to have a sixth sense out there.”

That Malhotra saw nothing very unusual about it is exactly what made it so exceptional. The Hurricanes haven’t had many of those conversations in recent years, with a young roster and a young leadership group, but an influx of thirtysomethings this season has changed that.

Mike Komisarek, 31, has played sparingly this season, but his influence can be seen in the strong play of rookie defensemen Brett Bellemore and Ryan Murphy. Radek Dvorak, 36, was already a veteran with the Edmonton Oilers when they lost to Carolina in the 2006 Stanley Cup finals. Ron Hainsey, 32, has played more than 600 NHL games. And Malhotra, 33, was an emergency midseason signing. He came in to help out on faceoffs but has contributed in so many other ways.

For years, the Hurricanes were built around that kind of experienced, veteran leadership in the locker room, often from players who weren’t designated as captains. The list is long, and it includes some of the most revered names in the franchise’s history: Kevyn Adams, Matt Cullen, Jeff Daniels, Bret Hedican, Dennis Seidenberg, Niclas Wallin, Aaron Ward, Ray Whitney and others.

It wasn’t about rah-rah leadership. They were veterans who knew how to play the game the right way, knew what it took to win and expected nothing less from their teammates, no matter how young or old they were.

“It’s just what older guys do. It’s why they’re older guys and they’re still playing,” former Hurricanes captain and current assistant coach Rod Brind’Amour said. “They’re doing something right. They get it. Teaching young kids how to be a pro, it’s one thing to tell them and another thing to show how to do it. You take that for granted. You don’t realize how much you have it or how important it is, until it’s gone, until you lose a lot of older guys.”

Since that Golden Generation departed, the Hurricanes haven’t made the playoffs in four seasons. Whitney was one of the last to go, in the summer of 2010, and almost all of the new arrivals until now have been younger players.

If there’s one word to describe the latest influx of players, “young” isn’t it. But what this group may lack in pace, it makes up in professionalism. The Hurricanes have followed a five-game losing streak with a 3-0-1 run thanks to a sound team defensive game that in many ways follows the example of the Bowman-Malhotra-Dvorak line.

“I don’t think it’s coincidental that our losing streak ended when we added a character guy like Manny and Radek came back from injury,” Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller said. “They were accepted in the room right away and they made a real contribution. They’re making everybody accountable very quickly.”

Bowman is a prime example. The 24-year-old winger has played parts of five NHL seasons but always seemed to be on the fringes of the roster. His brief time on a line with Malhotra and Dvorak has improved Bowman’s all-around game dramatically.

Coaches love this kind of mentoring so much that if Dvorak can’t play against the Anaheim Ducks on Friday, Muller said he’s considering using Komisarek as a seventh defenseman even though rolling four lines has been a big part of Carolina’s recent success, just to reward the veteran defenseman with a spot in the lineup.

“He’s been a perfect pro,” Muller said, the highest praise a coach can deliver. 
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The Canes Ryan Murphy (7) and Justin Peters (35) defend the goal against the Islanders Pierre-Marc Bouchard (96) during the third period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the New York Islanders at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Nov. 7, 2013. The Canes beat the Islanders 1- 0. 
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RALEIGH Manny Malhotra had the overtime winner against the Philadelphia Flyers and Radek Dvorak the only goal in a win against the New York Islanders.

On Tuesday, center Jordan Staal and wingers Nathan Gerbe and Patrick Dwyer – the so-called “Small, Medium & Large” line – had a big hand in the Carolina Hurricanes’ 2-1 win against the Colorado Avalanche.

But one constant in the Canes’ 3-0-1 homestand has been goaltender Justin Peters, who has gotten the job done in net.

The Hurricanes’ defensemen have been active in front of the net, and the forwards also have helped out. But it’s the man between the pipes who ultimately has to keep the puck out of the net.

Against the Avalanche, a team filled with speedy, attacking forwards, Peters had 33 saves. In the past four games at PNC Arena, Peters has stopped 110 of 114 shots for a save percentage of .965.

“I think a lot of people are happy for him because he’s a great team guy,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “He works hard. He said in (training) camp, ‘Hey, I worked hard this summer to get ready for this year.’ Things happened and he didn’t get that opportunity. Then, again, injuries kicked in and now he does.

“He started off a little rough and he stuck with it. I think that’s a tribute to him, for the mental toughness. He’s turned the corner and he’s shown he can win now and that’s all from a real hard compete level.”

Peters, 27, started the season with the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League but was recalled after goalie Anton Khudobin was injured Oct. 13. The thinking was that Cam Ward would get a heavy workload and Peters would fill in for a game or two until Khudobin returned.

And then Ward was injured. He left the Oct. 24 road game against the Minnesota Wild with a lower-body injury and suddenly Peters was the No. 1 goalie.

There have been some rough patches. Peters allowed goals on the Wild’s first two shots after relieving Ward. Carl Hagelin of the New York Rangers beat him on a couple of shots. Against the Wild on Saturday at PNC Arena, Peters was beaten on all three shots during the shootout loss.

But even after the Wild game, Peters said, “It was fun.” He said the word again Tuesday after the victory against the Avalanche, who were 14-2-0 overall and brought a 6-0-0 road record into the game.

Peters enjoys the competition and relishes the challenge. It’s his moment for now and the Blyth, Ont., native is trying to make the most of it.

“It’s every goalie’s dream, the chance to come out and prove yourself,” he said.

Peters credits his work with Canes goaltending coach Greg Stefan with improving his technique, anticipation and efficiency of movement. 

“We’re working on just my eyes – following the puck, reading the play,” Peters said. “Staying square to the shooters, when to be aggressive and when not to be aggressive.”

Peters has made the timely saves in the Canes’ recent surge. In shutting out the Islanders 1-0, he stopped a Michael Grabner breakaway. Against the Avs, he robbed Nathan MacKinnon of a goal with a glove save.

Peters should be in net for a ninth straight start Friday as the Canes (7-7-4) close the run of home games against the Anaheim Ducks. It’s possible Ward may be the backup goalie, Muller said.

And then? Khudobin, who has a lower-body injury, may be another week or so away. Ward and Peters could both start games. 

And when a healthy Khudobin returns? Peters likely will go back to the Checkers. Then again, it could make for an interesting decision. 
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River Hawks spread it around

By Shawn Hutcheon, Sun Correspondent

Updated:   11/02/2013 08:15:04 AM EDT

UMass Lowell's Ryan McGrath (10) fights for a loose puck with New Hampshire's Harry Quast during action in Friday night's Hockey East game at the Tsongas Center, won by Lowell. SUN/JULIA MALAKIE 

Sun staff photos can be ordered by visiting our MyCapture site. 

LOWELL -- The UMass Lowell hockey team surrendered the game's first goal, but that was the extent of the bad news Friday night as the River Hawks rebounded for a 5-3 win over New Hampshire in a Hockey East clash at the Tsongas Center. 

UML received contributions from five different goal-scorers and timely goaltending from Connor Hellebuyck to register the 750th home win in program history. 

The win comes on the heels of a weekend sweep in Michigan for the revived River Hawks. 

"I liked this group of kids from day one," said coach Norm Bazin.

UMass Lowell's Michael Colantone and UNH's Matt Willows battle along the boards in Friday night's game at the Tsongas Center. SUN/JULIA MALAKIE 

Sun staff photos can be ordered by visiting our MyCapture site. 

 "The trip last weekend was a good bonding experience but this is a very good hockey club we played tonight (UNH) and I think we're very happy to come out with some points." 

UNH jumped out to an early 1-0 lead when Trevor Van Riemsdyk beat Hellebuyck between the pads while on a breakaway. Wildcat Dalton Speelman drew the assist with the pass that sent Van Riemsdyk in alone. 

It did not take long for the River Hawks to respond. 

With UNH forward Kevin Goumas in the penalty box for interference, River Hawks senior forward Josh Holmstrom scored the equalizer 6:06 into the period as he put a wrist shot past UNH netminder Casey DeSmith. Zack Kamrass and Scott Wilson picked up the assists. 

The Holmstrom goal gave the River Hawks some offensive momentum and the team took a 2-1 lead at the 11:00 mark when Adam Chapie banged home the rebound of a Scott Wilson slap shot from the left point. 

The second period was all UMass Lowell as they dominated UNH in every facet of the game. The River Hawks increased their lead to 3-1 as defenseman Jake Suter unleashed a rocket from the right point that found its way to the back of the UNH net. 

The marker was assisted by Michael Colantone, giving him his first point of the season, and Chris Maniccia. 

Kevin Goumas, who had been UNH's hardest-working player up to that point, scored to close the gap to 3-2 at 17:22. The Wildcats would finish the period with a little more jump in their legs but the River Hawks held the lead. 

The third period saw the teams open up. Solid defense allowed UML to get scoring chances with perhaps the biggest chance of the evening occurring when Ryan McGrath picked the pocket of a UNH defender on the Wildcats blue line, at the 11:52 mark, skated in alone and deposited the puck behind DeSmith to give UMass Lowell a 4-2 lead. 

Just 23 seconds later, River Hawk junior captain Scott Wilson struck for his team's fifth goal of the evening when he converted a pass from Michael Kapla, who had moved in from the point with the puck before sending it in front of the New Hampshire crease to Wilson. Adam Chapie also drew an assist. 

UNH would add a third tally to their total on the night when Nick Sorkin slipped the puck past Hellebuyck but it was too little, too late.

Read more: http://www.lowellsun.com/news/ci_24440837/river-hawks-spread-it-around#ixzz2lDp2TiYN

Talbot Shining in First NHL Opportunity

November 18, 2013  

I had never heard of Cam Talbot when he appeared on the Wolf Pack roster in late March of 2010, having been signed by the Rangers as an undrafted free agent out of the University of Alabama-Huntsville.  It’s pretty unusual that a guy would get an NHL free agent contract and would be accompanied by so little fanfare–almost always I would have at least seen the name in The Hockey News or heard the guy talked about in some context, but had never come across any mention of Talbot.

Cam Talbot, in his first pro game April 7, 2010, fresh out of the University of Alabama-Huntsville

Cam Talbot, in his first pro game April 7, 2010, fresh out of the University of Alabama-Huntsville

And I knew that Alabama-Huntsville had a legit program and had produced a smattering of pro players.  Scott Munroe, who was a pretty good AHL goaltender, had also gone there, as had Jared Ross, who was a darned good AHL player, but it wasn’t exactly a factory.

Also, the one game Talbot got into with the Wolf Pack, when he first came to town after his Senior Year, was a blowout loss at home to Worcester in which he played most of the third period, and I have to say, he looked pretty much like a deer in the headlights to me.  I remember thinking, “Well, they must have seen something in this guy if they signed him, and maybe they play him in the ECHL, let him grow and see if he’s got anything going, but he sure looks like he’s got a long ways to go even to be able to play in the American League.”

So, once again, shows you what I know.

Talbot did have some developing to do, but right from his first pro start the next season, in which he shut out Providence in Providence, he proved that whatever the Ranger scouts saw in him was the real thing.

He pushed Chad Johnson hard for the number-one job in Hartford throughout the two seasons that the two were stablemates, and actually grabbed the reins from Johnson at the end of the 2011-12 season.  Talbot made his biggest statement, prior to his NHL action this fall, with his playoff run that year, which saw him shut out division champion Bridgeport twice in a three-game, first-round sweep, and put up postseason stats of a 2.10 goals-against average and a 93.9% save percentage.

Last year was Talbot’s first chance really to carry a number-one load, and although it was a bit of an up-and-down season and the Whale missed the playoffs, he got into 55 games, more than 20 games above his previous pro high, and put up a save percentage of 91.8, a career best.

Now, of course, Talbot has taken it to a whole new level.

Action Shot for Blog - 11-18-13

Marc Staal (right) congratulates Cam Talbot after Talbot’s 1-0 shutout in Montreal Saturday (Francois Lacasse/NHLI via Getty Images)

Since getting a shot at the Rangers’ backup job after the Rangers waived Martin Biron October 15, Talbot has gone 4-1-0 in five NHL starts, with a sparkling 1.58 GAA and 94.3% save percentage.  The crowning touch to a tremendous start to Talbot’s NHL career was his first major-league shutout, a 1-0 road win over Montreal on Saturday.  As if it weren’t enough for Talbot to put up a zero on the road in another Original Six city, the Rangers’ recent results in Montreal had been truly dismal, 0-7-1 in their previous eight trips.  And, even more amazingly, the Rangers had not managed a shutout in Montreal since 1967.  Wow!

“I’m sure it’s gonna be something that he’s going to remember for the rest of his life and career,” Ranger coach Alain Vigneault told the media after Saturday’s game. “Cam, since the first time we’ve called him up, he’s played five games for us right now and he’s played extremely well in every game. He’s given us a chance to win. Tonight, even though they didn’t get a lot in the third period, he had a couple big saves to make at one point. We turned the puck over and he had two huge saves. He did what we need from our goaltenders: He gave us a chance to win the game. He was real solid for us.”

Teams don’t necessarily expect their backup goaltenders to be steadying presences, but it seems clear that Talbot’s confident play has supplied exactly that for the Blueshirts.

“The goalie played really well, very calm,” Brad Richards said Saturday. “Canadian kid playing in Montreal and getting his first shutout. Great story. He’s been nothing but a huge help for us, calming us down when things were a little snaky with all the injuries and Henrik (Lundqvist) going down. He’s been nothing but a calming influence on and off the ice the way he conducts himself.”

It’s awfully early to attempt any definitive pronouncements, but there is no doubt that Talbot is making a big bid to lay permanent claim to the number-two role in Gotham behind Lundqvist.  If Talbot can continue to make as much out of the spot starts that define that job description, it will be a huge help to Lundqvist, and the organization as a whole, and will represent another excellent player-development success story for the Rangers.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Rangers Cooking, Pack Looking to Rebound

November 12, 2013  

The first two weeks of the season, the Wolf Pack were finding a way to win nearly every game, and the parent New York Rangers were struggling mightily, especially at keeping the puck out their own net.

Now, a couple of weeks later, the situations have been almost entirely reversed.

With their 4-3 home win over the Florida Panthers Sunday night, the Rangers have triumphed in a season-high three straight games, and have won six of their last seven after a 3-7-0 start.  The Wolf Pack, by contrast, have now lost a season-high three straight in regulation, are 0-3-0-1 in their last four and 2-5-0-1 in eight games since coming out of the gate 5-0-0-1.

Perhaps even of greater concern is fact that, while every loss before this past weekend had been in a close game that could have gone either way, the two games against Providence this weekend were largely one-sided against the Wolf Pack.Action Shot for Blog - 11-12-13

Granted, the Pack did maintain some of their comeback personality in Friday’s 8-5 loss.  They were down 6-2 a little over halfway through the second period and could have easily packed it in then, but fought all the way back to 6-5 by the 1:14 mark of the third.  There was very little pushback, though, in Sunday’s game, which was a dreary 6-0 defeat, at least in terms of offense.  The Wolf Pack had plenty of battle in the physical department, right down to goaltender Scott Stajcer taking on his Providence counterpart, Malcolm Subban, in an exchange of punches in the third period, but the Hartford scoring chances were few and far between.

What’s gone wrong, you ask?  Well, from what I see and hear, it seems as though when those tenuous, one-goal tightrope-walks that had all been going the Wolf Pack’s way started to  go the other direction, the team as a whole lost a measure of confidence, and as individuals, started to try to do too much to get things turned back around.

Captain Aaron Johnson told me today, “It’s a lot of little things, where we’re just not making that confident play that we were making at the beginning of the season.  The work ethic has to go up, mentally we have to be better, and we’ll get out of this little funk.

“I think it’s more just getting back to our system and playing the way we did at the start of the season.  It’s not big things, it’s little things that are ending up in the back of our net.  In these situations, you just go back to the basics, work even harder, and eventually that tide will turn.”

The 14 goals that the Pack gave up in the two losses to Providence ballooned the team goals-against average to 3.64, better only among AHL teams than the 3.67 mark shared by Rochester and Bridgeport, and obviously that number has to come down if the Wolf Pack is to be a consistent contender.

That was exactly the problem the parent club was facing earlier in the season, but with all-world goaltender Henrik Lundqvist having seemingly found his groove, the Rangers have surrendered more than two goals in a game only once in their last ten games, and that was in their win over Florida Sunday.  Sparkplug forwards Carl Hagelin and Ryan Callahan, who missed the start of the season due to injuries, have been tremendous when they’ve been in the lineup, and in addition to the sharp games that Cam Talbot has given them to spell Lundqvist, the Blueshirts have gotten excellent mileage out of Chris Kreider since his return from the Wolf Pack to the NHL.

Not only has Kreider chipped in seven points in the last seven games, with two goals and five assists, he has also used his solid, 6-3, 226-pound frame to make a considerable impact in the physical department.  Larry Brooks of the New York Post made that the crux of an interesting column that is well worth a read.

MASHINTER RETURNED TO WOLF PACK – NASH READY?

Posted on November 18, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Leave a comment 

NY Ranger LogoRANGERS ASSIGN FORWARD

BRANDON MASHINTER TO HARTFORD

BY: The New York Rangers

NEW YORK, November 18, 2013 – New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has assigned forward Brandon Mashinter to the Hartford Wolf Pack of the American Hockey League (AHL).

Mashinter, 25, has skated in six games with the Rangers following his recall from Hartford on October 20. He returns to the Wolf Pack, where he has registered four assists in six contests this season. He ranked second on Hartford in assists and plus/minus rating (plus-three), and third in points at the time of his recall. Mashinter has tallied an assist in four of his last five AHL contests.

The Bradford, Ontario native was acquired by the Rangers from San Jose in exchange for Tommy Grant and a conditional draft pick on January 16, 2013. He was originally signed by the Sharks as an undrafted free agent on March 3, 2009

THAT’S MORE LIKE IT – WOLF PACK WIN!

Posted on November 17, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Leave a comment 

Hartford-150x1401      VERSUS      Bridgeport-150x136

Gerry-Cantlon-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings 

BRIDGEPORT, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack used timely goal scoring and good team defense to end a five game winless skid by beating the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 4-1 on the road in front of 5,033 at the Webster Bank Arena Saturday night.

Unlike games where they have struggled, the Wolf Pack came out of the gate and wasted little time in ending their offensive futility. Just 44 seconds into the game, they cleansed their empty, dry scoring palate.

In the second shift of the game, and with a newly reconstructed line, Danny Kristo fired a perfect stretch pass from the right side over to Kyle Jean. The Pack center then flew down the left wing, blowing past left wing Mike Halmo and defenseman Mike Cornell before going forehand to backhand and beating Sound Tigers’ netminder Anders Nilsson over the glove for his second of the season.

“We wanted to get off to a good start and it was the second shift and got a good breakout pass from Stu (Bickel) up the wall and I was able to spring him and he made a good move to score,” Kristo said of the goal that ended a scoreless streak of 139:58.

It was exactly what the head coach was looking for.

“It was good to get off on the right foot and play with a lead for the first time in a while.”

Kristo also came up with a very important defensive play coming back and preventing Anders Lee from getting off a shot on a breakaway at 3:48. “He made nice play to poke-check from behind there and he showed us a little bit of everything tonight,” said head coach Ken Gernander in his post-game press conference.

Gernander was certainly in a far better mood than just 24 hours earlier following a 3-0 home ice loss to the Albany Devils.

“It was much better effort, happy to get off the schneid there. It was pretty well deserved.”

Starting Pack netminder Scott Stajcer got strong help defensively. He did his own work on a Sean Wiles breakaway, not biting on a deke and rejecting Wiles’ bid at 8:08. Then Stajcer made a left pad save on a Jon Sim attempt at 13:42.

“He did a good job,” Gernander said. “He let the play come to him and when we had the lead he did a sound job.”

The Wolf Pack used their speed on their second goal.

In the latter part of the first period, Ryan Bourque, after missing a neutral zone hit, got the puck from Dylan McIlrath, who stripped it from Halmo and hit Bourque alone, streaking up center ice. Bourque ducked, deftly avoided a hit by Kirill Kabanov along the right wing boards and left the Russian eating plexiglass. Bourque turned his jets on and as he came into the left circle found a wide open Andrew Yogan, who swerved into the slot area took a pass from Bourque that evaded Scott Mayfield and fired a wrist shot past Nilsson on the high glove side just under the crossbar at 15:29.

“He did a good job along the wall on that play and that gave us a little breathing room in the game. Yogan made a patient play,” Gernander said. “To be honest, I was wondering when he was gonna pull the trigger, but made a nice shot in the top corner.”

The Wolf Pack began the second period as they did the first scoring their third goal of the night.

In the offensive zone deep along the left wing wall, Marek Hrivik saw Sound Tigers center Chris Langkow come to check him which created a lane down low and so he slipped a perfect pass to Kristo, who had lost Mayfield in the low slot area, and fired in his team leading ninth goal at 1:01.

“I was just spinning off the guy and River (Hrivik) made a nice pass and got in position. We were making plays tonight and they went in for us where they hadn’t been lately,” remarked Kristo who earned first game star honors.

The Sound Tigers broke through when defenseman Mike Keenan, no relation to the former Rangers coach, got just inside the blue line and let a shot go that went into the net off the inside of Stajcer’s right pad at 15:05. Kabanov was screening Stajcer allowing for Keenan’s first of season.

There were finally some quality offensive scoring chances for the Sound Tigers when Stajcer stopped Strome at 16:50.

The icing on the cake for the Wolf Pack’s solid team effort was killing off a five-on-three Sound Tigers’ power play early in the third period.

Darroll Powe was already in the box on a four-minute high-sticking call to Johan Sundstrom, when a bad Pack line change led to a Too Many Men on the ice call by the referee tandem of Ryan Hersey and Terry Koharski. That gave the Sound Tigers a massive opportunity with a full two-minute, two-man advantage.

The two three man units did an outstanding job of communicating and keeping the interior closed off and forcing Bridgeport to fire shots from the outside, most of which missed the net altogether. The entire unit from the start of Powe’s penalty to the end of the 5-on-3 allowed only 4 shots to reach Stajcer and the Pack goalie handled them all.

“All our D had sound game tonight,” Gernander said. “McIlrath had a good game shouldering a lot of the extra-curricular stuff; Conor Allen was good and Johnner (Aaron Johnson) always battles for us.”

The Pack played this game a man short up front. Brendon Nash was injured and that forced Germander to move Bickel back to defense. Bickel was solid in limiting the Sound Tiger chances.

“I knew at practice (Saturday) morning I was going to play defense. I know I can bring my versatility to the organization. All of the guys did really well tonight. We made smart plays with the puck. It was important we got out to a good start and we did all the little things we have been doing in practice. You don’t want these things (losing streak) to go too long,” Bickel, who also broke up a two on one in the second period, said.

Oscar Lindberg closed out the scoring with Michael Haley and Arron Asham assisting with his fourth of the season at 17:32 of the third period.

The Pack play their next two games on the road. They will look to seek some payback on the Devils when they visit New York’s capitol Wednesday night and then face their I-91 rivals, the Springfield Falcons on Saturday night. The Pack don’t return to the XL Center until they face the Portland Pirates the night before Thanksgiving, on the 27th.

GAME SUMMARY and OFFICIAL SCORER’S SHEET

NOTES:

◾Wolf Pack scratches include Jesper Fast (lower body) and Brodie Dupont (veteran) and defenseman Brendon Nash (lower body) is day to day for now forcing the Wolf Pack to play one player short.

◾Sound Tiger scratches included big defenseman Joe Finley out with a circulation hand injury (left hand), Chris Bruton (hand surgery), Marc Cantin, John Person, Joey Diamond, Mike Dalhuisen and Andrey Pedan.

◾According to Mike Fornabaio of CT Post, four of the seven Sound Tiger scratches were defenseman. That left second year defenseman Calvin de Haan with 73 games with the most pro experience on the backline. All totaled they had 142 games of pro play.

◾McIlrath two scraps (7 fighting majors) and 10 PM gives him 73 on the season second most in the AHL, certainly a long way away from the team record of 415 held by Dale Purinton.

◾Haley’s assist was just his second point in ten games and Asham’s second point in seven games since the Rangers sent him down.

◾Media reports out of New York say Rick Nash might return to the Rangers’ line up this coming Tuesday or Thursday. When Nash does return from this concussion injury, it is likely to lead to Brandon Mashinter’s return to Hartford. One time Wolf Pack Dominic Moore returned Saturday night in the Rangers’ 1-0 win over Montreal. One time Wolf Pack captain Ryan Callahan scored the only goal.

◾Islander goalie Evgeni Nabokov sustained an injury Saturday night. Initial reports indicate a groin injury and if so, that could lead to more roster instability for the Sound Tigers depending on the severity of the injury.

◾Former Yale player and Milford native Marc Arcobello despite being fourth in scoring for Edmonton inexplicably was sent down to Oklahoma City. He played his high school hockey for Fairfield Prep and Salisbury Prep.

◾Sound Tigers signed defenseman Mike Cornell from Florida (ECHL). He played regionally for the mighty Mt. St. Charles High School program in Rhode Island.

◾Former Wolf Pack defenseman Tomas Kundratek has landed on the DL for Hershey with a torn ACL.

◾Wolf Pack equipment manager Russ Holdredge got himself nailed with a puck in the pregame skate over the right eye earning him three stitches. Will the injury report lists it as an, “Upper body injury?”

STANDINGS:

Capture

LINES:

18 Michael Haley– 16 Oscar Lindberg  – 45 Arron Asham

 15 Marek Hrivik – 7 Kyle Jean  – 29 Danny Kristo

 21 Sean O’Donnell - 17 Darroll Powe – 11 Micahel Kantor

 6 Andrew Yogan –  – 9 Ryan Bourque

4 Conor Allen – 41 Stu Bickel

25 Danny Syvret – 5 Tommy Hughes

 8 Dylan McIlrath – 44 Aaron Johnson

40 Scott Stajcer

 31 Jason Missiaen

Assistant Captains in BOLD

 Captain in BOLD and Italics

SCRATCHES:

27 Jesper Fast – Lower Body – Indefinite

 19 Brodie Dupont – Veteran Scratch

 24 Brandon Nash – Lower Body, Day-to-Day

THREE STARS:

1. HFD – D. Kristo

 2. HFD – K. Jean

 3. HFD – A. Yoga

OFFICIALS:

Referee:

 Ryan Hersey (8)

 Terry Koharski (10)

Linesmen:

 Brent Colby (7)

 Paul Simeon (66)

NEXT GAME:

The Wolf Pack return to action on Wednesday night when as they hit the road looking for revenge against the Albany Devils, as they play the first of two straight road games. The second comes Saturday night as they take on their I-91 rivals at the MassMutual Center as they tangle with the Springfield Falcons.

Catch all the action on Fox Sports Radio 1410 WPOP-AM or watch it on AHL Live. You can also follow us for all of the play-by-play on Twitter at @HowlingsToday.

WOLF PACK OFFENSE ABSENT IN SECOND STRAIGHT SHUTOUT LOSS

Posted on November 16, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Leave a comment 

Hartford-150x1401BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack were shut out for the second consecutive game this time getting blanked by the Albany Devils 3-0 at the XL Center Friday night. The loss extended the Wolf Pack’s current losing streak to five games (0-4-0-1).

The Wolf Pack have now gone 139:46 without scoring, their last goal being scored by Ryan Bourque at 1:14 of third period against Providence a week ago Friday night.

Hartford was last shutout in back-to-back games March 2nd and 7th in 2008 against the Portland Pirates 3-0 and the Houston Aeros 1-0.

The loss dropped the Wolf Pack into fourth place while the Devils hopped ahead of them with 18 points.

The Wolf Pack will be in action with another divisional game Saturday against in-state and franchise rivals, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at the Webster Bank Arena at Harbor Yard at 7pm.

Several glaring errors marked the first period and those errors both found their way to pucks being in the back of their net as the Devils scored twice in a 4:17 span.

The Devils’ first goal was a thing of a beauty – if you were a Devils’ fan. Matt Hoeffel was on the left point going backwards and retrieved a puck coming off the wall. He found teammate Dan Kelly who fired it toward the Wolf Pack net right on the stick of Riley Boychuk, who out positioned defenseman Conor Allen and backhanded his first of the season past starter Jason Missiaen at 2:40.

The Devils made it a 2-0 lead on a two-on-one with recently assigned Rotislav Olesz, who had burst down the left wing and was able to find a wide-open Joe Whitney. Wolf Pack captain Aaron Johnson slid, snow angel style trying to block the pass across while Whitney had inside position on a gliding Dylan McIlrath. Whitney deposited his seventh of the season past Missiaen.

A highly perturbed Ken Gernander was not in the mood to mince words in his post-game summation.

“It was a couple of mistakes. We have an exchange with a defenseman and forward on coverage; the guy (Olesz) gets behind him on a two-on-one. Then two soft plays along the wall and someone can’t tie a guy up front and there you go we’re down 2-0. We made two mistakes and we don’t have the jam or offense to recover.”

The Wolf Pack had redesigned line combinations that included Kyle Jean with Danny Kristo and Michael Haley, who had a great chance a 1:30 into the game, but Jean’s shot went just wide which as everyone knows, close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.

Albany’s defensive cocoon stifled the Wolf Pack from getting any quality shots until late in the second period. On a power play after Stefan Matteau boarded rookie Shawn O’Donnell and received an extra two minute penalty after a scrap that O’Donnell won.

Oscar Lindberg had a quality chance, but the best shot of the power play came off the stick of defenseman Danny Syvret with 3:00 left. Devils’ goalie and the First Star of the Game, Keith Kinkaid, came out, cut down the angle and made the glove save.

The Devils rang two posts in the second period. The first came at 6:22 as Tim Sestito clanged one off the iron from the right wing circle. A, “Goaltender’s best-friend” was then followed by a clanger from Harri Pesonen with 5:48 left in the second period. A solid Wolf Pack defensive effort limited the Devils to just two shots for the period.

The other good Wolf Pack quality chance was off the stick of Danny Kristo off the left wing at 8:25.

“We did a good job outshooting them, but we have to show more desperation. We had puck possession in the offensive zone and drew more penalties, but we didn’t score any goals,” said a very sarcastic Gernander, who didn’t hide his contempt for his team’s play.

In the third period, the Wolf Pack had some more opportunities, but lacked the follow-up chances they needed. At 3:45, veteran forward Arron Asham had a slapper rejected into the netting.

At 7:31, Pack defenseman Brendon Nash came in off the left point, but Kinkaid came out of his crease to take-away the chance and then stop and hold it as the Devils defense collapsed around him.

Johnson had a chance at 9:24 on a backhand that was stopped, but he didn’t get all of it either. “That’s our hockey right now. We have to get to those greasy areas and score; myself included. We’ve got to bear down harder and score on those chances it’s not tic-tac toe scoring anymore.”

Gernander’s frustration was boiling throughout his post-game interview.

“If we’re going to wait for a highlight reel goal, it’s gonna be a while (before we score).”

The Devils closed out the scoring at 18:44 when Kelly capped his three point night with an empty net goal.

NOTES:

◾Bridgeport lost to Springfield 3-2 with Blake Parlett scoring twice to get the game’s First Star.  Tim Erixon contributed two assists and six shots on goal. Both former Whale (Wolf Pack) players were returning to the lineup from injuries.

◾Sound Tigers were 0-7 on the power-play.

CANTLON’S CORNER: PIVOTAL WEEKEND AHEAD FOR WOLF PACK

Posted on November 14, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Leave a comment 

Gerry-Cantlon-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

CROMWELL, CT – After the way things went last weekend for the Hartford Wolf Pack, they’re happy they won’t be seeing the Providence Bruins again until January 31st.

The Bruins outscored the Wolf Pack 14-5 over two games Friday and Sunday with the two areas of most concern the team had entering last weekend’s action grew a bit worse.

“We certainly didn’t have a good weekend or take advantage of things schedule wise,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said. Gernander was referring to the fact that Providence played a three-in-three while the Wolf Pack played just two games with a day off in between them. “We addressed things last Saturday and with them playing you would think we would be the fresher team.”  

Gernander’s squad will host the Albany Devils Friday night at the XL Center. Game time is 7pm. The Rangers’ AHL Affiliates will then travel to Bridgeport for their first game at the Webster Bank Arena at Harbor Yard this season on Saturday with a 7pm start there as well. Both games are available on Fox Sports Radio 1410am and can be watched on a pay-per-view basis on AHLLive.com.

The Pack’s two opponents are similar in several ways; both tend to trap and wait for opportunities, but Albany has more in the way of offensive firepower.

“We have to create offense, but if the chances aren’t there, yes, you have to get pucks deep. We don’t want to be, strictly a dump and chase team. We have to be mindful they have different elements. We’re not in a position to overlook any team or let our guard down against any team. We’re in the thick of things and have to battle night-in-and-night-out and shift-by-shift if we are going to have any chance at success,” Gernander emphatically stated.

The Wolf Pack have slid into a second place tie with the Adirondack Phantoms at 16 points with identical 7-5-0-2 records. The team is one point behind the Springfield Falcons and ahead of fourth place Albany who find themselves at .500 (6-6-6-0-0, 13 points). Bridgeport finds themselves mired in last place with just 10 points, but an improved 4-5-1-1 record.

Hartford’s penchant for taking penalties didn’t go down, taking seven last Friday night at the XL Center and then eleven more Sunday afternoon in a fight filled contest at the Dun kin Donuts Center in Providence.

“I think it was a greater concern Friday night. Sunday there was a lot of frustration (the second period line brawl),” Gernander said. “Most of them were after the fact. Moving forward however, we certainly want to eliminate (unnecessary) penalties.”

The need for a more sustained offense took a tumble as well last weekend with 23 shots Friday and a scant 18 on Sunday.

“That took a backward step and we addressed that this week. We’re trying to advance those numbers (forward). It won’t mean necessarily more shots, though eventually it will, but we have to do something to sustain pressure and alleviate some pressure facing our defense and goaltending. We’re expending too much energy that way on ourselves.”

The Wolf Pack made two roster moves this week reassigning forwards Andrew Rowe and Michael St. Croix to ECHL Greenville. That move signals a likely return to the lineup of forwards Kyle Jean and Brodie Dupont who’ve been recovering from injuries. Andrew Yogan also returns but from a one game sabbatical last Sunday.

“Kyle skated all week and we expect him in the lineup. Brodie is coming off an injury, but we also have a veteran issue (as in too many on the roster to be in one game, so one player must sit), so we’ll see how things go and play it by ear. Yogan will be back in the lineup. I don’t want to single him out because there were other players based on merit who would have come out, but we want more out of his game. We had only one extra forward. If we had more, several other people would have joined him.”

Dupont was able to have a full week after missing last week from an  injury he sustained in Springfield two weeks ago.

“Things been coming along slowly,” Dupont said. “But I had a full week of practice and I’m close to 100 percent. I just want to get back in the lineup and start playing again.”

In addition, expect to see some serious line changes in a bid to generate more sustained offense.

“We had some people together with skill level we thought would create puck possession and create offense and opportunities or synergy. We were seeing too much of the same. We have the size, the skill to spread it out and we are trying to side the combinations to complement one another. You can’t score every night or be the first star, but you can create chances and opportunities.” The Wolf Pack’s seventh year head coach said.

Stu Bickel will be among the forwards. Bickel, who started the season on defense, has been shifted to forward for the time being solidifying a role other players in the history of the team have had such as Todd Hall, Craig Weller and Dale Purinton.

“The more he can add to his resume helps the team and his chances for NHL advancement.”

The goaltending tandem of Jason Missiaen and Scott Stajcer didn’t fare all too well last weekend, but then again, neither did the rest of the team.

“Benny (Rangers goalie coach Benoit Allaire) has been down this week. It’s funny. You know they are the same people they were a month ago. There are no major injuries or anything like that; nothing that would hamper or take away from their effectiveness or their performance. That said, we have to give them support out front. Last weekend is now water under the bridge. They are physically the same players as they were a month ago, but mentally they have to be in it now and get ready to perform and without a doubt we have to be better in front of them too.”

NOTES:

◾Former Wolf Pack defenseman Mike Mottau was  recalled from San Antonio by the parent Florida Panthers.

◾A few more ex-Wolf Packers are on the move. Tomas Kloucek has signed with HC Kosice of the Slovakia Elite League and Devin DiDiomete has signed with HC Milano Rossoblu in the Italian league (LIHG) that plays in the A League after leaving Farjestads BK in Finland.

◾Speaking of Italian, former Wolf Pack assistant coach Mike Busniuk has landed a gig coaching HC Val Pusteria in Italy after being let go by Lakehead University (OUAA) in Thunder Bay, Ontario. One of the nicer and funnier people with his mighty Thunder Bay accent I can see him ordering food would be a comedy fest 101!

PACK SENT HOME BY P-BRUINS GOAL-LESS

Posted on November 11, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Comments Off 

Hartford-150x1401BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Providence, RI – October 10, 2013 - Alexander Khokhlachev had two goals and an assist, and Jared Knight added a goal and two assists, to lead the Providence Bruins to a 6-0 win over the Wolf Pack Sunday at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center Providence.

It was the Wolf Pack’ first shutout-against on the season, and their second straight loss to the Bruins, who defeated the Pack 8-5 on Friday night at the XL Center.

Providence starting goaltender Malcolm Subban made 14 saves, but had to share the shutout with Niklas Svedberg, after Subban and Wolf Pack relief goaltender Scott Stajcer were ejected for fighting as part of a third-period melee.

The only goal of the first period came only 3:42 in, when Knight scored on a deflection.  Wolf Pack starting goaltender Jason Missiaen stopped a shot by Khokhlachev, but could not control the rebound.  David Warsofsky was able to move to the left-wing circle and put the puck back towards the net, and Knight tipped it off of Missiaen and in.

The Bruins took full control of the game in the second period, scoring four times.

The first score came at the 21-second mark, as Matt Fraser, who had four goals and an assist in the Bruins’ win Friday in Hartford, tipped a Joe Morrow shot into the net, after Danny Syvret blocked a Providence pass but the puck went right to Morrow at the blue line.

Simsbury, CT native Tommy Cross made it 3-0 at 8:43, with his first point of the season.  Cross circled the Wolf Pack net from right to left and was foiled on a wraparound try by a great save by Missiaen, but Cross was able to get to the rebound and flip it in.

Only 1:47 after Cross’ goal, Khokhlachev upped the lead to 4-0 at 10:30, benefitting from some good hustle by Knight.  Knight raced to a loose puck below the Hartford goal line and centered it to Khokhlachev, who ripped a close-in shot past Missiaen.

Justin Florek completed the second-period blitz at 16:32, deflecting a Knight shot.  Knight stopped a Ryan Bourque clearing attempt near the blue line and flung the puck at the net, and Florek tipped it past Missiaen.

With Providence leading 5-0 after two, the third period was penalty-filled, with the Wolf Pack taking 77 minutes in penalties and Providence 56.

The majority of those infractions occurred at 6:28, when the Wolf Pack’s Stu Bickel grabbed Florek, and Dylan McIlrath went after Ben Youds.  All the players on the ice joined the battle, including the two goaltenders, Subban and Stajcer, who had replaced Missiaen in the Wolf Pack net to start the third.

Subban and Stajcer were both ejected, and the Bruins ended up with a five-on-three man advantage, which they converted at 7:12.  It was Khokhlachev getting his second goal of the game, as he was set up along the goal line to the left of Missiaen, who had to re-enter the game when Stajcer was tossed, and put home a sharp-angle shot for the final margin.

The Wolf Pack’s next game is on home ice at the XL Center this Friday, November 15, a 7:00 battle with the Albany Devils.  Once again this season, each and every Wolf Pack Friday-night home game features $1 hot dogs and $2 beers, through the start of the second period, presented by Marc’s Appliance Warehouse, located at 75 Prospect Ave., Hartford, CT.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

BRUINS MAUL PACK IN THEIR OWN BUILDING

Posted on November 9, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Comments Off 

Gerry-Cantlon-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - Craig Cunningham scored four goals and Ryan Spooner’s added four assists as the Providence Bruins outlast the Hartford Wolf Pack 8-5 in a wild, high scoring affair in front of 5,501 at the XL Center Friday night.

Matt Fraser was solid and also contributed a hat trick plus an assist for the Bruins as the line totaled 12 points and was a combined plus 10.

The two hat tricks in a single game had never been done against the Wolf Pack before.

The two team’s weren’t playing pond hockey, it was more like ocean hockey in the first ten minutes of the contest as they combined for five goals and finished the night with a total of thirteen.  

Head coach Ken Gernander did not mince words after a sit down with GM Jim Schoenfeld after the game. “We addressed two things after the Springfield weekend; we wanted a good start to the game and the second was to limit the number of penalties. You can see how well the message was received. If you can’t speak to them like gentlemen and professionals we have to find different ways of reaching them as people.”

The Wolf Pack came storming out of the gate in the third period scoring two goals in a fourteen second span. Rookie Shawn O’Donnell scored his first professional goal off a deflection of a Tommy Hughes shot from the right point at the one minute mark. Off the ensuing faceoff, Ryan Bourque came along the left wing boards and fired a shot that caught Niklas Svedberg (18 saves, 5-1-2) napping. The vocal crowd erupted as the Pack drew within a goal at 6-5.

For the first time in the match, the Wolf Pack really had the Bruins scrambling in their own zone. They were applying a solid forecheck, but could not escape the hole they’d dug themselves in.

“It would be nice if we came out in the first like we do in third,” said Pack captain and defenseman, Aaron Johnson. ”It was a tough and we have to learn from this and come back strong on Sunday.”

The second period saw the Providence power-play establish a two goal lead as Cunningham, behind the net, found Spooner, who got behind rookie defenseman Tommy Hughes, put his fourth of the year into an open net at 7:15.

Providence continued to pound the Pack even after defenseman playing forward, Stu Bickel, tried to spark the team with a scrap against Bobby Robins, last year’s AHL PIM leader. But ultimately all the Wolf Pack got out of it was killing another penalty and as dominant as the Bruins were, they scored again.

Cunningham was all alone at the left wing faceoff circle with Fraser this time behind the net. Fraser found Cunningham and was able to get the puck out with no problem for his hat trick at 9:56.

The Bruins chased starter Jason Missiaen, (16 saves. 2-2-1) as Alexander Khohhlachev’s shot was stopped, but the puck went off pf defenseman Danny Syvret and went into the Wolf Pack net at 10:58.

Gernander mercifully pulled the plug on a rough night for the 6’8″ netminder and replaced him with Scott Stajcer (7 saves. 1-1-0).

The Wolf Pack cut the lead to 6-3 after Marek Hrivik converted Aaron Asham’s cross ice pass on a three-on-two odd man rush. The goal started with Bickel just before the net came off its moorings at 18:18  for his third of the season.

The play nearly never happened as Stajcer had signaled for icing, but it wasn’t forthcoming. Brendon Nash was tripped up at the end boards, but the Bruins lost control of the puck and Bickel started the rush.

The Bruins started the wild action on the powerplay with Cunningham taking a cross ice feed from Spooner on the left wing and beat Missiaen with his third of the year. Carter Camper made perfect pass from the left point to Spooner after getting stopped on his first shot.

The Pack answered back on their first power-play exactly a minute later after the PPG with Oscar Lindberg finishing a great give-and-go with Hrivik depositing his third of the year into the open side of the Bruins net at 3:16.

Then less than a minute later Fraser, the leading scorer for Providence, netted his seventh on a rebound roofing the puck into the top of the net on Missiaen. The play started after Conor Allen lost the puck in the left wing corner to Jared Knight who carried it behind the net. Knight swept on the left wing side and was rejected By Missiaen, but the rebound went right to Fraser.

The Pack again answered back as a Bruins turnover  high in their own end was jumped on by Danny Syvret, who found a wide open Darroll Powe, who in turn snapped a wicked wrist shot from 40 feet out that cleanly beat Svedberg at 6:44.

The Bruins got their opening lead back as Spooner won a draw from Asham and got it to Fraser on the left wing boards. Fraser shot off his left foot and the shot somehow managed to elude Missiaen scoring his second of the game at 10:13.

NOTES:

◾Former Hartford Whalers favorite whose number 11 hangs in the rafters was fired today by the Florida Panthers as were his assistants Gord Murphy and Craig Ramsay. San Antonio head coach Peter Horacheck was elevated to take his place

                          A year  and a half ago Dineen ended the decade long playoff drought                           of just making the post season,but the team had just three wins in 16                           games this season.

◾Former Hartford Whaler Tom Towe was named nee head coach for Dan Angtonio Rowe had been coach of Lokomotiv Yaroslavl in the KHL

SOMETHING BRUIN FOR WOLF PACK

Posted on November 7, 2013 by Mitch Beck | Comments Off 

Gerry-Cantlon-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

CROMWELL, CT - The 17th edition of the Hartford Wolf Pack and Providence Bruins rivalry commences tomorrow night at the XL Center 7pm (Fox Sports Radio 1410, AHLLive.com).

The Bruins won last years series 3-2 with the Pack (nee Whale) and were 1-3 at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center. This will be the first of six meetings this with this weekend’s home and home games.

This Wolf Pack week of practice focused on creating more offense after the team missed a couple of golden breakaway chances.

“We can practice penalty shots, but you really can’t practice breakaways per se,” Head Coach ken Gernander said. “Those are more a product of team play, transition or breaks in a game. We’ve worked on generating more offense through neutral zone play and offensive zone play.”

Hartford will have off a rare Saturday off while the .500 Bruins (4-4-0-0) will be skating in Worcester that night. The Bruins find themselves in third place in the Atlantic Division trailing the red hot Manchester Monarchs – who they lost to twice last weekend – and St. John’s and lead of Worcester and Portland.

This has been one of the AHL’s best rivalries. Many of the names and faces have changed, but a Wolf Pack and Bruins coming together always has intensity.

“Were anticipating a good matchup,” Gernander remarked. “It’s our first meeting and, as you know, there’s lots of turnover. We have had lots of personnel changes. The first period won’t be sit back and feel each other out, but we’ll get to see something that’s not on tape.”

For the first place Wolf Pack, (7-3-0-2), the weekly lineup change continued. This time the reason was a slew of injuries from the previous weekend series with Springfield. It hit hardest up front.

Veteran centerman Brodie Dupont went down last Friday with a lower body leg injury. The following night, Jesper Fast, the rookie winger, was on the ice in agony with his own lower body leg injury.

Dupont is listed as day to day, but didn’t skate yesterday in practice. For Fast his injury was much worse.

“He’ll be out at least two weeks. He has no break or fracture, but there is an outside chance he could be out a month,” Gernander said when describing his Swedish forward who was injured after his debut game last spring and now goes down in game two in Hartford since his reassignment by the Rangers.

Sitting out with lower body injuries last weekend were veteran forward Aaron Asham and second year center Kyle Jean.

“We expect to have Ash back (this weekend), but Kyle’s injury has not responded well, He didn’t skate with the team at all this week.”

The battle wounds necessitated the recall of Michael Kantor. The rookie forward returned to Hartford from Greenville to take Fast’s spot in the lineup for this weekend’s two meetings with Providence.

It would appear that Jason Missiaen will start in net Friday night. He was off for his tutoring session after practice with the Rangers goalie coach, Benoit Allaire.

“It’s a good chance you’ll see Jason Friday night and its great to have him (Allaire) here. He’s the best in the business. Given our location in relation to our parent team, it’s great that he can come down here to work with our goalies. It’s great for their development.”

The team also announced they had released defenseman Sam Klassen and sent him back to Greenville (ECHL). With Stu Bickel returning to good health Klassen became expendable. Gernander hasn’t decided if Bickel will return to the back-line after playing right wing in last Saturdays game and very effectively too.

The large amount of penalties last Saturday and the shorthanded situation at forward left the team with just ten forwards during last Saturdays contest giving players like Darroll Powe a great amount of ice time.

Gernander said it seems he was on ice even more because of the situations.

“It might seem he was out there all the time, but those two situations really force to use everybody a bit extra. Darroll has excelled on the penalty kill for us and ideally you want to not have to such differences in minutes, but you have to deal with the cards your dealt,” remarked Gernander.

NOTES:

◾Providence has Simsbury native and former Westminster Prep captain Tommy Cross on the blue line. Goalie Malcolm Subban, younger brother of Canadiens defenseman P.K. Subban, backs up last year AHL Baz Bastien winner Niklas Svedberg. Nick Johnson after three years in Scranton Wilkes/Barre leads the Bruins in scoring with 9 points.

◾Congrats to Milford native and one time Yale University player Marc Arcobello for first two goal NHL game and scoring the winner in overtime. Arcobello who started the season as the fourth line center is tied with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins for the team lead in scoring. Arcobello played CT high school hockey at Fairfield Prep in public school and Salisbury Prep in private school play.

◾Springfield has reassigned former Quinnipiac University center Jeremy Langlois to Evansville (ECHL).

◾Former Wolf Pack defenseman Marvin Degon has signed with Elmira (ECHL).

◾Former Wolf Pack goalie Miika Wiikman is on his third team in Finland moving to HIFK Helsinki.

◾Canadian senior hockey league action has now begun and several former Wolf Pack (and Connecticut affiliated) players still lacing them up in various leagues in the Great White North.

◾In the Chinook Senior Hockey League (CSHL) out west, the Bentley Generals feature Matt Kinch and Matt Stefanishion. Former Hartford Whaler and Springfield Indian Kevin Smyth is with the Innisfail Eagles.

◾In Ontario, in the Allan Cup (ACH) League the Brantford Blast feature  Brandon Dietrich and stand in backup goalie for one night Brett Leggett brother-in-law of former Wolf Pack/Whale Jeremy Williams.

◾In Dundas, two former Sound Tigers goalie Mike Mole and center Nick Smith play. Mark Jooris who played for the Spingfield Indians skates for Dundas and is a scout for Vancouver.

◾In the Western Ontario League (WOAA) defenseman Jeff MacMillan skates for Durham and Tyler Doig who played two games in Hartford is with Clinton.

◾ In the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League (NLSHL) former Sound Tiger Rob Hennigar after his European career is lacing up his skates for Grand Falls-Windsor.

Progress continues 
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Further progress: Both John Persson and Marc Cantin got through the complete practice today; more of a systems day than the past few days’ conditioning, skating, battles. Persson (who, when they rushed, rushed with the ol’ familiar Sundstrom and Kabanov) said he was feeling good afterward. 

Chris Bruton was missing for a follow-up doctor’s appointment. Sean Wiles tried to skate earlier but wasn’t 100 percent, Scott Pellerin said. Nothing otherwise new on the injured. 

David Ullstrom is leaving Yaroslavl. Wilkes-Barre suspended Peter Mannino; destination unknown. Meanwhile, Trevor Smith had a decent night last night.

And there’s awesome Jersey News. No, sweater news about Jersey. (There’s also Jersey news: Rostislav Olesz is going to Switzerland.) 

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Cantin, Persson, Uni Watch (amateur division) 

Banged up, back in: Tuesday notes 

 Tuesday, November 19, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
 

Comments

Email

Print

Share on Facebook1

There’s progress on a couple of Bridgeport’s injured forwards. Chris Bruton has been skating with the team the past few days, getting his conditioning in for sure, getting closer. And John Persson joined them for the first half of practice today at Wonderland, feeling good and looking good out there. 

When Persson left as the team changed sheets of ice, Ryan Strome went with him. “He’s a little sore,” Scott Pellerin said. “He did the skating part (of practice) to keep up his conditioning level. When we got to five-on-five, competitive drills, we thought it was the smart thing to do, not to get (banged around).”

As they continue to take Marc Cantin day by day, he only skated a bit. (He got plenty in yesterday.) Jon Sim and Calvin de Haan returned to practice; Sean Wiles was seeing the doctor today after being banged up yesterday. 

Nothing new on Mike Dalhuisen and Andrey Pedan. 

Eric Cairns was with them for a second day in a row, joined today by Bernie Cassell and Steve Valiquette. Quite the student-teacher ratio. 

Greg Miller scored his first pro goal Sunday in Stockton’s shootout loss to Bakersfield. Ben Rosen was playing defense, with Dalhuisen and Sean Escobedo here. 

A touching story from Ian Clark in Manchester on the Monarchs’ cancer-awareness night, and how they honored their late intern Jim Atherton. 

After the All-Star Game, Farjestad is going to Toronto to face the Marlies. 

Ref T.J. Luxmore makes his NHL debut tonight. 

And RIP, former USHL coach Chad Johnson.

Categories: 'Round the League, Persson, RIP, Stockton, Strome 

A day’s work 
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So they worked. They skated at the Wonderland of Ice. Awhile. Started on one sheet; went to the other. (That’s not that unusual here, but they gave both sheets a beating.) They do skating drills with coaches calling out “first period,” “second period,” “third period.” Naturally, today there was overtime. 

“They’re going to put in a good day of work,” Scott Pellerin said. “We had a conditioning, battle practice today. We’re going to have lunch, we’re going to come back for a video session, we’re going to do some work around the locker room and take care of our space, and then we’re going to go for dinner.”

Lucky Marc Cantin returned to that from his lower-body injury. “He looked good. He battled through a lot for his first day,” Pellerin said. The weekend’s other injured players remained out except for Chris Bruton, who skated with them again in red (no-contact), and Sean Escobedo, who took the full practice. Pellerin said Andrey Pedan and John Persson are still out indefinitely, as is Mike Dalhuisen. Justin Johnson practiced with the defensemen again. Sean Wiles, though, limped off about halfway through practice. Presume we’ll know more about that tomorrow.

Jon Sim had a maintenance day on an upper-body issue; Calvin de Haan, who had time off last week to deal with lower-body “tightness,” wasn’t on for the same reason today. 

No real set lines in any of those drills. 

Parker Milner’s in town (I was curious: Sacramento to SFO to JFK); story on the opportunities presented to him and to Kenny Reiter in tomorrow’s paper. 

I know I had a few links to share, but they’re on the other computer. Maybe a second post tonight, or maybe save them for tomorrow. We’ll see. 

Categories: Cantin, de Haan, Milner, Sim, Wiles 

Milner up; Staple: Nilsson too 
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I thought that was Thomas Paine. Shoulda paid attention in history.

The simplest immediate solution to the Evgeni Nabokov injury appears to have happened. Arthur Staple says Anders Nilsson gets the call tomorrow, reuniting the 2011-12 Bridgeport tandem on Long Island. Parker Milner will be here tomorrow, uniting the All-NCAA-champion 2011 and 2012 goaltending tandem (both on AHL deals). 

Categories: Milner, Nilsson-Anders 

Meetings of the minds 
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I could swear it wasn’t this close. 

I mean shots, first and foremost, but you could say the same about the game. 

The players met for, ballpark, 10 minutes after the game. The coaches’ doors were shut, too, awhile. There was no rah-rah waiting behind those closed doors.

Pretty sure they get it. 

“We had a good week, three or four days of practice,” Johan Sundstrom said. “We came out in Springfield and we didn’t battle for 60 minutes; we battled for 04. It’s not enough in hockey.” 

It was a similar thing tonight, giving up goals early in both the first and second period, lapses and breakdowns that cost them. There were a couple of early shifts tonight where maybe they could’ve gotten on the board — a shift by a makeshift Sim-Quine-Kabanov line after the Escobedo penalty kill comes to mind, with Quine in front a couple of times — and then who knows, but otherwise it was a rough night. (Seriously, I kept looking up at shots on goal and wondering how they could be accurate. Tweeted — ha-ha-only-serious — that I wanted the Corsi numbers.) 

At the same time, though, the defense is breathtakingly inexperienced. A few more forwards are rookies. Given all of that… are nights (and I said nights, but maybe you could say weeks) like this inevitable? 

(And his no-excuses part is in the gamer.) 

“I know what we have. It’s to maximize what we have,” Scott Pellerin said. “Other teams have more vets, experience … At the end of the day, if you give me Player X, I’ve got to make sure I get the most out of Player X. The more that you’re able to maximize out the play of those players, we’re going to be in every game.” 

The players chatted about it all afterward, then. 

“I didn’t talk to them after,” Pellerin said. “It comes to a point they have to figure it out. I’m going to leave it at that.

“The information, the systems, the way our team has to work, comes from me. They have to execute it.”

Until they get that 60-minutes-a-night effort, “you’re going to have nights like tonight. You’re going to get frustrated, deal with missed opportunities, deal with adversity. At the end of the day, it’s how you respond.” 

….

The power play got one: Mike Keenan’s first AHL goal, with a little bit of traffic in front. Pellerin liked the puck movement, liked that Keenan put it on net. 

Memorably otherwise: a two-minute five-on-three in the third period. They kept getting pucks back to Calvin de Haan and Sundstrom. A lot of those shots went wide. 

“We need to score. No excuses, five-on-three,” Sundstrom said. “I think we had a lot of opportunities. We’ve got to find the open net.”

“I think we’re shooting not to score with confidence,” Sundstrom added. 

The PP had a little roll going for a while, but Keenan’s goal snapped an 0-for-15, and tack on the end here and they’re 1-for-the-past-20. 

“Maybe (special teams) is something we can work on, hopefully, get improved, right?” Sim said. “Teams win with the power play. Teams win with the penalty kill, and I think the penalty kill has been great lately. 

“For me, sometimes the power play can generate momentum. It’s not always going to score, but if you can generate momentum, it can be a big part of the game. Sometimes we don’t do that.”

….

Waited on the room and got to chatting with some people, so apologies for the tardiness and the brief notebookiness here. Team’s just having workouts tomorrow, so unless something goes down, we’ll see you Monday. 

The big breaking news tonight was that Evgeni Nabokov left tonight’s game with a groin injury. For what it’s worth, Pellerin and Anders Nilsson both said they didn’t know if Nilsson was getting the call. It’s only logical, even if it’s only an interim move. (The Islanders are also off tomorrow.) 

Nothing immediate on Sean Escobedo, who left his AHL debut after taking a hit from Michael Kantor. 

Leave you with this, from Sundstrom: “If the door’s open, like Pelly said, we need to kick it in.” Wish I’d thought of that at 9:36. 

Categories: Hartford, Keenan, Postgame, The Big Club 
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…for the first time in 10 days short of three years, since the Wes O’Neill game.

Mike Dalhuisen is out after hitting his head on the ice at the end of that fight last night, so Sean Escobedo makes his AHL debut. Alan Quine draws back in for Nick Larson. 

Bridgeport has one to scratch, though it looked like Joey Diamond again. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Quine-Sundstrom (A)-Kabanov

 Sim (A)-Langkow-Wiles

 Gallant-Wetmore-Johnson

(Diamond-scratch)

 D: de Haan (A)-Cornell

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Escobedo-Jackson

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

HARTFORD

 F: Haley (A)-Lindberg-Asham

 Hrivik-Jean-Kristo

 O’Donnell-Powe (A)-Kantor

 Bourque-Yogan-(Dupont-scratch)

 D: Johnson (C)-McIlrath

 Allen-Bickel

 Syvret-Hughes

 G: Stajcer

 Missiaen

Edit: Phil points out that the Wolf Pack have a veterans-rule problem; Dupont will be scratched.

R: T.Koharski, Hersey. L: Colby, Simeon.

Chris Bruton took the bag skate this morning with Larson and Diamond. He has been aiming for a return in the last week of November, which is basically the timeframe we heard when he had the surgery. 

Categories: Bruton, Hartford, Pregame 

Arms up 
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Stay out of the box. Score on the power play. Kill penalties. Simple recipe. Hard to do. Harder when you’re not sure what’s what. Things were kind of all over the place tonight, what was a call, what wasn’t, whether the puck went straight over the glass or off it first (Jack Skille, inside voices!).

Bridgeport went 0-for-7 on the man advantage, including all but eight seconds of the last 4:08. It allowed two power-play goals, helped by errors in lane coverage, Scott Pellerin said. Toss in a second period that went nowhere, and actually a last two period where not much happened that wasn’t in transition, and it was a recipe for something else. 

“In any game, you’re looking for consistency. It’s never easy,” Pellerin said. “You’re just trying to understand the flow of the game so you can correct your players.

“We have to kill penalties. We have to do a better job on the power play.”

Whenever those opportunities presented themselves. The first five minutes or so were a combination of a lot of them. Tim Miller flung Jon Sim into the endboards; Miller got two, though it’s a safe bet Bridgeport was hoping for five (Sim went to the room in apparent discomfort, but he was back before play resumed and got the second shift.) Miller comes back, comes together with Mike Dalhuisen, gets a yank around the shoulders from Brett Gallant, and Bridgeport’s down a man. Bridgeport goes out on a three-on-two short-handed… and Scott Mayfield gets called for a slash behind the play. 

Five-on-three. Moved it around. Goal. 

A couple of goals got them back into it, but special teams and that second period put them in a deep hole. There were good moments, and a good first period, but not enough. 

“It comes down to their decision, how they want to play, practice, their preparation,” Pellerin said. “Some guys have to make that decision every single day or there’s going to be changes.”

…

(Sorry for the old-school after-the-drive blogging. WorkCompy was nonresponsive.)

Dalhuisen took a hard fall at the end of his fight with Cody Bass, going down head-first. No immediate update. 

First AHL goal for Dallas Jackson in Game 37. 

Fine AHL debut for Mike Cornell, with an assist, possibly another (Jackson said Cornell’s pass led him ahead), and a fight, along with a pretty solid evening in both ends. Kept things simple. “He and Keenan are almost clones,” Pellerin said. “They make good plays. They’re team guys.” And they’ve got an edge. 

Speaking of former northeast Catholic prep-school stars, Edmonton sent Mark Arcobello to Oklahoma City for what hopes is a temporary lineup necessity. Hope. 

Enjoyed the Gallant-Langkow-Wiles line. They worked hard, forechecked hard — pretty sure Marchessault heard Gallant’s footsteps, which let Gallant take the puck and set up Langkow in the first period for yet another big Jeremy Smith save — did their job in semi-limited time, though Wiles played some on the power play and Langkow killed penalties. “(The PTOs) bring that speed, that intensity, that compete level, being hard to play against,” Pellerin said. “They had a couple of opportunities early.”

Riley Wetmore picked up some extra time later on, getting onto the second line and the second power-play unit; he replaced, respectively, Kirill Kabanov and Wiles on those trios.

I’m not positive if it went off the (blanking) glass or not, but when the silly automatic rules get messed up, it feels even worse, no? 

Prescout. The Pack went in 0-3-0-1 in the previous four. More then. 

Categories: General 
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…No. 8, Sean Escobedo, called up from Stockton. Please also likely scratch No. 8, Sean Escobedo, whose first cross-country flight was cancelled and who got here a little before gametime. Scott Pellerin said it wasn’t fair to expect a kid to play yesterday, deal with that cross-country travel ordeal and then jump right into the lineup. Calvin de Haan seemed good to go this morning and is in the middle of warmup right now, so looks like he’s in. Edit: Indeed, scratch Escobedo, and de Haan’s starting.

Please also add No. 4, Mike Cornell of Franklin, Mass., up from Florida (ECHL) after flying in from Atlanta, where the Everblades played last night (well, in Gwinnett). He’ll be in tonight, making his AHL debut. A UMaine product, and a righty. (And the third Bridgeport defenseman named Mike. I support this trend.)

And then there’s Sean Wiles, Chris Langkow, Kirill Kabanov. So a good bit of the lineup is different from Monday. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Sim (A)-Sundstrom (A)-Kabanov

 Gallant-Langkow-Wiles

 Larson-Wetmore-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Dalhuisen

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Jackson-Cornell

(Escobedo-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

SPRINGFIELD

 F: Craig-Boyce-Skille

 Miller-Marchessault-Miller

 Aleardi-Sedlak-Hansen

 D. Smith-Joudrey-Bass

 D: St. Denis-Goloubef

 Weber-Erixon

 Melart-Parlett

 G: J. Smith

 McKenna

R: R. Murphy. L: F. Murphy, St. Lawrence.

Finley out: who else? 
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Joe Finley’s tour of specialists wound up with the tough diagnosis: He needed surgery on his left hand to correct a “blood-flow issue,” as Scott Pellerin put it; Finley has had similar issues in the past, which cost him the bulk of his 2009-10 season. 

“It’s very unlucky,” Pellerin said. The big defenseman is in the hospital until Saturday and is out indefinitely. 

Beyond Finley, the defense corps is a bit banged up. Calvin de Haan didn’t practice today, and Marc Cantin gave it a shot but wasn’t on for long. They plan to see how both players are tomorrow morning. But with Andrey Pedan out for the weekend, it’d be logical to see a call-up or two, as even with those two guys they’re at six defensemen. 

Looked as if Brett Gallant will be OK to go; he was with Sean Wiles and Chris Langkow. Justin Johnson again filled in on defense, but Pellerin said he expects Johnson to be up front in games, though Johnson has played back there in the past. Chris Bruton got back on the ice for the first time; he’s aiming to return at the end of November, which is pretty much the timetable we heard when he had his own hand surgery. And John Persson started skating again today as well. 

Stockton is playing a 10:30 a.m. game as we type; Greg Miller and Jason Clark aren’t in the lineup yet. Brayden Irwin went back to the Thunder from Utica on Tuesday; just scored on a Sean Escobedo rebound to make it 4-0 in the second. Onetime cult hero Andy Chiodo in net for Bakersfield. 

Will be writing on Kirill Kabanov (who wasn’t talking about the day he was sent down, but who had some interesting things to say on his game and his stint in Cali) for tomorrow’s paper. With Jon Sim and Johan Sundstrom today.

Tim Jackman’s 32 today, and as Ben Hankinson notes, tonight is NHL Game 400 for him.

Tomas Kundratek has a torn ACL, Tim Leone reports. 

Former Penn quarterback Mark DeRosa retires young from his curious post-football career. 

Awesome: The view from the new 1 WTC.

And RIP, Todd Christensen.

Categories: 'Round the League  , Alumni watch  , Baseball  , Finley  , RIP | More

Shuffled deck, familiar hand 
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So we’d heard Tuesday night that Kirill Kabanov was on his way back, that Sean Wiles was on his way in, that it sure looked like Chris Langkow was joining them. 

True on all of them come this morning — though Kabanov’s still en route — but the other half of that equation turned out to be Greg Miller and Jason Clark going to Stockton. The two of them had been playing mostly on the fourth line lately.

“They have an opportunity to develop their bottom-six role,” Scott Pellerin said, to be readier to play up here, whether it’s a few minutes on the fourth line or 12-14 on the third. “You have to have that in your skill set. They’re going to go and play top-six minutes at times, but we’re asking them to develop that penalty-killing role, that checking role, that hard-to-play-against role.”

It’s possible the shuffle isn’t over. The injured list had settled in at two or three for a few weeks, but today it took a while to run through them all. Newest first: Andrey Pedan has been dealing with a lingering upper-body injury and isn’t expected to play this weekend. Sounds like they’re hoping rest does the job. 

Possibly the brightest side: Brett Gallant took most of practice today in a no-contact red jersey. He left early, but Pellerin said that was planned as the team got into more physical drills. “That was for our safety,” Pellerin quipped. Calvin de Haan left early but a little later; he’s had some tightness, the coach said, so he was excused from the final skate. 

John Persson has been able to ride the bike, but they’re looking at next weekend for his return, not this weekend. Marc Cantin remains day-to-day. Chris Bruton remains a couple of weeks away, but he may get back on the ice on his own tomorrow. And no update at the moment on Joe Finley, but one could come soon. 

Without Cantin and Pedan, Justin Johnson skated with the defensemen. That left 11 forwards, with the new PTOs aligned with Nick Larson, with Johan Sundstrom between Jon Sim and Riley Wetmore, with the Lee-Strome-Halmo line still together, with Quine and Diamond together. 

Think that’s everyone. 

By far the most momentous part of the whole thing (cough): Langkow wore No. 54 on his helmet. That’s the lowest number that has never been worn by a Sound Tiger. Wiles had 24. 

Housecleaning in Buffalo. Pat LaFontaine and Ted Nolan together on the dais? We’ve seen that before somewhere.

From our Amanda Cuda: Griffin Hospital and the team are promoting men’s health with a ticket offer. 

And echoing Brian Compton, congratulations to Kimber Auerbach and his wife, who had a baby. 

Categories: Alumni watch  , Clark  , Kabanov  , Langkow  , Miller | More
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FUN FACT: Saturday’s was the Sound Tigers first shootout loss to the Hershey Bears. No, I mean, like, ever. This is the 10th consecutive season with the bonus round; Saturday was Bridgeport’s 65th regular-season game against Hershey and the 17th that went to overtime. They tied three of them (remember ties? I miss ties); Bridgeport won five of them with the clock running in OT against three Bears overtime wins, and the Sound Tigers had won five shootouts. 

What almost makes this relevant: Today is the 65th game Bridgeport has played against the Lowell Lock Monsters/Lowell Devils/Albany Devils franchise. (The League doesn’t count the Lock Monsters as part of “this” franchise, but bear with me.) This is the only other team against which the Sound Tigers have played a substantial number of games — next up is Syracuse, 15 — without ever losing in the silly tiebreaker. 

You can, however, take it hilariously further. Bridgeport has never lost beyond regulation to that LLM/LD/AD franchise. The Sound Tigers went 6-0-1 against Lowell’s teams beyond regulation with the clock running, plus 4-0 in the shootout; one Albany Devils-Sound Tigers game has gone OT, and Bridgeport won it in a shootout. 

So, chasing (or staving off) history, today in the Capital District. 

We’ll be listening to Josh Heller on AHL Live and following Corey, Pete Dougherty, the Diablos and whoever else we hit upon there. The box will be here; Hersey/Terry Koharski in charge. 

Told that Brett Gallant and the other injured did not make the trip, which leaves 12 and 7 and 2 to choose from. 

A happy Veterans Day/Remembrance Day, with thanks and thoughts for the many who’ve preserved peace and helped build this crazy Internet that’ll let us listen to and chat about a game from Albany on a Monday afternoon. 

More closer to faceoff, 2 p.m.

–Anders Nilsson for Bridgeport. Meanwhile, neat look at Parker Milner’s mask.

–From up there:

 BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Sim (A)-Sundstrom (A)-Wetmore

 Larson-Quine-Miller

 Diamond-Clark-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Dalhuisen

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Pedan-Jackson

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

ALBANY

 F: Olesz-Sestito (C)-Whitney

 Boucher-K.Zajac-Sislo

 Pesonen-Pelley-Matteau

 Boychuk-McKelvie-Hoeffel

 D: McPherson-Kelly

 Hrabarenka-Scarlett

 Burlon-Helgeson

 G: Kinkaid

 Wedgewood

R: Hersey, T.Koharski. L: F.Murphy, Trempe. 

Dalhuisen’s AHL debut for Cantin. 

–Bridgeport may’ve had the puck deep more in the first 30 seconds today than it did in 30 minutes yesterday. (That’s an exaggeration. Not sure how much.) 

–Joe Whitney gives the Devils a 1-0 lead on a three-on-two seven minutes in, 1-0 Albany. 

–Shooting gallery on Nilsson after Bridgeport can’t get it clear. Pelley finally puts it in through traffic from the high slot. 2-0 Albany. 

–Third game in three days; third time the Sound Tigers trail 2-0. Got them right where they want them. 

–Perhaps not. Quick rush, Hrabarenka to McKelvie in front, tip-in for a 3-0 lead at 11:18. Time out, Bridgeport. 

–Pedan gets one back, slipping one through a maze in front to make it 3-1 Albany with about three minutes left. 

–Sim pokes one away from a defender, gives to Wetmore who puts it to the right to Sundstrom, and it’s 3-2 about a minute later. 

–A bit of a Nick Larson diving penalty will carry over to the second period. 

–Darn, just catching up on Twitter and reading about Steven Stamkos’ apparent nasty leg injury… and now just caught video on NESN. Darn. Hope he’s OK. 

–The Sound Tigers had seemed to settle down a bit to start the second, but then a couple of Devils beat their guy, Matteau tries a wraparound, it went through to an open Dan Kelly at the other post, and it’s 4-2. (In other news, given Twitter, my broadcast feed is about a minute behind.) Shots, a little bit later, are 18-9 Devils, which makes it 5-0 Devils. 

–McKelvie hits the post from the neutral zone. Huh. 

–Strange bounce off a stanchion behind Nilsson — no harm, but for crying out loud. (Have we seen that crazy bounce from near the Zamboni door at AHY this year? We’ve seen other crazy bounces, but… Remember the one at the home runway? I don’t know what corner of my memory that came from; we haven’t seen that one in a long time. I’ll never forget Nathan Dempsey finding that one before Game 1 of the St. John’s series in 2002 and shouting to his teammates like a little kid about it. Awesome…) 

–Bridgeport gets its first power play with 2:43 left in the second. 

–Intermission fun: Mental Floss on unused nicknames that Washington’s NFL team can use. I like the Minot Why Nots. That’s one they can slip right into their fight song. 

–Boucher makes it 5-2 early in the third. Pesonen flung it toward the net out of the left corner and it bounced to the slot. 

–Mike Hoeffel takes down Dalhuisen early in the latter’s first AHL fight. 

–Reports now that Stamkos has a broken tibia, which was sadly the logical guess from the video. Darn. By the way, we’ve seen plenty of evidence of his toughness, but him trying to get up on that was just another example.

–A Hoeffel interference minor, if nothing else, gets Bridgeport a second power play with 5:17 to go. 

–Albany 5, Bridgeport 2, final, snapping the Sound Tigers’ four-game non-real-losing streak. 

–First star: Kelly. Second star: Pelley. Is there a Telly or a Nellie we can toss in there? (Norfolk didn’t have Trevor Smith, Rod Pelley and Devante Smith-Pelly all at once, right? I think we lamented that at one point. No, definitely not, mixing organizations there.) 

–I wondered if, taking those mistakes out of the mix, it wasn’t a terrible afternoon. Scott Pellerin: Nuh-uh. “Tell you right now, you take those things out, it’s absolutely no difference,” he said. “We got outworked. We got outbattled. We got outcompeted.” He credited Justin Johnson, who was working hard, getting the puck to the net, being vocal, doing his job. “I can’t say that for anybody else.” 

Three-in-three, rested opponent: “No excuses. No excuses.” Too many mistakes in the system led to odd-man rushes. Turnovers hurt. They settled down after the time out, talked about what they were doing wrong at intermission, then gave up another goal on the rush early in the second. 

Just a clinker, from how it sounds. 

Cantin was suffering some lingering effects from one of those myriad blocked shots last night, Pellerin said, which is why he was out. 

So the first three-in-three ends 1-1-1. Back to work during the week.

Categories: Albany, Postgame, Pregame 
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It’s over. After 10 starts and 11 decisions without a victory, Kenny Reiter finally has a win.

“He’s a huge competitor. He keeps us in games,” Scott Pellerin said. “I’m very happy he got his first win.”

Like two-thirds of the gamer is on him, so we’ll let that stand while pointing out that, if the old saw about your goalie being your best penalty killer is true, it helps explain that 9-for-9. 

“We kept everything to the outside,” Reiter said. “When they put it through the middle, I either saw it or it was blocked. Marc Cantin probably had a dozen blocks in the last period.”

That’s 17-for-18 the past two games, 28-for-31 since the Conor Allen goal early in Reiter’s last start, at Hartford. That’s a nice performance. It’s also way too many penalties, which is funny because in their first nine games they had seven games in which they’d had more power plays than their opponents, one game in which chances were even, and one in which they had six chances to Norfolk’s seven. 

The past two nights: 18-7. (Coincidentally, that was shots on goal after the VandeVelde goal, before they figured out how to get pucks deep against the Phantoms.)

“There was a lot of adversity we had to deal with tonight that was our fault,” Pellerin said, “being in the penalty box, too many penalties. It’s something we’re going to learn from.” 

The ninth chance was in the final minute as Jon Sim was called for knocking a stick away from Tye McGinn. Killed off. 

“Sometimes, with a young team, you have to learn how to win,” Pellerin said. “Tonight was a good example, a 3-2 lead, dealing with penalties, finding a way to win.”

….

Gallant: “Upper body, not 100 percent,” Pellerin said. Maybe more tomorrow. You guys may know better than I do, but it looked as if Scott Mayfield picked up the autograph session for him, too. 

Some good minutes from the defense, and a bunch of blocked shots. Reiter was, as noted, complimentary of Marc Cantin; think Mike Keenan had a few as well, among others. Mayfield finished plus-3. 

The Ben Holmstrom goal/no-goal at 1:19 of the second was fascinating. Holmstrom pretty clearly distinct-kicking-motioned it. Dave Lewis conferred with the linesmen, appeared to think about going to replay (with just the overhead angle allowed, don’t think it would’ve revealed much), talked to the Sound Tigers, talked some more to the linesmen and finally waved it off. Think it was the right call, though the Sound Tigers showed the play several times on the big board, which seemed to make their argument a bit more vociferous. Terry Murray certainly wasn’t happy after that. 

(Bob Rotruck thought he saw a VandeVelde deflection with the stick after the kick, which would’ve made it a good goal, kick or no, by Rule 49.2; I only saw one replay after hearing him mention that, but I didn’t catch a redirection.) 

Got to say hi at least to Bruno Gervais before I had to run down the hall; it’s wild to think back to the 20-year-old and realize he’s now 29. Had a son in the summer. He had played 72 games in this building, including three in the ’06 playoffs; this was the first in over six years (April 6, 2007, against Providence), and the first coming from the other runway. Weird. Hope he gets himself back to the Show soon. 

Radio liveblog tomorrow for the holiday matinee. See you then. 
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Wild to see Bruno Gervais back on that side of the rink. (Will talk some more context after the game.) 

The Phantoms wrap up three games in three nights; Bridgeport plays the middle game of its three-in-three. Bridgeport has some apparent line tweaks in their warmup rushes. One to scratch, but it looked like Clark again. Edit: It’s Gallant, in the end; “banged up.” He’s scheduled to sign autographs postgame. It looks like Sim’s got an ‘A’ stitched on.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Sim (A)-Sundstrom (A)-Larson

(Gallant (A)-scratch)-Quine-Wetmore

 Diamond-Miller-Johnson

 Clark

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Pedan-Jackson

 G: Reiter

 Nilsson

ADIRONDACK

 F: VandeVelde-Newbury-Akeson

 McGinn (A)-Cousins-Holmstrom (C)

 Noebels-Mangene-Mathers

 Straka-Bordson-Alderson

 D: Manning (A)-Gervais

 Konan-Alt

 Lauridsen-Eddy

 G: Heeter

 Danis

R: Lewis. L: Simeon, Wahl.

Jon Sim had some friendly (presumably) taps for some of his old teammates, including Yann Danis. 
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The first 12 minutes, 26 seconds of Saturday’s game at Hershey were played at five-on-five. In the first period, 16:00 of it was played at full strength. 

The last 40, slightly less. 

Nov. 9, 2013, Bridgeport 2 at Hershey 3 (SO) (overall)

SITUATION

Incidences

Total time

HER goals

BPT goals

5-on-5  10 32:36  1  1 

4-on-4  6  6:58  0 0 

4-on-4 (OT)  1  4:42  0 0 

3-on-3 (OT)  1 0:18  0 0 

B 5-on-4  5  7:14  0 1 

B 5-on-3  1  0:16  0 0 

B 4-on-3  —  -  - - 

H 5-on-4  8*  9:50  1  0 

H 5-on-3  3  3:00  0  0 

H 4-on-3  1  0:06  0  0 

TOTAL
 36
 65:00  2  2 

As of 15:20 of the second, when Mayfield went in for holding, that chart was reducible to this: 

SITUATION

Incidences

Total time

HER goals

BPT goals

5-on-5  5 27:20  1  0 

4-on-4  2  4:00  0 0 

H 5-on-4  2  4:00  0  0 

TOTAL
 9
 35:20  1  0 

So here’s the last 29:40, including overtime: 

SITUATION

Incidences

Total time

HER goals

BPT goals

5-on-5  5 5:16  0  1 

4-on-4  4  2:58  0 0 

4-on-4 (OT)  1  4:42  0 0 

3-on-3 (OT)  1 0:18  0 0 

B 5-on-4  5  7:14  0 1 

B 5-on-3  1  0:16  0 0 

B 4-on-3  —  -  - - 

H 5-on-4  6  5:50  1  0 

H 5-on-3  3  3:00  0  0 

H 4-on-3  1  0:06  0  0 

TOTAL
 27
 29:40  1  2 

Which is not to comment on the quality of the calls; wasn’t there, didn’t see. It’s just to comment on a busy box score. 

*-And before you ask, or before future me looks back here and wonders about it**, yes, Hershey, 1-for-9 on the power play, had eight five-on-fours. Its sixth power play began at four-on-three at 1:38 of the third out of a four-on-four, became a five-on-three when Schilling got out of the box six seconds later, and proceeded until Halmo got out of the box. Yeah.

 **-Hi, future me! Please leave a comment with tomorrow’s NFL scores

Categories: Thinking too hard 
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No trip to the Land of Chocolate for us tonight, so we’ll be listening to Scott Stuccio and following Tim Leone, Corey and Scott. Eventually, the box should be here.

Scott Linesburgh reports the logical move from Stockton: Mike Dalhuisen is coming up.

Prescout early: Adirondack started at 5 in Albany and is leading in the first period behind Yann Danis, looking for win No. 6 in a row. 

Bridgeport looks for No. 3 in about an hour and a half. More in a bit. 

–Scott says to expect Nilsson vs. Grubauer. 

–Corey tweets an ‘A’ for Brett Gallant tonight. Meanwhile, Tim says Miller’s in for Clark. 

–From the tweets and stuff down there, they look something like: 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Sim

 Larson-Quine-Wetmore

 Gallant (A)-Miller-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Keenan-Mayfield

 Pedan-Jackson

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

HERSHEY

 F: Whitmore-Stoa-Segal

 Byers-Taffe-Wellman

 Brittain-Watkins-Rechlicz

 Walker-LeBlanc-Mitchell

 D: Schilling-Strachan

 Genoway-Carrick

 Kolomatis-Kundratek

 G: Grubauer

 Leggio

R: Burchell, Mayer. L: Goodman, Trempe. 

The alliterative-or-nearly-so D-pairings is an interesting strategy from Mike Haviland. 

–Well then. At 18 seconds, the Bears take the lead on Strachan’s shot that’s deflected in by Dane Byers. 

–Not the fastest goal ever against Bridgeport; that’s Ken Gernander, 12 seconds into the game Oct. 12, 2001, at Bridgeport, Game 4 for the Sound Tigers. Meanwhile, Scott mentioned that Rechlicz and Gallant were both on the ice, I heard a whistle, and I was kinda disappointed it was for the net coming off. 

–Ah, Gallant-Rechlicz once again. Bombs away. Eagerly awaiting video.

–Segal-Larson after a Segal hit on Keenan; they say Segal gets the better of it. About three minutes in, they’d said Bridgeport hadn’t had the puck much, but now it’s turned around 11 minutes in; shots 8-2 Bridgeport. 

–Best chances by Halmo and Wetmore on a Pedan slashing minor. 

–Sounds like Cantin saves one on a four-on-four as a shot trickles through Nilsson.

–Still 1-0 Bears after one; shots 13-9 Bridgeport. Jon Sim involved and getting his props from the broadcast crew. 

–Over in Albany: The Phantoms head toward Route 8 with a 2-0 win. Yann Danis made 28 saves. 

–Haven’t watched this yet, but I’m sure tonight’s Hockey Night in Canada open was awesome as usual. 

–Did watch this: Gallant-Rechlicz video. Yup. Second period is underway down there. 

–Thomas Vanek’s out for the night for the Islanders with a reported upper-body injury. 

–Will be a longish five-on-three as Mayfield called for a hold, then Larson gets a stick up on Taffe. Two-man advantage for 72 seconds. Power plays are 4-0. 

–A save, a couple of shots wide, a de Haan pressure, and the five-on-three is done… but now Nilsson gets called for knocking the net off its moorings. Another five-on-three for 43 seconds. 

–Sundstrom wins the draw off the hop, which helps get Larson back from the box. A few shots again, and a few wide, and Bridgeport gets through all three penalties. 

–The Sound Tigers get their first power play in the closing seconds of the second period as Schilling whacks Halmo. It’ll carry over to the third; Hershey still leads 1-0. 

–Had it in the back of my mind that one of tonight’s refs was the one who’d called Nilsson for that kind of delay-of-game minor last year in Manchester, then didn’t call Niklas Svedberg in Bridgeport for it. It wasn’t; it was Trevor Hanson. Darn it, back of my mind. 

–Third period begins, and 49 seconds in, Halmo goes for holding the stick behind the play. So that first power play lasts 65 seconds. 

–Sim for a high hit — yet another five-on-three coming. 

–Sim’s called a check to the head. Nilsson pushes off the post again; no call this time. 

–The Bears finally break through on their seventh power play, a deflection. The only minor consolation for Bridgeport is it comes after Halmo’s back. 2-0 Hershey.

–Hershey pushes ahead short-handed but doesn’t convert; Joey Diamond gets the routine power-play breakaway and scores to cut it to 2-1. 

–At the end of yet another Hershey power play, and a long shift for the penalty killers, Nilsson again pushes off the post and takes it off. Scott (a goalie himself) doesn’t believe it. 

–Bridgeport gets its own five-on-three, a short one. Didn’t know Francois St. Laurent was still working AHL games. About seven and a half minutes left. 

–It continues. Sundstrom called at the tail end of the last Hershey minor. 

–While Bridgeport fights through this ninth penalty kill, Matt Carkner has left the Islanders game, @StapeNewsday reports on Twitter. And then Riley Wetmore takes a puck to the jaw at the end of the kill. 

–Tie game: Sundstrom backhand pass to Strome in the circle, and it’s 2-2 with 2:59 to play. 

–With 1:42 to go, Strome shoots it right off the draw, then scuffles with Dane Byers. They each get unsportsmanlike minors. A little four-on-four to the wire, why not. 

–Overtime; 18 seconds of three-on-three. 

–Bonus Round No. 3. If we don’t see Joel Rechlicz, I will feel cheated.

–Apparently Johan Sundstrom skated over the puck in the sixth round, and Scott said Sundstrom touched it, but he’s getting a second chance, and Haviland’s furious. This should be fun. Nope, Sundstrom stopped. On they go. 

–It takes 10 rounds before it ends. Hershey 3, Bridgeport 2, final (6-5 SO). Dane Byers yes, Brett Gallant no on a pokecheck in that last round. Sounds like a blast of a game. Big points for the PK. 

–By the way, Wetmore played in overtime and took one of the penalty kicks, so apparently he was OK. Will double-check. 

–Did I mention at all about how they’d been skating Wednesday, skating hard, and Pellerin saying (audible from the top of Wonderland) how they couldn’t possibly think it was going to be easy going into Hershey on a Saturday night? ‘Cause Pellerin brought it back up tonight, 18 seconds. “I warned ‘em. We all knew it was coming,” Pellerin said. “You look at a team that’s going to set up a forecheck. We try to set up a breakout. (I lost connection here.) We miss coverage by a half-step, and we’re down a goal 18 seconds into the game.” 

But still. “We talked about character, grit and perseverance,” he said. They faced some adversity, being down and facing all those penalties. “We didn’t give up.” He said some guys were disappointed, thought they had chances to end it. He’s hoping they’ll be there to support each other. 

On Brett Gallant, wearing the ‘A’: “Gally’s a special hockey player. He’s still improving. He plays a physical game, and he understands. He’s got great hockey sense. He’s really working on the fundamental skills he has to work on, and he’s really committed. … He had a great battle with Rechlicz. He played quality minutes in the first.” The second-period penalty parade kind of limited that. 

He said he thought Wetmore had just been cut by that puck, no teeth lost or the like. And he said he hadn’t heard about any further moves. 

Short turnaround. More tomorrow. 
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Nothing official on a call-up yet on defense. Stockton won in overtime tonight in Colorado — goals for Kirill Kabanov and Corey Trivino in regulation — and next plays Sunday in Bakersfield. Mike Dalhuisen would seem to be the logical candidate if and when it happens; all the contract guys were in the lineup tonight. 

The Rampage didn’t go back to Chuck Weber; they instead went to Tom Rowe, former Albany River Rats coach, who’s back from Russia. 

The Phantoms play tomorrow at Albany, but what the heck, while we’re here: future prescout. Adirondack has won five in a row, the most since the move to Glens Falls. 

And finally, Utica… WINS! THEY WIN! (The Comets had been winless in 10 to start. An assist for Brandon DeFazio.)

Status sorta quo: Friday practice 
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There was no call-up yet on defense for the Sound Tigers, at least not for the Sound Tigers; obviously, Aaron Ness remained gone after what sounded like a good return to the NHL. But they haven’t yet made a call-up from Stockton, which plays again tonight in Colorado. 

So that leaves six defensemen, which works for tomorrow night in Hershey. Beyond that, we’ll see where they are. 

Lines at the Wonderland of Ice were the same as Wednesday, and Scott Pellerin said it didn’t look good for a John Persson (upper body) appearance this weekend. 

The Panthers fired Kevin Dineen and his staff this morning. San Antonio’s Peter Horachek takes over as Florida’s interim coach; didn’t see anything official, but Dan Weiss said it looks as if Chuck Weber will take over the Rampage again.

Nathan Lawson is back to Binghamton. 

And so there’s a preseason Connecticut 6 all-star team. Not that I know basketball at all, but it appears to be the best player from each of the six teams (who play tomorrow in Bridgeport). I suspect we’re not that far away from college football teams no longer issuing a two-deep chart, but instead releasing a pregame all-team team. (“He’s not the backup quarterback; he’s Second Team All-UConn!”)

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Coaching Carousel, College, Stockton 
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The Islanders announced they’ve recalled Aaron Ness this morning. He could get his first NHL action since the spring of 2012 tonight in Raleigh. 

Bridgeport, as mentioned, isn’t skating today. Scott Pellerin said earlier this week that if the Isles did call for someone, he expected a parallel move here as soon as possible to get back to seven defensemen and prepare for this three-in-three holiday weekend. Stockton is in Colorado, and Mike Dalhuisen scored his third goal of the year in the closing seconds last night to avoid a shutout. 

Including the 2012 playoffs, Ness had played in Bridgeport’s last 91 games; that’s since the second-to-last game of the 2011-12 regular season in Wilkes-Barre, the night after the Sound Tigers clinched the division and the third seed, when both teams rested a bunch of regulars. He missed March 4, 2012, when the Islanders briefly called him up as a precaution; he missed five Bridgeport games that year, Feb. 11-20, when he was on recall. Those are the only Sound Tigers games he has not played since he showed up on his ATO from Minnesota. 

Categories: Dalhuisen, Ness, Stockton 

Persson ‘doubtful’ this weekend 
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John Persson is “very doubtful” for this weekend,” Scott Pellerin said, with that upper-body injury. Without him, Jon Sim slipped into Persson’s spot on the right with Joey Diamond and Johan Sundstrom. 

Otherwise things looked mostly as they did last weekend. They won’t skate tomorrow after a hard skate today (another long week), so updates as warranted then. 

Had forgotten that yesterday was originally supposed to be Cool Fun 101. Hopefully when it happens Dec. 10, it’s a better game than today’s AHL morning game. (At least, as of this writing, when it’s 6-1 late in the second.)

Via Darren Dreger on Twitter, a neat search into the origins of a ubiquitous celebration that’s relatively new.

Very neat, via old colleague Ben Doody: The New York Times’ mayoral endorsements, back to my alma mater’s own Seth Low.

And RIP, Alvin Clinkscales, though that was definitely not the way I wanted to get to know the man. Sounds like quite a guy.

Categories: 'Round the League, Persson, Rampant nostalgia, RIP 

Arcobello scores 
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The Oilers lead in Florida at this writing.

Edit: The Oilers gave that lead up. No big deal: Arcobello scored his second NHL goal in overtime to win it. 

Categories: Southern CT: Taking over hockey one player at a time 

One out, one back, one new 
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Will have a bunch of Jon Sim for the paper tomorrow, the new guy, starting out with the fourth line (which was back to Gallant-Clark-Johnson today, Alan Quine back with Riley Wetmore and Nick Larson), battling with Dallas Jackson in the corners already. “He looks good,” Scott Pellerin said. It was obviously a really tough practice today. We were able to get all the teaching points out. It’ll take him a couple of days to get used to the systems.”

Johan Sundstrom was back on the ice, but John Persson was out; upper-body injury, day to day. Otherwise, same as it has been; same seven defensemen. 

Elsewhere, Ottawa recalled Nathan Lawson from Binghamton to replace the injured Craig Anderson.

Categories: Alumni watch, Persson, Sim 

(Well there’s a veteran) Report: Sim returns 
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No weather delays (yet), no curious waivers, no midnight burps from the server: The News of New Glasgow, Nova Scotia, first reports that their hometown boy Jon Sim is signing a PTO with the Sound Tigers. The team is not fond of confirming these things until the guy’s in the house, so doubt we’ll get anything immediately official from that side. 

It’s quite the interesting signing for a guy last seen going to Switzerland rather than coming back here in 2011. He was a force at times for this team, battling through an awful ankle injury and a classic feud with Joey Mormina to lead the team in scoring in the 2009 playoffs; in his obviously small sample, no one has averaged more regular-season goals per game (20 goals in 26 games, to go with 12 assists) as a Sound Tiger, and only three technically averaged more points per game (Josh Bailey 17 in 11, Mike Omicioli six in four, Mike Sillinger four in three). 

That’s also three years ago and beyond; he’s 36. He had 12 goals and 20 assists combined in 56 games last year for the Rampage and the Phantoms; that total would’ve put him fifth on the Sound Tigers last year, a tiebreaker ahead of Johan Sundstrom. 

But he’s been around, and he’s been to the mountaintop a time or two at a couple of different levels. This team had precious little of that kind of veteran, and certainly none who’d done it at those levels. 

(We could probably do a billion of these, and I’ll do some arithmetic later, but let’s start here: Sim’s 469 NHL games are 12 times the total of his new teammates, combined.) 

Suspect more tomorrow on that.

Sundstrom, meanwhile, was not on the ice this morning, dealing with a lower-body injury suffered late in Saturday’s game, Scott Pellerin said. He’s day-to-day. The rest of the team practiced, with Greg Miller in Sundstrom’s spot, and Brett Gallant swapping places with Alan Quine from the weekend’s opening lines. When we met before noon, Pellerin hadn’t heard from the Islanders about a possible call-up on defense for their road trip. 

Edit: Syracuse’s Nikita Kucherov (5-4-9 in three games) bests Mike Halmo (5-3-8 in three) and Ryan Strome (2-6-8 in three) for AHL Player of the Week.

Fun from xkcd as always.

Sweet tribute to Marcia Wallace on the Simpsons last night. And RIP, Bobby Parker.

Categories: RIP, Sim, Sundstrom 

All (mostly) good news: Norfolk postgame 
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Had a little good news-bad news chart ready to roll for the gamer if this thing ended up an Admirals win. 

They generated lots and lots (and lots) of chances in the third. But they didn’t bury them. They kind of got a dose of bad luck on that go-ahead Admirals goal. But, you know, play to the whistle. They got called for a late penalty… but they got called for a late penalty.

They’d have deserved better. But Mike Halmo scored again, and they wound up getting what they probably deserved. 

Two’s a streak, technically. The feeling is a far cry from how it felt around here earlier in the week. 

….

You have to love that Justin Johnson celebration. Pound in the rebound, raise your hand, rush to the boards as kids rush to celebrate with you, and pound the glass three times. 

His contributions don’t often come on the scoresheet, but it’s nice to chip in there. 

“It’s fun. It’s always nice to score,” said Johnson, crediting Alan Quine (twice) with getting the puck there. “Your teammates treat you really well.”

Johnson had played 43 games without a goal since his last one, Dec. 26, 2011, for Manchester against Providence. He had three the year before, his first AHL season, including a power-play goal against Bridgeport in one of the Monarchs’ several big wins that year over the Sound Tigers. 

….

The penalty kill, technically, has allowed at least one in eight of the nine games this year. But tonight’s was (a) kinda fluky, an odd play along the boards that turned into an open shot from the slot that forced Anders Nilsson to handle it awkwardly for a poke-in rebound; and (2) with three seconds left on the PK, as they changed. And last night’s was in the third period of a 7-0 game. Different circumstances than some of the others, and a couple of good games on the kill. 

“We’re starting to identify players in certain roles,” Pellerin said. “It’s taken a while. Doug Holewa has done a great job working with our guys, having structure in practice, getting those repetitions in practice.”

Nilsson was strong, as well, for the second night in a row; the old “your goalie has to be your best penalty killer” line. But there were some good things around him, too, including a couple of good reads by John Persson, one of which turned into a shot that hit a post. 

“I feel me and Sunny had a good effort there,” Persson said. “It’s a great job by the coaches: We’ve watched a lot of video.”

Igor Bobkov, off the bench, made a couple of big saves on that Bridgeport penalty kill, one on a Halmo breakaway, the other I think Nick Larson. If it’s 3-0 there, it could be different. (Not that John Gibson was awful. Was pretty good in the first, actually.) 

….

Strome’s week, in three games: two goals, six assists for eight points. Halmo’s week: five goals, three assists for eight points. 

Linesman Kevin Redding took a nasty bump in that mayhem in front of the benches in the third, which turned into Dave Steckel’s wide-open pass from Garnet Exelby for the go-ahead goal. Hopefully he’s feeling OK quickly. That was a wacky play, certainly, with both teams mid-change, throngs around that area, more than a dozen players on the ice and a linesman down and injured. 

Arthur Staple suspects someone finally gets the call on defense this week. 

Replay scoreboard: With 12:43 left in the second, Nilsson stopped Richard Rakell’s wraparound and sat there on the goal line with it. Ref Ryan Murphy gave it a look but didn’t need much time to wave it off. 

The Admirals are headed out to Hershey for a game tomorrow, and then the Bears’ next game is next Saturday against Bridgeport. 

Big game for Kevin Poulin and the Islanders.

Stockton’s playing now, again; Kirill Kabanov has a goal, and Ben Rosen has an assist at this writing. They won last night. Meanwhile, Sean Wiles is evidently out hurt in Reading. 

Team’s off tomorrow. More Monday unless warranted.

Categories: 'Round the League  , Alumni watch  , Halmo  , Johnson  , Postgame | More
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Bridgeport’s last winning streak was seven months ago… 

OK, I know, the Sound Tigers didn’t play six of those months. But still. They’d played 15 games over two seasons without winning two in a row, since April 2 at Worcester and April 4 back here… against Worcester. 

So if they’re going to win two in a row that don’t involve Worcester at both ends, they’re going to do it for the first time since March 8 at Albany and March 12 vs. Springfield. 

Stunningly*, looks like the same lineup for Bridgeport, with one to scratch each way. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Persson

 Larson-Quine-Wetmore

 Gallant-Clark-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Pedan-Keenan

(Jackson-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

NORFOLK

 F: Sauve-Rakell-Friberg

 Laganiere-Steckel-Stortini

 Kurtz-Sarault-Whitney

 Cramarossa-Wagner (A)-MacQueen

(Ezekiel-scratch)

 D: Gagne-Clark

 Sbisa-Yonkman (A)

 Exelby (A)-Grant

 G: Gibson

 Bobkov

R: Murphy. L: Galvin, Redding.

Only the second time the Sound Tigers have seen Ryan Murphy, and the first time in Bridgeport. (First time I’ll see him, too.)

Escobedo, Cornell thrown into the AHL fire

Michael Fornabaio
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Kevin Duffy: With Jack out of football, Cochrans growing closer

Ansonia looks to add to NVL legacy with another title

Both coaches proponents of UConn-BC revival

BRIDGEPORT -- Players coming up from the ECHL have sometimes had their odd travel stories when they got to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. Not many have been stuck in Los Angeles for the night after their flight got cancelled. 

Sean Escobedo finally made it on Friday in Springfield, though, joining Mike Cornell as newcomers to a banged-up Bridgeport defense corps. 

"I got a good night's sleep after the Springfield game," Escobedo said. "I learned the systems. I got the travel legs out."

He made his AHL debut on Saturday at home against Hartford, a day after Cornell bowed in Springfield with a solid night. 

"It was a good, intense game. Hartford's a big rivalry, I guess," said Escobedo, born and raised in Bayside, Queens in New York City. "It was good to get a high-intensity game out of the way.

"I learned what it takes to play at this level. ... And having a week off to recover is good."

By late last week, four of Bridgeport's seven opening-night defensemen were missing, whether called up to the New York Islanders (Aaron Ness) or injured (Joe Finley, Andrey Pedan and Marc Cantin, in descending order of apparent seriousness). Even reinforcement Mike Dalhuisen was injured Friday. Enter Cornell and Escobedo, two rookies out of Maine and Boston University, respectively. While Escobedo was trying to get across the country -- Bridgeport's ECHL affiliate, Stockton, was at Bakersfield on Thursday -- Cornell flew up from Atlanta on Friday after playing for the Florida Everblades the night before. 

"I was kind of thrown into the fire," Cornell said; he had an assist and a fight Friday. "I didn't have too much time to put pressure on myself."

Being paired with Dallas Jackson helped, he said, getting communication from him and from the bench. And it helped that the Sound Tigers and the Everblades play a similar system. 

"It was exciting to get that first experience. I'm really thankful for the opportunity," Cornell said. "It would've been nice to get a few points out of the weekend. I'm trying to learn as much as I can, get used to this level of play."

Young even to start the season, Bridgeport struggled last week to three losses. 

Cornell was a bright spot Friday, though, and Escobedo battled through some physical punishment Saturday. 

"They had to jump in right away and be a big part of our team," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "I thought we gave them all the orientation, everything they needed. They handled it very well.

"I was happy with their compete level, their decision-making, in a tough situation."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Injury to Islander goalie sets off Sound Tiger shuffle

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 8:30 pm, Monday, November 18, 2013 

0

in

Share

. 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Kevin Duffy: With Jack out of football, Cochrans growing closer

Ansonia looks to add to NVL legacy with another title

Both coaches proponents of UConn-BC revival

BRIDGEPORT -- No one around the New York Islanders or Bridgeport Sound Tigers wanted to see something happen to Evgeni Nabokov, the NHL club's veteran goalie.

But when Nabokov went down Saturday with a groin injury that put him on injured reserve, the chain reaction bumped the organization's other four goalies up a notch.

For Kevin Poulin, it's the NHL starting gig. For Anders Nilsson, it's a trip to The Show. For Kenny Reiter, it's a lot more time in net for the Sound Tigers. For Parker Milner, it's a trip here from California, his first stint in the AHL.

"I'm excited. You don't want to say you're there waiting for it, but you're always waiting for that call," said Milner, who'd made five starts for Stockton (ECHL) to begin his pro career. "It's unfortunate it happened because of injury." 

Reiter gets the reins after finally earning his first AHL win in his last start, Nov. 10 against Adirondack.

"It's definitely good to have that. It was a bit of a relief to finally get that," Reiter said, "so I'm not as much thinking. I can just go out and play the way I can play, and, hopefully, give the team the best opportunity to win." 

Both Reiter and Milner are from Pittsburgh. They're both on AHL contracts. And they both won NCAA championships as juniors, Reiter with Minnesota Duluth in 2011, Milner with Boston College a year later.

Reiter split time last year between Bridgeport and Fort Wayne (ECHL).

"Kenny's got more experience," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He has battled before. I'm looking to him to take the ball and run now. It's the same situation (as Nilsson): He has an opportunity here.

"He has to take it, and also, Parker's got to push him, (make it) a competitive atmosphere." 

Nilsson hasn't played an NHL game since the 2011-12 season after missing lots of time last year to illness.

"It's an opportunity for him to go up there and play, to practice and play in the NHL," Pellerin said. "I'm really happy for him. He's been working really hard to find his game."

Bridgeport defenseman Marc Cantin returned to practice -- a hard-working, hard-skating 90-plus-minute practice at the Wonderland of Ice after the team lost its last three -- on Monday after missing a week with a lower-body injury suffered blocking a shot. Sean Escobedo, who left Saturday's game early after taking a hard hit, was back for the full practice.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog

ECHL experience could be boost Kabanov needed
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BRIDGEPORT -- Kirill Kabanov's pro career so far: ghastly injury, slow recovery, out-of-sync second half, decent first two games this year ... demotion.

What happened next may give him a boost as he returns to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers after a solid month in the ECHL with the Stockton Thunder.

"I had a lot of ice time, penalty kill, power play," Kabanov said. "They're great guys out there, a great group of guys. I really enjoyed it there." 

Back here, Kabanov was on the right side with Jon Sim and Johan Sundstrom at Thursday's practice, likely where he'll play Friday at Springfield.

When they sent him to Stockton, the New York Islanders said they wanted him playing a top-six-forward's role, something that wasn't open to him then here. 

An assortment of players have rotated through that spot in recent games.

"I've heard a lot of good reports from (Stockton coach) Rich Kromm about his compete level, his attitude, and being engaged in the whole game," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

"It's a process here for him to reestablish himself in the group." 

Kabanov didn't want to talk about the circumstances of Oct. 8, when he wasn't at practice after an off day for the team, then was sent down that afternoon. A source then said he'd been late for a meeting, not for the first time.

"I don't really want to bother," Kabanov said. "What happened, happened. I got called up. That's what matters right now." Kabanov scored four goals and four assists in nine Thunder games. He struggled to create offense last year after a skate-cut to his wrist in the fourth game of the year required emergency surgery. In Stockton, he said he was finally able again to be the creative player he had been.

Kabanov said he got lots of trust from Kromm in different situations -- he said he hadn't killed penalties in three years -- and support from his teammates.

In the Thunder's season opener Oct. 19, he earned (as did teammate Mike Dalhuisen) the "Gordie Howe hat trick" of a goal, an assist and a fight in a game.

"The guys were chirping me," Kabanov said about the fight. "I couldn't stand it anymore. `You want to go?' He said yes." 

He'd fought a few times in junior, but "never the Gordie Howe," he said. It was nice, he joked, to also get a couple of minutes for roughing instead of tripping.

So he was engaged in lots of situations on the ice; what is Bridgeport looking for from Kabanov off the ice?

"Just maturity," Pellerin said, "being a good teammate, being on time -- at the end of the day, you can't have excuses, whether on the ice or off the ice. You're going to have to be a good pro." 

FINLEY OUT: Defenseman Joe Finley needed surgery to correct a blood-flow issue in his left hand, Pellerin said. Finley had a similar problem in 2009-10 that cost him most of the season. He has been out since Oct. 20 and is out indefinitely.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- To fill in for two young players who've been sent down for more playing time, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers turned to a couple of familiar faces. 

Forwards Sean Wiles and Chris Langkow signed pro tryouts to join the Sound Tigers. It's a second stint for both of them, and for Langkow, a return to the AHL for the first time since 2011-12.

"Whatever they need me to do," said Langkow, who had nine points in 11 games with South Carolina (ECHL). 

"There are a couple of guys still here from the last time I played here, a couple of guys I've played against. I played with (Chris Bruton) in junior."

Bridgeport will also get forward Kirill Kabanov back up from Stockton (ECHL). He was en route from California while Bridgeport practiced Wednesday at the Wonderland of Ice. 

The Sound Tigers sent Greg Miller and Jason Clark down to Stockton. The pair hadn't played much in recent games, so it's a chance for them to play and develop their games. 

Wiles, 26, and Langkow, 24, bring some experience in the meantime. Langkow spent most of 2011-12 here, though he missed 41 games with a concussion and its aftermath; he had five points in seven games. 

Wiles played three solid games with Bridgeport last season and was among the last cuts this year in training camp. 

"I'm very excited to be back here," said Wiles, who had four points with Reading (ECHL) this season in nine games. 

"I'm just coming to help. I want to come here and play, not just be here. I want to be a player and help the team."

Familiarity helps on both the players' sides and the team's side.

"Wiles, we were very happy with him in training camp, and last season," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's an opportunity to get some playing time here and join our team again. We're familiar with him, confident in him." 

Pellerin was still an assistant in Manchester when Langkow was here last, but assistant coach Eric Boguniecki, among others, was here.

"He comes with some good reports," Pellerin said. 

The team was short a couple of defensemen at Wednesday's practice. Pellerin said Andrey Pedan was expected to miss the upcoming weekend to rest a lingering upper-body injury. Marc Cantin remained out after blocking a shot late in Sunday's game. 

Brett Gallant (upper body) practiced in a no-contact jersey, but fellow forward John Persson remained out. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers fall flat in Albany
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Coming in on a bit of a roll Monday gave the Bridgeport Sound Tigers no momentum at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y.

Their 5-2 loss to the Albany Devils was one to forget after a couple of good weeks."We got outworked. We got outbattled. We got outcompeted," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

The Sound Tigers were 3-0-0-1 in their previous four games after a five-game losing streak. They fell behind 3-0 in the first period Monday but battled back to 3-2 after one.

Coming in on a bit of a roll Monday gave the Bridgeport Sound Tigers no momentum at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. Their 5-2 loss to the Albany Devils was one to forget after a couple of good weeks.

"We got outworked. We got outbattled. We got outcompeted," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

The Sound Tigers were 3-0-0-1 in their previous four games after a five-game losing streak. They fell behind 3-0 in the first period Monday but battled back to 3-2 after one.

A goal set up on the rush early in the second made it 4-2.

The Devils scored three of their goals off odd-man rushes, another off a turnover, and the fifth, eventually, off a rush after Harri Pesonen (three assists) caromed the puck from the left corner to the front of the net for Reid Boucher.

"We made some critical errors in our system," Pellerin said. "It shows our attention to detail was not at the level we need." The Sound Tigers were playing their third game in 46 hours; Albany, playing its third game in four days, had Sunday off.

"No excuses," Pellerin said. "(The Sound Tigers) knew what they were getting into. We're a young team, a youthful team. We've got to find a way, game-in, game-out. This was a big test for us." Andrey Pedan, through a screen, and Johan Sundstrom, off Jon Sim's forced turnover and Riley Wetmore's setup, scored 59 seconds apart late in the first period.

Marc Cantin was suffering lingering effects from blocking a shot late in Sunday's game, so he was scratched. Former Quinnipiac defenseman Mike Dalhuisen replaced him and made his AHL debut.

Bridgeport was without John Persson and Brett Gallant, injured in the past week, and Joe Finley and Chris Bruton, out longer-term.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Bridgepor t 2 0 0--2

Albany 3 1 1--5
Sound Tiger goalie Reiter earns first AHL victory
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BRIDGEPORT -- It was like an exorcism checklist, a series of challenges Kenny Reiter had to face once more before his first AHL win.

Funny bounce off the stanchion? Yep. One last crazy carom into the slot to a wide-open Adirondack Phantom? Better believe it.

They went his way this time. Reiter stopped 28 shots Sunday afternoon at Webster Bank Arena in the Sound Tigers' 3-2 win. In his 11th AHL start, he finally won.

"It was like a weight being lifted off my shoulders. Finally, exclamation point," Reiter said. 

"This year has been a little more frustrating because of the bounces. The games I played last year, I was playing well but the result wasn't coming." 

Reiter had been 0-8-2 in 10 career AHL starts, including 0-2 this year with another loss in relief. He had played to a .907 save percentage in those starts, including brilliant nights like a 1-0 overtime loss last year in Hershey.

This year's troubles included goals on double deflections and dump-ins caroming off stanchions to open men in the slot.

Sunday included the latter in the first period, but Reiter was able to recover to make two saves. Then with 2:25 left, former Sound Tiger Bruno Gervais had a shot blocked; the ricochet found Nick Cousins open in the slot.

"That's another example; we made a good block, and the puck ended up right on a guy's stick," Reiter said. "I wanted to play him straight up. I think I took away his time and space." 

He made a right-pad save, and he and the Sound Tigers killed their ninth penalty in the final minute. Reiter leaned back and raised his arms as the buzzer sounded and teammates flocked to him.

"It's awesome. Kenny's always been so solid in net," Anders Lee said. "We're all very proud of him. Many more to come." For once, the funny bounce happened to the other goalie. 

Lee's second goal broke a 2-2 tie with 13:26 remaining, a shot from the left wing just after he came off the bench.

"I just threw it on net," Lee said. "I got a bounce." 

Cal Heeter knocked the puck up into the air, batted it up once, started falling backward, tried to bat it up again and wound up batting it into his own net.

Attendance was 4,876.

Adirondack, playing its third game in three nights, came out stronger and built a 2-0 lead. Marcel Noebels found a rebound late in the first; Chris VandeVelde scored on a breakaway in the second, Bridgeport's seventh short-handed goal against.

Shots were 18-7 in the Phantoms' favor, and it felt more lopsided than that. But the Sound Tigers started to gain control of the puck in the Adirondack zone and started producing. Lee cut in from the left side off Ryan Strome's setup in the second period; Riley Wetmore scored on the rush in the third.

"We're not a flashy team," coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're a young, hardworking, simple hockey team. You could see at the 10-minute mark of the second period, we didn't turn pucks over as much."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 
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Sound Tigers stop power play, fall in shootout
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Facing nine Hershey power plays in front of over 8,000 fans, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers could have been run out of Giant Center on Saturday night.

But the penalty kill, which had struggled in October, allowed one goal in those nine tries, letting the Sound Tigers force overtime before the Bears won 3-2 in a 10-round shootout in Hershey, Pa.

"We've been working on it very hard," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

"We've been finding that execution, the comfort zone and playing the system the right way. The guys had great execution tonight."

Bridgeport went into the game ranked second-to-last in the AHL, allowing a goal on a quarter of its penalties.

The Bears' only power-play goal came seven seconds after the Bears' third five-on-three.

Anders Nilsson -- penalized for the second time in two seasons for pushing the net off its moorings -- made 36 saves.

"He was really solid," Pellerin said.

Nilsson stopped 36 of the last 37 he saw. Hershey scored 18 seconds into the game, Dane Byers' deflection.

That held up until Ryan Stoa's power-play deflection at 2:56 of the third.

But Bridgeport came back. Joey Diamond took Johan Sundstrom's breakaway pass and beat Philipp Grubauer with 15:47 remaining.

Bridgeport failed on two more power plays and killed two more Hershey power plays before Sundstrom set up Ryan Strome at the bottom of the right circle for the tying goal with 2:59 to go.

Hershey scored on its first three shots in the shootout, but Bridgeport scored on its second, fourth and fifth to extend the tiebreaker past its regular five rounds. Both teams scored in the seventh and eighth rounds.

In the 10th, Byers scored for Hershey; Philipp Grubauer's pokecheck on Brett Gallant (who'd had his usual jaw-dropping fight with Joel Rechlicz in the first period) ended the game.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Bridgeport 0 0 2 0 0--2
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Hard work paying dividends for Lee

Michael Fornabaio

Published 7:24 pm, Friday, November 8, 2013 

0

in

Share

. 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Kevin Duffy: With Jack out of football, Cochrans growing closer

Ansonia looks to add to NVL legacy with another title

Both coaches proponents of UConn-BC revival

BRIDGEPORT -- Things weren't going quite the way Anders Lee wanted in October for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. He went to work about changing them.

"He wasn't happy with himself at the beginning of the year," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said after Friday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice. "He watched some video. He took ownership of his game. You can see the progress."

Lee's effort on his own, coupled with the work assistant coach and former standout pro forward Eric Boguniecki did with the forwards, has helped pay dividends for the rookie.

"It's all a learning process," said Lee, 22, who left Notre Dame last spring after his junior year to sign with the New York Islanders.

"I'm getting used to the pro game and whatnot, playing the game the Islanders want me to play."

He has played with fellow rookie Ryan Strome in eight of Bridgeport's first nine games, and united with Mike Halmo recently, the line has been productive.

Lee has four points in the past three games going into Saturday's game at Hershey, Pa.; his linemates have eight apiece. 

"I'm trying to create some space for Stromer and Halmo, to try to be a net-front presence," Lee said. "That's always been my game, but guys are bigger and stronger here."

At 6-foot-3 and 225 pounds, Lee has his own size and strength.

"I think he's starting to see how hard he has to work, what type of game he has to play to be successful," Pellerin said. 

Adding to his versatility, Lee has gotten some time on the penalty kill recently. 

"He played center last year in college. He can take faceoffs," Pellerin said. "It's part of his development to be a solid two-way player. He's really quick in short areas. He's strong on the puck."

Bridgeport plays its first stretch of three games in three days this weekend. Sunday's game is at Webster Bank Arena against Adirondack; the Sound Tigers visit Albany on Monday for a holiday matinee. 

It appeared they will be without John Persson, out with an upper-body injury, joining captain Chris Bruton and defenseman Joe Finley, who are out longer-term with injuries. 

The team traveled to Hershey with six defensemen as Aaron Ness remained up with the Islanders. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Hershey Bears

WHEN: Saturday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: Giant Center, Hershey, Pa.

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS: Bridgeport 3-5-1-0; Hershey 2-4-2-1

SEASON SERIES: First meeting of four. The Bears won three of four last year. 

LAST MEETING: The Bears won 1-0 in overtime at home March 16. 

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: Bridgeport has won two in a row. ¦ The New York Islanders called up D Aaron Ness on Thursday. ¦ LW John Persson (upper body) is doubtful. ¦ Veteran LW Jon Sim signed a PTO. ¦ C Ryan Strome leads the team at 3-11-14. LW Mike Halmo is 6-4-10 with five goals in three games. 

ABOUT THE BEARS: Hershey is winless in three. ¦ Former Norfolk coach Mike Haviland is the Bears' coach this year. ¦ D Dmitri Orlov leads the team at 2-6-8 in five games, but Washington called him up this week. Veteran C Jeff Taffe is 3-2-5. ¦ Former Sound Tigers C Matt Watkins is 0-2-2. Former Bridgeport LW Joel Rechlicz is 0-1-1 with 19 PIM. 

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Adirondack, 3 p.m.

Sound Tigers' Mayfield progressing from 'hockey 24/7'

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- Scott Mayfield's next test isn't in a classroom in Denver, it's at Hershey on Saturday night at a full Giant Center against the Bears. Jumping from college hockey to the AHL at 21 years old isn't easy.

"It's hockey 24/7," said Mayfield, the lone right-handed defenseman on the Bridgeport Sound Tigers and one of three rookies. "You don't have classes. You don't have the social life that college brings. Like everybody says, it's like a job." 

Bridgeport Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin said he sees that kind of work ethic from Mayfield, and that he's seen improvement from his first appearance here in April until now.

"He's very mature. He's a very smart kid, on and off the ice," Pellerin said. "He has that drive, that passion to get better every day." 

Mayfield played two years at the University of Denver, then turned pro, playing six games with the Sound Tigers last season at age 20.

He returned for his first full pro season, playing alongside Aaron Ness and getting time on the penalty kill.

"I think he's been playing very consistently in his game within his skill set," Pellerin said. "He's still learning. He's still got a ways to go. But he practices with good habits, and he plays very well with those same habits.

"He has probably been one of our most consistent defensemen." 

He's also one of the biggest at 6-foot-4, 210 pounds. Of the eight on the roster, the St. Louis native is the second-youngest. 

The inexperienced team lost five in a row last month -- Mayfield scored his first professional goal in the fifth, a loss last Wednesday at Hartford -- but rebounded with two wins last weekend.

"That slump was tough on everyone," Mayfield said. "With a young group, the experience is definitely going to help all of us. We're all learning. We're all working hard." 

The Ness-Mayfield pair has been one of the most consistent alignments for the Sound Tigers, together each of the first nine games.

"Their communication, the way they support each other is exactly what a defense pair has to be," Pellerin said. "They back each other up. They try to keep it as simple as possible. They're not going to try to make crazy, fancy plays, just distribute the puck."

Newsday reported Wednesday that Ness could be called up for Thursday's game at Carolina.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sim brings valuable experience, ability to Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:46 pm, Tuesday, November 5, 2013 
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Jon Sim takes a shot at goal for the Soundtigers during Saturday's game against the Hartford Wolf Pack at the Arena at Harbor Yard on November 6, 2010. Photo: Lindsay Niegelberg, ST / Connecticut Post

Jon Sim takes a shot at goal for the Soundtigers during Saturday's game against the Hartford Wolf Pack at the Arena at Harbor Yard on November 6, 2010. Photo: Lindsay Niegelberg, ST | Buy This Photo 
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Kevin Duffy: With Jack out of football, Cochrans growing closer

Ansonia looks to add to NVL legacy with another title

Both coaches proponents of UConn-BC revival

BRIDGEPORT -- Jon Sim enters his 16th professional season with 889 games that count toward the AHL veteran rule: games played in the NHL, AHL, the old International Hockey League, top European leagues.

His 24 new Bridgeport Sound Tigers teammates came into the year with 1,118 of those games, combined.

Bridgeport had skill, grit, potential; it didn't have tons of experience until Sim signed a pro tryout Tuesday and practiced at the Wonderland of Ice.

"I still have the desire to play," said Sim, 36, who'd been skating with a junior team in Nova Scotia and coaching his kids' teams. "Back home in October, still training as hard as I did in August: It kept me going, knowing if I got an opportunity I'd be ready." 

Sim, a Stanley Cup and Calder Cup champion, got that opportunity. It's his third stint with the Sound Tigers and a second go-'round with the New York Islanders organization, with whom he played three and a half years, 2007-11.

"We are a youthful team," coach Scott Pellerin said. "Having all his experience in the NHL, bringing that experience into the locker room -- and we're looking for his skill level and ability." 

Sim had 23 points in 18 games with Bridgeport in 2008-09, then led the team with five points in five playoff games. He had nine points for the Sound Tigers in 2010-11.

In January 2011, Sim cleared waivers, and the Islanders assigned him to Bridgeport. A couple of days later, the two sides parted ways, and Sim went to Europe to finish that season and play the next.

"It was probably the hardest decision I had to make in my life," Sim said. "I had the opportunity to go overseas. Then, everyone thought it was a good opportunity for myself, and we took it. I still look back today, `what if.' I made the decision, and I have to live with it." 

He won yet another championship in Berlin in 2012. But Europe, in the end, may not be perfect for a player like Sim, who can agitate with the best of them.

"It's a good spot, but it's not for everybody," Sim said. "My game's a North American style of game." 

He started last year in San Antonio, then joined Adirondack, back in the Flyers organization, where he won the 2005 Calder Cup.

"I had some pretty good numbers," said Sim, who feels ready to go when the Sound Tigers play Hershey on the road on Saturday. "I'm looking forward to doing the same here, playing hard and playing well." 

Though he didn't play with any of the current Sound Tigers here, he knows Bridgeport's coaching staff and equipment manager Leni DiCostanzo.

"For me, this was a great fit," Sim said. "I know a lot of people. They know me. I come to work every day."

Sound Tigers back to work after back-to-back wins

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 10:14 pm, Monday, November 4, 2013 
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Kevin Duffy: With Jack out of football, Cochrans growing closer

Ansonia looks to add to NVL legacy with another title

Both coaches proponents of UConn-BC revival

BRIDGEPORT -- After earning their first winning streak of the young season, the young Bridgeport Sound Tigers took full advantage of Sunday's day off. 

They were back to practice Monday at Webster Bank Arena.

"It's easier to come to the rink when you're winning," defenseman Aaron Ness said. "The boys came to work (Monday). We're ready to have a good week." 

They appear to be a little less young than they were Sunday, though: Jon Sim's hometown newspaper first reported that the veteran winger will sign a pro tryout (PTO) with Bridgeport. It will be Sim's third stint here, giving the Sound Tigers their first AHL veteran (260 AHL/NHL games played).

He'll arrive to a team that played its best hockey Friday and Saturday, winning 7-1 at Worcester and 4-3 in a shootout at home against Norfolk. That extended right from the defensive zone; Bridgeport had given up 30 goals in seven games going into Friday.

"The coaches have really been on us about everyone keeping track of our guys," defenseman Calvin de Haan said, "not drifting away from them, puck-staring." 

The goal? 

"Simple, simple, simple hockey," de Haan said.

Bridgeport limited the Sharks' and Admirals' dangerous chances. Worcester's goal was the last of the night on a power play. The Admirals scored on a power play, on an odd-man rush and on a fluky breakaway while a linesman lay injured.

"There are certain rules we kind of follow with regard to our system," coach Scott Pellerin said. "If there's a gray area, `what do we do in this situation,' communication is No. 1, talking. After that, we'll sort out the situation.

"We're starting to make those decisions quicker and with more authority." 

While Bridgeport wrapped up practice, The News of New Glasgow, Nova Scotia, reported that Sim, 36, was on his way here. Bridgeport usually does not confirm PTOs until the players have actually arrived.

Sim had 23 points in 18 games with Bridgeport in 2008-09 plus five points in five playoff games that year. 

In 2010-11, he had nine points in eight games; he and Bridgeport's parent club, the New York Islanders, parted ways in January of that season, and he went to play in Switzerland.

A winner of both the Calder Cup (2005) and Stanley Cup (1999), Sim returned to North America and the AHL last season, beginning the year with San Antonio and finishing with Adirondack. He had 32 points in 56 games.

Bridgeport practiced Monday without Johan Sundstrom, who's day-to-day with a lower-body injury suffered late in Saturday's game. Bridgeport next plays on Saturday at Hershey.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Lake Erie Monsters lose to Hamilton Bulldogs, 3-2, in shootout

Monsters4744.JPG

Lake Erie Monsters winger Andrew Agozzino and Hamilton Bulldogs forward Gabriel Dumont prepare for a faceoff in the first period Saturday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/The Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth, from the no-nonsense old school, is not one for moral victories. He made an exception Saturday night.

Chynoweth had nothing but compliments for his club after a 3-2 shootout loss to the Hamilton Bulldogs at The Q.

Lake Erie (8-6-0-1) had won three in a row. Hamilton (6-7-0-3) snapped a six-game slide.

The Monsters played their third game in three nights. They defeated Toronto at home on Thursday and Hamilton on the road Friday. They narrowly missed an eight-point week; it began Monday with a shootout victory at Rochester.

"I was very pleased with the way we played,'' Chynoweth said. "To play three in three nights, and to play as hard as we did, is good to see. We were resilient, we kept fighting back. We just couldn't get that extra one.''

Hamilton owned the only successful attempt in the shootout. It came when Gabriel Dumont beat Calvin Pickard in round three. Lake Erie's five attempts were stopped by Dustin Tokarski or went wide.

Tokarski made 25 saves in regulation and three in overtime. Pickard had 28 in regulation and five in OT.

"Both goalies were good,'' Chynoweth said. "Each needed to make huge saves at different times.''

Tokarski and Pickard helped their respective clubs provide high-entertainment value for the crowd of 7,805.

"It was a playoff-type atmosphere,'' Chynoweth said. "Tough hockey -- around the crease, around the boards, everywhere. There was a lot of body contact, and I was proud of the way our guys responded. This was a real test.''

Trailing, 2-1, early in the third, the Monsters created traffic in front of the Hamilton cage. As bodies piled up in the crease, referee Nic Leduc ruled that a Bulldog skater had closed his glove on the puck, giving Lake Erie a penalty shot. Tokarski walled off his left pipe to deny winger Bryan Lerg.

Lake Erie winger J.T. Wyman picked up Lerg at 5:30. The Bulldogs were on the power play when they got too cute with the puck in the neutral zone. Wyman pounced, zoomed in on Tokarski and lit the lamp for the second time in two nights.

The Monsters staved off a Colin Smith tripping penalty early in the five-minute, 4-on-4 overtime. Hamilton created plenty of looks on the power play, to no avail. Hamilton also committed a penalty in OT, but it began with 4.6 seconds left.

Hamilton took a 1-0 lead in the first. At 5:38, Monsters center Brad Malone was whistled for cross-checking. The Bulldogs capitalized with four seconds remaining on the power play, defenseman Nathan Beaulieu cleaning up the mess.

At that point, the Bulldogs were 1-for-1 with the man-advantage. In their previous five games, they were 1-for-23.

The Monsters had squandered several quality chances early in the period. They finished with a 13-11 advantage in shots.

Lake Erie tied the score, 1-1, at 7:56 of the second. Defenseman Mikael Tam made a pass to center Mark Olver, who dropped off the puck for winger Garrett Meurs in the right circle. Meurs sent a laser past Tokarski for his first career pro goal.

Hamilton regained the lead at 14:27. During a delayed-penalty situation, the Bulldogs pulled Tokarski to create a 6-on-5. Winger Louis Leblanc beat Pickard with a snap shot for his sixth.

Lake Erie Monsters power past Toronto Marlies, 3-1
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MIKE PETICCA

Special to The Plain Dealer

CLEVELAND, Ohio -- It's clear what the difference between the Monsters and the Toronto Marlies was on Thursday night at The Q. 

The power play. Lake Erie had just two opportunities but converted both, the first to forge a 1-1 tie and the second to take the lead for good on the way to a 3-1 win.

Toronto, meanwhile, was blanked in its five chances with a personnel advantage. In fact, the Marlies failed to capitalize on a two-man edge for 51 seconds late in the second period, shortly after Lake Erie had tied the game.

Goalkeeper Calvin Pickard and his Monsters teammates were at their best when they had to be, including during the 5-on-3, when the Marlies threw a barrage of shots at the Lake Erie goal. 

"It was a huge game-changer, the 5-on-3 kill," Pickard said outside the Monsters locker room. "We had a lot of great efforts to stop it and keep the game at 1-1." 

The win is the sixth in the last nine games for the Monsters (7-6), who took over second place from Toronto (6-6-1) in the Western Conference North Division.

Lake Erie has yielded just five goals while winning three of its last four games. 

"We're playing well back there," Pickard said. "We're clearing rebounds, taking sticks away and blocking shots all the way through our lineup." 

An uneventful first period gave way to an active and even feisty second session. 

Toronto was in the midst of a power-play opportunity midway through the period when Lake Erie's Andrew Agozzino lost his stick for a half-minute or so, giving the Marlies a virtual 5-on-3 1/2 chance they couldn't take advantage of. 

Four seconds after the Monsters were back to full strength, though, they fell behind, 1-0, as Toronto's Josh Leivo scored inside the right post from just in front of the crease with 8:44 to go in the period. 

Lake Erie didn't wait long to knot the match at 1-1, getting a Bryan Lerg power play goal 15:57 into the period. Lerg, a couple steps from the right post, deftly flipped his shot -- for his eighth goal of the season -- over the attempted denial of Toronto goalie Drew MacIntyre. Lerg's score came off the rebound of a shot from the slot by Tyson Barrie, who had taken a Mark Olver pass from the right circle.

Paul Carey converted the Monsters' game-winning goal on a power play with 12:19 remaining in the third period. Joey Hishon fielded an Olver pass along the boards beyond the right circle and directed the puck to Carey between the circles and a few feet beyond them. Carey wasted no time in slamming the puck past MacIntyre. 

Lake Erie's Gabriel Beaupre closed the scoring off a Carey assist with 96 seconds to go, drilling his shot from between the circles into the upper left corner of the net, with MacIntyre still manning it.

"They're a big team, tough to play against," Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "They slow the game down. We had trouble with that in the early stages of the game." 

How did the Monsters overcome the Marlies' strengths?

"You have to chip pucks, support the puck and still exert pressure when you don't have it."

Lake Erie Monsters fall to Utica Comets, 3-2

Monsters555.JPG

Lake Erie Monsters center Brad Malone attempts to create a scoring chance against the Utica Comets in the second period Friday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/The Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters figured they would get a better game from the Utica Comets in the rematch. It happened, indeed -- to the extent that the Comets actually won.

Left winger Colin Stuart scored at 17:42 of the third period to propel Utica to a 3-2 victory Friday night at The Q. The contest unfolded in front of an enthusiastic crowd of 9,745.

Utica finally cracked the win column (1-8-1-1). It did so by rebounding from an awful performance Thursday night, when Lake Erie cruised, 4-0, at The Q.

The Monsters slipped to 5-6-0-0 overall, 4-4 at home.

Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth had warned his players at the morning skate that they needed to be wary of Utica.

"We talked about it: 'You're going to see a different team; they're going to have some pushback,''' Chynoweth said. "Everything they did was pretty much what we thought they would do.''

On Thursday, the Comets were out-shot, 42-21. On Friday, they held a 28-24 advantage.

Stuart capitalized on Lake Erie missteps and slithered the shot past goalie Calvin Pickard's left skate.

"It became a bit of a track meet, and each team was down to playing three lines,'' Chynoweth said. "We made a rookie mistake in our zone, then we compounded it by missed coverage. And it's in the back of our net with little time left.''

The Monsters pressured goalie Joacim Eriksson several times in the final two minutes. But they were hurt when center Brad Malone was forced to take a penalty to prevent a Utica look at an empty net at 18:38.

Eriksson (1-6-1) had played well Thursday even while allowing the four goals.

"I liked parts of our third,'' Chynoweth said, "but we shot a lot of pucks high. We missed the net a lot.''

The Monsters dictated terms early in the first period. They took a 1-0 lead at 6:58 when defenseman Mikael Tam's shot worked its way past Eriksson. The puck appeared to carom off a Comet stick on the way into the cage.

Seemingly without warning, Utica scored two goals in a span of 87 seconds to build a 2-1 lead. At 16:17, Brandon DeFazio created an opportunity that Alex Mallet finished with a poke. With Utica on the power play at 17:44, Pickard lost track of a puck that ended up behind him courtesy of Patrick Mullen's shot.

"The last 5-10 minutes of the first, they had us on our heels,'' Chynoweth said.

Utica opened the second period by attacking. Lake Erie regained control of the pace, then tied the score at 8:25. The goal featured plenty of moving parts.

Monsters winger Bryan Lerg's shot deflected off Eriksson. Monsters center Colin Smith swung at the puck, which dropped behind Eriksson, who inadvertently shoved it over the line with his right skate. Referee Graham Skilliter signaled goal while play continued. Utica players argued, but a video review supported Skilliter.

Whether Smith's stick actually made contact with the puck was the only gray area. Lerg later was credited with the goal, his seventh. The assist went to Andrew Agozzino.

Both clubs squandered legitimate chances in the first minute of the third. At :53, Lake Erie defenseman Tyson Barrie was denied by Eriksson.

Lake Erie Monsters dominate Utica Comets, 4-0
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Lake Erie Monsters center Brad Malone faces off against Utica Comets center Alex Mallet in the first period Thursday night at The Q. (Dennis Manoloff/The Plain Dealer)
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters responded to a different type of pressure Thursday night at The Q. They did so in style.

The Monsters made sure the Utica Comets remained winless by dominating in almost every facet en route to a 4-0 victory. Center Colin Smith and left winger Trevor Cheek scored their first pro goals as the Monsters improved to 5-5-0-0. The Comets slipped to 0-8-1-1 overall, 0-4-0-0 on the road.

Added pressure will be on Lake Erie on Friday night, the two teams meeting at The Q in the second of an eight-game season series.

"We know they'll be getting it from their coach and will make adjustments,'' Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth said. "We view it as six periods of hockey against one team.''

Even a perfectionist such as Chynoweth might have difficulty finding flaws after a film review of his club's performance Thursday.

"We had good energy from the start of the game,'' Chynoweth said. "We got a lot of mileage out of pretty much the entire lineup.''

If not for an assortment of terrific saves by Utica goalie Joacim Eriksson, the Monsters might have threatened their franchise record for goals (eight). Eriksson was under siege throughout as the Monsters held a 42-21 advantage in shots.

"Their goalie played really well,'' Chynoweth said. "He definitely kept them in it.''

Lake Erie took a 1-0 lead at 6:22 of the first period. Defenseman Tyson Barrie, making his season's debut with the Monsters after being sent down from Colorado on Monday, created a play that ended with Smith scoring off a pass from Bryan Lerg.

Smith's first pro goal occurred in his 10th game. He played the previous five seasons for the Kamloops Blazers of the Western Hockey League; last season, he had 41 goals and 65 assists for 106 points in 72 games.

"It was kind of a broken play, and Lergy threw it back and it found my stick,'' Smith said. "I had a bit of a monkey on my back, so it feels good.''

Chynoweth said Smith has earned more ice time because of his work ethic, among other attributes. Smith, Lerg and Andrew Agozzino have developed a chemistry up front.

In the final minute of the first, Utica was penalized for hooking and interference. It set up a 5-on-3 situation for 1:34 to begin the second period. The Monsters, led by Mark Olver and Barrie, peppered Eriksson but came up empty. In the remaining 5-on-4, Eriksson denied center Brad Malone.

With the Monsters on the power play at 14:09 of the second, Paul Carey remained persistent and eventually found veteran left winger David van der Gulik at the right doorstep. van der Gulik bagged his second goal in two games since returning from a lower-body injury suffered in training camp.

At that point, Lake Erie had out-shot Utica, 30-9. The period ended with Lake Erie holding a 31-11 advantage.

Early in the third, Cheek did terrific work on the forecheck and stole the puck. He deposited it past Eriksson for his first in seven games. The goal was unassisted.

Cheek played for three teams in the Western Hockey League last season: Calgary (one game), Vancouver (39) and Edmonton (31). He had a combined 32 goals and 27 assists for 59 points.

Agozzino accounted for the final margin with his second. It came midway through the third on the power play.

Monsters goalie Calvin Pickard (3-3) secured Lake Erie's first shutout.
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Ian Clark's On Hockey: With some top guns and goalie Martin Jones in Los Angeles, Manchester faces some new challenges.
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HERE comes the adversity.

After starting off the season as one of the top teams in the AHL, the Manchester Monarchs now face their toughest test of the season, thanks to a modified roster. With Manchester's entire top line and starting goaltender all in Los Angeles with the Kings, now is the time for the Monarchs to answer the bell.

"You can dwell on what you don't have or you can look at it as an opportunity and I think that's the healthier way to look at things," said Monarchs head coach Mark Morris. "I think it's an opportunity for some of our depth forwards to jump into new roles and relish the minutes that they're getting now to play in key situations."

Kings starting goalie Jonathan Quick is out for four to six weeks with a groin injury. Monarchs starter Martin Jones is now backing up Ben Scrivens in L.A. The top line of Tyler Toffoli, Linden Vey and Tanner Pearson (called up last week) are also with L.A., thanks to other injuries.

That left Morris relying on rookie goalie J.F. Berube and with just nine forwards for games against Portland and Norfolk last weekend. Friday's game in Maine was not a good outing as the Pirates won, 4-1. But Manchester (11-3-3) responded at home on Saturday with a 3-2 win.

"When your backs are against the wall, you've got a choice. You can pack it in or hunker down and really focus on the job at hand," Morris said. "I thought our guys managed the puck smartly and made the most of the chances we got. A lot of guys were in new roles and they're playing like they have things to prove, which is a great attitude to have."

One of the players getting a chance amid the roster flux is Russian rookie Maxim Kitsyn. He had played just five games prior to the weekend. Kitsyn has no points yet and said he'd like to change that, but just getting game experience will help him most of all.

"I have the opportunity to step up. It could be better if I could score and get assists and help my team in the offensive zone," Kitsyn said. "I know tactics and systems better (playing in games). In practice, you learn how to play but in a game, things are coming quicker and you have no time to think so you do it automatically."

The Monarchs have added some other young players to the roster this week, signing forwards A.J. Gale, Cameron Burt and Mike Ullrich. Burt was in camp with the Monarchs this season.

Manchester will also need veterans like Brandon Kozun to lead the way. The team's leading scorer with four goals and 12 assists, Kozun had two goals in the win over Norfolk.

"Everyone is going to have to step up. It's not going to take one guy. We have a lot of new faces in here and some of the guys that have been around will try and show them the ropes a little bit and hopefully run with it," Kozun said. "It's part of the business. In the American league, guys go up and you have injuries. It'll definitely test us and hopefully make us better in the end."

And Berube will be in the spotlight as the top goalie in Manchester for the next month or so. Berube said he has been practicing all season with the mindset that he is going to play every game, so now that it really will be that way, he's ready.

"At the end of the day, that's what I want. I want to play as much as I can," Berube said. "It builds confidence and it's easier to be consistent when you know you're going to be in net for the weekend. I just want to keep doing what I'm doing and keep working hard."

The Monarchs have home games on Friday (Worcester, 7 p.m.) and Saturday (Providence, 7 p.m.) at Verizon Wireless Arena. The Monarchs will be holding their annual coat drive and fans are asked to bring gently used coats for donation.

.

Ian Clark covers pro hockey for the New Hampshire Union Leader and Sunday News. His email is iclark@unionleader.com
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Monarchs skate past Norfolk
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 Manchester Monarchs Maxim Kitsyn tries to get by Norfolk Admirals Matt Beleskey during the first period of their game at the Verizon Wireless Arena in Manchester Saturday. (Mark Bolton/Union Leader)  

It was a evening of festivities Saturday at Verizon Wireless Arena, where a shaggy-headed crowd celebrated "Mullets in Movember" Night and Monarchs coach Mark Morris was honored for having earned his 300th career win (last Wednesday) in the pros following 300 at the college level.

The party then spilled onto the ice, as Manchester rode two first-period goals to a 3-2 victory over Norfolk, allowing the Monarchs (11-3-1-2) to salvage the weekend after having fallen to Portland on Friday and earn their 25th point, best in the Eastern Conference.

Brandon Kozun put Manchester on the board just 1:15 into the game on assists from Nick Deslauriers and Derek Forbort, and Deslauriers scored one of his own (from Jordan Weal and Andy Andreoff) 12 minutes later for a 2-0 lead.

Chris Wagner got a goal back for Norfolk in the second period to pull within one.

Kozun (from Weal and Andrew Campbell) provided some breathing room for the Monarchs with his second of the game in the third period, and it proved necessary when Antoine Laganiere scored the last goal of the game for the Admirals 8:23 into the third.

Jean-Francois Berube earned the victory in the Monarchs goal with 28 saves.

The Monarchs are off until Friday, when the host Worcester at 7 p.m.

Admirals Blog

News and notes on the Milwaukee Admirals hockey team.

Heat 4, Admirals 3 (OT): Milwaukee blows two-goal lead

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 19, 2013  

The Milwaukee Admirals wasted a three-point night from Mikka Salomaki by blowing a late two-goal lead resulting in a 4-3 overtime loss to Abbotsford Tuesday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee had won seven straight home games against Abbotsford and held a 3-1 lead with less than 16 minutes remaining.

But the Heat, which has the most points (29) in the American Hockey League - as well as the most games played (20) - won for the 10th time in its last 11 games on Ben Street's power-play goal with 1:37 left in overtime.

"A couple of goals maybe we'd want back, as a team," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Not only our goalie (Magnus Hellberg), but as a team. We made mistakes and it ended up in our net. But I don't think you can say they outplayed us in the third period. ... We had our opportunities. We didn't put them away and they kept coming, and got a couple of goals."

Milwaukee almost won with 3:21 left in OT, but Anthony Bitetto's close-range shot from the right crease wasn't lifted high enough and deflected off the low stick of goalie Joni Ortio, now 8-0 on the season.

Bitetto was then called for a high-sticking penalty with 1:50 to go, and 13 seconds later the game was over.

"We lost the draw, which happens," Evason said. "And then we allowed their guy to walk into a prime scoring position. Although it gets deflected off of Joe (Piskula's) stick, he shouldn't have been allowed to shoot in that spot."

Abbotsford won the faceoff in the right circle. The puck went to Chad Billins at the right wing, who slid the puck to Blair Jones at the left wing. Jones gave it back to Billins, who dished it to Street at the top of the right circle for his winning shot over Hellberg's shoulder.

The left-handed Street admitted his team was expecting a shot from the right-handed Jones.

"Instead of trying to force it back over there, which is kind of what we were looking for, I called my own number and shot it," Street said. "It worked out good."

Salomaki finished with a goal and two assists to become Milwaukee's second-leading scorer with 12 points - one behind Colton Sissons - and he gave the team a 3-1 lead with his third goal of the year with 13:19 left in the second.

The rookie skated through the left wing with the puck as Jones trailed. Salomaki had Austin Watson to his right in the slot but chose to shot from the left circle and was rewarded when the puck reached the top left of the net.

"This was probably his best game," Evason said. "He hounds the puck, and his stick skills, his competitiveness, finishes every check, you wish every hockey player played the way he plays the game. He plays it honest, plays it hard, goes about his business and he's been real good for us for sure."

Abbotsford started its comeback on a backhanded shot from the slot by Markus Granlund with 15:23 left in the third, and the Heat tied the score on a shot from the left circle from Greg Nemisz over a sliding Scott Ford and past the left side of Hellberg with 9:47 to go.

Milwaukee held a 2-0 lead after the first, as Salomaki assisted on Watson's goal with 9:30 remaining and Simon Moser's on the power play with 1:02 left.

Abbotsford's first goal was also on the power play. It was scored by Jones 2:24 into the second period and snapped Milwaukee's streak of stopping 19 straight penalty kills. 
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Game preview: Abbotsford Heat at Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 19, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Abbotsford and Milwaukee at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

ABBOTSFORD (13-5-0-1)

Against Milwaukee: 1-0-0-1

Standings: 1st in the West

Streak: L 1

Road rank: 4th (7-4)

Special teams: PP 6th (21.1%), PK 25th (77.5%)

Scoring leader: Blair Jones - 18 points in 14 games (7g 11 a)

Other notes: Abbotsford's nine-game winning streak came to an end after a 4-1 loss at Oklahoma City on Saturday. The Heat, on a seven-game road trip, have won five of their last six away from home. ... The team has the most points in the AHL (27) but has also played the most games (19). ... Goalie Joni Ortio is 7-0.

MILWAUKEE (8-3-2-1)

Against Abbotsford: 1-0-1-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (3 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 15th (4-1-1-0)

Special teams: PP 12th (17.6%), PK 9th (85.1%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 13 points in 14 games (7 g 6 a)

Other notes: Only three teams in the Western Conference have more points than Milwaukee's 19. ... The Admirals picked up their first shutout of the year thanks to 32 saves by Scott Darling in a 1-0 victory at Iowa on Saturday. ... Sissons has a five-game point streak (3 g, 2 a). ... Milwaukee lost at Abbotsford, 3-2, in overtime Oct. 11 and then beat the Heat, 2-1, in a shootout the following day. ... The team plays at Grand Rapids on Wednesday.
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Wolves 4, Admirals 2: Another 2-0 deficit proves costly

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 15, 2013  

Watch Dean Evason's press conference by clicking here.

Giving up the first two goals finally caught up to the Milwaukee Admirals.

Chicago held a 2-0 lead 8-plus minutes into the game Friday and snapped Milwaukee's four-game winning streak at the BMO Harris Bradley Center with a 4-3 victory.

It was the fifth time in 13 games this season Milwaukee fell behind, 2-0. But unlike the first four, the Admirals failed to rally for at least one point.

"Our starts have been pretty good as of late," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "But we didn't like our entire game from the drop of the puck. Regardless of where we were when it got 2-0, we didn't do anything to be involved and give ourselves a chance. We knew they're a veteran hockey club. We talked about how they come to play. They know how to play the game. And they out-competed us, and we don't say that very often about our group. We always say we battle, compete and play hard. Tonight, that hockey club out-competed us and they deserved the win."

Milwaukee cut Chicago's lead to 3-2 when Taylor Beck scored a power-play goal with 18:05 left in the third period.

Beck, who missed the previous four games on a recall to Nashville, got a pass from Colton Sissons from the opposite goal line and lifted the puck from the right post over the left side of goalie Jake Allen.

But Milwaukee failed to tie the game despite two power-play opportunities. Allen also robbed Simon Moser with a right leg save on a 2-on-1 shorthanded breakaway with 8:29 to go.

The teams exchanged goals in the final 61 seconds - Chicago's was an empty-netter by Corey Locke and Milwaukee's was from Mathieu Tousignant with 24.9 seconds left.

To make matters worse, Milwaukee then had to take about a 6-hour bus ride to Des Moines, Iowa, for a game Saturday night against the Wild.

"I don't care where you play, what you do, how far we travel, when the puck drops, we compete harder than we did tonight," Evason said. "And we'll give ourselves an opportunity to win. Regardless if you have bus legs or whatever it is. It's hockey. It's 20 minutes of work. That's it. Maybe a couple of guys played 25, 26 minutes. Twenty-six minutes of effort, that's all it is. It's not that hard to work, to compete."

In the first period, Chicago managed just eight shots but scored three times - the most goals allowed by Milwaukee in the first 20 minutes this year - to take a 3-1 lead.

"You have those games sometimes when you come in a little flat," Beck said. "They hopped on us early. They did a good job. They came to play. We've got to be a lot more sharper with our passing and our detail. They took advantage of our mistakes early and couldn't catch up to them."

Chicago's first goal was on a Milwaukee power play, as Chris Porter scored on a wrap around he stuffed in at the pipe to the left of goalie Magnus Hellberg with 15:13 left.

The Wolves made it 2-0 with 11:14 remaining on a rebound goal by Dmitrij Jaskin after the puck appeared to bounce off the glove of Hellberg.

Scott Ford scored his first goal since he rejoined Milwaukee late last season via a trade to cut Chicago's lead to 2-1 with 6:52 to go.

But the Wolves got it back when Pat Cannone scored from the left crease with 1:18 left, as Milwaukee's defense was out of position when Bryan Rodney slipped. 
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Game preview: Wolves at Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 15, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Chicago and Milwaukee at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

CHICAGO (7-6-0-1)

Against Milwaukee: 1-0

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (2 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: W 3

Road rank: 3rd (6-2-0-1)

Special teams: PP 27th (11.4%), PK 4th (87.1%)

Scoring leader: Corey Locke - 11 points in 13 games (4g 7 a)

Other notes: Chicago has 13 points on the road (only Grand Rapids and Manchester have more). The Wolves wrap up a six-game trip tonight and they are 4-1 so far. ... The team beat Milwaukee, 3-2, in overtime Oct. 19 at the Bradley Center. Mark Mancari had two goals. ... The Wolves have allowed one goal in each of their last three games. ... Goalie Jake Allen has started nine of the last 10 games. ... Chicago plays at Milwaukee next Friday as well.

MILWAUKEE (7-2-2-1)

Against Chicago: 0-0-1-0

Standings: 2nd in the Midwest (3 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 1-0-0-1

Home rank: 10th (4-0-1-0)

Special teams: PP 10th (19.0%), PK 15th (82.1%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 11 points in 12 games (6 g 5 a)

Other notes: Only three teams in the Western Conference have more points than Milwaukee's 17. The Admirals have gotten points in 10 of their 12 games. ... Milwaukee owns a four-game winning streak at home. ... Kevin Henderson picked up his first point (an assist) on Wednesday. ... Sissons and Simon Moser each have three-game point streaks. ... Mark Van Guilder has three goals in his last seven games after failing to score in his first five games. ... Friday is the team's annual Military Appreciation Night. Veterans and active military personnel can receive free tickets to the game by bringing their military ID, American Legion or VFW Cards, or a copy of the DD214 form to the Admirals' office during regular business hours or to the Bradley Center box office prior to the game. It is also Toys for Tots Drive. For each new and unwrapped toy donated, fans receive one voucher for a free ticket for any game between Tuesday and Dec. 27. ... Before the game, Major Goolsby's is hosting a fundraiser for Fisher House Wisconsin from 5-7 p.m. There will be a 50/50 raffle, gift certificates and other prizes. Drawings will be held at 6:30.
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Admirals notebook: Filip Forsberg back in Nashville

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 14, 2013  

IN REVIEW


LAST WEEK: Friday - Lost, 7-4, at Texas. Saturday - Lost, 5-4, at Texas. Sunday - Lost, 3-2 (shootout) at San Antonio. Wednesday - Won, 2-1, vs. Grand Rapids.


RECORD: 7-2-2-1.


STANDINGS: 2nd place in the Midwest Division (three points behind first-place Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Filip Forsberg was reassigned by Nashville last week and he delivered six points in four games. He finished with a goal and three assists his first two games and had an assist in each of the last two games but was recalled by the Predators on Thursday.

STANDOUT STAT

Milwaukee ranked 21st on the power play before its trip to Texas but improved to 10th after getting five PP goals in its last four games.

AROUND THE RINK

FORSBERG, BECK TRADE PLACES: To make room for Forsberg, Nashville reassigned Taylor Beck to Milwaukee.

Beck was called up when Forsberg was sent down and played in two games with Nashville. He has three goals and two assists in eight games with Milwaukee.

"(Forsberg has) been a great teammate," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "He's been a very positive influence on our group. He has so much skill. Hopefully he can go back with confidence and combine his offensive skill with the way he played defensively here in order to have success in the NHL."

RARE NIGHT: Milwaukee stopped all three power plays by Grand Rapids, making it just the second game all season the Admirals were perfect on the penalty kill.

"My gosh, that's a really good power play," Evason said. "They move it around. We though our pressure, our aggressiveness, maybe took them out of rhythm a little bit. We allowed them to set up a couple of times but for the most part, they were making passes they were probably not ready to make. So our guys did a great job. And when we had a breakdown, (goalie) Magnus (Hellberg) was there to bail us out."

DON'T ASK WHERE: Mark Van Guilder saw the puck in the slot, beat a defender to it, spun and shot to give Milwaukee a 2-1 lead against Grand Rapids with 4:38 left in the game.

"I've got a pretty big curve on my stick," Van Guilder said. "It's kind of like a banana so I can really cup that puck. ... I honestly don't even know where it went. I might have gone (between goalie Tom McCollum's legs), it might have gone in the corner. But I don't think he saw it and wasn't ready for it."

INJURY UPDATE: Patrick Cehlin missed his fourth game in a row and Mike Liambas has missed the last three because of injuries. "There's no immediate return for either one of them," Evason said.

TWEET OF THE WEEK: Scott Ford - "Are we there yet? How about let's turn around and go back to Texas. Returning to Wisco and a winter wonderland. #depressing."

COMING UP


Chicago (7-6-0-1), 7 p.m. Friday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250): The Wolves have won three games in a row by allowing one goal each time. The team ranks fourth on the penalty kill (87.1%) but 27th on the power play (11.4%). Milwaukee lost to visiting Chicago, 3-2 in overtime, on Oct. 19.

At Iowa (6-6-0-0), 7 p.m. Saturday (AM-1250): Only two teams in the Western Conference have fewer points than the Wild, and the team has lost its last three games at home. But Iowa is sixth on the power play (22.8%). The Admirals beat the Wild, 5-2, Nov. 3 in Iowa.

Abbotsford (12-4-0-1), 7 p.m. Tuesday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250): The Heat has the most points (25) in the AHL thanks to an eight-game winning streak. The team is 6-3 on the road but struggles on the penalty kill (26th, 77.6%). Milwaukee played two games at Abbotsford in October and left with three points.

At Grand Rapids (9-3-1-1), 6 p.m. Wednesday (AM-1250): The Griffins rank third in the league with 20 points despite having played just four home games. Their seven-game winning streak came to an end Wednesday at Milwaukee, which is 2-0 against the Griffins.
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Admirals 2, Griffins 1: Mark Van Guilder's late goal the difference

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 13, 2013  

Listen to Coach Dean Evason's press conference by clicking here.

It's still very early, but so far, Milwaukee has Grand Rapids' number.

The Admiral halted the Griffins' seven-game winning streak with a 2-1 victory Wednesday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center and have given the reigning Calder Cup Champions two of their three losses in regulation.

Mark Van Guilder's goal with 4 minutes 38 seconds left was the difference, as Milwaukee handed Grand Rapids its first loss in regulation in its last 15 road games dating back to last season's playoffs.

"Grand Rapids is a real good team," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "They've got so much speed and skill. We thought the guys did a great job through the neutral zone. We limited their speed. We didn't give them the odd-man rushes they're used to. When we can play tight like that, we should be in a good spot most nights."

Especially when goalie Magnus Hellberg is on top of his game. He snapped a four-game losing streak by finishing with 28 saves, including four in the final 8-plus minutes.

"He was tremendous," Evason said. "He really was. His puck handling was good. He smothered pucks for us. He was calm back there. He was big, made some crucial saves. But more importantly he was calm. He gave the bench a lot of confidence because of his calmness. I'm sure he feels real good about his game."

Milwaukee, coming off a one-point, three-game weekend, won its fourth in a row at the Bradley Center by taking 16 of its 32 shots in the final period.

The winning goal was set up on a shot by Kevin Henderson from the left circle. The puck bounced off goalie Tom McCollum and slid to the slot.

Van Guilder was standing in front of the crease and had to beat Alexey Marchenko to the puck. He did, immediately turned and scored to give McCollum his first loss in seven starts.

"I was just trying to catch (Marchenko) off guard," Van Guilder said. "I don't know if that defenseman knew I was that close to him. And then I just tried to get it on net as quick as possible, before the goalie kind of knew what was going on.

"So I just got it, spun, and tried to zip it as quick as I could."

Colton Sissons, who scored Milwaukee's first goal, almost added an insurance one with 2:16 to go but hit the post for the second time in the game.

The rookie center then blocked pucks with his right arm and chest in back-to-back shots defending Grand Rapids after it pulled its goal. He slowly skated to the bench, got a pat on the back from Van Guilder and took a seat as time ran off the clock.

"We're a very courageous team blocking shots," Evason said.

Milwaukee held a lead after the first period for only the second time this season, as Sissons scored just 75 seconds into the game.

Filip Forsberg tried a short backhanded flip from the left side of the goal that appeared to be covered up by McCollum while he was on his stomach. But it never was, and after Milwaukee's Simon Moser tried to jam at the puck, Sissons slid it in under the goalie's legs.

Milwaukee, which had the first 10 shots, managed only three of them in the second period and allowed Grand Rapids to tie the score on a goal by Mitch Callahan with 1:29 remaining. 
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Game preview: Grand Rapids at Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 13, 2013  

Here's a preview of the game at 7 tonight between Grand Rapids and Milwaukee.

GRAND RAPIDS (9-2-1-1)

Against Milwaukee: 0-1

Standings: 1st in the Midwest (3 points ahead of Rockford)

Streak: W 7

Road rank: 1st (7-0-1-1)

Special teams: PP 10th (19.4%), PK 2nd (88.5%)

Scoring leader: Gustav Nyquist - 17 points in 12 games (7g 10 a)

Other notes: Grand Rapids beat Milwaukee, 3-2, at home Oct. 18. The Griffins have won their last seven games by averaging 4.6 goals per contest. ... Goalie Tom McCollum is 6-0. ... Grand Rapids hosts Milwaukee next Wednesday.

MILWAUKEE (6-2-2-1)

Against Grand Rapids: 1-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (5 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: L 3

Home rank: 16th (3-0-1-0)

Special teams: PP 8th (20.3%), PK 20th (81.1%)

Scoring leader: Anthony Bitetto - 10 points in 11 games (6 g 4 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee had a season-opening eight-game point streak before losing back-to-back games at Texas Friday and Saturday. The Admirals also lost a shootout at San Antonio on Sunday. Following the weekend action, Milwaukee improved from 21st to 8th on the power play. The penalty kill, however, went from 10th to 20th. ... Only five teams have more points than the Admirals in the Western Conference, and they all played at least two more games. ... Milwaukee owns a three-game winning streak at home. ... Goalie Magnus Hellberg is 1-4-0-1 and has lost his last four starts. ... Bitetto's six-game point streak came to an end Sunday. ... Filip Forsberg was sent down from Nashville before the weekend and finished with one goal and four assists in the three games. ... Patrick Cehlin missed all three games with an injury and Mike Laimbas was hurt on Saturday.
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Reasons Ads are off to second-best point-streak start

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 8, 2013  

The Milwaukee Admirals are off to their second-best point-streak ever to start a season, and coach Dean Evason doesn't hesitate when asked why.

"I think we attribute it to our depth and our balance," Evason said. "I think early in the year, teams try to figure out basically who's the No. 1 line, who's the fourth line type of thing. And everybody kind of gets put into slots. But with our group, I think the success we've had is because we know we don't necessarily have that. Everyone plays. One night one line is real good, the other night the (Mathieu) Tousignant-(Joonas) Rask-(Mike) Liambas line led us and arguably if you're putting it in the paper, that would be our fourth line. And they got the most minutes out of any forwards."

Milwaukee's eight-game point streak (6-0-2-0) is the best since the Admirals opened the 2002-'03 season with at least one point in its first 11 games (6-0-1-4). The American Hockey League record is 23.

Milwaukee trails first-place Grand Rapids by just four points in the Midwest Division, and the Admirals have played four fewer games.

"I think the biggest thing right now is we're just finding ways to win games," said right wing Taylor Beck, who was called up to Nashville yesterday.

And most of the time that means coming from behind.

After scoring first in a 3-2 overtime loss in the season-opener at Abbotsford Oct. 11, Milwaukee allowed the first goal in the next five games. Three of those the team trailed, 2-0, but still won twice and also got a point by getting to overtime in the other.

In fact, Milwaukee hadn't led after the first period all season until a 4-2 victory over Rockford on Friday. The Admirals have been outscored, 9-4, in the first period. But they hold a combined 19-6 edge over opponents in the final two periods.

"We've just got to do that with our first period," Beck said. "A full 60 minutes is what hockey's about."

It's also about goaltending.

When Magnus Hellberg was recalled by Nashville on Oct. 24 to serve as a backup because of Pekka Rinne's injury, rookie Marek Mazanec had just one AHL start to his name.

He's now 5-0 and is fifth in the league in goals-against average (1.97) and save percentage (.933). But in order to give Hellberg playing time, the Predators reassigned him to Milwaukee earlier this week and Mazanec took his place in Nashville.

"Last year we had Jeremy Smith and Hellberg was an unknown," Evason said. "This year, Mazanec has come in and there's been no adjustment for him as far as we are concerned as a team. The goalie coaches feel he's got stuff to work on, clearly, but he's given us an opportunity certainly when Magnus was gone to win hockey games."

Two other players, Anthony Bitetto and Colton Sissons, are also off to good starts.

Only four defensemen in the AHL have more goals than Bitetto's four. He has eight points after having just six in 34 games as a rookie last year. Sissons, a rookie center who turned 20 on Tuesday, is second on the team with six points.

"The best breakout is if a defenseman can carry it all the way down to the other end and make a play with it," Evason said. "(Bitetto) does that every game where he has three or four rushes like that. There's no question he's made a huge development step so far this year.

"Colton conducts himself as a pro, on and off the ice. And it's made his transition to pro hockey I think very easy for him."
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Game preview (Milwaukee at Texas)

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 8, 2013  

Here's a preview of the road games tonight and Saturday at Texas.

MILWAUKEE (6-0-2-0)

Against Texas: 2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (4 points behind first-place Grand Rapids)

Streak: W 4

Road rank: 12th (3-0-1-0)

Special teams: PP 21st (16.7%), PK 10th (83.7%)

Scoring leader: Anthony Bitetto - 8 points in 8 games (4 g 4 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee faces its first three-in-three weekend owning an eight-game point streak on the road in the regular season dating back to last year. The team has won three straight this year. The Admirals rank second in the AHL in goals allowed per game (2.13) and seventh in shots allowed (28.75). And despite being 24th in shots (27.75), they are eighth in goals (3.13). Milwaukee outshot its opponent just three times and has allowed at least one power-play goal in every game but one. Center Filip Forsberg was sent down Thursday and right wing Taylor Beck replaced him on the Nashville roster. This will also be the first game back for goalie Magnus Hellberg, who was also returned from the Predators.

TEXAS (6-42-0)

Against Milwaukee: 0-1-1-0

Standings: 2nd in the West (5 points behind Abbotsford)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 7th (4-1)

Special teams: PP 3rd (26.3%), PK 2nd (88.5%)

Scoring leader: Travis Morin - 20 points in 11 games (8g 12 a)

Other notes: Texas has just one victory in its last five games, which were all on the road. That drought started when, riding a four-game winning streak, the Stars visited Milwaukee and lost, 4-2, on Oct. 26. They also suffered a 3-2 overtime loss in Milwaukee Oct. 30. Texas has won its last three home games by a total score of 19-4. Morin is second in the AHL with 20 points.
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Admirals notebook

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 7, 2013  

IN REVIEW


LAST WEEK: Friday - Won, 4-2, vs. Rockford. Sunday - Won, 5-2, at Iowa.


RECORD: 6-0-2-0.


STANDINGS: 3rd place in the Midwest Division (4 points behind first-place Grand Rapids).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Mark Van Guilder had a team-best +3 rating last week thanks to his four-point performance. The center already had two assists against Iowa when he scored an empty-net goal. On Friday, he had the assist on Taylor Beck's empty-net goal.

STANDOUT STAT

Going back to the end of last season, when they won seven of their last eight, the Admirals are 13-1-2-0 in their last 16 regular-season outings.

AROUND THE RINK

PLAYER SWAP: Nashville reassigned center Filip Forsberg to Milwaukee this morning and he'll join the team in Texas for more playing time. He appeared in a total of only 19 shifts his last two games and has one goal and four assists in 11 games this year.

To take his place, right wing Taylor Beck was called up. He has three goals and two assists this season with Milwaukee and played in 16 games with the Predators last year.

HELLBERG RETURNS: Goalie Magnus Hellberg was reassigned from Nashville earlier this week to also see some game action.

"Of course you have to have playing time to develop," Hellberg said. "So I'm not pissed off because they sent me down. I see it as an opportunity to develop my game and play games with the guys down here. But obviously I want to get back there in the future."

Hellberg was recalled by Nashville on Oct. 24 because of an injury to Pekka Rinne's. He made his NHL debut Oct. 26 in a relief appearance of a 6-1 home loss to St. Louis but hasn't played since.

"When you're on the bench and they score some goals - we were down 5-1 - the thoughts start to come," Hellberg said. "Like I might be able to jump in. So you always get your mind set that you might have to be in the net. So I just tried to be ready. And then (Nashville head coach) Barry (Trotz) just looked at me and said, 'Magnus, get in the net.' That's when I was really like, 'this is happening.' "You don't have time to think too much. It was just cool to be in front of 18,000 people in the stands. It was unbelievable."

TWEETS OF THE WEEK: Sissons - "Elton John's greatest hits on a long bus ride home never hurt anybody." #fact #knighted.

GAME CHANGE: Milwaukee's home game scheduled for Sunday, March 9th against Iowa has been moved to 7 p.m. Monday, Jan. 6th to accommodate the Miley Cyrus concert at the Bradley Center.

COMING UP


At Texas (6-4-2-0), 7:30 p.m. Friday and 7 p.m. Saturday (AM-1250): Texas capped its five-game road trip with a 5-0 victory at Iowa on Saturday. The Stars began the trip with four-game winning streak but suffered a 4-2 loss at Milwaukee on Oct. 26. They also lost to the Admirals, 3-2, in overtime on Oct. 30.


At San Antonio (4-6-0-1), 4 p.m. Sunday (AM-1250): Only two teams in the Western Conference have fewer points than the Rampage's nine. The team has two wins in its last seven games and ranks 29th in the AHL on the power play (9.1%).

Grand Rapids (8-2-1-1), 7 p.m. Wednesday (AM-1250) at the BMO Harris Bradley Center: Grand Rapids trails only two teams for most points in the league and is tops with 14 points on the road (6-0-1-1). The Admirals won at Grand Rapids, 3-2, on Oct. 18.
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Forsberg to Milwaukee; Beck to Nashville

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 7, 2013  

Nashville reassigned center Filip Forsberg to Milwaukee this morning and he'll join the team in Texas for more playing time.

He appeared in a total of only 19 shifts his last two games and has one goal and four assists in 11 games for the Predators.

To take his place, right wing Taylor Beck was called up.

Beck, who has three goals and two assists with Milwaukee, played in 16 games with Nashville last year.
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Hellberg talks about NHL debut

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 6, 2013  

I talked to Magnus Hellberg at practice this morning and he agrees with Nashville's decision to send him back to Milwaukee to get some game action.

Hellberg returned earlier this week and Marek Mazanec, off to a 5-0 start with the Admirals, took his place on the Predators' roster.

"Of course you have to have playing time to develop," Hellberg said. "So I'm not pissed off because they sent me down. I see it as an opportunity to develop my game and play games with the guys down here. But obviously I want to get back there in the future."

Hellberg was 1-2 when he was recalled by Nashville on Oct. 24 because of Pekka Rinne's injury. He made his NHL debut Oct. 26 in a relief appearance of a 6-1 home loss to St. Louis and hasn't played since.

"When you're on the bench and they score some goals - we were down 5-1 - the thoughts start to come," Hellberg said. "Like I might be able to jump in. So you always get your mind set that you might have to be in the net. So I just tried to be ready. And then (Nashville head coach) Barry (Trotz) just looked at me and said, 'Magnus, get in the net.' That's when I was really like, 'this is happening.'

"You don't have time to think too much. It was just cool to be in front of 18,000 people in the stands. It was unbelievable."

Afterward, Hellberg went out to dinner with Nashville teammates Filip Forsberg and Mattias Ekholm.

"I was happy inside, but I couldn't really show it because the team had a tough loss."

With Rinne sidelined longer than first expected - he could return around Christmastime - Hellberg was asked if he could return to Nashville soon.

"I have no idea, actually," Hellberg said. "It's tough for Pekka. I feel bad for him. It's an unfortunate situation but at the same time it's an opportunity for us young guys to show what we've got."
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Hellberg returns to Milwaukee

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 5, 2013  

In order for Magnus Hellberg to get playing time, Nashville returned the goalie to Milwaukee and called up Marek Mazanec to take his place.

Hellberg was 1-2 when he was recalled by Nashville on Oct. 24 because of Pekka Rinne's injury. He made his NHL debut Oct. 26 in a relief appearance and hasn't played since.

Mazanec is 5-0 with the Admirals and is one of three goalies in the league with a goals-against average below 2.00 (1.97). 
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Watch video highlights of Ads' fourth straight win

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 4, 2013  

 Milwaukee won its fourth straight game at Iowa Sunday to remain the only unbeaten team (in regulation) in the AHL.

Catch video highlights by clicking here.
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Game preview (Milwaukee at Iowa)

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 3, 2013  

Here's a preview of tonight's road game at 5 between Iowa and Milwaukee.

IOWA (5-3)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (2 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 16th (3-3)

Special teams: PP 19th (17.1%), PK 16th (82.9%)

Scoring leader: Erik Haula - 6 points in 8 games (3 g 3 a)

Other notes: Former Admiral Jon Blum, a defenseman, has five assists in eight games. ... This is Iowa's third game in as many days. The team beat Texas on Friday, 4-2, and lost to the Stars, 5-0, on Saturday. ... Goalie Darcy Kuemper is 3-3 with a 2.89 goals-against average and rookie teammate Johan Gustafsson is 2-0 with a 1.99 GAA.

MILWAUKEE (5-0-2-0)

Against Iowa: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (5 points behind first-place Rockford)

Streak: W 3

Road rank: 17th (2-0-1-0)

Special teams: PP 23rd (14.7%), PK 10th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Anthony Bitetto - 7 points in 7 games (4 g 3 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee has an eight-game point streak on the road in the regular season dating back to last year. The Admirals have won two straight on the road this year. ... The team has not allowed more than three goals in a game and its given up two in each of the previous three outings.
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Friday leftovers

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 2, 2013  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that from Milwaukee's 4-2 victory over Rockford on Friday:

Already more than last year: Defenseman Anthony Bitetto replaced Colton Sissons has the team's leading scorer. He's got seven points, including four goals, after having just six points in 34 games as a rookie last year.

"It's a good story," Evason said. "He got sent down last year early in the year, came back with absolutely the right attitude. He was in tremendous shape. We asked him to drop his body fat, to get into shape because he's going to be a key guy for us this year and/or for the Nashville Predators organization. He did all the right things. It shows. You watch him carry the puck up and lug it out of our zone. The best breakout is if a defenseman can carry it all the way down to the other end and make a play with it. He does that every game where he has three or four rushes like that. There's no question he's made a huge development step so far this year."

Stat of the day: At 5-0-2-0, Milwaukee's .857 winning percentage is tops in the AHL.

Rare late goal allowed: Alex Broadhurst's goal with 13:34 left in the game was the first time someone scored against goalie Marek Mazanec in the second or third period. He improved to 4-0.

Around the rink: Taylor Beck had six shots, two more than any other Admiral. ... The team finished with a season-high 38 shots despite having just five in the second period. ... Milwaukee has allowed at least one power-play goal in every game but one. ... It was camera night following the game, and to no one's surprise, captain Scott Ford was the last one off the ice. ... The Admirals begin a four-game road trip Sunday at Iowa.
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Game story w/ video (Admirals 4, Rockford 2)

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 2, 2013  

Click here for highlights of the game.

It's been awhile, but the Milwaukee Admirals showed they can score first. Leading after the first period hadn't happened at all this year, either, until Friday when they beat Rockford, 4-2, at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee won its third game in a row to improve to 5-0-2-0 and remain the only team in the American Hockey League without a regulation loss.

And that's pretty impressive, considering the only other time the Admirals scored first was in Game 1.

"It's a nice feeling," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "I'm very satisfied for the group. We talked about it after last game, we talked about it yesterday, the group - and us - evaluating what we do before the game, the day before, the morning skate and all that good stuff.

"The guys did exactly what they had to do, clearly, in order to have the first period we had. We were great the first period. We really were. We took the game to them. We were physical. We didn't turn pucks over, we got pucks to the net, they did exactly what they wanted to do in order to give themselves a chance for success."

The Admirals got first-period goals from Josh Shalla and Mikka Salomaki - the team had just one all season in the first 20 minutes - and Anthony Bitetto's team-leading fourth of the year gave the team a 3-1 lead late in the second period.

So unlike the previous three games when Milwaukee had to rally from two-goal deficits, the Admirals were asked to protect a two-goal margin for once.

It wasn't easy.

"There was a lot of moving parts in that game, a lot of dimensions to that hockey game that were going all over the place," Evason said. "As coaches, it's a fun game because everyone's in to it. Last game we had to drop down to three lines. Tonight we played four lines and all six defensemen, everyone played in the hockey game and everyone feels a part of it. But we certainly didn't want to have as many penalty kills as we had. But we thought the kills did a great job. Our blocked shots and our commitment to do the right things were great at the end."

Shortly after Milwaukee failed to score on a 5-on-3 power play that lasted 32 seconds, Rockford got a power-play goal from Alex Broadhurst to trim the Admirals' lead to 3-2 with 13:34 remaining in the third period.

The IceHogs also went on power plays with 11:07 left and then with 7:48 to go, but Milwaukee killed off both of them.

Taylor Beck then added an empty-net power-play goal with 36.3 seconds left.

"Down two goals or up two goals, you've still got to stay the course," Bitteto said. "You keep going forward no matter what the situations are. But it's nice to get a lead early in the game and keep the lead."

Milwaukee took a 1-0 lead with 15:20 left in the first on Shalla's power-play goal that snapped an 0-for-9 skid by the team.

"We've had good looks on our PP, we really have," Evason said. "You've got to stay positive. Our structure is not changing and the guys know that. We're not going to a different power play."

After Rockford got the goal back just over 3 minutes later, the Admirals' regained the lead when Salomaki scored his first goal as a rookie.

Bitetto, who had just one goal last season, made it 3-1 with 3:42 left in the second. 
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Game preview (Rockford at Milwaukee)

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 1, 2013  

Here's a preview of tonight's game at 7 between Rockford and Milwaukee.

ROCKFORD (7-3-1-0)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 1st in the Midwest (3 points ahead of Grand Rapids)

Streak: L 1

Road rank: 4th (4-2-1-0)

Special teams: PP 17th (17.4%), PK 16th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Adam Clendening - 11 points in 11 games (2 g 9 a)

Other notes: Rockford has earned nine out of a possible 14 points on the road so far. ... The IceHogs lead the AHL with 15 points but they're also tops with 11 games played. ... Rockford's three-game winning streak and six-game point streak came to an end Thursday after a 5-3 loss to visiting Charlotte. It was the most goals allowed by the IceHogs this year. ... Rookie center Mark McNeill has a team-high six goals and is third with nine points. ... Goalie Antti Raanta, another rookie, is 5-2 with a 2.63 goals-against average. ... Former Admiral Brad Winchester is fifth in the league with 40 penalty minutes.

MILWAUKEE (4-0-2-0)

Against Rockford: 0-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (5 points behind first-place Rockford)

Streak: W 2

Home rank: 13th (2-0-1-0)

Special teams: PP 26th (11.1%), PK 14th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 6 points in 6 games (4 g 2 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee is just one of three teams in the AHL that have yet to lead after the first period. The team is also the only one without a regulation loss despite allowing the first goal in the last five games. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec is 3-0 with a 1.96 GAA and a .933 save percentage. ... Simon Moser has a three-game point streak and has a point in four of the six games. ... Defenseman Bryan Rodney will serve the final game of his two-game suspension. ... Worcester is the only AHL team with fewer games played (5) than Milwaukee (6). ... The Ads begins a four-game road trip Sunday at Iowa before heading to Texas for two games with the Stars and then one at San Antonio.
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Get to know: Colton Sissons

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Nov. 1, 2013  

He's still a teenager, but Milwaukee rookie Colton Sissons leads the Admirals with six points and four goals through six games. The 6-foot, 189-pound center from North Vancouver, British Columbia turns 20 on Tuesday and was a 2012 second-round draft pick by the Nashville Predators.

Colton Sissons

Breaking Bad is your favorite TV show. What did you think of the finale?

"I loved it. A lot of shows don't really sum it up too well and you're left a little disappointed. I thought it was spot-on."

I also heard Justin Bieber's 'Baby' is your favorite warm-up song?

"That was a little bit of a fib. It's not for real my favorite warm-up song. I didn't have one, so that's what I went with that day."

What is the best and worst band of all time?

"My favorite band of all-time is The Rolling Stones. So I'm going to say they're the best. Worst band of all-time? I really don't care for Nickleback. Every song sounds the exact same."

A website said you were a self-proclaimed 'fantastic cook.' Please explain.

"It's definitely self-proclaimed. I don't know if others will say it, but I think so."

Who’s your roommate on the road and what’s the most annoying thing about him?

"My roommate on the road is Zach Budish and he talks in his sleep a little bit. So that's probably the most annoying thing - so far. He's woken me up one night."

What is the most trouble you ever got in as a child?

"Probably throwing snowballs at cars in the winter time. The police showed up at my door one day, so that was a little bit of a scare when I was probably like 12 or 13. My parents weren't too happy with me. I was in the doghouse for awhile."

Tell your funniest joke (that is printable) ...

"That's not even a fair question. I don't have any printable jokes."

Favorite and least favorite athlete outside of hockey?

"That's a tough one. I'm a big sports fan. I'm going to go with a soccer player. Swedish soccer player (Zlatan) Ibrahimovic. He plays for Paris Saint-Germain in Europe. I'll go with him. Least favorite? I don't have a least favorite, to be honest with you."

Besides food or water, what's the one thing you could not go a day without?

"Coffee. Can't go without coffee."

Who is the one famous person you’d like to date?

"Hands down, my favorite actress, Olivia Wilde."

What is the worst job you ever had?

"Landscaping in Vancouver in the fall. That was a bad job. A lot of rain. A lot of wet days."

One thing your teammates don’t know about you …

"I'm a CHL (Central Hockey League) guy but I was going to go college early on in my career. I wasn't drafted until the WHL (Western Hockey League). They probably don't know that about me. I had a couple in mind. I was talking with Northeastern and a few other schools. UNH (New Hampshire) and things like that."

What scares you the most?

"Probably spiders. Spiders freak me out."

Name your favorite Christmas gift you ever got or gave?

"Favorite Christmas gift I ever got was my first laptop. It was a MacBook. Probably like five or six years ago."

When was the last time you laughed so hard that your stomach hurt?

"Probably (Tuesday) night with my roommates. My stomach hurt really badly. We had lots of laughs. Basically we were playing a little joke on the receptionist in our apartment and we didn't realize there were security cameras - put it that way."
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Admirals week in review

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Oct. 31, 2013  

IN REVIEW


LAST WEEK: Saturday - Won, 4-2, vs Texas. Wednesday - Won, 3-2 (OT), vs. Texas.


RECORD: 4-0-2-0.


STANDINGS: 3rd place in the Midwest Division (5 points behind first-place Rockford).

PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Goalie Marek Mazanec has filled in nicely since Magnus Hellberg was called up to Nashville last week. The rookie made 33 saves on Wednesday and 26 on Saturday, and has not allowed a goal after the first period this season to start with a 3-0 record.

STANDOUT STAT

Anthony Bittetto scored his third goal of the year Wednesday after having a total of only one in 34 games as a rookie last season.

COMING UP


Rockford (7-2-1-0), 7 p.m. Friday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center (AM-1250): Entering its game against Charlotte on Thursday, Rockford was one of three teams with an AHL-best 15 points thanks to a six-game point streak. Mark McNeill had five goals in his first 10 games. Milwaukee ends its four-game homestead and is still the only AHL team without a regulation loss.


At Iowa (4-2-0-0), 4 p.m. Sunday (AM-1250): Iowa is in fourth place in the Midwest, two points behind Milwaukee. The Wild are seventh in the league on the penalty kill (86.2%) and wrap up a five-game home trip. Milwaukee begins a four-game road trip, which includes a three-game trip to Texas next weekend. Dating back to last year, the Admirals have an eight-game point streak on the road in the regular season.

AROUND THE RINK

SLOW START AGAIN: Milwaukee has given up the first goal the last five games, and it's happened rather quickly in the previous four. It started with Grand Rapids taking a 1-0 lead just 80 seconds in on Oct. 18, but the Admirals came away with a 3-2 victory. Milwaukee allowed Chicago to score 6:36 into the Oct. 19th game and the Wolves went on to win in overtime, 3-2. In Milwaukee's 4-2 victory over Texas on Saturday, the Stars scored a power-play goal 6:05 in and added a shorthanded goal just 1:27 later for a 2-0 lead. And on Wednesday, Texas already had a 2-0 lead 13:38 into the game.

POWER PLAY STRUGGLES: Milwaukee ranks 26th on the power play (11.1%) and is 1 for 14 in its last three games. "We are getting tremendous looks and for whatever reason we are not finishing," Evason said. "If you can get two or three real good looks, we should be able to score. We've had a couple of real good opportunities but we haven't hit the net or what have you. We'll stay with the power play; we're certainly not going away from our structure."

TWEETS OF THE WEEK: Patrick Cehlin - "Animal Planet all day!! #day off. Response from Scott Valentine - "@PattyC29 Huh??"

TIME CHANGE: Milwaukee's home game against Chicago on Sunday, Feb. 9 has been switched from 5 p.m. to 1 p.m.

INJURY UPDATE: Joonas Jarvinen has yet to play because of an injury and Kevin Henderson has missed the last three games. Both have been skating and Evason hopes to have Henderson return on Friday.

.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2lDtYLibC 
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Admirals fall to Syracuse, but they go down fighting

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© November 10, 2013


NORFOLK

Saturday's main event had been brewing since Syracuse's players arrived two days earlier:

In one corner, the Crunch's Eric Neilson, who owned Scope ice two seasons ago as the Admirals' enforcer in a magic season that ended in a Calder Cup championship.

And in the other, the Admirals' Zack Stortini, who polices it now and is known as a tough guy - both in the AHL and NHL.

A three-goal Syracuse lead and a flat Norfolk squad that had allowed two goals in only 48 seconds rang in the rumble.

With 12:07 played in the second period, gloves and helmets dropped. Neilson landed a left, and then Stortini took over, with two strong rights that sent the former champ to the ice and both players to the penalty box.

It was the only thing all night that the Admirals could claim as positive. They gave up two goals to Vladislav Namestnikov and one each to Dana Tyrell and Cedric Paquette, then had only three shots in the final period of a 4-0 loss, which finished a Syracuse weekend sweep.

“We only scored one goal,” said Admiral coach Trent Yawney, summing up the two games. “It's pretty hard to win when you only score one goal.”

He blamed “breakdowns” for all four goals.

The offensive dearth also produced Norfolk's first two-game losing streak. The Admirals are 2-3-0-1 at home, 5-1-0-2 on the road. They head out for three games before returning to Scope for the rest of the month.

The fight was a case of two players doing what they consider their jobs.

It was provoked when Stortini was assessed a charging call when he skated into Syracuse's Nikita Nesterov in open ice. Nesterov ducked, and his head hit Stortini's right knee. The penalty, when added to one for tripping charged to Steve Whitney, gave Syracuse a 5-on-3 man advantage for a minute, then extended the 5-on-4 power play. The combination provided the Admirals their finest minutes Saturday, when they killed both penalties.

But only an instant after the power play ended, Pacquett redirected a Jean-Phillippe Cote shot into the net for a 2-0 lead. It became 3-0 shortly thereafter when Tyrell scored.

And then the fight was on.

“He's trying to stand up for his teammate,” Stortini said of Neilson. “I'm trying to generate some energy for mine. I have a lot of respect for what he does. He's a hard-working guy and an honest fighter.”

Said Neilson: “I know he's leading the league in fights. I know that's his job. I thought the hit was kind of late on (Nesterov). He didn't finish the game, and I have to stick up for my teammates.

“It didn't end the way I wanted. He got me with a pretty good job, and then he bopped me in the nose.”

Fighters seldom want to finish with a bloody nose.

The 5,303 recognized the new champion.

“They were cheering me when I was an Admiral, and now they're booing me,” Neilson said, laughing. “I love that. It was fun to be back.”

Well, one in the assembly wasn't happy. A fan near the penalty box held a sign that was intended as a marriage proposal for Neilson, who also anticipates a rematch.

“We'll meet again,” he said. “We're in the same conference. He's a tough guy.”

Stortini greeted the title modestly.

“Thank you,” he said. “He's been around for a while, and I think there's mutual respect there.”

There was much for the Admirals to be modest about in their lost weekend, in which they lost to a team that is 8-1 in its last nine games.

“We didn't have enough guys going tonight,” Yawney said of Norfolk's uneven play.

And the intent of the fight fell flat.

“We had a couple of good shifts after that, but then we kind of fizzled out,” he said, putting Stortini on a short list of players “who played hard the whole 60 minutes.”

The failures at home are part of the education process of a young team, Yawney said: “We're going to have to learn.”

Syracuse tops Admirals 2-1 at Scope

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

The Norfolk Admirals' Garnet Exelby, left, tussles with the Syracuse Crunch's Philippe Paradis during their game Friday, Nov. 8, 2013 at Norfolk's Scope.<span class='credit'> (Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Steven Whitney of the Norfolk Admirals keeps his eye on the puck under pressure from Cedric Paquette of the Syracuse Crunch during their game on Friday, Nov. 8, 2013, at Norfolk's Scope.<span class='credit'> (Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

The Norfolk Admirals' Garnet Exelby, left, tussles with the Syracuse Crunch's Philippe Paradis during their game Friday, Nov. 8, 2013 at Norfolk's Scope. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 2 photos: The Norfolk Admirals' Garnet Exelby, left, tussles with the Syracuse Crunch's Philippe Paradis during their game Friday, Nov. 8, 2013 at Norfolk's Scope. (Amanda Lucier | The Virginian-Pilot)
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By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© November 9, 2013


NORFOLK

For weeks now, Admiral coaches have implored their charges to just shoot the puck. Any kind of shot. Just throw it at the net and who knows?

A lucky bounce. A weird tip. Or maybe Nikita Kucherov will just be at the right place at the right time. He was Friday, tipping a puck launched from beyond the blue line by teammate Vladislav Namestnikov and past Norfolk goalie John Gibson to give Syracuse a 2-1 win at Scope.

The other Crunch goal was just as strange. It was credited to J.T. Brown when he fired from the blue line and the puck glanced into the net off the stick of Admirals’ defenseman Nolan Yonkman.

“I don’t know what it went off of,” Admiral coach Trent Yawney said of Kucherov’s game-winner which denied Norfolk standings points for only the third time in the 13 games this season. “It should have never gotten to that point.”

The Admirals, he said, were outplayed most of the night by the Crunch, which is 7-1 in its last eight games. He was particularly disgusted with the second period, in which Norfolk was on the wrong end of five two-on-one Syracuse breaks.

“They were more determined than we were,” Yawney said.”I thought we were sporadic tonight. That second period, we didn’t generate anything.”

Oddly, perhaps, the only Admiral goal came in the second, by Steve Whitney.

That it stayed close was the product of Gibson’s goaltending and the Admiral penalty-killers, who shut out Syracuse in five power plays. The last came when Max Friberg was detected hooking with 6:41 to play in the third period.

The Crunch has been successful on 27.6 percent of its power plays, but the penalty killers cleared the puck out of harm’s way six times to deny Syracuse a potential game-winning goal. That only set the stage for Kucherov’s 12th, which leads the AHL.

“Our penalty killers kept us in the game tonight,” said Yawney, “but when you don’t spend any time in the offensive zone, you’re not going to get any penalties. I think that was apparent tonight.”

The Admirals were 0 for 2 on the power play and have only five goals in their last 44 power play opportunities going back to the opening period of the third game of the season.

Still, it’s all about shooting – or lack of it.

“Maybe it’s still the junior or college mentality,” said Chris Wagner, whose open shot in the final seconds went wide. “You think you can beat guys one-on-one, but some guys are going to have to learn that that’s not going to happen in this level. You’ve got to settle for bad-angle shots instead of trying to force it to the slot.”

A shot. Any kind of shot. Shots like the two that went in for Syracuse in spoiling the Admirals’ return from a successful six-game trip.

“If you’re not going to shoot, you’re not going to score,” said Yawney, “and I can’t think it’s very much fun to play this game and not have a shot on net.”

The teams play again at Scope tonight at 7:15.

OKC Barons: Oilers, Barons have a nice problem to solve

The Edmonton Oilers organization is loaded with goaltenders. NHL veterans Richard Bachman and Jason LaBarbera might end up as Oklahoma City's Nos. 1 and 2 netminders.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 18, 2013  

Adjusting to constant roster changes is common in the American Hockey League, but rarely is there a revolving door in goal like the Oklahoma City Barons have experienced the first six weeks of the 2013-14 season.

Veteran NHL goalie Ilya Bryzgalov has been recalled by Edmonton after playing two games for the Barons over the weekend. Tyler Bunz, 21, inherits the starting role for a Tuesday matinee in San Antonio, but more changes are coming.

“Edmonton wanted goaltending depth,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “They have some decisions to make.”

Bryzgalov signing with Edmonton two weeks ago will have a trickle-down effect.

Richard Bachman, a former NHL backup, started the season as Oklahoma City's top goalie. Bachman was promoted to Edmonton, but he will probably return to OKC once he heals from a groin injury. That could be another three or four weeks, however.

The Oilers signed veteran NHL backup Jason LaBarbera for $1 million. But with Bryzgalov now in Edmonton, LaBarbera could be placed on waivers once Bryzgalov is ready.

Bunz has played well for the Barons (1-0-1, 2.07 goals against average), but he isn't viewed as a long-term prospect in Edmonton. Laurent Brossoit, 20, obtained in a trade two weeks ago from the Calgary Flames, has more upside.

Brossoit currently is with the Barons, but he could be blocked by goalies with NHL experience once Edmonton's and OKC's rosters settle.

So who will be in net for the Barons the bulk of the season if Oilers incumbent Devan Dubynk and Bryzgalov battle for the top spot in Edmonton?

Around Thanksgiving, Bachman and LaBarbera could be the Barons two goalies, but Bunz and Brossoit could be in the mix.

“We won't carry three goalies and neither will Edmonton,” Nelson said. “Brossoit is a first-year pro. As a prospect, you don't want him sitting. Maybe Tyler Bunz earned the right to stay here. It will all sort itself out, but it might be a few more weeks.”

Ilya Bryzgalov, OKC Barons stop Abbotsford

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 16, 2013  

Because he hadn't played in a game in more than six months, veteran NHL goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov wanted to use his brief stay with the Oklahoma City Barons to determine how close he is to being ready for the NHL.

The 33-year-old Russian netminder looked much more ready Saturday night, recording 25 saves in Oklahoma City's 4-1 win over Abbotsford at the Cox Convention Center.

“This was a great opportunity,” Bryzgalov said. “We worked hard all week to catch the train to see where we are and where my game is. Last night was kind of clumsy, as expected. Tonight was much better. But there are still some things I need to work at.”

The Philadelphia Flyers released Bryzgalov from the final seven years of a $51 million deal. Ten days ago, Bryzgalov signed a one-year, $1.7-million deal with the Oilers. He's uncertain whether he'll report to Edmonton on Monday or play with the Barons Tuesday in San Antonio.

“Obviously with (NHL) teams having played 20 games, I'm catching up,” Bryzgalov said. “I trained in the gym, but they were in training camp two months ago. I need to take more shots, have a heavier workload.”

It was a good test for Bryzgalov. Abbotsford entered Saturday's game riding a nine-game winning streak, owned the best record in the 30-team American Hockey League and has scored an AHL-high 64 goals.

The Heat scored five goals against Bryzgalov to rally for a win Friday night, but the goalie with 208 career NHL wins stopped all but one shot Saturday night to end Abbotsford's three-week-long winning streak.

“Bryz looked a lot more calm. He was more composed,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He stood tall and made some big saves. I think he's on the right path on the way back.”

Barons center C.J. Stretch scored his second and third goals of the season late in the second period to give the Barons a 2-0 lead. Abbotsford's only goal was midway through the third period.

Linus Omark, OKC's leading scorer, scored his 10th of the season, a power-play goal with 8:12 to play. Ben Eager ended any possible drama with an empty-net goal with 1:33 left.

OKC's second line of Stretch, Austin Fyten and Andrew Miller played well in both games against Abbotsford. Fyten and Miller recorded assists on both of Stretch's goals.

Even if Saturday was his final AHL game, Bryzgalov enjoyed the experience.

“This is a great group of young guys that enjoy the game,” Bryzgalov said. “This was fun. This is a game we all love. I'm no different. When I was sitting at home, I missed it.”

Mark Arcobello will stick with Edmonton Oilers

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 16, 2013  

Center Mark Arcobello, the Barons' all-time leading scorer who played the past three seasons in Oklahoma City, was “recalled” by Edmonton on Saturday 24 hours after he was “reassigned” to its AHL affiliate.

The third leading scorer on the Oilers with 12 points, Arcobello was told by Edmonton management to “get a home,” an indication the 25-year-old NHL rookie will stick with the Oilers all season.

“Everyone here is really proud,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He's a great story. Everyone knows how big he is (5-foot-8), but he always finishes his checks and plays the game the right way.”

55 ROSTER TRANSACTIONS

The Barons have made 55 player transactions the first six weeks of the season. The Edmonton Oilers' Triple-A affiliate had 95 transactions in its inaugural season in Oklahoma City. The past two seasons the Barons have had 118 and 96 roster moves. Eleven players have appeared for both the Barons and Oilers this season.

HIT THE ROAD

The Barons begin a four-game road trip Tuesday afternoon in San Antonio, followed by a two-game trip to Lake Erie (Cleveland) Thursday and Friday. OKC plays in San Antonio again on Nov. 29 before returning home to host the Rampage Nov. 30 at the Cox Convention Center.

“This group hasn't really been together all season because of the (roster) changes,” Nelson said. “Our guys will get to know each other a lot better on the road. This is a road trip where we can really define ourselves.”

OIL SPILLS

Team captain Anton Lander suffered a minor ankle injury Friday. Lander didn't play Saturday but is expected to return on Tuesday. ... A day after getting called up to Edmonton, rookie defenseman Oscar Klefbom participated in the Oilers' pregame skate Saturday morning but was reassigned to OKC later in the day. ... Barons defenseman David Musil left Saturday's game in the first period with an apparent left knee injury and did not return. ... To fill Lander's roster spot, the Barons signed Alex Lavoie, a 21-year-old center from the CHL.

Ilya Bryzgalov looks rusty in OKC Barons' loss to Abbotsford

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 15, 2013  

The backdrop to the Barons' game Friday night against Abbotsford was how veteran NHL goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov would play while on a conditioning assignment with Oklahoma City before he reports to Edmonton.

Bryzgalov looked rusty in his first game in six months, although it's hard to blame most of the goals in the Barons' 5-4 loss on the 33-year-old Russian goalie. One was a tip-in. A couple of others were backdoor plays.

“I think he is rusty, but that's to be expected,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We played a pretty strong game. We didn't give up a whole lot (of chances), but they have guys who can capitalize on opportunities.”

The Barons scored three consecutive goals to build a 3-1 lead midway through the second. Led by Ben Street's hat trick, Abbotsford battled back to tie the game.

OKC retook the lead on Ryan Hamilton's first goal of the season late in the second period, but Street scored two goals within 27 seconds with more than 13 minutes remaining to lift the Western Conference's top team to its ninth consecutive win.

“We played pretty well the first half, but you've got to keep it going,” said Barons center Roman Horak. “They have a really good team. In this league if you're up two goals you have to stay tight and play well defensively. We didn't do that.”

The Barons were led by center C.J. Stretch's line. Andrew Miller had two assists. Stretch had a goal. Austin Fyten had an assist. OKC led much of the game before Street's two third-period goals.

“We can take a lot of positives from this game,” Nelson said. “I liked our forecheck. We did a good job getting up ice. From a structural standpoint we played well. ... They have a team that's playing with a lot of swagger right now. They're playing good hockey.”

The Philadelphia Flyers released Bryzgalov from the final seven years of a $51 million deal this past summer. He was a free agent sitting at home until Edmonton signed him last week. He can remain with the Barons up to 14 days.

Unless he feels unusual soreness at the morning skate, Bryzgalov is expected to be in goal again for the rematch with the Heat Saturday night at 7 at the Cox Center.

“It has to be tough to play after sitting out that long, but I thought he was good tonight,” Horak said. “We didn't help him much. I can't imagine how I'd feel after not playing for so long. We've got to help him more.”

OKC Barons notebook: Roman Horak burns former teammates

The former Abbotsford Heat centerman had two assists for the Barons.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 15, 2013  

HORAK BURNS FORMER TEAMMATES

Barons center Roman Horak, obtained by Edmonton in a trade with Calgary, the parent team for the Abbotsford Heat, compiled two assists against his former teammates Friday night but Oklahoma City failed to preserve a lead, losing 5-4.

“It was awkward, that's for sure,” Horak said. “It's been only a week since I got traded. At the beginning it sort of felt like practice going against these guys. It definitely was a weird feeling.”

ARCOBELLO “SENT DOWN”

The Edmonton Oilers assigned forward Mark Arcobello to Oklahoma City on Friday and recalled defenseman Oscar Klefbom ahead of some of the Barons other young defensemen.

“Anytime somebody goes up the rest of the guys here are thinking, ‘That could have been me,'” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “It's always motivational. In Edmonton's case they were looking for heavier bodies in the back end, and Oscar can provide that.”

There's a chance Arcobello never leaves Edmonton and is recalled by the Oilers on Saturday or Sunday. Edmonton fans on social media weren't happy. A 25-year-old rookie who is the Barons all-time leading scorer, Arcobello is third on the Oilers with 12 points (two goals, 10 assists) in 20 games.

GAME-TYING GOAL WAVED OFF

It appeared defenseman Taylor Fedun tied the game 5-5 with 8:33 to play, but referee Geno Binda waved off the goal. Replays confirmed the original call. Nelson said he never received an explanation.

OIL SPILLS ...

Center Ryan Martindale, who underwent arthroscopic knee surgery early in the season, is skating with the team and might be activated the next week or two. ... The Barons were 0-of-1 on the power play and are only 9.7 percent (3-of-31) with the man advantage the past six games.

OKC Barons: NHL veteran Ilya Bryzgalov will start in goal on Friday night for Barons

The Stanley Cup-winning goaltender is in OKC to get in game shape before reporting to Edmonton Oilers.

 By Michael Baldwin  Modified: November 14, 2013 at 7:09 pm •  Published: November 14, 2013  
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Eccentric. Witty. Goofy. Wickedly funny. Intellectual. Engaging. Off the wall.

That's how sports writers have described Ilya Bryzgalov, a 33-year-old Russian goaltender who will be in net for the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

Released last summer from the final seven years of a $51 million deal with the Philadelphia Flyers, Bryzgalov (pronounced briz-GAL-ahv) signed a one-year, $1.7 million deal last week with Edmonton.

One of the NHL's more interesting personalities, similar to basketball icon Bill Walton, Bryzgalov will use Friday's game to help determine how long it will take to him be NHL-game ready.

“It will be good to feel your legs, get a feel for the game again,” Bryzgalov said after a Barons practice. “This will tell you if things need to be fixed.”

Bryzgalov has compiled a solid resume during his seven years as an NHL No. 1 goalie, but he is sometimes better known for his bizarre comments.

During filming of HBO's 24/7 series for the Winter Classic, Bryzgalov said people on our planet are too consumed with everyday challenges. “The Solar system is so humongous,” Bryzgalov said. “Our galaxy is like a small tiny dot in the universe ... so be happy, don't worry.'''

His most famous line was before a playoff series with Pittsburgh. Bryzgalov was asked if he was afraid of the Penguins. He responded he's only scared of a bear in the forest. (That offseason it was revealed Bryzgalov was referring to a picture of a friend who had been mauled to death by a bear.)

“He's a very intriguing guy, someone very interesting to talk to,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “To have him here is exciting for the guys to have a high-profile NHL player come through here.”

On a conditioning assignment with the Barons that can last up to 14 days, Bryzgalov will start Friday's game. Depending on how his body responds, he might start again Saturday night. He could report to Edmonton early next week or might travel with the Barons on an upcoming three-game road trip.

Bryzgalov has worked out daily while waiting to sign with a new team. He's not 100 percent. A game or two with the Barons will determine the next step.

Before Edmonton called last week, Bryzgalov was helping coach his 7-year-old son's hockey team in New Jersey where he and his wife and two kids live.

“That was fun,” Bryzgalov said. “It's pretty exciting to see how focused they are, how hard they battle. They really enjoy the game.”

Bryzgalov has a degree, which would allow him to teach and coach in Russia if he ever returned to his homeland. He regularly reads books and studies philosophy. In a handful of interviews since he signed last week, Bryzgalov's comments have been no-nonsense, to the point.

“I want to leave everything in the past because I was misunderstood so many times,” Bryzgalov said. “I don't want to continue talking about those things.”

Since both players will be free agents, Bryzgalov and Oilers' starter Devan Dubnyk could be competing for the Oilers' No. 1 goalie job next season.

Bryzgalov led the Anaheim Mighty Ducks to the Stanley Cup title in 2007. He owns 208 career NHL wins, a 2.55 goals against average and .913 save percentage. He was the starting goalie when Team Russia won back-to-back world championships.

His overall stats dipped slightly (2.61 GAA, .905 saves percentage) his two years in Philadelphia, a hockey crazed market that was a much brighter spotlight than Phoenix and Anaheim.

In a business decision, the Flyers bought out his contract for salary cap relief. Bryzgalov will receive $23 million over the next 14 years, roughly $1.6 million a year through 2028.

Five months later, Bryzgalov will be in net for the Barons, his first minor league game since 2005.

“He's a very honest person,” Nelson said. “I talked to him about his time in Philadelphia. He was very honest how he played. Right now, he's very hungry. That rubs off on our guys. Our guys will benefit from seeing how motivated he is.”

One of Bryzgalov's attempts at humor was in 2006 when he defended Anaheim teammate Chris Pronger for requesting to be traded from Edmonton, which he likened to the “North Pole.” Bryzgalov said earlier this week that he was joking since he experienced frigid weather growing up in Russia.

“Edmonton is my team right now,” Bryzgalov said. “I'm here (in Oklahoma City) trying to prepare myself so I can play hard for (the Oilers). I want to make them better.”

OKC Barons: Linus Omark's goal makes 'SportsCenter'

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 13, 2013  

Oklahoma City Barons forward Linus Omark slid the puck behind his back, then between his legs and fired a laser past San Antonio goalie Jacob Markstrom.

Omark's latest razzle-dazzle move, a game-winner with 3:10 left in the Barons' 3-2 win on Tuesday at the Cox Convention Center, made ESPN SportsCenter's Top 10 plays.

“I just try to play my game,” Omark said after Wednesday's practice. “Anytime you get two points (for a win) it doesn't matter if it's a pretty goal. I'm never looking for it. It just happens.”

The goal already is the most watched okcbarons.com video in the franchise's four-year history. Within 24 hours, Omark's play had more than 75,000 hits, more than double former defenseman Colten Teubert's “Harlem Shake” video (31,150 hits).

“My reaction was ‘Wow,'” said coach Todd Nelson. “(Making SportsCenter) puts Oklahoma City on the map for hockey. Every goal he's scored this year has been a highlight-reel goal. I'm having a lot of fun watching him score (nine) goals.”

Omark, 26, is well known in hockey circles. His flip-it-over-the-goalie shootout game-winner for Team Sweden four years ago is nearing 1 million YouTube hits. He also gained acclaim for a spin-o-rama shootout move in his NHL debut three years ago.

“After that goal the other night, everyone on our bench had huge smiles,” Nelson said. “He's a special player, a creative player. Those type of players don't come through here too often. Enjoy it while he's here.”

Omark played in 65 games over two seasons with Edmonton. Omark led Switzerland's pro league in scoring last year but was cut at the end of Edmonton's camp, cleared waivers and was assigned to Oklahoma City.

Leading the Barons in scoring, Omark experienced a one-game call-up to Edmonton, and he could earn another shot if he proves he can be a two-way player.

“I'm working hard every day. If I get the chance (to play in the NHL) hopefully I can take (advantage),” Omark said. “The last time I tried to play simple. I didn't have much ice time. If it happens (again) next time I want to go do my stuff.”

Omark has scored 60 points in 60 games with the Barons dating back to his North American pro debut in OKC at age 22.

“I like his attitude. He's working hard on all parts of his game,” Nelson said. “He's much more mature than he was when he first played for us three years ago.”

Omark downplayed making ESPN's list but confessed he's heard from many friends and former teammates.

“I knew right away when the papers in Sweden started calling that something happened,” Omark said. “A lot of people saw it. It's been fun.”

OKC Barons: Edmonton sends veteran goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov to OKC on conditioning assignment 

The Stanley Cup winner was signed by the Oilers last week for $2 million. He spent the previous two years as the Philadelphia Flyers' starter.
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Goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov led the Anaheim Mighty Ducks to a Stanley Cup title six years ago. Two years ago, Bryzgalov signed a nine-year $51 million deal with the Philadelphia Flyers.

Bryzgalov (pronounced briz-GAL-ahv) is expected to be in net for the Oklahoma City Barons this weekend.

On Tuesday, however, in the annual kids field trip game at 10:30 a.m. at the Cox Convention Center, Bryzgalov is not expected to play.

“These type of situations don't happen very often, but it's a product of the current situation,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “They're looking for a solution in Edmonton. It's all about wins and losses in the NHL.”

Bryzgalov, a 33-year-old from Russia, hasn't played since last April. Bought out of his contract by the Flyers last spring, Bryzgalov was coaching his son's team in New Jersey before he signed with Edmonton last week for $2 million.

In 425 NHL games, Bryzgalov has compiled a 2.55 goals against average. He's in OKC on a conditioning assignment that can last up to 14 days.

The Bryzgalov signing continues an unusual turnover in net for the Barons.

Richard Bachman and Olivier Roy, the two goalies that started the season with the Barons, are gone.

Bachman, the Dallas Stars backup the past two years, began the season in OKC. After getting off to a solid start with the Barons, he was promoted by Edmonton. He started three games for the Oilers before suffering a groin injury and will be sidelined six weeks.

Roy was traded last week to the Calgary Flames in a four-player deal in which Edmonton acquired goaltender Laurent Brossoit (pronounced BOSS-wah).

A highly rated prospect in his first year of pro hockey, Brossoit, 20, should spend most of the season in Oklahoma City. It's uncertain who will be the Barons other goaltender once Bryzgalov joins Edmonton.

“It's definitely not a situation we've encountered here our first three years,” Scott said. “Our guys understand this is part of the process. No matter how all this turns out, we're going to have a pretty good goalie here. Our focus is to play a solid game in front of whoever is net.”

Bolstered by first-round picks such as Jordan Eberle and No. 1 overall picks Taylor Hall and Nail Yakupov, the Oilers were projected to be a viable playoff contender this season.

Instead, Edmonton is in last place in the Western Conference, having allowed a league high 75 goals. The Oilers are off to such a rocky start (4-13-2) they could fall out of the playoff race before Christmas.

With No. 1 goaltender Devan Dubnyk in the final year of his contract, the Oilers are expected to split duties between Dubnyk and Bryzgalov the remainder of the season to determine their starter next season.

The most likely scenario is Edmonton will cut Jason LaBarbera, a 33-year-old career NHL backup who signed a one-year $1 million deal. But he could end up in Oklahoma City.

LaBarbera would have to clear waivers to join OKC. When the dust settles, Tyler Bunz, currently on Oklahoma City's roster, most like will return to Edmonton's Double-A affiliate in Bakersfield (Calif.) of the ECHL. Regardless how it shakes out, the Barons other goalie might be an NHL veteran.

“You have to win in the NHL,” Scott said. “We might end up with someone with a lot of experience the next couple of weeks. We'll just take it day to day and see what happens

Oklahoma City Barons: Edmonton Oilers' injuries have kept OKC's roster in flux

In a rare Edmonton Oilers win earlier this week, three former Oklahoma City Barons accounted for all four goals. It's an example of a revolving-door roster Barons coach Todd Nelson and his staff have dealt with the first month of the American Hockey League season.
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In a rare Edmonton Oilers win earlier this week, three former Oklahoma City Barons accounted for all four goals. It's an example of a revolving-door roster Barons coach Todd Nelson and his staff have dealt with the first month of the American Hockey League season.

The trickle-down effect from the Oilers' rash of injuries has been numerous call-ups.

With a slew of new players on the roster, Nelson used the AHL's version of a bye week to work on systems play heading into a stretch of four games in eight days, starting with a road game Saturday night at San Antonio.

“It was a good week to get some work in but also a good week to get some rest,” Nelson said. “I gave the guys off Sunday and Monday, a chance to be with their families. I think that's important.”

Next week, the Barons play three home games — the traditional kids field trip matinee Tuesday at 10:30 a.m. and a Friday/Saturday doubleheader with Abbotsford.

“When somebody new comes in you treat them like part of the family,” said forward Brad Hunt. “The long week helped the new guys. We're just trying to get everyone on the same page.”

Tied for ninth in the Western Conference, Oklahoma City (5-6-1) has been inconsistent offensively. In their five wins, the Barons have averaged nearly four goals. In the seven losses, they've averaged only 1.1.

“If Edmonton had a healthy roster and we had a healthy roster this wouldn't be an issue,” Nelson said. “Changes are always an issue at this level but we've been thin up the middle. Getting (center) Anton (Lander) back will help.”

The Barons also had two players assigned to Oklahoma City on Friday, veteran enforcer Ben Eager and ultra-talented Linus Omark, the Barons' leading scorer who was up with Edmonton only two days.

“When Edmonton starts getting healthy you'll see other guys pushed down to us,” Nelson said. “Edmonton has already lost close to 100 man games. That's unheard of for early November.”

Once the roster settles — as settled as a Triple-A roster can get — Nelson likes this team's long-term potential. The Barons are relying on talented but young defensemen, a handful of veterans forwards and two young goaltenders.

“The new guys we've brought in have done a fantastic job. They're pushing to be part of this team the entire year,” Nelson said. “It's going to be very competitive. I like the way our guys played our last game. We just need to keep playing like that.”

Oklahoma City Barons: OKC beats Chicago Wolves

After suffering one of the most lopsided losses in the franchise's four-year history Friday night the Barons responded with a 4-2 win over the Chicago Wolves Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

By Mike Baldwin •  Published: November 2, 2013  

The Oklahoma City Barons' play was a complete turnaround. After suffering one of the most lopsided losses in the franchise's four-year history Friday night, the Barons responded with a 4-2 win over the Chicago Wolves Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“That was probably our best game of the season for a full 60 minutes playing the system,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We had a lot of secondary effort and did a great job with the forecheck. It was a really solid game.”

The Barons lost 6-0 Friday night but never trailed in the rematch.

Matthew Ford scored his fourth goal of the season to give OKC a 1-0 lead. The Wolves tied it on Ty Rattie's power play goal, but the Barons took command with two goals in the early stages of the third period.

The go-ahead goal after the game was credited to Kale Kessy on a play defenseman Brandon Davidson kept alive inside the blue line. Derek Nesbitt's fourth goal of the season made it 3-1 with 16:42 remaining.

The Wolves clawed to within 3-2 on their second power-play goal of the night, but OKC re-established control when Linus Omark scored on a penalty shot with 13:13 left.

“It was a great team victory,” said Brad Hunt, who appeared to score his first goal of the season that was later changed to Kessy. “We played the right way. We played the way they played yesterday. They have a heck of a team. We really battled.”

The shots were even 33-33.

“We saw what happens when we don't work hard,” Hunt said. “They have a really good team. We talked about that (Saturday) morning, how we needed to play really hard or it would be another shellacking. This was great to see. Now everyone can start buying into all the systems.”

Starting back-to-back games on back-to-back nights for the first time since last year's ECHL Double-A playoffs, goaltender Olivier Roy recorded 31 saves after being replaced Friday night after two periods with OKC trailing 5-0.

“The guys did a great job tonight letting me see the puck. That makes my job a lot easier,” Roy said. “It's great after going through a tough one like we had (Friday) that you don't have to wait a week to get back at it. We put that game behind us and got a lot better result.”

The Barons have been unable to put a streak together the first month of the American Hockey League season but are 5-6-1 despite constant roster changes.

“I was really proud of all the guys,” Nelson said. “They really stepped up their game. Whatever we're missing on paper compared to Chicago our guys made it up with heart. That's what I'm most proud of.

“Our guys played their hearts out. We're going to have to do that to compete at this level. Until we get some players back from injury or sent down (from Edmonton) this is the way we're going to have to play.”

Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Todd Nelson beats former boss John Anderson

A two-game weekend series was the first time Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson coached against John Anderson, for whom Nelson was an assistant for four seasons.
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A two-game weekend series was the first time Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson coached against John Anderson, for whom Nelson was an assistant for four seasons.

Nelson was on Anderson's staff with the Chicago Wolves in 2006-07 and 2007-08. When Anderson was named coach of the NHL Atlanta Thrashers (now the Winnipeg Jets), he brought Nelson with him to Atlanta before Nelson landed the Barons job in 2010.

The Wolves won 6-0 Friday night at the Cox Convention Center. The Barons won the rematch 4-2 Saturday night.

“We're pals. Splitting is probably the best-case scenario for both of us,” Nelson said. “I obviously wasn't happy with the way we played (Friday) night but I was really proud of the way our guys responded.”

BACHMAN SUFFERS INJURY

The Edmonton Oilers' goaltending situation became muddled Saturday night when Richard Bachman, who opened the season with the Barons, started his third consecutive game but suffered a groin injury late in the first period.

There were rumblings 33-year-old career NHL backup Jason LaBarbera, who signed a one-year, $1 million deal with Edmonton, might be released. LaBarbera could possibly land in Oklahoma City if he were to clear waivers.

EDMONTON SENDS DOWN LANDER

Barons center Anton Lander on Saturday was reassigned to Oklahoma City after the Oilers activated left winger Ryan Hamilton, who missed the first month of the season with a sprained knee. Hamilton suffered the injury a few shifts into his Oilers debut Oct. 7 against the New Jersey Devils.

UP NEXT

The Barons have only one game this week, a road game Saturday night in San Antonio. The following week the Barons have three home games, including the annual field trip matinee, Tuesday, Nov. 12, which will start at 10:35 a.m. That weekend, the Barons will host the Abbotsford Heat Nov. 15-16.

OIL SPILLS

Former Blazers coach Doug Sauter was in Tulsa on Saturday to be inducted into the Central Hockey League Hall of Fame. ... Some Barons players and staff members are growing mustaches to celebrate “Movember” to raise awareness for men's health. Any fan who participate — including people that paint on mustaches — receive a $4 discount to any November home game. ... ... Jeff Sherwood won a new Hyundai Elantra Saturday. The Barons give away a new vehicle at every Saturday home game.

Chicago routs OKC Barons 6-0

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: November 1, 2013  

The Oklahoma City Barons have been hampered by constant roster shuffling the past two weeks, but coach Todd Nelson said that's no excuse after a 6-0 to the Chicago Wolves on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“Making any excuses because of call-ups or injuries, that would be taking the easy way out,” Nelson said. “Chicago was good tonight. They have (veteran) players that they go (sign). Those players have been around a long time. They showcased their skills tonight.”

With Edmonton experiencing a rash of injuries, the Barons are forced to rely on more young players. OKC's roster on Friday night featured nine players who saw time in the Double-A ECHL last season.

In contrast, the Wolves, the St. Louis Blues' AHL affiliate, have several NHL-tested veterans, including goaltender Jake Allen, who posted a 9-4 record last season in 15 game with the Blues.

“Those young guys getting an opportunity to play is going to really help us at the end of the year,” said Barons veteran forward Matthew Ford. “These guys are gaining valuable experience. (Saturday) will be the real test, how these guys respond. We can't hang our heads. We're playing the exact same team.”

After a scoreless first period, Chicago scored five goals in the second period. The Wolves scored four goals in the final nine minutes of the period.

“We weren't consistent with our system,” Nelson said. “That could be due to working with different lines all week, guys going to Edmonton, some guys coming back. Right now we don't have any continuity.”

Three Chicago players — veterans Alexandre Bolduc and Shane Harper and 20-year-old highly ranked prospect Ty Rattie — scored two goals each for Chicago, which had scored only 20 goals all season before Friday night's eruption.

Harper scored 51 seconds into the second period. Rattie scored with 8:51 left in the period to make it 2-0.

“Once they got that second goal, I think we let down,” Nelson said. “You can't do that. We have to have a push back. We had no push back whatsoever. We have to make things more difficult for them. We didn't have enough traffic in front of their net. They won the puck battles.”

Thirty-one seconds after Rattie's goal, Harper lit the lamp for the second time. Just 33 seconds later, Bolduc scored to make it 4-0. Late in the second period, Bolduc scored again. Rattie, who also had two assists, scored his third goal of the season early in the third period.

“We're upset with the way we played,” Ford said. “At times our effort was down. Our system play was one of the big things. They have some talent. To be successful we have to play our systems the right way.”

So what did Nelson tell the team after such a lopsided loss?

“I didn't tell them anything. There's not much to be said,” Nelson said. “We'll address things we have to fix at our meeting (Saturday). It's one of those games you have to learn from it but push it aside, forget it real quick because we play them again (Saturday) night.”

OKC Barons, Chicago serve up a rash of penalties
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Both penalty boxes were frequently occupied the first two periods of the Oklahoma City Barons' 6-0 loss to the Chicago Wolves on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

Oklahoma City was whistled for seven penalties, Chicago six. The Wolves were 1-of-7 on the power play, the Barons 0-of-6.

“There wasn't a lot of flow. It's hard to get your guys going,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “You'd like at least one rotation through your (four) lines to get everybody in the game. We couldn't do that tonight.

“We never scored any of our power-play chances. The reason we've been winning some games is our special teams have been really strong, but they weren't strong tonight.”

ROY PULLED EARLY

Friday was Olivier Roy's first game as game as the Barons' No. 1 goaltender since Richard Bachman was called up to Edmonton last week. Roy lasted only two periods, allowing five goals on 21 shots before being replaced by Tyler Bunz at the start of the third period.

Roy is 1-2 this season, but was 9-9-1 last season with the Barons.

“It's on everybody,” Nelson said. “Let's face it, we have to play better in front of our goaltenders. Four of the goals are tic-tac-toe plays where we were just standing around. A team like that will make you pay. And they have big bodies. You have to work for every inch of ice you get.”

LARSEN RECALLED BY OILERS

The Oklahoma City/Edmonton shuttle continued Friday when the Oilers recalled 23-year-old defenseman Philip Larsen after sending defensemen Corey Potter and Denis Grebeshkov to OKC on Thursday.

The past two weeks, the Oilers have recalled eight players — team captain Anton Lander (twice), Bachman, left winger Ben Eager, right winger Tyler Pitlick and left winger Ryan Jones, plus defensemen Taylor Fedun, Grebeshkov and Potter, who have returned to the Barons.

OIL SPILLS

Edmonton's injuries have had a trickle-down effect on Oklahoma City's roster. For Friday's game, the Barons had only one healthy scratch (defenseman Brad Hunt). ... The Barons were shut out for the second time this season, the other a 1-0 loss at Iowa. ... As part of the “Drive Away Every Saturday” promotion, the Barons will give away a new Hyundai Elantra at Saturday's 7 p.m. home game against Chicago.

OKC Barons: Derek Nesbitt brings veteran experience to young Barons team

The 31-year-old has logged 330 American Hockey League games heading in the Barons' two-game series Friday and Saturday against Chicago in the Cox Center.

BY MIKE BALDWIN, Staff Writer, mbaldwin@opubco.com •  Published: October 31, 2013  

Derek Nesbitt's role this season is similar to Josh Green's role last season.

Nesbitt, a 31-year-old veteran, has logged 330 American Hockey League games heading into the Oklahoma City Barons' two-game series Friday and Saturday night against the Chicago Wolves in the Cox Convention Center.

“Having a veteran point producer that probably is going to be here all year, those guys help steady the ship,” said Barons general manger Bill Scott. “They've seen it all before.”

Green was the Barons' thirty-something team captain a year ago, contributing leadership and occasional scoring. Nesbitt produces a little more offense. One of three alternate captains, Nesbitt has compiled 211 career AHL points, including 95 goals.

“He and Matthew Ford are sort of in the same boat,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “They're veteran AHL guys that add stability to the locker room. They can help younger guys adjust, be consistent voices.”

With Barons captain Anton Lander being recalled again Thursday by Edmonton, Nesbitt is the veteran anchor on the Barons' No. 2 forward line alongside Joel Broda and Andrew Miller. With Lander playing with the Oilers, Nesbitt is the Barons' pseudo captain.

“I have to help the young guys understand this is a developmental league, and there will be changes,” Nesbitt said. “This is such a young team. I tell them you can't get comfortable in this league; you work for the job you want, not the job you currently have.”

Nesbitt, 6-foot, 185-pounds, is hockey's version of a “Quad-A” baseball player, someone who plays well in Triple-A but lacks the overall skill set for the NHL.

“He's a proven 20-goal scorer in this league,” Nelson said. “I'll take 20 goals. Ten or 15 years ago, someone who scored 20 goals didn't seem like much, but it's quite a bit now. He was brought in to provide some offense for us.”

Nesbitt, who has eight points in the Barons' first 10 games, also excels in shootouts, an invaluable asset. Two years ago with Peoria (Ill.), Nesbitt was 7-for-7 on shootout chances. He's 1-for-1 for the Barons this season.

Nesbitt's value to an AHL playoff contender was apparent last season. Peoria, which was out of contention, traded Nesbitt in a late-season deal. He played in only one regular season game with Wilkes-Barre Scranton (Pa.) but had six assists in the Penguins' run to the Eastern Conference finals.

“You have to play the system,” Nesbitt said. “I've adjusted a lot of times in my career. If we play our system, are aggressive on the puck and the new guys buy in, we can be productive.”

Entering his ninth pro season, the Egmondville, Ontario, Canada, product has scored 451 professional points, including 181 goals, when you factor in 211 Double-A ECHL games, a league Nesbitt averaged more than a point a game.

Undrafted after four seasons at Ferris State University in Grand Rapids, Mich., Nesbitt is playing for his sixth AHL team.

The ultimate dream is to play in the NHL, which might never happen for Nesbitt.

“If you told me when I was 15 I'd be playing my 10th season of pro hockey, doing what you love to do as a job, I'd have been so excited,” Nesbitt said. “But it's a job. This isn't juniors. This isn't college. It's all on you. You have to work hard every day. Do that and you'll be successful and have fun.”

OKC Barons' roster has been in flux

Goaltenders Olivier Roy and Tyler Bunz will step up after Richard Bachman was recalled to Edmonton.

 By Michael Baldwin  Modified: October 30, 2013 at 8:00 pm •  Published: October 29, 2013  

Roster fluctuation is common in minor league hockey. But because the Edmonton Oilers have experienced an unusual rash of injuries, the AHL's Oklahoma City Barons have undergone an inordinate number of changes during the first three weeks of the season.

“We've never seen anything like this so early in the year,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “That's why you sign a lot of guys to build your depth.”

During a 4-5-1 start, the one constant for OKC was goaltender Richard Bachman. After posting a 2.37 goals-against average and a .925 save percentage in eight starts with the Barons, Bachman was recalled by Edmonton over the weekend. He stopped 47 of 48 shots in the Oilers' 2-1 shootout loss to the Los Angeles Kings on Sunday and was slated to start Tuesday night.

Olivier Roy, 22, inherits the Barons' No. 1 job heading into a two-game home series this weekend against the Chicago Wolves at the Cox Convention Center. Tyler Bunz, who spent last season in the ECHL, will be OKC's backup goaltender.

Another option is Ty Rimmer, who made an impression during training camp and is playing with Quad City in the CHL. At some point, Bachman or veteran NHL backup Jason LaBarbera might be sent to OKC, but LaBarbera would have to clear waivers.

“I'm not looking too far ahead,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “I'm looking at this weekend with the two young goalies. The ball is in their court. If we don't get anyone sent to us from Edmonton, those are our guys. We have confidence in them. It's up to them.”

Roy has made two starts this season, but was 9-9-1 with a 2.77 GAA and .902 save percentage last season for OKC.

“The more you play the more confidence you gain,” Roy said. “You constantly work on your game even when you aren't playing. My job is to give this team a chance to win.”

The Barons got a key reinforcement on Tuesday when Edmonton activated veteran Sam Gagne and reassigned Barons team captain Anton Lander to Oklahoma City.

OKC also has signed 25-year-old forward Mario Lamoureux, a University of North Dakota product who scored 65 points in 71 games with the Ontario Reign last season in the ECHL.

The Barons' No. 1 line last weekend featured NHL-tested Linus Omark, C.J. Stretch and Matthew Ford. The second line was AHL veteran Derek Nesbitt, Andrew Miller and Joel Broada. Young forwards Travis Ewanyk and Kale Kessy led the No. 3 line.

“Certainly we'll have to try and find some chemistry,” Scott said. “But that's part of being a pro, part of playing in the American Hockey League. Good players adjust quickly.”

On the move from OKC to Edmonton

 By Michael Baldwin  Modified: October 30, 2013 at 8:00 pm •  Published: October 29, 2013  

Barons players the Edmonton Oilers have recalled the first three weeks of the 2013-14 season:

G Richard Bachman

RW Tyler Pitlick

LW Ben Eager

C Anton Lander*

D Philip Larsen *

LW Ryan Jones

D Brandon Davidson*

LW Ryan Hamilton

* has returned to OKC

OKC Barons: Linus Omark scores four goals, leads Barons to victory over San Antonio

The Oklahoma City winger scored twice on the power play, once while teams were even strength and another on a penalty shot.

FROM STAFF REPORTS •  Published: October 25, 2013  

SAN ANTONIO, Texas — Linus Omark continued an impressive start to the American Hockey League season Friday night.

The Oklahoma City winger scored four goals to lead the Barons to a 5-4 victory over the San Antonio Rampage before 6,237 fans at AT&T Center. Omark, who has seven goals through nine games, scored twice on the power play, once while teams were even strength and another on a penalty shot.

Oklahoma City (4-4-1) led 4-2 entering the third period. Omark made it a three-goal advantage with 12:35 left. But San Antonio (2-5-0) came back with Quinton Howden and Greg Rallo goals just four minutes apart to turn a rout into a seat-squirmer.

San Antonio pulled goaltender Dov Gromet-Morris with 59 seconds left in the game for an extra attacker, but the Rampage failed to get anything else past Barons netminder Richard Bachman.

Oklahoma City outshot the Rampage 39-33.

The Barons and Rampage play again at 7 p.m. Saturday at the AT&T Center. Oklahoma City will return to the Cox Center for a weekend doubleheader against the Chicago Wolves.

OIL SPILLS

*The Barons signed forward Justin Maylan to a tryout contract. Maylan, who started this season with the South Carolina Stingrays of the ECHL, had 40 points in 49 games last season with the Stockton Thunder, then the Edmonton Oilers' Double-A team. He played one game in the American Hockey League with the Portland Pirates in 2011-12.

*Edmonton assigned defenseman Corey Potter to Oklahoma City on a conditioning assignment. Potter has registered 25 points (7-18-25) in 95 games with the Oilers over the past two seasons, but has not played this season due to injury.

OKC Barons: Anton Lander continues to work on offensive production

Lander said: “I know I need to work on my offense. When they (Edmonton Oilers) sent me down they said I'm playing too safe.”

By Michael Baldwin  Published: October 24, 2013  

Oklahoma City Barons center Anton Lander is the antithesis of fellow Swede Linus Omark. Lander provides solid around play but rarely appears on stat sheets.

When Edmonton recalled forwards Ben Eager and Tyler Pitlick earlier this week, it was a sign Lander might be falling on the Oilers' organizational depth chart.

Edmonton has experienced a rash of injuries, especially at center, but Lander has remained with the Barons, who play the Rampage on Friday and Saturday nights at the AT&T Center in San Antonio.

“I know I need to work on my offense,” Lander said. “When they sent me down they said I'm playing too safe. That's something I've been trying to work on for two years. It's not that easy. It comes with confidence. You gain confidence when you play good and score goals.”

Omark is just the opposite. He's an offensive machine but sometimes plays recklessly.

“I watch what Linus does out there,” Lander said. “I try to read what he's doing and try to learn from him.”

Lander, 22, still has some upside.

In junior international competition, where Lander and Omark first met, Lander scored 23 points in 24 games for Sweden over a four-year span.

The first time Barons coach Todd Nelson saw Lander was three years ago in the summer developmental league.

“His biggest strength is he's very responsible defensively, but he has some offensive skill,” Nelson said. “You could see that three years ago.”

So far that offensive skill hasn't consistently produced goals.

At ages 16, 17, 18 and 19, Lander scored only 53 points in 177 games in Sweden's pro league.

Still, hopes were high. Edmonton selected Lander in the second round midway through his teenage career back home.

His first year in North America, at age 20, Lander played most of the season with Edmonton but scored only six points in 56 games.

“For Anton, the biggest thing is he went through a lot of transition his first year, playing right away in the NHL,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “It sometimes takes a player a little longer to develop over here. He's two-way a center. That's what he's going to be at the next level as well.”

Lander, though, has yet to prove he's a two-way center. Last year, during the NHL lockout season, Lander spent the bulk of his time in OKC. He scored only one point in 11 games with Edmonton, 20 points in 47 games with the Barons.

What's the key for Lander to improve his offensive production?

“He just needs to play with more confidence with the puck,” Scott said. “To play in the NHL you have to be really good with the puck. It's an area of his game that he's worked hard on and he's starting to get rewarded.

“Anton's had to find his confidence again and I think he's found it. I think he found it late last year with us when he had that six-point night in Rockford. He just needs to keep plugging away.”

In seven games this season with the Barons Lander has scored five points. That's a slight improvement. If he consistently produces in OKC he could get another shot with the Oilers.

“When he was with Edmonton he was on the fourth line, and his offensive skills diminished,” Nelson said. “We're putting put him in situations to succeed offensively. He's on the power play. He just needs to be more consistent.”

In the final year of a three-year, entry-level deal, Lander's career is at a crossroads. Next season, Edmonton could re-sign him. He might be forced to land with another NHL organization or play in one of Europe's pro leagues.

“I can't focus on anything more than the next game,” Lander said. “It's my third year over here. I'm trying to be more of a leader, help the new guys, put the puck in the net and win games. That's what it's all about.”

OKC Barons fall to Abbotsford in shootout

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: October 19, 2013  

Barons goaltender Richard Bachman was on the brink of his first shutout in two years when the Abbotsford Heat showed why teams pull their goalie the final minute for an extra skater.

Paul Byron poked in a loose puck with 38 seconds left in regulation to force overtime, and Abbotsford won 2-1 in a shootout Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center on a night both goalies played well.

“Overall I thought we played a pretty good game,” Bachman said. “You never want to give up a goal that late in a game. I wanted to make that save. You really can't fault our D-men. They blocked the shot. It got lost at their feet and they just whacked it in.”

Although he's been an NHL backup the past two seasons, Bachman said Saturday's game was his first shootout in two years. Abbotsford's first two skaters both scored. Derek Nesbitt was the only one of five OKC shooters to light the lamp in the shootout.

Still, Saturday's game was indicative of Bachman's start this season. His overall stats are solid: A 1.99 goals-against average and .934 save percentage.

“That's not bad,” quipped Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He was great again tonight. He made some great saves when we had some breakdowns. He gave us a chance. I'm just disappointed we couldn't get that shutout for him. That's hockey.”

Bachman's last shutout was with the Dallas Stars against the New York Rangers in December of 2011 at Madison Square Garden. That season, he also had three shutouts with the Texas Stars in the AHL.

Because Edmonton's two veteran goalies have struggled, there are rumblings the Oilers might consider promoting Bachman to essentially compete with 33-year-old veteran backup Jason LaBarbera (3.21 GAA, .871 save percentage).

“You hear things here and there. It's on TV every once in a while,” Bachman said. “But I've heard a lot of rumors over the past five years. Until your phone rings, or something truly happens, you can't pay any attention to it.”

Joel Broda barely beat the second-period buzzer to give the Barons a 1-0 lead. Broda's goal with two-tenths of a second left in the middle period was the game's only goal until Byron scored after Abbotsford pulled goaltender Reto Berra with 50 seconds left.

“We had some great chances in overtime and couldn't capitalize,” Nelson said. “Tonight our power play let us down (0-for-6). We really had some good chances throughout the game. Again, I'd like to see us shoot the puck more.”

OKC Barons closer to naming captain

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: October 19, 2013  

Last season, Josh Green, a 34-year-old veteran who was unlikely to be recalled to the NHL, was an ideal captain for the Oklahoma City Barons. This year, two of the top candidates, center Mark Arcobello and forward Ryan Hamilton, are with the Edmonton Oilers.

This season is unique because almost anyone named captain might be recalled by Edmonton.

“That's part of it,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We have some guys we thought might be here that are playing well up there. I don't want to jump the gun. If you name a captain and he's up in Edmonton, you're stuck with A's (assistant captains) all year.”

The upcoming week could provide some insight.

“We're to a point the guys are getting to know each other better. And guys are starting to open up more with the staff,” Nelson said. “This next week we'll probably do some team-building stuff to see what makes guys tick.”

OILERS MIGHT NEED HELP

Edmonton star Taylor Hall, who played in OKC last year during the NHL lockout, suffered a knee injury in the Oilers' 3-1 win over Washington on Saturday. The severity is uncertain, but Hall, tied with Arcobello for the team scoring lead (eight points), left the locker room wearing a knee brace.

If the Oilers summon someone from Oklahoma City, Linus Omark and Hall both play left wing, but Edmonton could shuffle its lines and call up any of a number of players, including Anton Lander. Omark scored four points in Friday's win and leads OKC with six points. Lander has five.

ATTENDANCE STILL LAGGING

The Barons are 29th in the 30-team American Hockey League in attendance, averaging roughly 2,600 fans their first five home games. The Barons averaged 4,155 fans their first season, slid to 3,684 the second year and 3,527 last season. Minor league hockey attendance generally increases the second half of the season after the holidays and football season end.

LONE STAR ROAD TRIP

The Barons take a three-game Lone Star road trip before returning home to host the Chicago Wolves Nov. 1-2 at the Cox Convention Center. This week, the Barons play Wednesday at the Texas Stars and Friday and Saturday against the Rampage at the AT&T Center in San Antonio.

OIL SPILLS

Fans at Saturday night's game saw a rare midgame penalty shot. Midway through the second period, OKC's Andrew Miller skated right, but Abbotsford goalie Reto Berra made a stick save to keep the game scoreless. ... Dawn Norton won a 2013 Dodge Avenger at Saturday's game, part of the Barons' Drive Away Every Saturday promotion

OKC Barons: Linus Omark has four points, Barons beat Abbotsford

Omark scored two goals and added two assists as Oklahoma City holds on to beat Heat, 4-3. Teams play again at 7 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.

 By Michael Baldwin  Published: October 18, 2013  

It's safe to say Linus Omark has snapped out of an early season offensive slump.

Three days after scoring the overtime game-winner, Omark scored four points, including two goals, in the Barons' 4-3 American Hockey League win over the Abbotsford Heat on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

Both of Omark's goals were examples of his unique talent.

Less than five minutes into Friday's game, Omark created a scoring chance with nifty skating, then fired a backhander past Abbotsford goalie Reto Berra, who was pulled early in the second period after OKC jumped out to a 4-0 lead.

“He's a great player,” said Oklahoma City's Anton Lander, a fellow Swede who has known Omark since their junior days. “These kind of nights, you can get caught up watching him. You try to get him the puck down low. But tonight, he did it all by himself.”

Omark used a crossover move to flip the puck over Berra's shoulder for a 2-0 OKC lead. The Barons made it 4-0 in the second period. Omark had an assist on OKC's other two goals.

Best known for two YouTube-sensation goals earlier in his career, Omark is back in Oklahoma City a year after becoming the first Swede to win the scoring title in Switzerland's pro league.

“Our line has had to get a little chemistry,” said Tyler Pitlick, who had two assists. “Linus does a lot of things other players normally don't because he's so good. You have to kind of learn off that.”

In addition to playing in 46 games with the Barons their first two seasons, Omark played in 65 games with Edmonton. He was hoping to make the Oilers out of training camp, but was cut, cleared waivers and is back in OKC.

“I just have to play my game,” Omark said. “Hopefully, I can continue to get shots, and hopefully goals. I like playing here, but my goal is to play in the NHL. Right now, I'm focused on helping this team get points (wins), and I'm hoping they'll give me a chance.”

The Barons built a seemingly safe 4-0 lead less than five minutes into the second period, but Abbotsford battled back to within 4-3 with more than 12 minutes left.

“It was just us being too casual with the puck, losing puck battles, getting outworked,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “The guys go through defining moments throughout the season that shape your team. This will be a learning experience.”

The Heat's first goal came midway the second period. OKC still led 4-1 heading into the third period, but the Heat got a goal from Roman Horak 42 seconds into the third period and Brett Olson scored with 12:24 left.

“I think we laid back a little,” Pitlick said. “You can never do that. When you're beating a team like that you have to keep scoring.”

Outshooting Oklahoma City 22-4 in the third period, Abbotsford charged back, but goalie Richard Bachman recorded 41 saves to help the Barons win their third consecutive game after starting the season 0-3-0.

“Richard made some really big saves for us,” Nelson said. “There was one deflection from the point in the third period that could have gone top shelf. It was an outstanding save. That was just one of them. He got the job done for us when we were just hanging on.”

The Barons and Heat play again at 7 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.

November 16 

Pirates beat Monarchs before full house 

Portland runs its winning streak to three to reach .500 mark.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — With veteran center Gilbert Brule providing the spark, the Portland Pirates cruised to a 4-1 win against the Manchester Monarchs before a sellout crowd at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee Friday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Springfield Falcons

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

The Pirates opened the game with perhaps their best first 40 minutes of the AHL season to run their winning streak to three games.

“Tonight was a step in the right direction,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said.

“To win at home, and with the way we played during the first 40 minutes, I was happy. This was really good. Our work ethic was good.”

“If we keep playing like that, we’re going to be tough,” said Brule, a veteran of seven NHL seasons who put in his fourth goal of the season on a breakaway to open the scoring seven minutes into the game. “We kept putting pucks on the net and we were all over them.”

The Pirates took advantage of an undermanned Manchester squad to run their record to 5-5-0-1. Earlier this week, four of the Monarchs were called up to the NHL by the parent Los Angeles Kings

The Pirates held a 2-0 lead at the end of the first period.

A little less than three minutes after Brule’s goal, defense- man Randy Jones, another NHL veteran, put in a shot from the bottom of the left circle during a two-on-one break for his first goal since joining the Pirates from their NHL parent Phoenix two weeks ago.

Tobias Rieder, a rookie forward from Germany, made it 3-0 less than 10 minutes into the second period by jamming in his third power-play goal.

Rieder, who had missed seven games with a broken foot, has scored five goals in four games.

The Monarchs had a chance to close the gap when they were awarded a four-minute power play after Darian Dziurzynski drew blood with a high stick. Scott Sabourin erased two minutes of the power play with an interference call, but the Pirates allowed just three shots on goal during the penalty.

Sabourin spoiled goaltender Mark Visentin’s bid for his first shutout of the season when he came down the slot and scored his second goal of the season eight minutes into the third period after rookie Zach O’Brien won a faceoff just outside the blue line. Visenti, making his seventh consecutive start, stopped 24 shots to run his record to a 4-4-0-1.

Portland defenseman Chris Summers completed the scoring with less than five minutes left when he capped a power play by putting in a shot from the left point for his first goal of the season.

NOTES: The parent Phoenix Coyotes called up rookie defenseman Connor Murphy, who was expected to join the team for a home game Saturday night against the Tampa Bay Lightning. … A standing-room-only crowd of nearly 4,000 attended the game. It was the Pirates’ second sellout in the seven games they’ve played at the Colisee this season.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
November 15 

Pirates rookie makes solid first impression 

Tobias Rieder has four goals in his first three games as a pro.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

Officially, Portland Pirates center Tobias Rieder is a rookie, but he’s been living the life of a pro hockey player since leaving his native Germany four years ago to play for the Kitchener Rangers in the junior Ontario Hockey League.

“Moving away from home at the age of 17 to live on another continent is not the easiest thing to do,” he said. “I think I got way more mature doing that stuff, moving away from my family at that age, learning a new language, getting to know new people and a new team. I think that helped me out a lot.”

Rieder, who turns 21 in January, has gotten off a terrific start in his first American Hockey League season.

Despite missing seven of the Pirates’ first 10 games this season because of a broken foot, he is among the team’s scoring leaders with four goals in just three games.

“The thing that stands out to me with (Rieder), regardless of the point production, is the detail to his game,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “He’s a very reliable player. You can put him in any situation. Kill penalties. If you’re a goal up in the last minute, he’ll get a puck out. He’ll block a shot. Defensively, he knows where to go. He understands the concepts we’re teaching. He’s a very intelligent player.”

Last March, the parent Phoenix Coyotes obtained the rights to Rieder, selected by the Edmonton Oilers in the fifth round of the 2011 NHL draft, in exchange for forward Kale Kessy, another junior player, and promptly signed him to a three-year entry-level contract.

“I think our expectations were relatively high for him knowing everything we had heard about him before we made the deal,” Edwards said.

“His coaches (in Kitchener) had nothing but high regard for him so you knew you were getting a good player, a good kid, great character.”

Edwards wasn’t surprised that Rieder, who scored two goals in a 4-3 victory against the Worcester Sharks last Sunday afternoon, was able to pick up right where he left in early October after sitting a month because of his injury.

“It’s what you do when you’re out,” Edwards said. “Some guys (mess) around and when they come back they’re behind the 8-ball. (Rieder) went to work. That’s what you do, you do things the right way so when you come back you’re ready to go.

“Obviously he was ready to go when he came back.”

Rieder credits a lot of his early success to the chances he has been given to play by the Pirates’ coaching staff.

“On the ice, the coach is giving me the opportunity to play on the power play, on the penalty kill,” he said. “I played with a couple of great players out there the last couple of games, and it just seems to work out so far,” he said.

In his first two games back from injury, Rieder, a center, teamed up with wings Brandon Yip and Chris Brown to form a formidable first line for the Pirates.

“He’s obviously shown he’s a great player early on,” said Yip, a veteran of four NHL seasons. “He’s got a lot of great attributes, his speed being one of them.

“He flies out there. He’s not afraid to get into the corners and battle for loose pucks. As he shown, he’s got a great shot as well. You put all those together and you can see he’s going to be a great player.”

Edwards likes what his prized rookie has accomplished in the first six weeks of his pro hockey career.

“It’s a small sample size but so far so good,” Edwards said. “The challenge for (Rieder) is to continue to improve and where to improve and understand you can’t ever get complacent in this game. Even if you have a good start, consistency is the key.”

During his three seasons at Kitchener, Rieder was the model of consistency, averaging more than a point per game during his time with the Rangers, but he sees plenty of room for improvement.

“I’d like to improve everything, obviously,” he said. “I’ve just got to get stronger. I think I have the skill set but I’ve just got to get stronger to outmuscle players in the league. That’s my main focus.”

NOTES: Brown was reassigned to the Pirates after playing 7 minutes, 7 seconds for the Coyotes in their 3-2 overtime win Wednesday night against the Blues in St. Louis. … Rieder is the second German-born player to suit up for the Pirates in the past decade. Felix Schutz played two seasons for them when the team was affiliated with the Buffalo Sabres.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

November 8 

Pirates no longer winless at home 

Portland earns its first victory in six games at the Colisee, 5-1 over the Worcester Sharks.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates finally gave their fans at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee something to cheer about Friday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates at Worcester Sharks

WHEN: 3 p.m. Sunday

Rookie forward Lucas Lessio scored the first two goals of his pro career to spark the Pirates to a 5-1 win over the Worcester Sharks – their first victory of the season on home ice.

“We wanted to win a game at home, obviously, but we felt we were playing fine,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “It’s not like we had the weight of the world on us, but it’s nice to win a game. Being 0-4-0-1 isn’t good enough, but I don’t think the world is coming to an end because we lost a few games.”

Mark Visentin made 45 saves to help the Pirates climb out of last place in the Atlantic Division ahead of the Sharks.

“They got a lot of shots, but if you look at the chances, I don’t think there were a whole lot of Grade A chances,” Edwards said. “I think the difference tonight is we scored on a couple (of chances) and got a little life, and (then) we’re playing with the lead instead of chasing the game.”

“The way I look at it is they didn’t have too many Grade As, and we did a good job of keeping them to the outside,” Visentin said. “Our defensemen did a good job of boxing their guys out, eliminating second chances.”

The Pirates built a 3-0 lead by the middle of the second period.

McMillan opened the scoring less than seven minutes into the game when he poked a rebound into the right side for his first goal of the season after goalie Harri Sateri stopped a shot by Chris Brown.

Veteran forwards Brandon Yip and Gilbert Brule scored two and a half minutes apart in the second period. Yip jammed the puck inside the left post for his second goal of the season, and Brule put in a slap shot from the right circle during a power play for his third goal.

After Matt Pelech scored his first goal of the season for the Sharks, Lessio got his first goal on a shot from the bottom of the right circle to make it 4-1.

Lessio completed the scoring less than three minutes into the third by tipping Brulet’s shot from the left circle past Satari.

“He got a couple of nice goals, and hopefully that will give him some confidence,” Edwards said of Lessio. “He’s putting a lot of work in. He’s spending a lot of time with the coaches. He spent a lot of time this week looking at different things and trying to help his game.”

Edwards still sees plenty of room for improvement.

“As a group, there were a lot of areas in that game where we were good, but there were some things we’ve got to get better at,” he said. “We’ve got to learn how to play against teams like (Worcester). They’re a heavy team and you’ve got to be disciplined.”

NOTES: Brown and Worcester defenseman Taylor Doherty each received a game misconduct after a lengthy fight following the end of the second period.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
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Pirates come up cold against IceCaps 

The Newfoundland team completes a two-game sweep at the Colisee that leaves Portland winless on its interim home ice.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Zach Redmond and Eric O’Dell each had a goal and an assist as the St. John’s IceCaps completed a two-game sweep with a 4-2 win over the Portland Pirates at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee on Friday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Worcester Sharks

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

J.C. Lipon and Jason Jaffray also scored for the IceCaps, the Newfoundland-based team that wraps up a six-game road trip Sunday against the Worcester Sharks.

Brendan Shinnimin scored his first two goals of the season for the Pirates, now 0-4-0-1 on their home ice.

The game was played before 2,157, more than 1,500 fans under capacity at the Lewiston arena.

“We’re playing hard, but we’re making those small mistakes right now that are ending up in our net,” said Brendan McMillan, who set up both of Shinnimin’s goals. “We’ve just got to start playing the full 60 minutes. We’ve got to try to step out and get a lead and just go on from there and play hard.”

On Wednesday, the IceCaps cruised to a 5-1 win by scoring three goals during the first 15 minutes of the second period to take command.

Friday night, St. John’s appeared to take control much earlier, scoring three goals during the last 111/2 minutes of the first period to open up a 3-0 lead.

Lipon opened the scoring less than nine minutes into the game by putting in a shot from the middle of the left circle for his third goal of the season. With less than six minutes left in the period and the Pirates on their first power play, Jaffray lifted in a shot from the left side of the slot inside the far post for his fifth goal after Redmond picked off a pass in the neutral zone.

With 7 seconds left, Redmond, a veteran defenseman playing in his first game this season, scored a power-play goal on a slapshot from the top of the left circle.

Eight minutes into the second period, Shinnimin flashed down the left side and jammed the puck past goalie Eddie Pasquale for his first goal of the season after Brendan McMillan forced a turnover to set up the shorthanded score.

With less than six minutes left in the period, the same duo finished off a two-on-one break. This time, McMillan took a long pass from Chris Brown and rushed down the right side. After coming to a stop in the right circle, he slid the puck across the slot to Shinnimin to poke in the left side.

“What you have to have is a standard of work,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. “The other night, we didn’t have it. Tonight, we had (it) and we fought our way back into the game.”

O’Dell ended the rally by sticking a rebound inside the left post for his team-high sixth goal with less than three minutes left in the second period.

“At the end of the night we probably outchanced that team by a few, but you have to find a way to put the puck in the net,” Edwards said. “We’re getting opportunities, but they’re not going in for us.”

Pasquale made 39 saves for compile his second consecutive win against the Pirates

“We just got to keep working at it,” Edwards said. “We just got to keep getting better, keep getting chemistry with our lines.”

NOTES: An upper-body injury took defenseman Randy Jones out of the lineup on his second shift. He was playing his first game for the Pirates ... Mark Louis, now listed as right wing, skated some shifts on defense ...Veteran forward Tim Kennedy, who was assigned to the Pirates by Phoenix on Thursday, didn’t arrive in time to play.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at: 

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
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Pirates player brings some punch to the lineup 

Kyle Hagel gets into a fight about every three games, but he also has hockey skills.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

At 6 feet, 205 pounds, Kyle Hagel doesn’t look big enough to be the tough guy for the Portland Pirates.

click image to enlarge

Kyle Hagel may be just 6 feet, 205 pounds – small for what’s known as a tough guy in pro hockey – but with the Portland Pirates he has a knack for bringing opponents down to size. 

Portland Pirates photo 

Select images available for purchase in the

Maine Today Photo Store

But size doesn’t matter when it comes to standing up for your teammates, and Hagel, a six-year pro veteran, is always willing to do that.

While appearing in 264 games in the AHL or ECHL, Hagel has been involved in 104 fights, about one in every three games. In his first six games with the Pirates, he received three fighting majors.

“It’s a tough role,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “First of all, it’s physically demanding and it’s mentally demanding.

“There are some nights when you’re not in the lineup, there are some nights when you don’t play as much as you want. It has to be the right person. You have to be able to understand. Some nights it’s eight minutes. Some nights it’s two minutes. Some nights you’re in the stands. No matter what happens, you’ve got to come to the rink every day working hard and being positive and helping the young guys. It’s really important to get the right guy there, and (Hagel) fits all of that.”

With Hagel, who already has two assists, there’s a bonus.

“The thing about (him), which is nice, is (he) can play,” Edwards said. “You can put him out on the (penalty) kill. You can put him out during the last minute and you can trust him to block a shot, get a puck out.”

Hagel’s value is not lost on his teammates.

“He’s not afraid to fight anybody,” defenseman Chris Summers. “He steps up when he needs to. He’s definitely a high-energy guy and the guys feed off that.”

When Hagel talks, teammates listen.

“In the locker room, he says the right things at the right time to try to get us going every game,” forward Chris Brown said. “He’s a really good guy to have on your team, especially when you’re going through a little bit of a down slope.”

Hagel, 28, started playing the tough-guy role following his graduation from Princeton in 2008.

“When I came out of college, I thought I could be a good fourth-line player and have the potential to move up in the hockey world as a fourth-liner,” he said. “In order to attract attention it wasn’t going to be through scoring goals so I had to do something else. Fighting was just one way to make noise, and attract the attention of scouts and management and try to battle my way up.”

Hagel, who was one of the last players to leave the ice after practice Thursday at the MHG Ice Center in Saco, has worked to improve all his hockey skills.

“Fighting is just one part of it,” he said. “You don’t want to be a one-dimensional player. You want to find different ways you can make an impact on the game because sometimes there’s not to be a fight to be had. Sometimes you’ve got to throw big hits or get involved in other ways in order to swing the momentum. If the only thing you can do is fight, then on nights when it doesn’t happen you’re kind of irrelevant out there on the ice.”

Fighting isn’t allowed in college hockey but Princeton has been a breeding ground for players good with their fists.

George Parros, a 2003 alumnus playing for the Montreal Canadiens, is in his 10th NHL season, and Kevin Westgarth, a 2007 Princeton graduate with the Carolina Hurricanes, is in his fourth NHL season. Both of them have been on teams that won the Stanley Cup.

(Continued on page 2)
A statistical look at the Binghamton Senators through 15 games

Posted on November 19, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators are 11-4-0-0 through 15 games this season and tied for first place with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (10-3-0-2) in the American Hockey League’s East Division in the Eastern Conference with 22 points. B-Sens are 6-2-0-0 at home and 5-2-0-0 on the road.

Here is a statistical look at the team so far, starting with team statistics.

TEAM STATS

-The B-Sens are off to slightly better start compared to last year when they were 9-4-1-1 after 15 games.

-Binghamton has played five games that were tied at regulation, ultimately winning all of them (three overtime wins and two shootout wins). The B-Sens have allowed one goal on nine shootout attempts and have scored on 4 of 8.

-Binghamton averages 21.53 penalty minutes per game, which ranks as the eighth most out of 30 teams. B-Sens have 84 minor penalties, 17 majors, four 10-minute misconducts, two game misconducts and one match penalty.

-B-Sens have scored first in 8 of 15 games and are 7-1-0-0 when scoring first.

-Binghamton is ranked No. 2 overall on the power play, converting 26.2 percent of its opportunities. (17 of 65). Binghamton is 10-for-35 at home (28.6%) and 7-for-3 (23.3%) on the road.

-B-Sens are ranked No. 21 on the penalty kill, allowing 14 goals on 77 man-down situations. They have allowed five goals on 39 times shorthanded at home (87.2%), but have allowed nine goals on 38 times on the road (76.3%).

-Binghamton leads the AHL in shorthanded goals (6), and led the league in shorthanded goals last season as well (19). B-Sens have allowed four shorthanded goals, fourth-worst in the AHL.

-Binghamton has scored 57 goals (tied for fourth most) and have allowed 45 goals (tied for 12th most). Binghamton has been outscored in the first period (11-16) but are outscoring opponents in the second (20-12) and third periods (21-17), overtime (3-0) and shootouts (2-0, a shootout win is one goal).

-Binghamton has 478 shots for (10th most) and 509 shots against (seventh most). B-Sens are being outshot in the first (144-176) and third periods (138-175) but are outshooting opponents in the second period (185-152), overtime (9-6) and shootouts (2-0, a shootout win is one shot).

-Binghamton is tied for second in goals for per game (3.80) and tied for 19th in fewest goals against per game (3.00).

-B-Sens are sixth in shots for per game (31.87) but 26th in fewest shots against per game (33.93).

-Binghamton is 4-0-0-0 when leading after one period and 8-0-0-0 when leading after two periods. It is 5-0-0-0 when tied after one period and 2-1-0-0 when tied after two periods. Binghamton is 2-4-0-0 when trailing after a period and 1-3-0-0 when trailing after two periods.

-B-Sens are 5-3-0-0 when outshooting opponents and 6-1-0-0 when being outshot.

-Binghamton is 5-0-0-0 in one-goal games, 2-2-0-0 in two-goal games and 1-1-0-0 in three-goal games. B-Sens are 4-0-0-0 in four-goal games and 0-1-0-0 in five-goal games or higher.

-B-Sens have the longest current win streak in the AHL (six games), including four at home.

-Binghamton is tied for most assists in a game this season with 14 (Nov. 9 vs. Rochester in a 7-3 victory).

INDIVIDUAL STATS

-Binghamton left winger Mike Hoffman is tied for sixth overall in the AHL in total points with 19 (9 goals, 10 assists). Hoffman is tied for fourth in power play points (10).

-Hoffman is currently on a six-game point streak (tied for most in the AHL) and has 11 points in that span. Right winger Andre Petersson has a point in five straight games.

-Binghamton center Jaan-Gabriel Pageau and defenseman Cody Ceci are tied for the league lead in shorthanded assists (2).

-B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson is ranked second in the AHL in save percentage (.934) and 12th in goals-against average (2.29). He has a 7-1-0 record.

-Ceci is tied for fourth among all defensemen in total points with 13 (2-11) and is sixth among all rookies in total points. He is tied for second among rookies in assists and tied for third among all defensemen in assists.He is tied for the league lead in game-winning goals by defensemen (2).

-Chris Wideman is tied for 17th among all defensemen with 10 points (2-8). Wideman is tied for the lead among defensemen in power-play points (8).

-Defenseman Michael Sdao leads all rookies in penalty minutes (49).

  Tagged Binghamton Senators
 | Leave a comment | | |  

Final recap: Binghamton Senators 7, Rochester Americans 3

Posted on November 17, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators played a quality game throughout on Saturday night, beating the Rochester Americans 7-3 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Corey Cowick and Buddy Robinson scored twice, Mike Hoffman and Stephane Da Costa each had a goal and an assist, and Wacey Hamilton notched two helpers to lead the B-Sens in victory. Shane Prince had the other goal for Binghamton.

Coming into the third period with a 4-1 edge, Rochester’s Joel Armia made it a two-goal advantage at 12:03, beating Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond. However, Prince would answer at 9:21 on a breakaway, beating Amerks goalie Matt Hackett top-shelf.

Mike Zigomanis scored his second goal of the game to make the score 5-3, but that would be as close as Rochester would get. With the net empty, Cowick scored his second goal of the contest at 18:30. Hackett then returned to his busy cage, only to be beaten by Robinson with 55.1 seconds remaining.

Second period

The Binghamton Senators scored four unanswered goals in the second period, taking a 4-1 lead over the visiting Rochester Americans on Saturday night.

Trailing 1-0 coming into the second, Binghamton went on the offensive early and often. Corey Cowick cleaned up a rebound following a Wacey Hamilton wrap-around attempt to tie the contest at 3:02, beating Amerks goalie Matt Hackett. The B-Sens then took the lead on a Mike Hoffman tally only 1:42 later.

Binghamton was far from done though, scoring at the 6:26 mark when Buddy Robinson took a feed in front of the net from Hamilton and beat Hackett over the left pad. The B-Sens capped their second period barrage at 12:29, with Stephane Da Costa taking a Hoffman pass from the boards and beating Hackett with a hard shot along the ice.

B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond went relatively untested, only facing six shots in the frame. Binghamton outshot Rochester 20-6 in the period.

FIRST PERIOD

After one period of play, the Rochester Americans are leading the host Binghamton Senators 1-0 on Saturday night.

Mike Zigomanis has the only goal of the contest thus far, scoring a shorthanded marker. Zigomanis blocked a Mike Sdao shot from the point and corralled the puck at center ice before coming down the right wing and beating B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond over his right shoulder from the circle.

Overall, Hammond has 12 saves including a few from close range on the Amerks’ lone power play.

Amerks goaltender Matt Hackett has a clean sheet, stopping all 10 shots he has faced. Many of the tougher saves came against Matt Puempel, who has enjoyed a multitude of chances from short range.

Both teams have played well, showcasing crisp passing and good scoring opportunities. Discipline has also been at a premium, with each only being called for one minor penalty.
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Binghamton Senators vs. Adirondack Phantoms: B-Sens win 4-2

Posted on November 16, 2013 by mweinste


Goaltender Nathan Lawson stopped XX shots and the Binghamton Senators edged the Adirondack Phantoms, 4-2, on Friday at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

After coming up empty on their first three power-play opportunities, the B-Sens cashed in on their fourth to tie the score with 14:08 left in regulation. Mike Hoffman had the puck along the right-wing boards and sent a pass to Cody Ceci at the point. Ceci hesitated and then sent a pass to the left-wing boards for Stephane Da Costa, who blasted a shot past Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter.

With both teams down a man to penalties, the B-Sens took a 3-2 lead with 11:12 left. Mark Stone skated the puck into the zone on the left-wing side then sent a pass to Tyler Eckford at the center point. Eckford fired a shot and Jean-Gabriel Pageau deflected it past Heeter for the goal.

Mark Stone added a late empty-net goal.

SECOND PERIOD: Each team scored a goal in the second period and the Binghamton Senators and Adirondack Phantoms headed to the locker room tied at 1 after 40 minutes on Friday.

Adirondack leads in shots, 28-13.

Andre Petersson gave the B-Sens a 1-0 lead 7:31 into the second period. Corey Cowick cleared the puck along the glass into the neutral zone, and the puck snuck through an Adirondack defender and to the stick of Petersson, who fired a wrist shot over the glove of Cal Heeter from the left-wing faceoff circle.

The Phantoms evened the score up 90 seconds later on a goal by Petr Straka.

FIRST PERIOD: Nathan Lawson stopped all 13 shots he faced as the Binghamton Senators skated into the locker room in a scoreless tie with the Adirondack Phantoms after one period at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Adirondack leads in shots, 13-7.

Binghamton had several good scoring chances late in the period, including semi-breakaways from Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Andre Petersson but their best chance may have came with about seven minutes remaining in the period following the expiration of a penalty to Binghamton’s Ben Blood. After a clear the puck was slowly heading through the neutral zone and Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter and Binghamton’s Mark Stone raced toward the puck from opposite sides of the ice. Heeter got there first and knocked it out of the Adirondack zone and right to the stick of Binghamton’s Cole Schneider outside the blue line. Heeter was at the top of the right-wing faceoff circle but Schneider did not take a shot on the wide open net.

PREGAME: Forward Andre Petersson returned to the lineup after missing eight games with an upper-body injury. His return means someone healthy had to sit and that man Friday was Buddy Robinson. Joining Robinson on the scratch list was defenseman Chris Wideman (one-game suspension), and forwards Jim O’Brien (day-to-day/lower-body injury) and Ludwig Karlsson (day-to-day/upper-body injury). O’Brien has missed six games since suffering the injury.

Before the game, Mike Hoffman was honored by the Binghamton Hockey Booster Club as the player of the month for October. Stephane Da Costa was also honored for receiving the AHL’s Player of the Week award.

B-Sens forward lines

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Andre Petersson

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Mark Stone

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Matt Puempel

B-Sens defensive pairings
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Cody Ceci steps in to top power-play unit for Binghamton Senators

Posted on November 14, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators’ top power-play line will be missing a key cog tonight with defenseman Chris Wideman suspended, but his replacement has proved to be just as productive.

Cody Ceci’s 12 points puts him fourth among all American Hockey League defensemen this season and he is fifth among all rookies in scoring. The B-Sens are hoping Ceci can bring that production to the top power-play unit playing alongside forward Mike Hoffman on the blue line.

Binghamton‘s power play ranks first in the American Hockey League, converting 29.1 percent of all opportunities. Wideman, who is tied for ninth among AHL defenseman in scoring with 10 points (2-8), leads all defensemen in power-play points (8). Wideman was suspended one game for slashing Hershey’s John Mitchell on Sunday.

Ceci began the year playing with Mark Borowiecki on the top defensive pairing but has seen multiple partners since Borowiecki’s promotion to Ottawa last month, including Tyler Eckford and Ben Blood.

“It is a little tough; you kind of get used to one guy and playing a certain way but they are all great players and most of them are stay-at-home guys so it’s let me get up ice and try to make things happen,” Ceci said. “I try to make things happen off the passes they give and I try to back them up as much as I can too.”

Power play units at Thursday’s practice (without Wideman, who is suspended for Friday’s game):

No. 1: Forwards Cole Schneider-Stephane DaCosta-Shane Prince/Andre Petersson, Defensemen Mike Hoffman-Cody Ceci.

No. 2: Forwards Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone, Defensemen Troy Rutkowski-Tyler Eckford.

Hoffman and Stephane Da Costa have been the driving force behind the power play’s success the past few games, including a 4-for-7 performance last week against Rochester.

Hoffman is tied for 10th in the AHL in scoring with 16 points (8 goals-8 assists) and is fourth overall in power-play points (9). Da Costa has six power-play points in 10 games and finished the three-game weekend this past Sunday with seven points overall to earn AHL Player of the Week honors.

“It’s what we expect from (Hoffman and Da Costa); a lot of leadership,” B-Sens coach Luke Richardson said. “I think that there are little battles that you saw, or people didn’t see, but are intangibles for me. When they don’t have the puck they battle to get it back and make the right plays, it is just as good for me as all the points they get.”

Binghamton hosts the Adirondack Phantoms tonight and then the Rochester Americans on Saturday. The Phantoms have beaten the B-Sens in two previous meeting this season. Binghamton has beaten Rochester twice so far.

Forward lines from Thursday’s practice:

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Andre Petersson

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Mark Stone

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Matt Puempel

Ludwig Karlsson-Jim O’Brien-Buddy Robinson

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Chris Wideman, cody ceci
 | Leave a comment | | |  

Binghamton Senators vs. Rochester Americans (11-9-13): B-Sens win, 7-3

Posted on November 10, 2013 by mweinste


 Get Flash Player

The Rochester Americans got an early goal in the third period to cut the lead to a goal, but the Binghamton Senators answered with four straight goals and defeated the Amerks 7-2 on Saturday.

Darren Kramer, Stephane Da Costa, Mike Hoffman and Matt Puempel all scored in the third period for Binghamton. Da Costa finished with five points (2-3) and Hoffman finished with four points (2-2).

The Amerks tacked on a late goal.

Binghamton finished 4-for-7 on the power play. Goalie Nathan Lawson finished with 29 saves.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators cashed in on two more power plays and took a 3-1 lead over the Rochester Americans into the locker room after 40 minutes on Saturday.

Binghamton’s power-play unit struck again after back-to-back Amerks penalties gave the B-Sens a 5-on-3 advantage. Chris Wideman had the puck in the corner of the offensive zone and sent it to the front of the net. The puck deflected to the stick of Stephane Da Costa, who was standing alone in the slot. Da Costa hesitated and then blasted a slapshot past Lieuwen for the goal.

Wideman added a power-play goal of his own midway through the second period on a blast from the center point. Hoffman picked up his third assist of the night and Da Costa picked up his second assist as the B-Sens took a 3-0 lead with 10:25 left in the period.

The Amerks cut into the lead with 7:59 left in the second on a goal by Tim Schaller. B-Sens defenseman Michael Sdao slipped in the offensive zone which allowed the Amerks to break down the ice on a 2-on-1 with Kevin Sundher.

FIRST PERIOD: Nathan Lawson stopped all 10 shots in the first period in his first game back from a brief stint in Ottawa as the Binghamton Senators took a 1-0 lead against the Rochester Americans into the locker room at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena after 20 minutes on Saturday.

Binghamton outshot the Amerks, 10-8, in the period.

Michael Sdao gave the B-Sens a 1-0 lead with a power-play goal with 7:47 left in the first period. After Amerks goalie Nathan Lieuwen made the save on a shot by Stephane Da Costa from the high slot, Sdao pinched in from the left point and batted in the rebound over the right shoulder of Lieuwen for the goal.

Corey Cowick took a four-minute high-sticking penalty early in the game after cutting Patrick Kaleta with a stick to the face, but the B-Sens’ penalty killers did a great job limiting scoring chances on the AHL’s top power-play unit.

PREGAME: Forwards Andre Petersson and Jim O’Brien remain day-to-day with lower-body injuries and were scratched on Saturday. Petersson has missed seven straight games and O-Brien has missed four straight. The other scratches were forwards Jakub Culek and Ludwig Karlsson, and defenseman Tyler Eckford.

B-Sens forward lines

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Matt Puempel

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Darren Kramer-David Dziurzynski-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

Defensive pairings

Fredrik Claesson-Cody Ceci

Chris Wideman-Michael Sdao

Troy Rutkowski-Ben Blood
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Ottawa returns goalie Nathan Lawson to Binghamton

Posted on November 8, 2013 by mweinste


With Craig Anderson back to full strength, the Ottawa Senators have returned Nathan Lawson to the Binghamton Senators just in time for the weekend.

Lawson, who was called up on an emergency basis and did not have to clear waivers, was not on the ice for the morning skate on Friday. The B-Sens have a home-and-home series with the Amerks this weekend. Rochester hosts tonight and Binghamton hosts tomorrow.

In seven games for the B-Sens this year, Lawson has a 5-1-0 record with a 2.22 GAA and .931 save percentage. He did not see a lot of playing time for Binghamton in the beginning of last season because of the NHL lockout, but settled into the starting role in the second half. He finished 2012-13 with a 12-6-2 record with a 2.19 GAA and .938 save percentage.

Lawson backed up former B-Sens goalie Robin Lehner for two games in his stint with Ottawa.

SUNY Broome student Scottie Marean was on the ice for the third straight day, filling in as the second goaltender.

All 22 skaters were on the ice on Friday as coach Luke Richardson is still deciding who will be in the starting lineup.

The lines in practice were the same on Friday as they were on Thursday:

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Jakub Culek-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Matt Puempel

David Dziurzynski-Mark Stone-Darren Kramer

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson
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Healthy Binghamton Senators have tough lineup decisions to make

Posted on November 7, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators had 15 forwards on the ice at practice for the first time since Oct. 4 on Thursday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Mark Stone, Andre Petersson and Jim O’Brien all practiced fully and are poised to return to the lineup this weekend for a home-and-home series against the Rochester Americans.

Their returns mean coach Luke Richardson will have some tough decisions to make as he sets his lineups this weekend.When taking a look at the lines, it’s tough to make out which one will sit against the Amerks on Friday:

Mike Hoffman-Stephane Da Costa-Cole Schneider

Jakub Culek-Jim O’Brien-Andre Petersson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Matt Puempel

David Dziurzynski-Mark Stone-Darren Kramer

Shane Prince-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

All five lines feature scoring and balance. Whoever sits out Friday may be in the lineup on Saturday since all 15 forwards have the capability to play everyday roles in the American Hockey League.

NOTES: Stone practiced fully and was even part of the power-play unit at practice on Thursday. He is expected to return this weekend after missing nine games with a left shoulder injury suffered in the season opener. … O’Brien and Petersson are also ready to return from lower-body injuries. O’Brien missed two games and Pettersson was out five games. … Defenseman Troy Rutkowski has been promoted from the Elmira Jackals. He scored a goal in four games with the B-Sens before being sent to Elmira two weeks ago. He was scoreless in three games with the Jackals. … If Nathan Lawson is required to stay in Ottawa past Thursday’s game against the Montreal Canadiens, the B-Sens will likely fly Elmira Jackals goalie Scott Greenham to Rochester from Florida to backup Andrew Hammond on Friday. The Jackals have been in Florida since Monday for three games.
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A statistical look at the Binghamton Senators through 10 games

Posted on November 5, 2013 by mweinste


With about 13 percent of the season in the books, the Binghamton Senators sit in fourth place in the American Hockey League’s East Division with 12 points (6-4-0 record) and are tied for seventh in the Eastern Conference with Adirondack.

Individual league leaders

Defenseman Mark Borowiecki, who is currently in the National Hockey League with Ottawa, still leads the AHL in minor penalties (11).

Goaltender Nathan Lawson, who is also up in Ottawa, is ninth in the league in goals-against average and has a 5-1-0 record with a .931 save percentage in seven games. Lawson is tied for the league lead with four others in shootout percentage (100 percent, 4 of 4).

Defenseman Cody Ceci is tied for eighth among all defenseman with 8 points (1 goal, 7 assists) and is tied for 11th among the top rookie scorers.

Defenseman Michael Sdao leads all AHL rookies in penalty minutes (40 in six games). He is second among all defenseman.

Center Jean-Gabriel Pageau has the most assists in an AHL game this season (four on Nov. 2).

Team statistics

The B-Sens are 5-for-19 in five games at home and on the road on the power play, and are third overall in the league at 26.3 percent (10-for-38). Binghamton has allowed two shorthanded goals.

Binghamton’s penalty killing units have allowed three goals on 23 opportunities at home and seven goals on 29 opportunities on the road, and are 21st overall in the AHL at 80.8 percent. Binghamton is tied for the league lead in shorthanded goals (5).

The B-Sens have been outscored 13-9 in the first period, are outscoring opponents 9-8 in the second period and are even (10-10) in the third period. Binghamton has outscored opponents 2-0 in overtime and have one their only shootout (which counts for one goal). The B-Sens have scored 31 total goals and allowed 31. Binghamton is ranked ninth out of 30 teams in goals for per game (3.10) and are 22nd in goals against (3.10).

Binghamton is being outshot in the first (95-102) and third periods (89-106) but lead opponents in the second (119-102) and overtime (5-4). For the season, the B-Sens have taken 309 shots and allowed 314. Binghamton ranks 14th in shots for per game (30.90) and 20th in shots against (31.40).

The B-Sens are 3-0-0-0 when leading after one period and 5-0-0-0 when leading after two periods; are 3-0-0-0 when tied after one period and 0-1-0-0 when tied after two periods; are 0-4-0-0 when trailing after one period and 1-3-0-0 when trailing after two periods; are 2-3-0-0 when outshooting their opponent, and 4-1-0-0 when being outshot by their opponent.

Binghamton is 3-0-0-0 in one-goal games; 1-2-0-0 in two-goal games; 1-1-0-0 in three-goal games; 1-0-0-0 in four-goal games; and 0-1-0-0 in five-goal games.
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Ottawa likely to re-call goalie Nathan Lawson from Binghamton

Posted on November 4, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators will likely be without their top goaltender for a few days as the Ottawa Senators plan to re-call veteran Nathan Lawson from Binghamton.

The move may come after Ottawa goalie Craig Anderson suffered a neck injury in the team’s 4-3 shootout loss to Dallas on Sunday. Anderson was stretchered off the ice but was seen walking around the locker room area after the game.

Lawson may serve as backup Tuesday night in Columbus.

Lawson would return to the National Hockey League for the first time since the 2010-11 season when he made 10 appearances for the New York Islanders. He compiled a 1-4-2 record with a 4.06 goals-against average and .893 save percentage.

In seven games for the B-Sens this year, Lawson has a 5-1-0 record with a 2.22 GAA and .931 save percentage. He did not see a lot of playing time for Binghamton in the beginning of last season because of the NHL lockout, but settled into the starting role in the second half. He finished 2012-13 with a 12-6-2 record with a 2.19 GAA and .938 save percentage.

Lawson would mark the fourth call-up from Binghamton by Ottawa this season. Forwards Derek Grant and Mika Zibanejad and defenseman Mark Borowiecki are all on Ottawa’s roster after starting the season in the American Hockey League.

Andrew Hammond would be the only goalie on Binghamton’s roster. Scott Greenham is under contract with Ottawa and currently playing very well for the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL. The Jackals are currently in Florida to play three games starting Wednesday.
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Final score: Binghamton Senators 4, Syracuse Crunch 2

Posted on November 2, 2013 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators defeated the Syracuse Crunch 4-2 on Saturday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau was the star of the show without scoring a goal, amassing four assists. Pageau now has five assists in two games since being sent down to Binghamton by the Ottawa Senators this week.

Binghamton scored the first goal off a Mike Hoffman wrist shot from the left circle before giving up a power play tally two minutes later. However, the B-Sens would score three consecutive goals starting at 14:43 of the second period to pull out a victory.

Shane Prince put Binghamton ahead 2-1 on a rebound chance following a Cody Ceci shot, causing Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins to be out of position. With 9.3 seconds left in the second, Matt Puempel scored off a Jean-Gabriel feed from behind the net.

Cole Schneider would add his fourth of the season, putting home his own rebound at 5:48 of the third.

B-Sens goalie Nathan Lawson earned his fifth win of the season, making 37 saves in the process. Syracuse outshot Binghamton 39-37 in the contest.

SECOND PERIOD

After two periods, the Binghamton Senators lead the Syracuse Crunch 3-1 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Saturday night.

Shane Prince broke the 1-1 tie at 14:43 of the second period, netting his second tally of the campaign. The play started as a three-on-two rush led by defenseman Cody Ceci, who let a shot go only to be stopped by Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins.

However, the rebound laid on the ice in front of an out-of-position Desjardins, giving Prince an easy goal.

With 9.3 seconds left, the B-Sens struck again. Jean-Gabriel Pageau dealt a pass from behind the net onto Matt Puempel’s stick, who scored his third goal of the season high on the short-side against Desjardins.

Midway through the second period, Ludwig Karlsson collided with a Syracuse player knee-on-knee and left the ice under his own power but with a noticeable limp. He has not returned.

The B-Sens outshot Syracuse 18-9 in the period, and have a 29-24 overall advantage.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Syracuse Crunch and Binghamton Senators are tied 1-1 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Saturday night.

Binghamton got on the board first at 7:31 when Mike Hoffman unloaded a hard wrist shot from the left circle, beating Syracuse goaltender Cedrick Desjardins under his blocker and above his right pad. Cody Ceci earned the lone assist on the play. The goal was Hoffman’s fifth on the season.

Only 2:11 later following a Cole Schneider penalty, the Crunch tied the game on the power play. Evan Rankin was able to dig the puck out of a crowd in front of Binghamton goalie Nathan Lawson and put the puck over his left pad.

Syracuse holds a 15-11 shots advantage. The B-Sens will have a six-second power play to begin the second period after Rankin was whistled for interference in the neutral zone.
P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses
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November 18, 2013 7:41 am 

By Mark Divver 

It was two steps forward, one step back for the Providence Bruins, who took only one of four points after sweeping all six points last week. Not unexpected for a team with seven first-year pros. My take on the good, the bad and the ugly from the seventh weekend of the season. 

Good

*** With two helpers on Sunday, Alex Khoklachev has eight points (4-4-8) in his last seven games. Just as important, he is up to plus-4 for the season.

*** Zach Trotman is getting close to returning after sitting out eight games with a hand/wrist injury.

*** Nick Johnson broke a five-game goal-less streak, potting a goal on both Friday and Sunday.

*** Chris Casto scored his first goal as a pro on Sunday.

*** Ryan Spooner scored his first goal in a month and ''took over the game,'' according to coach Bruce Cassidy, as the P-Bruins tried - unsuccessfully - to erase a 4-1 Norfolk lead on Friday night.

Bad

***Joe Morrow left Sunday's game with an upper-body injury. Morrow has been playing well, with 10 points in his last 10 games.

***It's very early, but the P-Bruins fell out of playoff position on Sunday, dropping to ninth place in the Eastern Conference.

*** The penalty kill is still last in the league, even after killing 13 power plays in a row before giving up one up in OT on Sunday.

Ugly

*** The defense allowed an Andy Miele breakaway in overtime on Sunday despite being warned by the coaching staff. Kevan Miller hauled him down, setting the stage for Portland's Gilbert Brule to net the winner on the power play.

*** Only 3 of the AHL's 30 teams have given up more goals - 52 -- than Providence.

*** In allowing 20 shots in the first period on Friday night against Norfolk, the P-Bruins dug themselves a hole they couldn't climb out of.
P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses
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November 11, 2013 10:08 am 

By Mark Divver 

My take on the good and the bad from the sixth weekend of the Providence Bruins season. There is no ugly this week - and very little bad -- after the P-Bruins swept their first three-in-three weekend of the year.

Good

*** Terrific weekend for Malcolm Subban with his first fight and - more important - his first two pro wins.

*** After being a healthy scratch on Friday, Tommy Cross really stepped up. He fought Worcester heavyweight Matt Pelech on Saturday after Pelech's high hit on Chris Casto. Then he scored his first goal of the year and was plus-4 on Sunday.

*** Ryan Spooner was really dancing on Friday (4 assists) and Saturday night (3 assists).

*** Craig Cunningham is heating up. He had four goals and a plus-5 for the weekend. 

*** Carter Camper's relatively slow start is history. He has 10 points in the last 9 games after a two-goal, six-point weekend.

*** Opportunistic Matt Fraser had 4 goals on Friday and added another on Sunday. With 11 goals in 13 games, he's among the AHL leaders.

*** David Warsofsky is delivering on Don Sweeney's preseason prediction that he would have an excellent season. He is among the league leaders with a plus-9 after putting up a plus-5 this weekend.

*** In addition to Cross, I liked the way that Mike Moore (Saturday and Sunday) and Kevan Miller (Sunday) came to the aid of their teammates when needed.

Bad

*** The only thing I can come up with here is the penalty kill, which is still the worst in the league. But there are signs of progress after the P-Bruins killed 13 of 15 penalties over the weekend.
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P-Bruins' Subban records first win, first fight

Comments 0

November 10, 2013 9:11 pm 

By Mark Divver 

PROVIDENCE - What a weekend for Malcolm Subban.

The 19-year-old rookie goalie for the Providence Bruins recorded the first win of his brief professional career on Saturday night in Worcester, then followed it up on Sunday afternoon by shutting out Hartford for 46:28 before being ejected for engaging in a center-ice throwdown with Wolf Pack netminder Scott Stajcer.

It was an excellent turnaround for Subban, Boston's first-round draft pick in 2012, after he lost his first three pro starts. He had a solid week of practice last week, including a visit from Boston goalie coach Bob Essensa.

"I felt a lot more comfortable in there. I think my starts have been better. I know my first two starts, they got a couple of goals in the first period, but I think getting past that, my starts have been a lot better,'' he said after Sunday's 6-0 drubbing of Hartford.

Neither Subban nor Nik Svedberg, who played the final 13:32, received credit for a shutout. Instead, it went in the books as a team shutout.

The goalie fight -- the first at the Dunkin Donuts Center since Hershey's Peter Budaj cleaned Hannu Toivonen's clock in 2006 -- occurred at 6:28 of the third period as two other fights were under way on the ice. It was thoroughly enjoyed by the crowd of 9,004.

Stajcer left his goal crease first and skated to the red line, where he was met by Subban.

Asked what he was thinking as he skated to center ice, Subban said, "I was sizing him up, for sure. . . . I'm a lefty, so I thought about lining up left. His reach was too long so I had to go right. I got one in. He got one and a half in.

"All in all, I thought it was pretty even. It was a great experience for sure. I was pretty pumped, obviously. It was pretty fun. I should have kept going. I wasn't that tired, but I know he was. I realized that after. It was my first fight, so I'm not going to have too much knowledge.''

Subban and the 22-year-old Stajcer played against each other two seasons ago in the Ontario Hockey League, Subban with Belleville and Stajcer with Owen Sound.

Providence coach Bruce Cassidy said the hard feelings that sparked the numerous brawls were left over from Friday night, when the P-Bruins beat the Wolfpack, 8-5, in Hartford.

"Don't forget, they didn't play yesterday so they still had it fresh in their mind. I think they have a heavy team this year. They've got a more truculent group than we do, but our guys held their own,'' he said.

As for Subban, "He's a big boy. Looks like he's done it before. I didn't think it was necessary but when the other guy comes down, if you don't (fight) people start talking, 'Well, he didn't want to defend himself,''' Cassidy said.

"So if it happens quick you have to make a decision. (Subban) made his decision. He did fine. I'm just glad he didn't get injured in something like that.''

P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses
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November 4, 2013 9:19 am 

By Mark Divver 

My take on the good, the bad and the ugly from the fifth weekend of the Providence Bruins season:

Good

 *** Seeing his first action since Oct. 18, Malcolm Subban played well in relief of Nik Svedberg on Friday night and in his start on Saturday night.

*** The power play is smoking. PBs have scored on 5 of their last 12 PPs. They are now fifth in the league with a 24.2 percent success rate - 8 for 33. 

*** Ryan Spooner is back after two productive games with Boston. Probably just a matter of time, though, before he's called up for good.

*** Joe Morrow has a point a game (1-4-5) over his last 5 games. 

Bad 

*** Slow starts are a problem. Providence gave up a goal 25 seconds into Friday night's loss. They were outshot 18-6 in the first period on Saturday night.

*** Even when you're not playing your best, it's important to find a way to take points out of every weekend. Providence got zero this time around. 

Ugly

*** A little variety in the schedule would be nice. The P-Bruins have played 4 of their first 10 games versus Manchester -- and haven't beaten them once. 

*** Carter Camper and Craig Cunningham are still not putting up points. In 10 games, Camper is 0-4-4 and Cunningham is 2-1-3 with a minus-8.

*** Penalty kill - 64.5 percent -- remains the worst in the league.
Newcomers ready to help Amerks; Adam, McNabb called up

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 1:15 p.m. EST November 20, 2013

ristolainen pic

(Photo: James Guillory-USA TODAY Sports James Guillory-USA TODAY Sports)

SHARE

 1 

CONNECT

TWEET

COMMENT

EMAIL

MORE

Sometimes in order to take two steps forward, you must take one step back; or, in the case of Rasmus Ristolainen and Johan Larsson, you must drive 73 miles east.

That's how both players say they are looking at their reassignment from the Buffalo Sabres to the Rochester Americans.

The Sabres shipped both players to Rochester on Tuesday, along with Mikhail Grigorenko. Ristolainen and Larsson joined the Amerks for today's morning skate, a tune-up for tonight's 7:05 home game against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Late Tuesday night, the Sabres called up center Luke Adam and defenseman Brayden McNabb from the Amerks, and announced the promotions this morning.

Grigorenko was not allowed to join the Amerks, however. The NHL put the kibosh on the conditioning assignment, ruling there was no justification for it other than to skirt the rules.

By rule, Grigorenko cannot simply be reassigned to the Amerks because he is still eligible for play in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. While he would be allowed to come to the AHL on a 14-day conditioning assignment, there must be a legitimate reason for rehab.

But since there had been no documented injury for Grigorenko, and because the second-year centerman played in 15 games of Buffalo's 23 games (2 goals, 1 assist), the NHL saw no justification for conditioning.

It's possible that Grigorenko's agent or the NHLPA whispered to the league. It's more likely that the NHL simply has become much more vigilant in policing what once was a common excuse to stash a player in the AHL and/or delay making a roster move involving waivers.

For now, Grigorenko remains with the Sabres. He quite likely will go back to the QMJHL once his team, the Quebec Remparts, or another team, frees up a roster spot. Quebec teams are limited to two "imports" and the Remparts, along with most other teams in the league, have two already.

As for the players that did join the Amerks, Ristolainen and Larsson both said they're anxious to play big minutes and have a prominent role.

"It's a really good thing," Larsson, 21, said of the return to Rochester, citing his lack of recent playing time in Buffalo. He had one assist in 17 games and last played on Nov. 8.

"I've been out of the lineup and I didn't play over 10 minutes (when he was in the lineup) so I'm really excited to get out there," Larsson said.

Ristolainen, 19, scored one goal in 19 games and was minus-4 in plus/minus. Over his past six games, he averaged 18 1/2 minutes and was a plus-1.

The native of Finland was chosen with the eighth overall selection in the NHL draft in June and, despite his age and lack of North American experience, was given a spot on the Sabres roster out of training camp.

He said it was "a little bit tough" in the first couple weeks, but that he thought he had played "OK" recently. Coming to the Amerks will give him a chance to play on the power play, something he enjoys.

"My goal is to stay up (in Buffalo) but now I'm here and I'm ready to play tonight," Ristolainen said. "I'm here, let's go."

The reassignment of Ristolainen and Larsson were part of Buffalo's plan to allow the younger players to develop in a learning environment. Interim coach Ted Nolan and president of hockey operations Pat LaFontaine don't think it's healthy for player development or team development to have an overload of youngsters -- especially teenagers -- in the NHL lineup.

Nolan and LaFontaine took over last Wednesday when coach Ron Rolston and general manager Darcy Regier were fired. At the time, the Sabres were 4-15-1 (they are 1-2 under Nolan).

The overhaul wasn't a surprise to the players.

"You have to win," Larsson said, "and if you don't win there has to be changes."

Ristolainen knows it all too well. His team in Finland last season, TPS Turku, went through a coaching change.

"It's a very similar situation," he said. "We played very bad hockey and our coach got fired."

At least he's joining a competitive team now. The Amerks are 7-4-2-2.

"Guys have smiles on their faces and hopefully I can give something back," Larsson said.
Grigorenko, Ristolainen, Larsson join the Amerks
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The roster shakeup has began for the Buffalo Sabres -- and Rochester Americans.

The Amerks are getting younger: Defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen, 19, and center Johan Larsson, 21, have been assigned to the Amerks.

So has center Mikhail Grigorenko, 19, though his stay with the Amerks will last a maximum of 14 days because he's coming down from Buffalo on conditioning. His consent was required in order for the Sabres to assign him on conditioning.

Rules prohibit the outright assignment of player drafted out of one of Canada's three major junior leagues that is under age 20 and hasn't played at least four CHL seasons already (the latter part of the rule is how Jason Spezza played in Binghamton at age 19 in 2002-03).

Grigorenko will be able to play in six games games through Nov. 30 with the Amerks (the Dec. 4 game would be 15 or 16 days into his conditioning assignment, depending on whether the clock starts ticking today or tomorrow).

There was a time when NHL teams could skirt the rules with conditioning assignments. The New Jersey Devils had Vlastimil Kroupa assigned on conditioning to the Albany River Rats for the first four months of the 1997-98 season, if not longer.

What really made it a joke was that Kroupa earned a spot in the AHL All-Star Classic -- while on conditioning.

The NHL (and the NHLPA) won't allow that to happen again. Here's what the new collective bargaining agreement says about a conditioning assignment:

"The Commissioner may take whatever steps he deems necessary to 

investigate the circumstances under which a Player is Loaned on a Conditioning Loan. If the Commissioner has reason to believe or determines that the Club has used the Conditioning Loan to evade Waivers, or otherwise Circumvent any provision of this Agreement, he may take such disciplinary action against the Club, as he deems appropriate."

Today's move with Grigorenko buys the Sabres (and maybe the Quebec Remparts) time. The Remparts, Grigorenko's team in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, already has its maximum of two "imports." In order for Grigorenko, a Russian, to rejoin the Remparts, they would be required to trade one of their other imports, or Grigorenko, within the QMJHL.

As for now, the Amerks have received a hefty dose of high draft picks. Ristolainen was selected by the Sabres with the eighth overall pick in June, Grigorenko was the 12th overall pick by Buffalo in 2012, and Larsson was chosen on the second round (56th overall) by the Minnesota Wild in 2010.

Add right winger Joel Armia (16th overall in 2011) and Colton Gillies (16th overall in 2007 by the Wild) and that will be four first-rounders in the Amerks lineup on Wednesday).

No callups have been announced yet, but they're coming. That's what Sabres coach Ted Nolan said following this mornings game-day skate in Buffalo.

Whoever goes up won't play against the St. Louis Blues tonight, but they will join the team for Thursday's game in Philadelphia.

A guess: Left winger Luke Adam and either defenseman Brayden McNabb or Alex Sulzer.

Adam is tied for the AHL lead in goals with 13 in 15 games. Nolan said on Monday that there are players in Rochester that deserve a chance. If the recall is based on merit, then Adam will be on the Sabres roster later today.

McNabb also has played well enough to deserve a chance to prove whether he's NHL-ready. That said, the Sabres know what they're getting with Sulzer and they may want his dependability and steady play.

Third behind Adam and McNabb on the "deserve a look" list is third-year center Phil Varone. He has never played in the NHL but is going to earn a chance at some point. He's second on the team in scoring (4-13-17 in 15 games) and his two-way game continues to improve.

Right winger Patrick Kaleta didn't practice with the Amerks today, and there was immediate speculation that he had been recalled.

However, Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said he actually was at the doctor for examination of a "nagging lower body injury." His playing status for Wednesday's home game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton is doubtful, Cassidy said.

Kaleta didn't play in Binghamton Saturday; his injury probably would not have been enough to keep him out of the lineup but Cassidy chose to sit him out due to the veteran overload. There are seven "veterans" on the Amerks roster and only five can play.

Kevin Porter is another of the veterans and he is expected to play Wednesday. His only game with the Amerks since clearing waivers on Oct. 25 was the next evening, Oct. 26 in Toronto. He has been out ever since due to a strained muscle.
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Adam, McNabb should be part of Sabres roster moves

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 
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Now that Ted Nolan has been the Buffalo Sabres coach for five days and has assessed his roster, changes are coming.

At least one roster move must be made when injured defenseman Mike Weber does indeed come off injured reserve to play in Tuesday night's home game against the St. Louis Blues.

It's a pretty easy move to make, too: Nikita Zadorov goes back to the OHL's London Knights. He's only 18, and he has great potential, but he's not NHL ready. There's no reason to start the clock ticking toward UFA status, either (if he plays 10 NHL games this season, it counts as a full season toward his years-of-service status).

Other roster moves aren't that difficult to make, either:

• Mikhail Grigorenko goes back to junior. The second-year centerman is wasting away right now. Being forced to compete and battle in practice is beneficial, but he is just 19 and he needs to play game. Even if it means exacerbating his chronic bad habits.

roc-5xe887rddhh19jnojcwz_original

Buffalo Sabres left wing Luke Adams, left, is embraced by teammate Andrej Sekera, right, of Slovakia, after beating Boston Bruins goalie Tim Thomas for his team's first goal of the game during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Boston, Tuesday, Dec. 7, 2010.(AP Photo/Charles Krupa)(Photo: Charles Krupa AP)

The agreement between the NHL and Canadian Hockey League prohibits Grigorenko from playing in the American Hockey League right now. It's a rule set up to protect teams in the QMJHL, OHL and WHL, and in most cases it makes sense; the NHL relies heavily on the player development provided by the Canadian junior leagues.

But this is one case where the player is far too good for junior but not good enough for the NHL. Grigorenko didn't come out of QMJHL with much of a work ethic so he's probably not going to find it when he goes back. That said, sitting in Buffalo is worse. He at least will realize while back in the QMJHL that life in the NHL is pretty nice.

• Rookie defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen comes down to the Rochester Americans.

At 18, Ristolainen has shown promise and at times he looks very much at home on the Sabres blue line. But only at times.

He will benefit from playing big minutes -- in all situations -- with the Amerks. While he may be physically mature enough to play in the NHL, the psyche is still fragile for most 18-year-olds. Why play him in an environment where the pressure is intense yet the chances for team success are slim to none?

A stint in Rochester will be very good for his long-term development.

• Center Johan Larsson rejoins the Amerks.

He has produced just one assist in 17 games, and he hasn't played since the Nov. 8 debacle in Anaheim.

Larsson is 21, but this is just his second season in North America. He's much like Ristolainen in that big minutes in all situations with the Amerks will enhance his development. That way, when he goes up later in the season or starts in Buffalo next year, he's ready for full-time duty.

• Center Luke Adam goes up to Buffalo.

He's done everything that was asked. He has worked very hard, he has gone hard to the net with the puck, he has been determined to get the puck back if he loses it, and he has been much more aware of his defensive responsibilities.

He started hot and he still is. His 13 goals (in 15 games) are tied for most in the AHL (with Nikita Kucherov of Syracuse). He ranks 11th in scoring (13-5-18).

Adam produced in the first 20 games of the 2011-12 season when Thomas Vanek and Jason Pominville were his linemates. He must be given another chance to show what he can do.

• Defenseman Brayden McNabb makes the ride to Buffalo with Adam.

A year ago at this time, the NHL was locked out and the best Sabres' already-turned-pro prospects were playing for the Amerks; guys like Cody Hodgson and Marcus Foligno.

McNabb also was with the Amerks, but he wasn't playing like an on-the-verge NHLer. Too many mistakes, too many risky plays, and a great deal of failed execution.

He did, however, finish strong and this season he has been even better. The third-year defenseman is becoming more difficult to play against, he is moving the puck more wisely in his own zone, and safe, smart plays are becoming the norm.

He also ranks fourth on the Amerks in scoring with 2-10-12, and he has the best plus/minus among defensemen at plus-5.

Oh, and who's not going up right now:

• Patrick Kaleta.

Kaleta was sent to the Amerks two week ago to make adjustments to his game. He needs to align his style with what the game now being played in the NHL.

In other words, no more checks after the puck is gone, no more hits that involve an opponents head, and no shoves from behind or 15-foot runs at a player on the end boards.

He was suspended for 10 games in October for a hit to the jaw of Columbus defenseman Jack Johnson, taking up for more than a month a roster spot in Buffalo even though he couldn't play.

The league made it very clear that punishment for future transgressions will be even more severe.

As an Amerk, Kaleta has been working to change, and he has played the game that his expected. He has taken one hooking minor in five games (1 goal, 2 assists).

There's no question that Kaleta would be a Nolan-type player. His game has been based on hard work forever.

But, let's not forget where Pat LaFontaine was working before he became president of hockey operations for the Amerks. He was in NHL front office, serving as vice president of development and community affairs. You can bet he shares the league's viewpoint when it comes to Kaleta's need to change.

At some point Nolan will put Kaleta in his lineup. It just won't be right now.

That leaves 22 on the Sabres roster, or just one extra forward and defenseman. Which, with no long road trips coming up, is just fine. Guys like Phil Varone, Alex Sulzer, Kaleta, Larsson and Ristolainen will know that one spot is just waiting to be filled.
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Sabres overhaul was inevitable -- winning still far off

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 5:16 p.m. EST November 13, 2013
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For Ron Rolston, there was no doubt that this day would come.

There was no way a guy with no NHL coaching experience was going to survive as head coach of the Buffalo Sabres when he didn't even have a bona fide NHL roster to work with.

Leo Roth: Sabres make needed moves

More: Ted Nolan named interim coach of Buffalo Sabres

The team looked the same night after night:

1) Take-or-leave-it play;

2) modest-at-best effort;

3) endless replays of the same mistakes by the same players;

4) an inability to escape from their own zone;

5) and an All-Star goalie who was facing more shots than a duck on the state-fair midway.

Was it all Rolston's fault? Hardly. There isn't enough talent to win on a consistent basis even if Scotty Bowman was coaching.

Even so, owner Terry Pegula couldn't possibly allow the malaise to continue. And he didn't, firing Rolston on Tuesday night following a stars-in-perfect-alignment 3-2 shootout victory over the Los Angeles Kings.

Pegula also said goodbye to general manager Darcy Regier on Tuesday night -- after nearly three years of defending his every move.

Believe it or not, there was also no doubt this day would come for Regier, 16 1/2 years of history aside.

The "Fire Darcy" chants were overbearing at the First Niagara Center. And while the organization is admittedly in full-scale rebuilding, there was a rancid stagnancy to the culture.

Status quo was the mantra, and the image of Sabres from outsiders was that it's a place you don't want to play, regardless of how nice the dressing room looks and how well you're treated by the Pegula family.

Regier did a whole lot of good things as GM. He rarely "lost" a trade and he somehow kept the hockey department afloat through a bankruptcy and a criminal indictment of an owner.

But in recent years, even with permission to spend freely with Pegula's millions, he wasn't landing big-name free agents. Ville Leino was the prized signing. That says it all.

His hiring of Rolston as the interim coach on Feb. 20 after Lindy Ruff was fired wasn't a mistake. Rolston had been with the Amerks, he knew the organization and all the players, and there would be an easy transition.

Making the playoffs were a monumental long shot, so why not see if it could work. The team went 15-11-5 under Rolston. Not bad, but not good, especially considering the number of no-show efforts.

So when Regier didn't bother to do a long-term, league-wide search in the spring and early summer for the permanent coach, the wrong message was sent. Veteran players were told it was OK to be not OK. It was fine to underachieve; fine to settle for more of the same.

So they did. Which is one of the many reasons the Sabres have a 4-15-1 record today.

(An aside: many experts said the Sabres should have pried Dallas Eakins away from the Toronto Maple Leafs; he had demonstrated great coaching ability with the Marlies in the AHL. Eakins instead was hired by the Edmonton Oilers, who have oodles of slick offensive talent yet are just 4-13-2. End that aside.)

That's why change was needed. The rest of the NHL needs to see that there's a new culture, a new driving force, that "status quo" translated doesn't mean Buffalo Sabres.

Pat LaFontaine played for the Sabres and is still very much in tune and in touch with today's players. As president of hockey operations, he will forge a new direction. He'll bring a different vibe and a new energy.

Ted Nolan, the interim coach, is here to change the culture in the dressing room. He demands just one thing: work hard.

Work hard for yourself. For teammates. For the crest on the sweater. For your city. All else will fall into place.

He hasn't coached in the NHL since 2007-08, the second of his two years with the New York Islanders. There was also a 10-year gap between his stint with the Sabres and his stop on Long Island.

Whether Nolan is the long-term solution, I'm not sure. Nor does it matter today. Long-term isn't the concern. It's the short-term rebuild of the image and reputation that is first and foremost today. All else will fall into place.

This much is clear: the Sabres will be a whole lot more entertaining. Nolan said promised that, and he's never been one to go back on his word.

When he served as vice president of hockey operations for the Curt Styres-owned Amerks in 2009-10 and '10-11, there was never a doubt he wanted to coach in the NHL again. Especially in Buffalo. We talked about it more than once, and more than once after Styres sold the Amerks to Pegula and Nolan was once again a free agent.

Make no mistake, the reconstruction project continues. The team is young, and will get younger. The future core and stars have been drafted the past three summers and/or will be drafted in the next two years. But rather than waiting, three or four years for tangible results, the team may actually outpoint a few teams in the standings.

So, yes, this is a big day for Sabres fans. The Twitter hashtag #suffering has been retired.
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Armia will make Amerks debut bright and early Wednesday

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 3:47 p.m. EST November 12, 2013
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Rookie right winger Joel Armia, the Buffalo Sabres first-round pick in the 2011 NHL draft, will make his professional debut Wednesday morning in Hamilton with the Rochester Americans.

Armia, 20, has been out since training camp after breaking a bone in his hand during a Sabres preseason game.

He joined the Amerks for practice last week and has been given medical clearance to play.

"I'm pretty happy to be back," Armia said after practice this morning. "It's been a long time."

The Finnish-born winger was drafted 16th overall in 2011. He hasn't played in a real game since April, when he was skating for Assat Pori in the Finnish Elite League.

The Amerks play at 10 a.m. at Copps Coliseum in Hamilton, Ontario. It's a school-day special, with thousands of students in attendance. (Ear plugs, while not provided by the Bulldogs, are required for anyone over 18.)

A skilled forward with high-end scoring ability, Armia will be expected to provide scoring for the Amerks once he has acclimated to the team and the North American game. His goal production the past three seasons as a teenager in the Finnish league: 18-18-19.

He had been skating with the Sabres during the early weeks of his injury rehabiliation and arrived in Rochester last week.

Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said he's not sure how much playing time he will give Armia Wednesday, but he will play a top-six forward role. Power-play duty will be based on how quickly he adjusts and adapts.

"We haven't had much time to work with him," Cassidy said. "I don't expect him to dominate tomorrow."

While the 6-foot-3, 192-pound Armia has been skating for about a month, he hasn't been "receiving the puck, shooting or in battles," Cassidy said.

Said Armia: "I've been skating for about a month. It will be good mentally to get the puck."

The Amerks play twice on the road this weekend: at Utica on Friday and at Binghamton on Saturday, then come home to play Wilkes-Barre/Scranton at 7:05 p.m. on Nov. 20.

* * * * * * *

Injury update:

LW Freddy Roy is likely out until December with an upper body injury. He was hurt Saturday early in the third period at Binghamton.

D Alex Sulzer practiced today but he won't play Wednesday. Should be ready Friday, as well center Kevin Porter (strained muscle) and right winger Colton Gillies (lower body).

Thus, two veterans must be scratched starting Friday because the Amerks have seven and only five can play (Porter, Sulzer, Mike Zigomanis, Jamie Tardif, Drew Bagnall, Matt Ellis and Patrick Kaleta).
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Losses are bad but Amerks still gain consolation points

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 8:42 p.m. EST November 11, 2013
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After a 2-1 shootout loss to the Lake Erie Monsters, should the Rochester Americans look at big picture or the here-and-now?

They chose the former. The one that shows them in first place in the American Hockey League's North Division.

Yes, they have lost three straight but in two of those games they did get the loser's point for 1) getting to overtime on Friday, and 2) for losing in a shootout this afternoon.

"It stings but a point's a point," goalie Matt Hackett said. "It's better than no points."

Going back a game from Wednesday's 5-3 home victory over the Hamilton Bulldogs and there was another loss. Yes, it too came in a shootout, 5-4 at Syracuse. Another loser's point gained in the standings.

Add them all up and, despite a real record of 5-6, those feel-good points count in the standings. Come March and April, the three points gained for losses to Syracuse, Binghamton and Lake Erie could certainly matter a great deal in the chase for playoff positioning.

"Correct me if I'm wrong but I think that point puts us on top of the division," captain Matt Ellis said.

Indeed, the Amerks have 14 points in 12 games. Toronto has 13 in 12 games, Hamilton 13 in 13 and Lake Erie 12 in 12.

Actually, Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy liked the way his team played today. OK, maybe not for a good chunk of the second period when they couldn't get the puck out of their end, but for the rest of the game they were the better team.

"If you're following a process and you're trying to do things the right way and you're committed to doing them the right way," Cassidy said, "you can't necessarily always look at results and I thought today was one of those games.

"We played hard today. We played really hard. I couldn't have asked for much more. We weren't perfect and we never will be but I thought we competed. I want to play like that more."

* * * * * * *

Hackett was really good during the real hockey and not good in the shootout. He allowed goals to the second, third and fourth shooters, and they all used the same move.

Approach slowly, slow down in the slot, slow down even further in the deep slot and then go over or around Hackett's left leg with an in-tight shot following a deke.

"They obviously do their own pre-scouting," Cassidy said.

Tyson Barrie, Bryan Lerg and Colin Smith all scored with essentially the same approach after Paul Carey started the shootout by firing wide.

Three consecutive goals on the same move?

"Goalies get impatient and they make the first move (sometimes)," Cassidy said.

That's why former Amerks goalie David Leggio was the AHL's best in the shootout the past two years. He could -- and would -- wait out nearly every shootout.

"That's maturity and experience," Cassidy said.

Hackett knows he must be better in the skills competition. He stopped three of five shots in the shootout loss at Syracuse on Nov. 6. There was no shame in that performance considering the skill set of the Crunch shooters.

He told Cassidy afterward that he needs to make saves and said the same thing to the media. "I need to find a way to make a save for the boys."

Said Cassidy: "He was really upset after the game. While I'm not happy about it (the anger), I'm happy about it."

Thanks, Yogi.

* * * * * * *

Injury update:

Defenseman Matt MacKenzie suffered an upper-body injury today but it isn't believed to be serious.

Left winger Frederick Roy suffered an upper-body injury early in the third period at Binghamton on Saturday and will be out at least a week, if not longer. They're waiting for him to be examined.

Defenseman Alex Sulzer (lower body) may play in Wednesday'

* * * * * * *s 10 a.m. game at Hamilton. Center Kevin Porter (muscle strain) and right winger Colton Gillies (lower body) could be ready by the weekend.

Here are the sweaters that the Amerks and Monsters will wear for the Frozen Frontier outdoor game on Dec. 13. The Amerks is a replica of their sweater from 1957-58) and Cleveland's is similar to what the Barons wore in 1937.
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Poor passes, poor decisions; Amerks lucky to get a point

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 12:02 a.m. EST November 9, 2013
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Over the course of a season, there will be forgettable games. Games where patterns of poor play developed early and were never corrected.

Friday was one of those nights for the Rochester Americans. That's really why they lost, 3-2 in overtime to the Binghamton Senators.

The AHL does not keep stats for giveaways. Now I know why. Who could possibly keep up?

Getting out of the defensive zone was an adventure, moving the puck cleanly through the neutral zone was an impossible dream, and taking open shots off the rush when deep in the offensive zone was too much to ask.

I would assume Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy will show his team video of the countless turnovers and poor decisions when it came time to shooting or passing. They play in Binghamton at 7 tonight.

The focus all day, Cassidy said, was to be smart and not allow the B-Sens to counter. They're quick and transition very well. The Amerks played right into their strengths.

"We've got to understand we can't fuel their offense by giving them short ice all the time,"

And when they're open on the wing or in the slot to shoot -- especially with teammates charging to the crease -- then shoot. Luke Adam tried to pass instead of shooting at least three times. Brayden McNabb twice passed up shots for a pass that Sidney Crosby couldn't have completed.

Cassidy was dumbfounded.

"They've got to get the message," he said. "We had opportunities at least just to throw it in the pads of the goalie and go to the net for a rebound."

By not shooting, Cassidy said, "it creates bad habits. If you're going to make those plays (passes down low that never connect), then guys away from the puck are going to stop going to the net because the puck's never getting there."

* * * * * * *

The story in print tomorrow morning focuses on Patrick Kaleta's first game with the Amerks following his Sunday demotion from the parent Buffalo Sabres.

Here's the link:

http://www.democratandchronicle.com/story/sports/hockey/2013/11/08/rochester-amerks-fall-to-binghamton-senators/3480803/

Kaleta was hit from behind at center by Binghamton's Corey Cowick. No penalty was assessed and Kaleta said he didn't know if one was warranted.

He was quick to praise Frederick Roy for immediately challenging Cowick to a fight (Roy didn't do well, taking the one big punch of the fight to the mouth).

"Give credit to Freddy Roy for stepping in there, for sticking up for a teammate," Kaleta said. "It shows character and shows how close-knit this team is.

"I know what he's about; he's the glue to this team," Kaleta said.

Kaleta knows he's with the Amerks "to improve my game" but he also wants to lend advice and be a leader.

"If I can help any guys in here along the way, I'll be glad to do that."

* * * * * * *

Third-year defenseman Matt MacKenzie scored his first AHL goal, tying the score at 17:15 of the second period.

He ventured deep into the slot and converted a perfect pass from off the left-wing boards by .... his defenseman partner Nick Crawford. Good thing it went in, because who was back?

MacKenzie has been in and out of the lineup as the 6th and/or 7th defenseman. The plan has been to play either MacKenzie or Crawford. But with Alex Sulzer's minor lower-body injury, both are in the lineup.

"When you're playing a little more and counted on a little bit more, it's easy to get your confidence going a bit," MacKenzie said.

He was playing his 57th AHL game (20 as an injury-filled rookie season, 30 last year when he also was plagued by injuries).

* * * * * * *

With injuries to four players (Kevin Porter, Colton Gillies, Johnny McGuire and Sulzer), the Amerks had no extra players. Thus, they brought rookie defenseman Alex Lepkowski back up from ECHL Greenville.

He was sent down last week to play. He was a healthy scratch for his eight games in Rochester. He didn't play tonight, either.
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Ruhwedel scores twice, Roy's role expanding with Amerks

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 12:12 a.m. EST November 7, 2013
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Considering that Chad Ruhwedel was able to step into the Buffalo Sabres lineup at the tail end of the 2013 NHL season and not look out of place, plenty has been expected from him with the Rochester Americans.

The rookie out of UMass-Lowell has been pretty solid so far, and Wednesday was one of his best games. And not just because he scored his first two goals in the 5-3 victory over the Hamilton Bulldogs.

The first provided a 3-0 lead at 8:49 of the second period. He drove a rebound through traffic and past goalie Dustin Tokarski.

His second goal came at 12:06 -- just 55 seconds after Sven Andrighetto scored Hamilton's first goal.

"Hopefully there's some more to come," he said.

While Ruhwedel certainly has offensive skills, he hasn't been overly concerned with scoring.

"First and foremost you have to be good defensively," he said. If you're not good in your D-zone then you're a liability on the ice."

Coach Chadd Cassidy liked Ruhwedel's work in the D-zone, too.

"The part of his game I liked the best tonight was him going back to get pucks and then being able to turn up with them and get out of the zone," Cassidy said. "For a defenseman, that's where a lot of their points come from, just making that first pass out of the zone."

Ruhwedel has 2-4-6 in nine games and is a plus-4. He didn't have a point in seven games with the Sabres in the spring.

* * * * * * *

Second-year left winger Freddy Roy was given the game puck by Cassidy. He said Roy was their "most impactful" player as they improved to 5-2-1-1.

Roy is one of the AHL's smallest players (5-10, 168) and he doesn't possess great skill. He does, however, have terrific hockey sense, plus an undeniable desire to win.

Ask him to play some role, any role, and he'll do it.

On Wednesday he drew final-minute, protect-the-lead duty with his linemates, Kevin Sundher and Jamie Tardif.

He rewarded Cassidy for his faith by blocking a Magnus Nygren shot and then skating the loose puck out to center before scoring the clinching empty-net goal.

"It's earning that ice time, it's earning their trust," Roy said. "I want to go on the ice and show you why I deserve to have that ice."

He also relishes those game-changing moments. "You have to want to do that if you want to win championships."

* * * * * * *

Defenseman Alexander Sulzer suffered what Cassidy said was a minor lower-body injury. The ailment may very well keep him out of games this weekend against Binghamton (home Friday, road Saturday) but it's not believed to be serious.

Kevin Porter (muscle strain) also still can't play. He has missed the past two games. Thus, there won't be any veteran issue when Patrick Kaleta plays his first game with the Amerks since his Sunday demotion from the Sabres.

* * * * * * *

The Amerks have yet to prove they're very good with the lead. They squandered a 4-1 lead at Syracuse on Saturday and lost 5-4 in a shootout. They were up 4-1 tonight and were on the ropes until Roy's ENG.

Of course, they are just nine games into the season. Role are still being defined. Players are becoming more familiar with what everyone does.

"We're learning from that," Roy said. "What doesn't kill you makes you stronger.

"It's true. Everyone comes here to work. The boys want to win. It's not one guy in this dressing room, it's every guy pushing."
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Kaleta back to Amerks, back to No. 27 (for a reason)

Demoted Sabres winger Patrick Kaleta said he will become a better player during his time with the Amerks.  Video by Kevin Oklobzija

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 6:15 p.m. EST November 5, 2013
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Patrick Kaleta skated with the Rochester Americans today, two days after he cleared waivers and was demoted by the Buffalo Sabres.

The last time he was an Amerk: Jan. 8, 2008. He was recalled that day, played against the New Jersey Devils and had been wearing No. 36 with the Sabres ever since.

Here's a link to our story on his vow to revamp his game, along with video of his post-practice chat with the media:

http://on.rocne.ws/1fhvKaB

Now that he's back with the Amerks, Kaleta will again wear No. 27. That was his number his second year with the team (he wore 25 as a rookie).

The number has dual meaning to him: Michael Peca was his favorite player, and he wore 27 with the Sabres. The 27th is also the date that his grandmother, Sharon Jackson, passed away a dozen or so years ago.

He was actually at a New York State hockey camp, and Chadd Cassidy (now the Amerks coach) was his coach. His grandmother had cancer and wasn't doing well. She died when he was trying out for a spot in the USA Hockey age-group summer festival.

"She told my family not to tell me and not to pull me out of the camp," Kaleta said.

When he was called up to the Sabres, Teppo Numminen wore 27 so he was ended up with 36.

* * * * * * *

Kaleta won't play Wednesday against Hamilton. Cassidy wants him to totally acclimate with his new team, especially since he hasn't played in a game since Oct. 10.

Cassidy said the staff originally figured he would play but, upon giving it more consideration, decided it makes more sense to wait.

* * * * * * *

Center Kevin Porter (muscle strain) and right winger Colton Gillies (lower body injury) will not play against Hamilton.

Porter is close to ready, and probably would play if the Amerks were short players. Gillies is doubtful for the weekend, however (home with Binghamton Friday, at Binghamton Saturday).

Since Kaleta and Porter will both be out of the lineup on Wednesday, the Amerks won't need to make a decision on what veteran sits out.

They have seven now (Mike Zigomanis, Jamie Tardif, Alex Sulzer, Drew Bagnall and Matt Ellis are the others), so it's going to create some headaches.

Fretting or complaining will do no good, Ellis said. "You worry about what you can control."

He also said that's quite a "seven-man sounding board" available to the prospects and even the other veterans.

* * * * * * *

Rookie right winger Joel Armia has been assigned to the Amerks but he's not ready to play.

Armia, Buffalo's first-round pick in 2011, suffered a broken bone in his hand in training camp and has jsut been cleared for the initial stages of contact in practice, Cassidy said.

He might be able to play next week.
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Kaleta makeover starts Tuesday with the Amerks

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 1:29 p.m. EST November 4, 2013
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Each year, leading into the Rochester Americans season opener, we run a "Meet the Amerks" page, with a photo of every player and a quick little biographical blurb.

A few years back I wanted to change it up a bit and add a sentence or two of non-hockey info as well. Favorite movie, preferred getaway, most-despised food, if you were commissioner; just something to give a little insight into the person as well as the player.

I asked Dylan Hunter if there was a food he hated. "Mushrooms," he said. I asked why. "Cuz they're nasty. They're like a fungus."

"Ah, Dylan," I said. "They are a fungus."

"See!!!" he replied almost gleefully, quite prideful to know there was even botanical evidence to back his culinary dislike.

I asked Patrick Kaleta if, given the power, he could change one thing in hockey. Sort of a commissioner-for-a-day thing. A rule change, a marketing plan; anything.

With a somewhat sheepish, gee-if-I-only-could look, he said, "My hands?"

Now's his chance. After clearing waivers at noon on Sunday, Kaleta was assigned to the Amerks. He hasn't worn a Rochester sweater since January of 2008, but now he's coming back to the AHL to reinvent his game.

Or refine it. He can't suddenly become a goal-scorer. Some guys have those magical hands around the goal mouth and some don't. Kaleta doesn't; he has scored 1 goal in his past 65 games with the Sabres dating back to the 2011-12 season. Some guys can skate at high speed and others are downright slow. Kaleta has speed; he can move.

The trick for him now is to continue to use that speed -- along with his willingness to deliver a big check -- while at the same time reining in a decade-long propensity to plaster the opponent regardless of that player's vulnerability.

The Amerks didn't practice today, so Kaleta will join the Buffalo-based carpool crew that includes fellow veterans Matt Ellis and Alex Sulzer and be in Rochester Tuesday morning.

Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy spoke with Kaleta on Sunday just to get a feel for where his head is at but to also reassure him that there are plenty of people willing to help, and guide, and advise, and support.

Kaleta just finished serving a 10-game suspension for an illegal check to the head of Columbus defenseman Jack Johnson. He was eligible to play Saturday but the Sabres instead waived him and activated right winger Corey Tropp. The NHL has no patience for Kaleta anymore; the front office probably would like to see him out of the game.

For now, he's out of the NHL and will be with the Amerks, trying to retrain his brain. It won't be easy. Nonetheless, the 27-year-old native of Angola must continually tell himself "Avoid the head. Don't destroy. Let up. Tie him up, don't bury him."

A legal body check is fine. Just keep the elbows away from the jaw. And when the puck is gone, then so is the opportunity to hit.

"It's like changing any other habit; you constantly have to be aware of it," Cassidy said. "It's a high-speed game but when a guy moves the puck and he's vulnerable, you can't finish him."

Cassidy said former Amerks coach Randy Cunneyworth, who joined the Sabres last month as a scout, will also provide guidance. Cunneyworth was Kaleta's first pro coach. He played nearly 20 seasons in pro hockey and two years ago coached the Montreal Canadiens. He's a very good listener and he also has a very good grasp on how today's hockey is played.

Coming to the Amerks will give Kaleta a chance to alter his style in an environment more suited to learning and development. That is, after all, the AHL's primary purpose.

"And he's not under the microscope of the National Hockey League," Cassidy said.

There are players in the NHL league that have a style similar to Kaleta, but they stay within the rules, or at least the rules of common sense. Every player takes penalties but not every player leave an opponent concussed.

"You can play on that line but on the right side of it," Cassidy said.

Cassidy pointed to New York Islanders center Cal Clutterbuck.

"Guys like that realize there's a time to back away," he said. "They won't take a run with a guy in a vulnerable position."

This won't be an easy transition for Kaleta. Opponents will try to goad him into fights. They'll take runs at him in hopes he retaliates. They'll challenge him.

"I can almost guarantee that's going to happen," Cassidy said. "That's going to be a part of the game plan for teams when we play them. He has to find a way to not put himself in situations where it can go over the line."

* * * * * * *

Kaleta's arrival gives the Amerks seven "veterans" as defined by AHL rules (more than 320 games in the NHL, AHL or European elite league). Only five can play in any given game.

It's not a fun problem, making two players sit out. When Kevin Porter cleared waivers in late October and gave the Amerks six veterans, Cassidy planned to rotate them.

Now he said they will rest guys that are dinged up but there very likely won't be a rotation. "We'll get a feel for where guys are at and may need a rest but we're going to go with who is giving us the best chance to win," he said.

* * * * * * *

With the Sabres heading out west for three games this week, rookie right winger Joel Armia will probably come to the Amerks and may be playing within a week.

He broke a bone in his hand in the preseason and has been on injured reserve ever since. He's not ready to play in the NHL, but bring pretty high-end skill to the Amerks.
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Porter settling in again with the Amerks

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 10:09 p.m. EDT October 30, 2013
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Kevin Porter is back with the Rochester Americans, re-acclimating to life in the American Hockey League after spending the past three months of the NHL regular-season calendar with the Buffalo Sabres.

The reassignment was hardly a shock. His minutes had been cut, his role diminished and he didn't really fit the "blueprint" of a rebuilding organization.

Not that he couldn't go back up. But for now, Porter is with the Amerks. That means they have even more options up front when it comes to line combinations and power-play units.

While he played a third- and fourth-line role in Buffalo, Porter is a point-producer in the AHL. He was leading the Amerks in scoring last season when he was called up on Feb. 20 (15-29-44 in 48 games).

So in terms of his role in Rochester and what will be expected, not much has changed. He's not wearing the captain's C as he did last season, but he'll still be part of the leadership core.

The most visible difference: His sweater number. He's wearing 21 since Mike Zigomanis has 12.

It's OK, Porter said. He said he has no special attachment to 12.

"(Uniform) numbers aren't a huge deal to me," he said. "I didn't even pick 12."

While playing at the University of Michigan, he wore 11. When he was with the Colorado Avalanche in 2009-10, he was given No. 32 "and 32 is not a good number so I asked for 11 (for the 2010-11 season with the Avs). 12 was the closest they had."

Truth be told, the uniform number is the last thing he's worried about. Winning -- and earning his way back up to the NHL -- are a whole lot more important.

* * * * * * *

Porter left practice a few minutes early today due to an upper body issue but he said it's nothing serious and that he should be fine for Friday's 7 p.m. game at Syracuse.

* * * * * * *

If you didn't know: The Sabres have added Randy Cunneyworth to their pro scouting staff. He was in Hamilton recently (but not last Friday when the Amerks played).

Former Sabres defenseman and Amerks coach John Van Boxmeer joined their pro scouting staff on the west coach in February.

* * * * * * *

Rookie goalie Andrey Makarov is back practicing after missing about two weeks due to a lower body injury.

He isn't likely to play games for the Amerks, however. The first order of business is to ensure he's healthy, and then they probably want to find a place in a lower league where he can play.

Rookie defenseman Alex Lepkowski has been a healthy scratch for all seven games and that likely won't change since the Amerks have seven other more experienced defensemen. Practice only goes so far in player development. At some point he needs to go to the ECHL to play.
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Vanek to Isles for Moulson, 1st & 2nd round picks

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 11:34 p.m. EDT October 27, 2013
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vanek

Thomas Vanek scored 254 goals and assisted on 243 others in the 598 games he played for the Sabres.(Photo: Kevin Hoffman Kevin Hoffman-USA TODAY Sports)

The question was never if the Buffalo Sabres would trade Thomas Vanek; it was only a matter of when it would happen.

It happened tonight.

Vanek was dealt to the New York Islanders for winger Matt Moulson and a pair of draft picks: a first-rounder in 2014 and a second-rounder in 2015. Vanek and Moulson both will be unrestricted free agents in July.

So while the Sabres are in a very sorry state when it comes to competing in the NHL this season, they are poised to make a steady rise in the coming years.

"I don't love where we are," general manager Darcy Regier said, "but I love what we're doing and I believe in the direction we're going."

Regier deserves most (or all) of the blame for this 2013-14 team that may win only around 22 games, no doubt about it. But he also should get the credit for what appears to be solid building blocks as well as a silo full of draft picks.

Sure, you must score with the draft picks. They're pretty much wasted assets if you draft Barrett Heisten, Marek Zagrapan and Dennis Persson. However, they did well in the past two drafts. If they didn't hit home runs, they definitely went for extra bases.

Rasmus Ristolainen, Nikita Zadorov and Zemgus Girgensons are core-of-a-team players, or appear to be. Mikhail Grigorenko still has potential. Those are their first-round picks from the past two drafts.

This is what they have in the draft-pick vault after tonight's trade:

2014:

1st -- (2) their own pick plus & New York Islanders.

2nd -- (3) theirs, Minnesota (from the Jason Pominville trade) and Los Angeles Kings (from the Robyn Regehr trade.

2015

1st -- (1) their own.

2nd -- (3) their own, NYI (from tonight), Kings (from Regehr trade).

A total roster overhaul doesn't happen in a month or six months or two years.

"It's a long-term plan that's going to get it done," Regier said. "Our focus is on trying to acquire assets."

The more draft picks you have, the more power you have when it comes to swing a big trade. Sure, the Sabres could use the picks themselves. But they also could construct a deal that brings to them the skilled forwards they lack.

In moving Vanek -- their best offensive player, guy who has very special hands -- Regier scooped up two more high picks plus got a player who can provide some leadership and some goals. Moulson doesn't have Vanek-like skills, but he goes to the net hard and he knows how to score.

From 2009-10 to '11-12, he scored 30, 31 and 36 goals and never missed a game. That's 82 games for three straight years. Last season, he scored 15 in 47 games (missing one).

Former Sabres goalie Martin Biron played with Matt Moulson on Long Island and tweeted that he "always reminded me of Dave Andreychuk. Not in size but will score 30+ goals and all of them within 5 feet of the blue paint."

Vanek wasn't going to be staying in Buffalo when his contract expires after the season. He wants to win now. Whether he even re-signs with the Islanders isn't known yet. He wants to acclimate himself with his new team before worrying about the future.

His agent, Steve Bartlett of Pittsford-based Sports Consulting Group, said there won't be talks of a contract extension for a little while.

Moulson also becomes a UFA and there's a chance he could be moved in March before the trade deadline to secure more draft picks or an on-the-rise, ready-made NHL player, or both.

Ryan Miller will surely be traded sometime before the March 5 trade deadline. He'll be a UFA in July.

The fact is, the Sabres need more talent now. This year will be a total disaster in terms of wins and losses but they might be at least compete next year if they can add a player or two up front that doesn't still have a parental curfew and is allowed to enter a bar.

There will still be excessive growing pains. Chants of "Fire Darcy" will continue to echo through the First Niagara Center this season as the losses pile up. A rebuild is a process.

"We'd all like it to be faster," Regier said. "The speed of which it will happen is yet to be determined."

He says the young players on the team are growing and caring. "I see the battle quotient going up," he said.

That won't appease the fans. But short-term suffering is the price they're going to pay -- along with everyone connected to the Sabres.

"You have to believe in what you're doing," Regier said.
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Porter clears waivers; joining Amerks soon

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 1:10 p.m. EDT October 25, 2013
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Kevin Porter cleared waivers today and has been assigned to the Rochester Americans, but he won't be playing tonight in Hamilton.

Porter instead is expected to join the Amerks for Saturday's 5 p.m. game in Toronto.

If the Amerks were short players, or if they didn't have enough veterans, then there's a stronger possibility that he would have been at Copps Coliseum for tonight's 7:30 game against the Bulldogs.

But Porter's arrival means the Amerks will have one too many "veterans" and, thus, will be required to sit out one of them every night. That group includes defensemen Drew Bagnall and Alexander Sulzer, and forwards Mike Zigomanis, Matt Ellis, Jamie Tardif and Porter.

I haven't had a chance to discuss with coach Chadd Cassidy how he intends to deal with the situation. My guess: some sort of rotation, so no player gets stale and so there is some sort of fairness to the whole situation.

Porter didn't have a point in nine games with the Sabres. His plus/minus is minus-6 and he has just three shots on goal.

Last spring, when he was called up from the Amerks, he scored 4-5-9 in 31 games for the Sabres (minus-1, 37 shots). Coach Ron Rolston knew Porter well from USA Hockey's National Team Development Program then got to know him as a pro when they were together with the Amerks for the first four months last season.

Porter was recalled because he provided hustle, work ethic and attention to details.

But this year, he hasn't produced points and, with the reconstruction project in overdrive, he was the easiest player to push aside so more young kids can play. You can't demote or give away guys making $4 million, and there's no hope of this season being anything more than a chance to let the kids get valuable NHL experience (even if it means losing oh, say, 60 games).

With the Amerks last season Porter scored 15-29-44 in 48 games (plus-8, 83 shots) while wearing the captain's C. Ellis now has the C.
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Kevin Porter could be Amerks-bound

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 1:26 p.m. EDT October 24, 2013
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Several reports on Twitter say the Buffalo Sabres have placed center Kevin Porter on waivers.

If he clears, and it's hard to imagine that he won't, then the Rochester Americans get back their most valuable forward from the first four months -- and coach Chadd Cassidy will have a problem.

The arrival of Porter would give the Amerks six "veterans," which is one more than they can play in any given game. That also doesn't include Colton Gillies, who fits the "exempt veteran" slot (between 260 and 320 upper-level pro games).

Who sits won't be an easy decision for Cassidy and the coaching staff may end up rotating from the group of defensemen Drew Bagnall and Alexander Sulzer and forwards Matt Ellis, Mike Zigomanis, Jamie Tardif and Porter.

Ellis is the leader, Zigomanis does a little (or a lot) of everything, Tardif provides grit and jam around the net and Porter is a top centerman in the AHL (15-29-44 in 48 games before his recall last spring). Sulzer is an AHL All-Star and Bagnall is the one true physical presence on the blue line.

So, yeah, good luck with that nightly decision.

Porter would likely join the Amerks in Hamilton Friday for their 7:30 game against the Bulldogs at Copps Coliseum. The team buses up this afternoon.

* * * * * * *

Cassidy said he had a "candid discussion" with Matt Hackett on Wednesday and both parties are on the same page with what is expected in terms of temperament from the fourth-year goalie.

Hackett piled up 18 minutes in penalties during his past two starts and the last minor penalty -- in the second period against Utica on Saturday -- prompted Cassidy to pull him from the game.

"He has taken responsibility for what he did," Cassidy said.

* * * * * * *

The Amerks have been a pretty good team off transition so far. Two goals in Saturday's 6-4 victory over Utica were scored off quick-developing odd-man rushes. That included the game-winner by Jerome Gauthier-Leduc, after Sulzer started the rush with a quick pass to Phil Varone in the Amerks zone.

"The biggest thing is we're coming out with speed," center Phil Varone said.

While Sulzer made the highlight home-run pass to spring Zigomanis on a breakaway earlier in the game, this was just a simple 12-foot pass that created the fast-break.

"There's no extra points for degree of difficulty," Cassidy said. "Sometimes we can over-complicate things. Most of the time you just need singles hitters."
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Goalie controversy for the Amerks? No, the coach says

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 2:54 a.m. EDT October 20, 2013
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Rochester Americans coach Chadd Cassidy was very clear following Saturday's 6-4 victory over the Utica Comets that his team has no goaltending controversy.

A slight problem, perhaps. But no controversy.

Yet if the problem isn't corrected, well, then, there still won't be a controversy: Nathan Lieuwen will be the Amerks No. 1 goalie.

We will not fast-forward to that scenario yet, however.

Matt Hackett has the pedigree and the resume. He is the No. 1. He started the year there and is still there, even if he's going to need to make some attitude adjustments before he's back in the crease.

What he somehow lost between last Saturday and this Saturday is composure. He's really not a hot-head. Oh, he has been known in the past to get a little rattled or peeved. But in three previous seasons his penalty minute totals were pretty much insignificant: 18 in 2010-11, 12 in 2011-12 and 10 last season.

In his past two starts he has piled up a quick 18 PIMs: three minors and a game misconduct in the 5-1 loss at Syracuse on Oct. 12, and another unsportsmanlike conduct minor following Utica's third goal.

Cassidy opted to start Lieuwen on Friday against the Toronto Marlies in part because he needed to get the backup goalie playing time, but also because he needed to send a message to Hackett.

The message apparently was diverted to the junk folder instead of the inbox. Hackett took the anger-driven penalty right after Utica sliced the Amerks lead to 4-3.

Cassidy was tempted to yank his goalie right there, with 1:46 to play in the second period. He decided it made much more sense to use the intermission to review the video to be sure of exactly what happened.

He said he didn't want it to be a knee-jerk reaction. The video backed up what he was sure he already knew, however: His goalie took a foolish penalty.

And so Lieuwen took over to start the third period and Hackett watched from the bench. He stopped 10 of 11 shots, allowing the tying goal to Pascal Pelletier at 14:51 while the skating oak tree known as Darren Archibald was blocking his vision.

He did make terrific saves early on Pelletier and Colin Stuart in the first six minutes while the Comets were turning up the heat.

"They're coming; they smell the blood in the water," Cassidy said. "We definitely were leaking oil, we didn't have a lot of energy left."

They did have belief on the bench, though. "The one thing that was different between today and our two losses was the chatter on the bench: It was extremely positive," said center Phil Varone, who followed up his 1-goal, 1-assist game Friday with a 2-assist performance Saturday.

So despite giving up the tying goal, the Amerks regained the lead with just 2:05 to play. A Comets quick-developing three-on-two was broken up in the high slot in the Amerks zone, and defenseman Alexander Sulzer took the puck deep in the slot.

He made a quick little pass ahead to Varone and away the Amerks went on a four-on-three fast break. The puck went Varone to Mike Zigomanis on the right wing and he then weaved to the slot, waited, and then waited a little more before dropping to Jerome Gauthier-Leduc in the left circle.

The second-year defenseman went top shelf to the far side and it was 5-4. Sulzer clinched it with an empty-netter with 2 seconds left.

Overcoming the collapse was a building block. The team can learn from mistakes. Cassidy hopes Hackett will do the same, and quickly.

"A lot of it's the individual. He's got to be ready to make some changes," Cassidy said about controlling emotions.

"There isn't (a controversy) because they both can play. We have to get it straightened around where whoever's in net will own the net and worry about stopping the puck and that's it."

Hockey: Ex-IceHog Dylan Olsen sees positive in trade
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 By Reed Schreck

Rockford Register Star 

 Posted Nov. 18, 2013 @ 1:33 pm 

ROCKFORD – The road trip to Grand Rapids last Wednesday was nothing unusual for defenseman Dylan Olsen.

“I was on a five-hour bus ride playing cards with these guys, laughing, having a good time,” he said.

Arriving back in town at 2:30 a.m. Thursday, Olsen looked forward to a typical off-day. Only fate dealt him a different hand.

Before he went to bed that evening, he learned he was traded and would be wearing the San Antonio Rampage uniform. And, with fate still not done playing with him, the luck of the draw had San Antonio scheduled for its final regular-season game against Olsen’s now former team, the Rockford IceHogs, on Saturday night at the BMO Harris Bank Center.

By the time Rockford finished its 4-2 victory, Olsen was a bit exhausted among other things.

“It’s been a couple of long days, to be honest,” he said afterward. “After I found out I got traded, I didn’t get much sleep that night. I’d never been traded before.

“Obviously, it was a weird feeling to find out that night (Thursday) and have to travel the next day with two flights to Iowa. And then the next day to fly out here this morning (Saturday) and bus over here.

“Hopefully, now that I’ve played my first game with these guys, things will settle down and I’ll finally get some rest.”

His reaction to being dealt with forward Jimmy Hayes in a trade that netted the Chicago Blackhawks the return of forward Kris Versteeg?

“Obviously, I was disappointed at first,” said Chicago’s first-round pick in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft (28th overall). “I’ve been with the Chicago organization for four years. They gave me my first game in the NHL, and obviously that’s where I wanted to play.

“Looking at it now, it’s a new start,” added Olsen, who played 152 games with the ‘Hogs and 28 with the Blackhawks. “They (Panthers) are cleaning house. They got rid of three coaches and they’re getting rid of players, starting fresh.

“I think it’s a good thing for me, and I’m looking forward to moving on from here.”

Reed Schreck: reedschreck1@gmail.com

The Fight Game 11/20

November 20th, 2013

0 Comments

I enjoyed making that first Sporcle quiz, so I made another one. Have at it.
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Mannino suspended 11/19

November 19th, 2013

3 Comments

As far as I can tell, there isn’t really anything more to the Peter Mannino suspension than meets the eye.

The Penguins sent Mannino down to the ECHL’s Wheeling Nailers and called up rookie Eric Hartzell in his place on Monday. Mannino didn’t report and was therefore suspended by the Penguins.

He can’t sign with another team unless the Penguins agree to release him. He could retire.

I think the Penguins were at least a little surprised by the situation for a couple reasons.

First, Mannino could have expected an ECHL trip would be in the cards when he signed an AHL deal in July. The Penguins already had Fleury, Vokoun, Zatkoff and Hartzell on NHL contracts. When Vokoun had his blood clot, Zatkoff moved up to No. 2 and WBS signed Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, but that didn’t change Mannino’s spot. He was still competing with Hartzell for the No. 4 spot in the organization. Second, there is no indication Hartzell is up in the AHL for good. He has to earn that spot. I think he will, but he very well might not. He’s talented but still just a rookie.

Regardless, here’s the fallout. Not much immediately in Wilkes-Barre. Deslauriers-Hartzell is a perfectly fine AHL tandem. But an injury, in Pittsburgh or Wilkes-Barre, would be a problem. Also, Wheeling is in a tough spot. They have Montreal Canadiens prospect Mike Condon, who has been excellent, but their options are limited beyond that.

The timing of the suspension was interesting in this sense: Brad Thiessen was released by his Finnish team today.

From what I can gather, that is strictly coincidence.

Thiessen was signed by HIFK Helsinki to be the No. 1 goalie, but he was beaten out by homegrown 18-year-old Ville Husso. The team granted Thiessen his release so he could seek playing time elsewhere.

There is no reason to believe the Penguins have so much as contacted Thiessen. He may very well have another European deal already lined up. But hey, the Penguins have his phone number. Never say never.

Other other bit of news today: Bobby Farnham was suspended one game for an illegal hit to the head in Friday’s game at Syracuse. I didn’t see the hit and there was no penalty called on the play. Presumably, the Crunch sent the tape to the league to set this process in motion. Farnham has 23 fighting majors and 306 PIMs in 76 games with the Penguins, but this is his first suspension.

With Farnham out, Drazenovic and Leblond hurt and Sill and Gibbons up in Pittsburgh — not a bad debut for the kid, eh? — WBS is down to 12 healthy forwards. Unless there’s another move before tomorrow night, centers Cody Sylvester and Denver Manderson are on track to make their AHL debuts at Rochester.

A lot of news today. Put my next Sporcle quiz on hold. We’ll get to that later this week.

Bye for now,

jb
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Notes and Nailers 11/18

November 18th, 2013

1 Comment

First some news and notes, then some fun and games:

– Brian Gibbons was called up today. According to reports out of Pittsburgh, he’s skating on the third line with Jussi Jokinen and Brandon Sutter tonight. Pittsburgh needs a spark, especially on the third line, and Gibbons, who is third in the AHL with 22 points in 15 games, fits the bill.

Gibbons’ story is a remarkable one. An undersized, undrafted third-year pro out of Boston College, he’s been a good AHL player for the last two seasons, showing some penalty-killing ability and speed, but putting up only 30 points in 70 games both years. He was the kind of player who was good for an odd-man rush a game, thanks to his speed, but he didn’t finish many of them. It was frustrating for fans. (Think Rico Fata or Konstantin Koltsov).

This year, he’s been one of the most dangerous scorers in the league, especially shorthanded. Coach John Hynes said it’s because of a new-found consistency in all areas of the game — effort, focus, execution and the willingness to stick his nose in and play a gritty game. Whatever the reason, it’s safe to say he’s been WBS’ best player this season.

– Gibbons will be the third WBS player to get his first NHL call-up this season — fifth if you count Jeff Zatkoff and Olli Maatta, but those were different circumstances — so that’s the theme of the story I’m working on today. Telling a player he got called up to the NHL for the first time has to be one of the best parts of an AHL coach’s job.

– Gibbons and Zach Sill are up, Nick Drazenovic didn’t practice today and is day to day with an unspecified injury and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond has yet to resume skating since suffering an upper-body injury. That leaves WBS with 11 healthy forwards and six healthy D heading into a game at Rochester on Wednesday night. Hynes said to expect a call-up, probably a centerman.

If a center indeed gets the call, you’d put Cody Sylvester, Denver Manderson and Zach Torquato at the top of the list. If WBS decides to switch some of a couple wingers with center experience (Jayson Megna, Adam Payerl, Dominik Uher) to the middle, that opens up a bunch of call-up options, from Carter Rowney and Anton Zlobin to Chaz Johnson and Jack MacLellan. If I were making the call, strictly based on what I saw in training camp, it would be Sylvester. He’s a competitive guy with a nose for the net. But take that with a grain of salt, since I haven’t seen the Nailers play this year.

EDIT: Make that four call-ups. WBS called up C Denver Manderson, C Cody Sylvester, D Dustin Stevenson and G Eric Hartzell from the Nailers and sent G Peter Mannino down in Hartzell’s place. The more I think about it, Manderson and Sylvester could both play Wednesday. Payerl, Megna and Uher have played center, but not this year. So that leaves Andrew Ebbett and Mike Carman as the only true centers on the roster. Stevenson is a plus-9 for Wheeling, so he was an obvious call for defense depth.

The Hartzell situation is a little more interesting. He’s 2-2 and with a 2.58 GAA with Wheeling, but his save percentage is a healthy .922 and two starts back, he pitched a 37-save shutout against Elmira. I know I’m curious to see how he does in a real AHL game. Perhaps the decision makers feel the same way.

Speaking of the Nailers, to some fun and games. The team sent out a press release the other day announcing Zach Sill as the 43rd former Nailer or Thunderbird to reach the NHL. (The team actually said 45, but that included a coach and a broadcaster, so I kept it to 43.)

I created a Sporcle game. How many can you name?

 Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Hershey 1 11/16

November 16th, 2013

6 Comments

The WBS Penguins wrapped up the kind of weekend a coach loves with a 3-1 win over Hershey tonight.

Last weekend, the Penguins went 10-for-14 on the penalty kill and turned the puck over pretty regularly in a pair of one-goal losses to Albany and Springfield.

After a week of practice, those were their best areas tonight.

They killed all seven Hershey power plays and kept the turnovers to a Bear minimum — ha ha — to win their second game in as many days.

The Penguins gave up a 5-on-5 goal to Derek Whitmore after a nice pass from Ryan Stoa in the first two minutes, then took four minors before the period was over. That’s a recipe for trouble.

But they killed all four Hershey advantages, including more than a minute of 5-on-3 time, and went on to take a 2-1 lead before the first period was over.

The first goal came directly from the PK unit, as Brian Gibbons stole a fumbled puck from point man Dmitry Orlov and scored on a shorthanded breakaway.

The second goal came after a Hershey turnover in the final minute of the period. Chris Conner made a diagonal pass to spring Nick Drazenovic up the left wing, and he cleverly steered a puck around David Leggio.

Both were pretty goals, and they had to be because Leggio was playing really well. In a six-minute span of the first, for instance, he stopped Conner from the doorstep after a cross-ice pass from Andrew Ebbett on a 5-on-3, Jayson Megna on a 2-on-1 with Drazenovic and Tom Kostopoulos on a 2-on-1 with Ebbett.

The Penguins clamped down and allowed 13 shots and no goals in the final two periods. Jeff Deslauriers had a strong game, especially when he stopped John Mitchell from point-blank range after a turnover midway through the second. Megna sent a deflected, bouncing shot past Leggio with 1:17 left to ice it.

On the personnel side, one injury update: D Reid McNeill is expected to miss about two weeks with an upper-body injury suffered while blocking a shot last night in Syracuse.

Elsewhere in the Penguins system, C Zach Sill made his NHL debut in Pittsburgh’s 4-1 loss to New Jersey tonight. He had two hits in about nine minutes of ice time. The Penguins were trailing for most of the game, which usually means a gritty fourth-liner won’t get too many shifts. Hopefully he gets a look under more conducive circumstances.

Also, D Mike Ratchuk scored with 2:23 left in the third period to give the Wheeling Nailers a 5-4 win over Elmira and a rare three-games-in-three-days sweep of the same team.

Meanwhile, G Andy Chiodo, who was playing well with Bakersfield in the ECHL after being cut in Penguins camp, signed with Tappara in Finland. He played in that league for two seasons earlier in his career, from 2006-08.

Check back for the next blog update either Monday or Tuesday, not sure which yet.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 5, Syracuse 3 11/15

November 15th, 2013

0 Comments

I think the story of tonight’s game, a 5-3 WBS win at Syracuse, was Simon Despres.

Despres has always been known as a pretty good offensive player, but this season, in an effort to polish up his game before he heads to the NHl for good, the WBS coaches have asked him to focus on the defensive zone. He’s on the first penalty kill D pair and rarely sees time on the power play.

Here’s what coach John Hynes said about it the other day.

“Simon’s in a situation in his career where he’s really focused on certain aspects of his game. He’s played very well since he’s been here. Part of it, with Simon right now, is putting him in situations that are going help him get himself to be a full-time National Hockey League player. For him right now, it’s being a big, strong shutdown defenseman. He’s made smart decisions. His game has been under control. He’s first over the boards on the penalty kill. He’s been the defenseman we’ve matched with the other team’s best players, and he’s done a real nice job of that. Right now, to be focused on those components is what’s best for him and his game right now.”

And while all that’s true, Despres isn’t going to turn down a chance to produce offense if it presents itself. And it presented itself three times in the first period.

Despres had a goal and two assists to help WBS to a 3-0 lead in the first period and they cruised from there.

Despres’ goal came in the first three minutes of the game. Tom Kostopoulos made a centering pass from the right-wing corner and it slidded out toward the top of the left faceoff circle. Despres skated into it and blasted a shot home.

His first assist was probably the biggest highlight-reel play. Brian Gibbons won an offensive-zone faceoff back to Despres at the left point. He weaved his way through the Syracuse defense all the way down to the right-wing corner and set up Jayson Megna in the slot for a one-timer.

His second assist came on a rare power-play shift in the final minute of the period. Gibbons hit Despres in the high slot and his blast pinballed in off Chris Conner.

I thought the Penguins were pretty average in the last two periods, but average is good enough with a three-goal lead.

Gibbons snapped in a Conner shot from behind the net in the second period, Kostopoulos muscled in the rebound of a Scott Harrington shot in the third and Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made 24 saves.

The Penguins are tied with Binghamton for first in the East Division, a point ahead of Syracuse and Norfolk. A nice early season four-horse race.

Some injuries and personnel movement today as well.

The headline is Zach Sill being called up for the first time, though he didn’t dress for Pittsburgh tonight against Nashville. He’s sixth on the WBS all-time games played list with 272, so it’s been a long, hard climb for the gritty undrafted center. He’ll bring some energy to Pittsburgh’s fourth line.

Anton Zlobin was sent down to Wheeling to get some playing time. He got off to a good start too, posting three assists in a 5-1 win over Elmira. RW Chaz Johnson had a hat trick.

Also, Reid McNeill was injured blocking a shot and left tonight’s game early. More on his status when it becomes available.

With Sill up and Zlobin down, RW Adam Payerl and D Nick D’Agostino were the only healthy scratches for WBS tonight. Of the bubble guys I mentioned yesterday, Tom Kuhnhackl, Bobby Farnham, Paul Thompson and Mike Carman were in the lineup.

Bye for now,

jb
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Megna, Ruopp, Uher and more 11/14

November 14th, 2013

0 Comments

Couple of moves today as Jayson Megna was sent down from Pittsburgh and rookie defenseman Harrison Ruopp was sent to Wheeling.

A good first NHL call-up for Megna. He scored a couple of goals and showed he fits in just fine with the best players in the world. Given how Pittsburgh’s third line has been struggling to do much of anything this season, it wouldn’t surprise me to see Megna back up fairly soon.

I would imagine the guy who will benefit the most from the return of Megna is Brian Gibbons. Those two seem to have a pretty legit chemistry playing together. Gibbons had four goals and 11 points in six games before Megna was called up and one goal and six points in seven games since.

The return of Megna means the Penguins will have to scratch three healthy forwards for tomorrow’s game at Syracuse. One forward who I think has elevated himself above that lineup bubble is Dominik Uher. He’s not trucking guys in open ice or scoring a million goals, but his physical game is solid, his offensive contributions consistent and his effort noticeable.

That leaves Tom Kuhnhackl, Bobby Farnham, Adam Payerl, Paul Thompson, Anton Zlobin and Mike Carman as bubble guys. A Zlobin trip to Wheeling to get some playing time remains a possibility.

Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond hasn’t officially been ruled out for this weekend, but he didn’t practice again today due to a lower-body injury.

Ruopp has been practicing pretty regularly for at least a week with WBS, and since he’s not immediately going to beat out Reid McNeill or Nick D’Agostino for the sixth D spot in the AHL, it’s probably best for him to go to the ECHL. His reputation is that of a physical defender and he has the size for it. It’s nearly impossible to gauge a young player’s physical game by seeing him only in practice. Judging that requires some game action, which Ruopp will now get.

One potential personnel change this week that might be interesting to watch involves a switch in D pairs — Harrington-Dumoulin and McNeill/D’Agostino-Mikkelson rather than Harrington-Mikkelson and McNeill/D’Agostino-Dumoulin.

Possibly hampered a bit by an upper-body injury suffered in an NHL exhibition game, Dumoulin has been off to a slow start this season by his standards. Pairing him with Harrington, who has been very solid, might get him going a bit. Then Mikkelson, the most experienced D man, can work with McNeill and D’Agostino, the two D with the least experience. Makes sense.

One note before I go: The first episode of Chillin’ with the Penguins for this season tapes tonight at 6 at Coal Street and airs before Saturday’s game on WQMY My Network TV. Guests are scheduled to be the boys from Brown, Harry Zolnierczyk and Bobby Farnham, which should make for a lively show.

Bye for now,

jb
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AHL action 11/12

November 12th, 2013

4 Comments

I feel like there’s a lot of action going on in the AHL lately, just not around these parts. For example:

– In Syracuse, you’ve got the fallout from the Stamkos injury. J.T. Brown, not Nikita Kucherov or Vladislav Namestnikov, goes up.

– In Hershey, you’ve got all-star D Tomas Kundratek out with a torn ACL.

– In Binghamton, you’ve got Stephane Da Costa named player of the week after a five-point night Saturday.

– In Norfolk, you’ve got Dave Steckel in town and Viktor Fasth and Matt Beleskey arriving on conditioning assignments.

– In Glens Falls, you have reps from the Portland ownership group coming in for a tour.

– In Oklahoma City, reporters are graced with the presence of Ilya Bryzgalov. The enigmatic goalie didn’t play this morning for the Barons as speculated, but Ryan Whitney played for San Antonio and had a goal and an assist.

– In Rochester, you’ve got the Patrick Kaleta Transformation Process.

– And best of all, in Providence, you’ve got a goalie fight.

All this craziness, and not much going on at Coal Street. A pretty long, fairly physical practice and some special teams work after an 0-2 weekend. Today, I’ll write about the Penguins leading the AHL in penalty minutes and how that’s impacted their results lately.

I’m also working on stories about Harry Zolnierczyk’s scoring touch — he’s got 7 goals in 10 games — and Chris Conner’s streaky scoring.

Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Peter Merth are the only players on the roster who did not practice due to injury. Coach John Hynes said Leblond is day to day and should resume practicing before Friday. Nick Drazenovic was back at practice after missing last week with an injury. His return should give a shot in the arm to the power play.

At the very least, I can drop an interesting nugget before I go.

When rookie Anton Zlobin made his pro debut in Springfield on Sunday, he became the first Russian player to suit up for WBS in more than 10 years. Before Zlobin, the last Russian to play in a game was Alexander Zevakhin on Dec. 29, 2002. He was released two days later. The Penguins have had a Belarussian, a Ukrainian and a Kazakhstani since then, but no Russians.

Anyone want to take a guess at the identity of those last three guys? I’ll put the answers in a comment.

Bye for now,

jb
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Springfield 4, WBS 3 11/10

November 10th, 2013

2 Comments

There were two parts to this game today, a 4-3 Springfield win over the WBS Penguins.

The first 50 minutes were a referee-ruined mess. In the first 35 minutes, Chris Brown and Jean-Philippe Sylvania gave out nine power plays — eight to Springfield and one to the Penguins. They must have felt bad about that disparity, so they gave the Penguins three five-on-three power plays late in the second and into the third.

When the whistles finally stopped, it was basically a wash.

Springfield scored two PPG in the first period. The Penguins converted on one of their five-on-threes on a goal by Brian Dumoulin late in the second and scored right after the third one ended on Simon Despres’ second goal of the game midway through the third.

In the second period, Despres and Springfield’s Frederic St. Denis managed to trade even-strength goals, which was almost a miracle considering how many penalties were called. So it’s 3-3 going into the second part of the game, the last 10 minutes, when the result would be decided.

With about three minutes to go, Andrew Ebbett was carrying a puck out from behind the net when he wiped out. I would have needed to see another camera angle to see if he was tripped. I don’t think he was. Anyway, as Ebbett went down, he tried a diagonal clearing attempt. Tim Erixon kept it in at the left point and hit Darryl Boyce in the slot.

Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made the first save, but the rebound went to former Penguins captain Ryan Craig at the right post with an empty net in front of him. Ebbett made a nice sliding dive to stop Craig’s first shot, but Craig stuffed in the loose puck to give the Falcons the win.

I’m not keen on making too many assessments about how the Penguins are playing based on this game, since it was called so poorly, but I will note a couple of stats. For one, the Penguins are 2-3-2 since starting the season 6-0. For another, the Penguins’ penalty kill is at 69.2 percent in their five losses (18 for 26) and 90 percent in their eight wins (36 of 40).

Put those two together and it seems to me that the Penguins need to stay out of the box and clean up the turnover situation before they get back on track.

There were some personnel changes after a 6-5 loss to Albany on Friday. RW Anton Zlobin made his pro debut after missing the first games of the season due to shoulder surgery. I didn’t notice him much, but if he wasn’t playing special teams, I don’t know how I could have. RW Paul Thompson was also back in the lineup after missing four games as a healthy scratch. They replaced Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, who I believe to be banged up a bit, and LW Tom Kuhnhackl, who I think is healthy. Also, D Reid McNeill was in for D Nick D’Agostino, who had a couple of costly turnovers on Friday.

Check back for the next update Tuesday.

Bye for now,

jb
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Albany 6, WBS 5 11/8

November 9th, 2013

2 Comments

The best way to sum up Albany’s 6-5 win over WBS tonight might be to transcribe the first few questions of coach John Hynes’ post-game press conference.

Q: What did you think went wrong in the first eight minutes when you fell behind 2-0?

 A: “We weren’t good in any phase.”

Q: How much did goaltending play into it?

 A: “As much as any other part of the game. It was a combined effort.”

Q: What about your D-zone coverage? It seemed like Albany had some time and space to make plays.

 A “Not good enough.”

Q: What did you think of the way you took care of the puck? It seemed like some turnovers hurt you.

 A: “Yep. Not good enough.”

Q: What were you thinking when you came back to make it 5-5? Despite all the problems, you were in the game.

 A: “When it was 5-5, it wasn’t a comfortable comeback. It was still sloppy. Still not good enough. There were a lot of leaky situations going on. It wasn’t much of a different feeling than when we were down by two. It was nice that we pushed it to come back, but we never rectified our game.”

Let me fill in some blanks to further describe the sloppiness.

Albany took a 2-0 lead early on a power play goal by Reid Boucher and a bad-angle Rostislav Olesz shot.

The Penguins tried to make three comebacks, getting goals from Harry Zolnierczyk, Scott Harrington and Tom Kostopoulos to get within one. Albany answered all those, on two goals by Mike Sislo and one by Kelly Zajac, to go back up by two.

Early in the third, the Penguins made a fourth comeback attempt and this one had legs. In a span of 46 seconds, Mike Carman scored out of a net-front scramble and a Chris Conner centering pass intended for Brian Gibbons hit a defender and went in to tie it 5-5.

The game winner came with 8:15 left. On an Albany power play, relief goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made a pad stop on a Sislo shot from the left point. It bounced off Mikkelson and in.

Deslauriers (7-1-2) takes his first regulation loss of the season despite stopping 6-of-7 shots in one period of work. Peter Mannino started and gave up five goals on 19 shots in 40 minutes.

With all this talk about defensive mistakes, D-zone coverage, subpar goaltending and turnovers, it’s important to note the power play shouldn’t get off the hook here either. They had two 5-on-3s lasting more than a minute apiece in the last 25 minutes of the game and did not score.

All around, a very messy game.

The Penguins have their last Saturday off of the season tomorrow before heading to Springfield for a Sunday game. Mikkelson said he thinks the Penguins will spend a chunk of the day off watching video of tonight’s game. Judging by the tone of Hynes’ press conference, I think he’s probably right.

Bye for now,

jb
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PL3 and shootouts 11/7

November 7th, 2013

0 Comments

Don’t let the headline fool you. I’m not advocating for Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond to be included in the WBS shootout lineup (even though that would be fun). Those are two separate topics of discussion today.

On Leblond, the Penguins announced today that he has signed a two-year, two-way NHL contract.

I think this is the way Pittsburgh would ideally like to handle organizational toughness going forward. Have a couple guys on the NHL roster who can handle most business (Engelland, Bortuzzo, Glass) and a true heavyweight on a two-way for salary flexibility.

Leblond has been very good in the first 11 games for WBS. With C Zach Sill and RW Bobby Farnham, he gives the Penguins a fourth line that plays exactly how you’d like a fourth line to play. He’s also second in the league in fighting majors with six, two behind leader Zack Stortini of Norfolk.

The voters at dropyourgloves.com have PL3 at 3-1-2 for the year, with the loss coming to Bridgeport’s Brett Gallant on opening night. It was a loss only in the sense that if you were scoring it like a boxing judge scores a round, you’d probably give a 10-9 edge to Gallant. In reality, it was just a good, long scrap between talented heavyweights.

I don’t really like getting too caught up in that boxing scoring business, so this is the bottom line: PL3 is in the elite tier of AHl heavyweights, he can play a hard, physical game and now he can be called up should Pittsburgh decide it needs that element. One caveat: Because he has upgraded from an AHL contract to an NHL contract, PL3 has to clear waivers before he can return to the WBS roster. You’d assume that’s a formality, but that’s basically how Tom Kostopoulos ended up in New Jersey last year, so you never know.

Now on shootouts. WBS has been bad in two shootouts so far this year. They’re 0-2, having scored on none of their eight attempts and having allowed four goals on seven attempts against. The question I have is this: Will they get better in this department or will it be a season-long weakness?

First, let’s look at the goalies. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers has been the goalie for both shootouts this year, and his .429 shootout save percentage isn’t good. Generally speaking, shooters score on one out of every three shootout attempts, so .667 would be an average shootout save percentage.

In his AHL career, he’s been a little below average (a 10-16 win-loss record and a .622 save percentage). In his NHL career, he’s been a little above average (5-3, .725).

Peter Mannino has been maybe a little better than Deslauriers on the whole, but not to the point where you would consider a goalie change before the shootout like some teams have done in the past. Mannino is 8-8 with a .667 save percentage in his AHL shootout career.

To sum that all up, the Penguins should get better shootout goaltending as the season goes on, but neither guy is exactly a shootout ace.

Now for the shooters. The Penguins are 0-for-8 so far, so they have to get better in that regard. Can’t get any worse.

Coach John Hynes said today after practice that he’s still experimenting with his shootout lineup, which makes perfect sense given the 0-2 start. The shootout at the end of practice was particularly interesting.

Usually, in the shootout contest known as Juice Boy, players shoot until they make one. The last player who hasn’t made one is the loser. Today, as they sometimes do, they reversed the process. Players shot until the missed. The last man standing was the winner.

In the first round, you saw why the Penguins have had problems in the shootout so far. Only seven guys scored: Harry Zolnierczyk, Simon Despres, Dominik Uher, Brendan Mikkelson, Reid McNeill, Nick D’Agostino and Harrison Ruopp. In the second round, Uher, McNeill and D’Agostino were eliminated. In the third round, Mikkelson and Ruopp went out. That left Zolnierczyk and Despres in a one-on-one battle that went on for a while.

Despres eventually won, scoring on 6 of his 9 attempts. Zolnierczyk scored on 5 of 9. Bottom line: If the Penguins get in another shootout soon, you might see those two guys in the lineup.

In case you’re really interested in this topic, I’ve made up a chart of the career AHL shootout success rates for all the players on the Penguins roster.

If you want to look it over, it follows after the jump. If you want a summary, here it is. Andrew Ebbett (8-for-19) is a very good shootout guy in his career. Nick Drazenovic, who was hurt and didn’t play last night, is very good too (18-for-45). Chris Conner is OK (7-of-21). After that, Hynes is probably going to be looking for the hot hand.

One other note before I go that is hockey related and is something you might not be aware of: If you’re a Comcast customer in the WBS area, you get a free preview of top-tier sports networks like the NHL Network and NBCSN from Nov. 11-17.

The shootout stats are after the jump. Bye for now,

jb
Syracuse 4, WBS 3 (shootout) 11/6

November 6th, 2013

2 Comments

At the risk of playing into ethnic stereotypes, this Syracuse Crunch team is probably the last team in the AHL you would want to get into a shootout with.

They’ve got a bunch of super-skilled Russians, some French-Canadian flair, a Swiss kid, a Latvian goalie. It’s like the United Nations if U.N. delegates could dangle.

So in retrospect, the Penguins’ best chances at getting two points tonight came when they had a 3-2 lead with 7 minutes left in regulation and when they had two great scoring chances in overtime. Those situations didn’t pan out, Syracuse scored on 2 of its 3 attempts and the Penguins scored on none of their four and the end result was a 4-3 shootout win for the Crunch.

Syracuse flung it around pretty good in the first period and took a 2-1 lead. Danick Gauthier scored on a breakaway after picking off an Andrew Ebbett pass in the D zone and Nikita Nestorov scored an all-Russian power-play goal from Nikita Kucherov and Vladislav Namestnikov.

The Penguins buckled it up in the second and third. They also answered both Crunch goals. Harry Zolnierczyk cashed in his own rebound in the first period and Ebbett scored on a wraparound — thanks in large part to the new shallower nets — in the second.

In the third, the teams traded plays I would describe as goaltending errors. Syracuse’s Kristers Gudlevskis left his net to play a bouncing loose puck, but Ebbett got there first to slide it past him at 12:47. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers dropped a J.P. Cote slap shot from the left point that he normally would have eaten up and Evan Rankin scored on the rebound at 15:38.

The Penguins had two great chances to win in overtime.

In the first minute, Zolnierczyk was hooked on a breakaway. Gudlevskis made the save on the penalty shot with the tip of his right pad.

I’ll have to look it up, but I don’t think there was a single overtime penalty shot in the first 14 years of WBS hockey. Now there’s been one in back-to-back home games.

In the last minute, Chris Conner made a nifty drop pass to get Gudlevskis out of position and give Brian Dumoulin a shot from the slot. Rankin made what I would consider the play of game, sliding into the crease to block the shot. In soccer and field hockey, I believe they call it a non-keeper save.

One last note before I go. Dominik Uher had to be helped off the ice, favoring his left leg, after an awkward hit in the final seconds of regulation. It looked bad at the time, but coach John Hynes said Uher was back on the bench before the end of overtime.

Bye for now,

jb
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Kucherov, Mormina, Zlobin and more

November 5th, 2013

Comments Off

A good way to hit on a variety of topics today is probably a quick transcription of coach John Hynes’ post-practice comments:

On last weekend vs. Hershey:

“We played well. That was something we wanted to rectify from the previous weekend. We had a good week of practice and then we were able to execute and find a way to win some games.”

On Syracuse and defending AHL player of the week Nikita Kucherov coming to town tomorrow:

“Their team in general is real fast and very good. I think they’re 5-1 in their last six games. He’s definitely a real special player, but anytime a guy is doing a real good job offensively, you have to be aware of his linemates and how the team is playing. We respect him and we respect their whole team. We’re going to need to make sure we’re on top of our game to stop all of them.”

On the first mid-week game of the season:

“It’s actually great timing. It was nice for us early in the year. We were able to implement a lot, teach a lot, and then review quite a few things and really work on our conditioning. We have those foundations in place. What are we, six weeks in now? It’s nice now for the games to pick up.”

On Nick Drazenovic and Reid McNeill, who did not practice today:

“Those guys are day to day.”

On rookie Anton Zlobin, who did practice today:

“He may be a week or two away. He’s back to full contact, so we’re trying to give him multiple reps in practice. Then we’ll make a decision in the next week whether he’s going to play some games here or play some games in Wheeling. He’s on the way back.”

On the return of captain Joey Mormina as a member of the Syracuse Crunch tomorrow:

“I think it’ll be a good ovation. He spent a lot of time here. He did a lot for our team. He was a team captain and he did a great job. We went to the conference finals. We certainly miss Joe. He was an excellent player for us and I think we all respect what he’s done for our organization.”

Otherwise, I’m working on a story for tomorrow about rookie D Scott Harrington, including his thoughts on defending Kucherov and the success of his former D partner, Olli Maatta, in Pittsburgh.

This weekend, I’ll have a story about goalie fights and whether something needs to be done to stop situations like the Ray Emery Incident from last weekend.

One link before I go: Tom Green was filling in for Artie Lange on the Artie Lange Show last night, and he and Jon Ritchie interviewed Paul Bissonnette. It’s interesting to hear a long-form interview with Biz Nasty like this. He always used to be an a fun guy to talk to when he was in Wilkes-Barre, but now he’s polished up the edges and become a pretty good ambassador for the sport, interacting with media members who may not know the ins and outs of pro hockey. Who’d have guessed it?

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Hershey 2 11/2

November 2nd, 2013

4 Comments

The stat of the night is this: The WBS Penguins beat the Hershey Bears on consecutive days for the first time in more than eight years, winning 4-2 tonight after taking a 3-2 overtime decision last night.

It’s not quite as monumental as it sounds, since the Penguins have only had three chances to play the Bears on back-to-back days since the two-game sweep in October of 2005, but it’s a stat nonetheless.

For the first half of tonight’s game, it didn’t look like it was going to happen.

Hershey dominated the first 10 minutes of the game, out-skating and out-hitting the Penguins and taking a 2-0 lead on goals by David Kolomatis and Jeff Taffe.

From there, it looked like goalie David Leggio was going to steal one. He robbed Brian Gibbons twice on a 5-on-3 advantage in the first period and stopped no fewer than seven Grade A scoring chances in the second.

But the Penguins kept skating and kept putting pucks on net, and eventually they cracked Leggio three times in the second.

Chris Conner followed up a Gibbons shot at 4:54. Harry Zolnierczyk scored on a two-on-none with Nick Drazenovic on a bad line change at 10:00. Finally, Tom Kuhnhackl tipped in a Philip Samuelsson point shot 47.1 seconds before intermission to give the Penguins the lead for good.

Hershey cranked it up a bit in the third and went on the power play three times, but the Penguins held on. Coach John Hynes said he’d like to see his team protect a lead a little better. Andrew Ebbett took advantage of a puck misplayed by Leggio for an insurance goal with 1:56 remaining.

So to sum it up, the Penguins played poorly for 10 minutes, great for 30 and then held the lead from there. It was a weekend they sort of needed after going 0-1-1 last Friday and Saturday. Now, they get ready for their first midweek game of the season Wednesday.

Check back Tuesday for the next blog update.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Hershey 2 (OT) 11/1

November 2nd, 2013

Comments Off

For two periods plus tonight, WBS and Hershey played the kind of game WBS and Hershey usually play. Tight checking. Hard hitting. A little nasty.

Derek Whitmore and Dominik Uher traded power-play goals in the first. Dane Byers got behind the Penguins defense and gave Hershey a 2-1 lead in the second. Nick Drazenovic won a faceoff right to Tom Kostopoulos at the right hash marks for a top-corner one-timer to tie it before the midpoint of the third.

Then with about 5 minutes left, things got really interesting.

– Simon Despres was playing a puck in his skates when Byers came over the middle and trucked him. Looked to me to be a Tito Santana-style forearm to the head. Philip Samuelsson jumped Byers. Brian Gibbons joined the fray. Despres got up, skated off on his own and shortly thereafter, returned to the game. Byers got a charging major and Samuelsson the old 2-5-10 for instigating. In 1993, it would have been a highlight-reel hit for Byers. In 2013, it a major and maybe even a short suspension.

– When the penalties cycled out, the Penguins went on a three-minute power play starting with 3:14 left in the game. They didn’t do much.

– About halfway through overtime, Hershey’s Nicolas Deschamps bumped Penguins goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers behind the net as he played a puck. Just a bump, not a clobbering, but Deslauriers’ helmet came off and a goalie interference penalty was called.

– A few seconds into the 4-on-3. Hershey’s Matt Watkins got a shorthanded break and was hooked. Penalty shot. Watkins made a nice backhand move, but Deslauriers got his left pad or blocker in the way of it — he said it was a little bit of both — to keep the game going.

– With 24.7  seconds left, Nick Drazenovic made a pass from the right post to Brendan Mikkelson at the right hash marks and he scored his second OT goal of the season to give the Penguins the win.

Quite a bit going on at the end there, huh?

Anyway, big game for Deslauriers, who made a couple other five-star stops in addition to the penalty shot. Big game for Drazenovic, who assisted on all three goals. And big game for Kostopoulos, who had the Gordie Howe hat trick — a goal, two assists and a fight with Byers in the first period.

Did a little digging about Hershey and WBS playing on consecutive days, like they do this weekend. It’s only happened nine times before. Hershey swept three times, WBS swept three times and there were two splits. Twice, back in 2002-03, the Penguins won the first game and tied the second.

The 10th consecutive-day meeting should be an interesting one tomorrow. I don’t know if there will be lingering hostility due to the Byers hit on Despres. It’s a possibility.

Bye for now,

jb
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Phantoms penalty kill moves to second in the league 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The penalty kill has been the most consistent element of the Phantoms' game this season. 

Cal Heeter said it was their "strong suit" after the Phantoms' first home win, 2-1 over Springfield Oct. 30.

After killing four penalties against Springfield Friday, the Phantoms now have the second best penalty kill in the league. They have killed 88.9 percent of power plays, allowing only six goals on 54 chances.

Only Norfolk has a better penalty kill. The Admirals have killed 90.7 percent of power plays (seven goals on 75 chances) and have scored three shorthanded goals. (Shorthanded goals do not factor into the ranking.)

Friday's game was a matchup between two of the best penalty kills in the league and two of the worst power plays - the Phantoms were third on the penalty kill and 28th on the power play, while the Falcons were fourth and 30th. 

November 09, 2013 2:06 pm

(0)  

Game 12: Phantoms 3, Falcons 0 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The ball just kept rolling for the Phantoms Friday night.

With a 3-0 win over Springfield, the Phantoms won their fifth straight game (a new Adirondack Phantoms record) and recorded their first shutout of the season.

It was also Cal Heeter's first professional shutout. Most of the Falcons' shots were from the perimeter but they had a few good grade-A chances and chances on scrambles in front of the net.

Matt Mangene said the Phantoms "played a good team game and just stuck to what has been working for us. Heets made some big stops in net and kept us in the game."

Mangene scored his first goal of the season in the third period. He took the puck out of the scrum off a faceoff at center ice, beat the defenseman and put it over the goalie's left shoulder.

Chris VandeVelde scored his fourth goal of the season to put the Phantoms on the board in the first period. He is now tied as the team's leading goal scorer with Rob Bordson. Jason Akeson had the first assist to join Nick Cousins as the team's leading scorer's with eight points.

Tye McGinn scored his third goal of the season in the second period. (He was credited with three goals on the season after the Phantoms win over Binghamton Nov. 1, but the league later determined Cousins actually scored one of the goals with which McGinn had been credited.

The game was a matchup between two of the best penalty kills in the league (the Phantoms were third and Falcons fourth going into the game) and two of the worst power plays (the Phantoms were 28th and the Falcons 30th going into the game). So, there's no surprise that no power play goals were scored.

November 09, 2013 1:00 am

(0)  

Live blog Game 11: Phantoms 3, Devils 1 

Petr Straka scored his first professional goal ... and quickly added a second as the Phantoms won their fourth straight game to tie the Adirondack Phantoms record for longest winning streak.

Yann Danis also played his best game of the season, making 25 saves and allowing only one goal.

Street's OT goal caps comeback win over Admirals

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 20, 2013 12:00 AM 

Updated: November 20, 2013 12:08 AM     

After having their nine-game winning streak snapped on the weekend, the Abbotsford Heat got back to doing what they do best on Tuesday – rallying to win in the third period.

The Heat erased a pair of two-goal deficits against the Milwaukee Admirals, stealing a 4-3 victory on Ben Street's power-play goal at 3:23 of overtime.

The host Admirals had built a 2-0 lead on first-period goals by Austin Watson and Simon Moser, before Blair Jones got the Heat on the board with a man-advantage marker early in the second.

Milwaukee forward Miikka Salomaki, who had assisted on the Admirals' first two goals, picked up his third point of the night just over four minutes later to restore the two-goal cushion.

But the Heat rallied in the third, knotting the score on goals by Markus Granlund and Greg Nemisz, setting the stage for Street in OT. With Milwaukee defenceman Anthony Bitetto banished to the box for high-sticking, the Heat needed just 13 seconds of power-play time to end matters, as Chad Billins and Jones picked up assists on Street's ninth goal of the season.

Billins finished with three assists for Abbotsford, which went 2-for-6 on the power play and now sits sixth in the AHL with a 21.9 per cent success rate.

Heat goalie Joni Ortio improved to 8-0 on the season with a 37-save outing, helping Abbotsford (14-5-1, 29 points) stay atop the AHL overall standings. Milwaukee (8-3-4, 20 points) is fifth in the Western Conference.

ICE CHIPS:

• All three of the game stars – Ortio, Salomaki and Granlund – hailed from Finland.

• The Heat continue their road swing on Wednesday night vs. the Rockford IceHogs.

Heat win streak extinguished as Bryzgalov backstops Barons to 4-1 triumph

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 16, 2013 11:00 PM 

Updated: November 16, 2013 11:50 PM     

Big games from C.J. Stretch and Ilya Bryzgalov combined to snuff the Abbotsford Heat's franchise-record regular season winning streak on Saturday evening.

The Heat had won nine in a row coming in, including a 5-4 win over the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday.

But the Barons were better in the rematch, thumping the Heat 4-1 at the Cox Convention Center while amassing a 35-26 edge in shots.

Stretch scored twice in the second period to break open a previously scoreless game, with linemates Austin Fyten and Andrew Miller picking up assists on both goals.

Paul Byron's goal at 9:59 of the third period would get the Heat to within one, but Linus Omark tallied on the power play less than two minutes later to provide some insurance, and Ben Eager scored into an empty net to round out the scoring.

Goaltender Bryzgalov (pictured below), the former NHL star signed by the Edmonton Oilers last week, had struggled in the first game of his AHL conditioning assignment with the Barons, giving up five goals on 24 shots on Friday.

He was much better Saturday, turning aside all but one of the pucks the Heat directed his way.

Bryzgalov's counterpart in the Abbotsford crease, Joey MacDonald, suffered his first loss as a member of the Heat after surrendering three goals on 34 shots.

The Heat (13-5-1) still lead the AHL with 27 points, and they finish off their seven-game road trip with four games this week. They play Tuesday at the Milwaukee Admirals, Wednesday at the Rockford IceHogs, and Saturday/Sunday at the Iowa Wild.

Street, Heat on cloud nine, extend franchise-record streak at OKC

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 15, 2013 8:00 PM 

Updated: November 16, 2013 5:24 PM     

Not even a multimillionaire goalie on his way back to the NHL could slow down Ben Street and the Abbotsford Heat on Friday.

The red-hot Street notched a hat trick, extending his personal point streak to five games and sparking the Heat to a 5-4 comeback win on the road vs. the Oklahoma City Barons.

The Heat boosted their franchise-record regular season win streak to nine games, while Barons goalie Ilya Bryzgalov took the loss in his first start of the season.

The quirky, quotable 33-year-old Russian was considered one of the NHL's elite netminders as recently as the 2010-11 season, but fell upon hard times after departing the Phoenix Coyotes to sign a nine-year, $51 million contract with the Philadelphia Flyers in the summer of 2011. This past June, after two subpar seasons, the Flyers bought out the remaining seven years of his contract.

The Edmonton Oilers, currently last overall in the NHL and receiving shaky 'tending from Devan Dubnyk, rolled the dice on Bryzgalov, signing him to a one-year contract last week and sending him to the Barons for a conditioning stint.

He didn't sparkle statistically in his debut – Street and the Heat got to him for five goals on just 24 shots, which works out to a .792 save percentage.

"It's fun when you're playing a world-class goalie," said Street, who has racked up seven goals and five assists during his recent scoring splurge. "It was pretty cool – obviously he's in the media a lot, and a lot of coverage lately.

"We didn't really know what to expect from him coming in . . .  It's always a good test for our guys when you're playing a goalie of an NHL calibre."

Street started the game on a line with Michael Ferland and Blair Jones, but the trio was on the ice for all three Barons goals as the hosts built a 3-1 lead in the second period. Markus Granlund had opened the scoring for the Heat with his sixth goal in nine games at 4:02 of the first, but OKC responded with tallies by Andrew Miller, C.J. Stretch and Denis Grebeshkov.

The Heat, though, struck for two power-play goals in 59 seconds, courtesy Ben Hanowski and Street, to knot the score midway through the middle frame.

Ryan Hamilton would restore the Barons' lead at 14:11 of the second, but Street scored two goals 27 seconds apart early in the third, and Abbotsford hung on to win as goalie Joni Ortio improved to 7-0 on the season. He stopped 24 of 28 OKC shots.

"Tonight and last game (a 7-3 win over the Texas Stars), I didn't feel like I played that well for most of the game, but I'm getting the bounces," said Street, who finished the game flanked by Jones and Max Reinhart after his original line's inauspicious start.

"Our line went down -3 pretty quickly, and we weren't doing a great job of sorting out rushes . . . But we stuck with it and battled back, and it nice to get the win."

The Heat improved their AHL-best record to 13-4-1 for 27 points, while their West Division rival Barons fell to 6-7-2 for 14 points.

"We haven't had the perfect recipe every game," Street said, reflecting on the Heat's streak. "But the good thing about our group is, we feel if we stick with it, we have a chance to battle back and win."

ICE CHIPS:

• Two ex-Heat players who were involved in last week's trade between the NHL parent clubs, the Calgary Flames and Edmonton Oilers, were in uniform for the Barons on Friday. Forward Roman Horak posted two assists and a +1 rating against his old team, while goalie Laurent Brossoit served as Bryzgalov's backup.

• The Heat and Barons renew hostilities on Saturday at the Cox Convention Center (5 p.m. Pacific time, CIVL 101.7 FM).

Rookie centre Knight making major impact with Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 14, 2013 12:00 PM 

Updated: November 14, 2013 12:50 PM     

From a thrilling spring to a traumatic summer to a tremendous fall, this year has already been one for the time capsule for Corban Knight.

One can only imagine what winter will bring – his NHL debut, perhaps? – but let’s focus on the present for the time being.

Knight, a 23-year-old centre, is off to a sizzling start to his first professional season – through 17 games with the Abbotsford Heat, he’s tied with veteran Blair Jones for the team lead in points with 16 (six goals, 10 assists). Two of his goals have been game-winners, and he also boasts a team-best +8 rating.

“Right now, in terms of his development, the sky is the limit,” Heat head coach Troy Ward said. “He can turn into a top-six forward (at the NHL level) over time.

“He’s got huge-end skill. He’s a prolific passer – he can move the puck really well, and he does it very subtly, very skillfully, very artfully. He can also shoot the puck very well – he shoots it better than most NHL players.”

In light of that string of superlatives, it’s remarkable that the Florida Panthers, who drafted him in the fifth round of the 2009 NHL entry draft, didn’t seem to hold Knight in such high esteem back in the spring.

Knight had wrapped up a stellar four-year run with the University of North Dakota Fighting Sioux, fashioning a banner senior year with the perennial powerhouse NCAA program. He racked up 49 points (16 goals, 33 assists) in 41 games in 2012-13 and was a top-10 finalist for the Hobey Baker Award as the top college player in the United States.

But he wasn’t able to come to terms on a contract with the Panthers, and they allowed him to speak with other teams. He ended up choosing the Calgary Flames, who shipped a fourth-round pick to Florida in exchange for his rights and subsequently signed him.

“After my season ended in college, it just seemed like there wasn’t a lot of mutual interest,” Knight said, reflecting on the end of his tenure as a Panthers prospect. “They had a lot of young guys who were kind of in the same situation (in their careers) as me, and I looked around the league and I saw there was a lot of opportunity for a young centreman coming out of college.

“It was just one of those things where I don’t think we really saw eye to eye, and when it came down to it, we just knew it was time to part ways.”

Knight already had a certain level of familiarity with the Flames organization – his father Jack is a staff member with the Christian sports ministry Athletes in Action, and has served as a chaplain with the NHL club for several years.

Jack Knight didn’t lobby his son to join the Flames by any means, but the younger Knight did appreciate his father’s input.

“The fact that my dad spoke so highly of the management and the guys on the team made it a little bit easier, because you knew you were getting into a situation where it was a quality bunch of guys,” he said.

“But other than that, it was a thing where he respected my decision and he was going to support me no matter what.”

CATASTROPHIC FLOOD

Knight’s initial focus over the summer was getting himself into peak condition to challenge for a roster spot with the NHL club, but he and his family encountered some unexpected adversity.

On the morning of June 20, Knight drove from his home in High River, just south of Calgary, into the city for a workout session. When it ended, he glanced on his phone and saw he’d missed several calls from his mom and dad.

Over the previous two hours, the Highwood River had flooded its banks, causing massive devastation in the town of 13,000. The Knight family home, located just a stone’s throw from the river, was among the hardest hit.

“It literally happened in a couple hours, because I’d left that morning and everything was fine,” he said.

“We’d been there for 13 years. It was tough, just to see all the stuff you lose, all those family heirlooms and memories that you can’t really get back, and the kind of toll it takes on your parents.”

Once authorities allowed evacuated residents back into town, the Knights found that their house was still structurally sound.

“But both basements and the main floor were hit pretty hard, so we had to completely strip that,” he said. “We’re in the midst of the renovations right now. The plan is to be back in by Christmas, but we’ll see what happens.

“But everything happens for a reason – there’s been a lot of positives to come out of it. To see how our friends and family and people around Alberta and all over the country have rallied around High River, it’s been a pretty special thing to see. To say you were a part of that, you kind of take pride in it.”

ROOKIE GROWTH

Since arriving in Abbotsford this fall, Knight has put up numbers from the get-go, thriving both at centre and occasionally on the right wing with a variety of linemates.

Ward said that the growth area for the youngster is to learn to play a conscientious game in all three zones and to compete hard on a shift-to-shift, game-to-game basis.

“His progress . . . has been in his overall play, in the 200-foot scheme of things,” Ward said. “How does he handle the defensive zone, how does he handle the pace of a 200-foot pro game? Those are things he’s learning as he goes through the process, and he’s also learning how to be a more consistent player.

“But he’s doing a really, really good job. He’s made as many strides as any player we have here, in terms of growth areas he has.”

Knight acknowledged the that grind of the AHL, with its occasional three-games-in-three-days scheduling quirks, has been an adjustment.

“It can definitely take a toll on you mentally and physically,” he said. “Just trying to be the best you can be in those types of games, learning how to handle those situations, is extremely important.

“You’ve got to be very good in all three zones, and that’s something I pride myself on and want to get better at . . . it’s something I know I need to work on to get to the next level.”

Jones, Ortio spark Heat to franchise-record eighth straight win

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 13, 2013 9:00 PM 

Updated: November 14, 2013 8:57 AM     

The last time the Abbotsford Heat visited the Cedar Park Center, they sustained a 9-3 beatdown at the hands of the host Texas Stars.

Blair Jones and Joni Ortio made sure that didn't happen again.

Jones keyed an offensive explosion on Wednesday night with three goals and two assists, and goalie Ortio's stellar play kept the Heat afloat at times despite being badly outshot (48-23).

The end result was a 7-3 Abbotsford victory – the team's eighth in a row, a new franchise record for consecutive regular season wins. They boosted their AHL-best record to 12-4-1 for 25 points.

The Stars out-shot the Heat 18-7 in the first period, but Ortio held them in long enough for Jones to open the scoring. He was sent in on a breakaway by defenceman Chad Billins, and beat Stars tender Cristopher Nilstorp.

Brett Olson made it 2-0 just 37 seconds later, scoring on the power play with Jones and Michael Ferland picking up assists.

Jones notched another man-advantage marker early in the second to stake the Heat to a three-goal lead, but strikes by Scott Glennie and Colton Sceviour drew the hosts to within one.

Just 17 seconds before the intermission, though, Ben Street scored to restore a two-goal lead for the Heat.

The Stars got back to within a goal on Francis Wathier's shorthanded tally at 5:55 of the third, but Street notched his second of the game on the same power play just 30 seconds later.

The Heat cruised from there, as goals by Corban Knight and Jones (into an empty net) rounded out the scoring.

Abbotsford's top line of Jones, Street and Ferland combined for 12 points (five goals, seven assists) in the win, while the Heat went 3-for-3 on the power play, compared to the Stars' 1-for-5 mark.

Wednesday's game marked the start of a seven-game road trip for the Heat, and it continues with games at the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday and Saturday.

Ilya Bryzgalov, the colourful former NHL goalie signed by the Edmonton Oilers (the Barons' parent club) last week, is set to make the start for OKC on Friday. He's with the Barons on a conditioning stint.

Heat captaincy is ‘cherry on top’ for Abbotsford product Arsene

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 13, 2013 3:00 PM 

Updated: November 13, 2013 4:08 PM     

It's one of the highest accolades in all of team sports – being voted captain by your teammates.

Dean Arsene tasted that honour last week, as his mates on the Abbotsford Heat elected him captain.

Remarkably, it's the fifth time in Arsene's 12-year AHL career that he's worn the captain's C. He also served in the top player leadership role with the Hershey Bears (2006-08), Springfield Falcons (2009-10), Peoria Rivermen (2010-11) and Portland Pirates (2011-12).

There's been some buzz that five captaincies might be an AHL record, but the league doesn't track that stat per se, so it's difficult to officially confirm.

Regardless, it says a lot about the level of respect that Arsene has garnered in previous stops.

"It means a lot – to have the team vote on it, I really appreciate it from the guys," Arsene said. "It shows that what I’ve been doing, trying to help everybody out, kind of paid off.

"But it’s not one guy steering the ship. There’s 20 guys in the dressing room. We’ve got a great support staff with (Carter) Bancks and (Paul) Byron wearing the A's and so many other guys, (Ben) Street, (Greg) Nemisz, (Blair) Jones, so many older guys that help out and it’s leadership by committee.”

It's all the more special for Arsene to wear the C in Abbotsford, his hometown. As a free agent this past summer, coming off a season with the AHL's St. John's IceCaps, he decided he wanted to focus on joining the Heat, and landed a 25-game professional tryout contract just before training camp.

“It’s a dream come true just playing here in Abbotsford, having my family and my friends and being able to not be away from my wife and dog," he said with a grin. "It’s nice to be at home and be surrounded by people I usually don’t spend a lot of time with during hockey season. To have the C, it’s just the cherry on top.”

Heat head coach Troy Ward suggested that having a local player serve as captain is great for the community.

"He's been a leader on most every team he's been around," Ward marveled. "He's a leader on the ice, he's a leader off the ice. I think he's a leader during moments of truth, when life isn't always so easy. I think he has a good feel for the temperature of his teammates.

"He's at a point in his career where he doesn't have to do a lot of work on himself to get himself ready (to play). He's really able to feel the temperature of a room and get a sense of how everybody's doing."

Heat complete weekend sweep of Marlies, tie franchise record with seventh straight win

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 10, 2013 10:00 PM 

Updated: November 11, 2013 10:06 AM     

The Abbotsford Heat weren't supposed to have this much success, this soon.

Maybe they're just too young to know any better.

This particularly peachfuzz-laden edition of the Heat has been together for just 16 games, but they've already managed to tie the franchise's regular-season record for consecutive wins.

They racked up their seventh in a row on Sunday, beating the Toronto Marlies 6-3 at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, and find themselves atop the AHL's overall standings with an 11-4-1 record for 23 points.

Granted, the Heat are tied for the most games played in the league at this early juncture of the season, and Sunday's win was the first in the streak that was by more than one goal, so to paint them as a juggernaut isn't entirely accurate.

But give this group credit – despite the fact that a large segment of the roster is still acclimatizing themselves to pro hockey, they're finding ways to win. There's a sense of calm about them, and a confidence in their collective ability to generate offence when it's absolutely needed.

Take Sunday's game. The Heat were decisively the better team over the first 30 minutes of regulation, and built a 3-1 lead on goals by Chad Billins, Ben Street and Corban Knight. Knight's strike, a top-shelf laser beam of a wrist shot on the rush, blew up a bottle of red Gatorade on top of the Marlies net (see photo, bottom of page), leaving the area behind the cage looking like a crime scene for the balance of the second period.

The Marlies, though, rallied to tie – Trevor Smith scored on a five-on-three just past the midway point of the second, and Jerry D'Amigo leveled the score at 6:10 of the third when he swatted home a bouncing puck on a chaotic goalmouth sequence.

But the Heat stuck with it, and pumped in three goals in the last eight minutes.

Brett Olson snapped the tie during a stretch of four-on-four hockey, finishing off a tic-tac-toe passing play that began with a nice rush by defenceman Tyler Wotherspoon, who laid it off to Knight, who in turn found Olson with a cross-ice pass for the tap-in.

Markus Granlund, with his fifth goal in seven games, gave the Heat some insurance. Hauled down after being sent in alone by Paul Byron, the Finnish rookie made short work of Marlies goalie Garret Sparks on the ensuing penalty shot, whipping a quick shot between his legs.

Michael Ferland, with his fourth point in two weekend wins vs. Toronto, rounded out the scoring with an empty-net goal, while goalie Joey MacDonald made 24 saves for his second win in two starts with Abbotsford.

"It's a fun locker room right now," Billins acknowledged with a grin afterward. "The guys are definitely on the up. But you know what, everyone realizes that you've got to come prepared every day. Win or lose the day before, you've got to kind of erase that and come refocused every day and come to work."

Olson echoed the notion that the Heat are working to ward off complacency.

"We look back at each game and know where we haven't done so well in certain areas, and known that we've been lucky to win some in this streak," he admitted.

"We're happy with where we're at, we're happy with how we've been doing. But we've just got to keep it all in perspective and learn from each game, and maintain that confidence that when we get in tight situations like this, that we can win. That's something that sits well with both the coaches and the players right now."

Billins, a defenceman, notched his team-high sixth goal of the season late in the first period when he pinched in from the point to clean up a juicy rebound off Greg Nemisz's initial shot.

The second-year pro is coming off a stint with the Calgary Flames that saw him make his NHL debut on Nov. 5 vs. the Minnesota Wild, and notch two assists in two games before being sent back down on Saturday.

He was terrific both nights vs. the Marlies – he picked up an assist and was on the ice for three of the Heat's four goals in a 4-3 win Saturday, and he was +3 on Sunday.

"That was definitely a special time," Billins said, reflecting on his first NHL stint. "It's something you dream of, to be able to play your first game . . . I was able to have my family there in Minnesota.

"It was definitely a great experience, and I tried to learn as much as I could while I was up there. But coming back down here, I think the guys welcomed me right back in, and it felt good to get a couple wins this weekend."

Heat head coach Troy Ward noted that the 24-year-old Billins, who played four years at Ferris State University and helped the AHL's Grand Rapids Griffins win the Calder Cup last year, is somewhat more mature than most second-year pros.

"He’s got some poise to his game and a little bit of understanding of what it takes and I think he’s brought that," Ward said. "I didn’t expect him to play quite as good as he did this weekend.

"Chad responded to the minutes he was given and did a nice job and complimented (rookie D-man John) Ramage really well."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat's forward lines and defence pairings on Sunday were as follows.

Ferland-Street-Jones

Byron-Granlund-Nemisz

Hanowski-Olson-Knight

Elson-Bancks-Jooris

Arsene-Cundari

Billins-Ramage

Wotherspoon-Lamb

• The Heat now embark on a seven-game road trip, beginning on Wednesday at the Texas Stars.

"It's going to be a long one," Billins noted. "But you know, it's fun too. It's a good time to really build up the team bonding. You really get to know some of the guys a little bit better than you would playing at home all the time. It's going to be a battle, but you've just got to take it one game at a time. We've got to pull off some wins here."

A second-period shot by Heat forward Corban Knight beat Marlies goalie Garret Sparks and destroyed a water bottle containing red Gatorade on top of the net. (Clint Trahan / Abbotsford Heat photo)

Ferland breaks through offensively, Arsene makes debut as captain as Heat edge Marlies

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 09, 2013 11:00 PM 

Updated: November 09, 2013 11:37 PM     

Michael Ferland and Dean Arsene are at opposite ends of the spectrum in their pro hockey careers, but both had compelling reasons to savour Friday night's win over the Toronto Marlies.

Ferland, a baby-faced 21-year-old left winger, notched his first two goals as a professional – including the game-winner with 5:55 left in the third period – to power the Abbotsford Heat to a 4-3 victory.

Arsene, a grizzled 33-year-old veteran defenceman from Abbotsford, had the C stitched on his sweater after being voted captain of his hometown AHL squad by his teammates earlier in the day.

“It’s a dream come true just playing here in Abbotsford, having my family and my friends and being able to not be away from my wife and dog," Arsene noted with a grin afterward. "To have the C, it’s just the cherry on top.”

Arsene, according to Heat head coach Troy Ward, is "a consummate leader," and that's no hyperbole. This is the fifth AHL captaincy for the Abbotsford Minor Hockey product – he previously wore the C with the Hershey Bears, Springfield Falcons, Peoria Rivermen and Portland Pirates.

Ferland, meanwhile, is still working to find traction in his career, and is hoping Friday's game serves as a launching pad.

A fifth-round draft choice by the Calgary Flames in 2010, Ferland began the 2012-13 season with the Heat, but spent some time in the ECHL and ultimately returned to junior, where he wrapped up the campaign with the WHL's Saskatoon Blades.

"Hockey-wise in a lot of ways, it was fine," Ward said, recalling Ferland's truncated rookie pro season. "What people don't understand was, a maturity issue. He was basically a 20-year-old that was living like a 17-year-old. When you try to do that in this room and this environment, it becomes very difficult. That's not a knock against Michael – that's just where he was in his development process."

Upon returning to Abbotsford this fall, Ferland has been "feeling his way," according to Ward, but the Heat bench boss afforded him the opportunity to play on a line with productive veterans Ben Street and Blair Jones the last couple games in an effort to ignite him.

It paid off on Friday – late in the first period, Street slipped Ferland a cross-crease pass, and the Swan River, Man. native made no mistake, depositing the puck into the wide-open cage behind Marlies goalie Drew MacIntyre.

Ferland's marker was his first in 22 pro games (AHL and ECHL combined), and capped an offensive explosion which saw the Heat score three times in 1:57 to close out the opening frame and erase the Marlies' 1-0 lead. Goals by Markus Granlund (his fourth in six games) and Paul Byron (on the power play) preceded the Ferland tally.

Toronto rallied in the second period, though, as Petter Granberg and Stefan Legein beat Heat goalie Joni Ortio to knot things up at 3-3 heading into the third.

The Heat owned the final frame, out-shooting the Marlies 14-6, and that pressure eventually yielded Ferland's second goal of the game. On a Heat power play, he came bursting down the left wing and unleashed a sizzling wrist shot that eluded MacIntyre to the blocker side.

"I forgot how it felt to score," he said with a wry grin afterward. "But obviously it felt good to put those goals in, for sure.

“The success I had was from the physical play, using my body. I got a lot of energy off that."

Ferland had a spirited first-period fight with Toronto forward Sam Carrick, and Ward said the team was ecstatic to see him finally break through offensively.

"The neat part about that whole experience for Michael, even though he hasn't played that well up until now, is the team is elated (for him)," he said.

"This is a guy who will fight for his teammates, this is a guy who will be physical and do a lot of good things . . . they know it's been a bit of a grind for him."

The Heat celebrated their sixth straight win, which keeps them atop the Western Conference at 10-4-1 for 21 points. All six wins in the streak have been by a single goal.

"The temperature of our group here is like medium-rare," Ward analyzed. "We don't get too high, we don't get too low. We don't have huge emotional swings where I think that we panic or we feel like we've got to push harder.

"They're a close group, and I think they feel like they support each other really well and they battle for each other really well. It's the DNA of our group. They don't mind playing in that state (close games) . . . and it's a good thing."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Calgary Flames and Edmonton Oilers, Battle of Alberta rivals, made a rare trade on Friday which impacted the Heat significantly. Defenceman Ladislav Smid and goalie prospect Olivier Roy joined the Flames organization, with a pair of prospects – forward Roman Horak and goalie Laurent Brossoit – going the other way.

Horak had played extensively with the Heat over the past three seasons, and his departure was an emotional one.

"We've become very close, both myself and the team," Ward said. "He asked one thing last night on the phone (after the trade was announced). He asked, 'Is there a chance I could come in and say goodbye to my teammates?'

"I think that says enough. That's a classy man. He came in this morning, said goodbye."

• Roy took Brossoit's former spot with the ECHL's Alaska Aces, and he could become a factor for the Heat if there is an goaltending injury or transaction.

A more direct impact of the trade on the Abby club came on Saturday when defenceman Chad Billins was sent down by Calgary – the natural trickle-down after Smid joined the Flames. Billins had played his first two NHL games within the last week, picking up two assists in the process, and he was excellent in his first game back in Abbotsford. He was on the ice for three of the four goals the Heat scored and notched an assist.

• The Heat and Marlies (6-4-1) renew hostilities on Sunday at 4 p.m. at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Goalie MacDonald thrives in transition game, backstops Heat to fifth straight win

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 06, 2013 10:00 PM 

Updated: November 07, 2013 8:58 AM     

For most goalies, adjusting to a new team on the fly is a difficult transition.

For Joey MacDonald, it's par for the course.

The 33-year-old journeyman netminder made his Abbotsford Heat debut on Wednesday evening, and sparkled in backstopping his new club to a 3-2 shootout win over the San Antonio Rampage at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The Heat are the fifth AHL franchise MacDonald has suited up for in a 13-year pro career, which has also included stints with five NHL teams – the Detroit Red Wings, Boston Bruins, New York Islanders, Toronto Maple Leafs and Calgary Flames.

The Flames placed him on waivers last Saturday and sent him down to Abbotsford the next day after he cleared. It was a disappointing turn of events for the veteran, but rather than sulk, he dug in and fashioned a terrific first game, stopping 29 of 31 shots in regulation/OT and all four Rampage shooters he was required to face in the shootout.

"Some people come down (to the AHL) . . . and they mope," the genial Pictou, N.S. native acknowledged after the game. "But you know what, you've got to work hard and get back up there. That's my job now – to win every single game I get in and put some pressure on myself, and it'll happen.

"It's always disappointing when you spend the last year and a half up there. But you know what, it's hockey. A lot of things happen, and throughout my career, it's happened more than once.

"The only thing I can tell you – every time it happened, I went down with a smile on my face and worked hard, and eventually things worked out in the end."

MacDonald didn't have a tremendous amount to do during a defensive-minded first period on Wednesday, and he was staked to a 2-0 lead on goals by Ben Street and Ben Hanowski.

Street opened the scoring at 11:38 of the first period, taking advantage of an atrocious turnover by Rampage defenceman Colby Robak. Blair Jones and Street both took whacks at the puck in front of San Antonio keeper Dov Grumet-Morris, and it was Street who managed to knock it out of the air and into the net.

Hanowski made it 2-0 at 2:35 of the second, taking a sweet feed from Markus Granlund and wiring a blocker-side shot.

The Rampage battled back, though – Garrett Wilson cut the lead in half with a deft deflection of Alex Petrovic's hard pass just past the midway point of the second period.

And with less than six minutes remaining in the third, moments after MacDonald made a sensational glove save on Robak during a period of sustained pressure, the Rampage blueliner fed Bobby Butler in the slot and he ripped a shot home.

The Heat owned the shootout, though. Street and Jones beat Grumet-Morris with dekes to the glove side, and the closest the Rampage came to scoring was when Butler clanged a sharp-angle shot off the post after juking MacDonald to the ice.

It was the Heat's second win in two nights vs. the Rampage, and their fifth win in a row. They occupy first place in the AHL's Western Conference at 9-4-1 for 19 points, but it's worth noting that they've played more games than anyone else in the conference, save for the Rockford IceHogs, who have also played 14.

Hanowski was impressed by MacDonald's "calm and relaxed" demeanor.

"He's been doing this for a long time – an older guy, been in the NHL a long time," he noted. "Having him back there helps our confidence. He's a reliable guy, and he really played well back there tonight."

The Heat were out-shot 31-24 for the game, and head coach Troy Ward felt his charges ran out of gas as the night wore on.

"We had a good push for just under 30 minutes, then basically we had four flat tires," he said with a wry grin. "The last 30 minutes was a real struggle.

"But when things are going a certain way for you and you’re getting good goaltending, then you can manage through a hockey game. Goaltending will give you a lot of confidence to make plays and stay with things. Both (Joni) Ortio and MacDonald gave us a chance to win two games and we did.”

ICE CHIPS:

• MacDonald's Wikipedia page briefly contained the following paragraph on Wednesday: "Hot dogs are his favorite meal. He likes to wear purple polka dot socks for luck during every game. After a long, hard game he likes to sit back with an ice cold milk and watch Reading Rainbow."

By the end of the third period, the paragraph had been taken down.

• MacDonald's last AHL game prior to Wednesday night: Jan. 28, 2012 with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

• Heat first-period forward lines:

Ferland-Street-Jones

Byron-Knight-Horak

Granlund-Olson-Hanowski

Bancks-Nemisz-Jooris

Defence pairings:

Arsene-Cundari

Wotherspoon-Lamb

McKelvie-Ramage

• The Heat are back in action this weekend vs. the Toronto Marlies, hosting the Maple Leafs affiliate on Saturday (7 p.m. start) and Sunday (4 p.m.).

Heat dominate shootout, beat Bulldogs 3-2

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 02, 2013 9:00 PM 

Updated: November 04, 2013 1:34 PM     

The Abbotsford Heat capped a perfect road trip with a perfect performance in the shootout against the Hamilton Bulldogs on Saturday evening.

The Heat rallied from an early 2-0 deficit behind a pair of goals by Blair Jones to send the game to a shootout, which they comprehensively dominated. All three Abby shooters – Markus Granlund, Corban Knight and Blair Jones – were successful in their attempts on Bulldogs goalie Robert Mayer, while Heat keeper Joni Ortio denied all three Hamilton tries.

The 3-2 victory was the third straight for the Heat on their three-game road swing – they were coming off wins over the Utica Comets on Wednesday and Friday.

Justin Courtnall and Martin St. Pierre staked Hamilton to an early lead, but the Heat battled back behind Jones, who notched an even-strength goal early in the second period and a power-play marker late in the frame.

After a scoreless third period and OT, the Heat (7-4-1, 15 points) dusted the 'Dogs (5-2-3, 13 points) in the shootout, and now sit first in both the West Division and Western Conference (though it's worth noting that their 12 games played are tied for the most at this early stage of the season).

GOALIE SHUFFLE

Ortio, who made 35 saves in his second straight win, appears to be the Heat's go-to guy in the crease for the time being as the Calgary Flames shuffled their goalies on Saturday.

The Flames recalled Reto Berra from the Heat and placed Joey MacDonald on waivers. MacDonald cleared, and was assigned to Abbotsford on Sunday.

With Berra unavailable vs. the Bulldogs, the Heat signed 40-year-old Scarborough, Ont. goalie coach David Harris to serve as Ortio's backup for one night.

BUSY WEEK AT HOME

The Heat return home for four games at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre next week: Tuesday and Wednesday vs. the San Antonio Rampage, and Saturday and Sunday vs. the Toronto Marlies. The first three games start at 7 p.m., while Sunday's contest is a 4 p.m. start.

Comets can't keep up with Jones as Heat win second straight

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: November 01, 2013 7:00 PM 

Updated: November 01, 2013 7:39 PM     

Blair Jones's goal with 4:35 left in the third period lifted the Abbotsford Heat to a 4-3 road win over the Utica Comets on Friday evening.

Jones stole the puck from Comets defenceman Yann Sauve and beat goalie Joe Cannata with a glove-side shot on the ensuing breakaway as the Heat (6-4-1) celebrated their first back-to-back wins of the season. They also beat the Vancouver Canucks farm team at Utica Memorial Auditorium on Wednesday.

The Comets, meanwhile, fell to an AHL-worst 0-6-2.

Max Reinhart gave the Heat a 1-0 lead at 13:57 of the first period, but Zach Hamill drew the hosts even less than two minutes later and Henrik Tommernes staked the Comets to their first lead of the night with a second-period power-play marker.

Markus Granlund, with his second goal in as many games, scored on a five-on-three power play with 1:59 left in the middle stanza to knot the score.

After Reinhart and Benn Ferriero exchanged goals early in the third, Jones's late tally was the difference. Abbotsford out-shot the Comets 17-11 in the final frame.

Joni Ortio turned aside 27 of 30 shots to earn his second straight win for the Heat, while his Utica counterpart Cannata stopped 30 of 34 shots.

ICE CHIPS:

• After the game, the Calgary Flames announced they had recalled Heat defenceman Chad Billins. Billins, who did not dress on Friday, led the Heat with five goals, including four on the power play.

• The Heat wrap up their three-game road trip on Saturday at the Hamilton Bulldogs (4 p.m. Pacific time, CIVL 101.7 FM).

Knight, Heat shoot down Canucks affiliate in overtime

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 30, 2013 9:00 PM 

Updated: October 30, 2013 9:28 PM     

Corban Knight and the Abbotsford Heat denied the Utica Comets their first win since the franchise moved to upstate New York this summer, beating the Vancouver Canucks affiliate 5-4 in overtime on Wednesday.

Heat forward Roman Horak opened the scoring just 1:16 into the first period, but the host Comets surged ahead on goals by Frank Corrado, Benn Ferriero and Brandon DeFazio before the opening frame was up. That offensive outburst ended Abbotsford starting goalie Reto Berra's night – he was given the hook after allowing three goals on nine shots in favour of Joni Ortio, who was seeing his first AHL action of the season after being recalled from the ECHL's Alaska Aces earlier in the week.

The Heat found some traction at that point. Mark Cundari, who sat out last weekend's home-ice set vs. the Lake Erie Monsters with a lower-body injury, scored in his return to the lineup, drawing the Heat to within 3-2 at 14:35 of the second.

Abbotsford took the lead in the final frame, as Chad Billins scored his team-leading fifth goal and Markus Granlund notched his first AHL goal.

But Utica defenceman Patrick Mullen beat Ortio with just over two minutes left in regulation to knot the score 4-4.

It was all Heat in OT – they out-shot the Canucks 6-0 (part of a 40-27 edge for the game) and Knight ended it with his second OT goal of the season.

The Comets (0-5-2) picked up just their second point of the season and are languishing in last place overall in the AHL, while the Heat (5-4-1) sit second in the West Division. The two teams clash once again on Friday at the Utica Memorial Coliseum.

ICE CHIPS:

• Right winger Nicklas Jensen, the Canucks' first-round draft choice in 2011, made his debut with the Comets, posting one assist, a -1 rating and four shots on goal. Jensen had been sidelined due to a shoulder injury suffered while playing with the Canucks in the preseason.

UTICA — 

Too little, too late.

“Yes, that’s right,” said Utica Comet Pascal Pelletier after the scoring-challenged team waited till the third period to dent the net, lost an American Hockey League North Division game to the Hamilton Bulldogs 3-2, and saw their season-opening winless streak stretch to six games (0-5-0-1) Saturday at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

The Bulldogs (4-1-0-2) jumped out on top on when Maxime Marcenauer knocked in a goal at 5:50 of the first period after Akim Aliu made a great hustle play to get him thje puck, then added scores by Louis Leblanc and Aliu in the second while Dustin Tokarski – 31 saves in the game – was turning everything aside at the other end.

The Comets finally got on the board at 3:32 of the third period on a goal by Peter Andersson that was nicely set up by Pelletier and Benn Ferriero, and then made it interesting when Colin Stuart scored – it appeared the shot was by Henrik Tommernes, and the credit might change - with help from Ferriero and Frank Carrado with 4:33 left in the game.

But the Comets couldn’t get another goal – although they came close – which simply underscored what has been a problem for a team that has scored just 11 times in six games.

Why?

“In order to score goals, you have to break out of your end properly,” said Pelletier, who played for the Comets in a loss to Albany Wednesday, missed Friday’s game with Syracuse while putting in nine minutes for the Vancouver Canucks in a 3-2 overtime win in St. Louis, then was back ably filling his role as one of the team’s veteran leaders against the Bulldogs. “We have to get through with puck possession and have guys going to the net with authority.”

Although they outshot the Bulldogs 33-24 – they’ve outshot the opposition most nights – the Comets didn’t have a lot of great chances until their furious but futile late surge.

It didn’t help that they went 0 for 6 on the power play.

“Whether it’s the National Hockey League or the American Hockey League, you win or lose games on the power play and penalty kill,” Pelletier said. “I believe we were pretty good before (the Comets were 4 of 19, 21 percent, ninth in the league, coming into the game). Tonight we were horrible.”

The Bulldogs built that 3-0 lead, but Pelletier spotted Andersson coming down from the left point to make it 3-1 early in the third. The Comets outshot the Bulldogs 10-6 in the period, and pulled close when Ferriero and Corrado teamed up set up the late score – by Stuart or Tommernes, who originally was announced as the scorer - that made it interesting, but they couldn’t get another, even when the puck went off Stuart and got in behind Tokarski – but not across the line - in the final minute.

Read more: http://www.uticaod.com/comets/x1155599423/Utica-Comets-still-seek-first-win-following-loss-to-Hamilton#ixzz2l7UAt6F3

The Comets skated well in the penalty-filled first period, but they came up empty on five extra-man chances. The Bulldogs scored the only goal of the period when Aliu chased down a potential icing and kicked it back to Macenauer at the crease for a score. Utica needed sterling work from Joacim Ericksson (21 saves, including some beauties) to keep it that way. He made several big stops, including one with three seconds to play on Gabriel Dumont’s shorthanded breakaway.

The Bulldogs extended their lead to 3-0 in the second period, with Leblanc putting home a rebound of a Sven Andrighetto shot at 8:09 after the Comets turned the puck over coming out, and Aliu adding another goal at 9:56.

The Comets return to the Aud Wednesday to the play the Abbotsford Heat. Abbotsford also will be at the Aud Friday.

Follow @OD_Pitarresi on Twitter or call him at 792-5032.

Bulldogs 1 2 0  - 3

Comets 0 0 2 - 2

Read more: http://www.uticaod.com/comets/x1155599423/Utica-Comets-still-seek-first-win-following-loss-to-Hamilton#ixzz2l7UHCyXG
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By JOHN PITARRESI 

Observer-Dispatch 

Posted Nov 12, 2013 @ 09:53 PM

There is a fine line, Utica Comets coach Travis Green says, between winning and losing in the American Hockey League.

The Comets finally crossed it – to the good side – last weekend.

The Comets started their first AHL season 0-8-1-1, coming within an eye-lash of that elusive first win a couple of times. After losing 4-0 – not by an eyelash – to the Lake Erie Monsters in Cleveland last Thursday, they came back to edge the Monsters 3-2 last Friday, then made it two in a row with a 3-1 win Sunday over the Bulldogs in Hamilton.

“I think our team is learning how they’re going to have to play to win hockey games,” Green said. “They are learning how little things make a big impact. … There are little details, little areas in the hockey game that make a difference.

“Our defense has played a lot better. The goaltending has been a lot better. Our wingers have been playing a lot better on the walls in our end.”

The Comets will try to keep all of that working and get their first win on Utica Memorial Auditorium ice – they were 0-4-1-1 during their only home stand – when the Rochester Americans visit Friday. The Texas Stars will be at the Aud the next night.

The Amerks, who own a pair of early-season wins over the Comets, at 5-3-2-2 and in first place in the North Division. The Stars are 8-4-2-0.

Colin Stuart, the Comets’ captain, scored the winning goal against the Monsters – he credited Zach Hamill with a great pass to set it up – with 2 minutes, 18 seconds left in the game Friday’s, and sealed the win over the Bulldogs when he banked in an empty-net goal off the left boards in the final minute.

He agreed the Comets weren’t at their best in the Thursday loss to Lake Erie.

“We weren’t happy with it,” said the former National Hockey League forward. “We did some good things. We knew we were due. The magic ingredient is hard work. If we outwork the other team, we’re going to come out with a win, or be close.”

Stuart said if anything was different, it was just that all the pieces finally came together.

“There has been a concentrated 60 minutes of effort the last two games,” he said. “We were controlling the pace, which we have to do to win.”

That – playing with speed, making good decisions, playing well without the puck – is something Green has emphasized, and thinks the players are becoming accustomed to.

Read more: http://www.uticaod.com/news/x1783716787/Comets-cross-fine-line-into-win-column#ixzz2l7UP7xjJ

University of Massachusetts goaltender Mac Haight was named Hockey East rookie of the week Monday.

With starter Steve Mastalerz unavailable due to an undisclosed injury, UMass coach John Micheletto called on Haight to make his first-careers starts in back-to-back matchups with No. 7 Boston College, and the freshman from Sammamish, Wash. responded in impressive fashion. 

Haight posted a .934 save percentage and 1.92 goals-against average against an Eagles team that came in leading the nation in scoring at five goals a game, recording 26 saves in the Minutemen's 2-2 tie Friday and 31 in a 2-1 loss Thursday.

By  Daniel Malone   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 18, 2013 at 12:18 PM 

Email 

The University of Massachusetts hockey team's latest home-and-home series with Boston College will likely be best remembered for the controversial Troy Power offside review that prompted a clarification from the NCAA and a statement from Hockey East.

But there was more to the weekend than just ReplayGate.

Playing without goaltender Steve Mastalerz and coming off an awful sweep at the hands of New Hampshire in which UMass was outscored 13-1, the prospects for a successful turn against a very talented Eagles team were not promising. 

But the Miuntemen responded well. They kept BC star Johnny Gaudreau, for the most part, in check and shook off the replay distractions to rally for the tie Friday night.

Here's brief recap in case you missed any of the action.

By  Cameron McDonough, MassLive.com Intern   

on November 15, 2013 at 10:40 PM, updated November 15, 2013 at 11:18 PM 

Email 

Conor_Sheary_111513.JPG

Conor Sheary of UMass takes a shot against Boston College Thursday night at the Mullins Center in Amherst. 

J. Anthony Roberts

CHESTNUT HILL – While Boston College was the team that got a major break with a reversed goal on Thursday night, it was the University of Massachusetts that got the fortunate bounce on Friday. 

After the Minutemen (3-7-2, 1-4-2 Hockey East), facing a 2-1 deficit, received a power play for the remainder of regulation, Branden Gracel’s shot deflected off an Eagle defender and past goalie Brian Billett for the game-tying score with 1:26 remaining. 

As a result, the game ended in a 2-2 draw in front of 6,248 at Conte Forum. 

“Overall, very excited about the resolve that our players showed coming off an emotional night last night,” said Minutemen coach John Micheletto. 

The penalty came on an open-ice hit by Steve Santini on Steven Guzzo that resulted in a five-minute major and a game misconduct. 

Before the tying goal, the Eagles had the advantage thanks to a 2-minute, 55-second stretch in the first period. 

Ryan Fitzgerald started the two-goal attack when he scored after a pair of quick passes from Danny Linell and Kevin Hayes got UMass goalie Mac Haight off-balance and left an open net for Fitzgerald at 14:42. 

Austin Cangelosi then gave BC (7-2-2, 4-0-1) its first lead of the game at 17:37, on a rocket into the top corner on Haight’s glove side. 

The Minutemen got the board first when Gracel fed Ray Pigozzi, who beat Billett on his glove side at a difficult angle at 13:15. 

“Obviously Branden did a fantastic job on that first goal to find Pigozzi slashing through the slot,” Micheletto said. 

The lead could have been even larger for BC, but a goal from Michael Matheson was overturned after a review for goalie interference. This was one night after a goal by Troy Power was overturned after the referees determined via replay that Power was offside. 

With starting goalie Steve Mastalerz still day-to-day with an undisclosed injury he suffered during the Minutemen’s 4-1 loss to the University of New Hampshire last Saturday, Haight got his second straight start and came up big with 26 saves. 

After an eventful final seven minutes in the first period, neither team could crack the scoreboard in the second, which meant UMass was facing a 2-1 deficit heading into the final 20 minutes. 

That doesn’t mean that the two teams were short on chances in the second. Haight had to come up with 15 saves, while his counterpart, Billett, also hit the double-digit save mark with 13 in the period. 

“(He) had a great weekend,” Micheletto said. “I’m very excited for him. Obviously what he did for the team this weekend, stepped up, gave us a lot of energy.”

By  Daniel Malone   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 14, 2013 at 10:25 PM, updated November 15, 2013 at 2:27 AM 

Email 

UMass HockeyUMass freshman goaltender Mac Haight named Hockey East rookie of the week

Video: UMass hockey highlights and John Micheletto commentary from the Minutemen's weekend series with BC

Hockey East issues statement on UMass hockey offside review controversy

NCAA issues clarification of video replay procedures following controversial UMass hockey call

University of Massachusetts hockey team rallies to tie Boston College, 2-2 

AMHERST – The longer the referees took to review Troy Powers' would-be game-tying goal Thursday night, the less likely it seemed that it would stand.

When the officials finally emerged from their off-ice conferral, they came bearing bad news for the University of Massachusetts hockey team. Powers' goal, a nifty score three minutes, 48 seconds into the third period past Boston College goaltender Brian Billett that would have tied the game at 2-2, was waved off after video replay showed Power to be offsides.

The Eagles (7-2-1, 4-0 Hockey East), heavily favored against a reeling UMass team that has now lost three in a row, held on for a tight 2-1 victory.

But the legitimacy of the call to review the Power penalty, which came after a BC timeout, appeared less than clear. According the official NCAA hockey rulebook, the ability to review an offsides call on a scoring play is specified for postseason tournament play only (rule 93.4). The rules stipulating regular season play make no reference to offsides (93.2).

After the game, UMass coach John Micheletto was short on answers about what had transpired.

"Obviously, there was a decision made on the ice," he said. "I have not been able to hear back from the league office or the director of officials, so any questions about that call or its impact on the game, should be directed to them.”

About the potential for an official protest of the outcome, Micheletto said the team "will certainly explore any options."

Power said the ruling was a first for him, calling the decision "obviously frustrating."

"I don't know what the exact rule is. Some guys were saying maybe you can only call that in an NCAA tournament – I don't know if that's right or wrong," he said "So, I don't know what they could do about it now. Just hopefully get it right in the future and it's frustrating for us."

BC coach Jerry York thought the correct course of action was followed.

"I thought they changed that this year, the interpretation of it," York said of the regular season vs. tournament rulings. "But we were asking for (a review). In my mind, they changed that rule (so that) you'd have call a time out to review it; they're not just gonna review it.

"This is my understanding: they initially put it in for tournaments and they said 'Hey, how can you differentiate a tournament and regular season game?'" he said. "My bad if it's wrong."

Most of all, York was relieved to walk out with the victory.

"Sometimes the rulebook's your friend, sometimes it's your enemy. (It was) friendly to the Eagles tonight," he said.

Of course, there were other factors for the loss. The Minutemen (3-7-1, 1-4-1 HEA) had good scoring looks early they didn't capitalize on. In growing desperation they outshot BC 11-5 in the final period, but couldn't find the back of the net.

The loss and confusion surrounding the overturned goal marred an otherwise solid performance by freshman goaltender Mac Haight. 

Haight, making his first-career start in place of the injured Steve Mastalerz, was throw into the fire against a vaunted Eagles offense that came into the game leading the nation at five goals per game. Unfazed, Haight responded with 31 saves, including several highlight reel stops, and was helped by much-improved defensive play by his teammates in front of him.

Micheletto said the decision to start Haight over fellow freshman Alex Wakaluk, who made the previous two starts in place of Mastalerz, was determined during the week in practice.

"I thought he did a good job coming in off the bench and giving us energy last Saturday in a very difficult situation. He followed it up with three good days of practice," he said. "Obviously, with the short week and Steve not under consideration for the lineup, that was the thought process that went into it.”

Haight, who was "pretty nervous" before puck drop, thought he handled himself pretty well, crediting his teammates for their support.

"It helped having 19 other players out there with me blocking shots, (getting) sticks in lanes. They did everything for me; they battled so hard," Haight said. "Being a freshman starting against Boston College, which I would never think I would do, they definitely helped me out in every possible situation."

Haight showed he came to play early on, turning away several first period shots as the two teams tested one another. UMass forward Branden Gracel broke the scoreless tie with 1:48 left in the period, beating Billett to his left off the rebound of a Steven Guzzo miss.

Haight opened the second period with another strong stretch of play, making three consecutive saves to kill off a BC power play carried over intermission.

But Haight could only hold off the attack for so long. Midway through the period, Eagles forward Johnny Gaudreau, Hockey East's reigning player of the year, slapped a one-timer past Haight's glove side for his 10th goal of the year, knotting the score at 1-1. 

BC took the lead just over four minutes later on power-play goal by Kevin Hayes on a rebound off the post.

Gracel's first-period score was his fourth of the season and was assisted by Shane Walsh and Colin Shea. Billett made 28 saves for the Eagles.

UMass travels to Chestnut Hill Friday for the back end of the home-and-home series at 7 p.m.
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UMass HockeyUMass freshman goaltender Mac Haight named Hockey East rookie of the week

Video: UMass hockey highlights and John Micheletto commentary from the Minutemen's weekend series with BC

Hockey East issues statement on UMass hockey offside review controversy

NCAA issues clarification of video replay procedures following controversial UMass hockey call

University of Massachusetts hockey team rallies to tie Boston College, 2-2 

AMHERST – After suffering one of its most lopsided home losses in years, the University of Massachusetts hockey team finds itself staring down another stiff challenge against No. 7 Boston College.

The home-and-home series, which begins Thursday at 7:30 p.m. at the Mullins Center before shifting to Chestnut Hill Friday at 7 p.m., is a tough draw for a UMass team that is coming off 9-0 shutout loss to New Hampshire. The Eagles (6-2-1, 3-0 Hockey East) come into Amherst atop the conference standings and riding a four-game win streak.

But for Minutemen coach John Micheletto, it really doesn't matter who his team was playing next. After an embarrassing loss like last week's – which elicited a blanket apology from Micheletto for any fans in attendance – Thursday's game is about accountability.

"You hope that personal pride and the pride that we have in the program when we're pulling the jersey over our head and all those things are things that we're embarrassed about and that you don't want to have happen again," Micheletto said. "As educators and coaches, we're here to hold them accountable for that."

Asked if it was any benefit to UMass to get back out on the home ice so soon to help make amends, Micheletto said he wasn't sure.

"We obviously need to tighten up what we're doing, regardless of the score, and just play Minutemen hockey," he said. "So whether that's at home or on the road against BC or a non-conference opponent, it's a chance for us to be better than we were the last time."

And as important as looking back and holding players and coaches accountable for mistakes can be, Micheletto said, it was just as crucial to move on.

"The only thing that you're always trying to do is, as much as you're trying to learn from a loss, you're also not wanting one loss to become two. Because you're not taking the lessons out of it, you're not mentally moving on or physically moving on," he said. "Again, there's an accountability factor that will have to take place. But we also can't let that hangover last until Thursday. 

"You have to walk that line between the accountability piece and the moving on piece. BC's not going to be feeling sorry for us one way or the other."

With an offense that leads the nation in scoring at five goals per game, it's not often that the Eagles feel sorry for anyone. 

BC's attack is spearheaded by reigning Hockey East Player of the Year Johnny Gaudreau. Through nine games, the junior forward leads the conference with 18 points (nine goals). His mere presence on the ice warps the way teams strategize and play.

"Your guys are certainly going to be aware of him when he's on the ice," Micheletto said. "You're going to know where he is when he has the puck on his stick. It's when he doesn't that you've got to make sure you're checking him and having guys have eyes on him because he's obviously very elusive and very dangerous."

The questionable status of junior goaltender Steve Mastalerz, who sat out Saturday's game with an undisclosed injury, further complicates matters for UMass.

"To give you a percentage would be difficult right now," Micheletto said of Mastalerz, who is day-to-day. "We've just kind of got to wait and, once he feels better, it's a matter of the doctors saying, 'What day is that and how close to gameday is that?'"

Should Mastalerz be held out Thursday, it'll be freshman goaltender Alex Wakaluk making his third start. Wakaluk's first two go-rounds were performances he'd probably like to forget. In a little more than three periods, he's allowed 11 goals.

Micheletto said he'd like to see his defenders do a better job of helping their young netminders out.

"It'd be nice if we didn't give up the kind of opportunities that forced them to make an unbelievable save after standing around for five minutes," he said. "Asking any goaltender, especially either (freshman) Mac (Haight) or Alex in their first goes of the season and to see those types of opportunities barreling down on them is pretty unfortunate and unfair."
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UMass HockeyUMass freshman goaltender Mac Haight named Hockey East rookie of the week

Video: UMass hockey highlights and John Micheletto commentary from the Minutemen's weekend series with BC

Hockey East issues statement on UMass hockey offside review controversy

NCAA issues clarification of video replay procedures following controversial UMass hockey call

University of Massachusetts hockey team rallies to tie Boston College, 2-2 

AMHERST – Wearing camouflage uniforms for Military Appreciate Night Saturday, the University of Massachusetts hockey team couldn't hide from New Hampshire.

The Wildcats buried UMass early, scoring three first-period the goals – the first just 59 seconds into the game – en route to a 9-0 win on the back end of a home-and-home at the Mullins Center.

The home ice had been kind to the Minutemen (3-6-1, 1-3-1 Hockey East) through the first month of the season. But a combination of inexperienced play in net from freshman goaltender Alex Wakaluk in place of junior Steve Mastalerz, a lackluster defensive effort in front of Wakaluk and a UNH team that has caught fire after a brutal opening schedule was too much to overcome.

"I'd like to thank the people that stayed to the very end who are UMass fans and apologize to anybody else in the building," Minutemen coach John Micheletto said. "(That was) not indicative of the way that we aspire to play and represent our fans and our university. So, there's a blanket apology for all those people. 

"We will certainly be better. That's the only thing that I can say."

Mastalerz was scratched pregame, Micheletto said, with an injury he suffered near the end of second period the night before. There's no timetable for his return.

"(Mastalerz) saw the doctor between the first and the second (period) tonight, so I still haven't gotten an opportunity to speak to him," Micheletto said. "It got progressively worse."

With Mastalerz unavailable, Wakaluk allowed five goals allowed (all to his blocker side) on just 10 shots before being pulled early in the second period for fellow freshman Mac Haight. Haight didn't fair much better, giving up four scores over the final 37:34.

Micheletto didn't put all the blame on his freshman goaltender, however.

"I'd be more concerned about the play of the five guys in front of him," he said. "They certainly didn't allow either of our goaltenders tonight to have much success when we defend in transition the way that we did."

"So, I hate to hang that on either of them, especially Alex in the early going and the four that we gave up to Mac that we gave up, as well."

UMass had a number of its own scoring opportunities early, but couldn't convert. UNH goalie Casey DeSmith made 23 saves a night after stopping 22 shots in UNH's 4-1 win over the Minutemen Friday.

Junior forward Grayson Downing scored a hat trick for the Wildcats (3-5-1, 2-2), with the first two assisted by freshman forward Tyler Kelleher.

The game started ominously for UMass, with Kelleher opening scoring with a shot fired home on a rebound off Wakaluk's pads in the first minute. Sophomore forward Maxim Gaudreault added another at the 7:34 mark and Downing's first score on a 2-on-1 opportunity made it 3-0 with 1:49 left in the period.

The onslaught against Wakaluk continued after the intermission with senior defenseman Eric Knodel feeding Trevor van Riemsdyk for a power-play 1:49 into the second period. Senior forward Kevin Goumas cleaned up his own rebounded less than a minute later to make it 5-0 and that was it for the Minutemen's freshman goalie.

Haight, making his collegiate debut, receiving a few Bronx cheers from the 4,284 in attendance after turning away several UNH shots, but he, too, cracked. 

Downing collected his second goal off an assist from Kellher with 15:36 left in the period. After a brief scoring drought, senior forward Nick Sorkin extended UNH's lead to 7-0.

On a 5-on-3 advantage a minute into the third period, senior forward Dalton Speelman made made it 8-0. Grayson closed it out with an unassisted, short-handed score with just 3:40 left in regulation.

After back-to-back losses, things won't get any easier for the Minutemen next, when UMass matches up with No. 8 Boston College for mid-week home-and-home series

American Hockey League veteran Tim Miller ready to make impression with Springfield Falcons
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Springfield Falcons forward Tim Miller

Chicago Wolves

SPRINGFIELD - Tim Miller only needed to check the American Hockey League standings to know he was going to a good place.

The 26-year-old forward was acquired by the Springfield Falcons on Tuesday in a trade with the Chicago Wolves, where he spent the previous three-plus seasons, in exchange for future considerations. 

While the Wolves have historically been one of the powers in the Western Conference, this season they have stumbled to a 5-6-0-1 mark, fourth in the Midwest Division. With one phone call, Miller improved two places in the standings when he joined the second-place Falcons.

"I'm excited about the opportunity," Miller said Thursday after his first practice with his new team. "There were a lot of bodies in Chicago. I obviously looked at the standings and saw (the Falcons) are off to a solid start, so it's good to be on a strong team."

The Falcons hosted the Adirondack Phantoms on Friday night at the MassMutual Center. Miller got the start at left wing, on a line with center Andrew Joudrey and right wing Cody Bass.

Miller, a University of Michigan product, had his best pro season in 2011-12, when he totaled 19 goals, 19 assists and a +19 rating for Chicago. His numbers dropped drastically last season to only two goals and four assists in 56 games, and he had yet to record a point in four games this season.

However, Miller believes the move from the Second City to the City of Homes will help him. It also helps that Falcons coach Brad Larsen played for the Wolves under coach John Anderson from 2004-06.

Miller - who will don No. 9 for the Birds - describes himself as a "hard-working forward," which should fit in quite well with the grinders in the Springfield lineup. In practice Thursday, he shared a line with two of them - Bass and Ryley Grantham.

"I like to play a defensive style and be responsible, and I like to put up some points, too," Miller said. "At the end of the day, I'd like to be someone to be relied upon to get the job done on the ice."

On his drive from Chicago to Springfield, Miller received a phone call from Falcons captain Ryan Craig, who also imparted advice to Miller during breaks in Thursday's practice.

Upon his arrival in Springfield, Miller was immediately made aware of the city's hockey history. A woman working the desk at his hotel welcomed him to Springfield and declared her Falcons fandom.

"It's impressive to keep a franchise going for that long," Miller said. "I'm excited to be here."

Miller also played 22 games over two seasons with the Syracuse Crunch and 90 games with the ECHL's Gwinnett Gladiators. In 190 AHL games, he has 34 goals and 33 assists. He surpassed those statistics in the ECHL in 100 fewer games, recording 35 goals and 36 assists.

NEST EGGS: Friday was "Hometown Heroes Night" at the Nest. Local police, fire, emergency medical and military units were honored for their service, and the Falcons wore special jerseys ... In college action earlier in the evening, Roger Williams defeated New Haven 5-3.

Springfield Falcons rookie Lukas Sedlak adjusts to life in the American Hockey League

lukas sedlak.JPG

The Falcons '(28) Lukas Sedlak checks the Sharks' (14) Sena Acolatse during a first period power play Oct. 26 in Springfield. (Michael Beswick, The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – First to arrive. Last to leave. Willing to do the little things.

Although that might sound cliché, it’s the best way for a 20-year-old rookie to make an impression in the American Hockey League.

Lukas Sedlak may be tied for the Springfield Falcons lead with three goals in eight games, but the center's work ethic is what has made the biggest impact with the coaches.

“He knows his role. He knows he’s got to be sharp defensively and make sure the details are tight,” coach Brad Larsen said at Friday’s morning skate. “I think his biggest asset right now is that he’s found a way to earn trust with me and the other coaches early on in the season.”

Sedlak has been up and down the lineup in just a short time, but it appears as though he’s found a place on a line with veterans Ryan Craig and Spencer Machacek. Larsen liked what he saw of that grouping in Wednesday’s loss at Adirondack, and is keeping it intact for Friday’s home game against the Hartford Wolf Pack.

The native of České Budějovice, Czech Republic, is simply excited to keep learning from his linemates.

“It’s amazing. Craiger is a really good player, and also Machacek,” Sedlak said. “It’s so good to play with them. It’s easier for me. I just try to skate, hit bodies, take the pucks and give it to them because they are skill players.”

In two seasons with the Chicoutimi Saguenéens of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Sedlak recorded 32 goals and 47 assists. The Columbus Blue Jackets drafted him in the sixth round of the 2011 NHL draft.

The faster pace of professional hockey has been Sedlak’s biggest adjustment.

“I think I am used to the game,” he said. “They move the puck better than in the junior league. Every player is smarter, they have more experience, so that makes the game faster.” 

Larsen is impressed with Sedlak’s skating ability and awareness on the ice. He also is curious to see how much more development the youngster can make. 

“He doesn’t have breakaway speed, but I think he’s a strong skater,” Larsen said. “He thinks the game well. We don’t know what his top-end skill is going to be.”

Sedlak likes having scored three goals already, but he is also aware the Blue Jackets organization will judge him on the complete package.

“I just need to play these games like I play and work on the details of the game,” he said.

As Sedlak prepares for his fourth home game as a Falcon, he acknowledges the boost the fans at the MassMutual Center have given both him and the team.

“The fans are great, and the atmosphere during the game is really good,” Sedlak said. “It’s a goal to make the fans happy.”

Bye-Bye Buckeyes: Defenseman Ben Gallacher finds UMass hockey a better fit
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Defenseman Ben Gallacher left Ohio State to play at UMass

There are three other players who hail from Calgary, Alberta on the University of Massachusetts hockey team, but Ben Gallacher said he didn’t know any of them until this season.

So friendships weren’t part of his “personal decision” to leave Ohio State University after only one year to transfer to UMass. After sitting out the required one-year by NCAA transfer rules before playing college hockey again, Gallacher finds himself on a regular shift on defense paired with experienced Joel Hanley. He calls it a “better fit.”

“We were certainly aware of Ben from junior days,” UMass hockey coach John Micheletto said. “He was very sought after out of junior hockey in Alberta, he was one of the top defensemen in that age group. After we heard he was leaving Ohio State, we had to take our cuts with a number of schools to get him." 

The Calgary quartet with guitar-playing Gallacher, senior Branden Gracel, and freshmen Evan Stack and Brennan Baxandall, are getting to know each other now. But they also will soon get to know everyone on the University of Maine real well too.

The Minutemen play Maine four straight games, starting Friday night at 8 at Orono in a nationally televised contest on NBCSN. The teams face each other again in Orono Saturday night at 7.

The rivalry returns to Amherst next weekend with 7 p.m. games Friday and Saturday at the Mullins Center.

All the games count in the overall records, but only the two in Amherst are considered in the Hockey East standings. That’s because Hockey East went from 27-20 league games, and schools had to fill their non-conference schedule by playing against league opponents.

There will be two familiar faces on the Maine bench, familiar that is to followers of college and pro hockey in Western Massachusetts.

The new Maine head coach is former UMass assistant Red Gendron, and the associate head coach is Jay Leach, who led the Springfield Indians to the Northern Division Championship of the American Hockey League in 1991-92, and then to the Calder Cup finals in 1992-93.

After a pair of losses at St. Lawrence to start the season, the Black Bears defeated Bentley 2-1 last Saturday in Orono.

The Minutemen (2-2-, 0-1) are coming off a home weekend sweep of Michigan State. Gallacher posted an assist in each game.

Awaiting to become eligible at UMass, Gallacher spent last season playing for the Green Bay Gamblers of the USHL, a junior league, where he compiled four goals and 15 assists for 19 points, and a plus-2 rating.

And while he’s a minus-7 so far this year, Micheletto said that plus-minuses can be deceiving because it depends on the amount of ice time you get, and what lines you go up against.

As a freshman at Ohio State, Gallacher skated in 24 games with one goal, and 11 assists, and a minus-3 with 23 blocked shots. 

“I like to get up into the rush,” Gallacher said. “Sometimes I push the pace too much, and get myself in trouble.”

Gallacher was a fourth-round draft pick of the Florida Panthers in 2010. He played three seasons of junior with the Camrose Kodiaks of the Alberta Junior Hockey League, recording 12 goals and 47 assists in 114 career games.

Maine finished 11-19-8, 7-12-8 last season.
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AMHERST – Call them the Bird Dogs.

According to University of Massachusetts hockey coach John Micheletto, the key to the power play is the “retrieval”, when your regain possession of the puck after losing it in the offensive zone.

One player comes in hard, and two others converge, and it keeps you from losing the 15 seconds that eclipse when a puck is cleared the length of the nice.

The “Bird Dogs” came back home with four power-play goals Saturday night, the first time UMass has scored that many since Oct. 8, 2009, as the Minutemen finished a weekend sweep by outskating Michigan State 5-2.

And despite going up against the Red Sox on TV, a crowd of 5,280 with another strong showing from the students, were on hand to see that speed does kill.

And hey, wait a second. It wasn’t only the first line of Branden Gracel, Michael Pereira, and Conor Sheary, but an impressive second line with two freshmen – Steven Iacobellis and Ray Pigozzi - along with junior right wing Troy Power who filled up the score sheet.

The unit recorded nine points with Iacobellis collecting his second and third goals of the season, and Power his second. Pigozzi, on the left wing, finished with three asssits, Power had two, and Iacobellis one.

“Every shot they took went in,” Pigozzi said.

The game didn’t start so well, and Michigan State jumped out to a 1-0 lead on a one-timing shot from the slot by Michael Ferrantino at 4:58. A power-play goal by Iacobellis tied it at 6:59, but the Spartans’ Greg Wolfe scored one of his own at 17:06 to send MSU to the locker room with a 2-1 lead.

“It was not the start we wanted,” Micheletto said. “We were kind of sluggish, and got back on our heels.”

Micheletto said he didn’t have to urge on the team after the period, they knew they had played poorly.

“We didn’t start the game the way we wanted to,” Power said. “It’s not the way we play.”

Michigan State coach Tom Anastos summed up the game:

“Obviously, their power play, was exceptional, and our penalty-killing was poor. I thought we had more energy than Friday night (3-1 loss). We took too many penalties, and their goalie (Steve Mastalerz) came up big on some of the scoring chances in the first period. We could have had one or two more goals.

With the victory, UMass even its record at 2-2, completely reversing the goals for and against from the previous weekend. They have now scored 11 and given up 11..

The Minutemen are at Maine next weekend for two games, which will not count in the Hockey East standings. Friday night’s game is on national TV.

UP TO THE MINUTE – The only lineup change for UMass had freshman Brennan Baxandall at right defense instead of Mark Hetnik …Sheary had six shots on goal
UMass hockey looks to carry momentum into home-and-home series with UNH (with video)
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UMass forward Troy Power (22) launches a shot in towards the net in the first period of the Minutemen's 3-1 win over Michgian State on Oct. 18, 2013. (J. Anthony Roberts)
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UMass HockeyUMass freshman goaltender Mac Haight named Hockey East rookie of the week

Video: UMass hockey highlights and John Micheletto commentary from the Minutemen's weekend series with BC

Hockey East issues statement on UMass hockey offside review controversy

NCAA issues clarification of video replay procedures following controversial UMass hockey call

University of Massachusetts hockey team rallies to tie Boston College, 2-2 

AMHERST – Fresh off a 3-point weekend against Maine, the University of Massachusetts hockey team is hoping to carry momentum into another important Hockey East matchup with New Hampshire.

On the outside, the home-and-home series, which opens Friday at the Whittemore Center in Durham, N.H., before returning to the Mullins Center Saturday, is a bit of an anomaly.

The Wildcats, traditionally one of Hockey East's strongest and most consistent teams, were picked in the preseason to finish third in the conference. But after a challenging opening month that's featured matchups with five of the top 16 teams in the nation, including No. 1 Minnesota and No. 2 Michigan twice, New Hampshire's record sits at just 1-5-1 overall and 0-2 in the league.

For UMass coach John Micheletto, it's a strange thing to see. But he knew better than to judge the Wildcats by their record alone, saying it "isn't indicative of the talent that they have or the coaching that they've got."

"I expect to see a really good team," Micheletto said. "I know they've had a buzz saw of a schedule in the early going with two games at Michigan, Lowell, Clarkson and whoever the heck else they've played so far. I think they've played all but one nationally ranked team, and they've all been close games.

"So they're going to be ready, especially on the big sheet at home. We've got to make sure that we're ready to play and ready to defend."

With the Minutemen (3-4-1, 1-1-1 HEA) brimming with confidence after their strong showing against the Black Bears, the potential for a "trap game" against an underachieving yet dangerous team is something to consider.

Micheletto, however, wasn't concerned about the possibility.

"I think our guys know that we need to be up for everyone we play," he said. "Obviously, we're scrapping for two league games. It doesn't matter if we're playing Merrimack, BU, BC or UNH. We've got to win games and try to manufacture points whenever we can.

"I don't think we're coming into it ultra-focused on UNH's record as a catalyst for how we'll we're going to play or how well we'll be prepared."

With that rough start, New Hampshire's numbers have taken a hit. The team ranks last in Hockey East in scoring with just 2.29 goals per game and eighth in goals against at 2.86.

Senior forwards Kevin Goumas and Nick Sorkin are tied for the team lead with three goals apiece. Goaltenders Casey DeSmith (four starts) and Jeff Wyer (three) have split time in net, combining for a .914 save percentage.

Across the ice will be junior goalie Steve Mastalerz, who's been a key cog in the Minutemen's solid start. 

Mastalerz turned away 64 of 66 shots against Maine (taking quite a beating from the physical Black Bears in the process) en route to picking up his second Hockey East Defensive Player of the Week award.

He's been a rock between the pipes, starting all but one game. And given his hot hand against the alternative — freshman Alex Wakaluk allowed six goals in two periods in his only start — there really isn't much of a decision to be made when it comes to whether to start or rest Mastalerz.

Like many of the team's returning players, Micheletto said, Mastalerz is in such good physical condition that there isn't really a concern at this point about him wearing down.

"We're going to play guys that give us the best chance to win. And it looks like right now Steve's going four guns blazing," Micheletto said. "There's a reward aspect to being well-prepared and working hard and putting the time in to master your craft."

Friday's game starts at 7:30 p.m., Saturday's at 7 p.m.
UMass hockey loses 3-2 in thrilling overtime game in Maine
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University of Massachusetts hockey player Conor Sheary in this Oct. 12, 2012 file photo. Sheary scored one of UMass' goals on Oct. 25, 2013 in Maine but it was not enough for the team, which lost 3-2 in overtime. (Republican File Photo)
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UMass HockeyUMass freshman goaltender Mac Haight named Hockey East rookie of the week

Video: UMass hockey highlights and John Micheletto commentary from the Minutemen's weekend series with BC

Hockey East issues statement on UMass hockey offside review controversy

NCAA issues clarification of video replay procedures following controversial UMass hockey call

University of Massachusetts hockey team rallies to tie Boston College, 2-2 
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By LARRY MAHONEY

�ORONO, Maine – University of Maine junior left wing Connor Leen’s power-play goal with 1:33 left in overtime gave the Black Bears a thrilling 3-2 men’s hockey win over UMass Friday night at Alfond Arena. 

 Devin Shore fought off a check to the right of the net and sent a short cross-crease pass to Leen, who roofed a one-timer. 

 Maine is now 2-2 while UMass fell to 2-3. The teams will play again Saturday night at 7:30 p.m. in Maine. 

 The game turned into a goaltending duel between former Kimball Union teammates Martin Ouellette of Maine and Steve Mastalerz of UMass. 

 Both teams had glorious chances in the third period but the goalies made some brilliant point-blank saves to extend the game into overtime. 

 Mark Anthoine and Ben Hutton staked Maine to a 2-0 lead before Ray Pigozzi shaved the lead in half late in the initial period. 

 Conor Sheary tied it in the second period on the power play. 

 Anthoine opened the scoring at the 6:48 mark by finishing off a nifty passing sequence involving linemates Steven Swavely and Josh Henke. 

 Swavely had the puck in the neutral zone and chipped the puck off the right-wing boards to Henke. 

 Henke sprinted down the right wing in a two-on-one with Anthoine and made a precise cross-ice pass that Anthoine chipped over the blocker of Mastalerz. 

 Hutton made it 2-0 while the Black Bears were enjoying a two-man advantage. 

 Shore circled with the puck between the faceoff circles and spied Hutton at the base of the right circle. 

 Hutton one-timed the past from a difficult angle past Mastalerz, who scrambled across but had the shot go over his pad. Henke also picked up an assist. 

 Maine nearly extended the lead later in the period when Ryan Lomberg’s wrister from the top of the right circle but Mastalerz only to rattle off the far post. 

 Just moments later, Pigozzi chased down a puck in the neutral zone and was able to generate a little separation down the left wing before wristing the puck past Ouellette into the short side corner. 

 Mastalerz was the story of the second period. He made four important saves to keep the Minutemen within a goal along with a vital poke check that perhaps saved another goal. 

 He held the short side to stop Blaine Byron’s wrister off a two-on-one and again cut down the angle to rob Leen, who had a partial break-in down the left wing. 

 Sheary got the equalizer with a terrific individual effort. 

 Sheary won the puck at center ice and used his quickness to fight off a poke check from Maine defenseman Jake Rutt and break around him. 

 Sheary moved the puck from his backhand to his forehand and snapped a quick wrister past Ouellette’s blocker into the far corner. 

 Maine outshot UMass 37-29. 

AHL: Marlies edge Stars in 10-round shootout

Sam Carrick nets winner. Brad Staubitz chips in after deal from Ducks.
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Marlies goalie Drew MacIntyre made eight saves in the shootout and earned the win against the Texas Stars on Sunday.
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Sam Carrick scored the winner in the 10th round of a shootout, and newcomer Brad Staubitz picked up an assist, as the Toronto Marlies edged the Texas Stars 3-2 Sunday in American Hockey League action.

Carrick pulled Stars starter Christopher Nilstorp out of position with a deke and beat him stick side for the winner.

“We do a lot in practice. We work on (the shootout) and I was just trying to think like I would in a practice,” said Carrick. “Just let my instincts take over and I was lucky enough to get a goal.”

Korbinian Holzer and Jamie Devane scored in regulation for the Marlies (8-6-1), who have won back-to-back contests. Maxime Fortunus and Justin Dowling scored for the Stars (9-5-3).

Staubitz, acquired Saturday along with Peter Holland from the Anaheim Ducks for Jesse Blacker and a conditional third-round pick in 2014, was playing his first game in nearly three weeks.

“That’s the interesting part so we met briefly before (the game),” said Marlies coach Steve Spott of Staubitz. “We just told him he’s a veteran guy, to trust his instincts, get the puck in deep and just be physical. He’s a veteran player. He knows what it takes. I thought gave us some good minutes.”

Staubitz intercepted a pass and set up Devane in front at 10:47 of the first period tying the game 1-1.

“The Ducks kind of called me and told me what happened and then the GM of the Leafs (Dave Nonis) called me, so it was pretty exciting,” Staubitz said. “It’s been a bit of a transition, but I was excited to get back and join this organization. It’s huge. It’s the Toronto Maple Leafs. It’s exciting.”

Toronto’s Drew MacIntyre made 19 saves through 65 minutes and eight more in the shootout for the victory.

Marlies forward Jerry D’Amigo was assessed a penalty for goaltender interference in overtime, but the Stars were unable to capitalize.
Maple Leafs: New guy Holland at home on top line in win over Sabres

Former Duck acquits himself well after being thrown into fire on No. 1 line; linemate van Riemsdyk scores twice.
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Leafs goalie James Reimer has his helmet knocked off by passing Sabres winger Marcus Foligno, right. 
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Leafs goalie James Reimer has his helmet knocked off by passing Sabres winger Marcus Foligno, right. 
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Peter Holland was like many NHLers who get traded — he never saw it coming.

Holland, the former Anaheim Duck who made his Maple Leafs debut in Saturday night’s 4-2 win over the Buffalo Sabres, was sitting in a hotel room in Manchester, Mass., on Saturday morning, trying to get some sleep, when the call came.

Anaheim GM Bob Murray was on the line to tell the young centre he’d been traded to the Leafs. Holland was, to say the least, dumbstruck.

“I’m telling you, it was one of those times in my life I had to pinch myself after I got the call. I just had to make sure it was true,” said Holland, 23, who acquitted himself admirably Saturday night after being inserted on the top line between James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel.

Holland, who grew up in Caledon, Ont., embraced the Leafs as a child and his love of the blue-and-white never left him. When Hockey Night in Canada analyst Glen Healey remarked on his allegiance to the team on Saturday night, Holland was quick to follow up with stories of how his bedroom was a shrine to the Leafs.
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McGran Zwolinski on the state of the Leafs

He picked Mats Sundin as his favourite Leaf and remembered being at a Leafs-Senators playoff game when Toronto’s Joe Nieuwendyk scored the series-clinching goal. When he was younger, his father and uncle took him to the last game at Maple Leaf Gardens before the franchise moved to its current home at the Air Canada Centre.

“I haven’t redecorated my room yet, but maybe I have to now,” Holland said, smiling.

For a childhood Leafs fan turned NHLer, getting traded to his hometown team was a dream come true.

“When I got the call (from Murray), I was pretty speechless, and I’m glad he did all the talking,” said Holland, who was playing for the AHL’s Norfork Admirals at the time of the deal. 

“After that, it was a taxi from Manchester to Boston, and Boston to Toronto. I landed about 3 o’clock and I was at the rink at 4:15, getting my sticks and equipment organized. Then it was the game . . . ”

In Holland, the Leafs hope they can rescue a once-promising career that seemed to hit a wall with the Ducks.

Holland, the Ducks’ first-round pick in 2009, played four games for Anaheim this season before being demoted to the minors. His tale mirrored Joe Colborne’s in Toronto — a tall forward with NHL-level skills whose career seemed to have gone off course.

In Holland’s case, he was a centre in an organization that was deep at the position to begin with. But he was familiar to Leafs GM Dave Nonis and coach Randy Carlyle, both of whom were with the Ducks when Holland was drafted.

Carlyle, as he did with Marlies call-up Trevor Smith in Buffalo on Friday, dropped Holland into a top-six assignment right off the bat. While that undoubtedly put a lot of pressure on the youngster, it also left him in an ideal situation to find instant success with two of the Leafs’ top forwards.

Holland won several key faceoffs — an important detail for the Leafs with their top three centres either injured or suspended — and was on the ice when van Riemsdyk, back in his comfort zone on the wing, broke out of a five-game goal drought with two goals against the Sabres.

“I thought he did OK,” Carlyle said after the game. “When a young guy like that comes in, we are going to do what we did (give him a chance on offence), and it’s not like we hid him in the lineup.”

Holland may be facing more uncertainty when the injured centres return. Nazem Kadri will be back from his three-game suspension on Thursday, and Tyler Bozak should start practising with the Leafs on Monday, with his return to the lineup expected about a week later.

But at six-foot-two and 190 pounds, Holland brings the size down the middle that is coveted in Toronto and in high demand around the NHL.

“I think with (Holland) coming in, there’s a lot of emotion in your first game after a trade, and he’s dealing with it pretty well,” Leafs captain Dion Phaneuf said.

“The thing that stuck out for me was that he showed patience with the puck. He showed he could hang on to the puck and make smart choices with it, and that’s something that will get him noticed.”
Maple Leafs rebound vs. Sabres: Feschuk

Peter Holland deal allows James van Riemsdyk to return to comfort zone on wing, with immediate results in win over Buffalo.
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James van Riemsdyk (21) celebrates his second goal of the night with Leafs linemate Joffrey Lupul, right, while Phil Kessel skates in Saturday night.
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James van Riemsdyk (21) celebrates his second goal of the night with Leafs linemate Joffrey Lupul, right, while Phil Kessel skates in Saturday night. 
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It’ll likely go down, in the grand scheme of a season, as an afterthought of a personnel move. Peter Holland is an early-career minor leaguer with all of seven NHL points on his resume. But when the Maple Leafs announced they’d acquired him on Saturday, one can assume that a far more significant piece of the Toronto talent pool was more than pleased.

Holland, after all, plays centre. James van Riemsdyk, if four games at the position on an experimental and emergency basis are any indication, would rather not. Back at left wing on Saturday night, free from grappling with the intricacies of a foreign role, van Riemsdyk was free to do what he does perhaps better than anyone in the Leafs lineup. Specifically, he parked his six-foot-three, 200-pound frame in the opposing goalie’s line of sight and used his superior hand-eye skills to redirect incoming pucks. Before the contest was 14 minutes old, he’d scored as many goals — two — as he’d scored in his previous 11 games, both of them on net-front tip-ins of Cody Franson blasts.

“I’m probably a little more comfortable playing (on the wing),” van Riemsdyk said. “Maybe it allows me to do some different things, as far as being in front of the net a little more often. That’s a big part of my game, obviously.”
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

As ad-hoc personnel decisions go, grabbing Holland and minor-league winger Brad Staubitz from the Anaheim Ducks in a deal that sent Marlies defenceman Jesse Blacker and draft picks the other way could be immediately counted as a gap-stopping success. Certainly Saturday’s 4-2 win over the Sabres was a slump-busting breath of fresh air for a home team beleaguered by the injury- and suspension-depleted state of its regular faceoff men. Heck, winger Nikolai Kulemin broke a seven-month-plus goal-less streak with a second-period marker that made it 3-0 — his first such deliverance since April 4. The Leafs, meanwhile, broke a three-game winless streak, despite their too-steady stream of injury-related news. To that end, defenceman Mark Fraser left the game early in the first period complaining of a lower body injury that coach Randy Carlyle intimated could be related to the knee ailment that has already kept Fraser out of the lineup for 13 games this season.

A hamstring problem that continues to sideline first-line centre Tyler Bozak piled upon a suspension to centre Nazem Kadri (who served the second of his three-game ban for goalie interference) have made Toronto’s roster an exercise in improvisational personnel decisions. On Saturday the forward lines only got more makeshift when the Leafs debuted a new first-line centre, Holland, he of the 29 previous NHL games.

Before the game, Carlyle described the 22-year-old from Caledon as “a good American league player looking to take the next step to be a good NHL player.” In other words, he’s not exactly the second coming of Mats Sundin (although he is a lifelong Leaf fan who grew up wearing Sundin’s No. 13).

“I thought he did okay,” said Carlyle of Holland. “It’s not like we hid him in the lineup.”

Holland’s presence made one assume the JVR-to-centre experiment was dead. Van Riemsdyk, after all, hadn’t registered a point in four games as a fill-in centreman, this in the wake of the ankle-tendon injury that has put Toronto centre Dave Bolland out of the lineup indefinitely. It’s expected that Bozak, who skated with teammates at an optional workout on Saturday morning, will be available as early as Thursday’s home game against the Nashville Predators, when he comes off the injured reserve list — any influx of offensive talent will be a welcome sight for Toronto’s NHLers.

The Leafs, as a unit, had scored all of four goals in their previous five games, a stretch in which they’d managed just one victory — a shootout two-pointer over the New Jersey Devils. And there was no shortage of Toronto forwards mired in slumps. Coming into Saturday Kulemin had zero points in the five games since he returned from a foot injury; if you count Toronto’s seven-game playoff series against the Bruins last spring, Kulemin hadn’t scored in 25 straight games. And David Clarkson, in the nine games since he debuted after serving a 10-game suspension to begin the season, had yet to register a goal as a Leaf.

Clarkson actually put one over the goal line early in the first period — alas, video review determined he’d done so with a kicking motion with his right skate.

The Leafs got on the board shortly thereafter, Franson ripping a quick snapper from the point that was tipped in by van Riemsdyk, who’d been screening Buffalo goalie Jhonas Enroth. Van Riemsdyk tipped in another Franson shot about eight minutes later. Kulemin made it 3-0 in the latter half of the second period.

Buffalo’s Jamie McBain broke James Reimer’s shutout bid a few minutes into the third period. Tyler Ennis made it 3-2 with a power-play goal with 13:49 to go, this with Dion Phaneuf off for cross-checking. Mason Raymond’s power-play goal with 58 seconds to go put it away for the home side.

The Sabres appeared reenergized with this week’s surprise hiring of team president Pat LaFontaine and head coach Ted Nolan. After beating the Leafs on Friday, the Sabres refused to quit despite a three-goal hole on Saturday.

“Everybody talks about how everything changes. A few things don’t,” Nolan had said before the game. “If you take away time and space and compete hard, good things will happen.”

Certainly the Sabres held true to that mantra for most of the third period, when they peppered Reimer with chances, outshooting the slumbering Leafs 17-5 during the frame. It wasn’t enough, but like a minor-league centreman on the home team’s first line, it was more than sufficient to pass for progress.
Toronto Marlies return home with win

Greg McKegg nets pair in victory over Charlotte Checkers after long road trip.
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Greg McKegg of the Marlies scored twice in Saturday's win over the Charlotte Checkers.
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Greg McKegg had two goals and two assists, powering the Toronto Marlies past the visiting Charlotte Checkers 4-1 at Ricoh Coliseum on Saturday.

“It was nice to break out like that and get some confidence,” said McKegg, who entered the day with three goals and two assists in 13 games. 

It was the Marlies’ first home game since Oct. 26. They went 2-3-1 on a six-game trip while the annual Royal Agricultural Winter Fair took up residence. With Marlies centres Trevor Smith and Jerred Smithson up with the Maple Leafs, McKegg skated on the top line and made the most of the opportunity.

“He’s done everything we’ve asked as a first-line centre,” said Marlies coach Steve Spott. “He’s doing now in this league what I saw him do in junior. It’s nice to see him play with confidence.

“He’s always been known as an offensive player, but he’s becoming a complete 200-foot player. When you look at Tyler Bozak with Toronto, that’s got to be the future for Greg McKegg, where he’s a top two-line centreman in the NHL who can be trusted in all three zones and can play in all situations. He’s doing that right now and he’s got a real bright future in Toronto.”
Maple Leafs acquire Peter Holland and Brad Staubitz from the Anaheim Ducks

Holland help fills a gap at centre with Nazem Kadri suspended and Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland injured.
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Los Angeles Kings center Dwight King, right, and Anaheim Ducks right wing Brad Staubitz fight during a preseason game. Staubitz, 29, played six games for Norfolk this season and tallied 10 minutes in penalties.
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Los Angeles Kings center Dwight King, right, and Anaheim Ducks right wing Brad Staubitz fight during a preseason game. Staubitz, 29, played six games for Norfolk this season and tallied 10 minutes in penalties. 
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The Toronto Maple Leafs hope they have plugged a hole at centre with the acquisition of Peter Holland from Anaheim on Saturday.

The former first-round pick -- one of the Ducks top young prospects -- is expected to play on one of Toronto's top lines on Saturday night against the Buffalo Sabres.

The Leafs got Holland, a 22-year-old from Caledon, Ont., along with minor leaguer Brad Staubitz for defenceman Jesse Blacker of the Marlies and a couple of draft picks -- a third round pick in 2014, which could become a second rounder if certain conditions are met, and the return of Anaheim's 2014 seventh round pick (which the Leafs had acquired in the David Steckel trade).

Blacker played five games for the AHL’s Toronto Marlies this season collecting one goal and four penalty minutes. He was originally selected 58th overall by the Leafs in the 2009 Entry Draft.

Holland was originally Anaheim’s first choice, selected 15th overall in the 2009 entry draft. This season, the 6-2, 194-pound centre played four games for Anaheim scoring one goal and adding two penalty minutes. In 10 games with the AHL’s Norfork Admirals he registered a team leading nine points (five goals, four assists) along with 22 penalty minutes. In 29 career NHL games he has earned five goals, two assists and eight minutes in penalties.

More Video

Leafs Beat November 4th

Leafs Beat November 4th

Former NFL player Aaron Maybin excited to take field for Argos

Former NFL player Aaron Maybin excited to take field for Argos

Toronto FC looks to next season

Leafs Beat for October 21st

Holland help fills a gap at centre with Nazem Kadri suspended and Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland injured.

Staubitz, 29, played six games for Norfolk this season and tallied 10 minutes in penalties. In 230 career NHL games with San Jose, Minnesota, Montreal and Anaheim, the 6-1, 207-pound native of Bright’s Grove, Ontario has registered 21 points (10 goals, 11 assists) and 520 penalty minutes.

Blacker played five games for the AHL’s Toronto Marlies this season collecting one goal and four penalty minutes. He was originally selected 58th overall by the Leafs in the 2009 Entry Draft.
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BUFFALO—Who’s in the penthouse and the doghouse after Friday’s 3-1 loss by the Leafs in Buffalo? The decision was easier than it has been of late:

Penthouse

Coach Randy Carlyle was bang-on in giving Marlies call-up Trevor Smith a shot at second-line centre. Smith’s previous stint with the Leafs this season was largely as a fourth-liner, but he’s notched 12 points in seven games with the Marlies, so Carlyle was right to give him a chance to show some offence. Smith also hit the post and looked right at home between David Clarkson and Mason Raymond. Clarkson went out of his way to say Smith played “a great game for us tonight.” He’ll likely be right back on the second line Saturday against the Sabres in Toronto. He deserves that much.

Doghouse

The power play was in the doghouse last weekend, and they’re taking up residence again. The Leafs went 0 for 3 with the man advantage Friday and the problem seems to be simply getting more shots on net. The forwards on the first unit are James van Riemsdyk, Phil Kessel and Joffrey Lupul — JVR in front of the net, Kessel and Lupul dishing the puck either down low or to the point men. But they aren’t shooting enough, especially from the point. With their top three centres out (Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland hurt, Nazem Kadri suspended) and just two even-strength goals in their last six games, it’s especially important to take advantage on the power play.
By: Mark Zwolinski Sports reporter,  Published on Fri Nov 15 2013 

Explore This Story

1 Photo 

0 Comments 

Share on Facebook

in

Share

.

0

Reddit this!

Republish 

The second game in a back-to-back, home-and-home series comes to the Air Canada Centre Saturday night (7 p.m., CBC, TSN Radio 1050):

1. The Sabres cleaned house Wednesday, firing their GM and coach, hiring Pat LaFontaine as president of hockey operations and restoring former coach Ted Nolan behind the bench.

Friday’s game was dubbed “Back to the Future” in Buffalo, and reunited fans with two legendary names from the past. In Toronto, Leaf fans will get their first glimpse of the Sabres since the line brawl with the Leafs in the pre-season.

2. Leaf fans get their first look at big John Scott, whose role in that line brawl in the pre-season may have made him hockey enemy No. 1 in Toronto. Scott, though, downplayed the return match in Toronto, saying “you guys (media) reminded everyone over the past few days, but we’re professionals, we’ve put it in the past, lets play hockey.”

3. The Leafs are without their top three centres, which puts a ton of pressure on the remaining roster and on coach Randy Carlyle. When asked if he’s ever coached in a situation where his top three pivots are out, Carlyle said “well, that’s a new one for me . . . you make up plans A, B, and C and I think we’re on F now.”
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Phil Kessel excited about $64-million deal with Leafs

What that plan is, for now, seems to be using Marlies callup Trevor Smith on the second line between Joffrey Lupul and David Clarkson. That was the way things pointed Friday in Buffalo at practice. Jay McClement played the second line pivot Wednesday in Minnesota, and turned in a season-high 23 minutes. But Carlyle said he intends to give Smith a chance offensively. Smith has 12 points in seven games for the Marlies so far this season.

4. Jonathan Bernier started in Buffalo Friday night, which means James Reimer likely gets the nod Saturday in Toronto. The Leaf goalies have a combined 1.54 GAA over the last seven games.
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BUFFALO—Nazem Kadri’s “wild” night out Wednesday in Minnesota cost him a three-game suspension and $44,615.37 in salary.

That was the verdict from NHL disciplinarians Thursday evening, a three-game hit to the club’s best playmaker and resulting shot to his pocketbook.

So the Leafs — already missing their top two centres — enter a home-and-home series with Buffalo Friday without Kadri’s puck wizardry. The club vowed to move on but the loss of Kadri came at a time when the Leafs are struggling five-on-five, having dropped near the bottom of the league in full strength offence.

Toronto called up Trevor Smith from the Marlies to fill in the void left by Kadri’s suspension. Ultimately, though, the club may have to make another roster adjustment since the roster is already at the 23-man maximum.

In handing down the suspension and resulting loss of salary, the NHL said Kadri “recklessly” collided with Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom in his crease, causing injury. Backstrom left the game after the incident and was listed Thursday with an upper body injury.
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With NHL GM’s in Toronto earlier this week, discussing goalie collisions as part of their annual meetings, the emphasis fell on the league to stress the severity of colliding with goalies.

“This is not a glancing blow,” NHL disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan said in a video explaining the suspension. “It is a direct and forceful blow to the head by Kadri’s forearm that causes a serious injury.”

While the league determined Kadri did not intentionally collide with Backstrom — and that his arm and elbow were tucked at the time of contact — there must be more caution observed by Kadri and every player in the league.

“He still bears the responsibility for avoiding or at least making a better attempt to avoid and minimize contact such at this,” said Shanahan, who handed a two-game suspension to Jordin Tootoo for running into Ryan Miller two years ago. “He (Kadri) does neither.”

Toronto now enters a two-game series with Buffalo down its top three centres, and seemingly undermanned for a rematch with Buffalo that is being hyped in the media.

The games mark the first meeting between the two teams since a pre-season contest where a mismatch fight between six-foot-eight John Scott and Phil Kessel sparked a brawl.

With Smith called up, Toronto may also have to return a player to the Marlies — likely Troy Bodie, a rugged winger whose value is apparent in a potentially physical series.

But the Leafs have been living without top centres Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland for almost two weeks, prompting coach Randy Carlyle to call upon the remainder of the roster to increase its commitment and compete levels.

To that end, Carlyle called on fourth-line centre Jay McClement Wednesday for what was the largest ice time demand of the season for the dependable centre.

McClement was bumped up to the second line to start the game, and his ice time rocketed after Kadri was ultimately ejected from the game for a boarding type hit on the Wild’s Mikael Granlund.

As a result, McClement, quietly one of the most valuable Leafs this season, played a season high 23:37. His career high was just over 25 minutes, but it came in his rookie year in 2006.

“For me, it’s just being consistent in my effort . . . you get into trouble every time you try to do something and be something you’re not,” McClement said. “But you try to pick your spots better (as a higher line pivot).”

In the meantime, Carlyle welcomed the Sabres’ executive shuffle, part of which brought former coach Ted Nolan back into the fold. Carlyle lives and played junior hockey in Sudbury, while Nolan coached the Sault Greyhounds. The long-standing connection between the two was renewed this summer when Carlyle was on a fishing trip up in Manitou Weather Station and had a chat with Nolan, who was running a youth camp in Fort Francis.

“It’s a small world, because I also coached his son Brandon (currently with Los Angeles Kings) when I was with Manitoba (Moose of the AHL),” Carlyle said.

“But he’s got his job to do and I’ve got my job to do (Friday), and as coaches our main job is to find ways for our teams to have success.”
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Already down two top centres, the Maple Leafs ought to learn the fate of Nazem Kadri soon.

Kadri had a hearing by telephone Thursday with the NHL’s department of player safety for a hit on Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom on Wednesday night at Xcel Energy Center in the Leafs’ 2-1 shootout loss. A decision on a possible suspension (likely 2-3 games) isn’t expected until at least 5 p.m.

In practice after the hearing, there was a hint Kadri will be suspended: He was skating on the fourth line, with Jay McClement taking Kadri’s spot on second line between Joffrey Lupul and David Clarkson. If he is forced to sit out by the league, the Leafs could call up a replacement from the Toronto Marlies, or dress three enforcers on the fourth line: Colton Orr, Frazer McLaren and Troy Bodie.

At 7:07 of the first period, Kadri hit Backstrom while driving to the net. Backstrom initially remained in the game after being attended to on the ice, but was replaced by Josh Harding at 10:31 of the first period and did not return.

Kadri runs over Backstrom

.

..

Photos 

View photos

Toronto Maple Leafs forward Nazem Kadri collides with Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom during the first period at Xcel Energy Center.

zoom

Kadri received a two-minute minor for goaltender interference on the play.

Goalie interference/charging are reviewable offences.

There was another Kadri incident late in the third period — one for which he was ejected. He is not being subject to supplemental discipline for his hit on Mikail Granlund. 

The Leafs didn’t think that hit was so bad.

“It’s beyond me, the five-minute major,” said Leafs coach Randy Carlyle. “He made initial contact with the shoulder. The kid had his head down. He (Kadri) ran into the player. Granlund snapped his head back. Obviously the referees saw it differently. It was match penalty. It will be reviewed.”

Kadri's hit on Granlund
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If the Leafs lose Kadri to suspension, they would lose yet another centre heading into Friday’s game in Buffalo.

They are already without Dave Bolland (tendon in knee) and Tyler Bozak (hamstring). They were forced to sign journeyman Jerred Smithson and play James van Riemsdyk out of position at centre rather than left wing.

What do you think?

.

Do you think Kadri should be suspended for running over Backstrom?

Yes

No

Vote
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The Leafs could dip into the Marlies, where Andrew Crescenzi was mentioned as a possible fill in when Bozak and Bolland were injured.

There is an outside chance Joffrey Lupul could come off the wing and act as a fill-in at centre. Lupul was a winger on the second line with Kadri as center and either Clarkson or Mason Raymond as the other winger.

In the meantime, the Leafs will practise in Buffalo in advance of their game Friday against the Sabres.

The game was already hyped, given the Leafs history with Buffalo, which reignited into a frenzy in the pre-season with John Scott and Phil Kessel getting into a stick swining incident that resulted in a brawl.

Clarkson received a 10-game suspension for leaving the bench to enter the fray; Scott was not penalized, but was later suspended and makes his return from that suspension Friday against the Leafs.

Wednesday saw the Sabres clean house, removing their management and coaching regime in favour of Sabres legend Pat Lafontaine as president of hockey operations, and former coach Ted Nolan returning on an interim basis.

“Obviously you can’t take it easy. Any team in this league can beat you on any night. We have to make sure we’re ready. We have to play our style and score some big goals on the power play and keep doing what we’re doing on the penalty kill,” Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier said.

Added Leafs coach Randy Carlyle: “There will be excitement in Buffalo, for sure. There’s always those things that happen. It’s unfortunate. This business is cruel. (Wednesday) was a cruel day for the people in Buffalo.”

Nolan said during his opening press conference that he is looking forward to the Leafs on Friday night on home ice (and back in Toronto on Saturday night).

“Games against Toronto are always going to be exciting, and I’m going to come in here guns blazing and get to know these players (Sabres) . . . ” Nolan said.

“I am anxious to play these games, not so much because it’s Toronto, but because I want to get rolling and see how things unfold.”
Maple Leafs' Paul Ranger readjusts to NHL life

Leaf blue-liner healthy and embracing defence-first role while coach pushes for more shots.
By: Mark Zwolinski Sports reporter,  Published on Mon Nov 11 2013 
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Paul Ranger spoke at Monday’s Leaf practice about “finding himself” as he makes his comeback after a three-season absence from the NHL. He isn’t alone.

Ranger was front and centre as Leaf coach Randy Carlyle urged all of his defencemen to take more shots on goal — the latest area to be targetted as the club as a whole tries to establish an identity.

Ranger remains something of an enigma. He was an all-star in his previous hockey life with the Tampa Bay Lightning. Now, after the long layoff and some time with the AHL Marlies, he’s starting to hit stride.

“I think the biggest challenge for me is just working through my own personal stuff,” said Ranger, who was out of hockey for undisclosed reasons. “Everyone goes through their own personal journey to discover who they are, what they are and where their life is going to take them. For me, it’s re-establishing the mindset for hockey. That’s the hardest part so far.”

The personable 29-year-old is second on the Leafs with a plus-5 rating to go with five points through 17 games. He’s playing a much more defence-minded role in Toronto and is 11th on the team with 18 shots.

Leaf blue-liners haven’t fired away from the point as often as Carlyle would like, and have accounted for just three goals this season. 
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

“I don’t think we shoot the puck enough from the point,” Carlyle said. “We keep saying we aren’t trying to score goals from there as much as we are trying to get shots on net, to give forwards the opportunity to score goals from in tight.”

Ranger embraces the challenges. Returning to NHL game condition has been relatively easy, he says. The mental side has been more of a journey.

“I still feel like it’s a work in progress,” Ranger said of his overall game. “I’m working hard. I come here every day for a game or practice and put in my effort to just improve. It’s hard to gauge because I’m playing differently than before (in Tampa). I just believe in myself that I still have a lot to give.”

Ranger saw time with Marlies last season. When he signed with the Leafs this season, he had a conversation with Carlyle where the coach asked him to focus more on play in the Leafs’ zone. 

“Randy wanted me to be a stay-at-home kind of guy, be tough to play against,” said Ranger, who is carrying 230 pounds compared to 210 in Tampa.

“In Tampa I was more of a two-way guy. And in Toronto, it’s not so much being a defence-only guy. It’s just: keep it grounded, keep your defence solid, and offence will come from that. My focus is working on defensive hockey within the template of how we play.”

Ranger is also healthy, which wasn’t always the case with the Lightning.

“I had shoulder injuries in Tampa, but once I healed I was able to work out more, and now I’m at 230 pounds here,” Ranger said. “People ask me all the time: How do you come back physically? . . . It’s kind of weird, but it’s not the place I’ve had any difficulty with. Mentally is the tougher part for me now, and it’s part of a journey everyone takes
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ABBOTSFORD, B.C.—Seven wins in a row, and the Abbotsford Heat are still looking for ways to improve.

The Heat defeated the Toronto Marlies 6-3 Sunday night in American Hockey League action, tying the franchise record for consecutive victories.

The streak has included overtime, shootouts, comebacks, and on Sunday a blown lead in the third period.

“We look back at each game and know where we haven’t done so well in certain areas, and known that we’ve been lucky to win some in this streak as well,” said Brett Olson, who scored the winning goal. 

After the Marlies rallied from a two-goal deficit to tie the game 3-3 in the third Olson converted a pass from Knight off a Tyler Wotherspoon rush while playing four-on-four at 12:21 of the third period.

“That was like a playoff atmosphere game, for the most part,” said Olson. “There were a lot of hits.”

Joey MacDonald made 24 saves for Abbotsford and his most important may have been with four minutes to go when he came across to glove a T.J. Brennan slapshot, a quality save even the Toronto defenceman had to acknowledge with a stick tap.

Josh Leivo, Trevor Smith and Jerry D’Amigo scored for the Marlies (6-5-1) while Spencer Abbott chipped in with two assists to extend his point streak to 11 games. Garret Sparks stopped 24 shots for Toronto.
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Morgan Rielly may get a taste of the press box as a healthy scratch Friday as the Maple Leafs open a two-game weekend with a tilt against New Jersey on home ice. 

Rielly appeared to be the odd man out in practice as coach Randy Carlyle changed up those pairings. The big factor was the return of Mark Fraser from a 13-game injury absence; Carlyle had Fraser paired with Paul Ranger, who was previously teamed with Jake Gardiner.

Gardiner played with Cody Franson — Rielly’s main partner so far this season. Reilly, 18, wound up with John-Michael Liles, who is the seventh defenceman on the club at the moment. That pairing suggested Rielly could sit against New Jersey.

“He’s (Rielly) made mistakes as has every member of our hockey club,” Carlyle said Thursday at practice.

“I don’t like to say . . . anything about a player cutting his teeth other than it’s life in the NHL, but we want to make sure Morgan understands that in certain situations, those mistakes won’t be tolerated.”

Photos 

View photos

Jerred Smithson, seen here scoring the winning goal during overtime in Game 5 of a first-round NHL Stanley Cup playoff hockey series for Nashville against Anaheim in April 2011, has signed with the Leafs.

zoom

Carlyle added “the best way to handle it is to tell the young player there’s other players ahead of him.”

Rielly, who played a season-low 14 minutes in Vancouver last Saturday, handled a potential healthy scratch with maturity and class. Carlyle had previously said that part of Rielly’s first season in the NHL (as a 18-year-old) would include stints as a healthy scratch.

“I’ve been told to play my game and if I make a mistake I have to bounce back from it,” Reilly said.

“I have to keep consistent and keep playing good hockey, and don’t dwell on mistakes . . . learn from them and move on, don’t dwell on them, and that means a lot of hard work.”
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

Jerred Smithson got his first taste of life as a Maple Leaf at practice Thursday — he was signed the day before from the Marlies and will centre the fourth line.

Any line would have been fine for the 34-year-old veteran of 588 NHL games, split between Los Angeles, Nashville, Edmonton, and Florida.

Undrafted, Smithson has lived solely on low term contracts since entering the league in 2002. He began to worry in earnest this past summer when his phone didn’t ring with any offers. He went on to sign a PTO with the Marlies last month, and is now back in the NHL as the Leafs weather an injury rash that has claimed their top two centres in Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland.

“It was frustrating this summer, but this is a great opportunity for me, I’m so happy it’s come up and I’m very excited.” said Smithson, a native of Vernon, B.C.

While Carlyle does not reveal his goalie rotation, there’s a chance that the rotation will be Jonathan Bernier on Friday followed by James Reimer on Saturday.

The Leafs face the Devils on Friday, then head to Boston for a highly anticipated return visit to the site of their infamous collapse against the Bruins in Game 7 of last year’s Stanley Cup playoffs.

Reimer, who was in net for that collapse, would like to be back in goal Saturday night — but he said the game won’t be the same as a playoff rematch against the Bruins.

“Sure, any goalie would like to start every game,” Reimer said. “And I’m not saying this game (vs. Bruins) doesn’t mean anything, it’s just that in the playoffs, that’s the time for retribution.”
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TJ Brennan can trace his current success with the Toronto Marlies to an outdoor rink in South Jersey.

Brennan is the talk of the AHL at the moment, having scored 10 goals in the team’s first 10 games. Anyone who has watched the former Buffalo Sabres’ first rounder play knows he has one of the hardest and most accurate slap shots in hockey.

It’s something he honed playing roller hockey with friends in South Jersey during the summers.

“When I was younger, I played a lot of hockey and a lot of roller hockey, and I liked to score,” said Brennan, 24, a native of Mooresville, N.J., who also has a pair of hat tricks to his credit so far this season.

“I wasn’t the greatest skater so I always worked on my shot and my skating, but mostly I just wanted to score . . . it became a very competitive thing.”

Brennan is having a Justin Schultz type of season in the AHL, and he is scoring from just about everywhere on the ice. Against the Utica Comets Tuesday, he bagged one on the powerplay and one at even strength, goals that were being talked about around the league Wednesday.

The powerplay marker came on a one-timer slapper; Brennan is on the Marlies’ powerplay with Stuart Percy quarterbacking the unit, and Josh Leivo, Gregg McKegg, and Spencer Abbott up front. One of the set plays is to get that one-timer to Brennan, and that big shot finds the net even though the opposition knows its coming.
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But Brennan also uses the shot to other advantages. His second goal came off a fake shot — he deked the defenceman and scored off the rush, with the defenceman ultimately hauling him down and drawing a penalty.

Normally, 10 goals like that will get you noticed by the NHL club, but the Leafs are flush with seven defenceman, and have Mark Fraser returning from injury this week.

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle suggested a possible window of opportunity for Brennan when he said Wednesday that “it’s tempting” to look at a defenceman with 10 goals in the AHL.

“It’s not in my control in some sense,” Brennan said about falling under the NHL radar despite his current success.

“Randy is a good coach and you sense confidence and a lot of other things from him, but you also see the style of play he likes and that’s defence and responsibility first. And that’s one area I am working on and trying to keep improving on.”

In the meantime, Brennan still relishes those roller hockey games with friends back in South Jersey.

“They’ve been my best friends for a long time and it’s very competitive, they know (he’s a pro hockey player) but they don’t care, they play me hard all the time,” Brennan said.

“And a lot of them are way better than I am (on roller blades), but I can tell you that’s where I got a lot of my creativity from.”
Maple Leafs: Mark Fraser ready to return against New Jersey

Fraser has been out with an injury since the first week of the season and is hoping coach Carlyle will let him play against his old team.
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Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman Mark Fraser, left, fights with Montreal Canadiens left wing Travis Moen on October 1, 2013 in Montreal.
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Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman Mark Fraser, left, fights with Montreal Canadiens left wing Travis Moen on October 1, 2013 in Montreal. 
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Mark Fraser’s return to the Maple Leafs from injury will be a welcome moment.

But it could also touch off another guessing game — if he’s in, who’s out?

That answer may be provided Friday when the Leafs meet the New Jersey Devils on home ice, a game that will also pit Fraser and winger David Clarkson against their former team for the first time this season.

Right now, Fraser is facing a situation where the Leafs are flush with seven defenceman. John-Michael Liles may be returned to the Marlies to make way for Fraser, but that depth still creates a decision for the coaching staff.

Ultimately, one of the current top six will likely become a healthy scratch if Fraser is back in the lineup.

It may be time the Leafs give Morgan Rielly a break, but there’s nothing to indicate coach Randy Carlyle is thinking about sitting the prized rookie. Rielly has been paired with Cody Franson, and if he sits, it would open the door for Fraser, who was paired with Franson for the entire season last year.

More Video

LeafsBeat Nov 12, 2013

LeafsBeat Nov 12, 2013

Leafs Beat November 4th

Leafs Beat November 4th

Leafs Beat for October 21st

Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

“My goal is to play (against New Jersey) . . . at this point it’s a coach’s decision but I’m ready to play,” said Fraser, who has missed 13 games since suffering a knee injury in a game against the Philadelphia Flyers during a fight with ex-Leaf Jay Rosehill.

Fraser doesn’t have to be reminded about his departure from the Devils. He was traded in December of 2011 to the Ducks, then a month later he was packing his bags again for Toronto in a deal the Leafs worked out with Anaheim for Dale Mitchell.

“There’s no bad blood over not playing there but I was basically told I wasn’t going to play anymore,” Fraser said. “But definitely, I give all the credit to that organization for the player I am today. They had a great defensive system there and I learned a lot about how to play. Definitely things worked out, and I’m very fortunate to be where I am today. But sure, you want to have a good game against your old team. You want to showcase yourself and give them a reason to think they are missing you.”

Carlyle has asked his defencemen to increase their commitments to the basics to help stem the overwhelming tide of shots against and high quality scoring chances.

Fraser’s strengths remain his attention to physical details — finishing checks, blocked shots, toughness in front of the net — and those qualities have been lacking in the Leafs zone of late.

But Fraser is also wearing a knee brace, and acknowledged Wednesday that the added bulk of the cage is very new to him at the moment.

“We’ll have a decision to make,” Carlyle said Wednesday when asked about Fraser’s return. “Obviously we have a seventh and eight defenceman now, the seventh being John-Michael Liles, but it’s no different than other times when we have these decisions when guys return (from injury).

“But we need physical play (out of the defence), we need puck movement, we need to get back to the workman game and not the cutesy game we’ve been playing.”
Maple Leafs: Lupul lines up for shot at No. 1 centre’s job

If the James van Riemsdyk experiment at centre fails, Joffrey Lupul says he can try it.
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Leafs winger Joffrey Lupul, who played some centre in Philadelphia and in junior, says he'd be willing to take a crack at the job if the James van Riemsdyk experiment doesn't work out. 
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Leafs winger Joffrey Lupul, who played some centre in Philadelphia and in junior, says he'd be willing to take a crack at the job if the James van Riemsdyk experiment doesn't work out. 
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The James van Riemsdyk experiment at centre is on. And if that fails, there’s always Joffrey Lupul.

“I played a little centre in Philadelphia, in the same type of situation with guys getting hurt,” said Lupul. “And I played a bit of centre in junior. It’s a big adjustment.”

While the Maple Leafs took a well deserved and much-needed day off Tuesday, there was no sense of panic among the players given the injuries to centres Tyler Bozak and Dave Bolland that has left the team with a hole down the middle.

Far from panicking, the Leafs were in a jovial mood Monday, with several players volunteering to take a crack at the coveted No. 1 centre’s job. For now, the Leafs seem intent on playing van Riemsdyk at centre instead of left wing on the first line. But Lupul is ready if needed.

“We’re looking at JVR to make it right now,” said Lupul. “Anyway we can help him out, on faceoffs or in our own zone, it’s not always the centre who’s back down low. It’s whichever guy is first back. We’ll have to communicate and help him out as much as possible.”
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Phil Kessel excited about $64-million deal with Leafs

Nazem Kadri, of course, could move back to the first line, with Jay McClement the second centre and Trevor Smith the third. That could necessitate a call to the Marlies, where reports on bottom-six centre Andrew Crescenzi are positive.

If coach Randy Carlyle really wanted to think out of the box, he could also look to defenceman Jake Gardiner, a centre in high school.

“It’s a different position,” said Lupul. “He (van Riemsdyk) is used to playing left wing. It’s different routes. It’s different assignments in our own zone and different assignments in the neutral zone.

“That being said, we’re all still in the same video room. You’re supposed to know what’s going on all over the ice. We’ll see if he does.”

Van Riemsdyk’s only hockey experience at playing centre came during a two-year stint at the position with the University of New Hampshire.

That might not have happened had it not been for Leafs teammate Smith.

Smith was also with UNH — a year before van Riemsdyk — but decided to turn pro, leaving an opening at centre. Van Riemsdyk became the school’s choice to replace him.

“Yeah, it came down to a decision about finishing school or playing pro hockey, and I made the choice to play pro,” said Smith. “I think it was the right decision, and I can always go back and finish school once hockey is over.” 

The Leafs had previously entertained the idea of using van Riemsdyk at centre. Carlyle mentioned it two summers ago, after taking over from Ron Wilson for the final 18 games of the season. 

“I made that comment and I didn’t think it would be that much of a story,” Carlyle said Tuesday. “We thought about it back then but the way things unfolded, we weren’t pressed into trying it.”

Time has now caught up with the Leafs and they are shifting van Riemsdyk to centre to help them fight the loss of their top two centres.

Carlyle is well aware that the move could be pivotal in how the Leafs weather their current storm.

“You talk to all the masterminds who build hockey clubs and they’ll all say it starts down the middle . . . centres, defence and goaltending,” Carlyle said. “You look no further than Pittsburgh and they have (Sidney) Crosby and (Evgeni) Malkin down the middle. . . . You look at Boston and they have (David) Krejci and (Patrice) Bergeron, and then there’s the Staal brothers. You look at all the hockey teams that have had success and they all are strong at the centre position.”

Carlyle experienced that first hand when he won the Stanley Cup with Anaheim in 2007: his centres were Andy McDonald and Ryan Getzlaf.
Maple Leafs try James van Riemsdyk at centre

JVR practises with Phil Kessel, Joffrey Lupul on top line with Dave Bolland, Tyler Bozak on long-term IR.
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The Leafs tried a top line of (from left) James Van Riemsdyk at centre with Phil Kessel and Joffrey Lupul at Monday's practice.
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The Leafs tried a top line of (from left) James Van Riemsdyk at centre with Phil Kessel and Joffrey Lupul at Monday's practice. 
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The Leafs didn’t refer to their gaping hole at centre as a “crisis.”

There were other ways to phrase the long-term loss of Dave Bolland and Tyler Bozak to injuries. 

A challenge? That’s putting it mildly. A season-defining test? That’s a bit too dramatic.

After Monday’s practice — the first since Bolland’s surgery in Vancouver to repair a severed ligament on the outside of his left ankle — the Leafs were stoic amid questions about the lineup with no games till Friday.

The first move to address the centre problem saw winger James van Riemsdyk shifting to the middle on the top line with Phil Kessel and Joffrey Lupul. Nazem Kadri, who had found some spark as the first-line pivot after Bozak went down with a hamstring injury Oct. 25, centred David Clarkson and Mason Raymond in practice. Bozak, on long-term injured reserve, can’t return until at least Nov. 21.

Van Riemsdyk’s only game experience at centre was in two seasons with the University of New Hampshire, never in pro hockey.
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

Both Lupul and Raymond enter the top-six forward mix as a result, with plenty of past experience in those roles. The biggest question is van Riemsdyk’s ability to adjust. He didn’t sound concerned.

“I didn’t notice a difference that much,” he said after practice. “It didn’t change my approach. Whatever they need me to do, I’m happy to do and help this team win games. 

“It’s a little different, I think a lot of it is about timing, and being in the right spots at the right time so you don’t lose your speed. But I’m just looking to play wherever they want me to — centre, wing, defence, I’m happy to do it.”

The Leafs have three more days to adjust before back-to-back games at home to New Jersey on Friday and in Boston Saturday.

If the losses start to mount, look for the 10-5 Leafs to crack down more defensively. 

“We think it’s our opportunity now to get back to the basics you need to apply in games to have success,” coach Randy Carlyle said.

“When you have players like (Bolland and Bozak) go down, it puts stress on everyone. It puts stress on the players to make up the minutes those two players normally take up. But everyone deals with injuries, and we’re going through our share of them right now.”

Carlyle said he couldn’t even guess at a timeline for the return of Bolland, arguably the club’s most consistent player to date.

“It’s too early to say. (Doctors) don’t give you that right away, not until the healing process starts,” Carlyle said. “They can come at you and say five months and you hope it’s two months, but you don’t know until the healing process begins.”

Bozak, meanwhile, has yet to begin riding a stationary bike while recovering from his hamstring injury, Carlyle said.

Toronto has options on the AHL Marlies’ roster, including former Nashville Predator Jerred Smithson and Andrew Crescenzi, but there is no indication yet that they will go that route. (Wouldn’t Joe Colborne, traded to the Flames, look good about now.)

Maple Leafs: Prospect Tyler Biggs third-liner with Marlies

If Biggs is playing on the third line in the AHL, Leafs are not counting on him to become a top-six forward in the NHL.
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Leafs' first-round draft pick Tyler Biggs is seeing third-line ice time with the Marlies, which could be a cause of concern within the organization.
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Leafs' first-round draft pick Tyler Biggs is seeing third-line ice time with the Marlies, which could be a cause of concern within the organization. 
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Tyler Biggs has gone from a first-round draft pick of the Toronto Maple Leafs to a third-line winger with the Toronto Marlies.

And concerns are quietly emanating from Leafs camp about the upside of the 20-year-old. 

If he’s playing on the third line in the AHL, they’re not counting on him to become a top-six forward in the NHL, where he was projected when the Leafs traded up to take him 22nd overall in 2011.

“That’s a fair statement,” said Marlies coach Steve Spott. “He’s going to have to come to grips with that. Talking to our management staff, that’s where they see him, as a player that can create offence, but ultimately, he’s got to be a third-line right winger in the National Hockey League.

“When you look at players like David Clarkson, or Chris Stewart, those players, he has to get more of that in his game. More energy, more bump. He’s getting more comfortable with that.”
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Phil Kessel excited about $64-million deal with Leafs

Last year, Biggs has 26 goals and 27 assists in 60 games with the Oshawa Generals, his first and only season in the OHL after jumping ship from the NCAA. He has one goal in eight games with the Marlies

“This is my first year pro, so everything is a new experience right now,” said Biggs. “It’s coming along good.”

Biggs was also a member of the gold-medal winning Team USA at the world junior hockey championship in Russia. The Americans used Biggs on the third line.

“I don’t think anything is (forever),” said Biggs. “It’s a role that I’m trying to do right now, to be a reliable guy in that role. That means playing defensively and be responsible there. I can chip in offensively.

“I’m okay with any role they give me. I’m just trying to play the game.”

Spott, having been an assistant or head coach in the OHL since 1997 before signing up with the Marlies this year, is intimate with Biggs’ progress from a teenager to the pro ranks. And he understands it can take time to convert from being the top guy on the power play to the guy who is supposed to shut down the other teams’ top guys.

“For him, it’s probably adapting to a different type of a role,” said Spott. “Watching him is a minor midget, he was a pure goal-scorer, a player that used his shot as a weapon, was expected to provide offence on a regular basis. In Oshawa, same thing.

“Here, he’s going to be more a third line, checking, energy-type player. Top-line penalty killer. But still we don’t want to take away from his offence. If you’ve got a player like Tyler (Biggs) on your third line, he should still be able to create offence. 

“Understand, we expect him to be a complete 200-foot player and also a penalty killer.”

Drafting is never an exact science. Teams find it important to deal with the prospects they have and not fret over what they might have had or what they thought a player might have been.

And it’s far too early to worry about whether Biggs is a bust as a first-rounder. In fact, only 16 players taken in the first round of 2011 draft have played in the NHL. And if he does make it as a third liner, well, third liners play as much as second-liners.

Daniel Cleary, Frederik Sjostrom, David Steckel. Boyd Gordon, Brian Boyle, Steve Bernier are all first-round picks who eked out decent NHL careers deep in the lineup.

In fact, Spott likens Biggs to Stewart, an 18th overall pick of the Colorado Avalanche in 2006, now a power forward with the St. Louis Blues.

“For me, he can be that type of player,” said Spott. “He can use his size, be a dominant physical player. Be hard on the body. Be physical. At the same time we want him to find that checking, physical aspect to his game without completely sacrificing offence.”

The Leafs as an organization are showing patience with their prospects and are beginning to have success at the draft table.

Truth is, however, Biggs has been passed in the depth chart among Leafs prospects. Both Josh Leivo, picked two rounds after Biggs in 2011, and David Broll, picked five rounds after him, have gotten their first NHL games under their belt. 

Leivo, with his quick release and hockey smarts, is projected as a top-six forward. Broll, with his hard-nosed style, is more bottom-six.

Biggs, with speed, a good shot and hard body checking, is a bit of both. But he hasn’t been able to put it together in the early going with the Marlies.

“I don’t think a lot of our young guys (have had offence) really,” said Biggs, adding he doesn’t feel the pressure of being a first-round pick. “Not really. I have a good relationship with this coaching staff. There’s no pressure coming from them. I don’t feel pressure from fans or media, or anything like that. I’m just out here trying to play.”

Maple Leafs prospects Connor Brown, Carter Verhaeghe tearing it up in OHL

Erie Otters captain Connor Brown — a 2012 Leaf pick — faces Niagara IceDogs centre Carter Verhaeghe — a 2013 pick — at the Meridian Centre in St. Catharines on Saturday.
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The Maple Leafsare out of town.

The Marlies are out of town.

If you need a Blue and White fix, however, just venture down the QEW on Saturday, where you’ll see two of the Leafs’ hottest prospects play one another.

Erie Otters captain Connor Brown — a 2012 Leaf pick — faces Niagara IceDogs centre Carter Verhaeghe — a 2013 pick — at the Meridian Centre in St. Catharines in OHL action.

It’s bound to be a pretty good game that pits Brown, the leading scorer in the OHL heading into play Friday, against the third-leading scorer in Verhaeghe.

“Carter (Verhaeghe) is a really good player,” Brown says of his future teammate. “The only thing I’d be thinking about is trying to keep him limited so we have a better chance to win the game. He’s pretty gifted.”

Brown, a Toronto native, may end up being the jewel of a very deep 2012 draft for the Leafs, the one that netted them defenceman Morgan Rielly.

Photos 

View photos

Connor Brown of the Erie Otters.

zoom

Brown was picked in the sixth round, 156th overall. For all the hype in Erie surrounding Connor McDavid — the 16-year-old phenom who very likely will be taken No. 1 overall in 2015 — it is Brown who is the leader, both on the ice and off.

“He’s a very competitive kid,” said Otters GM Sherry Bassin. “He’s a hard-driving kid. He’s a rat on the puck. He’s skilled, but he also has no fear. He’s getting bigger and stronger. When we drafted him he was five-foot-six (Brown is now five-foot-11).

“He’s just constantly working his game.”

More Video

Chris Chelios

Chris Chelios

Leafs Beat November 4th

Leafs Beat November 4th

Perdita Felicien jumps from the track to television

Leafs Beat for October 21st

Brown, centering McDavid and undrafted 20-year-old Dane Fox, form one of the more feared lines in the OHL and are leading a renaissance of hockey in Erie, a Pennsylvania town that has known its share of hockey hardship in recent years.

The Otters are 12-2-1 in the young season.

“We’re playing really good,” said Brown. “The aura in the room is great. It’s just night and day from previous years. A winning attitude and things of that nature . . . it’s pretty exciting.”

Brown is often compared to Josh Leivo, another undersized player who bloomed after the Leafs drafted him. The Leafs urged Leivo to work out and get stronger, and he did. The 2011 draft pick got into seven NHL games this year.

The club is offering Brown the same advice, and he’s doing his best.

“I was really undersized in my draft year,” said Brown. “I’m still a little bit undersized, but I’m getting bigger. I think as I get bigger and stronger, I’m developing and getting better every year. That’s been a big key for me, I’m a bit of a late bloomer.”

Verhaeghe was a third-round pick, 82nd overall, this past summer. He had 18 goals and 26 assists in 67 games for the IceDogs last year, and his hot start this season has him on Team Canada’s radar for the world junior tournament. 

He centres Niagara’s top line. With 11 goals and 17 assists in his first 15 games, he was a point behind linemate Brendan Perlini, who has13 goals and 16 assists.

“My line is just clicking,” says Verhaeghe. “Brendan Perlini’s doing pretty well on my left wing, we have some good chemistry. I just wanted to have a really good start to the year, get things going so I can have a better year than last year.”

Verhaeghe got to know Brown a little bit through various camps and workouts with the Leafs. Verhaeghe worked out a lot with strength coach Anthony Belza and Leafs skating coach Barb Underhill.

“She helped me,” Verhaeghe said of Underhill. “She feels out your stride and picks out what you need to work on. I need to work on my skating in general and need to be more explosive in my first few steps. I tried to work on that for most of the summer, it’s helped a lot.”

At six-foot-one and 180 pounds, Verhaeghe is another player that needs to add bulk and strength.

“He’s a lanky kid that needs to get stronger and more powerful,” said Niagara coach-GM Marty Williamson. “That will come with maturity. He worked awfully hard to get stronger . . . he’ll continue to do that.

“Carter has so many intangibles. Everything he needs to do is all within his grasp. He’s not a guy that can’t shoot, or can’t skate, can’t do this or can’t do that that. He doesn’t have to re-invent anything. Carter just needs to get older and stronger. Progression is all he really needs . . . just some time.”

Leaf picks from last two summers:

2012

First round: D Morgan Rielly, NHL regular.

Second round: D Matt Finn. Four goals, 12 assists for Guelph Storm. Will play for Team OHL vs. Russia in Subway Series.

Fifth round: F Dominic Toninato. Just starting with University of Minnesota-Duluth.

Sixth round: RW Connor Brown, leading scorer with Erie Otters. Will play for Team OHL vs. Russia in Subway Series.

Sixth round: C Ryan Rupert, taking a leadership role with the London Knights. Will play for Team OHL vs. Russia in Subway Series.

Seventh round: D Viktor Loov, playing sparingly with Modo of the Swedish Hockey League (formerly the Swedish Elite League).

2013

First round: C Frederik Gauthier. A point-a-game centre (5G, 13A in 18GP) with Rimouski (QMJHL), but more is expected. Will represent the Q in Subway Series against Russia.

Third round: C Carter Verhaeghe. Great start with Niagara IceDogs. Will represent OHL against Russia.

Fifth round: Fabrice Herzog. Adjusting to life in North America, Swiss forward has 13 goals in 18 games with the Quebec Remparts, second in points on the team.

Sixth round: G Antoine Bibeau. Off to a 6-4-0 start with Charlottetown (QMJHL) with a 3.23 GAA and .916 save percentage. Puts him in top 10 in both categories.

Seventh round: Andreas Johnson. Leading scorer for Frolunda (SHL, formerly SEL) with 10 goals, and six assists in 17 games.
Thoughts: NHL Central Scouting’s NCAA Prospects

September 23, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Thoughts 
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Hello there! If this is your first time visiting Over The Boards, consider subscribing for updates on this topic and many others.

NHL Central Scouting came out with their updated list of players to watch for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia. Taking a page from Elliotte Friedman’s thirty thoughts column yet again, I’ve thrown some of my immediate reactions down onto paper (word document) below, but first – a poll, because I’m curious: With a bit of meaningful play in the books now, do you think this is a strong year for amateur hockey or an off one?

Is this a strong year for Amateur Hockey prospects?

 Yes, especially within my region

 Yes, all over North America

 No

View Results

Loading ...

1) To survey the entire world and project pro potential, even with a full team of scouts, is not an enviable task but CSS does a great job of identifying and evaluating a lot of guys with some serious accuracy. Their Wikipedia entry says they typically see over 3000+ games per year, collectively.

2) From the USHL, Green Bay pivot Nick Schmaltz (North Dakota) and two forwards from the NTDP, Sonny Milano (Notre Dame) and Dylan Larkin (Michigan) were the only ‘A’ ranked prospects. An ‘A’ from central scouting indicates a potential first rounder.

3) Seven more from the NTDP were ranked ‘B’ skaters, including top uncommitted defenseman and program newcomer Jack Dougherty. Another seven were ranked ‘C’.

3) In the nets, both NTDP U-18 netminders Edwin Minney and Blake Weyrick were also rated as ‘B’ prospects.

4) And from the NTDP by extension, NTDP alum (and our top uncommitted goaltender) Hunter Miska (Penticton), was rated a ‘C’ prospect. We had the Minnesota prospect rated 19th among all uncommitteds when we last refreshed our rankings.

5) More on the goalies – one especially interesting trend: American goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic is the top rated goaltender in the OHL, while two Canadian NCAA commits are the USHL’s top non-NTDP prospects between the pipes. Tri-City Storm goaltender Hayden Lavigne, an Ontario-born prospect committed to Michigan, was the only other ‘B’ prospect in the crease from the USHL. Fellow Ontarian and a Cornell commit, Cam Hackett, was rated ‘C’, as was recent MSU Mankato commit Jason Pawloski (Indiana Ice).

6) Wenatchee Wild goaltender Chase Perry was ranked a ‘B’ and tops in the NAHL. When we last saw the Andover (MN-HS) goaltender, he had size (6’3) and made a few fantastic sequences of stops, but we came away a little concerned and noted that we thought “[Perry's] going to need to add quickness to his lateral movement and a calm base to his game to progress past juniors.”

7) From the New England prep ranks, Salisbury defenseman James Gobetz, who we ranked #34 on our May Select 70, is a big defenseman with some pro upside and was rated a ‘C’ by CSS. Gunnery defenseman Mike Lee (UVM), a major riser in the prep circuit as well, was also rated ‘C’. So was Westminster’s big man on the blue Will Brophy and Salisbury’s twin Yale committed forwards Evan and Mitchell Smith, giving the Crimson Knights a nice bit of publicity here.

8) Choate goaltender Sam Tucker (Yale) was rated a ‘C’ also. Top uncommitted (#5) Ryan Donato (Dexter) is ranked a ‘B’, no doubt thanks to a really strong showing at the Beantown Classic where Central Scouting were seen taking serious note, as were we – Donato moved up 11 spots on our rankings thanks entirely to his outstanding play there. Forward-turned-defenseman Miles Gendron (UConn) was rated a ‘B’ as well.

9) Speaking of Beantown, 6’4 uncommitted goaltender Robert McGovern, who allowed no goals throughout the entire showcase, was rated a ‘C’. Other top performers in our eyes that got ranked here were fellow ‘C’ ranked skaters JC Brassard (Nobles) and BU committed forward Bobo/Robert Carpenter (Austin Prep BU commit).

10) A trio of KUA skaters identified here, receiving the only nods from CSS for the entire state of New Hampshire. They are JD Dudek (BC), Tyler Bird (Brown), and Dom Franco (Uncommitted). All named ‘C’ ratings, and all completely different types of forwards. As is huge KUA junior AJ Greer (PSU), who will likely be an ‘A/B’ rating this time next year.

11) From New Jersey, only Delbarton’s Chad Otterman was ranked. Otterman, a top lacrosse prospect as well, was considering Harvard and Notre Dame for the fastest sport on land, but we loved the big forward pushing the tempo on the ice at Beantown. Otterman is a smart, huge forward with a lot of upside. Tough to play against and finishes his checks, which when combined with his high tempo style of play, really makes him an asset. His hand-eye and inherent athleticism are regularly used on the rush and when Otterman is on, he’s simply uncontainable. If he can raise his compete level and stamina to bring it on every shift, Otterman should be a weapon at the D1 level and beyond.

12) Three from SSM Prep made the list, but we won’t get a look at them until this Wednesday. Alex Falconer last year was a lanky, high-end skater with a lot of upside, rated ‘B’, alongside fellow ‘Alex’, Alex Rodriguez, who we liked last year as well. On Rodriguez, we noted: “Rodriguez, a visibly hard worker, is an effective back-checker because of his elite speed. He battles ferociously for loose pucks and uses his 5’11, 180 frame to protect the puck extremely well below the goal line, which fits beautifully into the SSM mindset. In addition, Rodriguez shows great poise with the puck and high-end puck distributions with his impressive awareness on the ice. Rodriguez, along with current line-mates Nathan Noel and Anthony Petrella, have combined to create some stellar offense. Wins critical battles in all three zones, time and time again.” Also from Shattuck, Top Uncommitted Chase Phelps (#11) is rated a ‘C’.

13) We were excited to see some pretty accurate rankings for the Minnesota High Schoolers, in our eyes at least. Eden Prairie’s Luc Snuggerud (UNO) has raised his stock big time over the summer. We hear he may have injured his wrist (maybe while throwing one of his trade-mark bullets from the blue), so at least Central Scouting got a chance to see him before that and accurately rank him. As has Tyler Nanne, who is riding a bit of a cold streak in Elite League offensively, though we’re still very high on him. You’ll see that reflected in our soon-to-come refresh of our uncommitted rankings. Nanne’s teammate Dylan Malmquist (Notre Dame), whose tires we’ve pumped quite a bit, is a ‘B’ as well.

14) Burnsville’s uncommitted (#15) heart-and-soul forward Tyler Sheehy gets a well-deserved nod here from NHL Central Scouting after telling MN Hockey Hub’s Loren Nelson that he “doesn’t have any scholarship offers,” but “has lined up recruiting visits to Western Michigan, Denver and Minnesota-State.”

15) Eden Prairie’s Steven Spinner, who absolutely killed it at our first Elite League viewing this year, got a nod as a ‘B’ as well. His goalie Jake Kielly makes it three ranked here for the Twin Cities suburb. Hill-Murray’s Mitch Slattery got a ‘B’ as well – Slattery and fellow H-M teammate Willie Brown (not ranked here) really caught our eye that weekend as well. Nicky Wolff from Eagan rounds out the MN-HS group.

16) CSS pretty much looks to have pegged it from what we saw of the Team Wisconsin outfit, ranking top defensive talent and Wisconsin commit Matt Berkovitz the only ‘B’ from the state. Four were ranked ‘C’s – Chuck Bennis, a big d-man, and his Eau Claire (WI-HS) teammate Charley Graaskamp, a big forward with what could be some dormant high-end potential. Forward Michael Wilson, a power scorer from Fond Du Lac and one of our until-now-unannounced ‘Leagues of Their Own’ featured players made the cut as a ‘C’ as well. Cooper Watson of Appleton North, brother of Michigan Tech (and Sharks draft pick) defenseman Cliff Watson also made the list.

17) Lake Forest Academy (IL-Prep) goaltender Sean Cleary was listed 6’4 (and looked it) at Beantown, but is a 6’2.25 ‘C’ rating by CSS, who I would wager have the more accurate numbers. Either way, it’s an intriguing name to throw out there. We pegged him as our 10th best netminder from Beantown, and he can really front a puck.

18) Really confuses me when guys go from U16 hockey to their draft eligible year sometimes. Case in point: Youngstown’s 6’2.25, 155 lb offensive lynchpin Maxim Letunov, who skated for Dallas Stars Elite U16 outfit last year. Caleb Jones (NTDP U17) and Johan Steen (Lone Star, NAHL) were two other stand-outs from that team for us.

19) Just from a quick glance, Chris Wilkie, Austin Poganski, and Ryan Mantha got ‘B’ rankings, while Green Bay forward Nick Schmaltz garnered the ‘only’ A for North Dakota’s class of 2018. Penticton Vees (BCHL) forward Ryan Gropp could very well get an ‘A’ for himself during his freshman year as he isn’t eligible this season. From the AJHL, Rhett Gardner was rated a ‘C’. Ed. Note, initially had Shane Gersich as a ‘B’. The former Holy Family (MN-HS) star is rated a ‘C’.

20) A token ‘new guy’ that I haven’t seen, uncommitted Waterloo Black Hawks forward Lawton Courtnall (Omaha AAA and California Titans AAA product) garnered a ‘B’ rating.

21) Now for the ‘bad’ news from an NCAA perspective: Seven ‘A’ ranked prospects from the WHL alone – more than tripling the NTDP’s count. One is California-born forward Chase De Leo, who skates for the Portland Winterhawks. Looks to be a really good draft year for the WHL.

22) The QMJHL’s only ‘A’ this year, in contrast, isn’t even domestic after a hell of a season for QMJHL draft eligibles in 2012-13. It’s late 95 forward Ivan Barbashev, a 6’3 scorer from Moscow. They’ve got more than their share of prospects in the lower tier rankings, though.

23) And of course, the OHL has a flat-out scary group of ‘A’ ranking skaters including some ‘new’ names to me and plenty of familar ones: Aaron Ekblad, Michael Dal Colle, Josh Ho Sang, Roland McKeown and American talent Blake Clarke. Their ‘B’ and ‘C’ tiers are pretty well filled as well – and the names are good too: Pius Suter, Nikolai Goldobin, and a few that are probably tougher to pronounce than they are to evaluate, like Damir Sharipzyanov.

23) Twenty-eight guys from the USHL (who aren’t playing with the NTDP right now) certainly holds it’s own as one of the world’s best developmental circuits. Add the NTDP’s nineteen guys and that’s a formidable group.

24) Boston College committed forward Tanner MacMaster made it as the only ‘B’ from the Alberta League, skating for his Camrose Kodiaks.

25) Defenseman Jared Walsh, a (now) former Michigan commit who made his exit from the amateur ranks to the OHL recently, is still listed under his OJHL team here. A college coach who caught Walsh in the OJHL summed him up (via text) to us the other day as: ‘a STUD’, so that looks to be a bit of a loss for the Wolverines..

26) The NCAA has a few draft eligibles of their own as well – namely one ‘A’ prospect in Boston College’s top recruit Thatcher Demko, a 6’4 goaltender out of the NTDP this past year. Michigan has two in freshmen Evan Allen and Alex Kile, while RPI’s Parker Reno hails straight out of Edina – all three were ranked ‘C’s. Bemidji State’s Brendan Harms earned a ‘C’ for the WCHA, and another one for the ECAC is NTDP alum Clint Lewis (Cornell).

27) The NAHL’s Logan Von Ruden, who skipped his senior year for Northfield (MN-HS) to skate for the Minnesota Magicians, gets a deserving nod here as a clearly high-upside blue liner, but more curious, how often does a (currently) third pairing defenseman in the NAHL get ranked by central scouting?

28) The USPHL get their first three ranked prospects (ever!!), all predictably in the Premier division, all ‘C’ ranked. James Winkler (Northeastern) could have been argued up to a ‘B’ ranking in my eyes as a guy who has ‘pro potential’ printed in bold on his back if you can read fast enough to see it before he charges down the ice. Brendan Robbins is a forward out of New Hampshire whose been skating in juniors since tearing it up for Nashua North as a sophomore.

28) Meanwhile, Beau Starrett is a 6’4 winger – brother of big BU committed netminder Shane Starrett – skating for the South Shore Kings, and he takes the final ‘C’ for the ‘P’.

29) Ran out of things to say at 28. Edit: No I didn’t – How did Michigan State commit and Des Moines Buccaneer Marcel Godbout not get rated here?

30) Just kidding. From an international perspective, I’m pretty clueless, but I would wager that the ‘A’ rated guys from across the pond would be worth keeping an eye on for those really into prospects. I’ll name them here, but I’m solely going to note the program they’re skating for – not whether they’re with the Jr. team or pro outfit. They are all from Sweden, save one from Finland: Kasper Kapanen (KaiPa). The Swedes? William Nylander (Rögle), David Pastrnak (Södertälje), Adrian Kempe (MODO) and Jakub Vrana (Linköping). All are forwards. German forward Leon Draisatl is an ‘A’ plying his trade in the WHL.
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Select 70 Top Uncommitted Prospects – October 2013

November 12, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Select Seventy 

We’re back with the second edition of our Select 70 Uncommitted Prospects. The season is still young, so this can be considered more of a ‘preliminary’ list if you like, but it’s still a pretty comprehensive list of who we’ve seen and where we believe their upside in college hockey lies. While last year’s list had about 150 skaters in contention, we threw out our May ranking this time around and started from scratch with about 300 players under consideration.

This list is probably missing around 20 skaters from the BCHL, AJHL, USHL and USPHL respectively, but with only so much time in the first month of the season, we opted to focus on the younger ranks and check in further on those other junior circuits in time for February’s ranking. With every new list, we sharpen our evaluations and get closer to providing an accurate feel of college hockey’s top prospects. We’ve included an extensive list of Limited or No Viewing prospects on page two and this list only marks the beginning of our season-long look at emergent uncommitted talents.

Looking for past Select 70 talents that have already committed? You can find them on our Graduates page.

Get the Top 20 Uncommitted Prospects via e-mail monthly!

* indicates required
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1. 97 D Zach Werenski – NTDP U17 – 6’1 – 206

Versatile, elite defenseman has a pro build and serious mobility. Regarded as one of the USA’s top defense prospects, Werenski is the real deal both offensively as well as in his own end. Built out of a franchise defenseman mold and might very well be a one-and-done should he make it to college. London of the OHL own major junior rights.

2. 97 F Jordan Greenway – NTDP U17 – 6’4 – 214

When Greenway is on, there’s no stopping the behemoth of a skater from dominating with a deadly combination of size and skill on the puck. Some questioned Greenway’s ability to bring it shift-to-shift last season playing U16s, but with the NTDP this year the 1st round pick of the OHL’s Plymouth Whalers is more than proving his name. Would be an assertive force in college hockey from day one of freshman year.

3. 97 F Luke Kirwan – NTDP U17 – 6’1 – 225

Already 6’1, 225 and somehow isn’t even draft-eligible until 2016. Kirwan turned 16 two weeks ago and has become one of the NTDP’s most impactful skaters already. Competitor with scoring ability and serious size has ‘pro’ written all over him.

4. 96 F Ryan Donato – Dexter School – 6’1 – 180

Last year, Donato led the prep ranks in scoring as a sophomore and over the summer he solidified his status as one of the nation’s top players. The cerebral forward has added another dimension to his game with explosive skating ability and an intense will to get to the net. Poised skater generates opportunities at will, has slippery hands and craftier distributions that assist him in getting the puck wherever he wants it to go. The son of Harvard coach Dan Donato could very well land in Cambridge, but BU or BC are both potential landing spots as well.

5. 98 F Logan Brown – Indiana Jr. Ice U16 – 6’5 – 200

Doesn’t take much to see that the huge, coordinated skater is going to be a player. Elite skater seems to have mastered the nuances of how to generate offense and uses dynamic playmaking ability to create something out of nothing in the final third. Hard on the puck and can really handle, shoot and pass it too. Already at well over a point-per-game clip at the U16 level but his upside dwarfs those totals.

6. 97 D Ivan Provorov – Cedar Rapids Roughriders – 6’0 – 200

It’s a rare talent that can play with a vicious edge and still make elite plays with the puck through all of that sandpaper. Provorov can make himself an integral part of the rush or change the momentum of a game with a punishing, well-timed hit. Offensive ability is certainly there but it may take some adjusting to the USHL to truly unearth it.

7. 96 D Tyler Nanne – Edina High School – 5’10 – 180

Polished defender’s collegiate upside is sky-high, though a lack of outright offensive dominance in the Elite League should be raising eyebrows. A forward moved to the back-end, Nanne’s got a dart of a shot that could be ruining nets on a nightly basis and a sharp understanding of how to break up plays all over the ice. Compete level and complacency are going to be questions, but the skill level is undeniable.

8. 97 D Vas Kolias – Chicago Mission U18 – 5’10 – 155

The Chicago Mission veteran sees plays developing a step ahead of his peers, a fleet-footed defenseman who can make an impact all over the sheet and contribute offensively as well. Kolias doesn’t dominate in the offensive zone but has the tools for success and could come out of his midget major season with a seriously refined scoring ability.

9. 95 F Tyler Sheehy – Burnsville High School – 5’9 – 180

Heart-and-soul forward can adjust his game to the situation and make his presence felt along the boards or on the scoring sheets. The late 95 has taken the Elite League by storm and holds the scoring lead in a vice grip. Will be a convincing Mr. Hockey candidate at this rate. Unshakeable confidence and compete level all spell serious college success.

10. 96 F Chase Phelps – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Prep – 6’0 – 175

Good-sized forward contributes in every facet of the game and can toy with defenders in the offensive zone. Plays a style of game that will translate extremely well to college hockey and doesn’t overcomplicate things, plugging away on the offense with a number of tools at his disposal. Hit a point-per-game pace as a junior on prep last year and looks to eclipse that this season.

11. 99 F Sean Dhooghe – Chicago Mission Bantam Major – 5’3 – 120

Diminutive forward defines hockey sense and does nothing but make plays. Dhooghe has a separation gear that puts him at breakneck speed and uses it to disarm opposing skaters to great effectiveness. Could find a way to break into the zone with his laces tied together. Soft hands and a lethal scoring touch, Dhooghe is always in the right place at the right time and refuses to get knocked off of his game despite attracting a ton of attention shift-in and shift-out. Sub-5’5 right now, but even if he only gets to 5’6-5’7, he will be a special talent.

12. 96 F Anthony Petrella – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Prep – 5’9 – 186

Compact, athletic scorer uses a combination of agility and vision to score and works in the hard areas. The type of skater you want out on the ice to set the tone and to score the tying goal with ten seconds left – advanced timing, IQ and awareness.

13. 99 F Grant Mismash – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Bantam – 5’11 – 158

The full package – Mismash can crush opposing skaters and set up gorgeous plays, uses great straight-away speed and toughness on the puck to generate endless amounts of scoring chances.

14. 98 D Luke McInnis – Hingham High School – 5’10 – 165

Remarkably polished skillset and maturity for such a young defender, McInnis can zip seeing-eye passes through an entire team and makes decisive plays beyond his years.

15. 96 F Ted Hart – Phillips Exeter Academy – 5’11 – 170

Astute skater utilizes his athleticism and elite hockey sense to great success. The bloodlines check out pretty well too: has two brothers playing division one hockey, Kevin (Providence captain) and Brian (Harvard, 2nd rd. NHL – Tampa Bay).

16. 97 D Tye Ausmus – East Grand Forks High School – 5’7 – 150

Not as big as brother Gage (North Dakota) but packs plenty of skill into 5-foot-7 as an efficient, poised, fleet-footed blue liner with some dormant offensive upside.

17. 98 D Alec Mahalak – Compuware U16 – 5’8 – 155

Quick defenseman is a catalyst offensively, uses explosive skating ability and intuition to create dangerous opportunities in the final third. Can lead the rush and spark an offense.

18. 99 F Scott Reedy – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Bantam – 5’11 – 166

A big reason why this SSM Bantam team is so ruthlessly efficient is the ability to roll top prospects like Reedy, Mismash, Hutsko, Pratt and a number of others in succession (or side-by-side) to cut off another team’s air. Reedy would be the focal point of the offense on a thinner team, but with the Sabres Reedy gets a chance to showcase his dynamic offensive ability and poise as part of a group on a nightly basis.

19. 99 D Chris Trouba – Compuware U16 – 6’3 – 170

As a 1999 playing U16 hockey, Trouba is already making everyone else look out of place – the massive defenseman is remarkably comfortable with his build already and will only get better. Composed and makes good looks with the puck.

20. 97 F Matt Pulver – Omaha AAA U16 – 6’1 – 170

Pulver grabs your attention and never looks back, and that’s impressive considering the team he skates for this season. Nice shot and high engagement, cuts off plays and turns them into opportunities. Works well and hard on the boards – Pulver makes an impact shift-to-shift.

21. 98 D Matt Kiersted – Elk River – 5’10 – 155

A lot of the MN-born 98s were knocking on the door of cracking this list, and will in the next round, but Kiersted oozes confidence and has had the steepest developmental curve of the age group. Mobile, capable defender with serious offensive faculties looks like an upcoming star for the aptly-named Elks.

22. 98 F Pat Khodorenko – Honeybaked U16 – 5’11 – 185

Predictably tied for his talented team’s lead in points with 2 goals and 8 assists in 5 games, Khodorenko has elite offensive ability and the WHL’s Everett Silvertips are likely more than in the hunt for the potential pro who is really filling out very early.

23. 97 F Max Zimmer – Wayzata – 5’10 – 170

This is going to be a huge year for the Trojan, whose play has somehow simultaneously spurred conversation about pro potential as well as a concerning inconsistency. Very shrewd, discerning skater whose instincts and skillset could lead to a lot of success.

24. 96 F Maxim Letunov – Youngstown Phantoms – 6’2 – 155

Last season, Letunov was a lanky offensive wonder kid, though with that an immediate outpouring of offense to start his USHL career did not appear likely – 9 points in 6 games for the Phantoms are proving me wrong. Quietly dangerous at all times, Letunov uses explosive speed to create separation and generates a lot of opportunities with intuitive positioning and an active stick.

25. 97 F Tanner Tweten – East Grand Forks – 6’2 – 198

Big, coordinated hybrid power forward with some skill and craftiness to boot. Doesn’t force plays and can cause fits on the forecheck. Works hard at both ends of the ice.

26. 98 F Austen Long – Spring Lake Park – 5’9 – 165

Long hasn’t exactly ‘broken through’ in the Elite League yet, but he’s a scoring fiend by the blue paint and is gaining valuable experience against some very capable defenders.

27. 96 F Charley Graaskamp – Eau Claire Memorial – 6’1 – 175

High-end forward has some clearly dormant potential and could be a game-breaking talent well beyond the NCAA. Leads Team WI in Elite League scoring.

28. 97 F Ryan Dmowski – The Gunnery – 6’1 – 190

Dmowski’s got pro potential and is just lethal in the offensive zone. Clever positioning alongside a serious scoring touch, Dmowski plays his role as a cog in the offense well and just makes plays.

29. 98 F Kieffer Bellows – Edina – 5’11 – 195

Bull of a forward with game-shattering scoring ability and a pro build, Bellows is built to dominate and does just that. Might be even more effective if he reined himself in a bit.

30. 99 F Austin Pratt – SSM Bantam – 6’1 – 210

Seems like Pratt’s still figuring out his role at this (and the next) level due to a seriously advanced frame for his age, but he’s got a heavy, heavy shot paired with offensive awareness and elite athleticism, so to say he projects well would be an understatement.

31. 99 F Lukas Boka – Compuware U16 – 5’11 – 175

Younger brother of Michigan recruit Nick Boka has a wide base to his skating not unlike Bobby Hall (#55) and plays a similar style game but with more pro upside. Quick to pucks and makes a ton of really pretty plays at the U16 level – only a 99! Will likely move up this list quite a bit next time around.

32. 96 F Kevin Dineen – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Prep – 5’11 – 155

Catches your eye on nearly every shift, makes other skaters force plays and always seems to take advantage of whatever is available to him. Has a high compete level that sets him apart from his peers.

33. 97 F Tyler Gwyn – Atlanta Fire U16 – 5’10 – 180

Just wills out scoring opportunities for his team. Uses above-average speed and relentless work ethic to make plays every shift. Doesn’t take no for an answer.

34. 95 F Michael Wilson – Fond du Lac High School – 6’1 – 185

Wilson is a constant threat to score with a heavy, accurate shot. Plays a pro-type game with the build to match, could end up a top line power forward in college.

35. 95 D Johnny Austin – Benilde-St. Margaret’s – 5’9 – 180

Quick skater has improved from just ‘mobile defender with elite vision’ to a really hard-to-play-against prospect with some fire to match all the flash he showed us last season. Still moves the puck beautifully but showed that he can force his way down the ice if need be as well.

36. 96 F John Peterson – Holy Family – 5’10 – 159

Confident skater accelerates to top speed very quickly and has a ton of skill on the puck. Makes plays at high speed and really thrives on the transition.

37. 97 F Koby Bender – Cloquet – 5’11 – 172

Up-tempo sophomore pushes the pace already in Elite League. Fearless and possesses all the desirable intangibles in an opportunistic forward, Bender possesses obvious potential and it will translate into serious offensive effectiveness before too long.

38. 99 F Logan Hutsko – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Bantam – 5’4 – 117

Diminutive puck wizard is going to be one of the best in his age group if he grows even just a few more inches. Makes better plays with one hand on the puck than some top six NHLers already, Hutsko utilizes agility, precise passing and frenetic scoring ability to make the offense really go.

39. 95 D JC Brassard – Nobles – 5’11 – 190

Poised, ruthlessly capable defender breaks the puck out with ease and vision. Bears down on opposing forwards breaking in and makes their lives hell – doesn’t get fazed and makes deft decisions with the puck.

40. 95 F Dan LaFontaine – Buffalo Jr. Sabres – 5’11 – 170

Last season at Avon Old Farms was a ‘down’ one for the high-end center and we noted that he could still break through and shoot up this list after being ranked 70th in May – Lafontaine did just that to start the season with the OJHL’s Jr. Sabres. Cognitive beast from a hockey IQ standpoint with a lot of playmaking ability.

41. 95 G Hunter Miska – Penticton Vees – 6’0 – 171

If you can’t tell, I’m hesitant to rank goalies unless I’m pretty confident in their ability to make it at the next level. Only six goalies made the list this time and less than twenty were under serious consideration – Miska’s reliability and foundation to his game make the Vees goaltender our top netminder on the board. Might not be a franchise starter, but you know what you get with Miska, and that’s a good stopper.

42. 97 F Robby Jackson – Chicago Steel – 5’9 – 165

Jackson has some speed but shines on the puck at any pace, utilizing his hockey sense and scoring ability to wicked effectiveness.

43. 97 D Nick Heid – Omaha AAA U16 – 6’2 – 190

A rip of a shot and advanced intuition offensively lead Heid to a lot of success, but once he becomes elite in his own end as well the Omaha U16 alternate captain will be a top-tier prospect.

44. 98 D James Greenway – Shattuck-St. Mary’s U16 – 6’3 – 200

We won’t see Greenway for a week or two, so the only reason he’s ‘low’ is because this is based on last year’s projections. Smart, rugged blue liner literally bulldozed through forwards at the Bantam level last year and exuded confidence all over the ice.

45. 96 F Liam Blackburn – West Kelowna Warriors – 5’11 – 155

Skilled two-way centerman with explosive skating ability is tough to contain and competes hard yet in a smart, measured, effective manner.

46. 98 F Ethen Frank – Omaha AAA U16 – 6’0 – 185

As one of the youngest skaters on the ice, Frank makes a consistent impact with speed and skill on the puck. Fluid skater slips in and out of the play effortlessly, positioning himself cleverly all over the sheet.

47. 96 F Mike Merulla – Jr. Flyers U18 – 5’11 – 190

Creative, opportunistic forward plays with a lot of intensity and just makes things happen. Badgers opponents who have the puck and competes in the hard areas.

48. 94 F Erik Andersson – South Shore Kings – 5’10 – 180

Elusive forward was rock solid all through the Beantown Classic though he hasn’t made many strides on the scoresheet in the USPHL for a .500 South Shore Kings team. Always seems to be in the right place at the right time, utilizing both quickness and hockey sense to make plays time and time again.

49. 99 D Jackson Decker – Chicago Mission Bantam Major – 5’6 – 150

Composed, offensive-minded defenseman really goes for it in the final third and comes up big often without getting caught up ice. Reads the play well, strong on puck retrievals and wins battles.

50. 97 D Ryan Shea – Boston College High School – 5’11 – 150

Athletic, poised defenseman brings consistent, steady play all over the sheet and is good with the puck as well. Has attracted lots of interest.

51. 97 D Jack Ahcan – Burnsville High School – 5’6 – 150

Undersized but highly effective defenseman has an elite hockey mind and a very polished, mature game.

52. 95 D Phil Beaulieu – Fargo Force – 5’9 – 190

Amazing that no one has garnered a commit out of this puck-moving Duluth-native who can dictate the tempo and make smart plays all over the ice.

53. 96 G Blake Weyrick – NTDP U18 – 6’2 – 201

Big Californian netminder fills Thatcher Demko’s skates this year at the NTDP and is very filled out, doesn’t give shooters much to glance at and seems to stop most of what they can see.

54. 97 D Zach Mirageas – Governor’s Academy – 5’9 – 165

Dynamic defender is seriously effective all over the ice – salvages broken plays like it’s nothing and makes plenty of his own.

55. 95 F Bobby Hall – Kimball Union Academy – 6’0 – 180

Strong forward utilizes the wide base to his skating well to give him the balance to make tough, high-risk plays under duress and is surprisingly evasive for such a big forward. Doesn’t forecast a thing and is acutely aware of his outlets all over the ice. Can really shoot it, too.

56. 96 D Jon Venter – Canterbury School – 5’10 – 165

Quietly superb, Venter handles one-on-ones with ease and uses his stick to great effectiveness. Doesn’t get pressured into forcing a play and can provide results in every situation. Listed at 5’8 incorrectly on a few rosters (including the ones we’d seen)..

57. 95 F Alex Rodriguez – Shattuck-St. Mary’s Prep – 6’0 – 185

Just hell to play against, Rodriguez outworks everyone on the ice and plays an honest, unselfish game in the offensive zone. Strong skater with scoring ability.

58. 96 F Nolan Stevens – NTDP U18 – 6’2 – 186

Same boat as James Greenway. Big forward, effective on the forecheck and on the walls, can move the puck and slot right into a forward group with success.

59. 96 F Jake Jaremko – Elk River High School – 5’10 – 170

Has a good shot and intuitively goes to good areas, but doesn’t break games open as much as you might expect. Wears down opposing teams with consistent work ethic, skill and serious drive.

60. 97 F Van Barr – Omaha AAA U16 – 5’10 – 165

Unassuming skater has every intangible that you can’t teach in the final third and sees things develop before anyone else on the ice. Best-in-age-group caliber offensive vision.

61. 99 D Tyler Inamoto – SSM Bantam – 5’11 – 146

Already looks the part with shiftiness on the blue and great puck distributions, Inamoto isn’t afraid to mix it up with a big hit either and plays a mature game, anticipating everything that might come at him. Competitor can take an opposing forward out of the game with clever defensive play and sandpaper in his own end.

62. 99 F Keaton Jakrzewski – Honeybaked U14 – 5’7 – 138

Smart skater seems primed to break out this season for Honeybaked, plays with a lot of engagement and looks to make his teammates better. Lots of upside.

63. 98 F Drew Pflug – Omaha AAA U16 – 5’10 – 150

Intriguing skater is really measured with his skill at the U16 level and uses his speed very effectively. Pflug works hard, isn’t afraid to pull the trigger and creates a lot out of nothing.

64. 97 F Christiano Versich – St. Thomas Academy – 5’7 – 158

Versich might be more successful if he got a bit more selfish and took more shots, but he’s pretty effective as a playmaker in the Elite League and makes it look easy when he intermittently slips around experienced MN-HS defenders. Reminiscent of a smaller Ryan Donato (ranked #4) two years ago. Should be a big year for the Cadet as his squad looks to prove their name in Minnesota’s top division.

65. 95 G Craig Pantano – Boston Advantage U18 – 6’1 – 155

Pantano is controlled and composed in the net and exudes a quiet confidence from the crease, deflecting pucks into good areas, utilizing good angles and tracking the puck extremely well.

66. 96 G Joey Daccord – Cushing Academy – 6’2 – 185

Son of goaltending coach Brian Daccord has size that you can’t teach, and the technically sound foundation that you can. Good skater and doesn’t bite first too often. Will be a big year for the Penguin as he looks to prove his starting ability.

67. 96 D Nick Wolff – Eagan High School – 6’4 – 195

Huge, athletic defenseman is more polished than he was last year and is looking like a real force on the back-end. Moves the puck out well from his own zone and removes opposing forwards from the play with alarming regularity.

68. 95 G Robert McGovern – Thayer Academy – 6’4 – 230

We didn’t even realize that the massive Thayer netminder didn’t allow a single goal through five Beantown Classic showings, but we did realize his potential. Plays absolutely huge and gives shooters nothing to look at, either absorbing or pushing out shots into safe areas.

69. 97 D Zak Galambos – San Jose Jr. Sharks U18 – 6’2 – 170

Big, smooth-skating defender slips around the offensive zone with purpose and gets back on defense, too. Playing U18 hockey this year as a 97 and has a ton of upside.

70. 98 G Nick Sorgio – Salisbury School – 6’1 – 180

Sorgio dropped a lot in these rankings just because we think how he fairs in prep school is going to be more telling for his long-term upside than Bantams was, but we love his aggressive, athletic style of game in the net when he’s on and Sorgio could be big-time.

Limited or No Viewings:

The limited or no viewings section is a way for us to identify some skaters we either couldn’t get a feel for when we saw, or otherwise have been tipped off on by a reliable source. A large number might have made the above list, but we won’t know until we know! There’s a good number of names listed and probably still doesn’t scratch the surface – click to the next page to see.

Leagues of Their Own: Ryan Donato

October 30, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Leagues of Their Own 

Our newest Leagues of Their Own installment is with returning Dexter School junior forward Ryan Donato. One of New England’s top uncommitted prospects, the son of Harvard head coach Ted Donato hit the top of the scoring charts in prep school as a sophomore last year and is looking to bring his squad to glory in the form of a New England Championship this winter, in what might very well be his last season of prep school hockey. We’ll be in touch with Ryan over the course of the season and document some of the peaks and valleys of the prep school hockey season. This first interview helps bring us up to date on Ryan’s hockey career from youth hockey to today, where he’s finding himself recruited by college hockey figures that include his own father, but also national powers Boston University and Boston College. Thanks to Ryan for agreeing to be a part of the series.

Let’s start off with the beginning, obviously with a hockey dad I’m sure you got into hockey early, but let’s go from the start and bring it back to where you’re at now…

Yeah, my dad taught me how to skate, do everything… I started playing hockey for my close town team, the South Shore Seahawks growing up, and I did a couple years of that. At one time, I was on like four or five teams…

How old were you then?

Around 8 or 9. I was always playing up with the older kids and stuff like that but I was playing a lot of games. Played for the Kings, Terriers, I played for the Sharks, Seahawks..

So just all growing up you didn’t end up sticking with one, just bounced around a bit?

I kind of went back and forth. The Terriers, that’s probably the last team I stayed with for a couple years where I didn’t play for other teams. I played with them for like three straight years, then I went to Dexter straight after.

What year did you stop with the Terriers? 8th grade?

Yeah. 8th grade year, and that was because Dexter did split-season. Like, split-season U16 and you play for your middle school team.

No kidding, who did you guys play against in middle school for Dexter? 

Nobles, Belmont Hill, all those middle school teams..

How was the transition to Dexter’s high school team as a freshman?

Well, freshman year I was kind of out of shape, I broke my femur, was out for a full year. Couldn’t play sports, couldn’t do anything and that took a toll on me a lot with my skating and all of that. I had to work my way out of that and that was the biggest, probably, hiccup so far. So freshman year I was getting back into it. I played pretty well, had like, thirty-something points, but it wasn’t where I needed to be, skating-wise especially. I actually ended up playing a lot but it wasn’t really because of my skating at all, it was more just being able to see the ice and all that.

So how about this sophomore year? How was that?

Then, this sophomore year was… a great time. I played a lot, with Harrison, who just got drafted by the Flames, and then Fidler, whose taking a year and then going to Harvard.

What are you thinking about doing? Taking a year after Dexter or heading out after this junior season?

I’m not gonna take a year after Dexter, it depends on whether I go there senior year or somewhere else for senior year. But I love Dexter. I love the spot I’m at, so..it depends. My uncle’s at Dexter too so I’m just gonna see how it plays out.

I remember when I saw you guys play two years ago, you guys didn’t have the toughest schedule. It was kind of tough, but did you think it factored in this season? Cause your scoring, you, and the team – it was just crazy this year.

Yeah. Well, we didn’t play any bad, like, terrible teams, we played a bunch of good teams but the thing is if we lost to anyone it would look bad. We had a bunch of great games, honestly. Not a ‘hard’ schedule but we played a bunch of teams that were even with us. We had a great year, but this upcoming year we’re gonna have a harder schedule.

Do you know which games are being switched in or out this year?

I’m not sure but I know our first three games are like, Nobles, Cushing, like – big schools. This year we only had one or two losses, but that killed us. Killed us.

Yeah. Exactly, if you have that ‘weaker’ schedule, it’s so hard.

We almost didn’t make the tournament. We went 22 and 1 and we almost didn’t make it.

It was the same, I think, the year before you went. They had the same boat with the schedule, almost undefeated…

They were unbelievable. They were really good and they almost didn’t make it.

So, Dexter’s a prep school. But since it’s a day school, do you have to play other sports? Or is it whatever you want?

Usually freshman and sophomore year, you’re supposed to play three sports. I could take a year off [from football] because of my femur and I didn’t want to get hurt before hockey season either, so I did that route, but I might play soccer this year. And I always play baseball. This year, I’m kind of choosing between baseball and golf.

Okay, cool. Looking back at this past Dexter season, what were some of the more memorable moments?

I think I had 3 or 4 overtime goals this year that were… pretty fun. There was one game I remember that was probably the most fun game I’ve played in, probably the Cushing game. We tied 5-5. It was like, 1-1, 2-1, 2-2, 3-2… I remember scoring with, like, not a lot of time left to tie it up and that was one of the best feelings. It was just overall an incredibly fun game.

At Dexter or at Cushing?

At Dexter…the place was packed…

That whole top ring just filled?

Yeah. Yeah, then senior’s night was a pretty fun game. We played St. Paul’s and won by a lot but since it was senior’s night there was a ton of people there. It was just a lot of fun.

Speaking of seniors, Trevor Fidler (Harvard commit), he had a pretty good year, huh?

Yeah. He’s a good kid, he’s one of my best friends. He was good to play with. Sees the ice well, fast, quick.

A little worried about not having him there on your side next year?

Not really, he’s a great player to play with but I have some friends Brazal and Hock, coming in this year too.

Are they juniors too?

Brazal’s a junior too. Kevin (Hock)’s gonna be a sophomore. Hock’s from CM, he was probably their best player. We have another kid too, D’Antuono, he’s coming from Hingham and I think he was their leading scorer.

—–

That’s all for this installment. We’ll catch up with Ryan again after his season has started and talk about the outlook of the season once his Dexter team has hit the ice.

Thanks for reading.
College Hockey Commitments November 2013

November 18, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Commitment 

October ended on a flurry of commits and would have exceeded 5000 words so I’m going to start November by re-capping a few of those late, late October gets. One change this month that you’ll notice very quickly is that our ‘advertisement slots’ have been replaced with actual advertisements. We work with advertisers to bring relevant content to our readers, so if you’re interested, check them out! Potential advertisers can inquire here.

94 F Tyler Pham commits to Army – November 18

The other big get for Army today was Indiana Ice captain Tyler Pham, as he too committed to spend his college career in West Point. The 5’9 Fort Collins, Colorado native is in his third USHL season. He was committed to Denver during the Gwozdecky era, a former 3rd overall USHL draft pick. Pham, who spent time with Bruns playing for TI’s U16s a few years ago, announced his commitment on the same day as Bruns and it looks as though the two wanted to come to campus together. A nice swing for the Black Knights as they kick their recruiting efforts into another gear.

94 G Cole Bruns commits to Army – November 18

Army picked up two big USHLers today, as Omaha’s Cole Bruns commits to West Point. Bruns, a long-time Team Illinois standout in his youth hockey days, most recently made some serious noise with his five-game shutout streak – a USHL record. The 5’11 goaltender is 19 this season, the far-and-away leader in every meaningful goaltending statistic through thirteen tough games, with a 1.82 and .932 save percentage, leading his Lancers to a hot start. The Black Knights will be hoping he can do the same for them.

96 F Sonny Milano switches commitment to Boston College – November 18

NTDP star forward Sonny Milano, who had been committed to Notre Dame, announced this weekend that he will be an Eagle this coming fall of 2014 in Chestnut Hill. Milano, a forward with unshakeable confidence and uncanny ability to hang onto the puck and make something happen, takes a lot of parity out of the top group of recruiting classes for 2014 as he would have been a marquee recruit for the Fighting Irish next fall. With the loss of Ryan Gropp to the CHL hurting North Dakota’s super-class, and the emergence of BC-committed Alex Tuch, the Eagles class of 2018 is looking like one of the most fierce in college hockey next fall. Milano is lethal all over the ice and should jump right in with Boston College’s high-powered offense.

scouting

94 F Brandon Watt commits to Robert Morris – November 18

Robert Morris picks one up for 2015 in Nepean Raider (CCHL) forward Brandon Watt. A veteran of the league and assistant captain for the Raiders, Watt had a 10-28-38 line in 59 games last season and kicked it up again for a 6-15-21 line in 26 contests in his fourth full campaign in the league.

95 D Tommy Parran commits to Brown – November 18

Brown’s recruiting surge continues as they pick up former Cleveland Barons defenseman Tommy Parran, who is plying his trade as a rookie in the USHL with Youngstown this season. The 5’11 skater from Shaker Heights, Ohio is on track for 2015 per USHR.

94 D Nick DeSimone commits to Union – November 18

Union picked up the OJHL’s most prolific defenseman in Nick DeSimone this week. The Buffalo Jr. Sabres blue liner is a rookie to the OJHL but isn’t playing like one with 8 goals and 19 assists in just 23 games – good enough to be tied for 25th in the offense-friendly Jr. A circuit out of Ontario. While he probably won’t be a replacement, the arrival of DeSimone next fall may serve to prepare for the loss of star junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere’s production in Schenectady. Nick is the brother of former UNH player Phil DeSimone.

94 D Vince Pedrie commits to Quinnipiac – November 18

Former Apple Valley (MN-HS) star Vince Pedrie committed to Quinnipiac this week. The 6’0 offensive defenseman has been making his way through the USHL since 2011 where he started with Omaha and most recently finds himself with Indiana since mid-last season. The Ice went without his services for about a month before Pedrie returned on November 9th, where he tallied an assist against the Chicago Steel, his fourth point of the year in six games. Quinnipiac freshman defenseman Derek Smith is also from Apple Valley, and two other underclassmen Bobcats are from southern MPLS suburb Chanhassen as the Bobcats’ midwestern contingent grows.

94 F Alex Jaeckle commits to Air Force – November 16

Air Force snags a 6’2 18 year old out of the NAHL in late birthyear forward Alex Jaeckle. The Johnstown Tomahawks skater hasn’t brought a ton of offense this season nor in the past with Little Caesars, so it doesn’t seem like this is a commit with scoring in mind.

95 F Brian Bowen commits to Vermont – November 16

The USPHL sends another skater to the division one ranks in Boston Jr. Bruins forward Brian Bowen, who has committed to Vermont. The 6’1, 210 skater spent last season with the EHL’s Northern Cyclones, where he threw down 56 points in 38 games. This season, he leads the Jr. Bruins in goals and is tied for the lead in points with Providence commit Bryan Lemos, while recent Brown commit Tim Doherty is just behind the two on the charts as the Jr. Bruins do well moving players on in the inaugural USPHL season.

94 F Mike Louria commits to Lowell – November 14

Janesville Jet (NAHL) Mike Louria committed to Lowell last week. The 5’11 forward from Gibraltar, MI, has 16 points (8g,8a) through 14 NAHL games this season, his first in the league. The journeyman forward had previously played at SSM (10-11), the Pittsburgh Hornets U18 (11-12) and most recently the Boston Bandits last season – he found some success getting the puck to the net for all three and looks to continue to do so over the next five years.

HTBBQ

96 F Trey Bradley commits to Colorado College – November 14

Wenatchee Wild forward Trey Bradley, one of the NAHL’s top 1996-born prospects, committed to Colorado College last week. The 5’9, 155 lb skater from Florida is second in scoring on the Wild with 9 goals and 10 assists in 18 games, including two game-winners. Out of the U18 skaters in the NAHL, only recent Denver commit Sebastian Fuchs and Lowell recruit Guillaume Laclerc are ahead of Bradley in scoring.

96 F Chase Phelps (#10) commits to Boston University – November 13

Shattuck-St. Mary’s star forward Chase Phelps announced his commitment officially this week, via Twitter. Phelps, our #10 uncommitted prospect, is a 6’0 forward for the Sabres with pro upside and a lot of natural ability. Smart on his skates and possessing a good-sized frame that still lets him hit a high speed, Phelps makes plays in tough situations and can toy with defenders but has showed his high hockey IQ this season with his ability to deceive defenders and set up teammates now that he’s been getting a little bit of extra attention.

An alert forward with hockey sense that intuits where the play will go and when, Phelps does an admirable job of not complicating things when a simple play will work and finds a lot of success all over the offensive zone when he’s on his game. His totals this year (6-15-21) are good, but actually a little lower than one would expect from Phelps as we’ve seen him be a deadly scoring threat and six goals in eighteen games against U18 competition does not reflect his ability. That said, his assist totals do reflect his playmaking ability and Phelps seems to be getting better as the season goes on and should see his draft stock rise. For a bigger guy that makes some tough plays and skates hard, he plays a fairly honest game and isn’t much of a liability to take bad penalties either. In fact, I can’t remember seeing Phelps take any noteworthy penalties, let alone at a bad time, and that’s clearly been a priority for David Quinn’s new-look Terriers.

96 F Sebastian Fuchs commits to Denver – November 12

Denver picks up a high-end prospect in Swedish forward Sebastian Fuchs out of NAHL franchise Kenai River. One scout said that Fuchs 2014 NHL draft stock is rising rapidly and that NHL programs are making trips out to catch Kenai River just to see the potential sleeper from Sweden’s AIK franchise, where he played last season for their U18s alongside a top Swedish prospect in Robin Kovacs. Fuchs reportedly has terrific offensive upside and the 17-year-old has posted a 6-9-15 line in 18 NAHL games. Looks like a huge one for coach Montgomery – Fuchs looks to be on track by 2015, and seems like he’ll be an impact freshman when he dons the Pioneer jersey.

95 F Sam Lafferty commits to Brown – November 12

Brown goes back to prep school to add to their rapidly growing stable of recruits in Deerfield Academy’s Sam Lafferty. The Hollidaysburg, PA native posted a 9-15-24 line in 24 games last season. The 6’1 forward looks to be on track for fall of 2015. With seven skaters graduating this season and six more heading out by 2015, that makes 13 – and with exactly 13 recruits on track by 2015 as of right now, are the Bears about done? They’ve picked up six commits since September 20th, including Williston’s Max Willman. It’ll be interesting to see if they don’t start adding to a class of 2016 that has about two open spots, the other recruits of that class of four potentially being Cardigan Mountain product August Von Ungern-Sternberg and Loomis’ Zach Giutarri. There’s plenty of young talent in the prep circuit this year that would make a lot of sense.

95 D Zack Pittman commits to Canisius – November 12

Lincoln Stars defenseman Zack Pittman committed to Canisius this week. The Belle Tire product spent a year with Honeybaked’s U16s before heading to Lincoln a little over a year ago, and the 6’2, 205 defenseman out of Macomb, MI is likely headed to campus after this second USHL season is in the books.

95 F Brendan Soucie commits to Army – November 12

West Point continued their run on top prep school talent this week in garnering a commitment from Kent School captain Brendan Soucie. Soucie led the Lions with a 16-13-29 scoring line as they made it all the way to the last game in New England, eventually falling to a loaded Salisbury team in the championship. Soucie’s back in Kent, CT this fall as the Lions will look to make another run at New Englands. Meanwhile, Army’s recruiting itself is on the up-and-up as they’re not just targeting junior hockey standouts but also having success with some younger prospects, currently high school hockey’s rising seniors. Berkshire star forward Tipper Higgins is another West Point bound prep schooler and will try to bring the Bears some post-season success of his own.

95 F Tyler Drevitch commits to Merrimack – November 12

Merrimack picked up another prospect this week, this time local forward Tyler Drevitch, a USHL and QMJHL draft pick skating for the Eastern Hockey League’s Boston Bandits. A 5’11, 170 forward, Drevitch will likely hone his scoring ability in the junior ranks for the next few seasons before joining the Warriors. See Mike McMahon’s article on The Mack Report for more details.

94 G Collin Delia commits to Merrimack – November 9

Another Californian netminder goes Division 1 as Amarillo Bulls (NAHL) star Collin Delia commits to Merrimack. Delia is off to the definition of a hot start with a 0.93 GAA and a .965 save percentage through eight games. The 6’0 Rancho Cucamonga native seems poised to add to the Warriors goaltending depth for next fall.

95 F Kasperi Ojantakanen commits to UConn – November 9

18-year-old Finnish center Kasperi Ojantakanen commits to Connecticut out of Finnish power program Jokerit. Jokerit just announced that their top team will leave the Liiga (Finland Elite League) for the KHL next season, and Kasperi, who skated for Jokerit’s U20 team, will be headed to Storrs instead. Ojantakanen had an 8-16-24 line playing against U20s as a 17-year-old last season and has represented Finland internationally a number of times, most recently wearing an ‘A’. Look out for more Euro commits in the future, especially with the changing landscape shifting dynamics and making all of the routes currently available, including NCAA and Major Junior, look like more viable options every day. Will Moran, who has become a must-follow resource for UConn hockey fans, broke this story. You can find him on Twitter – @GoalMouthRadio.

97 D (#8) Vas Kolias commits to Boston University – November 8

BU committed top prospect Vas Kolias this week, continuing a stellar run on recruiting that has seen the Terriers shy away from solely recruiting local prospects such as Bobo Carpenter and instead taking their chances on the Midwest with gets like Maxim Letunov, Clayton Keller and now Vas Kolias. Kolias, a Chicago Mission product skating with their U18s as a 97, is a smart, fleet-footed skater with a real ability to process the game. Terrific get for the Terriers.

HTBBQ

94 D Danys Chartrand commits to North Dakota – November 8

After former commit Ryan Gropp spurned the NCAA route for the WHL, North Dakota looked north again for a college-ready defenseman with a little shorter timeline in Danys Chartrand of the Saskatoon Circuit’s Flin Flon Bombers. The 6’2 blue liner from Winnipeg looks to be on track for next fall.

93 D Nate Repensky commits to Yale – November 8

Former Duluth East star defenseman Nate Repensky has chosen his collegiate home and it’s out east: Yale University. The Bulldogs get an offensive blue liner who should have the ability to support from the back-end in D1 very soon. Repensky has 19 points – 17 assists – in 14 games for Bismarck of the NAHL this season.

94 F Cody Boyd commits to Army – November 8

Coquitlam Express (BCHL) forward Cody Boyd committed to Army this week. The forward is off to a solid start statistically with 7 points in 19 BCHL games — a big jump up from his 12 points in 79 NAHL games the two seasons prior.

94 F Kyle Schmidt commits to Bentley – November 8

Menomonee, WI native and Milwaukee Jr. Admirals product Kyle Schmidt committed to Bentley this week after splitting last season between Waterloo and Sioux City of the USHL. The current Sioux City forward has a 2-2-4 line through 12 games this season and 37 through 72 USHL career games — headed to Bentley next fall.

94 D Matt Purmal commits to St. Lawrence – November 8

Merrill, Wi native Matt Purmal committed to the Skating Saints of St. Lawrence this week after a smooth transition to Green Bay of the USHL. The current Gamblers defenseman, standing at 6’3, made his way to the league from his Merrill (WI-HS) Bluejays program, to Wichita Falls of the NAHL, before heading to Fort MacMurray of the Alberta League last year and landing in Green Bay this season.

94 D Phil Boje commits to Air Force – November 8

Former Mounds View (MN-HS) defenseman Phil Boje commits to Air Force after a season and change with the USHL’s Dubuque Fighting Saints. Boje has 3 goals in 10 games after scoring just one last season and the 5’10 blueliner will be headed to Air Force next fall.

96 F (#24) Maxim Letunov commits to Boston University – November 6

If you thought BU’s recruiting would fall off with the retirement of Jack Parker, think again. BU went in and committed Youngstown Phantoms prodigy Maxim Letunov this week, a 6’2, 155 lanky wonderkid with astronomical offensive ability. Letunov scrambles all over the zone using speed and deceptive playmaking ability to make an impact. Letunov was our #24 uncommitted skater based on the strength of last season and likely should have been much higher. These last three commits were reported by USHR.

94 F Tim Doherty commits to Brown – November 5

Former St. George’s offensive cog Tim Doherty has committed to Brown after starting his USPHL career off with a gaudy 8-7-15 line of scoring production. Doherty’s a pretty well-rounded skater with a great head for the offensive game – a natural focal point for any offense and sets up teammates with ease.

94 D Mark Hamilton switches commitment to Maine – November 5

This one came out of the blue, because I hadn’t even realized that Hamilton had ever decommitted from UMass, but that’s a casualty of college hockey recruiting coverage being in the relative dark ages. Regardless, the former Salisbury blue liner will now be suiting up for Red Gendron’s Black Bears, where his 6’3, 220 frame and sturdy game on the back-end will be much appreciated and should make the team a good bit tougher to play against in their own zone.

93 F Evan Ritt commits to Denver – November 4

Rocky Mountain Roughriders product Evan Ritt committed to Denver this week — for this season. The local boy from Lakewood, Colorado went out East to the NJ Hitmen and that paid pretty immediate dividends for Ritt, as he will join the team for the second semester of this season.

93 F Erik Baskin commits to Air Force – November 2

The ‘first’ commit of this November is former Minnetonka (MN-HS) star forward Erik Baskin. Baskin, a 6’3, 220 lb skater who spent last season and this one with Aberdeen (NAHL), had 87 points (41 goals) over his last two high school hockey seasons and is off to a hot start with Aberdeen, putting up a 5-3-8 line in 11 games after 25 points in 57 games last season.

Catching up on October

98 F Graham McPhee commits to Boston College – October 30

A major OHL draft prospect committed to the NCAA route out of Shattuck’s high-end U16 team this week. Graham McPhee, son of Capitals GM George McPhee, committed to Boston College after jumping out of the gates to a very hot start this season. McPhee is one of the few 98s in the SSM program who I think could be making an impact for the prep team (despite playing for the U16s), as he’s a very athletic sophomore forward who uses speed and hockey sense to make the other team look immobile and clueless on a regular basis.

Decisive and regularly a step ahead of the play, McPhee stands out after a shift or two and does nothing but make things happen. At 5’11, he may not get much bigger but as he fills out, his game should only get more effective. Has a lot of offensive upside. McPhee would have been in the top 30 range of our Select 70 had we seen him prior to it this fall, but we didn’t want to rank him based on his bantam season alone.

HTBBQ

Bruce Racine commits to Colgate – October 30

The state of Maryland produces another D1 goaltender with CT Yankees 6’2 goaltender Bruce Racine. Racine played for expansion program CT Oilers last season in the EJHL – The Goalie Guild creator Justin Goldman did a report on him from a camp this summer: TGG: Bruce Racine. Justin described his game as follows: “On the ice, Racine was seen as a rangy butterfly goaltender with an excellent positional foundation to his game. Standing at 6-foot-2, he has noticeably long arms and legs, yet relies mainly on his strong angle play to stop the puck. He’s technically sound and very efficient with his movements, something that was on display throughout the camp.

At his size, Racine is predisposed to making more blocking saves than reactionary saves. But he still works hard to blend a fair amount of athleticism into his game by having a strategic off-ice training program.”

Matthew Abt commits to RIT – October 30

Matthew Abt, one of the AJHLers we listed as a ‘Limited Viewing’ Select 70 prospect, has committed to RIT. Abt, a defenseman with great passing ability and good pace to his game, is a 93 birthyear who could be a hidden gem on the blue for the Tigers. Plays for Whitecourt of the AJHL and has 13 assists in 13 games.

Brett Supinski commits to Union – October 30

Brett Supinski, a second-year forward for Millbrook (NE-Prep) has committed to remain in NY for his college hockey when he gave his word to Union this week. The former Valley Forge Minutemen (PA) product had 24 goals in 24 games last season, plus 20 assists as well, good for one of the best scoring lines in the league. Millbrook plays a pretty tough schedule, so even in high school, those are some nice stats, though Supinski probably won’t get to campus for a few more years.

Jake Horton commits to Harvard – October 30

Harvard picked up a player with a very fitting resume this week in USHLer Jake Horton. Horton, USHL Scholar-Athlete of the year in 2012-13 and a Waterloo HS Valedictorian, is also an alternate captain for the Black Hawks this year and off to a very hot start. After a stand-out campaign in 09-10 at Tartan (MN-HS), Horton moved onto juniors following that year and despite only putting up 12 points in 28 games last year with the Black Hawks , he’s got a 2-6-8 line in 7 games with 20 PIMs for a .700 Waterloo team this year.

Robbie DeMontis commits to Yale – October 30

Robbie DeMontis, who exploded for 122 points in 64 games for Hill Academy (Ontario) last season, has committed to Yale. The 17 year old is only 5’9 but already plying his trade with some success for the Muskegon Lumberjacks of the USHL and the Bulldogs clearly liked what they’d seen from the young prospect. DeMontis has 4 assists in USA’s top junior hockey league through 12 games, but that will surely normalize as his time in the league grows longer.

Cam Knight commits to Alabama-Huntsville – October 30

Lawrence Academy (NE-Prep) senior defenseman Cam Knight has committed to Alabama-Huntsville. After dipping into the prep (alum) ranks for Matt Salhany last season and an honorary prep schooler in South Kent/Selects Academy forward Roberts Smits, the Chargers committed the 6’1 prep school blueliner this week. Knight, in a 14-game (about half the games) prep season, had a 3-5-8 line for the Spartans in his first prep season as a junior.

Joseph Widmar commits to Maine – October 30

Maine committed a 6’0 scoring forward in 18-year-old Joseph Widmar this week, who has 16 points in 11 games for the Eastern Hockey League’s CT Oilers. Widmar, who spent last season between Chicago and Indiana of the USHL, tore up the EJHL for the CD Selects as one of the team’s top scorers despite being one of the youngest on roster in 11-12. Clearly, the Black Bears staff think Widmar can do the same for them.

scouting

Mat Foget commits to Merrimack – October 30

Merrimack committed 5’6 center Mat Foget out of the CCHL’s Gloucester Rangers this week. Foget, an Ottawa Jr. 67′s product with offensive prowess, is fifth on the Rangers in scoring despite being one of the youngest in the CCHL. He leads all U17 players in the CCHL in scoring with a 7-5-12 line in 12 games and is on track for what looks to be 2016 to arrive in North Andover.
Leagues of Their Own: Elijah Harris

November 13, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Leagues of Their Own 

For our next installment of Leagues of Their Own, we talked to one of New England’s top goaltenders in Austin Prep (MA-HS) junior goaltender Elijah Harris. Elijah headed out to Minnesota with Team Mass for the CCM IIT recently, where he turned heads stopping a barrage of chances, and most recently posted a shutout in a 5-0 win over a talented Jr. Bruins U16 squad in the Tier 1 Mass Championships. This interview was done over the summer at the New England Sports Center during the Beantown Classic, which is why ‘here’ refers to Marlborough, MA a few times. Thanks to Elijah for taking some time to share his season with us this year.

OTB: Let’s start with the beginning of your hockey career, how you got into hockey, were you always a goalie, who you played for and all of that?

Elijah Harris: The majority of the goalies around here, they all started as forwards jumping back and forth. I started town hockey for Haverhill and there were probably two, three of us, we’d switch off all the games, alternating goalie with one set of gear. The town bought one set of gear and everyone would use it. I was probably 8, 9. I thought we were a pretty good town for hockey, not really a powerhouse high school, but as youth everyone stayed together and we were pretty good. So, went through Haverhill, and then this one day at the Icenter in Salem, New Hampshire, my dad knew someone who was there with Top Gun that needed a goalie mid-season.

So you just jumped into it with Top Gun?

I just jumped in mid-season, played out the year there, first time as a ‘full-season’ goalie. Then played the next year as a full season. Then, I jumped here (Marlborough/New England Sports Center), this is where I played with the Minutemen Flames. We didn’t know anyone here beforehand but I thought it would be a jump up.

Has your family been around here for a long time?

My dad grew up here, he was also a goalie – played at Haverhill High – so he went through that process, playing college hockey…

Where’d he play?

He played at Lowell, and then had a little stint with like, the AHL, East Coast league.

That must have been cool for you then, having a dad going through it, going pro?

I wasn’t really…well, I don’t really remember it at all.

Oh, yeah. So how did it go with the Flames?

I finished out five seasons with the Flames here. Pretty much everyone stayed together the whole time. We had like, three new kids.

Are any of those guys playing with you in high school now?

There are…four, of them that play at Rivers. (Matt) Lombardozzi, Austin Rook, then we had Cal, Cal Burke (Nobles forward committed to Notre Dame)… a few guys that really made up the team. Then we just split up, you could only go up to a certain age.

Is that when you headed to Austin Prep?

My last season here was my 8th grade year. I was fortunate enough to make the team (at Austin Prep) eighth grade year.

No kidding. I didn’t realize you guys had an eighth grade at AP.

Yeah, we go six through twelfth.

So, Seventh grade with the Flames, and then…?

Yup, seventh grade with the Flames. Eighth grade was the last year you could play Flames so I switched it up that year.

As an eighth grader, was there another goalie who played a lot or did you get a chance?

There was a junior, and it was me and another eighth grader, so we basically just switched off who would be the back-up. I got a third period here and there.

Freshman year, he’s still there?

Freshman year, he’s a senior and we split off a bit because the eighth grader didn’t play on the team that year, so we split time and then I think I just took over at the end of the season and for state.

You got to play in state (tournament) as a freshman?

Yup. Yup. Second round, I think, we lost. That last game was a tough one, it was kind of a quick two goals in the third period…we played Burlington, who ended up winning it all.

And then…this past season? How was that?

Oh, this past season was great. It was awesome. I had no idea what we’d have as a team going into it, but having somebody – just seeing that, for instance Bobo, who transferred from playing at Governors, you know he’s bringing something to the table. It was a lot of fun, I don’t think anyone knew what was going to happen.

How was playoffs?

I was expecting, well, the year before it was at Merrimack College, but I think it was great that they had it at Tsongas. Tsongas is a very nice rink. Very nice to play there, and the other rink that they held it at was Stoneham, actually our home rink during this season. When you grab all the people who were at Tsongas and pack them in Stoneham, it was probably three-deep standing room, there were like little kids climbing around..

Damn. I miss high school hockey.

Haha, yeah, but you have Minnesota High School, Minnesota State Tournament. It’s pretty nuts right?

Yeah, it’s crazy out there too, but anywhere you pack a rink like that…it’s fun.

Yeah. Definitely want to be back there.

So, you’ll be a junior this year, do you have a fall team?

Yeah, I’ll play fall prep team here, there’s a team of public and catholic school kids and we’ll play kids that go to prep schools. We’ll be in that league, and then I’ll play for Valley Jr. Warriors U16, too.

Sweet. Let’s talk about your style – your gear, but also your playing style, which both seem pretty unique. Can you talk about the way you play? Is it from your size or how did you get to play the way you do?

Having my dad play around the ’80s, it was kind of a different style then. It was something he drilled into me at a young age and it just stuck, recognizing when to stay up and go down. I don’t think I’m a strict butterfly or a strict stand-up.

Yeah. You don’t seem unorthodox but you don’t seem like a ‘hybrid’ goalie either…

Just… athletic, I guess. Very, very reactionary. However I can make a save, whatever I have to do…

In conjunction with that, is there a part of your game that you want to work on?

I think, If I can see the puck, I can save it. I don’t expect anything less, don’t let any straight-in shots in. I think working on consistency, not having any lapses where two-three pucks find their way in, is something.

Do you have any goalies you model yourself after?

I can’t really pick one, I take bits and pieces… I love watching Quick’s athleticism. Fleury’s fun to watch. Price is a great athlete, having Cory Schneider around here definitely helps. I train at Merrimack with Brian Daccord so he’s there a lot.

That’s all for this one, we’ll touch back with Elijah once his season with Austin Prep is underway. Thanks for reading.
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Top Performers around the Junior Circuits

November 12, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in OTB Top Performers 

It’s already mid-November (!!) so we’re going to check in on some season-long top performers now that there’s a pretty workable sample size. I’ve picked one skater from five top junior leagues to highlight this time around. We’ll give the other leagues some love next time around. In true ‘top performers’ spirit, these are heavily weighted on statistics in context. Since just about everything else we do on OTB isn’t, these ‘top performers’ features are our way of acknowledging those who are dominating the stat sheets.

USHL: 94 F Tyler Vesel – Omaha Lancers – UNO recruit

Vesel’s riding a 9 points in 5 games scoring streak that sees him leading America’s only Tier 1 junior circuit in goals with 14 in 15 games. We had the pleasure of watching Tyler skate for SSM’s Prep squad a number of times last season and it’s no fluke – the well-rounded skater has all the earmarks of a terrific NCAA prospect with a 5’11 build, clutch scoring ability and work ethic in every zone.

BCHL: 93 F Landon Smith – Salmon Arm Silverbacks – Uncommitted

The former Denver commit was on track for this year and he’s instead doing serious damage in the BCHL, leading the league in points, many of which have come 5-on-5, which is even more impressive. His statistics are shaded with some less impressive context clues, though: his Silverbacks are 2nd-to-last in a fierce Interior Division race, which makes it seem as though Smith may be benefitting from an offense centered around him as well as Michigan Tech commits Alex Gillies and Evan Anderson. Those three account for nearly 40% of the team’s points, and over half of their goals with 42 of the team’s 77. Regardless, it doesn’t seem like Smith will be uncommitted for long.

AJHL: 93 F Spencer Dorowicz – Olds Grizzlys – Robert Morris

The Olds Grizzlys captain sounds like a great story: a hometown Olds, AB product captaining his hometown AJHL team in his fifth season donning their white-and-yellow threads, Dorowicz has taken the league by storm and recently garnered a D1 commitment. Some highlights of his season thus far include a hat-trick against the CJHL’s top team Fort MacMurray, and leading the league in both goals and game-winning goals. The Olds Grizzlys have a case of the bottle-neck scoring chart, too, but unlike the Silverbacks noted above, two of the three skaters accounting for 55% of Olds’ goals this year are ‘young’ prospects. One is 1996-born Christopher Gerrie from Red Deer, and 1995-born 6’0 forward Kyle Star, from Langley, BC. Both have over 20 points each in about 25 games, good for a 10 point lead on anyone else on the Grizzlys – save the aforementioned Dorowicz, of course.

USPHL: 93 G Sean Lawrence – Boston Jr. Bruins – Uncommitted

Far-and-away the nascent USPHL’s top goaltender statistically, Lawrence has a gaudy .940 save percentage going and an even more impressive 15 wins in 19 starts. The Jr. Bruins netminder had a 13-game unbeaten in regulation (one SOL) streak going until last week, and rebounded to post above a .900 in his past two games.

NAHL: 95 F Tyler Gernhofer – Amarillo Bulls – Uncommitted

Gernhofer’s Bulls are pretty loaded and stand as one of the NAHL’s premier franchises this season with a number of D1 committed skaters. Gernhofer, statistically, appears to be one of those driving forces leading the Bulls to success. He has 17 goals in 20 games and six of those are game-winners. He isn’t getting all his goals in 7-0 thumpings of lesser divisional rivals, either. Check out the game-by-game and you’ll see quickly that many of his points are coming in games where the points mattered.

The Grapevine, TX native who tendered to the Bulls last season has been skating against much older competition for a number of years and it’s paying off this year – Gernhofer already reached his point total for last season (26) and has nearly doubled his goalscoring output in way less than even half the amount of games it took him last season. That’s the definition of performance.
Preseason Mr. Hockey Picks

November 11, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in OTB Awards 

With High School Hockey tryouts underway today, Gunnar and I decided it was a fitting time to reveal our preseason Minnesota Mr. Hockey picks. Since this is such a divisive group of candidates and no ‘clear-cut’ number one, to give a clearer picture we opted to provide our personal rankings instead of combining them for a unified opinion this time around.

#1: Phil Beaulieu / Steven Spinner

Jasper Kozak: Defenseman Phil Beaulieu (Duluth East)

Beaulieu was a point-per-game guy on the blue last season, has a great head for the game and will probably be the most experienced defender in the Minnesota High School circuit this season. While stats rarely ever tell the story, Beaulieu is currently the Fargo Force’s (USHL) second-highest scorer, with six of his seven assists coming on the man advantage and I think he’s going to be the definition of an impact skater for the Hounds. Besides, what says “Mr. Hockey” more than leaving for the fall but coming back in time for the entirety of your senior season?

Gunnar Olson: Forward Steven Spinner (Eden Prairie)

His size and speed make him good, but his patience is exceptional for high school hockey. He plays hard in both zones, and makes smart plays. I see him taking charge in Eden Prairie this season and putting up big numbers while still maintaining his two-way mentality. He is a well-rounded player who will find the score sheet.

#2: Steven Spinner / Luc Snuggerud

Jasper: Forward Steven Spinner (Eden Prairie)

My gut agrees with Gunnar in that I suspect Spinner will be the eventual Mr. Hockey winner, because high-energy, high-skill character forwards tend to turn heads a little more than cerebral defenders do. Really, Spinner’s the definition of a deserving candidate in my eyes. I can’t name a skater in the high school ranks that plays the game harder than Spinner, and it’s hard not to respect his game when he brings a little bit of everything.

Gunnar: Defenseman Luc Snuggerud (Eden Prairie)

Snuggerud has a lethal combination of speed and hands and the vision to create opportunities. He does the job in the d-zone and quickly transitions his team onto offense. He is a human breakout when he needs to be and he will likely save EP from some tense moments this season.

#3: Tyler Nanne / Phil Beaulieu

Jasper: Defenseman Tyler Nanne (Edina)

When Nanne’s on his game, there’s no one better on the back-end. If he turns up every night for the Hornets this season, there’s no doubt in my mind that they repeat as state champs when you consider the talent returning alongside the talent coming in.

Gunnar: Defenseman Phil Beaulieu (Duluth East)

This cerebral d-man makes plays all over the ice and is seemingly mistake-free. Beaulieu is a tremendous asset in the offense as well as a shutdown defender. He should be among the defensive scoring leaders and a leader of a good team in Duluth.

#4: Avery Peterson / Mitch Slattery

Jasper: Forward Avery Peterson (Grand Rapids)

Peterson, like Beaulieu, is coming back to High School after a productive fall in the USHL, posting a 3-5-8 line in 11 games as a rookie. The senior is going to be looked to for a big season and as a 6’2 offensive-minded forward, he’s poised not to just make a splash, but an offensive thunder clap of epic proportions in the IRA Civic Center this winter as the Thunderhawks look to make a run.

Gunnar: Forward Mitch Slattery (Hill-Murray)

Elite League stand-out will look to bring his speed and edge back to the high school season. Showed tremendous play-making ability this fall and seems to have a nose for the puck. Slattery is comfortable on the puck and makes smart, but aggressive passes.

#5: Nicky Wolff / Spencer Naas

Jasper: Defenseman Nicky Wolff (Eagan)

This is a bit of a gamble with a number of talented names still on the board, but seeing how far he’s come since last season, my gut says Wolff is going to thrive in a bigger role with the Wildcats this winter. He’s the type of ‘loud’ defenseman who makes his impact seen, heard and regularly felt by opposing forwards.

Gunnar: Forward Spencer Naas (Benilde-St. Margaret’s)

Naas is given the task of replacing the output of last year’s Mr. Hockey winner Grant Besse. Naas had a big year last year and looks to add to that success this winter. He is a creative attacker with the puck and knows how to find the net.

OTB Mr. Hockey Watchlist:

Forward Zach Yon, Roseau

Forward Johnny Panvica, Bloomington Jefferson

Defenseman Johnny Austin, Benilde-St. Margaret’s

Forward Willie Brown, Hill-Murray

Defenseman Travis Brown, Rogers

Thanks for reading.
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OTB Top Performers: CCM IIT’s First Round

November 4, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in OTB Top Performers 

We took in Friday night’s action at the CCM IIT and came away impressed. Here’s who we felt had the most impressive performances on the ice – we picked one from a different team for these five. Honorable mention has to go to the Michael Wilson-Charley Graaskamp-Brett Gruber line for MN Red. They flat-out dominated and were worth at least two or three goals on the night. Somehow cameaway empty-handed statistically, but were key to the W.

1. 95 F Spencer Naas – MN Red

Naas was flat-out unstoppable against a Calgary Edge team that compressed around the net, giving Naas just enough room to breathe to make every play possible. Frenetic, high-speed play in the final third created a ton of chances for his MN Red team and Naas ended the night with two goals in a 4-2 comeback win.

2. 97 F Tommy Novak – MN White – Minnesota

MN White was stacked, offensively. Dylan Malmquist, Joey Anderson, Mitch Slattery, Steven Spinner, Tyler Cline, Willie Brown, Brandon Notermann were all given a lot of space to work their magic, but it was Novak’s hockey sense and offensive prowess that looked most impressive on Friday night.

3. 97 G Elijah Harris – Team Mass

Harris saw 59 (fifty-nine!) shots in his game against that loaded MN White squad and it’s not an exaggeration to say that the score could have gone well beyond double digits had Harris not been between the pipes. MN White was stacked with the state’s most clever, high-offense forwards and they threaded plays between Team Mass like it was nothing here. His glove hand got plenty of work and Harris may be one of the only goalies in the country who can allow nine goals and still wow scouts. Never gave up on a play and competed hard for every puck – kept his team in it to the point that they even began to mount a comeback, though it was short-lived.

4. 95 G Aidan Pelino – Northwood

The Oakville, Ontario native made an absurd amount of saves with the game on the line and without him, I don’t see Northwood pulling away from Shattuck for the win the way they did on Friday night. Pelino was easily the top performer wearing the white ‘N’ on Friday night.

5. 96 F Taro Hirose – Calgary Edge

Slick hands and playmaking ability caught everyone in our gallery’s eye numerous times throughout the evening. His slight frame made it tough for Hirose to make an impact once MN Red’s D-corps began to really bear down, but every once in a while, it looked like Hirose might really break the game open for the Edge. Had a nice goal less than a minute in.

Thanks for reading.
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Hitting The Links: WHL’s USA Division Looking Strong, BC Grabs Graham McPhee

November 1, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Hitting The Links 

Unreal

Let’s go into a big weekend of hockey (Bauer NIT, CCM IIT, tons more everywhere) with a big hockey play. Providence sophomore Mark Jankowski provides the entertainment this week:

"Jankowski

USA represented very strongly in Buzzing The Net’s ’Dynamic Dozen’ CHL Rankings:

1. Spokane Chiefs (WHL)

2. Portland Winterhawks (WHL)

3-9. Canadian teams, two from QMJHL, four OHL, and one WHL

10. Tri-City Americans (WHL)

11. Everett Silvertips (WHL)

12. Seattle Thunderbirds (WHL)

Why does this matter? That’s the entire USA division of the WHL represented in the top 12. Of course, these rankings are subjective, but not good news for anyone who recruits out of Western Canada, or any of these states: Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Kansas, Minnesota, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, Washington and Wyoming. They’re going to have some seriously legitimate competition from the CHL’s domestic representation to deal with, too.

Three Big Commits

1. 98 F Graham McPhee – Boston College

McPhee couldn’t have impressed us more in the two times we’ve seen him this season, and he looks like he’s taken strides from last season, where he was terrific as well. Plays with tons of engagement and possesses rare, decisive play-making ability and hockey sense. Going to be a really fun college player to watch. Graham’s dad, George McPhee (Capitals GM) played under Graham’s now-future coach Jerry York at Bowling Green.

2. 96 F Nolan Stevens – Northeastern

Northeastern snagged one of our Select 70 ranked prospects in Nolan Stevens, a big forward with an intriguing package of talents in all zones and brother of current Husky freshman John Stevens.

3. 97 D Chaz Switzer – Miami

Miami gets a home-town USHL tender (how often does that happen?), and it’s a really good one in one of the top available 1997 defense prospects, Chad Switzer.

Must Listen

Audio from 1963 of JFK talking about USA getting thrashed 17-2 by Sweden. “We’ve got some pretty good hockey players, haven’t we? Or I suppose they’re all playing for their college teams or something?”

Must Read

Players must choose to follow hockey ‘morality’ by ESPN’s John Buccigross. It’s especially relevant when you consider Must Read part 2…

Must Read Pt. 2

Junior A national board proposes to give game misconducts to fighters by Cam Charron.

Rising Uncommitteds

For this week, I’ve out-sourced the ‘rising prospects’ to include a couple names I’ve been hearing as of late. Since most aren’t from us, I’ve included ten.

1. 99 G Cayden Primeau – Team Comcast U16

The 1999-born goaltender and son of NHLer Keith Primeau is playing up for Team Comcast and has some serious potential.

2. 98 D Brian Matthews – Belmont Hill

Matthews has been described as a “stud” with serious offensive upside who already takes care of business in his own end as well.

3. 95 D Malcolm Hayes – Cushing Academy

Big defender was one of our top defense prospects at Beantown, but we wanted to see how he fairs this season before giving an accurate projection on where he lies on the D1 stage. Early reports have been very, very positive.

4. 98 F Jared Ressigue – Rocky Mountain Roughriders

Ressigue was described to us as a ‘crafty, highly skilled forward’, strong on the forecheck with scoring ability.

5. 96 D Ethan Spaxman – Hill Academy

Big defenseman with skating ability can move the puck and could be a sleeper candidate for D1.

6. 99 F Matt Jones – Madison Capitols 99s

The Capitols forward impressed us early in the season against Shattuck ‘s bantams and it sounds like he’s really starting to make some noise among evaluators.

7. 99 F Andrew Andary – Oakland Jr. Grizzlies 99s

A prolific scorer, Andary is said to be bolstering an already-talented OJG Bantam group and showing no sign of slowing down.

8. 99 F Alexander Chmelevski – Belle Tire 99s

It’s OJG and Belle Tire that have some seriously elite talent on their bantam teams and it sounds like Chmeleveski could be tops in the Detroit area. Leading Tier 1 offensively (9 goals in 6 games) can be a little deceiving at that age level and this early in the year, but in Chmelevski’s case, we’re expecting the natural scorer to run away with it.

9. 99 D Peter Tabor – Edina Bantam AA

Cheating a little on these last two – Tabor’s viewing is all from us. In fact, we saw a lot that we liked this past weekend in White Bear Lake, but we’re going to hold our tongue until we see a lot more of these skaters, as they’re only a month into their bantam seasons and we’re going to get plenty more viewings in on MN’s bantams this season. There was one major stand-out: Peter Tabor, who looked absurdly good for a well-sized bantam and has a real head for the game. This is a name that won’t be going anywhere.

10. 99 F Ryan Sandelin – Hermantown Hawks

While it was his goaltender, Cade McEwen, who stole the show at WBL for us, Sandelin has some pretty obvious D1 potential already. Sandelin’s got a good head for the game, solid size and above-average stick skills to the point that he regularly stands out against some of the best in the state. If the name sounds familiar, it’s because Hermantown is 20 minutes from Duluth, where his father (former two-time captain at North Dakota) Scott Sandelin, coaches the UMD Bulldogs

Leagues of Their Own: Jack Dougherty

September 26, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Leagues of Their Own 

Our first Leagues of Their Own interview of the season is with uncommitted (#7) NTDP defenseman Jack Dougherty, winner of two MN Class A State Championships with St. Thomas Academy, in 11-12 and 12-13 respectively. The 6’0, 185 puck-moving blue liner from Cottage Grove, MN, was previously committed to Ohio State, but after a coaching change Dougherty opted to decommit and re-consider his options. With most players committing at a younger age nowadays, Dougherty holds a lot of the cards in the process as a top uncommitted prospect still available for next year and would provide a big boost to any class of 2018 that can garner a commitment from him.

After starting his high school career by paying his dues on the junior varsity for St. Thomas, Dougherty’s meteoric rise as a player started in sophomore year as he started to skate in international play for the USA, and this past season turned a corner developmentally into a top blue liner in all of high school hockey. We’re lucky to have Jack on board for this feature series. We touched base following a few weeks after settling in with his new team, the NTDP U18s.

So you’ve moved into the NTDP. Let’s start with that whole process – when they got in touch with you, when you thought that might be your destination for this season?

They called me about two weeks before the national camp, said that I’d have a spot, then probably the last couple days of national camp I decided that it was something I wanted to do.

What was it that drew you specifically to the NTDP this season?

Just the opportunity to wear the USA logo and the pride to wear it everyday. Obviously the international exposure and the scouts and all of that, but I thought developmentally, it was a good route.

I assume you’re billeting this year since you’re a Minnesota guy, do you have a roommate? 

I’m living with Shane Gersich (North Dakota commit from Holy Family).

You guys played together at the 5 nations tournament last year right? Was that the first time you two had played together?

Yeah, yeah. Uh, I had played with him and against him over the years. We definitely got to know each other there (at Five Nations) though.

I saw you got a secondary assist on Jack Eichel’s 1st period goal against Youngstown and Shane got the first. A little roommate chemistry already? Do you remember the play, what happened? 

Yeah, I just got the puck on the point, faked to the middle, stayed to the outside…threw it to the net. Shane got it, passed it to Jack and he buried it.

You came out of that Youngstown game with a team-leading +4 on the night. Who have you been playing with right now and do you think that’s helping you out?

Yeah, I was with Fortunato, Brandon Fortunato (Harvard commit), but then Johnny Macleod (BU commit) got hurt so I was playing with Ryan Bliss (Cornell commit) too and we were rolling seven D.

Fortunato’s a pretty offensive guy. I know you can be, too, so how has that combo been working out so far?

You know, he’s very underrated defensively. Not the biggest guy but he’s got great positioning…

So he complements you in that sense?

Yeah. We complement each other – he can trust me to get back when he jumps up, I can trust him to get back when I do.

Awesome. How about against Indiana, a little tougher competition, looks like they took it to you in the shots category as the game went on. What was that game like?

They work extremely hard, the first forechecker went all out and it was kind of tough to beat him. I thought we as a team played well. They had some good goaltending.

So your roommate, Shane picks up the go-ahead in the third and then you get an assist on the PP to put it away – can you describe what happened there? 

Did I get an assist on that one?

I’m just looking off the boxscore, (laughing). They did, Shane got one then you got an assist on Louis Belpedio’s PP tally to go ahead by two. 

Haha. I don’t remember it. That was a tough night for me, not a game I want to remember particularly.

Hahaha. So they threw you a phantom assist on that one?

Yeah, they might have..

JackDoughertyTall

Oh well. How big was Minney’s play for you guys that night, I see he stopped 33 of 35? He come up big down the stretch?

Oh yeah. He did. I don’t think we played the best defensively. He was really sound back there. Yeah, he had a huge game.

Going back to last year, you won a state championship with St. Thomas, and one the year before, completing the three-peat for the Cadets. Can you describe that experience a bit?

It’s something I’ll never forget. You know, playing in front of whatever it is, 17000 people… Playing with some of those guys, three years, I’ll never forget it. All of them were very supportive of my decision. I think that showed the true character of the team.  I’ll remember them the rest of my life.

How tough is it going to be for them, moving up the division to class AA this year?

I think they’ll do fine. The coaching staff knows how to handle their players, play ‘em right, they’ve shown the success over a number of seasons. I don’t think they’ll have any trouble because of the fact that they mostly played a AA schedule last year.

How about the win at Shattuck last year where you were sick? Were you biting your nails about the result on that one?

It was really tough. Streamed it online at my house. It was a great game. Couple minutes after winning, I get a phone call from one of the guys and they all passed it around and they were going nuts in the locker room.

Yeah, I was at that one. Crazy. STA brought down a busload of fans and SSM had all their kids there too…didn’t STA win or tie it up with a minute to go or something?

Yep, yep. Game was tied with a minute to go, Shattuck doesn’t play OT, so they line up for the handshake line and our guys stayed at the bench and they just went and won in OT.

Switching topics to another big game, last summer, out at the Five Nations (U17 tournament) in the Czech Republic. USA went undefeated, going up against Germany, Slovakia, Czech Republic and Switzerland. The Swiss especially have a reputation for being a tough draw internationally and yet at that age group you guys handed them a 5-0 loss. How was that game? 

Switzerland, oh yeah. I don’t think the score reflected their team, they were a really hard working team, laid the body at all times…

What was the key to success for you guys across the pond in that one?

The mental attitude, guys knew how to adjust to european play – they kind of run the trap, so we had to dump it in instead of making pretty plays.

Then the Ivan Hlinka this year. Nick Schmaltz seemed to be the story of the tournament, what was it like playing with Schmaltz?

It was great. Certainly made my job a lot easier with all the talent up front. Schmaltzy…just give em the puck, score.

Your goalie was Alex Nedeljkovic, also your goalie at the AAPG this year – alongside teammate Ed Minney. What’s it been like playing games that actually count with those two in net?

It’s great. They’re both crazy good goalies.

How was Nedeljkovic for you guys in the Ivan Hlinka?

It was amazing. He was just so reliable back there, made huge saves. Just stood on his head – unbelievable.

The other team has some fierce names, another teammate Blake Weyrick and Boston College’s Thatcher Demko… which team you think has the edge this year in the nets, having played with most of them now?

Weyrick is really good. I don’t think there’s a bad goalie in this game. I haven’t played with Thatcher.

Back to the Ivan Hlinka for a bit, you guys had some nice results but the USA ended up finishing second, what happened in that game against Canada?

I think we kind of got screwed a little bit there. We came out the first seed in our pool, but ended up having to travel an hour bus ride, which isn’t what the top seed usually has to do, for a seven o’clock game vs. Czech Republic, then we had to play at three PM the next day. But it was a quick turn-around for them (Canada) too.

Who did Canada play that night?

They played Russia, where we were supposed to play.

Having now had success at the U17 level, and maybe a little tougher end to a tournament more recently, how have you felt about wearing that USA jersey overseas before the NTDP? Was there ever a bit of ‘I’m just so happy to be here’ or were you always just thinking ‘OK. This is just another big game, time to get to work’? 

It’s kind of both. You just wanna soak it in, but you’re here to play hockey and win.

What kind of attitude are you taking going forward in international competition? Is there still some awe in wearing that jersey by now or has it become more routine?

It’s not really awe – it’s more like pride. They’re wearing their jersey, you’re wearing yours. It’s two countries, at war for sixty minutes.

With just one USHL game left before you take on a few college teams, the first being Northern Michigan, how are you feeling about that?

Can’t wait. Really excited to get a taste of college hockey, the atmosphere, the arena, before I actually go in.

I know last year you were talking with Minnesota, Notre Dame, UNO, RPI, Michigan Tech and ended up with Ohio State. What about (former coach Mark) Osiecki’s pitch got you to commit to the Buckeyes?

He’s a Minnesota guy, so he understands, I think, that Minnesota guys think about hockey in college a little different than other kids so he understands that. He said I could come in and play big role, which was important. Don’t want to be a healthy scratch. He was just straight-up with me, completely honest with me, not trying to lie to me.

Do you know what you want to major in or any idea in that regard?

Well, I’ve kind of always wanted to be a teacher. Or, actually, maybe a biology major.

What kind of role are you currently playing (with the NTDP)?

I think we’re all contributing equally, me and Fortunato play on the powerplay, and then we kind of roll 8, or 7 D at even strength.

What about as a player, like for example, two-way defenseman, good first pass type of player?

Yeah, actually, that’s pretty much it. Two-way defenseman, makes a good first pass..

What about offensively, do you think of yourself a potential powerplay QB? You mentioned that you and Fortunato are on the PP and to me he’s the type of player born to run a powerplay, too, so what kind of role are you playing there, outlet or are you QBing?

He quarterbacks it. I don’t mind being in a different role there. But I do love to QB. In college, I’d like to play that type of role.

Well, Jack, thanks for doing this and best of luck in the All-American Prospects Game this Thursday.

—

Thanks for reading. We’ll touch base with Jack again in a little while, probably after he’s chosen his collegiate home.
Posted: October 31, 2013 in Best Young Hockey Players in New England


imageAll across the United States, high school hockey is part of the hometown fabric. The sport is threatened by the growing appeal of junior hockey. Some of best players were leaving their hometown high schools, foregoing their remaining high school eligibility, to seek better competition and increased exposure in junior leagues or Prep schools.

The Upper Midwest High School Elite League was founded to give those players another way to find top-flight competition and exposure without leaving their homes, or missing all of the great experiences that high school hockey provides.

Congrats to the Massachusetts Allstars, Hockeyrecruits4u players in bold.

 1 Elijah Harris G 11 Austin Prep 6/29/97 5’7’’ 135

 2 Trevor Davis D 12 BC High 4/26/96 6’1’’ 200 R

 3 Matt Filipe F 10 Malden Catholic 12/31/97 6’1’’ 185 L

 4 Jake Witkowski F 11 Malden Catholic 8/28/96 5’10’’ 163 R

 5 Will Lawrence D 11 Malden Catholic 6/29/97 6’ 170 R

 6 Antonio Marini F 12 Xaverian 1/19/96 5’9’’ 170 R

 7 Brian Raimo D 12 Matignon 2/18/96 5’10’’ 175 L

 8 Zach Cote F 12 Central Catholic 4/17/96 6’ 195 R

 10 Nolan Redler F 12 Winchester HS 6/2/96 5’8’’ 160 L

 13 John McLean III D 11 Malden Catholic 3/23/96 6’2’’ 196 R

 14 Daniel Matisoff D 12 Milton HS 1/30/96 6’3’’ 170 R

 15 Jack Sheehan F 12 Norwood HS 8/14/95 5’9’’ 150 R

 16 Nick Botticelli F 10 Malden Catholic 10/26/97 6’0″ 170 L

 17 Austin Goldstein F 11 Malden Catholic 2/5/97 5’8’’ 160 R

 18 Mark Campbell F 11 Andover HS 10/1/96 5’7’’ 160 L

 19 Brian Cameron F 12 Malden Catholic 1/27/95 5’11’’ 185 R

 21 Bryan Nelson D 11 St Johns Shrewsbury 2/19/96 6’3’’ 215 L

 22 Ara Nazarian F 11 Malden Catholic 6/19/96 5’11’’ 185 L

 29 Derek DeMild F 12 Peabody HS 8/30/95 6’3’’ 205 R

 30 Colin Soucy G 12 Central Catholic 7/13/96 6’ 175

After all, the Hockeyrecruits4u players list is the single most prestigious award in all of northeast amateur hockey. Like the Nobel or the Pulitzer, it’s one honor that follows its recipients in news story for the rest of their lives.

So here it is… The most comprehensive hockey player listing in the Northeast, not just identifying the names but where they play, who owns their rights and where they will be playing at the next level…

+++Committed after our September 2012 listing

¥¥¥-Committed before making our list

###-Committed after our 2013-14 listing

First Last name (Fall team/Winter team, drafted-by) COLLEGE COMMIT-NHL draft 

Class of 2014

 *First-Team Top 15 Forwards

imageJoe Wegwerth (USNDT,’12 OHL draft Belleville)+++NOTRE DAME

imageRyan Hitchcock (USNDT, ’12 OHL draft Brampton) YALE

imageWillie Smith (Moncton Wildcats QMJHL)UMASS-decommit

imageConor Garland (Moncton Wildcats QMJHL)PENN STATE-decommit

imageSonny Milano (USNDT, ’12 OHL draft Plymouth) NOTRE DAME

imageAlex Tuch (USNDT, ’12 OHL draft Guelph) BOSTON COLLEGE

Bryan Lemos (Jr Bruins USPHL,’12 USHL drt Yngstn,’13 QMJHL dft Rouyn)+++PROVIDENCE

 Brandon Fusaro (New Jersey Rockets/Portledge) ARMY

 Liam Pecararo (Waterloo Blackhawks USHL, ’12 QMJHL draft Blainville) UMAINE

 Tyler Bird (Eastern-NFPL/KUA),’13 USHL draft Tri-City, ’13 QMJHL draft Rimouski)+++BROWN

 JJ Piccinich (Youngstown Phantoms, ’12 OHL draft London ) BOSTON UNIVERSITY

 Quin Foreman (Boston Advantage U18)+++DARTMOUTH

 James Winkler(Portlnd-USPHL,’13 USHL Muskegon,’13 QMJHL Cp Breton) +++NORTHEASTERN

Corey Hoffman (Jersey Hitman USPHL, ’12 USHL draft Sioux Falls) CORNELL

 Matt Brazel (Cape Cod Whalers U18/Dexter, ’13 QMJHL draft Cape Breton)

*Honorable Mention

 Brenden Shane (Gunnery, ’13 USHL draft Des Moines))+++UCONN

 Mitchell Smith (CT Wolfpack U18/Salisbury School, ’13 USHL draft Dubuque)+++YALE

 Evan Smith (CT Wolfpack U18/Salisbury School, ’13 USHL draft Dubuque)+++YALE

 Carl El-Mir (Select Academy U18)¥¥¥-UCONN

 Brendan van Riemsdyk (NJ Hitman U18/Christian Brothers Academy, USHL’13 dft Souix City)¥¥¥-UNH

 Dominic Franco (KUA)

 Stephan Seeger (MidFairfield U18/Brunswick, ’13 QMJHL draft Moncton)

 Eric Udahl (Rivers)

 Micheal Falkner (CT Oilers U18/Brunswick)

*First Team Top 15 Defense

imageRyan Bliss (USNDT, ’12 QMJHL draft Bale-Comeau) CORNELL

imageTucker White (Moncton Wildcats QMJHL)

imageBrandon Fortunato (USNDT, ’12 USHL draft Green Bay)HARVARD

Daniel Willet (Lincoln Stars USHL, ’12 OHL draft Plymouth) NORTHEASTERN

 Miles Gendron (River Rats U18/Rivers,13 USHL Lincoln,13 draft QMJHL Moncton)+++UCONN

Ben Dimaio (Boston Advantage U18, ’13 QMJHL draft Charlottetown)+++DARTMOUTH

Chase Priskie (Selects Academy) QUINNIPIAC

 Charles Manley (Selects Academy U18, ’12 USHL draft Waterloo) RPI

 Jake McCarthy (Portland-USPHL, ’13 USHL drft Mskgn,”13 QMJHL drft Drmdvil)+++UMASS

 Gianni Paolo (Portland Pirates-USPHL, ’13 QMJHL draft Shawinigin)

 Andrew Cross (Cape Cod Whalers U18/Austin Prep)

 Bryan Nelson (Walpole Express/St. John’s- Shrewsbury, ’13 QMJHL draft Rouyn-Noranda)

Nick Rolli (Malden Catholic)

Anthony Wise (Boston Advantage U18)

John Carlson (Cape Cod Whaers U18/Higham, ’13 QMJHL draft Chicoutimi)

*Honorable Mention

 Ryan Blais (Jr Bruins U18 USEHL, ’13 QMJHL Victoriaville)

 Ean Mendeszoon (Jr. Bruins U18 USEHL, ’13 QMJHL draft Acadie)

 Brendan Flanagan (Lawrence Academy)

*First Team Goalie

 Joseph Lissak (Taft, ’13 USHL draft Des Moines)

*Honorable Mention

 Colin Soucy (Central Catholic HS)

 Kory LeBlanc (South Shore Kings U18)

Class of 2015

 *First Team Top 15 Forwards

imageJack Eichel (USNDT,’13 QMJHL dft St. John’s) BOSTON UNIVERSITY<–NHL 1st rounder

imageJeremy Bracco (USNDT) HARVARD

imageChase Harwell (SHERBROOKE PHOENIX-QMJHL)+++QUINNIPIAC-decommit

Ara Nazarian (Pics Elite/Malden Catholic,’12 USHL Des Moines,’12 QMJHL Acadie)+++UNH

 Joey Dudek (Lil Bruins/KUA,’13 QMJHL draft Quebec) BOSTON COLLEGE

A.J. Greer (Lil Bruins/KUA,’13 USHL Des Moines,’13 QMJHL draft Rouyan)PENN STATE

 Haralds Egle (Portland Jr Pirates U18)+++VERMONT

 Charlie Kelleher (Jr.Bruins U18) UNH

 Bobo Carpenter (Middlesex U18/Austin Prep, ’13 QMJHL Halifax)+++BOSTON UNIVERSITY

 Ryan Dmowski (CT Wolfpack U16/Gunnery)

 Brandon Borges (Greater Boston Bruins U18/Williston, ’13 QMJHL draft Moncton)

 Cody Todesco (Neponset Valley River Rats U18/Nobles, ’13 QMJHL draft Sherbrooke)

 Ryan Donato (CC Whalers U18/Dexter, ’12 USHL drft Omaha, ’13 QMJHL drft Rimouski)

 Austin Ricci (NEFPHL/St. Paul’s School, ’13 QMJHL draft Victoriaville)

 Connor Sundquist (Selects Academy U16)

*Honorable Mention

imageMitchell Lundholm (Sherbrooke Phoenix QMJHL)

 Nolan Aibel (New Jersey Rockets MJHL) +++YALE

 Lincoln Griffin (Cape Cod Whalers U18/Thayer)+++NORTHEASTERN

 Anthony Siderio (Selects Academy U16)+++UCONN

 Matthew Muzyka (CT Wolfpack U18/Salisbury)+++QUINNIPIAC

 Troy Conzo (NJ Rockets MJHL, ’13 USHL draft Sioux Falls )+++UMASS

 Peter Crinella (Springfield Rifle U18/Cathedral, ’13 QMJHL draft Bale-Comeau)+++HOLY CROSS

 Will D’Orsi Forward (St. Sebastian’s School, ’13 USHL draft Dubuque)+++YALE

 Cal Burke (Little Bruins/Nobles)+++NOTRE DAME

 Pat Flynn (Boston Advantage U18) ¥¥¥-DARTMOUTH

 Eric Shaw (Middlesex) ¥¥¥-BROWN

 Ace Cowens (Cape Cod Whalers U16/Groton)

 Jeremy Germain (CT Wolfack U16/Choate)

 Sean McCarthy (NEFPL-Black Bears/Salisbury)

 Bobby Dray (lil Bruins/St. Marks, ’13 QMJHL draft Blainville)

 Richard Cardillo (Lawrence Academy)

 Nolan Redler (Neponset Valley River Rats/Winchester)

 Charley Borek (CT Wolfpack U18/Choate, ’13 USHL draft Youngstown)

 Alex Esposito (CT Wolfpack U18/Loomis Chaffee)

 John Laurito (Eastern-NEFPHL/St. Paul’s)

 Ben Freeman (Spfd Rifle U18/Northfield Mount Herman, ’13 QMJHL draft Gatineau)###UCONN

 Tyler Augustinsen (Selects Academy)

 Daniel Weir(Canterbury)

 Andrew Logerfo (Iona Prep)

 Zachary Mirageas (Governor)

 JC MacLean (New Jersey Freeze U18/Debarton, USHL dft ’13 Omaha, OHL dft ’13 North Bay)

 Lucas Michaud (Berwick, Portland U18 USPHL, ’13 QMJHL draft Val d’Or)###MAINE

 Austin Goldstein (Malden Catholic)

 Jonathan Alsfeld (Cranston Reds)

*First Team Top 12 Defense

imageJonathan MacLeod (USNDT, ’13 QMJHL draft Moncton) BOSTON UNIVERSITY

imageNoah Hannifin (USNDT,’13 QMJHL dft Quebec) BOSTON COLLEGE <–NHL 1st rounder

imageLuc Deschesne (Victoriaville Tigers QMJHL)

imageCasey Fitzgerald (USNDT)BOSTON COLLEGE

imageJoseph Masonius (USNDT)+++UNH

 Mike Lee (Gunnery) +++VERMONT

Liam Darcy (Central-NEFPHL/Berwick Academy) +++UNH

 Zach Guittari (CT Wolfpack U18/Loomis Chaffee)+++BROWN

 Zachary Malatests (Jr. Bruins-USPHL, ’13 QMJHL draft Moncton)

 Austin Jadovich (CT Wolfpack U18/Avon, ’13 QMJHL draft Blainville)

 Wil Brophy (Mid-Fairfield U18/Westminster)

 James Gobetz (CT Yankees U18/Salisbury)

*Honorable Mention

 Alex Hreib (Little Bruins/Nobles)

Jason Cahoon (Cape Cod Whalers U16/Groton)

 Cam Beecy (Kimball Union Academy)

 William Carrabino (Nobles)

 Pat Holway (Boston Advantage)

 Charlie Barrow (Belmont Hill, ’13 QMJHL draft Shawnigan)

*First Team Top 4 Goalies

imageCallum Booth (Quebec Remparts-QMJHL)

imageMichael Lackey(USNDT)+++PRINCETON

Chris Birdsall (Cedar Rapids Roughriders)¥¥¥-BOSTON COLLEGE

Sam Tucker (Choate, ’13 USHL draft Youngstown)YALE

*Honorable Mention

 Joey Daccord (Cushing, ’13 USHL draft Chicago, ’13 QMJHL draft St. John)

 Ryan Colena (Little Bruins/Rivers)

 Conor O’Brien (Springfield Rifle U16/Northfield Mount Herman)

 Max Barr (Exeter)

 Richie DOrtenzio (South Shore Kings U18)

 Elijah Harris (Austin Prep,’13 USHL draft Dubuque)

Class of 2016

 *First Team Top 15 Forwards

imageColin White (USNDT)BOSTON COLLEGE

imageCam Askew (Drummondville QMJHL)+++BOSTON UNIVERSITY-decommit

imageLuke Kirwan (USNDT)

Donovan Ott (Selects U16) +++CORNELL

Liam Murphy (CT Wolfpack U16/Avon)+++UCONN

 Grant Jozefek (NJ Hitman U18, ’13 USHL draft Muskegan,’13 OHL draft Plymouth)

 Ty Amonte (Thayer)

 Taggart Corriveau (CT Chiefs U16/Westminster)

 Jack Badini (CT Oilers U16)

 Johnny DeRoche (Jr.Bruins U16)###QUINNIPIAC

 Curtis Scales (Hawksbury Hawks CCHL, ’13 QMJHL draft Gatineau)

 Cooper Norton (Rice Prep)

 Ty Turgeon (St Thomas)

 Matt Filipe (Malden Catholic)

 Anthony Cosentino (Boston Vipers)

*Honorable Mention

Eric Foley (Cape Cod Whalers U18/Tabor, ’13 USHL draft Cedar Rapids)###PROVIDENCE

Devin Moore (Phillips Exeter)

 Kevin Hock (Catholic Memorial)

 Brendon Cordeiro (LaSalle HS)

 Michael Brown (Groton School)

 George Sennott (Kimball Union)

 Luke Stevens (Duxbury HS, ’13 USHL draft Omaha)

 John Leonard (Springfield Rifle U16/Cathedral)###UMASS

*First Team Top 15 Defense

imageCharles McAvoy (USNDT)+++BOSTON UNIVERSITY

imageWill Thompson (St. John’s Sea Dogs QMJHL)

Spenser Young (Phillips Exeter)+++PROVIDENCE COLLEGE

 Adam Fox (LI Gulls U14)+++HARVARD

 Cam Lee (Northwood School, ’13 QMJHL draft Blainville) +++PROVIDENCE COLLEGE

 Jamie Dorsey (CT Chiefs U18/NMH, ’13 QMJHL draft Moncton)

 Steve Ruggiero (Youngstown Phantoms USHL, ’13 OHL Ottawa)

Connor Moore (Neponset Valley River Rats U16/Brooks School)

 Robbie Roche (Walpole Express/Wachusetts HS)

 Keith Phaneuf (Rhode Sland Saints U16/Mount St. Charles)

 Chad Krys (NJ Rocket U19, ’13 USHL draft Green Bay)

 Hugo Robichaud (Cambellton Tigers,’13 QMJHL draft Acadie)

 Michael Campoli (Lac St. Louis Lions)

J.J. Layton (Austin Prep,’13 USHL draft Omaha)

*Honorable Mention

David Melaragni(Team Comcast U16 National)¥¥¥-NORTHEASTERN

Ben Finkelstein (Kimball Union)

 Greg Partyka (St. Marks)

 Kyle Koopman (Marblehead)

 Dennis Cesana (Kimball Union)

 *First team Goalie

 Max Prawdzik (Brooks, ’13 QMJHL draft Gatineau)

As the prep season gets under way Hockeyrecruits4u will organize the listing below into graduation year(s).

Class of 2017

 *First Team Top Forwards

 Layton Parsons (Halifax Titans, ’13 QMJHL draft Charlottetown)

 Colby Tower (Cape Brenton West Islanders, ’13 QMJHL draft Cape Breton)

 Patrick Harper (CT Oilers U16)

 Jack Flanagan (CT Oilers U16)

 John Hoey (Mid-Fairfield)

 Logan Drevitch (Bridgewater Bandits U16)

*First Team Defense

 Sean Keohane (Boston Terriers/Dexter)

 Bryan Scoville (Providence Capitals 99)

*First Team Goalies

 Keith Petruzzelli (Jr Bruins U16))

 Dominic Sorgio (CT Wolfpack U14)

 Alex Zafonte (St. Sebastian’s)

‘98 First-Team

 Cooper Jones (Boston Bandits U16)

 Lucas Niezelski (Jr Bruins U16)

 Keith Getson (South Shore Mustangs)

 Alex Hambly (Charlottetown Islanders Midget AAA)

 Morgan Nauss (Halifax McDonalds)

 Mitchell Balmas (Cape Breton Tradesmen)-Canada Atlantic U17

 Kyle Casey (98 Middlesex Islanders)

 Luke McInnis (South Shore Kings U16 Split/Hingham)

 Ryan Ward (98 Minuteman Flames),

 Jack McCool (NEFPL-East/St.Sebastians)

 Skyler Fontaine (98 Providence Capitals)

 Monty Graham (South Shore Kings U16 Split/Thayer)

 Michael O’Leary F (Halifax) Salisbury School

 Keith Getson F – (South Shore Mustangs Major Midget)

 Jesse Annear D – (Kensington Wild Major Midget)

 Jordan Mahar F – (Central NL IcePak Major Midget)

 Brendan Hamblet (Neposet River Rats)

‘99 First-Team

 Ben Thomas (Providence Capitals)

 Chris Garbe (PAL Junior Islanders)

 Tommy Craft (Mid-Fairfield)

 Tao Ishizuka (Providence Capitals)

 Marc McLaughlin (Providence Capitals)

 Michael Callahan (Providence Capitals)

 Matthew Allen (South Kent U14)

 Cameron Burke (U16 Jr Bruins/Nobles)

 Timmy Kent (Boston Bandits U14)

 Steve Agriogianis (New Jersey Rockets)

 Marc Del Gaizo (New Jersey Rockets)

 Ethan Crossman (Sackville New Brunswick)

 Sam Bird (Valley Warriors Elite)

 Riley Prattson (Cathedral HS)

*Honorable Mention

 Ben Rice (Boston Bandits U16)

2000 First-Team

 Patrick Bogart (Upper Canada College)

 TJ Walsh (Jr Bruins U14)

 Jake Wise (Islander Hockey Club U14/Austin Prep)

 Chris McQuaid (Charlottetown Bantam AAA)

 Joey Larossa (South Shore Kings)

 Wyllum Deveaux (Sackville NS Bantam AAA)

 Jordan Harris (Islander Hockey Club U14)

 Cullen Young (Junior Bruins U14)

 Frankie Fortin (Mid Isle Matrix PEI Bantam AAA)

 Kyle Peters (Team Comcast)

 Contact us at Hockeyrecruits4u@Aol.com

Halifax's Ehlers earns promotion by Central Scouting

Thursday, 11.14.2013 / 10:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

It was five months ago that three players from the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League were making waves at the 2013 NHL Draft.

Nathan MacKinnon was the center of attention as the No. 1 pick by the Colorado Avalanche. The dynamic Jonathan Drouin was chosen two picks later by the Tampa Bay Lightning and Zachary Fucale was the first goalie selected when he was taken in the second round (No. 36) by the Montreal Canadiens.

CSS PRELIMINARIES

2014 November Players to Watch

According to NHL Central Scouting, another prominent forward is making news for the Mooseheads this season -- left wing Nikolaj Ehlers. Born in Aalborg, Denmark, the 5-foot-11.5, 162-pound left-handed shot perfected his game in Switzerland for Biel the past six seasons before joining Halifax this season.

He was one of three players upgraded to an A rating on Central Scouting's November Players to Watch list for the 2014 draft, which will be June 27-28 at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. Central Scouting released its new list to NHL scouts and general managers on Thursday.

Any player with an A or B rating on the PTW list are those Central Scouting considers to possess first-, second- or third-round potential. Any player with a C rating indicates a possible fourth-, fifth- or sixth-round candidate.

"Releasing a Players to Watch versus a numerical ranking is what our primary audience, the NHL teams and scouts, would like to receive from Central at this stage of the season," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "The PTW provides NHL teams and fans with an early glimpse of some of the top-end prospects available for the 2014 draft and allows Central to expose a larger group of prospects than the former top-25 ranking provided at this stage in previous years."

Marr noted the PTW is constantly evolving as many first-year players still are finding their niche within their respective leagues. The customary midseason ratings, which will include a numerical ranking report for top North American and international players, will be released in January.

 Halifan forward Nikolaj Ehlers is one of three players upgraded to an "A" rating on Central Scouting's November Players to Watch list for the 2014 NHL draft. (Photo: David Chan)

Central Scouting tabbed 13 players with an A rating from the Ontario Hockey League on its November list, along with two from the QMJHL, eight from the Western Hockey League, three from the United States Hockey League, one from the collegiate ranks and five from Europe.

In addition to Ehlers, center Robert Fabbri (10 goals, 24 points) of the Guelph Storm of the OHL and left wing Arkhip Nekolenko (five goals, six points) of Spartak 2 in Russia were the only players upgraded from a B to A rating this month.

"Robert has been very noticeable and extremely productive," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "He is an excellent playmaker and has good puckhandling ability. He's very effective on the power play, elusive and quick."

Ehlers was chosen by the Mooseheads with the sixth pick of the 2013 CHL Import Draft and has been outstanding working alongside Drouin. He ranks seventh in the league with 30 points (12 goals, 18 assists) and is second with a plus-19 rating in 24 games.

"He's come over here and living up to the reputation that preceded him," Marr told NHL.com. "The big question was how he would handle the durability of playing in the [QMJHL] and playing more games. But he's proven to be a skilled forward who can work some magic with Drouin. He's got that quickness where he can separate from a check and get to the net. He's got soft hands and passes with authority, is a clever playmaker and very unselfish. Most teams are viewing him as a first-round candidate."

Marr went on to say some may compare Ehlers to St. Louis Blues forward T.J. Oshie; however, by the end of the season, he could become a "poor man's version of [Minnesota Wild forward] Zach Parise."

Ehlers joins left wing Ivan Barbashev (10 goals, 29 points) of the Moncton Wildcats as the two A-rated prospects from the QMJHL.

Three players from the Kingstown Frontenacs of the OHL continued to earn A ratings -- left wing Samuel Bennett (11 goals, 24 points), right wing Spencer Watson (eight goals, 15 points) and defenseman Roland McKeown (two goals, 11 points, plus-15 rating). Of the top prospects in the WHL, center Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice is attracting the most attention. The 6-0.75, 185-pound right-handed shot is sixth in the league with 34 points in 21 games.

PROSPECTOR FILES

Top scouts talk talent evaluation

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 What do the top evaluators at NHL Central Scouting look for in players eligible for the upcoming NHL draft? In this week's Prospector Files, find out what goes into projecting a future NHL standout. READ MORE › Top Russians on the radar

Four Nations Tournament on tap

Slattery, Sheehy pacing Elite League

ALL PROSPECTOR FILES STORIES ›

Two of the three A-rated players from the USHL play for the United States National Team Development Program under-18 team: center Dylan Larkin (11 goals, 16 points) and left wing Sonny Milano (seven goals, 25 points). The other, center Nick Schmaltz of the Green Bay Gamblers (five goals, 12 points) recently was named most valuable player of the World Junior A Challenge after totaling a tournament-record 12 points (four goals, eight assists) for the gold medal-winning United States.

Larkin is committed to the University of Michigan, Milano to the University of Notre Dame and Schmaltz to the University of North Dakota.

Among the five players identified as A prospects from the international leagues, three play in Sweden -- center Jakub Vrana of Linkoping, center/right wing William Nylander of Modo and right wing David Pastrnak of Sodertalje. The 6-foot-2, 176-pound Nekolenko earned the highest rating in Russia, but the skater who might be the best among the European contingent is starring in Finland, right wing Kasperi Kapanen of Kalpa.

Boston College goalie Thatcher Demko, the youngest player in the NCAA ranks, is one of two players at his position to earn an A rating on the November PTW list. Alex Nedeljkovic of the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL is the other.

Demko, a native of San Diego, Calif., could be the first American-born goalie drafted in the first round since Jack Campbell by the Dallas Stars in 2010. In four starts this season Demko is 3-0-1 with a 1.96 goals-against average and .923 save percentage.

"He's a huge, strong goalie with excellent net coverage; he has that NHL presence in the net," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said of Demko. "He is more of a positional-style goalie, relying on his angles and size. He plays big in his stance and when he drops in the butterfly gets his body in front of a lot of shots. He's smart at reading the play and gets set quickly."

In 19 games with Plymouth, Nedeljkovic, a native of Parma, Ohio, is 7-10-1 with a 3.51 GAA and .907 save percentage. He and Demko took part in the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Top Prospects Game in Pittsburgh in September.

"Alex is another very quick and athletic goalie; I like his drive and determination," Jensen said. "He battles and has good strength in his crease area, has excellent recovery and lateral quickness. He's got quick reactions, flaring out his pads to make low corner stops. He's very smart and is capable of playing big games consistently."

---
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NHL.com

Players have been identified using the following criteria:

• A Rating -- Indicates a 1st round candidate

• B Rating -- Indicates a 2nd/3rd round candidate

• C Rating -- Indicates a 4th/5th/6th round candidate

• LV (Limited Viewing) -- Injured players who have not had sufficient viewings to be categorized.

Click column headers to sort each column; click same header to reverse sort

Region PTW Last Name First Name Team LEAGUE HEIGHT WEIGHT POS 

NA C BUSCH TYLER SPRUCE GROVE AJHL 6'1.5" 171 C 

NA C DONALD MARSHALL SHERWOOD PARK AJHL 6'0.0" 173 D 

NA C GARDNER RHETT OKOTOKS AJHL 6'2.0" 192 C 

NA C HICKEY BRANDON SPRUCE GROVE AJHL 6'1.5" 177 D 

NA C JONES NICHOLAS SHERWOOD PARK AJHL 5'10.0" 173 C/RW 

NA C MACMASTER TANNER CAMROSE AJHL 5'9.25" 156 C 

NA C BLACKLOCK MASON VERNON BCHL 6'1.25" 199 C 

NA C COULOMBE ALEXANDRE PENTICTON BCHL 6'3.25" 193 D 

NA C GILLIES ALEX SALMON ARM BCHL 5'11.0" 180 LW 

NA C HANNOUN DEMICO VERNON BCHL 5'11.5" 186 C 

NA C MISKA HUNTER PENTICTON BCHL 6'0.75" 170 G 

NA C RAMSEY JACK PENTICTON BCHL 6'2.5" 175 RW 

NA C RIPLEY LUKE POWELL RIVER BCHL 6'4.75" 190 D 

NA C ROCKWOOD ADAM COQUITLAM BCHL 5'9.5" 160 LW 

NA C WIGHT JEFF MERRITT BCHL 6'1.5" 180 C/LW 

NA C ALLEN EVAN U OF MICHIGAN BIG10 5'10.0" 200 C 

NA C KILE ALEX U OF MICHIGAN BIG10 5'11.25" 190 LW 

NA C LETTIERI VINNI U OF MINNESOTA BIG10 5'9.0" 182 C 

NA C GARVEY BRETT BROCKVILLE CCHL 5'11.0" 176 D 

NA C SUMMERS KELLY CARLETON PLACE CCHL 6'1.75" 191 D 

ITL B KASE ONDREJ CHOMUTOV CZREP 5'11.0" 165 RW 

ITL B JENYS PAVEL BRNO JR. CZREP-JR. 6'2.5" 192 C 

ITL B PYROCHTA FILIP LIBEREC JR. CZREP-JR. 6'0.0" 176 D 

ITL C ABDUL JINDRICH VSETIN JR. CZREP-JR. 6'0.0" 167 RW 

ITL C CERMAK ROMAN JIHLAVA JR. CZREP-JR. 5'11.0" 165 D 

ITL C HAVLIN TOMAS LIBEREC JR. CZREP-JR. 6'1.0" 176 D 

ITL C MASIN DOMINIK SLAVIA JR. CZREP-JR. 6'2.0" 189 D 

ITL C MIKLIS ONDREJ SPARTA JR. CZREP-JR. 6'0.5" 178 D 

ITL C RASNER ALEX OLOMOUC JR. CZREP-JR. 5'11.25" 178 D 

ITL C SCOTKA JAN VSETIN JR. CZREP-JR. 6'1.0" 176 D 

ITL C VANECEK VITEK LIBEREC JR. CZREP-JR. 6'0.75" 180 G 

ITL C VESELY RADEK CHOMUTOV JR. CZREP-JR. 6'0.0" 187 RW 

ITL C VOZENILEK DANIEL PARDUBICE JR. CZREP-JR. 6'2.5" 187 RW 

ITL C ZOHORNA RADIM BRNO JR. CZREP-JR. 6'6.0" 209 RW 

ITL C AAGAARD MIKKEL FREDERIKSHAVN DENMARK 5'11.0" 150 LW 

ITL C JENSEN MARKUS HERNING DENMARK 5'11.0" 168 C 

ITL C KROGSGAARD ANDERS ESBJERG DENMARK 5'10.0" 168 D 

ITL C LASSEN MATHIAS RODOVRE DENMARK 6'0.0" 176 D 

ITL C SORENSEN GEORGE HERNING DENMARK 5'10.0" 172 G 

ITL C LILLIE THOMAS VOJENS DENMARK-2 5'11.0" 172 G 

NA C LEWIS CLINT CORNELL ECAC 6'2.5" 210 D 

NA C RENO PARKER RPI (RENSSELAER) ECAC 6'1.0" 205 D 

ITL A KAPANEN KASPERI KALPA FINLAND 6'0.0" 180 RW 

ITL B HUSSO VILLE HIFK FINLAND 6'2.0" 192 G 

ITL C ANTONEN JOOSE JYP FINLAND 6'1.5" 183 LW 

ITL C IKONEN JUUSO JYP FINLAND 5'9.0" 169 LW 

ITL C MUSTONEN ALEKSI JOKERIT FINLAND 5'9.0" 161 C 

ITL C NIKKO JONI LUKKO FINLAND 6'2.0" 194 LW 

ITL B KAHKONEN KAAPO BLUES JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'1.5" 209 G 

ITL B LAMMIKKO JUHO ASSAT JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'2.5" 189 RW 

ITL C HONKANEN MANU TPS JR. FINLAND-JR. 5'11.0" 180 LW 

ITL C KALAPUDAS ANTTI KARPAT JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'0.0" 161 C 

ITL C KESKITALO MIRO JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'2.0" 176 D 

ITL C KINNUNEN SAKU KALPA JR. FINLAND-JR. 5'9.0" 192 C 

ITL C KIVIRANTA JOEL JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. 5'10.0" 167 RW 

ITL C LAMSA TEEMU TPS JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'3.25" 200 C 

ITL C MAEKINEN MIRO JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. 5'10.5" 163 C 

ITL C MAEKINEN ATTE JOKERIT JR. FINLAND-JR. 5'9.75" 167 LW 

ITL C MAKINEN ATTE TAPPARA JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'3.0" 206 D 

ITL C REPO SEBASTIAN PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. 5'11.0" 150 RW 

ITL C ROUHIAINEN JERE TAPPARA JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'0.5" 165 D 

ITL C SAARI MIKAEL ILVES JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'1.25" 178 G 

ITL C SOPANEN EETU PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'5.0" 222 D 

ITL C TUULOLA JONI HPK JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'2.5" 180 D 

ITL C VAINOLA VILLE PELICANS JR. FINLAND-JR. 6'0.0" 174 D 

ITL C REICH KEVIN EHC MUNCHEN GERMANY 6'1.25" 198 G 

ITL C WAGNER FABIO LANDSHUT CANN. GERMANY-2 6'0.0" 187 D 

ITL C LOIBL STEFAN LANDSHUT JR. GERMANY-JR. 6'0.5" 173 RW 

ITL C NIEDERBERGER LEONHARD KOLN JR. GERMANY-JR. 6'0.0" 156 LW 

ITL C PFOHL FABIO KOLN JR. GERMANY-JR. 6'0.0" 187 RW 

ITL C PROSKE FLORIAN MANNHEIM JR. GERMANY-JR. 5'10.5" 154 G 

ITL C WEITZMANN HANNIBAL ROSENHEIM JR. GERMANY-JR. 5'11.0" 194 G 

NA C MURPHY CONNOR CALEDONIA GOJHL 5'9.5" 165 C 

NA A DEMKO THATCHER BOSTON COLLEGE H-EAST 6'3.75" 192 G 

NA C SAVAGE SCOTT BOSTON COLLEGE H-EAST 6'1.0" 171 D 

NA C BROPHY WILL WESTMINSTER HIGH-CT 6'3.5" 193 D 

NA C GOBETZ JAMES SALISBURY HIGH-CT 6'2.0" 188 D 

NA C LEE MIKE THE GUNNERY HIGH-CT 5'11.25" 165 D 

NA C LISSAK JOSEPH TAFT SCHOOL HIGH-CT 6'1.5" 203 G 

NA C SMITH EVAN SALISBURY HIGH-CT 6'0.0" 190 LW 

NA C SMITH MITCHELL SALISBURY HIGH-CT 5'11.0" 182 LW 

NA C TUCKER SAM CHOATE-ROSEMARY HIGH-CT 6'1.25" 177 G 

NA B DONATO RYAN DEXTER SCHOOL HIGH-MA 6'0.25" 174 C/LW 

NA C BRASSARD JOHN-CLAUDE NOBLES HIGH-MA 5'10.0" 180 D 

NA C COCHRANE STEVEN THAYER ACADEMY HIGH-MA 6'4.75" 210 D 

NA C FEENEY WILLIAM DEXTER SCHOOL HIGH-MA 6'1.75" 202 D 

NA C GENDRON MILES RIVERS ACADEMY HIGH-MA 6'1.5" 173 D 

NA C MCGOVERN ROBERT THAYER ACADEMY HIGH-MA 6'4.0" 245 G 

NA C TURNER MICHAEL CUSHING ACADEMY HIGH-MA 6'1.5" 192 LW 

NA C BROWN CHRISTOPHER CRANBROOK KINGSWOOD HIGH-MI 6'0.0" 179 C 

NA B SLATTERY MITCHEL HILL-MURRAY HIGH-MN 5'11.5" 185 LW 

NA B SPINNER STEVEN EDEN PRAIRIE HIGH-MN 5'11.5" 196 C 

NA C FALCONER ALEXANDER SHATTUCK-ST.MARYS PREP HIGH-MN 6'2.25" 184 C 

NA C MALMQUIST DYLAN EDINA HIGH HIGH-MN 5'10.25" 171 C 

NA C NANNE TYLER EDINA HIGH HIGH-MN 5'10.0" 174 D 

NA C PHELPS CHASE SHATTUCK-ST.MARYS PREP HIGH-MN 6'0.0" 175 LW 

NA C SHEEHY TYLER BURNSVILLE HIGH-MN 5'9.0" 180 RW 

NA C SNUGGERUD LUC EDEN PRAIRIE HIGH-MN 6'0.25" 180 D 

NA C WOLFF NICK EAGAN HIGH-MN 6'3.5" 200 D 

NA C BIRD TYLER KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH 6'1.5" 202 RW 

NA C DUDEK JOEY KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH 5'11.25" 178 C 

NA C FRANCO DOMINIC KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH 6'2.75" 183 RW 

NA C OTTERMAN CHAD DELBARTON HIGH-NJ 6'2.5" 192 LW 

NA C DESHARNAIS VINCENT NORTHWOOD SCHOOL HIGH-NY 6'6.0" 200 D 

NA C BERKOVITZ MATTHEW ASHWAUBENON HIGH-WI 6'1.0" 180 D 

NA C GRAASKAMP CHARLEY EAU CLAIRE MEMORIAL HIGH-WI 6'0.75" 176 C/RW 

NA C WATSON COOPER APPLETON NORTH HIGH-WI 6'2.25" 172 D 

NA B PERRY CHASE WENATCHEE NAHL 6'2.5" 189 G 

NA C BINDULIS KRISTOFERS SOO EAGLES NAHL 6'1.0" 168 D 

NA C TUOMIE PARKER WENATCHEE NAHL 5'7.75" 175 RW 

NA C VOGLER DREW TOPEKA NAHL 6'0.5" 200 G 

NA C VON RUDEN LOGAN MINNESOTA MAGICIANS NAHL 6'2.0" 187 D 

ITL C KLAVESTAD ANDREAS FRISK ASKER NORWAY 6'0.0" 185 D 

NA A BENNETT SAMUEL KINGSTON OHL 6'0.25" 178 LW 

NA A CLARKE BLAKE NORTH BAY OHL 6'1.25" 199 LW 

NA A DAL COLLE MICHAEL OSHAWA OHL 6'1.5" 179 C/LW 

NA A EKBLAD AARON BARRIE OHL 6'3.5" 216 D 

NA A FABBRI ROBERT GUELPH OHL 5'10.0" 166 C 

NA A HO SANG JOSHUA WINDSOR OHL 5'11.0" 166 C 

NA A MCCANN JARED SAULT STE. MARIE OHL 6'0.25" 179 C 

NA A MCKEOWN ROLAND KINGSTON OHL 6'0.75" 197 D 

NA A MISTELE MATT PLYMOUTH OHL 6'2.0" 190 LW 

NA A NEDELJKOVIC ALEX PLYMOUTH OHL 6'0.0" 184 G 

NA A PERLINI BRENDAN NIAGARA OHL 6'2.5" 205 LW 

NA A RITCHIE NICHOLAS PETERBOROUGH OHL 6'2.25" 231 LW 

NA A WATSON SPENCER KINGSTON OHL 5'9.5" 166 RW 

NA B CHATHAM CONNOR PLYMOUTH OHL 6'2.0" 224 RW 

NA B CORNEL ERIC PETERBOROUGH OHL 6'1.5" 186 C 

NA B DEANGELO ANTHONY SARNIA OHL 5'10.75" 175 D 

NA B GOLDOBIN NIKOLAY SARNIA OHL 5'11.5" 178 RW 

NA B HALVERSON BRANDON SAULT STE. MARIE OHL 6'3.5" 176 G 

NA B HAYDON AARON NIAGARA OHL 6'2.75" 197 D 

NA B LEMIEUX BRENDAN BARRIE OHL 6'0.0" 206 RW 

NA B MACINNIS RYAN KITCHENER OHL 6'3.5" 185 C 

NA B PETERS ALEX PLYMOUTH OHL 6'3.25" 207 D 

NA B SEREBRYAKOV NIKITA SAGINAW OHL 5'11.25" 170 G 

NA B YAZKOV NIKITA WINDSOR OHL 6'1.0" 187 LW 

NA C AMADIO MICHAEL NORTH BAY OHL 6'1.0" 190 C 

NA C APPLEBY KEN OSHAWA OHL 6'4.25" 207 G 

NA C BALTISBERGER PHIL GUELPH OHL 6'0.5" 212 D 

NA C BOURNE DAMIAN MISSISSAUGA OHL 6'4.0" 218 LW 

NA C BUNTING MICHAEL SAULT STE. MARIE OHL 5'11.0" 174 LW 

NA C CENTORAME SANTINO LONDON OHL 5'10.25" 182 D 

NA C DVORAK CHRISTIAN LONDON OHL 6'0.25" 178 LW 

NA C HARGRAVE BRETT OWEN SOUND OHL 6'3.25" 205 RW 

NA C JAMES CORDELL BARRIE OHL 6'1.0" 190 LW 

NA C JENKINS KYLE SAULT STE. MARIE OHL 6'0.0" 166 D 

NA C LABANC KEVIN BARRIE OHL 5'10.5" 186 RW 

NA C LEBLANC STEFAN SUDBURY OHL 5'11.25" 178 D 

NA C LINDO JADEN OWEN SOUND OHL 6'1.0" 201 RW 

NA C LINTUNIEMI ALEX OTTAWA OHL 6'3.0" 231 D 

NA C MAGYAR NICHOLAS KITCHENER OHL 6'1.75" 194 RW 

NA C MANCINA MATTHEW GUELPH OHL 6'2.25" 178 G 

NA C MIDDLETON JACOB OTTAWA OHL 6'2.75" 208 D 

NA C MIKULOVICH ALEKSANDR NIAGARA OHL 6'2.5" 206 D 

NA C MOORE BRYAN SARNIA OHL 5'11.25" 199 RW 

NA C MORAN BRENT NIAGARA OHL 6'3.5" 186 G 

NA C PROPHET BRANDON SAGINAW OHL 6'2.0" 202 D 

NA C RADDYSH DARREN ERIE OHL 6'0.0" 182 D 

NA C RATHGEB YANNICK PLYMOUTH OHL 6'0.5" 189 D 

NA C ROBINSON BRANDON NORTH BAY OHL 6'2.75" 214 LW 

NA C SADOWY DYLAN SAGINAW OHL 5'11.75" 183 LW 

NA C SCHMALZ MATT SUDBURY OHL 6'5.25" 206 RW 

NA C SIEBENALER BLAKE NIAGARA OHL 6'0.5" 192 D 

NA C SMITH HUNTER OSHAWA OHL 6'6.5" 208 RW 

NA C STERK JOSHUA OSHAWA OHL 5'11.25" 175 C 

NA C TOMASEK DAVID BELLEVILLE OHL 6'1.0" 180 C 

NA C WILLIAMS DEVIN ERIE OHL 5'11.75" 165 G 

NA LV VERBEEK RYAN WINDSOR OHL 5'11.5" 190 C 

NA B EVANS JAKE ST. MICHAELS OJHL 6'0.25" 172 C 

NA C PRAPAVESSIS MICHAEL TORONTO LAKESHORE OJHL 6'0.75" 173 D 

NA C WALMAN JAKE TORONTO JC OJHL 6'0.5" 170 D 

NA C GUEVREMONT CHARLES SAINT-JEROME QAAAJHL 6'0.75" 181 C/LW 

NA A BARBASHEV IVAN MONCTON QMJHL 6'1.0" 185 LW 

NA A EHLERS NIKOLAJ HALIFAX QMJHL 5'11.5" 162 LW 

NA B ARONSSON EMIL BLAINVILLE-BOISBRIAND QMJHL 6'0.0" 187 C 

NA B AUBE-KUBEL NICOLAS VAL-D'OR QMJHL 5'11.0" 187 RW 

NA B AUDETTE DANIEL SHERBROOKE QMJHL 5'8.0" 177 LW 

NA B BISHOP CLARK CAPE BRETON QMJHL 5'11.5" 183 C 

NA B BOUCHARD KEVEN VAL-D'OR QMJHL 6'2.0" 205 G 

NA B KARABACEK VACLAV GATINEAU QMJHL 5'11.75" 182 RW 

NA B MCDONALD MASON ACADIE-BATHURST QMJHL 6'4.0" 177 G 

NA B NANTEL JULIEN ROUYN-NORANDA QMJHL 6'0.0" 193 RW 

NA B VANIER ALEXIS BAIE-COMEAU QMJHL 6'5.0" 225 D 

NA C BEAUDOIN GUILLAUME BLAINVILLE-BOISBRIAND QMJHL 6'0.0" 182 D 

NA C BILLIA JULIO CHICOUTIMI QMJHL 5'10.5" 164 G 

NA C BOIKOV SERGEI DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL 6'1.0" 193 D 

NA C BRASSARD ERIC CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL 6'1.0" 167 G 

NA C BROUILLARD NIKOLAS DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL 5'10.5" 158 D 

NA C DESCHAMPS JONATHAN SHERBROOKE QMJHL 6'2.0" 205 D 

NA C DONAGHEY CODY QUEBEC QMJHL 6'0.5" 184 D 

NA C GOULET ALEXANDRE CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL 5'11.0" 191 C 

NA C GUINDON LOUIS-PHILIP DRUMMONDVILLE QMJHL 6'1.0" 181 G 

NA C HIGHMORE MATTHEW SAINT JOHN QMJHL 5'10.5" 170 C 

NA C HODGE KRIS SHAWINIGAN QMJHL 6'0.5" 192 LW 

NA C LALIBERTE KEVIN CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL 6'1.5" 178 D 

NA C LEBLANC OLIVIER SAINT JOHN QMJHL 5'11.5" 157 D 

NA C MAHEUX RAPHAEL QUEBEC QMJHL 6'1.0" 212 D 

NA C MANDAT JAN VICTORIAVILLE QMJHL 5'11.5" 196 LW 

NA C MOYNIHAN DANIEL HALIFAX QMJHL 6'0.25" 180 C 

NA C MURPHY MATTHEW HALIFAX QMJHL 6'2.0" 202 D 

NA C NEILL CARL SHERBROOKE QMJHL 6'0.5" 215 D 

NA C PELLETIER JULIEN CAPE BRETON QMJHL 5'11.0" 177 LW 

NA C PEPIN ALEXIS CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL 6'2.0" 229 LW 

NA C PERRON FRANCIS ROUYN-NORANDA QMJHL 5'11.5" 166 C 

NA C SIMPSON MARK MONCTON QMJHL 6'5.0" 179 LW 

NA C SMALLMAN SPENCER SAINT JOHN QMJHL 5'11.5" 187 RW 

NA C SWEENEY JACOB MONCTON QMJHL 6'4.0" 218 D 

NA LV SISKA JURAJ SAINT JOHN QMJHL 6'2.0" 194 C 

ITL B TKACHYOV VLADIMIR OMSK RUSSIA 5'9.0" 146 LW 

ITL C KOSHELEV SEMYON UST-KAMENOGORSK RUSSIA-2 6'0.0" 172 LW 

ITL A NEKOLENKO ARKHIP SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'2.0" 176 LW 

ITL B CHEREPANOV NIKITA YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'3.0" 202 D 

ITL B GAVRIKOV VLADISLAV YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'2.0" 191 D 

ITL B KAMENEV VLADISLAV MAGNITOGORSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'2.0" 176 LW 

ITL B NASYBULIN EDWARD KAZAN 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'9.0" 157 D 

ITL B OGIYENKO YEGOR CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 180 D 

ITL B SHAROV ALEXANDER CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'2.0" 187 LW 

ITL B SHESTERKIN IGOR SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'1.0" 187 G 

ITL B SVETLAKOV ANDREI CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 191 RW 

ITL B VORONKOV EVGENI CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'1.0" 191 D 

ITL C DEMIDOV NIKOLAI SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 187 D 

ITL C DENISENKO NIKOLAI YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 176 RW 

ITL C DERVUK ILYA OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 172 D 

ITL C IGUMNOV IVAN MVD BALASHIKHA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'9.0" 163 RW 

ITL C KLECHKIN SERGEI SPARTAK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 154 RW 

ITL C KOPIYENKO ROMAN KHABAROVSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'7.0" 145 RW 

ITL C KOROBOV SERGEI SKA ST. PETERSBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'3.0" 202 G 

ITL C KORSHKOV YEGOR YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'3.0" 170 RW 

ITL C KRASKOVSKY PAVEL YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'4.0" 187 C 

ITL C KRUGLIKOV IVAN MYTISCHI 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 176 LW 

ITL C LAUTA ARTUR OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 169 RW 

ITL C LEBEDEV DMITRY YEKATERINBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'5.0" 176 D 

ITL C LELIN YEGOR SKA ST. PETERSBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 172 LW 

ITL C MARIN MARK KAZAN 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'1.0" 187 D 

ITL C NIKOLAYEV ANDREI YEKATERINBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'3.0" 176 D 

ITL C NOVITSKY VYACHESLAV OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 175 G 

ITL C ORLOV YEGOR MVD BALASHIKHA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 176 D 

ITL C ORLOVICH-GRUDKOV DENIS SKA ST. PETERSBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'0.0" 174 LW 

ITL C SILAYEV IVAN CSKA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'9.0" 176 RW 

ITL C SKVORTSOV ILYA YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 191 LW 

ITL C STAROSTIN IVAN NOVOKUZNETSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 156 G 

ITL C TSVETKOV YEGOR YAROSLAVL 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 178 D 

ITL C UGOLNIKOV ANTON OMSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 5'11.0" 174 RW 

ITL C VALENTSOV VLADISLAV SKA ST. PETERSBURG 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'2.0" 185 D 

ITL C ZHDAKIN PAVEL MVD BALASHIKHA 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'1.0" 176 LW 

ITL C ZHULDIKOV NIKITA CHELYABINSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'3.0" 196 D 

ITL C ZUB ARTYOM KHABAROVSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. 6'1.0" 179 D 

ITL C KOYS PATRIK SLOVAKIA U20 SLOVAKIA 5'11.0" 170 LW 

ITL C KRAJNAK MARTIN SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 6'0.0" 168 C 

ITL C PAJPACH MAXIMILIAN SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 6'1.25" 207 G 

ITL C ROMANCIK LADISLAV SLOVAKIA U18 SLOVAKIA-2 6'3.5" 187 D 

ITL C SKALICKY PAVOL SPIS. N. VES SLOVAKIA-2 6'5.0" 180 C 

ITL A NYLANDER WILLIAM MODO SWEDEN 5'11.0" 169 C/RW 

ITL A VRANA JAKUB LINKOPING SWEDEN 5'11.0" 185 C 

ITL B WALLMARK LUCAS LULEA SWEDEN 6'0.0" 176 C 

ITL C HEDBERG EDVIN MODO SWEDEN 5'11.0" 174 RW 

ITL A PASTRNAK DAVID SODERTALJE SWEDEN-2 6'0.0" 167 RW 

ITL B BORGMAN ANDREAS TIMRA SWEDEN-2 6'0.0" 191 D 

ITL B AHO SEBASTIAN SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'9.25" 165 D 

ITL B BERGMAN JULIUS FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.0" 187 D 

ITL B ELGESTAL KEVIN FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.0" 176 RW 

ITL B ERIKSSON JESPER SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'11.0" 183 G 

ITL B FIALA KEVIN HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'10.0" 180 LW 

ITL B JOHANSSON JONAS BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'3.75" 196 G 

ITL B JOHANSSON EMIL HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'11.75" 194 D 

ITL B KARLSSON ANTON FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.25" 187 RW 

ITL B KEMPE ADRIAN MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.5" 187 LW 

ITL B LINDBLOM OSKAR BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.25" 191 LW 

ITL B MUZITO BAGENDA DANIEL MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.0" 198 LW 

ITL B OLLAS MATTSSON ADAM DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'4.0" 209 D 

ITL B PETTERSSON MARKUS SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'4.0" 167 D 

ITL B PILUT LAWRENCE HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'11.0" 165 D 

ITL B SODERSTROM LINUS DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'3.5" 187 G 

ITL C EJDSELL VICTOR FARJESTAD JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'4.0" 180 LW 

ITL C EKESTAHL JONSSON LUKAS MODO JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'0.0" 165 D 

ITL C ENGLUND ANDREAS DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'3.25" 189 D 

ITL C ENGVALL PIERRE FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'3.5" 191 LW 

ITL C FORSLING GUSTAV LINKOPING JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'11.25" 176 D 

ITL C GORANSSON MATTIAS BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'3.0" 187 D 

ITL C GUNNARSSON AUGUST FARJESTAD JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'0.0" 176 RW 

ITL C HOLMSTROM AXEL SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'0.0" 198 RW 

ITL C KARLSSON FILIP ROGLE JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'10.5" 167 C 

ITL C LAGESSON WILLIAM FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'2.0" 196 D 

ITL C LINNARUD MATHIAS VASTERAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'2.0" 178 D 

ITL C NORSTEBO MATTIAS BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'11.0" 176 D 

ITL C OHMAN ANTON SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. 5'10.0" 172 D 

ITL C RONNILD MARTIN BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'0.0" 185 C 

ITL C TORNQVIST HENRIK LINKOPING JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'1.0" 165 RW 

ITL C VOPELKA LUKAS OREBRO JR. SWEDEN-JR. 6'0.5" 180 RW 

ITL C FAZZINI LUCA LUGANO SWISS 5'9.0" 185 LW 

ITL C HELDNER FABIAN VISP SWISS-2 6'4.0" 213 D 

ITL C SCHMUTZ SILVIO THURGAU SWISS-2 6'2.0" 194 D 

ITL C BRANDLI PATRICK ZUG JR. SWISS-JR. 6'0.0" 181 C 

ITL C DESCLOUX GAUTHIER GENEVE JR. SWISS-JR. 5'10.5" 162 G 

ITL C HISCHIER LUCA BERN JR. SWISS-JR. 6'1.0" 189 C 

ITL C HOGGER FABIO KLOTEN JR. SWISS-JR. 6'0.0" 169 C 

ITL C KINDSCHI SIMON DAVOS JR. SWISS-JR. 6'3.25" 216 D 

ITL C MAURER CEDRIC ZUG JR. SWISS-JR. 5'11.0" 157 D 

ITL C RITZ ANDY LANGNAU JR. SWISS-JR. 5'10.0" 168 C 

ITL C ROD NOAH GENEVE JR. SWISS-JR. 6'0.0" 188 RW 

ITL C SENN GILLES DAVOS JR. SWISS-JR. 6'4.0" 190 G 

ITL C TRISCONI NOELE AMBRI JR. SWISS-JR. 5'7.0" 150 LW 

NA A LARKIN DYLAN USA U-18 USHL 6'0.75" 190 C 

NA A MILANO SONNY USA U-18 USHL 5'11.5" 183 LW 

NA A SCHMALTZ NICK GREEN BAY USHL 5'11.5" 172 C 

NA B BJORK ANDERS USA U-18 USHL 5'11.75" 182 LW 

NA B COLLINS RYAN USA U-18 USHL 6'5.0" 202 D 

NA B DOUGHERTY JACK USA U-18 USHL 6'1.0" 186 D 

NA B EISERMAN SHANE DUBUQUE USHL 6'1.5" 200 LW 

NA B GLOVER JACK USA U-18 USHL 6'3.25" 190 D 

NA B HITCHCOCK RYAN USA U-18 USHL 5'10.0" 170 LW 

NA B JACOBS JOSH INDIANA USHL 6'1.75" 193 D 

NA B MACLEOD JOHNATHAN USA U-18 USHL 6'1.5" 200 D 

NA B MALONE SEAMUS DUBUQUE USHL 5'9.25" 165 C 

NA B MANTHA RYAN SIOUX CITY USHL 6'4.5" 225 D 

NA B MILAN CODY SIOUX FALLS USHL 6'0.75" 178 C 

NA B MINNEY EDWIN USA U-18 USHL 6'4.25" 191 G 

NA B POGANSKI AUSTIN TRI-CITY USHL 6'1.25" 198 RW 

NA B TUCH ALEX USA U-18 USHL 6'3.5" 213 RW 

NA B WEYRICK BLAKE USA U-18 USHL 6'3.0" 203 G 

NA B WILKIE CHRIS TRI-CITY USHL 5'10.5" 183 C 

NA C ANGELLO ANTHONY OMAHA USHL 6'3.75" 190 C 

NA C BELPEDIO LOUIS USA U-18 USHL 5'10.5" 193 D 

NA C BILLITIER NATHAN USA U-18 USHL 5'11.0" 180 D 

NA C FRIEDMAN MARK WATERLOO USHL 5'10.5" 185 D 

NA C GERSICH SHANE USA U-18 USHL 5'11.0" 175 C/LW 

NA C HACKETT CAMERON GREEN BAY USHL 6'0.75" 208 G 

NA C HILLMAN BLAKE DUBUQUE USHL 6'1.0" 170 D 

NA C HOPPONEN WALTTERI SIOUX CITY USHL 6'1.25" 187 LW 

NA C KERR KEVIN TRI-CITY USHL 5'10.5" 175 D 

NA C KUHLMAN KARSON DUBUQUE USHL 5'10.0" 175 RW 

NA C LAVIGNE HAYDEN TRI-CITY USHL 6'2.75" 182 G 

NA C LETUNOV MAXIM YOUNGSTOWN USHL 6'2.25" 155 C 

NA C MOESER JANIK MUSKEGON USHL 5'10.5" 187 D 

NA C PICCINICH JOHN YOUNGSTOWN USHL 5'11.5" 190 RW 

NA C PIONK NEAL SIOUX CITY USHL 5'11.0" 170 D 

NA C PRITCHARD JACOB INDIANA USHL 5'11.75" 178 LW 

NA C SCHIERHORN ERIC MUSKEGON USHL 5'11.5" 184 G 

NA C SHERWOOD KIEFER YOUNGSTOWN USHL 5'11.25" 180 C/RW 

NA C STEVENS NOLAN USA U-18 USHL 6'2.75" 183 C 

NA C STORK LUKE YOUNGSTOWN USHL 5'11.5" 180 C 

NA C WARNER HUNTER WATERLOO USHL 6'2.25" 202 D 

NA C WEGWERTH JOE USA U-18 USHL 6'3.0" 230 RW 

NA LV COURTNALL LAWTON WATERLOO USHL 5'11.0" 172 LW 

NA C JADALLAH LAYTHE BELLE TIRE U18 (T1AAA) USMAAAE 6'0.0" 184 RW 

NA C KIELLY JAKE VICTORY HONDA U18 (T1AAA) USMAAAE 6'2.25" 184 G 

NA C MERL STEVEN BELLE TIRE U18 (T1AAA) USMAAAE 6'2.5" 182 C 

NA C CLEARY SEAN LAKE FOREST ACADEMY (HIGH-IL) USMAAAW 6'2.25" 185 G 

NA B STARRETT BEAU SOUTH SHORE USPHL PRE. 6'4.75" 195 LW 

NA C CARPENTER ROBERT ISLANDERS IHC USPHL PRE. 5'10.0" 183 C 

NA C WINKLER JAMES PORTLAND JR. PIRATES USPHL PRE. 6'2.5" 194 RW 

NA C HARMS BRENDAN BEMIDJI STATE WCHA 6'0.0" 180 RW 

NA A DE LEO CHASE PORTLAND WHL 5'9.0" 177 C 

NA A DRAISAITL LEON PRINCE ALBERT WHL 6'1.75" 208 C 

NA A FLEURY HAYDN RED DEER WHL 6'2.5" 198 D 

NA A HONKA JULIUS SWIFT CURRENT WHL 5'10.5" 178 D 

NA A MARTIN BRYCEN SWIFT CURRENT WHL 6'1.75" 182 D 

NA A REINHART SAM KOOTENAY WHL 6'0.75" 185 C 

NA A SCHERBAK NIKITA SASKATOON WHL 6'0.0" 172 LW 

NA A VIRTANEN JAKE CALGARY WHL 6'0.75" 208 RW 

NA B BLEACKLEY CONNER RED DEER WHL 6'0.5" 192 RW 

NA B HAWRYLUK JAYCE BRANDON WHL 5'10.25" 190 C 

NA B HICKETTS JOSEPH VICTORIA WHL 5'7.25" 180 D 

NA B IVERSON KEEGAN PORTLAND WHL 6'0.75" 219 C 

NA B LOTZ AUSTIN EVERETT WHL 6'0.0" 188 G 

NA B NOGIER NELSON SASKATOON WHL 6'2.25" 191 D 

NA B POINT BRAYDEN MOOSE JAW WHL 5'9.5" 160 C 

NA C BAILLIE TYSON KELOWNA WHL 5'9.5" 188 C 

NA C CAVE COLBY SWIFT CURRENT WHL 6'0.0" 189 C 

NA C DUKE REID LETHBRIDGE WHL 5'11.5" 189 C 

NA C EDMONDS TY PRINCE GEORGE WHL 6'1.5" 174 G 

NA C FAZLEEV RADEL CALGARY WHL 6'0.75" 176 C 

NA C GARDINER REID PRINCE ALBERT WHL 5'10.5" 183 C 

NA C GUTIERREZ JUSTIN TRI-CITY WHL 6'3.75" 184 LW 

NA C HARLACHER EDSON KAMLOOPS WHL 6'2.0" 187 D 

NA C IRVING AARON EDMONTON WHL 6'0.5" 189 D 

NA C KIRKLAND JUSTIN KELOWNA WHL 6'2.25" 175 RW 

NA C LEEDAHL DAWSON EVERETT WHL 6'0.5" 194 C 

NA C LIPSBERGS ROBERTS SEATTLE WHL 5'10.0" 198 LW 

NA C MAYO DYSIN EDMONTON WHL 5'11.75" 181 D 

NA C MOODIE ALEXANDER SASKATOON WHL 6'0.5" 182 G 

NA C NIKOLISHIN IVAN EVERETT WHL 5'8.25" 158 C 

NA C QUENNEVILLE JOHN BRANDON WHL 6'0.5" 182 LW 

NA C REHILL RYAN KAMLOOPS WHL 6'2.0" 210 D 

NA C SANDHU TYLER EVERETT WHL 5'10.0" 162 C 

NA C SCHOENBORN ALEX PORTLAND WHL 6'0.5" 196 RW 

NA C SLEPTSOV ALEXEI MOOSE JAW WHL 5'11.5" 160 D 

NA C STADEL RILEY KELOWNA WHL 5'9.5" 166 D 

NA C THOMAS BEN CALGARY WHL 6'1.25" 192 D 

NA C TURGEON DOMINIC PORTLAND WHL 6'1.75" 198 C 

NA LV FAITH TANNER KOOTENAY WHL 6'3.25" 211 D 

NA LV VICKERMAN TAYLOR TRI-CITY WHL 5'11.25" 194 LW

Moncton's Barbashev to lead Russia at Super Series

Wednesday, 11.13.2013 / 5:14 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Ivan Barbashev, a top prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft, was named to Russia's roster for the 2013 Subway Super Series games.

Russia will play six games across Canada -- two each against all-star teams from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, the Ontario Hockey League and the Western Hockey League.

The Super Series games are part of the decision-making process toward picking the team that will represent Russia at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. That tournament runs from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, 2014.

Super Series schedule

Game 1 – Mon. Nov. 18 at Gatineau, Quebec

 Game 2 – Wed. Nov. 20 at Sherbrooke, Quebec

 Game 3 – Thurs. Nov. 21 at Oshawa, Ontario

 Game 4 – Mon. Nov. 25 at Sudbury, Ontario

 Game 5 – Wed. Nov. 27 at Red Deer, Alberta

 Game 6 – Thurs. Nov. 28 at Lethbridge, Alberta

QMJHL fans certainly know about Barbashev, who plays for the Moncton Wildcats. A 6-foot-1, 185-pound left wing, Barbashev is tied for ninth in the QMJHL with 29 points in 20 games. His 19 assists lead Moncton and he also has 10 goals.

Barbashev was the lone QMJHL skater to earn an "A" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary players to watch list of the top prospects for the 2014 draft.

He also is one of 10 Russian skaters already playing in North America

Twenty-eight of the 32 players picked for Russia are eligible for the 2014 draft. Among them is left wing Vladimir Tkachyov, who plays for Omsk in the Kontinental Hockey League. The 5-9, 146-pound left wing has played two games for Omsk this season and earned a "B" rating from Central Scouting.

Three of the players have been drafted by NHL teams, among them Valentin Zykov, a left wing selected in the second round (No. 37) of the 2013 draft and currently playing with the Baie-Comeau Drakkar of the QMJHL.

Mikhail Varnakov, who has spent the past two seasons coaching in Russia's top minor league, will coach Russia. Igor Averkin and Vladislav Krutskih will be his assistant coaches.

---

TEAM RUSSIA ROSTER

Goaltenders: Ivan Nalimov, SKA St. Petersburgh 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Igor Shesterkin, Spartak 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible)

Defensemen: Viktor Baldayev, Rouyn-Noranda, QMJHL (2014 draft eligible); Alexei Bereglazov, Magnitogorsk 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Vladislav Gavrikov, Yaroslavl 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Pavel Koledov, Yaroslavl 2 RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Kirill Maslov, Yaroslavl 2 RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Aleksandr Mikulovich, Niagara, OHL (2014 draft eligible); Rushan Rafikov, Yaroslav 2, RUS-JR. (Calgary); Mark Skutar, Novokuznetsk, KHL (2014 draft eligible); Mikhail Tikhonov, SKA St. Petersburgh 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Rinat Valiev, Kootenay, WHL (2014 draft eligible)

Forwards: Alexander Barabanov, SKA St. Petersburg 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Ivan Barbashev, Moncton, QMJHL (2014 draft eligible); Alexei Baskov, Omsk 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Georgy Busarov, Penza, RUS-2 (2014 draft eligible); Vladimir Butuzov, Novosibirsk 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Denis Gorbunov, Baie-Comeau, QMJHL (2014 draft eligible); Alexander Delnov, Seattle, WHL (Florida); Eduard Gimatov, Yekaterinburg 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Nikolay Goldobin, Sarnia, OHL (2014 draft eligible); Sergey Kuptsov, Cherepovets 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Ivan Petrakov, Yaroslavl 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Igor Rudenkov, Nizhny Novgorod 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Nikita Scherbak, Saskatoon, WHL (2014 draft eligible); Ildar Shiksatdarov, CSKA 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Nikolai Skladnichenko, Novokuznetsk 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Vladimir Tkachyov, Omsk, KHL (2014 draft eligible); Sergei Tolchinsky, Sault Ste. Marie, OHL (Carolina); Kirill Voronin, Yaroslavl 2, RUS-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Valentin Zykov, Baie-Comeau, QMJHL (Los Angeles)

Reinhart to skate for WHL in both Super Series games

Wednesday, 11.13.2013 / 4:20 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Sam Reinhart, expected to be one of the first players taken at the 2014 NHL Draft, will play in both games for the Western Hockey League against Russia in the 2013 Subway Super Series.

Reinhart, a 6-foot-0.75, 185-pound center with the Kootenay Ice, is fifth in the WHL with 34 points in 21 games. He received an "A" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary list of players to watch for the 2014 draft from the WHL.

Super Series schedule

Game 1 – Mon. Nov. 18 at Gatineau, Quebec

 Game 2 – Wed. Nov. 20 at Sherbrooke, Quebec

 Game 3 – Thurs. Nov. 21 at Oshawa, Ontario

 Game 4 – Mon. Nov. 25 at Sudbury, Ontario

 Game 5 – Wed. Nov. 27 at Red Deer, Alberta

 Game 6 – Thurs. Nov. 28 at Lethbridge, Alberta

The Super Series games against Russia will be played Nov. 27 in Red Deer, Alberta, and Nov. 28 in Lethbridge, Alberta. The games are part of Canada's decision-making process toward picking the team that will play for Canada at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. That tournament runs from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, 2014.

Reinhart had two goals in two games and was used extensively as a penalty killer at a national junior evaluation camp in August in Lake Placid, N.Y., that included the United States, Sweden and Finland.

Three other players eligible for the 2014 draft were picked for the team. Red Deer Rebels forward Connor Bleackley will play in the Red Deer game, while forwards Colby Cave of the Swift Current Broncos and Reinhart's Kootenay teammate, Jaedon Descheneau, will skate in the Lethbridge game. Bleackley earned a "B" rating from Central Scouting,

In addition five players taken in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft will play for Team WHL: Defensemen Joshua Morrissey (No. 13, Winnipeg Jets) and Ryan Pulock (No. 15, New York Islanders), and forwards Curtis Lazar (No. 17, Ottawa Senators), Hunter Shinkaruk (No. 24, Vancouver Canucks) and Morgan Klimchuk (No. 28, Calgary Flames). Morrissey, Lazar, Shinkaruk and Klimchuk will skate in both games; Pulock only will play in the Lethbridge game.

In all, 16 players will take part in both games, including goalies Eric Comrie of the Tri-City Americans (Winnipeg Jets) and Tristan Jarry of the Edmonton Oil Kings (Pittsburgh Penguins)

Brent Sutter, who coaches the Red Deer Rebels of the WHL and will coach Canada at the WJC, will coach Team WHL. Kootenay coach Ryan McGill, who will assist Sutter at the WJC, will serve as Sutter's assistants for the Super Series games.

---

TEAM WHL ROSTER

*- playing in both games

RED DEER

Goalies: *Eric Comrie, Tri City (Winnipeg); *Tristan Jarry, Edmonton (Pittsburgh)

Defensemen: *Madison Bowey, Kelowna (Washington); *Dillon Heatherington, Swift Current (Columbus); *Joshua Morrissey, Prince Albert (Winnipeg); *Derrick Pouliot, Portland (Pittsburgh); Griffin Reinhart, Edmonton (N.Y. Islanders); *Damon Severson, Kelowna (New Jersey)

Forwards: *Troy Bourke, Prince George (Colorado); Conner Bleackley, Red Deer (2014 draft eligible); *Jujhar Khaira, Everett (Edmonton); *Morgan Klimchuk, Regina (Calgary); Curtis Lazar, Edmonton (Ottawa); *Taylor Leier, Portland (Philadelphia); *Brendan Leipsic, Portland (Nashville); Mitchell Moroz, Edmonton (Edmonton); *Nicolas Petan, Portland (Winnipeg); *Sam Reinhart, Kootenay (2014 draft eligible); *Hunter Shinkaruk, Medicine Hat (Vancouver); *Chandler Stephenson, Regina (Washington)

LETHBRIDGE

Goalies: *Eric Comrie, Tri City (Winnipeg); *Tristan Jarry, Edmonton (Pittsburgh)

Defensemen: *Madison Bowey, Kelowna (Washington); *Dillon Heatherington, Swift Current (Columbus); *Joshua Morrissey, Prince Albert (N.Y. Islanders); *Derrick Pouliot, Portland (Pittsburgh); Ryan Pulock, Brandon (N.Y. Islanders); *Damon Severson, Kelowna (New Jersey)

Forwards: *Troy Bourke, Prince George (Colorado); Colby Cave, Swift Current (2014 draft eligible); Gregory Chase, Calgary (Edmonton); Jaedon Descheneau, Kootenay (2014 draft eligible); *Jujhar Khaira, Everett (Edmonton); *Morgan Klimchuk, Regina (Calgary); *Taylor Leier, Portland (Philadelphia); *Brendan Leipsic, Portland (Nashville); *Nicolas Petan, Portland (Winnipeg); *Sam Reinhart, Kootenay (2014 draft eligible); *Hunter Shinkaruk, Medicine Hat (Vancouver); *Chandler Stephenson, Regina (Washington)

No shortage of motivation for Trochek to succeed

Tuesday, 11.12.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospects

By Kevin Woodley - NHL.com Correspondent
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ABBOTSFORD, British Columbia -- Vincent Trochek didn't need any extra motivation heading into his first year as a professional hockey player.

Coming off a monster season as the top scorer and most outstanding player in the Ontario Hockey League, Trochek had already changed workout habits, adding pounds and dropping body fat to prepare for the jump from junior. But the 20-year-old Florida Panthers prospect admits to an additional boost watching good friend, fellow Pittsburgh native and former minor hockey and junior teammate Brandon Saad celebrate winning the Stanley Cup with the Chicago Blackhawks.

"It brought tears to my eyes," Trochek told NHL.com. "To see a close friend lifting the Stanley Cup and know it's a dream of yours growing up, a dream of his, it really gets the adrenaline going. And then going to his Stanley Cup party, seeing how awesome it was and how great he was feeling about it, it definitely gives you extra motivation."

As one of three Pittsburgh natives that helped the United States win gold at the 2013 World Junior Championship, Trochek doesn't have to look far for more motivation. J.T. Miller is playing for the New York Rangers, and goalie John Gibson backstopped the Americans to bronze at the 2013 World Championship, was invited to the 2014 U.S. Olympic team orientation camp, and was recently named the American Hockey League's goalie of the month in October.

 Florida Panthers prospect Vincent Trochek admits to an additional boost watching good friend, fellow Pittsburgh native and former minor hockey and junior teammate Brandon Saad celebrate winning the Stanley Cup. (Photo: Getty Images)

Trochek, who played with Miller, Gibson and Saad in the Pittsburgh Hornets youth program and with Saad for two more years in the OHL, is also quickly making a name for himself in the AHL. The young center leads the San Antonio Rampage, and is fifth among rookies, with six goals and 12 points in his first 13 pro games.

"He is driving our offensive charge," Rampage coach Peter Horachek told NHL.com shortly before promoted to replace Kevin Dineen as Florida's coach. "He has that special ability where the puck just kind of follows him and stays with him. Many times I see him skating into areas where I think he's in trouble and he comes out with the puck. He's got great poise and presence with the puck, he's smart, he can make a play obviously, and he can score goals too."

None of that should be a surprise from Trochek, who was picked 64th in the 2011 NHL Draft by the Panthers. He followed that up with 29 goals and 85 points in 65 games for Saginaw in 2011-12 before scoring 50 goals and an OHL-leading 109 points while splitting 63 games between Saginaw and the Plymouth Whalers last season.

Trochek finished the regular season on a 21-game point streak and added another 10 goals and 24 points in 15 playoff games before the Whalers were eliminated in the OHL Western Conference Final.

Scoring has never been a problem.

Horachek cited Trochek's vision, hockey IQ and decision making for putting him on the point of the power play, and said he was the team's best faceoff man, both rarities for a first-year pro. The coach was also impressed when his 5-foot-10 playmaking center dropped the gloves with 6-2 Texas Stars forward Brock Montgomery, who had 29 fights in junior hockey, after seeing a teammate hit from behind.

"He cares about his teammates," Horachek said. "He cares about winning and losing. He doesn't just care about his own points."

That shows up in extra work to make sure his defensive game is at an NHL level. Trochek is third on the Rampage at plus-5.

PROSPECTS

Johansson could be big catch at draft

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

 NHL Central Scouting gave goalie Jonas Johansson a B rating in its preliminary ranking of players to watch from Sweden. READ MORE › DeAngelo followed unique path to Sarnia
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"He wants to be the best player, he wants the puck, he wants to be on the ice, he knows it's in his best interest to improve in those areas and he is doing it," Horachek said. "He pays attention in video, he pays attention in meetings and he asks questions. He's a smart kid, and when you have smarts and competitiveness and hockey sense built in, that's a really good combination."

Trochek knew skill and hockey sense wouldn't be enough to get him to the NHL, so last summer he began training at Evolution Sports Institution with Cole Haley, who has worked with players from the Pittsburgh Penguins, Steelers and Pirates. Trochek started at 178 pounds, finished at 193 and lost four percent body fat.

"You need to go that extra mile because everybody else is," he said.

Trochek takes a similar approach to his defense, quickly changing the focus from offense when asked to talk about his strengths, pointing to the systems work the team does "three or four days" each week.

"Pounding it into your brain until it's just a habit," Trochek said.

Off the ice, the transition to the professional life has been made easier by Rampage goalie Michael Houser, who is also from the Pittsburgh area and moved to Detroit to play for the famed Little Caesars program. Coming from a big Italian family also helps because it meant Trochek always had to fend for himself in the kitchen, so taking care of his own meals now isn't a problem.

"They cook the Italian food and I had to make my own diet of chicken and rice and stuff," Trochek said. "I can't eat from the family table."

Roommate Houser has also eased the adjustment.

"We go everywhere together," Trochek said. "It helps to adjust, just getting to team functions and not having to worry about knowing anybody, not sitting in the corner. It's a comfort level."

Trochek has certainly looked comfortable on the ice in the AHL, which has many wondering how long before he's in the NHL, a question that will increase now that his coach is there.

"I don't want to see him rushed, but he's chomping," Horachek said. "He's going to play in the NHL, it's just a matter of when."

United States wins World Junior A Challenge

Sunday, 11.10.2013 / 5:37 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Kyle Connor scored the decisive goal late in the second period and Cal Petersen made it stand behind 16 saves when the United States Junior Select Team scored a 4-1 victory against Russia on Sunday in the gold medal game of the 2013 World Junior A Challenge at the Mariners Centre in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

The championship triumph was the second straight for the U.S. and the fifth in the eight-year history of the tournament.

Connor, who plays for the Youngstown Phantoms of the United States Hockey League, snapped a 1-1 tie with just 14 seconds left in the second period.

"Our line just got the puck and I got a good pass and just buried it," Connor said. "Me, [Nick] Schmaltz and [Connor] Hurley got in on the forecheck and that was a key for us. I think looking forward and playing our game, getting pucks deep, was critical all tournament."

Karson Kuhlman (Dubuque, USHL), a "B"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the USHL, Andrew Oglevie (Cedar Rapids, USHL) and C.J. Franklin (Sioux City, USHL) also scored for the Americans.

"We really stayed focused throughout the tournament and right on the task at hand," U.S. coach Derek Lalonde said. "The difference was our depth; an ability to run all four lines like we did was accumulative. We wore [Russia] down. We managed the third period well. I thought the Oglevie, [Shane] Eiserman and [Austin] Poganski line was really good and had a lot of energy. We wanted to get the puck behind their defense and wear them down."

Nick Schmaltz, an "A"-rated prospect from the USHL's Green Bay Gamblers, earned an assist on Connor's game-winner, giving him a record-setting 12 points (four goals, eight assists) for the tournament. The former record of 11 points was shared by Kyle Turris in 2006 and Mike Connolly in 2007. Schmaltz also tied the record for assists, equaling the mark set by U.S. defenseman Ian Brady in 2012.

"The players around me made me better," Schmaltz said. "As a team, we were getting pucks to the net well. Russia played a good game but we just played a little better. The USHL is growing; it's one of the best Junior A leagues around. I think the depth we had and the level of talent showed."

Schmaltz was named the most valuable player in the tournament. The game featured 97 minutes in penalty time, including 67 PIM for Russia. The United States held a 29-17 advantage in shots. Maxim Tretiak, the grandson of Hall of Fame goalie Vladislav Tretiak, made 25 saves.

Yegor Korchkov scored for Russia, which was playing in the tournament's gold medal game for the first time. The Russians have now won three medals in eight trips to the tournament, including bronze in 2006 and 2009.

Petersen, who earned his third victory in the tournament, finished with a 2.67 goals-against average and .873 save percentage. A fifth-round pick (No. 129) of the Buffalo Sabres in the 2013 NHL Draft, Petersen plays for the Waterloo Black Hawks of the USHL and will attend the University of Notre Dame in 2014-15.

"We take a very serious approach to this tournament and with the success we've had in previous years, there's added pressure," Lalonde said. "But we have high-end talent on this team from the USHL. It shows because our depth won us this tournament."

On Saturday, Jeff Wight of Merritt Centennials in the British Columbia Hockey League scored the winner with 2:19 remaining to help Canada West earn a 5-3 victory over Switzerland in the World Junior A Challenge bronze medal game.

---

U.S. finishes second at Four Nations

Sunday, 11.10.2013 / 1:36 PM

By NHL.com Staff -  / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Alex Tuch, a top prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft, had two goals and an assist as the United States finished the Four Nations Tournament with a 6-2 win against Switzerland.

The win allowed the U.S. to finish second at the tournament, which was played in Turku, Finland.

Tuch, a forward who plays for the United States National Team Development Program’s under-18 team, earned a “B” rating from NHL Central Scouting on its preliminary player to watch list for draft-eligible players in the United States Hockey League.

The U.S. was leading 2-1 in the second period when Tuch scored twice in a 1:50 span to blow the game open. He made it 3-1 at 12:55 when he knocked in a rebound in front, and at 14:55 he scored to make it 4-1.

Sonny Milano, who earned an “A” rating from Central Scouting, had a goal and two assists, and 2015-eligible prospect Jack Eichel had a goal and an assist.

“We put ourselves in a great position to win the tournament by winning [Sunday] but came up just a bit short," U.S. coach Danton Cole said. "We improved as the tournament progressed, and will take what we learned here and continue to grow as a team."

U.S. top Finland in Four Nations tourney

Saturday, 11.09.2013 / 3:16 PM

By NHL.com Staff -  / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Jack Eichel capped a three-point night Saturday with a goal in overtime to help the United States defeat Finland 4-3 in the Four Nations Tournament in Turku, Finland.

Eichel, a prospect for the 2015 NHL Draft who is committed to play at Boston University next season, scored 2:34 into the extra session to help the Americans to their first win in the competition after a 3-2 loss Friday to Sweden.

Sonny Milano, one of the top American-born players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft, set up Eichel's overtime score and had a goal of his own 1:25 into the first period to give the United States an early lead. Milano, who was one of three "A" rated skaters from the United States Hockey League in NHL Central Scouting's preseason rankings, has two goals and 11 points in seven USHL games this season while playing for the United States National Team Development Program's entry in the league.

Alex Tuch, who plays with Milano and Eichel for the USNTDP U-18 team and is committed to Boston College for next season, had a goal, an assist and was named the team's best player for the game. 

Goaltender Eric Schierhorn, who plays for the Muskegon Lumberjacks in the USHL, made 22 saves in the victory for the Americans. The United States finishes the tournament Sunday with a game against Switzerland.

Nylander's goal lifts Sweden past U.S. at Four Nations

Friday, 11.08.2013 / 2:48 PM

By NHL.com Staff -  / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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William Nylander, a top prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft, scored the game-winning goal at 11:49 of the third period to give Sweden a 3-2 win against the United States at the 2013 Under-18 Four Nations Tournament, being held in Turku, Finland.

With Sweden skating on a 5-on-3 power play, Nylander beat U.S. goalie Edwin Minney.

Nylander, who plays for Rogle in Sweden's second division, earned an "A" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary list of players to watch for the 2014 draft. He is the son of former NHL center Michael Nylander.

Nylander's goal came after Jack Eichel's second goal of the game tied things at 8:11 of the third. Eichel, who plays for the United States National Team Development Program's under-18 team, also had a power-play goal in the second period. He is eligible for the 2015 NHL Draft.

Minney, a teammate with the USNTDP, made 25 saves. He earned a "B" rating from Central Scouting.

"Overall the team played very well and dominated most of the game, but the 5-on-3 goal in the third period proved costly," U.S. coach Danton Cole said. "We'll get right back to work, regroup and focus on [Saturday's] game against Finland."

The United States plays Finland on Saturday in the second day of the four-team tournament. They play Switzerland on Sunday.

Kapanen out for Four Nations Tournament

Friday, 11.08.2013 / 9:00 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Top Finnish prospect Kasperi Kapanen, an "A"-rated international skater on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch for the 2014 NHL Draft, will be sidelined the duration of the 2013 Under-20 Four Nations Tournament in Russia this weekend due to an illness.

Goran Stubb, NHL Director of European Scouting, confirmed the news for NHL.com.

"My guess is he'll return to his club lineup at some point next week," Stubb told NHL.com.

The three-day tournament, scheduled to begin Friday, will take place in Novogorsk, Russia.

Kapanen (6-foot, 180 pounds), a right wing, plays for Kalpa in SM-liiga and has scored twice in 15 games.

"Kasperi is at present the No. 1 European prospect," Stubb said. "He's a regular with Kalpa in the Finnish league. He's a sniper who, barring injury, will play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He possesses excellent vision and has great skills … he's a star in the making."

Kapanen had eight points, including a team-leading five goals, for bronze medal-winning Finland at the 2013 World Championship in Sochi, Russia.

Edwards' three stars from World Junior A Challenge

Thursday, 11.07.2013 / 10:55 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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The United States and Canada West each earned byes into the semifinal round of the 2013 World Junior A Challenge after winning their preliminary-round games this week at Mariners Centre in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

The semifinals will be held Friday with the championship game slated for Sunday at 11 a.m. ET. The United States, winner of four of the past five tournaments, is the defending gold medalist.

The U.S. had won three consecutive tournament titles from 2008 to 2010 before Canada West ended the run in 2011. The Americans regained their crown last year.

NHL Central Scouting's Chris Edwards, who has been in Yarmouth this week to view the prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft, checked in with his three stars from Wednesday. For more of Edwards' insight into those top players competing at the tournament, read this week's "Prospector Files."

First star: Karson Kuhlman, RW, U.S.: Kuhlman, who plays for the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League, scored a pair of goals to help lead the United States to a 4-2 victory against Canada East. The 5-foot-10, 175-pound right wing, who is committed to the University of Minnesota-Duluth in 2014-15, has three goals (two power-play goals) and four points in two games for the United States. He is a "C"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for the 2014 draft.

"He was on the top line and very effective every shift," Edwards told NHL.com.

Second star: Nick Schmaltz, C, U.S.: Edwards has liked what he's seen from the slick-skating power forward from the Green Bay Gamblers of the USHL. The 5-11.5, 172-pound center, who is committed to the University of North Dakota, leads all scorers at the tournament with six points (two goals, four assists) in two games. He had two goals and two assists in an 8-3 victory against Russia on Tuesday and two assists in a 4-2 win against Canada East on Wednesday. Schmaltz, they younger brother of Jordan Schmaltz, a 2012 first-round pick (No. 25) of the St. Louis Blues, is an "A"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary list.

"He showed great puckhandling and playmaking ability," Edwards said.

Third star: Jordan Piccolino, G, Canada East: Even though he has been in net for both losses for Canada East, the 6-0.5, 157-pounder has performed admirably. Piccolino, who is in his second season with the Cornwall Colts of the Central Canada Hockey League, is 0-2-0 with a 5.00 goals-against average and .853 save percentage. He turned away 24 of 27 shots against the United States on Wednesday and has faced 68 shots in two games.

"Had he not played as well, the game [against the United States] would have been a rout," Edwards said.

---

U.S. moves into semis of World Junior A Challenge

Thursday, 11.07.2013 / 9:54 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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The United States can thank a trio of players from the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League for helping lead the team into the semifinals of the 2013 World Junior A Challenge with a 4-2 victory against Canada East on Wednesday in preliminary-round play at Mariners Centre in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

In addition to starring for the Fighting Saints this season, the three players, who accounted for all four goals Wednesday, are on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Karson Kuhlman, a "C"-rated prospect, scored a pair of goals and Shane Eiserman and Seamus Malone also scored in the victory. Chris Birdsall of the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders of the USHL made 24 saves in his first start for the United States.

The United States (2-0-0) snapped a 2-2 tie 10:07 into the third period when Eiserman, a "B"-rated prospect, scored an unassisted even-strength goal. Malone, also a "B"-rated prospect, scored into an empty net with 35 seconds remaining.

The U.S. will play either Switzerland (1-1-0) or Canada East (0-2-0) in its semifinal-round game Friday. In the other semifinal, Canada West (2-0-0) will face either Russia (1-1-0) or the Czech Republic (0-2-0). The championship game is slated for Sunday at 11 a.m. ET.

"We accomplished our first goal and that was winning our division," U.S. coach Derek Lalonde told reporters after the game. "We were tired out there and it showed. Canada East took the play for a large majority. They were a very determined team. I liked our fight-back, I liked our composure during a very hard third period, and all in all it was a very good win for us."

The Americans, who finished 1-for-3 on the power-play, held a 28-26 edge in shots.

Canada East got goals by Mike Soucier in the second and Morgan Messenger in the third. Messenger's goal, off assists from Marly Quince and Derian Plouffe, pulled Canada East into a 2-2 tie.

In the other preliminary-round game Wednesday, Switzerland scored a 2-0 victory against Czech Republic behind a spectacular 42-save performance by Maxim Mauerhofer. Felix Girard and Luca Hischier, who is a "C"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's list of skaters from Switzerland, each scored in the second.

---

Goalie prospect Johansson could be big catch at draft

Thursday, 11.07.2013 / 3:00 AM / Prospects

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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No player on the ice is under more pressure than the goalie. And every masked man has a different way of escaping that pressure.

Some read books. Others spend time sacked out in front of the television.

Top goaltending prospect Jonas Johansson picks up his fly rod and finds a nice stream.

"I like fishing a lot, fly fishing," Johansson told NHL.com. "Back where I'm from we go up into the Swedish mountains every summer and fish one week. I look forward to that week every year."

Johansson said he's caught trout and grayling during his trips into the mountains. The bigger catch could come in June, when some NHL team reels in the 6-foot-3.75, 196-pound goaltender at the 2014 NHL Draft. NHL Central Scouting gave Johansson a B rating in its preliminary ranking of players to watch from Sweden.

 Jonas Johansson had a 2.23 GAA and .931 save percentage in four games when Sweden finished fifth at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship. (Photo: Getty Images)

"Jonas Johansson has improved a lot during the last two seasons," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "He's a solid, reliable goalkeeper, one of the most improved goalies in Sweden, quick reactions, reads the game very well."

Johansson started last season with Brynas' under-18 team but earned a promotion to the under-20 team. In 29 games there, he had a 2.91 goals-against average and an .899 save percentage. He had a 2.23 GAA and .931 save percentage in four games when Sweden finished fifth at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

He has a 1.48 GAA and .941 save percentage in two games this season with Brynas' under-20 team. He earned a brief call-up to Brynas' team in the Swedish Hockey League but didn't get into a game.

Johansson this summer traveled to Lake Placid, N.Y., for a junior evaluation camp, the first step in trying to make Sweden's team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. He played one game, allowing four goals on seven shots in 35 minutes against Canada.

Though those numbers aren't particularly strong, Sweden coach Rikard Gronborg said he was impressed.

"He's a big goalie," Gronborg said. "[He's] a very determined goalie. I think during the last year just watching him that year develop into a really solid goalie. … He really competes, really wants to be a goaltender. He decided he wants to be goaltender and he made a commitment to it. With his size together with the competitiveness and athleticism, I think it makes him a pretty good package."

PROSPECTS

DeAngelo followed unique path to Sarnia

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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Johansson said he enjoyed the experience in Lake Placid and would love to represent his country at home for the World Juniors.

"It's just fantastic," he said. "It's a huge experience for me just to play with these guys. … I've just seen them on TV before. It’s a huge experience for me."

Making the WJC team would give him a chance to follow in the footsteps of one of his goaltending favorites, Jacob Markstrom of the Florida Panthers.

Like Johansson, Markstrom is a product of the Brynas hockey club. He won a silver medal and a bronze medal at the World Juniors in 2009 and 2010.

"I like Jacob Markstrom," Johansson said. "He comes from my team back in Sweden. I look up to him lots. I think he plays the perfect goalie game. He doesn't sit down too much. He just plays more athletic also."

Though Johansson isn't as big as Markstrom (6-foot-6, 196), Johansson counts his size among his assets.

"I'm a big goalie," he said. "I cover a lot of area in the net and try to never give up on a puck ... more butterfly [style]. You can cover a lot of the net without much work. Just sit there and cover."

Johansson said he hasn't put much thought into the 2014 draft. Swedish goalies have been popular in recent seasons (at least one has been taken in the first three rounds every year but one since 2006) but he knows there's a lot of work to do.

"I haven't looked that far yet," he said. "It would be of course great to be just named in that scene at the draft [but] it's nothing I concentrate a lot on."

---

Chanter healthy, returning to Dubuque lineup

Wednesday, 11.06.2013 / 3:28 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Defenseman Dylan Chanter of the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League is set to return to the lineup less than a month after sustaining a separated shoulder and concussion following a fight in an Oct. 12 game against the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders.

Chanter's availability was made official by the team in an announcement Wednesday. The 18-year-old, who will attend the University of New Hampshire beginning in 2014-15, was activated from the 25-day injured reserve list and he is eligible to play as soon as the team's next game, Friday against the Muskegon Lumberjacks.

"It's a great feeling to be back," Chanter told Dubuque's website. "I'm really excited to be back and get going. I couldn't give enough thanks to our trainer Sean Murdoch as well as all the staff in Cedar Rapids and Iowa City. They did a fantastic job and my neurologist couldn't have been a better guy. I'm excited to get back in the lineup. I really can't wait to be in the dressing room before a game and know I am about to play."

Chanter (6-foot-3.25, 213 pounds) was injured 8:02 into the second period against the RoughRiders when he fell to the ice after a fight with Corey Petrash. The 2014 NHL Draft-eligible native of Armstrong, British Columbia was transported to a local hospital for additional evaluation and testing after he was injured, and then was flown to Iowa City to be examined by a neurologist. He was released from the hospital later that night and returned to Dubuque, where he has been resting with his billet family. His mother also traveled from British Columbia to be with him.

The game was suspended after Chanter's injury, and will be resumed Nov. 12 from the point at which it was stopped, with 11:58 remaining in the second and Cedar Rapids holding a 2-0 lead.

Once he was cleared to practice approximately two weeks ago, Chanter rejoined his teammates on the ice. He's been practicing with the team at full contact recently and is ready to return to game action.

"We are excited to get Dylan back," Dubuque coach Matt Shaw said. "We wanted to make sure that all medical issues were behind him and he was cleared to play. He has been cleared and he's been practicing with us for about a week and a half. It's time for him to get back in the game and he's looking forward to being back on the ice at game pace. We are very excited to have him."

To open a roster space for Chanter, the Fighting Saints will return Jake Bushey to Kenai River of the North American Hockey League.

---

Schmaltz powers U.S. in World Junior A opener

Wednesday, 11.06.2013 / 9:50 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Nick Schmaltz, an "A"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft, had two goals and two assists to help lead the United States to an 8-3 victory against Russia in its first game at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge, being held at Yarmouth Mariners Centre in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

The U.S., which has won four of the past five tournament titles, outshot the Russians 41-27. Schmaltz, who plays for the Green Bay Gamblers of the United States Hockey League, scored twice in the Americans' five-goal second period as the U.S. opened a 6-1 advantage.

"Great chemistry and our power play was clicking [5-for-9], so that helps," Schmaltz told Tina Comeau of the Yarmouth County Vanguard. "We've got a lot of skill on this team, we're comfortable playing with these players, we've got one line that's been playing together for 100 games. I thought we had a great game."

Zeb Knutson also scored twice for the United States. Buffalo Sabres 2013 second-round pick (No. 38) Connor Hurley had a goal, as did Kyle Connor, Shane Eiserman and Karson Kuhlman.

Eiserman, who plays for the Dubuque Fighting Saints in the USHL, is a "B"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary list. Kuhlman (Dubuque, USHL) is a "C"-rated prospect. U.S. goalie Calvin Petersen, a fifth-round pick of the Sabres in June, made 25 saves to earn the victory.

"I think the key was that five-minute [penalty] kill [in the first period]," U.S. coach Derek Lalonde said. "Then we turned around and killed two more minutes, so seven straight minutes."

Lalonde was referring to a five-minute major assessed to Matthew Weis (Green Bay, USHL) for checking from behind at 9:40 and then a minor penalty given to Ryan Mantha (Sioux City, USHL) at 14:26.

The United States will face Canada East on Wednesday.

In the other game Tuesday, Canada West improved to 2-0 and secured a spot in the tournament semifinals on Friday with a 4-1 win over the Czech Republic. Jeff Wight, Dylan Hollman, Demico Hannoun and Cameron Hughes all had goals and Jesse Jenks made 29 saves.

Wight, who plays for Merritt in the British Columbia Hockey League, and Hannoun, who plays for Vernon of the BCHL, are listed as "C"-rated prospects on Central Scouting's preliminary list of players in the BCHL.

Jenks, 18, wasn't rated by Central Scouting in October but is eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft. The 6-foot-2, 180-pounder, who plays for Prince George in the BCHL, has won both games for Canada West. The team defeated Switzerland 4-3 on Monday.

---

Gillies' late goal leads Canada West at World Junior A

Tuesday, 11.05.2013 / 10:54 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Alex Gillies, a "C"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for 2014 NHL Draft prospects from the Canadian junior leagues, scored the game-winning goal early in the third period Monday to send Canada West to a 4-3 victory against Switzerland on the opening day of preliminary-round action in the 2013 World Junior A Challenge in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

Dylan Hollman, who was named player of the game for Canada West, scored a pair of power-play goals in the first period to give his team a 3-2 lead. Switzerland squared the game 3-3 in the second on a goal by left wing Matteo Romanenghi.

Gillies then scored the game-winner 1:07 into the third. The Michigan Tech University commit plays for the Salmon Arm SilverBacks in the British Columbia Hockey League. Nicholas Jones, also considered a "C"-rated prospect for the 2014 draft, scored in the victory. Jones, who stars for the Sherwood Park Crusaders in the Alberta Junior Hockey League, is committed to Ohio State University in 2014-15.

In the other game Monday, Maxim Tretiak, grandson of Russian goalie icon and Hockey Hall of Fame member Vladislav Tretiak, made 26 saves to lead Russia to a 6-2 victory against Canada East.

Canada East opened a 2-0 lead on first-period goals by Mike Panowyk and Charles Guevremont, a "C"-rated prospect from Saint-Jerome Pantheres of the Quebec Junior AAA League.

The Russians then scored six unanswered goals, including three on the power play, to earn the victory. Kirill Pilipenko had a goal and two assists for Russia and teammate Vladislav Kamenev, a "B"-rated prospect on Central Scouting's preliminary list of players to watch from Russian junior leagues, had three assists.

The tournament resumes Tuesday with two games at Mariners Centre in Yarmouth -- Russia plays the United States and Canada West meets Czech Republic.

---

Barbashev returning to Moncton lineup

Friday, 11.01.2013 / 10:18 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Moncton Wildcats left wing Ivan Barbashev, the only "A"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary list of the top 2014 NHL Draft-eligible players from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, will return to the lineup Friday at the Saint John Sea Dogs after sitting out the previous five games with a lower-body injury.

Wildcats coach Darren Rumble said he intends to give Barbashev between 15 and 20 minutes of ice time in his anticipated return. The coach said the 6-foot-1, 185-pound left wing has looked good in practice the last few days.

"I'll ease him in, but I'm not a big believer in [easing a player in]," Rumble said. "If you're cleared to play, you're cleared to play. Now I'm not going to give him 30 minutes but I think he'll get a regular shift and power-play time, so we'll try and get him no more than 20 minutes; about to the 15-minute mark."

Barbashev was injured while taking a faceoff in a game against Saint John on Oct. 16 when he attempted to kick the puck but instead caught his skate in a rut. At the time of his injury Barbashev led the team in points (18) and was tied for the team lead in goals (seven) and assists (11). He's averaging 1.29 points per game.

"We've had trouble scoring goals even though we've been outplaying teams the last two or three games by a significant margin," Rumble said. "Hopefully Ivan will help in that department."

Moncton lost four of five games without Barbashev, including a 2-1 loss to the Shawinigan Cataractes on Oct. 26 and a 3-2 loss to the Sherbrooke Phoenix the following night.

---

DeAngelo followed unique path to Sarnia

Thursday, 10.31.2013 / 9:00 AM / Prospects

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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Watching Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo with the puck on his stick, you can tell he's not the most patient player.

That carries over to his off-ice life as well, which is a big reason the Sewell, N.J., native made his way to Sarnia in the first place.

It's turned into a strong move, as DeAngelo has blossomed into one of the top offensive defensemen in the Ontario Hockey League and one of the top prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"Obviously he's a very, very dynamic player offensively," Sarnia coach Trevor Letowski told NHL.com. "He's really a threat as far as being a defenseman. He's able to create offense not just on the power play, but at 5-on-5 he's a threat. The other thing that really sticks out is he's a really passionate player. That's when he's at his best. He sometimes walks a fine line. He competes so hard, he wants to win, he wants to be the difference out there. It's been fun for me to watch him develop."

It's been an interesting path for him to Sarnia.

PROSPECTS

Schmaltz follows brother's footsteps

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 Green Bay Gamblers forward Nick Schmaltz soon will join his brother Jordan at the University of North Dakota, and his strong play in his draft season also might see him become a first-round pick. READ MORE › Slattery, Sheehy pacing Upper Midwest Elite League

NHL Draft prospects top U.S. World Junior A roster

DeLeo hopes to be Winterhawks' next success story

ALL PROSPECTS STORIES ›

DeAngelo excelled playing for the Mercer Chiefs hockey organization growing up in southern New Jersey. He had 31 goals and 60 points in 29 games in 2008-09, which drew the attention of the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders of the United States Hockey League, who selected DeAngelo in the 15th round of the 2010 USHL draft.

Moving away from home at age 15 was tough, but it didn't appear to affect DeAngelo's play on the ice, as he had 15 points in 28 games.

The Sarnia scouting staff was paying attention, and used a second-round pick in the 2011 OHL draft to select DeAngelo.

"I had just come in at that point," Letowski said. "I was an assistant coach. He was highly touted I think back then. The risk was … nobody was sure if he was going to come to the league. I remember that. I remember sitting at the draft table, we were excited to get him."

That left DeAngelo with a pretty big decision: continue playing in the USHL with the potential for an invitation to play for the United States National Team Development Program and then play college hockey, or make the jump to the rigors of the OHL.

For DeAngelo, though, it was an easy call.

"I would have had to wait a while for college because I'm a late birthday," he told NHL.com. "I didn't feel like waiting three or four years to play college hockey. I figured I've already played one year of junior, just take the next step in a better league."

It hasn't always been easy, but it's certainly been successful.

As a rookie in 2011-12 he had 23 points in 68 games but a minus-7 rating. More comfortable in the league last season, he had 58 points to finish third among the league's defensemen.

"It took me a while," DeAngelo said of getting adjusted to the play in the OHL. "Maybe 15, 20 games before I started getting power-play time and was able to do what I do. After that it was easy the last two years. Just go out and play."

This season he's rocketed out of the gate with six goals and 15 assists in 14 games. He leads all OHL defensemen with 21 points and has six multi-point games -- three straight to start the season and a four-point game Oct. 17 against the Saginaw Spirit. He has at least one point in 12 of his 14 games.

"Anthony is a skilled offensive defenseman," NHL Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "His puck skill and playmaking ability are excellent. He sees the ice very well and creates offensive scoring chances with great passes. He has a very good shot and gets it on net. Likes to jump up into the rush. He normally makes good decisions with the puck; however he gets himself into trouble when he over-handles the puck."

DeAngelo said he's tried to focus on improving his defensive play this season. He's a minus-6, which at least is better than his minus-13 mark last season.

"The last two years I've been good offensively, but I am a defenseman, so I think I need to improve my defensive game," he said. "If I can do that it'll be much better. I'm just trying to listen to what people say when they tell me to improve things."

DeAngelo said the biggest things being imparted on him by Letowski and Sarnia assistant coach Andy Delmore, who oversees the defensemen, is stick position, angles and knowing when to jump into the play offensively.

Delmore was an offensive-minded defenseman during his seven-season NHL career. He had 101 points in 258 regular-season games, and with the Philadelphia Flyers during the 2000 Stanley Cup Playoffs he became the first rookie defenseman with a hat trick in a postseason game. However, Delmore was a minus-36 in his NHL career.

"He needs to consistently be good on the defensive side, because I think that's what people at the end of the day are watching," Letowski said of DeAngelo. "[Scouts] are convinced of what he can do offensively at this point. He's gotten better. We're trying to get him to pick his spots just a little bit more but at the same time not take away his creativity. So far he's been pretty good on both sides."

"I challenged him in the summer and before the season. I knew he was going to be a leader on this team. I wanted him to be. He's really risen to the occasion." 

-- Sarnia Sting coach Trevor Letowski

Letowski said as impressive as DeAngelo's play has been, his maturity has been just as important in his development as well as the team's success. Letowski named DeAngelo an alternate captain this season, and the player has taken the responsibility to heart.

"I challenged him in the summer and before the season," Letowski said. "I knew he was going to be a leader on this team. I wanted him to be. He's really risen to the occasion and really stepped up. Not just on the ice, but off of it. It's been nice to watch as a coach.

"It was a challenge for him. I knew he was going to be an important player for us on the ice. We have a young group. I knew he was going to play important minutes for us. That's what the challenge was for him: Is he ready for it? He came into training camp with a totally different mindset. He's in a great place right now. He's working hard [and] he deserves everything he's been given."

The next thing that could be available to him is a spot on the United States' team that goes to Malmo, Sweden, for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. DeAngelo attended a USA Hockey summer evaluation camp, and while he was cut early in the process, his strong start likely will earn him strong consideration.

"I just try to do what I do and play my best and hopefully I get a chance to make the team," he said.

And then there's the draft, to be held at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, about a 25-minute drive from where he grew up. However, he's trying to be patient enough to not look too far in the future.

"I was at the [2013] draft," he said. "I thought about it. It was cool to watch a lot of guys I know get drafted [but] I don't really think about it. Maybe I'll think about it halfway through the year or towards the end of the year, but for now it's too far away. I just play and that's it."

---

St. Michael's Evans highlights Canada East roster

Wednesday, 10.30.2013 / 5:25 PM

By NHL.com Staff -  / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Jake Evans, a center with St. Michael's of the Ontario Junior Hockey League and a top prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft, was among the 22 players named to the Canada East roster for the 2013 World Junior A Hockey Challenge.

The roster was chosen after a four-day camp in Oakville, Ontario.

"It has been an exciting four days in Oakville, and as we expected there were some tough decisions to get down to 22 players," Canada East coach Ian MacInnis said. "As a coaching staff we're confident we've assembled the best roster and we're looking forward to getting to Yarmouth and getting started."

The tournament will be held Nov. 4-10 in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

Evans, a 6-foot-0.25, 172-pound center, is tied for eighth in the OJHL with 24 points in 19 games, and his 19 assists lead the team. Evans earned a "B" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary players to watch list, and is committed to the University of Notre Dame for the 2014-15 season.

Also on the team is defenseman Kelly Summers of Carleton Place of the Central Canadian Hockey League. The 6-1.75, 191-pounder leads all CCHL defensemen with 26 points in 22 games. He's committed to Clarkson for the 2014-15 season.

Canada East will play in Group A at the tournament, along with Russia and the United States. Canada West, Czech Republic and Switzerland are in Group B.

CANADA EAST

Goaltenders: Ben Blacker, Milton (OJHL); Jordan Piccolino, Cornwall (CCHL)

Defensemen: Greg Campbell, Oakville (OJHL); Matthew Cruickshank, Cornwall (CCHL); Evan MacEachern, Pictou County (MHL); Michael Prapavessis, Toronto Lakeshore (OJHL); Kelly Summers, Carleton Place (CCHL); Aaron Thow, Toronto (OJHL); Jake Walman, Toronto (OJHL)

Forwards: Taylor Best, Whitby (OJHL); Felix Chamberland, Pembroke (CCHL); Jake Evans, St. Michael's (OJHL); Charles Guevremont, Saint Jerome (LHJAAAQ); Croey Kalk, North York (OJHL); Morgan Messenger, Yarmouth (MHL); John Mullally, Pictou County (MHL); Mike Panowyk, Whitby (OJHL); Chase Pearson, Cornwall (CCHL); Derian Plouffe, Kanata (CCHL); Marly Quince, Cornwall (CCHL); Hunter Racine, Ottawa (CCHL); Mike Soucier, Wellington (OJHL).

Hockey Canada announces World Junior A roster

Wednesday, 10.30.2013 / 12:57 PM

By NHL.com Staff -  / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Hockey Canada on Wednesday announced the 22 players who will represent Canada West at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge to be held Nov. 4-10 in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.

The roster was named following a four-day selection camp at the Markin MacPhail Centre in Calgary. Jason McKee, who coaches the Spruce Grove Saints of the Alberta Junior Hockey League, will coach Canada West at the tournament.

"Canada West has a proud tradition at the World Junior A Challenge, and we're confident this group of players will continue that tradition," McKee said in a statement. "These 22 young men earned their spots on the roster, and we believe they will represent western Canada well in Yarmouth."

Among the players named to the roster, six were considered "C"-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft. Defenseman Dane Birks of the Merritt Centennials in the British Columbia Hockey League is the only NHL-drafted player on the roster. The 6-foot-3, 190-pounder was chosen in the sixth round (No. 164) of the 2013 draft by the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Players named to the Canada West roster were selected from the Canadian Junior Hockey League's five western Junior A leagues: the British Columbia Hockey League (BCHL), Alberta Junior Hockey League (AJHL), Saskatchewan Junior Hockey League (SJHL), Manitoba Junior Hockey League (MJHL) and Superior International Junior Hockey League (SIJHL).

The six "C"-rated prospects, who are projected to be late-round draft choices, are defenseman Brandon Hickey (Spruce Grove) and forwards Nicholas Jones (Sherwood Park, AJHL), Rhett Gardner (Okotoks, AJHL), Demico Hannoun (Vernon, BCHL), Alex Gillies (Salmon Arms, BCHL) and Jeff Wight (Merritt, BCHL).

"It is a tremendous achievement for these players to get to this point, and pulling the Team Canada jersey over their head is something that they will remember for years to come," CJHL president Kirk Lamb said.

Canada West will compete in Group B of the tournament with the Czech Republic and Switzerland. The Group A field consists of Canada East, Russia and the United States.

CANADA WEST

Goalies: Jesse Jenks, Prince George (BCHL); Tommy Nixon, Sherwood Park (AJHL).

Defensemen: Adam Plant, West Kelowna (BCHL); Paul Stoykewych, Penticton (BCHL); Josh Smith, Camrose (AJHL); Brandon Hickey, Spruce Grove (AJHL); Dane Birks, Merritt (BCHL); Maddison Smiley, Brooks (AJHL); Viktor Dombrovskiy, Langley (BCHL).

Forwards: Steen Cooper, Cowichan Valley (BCHL); Nicholas Jones, Sherwood Park (AJHL); Andrew Taverner, Sherwood Park (AJHL); Rhett Gardner, Okotoks (AJHL); Trace Elson, Whitecourt (AJHL); Dylan Hollman, Spruce Grove (AJHL); Owen LaClare, La Ronge (SJHL); Anthony Paskaruk, Brooks (AJHL); Demico Hannoun, Vernon (BCHL); Cameron Hughes, Spruce Grove (AJHL); Alex Gillies, Salmon Arms (BCHL); Jeff Wight, Merritt (BCHL); Kurt Keats, Powell River (BCHL).

Drouin headlines Team QMJHL Super Series squad

Wednesday, 10.30.2013 / 11:45 AM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Five players taken in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft highlight the team the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League will field for its two games against Team Russia in the 2013 Subway Super Series.

Games will be played Nov. 18 in Gatineau, Quebec, and Nov. 20 in Sherbrooke, Quebec. The games serve as another step in the evaluation process used by Canada to pick its team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

Super Series schedule

Game 1 – Mon. Nov. 18 at Gatineau, Quebec

 Game 2 – Wed. Nov. 20 at Sherbrooke, Quebec

 Game 3 – Thurs. Nov. 21 at Oshawa, Ontario

 Game 4 – Mon. Nov. 25 at Sudbury, Ontario

 Game 5 – Wed. Nov. 27 at Red Deer, Alberta

 Game 6 – Thurs. Nov. 28 at Lethbridge, Alberta

Among those taking part is Halifax Mooseheads forward Jonathan Drouin, the third pick of the draft, who has 15 points in nine games. Also playing are Rimouski Oceanic defenseman Samuel Morin (No. 11, Philadelphia Flyers) and forwards Anthony Mantha (No. 20, Detroit Red Wings) of the Val-d'Or Foreurs, Rimouski's Frederik Gauthier (No. 21, Toronto Maple Leafs) and Emile Poirier (No. 22, Calgary Flames) of the Gatineau Olympiques.

In addition, five players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft were named to the roster. Among them is Sherbrooke Phoenix forward Daniel Audette, who is tied for sixth in the QMJHL with 24 points in 18 games. The 5-foot-8, 177-pound left wing got a "B" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary players to watch list for players in the QMJHL.

Gatineau Olympiques coach Benoit Groulx, who will be an assistant coach on Canada's WJC staff, will coach Team QMJHL in both games. Halifax Mooseheads coach Dominick Ducharme will be his assistant.

---

TEAM QMJHL ROSTER

Goaltenders: Sebastien Auger, Saint John (2014 draft eligible); Zachary Fucale, Halifax (Montreal)

Defensemen: Dillon Fournier, Rouyn-Noranda (Chicago); Ryan Graves, Charlottetown (N.Y. Rangers); Justin Hache, Cape Breton (Phoenix); Samuel Morin, Rimouski (Philadelphia); Alexis Vanier, Baie-Comeau (2014 draft eligible); Daniel Walcott, Blainville-Boisbriand (2014 draft eligible); MacKenzie Weegar, Halifax (Florida)

Forwards: Daniel Audette, Sherbrooke (2014 draft eligible); William Carrier, Cape Breton (St. Louis); Christopher Clapperton, Blainville-Boisbriand (Florida); Laurent Dauphin, Chicoutimi (Phoenix); Anthony De Luca, Rimouski (2014 draft eligible); Jonathan Drouin, Halifax (Tampa Bay); Anthony Duclair, Quebec (N.Y. Rangers); Frederik Gauthier, Rimouski (Toronto); Felix Girard, Baie-Comeau (Nashville); Jeremy Gregoire, Baie-Comeau (Montreal); Charles Hudon, Chicoutimi (Montreal); Anthony Mantha, Val-d'Or (Detroit); Emile Poirier, Gatineau (Calgary); Marco Roy, Blainville-Boisbriand (Edmonton)

Ekblad to showcase skills at Super Series games

Wednesday, 10.30.2013 / 10:45 AM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad, expected to be one of the top players picked at the 2014 NHL Draft, is one of 13 players who will skate in both games for Team Ontario Hockey League during the Subway Super Series against Team Russia.

A 6-foot-3, 216-pound defenseman, Ekblad has six goals and seven assists in 14 games, and received an "A" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary list of players to watch from the OHL. He also is the only player eligible for the 2014 draft that will play in both games, which serve as another step in the evaluation process used by Canada to pick its team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

Super Series schedule

Game 1 – Mon. Nov. 18 at Gatineau, Quebec

 Game 2 – Wed. Nov. 20 at Sherbrooke, Quebec

 Game 3 – Thurs. Nov. 21 at Oshawa, Ontario

 Game 4 – Mon. Nov. 25 at Sudbury, Ontario

 Game 5 – Wed. Nov. 27 at Red Deer, Alberta

 Game 6 – Thurs. Nov. 28 at Lethbridge, Alberta

Two other highly regarded 2014 draft prospects will take part in the games, which will be played Nov. 21 in Oshawa, Ontario, and Nov. 25 in Sudbury, Ontario.

Oshawa Generals forward Michael Dal Colle will play in the Oshawa game. A 6-1.5, 179-pound forward, he leads his team with nine goals and 23 points in 15 games.

Samuel Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs will skate in the Sudbury game. The 6-0.25, 178-pound left wing leads his team with 10 goals in 14 games, and is second with 22 points.

Besides Ekblad, other players skating in both games are goaltender Matthew Murray; defensemen Chris Bigras, Joshua Brown, Darnell Nurse, Adam Pelech; and forwards Josh Anderson, Connor Brown, Max Domi, Brendan Gaunce, Bo Horvat and Scott Laughton. Also playing both games will be Erie Otters center Connor McDavid, who won't be NHL draft-eligible until 2015.

Oshawa coach D.J. Smith will be behind the bench for Team OHL in the Oshawa game, along with his regular Oshawa assistants Roger Hunt and Paul McFarland. London Knights coach Dale Hunter will coach Team OHL at the Sudbury game, with Sudbury coach Paul Fixter and Sudbury assistant coach David Matsos serving as assistant coaches.

---

TEAM OHL ROSTER

*- playing in both games

OSHAWA

Goaltenders: Daniel Altshuller, Oshawa (Carolina); *Matthew Murray, Sault Ste. Marie (Pittsburgh)

Defensemen: *Chris Bigras, (Colorado); *Joshua Brown, Oshawa (Florida); *Aaron Ekblad, Barrie (2014 draft eligible); Matthew Finn, Guelph (Toronto); Slater Koekkoek, Windsor (Tampa Bay); *Darnell Nurse, Sault Ste. Marie (Edmonton); *Adam Pelech, Erie (N.Y. Islanders)

Forwards: *Josh Anderson, London (Columbus); *Connor Brown, Erie (Toronto); Michael Dal Colle, Oshawa (2014 draft eligible); *Max Domi, London (Phoenix); *Brendan Gaunce, Belleville (Vancouver); *Bo Horvat, London (Vancouver); Scott Kosmachuk, Guelph (Winnipeg); *Scott Laughton, Oshawa (Philadelphia); *Connor McDavid, Erie (2015 draft eligible); Brock McGinn, Guelph (Carolina); Zach Nastasiuk, Owen Sound (Detroit); Kerby Rychel, Windsor (Columbus)

SUDBURY

Goaltenders: *Matthew Murray, Sault Ste. Marie (Pittsburgh); Jake Paterson, Saginaw (Detroit

Defensemen: Chris Bigras, (Colorado); *Joshua Brown, Oshawa (Florida); Trevor Carrick, Mississauga (Carolina); *Aaron Ekblad, Barrie (2014 draft eligible); *Darnell Nurse, Sault Ste. Marie (Edmonton); *Adam Pelech, Erie (N.Y. Islanders)

Forwards: *Josh Anderson, London (Columbus); Nicholas Baptiste, Sudbury (Buffalo); Samuel Bennett, Kingston (2014 draft eligible); *Connor Brown, Erie (Toronto); Mathew Campagna, Sudbury (2014 draft eligible); *Max Domi, London (Phoenix); *Brendan Gaunce, Belleville (Vancouver); *Bo Horvat, London (Vancouver); *Scott Laughton, Oshawa (Philadelphia); *Connor McDavid, Erie (2015 draft eligible); Chris Tierney, London (San Jose); Ryan Rupert, London (Toronto); Carter Verhaeghe, Niagara (Toronto)

Nick Schmaltz following in brother's footsteps

Thursday, 10.24.2013 / 9:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Nick Schmaltz knows the perfect role model from which to build his hockey resume.

That would be his brother Jordan, who happened to be a 2012 first-round pick (No. 25) of the St. Louis Blues.

"I look up to him and am happy for what he has accomplished so far with his career," Schmaltz said of his older brother. "It's pretty unique to have a brother be such a good player so I take advantage of that and learn from his experiences. I hope I can achieve some of the goals that he has already."

It isn't by accident that Nick basically has followed the same path as Jordan, playing for the under-16 Chicago Mission and now with the Green Bay Gamblers of the United States Hockey League. He's also committed to the University of North Dakota, where Jordan is now starring as a sophomore defenseman.

 Green Bay Gamblers forward Nick Schmaltz soon will join his brother Jordan at the University of North Dakota, and his strong play in his draft season also might see him become a first-round pick.

"Nick is a player with a very high hockey IQ and I think his vision and creativity with the puck are his best attributes," Jordan Schmaltz said of his younger brother. "In my mind he plays like [Buffalo Sabres forward] Thomas Vanek with the way he can slow down the game.

"It's pretty cool to see us take the same path. We've always done the same things growing up and are really close. So it's only fitting we'll get a chance to play together at North Dakota at some point."

As one of only three "A"-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary list of players to watch from the USHL for the 2014 NHL Draft, Nick also is hoping to be an early pick at this season's draft, to be held at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia in June.

"It would be an honor to go in the first round, but I just need to try to take care of myself and my game and hopefully it works out in the end," Nick Schmaltz told NHL.com. "My brother hasn't said much with regard to my draft year. He just told me to take care of my game and play my heart out. The rest should take care of itself."

The younger Schmaltz certainly is making the most of his draft season so far. In addition to leading all scorers with nine points (five goals, four assists) for the United States in a second-place showing at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament in August, he has four goals and 10 points (five power-play points) in nine games for the Gamblers.

"He's a dynamic offensive player," NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He's really good at making you think the puck will be taken away from him, but he has such quick hands and can skate with it at full speed and then pull it away from you at full speed."

Schmaltz became the youngest member of the USHL All-Rookie Team in 2012-13 after he had 18 goals and 52 points in 64 games for the Gamblers.

"He's got special hands, skill and vision and that makes him one of the top offensive players," Gamblers coach Derek Lalonde told NHL.com. "I certainly understand all of the talk of him entering this season as one of the top players to watch. He had a great showing at the Ivan Hlinka, and what separates him from the rest is his ability to create offense and those quick hands in tight areas. He makes his linemates better and he relishes those moments playing in tight games."

PROSPECTOR FILES

Slattery, Sheehy pacing Elite League

Schmaltz scored game-winning goals in three consecutive games for Green Bay and led the team with five game-winners in 2012-13. One of them came Dec. 31, 2012, when he scored in overtime to beat the Muskegon Lumberjacks and complete his first USHL hat trick.

"I'm satisfied with the season so far," Schmaltz said. "Our team is coming together and starting to play to our strengths, which are our speed and skill. I have a lot of talent to play with, which makes it easier to produce and be the type of player I want to be."

Lalonde, who coached Jordan Schmaltz for 46 games in 2011-12 following his trade from the Sioux City Musketeers, acknowledged the only difference between the brothers is the fact Nick plays forward and Jordan is a defenseman.

"They are two very special hockey players, and knowing that Jordan was chosen in the first round and Nick might also be picked in the first round is pretty incredible," Lalonde said. "They both have good hockey sense. I feel that Nick has more God-given genetics, he's a little taller and his shoulders are broader.

"Both of them lead by example. Nick has that knack of elevating his game when it's on the line. He's able to elevate at the most opportune time and that's a special ability."

In preparation for the season, Nick Schmaltz said he and his brother underwent a pretty strenuous training regimen over the summer, doing lower-body workout routines four days a week and upper-body routines two days a week.

"Green Bay has been a great fit for me," Nick Schmaltz said. "The coaching staff is unbelievable; they allow you to play your game. If you're a goal scorer they'll let you make plays. The USHL is a great league to learn and become a better pro."

Schmaltz idolizes Detroit Red Wings center Pavel Datsyuk, but acknowledged his need to improve defensively.

"Datsyuk is a great two-way player and I like to model my game after his, but I need to work on my defensive game a little more," he said. "One day I hope to be near as good as that guy. I don't know if I'll ever be able to match his moves; he's pretty crazy."

---

Top QMJHL prospect Barbashev out at least 10 days

Friday, 10.18.2013 / 10:06 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Moncton Wildcats left wing Ivan Barbashev, NHL Central Scouting's only "A"-rated player on the list of top 2014 NHL Draft-eligible players in its preliminary players to watch list for the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, will be sidelined at least 10 days after sustaining a lower-body injury on Wednesday.

Barbashev was injured while taking a faceoff in a game against the Saint John Sea Dogs when he attempted to kick the puck but instead caught his skate in a rut. Wildcats coach Darren Rumble said Barbashev "tweaked it a little bit."

"It's a huge loss to be missing him for a couple of days, but that's what happens when somebody goes down," Rumble told NHL.com. "It's an opportunity for someone else to step up."

Barbashev leads the team with 18 points and is tied for the team lead in goals (seven) and assists (11). He averages 1.29 points per game.

Rumble said Barbashev would sit out the next five games and could return to the lineup Nov. 1 when the Wildcats play at Saint John.

The injury certainly comes at an inopportune time for the Wildcats, who rank fourth in the Maritimes Division with 12 points.

Rumble is hopeful that QMJHL rookies Mark Simpson or Liam Hynes can step up their game in Barbashev's absence. Simpson has four goals and six points in 14 games and Hynes has one assist in seven matches.

---

DeLeo hoping to be Winterhawks' next success story

Thursday, 10.17.2013 / 9:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Chase De Leo has always been privy to the success rate of players drafted into the NHL from the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League.

It was a big reason he decided to join the team in 2011-12 following a successful stint with the Under-16 Los Angeles Selects back home in California.

The native of La Mirada was a ninth-round pick (No. 192) of the Winterhawks in the 2010 WHL bantam draft after connecting for 27 goals and 83 points in 28 games for the L.A. Selects bantam AAA team that would advance to the national championship.

Animal farm

Long before he was making it big as a hockey player back home in California, Chase De Leo was probably better known by friends and family members as De Leo Doolittle.

After all, whenever he's not on the beach or playing roller hockey in the sunshine on the West Coast, he's usually tending to one of his many pets.

"I have quite a variety of animals back home," De Leo told NHL.com. "Every time I leave [for Portland], it's like the family it trying to replace me with an animal just to make it feel more at home. Every time I come home, even at Christmas, I find two more animals. It's insane, but I come from a big animal family and that's what they love to do."

When asked to list the animals, De Leo took a deep breath and hesitated for a few seconds before revealing his own personal animal farm.

"We have three pigs, two goats, two horses, six dogs, four cats, a parrot, three rabbits and a miniature donkey … and a hairless cat as well," De Leo said. "The donkey is named Hansel; I'm not sure if there's a Gretel, but ever since I was born [in 1995], Hansel's been with our family.

"He's still kicking too."

-- Mike G. Morreale

"One of the big reasons I picked Portland was the good coaching staff and the variety of players they have on the roster," De Leo told NHL.com. "Having an opportunity to practice with and against guys like Ryan Johansen (Columbus Blue Jackets, No. 4, 2010), Nino Niederreiter (New York Islanders, No. 5, 2010) and Sven Baertschi (Calgary Flames, No. 13, 2011) in my first year was an incredible experience."

De Leo was one of the youngest players on the roster as a rookie and spent much of the season as a fourth-line player while learning the ropes. He still impressed with 14 goals, 30 points and a plus-12 rating in 69 games. Prior to his second season in Portland in 2012-13, teammates Derrick Pouliot (Pittsburgh Penguins, No. 8), Brendan Leipsic (Nashville Predators, No. 89) and Taylor Leier (Philadelphia Flyers, No. 117) were tabbed at the 2012 NHL Draft.

The 5-foot-9, 177-pound center excelled in his second season alongside those players with 18 goals, 56 points and a plus-28 rating in 71 games. He also had five goals, 17 points and a plus-12 rating in 21 playoff games for the eventual WHL champion.

"Chase is a real competitor," NHL Network analyst Craig Button told NHL.com. "He gets involved and is quick with his hands. He was one of two young centermen to help Portland to the Memorial Cup tourney and that's impressive. He's a player that you better watch and pay attention to because you can never count him out."

In June, De Leo watched as Seth Jones (Predators, No. 4), Nicolas Petan (Winnipeg Jets, No. 43) and Oliver Bjorkstrand (Columbus Blue Jackets, No. 89) were chosen among the top draft-eligible prospects.

De Leo said it was great to be able to spend a season with Jones.

"[Jones] came to our team and he was obviously a great add-on," De Leo said. "He wasn't really that talkative to me, and I didn't want to ask him questions because he got enough of that with the media. He really led by his actions on the ice; he's an incredible hockey player."

De Leo is expected to be one of the team leaders this season for the Winterhawks, playing big minutes in every situation. He is fourth on the team with nine points (four goals, five assists), trailing only Bjorkstrand (18 points), Petan (16 points) and Leier (10 points).

"It was great to be coming back this year with linemates Bjorkstrand and Leier," De Leo said. "We had good chemistry at the end of last year and it'll be a lot of fun in 2013-14. As a team, we just want to get to where we were last year in the Memorial Cup. I plan on doing everything I can for the team to get there."

De Leo is regarded by scouts as a hard worker capable of doing the little things that go unnoticed on the score sheet but are critical to victory.

"Chase is another buzz saw out of Portland," NHL Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He's a very good skater and pays attention to detail at both ends of the rink. He has quick hands with good vision and offers nice playmaking capabilities. The thing I like is that he really competes in all areas and in key situations and plays bigger than his size."

Anyone who knows De Leo is well aware he plays much bigger than his stature, something he takes great pride in doing.

That's what first caught the eye of linemate Leier.

"Everyone talks about the little guys, but he's fast, he's got quick hands, he can score, he can pass," Leier told NHL.com. "I don't really believe in that small factor. Petan went 43rd overall. The kid is lightning fast and can put the puck in the net. I'm sure he'll go high in the draft. He's a good player and a good linemate."

De Leo is a big fan of NHLers Tyler Ennis of the Buffalo Sabres and Cory Conacher of the Ottawa Senators.

"They're smaller players but they don't let their size defeat them at all and they're hard workers and battle and know what it takes to win," De Leo said. "I model my game to theirs, trying to do the little things right and trying not to let the size be a factor. I just play bigger than I would appear."

---

USHL defenseman released from hospital

Sunday, 10.13.2013 / 8:22 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Dubuque Fighting Saints defenseman Dylan Chanter was released from an area hospital early Sunday morning after sustaining a head and shoulder injury in the second period of his team’s game against the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders in a United States Hockey League matchup on Saturday at Cedar Rapids Arena in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

The injury was severe enough at the time that the Office of the USHL Commissioner and management of both teams agreed to suspend the contest after the incident at the 11:58 mark of the second. Details for a rescheduled date of the game will be announced at a later time.

According to Jeffrey Johnson of the Cedar Rapids Gazette, Chanter engaged in a fight with Cedar Rapids left wing Corey Petrash in the corner behind Dubuque’s net. That’s when Chanter lost his balance and fell backward, hitting his head on the ice and dislocating his left shoulder. Chanter was not wearing a helmet.

Early Sunday morning, Chanter updated his condition via his Twitter account: "Wanted to let everyone know I'm awake and okay. Thank you so much for all your thoughts prayers. Nothing compares to the hockey community."

Chanter (6-foot-3.25, 213 pounds), a native of Armstrong, B.C., is eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft. The University of New Hampshire recruit was conscious while being attended to by trainers and medical staff at the arena at the time of his injury before being transported to a local hospital for evaluation and testing.

The RoughRiders were holding a 2-0 lead at the time of the injury.

Follow Mike Morreale on Twitter at: @mikemorrealeNHL

Kapanen returning to Kalpa lineup

Monday, 10.07.2013 / 3:54 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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The top 2014 NHL Draft-eligible prospect from Finland, forward Kasperi Kapanen, will return to the lineup for Kalpa in SM-liiga on Tuesday after sitting out the past three games with a lower-body injury.

Kapanen, an "A"-rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list of the top prospects from Finland, sustained his injury Sept. 24. According to European Director of Central Scouting, Goran Stubb, Kapanen is expected to resume his role on the team's top line, alongside his father Sami, against HIFK on Tuesday.

Kapanen (5-foot-11, 172 pounds) has a goal and two points in four games for Kalpa in SM-liiga in 2013-14. Barring injury, he'll likely play for Finland at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. Kapanen had eight points, including a team-leading five goals, for Finland at the 2013 WJC.

"Kasperi is at present the No. 1 European prospect," Stubb told NHL.com. "He's a sniper who will play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He possesses excellent vision and has great skills … he's a star in the making."

For more on Kapanen and him being a third-generation star in SM-liiga, click here.

---

Kasperi Kapanen set to take family name to next level

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 10:00 AM / Prospects

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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For Kasperi Kapanen, getting into the family business was a no-brainer.

Kapanen, 17, has emerged as a third-generation star in SM-liiga, Finland's top professional league.

His grandfather, Hannu Kapanen, was a forward for five seasons with Jokerit and HIFK, and also played for Finland at the 1976 Canada Cup and 1976 Olympics.

His father, Sami Kapanen, was drafted by the Hartford Whalers in the fourth round (No. 87) of the 1995 NHL Draft, and had 458 points in 831 games in 12 seasons with the Whalers, Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers. He left the NHL after the 2007-08 season, but has played five of the past six seasons with Kalpa in SM-liiga. Kapanen also is the majority owner of the team.

And for the second straight season, one of Sami's teammates will be his oldest son, Kasperi.

2014 ONES TO WATCH

'A'-list prospects ready to roll

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

 Three players from the Kingston Frontenacs of the OHL have the potential to be selected in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft. READ MORE › Nylander, Kapanen among 2014 top-ranked Euros
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It also likely will be the final season they're together -- Sami turned 40 in June -- so Kasperi said he's going to appreciate it as much as he can.

"He's playing this year and then he's probably retiring," Kasperi told NHL.com. "It's pretty incredible. I can't describe what it feels like to see him every day on the ice and be on the ice with him. But when we're on the ice I see him as a teammate, but when we go home and eat dinner I see him as a father."

After scoring 20 goals five straight seasons early in his career with the Hurricanes, Sami Kapanen reinvented himself as a tenacious checker and penalty killer in his five seasons with the Flyers. Kasperi is trying to combine both those qualities.

"I try to do the stuff he's done and told me," he said. "I try to compete out there and try to get every puck. That's what I try to do. I try to be like him, but just a little bit better."

While the name on the back of his jersey gives him big skates to fill, Kapanen said he wears it as a badge of honor.

"It's a big thing," he said. "It's special. … It's like an honor thing for me. I try to be my best on the ice and show that I'm a Kapanen and be the best one of the three."

He certainly is the one with the best chance to be a first-round NHL draft pick.

"Kasperi Kapanen is one of the top European prospects for the draft in 2014," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "Good skater, excellent, smart moves around the net. Has a very good selection of shots -- a real sniper. He will be regular on Kalpa in the Finnish league this season."

The 5-foot-11, 172-pound right wing made his SM-liiga debut with Kalpa last season, scoring four goals in 13 regular-season games and adding one assist and a plus-1 rating in four playoff games.

Where he really shined, however, was on the international stage. He led the team with three goals and nine points in five games at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, and then at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship in Sochi, Russia, he was second among all players with five goals, including the game-winner in the bronze-medal game against Russia.

"It was a big thing," Kapanen said of the World U-18s. "We had a good run in Sochi and I think we played good and got the bronze medal, so it was a good experience for me for [this] year."

He's already showing how much last season has helped, with a goal in his first three games.

"I know what it takes and what I have to do, and I have to be a really good player on the team this year," he said. "Probably got some high expectations, but I like that, I like the pressure. I just have to try my best."

In addition to a strong season in SM-liiga, he's also hoping to earn a spot on Finland's team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. He had one goal in five games at an August evaluation camp in Lake Placid, N.Y., and made a positive impression on coach Karri Kivi.

"He's the youngest guy on our team, the only guy born in 1996," Kivi told NHL.com. "I already last year saw him … I like his attitude. He's a talented player, good scorer, but I like his head. He's competitive, he likes to compete. That's what I like. His father still plays and his grandfather played in the top league. It goes in the family."

Kasperi said there never was a doubt he'd follow his grandfather and father into hockey. Born in Finland in the summer following Sami's first NHL season, he began skating at age 4 after the Whalers relocated to North Carolina.

"As soon as I got some skates and a stick and a puck or a ball, I started playing," he said. "My mom's got bruises on her legs from when I played as a little kid. I loved it from the beginning."

He's also grown up around locker rooms and heard all sorts of stories; whether it was from his father's teammates -- he mentioned Mike Richards, Jeff Carter and Kimmo Timonen from Sami's time in Philadelphia as his favorite players -- or his grandfather about his playing days, he's loved all of it.

"It's fun to listen to some of the stories," he said. "They get pretty crazy sometimes. Back in the day it was a little bit different. It's good you got grandpa and dad to tell you stuff about hockey. At times it can get pretty tough and you always want to hear the things they tell you. In the long run, it'll be good for me."

They've also certainly talked about the draft, and a return to Philadelphia, where the 2014 draft will be held. However, Kapanen is doing his best to focus on the season coming up.

"It's a big season for me [but] it's a long way there," he said. "I don't think it's really that smart to think about it right now. There's going to be mock drafts and things like that, but I'm not going to pay attention to that. Just play my game and have a good season and see what happens with the draft."

---

International Scouting Services' list of the top draft-eligible prospects for the NHL's 2014 Draft. For more from ISS, follow them on Twitter at @isshockey and subscribe to their full scouting reports at isshockey.com.

List updated Nov. 15, 2013

ISS Top 30 for 2014 NHL Draft

Rank

Player

Pos

Ht.

Wt.

S/C

DoB

Team

League

1. SAM REINHART C 6'1 186 R 11/6/95 Kootenay WHL 

2. AARON EKBLAD D 6'4 216 R 2/7/96 Barrie OHL 

3. MICHAEL DAL COLLE F 6'2 184 L 6/20/96 Oshawa OHL 

4. WILLIE NYLANDER C 5'11 169 R 5/1/95 Rogle SweAI 

5. SAM BENNETT LW 6'0 178 L 6/20/96 Kingston OHL 

6. ANTON KARLSSON LW 6'1 187 L 8/3/96 Frolunda SweJE 

7. LEON DRAISAITL C 6'1 199 L 10/27/95 Prince Albert WHL 

8. BRENDAN PERLINI LW 6'2 205 L 4/27/96 Niagara OHL 

9. HAYDN FLEURY D 6'3 207 L 7/8/96 Red Deer WHL 

10. ROLAND MCKEOWN D 6'1 192 R 1/20/96 Kingston OHL 

11. KASPAR KAPANEN RW 5'11 172 R 7/23/96 Kuopio FinE 

12. JAKE VIRTANEN LW 6'1 213 R 8/17/96 Calgary WHL 

13. NICK RITCHIE F 6'2 218 L 12/5/95 Peterborough OHL 

14. JOSH HO-SANG RW 5'11 160 R 1/22/96 Windsor OHL 

15. OSKAR LINDBLOM RW 6'1 191 L 8/15/96 Brynas SweJE 

16. JARED MCCANN C 6'0 179 L 5/31/96 S.S. Marie OHL 

17. IVAN BARBASHEV F 6'0 181 L 12/14/95 Moncton QMJHL 

18. NICK SCHMALTZ RW 6'0 170 R 2/23/96 Green Bay USHL 

19. DYLAN LARKIN LW 6'1 190 L 7/30/96 USA Under-18 NTDP 

20. ADRIAN KEMPE C 6'2 187 L 9/13/96 Modo SweJE 

21. CONNER BLEACKLEY C/RW 6'0 196 R 10/7/95 Red Deer WHL 

22. JACK GLOVER D 6'3 173 R 5/7/96 USA Under-18 NTDP 

23. ALEX TUCH RW 6'3 213 R 5/10/96 USA Under-18 NTDP 

24. JAKUB VRANA RW 6'0 183 L 2/28/96 Linkoping SweJE 

25. ANTHONY DEANGELO D 5'11 175 R 10/24/95 Sarnia OHL 

26. BLAKE CLARKE F 6'1 197 L 1/24/96 North Bay OHL 

27. NIKOLAJ EHLERS F 5'11 162 L 2/13/96 Halifax QMJHL 

28. DAVID PASTRNAK LW 6'0 167 R 5/25/96 Soderalije SweAl 

29. JOSHUA JACOBS RD 6'01 193 R 2/15/96 Indiana USHL 

30. JACOB MIDDLETON LD 6'02 208 L 1/2/96 Ottawa OHL
OHL

Knights need d-man 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Monday, November 11, 2013 8:22:45 EST AM
The London Knights have been difficult to figure out this year.

Well, then, how about the Buffalo Sabres? The NHL’s worst team continues to hold onto one of the biggest keys to the Knights’ Memorial Cup hopes — Russian defenceman Nikita Zadorov.

There is no longer any real benefit for the Sabres to keep the 18-year-old rookie rearguard and burn a year off his entry-level contract in what is shaping up to be an all-time lost season.

Zadorov has been scratched in three of Buffalo’s last five games. He played a hefty 20 minutes in his only game on a West Coast swing — a 6-2 loss in Anaheim this past Friday that goalie Ryan Miller called “a disaster”.

New Buffalo forward Matt Moulson, after the team’s top line was benched, told the Buffalo News he has never been so embarrassed — and he used to play for the Islanders.

This doesn’t sound like a situation Zadorov should be exposed to past his ninth game, which barring being scratched Tuesday against the Los Angeles Kings, will come Friday night against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

The Sabres will be done the second the NHL regular season ends. In London, he would be able to play big minutes until late May as part of the Memorial Cup hosts.

German import Tim Bender’s first OHL goal was the eventual game winner in Windsor Sunday afternoon. But the Knights also need a back-end presence like Zadorov who plays well in both ends of the ice.

ONTARIO HOCKEY LEAGUE

Knights right on the dot 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, November 10, 2013 9:45:17 EST PM

WINDSOR - Bo Horvat felt gassed.

But there were still 17 seconds left in Windsor’s third-period two-man advantage, the faceoff was to be in London’s end and the Knights were clinging to a one-goal lead.

So head coach Dale Hunter used his timeout to give Horvat a breather.

The refreshed “Ox” won that big draw, killed off the scare and London went on to end Windsor’s seven-game winning run with a 3-1 victory before 5,530 Sunday afternoon at WFCU Centre.

The streak-busting Knights, who ended Erie’s 11-game string and Guelph’s 10-gamer, are at their best against red-hot teams.

“I was happy we called the timeout there,” Horvat, the 18-year-old Rodney native, said. “I feel really comfortable with my draws right now. Being up there with the pros (at Vancouver training camp) and seeing what they do on draws, I think it’s carried over coming back here.”

The Hunters weren’t about to let anyone else take the draws in the final 1:43 of the game. They left Horvat out there and he finished 62% at the dot on the day.

“He’s our draw guy,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said, “and he takes all the big ones.”

Horvat is the best in the league at that vital part of the game right now.

“Yeah, he’s so effective,” Windsor head coach Bob Boughner said. “We were 5-of-13 after the first period on draws. As decent as I thought we were playing, we started off without the puck and we were chasing it (all game). It’s tough to get your offence going like that.”

In Windsor’s back-to-back Memorial Cup heyday of 2009-10, Boughner said he would have never called a timeout to give one centreman that chance the way Hunter did with Horvat. He had three centres — Scott Timmins, Adam Henrique, Greg Nemiz — plus Taylor Hall, who could win one on command.

But he had no one on this day who could solve Horvat.

The Knights surrendered four power-play goals to Barrie at home Friday night. They watched some video Saturday morning and, a day later, shut out the Spits with the man advantage.

“We really focused on that and adjusted our penalty killing,” Horvat said. “Overall, it was an unbelievable team job.”

Max Domi, the Knights’ most offensive player, has been given a penalty-kill role. Unlike Alex Broadhurst last year, he didn’t ask for the added responsibility.

“They said, ‘Go out there and kill penalties,” he said with a grin, “and I was like, ‘Alright, cool.’ I love killing penalties. It was a lot of fun to be out there. Whenever you’re asked to do something, you go out and do it.”

The Knights wanted more shot blocking and put two forwards out for the pivotal two-man kill. Josh Anderson turned aside a point drive that had him limping off to the dressing room. He returned a little later.

“That block by Anderson right there,” Domi said, “was the reason we won the game. You have guys doing things like that, we’re tough to beat.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Knights 3, Spitfires 1

London goals: Kyle Platzer, Tim Bender, Brett Welychka

Windsor goal: Brady Vail

Next: The Knights are in Ottawa to face Travis Konecny and the 67’s Thursday at 7 p.m.

Zach Hall saw Josh Anderson's backhand heading toward the Barrie net just as time expired in the third period of another nail-biter.

Of course, the Colts overage forward couldn't help but flash back to the pain of Bo Horvat's buzzer-beater to win Game 7 of the OHL final last May at Budweiser Gardens.

"It's one of those things where you shake your head and say, "Oh, no, not again," " Hall said with a wide grin. "I heard the horn, though, so I knew the third period was over and we would go to overtime."

This time, the Knights' last-ditch effort didn't count.

The video review didn't have half the drama.

And it will never make up for missing out on a Memorial Cup trip to Saskatoon, but Hall exacted a small measure of revenge for the Colts, scoring the lone shootout goal to stop the Knights 5-4 before 9,046 Friday night.

Max Domi, Chris Tierney and, yes, Horvat couldn't beat Barrie's 16-year-old rookie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood in the shootout. The youngster surrendered goals on London's first two shots -- the first, seven seconds into the game by Ryan Rupert (one tick shy of tying the club record by Mike De Petrillo on Nov. 1, 1996 against -- get this -- the Colts).

The Knights built another big lead, but Rupert's brother Matt delivered a game-changing hit early in the third period.

The London veteran knocked Barrie forward Kevin Labanc woozy with a head check and was handed a five-minute major and game misconduct. The play will certainly be reviewed by the OHL head office. The Colts scored twice within the first two minutes of that power play. All four of their goals in regulation came with the man advantage.

"We took way too many penalties and gave them the opportunity to win the game, and that's what happened," said Anderson, lamenting the end of London's three-game mini-streak. "We can't blow leads like we have been. We've got to keep playing hard and not let go."

Ryan Rupert was whistled for boarding in overtime.

The Colts whaled away at London starter Jake Patterson, trying in vain to get the winner. Two of their best blasts bounced off his head and on the second one, he slumped to the ice, removed his helmet and took a short breather.

“It hurt, but it’s just like any other shot to the head,” he said. “We just killed off a penalty, too, so just giving me and the boys a bit of a break. I’m not blaming (the penalties). We’ve got to kill them off, and that’s including myself.

“We’ve got to do a better job.”

Patterson was London’s best player and earned the Knights a point by robbing tiny Tyson Fawcett with a minute left in the third. He usually is a standout against Barrie, winning his first four career starts -- including the final three of the 2013 -- before Hall solved him.

“He made a good move in the shootout and it’s one I’d like to have back,” Patterson said.

Last May, Patterson knew right away Horvat’s golden goal would count. He had a great view from the other end of the ice.

This time, he knew Anderson was just a tad late.

“ I knew I came up a bit short,” Anderson said. “I think the crowd knew it wasn’t a goal but what can you do? I gave it a try.”

The Colts were left to breath a little easier. They didn’t waste the opportunity.

“You’re going into a rink like this and you’ve got to work hard,” Hall said. “This was a nice win and it definitely feels good to beat London.”

They lost the big prize last spring. Less than 12 hours later, the Colts learned the Knights defeated them for 2014 Cup hosting rights, too.

It was a lot to have to digest.

Their goal now is to get back here again in May.

“It doesn’t matter where you are in the standings at the start of the year,” Hall said. “It’s where you are at the end of it. We had a bit of a rough start this year but we’ve bounced back.”

Anthony Stolarz is a potential United States world junior goalie this season.

He’s a second-round pick of the Philadelphia Flyers.

Early in the third period Thursday night against Guelph, the London Knights’ goalie was pulled for the fourth time in his last seven games. It’s a symptom of inconsistency in the Memorial Cup host’s defensive play and, of course, a major concern.

“We left him out to dry with that second period we had (allowing three straight goals and coughing up a 4-1 lead),” London overage defenceman Alex Basso said. “It wasn’t just that one play (on Guelph’s go-ahead goal that forced his exit). They scored five. He’s making good saves and keeping us in games a lot, so we can’t really ask more for him.”

Overtime hero Dakota Mermis basically apologized to Stolarz for his part in that fifth goal. A goalie and his defencemen share a similar relationship to a quarterback and his offensive line in football.

If the passer gets sacked, the protection hasn’t done its job very well.

“We’ve got to clamp down,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “We want consistency — not giving up so many chances one game and then nothing the next.”

The Knights aim at limiting teams to eight quality scoring chances every game. They often do well for large chunks of each outing, but lapses have hurt them.

“You watch and it’s more the periods that we’ve had problems with,” Hunter said. “One period, we might get a little more loose. Overall, we might not be bad, but that one period costs us.”

For a while, it was slow starts. Lately, it’s been the middle of games.

The Knights stormed out to another three-goal lead early in the first against Barrie Friday, but by the middle of the second period, the Colts had cut the score to 3-2. Jake Patterson, who closed the overtime win over Guelph, had to stop a Jake Dotchin breakaway and make a number of solid saves to bail out his mates.

“There have been stretches of games where we’ve given up eight (chances),” Basso said, “and there have been stretches where we have given up 20.”

The Knights’ defence has taken a lot of hits in the first two months of the season. As a unit, they don’t feel like they have been terrible.

But everyone understands they have lost Olli Maatta to Pittsburgh and 18-year-old Nikita Zadorov remains with Buffalo despite being a healthy scratch in three of the team’s last five games.

“Guys talk about that mid-season form and I think it’s still early in the season,” Basso said. “We just got (German import Tim) Bender here so we’re learning how to play as a group and we haven’t really had a significant amount of time with all six D in total.

“The biggest thing about being a defenceman is you have to learn how to play with your partner and you basically have to become one person out there.”

Only two rearguards — Mermis and Miles Liberati — were on this team last year. Basso said former Belleville Bull and fellow overager Brady Austin has been a vocal presence and defensive coach Jeff Paul has kept things on an even keel.

“You just have to play and work on being six D as a group and making each other better,” he said. “If a guy’s making mistakes, you have to let him know and if he’s doing well, you have to let him know, too.”

Paxton Leroux believes the London Knights have turned a corner.

“Hopefully, the city has its trust back in us,” the team’s tough guy said before facing last season’s OHL-final foe, Barrie, Friday night at Budweiser Gardens. “We hit a speed bump (in October) and now, we’re moving full forward.”

The Knights’ tumble out of the Canadian Hockey League’s Top 10 rankings didn’t affect ticket-package sales to the Memorial Cup in May. Of those season-ticket holders and fans who put up a $25 deposit to reserve tickets, there were only about 150 who decided to pursue a refund after the Nov. 1 deadline.

“It was the bare minimum (that decided against buying packages),” London GM Mark Hunter said. “It worked out OK. We were worried at first we had oversold it, but there will be people on that waiting list who will get their chance to get packages.”

The Knights were responsible for filling about 7,000 Cup seats (2,000 are the property of the CHL and its partners). The two-time defending OHL champs have a waiting list in excess of 1,000 accounts lined up to purchase the packages ranging from $600-680. There is a chance single-game tickets will become available at a later date.

The Canadian Hockey League officially announced the tournament schedule, which will see the host Knights open up against the Quebec league champion on Friday, May 16 at 7 p.m. The time of the final, set for Sunday, May 25, is still to be determined.

Last year, the London Knights defined themselves by a franchise-record 24-game winning streak.

Now they’ve become the big, bad streak busters.

On Sunday, the Erie Otters’ 11-game run gave up the ghost at Budweiser Gardens. This time, the Guelph Storm’s 10 straight wins met its demise with London defenceman Dakota Mermis’ face-saving overtime tally in a 6-5 Knights victory before 8,730 Thursday night on home ice.

“We’re hoping to start our own streak here,” Mermis said of London’s third straight win. “None of these teams want to give up their streaks, either. They want to battle as hard as they can to keep it going and push for the next-longest streak in the Canadian Hockey League, so for us to break it feels pretty good.”

Mermis missed London’s fun run last season. He arrived, by way of the University of Denver, a few days after Sarnia ended it on New Year’s Day.

But he was here for the crazy back half of the playoffs last spring when the Knights kept jumping to big leads before handing them back against Plymouth and Barrie.

That’s exactly what happened again. The Knights exploded for a four-goal first and chased Storm starting goalie Justin Nichols.

Then, they gave it all back in the second and watched Zack Mitchell go around Mermis 25 seconds into the third to give Guelph a 5-4 lead. Dale Hunter replaced Anthony Stolarz with Jake Patterson and he held the fort to allow Mermis time to exact his revenge with the same move Mitchell put on him.

“Just go wide, take it to the net and try five-hole,” Mermis said. “That’s what he (Mitchell) did. You put that goal behind you but you feel bad. That was not on Anthony -- it was completely my fault. I got walked and give credit to the guys to pick me up, especially (Paxton Leroux, who tied it with his first of the year).

“He gave me a chance to redeem myself and I really appreciate it.”

Patterson knows the extent of Mermis’ competitive nature. He figured something like this was coming.

“He comes to work every day and doesn’t make many mistakes,” the goalie said. “So when he makes one like that in the third, you know he’s going to do something to make it back. He was a little quiet coming in last year (at midseason) but he’s a leader. You really see it in the room.”

And what about Patterson’s uncanny rescue work?

It all just rolls off his back these days.

“(Stolarz) has an off-night every now and then and I have to be ready to bail him out and help the boys get the win,” he said. “It can be tough (coming in cold) but after the first few shots, it gets you into the game. You never know what’s going to happen.”

It was a carbon-copy of the way he won the last three games of the OHL final last May against Barrie. You didn’t always know how he made the save, but he did, 14 of them in the third against Guelph, to keep the league’s highest-scoring team at bay.

Did he get flashbacks to beating the Colts?

“A little bit,” he said. “It would’ve been a little funny if it happened (Friday night when Barrie visits) but I’m just happy to get the win.”

Patterson was in there for half of London’s win streak last season. He knows how hard it is to knock off teams rolling into double-digits.

“Looking back at last year, when we got to 11, 12, 13 wins, you just keep rolling and go into games with confidence,” he said. “ You go in, not expecting to win, but you have a good feeling. It’s tough to beat teams on streaks like that. I’m sure they (Erie and Guelph) have been keeping in the back of their minds that we had that streak last year and to end both of theirs (in consecutive games), it’s nice because you like to beat both those teams.”

The first three London-Guelph meetings this season were one-sided. This one featured more of the drama expected from two of the league’s best clubs.

“You face some adversity in every game and it’s how you react to it,” Mermis said. “We have a lot of character, veteran guys. We reacted well and ended up with a win.”
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The one thing that could really spice up the 2014 Memorial Cup would be a nightmare for London’s favourite hockey team.

It’s become clear, at the quarter-post of this OHL campaign, the tournament would be best served if Guelph or Erie wins their way into the dance through a league title. That possibility would, of course, deny the host Knights a third straight championship.

Scott Walker’s goal-happy Storm, who the Knights face Thursday at Budweiser Gardens, are on pace to score around 380 times this season. Corey Perry and his 2004-05 powerhouse Knights, by comparison, managed 310 goals.

The Otters, simply put, have 16-year-old Connor McDavid. It would be like watching another Sidney Crosby at the Cup, eight years later, in London.

There are other teams in the mix, too. Oshawa, tops in the Eastern Conference, and Sault Ste. Marie have started impressively, but the Generals are wishy-washy on the decision to go all-in right now and the Greyhounds have yet to play a game in the piranha pool that is the Midwest Division.

The Knights, Storm and Otters won’t just be jockeying for the division lead all season. They will be after the same world-class rental talent to put them over the top when the playoffs roll around.

No one understands that better than Erie’s 74-year-old GM Sherry Bassin, who watched the Knights dominate his Otters Sunday to the same extent his team did to London a week earlier.

“London and Guelph aren’t going to stand still,” Bassin said. “The Hunters aren’t just going to show up for the Memorial Cup at home. You can bet they’re studying every roster. These guys know, played, lived and worked the game and we wouldn’t be very well-prepared if we didn’t understand that.

“We know what we’re up against and if we aren’t ready for it, then we shouldn’t be competing with them.”

Bassin has been in the Hunters’ position.

Two decades ago, he was the big boss in Sault Ste. Marie, the last OHL team to go to three straight Cups.

Now, he knows he has McDavid for this season and next. He said he isn’t going to still be around when “he’s lying sideways and they’re pouring pablum in my mouth” so he’s ready to take a run at it now.

“London are the New York Yankees – they can run and hide from that, I don’t care, but they have the great facility, big crowds and work hard,” Bassin said, working up a classic baseball analogy. “Guelph’s the Boston Red Sox. This is the American League East of junior hockey so you can’t get too fired up about a good start. Erie’s like the Minnesota Twins and we’ve got to figure out where we fit in. You’ve got to be there in the end.

“We know how good London is and they’re still the team to beat, make not mistake about that. These guys didn’t get to win two years in a row because they happened to have the right kind of uniforms.”

The Otters’ 11-game win streak didn’t separate them from the Storm, who have won 10 in a row. Both franchises know London, despite their October issues, still looms.

These could end up being the top three teams in points by the end of the year – all from the same division. That’s where the league’s playoff format, especially in a Memorial Cup hosting year, is so out of whack.

Eight years ago, the Ottawa 67’s made it to the Cup in London by reaching the OHL final (and losing in five to the Knights). They were the sixth seed in an average Eastern Conference that year.

This year, the power teams are again concentrated in the West.

The Quebec Major Junior Hockey League has won three consecutive Memorial Cups and the OHL would like to put a stop to that, especially in the year they can send two teams. Bassin supports the idea of re-seeding the final four playoff teams based on regular-season point totals, which wouldn’t eliminate the possibility of an all-Western Conference OHL final like London-Guelph or Erie-London.

“It should be looked at,” Bassin said. “We want the two best teams in the final. I’m sure they looked at that. One thing about (commissioner) David Branch, he’s not afraid to change if it’s good for the league. Just to make an abrupt decision, it might be convenient this year or next year, but the real issue should be whoever’s in the final, it should be the best two teams.”

It also underlines why the Knights need to buckle down and win the league this season. The back door comes with a real trap door this time.

It’s in Hunter’s best interests to ensure the Storm and Otters don’t make it to the Cup, even though it would be wildly entertaining if they did. 
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Unless their penalty killing improves, the London Knights won’t be busting down any front doors to the Memorial Cup in May.

They’re 12th in the 20-team OHL at 78.8%, the club’s lowest level since their rebuild year in 2010-11 — and that’s while armed with one of junior hockey’s great man-down weapons in expert faceoff-taker Bo Horvat.

Only one team in the last decade has won the league title with a regular-season success rate under 80%. The 2003-04 Guelph Storm, whose quick-strike successor rolls a 10-game win streak into Budweiser Gardens Thursday night, ended up at 79.9%.

Second-year assistant GM Rob Simpson is in charge of London’s penalty kill. He’s the man under the microscope and he expects a vast improvement.

“We’d like to be in the top five spots (in the OHL) with our PK,” he said. “I’d say more (gunning for) 85%. That’s your goal. Eighty per cent, it means you’re giving up two goals on 10 chances and that’s quite a bit. Anything over 85, you’re doing all right.”

The Knights have surrendered a combined nine goals in five games so far against top contenders Guelph and Erie.

That needs to change.

Simpson favours a more passive, shot-blocking approach over an aggressive style of forcing turnovers and winning puck battles.

“If you look at most successful PKs, even in the NHL, a lot of the best ones are more passive,” he said. “Aggressive sometimes leaves you more open to the big play. With us, we have a lot of new moving parts — guys who haven’t played together for two, three years. It’s something that does take time and it’s something we work on every day in practice.”

It’s another sign the Hunters refuse to do things by the Memorial Cup handbook.

They haven’t named a captain yet, have re-introduced the four-coach bench a month and a half into the season and made the penalty kill caretaker a guy without a full-time spot on the bench and a boatload of off-ice duties.

“I like to help out the team no matter where it is,” said Simpson, a former minor hockey coach with the London Junior Knights and the Elgin-Middlesex Chiefs.

“When Dale (head coach Dale Hunter) says, ‘I’d like you to take this on and help with the PK,’ I was happy about it, obviously. It’s my second year and you always like to take on more responsibility. It’s something that’s on my task list, but at the end of the day, it all comes from the direction of Dale, the head coach. With Dale’s help, we can work on it and improve it and if it helps us win games, that’s all that matters to me.”

Simpson worked the bench in Friday’s win over Sudbury. GM Mark Hunter took that spot alongside Jeff Paul, working with the defence Sunday against Erie.

Simpson said there are advantages to both views.

“If you’re on the bench, you can give immediate feedback based on what you’re seeing there,” he said. “If I’m not, I feel pretty confident in Jeff, Dylan (Hunter) and Dale. They’re seeing the exact same things. We watch game tape every day together so we’re all on the same page.

“When you’re upstairs, you have to do more of that (teaching) in between periods. Sometimes, I’ll come down (at intermission) and grab the computer and show them what changes need to be made.”

Paul, a former pro defenceman, is in his second season with the Knights, too. Simpson said the club wanted to align the defensive system with what is happening up front.

“Dale runs the lines and Dylan does a lot of the coaching,” Simpson said. “If Dale sees a mistake, Dylan’s the guy who has to educate (the player) on it because Dale has to keep watching the lines. If a forward coach helped, why not (an additional) D coach, too? That’s why we sometimes go with four.”

Simpson doesn’t believe adding the penalty kill to his plate is spreading himself too thin.

“In our organization, it starts with Mark and Dale and everyone works hard,” he said. “I know every season, I’m going to be working seven days a week and tons of hours — scouting, coaching, the management side, on-ice, every day. I don’t mind it. Personally, I don’t find it bogs me down. It’s refreshing to do both and it can be done.”

The proof will be in the penalty kill’s final percentage, which isn’t high enough right now.
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Knights end Erie’s 11-game win streak with defining 6-2 victory 8
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The Erie Otters have star scorers, a lethal power play, solid goaltending and good coaching these days.

One of the only things missing is postseason chops and championship pedigree.

On Sunday, the London Knights reminded the OHL’s hottest team who corners the market on that kind of experience and showed Connor McDavid and Co. it takes more than one fall win to earn those stripes.

The Knights scored, fought, banged and blocked their way to a bounce-back 6-2 victory, ending the Otters’ team-record 11-game win streak before 8,968 at Budweiser Gardens

“We definitely (showed) our experience out there,” said London veteran Brett Welychka, one of the two-time defending league champs’ tone-setters. “Once we were a few goals up, they kind of collapsed. That happened to us a few times when we didn’t have as much experience as we do now.

“That’s a good team over there . . . but that was our best first period of the year. We were pretty embarrassed last time by them (in a 5-1 loss a week-and-a-half ago) and for them to come into our barn and do that, we’re not that team.”

Ten days ago, Erie fired 49 shots at the Knights’ net and chased starting goalie Anthony Stolarz after bombarding him in tight.

This time, they couldn’t muster 30.

Josh Anderson steamrolled two Erie defencemen in the opening shift, the Knights harassed 16-year-old wunderkind Connor McDavid all game and Max Domi took Travis Dermott to task for a cheeky hit on London rookie Mitch Marner.

“That kind of stuff means guys care for their teammates and that’s everything in this game,” said Welychka, who helped Kyle Platzer out of a massive scoring slump by helping his dump-in turn into a rather bizarre goal on normally-sound Erie stopper Oscar Dansk. “It was a little hiccup for (Dansk). He’s been on fire for them so it’s about time we got a flukey goal like that.”

The Knights were brothers-in-arms in barking at former mate and all-star pest Dane Fox, the Erie overager who torched them in the last meeting.

“Fox is yapping at us the whole time being an idiot,” defenceman Dakota Mermis said, “so it’s kind of funny. We’ll let him do whatever he wants to do and we’ll give it back when he deserves it and he deserved it this time.”

Mermis started the Knights scoring with his first goal since his shorthanded effort in the season opener against Plymouth. His dad, Bill, a minor midget hockey coach and Grade 4 teacher in St. Louis, flew in to see it.

Mermis Sr. also got a first-hand look at the Knights’ winning attitude, so familiar this time a year ago, but missing over the last few weeks.

“It felt like a playoff game,” Mermis said. “They were on a pretty good streak and we were trying to get out of a slump. We want to set the tone early that come playoff time, we’re the team to beat.”

High-scoring Guelph, which has won 10 in a row, is up next again. Mermis said the Knights defence is finding itself and hasn’t been given enough credit.

Brady Austin returned from his one-game injury and German Tim Bender got his skates wet in the North American junior game.

The Knights had GM Mark Hunter helping behind the bench for the first time since the Memorial Cup in Saskatoon.

One potential trade partner was present — Windsor GM Warren Rychel and Spitfires coaches Bob Boughner and Bob Jones.

In bad news, energy guy Tait Seguin is out at least a month with a hand injury suffered while blocking a shot against Sudbury on Friday.

The hungry look in Max Domi's eyes has returned.

It was back even before old London Knights teammate-turned-Sudbury captain Kevin Raine sent him flying with one of his trademark bone-crunchers in the first period.

“I tried to bring my D-man wide there, I was off-balance and as soon as I realized it was (Raine), I knew I was screwed,” said Domi playfully after potting the eventual winner in a vital 4-1 victory over the Wolves before 9,046 Friday at Budweiser Gardens. “He's a strong kid and he just kind of threw me. He's a great hockey player and he had an awesome game out there. It was close all night.”

Domi's a pretty darn good player, too.

That's why Phoenix picked him in the first round of the NHL draft last summer and why he is supposed to be leading the Knights' offence in his third OHL season.

There had some brief flashes in a rather ordinary October for the Knights. But perhaps while his dad Tie celebrated his 44th birthday, he finally found that top gear.

“Every guy out there was working hard and we're a tough team to stop when we're doing that,” Domi said. “When we win battles, it's tough to get the puck off us. This week, we took a deep breath and realized we're fine here. We just have to come together as a team and keep it simple and the wins will start coming.”

He set the tone.

So did Anthony Stolarz, the only other Knight who needed a signature performance more than Domi.

Early on, Sudbury overager Franky Palazzese stoned Bo Horvat by stacking the pads and the Wolves later roared down the ice with a glorious chance. The Giant slammed the door and was perfect until a Nathan Pancel floater with a minute to go ruined his bid for a third shutout.

“He (Palazzese) stood on his head and kept Sudbury in it,” Stolarz said, “and I knew I had to be sharp. Losing five of six (coming in), you want to come out there and if I had to steal a game, I had to do it and if it was a blowout, then it was a blowout.

“But I was mentally ready either way.”

It's going to be hard enough for the Knights to trade for some help to bolster their Memorial Cup run this year. The last thing they want to worry about is goaltending.

Stolarz was out of the net before he could blink last Sunday in Guelph after allowing two goals.

“Getting the quick hook three of the last four games, it kind of lights a fire under your ass,” the Fyers second-rounder said. “You want to go out there and prove you're better than that. We know, as a team, we're better than that and we wanted to show guys were really committed to what the coaches were telling us.”

There are four on the bench these days and it's going to stay that way for the foreseeable future. GM Mark Hunter, when available, and his assistant Rob Simpson will provide another set of eyes for head coach Dale Hunter moving forward.

Against Sudbury, it was Simpson's turn. The Knights turned in a more simple, yet committed effort, which had been missing from many of their previous 14 outings.

The stars, if you will, are aligning.

“We want our top guys to start producing and this was a good start,” Stolarz said. “Things weren't just clicking as a team and you could see by the results. We need our top guys to perform and our other guys to grind it out and play Knights hockey.”

German import Tim Bender didn't look out of place, Miles Liberati stepped up and the Ruperts produced.

The Knights played without overager defender Brady Austin, who suffered an upper-body injury in practice this week, took the pre-game warmup, couldn't play, but should be healthy enough for Sunday. Rookie forward Tait Seguin took a puck in the hand blocking a shot on his first shift and went for x-rays.

The team's second win in seven games doesn't solve everything, but it's a bit of sunshine heading into a rematch with Erie.

“We got embarrassed by them in our own building (last Friday) and that can't happen again,” Domi said. “At the same time, we want to get ready and have the same kind of effort we did in this one.”

The London Knights are fed up.

They have analyzed their troubles over and over and rehashed their on-ice mistakes countless times on video.

The first step in turning the corner on a hockey season is to start to hate losing again more than anything else.

“I’m sick of talking about it,” versatile veteran Brett Welychka said. “I don’t like hearing about it. I just like to play. Speaking for a lot of the boys, we want to play and get the winning track back on the road.”

They’ve gone through great pains away from the rink to make things click on it.

In losing five of six heading into Friday night’s tilt against the Sudbury Wolves at Budweiser Gardens, the team ramped up the team dinners, movies and poker nights.

“I feel like we are doing more of that this year,” Welychka said.

“I remember last year when we had this going on at the beginning of the season (with eight wins in their first 15 games) and I don’t think we were doing as much stuff (together). But maybe that’s just because it was a different team last year. I’m a pretty firm believer in chemistry off the ice and a lot of the older guys are in that same (camp) this year.”

It’s not just an exercise for the new kids, either. Rookie forwards Mitch Marner and Christian Dvorak are already contributing at a level beyond expected of their experience.

“They’re pretty mature for their age,” Welychka said, “and they’re doing all right.”

But the older players, who have already been through two Memorial Cup marathons, need that release from the pressures and demands of a long season.

“We’re still kids and we’re friends,” Welychka said. “We can have fun off the ice and it’s not like we’re strictly trying to do it to get better on the ice. It’s also to relax and just have fun.”

There are plenty of ringleaders in organizing the get-togethers. Welychka, the lone Londoner left on the team, is one of them.

“(Chris) Tierney has kind of taken things in his hands,” he said. “Myself and the older guys like (defenceman Brady) Austin, even though he just came in, he has a lot of experience in the league and we trust what he has to say. He’s stepping up, too.

“Bo (Horvat), even. We’re all trying to distribute it and hopefully, get things back on track.”

The theme, when the conversation turns to their rather ordinary last month of hockey, revolves around fixing things as a team.

One small group provides the spark — Anthony Stolarz, Dakota Mermis and Max Domi did the trick early in the Sudbury game — and everyone else feeds off it.

“It’s kind of like a chain,” Welychka said. “You’ve got to get everyone going — from first line to fourth line. If there’s a line that has a few hiccups, that chain’s not going to run. We’ve talked about that. If every line gets going, we know we can be successful because we know we’re better than a lot of teams.”

They just haven’t been proving it lately. It has to get a team capable of much more thinking about its plight.

“We definitely believe in ourselves and I think the rookies believe in us and what we have to say,” Welychka said.

But Welychka has learned better than most to expect a few twists and turns.

With German defenceman Tim Bender making his OHL debut Friday, it had to run through Welychka’s head that he would spend most of his time up front.

But Austin couldn’t answer the bell. He was a game-time decision, took warm-up but didn’t play.

Welychka went back and logged that blue-line ice time. Forward Tait Seguin left early with what appeared to be a hand injury.
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Max Domi believes the only thing stopping the London Knights from more goals and power-play chances is an old-fashioned, blue-collar work ethic.

The star forward doesn’t see enough hard-hat consistency to the two-time defending OHL champs’ recent approach.

“When it comes to drawing penalties, it comes down to working hard every play, not giving up and finishing the battles,” the 18-year-old Phoenix first-rounder said. “You draw penalties when you outwork your opponent and the only thing they can do is something they’re not allowed to try to stop you.

“That’s pretty much all it is. That goes back to our problem right now — not working hard enough and not playing 60 minutes. When we get that going, we’ll start getting some more power plays.”

The Knights are in the lower half of the OHL in power-play chances so far. In Guelph last Sunday, Domi was called for diving once and booed all game, in part for his efforts to gain the man advantage.

Two of his first three goals this season have come with an opponent in the sin bin.

“That extra man is huge, it’s a big part of an offensive player’s game,” Domi said. “At the same time, you can’t be sitting and waiting around for a power play to produce. You’re expected to score 5-on-5 and again, it goes back to outworking guys and winning battles down low.”

It also involves getting the puck into those positions.

Domi, like most expert puck handlers, will give it up only as a last resort. But his space and time at the blue lines have been taken away by ferocious back-checking from most opponents.

That strategy isn’t going away and he will have to adjust.

“It’s making safe plays at your blue line and the other team’s, too,” he said. “Whether it’s a stiff pass or a soft chip or a hard run, you’ve got to distinguish between the three and pick whatever the right play is and just do it.

“We’ve got to do a better job of that.”

It comes down to making the right decision.

“If you’re one-on-three, you don’t want to try to beat guys,” he said. “That’s when you chip. All that really is is puck movement and not trying to carry it in and do it all yourself. It’s using your teammates out there and when there’s two guys coming at you, find that open guy. It’s a lot tougher done than said but it’s something we have to do.”

The Knights have started slowly for the second straight year. Domi sees no resemblance to last season’s inconsistent first month-and-a-half.

“It’s two separate teams,” he said. There was stuff to work on last year and figure out as a team and there’s stuff this year we’ve got to figure out to get established as a team and fix it.

“They’re two very different things and once we figure it out, we should be fine.”
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There isn’t a junior hockey team in history that could withstand its top two defencemen playing in the NHL.

The 1969-70 Montreal Junior Canadiens, who operated in an age of different draft rules, didn’t lose 19-year-olds Jocelyn Guevremont or Serge Lajeunesse, both NHL first-rounders, to the big leagues.

Consider the 31-game unbeaten streak of the 2004-05 London Knights in their Memorial Cup season.

Would it have extended quite so long without Danny Syvret and Marc Methot on the blue line?

As deep as that team was, it’s unlikely.

Now, you will have to search pretty far and wide to track down someone outside London eager to shed a tear for the Hunters and their current crop of Knights, who are stumbling along without the services of Olli Maatta and Nikita Zadorov.

For starters, don’t even bother looking in Barrie, Windsor, Kitchener or Owen Sound.

The Knights are even being kicked in the pants by some of the good folks responsible for their own predicament. The Canadian Hockey League top 10 rankings, which dropped London like a stone after five losses in the past six games, are cobbled together by a panel of NHL scouts.

Would the Knights have given up 49 shots at home to Erie last Friday or 13 goals in two visits to Guelph, a rink they never lost in the two previous seasons, if Maatta and Zadorov were holding together the back end right now?

Would Anthony Stolarz, a candidate for the United States world junior team, have been yanked three times in his past four games?

Probably not.

There is still a chance Zadorov will return. He was scratched by the Sabres in the Big Apple Thursday. Buffalo coach Ron Rolston told the local paper, “He needs to be better.”

But no one in Knights-land should be holding their breath.

This team, with or without him, has to be much better, too.

They’ve held a team dinner, pored over video, had one-on-one meetings while head coach Dale Hunter keeps spinning the line-combination slot machine, trying to find a jackpot.

London GM Mark Hunter has indicated this is going to take some time to fix. There’s little doubt the Hunters will assemble a cavalry through trades and signings, but a late-season charge for first won’t matter much if they’re already too far behind.

Recent OHL history suggests if you don’t win your division, you aren’t going too far in the postseason.

The Knights will tell you they’re a playoff-hardened team. They have all the experience no one else does from two straight trips to the Memorial Cup. This group needs to show it is capable of going on another long winning streak, maybe not as eye-popping as last year’s 24-gamer, but a run of consistency that gets them back within striking distance of Guelph and Erie.

It has to happen soon. This team, with five guys on Team OHL in the Canada-Russia Super Series and a half-dozen with a real shot at playing internationally this Christmas, will be decimated for a month.

It’s time to see another surge — or at least the potential of one — starting Friday night against Sudbury at Budweiser Gardens.

The Knights have traditionally built their 50-win seasons on the strength of beating up on their own Midwest Division and manhandling the Eastern Conference. They are just 3-4 so far against Midwest foes and have already lost to East leader Oshawa at home.

Without a designated leader yet, this is up to the stars and veterans to turn it around.

Some — like Josh Anderson, Chris Tierney and Matt Rupert — are living up to their expected numbers.

But who, a month ago, would’ve thought three NHL first-rounders Bo Horvat, Max Domi and Michael McCarron, could combine for just 25 points in 31 man-games so far?

They need to be well over a point a game for this to work.

Leafs pick Ryan Rupert is off to another slow goal-scoring start, with two. There is no logical reason why a guy who has 22 goals in 46 career playoff games shouldn’t be able to get 20 in a full regular season.

The Knights believe the scoring will come once the defensive zone is cleaned up. But there was always a trust the guys up front would make up for any shortcomings at the back end.

If there’s ever a time for them to take over, now’s as good as any.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

The deadline for London Knights’ season-ticket holders to purchase their 2014 Memorial Cup packages is Friday.

The team — which has lost five of its past six — hasn’t exactly stirred up a state of buyers’ euphoria around the May event that comes with a $600-680 price tag.

Cup chair Trevor Whiffen isn’t worried. “London has a pretty good appetite for junior hockey and they’ll support the event,” the Knights governor said. “When the team won three games (in 1995-96), they still drew fans. A couple of years ago, there was a snowstorm so bad, the police closed the malls and the buses stopped running and we still had 8,900 people at a game that night.

“We had over 2,000 people on a walk-up when they were warning people not to go out.”

It’s hard to believe continued on-ice struggles won’t see some of the air leak out of the Cup balloon. In Saskatoon last spring, there was some clear disappointment among fans that the host Blades ended up swept in the first round of the Western Hockey League playoffs.

The Blades limped from the gate with a 6-9 record. The 2012 host Shawinigan Cataractes started 8-7 and didn’t make it out of the second round of the playoffs.

They rebounded to beat the Knights in the Cup final in overtime.

London, the two-time defending OHL champion, is 8-5-1 and in third place in the Midwest Division right now.

“I don’t know the history of the Saskatoon Blades,” Whiffen said, “but what I do know is the history of the London Knights — and this city has shown overwhelming support for the team through thick and thin.”

When the Knights held the Cup tournament in 2005, the Hunters’ team started the season with a Canadian Hockey League record 31 games without a loss.

“How many times does that happen?” Whiffen said. “Once in history. You never want to lose games, but you know you’re not going to win every one. I don’t think it impacts what will happen in May. We’ve got a lot more stuff to worry about before what happens come spring time.

“It’s a 68-game schedule, you’ve got to win 16 in the playoffs and you’ve got to beat a lot of good teams to make it through (the front door).”

Whiffen has faith that London’s Max Domi, who has seven points in eight games, and Bo Horvat will be among the league’s top forwards when all is said and done. Both want to represent Canada at the world juniors this year and the Team OHL roster for the Canada-Russia Super Series will be announced on Wednesday morning.

“Everybody arrives at different times,” Whiffen said. “Max scored 50 goals between the playoffs and the regular season last year (at age 17). We know he can score. Bo and Max had 99 goals between them in regular season and playoffs. You look at baseball and David Ortiz is not going to hit .733 the whole season, but he’s doing it in the World Series.”

Whiffen said there are still “hundreds and hundreds” of people on the waiting list to purchase Cup tickets in the event season-ticket holders do not exercise their right to buy theirs.

The tournament is a league-run event, and when the corporate tickets are counted, there will be about 7,000 seats available to the public in the 9,046-seat Budweiser Gardens.

“We want all season-ticket holders to be involved,” he said.

In the meantime, the team is trying to get back on the winning track.

Another long victory streak like last year’s franchise-record 24-gamer would certainly create a buzz.

“You’re not going to come out and just win games,” rookie forward Christian Dvorak said. “You’re going to face some adversity and here’s our adversity right here.”

German 18-year-old defenceman was the last pick of the CHL draft of Europeans but he’s London’s first choice to fill an open slot 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, October 29, 2013 10:26:17 EDT PM

The London Knights are cashing in their insurance policy.

Tim Bender, a defenceman the Knights picked in the CHL import draft last summer, has been signed.

The Knights selected Alex Rasner from the Czech Republic and Bender from Germany as insurance in case the Knights lost either Olli Maatta to Pittsburgh or Nikita Zadorov to Buffalo. Both are imports and both were expected back with the Knights this year.

Both are still with their National Hockey League clubs.

Maatta will remain with the Penguins and the Knights are awaiting a decision on Zadorov by the Sabres.

The Knights now have room for another import on their roster.

The 18-year-old Bender is a 5-foot-11, 174-pounder who played in Heilbronn and was invited to the German world junior camp in December. He was the 78th — and last — player selected in the import draft.

Bender’s Red Bull Munich teammates included former Knights captain Danny Bois and defenceman Danny Richmond. His coach was ex-NHL boss Pierre Page.

Bender is a skilled offensive defenceman who needs to get stronger and might take some time to get adjusted to the Ontario Hockey League’s physical style of play.

Knights general manager Mark Hunter said Bender is not a physical player but he handles himself well in the Munich ECH of the German Ice Hockey League where he played 11 games.

“That’s a men’s league and that’s a pretty big jump,” Hunter said. “That’s like the American League here.”

Hunter talked to both Page and Richmond.

“He didn’t play a lot of power play but he has good offensive tools and he knows how to be ‘positionally correct on defence,’ ” Hunter said. “As much as you need to play physically, you still have to be in good position to play defence.”

This is not what Hunter expected he’d have to go through when the season began. His club came into the season heavily favoured to win a third straight OHL championship. But the Knights have lost five of their last six games and there’s some nervousness in Knights Nation.

Hunter has been around a long time and knows this is not a sprint but a marathon. He said bringing in Bender is not a reaction to his club’s poor play nor does it show any panic.

“I would have made this move if we were 10 and 2,” he said. “I would have brought this kid in. We got a spot, Olli is gone and we think he can help.”

Bender’s best season was when he played with Mannheim’s under-18 team. In 31 games last year he had 14 goals and 16 assists.

Hunter said right now there is nothing else in the works and he isn’t about to go out and make a bunch of deals so early in the season.

“We know we have a good team,” he said. “We just have to start playing better.”

The Knights return to action Friday at home to the Sudbury Wolves.

It sure looks like Dale Hunter is being groomed to run the Canadian world junior team in the near future.

The London Knights head coach took a group of under-18 stars overseas this summer and returned from the Ivan Hlinka tournament with a gold medal.

He will travel to Sudbury next month to oversee the Team OHL bench at the fourth game of the Canadian Hockey League’s Super Series against the Russians.

His brother Mark, the Knights GM, also is part of Hockey Canada’s Program of Excellence newly created brain trust.

But nothing is going to shine the spotlight on Hunter’s ability to run the world junior team, perhaps as early as 2015, better than how he navigates his Knights, the struggling Memorial Cup hosts, through a pedestrian 6-5 October record.

He’s the leader of this London ship right now, especially since he has yet to name a captain 14 games into the season.

The Canadian world junior roster always is full of NHL first-round picks, who play major roles on their club teams and are expected to perform different roles for their country.

The Knights have 10 NHL picks playing games for them, three of them (Max Domi, Bo Horvat, Michael McCarron) selected in the first round of the draft.

There’s more than enough talent on paper, but they’re struggling to win games.

The pressure on the Canadian juniors at Christmas time is the same Hunter and the Knights face in a season where they have to show they’re worthy of being the Memorial Cup hosts.

It’s easier to overcome a slow start in a 68-game schedule than it is in what quickly turns into a win-or-go-home tournament.

Hunter is going to have to adjust his coaching tactics on the fly like he did when he was with the Washington Capitals. His Knights are built to cycle the puck and wear teams down. That hasn’t happened recently.

Instead, their foes are pulling away on them in third periods.

“The (frustration level) is really getting up there for sure,” Knights defenceman Miles Liberati said after a 7-4 loss in Guelph Sunday. “It’s a little bit like last year. There’s always guys playing in different roles and seeing where everybody fits in. That’s going on a little bit right now.”

Canada didn’t win a world junior medal last year with Steve Spott as coach. They brought back Brent Sutter, who has won twice, to run the show this year in Malmo, Sweden.

It appears they would like to go with Hunter, once Sutter is done.

If he can repair these Knights, it could cement things for a lot of people in Calgary.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

This is the first clear sign the London Knights aren’t learning from their mistakes.

They gave up six goals in a loss in Guelph a month ago. This time they surrendered seven — two by 16-year-old forward Adam Craievich, who had never before scored an OHL goal.

Heck, the Knights veterans even called a team dinner Saturday in the aftermath of being mauled by the Erie Otters.

Then were on the hungry Storm’s lunch menu in a 7-4 defeat, their fifth in six games, before 4,057 Sunday afternoon at the Sleeman Centre.

“I think we’re overthinking things too much,” defenceman Miles Liberati said. “Olli (Maatta) is not coming back, everyone’s saying, ‘Oh, good for him, wish we had him’, but we’ve got to forget that now. That’s done. We’ve got to start playing like a team. We’ve got to start coming together as a group.”

The Knights have been in negotiations with 18-year-old German defenceman Tim Bender, whose arrival is imminent to fill one of the team’s outstanding import spots.

But he’s not going to come in and automatically stop Anthony Stolarz from getting pulled in three of four games or Jake Patterson from allowing five goals in relief.

“We’re leaving them out to dry,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “We’re not giving them a fair shake. Obviously, those goalies won a championship last year. We’ve got to clean up some of the sticks around the net. Work on the D zone, iron things out.

“These guys know how to play. We have guys who have played 200-north games in this league.”

Those guys are mystified too.

After a third-period whistle, Chris Tierney shot the puck down the ice in frustration.

The officials ordered him to go get it for them. Like a sheepish rookie, he did.

“It was a stupid play by me. I shouldn’t have done that,” Tierney said. “They were telling me to go get it and I didn’t want to take a 10 (minute misconduct) or a two for unsportsmanlike so I went and got it.”

Do the Knights need a captain right now to guide this ship?

A lot of players are talking and coaxing the team along. The on-ice results aren’t backing up the locker room chats, video sessions and team dinners.

“We have enough guys in there and one of them has to rise to the top,” Dylan Hunter, a former Knights captain, said.

The Storm scored the game’s first two goals so the Knights haven’t fixed their starts.

Guelph had three power-play goals. So did Erie on Friday.

London pounded 21 shots at goalie Justin Nichols in the second period and actually fell further behind.

“It’s frustrating when you’re getting chances and they’re not going in,” Tierney said. “Special teams were the difference again. We’ve got to do more cycling and less penalty killing. Guys are wrapping me up pretty good and we have to figure out ways to get that cycle going.”

The Knights know what everyone is saying about them — that they don’t deserve Memorial Cup hosting duties, they’re a paper champ and they’re riding their free pass the first couple of months.

“We had a slow start last year and it picked up from there,” Tierney said. “We don’t want to go back door to the Cup. We want to make it all the way on our own. I don’t know what’s going to happen but we need to make some changes.”

Does this feel much different than last year, when the team lost seven of its first 15 games? They’re 8-for-14 right now.

“Not really,” Hunter said. “It’s (8-7 is 8-7). I don’t care how it happens.”

The important thing is to learn from it. You can argue they haven’t yet.

“We were on them (late) in the third, jumping all over them,” Liberati said. “I’m sure if we would’ve done that all game, we would’ve beat them just as bad. That’s something we need first shift — find out how to channel the energy instead of waiting to get down a few goals.”

Liberati thought the Knights might have been too happy after shutting out Kitchener on Thursday.

They can’t be happy now.

The best part of watching the Knights is the kids — Mitch Marner and Chrstian Dvorak.

Maybe Bender will turn everything on its head.

Until then, everyone’s left scratching theirs.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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The London Knights are cashing in their insurance policy.

Tim Bender, an import defenceman the Knights drafted in the CHL import draft last summer, has been signed by London.

The Knights selected Alex Rasner from the Czech Republic and Bender from Germany as insurance in case the Knights lost either Olli Maatta to Pittsburgh or Nikita Zadorov to Buffalo. Both are imports and both were expected back with the Knights this year.

Both are still with their National Hockey League clubs.

Maatta will remain with the Penguins and the Knights are still awaiting a decision on Zadorov by the Sabres.

The Knights now have room for another import on their roster.

The 18-year-old Bender, standing 5'11 and weighing 174 lbs,  played in Heilbronn and was invited to the German world junior camp in December. He was the 78th — and last — player selected in the import draft.

Bender's Red Bull Munich teammates included former Knights’ captain Danny Bois and defenceman Danny Richmond. His coach was ex-NHL boss Pierre Page.

Bender is a skilled offensive defenceman who needs to get stronger and might take some time to get adjusted to the Ontario Hockey League’s physical style of play.

Knights’ general manager Mark Hunter says Bender is not a physical player but he handled himself well in the Munich ECH of the German Ice Hockey League, where he played 11 games.

“That’s a men’s league and that’s a pretty big jump,” Hunter said. “That’s like the American League here.”

Hunter talked to both Page and Richmond.

“He didn’t play a lot of power play but he has good offensive tools and he knows how to be positionally correct on defence,” Hunter said. “As much as you need to play physically, you still have to be in good position to play defence.”

This is not what Hunter expected he’d have to go through when the season began. His club came into the season heavily favoured to win a third OHL championship. But the Knights have lost five of their last six games and there’s some nervousness in Knight Nation.

Hunter has been around a long time and knows that this is not a sprint but a marathon. He says bringing in Bender is not a reaction to his club’s poor play, nor does it show any panic.

“I would have made this move if we were 10-2,” he said. “I would have brought this kid in. We got a spot, Olli is gone and we think he can help.”

Bender’s best season was when he played with Mannheim’s under-18 team. In 31 games last year he had 14 goals and 16 assists.

The Knights play the Sudbury Wolves at home Friday.

Hunter says right now there is nothing else in the works and he isn’t about to go out and make a bunch of deals so early in the season.

“We know we have a good team,” he said. “We just have to start playing better.”
The matchup: 

Bo Horvat, meet Connor McDavid again. This will be the head-to-head matchup worth watching. If the 16-year-old star produces against Vancouver’s first-rounder, then the Knights have five more games on their schedule to worry about. The Otters, as it is, have won eight in a row. Knights as a whole need to shake the reputation they struggle against star players. Oshawa’s Scott Laughton scored three against them last week and no one forgets what Barrie’s Mark Scheifele and Plymouth’s Tom Wilson did in the playoffs last spring.

Watch for: 

London – D Alex Basso. With the Penguins keeping Olli Maatta, the microscope will focus on the Knights remaining defencemen and what they bring to this Memorial Cup run. Basso, like fellow overager Brady Austin, is going to be asked to log major minutes until additional help arrives. No one’s asking him to contribute what Maatta would have, but he has the potential to be effective at both ends of the ice too; Erie – F Dane Fox. The Knights wanted St. Thomas native Greg McKegg a couple of years ago to give them a scoring threat for their first of three Cup runs. They got him but the price to pry loose the former Erie captain included Fox. Now an overage forward, Fox is a force in the league. He has 13 goals in 13 games and five two-goal outings. The Chatham native has helped turn the Otters’ fortunes this season from also-ran to contender.

>

Rest of the fray: 

If you were pained by Pittsburgh’s decision to keep Maatta, then avert your eyes. Nikita Zadorov scored his first NHL goal against Boston Wednesday night. Surely, the sad-sack Sabres will return the 18-year-old Russian to London for a little dose of winning soon, right? It would be utterly disastrous for the Knights to lose both defencemen this season. Scoring help? Alex Broadhurst just helped Chicago’s farm team Rockford torch Steve Spott’s Toronto Marlies and Seth Griffith has found his groove in Providence. He has outscored former London forward Jared Knight so far with the baby Bruins. The Hunters have long adhered to a pro-style development model in the junior ranks. Hey, it’s still working.

Back in the high life: 

Erie co-owner and GM Sherry Bassin vowed to surround McDavid with enough talent to enhance his phenomenal skills and he’s been able to deliver. Twenty years ago, Bassin was the GM of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, who capped three straight Memorial Cup appearances by finally winning it all on home ice. Now the Knights are trying to repeat that feat and look who’s jockeying for position at the top of the standings. It’s Bassin’s Otters and his old team, the West Division-leading Hounds. There would be a certain symmetry if one of these two teams could join the Knights at the big dance in May. They might have to go through London to get there, but at the same time, the Knights are well aware these are two dangerous teams that will try to trip them up from going through the front door to the tournament.

After the horn: 

Olli Maatta and the Pittsburgh Penguins are in Toronto to face the Maple Leafs Saturday night. The Knights head to Guelph Sunday afternoon to play the high-flying Storm at 2 p.m. That might be as close to each other as London and their prize Finnish defenceman get this season.

More Maatta: 

The biggest shock isn’t that Olli Maatta is already good enough for the NHL at age 19. He worked for two straight years in London to be prepared for this opportunity. But deep down, it was hard to see a situation where Maatta would make the Pens and former London captain Scott Harrington wouldn’t. It’s not like Harrington fell off the map. He has a goal and three points with a plus-3 rating in six games for the Penguins farm club in Wilkes/Barre. The Knights have lost teenaged players before — Rick Nash, Patrick Kane, John Carlson, Michael Del Zotto — but this one stings to the same degree as Edmonton keeping 18-year-old Sam Gagner six years ago. Gagner would’ve challenged for an OHL scoring title in 2007-08. Maatta would’ve been one of the league’s best defencemen this season. There’s still a chance he will be returned to London but you’re probably looking at least until after the world juniors now. Knights GM Mark Hunter has some decisions to make.

This wasn't a terrible bounce or a ref's late call or an off night in a tough barn.

This was the London Knights getting pounded in their own building.

The Erie Otters made their ninth straight win look surprisingly easy, sending the the two-time defending OHL champs to their fourth loss in five games with a 5-1 spanking before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

If the Memorial Cup hosts weren't too worried about Olli Maatta staying in Pittsburgh, another Pennsylvania-based team gave them plenty of reasons to fret.

The high-octane Otters scored three times on the power play, chased London goalie Anthony Stolarz after their fourth goal and fired 49 shots at the Knights' net.

“We've got to stay out of the box,” London forward Josh Anderson said, “and if we stayed out, it would've been a totally different game. We've got to play better defence. We were off defensively and scrambling around in our own end.”

The Stolarz hook, his second in three games, was an act of mercy from London head coach Dale Hunter. Not long after Erie's fifth goal, a good chunk of fans started heading out to get an early start on traffic.

Were the Knights mortified by the departures?

“You don't really notice it, to be honest with you,” Anderson said. “It's unfortunate you hear that but again, you've got to play a full 60 minutes and if you do that, the games will be a lot closer and a lot better. It's definitely not (Stolarz's) fault. We took some penalties and left him out to dry. Some of our guys, it's tough when you don't see backchecking against this team. Once we've got five guys coming back and playing tough, we'll be a hard team to play against.”

So far, everyone else is backchecking and playing on the edge against the Knights.

It's working.

Dane Fox, who started out a Knight before London made its move for Greg McKegg two years ago, turned in his usual feisty effort.

He scored his 14th goal so far this season, got the stick up into Bo Horvat's mouth and riled up Max Domi enough to draw a third-period roughing penalty on the frustrated Knights star forward.

“I kept my mouth shut right till the end until I realized I was getting under their skin,” the overager from Thamesville said, “so I kept doing it. I'm not getting away from my game. I played the same way here and just did my job.”

It was effective.

“He's like that pest kind of kid,” Horvat said, “and he did his job well.”

Horvat is always a glass-half full kind of guy. He said the Knights had to take the positives out of this game.

What, pray tell, were those?

Nothing really stood out.

“It's hard to pick,” he agreed, “some but you've got to find some little things and not think about the past and keep thinking positively and go to the next game (which is, gulp, in Guelph Sunday) and play harder. We've got to come ready to play. We're the defending champs and every team is going to be gunning for us.”

The Otters look like like they have something special brewing. But so did Oshawa and a few other teams that have torched the Knights in the first month.

“I wouldn't say we dominated,” Fox said. “That last period was our period and our goaltender (Oscar Dansk) kept us in. But this feels good. This was a really good test for us.This (London) is a team to beat and always have been. We stuck to our game plan and good things happened.”

Erie didn't even need 16-year-old wunderkind Connor McDavid to be at his absolute best to win. He was still pretty fun to watch, though.

Fox made it a mission to be McDavid's linemate this season.

“When I was hurt (last year with a broken foot), it took a lot out of me,” he said. “I wanted to be on the ice with that kid. He's a phenomenal player and I knew he'd get me the puck and I would have to do my job and score. Watching him last year, I knew I had to get my speed up and that's what I did in the summer and now I'm getting the opportunity to play with him.”

It's come together like a stirring symphony.

The sound around the Knights right now is more like the wail of sirens and shuffling feet.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Dane Fox at his best when being a pest 14


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, October 26, 2013 9:54:36 EDT AMThis wasn't a terrible bounce or a ref's late call or an off night in a tough barn.

This was the London Knights getting pounded in their own building.

The Erie Otters made their ninth straight win look surprisingly easy, sending the the two-time defending OHL champs to their fourth loss in five games with a 5-1 spanking before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

If the Memorial Cup hosts weren't too worried about Olli Maatta staying in Pittsburgh, another Pennsylvania-based team gave them plenty of reasons to fret.

The high-octane Otters scored three times on the power play, chased London goalie Anthony Stolarz after their fourth goal and fired 49 shots at the Knights' net.

“We've got to stay out of the box,” London forward Josh Anderson said, “and if we stayed out, it would've been a totally different game. We've got to play better defence. We were off defensively and scrambling around in our own end.”

The Stolarz hook, his second in three games, was an act of mercy from London head coach Dale Hunter. Not long after Erie's fifth goal, a good chunk of fans started heading out to get an early start on traffic.

Were the Knights mortified by the departures?

“You don't really notice it, to be honest with you,” Anderson said. “It's unfortunate you hear that but again, you've got to play a full 60 minutes and if you do that, the games will be a lot closer and a lot better. It's definitely not (Stolarz's) fault. We took some penalties and left him out to dry. Some of our guys, it's tough when you don't see backchecking against this team. Once we've got five guys coming back and playing tough, we'll be a hard team to play against.”

So far, everyone else is backchecking and playing on the edge against the Knights.

It's working.

Dane Fox, who started out a Knight before London made its move for Greg McKegg two years ago, turned in his usual feisty effort.

He scored his 14th goal so far this season, got the stick up into Bo Horvat's mouth and riled up Max Domi enough to draw a third-period roughing penalty on the frustrated Knights star forward.

“I kept my mouth shut right till the end until I realized I was getting under their skin,” the overager from Thamesville said, “so I kept doing it. I'm not getting away from my game. I played the same way here and just did my job.”

It was effective.

“He's like that pest kind of kid,” Horvat said, “and he did his job well.”

Horvat is always a glass-half full kind of guy. He said the Knights had to take the positives out of this game.

What, pray tell, were those?

Nothing really stood out.

“It's hard to pick,” he agreed, “some but you've got to find some little things and not think about the past and keep thinking positively and go to the next game (which is, gulp, in Guelph Sunday) and play harder. We've got to come ready to play. We're the defending champs and every team is going to be gunning for us.”

The Otters look like like they have something special brewing. But so did Oshawa and a few other teams that have torched the Knights in the first month.

“I wouldn't say we dominated,” Fox said. “That last period was our period and our goaltender (Oscar Dansk) kept us in. But this feels good. This was a really good test for us.This (London) is a team to beat and always have been. We stuck to our game plan and good things happened.”

Erie didn't even need 16-year-old wunderkind Connor McDavid to be at his absolute best to win. He was still pretty fun to watch, though.

Fox made it a mission to be McDavid's linemate this season.

“When I was hurt (last year with a broken foot), it took a lot out of me,” he said. “I wanted to be on the ice with that kid. He's a phenomenal player and I knew he'd get me the puck and I would have to do my job and score. Watching him last year, I knew I had to get my speed up and that's what I did in the summer and now I'm getting the opportunity to play with him.”

It's come together like a stirring symphony.

The sound around the Knights right now is more like the wail of sirens and shuffling feet.
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The fog of uncertainty surrounding the London Knights lineup lifted a bit Thursday and so did the funk the defending OHL champions have been in.

They couldn’t have been overly thrilled with the news the Pittsburgh Penguins are keeping defenceman Olli Maatta, yet they ended a three-game losing streak with a solid 3-0 win over the Kitchener Rangers — the team that started the skid — before 8,835 at the Bud Gardens.

“We played well and obviously, coming off three losses in a row, it was nice to get back on track with a solid 60 minutes from everyone,” said Knights forward Max Domi, who showed signs of coming out of his own scoring mist with his second goal of the year, a power-play effort early in the second: “It was a grinder goal, pretty greasy, but whatever it takes. It just feels good to help the team win again.”

With defenceman Nikita Zadorov still with the Buffalo Sabres, it’s putting a lot of pressure on the remaining rearguards and they came through. As did goalie Anthony Stolarz, who stopped 35 shots after being pulled in the third period of the Knights’ 4-3 loss last Saturday night in Windsor.

“It’s never perfect in this league or any league, for that matter, but we made a conscious effort to cut down on the mental errors and a few other things we needed to work on,” said assistant coach Jeff Paul, who is in charge of the defence. “And for the most part, they played well, but then we expect the most out of them every game. It’s a long year and a grind and with the exception of (Santino) Centorame, they’ve all been through it.

“We count on the kids to count on each other. Being a defenceman is not a very glorious occupation, but if you can get them to stick together as a group, they’ll be OK.”

With Zadorov’s status still uncertain and forward Alex Broadhurst still with the Chicago Blackhawks’ AHL affiliate, the Rockford IceHogs, the Knights lineup competing at next May’s Memorial Cup may not exactly be the ones fans were expecting to see. “We’re all so pumped and we couldn’t be happier for him,” Domi said of Maatta, who had been touted as a possible Knights captain. “It’s awesome for him and great for the Penguins, but on the downside it’s not so good for us.”

“It just comes down to our depth. We’ve been fortunate enough the last couple of seasons to get some key guys back, this year it’s not going our way. So we just have to find guys to step forward and I have no doubt in my mind that we will.”

Domi admitted not knowing whether Maatta and the others would be coming back has had an effect.

“It’s been a little difficult being uncertain, but now we’re getting a better idea,” he said. “If you look at last season we started out 8-8 or something like that and we were OK. It’s a long season, obviously, and we’re not behind the eight-ball by any means.

“Tonight we just came together and said just go out there and have fun and try not to do too much by yourself and we did that to a T.”

It hasn’t been as much fun so far for Domi as his previous seasons.

“I really don’t look at it as a slump,” he said. “It’s something every hockey player goes through and you can’t be a good hockey player or a good hockey team if you don’t go through some adversity.

“I just have to work hard and do whatever it takes to help the team win. If I’m not scoring right now, I’ve got to do something else to fulfil my role and if it’s killing penalties, so be it.

“And that’s why you’ve got teammates, to give you a kick in the butt every once in a while.”
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Mark Hunter is confident Jacob Jammes can be a front-line forward in the Ontario Hockey League.

Now, the Mississauga Steelheads will find out if the London Knights GM is right.

The Knights sent the 17-year-old Ottawa native, who has seen limited ice time in parts of two seasons, to the offensively-challenged Eastern Conference team in exchange for Ottawa’s fifth round pick in 2014.

“I really believe he’ll score goals in this league,” Hunter said, “but Tait Seguin and Owen MacDonald can play on a fourth-line role (with the Knights). Jammes is more of a goal scorer and had to get time on the power play and in certain situations there. With our power play, there’s not a lot of room for him in that situation.”

Jammes had three assists in eight games this season. The 5-foot-10, 180-pound winger had two goals and 11 points in 27 games while battling injury with the Knights last year.

“The Steelheads were after him and we’re not here to stunt any kid’s development,” Hunter said. “We had three extra players. We can fit in two but it was hard with three. He’s a nice, young man. He had some injury problems last year. We think he’s a good player but he’s got to go (to Mississauga) and show his stuff.”

Jammes, a second-round pick (31st overall), was London’s third player selected in the 2011 OHL draft behind first-rounder Bo Horvat and goaltender Ian Jenkins, the late phenom from Michigan taken with the 29th selection. Later that summer, the Knights acquired the rights to forward Max Domi from the Kingston Frontenancs.

The player picked between Jenkins and Jammes in the No. 30 spot was goaltender Jordan DeKort, the former Windsor Spitfire now in the Kitchener Rangers net. The two players immediately picked after Jammes in that draft were Guelph’s Jason Dickinson, a Dallas first-rounder, and Plymouth’s Matthew Mistele, a top-rated NHL pick.

Jammes will be eligible for the NHL draft in June.

Josh Anderson noticed something critical missing in the London Knights’ uncomfortable three-loss week.

Teamwork.

“It’s a matter of sticking to the little things and not trying to do it yourself,” the reeling Memorial Cup host’s leading goal-scorer said. “Other than that, you’ve just got to play as a team and get back to that type of game.”

This veteran-laden group has looked like a bunch of individuals at times when togetherness is required most.

They don’t start well, they end up taking more penalties than they draw, they have been weaker at every position than expected and the big names have been overshadowed by the young guns. The stakes are high this year and so is the angst after each loss.

“It doesn’t mean we’re going to turn it around in a second,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “Last year, we started (with an) 8-7 (record). Back then, the talk was all what’s wrong with the Knights and this and that? It’s just a matter of getting it going. These guys are all capable of it.”

That 8-7 team regrouped and won a franchise-record 24 games in a row.

Anderson doesn’t believe the mass exodus to NHL camps last month, with teams planting their own systems and expectations in prospects’ heads, has clashed with the Hunters’ values and left the Knights disjointed four weeks into this special season.

“Obviously, it’s a big adjustment, OHL from NHL, but I think everyone has adjusted pretty well,” the Columbus draft pick said.

“We look to get back to the little things before that helped us win (when they reeled off five straight victories). Simple things like dump the pucks in and chase them. We know teams know how we play so we’ve got to start cycling again and I don’t think we’ve been doing a good enough job of that lately.

“Once we do, we’ll be fine.”

The Hunters’ teams are notorious for finishing much stronger than they started. Even their Canadian under-18 team at the Hlinka tournament this summer slogged away until taking off in the medal round.

The 2004-05 Knights, who went 31 games unbeaten to start their campaign, were the exception to the rule.

But losing at any time is never taken lightly in London.

The Knights always try to stop the snowball before it gets too big and rolls down the hill. Anderson said the team held a meeting and video sessions to go over the basics of what is being preached.

Players have been pulled aside for chats to discuss what more they can offer this team.

“The coaching staff, everyone’s talking to kids,” Mark Hunter said. “We’ve got to get the leadership group to push ahead and be more ready at the start of games. Have we been terrible? No, but we can be better for 60 minutes. We have to be more consistent and that comes from the older guys and the leadership group.”

Already this week, Hunter moved former second-round pick Jacob Jammes to Mississauga for Ottawa’s fifth-round pick in 2014 and sent defenceman Owen Stewart, a waiver claim from Kitchener, to the 67’s for a 15th round selection.

Both should get more opportunities to play. The trades certainly doesn’t solve anything in the core group.

“We obviously miss Seth Griffith and (Alex) Broadhurst and Olli (Maatta) and Nikita (Zadorov),” Anderson said, “but we’re being expected to score big goals and we need certain guys to step up. I’m trying to do whatever I can to help out the team and I still want to stick to my game plan by hitting and backchecking and playing good defence. If I do that, I know the goals will come.”

London is too inconsistent in the offence department. Their defence is bending and breaking at the worst possible times.

In all four games the Knights have lost, their goaltender has been outplayed by his counterpart. On Saturday in Windsor, Anthony Stolarz stopped a Ben Johnson penalty shot but gave up the Spitfires’ fourth goal less than a minute later and was pulled.

Max Domi is off to the slowest start in his three years as a Knight and newcomer Michael McCarron hasn’t started scoring at the rate expected of an NHL first rounder.

They have a chance to correct this Thursday night against the rival team that launched their slide.

“We all know we had a tough one in Kitchener (Thanksgiving Monday),” said Anderson, whose controversial boarding major led to the Rangers’ comeback win, “and we’ll come out and battle hard in this one.”

The first time they lost this season, they responded with five straight wins.

A better week than last would be a major start.
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The London Knights knew they would face some bumps along their Memorial Cup road this season.

Nothing quite as troublesome as this past week, though.

They’ve lost three games in a row and have tumbled out of first place.

They can’t score a big goal when needed.

And in his first eight NHL games, Olli Maatta has given the Pittsburgh Penguins zero reason to send the Finnish defenceman back to London. They’re keeping him for the time being and he’s helping them in a massive way, scoring his first goal against Vancouver’s Roberto Luongo in a win Saturday afternoon.

The Knights have been bracing themselves for Maatta sticking with the Pens the last couple of weeks.

If he stays the entire year, it’s a massive void London GM Mark Hunter will have to fill.

Any asset he spends for another blue-line piece will hinder the pursuit of this team’s most pressing need right now. The Knights do not have an elite 19-year-old goal-scorer in the same class as Oshawa’s Scott Laughton, who beat London with a hat trick Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

Laughton, the Flyers first pick, and Windsor’s Kerby Rychel are candidates to score 50 goals this season. The Knights lack that kind of one-player punch.

Bo Horvat and Max Domi, both NHL first-rounders, are still only 18-years-old.

If Chris Tierney leads the Knights in points this year, it will be more because of his passing skills than his shooting ability.

The reliable sticks up front like Seth Griffith and Alex Broadhurst, now trying to make their way in the American Hockey League, aren’t easy to replace.

Last year, Griffith would’ve led the Knights in goals a second straight season if he hadn’t suffer ed a broken bone in his hand. He scored all kinds of important and timely goals in his four-year OHL career.

Broadhurst, as a 19-year-old rookie last season, scored nine game-winning goals, second in the league only to former Knight Andreas Athanasiou in Barrie.

The biggest goals in hockey are the first ones and the last ones.

Griffith could always be counted on to get the Knights rolling. Broadhurst had a knack for finishing things off.

The Knights have been outscored 13-11 in first periods through 11 games this season. A team of this calibre should never start behind like that — it gives their less talented opponents reasons to hope.

In all three losses, London couldn’t find that back-breaking goal to put the game away.

They had a ton of chances but no finishing touch.

The forwards understand that.

“In the backs of our minds, it’s probably there,” Kyle Platzer said. “They (Griffith and Broadhurst) were two of our most offensive guys last year. Griff would usually pot one when we needed one. Now that we have a full lineup, we’re going to get some more chemistry going.”

To date, the most exciting aspect of London’s attack are rookies Mitch Marner and Christian Dvorak.

“They bring a lot of energy and they’re really smart players,” Platzer said. “Any time you’re out there on the ice with them, they’re free-wheeling out there.”

They are producing in the first month but you can’t reasonably expect the same numbers from them all season. The bigger, experienced players tend to take over in the final few months and playoffs.

The Knights are built up front to wear teams down. They have shown flashes but hardly dominance.

“We’ll figure it out,” Platzer said. “We’ve got to get our cycle game going. It’s been just OK so far. We were really good at it last year. That’s why we were so successful.”

They won, too, because their veterans scored big goals.

The Knights need their version of Laughton or Rychel. They are not very dangerous right now.

“Teams are playing hard against us because we have the Memorial Cup,” Platzer said. “That’s what happened last year (to) Saskatoon but we’re not like that. We have a good group. I think we’re fine. Nothing’s going wrong. You can’t control bounces and you just keep going.”

A week like this last one shakes the confidence.

Any more like this, there’s disaster brewing.
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THE MAATTA SITUATION

The Pittsburgh Penguins are keen on keeping London defenceman Olli Maatta, likely through his 10th NHL game Friday against John Tavares and the Islanders.

That 10th game is when the first year of his three-year entry-level contract kicks in. The 19-year-old Finn has played eight games to date and has a goal and three points.

Maatta can be returned to the Knights any time after the 10 games, but one year of his NHL contract will have been burned. If he comes back to London, he cannot be recalled by the Penguins this year.

Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said before Saturday’s win over the Canucks that “no decision has been made yet” but multiple reports suggest Maatta will stay with the Pens — potentially all year.

WINDSOR - In a frenzied final minute, Ryan Rupert batted the puck out of the air just like he did to score the Game 6 overtime winner in the OHL championship last May in Barrie.

This time, it hit brand new Windsor goalie Alex Fotinos, a backup on that close-but-no-cigar Colts club, in the shoulder and slowly trickled away from the net.

Rupert and the London Knights couldn't tie it. There was no more magic left.

The Spitfires escaped with a 4-3 win before 5,318 Saturday night at WFCU Centre and the Memorial Cup hosts were left reeling with a third straight loss to end a terrible week right before their Sportsnet-funded eight-part “Quest for the Cup” documentary is set to premiere on Sunday.

If you think it can get any worse, the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review is quoting multiple sources that 19-year-old Finnish defenceman Olli Maatta will remain a Penguin this season.

“Three goals isn't enough right now,” Rupert said, “and we've got to score more to help out our goalies.”

Knights starter Anthony Stolarz suffered a bizarre end to his first regular season loss. He stopped an early third-period Ben Johnson penalty shot to keep the Knights down a goal, then was yanked by head coach Dale Hunter less than a minute later after defenceman Eric Diodati's point shot had eyes.

Jake Patterson finished the rest of the game but wasn't busy as the Knights pushed in vain for the equalizer.

“We have to start getting a lead,” Rupert said. “We've been playing from behind the last couple of games. We want to show we're top of the league right off the start and play a full 60 minutes and start getting some goals and dominating teams.”

They're not very intimidating at the moment.

Windsor busted out of the gate with a two-goal edge. The Knights tied it but never grabbed the lead.

They have been outscored 13-11 in 11 first periods this season.

They showed up at the rink after watching Maatta's first NHL goal with Pittsburgh against Roberto Luongo of the Vancouver Canucks.

If it inspired them, it didn't show.

The Spitfires, one of the bridesmaids in the 2014 Memorial Cup bid process, sure were ready.

“It was just one win and they're jumping off the bench like they won a (playoff) series,” Rupert said. “We know teams are pumped up to play us – we're the London Knights. We have to come here and outcompete them and hopefully, that will do it.”

Fotinos was traded by Barrie to Windsor this week. He couldn't believe his first game was against London, the team that denied him a trip to Saskatoon in the final second of Game 7 last spring.

“I picked up a couple of tendencies not playing and then managed to get into a couple of games in the final,” he said. “It was really nice to be able to beat them after they kicked us out like that last year.

“Any time you beat London, it's a big deal. This was a big game for our organization and I really wanted this win, personally, the team wanted it, too, and we deserved it.”

The Knights didn't. They're missing two of the league's best defencemen in Maatta and Nikita Zadorov, who made his NHL debut with Buffalo Saturday. But the more they lose, the more their desire will be questioned.

“They might take it a little bit easy since they're going to the Memorial Cup and they won the OHL championship last year,” Fotinos said. “It gives us a good opportunity to give them a run and knock them off in the playoffs.”

That's what has come to this week for the Knights.

Teams are starting to believe London might be able to be upset in a seven-game series.

The Stolarz penalty shot stop should've turned the game around. It didn't.

“You don't necessarily have to score immediately after that but you have to keep the puck out of the net,” Rupert said. “You have to chip out pucks and make sure they get out so you don't have to worry about them going in the back of your net.”

There's a lot to worry about in London right now.

This team has a lot of work to do at both ends of the ice.

In Kitchener Monday, the London Knights saw their late lead evaporate on a controversial penalty call.

This time, everything turned on a bounce off a referee’s leg.

Alex Basso’s short-handed clearing attempt in the third struck ref Ryan Park and went right to Oshawa forward Cole Cassels, who quickly set up sniper Michael Dal Colle’s tying blast.

Hat trick hero Scott Laughton took over from there, handing London the first two-game skid of its Memorial Cup season in a 5-3 shocker before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

Park limped off the ice and didn’t return.

The Knights’ control of the game and scoring touch left with him.

“I expect him to be in that general area,” Basso said of Park. “I was trying to get it out and usually, they think I’m going to go around (the boards) but the puck came out on a different angle and I just slapped it toward the side glass.

“I feel bad for the ref  too, because I caught him pretty good. But I think the game turned around from there, so it kind of sucks that way.”

The surprising Generals haven’t forgotten losing in last year’s London visit after blowing a three-goal third period lead. Dal Colle and Co. will take this good fortune and run as fast as they can.

“It was a good break for us — that could’ve been the turning point,” highly regarded NHL prospect Dal Colle said with a grin, “but I think we deserved that break and we made the most of it. I was ready, popped up in the slot and fortunately, it went in.”

The goal took the sting out of Max Domi’s first of the season, a power-play marker that put the Knights ahead.

London had another man advantage with a chance to un-tie it, but Flyers first-rounder Laughton lugged the puck up the ice and scored the short-handed winner on a well-placed backhand that fooled Knights goalie Jake Patterson.

“Laughton’s a great player and he knows how to find the holes,” said Knights forward Bo Horvat, one of the primary people assigned to shut the Oshawa star down.

“He has a knack for the net and something we tried to focus on was to key on him but good players find ways to score goals.”

The Knights, as is their custom, threw all kinds of pressure at the Generals in the final five minutes.

Ryan Rupert missed a point-blank chance, Horvat couldn’t get the puck past fine Oshawa goalie Daniel Altshuller’s stacked pads and Miles Liberati couldn’t find a hole for a wraparound attempt.

In the final minute, Laughton grabbed the puck deep in his own territory and lofted it down the ice for an empty netter.

“It explained the game,” Basso said. “Bad bounces for us and then that 200-foot goal happens. But (Domi) had a good goal there so it’s good to get him going. Maybe that’s one of the positives we take from the game.

“We have to get everyone going – all four lines and all the D, obviously.”

Nikita Zadorov is poised to play his first game for Buffalo soon. Olli Maatta is now flirting with that magic 10 games before the Penguins have to make a decision on him.

There’s no more help coming in on the horizon yet.

“We’re getting some unlucky bounces right now,” Horvat said. “It’s not like we’re playing bad or anything. Every team is going to get a few unfortunate bounces along the way. Their goalie played unbelievable. I think both goalies did.

“Usually, we’re the team that scores in the last couple of seconds in a game but maybe another night.”

The Knights should be more concerned about their starts. They have only scored 11 first-period goals in 10 games so far.

They let teams hang around and then the margin of error – be it an unfortunate penalty or a ref’s leg – can swing the balance.

The more they don’t put teams away, the more they risk the chance of losing late.

“That’s a very good team over there,” Oshawa coach DJ Smith said, “and if not for Altshuller, the score’s different. I like our team chemistry here but we have a guy like Scott Laughton come in and get a hat trick. Without elite players, it’s hard to win in this league.”

The Knights have that kind of talent.

But right now, they’re scuffling.

They have won seven of their first 10 games, but they couldn’t stop Laughton in their own building.

Unlucky maybe, but not dominant, either.
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You better show up with more than fancy cameras and league approval to shoot a compelling eight-part TV documentary about the London Knights.

Fadoo Productions, Toronto radio host Bob McCown’s company responsible for last year’s stunning On The Edge series about the Memorial Cup host Saskatoon Blades, found themselves in the same boat as everyone else.

To make this work, they had to gain the Hunters’ trust.

That doesn’t come automatically for anyone sticking a giant lens or tape recorder into the faces of GM Mark Hunter and head coach Dale, the club’s co-owners for 13 years.

“In Saskatoon, we had unfiltered access,” Fadoo president and executive producer Corey Russell said.

“There was never a question that if something happened, we wouldn’t be in the room. I think with the Knights, we’ve had to earn their trust. Any time you have a camera crew following you around, it’s unnerving. You’re not used to it.

“I think the relationship (with the Knights) is great. It’s going really well right now but I think at first, they were apprehensive and I don’t blame them, it’s tough. But my guys are really happy with the way it’s going.”

Russell’s “guys” are a team of 15 dedicated storytellers who have churned out the opening 46-minute episode of The Quest For the Cup from more than 50 hours worth of footage shot during training camp and up to the season’s first game. The show premieres Sunday on Sportsnet 360 and continues monthly leading up to London’s Memorial Cup tournament in May.

Sportsnet-released numbers suggest 3.2 million Canadians watched some of the Saskatoon journey. The network expects a season-long look at the Knights, the so-called “Yankees of the OHL” will do even better.

“When you have a team like the Knights that have been successful so long, I think people will be naturally curious as to how it works behind the scenes,” Russell said.

The over-arching theme of this Knights season is fairly predictable. They have been to two straight Memorial Cups, saw each dream end by suffering two crushing one-goal losses and are looking to make amends with a third try on home ice.

The Saskatoon story evolved into a focus on GM and coach Lorne Molleken. This one will be, first and foremost, about the Knights players.

The Hunters, who have already screened the opening episode, will like that approach.

“Last year, we were caught a little bit by surprise by what a great character Lorne Molleken was,” Russell said. “He was comfortable with the camera, he gave us a lot of access. That’ll be the difference this year. You’re not going to see Dale Hunter ranting and raving in the dressing room. That’s not their style and you wouldn’t see that anyway.

“It’s a very different feel from last year’s show. There’s a lot of great storylines because there’s so much talent on this team.”

Russell would know. He grew up in London and cheered for Knights like big Jim Sandlak in the ’80s at the London Gardens.

“Being from London, this is a huge treat for me,” Russell said. “This is fun, a great opportunity and I’m a hockey fan, as well. I’ll always gravitate towards more hockey. There’s very few of these projects that get sold to networks in Canada and to do this a second time is an awesome opportunity.”

Brett Welychka, the lone Londoner on the Knights, expects the players will tune in Sunday night too.

“It’ll be fun and we’ll probably get some razzing going,” the veteran forward said. “It’s really for the fans, the kids and the parents who follow junior hockey and like to know what’s going on. They want the inside scoop. The Hunters didn’t tell us anything. They just expected we would be able to handle it. We don’t think about it too much, just let the cameras film what we’re doing and I don’t think anyone’s changed since they’ve been here, so that’s good.”

Some opportunities have opened up along the way.

The team allowed a camera on the bus for the one-hour road trip to Sarnia. Dale Hunter agreed to a day of shooting at his Petrolia-area farm.

The trust is building. The cameras keep rolling.

Where this ends up, it’ll be fascinating to follow.
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OHL: Paxton Leroux, just back from injury, may have lost last year’s linemate Remi Elie through a trade but the guy who came the other way — Brady Austin — is a hockey buddy from way back

Knights reunite old pals 2
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Paxton Leroux never got to rekindle any of the old magic with playoff linemate Remi Elie this fall.

The London Knights tough guy started out this season on the shelf with a shoulder injury. Elie was traded to Belleville before Leroux was healthy enough to make his season debut Friday night against the Oshawa Generals at Budweiser Gardens.

But GM Mark Hunter’s move gave the 20-year-old Leroux a chance to welcome a familiar face.

The new guy who walked in the door last week from the Bulls was large defenceman Brady Austin, an old Lerouix acquaintance.

The two are now roommates at Knights director of security Bob Martin’s home.

Leroux is from Peterborough. Fellow overager Austin hails from not-so-far-away Bobcaygeon.

They skated in the same circles growing up and went to Europe together when they were in Grade 9 as part of an area team that played a series of games in Prague, Czech Republic.

“We played summer hockey a few years before that,” Leroux said. “I’ve known him, his dad (Steve) and mom (Sheree) for quite a while now. Whenever we see each other, we always talk and having a roommate again, especially someone I had been close with before, it makes everything that much easier.”

Austin sports No. 57 in London to honour his dad’s birth year. Leroux said Steve is bigger than the 6-foot-4, 225-pound Brady.

Austin’s older brother Riley, a senior defenceman with St. Lawrence University in the NCAA loop, has played summer stick with Leroux, too.

“It’s nice to have Brady around again,” Leroux said. “It’s like old times.”

For the last year or so, dressing three overage players was a foreign concept for the Knights. Once goalie Kevin Bailie was released to make room for Anthony Stolarz in January, London went with just Tommy Hughes and Tyler Ferry the rest of the run to a second straight OHL title and Saskatoon.

Leroux’s return gave the Knights the luxury of three 20-year-olds, joining Austin and fellow d-man Alex Basso.

Leroux, as per his custom, participated in every pre-game warm-up, anyway, while recovering from his injury.

“I don’t like to miss it even when I’m not in the games,” he said. “I was skating in the mornings before the boys went on the bus (for road games) or rode the bike during the games. I’m playing now and it takes time. You want to make sure you’re ready so nothing happens again. It’s frustrating watching all the guys battle and you can’t be out there beside them, but I’m still out there every day with them.

“It makes it that much sweeter when you come back.”

He hurt his shoulder in a fight at NHL rookie camp with the New York Rangers in Traverse City, Mich. He wasn’t going to rush back.

“It wasn’t that serious but it was making sure I would be able to play the game I have to in order to be successful,” he said. “That’s why it took a month. I wouldn’t play if I wasn’t sure I could play the exact same way. I’m not going to play a different game. I’m going to stick to my guns and do what got me here.”

He has a possibility of sticking because Alex Broadhurst and Seth Griffth have had successful starts to their pro career. That had been a pipe dream for Leroux until the Rangers chance.

“It shows me I can be there” he said. “Before that, I might not have been training as hard as I am now that I have that motivation. It was amazing.

“It was an experience I didn’t expect to come my way and to get invited to main camp was a huge deal for me.”

He was in New York but couldn’t participate because of the shoulder.

“Being around the team, watching how hard those guys prepare, and having (former Knight Tommy) Hughes around was a huge help, as well,” he said. “The Rangers had a great group of young guys. I was a little surprised how friendly everyone was with each other right away, but I guess that’s hockey.

“Everyone felt comfortable and to have Tommy there, someone to talk to, it made it that much better.”
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Jake Patterson is starting to resemble that old sweater in the back of the closest no one ever throws out.

Deep down, you know you’ll wear it again.

When Flyers top net prospect Anthony Stolarz won his first six games in the London Knights’ net this fall, it looked like Patterson might be expendable.

The 19-year-old stumbled in his season opener at Guelph, then missed his obligatory win a couple of weeks ago in Owen Sound, where he is unbeaten in his career, to return home to Sault Ste. Marie for his grandmother Carol’s funeral.

Patterson patiently waited his turn, then bounced back with a 43-save win over Belleville last week. Coming off a Stolarz overtime loss in Kitchener, he will get the nod to duel Oshawa’s Daniel Altshuller, statistically the best goalie the Knights will face this season to date, on Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“(London goalie coach) Bill Dark always told me I would get my chance again,” the 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie said. “He wants you to work hard and that’s what I’ve been doing in practice. It really shows improvement in the game.”

At practice, Patterson and Stolarz glove-bump after every drill in which they share the net. This summer, Stolarz made no bones about being the guy in net this year but he couldn’t have a more humble partner competing with him for crease time.

“I think we’re really good friends,” Patterson said, “and playing together now for two seasons, you get to know each other and you want each other to do well. You don’t wish anything but the best for the other guy. When I’m playing, he’s cheering me on and when he’s playing, I’m cheering him on.”

There’s no tension here like there was in the Vancouver Canucks goalie battle last year. If anything, this one is more Leaf-like.

“We have two goalies going,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “We don’t have to play back-to-back situations. It’s healthy competition between them. Each one will push each other, no different than the Maple Leafs right now with (Jonathan Bernier and James Reimer).

“Reimer had an off-game last week and he got back in and was first star the other night. It’s nice to have two going. That’s what you want to see.”

The most you’ll get from Patterson is that receiving his OHL championship ring this past summer felt different than it did the year before when he sat behind Michael Houser.

“It meant a little more, especially playing in Game 7 (against Barrie),” he said, “but (Stolarz), he got the boys there. He’s a big part of that and I think both of us are pretty happy right now.”

Patterson would have an ulcer by now if he reacted to every up and down in his Knight days.

He came on in relief to help launch the 24-game win streak last season. He was in there again when it ended on New Year’s Day against Sarnia, replacing Kevin Bailie in what would be the overager’s final OHL appearance.

Patterson won half of those 24 games, but fumbled away his shot at the starting job with four straight losses when Stolarz arrived in January.

He didn’t start the OHL playoffs in net, but he sure finished them. The same pattern happened at the Memorial Cup in Saskatoon when he surrendered the third-period semifinal winner to Portland’s Ty Rattie.

“It was a good experience but at the same time, losing like that in the semis isn’t a good feeling,” said Patterson, who attended Detroit Red Wings development camp in the summer and was borrowed by Chicago for one day at the fall rookie tournament in London. “But knowing you’re hosting the Memorial Cup, it gives you a little more motivation and hopefully, we’ll go all the way.”

The last Cup game in London next May will probably end Stolarz’s Knights career. In a perfect world, they will have Patterson in net next season as an overager, sharing time with 2012 first -rounder Liam Herbst.

That didn’t look so promising after the first outing in Guelph.

“I don’t know if it was nerves or not, but I didn’t have my best game,” he said. “I find with goalies, when you have a bad game like that, you have to bounce back with one of your better ones.”

After paying last respects to his grandma up north, he did.

“Obviously, I was thinking about that and when you come back from something like that, it makes you work harder,” he said. “You’re talking to your family at home and all the support they’re giving me, it was nice to get that win (last week).”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

With every week that passes, the Canadian Hockey League’s decision to ban European goalies looks more like a blatant over-reaction.

Belleville’s Charlie Graham, from Toronto, just stopped 67 shots in a win over Guelph.

The OHL’s early goals against average leader is Sault Ste. Marie’s Matt Murray, of Thunder Bay. His former backup Justin Nichols, the St. Catharines native now with the Storm, has already stood out in a win over Memorial Cup host London and Oshawa’s Daniel Altshuller, from Nepean, has backstopped the Generals off to a surprising start.

Saginaw’s Jake Paterson, the early favourite to be in the Canadian net at the next world juniors in Malmo, Sweden, averaged 48 stops in his first four games and has won his last four starts in a row.

Now, statistics have shown a majority of Canadian goalies, especially OHL grads, haven’t found themselves in many big league nets over the last decade.

Once you get past Steve Mason and Ray Emery sharing the Philadelphia Flyers’ historically head-scratching crease, it’s pretty slim pickings.

It’s understandable why OHL commissioner David Branch, with his links to Hockey Canada, felt like something had to be done.

But in his league, the only import goalie of note so far is Erie’s Oscar Dansk, who is performing well with a rejuvenated Otters squad.

It’s not like he’s holding back a young Canadian from developing at this moment. Devin Williams, from Michigan, is Erie’s other goalie.

There are 15 of 20 OHL teams with Canadians currently logging the majority of net time. Americans gobble up the next largest piece of the pie between the pipes.

But the OHL, in its war for talent with the NCAA, will never jeopardize its ability to attract star U.S. goaltenders like, in recent years, John Gibson, Jack Campbell, Garret Sparks and Michael Houser.

Right now, Philly second-rounder Anthony Stolarz, a potential world junior goalie, is in London and 17-year-old Alex Nedeljkovic is Plymouth’s starter.

In the Western league, there are only four American goalies (one is Portland’s Brendan Burke, whose dad Sean is part of Hockey Canada’s management team) and four Europeans. In the Quebec league, there are even fewer foreigners in net (one is Martin Brodeur’s American-born son Anthony).

The entity that is taking the most ice time away from young Canadian goalies in the junior ranks is older Canadian ones.

In the OHL, there are six 20-year-old goaltenders on league rosters. Four — Kingston’s Matt Mahalak, Kitchener’s Tyson Teichmann, Niagara’s Chris Festarini and Ottawa’s Philippe Trudeau — are ranked among the top 15 OHL goalies right now.

As older players, they are expected to carry the load in net. The exception is in Peterborough, where 18-year-old Michael Giugovaz has played more minutes this season than overager Andrew D’Agostini. But overagers are no longer eligible to play for the world junior team and no NHL clubs are watching them closely for the upcoming draft. Some move on to the pros, but a majority of them end up in the Canadian university ranks.

They are a big help to junior teams. Good clubs win with them — three of the last five Memorial Cup champs had overagers in net — and bad ones can hide a lot of warts with a veteran holding the fort.

But while they’re playing, younger kids sit and wait. So should overagers be banned like Europeans?

Bill Dark, the Knights goalie coach, believes the opposite. He feels 20-year-old goalies should be exempt from the list of three overagers per team, which would strengthen rosters.

The kids need more time.

“The 16- and 17-year-old goalies should be playing in junior B and developing their skills,” he said. “That’s what will help them the most.”

Barring a few exceptional youngsters, of course, those Canadian kids could enter the major junior ranks in the 18-year-old range ready to compete for starting jobs.

And then the CHL wouldn’t have had to make a mountain out of a molehill like barring European goalies from the 2014 import draft.
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JUNIOR B HOCKEY

The London Nationals rookie defenceman won’t turn 17 for a couple of months but he’s showing the poise of a veteran 


By Steve Green, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, October 16, 2013 10:55:55 EDT PMThere are three 20-year-old defencemen playing for the London Nationals this season. Anthony Kotsovos isn’t one of them, although it would be easy to think otherwise.

He doesn’t turn 17 for another couple of months, yet the 13th-round pick of the Windsor Spitfires in the 2012 OHL draft is playing his first season of junior B with the poise of a veteran.

“Playing with older guys and faster guys definitely makes me more competitive,” he said before the Nationals’ 6-0 GOJHL Western Conference win over the St. Marys Lincolns Wednesday night at the Western Fair Sports Centre. “It’s really helped with my game. It’s easier to make plays when you’re playing with better players.

“And playing with older guys, I felt a big amount of pressure at first but it just means I’ve had to up my game, keep things simple and do my best every shift to try to get noticed, to get my name out there. I do what the coaches ask and I try to go out every shift and work my butt off for my minutes. And they’ll come, hopefully.””

He’s had to become a more complete player and so far he’s been able to contribute at both ends, getting his third goal of the season, and second on the power play, Wednesday night as the Nationals improved to 7-6 and dropped the Lincolns to 1-11.

“I’ve got no clue,” he said when asked why he’s almost matched his five goals from last season with the London Junior Knights AAA major midgets. “My shot’s really improved, but I’m just taking (the goals) as a bonus. As long as we win, that’s awesome.”

Nationals head coach Kelly Thomson said his team played a solid no-nonsense game, Kotsovos included.

“I thought he played very well tonight. We keep telling the guys that making one outstanding play a night isn’t going to guarantee you ice time, but making 10-12 really hard ones will,” Thomson said. “And we went about things the right way tonight. You’ve got to play each team as faceless opponents; it doesn’t matter if it’s a St. Catharines or a St. Marys, the goal is to play the same game night in and night out.”

Nationals assistant coach Matt Pepe, who’s in charge of the defence and was a pretty good blue-liner in his own right in the OHL, said Kotsovos “has all the tools” to play at the next level.

“He knows he’s got to be really hard to play against, not get beat one-on-one and to simplify his game,” Pepe said. “With the Junior Knights, he was used to having a lot more time on the puck, time that simply just isn’t there at this level.

“He does have a lot of poise and every game he’s getting better and better at hanging on to the puck less, realizing he doesn’t need to beat two guys out of our zone, that instead he can fire it off the glass and then join in the play.

“You see the best defencemen in the league using the glass; it’s not a bad play. We’d rather have that and start from there instead of something weak up the middle. In this league, mistakes are compounded and the puck ends up in the back of your net.”
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Mark Raycroft was 30 minutes from writing a first-year discrete math mid-term at Nipissing University when he had a call from North Bay Battalion assistant general manager Matt Rabideau.

It was a brief talk telling him he had been traded on Oct. 9 to the Belleville Bulls nine games into his second Ontario Hockey League season.

“It was a bit hard to write the mid-term,” Raycroft said laughing. “It was a bit hard to focus with that on my mind and my phone buzzing all day with people texting.”

Most university students celebrate finishing a mid-term with some type of relaxation, for the 18-year-old graduate of St. Mary’s High School it was straight to the rink to grab his equipment and then meeting his dad who was nearby for work before making the long drive back to Woodstock.

After a night at home, it was another couple of hours on the road to Windsor to join the Bulls for two road games – first against the Spitfires then the London Knights – and finally his first home game of the season Saturday.

Making life more difficult was that North Bay hadn’t played a home game in Raycroft’s nine games with the Battalion since their arena – Memorial Gardens – was being renovated after the season began following the team’s move from Brampton to up north.

It meant more hotel stays, little time to settle in and racking hundreds of kilometers on the team bus throughout Ontario.

“We were on the road every weekend, so that was a bit tiring,” he said of playing three away games in three straight weekends to kickoff the season.

“When I got (to Belleville) we were on the road again and one game at home and now we’re back on the road for the next couple of weekends, so I’m used to the whole bus and hotel life on the road,” he added.

With the Bulls not schedule for another home game until Oct. 30, Raycroft might set the record for an OHLer with most away games played in a season as he’ll play all but one of his first 17 on the road.

After making the move, he was unable to continue school at Nipissing, where he was taking biology and marketing in addition to math, and has thought about taking courses at Loyalist College online courses at a university.

At this point though, it’s just about getting the chance to sleep under the same roof for two nights straight.

The past week may have been hectic, but it’s started to wind down. After staying his first few nights in a hotel in Belleville, a billet was set-up for the self described “road warrior.”

“It’s been crazy. It hasn’t really sunk in yet,” he said of the past week. “I’ve been hauled around all of Ontario with a lot of traveling, but I’m excited for the future in Belleville. I enjoyed my time in North Bay. I really liked the team and I’ll miss them, but the guys in Belleville have been great so far.”

greg.colgan@sunmedia.ca
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Mark Raycroft was traded to the Belleville Bulls last week giving him more ice time to improve his game 


By Greg Colgan, Sentinel-Review 

 Wednesday, October 16, 2013 10:11:56 EDT PM
Whenever a player is traded, there are always pros and cons.

When Mark Raycroft was dealt from the North Bay Battalion to the Belleville Bulls Oct. 9 he was leaving a first-place team in the Battalion to the last place Bulls, but the deal also meant a bump into a top four defence role, more minutes and the chance to grow as a player.

“It’ll be a lot more minutes, so it’ll be good for me personally,” Raycroft said of being traded. “When you’re out there getting more opportunities in different situations you tend to grow as a player and I think that’ll be a big help to my game moving forward. It’s a great opportunity.”

The 18-year-old Woodstock native was initially taken back when he got the call from Battalion assistant general manager Matt Rabideau 30 minutes before a math mid-term at Nipissing University, but as can be the case in any sport he was the victim of a numbers game.

With the Battalion about to return two experienced defencemen from injury, Raycroft would’ve seen his minutes dropped.

“I could kind of see it coming. I knew it was good for me personally since North Bay has a lot of right handed defencemen,” he said. “So to get an opportunity to move to Belleville gives me the chance to show my skills on the ice.”

The St. Mary’s High School graduate is in his second year in the Ontario Hockey League and has two goals in 12 games this season between the two teams. He had seven assists in 57 games last year with the Battalion, then in Brampton.

He was ranked 147th among North American skaters last season when the mid-term rankings were released Jan. 2013 by the NHL Central Scouting Bureau.

He may have been overlooked in last years NHL Draft, but with a larger ice surface in Belleville – Yardmen Arena boasts an Olympic size rink – Raycroft said the big ice will only help his game, which will no doubt garner some extra attention from scouts.

“It’s definitely good to have the big ice. You’ve got more time and you have more room to skate with the puck,” Raycroft, whose quick skating is an on-ice strength, said. “I can showcase my skating ability as opposed to smaller rinks. It’s a different game on the bigger ice, but I feel it benefits my style of play.

“When I talked with the Bulls head coach and general manager George Burnett he said he liked the way I played and my style of play and that the big rink would let my skating shine,” Raycroft added.

Although the pros in the trade will further help Raycroft show what he can do on the ice, there’s always a bit of an adjustment when making the change in teams.

“It’s been crazy. It hasn’t really sunk in yet. I’ve been hauled around all of Ontario with a lot of traveling, but I’m excited for the future in Belleville,” he said. “I enjoyed my time in North Bay. I really liked the team and I’ll miss them, but the guys in Belleville have been great so far.”

greg.colgan@sunmedia.ca

Strong stick up front what London Knights team needs 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, October 15, 2013 9:49:42 EDT PM

Big Mike McCarron said a mouthful after Monday’s loss in Kitchener.

He believed the London Knights had more than enough quality chances to win but didn’t bury very well and couldn’t put the Rangers away.

The Knights scored twice in 60-plus minutes — a season low.

The terrible call to give Josh Anderson a five-minute major for boarding with three minutes left in the third sure didn’t help and a less-than-clutch penalty kill stung, too.

But nine games in, the offence should be GM Mark Hunter and head coach Dale Hunter’s greatest concern.

There are a bushel full of potential 20-30 goal scorers on this team. There isn’t that 40-50 goal trigger man (Max Domi might be, but he hasn’t shown it yet) that every opponent has to worry about every night.

The 2004-05 Knights had Corey Perry. The next year, they went to the OHL final with Rob Schremp and David Bolland.

The two London teams that went to the conference finals in 2006-07 and 2008-09 had Pat Kane and John Tavares.

The past two years, the Knights rolled out Seth Griffith.

The Boston property scored in his first American Hockey League game and Alex Broadhurst, a potential overaged, go-to guy up front, is currently leading the Rockford IceHogs in scoring with four points in four games.

If the Knights learned anything from their last two Memorial Cup failures, it’s that you can never have enough scoring.

They were eliminated in Shawinigan and Saskatoon chiefly because they only scored one goal in their most important game of the tournament.

Two years ago, the Cataractes got a pair in the final from 40-goal man Anton Zlobin. Last year, Portland’s ultra-sniper Ty Rattie sent the Knights packing in the semis.

The reigning Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads boasted top guns Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin.

If you have one 40-goal threat, it never hurts to have two.

Chris Tierney is trying to become that player. An old mate now in the Kitchener net was impressed at his breakaway goal to put the Knights up by one in the third.

“Tierney kind of freaked me out there,” Rangers goalie Tyson Teichmann said. “I’ve never seen him go five-hole like that before and I’ve done a lot of shootouts against him when I was in London. It was a good move.”

Anderson, before his pivotal penalty, lamented the chance to put the game away on his breakaway chance. Had he scored on his backhand chance, the Rangers would’ve been in too big a hole.

“When (Anderson) came down, I was trying to be as aggressive as I could,” Teichmann said. “I threw the poke (check) out and it worked.”

The Knights can afford to be patient. They are still in first place and waiting on help on the back end.

If contending Pittsburgh sends Olli Maatta back and struggling Buffalo frees Nikita Zadorov soon, that would be a huge boost.

But will it translate into another goal or two a game and help the forwards from gripping their sticks too tightly?

Probably not.

There are too many dead zones in this offence right now.

The two games they lost at Guelph and Kitchener, they failed to score more than one goal in any of the three periods.

They started slowly against Sarnia and Belleville before waking up in the second half. They only have 10 first-period goals in nine games this season (the 2004-05 champs had 20 through their first 10 games).

They have been shut out in five periods so far this season (the ‘04-05 team suffered that indignity just twice in their first 10 games).

Slow starts and suspect finishing keep lesser talented teams in games.

The Knights are a strong, veteran team with the potential to do great things this year.

But they probably will fall short again unless the Hunters add a much-feared and trustworthy stick up front.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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KITCHENER - Josh Anderson didn’t think he deserved a penalty for his late-game hit on Kitchener Rangers defenceman Jared Gilbert.

The refs, none of whom put their arms in the air after impact, sure did.

They huddled up and gave the London Knights forward a five-minute major for boarding. On the power-play, the Rangers scored the tying goal and overtime winner for a stunning 3-2 win before 7,211 Monday afternoon at the Kitchener Memorial Auditorium.

“I saw the guy stumble a little bit before I hit him,” Anderson said. “I thought it was shoulder in first. I thought it was a clean hit but it ended up being the call that cost us the game.”

The Knights’ five-game win streak evaporated. Despite a valiant effort, goalie Anthony Stolarz saw his personal six-game string go up in smoke.

Gilbert went down after the hit behind the Rangers net. He shook off some cobwebs and the Ranger expect him to be alright.

“I saw him stay down after,” Anderson said. “You don’t like seeing that happen but at the end of the day, hopefully, he’s OK and I wish it would’ve worked out better than it did.”

Unlikely Kitchener whistleblower Matia Marcantuoni went after Anderson and forced him to fight. There was no instigator call on that play.

But London forward Michael McCarron received an extra roughing minor for trying to avenge rookie d-man Santino Centorame, who was smeared in the Knights end by big Leafs pick Ben Thomson.

Thomson, basically a giant-sized Rupert twin, was a busy man. He was walloped in a first-period fight by Anderson after taking an unpenalized run at London centre Chris Tierney.

“I thought it was a bit of a charging,” Anderson said. “He went after Tierney.”

Thomson disagreed.

“I thought the Tierney one was a nothing play,” Thomson said. “I don’t know why he took exception to that. I was just trying to get the boys going a little bit. The jersey got over my head and I couldn’t see so I was kind of defenceless there and the refs took a little bit to get in.”

They might have taken their time there, but they sure made their presence felt in a one-goal game late.

Anderson didn’t think what he did to Gilbert was any different than what Thomson did to his teammates. “I thought it was very similar,” Anderson said. “But it was the call that cost us.”

The London coaching staff didn’t want to comment on it. Much more than that went wrong, anyway.

The Knights had enough quality scoring chances to put the game away early but let the Rangers hang around.

Anderson missed a breakaway and both Matt and Ryan Rupert hit posts. Max Domi hasn’t scored a goal since coming back from Phoenix. They let Tyson Teichmann, backup for the Knights’ 2011-12 OHL championship team, beat them.

“If I buried that (breakaway), it would’ve been a different game,” Anderson said. “It rolled on me when I went to the backhand. It happens.”

This rivalry, though, appears to be back in business.

London had beaten Kitchener eight of nine playoff games the past two seasons. It’s been a long time since Knights head coach Dale Hunter left the Aud ice shaking his head at the officiating.

“I can feel the hostility right away,” McCarron said. “They’re a feisty team and they were all over our D. But we need to win that game. I think we’re walking away out of here with more than 10 (quality) chances and we only scored two goals.

“We’re angry about the loss. There was a lot of emotion in that game.”

The victory meant something to Kitchener veterans like Evan McEneny, who scored the winner, and Thomson.

“Every time you play London, it’s special,” he said. “It stuck in a lot of guys’ heads and it was good to get the win. It was emotional and maybe a little bit of payback for last year’s playoffs.”

It meant something to the well-travelled Teichmann too.

“It’s nice to get a win against a former team — and I have tons of those,” the overager said. “Winning a championship with that team was incredible and I loved my time in London more than anything. London is kind of special to me because of all those things we went through.

“We obviously know they’re a high-calibre team but we don’t want anyone pushing us around and we proved that.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Matt Rupert filled the net.

Max Domi spent serious time in the sin bin.

Was this some sort of preconceived personality swap in the London Knights’ 6-1 demolition of the Belleville Bulls before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens?

“I think he wanted to wear my jersey and I wanted to wear his,” quipped Rupert, who scored twice in London’s fifth straight win. “I don’t know what happened. It’s one of those nights we wanted to be each other, I guess.”

It’ll wear off, of course.

Rupert guarantees it.

“He’ll probably get some goals and I’ll be back in the box again,” the 19-year-old from Grand Bend said. “So we’ll see.”

The Ruperts watched just-traded pal Remi Elie score the opening goal in his second Bulls game and first visit back to his old barn. Then the twins went to work.

First Ryan set up Matt on two identical goals, then Matt returned the favour and the Knights were on their way to a five-goal second period and blowout city.

“Sarnia and Belleville, they’re both defensive teams and we learned (in Thursday’s 4-1 win over the Sting) just get pucks to the net,” Matt said. “All the goals were generated from the back to the front of the net. We talked about that before the game and it happened.”

Working with NHL first rounders Bo Horvat and Michael McCarron, they produced a Rupert-fuelled natural hat trick.

They have scored in the same game many times before. They have four OHL hat tricks (three by Ryan) but this was the first time they combined for three goals in a game since Oct. 19, 2011 in a win at Mississauga.

Matt had two in that one too.

“I don’t know what happened,” Ryan said. “It’s just one of those games where you get all the bounces for once. I got my first one (in Sarnia) and it gave me some confidence. I’m not as hard on myself anymore.”

Everyone was pretty bewildered about Domi’s massive aggression. In his first game back from a four-game suspension, he nearly fought old friend Jordan Subban, then received a roughing double minor and 10-minute misconduct for going after Bulls defender Adam Bignell.

“He (Subban) is like my best buddy and we were just joking around,” Domi said with a grin. “He was pretty heated there and we just kind of grabbed each other and had some fun.

“Ever since we were little kids, we’ve been doing that.”

Subban chirped at Domi between the penalty box glass. He was willing to be the Knights star’s first OHL fight.

“He gets under my skin sometimes,” Subban said. “I thought he wanted to fight so I dropped my gloves. I guess he didn’t want to, so whatever. We’ll laugh about it, I’m sure.”

Elie wrote a nice fairy tale early with his goal, the only puck to beat Jake Patterson in his first win this season. The Dallas second -rounder, moved for overage defender Brady Austin, received a warm reception from the London crowd.

“They’re good fans here and it was nice of them (to cheer),” Elie said. “They just welcomed me back in the building. I got a lot more ice time (with last-place Belleville) and and I think it’s better for me.”

It’s also just three hours from his home so his family will be able to watch more games.

“I got my chance and won my OHL championship here,” he said. “I’ve got that with me. I know I’m always welcome here, so that’s good.”
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Big London Knights forward grits teeth and plays through injury 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, October 11, 2013 11:21:30 EDT PM

Michael McCarron is one of five NHL first-rounders on the London Knights.

He played his sixth game of the season Friday night against the Belleville Bulls at Budweiser Gardens.

That’s the most among those top picks.

Bo Horvat has appeared in five now. Max Domi, fresh from his four-game suspension, finally got more than one period under his belt.

Olli Maatta is still with Pittsburgh and Nikita Zadorov is skating again with Buffalo, working his way back from his busted-up finger.

There’s still no telling when — and if — all five will ever be on the ice together at the same time.

The Bulls tilt was the first time all three forwards were in the lineup, but in McCarron’s case, there’s still some work to do before they’re all at full strength.

The Montreal Canadiens prospect is currently gritting his teeth and playing hurt while recovering from a first degree separation of the AC (acromioclavicular) joint in his shoulder suffered in the same game at Guelph where Domi was ejected.

“I can’t really play my physical, hit-everybody-you-see style — I’m still tempted but I’m recovering,” the 18-year-old said. “There’s no structural damage so there’s nothing worse that can happen than just doing it again.”

He admitted it still hurts pretty bad when he bumps into opponents with his shoulder. He’s been trying to compensate by doling out punishment on the opposite side, shielding the pain.

“That’s why I haven’t really been able to play my kind of style for 60 minutes,” he said. “It’s starting to get better so I’m starting to use that shoulder a lot more. Right now, I’m just playing through it.”

This is the second week of October. No one would blink if the big guy sat out more than the one game he ended up missing.

But that’s not in his mind right now.

“I’m not really used to the OHL game yet,” he said. “I’m still transferring over to it and learning the things to do and what not to do. I thought I had it going pretty well, then I bumped my shoulder. I’m trying to get back to where I was.”

No one wants to miss a shift, not with all these forwards and the younger guys pushing. The Knights watched old mate Remi Elie, in his first game back in London since being traded to Belleville for overage defenceman Brady Austin, score the game’s first goal.

Ryan Rupert was whacked in the arm in Sarnia and he was back out to face the Bulls, sore wing and all.

“Every game’s a playoff game here and they treat every one that way,” McCarron said. “That’s the mentality. We hate to lose here and it’s way more fun when you’re winning.”

And even better when you’re contributing to the cause.

McCarron said he enjoys playing with the Rupert twins because they bring that familiar gritty style he favours. He is still trying to get his head around head coach Dale Hunter’s line shuffling.

“I’m still not used to it,” he said. “It’s definitely weird to me. Every other coach I’ve played for, they’ve wanted chemistry. Here, whoever’s playing (well here) is going to go out and I kind of like it. They don’t have favourites. Whoever’s playing, is going to play and it makes everybody want to play well every night.”

They usually get there at some point, but the Knights haven’t started well lately. Elie’s goal was the third time in four games London’s opponent struck first.

Every Memorial Cup host team has to shrug off the feeling they can relax because they know they will be playing in late May. McCarron said the Hunters inject old fashioned urgency.

“They treat you like a pro,” he said. “If you’re not doing something right, they’ll let you know. They’re here to make you a better hockey player. My conditioning still needs to get a little better and that’s what the coaches are for every day in practice.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
SARNIA  - Brady Austin was doing what he always does the moment he learned he would be heading to London to join the Knights. He was getting ready.

He is always looking to the next step, tying up loose ends or making sure no stones are left unturned. That, Belleville GM and head coach George Burnett says, is the overage defenceman’s calling card.

“I was at the rink in the morning getting prepared for the road trip,” the large 20-year-old rearguard said before making his Knights debut Thursday night in a 4-1 win over the struggling Sting. “We were going to be heading to Windsor and I got a call from George.

“It kind of went from there.”

With one conversation, he vaulted from last to first place.

Some veteran junior players luck their way into that kind of situation in their final year of eligibility.

You get the sense Austin feels like he has worked the past half decade, and more, for the opportunity now right in front of him.

He’s been a Knight for a day and he’s already using words like “we” and “us”.

“There are big expectations for us this year,” the 6-foot-4, 225-pounder said. “We’re hosting the Memorial Cup and I’m very excited to be coming here.”

Olli Maatta, the two-time OHL champion, helped create a winning culture in London. The 19-year-old Finn and former first overall import pick was a dedicated gym rat in the Knights dressing room, working out shortly after playing 25 to 30 minutes and building up his body for the rigours of the next big test.

If Maatta ever comes back from the Pittsburgh Penguins, he’ll have some competition in that regard.

Austin, a Buffalo seventh rounder, has that same kind of desire.

Burnett kept calling his approach “infectious.” It’s one every team loves to see in its veterans — even a team that already knows it will be at the big dance in May.

Austin was asked how and where he developed the blue-collar attitude that a skater has to work for everything he gets.

He pointed to a former Erie Otter who was in the NHL by age 18.

“When I was a young guy, I watched the older guys and someone I kind of picked up on was Ryan O’Reilly,” he said. “I just kind of tried to take after him and what he does off the ice. He was a professional.”

They never got to play on the same team together. Colorado decided to keep O’Reilly, who went toe-to-toe with London’s John Tavares in the 2009 playoffs, rather than have him play a third OHL season.

He went to the promised land while showing impressionable youngsters like Austin what it takes to get there.

The strapping defender did play two seasons with Erie’s top gun Greg McKegg and tough-as-nails defenceman Brett Cook, who ended up on London’s Memorial Cup team in Shawinigan two years ago. He ended up in Belleville on the same blue line as ex-Knight Jake Worrad and got within a game of reaching the OHL final last spring.

“In Erie, we were always the underdog (against London) and we usually lost,” he said. “London’s a powerhouse team. They always have been and I’m excited to be part of it. (Last spring) was my first time going through that sort of thing (a playoff run). It’s too bad we couldn’t have faced London in the finals but I’m used to the long playoff grind and ready for it again this year.”

He’s a contradiction of sorts.

He’s tailor-made for banging bodies on smaller surfaces but he found playing on the Olympic-size ice in Belleville easier.

He grew up, like the Ruperts in Grand Bend, in Bobcaygeon — a happening place in the summer and a ghost town in the winter.

“There’s a lot of driving involved playing minor hockey,” he said. “I played in Lindsay for the Central Ontario Wolves. We practised in small towns in the area. It could be 20-40 minutes, an hour, depending on the weather.”

Plenty of time to plan, prepare and be ready for a chance like this.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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SARNIA - The London Knights looked lifeless.

They needed an energy boost after slogging through a zombie-like first period against the last-place Sarnia Sting.

They received their high-voltage jolt from a guy who didn’t really know if he wanted to try out for the back-to-back league champs again this year.

Tait Seguin scored his first OHL goal midway through the second period. Then Ryan Rupert put London up 1:25 later and the Knights rolled to their fourth straight win, 4-1 before 3,324 Thursday night at the RBC Centre.

“Obviously, it looked like it was impossible to come here,” said Seguin, an 18-year-old North Bay native.

There were way too many forwards and not enough spots available on the top-ranked club. Time was running out on a sixth-round pick with U.S. college possibilities too.

“It was never in the front of my mind (to play for the Knights),” he said. “It was really a last-minute decision that brought me here. . . . My parents gave me advice but bottom line was it my choice and they wanted me to do what I felt was right and this is what I felt was right.

“I’m really glad I made that choice.”

Seguin was a healthy scratch in two of the first six games. But the trade of Remi Elie to Belleville Wednesday vaulted him up the depth chart.

“I came this year and I worked hard and showed (the Hunters) what I had and it was good enough to make the team,” the 5-foot-11, 186-pounder said. “It’s tough to get in the lineup and battle to stay in it so you have to show what you got and work as hard as you can to stay in.

“Now I’ve got to take advantage of it every day and never take it for granted.”

There’s little chance of that.

Seguin came into camp and laid it all on the line. He hit and fought and did everything the Hunters want to see in a hungry hockey player.

“With finishing hits comes fights sometimes and I’m willing to accept it,” he said. “My role is to finish hits and get some energy for the team and I was lucky enough to put one in, as well.

“I was smiling the rest of the game. It felt so great and it’s something I dreamed of, but never knew if it would happen.”

Seguin played two years ago for Knights director of scouting Lindsay Hofford at the Hill Academy in Vaughan. He spent last year at home in North Bay with the Trappers of the Northern Ontario Junior League.

The Trap won their league in a seven-game final and Seguin ended up facing up in the Dudley Hewitt Cup against Knights first-rounder and linemate Mitch Marner, who was with the St. Mike’s Buzzers.

“It was great to be at home after being away the previous three years,” he said.

But London, against all odds, kept calling him.

He watched the Knights at the Memorial Cup on TV and wanted his shot at it, too.

In Sarnia, he got things rolling.

It certainly inspired Rupert, who didn’t score his first goal last year until Dec. 7. This time, it only took seven games.

To further prove the young guns rule the roost right now, Christian Dvorak scored for the third straight game and Marner was a threat all night. Dvorak thought he had one earlier in the second, but it went to video review and was waved off.

“I saw it go in so I thought they were going to call it a goal and the net wasn’t off but I guess it wasn’t,” he said. “(Marner) was trying to convince the refs it was a goal and pushing me to celebrate but I didn’t want to do that and have it not be a goal.”

He made up for it on another fine individual effort. Other than Anthony Stolarz, those were in short supply until Seguin scored (with new Knights d-man Brady Austin drawing an assist).

“We had a slow start and as a fourth line, we’re trying to bring some energy and we got the team going,” Dvorak said, “and we got a few more goals after that, too. (Stolarz) has been great all year. The first period, he kept us in it and we didn’t play well at all and we decided to get moving in the second and third and got him a win.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Olli Maatta had two assists and earned second star in the Pittsburgh Penguins’ victory over Carolina on Tuesday night.

On Wednesday morning, the London Knights moved forward Remi Elie to Belleville for overage defenceman and Bulls alternate captain Brady Austin.

The timing of the trade doesn’t smell simply like a run-of-the-mill beefup of the blue-line. It smacks of the Memorial Cup hosts buying a security blanket in case a certain 19-year-old Finn makes the NHL for good.

“We just didn’t have enough D, period, so we brought in an older guy,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “You need more D so the younger guys don’t have to play so many minutes. They’re learning, they’re getting better, but it still takes time.”

Austin, a versatile 6-foot-4, 225-pounder from Peterborough, will make his Knights debut Thursday night in Sarnia. London GM Mark Hunter compared the five-year OHLer’s game to Tommy Hughes and former captain Scott Harrington — a reliable, big-bodied shutdown-type of defender.

“If we get Olli and (injured Sabres prospect Nikita) Zadorov back, you have (Alex) Basso, (Dakota) Mermis, Austin and (Miles) Liberati in the mix,” Hunter said. “That’s a good D corps there. Austin has size and skill and it’s something we need on our back end.”

The price tag for 20-year-old defenders, at least for the Knights this fall, has been staggering. London parted with 18-year-old Elie, a six-foot-one, 203-pound Dallas second-rounder, for Austin.

Hunter also surrendered the bounty received for trading Andreas Athanasiou to Barrie in order to land Basso last month.

“We have lots of forwards here and they (the Bulls) pursued Remi,” Mark Hunter said. “Why wouldn’t you like him? He’s a good forward, of course, but I do have lots of them.”

The Bulls, last place in the East Division, sought out a player of Elie’s potential after learning they wouldn’t get veteran scorer Alan Quine back from the New York Islanders.

We love Remi,” Dale Hunter added, “but to get someone good, you’ve got to give up something good . . . We lose Remi because he’s younger and we get (262 OHL games of experience in Austin) on our back end.”

Austin and Elie will face their old teams in a hurry. The Knights and Bulls meet Friday at Budweiser Gardens.

Elie, a native of Green Valley in eastern Ontario, was part of the Knights’ fourth line with Kyle Platzer and Paxton Leroux at the start of last year’s playoffs. Their performance in Saginaw triggered an opening-round sweep of the Spirit and Elie finished with four goals and eight points in 21 postseason games.

Austin, who started his OHL career in Erie, but has been a Bulls alternate captain the past two seasons, impressed George Burnett, Belleville GM and coach, and his teammates.

“He’s very determined to be a pro,” Burnett said. “He’s very thorough in his preparation and it’s very unique for a junior hockey player. He’s in fabulous condition as far as fitness goes, he’s a big body, big-minute guy and he’ll make a significant contribution.”

As sorry as Burnett was to see Austin go, he was excited about Elie’s acquisition.

“We felt we had to add a big, power winger and Remi’s in a situation where he’s caught in some pretty strong depth up front in London,” Burnett said.

Austin will shoulder massive responsibility, too, even bigger yet if Maatta stays put in the Steel City.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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--- --- ---

PAYING THE PRICE

(London Knights GM Mark Hunter has forked over major assets to add overage defencemen Brady Austin and Alex Basso this fall. Here’s a look at how those two moves compare to three other deals for 20-year-old d-men).

Oct. 9: Knights get Brady Austin from Belleville for 18-year-old F Remi Elie (Dallas 2nd round NHL pick).

Oct. 4: Guelph gets Steven Trojanovic from Peterborough for Petes 3rd round pick (2015).

Oct. 1: Windsor gets Eric Diodati from Mississauga for Spitfires’ 6th round pick (2016).

Sept. 19: Knights get Alex Basso from Sarnia for Barrie’s 3rd round pick (2014), Kingston’s 3rd round (2014), Barrie’s 2nd round (2015).

Sept. 3: Saginaw gets Justin Sefton from London for North Bay’s 3rd round (2014) and Saginaw’s 6th round (2014).

Alex Basso said he didn’t turn his back on Sarnia when he stayed home to await a trade from the Sting last month.

“Maybe the fans think I didn’t want to play there because there was the week I didn’t report,” the now-London Knights’ 20-year-old defenceman said, “but that really wasn’t the case. Sarnia wanted to trade me and I wanted to move on so it was a mutual feeling.

“There wasn’t any animosity or feelings where I didn’t like the team or the situation there.”

Basso had two productive offensive seasons with the Sting after arriving in a trade with Belleville. He isn’t bracing himself for boo-birds when he returns with the Memorial Cup hosts Thursday, 7:05 p.m. at the RBC Centre.

“It was better for both (sides) to move on and hopefully, the Sarnia fans don’t feel too bad about that,” he said. “I didn’t want to disrespect them or anything. It’s just the way it went, I guess. They treated me so well the last two years and it’ll be good to go back and see my teammates and the fans.”

The Sting received three high draft picks from the Knights for his services.

London struggled to beat Sarnia last season with the veteran d-man on board. The Knights watched their 24-game win streak come to an end against the Sting on New Year’s Day at Budweiser Gardens.

Basso has a pretty good idea why that happened.

“(Under former coach Jacques Beaulieu), we played the same systems as London,” he said. “We played the exact same way and knew what to expect. I think that’s why Sarnia-London was always so tight, why it went to overtime or whatever. Usually, first place vs. seventh place, you don’t do too well, but when you know what they’re doing, you get an even result, I guess.”

Now that the Knights have Basso, he can help crack the code to shutting down Sarnia scorer Nikolai Goldobin. London struggled to contain the young Russian last year.

“I know his tricks,” Basso said with a grin. “I know what he doesn’t like, too.”

London head coach Dale Hunter said he won’t find it strange to coach against the Sting without good friend Beaulieu behind the bench. Head coach Trevor Letowski and new assistant Andy Delmore played for Knights GM Mark Hunter 20 years ago with the Sting.

“When we had the NHL lockout (in 1994-95), I went out and skated with them when they were on the Sting,” Dale Hunter said. “They’re all good guys and they know the game.”

Sarnia has, predictably, struggled out of the gate but Basso is keeping tabs on his old mates.

Ex-Knights star scorer Seth Griffith had a simple solution for those stretches where he couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn.

More shooting practice.

Kyle Platzer, snake-bit in last weekend’s wins over Windsor and Guelph, brings one more element to the goal-scoring mix.

Perspective.

“I don’t think a guy can score every game,” the 18-year-old forward said. “I had five goals last year. I have four already. I think the strides for improvement are pretty great right now. We’ve played six games and I haven’t scored (points) in two of them.

“I’m not too worried about it and I’m going to keep playing the way I am.”

Platzer scored four goals in his first three games. Then, he went the next three — all wins — with a single assist.

Everyone noticed when Bruins property Griffith, who had 88 goals the past two seasons in London, went a week or two without scoring. It’s a sign of how far Platzer has glided up the team’s depth chart that people are checking to see what he did on a nightly basis, too.

“It’s a goal (to be a point-a-game player),” the Oilers fourth-rounder said, “but I’m not going to be frustrated if it doesn’t happen. When the chances aren’t there and I haven’t been working as hard, that’s when I should be worried. I didn’t get bounces in the last two games and that’s something I can live with.”

These Memorial Cup host Knights look like they’ll be a score-by-committee crew. Everyone’s been chipping in so far.

But every team would like to have those one or two forwards coaches can turn to in the clutch and there’s room for that on the Knights.

Max Domi is going to be out there in the final minutes but he’s a bit more passer than scorer. With all of Bo Horvat’s responsibilities, it’s going to be awful tough to heap that scoring burden on him, too.

Griffith was the team’s closest thing to a pure 50-goal threat since John Tavares, who led the league in 2008-09 but lost his magic in the all-overtime Western Conference final against Windsor.

Platzer can ease a lot of the pressure with a big season.

“The fact the chances are coming and I’m just not bearing down and burying them, it’s a good sign,” he said. “It didn’t go my way that game (against Windsor, when he had a half-dozen glorious opportunities), but it will this week.”

That’s the mindset every top-notch scorer must adopt. If they sag after a few hit posts, open-net misses or big saves, they will never hit the numbers they wish to achieve.

“I try not to worry about it,” Platzer said. “It’s frustrating when they don’t go in, I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t, but it’s just about getting them and bearing down. We lost that one game to Guelph, but we have nothing to worry about.”

There is obviously a link to Horvat’s return and the Knights’ ability to reel off three straight wins. They have trumped the first few weeks of last year’s OHL champion squad, who struggled to score consistently and dropped two early home games to Guelph and Kitchener.

“We’re not going to win every game, but we’re off to another good start,” Platzer, a Waterloo native, said. “Now that we’re getting guys back from NHL camp and Max (Domi) coming off suspension (Friday against Belleville), it’ll definitely be huge for our team and get some chemistry going, then get on with the rest of the year.”

Platzer expects the Knights to have the kind of offensive explosiveness they did when Griffith was here, plus the same third period magic the NHL team he watches most closely — Edmonton — dropped on New Jersey Monday night.

“I get updates on my phone and I said, ‘Omigod, they’re down 3-0 already (in the second),’ ” Platzer said, “and then I wake up to a 5-4 (Oilers) shootout win, I was like, ‘Holy lord.’ ”

It’s a reaction he knows well — and hopes to spark with more frequency — this year at Budweiser Gardens.

Last Friday, Mitch Marner had the puck on a rush into the Saginaw zone and immediately noticed 6-foot-3, 226-pound former Knights defenceman Justin Sefton coming towards him.

“I knew he was going to slide at me so I knew I had to get rid of it quick,” London’s 16-year-old rookie forward said.

Sefton hit the deck, hoping to force a green player into making a bad decision or, better yet, deflect the puck out of harm’s way.

Instead, Marner slipped the puck under the d-man’s belly to set up a Kyle Platzer goal and proved the OHL game has not overwhelmed his bountiful offensive skill and intelligence.

“I saw the hole,” the 5-foot-10, 164-pounder from Thornhill said. “I know when a defenceman slides, the stomach is a little open and I was able to get it quick enough over there. I wanted to get it to Platzer as quick as possible and knew he’d get it going if it got there.”

Marner was shut out in Owen Sound on Wednesday, the first of his four OHL games in which he didn’t record at least one point.

But he still has five assists, second in the Hunter-run Knights era only to Max Domi’s six points in his first four games as a true freshman player two years ago.

This is a stunning achievement for a player forced to stand up to one of the biggest challenges in major junior hockey this year.

Marner was the last pick, 19th overall, in the first round of the OHL draft last spring. He joined a team that has three full lines of NHL-drafted forwards and is still waiting to see if Alex Broadhurst will come back from Chicago’s farm team in Rockford.

The Knights are the Memorial Cup hosts this year and could be excused if they couldn’t find suitable ice time for a budding star, but they are, so far, giving him the chance to shine.

“It makes me feel really good that they trust me playing with great players and putting me on the power play and trusting me in different situations,” Marner said. “It’s boosting me up to play with these players and the coaching staff has been helping me out a lot with this.”

He can go across the dressing room and thank Domi and Horvat, contributors at age 16 to a Memorial Cup run to Shawinigan under GM Mark Hunter, for blazing a trail for him to follow.

Domi scored three goals in his first OHL game and was given the chance to play with veteran offensive talent right away. Horvat, who had three goals in his first four games in the league, was brought along with a little more caution but carved out a significant checking line on a highly effective kid line with Josh Anderson and Chris Tierney in 2011-12.

The Knights aren’t an organization you would say treats advanced statistics as some sort of religion the way others do in sports now, thanks in large part to the Oakland A’s and their Moneyball phenomenon.

But at one point in the last year-and-a-half, the team recognized Horvat wasn’t playing as much as he should’ve been.

The team values the points-per-minutes equation and the Rodney native had been producing more than the time on the ice he was being given. Knights assistant GM Rob Simpson said the coaching staff has a five-page report to submit after every game to the Hunters.

Head coach Dale Hunter is credited with having a knack for knowing who should be on the ice at what time. The numbers backed up increasing Horvat’s responsibility.

All the centre did was become the OHL’s playoff MVP, score the biggest goal in Knights history and be the first of his teammates drafted last summer — by the Vancouver Canucks, who traded goalie Cory Schneider to New Jersey for that right.

Marner may be that kind of rare rookie who can contribute all season. He is certainly turning himself into a player too important to trade. The points, his chemistry with players like Platzer and his play away from the puck will determine his ultimate role this season.

“It’s great knowing teammates have enjoyed playing with me,” he said. “They’ve been fantastic, getting open so I can make some passes. It’s not all me. They’re communicating and telling me where they are and I’ve been fortunate to get some through.”
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The OHL’s best teams are often among the more penalized ones.

Chris Tierney, eyeing a Max Domi-less rematch with the Guelph Storm Saturday at Budweiser Gardens, doesn’t think the London Knights can operate at peak efficiency with a parade to the sin bin.

“I still think we’ve got to stay out of the box,” the veteran Knights centre said. “We’re a four-line team that likes to roll them when things are going well and that’s what we’d like to do. When we’re always killing penalties, guys aren’t getting the five-on-five time or missing a few shifts where they could be creating chances and it does interrupt the flow a bit.”

Tierney felt undisciplined penalties were a major factor in London’s loss to Guelph last Sunday. The Knights actually had one more power play (eight), but the Storm enjoyed a five-minute man advantage thanks to Domi’s head check on Brock McGinn, earning a four-game suspension.

In Owen Sound, The Knights killed nine of 10 penalties.

“It’s guys being a little careless with their sticks, maybe, or getting a little too high in their hits,” Tierney, the San Jose second rounder, said, “but guys are starting to realize they’re taking a few many penalties and we’re going to start cutting back.

“We’ve got to make sure we’re careful out there.”

Guelph, which added overage defenceman Steven Trojanovic from Peterborough on Friday, broke open a close game against London in the third with strong special teams play. The Knights felt like they made a lot of corrections in the win over the Attack, blocking shots and keeping dangerous scorers like Gemel Smith at bay.

“When we lose a game, you’re looking at the game a bit more into detail and what you did wrong,” London’s overage defenceman Alex Basso said, “and we didn’t get in front of enough shots in Guelph. We didn’t play as well defensively and we came back in Owen Sound and played a pretty good game and were good on the penalty kill, as well. When you lose, you’re quick to forget about it but you get on those details that you missed.”

Domi’s quick exit gave the Storm a boost of confidence in helping end a six-game home losing streak against London. The Knights scored first but didn’t build on that edge the way they did in Owen Sound.

“We got a way better first period under our belts (Wednesday),” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “The last couple of games, we weren’t very good in the first. If you’re not giving it to them, they get momentum and then it’s harder to get back in the game.

“This time, we carried it into the second and third.”

This is the Knights’ first chance at redemption. They meet the Storm five more times this season.

The best way to set the tone against them, Tierney believes, is by staying on the ice.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Revel a valued scoring option for Blades

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix November 7, 2013  

Revel a valued scoring option for Blades

Saskatoon Blades centre Matt Revel has eight points in his last five games.
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Saskatoon Blades head coach Dave Struch has been searching for offence from other sources than just the first line.

He may have found his solution in Matt Revel.

The 17-year-old centre is one of the hottest Blades with five goals and eight points in his last five WHL games.

"Right now I have a lot of confidence," Revel said in advance of Thursday's road clash between the Blades (7-10-0-2) and Brandon Wheat Kings (9-9-0-0).

"He's been talking about that secondary scoring. He's talked to me about it and said he needs me to step up my game. That's what I've done these last two games."

Revel's recent scoring spree coincides with a change in linemates.

Struch moved overage winger Collin Valcourt down to play with Revel and Brett Stovin for last Friday's contest.

Valcourt had been a mainstay on the top trio alongside Nathan Burns and Nikita Scherbak. The line had accounted for nearly half of the Blades' offensive output - 28 of 60 goals.

The switch yielded immediate results.

Revel has four goals and an assist in the last two games, including a natural hat trick in a 7-6 loss to Swift Current last Saturday.

"Moving Valcourt back just brings that little bit of change," Struch said. "It gives (Revel) a little more protection out there as far as physicality and loose pucks. We saw the success he's had with it.

"When Matt gets the puck, he's very gifted with it. He just needs the extra time. With Valcourt out there, it gives him that extra time."

Struch counts Revel's creativity and vision as his best attributes.

But, listed a five-foot-11 and 177 pounds, Revel's strength needs to improve.

Revel was a listed player that made the jump to the WHL last season from the British Columbia Hockey League just days before the 2012-13 campaign began.

He scored six times and added 11 assists in 61 games for the Blades.

He went from a rookie on a veteran-laden Memorial Cup-hosting team to what Struch considers a veteran on a youthful squad.

With that shift comes increased expectation, especially offensively.

Revel now has six goals and 17 points in 18 games.

"With Matt we've had to spend a lot of time with him," Struch said. "We've made it very clear what we expect from him.

"He's going to play against the other teams' top two lines so he's got to be prepared to play every night. We see now that he's had some success.

He's set the bar a little higher for himself. Now he has to consistently get there every night."

Revel is also eligible for the 2014 NHL draft.

Teammate Nelson Nogier was listed as a B-level North American-based skater in the NHL Central Scouting's preliminary rankings.

Revel wasn't listed.

"I think for sure I can prove people wrong, but at the same time it's just a minor thing," the Abbotsford, B.C., native said.

"It's in the back of your mind for sure, but you have to try not to think about it much. Every kid wants to get drafted. But in the end, it's not really a big deal."

Instead, he's more concerned with providing a little more offence as the Blades look to halt a fourgame losing streak.

"Obviously I won't stay as hot as I've been," Revel said. "But I'm looking to ride it as long as I can."

BLADE BITS: D Ayrton Nikkel practised with his teammates for the first time Wednesday since suffering an upper-body injury in a fight with Red Deer's Evan Polei on Oct. 25. Nikkel, who wore a yellow non-contact jersey, is expected to be out of the lineup for at least another week.

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Age just a number for mature rookie Sissons

   November 8, 2013
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by Alyssa Dombrowski || for NHL.com 

The long-standing adage that “age is just a number” has a special meaning when it comes to Colton Sissons of the Milwaukee Admirals, who earlier this week turned 20 amidst his rookie season in the American Hockey League. 

The 6-foot-1 center has tallied four goals and two assists in the first eight games of his professional career and is tied for second in scoring for the Nashville Predators’ top affiliate. 

Sissons’ immediate on-ice productivity is a direct reflection of a mentality that extends far beyond his years, according to Admirals head coach Dean Evason. 

“What’s really impressed us and the Nashville Predators organization is how he conducts himself at such an early age on and off the ice,” said Evason. “He is very mature. It’s as if he’s been a 10-year pro in how he goes about his business, how he prepares for games and how he is with his teammates off the ice. 

“On the ice, he plays a real calm, mature, veteran-like game, and that allows him to play in every situation – he’s on our penalty kill, he takes key faceoffs, he’s a key part of our power play and obviously he plays a ton of minutes five-on-five.” 

Sissons, who spent the past three seasons with the Kelowna Rockets of the Western Hockey League and served as the team’s captain the last two, credits his previous leadership role for his smooth shift to the professional leagues. 

“I think it makes the transition a whole lot easier if you can come in with more maturity than your typical 19-year-old,” said Sissons, a second-round draft pick (50th overall) by the Predators in 2012. “I learned that a little bit being captain back in Kelowna, and I grew up pretty fast there. That’s something that’s carried on with me and has helped me a lot for sure.” 

Another thing that has helped Sissons adjust is the combined experience of Evason – who has amassed more than two decades of playing and coaching experience at the NHL level – as well as his Admirals teammates. 

“I have a lot of respect for [Evason],” said Sissons. “He has a lot of experience, he’s a great coach and he really treats us like men. 

“I’m just all ears right now to the older group leaders in our locker room and to our coaches. I’m just trying to soak in everything I can.” 

Evason, who spent seven seasons as an assistant coach with the Washington Capitals before coming to Milwaukee in 2012, recognizes the importance of guiding rookies such as Sissons through their new role as a professional athlete. 

“When we sit down and have our one-on-one meetings at the beginning of the year, one of the biggest messages [we give rookies] is to become a pro as quickly as you can,” said Evason. “When you have that maturity level both on and off the ice, we believe it gives you an opportunity to have your game develop in a more timely manner.” 

Sissons’ development is well ahead of schedule, according to his coach. 

“For a guy like Colton who already has that within him, I think our teaching is more simple little things … being a little heavier on pucks and on his stick and making good decisions,” said Evason. 

When it comes to training the native of North Vancouver, B.C., Evason and his coaching staff have a plethora of established skill to build on. 

“I think his offense comes from his all-around game,” said Evason. “He doesn’t cheat – he doesn’t just think offensively and blow the defensive zone and that type of stuff. His goals come from being in the right position defensively and then translating that into offensive opportunities.” 

Sissons’ initial success as an individual has gone hand in hand with that of his team so far this year. A month into the 2013-14 season, the Admirals (6-0-2-0) remain the only team in the AHL without a regulation loss – an accomplishment that Sissons takes pride in, but knows can be fleeting in the game of hockey. 

“Obviously it’s nice to have no losses in regulation yet, but they’ll come,” said Sissons. “As we all know, it’s part of the game and we’re just trying to ride out the good start as long as we can. 

“I think everyone just bought into what our coaches were preaching to us early on,” he continued. “We’re a pretty simple, hard-working team and that’s how we’ve been beating teams so far. It’s nothing fancy, just a lot of hard work and playing our systems how we want to.” 

The early hot streak of the Admirals, who travel to the Austin suburb of Cedar Park to take on the Texas Stars in back-to-back matchups this weekend, has proven to be opportune for Sissons and his fellow rookies. 

“It’s definitely allowed me to have a lot of opportunity,” said Sissons. “We’ve been in a lot of tight games and my coaches have put me in for a lot of important situations. 

“I think when we’re winning, they’re a little bit more inclined to throw the younger guys out there and see what they can do. Fortunately I’ve been able to perform pretty well so far.” 

Evason is impressed by the on-ice prominence he has seen from the rookies on his roster. 

“You put people like Colton Sissons into our lineup, and there hasn’t been a transition period [for him] to learn how to play the game [at the pro level],” said Evason. “We’ve got several people in our lineup like that – Simon Moser, Joonas Rask, Miikka Salomaki – all first-year guys that are able to come in and play vital roles for us.” 

Since leaving the WHL, Sissons’ realization of the ensuing changes in the game has helped him become acclimated to his new role at the professional level. 

“It’s definitely been a transition,” said Sissons. “Everything happens at a lot faster pace [than in juniors] – that’s been the biggest difference for me. 

“I’ve just had to really keep my mind sharp and make plays as quickly as I possibly can, because guys are closing in on you a whole lot faster.” 

The competition isn’t the only group to evolve skill-wise since his graduation from juniors. Sissons is centering some of the Admirals’ best offensive threats, a position which Evason says attests to his advanced capabilities on the ice. 

“Colton is playing with Taylor Beck, who was in Nashville for a big part of the year last season,” said Evason. “He’s playing alongside Simon Moser, who’s been a pro in Switzerland for a few years. 

“We don’t have ‘one,’ ‘two,’ ‘three’ or ‘four’ lines – we play all four. Without putting a title [on his role], he’s certainly been a huge part of our forward position there for sure.” 

Evason didn’t hesitate in his response when asked if he foresees Sissons’ skills in the American League translating into a successful NHL career. 

“There’s no question,” said Evason. “We think he’s got a great upside and he’s a great prospect. 

“He’s a big part of our team here, but we don’t think he’s going to be here [in Milwaukee] for an extended period of time. His development already has just been in leaps, and we anticipate that it will continue until he gets his opportunity to show what he can do at the NHL level.” 

Sissons’ ultimate professional goal for himself echoes that of his coaching staff in Milwaukee. 

“Obviously my goal is to play for the Nashville Predators and get my foot in the NHL door, if you will,” said Sissons. “I hope that I can get called up and get a taste of the NHL hopefully sooner [rather than] later. 

“That’s about the only goal I have for myself. I’m keeping it pretty simple and just trying to enjoy my first couple months of pro here, and continue the start that we’ve had.” 

Showing the signs of a true professional, Sissons hasn’t let the excitement of turning pro distract him from the task at hand. 

“I focus on my own performance and doing my job for my teammates – just keep it as simple as that and the rest takes care of itself.”
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The century-old layout of Northeastern’s Matthews Arena leaves the upper bowl of fans nearly on top of the ice, and that was never more noticeable as Boston College senior forward Bill Arnold skated off to the penalty box with less than 13 minutes left in the third period of Saturday night’s men’s hockey game against the Huskies. With their team leading 3-1 and about to go on the man-advantage, Northeastern’s student section serenated Arnold with chants of “Get off the ice,” and were clearly confident in their team’s chances of salvaging a split in its weekend series with the Eagles.

Twenty-five seconds into the Huskies’ power play, it would be BC’s bench that would be heard in the old, wooden rafters of Matthew’s, as senior captain Patrick Brown’s short-handed goal silenced the Huskies fans and started an Eagle comeback that would lead to a 4-3 overtime victory. BC comes out of the weekend with four points to start its Hockey East slate.

“Two pretty hard fought hockey games,” said BC head coach Jerry York. “Looking at down 3-1 in front of a raucous crowd, I feel really good about our response to that, in our sixth period of the weekend.”

In the first period, the Eagles controlled the play, but failed to capitalize on all but one of the chances that Husky breakdowns were giving them. One of these instances left forward Kevin Hayes open in the slot, but he was  unable to finish. The Huskies then went the other way with a 3-on-2 of their own, and junior forward Adam Reid found fellow junior Torin Snydeman in front of the net, and Snyderman tipped the fluttering puck past Eagles’ goalie Brian Billett.

Hayes, who finished with a game-high six shots on net, capitalized later in the period, turning a neutral ice feed from defenseman Isaac MacLeod into a 2-on-1 with linemate Ryan Fitzgerald. Hayes fired a cross-ice pass just past the faceoff dot to Fitzgerald, who buried the shot from the bottom of the right circle to tie the score. It was Fitzgerald’s third goal and Hayes’ sixth assist of the year, extending point streaks for both.

BC outshot Northeastern in the second, but the Huskies had nearly all the quality chances. It was in this period that Brian Billett both saved the game for BC and likely caused future headaches for York and his staff as they decide who will be the Eagles primary goalie.

The best of these chances came with just under 12 minutes left in the period. About a minute into a man-advantage for the Eagles, the puck bounced off Northeastern goalie Clay Witt and sent Reid on an almost full ice-length breakaway. At the other end of the ice, Reid fired a close-range wrist-shot at Billett that the goalie deflected into the corner.

“It was like a 99 yard touchdown,” York said. “You never see that. He was probably tired.”

A turnover by Eagles’ defenseman Danny Linell in the BC zone at the start of the third period put the puck right on Husky star forward Kevin Roy’s stick. Bottled up most of the night by BC’s deep defense corps, the four-on-four setting gave Roy the space he was looking for all game and he found freshman Mike Szmatula in front of the net. 

All alone, Szmatula deked Billett and put his team up 2-1. 

Less than four minutes later, two BC sticks deflected Husky defenseman Colton Saucerman’s wrist shot from the point, and the puck found its way past Billett. A minute and three seconds later, Arnold was called for holding.

“It’s 3-1, we’re on the power play, and even if (we) don’t score, we’re trying to create some momentum,” said Northeastern head coach Jim Madigan. “But, in fact, we gave it to them.”

While killing Arnold’s penalty, defenseman Mike Matheson found himself alone with the puck just inside the left side of the Northeastern blue line. Instead of unloading his unholy slapshot, he skated a few more strides with the puck, and with everyone in the arena, including Husky defensemen, expecting him to fire on Witt, he found Brown just inside the right faceoff dot with a laser of a pass, and Brown did not waste time in reducing the deficit to one.

“We kill pretty aggressive, but being down 3-1, we especially wanted to push up ice,” Brown said.

Still down 3-2 with just under eight minutes left, Arnold flipped the puck in the air down the ice in the hope his linemate Johnny Gaudreau would retrieve it. Gaudreau beat the defenseman to the puck at the right half wall and accelerated toward the end boards.

With his defender on his inside hip, Gaudreau skated past the end line like he was going to attempt a wrap-around shot. Witt thought that was Gaudreau’s plan, too, and began shifting to the other side of his net. 

Gaudreau, sensing Witt’s motion and spotting just enough space for one puck to fit in between the post and Witt’s skate, backhanded a shot from a decidedly acute angle behind the end line off of Witt’s left foot and into the net with 7:09 left in the third, good for his sixth goal of the year. 

Brown was asked how many other players could’ve converted that move.

“Not too many,” He said. “[Gaudreau] sees the ice better than anyone I’ve ever played with.”

In overtime, the first and last quality chance for either side came when Brown, at the right faceoff dot in Northeastern’s zone, fired a harmless shot off of Witt’s left leg pad that found an inexplicably wide-open Adam Gilmour at the left hashmark. Gilmour beat a sprawling Witt one minute and a half minutes into the extra period to give BC the extra point.

“We just didn’t get to the post quick enough,” Madigan said. “And when you give a team like BC an opportunity like that they’re [going to] take advantage.”
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Nobody ever said it was easy to be a freshman in college—let alone the youngest player in college hockey.

There is an immense amount of pressure each night for the members of the Boston College men’s hockey team on the rink, and in goalie Thatcher Demko’s third game in maroon and gold, he handled that pressure quite well.

“I think the goaltender made some really, really good saves,” said BC head coach Jerry York, “Some of them were really difficult saves, so I thought the goaltender was a big part of holding Northeastern down.”

While Demko conceded scores twice and made 20 stops, nine fewer than his opponent, Clay Witt, the freshman did an outstanding job in staying composed despite coming under fire from the visitors.

Demko made a few stops early in what started out as a physical matchup. There were multiple dustups between Huskies and Eagles in the opening period, as each team allowed the other limited space.

“They were a very physical team as well,” said senior forward Kevin Hayes, “We kind of just played our own game.”

After several minutes, the initial rush of adrenaline that comes with a Friday night matchup wore off.

Demko came up huge with 11 minutes to play in the first period, as the puck trickled just outside the crease to Torin Snydeman. The junior right winger had the goal at his mercy, because Demko left the right side of the net unattended. But the youngster got his 6-foot-3 frame back across goal in time to make a highlight reel save, belly-flopping to his left to thwart Snydeman’s effort.

But it was not all glitter for the newcomer, who was beaten stick-side by Ryan Belonger moments later.

Demko was put under fire by Northeastern once again, making two saves early in the second period.

Midway through the game, the 17-year-old nearly shot himself and his team in the foot. In what could be deemed a lack of experience or a mental lapse, the goalie came out to the left of his goal looking to slide the puck behind his net for a routine Eagle reset. But instead of dropping the puck behind the cage, it bounced off the back of the net to a Northeastern player, who centered it to a teammate. Luckily for BC, Demko was able to recover to keep the Eagles level.

Ryan Fitzgerald doubled the BC advantage straight out of the starting blocks in the second period, giving Demko some breathing room, which he quickly conceded less than three minutes later, when Mike Szmatula’s screen successfully poked in a Colto Saucerman shot.

A glove save from a Braden Pimm shot before the end of the second period secured the host’s new found lead, after Johnny Gaudreau beat Witt at the other end.

Blocker saves from Demko with both six and 12 minutes played in the third helped BC cling to its one goal lead. The rookie’s stick-side was pelted all night long and another stop was required of him moments later.

Demko received plenty of help from his teammates on the night to keep the amount of shots he had to face as low as possible. The most notable assistance came through the efforts of senior forward Bill Arnold, who took a pair of Northeastern shots to his body in the game’s closing minutes.

The senior class has been very happy with the development of the freshmen, according to Hayes.

“The freshmen are doing unbelievable,” Hayes said, “Coming into the season, everyone thought we might have a slow start because of how young we’re going to be.”

With Demko earning praise from his head coach and teammates, it seems like he would be a favorite for a full-time role, though York said he will continue to switch between Demko and junior Brian Billett.

“We’re fortunate this year that Brian and Thatcher are both playing well for us, so I love it when we can have two goaltenders that can play like this,” York said, “We’re going to rotate them for awhile and if there becomes a separation, then surely one will takeover.”

But York has not had a goaltending dilemma on his hands since the 2004-05 season, during which Cory Schneider split time with Matti Kaltiainen.

“We’ve been fortunate with Muse, Milner, and Schneider, and Clemmensen,” York said, “They really played 95 percent of our games, but this year is unique and we have two good goaltenders. I’m not blind, I see them. We’ve got two good goalies, so they’ll play.”
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It was Austin Cangelosi that scored, but as he surpassed the milestone of his first collegiate goal, another Eagle also had ample reason to celebrate. Johnny Gaudreau was in on the score as he had fed a pass to Kevin Hayes from the corner, who set up Cangelosi with a one-on-one opportunity against Wisconsin’s Landon Peterson and BC’s first goal of the night.

An assist from Gaudreau is not normally cause for a big celebration. In fact, it happens a lot. This assist, though, and the entire goal, signified much more than a 1-0 lead over the Badgers. It displayed the exact balance that BC is hoping to meet this season—outstanding performances from its new, young players and consistent, guiding contributions from its veterans.

With 99 points entering Friday night, it was likely that Gaudreau, a junior, would join the ranks of 73 other Eagles with 100 career points at BC. On Cangelosi’s goal, that milestone was met.

“There’s a great legacy here,” Gaudreau said. “Just trying to follow in the footsteps of those great players that were previously here.”

Later in the period, he scored on another one-on-one with Peterson, waiting patiently and unnerving the Badgers’ goaltender so that he was able to slip in the puck right past his left foot. Another assist in the second period brought his total to 102. After three games, Gaudreau is one of just four NCAA players with seven points.

It was the 82nd goal that Gaudreau had played for BC, tallying his 44th goal and 58th assist, but he doesn’t take full credit for all of that offense.

“I mean, my freshman and sophomore year I got to play with Steve Whitney and Pat Mullane, and I wouldn’t be here with my 100th point without playing with those two guys my first two seasons here,” he said. “Coming in as a freshman and getting to play with two guys like that for two straight years, it was a really special opportunity for me.”

On the same train of thought, he said he looks forward to playing more with Hayes and Bill Arnold, who he also sees as great players that will be able set up more offense, as well as BC’s highly talented younger players.

If anything can be taken away from Friday night’s game, it’s that those young players are setting up to be just as successful as the likes of Mullane, Whitney, Arnold, Hayes, and even Gaudreau himself.

Wisconsin is one of the more experienced teams in college hockey. The Badgers had three seniors in their starting five, along with a junior and a freshman. Going into the game it was expected that such age and poise could be big weapons against BC’s younger team.

All of that ended, however, when Cangelosi struck for the first time midway through the period. Then, 50 seconds later, he added another goal to his nightly tally.

Cangelosi was not the only freshman that made an impact for BC. He was joined by Ian McCoshen and Scott Savage in the goal column, and Ryan Fitzgerald, Adam Gilmour, Chris Calnan, Steve Santini, along with McCoshen and Cangelosi, all had assists. That amounts to 13 points from BC freshmen. While the number can be explained by BC’s high-scoring game, it is revealing in that there were 14 points tallied by members of the Eagles’ roster from the other three classes.

“I think its great to get your first goal early in your freshman year,” BC head coach Jerry York said. “I think it gives you confidence and I’m more impressed by the fitting in and, you know, three freshmen defensemen [Santini, Savage, McCoshen] are going to be really the nucleus of our defense … It’s kind of neat to get scoring from your blue line.”

While there is no way of telling if the success of Friday night’s game will continue throughout BC’s entire season, there is no doubt that BC is starting to find that intricate balance of big numbers from a talented freshman class and the continuation of a solid foundation on offense and defense from Gaudreau and the rest of the more seasoned Eagles.
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No, Landon Peterson, they weren’t laughing at you. Not really, at least.

Sure, they said it was all your fault. They said that your general skills at life are sucky and that your goaltending isn’t so great either. They called you a sieve—and then they called you a sieve a few more times after that. 

But I promise that if you stop and think about it, maybe when you’re watching the film today before you throw it away for good, that the Boston College student section wasn’t laughing at you six and a half minutes into Friday night’s 9-2 slaughter of your Wisconsin Badgers.

They were laughing because when Johnny Gaudreau does dirty things to a goalie like he did to you on that breakaway goal to give the Eagles a 3-0 lead, the only reasonable response is wide-eyed laughter.

There are two types of rules in sports. Ignore something like offsides, icing, or hooking and an official will step in to correct the mistake. For every wrong action like this, there’s a proper response.

Then there’s the other type of rule. It’s the rule that says a, supposedly, 5-foot-8, 159 pound forward shouldn’t be able to do what Gaudreau did on that breakaway—not so effortlessly or effectively. 

When that type of rule is broken, the only “proper” response is laughter. It’s the type of rule breaking that makes sports fun.

Gaudreau received the puck from Adam Gilmour and then eased his way up the ice. Although he kept the defensemen chasing him from behind at bay, he never made his speed look like a struggle. Gaudreau threw two dekes at Peterson, which forced Peterson to slide his body to the left just enough. 

As Gaudreau moved the puck back to the right, nothing was standing in his way. Peterson turned his head in the opposite direction, but he couldn’t move anything else in time to make the save on the back-handed attempt.

Gaudreau didn’t so much shoot and score as he transformed his attack on that play into a lay-up. It was like Derrick Rose had just pulled off a crossover leading to a wide-open rim.

Yes, that move has been done before. Gaudreau didn’t make up the way in which he used those dekes, but the unique thing about the play was how inevitable it felt. 

Sprinting down the ice on a breakaway, the question usually isn’t whether or not Gaudreau will score, but rather how will he pull it off. And when he does pull it off, like he did on Friday and in the national championship game against Ferris State and a multitude of other times throughout his career, it elicits that unique laughter only absurd athletic creativity can provide.

It’s not funny, necessarily. There’s not really humor in what Gaudreau pulls off, but it defies the expected rules of the game so much that the laughter becomes instinctual. 

Heading into last season, BC head coach Jerry York was asked about another one of Gaudreau’s famous dekes into a backhander.

“His entire life he’s always been able to do those kinds of things, but I never thought he’d do it at that level,” his father, Guy Gaudreau, said of the move.

It was his goal against Ferris State that essentially secured BC’s fifth title, and it was a play Gaudreau probably shouldn’t have made.

“Thankfully I went with my instincts,” Gaudreau said of decision to attack while holding onto a lead, “but, I mean, at that time of the game I really should’ve dumped it in like my coaches always say.”

“I’d hate to stifle offense because it’s hard to score goals,” York said a year ago about that play. “If you’ve got creative players you’ve got to let them play.

“Now, having said that, late in a game where we’re protecting a lead…” York began, but then conceded that Gaudreau has the freedom to take the openings available to him.

And that’s what players like Gaudreau can do. They can change the rules, the second type of rule, in extremely entertaining ways.

So, no, Landon Peterson, the student section wasn’t laughing at you. There wasn’t much you or anyone else could have done. Sometimes the only response is to laugh.
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In a span of just 50 seconds, the Boston College men’s hockey team left No. 2-ranked Wisconsin in the dust—while riding on the shoulders of a lone rookie.

Freshman Austin Cangelosi took a scoreless gridlock midway through frame one and turned it upside down. When he corralled a loose puck and beat Badger goalie Landon Peterson in a one-on-one confrontation for his first collegiate score, he gave BC a lead it never relinquished.

Less than a minute later, lightning struck a second time.

Senior Kevin Hayes kept storming up the ice with the puck, drawing the attention of Wisconsin’s defenders. Rather than maneuvering through traffic, he spotted an unguarded Cangelosi in the slot and made a timely cross feed. Once more, the rookie turned an opportunity into a big play—reflecting the poise of a veteran in only his third career game. The pass became a wide-open score that met the net before Peterson could react.

“It was definitely exciting,” Cangelosi said, looking back at his dominant minute, “but I couldn’t have done it without my linemates.”

And for the remaining 51 minutes of play, momentum never strayed from the Eagles’ path to a flawlessly executed 9-2 victory.

Head coach Jerry York’s squad fed off the electric atmosphere generated by a record-setting student crowd in Conte Forum, and emerged from its greatest challenge thus far in 2013 with a convincing upset. Cangelosi’s goals catalyzed a first period—and an entire evening—during which the Eagles could do no wrong.

“There’s no way we’re seven goals better than the Badgers,” York said, “but everything we did tonight turned to gold.”

Over the game’s first 20 minutes, BC kept one of the nation’s most vaunted defenses off-balanced with absolute domination over possession. The Eagles used a combination of quickness and crisp puck movement to generate countless open looks at a vulnerable Peterson between Wisconsin’s pipes.

“We were just moving pucks well,” York said. “We were finishing. This particular night, everything was going just how you diagram it.”

Even on the rare occasion that the Eagles were turned away near the crease, their relentless attack forced additional opportunities. After his first breakaway attempt failed to light the scoreboard, Johnny Gaudreau broke loose again moments later and engaged Peterson in another man-to-man duel. All it took was some slick stick work and a backhand finish for the junior standout to escalate the first -period drubbing.

Yet there were also times when Wisconsin’s defensive holes were so exploitable that BC could afford to conserve speed. One of those chances came right off of a face-off late in the first frame, as freshman Ian McCoshen corralled the puck and sent a long-distance slap shot screaming past Peterson to put his team up by four. The Badger goalkeeper didn’t have time to prepare for the Michael Matheson stutter-move wrister or the Scott Savage top-shelf attempt he was greeted with early in the second period, either.

Only 22 minutes into regulation, Peterson’s night was over. He retreated to the bench, swallowed by the shadow of a lopsided 6-0 BC.

Adding three more scores to the onslaught, the Eagles took their reputation as opportunists on offense to a whole new level.

“There’s never a point in the game where we want to sit back,” Cangelosi said. “We want to use the whole 60 minutes and really go at them from the get go, and sustain that throughout the game.”

The ease with which York’s squad asserted itself was a constant. It appeared as Matheson guided the puck up the wing for a goal without being touched. It showed up when Hayes baffled Wisconsin’s backup goalie with a quick move. And it took one final bow when team captain Patrick Brown broke loose for a breakaway that put an exclamation point at the end of a BC barrage.

After watching his team tally nine goals and a 28-shot advantage against the country’s No. 2 team, York couldn’t help but wonder how high the ceiling above BC’s potential truly is.

“We’ve still got to try to formulate our team—how good are we going to be, where are we going to go with this team,” he said. “I think this was an initial look at the possibility that we could be a very good team.”

The Eagles have now outscored their opponents 17-6 over a 2-1 start to 2013. Yet York acknowledged that a night on which everything went right must not cloud BC’s view of the big picture.

A college hockey season isn’t a sprint, but rather a six-month marathon.

“Being in the business as a long as I have, it’s still October,” York said. “We’re going to have to repeat this effort as we go through.”

MEN'S HOCKEY: Rivalry Rekindled
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The last time that the Boston College and Wisconsin hockey teams met, the circumstances were slightly different. Joe Whitney’s pass to little brother Steven, a freshman at the time, came just at the right moment for Steven to send the puck to Ben Smith who was waiting right between the face off circles to rifle a low shot past Wisconsin’s goalie. Four more unanswered goals and two-and-a-half periods later, the Eagles were the 2010 National Champions.

Not a single Eagle who wears the jersey today has ever faced Wisconsin, but on Friday night, that will change as the Badgers make their way to BC. 

Nearly four years separate that night from the 2010 National Championship game, but head coach Jerry York has a good grasp of what it takes to defeat a strong Wisconsin team.

“We watch them on tape,” York said, “and Mike Eaves has been there for that duration, so we always know what type of club he has. Generally he’s very good defensively, they get into a shut down type of mode, so we have to be very conscious if we’re going to create offense.”

It will be the second time in just over a week that the Eagles will be tested by a Big 10 powerhouse, having already been gone up against Michigan during the season opener last Thursday. Two Big 10 teams in the first three games means a difficult start to the season, but York embraces the challenge.

“We made a conscious effort to play the Wisconsins, the Michigans, the Michigan States, the North Dakotas over the years, so I think it makes you a better team,” he said. “I think it’s a great environment for our fans when we bring a Big 10 school in. There’s a lot of notoriety to the program, so there’s a lot of plusses for us.”

The negatives are there as well, as he said. 

“Hey, you’d better be ready, because they’re going to bring a really good club in here.”

Though the teams hail from the same conference and are both considered some of the top programs in college hockey, there are huge differences between last Thursday’s loss to Michigan and tomorrow night’s matchup with Wisconsin.

 One of the biggest is the venue. While the Eagles opened the season on the road in Michigan’s Yost Ice Arena, they will be in the second game of a home stand tomorrow night after handing a dominating victory to Rensselaer on Sunday. 

“The first game Sunday afternoon,” York said, “there were a lot of students gone on break and there were a lot of students just coming back from Clemson, the Red Sox were on TV, but I think this will be an electric atmosphere on Friday and we’ll feed off of that.”

BC is on a positive trajectory. After a disappointing opener, it bounced back with scores from seven different players, three of them freshmen, and three-point performances from team veterans Kevin Hayes, Bill Arnold, and Johnny Gaudreau against RPI for a 7-2 win. 

This scoring depth could prove invaluable as the Eagles take on the Badgers’ strong defense and look to capitalize on every opportunity, as they will not come easily.

“I think it’s terrific to have balance in scoring,” York said. “We can score with Johnny Gaudreau, we can score with any number of players. That makes us more dynamic and more difficult to play against.”

There are still areas that BC stands to improve in, York citing specifically the special teams. The penalty kill was strong against RPI as the Eagles held off any scoring attempts during all seven of their penalties, but it wasn’t as successful when tested against Michigan, which scored during two of its five power plays.

“We had a step forward with Michigan. We didn’t win it, but we went from first practices to a game, and on the road competed pretty hard there. Now, we want to see improvement in our special teams, which we did against RPI,” York said. 

The Badgers’ roster features 16 upperclassmen out of 26 total in contrast to BC’s 12. So far this year, one of the biggest stories surrounding BC hockey has focused on the youth of the team and the contributions that are expected from underclassmen, and that will be put to the test tomorrow night when youthful talent stands head-to-head with seasoned experience.

The start of the season has been a huge challenge for York and his team as they learn to integrate young talent with more veteran players, but every trial is welcome as an opportunity to further understand the character and potential of the team.

“We’re excited about it,” York said. “It tests us. It tells us our temperature gauge, where we are. It’s kind of a barometer for us.”

Point/Counterpoint: Will A BC Hockey Team Make The Frozen Four?

Eagles Have Lost Too Much Talent
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When a school boasts two of the country’s premiere hockey programs, it seems unreasonable to bet against their chances of reaching Frozen Four competition. 

Both the Boston College men’s and women’s hockey teams are well-oiled machines, blessed with legendary coaching and a constant cycle of top-tier talent. 

Yet each squad’s absence from NCAA championship competition in March will not be a consequence of what it currently has, but rather of what it has lost.

Take a look at the men’s team, and you see another rookie class with impressive credentials. BC’s future was on display in full force in last Sunday’s home opener, as freshmen combined for three goals and seven points while rookie standout Thatcher Demko notched a win between the pipes. 

With a youth movement that includes Demko, Steve Santini, and Ryan Fitzgerald—all of whom are under the tutelage of head coach Jerry York—there’s every reason to believe the 2013-14 Eagles will be exciting contenders.

But if last year’s BC squad is any indication, even great teams are vulnerable to early exits from the NCAA Tournament.

Each season has its share of Union Colleges or Yales, small-market teams that catch fire toward season’s end and play the role of postseason spoiler. 

Their quintessential casualties are young opponents unfamiliar with navigating through a six-month marathon to the Frozen Four.

While BC is youthful, quick, and athletic, it lacks the core veteran leadership of years past. Not only did the Eagles lose a Class of 2013 that brought home hardware every season, but also players who were skilled at leading teammates through the adversity-ridden journey of a collegiate hockey campaign. Up until last year, they were the figureheads whom everyone else looked to—including this year’s veterans. 

That’s no knock to Patrick Brown, Bill Arnold, Isaac MacLeod, and other centerpieces on this year’s team. Each has rightfully earned the letter on his jersey. Yet the responsibility of guiding the nation’s youngest team is a daunting task for any group of seniors, let alone one coping with the void of losing one of the most successful classes in program history.

Without a doubt, this year’s BC team has the makings of another dynasty if early departures to the NHL can be delayed—but the future is going to need a season to learn the ropes and come back next year primed for a championship run.

On the other end of the ice, BC’s women’s squad is running into a similar predicament. Of course, the leadership that head coach Katie King-Crowley brings to the table and the dependability that vet Corinne Boyle exudes between the pipes are nothing to scoff at. 

But neither is losing the team’s best player to the Winter Olympics.

Coming off a sophomore season in which she tallied 70 points, Alex Carpenter joined Team USA’s ranks to compete for a gold medal during this year’s Olympic Games in Russia. Unfortunately for the Eagles, Carpenter’s selection to the sporting world’s greatest stage means she’ll miss the 2013-14 season.

Although one person rarely makes or breaks a team, Carpenter is no average college athlete. Accounting for over 20 percent of BC’s scoring output, she was a driving force behind last year’s Frozen Four run and near upset over powerhouse Minnesota. 

Regardless of how much talent Crowley’s squad has gained and retained, it will have trouble filling the void left behind by Carpenter’s 32 goals and 38 assists from a year ago. 

Expect the 85-goal margin that BC owned over last year’s opponents to dwindle as a result. Even with Boyles in goal, closer games bring the potential for more losses—a mark that the Eagles can’t afford on a NCAA tournament resume.

In truth, both BC hockey squads will be good—even great—in 2013. Yet even for national powerhouses with impressive track records, the rigors of college hockey offer no guarantees.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Overnight Veteran

Johnny Gaudreau Must Fill A Vastly Different Role On His Young Team
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Standing still on the ice, Johnny Gaudreau doesn’t look like anything special. Next to many of the freshmen, most of which tower over six feet, the 5-foot-8 junior will be dwarfed. If he skates over to chat with Kevin Hayes, his 158 pounds will appear to be no match for his teammate’s 216 pounds of force. 

But give him a puck and size is forgotten. Suddenly, the lack of inches or pounds disappears between quick, powerful legs and nimble hands. Suddenly, it becomes clear why Gaudreau, similar to Johnny Manziel’s nomination as “Johnny Football,” has been called “Johnny Hockey.” 

Gaudreau is back for another year of Boston College hockey, despite his status as a Calgary Flames draft pick and the rumored possibility of his exodus after the comple- tion of his sophomore year. Once a freshman phenomenon and sophomore standout, a matured Gaudreau confronts his junior year, suddenly thrust into the role of an upper- classman on the nation’s youngest team. 

“We have a really good freshman class from the goal- tenders to the defense to the forwards,” Gaudreau said. “They’re all going to get a chance to play professional hockey someday and it’s awesome to have them here.” 

All of a sudden, Gaudreau can’t just be a kid with quick hands and feet. Scoring and generating points isn’t enough. Now a veteran, he must round out his game and step out- side of his comfort zone in order to lead his team. 

Gaudreau has been a contributor since the very be- ginning of his career at BC. During his freshman year, he earned seemingly every honor that a rookie can receive. In October, February, and March, he was recognized as Hockey East’s rookie of the month. After scoring two goals and assisting another two during the Beanpot, he was also honored as the Beanpot MVP. He was the Hockey Com- missioners’ Association Rookie of the Month for March and April after he put up 13 points in 10 games as he helped BC to its third straight Hockey East Tournament Championship, becoming the tournament MVP along the way. Quite deservedly, he also earned BC’s own Bernie Burke Outstanding Freshman Award. 

This prolific list of honors comes along with several clutch performances—five game-winning goals, seven power-play goals, 11 multiple-point nights. 

He didn’t need time to come into his own and adjust to high-level collegiate hockey—rather, he burst onto the scene scoring once and notching three assists in what was only his second appearance as BC dominated powerhouse North Dakota in a 6-2 win. 

The kid—and kid is the appropriate word here— seemed unstoppable and helped the Eagles roll to their 19-game win streak through the end of the season and a National Championship. The opposite of an enforcer, he used his quick feet and skilled hands to score 21 times that season and assisted another 23 goals. That’s 44 points in 44 games. 

He did all of this at the age of 18, weighing around 140 pounds. 

His sophomore year was recognized in a similar fashion. Though the Eagles did not have as successful a season, Gaudreau was a driving force on offense. Instead of the rookie honors, he began raking in general awards. He was an American Hockey Coaches Association All-America East first team selection and CollegehockeyNews.com All- America East first team honoree. Despite the Eagles’ poor showing in the tournament, Gaudreau was selected as the Hockey East Association Player of the Year, as well as being recognized as New England’s MVP and top forward. 

His statistics told a similar story. Gaudreau had 51 points on the season, even though he missed two games for the World Junior Championships in Ufa, Russia, and played a total of 35 games. 

He led the country in points per game with 1.46 and tied for third in game-winning goals with six. His 14 multiple-point games, including a four-point streak, and only seven games in which he didn’t have a goal or an assist, made Gaudreau one of the nation’s biggest contributors on offense.

All of this was enough to earn Gaudreau a nomination for the Hobey Baker Award, which honors college hockey’s top player. The rest of his team was denied a trip to Pittsburgh with an early 5-1 loss to Union in the first round of the NCAA tournament, but Gaudreau attended the Frozen Four as a member of the Hobey Hat Trick.

“Unfortunately our whole team wasn’t out in Pitts- burgh in the Frozen Four but it was a good experience, it was a lot of fun, and I met a lot of nice people out there, signed a lot of autographs, so it was a pretty fun experi- ence for me,” he said. 

Along with Eric Hartzell of Quinnipiac and Drew LeBlanc from St. Cloud State, Gaudreau was recognized at a ceremony the day before the National Championship game took place. Though LeBlanc took home the award becoming the Huskies’ first Hobey Baker winner, Gaud- reau was happy to just be included in the final three. 

“It was a great experience for me,” Gaudreau said. “I was just excited to get a chance to be in the Hobey Hat Trick. It didn’t really matter, loser or winner. I would have been excited to win it, but, you know, it was a great experience for me to go out there and meet two other great players.” 

With the end of the season coming a bit too early, the question became whether or not Gaudreau would be returning to BC for another year of hockey. Drafted in the fourth round of the 2011 NHL Draft by the Calgary Flames, he was not expected to turn pro after his freshman year, but at the end of his sophomore season, there seemed to be a distinct possibility that Gaudreau had played his last game in BC uniform. 

“Just getting a chance to play professional hockey, I mean, I guess its every player’s dream to play hockey in the NHL,” Gaudreau said. “So that’s probably one of the most important things for me.” 

There’s little doubt Gaudreau will be headed in that direction someday, but for this year, there was a factor that could not be overlooked in his decision. Matt Gaudreau, Johnny’s younger brother, was slated to join the Eagles for this season, and that was enough to keep Johnny in Boston for at least another year. 

There were some in Calgary, especially fans, who took this decision with a certain amount of suspicion. If Gaudreau opts to finish his four years at BC, he will be an unrestricted agent come the summer of 2015. 

“I know that’s what the fans worry about,” Jay Feaster, the Flames general manager told The Calgary Sun. “I’m not concerned that he’s going to college as a ruse for ‘I don’t want to be play in Calgary.’ That’s not the case.” 

Gaudreau has been identified as the possible next Martin Saint-Louis, another undersized, yet highly pro- ductive forward who started his NHL career with the Flames. This time, however, Calgary will hope to prevent Gaudreau from becoming another one that got away, as Saint-Louis’ career took a positive turn after being traded from the Flames to the Tampa Bay Lightning. With Tampa Bay, Louis put up significantly more points and helped lead the team to a Stanley Cup victory. 

Gaudreau, on the other hand, hasn’t shown any signs of wanting to leave the Flames, and only points out two reasons for wanting to stay at BC. 

“My little brother is here, he’s a freshman this year, and I wanted to get a chance to play with him,” he said. “Also I know my degree is really important to me and I thought that three years of my education would be best for me and we’ll see, going from there, whether there will be a fourth year or not.” 

The decision came after a long process of speaking with his family and with his family advisor, someone hired by Gaudreau and his family whose responsibility it is to help the family understand the ins and outs of developing into an NHL player while also understanding the family’s unique situation and values.

Gaudreau is happy to be playing with his brother for at least one more season. The last time the two played together was during Gaudreau’s junior year of high school during which Matt was a freshman. The next year, Johnny left Dubuque Senior High School to play in the United States Hockey League (USHL) for the Dubuque Fighting Saints.

That was a full four years ago, and both have grown considerably as players since then. 

“When we played together, I always loved playing with him,” Gaudreau said. “I mean, he’s my bother and we’re really close, and he’s a really talented player too and just seeing him develop in these past two, three years, its been pretty cool to just be there with him and get to be here with him my junior year.” 

Last year, Matt played for the Omaha Lancers of the USHL. Though the younger Gaudreau did not see as much success in the league as his older brother, amassing 18 points in contrast to Gaudreau’s 72 during his final season in the USHL, Johnny is optimistic about the rookie’s transi- tion to college hockey.

“He’s doing good, he’s doing really good,” Gaudreau said. “He’s a little underweight, he’s got to get some weight on him. He weighs like 130. I mean, when I was a fresh- man I only weighed like five, 10 pounds more than him, so I think he’ll be fine. He’s fitting and adjusting well, he likes all the guys on the team and it’s a really good fit for him.” 

Matt is a small part of what is a huge freshman class for BC, in the literal sense. Out of 10 newcomers, Matt is one of three under six feet tall, and the class is already being praised as highly skilled. 

With such an influx of young talent, suddenly, Gaudreau has evolved from a highly praised young talent into a veteran. That fact has not been lost on him. 

“Just two years ago I was a freshman playing all these older guys that are now playing in the NHL, and now I’m a junior and these little, these freshmen, are looking up to us now and its hard to change the mindset from that kind of freshman, junior year, but I think I’m doing alright,” he said.

Gaudreau cited Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold as two who are doing a particularly good job of motivating the freshmen and showing them the ropes. Personally, he knows that his particular set of leadership skills have yet to develop fully, saying that he needs to learn to be more of a leader off of the ice. 

“Freshman year, I know I was looking up to guys who were juniors and seniors and it was really important to me how they showed me the ropes and everything like that, how they were in the locker room and on the ice, off the ice,” Gaudreau said. “It’s the same thing every year. We older guys have to show the younger guys what to do and how it goes.” 

He has never been a big presence in the locker room. In the past, all of his leadership has come through offensive success, and Gaudreau is ready to admit that he tends to be on the quieter side on the bench. If the Eagles hope to move past last season’s disappointing postseason performance, his leadership will be an important factor. 

While leadership is an important element of success for any team, Gaudreau has his sights set on a number of other areas that his team should focus on improving in. 

“Being good off the ice, getting all our workouts in, working hard on and off the ice,” he said. “Last year we worked hard and everything but I think the start of this year we are pushing each other a little harder. You can definitely see all the motivation through all the guys and I’m pretty excited about that.” 

Last season, the Eagles’ performance on special teams also declined, which Gaudreau saw as a major problem. In the 2011-12 season, the Eagles scored on 22.5 percent of their power plays and held their opponents to 11.5 percent success. The true standout statistics came during the last 19 games of the season during which the Eagles were undefeated. During that time, BC scored on 30.3 percent of their power plays, while their opponents scored only 8.2 percent of the time.

The 2012-13 team, in contrast, scored on only 21.1 percent of their power plays. Additionally, the Eagles allowed goals on the penalty kill 16.4 percent of the time, and scored only once while a man down, despite 57 attempts. 

“Last year towards the end of the year we weren’t as good on our power play and penalty kill and I think that’s something that we’ve been focusing on a lot more this year and this past preseason,” Gaudreau said.

Last season cut a little shorter than we expected, losing in the first round, but I think those adjustments from last year are going to be what makes us move forward in the tournament.” 

On a personal level, Gaudreau thinks that the biggest improvement that he needs to make this year is in the defensive end. Though he undoubtedly has displayed prowess as a prolific forward, Gaudreau has not developed as much as he would like as a defender. He said that, in particular, he needs to work on blocking more shots and making more plays in the corners and along the walls in the defensive zone. 

The wealth of experience that Gaudreau has gained both in collegiate play and outside of it will help him along as he looks to improve defensively. 

In Ufa, Russia last year at the World Junior Champion- ships, Gaudreau led the U.S. team with seven goals and tied for first on the team with nine points. His efforts helped the team secure a berth in the finals and a 3-1 win over Sweden. 

“I know we don’t play too many [European players], but they’re really creative with the puck and what they do in the offensive zone, and I know my defense really has to be better, and just seeing that, how offensively talented they are, it’s been helping me out on my defensive side,” he said. 

On top of that, Gaudreau has attended the Flames’ development camp for the past three years and played against players that are years older than him and already playing in the American Hockey League (AHL) and NHL. Not only can that help him with his game, but the experience that he takes from watching those players can also help him to become more of a leader on and off the ice as he sees the examples set forth by players with more experience. 

While defensive progress is much on his mind, Gaud- reau hasn’t forgotten his primary role on the team—generating points. This year, he’s set up for success and is playing on a line that could prove lethal. 

“It’s me, Kevin Hayes, and right now a freshman Austin Cangelosi,” Gaudreau said. “He’s a really young, talented player, he played in the USHL last year, and he’s doing really well so far. It’s going to be fun to play with Kevin. I’ve been here for two years now and I don’t think I’ve ever played a game [on the line] with him, so we’re really looking forward to it.” 

Last year, Hayes finished the year tied for fifth in points with 25. On the line, the senior is the figure of ultimate experience as Gaudreau makes his transition and Can- gelosi brings fresh talent. 

With a highly skilled freshman class and veteran leadership tying it together, the Eagles have high hopes for this season. Ideally, they would return to the Frozen Four. Though the tournament is always an exciting opportunity, this year’s holds special value to Gaudreau, and he hopes to attend it with his team for the second time. 

“Its in Philly this year,” he said, “and that’s about 20 minutes from where I live. I have a whole bunch of family and friends that are coming out to watch us. I mean, it’s the Frozen Four and you should be excited about it no matter what, but since it’s kind of close to my hometown I’m going to have a lot of friends and family there so I’m really looking forward to that.”

Perhaps another Hobey Hat Trick will be in the cards for Gaudreau as he stages his homecoming, but the junior doesn’t have it set as a priority. Rather, he is focused on getting the entire team to Philly and winning a national championship. Any personal awards, though they are in the back of his mind, would simply be an added bonus. 

If Gaudreau wants to lead his team to such success, it will take an enormous commitment on and off the ice, not only to improving his own game, but also to motivating his team, both through his offensive success and through the less tangible leadership that can be as simple as speak- ing up in the locker room or on the bench. 

He needs to lead by example—playing hard, work- ing out hard, doing what it takes to improve personally, and carrying himself with confidence off the ice. He has already made a good start as he dedicates himself to be- coming a more well-rounded player. He sees practice as the time to do that, and that means supplementing that time with extra reps after practice in order to maintain and grow his offensive prowess.

“Our team goal is just getting better every day,” he said. “Getting better every day is obviously going to make us a better team, and hopefully ultimately get us to the Frozen Four and hopefully win a national championship.” 

Making the transition from kid-wonder to a leader- ship role does not happen overnight. This season will be a big test for Gaudreau as he plays what could be some of his last games in a BC uniform, but if he succeeds, he will have set the tone for years ahead as the young team learns from his example. 

Standing still on the ice, Gaudreau doesn’t look like anything special. Sitting in the locker room, you may not hear his voice. Put a puck on his stick and he becomes an offensive powerhouse, but in his final seasons as an Eagle, he needs to be more than that.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Check-Point

Sophomore Defenseman Michael Matheson Is Ready To Embrace The Moment
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From his seat at the 2012 NHL Draft, Rod Matheson watches on as Florida Panthers' general manager Dale Tallon prepares to reveal the team's first-round selection.

The player who is announced has attracted attention as a highly-touted prospect slated to attend Boston College before joining hockey's professional ranks. As the young man makes his way toward the stage for a formal introduction, the NHL brass in attendance envision a defeseman on the precipice of stardom.

Rod also watches the young man don his professional jersey for the first time in front of camera flashes, gleaming with a father’s pride. Unlike the NHL scouts and GMs, he remembers a time not so long ago when this hard-hitting standout was just a little boy playing Bantam hockey back home—a kid who could skate circles around his opponents. 

To the hockey world, Michael Matheson was a first-round pick, a franchise player in waiting, and a college star on the horizon. 

To Rod, he was first and foremost a son who had grown up in the blink of an eye. 

“It creeps up on you in a hurry,” Rod said, “and then it becomes a surreal moment.” 

*******

From early on, Michael Matheson was a player whose accelerated talent appeared destined for a higher echelon. The skills he flashed and gaudy statistics he produced at each level of play gave him the appearance of a player well beyond his years in age. 

Matheson wasn’t looking to rush his developmental process along, but his raw ability on the ice pushed him to make pivotal decisions— whether it meant pursuing junior league hockey or putting off the pros to attend college. 

And this past year hasn’t been any different. 

During his first season with the Eagles in 2012, Matheson stormed out of the gates with All-Hockey East Rookie Team Honors and rec- ognition as BC’s most outstanding freshman. The Pointe-Claire, Quebec native’s 25 points as a defenseman and an unshakably mature ap- proach to the game were uncharacteristic for most 18-year-olds. 

Yet with every success came growing speculation that the freshman would be packing his bags for Florida and a career in the NHL. The added attention and buzz around hockey about Matheson’s potential was loud enough to toy with his focus. 

“You can try really hard not to think of them,” Matheson said, “but they’re always back there.” 

Whistle-friendly referees contributed fuel to the fire, as they slammed the brakes on a major facet of his on-ice approach. 

Matheson’s hard-hitting style and aggression against the boards drew a high number of penalty calls from the outset. Whereas the bone-rattling hits he delivered to opponents would be celebrated in the NHL, they are penalized in the Hockey East—leaving the enemy sprawled out on the ice following an encounter means automatic box time. 

While rookie mistakes contributed to Mathe- son’s high penalty mark, there was a chance that his style of play had already outgrown the collegiate level.

Yet Matheson has a lot of experience dealing with pivotal decisions and when they ought to be confronted. 

There are times that are appropriate for mak- ing choices about future plans in the NHL—or “extracurriculars” as Matheson casually phrases it. And a race for the NCAA tournament isn’t one of them. 

“Those are types of questions I ask myself at the end of the season,” Matheson said. 

Like he always has done, the sophomore consulted his parents’ advice throughout the decision-making process. Their caring presence provides Matheson with a sounding board, and their guidance brings order to the chaotic sea of curiosity regarding his next move. 

“They’ve been vital,” Matheson said of his parents. “Without them, I would’ve had all those calls coming in right to me, and it would’ve been impossible to put that on the backburner and focus on my season and my teammates.” 

Despite his parents’ supportive role, the course Matheson has taken up the ranks of organized hockey has been his own to chart. Returning for his sophomore season is another step along the journey.

“We helped him step through the process and 

made sure he had all the information,” Rod said, “but at the end of the day we wanted him to make the decision.” 

*******

Like winning players in any sport, Matheson does not tolerate unfinished business. 

None of his individual accolades could palliate the sting of BC’s unceremonious exit from the NCAA Tournament last March. Only a year removed from capturing their fifth national title, the Eagles hopelessly watched underdog Union College bring an end to a once promising-looking season. Open looks at the net came up empty, and the stoic defense Matheson had anchored all season long appeared vulnerable at the worst possible time. 

“As much as you can try not to have a champion- ship hangover, it’s just there,” he said. “You can work really hard but it’s still there.” 

As Matheson and his teammates soon found out, the symptoms of a championship hangover lead to shortened seasons. The shadows that disappointment casts tend to linger around the ice until new success is forged.

“It makes you remember the feeling of losing wherever you are,” Matheson said. “I don’t want that feeling again.” 

The sophomore defenseman’s hatred of failure rivals that of the program he plays for. Higher-cali- ber athletes don’t retreat from a disappointing loss for greener pastures—they return with vengeance in mind. 

“If you talk to anybody that knows me, they’ll tell you that I hate losing more than anything in the world,” Matheson said. “It ignites even more of a fire.” 

As a father who watched his son’s meteoric rise from peewee participant to one of the world’s best, Rod Matheson can attest to that statement. 

“[Michael] was so focused,” he said. “He’s been driven to succeed in this game for a long time.” 

No matter how strong a distaste for losing Matheson possesses, it does not erase the challenges of playing in what is arguably the country’s most competitive conference. Nor can preseason talk bring back the stellar senior class the BC squad has lost, a core group of Eagles who seemingly added a Beanpot trophy or national title to the trophy case every season.

Considering the crop of 10 new freshmen on this year’s roster, BC is a young team heading toward a tall order on the horizon.

"We have to take it in building blocks," Matheson said, "and just see how things go."

One would assume that Matheson's sophomore voice ought to have more clout in the locker room and out on the ice this year to compensate for the Eagles' youth movement. But acting like the center of attention and stepping on a team captain's toes do not mesh with Matheson's style.

He wants his hits against the boards to speak louder than words.

Regardless of talent, players of all classes are humbled by the marathon-like conditions of a collegiate hockey season. Like the departed se- nior class that mentored him last year, Matheson aims to treat BC’s newcomers as equals in every walk of life—whether in the workout room or at center ice for the Frozen Four. 

“The only thing I can do is make sure I’m being just as much of a role model as them,” Matheson said. 

The defenseman’s quiet leadership does not go unnoticed by Eagle head coach Jerry York, who recognized early on that the top prospect was wise beyond his years both on and off the ice. 

“He combines a lot of attributes that we like in players,” York said. “I think you can have a lot of people wear C’s in the locker room.” 

If this year’s BC squad has an appreciation for leadership by example, Matheson will be one of them. 

*******

At every practice, one of York’s players honors a tradition by delivering a quote of the day. 

He whose number matches the date assumes responsibility for leaving his squad with inspira- tion, condensing a tough workout on the ice into a few motivational words. 

To Matheson, each quote bears more significance than a pregame ritual or superstition. Rather, it is a reminder that a powerhouse pro- gram doesn’t reclaim its place atop college hockey overnight. It urges him to take each day in stride even when his talent pushes him forward at a relentless pace. 

“That really just breaks every single day down in the sense that we’re going to get better today,” Matheson said. 

He places little stock in those critics who em- phasize the proverbial fast start as a mandatory prescription for overcoming the disappointment in a season cut short—even for a young man who hates to lose. BC’s season opener tonight at Michigan counts no more than a forgettable contest on a cold winter’s night in the middle of February. If Matheson and his teammates have learned anything from last year’s collapse, it is that a 10-1 start comes with no guarantees. 

Five—the number on the back of Matheson’s gold and maroon jersey matches the number of months it takes to hoist another banner from the rafters of Conte Forum. 

“You don’t win championships in October,” Matheson said. “It’s a good saying coach York puts in our head.” 

The greatest challenge the sophomore faces isn’t a speedy forward skating straight toward him on the breakaway or a stringent referee waiting to blow the whistle on an aggressive play. Rather, it is the task of having to channel the drive that caught his father’s attention many years ago. It is the will to improve defensive positioning and puck movement, even after being selected in the NHL Draft’s first round. It is seizing every game, practice, and workout before setting his sights on a higher prize at a higher level.

It is committing to the here and now. 

Matheson has so far stayed true to his word and true to his team. That doesn’t imply a lack of consideration for his own future. He’ll eventually process what he knows and make the best deci- sion he can—but not until bringing home the hardware he envisions for his team. 

“At the end of that, then I can look at it.”

MEN'S HOCKEY: History In The Making

Freshman Goalie Thatcher Demko Looks Ahead With An Eye On The Past
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Jesse Acciacca has been airbrushing goalie masks for the Boston College men’s hockey team for more than 10 years. Players usually scribble out a simple drawing with the BC logo, school crest, an Eagle, and a request for either a white or a maroon base, and Acciacca handles the rest himself.

This wasn’t the case for Thatcher Demko. BC’s incoming freshman goalie—the youngest player in college hockey this season—emailed Acciacca a full computer-generated rendering of what he wanted.

There’s the crest on the left, the logo on top, and a ripped, screeching eagle on the chin, but there’s also more. A row of runners, filled in with an American flag, make up the right side of the mask in between banners reading “Boston Strong” and “April 15, 2013.” The base is a rarely-used champagne gold. On the back plate rests an illuminated picture of the NCAA championship trophy surrounded by the four BC goalies who have raised it—names Demko can rattle off in a second: Burke ’49, Clemmensen ’01, Muse ’08 and ’10, and Milner ’12.

Around the trophy representing his goal for the future, Demko placed his past. The logos for his hometown team in San Diego, his USHL squad in Omaha, and the U.S. national development team circle the trophy, along with the logo for the foundation started in the memory of his friend Ian Jenkins, a goalie who passed away at the age of 15.

Demko has a respect for history, and that’s not surprising. His wild history is what got him to Chestnut Hill fighting for a starting goalie spot months before his 18th birthday.

*******

There are only five sheets of ice in San Diego, and one of them is rarely used for hockey. This didn’t bode well for Demko’s father, Brenton, and his dreams of having a son play his favorite sport.

Brenton used to joke around with Demko’s mom, Danielle, saying, “We’re only going to have boys, and they’re all going to play hockey.”

Danielle always responded by asking what if they wanted to play the flute, like she did when she was growing up.

“I don’t care what he does after practice,” Brenton would quip back.

Despite his California upbringing, hockey is practically in Demko’s blood. His father shares dual-citizenship between the U.S. and Canada, and Brenton remembers watching Jim Craig, the 1980 Team USA gold medal goalie from the Miracle on Ice team, play for the Atlanta Flames when he was growing up. One of Brenton and Danielle’s first dates was at an LA Kings game with seats right up on the glass.

“I think he was trying to sell me on the sport,” Danielle said.

When Demko was born, his father was a huge Kings fan and regularly had their games on. One time Demko pointed at the TV and said he wanted to try it, so his dad got him a little puck and stick to hit around the living room. Sometimes Brenton would try pulling Demko around on two rollerblades, but he wasn’t very good.

Then, one day when Brenton was ready to give his son another chance at skating on the blades, the phone rang. Brenton went to answer it and came back to find a three-year-old Demko pushing himself around on just his right skate. Danielle and Brenton let Demko ride around for 20 minutes before switching things up, letting their son use just the left skate.

Brenton and Danielle divorced when Demko was about two-and-a-half, but the two remained close throughout his childhood.

We traveled together for years and hockey, almost in a crazy way, kind of kept our family together,” Danielle said.

Major decisions were made as a group, up until the point when Demko felt confident enough to make them on his own.

*******

Twelve years later, the phone rang again. Danielle, a former volleyball player at Arizona State, was 45 minutes away from coaching a match for her juniors team. A call from her son was the only thing that could possibly distract her while her girls warmed up.

It was a Wednesday before Halloween of 2010, and Demko was playing with the 16 AAA Jr. Kings team in LA. The USHL Futures draft had come and gone that year, and no team took the 15-year-old. Although he had already shown tremendous talent in the net, the draft happened right around the time of a massive growth spurt. 

Danielle recalled her son complaining after one game that he’d stick his leg out to stop a puck like he’d always done, but his limb was jutting outside the post, leaving a wide gap for an easy score.

Now Danielle found herself locked in a bathroom and she couldn’t believe what her son was telling her.

“Mom,” Demko said,” Omaha’s calling me.”

There were some rumors flying around that the USHL’s Omaha Lancers, who had protected Demko, were working on a trade that would open up a roster spot at goal. Brenton followed all of it, and when the Lancers officially showed their interest he was on board. He liked the organization and thought it would be a good opportunity. Brenton, Demko’s advisor, and Bliss Littler, the Lancers’ head coach at the time, agreed that Littler should make the call to Demko so he could get his first taste of how junior hockey worked.

Demko called Brenton right after and the first thing he said was, “Dad, I’m moving to Omaha.” His father was slightly taken off guard, but it was nothing compared to Danielle’s reaction.

“Woah woah woah woah woah,” she thought. She told Demko she needed to call Brenton. She needed to call their advisor. She needed to call the coach before she sent her 15-year-old son off to play with 20-year-old men.

Demko didn’t say a word. He let his mother go on and on until she was finally done.

“Mom, this is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Demko told her when she finished freaking out. “Make whatever calls you’ve got to make. I’m going to Omaha.”

Two days later, Danielle and Brenton helped Demko pack up in LA and they were all in Omaha by Monday.

*******

Now with a premier junior hockey team, ice time was no longer an issue like it had been back home.

“Trying to get ice time in San Diego for a goalie is insane,” Danielle said. “Thatcher’s story is so off the charts unusual.” 

Brenton used to drive Demko two hours to LA and two hours back for a one-hour lesson. He did an inter-district transfer his freshman year of high school, which gave him more practice opportunities. He’d get driven to school at 8 a.m., stay for three hours, take public transportation over to the rink, get on the ice for an hour and a half, take public transportation back to school, get a few more hours of studying in, and then take a bus back to the rink for more practice.

He had monthly conference calls with a sports psychologist starting at the age of 12 to work on visualization and mental strength, taking notes and absorbing as much as he could. Whenever Demko was in a different place for hockey—Michigan, Canada, Massachusetts—Brenton would look up the best goalie coach in the area and get his son a lesson. 

But it wasn’t Brenton forcing the game on an unwilling son. Demko loved it, and Brenton was following through on a deal he made early in his son’s life. 

“If you put in the effort and have fun and show that you’re doing all the extra things between practices and you have the dedication,” Brenton told him, “then I’ll do my part.” 

“He was always there for me,” Demko said of his father. “Never complained. I guess that just made it a lot easier for me to keep my love for the game when I was little.” 

His mother put it best. 

“If he was thirsty,” Danielle said, “Brent freaking gave him water.” 

Although hockey was a priority for the family, it wasn’t the only one. 

“[Brenton] loves his son, and always growing up hockey was not more important than Thatcher’s character and his grades,” Danielle said. “He would always say if you don’t have those two things it doesn’t matter what you do in hockey.”

Demko was supposed to stay in Omaha for three years, but then he did enough to get another call. It was the call that, indirectly, sent him on his path to Chestnut Hill. That call was from Mike Ayers, BC’s new goalie coach this season, and it came with an offer to join the USA Under-18 national team, which Ayers worked for at the time. For Demko, it was a no-brainer. He was in. 

After showing some interest early, BC cooled off on Demko after 2015 goalie Chris Birdsall committed to the Eagles. Demko was devastated when he found out, and canceled an upcoming visit with what was his top school. With the help of his family, he shifted his focus to other options like Cornell, Michigan, Notre Dame, and Denver. 

But Demko’s play with the national team last fall changed the minds of the BC coaches. Through 45 appearances with Team USA, Demko posted a record of 31-9 and set the record for the program’s single-season goals against average with 2.06. In late October, the team forced a 2-2 tie with a top-ranked Minnesota squad in what was one of the best games Brenton had seen his son play. A few days later, Demko’s team defeated Dubuque, an undefeated USHL team, 2-1 as he stopped all three chances in the closing shootout. 

BC contacted Demko’s advisor after the impressive display, hoping there was a possibility he could accelerate and come in as a 2013 goalie to join the competition trying to replace Parker Milner. The family talked about it and, after Brenton spent a few weeks making sure the academic side could work, decided to make up that canceled visit. 

On the December weekend of Demko’s 17th birthday, Team USA beat Merrimack in front of BC head coach Jerry York and assistant coach Mike Cavanaugh on Saturday and tied then-No. 1 New Hampshire in front of BC assistant Greg Brown on Sunday. BC offered Demko, now the No. 1 goalie recruit in the nation, during his visit on Monday.

“It was kind of a whirlwind thing and it’s crazy that it’s all come together like this,” Brenton said. “I pinch myself daily.” 

Demko told all of the schools interested in him that he wouldn’t decide until Christmas time, which was two weeks after his BC visit, but less than six days later he couldn’t wait any longer. BC was where he needed to be, and after he committed there was only one thing standing in the way of him getting there—his senior year of high school. 

Team USA earned the silver medal in Russia at the U18 World Championships last April. When Demko got back home he had from May 1 to Aug. 1 to finish five classes—including Spanish, two British literature courses, and multicultural literature—and become eligible for the 2013-14 college hockey season. 

Brenton took Demko to Tahoe for a week and he studied six hours a day throughout the whole vacation. Danielle took him to Hawaii for 10 days, and Demko sat on the sand with his laptop, banging out papers while his family played around in the water in front of him. On the Fourth of July, he got up at 8 a.m. and worked until 3 p.m. finishing one paper. 

“It was awful,” Demko said. “It was definitely a grind, but absolutely worth it.” 

“If the reward was not having the opportunity to play at Boston College or one of the top level programs,” Brenton said, “there is no way in a million years I would ever put my kid through that.” 

Demko finished on time and is now wrapped up in a three-way race for BC’s starting goalie spot with juniors Brian Billett and Brad Barone. Billett is expected to start tonight at Michigan. 

“I try not to think about it,” Demko said of the pressure and attention surrounding his arrival on campus. “There are a lot of other unbelievable players on this team. I don’t think the spotlight should be just on me.” 

“The decision on whether or not he’s playing is completely out of his control,” Brenton said. “All he can do is bust his tail every day in practice and work hard to get better where the coach has to put him in because he’s performing.” 

Luckily, his parents are used to planning trips without knowing if their son will be playing. The national team never said a word about who would start. 

“Living so far away,” Brenton said, “you just have to schedule your trips and hope he’ll be in the net when you get there.” 

Whenever Demko gets his chance to command the Conte Forum net, he’ll have an illustrious history hanging in the rafters above him. That history will also rest on the back plate of his helmet—right where it belongs. Consistently in the back of his mind reminding the young goalie of what came before him, but not clouding his vision for a bright future.
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The last time David Quinn sat on a bench for a game between the Boston University men’s hockey team and Boston College, the then-associate coach watched the Terriers score three goals in less than a minute to defeat the Eagles in the semifinal round of the 2009 Hockey East Tournament.

Now, as head coach of the No. 17 Terriers (4-4, 2-1 Hockey East), Quinn said he did not prepare the team for the rivalry game any differently than he would any other team, but he acknowledges the importance of the game.

“I think both schools circle this game on their schedule no matter where the standings are, how good the teams are, no matter what the records are,” Quinn said. “It’s always a competitive, well-played game. This is going to be no different.”

Both teams enter into Friday’s night tilt after a home-and-home series with a Hockey East opponent.

The Terriers started off the weekend strong with four unanswered goals against Providence College in the second and third period of Friday night’s game at Agganis Arena to complete a comeback 4-3 win. On Saturday, however, untimely penalties and a lack of a shooter’s mentality led to a 3-1 loss at Schneider Arena.

As a result of his penalty in the offensive zone that led to the Friars’ game-tying goal, sophomore forward Sam Kurker will not dress for Friday’s game.

While penalties have remained a main topic of conversation for team all season, though, Quinn said that the team has frequently discussed its shooting mentality.

“We’re still working on it,” Quinn said. “You don’t change somebody over night, so we have to look to shoot pucks more, without question.”

After a weekend series against Northeastern University, the No. 8 Eagles (4-2-1, 2-0 Hockey East) come into Friday night’s game with a home-and-home sweep in their pocket. After taking the Friday game against the Huskies (5-3, 0-2 Hockey East) 4-2, BC bounced back from a 3-1 deficit in the third to defeat Northeastern 4-3 in overtime on Saturday.

As they have done all season, forwards Johnny Gaudreau, Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold had a significant role in the weekend sweep, as they registered a total of nine points on the weekend.

“We are trying to match up our best against their best,” Quinn said. “They have got a lot of good players. They’re three special players, but we have played special players before.”

Quinn will attempt to stymie one of the more potent offenses in the league with sophomore Matt O’Connor in net. This weekend marks the first time during the regular season that the Terriers have had just one game during a weekend. According to Quinn, O’Connor got the nod in part because it was his spot in the rotation.

Whether he played sophomore Sean Maguire or O’Connor, though, Quinn said he could sleep easy knowing that he has such strong netminders on the team.

“I think we have a goaltending advantage over everybody,” Quinn said. “I mean, really, we are very lucky to have bot of them.”

According to the team’s Twitter account, Friday evening’s game is sold out, meaning the Terriers will likely play in front of the largest crowd they have seen at Agganis Arena this season.

“You don’t get three points if you beat them, it always feels good if you beat them,” Quinn said. “At the end of the day, it’s still a two-point game, but I know what it means to our players, and I know what it means to their players. I know what it means to our alumni, and I know what it means to their alumni. I know what it means to both schools.”
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Sophomore Danny O’Regan was named Hockey East Warrior Hockey Co-Player of the Week after a three-point weekend against Providence.

After scoring the game-tying and game-winning goals on Friday for the No. 17 Boston University men’s hockey team and then tallying an assist on Saturday, sophomore center Danny O’Regan picked up the title of Hockey East Warrior Hockey Co-Player of the Week Monday afternoon.

With his three-point weekend against No. 6 Providence College, O’Regan is tied for the team lead in goals with three, and he is tied for second on the team in points (six) among forwards.

The Needham native split the award with Friar (5-1-1, 1-1 Hockey East) junior Ross Mauermann, who had three goals and two assists during the home-and-home series.

By having the two players share the award, Hockey East further proved the point of both Friar coach Nate Leaman and Terrier (4-4, 2-1-0 Hockey East) coach David Quinn that the weekend series, which featured two games that were tied heading into the third period, represented a “typical Hockey East weekend.”

Who’s starting in goal?

At the beginning of the season, Quinn said sophomore goaltenders Sean Maguire and Matt O’Connor looked even in goal. From there, however, he went on to say that he was not the type of person to predetermine that the goalies would rotate each weekend.

“I’ve talked to O’Connor and [senior goaltender Anthony Moccia],” Quinn said before the Terriers’ game against Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. “I told them, ‘Listen, if [Maguire] goes in there and plays outstanding, we will probably put him back in [Friday]. Just like you would want me to offer you the same opportunity.’

“We have the luxury of having two great goalies, so I feel confident. It will all work out.”

After four weeks’ worth of games, neither Maguire nor O’Connor has started in both games of a weekend series. Instead, the two have platooned, something that Quinn discussed after O’Connor made 42 saves in a game against the then-No. 4 University of Michigan but did not get the start the following day against Michigan State University.

“I look through the eyes of everybody,” Quinn said on Oct. 31. “O’Connor is like, ‘Hey, I played great,’ And I say, ‘You’re right, you’ve got a great argument, but Maguire has played well too, you know?’ It’s just a different view. I think they understand it. I think those two guys understand the situation that we’re in.”

The penalty paradox

One of the main themes this season has been the amount of penalties the Terriers have taken. Quinn has said several times this season that he wants to see the team have four penalties or fewer per game.

BU met that requirement this weekend when it had two penalties Friday night and four Saturday night. In fact, after eight games this season, the Terriers have, on average, 10.8 penalty minutes per game. That is the second best total in the Hockey East conference with Maine’s 10-minute average leading the league. Right now, though, the problem is the timing of the penalties more than the amount.

A look at Saturday’s game shows just that. With the Terriers holding onto a 1-0 lead heading into the final four minutes of the second period, sophomore forward Sam Kurker was called for tripping. With fewer than 30 seconds left on the penalty, sophomore forward Mike Moran then picked up a call for cross checking, giving the Friars a key five-on-three opportunity. Providence went on to tie up the game just six seconds into the two-man advantage, giving them the momentum heading into the final period of play.

Sam Kurker asked to step up

Quinn said at the beginning of the season that he would hold players responsible for their actions on the ice. The first time Quinn noticeably took action was during the Terriers’ first game of the season on Oct. 11. Kurker took two offensive penalties in the first 22 minutes of the game, and spent the rest of the contest sitting on the bench.

A few weeks later, Kurker did not dress for the Terriers’ game against Michigan State (3-3), and, on Saturday, the sophomore had one of the penalties that led to Providence’s game-tying goal.

Quinn said before the Providence series that he has continued to talk with Kurker throughout the season to help him improve.

“We had a chat today, watched a lot of video,” Quinn said. “ … He and I talked at length about what he’s going to have to do to continue to improve to be an effective player here. He’s young, too. He’s a kid that’s a 19-year-old sophomore who has to understand what he has to do to be a productive player here because we need him. There’s no way around it.

“We need him to be the player he’s capable of being. It’s our job to get it out of him. We talked about protecting the puck and being more physical.”
Despite Terrier loss, David Quinn has happy reunion with family
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After the Boston University men’s hockey team’s 3-1 loss to No. 3 Providence College on Saturday, BU coach David Quinn was less than pleased. Poorly timed penalties again did his team in, as BU missed a chance to sweep a home-and-home series against one of the top-ranked squads in the country, and the No. 18 Terriers remained winless on the road.

But about a minute and half later, Quinn had more important business to tend to.

He walked through the bowels of the Friars’ home rink and up a small set of metal stairs to hug four children, each clamoring for his attention. Quinn’s smile was as wide as it was the day he was named BU’s head coach.

Quinn’s four cousins — all 11 years old or younger — were part of a contingent 16 people strong who came to see him at Schneider Arena. Quinn, a Cranston, R.I. native, grew up 10 minutes from Schneider, where he also played plenty in his youth.

Saturday was his first time there since being named BU’s head coach in March.

“I have a lot of memories and a lot of great memories there,” Quinn said prior to the weekend series. “It will be special. It will be pretty cool to go down there and play against the Friars and be the head coach of BU. That will be pretty neat.”

Among those in attendance were Quinn’s younger brother, Brian, and younger sister, Suzy, who spent countless hours in the Schneider Arena seats with their parents, Janice and William.

It was Suzy’s first time at Providence’s arena since Quinn was there as a BU assistant coach in 2009. Brian had not been back in more than a quarter-century — since Quinn’s teenage years.

“It’s awesome,” Janice said. “It’s like he came full circle.”

Count Quinn’s mother, Janice, was among those happy to see her oldest son back where it all started. She lives so close to Providence College that she compared it to driving down Commonwealth Avenue.

“After all of the traveling and all of the coaching and all of the places he’s been — and we always love going — it’s really nice to come here. I’m going to be home in 10 minutes,” said a smiling Janice, who attends most BU home games. “All of the family can come.

“As he’s always said, [being BU’s coach was] his dream. And it was our dream ever since he came to BU.”

Janice said she brought Quinn to Schneider for everything from early morning practices to weekend games to summer programs for as long as she can remember. She was in the process of explaining the time commitment — the very intense one, she noted — of youth hockey when she was interrupted.

“Bye, Mom,” Quinn said, leaning over for a requisite kiss on the cheek. “Take care of that back, will ya?”

And with that, he was off, gone to join his team on the bus to go back to Boston, while his family stuck around for a few more minutes to beam about the man they all came out to see.

Janice and Brian recalled one game in particular, a 1981 national championship game when a 15-year-old Quinn played for the Johnston Bantam All-Stars. New York Islanders coach Jack Capuano was also on that team. David Emma, a future Hobey Baker Award winner at Boston College who had a brief stint with the Bruins, played against them.

“[Quinn] was a defenseman — but he rushed the puck a lot,” Janice recalled. “We always used to see him when he got the puck, vroom, off he went.”

“He worked really, really hard to get where he is, and he deserves to be where he is,” Brian said. “I just wish my dad was here to see it.”

William, who passed away in 2010, was Quinn’s “biggest fan,” as Brian put it, and was instrumental in the family’s love of hockey. It was William who brought his sons to the 1978 Frozen Four at the then-Providence Civic Center, blocks from Providence College, when BU beat Boston College to come away with the national title that weekend, a turning point in a young Quinn’s fandom.

William was not there for Quinn’s return to the Schneider bench, but he was very much on the minds of the rest of the family.

“He’s here in spirit, I believe,” Brian said, later bringing the conversation back to his brother. “I’m just very proud.”
BU men’s hockey falls to No. 3 Providence

Written by Kevin Dillon

Published Nov 4, 2013

Email This Post

Comments (0)

MICHELLE JAY/DAILY FREE PRESS STAFF Sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen scored the Terriers’ only goal against Providence College Saturday. 

MICHELLE JAY/DAILY FREE PRESS STAFF

Sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen scored the Terriers’ only goal against Providence College Saturday.

The road has not been friendly to the No. 18 Boston University men’s hockey team, which lost its third consecutive game away from Agganis Arena 3-1 to No. 3 Providence College Saturday night at Schneider Arena.

After coming back in grand fashion at home Friday night, BU fell behind on a goal late in the contest and could not put another one past Providence goaltender Jon Gillies as it returned to a .500 record on the season.

The two teams were about as evenly matched as could be in the first period, as BU (4-4, 2-1 Hockey East) and Providence (5-1-1, 1-1 Hockey East) traded scoring chances with nothing getting by Gillies and sophomore goaltender Sean Maguire. Maguire made 12 saves for the Terriers while Gillies stopped nine shots for Providence in a frame that only included one penalty.

“Obviously, when you lose the first game you come out with a little bit more desperation and energy,” said BU coach David Quinn. “I thought we matched it early.”

The Terriers finally jumped out to a lead a little more than 15 minutes into the second period after Providence captain Steven Shamanski took an interference penalty along the Terriers’ bench.

BU freshman forward Nick Roberto picked up a loose puck at a sharp angle to Gillies’ right and hesitated, drawing defenders out of position before feeding wide-open sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen at the top of the slot. Oksanen stepped in and ripped a one-timer into the top-right corner of the net for his second goal and team-leading ninth point of the season.

While it took a long time for the Terriers to open the scoring, it did not take long for the Friars to answer with a power-play goal of their own. Sophomore forwards Sam Kurker and Mike Moran ended up in the sin bin for tripping and cross-checking, respectively, giving Providence a 23-second 5-on-3 advantage in the final three minutes of the second period.

“Against a team like that you can’t take penalties like that,” Quinn said. “That’s the disappointing part.”

The Friars did not need that long though, as forward Derek Army scooped up a rebound six seconds into the 5-on-3 opportunity and tied the game entering the third frame. The goal was the first power-play goal BU allowed in its previous 11 penalty kills.

Friar junior Ross Mauermann took the game into his own hands as the third period began, as he drove the puck wide before cutting it to the front of the goal and pushing it through Maguire’s five-hole. It was Mauermann’s team-leading sixth goal of the season and his second goal in as many nights against the Terriers.

BU had a chance to get back in the game when Mauermann was sent to the box for cross-checking. However, despite some crisp passing with the man advantage, BU could not get any clear shots at Gillies and the score remained in Providence’s favor.

Mauermann put the game away with Maguire pulled in the final minute, scoring his second goal of the game to put the Friars ahead 3-1 with 46.6 seconds remaining.

Third periods in opposing arenas have been particularly tough for the Terriers, who have not scored a goal while allowing seven in the final frames of their three road games on the year.

The Terriers had a chance to remain unbeaten in Hockey East play entering the third period Saturday. Instead, the Terriers split the season series with a Friars team that figures to be among the top of the league come the end of the end of the season.

“When you come into this weekend like this, a team as good as Providence and the start that they’ve had, to play five periods and be in a position to get six points is a good position to get in,” Quinn said. “But we have to learn to win games like this, and unfortunately we weren’t able to get it done tonight.”
No. 18 Terriers look to bounce back against No. 3 Providence
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After watching his team give up three goals in the final five minutes of play against Michigan State University Saturday evening, David Quinn told the Boston University men’s hockey team to be prepared for practice on Tuesday.

Five days later, and with the Terriers (3-3-0, 1-0-0 Hockey East) having dropped from a 13/14 ranking to 18th, Quinn said the focus of the week’s practices was on puck possession and staying out of the penalty box during this weekend’s home-and-home bout with No. 3 Providence College (4-0-1, 0-0-0 Hockey East).

“There are going to be games over the course of a season when your whole team plays like that,” Quinn said of Saturday’s 3-1 loss to the Spartans. “Whether they were mentally fatigued, physically fatigued, down on themselves after the loss to [University of] Michigan, our first road trip, whatever.

“So I gave them Monday off, and Tuesday went right back at it and got them ready to beat Providence.”

Providence, one of just seven unbeaten teams in the nation, enters the weekend after having defeated Miami University (Ohio) 3-2 in overtime on Friday before tying the Red Hawks 4-4 on Saturday.

Instead of having the Terriers watch film of themselves from this past weekend, Quinn showed BU video from the Providence-Miami series.

“We talked about puck management and possessing it and puck support. It never changes. you just have to find different ways to get it through to them, but they have to understand it,”  Quinn said. “We watched some Providence [Wednesday], and we showed a bunch of things that Miami did that we had been doing a lot of … So we showed a lot of the things we need to work on via Miami.”

As Quinn has said all season, the Terriers also need to improve on the amount of penalties that they take. While BU is eighth in the league in penalty minutes with an average of just 12.3 minutes in the box per game, Quinn said he still wants BU to aim for four penalties or less per game. This past weekend, BU had 13 penalties compared to four from its opponents.

Although the Terriers are in the bottom third in the conference in terms of penalties, the timing of the penalties has caused a problem for BU. During BU’s game against Michigan (4-1-1), BU had three penalties in the first 11:20 of the game.

“We’ve just got to stay out of the penalty box,” Quinn said. “It’s our number one problem in my opinion, because your best players play too much, you’re too tired, there’s no rhythm. You can’t go out on the road and have three power plays and the other two teams have 13. You just can’t. You don’t give yourself a chance.”

When the Terriers take the ice Friday evening at Agganis Arena, the team will have a different lineup from the one at Michigan State last Saturday. Freshman winger Tommy Kelley will return to the second line while his classmate Kevin Duane will return to his spot on the fourth line. Meanwhile, freshman wing Brendan Collier and sophomore wing Sam Kurker will return to the third line after sitting out Saturday’s game. Freshman T.J. Ryan, who played as a forward for the first time this season against the Spartans will return to his spot on the blue line against Providence.

Sophomore netminder Matt O’Connor, who gave up two goals and had 42 saves against the University of Michigan on Friday, will face off against Hockey East Goaltender of the Month Jon Gillies in the Friday night contest.

In seven games this season, Gillies has given up an average of 1.71 goals per game.

“At the end of the day, you have go to get to the net with this guy,” Quinn said of Gillies. “You cannot give him a clean look at the puck, just like any goalie at our level. You have to get in there, you have got to be dirty, you have got to pay the price, you have got to block and tackle to get into the crease.

“Honestly, nobody does it better than Providence after watching them on tape. We have got to be ready to defend in that area very hard, and we have to be ready from an offensive standpoint to get there. But you have got to have the puck to get there. So you’ve got to have the puck more than we have for the past two games.”

BU lines:

Evan Rodrigues – Danny O’Regan – Robbie Baillargeon

Tommy Kelley – Cason Hohmann – Matt Lane

Brendan Collier – Nick Roberto – Sam Kurker

Mike Moran – Dillon Lawrence – Kevin Duane

Ahti Oksanen – Garrett Noonan

Patrick MacGregor – Matt Grzelcyk

Doyle Somerby – T.J. Ryan

Matt O’Connor

Sean Maguire

Anthony Moccia
Penalties wear on Terriers as men’s hockey loses to Spartans
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An unhappy David Quinn was blunt Saturday night following a 3–1 loss to Michigan State University, in which the No. 13/14 Boston University men’s hockey team took seven penalties to put its weekend total at 13.

“It’s just ridiculous,” Quinn said. “You can’t do it. We keep talking about it. I’ve benched guys, but obviously there have to be more drastic results.”

Quinn took issue with a number of aspects of his team’s poor play — faceoffs and puck possession among them — but the frequency of the Terriers’ two-minute infractions was near the top of the list. BU was also penalized six times in a 2–1 loss to No. 4 University of Michigan Friday night, and Quinn expressed a similar sentiment after that blown third-period lead.

He guaranteed change.

“We’re young, and we’re going to learn,” Quinn said Friday, referencing a lineup featuring eight freshmen. “We’re not going to be taking these penalties … in a short period of time.”

Not short enough, however.

It started just three minutes into Saturday’s contest when freshman forward Robbie Baillargeon, in his first game back on the top line, was called for interference, his first of two penalties on the night. Sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen (hooking), sophomore wing Matt Lane (interference) and Baillargeon (hooking) followed suit in a 10-minute span in the middle of the first frame. Senior forward Jake Moscatel (boarding) and freshman wing Kevin Duane (interference) did the honors in the third.

All that, and it did not even directly come back to bite the Terriers. Their penalty kill was a perfect 7-for-7, allowing 11 shots in 12:17 of kill time, upping its success rate to 81.2 percent on the season, good for fifth-best in Hockey East.

But by night’s end, all of the time playing down a man might have caught up with BU. It allowed three goals, one of which was an empty-netter, in the final five minutes, and for the second straight night the visitors were handed a crushing loss after holding a 10 lead going into the last 20 minutes. Sophomore Sean Maguire’s 30 saves were all for naught, just like sophomore Matt O’Connor’s 42 stops the night before.

So did all Michigan State’s time on the power play take the Terriers’ legs out from under them?

Senior captain Garrett Noonan said he did not think so. Quinn said he disagreed, but added that the final five minutes weren’t exactly an exception.

“It always does, it always does,” Quinn said. “But we had no legs from the get-go. We were standing in quicksand the first period.”

Still, BU is one of the least penalized teams in the conference, with its 12.3 minutes a game ranking eighth in the conference. The Terriers also rank 38th out of 59 in penalty minutes per game among Division I programs, approaching the top third of the least penalized teams in the country.

Quinn’s target is four penalties per game, a number that only five teams are averaging a handful of weeks into the season.

He has taken action already against the lack of discipline, too. Senior captain Patrick MacGregor, the team leader with five minors, sat the first period of Friday’s game. He has not ended up in the sin bin since.

Quinn, who noted he will review which of Saturday’s penalties were legitimate calls, did not specify how he will try to get his message across. But you can count Noonan among those willing to listen.

“He just said we have to be smarter,” Noonan said. “We have got to grow from it. We have got to get together with Coach, and he knows what is best for us. When we get back to listening to Coach, we will start to get the Ws.”
Men’s hockey falls to Michigan State, 3-1
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The No. 13/14 Boston University men’s hockey team must have had déjà vu at Michigan State UniversitySaturday night, as it allowed two quick goals late in the third period to fall behind and lose its second game in a row. The Terriers lost 3–1 at Munn Ice Arena, and have now dropped three of their last four contests.

The game mirrored Friday night’s loss to No. 4 University of Michigan, when the Terriers (3–3, 1–0 Hockey East) scored a late first period goal, but, after several penalties, BU could not hold onto a one-goal lead for the entirety of the game despite a strong performance in goal

“We took a step back this weekend,” said BU coach David Quinn. “We were moving forward, I think we’ve been progressing, and just a huge step back this weekend. It’s just frustrating because I really like what I’ve seen the first three weeks.”

Sophomore goaltender Sean Maguire ended the night with 30 saves in the loss. That performance came after a 42-save effort by fellow sophomore netminder Matt O’Connor the night before.

“Without our goaltending, God knows where we’d be right now,” Quinn said. “They’re allowing us to grow and find our way and to win some hockey games in the process.”

With less than a minute to play in the first period, freshman defenseman Doyle Somerby and freshman forward Kevin Duane won a battle along the right boards and chipped the puck into the air where junior center Cason Hohmann grabbed the puck. Hohmann darted into the zone and drew the defender on a 2-on-1 before snapping a long pass through the zone to sophomore forward Matt Lane, who potted his second goal of the season to the right of Michigan State (1–3) goaltender Jake Hildebrand.

Somerby, who was tied for a team-high with five blocked shots on the night, earned the first point of his collegiate career with the assist on the play. Fellow freshman defenseman Dalton MacAfee also had a good night, making several nice plays to break up Michigan State scoring chances.

That goal held for the Terriers through the second period despite them spending much of the frame on the penalty kill. The Terriers took four penalties in the period, three of which were stick infractions. BU, however, did a good job of killing the penalties and even created a few scoring chances with one fewer skaters on the ice. The Terriers were 7-for-7 killing penalties on the night.

The Spartans pulled even in the third period, though, when forward Brent Darnell scooped up a rebound and put it past Maguire with less than five minutes remaining in the frame. Less than a minute later, Spartan freshman Joe Cox scored just a few feet away from where Michigan State netted its first goal. After winning a battle in close, the forward flicked the puck off Maguire’s pad and into the net to give Michigan State the 2–1 lead.

“Both of them were kind of greasy goals,” said BU captain Garrett Noonan. “At the same time, they worked for their goals, they went hard all night like they were a desperate hockey team. Give them credit. They earned those goals.”

Spartan captain Greg Wolfe added the empty-net goal with four seconds remaining to seal the victory for Michigan State.

The Terriers’ offense struggled to get quality scoring chances on the night, and totaled 27 shots, 13 of which came in the second period and five of which came in the final few minutes of play when BU was scrambling for offense. The Spartans only outshot BU 22–21 with the teams at even strength, but Michigan State totaled 11 shots with the man advantage.

Quinn said he did not feel his team was ready to play Saturday night, and that it was playing “youth hockey.”

 “They looked at the 0–3 record,” Quinn said. “They’re kids. I could tell them until I’m blue in the face, and they’re not believing me. We took a step back.”

As for the plan going forward, Quinn had a simple message for the team in the locker room after the game.

“Be ready to practice on Tuesday,” Quinn said.
Defense provides offense in win over Badgers
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In a span of 18 seconds in the second period, the No. 15 Boston University men’s hockey team showed how it produces its best offense — from its defensemen.  The Terriers used shots from the point to score twice during that stretch, and took control in a 7-3 win over No. 2 University of Wisconsin.

Defensemen scoring points is nothing new for the Terriers this season, as its top two scorers are sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen (one goal, six assists) and senior defenseman Garrett Noonan (two goals, four assists). Each of the four defensemen who have played in all four games this season have at least one point on the year.

“This day and age, you need five guys who are going to generate offense,” said BU coach David Quinn. “You can’t rely on your three forwards. We certainly are always going to ask our defensemen to get involved in the offense. It’s the only way you’re going to be able to create offense. Obviously, we have got some skill back there, and they are going to help us generate offense.”

The defense’s productivity going forward started in the first period, when Oksanen blasted a slap shot over Wisconsin goaltender Landon Peterson’s shoulder on the power play. It was Oksanen’s first goal of the season, and second goal since Nov. 16 of last season.

Oksanen was not done though, as he fed Noonan off of a faceoff for a one-timer from the point for the second BU goal of the game halfway through the second period.

Eighteen seconds later, junior center Cason Hohmann won a faceoff in the offensive zone, which led to a slap shot from sophomore defenseman Matt Grzelcyk. This time the shot from the point did not go directly in, but freshman forward Robbie Baillargeon tipped the puck to get it past Peterson.

Grzelcyk followed his assist with a goal of his own, ripping a wrist shot past Peterson on the power play. It was Grzelcyk’s first two points of the season after he led BU blueliners with 23 points last year.

Quinn said that the key to the defense’s success was moving the puck quickly and decisively, which is something Grzelcyk noted as well.

“I think the biggest thing we’ve been talking about is the five-foot pass and not going for the long bomb, which we tend to do,” Grzelcyk said. “I think all hockey players kind of tend to do that and go for that 70-foot pass — but I think we stuck to the game plan tonight and it worked for us.”

While Oksanen, Noonan and Grzelcyk are often considered the top offensive defensemen for the Terriers, senior captain Patrick MacGregor chipped in as well. With sophomore Mike Moran streaking up the boards, MacGregor hit the winger with a perfect pass off the wall for the fifth goal of the game.

The quick puck movement and decision making by the defense has been integral in the Terriers’ 3-1 start so far. Of the 14 goals BU has scored this year, a defenseman has scored or assisted on 13 of them. If the Terriers can continue this scoring trend from the back end and get increased production from their forwards like they did in the third period of Saturday’s game, offense won’t be an issue for Quinn’s team.

“We just need to keep doing those things over and over again,” Quinn said. “One of the things we talked about today was, ‘We can’t do it because the coach is telling you to do it. You need to do it because that’s who you are as a hockey player and you understand that’s the right way to play,’ and we are creeping in that direction.”
Second-half surge puts Men’s hockey over Wisconsin
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For close to five minutes during the second period Saturday evening, the No. 15 Boston University men’s hockey team let its guard down. With a one-goal lead and a man-advantage after a major penalty, the Terriers had five minutes to extend their lead over the No. 2 University of Wisconsin.

“We had nothing going,” said BU coach David Quinn. “It was really frustrating standing there watching that … You think you have a lot of time, and you lose your intensity level.”

With 19 seconds left on the power play, however, BU (3-1-0) broke through as sophomore defenseman Matt Grzelcyk took a shot from the right circle that Badger (2-2-0) netminder Landon Peterson could not handle.

The goal marked a turning point during Saturday’s game at Agganis Arena, as it sparked an offensive surge in the second half of what had been a close contest. By the time the final horn sounded, the Terriers had overcome Wisconsin by a final score of 7-3.

After struggling in the first 10 minutes of the game Friday evening, the Terriers came out strongly against Wisconsin on Saturday, taking a 1-0 lead about halfway through the first. Just six seconds into the Terriers’ first power-play opportunity of the night, sophomore defensemen Ahti Oksanen registered his first goal of the season after he picked up a pass from senior captain Garrett Noonan and ripped it by Peterson from the top of the left circle.

BU’s early lead did not make it out of the first period, however, as Wisconsin also found the back of the net while on the power play in the waning minutes of the frame. With Grzelcyk in the box for holding, Badger junior Jake McCabe evened the score with his second goal of the season.

Grzelcyk’s time in the penalty box was the last of three penalties in the first period, and, according to Quinn, the series of penalties tilted the ice in favor of Wisconsin for the second half of the frame.

“I thought the first 10 minutes were the best hockey we played all year,” Quinn said. “Then all of a sudden, we take three penalties in a 10-minute stretch, and it really changed the momentum of the game. I thought they really took it to us.”

Neither team found the back of the net again until a 39-second flurry halfway through the second period when both BU and Wisconsin combined for three goals.

Noonan kicked off the spree with a slap shot from the point after picking up a pass from Oksanen to break up the 1-1 stalemate. BU then picked up another goal 18 seconds later when wing Robbie Baillargeon tipped in a shot from Grzelcyk for the freshman’s first goal of his collegiate career.

Not to be outdone, Wisconsin center Keegan Meuer cut the Terriers’ lead to 3-2 just 16 seconds after the Baillargeon goal.

The Terriers regained the lead, however, after Wisconsin center Nic Kerdiles received a game misconduct and a major penalty for contact to the head after hitting freshman forward Tommy Kelley into the boards. After briefly coming back on the ice later in the period, Kelley left the game at the end of the frame with a head injury.

This power-play opportunity led to the goal by Grzelcyk that changed the complexion of the game.

With the momentum back on their side, the Terriers broke the game open in the third with a three-goal period. The frame started off with a tally by sophomore winger Mike Moran, who picked up a pass from senior captain Patrick MacGregor off of the boards and slipped it by Peterson to put BU up 5-2.

The Badgers inched their way back into the contest exactly seven minutes later with their second power-play goal of the night on a shot by wing Michael Mersch, but BU pounced for two more goals in the next three minutes to take a 7-3 lead.

Sophomore forward Matt Lane picked up his first goal of the season when he snapped a shot from the far side by Peterson. Just more than two minutes later, junior center Cason Hohmann scored BU’s final goal of the game as he bounced a pass from behind the net off of a Wisconsin player’s stick with the Terriers on the power play.

According to sophomore goaltender Matt O’Connor, who picked up 39 saves and his second win of the season in the contest, the Terriers came into the game focused on themselves and not Wisconsin’s 9-3 struggle against Boston College Friday evening.

“Quinn was quick to address that we have to focus on ourselves, and, realistically, we were kind of frustrated coming off of our loss [Friday to Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute],” O’Connor said. “We weren’t really focused on what happened with them and their game earlier. We were really hungry for two points here, and we really showed a lot of will to win right up to the last minute, got some lucky bounces and really moved the puck well.”
BU men’s hockey to play host to nationally ranked Rensselaer, Wisconsin
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And now, the true tests begin.

The No. 15 Boston University hockey team got off to a fine start last weekend, taking games from the University of Massachusetts and College of the Holy Cross, thanks in large part to solid goaltending and single tallies from six different players.

But this weekend’s slate is an animal of another sort.

The Terriers (2-0, 1-0 Hockey East) will host No. 17 Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute Friday night at 7:30 p.m., then No. 2 University of Wisconsin-Madison Saturday at 7 p.m. Both contests will be at Agganis Arena

“It’s like taking a test,” said BU head coach David Quinn. “Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday — we got better every day this week. I’m anxious to see how we play Friday night.”

BU had no shortage of offense last week — it averaged one goal and 8.5 shots per period — but given that the season is still young, and the pieces to the Terrier puzzle are still coming together, Quinn is made changes offensively. The top three lines will look like this:

Tommy Kelley – Danny O’Regan – Evan Rodrigues

Matt Lane – Cason Hohmann – Robbie Baillargeon

Brendan Collier – Nick Roberto – Sam Kurker

The fourth line was still up in the air as of Thursday afternoon.

Kelley moving up to the top line bumps Baillargeon down, which in turn puts Kurker on the third line, where he spent most of last season.

Kurker, who took holding and slashing penalties last Friday, did not play the second half. According to Quinn, the pair chatted Saturday morning and Kurker played much better that night against Holy Cross.

“I just said ‘Sam, you think I like doing that? That’s not fun for me. That’s the last thing I want to do,’” Quinn relayed. “He’s a good player and we’re going to need him. I can’t allow him to do that for himself because he’s not going to have a chance to have success at the next level if he takes penalties like that.

“And more importantly, we’re not going to have success as a team if he takes penalties like that here.”

Quinn is also deviating from last week’s plan in terms of who he is putting between the pipes. Sophomores Sean Maguire and Matt O’Connor played a game apiece a week ago, but this time Maguire will play against RPI while Saturday’s starter is undecided.

Quinn is not afraid to ride the hot hand.

“I told [the goalies], ‘Listen, if he goes in there and plays outstanding, we will probably put him back in, just like you would want me to offer you the same opportunity,’” Quinn said. “We have the luxury of having two great goalies, so I feel confident. It will all work out.”

RPI comes in at 1-1, having blown out Sacred Heart University, 6-0, before getting rocked by No. 6/7 Boston College, 7-2. Although it is a very small sample size, junior Ryan Haggerty comes in with two goals, while forwards Matt Tinordi, Milos Bubela and Mike Zalewski have three points (one goal, two assists) each.

Wisconsin, which lost to UMass-Lowell in the first round of the NCAA tournament in March, opened up by sweeping a two-game set with Northern Michigan at home, winning by an aggregate score of 7-3.

One of the Badgers’ top athletes is forward Nic Kerdiles. The sophomore, who played with Lane and sophomore defenseman Matt Grzelcyk when the trio was with the USNTDP team, is a plus-5 with one goal and two assists after just two games.

That said, Quinn isn’t too worried about Kerdiles or Wisconsin or even RPI. If he focuses on knowing his own team, he says, he’ll be better off.

He was thoroughly enthused with his team’s effort and concentration this week.

“Just playing responsible, smart hockey,” Quinn said of what the Terriers are focusing on. “I hate to say this, but you don’t want to play hockey like a normal 18-year-old because that’s an immature way to play. We’re trying to accelerate their maturity process in the hockey world, and it’s hard to do.”
Noonan proves leadership in 2 weekend wins
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At the end of the 2012-13 season, many wondered if then-junior defenseman Garrett Noonan would join teammate Matt Nieto and make the jump from the collegiate ranks up to a potential spot on an NHL roster.

Drafted in the fourth round (112th overall) of the 2011 NHL Draft by the Nashville Predators, Noonan had already built an impressive resume during his first three years at BU (2-0, 1-0 Hockey East), with 61 points in 110 games and a spot on the All-Hockey East Second Team in 2011-12.

Despite the pressure to move on to the NHL, Noonan chose to remain at BU for his senior year, eventually earning the title of captain of the current 2013-14 team along with senior defenseman Patrick MacGregor.

Now, just two games into the early season, it seems that Noonan’s decision to stay is paying off for both the Terriers and the Norfolk native, as Noonan has made a huge impact both on and off the ice for BU so far this year.

The Terriers got off to a good start under new head coach David Quinn, as they defeated both the University of Massachusetts-Amherst and College of the Holy Cross during weekend tilts at Agganis Arena. Noonan made his presence felt in both contests, as he scored a goal in the season-opening win against the Minutemen (0-2, 0-1 Hockey East) and racked up two assists in BU’s 3-2 win over the Crusaders (0-1) Saturday night.

Noonan is already making a difference on offense, as he is second on the team and tied for fifth in Hockey East with three points in two games.

“He’s really had a great start to the season, not only what you’re seeing on the ice, but away from the rink,” Quinn said Saturday on Noonan. “He’s in great shape — he’s in the best shape he’s ever been in. He physically looks different.”

Junior forward Cason Hohmann, whose second-period goal against Holy Cross was assisted by Noonan, shared Quinn’s sentiments in that Noonan has stepped his game up.

“You can tell he’s definitely gotten better over the summer,” Hohmann said. “He’s way faster than he was last year, he’s got more jump, he’s all over the place. When we score goals, he’s all around it, so everything pretty much goes through him at some point. On the power play, he’s a threat anytime he gets the puck, so I think he’s come back even better than last year.”

While Noonan has made an impact on the stat sheet this season, Hohmann noted that 22-year-old Noonan has also had a huge impact on the team in other areas, as he has taken up the mantle as one of the leaders for the Terriers this season.

“I think he’s really come to his leadership role very well,” Hohmann said. “He’s a quiet leader at times, and other times he’s very vocal. He leads by example on the ice very well. When he says something in the locker room, everyone pays attention. I think he’s a great leader for this team.”

It would be an understatement to say that the 2013-14 Terriers are a young squad, as 18 of the 25 players on the roster are freshmen or sophomores. Given that ratio, Noonan has made it a priority to help out these unseasoned players, both on and off the ice.

“From the freshmen standpoint, he’s been great to us,” said freshman forward Nick Roberto. “Really helping us, especially in the weight room, like telling us what to do, and then on ice, he’s teaching us like the little things to help our games, so it’s been beneficial for us.”

There are many games to be played in the 2013-14 campaign, but if the Terriers are going to make some noise in Hockey East this year, odds are that Noonan will be one of the chief factors.

“He’s been a great leader from the first minute I got here,” Quinn said. “We’re going to need him to do the things he did this weekend if we’re going to have success.”
No. 19 BU men’s hockey team defeats Crusaders, 3-2
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Senior captain Garrett Noonan played a large role in the men’s hockey team’s successful season-opening weekend.

Less than four minutes after College of the Holy Cross tied up the game in the second period, freshman forward Nick Roberto picked up a pass from the slot and just barely shot it wide of the net. The freshman forward continued to fight after the shot, however, as he picked up a rebound and placed it into a practically empty net to give the No. 19 Boston University men’s hockey team a 2-1 lead.

With that momentum behind them, the Terriers (2-0, 1-0 Hockey East) held on Saturday evening to defeat the Crusaders (0-1) by a score of 3-2. The victory at Agganis Arena gave BU a sweep of its opening weekend’s games.

“It’s not easy to do in college hockey, to win two games in a weekend,” said BU coach David Quinn. “I really liked our progress from [Friday] night to [Saturday night].”

After a contest Friday where the Terriers struggled during the start of the game, BU came out strong against the Crusaders in its final game of the weekend. This more aggressive play manifested itself halfway through the first period, when the Terriers jumped on the board to take a 1-0 lead after senior captain Garrett Noonan passed the puck up ice to sophomore forward Danny O’Regan. O’Regan then broke away from the pack and backhanded a shot past Holy Cross netminder Matt Ginn.

That lead did not make it past the first minute of the second period, however, as the Crusaders took advantage of a power-play opportunity to tie up the game. With freshman forward Robbie Baillargeon in the box for roughing, forward Mike McNamara scored his first collegiate goal. Just 13 seconds into the power play, McNamara picked up a rebound and notched it past BU sophomore goaltender Matt O’Connor to tie up the game.

Four minutes later, Roberto picked up the rebound from sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen’s shot, giving BU a 2-1 lead. Oksanen picked up his fourth assist of the season on the goal. He now has an assist on four of the Terriers’ six goals this season.

BU tacked on to its lead with its second power-play goal in as many games with five minutes left in the period when junior forward Cason Hohmann picked up a rebound off of a shot by Noonan.

“I think, at times, our power play is really, really good,” Hohmann said. “We only had a couple days to practice it, so it can only get better, but it’s looked pretty good out there.”

Holy Cross attempted a comeback in the third when forward Adam Schmidt found the back of the net after sprawling out on the ice and hooking the puck by O’Connor. Despite the goal with 16 minutes left in the game, Quinn said that the Terriers controlled play for the majority of the second half of the game.

“I really thought after we made it 2-1, we really controlled the play after that,” Quinn said. “Unfortunately, we weren’t able to get rewarded a few more times in the second period.

“Even in the third, I thought we were doing a good job and then they got the goal — it was kid of a fluky goal. A little bit of a broken play, and then we got the penalty right after that and weathered the storm there. I thought we regrouped a bit.”

Even with the two wins under his belt, Quinn still understands that the team has areas where it can improve.

“We have a vision of how we want to play night in and night out and how we ultimately want to look,” Quinn said. “I thought we took a big step forward toward that … I thought tonight, like I said, I thought there were a lot of signs of us moving forward, which I think we have [got to] keep going.”
Terriers dismiss UMass, 3-1, to get David Quinn first win
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The David Quinn Era is officially underway on Commonwealth Avenue, but after the final buzzer of a 3-1 win for the No. 19 Boston University men’s hockey team over the University of Massachusetts, there was one minor hitch: Apparently, no one saved a puck the first-year head coach.

“That’s going to be addressed,” Quinn said, slamming the table in faux-frustration before allowing a smile to break across his face.

Other than that, though, it was a relatively smooth debut for Quinn’s crew. The Terriers (1-0, 1-0 Hockey East) used three second-period goals, including one from senior captain Garrett Noonan, to overmatch the Minutemen (0-1, 0-1 Hockey East) while sophomore goaltender Sean Maguire made 39 saves to stifle the visitors at the other end.

The first period was a mostly uneventful one — aside from Noonan clearing a near-UMass goal off of the BU goal line — but the Terriers made up for lost time with three tallies in the first eight minutes of the middle frame.

Noonan struck first after a pass from sophomore defenseman Ahti Oksanen, shooting from the point and beating UMass junior Steve Mastalerz stickside to make it 1-0 at just 1:02.

“Once Noons potted the first one, I think we all kind of relaxed,” junior forward Evan Rodrigues said. “We weren’t uptight, just relaxed, played our game and the offense came.”

Four minutes later, Oksanen fed the puck to junior forward Cason Hohmann in the left circle. Hohmann promptly slide it into the slot for freshman forward Tommy Kelley, who one-timed it for the power-play goal and a 2-0 lead. It was BU’s only goal and one of four shots in six chances on the man-advantage.

By then, momentum clearly swung in the Terriers’ favor — a change from a first period that saw the Terriers fail to finish and the Minutemen use speed to their advantage on several occasions.

Oksanen picked up his third assist at 7:32 when he spurred Rodrigues’ rush. Rodrigues stopped at the top of the right circle and sniped the top left corner to make it 3-0.

BU had myriad power-play opportunities the rest of the way — UMass took three minors in a span of 1:20 — but did not capitalize.

“It’s a game of emotions, and you’re up 3-0, [and the Minutemen] elevate their intensity, and they elevate their pace of play,” Quinn said. “We got a little lackadaisical after we got up 3-0.”

All the while, Maguire picked up right where he left off last March, holding the Minutemen scoreless through the first 50 minutes. UMass freshman Steven Iacobellis ended Maguire’s shutout bid at 10:24 with a shot from the left dot to narrow the deficit to 3-1.

“That was a hell of a game,” Rodrigues said. “He really kept us in it. That game could’ve been a lot closer than it was if it weren’t for him, so kudos to him.”

BU’s lines started similar to the ones it played in last week’s exhibition against St. Francis Xavier, but as the game progressed Quinn experimented quite a bit. Sophomore forward Sam Kurker, who was originally the second-line right wing and took two minor penalties, didn’t see the ice for most of the second half.

The Terriers were far from perfect, Quinn noted, mentioning the number of UMass shots as a result of turnovers in particular, but they got the job done. Considering it was their first meaningful game in more than half a year, and everyone had some rust to shake off, they’ll take it.

“It’s going to take a little bit and it took the first period,” Noonan said. “We just said in the locker room, “Let’s calm down. Let’s get back to our hockey.” And that’s what we did, and we played great from there on in.”

As Quinn put it, “Winning is better than losing.”
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The Terriers were far from perfect, Quinn noted, mentioning the number of UMass shots as a result of turnovers in particular, but they got the job done. Considering it was their first meaningful game in more than half a year, and everyone had some rust to shake off, they’ll take it.

“It’s going to take a little bit and it took the first period,” Noonan said. “We just said in the locker room, “Let’s calm down. Let’s get back to our hockey.” And that’s what we did, and we played great from there on in.”

As Quinn put it, “Winning is better than losing.”

BU men’s hockey set to open regular season vs. UMass

Written by Kevin Dillon

Published Oct 11, 2013

Email This Post

Comments (0)

Boston University men’s hockey coach David Quinn already got his chance to shake the head coaching cobwebs off with his team’s preseason win, but now the games are for real. Quinn will look for his first Hockey East win Friday night when the No. 19 Terriers take on the University of Massachusetts.

Following his team’s 2-1 win over St. Francis Xavier University, Quinn said the team had a better idea of what it needed to improve on and go over in practice this week. Now that the week is over, Quinn is ready for a game.

“The funny thing about coaching is I get a lot more revved up for practice,” Quinn said. “The week is more intense for me because you feel like you have a lot more of an impact. Right now I feel like my work’s done. They’re prepared, they’re ready to go.”

With the preparation complete, Quinn has some final decisions to make with regards to line combinations. Playing time is based on meritocracy for the Terriers, so the bottom-six forwards and the final two defensive spots were going to be decided on after practice Thursday night.

Quinn noted the upperclassmen have an advantage over the newcomers in terms of playing time in his system of meritocracy though.

“I give the upperclassmen a little bit of rope because I think that’s what you need to do,” Quinn said. “I’ve talked to a few of them and told them, ‘The only reason you might be in the lineup tonight is because you’re an upperclassmen and I think that’s the right thing to do, but you got to perform, got to perform.’”

As far as the top-six forwards for Friday’s game, the lines will look the same as they did in the preseason game. This means freshman forward Robbie Baillargeon, who earned an assist on the night, will remain on the first unit with sophomore center Danny O’Regan and junior wing Evan Rodrigues. Sophomore wings Matt Lane and Sam Kurker will play on either side of junior center Cason Hohmann on the second line.

O’Regan and Rodrigues were part of one of the most productive lines in the country during the second half of last season, and will be looking for Baillargeon and fill the role of Matt Nieto on the left wing. Expectations should be tempered for Baillargeon though, as he is a freshman playing in his first college game while Nieto currently has three points in his first three games with the San Jose Sharks.

The Minutemen will bring an experienced, high-scoring top line of forwards to Agganis Arena Saturday in seniors Brenden Gracel, Conor Sheary and Michael Pereira. Each member of the trio scored more than 25 points last season with Gracel leading the way in both goals (14) and assists (20).

UMass went through several changes in the offseason and lost goaltender Kevin Boyle in the process. Junior Steve Mastalerz will likely get the nod in goal, with freshmen Mac Haight and Alex Wakaluk serving as backups. Mastalerz had a 2.96 goals-against average with an .898 save percentage in 15 games last season.

Preparing for playing UMass is not an easy task though, as it will not have even played a preseason game before its season opener Friday. Quinn said he is not concerned with how his team’s opponent will look though — only how his own team will have done.

“I don’t really spend any time on the other team,” Quinn said. “I really don’t. I couldn’t tell you who their goalies are going to be. I don’t know anyone on their roster. Maybe I shouldn’t be admitting this, but I really don’t.”

The day is finally here though, and all of the waiting has finally passed. By 7:30 p.m. Friday, BU hockey will be back.

“For six months I didn’t do anything hockey related,” Quinn said. “You get the job in March, you go back to Colorado then come back here on May 10th my first day on the office and the first time I stepped on the ice is Sept. 7th or 8th. It’s a long time.

“It’s going to be nice to drop the puck for real.”
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1. Boston College – Boston University saw the impact a good freshman class could have on a season last year when its two goaltenders, top-scoring forward and top-scoring defenseman were all first-year players. BC’s freshman class has the potential to have an even bigger impact than BU’s did last year, with five recruits drafted within the first four rounds of the NHL draft and two others who played with the United States National Training and Development Program U-18 team. Throw in Hobey Baker finalist Johnny Gaudreau, preseason first-team Hockey East defenseman Michael Matheson and a couple of highly-skilled seniors, and Jerry York has a chance to capture his third Hockey East regular season championship in the past four years.

2. University of Massachusetts-Lowell – It would be foolish to ignore what Norm Bazin and UMass-Lowell have done over the past two years. In 2010-11, the Riverhawks lost 25 games. Since then, the Bazin-run Lowell squad has lost 24 games over two seasons and made it to the NCAA Tournament in back-to-back seasons for the first time ever. This year’s team is not much different from last year’s, only losing captain Riley Wetmore to graduation and top-tier defenseman Chad Ruhwedel to a pro contract. Lowell will have four “second lines” of forwards again this year, and return the bulk of a solid defensive unit. Connor Hellebuyck will continue to build on his stellar freshman season, and the preseason No. 1 team in the country will likely make its third trip to the NCAA tournament in a row.

3. University of New Hampshire – UNH’s roster is not flashy, as there is only one player on the team that has been drafted into the NHL. The Wildcats, however, have strong college hockey players throughout the lineup, including its top scorer from last season Kevin Goumas and preseason All-Hockey East defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk. UNH led the league in team defense in conference games last season (2.15 goals-against per game), and was the best team on the penalty kill by far — killing 92.3 percent of the penalties it took. Expect captain Eric Knodel to once again head a strong defensive effort that leaves UNH among the top teams in Hockey East.

4. University of Notre Dame – Notre Dame is a bit of a wild card entering its first season in Hockey East. The Fighting Irish have perennially been among the top teams in the nation and are returning a talented group of senior forwards in Bryan Rust, Jeff Costello and T.J. Tynan. Add highly-touted sophomore Mario Lucia to the list, and Notre Dame is sure to have one of the best offenses in the league. A tough travel schedule coupled with a transition to a new league, however, are variables that could potentially make this a more difficult season for Jeff Jackson’s crew.

5.  Boston University – BU can be among the top five teams in Hockey East as long as it stays healthy. The departures of Alexx Privitera and Sahir Gill this offseason leave the Terriers’ depth thin this year, so an injury to a key forward or defenseman would likely drop BU behind quality teams like Providence College or Merrimack College. The goaltending tandem of Sean Maguire and Matt O’Connor is an area of strength for BU, which will look for big contributions from a thin group of upperclassmen that features senior defenseman Garrett Noonan and junior forwards Cason Hohmann and Evan Rodrigues.

6. Providence College – The Friars success begins and ends with its goaltender, as last season’s Division I Hockey Commissioners’ Association Rookie of the Year Jon Gillies gives his team a chance to win every game it plays. In front of him, though, Providence did not have any studs in terms of goal scoring last season, as only three of its forwards had double-digit goal totals. Nonetheless, those three players are all returning for the Friars this season, as is the majority of Providence’s core group of players. If sophomores Mark Jankowski, Nick Saracino and Paul de Jersey continue to develop as offensive threats, the Friars could be looking at a deep postseason run this year.

7.  Merrimack College – Similar to the way the Friars will rely heavily on Jon Gillies to win games, Merrimack will ask senior forward Mike Collins to carry a heavy load of the team’s offense this season. Collins was fifth in the league in scoring last season with 38 points, 14 of which came on the power play. The Warriors will also need a strong year from their goaltending one-two punch of Sam Marotta and Rasmus Tirronen, who no longer have 6-foot-5 mauler Kyle Bigos in front of them on defense.

8. University of Maine – Like BU, Maine get its first look at a new head coach this season. Red Gendron will have leading scorer Devin Shore back, which is a plus for him. He will also not have to deal with killing off Joey Diamond’s 147 penalty minutes from last season, which is also a plus. This looks, however, to be another rebuilding year for the Black Bears, who finished last season as the worst offensive team in Hockey East (2.03 goals per game). Goaltender Martin Oullette is a senior now and is a solid starter, but he is not the type of goalie that can carry a team out of the bottom-tier of the league.

9. University of Massachusetts – UMass is always a good enough team to make games close, but always finds itself toward the bottom of the league. Do not expect anything different this year, even with the team returning its top three forwards in Branden Gracel, Conor Sheary and Michael Pereira. Senior defenseman Joel Hanley will be a strong option on the blue line for the Minutemen, but there are too many questions at goaltender for them to have much success this season. Junior Steve Mastalerz, who had a 2.96 goals-against average and an .898 save percentage last season, is the only goaltender returning for UMass. Those numbers were both outside of the top 10 for goaltenders in the league, and show that the Minutemen need some stability in goal if they want to start winning.

10. University of Vermont – Coach Kevin Sneddon has some talented players to work with, like leading scorer Chris McCarthy and former second-round pick Connor Brickley. The Catamounts, however, have minimal offensive skill behind their first line and have several question marks along the blue line. Sophomore Brody Hoffman will be asked to move mountains again after a strong showing in his freshman season, but it will likely be another long year for fans at the Gutterson Fieldhouse.

11. Northeastern University – Kevin Roy is a great player, and Cody Ferriero can make things happen offensively. However, this year is primed to be another disappointing one for Jim Madigan and the Huskies, who still have defensive and goaltending question marks. Things just do not look good for Madigan, who has already rejected top recruit Michael Szmatula’s request to be released from his National Letter of Intent. Roy will win the Huskies some games, but it will not be many.
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David Quinn has only occupied Jack Parker’s old office for a handful of months, but the Boston University men’s hockey coach has already adopted one of his predecessor’s favorite phases.

“This is a meritocracy,” Quinn said, sitting in his new office last week. “Those who play well will be rewarded with further play.”

Cason Hohmann and Evan Rodrigues learned this firsthand.

Just 12 months ago, the then-sophomore forwards were coming off of largely unremarkable rookie campaigns, two question marks on an offense — and a team — chock full of them. Hohmann put up only eight points in 35 games in 2011-12, while Rodrigues had 12 in 36. Were the 5-foot-8, 178-pound Hohmann and 5-foot-10, 175-pound Rodrigues going to be viable college hockey players? After getting muscled around at times, occasionally to the point of frustration as 18-year-olds fighting for spots in a Hockey East lineup, were they going to make the all-important freshman-sophomore jump?

The answer, it turns out, was a resounding yes.

The pair blossomed, finishing tied for third on the team with 34 points apiece, with Rodrigues (14 goals, 20 assists) edging Hohmann (10 goals, 24 assists) in terms of scoring. They assumed significant roles on special teams, while helping solidify the top two lines for a team that made it all the way to the Hockey East championship. The big season culminated in the two of them, along with former Terrier Ben Rosen, participating in the New York Islanders development camp in July.

Now, on a team that features 17 freshmen or sophomores and just five seniors, two of whom will probably not play regularly, these two juniors — the only members of the Class of 2015 — are the models of success in more ways than one.

“Your team’s success is always tied to the returning players,” Quinn said. “Last year’s freshmen have got to be better sophomores, and last year’s sophomores have got to be better juniors, and last year’s juniors have got to be better seniors. You always need people to do what Cason Hohmann and Evan Rodrigues did last year — make that big jump.”

“But it’s hard. It’s a big jump for a lot of them.”

For players like Matt Lane (seven points as a freshman last year) and Sam Kurker (five points), who had a limited impact in 2012-13 but are said to have much higher ceilings, Hohmann and Rodrigues represent the best-case-scenario of what they can turn into. Rodrigues and Hohmann are fully aware of the prominent role they will have on this year’s squad, and they are adjusting their expectations for personal growth accordingly. Not all of those expectations have to do with on-ice production.

“This year we have more of a role in getting the team ready to win, so that’s huge for us,” Hohmann said. “Last year I remember juniors and seniors got us ready to go for the game. I think this year it’s our turn to get everyone ready to go, get everyone in the right mindset before the game.”

Both juniors referenced the same former teammate who they will aim to emulate: Matt Nieto.

According to Rodrigues, who spent most of 2012-13 on Nieto’s line, Nieto didn’t need a letter on his chest to teach his forward underlings how to conduct themselves.

“One of the biggest things I learned from him [was] his attitude toward all of us,” Rodrigues said. “He never got down or in a bad mood. He stayed level-headed and just played his game, and that’s something hopefully I can put into my game this year.”

Of course, there used to be a third member of the Class of 2015. Alexx Privitera’s tumultuous tenure as a Terrier was well documented. An offensive-minded defenseman, Privitera tallied 26 points across most of two seasons before a series of on-ice discipline issues resulted in him being suspended for the final month-plus. Over the summer, news broke that neither Privitera nor his brother, Jarrid, a forward who had committed to BU, were affiliated with the program any longer.

“Obviously I was involved in [that decision],” Quinn said. “When there is change, sometimes it is for the better for some people and not for the better for others. … Alexx obviously had his issues here last year. I have known Alexx a long time and he just kind of felt like maybe a new start somewhere else would benefit him. He is a good player and he is a good kid and he is going to do well for himself.”

So now, there are two. And with Quinn’s crew as young as it is, and as much as a clean slate is a theme this season, Hohmann and Rodrigues will likely be mainstays — on the ice, as well as in the dressing room.

Those expectations aren’t lost on the impactful forwards.

“The biggest jump this year will be leadership-wise. … It’s almost necessary [given] how many upperclassmen we do have,” Rodrigues said. “We’re going to be two go-to guys on this team.”
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Senior Jake Moscatel dreamed of playing for BU his entire life, but getting there was not easy.

This is the story about someone who stopped at nothing to achieve his childhood dream. It’s about a boy who grew up wanting to play for one of the most historic college athletics programs in the country, worked his way into the school, and started out as a practice player before finally seeing time in the spotlight in his senior year. He was told over and over he could not make it, but he proved the doubters wrong.

It sounds a lot like the story of Rudy Reuttiger, a former University of Notre Dame football player whose inspirational tale was recalled in the 1993 film ‘Rudy.’ This story, however, does not involve a steel mill, Touchdown Jesus or any young Vince Vaughn cameos.

This is the story of Jake Moscatel, a second-year senior on the Boston University men’s hockey team – the team he dreamed of playing for his entire life.

A BU family

Going to BU athletics events was a Moscatel family tradition that dated back to when Jake’s grandfather, Anthony Moscatello, was the director of BU Photo Services. Anthony brought his kids, including Jake’s father Jim, to all of the BU football, basketball and hockey games. In fact, Jim can recall watching Jack Parker as a player for the Terriers when he was six years old.

Jim went on to attend BU just like the rest of his siblings, and when Jim had kids, it was only natural that he followed in his father’s footsteps and took them to the BU hockey games.

“It’s just been a big part of our life,” Jim said. “When your whole livelihood and your family’s income is directly from BU, it is a big part of us.”

Jake, a Lexington native who inherited his family’s love of the Terriers, grew up idolizing Chris Drury. He was also a pretty good hockey player, as several colleges were looking at Jake as a potential recruit while he was a 14-year-old at Belmont Hill High School. Even then, though, he was not interested in playing for another school. He wanted to be a BU hockey player.

At the time, however, playing for BU was not an option. The Terriers had a freshman class of 10 players and there was no space for him on the roster. So when Jake and his father talked to Parker about potentially playing at BU, Parker told Jake to play a year of junior hockey.

The detours

Jake joined the Boston Junior Bruins of the Eastern Junior Hockey League and scored 10 goals and six assists in 39 games with the team. While with the Junior Bruins, he played alongside several future Hockey East players and against future teammate Ben Rosen. The big takeaway from the year in juniors was the increased understanding of the game.

His year passed, though, and, once again Parker did not have an available spot for Jake on his squad. Instead of BU, Moscatel took an offer to play with the University of New England — a Division III school that was entering its first season in the ECAC-East. The year before Moscatel joined the team, UNE lost games against Boston College’s and Northeastern University’s club hockey teams.

It was clear from the beginning that Jake did not belong there. UNE only won three games in Moscatel’s first and only season with the Nor’easters. He led the team with seven goals as a freshman.

“My dad — he was always saying, ‘Jake, you should be playing [at BU],’” Moscatel said. “Even when I was at UNE, he was like, ‘You should be playing hockey at BU.’ It was almost like, ‘Yeah, dad. Relax.’ I knew I was good enough, but he always believed in me.”

Instead of spending all four years playing for a startup D-III program, Jake decided to transfer to BU as a student. Getting into BU based on academics alone was not something Jake thought he could ever do, but sure enough, his dream school accepted him.

A foot in the door

Simply making it to BU was not enough to satisfy Jake, though. Moving to Boston only decreased the distance he had to travel to make it to Parker’s office — a trip he made rather frequently.

“I don’t know if it’s embarrassing or not, but I probably walked into coach’s office asking for a tryout about 20 times,” Jake said. “It was one of those things where I think coach put me on the team because he was kind of sick of me. I kept asking for a tryout, and I think he eventually said, ‘Let’s shut this kid up and just give him a locker room stall.’”

Apparently, it took a long time for Parker to get “sick of him.”Jake spent the next year-and-a-half playing with BU’s club hockey team, a squad just about anyone at BU that owned a set of equipment could play for. The level of competition was a step down from the opponents he faced at UNE, but he was at least getting regular ice time and staying in hockey shape. Being in hockey shape was key for Jake, as he was ready to jump on his opportunity to join the team when it came.

That chance arrived in December 2011 after Corey Trivino was kicked off the team and Charlie Coyle left to play major junior hockey. A team that had been deep at the forward position was suddenly down to 14 forwards and seven defensemen, leaving a spot open for a practice player — something that Jake knew.

During a history class, Jake was sure to let then-captain Chris Connolly know that he was available if the team needed practice players. Connolly, who had played pick-up games with Moscatel before, told Parker about the offer. That was the only break Jake needed.

“[Connolly] knew I wasn’t a complete slouch,” Jake said. “So he went and talked to coach, and coach gave me a phone call, and the next thing I know, I was on the team.”

Jake broke the news to his dad by calling him up and asking him what was going on. When Jim replied, “nothing,” Jake casually remarked to his father that he had made the team.

“I have to admit when he called me up and told me, my jaw hit the ground,” Jim said. “I went, ‘What?’ And sure enough, he was practicing the next day. It was a complete surprise to me.”

Proving he belonged

Being a member of the practice squad was not good enough once he finally made it.

Jake wanted to get on the ice, but he was still behind multiple players that had been with the team since their freshman years.He was halfway through his junior year at the time and knew plenty of the players from pickup games and his time in junior hockey, but the rest of the team was in midseason form while he was busy playing catch-up. Jake even admits that he might have been a little out of place at first.

“You’ve got to fall in line with even some of the freshmen,” Moscatel said. “You kind of feel like a rookie. You don’t really know what to expect.”

That junior season moved by quickly, though, and at the end of the year, Parker told Jake he might not need him back for his senior year. Jake stuck around for summer workouts, though, and he was good enough that he remained on the roster another season. His spot on the team was not necessarily secure, but he kept sticking around.

“He wanted to be on this team so badly that he was really nervous right off the bat, but once he got relaxed, you could see that, ‘gee, he’s starting to play pretty well.’” Parker said. “Now, you can see that he actually had some hockey skill other than just being the guy that was trying to work harder than everyone else.”

Jake watched a lot of games from the press box and the stands until Jan. 4, when then-captain Wade Megan was out of the lineup with an injured shoulder. With Yasin Cissé leaving the team to play major junior hockey as well, the chance finally came for Moscatel to play a game for the team he followed his entire life.

“One of the most remarkable things I have ever seen in sports,” Jim said about watching his son skate in a BU uniform. “I was just so proud — it was kind of a dream fulfilled. As a parent, I can’t put it into words how wonderful it is to see your kid achieve his dream. That was amazing to me.”

Jim claims to have cheered louder than everyone else in Matthews Arena combined when Jake scored his first career goal nine games later at Northeastern. Jake suited up in 15 games for the Terriers last season and played well enough that he was invited back for another year with the team. Since he had another year of eligibility, the 2013-14 season would be his second senior year.

“Had he done something a little differently, he might not be playing hockey,” Jim said. “Instead, he [was] playing for Jack Parker, a storied franchise with one of the greatest coaches of any sport. He did it all on his own.”

From walk-on to leader

New coach David Quinn has stressed the importance of his senior class to the success of his team in the upcoming season over and over. The term “senior” barely does Jake justice, though, as he will turn 25 years old in December. Jake, who played against 2007 Beanpot hero Brian McGuirk in high school, is five or six years older than some of his teammates.

“They kind of keep me young,” Moscatel said. “You’re playing with 18-year-olds and they kind of give you a little more energy than you’re used to. I feel like I can be a leader and a mentor and they can also give me some fresh legs and give me a little energy.”

Moscatel projects to be one of the bottom-six forwards on the team this year, a role that suits his hit-first style of play. One thing is for sure — he will play more than Rudy ever did.
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First-year head coach David Quinn instructs the Boston University men’s hockey team during its exhibition game against St. Francis Xavier University at Agganis Arena on Oct. 5.

After five seasons of coaching the Boston University men’s hockey team, Jack Parker won his first NCAA championship in a bout against Boston College. The year was 1978, and, in what would become a 40-year tenure as one of the most successful collegiate hockey coaches of all time, Parker had just given BU a look into the future.

Little did Parker know that, as he worked toward his first national title, a part of his future sat just 12 rows behind the BU bench and had just made the decision to ditch his local Friars of Providence College to become a fan of the Terriers.

That impressionable 11 year old who took note not only of who was on the ice, but also of the plaid jacket that Parker wore, was none other than David Quinn.

Almost 35 years to the day later, with Parker having announced his retirement, Quinn would become the 11th head coach in BU hockey history. The once highly touted NHL prospect, however, had not planned on becoming a coach when he first donned a BU sweater in 1984.

***

Six years after he became a fan of the program, as the Terriers prepared to start their first season as members of the newly-founded Hockey East Conference, Quinn took his first strides on the ice at Walter Brown Arena.

“You think to yourself, ‘Wow, I really am here, at this level,’” Quinn said. “You play hockey all those years, and you play because you love it, and all of a sudden you’re at the college level — big-time hockey.”

Quinn, the Minnesota North Stars’ first-round pick in the 1984 NHL Entry Draft, took some time to adjust to this new echelon of play as a freshman. According to Parker, however, the soon-to-be All-Hockey East and All-New England defenseman left his mark in his sophomore and junior seasons with the Terriers.

One problem, however, always seemed to stand in Quinn’s way: his health.

“He was missing games here and there with injuries that seemed like they were out of sync with the way he got hit or how hard it was,” Parker said. “We didn’t really know what was going on, but when he was healthy, he was really terrific.”

Ironically enough, it took Quinn’s healthiest season — his sophomore year where he played the most games and registered the most points of his BU career — for Parker and team physician Robert Leach to question some of the bumps and bruises that ailed the Cranston, R.I. native. With the Terriers having just defeated Boston College 9-4 to win their first Hockey East Championship in 1986, Dr. Leach suggested that Quinn get his blood tested.

Two weeks later, Quinn was in the middle of making a serious decision. The North Stars wanted him to sign an NHL contract, but doing so meant that he could not play in the 1988 Olympics. The rising junior decided to talk to his coach. When Quinn went to talk to Parker, however, he noticed that Dr. Leach would also become a part of the conversation. The blood tests had come back, and the results showed that Quinn had Christmas disease – a type of hemophilia that caused his blood to clot at a decreased rate.

“At the time, they wanted me to stop right away,” Quinn said. “I don’t know how I did it, but I talked BU into letting me play. I signed a waiver, and played my junior year but missed half of my season because of a lot of bleeding issues.”

Quinn stayed healthy during the second half of his junior season and prepared to try out for the 1988 U.S. Olympic team. A pick-up basketball game in June of 1987, however, derailed what was left of Quinn’s hockey career.  After spraining his ankle in the game, Quinn developed compartment syndrome, a condition that can lead to muscle and nerve damage as well as issues with blood flow. The 20-year-old spent five weeks in the hospital and nearly bled to death.

Quinn understood that he would, realistically, not have a professional hockey career and returned to BU for his senior year. Although he could no longer play, he continued to support BU hockey as the co-captain of the team.

“Obviously Jack wasn’t going to take the captaincy away from me, but it was difficult to be an active captain when you weren’t playing,” Quinn said. “It was a difficult time. You’re 20 years old, and you think you’re going to play hockey for a long time moving forward, and all of a sudden you can’t.”

***

About four years later, Quinn had a second chance at a professional career when he began taking a new medicine that raised his clotting factor to 100 percent. He tried out for the 1992 Olympic team and played minor league hockey for close to a year-and-a-half, but he had to inject himself with the expensive medicine every day before he got on the ice.

“I was making progress, and I was getting better and better,” Quinn said. “But I told myself when I came back that if I wasn’t a legitimate NHL prospect, or playing in the NHL after two years, I was going to move on with my life.”

While this marked the end of Quinn’s playing career, it came at the perfect time as former BU assistant coach Ben Smith had accepted a job as the head coach of Northeastern University’s hockey team. In 1994, Smith hired the once-again retired player as one of his assistants — something Quinn said gave him an immediate boost because it put him at a high level in the very beginning of his coaching career.

“Right then and there,” Quinn said, “I knew this was something that I wanted to do.”

From there, Quinn helped to develop the University of Nebraska-Omaha’s first Division I men’s hockey program as the team’s assistant coach and head recruiter. He also spent time as the head coach of the USA Hockey Under-17 team in Ann Arbor, Mich., and was eventually named the USA Hockey Developmental Coach of the Year in 2003.

In 2004, BU had a job opening, and Parker said he knew Quinn would make a solid addition to the program.

“Mike Bavis was the other assistant at the time, and Mike kept in with, ‘We’ve got to get David here. We’ve got to get David here,’” Parker said. “He had been away from the program, and now he came back with a different point of view from working with other coaches.”

For the next five seasons, Quinn developed one of the top defensive corps in the country and recruited players that became integral in the Terriers’ 2009 NCAA championship win, Parker’s third national title as BU’s head coach.

During that time, Quinn and Parker began to discuss the possibility of Quinn eventually taking over for the storied head coach. Despite these conversations, Quinn said Parker never promised him the position.

“He certainly said to me, ‘Hey, obviously you’re a candidate. You’re a BU guy. It’s going to be a BU guy. If you do the job I think you can do, you’re going to put yourself in a better position to be the next coach at BU,’” Quinn said.

Hours after the Terriers celebrated winning the national title, Quinn received a call to become the head coach of the Lake Erie Monsters, the American Hockey League affiliate of the Colorado Avalanche.

“I told him, as I told my other assistants over the years, if you want to be head coach, you have to go out and get [other] jobs,” Parker said. “I told him that if he thought he wanted to be head coach here, that I was leaving in the not-so-distant future, and he’d be better off getting a head coaching job someplace else.”

After three seasons as the Monsters’ bench boss, and after leading the team to its first-ever playoff game, Quinn moved up in the Avalanche’s system. He finally got his chance at the NHL, just not as the player he had dreamed of being when he was younger. Instead, he worked as an assistant coach to former Terrier teammate Joe Sacco during the lockout-shortened 2013 hockey season.

The day after Parker announced his retirement, Quinn received a phone call from Assistant Vice President and Director of Athletics Mike Lynch. A mere two weeks later, and a day after Quinn flew into Boston to work out an agreement, Lynch introduced the newest member of the BU men’s hockey program.

“[He] was in tune with our idea of what a student athlete is,” Lynch said. “Someone who wants to excel in academics as well as in athletics, someone who wants to be the very best competitor they can be, someone who really wants to win a national championship and represent Boston University in the best way possible. Those are the type of things that really pushed David to the top of the heap.”

Over the course of the past six months, the players have learned to adapt to Quinn’s coaching style.

“It’s high intensity,” said senior co-captain Garrett Noonan at Hockey East media day. “I think he’s preaching a lot of things that will make us a real hardworking hockey team, and that’s what we want to be — hard to play against.”

***

As he sat in the stands of the 1978 NCAA Tournament 35 years ago, Quinn could not have anticipated the path his career would take. After dropping from the highs of being a first-round draft pick to the darker times of dealing with his hemophilia, the 47-year-old coach now has his dream job.

For all the comparisons that have been made and can be made of how Quinn will measure up to Parker, the new head coach has the goal of making his own spot in BU’s hockey history. No moment better shows that than when Quinn stepped behind the bench for the first time in a game on Saturday. While the Terriers were only playing an exhibition against St. Francis Xavier University, it gave Quinn a sense of what it is like to work in one of the most prestigious college hockey positions in the country.

“Anytime the season starts, you’re excited,” Quinn said after the game. “I thought about my father a lot. My father passed away about three-and-a-half years ago, and it really had hit me when I was standing [behind] the bench. I know everyone asks, ‘Are you caught up in replacing Jack?’ and all that, but that wasn’t anything I thought about.

“I was standing there for four minutes thinking about my father.”
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For Garrett Noonan, this season is different.

The senior defenseman has witnessed plenty in his first three years on the Boston University men’s hockey team — scandal, teammates going pro, the first coaching change since the Vietnam War — but he has yet to experience the euphoria associated with winning a championship, that same euphoria felt by generations of former Terriers who were part of teams that won 29 Beanpots, seven Hockey East tournaments and five national titles.

So here he is, three years after first arriving on Commonwealth Avenue and days before the first game of his final season in scarlet and white, one of five seniors still looking for that elusive first trophy.

“I’m not one of those guys to look down memory lane,” Noonan said last week in the bowels of Agganis Arena between practice and a lifting session. “It’s been a hell of a ride, and I never would have chosen a different place — I’d come here 1,000 times again if I had the opportunity.”

“Now, though, it’s business time, and we have to leave something here.”

Saturday, when the Terriers open at Agganis Arena against the University of Massachusetts, Noonan will officially embark on that quest, which began more implicitly last spring — March 26, to be exact, the day David Quinn was named the program’s new head coach. Immediately after his introduction, Quinn met with Noonan and Matt Nieto one-on-one to discuss their plans for the 2013-14 season.

Neither player needed much persuading. Nieto had basically made up his mind to sign with the San Jose Sharks at that point, and Noonan was determined to see his college commitment through to the end.

What ensued was a newfound determination on Noonan’s part to prepare for this fall unlike any other before it. He has been eating better, getting better nights’ sleep, working out every morning — in short, he has heeded Quinn’s advice about the lifestyle of a professional hockey player. Quinn knows, as Noonan noted, having returned to BU after working for the Colorado Avalanche the last three seasons.

This way, when Noonan, who has slimmed down noticeably as a result, likely signs next spring with the Nashville Predators, who selected him in the fourth round of the 2011 NHL Draft, he’s ready.

“He’s in great shape,” Quinn said. “He’s a guy that needs to be if he’s going to play the amount of minutes we’re going to need him to play. The way he plays, he’s an up-and-down [the ice] player. He’s obviously got a lot of skills. I couldn’t be happier, and I hope he’s as happy that he’s back as I am.”

Safe to say, Noonan is.

Noonan’s love for the school began long before he was a student here, before even BU started actively recruiting him. Growing up in Norfolk, less than an hour south of Boston, Noonan grew up rooting for the Terriers for reasons he cannot pinpoint, other than that BU was one of the top teams around while he grew up. From the time he was born until the time he was a freshman, BU was in the Beanpot finals all but two years.

Even when Noonan went to watch his brother, Pat, play for Northeastern University at historic Matthews Arena from 2002 to 2006, nothing could compare to the lure of BU’s Walter Brown Arena, where Noonan later player his high school home games with Catholic Memorial.

“I went [to Matthews] all the time, but I never loved it,” Noonan said. “[BU is] always something that I’ve wanted and had a connection with. It was my dream school.”

So when Noonan says that he wants to win, that he wants to leave a legacy, he means it. And when he says last season left a bad taste in his mouth, he means that, too.

Last year didn’t exactly live up to Noonan’s expectations. He finished with six goals — 10 fewer than he netted in his sophomore campaign — and 96 penalty minutes, 20 more than any of his teammates. It wasn’t a step back, necessarily, since a blueliner’s impact often can’t be measured in numbers, but it was far from satisfying.

That’s why Noonan has high expectations for learning under Quinn, a former BU defenseman who is heralded for his tactics at that end of the ice. Noonan pointed to his backward skating and one-on-one defensive zone coverage as areas that have already gotten stronger in limited instruction time with the new bench boss.

Noonan, who was named captain last week along with senior defenseman Patrick MacGregor, knows he has to grow more than just skills-wise.

“[Quinn] wanted me to be a leader,” Noonan, who was also an assistant captain for the second half of his junior year, said. “I had done some things last year — some stupid penalty stuff — so it wasn’t like I had acted like a leader. … I kind of let the emotions get the best of me and I didn’t have as good of a year as I wanted to, so I have some making up to do.”

That’s why it all comes back down to the same goals: hoisting a trophy, giving Quinn that first championship, adding to the banners in the Agganis rafters.

“We haven’t done anything since I’ve been here,” Noonan said. “You think about all the great players who have played at BU, they’ve all done something great here and won some championships. It’s about time our class does something like that. I think that’s what unfinished business means. We haven’t done anything. It’s time to turn this program around.”

New coach, young core, fresh start: Men’s hockey season preview
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For so long, it had been the familiar figure of Jack Parker, complete with a tweed jacket, patrolling the Boston University men’s hockey bench. The 2013-14 season marks the beginning of a new era, though, as David Quinn will begin his reign as head coach of the Terriers.

Quinn, who was hired in March to take over after Parker retired at the end of the 2012-13 season, helped lead the Terriers to a national championship in 2009 as associate head coach before moving to multiple coaching positions within the Colorado Avalanche organization. He made the transition from the professional game back to the college game over the summer, and he has been pleased with the team’s progress in his limited work so far.

“They have been great, I couldn’t be happier,” Quinn said. “Their effort has been outstanding on the ice. I know they have done a good job in the classroom, and socially, things have been going well. It has been a great group of guys to be around, and I know they’re excited to start actually playing games against someone other than themselves.”

The Terriers enter the season even more shorthanded than they anticipated at the end of last season, as two key upperclassmen left the program over the summer. Forward Sahir Gill left the team to pursue a professional career, while defenseman Alexx Privitera departed for the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League after he was suspended for the final 13 games of the 2012-13 season, due to a series of on-ice misconducts.

The absence of Privitera and Gill leaves BU shorthanded in terms of depth at both the forward and the defense positions. Gill would have had the most career points on the team if he had returned, and he was projected to be among the team’s top-six forwards. Privitera had a conference-high 72 blocked shots before he was suspended, and was expected to be among the top-four defensemen on the team.

The absence of veteran depth places all the more emphasis on the newcomers this season, as BU has nine freshmen looking to make an impact. Of the nine freshmen, six are forwards, which means much of BU’s depth will be made up of first-year players. With Gill gone, one of the freshman forwards is likely to spend significant time among the team’s top two lines.

“I don’t know which one it will be, but one of them is going to earn an opportunity,” Quinn said. “It’s a great year to be a freshman.”

Robbie Baillargeon spent Saturday’s preseason game as the first-line left wing and on the top power-play unit, while fellow freshman forward Nick Roberto scored a goal and spent time on the top power-play unit as well. Both of those newcomers could earn that top-six spot, while Tommy Kelley, Brendan Collier and Kevin Duane are also possibilities.

Whichever freshman gets that top-six spot will supplement a group that includes juniors Cason Hohmann and Evan Rodrigues and sophomores Danny O’Regan, Matt Lane and Sam Kurker. O’Regan was named to the Hockey East All-Rookie Team last season after leading the Terriers with 38 points. He will likely team up with Rodrigues again on the top line, while Hohmann centers the second unit.

Lane and Kurker are newcomers to the top two lines and combined for 12 points as third liners last season. Four of those 12 points came in the final six games of the season, and both Lane and Kurker showed significant improvement as the season went on.

“At the end of the day, if you’re going to have success, your returning players have to become better players,” Quinn said. “To me, the guys like Kurker and Lane and guys like that, those guys have to make the next jump. The good news is that they were better freshmen at the end of the year than they were at the beginning of the year.”

Just like the forwards, the defense will be led by its upperclassmen, especially senior captain Garrett Noonan. It had been speculated that Noonan would forgo his senior year in favor of a pro contract with the Nashville Predators organization, but the Norfolk native returned to BU for the 2013-14 season and brought his 61 career points with him.

Fellow senior captain Patrick MacGregor will also return to the blue line with sophomores Matt Grzelcyk and Ahti Oksanen. Grzelcyk and Oksanen were among the top 10 offensive performers on the team a year ago, combining for 40 points. Grzelcyk’s plus-12 rating was tied for second best on the team behind Rodrigues’s plus-15.

“These guys are incredibly coachable,” Quinn said. “It makes you feel good as a coach that they’re actually listening or trying to listen.”

Rounding out the defensive corps will likely be freshmen Doyle Somerby and Dalton MacAfee. Somerby, who played at Kimball Union Academy with Roberto, is 6-foot-5 and can provide a physical presence to complement the offensive abilities of Grzelcyk, Oksanen and Noonan.

There will not be much change in the goaltending situation for the Terriers since last season, as sophomores Sean Maguire and Matt O’Connor will return between the pipes for the second straight season. Maguire, who had a 2.54 goals-against average and .926 save percentage in 21 games played last season, was the starter at the end of the season while O’Connor was out with a punctured lung. O’Connor posted strong numbers before his injury, though, and had a 2.86 goals-against average and a .910 save percentage through 19 games played.

“Every year is different, obviously,” Quinn said. “But Maguire, to his credit, had taken the job. They’re both going to play and I’m going to judge them based on what I see this year and what I see in practice every day.”

BU will have a young squad this season, but it has a strong group of returning defensemen that will lead them to some success. Even with its strong defensive unit and talented young group of forwards, though, it will be a tough year for the Terriers in Hockey East. BU is ranked No. 19 in the country entering the year, which is behind five other Hockey East teams, including newcomer No. 8 University of Notre Dame. The addition of Notre Dame, plus a tough non-conference schedule that features No. 3 University of Wisconsin, No. 7 University of North Dakota, No. 11 University of Michigan and No. 15 Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, will make earning a spot in the NCAA tournament a serious challenge this season.

There are many unknowns and the Terriers’ opposition looks tough, but for now Quinn will just look to get his BU head coaching career off on the right foot.

“You think you know what a job entails when you see it as an assistant coach from afar,” Quinn said. “Then you have those responsibilities and you’re like, ‘I have to do that?’ There is a lot to it, but I love it.”

Rookies shine for Terriers in preseason win
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College hockey offseasons are about asking questions. Teams are left with several holes to fill due to graduation and players leaving school for professional leagues. The Boston University men’s hockey team began answering those questions in Saturday night’s preseason game against St. Francis Xavier University, as the freshmen shone in their new roles.

Freshman forwards Nick Roberto and Tommy Kelley, both Massachusetts natives, each scored their first goals in BU uniforms and led the Terriers past the X-Men by a score of 2-1. For Roberto, it was just nice to get the first one in the books.

“It was definitely huge to get it right out of the way so you don’t have to worry about it,” Roberto said. “I was just trying to get to the net, and luckily a rebound came to me and I had two chances to get it in. So it was pretty good. Definitely a lot of weight off my shoulders now.”

The 5-foot-9, 173-pound Roberto scored his goal on the power play while battling in front of the goal mouth. That position on the power play is generally designated to bigger, stronger forwards such as 6-foot-3 sophomore forward Sam Kurker, who is on the second power play unit.

However, Roberto had a lot of success in that role, especially for a player in his first game. He led the team with seven shots in addition to his goal.

“He’s quick, he’s hungry, he’s competitive, he’s hockey strong,” said BU coach David Quinn. “I know he’s not big, but he’s got great leverage and he’s an athlete. He’s got great anticipation. I thought he had a great night tonight. He’s a guy that was making plays, he’s fast, very smart, picks things up quickly.”

Roberto was not the only freshman to impress on the night, though. Forward Robbie Baillargeon, who assisted on Roberto’s goal, played on the first line with junior forward Evan Rodrigues and sophomore forward Danny O’Regan. O’Regan and Rodrigues are the top two returning scorers for BU but Baillargeon did not look out of place.

In addition to Roberto and Kelley, freshman forwards Brendan Collier and Dillon Lawrence and freshman defensemen Doyle Somerby, Dalton MacAfee and T.J. Ryan made their debuts Saturday night. Kelley made a positive impact by scoring the game-winning goal late in the third period, but for the most part, it was an up-and-down debut for the freshman class that was working on adjusting to a higher pace of play.

“I’m sure a lot of nerves were set in in the first period and parts of the second, but I thought everyone calmed down,” said senior captain Patrick MacGregor. “The whole team looked pretty good throughout the whole game. I thought maybe some sloppiness at times, but that’s what you get for your first game in four months or five months, so I thought they all played pretty well.”

The pace of play was a little faster than most of the freshmen have been used to, which is something Roberto said he noticed during his first shift. Pre-game nerves along with the adjustment in speed made for a tough transition.

“I was trying to get the pace going and then I heard the band playing when I was doing my skates, so I got a little jittery,” Roberto said. “But once I got out there I got my first hit out of the way, I adjusted pretty quickly.”

Quinn has said all along that the play of his upperclassmen will be the key to the success of this year’s team. However, with at least one freshman expected to play among the top-6 forwards and the bulk of the team’s depth in the freshman class, the quick transition for the youngsters will be key to BU’s success throughout the year.

“I really like what I saw from a lot of them,” Quinn said. “I thought they showed some skill, they played at a pace, they were physical, and overall, it was a good night. It was a good start for us.”

BU men’s hockey victorious in exhibition against X-Men
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Freshman Tommy Kelley notched the game-winning goal in BU’s exhibition win over St. Francis Xavier.

Leading into his first game as the head coach of the No. 19 Boston University men’s hockey team, David Quinn noted that the Terriers had not had much time to practice special teams.

“You may want to close your eyes Saturday night when we get out there and have to kill a penalty,” Quinn said on Sept. 30.

 After an exhibition game against St. Francis Xavier University that featured 15 penalties in the first two periods, however, the Terriers had more than their fair share of practice. Ultimately, the Terriers won the game 2-1 Saturday evening at Agganis Arena with the only even-strength goal of the game.

With close to nine minutes of penalty-free hockey to start off the game, sophomore forward Sam Kurker opened the gates after he was called for hooking halfway through the first period. With BU having just killed off the penalty, the X-Men were called for tripping twice in the span of 1:38. This marked the first of four times that St. Francis would give BU a 5-on-3 situation, and the first of four times that the Terriers failed to capitalize on the advantage.

With the second penalty still on the clock, the X-Men gave BU another 5-on-3 opportunity. Eventually, with a one-man advantage and seconds ticking off the only remaining penalty, freshman forward Nick Roberto registered his first goal in a BU uniform as he picked up a rebound in front of the net with fewer than five minutes remaining in the period.

BU’s lead did not last for long, however, as freshman defenseman Doyle Somerby went to the box for hooking at 15:43. With the man advantage, the X-Men attacked the net. After a save by sophomore netminder Sean Maguire, forward Rob Slaney picked up a rebound, shoving it through Maguire’s five-hole and tying the game at 1-1.

“I think too often we get puck watching, just like everybody does in this game whether it be this level, the American League level or the NHL,” Quinn said. “That was our problem tonight when we had trouble in our own end.”

Despite a total of nine penalties in the second period, six of which belonged to St. Francis, neither team managed to find the back of the net. Senior goaltender Anthony Moccia, who made his first career appearance, saw just seven shots on goal in the period.

BU eventually took the lead in the third after it recovered from what Quinn called a tough start to the frame.

“I thought the first five minutes were a little bit sloppy,” Quinn said. “I thought they took the play to us, and I thought we got our wits about us and had a pretty good final 15 minutes.”

In what became the least penalty-filled frame of the game, the Terriers ultimately took the lead with fewer than three minutes left in the contest as another freshman added his name to the box score. This time, forward Tommy Kelley ripped a slapshot from the point that deflected into the goal off of a St. Francis defender’s stick.

“You always hope you get production out of your freshmen,” Quinn said. “I thought they showed some skill, they played at a pace, they were physical and overall it was a good night. It was a good start for us.”

While Quinn did say that the team had its bouts of sloppy play, he said overall, the team played well considering the lack of practice time they had coming into the game.

“Anytime you play a game and don’t have a lot of practice, you’re going to be happy with a win,” he said. “I don’t care what the situation is. But winning always beats losing … A lot of situations happened tonight that we just hadn’t gone over yet, and it was a lot of good efforts from a lot of good guys. I thought our young guys did a great job tonight.”

No. 19 BU to host X-Men in exhibition
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Sophomore defenseman Matt Grzelcyk will likely be one of the Terriers’ top players this season.

For the first time since a dramatic loss in the Hockey East Championship in March, the No. 19 Boston University men’s hockey team will take to the ice against another school Saturday, and the result will not mean anything — at least, not explicitly.

First-year head coach David Quinn and his Terriers will host St. Francis Xavier University at 7 p.m. at Agganis Arena. The X-Men are a Canadian college team, which are generally a tier or two below their NCAA Division I counterparts, and the game is a mere exhibition, and the score itself is meaningless.

What is important is that the coaching staff, led by Quinn and associate head coach Steve Greeley, will get a first look at the 2013-14 Terriers in an environment other than drills or an intrasquad scrimmage.

“I’m interested in where our conditioning is,” Quinn said. “To me, there are two things we absolutely want to do — we want to be fast and physical. To me, those are the two things we’re looking for. We’re not going to have a lot of chances to go over systematic things [before the game].

“This week, we’ll at least touch on the things that we’re going to have to have systematically in place Saturday night and we can build off it. For me, I’m really just looking for puck skills, how fast we are and how physical we are.”

BU is still captain-less — Quinn said he expects to name one by the end of the week — but the coach has been impressed by the seniors’ leadership early this semester.

The last three weeks of September, BU got on the ice for two hours per week, generally split into three 40-minute sessions. The team was able to start full practices Tuesday.

Given those circumstances, BU has not had much time to practice. Lines are still very much up in the air. Special teams will likely be rough around the edges, to say the least.

“You may want to close your eyes Saturday night when we get out there and have to kill a penalty,” Quinn said.

It will be the first game in scarlet and white for most of BU’s nine-member freshman class, but Quinn may not have the entire roster at his disposal. Senior forward Jake Moscatel, for example, has been out sick for about two weeks, and freshman forward Brendan Collier missed some time last month with a minor injury.

Quinn said he expects to dress 13 forwards and seven defensemen, one extra of each.

Opening the season against a Canadian collegiate team is nothing new for BU, which has done so most years since the turn of the century. In October 2012, BU beat the University of Toronto 5-0, and in 2011, StFX downed the Terriers, 6-4.

If the X-Men are sharper than the home team, it could be because it will be their fifth preseason game. They play in New Brunswick, Canada, an eight-hour drive from Boston, Friday night, then at No. 4 Boston College Sunday afternoon.

However the game turns out, one thing is certain: Hockey is back. And with it comes a renewed since of optimism for all involved.

As Quinn, donning a sly smile, put it, “We’re still undefeated.”

Men’s hockey ranked 6th in preseason Hockey East poll
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Senior defenseman Garrett Noonan will be a key contributor for the Terriers this season. BU was picked to finish sixth in the Hockey East.

The Boston University men’s hockey team was ranked sixth in the annual Hockey East men’s preseason coaches’ poll Tuesday, which is the program’s first time finishing outside of the top four since 2005.

“The strength of our league is the depth, especially when you add a team like [No. 7 University of] Notre Dame to it, and then next year [University of Connecticut] coming to the league,” said BU coach David Quinn. “It’s a challenge night in and night out in this league. I’ve played in it. I’ve coached in it. I understand that.

“It’s going to be the team that stays healthy, the team that gets some breaks, the team that has great leadership and great goaltending. Those are the teams that are going to have a chance to have success, and we’re hoping we’re one of them.”

The Terriers, who earned 67 points in the voting, are behind No. 1 University of Massachusetts-Lowell and No. 4 Boston College, who are tied atop the Hockey East coaches’ poll with 104 points apiece. Lowell, which is coming off its first Hockey East regular-season and tournament championships in program history, received seven first-place votes. BC, which has been atop the preseason poll for six straight seasons now, received four first-place votes.

Hockey East newcomer Notre Dame enters the league with big expectations, as it is tied for the No. 3 spot in the league with No. 13 University of New Hampshire. No. 15 Providence College, which has made it to the Hockey East semifinals two years in a row, was ranked fifth. Behind BU in the coaches’ poll were Merrimack College (54 points), University of Maine (45 points), University of Vermont (34 points), University of Massachusetts-Amherst (32 points) and Northeastern University (28 points).

Last season, the top five teams in the league were separated by two points by the end of the regular season, as there was a three-way tie for third place at 32 points. Merrimack, who finished in sixth place in the conference, was only five points behind league champion Lowell.

“Those polls … we do them because people like to talk about them,” said Hockey East commissioner Joe Bertagna. “The coaches hate them. They are either ranked higher than they think they should be or lower than they think they should be. I’m sure Norm isn’t happy with being the number one team in the country as that is one more thing he has got to manage with his players.

“So David [Quinn] is probably in a pretty good position where he doesn’t have to worry about the kids getting a big head right now and he can probably use that to his advantage, even though my guess is he thinks he has a better team than that. He is probably one of those coaches that likes where they placed him.”

The Hockey East media poll was only slightly different from the coaches’ poll, as it put Lowell at the top spot in the league ahead of BC by 19 points. Notre Dame was ranked third, followed by Providence ranked fourth and UNH ranked fifth. From there, the polls were identical, with BU receiving one first-place vote.

Still, the parity in the league was prevalent in both polls, as there was not much separation between the top seven teams.

“Before it was always BC, BU, New Hampshire and Maine,” said BC coach Jerry York. “Our league has gotten stronger. It produces these contenders and now you bring in Notre Dame, who’s right in the mix. This might be the strongest the league has been

“If you want to contend in our league, you have to be very good. Good’s not going to cut it.”
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With less than a month until the Boston University men’s hockey team opens its first season under a new head coach in 40 years, the Terriers have announced their 2013-14 roster.

BU coach David Quinn announced Tuesday that the Terriers would return five seniors, two juniors and eight sophomores from last year’s squad while adding nine freshman and one transfer student. Nine out of BU’s 10 newcomers hail from Connecticut or Massachusetts.

Dillon Lawrence, a walk-on out of Toronto, Ontario, is the only newcomer who does not come from the New England area. Lawrence, a forward who recorded 57 points (26 goals, 31 assists) in 44 games with the Toronto Nationals of the Greater Toronto Hockey League, earned the 2013 Wayne Gretzky Award, which is given to a player who excels both academically and on the ice.

As expected, Robbie Baillargeon, Brendan Collier, Kevin Duane, Tommy Kelley and Nick Roberto join Lawrence as incoming forwards.

The Terriers will also have four new defensemen with J.D. Carrabino, Dalton MacAfee, T.J. Ryan and Doyle Somerby joining the team.

Due to NCAA regulations, Carrabino, a transfer out of Clarkson University, will sit out the 2013-14 season. Carrabino, who was a redshirt freshman in 2012-13, had one assist in three games with Clarkson.

Of the 10 newcomers, three were selected in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. Somerby went the earliest of the three as he was selected in the fifth round, 125th overall, by the New York Islanders. The Ottawa Senators chose Baillargeon in the fifth round, 136th overall, while the Carolina Hurricanes picked Collier in the seventh round, 189th overall.

As The Daily Free Press reported earlier in 2013, Matt Nieto, Sahir Gill and Alexx Privitera will not return to BU.

Nieto, who would have been a senior this season, decided to forego his final year at BU to sign an entry-level contract with the San Jose Sharks in April. The Sharks drafted Nieto in the second round, 47th overall, in the 2011 draft.

Gill, who also would have been a senior, announced on Aug. 8 that he would not return to the Terriers.

Privitera’s announcement came in June when he, along with his brother, announced that he was no longer affiliated with the team. Privitera missed the final 13 games of last season after he was suspended in February. His brother, Jarrid, was set to join the team in either the fall of 2013 or the fall of 2014.

BU will open its season on Oct. 5 when it plays an exhibition game against St. Francis Xavier at Agganis Arena.
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When Steve Greeley starts as the Boston University men’s hockey team’s assistant coach Monday, there will be one unofficial order of business that will need taking care of: getting his family some new apparel.

Greeley’s wife, Lauren, is a Boston College graduate, and his sister, Megan, is a rising sophomore. His father, also named Steve, coaches BC’s club hockey team.

Needless to say, the new coach and member of BU’s Class of 2004 is looking for a lot less maroon and gold in their wardrobes.

“I have to get them all back on board here,” Greeley said with a laugh. “We’ll have them in the seats wearing red and white soon. … They’re going to have to [be BU fans again]. They’re going to have to. My family has got a lot of BC in them, I’ll tell you that much.”

Whether or not the others are ready to move their allegiances down Commonwealth Avenue, Greeley is starting his new gig July 1, just days after formally accepting the job Wednesday night, he told The Daily Free Press Thursday afternoon.

After playing for four years under Jack Parker, during which time the Terriers won two Beanpot championships and made two NCAA tournament appearances, Greeley spent a season in the ECHL.

He has worked for the Los Angeles Kings for the last six years, first as a college scout and more recently as a pro scout. When head coach David Quinn sought permission from the Kings in late April to talk to Greeley, then reached out to Greeley himself, things came together pretty quickly.

“One thing led to another,” said Greeley, a Scituate native who played his high school hockey at Milton Academy (Milton) and Thayer Academy (Braintree). “I’m thrilled to be going back to BU. I’m excited to work for David Quinn. It’s a great opportunity.”

Although he will hold a slightly different title — assistant coach, not associate head coach — Greeley is in effect replacing Mike Bavis, who resigned in the spring after spending 15 seasons on the Terrier coaching staff.

Greeley confirmed assistant coach Buddy Powers will also return.

“Mike Bavis is a great friend of mine, and I’ve had some great conversations with him as well about the job and about the school and everything,” Greeley said.

Recruiting will be one of Greeley’s main tasks, and he’s not wasting any time. At 6 p.m. Monday, he is flying to Buffalo, N.Y. to watch the U.S. Youth Select 17 development camp in Williamsville.

While Greeley doesn’t have experience recruiting youngsters to a college program, he doesn’t expect too much of a learning curve. He spent the beginning of his tenure with the Kings “recruiting” college free agents to Los Angeles, and he said the two tasks are comparable.

With the Kings, he had to sell the organization — including player development, facilities and the coaches — to college players looking to go pro, a goal similar to what he’ll be doing with BU.

“You’re still recruiting kids that are going to be professional athletes, and you have to convince them that your place is the right spot,” Greeley said. “That’s no different than trying to convince a kid or a family why BU is the best opportunity for them. I think experience-wise I don’t have a lot to learn trying to tell players and families why BU is such a great place.”

Greeley will have plenty of adjusting to do in the coming months — adjusting to the travel, his Agganis Arena office, his family’s conversion — but he is excited, to say the least, about the new opportunity.

“I never thought much about coaching. I kind of carved a little path in the NHL and things were going great there,” Greeley said. “As soon as I knew this was an opportunity, I knew in one night it was what I wanted to do. I think there’s something to be said for working with a college, and to BU is a pretty special place. I’ve made some great friendships here, and I want to be a part of it again.”

Alexx Privitera leaves BU, brother Jarrid reportedly decommits
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Defenseman Alexx Privitera is no longer a member of the Boston University men’s hockey program, a source confirmed with The Daily Free Press Tuesday night.

U.S. Hockey Report said earlier Tuesday that Privitera and his younger brother, forward Jarrid Privitera, agreed to part ways with BU. The younger sibling had been slated to arrive on Commonwealth Avenue either this fall or next.

The news comes after months of speculation as to whether or not the Old Tappan, N.J., natives would suit up as Terriers following Alexx’s mid-February suspension. He was forced to sit out the season’s final 13 games by then-head coach Jack Parker following repeated on-ice discipline incidents.

The final straw came against Harvard in the Beanpot consolation game Feb. 11, when Privitera got a game misconduct after kneeing a member of the Crimson.

The 5-foot-11, 195-pound blueliner tallied two goals and 10 assists before his suspension. He also had what was then a team-high 74 penalty minutes and conference-high 72 blocked shots.

Jarrid, who stands at 5-foot-7, 150 pounds, spent the 2012-13 season with the Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL), totaling 26 points (15 goals, 11 assists) in 56 games as the Fighting Saints captured the Clark Cup, the league’s top trophy.

Daily Free Press staff writer Kevin Dillon contributed to the reporting of this article.

Click the image below to see a timeline of Privitera’s on-ice discipline issues. Infographic by Meredith Perri/DFP Staff
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Despite being one of the Boston University men’s hockey team’s biggest defensemen in the 2012-13 season, Ahti Oksanen was also one of its mildest-mannered, with just 12 penalty minutes over 36 games.

However, the 6-foot-3 freshman said when he was growing up in Kirkkonummi, Finland, he looked up to an NHL defenseman known and feared for his mean streak.

“I always liked Chris Pronger,” Oksanen said, grinning. “I know everybody hates him, but I liked him.”

As BU senior defenseman Sean Escobedo pointed out, Oksanen may not be throwing any open-ice hits worthy of Pronger any time soon. But he has worked over the last year to adapt to the more physical style of North American hockey, trying to blend the offensive gifts he developed on a bigger ice surface in Finland with a stronger approach to playing defense.

Oksanen said he was disappointed with his first year at BU, in which he put up four goals and 13 assists. While he improved throughout the year, he acknowledged that his defense needed work early on.

In fact, Oksanen was a forward until four years ago, when a coach back in Finland suddenly decided otherwise. He said it took him a while to feel comfortable on the blue line, although he put up 14 goals and 27 assists for 41 points in the 2011-12 season with the Espoo Blues in Finland.

“[The coach] just said, ‘OK, Ahti, you’re on D today,’” Oksanen said. “And that was it. I never played forward again.”

Oksanen speaks perfectly good, if heavily accented, conversational English and said taking classes in his second language was never a problem. When he first arrived in Boston, though, his hockey vocabulary didn’t quite match his everyday vocabulary.

“It was hard, because I like to talk a lot on the ice,” Oksanen said. “I didn’t know the words for a lot of hockey terms, so it was hard to communicate out there.”

“You would tell him something and he’d sort of nod his head, but he wouldn’t fully understand,” Escobedo said. “Sometimes Coach would take an extra second with him and just kind of draw it up for him so he could learn a little bit better. But once he got down the terminology and our system a little bit … he really developed and you could see him play his game offensively and defensively.”

Oksanen credited BU associate head coach Mike Bavis with helping him develop the hockey terminology he lacked, which went a long way toward allowing him to be comfortable on the ice.

By the end of the year, Oksanen frequently played the point on BU’s best power-play unit, alongside sophomore wing Evan Rodrigues at the other point.

His powerful slap shot helped set up chances for the forwards he played with and earned him a few points of his own, most notably in BU’s weekend series with the University of Maine Feb. 15 and 16, when he had a goal and two assists.

“He’s just one of those guys who’s really cool and calm with the puck, knows where to go with it, knows where to distribute it, knows when to shoot,” Escobedo said. “Having that back there, especially as a freshman defenseman coming in — he’s playing like a veteran out there.”

Oksanen came to the U.S. because he believed college hockey offered a better path to the NHL than staying in Finland. He also considered the University of Massachusetts-Lowell and St. Cloud State University before settling on BU. He had only visited the U.S. once before moving.

While he had some idea that his new head coach was well-respected, Oksanen said he didn’t quite understand former BU coach Jack Parker’s stature within college hockey until he got here, and hearing that Parker was retiring at the end of this season came as a surprise.

“It’s kind of sad, actually,” Oksanen said. “He really helped me a lot … he just showed me a lot about how to be a college hockey player.”

Despite the initial language barrier, fitting into the team did come more quickly than relaxing on the ice for Oksanen. Escobedo said that after the first few practices, the team started to see a quirkier, more laid-back side of him.

“He’s a joke-around kind of kid,” Escobedo said. “When it’s game time he’ll take it very seriously, but away from the ice and away from practice, he’s riding around on his little scooter, listening to his rock music. You’d think the kid just lives in the 80s over there.”

Asked about the scooter, Escobedo continued, “[Senior forward Ben Rosen] had a scooter, and I made the mistake of bringing it here one day. Never seen it since. [Oksanen has] been riding around campus with it, rides around the rink with it. He’s on his own pace sometimes.”
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Terrier senior captain Wade Megan was named team MVP for his final BU campaign.

Only one jersey number has ever been retired by the Boston University men’s hockey program. Travis Roy’s No. 24 was raised into the rafters of Walter Brown Arena on Oct. 30, 1999, and it currently hangs next to Harry Agganis’ No. 33 high above the seats in Agganis Arena.

However, Roy’s number will soon have some company, as athletic director Mike Lynch announced that former BU coach and player Jack Parker will have his No. 6 raised into the rafters this fall.

Parker, who retired in March after 40 years at the helm of the BU hockey program, finishes his coaching tenure with 897 wins, 21 Beanpot titles and three national championships. He also had a productive playing career at BU between 1965-68, finishing his time on the ice with 31 goals and 64 points.

Most Valuable Terriers

It is often difficult to discern what is more valuable to a hockey team between offense and defense. So when it came time to select the George V. Brown Most Valuable Player award for BU (21-16-2, 15-10-2 Hockey East), an offensive and a defensive player each went home with a piece of hardware.

Senior forward Wade Megan and senior defenseman Sean Escobedo shared the MVP award, capping off two highly productive collegiate careers.

Megan, who served as the team’s captain this past season, finished the season tied for second on the squad with 16 goals. He also led the team with four game-winning goals and three shorthanded goals.

One of the things that made Megan so valuable this season was his ability to lead by example, on and off the ice, which is what Parker said made him such a good captain.

“I give him a lot of credit,” Parker said in a postseason interview. “He did what was asked of him and he did a lot more because he knew it was so valuable to him. And he was always a great example that way, that’s for sure.

“I don’t remember him taking many days off. Everybody takes a day off once in a while, but he didn’t take a day off.”

The Canton, N.Y., native was not present to accept his award at the team banquet Saturday night because he was playing in his final game of the season with the San Antonio Rampage of the American Hockey League. In his first 13 professional games, Megan scored a goal and was a minus-5.

Escobedo, on the other hand, was present at the banquet to accept his MVP award. The Bayside, N.Y., native led the nation with his 107 blocked shots on the season and was the team’s strongest defensive player. He also finished the season with two goals and nine assists, giving him 33 career points.

The award is the final touch on a long maturation process for Escobedo, who was a bit of a “class clown” early in his career, according to Parker.

“He embraced the fact that he got to be more important with the team,” Parker said. “‘Since I’m so important now, I better grow up. I better take responsibility this year.’ … He had a real good junior year too, but he had a terrific senior year.”

While Escobedo is yet to move on to play professional hockey like Megan has, Parker said he would not be surprised to see him go to Europe to play professionally after he graduates.

Escobedo is not the only graduating senior that Parker expects to be playing in Europe next season, as he said defenseman Ryan Ruikka will likely do the same.

“I don’t think there’s any question that both of those guys will be playing some pro hockey somewhere next year,” Parker said. “Ruikka will definitely be playing in Europe.”

Ruikka finished his BU career with four goals and 15 assists in 97 games, including a goal and six assists in 34 games this past season. He also earned the first Mike Boyle Terrier of Steel award at Saturday’s banquet, which goes to the top Terrier in the weight room and with off-ice training.

Other award winners

Other Terriers to receive honors Saturday night included senior forwards Jake Moscatel and Ryan Santana, junior defenseman Garrett Noonan, sophomore forwards Evan Rodrigues and Cason Hohmann, freshman forward Danny O’Regan and freshman goaltender Matt O’Connor.

Moscatel and Hohmann each earned the Most Improved Player award. Hohmann went from only scoring eight points in his freshman season to tying for third on the team with 34 points this past season. Moscatel played in his first 15 Division I college hockey games this season and scored his first career goal March 9 against Northeastern University.

Rodrigues earned the Friends Albert Sidd Unsung Hero award, as he finished with a team-best plus-minus rating of plus-15.

Santana earned the Bennett McInnis Award for Spirit during his best season as a Terrier. The Yorba Linda, Calif., native scored 12 of his 23 career points this past season.

The Clifford P. Fitzgerald Scholarship, which goes to an outstanding junior or senior defenseman, went to Noonan. The Norfolk native finished the season with 19 points and a plus-6 plus-minus rating.

O’Connor upset Ruikka as the Regina Eilberg Scholarship winner, which goes to the player with the highest standard of athletic and academic performance. O’Connor, a student in the School of Management, finished his freshman season with a .910 save percentage and a 2.86 goals-against average in 19 games played.

O’Regan earned the Ed Carpenter award as BU’s top scorer on the season. The freshman finished the year with 16 goals and 22 assists for 38 points, which was one more than linemate junior Matt Nieto.
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Terrier freshman goaltender Sean Maguire impressed in his rookie campaign with BU.

For all but the luckiest hockey teams, goaltending is often a question. The Boston University men’s team found an unconventional answer this year, using freshmen Sean Maguire and Matt O’Connor as complementary pieces in net for most of the season.

While resolution in the form of a clear No. 1 goalie never came, both were good enough that rotating them was logical. BU goaltending coach Mike Geragosian said he thinks the competition was also the best way for both to develop, each pushing the other to stay sharp.

“I don’t think it’s a [Kieran] Millan-[Grant] Rollheiser roommate situation,” Geragosian said. “I think there’s mutual respect for each other, but there’s also mutual compete, that, ‘Hey, if you don’t play well, I’m going to play well.’

“And that’s what’s great about these two. They’re only going to get better because of that drive, versus, ‘Oh, I’m happy not playing.’”

Maguire eventually started 21 games to O’Connor’s 18 because O’Connor was out for the season after being hospitalized in early March with a collapsed lung. O’Connor made 10 of BU’s first 15 starts as Maguire worked out some early kinks, but they split time from January through the end of February.

By the numbers, each played better when starting every game, or at least the majority of the games. Between Oct. 26 and Dec. 6, when O’Connor started all but three of BU’s 12 games, he had a .924 save percentage, compared to .910 on the year.

The change was even more extreme in Maguire’s case. When O’Connor was scratched from his scheduled start on March 2, Maguire started consecutive games for only the second time all year. He then started the next six, putting up a .957 save percentage in those eight games, including four in the postseason, to bring his overall save percentage up to .926 on the year.

Those numbers are not everything — Maguire’s late run was the product of improvements he made all year, and it would have been tough to maintain the success O’Connor had early over an entire year, regardless of how often he played. But they do illustrate the balancing act involved in developing two successful goalies.

Usually, when goalies compete, one separates himself before long, as happened at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell this year. Freshman Connor Hellebuyck and sophomore Doug Carr split time in the middle of the season, but Hellebuyck soon won the starting job for good.

However, as BU coach Jack Parker was quick to point out before the season, sharing the job did not hurt Jim Craig and Brian Durocher on BU’s 1978 national championship team.

O’Connor said while he prefers to start consistently, he did not notice a major difference between starting every game and alternating.

“Sometimes, if you’re out of it, you get a bit more jitters, but I find I play better with that,” O’Connor said. “So I don’t really think it’s necessarily too much of a difference.”

Geragosian said because both goalies needed some technical work when they arrived at BU (21-16-2, 15-10-2 Hockey East), having them compete was better for both than just handing the starting job to one.

O’Connor was able to work on being more compact, using his 6-foot-5 frame to his advantage rather than opening up holes for shooters. Maguire could focus on positioning and closing down the five-hole, where he allowed some rebound goals early in the year. However, there are downsides to only playing one night a week.

“The cons are that some of these goaltenders need game development,” Geragosian said. “Playing lots of games, you learn by your mistakes, so we tried to compensate by creating those game situations in practice.”

This year, both Maguire and O’Connor bore the title of “freshman goalie,” but they came to BU at different points in their lives. O’Connor, a rare-for-BU 20-year-old rookie, played his last two seasons in Youngstown, Ohio, for the USHL Youngstown Phantoms, far from his home in Toronto.

Meanwhile, Maguire, a year younger, had stayed close to his home in Powell River, British Columbia, a town of about 19,000 people 108 miles northwest of Vancouver. His junior experience came with the Powell River Kings of the BCHL. Geragosian said it took Maguire longer to adjust to playing on a bigger stage, which may have contributed to his slower start.

“Sean was a little overwhelmed with the city,” Geragosian said. “He came from a very small town in British Columbia, and I think coming into Boston was just a big, big, big enlightening for him … All of a sudden, you’ve got 15,000 people watching your games. Wow, you know?”

Both O’Connor and Maguire said competing for a potential starting job helped them stay focused on improving.

“When we’re playing little games in practice, I obviously always want to win,” Maguire said. “It just gives me that little extra edge. I’m a really competitive guy and I think he is too, so it really just is two positives, us both working against each other and for each other.”

“Maguire pushes me a lot in conditioning, in the gym,” O’Connor said. “He really battles hard, so it’s nice to have that extra push.”

Although both would be starters in their ideal worlds, both say there is nothing but friendly competition between them.

“There really isn’t any animosity or any kind of confrontational tension or anything,” O’Connor said. “We’re really nice to each other. I don’t think we’ve ever even given each other a hard time. So we’re pretty classy about it.

“Off the ice, he’s a hilarious guy and we get along really well. I think we’ve got a really good relationship that lends itself to us being competitive, but definitely in all the positive ways.”

“We’re good friends,” Maguire said. “Everyone in the locker room is really good friends. We have a tight-knit group, especially our freshman class.”

After O’Connor’s season ended, Maguire’s focus was apparent in more ways than one. During warm ups and national anthems in March, even when he was not facing shots, he was visualizing them, going through the physical motions of stopping pucks as the rest of his teammates stood still.

“If we’re winning, I’m just going to do the same thing, no matter what it is,” Maguire said. “I don’t care what it is, no matter how dumb it looks or anything. The visualization part is absolutely huge for any position in the game. I think it puts you in positions during the game that you feel like you’ve been there already.

“It’s just practice, just routine, so that’s how I like to be. Prepared.”

Whatever the routine, it worked. In four playoff games, Maguire posted a .950 save percentage. He was the biggest reason BU survived a period and a half of being dominated by Boston College and came back to win in the semifinals, and he kept the Terriers in a 0-0 tie with Lowell (28-11-2, 16-9-2 Hockey East) for 51 minutes in the finals.

“We weren’t dominating these games at all,” Geragosian said of the postseason. “[Maguire’s play was] a big input in why we went to the finals.”

Despite the poise Maguire showed in March, O’Connor will almost surely have the chance to reestablish himself next season. Although there is no guarantee that new coach David Quinn will maintain the rotation, O’Connor and Maguire said they expect to begin next year splitting time.

“When I met Quinn, he made a comment — he said, ‘I don’t think goaltending’s our issue,’” O’Connor said. “So I think it’s pretty even right now between me and Maguire, just like it was coming in.”

Maguire was even more emphatic.

“We both have to play,” he said. “Realistically, neither one of us is going to sit a whole year, ever, unless we get hurt.”

MEN’S ICE HOCKEY | Red Set to Face RPI, Union
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By EMILY BERMAN

Less than a week after its shutout loss to fifth-ranked Quinnipiac — a special-teams dominated affair that saw the Red’s red-hot power play sputter — the men’s hockey team hits the ice for its second matchup with a top-ten team when it travels to No. 10 Rensselaer for a Friday night face-off. Following Friday’s game, the No. 15 Red heads to Schenectady, N.Y., for a contest Saturday against Union.
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The Red (3-1, 1-1) split last year’s series with the Engineers, dropping a 3-2 road decision in January before cruising to February’s 4-1 domination at Lynah. The Red additionally took both games against Union last season to increase head coach Mike Schafer’s record to 23-10-6 all time against the Dutchmen.

Cornell remains without junior forward and assistant captain Cole Bardraeu, who sat out last weekend’s games against Princeton and Quinnipiac with an undisclosed injury. Junior winger Joel Lowry has transitioned to center to fill Bardraeu’s place on the top line, playing center for the first time in more than six years. During Friday’s home opener against Princeton, Lowry and linemates John McCarron and Christain Hilbrich tallied three goals and four assists en route to the 4-2 win.

“Joel has stepped up and played center — he hadn’t played center since he was 14 years old, and he walks into a game and has to play at the college level,” Schafer said. “He’s got great hockey sense and makes great reads, so he’ll continue to play that position until Cole gets back.”

Lowry currently leads the team with three goals, while McCarron, the team’s captain, paces the squad with seven points and is tied for fourth in the country in points per game. The Red will have their hands full with Rensselaer’s junior forward Ryan Haggerty, ECAC’s October Player of the Month and the national collegiate leader in goals scored.

“RPI is a top-ten team, just like Quinnipiac, so obviously it’s not going to be easy,” McCarron said. “But [we’re going to] make some simple adjustments and hopefully we can capitalize this weekend.”

Union poses double defensive threats with the tandem of senior defenseman Mat Bodie and junior defenseman and Flyers prospect Shayne Gostisbehere, players Schafer called two of the premier defenseman in the league. Schafer added that Union’s style of play closely mirrors the system the Red uses.

“They can be easy prep for us and we’re probably easy prep for them in that you know what you’re going to get,” he said. “Our systems play in the offensive zone and defensive zone are very similar, so it’s like practicing against yourself.”

This weekend’s games will be the Red’s first league road games after playing a set of non-conference away games at Nebraska-Omaha to open the season. According to Schafer, the team seemed more frazzled during this past weekend’s home games than during the away games against the Mavericks.

“I don’t know if it was because we were at home — at Nebraska-Omaha, we were patient, we just kept playing our game — and here at home, it just seemed like the crowd was getting going, and we got going, and we just didn’t settle down and make that one extra pass coming out of out own zone, or going our weak side as opposed to going up the boards,” he said.

The Red currently ranks third in the country in power plays with a 29.6 percent conversion rate, despite going 0-6 in the game against Quinnipiac. The Red’s difficulty with putting the puck in the back of the net against the Bobcats made a big difference in the game, Schafer said.

“In the first period, we had three unbelievable scoring chances to get a goal on the power play,” Schafer said. “Even though it wasn’t clicking, you put one of those in and score one of those goals on the power play, you’re talking about a much different scenario in the game.”

McCarron added that the team is aiming to use last weekend’s loss to find flaws in their play and use that knowledge to improve as the season continues.

“I think we came back ready to work this week,” he said. “Obviously, you dream of the undefeated season, but it’s not going to happen. We got it out of the way, obviously a loss is learning process for us. We can take a great Quinnipiac team, watch the video and learn from our mistakes and go forward from there.”
MEN’S ICE HOCKEY | Red Faces Tigers, Bobcats
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By CHRIS MILLS 

Just a week after giving up a penalty shot goal at Nebraska-Omaha, senior goaltender Andy Iles again found himself one-on-one with an opposing forward — and this time a familiar foe. Princeton senior Andrew Calof — the Tigers’ active leading scorer — took the puck from center ice and, skating swiftly toward Iles, gave a fake and went to the forehand.

The move was surprisingly similar to last week’s penalty shot, but this time Iles stayed patient and snagged the attempt — denying Calof and the Tigers the first potential goal of the evening in front of a strong Lynah crowd.

Iles and the defense looked sharp for most of the first ECAC action of the year, as No. 14 Cornell (3-1, 1-1 ECAC) outpaced Princeton (1-3,0-2), 4-2, Friday before falling to No. 7 Quinnipiac (8-1, 2-0), 3-0, Saturday to finish off a weekend of gritty play and mixed results.

“I think we have a different mentality this year from last year,” senior forward Dustin Mowrey said. “We know we’ve got to work hard for every win we get and it has a lot to do with grit and [Quinnipiac] was a good test for us and shows us that we’ve just got to bear down a little more.”

The weekend was filled with plenty of new experiences even for many of the veterans on the Cornell roster. With junior forward Cole Bardreau sitting out with an injury suffered at Omaha, junior forward Joel Lowry has stepped in to play center forward for the first time in over six years.

“I was a little nervous,” Lowry said following the victory over Princeton. haven’t played center since I was thirteen or fourteen years old, so it was a little new to me. But I think I did an okay job and it felt good to get a couple points, but it definitely felt a lot better to get the win, and we really needed that one.”

Lowry assisted captain and junior forward John McCarron on the Red’s first power play opportunity to give Cornell a 1-0 lead early in the first period. Five minutes into the second, sophomore forward Christian Hilbrich scored on a loose puck deflected off Princeton goalie Sean Bonar. Just a minute later, junior forward Brian Ferlin added a third.

The Tigers caught a break midway through the second, when Cornell’s freshman defenseman Clint Lewis was penalized for covering the puck in the crease — rewarding Princeton with a penalty shot.

Calof took to center ice in an attempt to swing the game’s momentum, giving Iles a relatively unfamiliar challenge in back-to-back weeks.

“I haven’t had any penalty shots since I’ve been here, but I’ve already seen two in these first three games,” Iles said. “[On] a penalty shot you try to match the guy’s speed and not make the first commit, and once he committed, I just tried to slide and make myself big there and got a glove on it.”

“Calof’s a pretty good player, so you don’t want to give him those chances,” Lowry said. “For Andy to come up huge with that save, I think that really gave us a lift.”

Iles’ stop on Calof was one of the senior’s 26 saves on the night, and helped retain momentum for the Red. Soon after, Lowry scored from short range to nab his third goal of the season and extend the lead to 4-0 before the Tigers netted a pair of late scores to narrow the final to 4-2.

“It was a good, solid game,” head coach Mike Schafer ’86 said. “I bet you we had to close to 15 blocks in the [Princeton] game. That helps your penalty kill a tremendous amount.”

The block party continued Saturday evening against Quinnipiac, but a series of squandered first period scoring chances allowed the Bobcats to eventually grab a 1-0 lead. Mowrey and Hilbrich were both denied from close range throughout the first period and beginning of the second, and Cornell was unable to convert on four consecutive power play opportunities to open the game.

“I think we got our chances early in the game,” Mowrey said. “But Quinnipiac is a good special teams team. They showed it tonight; they blocked a lot of shots and they made it difficult for our power play.”

Momentum began to turn in the second and Quinnipiac soon grabbed five consecutive power plays. After scoring his 100th career point Friday evening, Quinnipiac junior forward Connor Jones snuck a shot past Iles on a tight angle on the Bobcats first five-on-four of the night. In the final period Quinnipiac continued to dominate the special teams battle, scoring once again on a power play midway through the third and shutting down Cornell’s chances on the offensive end.

“[We] got behind and when you’re down 1-0, 2-0, it can get frustrating because the other team stays above you. We’ve done it to other guys. They’re a good team and they did it to us tonight in the third. We tried to get back into it but the second one was a killer.”

Although revenge against the team that ended Cornell’s 2012-13 hopes will have to be put on hold, the Red’s man in the net was pleased by the team’s tenacity on defense.

“This is the most block shots that I’ve ever seen since I’ve been here,” Iles said. “It’s a fun style of hockey and guys are really buying in and it makes the game a heck of a lot easier on myself. That’s what leads to success, the little things like that.”
MEN’S HOCKEY | Icers Prepare for ECAC Play
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By CHRIS MILLS

Represented by both Quinnipiac and Yale in the 2012-2013 NCAA Men’s Hockey Division I Championship, the ECAC is looking formidable again this season — and the Red is poised to step into the fray.

Fresh off a two-game sweep of Nebraska-Omaha, the No. 14 Red (2-0, 0-0 ECAC) returns to Lynah this weekend to open conference play against Princeton (1-1, 0-0) on Friday at 7p.m. and No. 7 Quinnipiac (6-1, 0-0) on Saturday at 7p.m. Both the Tigers and Bobcats gave the Red fits last year, notching a combined 4-0 record and a 14-5 goal advantage against Cornell during the regular season, with Quinnipiac ultimately eliminating the Red from NCAA Tournament contention during the ECAC playoffs.

“We recognize Quinnipiac ended our season last year, and that gives you a little extra fire and a little extra feel,” said senior goaltender Andy Iles. “There were a few things that went on in that game that kind of rubbed us the wrong way so we’re excited for them to come in. They’re a great team; it’s always fun to play against them and, to be honest, we’re just excited to play in this building.”

Xiaoyue Guo / Staff Photographer When Quinnipiac comes to town this weekend, sophomore forward Christian Hilbrich will go head-to-head with his brother.
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Tensions between the Red and the Bobcats had plenty of time to simmer over a combined five regular and post-season games between the two squads last season. First, though, the team will need to focus on Princeton, the other rival it encountered four or more times last year.

“First thing is trying not to look too far ahead,” Iles said. “[Quinnipiac] is the Saturday game and we’ve got a good [Princeton] team coming in here on Friday.”

The Tigers were picked to finish 11th out of 12 ECAC teams in both the coaches and media preseason polls, but feature perhaps the conference’s best player in senior forward Andrew Calof. Cornell head coach Mike Schafer ‘86 was quick to refute any notion that Princeton would be an easy team to beat.

“[I]f you want to pay attention to the polls, you would have gotten quickly corrected if you had seen Clarkson being picked number 12 in our league and they’re now No. 17 in the country,” Schafer pointed out. “Our league is going to be a dogfight all year long. It doesn’t matter who we play, all the games are going to be extremely tough. I think that was one of the things we learned down the stretch last year, was to respect every opponent and I didn’t think we were doing that early in the year.”

After leading the Tigers with 36 points on 13 goals and 23 assists last season, Calof has remained on the Red’s radar leading up to Friday’s game.

“As a goalie I want to know his tendencies a little bit,” Iles said. “[Y]ou definitely have to be alert of who’s on the ice at all times, especially with a player like him, and that’s something [where] you just stay the course throughout the game.”

The Red will get little relief after taking on Calof, going up Saturday against a red-hot Quinnipiac team that is currently cruising on a six game winning streak. For the icers, a showdown against the Bobcats will mean both a reminder of bad blood from last season and a family reunion of sorts. A week after scoring a critical power play goal against Nebraska-Omaha, sophomore forward Christian Hilbrich — towering at six-feet six-inches — will welcome his equally large sibling to Lynah on Saturday.

“My brother plays for Quinnipiac … My dad and my grandpa will both be here,” Hilbrich said, beaming. “He’s a big guy just like me; He’s six foot six, about 240 now. He’s a big boy. Hopefully we’ll see him out on the ice and we can get face-to-face.”

Few players can match up literally face-to-face with the towering Red forward, but the sibling rivalry — Christian, a forward, against Tom, a defenseman — will be even in stature if nothing else.

“It’s incredible to be going face-to-face with my brother at this level,” Hilbrich said.

“[P]laying in the backyard from when I grew up in Toronto, we’d be out there every day. My mom would have to come out and round us up to bring us in for dinner or lunch or breakfast; whichever, or all three.”

Outside the Hilbrich family, however, Saturday night’s clash is expected to be anything but friendly. One motivating factor on the team’s mind is a 10-0 postseason defeat to the Bobcats back in March, followed the next day by a blown 2-1 lead with one minute remaining. The relinquished goal ultimately ended the Red’s season in a 3-2 double-overtime loss.

“I think our guys are really looking forward to playing Quinnipiac,” Schafer said. “I just think that it left a bitter taste in their mouth of not closing that game out.”

Cornell converted a remarkable seven-of-15 power play chances into scores in two grind-it-out wins over Nebraska-Omaha. Heading into this weekend, the Red will once again be looking to play opportunistic hockey and this time get a boost from the Lynah crowd, even if the games become sloppy.

“It’s very exciting to be back at Lynah,” Hilbrich said. “We had the exhibition game but that’s not full swing. It should be really exciting to get all the fans in there and get all the chants going.”

According to Schafer, the Red heads into this first weekend of ECAC play having learned something from its matchup with Nebraska-Omaha.

“[T]he second game [against Nebraska-Omaha] was a dogfight,” Schafer said. “And I don’t think we truly respected them enough, as much as we should have, on the second night as we did on the first night. Hopefully it’s something we talk about over the course of the week, that Quinnipiac, Princeton, everybody in our league is 0-0 and we’re looking forward to getting after them.”
MEN’S ICE HOCKEY | Icers Take Two Games Against Nebraska-Omaha
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By EMILY BERMAN

With 29 total penalties over the course of the weekend — 14 dished out to the Red and 15 for Nebraska-Omaha — it was a battle of power plays versus penalty kills that ultimately went to the Red, who took a 5-3 victory in Friday’s match-up before clinging to the lead during Saturday’s 4-3 win. The weekend sweep of the Mavericks (2-4, 0-0 NCHC) starts the Red at 2-0 as it heads into the beginning of ECAC play.
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The team’s 3-8 performance on the power play during Friday’s game was only outmatched by its 4-7 record Saturday. The Red, currently ranked 19th in the NCAA, had not scored four man-advantage goals in one game since November of 2009. The Red also went 12-14 on the penalty kill over the weekend, allowing a goal to 2013 Hobey Baker finalist Ryan Walters during the first contest and letting in a Walters-assisted goal in the second game.

“It was just a lot of penalties called in general,” head coach Mike Schafer ’86 said. “The whole weekend was a special teams game.”

The Red got on the board first during Friday’s match-up, with junior defenseman Joakim Ryan firing a wrist shot over Mavericks goalie Kirk Thompson for the first power play goal of the weekend. The Mavericks answered the tally with less than one second remaining in the first period, however, slipping a backhander past Red goaltender Andy Iles during a scramble in front of the net. Iles finished with 28 saves during his 71th consecutive start.

Junior forward Joel Lowry put the Red back on the board six minutes into the second period, firing home a rebound off of a shot by junior forward Cole Bardreau. Less than three minutes later, an unlucky bounce sent Mavericks forward Josh Archibald streaking down the ice on a breakaway. Archibald, who was drafted in the sixth round by the Pittsburgh Penguins in 2011, was pulled down and was awarded a penalty shot. He fired the puck under the crossbar past Iles, tying the game at 2-2.

 Despite the penalty shot goal, the first the Red had given up in almost five years, Schafer said the bad bounce was to blame more than the Red’s defensive positioning.

“It wasn’t really a mental breakdown,” he said. “The kid made a nice play to score the goal on the penalty shot.”

The Mavericks first power play goal of the weekend put the home team up 3-2 at the end of the second period. The third period was all Cornell, however, as the Red slammed home three unanswered goals to cap off the Red’s victory in its first game of the season. Senior forward Dustin Mowrey and Bardreau each scored less than a minute apart and junior forward Brian Ferlin added a goal with less than two minutes remaining during this third period flurry.

The opposite narrative dominated Saturday’s game, as Mowrey and Bardraeu knocked in two goals 28 seconds apart during the first period for the quick 2-0 lead. The Red spent the rest of the game fighting to hold that advantage, with the Mavericks constantly pulling within one goal.

“We started off strong, but we didn’t play the kind of hockey we wanted to play tonight,” Schafer said after the game.

The Mavericks scored the first goal of the second period during even strength, but quickly took an interference penalty to put the Red back on the power play. Sophomore forward Christian Hilbrich roofed the puck in front of the net to return the two-goal advantage.

Nebraska-Omaha scored the next goal in the closing minutes of the second period while the Red was killing off a holding penalty. Walters set up streaking Mavericks forward Dominic Zombo, who tapped the puck in behind Iles.

Joel Lowry put the next tally on the board, scoring his second goal of the weekend nine minutes into the third period for the 4-2 Red lead. The Mavericks would add one more with five minutes remaining in the game, but the Red killed off a late penalty to seal the 4-3 win.

According to Schafer, some lines played better than others and that line combinations are something he is going to continue to tinker with throughout the season.

“We’ll continuously look around for different lines throughout the course of the year—we had some good performances and we had some poor performances tonight,” he said. “We’ll look at the video and see where we can make any adjustments.”
MEN’S HOCKEY | After Beating York, Men Hit the Road
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By EMILY BERMAN 

After scorching York in its exhibition game last weekend, the men’s ice hockey team is set to kick off the regular season with a pair of away games against non-conference opponent Nebraska-Omaha. The contests mark the Red’s (0-0, 0-0 ECAC) first meeting with the Mavericks (2-2, 0-0 NCHC) in program history.

The story of last weekend’s game was junior forward and assistant captain Cole Bardreau, who netted two goals and an assist in his first game back after a neck fracture sidelined him for the final half of last season. Bardreau notched the opening tally of the game to start a Red spree of three goals in eight minutes.

“It was just preseason, but even coming down the tunnel there and hearing the crowd again and the band was an awesome experience and something I needed,” he said. “I feel back to normal.”

The exhibition match against York was the only competition the Red has seen yet this season, compared to the Mavericks’ four regular season games and one exhibition game. Nebraska-Omaha split a series against Northern Michigan last weekend and similarly split the pair of games against Bentley University the weekend before.

“It goes to their advantage playing so many games — they’ve got their systems more down and they’ve kind of figured out the roles that everyone’s going to play, and that’s something we’re still trying to do,” Bardreau said. “At the same time, I think we can use that excitement — we haven’t played a lot of games — to kind of try to get an early jump on them with our energy and go from there.”

The Mavericks return their top two scorers from last season: senior Ryan Walters, a 2013 Hobey Baker finalist, and junior Josh Archibald, who was drafted by the Pittsburgh Penguins in the sixth round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. Walters has two goals on the season, while Archibald leads the team with three. Despite this threat from the Mavericks’ top line, head coach Mike Schafer ’86 said that the Red should focus on keeping their own play clean instead of concentrating only on Walters and Archibald.

“You’re going to face teams all year long and they’re going to have great players,” he said. “I think it’s just the team mentality of being aware when they’re on the ice — don’t give them transitional chances, don’t give them odd man rushes, [don’t] worry about them in the sense of being so preoccupied that you get off your game.”

The Red also returns four of their five leading scorers, as well as goalie Andy Iles, who has started 70 consecutive games. Last year’s team faced a troubling midseason stretch, however, losing seven in a row before shaping up in time for playoffs. After the tough 2012-2013 season, Schafer said he wants to restore the Red’s sense of teamwork and “gritty” hockey.

“The biggest thing that we’re looking for is to return to the Cornell culture of gritty hockey and to play together as a team,” he said. “Sometimes we get too many guys who are NHL draft picks and highly talented kids — you start to drift away from what really makes you good as a program, and that’ playing together as a team and understanding you’re the underdog and understanding that you’re not as talented and not as good as you think you are. We’re only going to have success if we play well together.”

The Red added multiple new faces in the offseason to make up for graduated players. Junior Madison Dias said that the team is working on integrating the new players into the team both on the ice, where many of the new players are adjusting from Juniors style of play to collegiate style of play, and off the ice.

“We have a great group of guys in that room and the camaraderie has really grown,” he said. “We’ve had a lot of team activities, team building early in the preseason and it has been off on the ice.”

Following the games against the Mavericks, the Red returns home for a pair of games next weekend before embarking on two straight weekends away from Lynah. Schafer said that having three of the Red’s first four weekends on the road will help the team develop the skills to handle these high-pressure situations later in the year.

“It’s easy to play in front of Lynah fans — you get too fired up sometimes when you play in front of your own crowd, so it’s about having a tight locker room camaraderie because things will always go wrong on the road,” he said. “You’re going to face all kinds of adversity; however, with the first trip you’re going to get an opportunity to see how [the players are] going to handle that adversity and how [they are] going to handle the situation that they’re going to face all year.”
M. ICE HOCKEY | Bardreau ’15 Makes Successful Return to Ice
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By CHRIS MILLS

Cole Bardreau is back. After suffering a neck fracture that ended his season prematurely last January at Rensselear Polytechnic Institute, the junior forward and co-captain scored twice in the Red’s Saturday night exhibition game.

Bardreau’s two early goals, coupled with a late pair from junior forward Madison Dias, propelled No. 19 Cornell (0-0, 0-0 ECAC) to a big 7-2 victory over undefeated York (4-0, 4-0 OUA) in front of a Lynah crowd of just over 4,000.

“It feels awesome, especially after that first [goal],” Bardreau said. “It’s been way too long — I think it’s been seven months. It was nice to just get out there in front of the fans and the boys.”

The Red killed several early power play opportunities for the Lions, maintaining a 16-1 shot advantage in the first period. Midway through the first and down 5-on-4 via a two minute charging penalty on junior forward co-captain John McCarron, Cornell responded in a big way.

Dias scooped up a loose puck from a York attacker and funneled it forward to Bardreau, who outpaced the Lions’ defense and scored on the backhand to give the Red a 1-0 lead. The goal was Bardreau’s first for the Red in over half a year.

“I blacked out — I couldn’t tell you what happened,” Bardreau said, laughing. “[I was] so excited. But after that I had been planning on the celebration so it was a good feeling after.”

Minutes later, sophomore forward Teemu Tiitinen scored with an assist from freshman forward Jake Weidner. Bardreau followed up with his second goal of the night on a strong feed from junior forward Joel Lowry, this time on a Red power play, to put Cornell up 3-0 going into the second.

“It was just exciting to see [Cole] get back into the play,” head coach Mike Schafer ’86 said. “He’s got no reservations — he doesn’t think about it. He had to answer all the questions from [the media] throughout the course of the week and leading into the year which is really natural coming off of a major injury like that, but he’s been fully rehabbed.”

The Red continued to smother York throughout the second period. The contest began to get chippy at the end of the first when York’s power forward junior Michael Lombardi took a couple shots at senior forward Justin Mowrey, and the physicality continued throughout the night. The Red was able to respond on several penalty opportunities, including a goal from sophomore forward John Knisely five minutes into the second. Three minutes later, sophomore forward Christian Hilbrich cashed in on another power play and the Red led 5-0 at the end of two, despite committing eight penalties up to that point.

“They were all excited for that physicality to come in and hit — just some bad penalties [from] being over-exuberant about it,” Schafer said. “But our discipline with our sticks and our retaliatory penalties [was] excellent, and that’s something we’ve really made a priority with our guys this year.”

Despite the high volume of penalties against the Lions, Schafer said he was pleased by the Red’s lack of mental errors. He added that he has been emphasizing a tougher stance on penalties this season.

“Something I didn’t do enough last year, especially early, is to bench guys … when they come off of a bad penalty to sit for two, three, four shifts,” Schafer said. “That hurts more than anything, is not playing. [It’s] a short-term sacrifice for a long-term goal.”

With the exception of an interference call, the Red remained penalty free during the third period, in which freshman goalie Mitch Gillam came on in relief of senior goaltender Andy Iles. Cornell relinquished two York goals during the period, but got two back from Dias — including one off a great feed from freshman forward Eric Freschi.

“Second one, it was a great play,” Dias said. “Cycle and a good shift. Temu — give credit to him — it was a good cycle and then Freschi made an unbelievable pass and then it was kind of just there for the net.”

“He’s growing, getting more confidence in himself. He scored goals, killed some penalties for us tonight,” Schafer said of Dias. “That’s where you see the growth of these guys — not just the influx of freshmen but how guys like Madison have grown over the summer.”

When the final buzzer sounded, the Red had outshot York 52-10 to cap a positive early outcome for Schafer’s squad. Schafer indicated that the team’s physical play and contributions from Dias and the freshmen were all factors he would like to see carried into the coming weeks. A big part of the Red’s success this season will also come from a new and improved Bardreau.

“He’s stronger; he’s faster,” Schafer added.

“I think his weight last year was 185 — he’s up to 194 this year. So through that rehab he’s put on more muscle. I think he’s quicker. His mental toughness [and how] just nothing affects him is quite evident coming back from an injury like that.”

“I worked pretty hard this summer and stayed here, skated a lot, was in the weight room with our trainer and it’s been paying off for me,” Bardreau said. “Me being a smaller guy, I think putting on 10-15 pounds will help me in the corners — not get pushed around as much and give me more scoring opportunities [at] the net.”

Photo: Xiaoyue Guo / Sun Staff Photographer Junior forward and co-captain Cole Bardeau took to the ice and scored for the first time since coming back from a neck injury. 

Photo: Xiaoyue Guo / Sun Staff Photographer
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“He’s huge. He’s a great part of our team,” Dias said. “He’s a leader for sure. Having him back on that ice — not even on the ice, but [also] off the ice — it’s awesome. The Red will look to carry the momentum over into practice this week in preparation for the team’s season-opening trip to Omaha, Neb. this weekend.
MEN’S HOCKEY | Icers Challenge Undefeated York In First Exhibition Game of 2013
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By CHRIS MILLS

It’s hockey time again. Last Saturday at Lynah, the men’s squad mixed it up in the annual Red-White scrimmage, which served as a tuneup for this weekend’s exhibition match against Canadian competitor York (3-0, 3-0 OUA).

The White team prevailed 5-2 in the Red-White intrasquad contest, which included alternating rotations of players from the men’s and women’s teams. The game was divided into two 30-minute halves with power plays given at set times during the night. Any regular penalties during the course of play resulted in an automatic penalty shot, the first of which was taken by freshman defenseman Clint Lewis.

Lewis capitalized on his scoring opportunity, lifting the puck over senior goaltender Andy Iles’ glove to give the Red team a 1-0 advantage. From there, the women took the spotlight with a total of three goals from junior forward Jillian Saulnier, two coming on penalty shots, to give White a 4-1 lead through the end of the second half.

The game culminated in a shootout period, which included three men’s and three women’s players from each side. Senior forward Rodger Craig notched a shootout goal for the Red team to cut the deficit to 4-2, but senior forward Armand de Swardt struck

Xiaoyue Guo / Staff Photographer Junior forward Cole Bardreau had his season cut short by a neck fracture last year, but is returning to the ice with a vengeance.
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Junior forward Cole Bardreau had his season cut short by a neck fracture last year, but is returning to the ice with a vengeance.

back to extend White’s lead to 5-2 with a score on freshman goalie Mitch Gillam.

With the Red-White game in the rearview, the men’s icers are gearing up for a visit from York University this Saturday, Oct. 19, at 7p.m. The No. 19 Red (0-0, 0-0 ECAC) will be looking to rebound from last season’s frustrating 15-16-3 campaign as Cornell takes the ice for its exhibition opener at Lynah.

Cornell will face a stiff challenge from the York Lions, whose roster features a number of former professional hockey players including defenseman John de Gray, previously a member of the Syracuse Crush of the American Hockey League. The Lions are undefeated in conference play following victories over Ontario University Athletics rivals UOIT, Laurentian, and Nipissing.

Fortunately, Cornell will have history on its side. Since 2000, the Red is 16-1-3 in exhibition games, including a 6-2 victory last season against the U.S. national development team program and a 2-2 tie against Brock University. The Red’s 16 victories include two over York — most recently in 2006 when the Lions were buried, 11-1, at Lynah. Cornell’s only loss in recent exhibition contests came in 2009 at the hands of Andy Iles and the U.S. Under-18 team. It just so happens that Iles, the first Ithaca native to play for the Red since the 1980s, will be pivotal for Cornell’s success this season.

Iles will take the ice as an assistant captain for the Red and will be looking to build on his 70 consecutive starts for the squad. Iles started all 34 games in 2012-2013 en route to saving 898 shots — good for second most all-time by a Cornell goaltender — and three ECAC Goaltender of the Week award honors. With 34 more starts, Iles would tie former Red goalie Ben Scrivens, who starred for the Red in 104 consecutive contests, for the most consecutive starts in NCAA Division I history.

With the departure of last season’s leading scorer Greg Miller, the Red will need its current leaders to create opportunities against a York squad that has given up no more than two goals in each of its conference games this season. Junior forward John McCarron will serve as Cornell’s captain this season and could give the team a huge boost if he is able to get going early. A 2012 sixth round selection by the NHL’s Edmonton Oilers, McCarron was fifth on the team in points last season with 19.

Other candidates who could help to fill the point deficit left by Miller’s departure include junior forward Cole Bardreau and junior defenseman Joakim Ryan. Bardreau, an assistant captain, handed the team five assists and two goals over the span of 13 games before a neck fracture cut his season short.

For Ryan — a recent selection to the all-ECAC Hockey Coaches Preseason Team — the title of defenseman discounts what he has meant for the team’s recent production on the offensive end. The New Jersey native and 2012 seventh-round pick for the San Jose Sharks led the team with 20 assists last season and set the record for goals by a Cornell freshman defenseman with seven in 2011-2012. Ryan’s willingness to push the puck up the ice has paid significant dividends for the Red. 41 of the team’s 83 goals from 2012-2013 came when Ryan was on the ice, ranking second only to Miller (43).

Entering his nineteenth season as head coach of the Red, Mike Schafer ’86 will perhaps be the most important figure in guiding the Red’s quest to get back over .500. The coach landed another solid class of newcomers that was highlighted by freshman forward and 2013 NHL draftee Matt Buckles, who at 6’2”, 220lbs, fits the physical mold of a Schafer-coached player.

Following the game against York this Saturday, the Red will travel west for a season-opening series against Nebraska-Omaha.
Colorado College suffers historic, painful defeat
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In a historic rivalry, it was only fitting that Colorado College and Denver were part of another first.

The Pioneers prevailed in the National Collegiate Hockey Conference's first shootout on scores by Joey LaLeggia and David Makowski before a crowd of 7,696 at World Arena.

In a game between two struggling teams it was good that both came away with precious league points; two for Denver (3-5-1, 0-2-1-1 NCHC) and one for CC (1-5-1, 1-3-1). Denver certainly was.

"I was real happy with our team's the final 35 minutes," coach Jim Montgomery said. "(Senior goalie) Sam Brittain (26 saves) made the big saves when he had to."

The result goes down as a 1-1 tie in the annals of the Gold Pan rivalry series. But the shootout loss certainly felt like one to the host Tigers.

"Absolutely," said senior Alexander Krushelnyski, who scored his first goal of the season to stake CC to an early 1-0 lead. "We had chances to win that game. We need to learn from those chances."

Denver rallied late in the third period to force overtime and then the best-of-three shootout.

With Brittain pulled for the extra attacker, Denver defenseman Joey LaLeggia popped free in the left faceoff circle to beat CC goalie Josh Thorimbert high glove side after a good cross-ice pass from Ty Loney with 1:22 left in regulation.

"It's a league point but we lost the lead late," Tigers coach Scott Owens said. "We need to mature and learn from these."

Colorado College was looking for an offensive breakthrough and got a glimpse of one when Krushelnyski tracked down a rebound and fired the puck in off Brittain's right skate pad for his first goal of the season with 2:20 left in the opening period.

Brittain stopped a shot by CC defenseman Peter Stoykewych but allowed a rebound that rolled toward the corner, where Krushelnyski tracked it down just as it went past the goal line. He fired the puck in off Brittain as he reached back with his right leg pad as the DU defenders and CC forwards converged on the goal.

The Tigers' five healthy defensemen put in another strong 65 minutes. Freshman Gustav Olofsson returned and played well but sophomore Michael King (offseason hip surgery) and freshman Jaccob Slavin (lower-body injury) were unavailable. Slavin sustained his injury last weekend and will not play Saturday. The CC defensemen, bolstered by the addition of freshman forward Christian Heil, hit the ice for eight blocks while Thorimbert made 25 saves.

"We played good team defense and Josh performed well," Owens said. "We just didn't close it out."

Read more at http://gazette.com/colorado-college-suffers-historic-painful-defeat/article/1509070#vLrFcUUc5y8qtvS6.99
Colorado College hoping Denver rivalry will provide boost for struggling team
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CC aims for SCAC tourney volleyball title and NCAA berth

Colorado College hopes renewing the rivalry against Denver jump-starts its season.

"It's coming at the right time," Tigers coach Scott Owens said. "This is an important weekend for our team and for theirs as well. This weekend is important for us to get better and to put ourselves in position to win the Gold Pan (trophy)."

"It gets real heated and intense," CC junior defenseman Ian Young said. "Hopefully that gets us going."

Colorado College (1-5, 1-3 National Collegiate Hockey Conference) will need to elevate its offensive effort to break through against a talented Pioneers defensive corps featuring Will Butcher, Joey LaLeggia, David Makowski and Nolan Zajac.

The Denver defensemen have accounted for 12 of the 19 Pioneers goals. LaLeggia leads the Pioneers with five goals, four on the power play, while Makowski shares the team lead with eight points (four goals) with sophomore center Quentin Shore (six assists).

"That is as good a group of defensemen as any in the country," Owens said. "We have to contain them and maintain an awareness of them."

The best way to keep the defensemen from Denver (3-5, 0-2) from helping on offense is to force them to spend more time in their zone. The Tigers are waiting for their line combinations to convert their scoring chances.

CC has scored only eight goals so far, two by freshman Alex Roos. A number of practice drills this week focused on passing and converting scoring chances down low.

Denver's biggest advantage may be in special teams with a strong penalty kill (90 percent) taking on a struggling Tigers power play (3.6 percent). Both teams have top-10 penalty kills and strong goaltending by CC senior Josh Thorimbert (.913 saves percentage) and Denver senior Sam Brittain (.937, ninth in nation).

"It just hasn't all come together yet," Owens said. "We need a win to get our team confidence going."

NCHC rules changed how ownership of the Gold Pan is determined. There are 12 points possible with three awarded per regulation or overtime win, two for shootout wins and one for shootout losses. In the event of a series tie, Denver retains the trophy.

The series dates back to Jan.?6, 1950. Denver leads 160-114-6 with CC enjoying a 15-9-8 mark over the past 32 games. CC has a winning record at World Arena (20-9-4) and Magness Arena (17-11-5).

"The rivalry the teams have, I don't know how you can't get pumped up," sophomore Hunter Fejes said. "I just love playing those guys."

Read more at http://gazette.com/colorado-college-hoping-denver-rivalry-will-provide-boost-for-struggling-team/article/1509010#huycoTJgP44HfgXo.99
Three things to watch for the CC/Denver matchup

Here are three things Colorado College needs to do to succeed this weekend in the first two games of the Gold Pan rivalry series against Denver. 
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Ramsey: Rabid fans keep Colorado College-Denver hockey rivalry alive

Prevail in the special teams battle

The Denver power play versus the CC penalty kill promises to be strength against strength in this weekend's National Collegiate Hockey Conference series.

The Pioneers' power play is clicking at a 25.5-percent clip (12 for 47), ninth in the country, and accounts for 12 of the team's 19 goals. The CC penalty kill is performing very well with three scoreless games in a row and a 23-for-25 mark good for 92 percent, seventh in Division I hockey.

"Their special teams will be a challenge for us," Tigers coach Scott Owens said.

Denver (3-5, 0-2 NCHC) looks to have the advantage when CC is on the power play. The DU penalty kill is humming along at 90 percent (36 for 40), ninth in the nation, while the Tigers power play is struggling at 3.6 percent (1 for 28), 58th out of 59 teams.

"Their PK is good but we have shown signs of life (on the power play)," Owens said. "Until we start converting we will be one of the bottom teams."

Continue improving on offense

The results may not have been there, but the Tigers' offense performed considerably better when comparing the Clarkson road sweep to the two losses at Western Michigan.

"Our overall offensive output, our scoring chances, time of possession and shots on net were all better," CC assistant Eric Rud said. "They weren't good enough but when you look at it in the big picture, progress was made. The key this weekend is we need to get those Grade A chances and score."

Energize partisan crowd and take advantage of home ice

After four road games in a row, Colorado College (1-5, 1-3) needs to play

well from the start to get a large World Arena crowd into the game.

"We need to take advantage of it," Owens said.

Read more at http://gazette.com/three-things-to-watch-for-the-ccdenver-matchup/article/1508937#eWrkE1lfVbjV38Db.99
Colorado College hoping Denver rivalry will provide boost for struggling team
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Related Articles

CC aims for SCAC tourney volleyball title and NCAA berth

Colorado College hopes renewing the rivalry against Denver jump-starts its season.

"It's coming at the right time," Tigers coach Scott Owens said. "This is an important weekend for our team and for theirs as well. This weekend is important for us to get better and to put ourselves in position to win the Gold Pan (trophy)."

"It gets real heated and intense," CC junior defenseman Ian Young said. "Hopefully that gets us going."

Colorado College (1-5, 1-3 National Collegiate Hockey Conference) will need to elevate its offensive effort to break through against a talented Pioneers defensive corps featuring Will Butcher, Joey LaLeggia, David Makowski and Nolan Zajac.

The Denver defensemen have accounted for 12 of the 19 Pioneers goals. LaLeggia leads the Pioneers with five goals, four on the power play, while Makowski shares the team lead with eight points (four goals) with sophomore center Quentin Shore (six assists).

"That is as good a group of defensemen as any in the country," Owens said. "We have to contain them and maintain an awareness of them."

The best way to keep the defensemen from Denver (3-5, 0-2) from helping on offense is to force them to spend more time in their zone. The Tigers are waiting for their line combinations to convert their scoring chances.

CC has scored only eight goals so far, two by freshman Alex Roos. A number of practice drills this week focused on passing and converting scoring chances down low.

Denver's biggest advantage may be in special teams with a strong penalty kill (90 percent) taking on a struggling Tigers power play (3.6 percent). Both teams have top-10 penalty kills and strong goaltending by CC senior Josh Thorimbert (.913 saves percentage) and Denver senior Sam Brittain (.937, ninth in nation).

"It just hasn't all come together yet," Owens said. "We need a win to get our team confidence going."

NCHC rules changed how ownership of the Gold Pan is determined. There are 12 points possible with three awarded per regulation or overtime win, two for shootout wins and one for shootout losses. In the event of a series tie, Denver retains the trophy.

The series dates back to Jan.?6, 1950. Denver leads 160-114-6 with CC enjoying a 15-9-8 mark over the past 32 games. CC has a winning record at World Arena (20-9-4) and Magness Arena (17-11-5).

"The rivalry the teams have, I don't know how you can't get pumped up," sophomore Hunter Fejes said. "I just love playing those guys."

Read more at http://gazette.com/colorado-college-hoping-denver-rivalry-will-provide-boost-for-struggling-team/article/1509010#cclzbZUsceL8rMZI.99
Denver rallies to beat CC in shootout; notebook; boxscore

Fri, November 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

rp_primary_2013-14_Krushelnyski_UNB1In a historic rivalry, it was only fitting that Colorado College and Denver were part of another first.

The Pioneers prevailed in the National Collegiate Hockey Conference’s first shootout on scores by Joey LaLeggia and David Makowski before a standing-room-only crowd of 7,696 at World Arena.

In a game between two struggling teams it was good that both came away with precious league points; two for Denver (3-5-1, 0-2-1-1 NCHC) and one for CC (1-5-1, 1-3-1-0). Denver certainly was.

“I was real happy with our team’s the final 35 minutes,” coach Jim Montgomery said. “(Senior goalie) Sam Brittain (26 saves) made the big saves when he had to.”

The result goes down as a 1-1 tie in the annals of the Gold Pan rivalry series. But the shootout loss certainly felt like one to the host Tigers.

“Absolutely,” said senior Alexander Krushelnyski, who scored his first goal of the season to stake CC to an early 1-0 lead. “We had chances to win that game. We need to learn from those chances.”

Denver rallied late in the third period to force overtime and then the best-of-three shootout.

With Brittain pulled for the extra attacker, Denver defenseman Joey LaLeggia popped free in the left faceoff circle to beat CC goalie Josh Thorimbert high glove side after a good cross-ice pass from Ty Loney with 1:22 left in regulation.

 “It’s a league point but we lost the lead late,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “We need to mature and learn from these.”

Colorado College was looking for an offensive breakthrough and got a glimpse of one when Krushelnyski tracked down a rebound and fired the puck in off Brittain’s right skate pad for his first goal of the season with 2:20 left in the opening period.

Brittain stopped a shot by CC defenseman Peter Stoykewych but allowed a rebound that rolled toward the corner, where Krushelnyski tracked it down just as it went past the goal line. He fired the puck in off Brittain as he reached back with his right leg pad as the DU defenders and CC forwards converged on the

The Tigers five healthy defensemen put in another strong 65 minutes. Freshman Gustav Olofsson returned and played well but sophomore Michael King (offseason hip surgery) and freshman Jaccob Slavin (lower-body injury) were unavailable. Slavin sustained his injury last weekend and will not play on Saturday. The CC defensemen, bolstered by the addition of freshman forward Christian Heil, hit the ice for eight shot blocks while Thorimbert made 25 saves.

 “We played good team defense and Josh performed well,” Owens said. “We just didn’t close it out.”

NOTES

Why no TV this weekend?

None of the regional or national TV networks were interested in broadcasting the first two games of the annual series between Colorado College and Denver, said Scott Lowenberg, CC associate athletic director, external relations.

“We definitely didn’t tell anyone, ‘No, they couldn’t televise it,’” he said. “We would have loved to be on TV tonight and/or tomorrow.”

Some Tigers alumni and fans living outside the state contacted The Gazette about seeing the rivalry game on a national or regional network.

Both February CC-DU games will be broadcast. CBS Sports Network will show the Feb. 21 game at Denver while Altitude will have Feb. 22 at World Arena.

CC Fan Night dinner is Wednesday

Fans will get a chance to eat dinner with a Tigers player as part of the CC Fan Night at 7 p.m. Wednesday at Tucanos Brazilian Grill, 3294 Cinema Point in Colorado Springs.

Those wearing CC gear receive a 15-percent discount. To make a reservation for the all-you-can eat event, email marketing director Jessica Bennett at Jessica.Bennett@coloradocollege.edu.

Ice chips

This is the initial NCHC series between the programs. … For the first time, both teams are unranked with losing records face off for the Gold Pan, which started in 1993 when former Denver coach Frank Serratore, now at Air Force, and former CC coach Don Lucia, now at No. 1 Minnesota, came up with the idea. … Friday’s game is No. 291 between the two programs. … Denver coach Jim Montgomery is the all-time leading scorer (301 points) at Maine.

BOXSCORE

Denver 1, Colorado College 1 (DU wins shootout 2-0)

Denver                                 0              0              1              0              –1

Colorado College             1              0              0              0              –1

First period – 1, CC, Krushelnyski (Stoykewych, Rothstein) 17:40. Penalties – DU, Zajac, holding, 2:05; DU, Zajac, holding, 5:12; CC, Heil, hooking, 14:36.

Second period – None. Penalties – DU, Loney, tripping, 13:16; DU, Didier, roughing, 14:08.

Third period – 2. Denver, LaLeggia (Loney, Shore) 18:38 (EN). Penalties – DU, LaLeggia, slashing, 9:20; CC, Roos, checking from behind, 14:06.

Overtime – None. Penalties – None.

Shootout – Denver 2 (LaLeggia, Makowski), CC 0.

Power play – DU 0-2, CC 0-5. Shots on goal – Denver 4-10-10-2 – 26; Colorado College 11-7-8-1– 27. Saves-minutes – Denver, Brittain 10-7-8-1 – 64:44; Colorado College, Thorimbert 4-10-9-2 – 65:00. Referees – Beaurline, Dreger. Linesmen – Mousseaux, Stadte. Attendance – 7,696 (7,380 capacity).

Pregame report: Denver at Colorado College lines

Fri, November 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC vs Denver 2 actionDenver

LW-C-RW

Larraza-Shore-Doremus

Romig-Marcinew-Loney

Moore-Janssen-Tabrum

Jacobson-Levin-Arnold

LD-RD

LaLeggia-Makowski

VanVoorhis-Neville

Zajac-Didier

Goalies – Brittain, Cowley

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Fejes-Bradley-Taft

Maric-Skalbeck-Hanson

Krushelnyski-Rothstein-Roos

Wamsganz-Collett-DiGiando

LD-RD

Stoykewych-Olofsson

Harstad-McDermott

Young-Heil

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Friday reading: CC practice goalie; NCHC previews; AFA commit; CLASS finalists

Fri, November 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

rp_primary_2013-14_Krushelnyski_UNB1Colorado College sophomore Rhys Louis is happy, even thrilled, to help.

The geology major from Hinsdale, Ill. is filling in as a third netminder in practice this week, while freshman Tyler Marble continues to recover from an upper-body injury. The CC cycling club president was a goalie for last year’s club hockey team, which is inactive this winter.

“The guys have all been very welcoming,” the former Deerfield Academy junior varsity goalie said earlier this week. “There are truly great guys. (Practice is) a real step up. It’s fun to get pushed to do your best and play with everything you got. If it wasn’t fun I wouldn’t be doing it.”

A third practice goalie is needed to prevent overworking the two healthy goalies; senior Josh Thorimbert and junior Courtney Lockwood.

Marble will undergo further tests next week. Sophomore defenseman Russell Finch continues to recover from his upper-body injury.

Freshman Matt Hansen (right ankle) will not be available while defensemen Gustav Olofsson (upper body) and Michael King (offseason hip surgery) may be able to play in this weekend’s home-and-home series with Denver.

Here is my preview of the series with a video interview of Hunter Fejes. Here is the Denver Post’s preview.

Dubuque Saints defenseman  Phil Boje (@bojerooski) has committed to Air Force for next season.

St. Cloud State takes on Miami in a battle of Top-7 teams this weekend. The NCHC radio show recaps last week and previews this weekend as does this preview. Look out for No. 1 Minnesota vs. No. 4 Notre Dame as well.

NCHC schedule, all times MT

Friday: SCSU at Miami, 6:37 p.m.; Denver at CC, 7:37 p.m.

Saturday: Western Michigan at Northern Michigan, 5:05 p.m.; North Dakota at Nebraska-Omaha, SCSU at Miami, both 6:07 p.m.; Denver at CC, 7:07 p.m.

Sunday: Western Michigan at Northern Michigan, 3 p.m.; North Dakota at Nebraska-Omaha, 4:07 p.m.

Here is a look at this weekend in the WCHA.

For the first time in recent memory, no Air Force players made the 20 finalists for the Senior CLASS Award. Here are the candidates:

Name

Position

School

Mac Bennett Defenseman Michigan 

Jack Berger Forward Princeton University 

Sam Brittain Goalie University of Denver 

Greg Carey Wing St. Lawrence University 

Scott Czarnowczan Defenseman Ferris State University 

Nic Dowd Forward St. Cloud State University 

Kyle Gibbons Forward Canisius College 

Kevin Goumas Forward University of New Hampshire 

Jordan Heywood D Merrimack College 

Brock Higgs Forward Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 

Cole Ikkala Forward Union College (N.Y.) 

Andy Iles Goaltender Cornell 

Stephen Johns Defenseman University of Notre Dame 

Nick Jones Defenseman Mercyhurst University 

Dennis Robertson Defense Brown University 

Kevin Ryan Defense Niagara University 

Steven Shamanski Defense Providence College 

Dillon Simpson Defense University of North Dakota 

Ryan Walters Left wing Nebraska Omaha 

Matt Zarbo Forward Clarkson University 

CC adds Nov. 23 road game to TV schedule

Thu, November 7, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

TV logoKXTU SoCo CW will air a live broadcast of Colorado College at St. Cloud State at 6 p.m. Saturday, Nov. 23. The contest is the finale of a two-game National Collegiate Hockey Conference series.

According to CCTigers.com, the telecast will be available  throughout Southern Colorado on a variety of stations including Comcast Channel 7 in Colorado Springs and Pueblo (as well as Channel 4 in Trinidad).

Fans also can tune in to DirecTV, DISH and over-the-air on Channels 57 and 21.2; Bresnan Cable Channel 12 for Canon City, La Junta and Walsenburg; Baja Broadband Channel 15 on Fort Carson; and Peterson Broadband Channel 7 on Peterson Air Force Base.

In all, seven of the Tigers’ regular-season games will be broadcast on local, regional or national TV.

Thursday reading: CC-DU previews Part 1; NCHC news; RPI, Atlantic Hockey

Thu, November 7, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Rylan Schwartz Photo #9The Gazette’s David Ramsey talks about the CC-Denver rivalry.

Here are three keys to the Gold Pan series this weekend.

You better hurry if you want tickets to Friday’s home game. Less than 100 tickets remain available for the game at World Arena.

Go to CCTigers.com/Tickets or the World Arena box office or call 719-576-2626. Keep in mind there is no TV for either game this weekend.

North Dakota will renew its rivalry with Wisconsin next season.

RPI lost its top goalie for the season.

The St. Cloud State backup goalie will join the Army after his career concludes.

Here is USCHO’s weekly take on Atlantic Hockey. Air Force is idle this week.

Visit to Lake Placid brings back memories

Wed, November 6, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC uniforms, Herb Brooks 002One of the best things about my job as a college hockey writer is the chance to visit historic arenas.

The equipment worn by USA goalie Jim Craig is part of the museum's permanent display.

The equipment worn by USA goalie Jim Craig is part of the museum’s permanent display.

While covering the CC-Clarkson series two weekends ago, I visited Herb Brooks Arena, site of the 1980 Miracle on Ice. That event ended up shaping my life although I never would have guessed how as an 8-year-old watching from my family’s orange shag carpet in Billings, Montana.

Mike Eruzione’s goal fired mine and my brother James’ imagination, prompting us to re-discover two plastic hockey sticks and a red puck from a forgotten game set. We put the basement concrete to good use, defeating the Soviets again and again and again.

That sock hockey sparked an interest in sports and eventually led to my career as a sports writer. I was the only one in the Butte, Mont. newsroom who seemed remotely interested when a Junior A hockey team moved to town; the Butte Irish of the America West Hockey League.

CC uniforms, Herb Brooks 012I covered the team for the next few years and during that time, moved into sports writing. Now, I am in my fifth season covering college hockey.

The museum is small and it only takes two hours at most to see everything. The rink is old-fashioned with orange chairs by the ice and wooden bleachers in the top level. The low ceilings above the concourse make the arena seem even smaller.  

I expected it to be bigger, or at least as large as my 8-year-old imagination. I suppose that is what happens when an adult visits what he imagined as a child. I was glad to get the chance to go back where it all started, in a sense, for me.

Wednesday reading: Few tickets left for CC-DU; commitments, NCHC news

Wed, November 6, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC vs DenverLess than 100 tickets remain available for Friday’s Denver at Colorado College hockey game at World Arena. Go to CCTigers.com/Tickets or the World Arena box office or call 719-576-2626.

Air Force picked up an NAHL commitment.  Evan Ritt of the New Jersey Hitmen has committed to Denver for 2014-2015.

The NCHC is putting out a new video showing the top five goals of the week. North Dakota’s Colten St. Clair is out with a left-leg injury until after the winter break.

After a road sweep at North Dakota, St. Cloud State hosts Miami this weekend in this week’s marquee NCHC series.

Here is a look at Western Michigan and St. Cloud State.

College Hockey News weighs in on his choices for the 2015 Frozen Four site. Bemidji State has enjoyed a strong start to its WCHA play.

Tuesday reading: Radio show, polls, NCHC

Tue, November 5, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC vs Denver 2 actionThe second installment of the Coach Scott Owens Radio Show is 6 tonight at Tony’s Downtown Bar on Tejon. It should be a fun time with the Gold Pan rivalry series resuming between CC and Denver.

Tickets are going fast for this Friday’s DU at CC game. There were less than 400 left by late Saturday night.

Minnesota remains an unanimous No.1 in both polls: the USCHO.com rankings and the USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine poll. St. Cloud State, after an eye-opening road sweep of North Dakota, moved up to No. 3 behind Michigan and the Gophers in USCHO and No. 4 in the other rankings.

Here is a look back at the weekend in the NCHC, which also announced its players of the week.

Sunday reading: Teemu Kivihalme, Joe Howe, Richard Bachman, Saturday results

Sun, November 3, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Howe road saveCC commit Teemu Kivihalme picked up an assist on the go-ahead goal in Team USA’s 4-3 come-from-behind win over Canada West in World Junior A Challenge pre-tournament action Saturday night.

“I was really pleased with how we competed tonight, especially in how we battled back in the third period,” said Derek Lalonde, head coach of the U.S. Junior Select Team. “We stayed composed on the penalty kill and scored a key goal while shorthanded. We showed good depth throughout the game and we’re excited to start the tournament on Tuesday.”

Western Michigan commit Paul Stoykewych, younger brother of CC’s Peter, picked up a cross-checking penalty for Canada West.

Former Tiger goalie Joe Howe picked up a 6-2 win for the Missouri Mavericks at the Denver Cutthroats Saturday night in CHL action.

Richard Bachman suffered a groin injury while lunging for the puck in Edmonton’s 5-0 loss to Detroit

Saturday night roundup

Mercyurst 8, Air Force 2

ERIE, Pa. — Mercyhurst’s Daniel O’Donoghue and Ryan Misiak each scored two goals to lead the Lakers to an 8-2 win over Air Force in an Atlantic Hockey Association game at the Mercyhurst Ice Center in Erie, Pa. The loss snaps Air Force’s five-game winning streak as the Falcons fall to 5-3 overall and 3-1 in the AHA. Mercyhurst improved to 2-5-1 overall and 1-0-0 in the league.

Mercyhurst scored two goals in the second period and built a 5-2 lead. Matt Zay scored a power-play goal at the 7:37 mark and then O’Donoghue scored a 4-on-4 goal at 14:29 for a three-goal advantage. After O’Donoghue’s goal, Jason Torf was replaced in the Falcon net by junior Paul Moberg.

“Mercyhurst is a very good team,” head coach Frank Serratore said. “We expended a ton of energy last night at RIT and tonight we were reacting. Our guys battled right to the end and we had some chances, but didn’t get any bounces. We haven’t had many games over the years that have gone like this. It was just a frustrating, disappointing night.”

Air Force is off until Nov. 16 when the Falcons host Robert Morris at the Air Force Academy.

NCHC

Nebraska-Omaha 3, Denver 2 OT 

DENVER – UNO junior forward Josh Archibald scored the game-winning goal in overtime for the second straight night to again lift Nebraska Omaha past Denver, 3-2. The Mavericks (4-4, 2-0 NCHC), who entered the weekend having never won at Denver, completed a weekend sweep of the Pioneers (3-5, 0-2) in the first NCHC series for both teams.

Senior forward Brock Montpetit scored two goals for UNO, which rallied from a two-goal deficit. After a scoreless first period, DU junior forward Daniel Doremus broke the deadlock with 5:10 left in the second stanza on the power play.

Junior defenseman Joey LaLeggia then added a power play goal of his own less than two minutes later to double Denver’s lead. Doremus and LaLeggia each assisted on each other’s goals for two-point nights while sophomore forward Quentin Shore assisted on both tallies. Montpetit notched his first goal of the night in the closing minutes of the second period also on a man advantage to make it a 2-1 game after 40 minutes.

Montpetit then knotted the game 4:32 into the third period with his second goal of the contest, while the game finished regulation tied 2-2 for a second straight night. In overtime, Archibald repeated his Friday heroics, scoring the game-winner 2:51 into the extra session Saturday to give UNO the 3-2 win.

No. 8 St. Cloud State 3, No. 5 North Dakota 1

GRAND FORKS, N.D. – Senior forward Nic Dowd and sophomore forward Jonny Brodzinski each tallied two points to help St. Cloud State score the final three goals of the game and earn a 3-1 victory over North Dakota Saturday night at Ralph Engelstad Arena. SCSU (5-0-1, 2-0-0-0 NCHC) completed a weekend sweep of UND (2-3-1, 1-3-0-0 NCHC), also winning Friday, 3-2, while the Huskies remained one of just two unbeaten teams in NCAA hockey (Minnesota).

No. 6 Miami 5, Canisius 2

OXFORD, Ohio – Junior forwards Austin Czarnik and Blake Coleman tallied three points each to lead Miami to a 5-2 victory over Canisius Saturday night at Steve Cady Arena. The RedHawks (5-2-1, 1-1 NCHC) earned a sweep of the non-conference series with the win after blanking the Golden Griffins (1-4, 0-2 AHA) 3-0 Friday.

Ohio State 4, No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth 2

COLUMBUS, Ohio – No. 20 Minnesota Duluth fell behind 3-0 and couldn’t complete a late rally as the Bulldogs suffered a 4-2 loss to Ohio State Saturday night at Value City Arena. UMD (4-3-1, 1-1-0-0 NCHC) had to settle for a weekend split with the Buckeyes (4-4-0, 0-0-0 B1G) as the Bulldogs won, 3-1, on Friday. Senior goaltender Aaron Crandall made 25 saves in defeat, despite Minnesota Duluth outshooting Ohio State, 41-29.

Western Michigan beats CC 5-1; notes, boxscore

Sat, November 2, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

KALAMAZOO, Mich. — A few positives were not enough to keep Colorado College hockey from suffering its fifth straight defeat on Saturday night.

After an opening period that saw the Tigers out shot by an 11-1 margin but trail only 1-0, CC senior goalie Josh Thorimbert’s hot streak came to an end.

Host Western Michigan scored on its first two shots of the second period to pull away for an eventual 5-1 win in National Collegiate Hockey Conference play.  Thorimbert entered Saturday’s game having stopped 165 of 177 shots faced, a very good .932 saves percentage, for an average of 33 saves. He was off his game Saturday night.

“Josh has played so well for us,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “He may have been tired tonight. Losing two overtime games is physically and mentally tiring. It puts so much pressure on a goalie when the offense isn’t producing.”

CC looked to get the lucky break it so desperately needed when a shot by wing Scott Wamsganz bounced in off a Bronco’s skate with 5:58 left in the second period. It was the junior’s first goal as a Tiger.

But that upswing lasted for only 21 seconds when Justin Kovacs scored to make it 4-1 and re-energized a crowd of 3,284 at Lawson Ice Arena.

Thorimbert’s night ended when WMU scored on its first shot of the third period on a 2-on-1 breakaway.

While a fourth consecutive road defeat may be hard to swallow, there were some positives to be gleaned from the weekend.

“Our compete level was better but we can still improve there,” senior center Jeff Collett said. “We got more shots on goal and our penalty kill has been hot. Our power play had better puck movement. We just need to keep getting better every game.”

The Tigers (1-5, 1-3 NCHC) picked it up on offense in the second period, out shooting the Broncos (3-2-1, 2-0) by a 20-7 margin in the second period and 28-13 over the final 40 minutes.

“They had us on our heels the whole second period,” Murray said. “They worked hard in that period and finally got their reward. If they keep working that hard they will get their wins.”

The Tigers had a chance to go ahead early, but Western Michigan junior goalie Frank Slubowski (28 saves) made the stop on a breakaway for CC’s Charlie Taft with 14:33 left in the opening period. That was CC’s only shot of the period.

Now, it is a matter of getting ready for the resumption of the Gold Pan rivalry series against Denver next weekend.

“We have a lot of work ahead of us and most of it is on the offensive end,” Owens said. “We played better than we did last weekend with about 4½ good periods this weekend. So there are some positives. Maybe heading home will help.”

NOTES

Power play shows some life

The Colorado College power play, now scuffling at 1-for-28 this season, may not be producing goals but it made some slow steps in the right direction during Saturday’s 5-1 loss at Western Michigan.

The Tigers generated 10 shots over eight minutes with the man advantage and put good pressure on Western Michigan goalie Frank Slubowski, who made 28 saves.

“Their goalie made some big saves, especially on the power play,” said Tigers coach Scott Owens, adding that he hopes a goal or two might lessen some of the pressure on the forwards.

Lawson Lunatics live up to their nickname

The Lawson Lunatics, the student section located just below the Western Michigan press box, certainly did not disappoint with their unflagging and colorful support of the host Broncos.

There were a lot of one-sided discussions concerning the Tigers and referees, including the referee’s mother and her unfortunate line of work. The 1,400 students all acknowledged each Tiger sitting in the penalty box for the extent of the officials’ timeout.

It wasn’t all taunting. The students sang along to classic rock tunes such as Bon Jovi’s “Living on a Prayer” during intermission and maintained a steady noise level throughout both games.

Ice chips

Less than 400 tickets remain for Friday’s likely home sellout against Denver. … Seven NHL draft picks played this weekend, including four in Tiger black and gold. … Former Alaska-Anchorage coach Dave Shyiak, now a scout for the Toronto Maple Leafs organization, was in attendance on Saturday. … The Tigers’ 31 shots Friday were a season high. … CC is 0-3 in one-goal games this season after starting off last season 5-9-2. The Tigers went on a 6-2-3 run at the end to finish 11-11-5.

Pregame report: CC at Western Michigan lines

Sat, November 2, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC at WMU Friday 002Junior Jordan DiGiando steps in as the sixth defenseman in place of sophomore Russell Finch (upper-body injury). That is the only change to the CC line-up.

LINES

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Roos

Aman-Skalbeck-Taft

Fejes-Collett-Hanson

Wamsganz-Rothstein-Maric

LD-RD

Stoykewych-Slavin

Harstad-McDermott

Young-DiGiando

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Western Michigan

LW-C-RW

Hargrove-Balisy-LaPorte

Dries-Kessel-Novak

Berschbach-Pitt-Kovacs

McKee-Rebry-Mellor

LD-RD

Oesterle-Brown

Nitsche-Mporrison

Dienes-Fleming

Goalies – Slubowski, Hafner, Bloomberg

Saturday reading: Mark Stuart, Mike Testwuide, Air Force, NCHC roundup

Sat, November 2, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Courtesy Asang Halla ice hockey team.

Courtesy Asang Halla ice hockey team.

Sorry all. Fighting a head cold and am just now catching-up.

Former Tiger Mark Stuart is on injured reserve with a hip problem.

Mike Testwuide is having a blast playing in the Asian league with teammate Jeff Dimmen of Colorado Springs. He hopes to help the sport grow on the Korean peninsula.

Air Force 2, RIT 0

ROCHESTER, N.Y. — Senior goalie Jason Torf made a season-high 39 saves and Air Force blanked RIT, 2-0, in an Atlantic Hockey Association game, Friday, at Ritter Arena in Rochester, N.Y. The shutout was the 10th of his career and the fourth against RIT. Air Force improved to 5-2-0 overall and 3-0-0 in the AHA. RIT fell to 0-4-2 overall and 0-1-1 in the league.

 “Jason Torf was terrific tonight and he needed to be,” Falcons coach Frank Serratore said. “Torf was the best player on the ice by a country mile. Our even strength play was sloppy and we didn’t play a 200-foot game. We didn’t do a very good job of taking care of the puck, but our special teams were very good tonight and our goaltending was outstanding.”

Friday NCHC roundup

No. 8 St. Cloud State 3, No. 5 North Dakota 2

GRAND FORKS, N.D. –  St. Cloud State scored three unanswered goals in the third period and held on for a 3-2 win over North Dakota in a top-10 match-up Friday night at Ralph Engelstad Arena. The win kept the Huskies (4-0-1, 1-0 NCHC) undefeated and came in their first ever NCHC game while handing UND (2-2-1, 1-2 NCHC) its first home loss of the season.

Sophomore forward Drake Caggiula, who was carried off the ice on a stretcher last week, got North Dakota off to a good start, scoring just 3:10 into the contest for the period’s only goal.

 After a scoreless second period, the Huskies rallied. Senior defenseman Kevin Gravel knotted the game just 2:36 into the third period while less than two minutes later sophomore forward Kalle Kossila put SCSU on top 2-1.

Junior defenseman Andrew Prochno then doubled the Huskies lead midway through the final frame with the eventual game-winner. UND junior forward Mark MacMillan tried to spark a late North Dakota rally, scoring with 4:21 left in the third period, but UND was unable to find the equalizer. 

The two conference rivals square off again Saturday night at 7:07 p.m. CT at Ralph Engelstad Arena.

Nebraska-Omaha 3, Denver 2 OT

DENVER – Junior forward Josh Archibald had a hand in all three Omaha goals, including scoring the game-winner in overtime, to lift the Mavericks to a 3-2 victory over Denver Friday night at Magness Arena in the first ever NCHC game for both teams. With the victory, UNO (3-4, 1-0 NCHC) earned its first ever win in 11 tries at Denver (3-4, 0-1).

Archibald capped his three-point night with the game-winner 1:34 into the extra session to snap a three-game losing skid for the Mavs. Junior goaltender Ryan Massa earned the win in net, making 33 saves on 35 Denver shots, while senior netminder Sam Brittain stopped 31 of 34 UNO shots in the loss. The two teams meet again Saturday at 7:07 p.m. MT.

bigger NCHC logoNo. 6 Miami 3, Canisius 0

OXFORD, Ohio – Junior forward Alex Wideman scored twice and sophomore goaltender Ryan McKay pitched his fifth career shutout to lead Miami to a 3-0 victory over Canisius of Atlantic Hockey Friday night at Steve Cady Arena. The RedHawks (4-2-1, 1-1 NCHC) improved to 5-0-0 all-time against the Golden Griffins (1-3, 0-2 AHA) with the win.

McKay stopped all 20 Canisius shots he faced in goal to collect the whitewash, while the RedHawks doubled up the Golden Griffins on shots with 40, including 32-9 over the final 40 minutes. Miami and Canisius meet again Saturday night at 7:05 p.m. ET at Steve Cady Arena.

No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth 3, Ohio State 1

COLUMBUS, Ohio – Freshmen led the way for No. 20 Minnesota Duluth as rookies scored all three goals for the Bulldogs in a 3-1 victory over Big Ten foe Ohio State Friday night at Value City Arena in non-conference action. UMD improves to 4-2-1 (1-1 NCHC) on the year, while the Buckeyes fall to 3-4.

Western Michigan downs Tigers 3-2 in OT; notes, box score

Fri, November 1, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC at WMU Friday 002The hard lessons continue for Colorado College hockey.

For the second game in a row, the Tigers lost in overtime. Western Michigan freshman Kyle Novak fired a hard shot that CC goalie Josh Thorimbert was unable to squeeze between his chest pad and arm.

The puck landed behind the senior, who fell backward looking to cover the puck. Instead, it squirted out from under him as he hit the ice and went into the net to end the National Collegiate Hockey Conference game, 3-2, only 1:52 into overtime Friday night before 3,114 at Lawson Ice Arena.

The goal by Broncos freshman Kyle Novak completed the hosts comeback after CC took a 2-0 lead in the first 12 minutes of the opening period. It is the first back-to-back overtime losses for the Tigers (1-4) since Nov. 29 and Dec. 5, 1986.

“We deserved a better fate than we got but we have to earn it,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “We need to get mentally tougher.”

Senior Archie Skalbeck scored his first of the season after he corralled a loose puck by the left post and skated across the front to fire a hard shot that got past WMU junior goalie Frank Slubowski high glove side to make it 1-0 Tigers with 13:04 left in the first period.

The score came less than 10 seconds after the first CC power play ended and before the Broncos Thomas Nitsche could get from the penalty box to Skalbeck.

Freshman Alex Roos made it 2-0, snagging a rebound off a shot by Cody Bradley that was set up by Alexander Krushelnyski. Roos collected the puck, spun and fired it past Slubowski with 7:54 left in the first period.

“We need to learn how to finish teams off,” Owens said.

But, Western Michigan would answer 65 seconds later when Shane Berschbach forced a CC turnover in neutral ice sparking a 2-on-1 breakaway for Josh Pitt and Justin Kovacs.

Pitt made a nice pass across to Kovacs to beat Thorimbert and make it a 2-1 game with 6:49 left in the opening period.

“It was very important to get that 2-1 goal,” WMU coach Andy Murray said. “I want to credit CC. We knew they would come out playing hard. They had a couple tough losses last weekend and their coaches had them ready.”

Western Michigan tied it up at 2-2 when Jordan Oesterle lifted in a rebound after the referees ruled that a CC defenseman drove Will Kessel into Thorimbert, who was looking for a goalie interference call with 2:26 left in the opening period. Thorimbert made the save on Kessel’s initial shot.

CC power play struggles at costly times

Colorado College had a chance in the third period to go ahead of host Western Michigan and end a three-game losing downturn. Instead, the Tigers power play spent most of its time in the CC zone and was unable to muster a shot on goal.

They went on to lose in overtime.

It mirrored a similar performance with the man advantage during the third period in a 1-0 OT loss at Clarkson. It was a frustrating end after seeing four shots by the Tigers after none last Saturday.

“There was a little bit of life and then a shot would get blocked or a senior would take a penalty,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “The power play needs to get a goal to right the ship.”

The Tigers power play is now 1-for-24 (4.17 percent) on the season after going 0-for-6 Friday night.

Defensemen battle through adversity

A likely concussion to sophomore defenseman Russell Finch only 1:47 into the game left Colorado College with five available defensemen for the next 60 minutes. They performed well.

“They got into a good rhythm, which you can with just five,” Owens said. “Ian Young had a good game and Jaccob Slavin was a man. Eamonn McDermott had one of his better games. We will see what they have left tomorrow (Saturday).”

Finch, who was hit into the boards while his head was down, likely will not play so a forward will be pressed into duty. Freshman Gustav Olofsson and sophomore Michael King both stayed home with injuries.

Ice chips

Western Michigan alumnus and longtime Colorado College assistant Joe Bonnett was recognized before the start of the game. … National Collegiate Hockey Conference commissioner Josh Fenton held the ceremonial puck drop between McDermott and WMU captain Chase Balisy before the game, the hosts first in the NCHC. … The Tigers are now 18-8-3 in games played in Michigan under Owens. … CC’s 1-4 start is the worst since 1-4 during the 1992-93 season when the Tigers went 8-28 under coach Brad Buetow, his last before giving way to current Minnesota coach Don Lucia. … … WMU junior goalie Frank Slubowski recorded his 63rd consecutive start. … Seven NHL draft picks played Friday, including four in Tiger black and gold. … The Tigers’ 31 shots were a season high.

Western Michigan 3, Colorado College 2 OT

Colorado College              2              0              0              0              –2

Western Michigan           2              0              0              1              –3

First period – 1. CC, Skalbeck (Maric, McDermott), 6:56; 2. CC, Roos (Bradley, Krushelnyski) 12:06; 3. WMU, Kovacs (Pitt, Berschbach) 13:11; 4. WMU, Oesterle (Kessel) 17:34. Penalties – WMU, Nitsche, boarding, 4:50; WMU, Fleming, slashing, 8:06;  CC, McDermott, roughing, 15:30; WMU, McKee, cross-checking, 15:30; WMU, LaPorte, elbowing, 19:33.

Second period – None. Penalties – CC, Krushelnyski, interference, :42; WMU, Berschbach, tripping, 8:05; CC, Skalbeck, slashing, 8:44; CC, Bradley, roughing, 13:15; WMU, Hargrove, roughing, 13:15; CC, Krushelnyski, cross-checking, 19:13.

Third period – None. Penalties – WMU, Morrison, charging, :53; WMU, Hargrove, roughing, 11:49.

Overtime – 5. WMU, Novak (LaPorter, Kessel) 1:52. Penalties –  none.

Power play – CC 0-6, WMU 0-3. Shots on goal – CC 10-10-10-1 – 31; WMU 10-10-8-1 – 29. Saves-Minutes – CC, Thorimbert  8-10-10-0 – 61:52; WMU, Slubowski 8-10-10-1 – 61:52. Referees – B. Shepherd, Strens. Linesmen – Carnathan, Gawlik. Attendance – 3,114 (3,667 capacity).

Pregame report: CC at Western Michigan lines, Tigers injury update

Fri, November 1, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC at Clarkson 006

Tigers assistant Joe Bonnett will be recognized by the Lawson Arena crowd during Friday’s game.

Colorado College brought 14 forwards, six defensemen and two goalies for the trip with forward Jordan DiGiando and Christan heil the helathty scratches tonight.

Freshmen Gustav Olofsson did not travel but is getting closer to returning from his upper-body injury, Tigers coach Scott Owens said. He has yet to be cleared.

Freshman goalie Tyler Marble (upper body) skated Monday but did not practice again this week.

LINES

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Roos

Aman-Skalbeck-Taft

Fejes-Collett-Hanson

Wamsganz-Rothstein-Maric

LD-RD

Stoykewych-Slavin

Harstad-McDermott

Young-Finch

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Western Michigan

LW-C-RW

Berschbach-Pitt-Kovacs

Hargrove-Balisy-LaPorte

Dries-Kessel-Melllor

McKee-Rebry-Novak

LD-RD

Oesterle-Brown

Nitsche-Mporrison

Stewart-Fleming

Goalies – Slubowski, Hafner, Bloomberg

Friday reading: CC, WMU previews; Scott Winkler tribute video; North Dakota-Minnesota rivalry renewal; NCHC honors

Fri, November 1, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

WMU SlubowskiHere is a link to a Q&A I did with the Western Michigan beat writer, who included his preview and prediction.

More importantly here is a link to a video of the Scott Winkler tribute held at World Arena two weekends ago. There is only audio until the 1:33 mark.

As expected, North Dakota and Minnesota signed a contract to renew the rivalry in 2016-17 after making a verbal agreement last month.

Here are the 10 finalists for the 2015 Frozen Four. Here is the weekly preview from the NCHC with links to each school’s pregame notes.

The National Collegiate Hockey Conference selected Miami sophomore forward Riley Barber as the inaugural NCHC Player of the Month and Minnesota-Duluth freshman forward Kyle Osterberg as the first NCHC Rookie of the Month, both for the month of October. 

Barber is now a candidate for National Player of the Month. Other nominees for NCHC Player of the Month were St. Cloud State senior forward Nic Dowd and Nebraska Omaha senior forward Ryan Walters. Osterberg is now a nominee for National Rookie of the Month. The other nominee for NCHC Rookie of the Month was St. Cloud State freshman forward Ryan Papa.

Also, the NCHC announced it entered into a partnership with Minnesota Hockey for the 2013-14 season.

The league said the partnership will be beneficial to both sides as the NCHC will help grow the game of hockey in Minnesota while Minnesota Hockey will help develop the NCHC championship, which takes place March 21-22 at Target Center in Minneapolis, into the best experience possible for both the participating student-athletes and the conference’s passionate fans.

Along with the 51 Minnesota players on NCHC rosters, a total of 183 Division I men’s players hail from Minnesota. Michigan is second with 143. Among NCHC teams, Minnesota Duluth has the most Minnesota natives with 19, followed by St. Cloud State with 11. All eight teams have at least one Minnesotan on its roster, as Nebraska Omaha has seven, Colorado College has six, and North Dakota has four, while Miami has two and Denver and Western Michigan each have one.

bigger NCHC logo“We are very appreciative of the NCHC’s willingness to help grow the game of hockey across the state,” said Glen Andresen, Executive Director of Minnesota Hockey. “Kids growing up in Minnesota dream of playing college hockey, and this partnership will allow for more of our players to get a chance to see some of the best players and coaches in the country, many of whom are from our great state.”

Minnesota Hockey, which is an affiliate of USA Hockey, serves as the official governing body for youth and amateur hockey in the state of Minnesota. With more than 63,000 registered players, coaches and officials, Minnesota Hockey is the largest state governing body for amateur hockey in the United States and has developed more men’s and women’s Division I college hockey players than any other state.

Three Things: CC at Western Michigan

Thu, October 31, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC uniforms, Herb Brooks 047Here are three things Colorado College hockey will need to do to be successful this weekend at National Collegiate Hockey Conference foe Western Michigan (1-2-1, 0-0 league); 5:06 p.m. MT Friday-Saturday, Kalamazoo, Mich.:

Make strides in improving offensive play

There are a lot of things that can be improved  – sustaining pressure, battling to the net, producing second-chance shots and more shots on goal — and would bolster a struggling offense (1.25 goals), which is better than only Alabama-Huntsville (one) in Division I hockey, and only 19 shots, tied for 57th with Connecticut out of the 59 teams.

“It’s the whole gambit,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “We need more pucks on net instead of making the extra pass. Then we have to get to the front of the net for second-effort chances.”

Move more quickly into transition

The Tigers have good overall team speed. They must take advantage of that by transitioning from defense to offense more quickly in order to find channels through the neutral zone and enter the Broncos zone before most of the WMU players get back.

Improve a struggling power play

The Tigers need to enter the Western Michigan zone in a more organized fashion than they did in Clarkson, who stopped the puckhandler as he entered their zone and forced him to send the puck into the boards, where the Tigers had trouble winning the 50/50 battles. Avoiding giving up possession would allow CC (1-3, 1-1 NCHC) to set up the power play, rotate the puck and get shots on net. Not doing so has led to a 1-for-18 start with the man advantage (.056 percent), 56th in the nation.

Air Force’s Cole Gunner, Jason Torf earn monthly Atlantic Hockey honors

Thu, October 31, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

AFAlogo2012Air Force’s Cole Gunner and Jason Torf earned Atlantic Hockey Association honors for the month for October. Gunner was named the Player of the Month while Torf was selected as the Goalie of the Month.

Gunner scored eight points in six games on five goals and three assists. Gunner’s two game-winners are tied for the second most in the nation. He was named to the all-tournament team at the Kendall Classic in Anchorage to open the season. He followed that up being named AHA Player of the Week, Oct. 21, as he helped lead Air Force to a sweep of Penn State, Oct. 18-19.

The Richfield, Minn., native recorded four points (2-2-4) in the Penn State series. He tied his career high with a three-point game, in the first Penn State game, and he won 54-percent of his draws in the series. This past weekend, he recorded three points to help lead Air Force to a pair of conference wins over Canisius and Niagara. He scored the game-winner in the 3-2 win over Canisius on Oct. 25. The next day, he had two points (1-1-2) in the win over Niagara. Gunner leads Atlantic Hockey in goals (5) and is second in points (8).

 Torf was named the AHA Goalie of the Week, Oct. 21, as he helped lead Air Force to a sweep of Penn State, Oct. 18-19. The Hermosa Beach, Calif. native stopped 59-of-62 shots for a 1.50 goals against and a saves percentage of .952, in the series. He allowed only one even-strength goal against Penn State. Then, Torf led Air Force to a pair of conference wins over Niagara and Canisius allowing just two goals, one even-strength, in a 3-2 win over Canisius while making 20 saves. He followed that up with a season-high 34 saves in the win over Niagara. In the two games, allowed just four even-strength goals. Torf is now No. 7 on the Air Force career saves list with 2,359 stops.

 Air Force (4-2, 2-0 AHA), plays a pair of conference games this weekend at RIT on Friday and at Mercyhurst, Saturday.

Getting to know: Western Michigan Broncos

Wed, October 30, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

BusterrbroncoHere are some interesting facts about Western Michigan:

Founded: 1903

Location: Kalamazoo, Mich.

Enrollment: 25,806

Team nickname: Broncos

Colors: Brown and Gold

Mascot: Buster Bronco, pictured in basketball uniform

Opening hockey season: 1973-74

Series: CC leads 2-0 all-time; last meeting, CC won 8-4, 3-1, on Dec. 20-21, 2002, in Colorado Springs

Facility: Lawson Arena (capacity 3,667), NHL sheet (85 by 200 feet), opened 1974

Some famous alumni:  actors Tim Allen and Bruce Campbell;  Tigers president, CEO and general manager Dave Dombrowski; Baltimore Ravens coach John Harbaugh; actress Loretta Long (Susan Robinson on Sesame Street); Blackhawks wing Jamal Myers; ESPN personality John Saunders; NHL GM Neil Smith (first WMU NHL Draft pick); and musician Luther Vandross.

dennis brownThe skinny: The Broncos program underwent a revival when former coach Jeff Blashill took a team that won eight games in 2009-10 to the Central Collegiate Hockey Association Tournament championship game the next season. Hiring former NHL coach Andy Murray represented a serious commitment to the program by the athletic department, which made the school attractive to the new National Collegiate Hockey Conference.

Quotable: “Being a freshman under coach Blashill and being under those seniors and the leadership they showed was a big step forward for this program,”said senior defenseman Dennis Brown, pictured. “Taking in what coach Blashill taught us and now coach Murray, our group of seniors has the leadership it takes to get the job done.”

Wednesday reading: UNO legal resolution; Duluth road stretch; Target Center

Wed, October 30, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

The players kicked off the Nebraska-Omaha team this summer for a street fight had their charges dropped.

Minnesota-Duluth has a tough four-game road stretch ahead of them.

Target Center, home of the inaugural National Collegiate Hockey Conference postseason championship March 21-22 this season and for at least the next five years, will undergo a $97-million renovation beginning in 2014 it was announced by Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak recently.

The renovations include a redesign of the exterior, as well as increased seating capacity, improved pedestrian traffic flow in and out of the building and more club seats for fans to enjoy. In addition, there will be locker room upgrades.

“The NCHC is excited to hear about this development for Target Center and the city of Minneapolis, as both are important partners for the NCHC,” said commissioner Josh Fenton. “We are excited to host our inaugural championship this coming March and will look forward to an enhanced fan and student-athlete experience in the future with the facility renovations.”

The renovations to Target Center are expected to take between 18-24 months to complete but will not affect the inaugural NCHC championship, the league said.

Atlantic Hockey suspended Army freshman Kyle Plageman for one game under the leagues supplemental discipline policy. He was given a major penalty for contact to the head and a game misconduct at the 19:58 mark of the first period in a non-conference game against Merrimack.

Upon further review, it was determined that Plageman targeted the head of the Merrimack player and he will now sit out the  next contest on Friday against Connecticut.

Air Force’s Chad Demers garners league honor

Tue, October 29, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

AFAlogo2012Air Force junior forward Chad Demers was named as the Atlantic Hockey Association player of the week after he recorded a team-high four points to help the Falcons to a pair of conference wins over Canisius and Niagara.

He assisted on the game-winning goal in the 3-2 win over Canisius. He tallied three points (two assists) in a 7-4 victory over Niagara. Demers has tallied a team-high nine points (seven assists) in six games.

Canisius sophomore Keegan Asmundson was named as goaltender of the week after making a career-high 36 saves in an upset of Denver. Mercyhurst freshman Kyle Dutra was named as rookie of the week.

Tuesday reading: UNO’s struggles; NCHC’s mediocre record; Providence, WCHA

Tue, October 29, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

UNO vs. SCSUNebraska-Omaha’s penalty kill was woeful in two home losses to Cornell.

After a strong start, the NCHC is 14-13-5 in nonconference play, including 2-4 against the ECAC and 1-1 against Atlantic Hockey last weekend. Here is a deeper look at it by the Grand Forks Herald.

Minnesota was the first unanimous No. 1 in October in the USCHO D1 men’s poll since North Dakota, Oct. 6-20, 1997.

According to USCHO, of the 12 NCAA D1 men’s regional games this season, 8 will be broadcast on ESPNU, 2 on ESPN2, 2 on ESPN3 online. From the UMD radio guy: NCAA hockey regional ticket prices: Bridgeport $65, St. Paul $90, Worcester $85, Cincinnati $43.

Future CC foe and No. 3 Providence looks more than ready to enter Hockey East play.

This week’s WCHA schedule

Tuesday: Bowling Green at Ohio State (NC), 7:05 pm ET; Laurentian University at Lake Superior State (EX), 7:37 pm ET.

Friday: Alaska Anchorage at Bowling Green (WCHA), 7:07 pm ET; Michigan Tech at Michigan (NC), 7:35 pm ET; Ferris State at Alabama Huntsville (WCHA), 7:07 pm CT; Lake Superior State at Wisconsin (NC), 7:07 pm CT; Minnesota State at Bemidji State (WCHA), 7:37 pm CT; Northern Michigan at Alaska (WCHA), 7:07 pm AT.

Saturday: Michigan Tech at Michigan (NC), 7:00 pm ET; Alaska Anchorage at Bowling Green (WCHA), 7:07 pm ET; Minnesota State at Bemidji State (WCHA), 7:07 pm CT; Ferris State at Alabama Huntsville (WCHA), 7:07 pm CT; Lake Superior State at Wisconsin (NC), 7:07 pm CT; Northern Michigan at Alaska (WCHA), 7:07 pm AT.

Colorado College goalie Josh Thorimbert garners weekly NCHC award

Mon, October 28, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Thorimbert2013-14Colorado College goalie Josh Thorimbert was named as The National Collegiate Hockey Conference goaltender of the week. The senior from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan stopped 70 of 73 shots faced (.959 saves percentage) in two road losses at ECAC Clarkson this past weekend.

The other league honorees were Miami junior forward Austin Czarnik as offensive player and St. Cloud State sophomore Ethan Prow as defenseman of the week.

Here is part of the league’s write-up:

GOALTENDER OF THE WEEK

Josh Thorimbert, Colorado College

Senior Goaltender, Saskatoon, Sask.

Despite getting little offensive support, Thorimbert was very strong in net for Colorado College over the weekend at Clarkson. He allowed just three goals in two games while stopping 70 of the 73 shots he faced for an impressive .959 save percentage. On Friday, he compiled 28 saves in a 2-1 loss, allowing just one even-strength goal. The next night he was even better, nearly pitching his fourth career shutout as he saved the first 42 shots he faced before Clarkson snuck one past him with 9.9 seconds left in overtime for a 1-0 win. The senior posted a 1.45 goals-against average in nearly 125 minutes of action while helping kill six of seven Clarkson power plays.

Colorado College falls out of polls consideration; Air Force garners a few votes

Mon, October 28, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

A road sweep at Clarkson dropped Colorado College out of the USCHO.com national poll with the Tigers receiving no votes. The Golden Knights moved up to No. 17, replacing Denver which received some votes but did not crack the top 20.

A split between No. 2 Notre Dame and Minnesota-Duluth pushed the Bulldogs back to No. 20 and cemented Minnesota’s No. 1 ranking with all 50 possible first-place votes.

Three NCHC teams are in the top 10: No. 5 North Dakota, No. 6 Miami and No. 9 St. Cloud State.

Air Force also picked up some votes. Here is the USCHO poll.

The USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine rankings (team, votes, 1st-place votes, previous rank, record, weeks in poll) follow:

1 University of Minnesota, 510 (34) 

1

5-0-1

5

2 University of Notre Dame, 438 

2

5-1-0

5

3 Providence College, 391 

8

4-0-1

5

4 University of Michigan, 388 

4

4-1-1

5

5 Miami University, 355 

3

3-2-1

5

6 University of North Dakota, 335 

7

2-1-1

5

7 Boston College, 312 

5

2-2-1

5

8 St. Cloud State University, 283 

10

3-0-1

5

9 Quinnipiac University, 275 

9

6-1-0

5

10 Rensselaer, 166 

12

4-1-0

2

11 Yale University, 160 

6

1-1-0

5

12 University of Wisconsin, 137 

11

2-2-0

5

13 Lake Superior State University, 81 

15

4-0-0

2

14 University of Massachusetts-Lowell, 65 

RV

3-3-0

4

15 Cornell University, 54 

RV

2-0-0

1

Others receiving votes: Northeastern University, 24; Boston University, 23; Clarkson University, 19; University of New Hampshire, 18; Minnesota State University, 12; Brown University, 8; University of Denver, 7; University of Alaska, 4; University of Minnesota Duluth, 4; Union College, 2.

Monday reading: CC injury update; NCHC announces contest; Taylor Gross

Mon, October 28, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Hansen2013-14Colorado College freshman wing Matt Hansen missed Saturday’s game with a sprained right ankle, he confirmed afterward. He wore a protective boot that night and may do so for an undetermined amount of time.

The other lineup changes Saturday were to give more Tigers a chance to play in a non-conference series and give CC some fresh legs on the second night.

“They did give us some freshness,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. The team brought 25 players but will be limited to 22 for the conference road trip to Western Michigan Nov. 1-2.

Three Tigers stayed home due to injury this weekend. Freshmen Tyler Marble and Gustav Olofsson both stayed behind due to upper-body injuries while sophomore Michael King (hip) continues to recover from offseason surgery.

After about 50 suggestions from fans, the National Collegiate Hockey Conference whittled down the choices for the name of its postseason tournament at the Target Center in Minneapolis in March 2014 to the top four.

Here is the link to a ballot, which continues until Sunday, Nov. 10. You will need to register with your first and last name and email address in order to vote. The fan who suggested the winning name will receive two free, all-session tickets to the NCHC Championship Weekend in Minneapolis

Gross PSU womenFans are limited to one vote per valid email address.

The four choices are:

NCHC Frozen Faceoff

NCHC Final Faceoff

National Collegiate Hockey Championship

NCHC Fabulous Four

Also Pine Creek HS graduate Taylor Gross, pictured, scored the tying goal for the Penn State women before New Hampshire pulled away.

Weekend roundup: SCSU sweeps; Duluth knocks off No. 2 Notre Dame

Sun, October 27, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

bigger NCHC logoCompiled from a NCHC press release …

Minnesota-Duluth 4, No. 2 Notre Dame 1

DULUTH, Minn. – After suffering a tough loss Friday, Minnesota Duluth jumped out to a 3-0 lead in the first period and never looked back en route to a convincing 4-1 win over No. 2/2 Notre Dame Saturday night at AMSOIL Arena. The Bulldogs (3-2-1, 1-1) came up just short Friday, falling to the Fighting Irish (5-1), 3-2, but handed Notre Dame its first loss of the season Saturday.

Senior netminder Aaron Crandall tallied 20 saves to earn the win. Duluth heads to Ohio State next weekend, Nov. 1-2, for a pair of non-conference games.

No. 10 St. Cloud State 4, Colgate 3 

HAMILTON, N.Y. – No. 10 St. Cloud State scored four first-period goals and held on to defeat ECAC member Colgate, 4-3, Saturday night at Starr Arena, as the Huskies completed a weekend sweep of the Raiders to remain unbeaten. SCSU (3-0-1) beat Colgate (2-4-1), 4-2, on Friday night.

No. 3 Miami 3, No. 8 Providence 4 OT 

PROVIDENCE, R.I. - For the second straight night, No. 3 Miami dug itself a two-goal deficit and for the second straight night, the RedHawks managed to tie the game with Saturday’s contest at No. 8 Providence ending in a 4-4 overtime tie at Schneider Arena. On Friday, Miami (3-2-1, 1-1 NCHC) erased a 2-0 lead to force overtime but the RedHawks fell to the Friars (4-0-1) Friday, 3-2, in the extra session.

Canisius 4, No. 17 Denver 1

DENVER – Despite outshooting Canisius 37-21, No. 17 Denver lost 4-1 loss Saturday night at Magness Arena. The Pioneers (3-3) defeated Niagara Friday, 5-1, but couldn’t complete the Atlantic Hockey weekend sweep after facing Canisius (1-2, 0-2) for the first time in program history.

Denver senior goalie Sam Brittain made 17 saves while Keegan Asmundson tallied a career-high 36 stops for Canisius (1-2). The Pioneers open NCHC play at home next weekend against Nebraska-Omaha.

No. 19 Cornell 4, Nebraska-Omaha 3

OMAHA, Neb. – No. 19 Cornell scored four power play goals to take a 4-3 win over the Mavericks at CenturyLink Center. UNO (2-4), which outshot the Big Red, 40-13, Saturday, suffered a sweep after Cornell (2-0) won the first ever meeting between the teams on Friday, 5-3.

Cornell’s Andy Iles made 37 saves, including 30 over the final two periods. UNO junior Ryan Massa made nine.

No. 6 North Dakota 4, U.S. U-18 1 (exhib.)

GRAND FORKS, N.D. – North Dakota’s Drake Caggiula avoided serious injury despite a head-first fall into the ice No. 6 UND’s 4-1 exhibition win over the U.S. Under-18 team.

During the second period, Caggiula got tangled up with a Team USA player and ended up going up and over the fallen player and landing head-first. The forward lay motionless on the ice for several minutes and was taken on a stretcher.

Caggiula was sent to the hospital, but was released after tests came back negative and he had feeling in all of his extremities. Caggiula’s father, Sal, tweeted “Drake seems to be doing ok. He was able to watch the 3rd in some discomfort but appears ok,” according to the Grand Forks Herald.

North Dakota hosts No. 10 St. Cloud State Nov. 1-2 in UND’s first home NCHC series.

Clarkson downs CC in final seconds of OT, 1-0 with boxscore, notes

Sat, October 26, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC uniforms, Herb Brooks 047POTSDAM, N.Y. — In time, Colorado College may look back on a 1-0 overtime loss as a hard lesson learned.

But oh, how it stung on Saturday night.

The Tigers (1-3) came within 9.9 seconds of recording the first scoreless tie in the program’s 75 years, but lost on a backhanded shot by Clarkson junior Joe Zarbo before a jubilant crowd of 2,363 at Cheel Arena in Potsdam, N.Y.

The Golden Knights (6-1-1) jumped onto the ice in jubilation while a few Tigers could only hang their heads for a moment, knowing they had squandered an excellent performance by senior goalie Josh Thorimbert, who made 42 saves.

“I feel bad for Josh,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “He gave us a great weekend. He has kept us in the last three games.”

The lesson to learn? The Tigers need to bear down and force their way to the front of the net and win the 50/50 battles for loose pucks.

“We have to learn from this,” senior captain Eamonn McDermott said. “The games will be this intense and competitive every weekend. It will only get tougher.”

It does indeed with a road trip to National Collegiate Hockey Conference foe Western Michigan where the fans at Lawson Arena are called the Lawson Lunatics for good reason.

The Clarkson defense can take some credit for holding CC to 18 shots in nearly 65 minutes.

“I thought we did a good job swallowing up their shots an getting the rebounds out into the corners,” Golden Knights coach Casey Jones said. “The defensemen did a good job clogging things up in front of the net. That played a big factor in their number of shots.”

For CC, they need to work themselves into position and get to those rebounds first. That is a big reason why the Tigers have managed only 53 shots in the three losses.

‘It’s a mentality we need,” McDermott said. “We need to be hard to defend.”

There are a couple positives to take from the loss. The Tigers played with the most energy they have shown during this three-game downturn and Thorimbert continued his strong play. The senior looks to have resumed the all-league form he displayed as a sophomore. He has made 139 saves against 148 shots over the first four games.

“I thought we battled and competed,” Owens said. “Both teams were better. The production was not there for us. We were out of sync. People weren’t in position to get rebounds.”

“Thorny (Thorimbert) played great,” McDermott said. “It never should have come down to overtime.”

Notebook

Aggressive Clarkson stifles struggling CC power play

A struggling Colorado College power play found it difficult to even set itself up for much of this weekend, with an aggressive Clarkson penalty kill lining up along their blue line and taking away any rushes into their zone.

“That forced us to dump the puck in along the boards where they are very strong,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “They packed in real tight in front.”

CC proved more potent on its strong penalty kill, which went 6-for-7 on the weekend.

On Friday, CC generated no shots on its three power plays but generated three shorthanded chances. On Saturday, the Tigers recorded no shots in four chances and had one shorthanded opportunity.

The CC power play is now 1-for-18 on the season.

Ice chips

The new road blacks made their debut Saturday after arriving less than one hour before the team left Colorado Springs on Wednesday. … Sophomore Hunter Fejes missed the entire second period after a broken plastic part of the skate assembly proved difficult to replace. He was the first Tigers on the ice to start the third. … Saturday’s game was senior goalie Josh Thorimbert’s 50th start for the Tigers. … CC is now 1-2-3 at Cheel Arena. … It was Halloween Night at the rink, which explained why Jesus and three monks made up the trombone section in the Clarkson pep band. … Tigers sophomore Jared Hanson was called for three penalties in the first 9:55 of the game. … CC led the faceoffs battle22-19 through two periods but ended up trailing 39-31, which helped the hosts maintain consistent pressure on Thorimbert. … The only other time the Tigers were scoreless through 64 minutes was Nov. 13, 2009 at Minnesota State-Mankato. In that Western Collegiate Hockey Association game, Rylan Schwartz scored the winning goal for CC with 52 seconds left in overtime for a 1-0 victory.

Boxscore

Clarkson 1, Colorado College 0 OT

Colorado College              0              0              0              0              –0

Clarkson               0              0              0              1              –1

First period – None. Penalties – CC, Hanson, cross-checking, :24; Clarkson, Burton, cross-checking,:24; CC, Hanson, interference, 3:36; Clarkson, Moor, slashing, 3:48; CC, Hanson, holding, 9:55; Clarkson, Bessette, holding, 18:43.

Second period – None.  Penalties – CC, Taft, roughing, 14:25; Clarkson, deHaas, roughing, 14:25;  CC, Harstad, embellishment, 19:02; Clarkson, J. Zarbo, hooking, 19:02.

Third period – None. Penalties – Clarkson, Frederick, cross-checking, 2:57; CC, DiGiando, tripping, 10:19; Clarkson, Boack, hooking, 13:20.

Overtime – 1. Clarkson, J. Zarbo (Sexton, Boucher) 4:50. Penalties – None.

Power play – CC 0-4, Clarkson 0-3. Shots on goal – CC 6-12-16 -9 – 43; Clarkson 5-6-5-2 — 18. Saves-minutes – CC, Thorimbert 6-12-16-8 – 64:50; Clarkson, Perry 5-6-5-2-64:50. Referees – McDonald, Wheeler. Linesmen – Carissimo, Dupree. Attendance – 2,363 (3,000 capacity).

Pregame report: CC shuffles lines for Saturday; new road uniforms make debut

Sat, October 26, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC uniforms, Herb Brooks 047The new road uniforms made their debut on Saturday. You can see the front view in the foreground and see what the back and socks look like as Jared Hanson skates away in the background. A detail of the back is below.

CC uniforms, Herb Brooks 053The fourth line underwent an overhaul with freshmen Zach Aman and Sam Rothstein and sophomore Peter Matric replaced by juniors Michael Morin and Jordan DiGiando and freshman Christian Heil.

This is Josh Thorimbert’s 50th start for the Tigers.

The only Clarkson injury of note was to Pat Megannety, who has a welt in the middle of his forehead from taking a Clarkson shot off the helmet. He is out with a concussion.

LINES

Clarkson

LW-C-RW

Burton-Sexton-Moor

J. Zarbo-McPherson-Boucher

Fossen-Josephs-Frderick

Bessette-M. Zarbo-Powers

LD-RD

Geiger-Tansey

LaBrecque, Howden

deHaas-Boak

Goalies  – Perry, Lewis, Runola

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Hanson

Fejes-Skalbeck-Roos

Wamsganz-Collett-Taft

Morin-DiGiando-Heil

LD-RD

Harstad-McDermott

Stoykewych-Slavin

Young-Finch

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Clarkson downs CC, 2-1 with notes, box score

Fri, October 25, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC at Clarkson 006POTSDAM, N.Y. — Colorado College generated good pressure over the final 10 minutes against Clarkson.

But that is not enough to win on the road. As a result, the host Golden Knights ground out a 2-1 nonconference win over the Tigers before a crowd of 2,193 at Cheel Arena.

“We have to be harder to play against,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “We were at the end but it was too little, too late. We need to get more second-effort shots.”

It was Clarkson’s first win over the Tigers in 15 tries dating back to March 1957. The win improved the Golden Knights’ record to 1-11-3 all-time against CC.

“That is really something for the fans and alumni to get more excited about than the current players,” Clarkson coach Casey Jones said. “A win like this gives us a lot of confidence.”

They accomplished the program first with a strong team defense that clogged the passing lanes, mucked up the neutral zone and blocked 10 shots (seven in the first period) to frustrate the Tigers (1-2).

“We made progress as a team in our commitment to defense,” Jones said. “We wanted to disrupt their (CC’s) transition and until the final 10 minutes, we did.”

Colorado College got the break it needed when a shot by freshman wing Zach Aman, playing his first game after an offseason knee injury, was contested by a Clarkson defender. The puck went up a couple feet in the air and then bounced past Golden Knights goalie Greg Lewis, who finished with 20 saves.

That tied the game at 1-1 but Clarkson answered on the power play. Senior Allan McPherson batted a rebound in from mid-air past CC senior goalie Josh Thorimbert to score with 3:53 left in the second period.

It proved to be the eventual game-winner with Thorimbert making three big saves afterward to keep the game within reach. Clarkson generated several odd-man rushes with the Tigers defensemen caught up ice trying to help on offense.

“We were pressing a bit to get shots and we made some bad decisions that led to those,” Owens said. “They didn’t score off them. Josh played a good game and gave us a chance. It was still just a 2-1 game until late.”

A tripping penalty on CC senior Alexander Krushelnyski with 2:40 left in the game hurt the Tigers’ chances, but they still managed one last chance in front with 9.8 seconds left and Thorimbert pulled for the extra attacker.

A bad line change gave Clarkson a three-on-one scoring chance and Pat Megannety cashed in the rebound to stake the hosts to a 1-0 lead.

The goal came after a hard shot by Allan McPherson went off Thorimbert’s leg pad and across the face of the net to Megannety as he skated toward the opposite post.

Boxscore

Clarkson 2, Colorado College 1

Colorado College              0              1              0              –1

Clarkson               1              1              0              — 2

First period – 1, Clarkson, Megannety (McPherson, J. Zarbo) 13:07. Penalties – CC, Krushelnyski, slashing, 19:42.

Second period – 2, Colorado College, Aman (Slavin) 12:20; 3. Clarkson, McPherson (deHaas, Megannety) 16:07 (PP). Penalties – Clarkson, Fossen, boarding, 8:08; CC. McDermott, holding, 14:02; Clarkson, M. Zarbo, hitting from behind, 17:10.

Third period – None. Penalties – CC, Taft, cross-checking, 6:20; CC, Krushelnyski, tripping, 17:20; Clarkson, McPherson, roughing, 20:00.

Power play – CC 0-2, Clarkson 1-4. Shots on goal – CC 6-6-9 – 21; Clarkson 11-11-8 – 30. Saves-minutes – CC, Thorimbert 10-10-8 – 59:22; Clarkson, Lewis 6-5-9-60:00. Referees – St. Lawrence, Baker. Linesmen – Emanatian, Cooke. Attendance – 2,193 (3,000 capacity).

Notebook

Clarkson learning how to win

Clarkson coach Casey Jones may have been happiest to see how his team held up under the increased CC pressure over the final 10 minutes of the nonconference game.

“We’re still learning how to win as a group,” Jones said of a 5-1-1 team rebounding from last season’s 9-20-7 mark.

That was big step forward for the ECAC program, picked last in the 12-team league in the preseason poll, which looks more inaccurate each weekend.

For the Tigers, they must match the Golden Knights’ hard-nosed play from the start Saturday in hopes of garnering a split in the two-game series. That would be a significant stride for a team that has managed only five goals in three games so far.

“We need to bear down a lot more form the very start,” freshman Zach Aman said. “If we played like we did in the final 10 minutes for all 60, we stand a good chance of winning.”

Tigers rally sparked by face-off wins

Clarkson came into Friday’s nonconference game winning 58.7 percent of its face-offs, a very good percentage. The Golden Knights looked headed to improving on that eye-popping stat after winning 13-of-18 draws in the first period and using that advantage to maintain puck possession against the Tigers. That played a factor in Clarkson’s 30-21 edge in shots, especially a 22-12 edge through the first 40 minutes.

But Colorado College made some adjustments and managed to win the next two periods, 24-21, especially over the final 10 minutes when the team attempted a rally.

“That was a problem for us last year too,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “Our centers got a bit more aggressive on the dot. We need our wings to win more battles.”

Ice chips 

Clarkson came close to ending the winless streak last season at World Arena but squandered a two-goal lead to fall 5-4 on Oct. 13, 2012. The games between the programs date back to an NCAA playoff game in March 1957, a 5-3 CC home win. Two other NCAA wins came in 1997 and 1998. … Freshman Jaccob Slavin picked up his third point in as many games with CC, getting the assist on Aman’s goal.

Pregame notes

Tigers freshman Zach Aman will play his first game for CC with junior Ian Young and sophomore Russell Finch paired up as the third defenseman duo. Expect a tight series this weekend.

LINES

Clarkson (4-1-1)

LW-C-RW

Burton-Sexton-Moor

Megannety-McPherson-J. Zarbo

Fossen-Josephs-Christian

Bessette-M. Zarbo-Powers

LD-RD

Geoger-Tansey

LaBrecque, Howden

deHaas-Boak

Goalies – Lewis, Perry, Runola

Colorado College (1-1)

LW-C-RW

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Taft

Fejes-Skalbeck-Roos

Wamsganz-Collett-Hansen

Aman-Rothstein-Maric

LD-RD

Harstad-McDermott

Stoykewych-Slavin

Young-Finch

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Friday reading: Colorado College, Clarkson, Air Force, Duluth previews; fight video

Fri, October 25, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

DC 3I am driving to Potsdam this morning (landed in Syracuse Thursday night) so this will be a short entry. 

Here are three things CC is focused on against Clarkson this week. Part 2 focuses on the Tigers being happy to have a weekend off from homework and just focus on Clarkson.

The Golden Knights were the focus on this week’s ECAC column by USCHO.com.

Air Force is focused on improving its special teams play while it opens Atlamtic Hockey Association play this weekend.

No. 2 Notre Dame, which spurned the NCHC for the Hockey East, heads to Minnesota-Duluth for a nonconference series this weekend.

The NCHC’s first weekend made for a strong debut, the commissioner says.

Minnesota State is taking advantage of its bye week to heal and practice.

Miami knows it is no longer in the ol’ CCHA. Denver forward Brad Hawkinson is done for the season and the Pioneers will add another forward next month, according to the Post.

Here is a video of the recent fight involving former Tiger Nate Prosser.

College Hockey Inc. puts together a good national preview package each Thursday morning.

Thursday reading: NCHC previews, CC travel roster; Wisconsin rebound?; WCHA schedule

Thu, October 24, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Taft, Krushelnyski celebrationNo. 3 Miami has another tough weekend ahead with a road trip to No. 8 Providence, a nonconference foe of Colorado College in January.

Here are the game notes for No. 10 St. Cloud State at ECAC Colgate and Colorado College at ECAC Clarkson.

The only Tigers not headed to Potsdam, N.Y are injured defensemen Michael King and Gustav Olofsson and goalie Tyler Marble. Marble and Olofsson have upper-body injuries while King, who skated without restriction earlier this week, continues to recover from offseason hip surgery. King is expected to be available to play in November. Marble and Olofsson will be re-evaluated next week.

No. 17 Denver hosts Niagara and Canisius while No. 2 Notre Dame travels to Minnesota-Duluth. No. 6/7 North Dakota has a Saturday exhibition game against the USA U-18 team.

The Nebraska-Omaha Mavericks host No. 19 Cornell of the ECAC in the first ever meetings between the schools in hockey.  These will be the first regular season games of the season for Cornell which is coming off a 7-2 exhibition win over York last Saturday.  Last year, the Big Red was 15-16-3 overall and 8-11-3 in ECAC Hockey, putting it in a tie for ninth place.

Former Minnesota high school star Christian Horn has left the Gophers for the USHL, according to the Minneapolis Star-Tribune. He appeared in only one exhibition game in two seasons at UM.

No. 11 Wisconsin has a history of bouncing back from lopsided sweeps.

The WCHA is looking to be a very competitive conference as expected. Here is this weekend’s schedule:

Friday: Michigan Tech at Northern Michigan (WCHA), 5:07 p.m.; Bemidji State at Alabama Huntsville (WCHA), 6:07 p.m.; Mercyhurst at Alaska-Fairbanks (NC), 9:07 p.m.

Saturday: Northern Michigan at Michigan Tech (WCHA), 5:07 p.m.; Bemidji State at Alabama Huntsville (WCHA), 6:07 p.m.; Mercyhurst at Alaska-Fairbanks (NC), 9:07 p.m.

Wednesday reading: Denver captains, Omaha penalties; online chat; schedule

Wed, October 23, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

PHX_Larraza_Draft_1_2011Denver senior defenseman David Makowski, junior defenseman Josiah Didier of Littleton and junior wing Zac Larraza ere named as the Pioneers tri-captains this season.

Nebraska-Omaha Dean Blais says he will sit players who draw unnecessary penalties.

Please consider joining me and other Gazette beat writers and columnists to talk college hockey, Air Force and the Denver Broncos at noon MDT at gazette.com.

NCHC schedule (all times MT)

Friday: CC at Clarkson, Miami at Providence, both 5 p.m.; St. Cloud State at Colgate, 5:30 p.m.; Notre Dame at Minnesota-Duluth, 6 p.m.; Cornell at Nebraska-Omaha, 6:37 p.m.; Niagara at Denver, 7:37 p.m.

Saturday: CC at Clarkson, Miami at Providence, St. Cloud State at Colgate, all 5 p.m.; Notre Dame at Minnesota-Duluth, Cornell at Nebraska-Omaha, USA U-18 at North Dakota (exhibition), all 6:07 p.m.; Canisius at Denver, 7:07 p.m.

Western Michigan, idle.

Denver associate head coach announces midseason departure

Tue, October 22, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

du steve millerDenver associate coach Steve Miller is the first general manager and head coach of the United States Hockey League’s (USHL) new expansion franchise in Madison, Wis., it was announced on Tuesday. He assumes the jobs on Jan. 1, 2014.

The hiring  returns junior hockey and the USHL to Madison. after the city had a USHL team from 1984 to 1995.

“We interviewed dozens of qualified coaches, but Steve stood out amongst them all,” said Madison co-owner Tom Garrity. “His resume speaks for itself and we were very impressed with his vision and plan for Madtown Hockey.  He is a Wisconsin native who is very familiar with the USHL and knows what it takes to put a winning product onto the ice.”

The club will begin play in the United States Hockey League (USHL) in 2014-15 at the Veterans Memorial Coliseum at the Alliant Energy Center in Madison. Miller is a native of Sun Prairie, Wis., and has spent the last 20 years as an assistant and associate head coach with the DU Hockey program.

 “My wife, Heidi, and I would like to thank Ron Grahame, Peg Bradley-Doppes and the entire DU family for their support and friendship over the years,” Miller said in a press release. “I would also like to thank Jim Montgomery for his belief, trust and support over the past seven months — it has meant the world to my family and me.”

 “Also my mentor and friend, George Gwozdecky, took a chance on me as a graduate assistant at Miami University back in 1991. I will forever be grateful to him for allowing me to grow as a person and develop as a coach.”

Air Force’s Gunner, Torf win weekly awards

Tue, October 22, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Air Force coach Frank Serratore discusses a play with Cole Gunner.

Air Force coach Frank Serratore discusses a play with Cole Gunner.

Air Force senior Jason Torf and junior Cole Gunner both earned Atlantic Hockey Association weekly honors as the Falcons swept Penn State, 5-2 and 3-1, last weekend at the Cadet Ice Arena.

Torf, from Hermosa Beach, Calif., was named goalie of the week after he stopped 59-of-62 shots with a goals against average mark of 1.50 and .952 saves percentage for the nonconference series.

Torf made 26 saves, in the 5-2 win, on Friday. He then stopped 33 shots, in the 3-1 win, on Saturday. Torf moved into seventh place on the Air Force career saves list with 2,305 career saves.

Gunner recorded four points (two goals) to be named player of the week. The Richfield, Minn., native, tied his career high with three points on Friday (1-2-3). He also assisted on the game-winner.

Gunner then scored the game winner on Saturday. He also blocked three shots in the series and won 54-percent of his draws.

Air Force hosts defending AHA Tournament champion and NCAA qualifier Canisius on Friday at 7:05 p.m. MT. The Falcons then host regular-season champion, and NCAA qualifier Niagara on Sunday at 4:05 p.m. MT

Freshman defenseman Mitch Nylen of Sacred Heart was named as rookie of the week after recording his first goal and first assist as a Pioneer in a 3-1 win over Bentley. Sacred Heart’s 2-2 record matches last season’s win total (2-30-4).

In the pros: William Rapuzzi, Richard Bachman, Joey Crabb, Kris Fredheim, Cody Lampl, Rylan Schwartz, Colin Stuart

Tue, October 22, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC William RapuzziFormer Tiger captain William Rapuzzi recorded two assists in a season-opening loss for the Idaho Steelheads, tying him for second in points among ECHL rookies.

“It’s been fun,” Rapuzzi said on Saturday. “I am on the top line and Boise is a good town to be in.”

Rapuzzi made the AHL Texas Stars in training camp and was sent down to Boise for playing time.

Goalie Richard Bachman is 2-3-1 with a 1.99 goals against mark and a .934 saves percentage for AHL Oklahoma City. Defenseman Brian Connelly has three assists in four games for the Iowa Wild while center Chad Rau has two assists in four contests.

Joey Crabb has an assist in four games with San Antonio after starting the season with the NHL’s Florida Panthers.

Kris Fredheim and Cody Lampl both made the St. John’s IceCaps. Fredheim has yet to appear while Lampl has played in all five AHL games (no points) so far.

Rylan Schwartz has one assist in three AHL games for the Worcester Sharks. Colin Stuart has a goal in three games for the Utica Comets.

Colorado Springs native Ben Holmstrom has two goals and an assist in three games for AHL Adirondack.

CC’s Jaccob Slavin garners NCHC defenseman honor

Mon, October 21, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Slavin MUG 2Colorado College freshman Jaccob Slavin, a draft pick of the NHL’s Carolina Hurricanes, was named as defenseman of the week by the National Collegiate Hockey Conference on Monday.

The Erie, Colo. native recorded his first college assist in Friday’s 3-1 win over Minnesota-Duluth and scored CC’s only goal in a 5-1 setback on Saturday.

“It was exciting,” he said of his first goal as a Tiger. “I was ready to head off for as change so I passed to Archie (Skalbeck) and he passed back. I don’t really remember the rest.”

He finished with a plus-1 rating on the weekend and blocked two shots. The rookie played a large role on a strong penalty kill, going a perfect 15-for-15 on his short-handed shifts to help CC finish 12-for-13  in the series.

“It’s early in the season so hopefully I can keep it up the rest of the year,” he said.

Goalie of the week nominees and CC senior Josh Thorimbert posted a 3.00 goals against average and .920 save percentage with a total 69 saves against Duluth.

Here’s the press release about the rest of the weekly honorees and nominees:

OFFENSIVE PLAYER OF THE WEEK

Shane Berschbach, Western Michigan, Senior forward, Clawson, Mich.

Berschbach was named to the Brice Alaska Goal Rush All-Tournament Team after helping the Broncos to a win and a tie over the weekend, as WMU took runner-up at the tournament. The senior totaled four points in two games on three goals and an assist. In Friday’s 6-2 win over Alaska-Anchorage, he scored the fourth and fifth goals for WMU to put the game out of reach in the third period. He also assisted on the Broncos’ first goal of the game for a three-point outing, while posting a +2 rating. In Saturday’s 3-3 tie with host Alaska, Berschbach gave WMU a 3-2 lead late in the third period with his third goal of the weekend. He finished as the top scorer among the four teams at the tournament.

ROOKIE OF THE WEEK

Alex Iafallo, Minnesota-Duluth, Freshman forward, Eden, N.Y.

Iafallo had a big impact in Minnesota Duluth’s 5-1 win over Colorado College Saturday, totaling three points on two goals and an assist. He tallied his first collegiate goal and point with 1:39 remaining in the first period to put UMD up 1-0, a lead it would not relinquish. The freshman then assisted on a goal early in the third period and scored his second of the night less than five minutes later to put the game out of reach. Iafallo finished with a +2 rating on the weekend with a +1 mark in each game. He fired a team-high nine shots on goal between the games, while also blocking a pair of shots.

GOALTENDER OF THE WEEK

Frank Slubowski, Western Michigan, Junior goaltender, Prince Rupert, B.C.

Slubowski was named to the Brice Alaska Goal Rush All-Tournament Team after backstopping the Broncos to a win and a tie up north, en route to a runner-up finish at the tournament. In Friday’s 6-2 win over Alaska-Anchorage, he stopped 24 shots while allowing just one even strength goal. The next night, the junior totaled 29 saves in 65 minutes of action in a 3-3 overtime tie with host Alaska. Slubowski finished the weekend with a 2.41 goals-against average and a .914 save percentage while totaling 53 saves. He also helped WMU go 9-for-11 on the penalty kill.

OTHER NOMINEES:

Offensive Player of the Week

Blake Coleman, Jr., F, Miami – Tallied his first career hat trick in Saturday’s win over North Dakota

Ryan Walters, Sr., F, UNO – Totaled three points in a split at Northern Michigan, scoring a power play goal in each game and adding a short-handed assist on Saturday

Defenseman of the Week

Jordan Oesterle, Jr., D, WMU – Tallied three assists at the Brice Alaska Goal Rush, including one on the short-handed game-winner Friday, while posting a +2 rating and blocking four shots

Taylor Richart, So., D, Miami – Totaled two assists on the weekend with one in each game against North Dakota, while blocking four shots and posting a +2 rating

Rookie of the Week

Devin Loe, Fr., F, Miami – Dished out two assists in his lone game Saturday, the first of his career, while posting a +3 rating

 Goaltender of the Week

Aaron Crandall, Sr., G, UMD – Made 13 saves to earn a 5-1 win over Colorado College Saturday

Ryan McKay, So., G, Miami – Made 34 saves to earn a 6-2 win over North Dakota Saturday

Monday reading: Minnesota new No. 1, CC gets votes in polls; weekend review; Oxford, Ohio; humbled Wisconsin; Air Force honors

Mon, October 21, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Minnesota saveBelow is this week’s USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine poll with Minnesota as the new No. 1.

Colorado College continues to receive votes while this week’s nonconference foe Clarkson (4-1-1) also picked up a couple, as did Air Force. The USCHO.com poll is much the same but has Clarkson well ahead of CC in votes.

Wisconsin, No. 2 last week, fell to No. 11 after being outscored 16-5 by Boston College and Boston University.

No. 1 Badgers goalie Joel Rumpel, a junior,  will miss a couple weeks with an unspecified injury suffered in practice last week. He did not make the trip East.

 Team (1st-place votes)         Pts.      Prev. Rec.

1.Minnesota (25)              495       3          4-0-0    

2.Notre Dame (5)             439       4          4-0-0

3.Miami (1)                      421       1          3-1-0

4.Michigan                      402       5          3-0-1

5.Boston College            370       T6        2-1-0

6.Yale (3)                         311       T6        0-0-0

7.North Dakota                302       8          2-1-1

8.Providence                   280       10         3-0-0

9.Quinnipiac                   231       14         3-1-0

10.St. Cloud State             171       11         1-0-1

11.Wisconsin                    166       2          2-2-0

12.RPI                   128                   RV        3-1-0

13.New Hampshire            99         13         1-2-1

14.Boston University         85         RV        3-1-0

15.Lake Superior State      65         NR        4-0-0

Others receiving votes: Denver, 27; Massachusetts-Lowell, 26; Minnesota State, 15; Northeastern, 14; Cornell, 10; Minnesota-Duluth, 6; Brown, 4; Colorado College, 4; Air Force, 3; Clarkson, 3; Alaska-Fairbanks, 2; Ferris State, 1.

Notes: Minnesota becomes the No. 1-ranked team after beginning the year at No. 5 … Yale, the defending NCAA Division I national champion, received three first-place votes and is ranked sixth … Three of the four participants from last year’s Frozen Four are ranked — Yale (No. 6), Quinnipiac (No. 9) and St. Cloud State (No. 10) … Hockey East leads all conferences with five ranked teams, while the Big Ten, ECAC and the National Collegiate Hockey Conference each have three squads ranked and the Western Collegiate Hockey Association one … A total of 27 teams received votes.

Here are three things Colorado College hockey focused on last weekend against Minnesota-Duluth, As you would expect from a series split, the foes split these aspects, in my opinion.

Continue to play with the speed and energy displayed during two exhibition games

Colorado College looked very fast in Friday’s 3-1 win and they won the majority of the puck battles. UMD matched that intensity in the third period on Friday and then wore down the Tigers on Saturday. Advantage: UMD

Win the special teams battle

Colorado College did a good job of this until the third period Saturday when UMD’s power-play goal ended a 22-for-22 penalty kill streak dating back to Game 3 at Denver last season. The Tigers power play managed only one score in 13 chances, although most on Saturday were abbreviated. Advantage: Draw

Contain a dangerous Minnesota-Duluth offense

The Tigers did so for five periods this weekend before fatigue, thanks to 11 penalties, including two 5-minute calls, and UMD’s superior overall play led to three third-period goals on Saturday. Advantage: CC

Also, the North Dakota beat writer gives his impressions of Oxford, Ohio, where Miami is located.

Air Force’s Jason Torf and Cole Gunner were honored by SB Nation.

Sunday reading: Big 10, NCHC, hot starts

Sun, October 20, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

UND MacMillanHockey East took a 9-4 lead after the first weekend of the Hockey East/Big Ten Challenge. There are seven such games next weekend.

Here are more details on No. 1  Miami’s 6-2 win over No. 6 North Dakota.  Like the Minnesota-Duluth- CC series, Friday’s winner took it on the chin the next night. The parity of the National Collegiate Hockey Conference suggests sweeps will be very rare (unless injuries hit a  team or two very hard). Splits will be the norm and those shootout points could end up decisive in the league standings.

Alaska-Anchorage is 3-1 with wins over then-No. 10 Quinnipiac, which swept preseason No. 1 UMass-Lowell (1-3), and No. 12 Denver (2-2).

The WCHA’s Lake Superior State is off to a 4-0 start after a road sweep of No. 16 Union of the ECAC. The Lakers have scored 15 goals by 13 different players.

NCHC roundup: Denver blows lead, falls in OT for second night in a row

Sat, October 19, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

bigger-NCHC-logo-300x300Alaska-Anchorage 3, No. 12 Denver 2 OT

FAIRBANKS – For the second game in a row, the 12th-ranked Pioneers squandered a third-period lead and lost in overtime, falling 3-2 to WCHA member Alaska-Anchorage at the Brice Gold Rush in Fairbanks.

Seawolves senior Matt Bailey beat freshman Evan Crowley (33 saves) 3:45 into the extra frame to complete the comeback.

No. 1 Miami 6, No. 6 North Dakota 2

OXFORD, Ohio – Blake Coleman scored three goals and Jimmy Mullin added two assists as the host RedHawks bounced back with a convincing home win over North Dakota to garner a home series split. Sophomore Ryan McKay made 34 saves for Miami (3-1, 1-1 NCHC).

Northern Michigan 6, Nebraska-Omaha 3

MARQUETTE, Mich. — Kirk Thompson’s 20 saves were not enough as the Mavericks split a road nonconference series to fall to 2-2 on the season.

Western Michigan 3, Alaska-Fairbanks 3 OT

FAIRBANKS, Alaska — Both teams scored in the final two minutes of regulation and Western Michigan played host Alaska-Fairbanks  to a 3-3 tie Saturday night  in the final game of the Brice Alaska Goal Rush. The Broncos (1-2-1) fell in the shootout to the Nanooks (2-1-1)  1-0 to place second in the tournament after defeating Alaska-Anchorage on Friday, 6-2.

St. Cloud State, idle.

No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth wears out Colorado College 5-1

Sat, October 19, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

winkler decal 003Too many penalties against a hard-charging National Collegiate Hockey Conference foe proved too much for Colorado College.

As a result, visiting Minnesota-Duluth pulled away for a 5-1 victory and an NCHC series split before 6,382 fans at World Arena on Saturday.

Tigers coach Scott Owens was quick to credit the No. 20-ranked Bulldogs and use an emotional pregame ceremony honoring the late Scott Winkler as an excuse for Duluth’s dominant performance.

“Duluth came out focused and dialed in and they kept that up from the start to the end.” Owens said. “It just shows you how tough it is to get a sweep.”

Duluth (2-1-1, 1-1) put away the Tigers in the third period on a power-play goal 50 seconds into the final frame by Justin Crandall, his second of the game, and another by rookie Alex Iafallo, his first for UMD. UMD made it 5-1 on an unassisted breakaway for Kyle Osterberg.

“It was really good to get a power-play goal and to get it early in the third,” UMD coach Scott Sandelin said. “That was probably our best game so far.”

The result marred a strong performance by senior goalie Josh Thorimbert, who kept CC (1-1, 1-1) in the game through the first two periods with 27 saves, three less than he made in Friday’s 3-1 victory. He finished with 39 on Saturday.

“I feel sorry for Josh,” Owens said. “They played with desperation and had us on our heels.”

UMD out shot CC by a 44-14 margin, including a 29-9 edge through two periods. That advantage was aided by 11 penalties against the Tigers, including two five-minute calls.

Killing off 17:17 on the penalty kill wore down the Tigers, who were down to four defensemen after freshman Gustav Olofsson suffered an upper-body injury during the second period and Ian Young received a game misconduct late in that frame.

But thanks to pretty stickhandling by freshman defenseman Jaccob Slavin, the Tigers trailed by only a 2-1 margin entering the third period.

Slavin and senior Archie Skalbeck completed a give-and-go in the Bulldogs zone. The rookie then skated from faceoff circle to circle, stickhandling his way past two defenders before firing a rising shot that beat UMD senior goalie Aaron Crandall high stick side with 3:24 left in the second period. It was Slavin’s first goal as a Tiger after picking up an assist on Friday.

UMD took a 2-0 lead with 8:00 left in the second on a goal by Justin Crandall, whose shot went in off a Tiger.

Bulldog freshman left wing Alex Iafallo scored off a crossing pass from junior Caleb Herbert that Thorimbert had no chance on for a 1-0 lead late in the first period.

Despite that, CC almost took a early lead when a shot by sophomore Hunter Fejes from just past the right faceoff circle got past Crandall and clanged off a post with 16:18 left in the opening period.

No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth 5, Colorado College 1

Minnesota-Duluth           1              1              3              –5

Colorado College              0              1              0              –1

First period – 1. UMD, Iafallo (Herbert) 18:21. Penalties —  UMD, Krause, tripping, 2:43; CC, Stoykewych, elbowing, 13:04; CC, Collett, tripping, 15:32; UMD, Welinski, interference, 17:23; CC, Fejes, charging, boarding, 17:52.; UMD, J. Crandall, embellishment, 17:52.

Second period – 2. UMD, J. Crandall (Smith, Herbert) 12:00; 3. CC, Slavin (Skalbeck) 16:36. Penalties – CC, McDermott, 5-minute charging, :38; UMD, J. Crandall, roughing, 14:55; CC, Hanson, elbowing, 15:46; CC, Young, checking from behind, game misconduct, 18:49; CC, Stoykewych, roughing, 18:49; UMD, Herbert, roughing, 18:49.

Third period – 4. UMD, J. Crandall (Iafallo, Toninato) :50 (PP); 5. UMD, Iafallo (Soucy) 5:23; 6. UMD, Osterberg (unassisted) 9:17. Penalties – UMD, Basaraba, interference. 2:53; UMD, Herbert, tripping, 3:13; CC, Wamsganz, hooking, 5:48; UMD, Welinski, high-sticking, 10:01; UMD, Smith, cross-checking, 12:11; CC, Roos, slashing, 13:13.

Power play – UMD 1-9, CC 0-7. Shots on goal – UMD 16-13-15 – 44; CC 6-3-5 – 14. Saves-minutes – UMD, A. Crandall 6-2-5 – 60:00; CC, Thorimbert 15-12-12 – 60:00. Referees – Aaron, Bokai. Linesmen – Staudte, Stankevich. Attendance — 6,382 (7,380 capacity).

Lots of changes for No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth including senior goalie Aaron Crandall getting his first start of the season. For CC, Ian Young is in for Russell Finch and Christian Heil is in for Matt Hansen.

LINES

Minnesota-Duluth

LW-C-RW

Farley-Cameranesi-Basaraba

Iafallo-Toninato-Young

Osterberg-Herbert-J. Crandall

Sampair-Decowski-Krause

LD-RD

Soucy-Welinski

Smith-Raskob

Johnson-McManus

Goalies – A. Crandall, McNeely.

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Taft

Fejes-Skalbeck-Roos

Maric-Collett-Hanson

Wamsganz-Rothstein-Heil

LD-RD

Stoykewych-Olofsson

Harstad-McDermott

Slavin-Young

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Saturday reading: Winkler ceremony tonight; No. 12 Denver falls in overtime

Sat, October 19, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

winkler decal 003All fans are asked to be in their seats at World Arena by 6:45 tonight to avoid missing any of the pre-game, on-ice ceremony honoring the late Scott Winkler, a former Tiger who died this summer. 

Former players Ted Behrend, Ryan Lowery, Tyler O’Brien and William Rapuzzi will be on hand along with members of the Winkler family, including his father Rod and sister Karina. The school held a dress rehearsal on Wednesday.

“It will be our chance to honor him, pray for him and remember him,” coach Scott Owens said.

Less than 800 tickets remain for Saturday’s game. For tickets: CCTigers.com/Tickets, 719-576-2626 or World Arena Box Office.

Alaska-Fairbanks 3, No. 12 Denver 2 OT

FAIRBANKS, Alaska – Alaska-Fairbanks responded with three unanswered goals, including the game-winner with 25.2 seconds remaining in overtime, to drop the No. 12 Denver Pioneers late Friday night at the Carlson Center at the Brice Alaska Goal Rush Tournament in Fairbanks.

Garrick Perry scored the game-winner for Alaska after Denver’s Josiah Didier (Littleton) blocked his initial shot attempt and Perry picked up the loose puck in front of the net and chipped a shot in the top left corner of the cage. Denver had led 2-0 in the second period.

The loss drops the Pioneers to 2-1-0.  Alaska improved to 2-1-0.

Alaska tied the game at 2-2 with a power play goal at the 6:53 mark of the third period, the first power play goal allowed by Denver this season, following a cross ice pass by Colton Parayko that found the blade of Cody Kunyk who then slapped a one-timer for the tying tally.  The Pioneers had killed the initial 12 power plays they faced this season prior to Kunyk’s goal.

Denver was out-shot in the loss 34-25 and finished 0-for-4 on the power play, while Alaska finished 1-for-5 when playing with a man advantage.

Goalie Sam Brittain made 31 saves in the loss while Alaska’s Jones turned away 23 shots en route to the win. The Pioneers close out action at the Brice Alaska Goal Rush Tournament on Saturday when they take on Alaska Anchorage at 6:07 p.m. (MT) from the Carlson Center in Fairbanks.

Emptying the notebook: Team defense looks good in season debut; NCHC roundup

Fri, October 18, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Taft, Krushelnyski celebrationThe Tigers team defense looked like it picked up, somewhat, from where it left off last season with the skaters hitting the ice to block shots and the forwards coming back to clean out rebounds and collect loose pucks in front to make goalie Josh Thorimbert’s life easier.

He appreciated it.

“They put their bodies on the line,” the senior said. “It makes it an easy game for a goalie when all the shots are coming from the outside.”

Only 13 of Duluth’s 31 shots were from between the faceoff circles, including seven in the third period when the Bulldogs spoiled his shutout bid.

“This was a big win for a mostly young team,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “I liked the effort. They battled and used their feet. The forwards came back and helped out. You can nitpick the defense but all in all, it was a good performance.

They showed a hunger. The next challenge will be seeing if we can comeback Saturday.”

Three points nothing to sneeze at

Friday’s victory, albeit in only the first game of the season, was important for the Tigers since it was a win in regulation and worth three points in the NCHC standings. CC is tied with North Dakota, which downed No. 1 Miami 4-2 earlier, atop the leaderboard.

Overtime wins also count for three points but shootout wins are worth two and a shootout loss one.

“Any clean win you can get is huge,” Owens said.

“Three points is a lot and any points you can collect now is important because it will only get tougher as the season goes on,” senior Jeff Collett said.

Josh Thorimbert had this to add in this video interview.

Penrose Cup imageLoud, sellout crowd energizes Tigers

The student section has been full or nearly full for all three games so far this season, including two exhibitions.

“The student section has been great this season,” sophomore Peter Maric said. “It was loud. It’s going to be a fun year and a tough year.”

Penrose Trophy gets teams’ attention

The large silver and copper trophy awarded to the regular-season champion definitely had the attention of both teams when it was brought onto the ice Friday for a ceremonial puck drop involving El Pomar Foundation CEO Bill Hybl.

Its gleam beckoned Thorimbert and his teammates.

“It really catches your eye,” he said. “As a hockey player in this league that is what you play for; a chance to hoist a trophy like that.”

NCHC roundup

Western Michigan 6, Alaska-Anchorage 2

FAIRBANKS — Chase Balisy made two assists and Shane Berschbach scored twice to power Western Michigan past Alaska-Anchorage Friday afternoon at the Brice Gold Rush.

No. 6 North Dakota 4, No. 1 Miami 2

OXFORD, Ohio – Zane Gothberg made 35 saves and mark macMillan and Brendan O’Donnell each had a goal and an assists to push North Dakota past Miami in the very first NCHC game played.

Nebraska-Omaha 2, Northern Michigan 1

Marquette, Mich. – Brock Montpetit scored one goal and assisted to other for the visiting Mavericks, who got 28 saves from Kirk Thompson.

Denver 2, Alaska-Fairbanks 0, midway second period; St. Cloud State idle.

CC downs No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth 3-1 in season, league opener

Fri, October 18, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

bigger NCHC logoColorado College hockey fans can hope this first National Collegiate Hockey Conference game is a sign of things to come.

A new era in Colorado College hockey began with a solid team defensive performance as the host Tigers knocked off No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth 3-1 before a sellout crowd of 7,456 in 7,380-capacity World Arena.

The second half of the CBS Sports Network doubleheader on Friday, the official opening night for the new NCHC, did not disappoint the Tiger faithful who saw a fast CC squad play with jump and grit for much of the season-opener. The hard-nosed Bulldogs did their part as well, pulling sophomore goalie Matt McNeely for the final 2:18 to attempt a comeback while down 3-1.

“That’s the way we have to play this year,” said Tigers coach Scott Owens. “It wasn’t a thing of beauty but that is what most of the NCHC games will be.”

Less than six minutes in, Tigers junior Charlie Taft scored off a pass from senior Jeff Collett for a 1-0 lead. It will go down as the first NCHC goal scored in World Arena.

Collett played a key role in the game-winner as well.

A nice feed from behind the net by the Calgary senior ended up on sophomore wing Peter Maric’s stick and he made it 2-0 over Duluth (1-1-1, 0-1 NCHC) with 6:07 left in second.

“Collett just made a great play,” Maric said. “He saw me coming off the bench and made the pass.”

McNeely made a number of strong saves (20), as did senior goalie Josh Thorimbert, who kicked away a hard shot by Joe Basaraba early.

It set the tone for a strong performance by the Saskatoon senior. Thorimbert made a point-blank save on Austin Farley with 11:37 left in the second. He made the big saves later as well and a good team defensive performance in front of him sparked the win.

“The guys battled and blocked shots and got in the passing lanes,” said Thorimbert, who finished with 30 saves.

Thorimbert’s shutout bid ended less than two minutes into the third period when Farley scored from short range to make it 2-1.

The Tigers (1-0, 1-0) cashed in its fifth power-play chance when freshman Alex Roos beat McNeely with 9:04 left for a 3-1 lead. Freshman Jaccob Slavin made the pass for his first assist at CC.

“That was huge for us,” Collett said of the team’s defensive performance, which included nine blocks. “Everyone has bought in and that is critical for us this season.”

Colorado College 3, No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth 1

Minnesota-Duluth           0              0              1              –1

Colorado College              1              1              1              –3

First period – 1. CC, Taft (Collett, Harstad) 5:48. Penalties – UMD, Sampair, tripping, 3:38;              CC, Skalbeck, unsportsmanlike conduct, roughing, 6:38; UMD, Smith, roughing, 6:38; CC, Harstad, interference, 10:56; UMD, Toninato, hooking, 13:43.

Second period – 2. CC, Maric (Collett, Finch) 13:53. Penalties – CC, Olofsson, contact to head, 2:43; UMD, Basaraba, elbowing, 4:44; UMD, Herbert, slashing, 17:54.

Third period – 3. UMD, Farley (Basaraba, Cameranesi) 1:57; 4, CC, Roos (Slavin, Krushelnyski) 10:56 (PP). Penalties – CC, McDermott, cross-checking, 2:42; UMD, Krause, hooking, 2:42; CC, Harstad, holding, 5:37; UMD, Welinski, hooking, 10:24. -

Power play – UMD 0-4, CC 1-5. Shots on goals – UMD 8-8-15 – 31; CC 7-10-6 – 23. Saves-minutes – McNeely 6-9-5 –57:44; CC, Thorimbert 8-8-14—60:00. Referees – Aaron, Bokai. Linesmen – Staudte, Stankewich. Attendance – 7,456 (7,380 capacity).

LINES

Minnesota-Duluth

LW-C-RW

Farley-Cameranesi-Basaraba

Iafallo-Toninato-Herbert

Osterberg-Decowski-J. Crandall

Sampair-Tardy-Krause

LD-RD

Corrin-Welinski

Soucy-McManus

Smith-Raskob

Goalies – McNeely, A. Crandall.

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Taft

Fejes-Skalbeck-Roos

Maric-Collett-Hanson

Wamsganz-Rothstein-Hansen

LD-RD

Stoykewych-Olofsson

Harstad-McDermott

Slavin-Finch

Goalies – Thorimbert, Lockwood

Friday reading: CC, DU injuries; CC-Duluth notes; WCHA, AHA, Sacred Heart

Fri, October 18, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

DU No. 4Denver sophomore forward  Garrett Allen suffered a lower extremity injury during practice Tuesday and will not make trip to Fairbanks, Alaska this weekend for the Brice Gold Rush, according to the Denver fan blog.

Freshman forward Evan Janssen is also out with a knee injury for 3-4 weeks, according to the Denver Post. Junior forward Zac Larraza is still out with a broken clavicle (3-4 weeks) while freshman forward Emil Romig has six more games to serve under his NCAA suspension.

That leaves 18 skaters and three goalies available to travel for the No. 12 Pioneers against Alaska-Anchorage and host Alaska-Fairbanks. All will.

Here is a preview focusing on Denver by the Fairbanks newspaper and another on Western Michigan which is looking for its first goal and initial victory this season. The Pioneers picked up another commit. New Alaska-Anchorage coach Matt Thomas is the subject of this Q&A.

CC senior goalie Josh Thorimbert will get the start on Friday after freshman Tyler Marble suffered an upper-body injury during last Saturday’s exhibition. The Detroit native is out this weekend and will be re-evaluated next week.

The No. 18 Minnesota State freshmen have stepped up for the WCHA’s Mavericks. Here is Puckato’s Friday morning skate with plenty of WCHA links.

Here is a preview on the big No. 6 North Dakota at No. 1 Miami series. This UND fan blog puts out its NCHC preview capsules.

Here are some game notes (thanks Bob Nygaard) for the No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth at Colorado College series:

UMD DeLisle home vs MankatoFriday’s opener will be televised nationally by CBS Sports Network with Eric Frede and CC alum Jim Paradise serving as the on-air talent. … UMD and Colorado College have played 172 previous occasions in a rivalry which began on Jan. 4, 1961 at the old Duluth Curling Club. The Tigers hold a slim 85-82-7 lead in the all-time series, but are 3-7-1 in their last 11 against the Bulldogs. The two clubs split their only two meetings one year ago in Colorado Springs with UMD taking the opener, 3-2, on Jan. 18 and the Tigers prevailing, 5-1, in the rematch. … The last time UMD and the Tigers played outside of WCHA regular season or postseason play was in 1964-65 when the Bulldogs, in their final year as a NCAA Division I independent, swept Colorado College (4-3 in overtime and 5-3) in their opening road series of the year. … Since that 3-2 victory over Colorado College last January, the Bulldogs are winless on the road (0-4-2). … When freshman center Dominic Toninato hit the ice for his first shift last Friday night against Michigan Tech, he completed UMD’s 11th father-son playing combination. Dominic’s dad, Jim Toninato, was a four-year winger/center (1982-86) with the Bulldogs.  Junior defenseman Derik Johnson’s father, Jim Johnson, is also a UMD hockey alumnus (1981-85).

Minnesota-Duluth is excited about tonight’s North American broadcast. The Bulldogs have all but one home game broadcast on one of their local TV stations.

The Atlantic Hockey Association handed out two suspensions for dangerous plays (blows to the head).

Niagara’s Patrick Conte was suspended  one game and will miss the Oct. 19 game versus Robert Morris  after a hit to the head against Canisius. Griffs junior Doug Beck was also suspended for a cross-checking call after it was determined that he hit a Niagara player in the back with his stick and drive the Niagara player head first into the boards. Beck will sit out the next contest on Oct. 25 at Air Force.

Here is a recap of last week’s AHA action.

The Minnesota-Bemidji State series is another informal Serratore reunion.

Sacred Heart is 2-1 with wins against former No. 1 UMass Lowell, Bentley. The Pioneers won two games last season.

Kivihalme heads to World Jr. A Challenge

Thu, October 17, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Kivihalme jerseyTeemu Kivihalme, a 2014 Colorado College commit and Fargo Force defenseman, will represent Team USA at the World Junior A Challenge tournament in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia Nov. 4-10. The 2013 Nashville Predators draft pick and 21 other players were picked by USA Hockey. Tryouts were this summer.

Kivihalme has three assists in four USHL games so far, good for second on the Force (3-2). The full roster is here.

World Junior A Challenge schedule

November 2nd vs. Canada West (exhibition)

November 5th vs. Russia

November 6th vs. Canada East

November 7th – Quarterfinals

November 8th – Semifinals

November 9th – 3rd place and 5th place games

November 10th – Championship

Special events, ticket offers this weekend

Thu, October 17, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Penrose cupFans can see and take pictures with the Penrose Cup, the National Collegiate Hockey Conference’s regular-season championship trophy, at both games this weekend.

The first 5,000 fans on Friday get a Tigers license plate frame.

Less than 500 seats remain for Friday’s game and less than 900 are left for Saturday. There is a $5 ticket special for Friday when fans buy an Air Force or Denver ticket at full price. For tickets: CCTigers.com/Tickets, 719-576-2626 or World Arena Box Office

On Saturday, fan need to be in their seats by 6:45 p.m. to avoid missing the pregame ceremony honoring Scott Winkler, who died this summer. Former teammates Ted Behrend, Ryan Lowery, Tyler O’Brien and William Rapuzzi and some of the Winkler family including his father Rod and sister Karina will be on hand.

Some fans are planning to wear the black road CC jerseys if they have them.

In the pros: Arthur Bidwill, John Ryder make ECHL Colorado, face Joe Marciano in opener

Thu, October 17, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Marciano bakersfield jerseyThe Colorado Eagles announced their season-opening roster, which includes former Tigers defenseman Arthur Bidwill and former Denver Pioneer John Ryder of Colorado Springs, as they prepare to open their 11th season Friday night at  the Bakersfield Condors, which includes former Tiger Joe Marciano, pictured.

Here is the Eagles which has a few former Pioneers in the mix.

Forwards (* = reserve, # = 21-day IR): A.J. Hau#, Kevin Ulanski, Luke Fulghum, Trent Daavettila, Greg Gardner, Alex Hudson, Dylan Hood, Teegan Moore, Riley Nelson, Kyle Ostrow, Jesse Mychan

Defensemen (* = reserve): Jason Beatty*, Arthur Bidwill, Mark Nemec, Daniel Johnston, Paul Phillips, John Ryder, Isaac Smeltzer, Kevin Young

Goaltenders (*=reserve, # = 21-day IR): Adam Brown, Marc Cheverie*, Dustin Butler#

No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth at CC: 3 Things to Watch

Thu, October 17, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Taft, Krushelnyski celebrationThis is the article that appeared in the Gazette’s print edition this morning:

Here are three things Colorado College hockey will focus on headed into its season-opening home series against No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth at  7:37 p.m. Friday (CBS-SN); 7:07 p.m. Saturday:

Continue to play with the speed and energy displayed during two exhibition games

That jump led to 13 goals in two games, including five against a defensively-sound New Brunswick squad. The energy will only be amplified by a TV game on CBS Sports Network Friday and what is expected to be an emotional pregame ceremony honoring the late Scott Winkler on Saturday.

“Everyone is full speed now,” CC junior defenseman Peter Stoykewych said. “It’s exciting.”

Win the special teams battle

Minnesota-Duluth promises to be a challenge on special teams with scoring potential on the power play and a strong penalty kill. The Bulldogs generated 41 of their 99 goals last season while on the man advantage (seven each by Tony Cameranesi and Austin Farley) en route to a 14-19-5 record.

UMD held Michigan Tech scoreless on all its 11 power-play chances last weekend.

“Minnesota-Duluth has traditionally been strong on special teams,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said.  “They are a good team, a skilled team and one we have had trouble with in the past.”

Contain a dangerous Minnesota-Duluth offense

The Bulldogs may have started off slow with three goals against a solid Michigan Tech team for a 1-0-1 start but return a number of sophomores and juniors, including Cameranesi and Farley, who combined for 50 goals.

UMD’s seven sophomore forwards and defensemen recorded 37 goals and 61 assists for 98 points last season. A year older and wiser makes that group all the more potent.

“They are a good offensive team,” Stoykewych said.  “We are more focused on ourselves and playing the way we need to in order to be successful this weekend.”

Thursday reading: Penn State’s potential, hopes for CC-PSU series; NCHC news

Thu, October 17, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

penn-state-logo-2005This USCHO column does a good job explaining how the emergence of Penn State as a strong program could help expansion with Nebraska-Lincoln as a likely spot. The Nittany Lions visit Air Force this weekend.

PSU coach Guy Gadowsky said he would love to schedule a series at Colorado College, where he graduated in 1989 after serving as captain.

“We’re talking several years out now with the way scheduling works but I would be very interested in coming out to Colorado Springs to play CC,” he said. “I am very proud to watch what coach (Scott) Owens and his staff have done over the years. The community really supports the program. I am a very proud alum.”

The Air Force trip is his first in Colorado Springs since leading Alaska-Fairbanks against CC. He also took on the Colorado Gold Kings when he was with the Fresno Falcons of the old WCHL.

“I have a lot of good friends there I am looking forward to seeing,” he said.

Miami is the team of the week according to College Hockey News.

Denver is the focus of this weeks NCHC column in USCHO.com.

Wednesday reading: Air Force notes; CS Hall of Fame; North Dakota loses commit to WHL; Big 10, NCHC, WCHA schedules

Wed, October 16, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

afa vs uaaTuesday night roundup

Bowling Green 4, Ohio State 3

BOWLING GREEN — Four unanswered goals propelled Bowling Green past Ohio State Tuesday before 2,752 Falcon faithful at the BGSU Ice Arena.

Sophomore Ben Murphy scored twice for the Falcons (1-1-1) while second-year goalie Tommy Burke made 25 saves.

Ferris State 3, Mercyhurst 2

ERIE, Pa. — The visiting Bulldogs scored twice in 30 seconds in the second period against Mercyhurst (0-3) to pull away and open the season at 2-1, all on the road.

Air Force was 0-for-12 on the power play in the tournament … Air Force opens its home schedule with a two-game, non-conference series against Penn State, Oct. 18-19, at 7:05 pm MT each night at Cadet Ice Arena … The series begins a four-game homestand for the Falcons … AFA and Penn State have met twice all-time, both last season at Penn State … The teams split the series last season at Penn State.

The 14th annual Colorado Springs Sports Hall of Fame Class of 2013 banquet and induction ceremony will take place on Tuesday, Oct. 29, at the Colorado Springs World Arena, with a reception at 6 p.m. and dinner at 7. A crowd of 600 is expected, but seats still remain available.  Reservations for tables or seats can be made by calling Aubrey McCoy at the Sports Corp 719.634.7333, ext. 1006 or via email: aubrey@thesportscorp.org.

Prices: $2,500 for a VIP table of ten seats, $1,000 for a patron table of ten seats; $250 for a VIP seat, $100 for a patron seat. VIP seating includes priority seating location, complimentary wine, and VIP pre-event reception and early (5:30) start for a sports silent auction.

North Dakota lost its fourth high-end recruit in two years when Ryan Gropp decided to go play for the Seattle Thunderbirds of the WHL. Don;t feel to sorry for UND. The cupboard is not bare.

Denver defenseman Nolan Zajac will continue to play forward, Pioneers coach Jim Armstrong said during his press conference:  “He’s gonna play up front this weekend for sure.”

Merrimack junior forward Josh Myers is from Colorado Springs. He led his team with seven shots in the two losses at Denver last weekend.

This week’s Big Ten schedule (all times MT):

Friday: Michigan State at UMass, Wisconsin at Boston College, both 5 p.m.; Michigan at New Hampshire, 5:30 p.m.; Minnesota at Bemidji State, 6:07 p.m.; Penn State at Air Force, 7:07  p.m.

Saturday: Michigan at New Hampshire, Michigan State at UMass, Wisconsin at Boston University, all 5 p.m.; Minnesota at Bemidji State, 6:07 p.m.; Penn State at Air Force, 7:07 p.m.

bigger-NCHC-logo-300x300This week’s NCHC schedule (all times MT):

Friday: North Dakota at Miami, 5:05 p.m.; Nebraska-Omaha at Northern Michigan, 5:07 p.m.; Western Michigan vs. Alaska-Anchorage, 7:07 p.m.; Minnesota-Duluth at Colorado College, 7:37 p.m.; Denver at Alaska-Fairbanks, 10:07 p.m. 

Saturday: North Dakota at Miami, 5:05 p.m.; Nebraska-Omaha at Northern Michigan, 5:07 p.m.; Denver vs. Alaska-Anchorage, 6:07 p.m.; Minnesota-Duluth at Colorado College, 7:07 p.m.; Western Michigan at Alaska-Fairbanks, 9:07 p.m.

This week’s WCHA schedule (all times MT):

 Friday: Lake Superior at Union, 5 p.m. Michigan Tech at Notre Dame, 5:05 p.m.; Colgate at Bowling Green, St. Lawrence at Ferris State, Nebraska-Omaha at Northern Michigan, all 5:07 p.m.; Minnesota at Bemidji State, Connecticut at Minnesota State, both 6:37 p.m. Western Michigan vs Alaska Anchorage, 7:07 p.m.; Denver at Alaska-Fairbanks, 10:07 p.m. 

Saturday: Lake Superior at Union, 5 p.m.; Colgate at Bowling Green, St. Lawrence at Ferris State, Nebraska-Omaha at Northern Michigan, all 5:07 p.m; Minnesota at Bemidji State, Connecticut at Minnesota State, both 6:07 p.m.; Denver vs Alaska Anchorage, 6:07 p.m.; Western Michigan at Alaska-Fairbanks, 9:07 p.m.

Sunday: Michigan Tech at Notre Dame (NC), 12:05 p.m.

It’s official: UND game will be on KRDO TV

Tue, October 15, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

TV logoKRDO TV announced this week that the Tigers’ game at North Dakota on Saturday, Jan. 11, will air live from Grand Forks on KRDO-TV 13, starting at 6 pm MT.  I reported this last week.

“We are very excited to partner with KRDO ABC TV to carry this outstanding contest between Colorado College and North Dakota,” said Scott Lowenberg, associate director of athletics. “KRDO NewsRadio is the home for all CC Tiger hockey games on the radio and for KRDO ABC TV to step up and carry this game on January 11th is an outstanding addition to our already outstanding partnership.”

The Jan. 11 outing marks the night of a two-game National Collegiate Hockey Conference series against the Sioux that weekend at Engelstad Arena, as the teams also meet for the first time as members of the NCHC in their nationally televised (CBS Sports Network) series opener on Friday, Jan. 10.

“KRDO Newschannel 13 is thrilled,” said Tim Larson, general manager for KRDO TV and radio, “to bring Colorado College hockey into the homes of Tigers fans while the team is on the road at North Dakota.”
Tuesday reading: Strong start for NCHC; league honors; Miami-UND; WMU, Denver

Tue, October 15, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

The Oklahoman

The Oklahoman

Here is the USCHO blog on the NCHC, which went 8-3-3 in its nonconference opening weekend. Here are five things to watch in the league.

The Scott Owens Radio Show is at 6 p.m. Tuesday at Tony’s Bar on Tejon Street in downtown Colorado Springs.

The league announced its first players of the week honors (CC not eligible because of exhibition game): Miami sophomore forward Riley Barber for Offensive Player of the Week, St. Cloud State senior defenseman Kevin Gravel for Defenseman of the Week, Miami freshman defenseman Trevor Hamilton for Rookie of the Week and Denver senior Sam Brittain for Goaltender of the Week.

There are two WCHA games tonight: Ferris State at Mercyhurst, 7:05 pm ET; Ohio State at Bowling Green, 7:07 pm ET.

The buildup to the showdown between host and No. 1 Miami against No. 6 North Dakota.  ESPN personality John Buccigross and NCHC commissioner Josh Fenton are planning to be in Oxford, Ohio.

Western Michigan and No. 12 Denver are headed to to the Brice Gold Rush tournament in Fairbanks, Alaska, this weekend.

Former Tiger Richard Bachman was profiled by the Oklahoma City paper.

Wisconsin is feeling good after sweeping Northern Michigan.

Polls: Miami new No. 1; Minnesota-Duluth No. 20; Colorado College picks up votes

Mon, October 14, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

NCAA Men's Frozen Four - Notre Dame v Minnesota DuluthNational Collegiate Hockey Conference preseason favorite Miami moved up to No. 1 in both national polls on Monday.

UMass-Lowell, the preseason No. 1 in both the USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine and USCHO.com rankings, lost to perennial AHA cellar-dweller Sacred Heart in its opener, dropping the RiverHawks (1-1) to No. 9 in both polls.

Other NCHC rankings (USCHO/USA Today) are: No. 6/7 North Dakota; No. 11 St. Cloud State, which fell two spots after going 1-0-1 at home against Bemidji State, and No. 12/12 Denver, which shut out Merrimack in two home games.

This weekend’s opponent for CC, Minnesota-Duluth, is ranked at No. 20 by USCHO after a home win and tie against Michigan Tech last weekend.

USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine

2013-14 Men’s College Hockey Poll – #2

(First-place votes in parentheses)

Rank

School

Last

 Week’s 

 Ranking 

2013-14

 Record

 (W-L-T) 

Weeks in Top 10

1.

Miami University, 503 (28)

2

2-0-0

3

2.

University of Wisconsin, 459 (3)

3

2-0-0

3

3.

University of Minnesota, 424

5

2-0-0

3

4.

University of Notre Dame, 366

8

2-0-0

3

5.

University of Michigan, 313

10

2-0-0

3

T-6.

Boston College, 302

4

1-1-0

3

T-6.

Yale University, 302 (3)

6

0-0-0

3

8.

University of North Dakota, 284

7

1-0-1

3

9.

University of Massachusetts Lowell, 250

1

1-1-0

3

10.

Providence College, 217

14

2-0-0

3

11.

St. Cloud State University, 165

9

1-0-1

3

12.

University of Denver, 127

NR

2-0-0

1

13.

University of New Hampshire, 117

12

1-1-0

3

14.

Quinnipiac University, 85

13

1-1-0

3

15.

Union College, 58

15

1-0-1

3

Others receiving votes: Boston University, 48; Rensselaer, 23; Minnesota State, 10; Cornell, 9; Minnesota-Duluth, 8; Colorado College, 5; Brown, 3; St. Lawrence, 3.

USA Hockey poll notes: Each team from last year’s Frozen Four is ranked — Yale  (T-6), UMass Lowell (No. 9), St. Cloud State (No. 11) and Quinnipiac (No. 14) … Hockey East Association leads all conferences with five ranked teams, while the National Collegiate Hockey Conference boasts four teams in the rankings and the Big Ten and ECAC Hockey each have three squads ranked. No WCHA teams are ranked.  … A total of 23 teams received votes.

Monday reading: Bulldogs lean on top line; radio show; Providence; USHL goalie

Mon, October 14, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Cameranesi8163Colorado College’s opponent this weekend –Minnesota-Duluth — leans heavily on sophomores Tony Cameranesi, Austin Farley and Joe Basaraba, who spent a lot of time together on the Bulldogs’ first line last season and will be expected to pick up where they left off this season.

“We’ve had those guys together so far,” said UMD coach Scott Sandelin. “They had some chemistry last year, so I think it’s a good way to start. I like having that chemistry early, and those guys did some good things together. So we’ll see if they can start the year doing the same thing.”

Here is the rest of the article.

The first Scott Owens Radio Show is at 6 p.m. Tuesday at Tony’s Bar on Tejon in downtown Colorado Springs. Tony’s is not a big venue so fans may want to show up a little early. It will be broadcast on KRDO 1240 AM and 105.5 FM.

Future foe and Providence goalie Jon Gillies was named as the Hockey East co-defensive player of the week with Notre Dame goalie Steve Summerhays. The Flames prospect stopped 63 of 64 shots by Minnesota State for the home sweep, which garnered the Friars league team of the week honors.

Uncommitted goalie Cole Bruns set a USHL record with five shutouts to open the season for the USHL’s Omaha Lancers.

Seawolves upend Air Force in final seconds

Sat, October 12, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

afa vs uaaAlaska-Anchorage 4, Air Force 2

ANCHORAGE – Senior Matt Bailey scored with 3.4 seconds remaining to rally the host Seawolves past Air Force, 4-2.

The Falcons (0-2) took a 2-1 lead with 6:15 remaining when Jason Fabian lifted a rebound into the UAA net.

Anchorage (2-0) tied the game with 1:52 left when Jordan Kwas scored a power-play goal off an assist by Bailey. Kwas assisted Bailey’s game-winner.

Cole Gunner, who scored Air Force’s opening goal, was named to the Kendall Classic all-tournament team. Kwas, the tourney MVP, picked up a hat trick with an empty-netter just before time expired for the final margin.

“It was a great win,” said Seawolves coach Matt Thomas said. “I’ll leave it at that because we didn’t play a great game. They never stopped believing and we need that.”

NCHC roundup: Denver, Miami record sweeps

Sat, October 12, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Miami celebration home whites 2No. 2 Miami 6, Ohio State 3

OXFORD, Ohio – Riley Barber tallied four goals and Austin Czarnik added a goal and three assists to power the second-ranked RedHawks (2-0) past in-state rival Ohio State. Ryan McKay made 38 saves.

No. 7 North Dakota 2, Vermont 2

GRAND FORKS – Drake Caggiula assisted Rocco Grimaldi’s opening goal an scored the second as host North Dakota took a 2-0 lead only to see it erased in the second period.

No. 8 Notre Dame 3, No. 18 Western Michigan 0

KALAMAZOO, Mich. – Junior goalie Frank Slubowski made 38 saves for the Broncos (0-2).

No. 9 St. Cloud State 2, Bemidji State 2

ST. CLOUD – Kevin Gravel and Nic Dowd both scored in the third period to forge the nonconference tie for the Huskies (1-0-1).

No. 17 Denver 4, Merrimack 0

DENVER – Senior goalie Sam Brittain made 28 saves to tally his second shutout in a row (1-0 Friday) as Denver swept its home conference series against Merrimack.

Nebraska-Omaha 4, Bentley 2

OMAHA – UNO salvaged a home split with the AHA’s other Falcons with goals by Jake Guentzel and Josh Archibald in the final 26 minutes.

Minnesota-Duluth 1, Michigan Tech 1

DULUTH – Joe Basaraba scored the only Bulldogs goal to forge the nonconference tie.

Postgame report: Tigers freshmen shine in 8-4 exhibition win

Sat, October 12, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC_Puck_2012For the second exhibition game in a row, the Colorado College freshmen looked ready to become big-time contributors for the Tigers.

CC took advantage of gaps in the USA U-18 defense to pull away for an 8-4 exhibition win before a crowd of 4,692 at World Arena.

The Tigers took control on goals by Charlie Taft and then Scott Wamsganz to make it 4-1 in the second period. Wamsganz’s score came off a nice centering pass from freshman Matt Hansen, who put together a solid game.

“That line with Wamsganz, (Jordan) DiGiando and Hansen had good chemistry tonight,” Tigers coach Scott Owens. “All the freshmen had their moments. Roos has a good stick, Rothstein is real smart with the puck and Hansen played well in the wing with his speed. That’s the reason we played them in both games.

“Christian Heil was our extra forward and used his big body well. And the two freshmen defenseman (Gustav Olofsson and Jaccob Slavin) played like veterans.”

After USA rallied to make it 4-2 with 10:55 left, CC responded with a goal by Aaron Harstad and two from Bradley for a 7-2 command.

His first came after he collected a rebound in front. His next came from between the circles off a centering pass from Alexander Krushelnyski for a 7-2 command with 3:18 left.

“I hadn’t played since the North Dakota (Final Five) game and it was good to be back,” Bradley said. “I thought I was shaky at times but then I had some good moments.”

The USA U-18 squad showed off its considerable skill all game long, creating opportunities with excellent stick-handling and smooth skating, which was especially evident on the power play when Brandon Fortunato, a Harvard commit, found Shane Gerisch, a North Dakota commit, for an easy tap-in with 12:38 left in the opening period to make it 1-1.

Those defensive breakdowns show that the Tigers have plenty of work ahead.

“We made some mistakes but that will happen in October,” Owens said. “We need to get better because next weekend it’s the real deal with (Minnesota-)Duluth coming to town.”

Notes

USA defenseman Ryan Collins, a Minnesota commit, is the nephew of former Tiger James Warner (1974-78). … Saturday’s contest was No. 350 all-time at World Arena, where CC is 233-99-18, including 19-2-1 in exhibition games.

Colorado College 8, USA U-18 4

USA U-18             1              1              2              — 4

Colorado College              2              5              1              –8

First period – 1. CC, Fejes (Skalbeck, Roos) 3:58; 2. USA, Gersich (Fortunato, Milano) 7:22 (PP); 3. CC, Young (Slavin, Rothstein) 12:50. Penalties – CC, Hanson, elbowing, 5:50; USA Bjork, tripping, 13:30.

Second period – 4. CC, Taft (Bradley, Krushelnyski) 1:40; 5. CC, Wamsganz (Hansen) 7:09; 6. USA, Tuch (unassisted) 9:05; 7. CC, Harstad (DiGiando) 10:22; 8. CC, Bradley (Slavin, Taft) 12:40; 9. CC, Bradley (Kruhelnyski, Olofsson) 16:42. Penalties – CC, Young, cross-checking, 2:07; USA, Belpedio, boarding, 4:20.

Third period – 10, USA, Wagner (Tuch, Fiegl) 8:53; 11, USA, Larkin (Hitchcock, Bliss) 13:12, 12, CC, Roos (Olofsson) 16:47. Penalties – CC, Maric, roughing, 17:52; CC, Hanson, slashing, 17:52; USA, Dougherty, roughing, 17:52; USA, Larkin, unsportsmanlike conduct, embellishment, 17:52.

Power play – USA U-18 1-2; CC 0-3. Shots on goal – USA U-18 10-7-11 – 28; CC 13-11-7 – 31. Saves-minutes – USA U-18, Minney 11-6-6 – 60:00; CC, Marble 9-2-25:30; Lockwood 4-14:30; Thorimbert 9-20:00. Referees – Lacina, Mousseaux. Linesmen – Shaw, Stankevich. Shootout – USA 2 (Milano, Hitchcock), CC 0. Attendance – 4,692 (7,380 capacity).

Saturday’s lines: USA U-18 at Colorado College

Sat, October 12, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

RylanUSA U-18

LW-C-RW

Milano-Eichel-Gersich

Hitchcock-Larkin-Bjork

Fiegl-Wagner-Tuch

Wegwerth-Stevens-Pavelek

LD-RD

Belpedio-Glover

Billitier-Collins

Dougherty-Fortunato

Bliss-MacLeod

Goalies – Minney, Beydoun

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Fejes-Skalbeck-Roos

Krushelnyski-Bradley-Taft

Maric-Rothstein-Hanson

Wamsganz-DiGiando-Hansen

Extra forward – Heil

LD-RD

Stoykewych-Olofsson

Harstad-McDermott

Slavin-Young

Extra defenseman – Finch

Goalies – Marble, Thorimbert, Lockwood

Scratches – Aman, Morin, Gerdes, King, Collett

Gameday reading: CC dedicates facilities, exhibition preview; UMass-Lowell stunner; Fairbanks blasts Air Force; NCHC roundup

Sat, October 12, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

cc dedication 003Colorado College dedicated the Frank Flood Memorial Track and the Bill “Red” Hay Athletic Performance Suite at the El Pomar Sports Center during an outdoor ceremony Friday.

Flood, a Salida native, was an assistant coach in track, football and boxing for 30 years at CC and known as a father figure around campus.

Hay, a two-time All-American who led the 1957 NCAA championship team, went on to play for the Chicago Blackhawks where the Canadian earned the 1959-60 Calder Memorial Cup for Rookie of the Year playing with teammates Stan Mikita and Bobby Hull.

CC has its second exhibition game tonight and they worked extra hard on Friday to prepare for the season.

Here are the season preview capsules for the NCHC that were held Thursday night because of space.

Sacred Heart, which won two games last season and was picked to finish last in the AHA, upset No. 1 UMass-Lowell on the road Friday night.

Friday roundup

Alaska-Fairbanks 6, Air Force 1

ANCHORAGE – Alaska-Fairbanks scored three goals in the first 14 minutes of the game and held on for a 6-1 win over Air Force in the first game of the Kendall Hockey Classic, Friday, Oct. 11, at Sullivan Arena in Anchorage, Alaska. The game was the season opener for both teams as Alaska improved to 1-0 while Air Force fell to 0-1.

Air Force got on the board midway through the second period when George Michalke scored from Ben Persian and Dan Weissenhofer to make it 4-1 Air Force out shot Alaska, 21-17, in the game. Falcons goalie Jason Torf, who took the loss, allowed two goals on five shots in 14 minutes.

NCHC

The National Collegiate Hockey Conference went 5-2 in its first night of game action.

Minnesota-Duluth 2, Michigan Tech 1

DULUTH, Minn. – Junior forward Justin Crandall scored with 2:46 remaining in the third period to break a tie and lift Minnesota Duluth (1-0-0) to a 2-1 win over Michigan Tech Friday night at AMSOIL Arena.

After a scoreless first period, sophomore Tony Cameranesi broke the deadlock with a goal less than five minutes into the second stanza. Sophomore goaltender Matt McNeely stopped 15 shots to pick up the win, as UMD outshot Michigan Tech, 41-16 for the game.

They play again Saturday at 7:07 p.m. CT.

No. 17 Denver 1, Merrimack 0

DENVER – Junior forward Daniel Doremus scored on the power play in the first period and senior goaltender Sam Brittan stopped every shot that came his way to power No. 17 Denver  to a 1-0 shutout over Merrimack Friday at Magness Arena.

Doremus scored just 4:30 into the contest after cleaning up a shot from sophomore defenseman Nolan Zajac. Brittan made 25 saves to complete the whitewash. The Pioneers outshot Merimack, 30-25, on the night.

The series concludes at 7:07 p.m. MT Saturday.

Miami celebration home whitesNo. 2 Miami 6, Ohio State 2

COLUMBUS, Ohio – Miami scored four unanswered goals to take down in-state rival Ohio State Friday night at Value City Arena. Six different RedHawks scored in the win, while sophomores Sean Kuraly (3) and Riley Barber (2) combined for five assists on the night. Junior forward Jimmy Mullin also added a pair of helpers.

The RedHawks return home Saturday to host the Buckeyes at 7:05 p.m. ET.

No. 7 North Dakota 5, Vermont 3

GRAND FORKS, N.D. – Trailing 3-1 midway through the second period, No. 7/7 North Dakota  (1-0-0) rallied with four unanswered goals to topple Vermont, 5-3, Friday night at Ralph Engelstad Arena. Four different players scored for UND, including sophomore forward Rocco Grimaldi, who totaled four points as he also dished out three assists.

Sophomore goaltender Zane Gothberg picked up the win, making 17 saves in 34 shutout minutes of relief after replacing senior Clarke Saunders in net. UND and Vermont square off again Saturday at 7:07 p.m. CT.  

No. 8 Notre Dame, 4, No. 18 Western Michigan 0 

SOUTH BEND, Ind. – Junior goaltender Frank Slubowski made 28 saves for WMU while Steven Summerhays stopped all 22 Bronco shots to pitch the shutout Friday night at the Compton Family Ice Arena.

Western Michigan returns to Kalamazoo Saturday to host the Fighting Irish at 7:05 p.m. ET at Lawson Arena. 

SCSU Ryan FaragherNo. 9 St. Cloud State 3, Bemidji State 2

ST. CLOUD, Minn. – Knotted at 2-2, senior forward Nic Dowd scored late in the second period and No. 9/9 St. Cloud State (1-0-0) made the lead stand up as they knocked off in-state rival Bemidji State, 3-2, Friday night at the newly renovated Herb Brooks National Hockey Center.

Sophomore forward Joey Benik scored the first two goals of the night. Classmate Jonny Brodzinski had the primary assist on each score, while Dowd also assisted on the first tally of the night. Bemidji State scored twice in the middle of the second stanza to knot the game, but Dowd scored soon after and junior netminder Ryan Faragher finished with 14 saves to secure the win.

The series concludes Saturday at 7:07 p.m. CT.

Bentley 6, Nebraska-Omaha 4

OMAHA, Neb. – Down 5-2 in the third period, Nebraska Omaha rallied to cut the gap to one, but Bentley held off the Mavericks, upsetting UNO, 6-4, Friday night at CenturyLink Center.

The Falcons scored four special teams goals in the game. Junior goaltender Ryan Massa tallied 19 saves in the loss, despite UNO outshooting the Falcons, 38-25, on the night. Freshman forward Austin Ortega had the only multi-point game for the Mavericks with a goal and an assist. The rematch is 7:07 p.m. CT Saturday.

Friday reading: Air Force previews, AHA capsules; NCHC, Denver, Penn State

Fri, October 11, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

afa vs uaaHere is my season preview for Air Force which will look for players to step up on offense and capsules on the other 11 Atlantic Hockey Association teams. SB Nation’s college hockey blog, formerly called the Western College Hockey Blog, picks the Falcons to place seventh in the AHA.

The Anchorage Daily News talks about the Kendall Classic and previews the host Seawolves while the Fairbanks News-Miner breaks down the tournament field.

Michigan Tech of the WCHA and the NCHC’s Minnesota-Duluth will play their 224th and 225th games against each other this weekend. Duluth travels to CC next weekend. Here is the Daily Mining Gazette’s WCHA season predictions.

Need more on the WCHA? Check out Puckato, the Minnesota State beat writer’s blog and his weekly linkorama, Friday morning skate. That blog is always worth a click.

Here is a look at North Dakota by Bismarck writer Scooter Pursley and on Western Michigan by the Kalamazoo beat writer.

Denver’s Will Butcher, an Avs draft pick, is featured by the Denver Post headed into the season-opening home series against Merrimack. Here are multiple links and predictions on the NCHC this weekend. Here are USCHO’s NCHC picks which may surprise you a little.

Penn State opens the Pegula Ice Arena tonight against Army. Here is a look at the Hockey East schedule this weekend, which includes No. 11 Minnesota State at No. 14 Providence. Keep an eye on that series.

Thursday night results

No. 11 Michigan 3, No. 4 Boston College 1

At Ann Arbor: Luke Moffatt scored two power-play goals to power the host Wolverines to a minor upset of the Eagles.

Also: Colgate 4, RIT 1

Thursday reading: Air Force preseason ranking; previews; NCHC weekend schedule

Thu, October 10, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Bosner vs BC MAK (2)Air Force was ranked No. 30 out of the 35 college hockey teams that play in eastern conferences. Well, at least they get the chance  to prove them wrong. In case you missed, it, ALL AFA sports teams are back in action.

RIT opens AHA play at Colgate (1-1) tonight.

The Western Michigan beat writer previews the Broncos‘ season and looks at the other seven NCHC teams.

Minnesota-Duluth may have more depth and talent than thought thanks to the contributions of the Bulldog freshmen.

Minnesota State, one of the favorites to win the WCHA, continues to develop under second-year coach Mike Hastings.

Here is the WCHA weekly release previewing that league’s games.

Here is the NCHC schedule for this season-opening weekend:

Friday: Bemidji State at St. Cloud State; Bentley at Nebraska-Omaha; Merrimack at Denver; Miami at Ohio State; Michigan Tech at Minnesota-Duluth; Vermont at North Dakota; and Western Michigan at Notre Dame.

Saturday: Bemidji State at St. Cloud State; Bentley at Nebraska-Omaha;  Merrimack at Denver; Michigan Tech at Minnesota-Duluth; Notre Dame at Western Michigan; Ohio State at Miami; Vermont at North Dakota; USA U-18 at Colorado College (exhibition

Details of Winkler tribute now available

Wed, October 9, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

2012-13_Winkler_UND1Colorado College hockey will honor the late Scott Winkler, a 2013 graduate and former player, who passed away this summer, with an on-ice ceremony prior to the home against Minnesota-Duluth on Saturday, Oct. 19.

Fans are asked to be in their seats early for a ceremony that will feature a video celebration of Scott’s life as well as a special jersey presentation involving members of his family. The opening faceoff is scheduled for 7:07 p.m. MT.

Winkler died on June 12 at his parents’ home in Asker, Norway. Results of an autopsy have not yet been released.

 The college has established The Scott Winkler ’13 Memorial Fund for Men’s Ice Hockey, with the purpose of funding medical pre-competition testing for incoming Tigers.  The hope is that conducting EKGs and other tests will detect conditions and weaknesses such as cardiac abnormalities. Former Tiger Andrew Hamburg was influential in creating this fund, the college announced.

 Donations can be made by sending a check or money order, payable to Colorado College, with a note that the gift is for the Scott Winkler ’13 Memorial Fund, to:

Colorado College Athletics 

 c/o Scott Winkler ’13 Memorial Fund

 P.O. Box 1117

 Colorado Springs, CO 80903

Donations also are being accepted online at coloradocollege.edu/give.

Winkler was a favorite among his teammates and fellow students, as well as the fans, members of the media and Colorado College staff. His unexpected death, less than a month after he graduated with the rest of the senior class, was a shock. Colorado College players will wear decals on their helmets through the 2013-14 season to honor their former colleague.

 Of Winkler’s 63 career points (24 goals) as a Tiger, 10 were either game-winning goals or assists on game winners. The Dallas Stars draft pick posted career highs of 13 goals and 28 points in 42 games last season.

Two more CC games will be on TV

Wed, October 9, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

TV logoNBC Sports Network will televise five Big Ten hockey games this season, the cable channel announced Wednesday and it will included the nonconference game on Friday, Dec. 13 between Colorado College and the host Badgers at 5:30 p.m. MT.

The Jan. 11 game at North Dakota will be shown on locally on KRDO TV. That raises the season TV broadcast total to six.

Here is the rest of the NBC-SN Big Ten schedule as reported by Ken Schott of The Daily Gazette in Schenectady, N.Y. (Union, RPI beat writer):

Jan. 18 Penn State at Michigan State, 6:30 p.m.

Feb. 1 Wisconsin at Michigan, 6:30 p.m.

Feb. 15 Wisconsin at Ohio State, 8 p.m.

March 1 Penn State at Minnesota, TBA

Here is a listing of all 124 games to be broadcast regionally or nationwide.

CC legend Andy Gambucci named to state sports Hall of Fame

Wed, October 9, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

gambucci imageColorado College sports legend Andy Gambucci will be inducted into the Colorado Sports Hall of Fame, the organization’s selection committee announced Tuesday.

He will be honored at the 50th annual induction banquet scheduled for April 17, 2014, at the Denver Marriott City Center.

One of Colorado College’s all-time sports greats, Gambucci played football, hockey and baseball for the Tigers in the early 1950s. While a standout outfielder in baseball, Gambucci was especially known for his football and hockey accomplishments. He was the Rocky Mountain Conference’s most valuable football player as a senior in 1952 when he rushed for 16 touchdowns to break NFL Hall of Famer Dutch Clark’s school record.

In four seasons of hockey (1949-53), Gambucci collected 91 career points (62 goals, 29 assists) to help the 1950 squad win the  program’s first of two NCAA championships. 

cshof logoGambucci also played on the United States’ 1952 Olympic team that claimed a silver medal at the 1952 Winter Games in Oslo.  After graduating from CC, he continued his playing career and did some coaching in Italy before returning to the Pikes Peak region where he spent 22 seasons as a referee in the Western Collegiate Hockey Association.

Other honorees include recent Rockies retiree Todd Helton and former Broncos  great Otis Armstrong, two players who played their entire professional careers with one franchise; Colorado hoops coach Forrest B. “Frosty” Cox,  former Buffaloes football standout Darian Hagan and former Denver Post sports writer and columnist Dorothy Mauk, who is believed to be the first woman in the nation to work full-time in the sports department of a major metropolitan daily newspaper. She started work at the Post in 1966.

UPDATE: All Air Force games resume immediately

Wed, October 9, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

afa vs uaaAlaska-Anchorage confirmed that Air Force hockey will open its season at the Kendall Classic tournament this weekend despite the partial federal government shutdown, which entered its eighth day Wednesday morning.

The UAA announcement was made late Tuesday night.

AFA confirmed it with this short statement on Wednesday:

“The Academy is awaiting written final Department of Defense guidance, however, we have been advised that all Air Force Academy intercollegiate athletics may resume immediately. We owe it to our cadet athletes and opponents to honor our commitments in this regard. Athletics is one of the pillars of character and leadership development at the Air Force Academy. No appropriated funds will be used to fund these programs.”

Alaska Airlines provides Alaska-Anchorage opponents with 13 tickets as part of its naming rights contract for the school’s Alaska Airlines Center. UAA and the Air Force Academy Athletics Corp, a 501c3 nonprofit, then split the remaining 17 tickets for about $11,000 each.

“We had the 13 tickets available because Air Force was going to fly up using a military plane,” Hackett said. “It ended up being much more economical to split the remaining 17 with Air Force than them trying to come up with money for all 30.”

AFAAC paid for the remaining motel and food costs. A typical hockey road trip costs $30-35,000, CEO Dermot Coll said.

Hackett said the move was well worth it to keep four teams in the tournament, especially Air Force because the large military community in Anchorage helps fill the stands.

“It would have been very disappointing to our fans not to have Air Force in the tournament,” he said. “We would have had fans upset and asking for refunds. It is important for us to give our student-athletes the best possible experience. Our hockey players would not have had that without Air Force. It promises to be some great games.”

The Falcons play Alaska-Fairbanks at 7:07 p.m. MT Friday and take on the host Seawolves at 9:07 MT on Saturday. The team will leave Colorado Springs Wednesday afternoon.

“Despite the government shutdown, we are pleased to announce that we have worked with the Air Force Academy to accommodate their travel to Alaska,” Alaska-Anchorage athletic director Keith Hackett said in a news release. “Thanks also to the hard work of our staff and the assistance of our terrific corporate partners at Alaska Airlines, we will be able to provide a first-class experience for both our own student-athletes and those from the visiting teams.”

“We’re excited that everything is as scheduled,” said first-year Seawolves coach Matt Thomas. “We’ve been really looking forward to this weekend and prepared hard for it. This will be a great early test to start our season against some of the best competition in the country.”

“I know Frank is very pleased to have his season get underway,” Coll said.

The host Seawolves are the tournament’s two-time defending champions.

Wednesday reading: More preseason rankings, honors, previews

Wed, October 9, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

SCSU BrodzinskiAnother preseason ranking has Colorado College picked 19th out of the 24 teams in the NCHC, WCHA and Big 10, which are all based in the western or midwestern United States. Air Force is not included since the Atlantic Hockey Association is based in Connecticut.

Tigers freshman defenseman Gustav Olofsson was named to that blog’s preseason all-rookie team.

Here are USCHO’s season previews (click on school name) for future CC foes Brown and Clarkson.

Air Force hockey plays waiting game

Tue, October 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

airforce-kruseThe Air Force hockey team is still waiting to find out if they leave for Anchorage, Alaska Wednesday afternoon.

Chances are, they may not know until that morning.

“We’re all standing by ready to go waiting on the word from above,” said Air Force assistant athletic director for media relations Dave Toller, who also does color analyst work for the game broadcasts on 1300 AM The Animal. “Football didn’t find out until the morning they left (for Navy) so we may be in the same boat. We just don’t know.”

Air Force is scheduled to open its season at the Kendall Classic against Alaska-Fairbanks on Friday and host Alaska-Anchorage on Saturday. The Falcons home exhibition game on Monday was cancelled.

There may be some hope. Multiple media outlets are reporting that the Army at Penn State hockey series will be played this weekend, although, like at Air Force, no official announcement was made on Tuesday.

Skate with the Tigers in Pueblo on Thursday

Tue, October 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

The Colorado College Tigers will hold their semi-annual practice at the Pueblo Ice Rink, 100 N. Grand Ave., at 6 p.m. Thursday.

The public is invited for the 75-minute practice and for a 20-minute Skate with the Tigers afterward to collect autographs and meet players. Posters and magnetic schedules will be handed out until 7:15 p.m., when the skate begins.

“It’s a good opportunity to reach out to our fans in Pueblo,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. The event is organized with the help of former CC standout Dave Feamster, who owns the Little Caesar’s Pizza franchises there.

In the pros: Rau happy back in Des Moines

Tue, October 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

MIN_8471885_Rau_ChadFormer Tiger forward Chad Rau has returned to Des Moines, Iowa to play for the Iowa Wild (formerly the Houston Aeros), the AHL affiliate of the Minnesota Wild. He played his junior hockey for the Des Moines Buccaneers before choosing CC over Denver.

At 27, Rau, who is engaged to be married, is hesitant to consider life after hockey.

“This is what I’ve always wanted to do. And that’s what’s bad, because it’s hard for me to picture what I’d want to do post hockey,” Rau said.

Former Tiger defenseman Brian Connelly, his Iowa teammate, is also interviewed in the article.

Tuesday reading: NCHC, Hillen update, Niagara top scorer suspension

Tue, October 8, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

NCHC glanceThe graphic page, pictured, was produced by the St. Cloud Times.

Former Tiger Jack Hillen will miss four to six month with a fractured left tibial plateau while on the long term injury list. That move helps the Capitals absorb his $700,000 salary if they exceed the $64.3 million salary cap while Hillen is on the LTI.

Niagara senior forward Ryan Murphy (team-high 34 points, 2012-13) was suspended for the first 18 games of the season after being charged with driving while intoxicated on Sept. 29. Here are more details.

NCHC exhibition roundup

Nebraska-Omaha 6, NAIT 1

OMAHA — Senior forward Johnnie Searfoss recorded a hat trick to pace the host Mavericks past the Northern Alberta Institute Technology Ooks (yes, Ooks).

Ooks is short for Ookpiks, an Inuit stuffed toy of a snow owl made of wolf fur, sealskin and other traditional materials.

Minnesota-Duluth 7, Lakehead 1

DULUTH — The host Bulldogs pumped in four goals in the opening 3:38 of the third period to pull away. Dominic Toninato scored twice while sophomore Andy Welinski recorded three assists.

The College Hockey News lists its coaches to watch and the topics to keep in mind.

Here is the Duluth News-Tribune’s season preview on the Bulldogs.

Western Michigan coach Andy Murray talks about the season-opening series against Notre Dame with video.

USCHO put out its NCHC season preview with links to individual team previews (click on school name for link):

Colorado College

Denver

Miami

Minnesota-Duluth

Nebraska-Omaha

North Dakota

St. Cloud State

Western Michigan

CC picks up a few votes in USA Hockey poll

Mon, October 7, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC_Puck_2012Colorado College’s 5-0 exhibition win over New Brunswick impressed enough USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine voters to garner a couple votes for the Tigers. Clarkson’s sweep of Niagara garnered the Golden Knights their first vote as well this season.

Judging from the voting, the Tiger have a chance at cracking next week’s USCHO Top 20 rankings.

USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine

 19th Annual Men’s College Hockey Poll – #1

(First-place votes in parentheses)

1.

Rank 

School

Preseason

 Ranking 

2013-14

 Record

 (W-L-T) 

Weeks in Top 15

1 University of Massachusetts Lowell, 473 (13) 

1

0-0-0

2

2 Miami University, 463 (16) 

2

0-0-0

2

3 University of Wisconsin, 388 

3

0-0-0

2

4 Boston College, 379 

4

0-0-0

2

5 University of Minnesota, 373 

5

0-0-0

2

6 Yale University, 345 (5) 

8

0-0-0

2

7 University of North Dakota, 309 

6

0-0-0

2

8 University of Notre Dame, 289 

7

0-0-0

2

9 St. Cloud State University, 227 

9

0-0-0

2

10 University of Michigan, 170 

10

0-0-0

2

11 Minnesota State University, 139 

14

0-0-0

2

12 University of New Hampshire, 113 

13

0-0-0

2

13 Quinnipiac University, 111 

11

0-0-0

2

14 Providence College, 109 

15

0-0-0

2

15 Union College, 70 

12

0-0-0

2

Others receiving votes: Rensselaer, 48; Denver, 33; Western Michigan, 16; Cornell, 14; Colorado College, 5; Niagara, 4; Canisius, 1; Clarkson, 1.

Notes: Massachusetts Lowell is the top-ranked team for the second week in a row … No. 2-ranked Miami received the most first-place votes with 16 … Each team from last year’s Frozen Four is ranked — UMass Lowell (No. 1), Yale (No. 6), St. Cloud State (No. 9) and Quinnipiac (No. 13) … Hockey East leads all conferences with five ranked teams, while the Big Ten, ECAC Hockey and the National Collegiate Hockey Conference each have three squads ranked and the Western Collegiate Hockey Association has one … A total of 23 teams received votes.

About the poll: The 19th annual USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine Men’s College Hockey Poll is conducted each week in conjunction with the American Hockey Coaches Association. The poll includes input from coaches and journalists representing each of the six NCAA Division I ice hockey conferences, as well as composite votes from officers of the AHCA and USA Hockey.

Air Force exhibition, future games still off

Mon, October 7, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

AFAlogo2012HAVERHILL, Mass. – Atlantic Hockey commissioner Bob DeGregorio announced  that the New Brunswick at Air Force exhibition hockey game contest will not be played tonight at the Cadet Ice Arena.

There had been hope the 6:05 p.m. game would be played after the recall of 950 civilian AFA employees on Monday morning.

The academy released this statement earlier today: All intercollegiate athletic events are postponed due to the government shutdown.

In the pros: Improving Jaden Schwartz emerging as NHL scoring threat

Mon, October 7, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

jaden draft imageFrom the St. Louis Post-Dispatch …

The Blues’ Jaden Schwartz had only a split second to shoot after the pass arrived from teammate Vladimir Sobotka. Standing 10 feet in front of Florida goaltender Tim Thomas, Schwartz let go a wrist shot.

“I just tried to get rid of it as quick as I could,” Schwartz said.

Using a rapid release that will certainly be gaining more attention throughout the NHL, the shot by the second-year forward climbed over Thomas and counted for a three-zip lead in the Blues’ 7-0 victory over the Panthers on Saturday night.

“I saw that from the bench, there’s no chance for the goalie on that one … doesn’t matter who you are,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “That was a perfect-placed shot.”

It’s been a near perfect start to the 2013-14 season for Schwartz, who had a team-high three goals in the preseason and has carried his success into the regular season with a three-point Saturday night. His three points are tied for the team lead heading into Wednesday’s game against Chicago.

“We’re only two games in, so there’s a long way to go,” Schwartz said. “But for the first couple of games, playing pretty well. It’s more important to get two wins, but when you’re chipping in and contributing, it feels nice.”

Here is the rest of the article, including his take on his first NHL fight on Saturday night..

Monday reading: Clarkson starts 2-0; roundup; AHA video streaming; Big 10

Mon, October 7, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

rp_primary_NIA

Clarkson, predicted to take last in the 12-team ECAC, swept preseason Atlantic Hockey Association favorite and No. 20 Niagara this weekend, winning 2-1 Saturday night and 2-0 Sunday afternoon.

Colorado College travels to Potsdam for nonconference games Oct. 25-26.

The Golden Knights, 9-20-7 last season, was paced by a goal an assist by Joe Zarbo, all in the decisive second period on Sunday. Freshman goalie Steve Perry picked up his first college shutout.

Colgate goalie Steve Mihalik made 28 saves in a 1-0 win Sunday afternoon over visiting Ferris State to garner a nonconference split. Ferris State won 7-4 on Saturday night.

NCHC exhibition roundup

North Dakota 3, Manitoba 0

GRAND FORKS, N.D. –North Dakota scored two goals in the opening period and senior goaltender Clarke Saunders (seven saves) and sophomore goalie Zane Gothberg (10) combined for a shutout as UND downed Manitoba 3-0, in exhibition Sunday night play at Ralph Engelstad Arena.

New Brunswick 2, Denver 1

DENVER – The Denver rally fell short, losing 2-1 to New Brunswick Sunday evening in exhibition play at Magness Arena.

Defenseman Ben Shutron scored a pair of first-period goals. Denver junior forward Daniel Doremus cut UNB’s lead in half midway through the second period with a breakaway short-handed goal after stepping out of the penalty box.

The Pioneers out shot New Brunswick 19-4 in the final frame and 38-21 on the night. Senior goaltender Sam Brittain started and made 15 saves in two periods while freshman Evan Cowley stopped four. Here is the Denver Post’s article.

Two more NCHC teams play exhibition games on Monday when Minnesota-Duluth hosts Lakehead and Nebraska-Omaha takes on Northern Alberta Institute of Technology. Both games are at 7:07 p.m. CT.

College Hockey Inc. put together two articles outlining the season’s likely storylines in Part 1 and Part 2.

St. Cloud State’s Joey Benik could have a breakout season.

All 162 regular-season Atlantic Hockey Association games will be shown live and on-demand via the America ONE Sports network.

Subscribers can access every Atlantic Hockey game by going to AmericaOneSports.com through traditional web browsers on either PC or MAC, as well as over their iOS (iPhone, iPad) and Android devices. 

Subscribers will be charged the same price for mobile viewing as viewing the games on traditional broadband devices.  Day passes are available for $8 for traditional broadband or mobile devices ($9 for both); monthly passes for $30 (an extra $1 per day for both broadband and mobile delivery) and a season pass for $125 (an extra $1 per day for both broadband and mobile delivery).  Subscribers are able to watch all games on a given night with the purchase of any of the above passes.

The WCHA package is slightly more.

The Herb Brooks Foundation announced that the Mike Richter Award will be presented this year to the top Division I goaltender.

Here is a prediction concerning the Big 10 league.

Ryan Galt, who has three goals in two USHL games this season, tweeted this: “I am honored to announce my commitment to the University of Nebraska Omaha! Thanks to everyone who has supported me #fireupmavs #nchc”

A broken clavicle sustained last Tuesday is likely to keep Denver forward Zac Larazza sidelined for 4-6 weeks, not 6-8 as feared, coach Jim Montgomery said.

Sunday reading: More CC notes; NCHC roundup, Clarkson, Ferris St. win openers

Sun, October 6, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

rp_primary_2013-14_Krushelnyski_UNB1In CC’s exhibition win, sophomores Cody Bradley and Peter Maric and  junior Jordan DiGiando were healthy scratches. Freshman Zach Aman and sophomore Michael King were out with injuries.

Sophomore Hunter Fejes picked up where he left off after a strong finish to his rookie season by creating two shorthanded chances. His chance during the first period was contested and failed while he made a nice crossing pass to freshman Jared Hanson, whose shot clanged off the post during the second period.

The goalies looked good and made the big saves when needed.

CC senior Josh Thorimbert came up with a big left leg pad stop with 1:26 left in the first. He finished the period with nine saves, including two in rapid succession about 90 seconds in. 

Freshman Tyler Marble performed well in the second period, especially during a power play in the final 1:15. He made three short-range saves, including one from three feet away. He finished with 12 saves. Junior Courtney Lockwood made nine saves, including a big one early in the third with the game still 1-0.

That is big for the offense, senior Alexander Krushelnyski said. The forwards will be more willign to be aggressive up ice knowing they have a defense that can make a big stop as needed.

“We picked up right where we left off last year with good goaltending, good defense and good offense,” he said. “All the freshmen were impressive.”

The team defense did look pretty good although there were times when the Tigers struggled to clear the zone with a couple dangerous passes cross ice that led to turnovers in the CC zone last season.

“They’re a good team,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said of the Reds, who claimed the Canadian national championship last season. “We may have worn them down on the big sheet.  I’m most happy with giving up zero goals,”

Here are some results and links from Saturday’s games.

NCHC exhibition roundup

No. 18 Western Michigan 5, Western Ontario 2

KALAMAZOO, Mich. – Junior forward Will Kessel scored two goals to lead the No. 18 Western Michigan Broncos to a 5-2 victory over Western Ontario Saturday night in season-opening exhibition action at Lawson Arena. WMU jumped out to a 2-0 lead in the first frame on goals by freshman forward Kyle Novak and Kessel.

Western Michigan junior goaltender Frank Slubowski made nine saves in two periods of work before sophomore netminder Lukas Hafner replaced him in the final frame and made 11.

The Broncos open the regular season next weekend with a home-and-home series against No. 7/8 Notre Dame playing at UND Friday and at home Saturday.

No. 2 Miami 8, Windsor 2

Miami celebration home whitesOXFORD, Ohio – Sophomore forward Riley Barber totaled three points, including two goals, and freshman forward Justin Greenberg added two tallies of his own to pace the No. 2 Miami RedHawks to an 8-2 thumping of Windsor (Canada) Saturday night in a season-opening exhibition at Steve Cady Arena. Miami scored the first five goals of the game before the Lancers struck twice in the third period, only to have the RedHawks answer with three more goals.

The RedHawks’ sophomore goaltending tandem of Jay Williams and Ryan McKay combined to make 18 saves as Williams stopped 10 shots over the first 30 minutes before giving way to McKay, who compiled eight saves over the final 30 minutes of play. 

Miami opens the regular season next weekend with a home-and-home series against Ohio State, playing in Columbus on Friday and in Oxford on Saturday.

WCHA roundup

Ferris State 7, Colgate 4

HAMILTON, N.Y. – Ferris State University opened the 2013-14 men’s ice hockey campaign off in victorious fashion as the Bulldogs recorded a 7-4 road win over Colgate on Saturday (Oct. 5) evening in the series opener at Starr Rink in Hamilton, N.Y.

Ferris State (1-0) fought back from a 2-0 deficit and scored the final three goals of the night en route to the win. The seven goals were the Bulldogs’ most since an early 7-3 home win over Mercyhurst in week two last October. The series concludes Sunday.

ECAC roundup

Clarkson 2, No. 20 Niagara 1

NIAGARA, NY–The  Golden Knights knocked off the 20th-ranked  Niagara, 2-1 at Dwyer Arena on Saturday night.

Clarkson, which won its season-opener for the first time since 2008, will face off against Niagara (0-1) on Sunday afternoon to complete the non-league weekend series. CC travels to Clarkson for games  Oct. 25-26.

The Knights out shot Niagara 41-20 while snapping the Purple Eagles’ 22-game home unbeaten streak (20-0-2) . The Green and Gold tallied the final two goals. Last season, Clarkson won just three of 17 one-goal games.

In all, the NCAA teams went 15-1-1 against Canadian teams on Saturday. CC’s season-opening foe, Minnesota-Duluth, had its first practice on Saturday (with video).

Postgame report: Krushelnyski records hat trick as CC downs New Brunswick 5-0

Sat, October 5, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

NOTE: For postgame video interview of Alexander Krushelnyski, go to the gazette Sports Facebook page (facebook.com/gazsports

With a number of personnel questions remaining, there are two things Colorado College fans can take away from Saturday’s 5-0 exhibition win over New Brunswick.

Senior Alexander Krushelnyski is ready for a huge final season and the freshmen will contribute big time.

The wing scored three goals less than four minutes apart in the third period to help CC pull away before an announced crowd of 5,020 at World Arena.

Since it was an exhibition victory, Krushelnyski was focused on other things besides his hat trick.

“I’m more impressed with the jump the freshmen (seven points) made from practice to playing a game,” he said. “They showed they are not just practice players but game players. It’s only one game, but they gave us a glimpse of what they can do and can contribute. No one looked like they did not belong.”

Krushelnyski flipped in a rebound with 13:23 remaining and 11:09 left and then tapped in a perfect pass by freshman center Sam Rothstein, who assisted all the Detroit-area senior’s scores, with 9:44 left. The first two scores came on the power play, which went 3-for-7.

“As a senior and a go-to guy it was good to see that from him,” CC coach Scott Owens said. “(Freshman Alex) Roos and Rothstein were strong.”

It wasn’t only those three who enjoyed strong performances, Owens was quick to add. Freshmen defensemen Gustav Olofsson and Jaccob Slavin both lived up to their preseason clippings.

“They looked like veterans out there,” Owens said. “All the freshmen looked good.”

Less than five minutes into the first period, Roos scored when he reached out with his stick to control a clearing pass by defenseman Ian Young, who later scored CC’s fifth goal. Roos deflected the puck high up into the air from near center ice. It bounced past surprised UNB starter Charles Lavigne (29 saves).

That fluky goal was enough thanks to strong play by senior goalie Josh Thorimbert (nine saves), freshman Tyler Marble (12) and junior Courtney Lockwood (nine).

“Josh looked like a veteran and made a couple good saves,” Owens said. “Tyler was tested and played stronger as the (second) period went on. Courtney came in after waiting two periods and stood tall.”

Strong goaltending will help the Tigers be better on defense, which will be critical for their chances in the National Collegiate Hockey Conference, Owens said.

Colorado College 5, New Brunswick 0, exhibition

New Brunswick 0              0              0              — 0

Colorado College              1              0              4              — 5

First period – 1. Colorado College, Roos (Young) 4:57. Penalties –  CC, Roos, slashing, 5:20; Braes, cross-checking, 5:20; CC, Finch, holding, 10:02; UNB, Houde-Caron, elbowing, 12:32; CC, Krushelnyski, goalie interference, 13:05; CC, McDermott, holding, 16:31; UNB, Cutting, kneeing, 19:14.

Second period – None. Penalties – CC, Roos, elbowing, 9:09; CC, Finch, holding, 18:45.

Third period – 2. Colorado College, Krushelnyski (Rothstein, Young) 6:37 (PP); 3. Colorado College, Krushelnyski (Rothstein, Slavin) 8:51 (PP); 4. Colorado College, Krushelnyski (Rothstein, Taft) 10:16; 5. Colorado College, Young (Roos, Skalbeck) 15:03 (PP);

Penalties – UNB, Thomas, roughing, 5:52; UNB, Petgrave, slashing, 8:33; UNB, Murray, tripping, 12:52; UNB, Critchlow, hooking, 14:01;

Power play – UNB 0-5, CC 3-7. Shots on goal – UNB 9-12-9 – 30; CC 7-12-15 — 34. Saves-minutes – UNB, Lavigne 6-12-11 – 60:00; CC, Thorimbert 9-20:00, Marble 12-20:00; Lockwood 9-20:00. Referees – Thiessen, Walsh. Linesmen – Shaw, Staudte. Best-of-three shootout – UNB 2 (Petgrave, MacDougall); CC 0. Attendance – 5,020.

 LINES

New Brunswick

LW-C-RW

Carroll-Culligan – Nesbitt

Critchlow-Braes-MacNeil

Houde-Caron-MacDougall-Maclise

Thomas-Labardo-Kewin

Extra forward – Willick

LD-RD

Murray-Shutron

Cutting-Petgrave

Desnoyers-Priamo

Extra defenseman — Rpbertson

Goalies – Lavigne, Vienneau

Colorado College

LW-C-RW

Wamsganz-Collett-Hanson

Fejes-Skalbeck-Roos

Krushelnyski-Rothstein-Taft

Morin-Heil-Hansen

Extra forward – Gerdes

LD-RD

Harstad-McDermott

Stoykewych-Olofsson

Slavin-Young

Extra defenseman – Finch

Goalies – Thorimbert, Marble, Lockwood

Gameday reading: Shootout, autographs tonight; CC radio reminder; exhibition preview; important dates; bloggers poll

Sat, October 5, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC Aaron Harstad actionIt sure felt good to type “Gameday reading.”

Tiger fans will want to stick around after the exhibition game tonight and next Saturday.

Regardless of the result, CC and its two foes will hold three-man shootouts to help the Tigers, officials and fans get used to the rule installed this offseason by the National Collegiate Hockey Conference.

There will be postgame autograph sessions after each Saturday home game, including both exhibitions. The three players will be announced during the game.

Fans should keep in mind that the radio broadcast has switched to KRDO 105.5 FM and 1240 AM and the pregame show starts 37 minutes before the game (6:30 p.m. MT tonight, same next Saturday).

Here is a preview I put together on what looks to be a challenging New Brunswick squad. Here is the Denver preview by the Post.

Here are some dates to put on your calendar:

$5 Kids Nights are Dec. 6-7 (Nebraska-Omaha) and Jan. 4 (Brown)

Skate with the Tigers, 11:45 a.m. to 1 p.m.,  Nov. 10, Sertich Ice Center; 11:45 a.m. to 1 p.m., Sunday, Feb. 6, Honnen Ice Arena.

Here are the results of the first annual NCHC Blog/Web Media Preseason Poll. UNO continues to be under-estimated while CC got a little more respect.

The poll had 16 participants, including me, representing six of the eight schools that make up the conference. Click here for a list of the voters and links to their blogs (in some cases, a parental advisory is warranted for a few).

Here are the results:

Team (1st Place Votes)

Points

1.

Miami (11)

123

2.

North Dakota (2)

103

3.

St. Cloud State (3)

100

4.

Denver

71

5.

Minnesota-Duluth

57

6.

Colorado College

45

6.

Western Michigan

45

8.

Nebraska-Omaha

32

All-Conference Team

F -

Austin Czarnik, Miami

F -

Ryan Walters, Nebraska-Omaha

F -

Rocco Grimaldi, North Dakota

D -

Joey LaLeggia, Denver

D -

Dillon Simpson, North Dakota

G -

Ryan McKay, Miami

Preseason Player of the Year

Austin Czarnik, Miami (8)

Others receiving multiple votes:

Ryan Walters, Nebraska-Omaha (4)

Riley Barber, Miami (2)

Rookie of the Year

Dominic Toninato, Minnesota-Duluth (6)

Others receiving multiple votes:

Adam Tambellini, North Dakota (4)

Will Butcher, Denver (2)

Anthony Louis, Miami (2)

Defenseman of the Year

Joey LaLeggia, Denver (10)

Others receiving multiple votes:

Dillon Simpson, North Dakota (3)

Breakout Player of the Year

Joey Benik, St. Cloud State (5), 11 others received a single vote.

In the pros: Richard Bachman happy with more playing time in AHL Oklahoma City

Fri, October 4, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

The Oklahoman

The Oklahoman

Former Colorado College goalie Richard Bachman looks at his time with the AHL’s Oklahoma City Barons as a great opportunity to get mofre playing time after two seasons as an NHL backup in Dallas.

The free agent, signed for one season, looks at the Edmonton organization is an opportunity to contend for the big club’s No. 1 job this year or next.

“Everyone’s goal is to be in the NHL but I feel I’m still developing. The best way to do that is go play,” Bachman said. “In the NHL I might get a game every three weeks. Here I can get into a rhythm. I’m excited about that.”

Under the terms of his two-way deal, he makes $650,000 if he plays in the NHL and $250,000 in Oklahoma City.

Here is the article.

In the pros: Jack Hillen in surgery for leg injury, will be out for months

Fri, October 4, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Hillen CapitalsWashington Capitals defenseman Jack Hillen was helped off the ice Thursday night after being hit against the boards by Calgary forward Lance Bouma.

The right leg, probably his knee, injury appears to be severe with the former Tiger expected to miss months, but is not career-threatening, multiple media outlets are reporting after surgery on Friday.

Hillen did not put any weight on his leg after the lower body-to-lower body check, dragging it behind him as he was escorted to the locker room.

Bouma wasn’t penalized for the hit.

Capitals winger Tom Wilson went after Bouma and both players drew five-minute fighting majors.

UPDATE: Hockey exhibition, all events besides Navy-AFA football, postponed

Fri, October 4, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

AFAlogo2012The Air Force Academy football team will play against Navy in Annapolis, Md., Saturday, but unless the federal government shutdown situation changes, all other sporting events, both home and away, including Monday’s home exhibition hockey game, are postponed until further notice, the academy announced at about noon MT.

Earlier Friday, the academy announced all events but the Navy football game were cancelled.

Air Force hockey is scheduled to play New Brunswick on Monday but that contest, along with all Falcon events, home and away, with the exception the Navy football road game, was postponed due to the partial federal government shutdown.

Of course, that may change at any time.

“We just don’t know, ” said academy spokesman Maj. Brus Vidal. “That is why we changed from cancelled to postponed based on information we received from above.”

Any inconsistencies on the athletes website’s schedules are an oversight. The only available academy sports information employee is traveling with the football team. All the others are furloughed.

The postponement puts the Falcons’ trip to Alaska for the Kendall Classic Oct. 11-12 and home-opening series against Penn State the following weekend in jeopardy.

“I have not heard anything about it,” coach Frank Serratore said Friday morning.

Tickets for New Brunswick game are no longer available at goairforcefalcons.com but the PSU games are.

The Atlantic Hockey Association announced that the Army will play its Black-Gold scrimmage on Saturday, Oct. 5 at Tate Rink,  despite the government shutdown.

Friday reading: CC schedule; AF commit; UND-Minnesota rivalry, Western Michigan

Fri, October 4, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC Collett_CU1Tough schedule perhaps? Colorado College has 32 of its 34 regular-season games against teams ranked or receiving votes in the USCHO.com preseason poll. The Tigers have 22 games against the USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine  Top 15.

The only games not involving a ranked team is the road series at Clarkson (Oct. 24-25), picked to finish last in the ECAC.

According to College Hockey Inc., Kevin Charyszyn (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers U18) committed to the U.S. Air Force Academy for 2016-2017.

The North Dakota-Minnesota rivalry will resume during the 2016-17 season.

Here is a short preview on North Dakota’s Sunday exhibition game and a look at Wisconsin’s Saturday scrimmage.

Western Michigan goalie Frank Slubowski will have to elevate his game for the Broncos to contend in the NCHC..

Minnesota State loses a senior forward who would have added depth. He is leaving school early for the ECHL’s Stockton Thunder.

In the pros: ECHL Orlando trades Marciano to Bakersfield

Thu, October 3, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Marciano12-13The Bakersfield (Calif.) Condors have acquired former Tiger defenseman Joe Marciano from the Orlando Solar Bears in exchange for future considerations.

Marciano made his pro debut at the end of the 2012-13 season, playing three games with the Orlando Solar Bears. He played four seasons at Colorado College, tallying 26 points (7g-19a) in 152 games. In 2011-12, he received the Tigers’ Most Improved Player Award.

Marciano played his junior hockey for the Omaha Lancers of the United States Hockey League, where he led the team with a +18 rating in 2008-09. Prior to Omaha, he played for the U-18 and U-17 United States National Development Program teams.

Marciano is from Alta Loma, Calif.

Falcons hockey continue preseason preparations despite shutdown

Thu, October 3, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Serratore MUGAir Force continues to prepare for its season-opening games at the Kendall Classic Oct. 11-12 in Anchorage while hoping they get the chance to start the 2013-14 campaign. The Falcons will play New Brunswick in a home exhibition game at 6:05 p.m. Monday.

“All we can do is prepare for our season as usual,” coach Frank Serratore said. “The people who make those decisions will let me know.”

The Falcons are scheduled to open their season with nonconference games against Alaska-Fairbanks at 3:07 p.m. MT on Oct. 11 and Alaska-Anchorage at 5:07 p.m. Saturday. Air Force hosts Penn State the following weekend. The academy has said it plans to hold its home contests, but intercollegiate travel was cancelled.

Alternate funds were found for the Air Force at Navy football game Saturday morning.

The Army at Penn State games Oct. 11-2 are now a go, that service academy announced this morning. That may be because the road trip fro the Black Knights requires a bus, not an airplane to Alaska

Most of the academy support staff are considered civil-service employees, and are not eligible to travel, due to the partial federal government shutdown. Many other federal employees, including assistant coaches Andy Berg and Joe Doyle, are furloughed.

Former player Eric Ehn, on active duty at Peterson AFB, is handling more assistant duties.

“I guess you can say Eric got promoted,” Serratore said.

Official practices begin on Saturday.

Thursday reading: CC notes; Providence captains; USCHO forward honorees; North Dakota changes

Thu, October 3, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC jerseys, practice 007Expect an announcement concerning two or three more TV broadcasts of CC road games in the next few weeks. The games I suspect may become available involve North Dakota, St. Cloud State and Wisconsin, which are already available on Midwest regional networks. Nothing is guaranteed, however.

Team defense was an emphasis during the coaches’ 40-minute session with the Tigers in Wednesday’s practice with a focus on clearing the puck and avoiding turnovers in the CC zone, a problem for last year’s team.

Senior defensemen Kevin Hart and Steven Shamanski are the Providence College  captains for the 2013-14 season, it was announced on Wednesday afternoon by coach Nate Leaman,  Senior forward Derek Army and junior forward Ross Mauermann will be the alternate captains. CC hosts the Friars in mid-January 2014.

Miami’s Austin Czarnik and Nebraska-Omaha’s Ryan Walters are part of USCHO’s Top 10 forwards to watch.

North Dakota’s arena has some minor improvements and policy changes.

Overheard at the Face Off Luncheon: Winkler ceremony, Nebraska-Omaha arena

Wed, October 2, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

winklerFormer Tiger Scott Winkler, who died unexpectedly this summer, will be honored by Colorado College prior to the Saturday, Oct. 19 home game against Minnesota-Duluth. His father Rod and his sister are expected to take part.

Further details are being ironed out. The cause of death remains unknown.

The new Nebraska-Omaha arena (7,500 capacity) is scheduled to open in fall 2015 with Air Force as the likely first opponent for the host Mavericks.

Air Force exhibition game will be played on Monday

Wed, October 2, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

AFAlogo2012Air Force coach Frank Serratore told the crowd that Monday’s 6:05 p.m. exhibition home game against the University of New Brunswick, two days after CC hosts the Reds on Saturday at World Arena, will be held as scheduled.

Many of the support staff will not be available due to the ongoing partial shutdown of the federal government, resulting in furloughs for 800,000 nationwide and huge gaps in the academy workforce.

“We may not have video on the scoreboard or a PA (public announcer) or the yellow jackets (ushers) but we will have a game,” Serratore said.

Both Falcons assistants, Andy Berg and Joe Doyle, are on furlough with Serratore and former Air Force player Eric Ehn, who is serving at Peterson Air Force Base, running practices, which begin in earnest on Saturday.

The Reds are flying to Colorado today.

Wednesday reading: USCHO Top 10, CHN preseason honorees; weekend schedule

Wed, October 2, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

joey_laleggia_denver_university_3Denver’s Joey LaLeggia, pictured, is one of the NCHC players honored by USCHO.com as a preseason Top 10 defenseman.

Three NCHC players were named to either the first or second team in preseason honors handed out by the College Hockey News.

The players CC will face this regular season are bolded:

2013-14 Preseason All-CHN Teams

First Team

 F John Gaudreau, Jr., Boston College

F Austin Czarnik, Jr., Miami

 F Michael Mersch, Sr., Wisconsin

 D Shayne Gostisbehere, Jr., Union

 D Michael Matheson, Soph., Boston College

G Jon Gillies, Soph., Providence

Second Team

 F Kyle Rau, Jr., Minnesota

 F Greg Carey, Sr., St. Lawrence

F Ryan Walters, Sr., Nebraska-Omaha

 F Matt Leitner, Jr., Minnesota State

D Dillon Simpson, Sr., North Dakota

 D Jake McCabe, Jr., Wisconsin

 G Connor Hellebuyck, Soph., Massachusetts-Lowell

This week’s NCHC schedule features seven exhibition games. They are listed with local times.

Saturday: New Brunswick at Colorado College, Western Ontario at Western Michigan, Windsor at Miami, all 7:07 p.m.

Sunday:  New Brunswick at Denver, 6:07 p.m.; Manitoba at North Dakota, 7:07 p.m.

Monday:  Lakehead University at Minnesota-Duluth, Northern Alberta Institute of Technology at Nebraska-Omaha, both 7:07 p.m.

St. Cloud State is idle.

The WCHA gets underway with a nonconference series between Ferris State and host Colgate Saturday and Sunday. The rest play exhibition opponents.

Friday: *British Columbia at Alaska Anchorage (EX), 7:07 pm AT. * at Wells Fargo Sports Complex

Saturday: Ferris State at Colgate (NC), 7:00 pm ET; Laurentian at Michigan Tech (EX), 7:07 pm ET; USA Under-18 Team at Northern Michigan (EX), 7:07 pm ET; Wilfrid Laurier at Bowling Green (EX), 7:37 pm ET;  British Columbia at Alaska (EX), 5:37 pm AT.

Sunday: Laurentian at Northern Michigan (EX), 2:07 pm ET; USA Under-18 Team at Lake Superior State (EX), 3:07 pm ET; Ferris State at Colgate (NC), 4:00 pm ET; Lethbridge at Minnesota State (EX), 5:07 pm CT.

CC freshmen performing well in preseason practice

Tue, October 1, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

slavin01_crop_exactThe eight healthy Colorado College freshmen have impressed those close to the Tigers program so far.

“They look ready to go,” said sophomore Peter Maric.  ‘They are also very focused.” 

“Focus is a good word to describe them,” Tigers coach Scott Owens said. “It shows at the study table, in class, the weight room, locker room an on the ice. They are very mature and focused. (Jaccob) Slavin played a lot junior hockey games and he really looks like a veteran out there. People will be impressed with him.”

The defenseman hopes to have a large role, as most expected for the 2012 Carolina draft pick.

‘I will help the team however I can,” Slavin said. “I am hoping to play a significant role but I know I will have to earn my ice time and watch and learn from the older guys.”

Olofsson draft pickMinnesota Wild draft pick (2013) Gustav Olofsson is another defenseman who looks ready to step in right away.

Goalie Tyler Marble could become the starter while another turning heads is 6-foot-1 forward Christian Heil, who has good size and shown considerable skill in practice.

Forwards Luc Gerdes, Matt Hansen, Alex Roos and Sam Rothstein have all shown flashes in practices so far. None look out of place on a smooth-skating team.

Zach Aman will miss the next two weeks while recovering from knee surgery.

“The talent is good and they are picking things up quickly,” Owens said. “They are happy to be in college; a couple waited two to three years to get here.”

Chances are Tigers fans will be happy they are in Colorado Springs as well.

“They bring a lot of speed and quickness and energy,” Maric said. “It’s a very good class.”

Hockey games affected by partial government shutdown

Tue, October 1, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

AFAlogo2012Air Force hockey’s games in the Kendall Classic, Oct. 11-12 in Anchorage, Alaska, may not be played due to U.S. federal government’s partial shutdown, the academy announced at noon Tuesday.

The school announced all travel for all intercollegiate athletics is cancelled, including  the Air Force-Navy football game on Saturday, Oct. 5.

Of course, that may change if an agreement is reached.

The press release added that Air Force “will attempt to play all home intercollegiate athletic contests but those may be cancelled, as well.”

That leaves Monday’s exhibition hockey game against New Brunswick at 6:05 p.m. Monday still on as scheduled. The Falcons are scheduled to open their season with nonc0nference games against Alaska-Fairbanks at 3:07 p.m. MT on Oct. 11 and Alaska-Anchorage at 5:07 p.m. Saturday.

Falcons coach Frank Serratore will speak at the annual Colorado Springs Sports Corp. College Hockey Faceoff Luncheon at noon in the Grand Ballroom of the Marriott Colorado Springs.

According to the release, academy officials are working with Mountain West Conference officials, those teams the Falcons were scheduled to play and officials at The Department of the Air Force to make up as many games as possible.

Most of the academy support staff are considered civil-service employees, and are not eligible to travel. Many other federal employees have been furloughed.

An email to Air Force sports information director Dave Toller had this automatic reply: “I’m currently on furlough due to mandatory government shutdown and I am not permitted to access my government email, voice mail or cell phone until I am notified to return to work at the point that the government reopens.”

Tuesday reading: USCHO’s top 10 goalies, season preview podcast; WCHA news

Tue, October 1, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

scsu imageUSCHO released its list of theTop 10 goalies to watch this season.

Colorado College will face three of them — John Gillies of Providence; Miami’s Ryan McKay and Wisconsin’s Joel Rumpel. USCHO will launch a two-hour season preview podcast at 6 p.m. MT.

St. Cloud State is launching a 24-hour sports channel for Charter Cable available in Minnesota and both Dakotas. 

The WCHA will have live streaming of all its games.

Minnesota State  forward Zach Lehrke  announced he will not play his senior season with the Mavericks due to a medical condition, detailed here.

“This is a difficult decision, but due to a medical condition that I have been battling for some time, it has become apparent to me that I will not be able to compete for Minnesota State my senior season,” said Lehrke. “I’ve had a great experience here in Mankato and would like to thank the Maverick men’s hockey coaching staff, the athletic training and medical staffs in working with me on this issue in my three years with the program and wish my teammates all the best with the 2013-14 season.

Lehrke, a native of Park Rapids, Minn., recorded 23 goals and 31 assists for 54 points in 104 games with Minnesota State the last three seasons.

In the pros: Kris Fredheim, Cody Lampl, Rylan Schwartz, Colin Stuart

Mon, September 30, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Schwartz 2Former Tiger Rylan Schwart, pictured,  is in the AHL Worcester Sharks training camp after spending some time in the San Jose camp.

Cody Lampl was named as the AHL St. John’s Icecaps hardest working player in a Sunday preseason win. Kris Fredheim has not played in any of the three preseason games so far.

Left wing Colin Stuart assisted the game-winner and picked up an empty-netter in Utica’s 4-2 preseason win over Adirondack.

It was the first victory for the new franchise, which is affiliated with Vancouver.

Air Force, Colorado College pick up a few votes in USCHO.com preseason rankings

Mon, September 30, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC Cody Bradley_AFA1Air Force received slightly more votes than Colorado College in the U.S. College Hockey Online preseason poll announced on Monday afternoon.

The rankings mirrored the earlier USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine poll with Hockey East favorite Massachusetts-Lowell picked No. 1 followed by National Collegiate Hockey Conference member Miami second.

In the USCHO.com rankings, North Dakota was picked seventh, St. Cloud State ninth with Denver at No. 17 and Western Michigan at No. 18.

Atlantic Hockey Association favorite Niagara was No. 20. Air Force received 14 votes and Colorado College 11.

Here is the complete poll. All eight NCHC teams garnered votes.

The future CC opponents (11) this season are bolded.

USCHO.com Division I

Preseason poll

Team (1st-place votes)             Pts.

1. UMass-Lowell (19)                        844

2. Miami (14)                          837

3. Wisconsin (2)                      740

4. Boston College                   728

5. Minnesota (1)                      660

6. Yale (8)                               644

7. North Dakota                      636

8. Notre Dame                                    575

9. St. Cloud State                    513

10. Quinnipiac (1)                   419

11 (tie) Michigan                    417

11 (tie) Minnesota State          417

13. New Hampshire                354

14. Providence                                    271

15. RPI                                    266

16. Union                                258

17. Denver                              241

18. Western Michigan                        117

19. Boston University             113

20. Niagara                              94

Others receiving votes: Cornell 80, Ferris State 67, Harvard 18, Minnesota-Duluth 18, Nebraska-Omaha 16, Air Force 14, Michigan Tech 14, Canisius 12, Colorado College 11, Ohio State 11, Alaska-Fairbanks 10, Mercyhurst 10, Michigan State 6, RIT 5, Bowling Green 4, Brown 4, Dartmouth 2, Merrimack 2, Robert Morris 2.

Falcons picked second, McKenzie honored in Atlantic Hockey media preseason rankings

Mon, September 30, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

mckenzie-gazetteAir Force senior defenseman Adam McKenzie was named as a first-team preseason all-star and the Falcons were picked to finish in a tie for second with Mercyhurst in the inaugural Atlantic Hockey Media Association preseason poll and team.

Niagara is expected to repeat as regular season champions, while last year’s postseason tournament winner Canisius was picked to finish fourth.

2013-14 Atlantic Hockey Association

Preseason media poll 

1. Niagara (7) 159

T2. Mercyhurst (4) 149

T2. Air Force (1) 149

4. Canisius (2) 130

5. UConn (1) 113

6. RIT 110

T7. Holy Cross 88

T7. Robert Morris 88

9. Bentley 86

10. Army 43

11. AIC 36

12 Sacred Heart 19

Preseason All-Stars

Forwards

Brett Gensler (Senior, Bentley)

Kyle Gibbons (Senior, Canisius)

Ryan Murphy (Senior, Niagara)

Defense

Adam McKenzie (Senior, Air Force)

Nick Jones (Senior, Mercyhurst)

Goal

Tony Capobianco (Senior, Canisius)

The Atlantic Hockey Media Association is comprised of 15 print, online, and radio/television media covering the league, which includes Joe Paisley of the Colorado Springs Gazette.

Here is the coaches preseason poll for comparison:

Atlantic Hockey Association

2013-14 Preseason Coaches Poll

 1. Niagara (3)            102

 2 (tie). Mercyhurst (4), Air Force (2)            98

 4. Canisius (3)            92

 5. RIT            81

 6. Connecticut            79

 7. Robert Morris            66

 8. Holy Cross            59

 9. Bentley             53

 10. Army            28

 11. American International            22

 12. Sacred Heart            16

Monday reading: Coaches show, Providence coach; Penrose Cup, Nebraska-Omaha arena video

Mon, September 30, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Penrose cupThe monthly coaches shows will be held Tuesdays at Tony’s Bar downtown.

Providence coach Nate Leaman signed a contract extension, the school announced this weekend. The Providence Journal said it is through the 2020-21 season. The former Union coach had four years left on the original six-year deal he signed  in 2011.

The announcement came while Providence showed off major renovations and improvements to its 30-year-old arena.

Hockey East’s Friars play at Colorado College Jan. 17-18, 2014.

Go to Goon’s World for a picture showing you how large the Spencer & Julie Penrose Memorial Cup — which goes to the NCHC’s regular-season champion — really is. Wow.

Here is a fundraising video with images of the new hockey arenay at Nebraska-Omaha.

CC heads back to practice after weekend off

Sun, September 29, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC jerseys, practice 007The Colorado College hockey team will get in its final full captain’s practice of the preseason this Monday at World Arena after the Tigers took a long weekend off for the school’s block break (Thursday through Sunday).

The break was needed after a challenging turnaround with the players working to get into game shape before this Saturday’s exhibition game against Canadian national champion New Brunswick.

The team practiced hard Wednesday afternoon following their block finals, had an 8:30 a.m. weightlifting session Thursday and, understandably, needed a little encouragement from the coaches during the 10-11 a.m. practice.

To their credit, the tired players responded.

“It was a quick turnaround,” senior forward Jeff Collett said. “There’s a big difference between summer shape, practice shape and game shape.”

On the injury front, things continue to improve. Sophomore defenseman Michael King is about a week ahead of schedule on his recovery from offseason hip surgery, making it likely he could be available for the Western Michigan road trip Nov. 1-2.

Freshman forward Zach Aman (meniscus tear) is also improving, coach Scott Owens added. He will likely be available for the season opening home series against Minnesota-Duluth Oct. 18-19.

The coaches, who are still limited to 120 minutes a week with the players under NCAA rules, will lead 40 minutes of each 90-minute practice Wednesday through Friday. Their limited time has not been a problem, Owens said.

“Eamonn (McDermott), Alex (Krushelnyski), Peter (Stoykewych) and Jeff (Collett) have all done a good job keeping everyone on task in the captains practices,” Owens said.

The UNB exhibition game will be the first official practice of the season. Expect all nine healthy freshmen and all three goalies to get playing time.

Weekend reading: WCHA press conference; Jaden Schwartz; Denver expectations; Penn State; North Dakota captains; outdoor game

Fri, September 27, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

jaden draft imageHere are highlights from the annual media conference call for the WCHA. I almost felt bad I missed it until I read it lasted a record 2 hours, 20 minutes. Yikes.

There will be a couple “surprises” in the player interview videos this season. Be prepared Tiger fans.

From CBS Sports radio host Andy Strickland in St. Louis via Twitter:  “Jaden Schwartz continues to be the #stlblues most impressive player in camp.”

The Denver Post opines on the task ahead for new Pioneers coach Jim Montgomery and the expectations of the school. Beta writer Mike Chambers says the Pioneers are underrated.

Here is everything you need to know (and more) about the Penn State media day and likelihood of an outdoor NHL game and rookie camp.

North Dakota senior defenseman Dillon Simpson was named as team captain. Michael Parks and Stephane Pattyn will wear the As.

Bentley will play Holy Cross at 6:30 p.m. ET on Saturday, Dec. 28 at 6:30 p.m. at Fenway Park in the two AHA programs’ first outdoor game.

Tigers pleased with new home jerseys

Thu, September 26, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC jerseys, practice 020It’s only fitting that a team heading into a season with a new conference and celebrating the 75th anniversary of the program in January has a new, old-school home jersey.

“I like them,” said senior forward Jeff Collett. “They are a little old school which is what the guys like about them. They look sharp.”

The new home whites, which feature black shoulders and black, gold and white sleeves with gold numbers were worn by the players for the first time Thursday while the team was recording its scoreboard video interviews at World Arena. Some of the Tigers attempts at spelling Gustav Olofsson and Alexander Krushelnyski for the video did not merit praise even if the new sweater did.

“I’m pumped up to get a new jersey and the guys are happy,” said sophomore center Cody Bradley. “It’s like getting a new stick or new skates.”

CC jerseys, practice 022The new white jerseys are tentatively scheduled to debut with the team for the Oct. 5 exhibition game against New Brunswick. The jersey has larger, more distinct numbers on the back than the previous home jersey which had a black bar going through the middle, obscuring the numbers.

“They had served their purpose,” senior defenseman Eamonn McDermott said of the worn-out jerseys. “It was time.”

The new jerseys also have the new National Collegiate Hockey Conference shield logo on the right shoulder. That logo is also under the ice behind each net at World Arena, where workers were installing the dasher board advertising.

“It’s like a new beginning with a new look,” said sophomore wing Hunter Fejes.

The new road black jerseys are scheduled to arrive soon. Last season’s gold alternate jerseys will also be worn this year.

Pioneers down to 12 available forwards

Thu, September 26, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

PHX_Larraza_Draft_1_2011Denver junior Zac Larraza suffered a broken clavicle on Tuesday and will be out six to eight weeks, Pioneers coach Jim Montgomery told the Denver Post.

With the injury to Larraza (12 goals last season), Denver is down to 12 available forwards. Freshman Brad Hawkinson injured his shoulder last week. Rookie Emil Romig will serve an  eight-game NCAA suspension to begin the season for playing in a European professional league.

An earlier Denver Post report suggested Hawkinson may miss the entire season.

Thursday reading: Brown; Bidwill blog; prospects game; NCHC first look; DU on TV

Thu, September 26, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

stuart preseasonThe RPI fan blog put together its Know Your Enemy segment on Brown, a CC home opponent on Jan. 4, 2014.

Former Tiger Arthur Bidwill is blogging for the AHL’s Rockford IceHogs during his tryout.

Here’s a look at the rosters for Thursday’s night’s annual USA Hockey prospects game. No CC commits are playing. The game is at 5 p.m. MT Thursday and can be seen on this livestream here.

Dan Bylsma will drop the ceremonial first puck at the CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game Thursday (Sept. 26) at CONSOL Energy Center, home of the NHL’s Pittsburgh Penguins. The head coach of the 2014 U.S. Olympic Men’s Ice Hockey Team is in his sixth season as head coach of the Penguins.

Bill Guerin, who will be inducted in the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame this fall, will present the Gillette Player of the Game Award in a postgame ceremony. Guerin is the Pittsburgh Penguins player development coach.

CBS college hockey analyst and College Hockey News columnist Dave Starman weighs in on a number of NCHC topics.

ROOT SPORTS’ Denver Television Schedule

Hockey

Friday, Nov. 15, 7:30 p.m. – Western Michigan

Saturday, Nov. 23, 7 p.m. – Air Force

Friday, Jan. 3, 7:30 p.m. – Brown

Friday, Jan. 10, 7:30 p.m. – St. Cloud State

Saturday, Jan. 25, 7 p.m. – North Dakota

Friday, March 7, 7:30 p.m. – Miami (Ohio)

Air Force hockey adds second TV broadcast

Wed, September 25, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

TV logoAir Force hockey will have two regular-season games broadcast on live TV this season.

The Falcons at Denver game at 7 p.m. Nov. 23 will be broadcast live regionally on ROOT Sports.

The Air Force at Army game Jan. 10, 2014  will be shown nationwide on CBS Sports Network at 5 p.m.

Wednesday reading: Denver slight; Cody Lampl’s beard; WCHA coaches poll

Wed, September 25, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Walleye-Cincinnati-LamplThe Denver program is unranked by USA Hockey for the first time in a long time and that is motivating the Pioneers. The USCHO.com preseason poll, which I expect will have Denver in its top 20, will be released next week.

Former Tiger Cody Lampl and his beard are turning heads at the AHL St. John’s training camp. The article suggests he has a good chance of making the squad.

Minnesota State was  tabbed to win the MacNaughton Cup, garnering nine of 10 first-place votes in the Mankato Free Press WCHA Men’s Hockey Preseason Coaches Poll. The Mavericks,  coming off their best season in a decade, also have the Preseason Player of the Year in junior forward Matt Leitner and  Preseason Rookie of the Year in freshman forward Zach Stepan.

Ferris State was picked to finish second in the league, edging Michigan Tech, which received the other first-place vote. Bowling Green was fourth, followed by Alaska, Northern Michigan, Bemidji State, Lake Superior State, Alaska Anchorage and Alabama Huntsville.

For more details, click here.

ECAC, WCHA announce preseason polls, awards

Tue, September 24, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

RylanThe ECAC coaches picked defending NCAA champion Yale to win their league this season:

1. Yale (4) – 103

 2. Rensselaer (2) – 102

 3. Quinnipiac (2) – 93

     Union (2) – 93

 5. Cornell (1) – 89

 6. Harvard – 67

 7. Dartmouth (1) – 64

 8. Brown – 46

 9. Colgate – 44

 10. St. Lawrence – 43

 11. Princeton – 26

 12. Clarkson – 22

The ECAC media went with RPI:

1. Rensselaer (18) – 367

 2. Yale (5) – 224

 3. Quinnipiac (6) – 292

 4. Union (3) – 287

 5. Cornell (1) – 238

     Dartmouth – 238

 7. St. Lawrence – 212

 8. Brown – 188

 9. Colgate – 125

 10. Harvard – 108

 11. Princeton – 102

 12. Clarkson – 83

Future CC foes this season include Brown (eighth, both polls) and Clarkson (last, both).

The WCHA, which releases its coaches poll on Wednesday morning, announced the results of its media poll with No. 14 Minnesota State as a runaway favorite:

Results

Team (First-Place votes) Total Points

1. Minnesota State (22) 244

2. Ferris State (2) 218

3. Alaska 168

4. Bowling Green 149

5. Michigan Tech 144

6. Northern Michigan 137

7. Lake Superior State 117

8. Bemidji State (1) 108

9. Alaska Anchorage 54

10. Alabama Huntsville 36

Preseason Player Of The Year

Matt Leitner, F, Minnesota State

Others receiving votes: Garrett Thompson, F, Ferris State; Stephon Williams, G, Minnesota State

Preseason Rookie Of The Year

Zach Stepan, F, Minnesota State

Others receiving votes: Tomas Sholl, G, Bowling Green; Brendan Harms, F, Bemidji State; Mathias Dahlstrom, G, Northern Michigan; Cliff Watson, D, Michigan Tech

Preseason All-WCHA Team

Forwards

Matt Leitner, Minnesota State; Alex Petan, Michigan Tech; Ryan Carpenter, Bowling Green

Others receiving votes: Cody Kunyk, Alaska; Reed Seckel, Northern Michigan; Stephan Vigier, Northern Michigan

Defensemen

Jason Binkley, Ferris State; Zach Palmquist, D, Minnesota State

Others receiving votes: Matt Prapavessis, Bemidji State; Ralfs Freibergs, Bowling Green; Colton Parayko, Alaska; CJ Ludwig, Northern Michigan

Goaltender

Stephon Williams, Minnesota State

Others receiving votes: CJ Motte, Ferris State; Andrew Walsh, Bemidji State.

Pioneers not letting roster turnover lower program’s high expectations

Tue, September 24, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Denver pregame warmupsHigh expectations remain for a Denver squad that welcomed 10 freshmen and a new coach this offseason.

“Denver is a place where you can expect to have  chance to win a national championship and winning your conference every year,” first-year Pioneers coach Jim Montgomery said during the program’s annual media day press conference. “That’s why I wanted this job.  I don’t know in the last five years that they’ve won enough championships.I know that if my next five years are comparable to the last five years I will view it as a disappointment.”

Montgomery did not put much stock in not making the USA Today/USA Hockey Magazine preseason poll, which ranks the top 15. The Pioneers did receive votes.

“I think it’s a slight of a rookie head coach, is he going to be able to handle the next step,” Montgomery said. “I think more importantly preseason polls mean nothing.”

USCHO.com will release its preseason poll next week. The NCHC media poll had Denver placing fourth, good for home playoff ice in the eight-team league

Senior goalie Sam Brittain leads the netminders, said Montgomery, who gave a quick rundown of his new team.

“In goal, we are led by our senior Sam Brittain, who I think is in the best shape of his life right now,” Montgomery said. “He’s going to be leading the way with our two freshmen who he’s taken under his wing. “On defense, we return four defensemen who I’ve seen in practice already are 200 foot hockey players that can get it done at the defensive and offensive end that really excites me. They’re supported by three very talented freshmen. I’m really excited about our d-corps.”

“Moving on to our forwards, we are led in our forwards by our junior class. Our sophomore and freshman are going to have to be relied upon to contribute for us in that depth throughout our forward line in order to play Pioneer hockey.”

The Denver Post’s Mike Chambers is reporting that freshman forward Brad Hawkinson injured his shoulder in captain’s practice and may need surgery and a medical redshirt season.

In the pros: Civitarese, Connelly, Fredheim, Guentzel, Kilpatrick, Lampl, Rau, Zaba

Tue, September 24, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Chad Rau (2)Former Tigers Brian Connelly and Chad Rau, pictured, were put on waivers by the Minnesota Wild with hopes of assigning them to the AHL’s Iowa Wild (formerly Houston Aeros).

David Civitarese has an assist in three games for Bolzano of Italy, which is in the Austrian top league, which includes teams from The Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy and Slovakia.

Thanks to his dual Italian-Canadian citizenship, Civitarese does not count as an import for the club. Goalie Matt Zaba (2.36 gaa, .921 saves)  is in the same league with the Vienna Capitals while Mike Boivin (two points, three games) and Mark Cullen (two points, three games) play for Salzburg.

Jimmy Kilpatrick recorded three points (two assists) in his first game for Neumarkt/Egna of the Austrian tier-2 league in northern Italy. Gabe Guentzel had a goal and assist in his opening game for Ritten/Renon of the top Italian league.

Colorado Springs forward Ben Holmstrom cleared waivers and is in training camp with AHL Adirondack (Flyers affiliate).

Kris Fredheim and Cody Lampl (under contract with ECHL Toledo) are both on AHL St. John’s training camp roster.

Tuesday reading: NCHC tournament name contest; Big Ten/Hockey East Challenge Cup

Tue, September 24, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

bigger-NCHC-logo-300x300The National Collegiate Hockey Conference is asking fans to help determine the name of the league championship tournament March 21-22, 2014 at the Target Center, with a prize set aside for the winning suggestion.

League play begins on Oct. 18 with a doubleheader featuring No. 6 North Dakota at No. 2 Miami (5 p.m. MT) and Colorado College hosting Minnesota-Duluth at about 7:30.

Fans can suggest names for the tournament on Twitter @TheNCHC using the hashtag #NCHCChamp or on the NCHC Facebook page using the same hashtag.

Submissions are due Thursday, Oct. 10.  The league office will select the best suggestions and put them into a poll on NCHCHockey.com, where fans will vote on the winning name.

The fan who suggests the winning name will receive two free, all-session tickets to the NCHC championship weekend in Minneapolis. If multiple fans suggest the winning name, the league will randomly select one winner.

Hockey East released its preseason coaches poll with UMass-Lowell and Boston College tied as the preseason favorite with the RiverHawks getting seven out of a possible 11 first-place votes for the slight edge. Future Colorado College foe Providence was picked fifth.

On Tuesday, the Big Ten and Hockey East announced an annual showcase week called the Big Ten/Hockey East Challenge. While these games were scheduled well in advance, this is a smart marketing move by the two leagues.

The only thing better would be an NCHC/Conference TBD Showcase as a four-team holiday tournament in Las Vegas. Just sayin’

Big 10 logo2

Big Ten/Hockey East Challenge Schedule

(All times 5 p.m. MST. unless noted) 

Friday, Oct. 18

 Wisconsin at Boston College

 Michigan State at Massachusetts

 Michigan at New Hampshire (5:30 p.m.)

Saturday, Oct. 19

 Wisconsin at Boston University

 Michigan State at Massachusetts

 Michigan at New Hampshire

Friday, Oct. 25

 Boston College at Minnesota (6 p.m.)*

 Boston University at Michigan#

 UMass Lowell at Michigan State@

Saturday, Oct. 26

 Boston University at Michigan State

 UMass Lowell at Michigan#

 Penn State vs. Vermont %

 (Philadelphia, PA – 3 p.m.)

Sunday, Oct.27

 Boston College at Minnesota (noon)^

* Big Ten Network

 # XFINITY Channel 900

 @ Fox Sports Detroit

 % Comcast Philadelphia and New England

 ^ Fox Sports North and Sports Time Ohio

UMass-Lowell No. 1 in USA Hockey poll; CC shut out

Mon, September 23, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

UMass-Lowell, a popular pick to win Hockey East, was the preseason No.1 in the USA Today/ USA Hockey Magazine national poll announced on Monday.

Three National Collegiate Hockey Conference teams were ranked: No. 2 Miami, the preseason favorite to win the Spencer & Julie Penrose Cup, No. 6 North Dakota and No. 9 St. Cloud State.

Denver and Western Michigan received some votes, making it likely they will be ranked in the U.S. College Hockey Online preseason poll,  which includes 20 teams. USA Hockey ranks the top 15. 

Colorado College did not receive any votes in Monday’s rankings.

Monday reading: In-state commit for Air Force; Falcons snub; NHL Draft watch

Mon, September 23, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Meier mugAir Force picked up a commitment from Highlands Ranch player Matt Meier, pictured, who is enjoying a good start to his season in the NAHL.

Falcons senior goalie Jason Torf made honorable mention in the Atlantic Hockey Association preseason awards according to the Western College Hockey Blog. Perhaps they forgot about AHA 2012-13 Defenseman of the Year Adam McKenzie?

Here is NHL Central Scouting’s preliminary 2014 NHL Draft watch list.

North Dakota picked up a commitment from a top player out of Arizona.

Tigers anxious to move into World Arena

Sun, September 22, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Archie Skalbeck PhotoThe Colorado College hockey team will move into their World Arena locker room Sunday night after their final practice at Honnen Ice Arena.

The boys can’t wait.

“It’s exciting,” said senior goalie Josh Thorimbert. “It’s always good to be back skating on your home ice.”

The move is another milepost toward the start of the season.

“It’s definitely a sign we are getting closer to the start of the season,” said junior forward Scott Wamsganz.

After a couple weeks of captains practices, the Tigers are competing with more vigor, thanks in part to getting back into shape and situational scrimmages.  The losers usually have to skate from line to line afterwards.

“It brings out our competitive sides,” Wamsganz said.

That competitive side also shows in how anxious the Tigers are to play an exhibition opponent; New Brunswick on Oct. 5.

“Practice is important, but everyone is definitely ready to play a game,” Thorimbert said. “That’s just how hockey players are wired.”

CC hockey single-game tickets go on sale at 10 a.m. Saturday

Fri, September 20, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

CC Cody Bradley_AFA1Single-game tickets for Colorado College hockey go on sale at 10 a.m. Saturday, Sept. 21. Tickets available via:  CCTigers.com/Tickets, 719.576.2626 or at the World Arena Box Office.

Prices start at $9.

There is a special promotion fans may want to consider: Anyone who buys a full-price CC versus Denver or Air Force game can then buy $5 tickets to Minnesota-Duluth on Oct. 18 (season- and NCHC-opener). 

A limited number of season tickets still remain. Go to CCTigers/com/Tickets for more information.

Weekend reading: Pairwise rankings, Ben Holmstrom, Molli Mott, Taylor Gross

Fri, September 20, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

calculatorAccording to USCHO, which oversees the Pairwise rankings for the selection committee, the NCAA will consider road wins as more valuable than home wins in the formula that selects the at-large teams for the Division I men’s tournament.

The change takes effect immediately, and according to the Grand Forks Herald, surprised most coaches.

Also, the committee reintroduced a bonus system that rewards teams for victories over

St. Louis Blues center Jaden Schwartz, right front, celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal against the Tampa Bay Lightning during the second period of an NHL preseason hockey game in Orlando, Fla., Wednesday, Sept. 18, 2013.

St. Louis Blues center Jaden Schwartz, right front, celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal against the Tampa Bay Lightning during the second period of an NHL preseason hockey game in Orlando, Fla., Wednesday, Sept. 18, 2013.

top-ranked teams in the Ratings Percentage Index and eliminated the criterion of comparing teams against other teams under consideration.

The NCAA memo is included in the article.

Colorado Springs player Ben Holmstrom was placed on waivers by the Philadelphia Flyers. If he clears waivers, he will be headed to the AHL’s Adirondack Phantoms, where he served as captain last season before an injury.

Here is an article on the Big 10 media day and how it all relates to the NCHC. The new Minnesota-Duluth beat writer made the drive down to Minneapolis and wrote on the NCHC preseason poll.

The WCHA announced its women’s preseason poll, preseason play begins Monday, with defending NCAA champ Minnesota, winners of 49 straight games, picked No. 1.

Bemidji State, coached by former CC player Steve Sertich, and St. Cloud State, led by Colorado Springs senior Molli Mott, were picked to to tie for seventh in the eight-team league.

College Hockey America, a six-team women’s league, announced its preseason poll with Penn State, captained by Colorado Springs’ Taylor Gross, selected last. They start exhibition play on Saturday.

Freshman Zach Aman out for preseason

Thu, September 19, 2013 by Joe Paisley with  no comments

Freshman Zach Aman underwent surgery to repair a torn meniscus ligament in his right knee on Monday. The forward expects to return in time for the Tigers’ season-opening games against Minnesota-Duluth on  Oct. 18-19.

“It’s a lot better that this happened now instead of in the middle of the season,” he said during Thursday’s captains practice.

In the meantime, he joins defenseman Michael King in the stands. The sophomore is recovering from offseason hip surgery from an injury sustained in January against Nebraska-Omaha. He expects to me back for game action in November.

Denver Pioneers forward Zac Larraza ready to play

By Mike Chambers 

The Denver Post

Posted:   11/08/2013 12:01:00 AM MST

DU tri-captain Zac Larraza, who has recovered from shoulder surgery, will make his season debut Friday night against CC. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

Five losses, four in overtime, each by a 3-2 score. Painful.

Given that, the University of Denver hockey team easily could be 7-1 instead of 3-5. Everyone affiliated with the program has been pained, but particularly junior wing Zac Larraza. The Pioneers' tri- captain has been helpless.

Larraza, a Phoenix-area product who was drafted by the NHL's Phoenix Coyotes in 2011, has been watching the Pioneers go down in heartbreaking fashion while he recovered from preseason shoulder surgery. He went under the doctor's knife six weeks ago, but Friday night he will be playing against the archrival Colorado College Tigers in Colorado Springs.

"I absolutely hated being in the stands the first eight games, but at the same time I was so excited to get the news (Thursday) that I was cleared to play this weekend," Larraza said after practice. "Hopefully I can bring an element to our game that has been missing, and that's scoring from our forwards. I'm just trying to bring a different aspect, be more physical, another big body that goes to the net."

Larraza, 6-foot-2 and 200 pounds, scored 12 of his 13 career goals last season as a sophomore. The Pioneers have scored 19 goals in eight games, but only seven have come from forwards.

"Obviously, we hope he helps with scoring, but the most important part is his influence with energy and a positive attitude as to how we want to play," DU coach Jim Montgomery said of Larraza. "But he has a goal-scoring shot. He has a great release and it's a heavy shot. We're excited about what he can do, but we also have to realize it's his first weekend and it might be a little bit of a whirlwind for him."

Another DU forward will be making his debut Friday night at the World Arena: Emig Romig, a 21-year-old freshman from Vienna. Romig is coming off an NCAA-imposed, eight-game suspension for unknowingly playing in a European junior-A league with a former professional. The situation is similar to the suspension former DU goalie Juho Olkinuora served to begin his NCAA career in 2011.

Romig, 5-10 and 170, had 54 points (17 goals) in 54 games last season for the North American Junior Hockey League. He previously played in the more competitive U.S. Hockey League.

"Speed and he has a good shot. That's what you can expect from Romig," Montgomery said. "How hard he competes, how physical he is, how creative he is in making plays — that's all to be determined because we haven't seen him in a game."

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

College hockey

Denver (3-5, 0-2 National Collegiate Hockey Conf.) vs. Colorado College (1-5, 1-3 NCHC)

What: NCHC two-game series

When: Friday (7:35 p.m., World Arena) and Saturday (7 p.m., Magness Arena)

TV/radio: None/102.3 FM

Notes: These are the first NCHC games between the Front Range archrivals that competed in the WCHA since 1949. ... DU regained the Gold Pan series trophy last season, going 2-1-1 against CC, but 3-3-1 overall, because the Tigers won two of three league playoff games. ... Pioneers senior Sam Brittain will start in goal Friday. ... CC is on a five-game losing streak that includes back-to-back overtime losses at Clarkson and at Western Michigan. The Tigers, who are 58th among 59 Division I teams in scoring (averaging 1.33 goals per game), have produced only five goals in their past five games, and only freshman Alex Roos has more than one goal. DU is tied for 43rd in scoring (2.38). ... CC freshmen Jaccob Slavin, Gustav Olofsson and Christian Heil are former midget triple-A players for the Colorado Thunderbirds. DU's former T-birds are juniors Josiah Didier, Daniel Doremus and Matt Tabrum, sophomores Quentin Shore and Grant Arnold and freshman Brad Hawkinson (injured).
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University of Denver defenseman Will Butcher. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

University of Denver freshman defenseman Will Butcher, a 2013 Avalanche draftee, has been suspended for Friday's game at Colorado College for breaking one of coach Jim Montgomery's unofficial rules. 

"For not doing the right thing," Montgomery said. "It wasn't a team rule, but more of one of my obvious unwritten rules."

Butcher, 18, will be eligible to play in the Game 2 series finale against the Tigers on Saturday in Denver, completing the first home-and-home Gold Pan set in National Collegiate Hockey Conference history. 

Butcher has played in all eight games for the Pioneers (3-5, 0-2 NCHC), chipping in two goals and an assist. While he will be missed on the blue line Friday, DU's forward corps will be strengthened with junior tri-captain Zac Larraza and freshman Emig Romig, both of whom will make their season debuts in Colorado Springs. 
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Follow Adrian Dater on Twitter for Avs, NHL updates.
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•Post photos of your team spirit.

Keep tabs on the Avs' AHL affiliate, the Lake Erie Monsters.

The Avalanche has had two chances to give new coach Patrick Roy a franchise record with a victory this season and failed twice. Of course, those are the only two losses of the season so far for the Avs, so it remains a pretty positive start for his team.

But just as they did when they could have given Roy a team and NHL record with a seventh straight win to start a coaching career earlier, the Avs failed to give him the very best start in franchise history by losing to the Nashville Predators on Wednesday night.

The final was 6-4, a game in which the Avs never took a lead or stopped Nashville from retaking a lead when things were tied.

Colorado Avalanche PA Parenteau takes a shot on Nashville Predators goalie Carter Hutton during the frirst period at Pepsi Center. More photos. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

A bad pass by Avs winger P.A. Parenteau was the final killer mistake on a night of many for the home team, a turnover that led to Colin Wilson scoring to give Nashville the 5-4 lead in the third period — not long after Matt Duchene scored a rousing tying goal. The Predators clinched it with an empty-net goal with 17.5 seconds left.

"I made the mistake on the winning goal," Parenteau said. "I know I can't do that in a 4-4 game. We made some mistakes, but we'll learn from it and play better. We kept coming back, but it was too much. We can't let Varly (Semyon Varlamov) hang out to dry like that."

"It was a team loss," Roy said. "We made too many mistakes, especially on that last goal."

Goaltending was not the strength of either team in this one. It was Varlamov's first poor outing of the season, as the Avs veteran had trouble handling the puck and keeping good position at times.

Varlamov mishandled a puck in his crease that led to a Craig Smith goal with 56 seconds left in the first period that broke a 1-1 tie. Paul Gaustad's goal broke a 2-2 tie, not long after Ryan O'Reilly scored early in the second.

Varlamov was victimized by Gaustad's tip of a Filip Forsberg shot from long range. That goal was followed up by a Predators power-play score by Wilson, a backdoor tap-in, that made it 4-2.

But after Paul Stastny made it 4-3 at 13:37 of the second, Duchene tied it early in the third with a brilliant rush up the middle and finish against Predators goalie Carter Hutton to tie it back up.

The Avs had to play the first 10 minutes of the third period without arguably their top defenseman, Erik Johnson, who was assessed a misconduct penalty after tossing his stick to a fan at the end of a period. The stick was broken. While Johnson was just giving the stick to a fan, NHL rule 53.4 states: "A misconduct penalty shall be imposed on a player who unintentionally or accidentally throws his stick or any part thereof or any other object or piece of equipment outside the playing area. If the offense is committed intentionally, a game misconduct penalty shall be assessed to the offending player. If the offense is committed in protest of an official's decision, a minor penalty for unsportsmanlike conduct plus a game misconduct penalty shall be assessed to the offending player."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Colin Wilson. Predators forward had two goals and two assists, including the winning goal.

2. Matt Duchene. Scored a great goal for Avs and added an asisst.

3. Viktor Stalberg. Preds forward scored and added an assist.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

The Avs only won 40 percent of their faceoffs and had six giveaways to Nashville's two.

UP NEXT

Calgary, Friday at 7 p.m., Pepsi Center.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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The Avalanche could make franchise history Wednesday night with a victory. Patrick Roy, however, does not expect one to come easy against the Nashville Predators.

"I expect them to play a tough game. This is a good team, with a good 'D,' " Roy said.

The Predators, though, will have to win without regular goaltender Pekka Rinne, sidelined with a bacterial infection. The Avs have played against several backup goalies this season, and will get another Wednesday in Carter Hutton.

"It will be important for us to test him early and hopefully we can get a couple past him at the start of the game," Roy said.

The Avs would set a franchise record for best start to a season with a win and 13-1 record.

"I always go 

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy yells out during a timeout against the Detroit Red Wings on Oct. 17 at the Pepsi Center. The Red Wings defeated the Avalanche 4-2. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

back to one day at a time," Roy said. "What we can control is what we do tonight and I think we need to stay in the present world, prepare ourselves and make sure we focus when we get to the rink." 

The Avs will start Semyon Varlamov in goal. Jamie McGinn will return to the lineup and skate on the third line with John Mitchell and Max Talbot.
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Ryan O'Reilly doesn't play hockey with an edge. He's a finesse player, and his penalties are of the accidental variety. But deep down, the Avalanche forward believes he has an edge over most opponents. He believes in namaste, yoga's most popular spoken word that, translated roughly, means “the spirit within me salutes the spirit in you.”

“I love it. It's everything to me,” O'Reilly said.

Hockey practice offers O'Reilly the opportunity to hone his on-ice skills, but his yoga practice has helped guide him in life and the NHL. The 22-year-old is a devout believer in the ancient Indian physical, mental and spiritual disciplines. On Monday the majority of the Avs practiced yoga together for the first time in team history under the guidance of an instructor brought in by the team's physical therapist.

Colorado Avalanche Center Ryan O'Reilly and his girlfriend Dayna Douros practice Ashtanga Vinyasa yoga at the Samadhi Center for Yoga in Denver, CO October 29, 2013. (Craig F. Walker/The Denver Post)

“It's by far the toughest training, and best training, I do,” O'Reilly said. “I could go on and on about what it's done for me, but if you look at injury-wise, preventing injuries, it's a huge thing.”

O'Reilly, who tries to practice yoga at least twice a week, about 75 minutes at a time, has missed only 10 NHL games since signing with the Avs in 2009 at age 18. He was introduced to yoga by his father, Brian O'Reilly, a Canadian sports performance coach, at age 15. Ryan practices most yoga styles, including the sauna-like Bikram, which features 26 postures in a heated climate meant to replicate yoga's birthplace in India.

“In yoga, it's not like you're lifting weights and just building muscle mass. You're working all the fibers, all the tissue. A lot of times guys get hurt (playing hockey) because they're extended and don't have that strength and flexibility,” O'Reilly said. “Yoga is the teacher of strength and flexibility, and it activates everything.”

Including the mind and breathing, yoga's most important element.

“Controlling your breath is a huge benefit for me,” O'Reilly said. “When you do yoga classes, you're so present in every little detail inside your body. And when I play hockey, I try to do the same thing — especially after a bad shift. I try to come back to my breath, inhale and exhale, and that brings you back into the moment. I'm like, 'OK, I'm recovered. What am I going to do now?' ”

Dayna Douros doubles as O'Reilly's girlfriend and yoga partner. A future yoga instructor, she is four weeks shy of obtaining her teacher's certificate at Samahdi Center for Yoga in Denver, a studio where she and O'Reilly often practice.

The couple met while in high school in Scarborough, Ontario, at a time when both were introduced to yoga.

“My whole life revolves around it, and we both bring it everywhere we go,” said Douros, 23. “Ryan brings it into his hockey, but it translates into our everyday life. He's always pretty calm and under control, and I'd say I'm very similar.”

Many other Avs regularly practice yoga, including 36-year-old goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere. He often has a yoga instructor practice with his wife and him at their home and credits yoga for extending his career.

“It's brought me to a different level with my flexibility, endurance and knowing how to breathe and relax after (allowing) a goal,” Giguere said.

Avs coach Patrick Roy, a former goalie, said he's never practiced yoga, but is open to the idea. “If it helps me to lose weight I'll give it a shot,” said Roy, who is up a little from his playing weight.

Giguere and teammates Matt Duchene, Erik Johnson, Ryan Wilson, P.A. Parenteau, Nathan MacKinnon, John Mitchell and Patrick Bordeleau were among those who did yoga Monday before hockey practice inside the team's weight room at its training facility.

Bordeleau, a heavyweight enforcer, joked that he doesn't need yoga to “find my inner-self” and added he felt tighter after the 35-minute session, but will nevertheless try it again.

They all said introducing yoga to the team is a good idea, and many said they can better understand what O'Reilly is doing before games.
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Nathan MacKinnon moved back to center; Ryan Wilson misses Avs practice
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Avs F Nathan MacKinnon 2013 

Nathan MacKinnon: "I'm comfortable, obviously, at center and excited to go back to being a center." (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Nathan MacKinnon is moving back to the third line, but the Avalanche rookie isn't looking at it as a demotion. Far from it.

After two games skating at right wing on a line with Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog, MacKinnon was moved back to center on a third line with John Mitchell and Max Talbot on Thursday.

Both MacKinnon and Avs coach Patrick Roy said the move is for the best.

"I'm comfortable, obviously, at center and excited to go back to being a center," MacKinnon said. "There's some things I could have done better (as a winger). I didn't have the puck on my stick a lot (Wednesday night) and I don't think I used my speed very well. But I thought our line did some good things too. I just have to do whatever's asked of me."

Roy experimented with MacKinnon at wing after Alex Tanguay went down with a knee injury. Starting with Friday's game against the Calgary Flames at the Pepsi Center, Jamie McGinn will move into the right wing spot with Stastny and Landeskog.

"It was a good thing to try, but I think he's more comfortable at center. He needs that space to skate," Roy said of MacKinnon, the No. 1 pick in this year's NHL draft. "It makes us a better team when he's in the center position. We could have made that change during the game, but we were always close, and he was OK. But it's better for him at center."

MacKinnon has two goals and nine points in 14 games, with a plus-5. It's been, by all accounts, a good start for the native of Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia. But fans have quickly been abused of the notion that MacKinnon might come in and dominate the league right away like he did in junior with the Halifax Mooseheads.

"You can't score every game, but I just have to stay confident and go forward and keep learning the game here," MacKinnon said. "Patrick has told me he doesn't care how many goals and points I have, and we're 12-2, so it's still good. In junior, you could have a bad night and still pick up two or three points."

Wilson hurt again. Avalanche defenseman Ryan Wilson missed practice Thursday because of a back injury and is unlikely to play Friday. Wilson was scheduled to see Avalanche team doctor Andrew Parker.

Nick Holden will play on defense against the Flames, his first game at his normal position this season. Holden played two games previously as a fourth-line winger.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

CALGARY AT COLORADO

7 p.m. Friday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on David Jones: The former Avalanche winger will play his first game against the team that traded him to the Flames this past summer. Jones got off to a hot start but has cooled. He played six seasons for the Avs and scored 20 or more goals twice. He signed a four-year, $16 million contract before the start of last season but posted only three goals and nine points in 33 games in the lockout-shortened season with the Avs.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: After two games skating at right wing on a line with Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog, Nathan MacKinnon was moved back to center on a third line with John Mitchell and Max Talbot on Thursday. MacKinnon played some at wing after Alex Tanguay went down with a knee injury. Starting with Friday night's game against the Calgary Flames at the Pepsi Center, Jamie McGinn will move into the right wing spot with Stastny and Landeskog. ... J.S. Giguere will start for Colorado in goal. He is 4-0 this season. ... Center Matt Duchene missed practice Thursday because of a bruised foot, the result of blocking a shot late in Wednesday's 6-4 loss to the Nashville Predators. Coach Patrick Roy said the injury is minor and expects Duchene to play against Calgary. ... With Ryan Wilson likely out Friday (back injury), Nick Holden is expected to take his place in the lineup. ... McGinn is not expected to receive supplemental discipline for his hit against Predators rookie Seth Jones that resulted in a boarding penalty and briefly knocked Jones out of the game.

Flames: Calgary is 3-7 in the past 10 games under former Avalanche coach Bob Hartley. ... Former Avs forward TJ Galiardi has been skating at right wing on the Flames' second line. ... Calgary ranked only 27th in the NHL in penalty-killing percentage (.766) entering Thursday.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Fedor Tyutin backs off comments in support of Semyon Varlamov
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Fedor Tyutin #51 of the Columbus Blue Jackets checks David Clarkson #71 of the Toronto Maple Leafs into the boards at Nationwide Arena. (Getty Images file)

On Monday, Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov received support from Columbus Blue Jackets player and fellow Russian Fedor Tyutin in regard to Varlamov's arrest last week. Tyutin later regretted his words and apologized for what he said about the sensitive topic.

"I personally know Semyon very well. He is quite a true, considerate guy," Tyutin told R-Sport of Russia on Monday. "As soon as I heard it all, I realized that it is all blown (out of proportion). It's just American laws are on the women's side. That's why they can go to the police for any little thing, complain and bring a lot of problems to men. That's why the only mistake of Semyon is that he got together with this girl."

Tyutin later backtracked on the comments to The Columbus Dispatch.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

"I don't support any violence against women," Tyutin told the paper. "I have my own two daughters. I would never want anything like it to happen to them. I know Semyon. I know him very well. I was just trying to be supportive to him. I should have chosen my words a little better. I think everybody is innocent until proven guilty. I just feel like everybody's convicted him already. Knowing him pretty well, I was trying to support him."

In a statement to the Dispatch, Blue Jackets president John Davidson said: "We have discussed this with Fedor and believe that, while he chose his words very poorly in an attempt to support a friend, he in no way condones violence against women or anyone else."

Footnotes. Avs winger Jamie McGinn returned to the lineup against Nashville on Wednesday night after missing time with a minor knee injury. ... Nick Holden and Matt Hunwick were healthy scratches for the Avs.
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Wilson has 4 points, Predators beat Avalanche 6-4
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Click photo to enlarge

Nashville Predators' Colin Wilson second from left, is congratulated... ((AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez))
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DENVER—Though the Nashville Predators couldn't keep Colorado off the scoreboard, they did keep the Avalanche out of the record book. 

Colin Wilson had two goals and two assists, Viktor Stalberg added a goal and an assist, and Nashville beat the Avalanche 6-4 on Wednesday night. 

Craig Smith and Paul Gaustad also scored for the Predators, who stopped Colorado's six-game winning streak. 

Matt Duchene had a goal and two assists for Colorado (12-2-0), which fell one win short of NHL history. The Avalanche were attempting to set a franchise record and match the 2007-08 Ottawa Senators for the best 14-game start in league history. 

"When you have a taste of winning—to use a bad analogy—it's like a drug. 

Colorado Avalanche's Nathan MacKinnon (29) slams Nashville Predators' Matt Cullen (7) into the boards during the first period of an NHL hockey game Wednesday, Nov. 6, 2013, in Denver. ((AP Photo/Barry Gutierrez))

 You crave it more and more," Duchene said. "It feels terrible and we've felt this twice this year and it feels awful. It feels that much worse. When you're used to losing, it's just another game, but when you're used to winning it hurts that much more." 

After finishing with the worst record in the Western Conference last season, the Avalanche are near the top this season. 

"As much as I wish to be 81-1, it's a little tough," Colorado coach Patrick Roy said. "They're a good team; it's a nice way for us to learn." 

It took a career game from Wilson, who has worked his way back from a shoulder injury in March that ended his 2013 season. He had four points March 8, the game before he was hurt. 

"Obviously, it was great getting some numbers, getting the puck in the net, just to remember I can do it," Wilson said. "It was a while ago that I got injured, so it was good to get back at it." 

The Predators appeared to take control when Gaustad and Wilson scored early in the second to give them a 4-2 lead. Paul Stastny got one back with a power-play goal with 6:27 left in the period, and Duchene tied it 4:23 into the third. 

Wilson answered with his second goal of the night when he beat Semyon Varlamov at 7:34. 

"I felt the pressure on my back and I was going to slip it five-hole but decided to move it really quick to my backhand," Wilson said. 

Varlamov finished with 22 saves while allowing a season high in goals. 

"It's always tough to give up five goals," he said. "It was not my greatest game this year." 

The Avalanche pulled Varlamov for an extra skater with more than a minute left, and Gabriel Bourque scored into the empty net. 

Nashville goalie Carter Hutton made 11 of his 27 saves in the third to preserve the win. 

The teams, now in the same division, found a reason to ramp up the rivalry when Colorado forward Jamie McGinn left his skates to check Nashville rookie defenseman Seth Jones into the boards. Jones stayed on the ice for a moment before skating to the bench under his own power. 

He went to the locker room but returned late in the period. 

"My face kind of went into the boards, bit my teeth a little bit but my head was fine," Jones said. "I was (worried) but I kind of knew right away when it happened. I went directly to my teeth and I didn't have a headache." 

McGinn was given a charging minor and the Predators capitalized with Smith's third goal to give Nashville a 2-1 lead. 

"You could see Seth was putting the brakes on, he's got his back turned, he's exactly what we talk about being a vulnerable player," Nashville coach Barry Trotz said. "McGinn takes the two or three hard steps and then I thought he left his feet. 

"I just thought he hunted him out and he was a vulnerable player, and that's what we're trying to take out of the game." 

Stalberg opened the scoring with his first goal of the season at 13:12 of the first, and P.A. Parenteau tied it with his fifth 2:11 later. 

Ryan O'Reilly scored early in the second for Colorado. 

NOTES: Ryan Ellis and David Legwand had two assists each for Nashville. ... McGinn returned to the lineup after missing three games with a knee injury. ... Nashville C Matt Hendricks missed his second game with an upper-body injury while C Mike Fisher missed his first game with a lower-body injury. Both players are day to day. ... Avalanche LW Alex Tanguay will miss two weeks with a knee injury sustained in Saturday's win over Montreal.
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Goalie Semyon Varlamov told Avs coach Patrick Roy and team vice president Joe Sakic that allegations against him are untrue. (Tony Gutierrez, The Associated Press)

Nov 6:

•Kiszla: Patrick Roy putting trust, faith in Semyon Varlamov

Nov 3:

•Dater: Avs made right decision to let Semyon Varlamov travel, play

Nov 1:

•Colorado Avalanche defeats Dallas Stars in OT, improves to 11-1

•Translation of media interview given by Semyon Varlamov's girlfriend

•Semyon Varlamov to start vs. Dallas for Avalanche despite charges

Oct 31:

•Kiszla: Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov should step aside

•Woman says Avalanche star Semyon Varlamov laughed while he beat her

The Avalanche continues to keep the faith in Semyon Varlamov — on and off the ice.

The Russian goaltender — arrested last week on charges of domestic violence and kidnapping — will be back in net Wednesday night when the 12-1 Avs host the Nashville Predators at the Pepsi Center.

Varlamov was asked after practice Tuesday if he was confident his name will be cleared eventually.

"Yeah, for sure," Varlamov said. "Life is life. I'm just happy I have the support of my teammates and this organization."

The case remains in the hands of the Denver district attorney, with a decision on whether or not to file formal charges expected within a couple weeks.

Avs coach Patrick Roy said Varlamov will start against the Predators, and on Sunday against the Washington Capitals, his former team. Jean-Sebastien Giguere will start Friday's game against the Calgary Flames.

The Avs will get left wing Jamie McGinn back in the lineup against Nashville, after he missed time with a minor knee injury. Rookie Nathan MacKinnon will continue to skate at right wing on a line with Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog, in place of injured veteran Alex Tanguay (knee).

Asked if he was confident Tanguay would not be out on a long-term basis, Roy sounded unsure.

"It's tough with a knee. I almost don't want to say it, but I'm not a doctor. Our medical staff feels they want to wait a couple of weeks and then see where he's at," Roy said.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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The Colorado Avalanche celebrate a goal by center Ryan O'Reilly in the third period against Montreal on Saturday. (Chris Schneider, The Associated Press)

Arguably — and I'm not arguing the point — the Stanley Cup playoffs is pro sports' most exciting postseason. Electrifying, emotional and excruciating for the winner. A champion has to post 16 victories over four seven-game series. 

The Avalanche used to play that game extraordinarily well, and given its NHL-best 12-1 start, the Stanley Cup playoffs are bound to return to the Mile High City for the first time since 2010.

You don't need to break out the calculator. I have done the math. 

If the Avs play .500 hockey the rest of the season, they will be in playoff position. In their final 69 games, if the Avs go 30-30-9 they will finish with 93 points, the typical playoff bubble position.

In the league's last full season, 2011-12, the Ottawa Senators and Washington Capitals made the Eastern Conference playoffs with 92 points. And the previous season the New York Rangers were the East's No. 8 seed with 93 points. 

In the Western Conference, the Chicago Blackhawks were the No. 8 seed in 2011 with 97 points, and the Los Angeles Kings were the eighth seed in 2012 (and went on to win the Cup) with 95 points. 

Currently, the Avs are two points waiting to happen, riding their second six-game winning streak of the season heading into Wednesday games against visiting Nashville. The Avs host Calgary on Friday and Washington on Sunday before returning to the road, where they are 6-0. 

Lucky teams don't begin 12-1 with a road record like that, and with commanding victories over teams like Anaheim (11-3 record), Pittsburgh (11-4), Toronto (10-5) and Boston (8-5). There is no fluke to coach Patrick Roy's remarkable madness.

The Avs have played excellent in all three zones and don't appear to have a weak link, and — barring the unsightly accusations against goalie Semyon Varlamov — their skill, experience and character are high. 

Playing .500 hockey or worse was what the Avs did too much of the last two seasons. But expect these guys to play far better than average the rest of the way and coast into the playoffs. 

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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Alex Tanguay to miss at least two weeks for Colorado Avalanche after knee injury

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post 

Posted:   11/04/2013 12:08:24 PM MST | Updated:   4 days ago8 comments

Colorado Avalanche left wing Alex Tanguayduring an October game at Pepsi Center. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Colorado Avalanche forward Alex Tanguay will miss at least two weeks after leaving Saturday's game against the Montreal Canadiens with a knee injury. 

"Out for a minimum of two weeks and then he'll be reevaluated," Avs coach Patrick Roy said Monday after practice. 

Roy adjusted his lines Monday, moving rookie Nathan MacKinnon to the Paul Stastny-centered line where Tanguay played right wing opposite left wing Gabe Landeskog. MacKinnon finished on that line against the Canadiens. 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

John Mitchell has replaced MacKinnon as the third-line center, with left wing Jamie McGinn and newcomer Max Talbot on the right side. 

Roy said the Avs will not call up a forward from the minors, but instead use defenseman Nick Holden as an emergency forward. The Avs have 12 available true forwards and Holden played well up front in his club debut last Friday at Dallas. 

The Avs will, however, make a roster move, Roy said. Young defenseman Tyson Barrie, who has mostly been a healthy scratch this season, will be demoted to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League and defenseman Matt Hunwick will be recalled. 

The move will save the club some money, because Barrie is on a two-way contract and Hunwick on an NHL-only deal, but Roy said the 22-year-old Barrie "needs to play" and the big club can't give him that opportunity right now. 

Defenseman Andre Benoit also didn't practice Monday because of a minor groin straight, but will be available Wednesday when the 12-1 Avs host the Nashville Predators. 

Goalie Semyon Varlamov will start against the Preds, Roy said. 

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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Dater: Avs made right decision to let Semyon Varlamov travel, play

By Adrian Dater
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It was described as a "tough" meeting, one in which Avalanche coach Patrick Roy and executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic looked Semyon Varlamov in the eyes and asked him hard questions about the events that had just landed his and the team's name in unsavory headlines worldwide.

Varlamov faces charges of second-degree kidnapping, a felony, and third-degree assault, a misdemeanor.

Any answer, any piece of body language not to the satisfaction of two of the most important decision-makers with the team, and there would be no way Varlamov would be allowed on the team's charter flight to Dallas on Thursday afternoon.

Varlamov swore to both men that the ugly allegations made against him by his Russian girlfriend were untrue.

Roy and Sakic have chosen to believe him. Now comes the hard part: waiting to see if their faith was rightly placed, or if both proud Avs executives were played for fools.

Varlamov not only made that flight to Dallas, he started in goal Friday and won the game. There were happy faces in the Avs dressing room, of course, but let's not kid anyone here: The Varlamov situation is in the back of everyone's mind. The Avs have placed their bet on the word of their starting goalie above that of a woman whose allegations were truly disturbing.

The case remains in the hands of prosecutors, and it figures to be a tense wait to see whether formal charges will be filed.

Until then, Varlamov looked focused during the game, a 3-2 overtime win in which he made 27 saves. He faced the media afterward and showed poise, asking for the public to "reserve judgment" until all the facts come in. The people around the Avs are confident in Varla mov's innocence. Roy had a long talk with him at the team's hotel in Dallas on Thursday night and came away convinced faith in the goalie's side of the story was justified.

I don't know what the truth is regarding the allegations, but I do want to make one rebuttal to those who chastised the Avs for allowing Varlamov to travel with them and play Friday. A court of law granted him bond (at a very low amount, $5,000) and allowed him to travel.

If it was good enough for a judge, why wasn't it good enough for the Avs to allow him to travel and continue doing his job while the case is pending? What kind of precedent would it set if — based solely on unproven allegations — a player was kept from doing his job?

If Varlamov is proven guilty, he will appropriately face severe consequences. And the Avs will indeed look like fools, and Varlamov likely would never play for them again.

But that hasn't happened yet. So why do some want to presume guilt by forcing him to stay on the sideline?

Let the process play out the way it's supposed to play out. Because, you know, in this nation we are still presumed innocent until proven guilty in a court of law.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

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

Spotlight on... Seth Jones, D, Predators

When: The Avs host the Nashville Predators on Wednesday night at the Pepsi Center in the teams' second meeting this season.

What's up: He was supposed to go first overall to the Avalanche in this year's draft, the former local kid who would come back to help save the franchise. But we all know that didn't happen.

Background: Most hard-core Avs fans got a good lesson in Jones' history. He's the son of former Nugget Popeye Jones, and spent eight years living in Denver, honing his game in local youth leagues.

He wound up slipping to fourth in the draft, going to the Predators, and has lately been paired with star veteran Shea Weber.

Dater's take: By most accounts, Jones has been superb so far for the Predators. During a recent game against the Phoenix Coyotes, Jones and Weber were on the ice for three minutes and 24 seconds — quite a long shift.

Jones has earned raves for his poise with the puck and hockey IQ level, yet he's still just 19.

But isn't this what the scouts said he'd be as an NHL player? Yes, most of them did. But most didn't think it would happen so soon.
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Colorado Avalanche now 12-1 after win over Canadiens

By Adrian Dater

 The Denver Post
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It just keeps getting more surreal. The Avalanche is now a 12-1 hockey team after Saturday night's exciting 4-1 victory over the Montreal Canadiens.

The Avs did it again, tying their best start in franchise history (with the 1994-95 Quebec Nordiques) with a third-period blitz of Montreal that turned a tie game into victory on goals by rookie Nathan MacKinnon and Ryan O'Reilly. P.A. Parenteau's empty-net goal with 38 seconds left sent the boisterous crowd cheering into the night.

A sold-out building, helped along by a pregame number retirement ceremony for Adam Foote, provided for a very lively atmosphere. The crowd number, in fact — 18,152 — was an all-time record to see a game at the Pepsi Center.

Gabriel Landeskog of the Colorado Avalanche celebrates his goal against the Montreal Canadiens to give the Avalanche a 1-0 lead in the second period at Pepsi Center. More photos. (Doug Pensinger, Getty Images)

The Avs came out flying to start the game, as they have most of the season, but couldn't finish anything against former goalie Peter Budaj. Lots of pucks trickled off the ends of stick blades just when goals looked like they might happen.

The Canadiens had some great scoring chances in the first period themselves. Montreal native Jean-Sebastien Giguere, however, was superb in stopping all eight official shots faced.

The scoreless tie lasted until the 11:14 mark of the second period, when captain Gabe Landeskog scored his fifth of the season. On a shot that might have been deflected slightly by a Canadiens stick, the puck nestled under the water bottle inside the top meshing of the net.

"I hadn't had too many shots in the game before that so I just wanted to get some pucks at that net and get it going," Landeskog said. "I don't know if it got tipped or not but I got it where I wanted it."

The Avs again got great goaltending from Giguere in the second, as he stopped another eight shots.

A puck finally went past him, though, at 3:38 of the third. Shortly after newcomer Max Talbot was sent to the penalty box for slashing, Brendan Gallagher put home a loose puck in the crease to make it 1-1. Montreal appeared to have enough momentum by then to have serious thoughts of sneaking a win out of Denver.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

But it all went awry for the Habs from there. Budaj allowed a big rebound on Landeskog's blast from the left circle, right onto the oncoming backhand stick of MacKinnon. The rookie wasted no time putting a hard shot to the back of the net for his second marker of his career.

O'Reilly essentially salted the win away by capitalizing on a giveaway by Habs defenseman P.K. Subban behind his net, then coming out front and beating Budaj with a turnaround wrister.

Subban said the game was hard-fought on both sides.

"I thought we played well," he explained. "It was a special night for them and we knew they were going to come out hard but I thought we weathered the storm early. We gave ourselves an opportunity to win the game, but we have to bear down with 10 minutes left in the game, whatever time's left we have to make sure that pucks get out, we're taking guys in front, and it didn't happen for us tonight."

The only bad part of the night for the Avs: veteran winger Alex Tanguay suffered a knee injury and did not return. The Avs have no immediate word on the severity of the injury.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Gabe Landeskog. Avs captain scored a goal and assisted on game-winner.

2. J.S. Giguere. Avs goalie was superb with 29 saves.

3. Nathan MacKinnon. Avs rookie scored the game-winner.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Avs winger Jamie McGinn has been cleared to resume play, but was held out to rest up more for his next game, likely Wednesday.

UP NEXT

Nashville Predators, 7 p.m. Wednesday, Pepsi Center

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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For the fourth time in their last six games, the University of Denver Pioneers went into overtime Saturday. And given their 0-3 record in such situations, they probably didn't feel very good about their chances, unless they felt they were due.

Snakebit. For the fourth time, and second straight time to visiting Nebraska Omaha at Magness Arena, DU lost 3-2 in OT. Mavericks junior wing Josh Archibald struck 2:51 into sudden death to give UNO a sweep of the first National Collegiate Hockey Conference series for both teams.

"They outworked us and outplayed us, I thought," DU coach Jim Montgomery said. "The speed of their forwards was tough for us to match up against. Hopefully with (forwards) Zac Larraza and Emig Romig available for us next week we'll match up better."

Blog: Field House

The Denver Post's sports reporters add analysis and notes to this blog focusing on college sports.

Larraza, a junior, and the freshman Romig have not played this season.

The Pioneers (3-5, 0-2), who have lost five of their last six games since starting 2-0, also lost 3-2 in OT against Alaska Fairbanks and Alaska Anchorage. UNO (4-4, 2-0) entered Denver having lost its previous three games.

Senior center Brock Montpetit scored twice for the Mavericks, including a fluke third-period goal on a bad angle that sneaked under goalie Sam Brittain's armpit. That tied it 2-2.

Once again, DU did not get enough production from its forwards. The Pioneers' defensemen have accounted for 11 of the team's 19 goals, with the forwards chipping in just eight in the same amount of games.

It was a relatively quiet game until the final 5:10 of the second period, when the game's first three goals were scored on the power play in a span of 4:29. Denver's junior combination of forward Daniel Doremus and defenseman Joey LaLeggia set each other up for power-play goals at 14:50 and 16:23 for a 2-0 Pioneers lead, but Montpetit cut the deficit in half at 18:21, and that too came on the power play.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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DU Recap

The Post's three stars

1. Brock Montpetit. UNO senior center scored twice.

2. Josh Archibald. Mavericks junior wing had the game-winning goal.

3. Joey LaLeggia. Goal and assist for the DU defenseman.

What you might have missed

Snakebit DU sophomore Quentin Shore clanged two shots off the left post.

Up next

At Colorado College, Friday.

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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The work-in-progress that is the University of Denver hockey team was worked over by a former Colorado high-school goalie on Friday night.

Nebraska Omaha junior Ryan Massa, who graduated from Bishop Machebeuf in 2006, wasn't the Mavericks' best player but certainly the game's best goalie at Magness Arena. His 33 saves spearheaded UNO's 3-2 overtime victory in the first National Collegiate Hockey Conference game for both schools.

The Mavericks (3-4, 1-0) collected all three conference points when Josh Archibald tapped in a Jake Guentzel feed on a 2-on-1 rush past goalie Sam Brittain with 3:26 remaining in OT, snapping UNO's three-game losing streak. Archibald, a junior, and the freshman Guentzel are Pittsburgh Penguins draft 

Blog: Field House

The Denver Post's sports reporters add analysis and notes to this blog focusing on college sports.

picks who combined for six points as Denver (3-4, 0-1) lost its second straight and fourth in its last five. 

DU junior defenseman Joey LaLeggia beat Massa with a long wrist shot through traffic with 4:02 remaining in regulation to tie it 2-2. It was the 10th goal by a Pioneers' defenseman, but the Pioneers continue to be short-changed by their young forwards, who have scored just seven goals in as many games.

DU entered the two-game NCHC series with the country's 10th-ranked power play (26 percent) and UNO had big problems with its power play, having allowed 11 goals in its last three games, all loses. Among 59 teams, the Mavericks were 56th in penalty killing at just 66 percent (15 goals allowed in 44 disadvantages).

But those statistics didn't play out as DU finished 1-of-7 on the power play.

Guentzel scored the first period's only goal and DU freshman defenseman Will Butcher tied it 1:19 into the second period. The Mavericks regained the lead about five minutes later, when Dominic Zombo redirected Ian Brady's shot from the point.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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DU Recap

The Post's three stars

1. Josh Archibald. Mavericks right winger had the game-winning goal and two assists.

2. Ryan Massa. Former Littleton Hawks and Colorado Thunderbirds goalie had 33 saves for UNO.

3. Jake Guentzel. Goal and the game-winning assist for UNO freshman.

What you might have missed

DU entered the game 8-0-2 against Nebraska Omaha in Denver. The schools are league rivals for the fourth consecutive season, but first in the new conference.

Up next

Nebraska Omaha, Saturday at Magness Arena.
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Colorado Avalanche defeats Dallas Stars in OT, improves to 11-1

By Adrian Dater 

 The Denver Post

Posted:   11/01/2013 09:17:26 PM MDT

Updated:   11/02/2013 12:28:28 PM MDT

DALLAS — The Avalanche had to play more than 60 minutes in a game for the first time this season, but that didn't stop it from winning again 3-2 on Friday night.

Paul Stastny's wrist shot off the rush at 3:36 of overtime upped the Avs' record to 11-1.

"I just tried to shoot through the D. You don't score on these goalies unless you're flying or you make a perfect screen, and that's what I was trying to do, use the D man as a screen."

Semyon Varlamov, arrested this week after allegations from his girlfriend, started and played well in getting the Avs to OT. He stopped 26-of-28 shots in regulation, allowing two third-period goals after the Avs started sitting back too much with the early lead.

Dallas Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen (32), of Finland, stops a shot attempt by Colorado Avalanche's Matt Duchene (9) as Ryan O'Reilly (90) and Stars' Brenden Dillon (4) watch in the first period of an NHL hockey game on Nov. 1 in Dallas. (Tony Gutierrez, AP)

Varlamov held a brief session with the media afterward, in which he was asked about the situation that has seen his name in unflattering headlines worldwide.

"I don't want to comment about anything regarding the process," Varlamov said. "At the same time, I want to thank the Colorado Avalanche, the whole team, for their support. I ask that everybody reserve their judgments and not rush into conclusions."

Varlamov did not seem haggard or weary from the events of the past couple of days, and even cracked a smile or two with teammates afterward. Still, it hasn't been easy, and there figure to be more distractions ahead.

Avs coach Patrick Roy said he was confident in his goalie before the game as to how he would respond.

"Honestly, I had no doubt," Roy said. "Coaching sometimes, you have to make decisions, and we took one. We were comfortable to make that decision."

The Avs built a 2-0 lead through the first two periods, getting goals from Stastny and Gabe Landeskog. Colorado could have had more in the first period, too, if not for some great goaltending by the Stars' Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen robbed Avs rookie Nathan MacKinnon on a doorstep putback, among others.

Colorado Avalanche

View slide show of Predators-Avalanche game Nov. 5.

View more Avalanche photos.

Find analysis, notes and buzz on the All Things Avs blog.

Follow Adrian Dater on Twitter for Avs, NHL updates.

Ask Adrian Dater about the team or NHL in the Avs Mailbag.

Post photos of your team spirit.

Keep tabs on the Avs' AHL affiliate, the Lake Erie Monsters.

Stastny broke a scoreless tie at 8:22, however, putting home Alex Tanguay's perfect slip pass.

"We should have been up much more than 1-0 after the first period, but Lehtonen was outstanding," Roy said. "He might want to get that second goal back, but he kept them in it and allowed them to come back."

Colorado's 1-0 lead lasted until late in the second period, when Landeskog took a nice drop pass from MacKinnon and beat Lehtonen with a slap shot from outside the short side.

The Stars, though, played a strong third period and finally got on the board against Varlamov when Alex Goglioski took a drop pass from Tyler Seguin and scorched a slap shot past him.

Seguin tied it with just less than four minutes left, beating Varlamov with a wrist shot off the rush.

The goal came right after the Avs had blown a couple of easy opportunities.

But then Stastny came through in the end, and Colorado's amazing start to the season continued, a big reason being Varlamov.

"There's been a lot going on with him and the team in the last 24-48 hours, and sometimes the best thing is to be in your comfort zone, and that's on the ice," Stastny said. "When (Varlamov is) on the ice, he's focused and gives us a chance to win and he was unbelievable again tonight."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Paul Stastny. Scored two of the Avs' three goals, including the OT winner.

2. Tyler Seguin. Scored for Stars and added an assist.

3. Semyon Varlamov. Made 27 saves for the Avs.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Nick Holden made his season debut for Avs, playing 4:39 as a forward.

UP NEXT

Montreal, Saturday at 8 p.m. at the Pepsi Center
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Translation of media interview given by Semyon Varlamov's girlfriend

By Vsevolod Pulya and Daniel Petty

The Denver Post 
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Editors' Note: Vsevolod Pulya, a Russian journalist visiting The Denver Post for three weeks, has translated the interview Semyon Varlamov's girlfriend, 24-year-old Evgeniya Vavrinyuk, gave to the media on Thursday. He is the managing editor for Russia Beyond the Headlines, based in Moscow. The video is condensed from the original 21-minute version to include remarks mostly in Russian, with closed captioning available in English by clicking "CC" on the video. The transcription below is that of the video.

Interpreter: Please tell us how this happened.

Evgeniya Vavrinyuk: It happened on Tuesday at 6 a.m. My boyfriend came home drunk and acting strange and rushed at me with the intention of beating me. He grabbed my hands and twisted me. When I tried to close the door to the room and get him out of the room, he kicked me in the chest with his leg. Twice I fell on the ground and it hurt me a lot. After that we had a small fight between the kitchen and the lobby. At this moment he was laughing and it seemed like he didn't understand what he was actually doing. And he was very drunk.

Interpreter: It's not the first time it happened and they want to know if you can tell them if there were any more incidents.

Vavrinyuk: During the NHL lockout we lived in the city of Yaroslavl in Russia where he played for the "Locomotive" team. During that time we often had small fights at home. Similar to this case, he drank a lot and he acted strangely.

Interpreter: Do you want to tell them about the Maldives? 

Evgeniya Vavrinyuk during a news conference spoke to reporters through an interpreter about the alleged abuse from her boyfriend, Semyon Varlamov, starting goaltender for the Colorado Avalanche. Robert Abrams, the attorney who is representing Vavrinyuk, said prior the news conference that she spent five hours in a hospital getting exams and X-rays. (RJ Sangosti, The Denver Post)

Vavrinyuk: The police came to our place several times at Yaroslavl, but he remained unpunished. It happened several times. There were many witnesses, but he just got away with it. In June, we went to Male Island in the Maldives. When Semyon got drunk there again, he also acted strangely. He was trying to drown me in a puddle, grabbed my hand, my hair. I had huge haematomas on my head.

Interpreter: How many times did he beat you?

Vavrinyuk: This one was the fifth time he beat me. 

Vavrinyuk: Yes, I was barely conscious. And then he took a big bicycle, raised it in the air and and started dropping it on me. 

Interpreter: So you say it's not the first time it happened? So why do you want everyone to learn about it now?

Vavrinyuk: All these fights happened either in Russia or abroad. I mean, I have no more patience for this. Currently I am in the U.S., the country which stands for women's rights. I know I will be protected here. I want everyone, all of the fans who love him and who chant "Varly, Varly" all the time to know that he's a violent man, that he acts like this with his beloved girlfriend.

Interpreter: So please tell us how bad he is.

Vavrinyuk: Well ... He thinks he can get away with anything. He tells me these things openly. He says to me, "So, who are you? What have you achieved in your life? I'm the star and the NHL player. And you haven't done anything in your life. I'm a celebrity. You don't have anything, but I'm a millionaire, who can easily spend $2 million a day. And I will do what I want to do." I just don't want him to get away with it.

Interpreter: Why didn't you leave the first or second time it happened?

Vavrinyuk: There's a limit to anything. I used to love this man. I wanted to have family with him. I was thinking that he would change over time. But people don't change. And this event was my limit, my last drop. I didn't want to go to the police this time either. But when I got back home, I saw my stuff by the door. I was thrown out like a dog. And that was the reason I decided to go to the police. Please tell them that until recently he (Varlamov) was thinking that I was joking with him, that I was just fooling and I wouldn't go to the police. When I texted him that I was going to the police, he just replied wishing me good luck. He thought that this time he would also remain unpunished.

Interpreter: For how long have you known him, and how long have you been together?

Vavrinyuk: I've known him for four years, and we've been together as a couple for a year.

Interpreter: What happened to your family? Are they afraid now? 

Vavrinyuk: Yes, I got some messages on a Russian social network today. There's a website called "VKontakte." I got threats from Russian hockey fans on that website — they were saying that they would kill me, that I'd better not come to Russia anymore. And that there's a real life danger for me there in Russia. They called my mom and my sister threatening that if I don't get interviewed by Russian media, it will be bad for me and my name will be tarnished. I just don't understand. Many Russian fans show support for him. They write supportive notes to him while also insulting me with bad language. They think that I want to get money from him. I just can't understand how you can support this man. He just committed the most shameless act possible: he was beating his beloved woman. I just can't understand this. I want to tell everybody that I came to the police not to get any money from him. I don't need his money at all. I went to the police for him to be punished. Because in this country he can get a real punishment. He can get arrested. Because in this country women are protected; I want this man to go to jail. I want this situation to be a good lesson for him. He should understand finally that money doesn't buy everything. Today you're a star, and tomorrow you can fall as low as possible. You should show respect and love for people.

Interpreter: How do you feel today?

Vavrinyuk: I'm stressed and I took a pill.

Interpreter: Do you have any marks on your body where he beat you?

Vavrinyuk: Yes.

[Inaudible question]

Vavrinyuk: No, I don't think so.

Interpreter: Can you just point where the marks are?

Vavrinyuk: Here... here...

Interpreter: Don't forget the one on the leg.

Vavrinyuk: Here's a big haematoma. And on the leg as well. On my back.

Interepreter: The head. 

Vavrinyuk: Yeah, I have a huge bump on the back of my head. 

Interpreter: They just want to take a picture of us all together. 

Interpreter: Just say whatever you want. You can talk about the weather.

Vavrinyuk: I'm feeling shy. I hope he will get his punishment.

Interpreter: Do you think of going home?

Vavrinyuk: I want to go home, but I'm afraid.

Interpreter: Do you just travel with him everywhere?

Vavrinyuk: We're just living together. And we also travel together on vacations.

Interpreter: Do you live here or you just came to visit him?

Vavrinyuk: I don't know how to describe it.

Interpreter: What country did you leave to come here?

Vavrinyuk: I was living in Hong Kong. I was working as a model there. I broke the contract and moved to his place because he asked me to do it.

Interpreter: Does he have an alcohol problem?

Vavrinyuk: He doesn't know when to stop. When he's drinking, he always gets drunk and it turns off his head. He turns into a beast. 

Interpreter: In your opinion, how much did he drink on Tuesday? 

Vavrinyuk: We had guests in our house on that day. So he started drinking with them at 2 p.m. They drank two big boxes of beer. 

Interpreter: And did he drink more of it later?

Vavrinyuk: Then we went to a Halloween party and he drank there, too. He drank beer and also various shots. He was drinking from 2 p.m. until 6 a.m.

Daniel Petty: 303-954-1081, dpetty@denverpost.com, twitter.com/danielpetty
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Editors' Note: Vsevolod Pulya, a Russian journalist visiting The Denver Post for three weeks, has translated the interview Semyon Varlamov's girlfriend, 24-year-old Evgeniya Vavrinyuk, gave to the media on Thursday. He is the managing editor for Russia Beyond the Headlines, based in Moscow. The video is condensed from the original 21-minute version to include remarks mostly in Russian, with closed captioning available in English by clicking "CC" on the video. The transcription below is that of the video.

Interpreter: Please tell us how this happened.

Evgeniya Vavrinyuk: It happened on Tuesday at 6 a.m. My boyfriend came home drunk and acting strange and rushed at me with the intention of beating me. He grabbed my hands and twisted me. When I tried to close the door to the room and get him out of the room, he kicked me in the chest with his leg. Twice I fell on the ground and it hurt me a lot. After that we had a small fight between the kitchen and the lobby. At this moment he was laughing and it seemed like he didn't understand what he was actually doing. And he was very drunk.

Interpreter: It's not the first time it happened and they want to know if you can tell them if there were any more incidents.

Vavrinyuk: During the NHL lockout we lived in the city of Yaroslavl in Russia where he played for the "Locomotive" team. During that time we often had small fights at home. Similar to this case, he drank a lot and he acted strangely.

Interpreter: Do you want to tell them about the Maldives? 

Evgeniya Vavrinyuk during a news conference spoke to reporters through an interpreter about the alleged abuse from her boyfriend, Semyon Varlamov, starting goaltender for the Colorado Avalanche. Robert Abrams, the attorney who is representing Vavrinyuk, said prior the news conference that she spent five hours in a hospital getting exams and X-rays. (RJ Sangosti, The Denver Post)

Vavrinyuk: The police came to our place several times at Yaroslavl, but he remained unpunished. It happened several times. There were many witnesses, but he just got away with it. In June, we went to Male Island in the Maldives. When Semyon got drunk there again, he also acted strangely. He was trying to drown me in a puddle, grabbed my hand, my hair. I had huge haematomas on my head.

Interpreter: How many times did he beat you?

Vavrinyuk: This one was the fifth time he beat me. 

Vavrinyuk: Yes, I was barely conscious. And then he took a big bicycle, raised it in the air and and started dropping it on me. 

Interpreter: So you say it's not the first time it happened? So why do you want everyone to learn about it now?

Vavrinyuk: All these fights happened either in Russia or abroad. I mean, I have no more patience for this. Currently I am in the U.S., the country which stands for women's rights. I know I will be protected here. I want everyone, all of the fans who love him and who chant "Varly, Varly" all the time to know that he's a violent man, that he acts like this with his beloved girlfriend.

Interpreter: So please tell us how bad he is.

Vavrinyuk: Well ... He thinks he can get away with anything. He tells me these things openly. He says to me, "So, who are you? What have you achieved in your life? I'm the star and the NHL player. And you haven't done anything in your life. I'm a celebrity. You don't have anything, but I'm a millionaire, who can easily spend $2 million a day. And I will do what I want to do." I just don't want him to get away with it.

Interpreter: Why didn't you leave the first or second time it happened?

Vavrinyuk: There's a limit to anything. I used to love this man. I wanted to have family with him. I was thinking that he would change over time. But people don't change. And this event was my limit, my last drop. I didn't want to go to the police this time either. But when I got back home, I saw my stuff by the door. I was thrown out like a dog. And that was the reason I decided to go to the police. Please tell them that until recently he (Varlamov) was thinking that I was joking with him, that I was just fooling and I wouldn't go to the police. When I texted him that I was going to the police, he just replied wishing me good luck. He thought that this time he would also remain unpunished.

Interpreter: For how long have you known him, and how long have you been together?

Vavrinyuk: I've known him for four years, and we've been together as a couple for a year.

Interpreter: What happened to your family? Are they afraid now? 

Vavrinyuk: Yes, I got some messages on a Russian social network today. There's a website called "VKontakte." I got threats from Russian hockey fans on that website — they were saying that they would kill me, that I'd better not come to Russia anymore. And that there's a real life danger for me there in Russia. They called my mom and my sister threatening that if I don't get interviewed by Russian media, it will be bad for me and my name will be tarnished. I just don't understand. Many Russian fans show support for him. They write supportive notes to him while also insulting me with bad language. They think that I want to get money from him. I just can't understand how you can support this man. He just committed the most shameless act possible: he was beating his beloved woman. I just can't understand this. I want to tell everybody that I came to the police not to get any money from him. I don't need his money at all. I went to the police for him to be punished. Because in this country he can get a real punishment. He can get arrested. Because in this country women are protected; I want this man to go to jail. I want this situation to be a good lesson for him. He should understand finally that money doesn't buy everything. Today you're a star, and tomorrow you can fall as low as possible. You should show respect and love for people.

Interpreter: How do you feel today?

Vavrinyuk: I'm stressed and I took a pill.

Interpreter: Do you have any marks on your body where he beat you?

Vavrinyuk: Yes.

[Inaudible question]

Vavrinyuk: No, I don't think so.

Interpreter: Can you just point where the marks are?

Vavrinyuk: Here... here...

Interpreter: Don't forget the one on the leg.

Vavrinyuk: Here's a big haematoma. And on the leg as well. On my back.

Interepreter: The head. 

Vavrinyuk: Yeah, I have a huge bump on the back of my head. 

Interpreter: They just want to take a picture of us all together. 

Interpreter: Just say whatever you want. You can talk about the weather.

Vavrinyuk: I'm feeling shy. I hope he will get his punishment.

Interpreter: Do you think of going home?

Vavrinyuk: I want to go home, but I'm afraid.

Interpreter: Do you just travel with him everywhere?

Vavrinyuk: We're just living together. And we also travel together on vacations.

Interpreter: Do you live here or you just came to visit him?

Vavrinyuk: I don't know how to describe it.

Interpreter: What country did you leave to come here?

Vavrinyuk: I was living in Hong Kong. I was working as a model there. I broke the contract and moved to his place because he asked me to do it.

Interpreter: Does he have an alcohol problem?

Vavrinyuk: He doesn't know when to stop. When he's drinking, he always gets drunk and it turns off his head. He turns into a beast. 

Interpreter: In your opinion, how much did he drink on Tuesday? 

Vavrinyuk: We had guests in our house on that day. So he started drinking with them at 2 p.m. They drank two big boxes of beer. 

Interpreter: And did he drink more of it later?

Vavrinyuk: Then we went to a Halloween party and he drank there, too. He drank beer and also various shots. He was drinking from 2 p.m. until 6 a.m.
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DALLAS — After talking things over the past 24 hours, the Avalanche decided not to wait any longer and will put Semyon Varlamov back in the net Friday night against the Dallas Stars.

"Why wait?" Avs coach Patrick Roy said after the team's morning skate, when it was announced Varlamov will start less than 48 hours after being arrested on charges of domestic violence and kidnapping against his girlfriend. "We're all aware of what happened, but we just feel that he's our guy. We have confidence in him and feel that it's good for him to play tonight."

Jean-Sebastien Giguere, who originally was believed would play against Dallas, will start against Montreal on Saturday at the Pepsi Center.

Roy said he had a handful of conversations with Varlamov on Thursday, and said he and the team are in "full support" of him. Varlamov's attorney and agent both have strongly denied the allegations against him. Varlamov, unavailable for comment Friday morning — which is standard procedure for a goalie playing that night — will address the media for the first time after the game.

"We just want Varly to go out there and play his game," Roy said.

Asked if Varlamov was in good spirits, and whether he's confident Varlamov will be able to play effectively despite the distractions of his situation, Roy said: "We'll see tonight. The players have to support him as well, hockey-wise. The players need to play a good game in front of him, just like we've done since the start of the season. None of us are making any judgment until this (legal) process is going to be over."

Semyon Varlamov 

Goalie Semyon Varlamov keeps his eyes focused on his teammates as the Colorado Avalanche train at Family Sports Center in Centennial on Sept. 13, 2013. (Kathryn Scott Osler, The Denver Post)

Roy compared the decision to play Varlamov to when he first came to the Avalanche in 1995. Right after getting off the plane in Denver, Roy was informed he'd be starting the next night against the Edmonton Oilers.

"Again, why wait?" Roy said.

Read more: Semyon Varlamov to start vs. Dallas for Avalanche despite charges - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24434510/semyon-varlamov-start-vs-dallas-avalanche-despite-charges#ixzz2kA1l6gcd 
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Column: Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov should step aside

By Mark Kiszla, The Denver Post 

Posted:   11/01/2013 05:07:18 AM MDT | Updated:   8 days ago
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Who is the real man behind the mask of Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov?

If you believe his girlfriend, Varlamov is a sick man who “has no concept of when to stop drinking, and when he drinks he turns into an animal,” according to Evgeniya Vavrinyuk, who has accused the goalie of laughing while he beat her.

If you believe his father, the 25-year-old goalie is an innocent man falsely accused, according to Alexander Varlamov, who insists, “No crime was committed” by his son.

If you believe Avs coach Patrick Roy, his first-place team needs Varlamov on the ice while the truth is separated from fiction. “We all love Varly,” Colorado teammate Matt Duchene said.

We all love the surprising 10-1 start to the Avalanche's season. But the warm-and-fuzzy glow of the story has taken a turn nobody wanted. Varlamov faces charges of assault and kidnapping.

None of us can be sure what — or whom — to believe.

But this much I know: Hockey is the least of Varlamov's concerns at the moment.

I cling to one of the most optimistic, generous tenets in our society: innocent until proven guilty. Nevertheless, how about the Avalanche let veteran Jean-Sebastien Giguere stop the pucks in goal on a Friday night in Dallas, and for games in the immediate future?

Not to punish Varlamov. Not to cave under the pressure of bad publicity.

But life is way more important than hockey, even for a young, hot goalie paid $3 million to stop the puck.

In a Colorado locker room with a rising star in every corner, from Gabriel Landeskog to Nathan MacKinnon, there is one player best suited to serve as the guiding light of the Avalanche during a difficult time. At age 36, Giguere is no kid. He has won the Conn Smythe trophy. He has hoisted the Stanley Cup. He speaks from the heart, backs his words with action and has seen it all in the NHL.

Without question, Giguere is ready to step between the pipes and serve this team with pride and dignity.

“That's the job of a backup,” Giguere said. “You have to be ready for all kinds of scenarios. Sometimes a goalie might get sick, sometimes he might get hurt in warm-up, sometimes he might be out for a month and the team's not necessarily going to make a trade to cover that month.”

What Varlamov faces is far more severe than the flu and way more serious than an injury suffered on the ice. The ugly headlines and gossip-inducing mugshot will stalk Varlamov, no matter how justice is served in this case.

The field of play is considered a sanctuary for players dealing with the harsh realities of the real world. But whether Varlamov can find escape between the pipes isn't the issue here. His job can wait.

While good-hearted, passionate people on both sides of the debate will apply pressure to the Avalanche, the team needs to ask itself only two questions:

What's best for the team?

What's best for Varlamov?

What's best for the team is to hand over the responsibility of playing goal, at least in the short term, to Giguere, who has a 3-0 record and a miniscule 0.67 goals-against average in backup duty this season.

What's best for Varlamov is a harder call, to be sure.

Varlamov has made 242 saves in eight games for Colorado.

Give him the time and space to see if he can discover any saving grace in an ugly situation where none of the answers will be easy, and little of the truth figures to be black or white.
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Avalanche focus on ice after Varlamov incident

By PAT GRAHAM AP Sports Writer 

Posted:   11/01/2013 01:39:28 AM MDT | Updated:   8 days ago

Click photo to enlarge

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov, right,... ((AP Photo/The Denver Post, RJ Sangosti, Pool))
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DENVER—The Colorado Avalanche have been the talk of hockey for weeks because of their fast start under a fiery new coach. 

Now, they're in the spotlight for an entirely different reason with No. 1 goalie Semyon Varlamov facing legal trouble in a domestic violence case. 

This could be the kind of distraction that derails their momentum after a 10-1 start under first-year coach Patrick Roy. But the Avalanche insisted that Varlamov's turmoil off the ice won't affect their play on it. 

"It's an unfortunate situation and hopefully it gets resolved real soon, but we'll focus on hockey right now," forward Matt Duchene said. "That's what we're worried about. 

"Nothing has changed for us." 

On Thursday, a judge said Varlamov will be allowed to travel with the team while prosecutors consider whether he should be charged with assaulting his girlfriend. The 25-year-old native of Russia was arrested the day before on suspicion of second-degree kidnapping and third-degree assault. 

How much he will play until his case is sorted out remained unclear. He's supposed to start in goal Friday night in Dallas against the Stars, but Roy wouldn't say whether that's still the plan. Varlamov did make the trip with the team. 

"We're going to take it one day at a time, like we've been doing all year long," Roy said. 

Varlamov made a brief appearance in court Thursday after spending a night in jail when he turned himself in on Wednesday. He stood next to his lawyer to face Denver County Judge Claudia Jordan, who ordered him to stay away from his girlfriend, Evgeniya Vavrinyuk. 

The girlfriend told investigators that Varlamov kicked her in the chest, knocking her down, and stomped on her chest as she lay on the ground in her apartment, according to an arrest affidavit. She also accused Varlamov of dragging her by her hair and telling her that he would have beaten her more if they had been in Russia. 

Robert Abrams, Vavrinyuk's attorney, said the couple had been dating for a year and that Varlamov assaulted her on four other occasions. Abrams said this instance wasn't the most serious, but that his client decided to tell police this time because after the assault she went home and found her things had been thrown into the hallway and her bank account had been cut off by Varlamov. 

"She wants the world to know that this famous star is a mean, nasty and hostile individual," Abrams said. 

Varlamov's agent, Paul Theofanous, said he "is completely innocent of all of these charges." 

Right around the time Varlamov appeared in court, his teammates took the ice for practice. In the locker room following the workout, players ducked and dodged questions about the case involving their goalie. 

"We're playing well right now and we've got to keep doing what we're doing," captain Gabriel Landeskog said. "We've got to remember what makes us successful and that's hard work and playing like a team. That's where we are, we're a group that works together and sticks together through anything." 

Backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere is prepared to fill in, should he be needed. He was initially slated to start against Montreal at home on Saturday, but that could change. He may just get the start Friday, too. 

"That's the job of a backup. You have to be ready for all kinds of scenarios," Giguere said. "Sometimes, a goalie might get sick. Sometimes, he might get hurt in warm-up. Sometimes, he might be out for a month. 

"You have to be ready physically and mentally for those kinds of challenges. I don't know what's going to happen coming up. ... Whatever happened today, I'll take care of it, try to face it, and move on to the next day and see what happens." 

Varlamov is off to a sizzling start this season, going 7-1 with a 1.76 goals-against average. He's also among the league leaders in save percentage (.945). 

"We all love Varly in here. I can't say enough great things about him," Duchene said. "We're not allowed to comment on his situation, but it's not going to affect us. We're focused on (Dallas). We're waiting to hear what's going to happen. But it's not affecting us at all." 

Giguere couldn't agree more. 

"A bunch of things can happen in a season. You have to be able to face them as a team," Giguere said. "If we take that challenge on as a team, we'll be OK." 

——— 

Associated Press Writer Colleen Slevin contributed to this report.
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University of Denver Pioneers ready for new shootout scoring system

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post 
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Defenseman Josiah Didier, right, is expected to return to the ice Friday and Saturday against Nebraska Omaha. (Denver Post file)

Say hello to three-point hockey.

As a founding member of the new National Collegiate Hockey Conference, the University of Denver begins three-point games this weekend, hosting Nebraska Omaha on Friday and Saturday at Magness Arena.

The Colorado Springs-based NCHC has copied the defunct Central Collegiate Hockey Association with three-point games in league standings only.

A regulation or overtime win nets three points for the winner and none for the loser. If a game goes to a shootout, the winner gets two points and the loser one.

Nationally, a game that remains tied after a 5-minute overtime period and goes to a shootout will go down as a tie. Thus, if DU beats UNO twice in a shootout, the Pioneers will be 2-0 in NCHC standings but 0-0-2 nationally — same as the Mavericks. In league play, DU would collect a series total four points and UNO two.

"Overall, I'm a fan of it," first-year DU coach Jim Montgomery said of the three-point games. "For the entertainment value it brings. As a coach, if I lose in a shootout I don't think of it as a loss. And if you win a shootout as a team, it's a really nice feeling.

"And I think you have to be progressive, and college hockey usually doesn't do progressive stuff. I personally think we should have the exact same rules as the NHL, except for fighting."

Montgomery would actually like fighting to be included in college hockey, but the NCAA seemingly never would agree to that.

In its first 64 years, Denver played in the Western Collegiate Hockey Association, the former powerhouse that featured longtime members Minnesota, Wisconsin and North Dakota. The Gophers and Badgers left to join the new Big Ten Hockey Conference, and UND joined DU, CC, UNO and Minnesota-Duluth in the NCHC. Ultimately, the NCHC added Western Michigan and St. Cloud State after former CCHA member Notre Dame chose to go to Hockey East.

Montgomery's Pioneers will have freshman center Evan Janssen and junior defenseman Josiah Didier back in the lineup after both missed multiple games with knee injuries. Junior wing Zac Larraza (shoulder) and freshmen forwards Emil Romig (NCAA suspension) and Brad Hawkinson (season-ending shoulder surgery) are out.

"I almost have enough bodies to bench guys if they're not playing hard," Montgomery joked about his team's rash of injuries.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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College hockey this weekend

Nebraska Omaha (2-4, 0-0 National Collegiate Hockey Conference) at Denver (3-3, 0-0 NCHC)

What: NCHC two-game series

When: Friday (7:35 p.m.) and Saturday (7 p.m.)

Where: Magness Arena

TV/radio: None/102.3 FM

Notes: DU leads the all-time series against UNO 12-3-2. In the WCHA last season, DU beat (7-4) and tied (3-3) the Mavericks. The teams also meet Feb. 14-15 in Omaha. ... UNO goalie Ryan Massa of Littleton has struggled, going 0-2 with a 4.64 goals-against average and .757 save percentage. UNO has allowed 11 power-play goals in losing its past three games. On the season, the Mavericks have given up 15 power-play goals on 44 disadvantages (.659 killing percentage). DU has a 26 percent power play.

——— 

Colorado College (1-3, 0-0 NCHC) at Western Michigan (1-2-1)

What: NCHC two-game series

When: Friday and Saturday, 5 p.m.

Where: Lawson Ice Arena, Kalamazoo, Mich.

TV/radio: None/None

Notes: CC has lost three consecutive games since winning its opener. The Tigers have scored just two goals during their losing streak, including one in a two-game series last weekend at Clarkson.

——— 

Air Force (4-2, 2-0 Atlantic Hockey Association) at Rochester Institute of Technology (0-3-2, 0-0 AHA)

When: Friday, 5 p.m.

Where: Ritter Arena, Rochester, N.Y.

TV/radio: None/1300 AM

Notes: The Falcons travel to Erie., Pa., on Saturday to face Mercyhurst (1-5-1, 0-0 AHA) to conclude their conference weekend. ... AFA is on a four-game winning streak, each at home.

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Avalanche players tight-lipped about goalie Semyon Varlamov's arrest
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The Avalanche players so far this season have taken coaching well, and that seemed to be the case again Thursday. After the team's morning practice at Family Sports Center, the Avs — under orders to do so — remained mostly tight-lipped when asked about goaltender Semyon Varlamov's arrest on domestic violence charges.

The timing was almost bizarre, but as the Avs were on the ice, Varlamov appeared in court in Denver, and the police report detailing allegations made by his girlfriend, Evgeniya Vavrinyuk, was released. That meant the media members asking the players to comment had much more information than did Varlamov's teammates, and they didn't yet know that Varlamov would travel with them to Dallas later in the afternoon and be available for Friday's night's game against the Stars.

"I'd rather not comment on it right now," said captain Gabe Landeskog. "We're focusing on what we can control right now, and that's preparing the best way for (the Dallas game.) ... Right now, I'm more than willing to talk hockey, but anything other than that, I can't comment."

Veteran goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere has played in three games for Colorado this season as Varlamov's backup, and he is expected to get the start against the Stars while Varlamov watches from the bench.

"A bunch of things can happen in a season, and you have to be able to face them as a team," Giguere said. "If we take that challenge on as a team, then we'll be OK."

If the circumstances lead to Giguere, 36, playing more, at least in the short term, he said he could handle that.

"That's the job of a backup," he said. "You have to be ready for all kinds of scenarios. Sometimes a goalie might get sick, sometimes he might get hurt in warm-up, sometimes he might be out for a month and the team's not necessarily going to make a trade to cover that month.

"You have to be ready physically and mentally for those kinds of challenges. I don't know what's going to happen coming up, but for me, it hasn't changed the way I try to approach everything as a day-to-day thing."

Center Matt Duchene also noted that the players were directed not to comment on the legal situation, but he said: " Obviously, it's an unfortunate situation and hopefully gets resolved very soon, but we're focused on hockey right now. ... You're concerned about your teammate. We all love Varly in here. I can't say enough great things about him. I think we're all pretty confident this is going to get resolved pretty quickly."

Veteran winger P.A. Parenteau said: "I don't think we can let it affect us. We don't know what happened, and we can't really comment on it. ... Usually things take care of themselves. He's been a big part of what we have done so far and he has been unreal so far. We're behind him; we're supporting him 100 percent."

Terry Frei: tfrei@denverpost.com
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COLORADO AT DALLAS: Friday

6:30 p.m., ALT2, 950 AM

Spotlight on Max Talbot: The former Penguin and Flyer is expected to be in the lineup Friday, one day after being traded to the Avs for Steve Downie. Talbot has two years left on his contract after this season, with a cap hit of $1.75 million. He figures to play on the third line with Nathan MacKinnon and Jamie McGinn, and get plenty of time on the penalty kill. Talbot is engaged to be married to Canadian figure skater Cynthia Phaneuf.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: J.S. Giguere will start in goal. ... Saturday's game against Montreal will mark the first time the Avs have played back-to-back games this season. ... Winger Cody McLeod will serve the last of his five-game suspension Friday, and likely will be back in the lineup Saturday.

Stars: Dallas is 0-for-16 on the power play at home this season, but coach Lindy Ruff told the team's website: "I think we are getting closer to where we want to be. We've really cut down on the careless plays of late. I want to see us creating more; there were some opportunities to carry the puck over the line where we gave up possession." ... Dallas lost to the Avs 3-2 in Denver on Oct. 15. 

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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DALLAS — Max Talbot had no idea a trade was coming. Sure, his Philadelphia Flyers had gotten off to a terrible start, and trades happen quickly in hockey during bad times. But the veteran winger was stunned after hearing he had been dealt by the Flyers to the Avalanche for Steve Downie on Thursday.

"It's the first time I've ever been traded. So, I'm dealing with some of the shock of that," Talbot said by phone from Philadelphia, before boarding a plane to Dallas where he will be in uniform for the Avs on Friday night against the Stars.

After a few minutes on the phone, however, Talbot seemed to warm up to the idea of being an Av.

Avalanche winger Steve Downie, front (Associated Press file)

"Obviously, they're off to a great start and have lots of great young players. It seems like it was when I was in Pittsburgh in some ways," Talbot said. "I hope to come in and contribute and keep things going in a good way."

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said Talbot adds talent and a proven ability to perform in the clutch.

"Talbot has won a Stanley Cup with Pittsburgh," Roy said. "He's a great penalty killer. We feel that he's going to (add) a lot of depth to our team. He's a guy that has performed so really well in the playoffs, and we think he'll be a great addition."

Roy said the Flyers "wanted Steve Downie back, and we felt it was the price to pay to get Talbot."

Talbot, 29, had one goal and an assist with the Flyers. He has 77 goals and 77 assists in 515 career games with Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, and has two years left on his contract after this season.

Given the Avs' depth at center, it seems likely he will play wing, at least initially.

Talbot had eight goals and five assists during the Penguins' 2009 Stanley Cup run. He was the hero of Game 7 in the Stanley Cup Finals against Detroit, scoring both Penguins goals in a 2-1 victory.
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Roy noted that during winger Cody McLeod's NHL suspension, which has one more game to run, "I thought that we were a little short in (penalty killing) players, and Talbot is very good in that regard. He's a really good P.K. guy, and it's going to help a lot."

Downie, originally drafted by the Flyers, has a goal and six assists this season and is in the final year of his contract, which involves a $2.65 million cap hit. He wasn't as surprised by the deal.

"Coming into this season, in the back of my mind I had a feeling I might be moved," Downie said on a conference call. "I didn't think about Philly, but there was always that possibility, with my contract situation. But I'm excited to come back to Philly."

Talbot is expected to be available for the Avalanche's game at Dallas on Friday.

Talbot and Downie are similar size (5-foot-11 and 190 pounds) but shoot from opposite sides of the body. Talbot is a lefty. Downie was one of four Avs forwards who shoot right. Now, it has just three of 13 on the roster.

Downie played on the Matt Duchene-centered line until Wednesday's practice, when Roy moved him to rookie Nathan MacKinnon's line. Duchene's line had been the Avs' best thus far, so Downie was considered a first-line right wing and a capable 20-goal scorer. Talbot, who has never reached 20 goals in a season, was playing on the fourth line for the Flyers.

"I think I can play in a lot of different roles," Talbot said. "I will do anything they ask of me."

Staff writer Mike Chambers contributed to this report.
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Avs goalie Varlamov accused of kicking girlfriend
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John Rotole, the attorney for Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon... ((AP Photo/Brennan Linsley))

DENVER—Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov will be able to travel with the team while prosecutors consider whether he should be charged with assaulting his girlfriend. 

On Thursday, a judge said Varlamov could be released if he posted $5,000 bond and be allowed to travel with the team but he was ordered to stay away from his girlfriend, among other restrictions. 

The girlfriend, Evgeniya Vavrinyuk, told investigators that Varlamov kicked her in the chest, knocking her down, and stomped on her chest as she lay on the ground in her apartment on Monday, according to an arrest affidavit. She also accused Varlamov of dragging her by her hair and telling her that he would have beaten her more if they had been in Russia. 

Varlamov appeared in court briefly Thursday. He spent the night in jail after turning himself in on Wednesday. He stood next to his lawyer to face Denver County Judge Claudia Jordan, who also told him, through a Russian interpreter, that he couldn't drink or possess firearms. He also had to sign a waiver that he would be immediately sent back to Colorado if he fled. 

The 25-year-old was arrested on suspicion of second-degree kidnapping and third-degree assault. 

Robert Abrams, the attorney for Vavrinyuk, said the couple had been dating for a year and that Varlamov assaulted her on four other occasions. Abrams said this one wasn't the most serious—and followed hours of drinking by Varlamov—but that his client decided to tell police this time because after the assault she went home and found all her things had been thrown into the hallway and her bank account had been cut off by Varlamov. 

Abrams said he asked Vavrinyuk to wait a day to think about whether she wanted to go to the police. She did and went to the police on Wednesday morning. Afterward, she went to the hospital, where she was examined and released. 

"She wants the world to know that this famous star is a mean, nasty and hostile individual," Abrams said. 

Varlamov's agent, Paul Theofanous, said he "is completely innocent of all of these charges." 

Varlamov's attorney, Jack Rotole, declined to comment on the case, saying he would defend his client in court. 

Vavrinyuk said in an interview through an interpreter with The Denver Post that she had canceled a modeling contract in Hong Kong to be with Varlamov in Denver "because he asked her to." 

"He has no concept of when to stop drinking, and when he drinks he turns into an animal," Vavrinyuk said through the interpreter. 

Rotole told the judge that the team is standing behind Varlamov. 

"He has the full and total support of the Colorado Avalanche," he said. 

The Avalanche said in a statement that they were aware of the allegations but wouldn't comment further until the conclusion of the investigation. 

Varlamov's teammates took to the ice for practice on Thursday about the time he appeared in court. 

"It's an unfortunate situation and hopefully it gets resolved real soon, but we'll focus on hockey right now," forward Matt Duchene said. "That's what we're worried about." 

The Avalanche are off to a torrid 10-1 start and have become the talk of hockey under first-year coach Patrick Roy. Duchene doesn't think this will derail the Avalanche. 

"You just don't think about it," Duchene said. "It's tough. You're concerned about your teammate. We all love Varly in here. I can't say enough great things about him. I think we're all pretty confident this is going to get resolved pretty quickly." 

Varlamov was scheduled to start in goal on Friday night in Dallas against the Stars. Roy wouldn't commit to whether that's still the plan. Varlamov will make the trip to Dallas with the team. 

"We're going to take it one day at a time, like we've been doing all year long," Roy said. 

Acquired from Washington in a 2011 trade, Varlamov is 7-1 this season with a 1.76 goals-against average. On Sunday night, he made 24 saves in a 3-2 home victory over Winnipeg. 

"He's a big part of what we've been doing so far, a huge part, actually," forward P.A. Parenteau said. "So we're behind him and hopefully it will take care of itself. 

"We'll handle the situation as a family, as a team, and we'll go from there."
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Patrick Roy decides to give young defenseman a try at left wing

By Mike Chambers
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Avalanche coach Patrick Roy would rather reward a player for his patience and team-first attitude than add another body to his 10-1 team.

With or without injured left wing Jamie McGinn, Roy will not call in reinforcements to serve as his 12th forward. Instead, he will move first-year defenseman Nick Holden to left wing on the fourth line as regular fourth-line left wing Cody McLeod completes his five-game suspension Friday at Dallas.

"I asked him if he ever played forward, and he said a couple times," Roy said of his conversation with Holden. "I said, 'I was hoping you'd say no because now you're going to start Friday night in Dallas. Good luck.' "

McGinn didn't practice Wednesday and is questionable with a knee injury, and McLeod's suspension leaves the Avs with 11 available forwards. Holden will play with center Marc-Andre Cliche and right wing Patrick Bordeleau.

Holden, 6-foot-4 and 210 pounds, was originally scheduled to make his Avalanche debut in the second game of the season, replacing fellow journeyman defenseman Nate Guenin. But Guenin has been as good as the Avs' record, and Roy doesn't want to mess with chemistry. But the coach has found a way to reward Holden, 26, who has played in just seven NHL games.

Roy has made another lineup change, but this one subtle. He switched right-wingers Steve Downie and P.A. Parenteau, moving the latter to the red-hot Matt Duchene-centered line that includes left wing Ryan O'Reilly.

Downie will now play with rookie center Nathan MacKinnon and left wing John Mitchell, who has replaced McGinn. The line of center Paul Stastny between Gabe Landeskog and Alex Tanguay will remain intact.

Roy said the right-wing switch made it easier for his current power-play units.

"I think it'd be easier for us to have Tanguay to play on the power-play unit with (even-strength linemates) Stastny and Landeskog, and 
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having Parenteau playing with Dutchy and O'Reilly (on the other power play)," Roy said. 

Tanguay is playing point on the power play. Downie and MacKinnon are still also on the man-advantage units.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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Despite his team's 10-1 start, Avalanche coach Patrick Roy is subtly switching up his lines.

Roy swapped right wingers Steve Downie and P.A. Parenteau in practice Wednesday and plans on sticking with that change and others for Friday's game at Dallas against the Stars. Parenteau is now playing with center Matt Duchene and left winger Ryan O'Reilly, and Downie with the Nathan MacKinnon-centered line with new left wing John Mitchell.

Roy said the primary reason for the switch was to keep lines intact during the power play.

Mitchell, normally the fourth-line center, is replacing Jamie McGinn, who did not practice Wednesday before having his injured knee reevaluated by team doctors.

McGinn was hurt in last Friday's victory over the Carolina Hurricanes and did not play in Sunday's triumph over the Winnipeg Jets, when Roy used seven defensemen and 11 forwards, one less than normal.

If McGinn doesn't practice or travel with the team Thursday, Roy said he will again use seven defensemen Friday against the Stars but Nick Holden will make his club debut at left wing with fourth-line mates Marc-Andre Cliche and Patrick Bordeleau.

The 6-foot-4 Holden was scheduled to play in the second game of the season, replacing fellow journeyman defenseman Nate Guenin, but Guenin's excellent play and the team's success have kept him on the outside looking in.

Holden's move to forward will last one game, at the most, because regular fourth-line left wing Cody McLeod will complete his five-game NHL suspension at Dallas and be available when the Avs host the Montreal Canadiens on Saturday.

This is why the Avs will not call up a forward from the Lake Erie Monsters of the American Hockey League.
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Avalanche's Matt Duchene is getting long results with shorter stick

By Mike Chambers
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Burgeoning Avalanche superstar Matt Duchene is 5-foot-11 but uses a hockey stick that could be sized for a bantam. That's ages 13-14 in hockey terms, and most kids at that level are well under 5-11.

With skates on, the butt end of Duchene's stick is about six inches under his chin, which is about six inches shorter than what is sized at any hockey retail store. Duchene, 22, copied good friend Sidney Crosby of the Pittsburgh Penguins in going with a short reach, and he is loving the results.

Duchene leads the Avs with nine goals, third in the NHL, in the best stretch of his career.
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"I'm really liking the way I'm shooting the puck," said Duchene, who tied Joe Sakic, Peter Forsberg and Chris Stewart for the franchise record for goals in October. "Every time I'm letting it go, I feel like it has a chance to go in. Even if it doesn't, it gives you confidence."

Crosby, also 5-11, leads the league with 20 points, and he and Duchene use cut-down Reebok sticks with a light flex. The more a stick is cut down the stiffer the flex from its original flex, so getting good "whip" on a short stick requires a light flex. Duchene has gone down to an 80 flex, after using 95 and 110 in previous seasons.

Duchene copied Crosby's stick length, cutting it "four or five inches under what he had. I took his stick, marked it off on one of mine and cut it to the exact same length, and I've stuck with him ever since."

The disadvantages of a short stick is poke-checking, and an 80 flex is far more prone to snap. Sakic used an 85 flex throughout his Hall of Famer career and had one of the best wrist shots of all time.

"When it's closer your body — and I have a high lie too — I can hold the puck in tight so it's real easy to protect the puck," Duchene said.

The Boston Bruins' Zdeno Chara won the "hardest shot" competition at the NHL All-Star Game in five of the last six events. That's because he's 6-foot-9 and uses extraordinarily long stick with a stiff flex.
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Footnote. The 10-1 Avs return to practice Wednesday after having two days off.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or Twitter: @mikechambers

Read more: Avalanche's Matt Duchene is getting long results with shorter stick - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24415029/avalanches-matt-duchene-is-getting-long-results-shorter#ixzz2kA31wUCS 

Read The Denver Post's Terms of Use of its content: http://www.denverpost.com/termsofuse 

Follow us: @Denverpost on Twitter | Denverpost on Facebook
Matt Duchene has talent, leadership to wear "C" for Colorado Avalanche
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Avalanche center Matt Duchene has amassed nine goals and four assists during the team's 10-1 start to the season. (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)

This is not a slight of Gabe Landeskog.

Repeat: THIS IS NOT A SLIGHT OF GABE LANDESKOG.

But Matt Duchene should be the Avalanche's captain.

There is no more popular player on the Avalanche. There is no more popular player in the NHL among former Colorado Rockies (the hockey team) coaches who now wear Elvis-in-Vegas-style suits on a national stage.

Don Cherry on Saturday night called Duchene the best player in the league right now. Don Cherry — who has worshiped at the altar of Sidney Crosby since he came into the league, and rightly so — thinks Duchene is a better player than him right now.

Duchene is the conscience of the Avalanche, its confessor. When the Avs don't perform, he tells it like it is. Heck, when he played in Sweden during the most recent NHL lockout, Duchene stood up and chastised his teammates for not showing up for a game.

"This is your job," Duchene said in disgust toward his temporary teammates after a Frolunda loss.

Duchene has become the true leader of the Avalanche. Fans relate to him, because he shows he really cares. He bled burgundy and blue as a kid. He took short money to re-sign with the Avs after a bad season, while Ryan O'Reilly held up the Brinks truck and held out on his team and his teammates for more money last fall after one decent season for a terrible team.

Then, Duchene went out and crushed it with a great performance after the lockout, while guys like O'Reilly and Landeskog did mostly a whole lot of nothing. This is not to slight them. It's just a fact.

Duchene deserves to wear the "C" because he has more tenure than Landeskog, he cares more about the fabric of this team and is, in fact, doing more in the leadership category than anyone in his age group.

When Nathan MacKinnon needs a good piece of advice what it's really like to 
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Who is the Avs' chief rival?

 Blackhawks 

 Red Wings 

 Wild 

be in his shoes, he gets it from Duchene. 

Duchene has a good chance to be on the Canadian Olympic team, by far the toughest team to make in international hockey competition.

The Avs gave the captaincy to Landeskog before last season, when O'Reilly just started his holdout and Duchene was still under the control of former coach Joe Sacco — who just never saw eye to eye with him. But times have changed.

He's the leader of the Avalanche. He should be recognized as such with a "C" on his sweater.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Matt Duchene dials up No. 9 in October
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Colorado Avalanche center Matt Duchene smiles with Colorado Avalanche right wing P.A. Parenteau at Pepsi Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post file)

Burgeoning Avalanche superstar Matt Duchene nearly scored on his first shift Sunday night, but he got his milestone ninth goal of the season soon thereafter against the Winnipeg Jets.

Duchene struck 9:04 into the game, putting in a juicy rebound from linemate Steve Downie's slap shot to cap a 2-on-1 rush. Goal No. 9 for Duchene tied the franchise record for goals in October. Joe Sakic scored nine in October 1997, as did Peter Forsberg in 2000 and Chris Stewart in 2010.

Duchene has produced nine goals in a month for the first time in his career. He is also the fourth-youngest Nordiques/Avs player to reach 200 points, at 22 years, 272 days. Sakic, Michel Goulet and Mats Sundin were 21.
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McGinn out, Barrie in. Left wing Jamie McGinn was scratched with a knee injury that isn't considered serious. The Avs played with seven defensemen and 11 forwards, one fewer than normal, because they had only 11 available.

To complete the 20-player lineup, Tyson Barrie played as the seventh defenseman. Barrie was a healthy scratch in the previous six games, after playing the first four.

Footnotes. Cody McLeod served game No. 4 in his five-game suspension for his boarding major against Detroit's Niklas Kronwall on Oct. 17. ... Coach Patrick Roy is the fifth NHL coach to win nine of his first 10 games. ... This is the first of five meetings between Colorado and Winnipeg. The Avs host three. The series is tied 7-7-3 with the Atlanta/Winnipeg franchise. ... Former Colorado College defenseman Mark Stuart is a regular for the Jets. 
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Frei: Avs' Patrick Roy teacher at heart
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Patrick Roy (Kathryn Scott Osler, Denver Post file)

In Toronto in November 2006, on the eve of his induction into the Hockey Hall of Fame, Patrick Roy appeared at a fan forum at the Hall's headquarters. Many of the fans in the overflow audience had waited hours in line. I was in one of the limited number of press seats.

After an extensive discussion of Roy's acrimonious departure from Montreal and his assertion that he had made peace with most involved, a fan asked him if he would want to coach the Canadiens someday. At the time, Roy had just started his second season of coaching major junior's Quebec Remparts.
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"I know I could change my mind," Roy said, "but I don't see myself at the NHL level. We need people who want to coach at the junior level. You need people who accept that, who will want to be part of the 16- to 20-year-olds and help them fulfill their goals. There are coaches in my league a lot better than me. Their dream is to coach in the NHL, and I wish it will happen for them, more than me."

Since, of course, he changed his mind.

As I've watched Roy's amazing start as an NHL coach — the Avs are 10-1 after beating the Winnipeg Jets 3-2 on Sunday night — I've recalled what he said that day. I also had visited him in Quebec City shortly after his retirement, when he was serving only as the Remparts' co-owner and general manager.

He's still a teacher. The speculation about his possible volatility in this job, and the attention paid his explosion at the end of the opening-night win over the Anaheim Ducks, have been understandable, yet overshadowed a key point. His most important function is as the nurturer.
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Pictures show Avs players eyeing him with rapt attention. It is short of awe, yet beyond the pro forma looks so typical in sports. The cachet of his Hall of Fame plaque, while a starting point, only goes so far. When the inevitable lulls and possible collision with reality come, it's possible that the attention to detail could become grating. But that would surprise me, because Roy's early NHL success seems more about substance than smoke and mirrors.

For eight years, he did his internship in the Quebec League. When he hired QMJHL opposing coach and GM Andre Tourigny, who had been with the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies for 11 years, as one of his Avalanche assistant coaches, Roy was bringing along one of the "better" coaches he was talking about at the Hall of Fame.

Now, they don't have to walk down the aisle of the bus and demand that the exceptionally gifted teenage players do their homework, or listen to laments about the girl back home not understanding, or take great care to explain concepts of the game taken for granted at the pro level.

But they're still teachers, and that's why this is working so well, so far.

"It's been a lot of fun," said Avalanche captain Gabe Landeskog, who was 10 when Roy retired in 2003. "He's a great teacher and a fun guy to be around. I like the fact that he can be himself off the ice, but when it's game time, we're all businesslike and we all have to do our work. But the best attribute is that he's such a good teacher, and that's the number one priority."

Roy turned down the Avalanche job in 2009, mainly for family reasons, but he also admitted last summer that he probably wasn't ready to coach in the league four years ago. He is now. Part of it is that he has realized teaching doesn't have to stop at this level, and not only because the Avalanche roster includes eight players 25 or younger.

"There's probably more (teaching) than I thought," Roy said.

He and his staff alternately assess each line's work on video, then go over specifics in practice. "We explain the things, the details we think are extremely important — positioning of the skates and the stick and on and on," he said. "Obviously, there are times you want to go faster because you don't want to be on the ice too long, but I think I've enjoyed the mix."

Teacher and coach.

Terry Frei: tfrei@ denverpost.com
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Missing from the Avalanche's sizzling 9-1 start was a third-period comeback and an answer to uneven penalties, two areas of adversity that used to doom this team. "Character wins," however, seem to be this part of the Avs' DNA under first-year coach Patrick Roy, and Sunday's come-from-behind, 3-2 victory over the Winnipeg Jets was as special as any of the previous nine.

"It means a lot to our team," Roy said of his team's first late comeback. "It makes us believe even more in ourselves."

Defenseman Jan Hejda and center Paul Stastny scored the game's third-period goals, and Winnipeg failed to take advantage of a huge discrepancy in power-play time. The Jets had 10 minutes of man-advantage to the Avs' two.

Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy, back, watches his team in the second period against the Winnipeg Jets. More photos. (David Zalubowski, The Associated Press)

Yet, Colorado outshot the Jets 36-25 and extended its penalty-killing streak to 18 consecutive kills.

"We're going to have to win all types of games this season, and that's one right there," said Avs center Matt Duchene, who had another strong game with a goal on six shots in more than 20 minutes of ice time.

At 10-1, the Avs are off to the best start in Quebec/Colorado franchise history. The 1994-95 Nordiques began 9-1 in their last season before they moved to Colorado.

Captain Gabe Landeskog assisted on both third-period goals. His back-door pass to Stastny led to the game's easiest tally.

"It's something new this year to handle a one-goal deficit going into the third," Landeskog said. "We haven't dealt with that so far this year, but I think it's just another step for us in the right direction. Trailing after two periods and coming back — we stayed with it, stayed with the game plan and I think we felt all night long we could win this game. We put ourselves in a little bit of penalty trouble, but we stayed with it and got two big goals in the third."

Submit a Question

Adrian Dater takes readers' questions about the Avalanche and NHL.

Stastny's second goal of the season helped make Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov 7-1 — the best winning percentage (.875) in October in franchise history. The previous mark was held by Roy, who was 7-1-2 (.800) in October 2000. Duchene gave Varlamov a 1-0 lead but allowed goals by Bryan Little (rebound snap shot) and Blake Wheeler (long slap shot).

"I thought (Montoya) kept us in the game. He made a lot of big saves but still, we went into the third period with the lead and we didn't play like it," Jets forward Devin Setoguchi said. "We were on our heels."

Colorado entered the game with the NHL's best penalty killing (91.2 percent) and now is on a season-high 18 consecutive kills.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Paul Stastny. Avs center had two points in the third period, including the game-winning goal.

2. Matt Duchene. A goal and another strong performance by the Avs' 22-year-old center.

3. Gabe Landeskog. Assisted on the game-tying and game-winning goals.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

The arena sound crew twice hit its goal horn prematurely in the first period when the Duchene-centered line nearly scored.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

UP NEXT

At Dallas, Friday night.

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Matt Duchene loves fast-pace system and personal style of Patrick Roy

By Adrian Dater

 The Denver Post 

Posted:   10/27/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT13 comments | Updated:   13 days ago

Matt Duchene, above, says the Avs' style when Joe Sacco was in charge "wasn't right for this team." (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Not quite two years ago, Matt Duchene was a miserable human being. He was in the throes of a terrible season with the Avalanche, his point production way down, his body banged up with injuries. He was an occasional tenant in the doghouse of his coach, Joe Sacco. Everything had always come so easy to the 20-year-old, but suddenly he was hit with the first real crisis of confidence in his life.

"I was letting my confidence get shaken badly by a lot of things that maybe were a little unfair and a little tough to handle at that age," Duchene said. "After I kind of got to that rock bottom, it was tough. I had times where I could barely look at myself in the mirror. I was kind of like a duck; I was calm on the outside, but paddling for my life underneath the surface."

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

So he did something about it.

Last summer, Duchene started seeing a sports psychologist. Many athletes do this, but don't like to talk about it. Duchene is proud he did it, and has no hesitation talking about it. Talking to a psychologist has helped him have a different view of himself, and what he needed to do to get to where he is now: happy, productive and better equipped to handle the pressures of his job.

"My first (couple of years), if I wasn't scoring or things weren't going well, I would come to practice the next day and I would put so much pressure on myself to score. And then if I didn't, I would get down and it would carry on to the next day," Duchene said. "Now, if I have a slump, I just stay consistent with what works, because it will eventually work.

"Same thing on the flip side; before if I got hot, I would be so excited and on cloud nine. I may be like that now on the inside, but I don't show it."

Duchene not only changed his mind-set before last season, he changed his body. He switched to a gluten-free diet, which helped him drop weight without sacrificing muscle mass. He played well in the NHL's lockout-shortened season and was rewarded this past offseason with a five-year, $30 million contract extension that will kick in next season. While he was happy with his growth on the ice, he was still miserable much of the time. Losing does that.

Colorado Avalanche

•View slide show of Predators-Avalanche game Nov. 5.

•View more Avalanche photos.

Find analysis, notes and buzz on the All Things Avs blog.

Follow Adrian Dater on Twitter for Avs, NHL updates.

•Ask Adrian Dater about the team or NHL in the Avs Mailbag.

•Post photos of your team spirit.

Keep tabs on the Avs' AHL affiliate, the Lake Erie Monsters.

He also wasn't happy playing for Sacco. At the time, he kept his opinions to himself. But no more.

"There were very few people in this (dressing) room who were happy. Our style of play, it wasn't right for this team. We knew it would fail," Duchene said. "That was the hard part. We knew (any) success was going to be short-lived. It was hard to really be excited about it. For myself, it was really hard to look at what we were doing and think it would keep on working. I can honestly say now, it's not like that."

Duchene loves the fast-pace system and personal style of his new Avs coach, Patrick Roy.

"The one thing with Patrick is, there's no doghouse. If you're not doing what you're supposed to do, he's going to bring you in, he's going to sit you down and you're going to correct it constructively and then you're going to move on from there. You don't stay in that doghouse," Duchene said. "It's the first time I can honestly say everyone in this room is excited.

"I think there's always been a plan (here). People are professionals and they always have a plan, but is it the right plan? We've had a young, fast, offensively gifted team for four years and haven't been able to show that every night. The only time we ever seemed to play that way was against a team that really opened it up and let us play that way."

Sacco, now an assistant coach with the Buffalo Sabres, declined to comment when informed of Duchene's remarks. Avalanche center Paul Stastny said he had some of the same frustrations under the former regime.

"Our roster was never depleted. I think we had a lot of skill. Sometimes you just have to put the right parts together," Stastny said. "(Roy) has done a good job putting all the pieces together."

As for Duchene, Stastny said he is showing maturation.

"The way he prepares for stuff, he's grown into more of a team guy. He's developed his game, not just offensively," Stastny said. "He's trying to take more of a leadership role with younger players and be more vocal."

One thing Duchene said he learned through his struggles is to never give in.

"I made a decision to never let anyone rattle me, not let anyone rattle me or rattle my confidence," he said. "I was living and dying with every game and that was a problem. Now I look at everything as a whole."

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

WINNIPEG AT COLORADO 

6 p.m. Sunday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on Evander Kane: Kane was the player taken immediately after Matt Duchene (fourth overall) in the 2009 NHL draft, by the Atlanta Thrashers. A skilled power forward, Kane has been somewhat hidden in obscurity playing for the small-market Jets and their woebegone former identity in Atlanta. Like a lot of other Jets, he has gotten off to mostly a mediocre start, but he has great talent.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: Semyon Varlamov will start in goal for the Avs. ... Winnipeg is now in the same division as the Avs (Central) after playing in the Eastern Conference its first two years back in the NHL. ... Varlamov's record at home is 4-1, with a goals-against average of 2.02 and .938 save percentage. ... The Avs won't play again until Friday in Dallas after Sunday's game. On Saturday night, when they host the Canadiens, the Avs will retire the No. 52 jersey of former defenseman Adam Foote.

Jets: Entering Saturday's game in Dallas, the Jets had gone 19 consecutive power-play opportunities without a goal. ... Winnipeg is likely to start backup goaltender Al Montoya against the Avs. ... Winnipeg entered Saturday ranked 26th in the NHL in faceoffs at 45.2 percent.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Dater: Avalanche exceeding expectations by far
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The Pittsburgh Penguins' Evgeni Malkin collides with Avalanche goalie J.S. Giguere in the second period after getting off a shot. (Associated Press file)

We're 10 games into the season, and the Avalanche is 9-1. That's a sentence I most certainly didn't think I'd write a few weeks ago. I mean, I had a hunch the Avs would get off to a decent start — new coach, new attitude, etc. ... But 9-1? No.

Some observations about how this all happened:

Andre Benoit, Cory Sarich and Nate Guenin have gone from castoffs to leading men.  Half the Avalanche's current starting defensive corps was, at one point last season, deemed not good enough to play regularly in the NHL. None have missed a game yet, and for good reason. They have been tremendous.

Guenin, 30, had 32 games of NHL experience with four teams before coming to the Avs. Sarich was a healthy scratch at times with the Calgary Flames. Benoit was a minor-leaguer in the Ottawa system.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

Patrick Roy and Joe Sakic saw something good in them, though, and acquired all three. Does this not say something about their hockey judgment?

Matt Duchene isn't the captain, but he has become the man who makes the Avs go.  Duchene has become the guy whom the average fan in the stands gets most excited to see when he's on the ice. He's probably the real leader of the team, its conscience and confessor. Duchene cares, and the fans relate to that.

Semyon Varlamov has become the apt pupil.  With Roy and Francois Allaire to call upon for guidance on how to play in goal, the young Russian has the equivalent of a Hershey factory at his disposal anytime he wants a chocolate bar.

Varlamov has taken advantage of his opportunity. He has been outstanding in net, having allowed more than two goals in a game just once.

J.S. Giguere has shown there is something left.  To go into Boston and Pittsburgh — probably the two best teams in the Eastern Conference — and shut them out? This is something 36-year-old goalies aren't supposed to do.

Colorado Avalanche
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Jiggy is as smart as they come about how to play the position. I loved it when a few smart alecks on Twitter laughed at Roy's decision to start him against the Penguins on Monday. "Evgeni and Sid say thanks," one Pittsburgh Tweeter said.

Any follow-up comment, sir?

Andre Tourigny has done wonders for the PK. Tourigny, a former junior coach for 11 years in the QMJHL, was brought in by Roy to coach the defense and penalty-killing unit. So far, so great.

The PK unit has been outstanding, so much better than the disorganized outfits of recent years. He has his players playing an actual system now, where players know where they're supposed to be at all times and how to react to different puck movements.

Nathan MacKinnon isn't there yet, but we see the promise. MacKinnon has looked a little herky-jerky a lot of the time so far. He seems to want to do things at 100 miles an hour when, as Duchene learned, 80 might suffice better.

Roy is a hockey mensch.  Seriously, a 9-1 start for a rookie NHL coach — who else could have pulled this off besides Patrick Roy? His confidence was always high, and that was before the start. I'm not sure Roy totally believes what's happened so far, but if he is surprised, he's not going to show it.

This start only has added to the already considerable Roy legend.

There's a long way to go yet, but does anyone really want to bet against Roy succeeding in the game of hockey? It's something that seems to happen quite a lot.

Adrian Dater: adater @denverpost.com or twitter.com /adater
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Griffins grinning after shocking upset of Pioneers
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Pioneers coach Jim Montgomery encouraged his team at Magness Arena. (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)

As far as upsets go, this had to be considered one of the biggest of the young college hockey season. Although unranked, the University of Denver was a heavy favorite to send Canisius back to Buffalo at 0-3.

Yes, Canisius is in Buffalo.

The Pioneers, who pounded Niagara — Canisius's closest rival in Niagara Falls, N.Y. — in seemingly easy fashion on Friday, faced a far better opponent to conclude their two-game weekend against Atlantic Hockey teams.

DU allowed the game's first three goals and was dumped 4-1 by Canisius in front of a disappointed Magness Arena crowd. The Pioneers held a commanding edge in shots but couldn't finish in front of 6-foot-5 goalie Keegan Asmundson, who started his first game of the season and third of his career.

Blog: Field House

The Denver Post's sports reporters add analysis and notes to this blog focusing on college sports.

Asmundson was perfect until Quentin Shore redirected in a blast from Nolan Zajac with 7:43 left in regulation to close the deficit to 3-1.

DU goalie Sam Brittain was pulled for a sixth attacker but that move led to an empty-net goal with 2:31 to go.

The Pioneers (3-3) held a 37-21 shots advantage and faced a team that blew a 2-0 lead Friday and lost at Air Force 3-2. The Griffins opened the season by losing to Niagara 6-4.

"The season is a process, it's a journey," DU coach Jim Montgomery said. "Canisius did a great job, were well prepared and they executed at a high level. I really liked our effort as a team but our execution of the details wasn't great. We wanted to make Canisius play 200-foot hockey like we did against Niagara but didn't do a good job of it."

Canisius scored its three goals on a redirection off a shot from the point, a breakaway and a great individual effort that made it 3-0 midway through the second period. The breakaway came during a DU power play, when penalty-killer Kyle Gibbons intercepted Joey LaLeggia's risky D-to-D pass inside the Griffins' blue line. Gibbons went wrist shot, glove side, on Brittain.

"Plays like that cannot happen," LaLeggia said.

The backbreaking goal was Mathew Backhouse's bad-angle tap-in while falling to his stomach. Zajac obviously didn't think Backhouse had an opportunity after losing an edge and going down, but he placed the puck in front of the near post and whacked it in.

"The problem was execution and you have to credit Canisius," LaLeggia said. "They capitalized on their chances and had a very good goalie tonight."

Denver begins its first season in the new National Collegiate Hockey Conference on Friday against visiting Nebraska Omaha. The two-game series concludes Saturday at Magness Arena.

"Coach Montgomery is a great coach and we feel like we're going to get better and better," LaLeggia said.

Mike Chambers: mchambers @denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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Another goal from Avs defenseman Erik Johnson no sore subject

Posted:   10/26/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT3 comments

Colorado Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson (6) celebrates scoring with Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) against the Carolina Hurricanes in the first period of an NHL hockey game in Denver on Oct. 25. (Joe Mahoney, AP)

Erik Johnson's bruised foot wasn't too sore to keep him out of Friday night's home game against Carolina. And his feet were put to good use in getting the Avs an early lead.

Johnson was credited with his second goal of the season at the 11:30 mark of the first period, when a puck caromed in off his right skate.

Johnson's goal withstood a lengthy video review in Toronto. It probably was the correct call because momentum carried the puck into the net — not a distinct kicking motion.

Johnson's status for Friday's game was called "doubtful" by coach Patrick Roy on Thursday. Johnson wanted to play, however, and was declared good to go by the team's medical staff.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

Johnson, who didn't score a goal last season, which was shortened by the lockout, has two goals in the last four games.

Bowman returns. Forward Drayson Bowman, who grew up in Littleton, had a successful homecoming by scoring Carolina's first goal Friday. Bowman one-timed a shot past Semyon Varlamov 12 seconds into the second period to cut the Avalanche's lead to 2-1.

Footnotes. Carolina will be without veteran No. 1 goal- tender Cam Ward for at least three weeks because of a lower-body injury. ... The 12 goals the Avs allowed in their first nine games set a franchise record for fewest in that span to open a season. The next-best total was 13 goals allowed by the Avs' Stanley Cup champion team of the 2000-01 season. ... The Avs had 18 shots on goal in the first period Friday. They failed to convert on a lengthy 5-on-3 advantage. Nathan MacKinnon came the closest to scoring, on a one-timer from the left side. ... Nick Holden and Tyson Barrie were the Avs' healthy scratches. Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Denver Pioneers get off to quick start, win over Niagara

Denver 5, Niagara 1

By Mike Chambers
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Denver wing Matt Tabrum skated with the puck in the second period. The University of Denver hockey team hosted Niagara at Magness Arena on Oct. 25. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

For a team that produced the game's first 13 shots and drew the first four penalties in building a two-goal lead, the Magness Arena crowd Friday night wasn't impressed heading into the first intermission.

The Denver Pioneers dominated early before matching Niagara in mediocrity. Poor decision-making and lack of electricity caused DU to play down a level. However, after some choice words from first-year coach Jim Montgomery, the Pioneers regained their rhythm and buried the Purple Eagles 5-1.

"I thought our power play got casual and set us back after we got ahead by a couple goals, but I thought we were fine 5-on-5," Montgomery said. "We're really happy with the way we're playing and in the end, our special teams were special tonight and (goalie) Sam Brittain was great."

Blog: Field House

The Denver Post's sports reporters add analysis and notes to this blog focusing on college sports.

Senior defenseman David Makowski had three points on the power play, including two goals, and skilled forwards Ty Loney and Quentin Shore finally produced their first goals of the season as DU improved to 3-2 in opening its nonconference weekend against Atlantic Hockey Association foes.

The Pioneers, who are coming off consecutive 3-2 overtime losses in Alaska last weekend, host Canisius on Saturday.

Makowski assisted and scored on the power play to give the Pioneers a 2-0 lead before Niagara (1-3-1) scored on its second shot of the game late in the first period. Senior goaltender Brittain was just a spectator as DU dominated while mostly playing with a man advantage.

That changed the rest of the way as the Pioneers were forced to kill seven Niagara power plays, finishing 7-of-7, including 2-of-2 in two-man disadvantages. DU finished 3-of-6 on the PP.

Loney made it 3-1 midway through the second period to begin a stretch in which DU scored three times in less than six minutes. Shore had a Grant Arnold shot carom in off his torso, and Makowski fired in his second wrist shot from the point through traffic for his team-leading fourth goal.

"Last weekend we had poor game management, blowing 2-0 and 1-0 leads and that cost us," Makowski said. "Tonight we did a better job with puck possession and on my goals the forwards did a good job getting in front of the net so the goalie couldn't see the puck."

Defensemen have accounted for nine of Denver's 14 goals on the season.

Banged-up DU played without junior defenseman Josiah Didier (knee), junior wing Zac Larraza (shoulder) and freshman forwards Evan Janssen (knee) and Brad Hawkinson (shoulder). Didier and Larraza were named tri-captains along with Makowski this week and are weeks away from returning, and Hawkinson underwent surgery and will take a medical redshirt. First-year forward Emil Romig continues to serve an NCAA-imposed eight-game suspension for unknowingly playing in a European junior-A league with a former professional.

Senior Sean Toriumi was added from the DU club team and played sparingly as the sixth defenseman.

The Pioneers begin play as founding members in the new National Collegiate Hockey Conference next weekend against visiting Nebraska Omaha.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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DU Recap

The Post's three stars

1. David Makowski. DU senior defenseman goal two goals and an assist, each on the power play.

2. Ty Loney. Junior wing had a game-turning goal and an assist for the Pioneers.

3. Sam Brittain. DU goalie (21 saves) withstood a long lull to begin the game and improved to 3-1.

What you might have missed

First-year DU coach Jim Montgomery is as animated on the bench as rookie Avalanche coach Patrick Roy. They both naturally whistle for line changes or to command attention.

Up next

Canisius, Saturday at Magness Arena

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Erik Johnson a game-time decision for 8-1 Avs vs. Hurricanes on Friday
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Avs D Erik Johnson 2013 

Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson has a bruised foot. (RJ Sangosti, Denver Post file)

So far in this young season, the Avalanche has had a few games in which it did not have to face the opponent's No. 1 goalie because of injury. That will be the case again Friday night when the Carolina Hurricanes pay a visit.

Cam Ward, a former Stanley Cup-winning goalie and NHL all-star, suffered a lower-body injury in Thursday's game with the Minnesota Wild and will be out 3-4 weeks, the team said. Justin Peters, who relieved Ward in a loss to the Wild and allowed goals on the first two shots he faced, is expected to start for the 4-3-3 Hurricanes.

But before anyone thinks Friday's game could be a pushover, the Avs could be without a key player of their own, defenseman Erik Johnson.

Johnson will be a game-time decision, coach Patrick Roy said, because of a bruised foot. If he can't play, Tyson Barrie will take his spot in the lineup for the 8-1 Avs.

The Avs have been off since Monday, and they are eager to get back on the ice in front of the home fans.

"These two home games this weekend (Carolina and Winnipeg) are real big for us. It would be nice to get a couple more W's and take care of business in our building," center Matt Duchene said.
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Avalanche's Paul Stastny, set to become free agent, looks like a keeper to coach Patrick Roy
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Avalanche center Paul Stastny (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Submit a Question

Adrian Dater takes readers' questions about the Avalanche and NHL.

Paul Stastny's contract is up after this season, when he could become an unrestricted free agent. He's playing for a team that probably could use more help on defense and has two top-quality young centers already. Does that mean Stastny likely is gone in the spring as trade bait or when the market opens next summer for free agents?

Maybe not. You can never have too much pitching in baseball, and Avalanche coach and vice president of hockey operations Patrick Roy said Thursday an NHL team can never have enough quality centers.

"It's a beautiful problem to have," Roy said. "I'd rather deal with this than having no centers. Honestly, it hasn't been a problem so far. Everybody is having their share of ice time. We're very lucky. You look at all the teams at the top of the standings, they all have three very good centers and four good lines. When you build a team, you want to build it (up) the middle."

Stastny, 27, is in the final year of a contract paying $6.6 million. A lot of teams might be happy to call him their No. 1 center, but the Avs might be different. In Matt Duchene and Nathan MacKinnon, they have two blue-chip centers who figure to be around for years. Also, fourth-line center John Mitchell probably deserves a promotion in line rankings.

Stastny's agent, Matt Keator, said there have been no talks with the Avalanche about an extension of the center's contract. Keator and his client seem to be OK with that. 

"Whether it's in the back of my mind or not, it's something you can't really worry about," said Stastny, a former University of Denver star. "It's out of your control. If you're part of the solution, then you are. If you're not, you're not. I'm just having fun with this team right now and doing anything I can to help it win."

In the Avalanche's 8-1 start, Stastny has one goal, five points and a plus-4 rating.

"I'm very happy with Paul," Roy said. "We had some fun (Thursday) morning, because I like to see him shooting more. On the power play, he passed on almost an open-net situation, but this is the way Paul is. He's a center who loves to pass the puck. This is a line (with Gabe Landeskog and Alex Tanguay) that we have to remind them, 'One of you will have to shoot at one point if you want to score a goal.' But he has a good view of the game and loves to talk about the game."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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DU Pioneers hockey team playing this season with tri-captains
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From left, junior forward Zac Larraza, senior defenseman David Makowski and junior defenseman Josiah Didier stick together as the DU hockey team's tri-captains. (Andy Cross, The Denver Post)

First-year University of Denver hockey coach Jim Montgomery is familiar with the use of tri-captains for an entire season. The former Maine star and longtime pro was the only captain as a senior for the Black Bears in the 1992-93 season, but coach Shawn Walsh used tri-captains in Montgomery's first three seasons.

With the Pioneers, Montgomery sees tri-captains David Makowski, Josiah Didier and Zac Larraza as different leaders, who combined will cover all of the bases when Didier (knee) and Larraza (shoulder) return from injuries in the coming weeks.

Makowski, a senior defenseman, is a "200-foot hockey player who tries to do the right things all the time," Montgomery said, and junior defenseman Didier and junior winger Larraza promote work ethic, toughness and vocal leadership. Didier, the third Colorado native to don a "C" in the 65-year history of the program, is a no-nonsense leader and Larraza is the most emotional of the three.

Larraza will be the top choice to speak to referees and relay messages to the DU bench.

"There's a lot of leadership in this group and we actually thought about four (captains)," said Montgomery, who also considered juniors Daniel Doremus and Joey LaLeggia. "The three of them who were named captains have been leading by example, and although Zac hasn't played, I think he will be more of a vocal guy in the locker room and on the bench."

Larraza, 20, had a difficult freshman season, but became one of DU's best forwards as a sophomore in what turned out to be coach George Gwozdecky's final season with DU. Larraza is a month out from shoulder surgery, but is practicing at 90 percent and might make his season debut next week against Nebraska Omaha.

"Huge honor to be acknowledged as a leader in this team," said Larraza, who produced 12 of his 13 career goals as a sophomore. "It's a big change with Coach Montgomery and I really appreciate him choosing me. It's definitely been beneficial for me, but I have no bad words for Coach Gwozdecky. I liked him a lot."

Didier, 20, is DU's most physical player and top NHL prospect. At 6-foot-2 and 215 pounds, the Littleton native is expected to sign with the Montreal Canadiens after this season. Montreal selected him 97th overall in the 2011 draft.

Vail's J.P. Testwuide (2008-09) and Denver's Drew Shore (co-captain in 2011-12) were the first two Colorado natives to captain the Pioneers.

"It's exciting, a huge honor to be part of the small group of guys that have worn it on their chest," Didier said.

Didier suffered a knee injury in last Saturday's 3-2 overtime loss at Alaska-Fairbanks and likely won't return until Nov. 15 against Western Michigan. He became the fifth DU player to miss extensive time because of injuries or suspension.

"Ongoing quest to find chemistry," Montgomery said, joking about his patchwork lineup.

The Pioneers, who have just two seniors in Makowski and goaltender Sam Brittain, hope to bounce back from consecutive 3-2 overtime losses in Alaska. They blew a 2-0 lead against Alaska- Anchorage last Friday.

"Overall, we're getting better. We're correcting our mistakes and we know it's a process," Makowski said. "We're a young team and it's going to take a while to get to where we want to be."

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

Power of three

DU is going with three captains for the first time since 1974-75, when legendary coach Murray Armstrong used quad-captains Mitch Brandt, John Pearson, Dave Tomassoni and Bob Young:

D Josiah Didier: Jr., Littleton, 6-foot-2, 215 pounds, age 20

D David Makowski: Sr., St. Louis, Mo., 6-1, 205, age 24

F Zac Larraza: Jr., Scottsdale, Ariz., 6-2, 200, age 20

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
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Avalanche's Nate Guenin took long, hard road to reach NHL
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Nate Guenin (Denver Post file)

In Pittsburgh, of all places, Steel City-area product Nate Guenin was told by Patrick Roy to "get a place" in Denver. In other words, the journeyman defenseman was told by the Avalanche coach and Hockey Hall of Famer that he had finally made it to the big leagues.

At age 30, Guenin is gladly being kicked out of a NHL team's hotel for the first time in his career. It's the green light he patiently waited for since graduating from Ohio State in 2006.

"Pretty special," Guenin said of Roy's three words he will never forget.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

Guenin entered the season having played just 32 combined NHL games for Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Columbus and Anaheim. But he has played every game for the 8-1 Avalanche, including a career-high 20 minutes, 10 seconds in front of family and friends in Monday's 1-0 victory at Pittsburgh. He is a primary penalty killer for the league's top-rated team in that department (90.3 percent), and he helped eliminate the world- class talent that is Sidney Crosby during the Penguins' seven power plays Monday.

"Great challenge," Guenin said of playing against Crosby. "We were on the PK a lot. But we have just as good of forwards on our team. I mean, I go against them every day in practice, so it really prepares you for guys like that."

Guenin gave a handful of Avalanche baseball caps to his father Sunday in Pittsburgh. His father, Kevin, who loads planes for US Airways, went golfing with friends Tuesday in Florida and, last he heard, Nate said his father's cap "is glued to his head."

Needless to say, his family in the small western Pennsylvania town of Aliquippa is proud to see Nate's perseverance pay off.
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"My grandfather worked in a steel mill for 40 years, and he would never take a day off. He always told me, 'If you're not feeling good or whatever you go to work and when you have your days off that's when you take them,' " Guenin said. "I'm still not saying I made it by any means, but seven hard years in the minors for the most part and I've seen a lot of guys that I came up with pack it in or go over to Europe. My dream is to play in the NHL and I wasn't going to stop."

Guenin signed a one-year, two-way contract as a free agent in July. He is paid $600,000 in the NHL and $175,000 in the minors. He has been so effective, Roy has regularly scratched Tyson Barrie and demoted Stefan Elliott and Matt Hunwick to the minors.

Hunwick is on a one-way deal and is being paid $1.6 million to play for Lake Erie of the AHL.

"When I spoke to him on the phone in the summer, I said: 'Why don't you come play for us? You'll be our first call-up from the minors ... for sure the first call-up on the right side,' " Roy said of Guenin. "He was so good in training camp, played so well since the start of the year, he's forced us to play him every night. He's outstanding on penalty killing, he has really good body positioning in our D-zone, he's blocked shots. He certainly deserves a lot of credit."

But Roy won't take the credit for signing Guenin.

"He was highly recommended by our group," Roy said. "And when I spoke to other teams they all had very, positive things to say about him. It could not happen to a better guy, but now he knows he needs to keep going. This is the business where you're only as good as your last game. This is the only approach I have."

That approach works for Guenin.

"You work too hard to get to this point, and as Patrick told us, 'You never be satisfied.' Coming from the greatest goaltender ever and a four-time Stanley Cup winner — that's why he was as good as he was," Guenin said.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
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Avalanche shutting down opponents with terrific team defense
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Semyon Varlamov (Denver Post file)
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Wasn't defense supposed to be a problem for the 2013-14 Avalanche, the flaw the team would try to airbrush as best it could from the overall picture? The Avs would have to win every game 6-5, the critics chirped, their defense and goaltending too suspect to realistically count upon.

More than 10 percent through the season, only one NHL team has been stingier allowing goals than the Avs, who have allowed 12 in nine games. The Boston Bruins, entering Tuesday, had allowed 10 — but in two fewer games played.

Question is: Are the Avs just lucky so far with standing-on-their-heads goaltending from Semyon Varlamov and J.S. Giguere, or has the defense been better than anyone thought?

Jean-Sebastien Giguere (Denver Post file)

"Maybe a mix of both," Avs coach Patrick Roy said after Monday's 1-0 shutout of high-powered Pittsburgh. "But it hasn't been a one-man thing. It's been a 23-man thing for us. We're back-checking hard, not just allowing lots of chances and having our goaltender do it all. I think our guys are clearing rebounds and communicating defensively. But certainly our goaltending has been outstanding."

It is important to note that good defense in hockey doesn't come only from players with the title of "defenseman" and "goalie."

Probably the biggest mission of Roy before the season was to improve the team's five-man defense, to have a better coordinated structure to the plan. That means forwards need to track the opposing players when they don't have the puck. That means forwards and defensemen can't be too gapped out. If that happens, opponents can sweep in to capture loose pucks, leading to trouble.

The Avs also were expected to have a terrible penalty-killing unit again, but that has been far from the case. The penalty kill has improved — it is at 90.3 percent, second in the league — because the four men on the ice have played in a tight but mobile formation that is taking away easy back-door passing lanes and swarming quickly to rebounds. And when things have gotten a bit too loose, Varlamov and Giguere have made the stops.
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Maybe the biggest surprise on the team has been the play of former journeyman defender Nate Guenin — who had only 32 games of NHL experience on four teams before signing a free-agent contract with Colorado. Guenin has assumed a first-unit role on the Avs' penalty-kill unit. Against the Penguins, he notched a season-high 20 minutes, 10 seconds of ice time, an obvious sign he is earning the trust of Roy with every game.

"He has taken advantage of his opportunity," Roy said. "I remember calling him this summer and saying: 'Don't give up. You can have a good opportunity with us.' And he's taken it."

Footnotes. The Avs took Tuesday off. Their next game is Friday at home against Carolina. ... Captain Gabe Landeskog has goals in three consecutive games.
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Avalanche improves to 8-1 by defeating Pittsburgh Penguins
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PITTSBURGH — When the Avalanche played at Boston on Oct. 10, former Colorado defenseman Ray Bourque gave players a suggestion for its slogan this season: "Why not us?"

Avalanche players seem to be buying into that one a little more with each passing and unexpected victory, such as Monday night's 1-0 win over the Pittsburgh Penguins at Consol Energy Center.

An 8-1 start to the season and second-most points in the league? "Why not us?" A shutout of a Penguins team for the first time at Consol in a game in which Sidney Crosby played? "Why not us?" A second shutout in his third start for a 36-year-old backup goalie, against two Eastern powers, Boston and Pittsburgh? "Why not?" said J.S. Giguere.

Pittsburgh Penguins' Evgeni Malkin collides with Colorado Avalanche goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere after getting off a shot in the second period. More photos. (Gene J. Puskar, Associated Press)

Well, actually, Giguere fessed up after the latest Avs win, before a sellout crowd at Consol.

"I think we would have been a little surprised, to be honest with you," Giguere said when asked what he would have said if someone had asked him whether his team would have this record to start out. "But we knew we had a better team and were excited for the season."

The Avalanche got its latest victory despite being outshot 34-14 by the Penguins. That was just the total for shots that hit the net. Otherwise, Pittsburgh had a whopping 72-29 edge in shots attempted.

But the only puck that went into the net all night came at the 5:26 mark of the second period, when captain Gabe Landeskog came out of the box after serving a penalty, took a lead pass from defenseman Ryan Wilson and used Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik as a screen in beating Marc-Andre Fleury from about 30 feet.

"It's tough to beat any goalie in this league when shooting from the outside, so I was just trying to get a step to the inside and get one off quick, and I did," Landeskog said. "It was lucky it went in. It obviously wasn't the start we wanted in this building, but we tried to stick with our game plan and our penalty killing has been one of the best parts of our season. But your goalie has to be your best penalty killer, and he sure was tonight."
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Jiggy did the rest, including a great glove stop on Chris Kunitz with 7:34 left in regulation after a setup crossing pass from Crosby.

Many snickered when Patrick Roy announced Giguere as the starter for the game over No. 1 netminder Semyon Varlamov, maybe thinking he was just sacrificing the game to the high-powered Pens. Nobody was laughing anymore in Pittsburgh when the final horn sounded.

"I have to give (goalie coach) Francois Allaire credit for this one, because he thought Jiggy would still be sharp and that Varly would benefit from more rest for games at home this week," Roy said. "Jiggy was outstanding, but I like the way our guys helped him out with blocked shots and clearing rebounds."

The Avs blocked 22 shots to Pittsburgh's 11, and they needed to do so. The Penguins got the first four power plays of the game in the first period, but kept Crosby and Co. off the board with a good box formation and not allowing many second chances.

"It was a team win, not just me," Giguere said. "We all worked hard defensively, especially the PK guys. They all did an outstanding job."

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

Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. J.S. Giguere — Veteran was great in getting his second shutout in three starts this season.

2. Jan Hejda — Played a team-high 27:32 and blocked six shots for Avs.

Submit a Question

Adrian Dater takes readers' questions about the Avalanche and NHL.

3. Gabe Landeskog — Scored the game's only goal.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Pittsburgh won 63 percent of the game's faceoffs.

UP NEXT

Carolina, Friday at 7 p.m., the Pepsi Center.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Avalanche's P.A. Parenteau enjoys the fruits of paying his dues

By Terry Frei
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First-year Avalanche coach Patrick Roy is a big fan of 30-year-old forward P.A. Parenteau, who "has embraced pretty much everything I have asked of him." (Jared Wickerham, Getty Images)

P.A. Parenteau, now a seasoned, 30-year-old winger enjoying the Avalanche's surprising 7-1 start, will concede he once had some minor-league dues to pay, long bus rides to make, aspects of his game to sharpen. But six full seasons and part of a seventh, mostly playing in the American Hockey League with a two-game stop in the ECHL thrown in, before he got an extended chance in the NHL?

"It should have happened sooner," Parenteau said. "I needed three or four years in the AHL. I was all offense. I didn't know how to play in my own end. I learned the game, and I learned it the tough way. Now I'm a better player for it.

"But I stuck with it and knew what I was capable of. Now it's paying off and it's made it even sweeter, that I waited so long."
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Parenteau has three goals and four assists heading into the Avalanche's Monday night game at Pittsburgh, and the seven points tie him for the second-best on the team with 18-year-old linemate Nathan MacKinnon — two points behind Matt Duchene.

As coveted lottery picks, Duchene and MacKinnon came straight to the NHL from major junior as teenagers. Parenteau is at the other extreme, having spent his extended AHL time with affiliates of Anaheim, Chicago and the New York Rangers.

"Especially toward the end, I couldn't do any more in the AHL than I was doing and I was not getting the call from the Rangers, so I was kind of getting down on myself," Parenteau said. "I even thought of Europe a few times. But the important thing is that even in the AHL, I loved the game. I knew I had a place in this league, and I knew all I needed was one shot. John Tortorella and Jim Schoenfeld gave it to me with the Rangers, and I never really looked back."

Until his breakthrough during the 2009-10 season, his only stint in the NHL was five games with the Blackhawks in 2006-07. After finally joining the Rangers for half a season, he moved to the Islanders for two seasons, got first-line chances, scored 38 goals and came to the Avalanche as an unrestricted free agent in July 2012.

"If I'm a poster guy for determination, for keeping going, or believing in yourself, so be it," he said. "If I had a message to send to all those (minor-league) 
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guys, it's 'Keep going. If you think you have your place, keep on going until they tell you that you can't.' " 

His contract with Colorado — $16 million over four seasons — seemed a risky investment on a guy still trying to shake his reputation as a minor-league journeyman.

"Joe Sakic called me right away. He was the first guy, at 12:01," Parenteau said of hitting the unrestricted free-agent market. "It was the first, and it was the best offer, and I could sense they really wanted me. They needed help on the wing, and it was a good match."

Parenteau had 18 goals in the lockout-shortened, 48-game season and rewarded the Avalanche's faith in an otherwise desultory year. This season, he's playing on the third line with veteran winger Jamie McGinn and MacKinnon. He and McGinn have been taking advantage of MacKinnon's playmaking talents.

"At first, you don't know how an 18-year-old's going to react," Parenteau said. "It's never easy coming into this league at that age, and I know I was nowhere near doing that. It's pretty special, and what I've been impressed with is his battle level, his compete level. He wants the puck, he wants it all the time, and I appreciate playing with a guy like that because you know you're going to get it back. It's been fun with Jamie too. We have a good thing going."

Parenteau's fellow Quebec native, first-year Avs coach Patrick Roy, raves about the line's chemistry.
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"P.A. last year had a great year," Roy said. "It was tough for him (when I took over), but we sat down together and I said to them: 'Listen, we need you to take care of MacKinnon, play with him. He's an important part of our future.' I've been looking at a lot of NHL teams that had great success, and a lot of them had great third lines. The third line has been so good, and some nights they have made the difference.

"Quite frankly, (Parenteau) has embraced pretty much everything I have asked of him. He's been a leader. He had a great year last year, and he's been even better this year."

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Spotlight on Chuck Kobasew: His playing career in the NHL looked like it might be over after last season with the Avalanche, but Kobasew accepted a tryout offer from the Penguins in training camp and impressed them enough to make their roster.

Kobasew, who played two seasons with the Avs, has two goals through eight games with the Penguins mostly playing on the third line.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: J.S. Giguere will start in goal for the second consecutive game. Coach Patrick Roy said he wants to give usual starter Semyon Varlamov more rest for home games this week against Carolina and Winnipeg. "There's no need to wear out Varly right now in the early part of the season," Roy said. ... Cody McLeod is scheduled to meet Monday with NHL director of player safety Brendan Shanahan in New York for a hearing about the winger's hit on Detroit's Niklas Kronwall last week in Denver. McLeod could receive more discipline beyond the second game of his suspension Monday. ... The Avs practiced Sunday at the Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh, mostly working on their defensive coverage in the neutral zone.

Penguins: Defensemen Kris Letang and Matt D'Agostini are out because of injuries. Also out: forwards James Neal and Beau Bennett, a former University of Denver player. ... Sidney Crosby, the NHL leader in scoring, and Avalanche rookie center Nathan MacKinnon are natives of Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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Joe Sacco (Denver Post file)

BUFFALO, N.Y. — Joe Sacco has a good life: a coaching gig with an NHL team (the Buffalo Sabres), a loving family, 14 seasons of paychecks as an NHL player. We all should have it so tough.

But let's face it: It probably was tough to be Joe Sacco at times the last few days. A few months ago, he was still the coach of the Avalanche, with one year left on his contract. Now he's an assistant coach on a Sabres team that entered play Saturday with one victory. He's with a team whose fans are screaming for change and staying away from First Niagara Center in droves.
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The Avalanche came to town Saturday night — the Central Division-leading Avalanche, under Sacco's successor, Patrick Roy. A few years ago, a well-known coach who had been with several teams told me yes, he openly rooted for the team that fired him to fail in the immediate aftermath. Don't let anyone fool you, he said: It feels terrible to see a team turn it around right after you're gone. It does not do wonders for one's self-esteem when that happens.

In that sense, Ralph Krueger and Peter Laviolette have to be filled with schadenfreude right now. Krueger was sacked this summer as coach in Edmonton, while Laviolette was given the boot by Philadelphia after three games this season. The Oilers and Flyers are last-place teams at the moment, their fans howling.

Sacco? He has had to read all the headlines of "renewal" and "turnaround" in Denver. Avalanche players have left little to read between the lines comparing life under Roy and life under the former regime.

The other day, Avs captain Gabe Landeskog said about Roy: "You can talk to him. He talks to us. He listens to us players."

Translation: We didn't think the other guy did.
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If there was one common gripe I occasionally heard about Sacco, it was that players didn't feel they had any kind of bond with him, that his personal communication style was too remote. That might not make it fair, but it seemed to be what a few players really thought, and they believed it was a problem. The Avs' dressing room of the last couple of years had no life, no camaraderie. Players seemed to just keep quiet and deal with what they were told.

I'm not saying I buy into the "It was all Sacco's fault" theme. I thought he had good character and worked hard, and he appeared to talk to players and wanted to make them better. He was also dealt a bad hand in many ways.

Ownership didn't seem as invested in the team as it is now. The payroll — while still in the lower third of the league — was always low under Sacco. He had to coach teams seemingly always beset with key injuries. When he did have healthy teams — most of his first year and the first half of his second — the Avs were in the playoffs and in first place in their division, respectively.

Roy is getting glorious press, and rightly so, with his start. But let's not forget he's still in a honeymoon period. Let's see how buddy-buddy Roy is with his players if they start losing games in bunches. Let's see how warm and fuzzy players think he is.

But there seems no doubt about one thing: It's a different atmosphere around the Avs under Roy, one that has players unrestrained in their relief at the change.

Sacco, meanwhile, is like the newly divorced person who has to hear what a good time his ex is having on the town with others. Sacco is too classy to take any digs at his old employer. He remains grateful to Colorado for giving him his first NHL coaching gig. But you can't help wonder if he has undergone some tough soul-searching after what has happened since he left.

Adrian Dater: adater @denverpost.com or twitter.com /adater

Read more: Dater: Judging Sacco's work with Avs is more complex than some think - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24346869/dater-judging-saccos-work-avs-is-more-complex#ixzz2kA65mCdI 

Read The Denver Post's Terms of Use of its content: http://www.denverpost.com/termsofuse 

Follow us: @Denverpost on Twitter | Denverpost on Facebook
Print   Email   

nhl

Colorado Avalanche now 7-1 after road victory over Buffalo Sabres
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BUFFALO, N.Y. — A hallmark of Avalanche teams the past few seasons was to serve as a pick-me-up for opponents with bad records. If any team had no right to take anyone lightly, it was the Avs, but they did it a lot and it cost plenty.

The Avs came into the First Niagara Center on Saturday night and left sympathy back at the team hotel. They posted a 4-2 victory over the Buffalo Sabres, who entered the game with one win.

Colorado atoned for its first loss of the season Thursday and improved its red-hot record to 7-1.

Gabriel Landeskog of the Colorado Avalanche scores past Ryan Miller of the Buffalo Sabres at First Niagara Center. (Jen Fuller, Getty Images)

"Our saying in here is: We don't lose two in a row," said Avalanche center Matt Duchene, who was excellent with a goal and assist. "We wanted to bounce back from that first loss and we came out with the kind of start we wanted. We kind of smothered them early, took the life out of them. They came back a bit and we don't like that, but it's going to happen, it's the NHL. There are things will still need to work on."

Ryan O'Reilly and Gabe Lan- deskog scored in the game's first 12 minutes, and the Avs had a 4-1 lead by the midpoint of the second period on Paul Stastny's first goal of the season before pulling back a lot to play it safe.

The Avs held Buffalo without a shot for the first 13 minutes, getting 12 themselves. When the Sabres got their first shot at about the 13:30 mark, a huge Bronx cheer went up from disgruntled fans.

"I think that kind of startled everyone and confused everyone a little bit," said Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson. "I didn't realize they still hadn't had a shot. We knew if we got a lead on them early in their barn, it might take some confidence out of them. To get that lead early was huge for us. It was a good group effort up and down the lineup."

Post Poll - Avs' Rivals 

Who is the Avs' chief rival?

 Blackhawks 

 Red Wings 

 Wild 

O'Reilly was the beneficiary of a terrific spin move and pass by the side of the net by Duchene at 8:44 of the first period. O'Reilly had an open net after Duchene's slick puck work.

Landeskog's goal, his second of the season, came on a delayed penalty after he curled behind the net and scored on the wraparound.

With nets in the NHL being shallower in depth this season, it leaves a little more room behind them for wraparound moves.

"(Ryan Miller) came out to challenge pretty good, and I just took it behind the net. The new nets definitely help," Landeskog said.

Stastny got the Colorado lead back to three after Buffalo's Cody Hodgson beat Avs goaltender J.S. Giguere with a long slap shot from the short side.

By late in the game, the Sabres had overtaken the Avs in shots; Colorado sat back a lot. But Giguere held the fort for his second win this season in two games.

"(A good start) was what we needed. We talked about it this morning and that's exactly what we got from our guys," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "The third goal and fourth goal were big for us at the same time. We (sat back) a bit and they changed, moving their 'D' more up into the play. But it was a good win for us in the end."

The Avalanche improved to 4-0 on the road entering Monday night's game at Pittsburgh, one of the toughest teams in the league.

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

Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Matt Duchene. Avs center assisted on first goal of game with a pretty pass and later scored.

2. Ryan O'Reilly. Duchene's linemate scored a goal and added an assist.

3. Paul Stastny. Other than a late penalty, he had a strong game, with a goal.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov had the night off, but not from working out. He was doing lunges with a medicine ball after the game in the hallway.

UP NEXT

At Pittsburgh, Monday at 5:30 p.m.
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Colorado College hockey family to honor fallen star Scott Winkler

By Mike Chambers 

The Denver Post 

Posted:   10/19/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT | Updated:   21 days ago

Colorado College center Scott Winkler, shown pinning Denver's Nick Shore against the boards in a game last March, scored a career-high 13 goals in 2012-13. (Associated Press file)

COLORADO SPRINGS — In Scott Winkler's life, the stars seemed to align. He was drafted by the Dallas Stars and played four years of hockey at Colorado College, graduating last spring with honors.

His teammates and coaches felt honored to know him.

"Never had a bad word to say about anybody," Tigers coach Scott Owens said.

Winkler's sudden, still unexplained death at age 23 on June 12 in Norway shook Colorado College and a hockey program that will honor his memory before Saturday's game against Minnesota-Duluth at the World Arena.

"It puts it in perspective for you," CC senior Alexander Krushelnyski said. "When you go, what do you want people to say about you? Seems like the kid had it all figured out."

Winkler 

A Canadian-Norwegian, Winkler died in Asker, Norway, where he grew up, and the results of his autopsy have not been released. But former CC teammate Andrew Hamburg and others believe he had an undetected medical problem, possibly hypertrophic cardiomyopathy (HCM), a thickening of the heart that is the leading cause of death among young athletes.

With the support of the school, Hamburg and his family have established the Scott Winkler '13 Memorial Fund for CC's hockey team, "with the purpose of funding medical pre-competition testing for incoming Tigers. Hopefully, by conducting EKGs and other tests that detect conditions and weaknesses such as cardiac abnormalities, potentially tragic consequences can be prevented in the future," the mission statement says.

Hamburg's father is Dr. Robert Hamburg, a cardiologist from the University of Colorado-Denver practicing in Phoenix.

"My father knew Scott very well. As did my mother. It's been a tough situation for all of us," Andrew Hamburg said. "If it was a heart condition my father could have done something. But we could prevent another tragedy like this. You don't know until you get tested and that's why this thing is set up."

NHL hopes unrealized

Winkler was 6-foot-3, 212 pounds and dedicated to fitness and diet. He had high hopes of signing with Dallas, which selected him with the 89th pick in the 2008 draft. He joined CC before the 2009-10 season.

"There was a good open dialogue with (the Stars). I think they were going to sign him," Owens said.

Winkler was in the same NHL draft class as University of Denver-bound defenseman David Carle, who was diagnosed with HCM at the draft combine and was forced to retire after being a token seventh-round selection for the Tampa Bay Lightning. Carle still attended DU and served as a student assistant coach, graduating in 2012.

The doctors at the combine probably saved his life.

"We don't know if Scott Winkler went through the combine, and if he did, it was five years before (he died), so would anything have been detected?" Owens said.

The NCAA has no mandatory screening for HMC, and NHL teams don't test many of their draft picks or undrafted free agents.

Other NHL-drafted players to die from HMC include Mickey Renaud and Alexei Cherepanov, both in 2008. Others who have died from the disease while participating in sports include basketball players Hank Gathers of Loyola Marymount (1990) and Reggie Lewis of the Boston Celtics (1993), and figure skater Sergei Grinkov (1995).

Still awaiting answers

CC and its community are frustrated about the limitless time it takes for European autopsy results to be revealed.

"It's been a lot to take without any answers," Hamburg said.

Five CC players and assistant coach Joe Bonnet attended Winkler's funeral in Norway.

"I think it bothers a lot of the guys that there's a lot of questions, and no answers," Krushelnyski said. "It's especially hard for the guys who didn't go to the funeral, who couldn't go. If you could have attended the funeral, it probably would have felt more real. It's just like a friend who goes away forever. That's what is super, super hard about it, because your mind doesn't want you to believe it."

Owens realizes Saturday's pregame tribute might cast a pall at the arena. Winkler's father and sister will be in attendance. A large item to hang on a locker-room wall at World Arena will be unveiled.

"I'm worried, yeah, but this is bigger than (the game)," Owens said. "It doesn't matter. This is the right thing, and the right time to do it."

Said Tigers captain Eamonn McDermott: "I think everybody is looking forward to Saturday and the remembrance for 'Winks.' He was a special person who touched all of us in a special way and we're better people for knowing him."

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

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

Diagnosing hcm

The echocardiogram (ECG) is the best method of diagnosing hypertrophic cardiomyopathy (HCM), the leading cause of death among young athletes. The ECG allows accurate measurement of the thickness of the ventricular walls and can detect abnormal heart valve function as well.

The electrocardiogram (EKG) also can give important clues as to the presence of HCM.

Both an ECG and EKG should be performed in close relatives of a patient diagnosed with HCM.

Sources: Richard N. Fogoros, M.D.; About.com
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Freefalling Flyers still searching for answers

By DAN GELSTON AP Sports Writer 

Posted:   10/18/2013 10:03:30 PM MDT | Updated:   22 days ago

PHILADELPHIA—Claude Giroux shuffled into the Philadelphia Flyers' locker room, his baseball cap as backward as the team he captains. 

He was once dubbed by his former coach as "the best player in the world." 

Not these days. 

Without a goal or much confidence, Giroux is grasping for the right words to explain how his Flyers are the worst in the NHL. 

"It was a little sloppy out there," he says. "We have a lot of time to look at tape and look at what we did wrong." 

Giroux was talking specifically about a 4-1 loss to Pittsburgh on Thursday, but he could have been talking about the whole season. He is clearly at a loss to explain how the Flyers have tumbled so badly from the top of the East to the bottom in four seasons. And the Penguins game was just another 'L' in a season quickly stacked with them. 

From playing for first place to playing for the first pick of a draft they will host in June, the Flyers' season seems all but over before the second month of the schedule. 

The old coach was fired three games into the season. The new one hasn't fared much better. And in a tough division—as early as it may be in this NHL marathon of a season—time might be running out on last-place Philadelphia and a management team that has made questionable move after questionable move for years. 

These Flyers are no Bullies. They're not even close to the team Giroux helped lead to the 2010 Stanley Cup finals. 

Philadelphia headed into the weekend 1-7 for an NHL-worst two points, the worst eight-game start in franchise history. They have yet to score more than two goals in a game and have come up empty on 18 straight power-play attempts. The switch on the bench from Peter Laviolette to Craig Berube has failed to produce any real change, only more losses for a restless fan base and an aging chairman, Ed Snider, aching to win one more Stanley Cup. 

Giroux, Scott Hartnell, Kimmo Timonen and Braydon Coburn are the only players left from the 2010 team, a gritty bunch that clinched a playoff berth on the season's last day and rode that bid all the way to Game 6 of the final round before bowing out. 

But after general manager Paul Holmgren hit the reset button on the franchise two years ago, Giroux was the last franchise player standing. The Flyers named him captain and signed him to an eight-year extension worth over $64 million. Of course, he's far from the only problem, but with only three assists this season, getting Giroux on track would help the Flyers get going overall. Perhaps he's not fully recovered from the hand injury suffered during a freak offseason golf accident. Or maybe he's just not fit to handle "the best in the world" moniker slapped on him by Laviolette after a sensational 2012 playoff series vs. Pittsburgh. 

"I know he can play better," Berube said. "There are a lot of guys who can play better." 

Berube also said this week the Flyers are, "sitting back and waiting for something bad to happen." 

They often don't have to wait very long. 

"When I came here two years ago, we had that attitude that, no matter if we were down 5-2 in the third period, there was no hesitation that we couldn't come back," Flyers forward Jakub Voracek said. "The last few years, it feels like we're up 2-1, or down one goal, and we're scared to make something happen on the ice." 

And how did the Flyers lose their way? 

"It's hard to say," he said. "If I knew that, I probably wouldn't be here talking about it." 

The dreary atmosphere is starting to resemble the 2006-07 season, when the Flyers (22-48-12) were the worst team in the league, missed the playoffs for the first time since 1994, and set team records for most losses and fewest points (56). 

Holmgren went to work, shrewdly revamping the roster and plugging nearly every weakness. He spent the summer plucking some top talent away from other teams, trading for Timonen, Hartnell, Jason Smith and Joffrey Lupul. He signed Danny Briere to an eight-year contract and built them all around franchise centerpieces Mike Richards and Jeff Carter. James van Riemsdyk, the No. 2 overall pick in the 2007 draft, would follow. 

Holmgren then hired Laviolette in 2009 and all the pieces fit for a magical 2010. The Flyers defeated New Jersey, Boston and Montreal before losing to Chicago in the finals. 

That team was Flyers Hockey, though, in a nutshell. An eclectic mix of talent and toughness, capped off with a work ethic that matched the city it plays in. For so many years, in that mold, Eastern Conference contention was a given, not a guess. 

But nearly every transaction has backfired since. And for comparison sake, take a look at the Blackhawks, the team who ended Philadelphia's 2010 run, and then went out and won another Cup last season. Had the Blackhawks lost the 2010 series, for instance, it's hard to imagine they would have traded Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews. 

But Holmgren plucked apart all he built. He signed Richards and Carter to massive extensions only to trade them in 2011. He gave up on van Riemsdyk in 2012, trading him to Toronto. And he made a grave miscalculation in signing flighty Russian goalie Ilya Bryzgalov to a $51 million, nine-year deal—a contract that, in the end, only gave the Flyers two puzzling seasons before it was bought out. 

After the Flyers missed the playoffs in lockout-shortened 2013, Holmgren tried again to wheel and deal his way into contention. He signed forward Vinny Lecavalier, defenseman Mark Streit and goalie Ray Emery. Earning an amnesty reprieve in the new labor deal, he dumped Briere along with Bryzgalov. 

None of it has worked so far. And it shows in the stands. 

Once one of the most hostile arenas in the NHL, crowds have thinned at the Wells Fargo Center, and the fans that show up have spent more time booing the Flyers off the ice than rooting for the orange and black. 

The trade deadline isn't until March 6, leaving Holmgren time to pull off some sort of transaction that can lift the Flyers into the playoff race. But it's unlikely. 

"Nobody's going to help us," Voracek said. 

And Holmgren could be the next to go. Much like when the neighboring Philadelphia Phillies groomed Ryne Sandberg to replace Charlie Manuel, the Flyers hired Ron Hextall as the assistant GM in the summer, making him the likely heir apparent in calling the front office shots. 

So far, Snider's confidence in Holmgren, the former Flyer player and coach, hasn't wavered. 

"If I told the general manager that he can't do what he wants to do, then obviously I have no confidence in the general manager," Snider said. "We're happy, to an extent, that we're in the playoffs most every year. And we're happy, to an extent, that we've been in the Stanley Cup finals many, many years when we didn't win. 

"But we're not thrilled, because we want to win a Stanley Cup." 

That's a long way off now. 

On Thursday at the Wells Fargo, before the game, Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said he wanted his team to forget about Philadelphia's record. 

The Flyers can only wish they could have that kind of short-term memory loss.
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Nate Guenin, Andre Benoit playing well on Colorado Avalanche defense

By Adrian Dater

 The Denver Post

Posted:   10/18/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT
The Avalanche has made good use of Andre Benoit and Nate Guenin on defense after both were cast adrift by their former NHL teams as free agents.

Combined, the two are costing the Avs only $1.5 million in salary on respective one-year contracts. At $900,000, Benoit makes more and his playing time and overall responsibility have corresponded. 

Not that Guenin hasn't been a good value. He's been a journeyman defenseman with four teams, but had only 32 games of NHL experience before this season. Guenin entered Thursday's home game against Detroit with one assist and a plus-1 in six games.

Guenin, 30, was cut loose by Anaheim but signed a one-year, $600,000 contract with Colorado. He has played some good, stay- at-home, 

physical defense. 

"I've got to be physical and just keep it simple," Guenin said. "It's been great to get a new start here, and I just have to work hard and do my job."

Benoit, who was not re-signed by Ottawa despite playing well in place of injured star Erik Karlsson, had three points in the Avs' first six games and was seeing good time on their power play.

"I'm still getting more comfortable with our systems," Benoit said. "But I'm very happy here. Obviously, we've gotten off to a nice start. But we have to just work harder."

Footnotes. Who is the landlord for Avalanche winger P.A. Parenteau? It's former Avs player Kyle Quincey, who's now with the Red Wings. Parenteau rents the house owned by Quincey. ... Marc-Andre Cliche, Tyson Barrie and Nick Holden were the Avalanche's healthy scratches Thursday night. Holden is the only player on the Colorado roster who has yet to play this season
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Avs Mailbag: Andre Benoit, Nate Guenin, Cory Sarich seem like bargains

Ryan from Montana likens offseason approach to "Moneyball"

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post 

Posted:   10/17/2013 10:45:00 AM MDT

Denver Post sports writer Adrian Dater posts his Avs Mailbag on Thursdays during the NHL season.  

Pose an Avalanche- or NHL-related question for the Avs Mailbag. 

Hi, Dater. The Avs' offseason/preseason trades didn't make sense to a lot of people. The common theme seemed to have been that the players we acquired were undervalued assets — low-price risk, with the potential for high reward. I wonder if the Avs adopted a "Moneyball" approach to this year's acquisitions. The likes of Andre Benoit, Nate Guenin, Cory Sarich and even Alex Tanguay (whom some critics called "over the hill") are proving the Avs' faith in them well placed. I wonder if, as their value as players increases, the Avs might complete the Oakland Athletics' approach and leverage them into trades down the road. 

-- Ryan Bell, Missoula, Mont. 

Ryan - Congrats on having the first Avs Mailbag question of the 2013-14 season. My expert screener, Denver Post producer Bryan Boyle, selected you first, so take a bow. 

I think you make a fair-hearted attempt to explain the Avs' offseason moves, but I think this is a little more than "Moneyball" at play. The Avs aren't a small-market team playing in a sport with no salary cap, like the A's are in baseball. The Avs have a billionaire owner, in a league where everybody gets to spend the same. 

I think the Avs think they have some big-name players whose contracts are up after this year (Ryan O'Reilly, Gabe Landeskog, Semyon Varlamov), and they want to have some flexibility with the cap still going forward. They don't want to manage their payroll like, say, the Flyers or the Rangers. 

I also think Sarich and Benoit and Guenin are proving to be excellent bargains so far too. I really like Benoit's game. He has added a nice, settling presence to the blue line. 

Avs D Andre Benoit 2013 

Avs defenseman Andre Benoit ranks second on the team in average ice time (21:49). Benoit was signed as a free agent by Colorado in July. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

The Avs are in great shape to add a big-name player or two at the trade deadline if they are in the playoff hunt. Right now, they don't look cheap with their payroll — they just look smart. 

Adrian - Amidst the celebratory hullabaloo after Nathan MacKinnon potted his first goal against the Washington Capitals, I noticed Paul Stastny skating toward the net. I assume he scooped up the puck as a souvenir. The question: Who got the puck? It was MacKinnon's first NHL goal, but it was Stastny's 400th point. Which event is the more momentous? 

-- Jeff Osgood, Niwot 

Jeff - MacKinnon got it. Four hundred points make for a nice milestone, but the first goal is always a keeper and that's what Stastny was doing. Of course, maybe MacKinnon will let Stastny touch it once in a while in the future. 

Interested to get your opinion on how open and honest both Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy have been with the media. I think they have been awesome. Also would like to hear your thoughts on the Joe Thornton deal. I have to think that was a breach of locker-room etiquette. Thanks. 

-- Chris D'Ovidio, Greeley 

Chris - Joe and Patrick have been excellent to deal with, from my perspective. They both realize the media plays an important role with a team, in getting the message out to fans what's going on. 

Submit a Question

•Pose your Avalanche- or NHL-related question for Adrian Dater.

Browse the Avs Mailbag archive.

Read Dater's most recent column.

Find analysis, notes and buzz on the All Things Avs blog.

Follow Adrian Dater on Twitter.

The Avs of old believed in a more secretive environment. Not that Joe and Patrick are spilling all of their current or future personnel plans to me, but they are very open and honest, to the extent they can be, about what is going on. It's been tremendous dealing with them, frankly. 

As for the Thornton deal, where a writer reported a bawdy, locker-room-humor joke to the world, I didn't agree with it. It served no other purpose than to unnecessarily embarrass Thornton. I've heard a lot worse than that in the locker room before. That doesn't mean you have to name a name as to who said it. I think a locker room is a place where all kinds of things are said, but it is for a judicious reporter to parse the obviously off-the-record stuff from stuff people can see. That doesn't mean I don't believe EVERYTHING said in a locker room is off limits. But this was a case of just trying to make a guy look bad. And good luck to that reporter getting any player to talk to him again. 

Adrian, I'm a big Semyon Varlamov fan here in Caps country. I know Greg Sherman has taken a lot of heat over some moves he made, but with Varly playing like a Vezina candidate, does Sherman start to get a little credit for making that move? 

-- Chuck, Fredericksburg, Va. 

Chuck - You are to go to the head of the class, sir, because before I even read this question, I wrote a blog Wednesday night saying that exact thing. 

Sherman took plenty of heat for some of his moves as Avs GM — the title he still holds, but without final say on hockey personnel decisions — and probably justifiably so. But Varlamov is proving that he was worth the gamble. True, it probably took a new coaching staff to help make that happen, but I think we are all seeing what kind of talent this kid has, and what can happen when it's properly coaxed out of him. 

Greetings, oh great guru of all that is Avalanche hockey. After reading your article about Paul Stastny potentially being the odd man out, are there any other teams that we should keep our eye on that might be in the opposite situation the Avs are in that could generate such a trade? Opposite being: heavy on quality D-men and light on valuable forwards. 

-- Brian C., Tustin, Calif. 

Brian - A little early to say on that, but Toronto is still probably a likely bet for that. It has some nice young D that could look attractive for a Stastny. Maybe even a team like Boston, you never know. Nashville also has some decent D that might be available. But, again, this is soon for speculation. Oh wait, this is hockey. Of course, it's never too early. Silly me. 

After seeing how well Ryan O'Reilly has adjusted to his new role as a left wing, can we assume that the contract battle with the old regime is truly "water under the bridge"? I can't imagine why a team would want to get rid of a player who can help them in so many different ways. 

-- Chris DeMott, Colorado Springs 

Chris - While I think it's still too soon to say definitely "yes" on that, I do think the odds are MUCH better that we'll see O'Reilly stay in an Avs uniform beyond this year than I thought even a month ago. 

Patrick Roy really seems to like O'Reilly's game. Yes, there was some animosity toward O'Reilly after the contract thing, but I think time and a winning team are starting to filter that away. 

 Adrian Dater has covered the Colorado Avalanche since the team moved to Denver in 1995. Pose an Avalanche- or NHL-related question for the Avs Mailbag.
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Composed Avalanche off to fast start under Roy

By PAT GRAHAM AP Sports Writer 

Posted:   10/16/2013 03:38:38 PM MDT | Updated:   24 days ago

ENGLEWOOD, Colo.—Patrick Roy has been way more composed than combustible on the bench through the Colorado Avalanche's sizzling start to the season. 

Then again, there hasn't been much that has gone wrong for the goalie-turned-coach who is well-known for his fiery personality. 

Sure, there was that meltdown in his first game in charge when he nearly crashed through a glass partition during an argument with Anaheim's Bruce Boudreau following a 6-1 win. Other than that, he's been fairly mild mannered. 

Roy's players certainly don't view him as volatile so much as an invigorating presence that's ignited a much-needed spark. Behind Roy, the team is 6-0 and can match the best start in franchise history with a win over the Detroit Red Wings on Thursday night. 

"There's never panic with him," forward Matt Duchene explained. "We could be playing awful, be down a bunch of goals and he doesn't really panic that much. It's nice to have a guy like that behind you." 

This is the nurturing side of Roy, instilling confidence through compliments. He actually gave the team a break from the ice Wednesday because he thought they were looking a little tired. 

"He knows how to win and he's won before, so that jolt of energy has done a lot for us," defenseman Erik Johnson said. "We're confident in ourselves and trust Patrick and like playing for him. When you have a coach you're willing to go through a wall for, it makes a big difference. Everyone has that mentality playing for Patrick." 

With a win Thursday, the Hall of Fame goalie would break the mark for most NHL wins to start a coaching career. Roy shares the record with Mario Tremblay, who won his first six games with Montreal in 1995-96, a team Roy played for before being dealt to the Avalanche later that season after a falling out with Tremblay. 

Toppling Tremblay's mark, especially against the Red Wings—one of Roy's most-heated rivals as a player—would mean a lot to the coach, even if he won't admit as much. 

"That's not his focus. His focus is to get the two points," rookie Nathan MacKinnon said. "But whatever records come along with it, he will be very happy. 

"He's worked very hard to get where he is." 

Four years ago, Roy had a chance to take over the Avalanche, but didn't feel he was ready. Instead, he spent more time serving as coach and general manager of the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, just to gain a little more seasoning. 

That extra time has come in handy as he and former teammate Joe Sakic, the director of hockey operations, reunite to restore the luster to an organization that's missed the playoffs the last three years. 

He's more compassionate than cantankerous, which might be best illustrated in between periods. Even when the team has a rough period, Roy rarely yells or screams, just encourages. 

"It's tough when a coach comes in and rips you apart at the intermission, and you've got to pull it together with about 7 minutes left until you're skating on the ice again," Duchene said. "When you're not playing well as an individual and as a team, you know when you're not playing well. I think when he comes in and teaches us, uses teaching points and is positive, it helps us to move on. 

"You can't live in the past. You've got to keep moving forward. That's been really good, to have him treat us that way." 

They know how much this game against the Red Wings means to Roy, even if he's downplaying the significance. Roy's had many bitter—and bloody—meetings with the Red Wings over his career, once even skating to center ice to exchange blows with fellow goalie Chris Osgood. 

MacKinnon, who was still a toddler when that incident took place, has watched footage from the fight on the internet. 

"I know all about the history," MacKinnon said. "I'm definitely aware of it." 

Under Roy's reign, there's been more of a democratic approach to the game, a reliance on input from players such as captain Gabriel Landeskog. That helps keep the lines of communication open. 

"You can relate to him, you can tell he's been there before," Landeskog said. "He's preached the same message from day one in training camp. It's definitely rubbing off on us, the passion and how calm he is, both on the bench and here, in meetings. ... We're pretty calm out there and Patrick has been a huge part of that." 

——— 

Following AP Sports Writer Pat Graham on Twitter: http://twitter.com/pgraham34

Read more: Composed Avalanche off to fast start under Roy - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/news/ci_24324253/composed-avalanche-off-fast-start-under-roy#ixzz2kA7ihEo3 
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Avs to entertain Red Wings as Patrick Roy looks for record-setting win

By Adrian Dater
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Nathan MacKinnon wasn't even born when the famous rivalry with the Avalanche and Detroit Red Wings began, so while he's aware of it, that's only because of technology.

"It's fun to look at clips on YouTube and stuff like that," the 18-year-old Avs rookie said. "It looked like it was pretty intense."

It was. But retirements, time and the Avs' slippage of the past few years have dimmed the rivalry that once was appointment viewing for the whole hockey world and beyond.

Thursday night at the Pepsi Center, the Red Wings come to town for their only appearance of the season. By moving to the Eastern Conference, Detroit can only face the Avs in the playoffs now if the teams make it to the Stanley Cup Finals. Otherwise, the teams met six times in the playoffs from 1996-2008, including five times between 1996 and 2002. The teams split three series apiece.

Avs coach Patrick Roy 2013 

First-year Avs coach Patrick Roy on Thursday's matchup with the Red Wings at the Pepsi Center on Thursday: "I hope I'm not going to see a lot of red jerseys, that's all I can say. I want to see burgundy and white." (Helen H. Richardson, Denver Post file)

"I watched most of those games on TV," said Matt Duchene, 22. "It was just great hockey, the best. It might not be like it once was, but we've played them pretty tough the last few years. I think they always bring out the best in us. They're still a great team, and it's going to be a good game (Thursday) night I'm sure, fun for the fans."

Avs coach Patrick Roy, a centerpiece of the great rivalry with fights at center ice in Detroit with Wings goalies Mike Vernon and Chris Osgood, called it the best rivalry of his career — even better than the heated games he played against provincial rivals from Quebec while a Montreal Canadien.

Roy has a message for Avalanche fans: Show up at the game Thursday. In recent years, the Pepsi Center has had a lot of Red Wings jerseys in the stands, and Roy wants that to stop.

"I hope I'm not going to see a lot of red jerseys, that's all I can say. I want to see burgundy and white," Roy said.

Roy can set an NHL record if the Avs can win. He is tied with his former coach, Montreal's Mario Trembly in 1995, for the best start to a coaching career at 6-0.

The Avs will go with the same lineup as Tuesday against Dallas.

Read more: Avs to entertain Red Wings as Patrick Roy looks for record-setting win - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24323191/avs-entertain-red-wings-patrick-roy-looks-record#ixzz2kA7obaGk 
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Avs coach Patrick Roy: Young defenseman Tyson Barrie must be patient

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post 
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Tyson Barrie (Getty Images file)

Tyson Barrie led the Avalanche in average ice time last season (21 minutes, 34 seconds), and Matt Hunwick was a close second (21:31). Both defensemen are still under contract with the Avs, but neither is in the big picture now.

Barrie was scratched for the second consecutive game Tuesday, and Hunwick was demoted to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League last week.

First-year coach Patrick Roy continues to go with holdovers Erik Johnson, Ryan Wilson and Jan Hejda and newcomers Cory Sarich, Andre Benoit and Nate Guenin, plus Nick Holden, who has been scratched in the first six games.

Barrie, 22, was viewed as a top-four defenseman coming into the season, but his ice time has declined since opening night, and he was a healthy scratch in Saturday's 5-1 victory at Washington.
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"We're comfortable with the veterans that are there, and he's 22 years old. He just needs to be patient," Roy said about Barrie after Tuesday's morning skate. "We're very happy with the leadership of Sarich; we're very happy the way Guenin has been playing, killing penalties.

"If there is one downside (of Barrie's game), it's the way he played on the power play. We expect more from him on the power play."

Footnotes. The Avs entered the game 12-of-12 in penalty killing and were the only NHL team not to allow a power-play goal. That streak ended with Nathan Mac Kinnon off for hooking midway through the second period. ... Matt Duchene, 22, joined the 200-point club three days after Paul Stastny, 27, reached 400 points. Duchene's second goal of the game came on a delayed penalty after he came onto the ice to replace goalie Semyon Varlamov. 

Read more: Avs coach Patrick Roy: Young defenseman Tyson Barrie must be patient - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24318760/avs-coach-patrick-roy-young-defenseman-tyson-barrie#ixzz2kA7urSwQ 
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Avalanche improves to 6-0 by beating Dallas Stars 3-2
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DENVER, CO - OCTOBER 15: Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy screams out at the referees during the second period versus the Dallas Stars October 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.(Photo By John Leyba/The Denver Post)

DENVER, CO - OCTOBER 15: Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy screams out at the referees during the second period versus the Dallas Stars October 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.(Photo By John Leyba/The Denver Post)

DENVER, CO - OCTOBER 15: Colorado Avalanche left wing Alex Tanguay (40) sends the puck in to the Dallas Stars zone during the first period October 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.(Photo By John Leyba/The Denver Post)

DENVER, CO - OCTOBER 15: Dallas Stars goalie Dan Ellis (30) makes a save on a shot by Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) as Dallas Stars left wing Jamie Benn (14) defends on the play in the first period October 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.(Photo By John Leyba/The Denver Post)

DENVER, CO - OCTOBER 15: Dallas Stars goalie Dan Ellis (30) makes a save on a shot by Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) as he tries to get his stick on the rebound with Dallas Stars left wing Jamie Benn (14) defending on the play in the first period October 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.(Photo By John Leyba/The Denver Post)

DENVER, CO - OCTOBER 15: Colorado Avalanche center Paul Stastny (26) skates the puck in to the Dallas Stars zone during the first period October 15, 2013 at Pepsi Center.(Photo By John Leyba/The Denver Post)
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This was a monumental game for Patrick Roy, the coach.

As a teammate, Roy despised Mario Tremblay, even before Tremblay became his coach for the Montreal Canadiens in 1995.

On Tuesday night at the Pepsi Center, Roy tied Tremblay for an NHL record he spearheaded — six consecutive victories to begin a head-coaching career.

The Roy-led Avalanche beat the Dallas Stars 3-2 to improve to 6-0 and further stamp the best start in Avs history. But it could get a lot sweeter. On Thursday against the visiting Detroit Red Wings, Roy's most hated rivals as a player, the Colorado coach can one-up Tremblay and become the only NHL bench boss to begin a career 7-0.

Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov makes a save in the second period versus the Dallas Stars. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

"For him coming in as an NHL rookie coach, people really didn't know what he was capable of. We knew as a player but not as a coach," Avs captain Gabe Landeskog said of Roy. "He's done a great job, and we love playing for him. It's obviously great that he tied (Tremblay's) record, and it gives another reason to keep it going (Thursday)."

Flash back to Dec. 2, 1995, the night Roy, the proud goalie who had already won two Stanley Cups and a Conn Smythe Trophy as playoff MVP, felt humiliated by Tremblay in an 11-1 loss to the Detroit Red Wings. Roy allowed nine goals and was mocked by Montreal fans before Tremblay finally replaced him — far too late, in Roy's opinion.

Tremblay took over the 0-5 Canadians in October 1995 and reeled off six consecutive victories behind Roy's stellar goaltending. Roy has done it again, but this time as a coach.

"I don't care about the 7-0," Roy said. "That's what I said to the guys before the game. We have to take care of the things we can control. What we control is how well we play the game."

Roy's best players Tuesday were center Matt Duchene (two goals) and goalie Semyon Varlamov, who improved to 5-0 after a disastrous, 11-21-3, lockout-shortened season. Varlamov 
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notched his third 35-plus-save effort despite allowing two goals for the first time this season. 

Duchene beat goalie Dan Ellis with two tremendous wrist shots, the first unassisted to tie it 1-1 and the latter on a delayed penalty after replacing Varlamov while being the freshest player on the ice. The Nathan MacKinnon-centered line hemmed the Stars in their zone before they took a penalty and Duchene hopped into the mix.

His second goal made it 3-2 late in the second period and Varlamov shut the door in the third.

Defenseman Jan Hejda had Colorado's other goal, with rookie Nathan MacKinnon assisting for his team-high seventh point. Duchene's second goal served as his 200th career NHL point and tied MacKinnon for the team scoring lead.

"There's nights that we've played better. Tonight was not our best game," Roy said. "Obviously tonight there are some details of our game that I wasn't too happy (about) and we're going to have to fix. Good thing is we can fix it by winning. It's a lot more fun than losing."

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

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

Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Semyon Varlamov. Avs' goalie was outstanding in improving to 5-0.

2. Matt Duchene. Two skilled wrist-shot goals from the Avs' 22-year-old center.

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

3. Dan Ellis. Stars' goalie robbed Colorado shooters numerous times.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Avs captain Gabe Landeskog outskated a Dallas defenseman to the circle dots to negate a Colorado icing with 23 seconds remaining and kill more time. The Stars nearly scored to tie it as time expired.

UP NEXT

Detroit, Thursday at the Pepsi Center.

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post

Read more: Avalanche improves to 6-0 by beating Dallas Stars 3-2 - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_24318757/avalanche-improves-6-0-by-beating-dallas-stars#ixzz2kA84aTiS 
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WJAC Day 2: Canada West gets bye to semi; USA dominates Russia
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Two teams set out to do what they wanted on Day 2 of the World Junior A Challenge in Yarmouth.

With its 4-1 win over the Czech Republic, Canada West secured its spot in the semi-finals on Friday.

And with it’s 8-3 win over Russia, the USA opened its tournament play strong as it looks to defend its gold medal win from last year in Yarmouth.

This was only the second time in the tournament’s history that Canada West clinched its spot in the semi-final with two regulation wins in the preliminary round.

Scoring for Canada West during the game were Jeff Wight, Dylan Hollman, Demico Hannoun and Cameron Hughes. The Czech’s lone goal came from Adam Zboril. In net, Jesse Jenks stopped 29 of 30 shots for the win. Vitek Vanecek have 29 saves on 33 shots.

The USA played its first preliminary game Tuesday evening against Russia, and while prior to the game people might have been expecting a tighter score, USA dominated the play, both in goals and shots on net. The player of the game was Nick Schmaltz who plays with Green Bay in the USHL. He had two goals and two assists. He told the Vanguard it’s easy to have a good performance when you’re playing with a great group of guys.

“Great chemistry and our power play was clicking, so that helps,” he said, saying the team has come together quickly in a short period of time, although not everyone is unfamiliar to one another. There are teammates and line mates on this roster. “We’ve got a lot of skill on this team, we’re comfortable playing with these players, we’ve got one line that’s been playing together for 100 games. I thought we had a great game.”

About being in Yarmouth and the town’s reputation for hosting this event, Schmaltz said, “The fans are great, a great town, love the food and they take care of us perfect. I love it here.”

Meanwhile, USA head coach Derek Lalonde credits the strong showing of USA in its first game to the strong emphasis they place on special teams early on.

“We did it tonight, that was the difference,” he said about the game’s outcome. “I think key was that five-minute kill, then we turned around and killed two more minutes, so seven straight minutes.”

He says the team also executed on the power play.

“So on the whole I like it, there’s still a lot of things to work on and get better with. Each team is going to be a new challenge,” he said.

Last year Lalonde was an assistant coach with the USA team that won gold in Yarmouth.

“I feel like I should pay taxes in Yarmouth,” he says joking about the time he spent here last year and about being back again. “It’s been no different and honestly I think it’s been better. They embraced this tournament so well last year . . . and I think they were very honoured to have us back again and I think they outdid themselves, it’s even better this year, it’s been awesome.”

The USA’s next game is Wednesday evening at 8 p.m. against Canada East.
Canada East falls 6-2 to Russia at World Junior A Challenge
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World Challenge rewind: A look at past records

Czech Republic edges Canada East 3-2 in exhibition game

It wasn’t the start that Canada East was hoping for.

The team fell 6-2 to Russia in their opening game of the World Junior A Challenge on Monday evening, in what was the second game of the preliminary round.

After jumping out to a 2-0 Canada East lead in the first period on goals by Mike Panowyk and Charles Guevremont, the Russians then scored six unanswered goals, including three power play goals.

As you’d expect, the crowd – a sell out – was a very pro-Canada East crowd, particular since Yarmouth Mariner Morgan Messenger is on the Canada East roster. The loudest cheer of the night came when Messenger’s name was announced for the game’s starting lineup.

In net for the Russian team was Maxim Tretiak, the grandson of Russian goalie Vladislav Tretiak. He wore #20, the same number as his grandfather. He made 26 saves for the win.

After the game Messenger told the Vanguard that obviously the game didn’t go as planned, but even though this is a short tournament there are things the team can build on and things that they can fix.

“I feel that when we played within our systems and stayed out of the box we were in control of the game,” he said. “We strayed away from that a little bit, and it cost us on the scoreboard.”

Messenger is one of three players from the MHL representing the league on Canada East – the other two being John Mullally and Evan MacEachern of the Pictou Weeks Crushers.

“We had a few costly penalties and they’re a good hockey team, when you give them a man up they’re going to take advantage of it,” said Mullally. “For our next game, we’re going to take the good and the bad and we’re going to move forward.”

Although Messenger and Mullally are opponents on the ice during the MHL, in Canada East’s Nov. 4 first preliminary round game they found themselves often playing on the same line.

“I thought it worked well,” Messenger said. “I think we both have styles that complimented each other. We had good chemistry out there.”

“We’re both quick guys,”  added Mullally. “When we stick to the simple things like chipping the puck in and working the puck down low, we work well together.”

Asked about wearing the Maple Leaf and representing the country in this tournament, Mullally said, “As a kid you dream about putting the red and white jersey on and getting the opportunity it’s such an honour.”

First Wins for Stajcer (AHL), Talbot (NHL)

October 28, 2013  

With Henrik Lundqvist having returned to the Ranger net for tonight’s home opener, after missing two games due to injury, the swirl that has engulfed the organization’s goaltending situation the last week or so will hopefully calm down.

All things considered, it could have been a whole lot worse for both the Rangers and the Wolf Pack, as Cam Talbot gave the Rangers two real good efforts in the last two games, allowing only four goals on 61 shots and nailing down his first career NHL win Saturday in Detroit, with 32 saves in the Rangers’ dramatic, 3-2 overtime win over the Red Wings.

Cam Talbot makes a save against the Detroit Red Wings in his first NHL win October 26 (Leon Halip/Getty Images)

Cam Talbot makes a save against the Detroit Red Wings in his first NHL win October 26 (Leon Halip/Getty Images)

At the AHL level, Scott Stajcer came out of the shadows to play four darned good periods for the Wolf Pack, and he won for the first time in five American League appearances Saturday night at Hershey, stopping 20 shots in the Pack’s 4-3 victory, which broke Hartford’s first losing streak of the season.

Talbot, with his two good outings, has clearly made a strong bid to salt away the backup goaltending job in Gotham that became vacant when Martin Biron was waived and assigned to the Wolf Pack, and later decided to retire.  Ranger coach Alain Vigneault stopped short of handing his number-two role to Talbot, but was suitably impressed, telling the media after Saturday’s game, “Without a doubt, he’s played extremely well in both games.  He’s done what a goaltender is supposed to do, give you a chance to win. When we had a breakdown you need a save and he made some saves tonight.”

Stajcer, for his part, had not even dressed for a game before suiting up for Friday’s trip to Albany, and ultimately being called upon to play the third period, after the Devils scored four goals on Jeff Malcolm in the first 40 minutes.  Stajcer had been rehabbing from off-season surgery, and it seemed as though he hadn’t even been practicing fully for very long, but he looked very comfortable when he came off the bench on Friday.  The second-year pro stopped

Scott Stajcer, in his first career AHL win October 26 in Hershey (JustSports Photography)

Scott Stajcer, in his first career AHL win October 26 in Hershey (JustSports Photography)

all six shots he faced that night, including the second penalty-shot chance of the game for Albany’s Harri Pesonen, giving the Wolf Pack a chance to get back into a game they trailed 4-1 after two.  The comeback fell just short, with the Devils prevailing by a score of 4-3, but Stajcer showed enough to earn the starting nod Saturday in Chocolatetown, and he did not disappoint.

With Lundqvist ready to get back into action, Jason Missiaen was shuttled back to the Wolf Pack, and several interesting questions loom for both the Pack and Rangers in the coming days.  I wonder, for example, how soon it will be before Talbot gets another chance for a Ranger start.  The parent club plays four games in six nights this week…will they want to get Lundqvist a little more rest than usual, to guard against his re-aggravating the ailment that sidelined him?  If not, will they flip-flop Talbot back-and-forth between New York and Hartford, so that he could stay sharp by playing some AHL games?  And will the Rangers be actively shopping for another experienced netminder as an insurance policy?

Here with the Wolf Pack, it would seem that Stajcer has earned the chance to keep the net for at least one more start, but on the other hand, Missiaen is clearly thought of as the number-three man in the organization right now, so will the need to keep him game-ready override the relatively hot hand that Stajcer currently possesses?  Further, does Malcolm go back to Greenville to play in the ECHL, or is it Stajcer, still relatively fresh off his return to injury, who needs to be guaranteed of playing more?

Interesting stuff…glad I don’t have to decide.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Goalie Callups, Reinforcements on D

October 24, 2013  

An injury to All-World goaltender Henrik Lundqvist in New York has scrambled up the organization’s netminding situation, and left the Wolf Pack without either of their top two ‘tenders on the roster.

Cam Talbot was already up with New York, and is slated to start the Rangers’ game tonight in Philadelphia for his first NHL appearance, and Jason Missiaen got the call last night, after the Wolf Pack’s 4-2 home loss to Portland, to dress as the big club’s backup.

Jason Missiaen

Jason Missiaen

That leaves the Wolf Pack with Jeff Malcolm and Scott Stajcer on their roster for goalies, and Stajcer has yet to dress for a game this year, as he rehabs from off-season surgery.  He has been getting close to ready, though, and the Pack hadn’t made any moves to bring in another backstop as of early afternoon, and that leads me to believe that Stajcer will be ready to back up, at least, if neither Talbot nor Missiaen is back from the NHL in time to play Friday night in Albany.

The Pack did add two bodies to their defense today, though, recalling Brendon Nash, who had just been reassigned Monday, from Greenville of the ECHL and signing Sam Klassen to a PTO.  No official word out of the coach’s office on what necessitated these moves, but clearly at least one blueliner got banged up in Wednesday’s defeat, which was the Wolf Pack’s first in regulation in seven games on the year.

It was a testament to the Wolf Pack’s defensive depth that Nash, who came to the organization with a solid AHL resume over his first three pro years, could only get into one of Hartford’s first six games before heading to the ECHL for the first time in his career, and that Klassen could not make the club in training camp, after being a top-pair defenseman for much of last season with the Whale.  The 2012-13 campaign was Klassen’s first full year in the AHL and he dressed for 75 of Connecticut’s 76 games and logged major minutes, going +7, which was third-best among Whale D-men.

After being cut from Wolf Pack camp, Klassen headed to Greenville to start his fourth pro campaign, and he was +1 through the Road Warriors’ first two games.

It’s sounding like Lundqvist’s injury issue is not overly serious, but it was enough of a problem that he did not practice at all for three days, and then skated separately from the team after this morning’s game-day skate.  His quotes to the media today indicated that it was a nagging problem that he wanted to get past before it had a chance to worsen.

“I got injured early on, so it’s been around, it’s been there, and it’s been something I have had to look after almost every day,” Lundqvist told the Ranger press corps. “That’s why I thought this week was a good time to kind of get rid of it. You always want to feel as close to 100 percent as possible, so that’s why I have taken these couple of days.”

After tonight’s game in Philly, the Blueshirts head to Detroit, where they will finish their season-opening stretch of nine straight road games with a battle against the Red Wings Saturday.  I would be surprised if the parent club does not bring both Talbot and Missiaen with it to Motown as insurance, even if there is a chance that Lundqvist might be able to go in that game.

Talbot, who is 4-0-1 in five appearances with the Wolf Pack, with a 2.49 GAA and 92.4% save percentage, gets his first crack at an NHL assignment tonight, a little over three years after being signed as a virtual unknown out of the University of Alabama-Huntsville.  Ranger coach Alain Vigneault said yesterday about Talbot getting the call for tonight, “I’m confident he’s going to play well.  By playing well, I’m hoping our players are going to rally round this young man, his first opportunity to play an NHL game. It’s a moment he’ll remember the rest of his life. Hopefully, there will be many good ones after.”

Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Comment »

Transaction Wire Burning

October 21, 2013  

The Wolf Pack remain unbeaten in regulation in six games, and the Rangers are struggling at 2-5-0 through their first seven outings, so it’s no surprise that the winds of change have started to overhaul the Pack’s roster.

What a difference a week makes, as two weeks ago there wasn’t a single move to report for the span of a full week, and now in the time between last Monday and today there have been no fewer than 18 separate transactions.  Wow.

It pretty much all began with the change in direction in the backup goaltending role that saw Martin Biron waived, and then assigned to the Wolf Pack on Tuesday.  Then Ryan Callahan broke a thumb in Wednesday’s Ranger win in Washington, and things began really to heat up yesterday, after the big club lost 4-0 at New Jersey on Saturday.

Martin Biron (Joel Auerbach/Getty Images)

Martin Biron (Joel Auerbach/Getty Images)

Biron officially announced his retirement Sunday after five days of limbo, ending speculation about whether he would elect to continue playing with the Pack or call it a career, and the Rangers also made the decision to recall both Chris Kreider and Brandon Mashinter, while returning Darroll Powe to Hartford.  The Wolf Pack, in turn, now suddenly somewhat short of forwards, recalled Andrew Rowe from Greenville and had Michael St. Croix reassigned to them by the Rangers from Greenville, while loaning blueliner Brendon Nash to the Road Warriors.

Got all that?

Biron’s exit means that, at least for now, Cam Talbot will act as understudy to Henrik Lundqvist and Jason Missiaen and Jeff Malcolm will be the Wolf Pack’s tandem.  Nice for Malcolm, the ex-Yale Eli, to get a chance to log some solid AHL time so close to where he had his great college championship triumph last year, and Missiaen gets the opportunity, like Talbot did last season, to show whether he can be a legit number-one man at this level.

Kreider, according to media reports, jumped right on to the Rangers’ top line, alongside Brad Richards and Derek Stepan, in practice this morning.  Ranger head coach Alain Vigneault said of Kreider, “Even though his training camp might have been more on the average side, that’s behind us. He went to Hartford and he worked really well, real hard and he played some good minutes for them and hopefully he can come in and do the same thing for us. Most of training camp he had Richards and (Rick) Nash. His training camp was more on the average side, but I think his time in Hartford, he looked real sharp, hopefully he’ll be able to do that.”

Brandon Mashinter

Brandon Mashinter

Mashinter, in my view, was very deserving of a chance, having been very effective for the Pack as a second-line winger, with five assists and a +3 in six games.  Swapping him for Powe, though, puts the Wolf Pack on the wrong side of the AHL’s veteran restriction.  Of the six players who have played more than 260 NHL, AHL or European Elite League games that AHL teams are allowed to dress, at least one must be between 260 and 320 games-played, a “young veteran” of sorts.  Mashinter was the only one of the Wolf Pack’s vets who fell into that category–Powe, Micheal Haley, Danny Syvret, Arron Asham and Brodie Dupont are all over the 320-game mark.  That means that, if nothing more changes roster-wise, the Pack will have to sit one of the vets.  Dupont may be the guy who ends up the odd man out, through no fault of his own, as he is on a tryout, the only one of the veterans who does not have a contract. 

That situation, plus a nagging injury to Michael Kantor, prompted the call for St. Croix and Rowe, who were both off to good starts with Greenville.  Rowe, a fourth-year pro, and the rookie St. Croix were tied for the Road Warrior team points lead, with four apiece in two games, and Rowe got all four of his with a hat trick and an assist in Greenville’s season opener, a 5-3 win at Gwinnett on Friday.  Brendon Nash, meanwhile, had only been able to get into one game in the Wolf Pack’s first six, due to the Pack’s excellent defensive depth.

Six games, six one-goal decisions for the Wolf Pack, and happily, all but one of them have gone the right way.

Hard to believe for a 5-0-0-1 team , but the Pack have trailed at least once in every one of their games, and before Saturday’s 3-2 win over Portland in Lewiston, had been tied or behind going into the third period of every game.

Not something you can keep up for 76 games, but so far the Pack have done an amazing job of weathering adversity during games, and of saving their best work for the most important parts of games.

I truly thought the jig was up on the club Friday night, when they allowed a Manchester team that is also off to an excellent start to carry a 3-1 lead into the latter stages of the second period.  It definitely looked as though the Wolf Pack had gone to the well of falling behind once too often.

The game turned on a dime, though, with two Wolf Pack goals in a span of 24 seconds fairly late in the second, a four-on-four tally by Marek Hrivik and a shorthander, the Pack’s first of the year, by the captain Johnson.  Talbot then came up with some great work, including a stop of Linden Vey, the Monarchs’ leading scorer last year, on a penalty shot with 24 seconds left in overtime.  That was the first penalty shot Talbot had faced in his pro career and the first ever against the Wolf Pack in overtime.  Talbot then went 4/5 in the shootout, which, combined with goals by Hrivik and Mashinter, was good enough to get the Pack two points.

Cam Talbot

Cam Talbot

Talbot had 30 saves in regulation and OT in that game, and then was even busier Saturday night in Lewiston, facing 41 Pirate tries.  Again, closely following the script, the Wolf Pack fell behind 1-0 and 2-1, but second-period goals by Haley and Danny Kristo wiped out the deficit and made it a perfect weekend for Ken Gernander’s bunch. 

It seems as though every time the Wolf Pack have really needed a goal in the first six games, they’ve gotten one, starting with the season opener, the only game thus far they haven’t won, when they pulled out a standings point by tying the score with 0.4 seconds on the clock.  It will be interesting to see now if that trend can continue this week, with the roster having undergone so much turnover.

Red Wings reassign goaltender Petr Mrazek to Grand Rapids and recall Jared Coreau
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Petr-Mrazek-11-2-13Petr Mrazek makes one of his 14 saves Saturday, on Edmonton's Sam Gagner, in a 5-0 win. The Associated Press

DETROIT -- The Detroit Red Wings today assigned goaltender Petr Mrazek to the Grand Rapids Griffins and recalled goaltender Jared Coreau from their AHL affiliate.

This enables Mrazek to start for the Griffins on Wednesday, when they host Rockford at Van Andel Arena.

Mrazek, 21, made 14 saves for his first NHL shutout, 5-0 over the Edmonton Oilers Saturday, in his first appearance with the Red Wings this season. Mrazek is 2-2-1, with a 3.14 goals-against average and .891 save percentage for Grand Rapids.

The Red Wings expect to have backup goalie Jonas Gustavsson (stiff neck) ready soon, perhaps in time to back-up Jimmy Howard Thursday against Dallas or Saturday vs. Tampa Bay. Gustavsson has been practicing but isn't eligible to come off of short-term injured reserve until Wednesday.

Coreau, 22, is 0-1, with a 3.82 GAA and .846 save percentage for the Griffins.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins have picked up where they left off last season.

The defending Calder Cup champions are 7-2-1-1 and lead the Midwest Division and the Western Conference heading into Wednesday’s annual home matinee game against Rockford. The game starts at 11 a.m. at Van Andel Arena.

The record marks the Griffins’ best start since 2005-06 (8-2-0-1, 17 pts.), when they won the AHL’s regular season championship, and their second best in 13 AHL seasons.

Playing at home has been more challenging than away. The Griffins, just 1-2 at home, have earned points in all eight road games, and their 14 points on the road (6-0-1-1) is tried for best in franchise history (7-1-0-0 in 2004-05) and 2002-03 (6-0-1-1). 

Goaltender Tom McCollum is 5-0, the fifth time a Grand Rapids goalie has started that fast, and one game away from Petr Mrazek’s 6-0 mark set last season. McCollum, with a 2.29 goals against average and .921 save percentage, has played more than Mrazek, who was just returned to Grand Rapids from Detroit on Tuesday.

Gustav Nyquist is the top scorer with 13 points (5-8-13) in 10 games, good for ninth in the league.

The Griffins on Wednesday will face a Rockford team that’s in close pursuit. The IceHogs are second in the division, a point behind at 7-5-1-0 with two more games played. 

The Griffins host Rockford again on Nov. 15.
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba – A tough start to the season for Detroit Red Wings defenseman Brendan Smith took a bad turn Saturday night, when he injured his shoulder in a fight with Edmonton’s Will Acton.

Smith has a slightly separated shoulder and will miss 1-2 weeks, general manager Ken Holland said.

The Red Wings recalled defenseman Adam Almquist from the Grand Rapids Griffins. He will make his NHL debut Monday against the Winnipeg Jets at the MTS Centre (8 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

Smith was placed on short-term injured reserve, meaning he must sit out a minimum of seven days.

“We waited last night, wanted to see how he felt today,’’ Holland said. “When (trainer) Piet Van Zant saw him today, he said he’s very sore.’’

After taking three penalties earlier in the game, a 5-0 win for the Red Wings, Smith fought Acton with 41 seconds remaining.

The Red Wings already are missing defenseman Jonathan Ericsson (separated shoulder), who isn't eligible to come off long-term IR until Nov. 15.

Holland said they opted to recall Almquist because he’s earned the opportunity and they want to see what he can do before next season, when he is out of minor league options and must clear waivers to be sent to the AHL. 

“He’s a third-year pro, he can move the puck,’’ Holland said. “He’s not a big guy (5-foot-11, 173) but has learned how to position himself defensively at the American League level. It’s an opportunity for us to see what one of your young players can do.’’

Almquist, 22, has seven points (all assists) in 10 games with the Griffins. He had an impressive training camp and preseason with the Red Wings.

“He was an important part of Grand Rapids’ run to the Calder Cup last year (31 points in 68 regular season games and 10 points in 21 playoff games), played in their top four,’’ Holland said. “He quarterbacks the power play in the AHL. There’s a chance he could be on our second power-play unit.’’

Holland said they are also happy with the play of rookie Xavier Ouellet, who appeared in one game in Detroit as an injury replacement.

Almquist, a native of Huskvarna, Sweden, was drafted in the seventh round (210th overall) in 2009.

Smith has one point (an assist) in 11 games as well as a team-worst minus-7 rating and team-leading 19 penalty minutes.
CALGARY, Alberta – Jonas Gustavsson said his stiff neck feels better, but Petr Mrazek is ready just in case.

Jimmy Howard is starting in goal for the Detroit Red Wings tonight in Calgary (9 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit), but he won’t play on back-to-back nights.

Coach Mike Babcock said either Gustavsson or Mrazek will start Saturday in Edmonton (10 p.m., FSD).

Gustavsson hurt his neck during the pregame warmup Wednesday in Vancouver. He practiced Thursday and was on the ice today at the Saddledome. But he is not able to back-up Howard.

So the club recalled Mrazek from the Grand Rapids Griffins to dress as the backup.

“I never felt it before,’’ Gustavsson said. “At the end of warmup, just locked, so I couldn’t move my head to the left, so it’s kind of weird. I guess it usually happens when you sleep. But it’s been feeling better and better.

“I got to talk to our medical team and evaluate and then we’ll make a decision (on Saturday).’’

It’s a day-to-day injury.

“We tried to get some treatment on it, but at the end of the day you kind of have to wait it out,’’ Gustavsson said. “It shouldn’t be that long. Hopefully I can go tomorrow, if not, in the next couple of days.’’

Mrazek found out he was being recalled Thursday evening, when the Griffins were in Cleveland.

He was booked for a 6 a.m. flight Friday morning. Problem was, he didn’t have his passport.

“It happened pretty fast,’’ Mrazek said. “I didn’t have my stuff with my, my passport, too, so my girlfriend drove from Grand Rapids to Cleveland, six hours, or I probably wouldn’t be here right now.

“After lunch I’m going to bed and just sleep until the game.’’

Mrazek is anxious for another opportunity, after appearing in two games with the Red Wings last season, going 1-1.

“Every time I get a chance I’ll do my best and play hard,’’ Mrazek said. “That was a great experience, that helped me so much in my career, showed me how the NHL goes.’’

Here are the Red Wings lines and defense pairings for tonight:

Henrik Zetterberg-Pavel Datsyuk-Todd Bertuzzi

Danny Cleary-Johan Franzen-Daniel Alfredsson

Justin Abdelkader-Stephen Weiss-Tomas Tatar

Drew Miller-Joakim Andersson-Patrick Eaves

Jordin Tootoo, Mikael Samuelsson and Darren Helm (injured reserve) are scratched. Helm is expected to make his season debut on Saturday.

Niklas Kronwall-Danny DeKeyser

Kyle Quincey-Brendan Smith

Brian Lashoff-Jakub Kindl

Jimmy Howard (starting)

Petr Mrazek

CALGARY, Alberta -- The Detroit Red Wings have recalled goaltender Petr Mrazek from the Grand Rapids Griffins to serve as Jimmy Howard's backup tonight against the Calgary Flames at the Saddeldome (9 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

General manager Ken Holland said Jonas Gustavsson tweaked his neck during warmups in Vancouver on Wednesday and is day-to-day.

Mrazek has appeared in five games with Grand Rapids this season, posting a 2-2-1 record with a 3.14 GAA and .891 save percentage. The 21-year-old netminder has played in two career NHL games, winning his Red Wings debut last season with 26 saves in a 5-1 win at St. Louis on Feb. 7. He has a 1-1 record with Detroit, alongside a 2.02 GAA and .922 save percentage. 

Ericsson likely to go on long-term IR to make room for Helm

Holland said it appears center Darren Helm will make his season debut Saturday in Edmonton but that the team will make the final decision after the morning skate tomorrow.

Holland said they will probably transfer defenseman Jonathan Ericsson (separated shoulder) from short-term injured reserve to long-term IR to get the necessary salary-cap relief to activate Helm.

"Everything I've been told is positive (on Helm),'' Holland said. "He said he has no issues with his back or his groin.''

CALGARY, Alberta -- The Detroit Red Wings today reassigned center Luke Glendening to the Grand Rapids Griffins, as forward Johan Franzen is ready to return for Friday's game at Calgary (9 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

Franzen missed Wednesday's 2-1 win at Vancouver due to an upper-body injury, the team said.

Franzen was back at center during Thursday's practice, on a line with Daniel Alfredsson and Daniel Cleary.

Glendening has appeared in six games with the Red Wings this season (no points, averaging 9:18 of ice time).

Coach Mike Babcock said Franzen-for-Glendening is the only lineup change for Friday. Here are the lines and defense pairs they skated with on Thursday:

Henrik Zetterberg-Pavel Datsyuk-Todd Bertuzzi

Danny Cleary-Johan Franzen-Daniel Alfredsson

Tomas Tatar-Stephen Weiss-Justin Abdelkader

Drew Miller-Joakim Andersson-Patrick Eaves

Jordin Tootoo, Mikael Samuelsson and Darren Helm wore gray jerseys, indicating they won't play the next game. Helm is expected to make his season debut Saturday in Edmonton.

Niklas Kronwall-Danny DeKeyser

Kyle Quincey-Brendan Smith

Brian Lashoff-Jakub Kindl

Jimmy Howard (starting)

Jonas Gustavsson.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Tom McCollum has come to realize he can control a hard slap shot from in close a lot better than he can control his career path as a professional goaltender.

He can’t control what others think, either, as the longest-serving member of the Grand Rapids Griffins in his fifth season and at 23 years old. 

But he can control the way he matures, something he holds vital in a battle to avoid life as an AHL journeyman and maintain his pursuit to play in the NHL.

“Sometimes it gets lost, but I did start here when I was 19,” McCollum said. “The way I look at it, you look at someone like Joey MacDonald (a former Griffin now with the Calgary Flames) who is finally getting his first crack at 33. 

“Some guys, you just got to wait and find your time and keep working in the meantime.”

McCollum is one of those guys.

The former No. 1 pick of the Detroit Red Wings in 2008 - and the youngest to ever play goal in Grand Rapids when he debuted at 19 years, nine months in October, 2009 - McCollum did not get the rocket launch he expected for his pro career, and not even close to what he saw Petr Mrazek pull off as a rookie with the Griffins last year. It was Mrazek, not McCollum, who played every minute of the Calder Cup championship a season ago.

Instead, it was McCollum who had to deal with talk that his progress had slowed, despite his best season a year ago. He had 2.63 goals against average and a .904 save percentage along with two shutouts and an 18-11-2 record – all career highs.

Part of it was the arrival and performance of Mrazek, which pushed him into the background during the regular season (2.33 GAA, .916 save pct.) and then became a postseason star with four shutouts in 24 games.

Part of it is also the burden of being a first-round pick, and still another remains the unpredictable path of a goalie’s development.

Don’t worry, McCollum has stared at the ceiling over all of them.

“That is something I struggled with my first few years just being a high draft pick,” he said. “I had that expectation that I’d be able to come in and have a season like Petr did right out of the gate. But it didn’t work that way. I needed to learn some things as a player.”

That has meant patience.

“Obviously I would love to be in the NHL right now,” he said. “When I was younger, I expected myself to be there. But at the same time, over the course of four years I’ve realized that I had a lot of maturing to do as a person and as a player. 

“As the years have gone by, I’ve really learned to relax on the ice and be more comfortable with whom I am as a player and that has transpired me to be a lot more confident on the ice.”

Second-year coach Jeff Blashill doesn’t play favorites; he plays the hot hand. The only other factor he considers for his starter is confidence. 

“As you build a resume and do a good job, that gives the coach more confidence to play you,” Blashill said. “That’s the only thing in terms of past performance. Otherwise, I try and live in the present, and all I know is that Tom McCollum has made himself into a real good goalie.”

That has come with determination.

After the Griffins won the Calder Cup, McCollum briefly visited his hometown in Sanborn, New York, before he left for Toronto to work most of the summer with Detroit Red Wings strength and conditioning coach Pete Renzetti. His goal was to tighten his game, gain strength and improve his flexibility.

Now it appears his patience is being rewarded.

While Mrazek has gotten off to a slow start (1-2-1-0 with a 3.46 GAA and .878 save percentage), McCollum has emerged with the hot hand. After he relieved Mrazek at the start of the second period in Friday’s dismal 5-0 loss to Charlotte at home, the Griffins won with him in the nets in Chicago on Saturday and in Iowa on Sunday, both by 3-2 scores.

The Griffins (4-2-1-1) are home 7 p.m. Wednesday for a rematch against Charlotte, and then play at Lake Erie on Friday and at Rockford on Sunday. McCollum will start as much as he shows Blashill he is still is the most productive goalie.

“I’ve learned the hard way that pressing is not going to do me any good,” McCollum said. “I’m confident in what I can do and I just try and go out and do it and help my team win.”

GRAND RAPIDS, MI - The Grand Rapids Griffins, who endured a hectic week of roster moves, started a grueling three-game weekend Friday with more issues – injuries, illness and an awful game.

The Griffins, playing in just their second home game, allowed three power-play goals against two goalies in a sluggish 5-0 loss to Charlotte while missing frontline players Gustav Nyquist and Riley Sheahan.

Nyquist, the team’s leading scorer (3-4-7), joined in the pregame skate Friday morning, but was scratched with an upper body injury, while Sheahan was out with the flu. Both are day to day, coach Jeff Blashill said.

Not good timing since the Griffins had plenty of moves this week after a two-game stint last weekend with Darren Helm from the Detroit Red Wings. Center Luke Glendening returned and defenseman Xavier Ollett was back-and-forth twice before getting back to Grand Rapids for Thursday’s practice.

The absences didn’t help against Charlotte (3-2-0-0), who scored on a pair of first-period power plays and another in the third before 5,494 at Van Andel Arena to keep the Griffins (2-2-1-1) winless the past three games.

Afterward, the Griffins departed for Chicago and a Saturday game against the Wolves. From there, they bus about six hours to Des Moines to play Iowa on Sunday.

Glendening_Luke.jpgLuke Glendening 

"I don't think there's an excuse; we just had a bad game," Glendening said after the loss. "This is the second one at home that we gave away and we can't continue to do this."

The Griffins took three penalties in the first period and it bit them twice within just over two minutes. Charlotte’s Mark Flood scored with one second left on a penalty to Glendening. A minute later, Grand Rapids’ Calle Jarnkrok went off for interference, and Chris Terry scored moments later on a shot from the right point that darted through a crowd and past goalie Petr Mrazek.

Tom McCollum relieved Mrazek after the two-goal first period and 12 shots. 

"I ddin't think they were real bad goals that he gave up," Blashill said of Mrazek's play. "I thought they were savable, especially the second one ... but I'd say it was more of trying to get a jolt for the team."

Charlotte scored once in the second, by Victor Rask, and twice in the third, on a shot off the skate of defenseman Ryan Sproul that was credited to Brendan Woods, and on the final power-play goal by Zach Boychuk.

Charlotte goalie John Muse, playing in his first game this season, turned away 30 shots, along with four Griffins’ power plays. 

Blashill thought the team played better in the second and then faded in the third.

"I thought we were real flat in the first, then we didn't execute in the penalty kill," he said. "I actually thought in the second we were very good. I thought we went through a stretch of about 10, 12 13 minutes when we were playing extremely well. They scored in the third, it took a little life out of us, and then when they scored again we, uncharacteristically, quit playing."

The Griffins' best chances came when Andrej Nastrasil missed an open left side up close in the first period, and Landon Ferraro had a point-blank shot in front of the net in the second that Muse deflected.

NOTES

 The Griffins play on three consecutive days six times this season, but not again until Jan. 24-26 ... With the absences of Nyquist and Sheahan, Louis-Marc Aubry played for the first time this season. Top prospect Martin Frk was also active for his third game. He was a scratch for the opener as well as the past two games … After the three-game weekend, the Griffins will host Charlotte again on Wednesday, Oct. 30.

Landon Ferraro already back from broken foot, much to the relief of the Griffins
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins were pleased to see Landon Ferraro on the ice after missing just three games, because it could have been a lot worse.

The 22-year-old winger played last weekend in what has been a fast recovery from a hairline fracture to his right foot, the result of blocking a shot by Brent Seabrook during a Detroit Red Wings preseason game against Chicago on Sept. 22.

“I’d never had a broken foot before, so my original fear was that I would be out two months,” Ferraro said. “That’s what popped in my head. But then when they said two, three weeks, I wasn’t too worried.”

Well, the Griffins were. The coaching staff has high expectations after Ferraro's totals last season: 24 goals (first on the team), 47 points (third) and an AHL-leading seven shorthanded points (3-4-7). His point total was more than double his 20 in his first full season in 2011-12.

“We look to him to be in all situations for us – lots of five on five, a guy on our power play, and on our penalty play,” said coach Jeff Blashill. “So his impact will be real significant on our team.”

Ferraro played in two games last week on a makeshift line with Darren Helm, on a conditioning stint from Detroit, and Riley Sheahan. That changes this week as he’s been paired with Luke Glendening and Jeff Hoggan in hopes of tweaking a magical line from last year’s playoffs.

“At the end of last year we had Glendening Hoggan and (Jan) Mursak, and Mursak gave that line a lot of speed and tenacity,” Blashill said. “I think Landon is a similar player and I think that could be a real good line.”

The Griffins play three games this weekend, starting at home 7 p.m. Friday against Charlotte. They play at Chicago on Saturday and Iowa on Sunday.

Ferraro admitted he was a bit rusty Friday, Oct. 18, in the Griffins’ home opener, a 3-2 loss to Milwaukee, which put him right in tow with Helm, playing for only the second time in 18 months. The next night, however, “I felt a hundred times more comfortable,” he said, in a 5-4 shootout loss at Rockford in which he scored moments into the opening period.

Ferraro played in three preseason games with the Red Wings and felt he played well to show progress. With the Griffins this season, the former second round pick of Detroit in 2009 looks to build on his overall play.

“I know I can score and I know I can put up points,” Ferraro said. “That’s not the focus for me. It’s being good on the O end, on PKs, being better at blocking shots. I felt I did a good job at that last year, but there were still times where there were still some shots I should have had.”

Red Wings' prospect Xavier Ouellet: 'I'm a defenseman who the coaches can trust'
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Xavier-Ouellet-9-25-13.jpgDefenseman Xavier Ouellet (left) of the Detroit Red Wings battles Pittsburgh's Evgeni Malkin for the puck during a preseason game.AP Photo

DETROIT – The first answer to the initial question Xavier Ouellet fielded Monday morning prior to his NHL debut should please Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock.

“I’m a defenseman who the coaches can trust,’’ Ouellet said.

That’s good, because that isn’t always the case with young defensemen, especially in their first game, particularly against the top team in the NHL, the San Jose Sharks.

Ouellet, 20, was recalled from the Grand Rapids Griffins because Jonathan Ericsson isn’t available tonight. His wife, expecting the couple’s first child, went into labor Sunday night, Babcock said.

Niklas Kronwall will sit out for the second game in a row due to a mild concussion, leaving the Red Wings without their top defense pairing.

Ouellet, the Red Wings’ second pick in the 2011 draft (48th overall), was the Quebec Major Junior League’s defenseman of the year with Blainville-Boisbriand Armada last season. He has appeared in five games with the Griffins this season, his first year as a pro.

At 6-foot and 187 pounds, he is a mobile, puck-moving defenseman who had an impressive training camp and looked good in five preseason games.

“I’m an overall defenseman,’’ Ouellet said. “I can be strong defensively, make the first right pass on tape, so that would be me.

“My goal was to get up on this team, and tonight is my first game and first chance to show them what I can do.”

The Red Wings opted to call-up Ouellet over the more experienced Adam Almquist, who had a strong preseason as well.

“He’s a real good player,’’ Babcock said of Ouellet. “He makes good decisions. He’s just got to get quicker. That comes with experience, so it think he’ll do that.”

Ouellet will be paired with Brendan Smith.

“It’s kind of weird,’’ Ouellet said. “You’re down in the American League and they just call you, telling you that you’ll be playing the next night. It’s pretty exciting.’’

He realizes he must control his emotions.

“For sure it’s going to be a big challenge to keep all that emotion for me,’’ Ouellet said. “I just want to concentrate on making the right plays and playing a good game.”

He will be leaning on his teammates.

“It helps for sure that we will be talking a lot on the ice,’’ Ouellet said. “Lots of young defensemen are here, so we’re all kind of living the same thing so we can help each other.”

Ouellet likely will be reassigned to the Griffins after the game, since Ericsson and/or Kronwall should be able to play Wednesday against Ottawa.

Slow-starting Weiss bumped down to third line

Stephen Weiss, signed in the off-season to be the club’s second-line center, is off to a rough start with just two points (both goals) and a minus-3 rating in nine games.

He was bumped down to the third line for tonight’s game. He’ll center Tomas Tatar and Daniel Cleary.

“The first thing you have to do when you come to a new place is you have to breathe, and you have to give yourself a break, and you have to spend no time thinking and spend all your time playing,’’ Babcock said. “That’s easy for me to say, but when you come in and get off to a good start and three bounce in off your leg and you get rolling, you relax. And when you don’t, you pressure up. 

“So what I’ve done is I took him off the power play, put him on the penalty kill, and put him in the three-hole and he can play against (Joe) Pavelski all night tonight. That will be a battle in itself. And just look after defense, and once he settles down the rest will come.”

Babcock on Leyland: He’s a serial winner

Here’s what Babcock had to say about former Detroit Tigers manager Jim Leyland, who announced his retirement today.

“I think he’s a serial winner who wherever he goes he and everything he touches turn pretty good,’’ Babcock said. “I think he’s an inspiration to all of us because he does things right. He’s a great, great man and, you know, the rest of us should be as lucky to win as much as he’s done.”

He added, “I just look at the program since Dave (Tigers president and general manager Dombrowski) and him took over, where it was and where it is now. I hope the new guy is half as good.”

DETROIT – Darren Helm’s ailing back passed a major test this weekend, as the Detroit Red Wings center reported no issues following a two-game conditioning stint with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Helm, who has appeared in only one game in the past 18 months due to a variety of injuries, will make his season debut Saturday against the New York Rangers at Joe Louis Arena, general manager Ken Holland said.

Holland said he received a text message from Helm on Sunday reporting good news.

“He said the back felt great, conditioning and timing have a little ways to go,’’ Holland said. “From a health standpoint, everything is well and he’s looking forward to being in the lineup this weekend.’’

Right wing Patrick Eaves (sprained knee and ankle) also will be activated off of long-term injured reserve by Saturday, forcing the Red Wings to clear two roster spots and some salary-cap space.

Fourth-line center Luke Glendening will be reassigned to the Griffins, but the Red Wings will need to trim one more player.

Jordin Tootoo appears to be the most susceptible. 

The Red Wings had no luck moving Tootoo over the summer. Nashville, his former club, was among the teams they contacted.

If they can’t deal Tootoo for a draft pick or prospect this week, he might be waived. If he is waived and claimed, his entire $1.9 million salary cap hit (for this season and next season) would come off the books. If he clears and is assigned to Grand Rapids, the Red Wings would get only $925,000 in cap relief under the new collective bargaining agreement that makes it more difficult to bury veterans in the minors.

Waiving right wing Mikael Samuelsson is not viable option because the club would receive only $100,000 in cap relief if he went unclaimed. That’s because he was 35 when he signed his two-year deal on July 1, 2012.

Helm will join the Red Wings for Monday's morning skate at Joe Louis Arena and will continue practicing with the club this week. Helm and Eaves aren't eligible to come off long-term IR until Thursday, since it requires a minimum 24-day stay.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI - First off, Darren Helm just happy to be back on the ice. Then came the analysis.

"Not the best," he said after playing about 15 minutes Friday with the Grand Rapids Griffins in just his second pro game in 18 months following a series of injuries.

"I think I kind of lost my edge out there. The speed of the game is a lot faster than I remember and I have a lot of room for improvement. 

"That said, I thought I did some good things and things to build off."

MORE:

Griffins keep home-opener edge until second period

Watch video of the AHL championship banner raised

no9.JPGHelm unloads a shot with Grand Rapids in Friday's game.Lauren Petracca | MLive.com 

The Detroit Red Wings center, who is expected to be with Grand Rapids for two games on a conditioning stint, was turned away on two shorthanded breakaways among his three shots on the night. On his first attempt he was dealing with a cracked stick.

His endurance, he said, "was not the best. I was sucking wind a few times there. But that's what I need to do to get back at it."

It was Helms' first game since Jan. 25, after he hurt his back before training camp. This year in camp, he was slowed by a pulled groin.

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill, who had Helm paired with Riley Sheehan and Landon Ferraro, saw some glimpses and some room for improvement.

"I thought Helm did a good job..." he said. "You can't replicate that kind of bumping and grinding and so you get tired fast. I think he would say he had a lot more energy at the beginning parts of his shift than the end. But that's expected in his case. And hopefully tomorrow's even better."

On Saturday, the Griffins are at Rockford. Helms' top priority is to improve defensively.

"I struggled in that," he said. "Just getting pucks in the wall, getting my feet moving when I get the puck and keeping my head up. I thought I was a little soft in that area."

Helm was making his first appearance back in Grand Rapids since 2009 when he played in 55 games for the Griffins. He had 13 goals and 24 assists for the Griffins.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins had no trouble coming out focused after the championship banner was raised Friday.

It was the second period that was the problem.

In their home opener that featured a grand pregame ceremony with the AHL championship banner raised before a sellout crowd of 10,834 at Van Andel Arena, the Griffins let a strong first period evaporate into a 3-2 loss to the Milwaukee Admirals.

MORE: See video of the championship banner being raised

Darren Helm glad to be back playing, but 'sucking wind' in first game with Griffins

The Admirals scored twice within 47 seconds in the second period and Marek Mazanec turned back 20 shots in the second and third periods to spoil the night.

"I don’t know if it was that we ran out of gas – just had that high and just went back down and we just couldn’t sustain it for whatever reason,” said Jeff Hoggan, who had one of the goals. “It was tough because it was a great crowd.”

The opener also included the return – albeit brief – of Darren Helm. The veteran Red Wings center, in what’s expected to be a two-game conditioning stint with Grand Rapids, played in his first game since January and second in 18 months following a series of injuries. He missed on two short-handed breakaway attempts.

The pregame ceremony was barely over when Gustav Nyquist scored a 1:20 of the first period. After Milwaukee’s Anthony Bitetto tied it at the 12-minute mark, the Griffins regained the lead on goal by Hoggan off a feed from Cory Emmerton.

But the lead vanished quickly in the second. The go-ahead goal, Bitetto's second against goalie Petr Mrazek, came on a power play 47 seconds after Colton Sissons scored for the Admirals. And that came 19 seconds after Ryan Sproul went off for holding.

“I thought in the second period they poured it on a little bit and I thought we stopped skating as far as coming back and supporting our defense,” said coach Jeff Blashill. “We ended up playing more time in our end and we took too many penalties.”

In the final minute, the Griffins pulled Mrazek and then got a power play for the final 11 seconds. Emmerton hit the post just before the buzzer.

The Griffins left after the game for Rockford for a game Saturday against the IceHogs.

Notes

 The game was also the first of the season for Landon Ferraro. The center has been sidelined by a broken foot…. Gustav Nyquist’s opening goal was given away to Tomas Jurco after review in the first period, then returned to Nyquist after even further review in the second … Blashill was undecided who will start in goal Saturday at Rockford … The Griffins wore No. 25 stickers on the helmets, a tribute to former East Grand Rapids hockey player Keeland Johns. The 18-year-old was killed in an automobile accident returning from a Detroit Tigers game on Aug. 18. 

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.

Admirals 3, Griffins 2

 Milwaukee 1 2 0 - 3

 Grand Rapids 2 0 0 - 2

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – A sellout crowd of 10,834 cheered as Grand Rapids Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan skated around the ice one more time with the Calder Cup trophy.

But they roared when the AHL's championship banner was raised.

The 10-by-14 foot red banner was carried out onto the ice and hoisted to the rafters along the south end of the arena as part of a 10-minute pregame ceremony at the team's home opener on Friday, Oct. 18.

The banner was carried out by four members of the Griffins Youth Foundation along with Mark Izzard, a member of the Grand Rapids Owls; Don McSween, the Griffins' first captain; Mike Fountain, a member of the Turner Cup final team in 2001 when the Griffins were affiliated with Ottawa; Darren Helm, a former Griffin with the Detroit Red Wings, and Kirk Maltby, representing Detroit.

Co-owners Dan DeVos and David Van Andel also joined in.

“This is one of those experiences that you never forget,” said DeVos. "I was telling Dave, it’s sort of the last page of this chapter, and now we’ll begin another chapter.”

“This is a lot like opening night 17 years ago,” added Van Andel. “We were down here in this exact spot and looking around at a full arena like tonight and watching the start of the Griffins. Same great feeling.”
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AHL: Heat rally to beat Bulldogs, 3-2 in shootout

Ortio makes 35 saves, Jones scores twice for Abbotsford

Crease battle 

Barry Gray,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Stefan Fournier tries to snare the puck ahead of Abbotsford Heat goalie Joni Ortio in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum on Saturday. The Heat won, 3-2 in a shootout.

ByFraser Caldwell 

HAMILTON A sluggish start for the Abbotsford Heat in American Hockey League action Saturday, which put them behind two goals very early, was quickly forgotten about because of Joni Ortio. 

Ortio made 35 saves, and denied all three shootout attempts, as Abbotsford came from behind to defeat the host Hamilton Bulldogs, 3-2. 

Heat forward Blair Jones attributed his team's slow start to its late-night trip from Utica, N.Y., where Abbotsford played the Comets on Friday. 

"We played in Utica last night and didn't get to the hotel until about quarter after four this morning," he said. "We called our timeout and coach reminded us that there was a lot of time left to be played and that we'd get our chances. 

"Fortunately, our goalie stood tall early and made some big saves all game." 

Jones had both goals for Abbotsford (7-4-1) in regulation, while Markus Granlund scored the shootout winner. 

Justin Courtnall and Martin St. Pierre had goals for Hamilton (5-2-3). Robert Mayer made 34 saves in a losing effort. 

The Heat scored on all three shootout attempts, with Granlund, Corban Knight and Jones all finding the back of the net to secure the win. 

The Bulldogs enjoyed a dream start to Saturday's game, scoring twice within the first five minutes of the opening period. 

Courtnall punished the Heat for a glaring mistake to score his first goal of the season at 1:46. Abbotsford was hemmed into its own zone and, with Gabriel Dumont pressuring the defenders behind the net, a clearing attempt came straight to Courtnall, who easily swept a shot past Ortio from close range. 

The Bulldogs doubled their lead less than three minutes later on the power play, after John Ramage was penalized for hooking at 3:15. Magnus Nygren slid a pass across the blue line to Nathan Beaulieu, who released a low slapshot that St. Pierre managed to tip on goal. Ortio kicked aside that first attempt, but St. Pierre connected with a second effort as he was falling that slipped past the goaltender. 

Abbotsford capitalized on a giveaway early in the second period to score its first goal of the night. A routine point shot was kicked aside by Mayer, but defenceman Joel Chouinard struggled to corral the rebound and could only knock it forward to Jones, who snapped a quick shot past Mayer at 1:04. 

Momentum seemed to have swung in the Heat's favour, but Abbotsford wasted an opportunity to level the game with a lengthy two-man advantage minutes later. 

Hamilton's Gabriel Dumont barged into Ortio and was whistled for goaltender interference at 4:26 of the second, putting the Bulldogs two men down for 1:23. But the Heat mustered very few chances on the ensuing five-on-three power play, and the teams remained tied. 

Play opened up as the second period wore on, with both teams seeing excellent scoring chances being denied. 

The most obvious of those fell to the Heat just over 10 minutes into the period, when the Bulldogs' St. Pierre gave the puck away at his own blue line and Mayer came to his rescue with a sliding pad save on the ensuing breakaway. 

Abbotsford found its equalizer, and Jones his second goal of the night, on the power play in the closing moments of the period. The forward was on the point with the man advantage, and paused with the puck before firing a low slap shot that moved through a screen and beat Mayer to the short side at 18:57 of the second period. 

Hamilton head coach Sylvain Lefebvre believed that his team may have taken its situation for granted after jumping out to a two-goal lead. 

"Maybe we expected the game to be easy after it was 2-0," said Lefebvre. "We can't expect that, especially not against a team that's first in a division and a conference. 

"We were too casual in the second period." 

NOTE: Forty-year-old David Harris, a goaltending coach for the Newmarket Hurricanes of the Ontario Junior Hockey League, was Abbotsford's backup goaltender Saturday. Harris was signed to an emergency contract after regular backup Reto Berra was called up by the Calgary Flames earlier in the day. 
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Dogs’ captain wins it in overtime

BULLDOGS 

Gary Yokoyama,The Hamilton Spectator

Bulldog Patrick Holland tries to get past the Marlies' Kevin Marshall.

ByKen Peters  

It was the Hamilton Bulldogs' First Responders Night — a chance to honour police, fire and paramedics. And did the Bulldogs respond first against their traditional rivals, the Toronto Marlies? Of course not. 

But the Bulldogs responded last and that was what mattered. Captain Martin St. Pierre grabbed a rebound of a Magnus Nygren point shot in overtime and fired it home to give the Bulldogs a 2-1 victory Friday night. The overtime marker, coming on the power play, sent the Copps Coliseum crowd of 5,310 home happy. 

For the third consecutive game against Nazem Kadri's former team, the Bulldogs allowed the first goal to go to Toronto. 

It's a bad habit for Team Canine. In nine games this season, the Bulldogs have surrendered the first goal in five of them. And they've only won once when doing so. 

St. Pierre was responsible for getting the game to overtime. Midway through the third period he snared a rebound off a Drew MacIntyre save and pounded home his first of the season. The power play marker, coming at 11:56 of the third period, tied the contest at 1-1. 

With the win, the Bulldogs improve to 5-2-0-2 and take over lone spot atop the north division. The Marlies, who lost to Hamilton for the first time this season, fell to 5-4. 

The Marlies broke the ice first at 5:01 of the first period. Spencer Abbott centred the puck from behind the Hamilton net. The pass deflected off Greg McKegg and went straight to Josh Leivo, who was all by his lonesome in front of the cage. Leivo's backhand easily beat Dustin Tokarski for the Toronto forward's first of the season. 

The Bulldogs outshot the Marlies 17-11 and deserved better than being down 1-0 after 20 minutes. 

The second period served up extended periods of scrambly, mind-numbing, uninteresting hockey spiced with few quality scoring chances. It was the type of hockey the Bulldogs played a lot at home last season, usually losing the contests in spectacularly, unimaginative fashion. 

The Bulldogs' Justin Courtnall had the best chance of the period when a rebound came right to his stick in front of the Toronto net. Courtnall's shot was quick, but MacIntyre turned it aside. 

And Marlies' Leivo rang one off the right post just moments later. 

Bulldogs' Joonas Nattinen, who has produced one assist in eight games, had the crowd roaring when he broke down the right wing. But his shot missed the net. 

Still, no scoring in the second period. 

The Dogs' next game is Saturday night at home against the Abbotsford Heat. Game time is 7 p.m. 

The Dogs will play Wednesday night in Rochester, before retuning home Friday to host the Grand Rapids Griffins. Game time is 7:30 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com
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AHL: No last-minute heroics this time for Bulldogs 

Close call 

John Rennison,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Akim Aliu, left, tries to get a shot off from a loose puck in front of Drew MacIntyre in the Toronto Marlies net in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum on Sunday afternoon. The Marlies won, 3-2.

ByKen Peters  

The Hamilton Bulldogs are doing great this American Hockey League season against every team not called Marlies. 

But the Bulldogs, playing their third contest in three nights, couldn't muster enough Sunday afternoon against their nemesis from down Highway 403. 

The Toronto Marlies popped two first-period markers on their way to a 3-2 victory before another disappointing home gate. Just 3,248 took this one in as the Bulldogs' attendance woes continue at Copps Coliseum. 

With the loss, the Bulldogs record fell to 4-2-0-2. The Dogs' only two losses in regulation this season have come against Toronto. The even worse news is that the Dogs face the Marlies another 10 times his season. Toronto improved to 5-3 on the season with the win. 

Give credit to the hounds. With the Marlies up 2-0, Nick Tarnasky broke Drew MacIntyre's shutout bid with just over two minutes to play. 

But the Marlies' Jerry D'Amigo fired a goal into the Bulldogs empty cage with 1:12 to play after Robert Mayer was pulled for an extra attacker. 

Still, the Dogs came back. Greg Pateryn blasted one in with 17 seconds to play. The Bulldogs buzzed the Marlies cage but couldn't find the equalizer to put it into overtime. 

The Dogs went into the contest without the red-hot Louis Leblanc. Leblanc was called up to the parent Montreal Canadiens of the National Hockey League prior to the game. 

The Bulldogs were bolstered by the return of Pateryn and Nathan Beaulieu from the Habs but it wasn't enough to trump the Torontos. 

Bulldogs bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre was pleased his club pocketed four of six possible weekend points. But, after back-to-back wins Friday and Saturday, Lefebvre wanted more. 

"I'm happy with the effort. It's almost inhuman to play three games in less than three nights. I thought the guys responded pretty well to find the energy to battle right to the end," he said. 

The AHL schedule maker must be a sadist. The Bulldogs have to look forward to eight more three-in-three encounters this season. 

Lefebvre said Hamilton has to start harvesting points against Toronto. 

"This is a team we have to beat. This is a team we have to get points against and we just fell short tonight," he said. 

The Marlies didn't take long to get on the scoresheet. Jerred Smithson took a pass from Stuart Percy in the slot and beat Robert (May Day) Mayer with a quick shot over his glove. The marker came at the 24-second mark. 

Greg McKegg converted a quick pass from Josh Leivo into a power-play goal at 8:51 for the Marlies. 

Nobody left for a coffee when Dogs heavyweight Tarnasky squared off with Marlies tough guy Jamie Devane for an entertaining and lively scrap. Give the decision to Davane, who flattened Nick Nasty with a late right hand. 

It could have been worst for the Dogs, who were whistled for four penalties in the first period alone. Hamilton was able to kill a two-man Marlies advantage for 1:44. 

There was no scoring in the second period. That set up the late-game scoring flurry. 

Pateryn said the Dogs have to get out of the habit of trying to win games late. 

"I think that has been a common theme for us this year and one we have to get away from. We can't wait for the last 10 minutes to start playing the game," he said. 

Pateryn said, after winning the first two contests of a three-in-three, the club has to throw everything into the final one to try and get a sweep. 

"You usually get a day off after the third one so you just have to leave it all out there. Like I said, we have to work on our 60-minute games and not our third-period comebacks," he said. 

Pateryn was also miffed the Dogs muffed on getting a win from the Marlies. 

"We have to be above .500 against them if we want to have a chance to make the playoffs," he said, noting the rivals meet a dozen times this season. 

Hamilton scored a 3-2 win Saturday night in Utica, N.Y., over the Comets. Dustin Tokarski stopped 31 shots and Leblanc scored this fourth marker in three contests. The victory, the Dogs third straight, put them atop the north division. 

The Bulldogs are back in action Friday night when they host the Toronto Marlies once again. Game time is 7:30. 

kpeters@thespec.com

Oct 22, 2013   |  Vote  0     0  

AHL: Bulldogs pig out on IceHogs in overtime

Dogs win in OT 

Scott Gardner,The Hamilton Spectator

Hamilton Bulldogs' Magnus Nygren, right, is upended by Rockford IceHogs defenceman Klas Dahlbeck during second-period AHL action at Copps Coliseum on Tuesday night. The Bulldogs won, 5-4 in overtime.

ByKen Peters  

It is one of those strange anomalies of the American Hockey League but the normally horrid Hamilton Bulldogs have just owned the IceHogs of Rockford. 

The ice swine from Illinois are just fine for the Bulldogs. 

Prior to their Tuesday night contest, the Bulldogs had never lost in regulation to the ice pigs going 8-0-1-1 against Rockford. 

And so it was Tuesday night. Hamilton went into a pig fight missing some big beef. But Louis Leblanc popped in the winner in overtime to lead his Bulldogs to an improbable 5-4 overtime win. 

Hamilton, which came from behind four times, rocked Rockford, taking a decision before a friends and family-only announced crowd of 1,990 at Copps Coliseum. 

Hamilton was missing captain Martin St. Pierre (injury), defenceman Darren Dietz (injury) and veterans Mike Blunden, Patrick Holland, Nathan Beaulieu who were all with the Montreal Canadiens. 

To suggest Hamilton missed their main offensive threats is akin to pointing out the Bulldogs had all the scoring finesse and finish as a pig on skates. At least until the final half of the contest. 

Rockford's Mark McNeill scored two third period goals to snap a 2-2 tie and put the visitors ahead twice. 

But Sven Adrighetto, who had fired a blistering slapper to tie the game early in the third period, scored with less than three minutes to play. 

And Akim Aliu scored with 18 seconds to play to knot it at 4-4. 

With the win, Hamilton improves to 2-1-0-2. Rockford dropped to 4-3. 

The Dogs showed some bite in the second period with the contest tied 1-1. Adrighetto put one off the goalpost, Erik Nystrom was foiled on a breakaway and Steve Quailer had a glorious chance in close. Justin Courtnall was set up in front, but put the puck into Simpson's paraphernalia. 

It was Rockford that took the lead with the only marker in the period. Jimmy Hayes made a dandy little tip pass to Terry Broadhurst and the IceHogs froze Dustin Tokarski with a little hesitation move before beating him stick side. Rockford 2, Hamilton deserving more. 

Rockford opened the scoring early in the contest. Really early. McNeill found Garret Ross in the slot 31 seconds in and the IceHogs' forward buried a low blast behind Tokarski. 

Rockford carried the play for most of the opening 20 minutes. But Nick Tarnasky took a pass from Louis Leblanc in the slot, took a stride or two and ripped a slapper past Rockford keeper Kent Simpson for his third marker of the season. That left it 1-1 after one period. 

In their first four contests of the season, the Bulldogs have shown an aversion to scoring, averaging just 2.25 goals per contest, tied for 24th place in the league. And the power play has been futile, ranked 26th. 

The Bulldogs are next in action Friday when they host the Rochester Americans at Copps Coliseum. Game time is 7:30 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com
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AHL: Ashton scores winner as Marlies edge Bulldogs, 2-1

Scored lone goal 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Mike Blunden, pictured, scored Hamilton's only goal in a 2-1 Bulldogs loss to the Marlies in Toronto on Sunday.

ByDhiren Mahiban 

TORONTO Carter Ashton received the call Saturday night that no player wants. 

However, after being told he was being demoted, the 22-year-old made the best of his return to the American Hockey League by scoring the game-winning goal as the Toronto Marlies edged the visiting Hamilton Bulldogs, 2-1, on Sunday. 

Despite Ashton's disappointment of being sent down after playing nine games with the Maple Leafs, Marlies' head coach Steve Spott was pleased with the power forward's mindset heading into his first AHL game of the season. 

"He was good. He went right with Trevor (Smith) and with Spencer (Abbott) on that first line and I thought he had a heck of a game," said Spott. "He was just a dominant player out there. He played 5-on-5, killed penalties and was good at the net front on power play. 

"It's great to see when he comes down. It sends the right message for our young guys." 

Toronto took a 2-0 lead at 5:30 of the second period when Ashton put home an Abbott rebound while on the power play. 

"Abbott stood on the half wall and just walked it to the net," said Ashton of the goal. "I knew the puck might come out and I got a good rebound, right on my stick." 

T.J. Brennan also scored for the Marlies (4-1-0), who are unbeaten in four games at the Ricoh Coliseum this season, and goaltender Drew MacIntyre made 17 saves for the victory. 

Mike Blunden scored the lone goal for the Bulldogs (1-1-2), who were held to just nine shots through the final 40 minutes. Robert Mayer stopped 26 shots in defeat. 

Hamilton cut Toronto's lead in half 2:08 into the third period on Blunden's second goal of the season. 

The Bulldogs pulled their goaltender with less than a minute remaining, but could not find the equalizer. 

Ashton had an excellent chance to get Toronto on the board 6:55 into the first period when he was awarded a penalty shot, however Mayer stopped him. 

"I was thinking about trying to fake a shot and open him up somewhere and I tried going five hole, but he dropped pretty quick," Ashton said. 

Brennan opened the scoring with his league-leading eighth goal of the season, on the power play, at 8:29 of the first period. With Erik Nystrom off serving a tripping penalty, Brennan one-timed a John-Michael Liles feed past Mayer. 

Near the midway mark of the opening period, Hamilton's Gabriel Dumont hit Toronto's Jerry D'Amigo hard, from behind. D'Amigo remained down for a moment, but was able to skate off under his own strength. Dumont was assessed a minor penalty for boarding. 

Thirty seconds later, Nathan Beaulieu went to the box for shooting the puck over the glass giving the Marlies an extended 5-on-3 opportunity, but Toronto was unable to capitalize. 

Toronto finished 2-for-8 on the power play, but was unable to score with a two-man advantage in first period, which has become an early-season trend for the club. 

"The challenge for me is still that 5-on-3," he said. "We've got to find a way to punish teams 5-on-3. We were up 1-0 when we had the extended 5-on-3 and we didn't get it done. That's an area we've got to continue to focus on." 

NOTES: Bulldogs forward Martin St. Pierre missed his second straight game with a lower-body injury. … The Maple Leafs assigned Ashton, Smith and David Broll to the Marlies on Sunday morning. 

The Canadian Press

By  Dave Sottile | Special to PennLive   
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on November 04, 2013 at 10:33 AMDmitry Orlov’s most-recent stay with the Hershey Bears lasted all of one day.

The defenseman, who leads the AHL club in points with eight, was recalled by the NHL’s Washington Capitals, the team announced Monday morning.

Orlov had a goal and an assist in Sunday’s 4-3 shootout loss to the Norfolk Admirals after being reassigned to Hershey earlier in the day.

The 22-year-old defender started the season with the Bears but was recalled by the Caps on Oct. 30. He did not play for Washington during his first NHL stretch this season. Orlov has two goals and six assists in five AHL games for Hershey.

The Capitals face the New York Islanders at Verizon Center on Tuesday night. The Bears are idle until Saturday night, when the Bridgeport Sound Tigers visit Giant Center.

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on November 03, 2013 at 10:13 PM, updated November 03, 2013 at 10:14 PM

Dmitry Orlov, reassigned to the Hershey Bears by the Washington Capitals earlier in the day, scored a goal and assisted on another in Sunday night's 4-3 shootout loss to the Norfolk Admirals at Giant Center.

Dmitry Orlov 13-14Dmitry Orlov 

Hershey Bears Photo

The defenseman scored a 5-on-3 power play goal and set up a Dane Byers score with a nifty give-and-go play.

“He's got the right attitude when he comes down here and he's played really well for us,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “And I think he's getting better. His confidence is rising down here. I know the game up there is a different game, but down here I think he's playing very well.”

Orlov is Hershey's leading scorer (2-6-8). Haviland said he didn't know if Orlov would be again recalled by the Caps.

“I thought he played really well again tonight,” Haviland said. “He definitely gives us a different dimension back there.”

NOTEBOOK

Hershey's penalty kill has gone 10-for-10 in the last two games and ranks No. 6 (85.7 percent) in the AHL. The power play ranks No. 27 (12.0). “Our intensity seems to go up a lot higher on the penalty kill,” Haviland said, “something I think our power play needs to do a little bit more.”

In the wake of Saturday night's 38-save performance, goalie David Leggio (24 saves) started again Sunday against Norfolk. “He played really well last night, Leggy, and I think you've got to show confidence in your guys to go back to them,” Haviland said. “And we did.”

Julien Brouillette and Matt Watkins were sidelined by lower body injuries and are listed as day-to-day, Haviland said.

A Peter LeBlanc power play goal at 12:42 of the first was waved off because of a hand pass. The Bears began a three-goal run a little more than two minutes later. “That would have been a big momentum, too,” Haviland said. “That's a big goal right there. But it is what it is. That's the rule.”

Former Bears centerman Dave Steckel, who now plays for Norfolk, is teammates with Zach Stortini. Stortini played on the 2006-07 Hamilton Bulldogs team that defeated Steckel and Hershey in the Calder Cup finals. Steckel said the two haven't talked about it. “He knows what happened,” Steckel joked.

Bears winger Joel Rechlicz assisted on a Ryan Stoa goal for his first point of the season.

Baie-Comeau (QMJHL) head coach Eric Veilleux, a member of Hershey's 1996-97 Calder Cup team, was suspended for two games for his actions in a Nov. 1 game.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Dave Steckel admitted that thoughts of a storybook tally crossed his mind when he shot second in a shootout for the Norfolk Admirals Sunday night in his return to Giant Center.

But the centerman, a member of the Hershey Bears' 2005-06 Calder Cup team, was stopped by goalie David Leggio.

However, Norfolk's Chris Wagner mustered the lone shootout score to lift the Admirals to a 4-3 victory.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

“I would have liked to score here,” said Steckel, who finished plus-2 in his first game at Giant Center since Game 2 of the 2006-07 Calder Cup finals on June 2, 2007, for Hershey against the Hamilton Bulldogs. “Same token, we got five out of six points and you can't ask for much more than that on this specific road trip, traveling every night.”

The Admirals mainly have reigning AHL goalie of the month John Gibson to thank for the triumph. Hershey outshot Norfolk 43-28, but Gibson (5-1-2) made 40 saves and blanked Hershey in the final two periods and overtime and stopped all five shootout bids he faced.

“He pretty much won the game,” Steckel said. “We gave up a lot of shots. They had a lot of second shots tonight. He stood strong in net and it was good. He's a great kid and he's going to be good for a while, I think.”

<br>

Norfolk jumped to a 2-0 lead on screened first-period goals by Peter Holland, newly reassigned by the Anaheim Ducks, and Alex Grant.

The Bears, who have counterintuitively struggled in the wake of in-game success and responded in the wake of in-game adversity, answered with a three-goal run from 14:45-17:34 to take a 3-2 lead into first intermission.

Ryan Stoa, Dmitry Orlov (5-on-3 power play) and Dane Byers got the goals.

“I think we're still trying to figure that out right now, but I did like the response, obviously,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Didn't like the start, but liked the response we had. Then I thought we played a pretty good game all the way through limiting their chances. I thought we sat back a little bit in the last five minutes there.”

The Bears came close to riding out the one-goal edge for a win, but Norfolk's Kevin Gagne scored with 1:02 left in the third with Gibson pulled for an extra attacker.

“The guys just worked hard,” Gagne said. “We kept the puck in the zone.

“I just kind of put my head down and there's a lot of guys in front of the net. I'm just trying to get the puck there and it worked out.”

Hershey entered its first three-in-three of the season aiming to gain ground on Norfolk and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the East Division. Instead, the Bears (2-4-2-1, seven points) went 0-1-1-1 and stand 10 points behind both those clubs.

“We have to find a way there in the last minute of the game,” Haviland said. “Knowing what has gone on this weekend, we have to find a way there as a group to come up with the W.

“I'm a pretty hard guy on them. I hold them very accountable here. I think that we're getting through [to] them. There's a lot of positive things going on. I understand the results aren't there and we're in the results business. But there are positive things. We've got to just keep going after them and pushing them.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

Longtime Washington Capital Steckel was reunited with Bruce Boudreau, his coach in Manchester, Hershey and Washington, with Anaheim last season. He started 2013-14 with a training camp invitation by the Minnesota Wild and played four games with the Iowa Wild before Norfolk signed him to an AHL deal on Oct. 29.

The 32-year-old's goal is to get back to the NHL, perhaps again with Anaheim if a roster need ultimately emerges. He has played three games for Norfolk.

“It was a tough summer for me and my family,” Steckel said. “I went to [NHL] camp and thought I had a pretty good camp. Right now, it's just a matter of teams having room for me.

“My goal is just to play well down here. Right now, I'm a part of this Admirals team and, obviously, our goal is to play well, win games and develop young guys.”

A productive 2-5-7 start in six games with the ECHL's Reading Royals earned forward T.J. Syner a recall to the Hershey Bears.
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The second-year pro, who played 36 games for Hershey in 2012-13, made his 2013-14 Hershey debut in Saturday night's 4-2 loss to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Giant Center.

“We needed more speed and he's been playing outstanding in all the reports we got from either Doug [Yingst] or Washington,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought he played great tonight.

“We need more speed in the lineup. We need to get up and get after teams. I think speed kills. Certainly, him and [Nathan] Walker, I thought, were our two best guys up front tonight. They got up and got after it.”

Syner brought energy and also fought WBS agitator Bobby Farnham.

In the wake of Friday night's overtime loss at WBS, Syner, David Kolomatis and Brandon Segal were inserted into the lineup. Jamie Johnson (veteran), Tyler Ruegsegger and Connor Carrick were scratched.

“We're pushing buttons,” Haviland said. “We're putting guys in. We're pulling guys out. We're calling guys up now. We're trying to send messages to guys. We're benching guys.

“That's what you've got to keep doing. You've got to keep pushing the right buttons and get the right buttons to push.”

NOTEBOOK

Hershey dropped to 0-2-1-0 against WBS. The first-place Baby Pens (8-1-0-1, 17 points) moved 11 points ahead of fifth-place Hershey (2-4-2-0, six points) in the East Division. “They're a hard team to play against,” Haviland said. “They work hard. They chip pucks. They play a simple, simple game. They wait for you to make mistakes. They frustrate you. You've got to stay with the game plan. You can't go outside the element of it. You've almost got to play their game, too, and see how they react to it.”

A Chris Conner 4-on-4 goal at 4:54 of the second period began WBS's rally from a 2-0 deficit. “When teams kind of turn it up or teams get a goal on you, you can't feel sorry for yourself,” Haviland said. “This is a big boy business. We're in a big boy business here. We have to learn that very quickly here.”

The Bears are scheduled to host the Norfolk Admirals on Sunday. “We've got to take our negatives and turn them into positives,” Bears goalie David Leggio said. “Then we have to reinforce our positives. And we can't take anything less than two points tomorrow.”

AHL linesman Bob Goodman, a Derry Twp. resident, was presented with his 2012-13 Michael Condon Memorial Award during a pregame ceremony. The award has been presented annually since 2002 for outstanding contributions to the league by an on-ice official.

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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Goalie David Leggio summoned another standout performance for the Hershey Bears Saturday night at Giant Center.

But in a familiar 2013-14 scenario for the netminder, his 38 saves, many of them spectacular, weren't enough to prevent the Hershey Bears from dropping a 4-2 decision to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

The Bears followed a strong first period in which they took a 2-0 lead with a desultory second in which they were outshot 22-9 and outscored 3-0.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Trailing 3-2 at second intermission, Hershey failed to muster a tying goal in the third before WBS's Andrew Ebbett sealed it with a short-handed goal at 18:04.

“We stopped playing,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We stopped moving our feet. Again, they scored a goal and we kind of seemed to went flat. We stopped moving our feet. Stopped doing everything. And our compete level went down.

“The goalie makes unbelievable saves. If he wasn't in there, it could have been six, seven, for sure.”

Leggio set a tone with a sparkling early glove save on WBS captain Tom Kostopoulos. He and the Bears killed off three WBS power plays, including a stretch of 1:48 of 5-on-3 that featured a stunning stop on Brian Gibbons, and got goals from David Kolomatis and Jeff Taffe.

In the second, things inexplicably unraveled in another situation where the Bears seemed to have command of a game. Chris Conner (4-on-4), Harry Zolnierczyk and Tom Kuhnhackl, who scored with 47.1 seconds left, lifted the Baby Pens to a one-goal advantage.

<br>

“To come out with the energy – and it seems like the fire and the passion – and then for some reason to just shut it off like that it's unacceptable,” Kolomatis said. “I don't know if we can pinpoint one thing that does it.

“It's something that good teams don't let that happen. We've got to work on that, because we certainly are a good team and we can't let that happen.”

En route to a 0-for-6 game, Hershey went 0-for-3 on the power play in the third. A Chay Genoway center-point shot at 7:52 that appeared to go in was ruled no goal after video review.

“I thought it went in,” Haviland said. “I didn't hear any type of post or pipe or anything like that. I thought maybe it hit the white and went in.

“It would have been a nice little break for us, I think. But certainly you have to make your own breaks, and we didn't do that tonight.”

LINK TO PENNLIVE.COM IN-GAME UPDATES

Leggio fell to 1-3-0. The way he has performed, his record could easily be 3-1-0.

“You've got to find a way to win games,” Leggio said. “That's it. If you want to be a winning goalie, you've got to win games.

“It doesn't matter what the shots are. It doesn't matter what the chances are. You've got to find a way to stop more pucks than the other team's goalie. That's just the bottom line.”

Haviland said the task is to get the rest of the team playing up to the level of Leggio and fellow goalie Philipp Grubauer.

“He's doing the right stuff,” Haviland said. “He's been outstanding. I agree, he's not getting rewarded for it right now. We have to play better in front of him.

“We don't have a goalie issue right now. It's not a goalie issue at all. We have a little bit of a compete issue. We do it at times and we don't do it. And when we don't do it, we just stop. Whether there are lapses of 10 minutes, it's been an issue all year.”

Hershey dropped to 1-2-1-0 at home.

“It's a big concern,” Haviland said. “We have to get away from feeling comfortable at home. They have to understand – and I'm going to make them understand – that this building is the best building to play in. When teams come in here, it's an amazing thing. There's 8,500-10,000 people a night. It's a great crowd. It's a beautiful building.

“We, for some reason, decide that we don't want to play here. We just want to go through the motions here. And then before we know it we're down. Then we can't get it back. We have to make this a tough building to come into. And if we don't have that makeup in the room, then we've got to change the makeup. It's as simple as that.”

Though it is still early in the season, this weekend carries elevated importance for the Hershey Bears.

Their first three-in-three of 2013-14 comes against East Division foes Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Norfolk, two clubs that have already opened daylight atop the division on fifth-place Hershey.

“I think it's a huge weekend,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Again, it's a good weekend for us because they're both teams that work extremely hard. They're really good hockey teams. You're going to have to battle for every inch of ice in all three games.”

Hershey visits WBS Friday night and hosts WBS Saturday night. Norfolk visits Giant Center on Sunday.

WBS (6-1-0-1, 13 points) is eight points ahead of Hershey (2-3-1-0, five points) and Norfolk (5-2-0-2, 12 points) is seven points ahead. However, the Bears have three games in hand on Norfolk and two games in hand on WBS.

“Kind of a good measuring stick,” Haviland said. “We put ourselves, if we have a good weekend, right back into the thick of things where we want to be. We've got to look just for Friday and Friday alone and not look for Sunday.”

Hershey Bears F Garrett Mitchell on key East Division weekendThe Hershey Bears are scheduled to play the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (twice) and Norfolk Admirals this weekend. Both clubs have opened daylight atop the East Division on Hershey.

The Bears executed the template for the brand of hockey they want to play in last Sunday's 4-2 win over Norfolk.

That brand is more hard-working than high-flying.

“Going into it, you would have looked at our roster and might not have thought that,” Bears winger Garrett Mitchell said. “If you look at our preseason, obviously we were able to score a lot of goals. We got away from just working.

“Our team identity has got to be working hard. We have success when that happens.”

Hershey, which averaged 1.67 goals in its first three games, has averaged 3.67 in the last three.

“I definitely think there's a lot of positives we can build on going into the game on Friday, for sure,” Bears captain Dane Byers said. “We did a lot of good things [against Norfolk]. Just build on that and continue it.

“It's a long year and it's a process. We've got to keep learning from our mistakes and at the same time getting better at what we do good.”

The Bears lost 3-1 at WBS on Oct. 12. But they were tied 1-1 late in the third before the Baby Pens, who own the AHL's top points percentage (.812), scored twice in the last three minutes.

Mitchell has a track record of playing well against the Baby Pens. He produced 4-1-5 against them in 2012-13 and 2-1-3 as a rookie in 2011-12.

Coming off a career-best offensive season in 2012-13 (15-15-30), Mitchell is still looking for his first goal of 2013-14 (0-1-1).

“Obviously, a little bit of a slow start,” Mitchell said. “No, I'm not worried at all. My chances come. They always do. When I stop getting chances, that's when Havy is worried. I've got to keep working and I know things will happen.

“You want to score and you want to contribute. My chances always come from working hard. I didn't like my game the first few games of the season. Fighting the puck a little bit. Over-thinking stuff. That's not me. I can't play that way. I've got to be an in-your-face guy, a guy that's tough to play against.”

In Sunday's win, Mitchell and Michael Latta teamed on a big check on Norfolk's Max Friberg that dislocated a pane of glass.

“I think he played his best game on Sunday, for sure,” Haviland said. “I think Mitchy's successful when he's out finishing checks. I think when he's a guy who gets up, gets after it and finishes checks and is in people's faces, he'll get chances and he'll get points that way.

“I think he got away from that a little bit early on and was maybe trying to do a little too much with the puck instead of just being simple and playing to his strengths. We've had a few talks, Mitchy and I, and I really liked his game on Sunday. I think he felt the same way.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Forward Josh Brittain, sidelined by a left arm injury suffered during the exhibition season, practiced Wednesday with the Hershey Bears at Giant Center in a non-contact jersey. 

“He's getting close,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I think by the end of the weekend, by Monday, I think he's cleared for contact.

“Then he'll have a full week of practice and we can reevaluate him and see where he's at. He's working hard.”

Brittain produced 11-8-19 in 43 games with the Norfolk Admirals last season.

NOTEBOOK
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Haviland said the team has been contemplating whether to send players to Reading (ECHL) to get playing time. For example, Patrick Wellar has played one game and John Mitchell hasn't played any games. “Certainly would still like to maybe send some guys down to play some games that haven't played in a while,” Haviland said. “That's kind of where we're at. But contracts always factor into that. I just want to see some guys play some games that haven't played in a while. It's something that we'll maybe talk about.”

Haviland used an interesting game-style battle drill at Wednesday's practice. The two nets were set up next to each other on the goal line in one zone for 3-on-2 competition. The task of players on the two-man end of things was to win puck possession and pass to their team on the other half of the zone to allow them to start a 3-on-2 possession. “We're trying to get that compete level up to where it needs to be,” Haviland said, “and understand that the onus of winning, even in those little mini games, is a big thing.”

Former Lebanon Valley College head coach Al MacCormack attended practice and visited with Haviland afterward. MacCormack served as assistant coach at Elmira College from 1977-81. Haviland played at Elmira College after MacCormack left to become head coach at SUNY-Cortland.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The Hershey Bears, facing a key early East Division weekend against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Norfolk Admirals, lost their two leading scorers on Wednesday.

The Washington Capitals recalled defenseman Dmitry Orlov (1-5-6) and centerman Michael Latta (2-2-4) in conjunction with placing defenseman John Erskine on long term injured reserve.

“I'm happy for them,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's certainly well deserved for both of them. I think Orly has played really well and so has Lats.

“I've come to understand over the years, it's about the Washington Capitals. So they can take guys anytime they want. You move forward and it gives opportunity to other guys.”

The Bears are scheduled to visit WBS Friday, host WBS Saturday and host Norfolk Sunday in their first three-in-three of the season.

“It is life in the American Hockey League,” Haviland said. “Other guys are going to have to step up now and get that production. Other guys get opportunities to go back into the lineup. It's opportunity for other people.”
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Orlov's departure could open the way for Tomas Kundratek's return to the lineup, though he still practiced Wednesday at Giant Center in a fourth pair with Patrick Wellar. The defenseman has been a healthy scratch the past three games.

“Obviously, with Orly going up it opens up another spot here,” Haviland said. “So we'll make a decision tomorrow who's going to go in and fill that spot.

“I think [Kundratek] has to understand that he has to be a reliable defenseman. You have to take care of your own end and worry about your own end. The offense always takes care of itself. He's a very, very gifted offensive player. We're just trying to make him a better player in all three zones to try to help him in his career that way.”

Haviland said he has had video sessions with Kundratek, who was selected as Hershey's AHL All-Star Classic representative last season but didn't participate because he was on recall with the Caps.

“His habits and some of his details he has to really shore up, especially in the D-zone,” Haviland said. “Also, he has to manage the puck better. He's a talented young man. I think for me he really has to play with a little bit smarter of a game right now.

“Maybe a little less is more. I think he tries a little too much at times. I think when he's just simple and moves the puck -- his first outlet's his best outlet, his first decision is his best decision -- is when he's going to play. He'll get back in there [eventually].”

In their first chance to play consecutive home games this season, the Hershey Bears split a pair of contests at Giant Center.

The Bears lost 4-3 to the Hartford Wolf Pack Saturday night but rebounded Sunday for a 4-2 victory over the Norfolk Admirals that was their first home win of the season.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the weekend:

1. Julien Brouillette. The defenseman scored a power play goal, had an assist and recorded a game-high four shots in the Norfolk win.

2. Nathan Walker. The rookie winger scored a goal, had a fight and brought speed and energy to the lineup in the Norfolk win.

3. Dane Byers. The winger scored amid a hard-nosed effort against Norfolk, finished plus-2 in both games and gets credit for an unofficial assist on Walker's goal for a joust with defenseman Nolan Yonkman that helped leave Norfolk's defensive zone open.

Goalie David Leggio made 17 saves in Sunday night's 4-2 win over the Norfolk Admirals to record his first victory for the Hershey Bears.
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Leggio, who improved to 1-2-0, also was credited with an assist on Nathan Walker's game-opening goal.

“For me personally, I've never been 0-2 to start the year,” Leggio said. “I've been on good teams and fortunate. I didn't want to go 0-3, that's for sure.

“We needed that win. Our record is not what we want at home. This has to be the toughest place to play in the league. We established that tonight with the way we played. It was a really good brand for us. It meant a lot to get that win and rebound from last night.”

NOTEBOOK:

The win also was Mike Haviland's first at Giant Center as Hershey's head coach. “I'm more proud of them that they responded and played the right way for 60 minutes tonight,” Haviland said. “It's not about me and my win here. It's about our win here as a team.”

Left shot Dmitry Orlov moved from left D to right D. He recorded an assist to run his point streak to three games. “That's the great versatility you have with him,” Haviland said. “He can play both sides. I thought his game was good again tonight. He's a skilled young man and creates a lot on that power play up top.”

Nicolas Deschamps was sidelined by a lower body injury. Chay Genoway exited in the third period favoring his left leg but returned to action.

Jamie Johnson assisted on a Julien Brouillette goal for his first Hershey point.

Hershey's 38-19 shot advantage marked the first time it outshot a foe this season.

A lineup shakeup greeted the Hershey Bears Sunday in the wake of Saturday night's home loss to the Hartford Wolf Pack.
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It was head coach Mike Haviland's way of expressing his disappointment in a 1-3-1-0 overall start and a 0-1-1-0 record at Giant Center.

A thorough, 60-minute effort indicated that the message was received.

Not coincidentally, the first home victory of the 2013-14 season also was delivered with a 4-2 win over the Norfolk Admirals.

“That's the foundation of how we have to play,” Haviland said. “That's the identity that we want here as our team. We know it's in that room. We've just got to get consistent on it.”

LINK TO GAME SHEET

All four fresh faces in the lineup contributed.

Rookie Nathan Walker scored his first pro goal and had his first pro fight. Julien Brouillette recorded a goal and an assist. Jamie Johnson had an assist. And Joel Rechlicz produced his trademark energy and fought former Bears and Washington Capitals defenseman Nolan Yonkman.

“For me, it was just going all out and doing what I do best,” Brouillette said. “It turned out to be a good game for me, but as a team that was probably our best game of the year. That's what matters. For now, it's just a question of playing that way every single weekend.”

<br>

Walker gave Hershey a quick lift by scoring 1:35 into the game. Norfolk answered with goals from Alex Grant (power play at 12:10 of the first) and Zack Stortini (5:45 of the second), but Hershey responded with Brouillette's power play tally at 6:47 and a Peter LeBlanc goal with 17.1 seconds left in the second for a 3-2 lead.

It was familiar territory for the Bears, who lost their first two home games after failing to protect one-goal leads they took into second intermission.

This time, the Bears summoned an impressive third, outshooting the Admirals 13-5 en route to a 38-19 edge for the game. A Dane Byers tally with 39.2 seconds left punctuated the performance.

“We've been in this situation before and we've blown some leads,” Bears goalie David Leggio said. “You can't control everything, but we were on a mission to play the right way every second, every shift and give ourselves the best chance to win.

“We really did that, especially the last six minutes or so. Getting the pucks deep. Unselfish plays. Keeping it deep. Putting a lot of pressure on their D.”

<br>

Walker became the first Australian to score in the AHL. His bout with Charles Sarault left him an assist away from becoming the first Aussie to record a Gordie Howe hat trick in the AHL, but the helper didn't materialize.

“I just take it as another player playing the game, another guy that scored a goal,” said Walker, a healthy scratch the previous three games.

“I didn't have the best first two games, so I really wanted to come back and make a point that I belong in the lineup and I want to be here and do what I do every night.”

Brouillette scored on a backhander that found Norfolk goalie Igor Bobkov's five-hole. LeBlanc's sharp-angled tally came shortly after Hershey failed to convert a 5-on-3 power play lasting 1:03.

Haviland, who served as Norfolk's associate coach last season, said his team got a valuable lesson in work ethic by having to deal with the lunch-pail approach of the Admirals.

“I think we played hard from the start,” Haviland said. “We set the tone that that's the way we were going to play. We did it for 60 minutes. That's the way we have to play. We have to take this as a learning lesson and keep getting better and build off of this.

“We played the right way. That's the way you play the game. When you play the game the right way, you get rewarded for it. When you cheat the game, it doesn't come out your way.”

Norfolk 1 1 0 - 2

Hershey 1 2 1 - 4

NOTEBOOK:

Hershey Bears rookie defenseman Connor Carrick assisted on Chay Genoway's second-period goal in Saturday night's 4-3 loss to the Hartford Wolf Pack at Giant Center to record his first career AHL point. Carrick produced 1-0-1 in three games with the Washington Capitals before being assigned to Hershey.
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Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer (1-2-0) made 23 saves. Grubauer, coming off a shutout of St. John's in his last start, extended his shutout streak to 78:18 before Oscar Lindberg scored late in the first period.

Former Bears defenseman Danny Syvret recorded two assists for Hartford.

Bears centerman Michael Latta has produced 2-1-3 in two home games.

Dmitry Orlov assisted on Jeff Taffe's first-period power play goal. The defenseman has produced 1-4-5 in the last two games.

Hartford goalie Scott Stajcer (1-0-0) made 20 saves to record his first AHL win.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A grinding and impressive second half of the second period Saturday night at Giant Center left the Hershey Bears holding a lead and riding momentum.
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But it all evaporated in the third as the Hartford Wolf Pack, capping a busy week, revived with two goals for a 4-3 triumph that left Hershey winless in two tries at home in 2013-14.

“They're a team that played three games in four nights and we should have dominated them,” Bears centerman Jeff Taffe said. “We're just kind of sitting back and letting them come to us and dictate the play. That's not how we want to be known at home as a team.”

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Danny Kristo's power play goal at 3:15, with Hershey's David Kolomatis in the penalty box for tripping, tied it 3-3 and Andrew Yogan's tally at 8:27 stood as the game-winner.

“We took another lazy penalty and they score a goal on it,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We seemed to get back on our heels a little bit. And then, again, we decide to play the last four minutes and go after them a little bit.

“We have to go after teams all the time. And it has to be in waves and it has to be everybody and it can't be three or four guys. We had too many passengers tonight. You can't play the game with passengers. We need everybody on board.”

<br>

Second-period goals by Chay Genoway (15:40) and Michael Latta (17:17) ameliorated the frustration of a long, fruitless power play and had Hershey up 3-2.

That's where the Bears were in the Oct. 5 season opener against Adirondack at Giant Center. The Phantoms tied that game in the third period and won in overtime.

“Coming out in the third period, we've had some leads here that we've kind of let slip away,” Taffe said. “You look back at it at the end of the year and you regret it.

“It's one of those things where we can't sit back. We did that in the third period. I don't know if we were trying to protect the lead or what was going on.”

DISCUSS THREE STARS OF THE GAME

The Bears had overcome adversity and their own lethargy to gain command of the contest.

Hershey should have led 1-0 after one on Taffe's first-period power play goal, but a broken stick suffered by Dmitry Orlov set up an unassisted goal for Oscar Lindberg at 18:18.

Hartford took the lead on a 5-on-3 power play goal from Aaron Johnson at 1:18 of the second. Hershey didn't record its first shot of the period until 8:33 and then followed by failing to convert on a power play stretch of 2:56 with a two-man advantage.

“You see 1:30 on a 5-on-3 and you think it's a guaranteed goal,” Taffe said. “You can't play like that. We need to get pucks settled. We need to make some plays. Settle things down a little bit. We don't need to make the great play every time. We just need to get some shots through and get some dirty goals.”

<br>

Good bounce karma came Hershey's way when Genoway's shot from the top of the left circle hit a stick and knuckled past goalie Scott Stajcer. Latta followed with a nifty backhand roofer.

“That was the thing,” Haviland said. “We started to skate. We started to protect the puck and hold onto it instead of just one and done in the offensive end.

“Yeah, at times I thought we were pretty good. Other than that, it's not good enough.”

The Bears had hoped to build on last Saturday's 4-0 victory at St. John's.

“It's just unacceptable coming out in the third period like that,” Genoway said. “We've got to learn to react better when the other team scores or ties the game up.

“We talked a lot in the second period. All the right things were said. We just came out flat. We couldn't seem to get any flow to our game and it definitely showed.”

The loss dropped the Bears, who are in last place in the East Division, to 1-3-1-0. 

“It's easy to say it's early still, but there has to be some urgency and accountability on this team right now,” Taffe said. “Until we get that, we're just going to kind of sputter along like we're doing right now.

“It's frustrating right now. I think guys really need to look at this game and take a step back. There was maybe a few positive things, but there wasn't many. We had a good second period, but you've got to look at the big picture and the outcome. I think we need to have that sit with us tomorrow. You shouldn't always have to respond after a bad game. We have to start building a few games on top of one another.”

Hartford 1 1 2 - 4

Hershey 1 2 0 - 3

Brandon Segal has dressed for seven clubs during his AHL career, so he is used to playing against former teams.

This weekend, though, features the novelty of the Hershey Bears winger facing two former teams back-to-back when the Hartford Wolf Pack (Saturday) and the Norfolk Admirals (Sunday) visit Giant Center.

In 2012-13, Segal led the Connecticut Whale, now rebranded as the Wolf Pack, in goal scoring (24). The 30-year-old's last Norfolk stint was in 2011-12, when the Admirals rolled to the Calder Cup.

“Everything changes so much now,” Segal said. “Every year it's different players on each team. Yeah, there's definitely a lot of guys I've played with, but I just face [each] as another game.

“I'm looking forward to playing these guys. Obviously, it was great playing in both towns.”

Saturday night's Hartford game marks Hershey's first home game since the Oct. 5 regular-season opener.

The Bears (1-2-1-0, three points) won their first game of the season last Saturday at St. John's. Segal was Hershey's veteran scratch for the two-game St. John's trip but looks poised to return to the lineup.
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“Obviously, we had just a little bit of learning headaches, I'd say, but that's obviously understandable in the first few games,” Segal said. “It was a great game the last game at St. John's. We've just got to kind of go from there.

“It's a big weekend coming back home finally. We haven't played at home since the home opener. It's been almost three weeks. It's going to be exciting. It should be buzzing here and we're going to try to get four points.”

Hartford (5-1-0-1, 11 points) and Norfolk (3-1-0-2, eight points) both are off to good starts. The Wolf Pack (Jason Missiaen, Brandon Mashinter, Chris Kreider, Cam Talbot, J.T. Miller) and Admirals (Devante Smith-Pelly, Frederik Andersen) have been hit by NHL recalls.

Hershey Bears F Brandon Segal on playing against two former teamsHershey Bears winger Brandon Segal played for the Connecticut Whale, now rebranded as the Hartford Wolf Pack, last season and won the Calder Cup with the Norfolk Admirals in 2011-12. Both those teams visit Giant Center this weekend.

The Norfolk game also will be notable for Bears head coach Mike Haviland. Haviland served as Admirals head coach from 2005-07 and was their associate coach last season.

He has never coached in a game against the Ads.

“I had a lot of success and a lot of great memories down there,” Haviland said. “For me, it's business as usual. I'm not going to let the emotions [run].”

Haviland worked alongside Ads head coach Trent Yawney in 2012-13.

“I'm sure he wants to win and I want to win, for sure,” Haviland said. “That's just the way it is.

“Obviously, I know a lot of their players, obviously very good friends with their staff. Some of my really good friends. Certainly, we're going to talk, and we still do on a regular basis. But once the game gets going, once we get behind the bench, there's no emotions at all. We've got to win the hockey game.”

NOTEBOOK

Sunday's Norfolk game will be Pink the Rink night to raise money to benefit the American Cancer Society. Among the charitable events will be a silent auction outside Section 119 hosted by the Bears Better Halves. Items for auction will include signed team photos, hats and mini helmets.

Bears captain Dane Byers previously served as Hartford's captain.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears Friday story links as the club eyes weekend home games against the Hartford Wolf Pack and Norfolk Admirals:

The Wolf Pack added a pair of defensemen on Thursday (hartfordwolfpack.com).

Former Bears forward Mike Carman is showing versatility for WBS (citizensvoice.com).

We took a look at the importance of faceoffs in hockey (pennlive.com).

The Bears announced their full specialty jersey auction schedule (pennlive.com).

And here are Japers' Rink's Friday Caps clips.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Mike Haviland remembers a video session during his days as an assistant coach with the Chicago Blackhawks that focused on a goal the team had allowed.

Amid repeated replays, the chagrined staff focused on missed assignments, bad positioning and improper technique.

Then sage Scotty Bowman, the club's senior advisor of hockey operations, chimed in that everybody was missing the point.

The whole sequence started when the Blackhawks lost a faceoff, the hockey legend noted. Win the faceoff and the goal wouldn't have happened.

“In the last 20 years of all of hockey, I think coaches have really looked into it and players have understood it and the importance of it all,” Hershey Bears head coach Haviland said. “You hear a lot of it on the special teams, but I think it's a huge deal even on 5-on-5.”

In a high-flow sport in which the spectacular occurs on the fly, faceoffs can seem routine and humdrum. Though they start as static set pieces without the flair of open-ice action, they are an essential component to success.

Hershey Bears F Jamie Johnson on his approach to faceoffsFaceoffs are a critical component in hockey. Hershey Bears forward Jamie Johnson talks about his approach to taking draws.

The average NHL game features more than 50 faceoffs. The AHL doesn't log public official faceoff statistics – teams keep their own proprietary numbers on faceoff win percentages – but the league likely tracks similar to the NHL.

Thus, faceoffs account for a lot of possessions and puck control time.

“You want possession of the puck,” Haviland said. “You look at it on the killing side of it, you kill 20 seconds if you win the faceoff. You look at it on the power play side, you keep 20-25 seconds. You don't have to go all the way back and break out.

“In your zone you lose a faceoff 5-on-5, you're chasing. You're playing D-zone coverage instead of breaking out. So it's a huge part of the game. There's a lot of emphasis at all different levels, but as you go up the levels it certainly becomes one of the main components of the game, I believe.”

Jeff Taffe 13-14Jeff Taffe Hershey 
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Bears centerman Jeff Taffe, a veteran of the dot wars, echoes the sentiment.

“You start every possession with it,” he said. “It's a big thing, rather than chase the puck all night. I think guys over-emphasize it just on the power play, where I think it's huge in every aspect of the game, whether it's neutral zone or anything like that.

“Offensive zone and defensive zone draws are huge. Neutral zone, guys are obviously still trying to win them, but they're not as intent, saying, 'If I lose a draw, they're going to take a one-timer from the top of the circle and score and lose the game.'”

SCRIMMAGE LINE

In a way, faceoffs equate to the line of scrimmage in football, though some “illegal motion” is allowed.

Both teams set a plan, with provisions in place if the plan goes awry. Players match up and jockey for position.

The linesman, who drops the puck, serves as a neutral version of a football center, one who optimally gives both teams equal opportunity for possession with his “snap.”

“Any centerman will tell you that you have a lot of obligations right before you come into a draw,” Bears forward Casey Wellman said. “It's a quarterback.

“You've got to make sure everyone else on the ice knows what they're doing.”

RELATED: HAND BATTING REMOVED FROM FACEOFF ARSENAL BY 2012-13 AHL RULE CHANGE

The home player typically has an advantage, because he gets to assume his set position second and has a theoretical edge in making the reflexive response to the puck drop because he hasn't been stationary as long.

“If we're at home, I like to make sure the other guy is squared up and his stick's down before the linesman drops the puck, and then I'll come down,” Wellman said.

“I think the main thing is just watching the linesman's hand. There's different strategies for different guys. A lot of times I like to try to just kind of get in there, maybe hit his stick as hard as I can, and maybe try to win it back quick. There comes a time when you've got to try to tie a guy up.”

Jamie Johnson 13-14Jamie Johnson 
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In contrast, Bears forward Jamie Johnson, a veteran centerman, is OK with being the first to take a set position, even if he's at home. 

“After playing in the league so long, you have a good idea of who you're going against on most nights,” Johnson said. “I have a couple small things I like to do. I don't actually mind being first if I'm the home team or the visiting team. Some guys don't like that. It's one thing I've worked on and it's helped me, especially on the road.”

At the dot, each faceoff is a one-on-one matchup. Taffe makes his own scouting report assessments of the players he's matching with and he will adjust on the fly.

“You're usually going in against the same guys all night,” Taffe said. “It usually takes a few to see what they're going to do -- if they're going to tie up, if they try to win it clean.

“It's harder the more you play guys. You play a team 12 times, it's great if you're doing well against a guy. But it can also get in your head a little bit if you're not doing so well. You start to think about it.”

A book also is kept on linesmen.

“You have to know if guys come down quick or if they kind of wait a little bit or if they're going to kick the other guy out or not,” Taffe said. “It's kind of all over the map, to say the least, on some of them.”

Linesmen keep scouting reports on players, too.

“The biggest one is the swinging of the stick, meaning they don't want to come to a complete stop on a faceoff,” veteran AHL linesman Bob Goodman said. “They want to pretend like they're putting their stick down so you drop the puck, and they're already in motion and they have the advantage on the other guy.

“It's funny, because some of the centermen will tell you right off the bat, 'Hey, you've got to watch the other guy. He always cheats.' They'll let you know what they're thinking.”

For Taffe, wingers are a critical component on faceoffs.

“I think there's a bigger emphasis on the wings helping out,” he said. “Wings are the ones that win most of the draws for your centermen.”

Bears winger Derek Whitmore's mission is centerman support on a faceoff.

“Anything that gets kicked toward me, a 50-50 puck, I want to be able to beat my man to the puck and get it back to our D,” Whitmore said. “On the opposite side, I don't want my guy that I'm lined up to to be able to jump right through and get on our defense right away if we win the draw clean.

“I've got to be able to run a little bit of interference or a light pick just to give our D a little bit more time. I can't have the guy lined up next to me jumping right by with having a free pass.”

An immediate response, whether your guy directs the puck where intended or fans on the attempt, must be summoned. 

“Obviously, centers have their own strengths,” Whitmore said. “A guy like Jeff Taffe is a very good centerman, wins a lot of faceoffs. When he's not winning, he's at least tying the guy up and the puck's laying there for the wingers to come in and help win the draw.

“I think a lot of communication, knowing what the centerman is going to do on the faceoff, helps out a lot. If everyone's on the same page and everyone knows what their responsibility is, you can't be worrying about what the centerman's going to do. You know that you're planning on him winning the draw. If he doesn't, you know what to do and how to react.” 

STEADY HAND

2013 Capital BlueCross AHL Outdoor Classic Alumni GameHershey Bears great Mitch Lamoureux skates around the rink after the alumni game against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at the Capital BlueCross AHL Outdoor Classic at Hersheypark Stadium in January. Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com (2013)

Goodman said he practices dropping faceoffs before each season starts. The ideal is to have the puck land in the center of the dot, hit flat and stay put.

“Your No. 1 overriding goal is that the faceoff is fair,” Goodman said.

“As soon as the home team gets his stick down, you want that puck down.”

A linesman works as the faceoff choreographer, beckoning the centermen in for their possession duel and monitoring the jockeying of players on the perimeter. The second linesman also serves as a second pair of eyes for the faceoff linesman's blind spot.

“If the guys are working with you and you're working with them, there's a lot more communication in the faceoff than some people might realize,” Goodman said. “To me, that's the real key.”

Communication sets the stage for critical faceoffs late in periods. Goodman said the goal is to avoid having to toss a pivot from a draw for a violation during such key situations.

Goodman, now in his 22nd season as an AHL linesman, said one player stands alone as the best faceoff man he has ever worked with: AHL Hall of Famer Mitch Lamoureux, the retired Bears centerman.

“He was just the most remarkable centerman as far as taking draws,” Goodman said. “Every single faceoff was a battle to Mitch Lamoureux. You just don't come across an individual that it meant so much to win every single faceoff.

“He learned how to do it with complete respect to the linesmen. Some people bark at you all the time. He was just the opposite. He's like, 'The guy's got to be my friend. I've got to work with him all night long.' So Mitch would talk to you all night long.”

Haviland said he monitors who has a hot faceoff hand and who doesn't. That will inform his decisions on who will be taking draws as a game goes on.

“We look at percentages here,” Haviland said. “You have to. Who's your best faceoff guy? I want to know going into the third period who my best guys are, because the game's tight and you want to make sure you've got the right guys on the ice.

“You want to make sure you have that right guy on the ice who's going that night.”

It is early in his Hershey tenure, but Haviland said he likes the faceoff prowess he has seen from Taffe and Wellman. And he believes that Ryan Stoa, getting a look as a centerman after playing wing for the Bears in 2012-13, could learn to use his 6-3, 228-pound size to be an effective faceoff force.

Haviland said he views former NHL players John Madden and Yanic Perreault as models for how to approach faceoffs. He got to know them both during his tenure with the Blackhawks organization.

“How they got their hands low on faceoffs,” Haviland said. “What they were thinking going in. The art of tying up. There are so many different things. You don't really look at it that way until you get with guys and that's their art, that's their craft, and what kept them around the NHL for some of them. They were very good players, both of those guys.

“For me, it was something to listen and learn, and you really start to study it more and you see how guys go into that draw. You've got to have a plan for me. You always have to have a plan.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A respiratory ailment that has been going through the team since the regular-season opener sidelined Joel Rechlicz and Chay Genoway for Wednesday's Hershey Bears practice at Giant Center.

Was there a Typhoid Mary at Giant Center on Oct. 5?

“We have to find the host monkey here,” joked Bears head coach Mike Haviland, who also had the illness. “I don't know what happened. Everybody got it.”

At practice, the Bears continued work on a more conservative 1-2-2 forecheck that Haviland unveiled in Saturday's win at St. John's.

“I'm trying to introduce some more stuff to them,” Haviland said. “When you're on the road, especially, I think you've got to have some other things in your arsenal. They were a quick team up there.

“When you're playing three-in-three, you're going to be playing on the road. I think there's simpler ways you need to play. I think sometimes simple is better. This may suit some of our guys, too, with some of the things that we'll put in.”

Saturday's win, Hershey's first of the season, came in the wake of a loss at St. John's on Friday.

“I thought the guys really responded well,” Haviland said. “Looking at it as a staff for us, to come back and win that second game and to see their emotions, I think it did bring us together, which is a good thing. I loved their response after Friday night.”

NOTEBOOK

Forward Josh Brittain (arm), injured during the exhibition season, hasn't been cleared to return to action. “From what I was told this morning, he's still at the point of still recovering,” Haviland said. “It looks like maybe five-six days before he even starts to practice. Then we'll get him into practice and we'll go from there. He hasn't played in a long time. We have to figure out what we're going to do with him once he is healthy, get him into some practices before we even think about putting him in the lineup.”

Practice was briefly stopped when the lights went out at Giant Center. “It went fast,” Haviland said. It wasn't even a dimmer. It just went out. … It ended up coming back. The guys took it in stride and we moved forward.”

Lines:

Whitmore-Taffe-Segal

Byers-LeBlanc-Wellman

Deschamps-Stoa-G. Mitchell

Watkins-Latta-Ruegsegger

Walker-Johnson-J. Mitchell

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Orlov-Kolomatis

Brouillette-Carrick

Wellar-Kundratek 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A Dream Come True for McLeod var switchTo5x=true; Friday, November 1, 2013 Forward committed to Canisius early in his OJHL career.By Nate Ewell Matt McLeod has 12 points in the first 18 games this season for the Toronto Lakeshore Patriots. (Photo by Jay Johnston / OJHL Images) For Matt McLeod, a 17-year-old from North York, Ontario, a dream is coming into focus. In early October the Toronto Lakeshore Patriots forward committed to Canisius for 2015. "It's a dream come true," McLeod said recently. "I've always thought, ever since seeing my first NCAA game, that it would be cool to play in that environment. Being in school and playing at such a high level is a perfect situation." Commitments At Canisius, McLeod will join a program with a promising future. Coming off their first league championship and first NCAA Tournament appearance in 2012-13, the Golden Griffins will move into Buffalo's HARBORCenter next season. "You can definitely tell that their program is moving forward, and I'm excited to be a part of that," McLeod said. "I felt like it was a perfect fit. I felt like I was loved and wanted there." The OJHL, where McLeod is a rookie, has been fertile recruiting ground for all of college hockey, but particularly schools close to the Ontario border like Canisius. Head coach Dave Smith's team has eight OJHL alums on its roster now, and all five future commits have played in the league. Playing in the OJHL has given McLeod tremendous exposure. He said he received the offer from Canisius after a preseason game and accepted shortly after the OJHL Showcase in Oakville, Ontario, which drew coaches from nearly every Division I school. "They didn't rush me at all," McLeod said of the Canisius staff. "They wanted me to take my time to make sure that I was comfortable with my decision, and I appreciated that." Like many young players in Ontario, McLeod entertained the idea of playing in the OHL during his minor midget season and was selected in the sixth round by the Barrie Colts. After campus visits and participating in a College Hockey Inc. Summit in 2012, he knew college was his preferred path. Now he's got the next step of that path planned out, and he couldn't be happier. - See more at: http://collegehockeyinc.com/articles/dream-come-true-mcleod#sthash.WA3BpQHv.dpuf
CANTLON: PACK COME UP SHORTHANDED IN MORE WAYS THAN ONE

Posted on November 2, 2013 | Leave a comment 

Hartford-150x140      VERSUS      Springfield-144x1501

Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

SPRINGFIELD, MA - A late shorthanded goal, the second one of the game, proved to be the game winner for the Springfield Falcons as they knocked off the Hartford Wolf Pack 3-2 at the MassMutual Center in Springfield Saturday night.

Trailing 201 and with a chance to even the game late with a late power-play via some hard by Ryan Bourque to force the penalty, the Wolf Pack had a chance to knot the game, but a costly turnover would come back to bite them.

Danny Syvret tried to force the play up the left wing side and his power-play defensive partner, Aaron Johnson, was beaten to the puck by Falcons leading scorer Jake Hansen which triggered a two-on-one odd-man rush into the Wolf Pack defensive zone with rookie Darryl Boyce. Hansen slipped a pass under Syrvet’s stick as he tried to block the pass. Boyce not only got the puck but put it upstairs on Wolf Pack goalie Scott Stajcer. The goal was Boyce’s third of the season and would hold up to be his first pro game winner at 16:24

“That wasn’t the best move. You saw how it turned out. For the most part, the effort was there, but we have to address the penalties and I don’t (believe) it was fatigue. We didn’t execute on our power-play when we had chances. So our execution could have been better,” head coach Ken Gernander said during his post game meeting with the media.

With Scott Stajcer pulled from the net in favor of an extra attacker, the Wolf Pack made a late run as a shot from the right point by Marek Hrivik sailed wide, but it came off the backboards to the left side of the crease where a wide open Danny Kristo buried his team leading eighth goal of the season just under a diving Falcons’ goalie Jeremy Smith, to pull the Pack one goal closer at 18:40, but that was close as they could get.

“We had a good push at the end, but we came up a little short in the end. It’s a tough loss. We’ll just have to regroup,” Kristo said. “Taking that many penalties never helps.”

The Wolf Pack remain one point ahead of the Falcons in the AHL Northeast division with a record of 7-3-0-2 good for 16 points. Meanwhile, the win puts the Falcons at 7-2-0-1 or 15 points.

The Wolf Pack had a glorious chance at 7:58 of the third period as Micheal Haley was sprung free for a breakaway, his second of the game, but Smith closed down the five hole before the puck could poke through to tie the game for the Wolf Pack.

“The first one I couldn’t get it over his blocker,”Haley said. “I tried to sneak it past him, and he (closed it). If I had a third one, I would have gotten it.”

Penalties and critical breakdowns were costly for the Wolf Pack. Their effort, which was good, especially playing with just ten forwards in the game.

The Falcons used their penalty kill to score their second goal of the game as forward Sean Collins, in the neutral zone, used the boards effectively to trap defenseman Danny Syvret. Hansen sped past him with 7:45 left and resembled an express bus. Hansen went in all alone on Stajcer and rifled his shot low to the stick & denting the twine for the 2-0 lead at 42 seconds of the second period.

The Wolf Pack didn’t help themselves and compounded their own problems by being shorthanded three times in the second period, two of the penalties were a crosscheck and a slash.

“It’s a trend we have been getting into lately and were gonna have to eliminate that from our game,” Haley said. “We did a good job five on five, but we made some mistakes that hurt us.”

The Wolf Pack found some life from Oscar Lindberg late in the second period. Lindberg got a quality chance via a turnover from Falcons defenseman Illari Melart on the right wing, but Smith stopped his twenty foot snapshot.

Off the very next draw, Lindberg outworked Andrew Joudrey behind the Falcons net and found Stu Bickel, who, because of the shorthanded situation in terms of healthy forwards, played on the wing. Like a battleship carrier, Bickel charged ahead and he put in his first of the year at 15:32 to cut the Falcons lead to one.

Falcons struck first as veteran Cody Bass out-muscled rookie Michael St. Croix in the neutral zone . St. Croix fell down and Bass took former Yale University player Broc Little’s short pass and broke down the left wing and beat Scott Stajcer high stickside just 3:20 into the game.

The Wolf Pack lineup was altered in many ways to start the game partly because of injuries and partly by design as Gernander sought to jumpstart his lineup after he saw as a sub-par effort last night.

On defense Sam Klassen was in for rookie Tommy Hughes. Stu Bickel came out not as a defenseman, but as a right winger with Swedish rookies Jesper Fast and Oscar Lindberg.

On the shelf with injuries were three forwards Brodie Dupont, Kyle Jean and Aaron Asham who are all out with what is being called, “Lower body injuries.”

They lost Dupont last night and then lost Fast at 14:36 of the first period with an ankle injury suffered while battling in the right wing corner in the Springfield zone.

NOTES:

◾Fast was sporting a pair of crutches after the game. Gernander was not discussing the full extent of Fast or Dupont’s injuries. “Were gonna wait 24-48 hours and see where they are at that point We have a day off tomorrow. Will see how things go.”

◾The status on Kyle Jean “Its not something old, its new and he and Aaron (Asham) we thought it was best to shut them down for the weekend we’ll evaluate things during next week.”

◾Hansen with a goal and assist and four shots on goal was he games first star.

CANTLON’S CORNER: WOLF PACK WEEKEND PREVIEW
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Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT -  The Hartford Wolf Pack stretch of divisional games continues Friday and Saturday nights with a rare set of back-to-back games in Springfield.

It’s the first time in regular season history – obviously excluding playoff meetings – in the 17 years the two I-91 rivals have faced off in AHL action like this.

The Falcons have dropped their last three games – all on the road – including a 2-1 defeat to former Wolf Pack forward, Kris Newbury’s, Adirondack Phantoms on Wednesday night. The Falcons lost in Providence in a shootout 4-3 and then dropped one to the Worcester Sharks in regulation, 3-1. The Wolf Pack will look to continue their winning ways when they come calling the Mass Mutual Center.

Two rookie forwards are helping the Wolf Pack surge to the top of the division standings.

Danny Kristo, acquired over the summer from the Montreal Canadians for Christian Thomas, had a big three point night in Wednesday’s 5-3 victory over Bridgeport with a goal and two assists.

“It was by far his best total game with us,” said head coach Ken Germander. “on all three goals he showed a different part of his game. The first was a perfect pass, heads up on the powerplay. On Haley’s goal he paid the price along the wall took the hit and made a subtle pass to (Kyle) Jean and the goal again he showed what a release he has.”

Kristo was a second round pick by the Canadians in 2008 and led the University of North Dakota Fighting Sioux with 26 goals and 50 points  last season.

The other is Oscar Lindberg who had two points in Albany last Friday and scored the game winning goal Wednesday night seems to show the form that excited lead Rangers European scout Anders Hedberg last season when discussing him.

For Lindberg the talent has been there, but playing is a portion of his adjustment.

“He is making adjustments not only on the ice,but the off the ice. We kinda forget you have a lot of acclimating to do especially the language. I’m sure my Iron Range accent isn’t easy either,” joked Gernander of the portion of Minnesota where he hails from.

Putting him with fellow Swedish rookie Jesper Fast just sent down by the Rangers was a fairly easy decision for Gernander who got a first hand look at them in Traverse City tournament seemingly a century ago, but just two months ago.

“They have a certain chemistry and it showed on the (game) winning goal) they complement each other,” said Gernander and the speed by which they scored the game winner is exhibit A of that chemistry who played against each other last year in the Swedish Elite league (now called the Swedish Hockey League).

The Falcons are in second place just two points behind the Wolf Pack in the standings.

The Falcons won the season series last year between the two teams and had their best home record in nearly a decade at 24-10-1-3 won their first five games of the regular season before dropping the last three.

The Falcons they have red hot scoring defenseman former CT Whale Tim Erixon who has posted two goals and seven assist in for nine points in seven games since his reassignment by Columbus. Erixon owned the Whale last season particularly on the powerplay where he is devastating.

The Falcons also feature two other ex-Whaler players in winger Jonathan Audy-Marchessault and defenseman Blake Parlatt. Marchessault has struggled with just one goal in seven games and was playing third line in Providence.

NOTES:

◾Former Wolf Pack center Manny Maholtra has signed a one year two-way contract with the Carolina Hurricanes. His NHL salary will be $600,000 and AHL at $125,000. Maholtra has been playing for their AHL affiliate Charlotte Checkers.

◾Former Wolf Pack and Springfield Falcon Chad Wiseman was one of the last cuts in Hamilton and after years of nagging groin injuries will continue playing overseas with Ostersunds IK of the Swedish 1st Division.

◾Columbus recalled center Michael Chaput and sent back Falcons captain Ryan Craig and have designated Cody Bass for reassignment to Springfield.

◾Falcons winger Alex Aleardi who had six goals in two preseason games against the Wolf Pack has just one goal in six games in the regular season so far.

◾Former Falcons goalie Allen York was sent back to Evansville (ECHL) by Charlotte once they signed former Sound Tigers and of course NY Islanders goalie Rick DiPietro to a 25 game PTO. DiPietro lost in his first game 5-2 to Grand Rapids last night.

◾Surprise, surprise former Wolf Pack (and Falcon and Sound Tiger) Trevor Gillies earned his first Finnish Elite League suspension of three games

FAST QUICKLY TO HARTFORD, KANTOR, MALCOLM, ROWE HIT THE ROADIES

Posted on October 29, 2013 | Comments Off 

HartfordWOLF PACK ANNOUNCE PLAYER TRANSACTIONS

* * * *

Fast Assigned by Rangers; Kantor, Malcolm, Rowe to ECHL

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

HARTFORD, October 29, 2013: Hartford Wolf Pack general manager Jim Schoenfeld announced today that the parent New York Rangers have loaned forward Jesper Fast to the Wolf Pack. Also, the Rangers have reassigned forward Michael Kantor from the Wolf Pack to its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, and the Wolf Pack have loaned goaltender Jeff Malcolm and forward Andrew Rowe to Greenville.

Fast, a 6-0, 185-pound, 21-year-old native of Nassjo, Sweden, has suited up for eight games with the Rangers this season, going scoreless with two penalty minutes and six shots on goal. A sixth-round pick (157th overall) by New York in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft, Fast played one game with the Connecticut Whale last season, and had a goal and two penalty minutes, after notching 18-17-35 and four PIM in 47 games with HV71 Jonkoping of the Swedish Elite League. In 106 career Swedish Elite League contests over four seasons with HV71, Fast totaled 30 goals and 37 assists for 67 points, along with 14 penalty minutes.

Kantor, a rookie out of the Ontario Hockey League, has been scoreless in four games with the Wolf Pack. He signed as a free agent with the Rangers April 18, 2013. Malcolm, a first-year pro from Yale University, has made one appearance for the Pack, totaling 40 minutes of play, in which he allowed four goals on 23 shots. Malcolm signed an AHL contract with the Wolf Pack July 17, 2013, following an NCAA championship season with Yale.

Rowe has played three games with the Wolf Pack since being recalled from Greenville October 21, chipping in a goal and an assist for two points, and going +2 with one minor penalty. In two ECHL contests this year with the Road Warriors, the fourth-year pro out of Michigan State University has struck for three goals and an assist for four points, and compiled a +6 rating. Rowe was signed to an AHL deal by the Wolf Pack August 22, 2013.

The Wolf Pack return home to the XL Center for their next game, which is tomorrow night, Wednesday, October 30, with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers coming to town. Faceoff is 7:00 PM, and that is another Wolf Pack “Winning Wednesday”. At all Wednesday night home games this year, if the Wolf Pack win, each fan receives a free ticket to the Pack’s next home game. Some restrictions apply, and full details are available on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at www.hartfordwolfpack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499. Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger. To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

CARDIAC KIDS DO IT AGAIN IN CHOCOLATE-TOWN

Posted on October 26, 2013 | Comments Off 

Hartford      VERSUS      Hershey

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hershey, PA, October 26, 2013 – Danny Kristo and Andrew Yogan scored third period goals, and Scott Stajcer got his first career AHL win, Saturday night at Giant Center, as the Hartford Wolf Pack defeated the Hershey Bears by a score of 4-3.

Stajcer made 20 saves, and Aaron Johnson and Oscar Lindberg had a goal and an assist each for the Wolf Pack, who snapped a two-game losing streak.  Jeff Taffe, Chay Genoway and Michael Latta scored for Hershey.

“We came back strong in the third after giving up some 5-on-3s,” Stajcer said.  “They got the momentum in the second period, and the guys came out and just grinded it out and they did a great job in the third period.”

The Wolf Pack trailed 3-2 going into the third, but Kristo tied the game on a power play at 3:15, slapping home the rebound of a Johnson shot from the left point.  Then Yogan scored the winner, his first goal of the season, at 8:27.

The Pack’s entire fourth line contributed to the winning goal, as Shawn O’Donnell got the puck to Andrew Rowe, who unloaded a shot from the right-wing side.  Yogan headed hard to the net and poked the rebound past Hershey goaltender Philipp Grubauer (23 saves).

Hershey took the game’s first lead on a 4-on-3 power play at 6:50 of the first, on a goal by Taffe.  David Kolomatis fed the puck to Taffe in the right circle, and Taffe drove a shot from the faceoff dot off of Stajcer and in.

The Wolf Pack capitalized on a break at 18:18 to tie the game, with Lindberg scoring his first North American pro goal.  Bear defenseman Dmitri Orlov’s stick broke in half as he tried to make a pass, and Lindberg took the puck away and fired it underneath Grubauer’s catching glove.

Hartford grabbed its first lead of the game only 1:18 into the second period, on a 5-on-3 power play.  Johnson gunned a drive from just inside the top of the right circle, and a screen set by Marek Hrivik prevented Grubauer from seeing the puck.

That lead would last for much of the period, before the Bears responded with two late goals.  Genoway tied the game at 15:40 with his first of the year, when his shot from the left-wing side hit a Wolf Pack stick and floated up in the air.  A screened Stajcer, who had gone down to the ice, never saw it and it went over him into the net.

Then, 1:37 later, at 17:17, Latta put Hershey back ahead.  He won a puck battle in the right-wing corner and stick-handled toward the slot, putting a quick backhander just up under the crossbar.

The Wolf Pack return home to the XL Center for their next game, which is this Wednesday, October 30, with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers coming to town.  Face-off is 7:00 PM, and that is another Wolf Pack “Winning Wednesday”.  At all Wednesday night home games this year, if the Wolf Pack win, each fan receives a free ticket to the Pack’s next home game.  Some restrictions apply, and full details are available on the Wolf Pack’s official website, HartfordWolfPack.com.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

YOU CAN’T WIN THEM ALL

Posted on October 24, 2013 | Comments Off 

Capture

Hartford      VERSUS      Portland

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

Hartford, CT - Which would you say was colder; Fenway Park for Game 1 of the World Series or the Hartford Wolf Pack offense at the XL Center Wednesday night?

For large portions of Wednesday night’s game Fenway was the South Pacific compared to the frost on the Wolf Pack offense as the Portland Pirates used three power-play goals en route to a 4-2 win before an announced crowd of 2,032 in Hartford.

The Pirates made the Pack pay for their penalties in the second period to establish their three goal lead, not once, but twice in the game. For the Wolf Pack it was a combination of a poor start and too-many (bad) penalties as the prime factors for the loss.

“We weren’t ready from the get go. It could have been 2-0 on the opening shift,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said. “We haven’t seen the likes of this (slow start) so far. This wasn’t a hard fought period (or game). I found a lot of  effort wanting. (It’s) a tough way to end a  good (early season) start.”

Gernander employed, “The Kris Newbury Rule” when Darroll Powe was whistled at the end of the second period for Unsportsmanlike Conduct for barking at referee Terry Koharski which added an extra two minutes to the penalty the team was already killing off.

When Powe returned to the bench when the penalty was over, he stayed there for the entire third period.

“Gotta nip these things in the bud,” a clearly miffed Gernander said. Gernander enched former center-man Kris Newbury three times last year for similar offenses.

The Wolf Pack did narrow the lead to two goals via the power-play as Danny Kristo whistled his team leading fifth of the season from just inside the right wing faceoff circle beating a screened Mark Visentin to the stick-side behind a big screen by Marek Hrivik. The left winger started the play in motion passing to captain Aaron Johnson at the left point. Johnson in turn fed Kristo to make it 4-2, but they couldn’t get any further.

The Pirates took advantage of a shaky Wolf Pack penalty kill to stretch their lead to three goals twice in the second period.

At 1:53 Pirates captain Jordan Szwarz got behind Dylan McIlrath and converted his own rebound off an initial shot from defenseman Daine Todd from the right point for his second goal of the season.

The Wolf Pack meanwhile, could not get the puck away from a highly motivated and swarming Pirate team playing solid on both sides of the puck.

“We put ourselves in a bad position with penalties and a slow start and it came back to bite us in the butt,” Johnson said afterwards. ”We have been fortunate to come back in a couple of games. (The bad game)’s all part of the season. We learn from it and come back and prepare for the weekend.”

The Pirates got their first three goal lead as winger Jordan Martinook went airborne on a mid-ice hit by Powe, but the puck went right to Chris Brown who broke in alone as the big hit seemed to freeze the Wolf Pack. Goalie Jason Missiaen, making only his second start of the season and the first since October 6th, was cleanly beaten from 25 feet for Brown’s first of the season.

The Wolf Pack, who only had three shots on goal -for the game – midway through the second period,  finally awoke from their slumber doubling their shot total for the period on one shift with 5:24 remaining and finally got the red light lit as defenseman Danny Syrvet made a great stretch pass to Kyle Jean at center ice. The rangy center broke in alone and went to the backhand putting his first of the season past Mark Visentin at 17:32.

But penalties (mostly bad ones) cost the Wolf Pack. The Pirates fourth goal came as Andy Miele was wide open at the right side of the net while Portland was on a 5-on-3 power-play. Former Connecticut Whale Tim Kennedy’s pass set up Miele perfectly and the Pirate center-man roofed it over Missiaen popping the water bottle with 42.9 seconds left in the period.

The Pirates scored their first goal off last season’s Hartford killer, Phil Lane, found defenseman Daine Todd streaking up the right wing and Lane touch passed the puck over to Miele, who was bursting down the left wing. Both Kristo and Stu Bickel raced unsuccessfully to catch Miele. From the left wing face-off dot, Miele drilled his shot past Missiaen for his team leading fourth goal at 14:06.

NOTES:

◾Stu Bickel left the game in the second period with what Ken Gernander classified as an, “upper body injury.” He also appeared to be limping a bit as he left the locker room. Gernander said he was still being evaluated.

◾

Missiaen was recalled after the game and made his way to Philadelphia to back up Cam Talbot in his NHL debut. Talbot will become the second University Alabama-Huntsville player to play in the NHL. Talbot joins former Flyer, Jared Ross, a Huntsville native, as the two UA-H alumni to get to the NHL. Ross, who plays in Germany now, played thirteen scoreless games (2008-2010).

◾Aaron Asham was a scratch as the Wolf Pack had five veterans in the lineup. Rookie Micahel Kantor was a scratch for the first time.

◾There was a TON of scouts in the building – WAY more than usual as well as LOTS of Rangers brass. What that means is anyone’s guess, but it’s safe to assume they weren’t there for the XL Hot Dogs. M 

edia reports from the Ottawa Sun reported the Rangers were shopping recently called up Chris Kreider.  A scout who requested anonymity said, “We haven’t heard specific people, but the Rangers are clearly looking to do something.”

◾

Former Whale defenseman Steve Eminger, who played four games last year with the Rangers’ minor league affiliates, signed with CSKA Moscow in the KHL.

◾

Erik Christiansen has switched teams in Europe going from HC Lev Prague in the Czech Republic who play in the KHL to HV 71 in Sweden of the Swedish Hockey League.

◾

Rico Fata has left HIFK Helsinki in Finland after having his contract terminated. Goalie Miika Wiikman has signed with SaiPa in the Finnish Elite because both goalies are injured. He started the year with TuTo in the Finnish second division

◾

Last seen training camp getting injured on his second shift of the first preseason game never to be seen again Angelo Esposito has signed with another Italian team HC Bolzano. Bolzano who now play in the Austrian Elite League because of their proximity to the Austrian border. Your geography test will be done the next game!

◾Former Wolf Pack/Whale Ryan Garlock was traded from Greenville (ECHL) to Bakersfield (ECHL). Goalie Alex Westlund was released by Wheeling (ECHL). Goalie John Curry (Taft Prep) was reassigned from Iowa (AHL) to Orlando (ECHL).

◾Forward Tyler Gjurich who played well in training camp after being cut from Greenville (ECHL) and Rapid City (CHL) will play for Bloomington (SPHL) to start the year. Goalie Bryan Hince, who was an emergency backup, is with Knoxville (SPHL). Forward Tyler Fernandez from Bloomfield who played at Avon Old Farms will be with Peoria (SPHL).

LINES:

18 Michael Haley – 17 Darroll Powe – 9 Ryan Bourque

 15 Marek Hrivik – 16 Oscar Lindberg – 29 Danny Kristo

 6 Andrew Yogan –19 Brodie Dupont - 37 Michael St. Croix

 22 Andrew Rowe - 7 Kyle Jean   –  21 Shawn O’Donnell

8 Dylan McIlrath – 44 Aaron Johnson 

 4 Conor Allen – 41 Stu Bickel

 25 Danny Syvret – 5 Tommy Hughes

31 Jason Missiaen

 35 Jeff Malcolm

Assistant Captains in BOLD

Captain in BOLD

SCRATCHES:

40 Scott Stacjer – Hip Surgery – Indefinite

 45 Arron Asham – Healthy

 11 Michael Kantor – Healthy

THREE STARS:

1. POR – A. Miele

 2. POR – D. Todd

 3. POR – C. Brown

GOALIE MOVES ALL OVER THE PLACE

Posted on October 23, 2013 | Comments Off 

CaptureBY: Mitch Beck, Editor – Howlings

Based upon all the New York beat reporters stories, All-World goaltender Henrik Lundqvist is suffering from what is called an, “irritation” that will keep him out of tomorrow night’s contest against the Philadelphia Flyers.

With Lundqvist down, that means that Wolf Pack netminder, Cam Talbot, 26, will make his NHL debut. Jason Missiaen was called up and will serve as Talbot’s backup.

The always amiable Talbot told the New York press corps that, ”I have been waiting a long time for this, working towards this, so I’ll be ready if I get the call,” Talbot said. “I am extremely excited. It’s every kid’s dream that grows up playing hockey to one day get the chance to play in the NHL. I just can’t wait ’til that time comes. I’ll have to approach it like any other game. It’ll be tough to control those emotions, but I’ll have to do my best to settle myself down and just focus on the game.”

The 6’8″, 22 year old Missiaen has never played in any NHL games and has not played in an AHL contest since his October 6th  23 save performance in a 4-3 win over the Albany Devils.

1CaptureFor the Wolf Pack, who play Wednesday night, that means that in all likelihood that Yale national champion, Jeff Malcolm, will make his AHL debut.

Malcolm compiled a four-year career record of 36-21-2 while at Yale and backstopped a Bulldog 4-0 shutout win (36 shots stopped) over Quinnipiac in the championship game of the Frozen Four. The win gave the Bulldogs their first National Championship.

WOLF PACK RESPOND TO RANGERS MOVES WITH A COUPLE THEMSELVES

Posted on October 21, 2013 | Comments Off 

HartfordWOLF PACK ANNOUNCE ROSTER MOVES

* * * *

Nash Loaned to Greenville, Rowe, St. Croix Summoned from ECHL

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

HARTFORD, October 21, 2013: Hartford Wolf Pack general manager Jim Schoenfeld announced today that the Wolf Pack has loaned defenseman Brendon Nash to its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, and that forwards Andrew Rowe and Michael St. Croix have been added to the Wolf Pack’s roster from Greenville.

Nash, a fourth-year pro out of Cornell University who was signed to an AHL contract by the Wolf Pack July 25, has played in one game with Hartford, in which he was Even with two penalty minutes. Rowe, a fourth-year man from Michigan State University, and St. Croix, a rookie who played WHL Junior with the Edmonton Oil Kings, are tied for the Road Warriors’ points lead through the team’s first two games, with four points apiece. Rowe, who signed an AHL deal with the Wolf Pack August 22, has a team-leading three goals and one assist and St. Croix, a fourth-round pick by the parent-club New York Rangers in 2011, has notched one goal and a team-best three helpers.

The next action for the Wolf Pack is this Wednesday, October 23 at the XL Center vs. the Portland Pirates. Faceoff is 7:00 PM, and that is the Pack’s first “Winning Wednesday”. At all Wednesday night home games this year, if the Wolf Pack win, each fan receives a free ticket to the Pack’s next home game. Some restrictions apply, and full details are available on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfpack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499. Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger. To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451

CANTLON: WOLF PACK SHOOTOUT WINNERS AGAIN

Posted on October 19, 2013 | Comments Off 

Capture

(Photo courtesy: Chris Rutsch, Hartford Wolf Pack)

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The old adage better late than never is the Wolf pack early season theme.

The strong play of goaltender Cam Talbot and two goals by Marek Hrivik and the game winner by Brandon Mashinter in the shootout allowed the Pack to beat the Manchester Monarchs 4-3 at the XL Center Friday night.

Talbot saved his best save of the game on a penalty shot taken by Linden Vey in overtime on a play that was a penalty on the Pack’s Conor Allen. There was no doubt about that, but calling a penalty shot when Allen’s stick barely caught Vey on his shot attempt seemed like the wrong call.

On the penalty shot, Vey came down the slot, dead center and at the last second went for the backhand.  Talbot reacted and stuck out his right pad to deny what would have been the game winning goal.

It was the team’s third overtime exercise in five games. The win gave the Pack lone possession of first in the Eastern Conference.

After playing a lackluster game, the Wolf Pack came alive late in the third period with two goals in just 24 seconds to tie the game.

The first came as Hrivik, all alone at the right side of the net, buried a cross ice pass from Mashinter to cut the lead from 3-1 to 3-2 at 14:05. The goal was Hrivik’s his first of the season.

The small, but vocal crowd then got to howl as Ryan Bourque cruised along the right wing boards using his speed to curl and cut back. Bourque then fed an open defenseman Danny Syvret. The Wolf Pack assistant captain then dished the biscuit to Micheal Haley down the middle and in front of Manchester goaltender Martin Jones. Haley deked and then took a shot that rebounded off of Jones’ right pad. Defenseman Aaron Johnson, pinching in, seemed to be past the net, but was able to reach back with his stick and corral the puck into the net at 14:29

“Its always nice when you can contribute. We got ourselves behind the eight-ball a bit. We’re finding ways to win games right now and we would like to play with the lead a little bit more. It’s fun to play that way. I’ts good to see when you’re down in situations in the playoffs or during the season that we know we can do it,” Johnson said.

The play was the type of play Gernander had been seeking from the team.

“(Johnson) did a great job with (the loose puck). We have been asking guys to do just that play; to challenge wide. If it’s not there, start a cycle and curl up and protect the puck and that’s what he did and people came in late and Johnny a defenseman following up on the rush made a nice play,” Gernander said..

The killing of a second five-on-three power-play in the game was one of two key critical points that allowed the Wolf Pack to come back.

“We had a lot of good efforts up and down the line. We did a great job on the five on three.”

Talbot was strong in the third stopping defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk  at 1:52, then made a glove save on Vey at 2:32.

At 4:07 with the game in the balance Talbot kept his angles and stopped Brandon Kozun who came at him with speed in from off the right wing.

“The guys did a good job sealing him off,” Talbot said. “I was able to play my angle and not give him much to shoot at.”

The Monarchs grabbed the lead early in the second period on a poor turnover and lax defensive play.

Danny Kristo wheeling around the to the left wing boards turned and made a poor cross ice pass attempt knocked away by Tanner Pearson who then outraced Kristo and the defensive pair of Tommy Hughes and Danny Syrvet and got the shot to beat Talbot at 1:11.

“Turnovers took us out of what we wanted to be doing,” Gernander said. “We wanted to forecheck, put pucks deep. We wanted to get pucks on net and create second and third chances.”

The Monarchs then extended their lead to 3-1 on a five-on-three power-play as the old Wolf Pack nemesis of bad penalties crept back into their game. Colin Miller from right on the left wing faceoff dot drilled a shot stick-side past Talbot with Syvret and Dylan McIlrath – two defenseman – in the box at 14:41 for his first of the season.

Hrivik had a breakaway chance off a Mashinter pass off the boards, but the poor ice surface affected the travel of the puck which bounced right off his stick.

After the Monarchs goal, defenseman Stu Bickel got into a scrap with left winger Scott Sabourin. That fight woke up the Wolf Pack bench, including veteran Arron Asham playing his first game since being sent down by the New York Rangers.

“Stu stepping up in the second got us going and killing the five-on-three. It got the boys going on the bench and Cam came up big for us,” Asham said.

The Monarchs broke out first as a defensive zone turnover by Allen went to  Vey, who always shines in the XL Center, and was open on the left wing. In turn he fed Tyler Toffoli, on the right wing, and he snapped one low glove side on Cam Talbot at 9:45. It was Toffoli’s third of the season.

The Pack struck back at 15:56 as Allen on the left point let one fly that beat a screened Jones, last week’s AHL Player of the Week, after it was tipped by Kristo. He and Monarchs’ Andrew Campbell’s stick arrived at the same time and a deflection was created.

The Wolf Pack’s quality chances were few and far between in the first period watched under the watchful gaze of GM Glen Sather and head coach Alain Vigneault.

At 12:11 Oscar Lindberg made a nice effort and Jones made the glove save, but it was the first quality chance since early in the period on the power-play in which Chris Kreider had two chances a deflection and a 15 foot wrister turned away.

NOTES:

Two former Whale players looking for new places to play.

◾Winger Erik Christiansen has left HC Lev Prague (KHL) in the Czech Republic.

◾Devin Didiomete after 8 games with a goal and 70 minutes in penalties has left Farjestad BK (Sweden-SHL) so he won’t be in the All Star matchup between Farjestad and an AHL All Star team.

WOLF PACK DETHRONE MONARCHS

Posted on October 19, 2013 | 3 Comments 

Hartford       VERSUS       Manchester congrats (Photo courtesy: Chris Rutsch, Hartford Wolf Pack)

mitch1BY: Mitch Beck – Editor, Howlings

The Hartford Wolf Pack continue to dazzle and amaze their fans this 2013-2014 season by pulling what appear to be losses out of the L column and tucking them in the W.

Friday night the top farm team of the New York Rangers put another two points in their pockets with stunning fashion scoring two goals in 24 seconds late in the third period and then surviving a penalty shot and then scoring twice in the shootout to defeat the visiting Manchester Monarchs 4-3 before an enthusiastic crowd of 2,843 at the XL Center.

The win over the Monarchs set the Wolf Pack at the top of the Eastern Conference with nine points at a 4-0-0-1 record. The loss slips the Monarchs technically to third place in the conference at 3-0-0-2 with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins tied in points but having a game in hand at 4-0-0-0. The Springfield Falcons also have eight points and are 4-0-0-0 but sit in fourth.

What is making this team such a great watch from a spectator’s point of view is that there is just no quit in this team. They genuinely believe in themselves and that no matter what the score they are still in the game and have been finding ways to get it done. What is most fascinating is that they are getting it done in each game from different players, and many who are contributing offensively are not necessarily the ones you’d expect.

There were a couple of turning points in this game.

In the second period the Wolf Pack found themselves down a pair of goals. The first Monarch tally came from Tyler Toffoli at 9:45 of the first period when he went one-on-three and beat Cam Talbot (3-0-1, 30 saves) low to the glove side. That was answered by Danny Kristo‘s deflection of a Conor Allen shot from the left point past Martin Jones (3-0-2, 28 saves). The second goal for the visitors coming off a turnover at the Monarch’s blueline by Danny Kristo leading to a breakaway by Tanner Pearson.

The two-goal lead came after Assistant Captain Danny Syvret took a slashing call at 13:48 followed 35 seconds later when Dylan McIlrath put them down two-men with a holding call for 1:25. 17 seconds later Collin Miller buried a shot from the inside the left face-off circle from the dot beating Talbot to the short side.

So facing a two-goal deficit, and after Marek Hrivik’s breakaway was lost to bad ice when the puck skipped off his stick, Manchester was feeling pretty confident. Scott Sabourin took a few liberties on some of the Wolf Pack players and that was not something Stu Bickel was going to stand around and watch. Bickel practically sprinted over to Sabourin and put a thumping on the Monarch’s right-winger.

The fight awoke the Wolf Pack and as the saying goes you don’t want to wake a sleeping dog. But that nap would last a little while longer for the second turning point of the game.

In the third frame, Oscar Lindberg started them out just twelve seconds into the period getting called for a double minor high sticking. Just as the first half of the double minor expired, McIlrath slashes the stick of a Monarch’s forward giving the LA Kings’ AHL affiliates a full two-minute 5-on-3 power play.

Talbot made a big stop on Linden Vey from the slot and the Wolf Pack defenders did a great job of blocking shots and keeping the net clear for Talbot to make the stops he needed to.

The Wolf Pack managed to kill off the penalties and they came back invigorated and went on the attack.

At 14:05 a giveaway from behind the Monarchs’ net came right out to Brandon Mashinter on the left side. He skated in a couple of strides and found Hrivik all alone on the right side of the goalmouth and put the puck right on his tape for an easy shot into the empty side of the net.

Ryan Bourque rushed up the right wing around defenseman Nick Deslauriers and found Michael Haley all alone in front of Jones. Haley made a couple of fakes and shot from right in front of the crease. Jones made the right pad save but the puck squibbled  out to the left side of the net where Aaron Johnson charged in and swept it under Jones for the game tying goal.

The Wolf Pack were on fire now and pressed hard for the game winner and in the last minute, both Bourque and Lindberg had excellent chances but were denied by Jones.

Overtime was all Wolf Pack as they controlled tempo and the puck with the ice tipped heavily in the Monarchs zone. Chris Kreider had a chance 37 seconds in, but the biggest plays came from Talbot.

The soon-to-be New York Ranger backup stopped a great chance from Brandon Kozun at 2:48 before the referees would give a tremendous chance to Vey.

A giveaway in the Wolf Pack zone got Vey free and heading towards Talbot. Allen hooked Vey and should have been called for a penalty, but the referee awarded Vey a penalty shot. On the resulting shot, Talbot waited Vey out and at the last second through his right pad out to the post denying what would have been the game winner.

In the shootout, the first two rounds for both teams came up empty, but Hrivik went top shelf on Jones to score and then Kozun followed up with a tally beating Talbot. Mashinter followed Hrivik and fired a laser through Jones’ five hole for what what prove to be the game winner after Talbot denied both Pearson and then Vey for the win.

It is foolish to think this team won’t lose games this season, but if they can keep things this exciting fans will have to flock to the XL Center as this could arguably be the best team the Wolf pack have had since the 2000 Championship team.

The Wolf Pack travel to Lewiston, Maine for a Saturday night tilt with the Portland Pirates. Game time is 7pm. RANGERS’ GLEN SATHER and Alain Vigneault Watch on… - Need We Say More?

LINES:

23 Brandon Mashinter – 15 Marek Hrivik – 45 Arron Asham

 20 Chris Kreider - 16 Oscar Lindberg – 29 Danny Kristo

 11 Michael Kantor – 19 Brodie Dupont - 18 Michael Haley

 6 Andrew Yogan – 7 Kyle Jean – 9 Ryan Bourque

4 Conor Allen – 41 Stu Bickel

 8 Dylan McIlrath – 44 Aaron Johnson

25 Danny Syvret – 5 Tommy Hughes

33 Cameron Talbot

 35 Jeff Malcolm

Assistant Captains in BOLD

Captain in BOLD

SCRATCHES:

40 Scott Stacjer – Hip Surgery – Indefinite

 43 Martin Biron – Healthy – Yet to Report

 21 Shawn O’Donnell – Healthy

 24 Brandon Nash – Healthy

THREE STARS:

1. HFD – A. Johnson

 2. MCH – T. Toffoli

 3. HFD – C. Talbot

OFFICIALS:

Referees:

 Trevor Hanson (47)

 Mark Lemelin (41)

Linesmen: 

 Derek Wahl (46)

 Kevin Redding (16)

NEXT GAME:

Devils practice without Patrik Elias, Travis Zajac, Jon Merrill, Anton Volchenkov

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 05, 2013 at 10:36 AM, updated November 05, 2013 at 11:16 AM

The injury-riddled Devils returned to the ice Tuesday morning but none of their injured players took part in the practice at AmeriHealthPavilion.

Rookie defenseman Jon Merrill (facial lacerations and head injury), center Travis Zajac (right ankle), forward Patrik Elias (upper body) and defenseman Anton Volchenkov (lower body) all were absent from practice.

Rostislav Olesz, who was placed on waivers Monday, also did not skate.

Peter Harrold (right elbow), Bryce Salvador (fractured foot) and Ryane Clowe (head) remain on injured reserve and did not practice.

Those who took part:

Goalies-- Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider

Defensemen-- Andy Greene, Adam Larsson, Eric Gelinas, Mark Fayne and Marek Zidlicky

Forwards-- Jaromir Jagr, Dainius Zubrus, Andrei Loktionov, Ryan Carter, Stephen Gionta, Steve Bernier, Jacob Josefson, Mattias Tedenby, Adam Henrique, Michael Ryder and Damien Brunner

Back-to-back games killing Devils, who have lost all six so far

The Devils have now lost all six games in their three sets of back-to-backs this season. Via overtime and shootouts, they claimed three of a possible 12 points.

That does not bode well for the rest of this season since they have another 19 sets of back-to-back games on their schedule. 

 So is it going to be a major issue for this team?

“I don’t think so,” defenseman Andy Greene said. “Obviously it looks like it right now, but I don’t think so. We had a good three days off before (the loss in Minnesota), so it’s not like we played three in four or three in five days. It’s our job to be ready to come out and play.”

They weren’t ready in the back-to-back shutout losses to the Flyers and Wild.

“It’s a little frustrating. It’s hard to win in this league when you don’t score,” Greene noted.

 It’s impossible to win in any league when you don’t score.

“It’s something where we need to dig down deep and figure it out,” center Stephen Gionta said.

 Injuries, of course, have been something of a factor.

“It’s going to happen around the league. Guys have to step up,” Greene said. “Guys are getting opportunities and they have to make the best of it. We’ve got to keep plugging away here.”

devilman

2 Hours Ago

I think I speak for many Devil fans out there when I say this team has been like a family member. I have grown up with this franchise, as my kids are doing now. But there comes a time in every family when that cornerstone, the constant stable patriarch shows signs of age catching up with them. You ignore it out of love and respect as long as you can. But inevitably there comes a gut-wrenching moment when you realize someone needs to take the keys away from him; someone else has to drive. The alternative has become too dangerous. It’s never easy because he doesn’t see it; and you feel like it’s a betrayal. But you’ve waited longer then you should have and it needs to happen.

The league has changed… we haven’t. I used to dread the day when this team would have to move ahead without Lou. Now I just dread every game, watching this team is painful. Knowing we can’t even start our rebuild via draft until the season after this one is just disheartening. No more excuses the time has come someone else needs to drive this franchise.

LikeReplyShare

ramapo98

40 Minutes Ago

Well put. I also have grown up with this team, and the hardest part about this year so far is not so much the losing (went through some tough years back in the 80's when that was common too) but it's just knowing that they won't get a 1st round pick, it makes it all for nothing. no silver lining, just a lost year. Having a bad year this year was not an option and yet it's happening.  

The only thing I can hope for (besides the team turning it around) is that this offseason, Lou can pluck some big name free agentsfrom other teams the way other GM's have been doing to our team over the past several years. That's the only quick fix, trades won't help with the players/picks we have to give up. And our system holds no highly touted saviors. It's unlikely a coaching change will help as the coach can't go out and score goals. Lot's of worker bees on this team, but no finishers and it's frustrating as a fan to watch the same results game in and game out.
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northdevfan

5 Hours Ago

This collection of players is not as bad as many make them out to be. They are not the best in the NHL by far, but they can compete. This has been shown in wins against Boston & TB as well as the games they have tied. If given a coach who can both provide a better system & motivate them consistently, they should become at least a 500 team. PDB's system sucked last season, and only got hot going into the playoffs two years ago. Pete's hybrid dump-&-chase allows for no margin of error and cuts things way too close to be considered as effective from game to game in this league. The longer Lou waits to pull the plug on him, the more damage that will have to be reversed when the change is finally made.
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occorruption

3 Hours Ago

So you change the coach then what? You have a .500 team that is not built for the future which will ultimately get worse. I agree with you about PDB his system does suck and he has to go. But if Lou continues to perform his job as he has been making ridiculous signings and so on this team will never be in the upper echelon of the league again.

We need a young and hungry GM that understands how to build a team in today's NHL and bring in his people to do it.
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kmt75

8 Hours Ago

I don't understand the premise of the story.

If they were winning their non back-to-back games and the front end of the back-to-backs there might be a point to be made about age and travel. But they're losing all the time. They had three games off before getting beat by a terrible Philly team.

Headline should be "Games killing Devils, who have lost all but 3 so far."
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squidboy

19 Hours Ago

What's killing them is the awful team Lou has assembled and completely overpaid for. 4 shutouts in 14 games? Top scorer is 41 years old? Next two top scorers are both over 36? Your top paid forward has 4 points in 12 games?  

Lou has done a brilliant job "Crafting" this team over the last 7 years. Next up. Lou's trademark move, fire the coach!
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Devils4#4

19 Hours Ago

Back to Back games - Scheduling, such out West and on the road the bulk of the season so far - and injuries: All excuses for what all fans that pay close to attention to the team knew was a glaring problem going into this season - lack of scorers on this roster, lack of offensive creativity and lack of offensive savvy. These things are simply not on this roster and it creates a great imbalance in their overall game. The lack of offense puts too much pressure on the team defense and goaltending, creates a very small margin of error game after game and over the long grind of a season depletes the players mentally and physically to a point not conducive to success. I, as well as several of my Devils Fans friends, did not (for the first time in many years) pay for the NHL Center Ice this year...Because we knew how excruciatingly painful it would be to watch this team play their guts out, often dominating puck possession and shots and considerably outplay a team just come up empty with a loss night after night because of the lack of scoring. It is a damn shame because this team does so many things well, just as they did last year, and they are simply not going to be due to a lack of offensive. You have to consistently be able to score 3 goals a game to win a lot of games in today's NHL - this ability simply is not on this roster. Most of the fans knew this going into the season and it is either bewildering as to why Mr. Lamoriello and Coach Deboer do not or did not see this OR they...more
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3 Hours Ago

I am tired of a lack of player accountability, Coach accountability and most importantly, GM accountability. I know it is easier to move players around than a Coach or GM, but I believe the time has come to clean house. Lamoriello has had his time in the sun and so has Coach Pickles. The time has come to bring in a new perspective to the organization. Uncle Fester should retire and the new GM should bring in another Coach with another system. It certainly could not be any worse than it currently is!!! I am tired of all the excuses

The Devils, who put left winger Rostislav Olesz on waivers Monday, are waiting to hear whether rookie defenseman Jon Merrill suffered a concussion when he crashed into the boards during his NHL debut Sunday night in Minnesota.

Merrill, who was tripped into the boards by Torrey Mitchell of the Wild and suffered facial lacerations and a head injury, flew back to New Jersey with the Devils after the 4-0 loss. It is very possible that he suffered a concussion.

"He's seeing a neurologist today to see exactly where he's at," general manager Lou Lamoriello said. "He came back with us. He was certainly okay to travel. It is not something that is interpreted immediately as anything long term, but he's got to be 100 percent right. He got quite a jolt there and quite a cut."

There are no plans to send Merrill back to Albany (AHL) while he is still ailing.

"We're not going to send him down right now. We're going to make sure he's healthy and all of that stuff," Lamoriello said. "We'll just have to wait and see day by day where (Anton) Volchenkov is and see what the improvement is in (Peter) Harrold with his arm.

"Everybody was in today for treatment, so we'll see where they are tomorrow."

Volchenkov missed the game in Minnesota with a lower body injury while Harrold is on injured reserve with a right elbow injury suffered in the Oct. 22 game in Columbus.

The 21-year-old Merrill was recalled on Sunday and flew to Minnesota, where he made his NHL debut. But it lasted just 4:49 into the game before he was tripped by Mitchell and crashed hard into the boards. It was Merrill's third shift.

Merrill, who needed a significant number of stitches in his face, had to be helped off the ice by teammates and seemed to be dazed as he was taken to the dressing room.

The Devils already have captain Bryce Salvador (fractured foot) and left winger Ryane Clowe (head injury) on injured reserve. Patrik Elias (upper body) and Travis Zajac (right ankle) have missed the last two games.

"It certainly has an impact, without question," Lamoriello said of the injuries. "But you can't make excuses. People have an opportunity to step their game up when you have these type of injuries and that's what has to happen. Unfortunately, that hasn't happened up to this point."

One of those players who hasn't stepped up in Olesz, who was put on waivers. If he clears waivers at noon Tuesday, he can be sent to Albany.

"It doesn't mean he's going to go down (to Albany)," Lamoriello said. "We'll start doing different things.

"It's not that we're not happy with (Olesz). He's trying, he's doing everything that he possibly can. But because of our roster situation and so many people up here (from the minors), I don't want to put people all on the seven-day injured list. I need room to get different types of players at different times."

Olesz has two assists without a goal in 10 games this season. He was signed as a free agent to a one-year, $700,000 contract in July. The deal includes game-played bonuses which could total $300,000.

ST. PAUL, Minn. – This is how tough it is for the Devils to put anything in the net right now: When Stephen Gionta drove towards the goal and had to leap over Wild goalie Josh Harding as he held the puck, the Devils center hit the post instead of going into the net.

“That seems to be the way it’s going. Everything is hitting the post or just bouncing the other way,” Gionta said.

 Fortunately, he was not hurt and does not have to join the growing injury list. 

“I’m all right. I was trying to avoid the goalie there and just went into the post,” Gionta said. 

 After being shut out by the Flyers and Wild over the weekend, the Devils have gone seven periods without scoring a goal.

“It’s frustrating to a point. You just have to keep plugging away,” Gionta said. “It’s part of the game. Everything is not going to go your way. You just have to keep fighting through it.”

* * *

With the injury to rookie Jon Merrill early in the game, it put a lot of pressure on the Devils’ defense corps.

“It’s tough. It’s back-to-back (games). You’re asking a lot,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “A guy like (Marek) Zidlicky played 22-23 minutes (Saturday) night. You’re ramping up a lot of minutes on guys in tough situations, but it is what it is and you have to persevere and deal with it.”

* * *

Andy Greene was asked if he said anything to former teammate Zach Parise during the game.

“I chirped him I think once on Zid’s penalty: I said, ‘Nice dive.’ ” Greene said with a smile. “He’s a very good friend but I’m not going to play any different against him just because he’s a good friend. We’re battling hard and he’s the same way. He wants to beat you as bad as I want to beat him.” 

Parise had an assist in his first game against his old club since signing with the Wild in July of 2012.

Greene said it was a strange.

“A little bit. You play with guys. There are a couple guys. Gio (Brian Gionta) in Montreal, Paulie (Martin) in Pittsburgh,” Greene said. “You know what to expect when you’re playing against him. He’s a good, honest player. You can never take a second off because he’ll make you pay for it. It was a little different seeing him in a Wild shirt.”

ST. PAUL, Minn. – Hoping to get a look at their future with the recall of rookie defenseman Jon Merrill, the injury-riddled Devils instead got another slap in the face as they continue to flounder near the bottom of the Eastern Conference standings.

 Merrill’s NHL debut was cut short less than five minutes into the game when he crashed into the boards and suffered facial lacerations that sidelined him for the rest of the night, and the Devils fell to Zach Parise and the Minnesota Wild, 4-0, at Xcel Energy Center.

“That’s tough. We were looking forward to seeing him play,” coach Pete DeBoer said of Merrill, who required a significant number of stitches and was not made available to the press after the game.

“Everyone has been waiting for him. He’s earned the opportunity to get up here. You never like to see an injury like that at any point, but particularly on his second or third shift in the NHL.”

Merrill, 21, had some base-line testing, but DeBoer said he didn’t know the severity of the injury. It is possible Merrill suffered a concussion. 

 In back-to-back losses over the weekend to the Flyers and Wild, the Devils did not score a goal. They’ve been shut out four times in 14 games this season and are now 3-7-4.

“This is seven periods without a goal,” DeBoer pointed out. “You’re not going to win. Again, we didn’t give up a lot of shots. I thought we did some good things structurally, but you can’t win in this league without scoring some goals. We have to keep at it. The power play (0-for-3) has to find a way to get a couple. It’s gone cold and it’s kind of mirrored our five-on-five play.

“We’re not making any plays. Everything is hard right now and we’re missing some composure people with (Patrik) Elias out of the lineup and (Travis) Zajac. Still, some other guys should seize an opportunity here and make the most of it.”

Goalie Cory Schneider was activated from IR but received no offensive support as his record dropped to 1-4-2.

“I thought he played great,” DeBoer said.

 Mikael Granlund gave the Wild a 1-0 lead by scoring on a rebound at 13:20 of the first period and Torrey Mitchell was credited with a second period goal that caromed in after Parise’s shot was stopped by Schneider.

 The Devils trailed, 3-0, when DeBoer pulled Schneider with more than three minutes to go, resulting in an empty net goal from Jason Pominville.

“We’re trying to win the game. We’re not going to lay down and mail it in,” DeBoer explained of the strategy. “We’re going to play right until the buzzer.”

Merrill never got that chance. He was on the Albany team bus after an AHL game against Adirondack Saturday night when he got the word he was headed for the NHL. 

 He took a 6 a.m. flight from Albany, N.Y., to join the Devils.

“I was just kind of in shock,” Merrill said before the game. "I didn't know what to expect. It’s really exciting. I’m really happy to be here. I'm just taking in the moment and trying to have fun. Growing up being a Red Wings fan, I couldn’t imagine playing in the National Hockey League. Now here I am.”

But his first NHL game ended at 4:49 of the opening period when Merrill was tripped by Minnesota’s Torrey Mitchell and crashed into the boards. He had to be helped off the ice.

“That’s not the way you write it up,” Andy Greene said of Merrill’s debut. “I saw him between periods. Quite a few stitches. I hope he’s alright. You don’t want that to be your first NHL game.”

Mitchell was given a tripping minor, which the Wild killed off.

“It look accidental to me,” DeBoer said of the trip.

A sad finish to a wasted weekend.

ST. PAUL, Minn. — Hoping to get a look at their future with the recall of rookie defenseman Jon Merrill, the injury-riddled Devils instead got another slap in the face as they continue to flounder near the bottom of the Eastern Conference standings.

Merrill’s NHL debut was cut short early in the first period when he crashed into the boards and suffered facial lacerations that sidelined him for the rest of the night, and the Devils fell to Zach Parise and the Minnesota Wild, 4-0, tonight at Xcel Energy Center.

In back-to-back losses over the weekend to the Flyers and Wild, the Devils did not score a goal. They’ve been shut out four times in 14 games this season and are now 3-7-4.

Goalie Cory Schneider was activated from IR but received no offensive support as his record dropped to 1-4-2.

Schneider was pulled with more than three minutes remaining as the Devils tried desperately to score a goal, but it simply led to an empty net goal from Jason Pominville with 2:25 to go.

Merrill, 21, was called up from Albany (AHL) when Peter Harrold was put on injured reserve with a shoulder problem and Anton Volchenkov was unable to play because of a lower body injury. 

Merrill was on the Albany team bus after an AHL game against Adirondack on Saturday night when he got the word. He was headed for the NHL.

"I was just kind of in shock," Merrill said before the game. "I didn’t know what to expect. I was on a plane (yesterday) morning.

"It’s really exciting. I’m really happy to be here. I’m just taking in the moment and trying to have fun. Growing up being a Red Wings fan, I couldn’t imagine playing in the National Hockey League. Now here I am."

But his first NHL game lasted less than five minutes before Merrill was tripped by Minnesota’s Torrey Mitchell and crashed into the boards at 4:49. He had to be helped off the ice and did not return.

Mitchell was given a tripping penalty, which the Wild killed off.

Goalie Cory Schneider, playing his first game since aggravating his groin on Oct. 24, was sharp. He robbed Mikko Koivu, who fired a one-timer from the right circle at 7:17 of the opening period. 

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter was sent off for interference at the 10:09 mark. Devils defenseman Adam Larsson fanned on a shot from the right circle during the power play with the net partially open at 10:42.

After killing off the penalty, the Wild took a 1-0 lead at 13:20 of the first period on a goal from Mikael Granlund. Schneider made a stop on Nino Neiderreiter and then looked behind into his net. The puck wasn’t there. It had come out into the deep slot, where Granlund got to it and scored his first goal.

Former Devils captain Zach Parise, playing his first game against the team since he signed a 13-year, $98 million contract with the Wild in July of 2012, had a hand in the second Minnesota goal at 7:35 of the first.

Parise took a shot from the right circle that was blocked by Schneider, but the rebound went to Mitchell as he crashed the net below the left circle. The puck deflected off the Wild center and into the net as defensemen Marek Zidlicky and Eric Gelinas were unable to stop it.

The play was reviewed but the goal was allowed to stand.

For the Devils, the misery keeps coming. The growing list of injuries are the worst for the team in quite a while.

"I think so. I think that’s fair to say," coach Pete DeBoer said. "We’ve been fairly healthy. It seems like when it rains it pours with (Bryce) Salvador out and (Ryane) Clowe out, and (Travis) Zajac and (Patrik) Elias going down. The unfortunate part is a couple (injuries) aren’t even game-related. They’re either practice or pre-game ritual-related."

ST. PAUL, Minn.—The Devils dressed six defensemen for the pregame warmup Sunday night at Xcel Energy Center and Jon Merrill will make his NHL debut.

 Anton Volchenkov (lower body) will be a scratch. 

 Patrik Elias (upper body) and Travis Zajac (right ankle) are not with the team and among the injured Devils. DeBoer said it could be the worst injury situation they’ve faced in a long time.

“I think so. I think that’s fair to say,” DeBoer said. “We’ve been fairly healthy. It seems like when it rains it pours. With Salvador out and Clowe out, and Zajac and Elias going down.The unfortunate part is a couple (injuries) aren’t even game-related. They're either practice or pre-game ritual related.”

That opened the door for Merrill, who flew in from Albany, N.Y., on a 6 a.m. flight.

“It’s really exciting. I’m really happy to be here,” the rookie defenseman said. “I'm just taking in the moment and trying to have fun. Growing up being a Red Wings fan, I couldn’t imagine playing in the National Hockey League. Now here I am.”

Merrill was on the Albany team bus after Saturday night’s game in Adirondack when he was informed.

“I was just kind of in shock,” he said. "I didn't know what to expect. I was on a plane this morning."

 He said he will be nervous.

“I think so. I think that’s normal, though,” he said.

Merrill and Gelinas were defense partners in Albany.

"Pretty much every shift," Merrill said.

Is Merrill ready for the NHL?

"We'll find out when we play him," DeBoer said. "I really don't watch the Albany games. He had a good camp. We'll see. The proff's in the play. Anybody can tell you they're ready. You can read the scouting reports and peopel will tell you, 'This guy is going to be this and that.' That sorts itself out. NHL players find a way to get in the lineup and contribute and stay there."

Right now it isn't definite Eric Gelinas will stay there. DeBoer isn't enamored with the Gelinas-Adam Larsson defense pairing.

"I'm not married to that combination, no. For me it's more about individual games. I think Lars has been pretty consistent the last four or five games. I've liked his game. I think Geli has been kind of high and low and needs to find some consistency."

* * *

Defenseman Marek Zidlicky returned to Minnesota for the first time since the Wild traded him to the Devils Feb. 24, 2012.

"It's nice to be back. I have a lot of memories from here. Four years," Zidlicky said. "A lot of good memories. Even the way it ended. That's what happens sometimes. That's the NHL. I think it was a pretty good decision to go to New Jersey and that's what I did."

In his final days with the Wild, Zidlicky was not happy with his lack of playing time under coach Mike Yeo.

ST. PAUL, Minn. – Back in March of 1988, with the Devils in a stretch drive battle for a playoff spot, general manager Lou Lamoriello sent goalie Bob Sauve from St. Louis ahead to Buffalo a day early so he could start a game against the Sabres.

 It worked. A rested Sauve played well in a 2-2 tie and the Devils needed the point to make the playoffs for the first time.

 So Lamoriello did the same thing with Cory Schneider, who flew to Minnesota on his own while the Devils played the Flyers at home Saturday night. Schneider will start against the Wild Sunday night at Xcel Energy Center.

“I’ve never done that before. Maybe (it’s) Lou’s baseball background, sending the pitcher out early,” Schneider suggested.

“It’s nice. Sometimes you come in late with the team and you’ve just played the night before and you’re sort of going on adrenalin and you feel better, but obviously I think the rest is nice. Not having played in 10 days or so, (it’s nice) just to get myself prepared and ready to go.”

Schneider was taken off injured reserve Sunday after being sidelined with a sore groin. Rookie goalie Keith Kinkaid was returned to Albany (AHL).

“(I feel) good. Ready to go,” Schneider said. “I start playing tonight, so obviously I’m 100 percent.”

The building is familiar to Schneider, who spent five seasons with the Vancouver Canucks.

“I’ve played a lot of games in this building. It was kind of the designated building for me to play in,” Schneider said. “They’re a very good team at home, that’s for sure. I know we always had a hard time with them here when I was in their division. They play structured and disciplined. They play well defensively just like we do, but you look at their lineup and they have elite talents like Koivu and Parise and some of these young kids who are clearly pretty good players.”

It will be Zach Parise’s first game against the Devils since he signed with the Wild in July of 2012.

“I didn’t know a lot about him when he played in the East,” Schnedier said. “Last year he’s very dangerous around the net. Tireless worker. He seems to make something out of nothing and never gives up on the puck. You have to make sure you stay with him all the way, otherwise he’s going to find a way to beat you.”

Coach Pete DeBoer said of facing Parise: "I'm not excited about it. I talked to him this morning. He's a great kid. I feel privileged to have been able to coach him for a year and spent a year around him. As good and honest a player he is, he's a better human being. He's in a good place, he's happy and I'm sure he's going to be motivated tonight. We have to find a way to slow him down."

A rested Schneider hoped to have an edge.

“I wasn’t going to play last night anyway,” he said. “(We) figured I was going to play tonight, so get out early because it was a pretty late arrival (by the team) last night.”

Coach Pete DeBoer said: "He is healthy, he's ready to go. He's excited and he's fresh. We need a big game out of him."

ST. PAUL, Minn. – Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said defenseman Peter Harrold injured his right elbow during the Oct. 22 game in Columbus but the problem worsened over the weekend.

 Harrold remained in New Jersey and did not accompany the team to Minnesota. He underwent an MRI and was put on injured reserve retroactive to Oct. 28.

“He got hurt in the Columbus game. It’s a situation where it’s been bothering him and then yesterday, for whatever reason, it really flared up,” Lamoriello said. “So we had him get an MRI this morning. I put him on IR retroactive. We don’t have the results of the MRI yet.”

Lamoriello said Harrold would not be able to play "for a while."

 The Devils recalled Jon Merrill from Albany (AHL) and he could make his NHL debut Sunday night against the Wild.

“He was called up after the Peter Harrold situation and left at six o’clock this morning from Albany (N.Y.) as a precaution because we have a couple of other people banged up,” Lamoriello said of Merrill.

“He’s ready to play. It’s a case of it being a game time decision.”

Lamoriello would not specify which defensemen were “banged up,” but one of them is rookie Eric Gelinas. He was hit in the left hand when the puck deflected off his own stick during Saturday night’s 1-0 loss to the Flyers.

“We’ve got a few people banged up,” Lamoriello said.

ST. PAUL, Minn.-- Former Devils captain Zach Parise, who will face his ex-teammates Sunday night for the first time since he signed a 13-year, $98 million contract with the Minnesota Wild in July of 2012, said it doesn’t seem like it’s been long since he left New Jersey. 

“Not really. It seems like it’s flown by,” Parise told The Star-Ledger.

 Parise said he has no regrets about his decision to leave the Devils for his home state.

“I’m really happy with it. I’m from here, I love being here and hockey-wise I really love where we’re going with our team,” Parise said. “We’ve got some really good young players. That’s something you have to really look into when you’re signing a long-term deal like that. You have to look at who is coming up. All these guys have delivered. They’re going to be really good players in the league. It’s been a lot of fun.

“We’re playing a really good puck possession game, which is something we didn’t do as well last year. We learned a lot. We played against the Blackhawks in the playoffs last year, so we didn’t have the puck the whole series. We’re learned a little bit from them.”

Parise won’t get to face friends Travis Zajac (ankle), Patrik Elias (upper body) or Martin Brodeur (backup to Cory Schneider). Zajac and Elias did not make the trip to Minnesota.

 Although he is happy to be playing for the Wild, Parise has find memories of his days with the Devils. 

“Like I’ve always said, the fans were so great to me and to Alisha,” Parise said. “It was awesome. That’s that part I’ll remember. That’s the part that was most important to me.”

Parise said he is looking forward to being part of Team USA in the Olympics in Sochi, Russia. 

“Of course I am. I feel like it’s such a long ways away that I haven’t really thought too much about it,” he said. “I’m so consumed with the (NHL) season. I’m sure once they pick the team I’ll think about it more. I want to get past this game against the Devils. That’s what I’m looking at right now.”

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 03, 2013 at 11:47 AM, updated November 03, 2013 at 12:26 PM

ST. PAUL, Minn. -- The Jon Merrill era is about to begin for the Devils.

The highly-regarded defenseman, 21, was recalled from Albany (AHL) on Sunday and could make his NHL debut Sunday night against the Minnesota Wild at Xcel Energy Center.

To make room for Merrill on the roster, the Devils put defenseman Peter Harrold on injured reserve retroactive to Oct. 28 with what they are calling upper body soreness.

Goalie Cory Schneider (groin) was removed from IR and will start against the Wild, as I reported Saturday. Goalie Keith Kinkaid, who had served as Martin Brodeur's backup while Schneider was hurt, has been returned to Albany.

Merrill will wear No. 34.

In 11 games this season for Albany, Merrill had two goals with five assists (seven points). Both of Merrill's goals came on the power play. He did not have any penalty minutes.

Merrill was the Devils' second round pick (38th overall) in the 2010 NHL entry draft. The former University of Michigan star is 6-3, 198 pounds.

Coach Pete DeBoer did not speak to the media Sunday morning as the team arrived in the early morning hours and did not have a morning skate. DeBoer will talk prior to the game against Zach Parise and the Wild.

Harrold has no points and is minus-6 in nine games with the Devils this season. He has two penalty minutes. The veteran defenseman's injury may be his elbow.

Rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas is questionable for the game Sunday night because of a sore hand he suffered when he was hit by a puck in the 1-0 loss to the Flyers Saturday night.

Devils show no fight in 1-0 loss to Ray Emery and Flyers

There were no fights between goaltenders Martin Brodeur and Ray Emery and no fight in the Devils.

 With a chance to extend their winning streak to three in a row against a struggling Flyers squad, the Devils came up short in a 1-0 loss Saturday night at Prudential Center.

 It was the third time this season the Devils have been shut out as Emery, who fought Washington Capitals goalie Braden Holtby Friday night, faced little trouble in stopping all 14 shots he faced.

“It was a tight game, a defensive game. I know they didn’t have that many shots, either, but we just didn’t make any plays,” Devils winger Jaromir Jagr said.

“We just didn’t play very well. We didn’t play well enough to win that game. We didn’t have to play extra good to win.”

The Flyers were coming off a 7-0 loss to the Capitals, and Emery may have felt lucky for avoiding a suspension after he pounded Holtby, who wanted no part of their one-sided fight. 

 Instead of dropping their gloves, the Flyers played it tight while making a first period tip-in goal from Brayden Schenn stand up.

“Because of the way those guys played (Friday) night they really played a careful game. They didn’t give us anything,” Brodeur said. “We had a couple chances to score but you can count on one hand probably the ones that were decent. They scored that one goal shooting on net with a tip-in.

“The Flyers played really well, but we have to find ways to break them a little bit more. We had two power plays in the last 10 minutes of the game. Did we get a shot? I’m not sure. That’s not good enough.” 

It didn’t help that the Devils were without Patrik Elias, who showed up at the rink with upper body soreness that prevented him from playing, and Travis Zajac, who ankle injury suffered in practice on Friday worsened overnight.

 Without those two veterans, the Devils’ power play went 0-for-5. 

“We had to change the power play because right before the game we lost two key guys on the power play,” Jagr said. “Some guys playing on the power play never played on it before. I’m not saying it’s tough, but it’s not easy.”

The Flyers, who had 21 shots, broke a scoreless tie when defenseman Andrej Mezsaros snapped a wrist shot from high in the right circle that Schenn tipped in from the slot at 14:29 of the first.

With 2:07 left in the second, Jagr was hit by a Mark Fayne slap shot from the point. Jagr was able to get his stick on the puck but backhanded it across the crease just outside the goal line.

“Right in the back,” Jagr said when asked where Fayne’s shot hit him. “I had it on the backhand there. If I had it on the forehand it would be in the net. I wanted to do it quick. 

 It was close.”

With the Devils on a power play, Michael Ryder hit the right post with a shot at 15:26 of the third period.

“We didn’t create much. Not enough,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “Obviously (Ryane) Clowe, Zajac and Elias being out of your lineup doesn’t help, but we have to find a way with the group we have in there to get the job done. You can’t win if you can’t get a goal.”

Was it a step back?

“Sure,” DeBoer said. “It wasn’t pretty. We’ve got to forget about it and move on.”

Goalie Cory Schneider, who has been on injured reserve with a sore groin, will start Sunday night against the Minnesota Wild at Xcel Energy Center.

 The Devils sent Schneider ahead to Minnesota Saturday afternoon, but he had some problems getting a commercial flight to the Twin Cities so it wasn’t immediately known if the goalie made it on his own.

 Coach Pete DeBoer was vague about the goalie situation, but Martin Brodeur said he is not starting against the Wild.

“(Schneider) will dress when we feel he’s ready to play,” DeBoer said. “It might be as early as (tonight). Possibly.”

* * *

Patrik Elias, who arrived at Prudential Center with upper body soreness that prevented him from playing against the Flyers, and Travis Zajac (right ankle) both did not make the trip to Minnesota.

 Zajac rolled his ankle during practice on Friday.

“I would call it day to day,” DeBoer said of Zajac. “It’s always the next morning how it feels when you wake up, but I’m not concerned about it long term.”

* * *

Brodeur on the Devils facing Zach Parise: “It’s been a long time, it seems like, for him to play his first game against us. It was a long time ago he decided to leave us. It’s going to be a little different, no doubt about that. I’m not going to face him, so it’s not as bad.” 

* * *

Dainius Zubrus played his 1,100th NHL game. With Elias and Zajac sidelined, Zubrus and Jaromir Jagr were each given an ‘A’ to join Andy Greene as the team’s three alternate captains.

Captain Bryce Salvador, on injured reserve with a non-displaced fracture of his foot, has not yet begun skating. 

 DeBoer said rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas has dropped off in his play.

“I thought he was really good early. I thought the last couple of games he’s taken a couple of steps backwards,” DeBoer said. “Like with all young defensemen, that happens. We’ve got to push him to re-find his game again.”

The Devils did not activate goalie Cory Schneider off the injured reserve list and instead will dress Keith Kinkaid as Martin Brodeur's backup in Saturday night's game against the Flyers at Prudential Center.

Schneider had been on IR with a sore groin.

At least he won't have to worry about getting into a fight, as Washington's Braden Holtby did with Philly's Ray Emery.

"I've never been jumped like that, especially by a guy like Ray Emery," Schneider said after the morning skate. "It would probably be a little frightening."

Asked about Holtby and the fight, Schneider said: "They probably could've stepped in and stopped it a little sooner. I think they let it go a little too long. He didn't have his glove off. He couldn't get his left hand free and was just trying to protect himself. He clearly didn't want to fight.

"I know when you have two big bodies in there the officials don't really want to get tangled up. But I think it probably went on a little longer than it should have, to be honest."

Schneider spoke of never having a fight.

"No, not squaring up like that," he said. "It's on my list. Right after scoring a goal. I don't know which chance is better... or worse. There are some goalies who are probably sneaky tough. The ones I'd like to avoid, not the ones I'd like to fight."

When the Devils decided to trade Krys Barch and send Cam Janssen to Albany (AHL), they knew they would be facing teams like the Flyers without a fighter.

 The loss of captain Bryce Salvador with a fractured foot also leaves the Devils without another player willing to drop his gloves. So left winger Ryan Carter knows that a lot more could fall on his own shoulders.

“I guess this will be one of the first times we’ll play a Flyers team that has a history of being physically tough without Krys Barch and Cam Janssen,” Carter said.

 He said the Devils have to outplay the Flyers rather than get involved in a series of fights.

“I was listening to an NBA broadcast the other day. They were saying how another team was more physical than the other and that they’re never going to win a championship because they get beaten physically,” Carter noted. “At the end of the game it came out that if you’re the better team and you dictate what the other team has to do, you don’t have to worry about who’s tough and who’s not.

“I think that’s kind of where we’re at, too. If we dictate with our play and they can’t play with us, then why would we engage? 

 Except that the Flyers, when outplayed, have been known to revert to brawling. 

“There is that element, isn’t there?” Carter said with a chuckle. “Didn’t we see it last night? If it gets dicey, I want to be right there in it. And that’s fine.”

One game after Patrik Elias reached the 1,100-game milestone, Devils teammate Dainius Zubrus will do the same.

 Perhaps fittingly, Zubrus will reach that figure against his first NHL club, the Philadelphia Flyers.

“My first year I was the youngest guy in the league, so I think that’s where I kind of gained a few games on some other guys,” Zubrus recalled. “Staying up (in the NHL), I never played in the minors. And I had some injuries that stopped me from playing a little bit, but nothing that serious where I had to skip a year or whatever.”

He remembered those early days with the Flyers. His NHL debut came on Oct. 5, 1996, against the Florida Panthers and he scored his first goal against John Vanbiesbrcuck. 

“The whole thing was very, very new. The year before that I played Tier 2 hockey. It’s not like I played major junior. I jumped from Tier 2,” he said.

“My first game my linemates were Joel Otto and Shjon Podein. I had a lucky goal. I remember that. Terry Murray was the coach. I thought he did a good job with me at 18 years old. Whenever he felt I was a step behind or needed to improve he would kind of pull me to the side and scratch me for a few games but not to worry about it. We ended up having a pretty good run in the playoffs. That was my first year.”

As for Elias, who reached his 1,100th game Tuesday night against the Lightning, Zubrus said: “When I came in the league I think he was kind of going up and down, because that’s how they do it here with the Devils. He played a little bit in the minors. Throughout my career I saw him play. It’s kind of funny we ended up on the same team.

“A couple of years ago we hit our 1,000th game. It was me, then Patrik and Petr Sykora after. And we were most of the year as a line. Honestly I don’t pay that much attention to the games-played right now. I’m 35 years young. I keep going.”

This is also the 60th birthday of Zubrus' father, Gintas.

* * *

Captain Bryce Salvador, on injured reserve with a non-displaced fracture of his foot, has not yet begun skating.

Devils: Travis Zajac unable to play against Flyers because of ankle injury

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on November 02, 2013 at 11:32 AM, updated November 02, 2013 at 5:53 PM 

Devils center Travis Zajac, who rolled his ankle during practice on Friday, will not be in the lineup Saturday night against the Flyers at Prudential Center.

 Zajac did not think the injury would force him to miss the game, but the ankle was not right Saturday morning. 

“No, (he’s) not in tonight,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “I would call it day to day. It’s always the next morning how it feels when you wake up, but I’m not concerned about it long term.”

Will Zajac accompany the Devils to Minnesota after the game? They face Zach Parise and the Wild Sunday night.

“That decision has not been made yet,” DeBoer said.

 Jacob Josefson will move into Zajac’s spot centering the line with Dainius Zubrus and Damien Brunner.

“(Josefson) will just slide in there,” DeBoer said. “We always tell the young guys, ‘Make it so we can’t take you out of the lineup.’ That doesn’t mean he has to score. He’s got to bring energy. He’s got to be responsible. He’s got to make sure we can trust putting him on the ice and affect the game in some type of positive way.

“I think he’s capable of doing it. It’s about seizing the opportunity.”

Josefson said of Zubrus and Brunner: “Two great players. I’ll just try to keep it simple and try to be solid defensively. I haven’t played in a while.”

The young Swede said he doesn’t feel any pressure to play mistake-free hockey or score goals in order to stay in the lineup.

“I think you should always try to play mistake-free. I don’t really feel any pressure,” Josefson said. “If you play solidly defensively the offense will come.”

* * *

Goalie Cory Schneider didn’t know whether he’d dress as Martin Brodeur’s backup against the Flyers, but he said his sore groin was back to normal.

“(I feel) good. This was probably the longest and hardest I’ve been on the ice so far. It went well,” Schneider said.

 Schneider and Keith Kinkaid stayed on the ice long after the morning skate. Brodeur will start against the Flyers.

Will Schneider back up?

“That decision has not been made yet,” DeBoer said. 

 Schneider said he aggravated his groin during the 3-2 shootout loss to the Canucks on Oct. 24. When did he realize it was a problem?

“Throughout the game and throughout the day. I tried to take the day off before to feel 100 percent. I felt better, but as the game went on a couple plays here and there felt worse than others,” he said.

“Sometimes you feel okay or average after the game and the next day you wake up and it’s al ot worse. Fortunately it wasn’t anything to serious. I’m feeling 100 percent.”

He said he can start in Minnesota.

“I think so. I see nothing in practice so far to say I wouldn’t be ready to go,” he said.

Schneider and DeBoer planned to speak late Saturday morning.

* * *

The third-period brawl during the Philadelphia Flyers’ 7-0 loss to the Washington Capitals Friday night did not go unnoticed by Devils coach Pete DeBoer.

 DeBoer suggested the Flyers were simply lashing out after an embarrassing loss when Philly’s Wayne Simmonds fought Tom Wilson and goalie Ray Emery beat up Washington counterpart Brayden Holtby. 

“Whenever that happens to anybody, and we’ve all been on the other end of those, there is a lot of pride for all the players that play in the NHL,” DeBoer said. “So I have no doubt we’re going to get their best game.”

Former Flyers forward Dainius Zubrus said: "I heard about it. I saw a little bit of the highlights... Our games with them are always intense. That's not going to change. It's a back-to-back for them. They're not happy with their game. I'm sure they'll be ready."

Schneider said he has never had a fight with another goalie.

"I've never been jumped like that, especially by a guy like Ray Emery," Schneider said. "It would probably be a little frightening."

Asked about the Holtby fight, Schneider said: "They probably could've stepped in and stopped it a little sooner. I think they let it go a little too long. He didn't have his glove off. He couldn't get his left hand free and was just trying to protect himself. He clearly didn't want to fight.

"I know when you have two big bodies in there the officials don't really want to get tangled up. But I think it probably went on a little longer than it should have, to be honest."

Schneider spoke of never having a fight.

"No, not squaring up like that," he said. "It's on my list. Right after scoring a goal. I don't know which chance is better... or worse. There are some goalies who are probably sneaky tough. The ones I'd like to avoid, not the ones I'd like to fight."

Devils goalie Martin Brodeur will start against the Philadelphia Flyers Saturday night at Prudential Center and Cory Schneider said he is ready to dress as backup.

 But coach Pete DeBoer wouldn’t commit to Schneider’s return from a sore groin.

“I won’t know until tomorrow. We’ll see how he feels,” DeBoer said.

 Schneider

 Schneider likely will start Sunday night’s game in Minnesota. He feels he is ready.

“I think so. No problems, no issues the past two days. I feel good,” Schneider said. “I’m good to go. I’d like to be back in there.”

He aggravated an existing problem Oct. 24 against the Canucks.

“I didn’t think it was a real serious issue to begin with,” Schneider said, “but we had a few extra days here with a pretty quiet part of the schedule before it picks up again so I think it just made sense to be extra cautious with it. I think it paid off.”

* * *

The Flyers are 15th in the 16-team Eastern Conference, but only four points behind the Devils.

“These are four-point games. I don’t think there’s any doubt about that,” DeBoer said. “You look at the standings. This is a division game. With the realignment those three top spots in the division are obviously critical. I don’t think it’s too early to start talking about that.”

Last season the Devils were 4-0-1 against the Flyers.

“You throw out last year and the year before,” DeBoer said. “Those stats mean nothing to me. We have a different team totally and they have a different team and different coach. Philly is never an easy team to play against. We have to be ready.”

He feels the Devils are back on track with two straight wins.

“You’re not going to win every night,” DeBoer said. “I’m very confident, if we can play the way we’re capable of and with the identity we want to play with on a nightly basis, I think we’ll win a lot more than we lose.”

It appears Devils goalie Cory Schneider will be removed from injured reserve and activated Friday. Rookie Keith Kinkaid was still in New Jersey and had not officially been returned to Albany (AHL), but he did not take part in the team's practice at AmeriHeath Pavilion.

Schneider, who had a sore groin, said he was ready to play one of the Devils' back-to-back games this weekend-- home against the Flyers Saturday night and in Minnesota Sunday night against Zach Parise and the Wild.

Center Travis Zajac tripped along the boards and fell to the ice. After getting up very slowly, Zajac left the ice and headed for the dressing room. He flexed his right foot and may have hurt his ankle.

Jacob Josefson changed jerseys and took Zajac's place between Dainius Zubrus and Damien Brunner. 

Devils' practice lines:

Patrik Elias-Andrei Loktionov- Jaromir Jagr

 Rostislav Olesz-Adam Henrique-Michael Ryder

 Dainius Zubrus-Travis Zajac-Damien Brunner

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Mattias Tedenby-Jacob Josefson.

Defense pairings:

Andy Greene-Mark Fayne

 Anton Volchenkov-Marek Zidlicky

 Eric Gelinas-Adam Larsson

 Peter Harrold

Goalies:

Cory Schneider

 Martin Brodeur

After an impressive 2-1 win over the Lightning on Tuesday night, the Devils woke up with 10 points and a two-game winning streak. 

After their winless start, what's been the biggest difference-maker?

They've put together a good stretch despite missing captain Bryce Salvador and Cory Schneider -- Martin Brodeur has stepped up in his last two contests to give the Devils a boost. Maybe having the future Hall of Famer back in the lineup has been a motivating factor.

What's been most responsible for the Devils' turnaround?

Martin Brodeur

Better defense

Jaromir Jagr's play

More consistency from the forwards

VoteView Results

Quantcast

How about Jaromir Jagr turning the clock back? He had the game-winning tally last night and has a five-game points streak.

Perhaps you think the forwards have improved their play overall as a group -- Adam Henrique, Damien Brunner and Patrik Elias have looked better lately.

What about the defense as a whole? Young blueliners like Eric Gelinas (who has been a terrific addition) and Adam Larsson have been a revelation with Salvador out.

It could just be a combination of all four, but there's one certainty: the Devils could continue to build on their success with their upcoming schedule -- they'll face the hapless Flyers twice and the Rangers once before a West Coast swing in the middle of the month.

Take the poll above and tell us in the comments section why you think the Devils have been much improved lately. Will Schneider's potential return help? Do you think they can continue to build on their recent success? Or do they have a long way to go?

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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on October 30, 2013 at 2:09 PM, updated October 30, 2013 at 2:13 PM

Is it finally coming together for the Devils after two straight victories?

“Hopefully,” goalie Martin Brodeur said. “It’s the way we played the last two periods in Boston and all three periods of this game (against the Lightning) that kind of makes us feel good about what we’ve been talking about and having no results. Now we’ve got the results.

“It’s hard mentally. Hopefully we’ll keep it up. We have a big weekend in front of us. A rivalry with the Flyers and then we go to see Zach (Parise) on Sunday.” 

Coach Pete DeBoer said the team’s improved play stretches back beyond the wins over Boston and Tampa Bay. 

“I think it’s a little deeper than that even,” DeBoer said. “I’ve liked the way we’ve been trending for the last week to 10 days. Kind of the last four or five games back to the Ottawa game. We’ve had some moments where we haven’t been as good, but our game is going in the right direction.”

Jaromir Jagr agreed, saying the Devils’ 3-5-4 record doesn’t tell the story.

“We’re a very good team. We just have to win some games. The numbers don’t show it,” he said.

 As for Brodeur, his game is on the rise while Cory Schneider is on injured reserve with a lower body injury.

“I feel good,” Brodeur said. “It’s hard. Not many shots to get that feeling, but I think the more you’re on your feet in the crease in certain situations with a few minutes left and you’ve got to hold leads, that’s what I play hockey for. So, it was kind of nice to have these situations just to kind of get in a groove a little bit even though I have tons of experience.”

The Devils were given a day off on Wednesday.

It undoubtedly comes as a surprise to winger Jaromir Jagr, but he still doesn’t hold the NHL’s record for game-winning goals despite official league statistics.

After scoring his 119th game-winner in the Devils’ 2-1 victory over the Tampa Bay Lightning Tuesday night at the Prudential Center, Jagr was informed that he had passed Phil Esposito (118) on the NHL’s all-time list.

The Devils recorded the achievement with a photo of Jagr with the puck and the 41-year-old future Hall of Famer was asked to comment on the accomplishment.

"To be honest with you, I didn’t know that. They were telling me that after we finished the game. At least I got one record. Gretzky got all the other ones," Jagr said with a laugh.

But after all the hoopla, Bob Waterman of the Elias Sports Bureau tweeted: "Despite what you may have heard or read, Gordie Howe is still the all-time @nhl leader in game-winning goals with 121."

Jagr remains two game-winning goals behind Howe even though the NHL lists Jagr first, followed by Esposito. The league credits Howe with only 18 game-winning goals.

How is that possible?

Waterman explained in another tweet: "Most websites, including the NHL’s own, only have game-winning goal info since 1967-68."

Jagr tied Esposito earlier this year when he scored the winner for the Boston Bruins in their 3-0 victory over the Florida Panthers on April 21. But the Bruins, using the NHL record book as their guide, incorrectly promoted the fact that Jagr and Esposito shared the all-time record.

The Devils, who signed Jagr as a free agent on July 5, also accepted the NHL stat as accurate.

It has since been acknowledged by the league that Howe remains the record holder with 121 game-winning goals. So Jagr is still chasing the record, although it is very much within his reach.

Devils forward Patrik Elias, whose first NHL appearance came on Dec. 7, 1995, played in his 1,100th game Tuesday night.

“Amazing. Another incredible athlete,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “He looks like he’s 25. One of the best-conditioned guys on the team. One of the hardest workers in the weight room. There is a reason he’s still playing at the level he is that many games into his career.”

Elias, 37, assisted on a shorthanded goal by Adam Henrique in the second period of the Devils’ 2-1 victory over the Tampa Bay Lightning.

“I tried to wait until Patty got up in the rush and move it early at the blue line so we could try and open something up. He just made a great pass back,” Henrique said.

Elias has remained linemates with Jaromir Jagr and that’s by design.

“(Jagr) and I had a conversation early in the season. He likes to get some linemates and get comfortable with them and stay with them. That’s something he likes,” DeBoer revealed. “We’re making an effort. The key was to try and find the right people with him. I think Elias was a natural. Whether it was Elias at center and somebody on the wing, or (Andrei) Loktionov and Elias, we’re going to try and keep some continuity there.” 

DeBoer has called Jagr the team’s best forward this season and it may be because of a change in the winger’s approach. 

“I think my attitude changed a little bit this year,” Jagr explained. “I played in Russia for three years and didn’t think I was going to come back. When I came back I wanted to enjoy the game. I still love the game. I want to be part of the team, but I feel this year the cockiness is coming back a little bit. I want to be the best I can be. As long as I’m out there I can guarantee I will do the maximum to be the best I can be every night. I like the attitude.”

Where had that cockiness gone?

“At 39 you think differently,” Jagr said. “You want to play third or second line and just be a part of it. Then you listen to the voices, ‘He cannot play anymore. He’s done.’ I don’t want to hear that anymore. I’ve worked so hard.”

* * *

Goalie Martin Brodeur made two big saves to preserve the win.

 The first came on Matthew Carle from the slot with 1:47 left in the second period. The second was on Valtteri Filppula with 6:45 to go in the game.

“I was worried about Marty (St. Louis) there,” Brodeur said of the Filppula save. “He was right in front of me. I thought he was going to collect it, pivot and try to jam it in. When he let it go I saw Filppula. I didn’t know it was him but I saw a Lightning jersey. I went across with my skate and it hit the tip of my pad.”

Jaromir Jagr’s first winning goal for the Devils was a record-breaker.

Scoring on a second-period breakaway, Jagr moved past Phil Esposito into second place on the NHL's all-time list with his 119th career game-winning goal as the Devils edged the Eastern Conference-leading Tampa Bay Lightning, 2-1, tonight at Prudential Center.

Gordie Howe still holds the NHL record for game-winning goal with 121, a fact which apparently escaped the NHL and Devils.

Martin Brodeur posted his second straight victory, preserving the win with a left-pad save on Valtteri Filppula alone in front with 6:45 remaining. 

"The expectation on Marty is always pretty high. The bar is pretty high with him," coach Pete DeBoer said. "I’m not worried about Marty. I’m worried about building on our team game."

The Devils (3-5-4) posted successive wins for the first time this season.

Defenseman Anton Volchenkov was called for interference on Alex Killorn 21 seconds into the second period, but the Devils scored while killing off the penalty.

Adam Henrique blocked a pass from Tampa Bay’s Matthew Carle at the left point and carried the puck up ice. After a cross-ice pass to Patrik Elias in the left circle, Henrique got a return feed from the veteran forward and beat goalie Ben Bishop from the right circle at 1:36.

It was Henrique’s fourth goal of the season. Coach Pete DeBoer said he has been pleased with Henrique’s play so far this season. 

"I think so. There is always room for improvement," DeBoer said. "Adam is a guy who is going to get you 20 goals. For me it’s what else is he doing on the ice. It’s that shift-to-shift compete level, being hard to play against and really being an extension of our team identity. That’s the consistency we’re looking for."

Playing the puck behind his net at 5:12, Brodeur lost it to Flippula. Teddy Purcell wound up with a scoring chance at the right post, but Brodeur scrambled back in time.

Damien Brunner redirected an Adam Larsson shot from the right point at 10:25, but Bishop made the stop.

Jagr’s third goal of the season gave the Devils a 2-0 lead at 10:54 of the second. Andrej Sustr gave the puck to Martin St. Louis just inside the offensive blue line. But with Jagr applying pressure, St. Louis fell and the Devils’ 41-year-old winger had a breakaway.

Jagr scored the unassisted goal for the 684th goal of his career.

Henrique was sent off for hooking at 14:15 and it resulted in a Steven Stamkos power play goal.

Ryan Malone skated the puck out from the left side of the net, centering a pass for Stamkos in front. His backhander was stopped, but Stamkos scored on the rebound at 15:23 before Brodeur could grab it or defenseman Andy Greene could clear.

Brodeur sent the Devils into the third period with a lead when he made a pad save on Carle from just below the hash marks with 1:47 left in the second period.

The Lightning almost scored first when Tyler Johnson skated in ahead of Larsson for a scoring chance at 16:04 of the opening period. Brodeur appeared to get a piece of the shot.

Very interesting perspective about Larsson that I hadn't thought about. DeBoer seems to think he's playing much better with Gelinas as his partner because he sees himself as the veteran of the two who needs to take on a leadership role. And the kid isn't even 21 years old yet
Devils' Pete DeBoer says don't put Eric Gelinas in Hall of Fame yet
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Devils coach Pete DeBoer is happy with the two games rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas has played this season. Very happy.

 But DeBoer cautioned about going overboard on praise for the 6-4, 210-pound blue liner.

“I know he’s been a story. I want to be real careful anointing this guy the next Chris Pronger,” DeBoer said Tuesday. “We’ve done a lot of talking about him. He’s done a good job.”

Gelinas, 22, smiled when told about the comment.

“That’s fair,” he said. “Really fair.”

What DeBoer likes best is Gelinas wasn’t rushed to the NHL.

“He’s come up the right way. He’s paid his dues in the minors. He hasn’t been handed any jobs,” the coach said. “He’s come up and gotten some looks and gone back down. This guy has gotten here the right way. Is he here to stay? I think that’s something we’ll evaluate week to week. We just want him to continue to play at a high level.”

In addition to time on the power play, Gelinas and defense partner Adam Larsson have been used late in games and in important situations. That’s a rarity.

“That’s where you want to be. You don’t want to be a guy they sit when games get tight,” Gelinas said. “I’m enjoying it out there.”

Three games into his NHL career, the reviews are good.

“He looked like he was NHL-ready in training camp,” DeBoer noted. “I thought he handled going back to the American League despite that fact very well. He went down there and didn’t pout. He got back up here pretty quickly.”

* * *

DeBoer isn’t worried about heaping praise on 41-year-old Jaromir Jagr. He’s called the winger the club’s best forward so far and an inspiration to teammates.

“The guy lives, eats and breathes the game,” DeBoer said. “He plays the right way from a system point of view. For a superstar player to buy in to playing without the puck and what we’re trying to do from a system point of view, that’s been probably the most impressive thing for me.

“You knew he was a great player and he was a great player in his prime, but when the puck is on his stick he still has those instincts. He creates offense out of nothing. We’ve been ecstatic with his play so far. We’ve just got to keep him healthy and fresh.”

Injuries are an issue with all players, particularly players of Jagr’s age. But the future Hall of Famer discounted the chance that he could run out of gas.

“I don’t get tired,” Jagr said. “People don’t believe me, but I don’t get tired.”

* * *

What about Martin Brodeur, who starts against the Lightning Tuesday night?

“The expectation on Marty is always pretty high. The bar is pretty high with him,” DeBoer said. “I’m not worried about Marty. I’m worried about building on our team game.”

He sees that process under way.

“Obviously we’ve been spinning our tires here a little bit for 10 games like a lot of the division,” DeBoer said. “The good news is we’re not falling out of it and I think we’re getting better every week. I think we’re a much better team than we were two weeks ago. We’re started to get rewarded. We’ve picked up points in three of the last four, including a couple of wins. Our game is starting to look more like we imagined it would look.”

With Cory Schneider on injured reserve with a lower body injury, Brodeur may get a run of games.

“We said at the beginning of the year the teams that have two legitimate guys to go to-- with the Olympics, the number of games, the increased travel and for us the number of back to backs-- we knew we were going to need both guys,” DeBoer said. “We have early (in the season). You see some injuries around the league to some key starters and this is a nice position to be in.”

* * *

Winger Damien Brunner said he had dental work done on Sunday after having a tooth knocked out by a high stick from Torey Krug in Boston.

"It's fine now," Brunner reported. "Once they took care of the nerve. The nerve was the worst part."

* * *

Goalie Keith Kinkaid, back from Albany (AHL) with Cory Schneider on injured reserve with a lower body injury, has done a lot of driving the last few days.

Kinkaid drove from Albany, N.Y., to Boston to join the team on Saturday. After that game, Kinkaid drove back to Albany.

"I had my car in Boston," the goalie said.

Now he's back with the Devils.

* * *

Adam Henrique has three goals in the Devils’ first 11 games. DeBoer said he has been pleased with Henrique’s play so far. 

“I think so. There is always room for improvement,” DeBoer suggested. “Adam is a guy who is going to get you 20 goals. For me it’s what else is he doing on the ice? It’s that shift to shift compete level, being hard to play against and really being an extension of our team identity. That’s the consistency we’re looking for.”

* * *

The Devils have at least one power play goal in five straight games and were 4-for-6 in Boston.

“I don’t think it’s realistic to go 4-for-6 every night, but it wasn’t just one night. We’ve had a power play goal in four or five games in a row,” DeBoer said of the PP. “It’s starting to play with some confidence. We’re starting to have more of a shoot mentally than trying to make the extra pass. You want to keep that rolling.”
Why do you have to ruin our fun Pete? There's only so much fun you can have watching Danius Zubrus play. At least with Gelinas we have hope again.
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6 Days Ago

I don't want to put Gelinas in the Hall of Fame yet. I just want the kid in the lineup on a regular basis.
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6 Days Ago

Observation on Larsson picking up his play when paired with Gelinas….maybe it’s because Larsson had always been the best guy on his team (hope he was given he was a #4 pick) and thus his whole career prior to joining the Devils, he has been the lead guy on the ice and in his d-pairing. Must be hard the last few years to be #2 guy on the #2 or #3 pairing. Now he has been given the chance to be the #1 guy in his pairing so he is just doing what come naturally.
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6 Days Ago

i would'nt put in hall of fame either, but after the one-two punch from parise and kovy it's nice to wake up to someone who has a light on!
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6 Days Ago

The kid's played all of 3 games in the league. Pete is exactly right...cautious optimism...nothing else. Merrill's putting up the points in Albany...so we may see him here too. He actually looked more NHL-ready to me in the exhibition season than Gel did...so here's hoping.
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By the way....the article is wrong - Gelinas has only played in 2 games so far......but if you watched him - the kid is solid.
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Geilnas played in one game last season, so the article is actually correct.
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Last Week

Put him in the Hall of Fame.......? No one is inferring that......But HOW ABOUT putting him on the Permanent ROSTER??????? That's all I'm asking for.......sheesh.....

It's not OK to say the kid is doing great cuz that might go to his head, right Pete, yet it IS OK to heap tons of praise on the 42 year old. Both deserve kudos as both are contributing big time!

....and.....If Merrill is anything close to as good as Gelinas......get him up here too..
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6 Days Ago

What's with Deboer that he loves to hail praises at the veterans over and over again yet is very cautious with the praises for the younger players....that need it the most!
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Last Week

and conversely, Pete, don't bench the kid the first time he makes a mistake. We've seen how well that plans has worked with Larsson.

2 

LikeReplyShare

HardcoreDevil

6 Days Ago

Thats exactly spot on dev.Thats what worries me also is him having a bad game and being benched or sent down for that matter.What an energy boost this kid has brought.Put a couple of other younglings in there please
Eric Gelinas: The kid that may have turned Devils' season around
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 28, 2013 at 5:13 PM, updated October 28, 2013 at 6:15 PM
There have been more picturesque drives up to Albany, N.Y., than the one Devils rookie Eric Gelinas took this past weekend. Much of the foliage had already lost its vibrant colors, but for the 22-year-old defenseman it was close to perfect.

 Gelinas might have been on his way back to the minor leagues, where he started this season, had he not distinguished himself during his two-game call-up from the AHL and had an MRI not revealed Bryce Salvador's fractured foot after the Devils captain was struck by a shot in Columbus last week.

 No, Gelinas wasn’t being demoted. His demotion to Albany was simply a paper transaction and he was driving back only to pick up some clean clothes. 

“I actually went back to pick up some more stuff. I didn’t really have time to pack much stuff last week. I packed a suit and a pair of jeans and that was it,” Gelinas said Monday.

 Gelinas arrived in New Jersey Oct. 23 with a small wardrobe, but the impact he has made on the Devils in such a short time has been massive. 

“He’s been a nice addition at the right time,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “He’s given us some energy because he brings something to the table that our group doesn’t have a lot of. That’s puck-moving, skating and a big point shot at the back end. We have a little bit of that, but that’s not the bread and butter of our group.

“When you’re having tough times you’re looking to inject some type of energy, whether that’s a tough guy on the fourth line or something somewhere else to try and change things up. He’s been our answer for that. I don’t think there is any doubt our forwards appreciate some of the things he does with the puck and where he gets it to them. For sure that’s energizing for people. We’re not going to hand out any best defenseman awards yet, but he’s definitely helped us.”

A Devils victory over the Tampa Bay Lightning Tuesday night at Prudential Center would give them their longest winning streak of the season — two in a row.

That indicates what kind of a season it’s been so far.

It's hardly a turnaround at this point, but the addition of Gelinas has coincided with the rise in optimism. And it has also provided an added bonus by putting Adam Larsson on track as Gelinas’ defense partner.

“It’s pretty rare. Your natural coaching instincts are to put young people with veteran guys to try and settle them down,” DeBoer admitted. “At the end of the day, these aren’t young, young guys, either. They both have some pro experience. 'Lars' is a third-year pro and I think 'Geli' is second- or third-year pro. That makes it a little easier.”

Gelinas, who had one NHL game under his belt before this season, has displayed an unusual calm along with his dangerous shot and smooth skating. He scored his first NHL goal in his season debut against the Canucks, and assisted on the goal that started the comeback in Boston.

Larsson, who’ll turn 21 on Nov. 12, seems to have found his missing confidence. His turnovers are down and his breakouts more authoritative. 

“It’s been good. He’s been playing really well and it’s helped both of us,” Larsson said of Gelinas. “I think I’ve stepped it up, too. It’s been fun playing with him.

“It feels like I have to take more responsibility for myself to really help him out. It looks like he’s really comfortable out there and doesn’t need help. I played with him a little bit in Albany last year so I kind of know what type of player he is. We’ve had a good start so far.”

Gelinas is probably the more adventurous of the two.

“Maybe I like to shoot the puck more than he does. But he’s a little offensive-minded, too, so we pretty much read plays similar. That’s an advantage to us,” Gelinas noted.

 With Salvador out for a week or so, the chance is there for Gelinas to cement his position on the roster.

“Obviously it’s an opportunity for me to show what I can do up here. I certainly want to take advantage of that,” Gelinas said. “The rest is out of my control. Whatever decision they make, I guess, is going to be best for the team. Whatever it is, I’ll deal with it.”

DeBoer said Larsson has definitely stepped up his game.

“I think so. Having a guy that skates and moves the puck like Geli does I think helps Lars. I think they complement each other right now,” the coach said.

 No veteran guidance needed.

“I think (Larsson) is a great player,” Gelinas said. “He got drafted that high (fourth overall in 2011) for a reason. He’s really simple to play with. He makes your life easy because he talks and lot and always gets himself in a great position to help you out. He’s been helping me out a lot the way he plays. It’s been a good match so far.” 

DeBoer said: “(Larsson) is definitely talking more, communicating more. You can see him trying to take some ownership in the situation because he’s the more experienced of the two. So that’s nice to see.” 

Larsson said neither player is taking this for granted.

“Me and 'Geli' just have to focus on the next game and continue what we’re doing right now. We can’t really think too far ahead. That’s what kills players sometimes,” Larsson said. “We’re young and still learning. Especially for me, I have to find a consistency in my game. That’s the key part. I have to be focused every game to stay in the lineup. It’s probably the same with Geli right now. I feel like we’ve done a pretty good job so far.”
Nice to see a guy from Albany getting a chance and making the most of it - sometimes the best players, or at least the ones that can immediately help, are right in your own backyard
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6 Days Ago

Very interesting perspective about Larsson that I hadn't thought about. DeBoer seems to think he's playing much better with Gelinas as his partner because he sees himself as the veteran of the two who needs to take on a leadership role. And the kid isn't even 21 years old yet!
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Last Week

The past couple seasons we have been rough on Larsson but I knew when he was drafted he'll need someone playing wise to bring the inner player out of him really well. Gelinas being that guy has really complemented him very well. With two-Defenders that can defend, shoot, and score I can see Lou keeping them with a few others moving.

Lou will probably say "Larrson and Gelinas bring the best out of each other. Reminds me of Chara, and Rafalski in their prime if (Chara) was drafted as a Devil." Both Gelinas and Larsson are the QB's that make it a whole lot complicated for opposing defenses to find who's gonna pass, shoot, and score. This is what we needed all along.
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Good post. Those two may be a perfect pair ... Gelinas with the large size and heavy shot, and Larsson with a great two-way game that can help cover for Gelinas when he gets in trouble.
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Last Week

Now that Gelinas appears to be solidifying his spot on this team, how about bringing up Merrill while Salvador is out too. Merrill seems to be playing very well in Albany, I don't see it as a terribly risky move as it would just meaning swapping Fayne for Merrill; while Fayne is a serviceable defenseman, he is certainly not irreplaceable.
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I too would like to see Merrill up with the team but i dont think its gonna happen this year unless one of our traffic cones namely volchenkov gets hit by a mack truck or a chara for that matter.I think Deboer and Lou will be content on larson and Gelinas playing well for now and giving the team that extra boost they need.
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Last Week

A lot of people have been killing Lou on this board and some of it has been earned by him no question.

But if you look at the (5-2) Albany team there is a lot of young talent aquired via the draft and trades: Boucher (20), Gelinas (22), Whitney (25), Timmins (24), Merrill (21), Scarlett (20), Kinkaid (24) and Matteau (19). Not to mention Larsson (21)

If only 1/2 of these guys turn out to be NHL level players it will be a great job of drafting by Lou.
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How great is it to see a player who's best years are actually ahead of him? There's nothing wrong with having a strong veteran presence but you have to complement that with some hungry rookies and younger players out to make their mark. It's interesting to see how Larrson stepped up his game after Gelinas appeared. A little friendly competition never hurt anybody and Larrson surely doesn't want to be outplayed by a 2nd rounder the same age as him.
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With Gelinas and Larsson's strong play, I feel this team does have an IDENTITY going forward.

An IDENTITY of a team built from the Goalie out through the Defense. Anticipating the Devils get strong Goalie play from Schneider for many years and a young talented core of blueliners - Larsson - Gelinas - Merril - Severson.

This may be a disappointing season but I wouldn't be so bad if we could start seeing the core of a future DEFENSIVE BEAST to play against
Devils goalie Martin Brodeur couldn’t remember being called to the bench in a situation that set up a six-against-three power play advantage. And coach Pete DeBoer didn’t recall using that tactic before.

 But that is exactly what the Devils did to score the tying goal in their 4-3 comeback victory over the Bruins in Boston Saturday night.

“We didn’t want to get to a shootout. I was thinking of pulling the goalie again to make sure it didn’t get to a shootout. It crossed my mind, trust me,” DeBoer said with a laugh.

 The Devils have lost all three of their shootouts this season, so winning it in regulation time was a priority.

The Devils trailed, 3-2. when Bruins defenseman Torey Krug received a double minor for high-sticking Damien Brunner with 3:15 left in the third period.

When Patrice Bergeron was issued a delay of game penalty at 18:11 for shooting the puck over the glass, that made it a 5-on-3 power play. But DeBoer wanted to increase the odds and Brodeur left the ice with 1:24 to go for a six-against-three advantage.

“I don’t remember having done that in the past,” DeBoer said. “We did talk about it on the bench and we had differing opinions. (Goalie coach) Chris Terreri wanted (Brodeur) out with over two minutes left. Some other guys wanted to wait a little longer.

“I don’t think there is a right answer there. If you score, it’s the right answer. If you get scored against it’s a poor decision. I think I felt that (Tuukka) Rask was not going to let in something that he saw. We needed to get our best net front guy in front of the net. That’s what went into the decision and that’s why we got (Steve) Bernier out there.”

Does he think the sixth skater made a difference?

“I think so,” DeBoer said. “On a regular 5-on-3 you’re not planting somebody where Bernier stood. Bernier went out there with the sole purpose of standing on the edge of the crease and screening Rask. That helped for sure.”

Defenseman Marek Zidlicky tied the game with 1:08 left when he blasted a shot from above the right circle. Brodeur then returned to his net and the Devils won it with 44.1 seconds remaining.

Jaromir Jagr fed Damien Brunner for a shot from the right circle. Brunner flubbed it, but the puck went to Andy Greene, who scored from the bottom of the left circle.

No need for OT or a shootout.

* * *

DeBoer said he is optimistic goalie Cory Schneider will be ready to play by the weekend. He is currently on IR with a lower body injury.

“I would expect him back by the weekend.” 

With Schneider still ailling, Terreri put on his goalie gear and joined Brodeur in practice today. How did DeBoer think Terreri did?

“In his words he was fantastic. ‘I thought I was fantastic.’ That’s what he said,” DeBoer said with a laugh.

Terreri did not shy away from a big Eric Gelinas shot.

“He did look good,” DeBoer noted. “Amazing to do that at his age. I mentioned that to Andy Greene and Greenie said, ‘He’s really not that much older than the guy at the other end.’ ”

Brodeur is 41. Terreri is 48 and turns 49 on Nov. 15.

* * * 

DeBoer on the Devils’ attitude after the win in Boston: “I think we’re cautiously optimistic. The message is we’re doing more and more right every week. I really believe that. I think it’s starting to show and result in some wins and points.

“Even some of the games we lose, we didn’t deserve to win in Columbus but we probably deserved points in Ottawa. In the last half-dozen games we’re starting to play much better. No one is throwing any parades in there.”
An MRI taken on Devils captain Bryce Salvador's foot showed a non-displaced fracture and the defenseman was placed on the seven-day injured reserve list retroactive to Oct. 22, general manager Lou Lamorello said Monday.

"When he came back from his personal situation (a death in his family) his foot was still sore and we took an MRI and it showed a non-displaced stress fracture," Lamoriello said. "It's just going to be time. It could be a week. It could be 10 days. It's just time. He'll be out a period of time. So we've recalled (Eric) Gelinas."

Assigning Gelinas to Albany (AHL) on Sunday was just a paper transaction, but the young blue liner did make the drive back to Albany, N.Y.

“I actually went back to pick up some more stuff," Gelinas said. "I didn’t really have time to pack much stuff last week. I packed a suit and a pair of jeans and that was it.” 

Salvador blocked a Jack Johnson shot with the side of his foot during the second period of the Oct. 22 game in Columbus.

“It was on the last PK of the second period. It was kind of one of those shots where I felt it but it didn’t sting. It was kind of like a thud,’” Salvador explained. "It just felt different. By the end of the second period the pain was at the point where I couldn’t tolerate it anymore. I tried a few shifts on it and I just knew something wasn’t right.”

Initial X-rays did not show the fracture. 

"I got back (from Lethbridge, Alberta) Saturday and the plan was to play Saturday night. But by Friday I was still having sharp pain in my foot. That’s when we kind of realized that, if I’m still having sharp pain after four or five days, it’s probably best to get an MRI on it and make sure before we rush back, try to fly all day, play and put myself in a bad position."

Asked how long he expects to be out, Salvador said: “Really, it’s day to day. It comes down to once the bone starts healing. It’s not displaced or anything, so it doesn’t require surgery or to be put in a cast. I’m pretty fortunate from that standpoint, so I think it’s going to be relatively quick.”

Coach Pete DeBoer said: "I don’t see Sal as a two-week injury. I would say it’s more of a five to seven-day type of thing.”

Salvador described the trip to Lethbridge.

“It was about a five-hour flight, security, customs and then a two and a half hour car ride," he said. "There are no direct flights there.” 

Goalie Cory Schneider remains too sore to play with a lower body injury and was also put on IR retroactive to Oct. 24, the home game against Vancouver.

"Cory is still a little sore, so we're not going to take any chances," the GM said. "We will be recalling (Keith) Kinkaid tomorrow. He's practicing up in Albany today."

Schneider is eligible to come off the IR this weekend.

“I would expect him back by the weekend,” DeBoer said.
Devils: Cory Schneider, Bryce Salvador both put on injured reserveBy  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 28, 2013 at 10:49 AM, updated October 28, 2013 at 11:27 AMDevils goalie Cory Schneider and captain Bryce Salvador were both put on injured reserve today.

Schneider is sidelined with a lower body injury aggravated in the home loss to the Canucks and was put on iR retroactive to that game. He is eligible to come off IR on the weekend.

An MRI on Salvador, hit by a third period shot in Columbus, revealed a non-displaced fracture in his foot.

Rookie Keith Kinkaid had been returned to Albany (AHL), but will be recalled for Tuesday night's game against the Lightning. Goalie coach Chris Terreri wore his gear and stepped in as the second goalie in practice today.

Salvador returned from a personal matter (death in his family) but isn't ready to play.

"An MRI showed a non-displaced fracture. It's going to be time. It could be a week, or 10 days," general manager Lou Lamoriello said.

"Cory is still a little sore. We will be recalling Kinkaid tomorrow. We pit Schneider on IR retroactive to his last game."

Defenseman Eric Gelinas remains with the Devils.

Lines:

Patrik Elias-Andrei Loktionov-Jaromir Jagr

 Rostislav Olesz-Adam Henrique-Michel Ryder

 Dainius Zubrus-Travis Zajac-Damien Brunner

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Mattias Tedenby-Jacob Josefson

Defense:

Andy Greene-Mark Fayne

 Eric Gelinas-Adam Larsson

 Anton Volchenkov-Marek Zidlicky

 Peter Harrold

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur

 Goalie coach Chris Terreri
Devils must win again to make comeback in Boston meaningful
It was the kind of comeback victory that saves coaches’ jobs.

 More importantly, it was the kind of victory that has the potential to save a season if it indeed becomes a turning point.

“We can let it be (a season-changer). It’s on us to keep it going,” defenseman Andy Greene said about Saturday night’s 4-3 victory over the Boston Bruins in which the Devils scored twice in the final 68 seconds.

“We can’t just come out and lay an egg the next night. We’ve got to come out and build off it, or it doesn’t do us any good. We have to stick with the way we played the last 40 minutes.”

They will host the Tampa Bay Lightning Tuesday night at Prudential Center and there is belief that the Devils may have stopped the bleeding and turned the corner on what has been a disappointing start to the season.

“I think so. It’s all about how you respond to it,” goalie Martin Brodeur said. “We don’t need to get overwhelmed by what happened. Those were some of the comments made in the room after the game. We know that we dodged a bullet. Not dodged a bullet, but it was a big win. We just have to make it count.

“After the Rangers game (a 4-0 shutout win on Oct. 19) we didn’t make it count, for whatever reason. Maybe when we went to Columbus we thought we were better. We have to guard against that again.”

What the comeback in Boston showed was:

1. The Devils will almost certainly stay in the playoff hunt this season, because they are capable of beating some of the conference’s best clubs when they rise to the occasion. It does not appear that many teams will build up much of a cushion in the race.

2. They will not quit on coach Pete DeBoer. It is debatable how much talent this Devils team has, but they remain firmly behind DeBoer. 

 So where do they go from here?

“Now we have to make sure it’s not the only one,” Jaromir Jagr said. “We have to make sure we play good at home. We’ve played so many games on the road, we have to make sure we play good at home so we somehow get out of this hole. We’re three or four games under .500, so let’s get it back.”

* * *

Marek Zidlicky has nine points (one goal, eight assists) to share the team’s scoring lead with Jagr (2-7-9). The only time a defenseman led the Devils in scoring was Scott Stevens in 1993-94 with 78 points… Rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas has a goal and an assist in his two games this season.

 Devils have power plays goals in five straight games (8-for-25). “It’s good for us to get it going,” Damien Brunner said. “It gives us confidence.”

GM Lou Lamoriello is hoping goalie Cory Schneider (lower body) will be able to dress as backup Tuesday night. Schneider and Brodeur each have one of the team’s two wins.

“It’s one of those seasons where it’s kind of hard to pinpoint what is going on. It’s kind of moving all over the place,” Brodeur noted. “We have to try and take it day by day. For us it’s just getting some wins regardless of the situation we’re in with personnel. That’s out of our control. When we get on the ice we have to try to play good and try to get wins for the team."
Devils: Some choice words in first intermission sparked turnaround
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 26, 2013 at 11:22 PM, updated October 26, 2013 at 11:30 PM
BOSTON – There were more pleasant places to be than in the Devils’ dressing room after a first period in which they were at risk of being blown out by the Bruins.

What was the mood?

“It wasn’t positive, I’ll tell you that,” defenseman Andy Greene said.

What was said?

“I can’t tell you,” Patrik Elias added. “That we wasted 20 minutes of hockey.”

Jaromir Jagr said the Devils “were a little bit scared” facing the powerful Bruins, but a spirited dressing room give-and-take between the coaches and players changed everything.

Did coach Pete DeBoer ever come close to losing faith that a comeback was possible?

“No comment,” DeBoer said with a laugh. When asked how big the win was, DeBoer stretched his arms as wide as he could.

DeBoer, who has called Jagr the Devils’ best forward all season, said: “For a guy who’s 41 years old, I thought he was a beast again tonight.”

Jagr was modest about his play.

“I have to start scoring,” he said. “I don’t score as many goals as I would like to or have as many chances. It might have something to do with my sticks. I had to change my sticks this year. The company I (got) my sticks from went into bankruptcy. It’s not easy when you’re 41 to change all of a sudden. The game is so quick, a little difference and you lose the puck.”

Jagr used Combat sticks.
Devils' Marek Zidlicky on pace to break club's season record for assists
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 26, 2013 at 5:17 PM, updated October 26, 2013 at 5:22 PMBOSTON – Marek Zidlicky insists he isn’t concerned with offensive numbers. The fact that he is on an early pace to break the Devils’ record of 60 assists in a season set by Scott Stevens in 1993-94 isn’t a priority.

 Right now, Zidlicky claims, a few victories would make him feel much better than the eight assists he had in the first 10 games of the season.

“For me it’s not about the points, it’s winning games,” Zidlicky said. “I try to do my best every game.”

The Devils re-signed the 36-year-old Czech this past summer because he offers something no one else on the team give them—offense from the blue line. But along with that attribute comes some risk.

“When Zid keeps it simple, he’s very good. With him it’s walking that line between offense and defense,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “Sometimes he tries to do too much and makes mistakes. And when eh does, he know. I don’t have to say anything to him. He comes back to the bench and he knows what he did.”

That brings a smile to Zidlicky’s face. 

“I know. Sometimes I think too much. They want me to score some goals. And when we’re losing in the last five minutes of a game, we need to score some goals,” he said. “But I know pretty quick if I do something wrong. I know right away if I do something right or wrong. And Pete knows I know.”

The Devils, who face the Boston Bruins Saturday night at TD Garden, need Zidlicky’s offensive skills. But there are times when they wonder if they can afford his defensive risk-taking.

“I’ve said it before. He’s a special guy and his numbers would be a lot better if we played a different style,” Jaromir Jagr said. “We play a low-risk style. His numbers would be higher if he played on a team where he could take a little more risk, but it’s not our style. We’ve tried in some games and it didn’t work for us, so we have to go back to a different style of hockey.”

Jagr and Zidlicky were teammates last season during the NHL lockout on HC Kladno in the Czech League. They were a dynamic pair on Jagr’s hometown club.

“On big ice surfaces, European ice, his skill shows even more. You have a lot more time to make a play,” Jagr said. “Offensively he’s right up there with the best players skill-wise. His only disadvantage is he’s kind of a small guy.

“With the new rules it’s tougher for small guys to play against Joe Thornton and big guys like that. He can do it, but that’s probably the only reason people don’t pit him in the category with the very best.”

Zidlicky, like most of his teammates, has played well for long periods before committing the occasional mistake at a costly time.

 It has not hurt his spirit and his desire to get the Devils back on track.

“Each guy has to bring something to the team when we’re struggling. But it’s tough sometimes,” Zidlicky said.

 Like Zidlicky himself, the Devils have wrestled with the good and bad all season.
BOSTON – Devils goalie Cory Schneider may have already been dealing with a minor lower body injury when he aggravated the problem during Thursday night’s loss to the Vancouver Canucks.

 The issue now is how long Schneider will be sidelined.

“I don’t know the answer to that. I think it’s short term, but I don’t know,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “I don’t have the exact story on it. He might have been dealing with a little bit of something prior to that but definitely Thursday’s game was the game where the next morning he really felt it.”

DeBoer said he had already decided to start Martin Brodeur against the Boston Bruins Saturday night at TD Garden before Schneider’s injury forced the team’s hand.

“I did. We had told Marty right after that game to start preparing for tonight’s game,” DeBoer revealed.

Minor league call-up Keith Kinkaid joined the Devils in Boston, driving the 2 1/2 hours from Albany Friday night after the home game against Hartford.

Kinkaid was scheduled to start for Albany tonight against Portland.

"I think that was the plan, to play for Albany. Things change, though," Kinkaid said. "Anytime you get to be up here you have to make the most of your opportunity. It's just great to be back up here. Anytime you come back up you get a little smile on your face, so it makes the drive easy. Back to work up here just to prove to them that I'm ready."

Every day the Devils seem to have a new No. 1 goalie, so Kinkaid might want to get in on that.

"I don't know what is wrong with Schneids, but I want to make the most of my opportunity," Kinkaid said. "If that means sitting on the bench and working my tail off in practice, that shows out there, too."

Albany is off to a great start.

"We're playing really great defense," Kinkaid said. "We're scoring goals. Our speciality teams are helping out, too. We're right there at the top.

"It's so much fun when you're winning. We've had rough starts the last few years. The mood in the locker room is totally different. It looks like we know how to win."

* * *

DeBoer said the Devils will make no lineup changes for tonight's game.

"These are gut check type games. For me, these are statement type games where you have an opportunity to come in here and put our work boots on and try and beat one of the best teams in the NHL," DeBoer said. "If we can do that, I think it could push us on to bigger and better things."

* * *

Boston is yet another "homecoming" for Jaromir Jagr. He was a member of the Bruins that went to last season's Stanley Cup Finals.

"It was a good experience, no question about it," Jagr said. "I met a lot of good people and we went to the Finals. We had a pretty good run. Maybe with a little more luck we'd be holding the Cup."

Bruins coach Claude Julien on Jagr: "I know a lot of people are going to say he didn't score... and he didn't. But he certainly added a lot to our team. I thought he played well... He led by example in a lot of ways, so good memories and we were happy to have him."

Devils defenseman Eric Gelinas quickly earns praise after season debut
By  Mike Vorkunov/The Star-Ledger   
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 The praise began to pour in quickly. Jaromir Jagr, the venerable age-old star, called him the player of the game. Pete DeBoer, the coach, noted that he brought a dimension that the team has not had. Martin Brodeur vouched for the effectiveness of his slap shot.

In one game, Eric Gelinas, the Devils' 22-year-old defenseman made an impression.

"He adds a dimension to our defense that we don't have a lot of," DeBoer said. "And that's a guy that can skate the puck out of trouble. He can move pucks out of trouble. He sees the ice. You look at our roster, that's not the strength of our group out there. When a guy like that comes in, it obviously helps our transition game. It helps us get pucks to the net in the offensive zone. It helps a lot of areas."

Against the Canucks, Gelinas scored a goal on the power play and played 16:27 in total. After being called from the AHL, he played together with Adam Larsson, the two seemed to play well together.

"It's a good step," DeBoer said of the two. "It's a step though. We need that type of game consistently. I thought they both have tools. The key is to be, for both those young defense and the young defensemen we have in the system, is to be able to use those tools enough some other things around the ice. That's be defensively responsible, play with some physical edge and then usually those things come out."

Gelinas said that in the past he lacked consistency and was not as mature a player. His only other NHL game last season. This one was more memorable.

He came back to 47 text messages and a heap of positive appraisal. 

"When he skates like the way he skated yesterday, he'll be an effective player," Brodeur said.

* * * 

Defenseman Bryce Salvador, who is off the roster due to a bereavement leave, will not return Saturday.
I'm looking forward to the next 10 games to see what develops, but there are some brightspots so far.

Gelinas looks terrific. I'm sure as a youngster, he's going to get torched a time or two, and so will Larsson, but they've got to learn at some point. Sal has looked better of late, and he's tough, but he is just too damn slow for today's game. Volchenkov looks like a pylon out there too, and, while he may lay a hit now and again, he's seems to be the one getting blown up more often than not.

Jagr has been great. Is he old? Yeah...but this guy has got more hockey sense and savvy than just about anyone out there. He's a beast on possession, and still has an amazing set of hands. Now if the rest of the guys could just start being where he knows they should be.

Not so brightspot...Zajac, Henrique (although maybe he's warming up) and, God-forgive-me, Marty. Seems like Marty needs to let in two weak goals in the first ten minutes and then he wakes up. That makes life tough on a team that barely gets 2 a game. GO DEVILS
Bright spot for Devils: Play of young defensemen Eric Gelinas and Adam Larsson
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A 1-5-4 start to the season is not a reason for the Devils to be optimistic.

However, the way young defensemen Eric Gelinas and Adam Larsson played in Thursday night's shootout loss to the Canucks was very encouraging. The two were paired together and did not disappoint.

"I feel it was our best game. Geli made a huge difference. He was unbelievable. He was the best player on the ice," Jaromir Jagr said.

That, along with the fact that he scored his first NHL goal in only his second NHL game, brought a smile to Gelinas' face.

"That's nice to hear from a guy like that," Gelinas said.

Gelinas, 22, played one game last season. He was called up from Albany (AHL) this week when captain Bryce Salvador (death in his family) was taken off the roster for bereavement leave.

"I think I was less nervous than last year," Gelinas said. "Playing those preseason games (three this year) helped a lot."

Although he has a big slap shot, Gelinas scored his goal during a power play in the first period with a wrist shot that deflected off Vancouver defenseman Christopher Tanev.

"I didn't have time to wind up. He's (Roberto Luongo) a big goalie. He stops the puck when he sees it," Gelinas said. "On my goal I guess he didn't see it coming."

Coach Pete DeBoer said of Gelinas: "I thought he was excellent."

So was Larsson, who turns 21 on Nov. 12. He was paired with Gelinas.

"He's a really good player," Gelinas said. "He's been playing for three years here. He's a young veteran."

What did DeBoer think of the pairing?

"They did a good job," he said.

Reason for optimism even in a loss.

* * *

Jagr said his shot in overtime hit Luongo's pads.

"It hit the pads. I had a chance to shoot right away. I was too close to him and I couldn't lift it up," Jagr said.

Nevertheless, the Patrik Elias-Andrei Loktionov-Jagr line played very well.

"He's (Jagr) consistently been our best forward night in and night out, which is to me amazing considering he's 41 years old," DeBoer said. "He's been very, very good."

Jagr said the game marked "the first time in 10 games we didn't just give them the puck and then (try to) go get it.

"We have to be hungrier around the net, starting with me."

* * *

Goalie Cory Schneider suggested the players were issued a challenge before the game, but DeBoer said it was nothing unusual.

"You have to understand, we challenge these guys on a daily basis to be better," the coach said. "Whether it's a line or two or three guys, or a handful of guys. Those challenges are done daily.

"I've liked three of our last four games. We're starting to play the way I think we need to play... Much better than where we were at two weeks ago."

Adam Henrique said there was a different approach before the game.

"We saw (assistant coach and former NHL player) Mike Foligno video clips this morning from back in the day," Henrique revealed. "They were pretty good clips. Pretty funny."

Foligno was known for the "Foligno Leap" after scoring a goal.
Now the Devils' No. 1 goalie, Cory Schneider says he needs to play betterBy  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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Cory Schneider acknowledged the fact that he is now viewed as the Devils’ No. 1 goalie.

 He also suggested that he is not playing like a No. 1.

 Making his third straight start while Martin Brodeur sat on the bench, Schneider gave up two poor goals and then lost a shootout against former teammate Roberto Luongo as the Devils fell to the Vancouver Canucks, 3-2, Thursday night at Prudential Center.

 For Schneider, it was a disappointing personal performance as the Devils’ record fell to 1-5-4. 

“Very. For me personally, I expect more from myself,” Schneider said. “When my team plays like that, you have to respond and pull your weight. We were challenged a little bit before this game and everyone stepped up and I didn’t really rise to the challenge in the first two periods.”

The challenge may have come from coach Pete DeBoer, who said the Devils had several passengers in their loss against Columbus Tuesday night. DeBoer said the Devils picked up “a good point” because they played well, but they continue to shoot themselves in the foot in shootouts.

 In losing all three shootouts this season, the Devils have failed to score on all 11 attempts.

“We practice them. We spend enough time on them,” DeBoer said, stressing he is not a fan of the shootout. “I don’t have an explanation. Two years ago we couldn’t lose. Now we can’t win.”

Vancouver’s Mike Santorelli was the only player to score in the shootout. 

“I’m not familiar with him. He kind of came in with some speed and I thought he might take it to his backhand and he kind of pulled up and got it up real quick,” Schneider said.

 Travis Zajac missed, Adam Henrique hit the left post and Patrik Elias took a shot that hit Luongo in the back of his foot.

“He didn’t know where it was,” Elias said.

 The Devils got goals from Elias (back from food poisoning) and rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas (his first NHL goal in his second NHL game), but the Canucks got a goal from Ryan Kesler when Schneider left the puck for Andy Greene and it went to Henrik Sedin instead of reaching the Devils’ defenseman.

“I have to do a better job handling it. It sort of spun away from me,” Schneider explained. “It’s my job to take charge there and dictate what’s going to happen. I can’t expect him to know what I’m thinking. I should’ve just taken charge and moved it.”

The tying goal for Vancouver came when Henrik Sedin fired it off the left corner boards and brother Daniel played the carom for a shot from the left circle.

“I’ve seen them do it a lot. Henrik will bank it off the backboards and Daniel will come down the wing. But it’s a goal that shouldn’t go in.”

Before the game, Schneider acknowledged that he is the team’s No. 1 right now.

“For now you have to view it that way and that’s how I’m taking it, but a lot of stuff happens over the course of a year,” he said. “You can have off-nights, off-stretches, good stretches, ups and downs. I think we all know that Marty can still play… I don’t think anybody is counting him out yet.”

Not DeBoer.

"We're (10) games into the season. (Schneider) is playing. He's a very good goalie,” DeBoer said. “Last time I looked, Marty has not retired yet. I'm sure Marty is going to play some games here and play a role for us.”
Devils still finding ways to lose, drop 3-2 shootout decision to Canucks
Cory Schneider may appreciate the suggestions that he is in the process of taking over as the Devils’ No. 1 goalie, but right now he would simply like a victory.

Although the Devils gained a point in a 3-2 shootout loss to the Vancouver Canucks tonight at Prudential Center, they still have just one win all season.

Mike Santorelli scored the only goal in the shootout as the Canucks, Schneider’s former team, pulled out the come-from-behind victory.

The Devils are 1-0-2 at home but 1-5-4 overall.

Schneider was appreciative of Martin Brodeur’s acknowledgment that he is now the Devils’ No. 1 goalie. But Schneider wasn’t ready to write off the future Hall of Famer, even though he said he does think the transition is taking place.

"For now you have to view it that way, and that’s how I’m taking it. But a lot of stuff happens over the course of a year," Schneider said. "You can have off-nights, off-stretches, good stretches, ups and downs. I think we all know that Marty can still play. He’s a competitive guy and he’s going to work and compete to get back in the net. I don’t think anybody is counting him out yet." 

Coach Pete DeBoer wouldn’t confirm that Schneider will be in goal to stay.

"I’m not looking at it like that," DeBoer said. "We’re (10) games into the season. (Schneider) is playing. He’s a very good goalie. Last time I looked, Marty has not retired yet. I’m sure Marty is going to play some games here and play a role for us. We’re just going day by day. Both have handled it like a pro."

On Wednesday, Brodeur said of Schneider, "I think he’s in the net now to stay. I don’t see that’s going to change any time soon."

"It was nice of him to say," Schneider said, "but I think results are measured in wins, and right now I’ve only got one and the team’s only got one. So it’s not like I’m putting a stranglehold on this thing. I need to win some more games and get some more points for our team.

"It’s still early. I think we kind of alternated starts there at the beginning. A lot can happen now until the end of the year. We have a tough schedule with a lot of back-to-backs where they need both of us ready to go and playing well. Right now I just happen to be getting a few looks in a row here."

Schneider gave up a soft goal at 12:37 of the second period as the Canucks evened the score, 2-2. Henrik Sedin fired the puck into the left corner and Daniel Sedin skated in to play the carom off the boards for a slapper from the left circle that went under Schneider’s right pad.

Patrik Elias, returning from food poisoning that sidelined him for two games, made his presence felt immediately as he scored his third goal of the season at 5:05 of the opening period. Jaromir Jagr’s cross-ice pass found Andrei Loktionov, who quickly sent a cross-slot feed to Elias at the bottom of the right circle.

The lead lasted 62 seconds. Dan Hamhuis sent the puck in deep, where Schneider controlled it with a pad block. Schneider tried to leave the puck for Andy Greene, but it wasn’t close enough to the defenseman and Henrik Sedin took it for an easy pass to Ryan Kesler alone at the right side of the crease.

Jeremy Welsh was sent off for high-sticking Gionta at 8:21 and Gelinas, playing in his second NHL game, scored on the power play at 9:41.

Taking a pass on a play started by Marek Zidlicky, Gelinas wristed a shot from above the left circle that deflected off Canucks defenseman Christopher Tanev past Luongo’s glove side. It was his first NHL goal.

The Devils have scored power play goals in four straight games.
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Devils forward Patrik Elias believes he was stricken with food poisoning, which sidelined him for two games.

Still in a somewhat weakened state, Elias will be in the Devils' lineup when they face the Vancouver Canucks Thursday night at Prudential Center.

He described how he felt the last few days.

"Not good. It was food poisoning probably," Elias said. "I was throwing up for five hours straight Sunday and I had a fever after that for a couple of days. And body aches.

"I came by here Tuesday afternoon just to get out of the house pretty much and I had a light skate yesterday and I felt okay today. I lost a few pounds, but that's expected. It wasn't pretty for a couple days. You can't eat much and things just come out instead of coming in, so obviously you're going to lose some strength and weight."

He did not watch the two games he missed.

"Honestly I didn't watch," Elias said. "I was in bed pretty much for 18 hours a day and went to bed by eight o'clock. It was a big win, obviously, against the Rangers and a tough game again on the road. You want to put two wins together and get a string of wins going here."

* * *

Rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas will be in the lineup against the Canucks. So will Adam Larsson as Peter Harrold is a scratch.

Larsson and Gelinas will be paired together and Gelinas will see some time on the power play.

"I haven't watched him closely in Albany (AHL)," coach Pete DeBoer said of Gelinas. "His history in Albany is he's done the right things. He came out of junior as a good player. He went to the American League and has been a very good American League player. I saw the other night he had eight shots on net in an American League game as a defenseman.

"So you're obviously an elite player at that level, which should set the table for you to step into the NHL and hopefully take the next step."

Captain Bryce Salvador (death in the family) is designated as a non-roster player to make room for Gelinas, who is wearing No. 22.

But what happens when Salvador is back? Might Gelinas make the Devils keep him?

"That's what you want all kids to do," DeBoer said. "Every time you give a young player an opportunity, the message from me is make it so we can't take you out of the lineup. Kids either make it easy to take them out or they make that decision tough. The goal is to make that decision as tough on us as possible."

Gelinas will see some power play time. 

"He'll get some power play opportunity. Even 5-on-5," DeBoer said. "We have to be a team that finds a way to get more pucks to the net and more bodies to the net. He gives us some options back there. It's not just his slap shot. He's got a great snap shot, wrist shot, he's got good feet and can move along the line. He should be able to help us in that area."

Harrold suffered a right arm injury late in Tuesday night's game in Columbus, but it is not an injury that would keep him out of the lineup. Both DeBoer and Harrold said he is fine.

"Harry has played some good hockey for us. I think he was fantastic early," DeBoer said. "He's not a big guy. I think sometimes the grind levels his play off a little bit and we're just going to take a step back here and put some fresh legs in."

Mark Fayne, Larsson and Anton Volchenkov will get more penalty-killing time with Salvador out.

The Devils' defense pairings will be:

Andy Greene and Fayne

 Volchenkov and Marek Zidlicky

 Gelinas and Larsson

"There's no history there. I don't know if they played together in the American League last year at all. I'm not sure about that," DeBoer said. "If it was, it wasn't for an extended period. Those aren't in concrete. Whenever you're adding two new players to the lineup you're looking for good combinations. We'll start with them and see where it goes."

* * *

DeBoer questioned the effort of some players in Columbus.

"I didn't say the team. I thought we had three or four guys that were a little light," DeBoer explained. "And when I say light, I don't mean in effort. I mean light in the competitive areas of the rink. And we can't be that type of team."
Devils rookie defenseman Eric Gelinas has already played in an NHL game, but he is hoping Wednesday’s call-up from Albany (AHL) might be the start of many more.

 With captain Bryce Salvador on bereavement leave following a death in his family, Gelinas was brought in for a possible start against the Vancouver Canucks Thursday night. Of course the Devils also have Adam Larsson available.

“They haven’t said anything. I guess I’ll find out tomorrow,” Gelinas said.

 Coach Pete DeBoer said no decision has been made.

 In five games at Albany, the 6-4, 210-pound Gelinas had three points (one goal, two assists) with four penalty minutes. He was plus-2 and the goal came on the power play. 

“I was waiting to go to pregame in Albany and they told me to come up here, so I drove right up,” Gelinas said. “It was a nice wakeup call, I would say.”

Gelinas, the Devils’ second pick (54th overall) in the 2009 entry draft, had a strong training camp. He played in three preseason games and had three points (one goal, two assists), but was sent to the minors.

“Obviously I was disappointed. I think I played well in camp. I wanted to have a big camp compared to last year, which wasn’t really what I wanted,” Gelinas said. “But it’s hockey. It’s a numbers game. I’ll get my chance one day. It wasn’t the end of the world I got sent down. I played well in Albany. I’m happy about that.”

Fellow defense prospect Alex Urbom was placed on waivers prior to the start of the season and was claimed by the Washington Capitals. 

 Gelinas, who was given No. 22, feels he is ready to play in the NHL.

“Yeah, I think I played some good games down in Albany, too,” he said. “I continued on the streak I had here in training camp and I’m focused. My game is at the top right now. I’m just looking to keep that going.”
Devils now winless in seven road games as turnaround stallsBy  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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COLUMBUS, Ohio — If there is a true turnaround coming for this Devils team, it must happen on the road. Otherwise, with 15 of their first 23 games away from home, they are in serious jeopardy of digging a hole they will not be able to escape. 

Looking to build on an emotional home victory over the Rangers, the Devils remained winless in seven on the road as they fell to the Columbus Blue Jackets, 4-1, last night at Nationwide Arena.

Cory Schneider suffered the loss as Michael Ryder’s power-play goal in the second period was the only shot the Devils could get past Columbus goalie Sergei Bobrovsky.

"It’s not where we wanted to go. We could’ve jumped these guys in the standings," Schneider said. "Again, we had a good start to the game and got the first goal. We just weren’t able to finish it off. 

"You don’t want to use words like frustration, but at some point we have to address what needs to be fixed and go out and execute." 

With the loss, the Devils are 1-5-3, including an 0-5-2 road record.

The Devils were within a goal, 2-1, entering the third period but saw the momentum shift at 4:12 when Blue Jackets defenseman James Wisniewski took advantage of a turnover. 

Schneider played the puck behind his net and sent it to defenseman Peter Harrold, whose breakout pass deflected off the blade of teammate Andrei Loktionov’s stick and went right to Wisniewski just inside the blue line.

"I probably should have taken a little something off of it and made it easier for him," Harrold said. "It was a pretty quick pass. I just wanted to make sure I got it past (Boone Jenner), but in retrospect I probably could’ve taken a little off of it and made it easier for him. It was as much my fault as anyone else’s."

Coach Pete DeBoer would not blame Harrold. 

"I thought Peter Harrold made the right play. It was right on Loktionov’s tape," DeBoer said. "It kind of bounced off his stick right to their guy. I don’t know if I’d ask Harrold to play it any differently and I’d say nine times out of 10 Loktionov handles that puck. It’s a costly goal but it was the right idea, the right play."

Schneider got a piece of Wisniewki’s shot, which went inside the left post, but the goalie blamed himself. 

"We’re on the road, trying to make a comeback. We just killed off a power play. It’s a tough goal for me to give up there. It probably took a little wind out of our sails," Schneider said.

"I was looking one side of (Cam Atkinson) and he threw it to the opposite side. You have to slide through and sometimes you lose sight of it. You’re kind of guessing where it’s going to end up and I kind of misjudged it. It hit me (the inside of his blocker) and went in. I don’t know if it was going to go wide or not but it’s a save I need to come up with at that point of the game. Pucks get turned over. You have to be set and ready to make the save. Not a good one to give up." 

For the third straight game the Devils scored on the power play. Marian Gaborik was called for hooking Travis Zajac at 4:43 of the second period. 

The Devils’ Michael Ryder snapped a shot from near the right hash marks that found the top left-hand corner of the net, rattling off the post. It was Ryder’s fourth goal of the season.

A penalty proved costly for the Devils as the Blue Jackets tied it on the power play. Wisniewski took a shot that hit teammate R.J. Umberger in front of the net. With the puck just inside the crease, Brandon Dubinksy was able to dive, reach out and poke it into the net at 9:56 of the second.

Before the period was over, the Blue Jackets took the lead. Devils winger Mattias Tedenby was unable to clear the zone twice. His first try was a shot off the boards that stayed in the zone.

His second attempt from along the left wing boards was stopped by Cam Atkinson, who backhanded a shot from above the right circle past Schneider’s stick side at 15:30.

"I don’t think we did enough to win here tonight," DeBoer said.

The road is killing them.

"We need to find a way to close these out, to get the second goal instead of giving up the next one," Schneider said. "Right now we’re just not having a lot of success on the road. We have to find a way to change that."
Can we cut some of the "old and slow" whining? First, the guys doing anything positive are the old and slow guys (Jagr, Elias, Zubrus, Ryder) ! Second, the Devils have been old and slow for at least 10 years. Lou has always put a premium on character and veterans over speed, youth and talent. Third, when you look at the goals against it's younger players making dumb mistakes. The first goal Fayne is in the wrong spot. He should be between the opponent and our goal or tying up the guy's stick. On the second goal Tedenby prematurely chucked the puck twice up the boards when there was nobody near him and other people open for a breakout. The third goal was more of a bad break, but it went off of Loktionov's stick and again Fayne was higher than the BJ player instead of between him and the goal. On top of it we have two first rounders as healthy scratches because the coach doesn't think they can help the team.

We draft all these defensive defensmen instead of fast, puck handling types and they are not that reliable positionally and the young forwards can't generate anything. One time Tedenby was wide open in the slot and waited so long that he was practically was on top of Bobrovsky before he shot.
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i agree completely. Old and slow is bull***. They can all skate. Ryder can't skate but he has a lethal shot and scored 30 goals in this league more than once. Jagr could never skate fast, but he played his 1400th game last night and scored a "few goals" in his career.

slived is correct, Fayne was in the wrong spot on Dubinsky's goal. Harrold made a bad play on the second goal and Tedenby could not clear the puck on the third goals. That is the reason Teddy cannot make the line up. He makes defensive mistakes. You have to be sound defensively, if you can't score 30 goals to play in this league and I don't care that he is small. There are plenty of small players in the league.
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OK, that's it. Call security to go down to the Devil's bench and tell Johnny Mac the charade is over. Make him take off the Pete Deboer Halloween costume an tell us where he hid the real Pete.
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Bad defense!!!!!!!!!!!
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I set it before and I will say it again....get use to this! This team has no chance to compete. They are too old and don't have enough talent. PDB and Lou need to be fired...it's time for a TOTAL REBUILD.
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I agree.Keep shnieder henrique and Elias as ur veteran leader and the rest is all either to old or useless.Time to package Teddy in a deal for picks.He will never be a regular on this team or any other in my opinion.
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I don't understand why Lou hasn't pulled the trigger yet. On paper, this is a better team than last season. They have two of the best goalies in the league. They're scoring enough goals to win most nights. Maybe they're not a Cup contender, but 1-8 or whatever it is? I'd be getting Laviolette while the getting is good.
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Believe me you do not want Laviolette. He is not that good. He missed the playoffs with Islanders, then after winning the Cup with Carolina (fluke) lissed the playoffs 2 years in a row and got fired. Then except 2010 when the Flyers went to the Finals as an 8th seed (big time fluke) missed the playoffs again last year and lost to the Devils in 2012. He is not that good. He looses players too quickly. I live near Philthy and have seen him coach here. Trust me
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I would take Johnny Mac over DeBoer at this point. That 2012 Finals run was a fluke. The rest of his NHL coaching career has been one miserable failure after another.
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Holy cow how much we paying Zajac?Our first line should be Gionta-carter-Bernier because they have clearly been our best.Starting to agree with most saying this team is nothing but a team of 4th liners.Harold was horrible out there send him down please for gods sake bring up Merrill and Gelinas and let Larsson play.Our forwards send everyone down but our fourth line cause they all blow chunks.
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Gionta stinks. AHL player.
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Exactly and there our best line lol!!!!That line would be even better with someone else other than gionta.This whole team blows right now.The only player we can count on every night and always have is Elias.Never once did anyone here have anything negative to say about him.When the hell is that waste of money Clowe coming back.
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Turnaround?!

I wouldnt call 1 win at home vs a bad Rangers team who was missing their captain and best goal scorer a turnaround.

1. In the last 2 years the Devils have lost 3 players who produced over 90 goals and replaced them with role players and injury prone players.

2. They over paid for 2 average players on their own team just to keep them.

3. They have a captain who is not really "captain material" but was probably the only option at the time.

4. They have a defensive corps in which 1/2 are old and slow and the other 1/2 are young and sloppy.

5. The Power Play is so bad that it should just be flat out declined during a game at this point .

What I would do to turn around the team:

1. Put Zajac and Salvador on the trading block and see what you can get back via players and/or draft picks.

2. Bring up Whitney, Gelinas and Merrill from Albany and send down Olez and Tedenby.

3. Have the team vote to decide on who they think the new team captain should be.

4. Bring in a power play specialist like Dave Anderchuyk or Mike Bossy.

5. Bring back the GOAL SONG!
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fincognito

Last Week

Currenlty, the Devils are the 4th Worst Team in the league. Again, let me repeat, the Devils are the 4th Worst team in the league. Let me also say that the Rangers are pretty bad, but they have 2 games on hand are only 1pt behind the Devils. So, they could be the 3rd Worst team in the league. And what has Lou Lamorillo done? Oh, thats right, he has faith and believes in everyone from the coaches to the players.

BUT I DONT BELIEVE IN LOU LAMORILLO ANY MORE.

PLEASE FIRE LOU!!!

1 
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Last Week

I think it's time for a coaching change. I think the Devils losing has more to do with strategy than with talent. Pete Deboer is to passive. The Devils need to get angry, forecheck more, crash the net And start taking someone timers. The offense is predictable and more individual efforts are needed to score goals. It seems like this coach doesn't allow the players to try to Deke occasionally and do something other then drop the puck back to the defenseman for a shot (that gets blocked). I just don't think this coach inspires the players And doesn't allow them to use the little bit of skill they do have.
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deheinz1

Last Week

Call Buffalo and see what it would take to get Vanek. Maybe Henirique and someone else like Loktionov 

1 
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Last Week

If you think getting Vanek will make us a winning team your dreaming. We have major issues.

1- Old slow D men

2- A GM that has made a ton of bad moves.

3- PDB system

4- A non physical team

5- PDB ability to destroy young players careers

6- No young core players to build around

7- No shows Zajak and Henrique

8- Ridulous contracts for Zajak, Henrique, Zubrus and Clowe.

9- Five years for Clowe and he's concussion prone.

10- Never giving Larsson, JJ a full season to develop.

Why does Lou keep signing older veterans when the better teams in the league are young and fast.

1 
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Last Week

Lou signed older players that will have nothing to do with the future of the team except maybe make them better this year? Why? Because he wants the blow of not having their own pick next year less severe if they finish better with the veteran players. However, they are doing worse and Josefen isn't even playing. So far, Matteau in 5 games with Albany has 0 points.
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Last Week

So where are all of the Marty haters on here tonight? Was this loss his fault tonight? The problem with this team is very simple, it comes down to one thing and one thing only, TALENT and this team has zero TALENT. Thanks Lou for assembling a team with tons of depth. Thanks Lou for not replacing ZP. Thanks Lou for knowing that Kovy was going to retire and not trying to replace him. Thanks Lou for STATUS QUO. This season is over already. Its early yes but lets face it, its over. No lottery pick. No playoffs again.
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Last Week

And Thank You for being 100% correct. And hopefully, after this season, we can thank the new owners for firing this old farts rear end!
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Last Week

I blame Marty for the second goal. Wish they'd stop playing these two stiffs and call up Kincade and Wedgewood and see what the "kids" can do.

LikeReplyShare

northdevfan

Last Week

Correction Cory, the problem was not that "the team had a good start to the game and got the first goal. (but) just weren’t able to finish it off". The team had a safe, cautious start but once the Jackets decided "We can beat these guys" the Devs got picked apart. I know you have to say this to the press, but please don't swallow PDB's Prozac Cory. The management has got to put a better product in front of the net than what they have now. Starting with the Coach, system, and attitude towards the game of hockey
Devils' Cory Schneider is not taking anything for granted
By  Craig Wolff/The Star-Ledger   

Email the author 

on October 21, 2013 at 9:55 PM, updated October 22, 2013 at 12:08 AM
From Cory Schneider’s perspective, nothing unusual is in the works. That he will be the Devils’ starting goaltender Tuesday night in Columbus for a second straight game and three days after he shut out the Rangers is a matter-of-fact occurrence, carrying no implications.

"It’s a long, long season," he said Monday. "This is just a microcosm."

Perhaps never before over the last 20 or more years are the words of the Devils’ other goalie being parsed so deeply. 

But when the club acquired Schneider on draft day from Vancouver, it seemed clear they were seeking not just a backup but a successor to Martin Brodeur. 

With the Devils’ season off to a halting start, and with Brodeur scuffling in goal, Schneider came to the rescue on Saturday night against the Rangers, leading the team to its first victory in eight games, a 4-0 shutout.

Coach Peter DeBoer flicked away suggestions that tonight’s start signaled that Schneider was about to be anointed the No. 1 goalie. 

Rather, he said, he simply wanted to seize on any momentum the game against the Rangers may have supplied.

"I think if it was Marty, we would have made the same decision," he said. "We could toss around hypotheticals all day. This is the situation we’re in. That’s the decision we made. I think it’s the right one."

Each goalie has played four games this year. 

Before Monday’s NHL games, Brodeur’s save percentage of .865 placed him 40th among 42 goaltenders. Schneider was 13th with a .927 mark.

After practice Monday in Newark, Schneider quickly shed his hockey clothes as the team got ready to fly to Columbus. 

Brodeur had already left the practice locker room, and his space next to Schneider’s was empty. 

Schneider, over the last three years with the Canucks, largely played understudy to Vancouver’s mainstay, Robert Luongo. From his perspective, the chance to play a second consecutive game is no small thing. 

Not playing, he said, carries its own singular challenge — to create during practice a kind of imaginary game. The players rushing at him during drills become opponents, with the success of his team hinging on him stopping each shot. That’s what he tells himself.

"Practice is crucial," he said. "You can’t let yourself drift. In practice, game speed eludes you. It’s crucial to track the puck and to play as if you’re in a game."

The objective, he added was to reinforce the muscle memory that may lapse with sporadic starting assignments. While not in any way campaigning to become a full-time starter, he said that sitting out invites the mind to work too hard and analyze too much. Conversely, regular play provides a rhythm. Then, he said, all that’s left to the goalie is to let the reflexes take over.

"If you sit out a stretch, you may end up second-guessing rather than depending on your second nature," he said.

Notes: Patrick Elias, after not playing against the Rangers, did not travel with the team to Columbus. "Patty’s still not feeling well," DeBoer said. "Not sure what it is, but it’s more significant than just a flu."

Damien Brunner’s upper body soreness seemed to have improved, and the forward is likely to play against the Blue Jackets. Bryce Salvador and Stephen Gionta, who got banged up against the Rangers — Salvador when he hurt his hip crashing into the boards, and Gionta when he blocked a shot with his knee — were cleared to play.

In the meantime, left wing Ryane Clowe did not accompany the team to Columbus, even though he is eligible to come off the injured reserve list. He is still being monitored for any after-effects from taking an elbow to the head nine days ago in Winnipeg. With a history of concussions, the Devils are being cautious in their approach with him.
Devils' Cory Schneider wins over sellout crowd by shutting out Rangers
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 19, 2013 at 10:40 PM, updated October 19, 2013 at 10:44 PM
For two decades Devils fans have had a love affair with goalie Martin Brodeur as he re-wrote the NHL record book and helped win three Stanley Cups.

 But as Brodeur watched from a seat on the bench, you could sense the sellout crowd at Prudential Center embracing the future of the franchise, Cory Schneider, as they called his name and chanted: “Cory’s better” while Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist struggled at the other end of the rink. 

“I think so. We saw that already once this year in an exhibition game when he came in and played well,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “The crowd appreciated him. They’ve gotten used to great goaltending here over the last 20 years. I think they appreciate that.”

And why not? Schneider made 22 saves and posted his first shutout for his new team as the Devils recorded their first victory of the season, 4-0, Saturday night over an erratic Lundqvist and the rival Rangers.

 The victory ended the Devils’ longest winless streak at the start of a season (seven games) and moved them ahead of the Rangers in the Metropolitan Division with a 1-4-3 record. The Rangers are 2-5-0.

“It was a good matchup for us at the right time,” said center Adam Henrique, who scored the Devils’ second goal in an important opening period. “It’s kind of funny. Obviously we were struggling to get the first win and we got a matchup like this. This is a rivalry. Every game the intensity level rises. I think that might have helped us, but everybody showed up today.”

Well, not everyone. 

 Patrik Elias stayed home with the flu and Damien Brunner was sidelined with upper body soreness that could be a shoulder injury. But they avoided a potentially serious injury to captain Bryce Salvador, who crashed head-first into the corner boards with 26.4 seconds remaining in the first period.

Rangers winger Benoit Pouliot pushed Salvador down in the right circle and the Devils defenseman slid on his back hard into the right corner boards. Salvador, who hit his head on the boards and then the ice, tried to get up several times but was unable.

He had to be helped to the dressing room by teammates Anton Volchenkov and Stephen Gionta, but insisted the problem was his hip and not his head. Salvador, who missed the entire 2010-11 season with a cochlear concussion, returned midway through the second period.

“(Was I) dazed? No. It was all in my hip,” Salvador said. “We’ve got great trainers in here. It took some time but we were able to work out the pain and the stiffness. I felt like I had the strength and felt I could play.” 

Salvador said he was not checked for a concussion.

Andrei Loktionov scored his first goal of the season at 7:22 of the opening period to give the Devils the lead. Anton Volchenkov played the puck off the left wing boards and fired a shot on goal. Loktionov scored on the rebound form the bottom of the left circle.

It was a 2-0 Devils lead after Schneider made a stop on Benoit Pouliot's shot from the left circle at 12:14 and the Devils turned the play up ice.

Henrique took a pass from Jaromir Jagr and outraced the Rangers' defense before firing a slap shot from the middle of the left circle. His shot beat Lundqvist on his stick side at 12:37. Rostislav Olesz and Jagr had the assists.

A power play goal from Michael Ryder and a Dainius Zubrus tally set up by Salvador’s shot came in the second period.

But the biggest cheers were reserved for Schneider. It was his 10th career shutout, coming in his 102nd NHL game.

“It’s great. These fans have been tremendous since I’ve gotten here, even in the preseason. I’m glad we were able to win on home ice after we’ve been away for a while,” Schneider said. “Against a rival like the Rangers, I’m sure that will send them home happy.”
Devils: Damien Brunner and Patrik Elias both out for Rangers game

Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger

Posted 10/19/2013 5:35 PM

 Elias battling the flu, Brunner left morning skate early Read more »
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Devils' Martin Brodeur not bothered by rare non-start against Rangers

Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger

Posted 10/19/2013 12:44 PM

 He also backed up last March when Johan Hedberg started Read more »
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Devils: Patrik Elias doubtful with flu; Damien Brunner a game time decision

Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger

Posted 10/19/2013 12:18 PM

 Brunner may be nursing a shoulder injury
Devils' Adam Larsson won't let sitting out eat away at him like last season
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 19, 2013 at 12:00 PM, updated October 19, 2013 at 12:04 PM
Devils defenseman Adam Larsson is back in a familiar situation. He’s the odd man out on defense when the Devils face the Rangers Saturday night at Prudential Center.

 Larsson said he was not given a suitable reason for being a healthy scratch for the second time this season.

“Not really. I guess that’s how it is right now. We’re pretty desperate to take points and when we’re losing you have to change something,” Larsson said. “I’m not going to be too low right now. I think it’s too early in the season to start thinking. That was pretty much what was killing me last year. When I was sitting out I was thinking too much.

“It’s not that I want to sit out. It’s that I’m better prepared for it because of last year. So I’m just going to continue working hard. When I get a chance again I’ll try to take it, but it feels like I’ve done what they said before I was sitting out last time. So it’s very disappointing. I don’t feel like I’ve played bad these three games at all. But I guess they want more.”

Coach Pete DeBoer didn’t want to get into details about the change to put Mark Fayne back in the lineup and pair Fayne with Andy Greene.

“We’re going with the 20 best guys to win a hockey game. It’s as simple as that,” DeBoer said. “I’m not going to get into anything deeper on our personnel decisions. That’s the bottom line. At the end of the day if you’re sitting in our coaching room, the reason we’re putting these 20 guys on the ice tonight and the 20 on Tuesday in Columbus is because those 20 give us the best chance to win the game.”

Larsson is minus-5 in six games this season.

Among his tougher moments this season was being on the ice for a goal by Michael Grabner of the Islanders on Oct. 4 and a goal from Evander Kane of the Jets in Winnipeg Oct. 13.

“On those guys if you cannot keep up with their speed you have to stay on the safe side or pretty much take a penalty because they are so fast,” Larsson reflected. “He and Grabner are pretty much the fastest guys in this league. I don’t think people really realize how fast they are, so you have to have good timing on those guys.”

The Kane goal did not hurt his confidence

“No. Worse things have happened before. You make mistakes and that was one,” he said.

 Clearly disappointed, Larsson will try not to let it get him down like it did last season.

“Yes, because it just kept going and going. I was out for a pretty long time, so it kind of got to me last year,” he said. “You lose confidence, you lose game timing, you lose game speed. It doesn’t matter how hard you bag skate. You get rusty.”
Devils organization still believes in Pete DeBoer — even with no wins
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 19, 2013 at 7:27 AMDevils players and general manager Lou Lamoriello remain convinced that coach Pete DeBoer has one of the brightest hockey minds in the NHL and that he is still the man who can turn the team’s season around before it’s too late.

But as the 0-4-3 Devils look for their first victory of the season when they host the Rangers (2-4-0) tonight at Prudential Center, how patient will Lamoriello be? 

"I don’t know what patience is," the GM said.

And how worried are new owners Josh Harris and David Blitzer that their team could become irrelevant before Thanksgiving if the losing continues? Certainly the Devils are looking at a must-win game.

"I’m not big on must-wins," DeBoer said yesterday. "There’s no doubt we need a win. I think we need a win for our confidence. I’m really not looking at the standings right now. For me, it’s an evaluation of how we’re playing, where our team game is and what our identity is.

"I thought we took a real good step last night in Ottawa (a 5-2 loss Thursday) and we need to keep building on that. If we do, we’ll win games. That’s my view of it."

Does facing the Rangers ramp up the desire to get that first win?

"It doesn’t get any more urgent than where we’re sitting right now. I don’t think you can ramp up the urgency any more," DeBoer said. "Complacency isn’t an issue right now."

Lamoriello has never fired a coach earlier than 14 games into a season, which he did on Nov. 6, 1989, when he sacked Jim Schoenfeld, who is now the Rangers’ assistant GM.

"I don’t think any of us predicted or felt that we’d have three points in seven games," Lamoriello said. "But we have played (only) seven games. There are still 75 games left. There is nothing we can do about those seven games, other than look at the things we did well and go over the things that we didn’t.

"I feel comfortable saying this: This team deserves a little more faith for being on the road six out of seven games and not coming out with more points. But we haven’t (gotten more points). We’re not going to dwell on it. The coaching staff is doing everything they can. So are the players. They’re working at it. We have to be more consistent in certain areas."

DeBoer confirmed that the GM has been supportive.

"Lou’s been very positive with what we’re doing," DeBoer said. "No one is happy we’re losing."

Nevertheless, there is some measure of stress.

"It’s stressful, but I think when you take jobs in this league you go in with the mind-set that you’re going to wake up every morning and look for solutions," DeBoer noted. "That’s what we do. I can’t control a lot of other things around what we do, but I can control that. As a staff, we show up every day, and we’re looking for the next solution that will help us get this on the right track, and I can tell you it is very close." 

The fear of every coach is that the players lose faith, but DeBoer feels his players are behind him. 

"I think so," he said. "That’s always the elephant in the room. You know it’s there. At the same time, you don’t worry about that. It sounds ridiculous, but you don’t think about, ‘If we don’t win, what could happen?’ 

"You’re so involved in finding a solution, and you know you’re close, and that’s where 100 percent of your energy goes."

Notes: Lamoriello said Ryane Clowe, out with a head injury, would have to start skating soon in order to come off IR to play Tuesday in Columbus.

"He’s still not feeling the way he should be," Lamoriello said. "We’ve had every test done. He’s not the only player. (Sidney) Crosby has it. I’m not uncomfortable with where he’s at. He will be okay."

QUICK-CHANGE ARTIST?

Coach Pete DeBoer and the Devils have lost their first seven games. GM Lou Lamoriello once changed his coach as early as 14 games into the season. 

 Here’s a look at the coaches who started but didn’t finish a season under Lamoriello:

Coach;;Season;;Record;;Games

Jim Schoenfeld 1989-90 (fired Nov. 6, 1989) 6-6-2 14

Larry Robinson 2005-06 (replaced Dec. 19, 2005) 14-13-5 32*

John MacLean 2010-11 (fired Dec, 23, 2010) 9-22-2 33

Doug Carpenter 1987-88 (fired Jan. 26, 1988) 21-24-5 50

Larry Robinson 2001-02 (fired Jan. 28, 2002) 21-23-7 51

John Cunniff 1990-91 (fired March 4, 1991) 28-28-11 67

Robbie Ftorek 1999-2000 (fired March 23, 2000) 41-25-8 74

Claude Julien 2006-07 (fired April 2, 2007) 47-24-8 79

* Left due to health issues
Devils in new partnership with ECHL Elmira Jackals

Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger

Posted 10/18/2013 4:33 PM

 Share club with Ottawa Senators Read more
Devils: Was it worth the risk to sign Ryane Clowe with his injury history?
Considering his history of concussions, was the Devils’ decision to sign Ryane Clowe to a five-year, $24.25 million contract a risk not worth taking?

 General manager Lou Lamoriello doesn’t feel that way, even though Clowe remains on injured reserve with a head injury suffered Sunday in Winnipeg when he was elbowed during the third period by Jacob Trouba.

“He’s still not feeling the way he should be,” Lamoriello said. “We’ve had every test done. He’s not the only player. (Sidney) Crosby has it. I’m not uncomfortable with where he’s (Clowe) at. He will be okay.”

Clowe is eligible to come off IR for Tuesday night’s game in Columbus, but if he doesn’t begin skating soon he will not play. Lamoriello would not talk about what the best-case scenario might be.

“Whenever he is ready. I wish I could be more specific,” the GM said. “It’s not going to take much to get back. He’s only been off the ice for two days. When you’re in shape. He’s not recovering from an ankle injury or a leg.”

Yet questions can be asked about how much of a risk the Devils took with signing Clowe. Players are quicker to be tested for concussions are taking hits to the head.

“No question,” Lamoriello said. “Show me one day that you don’t pick up the paper and are reading about it. I was just reading about it this morning. Not here. In some other sport. It’s not on the player either. It’s a protocol. And I understand.”

Like all teams, the Devils will be more careful with rushing Clowe back.

“Absolutely,” Lamoriello said. “There is so much publicity and so much on doctors and precautionary measures. When are you not reading about it every day in all sports? It’s almost out of your hands. It’s almost out of the player’s hands. There are so many different tests and so many different days (required to be symptom-free).”

The Devils signed Clowe, 31, on July 5 after David Clarkson rejected their contract offer.

* * *

Most of the team got the day off today. Only six skaters and goalie Cory Schneider practiced.

The others were Jacob Josefson, Rostislav Olesz, Mattias Tedenby, Andrei Loktionov, Mark Fayne and Adam Larsson.
By  Charles Curtis/NJ.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 18, 2013 at 3:08 PM, updated October
A night after the Devils lost to the Senators, there's already talk of a must-win game on Saturday against the rival Rangers. New Jersey is the only NHL team without a victory this season. In the comments sections all over NJ.com, fans have started doling out blame for the Devils' poor start. 

Here's your opportunity to give a definitive answer: who deserves the most blame for what's happened this season?

You could say it's on Lou Lamoriello, who put together this squad. Or it's time for a coaching change to start things over despite the fact Lou Lamoriello told The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere, "I believe in these players and I believe in this coaching staff." But since Jaques Lemaire finished his Devils career (the first time, after 1998), there have been nearly a dozen coaching changes for the franchise.

Who do you blame for the Devils' awful start?

Lou Lamoriello

Pete DeBoer

Martin Brodeur

The defense

VoteView Results

Quantcast

Some die-hards even think it's time for Martin Brodeur to take a backseat to Cory Schneider after he gave up two goals on the first two shots he saw in the game against Ottawa -- that should tell you how desperate it is for fans right now. But there's also been some criticism of the team's defense.

Take the poll above, then head down to the comments section below to vent. If you were Lamoriello, what adjustments would you make? Is it time for a coaching change? 
It's the jinx caused by changing the goal song. Remember the year Marty changed to his MB30 helmet? Yikes.
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2 Weeks Ago

The Devils are going through the "Indianapolis Colts Effect". When Peyton Manning missed a season because of a neck injury, the Colts won like 3 or 4 games. They were a joke. With Ilya Kovalchuk leaving the NHL the way he did, it left a gap in the power play and offensive play. The Devils are without a a power scorer. Adam Henirque has yet to show us the best of his ability, the same way he did in 2011-12. I hope something will turn around soon. It's not the coaching, but the leadership on ice(make someone else the captain).
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2 Weeks Ago

The problem is, even if Andrew Luck is sitting there in the draft, thanks to Lou's mind-blowing lack of foresight, we'll have to surrender the pick! It's on Lou, he built a 1999 NHL team in 2013. We're going to out shoot team every night and lose.
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2 Weeks Ago

It's not Marty, because Cory hasn't won a game either. The Ottawa game was Marty's first bad game of the season. Cory's was against Pittsburgh. The defense is horrendous because it has no speed. The old forwards are actually putting up points, Zajac and Henrique are busts so far. DeBoer never knows when to call a timeout to avoid an implosion. The Devils may be slow defensively, but the real problem is the coaching staff. Barr brought nothing to the table from San Jose. Oates was better with specialty teams and faceoffs, we lost him. Stevens is more effective on the ice, not behind a bench. Robinson kept the defense working even with limited mobility, we lost him. We made it to the finals not just because of players, but because of the proper coaching staff that supported DeBoer. Without Oates and Robinson, DeBoer is lost. He's too calm and gives more respect than he should. The defense is slow and it does not hit anyone. A-Train was a bust. He needs to go. As for Marty, I would not throw any of this on him just because Cory hasn't won a game either. The Powerplay is garbage. The defense is garbage. The supporting coaching staff is not getting it done. If the Devils want to save their season, yes let Cory get more time but it's not the key. The key is a coaching change. Because all the signings are good signings, we have the right players (other than a couple d men, but we have great fast prospects who need to be used), we just need a saving grace coach. And I realize this coach...more
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2 Weeks Ago

Blame Ilya.
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2 Weeks Ago

The Zubrus and Clowe contracts are fireable offenses as far as I'm concerned. Even if you disagree with me that Zubrus is the single worst player in the history of the franchise (at least for what he's been paid), you can't argue that at his age and limited skillset there weren't going to be any other offers coming. He would have been lucky to find a job in Europe. Might have found himself begging for tryouts in the Coast with Bryzgalov. I know we're not up against the cap or anything, but it would be nice to have that money to spend elsewhere.
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2 Weeks Ago

Lou has made all the player decisions for how long now? This is his fault entirely, this team needs to be rebuilt and Lamoriello isn't the GM to do it. Just as a player needs to come to grips with the fact that their playing days are over, post lock out salary cap NHL hasn't been kind to Lou. The slow attrition of talent allowed to just walk away for zero return has sunk this team. His inability to grasp the need to lock up long term your cornerstone players BEFORE they reach UFA has crippled us. If the player doesn't want to sign, trade them. Period. Niedermayer, Rafalski, Gionta, Gomez, Martin, Parise, Clarkson. To name a few. We are saddled with overpaid FA. And we look to lose a blue chip pick in this years draft because we decided to keep out 29th pick, I mean you know we have to forfeit one how on earth don't you give up the 29/30? With all due respect he needs to go and it breaks my heart.
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2 Weeks Ago

if this team were 8-0-0 I would answer the same. the offence, defence, goalies, coach and GM are at fault. AND THEY ALL WOULD AGREE!!!!!!!!!
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2 Weeks Ago

Ridiculous the blame rest at the top Lou
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2 Weeks Ago

Lou should Brive a DUS like Ralph Kramden lol: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KF6ITeJ7EM0
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2 Weeks Ago

Don't really understand how anyone could blame the defense or Brodeur over Lou. Lou built and believes in this team of second/third pair AHL D, 40-year-old forwards and a crap coach. Honestly, being a fan doesn't have to mean being dumb, and the only way you couldn't see this coming from a million miles away was if you're a) dumb or b) blind.
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2 Weeks Ago

lou yeah hes great.. signed kovi illegally costing the team a draft pick and 3 million. he signs clowe who is concussion prone and yes Jagr whose better days were 5 years ago. YEAH LOU LOOKS GREAT LOL! If i want to win the cup i just do the opposite of the 2013 version of Lou for former genius.
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2 Weeks Ago

The defense really isn't the problem here. They are terribly mismatched, don't provide any spark offensively (with the exception of Zidlicky) and really don't work well as a six-man unit, but every one of these guys (with the exception of perhaps Volchenkov at this point in his career) is a legitimate NHL defenseman who could play on any team in the league.
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2 Weeks Ago

I think Zidlicky could play on any team in the league. Beyond that? Larsson? No. Fayne?He's not even good enough to play for the Devils. Harrold? Maybe gets called up a couple of times a year to play sparingly in 4-5 games or gets regular minutes on a really bad team. Salvadore? Maybe a regular 5 or 6 on a mediocre to bad team. Greene? 5 or 6 on a decent team. Extra D on a good team. Volchenkov sucks but I'm guessing there are bad teams that would play him. With the exception of Zidlicky none of them are fast enough or skilled enough to play for a team that has any hope of winning on an even semi-regular basis.
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rtabachk

2 Weeks Ago

I'm sorry, but for those of you that have never played hockey, its the coach that is tasked with getting his team to play together and put wins on the board. Shuffling goalies and lines every night with a new line up won't give you consistency and from day one DeBoer has been doing that. It didn't work in Florida and while we got to a final, we haven't won one since 2003 and that year was a soft year for playoff matchups until we hit the Kings who took care of business. DeBoer is a sub-par coach at best and should have been gone long ago. I don't care how lovable he is, no wins=no job. We saw this happen with Maclean until Lemaire came in and fixed things....we need a new coach by the end of the weekend...after 1 more game 10% of the season is over and we have 0 wins and 3 points....this is a joke
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kmt75

2 Weeks Ago

Give him a half decent goalie and Jacques Lemaire could take any 18 schmucks out of the crowd and ice a competitive team. Granted, Lemaire is the exception, but I don't see DeBoer doing much even if he had some talent to work with.
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passthepuck

2 Weeks Ago

he had talent to work with ,parise,and kovalchuk and took them to the Stanley cup finals.granted he did have 2 excellent bench coaches in larry robinson,and adam oates.
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kmt75

2 Weeks Ago

And he had the most fortunate draw in the history of the Stanley Cup playoffs. A terrible Florida team that hasn't won a round in nearly two decades. A Flyers team with Ilya Bryzgalov in net. And the most overrated Eastern Conference champs of all time with a head case for a coach and a goalie who comes up small in the playoffs. He even got the eight seed from the West.
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2 Weeks Ago

The dramatic transformation of the Devils after Lemaire replaced McLean in 2010-11 was one of the most amazing things I've ever seen as a hockey fan ... and it should be a lesson to anyone who runs a hockey organization about just how important your coach is to the team's success. Kovalchuk obviously wasn't kidding when he said Lemaire was the best hockey coach he ever played for. And when you combine his playing career with his coaching career and his brief stint as an executive in Montreal, the guy has more Stanley Cup rings than he has fingers on his two hands ... which means I'm going out on a limb when I suggest that he possesses one of the greatest hockey minds in North America today.
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Kit_Fisto

2 Weeks Ago

This is Lou's mess. Not admitting the Devils are in a rebuilding year will only make matters worse. The good news is the Devils will be sellers at the trade deadline and maybe someone else will take some of these older players off our hands. Then the youth movement can begin in earnest. Going to take a couple of years to clean this up and his bonehead move to keep the 29th pick and use it on Matteau won't help things, but the loss of Kovy's contract will eventually help turn this around. The only way this team was going to be good this year was if EVERYTHING went perfectly. Zajac and Henrique needed to show they can score points without Kovy and Parise (not happening so far and probably won't). Clowe needed to provide the kind of grit Clarkson brought to the table and score a few as well (not happening). Defense needs to hold other team's shots down (not happening until last night). Brodeur needed to show that his save percentage from last year was not a sign of things to come (not happening so far). Etc etc. Wonder if Lou is second guessing the rumored Bobby Ryan deal that was on the table this past summer?
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navajorug

2 Weeks Ago

Bobby Ryan may not have helped this team as much as people seem to think. Anaheim may have gotten the better end of that deal (especially if that first-round pick next year turns into a top NHL player). The guy I absolutely coveted on Anaheim in recent years and would have been a perfect fit for the Devils was Ryan Getzlaf. Put him on this roster and you address about 5 different needs instantly: (1) you have a legitimate first-line center who can get 30+ goals out of almost any wingers on his line; (2) the power play becomes a serious threat; (3) you put Zajac exactly where he belongs as the best second-line center in the NHL; (4) you have size and at the center position to die for; and (5) you make some of the centers at the back end of the lineup available as trade bait.
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kmt75

2 Weeks Ago

At this stage I'd settle for Zajac being the 30th best second line center in the NHL. Guy doesn't score and he doesn't set up goals. 99 percent of his contract should go directly to Parise.

1 
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2 Weeks Ago

Look, we’re only 7-games deep and this is October hockey—no one in the Metropolitan is exactly lighting it up other than the Pens. The only truly deserved losses have been to Pittsburgh & Winnipeg. Even in last night’s game, had Marty not spotted the Sens an early 2-goal lead, we could have probably stolen that one. On that note, Brodeur is making me very nervous in net! His inability to stop the softest of goals and the fact he’s regularly spotting the other team a couple when we’re not the most offensively potent at the moment is scary. The “D” isn’t tight right now but Marty looks even worse unfortunately. I look forward to Schneider’s start on Saturday, pray for a win and hope the best. And ‘if’ we score… STOP WITH THAT %$#?@ BON JOVI SONG!
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Devils Advocate

2 Weeks Ago

They haven't put a full, solid, 60-minute game together yet, so there is enough blame for everyone. One game they score early and often only to blow the lead. Another they get great goaltending but no scoring. Another they tighten up on defense and limit shots, but the goalie is a sieve. As The Stylistics said, "Let's Put It All Together." Yeah, I'm kinda old.
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superman9682

2 Weeks Ago

I blame Lou for the 0-3-3 start, I blame Brodeur for the current 0-4-3 record. Last night was on him pure and simple, i thought he could have stopped all 4 of those goals. This team is just not equipped to compete with the talent of other teams. I will give consideration for the thin FA crop this year. But we wouldnt really be hamstrung by that if he had re-signed Parise and pushed to be in the Lecavalier sweepstakes. And this draft management was terrible, he cannot deny he made a mistake by not giving up that 29th pick back in '12. And to use that pick on Matteau will be an altogether regrettable move. For all you foolish optimists consider what happened in '10 - '11, how that horrible start to the season could not be overcome by the dominance they showed at the end of the season. This streak will come back to haunt them even if they do get it together eventually.
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passthepuck

2 Weeks Ago

collectively you have to blame everyone,coaches,players,gm.the good thing is if anything is that there is plenty of hockey to be played,but player changes will be needed.sit zidlicky,volchenkov,bring uo merril,gelinas,ready or not.cant do any worse than what this team is doing now
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kmt75

2 Weeks Ago

How is Brodeur responsible for Schneider's three regulation losses?
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elbenja

2 Weeks Ago

This is going to be one of the seasons in which everyone will be up-in-arms and have answers that Lou 'just doesn't see'. The truth is, every team goes through a talent cycle and it is now the Devils turn. They were the second lowest last year in terms of shot percentage and their D is average. In other words, it takes more shots for them to keep up with other teams and a level of play from the D will either simply not happen or will not happen consistently game in and game out. Brodeur is in his final year and his father just passed away. The Devils lost Kovalchuk, Parise, and Clarkson and did not receive one current player or pick for them; face it, they are going to have a down season. Lou has done an admiral job of getting Jagr and Brunner; the Schneider grab was superb. It is ok to have a down year.....most of the forwards are 3rd and 4th liners....they simply don't have the talent to keep with the skating and shot-percentage of other teams. They are going to say they just need to "find an identity" or "learn how to play for a full 60 minutes", which is true, but they are still a mediocre team. Once Boucher and the young D come up and Schneider gets a year in as back-up (or sharing duties), the Devils will be back for another run. We have the winningest goalie of all-time about to end his career and we lost three of our top players....we are due for an off year, but that is ok. We'll be fine as Lou always has a master plan. In Lou We Trust, Ben
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graycondor

2 Weeks Ago

Right now it looks like Lou's master plan is to build around Matteau and it doesn't seem to be working. (It is a joke) Josefen should have taken Jagr's place because where will Jagr be next year. You might even say that about Ryder and with Clowe's injury who knows. The Zajak, Zubrius and the Henrique contract (not enough playing time to warrant that contract) is all a mess. I think if Lou kept the number 1 pick he would have gone another route which is let the younger guys play for experience and rebuild starting with a good pick. But he doesn't want to that because he wants to lessen the blow of not having the pick by hppefully finishing with a better record. Howe, this rebuilding will now take longer.
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thetribe10

2 Weeks Ago

Lou is going to retire at the end of the season and leave someone else to clean up this mess. Bad part is that it will take probably 3-4 seasons for the team to rid itself of these albatross free agent contracts Lou signed. The best course of action right now is a full- scale firesale for draftpicks. I would even include Schneider in a deal if it brought back a 1st rounder and forced the other team to take guys like Zid and Zubrus off our hands. Besides, Schneider will be a UFA next year if Lou doesn't get a deal done and we all know how that can go.
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wakeupnj

2 Weeks Ago

WE NEED OUR GOAL SONG BACK! THE NEW OWNERS JINXED THE TEAM!
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genedr53

2 Weeks Ago

None of the above!! I know who is responsible for this! It's the new ownership from LOOSADELPHIA!!!! They have brought that sports loosing mojo from that loosing city
By  Steve Politi/Star-Ledger Columnist   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 18, 2013 at 1:13 PM, updated October 24, 2013 at 12:58 PM
The Devils are asking their fans to help them choose a new goal song at the Prudential Center, but they are opening the suggestion box at a poor time, to say the least. 

Because, given that they are the lone winless team in the NHL after the seven games, may we offer “Don’t Give Up” by Peter Gabriel? 

Or “Crying” by Roy Orbison? 

Or “The End” by the Doors? 

 Or, given the general lack of talent on what is the oldest team in the league, how about just going with  "Taps"? 

About the only solace the Devils can take from the way this season has started is that the Rangers, whom they host tonight at the Rock, look just as bad. It is almost hard to believe that, less than two years ago, these rivals met in the Eastern Conference Finals.

 What happened to the rebirth of this rivalry? Better question: What happened to the Devils dynasty?

“We’ve played seven games,” general manager Lou Lamoriello said over the phone yesterday. “We certainly do not like the position we’re in, but we do like certain things we’ve seen. We felt very good going into the season with the changes we made, and we still do.”

Lamoriello has a point, of course. Seven games isn’t a very big sample size, especially when six of those games are part of a difficult road trip to open the season and the team is adapting to several new faces.

Still: What, exactly, do the Devils do well? They are 27th in goals per game, at 1.86, which is no surprise given the firepower they have lost (and not replaced) since that run to the Stanley Cup finals.

But they are also 26th in goals allowed, at 3.43 a game. The Devils have allowed at least three goals in all their games, and for a franchise built on stellar goaltending and defense, that’s troubling.

Remember, this team lost 12 of 16 games to end last season, when sniper Ilya Kovalchuk struggled with a shoulder injury, and they have lost seven straight to start this season after his shocking defection to Russia in the summer. That is a significant sample size, and not a good one.

Lamoriello insists the offense will be there. “We have goal scorers — in fact, we have goal scorers we haven’t had in the past,” he said, referring to the players he acquired in the busy offseason after Kovalchuk bolted.

Damien Brunner (a team-high three goals) and the ageless Jaromir Jagr were good additions, but the Devils have a glaring lack of speed. Lamoriello gave concussion-prone Ryane Clowe (one assist in six games) a five-year, $24.25 million contract, and he is already on the injured list as a precaution after taking an elbow to the head.

The bigger concern is the stunted growth of the team’s young players. The franchise desperately needs Travis Zajac and Adam Henrique to emerge as stars, but with a goal each this season, neither has taken that next step. It is getting hard not to wonder: Will they?

“Let me put it this way: They have to be two of our better people,” Lamoriello said. “They have to.”

The Devils have managed to go two decades without rebuilding, thanks to the continued excellence of goalie Martin Brodeur and the savvy moves of the GM. But this team sure looks headed toward the top of the draft, which could result in the most embarrassing moment of Lamoriello’s Hall of Fame career.

He knew he had to forfeit a first-round pick in one of the next four drafts as part of the NHL punishment for the cap-circumventing Kovalchuk contract in 2010. He opted not to do so last year, even though the Devils had the 29th overall pick after losing to the Los Angeles Kings in the Cup finals.

If the Devils bottom out this winter — and they sure look headed in that direction — losing that pick in what everyone believes will be a deep draft this summer will be devastating.

Lamoriello has to hope his team can regroup and avoid that. The competition is hardly pulling away — six of the eight teams in the new Metropolitan Division have negative goal differentials — so a victory over the Rangers tonight could have an immediate impact on morale.

And if not? We humbly suggest “Free Fallin’” by Tom Petty as the new goal song.
Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello repeated today that he is not pushing the panic button and he is not on the verge of making a coaching change as the team struggles to win its first game of the season.

 Speaking outside AmeriHealth Pavilion, where six skaters and goalie Cory Schneider were the only players to practice, Lamoriello said acknowledged he is disappointed with the 0-4-3 start but wouldn’t call it alarm.

“I don’t think any of us predicted or felt that we’d have three points in seven games,” Lamoriello said. “But we have played seven games. There are still 75 games left. There is nothing we can do about those seven games, other than look at the things we did well and go over the things that we didn’t.”

The Devils host the Rangers Saturday night at Prudential Center.

“I feel comfortable saying this: This team deserves a little more faith for being on the road six out of seven games and not coming out with more points,” Lamoriello said. “But we haven’t. We’re not going to dwell on it.”

Once again Lamoriello backed coach Pete DeBoer. 

“The coaching staff is doing everything they can,” Lamoriello said. “So are the players. They’re working at it. We have to be more consistent in certain areas.

“Last night we had 19 chances. It all levels out, but you can’t ask for more than that. But we didn’t win and the bottom line is winning. There’s no question.”

DeBoer confirmed that the GM has been supportive.

“Lou’s been very positive with what we’re doing,” DeBoer said. “No one is happy we’re losing.”

Nevertheless, there is some measure of stress.

"It's stressful but I think when you take jobs in this league you go in with the mindset that you're going to wake up every morning and look for solutions," DeBoer noted. "That's what we do. I can't control a lot of other things around what we do, but I can control that. As a staff we show up every day and we're looking for the next solution that will help us get this on the right track and I can tell you it is very close."

DeBoer said he feels the players are very much behind him.

"I do. By their effort, by their commitment. When you're around these guys on a daily basis, they care," he said. "I truly believe that."

Are they listening to him?

"I think so," DeBoer said. "That's always the elephant in the room. You know it's there. At the same time you don't worry about that. It sounds ridiculous but you don't think about, 'If we don't win, what could happen?' You're so involved in finding a solution and you know you're close that that's where 100 percent of your energy goes."

The coach would not call it a must-win game.

“I’m not big on must-wins,” DeBoer said. “There’s no doubt we need a win. I think we need a win for our confidence. I’m really not looking at the standings right now. For me it’s an evaluation of how we’re playing, where our team game is and our identity is.

“I thought we took a real good step last night in Ottawa and we need to keep building on that. If we do, we’ll win games. That’s my view of it.”

Does facing the Rangers ramp it up?

“It doesn’t get any more urgent than where we’re sitting right now. I don’t think you can ramp up the urgency any more,” DeBoer said. “Complacency isn’t an issue right now.”

DeBoer said Cory Schneider will be in goal against the Rangers.

* * *

Ryane Clowe remains on IR with a head injury.

“He’s still not feeling the way he should be,” Lamoriello said. “We’ve had every test done. He’s not the only player. Crosby has it. I’m not uncomfortable with where he’s at. He will be okay.”

Clowe is eligible to come off IR for Tuesday night’s game in Columbus, but if he doesn’t begin skating soon he will not play.

“Whenever he is ready. I wish I could be more specific,” the GM said. “It’s not going to take much to get back. He’s only been off the ice for two days. When you’re in shape. He’s not recovering from an ankle injury or a leg.”

Lamoriello said of the Devils’ goalies: “Goaltending has been fine.”
OTTAWA – The last NHL team without a victory can only hope a home game against their arch rivals will turn their season around overnight.

Coach Pete DeBoer’s squad (0-4-3) will host the Rangers at Prudential Center Saturday night in what might be considered a must-win game despite the fact that the season is still very young.

“We have to figure this out before it’s too late,” Devils winger Michael Ryder warned.

 Goalie Martin Brodeur gave up two goals on the first two shots he faced Thursday night and the Devils lost their seventh in a row, 5-2, to the Ottawa Senators at Canadian Tire Centre.

 Improbably, the situation is desperate unusually early.

“No question. We’re seven games in and we haven’t found a way to get a win yet. No question these are desperate times,” winger Ryan Carter said.

Trailing, 3-0, the Devils staged a third period comeback and pulled to within a goal, but they were unable to climb out of the hole they dug before the game was seven minutes old.

The Senators, playing their home opener after a six-game road trip, took a 1-0 lead at 4:32 of the first period on a goal from defenseman Erik Karlsson. Bobby Ryan sent a cross-ice pass to Karlsson, whose slap shot from above the right circle beat Brodeur on his stick side.

It was a 2-0 game when Ryan scored his fourth goal in seven games. Kyle Turris sent a pass from the left corner to Ryan behind the net. Ryan walked out from the left side and beat Brodeur between the goalie's legs at 6:51.

That was two goals in 2:19 and it could have been three soon afterwards when Milan Michalek hit the left post at 7:51.

“It’s tough. The bottom line is you need to win hockey games,” Brodeur said. “Regardless of who’s fault it is, we’re not getting it done as a team. Some days it’s the offense, some days the defense. Like today for me, right from the get-go I need to make one of those two saves. Even though I didn’t see them, I’ve got to find a way to stop them.” 

Senators goalie Craig Anderson brought a shutout into the third period before the Devils made it close.

Travis Zajac scored from the right circle during a two-man power play advantage 54 seconds into the period. The goal, which came with seven seconds remaining on the 5-on-3, ended the Devils’ scoreless streak at six periods.

 Adam Larsson fired a shot past the net and Jaromir Jagr played the carom. Anderson had to make a stick save on Jagr's shot from the left edge of the crease at 3:10. The Ottawa goalie was able to fall on the puck and keep it from crossing the goal line.

“Jags’ shot would’ve been a big goal for us,” Ryder said.

 Stephen Gionta's pass from the right corner boards set up Steve Bernier at the right hash marks. Bernier fired a shot off the crossbar and in at 10:59 to make it a one-goal game.

But Milan Michalek blasted a rising shot from above the left circle past the stick of defenseman Bryce Salvador. The puck went under the crossbar at 15:12 to end the Devils’ hopes of a comeback.

“I don’t think it got deflected but my defenseman put his stick right in front and I think at the last second he kind of changed his angle of the shot,” Brodeur said. “If he would’ve shot the way he wanted it would’ve gotten deflected out. He made a pretty good shot there into the corner.”

The Devils outshot the Sens, 42-23. So, was Brodeur to blame?

“I think that’s an easy out to look at the shots and the goals and blame it on the goaltender,” DeBoer said. “I don’t think that’s the story of the game.”

Jason Spezza added an empty net goal with 1:46 to go.

 DeBoer looked on the bright side.

“I was encouraged by our game,” he said. “It was a step in the right direction. Right now it’s Murphy’s Law. Nothing is going right.”

They remain the only team in the league without a win.

“What do you say? We’re awful because we’re losing?” Patrik Elias asked. “We’re not that bad.”

It just looks that way in the standings.
Devils' fourth line provides spark in loss to Senators
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 17, 2013 at 11:26 PM, updated October 17, 2013 at 11:30 PM
OTTAWA – This is a test. It is only a test.

At least that’s how the Devils see their 0-4-3 start.

“It’s always discouraging when you don’t win. We’re being tested right now, that’s for sure,” captain Bryce Salvador said. “A lot of our character is being tested. We have to make sure we have our heads up and realize no one is coming in to do anything for us, We have to continue to put our work hats on.” 

He believes it will turn around.

“The bounces are starting to come our way, I think,” Salvador said. “We just have to stay positive on that. If we could have the first period over again we would have had a better chance of getting some points. It’s a big game now that we have against the Rangers.”

* * *

One definite bright spot in the loss was the play of the Devils’ fourth line with Ryan Carter, Stephen Gionta and Steve Bernier.

“That was the best game by our fourth line,” Patrik Elias said. “They played like they used to play.”

Bernier scored one of the Devils’ two goals and Carter came close to scoring on a Gionta setup with 8:25 left in the third. Goalie Craig Anderson somehow got back in his crease to make the save.

“I was actually anticipating on my forehand and switching my backhand. He was there. It was tough to get (the puck) up right there,” Carter said. “He’s a good goalie. Maybe a little puck luck here or there. He’s a big guy covering a lot of space on the ice.”
Devils fall to Senators, 5-2, to remain NHL's only winless team
OTTAWA — The last NHL team without a victory can only hope a home game against their arch rivals will turn their season around overnight.

Coach Pete DeBoer’s squad (0-4-3) will host the Rangers at Prudential Center Saturday night in what might be considered a must-win game despite the fact that the season is still very young.

"We have to figure this out before it’s too late," Devils winger Michael Ryder warned.

Goalie Martin Brodeur gave up two goals on the first two shots he faced last night and the Devils lost their seventh in a row, 5-2, to the Ottawa Senators at Canadian Tire Centre.

Improbably, the situation is desperate unusually early.

"No question. We’re seven games in and we haven’t found a way to get a win yet. No question these are desperate times," winger Ryan Carter said.

Trailing, 3-0, the Devils staged a third-period comeback and pulled to within a goal, but they were unable to climb out of the hole they dug before the game was seven minutes old.

The Senators, playing their home opener after a six-game road trip, took a 1-0 lead at 4:32 of the first period on a goal from defenseman Erik Karlsson. Bobby Ryan sent a cross-ice pass to Karlsson, whose slap shot from above the right circle beat Brodeur on his stick side.

It was a 2-0 game when Ryan scored his fourth goal in seven games. Kyle Turris sent a pass from the left corner to Ryan behind the net. Ryan walked out from the left side and beat Brodeur between the goalie’s legs at 6:51.

That was two goals in 2:19 and it could have been three soon afterwards when Milan Michalek hit the left post at 7:51.

"It’s tough. The bottom line is you need to win hockey games," Brodeur said. "Regardless of whose fault it is, we’re not getting it done as a team. Some days it’s the offense, some days the defense. Like today for me, right from the get-go I need to make one of those two saves. Even though I didn’t see them, I’ve got to find a way to stop them." 

Senators goalie Craig Anderson brought a shutout into the third period before the Devils made it close.

Travis Zajac scored from the right circle during a two-man power play advantage 54 seconds into the period. The goal, which came with seven seconds remaining on the 5-on-3, ended the Devils’ scoreless streak at six periods.

Adam Larsson fired a shot past the net and Jaromir Jagr played the carom. Anderson had to make a stick save on Jagr’s shot from the left edge of the crease at 3:10. The Ottawa goalie was able to fall on the puck and keep it from crossing the goal line.

"Jags’ shot would’ve been a big goal for us," Ryder said.

Stephen Gionta’s pass from the right corner boards set up Steve Bernier at the right hash marks. Bernier fired a shot off the crossbar and in at 10:59 to make it a one-goal game.

But Michalek blasted a rising shot from above the left circle past the stick of defenseman Bryce Salvador. The puck went under the crossbar at 15:12 to end the Devils’ hopes of a comeback.

"I don’t think it got deflected but my defenseman put his stick right in front and I think at the last second he kind of changed his angle of the shot," Brodeur said. "If he would’ve shot the way he wanted it would’ve gotten deflected out. He made a pretty good shot there into the corner."

The Devils outshot the Sens, 42-23. So, was Brodeur to blame?

"I think that’s an easy out to look at the shots and the goals and blame it on the goaltender," DeBoer said. "I don’t think that’s the story of the game."

Jason Spezza added an empty net goal with 1:46 to go.

DeBoer looked on the bright side.

"I was encouraged by our game," he said. "It was a step in the right direction. Right now it’s Murphy’s Law. Nothing is going right."

Yet they remain the only team in the league without a win.

"What do you say? We’re awful because we’re losing?" Patrik Elias asked. "We’re not that bad."

It just looks that way in the standings.
Devils' Mattias Tedenby gets his chance against Senators in Ottawa

OTTAWA—It’s time for Devils winger Mattias Tedenby to show that he is capable of being a regular in the NHL.

 The speedy Swede’s days as an inexperienced kid are in the past, coach Pete DeBoer said Thursday morning.

“I would’ve called him a kid two years ago,” DeBoer said. “He’s a three- or four-year pro now, so I don’t think that’s holding him back.

“Whenever you’re a young guy you have to make the most of your opportunity. How you do that is you have to get the confidence of the coaching staff that they can play you and put you on the ice defensively. The rest of the game will take care of itself. Your natural talents will take over, your speed and your offensive play. That’s what all young guys struggle with.”

Tedenby, 23, has played 105 NHL games. So where does he see himself, as a kid or as an experienced pro?

“Something in between. I’ve played a lof of games up here,” Tedenby said. “I played for Team Sweden in the world championships. I’ve played a lot of pro games now. I’m going to do my best to bring my game.”

That game is speed, something the 0-3-3 Devils can use.

“Teddy give us some speed, obviously,” DeBoer said. “(He’ll) push the pace a little bit for us. We want to be a forecheck team. We want to get pucks in and go after it and he’s a guy that is built that way and enjoys that type of game. When you put him on a line sometimes it makes other guys on the line move a little quicker trying to keep up.

“I don’t think we’ve played fast or as fast as we can yet. For a variety of reasons, not just personnel. He should be able to provide some of that.”

Tedenby will skate at left wing with Travis Zajac and Michael Ryder. In his first NHL season he played a few games with Zajac and Ilya Kovakchuk.

“I’m very anxious,” Tedenby. “I’ll try to play pretty simple in the beginning. Then, when you get comfortable with a few good shifts, you get confdent.”

DeBoer is hopeful that this will be the turning point for Tedenby, who was taken off non-roster injured reserve Wednesday when a head injury put Ryane Clowe on IR.

“I think he’s had his best camp that I’ve been a part of,” DeBoer said of Tedenby. “I think he’s looked the best in practice in all those situations than I’ve seen him over the last two or three years. Hopefully that translates.”

Last season Tedenby suffered a bad skate cut from his righ ear to his chin along the jaw line. It happened when he was battling in the crease during a game with Albany (AHL).

“It was a horrific injury. When you saw the pictures of him in his hospital bed after, it was nasty,” DeBoer said. “He’s come back. He’s a good-looking kid. I don’t think it will hurt his chance with the ladies. I don’t think it’s an issue.”

Told of DeBoer’s comment about “the ladies,” Tedenby grinned.\

“That’s correct,” Tedenby said.

 He also said the cut to his face isn’t on his mind when he’s one the ice.

“No. When you play you don’t think about it at all. You have so much adrenaline in your body,” Tedenby explained.

 So what do the Devils expect?

“When you pencil him in you think this guy should be a top six forward. He has to play that role,” DeBoer said. “For him, in order to have an NHL career, he’s got to be a guy that can fill any role on any of your four lines. That’s the battle. In order to do that you have to be solid in both and of the rink.

“He’s a great kid. There is a lot to like. Great personality, very likeable. He’s got a lot going for him. When we’re making a lineup we don’t look at birth certificates or nationalities. It’s trying to put the 20 best guys on the ice to help us win a game. None of those other factors really go in.”

* * *

DeBoer called Andy Greene probably the Devils’ Most Valuable Player last season.

 Asked about Greene so far this season, the coach said: “I think our defense as a group can all be better,” DeBoer said. “I think also their struggles have been a little bit of a byproduct of our overall team game.”

* * *

Devils' line combinations for Thursday night:

Patrik Elias-Adam Henrique-Jaromir Jagr

 Mattias Tedenby-Travis Zajac-Michael Ryder

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Damien Brunner

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Adam Larsson

 Andy Greene-Marek Zidlicky

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

Martin Brodeur starts in goal.

Scratches: Mark Fayne, Jacob Josefson, Rostislav Olesz. 
Awesome, keep CBGB together, because they've looked great this year. The day PDB announced that Gionta isn't going anywhere and is a huge part of this team is the same day that his intensity level dropped DRASTICALLY. Time to let him sit out a few games and find that hunger again. Glad JJ isn't in the lineup, because that would drop our average age way too much (sarcasm, for those who are illiterate in that department). I wonder how many shifts into the game until Tedenby gets benched for a reason that only PDB knows. I say he is benched by the halfway point in the 2nd, getting only 2 shifts the rest of the game.
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Jerseyboy_222

2 Weeks Ago

Boy, that Defensive line-up is not scaring anyoone.
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2 Weeks Ago

Glad that Teddy's getting another chance. He might not be big or an impact scorer but when he gets some room he creates plays. Go get `em Teddy. Anyone other than me want to see Brunner on the top line in place of Jagr? Jaromir has done nothing wrong to warrant 3rd line treatment, it's just that I think that exchange balances out to three stronger lines, with a dependable 4th. Devils have been working hard, just need to finish a full 60 minutes.
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2 Weeks Ago

I like the forward lines tonight. Let's hope that PDB allows them to play together long enough to generate some chemistry. The fact that he keeps changing the line combos drives me crazy. Everyone talks about how they need time to gel, yet DeBoer switches things around minute by minute. On the D, I hope the pairing of Sal and Larsson doesn't create a disaster. Pairing Zid with Greene makes sense.
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2 Weeks Ago

I actually would rather switch Jagr and Ryder but at this point, they can just pick the offensive line-up out of a hat and not do any worse.
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2 Weeks Ago

Rags are next on the docket this Saturday. Get your game face on Devils & knock out 2 wins. Sens bring some tough customers gotta out work them & play smart. Rags are desparate for wins give them nothing.
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2 Weeks Ago

Well Teddy its time to make an impact.The clock is ticking and your running out of chances to make an impression.I for one think he will play well this kid has great hands and speed it would be a damn shame if he gets buried in the minors or traded.
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2 Weeks Ago

Might as well put the mighty mite to play, see if he sparks the team. He may be fast, but there big D men out there awaiting for him. Devils need BIG fast players in today's NHL

OTTAWA – Devils goalie Martin Brodeur no longer talks on the mornings of games he is scheduled to start. That policy was put into motion during the 2012 Stanley Cup playoffs.

 But with the Devils having lost their first six games, along with a large French-speaking media contingent, Brodeur decided to talk Thursday morning at Canadian Tire Centre.

“Shake things up. I figure do something,” Brodeur said with a laugh.

 Brodeur will start against the Senators. If the Devils win, Brodeur may go back to speakingt to the media after morning skates. If.

“It’s difficult. We felt we deserved a lot better,” he said of the 0-3-3 start. “When we look at each of the games, we’ve done certain things to shoot ourselves in the foot. We want to get back to winning, playing the way we like to play. It’s important we start doing that real soon.”

Brodeur said the Devils are still looking for an identity.

“When we play other teams we know what kind of game they’re going to bring. Right now we’re kind of searching for the game we want to bring to other teams,” the goalie noted. 

“It’s important. It’s easier to get yourself prepared. When things don’t go as well as you want, and it’s not always going to go good, you have something to fall back on.”

Brodeur repeated that there is no panic in the dressing room.

“You have to stay calm when you don’t have that confidence yet,” he suggested. “It’s important to look at the big picture, work hard and do the right things. Eventually good things will happen.

“We have a lot of talent. We have a lot of depth on our hockey club. We have decent size, decent speed. Everything is in place. It’s just a matter of executing. I thought in the first six games there were parts we did really well and other parts where we fell apart. That’s what really killed us.”

The answer everyone in Ottawa wanted to know is whether Brodeur is okay with sharing the goaltending with Cory Schneider.

“It’s been good. It’s been a tough first six games as far as the way we played the games and where we played them with travel and everything. So sharing the net as of now is something I don’t have a problem with,” Brodeur said.

And is coach Pete DeBoer's plan to rotate evenly?

"Not necessarily. We're just taking it day by day," DeBoer said. "We're getting good goaltending. We want to win games. We'll wake up tomorrow, hopefully after a win, and decide where we go from there."

* * *

Ryan Carter (upper body soreness) and Mattias Tedenby (off IR after groin issue) will play tonight. Rostislav Olesz will come out of the lineup.

The only players that did not take part in the Devils' optional morning skate were Michael Ryder, Damien Brunner, Bryce Salvador, Andy Greene, Marek Zidlicky and Peter Harrold.

* * *

Brodeur's son, Anthony, is playing junior hockey with Gatineau (QMJHL) and they met up Wednesday night in Ottawa. The Devils goalie took Anthony and a half-dozen Gatineau teammates out to dinner to an Ottawa steakhouse.

Anthony said things are going well so far with Gatineau and he is sharing the goaltending duties.

Devils center Travis Zajac described teammate Mattias Tedenby as a "little jitterbug."

It was meant as a term of endearment, and the speedy Tedenby may be just the tonic the slow-footed Devils need to snap out of their early-season malaise.

Wednesday, the Devils placed left winger Ryane Clowe on the injured reserve list with a head injury retroactive to Sunday’s Winnipeg game and activated Tedenby off the injured non-roster list.

Tedenby is expected to skate on the line with Zajac and Michael Ryder when the Devils (0-3-3) play at Ottawa (2-2-2) tonight.

"He’s a good player. He has lots of skills," Zajac said of Tedenby. "He creates space with his speed. I think it’s only going to help us, bringing in some youth and some excitement and some energy."

The Devils could certainly use all of the above. They rank 26th in scoring (1.83 goals per game); 24th in goals allowed (3.17) and 29th in the power play (1 of 15). Their 24.8 shots per game rank 28th out of 30 teams.

"I’m going to try to bring some speed, good forechecking and just try to play my game," said Tedenby, 23, who suffered a lower-body injury in training camp. "Hopefully, create some offense and try to bring solid defense."

Clowe, who has a history of concussions, was hit in the head with an elbow during the third period of the 3-0 loss to Winnipeg. He stayed in the game but later complained of a headache.

"Because of his past history we felt we want to take safety precautions," GM Lou Lamoriello said. "Maybe we over-reacted to it, but when you have that and somebody has a history, we don’t want to take any chances."

Lamoriello, who spoke to Clowe on Wednesday, said he no longer has headaches and wanted to play. He won’t be allowed to skate for the next couple of days.

Clowe, who missed several games last season because of concussions, will sit out tonight and Saturday against the Rangers. After signing a five-year, $24.25 million contract with the Devils in the offseason, he’s off to a slow start with just one assist in the first six games. He’s a minus-5.

One of six new players, Clowe is trying to find his niche in coach Pete DeBoer’s system, which may be a reason for his and the Devils’ sputtering start. Although newcomers Damien Brunner (three goals), Jaromir Jagr (two) and Michael Ryder (two) are among the team’s top scorers, they’ve been defensive liabilities.

"I think the new guys, it’s a transition," said DeBoer, who’ll start Martin Brodeur in goal tonight. "We play a little different than a lot of teams. There’s a lot more responsibility in different areas of the ice. So it’s a transition period.

"I don’t know how long. They’re sharp guys. I’m comfortable they’re all getting it and headed in the right direction. But as far as a number of games, I can’t tell you. I think we’re close to playing the way we want to.

"I’ll be disappointed if we don’t see a real good effort in Ottawa."

DeBoer said his team needs to establish an identity as a hard-working bunch that opponents don’t look forward to playing against.

Also, the Devils have to finish games. They’ve been tied or in the lead after two periods in four of their six games.

"We haven’t put 60 minutes together," DeBoer said. "That’s the focus."

I really want to keep liking this kid (maybe its because he comes from the same town in Sweden my family came from), but he just hasn't developed into the goal scoring machine that people described him to be. Perhaps another Niclas Bergfors? Well I hope he can put a few in the net tonight !!
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2 Weeks Ago

I understand the newcomers may be a defensive liability but what's the excuse for the defensemen? They all know the system but them running around out of position and not picking up their man in the defensive zone has been just as much of a liability

Devils trying to get newcomers up to speed

By  Dave Hutchinson/The Star Ledger   

on October 16, 2013 at 3:32 PM, updated October 16, 2013 at 10:23 PM

With six new players, the Devils are a work in progress. But it’s getting late early as they’ve begun the season with six straight losses for the first time in franchise history.

Coach Pete DeBoer understands it takes time for players to comprehend his system. It famously took Ilya Kovalchuk a few months to get up to speed. That, however, was when DeBoer was in his first season and every player faced a steep learning curve.

This season, the Devils (0-3-3), who play at Ottawa (2-2-2) on Thursday, rank 26th in goals (1.83 per game); 24th in goals allowed (3.17) and 29th in the power play (6.7 percent). Their 24.8 shots per game rank 28th out of 30 teams.

“I think the new guys, it’s a transition,” said DeBoer, who'll start Martin Brodeur in goal against Ottawa. “We play a little different than a lot of teams. There’s a lot more responsibility in different areas of the ice. So it’s a transition period.

“I don’t know how long. They’re sharp guys. I’m comfortable they’re all getting it and headed in the right direction. But as far as a number of games, I can’t tell you. I think we’re close to playing the way we want to.

“I’ll be disappointed if we don’t see a real good effort in Ottawa.”

The newcomers include Damien Brunner, Jaromir Jagr, Michael Ryder, Ryane Clowe, Rostislav Olesz and goalie Cory Schneider. 

"I think for some guys it's a learning process still but we got to get it down, we have to find a way," veteran winger Patrik Elias said.

While Brunner (three goals), Jagr (2) and Ryder (2) are among the Devils' leading scorers, they've also been defensive liabilities.

DeBoer said his team needs to establish an identity as a hard-working bunch that opponents don’t look forward to playing against.

In his first year, DeBoer said it took between 25 and 30 games for the Devils to establish an identity but they don’t have that kind of time. Plus, they shouldn’t need it with a number of veterans on the roster who already know what style of play DeBoer wants.

“We have to be harder to play against from a structure point of view and also from a competitive point of view,” he said. “You see flashes of it where we’re very good. But we haven’t put 60 minutes together.”

As for getting the power play (1 of 15) uncorked, DeBoer said, “We need to shoot more. When you look around the league, the goals that go in aren’t cute and fancy plays. They’re workman-like, a puck-shot mentality. Puck and body to the net. So I think we have to simplify things there.”

Devils winger Ryane Clowe was placed on the injured reserve list today with a head injury retroactive to the Winnipeg game, general manager Lou Lamoriello announced.

The team has activated speedy winger Mattias Tedenby off the injured non-roster list (he had a lower-body injury in training camp) and he'll be in the lineup when the Devils (0-3-3) play at Ottawa (2-2-2) on Thursday.

Clowe, who has a history of concussions, was hit in the head with an elbow during the third period of the team's 3-0 loss to Winnipeg on Sunday. He stayed in the game but later complained of a headache.

"Because of his past history we felt we want to take safety precautions," Lamoriello said. "Maybe we over-reacted to it but when you have that and somebody has a history, we don't want to take any chances."

Lamoriello, who spoke to Clowe this morning, said that Clowe no longer has headaches and wants to play. Lamoriello said Clowe half-jokingly asked him if he was sure he wanted to make the move. Clowe won't skate for the next couple of days.

Clowe, who missed several games last season because of concussions, signed a five-year, $24.25 million contract with the Devils this off-season after spending last season with the Rangers. He's off to a slow start with just one assist in the first six games. He's a minus-5.

The 31-year-old veteran, who sat out practice on Tuesday, will miss Thursday's game in Ottawa and Saturday's game against the Rangers at the Prudential Center.

Tedenby is expected to skate on the line with center Travis Zajac and Michael Ryder.

"I'm going to try to bring some speed, good forechecking and just try to play my game," Tedenby said. "Hopefully, create some offense."

Note: Martin Brodeur will start in goal against Winnipeg.

Devils aren't experiencing a repeat of 'unlucky' 2012-13 season

Although the Devils missed the playoffs last season, they felt to a certain extent they were robbed.

 On so many nights during the lockout-shortened season, coach Pete DeBoer’s players believed they played well enough to win and somehow came up empty.

 So is this year’s 0-3-3 start a repeat of what happened last season?

“No. Last year we were really dominating games. We’re not dominating anybody here,” goalie Martin Brodeur said today. “We’re just playing with them, we break down and we lose games. Edmonton was probably the best game we played and we crumbled for seven minutes. That was enough for them to beat us.”

The danger is that this season could wind up the same as last—missing the playoffs—if the Devils don’t turn it around. 

“We started last year 8-1 and we had one of these stretches halfway through the year,” DeBoer recalled. “You end up in the same place if you don’t work your way out of it.

“Obviously there’s never an easy time to go through it. If you’ve had a good start you have a little more of a cushion, but that didn’t make it feel any better last year and it didn’t change the result. Bottom line is we just have to get out of it.”

How?

“I think it’s a matter of executing a little better and playing at a higher pace," Brodeur suggested. "I think we’re a little flat-footed a lot. That creates a lot of odd-man rushes and a few breakaways here and there. It’s not much, but we’re not doing it well right now and that’s why we’re not winning.”

DeBoer said he doesn’t think the team is pressing.

“I don’t sense it being tense. I think we know what we have to do to get it fixed,” DeBoer said. “It’s just going out and getting that job done. I don’t think anybody is loose and happy about where we’re at, but I don’t sense that anyone is squeezing the stick. We’re all looking for answers. I think we know what the answers are. It’s getting the job done

It has been a difficult start to Martin Brodeur’s 20th season with the Devils. 

 The biggest blow by far came on Sept. 26 when his 82-year-old father, Denis, passed away. Then, after attending the funeral in Montreal, Brodeur did not start on opening night for the first time in 19 seasons.

 With the Devils winless in their first six games (0-3-3), everyone is searching for answers, including the 41-year-old goaltender. If brighter days aren’t around the corner, you have to wonder whether Brodeur might decide he’s had enough and call it quits after this season.

“It’s hard. For me it’s such a different lifestyle without him,” Brodeur said of losing his father. “I don’t feel that it’s affecting me at all, but that’s me inside of me. I don’t want to use that as an excuse for anything.

“I worry more about the people around me than I do myself. I’ve always been like that. Whatever happens outside my hockey life shouldn’t affect what I do here because this is a great place for me to just go out and do what I do. I worry about my brothers and sisters and my mom and how they feel and are dealing with this. Even my kids, to a certain extent.”

There is no added motivation or personal dedication of this season to his dad.

“I’m not big about those types of things. I’ve accomplished everything my dad wished I’d accomplish,” Brodeur said. “So it’s not like I think I owe him something. For me it was always about entertaining my family, to a certain extent.

“When there was a lockout I remember my dad saying, ‘You guys have to get back to work. I have nothing to do.’ I’m like my family’s ticket to entertainment. I’m like Netflix for them. Even though my dad is gone, it’s still the same thing. I got 20 texts today asking if I was playing in Ottawa. I said, ‘Listen, it’s not like the old days anymore. I have to wait until they tell me.’ ”

It’s not that Brodeur’s game has crumbled. He is now sharing the goaltending duties with Cory Schneider, whom the Devils view as Brodeur’s successor.

If Brodeur’s goals-against average is up (3.19) and his save percentage down (.878), it’s more because the Devils have exposed both goalies to too many odd-man rushes and breakaways in the six losses. 

“Goaltending is not our problem,” coach Pete DeBoer stressed. “It’s been good. If we keep getting the type of goaltending we’ve gotten, we’re going to win games and there is going to be plenty of action for both of them.”

So what is wrong with the Devils?

“I don’t think you can pinpoint one little thing in our game. You don’t slide like that by having one little problem. Usually when it’s one little thing it’s easy to fix,” Brodeur suggested. “A lot of it has to do with adjusting to each other. I thought we had a pretty smooth camp, but when adversity comes in sometimes people who are not used to playing the system do too much or get out of position and it messes up everybody else that is used to going with the patterns.”

There are five new forwards in the lineup.

“We’ve got some new faces. We’re still trying to find some chemistry,” DeBoer said. “Who plays well with who? Who looks good with who? Some position stuff: Is (Patrik) Elias better in the middle or on the wing? Is (Adam) Henrique better on the wing? There are some different things we’re juggling here.

“We split in exhibition games almost two teams until the last game, so these first five or six games we’re kind of working through that process.”

They haven’t come together on the ice as a team. 

“The only way we’re going to get out of this is to have everybody chip in,” Brodeur said. “Your good players have to perform at the right time also, but I don’t think this is the time for guys to try to be a hero here. It’s not going to solve anything if individuals start taking over. It’s important to believe in each other.

“You look at two shootouts. If the results had been different in those, next thing you know we’re looking really good. But it’s not the case. It’s on us. It doesn’t matter what the coach says about the system. We all know it’s working. We need to execute what he wants us to do.”

Problem solved.

“It’s easier said than done,” DeBoer admitted. “The general message is we have to be a harder team to play against. Both from a structure point of view—we’ve been a little bit loose-- but also from a compete point of view. Compete in all areas. Compete for the puck. It’s a man’s game and we have to be a harder team to play against.”

DeBoer added: “There’s no panic in that group, which is good for us.” 

Certainly there is no panic from Brodeur.

“In the course of a season or seasons, how many times does this happen? Fifty times for me, probably, that I went on a skid for six games. At least,” Brodeur said. “It’s just magnified because it’s the start. You want to get off to the races with a good start. All training camp you can’t wait to get on the good foot. It didn’t happen for us. So be it.” 

Brodeur is resigned to the fact that he will play fewer games with Schneider in the picture. But he won’t go down without a fight.

“I don’t think I can play enough. That’s the way I feel about it,” Brodeur said. “It’s always easier mentally when you don’t have to think about your performance, just play. When I don’t play a lot, for me it makes it a little harder. But I understand sometimes it’s tougher for me physically than it was when I was younger. I’m still a goalie who doesn’t like to think about that. With this schedule it’s been tough to get any type of momentum.”

The two goalies have split the first six games. Is that an acceptable plan for the full season?

“We’ll see. Right now I’m fine with it,” Brodeur said. “Later on you have to pinpoint somebody who is going to play more than the other because it’s just the way hockey is. 

 How many teams were really able to split two goalies in the playoffs? You’ve got to go with one guy.

“When you start doubting guys after one bad game, that’s not the way we’ve been operating and most successful teams haven’t either. There is definitely a point where it’s going to have to change one way or the other. It’s part of what to expect in this season for me.”

So far, it’s been three weeks the Devils, and Brodeur in particular, won’t remember fondly.

Devils coach Pete DeBoer said today he isn't sure if Ryane Clowe will be able to play Thursday night in Ottawa.

Although a team spokesman said Clowe was simply "resting" when he missed practice today, his availability for the game against the Senators remains a question.

"Don't know yet. We'll know more tomorrow," DeBoer said.

Mattias Tedenby, who is on non-roster injured reserve, skated on the line with Travis Zajac and Michael Ryder and is getting anxious to play.

"From a health point of view I think he's definitely getting close to being an option," DeBoer said.

Of course, it would present a roster issue.

"Obviously you want to play," Tedenby said. "I'm just trying to skate hard at practice so when I get the chance I'm ready to go."

He hopes it will be soon.

"I hope so. Of course you want to get some games in," Tedenby said. "But I'm not making the decision, so I'm waiting for my chance. When they give it to me I have to do my best and be in shape. Physically I feel good now."

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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on October 15, 2013 at 10:35 AM, updated October 15, 2013 at 11:28 AM 

Email 

Although the Devils are technically still on a road trip, they stopped at home and practiced today at AmeriHealth Pavilion in Newark.

Ryan Carter (upper body soreness) practiced. Ryane Clowe did not practice. The team said he was resting.

Mattias Tedenby skated on a line with Travis Zajac and Michael Ryder.

Adam Henrique centered a line with Patrik Elias and Jaromir Jagr.

Lines:

Patrik Elias-Adam Henrique-Jaromir Jagr

 Mattias Tedenby-Travis Zajac-Michael Ryder

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Damien Brunner

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Rostisl;av Olesz-Jacob Josefson

Defense:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

 Mark Fayne

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur, Cory Schneider

Do like seeing Henrique at center .. Think the one game he played there he scored. I'm done with Zajac .. Like to see him on the 3rd line - and create a 'checking line' .. Def Tedenby is worth the shot - his speed is his asset, and this team needs more of that.
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2 Weeks Ago

Just say no to Mattias Tedenby already. Someone made an interesting point. His best showing was on a wing with Kovalchuk. Well, seeing Ilya is no longer here, you aren't going to see those numbers out of Tedenby. Hell I saw him play, if you want to call it that, with Albany last year, and he constantly got knocked off the puck. Speed doesn't mean anything if you can't do something with it.
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3 Weeks Ago

PLEASE put a Ryder - Elias - Brunner line together and leave it alone already! Ryder - Elias - Brunner Zubrus - Zajac - Henrique Clowe - Josefson - Jagr Gionta - Loktionov - Bernier

1 
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3 Weeks Ago

I like those lines jerseyboy the ryder-elias-brunner line i think were together in preseason and did well.Dont know why Pete seperated them.Lets go Pete find some combos and stick to them for a while and give them time to gel.Im already tired of all this line juggling

Devils' Lou Lamoriello: 'I believe in these players and this coaching staff'
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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on October 14, 2013 at 5:28 PM, updated October 15, 2013 at 10:41 AM 

Email 

Over the course of an 82-game season, one six-game slump will not make or break a team. But if it comes at the start or at the very end of a season, it tends to have a much greater impact. 

The Devils have lost their first six games (0-3-3) for the first time in club history and they may already be at a critical juncture of this young campaign. They rank 29th in the NHL, with only the 0-5-1 Buffalo Sabres behind them.

If there is one guarantee, it is that general manager Lou Lamoriello will not sit by while his team lingers at the bottom of the standings. But what can the GM do? 

"Right now we have to be very careful. There is such a fine line. I believe in these players and I believe in this coaching staff," Lamoriello told The Star-Ledger Monday. "Right now we just have to concentrate a little more. Our best players have to be our best players at the right time."

Some worrisome issues with this Devils team:

1) They’re too slow

 Lamoriello made it a point to stress that he added size and strength in the offseason and that the Devils were built for the long grind. But so far they haven’t been able to keep up to several opponents. The Penguins troubled them, Michael Grabner of the Islanders embarrassed them and Winnipeg’s Evander Kane gave them fits.

"When you see a Kane skate the way he did and Grabner, they’re exceptional skaters and they can’t be allowed to use their assets," Lamoriello said. "Overall, our people who can skate have to skate. It’s as simple as that. I do not feel we’re a slow team. We’re certainly not an overly fast team.

"In the Edmonton game, that is not a game we should have allowed to slip away, no matter what. To have success we have to dwell on our assets and expose the other team’s liabilities."

2) Shaky defensive corp

Veterans have made untimely mistakes while Adam Larsson is minus 4 and had a tough game in Winnipeg. Is Scott Stevens, a Hall of Fame player, not in that category as a coach? Or is he being asked to do too much with this group of defensemen? 

"There’s no question Adam has a very bright future," Lamoriello said of Larsson. "He cares so much, sometimes it might get in the way. He’ll be fine. We have to have patience with the young players. I’m a believer in that. Over the big picture, he’ll be where he should be.

"Whenever the defense has problems, it’s a team game. There is no one to blame here. Yes, there have been a couple mistakes that have been costly. That’s part of the game."

3) The Ilya Kovalchuk effect

He’s replaceable, but opposing teams paid a lot of attention to him and don’t have to worry about the Russian winger anymore.

4) Not enough stability

 Coach Pete DeBoer is trying everything, but perhaps he changes lines too often. In a few games this season we’ve seen so many combinations it’s been mind-boggling.

5) Too many role players

Role players win Stanley Cups, but not an entire roster of them. The Devils have lost too many stars, most notably Zach Parise and Kovalchuk.

So is it time to press the panic button?

"First of all, we’ve played six games and we’ve gone into every third period with a chance to win the game," Lamoriello noted. "We haven’t done the things that are necessary at that given time to turn it the other way. And we haven’t been given an advantage when we’ve been given an opportunity. Unfortunately, the other team has.

"Right now what we have to do is concentrate on the things that can be corrected and really build off the things that are going well. We cannot allow any distractions to get in the way. Everybody has a lot of different solutions. The coaching staff will come up with the right solution."
Jeez, everyone's heading for the lifeboats after six games in October? Let's see, there's 30 teams in the NHL so in a perfectly balanced league, our next legitimate shot for a Cup is, let's see...2033? C'mon, this team has played well above the percentages over the last 2 decades, so give Uncle Lou some slack. If there's really nothing left to build from on this team, he'll let the ballast go. He's had to operate without the benefit of multiple top 10 picks over the last decade (Pens, Isles) and prior ownership skating on thin financial ice compared to teams that mint money (Rags, Flyohs, Broons, Hawks, DeadWings, Habs and Leafs), yet the team is not wallowing like many folks here seem to believe.
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swmnj

3 Weeks Ago

If you really think Lou is clueless...take your head out of your ___. He is stuck with a difficult situation. He has started to rebuild. We have some potentially great players. Weather or not they develop, time will tell. Yes, its ugly right now...from goaltending, D and lack of scoring. As a fan...I'm not seeing 60 minutes of passion, desperation, non-stop effort. Stop passing and shoot the puck Barry!(sorry bout the rangers reference)
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MrObserver

2 Weeks Ago

swmnj...Lamoriello is stuck with a difficult situation? He is the cause of what ever troubles the Devils! What are you his mother? Lou needs to bend over and take a whiff! Maybe you should join him. Have fun. And also, don't hold your breath looking for passion, desperation and effort from Uncle Fester, Coach Pickles and most of Lou's garbage on the ice. Wake up! Start watching games with both eyes open.
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nieder4eva

2 Weeks Ago

Giving Zubrus 3m is a strange way to start rebuliding if you ask me.
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jeffjaguar

3 Weeks Ago

There's your answer boys and girls. Nothing is imminent. Look, I've been as critical as the next guy and it certainly hasn't been an encouraging start and there's little excuse for the blown leads. However, let's not lose sight of the fact they've played six games, the last 4 on a western Canada trip and the silver lining is they've been in every one of the games. LL says they're not the fastest team and I'm sure we all agree with that. I suppose we all have to give them a little time to get some home games under their belt. No, I'm not optimistic but I certainly not for one second unlike many of the others here think I know more about ice hockey than LL. Hope I suppose springs eternal.
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fftc

3 Weeks Ago

jeff an excellent post.
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MrObserver

3 Weeks Ago

jeffjaguar...Hope is not a strategy! I guess you will be saying your prayers during Friday's game.
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Jerseyboy_222

3 Weeks Ago

Pete DeBoer: "The reality is the last four games we've been tied or with the lead going into the third. So we are doing good things."........No Pete the reality is that your team choked and LOST the last 4 games that you were tied or ahead in because of poor defense and a slow offense that can't score on a breakaway.

LikeReplyShare

Jerseyboy_222

3 Weeks Ago

Having said the above, it is WAY too early in a LONG season to start to panic. We are not even out of October yet. This team does have potential and if certain players start to earn their paychecks and put up some points, the team can turn around in a hurry. I would put some players on a 6 game tryout for the rest of the month, and if things don't change they get benched or sent to Albany. Last year the Devils came out on fire in the beginning and how did that work out? I say that they will make a move at the Trade Deadline, finish strong and make the playoffs in the 7th or 8th spot.
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MrObserver

3 Weeks Ago

Hey Jerseyboy...I guess you are on the same page as Elias...the EXCUSE page!
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Michael Petronzio

3 Weeks Ago

Team is 27th, not 29th. Rags and Flyers are both behind in the standings. Also if you are going to throw standings out there, you can easily spin it that they are two points from being 3rd in the Metro. Might as well be honest.
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northdevfan

3 Weeks Ago

Ok Lou, I'll buy in. But only for 5 games at a time. No improvement in the next 5 games, then in my opinion, it's time to replace the coach.

LikeReplyShare

Caninga

3 Weeks Ago

Lou is definitely as much to blame as DeBoer, if not more. He lost his magic after the 2004 lockout when the game changed. Speed has become so much more important since then but Lou never adjusted. He keeps signing slow footed players, the 5 year contract for Clowe is a prime example.
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raradevils

3 Weeks Ago

So their run to the finals 2 years ago was a fluke? It's hard to replace your two best scorers. One thru free agency and the other thru retirement. Lou will not admit it but they are in the rebuilding process. The youth Lou has in the system more than has enough speed. This is going to be a tough year. I'm looking for big things next year when there are more roster spots for the players being conditioned in Albany.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I don't look upon the 2012 Stanley Cup run as a "fluke," but it does illustrate that there is a often very fine line between a deep run in the playoffs and a disappointing playoff flop. The playoff draw that year had the Devils matched up in Round 1 against their most favorable opponent in the Eastern Conference bracket (Florida), and they nearly lost that series anyway. Other early-round playoff results meant they never had to face the two superior teams that would have given them the most trouble (Boston and Pittsburgh). And they ended up facing the Rangers in Round 3 after New York had already been through two long series (I still insist the Rangers probably would have beaten the Devils in five or six games if they had played in Round 1 instead of Round 3).
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Sk8save

3 Weeks Ago

I think Lou is drinking his OWN Kool-Aid.
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thetribe10

3 Weeks Ago

You guys will not believe this, but I actually think the world of Lou and respect and admire him immensely. I am also forever grateful for the glory years he provided this organization. I just feel that the game has now passed him by and the team now suffers as a result. I don't think he ever fully grasped the salary cap and made several costly mistakes around it. I think David Conte's expertise made up for many of Lou's errors and allowed him to take a hard line in contract negotiations with top players knowing that young talent was ready to replace them. Most franchises would be ruined quickly if they let the quality players the Devils did just walk out the door. When the young talent dried up Lou felt he could play the free agent game and failed miserably. His ego just got too big. He franchised the future with Kovy and lost huge, he lost Parise in his prime, he had the 2nd to last pick of the draft and decided not to forfeit it. He has dug this franchise right back into the ground just the way he found it.
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Sk8save

3 Weeks Ago

I agree with most of your comments but I never thought the Kovy deal was Lou's doing. A 100 million dollar deal for a "superstar" player is just not his style. It smacked of Vanderbbeek desperation to either sell more tickets or attract new investors when he knew the ship was sinking. But whatever the reason, they mortgaged their future for him. And I don't think any chef could make a gourmet meal with the groceries this guy has bought for them.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

With the exception of the Kovalchuk signing (and as Sk8save pointed out, that was not a Lamoriello-type deal at all), I don't think Lou Lamoriello has really hamstrung the Devils in too many of these free agent deals in recent years. Sure, I think he's overpaid more than a few players. But if you look at the last couple of off-seasons there wasn't really a single top free agent that the Devils could NOT sign because of the salary cap. Even this past off-season the team added a lot of depth (in a pretty poor class of free agents), retained some good young players, added a solid "backup starter" in goal, and are still $2M under the salary cap. It's hard to argue with the signings over the last few years.
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fftc

3 Weeks Ago

what a bunch of fair weather fans. when PDB coached them to the cup 2 years ago he was up there with toe blake. all summer everyone begged them to sign brunner. you got him and now he's to frail to play a physical game. all the GM's here kept blasting the team for not bringing up boucher. did any of you really think he'd break stamkos' records because he did it in just one hot year in juniors? everyone blasted kovy for being the blue line liability on the PP, and for dogging it every other game. he's gone but like him or hate him he's a difficult player to replace and i'm not just talking stats. Merrill is in the minors for a reason: HE"S NOT READY. if he plays 3 games in NJ you'd all complain they pushed him to early and he sucks. the problem is that NJD fans are spoiled to think that the cup is their birth right every year. there's a major chemistry issue here with all the new faces and it might not work early on and guess what? it hasn't. when they had those 2 and 3 goal leads in those games were you all complaining about the additions on the roster? next up on the barrel is Schneider and how he was a wasted draft pick trade.
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NJ_Irishman

3 Weeks Ago

PDB lead us to the Finals two seasons ago fftc, not The Cup. So far, there is not a lot to say that they have that same hunger. Which I believe every team should have from Game 1.
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MrObserver

3 Weeks Ago

fftc...You must be related to Uncle Fester to make such a stupid comment! And using your logic about Merrill, Zidlicky is in the NHL because he is good? Wow!
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ndevilsj3

3 Weeks Ago

I'm so sick of Lou's status quo mentality. When is this guy going to realize that he has failed the organization? The problem is IMO is that Lou hasn't had to answer to anyone. The fragile ownership over the years has given Lou a free pass because of his past glory. Dr. Mcmullen would not have sat back and stood for this crap that Lou has put on the ice year after year after year after year after year after year after year after year. Its time for Mr. Harris to call teflon Lou into his office and say ok pal what is going on with my investment on the ice?
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The Partwheeler

3 Weeks Ago

If he fires the coaching staff that would be an incredible injustice. The team personnel is terrible. DeBoer has nothing to work with... The Edmonton game was a terrible job but besides that - who were they supposed to dominate?
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thetribe10

3 Weeks Ago

Lou reminds me of the captain of the Titantic telling all the passengers to stay in their rooms. Everthing is going to be fine, just ignore the water coming in under the door. This ship in unsinkable. Ok, Lou. Thanks
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joeydevil

3 Weeks Ago

Lou is lost. Just like his team. I agree I as a Devil fan has been spoiled, but the last cup win was 2003 and anytime a team hasn't won for 10 years, I think the fans have a right to be angry. Lou always prides himself in being the best, well guess what, Lou hasn't been the best for a long time now. The farm system is bad, so I can honestly say the Devils remind me of the Mets.
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raradevils

3 Weeks Ago

Are you forgetting the finals 2 years ago? They ran into the best team in the league and lost. That same team (La Kings) ran thru everyone else that year.
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NJ_Irishman

3 Weeks Ago

I do not think the Kings were the best team that year. Top 5 worthy but not the best. We did magical things that year. Magical.
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MrObserver

3 Weeks Ago

What did the Devils do in the Finals? They lost! No one remembers who finishes second, except you and those who bring this up. Time for Coach Pickles and LAMORIELLO to go. LAMORIELLO'S comments in this article are nothing but the same nonsense he has been spewing for years. Wake up fans!

1 

LikeShare

kmt75

3 Weeks Ago

Really hoping this is the dreaded vote of confidence and not an actual vote of confidence.
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Caninga

3 Weeks Ago

DeBoer was fired by the Florida Panthers because he failed to develop the young players. The Panthers were bad for a long time and had numerous draft picks in the Top 5, yet none of these players developed into a top tier player. The same pattern is evolving with the Devils. Adam Larsson is a fourth overall draft pick who is stagnating or even regressing. Tedenby and Josefsson are first round picks who can't even crack the lineup. DeBoer loves to rely on old players, on defense he keeps playing Volchenkov, who is one of the slowest, if not the slowest player in the NHL and Zidlicky who is clueless in his own zone. At the same time, young and highly regarded players like Merrill and Gelinas play in the minors and Urbom was a gift to the Capitals. On offense, the two players who get the most ice time are 37 year old Elias and 41 year old Jagr. No matter how you look at it, either DeBoer can not coach young players or Lamoriello has had several poor drafts in a row.
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Ciscokid99

3 Weeks Ago

What's frustrating about this article is that Lou is in denial, if he can't acknowledge or see that the team on the ice is slow, getting beat to the puck, he needs to go! He's insulting the hockey fans and playing, like a politician, smoke and mirrors.
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datjerseytexan

3 Weeks Ago

even if he thinks what he said in the article was BS, i doubt he would share that with the rest of us..
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MrObserver

2 Weeks Ago

LAMORIELLO would lie to his Mother. Were you been?
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fincognito

3 Weeks Ago

Good Job Chere, glad you reached out to Lou and got some questions on him. Well, that is the answer I was expecting from him. Patient Lou Strikes Again. Looks like he'll make changes in December. By then it will be too late with these old farts on the ice. Hopefully he does nothing and at the end of the season, when we are forfeiting a high 1st Round Pick; which should have been done when they went to the Cup Finals...another BRILLIANT MOVE BY LOU...I hope the Owners fire him as soon as the season is over.
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MrObserver

2 Weeks Ago

I used to think millionaires were smart. Their not (Devils owners).
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

The Devils' roster as it is currently built is a vast improvement over last season (with the exception of a gaping hole at Kovalchuk's position). My concern is that this group simply isn't well constructed at all. Too many third-line forwards and too many defensemen who would be no better than #4 through #6 defensemen on most other NHL teams
Sure, it's only six games into the Devils' season. But New Jersey is winless and only has four goals in its past three contests as Pete DeBoer tried to be optimistic before Sunday's loss to the Jets: "The reality is the last four games we've been tied or with the lead going into the third. So we are doing good things. We're not getting beat, 6-1, every night. So there are some good things happening," he said, via The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere. There have been a few bright spots including Damien Brunner's play and the fact that the Devils have stayed out of the penalty box for the most part.

As the Devils try to rebound from their rough start, here's a comprehensive list of the numbers to reveal what's been going wrong:

--The Devils average 1.83 goals per game, 26th in the NHL.

--They've allowed 3.17 goals per contest, which is 24th in the league.

--New Jersey's power play is ranked 29th at 6.7 percent.

--Their 24.8 shots per game are worse than all but two teams.

--The Devils have won 44 percent of their faceoffs. That's better than just one team: the Florida Panthers.

--Their 29 takeaways are 23rd in the NHL.

--New Jersey has been out-shot in each of its last four games. 

--The Devils now have two OT losses despite leading in the first period and another in which they led after the second frame.
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba— First he got a warm welcome back in Vancouver at the beginning of last week. Sunday night it was cheers from the crowd at MTS Centre.

Devils goalie Cory Schneider, who played three seasons in Winnipeg for the AHL Manitoba Moose, was cheered when his image went up on the video screen during the U.S. national anthem.

Thedn, 45 seconds into the game, an announcement was made acknowledging Schneider's days with the Moose. The goalie responded to the cheers by briefly raising his catching glove.

“I got a little heads-up from somebody I know on the other side,” Schneider revealed. “But it was a really nice touch. Growing up as a person here I have a really close bond with the city. It’s a small city where people really support each other. It was really nice of them.”

What stands out from his days in Winnipeg?

"Being cold," he said with a laugh.

Of course the crowd jeered him later by chanting, “Schneider… Schneider.”

“That’s what makes it fun. I like it when crowds get on me like that,” he said.

The start to his first season with the Devils hasn't been much fun. 

“Again, this is a veteran group. We have to find a way in the room here to get a lead and make it stand. Not have ups and downs throughout the game,” Schneider said after the 3-0 loss to the Jets.

* * *

The Devils' power play went 0-for-5, including a game-deciding failure to score during a 5-on-3 early in the second period.

Holding and roughing penalties to Olli Jokinen late in the first period put the Devils on a power play. When James Wright was called fpr hooking 42 seconds into the second period, the Devils had a two-man advantage for 1:13.

"We had plenty of chances on the power play but we didn't do much. We didn't create any momentum or any chances," Patrik Elias said. "I think the power plays were the deciding factor."

Again, the Devils were left scratching their heads.

"Again, it's not like we got blown out," Elias said. "Obviously Schneids kept us in there in the second period and beginning of the third. It's frustrating right now. You look at the games. It's not like we don't have a chance. Most of the games were were in it.

:We had some opportunities today. We had a lot of power plays and didn't take advantage of it."

* * *

Devils coach Pete DeBoer displayed some frustration after the loss.

"It's disappointing in that I think the guys realize where we're at," DeBoer said. "Schneider gave us a helluva game. We've got to step up and find a way to get him a win. We didn't do that."

Do the Devils have to do something to shaken them up?

"I don't know. We have to do something," DeBoer said. "We're trying to shuffle lines. We're trying to move some people in and out of the lineup. We've got to find a way to get a win."
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba— Goaltender Cory Schneider offered a bitter dose of honesty.

 If there is reason for optimism six games into the season, the Devils are doing a good job of disguising it as they remain winless. 

“(We were) close, but close isn’t good enough right now,” Schneider said after a 3-0 loss to the Winnipeg Jets Sunday night at MTS Centre.

“Again we worked hard. They got the bounce to get the winning goal and we didn’t. We just have to find a way. You have to outplay the guy you’re up against, and that includes me. Al was good tonight and he just made that one extra save than I did.”

Former Rangers first round pick Al Montoya, the sixth overall selection in the 2004 entry draft, posted the shutout for the Jets in his first appearance of the season.

The Devils have been shut out twice in six games are and 0-3-3.

“Even though we only have three points, look at our division. We’re still in the middle of the pack,” captain Bryce Salvador suggested. “The important thing is to not get discouraged.

“We’ve been fortunate to thye point that other teams in the division haven’t had good starts either. We’ve bought some time.”

Nevertheless, poor starts can derail a season. Even an 82-game season.

“When other teams are putting distance and putting points up, we all know how hard it is late in the year to gain ground when you have three-point games and shootouts and all that stuff,” Schneider pointed out. “You don’t want to get too far behind. You want to get that first win and that good feeling so we can kind of right the ship here.”

Because of Schneider (32 saves), the Devils only trailed, 1-0, entering the third period. And Winnipeg’s goal had come on a lucky deflection early in the second. 

Evander Kane skated up the left wing past defenseman Adam Larsson, cut to the net and put a shot on Schneider from deep in the left circle. The rebound deflected off Devils defenseman Andy Greene in the crease and into the net at 2:57.

“Sometimes when it’s not going well those are the types of goals that go in,” Schneider said. “I’ve always been a big believer that at least for a goalie it tends to even out. Pucks hit your guys and go in sometimes, but then later in the year you might get posts or pucks just missing opens nets.

“I’m not sure what else Greene could’ve done. He was just trying to play his position, the puck hits him and goes in. Such is life. I think it hit my stick and kind of steered it to the middle. Greenie was with his guy and it went off him and in. Bad luck.”

The Devils had started the second period on a power play. When James Wright took a hooking penalty 42 seconds in, they had a 5-on-3 advantage for 1:13. But they couldn’t score.

“We had a full 5-on-3,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “If we score it’s a different game.”

Montoya wound up with 24 saves and the game ended badly for the Devils. Kane scored an empty net goal with 57 seconds left after Schneider had been pulled for an extra skater.

Then, Marek Zidlicky lost the puck to Jim Slater, who set up a goal by Andrew Ladd with 36.5 seconds to go.

“I think we were a little disappointed in our third period. It was a period we had to win, the biggest period of the year for us. They came out and, I thought, really outplayed us in the third,” Schneider said. “We were in it. We had chances to win, or tie it up at least, but it’s getting a little late for almosts and moral victories.”

Time for a shakeup?

“I don’t know,” DeBoer said. “We have to do something.”
WINNIPEG, Manitoba— If there is reason for optimism six games into the season, the Devils are doing a good job of disguising it.

Cory Schneider played well in goal, but the Devils remained winless as the Winnipeg Jets skated to a 3-0 victory Sunday night at MTS Centre.

Former Rangers first round pick Al Montoya, the sixth overall selection in the 2004 entry draft, posted the shutout in his first appearance of the season. The Devils have been shut out twice in six games are and 0-3-3.

 Evander Kane scored Winnipeg’s first two goals, including an empty-net goal with 57 seconds remaining. Then, with 36.5 seconds left, Jim Slater stole the puck from Marek Zidlicky and set up Andrew Lang for the final goal.

“You have two choices,” coach Pete DeBoer pointed out before the game. “You turn it into a morgue, you walk around and everybody is down. I don’t think that’s productive. The reality is the last four games we’ve been tied or with the lead going into the third. So we are doing good things. We’re not getting beat, 6-1, every night. So there are some good things happening.

“We obviously have to clean up some areas and close some games out, but I think the guys know it’s close.”
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba-- Devils left winger Ryan Carter is still feeling the effects of an upper body injury he suffered during a morning practice.

Carter will sit out his third straight game Sunday night when the Devils face the Winnipeg Jets at MTS Centre.

"I'm all right, getting better," Carter reported. "I got dinged-up in practice. It's improving.

"It was just a battle in the corner and something went wrong. It's going in the right direction, so I guess I'm happy with that." 

He tried to practice on the off-day in Calgary, but left after one lap.

"I tried," he said.

There was no chance for the game against the Jets.

"I don't think so because I hadn't practiced and thing like that," Carter said.

Carter said he's never had this injury before.

* * *

Goalie Cory Schneider said he was happy to get the start in Winnipeg, where he played three seasons for the AHL Manitoba Moose.

What does Schneider remember about the city?

"Being cold," he said with a laugh.

What were those years like for him?

"It was great. We had a great fan base with good support. They ran this team like an NHL team. Being in the American League I think that was unusual and it helped all the guys to be prepared for the next level," Schneider said.

"I met a lot of really great people here. It was that age, in your early 20s, trying to figure it out and you need some help along the way. You don't think you do, but you do. A lot of people, whether it was in the Manitoba organization of just here in the city, really helped that transition. I think I owe a lot."

He will look for the Devils' first victory of the season.

"We're close, but that's not good enough right now," he said. "We're playing 40-50 minutes a night. We really need to put a full 60 minutes together. We've had good spells throughout each game and some not-so-good stretches. It's not as if we're getting run out of the building and looking awful, but we have to find a way to close out some games that we're tied or leading late."

Will being familiar with MTS Centre help?

"I hope so. I played a lot of games here and it seems pretty much the same, so that's good," said Schneider, who played for the Moose 2007-08 to 2009-10. "I'll be starting at the other end, so it will be different. But I think familiarity does help.

"Obviously playing in Vancouver this past week I was pretty familiar with the surroundings. I felt a little more comfortable so hopefully I'll have the same thing here."

He joked abut this trip being a reunion tour.

"It's a little different. You're coming back to the places where you spent a lot of your years developing and kind of maturing as a person. You obviously have special ties to those places, but I think you get over those pretty quickly," Schneider said.

"Once the puck drops you're pretty intent on getting two points."
Devils: Andrei Loktionov replaces Jacob Josefson against Jets
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba-- Andrei Loktionov will be back in the Devils' lineup when they face the Winnipeg Jets tonight at MTS Centre.

Jacob Josefson will come out out the lineup. There will be no changes on defense.

Eleven skaters and both goalies took part in an optional morning skate.

The were: Josefson, Loktionov, Mattias Tedenby, Rostislav Olesz, Damien Brunner, Stephen Gionta, Adam Henrique, Mark Fayne, Peter Harrold, Anton Volchenkov, Adam Larsson, Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider.

Schneider will be in goal tonight as the Devils look for their first win of the season.

"I feel good. We're due for a win," said coach Pete DeBoer, who did not go onto the ice this morning. "Obviously we have to go out and earn it. They're a desperate team so it's not going to be easy. But I think our guys are ready."

The atmosphere around the team remains upbeat for two reasons: The standings remain close and the Devils are looking at the big picture.

"You have two choices," DeBoer pointed out. "You turn it into a morgue, you walk around and everybody is down. I don't think that's productive. The reality is the last four games we've been tied or with the lead going into the third. So we are doing good things. We're not getting beat, 6-1, every night. So there are some good things happening.

"We obviously have to clean up some areas and close some games out, but I think the guys know it's close."

And the standings?

"For sure it makes you feel a little bit better seeing how the teams in the division are faring on a lot of these trips, too," DeBoer said. "It's a tough time of year. We're looking at it like if we get a win tonight we're .500 on this road trip (four of a possible eight points) and we;ll go from there."

* * *

Adam Henrique will be back at left wing as Loktionov steps back in.

"I think (Henrique) is a versatile guy. He can play with different people. I think he enjoyed playing on the wing early in the season," DeBoer noted. "It's a nice luxury to have too many centermen, but the reality is skilled players want to play with skilled players. Whether you're playing on the wing or in the middle-- (Patrik) Elias is the same way-- it's more getting the right mix together of people."

Henrique played center in Calgary, where he scored his first goal of the season.

"It was nice to get the first one. Obviously it would've been nicer in a win," Henrique said. "Hopefully I can get on a roll."

Henrique said he isn't bothered by shifting positions.

"No, not really. I'm comfortable at both positions. Even throughout the game sometimes it changes if we're switching up lines," Henrique said. "It's not a big deal to go back and forth."

He and Loktionov do have some chemistry.

"I think because we played together before. We knew each other before (in Windsor during the 2008-09 OHL season)," Henrique said. "Once you're familiar with another player on the ice it's a little easier to find that chemistry."

Henrique, who has skill, said he is concentrating on winning physical battles for the puck, but not necessarily becoming a pest. He won't follow in the footsteps of Claude Lemieux and Esa Tikkanen, who of the NHL's all-time greatest pests. Both played for the Devils.

"For me it's trying to be going every shift," Henrique explained. "Have my legs going and be involved in the game physically winning puck battles. I need to focus on doing that every shift every game, to be hard to play against. Be a pain to play against. When I'm involved in the game like that is when I'm playing my best.

"Not like a pest. Somebody who's always winning puck battles and always playing hard on the puck. Getting in there and making it tough on the other team. Not turning into a pest out there, starting scraps or stuff like that. I'm not looking to start any big fights or anything."

* * *

After not having a preseason, Jaromir Jagr has two goals and an assist in the three games on this trip.

"I think he's been great. His attention to detail, his questions, his effort away from the puck trying to do what we're asking him to do has been fantastic. Nothing short of great," DeBoer said.

"You knew he was a great player. Everyone talked about his passion for the game. I think seeing him on a daily basis and how hard he works, he lives for the game.You take for granted that everybody at this level does, but that's not the case. He lives to play the game and it's nice being around people like that at the rink."
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WINNIPEG, Manitoba—Devils coach Pete DeBoer issued a challenge at the conclusion of practice Saturday in MTS Centre.

 Players would try to score in a single elimination shootout competition, with the ultimate winning shooter being considered for selection in the next game.

“I said the rules were whoever won I would strongly consider. It gave me an out if the wrong guy won,” DeBoer said with a laugh.

 Peter Harrold, Rostislav Olesz, Anton Volchenkov and Ryane Clowe were the only players to score in the first round as they went numerically against rotating goalies Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider.

 No one scored in the second round, so there was no winner.

 On the ice, DeBoer yelled: “Hey, we better win in regulation.”

* * *

Jaromir Jagr and Martin Brodeur are the only Devils to have played in the now-gone Winnipeg Arena.

 The old Jets franchise, which moved to Phoenix, last played in Winnipeg Arena in 1995-96.

 By then, Jagr had 441 NHL games and 219 goals under his belt.

 Brodeur had 82 of his 669 career wins.

* * *

 Ryan Carter is unlikely to play in Winnipeg because of upper body soreness. He did not practice Saturday.

 DeBoer called him “doubtful.”

* * *

Schneider, who played three seasons in Winnipeg with the AHL Manitoba Moose, renewed acquaintances. “I think the entire Jets staff was with the Moose,” he said.

* * *

DeBoer looked at the 3-2 loss in Calgary again.

“I don’t think we did a good job getting the puck to the net as a group,” he said. “You have to tip your hat to them for their shot-blocking. I re-watched the game and the Jagr line had 4-5 great opportunities with six minutes left to win that game outright. They blocked 3-4 shots.”

And how about the penalties, since the Flames scored two power play goals?

“I didn’t see undisciplined penalties,” DeBoer said, “but the penalty ratio can’t be four or five to one, or four to two. For me that’s a barometer of, ‘Do we have the puck enough? Are we attacking enough?’ ” 

Bryce Salvador on the goalie interference penalty against Michael Ryder: “Ryds’ goal was questionable, that penalty. It’s just that close. What is going to be important is we stick to it and don’t over-analyze it. Obviously we’re not happy that we don’t have a win. At the same time we have to realize that it’s a long season and no one is going to feel sorry for you or help you out.”
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 12, 2013 at 4:18 PM, updated October 12, 2013 at 4:22 PM 

0 

Pinterest 

Email 

WINNIPEG, Manitoba—The Devils started last season with three straight victories… and missed the playoffs.

 With his team off to the first five-game winless start in Devils history, coach Pete DeBoer is looking on the positive side. Maybe this squad deals with its adversity right out of the starting gate. 

“I look at last year and the quick start we had and where we ended up,” DeBoer said after practice at MTS Centre. “It’s all how you handle the situation. You can come out of the gate flying and if you don’t handle that well it will catch up to you.

“It’s a long season. If you come out slow, the way we’re looking at it is we have a lot of time to recover here. And we’re close. I know close doesn’t count in the standings right now. But I think our game is inching towards where we’ll be winning consistently.”

If a spirited off-day practice was any indication, there is no panic after the 0-2-3 start.

“Since I’ve been in this organization we’ve had these periods before,” captain Bryce Salvador said. “Even the year we had success and went all the way (to the 2012 Stanley Cup Finals), we had some pretty tough stretches during that season. You have to keep everything in perspective. We’re not happy about where we’re at, but we can’t be pushing the panic button.”

In fact, the Devils never endured a five-game winless streak during that 2011-12 season. They had one four-game losing streak and another four-game winless streak.

 Losses in October can be as costly as losses in March or April.

“Nowadays everyone knows the importance of every game,” Salvador said. “It’s almost (counter-productive), in my opinion, to overanalyze long-term things like that. We just have to win.”

DeBoer said he sees his team sticking together.

“I don’t think there’s any doubt we have that here,” DeBoer explained. “Little things like the mood on the ice and the energy we had out there. That’s tough. We’ve had an emotionally draining week with how we’ve dropped some games. It would be easy to walk in here and drag your (tail) around. Our guys haven’t done that.

“Everybody is going to go through adversity at some point. There is not a team in the league, maybe Chicago last year, that doesn’t. As a coach you want adversity because you do find out more about your group. It does make you stronger. If you had your choice, you’d like to spread that adversity out a little bit. You wouldn’t want it right out of the gate, but you don’t get a choice in that. We’ll deal with it and I’m comfortable with our group that we’ll come out the other side.”

Goalie Cory Schneider, who will start Sunday night’s game against the Winnipeg Jets, expects a turnaround imminently.

“The frustrating thing is we’re real close. Sometimes you just need that push, that bounce. We need to find a way to win that first game and it will start coming,” Schneider suggested. “I don’t know if we’re pressing at the end or second-guessing ourselves, but I think we definitely have the group in here to finish these games off and get two points.

“If we were playing a lot worse, I think we’d be a little more worried. But it’s a situation where you can’t panic, have frustration or tension. Your desperation and intensity levels have to go up a little bit, but I think that’s different than panicking and trying to force things.” 

Michael Ryder agreed.

“You have to stick together. You can’t do much about it unless you stick together as a team,” Ryder said. “Once you get that victory, things fall into place. We’re going to get a win. We know that. It’s a matter of us not panicking.

“It’s still early in the year, but you want to get in that win column. It’s been kind of frustrating when you lose by one goal, in overtime or in a shootout. We know we’re a better team than that.”

It’s time, of course, to start proving it.
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CALGARY, Alberta—The Devils have now blown a three-goal lead, a two-goal lead and a pair of one-goal leads in their last three games.

For the first time in the club’s history, they are winless in their first five (0-2-3) games of the season.

So how bad is this?

“We’re not 30 games in, are we? It’s five games,” Patrik Elias said. “We’ve been through it many times. It takes a little play, a little thing to turn things around. To find a way to win and not find a way to lose, which we did again tonight.”

It was a breakdown on Calgary’s winning goal at 17:17 of the third period that proved to be the fatal blow. But it was a pair of power play goals from the Flames that stayed with coach Pete DeBoer.

Anton Volchenkov took an interference penalty against Jiri Hudler in the second period and Michael Ryder was called for goalie interference 13 minutes later. Both resulted in goals.

“The winning goal was one thing but the two power play goals we gave up were the difference in the game,” DeBoer said.

So what does DeBoer want to change before the game in Winnipeg Sunday night?

“Lots of things,” the coach said with a laugh. “We’ve got guys in the room, veteran guys who know how to win games, and we have to execute and win games. We’re not getting it done.”

One of those veterans is Elias.

“Listen, the season is long,” Elias stressed. “Obviously we wanted to get a win here. We played better hockey in the second and third. I thought we were the better team in the third. Then we made one mistake again that ended up in our zone. The work ethic was there.”

Goalie Martin Brodeur called it a rut.

“Right now we’re kind of in that rut,” Brodeur said. “We’re not getting that big goal. Tonight we did (from Ryder). They took it away from us.”

Ryder admitted there is frustration in the dressing room.

“We don’t have a win yet,” he noted. “It’s definitely frustrating. We know we shouldn’t have a zero in the win column.”

But they do.

“Hopefully,” Jagr said, “we win the next one and turn it all around.”
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CALGARY, Alberta—Michael Ryder thought he had scored the goal which put the Devils in command and on their way to their first victory of the season.

 Instead, the right winger had his second period score disallowed for goalie interference and the Calgary Flames responded with one of their two power play goals while on the way to a 3-2 victory over the Devils Friday night at Scotiabank Saddledome.

 With the loss, the Devils have started a season winless in five games (0-2-3) for the first time in their history.

“The way we’re playing right now, I don’t think we should be winning,” said Dainius Zubrus, who had one of the Devils’ two goals. “We’re not playing a complete game. We play a period or two. That’s not enough.”

Once again it was a matter of not being able to hold onto a lead. This time they let a one-goal advantage disappear twice.

“We have the lead every game, except the (opening) game in Pittsburgh,” Jaromir Jagr pointed out. “We have to learn how to play with the lead, I guess.”

The Flames scored the winning goal at 17:17 of the third period when the Devils’ defense left Calgary rookie forward Sean Monahan all alone below the left hash marks.

Sven Baertschi threw a cross-slot pass from the right wing boards to Monahan, who easily scored his fourth goal in five games this season.

“The kid was open back there. I didn’t see it. I guess we weren’t really poised. We were kind of puck-watching,” goalie Martin Brodeur said.

That won the game, but it was the play involving Ryder that was the key turning point.

 The Devils almost took a 3-1 lead at 17:49 of the second period. Ryane Clowe blasted a shot off goalie Joey MacDonald's mask. Ryder stormed the crease and put the rebound in, along with defenseman Dennis Wideman, but the goal was disallowed.

Ryder was issued a penalty for goalie interference. Was it a penalty?

“Not to me, but I guess the ref thought it was,” Ryder said. “I was just going to the net and Clowe took a shot that bounced up and hit me. I think their D-man just backed up in to their goalie.

“I knocked the puck in and he called it off and said I interfered with the goalie. I was just kind of stopping. Wideman was backing up. The two of us were going for position and he just backed up too far into his goalie. And they score on the power play.” 

The Flames tied the score on a power play goal with eight seconds remaining on Ryder's penalty. Flames captain Mark Giordano scored on a backhander from between the circles that deflected off Zubrus’ stick with 18.3 seconds left in the period, leaving the game tied heading into the third.

“(It was) huge. It’s a big difference if you’re up, 3-1, instead of a tie hockey game,” Ryder said. “When those things happen, they seem to always score on it.”

Coach Pete DeBoer was asked his opinion of the call.

“I don’t have one,” he said. “I didn’t think it was the right call, but it doesn’t matter what my opinion on it is.” 

Adam Henrique’s first goal of the season at 13:58 of the opening period gave the Devils their initial lead.

But Anton Volchenkov was sent off for interference on Jiri Hudler at 4:35 of the second period and the penalty proved costly Wideman drilled a one-timer from just above the left circle off the right post and into the net at 5:37 to tie the score.

Zubrus scored after 16:03 of the second for another lead that did not stand up.

“Anytime you lose it’s disappointing. This is a tough way to lose, but we have to find a way to win games. That’s the bottomn line,” DeBoer said. “You get to the last three minutes and you don’t get points. We have to find a way to win. We’re not doing that right now. We’re finding ways to lose games.”
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Devils fall to Flames, 3-2, start season winless through five for the first time
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Oct 11, 2013; Calgary, Alberta, CAN; New Jersey Devils goaltender Martin Brodeur (30) stops the puck during the first period against the Calgary Flames at Scotiabank Saddledome. Mandatory Credit: Candice Ward-USA TODAY Sports

Star-Ledger Wire Services

Print 

Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 11, 2013 at 11:37 PM, updated October 12, 2013 at 12:58 AM 

0 

Pinterest 

Email 

CALGARY, Alberta — Michael Ryder thought he had scored the goal that put the Devils in command and on their way to their first victory of the season.

Instead, the right winger had his second period score disallowed for goalie interference and the Calgary Flames responded with one of their two power-play goals on the way to a 3-2 victory over the Devils Friday night at Scotiabank Saddledome.

With the loss, the Devils have started a season winless in five games (0-2-3) for the first time in their history.

"The way we’re playing right now, I don’t think we should be winning," said Dainius Zubrus, who had one of the Devils’ two goals. "We’re not playing a complete game. We play a period or two. That’s not enough."

Again, it was a matter of not being able to hold onto a lead. This time the Devils let a one-goal advantage disappear twice.

"We have the lead every game, except the (opening) game in Pittsburgh," Jaromir Jagr said. "We have to learn how to play with the lead, I guess."

The Flames scored the winning goal at 17:17 of the third period when the Devils’ defense left Calgary rookie forward Sean Monahan all alone below the left hash marks.

Sven Baertschi threw a cross-slot pass from the right wing boards to Monahan, who easily scored his fourth goal in five games this season.

"The kid was open back there. I didn’t see it. I guess we weren’t really poised. We were kind of puck-watching," goalie Martin Brodeur said.

That won the game, but it was the play involving Ryder that was the key turning point.

The Devils almost took a 3-1 lead at 17:49 of the second period. Ryane Clowe blasted a shot off goalie Joey MacDonald’s mask. Ryder stormed the crease and put the rebound in, along with defenseman Dennis Wideman, but the goal was disallowed.

Ryder was issued a penalty for goalie interference. Was it a penalty?

"Not to me, but I guess the ref thought it was," Ryder said. "I was just going to the net and Clowe took a shot that bounced up and hit me. I think their D-man just backed up into their goalie.

"I knocked the puck in and he called it off and said I interfered with the goalie. I was just kind of stopping. Wideman was backing up. The two of us were going for position and he just backed up too far into his goalie. And they score on the power play." 

The Flames tied the score on a power-play goal with eight seconds remaining on Ryder’s penalty. Flames captain Mark Giordano scored on a backhander from between the circles that deflected off Zubrus’ stick with 18.3 seconds left in the period, leaving the game tied heading into the third.

"(It was) huge. It’s a big difference if you’re up, 3-1, instead of a tie hockey game," Ryder said. "When those things happen, they seem to always score on it."

Coach Pete DeBoer was asked his opinion of the call.

"I don’t have one," he said. "I didn’t think it was the right call, but it doesn’t matter what my opinion on it is." 

Adam Henrique’s first goal of the season at 13:58 of the opening period gave the Devils their initial lead.

But Anton Volchenkov was sent off for interference on Jiri Hudler at 4:35 of the second period, and the penalty proved costly when Wideman drilled a one-timer from just above the left circle off the right post and into the net at 5:37 to tie the score.

Zubrus scored after 16:03 of the second for another lead that did not stand up.

"Anytime you lose, it’s disappointing. This is a tough way to lose, but we have to find a way to win games. That’s the bottom line," DeBoer said. "You get to the last three minutes and you don’t get points. We have to find a way to win. We’re not doing that right now. We’re finding ways to lose games."
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CALGARY, Alberta— It isn’t really a homecoming for Devils goalie Cory Schneider, who is from Marblehead, Mass., but this weekend’s return to Winnipeg will be satisfying nonetheless.

 Schneider began his pro career in Winnipeg with the Manitoba Moose back in 2007-08 and spent three seasons in that city when it was an AHL town.

“I’ve been back there in the summer for a charity tournament, but I haven’t played there since my last game with the Moose,” Schneider said. “It was a place that was pretty special for me in terms of my first pro experience. It was a long way from home as a 21-year-old. Being from Boston it was definitely different, but I met a lot of great people there and had some great experiences that helped make the transition easier.

“They’ve had the Jets the last two years. It might not be as big a deal for them to have me come back. But we had a great following with the Moose. Maybe there will be some sort of sentiment when I come back. They’re good fans that way. If anybody is going to remember, it will be them. It’s kind of a smallish town in that regard.” 

The Devils face the Winnipeg Jets in MTS Centre Sunday night.

“It was a great American League city. It’s obviously a great NHL city, but to be an American League player there it was a team that cared and wanted to win. People were interested,” he recalled. “We had some success there, had some great coaches and people helped me along the way.”

Schneider, who won 84 games in three seasons for the Moose, arrived four seasons after Johan Hedberg was the Manitoba goalie.

Schneider, of course, made his return to Vancouver and faced the Canucks Tuesday night.
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CALGARY, Alberta— Travis Zajac waited a long time to return as an NHL to play in his hometown of Winnipeg.

 For the first few years of his career the city did not have an NHL team. Then, when the Atlanta Thrashers moved to Winnipeg for the 2011-12 season, Zajac was sidelined with an Achilles tendon injury.

 Finally, last season he got to play in MTS Centre.

“It’s just another stop now. Just more people watching me in the stands, that’s all,” Zajac said with a smile. “It’s costing me more to go to Winnipeg than to other places.”

But he will enjoy it when the Devils face the Jets Sunday night.

“It’s loud. It’s a good atmosphere, one of the better (arenas) around the league. That’s always exciting,” Zajac said. “And it’s small, intimate. It’s a fun place to play.”

The Devils would like to get to Winnipeg with a victory.

“I think the most important thing is we just need a win to get our confidence going,” Zajac said. “Things will fall into place. I think we’re close. We’ve had some good games, just not a full game yet.

“The veteran players are smart enough in this room to know what we have to do to get the win.”

And Zajac would like to start scoring. He will skate on a line with Rostislav Olesz and Damien Brunner Friday night against the Flames.

“It’s four games in. Obviously I’d like to have contributed a little more offensively, but there are still parts of my game I’m trying to figure out,” Zajac said. “I still want to be more aggressive in some areas. I think I can still take some more pucks to the net and shoot a little more.

“We have a new line today, so hopefully we can start building some chemistry. Bruns is a guy who is not going to throw the puck away offensively, so that can only help.”

Going home will help psychologically.

“I’ll probably spend some time with my family after practice,” Zajac said. “Just hang out for a few hours and chat.”
CALGARY, Alberta— Is usually-unflappable Devils coach Pete DeBoer feeling some pressure?

 It sounded like it Friday morning when he was asked after the team’s morning skate in Scotiabank Saddledome about getting the first victory of the season.

“It would be nice. It would be a reward. I don’t think the picture is as bleak as I’ve read it is,” DeBoer said. “I think we’ve done some good things. We’re close to getting some wins and some points. It would be nice to get a first one. It would take a little bit of pressure off.”

The Devils are 0-1-3.

“Of course we feel close. Actual the most uncomfortable I’ve felt were portions of the Vancouver game just because of the pressure they put on us. Even the Pittsburgh game, the first game of the season, I felt that we were the better team for long stretches,” DeBoer said.

“We’re close and it’s going to come.”

The first area to shore up is throwing away leads.

“There’s not one thing you can do to protect a lead,” DeBoer said. “I think the teams that are good at prorecting leads, and we’ve been a good team in the past at protecting a lead, you’re fundamentals and foundation have to be good. If it’s a little bit off you expose yourself to those type of situations. I think that’s where we’re at.

“The foundation of our defensive play isn’t eaxctly where we need it to be and that’s why you put yourself in those spots early. We’re cleaning it up and I don’t think it will be a long-term problem.”

He wasn’t singling out the defensemen or the forwards.

“It’s five men. And it’s not just our own zone,” DeBoer explained. “You look at the goals scored and they’ve been every which way: Off faceoffs, just a general mindset that we’re going to be on the right side of the puck. We’re not going to turn it over.

“Look around the league. The scores indicate a lot of teams are loose right now. We’re looser than we need to be. We need to tighthen that up. The teams that can tighten that up the quickest, there are points available here.”

Is the lack of help from the forwards to blame?

“Not all the time,” DeBoer said. “I’m not letting the ‘D’ off the hook. It’s not as easy as that. We’ve always been a good team of protecting our defensemen and keeping guys in lanes, making sure they have support. We’ve been a little too loose there early. When you have five new forwards in the lineup, that’s part of it. They’re learning the responsibilities we ask them to have in those parts of the ice.” 

* * *

Ryan Carter left the ice after skating one lap and will not play against the Flames because of an upper body injury.

“I would term it day to day. Just something he’s dealing with,” DeBoer said. “We felt he was going to skate this morning and it kind of flared up and was worse than he felt it would be.”

Jacob Josefson steps in for what will be his season debut. Josefson will skate at left wing with Stephen Gionta and Steve Bernier.

“He played six exhibition games at wing and center. We moved him all around,” DeBoer said. “He just has to bring energy reliability.”

* * *

DeBoer on Jaromir Jagr: “He’s been great. We have probably three Hall of Fame players in there with (Martin) Brodeur and (Patrik) Elias and Jags now. They’re great to work with. You see why they’ve had the success they’ve had over the years. Why they’ve won championships.”

* * *

Adam Larsson will be back in the Devils’ lineup against the Flames.

“I think it’s just a confidence thing with him. He has to find a way to play with the type of confidence and composure that he had in the preseason in the regular season when it counts,” DeBoer said.

“It hasn’t been easy situations. You go into Pittsburgh the first game of the season. And the Islanders are a high octane team. And so is Edmonton. We haven’t helped our defensemen in general as a group as much as we would like and he’s been a little bit of a victim of that. But you have to fight through that.”

Mark Fayne will be a scratch.

* * *

The Devils have lost their last two games in Calgary. The last time they won in the Saddledome was a 1-0 overtime win on Dec. 23, 2007.

Elias scored 25 seconds into OT.

"We had a semi two-on-one. I think I was back-checking," Elias recalled. "I was going backwards, falling down and it hit my blade."

He remembered it as a Brian Gionta pass.
Devils may have gotten a bargain when they signed Damien Brunner
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on October 11, 2013 at 12:06 PM, updated October 11, 2013 at 2:45 PMCALGARY, Alberta— It is far too early to judge the signing of Swiss winger Damien Brunner, who somehow slipped through the grasp of so many other NHL teams.

 But as the Devils struggle through a difficult road trip in western Canada, Brunner has been one of the bright spots. Entering tonight’s meeting with the Calgary Flames at Scotiabank Saddledome, Brunner leads the Devils with three goals and is tied with Marek Zidlicky as the club’s scoring leader.

 So why did the Detroit Red Wings not re-sign him and why did Brunner go all summer without a contract before the Devils invited him to training camp on a tryout?

“I have no idea. We’ve really added scoring to our team,” general manager Lou Lamoriello said with a look of satisfaction.

“We liked him in Detroit. We talked to him right at free agency. When he didn’t sign, we asked him to come to camp. We told him if he came to camp and made the team we would treat him the right way. He came and earned everything.”

Brunner, 27, has speed which the Devils have lacked and he has shown signs of being a capable goal-scorer.

“It’s not only about scoring goals,” Brunner said. “There are going to be games where you don’t score. For me it’s important to bring an energy level every night and to create scoring chances. It’s not only scoring myself, it’s setting my teammates up, too.

“And if the opponent has the puck I have to play smart and be in the right spots. My strength is when we get the puck to have a fast transition.”

If he ever settles in with a regular center, Brunner might even become more dangerous as an offensive threat. So far he has been moved around as coach Pete DeBoer looks for suitable line combinations.

 Brunner has played with Travis Zajac, Patrik Elias and Andrei Loktionov.

“Actually I like playing with all of them. I’ve played with Lokti, Zajac and Elias,” he said. “I think it’s worked out pretty good with all of them. I’ve never really had troubles over my career playing with different linemates. It’s always a commitment of how hard you work. Players will find each other.”

He is happy about his own start, if not the team’s start.

“My fitness level is okay, so my legs feel good out there and that’s the most important part of my game,” Brunner said. “If I keep my legs moving, the rest will come.”

He said the team needs to start banking points.

“It’s key. You want to set yourself up for a good season. We want to get something out of this Canada trip for sure,” he said.

 The concern with some players, such as Loktionov and perhaps older players like Jaromir Jagr, is whether they will wear down during the NHL season.

 Lamoriello said that is not a worry for the 5-10, 185-pound Brunner.

“No. During the lockout he played in Switzerland before he came (to the NHL),” Lamoriello pointed out. “He’s not a small guy. I have no issues there whatsoever.”

Neither does Brunner.

“No. I played 100 games last year,” he said. “I had a slump for 10 games there. I believe it was around 60 games. There are going to be ups and downs during a season that you have to fight through, but I feel comfortable.”

Interestingly, the Devils and the NHL listed Brunner as a center during training camp and the preseason. He’s a winger.

“Always on the wing. I’ve never played center in my career,” Brunner said with a smile. “I’m not a center. It doesn’t really matter what side, but I’m a winger.”

And, perhaps, a steal for $2.5 million a season.
CALGARY, Alberta-- The Devils will look for their first victory of the season Friday night when they face the Calgary Flames at Scotiabank Saddledome.

It will be Martin Brodeur against Joey MacDonald.

Jacob Josefson appears ready to make his season debut.

The last time the Devils won a game in Calgary was Dec. 23, 2007, when Patrik Elias scored in overtime for a 1-0 victory.

Of course, they've only had two trips to Calgary since then, a 6-3 loss on Jan. 10, 2012, and a 5-3 defeat on Mar. 5, 2010.

Devils' lines for morning skate:

Dainius Zubrus-Patrik Elias-Jaromir Jagr

 Ryane Clowe-Adam Henrique-Michael Ryder

 Rostislav Olesz-Travis Zajac-Damien Brunner

 Jacob Josefson-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

Ryan Carter came out at the start, skated a lap and went back in. He is day-to-day with an upper body injury and will be a scratch. Mattias Tedenby remains an extra.
Current Capitals coach and former Devils assistant Adam Oates has a track record of being outspoken in 2013 -- during last season's playoffs, he told a D.C. radio show he could beat up then-Rangers coach John Tortorella.

On Thursday, he was critical about Tomas Hertl and the incredible between-the-legs goal that got the attention of hockey fans and players around the continent (which you can watch around the 2:29 mark of the video above). According to The Washington Post's Katie Carrera, Oates said, "I'm upset. I was just talking to George [McPhee] and he said all the kids do that nowadays, which I understand. But would he have done it on his first goal? He hasn't scored yet tonight and he gets a breakaway, is he going to do that on his breakaway? We'll see."

Oates also added he was glad Todd McLellan didn't put Hertl back in the game: "I'm glad the coach did that because this league, it will bite you if you're not sharp. Don't disrespect the league. I'm sure it was a rookie mistake."

Devils players also weighed in on the goal -- Jaromir Jagr told The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere, "If I can do it at 42, anyone can do it. You actually protect the puck well doing it that way. You have to be careful not to step on your stick." 

Do you agree with Oates or was what Hertl did just fine?
CALGARY, Alberta—Before the season started, Devils goalie Martin Brodeur figured he knew what the team’s biggest problem might be.

“Scoring goals, no doubt about that,” Brodeur said today.

In fact, its’ been keeping goals out of their own net.

“We know how to do it. Sometimes when you get a little fragile it just snowballs,” said Brodeur, who will start against the Flames Friday night at Scotiabank Saddledome. 

“It’s like anything, a guy in a scoring drought or a goalie that’s having a hard time. You just need that one close game that you pull through. The next thing that you know, you forget and you learn again how to do it. With all the veterans that we have, there is no reason why we shouldn’t be comfortable playing these games.”

Yet the Devils are winless in their first four games (0-1-3). A loss to the Flames would mark the first five-game winless start to a season in club history.

“We’re very close,” coach Pete DeBoer insisted. “If we were a little better in shootouts and overtime, we’re 3-1. At the same time, there are areas in which we have to improve. I think when the foundation of your identity is there every night, you don’t get into spots where you lose leads on a consistent basis. We’re still getting that foundation in place.”

Why? Six new players in the lineup.

“We have a lot of new faces,” DeBoer pointed out. “I’d guess we have as many new faces as almost any team in the league, especially at key positions. It takes a little bit of time. At the same time, I think we could’ve won every game we’ve played. That’s the good part.”

Well, maybe not every game. It can be argued that their 3-0 loss in Pittsburgh was well-deserved. 

“We could have won three of the games,” Patrik Elias suggested. “In Edmonton that was our game. We played well for 50 minutes (and blew a 3-0 lead). That was the worst one. The Islanders was a shootout, and we’ll take the point from Vancouver. That’s a tough team to play. Edmonton was a bad point to lose.”

Ryane Clowe said the Devils need to make it harder on opponents.

“When you go through a start where you’ve had a couple of 50- or 40-minute games where you feel like you’re in control and it gets away from you a bit, you need to have one of those games where you can close it out,” Clowe reflected.

“We’re a big team with big bodies. We have to play a heavy game. We can’t shoot ourselves in the foot. We have to make sure if teams are going to beat us they have to earn it. We’ve probably given a little bit away the last few games. It’s all stuff you can fix. You just have to make sure you do it sooner rather than later.”

They blew a 2-0 lead in Vancouver. Another blown lead and it’s a legitimate crisis.

“We’re playing some good hockey. It’s just that we’re blowing some leads,” Brodeur acknowledged. “Once or twice, but you can’t get into a habit of doing these things. You need the killer instinct and that shutdown instinct.

“We’ll definitely score some goals, but we have to keep it out of our net. Especially in crucial moments. That’s been the hardest part. It’s nobody’s fault. It’s not the system. It’s just execution, making the right play at the right time. We have to correct that to win.”

Scoring isn’t the issue.

“From what I’ve heard, that was kind of a problem last year,” Clowe said. “I think we’ve scored enough goals to win games. It’s just a matter of keeping them out right now. Watching New Jersey from the outside, they were always a stingy team to play against.”

Not right now.
CALGARY, Alberta—The Devils were still talking about 19-year-old San Jose Sharks rookie Tomas Hertl’s four-goal game against the Rangers Tuesday night in which the Czech capped it off with a between-the-legs trick shot.

“I could do it but I’d probably be on long-term IR,” Patrik Elias joked.

 Jaromir Jagr insisted he could do it at 41 years and seven months of age.

“If I can do it at 42, anyone can do it,” Jagr said. “You actually protect the puck well doing it that way. You have to be careful not to step on your stick.”

* * *

Devils left winger Ryane Clowe was struck in the foot by a shot from Vancouver's Alexander Edler with 6:32 remaining in the second period Tuesday night.

X-rays were negative and Clowe was able to finish the game but he might not have been able to practice had the Devils not had a day off Wednesday in Calgary.

"I couldn't really feel my foot for a few minutes there," Clowe said. "It was swollen up a lot but I had some X-rays taken and it's fine. The worst part is trying to put it in your skate. Once I got on the ice (today in practice) I was okay."

* * *

Devils players were amazed at how the visiting dressing room and hallways were repaired after the destruction caused by the Alberta floods back in June.

On June 21, flood waters from the Bow River filled the Scotiabank Saddledome up to the 10th row. Dressing rooms, the electronic nerve center for the scoreboard and virtually everything else on the ice level was destroyed.

A photo now hanging in the visitors' dressing room shows the locker stalls floating in water and debris everywhere, but the room has new wooden stalls, fresh paint and carpeting.

"Amazing," Martin Brodeur said.

* * *

Adam Henrique skated at center in today's practice, but coach Pete DeBoer said there is no need to move Henrique to get him going.

Henrique centered for Clowe and Michael Ryder. 

“I haven’t been disappointed in Adam’s game," DeBoer explained. "Production-wise he isn’t (scoring), but I’m not looking at production right now. I’m looking at how guys are playing.

“We haven’t made any lineup decisions. Whatever you saw out there today is not necessarily what you’re going to see tomorrow. I think (Henrique) is comfortable on the wing or at center. I don’t need to make a change to get him going.”

That could be encouraging news for Jacob Josefson, who has yet to play in a game. Josefson skated with Andrei Loktionov and Mattias Tedenby, a trio that appeared to be scratches for the game against the Flames.

"All I can do is work hard," Josefson said.

It is tougher to sit and watch when the team isn't winning.

"Of course. You want to be out there helping," Josefson said.

* * *

When asked about so many Russian players returning home to play, DeBoer praised Loktionov for his dedication and hard work.

"I don't look at birth certificates or where they're from to begin with," DeBoer said. "I just see the hockey player. But the kid's a good hockey player."
CALGARY, Alberta—Might the Devils have found their next captain in Mattias Tedenby?

 The 23-year-old Swede, who has yet to play a game this season, was the captain of the winning eight-man team when the Devils took part in an off-day Amazing Race type of competition in Calgary’s Olympic Center.

 Four eight-man teams, including coaches and staff members, were given envelopes which held tasks that had to be completed. The teams had to run in Olympic Park and then answer 25 questions.

“I was good at handing out stuff to the right people,” Tedenby said modestly. “Like, ‘You take care of the questions, you do that.’ I was pretty much like a coach. Then, in the toughest moments, I go in and do a good job.”

There were three eight-man teams comprised of players and a fourth team made up of the coaches and some staff members. The coaches' team finished last. 

 Tedenby’s team included Patrik Elias, Peter Harrold, Ryan Carter, Andrei Loktionov, Steve Bernier, Adam Henrique and Michael Ryder.

“We had to run and try to beat the other teams to the destinations and do the tasks first,” Elias said. “We were last in time. The coaches came in first. The positioning changed at the end by the questions because of smarts. If you got a question wrong, you added five minutes to your time.”

Harrold, Ryder and Carter answered the questions for the winning team. 

“We breezed through all the challenges,” said Bryce Salvador, who was on a team that included Jaromir Jagr, Travis Zajac, Rostislav Olesz, Stephen Gionta, Anton Volchenkov and Jacob Josefson.

“We didn’t plan very well, though, because the bonus questions were worth more than being fast. We missed a few of those. We had a little bit of a language barrier, although Volchy was really good at one of them.”

Martin Brodeur, on the same team with Cory Schneider and Damien Brunner, blamed questions made difficult through translation.

“Me and Bruns said, ‘We’re not Americans,’ ” said Brodeur, who is French-Canadian but speaks excellent English. “It’s still English and with the way you process things, it’s tough.” 

For a team that is winless in its first four games, it was a good bonding exercise.

“We had a good time,” said Brodeur, who has been through golf outings, curling competitions and sightseeing outings with past teams. “We always do these things year in and year out. You learn a little bit how other guys are outside thinking hockey. I think it’s good to get together in a different environment outside of hockey. It was a trivia type of thing.”

The running segment did not settle the competition, with times being pretty close.

“Some guys maybe have sore legs because they haven’t run in 20 years. I’m not saying who,” Elias said, pointing to the locker stalls of Jagr and Zubrus.

 DeBoer said for himself: “No sore legs. I think Taran (Singleton) our video coach might be sore.”

As for the way the team spent the day off, DeBoer said: "I think when you get on the road you kind of have two choices. You let the guys do their own thing or you take advantage of the opportunity to get them together and do something. Whether it was advantageous or not, I guess that will play out as it goes. I'm glad we did it. The coaches had a good time.

"It was a great day. The weather was great. Canadian Olympic Park is a great place to visit just on your own. I think the guys took it for what it was and had a lot of fun with it."

 For the record, general manager Lou Lamoriello did no take part.

“It was fun actually. It was good to get together and do something different,” Tedenby said. “It was a cool spot, too. It was good competition. I even saw the trainers and coaches running. Everyone wanted to win.”

Organizers did not confiscate cell phones during the trivia segment.

“No, but we were honest,” Elias said. “At least I think so.” 

Tedenby was still basking in his team’s victory. After the competition, the top three teams were recognized.

“We got gold medals,” Tedenby said. “We carried them around our necks on the bus home.”
CALGARY, Alberta -- The Devils held an early practice Thursday morning (8:45 a.m. local time) at Scotiabank Saddledome as they prepared for Friday night's meeting with the Calgary Flames.

Martin Brodeur will start against the Flames.

Ryane Clowe, who took a shot in the foot during the loss in Vancouver, participated in the practice. He skated at left wing with Adam Henrique and Michael Ryder.

Clowe said he had X-rays taken on the foot and they were negative. His biggest issue was swelling and getting his foot into the boot.

The Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier line was back together. Rostislav Olesz moved into the LW spot with Travis Zajac and Damien Brunner.

Defense pairings rotated.

The lines:

Dainius Zubrus-Patrik Elias- Jaromir Jagr

 Ryane Clowe-Adam Henrique-Michael Ryder

 Rostislav Olesz-Travis Zajac-Damien Brunner

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Jacob Josefson-Andrei Loktionov-Mattias Tedenby

Defense:

Bryce Salvador, Adam Larsson, Anton Volchenkov, Marek Zidlicky, Andy Greene, Mark Fayne, Peter Harrold

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider

* * *

Devils changed to power play work during practice. Equipment manager asks what color blue jersey Zubrus wants.

Equip: What color blue? Dark blue or light blue?

 Zubrus: Royal blue

 Jersey is brought out.

 Zubrus: "That's baby blue. I don't want baby blue."

Power play unit: Zidlicky and Zajac points. Jagr, Elias, Ryder up front.
Devils: What has gone wrong and what has gone right in poor start?
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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on October 09, 2013 at 4:12 PM, updated October 09, 2013 at 10:12 PM
CALGARY, Alberta — The Devils bemoaned the fact that so many prognosticators picked them to miss the playoffs this season. To some players and coaches it was amusing, to others an insult.

Nevertheless, they are one loss away from opening the season without a victory in their first five games, which would be the longest winless start in Devils history.

While their 0-1-3 record isn’t reason for panic at this early stage, they cannot afford to dig themselves a deep hole. The positive side is they are getting points, but the worrisome aspect is they are leaving too many on the table. 

"We’re close," Patrik Elias said. "We’re doing some good things, but the pace and everything changes during the game. We were up by two (in Tuesday night’s 3-2 loss in Vancouver), they started coming in the second period and we had a hard time.

"So we have to keep it simple. We have to learn to play with a lead, just get it out of the zone and play in the neutral zone maybe."

The Devils had a mandatory (under the new collective bargaining agreement) day off Wednesday. They will face the Calgary Flames Friday night at Scotiabank Saddledome as their five-game road trip continues.

WHAT'S GONE RIGHT SO FAR

There seems to be chemistry in the Dainius Zubrus-Elias-Jaromir Jagr line. Jagr and Elias each have two goals and an assist in four games and appear to be getting better. They were the team’s best line in Vancouver.

Damien Brunner has given the Devils some much-needed speed. The Swiss winger has four points (three goals, one assist) and could turn out to be an important signing.

The goaltending hasn’t been great, but it’s certainly not an issue.

WHAT'S GONE WRONG

They cannot hold onto leads. Blowing a 3-0 lead in the third period Monday night in Edmonton was bad enough. Letting a 2-0 lead disappear in Vancouver wouldn’t have been as alarming had it not come a day after the Edmonton fiasco.

The energy line of Ryan Carter, Stephen Gionta and Steve Bernier didn’t get off to a good start, which is why DeBoer inserted Rostislav Olesz in Carter’s spot for the fourth game. Carter, Gionta and Bernier are a combined minus-10 with no points.

Too many mistakes from the defense corps. Veterans like Anton Volchenkov, Marek Zidlicky and Bryce Salvador have had their bad moments. So has young Adam Larsson. He’s minus-4 in three games, but the coaching staff has to make sure his confidence isn’t shattered by removing him from the lineup yet again. 

The Devils are due for a complete-game effort. It cannot come soon enough.

"We had a couple lines playing well and a couple of lines were off, which is okay," Elias said. "That’s going to happen. We have to start getting more and more guys playing on the same page." 

Very soon.
Lou has to put either Gionta or Carter on waivers and activate Tedenby. Olesz has to be given the opportunity to replace the one who stays. Harrold, Zidlicky or Volchenkov should have been put on waivers before Urbom. We have real personnel problems here that are not being addressed intelligently by Lou. It's all about bad contracts and we lose young talent.
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avcerc22

3 Weeks Ago

"Too many mistakes from the defense corps"...understatement of the century. Just like the Giants linebacker corps, this was a problem going into the off season. Nothing has been done to upgrade or correct this. Resigning Zidlicky despite all the fair weather fans, will come back to haunt this team. Keeping dinosaurs on the blueline like Salvador (where is the leadership?) and Volchenkov on the blueline will come back to backfire big time. There are 3 D men right there we should/could have cut loose in the off season. I still say, .500 and struggle for a playoff spot if nothing changes.

LikeReplyShare

Eric Castro

3 Weeks Ago

I have been saying this same exact thing since the cup run two years ago. Our defense corps is mediocre at best. Volchenkov is still making too many mistakes. Hockey is a frustrating sport sometimes because you can outplay a team for 55 minutes of the game and still lose. But five minutes is all the time that a team needs to capitalize on the mistakes of the defense. 
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devszid

3 Weeks Ago

The biggest problem has been the extra session. If the Devs manage to get a goal past Nabokhov and don't have an epic meltdown in Edmonton we're singing the praises of the Devils brass. Its early and I do like what I see at times so the jury is still out on this team. They should be desperate Fri. nite. LGD!!!
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avcerc22

3 Weeks Ago

What about the breakdowns in the 3rd period that lead to the "extra session", as you stated?
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hockey lover

3 Weeks Ago

POsitives: the new faces are producing. Negatives: the D stinks and also the fans make a stink about the goal song! give it a rest i have friends with little kids who are impressionable and they do not want them to hear all the "you suck" chants plus "rangers suck flyers swallow" game after game. GIVE IT A REST! ITS CLASSLESS and why hockey isn't nearly popular as a national sport.
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squidboy

3 Weeks Ago

Positives: 1. Brunner looks like the real deal. Detroit must be loaded to let this guy walk. 2. Jagr still has a little something left and Elias can still play as well, just not as physically as before. 3. Ryder has a sneaky way of scoring. Not allot of flash but gets the puck to the net. 4. Zidlicky adds desperately needed offense from the back line. 5. It seems like the Devils will score enough. That still remains to be seen. 6. Don't really seem to miss Kovy much. They just relied to heavily on him and it took away from others. Negatives: 1. Power Play has been pretty awful. No cohesion at all. 2. Complete lack of young, home grown talent. What has happened to Henrique and Zajac? Larsson just seems to be getting worse. He could turn out to be an awful 4th overall pick. He seems to have not one ounce of "Mean" in him and lacks any quickness in his skating. 3. Complete lack of physical play. For a few years now, this team has scared nobody. 4. Goaltending has been mediocre. They need to be great night after night for this team to have a chance. 5. The top 7 Defensemen lack youth, size, speed, aggression and talent. A bunch of laborers lacking skill. It still seems incredible that Lou thinks this group can succeed. 2012 was a glorious fluke, not reality for this bunch. Why does it always feel like every goalmouth scramble ends up in the back of the net? 6. The CBGB line has lost it. Can they regain any semblance of what they used to be? 7. Maybe the worst team on faceoffs I have...more
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Jerseyboy_222

3 Weeks Ago

Positives: New players. Brunner, Jagr and Ryder have all produced. Goaltenders. Schnieder has shown that he can be more than just a fill in for Marty Patrick Elias is the backbone of this team and is stiill as dependable as ever. Negatives: Team speed. Outside of a few players, this team is probably the slowest in the league. Defense.. Nobody is afraid to go to the net on the Devils. They are old, slow and soft on the back line. Fat Wallets. Henrique and Zajac both signed big contracts and there are only 2 points and 0 goals between them so far. Failed Breakaways. Can ANYBODY on this team score on a breakaway/shootout?
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Jerseyboy_222

3 Weeks Ago

Sorry for the format. The web page is not keeping the spacing or line breaks of what is typed.
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missedmyexit

3 Weeks Ago

The 2013-14 Devils Dancers are really hot. 
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funkytoes

3 Weeks Ago

Yeah they are! Crazy, our goal song is too offensive but you have half naked gals walking/dancing around the arena. God, I hope they at least stay!!!
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hockey lover

3 Weeks Ago

They are always hot! They cant win the games however lol
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slived

3 Weeks Ago

POSITIVES: We've been in all the games but one and that was because we were blown out in the 1st period of opening night on the road. Even last nights goals were two pucks that hit people and the other one was because Clowe was crippled on the ice. Brunner has real skill and puts pucks on goal. Ryder can score in close from nothing. Jagr still has hands even if he's a glorified pylon. Elias is still a good player. Zubrus is complementary to Elias. Schneider looks talented. There are a lot of new guys so you have to expect team breakdowns at this point and also expect chemistry to improve. NEGATIVES: Lack of cohesive team D really makes every single one of the individual Dmen look vulnerable/bad. Even Andy Greene looks worse than last year. Best hope for D-growth Larsson looks lost again. Best hope for O-growth Josefson can 't crack the lineup and Tedenby hurt. Clowe looks completely useless (Since Lou won't give up on a character guy like him I think he should take the fighter role). Loktionov, Zajac and Henrique do not appear to have any sync/synergy with the other players (they were complementary to Kovy and Parise but now seem isolated). So, they work hard individually but don't accomplish much. Gionta, Bernier and especially Carter seem to have "lost it" and have gone from world beaters back to AHLers. Olesz has only made the lineup once. Our shootout shooters have looked like beer league guys. Only one Dman hits people (Volchenkov) but not particularly regularly or effectively...more
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dmb322

3 Weeks Ago

Gone right- newcomers tallying points (Brunner, Jagr, Ryder) Gone wrong- Henrique, Zajac,etc. not producing Gone right- Getting leads! Gone wrong- Giving up comfortable leads! Gone wrong- OT/Shootout..abysmal The good thing is that it's still early and all of these things have some time to be ironed out. The season is young and things should change (players, strategy, etc.)
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northdevfan

3 Weeks Ago

They have more talent spread out on the forward positions this season, yet they are still too slow coming out of there own end to make anything off the rush. Their fore-check is pretty tenacious, but they are slow to get the puck to the point. And once there they are getting pushed around a lot. The D is either too slow or too soft (take your pick on any given pairing). The good news is that the team is working hard and creating chances for most of the 60+ mins. What really concerns me though is that they aren't punishing their opponents when back-checking. Nobody was afraid of them last season and I don't see anyone looking over their shoulders so far this year either.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I don't think the defense is really a problem (from a DEFENSIVE standpoint, that is). We can complain about Zidlicky all you want, but at this point the guy is tied for the team lead in scoring and is the only defenseman with a plus rating (+2). As I said on another forum, it would be wonderful if Zidlicky was the biggest problem on the team right now. The lack of mobility of some defensemen is a major problem, coupled with the fact that most of them don't even play a physical game. What would be the point of putting a slug like Ken Daneyko on the ice if his physical game was like Reijo Ruotsalainen?
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Devils Advocate

3 Weeks Ago

Zidlicky is the only defenseman who contributes offensively. You need that even if he is not good on the blueline. He is not Paul Coffey, but who else would provide the offensive support if not him? Merrill and gelinas are not quite there yet. Greene doesn't really do it, either. Who was available to sign or trade for that we realistically could have gotten? I think Zidlicky and Salvador have been ok so far. Not Stevens and Niedermayer, of course, but ok. Volchenkov has not been good, Larsson and harrol have seemed overwhelmed and we do not have real good defensive forward on the team. Zajac and Zubrus or ok, but a far cry from Madden and Pandolfo. This team has always played good TEAM defense.
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occorruption

3 Weeks Ago

Merrill and Gelina "might not be there" yet but I if we're going to lose it makes more sense to lose with youth that can adjust and learn at the NHL level. We are not contending for the cup this year yet PDB refuses to use younger players. Makes no sense to me.
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30brodeur

3 Weeks Ago

So Zid doesn't suck because he provides offensive support "Even if he's not good in the blue line". Only one problem with this statement. He's a DEFENSEMAN!!! This is absolutely ludicrous! And I've said this before, only reason he's a plus on +\- is because our goalies bail him out every time he causes a break away/odd man rush!
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Devils Advocate

3 Weeks Ago

Jesus, what other facets of hockey do you just completely misunderstand
Devils winless start: Are you alarmed at their play so far and their blown leads?
The Devils are just four games into the 2013-14 season and already have three overtime games that resulted in a loss. Die-hards might be thankful those losses result in a point each. 

But are there alarming trends that are concerning you about the way New Jersey has opened up the year?

It starts with their last two games -- the Devils opened up their contest in Edmonton with a 3-0 lead that eventually fell apart with four Oilers goals in the third frame. That was followed up with a 2-0 lead on Tuesday night that eventually led to three unanswered Canucks scores. "We had the lead again. We've got to start playing better with the lead. It's not easy to get a lead in this league and we had it the last two games -- 3-0 and 2-0 -- and we still only got two points. We should get more points than that," Jaromir Jagr said, via The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere.

There are also concerns about former fourth overall pick Adam Larsson, who was supposed to take another step forward this season, but was instead benched against the Canucks. Pete DeBoer said his start hasn't been a good one despite his strong training camp. Add in the fact that the Devils play their next three on the road, including a tough one against the Senators and it's possible the slow start could last longer.

Maybe you're listening to Bryce Salvador, who told Chere, "It's a long schedule. If, at this point you really start squeezing your stick...Obviously we want to win and we need points, but you can't overdo the pressure on it."

Tell us how you're feeling. Are you panicking about the Devils' play thus far? Or do you think it's a rough patch with problems that will be corrected in the coming days? What can the Devils do to stop giving up leads? Discuss your thoughts in the comments section.

Devils (0-1-3) off to their slowest start since 2001-02By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 09, 2013 at 2:10 AM, updated October 09, 2013 at 2:15 AM 

0 

Pinterest 

Email 

VANCOUVER—The Devils are off to their slowest start since 2001-02, when they opened that season with an 0-3-1 record.

 After Tuesday night’s overtime loss to the Canucks, they are 0-1-3 this season. That is not reason to panic, but blowing leads in two straight games is reason for concern.

“We had the lead again. We’ve got to start playing better with the lead,” Jaromir Jagr said. “It’s not easy to get a lead in this league and we had it the last two games—3-0 and 2-0—and we still only got two points. We should get more points than that.” 

What can they do better?

“A million people have a million ideas,” Jagr said. “We just have to be a little smarter, I guess.”

Coach Pete DeBoer said it’s too early to be frustrated.

“It’s a waste of energy to get frustrated. It’s four games,” DeBoer pointed out. “We have 78 to go. We’re doing a lot of good things. We’re on the road here. We’ve played only one game at home. These are some tough buildings.”

He prefers to look on the positive side.

“Obviously you look at them as character-building losses,” DeBoer said. “I think there is a lot of good that we’re doing here. You just have to trust in the fact that it’s going to result in wins. We’re playing good teams nose to nose and unfortunately leaving some points on the table. You hope over 82 games that evens out.”

As for goalie Cory Schneider’s performance against his former club, DeBoer said: “I thought he was fantastic.”

The Devils haven’t been

“It’s tough to judge anything after four games,” Jagr said. “In some areas we are very good. In some areas we are bad.”

* * *

The Devils were on a power play at 7:05 of the third period when Patrik Elias was tripped. There was no penalty call on what would have given the Devils a two-man advantage in what was a 2-2 game at that point.

Elias thought it was a penalty.

“I thought so. I got by the D and I was flying in for the puck,” he said. “From behind he poked my calf a little bit. You don’t that so you lose balance. I was kind of upset about it.”

At 9:12 he was called for hooking.

“He should haved called that. I was just frustrated because he didn’t call the one before. That’s all,” Elias said.

They're playing exactly like they did last year. Hit the ground running in the first period and fall flat on their faces in the third. This team has no identity...not enough speed or scoring talent to be a high-scoring finesse team...not tough enough to wear down the opponents to grind out the 1-goal victories. 19 wins in the last 52 games...that kind of ratio got Johnny Mac canned.  

Aside from Elias' 2 lucky goals, only the 'new guys' are doing any scoring and I fear the rest of the team has checked out waiting on a new direction (IE head coach). Not that I would blame them. DeBoer's decision-making is questionable at best. Every time he picks the shootout lineup, it makes me cringe. Starting Moose in net every game Marty was out injured last season made me not want to see DeBoer back this year. Moose is a good guy, but he was not an every game goalie and was clearly struggling, yet DeBoer refused to start Kinkaid or Frazee. It was the perfect opportunity to see how the kids would perform, especially when the season was beyond saving, but decided to sit on his hands and let the opportunity slip away. 
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Tasmar Vanderweghe

3 Weeks Ago

The D is terrible for the most part. In particular, I thought Harrold was awful last night. Volchenkov had some bad puck luck, but hes a plodder too. Let's bring up some of the kids and let them play with Fayne and Greene. What's the worst that can happen? I couldn't look any worse than it did last night in terms of breaking out of our end or defending. On the other hand, I think the new forwards are actually looking pretty good, and once they start learning how to play with each other, things might get surprisingly better. However...WHERE THE HELL ARE ZAJAC AND HENRIQUE? I think I last saw them both on the back of a milk carton.
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BringBackDaneyko

3 Weeks Ago

The sky is falling, the sky is falling! 

With the exception of Edmonton this new group of guys had to start the season against some pretty good teams that are all at the top of their divisions. I am happy with what I see so far for the most part. Each game they are getting a little more comfortable together and this road trip is only going to solidify that. By the time they make it back home for the Rags they should be firing on all cylinders. 

We have some decidedly weaker competition coming up in Calgary, Columbus, Winnipeg, Ottawa,and I would even put the Rangers in the category. This team is going to make noise this season.
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JoeyRedEye

3 Weeks Ago

Columbus and Ottawa will not be easy games.

LikeReplyShare

denterre

3 Weeks Ago

Didn't anyone notice who the real culprit was on the winning goal? The usual suspect, one Marek Zidlicky. Afraid to take a hit along the left boards, he reaches out while avoiding it to backhand a partially fanned pass to the Canucks defenseman who gathers it passes to the high middle for the shot. Then Zidlicky instead of blocking the shot or getting out of the way allows the puck to deflect off him so it changes direction and eludes Schneider. Also, Salvatore doesn't take out Santorelli in front of the net. On an earlier goal Volchenkov has a real chance to block the shot and doesn't. He sticks out his leg again changing direction on Schneider and in the net. This Defensive corps, SUCKS.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I don't fault Zidlicky. He was out there because he's the best defenseman on the team in a four-on-four situation. If he was capable of doing it, I would have him out for the entire five-minute overtime on one side, with Greene, Fayne and Harrold rotating on the other side.
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Devils Advocate

3 Weeks Ago

Don't judge the team after a handful of games. That is the way to madness. Break the season up into 15-20 games at a time. The forwards and goalies have been pretty good and have dominated most of the periods they have played. They will need to put together full 60 minute efforts and the defensemen must tighten up their games. I think they will. Everyone is playing with new guys and they should get better as they play more. The next two games are winnable and would give them a 2-0-2 record for the road trip heading into Ottawa. A lot can change. Stop firing and benching people so soon.
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oldtimer

3 Weeks Ago

Everygame is winnable in the NHL, so far the Devils have lost all 4, changes are neccessary.
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Devils Advocate

3 Weeks Ago

Nonsense.
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oldtimer

3 Weeks Ago

I've been holding in a lot of things here about this team lately. 

It's time I vent them. 

Peter DB is not being a fair coach and he plays his favorites, even when they are conistantly making the same mistakes and costing the team games and points. 

I'm talking about you Capt Sal, Anton Volchokeov and Zidlicky. 

Why did Mark Fayne have to give up his #29 for a new player too? Unfair. 

And he should get more ice time along with Larsen and Josefson. 

Gionta is a little hustler but he should not be in the lineup that much. 

Peter DB is stifing the careers of Josefson, Larsen, Tedenby and Fayne. 

Also, what is Scotty Stevens doing to help improve our pourously slow defense? 

What happened to Travis Zayjac and Adam Henrique? Witness protection? 

Mr Lamoriello has also made quite a few errors in judgement in recent seasons. 

Losing Urbom for nothing is a major blunder. 

Still lots of time to right the sinking ship, but Lou, Peter DB, coaching staff and the underperforming players all need an internal reality check and do their jobs better! 
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denterre

3 Weeks Ago

You are absolutely correct.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I don't agree with everything you've posted here, but you raise some good points. Here's my take: 

1. Agree 100% on the mix of players and the instinctive preference for slow, underperforming veterans over energetic underperforming rookies. 

2. DeBoer is not stifling the careers of all those guys. Tedenby is stifling the career of Tedenby, and the team had no business expecting Larsson to perform as a regular NHL defenseman without ever having played a single North American game. To this day, the only experience he has had in North America outside the NHL is the 30+ games he played in the AHL during the 2012-13 lockout. That's a disaster for a young European defenseman. 

3. I don't know that Fayne had to "give up" his jersey number. Maybe the Devils weren't certain they were going to re-sign him when they picked up Clowe, and who even knows how attached the guy is to his jersey number anyway? 

4. Josefson needs to be in this lineup regularly. Aside from his hustle, Gionta isn't a very good center (hie was 3 of 11 on faceoffs last night, for example). 

5. It's hard to fault a coach for playing Elias anywhere on the ice, but I'm not sure he's playing his best position when he's at center. 

In summary ... I don't think this team is very far away from being a strong contender. And I don't think they really need much to get them there (other than the things they've lacked for years, like a bona fide #1 defenseman and a great playmaking center). I expect them to be a streaky team of...more
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Matt

3 Weeks Ago

IMO, the biggest issue is conditioning. They looked slow as mud through a strainer and were reaching for pucks a lot. I toggled back and forth between this game and the Range...errr I mean the Sharks game and thought our game was on slow-motion. 
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HardcoreDevil

3 Weeks Ago

Thank god Shnieder was in nets or else i think the Devils would of gotten hammered.Canucks got a good team there and the devils had the lead lost it but still took them to OT.Glad we got at least 1 point out of this one.They should have had the two points against the Oilers.Not everyone is producing yet and there still managing to score enough goals to win.Our defence is terrible Volchy and Saly have got to go for starters there just terrible.
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loudaman

3 Weeks Ago

I think Lou has done a good job of recovering from the Kovy/Parise fiascoes as far as the forwards go. His biggest short coming has been addressing the near term needs of the defense. Whatever Zids and Volchy brought to the game is gone. For every assist Zid has he has 4 turnovers or an equal amount of bad penalties. Sal and Volchy are not much better and Larson needs more time in the minors. Shame about Urbom being waived because I think the team would be better served by bringing up combinations of Merril, Urbom and Gelinas to give them HNL level experience and to see if youth and heart can replace veteran has beens. 

Only four games in folks. Let's wait until the end of October to call for DeBoer's head. This team has some potential if they can make some early adjustments on the defensive side of the puck. Forwards will take care of themselves as they get more accustomed to playing with one another.  

LETS GO DEVILS!!!!!
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Yet Another Dave

3 Weeks Ago

How is this "their slowest start since 2001-02"? In 2007-08, the record after four games was 1-3-0 for 2 pts after 4 games -- a slower start than this season. In 2010-11, it was 3 pts after 4 games -- the same as this season. This season is the longest without a win since 2001-02 but points are what primarily matter for the NHL standings, not wins. 

LikeReplyShare

moonxel

3 Weeks Ago

That 1 win makes a big difference. All of the points this year are sympathy points
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Spore

3 Weeks Ago

They got 3 Points and are doing better in the standings overs Rag's, Cap's and F'rs, but this is not a sustainable pace to be a competitive team. 
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DevsFanInAustralia

3 Weeks Ago

Any chance the NHL lets the Devils forfeit the number 1 pick they used to pick Larrson?
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thetribe10

3 Weeks Ago

The truth of the matter is this team lost two of the best players in the world, in their prime over a two year stretch. Imagine Chicago losing Toews and Kane over a two yr period, how good would Chicago be right now? All the band-aids in the world (e.g. Jagr) can't close that wound. The really sad part is not only was nothing received in return for these guys, but the Devils now have to forfeit what appears to be a lottery pick in the upcoming draft.  
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kmt75

3 Weeks Ago

Ilya Kovalchuk isn't Toews or Kane. Not even close. If Kovalchuk was twice the player he was in his best season I can't see any GM being willing to trade either Kane or Toews for Kovalchuk. Two of those guys are leaders who make the players around them better and are capable of almost singlehandedly willing their team to win games and one is a selfish sack of you-know-what that floats at the blue line for 48 minutes a night hoping for breakaways to pad his stats. I'll leave it to you to figure out who's who but here's a hint - Toews and Kane have two rings in the last three years while Kovalchuk missed the playoffs two of the last three years. AND, in the year he did go to the playoffs his team played it's best game when he wasn't in the lineup. Getting Kovy out of town was the best thing that's ever happened to the Devils.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I'm always amazed at how so many NJ fans insist on under-selling a player like Kovalchuk. The Devils looked like they would have lost to decent high school team on most nights when he was out of the lineup last season. Chicago has won two Stanley Cups in three years because they are a young, deep, talented team -- not unlike the Pittsburgh team that has been to the Finals twice in recent years and has one Cup to their credit. And how can anyone say the Devils played their best game of the playoffs with Kovalchuk out of the lineup when he was their freaking LEADING SCORER in the playoffs that year? LOL.
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kmt75

3 Weeks Ago

Not sure what point you're trying to make with Pittsburgh. If anything, it proves mine. Like Toews and Kane, Crosby and Malkin make everyone around them better. Kovalchuk didn't do that. Parise did (see Zajac, Travis), although not to the degree of a Crosby or Malkin. That's why you build a team around a guy like Zach but you don't build a team around a guy like Kovy. If Kovy was any kind of a leader or presence the Devils would have been a playoff lock every year. Instead, he dragged them down to Thrasher levels. But it's OK, he got his 30 breakaway goals a year in garbage time. That's what really mattered to him.
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thetribe10

3 Weeks Ago

DeBoer is the next NHL coach to get fired. Just watch
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dutch

3 Weeks Ago

I'm not gonna blame Deboer for the results so far but somebody is to blame for Adam Larrson. Either the scouts were wrong or he's not being developed correctly.
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denterre

3 Weeks Ago

He is not being developed at all. you can see that the talent is there.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I've said for a long time that this team misses Larry Robinson in a big way. Larsson needs to play every game to become an effective NHL defenseman. And if he's not good enough to play every game in the NHL right now, they should send him down to the AHL for a month or two so he can work on his game.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

I don't think the coach is really the problem here. They need to develop chemistry, and that will take some time. This team is deeper and better constructed than they were last year, and in some of the "problem areas" people here are identifying they aren't any different than they were in 2012 (their defensemen, for example). 

The one area where I fault the coaching is in deciding who plays and who sits on any given night. If Marty Brodeur is splitting time with Schneider to avoid having him play back-to-back games, then I'm really wondering why they don't do the same thing with other old, slow veterans like Zubrus, Jagr, Salvador and Volchenkov when they've got a young kid like Josefson sitting game in and game out.
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whammer39

3 Weeks Ago

It's still early, but nothing is going to change. This team is just too old. The players who are young, just don't have enough talent to overcome this team's weaknesses. It's going to be a long and painful season, more painful than last season.

1 

LikeReplyShare

NJDevilsRox

3 Weeks Ago

Yes, the defense was somewhat again last night, but I felt that the score of the game could have easily been a Devils 2-1 win. Haven't seen any mention of Clowe taking that wrist shot to the inside of his right foot, and he stayed out on the ice, and skated back to the bench to get a replacement out. While doing that, Vancouver played the puck to where her should have been - essentially a man advantage - and the goal was scored. I admire the toughness, but if you're hurting that much (which it looked like he was), stay down on the ice to stop play. Happy to see that Jagr got his 2nd goal. Also read that all but two of the goals scored by the Devils so far (and those 2 are Elias') have been by 1st year players! 
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Dona

3 Weeks Ago

On a hungry team, another player picks up Clowe's spot. There was plenty of time to see and rectify the situation. It's not like he got hit, went down, and they scored. 
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NJDevilsRox

3 Weeks Ago

Yes I agree. But the problem is you can't replace a player on the ice, until he can get to bench. He did fall down initially. Got up and skated ever so slowly. If you saw him, he was barely able to push off with his injured foot. I've gotten hit like too, and it hurts like a SOB even with the protection of the skates!
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Dona

3 Weeks Ago

I get you Rox. My point was, while he was taking an eternity to get off the ice, I didn't see another player already *on* the ice racing to cover that vulnerable position, the same way you would if he'd been tied up on the boards. I'd have settled for a flying body launch with a "noooooo" before the puck went in, if someone had just shown that he was trying to get there. The truth is, it all makes me miss Zach. 
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deheinz1

3 Weeks Ago

Now we can put to rest its all Brodeur's fault. Another goalie in the net and same result. Losing a lead. The Defense is the problem! How many times is this team giving up 2-1....3-2....3-1....1-0  

chances. All the time. 
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rubowling3

3 Weeks Ago

Rich...any chance you can get the stats on the number of times the Devils have blown a 2 or more goal lead under DeBoer?
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Jerseyboy_222

3 Weeks Ago

Gee I wish we had a Big, Strong, Stay at home defenseman to help clear the crease and hold the lead in games like these.....Maybe Washington has someone tha we can use??? 

Its time to bring up Merril or Gelinas and see what they can do. 

The other problem is that Henrique, Zubrus, Loki and of course Zajac all only have 1 assist each in 4 games.  

0 goals and 4 total points between the 4 of them is not helping matters either.
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VA_Devils_fan 

3 Weeks Ago

I agree, something need to change with the "D". The "O" is no better though so far the goal scorers for the team are Bruner 3, Jagr 2, Elias 2, and Ryder 2. What's going on with the rest of the offense? I see quite a few people stating it's not time to worry yet it's only 4 games, well when is it time to worry? after it's too late? I would say that if they don't win soon PDB's job is going to be in some serious jeopardy. 
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

But it could be worse. I've seen football teams win games scoring fewer points than the Rangers gave up last night in San Jose. LOL.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

If you want to see something that is really captures where this team stands right now, look no further than the winning goal last night. Just take a look at Bryce Salvador -- who has no business setting foot on the ice in a four-on-four situation -- shoving Mike Santorelli out of the slot in front of Schneider ... AFTER THE PUCK WAS IN THE NET. 

It was one of the few times Salvador has put his body on anyone through the first four games of the season. 

If the Devils are playing Schneider a lot to keep Brodeur out of these back-to-back games, there are about a half-dozen other old, slow guys who should be sitting out a lot of these games, too.
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Devils Advocate

3 Weeks Ago

Nonsense. Salvador has been fine this season. Not great, but hardly the culprit you make him out to be. He has been physical and played positionally well, especially considering that he plays with their only offensive defenseman in Zidlicky.
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navajorug

3 Weeks Ago

Like I said during the live game thread last night ... Salvador and Volchenkov should have been nailed to the bench for the entire overtime period. I can't think of too many NHL defensemen who are more poorly suited to play in a four-on-four situation than those two guys.
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jeffjaguar

3 Weeks Ago

Well we all know losses in overtime are not really losses nor are losses in shutouts. So NJ has really lost only 1 real loss and 3 ties.
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moonxel

3 Weeks Ago

Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better. A loss is a loss. I personally think the point system should be removed. The "everyone gets a trophy!" mentality of rewarding failure is utter nonsense IMO. You win or you lose...no sympathy point for trying.  

So, 1 loss and 3 "ties", as you put it. That still means NO WINS. No identity, no direction, no different than last season. 19 wins in the past 52 games...a 36.5% win percentage only promises an early start to the golf season. 
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BP Devil Dog

3 Weeks Ago

Our guys looked dead out there. It's gonna be a long season if 2 away games back to back takes this much out of them.  

They just couldn't get the puck out of our zone let alone get it thru the neutral zone into the Canucks' end. Bad clearing lobs out of our end. Really bad dumps into their end. 
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Dona

3 Weeks Ago

They looked old and slow. No spark. No fire. No great plays. No...nothing. Depressing to watch

VANCOUVER— Devils goalie Cory Schneider did not get caught up in all the hoopla surrounding his return to Vancouver and a start against former Canucks teammate Roberto Luongo. He kept his focus.

 But he couldn’t prevent the Devils’ winless streak from reaching four games as they fell to the Canucks, 3-2, on a goal from defenseman Jason Garrison at 2:18 of overtime Tuesday night at Rogers Arena.

 The Devils, who got a goal and an assist each from Patrik Elias and Jaromir Jagr, are 0-1-3.

“It’s frustrating. We’re getting ones and we need twos,” Schneider said of the Devils’ start to the season. “We’ve been in pretty much every game and controlled parts of them but we just haven’t been able to put a strong 60 or 65 minutes together. 

“You see glimpses of it. Then you see glimpses of us struggling and trying to work the system out. We’ve got to start putting W’s up on the board.” 

Although the Devils blew another lead—this time 2-0—Schneider kept them in the game by stopping 30 of 32 shots. However, he never saw Garrison’s long shot in OT.

“Not really. I saw Garrison walk to the middle,” Schneider said. “I kind of looked one way and the next thing I knew it was in the net. There was some traffic there and I didn’t work hard enough to find it.”

Mike Santorelli, standing in front of the crease, said the puck hit him in the side, so the scoring could be changed at some point.

 The Devils almost won it near the end of the third period, when Elias tipped a Marek Zidlicky shot over the crossbar.

“I just tipped it. Right over (the crossbar) again,” Elias said.

 Jagr and Elias, along with Dainius Zubrus, were the team’s most reliable line and they saw lots of ice time.

 Elias played 18:20, Jagr 17:59 and Zubrus 16:37, including crucial moments in the game.

“I have no problem (with it). I used to play like that all the time,” Jagr said with a smile. “My memory is coming back. I'm a machine. I'm not human.

“We had some chances. We had the lead again. We’ve got to start playing better when we have the lead.”

As the game began, the Canucks posted a message on the video screen which read: "Welcome Back Cory. Thanks For Five Great Years."

“It was fun. It was a great environment, a great atmosphere,” Schneider said. “Real nice of them to show that on the screen at the start. It was a pretty nice touch by them. But once the puck dropped we had our hands full. They played hard. They’re tough to play against.”

Schneider conducted a morning press conference before a large group of cameras, microphones and reporters. 

“Obviously it’s the first time back since the trade. I’m just hoping to move on once this is done and just play hockey again. I don’t want to be a distraction to my teammates,” Schneider said. “I know Vancouver is coming in (to New Jersey) at the end of October. Who knows if we’ll still be talking about it by then?

“Hopefully Roberto and I are in this league for a long time and we play each other a lot more than just this one time. Hopefully it will die down a little bit.”

Jagr's second goal in two nights gave the Devils a 1-0 lead at 18:52 of the first period. Elias delivered a cross-slot feed from the right circle and Jagr wasted no time beating Luongo from the left circle.

After an early Schneider save in the second period, one fan yelled during a quiet spell: "Come on Cory, let one in."

He did, but not before Elias gave the Devils a 2-0 lead.

The veteran forward centered a pass from the bottom of the right circle. The puck deflected off the skate of Canucks defenseman Dale Weise and into the net at 7:25. It was the second goal of the season for Elias and 377th of his career.

The Devils gave one back at 8:51 when Daniel Sedin's shot from the right point deflected off Anton Volchenkov's stick and eluded Schneider on his stick side.

Devils winger Ryane Clowe was hit in the foot by a shot from Alexander Edler at 13:28 of the second. With Clowe struggling to get up, the Canucks tied the game at 13:47 when Edler controlled a cross-slot pass from Daniel Sedin with his skates near the left hash marks and then beat Schneider.

The night started with Schneider and Luongo (21 saves) stretching on each side of the red line during the pregame warmups. They chatted and then headed towards their respective goals.

“I don’t remember,” Schneider said when asked what was said. “I think we were just joking around about something. I can’t remember, to be honest.”

But, in the end, it was Luongo who got the two points.

“It was fun playing against him. I’ve always said that,” Schneider said. “He’s a guy that I’ve watched and fortunately played with and been next to for the last three years. So I’ve learned a lot from him.

“He’s been through a lot, but with his resiliency and how hard he’s worked through all of it, I think he’s deserved everything he gets. It was fun to see him at the other end for the first time.”

VANCOUVER—The matchup between Devils goalie Cory Schneider and former Canucks teammate Roberto Luongo was the topic of conversation tuesday night at Rogers Arena, but it was little more than an afterthought for the Devils.

After blowing another lead — this time a two-goal advantage — the Devils saw their winless streak reach four games as they fell to the Canucks, 3-2, on a goal from Jason Garrison at 2:18 of overtime.

The Devils, who got two a goal and an assist each from Patrik Elias and Jaromir Jagr, are 0-1-3.

Garrison’s shot eluded Schneider as Mike Santorelli stood in front.

As the game began, the Canucks posted a message on the video screen which read: "Welcome Back Cory. Thanks For Five Great Years."

Schneider conducted a morning press conference before a large group of cameras, microphones and reporters. 

"Obviously it’s the first time back since the trade. I’m just hoping to move on once this is done and just play hockey again. I don’t want to be a distraction to my teammates," Schneider said. "I know Vancouver is coming in (to New Jersey) at the end of October. Who knows if we’ll still be talking about it by then?

"Hopefully Roberto and I are in this league for a long time and we play each other a lot more than just this one time. Hopefully it will die down a little bit."

Jagr’s second goal in two nights gave the Devils a 1-0 lead at 18:52. Elias delivered a cross-slot feed from the right circle and Jagr wasted no time beating Luongo from the left circle.

After an early Schneider save in the second period, one fan yelled during a quiet spell: "Come on Cory, let one in."

He did, but not before Elias gave the Devils a 2-0 lead.

The veteran forward centered a pass from the bottom of the right circle. The puck deflected off the skate of Canucks defenseman Dale Weise and into the net at 7:25. It was the second goal of the season for Elias and 377th of his career.

The Devils gave one back at 8:51 when Daniel Sedin’s shot from the right point deflected off Anton Volchenkov’s stick and eluded Schneider on his stick side.

Devils winger Ryane Clowe was hit in the foot by a shot from Alexander Edler at 13:28 of the second. With Clowe struggling to get up, the Canucks tied the game at 13:47 when Edler controlled a cross-slot pass from Daniel Sedin with his skates near the left hash marks and then beat Schneider.

Clowe was back before the period ended.

Mock chants of "Schneider ... Schneider"’ went up at 15:25 of the second. Seventeen seconds later the Devils goalie answered by stopping Jannik Hansen as he walked in alone.

While stretching along the red line in the pregame warmup, Luongo and Schneider chatted. They were close as Canucks teammates despite the battle for playing time. 

"I like to be friends with my backup," Luongo said. "You know right away the guys that are a bit more selfish and root almost for you to fail so they can take your job. But Cory wasn’t like that. That’s why it’s so easy to become friends with somebody like that. Instead of going against each other, we’d push each other to be better and help this team win games." 

Schneider confirmed that they were closer than outsiders might have thought.

"I think we respected each other and had a good friendship. I think we leaned on one another," he said. "Whoever was playing I think we were pretty comfortable with that. It made it easy to rally around the guy. We kind of had to deal with a lot last year. I thought he did a tremendous job. He never wavered in his support for me, which was pretty impressive."

Devils' Pete DeBoer: Adam Larsson had great camp, poor start to season
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VANCOUVER—Devils coach Pete DeBoer said he’s not down on defenseman Adam Larsson.

 Although Larsson will sit out Tuesday night’s game against the Canucks, DeBoer said the team’s depth and a few other factors determined the change to Mark Fayne. 

“He’s a young defenseman,” DeBoer said of Larsson. “I thought he had an exceptional training camp and he hasn’t had a great start to the season. That’s just the bottom line.

“When you have a guy like Mark Fayne, who was playing 20 minutes a night in the Stanley Cup Final less than two years ago sitting there, those are decisions you have as a coach on a nightly basis. You have to do what’s right.”

Was the benching of Ryan Carter based on the loss in Edmonton? 

“Not solely on last night,” DeBoer explained. “I actually thought that was Ryan Carter’s best game of the three so far. But if we don’t get (Rostislav) Olesz in tonight, he doesn’t play in another four or five days potentially.

“I don’t think it’s a lack of effort. I think the effort is there to try and do the right things but at the end of the day it’s execution, too. That’s the bottom line.”

The coach did not speak with goalie Cory Schneider today.

“I haven’t talked to him today. If I’m talking, he’s probably not listening today. He’s got other things on his mind,” DeBoer noted. “We have talked about this game back in New Jersey. He’s excited.”

He said he doesn’t think the loss in Edmonton will hurt the Devils psychologically.

“I think we’re pretty good. The reality was, at the end of two periods, they were booing Edmonton out of their own building. Even for the first five minutes of the third,” DeBoer said. “Then some things fell apart for us. We didn’t handle it well, but it’s a long season.

“I remember two years ago going into Florida and blowing a 2-0 or 3-0 lead in the third period and losing. It didn’t devastate us. We didn’t crawl in a hole, curl up and die. I don’t think this group will do that.”

* * *

DeBoer on Jaromir Jagr: “I thought he was great. I think the two games he’s been rested he’s been very good.”
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VANCOUVER – It comes as no surprise that the Devils will make lineup changes for Tuesday night’s game against the Canucks.

 After all, the 5-4 shootout loss in Edmonton Monday night was only the fifth time in Devils history they lost a game after blowing a three-goal lead in the third period. The last was a 6-5 overtime loss in Atlanta on Mar. 23, 2006.

 So someone had to pay for this loss, right?

“I don’t know if I’m looking at it like that,” left winger Ryan Carter said. “I’m looking at it like we have zero in the most important column (wins) so we have to find a way to get one in that column. If a lineup change is the ticket, that’s what we have to do.”

Carter will be a scratch while Rostislav Olesz makes his Devils debut.

 Olesz last played an NHL game with the Chicago Blackhawks at the start of the 2011-12 season before he was sent to the minors Nov. 17, 2011.

“It seems like yesterday,” Olesz said of his last NHL game, “but it’s been two years.”

Carter took his benching in stride.

“The internal competitor is every guys feels like they are a piece that helps the team win,” Carter said. “But sometimes you have to realize that sometimes maybe you’re not a piece of the puzzle. Maybe something has to change. You take it in stride and go forward.

“Would I like to be playing? Absolutely. Do I think I can help the team win? Yes, no question. If it’s my job to sit back and give the team a better opportunity to win, then that’s what I do.”

So Olesz steps in.

“I think that’s another positive thing to take from this. Our team has depth. You can put guys in and maybe it’s seamless. In the long run over the course of 82 games I think it’s a positive thing. No sense in getting wrapped up and negative about it after game three. It may help you win games later.” 

Defenseman Adam Larsson finds himself in a familiar spot. He will be scratched as Mark Fayne returns to the lineup.

 Larsson doesn’t feel he’s a scapegoat.

“No, not really. It’s up to the coaches who they want to play,” Larsson pointed out.

 That doesn’t make it any less frustrating.

“It is (frustrating to be in this situation again), but I’m not going to hang my head just because of one game,” Larsson said. “We’ll see what happens the next game. We’ll, see but I’m not happy about it.”

* * *

Canucks coach John Tortorella said he isn’t thinking about facing Pete DeBoer.

“It doesn’t matter to me. It’s not so much me coaching against another coach. It’s our team playing against another team,” Tortorella said. “Doesn’t matter who. We just want to try to beat them.”

Tortorella on the Devils: “This team tonight is probably one of the better defending teams in the league. There’s not going to be much in the middle of the ice.”

His view of Cory Schneider returning to Vancouver: “This is the Jersey Devils. He happens to be the goaltender playing for them. We want to beat them.”
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VANCOUVER – It wasn’t quite like a flashback for Devils goalie Cory Schneider, because it rarely got as crazy during his days with the Canucks as it did for his return to Rogers Arena.

 Set to face his former club and former goalie partner, Roberto Luongo Tuesday night, Schneider conducted a morning press conference before a large group of cameras, microphones and reporters. 

“Obviously it’s the first time back since the trade. I’m just hoping to move on once this is done and just play hockey again. I don’t want to be a distraction to my teammates,” Schneider said. “I know Vancouver is coming in (to New Jersey) at the end of October. Who knows if we’ll still be talking about it by then?

“Hopefully Roberto and I are in this league for a long time and we play each other a lot more than just this one time. Hopefully it will die down a little bit.”

Not yet. Before Schneider spoke following the Devils’ morning skate, Luongo held court in the Canucks dressing room.

Luongo said the return of his former sidekick doesn’t bring up any unpleasant memories from the past two seasons when they had to share the net.

“Not at all. I’m just looking forward to playing against my friend. That’s what it’s all about for me,” Luongo said. “I want to win and play a good game. I’m just enjoying being at the other end of the ice with Cory, just like in practice every day when he was here.”

They were friends and, in fact, remain so.

“I like to be friends with my backup,” Luongo noted. “You know right away the guys that are a bit more selfish and root almost for you to fail so they can take your job. But Cory wasn’t like that. That’s why it’s so easy to become friends with somebody like that. 

 Instead of going against each other, we’d push each other to be better and help this team win games.” 

Schneider confirmed that they were closer than outsiders might have thought.

“It wasn’t an easy situation for him or for me at times,” Schneider said. “We both wanted to play and I think we both thought we were capable of playing. So there were times when the other guy might not get in for a few games. You just had to stay positive.

“I think we respected each other and had a good friendship. I think we leaned on one another. Whoever was playing I think we were pretty comfortable with that. It made it easy to rally around the guy. We kind of had to deal with a lot last year. I thought he did a tremendous job. He never wavered in his support for me, which was pretty impressive.”

Luongo said the two pulled together as teammates despite the fight for playing time.

“It was a situation we pretty much handled between me and him. We leaned on each other for support,” Luongo recalled. “It wasn’t an easy situation for both of us to be in. We made the best out of it. The good thing about it is no matter who was playing there was no question there at all.

“I’ve said it for a long time. I find he’s already one of the best goalies in the league. He deserves to start. Unfortunately he’s in a situation right now where he’s not able to do that. I kind of feel for him in that way. His time will come. He just has to wait a little longer.”

This, of course, could be Martin Brodeur’s final season. Or maybe not.

 But Schneider knows he is still playing alongside a goalie who will get a lot of his potential playing time. He doesn’t know how it will all play out with Brodeur.

“I’m still trying to get a sense of that,” Schneider admitted. “I obviously don’t know Marty as well yet as I know Roberto. He’s pretty confident and comfortable where he is… We’re not sure how it’s going to shake out. It’s still early. From the looks of it, he’s going to do everything he can to play as many games as he can. So am I. What’s going to happen, I’m not sure.” 

Luongo said: “He’s obviously been through it before so he knows how to deal with it and what to expect. That being said, I’m sure he wants to be number one.”

Schneider said he expected to chat with Luongo on the ice during the pregame warmup. 

“Maybe we’ll text each other or tweet each other on the ice. Bring our phones out there,” he said with a smile. “I’m sure we’ll talk, smile and joke around.”

Luongo said: “I don’t know where he’s going to be stretching. I know he wants to win bad. I’m going to be focused on doing my job. If we get a chance, great. If not, we’ll see each other after the game.”

Walking into Rogers Arena for the optional morning skate felt strange for Schneider.

“It’s definitely different. I spent a lot of time in this building and city. Going to the other room was definitely a change,” he said. “I’m very familiar with the building so I’m comfortable. To go to the other locker room was a little different. It’s fun to be back.”

He was worried about the possible distractions.

“I think more so for my team and my teammates,” Schneider explained. “This is a big road trip for us coming out west and we haven’t gotten off to the start we wanted. So the last thing you want is for the other guys to get annoyed and wonder why all this is going on.

“You’re always a little nervous before every game. Once the puck drops you put that behind you and don’t really worry about who you’re playing against. I’m more worried about just winning the game because we haven’t won a game yet.”

And does he look back at what could have been with the Canucks?

“Part of you thinks about what could have been,” Schneider said. “The other half of you gets excited for what is to come ahead.”
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EDMONTON, Alberta-- The Devils remain winless in this young season.

 Their 0-1-2 start matches the way they opened the 2010-11 season, when they missed the playoffs. But it is far too early to panic.

“It’s a long schedule,” captain Bryce Salvador said after Monday night’s 5-4 shootout loss to the Oilers. “If, at this point you really start squeezing your stick… Obviously we want to win and we need points, but you can’t overdo the pressure on it.”

It would have been worse had the Devils not pulled Martin Brodeur and gotten a shorthanded goal from Patrik Elias with 53.6 seconds remaining in the third period. That salvaged one point.

“Big goal,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “I thought we played well enough to deserve points here tonight. We deserved that goal. But it still doesn’t make it any easier that we didn’t get two points.”

Not at all.

“We deserve a little better than that,” Brodeur said. “I thought we dominated for most of the game and took a kind of tough penalty there. From there it was chaotic a little bit. They got back into the game and got the lead. Kind of a tough one, I guess.”

So what happened in the third period, when the Oilers scored three goals in 7:47?

“I don’t know. We talked about staying aggressive,” DeBoer said. “We had the unfortunate kind of bounce off Sal’s stick that led to the penalty. They got the power play goal and grabbed a little momentum there. We didn’t do a lot differently than we had in the first two periods.”

But they didn’t do enough right.

“Mistakes. That (Oilers) team takes chances,” Elias said. “One goal off the faceoff. The other was kind of a bad change. It started snowballing a little. We have to know how to play with a lead. And that wasn’t the case in the third.”

Jaromir Jagr looked on the bright side.

“At least we got the point,” Jagr said. “At least we came back. We could’ve easily had two points. Right now we should be happy for one. We pulled the goalie and scored. That doesn’t happen very often.”

* * *

The Patrik Elias-Jaromir Jagr-Dainius Zubrus line looked good, at least in the first period. Jagr scored his first goal for the Devils.

“Better. It was nice for Jags to get one right from the get-go,” Elias said. “He was better on the puck and creating better chances.”

Jagr, Damien Brunner and Michael Ryder, all Devils newcomers, scored their first three goals.

Shark attack not personal against Panthers 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

7:25 p.m. EDT, October 31, 2013

From Pro Hockey Talk and San Jose Mercury News

San Jose forward Logan Couture wasn’t trying to disrespect the Panthers when he referenced playing in Florida after last night’s 4-3 overtime loss in Los Angeles.

Per the Mercury News, here’s Couture’s exact statement after the Sharks failed to win at the Staples Center for the 11th time in 12 tries: “We could have played in Florida tonight and probably lost that game, too.”

You can see why some Panthers fans may have taken issue with that, especially if they didn’t know about the Sharks’ struggles at the Staples Center.

Via Couture’s Twitter account today, here’s what he meant by his Florida remark:

“I was asked if playing in Staples Center had an effect on the way we played last night and the outcome. I answered no, that we (meaning the Kings and Sharks) could have played in Florida and it wouldn’t have mattered.

“Some reporters have chosen to try and twist those comments into a slam against the Florida Panthers. Couldn’t be further from the truth. We could have played in a building where we were undefeated and had the same result.

“All I was saying was we wouldn’t have beat the Kings anywhere. The arena (Staples Center) was not the issue.”

So there you go. No disrespect to the Panthers.

San Jose, by the way, plays in Sunrise on Jan. 16.
Panthers' Versteeg hopes to buy childhood team 
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:18 p.m. EDT, October 29, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS When Kris Versteeg was 8 years old and growing up in Canada he wore a No. 10 jersey in honor of his hometown hockey hero, Todd MacIssac, a center on the Lethbridge Hurricanes of the Western Hockey League.

Versteeg had never been to an NHL game, so his dream was to play for the Hurricanes, a major junior hockey league in Alberta in which 16-to-19-year olds hone their skills in the hopes of becoming professionals.

 Skate forward 19 years, and now Versteeg is a veteran NHL forward with the Panthers who hopes to own the Hurricanes so he could help restore the struggling franchise to prominence.

“We were season ticket-holders and those were my heroes,’’ Versteeg said after an off-ice conditioning session at Saveology.com Iceplex Tuesday. “MacIssac, Shane Willis, guys I looked up to.

“It’s my hometown team and I have great memories. I want to see it succeed as does a lot of people who are doing their best. I hope one day I could be involved from an ownership standpoint.’’

Versteeg has assembled a group of potential silent partners and he wrote an open letter to the Lethbridge Herald last week in which he gave his heartfelt reasons for purchasing the team from the hockey-crazed community.

“The 1997 Hurricanes, which went to the Memorial Cup final in Hull, Quebec, brought a lot of promise and excitement to all Lethbridge hockey fans, including myself,’’ Versteeg wrote. “After so many years, fans deserve that feeling again. I am not here to make any guarantees or predictions, but with my experience as a professional hockey player, combined with the successful business people that are dedicated with me, I have confidence that we will work hard to bring that same excitement back.’’

The 27-year-old franchise is owned by the city of Lethbridge. The board of directors told the Lethbridge Herald that the team, “is not for sale,’’ but they would be willing to work with Versteeg on a volunteer basis.

Versteeg played for the Hurricanes from 2002-05, and after two losing years, he notched 52 points to lead them to a 39-20-12 mark, but the season ended in a a first-round playoff loss.

Since then the Hurricanes have had two winning seasons and have finished out of the playoffs for the last four years, while their arch-rivals, the Medicine Hat Tigers, have reached the playoff for 11 straight years with two WHL titles.

“The Tigers have been a thorn in Lethbridge’s side for many years,’’ Versteeg said. “They seem to find players out of nowhere like a Tyler Ennis, players who you’d think wouldn’t pan out, but all of a sudden are lighting it up and are in the NHL.’’

Versteeg, drafted in the fifth round in 2004 by the Bruins, admits his time with the Hurricanes ended poorly as he and four teammates basically forced trades the following season. Versteeg ended up on the Kamloops Blazers (B.C.)., which is now partly owned by former Senators icon Jarome Iginla, a common occurrence these days.

“It was a rocky path,’’ said Versteeg, who owns a hockey school in Lethbridge where he sponsors teams, helps coach the university team and annually gives out 60 pairs of hockey gloves to juniors. “But I want this out of passion, not greed.’’

After winning the Stanley Cup with the 2010 Blackhawks, the city gave Versteeg a hero’s welcome and a plaque.

“I posed for photos with the Cup at my old stall in the Enmax Centre,’’ he said. “I know it’s a long process. I want to be part of the solution. I have two goals: to win a Stanley Cup here and make Lethbridge a successful franchise and win a Memorial Cup there someday.’’

Thomas back on ice

Panthers starting goalie Tim Thomas, who has missed six games, first with a groin pull and the last two with a sore leg, skated on Monday and Tuesday.

“He’s coming along,’’ Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said. “There’s a decent chance he’ll skate with our team [on Wednesday].’’

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Dineen prefers dirty goals to pretty ones 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:04 p.m. EDT, October 28, 2013

By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

A few days ago Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said that he was, “dying for net presence; dying for big bodies to go out there and make a difference.’’

In Dineen-speak he meant that he wanted brawny players such as Tomas Kopecky, Shawn Matthias as well as rookie centers Nick Bjugstad and Aleksander Barkov to camp out in front of the opposition’s net, block the goalie’s view and either knock in rebounds or deflect shots from their teammates.

Those rebounds or pucks off skates and bodies that end up in the net are known as dirty or greasy goals, something the Panthers have lacked for years and seemingly the best route to the red-light district in today’s game.

His players got the message and despite falling 4-3 in a shootout to the red-hot Lightning Sunday, two of the Panthers’ goals came from hard work in the crease by Matthias and Bjugstad.

“We talked a lot about how they score goals in this league,’’ said the 6-foot-4, 220-pound Matthias, who snapped a 23-goal drought with his backhand rebound of a Jesse Winchester shot. “It worked, right? So we got to keep doing it.’’

Bjugstad, who’s  21, 6-6, 215-pounds and still filling out, swatted in a backhand flip from Scottie Upshall while standing in front of Lightning goalie Anders Lindback.

“It’s important,’’ Bjugstad said. “A lot of goals are scored in the NHL [like that], so I got to get in front to make sure those goalies aren’t seeing those pucks.’’

After taking Monday off, Dineen will continue to drive home the point to his players that ugly goals triumphs over pretty tic-tac-toe tallies.

“That’s the nature of the game right now,’’Dineen said. “That’s when things are struggling you have to respond. You have to go out there and make your presence known. That’s a real key to our game right now. It’s not going to be pretty.

“I do respect that our players are sincerely trying and pushing for things to happen. We’re still in search of that complete game.’’

Training camp redux?

The 3-7-2 Panthers have lost six of seven (1-4-2), and nine of their next 12 games are on the road, so Dineen will use this week’s odd four-game break between games to plug some leaks.

“It’s a chance for our team to understand what each player’s strengths are and how we feel they could best contribute to the cause,’’ Dineen said. “I look at this as an extremely important week for our group.’’

Power outage

The Panthers are 1-2-2 on this season long six-game homestand that concludes with the Blues on Friday, and part of the problem is their 28th-ranked slumping power play (9.8 percent success).

Florida was 0-for-4 Sunday with just two shots, and have converted one PPG on its last 16 chances spanning seven games. They’re 1-for-22 on the road and are tied for last in the NHL with four PPGs.

“I personally added a few adjustments on the power play before the game and obviously it didn’t work,’’ Dineen said postgame Sunday. “I get hung out on that one. We lost a little life.’’

Dineen on Gudas

Dineen has already referred to Lightning agitator Radko Gudas as a, “dangerous,’’ player after he practically mugged Scott Gomez in a preseason game.

He was once again angered by Gudas’ actions Sunday when he slashed the top of the boards in front of the Panthers’ bench with his stick in response to a squirt from Upshall’s water bottle.

“I was really concerned about our players. When you chop your stick down like that it’s really, really dangerous,’’ Dineen said. “It’s an emotional game. … That stick is a very serious, dangerous weapon, so I didn’t see the [squirt]. Understandably upset, but certainly the wrong response by that young man.’’

Gudas, who scored the Lightning’s third goal, was ejected and given a 2-minute slash, a 10-minute misconduct and a 10-minute game misconduct. He leads the NHL with 53 penalty minutes.

Flu bug spreading

Dineen said the flu bug that sidelined the team’s leading scorer Tomas Fleischmann Sunday is running through the team and has already claimed defenseman Ryan Whitney and Upshall. The team doctors administered flu shots Sunday night.

“I’d rather have guys healthy and hungry, versus talented and sick,’’ Dineen said.

Panthers lose shootout 3-2 
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Washington Capitals center Michael Latta (46) lays a hit on Florida Panthers defenseman Dmitry Kulikov (7) during third-period action at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C., Saturday, November 2, 2013. The Capitals defeated the Panthers in a shootout, 3-2. (Chuck Myers/MCT)
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By Harvey Fialkov, Staff writer 

6:30 a.m. EST, November 3, 2013

WASHINGTON, D.C. — — 

Less than 24 hours after ripping everyone but three players on his team for a lack of effort, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen’s message seemed to be heard loud and clear.

A desperate group of Panthers played as if their families and jobs were being threatened as they clawed back from two one-goal deficits before falling to the Washington Capitals 3-2 in a shootout Saturday night at the Verizon Center, which has been a house of horrors over the years.

The 7-7 Capitals may not be Southeast Division rivals any more now that they’re in the newly formed Metropolitan Division, but they still own the 3-8-3 Panthers, who they’ve beaten eight straight times overall and eight in a row in the nation’s capital.

Trailing 2-1 and on a power play, Jonathan Huberdeau won his puck battle behind the net. Eventually Tomas Fleischmann ripped in a bullet from an acute angle to tie it with 2:38 left. The Panthers had failed on their first five power plays and the PPG snapped the Capitals’ streak of 33 straight successful penalty kills.

“We needed that,’’ Fleischmann said. “We had a step in a good direction. We played as a team for all 60 minutes and that’s how we’ll get two points next game.’’

However, Huberdeau was stopped in the shootout after rookie Aleksander Barkov notched his first career shootout tally against Capitals backup Michael Nuevirth (31 saves).

Panthers backup Scott Clemmensen played well in his first NHL start in over six months, but was beaten by all three Caps’ shooters with the winner going to Brooks Laich.

“We played great especially in this building,’’ said Clemmensen, who had 21 saves. “Me personally, I was rusty out there but the team gave me a chance to get into it.’’

Perhaps to further emphasize his demand for 100 percent effort after Friday’s listless 4-0 loss to St. Louis, Dineen benched one of his top-six forwards in Kris Versteeg and also scratched Sean Bergenheim because of soreness after his long layoff.

“It was such a difference in the hockey game, the tone, the tempo, the compete level,’’ Dineen said. “It’s about possession. We want our skilled players to have the puck on their stick. It’s a matter of earning it.

“Overall, that’s a good snapshot of the potential we can give, but disappointing not to get the [extra] point, but we were certainly happy with the effort.’’

Versteeg, who has three years remaining worth $14 million and has made a remarkable recovery from ACL surgery last March, couldn’t remember ever being a healthy scratch.

“It’s not fun; it’s like a kick to the midsection,’’ said Versteeg, who averaged 19:55 ice time in 2011-12, but just 15:54 this season as well as a season-low 10:54 on Friday.

“This is the first time going through this. It’s not pleasant. I want to help the guys, and I’ve played for some pretty good teams. It’s up to the coaches who they want to put on the ice.’’

Dineen didn’t mince words about Versteeg’s first career healthy scratch.

“That’s indicative of his play the last week,’’ Dineen said. “Steeger’s looked really frustrated over the last three games and in all honesty he hasn’t played well.’’

The Caps won their second in a row without superstar forward Alex Ovechkin, who had scored 10 goals in his first 12.

The Panthers dominated the first period, outshooting the Capitals 11-5, but their fourth shot lit the lamp as Nicklas Backstrom’s wrister eluded Clemmensen’s glove at 16:41.

One of the three players Dineen singled out for hustling Friday, Jesse Winchester, tied it 1-1 at 8:20 of the second period when Upshall’s pass sprung him loose for a breakaway which he went 5-hole on Neuvirth for his third goal.

Just 36 seconds later, Latta sent a tape-to-tape pass to defenseman John Carlson, who went top shelf to give Washington a 2-1 lead after two.

The other two effort players mentioned by Dineen were defenseman Mike Weaver and forward Shawn Matthias.

Despite shootout loss, Dineen appreciates team effort 
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

2:46 p.m. EST, November 3, 2013

WASHINGTON, D.C. — While veteran defenseman Brian Campbell and his coach Kevin Dineen aren't into moral victories, especially after the Panthers fifth straight loss Saturday against the Capitals, they did appreciate the 65-minute team effort it took to snatch a hard-earned point.

'We're a blue-collar team," said Campbell, in a surprisingly upbeat locker room in the Verizon Center despite losing 3-2 in a shootout. "We all went out there and if you didn't have names or numbers on our back you wouldn't know who the players were.

"We stuck with what we need to do. We kept it simple. That's what we need to continue to do to have success.''

Dineen is a huge believer in the K-I-S-S theory, and that's the stern message he delivered to his players in a team meeting Saturday afternoon in their downtown hotel.

"I liked the way our team played, not just on the ice," said Dineen, who was disgusted after Friday's 4-0 loss to the Blues.

"I think there was a good vibe. Our guys felt like this was a game we needed to make a statement and even though we only walked out with one point we are slowly taking steps in the right direction."

It helped that the Panthers finally scored a (4-on-3) power-play goal when Tomas Fleischmann zipped one from the corner to tie it 2-2 with 2:38 left in regulation. It was their first in five games and ended a run of one PPG in 23 chances while snapping Washington's 35 PK streak of success.
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"Uncle," Dineen cracked. "Jeez, we needed that one. … We just can't seem to get over that and it's been such a strength since I've been here that it's a little taken for granted."

Campbell, the anchor of the 27th-ranked power-play units that were sixth last year and seventh in 2011-12, assisted on Fleischmann's goal. However, at 3-8-3, Campbell isn't doing cartwheels over three shootout-point losses in the last five of 12 days.

"Eighty-two moral victories isn't going to get you into the playoffs," he said. "Everybody knows it's usually 92-93 points, so you can add up the math and see how many games we need to win the rest of the season.

"We need to start stringing points and wins together. We've got a lot of road games coming up so we got to stick together and get the job done."

Goc's first fight

The Panthers certainly stuck together in a chippy game in which mild-mannered center Marcel Goc joined team enforcer Krys Barch in the rough stuff. Barch was seen in the penalty box throwing his tooth to a fan.

Goc stuck up for Fleischmann after he received a blow to the head from Michael Latta in the first period, and got into the first fight of his nine-year career. Goc received a 10-minute misconduct and the 17 penalty minutes were a career-high.

"I sensed the guys really pulling together," said Panthers forward Jesse Winchester, who scored his third goal of the season on a breakaway. "Goc is one of the best team guys you'll find … so it's not surprising to see him go into that situation.

"It brought a lot of energy to the team."

Shootout woes

Despite losing three consecutive shootouts after winning their first one against the Wild, Dineen is still confident that shootout victories will start coming because of skilled players like Jonathan Huberdeau, rookie Aleksander Barkov and Brad Boyes, who's tied with Pavel Datsyuk for the most shootout goals among active skaters.

"I'm still confident in the options I have in the shootout and think it's an area we'll see a lot of this year," Dineen said. "No goals seem to come easy for us, but hopefully, somewhere along the line we can pop that open."

Clemmensen, who played well in his first start since April 18, 2013, could be pushing Jacob Markstrom back to the minors when Tim Thomas comes off the injured list. But he whiffed on all three Caps' shooters and is now 10-15 in shootouts.

"Clemmensen's a guy in practice who we have all these guys shooting on him all the time," Dineen said. "He's getting a bucket-load of shootouts and some times in my mind he's out there as practice for the shooters instead of working on his technique, and that's not fair."

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers singing the Blues again in 4-0 loss 

St. Louis has outscored Florida 11-0 in two losses this season and backup goalie Brian Elliott sparkles in net
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:00 p.m. EDT, November 1, 2013

SUNRISE — 

After morning skate Saturday Panthers coach Kevin Dineen was asked if he could learn anything from an early-season 7-0 pounding administered by the St. Louis Blues.

"Some times you're the ball, some times you're the bat,'' Dineen sad. "We got spanked pretty good, but if you look at the game for the first 35 minutes we played a solid game. … Give the Blues credit, when they smell blood they keep coming.''

 Related

•Preview: Panthers at Capitals, 7 p.m., Saturday  

•Video highlights: Blues 4, Panthers 0 

About nine hours later, the Blues swung their lumber far more effectively than their Cardinals brethren did in the recent World Series, as they battered the reeling Panthers 4-0 Friday night at a quiet BB&T Center.

The loss was the Panthers' fifth on this season-long, disappointing 1-3-2 homestand in which they managed just 10 goals. The 3-8-2 Panthers now play nine of their next 11 on the road, including the Capitals Saturday night in the Verizon Center where they've lost seven straight.

The announced 12,922 jeering fans were getting restless. But so must be new owner Vinnie Viola, who may also be smelling blood as in personnel moves on and off the ice.

"We probably had three competitive players [Jesse Winchester, Shawn Matthias, Mike Weaver],’’ a frustrated Dineen said. “That’s not enough to drag the whole group along.
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“If we can’t get anybody to compete harder than we did tonight, we’ll just stumble along. We’ll get our wins here and there, but we need more participation in those hard parts of the game for us to have success.

Dineen said that minor league callups is a possibility. 

“It’s not about skill for this group anymore,’’ he said. “It’s about finding guys who will give us the best effort.’’

For the fourth time in the first 13 games the Panthers couldn't solve their opponent's backup goalie as they were unable to slip the puck past Brian Elliott, who had 31 saves for his 22nd career shutout.

At first it seemed that Blues coach Ken Hitchcock was doing his beleaguered counterpart a favor by not starting Panthers' killer goalie Jaroslav Halak, who's 7-1-1 this season and 8-1 versus the Panthers.

Dineen stressed the need to get off to a good start during this week's four-day break between games, but to no avail. After the Panthers threatened on the game's first power play (0-for-2), the 8-1-2 Blues took the lead for good at 15:41 of the first period.

Blues winger Chris Stewart was crunched against the boards but managed to poke it to Derek Roy, who backhanded it off the post and behind Jacob Markstrom. Markstrom is 1-5-2 after allowing four goals on 23 shots.

The Panthers have lost nine-of-10 (1-7-2) when the opposition scores first.

"Obviously, it's frustrating. I've got to be better,'' said Panthers forward Tomas Kopecky, who has no points in 13 games. "You can't win hockey games like this, that's the bottom line. We don't earn it and we're getting outworked. You can't win on talent.''

The Blues have now killed off 30 straight penalties against the Panthers, whose impotent power play has one goal in its last 18 tries over eight games.

The Blues erupted for three goals in a 5:21 span of the second period. From a bizarre angle, Stewart somehow got it through the 6-foot-6 Swede. Then the Blues' top-ranked power play clicked as Alex Pietrangelo outfought defenseman Erik Gudbranson in front at 7:06.

Finally, at 10:42, Alexander Steen continued his torrid pace with a point-blank snapper from outside the crease for his league-leading 12th goal in his 11th game.

"I don't know how many great quality chances were put on the net,'' said Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell. "We need to find a way to get more.

"You look at the playoffs, 11 points was the bottom, we were three off. We let games get away from us. ... We better start soon or those three points will change into 5-6-7-8 real quick.''

Thomas not traveling

Dineen inadvertently cracked a joke Saturday morning when he said that injured goalie Tim Thomas (leg) wouldn't be traveling to the nation's capital.

Thomas sat out last season because of burnout, but also because of the controversy he stirred up when he turned down President Obama's invitation to celebrate the Bruins' 2011 Stanley Cup championship at the White House because of political differences in January 2012.

"Tim won't be coming to Washington,'' Dineen said. "I don't say that facetiously. We're going to make sure when he comes back, he's 100 percent healthy.''

Thomas will travel on next week's road trip which means he might come back again against his former team in Boston on Thursday.

Rout at St. Louis still sore subject for Panthers 

Rematch concludes homestand, begins difficult back-to-back including trip to Washington
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Blues 7, Panthers 0

ST. LOUIS, MO - OCTOBER 5: Brad Boyes #24 of the Florida Panthers takes a shot on goal against Jaroslav Halak #41 of the St. Louis Blues at the Scottrade Center on October 5, 2013 in St. Louis, Missouri. (Photo by Dilip Vishwanat/Getty Images) ORG XMIT: 181107631 (Dilip Vishwanat / Getty Images / October 5, 2013) 

By Craig Davis, Sun Sentinel

5:43 p.m. EDT, October 31, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

The Panthers' last encounter with the Blues was a dose of harsh reality after a feel-good opening to the season.

Coach Kevin Dineen bristled Thursday at the mention of that 7-0 trouncing in St. Louis, the day before a rematch in the finale of a six-game homestand.

"You get beat bad, a team spanks you, you know what? We're all professionals, we all have pride, we know we took a really good kicking there, so that's how you react," Dineen said.

The memory understandably strikes a raw nerve as one of the two lopsided losses in the Panthers' 3-7-2 start. Turning the tables will take more than an emotional response against the Blues, who are 7-1-2 and led by Alex Steen, the league's top goal scorer with 11.

"That's a well-rounded team that doesn't really have a weakness in any area of their game. When they find a weakness in ours, they take advantage of it. That's what we're going to have to shore up and really be good," said forward Kris Versteeg, one of several Panthers involved in skirmishes when frustrations boiled over in the third period at St. Louis. "You've got to look at it and what happened. In the end, you're a professional and you play so many games in a season, you do want to put it behind you."

Versteeg said having four days to recharge and work on sharpening their game could prove beneficial.
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The Panthers, 1-2-2 on the homestand, will have to kick it into gear quickly with back-to-back games against the Blues and the Capitals on Saturday in Washington. After Friday, they play four of the next five away.

"I talked about this Washington game before the season even started, that the back-to-back in Washington hasn't been a good game for us," Dineen said. "Every game is important to us right now. We've got to get things stabilized."

They will likely be without goalie Tim Thomas this weekend as the veteran continues to recover from a leg injury. Thomas did not practice Thursday, and Dineen has hinted that Scott Clemmensen may see his first action of the season in one of the games.

Jovo on track

Defenseman Ed Jovanovski returned to practice after missing one day for medical reasons unrelated to his recovery from hip surgery.

Although the team has targeted his return to game action for November, Jovanovski said there is no specific date he is aiming for.

"I'm kind of working every day to get stronger. I just kind of go on how my body reacts the next day," he said, adding that he believes he is close to being ready.

Dineen's trick

Dineen was reminded that he was the last NHL player to score four goals in a game on Halloween. He did it for the Flyers in a 9-6 victory at Chicago in 1993.

Among the league's other memorable Halloween moments was the legendary Rocket Richard's debut in 1942 (he notched an assist in the first 36 seconds) and Hall of Fame goalie Ed Giacomin's departure from the Rangers.

Flash back

Forward Tomas Fleischmann is back skating on the first line after missing his first game Sunday due to the flu after playing in all 141 since joining the Panthers. He leads the team's sluggish offense with nine points (seven assists).

"I would much rather have healthy, hungry guys than somebody who is not feeling up to par when we have the options that we do," Dineen said of the game-time decision to give Fleischmann the night off.

Panthers coach Dineen avoids chance to praise goalie Markstrom 

Thomas remains sidelined; his young backup is 1-4-2 with a 3.19 goals-against-average
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:09 p.m. EDT, October 30, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

Normally, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen expresses the utmost confidence in all three of his goalies, but his vague answer to a point-blank question after Thursday's long practice wasn't exactly a ringing endorsement for inconsistent backup Jacob Markstrom.

With the leg of starter Tim Thomas still not strong enough for him to come off the injured list and play against the St. Louis Blues Friday night, Dineen was asked if he was, "happy,'' with the play of young goalie Jacob Markstrom.

"Well,'' Dineen paused for a few seconds. "It's always easy to sit there over the last couple of days. I go back to what I said. I have healthy bodies out of the lineup and it's easy to always be explaining why and to lean toward the negative. At the end of it, we need a win versus St. Louis and goaltending is a big part of that.

"I've seen Jake go out and win us a hockey game and the two points versus St. Louis, he will have to be a big part of that if I decide to go that way. [Scott Clemmensen] is always an option.''

One can't blame Dineen for his lackluster vote of confidence as Markstrom is 1-4-2 with a pedestrian 50th-ranked 3.19 goals-against-average and .887 save percentage.

In two shootout losses last week, the 6-foot-6 Swede allowed goals by 4-of-7 shooters, compared to a 2-0 mark last season with just one goal allowed in seven attempts.
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"It's frustrating, especially in shootouts,'' said Markstrom, who's 11-23-4 overall with a 3.11 GAA in parts of four seasons. "For me it's kind of personal. It's me. I feel like when we go into shootouts we should win, but I haven't come up with the big saves that I need to.''

While Thomas skated on Monday and Tuesday, and practiced briefly with the team on Wednesday, Dineen said he's coming along, "slowly,'' but going in the, "right direction.'' However, if the Panthers, who are 28th in goals allowed, played Wednesday, Thomas wouldn't have been an option.

Dineen said he wants to get Clemmensen some game-time, so with the Panthers playing the Capitals in D.C., less than 24 hours after Friday's game, it would seem to be an ideal opportunity for the 36-year-old veteran to receive his first start of the season.

"Somewhere along the line he's going to be a piece of the puzzle,'' Dineen said. "We're not a one- or two-trick pony. We need all the depth we can get.''

Jovo close?

Panthers captain/defenseman Ed Jovanovski was excused from practice Wednesday for medical reasons unrelated to his major hip surgery.

Dineen said Jovanovski, who hasn't played since March 16, 2013, is getting close to a return.

"We talked about November and now we're slowly reaching that deadline,'' Dineen said. "So it's an exciting time.''

Huby speeding

Panthers second-year forward Jonathan Huberdeau has stalled offensively lately, however, he was racing around Homestead-Miami Speedway in a GT-500 Shelby on Monday at 135-mph as part of a Ford promotion.

"At first I wasn't so sure, but at the end you're excited and I got confident enough to start to push it. Yes, that's how I drive [on I-95],'' joked Huberdeau, who had three goals in the first seven games but none in the last five.

Dineen looking for complete game

Complete games are rare in baseball but unfortunately just as rare for the 3-7-2 Panthers this season.

With the 7-1-2 Blues up next with the league-leading goal scorer in Alexander Steen (11), that's what they need to do.

"I've been using the term, complete game a lot,'' Dineen said. "That's what we need to do, a complete game from the start of the faceoff to the last whistle of the game.

"They've got the leading scorer in the league, the top power play, a lot of exciting things. It's a good challenge. We've had a productive week and now we start looking into the hockey phase.''

Poulin Makes Statement in Victory Over Bruins 

November 3rd, 2013 2:37 pm  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — Kevin Poulin recorded his first win of the season in impressive fashion Saturday night, allowing just one goal and stoping 26 shots in a 3-1 victory over the Boston Bruins.

The Islanders strong defensive performance made Poulin’s job easier, but the Bruins did test the young netminder and he passed with flying colors. The 23-year-old played with confidence and was aggressive throughout the game.

“I thought Kevin really played well tonight,” Islander head coach Jack Capuano said. “A team like that … they crash the net probably as hard as I’ve seen a team. They’ve got great net presence and their big bodies. You have to track the puck, you have to be aggressive in there and I thought he was [playing] real well. He battled hard for us.”

Going into Saturday night’s game, Poulin hadn’t played since last Saturday, when the Islanders lost 5-2 to the Philadelphia Flyers at Nassau Coliseum. Poulin said he felt good right from the start of the game against Boston.

“I played a week ago, so you get that momentum,” Poulin explained. “I had a good week of practice. We practiced a lot. Did a lot of goalie drills and I was ready for that.”

The former fifth round pick also credited his defense for making his job “pretty easy.”

“We did an excellent job to block shots,” Poulin started off saying. “Every point shot I didn’t have people in front of me so it was easy for me to just get that save, and no rebounds. I think I did a good job of keeping those pucks with me and not giving much rebounds.”

Despite losing his two previous starts the Islanders did not feel that it was indicative of how he was playing in those games. Thomas Hickey felt he was put in tough positions playing against tough teams.

“You look at his matchups this year, he’s been put in some tough spots,” Hickey said. “Going against Chicago he played great there. Philadelphia we didn’t give him a good enough performance and tonight he was good against a really good hockey team.”

After the win, Capuano agreed that he felt that Poulin’s play was a bit of a statement.  However he was somewhat noncommittal about Poulin getting more starts.

“We know what he can do,” he said. “We’ve seen enough of him develop in Bridgeport and how he competes and the games he played when he was here last year… We have two solid goaltenders and we’re going to need them. It’s a long season.”
ISLANDERS 3 BRUINS 1 Vanek gets his first as an Isle in most complete game of the season 

November 2nd, 2013 9:36 pm  

Keith Quinn, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders played their most complete game of the season and finally strung two wins together by beating the defending conference champs.  They got goaltending, controlled rebounds and, soties were absent.   They skated, they hit, they kept the pedal down and didn’t let the score dictate how they were going to play.  You’d have to think that Coach Capuano is pleased with this game.

The Isles kept a large contingent of Bruins fans at NVMC relatively quiet throughout the first.  There was a noticable crispness to their defensive zone breakouts and their forecheck gave Boston fits at times and created some turnovers that were turned into scoring opportunities, but nothing breached the goal line for either team.

The blue team outshot the Bruins 9-6 on the period, and John Tavares, and Michael Grabner had notable scoring opportuinites.  Grabner had a breakaway off a Boston turnover and came in fast down the left wing boards.  He just missed a slapshot short side.  (Updated breakaway counter here). Tavares had a great setup from Vanek early in the period and later he tipped a shot on net from Hamonic that created a big rebound that was just out of Vanek’s reach.  The chemistry is developing.

Kevin Poulin looked sharp (despite not being heavily tested) for a goaltender that hadn’t played in a week.

Boston started the second with the first three shots and the Isles came out a little bit slower than in the first, but the fourth line put up a monster shift.  They created scoring chances negated only by some deft tackling by Bergeron on Martin and a well-timed cross-check by Seidenberg on Casey Cizikas. There was a lot of personnel down in the crease/slot area, and that seemed to wake the Isles up.

They got on the board at 6:15 when Kyle Okposo carried the puck behind Chad Johsnon’s net.  He back passed it (not really well) and it deflected off a couple of Bruins.  Thomas Vanek was in the vicinity and swatted at the puck which fluttered in on Johnson, bounced off of him high and Tavares drag-bunted it out of the air for the 1-0 lead.

By the 10 minute mark, the Islanders were beginning to take over and were outshooting the B’s 9-3.  The Bruins were looking objectively slow tonight and they were conceding odd man rushes often.  Okposo and Tavares missed one when Tavares got a little fancy with a pass (he had a more than adequate opportuinity on the shot).

At 13:13, Andrew MacDonald extnded the Isles lead off a seeing-eye slapshot made possible when Patrice Bergeron was waved out of the faceoff circle leaving Tavares against Marchand.  After a couple of passes around the offensive zone, Travis Hamonic found Amac for his first of the year.

Of course, it was 2-0 at that point, so, the Islanders, by law, had to take a penalty. Brock Nelson was whistled for a holding the stick at 13:30 and the Isles looked to be killing the penalty fairly well. Then, they got a breakaway from Michael Grabner and Grabner wasn’t able to get a shot off.  He was somewhat caught behind the play, and the Bruins set up and made several consecutive cross-ice passes, the last leading to Frans Nielsen own goal when, Dougie (call yourself Doug already) Hamilton passed looking for Carl Soderberg.

The Isles stormed right back to re-claim their two goal lead just :41 seconds later when Okposo and Vanek walked in on a poorly played 2 on 1.5 or something.   Vanek one timed a perfect pass and the Isles never looked back.

It was a sleepy first couple of minutes for the Isles to begin the third, but the penalty flood gates opened in this period.  Torey Krug hooked Brock Nelson on a partial break to put the Isles on the power play. John Tavares negated that and put the Isles on the PK when he got two minutes for hooking (weak) and two minutes for talking back, but the Isles were able to kill it off.

Grabner continued to use his speed to put himself on partial breakaways in the third, (another miss), and Clutterbuck drew a late penalty on Chara to help seal it at the end.  In essence, just about everybody played to their strengths tonight and minimized mistakes.

Noticings:

-It was fun watching Lucic whine to officials when Hamonic finally put him down (after Ham had been felled by Lucic multiple times).

-Boston looked slow to me tonight…or the Islanders looked pretty fast. I can’t tell which it is, or a combination of both, but if the Isles move their feet like that and keep looking for those short passes and can gain the zone like this against Boston, they should be able to do it against many others.

-I’m not sure that the Chara in front of the net thing works for the Bruins power play.  I mean, can’t Lucic sit up there so that Chara can take the 100+mph shot?  Seems like a big weapon to concede.

-The Isles had more hits and takeaways than Boston despite having an edge in the possession stats. Here are the fancy stats via Extra Skater.

On Vanek: John Tavares has never had a linemate like this.  Parenteau could create a shot and space for other people, but his own shot was generally meh. Moulson needed a player to get him the puck but his shot was awesome.  At times could thread a needle, but couldn’t create space, etc.  Okposo has flashes of bulldog, but has been inconsistent.  Watching Vanek make moves through traffic and not seeing Tavares anywhere in the frame is just, wow.

As that line plays together a little more, we’re going to be treated to some really beautifully played hockey.

The Least You Should Know About the Bruins…  The always tough Bruins visit the Coliseum tonight having won five of their last seven… Tukka Rask is third in the NHL with a 1.73 GAA… Nine different Bruins have at least two goals this season thus far and 16 different Bruins have at least one goal… Jarome Iginla is contributing for the Bruins as well with 9 points in 12 games… 

Projected Lineup: 

Vanek-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Poulin 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Martinek Nabokov 

Grabner-Regin-Clutterbuck/Nelson Carkner-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-Nelson/Clutterbuck    

Scratches: Boulton, McDonald, Strait       IR: Visnovsky

ISLANDERS 5, SENATORS 4 (SO): Offensive Firestorm in Ottawa 

November 1st, 2013 10:36 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-11-01 at 10.32.16 PM
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Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Tonight in Ottawa the Islanders played exactly how, generally speaking, you might expect them to. The offense was in mid-season form with five goals, multiple breakaways, a staggering 57 shots on goal and 90 (!) shot attempts. On defense, there were some mistakes and lapses interspersed with goal-creating jumps into the offensive zone and some soft goals let in by the starting netminder.

Speaking of Evgeni Nabokov, he allowed four goals on 31 shots, which isn’t particularly bad. But there were certainly a couple of those four that he would like to have back. The second goal he allowed could have been a real wrench in the Isles’ fortunes — credit to them for battling back — but it was a Mike Zibanejad shot that ticked off his glove and into the net, putting Ottawa up 2-0 heading into the first intermission. Ottawa notched two in the final two minutes of a first period the Isles otherwise dominated.

The other blatant miscue was a Clark MacArthur wrap around goal in the second that Nabokov simply got beat to the far post on. It’s not really clear if the puck got in but the NHL released a picture of Nabby’s backside to prove a point… Or Something. Regardless, he got beat across the crease.

Nabokov’s save percentage now drops to .903 on the year and we already knew Kevin Poulin was probably starting at the Coliseum tomorrow night against Boston. At this point, if Poulin plays well against a tough Bruins team — not guaranteed, of course — he should be getting the next start after that.

Moving on, the real story of this game was the Islanders offense and, goodness, how many chances they had to pretty much shoot at will tonight. The Senators didn’t do much to dissuade the Islanders from easily getting through the neutral zone and then retreated multiple times almost to a penalty kill formation in their own zone, 5-on-5. The Islanders have issues with defensive brain cramps and miscues in their own zone, but boy does that pale in comparison to the Senators literally not having a defensive game plan.

The Islanders would battle back from two, two-goal deficits in this one. First, they would score twice in a 28-second span in the early second to tie the game 2-2. Thomas Vanek made a super swick backhanded feed to John Tavares for an easy goal.

vanek_assist_640It’s plays like that one you surely hope Thomas Vanek will do a lot more of during his time on Long Island.

On the ensuing shift, Matt Martin would deflect in a Matt Carkner shot (pass?) for a quick goal to make it 2-2.

After the Islanders battled back from a tough end to the first period, it looked like they might get crushed from what happened in the second. The Senators scored twice to take a 4-2 lead, with the first of the goals coming off a weird rebound that Bobby Ryan stuffed in. After Nabokov stopped a point shot, the puck rebounded high in the zone where Patrick Wiercioch threw it on net. Nabokov got most of the shot but it somehow got behind him to where Ryan was conveniently located. The second Senators goal was the MacArthur wrap around, discussed above.

But lots of credit to the Islanders for battling back in this game, and to a much-maligned defensive corps that stepped up and directly contributed to the two comeback goals one in the late second and another in the early third period.

First, it was Matt Donovan stepping into the faceoff circle and putting a good shot on net with an even better finish off the rebound by Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Then, it was Thomas Hickey with an excellent cross-ice feed to Frans Nielsen for the fourth goal.

It almost seemed like the Islanders were destined to lose this one. The two, two-goal deficits, the goaltending/defensive breakdowns, the 5-on-3 they inexplicably goofed on early in the third, Bouchard missing the net on a wide open chance from the slot in the third. It seemed like despite the gaudy shot total they were going to make one too many mistakes or miss on one too many chances to even get a point out of it. Just maybe one of those games where they played well enough to win but got unlucky. They did battle and got enough at the net to force overtime and at least a point.

And if there’s one overtime we need to burn to DVD and mail to NHL headquarters to advocate a longer 4-on-4 session, this is it. Both teams went back and forth, up and down the ice with multiple breakaways and exciting chances.

The biggest chance for the Islanders was Thomas Vanek’s breakaway that started on his own blueline. It almost seemed like he tried to beat Robin Lehrner up high with a quick shot but it didn’t go where he wanted to put it and the game headed to the shootout.

Frans Nielsen — who else — broke a shootout drought with a forehand move and was the only scorer in the skills competition to give the Islanders the win. To his credit, Nabokov did stop all three shooters including Bobby Ryan with the Senators last hope. Ryan, who had a whale of the game, was named first star with two points and 19 minutes of ice time. He was also blatanly exasperated after the ending.

It’s a solid win and a nice two points for the Islanders who are home against Boston tomorrow. It’s also another shootout win, which doesn’t help when it comes to playoff tie breaking scenarios in April.

Also, maybe, there’s a point of concern that the team is having trouble finishing games in regulation. They’ve been able to win only three games in regulation or overtime this year, which is on par with such excellent hockey teams as the 3-8 Flyers and 3-5-4 Devils.

The Least You Should Know About the Senators…  Ottawa is healthy as a team but has lost four of their last five games… Both the Islanders and Senators allow 3.08 goals per game, near the bottom of the league… Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan (new acquisition this year) have a combined 13 of the team’s 35 goals… 

For Ottawa, backup Robin Lehrner will get the start, so the Islanders won’t have to deal with Craig Anderson who game them fits last year. It’ll be Lehrner’s third start of the year and he allowed seven goals in the first two but stopped a lot of shots, as he has a .940 SVP.

The Islanders will ice the same lineup as Tuesday night. No apparently progress for Brian Strait or Lubomir Visnovsky. Evgeni Nabokov will be between the pipes, so that means Kevin Poulin will likely start tomorrow at the Coliseum.

Projected Lineup: 

Vanek-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Martinek Poulin 

Grabner-Regin-Clutterbuck/Nelson Carkner-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-Nelson/Clutterbuck    

Scratches: Boulton, McDonald, Strait       IR: Visnovsky

Mikko Koskinen is Playing Well in Russia, But is He an Option? 

October 31st, 2013 3:22 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders have a lot of goaltenders but there doesn’t appear to be an obvious heir apparent to 37-year-old Evgeni Nabokov once his time as a starting netminder is over. The jury is still out on Kevin Poulin, who hasn’t had outstanding AHL numbers in recent years and has only been used in the NHL sparingly. Anders Nilsson is having a rough go after missing most of last year with injury, and the other Islanders draft picks and college signings (Parker Milner) are still far off, if they ever pan out. That’s left fans looking for any viable option and one that has come up recently is Mikko Koskinen, whom I’ve been asked about a lot lately as he puts up eye popping numbers in the KHL.

koskinenKoskinen has played well in Russia, where he reportedly signed a two-year deal this summer, leaving behind his native country of Finland. He has a .946 SVP to go along with a 1.62 GAA through 14 games thus far. Those numbers are good, but there’s a significant different between the KHL and the NHL.

There are actually 15 KHL goalies with +.930 SVP and some of the members of that group include ex-NHLers such as Michael Leighton, Mikael Tellqvist and Curtis Sanford. Koskinen’s numbers are better than all of theirs, but that’s not a very promising peer group to be a part of. The other thing is that the .946 SVP doesn’t mean he can put up that figure in the NHL. In contrast to those 15 KHL netminders, only seven NHL goalies have +.930 SVPs this season and the names on the list are a heck of a lot better than Leighton and company.

So before everyone piles on the Koskinen bandwagon, it’s hard to say that his numbers are NHL starting quality but they are absolutely promising as a reason to bring him back to North America and give him another look. But there’s another problem there.

Koskinen’s KHL contract reportedly is a two-year deal with his team, Sibir Novosibirsk, which severely hinders the Islanders ability to bring him back to North America if they so choose. That puts him in the Kirill Petrov classification where, unless the Islanders cut a deal with the KHL team (unlikely), they’ll have to wait to sign him until his KHL deal runs out.

For a little bit of history on why things didn’t work out the first time around with Koskinen, it was partly poor play and partly that he was in Bridgeport at a time when the Islanders had a plethora of young goaltenders.

Koskinen was originally drafted by the Islanders in the second round in 2009 and spent a full season in Bridgeport during the 2010-11 campaign. He played 36 games, but his save percentage didn’t break .900 as he posted an .892 mark. That same year, Kevin Poulin looked like the better bet, getting rave reviews from Patrick Roy and putting up a .932 SVP in 15 AHL games. Poulin was eventually called to action in the NHL for 10 games, as the Islanders were faced with a myriad of goaltender injuries and ended up using six different NHL goalies that year. Koskinen was among that group, getting in four NHL games and posting a horrid .873 SVP.

The following year, 2011-12, Anders Nilsson made his way to Bridgeport and the Sound Tigers ended up with a three goalie log jam that wasn’t going to work (a three goalie log jam also didn’t work in the NHL that year with Al Montoya, Rick DiPietro and Evgeni Nabokov, by the way). So in Bridgeport, Koskinen ended up the odd-man out and was allowed to head to Finland to play instead of riding the pine behind the other two.

Maybe Koskinen’s even the reason that when the Islanders drafted two goalies this past June, they were both headed to college to play (Eamon McAdam and Stephon Williams). That way, they can develop in college until they are Anders Lee-age, rather than creating a log jam in Bridgeport when the CHL is no longer a useful option.

For Koskinen, his entry level deal expired at the end of the 2011-12 season and the Islanders retained his rights with a qualifying offer. They’ll retain his rights until he becomes an NHL free agent at 27-years-old, which is why he’s still in the Islanders media guide and on their website under “in the system.”

His numbers in the KHL are nice, you definitely want to see him playing well against the competition no matter where that happens to be. With names like Sanford, Leighton and Tellqvist putting up similar, lesser, numbers there’s a chance he could be worth another look in the NHL. But factor in the rock-and-hard-place contract situation, Koskinen is likely a couple years away of being on Long Island, if he ever comes back.

As for Koskinen himself, he’s not ruling out a return to North America. In a recent interview with Russian sports site Championat.com — a very long and surprisingly readable interview when shoved into the Google Translate machine — Koskinen seemed open to a return and remarked about his earlier trip over that started at 21-years old (the “Siberia” mentioned being his KHL team):

To conquer the NHL you went to 21. Looking back, I think you need to go later in North America?

- I guess it really was not the best time. Primarily because of the health problems that I had at the time.And psychologically, I am now more willing than it was then. At the moment I am more mature and confident goalkeeper. Who knows, maybe I still be able to try their hand in the NHL? It needs to be the best goalkeeper in every day and play well for the “Siberia.”It is associated with this team all my thoughts. 

File the Finnish Koskinen in your KHL folder, along with Kirill Petrov, as potential NHL talent that may or may not someday find his way to Long Island.

The Morning Skate: News and Notes 

October 31st, 2013 12:10 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Islander County has calmed down considerably in the last 24 plus hours since the whirlwind start to the week that saw the Islanders make a huge trade and then play their first of the year against the rival Rangers. 

At practice, Brock Nelson has been bouncing around the lines, spending time as the first line’s extra yesterday and now the second line’s extra player today. On Tuesday against the Rangers, Nelson took Colin McDonald’s spot on the right wing of the fourth line.

Thus far, there have been no updates on the injured Brian Strait and the concussed Lubomir Visnovsky.

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

A large portion of Elliotte Friedman’s 30 Thoughts column this week focused on the Vanek trade. Here’s one of the bullet points, where he speculates that the price for Ryan Miller is north of the price for Vanek. If true, that’s kind of frightening to think about what the Islanders would have had to give to get Miller:

2. Islanders GM Garth Snow is getting grief for taking Thomas Vanek instead of Ryan Miller, but the way Miller is going, do you think Regier is trading him for Matt Moulson’s expiring contract, a first-round and second-round draft pick? Me neither. Regier said Monday he has “no offers” for Miller, and really hasn’t had any since the summer. When the goalie does get traded, the bet is it’s for a price Snow wasn’t willing to pay for a rental.

Speaking of Ryan Miller, I think it’s also about time win-loss record for goalies stopped being a way to judge how a goalie is performing or even a statistic this is tracked at all. Wins and losses are obviously something the whole team is responsible for, not just the goalie, and Miller is the perfect example.

Thus far Miller is 1-9 with the Sabres, which is a horrdenous record and is outside of the Top 30 in the league in wins. But it doesn’t match who Miller is as a goalie. Despite playing on an awful team and being 1-9, Miller still has a .914 SVP, which puts him 18th in the NHL – *cough* better than Nabokov *cough* . He’s also the goalie that every fanbase without a solid starter wants to trade for, including this one. So yeah, 1-9 is not even close to representative of his talents or even how anyone is currently judging his talents. Let’s just leave W/L on the curb for the garbage truck.

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

Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton is out a month. The Sound Tigers lost 5-3 in Hartford last night. They gave up another shorthanded goal, which makes six allowed already on the year. They’re also 4-for-47 on the year with the man advantage, so they’re actually getting outscored on the power play through their first seven games.

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

In ex-Isle news, Rick DiPietro got his first AHL start yesterday for the Charlotte Checkers. He allowed four on 29 shots and wore a red uniform, which just looks weird.

After First Game, Still Much to Learn for Vanek, Linemates 

October 30th, 2013 8:40 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — Thomas Vanek was on Long Island for less then two days before he was thrust into his first game as a member of the New York Islanders, a game against the rival New York Rangers, no less. The new Islander saw 19:49 of ice time Tuesday night and had one shot on net in his debut.

“First of all, I thought the atmosphere was great,” Vanek said after the loss. “I haven’t been in a game like that in a long time.”

The former member of the Buffalo Sabres played on a line with Kyle Okposo and star John Tavares. It was the same line that he had practiced with the day prior during a skate at Nassau Coliseum.

Vanek thought his new line played decent, but he knew there was still room to improve.

“Our line was OK, but we had some good moments and still trying to feel each other out,” he said. “Johnny is so creative with the puck, so I need to watch some video and see his tendencies. Same with Kyle here and get better.”

Tavares, who’s best friend Matt Moulson was included in the the deal that brought Vanek to Long Island, also said that the line played “OK,” though he knows with time things are going to click faster.

“I think we did some good things, obviously at times it was back and forth,” Tavares said. “I think it was just the way the game was kind of going. You can tell he’s great around the net and strong on the puck. I don’t think it’s going to take too much time getting used to playing with a guy like him, who can make plays.

“I’ll just try and work on some different things the next couple days to be better on the weekend.”

There were certain points in Tuesday’s that you could see a bit of chemistry being formed by Okposo, Tavares and Vanek, but at others points they still did not look completely comfortable with one another.

“I told them, Kyle and Johnny, talk to me a lot and those guys are great players,” Vanek Said. “They’re letting me know where they’re at and what they see. Chemistry just doesn’t happen, you have to practice at it. A few plays we lost the puck. We thought we could have had a quick chance, but we’ll do better.”

Rangers 3, Islanders 2: Frustrated Capuano Wants More Out of Defense 

October 29th, 2013 9:38 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-10-29 at 9.37.57 PM

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — The frustration was apparent in the voice of Islander head coach Jack Capuano after his team fell to the rival New York Rangers 3-2. It was probably the most frustrated Capuano has been all season long.

“I thought we played decent, but again it’s the same mistakes,” Capuano said, appearing to bite his tongue as he addressed reporters. “Not poised enough with the puck. I think we turned it over too many times back there. Fell asleep on the too many men on the ice call… That’s a lack of focus for me.”

The bench minor was the beginning of the end for the Islanders, who had battled back from 1-0 deficit in the first period.

Chris Kreider scored with the Rangers on the man advantage 12:30 into the period. Kreider was able to put home a rebound from right in front of the net for the early lead.

The Islanders found their way back into the game less than four minutes into the second period. Cal Clutterbuck was able to fly down the wing and wrist a quick shot past Ranger starter Cam Talbot. The goal was Clutterbuck’s first as an Islander.

Later in the period, after a flurry of chances traded between the two teams, the Isles caught a break. In a strange sequence of events, Dan Girardi knocked the puck into his own after try to swat the puck out of his goaltender’s crease. Though it initially looked to be Travis Hamonic’s goal, it was credited to Peter Regin.

But after a too many men on the ice call put the Rangers on the power play things unravelled.

Ryan McDonagh scored 30 seconds into the power play and then with 6:14 left in the game, Benoit Pouliot scored the game winner from the high slot.

The Islanders did not play a terrible 60-minute hockey game but the lack of special teams production and the defensive struggles noticeably hurt the Islanders. On the man advantage, the Isles went 0-for-3. The Rangers on the other hand converted on two of their four power play chances.

“They got two power play goals and we didn’t get any. That was probably the difference in the game,” Thomas Hickey said after the loss. “We had some great goaltending. They made some big saves. A bounce here or there, we get the win, but it’s not going to be easy to start getting those bounces.”

Defensively the Islanders struggled, allowing the Rangers extended zone time and struggling to clear the puck.

“You can’t go the other way and create offense when you’re playing an extended period of time in your own zone,” Andrew MacDonald said. ” I know [Capuano] has been stressing quick and physical in the D-zone, and I though we could have done a better job of that tonight.”

Capuano seemed to agree with MacDonald’s assessment.

“Our D have to play better. Thats the bottom line tonight,” he said. ” We need to win more wall battles as our forwards, but our defense has to find a way to play better.”

Isles Have Some Insurance on First Round Pick 

October 29th, 2013 3:44 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

It’s almost getting a little ridiculous at this point how various stipulations in the Vanek-Moulson trade are continuing to leak out, but that is how it’s happening. This one certainly benefits the Islanders. According to ESPN’s Pierre LeBrun, the Islanders have the option of deferring the first round pick they gave Buffalo from 2014 to 2015, if the Isles falter and the pick ends up in the top 10 this season.

The Least You Should Know About the Rangers…  The Rangers finally played their home opener at the newly renovated MSG last night and were shutout 2-0 by Montreal… Henrik Lundqvist played last night so backup Cam Talbot — who has played well by the way — will start against the Islanders tonight… Carl Hagelin will make his return to the lineup tonight…

The Islanders will play their one and only home game against the Rangers this season tonight at the Coliseum. Since the Islanders are technically the home team for the outdoor game in January, that takes up their two allotted home games against the cross-town rival. Depending on how the schedule shakes out they could have three, since the teams play five times, but it did not work out that way this year.

On the ice, Thomas Vanek will of course make his Islanders debut. Brock Nelson will come back into the lineup as Colin McDonald takes a seat. Brian Strait and Lubomir Visnovsky are both still out with injuries. There has been no update on either of their statuses.

Projected Lineup: 

Vanek-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Carkner Poulin 

Grabner-Regin-Nelson Martinek-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-Clutterbuck    

Scratches: Boulton, McDonald, Strait       IR: Visnovsky

Report: Buffalo Retained a Part of Thomas Vanek’s Salary in Trade 

October 29th, 2013 11:44 am  

According to TSN’s Bob McKenzie as part of Sunday’s trade that sent Thomas Vanek to the Islanders, the Sabres retained part of Vanek’s salary as part of the deal. McKenzie estimates it to be about “20% of Vanek’s remaning salary” for this season, which amounts to “approx $1.4 million.”

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Crunching the numbers, this means that the Islanders gave up the remaining ~$3.4 million of Moulson’s salary. Moulson was due $3.9 million this year and was paid about $500k for the 10 games he spent on Long Island.

 Vanek, on the other hand, was due $6.4 million in actual salary this year with roughly $1 million already paid out this season. That means the Islanders would be on the hook for $5.4 million of his salary the rest of the way. However, factoring in McKenzie’s report that Buffalo is eating $1.4 million of that means the Islanders are on the hook for as little as $4 million.

Thus, the salaries for Vanek and Moulson paid out for the rest of the year by the Islanders would be approximately equal; $3.9 million to Moulson had they kept him and now $4 million to Vanek. The Islanders salary obligations are basically the same as they would have been had the trade not occurred despite Vanek’s larger salary.

Actually, I used the wrong numbers there. So, the Islanders would have owed Moulson $3.4 million if they kept him compared to $4 million with Vanek currently. So that’s a salary increase in the neighborhood of $600,000.

Alternatively, Sports Net reports that the Islanders did see a $1.4 million increase in salary in the deal, even after factoring in the retained salary. They did not explain how they got to that figure.

New York is among the lowest spenders in the NHL and may have needed part of Vanek’s salary to be held back in order to remain under an internal budget. After all, they still added money in this transaction with Vanek due about $1.4-million more than Moulson this season even with the retained salary factored in. It wasn’t publicly disclosed that the Sabres were keeping nearly a fifth of Vanek’s salary when the trade was announced Sunday night. It also didn’t come up when either GM subsequently met the media. In summing-up the deal, Garth Snow told reporters on Long Island that “we paid a price to get a quality player.”

Supposedly, Minnesota Has a Weird Kyle Okposo-Related Grudge 

October 29th, 2013 10:00 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Do Minnesotans hold a serious grudge? Apparently, they are still upset about Kyle Okposo leaving school early six years ago. Or at least one writer says as much.

Forgive me since this is the first time I’ve heard about this, but apparently folks in Minnesota were really ticked about Okposo leaving school to play for the Islanders. Well, not so much against Okposo and him leaving town early, more about Garth Snow’s comments in the aftermath. Patrick Reusse of the Minneapolis Star Tribune writes:

The Twin Cities’ sizable hockey cult is very protective of the Gophers and now the Wild. This has made Garth Snow, the general manager of the New York Islanders, an unpopular figure.

The impetus for that was Snow getting forward Kyle Okposo, the seventh overall selection in the 2006 draft, to turn pro on Dec. 19, 2007 — early in Okposo’s sophomore season.

What offended Minnesotans was Snow’s view on the player development taking place with Don Lucia’s Gophers.

“Quite frankly, we weren’t happy with the program,” Snow said. “They have a responsibility to coach, to make Kyle a better player, and they were not doing that.”

Well, I guess that’s fair. Snow sort of poached a player that would have been contributing to the local hockey team and it is a fact that the Minnesota hockey team is a big deal in Minnesota. Snow had some comments that didn’t paint U of M in a good light, so it makes sense that the locals would take offense to that.

That’s where it gets a little weird. 

Again, from Reusse:

We are approaching the six-year anniversary of that quote and it is time for the locals to take a different view of Snow. They should look at him as a generous friend of Minnesota hockey.

Four months ago, for the modest price of the overrated Cal Clutterbuck and a third-round draft choice, Snow gave the Wild a now 21-year-old Nino Niederreiter, a wing with size, speed and quick hands.

It sounded a bit fishy — as if there had to be more to the Islanders giving up on Niederreiter, the fifth overall pick in the 2010 draft, than mere dimwittedness by Snow.

So what started as a somewhat odd Okposo story has apparently transformed into fan’s desire to gloat about Nino Niederreiter, something that, if written by a blogger and not a major paper, would clearly be accused of having been written in a basement as a piece of fanboy slash fiction.

But wait, it gets better. Reusse channels his inner Woodward and Bernstein. An anonymous veteran on the Wild sings the praises of Niederreiter. How ever did you manage to get that quote?

On Monday morning, a Wild veteran was at his locker in St. Paul. He was asked what might have been the Islanders’ motivation for trading Niederreiter before his 21st birthday.

With a promise of anonymity, the veteran said: “I have no idea in the world. He’s loaded with talent.”

Don’t worry, it’s OK, everyone. There’s a happy ending in all of this.

Niederreiter said. “I am very happy to be in Minnesota.”

And the Twin Cities hockey cult is very happy to have him. Thanks, Garth Snow. You’re forgiven.

Niederreiter has five points in 13 games thus far for Minnesota and, if he stays on the right track, he should be a nice player for the Wild. This was a very weird way to go about writing that.
Metro Tuesday: Still Bad, Some More Than Others 

October 29th, 2013 8:00 am  

Screen Shot 2013-10-28 at 10.43.36 PMThe Metro looked pretty rough last time we checked in on everyone. The Flyers and Devils each had only one win and we had a 12 points gap between the top and bottom teams. There’s still a 10 point gap, but each team picked up at least one win. So there’s… A small amount of progress.

But there’s still some bad news; if you put the 11 point Islanders and Hurricanes in any other division, they would be sixth, sixth or seventh depending on the division. The second place team wouldn’t even be in the top five in any other division.

*This was written before the Caps game in Vancouver late last night.

1. Pittsburgh Penguins, 8-4-0, 16 Points

After a hot 7-1 start, it was a rough week for the Penguins as they went 1-3 with losses to Coloado, the Islanders and Toronto… Monday night they got bad news that Rob Scuderi has a broken ankle… Sidney Crosby had three points in four games, which I guess is a cold streak for him…

2. New York Islanders, 4-4-3, 11 Points

For the second week in a row, the Isles went 1-1-1… They made some trade or something, too…

3. Carolina Hurricanes, 4-5-3, 11 Points, -4 GD

Carolina had the worst week of any team in the division with an 0-3 week… And it gets worse; Cam Ward is out with a lower body injury… And it gets worse; Rick DiPietro was signed to a tryout contract by their AHL affiliate…

4. Columbus Blue Jackets, 5-6-0, 10 Points

Lumbus had a winning record this week — a rare feat in this division — with a 2-1 mark and outscored their opponents 15-8 in their last four… Marian Gaborik has three goals in those four games…

5. Washington Capitals, 5-6-0, 10 Points

We’ll continue the Alex Ovechkin watch. He’s still en fuego with 10 goals in 11 games… The Caps have scored four or more goals in each of their wins this year, while they’ve scored more than two only once in their six losses…

6. New Jersey Devils, 2-5-1, 5 Points

New Jersey had an Islander-like week at 1-1-1… Bryce Salvador and Corey Schneider are both day-to-day with injuries… Marty Brodeur has a DiPietro-like .871 SVP…

7. Philadelphia Flyers, 3-7-0, 6 Points

Philly was the only undefeated team this week, 2-0, probably because they saw the dumpster fire I posted for them last week. Sorry about that… Steven Mason has a .930 SVP, good for 9th in the NHL…

8. New York Rangers, 3-7-0, 6 Points

The Rangers got shutout 2-0 in their Madison Square Transformation Renovation Spectacular against Montreal last night… Henrik Lundqvist missed two games with an injury but played last night… Cam Talbot played well in Lundqvist’s absence… Only Brad Richards and Ryan Callahan have multi-goal seasons for the NYR…
Moulson ‘Sad to Leave,’ Wanted to Be Part of Turn Around 

October 28th, 2013 2:00 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Regardless of whether the Islanders or Sabres won yesterday’s trade or how much these two pending UFAs end up receiving in the off-season, there’s always the human toll to the business of hockey transactions. For Matt Moulson, a player who got his first NHL shot with the Islanders and became a fan favorite on Long Island, it’s certainly a tough blow. 

Speaking to ESPN New York, Moulson seemed really affected by the trade and shows the effect that it can take when something like this comes out of left field:

“It’s sad to leave people you care about and love behind,” Moulson told ESPNNewYork.com when reached by phone Sunday night. “I think over the years I’ve shown my want to be a part of the organization and turning around the team into being successful. I guess, obviously, in the long run, they didn’t feel the same.”

“I guess this is what happens in pro sports,” Moulson said. “I gotta move on. Obviously, I’ll miss everyone but this will be a new chapter.”

For Moulson, the trade comes at a literal turning point in his life. His second child was born just about two weeks ago, on October 10.
Practice Lines, Vanek on the Ice 

October 28th, 2013 11:54 am  

The Islanders are skating at the Coliseum and have been joined by Thomas Vanek. Their practice lines are as follows:

Vanek – Tavares – Okposo

 Bouchard – Nielsen – Bailey

 Grabner – Nelson – Regin – Clutterbuck

 Martin – Cizikas – McDonald – Boulton

And here’s your first look at Vanek:
Evaluating the Moulson-Vanek Trade 

October 28th, 2013 8:30 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders traded Matt Moulson, a 2014 first rounder and a 2015 second round to Buffalo for Thomas Vanek. It’s an interesting swap of pending free agents early in the season, something not usually seen in the NHL. Both players were potentially headed to unrestricted free agency in the summer and both teams get something they want for said players that may not have stayed around.

What the Sabres get: Picks. The Sabres, who are terrible despite beating the Islanders last week, get two draft picks that will be important to their rebuild. Vanek was the team’s last legitimate offensive threat and now they can start bringing in youth to begin again. The funny thing here is that Moulson may not end up being a Sabre at the end of the season. There’s the very real scenario where Buffalo could move him again before the deadline for more draft picks. In fact, that might be the best thing for the Sabres to do. Moulson is certainly a talented player but they may be better off moving him for picks rather than spending money on a player who could be 34 or older by the time the rebuild actually gets off the ground.

What the Islanders get: An elite offensive playmaker. Vanek is the sniper and playmaker that Islanders fans have been yelling for to put on John Tavares’ wing. Seriously, if you’re not acquainted with what Vanek can do, you should go take a look. He’s Austrian, so it might be fair to say he’s a more talented Michael Grabner, minus the blazing wheels. Vanek has great hands and an excellent ability to make defenders miss and finish the play. The Islanders do, also, lose one of Tavares’ wingers. But with Kyle Okposo and Michael Grabner playing well plus Ryan Strome in the system, maybe the Islanders think that they will be able to figure out the left wing spot (Vanek is a right wing).

Two different types of players: While their statistics may look somewhat similar, please be aware that Vanek and Moulson are two totally different players. Moulson is the grinder who plants himself in front of the net, pots rebounds and sets up in the low slot or circle for his patented one-timer finishes. Vanek is not that player; he is more of dangler who will make some eye-popping dekes, can finish up close by making goaltenders look silly and is a sniper to boot. Moulson will beat a goalie up close by setting himself up for a one-timer or slamming home a rebound while Vanek will flick his wrist and go top shelf or make a slick move. They’re both good at what they do — scoring goals, that is — but they do it in two entirely different ways. Also; Vanek can drive the play and carry the puck into the zone, something Moulson is not adept at.

Giving up the picks: Ok, so the Islanders did give up two draft picks in the deal. Not only that, one was a first rounder. The Islanders were a playoff team last year and picked 15th. And everyone would like the Islanders to do better than they did last year, right? Right. So Snow is betting that the Islanders first round pick will end up in the 16-30 range. There’s a big drop off in talent between being in the top five and in the bottom ten of the first round. If the Islanders do manage to be in the lower portion of the first round, it won’t be quite as big a deal losing the pick plus it means Vanek has likely panned out and helped with a successful season. That said, if the Islanders pick in the top 10, clearly something went awry.

Can the Isles re-sign or trade Vanek? Here’s the part that likely determines if the Islanders “win” this trade or, more accurately, if it works out for them. The Islanders certainly cannot let Vanek walk for nothing on July 1st. That’s two picks down the drain plus losing most of the good faith you had built up in Moulson to re-sign him. So they either need to try and get a deal done with Vanek in-season (a certainty that they will try) and if they can’t, they can send him packing for other assets at the deadline. It won’t be a Moulson and two picks type return, but it will salvage something. Vanek will be expensive to re-sign, too. His current cap hit is $7.1 million and he hasn’t done a lot recent to show that he doesn’t deserve that kind of money, as he continues to be a consistent point per game player. This deal signifies the Islanders would very much like to sign Vanek and maybe they decided that breaking the bank and paying someone more than Tavares was worth Vanek and not Moulson, who could easily fetch more than $5 million on the open market.

Vanek keen on Minnesota? There’s been a lot of speculation about what team’s name will be on the contract when Vanek puts his John Hancock on his next deal. Most of the speculation is that Vanek wants to go to the Minnesota Wild, as he played two years of college hockey at the University of Minnesota. The Wild are at one disadvantage, they don’t have the cap space to pay Vanek. Well, they don’t right now. Dany Heatley and his $7.5 million cap hit comes off of their books at the end of the year so they could make room. But it’ll be tough. They are still paying Zach Parise, Ryan Suter and Mikko Koivu all north of $6.5 million per year. The Islanders have a clear advantage here and have fired the first shot in the Battle of Vanek.

The Big Question: Who Won This Deal?

For now, I would argue that the Sabres won this deal for their purposes and the Islanders got a fair deal. The Sabres were not going to re-sign Vanek, this is no secret. They get picks for plus a tradable asset in Moulson. For the Islanders, they paid a fair price for an elite player. The first round draft pick could be late in the first, which would be nice. But the big thing is Vanek. If they don’t get a signature from him or, failing that, are unable to trade him for useful picks or players it’s a total loss. We’ll be able to better evaluate this at the end of the year but right now, it’s certainly a high-risk, high-reward gamble that is very rare to see out of Garth Snow.
Snow Shakes Up Isles By Trading Moulson From Team’s ‘Core’ 

October 27th, 2013 9:39 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

For the past half-decade, give or take, of this rebuild GM Garth Snow has focused on drafting and improving the Islanders from within and not via trades. Of course, it was a splashy trade that got the rebuild going, when Snow traded for Ryan Smyth at the deadline in 2007. Most of the trades the team has engaged in have been to acquire draft picks, many of which are now skating in Bridgeport or at the Coliseum. 

By trading Matt Moulson, a five-year Islanders veteran, Snow has made a big trade and sent away one of the “core” Islander players that the team was building around. A big, splashy trade and moving one of the pivotal players in the lineup is a new territory for the rebuild. It’s a big shake up for the team and fanbase, which is, apparently, how Snow intended it.

“I didn’t like the way we’d been playing. We’re better than our record indicates and we need to take the next step,” Snow told Arthur Staple of Newsday. ”I can tell you I’m not happy with where we are record-wise. We’re better than this. I wasn’t going to sit by and let games pass.”

The Islanders are off to a 4-3-3 start that has been consistently inconsistent, with big wins over the Penguins and Coyotes, but bad losses to basement teams such as the Flyers and the very Sabres the Islanders just traded with.

With the trade, the Islanders get an elite, playmaking wing to pair with their elite, playmaking center John Tavares. But they paid a fair price in sniper and crease-crasher Matt Moulson and two draft picks. The team will have all season to try and re-sign Vanek or trade him again later on before the trade deadline.

“We had an opportunity to acquire an elite player and given where we we are right now, you go for it,” Snow told TSN’s Bob McKenzie. ”If we hadn’t drafted so well, if we didn’t have good prospects, we couldn’t afford to take the risk.”
Former Captain Mark Streit Fondly Remembers Time on LI 

October 27th, 2013 10:15 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — Saturday was an emotional night for Philadelphia Flyers’ defenseman and former New York Islander captain Mark Streit. The 35-year-old Swiss defenseman, who spent four seasons on Long Island, returned for the first time since being traded in June to Philadelphia.

streit“It’s kind of emotional to come back,” Streit said following Saturday’s morning skate. “Went to Garden City yesterday and a lot of great memories. It’s special to be back.”

During his time as an Islander, Streit played in 286 games and recorded 179 points in that span. He appeared in the 2009 NHL All-Star Game as a member of the Isles and was the team’s captain for the final two seasons.

“They did a lot. They gave me the opportunity to play as a full time defenseman,” Streit said about his time on Long Island.”I made the all-star team, I was captain for two years. I mean that’s an unbelievable achievement. And we made the playoffs in the last year, so a lot of great memories.”

Down the hall in the home locker room, Frans Nielsen and Josh Bailey spoke highly of Streit. Both wished him luck going forward.

“Well he’s an awesome guy,” Bailey said. “We miss him as a person. I think I was lucky to play with him for a few years. Obviously a great player, a great leader… wish him nothing but the best, minus the five games we play against him.”

Nielsen said Streit was one of his “closest friends” on the Islanders and that losing him was a big loss.

“He was the captain. He was one of the big leaders in this room,” he said. “I mean of course he was a big loss for us, but I think we had guys that stepped up and took his role on the ice and in the locker room. We’re moving on, but he was a great friend to everyone in here.”

Streit was the first Islander captain since Alexei Yashin to get his team to the post-season, but the team couldn’t work out a deal and they traded Streit before he hit the free agent market.

“After the trading deadline until the end of the season there wasn’t that much talk,” Streit said. “You couldn’t find a solution and then I think once I packed up here I realized that probably my time here has come to an end. And it was time to move on.”

Saturday night Streit had two assists as his Flyers defeated the Islanders 5-2. It was a successful way to complete a visit to a building that holds a special place in his heart.

“It’s a special building. It’s an older building here,” he said. “There is a lot of history and even when I played for Montreal I always liked coming to the Coliseum to play. I don’t know why.”
FLYERS 5, ISLANDERS 2: A Defensive Mess for Isles in Bad Loss to Flyers 

October 26th, 2013 9:49 pm  
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Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Thus far, the Islanders have been consistently inconsistent. A night after a good performance in Pittsburgh, they follow it up with a clunker at home against a team that had managed only 13 goals through their first nine games (the MSG broadcast noted that’s the worst offensive start to a season since the pre-Orr Bruins).

It started off with a healthy dose of bad luck as the Flyers scored on their first shot of the game, after the Islanders got a bit of pressure early on. Vinny Lecavalier, who would have a hat trick in this one, got his first of three goals on the power play. Kevin Poulin had a clear view of the shot from the circle but Travis Hamonic deflected it, handcuffing Poulin and lifting the puck over his glove.

Philly would score again on their second shot of the game, which was one of a couple goals that were a fire drill in the Islanders zone, with blue jerseys scrambling left and right. Jakub Voracek traffic coned Matt Carkner and it’s hard to say if Poulin had a good chance at it, as he was interefered with by Frans Nielsen, who had been shoved into the crease by Scott Hartnell.

Just like that it was a 0-2 hole and the Islanders never recovered.

 The defensive pairing of Matt Carkner and Matt Donovan had a rough go of it. Donovan was on the ice for all three Lecavalier goals, and Carkner was on for two (although NHL.com says otherwise but it’s obvious from the highlights). The Islanders have a rookie paired with the guy who was the team’s #7 out of training camp, and it is now clear that putting together arguably the worst and most inexperience defenders is a disaster. Whether that means breaking up Hamonic/MacDonald or something else, it has clearly got to change before Tuesday night. Donovan has had a rough week but it might be good to give the kid a steady partner that can help hide the miscues of a young player.

After the Flyers went up 2-0, Eric Boulton went out and fought. That was your reminder that he was in the lineup, playing a grand total of 6:23 on the night, which is only a minute more than he spent in the sin bin after tussling with Jay Rosehill. This begs the question as to why the Islanders even have him on the roster. They’re basically playing with 11 forwards with Boulton in the lineup, as Boulton didn’t get regular shifts in the final two periods. I’m not necessarily anti-fighting or anti-Boulton, I’m pro smart lineup decisions. It makes no sense to play Boulton in a lineup that also features Matt Martin and Carkner, two guys that fight when they need to and Cal Clutterbuck, a guy who doesn’t fight a lot but throws the body like it’s his job (oh wait, it is his job). And that’s all forgetting about the fact that Boulton is taking a lineup spot away from Brock Nelson, who apparently needs to play so much that he was shuttled to Bridgeport over the weekend to get in a game.

So anyway, Boulton went and fought and that inspired the Islanders or whatever — because I guess the first line can’t score unless someone fights — so Kyle Okposo fired a slapper from the blueline past Steve Mason four minutes later. For Okposo, it’s his fourth of the season that matches his total from all of last year. But towards the end of the period Lecavalier would score his second of the game, as this time both Carkner and Donovan got traffic coned when Lecavalier and linemate Michael Raffl criss-crossed in the offensive zone.

Poulin looked alright in the second period as he seemed to settle down and stopped all 12 shots that he faced. But the concerning part was that for a team that was down 3-1 on its home ice to the Flyers, who the standings said were awful, managed only five shots on goal in the period. Here’s one better; the Islanders only managed 10 shot attempts in the middle frame.

But credit where it’s due, the Islanders did manage this beautiful shorthanded goal in the second period:

The Islanders came out of the gate with good pressure in the third but they couldn’t manage a goal. Lecavalier completed the hat trick about halfway through on another fire drill for the Isles. Thomas Hickey got the puck stolen by two Flyers trying to hold it in at the blueline and then was shoved away by a streaking Lecavalier. After the puck bounced around and bodies flew everywhere, a diving effort from Lecavalier put the puck in the net. 

There was one final chance, a power play with four minutes to go. There were a lot of chances on that man advantage too, including Kyle Okposo ringing one off the post that didn’t get the kind redirect. But the comeback wasn’t to be and the Flyers iced it with an empty netter later on to make it 5-2. 

Next up for the Islanders is a home date against the Rangers on Tuesday night.
The Least You Should Know About the Flyers…  It’s been a rough start for the Flyers who are 2-7 through 9 games with only 13 goals scored… They fired coach Peter Laviolette three games into the year… Claude Giroux has zero goals thus far… Steve Mason is playing surprisingly well with a .930 SVP… Former captain Mark Streit returns to the Coliseum…

Kevin Poulin will get the start in net for the Islanders, giving Evgeni Nabokov off as he played last night. Brock Nelson and Colin McDonald will take a seat as healthy scratches. Michael Grabner returns from suspension and Eric Boulton gets in his second game of the year (he only played four minutes in the first one).

Projected Lineup: 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Poulin 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Carkner Nabokov 

Grabner-Regin-Clutterbuck Martinek-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-Boulton    

Scratches: Nelson, McDonald, Strait       IR: Visnovsky
Breakdown: How Did Pierre-Marc Bouchard Get So Open? 

October 26th, 2013 9:30 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders scored three times late in the third last night to beat the Penguins 4-3. The third goal came from Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who had all the time in the world to bury a breakaway goal past netminder Jeff Zatkoff.

Screen Shot 2013-10-25 at 11.34.11 PM

Except it wasn’t a breakaway.

Rather inexplicably, Bouchard was left all alone in front of the Pittsburgh net on an absolute gift of a defensive lapse from the Penguins. I mean seriously how did the Islanders get a 2-on-0 (see right) with the puck never leaving the zone?

The play begins with a Radek Martinek slapper from the point that Zatkoff steered to the corner boards. The puck comes out of the corner and Pens right winger Chuck Kobasew attempts to clear the puck up the boards (green arrow in the picture below). Also of note is defender Olli Maatta, in the red circle, who is starting to float way out of position. His defensive partner #2 Matt Niskanen is below him in the defensive zone. There’s an arrow on the direction of Evgeni Malkin, as he anticipates a breakout. So we’ve already got the left wing and left defender completely failing on the defensive coverage of the left side of the Pens’ net, a spot which happens to have two Islanders over there.

Screen Shot 2013-10-25 at 11.24.43 PM

The problem with Malkin’s breakout idea is that Martinek is able to hold the zone. Martinek knocks it down and doesn’t get great control of the puck, but he keeps it from heading off to center ice where Malkin or Jussi Jokinen can attempt to make a rush. Bouchard and Regin are still hanging out in front of the net, seemingly in anticipating of Martinek holding the zone, which is OK since Brock Nelson is in a position to backcheck. Oh and that guy attacking Martinek? That’s Maatta, who again is a defender and is way the hell out of position. Pressuring the puck is great and all, but not if it’s at the expense of being insanely out of position and leaving the front of your net undefended. Maatta is way the hell out of position and Niskanen is just kind of watching. Not helping things are Malkin and Jokinen heading up ice, but to be fair if their defender is where he should be, they could get away with it (my assumption is that they usually do).

Screen Shot 2013-10-25 at 11.44.16 PM

So now Bouchard has no one within 10 feet of him except the goalie. Malkin and Jokinen have drifted up ice and with Maatta way the hell out of position, there is one Penguin below the circles. Martinek is fumbling the puck a bit and barely holding the zone, but he is holding it. That’s one of two impressive things Martinek does on the play. He kicked the puck, looked like he couldn’t find it for a second, had a defender right on him, and didn’t really have any right to keep the puck in, but he did.

Screen Shot 2013-10-25 at 11.50.07 PMOK, so I said Martinek did two impressive things on the play.

Well the second thing was the no-look pass he threw to Bouchard that no one on the Penguins expected at all. With his back turned — his back completely turned, I mean look at this ridiculous picture below — he tosses the puck to center. Is it a sort of dump in to hold the zone? Is it a conscious pass to Bouchard? I don’t know. But he puts it right to Bouchard in the middle of the ice. Malkin and Jokinen are off at the blueline straight chillin and so is Maatta who, to reiterate, is a defenseman (Malkin is circled because lol his back is turned to the play). Only two out of five Penguins are actually defending someone and defending the correct player.

Screen Shot 2013-10-25 at 11.56.04 PMBy the time Bouchard gets the puck there’s no one within a country mile and he’s got all the time in the world to figure out how to beat Zatkoff who has been left out to dry by his teammates like wet laundry. The rest is up to Bouchard to finish, and he does. We talked about him being a good possession player the other day, but this had nothing to do with that. This was a hilarious defensive breakdown from the Penguins and a crazy, awesome no-look pass from Radek Martinek. Although, of course, credit to Bouchard for the nice finish.

Screen Shot 2013-10-25 at 11.59.53 PM

 The Penguins annoucers called Bouchard “sneaky” and “crafty, one of those guys who will sneak in behind things.” But none of those things were actually true on this play. You can actually hear one of the announcers start to blame Niskanen and Maatta and then cut himself off (homer?). It was more of a case of Bouchard being left all alone with the keys to the Camaro than him being elusive.
ISLANDERS 4, PENGUINS 3: Isles with quality comeback in third after a sloppy first 40 

October 25th, 2013 9:42 pm  
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Keith Quinn , Islanders Point Blank:

This was the first meeting of the Penguins and Islanders since the exciting first round playoff series last year and two players from those squads made their debuts; Kris Letang for the Pens and Radek Martinek for the Isles.  The Isles looked to pick up where they left off in that series.  Both good and bad.

Beat it.

Submitted by @bdoyle613

Early, and at even strength, the Isles were getting the better of the play and were outshooting the Pens early.  But then, the penalties started coming…and coming, and coming. Due to the injuries on the Isles blue line (Strait, Visnovsky), Thomas Hickey (PK1), Matt Donovan (PK2) and Matt Carkner (PK 2)  saw time on the penalty killing units and didn’t look too bad against the Pens fearsome power play.

The Isles got on the board first during a power play of their own. Matt Niskanen was called for hooking Casey Cizikas and PP1 went to work. Kyle Okposo fed John Tavares who made a shot/pass toward Frans Nielsen who tipped it on net.  Matt Moulson was in his area absorbing punishment and collecting garbage for his 6th of the year.

After that, the penalties shifted the momentum and shots in the Pens favor. The next three (deserved) penalties were called against Islanders; Bailey (11:22), Carkner (16:16), and MacDonald’s 2nd (19:28).

The Pens tied the score at the end of Bailey’s penalty when Brandon Sutter took a high shot on Evgeny Nabokov that even Shaq couldn’t rebound. Jussi Jokinen did locate it though and put it home.  It could have been worse giving the Pens four power plays in the first period, so the Isles were lucky the score was where it was.

The second started out with the balance of MacDonald’s penalty and Nabokov had a couple of big saves.  One was from a prime scoring area from Crosby.  The Penguins maintained a ton of momentum in this period though and outshot the Isles 20-10, and this time, the period was played mostly at even strength.

The Penguins pulled ahead when Matt Donovan shanked a point shot in the offensive zone which was immediately scooped up and breezed down ice.  He fired a wrister past Nabokov as Matt Carkner (rightfully) played the pass as long as possible and couldn’t recover to get any resistance against the Crosby shot.

The Isles had a couple of chances to get the equalizer>  The notable opportunities were for Bailey (never got a shot off from a beautiful Hamonic feed) and Nielsen (shot into rookie Jeff Zatkoff’s crest).  Toward the end of the period, Matt Moulson further jeopardized his Lady Byng candidacy with his 3rd minor of the season (surpassing last year’s total in 47 games).  One thing that could be said through two periods; the penalty kill looked pretty decent.  If that continues, perhaps there will be some changes to ice time in the future and Amac and Hamonic can get a little bit of a breather.

The third period started out slowly with the Isles only getting one shot in the first nine minutes (as compared to the Pens 5) and keeping the Isles to low-risk areas.  The scariest was a Crosby breakaway when he inexplicably got behind MacDonald and Hamonic and walked in uncontested.  Nabokov came up huge to keep the Isles in it.  Jack Capuano began to experiment a bit with the line combinations and we saw some Bailey/Tavares/Clutterbuck and Nielsen/Moulson/Okposo.

That juggling appeared to pay off when Frans “best suited to third line” Nielsen notched his team leading (tie) 6th goal of the season.  Radek “just play the kids” Martinek started the play crossing the pass to Thomas “weakest softest player in the league” Hickey who slap passed the puck to Nielsen for a long distance tip-in.

Unfortunately, predicatably, unconscionably and ridiculously at this point, Capuano followed the goal with the deployment of the fourth line, and the Penguins took advantage.  Matt Carkner conceded the ice deep into the circles and Matt Donovan didn’t tie up his man and Derek Engelland (a bad defenseman playing wing) put Joe Vitale’s pass behind Nabokov.  It’s run it’s course now.  You’d think they had a hat trick after a goal or something.

Just 53 seconds later, Martinek would help out again as he kept the puck in at the point and found Pierre-Marc “I don’t care what your lying stats say” Bouchard for his first of the year to knot the scoring at three again on a semi-breakaway through Zatkoff’s five hole.  And again, the fourth line followed…

Josh “they ruined his development” Bailey put the Isles ahead with 1:40 left on a bit of a cluster play.  Kris Letang had a shot blocked and the Isles came the other way.  Okposo found Bailey alone below the circles, but Zatkoff made a great toe save.  Nielsen jumped on the rebound and re-fed Bailey who made a diving tip under duress past the Pens goaltender.

The Isles found a way to close out the last minute plus, and looked confident doing so.

NOTICINGS

-Kyle Okposo took out Thomas Hickey on a nice scoring chance in the first period.  It was basically a jumping head-shot that if committed against an opponent may have warranted a suspension.  Hickey probably has a broken nose (it’s cooked) and attempted to set the record for most helmet types used in a single game (regular with visor, full cage, full glass).

-In the pregame show, Radek Martinek said through a beaming smile “…I’m happy I can play for my favorite team in the best league in the world.”  His best years are behind him, but it’s really nice to hear a guy who suffered through some very lean years love this team.  It’s rare and charming.

-It looked like Dan Bylsma was matching up Sidney Crosby’s line against JT’s line quite a bit tonight.  I was surprised that Capuano didn’t mix the lines a little sooner in the game.

-Really, seriously, I’m done with the fourth line after goals for.

-The PK was pretty stellar tonight despite some new personnel.

-Nabokov had a very solid game despite some initial rebound control problems.

-The Isles got killed in the faceoff circle 48-27 and in shots 42-25.  They need to get better with those because winning games like this are an anomaly.  It’s a good win, but that doesn’t happen too often.

-Here are your fancystats if you’re so inclined.

-The Isles must have broken 6 or 7 sticks tonight.
The Least You Should Know About the Penguins…  They’re uh, pretty good so far this season. Pittsburgh is 7-2 with a 5-1 home record and +11 goal differential… Sidney Crosby is on pace for 154 points this season with 17 points (!) in his first 9 games… Marc-Andre Fleury is playing well, with a .930 SVP in eight games… James Neal and Kris Letang are injured…

Update: Evgeni Nabokov will start for the Isles and the Pens will start rookie Jeff Zatkoff in net. Kris Letang will also return for Pittsburgh for his first game of the season. 

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Tonight’s game will be the toughest of the year thus far for the Islanders. They’ll be without three players: Brian Strait, Michael Grabner and Lubomir Visnovsky. Strait is day-to-day with an upper body injury, while Grabner is serving the final game of a suspension. There’s still no timetable on a Visnovsky return. To top it off, the Isles are also going up against a red-hot team in their home arena.

Pittsburgh has only two losses on the year and they’re coming off a 1-0 loss against Colorado that they thoroughly dominated. Colorado’s JS Giguere stood on his head, as the Penguins threw 72 shot attempts at him, compared to the Avs managing only 29 of their own, and only 14 of which actually made it on goal. Sidney Crosby is playing possibly some of the best hockey of his career and Fleury looks nothing like the goalie the Islanders saw last spring.

Tonight’s game is the first of a back-to-back for both teams, which is a bizarre scheduling quirk since neither team has played since at least Tuesday. The players that are in for the Isles shouldn’t change from what is listed below, although their placement could change. Also, look for Kevin Poulin to get a start either tonight or tomorrow.

Projected Lineup: 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Carkner Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Clutterbuck Martinek-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Boulton, Grabner, Strait       IR: Visnovsky
Brian Strait Hurt, Martinek in Against Pittsburgh 

October 24th, 2013 2:57 pm  

Via Arthur Staple, Brian Strait is day-to-day with an upper body injury and will miss tomorrow’s game against Pittsburgh. That leaves the Islanders with six defenders, so Radek Martinek will make his season debut tomorrow night.
Pierre-Marc Bouchard is Making Everyone Around Him Better 

October 24th, 2013 1:00 pm  

Written by Garik

bouchardA common complaint I’ve seen from Islanders fans on the internet has been with the play of Pierre-Marc Bouchard. ‘He plays too soft! He doesn’t hit! He isn’t scoring either! Why isn’t he scratched for Brock Nelson?’ 

Bouchard was the Islanders’ biggest acquisition in the offseason; a one-year, 2 Million dollar “show me” deal and was thought to be the Isles replacement for Brad Boyes and PA Parenteau. But despite a week in preseason on line one, he has bounced around two different lines so far and has yet to produce much offensive numbers. So the general line of thinking is that, 9 games in, he’s a bust and part of the problem the Isles have had so far.

If you know my writing at all, you shouldn’t be surprised when I tell you that this general line of thinking is VERY wrong. Pierre-Marc Bouchard has been one of the most effective Islanders on the ice so far for the team on 5-on-5, regardless of which line he has been on!

 You see, one of the most effective ways of telling whether a team is winning the battles in a game of hockey while a player is on the ice isn’t to count how often that player hits or to look at how many shots he is blocking, but rather to see which team is getting more shots while that player is on the ice. You can do this by looking at the amount of shots on goal for each team while that player is on the ice; alternatively you can look just at shots on goal and missed shots while a player is on the ice (this is also known as fenwick, or unblocked shot attempts), or at all shot attempts while that player is on the ice, including missed and blocked shots (also known as corsi). Take a look at these numbers for Bouchard and how they rank among Islander forwards:

With Bouchard on the Ice 5-on-5, the Islanders are:

 Outshooting opponents: 53-37 in shots on goal (1st among Isles’ forwards)

 Outshooting opponents: 68-64 in unblocked shot attempts (fenwick) (2nd among Isles’ forwards to Josh Bailey)

 Outshooting opponents: 90-81 in shot attempts (corsi) (1st among Isles’ forwards)

That’s right; in shot differential PMB is either #1 or #2 among Islanders forwards. In fact, only 2-4 Islander forwards are not being outshot by these numbers. Bouchard and Josh Bailey are outshooting opponents by all three metrics, while Peter Regin and Matt Martin are at least even in shots on goal, although Martin’s #s get worse when you look at missed and blocked shots.

What exactly does this mean? Well it means simply this: the Islanders are spending a greater percentage of time in the opponents’ zone with PMB on the ice than any other Islanders forward.

* * *

Could this be not because of PMB but instead because of Bouchard’s linemates? Well, look at the shot attempt differential numbers of Bouchard’s two centers with and without PMB:

Frans Nielsen without PMB: 40.7% shot-attempt differntial (Corsi).

 Frans Nielsen with PMB: 54.1% shot-attempt differential

 Peter Regin without PMB: 47.3% shot-attempt differential

 Peter Regin with PMB: 55.2% shot-attempt differential

pmbYes, both of PMB’s two centers, with whom he’s played roughly equal time, show much better results with PMB at left wing than without PMB. This by the way continues a trend from the last three years where players playing with PMB showed much better results with him than without him on the Minnesota Wild (see right).

Nor are these results because PMB is getting a lot of offensive zone faceoffs. Regin’s basically gotten the same amount of D-zone faceoffs as O-zone faceoffs and half of his results are with Frans Nielsen on the line that is meant to handle opponents’ best forwards. So his results aren’t due to facing weak competition either.

Simply put, these numbers continue to show that Bouchard has been an ASSET to this team — making those he plays with better and tilting the ice in the Islanders’ favor — and whose play is important to this team’s success. Much like another winger named Pierre picked up off the scrap heap three years ago, this guy is very underrated.

* * *

None of this praise is to say that Bouchard has been perfect. He hasn’t. For example, while his ability to raise his teammates performance has continued on the Isle, his shooting ability hasn’t.

During the last three years, PMB has averaged a little over seven shots on goal per 60 minutes of 5-on-5 play. This season, PMB is averaging 3.8 shots on goal per 60, roughly half the shooting production from the years prior (and PMB didn’t play an offensive role for the Wild either). PMB has actually been a good shooter the last three years, but if he shoots the puck this infrequently, that won’t matter much. PMB isn’t just here to help his teammates — although that’s a big help — but also to provide production on his own, and he hasn’t yet done that.

Still, whatever his individual faults, through nine games it certainly seems like PMB has made whoever he’s played with much better at keeping the puck in the offensive end. Perhaps that’s something that fans should value, rather than begging for him to be scratched because he doesn’t do it in a flashy way. Hockey is about winning, not looking good doing it.
IPB Mailbag: On Defense, Prospects and Ryan Miller 

October 24th, 2013 10:00 am  

You asked us questions last week, this week we answer.

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

Dom Longo

 Do u think the Isles stick with the current goalie tandem throughout the season? Or do u think they trade for one (Miller) or call one up? (Nilsson) Thx

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Right now goaltending is an interesting question. Nabokov had an extremely shaky performance on Tuesday night and it sounded like after the game Capuano was more open to play Poulin. But I don’t think that means that the tandem will really change. Nilsson may get called up if he’s performing really well and Poulin isn’t, but I don’t see the Islanders trading for a goaltender.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

I’d agree with what Christian said and would further say that trading for Ryan Miller doesn’t make sense, unless you know you’re re-signing him. He’s a pending UFA, so it would be self-defeating to pay for him in trade with the risk of losing him a few months from now. Backing up the Brinks truck in the off-season is likely the smartest move.

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

John from Massapequa

Why does Capuano continue to let PMB take Brock Nelson’s line up spot? And then put him on our power play? Is he getting us to the cap floor and that’s the reason because aside from that I don’t see it.

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

 John, I think Capuano is giving the free agent signings every chance to prove themselves, though from Nelson’s play it’s hard to say that he shouldn’t be in the lineup. But that’s not to say Pierre-Marc Bouchard has played terrible either. And the Isles are over the cap, so playing PMB is not in anyway a cap move.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Bouchard had a rough start to the year and deservedly took criticism for that. But it makes no sense to throw a guy off the team after three games. Lately, PMB is turning it around with three points in four games and is second on the team in possession.

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

Derek in London, UK

How many games do you think the Isles will play in NVMC per season after they move to Brooklyn? Is there a chance we could see a significant number of games played at NVMC after a renovation?

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

 The Isles will play six games at a renovated Nassau Coliseum. No more than that from what everyone involved has been saying. Unless the team moves back to Long Island, which I DON’T see happening, then they will only play six games there.

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

jon from nj

At what point does the organization either 1) promote De Haan to take the place of Hickey/Strait 2) Promote Strome to take the place of Regin/Bouchard 3) Trade some of these chips for an established d-man or goalie?

Something has to give, because this defense is horrendous.

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

 De Haan is coming off an injury last season and it seems they’re giving him time to develop in the AHL. With Strome it is the same sort of thing, minus the injury, but the Islanders aren’t trying to rush anyone up into the NHL. I still don’t think De Haan is ready just yet, but Strome will be the first called up if/when things don’t work out with Regin or Bouchard.

As for a trade of some sorts, I still don’t see one coming yet. Garth Snow and the rest of the Isles organization is confident in the prospects and pieces they have in place.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Unfortunately, the D and goalie issues are ones that could have been solved in the off-season and weren’t. That said, the D will get better with prospects in the pipeline but that will still take another year or two. All the guys from the 2012 draft still need some time.

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

Ray Cifelli

I feel like the isles organization thinks that they are “almost there” after last season. I think they have a good while of development yet to do and as a HUGE fan it is so frustrating seeing 18 and 19 year olds all over the league excelling and we are not playing our youngsters. (sorry) my question is, why are we not playing our young studs?

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

As I said earlier, I think the team is worried about rushing their young players. They don’t want to make the same mistake they made with Josh Bailey, but Brock Nelson and Matt Donovan are both guys who have proven they’re ready for the NHL. They’re getting their chance, and it’s only a matter of time before Ryan Strome is called up from Bridgeport. Management is playing it safe at the moment.

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

Carl from Canada

How long of a leash does Capuano have this season? & does Ratner have any say in the decision making with Wang. i.e team decisions? As the new landlord you would have to think that you would want the owner to bring a premium product to his arena.

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

I don’t think Capuano really has a leash. Barring some terrible losing streak, his job is safe. As of right now, Ratner has no say in hockey operations. However, considering all the news that has come out about the deal to bring the Islanders to Brooklyn, it’s hard to imagine that Ratner and Barclays Center brass won’t have some say… At the very least you know they’ll want to see some improvements and money invested into the on ice product.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Ratner & Co. don’t have a say in hockey operations, but with the Barclays taking the brunt of the risk for fluctuations in revenues, that should make them heavily invested in the success of the team. They seem like a very smart bunch and my guess is they have that figured out.

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

Rob

Why does Garth Snow refuse to address the 1st line RW for Tavares and lack of a top 4 defenseman? The team is $14 million under the cap. We need a legit top line RW and top 4 dman. This team will not make the playoffs unless Garth addressees these issues!

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

 I agree, defense especially at the moment. The Islanders defense has not been what it has needed to be and during the offseason that was something that needed to be addressed. However I don’t think it is because Snow won’t address those issues, it is that he has faith in the guys he has there.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

I think Trots said it best; imagine Mike Bossy on Tavares’ wing. This needs to be addressed before it’s too late.

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

@JimmyShnoogen

If the Islanders were to look to make an in-season trade, which would take priority: A high caliber goal-scorer or a young, reliable goaltender with potential, that will be able to step in for Nabokov if/when he gets burnt out later in the year?

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

My pick would be neither. I’d say the priority would be defense. That has been the Islanders biggest weakness so far. Yes I know Nabokov has had some rough games, especially his last one, but his defense has not given him much help at times. And there are certain defensive guys on the roster that have not played as well as they should be or need to be.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Have I mentioned lately I’m concerned about the goaltending? No, because Nabokov had a nice start to the season. Tuesday night was the first real bad game that Nabokov had and the team’s offense kept them in it. Kevin Poulin should get a chance, Nabokov is not the long-term solution and the nice start is likely an illusion. This is a situation that needs fixing and a Bernier or a Schneider would be nice right about now but those ships have sailed. 

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

Steve Hamerman

Blown 3rd period leads have always seemed to haunt the Isles for as long as I’ve been watching them. How and when can they eliminate this problem and take the next step to closing teams out? And not leaving possible points to make the playoffs behind.

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

It’s all a part of that maturation process. The Islanders are still a young team and that will come with time where they fully close out teams. They’ve shown in the past that they can do it, but now it’s doing it on a consistent basis. As guys continue to mature in their game, it will become easier to do.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The blown leads are frustrating, but if they can fix that they could be golden. They’ve been in every single game this year. If they can fix this issue, or the goaltending, or the defense, they should have no problem making the playoffs in what appears to be a very, very soft Metro Division. 

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

Tom

 I feel that Strait should be benched or waived and Is there a player that is NHL ready to step in and take over his position from Bridgeport.

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Aaron Ness or Calvin de Haan may be the best options as far as prospects ready to make the jump. And out of those two, I’d say give Ness the shot. I’m sure I’m in the minority on that opinion, but I still think de Haan could use some more time in the AHL.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

There’s not much of an answer right now in Bridgeport. I’ve been trying to watch most of their games and De Haan doesn’t seem ready, or at least needs to shake off rust (remember Okposo for the first year after his injury?). I don’t know that Ness’ ceiling is particularly high. The best defensive prospects in the system appear to be Andrey Pedan, Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock. The latter two we definitely won’t see this year and Pedan still needs more time, too. There’s a lot of defense in the system, but most of it is still a year or more away.

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

Davey

 The Isles seem to play better with Carkner in the line-up, with Strait struggling so much why not try Donovan & Carkner as the 3rd pair?

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Davey, you’re one of the few fans I’ve ever heard say the team plays better WITH Carkner in the lineup. Considering the Islanders struggles on defense I’d be willing to try the combination, but Carkner hasn’t necessarily been great defensively either.  I would be more inclined to bench Carkner than Strait. I think Carkner has struggled more than Strait so far this season.
Radek Martinek Signs One-Year Deal 

October 23rd, 2013 3:27 pm  

The Islanders have announced the signing of Radek Martinek to a one-year contract. Martinek had been skating with the team at practice this week on a temporary waiver. The deal is valued at $600,000.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Hopefully the Islanders only see Martinek as an insurance policy against another defender getting hurt. He is still a serviceable defender but at 37-years old and a step behind, he shouldn’t be a regular defender for the team. Martinek spent a lot of time in the press box as a healthy scratch last year, so I would imagine that he is going to be assuming a similar role throughout the rest of this season. 

Lubomir Visnovsky is still out for at least another two games, and the big club is down to six defenders, so Martinek is number seven and an insurance policy in case something else happens. It does also allow them to bench other vets if they underperform such as Matt Carkner and Brian Strait (Matt Donovan, however, should be in the lineup).

The team could dip into Bridgeport and grab Calvin de Haan but there’s no reason to do so if de Haan would be sitting or rotating into the lineup. De Haan also isn’t lighting up the AHL so far this year, with zero points in five games while running the point on Bridgeport’s power play.

Final thought: Maybe Griffin Reinhart got sent back a bit too soon.
Canucks 5, Islanders 4 (OT): Isles Blow Two Leads in Loss to Vancouver 

October 22nd, 2013 11:11 pm  
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Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — Two different leads and a late game push wasn’t enough for the Islanders to leave Nassau Coliseum with a win on Tuesday night. Instead they fell 5-4 to the Vancouver Canucks in overtime.

Frans Nielsen tied the game up with 1:12 to play in the third period, but the Canucks came away with the win after a shot by Brad Richardson deflected off an Islander player’s stick and into the net in overtime.

It was the culmination of a wacky game that saw the Islanders take and lose two separate leads, before eventually falling behind after Long Island Native Christopher Higgins scored in the closing seconds of the second period. Higgins put an easy rebound past Islander starter Evgeni Nabokov, who could not slide over to make the save.

“Just shot ourself in the foot times there,” John Tavares said after the game. “We kept letting them get back in it and take the lead right before the third. I thought we did a lot of good things in the first two periods and then mental lapses. It was in the back of our net.”

The Islanders did start the game off well. Brock Nelson scored his first career NHL goal 2:26 into the game. Peter Regin was able to wrap around the net and slid the puck to Nelson, who was sitting in front.

Nelson called the goal “exciting,” but he was subdued in his response since his team did not come away with the win. “It would be a lot better if it came with a win,” he said.

Two minutes after the goal, Matt Moulson scored his first goal of the game on the power play to give the Islanders a 2-0 lead.

Things quickly soured though as the Canucks cut the lead back to one 16 seconds later and Daniel Sedin tied the game at 9:09.

Special teams, and Matt Moulson, came through again in the second period putting the Islanders back in front with a quick shot to make it 3-2. Henrik Sedin put his name on the score sheet at 12:39 to tie the game and Higgins put the Canucks in front with 17 seconds left in the period.

Though the Islanders were trailing after two periods, they were still playing a competitive edge during that span giving the Canucks trouble. In the third, up until the final moments of the period, the Islanders played at a pace that was not as energetic or desperate as one might imagine.

“I think it was a little bit of them, a little bit of use,” Matt Martin said, when asked about the third period performance. “We obviously didn’t do what we needed to do to get some momentum and be successful. At the same time they tightened up defensively and kind of kept everything at the outside.”

The Islanders found a way to get one point in the loss, but the fact they are still struggling with holding onto leads is something that needs to be corrected.

“I think sometimes when we get a lead we stop playing the way we were playing to get that lead,” Martin said. “Sometimes we sit back a bit and start thinking you have to protect it, when we’re at our best when we’re moving forward… I think that’s something we have to look at and that’s something we did in the second half of last season that we were pretty good at.

“Like I said it’s early, we learn from it and move forward.”
The Least You Should Know About the Canucks… Vancouver is 5-4-1 on the season, off to a mediocre start in the tough Pacific division… With Cory Schneider gone, Roberto Luongo is the full-time starter once again and is decent, with a .910 save percentage… The Vancouver Sun talked to Luongo about his time on Long Island, accompanied by an awesome retro picture from 1997… Henrik Sedin has 12 points in 10 games, 10 of those are helpers… Jason Garrison is off to surprising start with nine points so far, his career high is 33 points over a full season… Alexandre Burrows is on IR with a foot injury… 

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

It’ll be a different lineup than any other we’ve seen yet this year for the Islanders, as they’ll be missing two key players for tonight’s tilt at the Coliseum against Vancouver. Michael Grabner has been suspended for two games and Lubomir Visnovsky will miss at least the next three with a concussion. 

Grabner has been a point per game player thus far for the Isles. His lineup spot will be filled by Brock Nelson, who spent about 24-hours in Bridgeport over the weekend before being recalled Sunday night.

Visnovsky is a major factor in driving the team’s possession from the blueline and is the power play point man. He will be re-evaluated by the team later today but was placed on injured reserve retroactive to Saturday, meaning he will miss at least three games. Andrew MacDonald took Visnovsky’s spot on the power play after he left Saturday’s game with the injury. Radek Martinek is skating with the team again today, although he has still not officially been signed to a contract.

Evgeni Nabokov will get the start in goal. The Canucks starting netminder has not been announced.

Projected Lineup: 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Carkner Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Clutterbuck Strait-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Boulton

Metro Monday: Winning Streak Would Go a Long Way 

October 21st, 2013 2:00 pm  

metroTake a look at those standings on the right there. There’s already a twelve point difference between first place and last place in the Metro division and we’re only eight or so games into the season. Only 1/10th of the way through!

Of course the Penguins won’t lose only one out of eight games and the Flyers won’t win only one out of eight, so things will change a bit. But right now, it’s kind of an insane disparity.

Team are really struggling all over the Metro right now. If the Islanders can get on any kind of winning streak it could really open up some distance between them and other teams, giving them an advantage later on in the year.

1. Pittsburgh Penguins, 7-1-0, 14 Points, +12 GD

The Pens went 3-0 this past week with wins over Edmonton, Philadelphia and Vancouver… Sidney Crosby was named NHL Second Star of the Week, as he notched eight points in the team’s three games last week. He has a point in every Pens game thus far… Also ex-Islander Trevor Gillies sucker punched ex-Penguin Jarkko Ruutu in the KHL, which has very little to do with the Penguins but I said it anyway…

2. Carolina Hurricanes, 4-2-3, 11 Points, -4 GD

Carolina went 2-0-1 last week and still managed to have a negative goal differential on the week (-1) to add to their season total… Eric Staal had a five point week and Jeff Skinner had three goals…

3. New York Islanders, 3-3-2, 8 Points, +2 GD

The Isles hold onto the third spot in the division for another week, with a frustrating 1-1-1 mark… Lubomir Visnovsky will miss at least a week with a concussion suffered Saturday against Carolina… John Tavares had a four point week and is on pace for 102 points over a full 82…

4. Columbus Blue Jackets, 3-5-0, 6 Points, -3 GD

Lumbus was 1-3 this week and had only four goals to show for three of those games before rebounding and beating Vancouver 3-1 last night… Former Flame netminder Curtis McElhinney got his first start for Lumbus in the win on Sunday…

5. Washington Capitals, 3-5-0, 6 Points, -4 GD

Alex Ovechkin is still on a torrid pace with 7 goals in eight games, two of those coming this week… The Caps were shutout by the Rangers on Wednesday but had two solid wins against Edmonton and the Blue Jackets…

6. New Jersey Devils, 1-4-3, 5 Points, -9 GD

Good news everyone, the Devils won a game! They blanked the Rangers 4-0 on Saturday night in a battle of terrible, terrible Metro teams. That ended a 0-4-3 start to the season. They even managed to do it without Damien Brunner and Patrick Elias, both of which are day-to-day…

7. New York Rangers, 2-5-0, 4 Points, -18 GD

The Rangers played only twice this week, beating Washington and losing to the Devils. Neither game contained a between the legs goal or the Rangers getting out scored by seven… Speaking of between the legs goals, Martin Biron retired this week. Cam Talbot is now the Rangers backup/Henrik Lundqvist’s personal water boy… Ryan Callahan and Brad Richards (!) have seven of the team’s 11 goals…

8. Philadelphia Flyers, 1-7-0, 2 Points, -13 GD

The Flyers did not win a game this week. I will post this image instead of a paragraph about the Flyers until the Flyers win another game.

Lubomir Visnovsky placed on IR 

October 21st, 2013 12:48 pm  

Lubomir Visnovsky has been placed on injured reserve retroactive to October 19th, the team announced.

This move means that Visnovsky will miss at least three games. The Islanders are carrying six defenders, so they don’t need to add a player for tomorrow’s game against Vancouver, but they might.

The Morning Skate: Nelson, Visnovsky and the Bridgeport Report 

October 21st, 2013 10:00 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Last night after the Sound Tigers game, the Islanders recalled Brock Nelson. Nelson had a helper in Bridgeport’s 5-4 loss yesterday and got his first game action in over week. On the Sound Tigers pre-game show with Phil Giubileo, coach Scott Pellerin detailed that the big club was just looking to get Nelson some playing time and this was a pretty quick and painless way to do it. We’ll know tomorrow if he’ll be back in the lineup for Tuesday’s game against Vancouver.

Another player in doubt for Tuesday’s game is Michael Grabner, who has a hearing with the NHL today over this hit on Nathan Gerbe.

And a third player questionable for the lineup on Tuesday is Lubomir Visnovsky. The Islanders did confirm yesterday that Lubomir Visnovsky suffered a concussion on Saturday night. Visnovsky has not yet been placed on injured reserve, which could be good news but there is still time to make a move before tomorrow’s game. The team is also carrying six defenders, so technically they don’t need to make a move at all if they so choose.

If the Isles do choose to add an extra defender to the roster, Radek Martinek and Calvin de Haan are the likely candidates. Joe Finley and Aaron Ness are outside shots, with the former hopefully not an option.

Martinek has been skating with the team and could be signed to replace the injured Visnovsky, but does it make sense to sign him for the whole year?  The team already has a lot of defenders, Martinek isn’t head and shoulders above the other options, and Visnovsky’s time table could potentially be short (as in weeks, not months). Adding another body doesn’t seem to be the best option unless Visnovsky is out for the long haul, and you hope that’s not the case.

For my money, it’s time to give De Haan a shot or keep six defenders with Donovan staying in the lineup. Either way, the Islanders are home for the most part the rest of the month, and Bridgeport is just a ferry ride away.

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

Speaking of Bridgeport, the Sound Tigers lost 6-5 in OT yesterday afternoon against the Binghamton Senators. It was Bridgeport’s first game since last Sunday, a weird scheduling quirk giving them an entire week off.

Five (delayed) thoughts:

1.Anders Nilsson was shaky early on, allowing two goals on the first three shots and getting yanked 13 minutes into the game after allowing three on ten. The first two goals were deep shots from the point. Fornabaio reports Nilsson says he didn’t get a good look at any of the three, and was particularly screened on the first. One game is not reason enough to panic about Nilsson, but obviously this was not a good day at the office. Kenny Reiter wasn’t bad the rest of the way, stopping 14 of 17 and getting hung out to dry by his defenders once or twice.

2.The Sound Tigers would battle back from 3-0 and 5-3 deficits in this game. One major reason for that was John Persson, who had two of the team’s goals. Persson was on a newly made line with Anders Lee and centered by Johan Sundstrom, as things were a little bit different than usual with Nelson in the lineup. Nelson took a spot on the top line with Ryan Strome and Mike Halmo. Halmo, for his part, had a goal and some neat steals on the forecheck. One in the third period would have been a clear breakaway, stealing the puck off the last defender, had he not lost his footing.

3.Andrey Pedan returned to the lineup after spending last weekend in purgatory. Pedan picked up an assist in the game. Hopefully he gets whatever message was sent and realizes there are worse hockey leagues that he could be in.

4.One thing that really stood out on a lot of the goals was Johan Sundstrom’s passing. He was a little bit of a surprise when he got some extra time in the preseason, but you can see why the organization was surprisingly high on him in this game. Sundstrom setup both of Persson’s goals, one a nice feed to the slot on the power play similar to what the Islanders were doing against Edmonton on Thursday night. Sundstrom also scored the tying goal late in the third period to send the game to OT and should really get the third assist on his own goal. Between he, Nelson and Strome, there were three quick tic-tac-toe passes before Sundstrom dunked the puck into the net, coming off a cross-crease pass from Strome.

5.Whatever happens with the defensive situation in the wake of the Visnovsky injury, please do not call up Joe Finley. Finley was wildly out of position on one of Binghamton’s third period goals and we already know that he is not an effective defender at the NHL level. It’s just one play, I know, but it’s not even close. You can check out that and everything else I’ve described in the highlights below:

Ups and Downs: Rating the Week that Was 

October 20th, 2013 2:51 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

It was an up and down week in Islander Country, starting with a poor effort in Nashville last Saturday, a 59-minute performance Thursday and culminating last night with too little, too late against Carolina. Welcome to Ups and Downs, which is an elaborate excuse to use these green and red arrows to make various points.

norris

The Chuck Norris Thumbs Up of the Week

arrow_up_green…goes to Michael Grabner for notching his sixth assist of the season in his seventh game on Thursday night. That’s more than he had during all of last season when he had only five in 48 games.

Who’s Up/Who’s Down

red-down-arrow Matt Moulson’s even strength play is down this week, as he is having trouble producing at five-on-five since being removed from John Tavares’ wing. Hard to tell what the motive was for that, but Moulson only has two even strength points on the season. He’s still with Tavares on the power play and is doing quite well there with four power play points in his last three games (although to be fair one of his two power play goals was literally a shot he got hit by).

arrow_up_green Evgeni Nabokov’s save percentage was at .925 prior to Saturday’s game. It’s still at .914, which is around the league average for the past couple of years, and and slightly higher than his career mark. It would be a great surprise if he held up those kind of numbers all season long. Don’t hold your breath.

red-down-arrowBrock Nelson is literally down this week, sent to Bridgeport to get some game action today. That’s all well and good. The down arrow here is actually for management for being pretty indecisive with what to do with the young forward. I don’t mind what they’ve done switching Matt Donovan in and out of the lineup, but Nelson has to play more regularly. Sitting for a week doesn’t help.

red-down-arrow Pointing out that fans irrationally overreact to early season losses is down this week. We get it, the average person overreacts to short-sighted outcomes. This is the internet where quick rants, strong reactions and #HOTTAKES are king. This is not a thing that only exists in Islander county. And speaking of…

red-down-arrow…the shootout is also down this week. Because it’s an arbitrary end to the game that improperly alters the reaction following the game from both fans and players. Especially when it comes to players who will mope around since a shootout loss is a loss, no matter how the other 65 minutes went. The shootout is great for its entertainment value, ability to get more casual fans excited about the game and the fact that ties are a plague upon the earth. But there’s got to be a better way. Maybe longer OT? Sorry for the ranting, if you couldn’t tell I had a small epiphany on Tuesday night.

red-down-arrowand arrow_up_green: Mike Francesa’s Diet Coke is down, then up.

Brock Nelson Loaned to Bridgeport 

October 19th, 2013 11:00 pm  

Forward Brock Nelson was loaned to Bridgeport by the Islanders tonight after being a healthy scratch all week. Nelson will play tomorrow afternoon when the Sound Tigers face off against Binghamton in Bridgeport. Their next game after tomorrow is next Saturday, so Nelson will likely be right back up with the big club following Sunday’s game. Nelson needs to play somewhere, so he may bounce back and forth a bit.  The team doesn’t seem keen to scratch a veteran in favor of Nelson but also likely doesn’t want him practicing with the Sound Tigers.

Hurricanes 4, Islanders 3: Not as Close as It Appears 

October 19th, 2013 9:54 pm  
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Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

It was too little too late for the Islanders tonight at the Coliseum. They got two late goals to claw back to within one. First it was Frans Nielsen finding a loose puck and roofing a clear shot from the slot with the man advantage with about seven minutes to go. Then, with three minutes to go a poorly timed delay of game penalty from Carolina’s Justin Faulk gave the Islanders a 6-on-4 for two minutes. They wouldn’t score on the man advantage but seconds after it expired Kyle Okposo also found himself with a clear shot from the slot, which he buried for his third of the year (note: he had only four all last season).

The Islanders did have a 6-on-5 with a minute to go to try and force overtime. Inexplicably for Carolina,  Okposo was sprung for a clear shot with about half a minute to go, but nothing came of it and the Islanders were unable to find the tying marker late.

There are two pressing concerns from this game. The first is that the team failed to play hard for much more than 20 minutes after a fine effort at the Coliseum on Thursday night. Secondly, and more importantly, is the status of Lubomir Visnovsky who left during the first period with a concussion and did not return.

Visnovsky is one of if not the best defender on the team and runs the point on the power play (and the Islanders play four forwards and one defender on said power play). It’s a good unit too, the Islanders were seventh in the league on the man advantage following tonight’s game. Andrew MacDonald took his spot on the point for the Isles and they did go two-of-five with the extra man tonight, both goals coming without Visnovsky.

The Islanders finish up their four-game home stand on Tuesday night at the Coliseum against the Vancouver Canucks. Vancouver is 5-3-1 on the season, losing in a shootout to Pittsburgh tonight.

The Least You Should Know About the Hurricanes… Carolina is second in the division standings, ahead of the Isles by only a point… Cam Ward will get the start in net…Ward is playing well but was actually getting outplayed by Anton Khudobin until Khudobin was injured last week… Jeff Skinner has 8 points in 8 games thus far… Carolina’s last game was a 3-2 win in Toronto on Thursday night… 

The Islanders play the third of a four-game home stand tonight at the Coliseum against Carolina, and they’ve got three of a four possible points thus far at home. It’ll be the first game of the year on MSG+2 — keep those channel guides handy — and the first game of the year against brand new divisional rival, Carolina.

Evgeni Nabokov will get his fourth straight start in net tonight, and Matt Donovan will take a seat for Matt Carkner.

The Islanders will wear their black third jerseys tonight.

Projected Lineup: 

Grabner-Tavares-Okposo MacDonald-Hamonic Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Moulson-Regin-Clutterbuck Strait-Carkner  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Donovan, Nelson, Boulton

Josh Bailey Performing Strong Through First Seven Games of the Year 

October 18th, 2013 11:30 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

After five years of playing with the Islanders, Josh Bailey is finally where many people expected him to be when the team drafted him 2008.

In the first seven games of the 2013-14 season the 24-year-old Bowmenville, Ontario native has recorded three goals and four assists for seven points. Bailey is picking up on the success he had last season playing on the wing of Frans Nielsen and his confidence level has continued to grow.

USATSI_7253075_110579513_lowresDuring Thursday night’s 3-2 win over Edmonton, Bailey registered four shots on net and showed off some of his puck handling ability during several offensive chances. In one instance Bailey danced around two Oiler defenders before getting off a shot from the top of the slot.

“You saw out there some skill tonight,” Islanders’ Head Coach Jack Capuano said. “When he does that it’s usually in the right circumstance. He’s not at the offensive blue line, he’ protecting the blue line. I don’t take away the creativity of guys, but there is a time and place where you have to get the puck deep. In the instances he had tonight, he was creative and he got some good opportunities. And he shot the puck, which was good.”

Both Capuano and Bailey noted the rise in confidence, but Bailey was quick to credit his line mates for his success as well.

“When you play with a guy like Fran Nielsen, I think it goes without saying, it makes your job a lot easier,” Bailey said. “He’s a tremendous player. When you throw guys like Grabs and [Bouchard] in… I think whoevers been on our line we’ve all seemed to mesh pretty well.”

Bailey spent last season, and the end of the 2011-12 season, playing alongside Nielsen and the chemistry is obviously there. Michael Grabner has also been a part of that line and Pierre-Marc Bouchard, both of whom Bailey seemed to have to chemistry with as well.

Despite the early success, Bailey is not getting ahead of himself since he knows there are still a lot more games ahead.

“I’m not going to get too carried away. It’s only been a few games,” he said. “I just want to keep progressing and moving in the right direction.”

ISLANDERS 3, OILERS 2: Solid Win, Save for Eight Seconds 

October 17th, 2013 9:37 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-10-17 at 10.27.28 PM

The BEST and WORST of Thursday night…

BEST: Josh Bailey’s deke.

WORST: Allowing two goals in eight seconds to Taylor Hall.

BEST: Solid play at home in the third period to hold on to the lead.

BEST: Killing off three consecutive penalties in the second period. 
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Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

After having trouble closing out in their first two home games of the year, the Islanders not only held serve but turned up the pressure late in tonight’s game against the Oilers. They controlled play through most of the third, out shooting Edmonton 15-8 in the final frame. They caught a nice break at the end too as Justin Schultz took a hooking penalty with just under two to go, keeping Edmonton from being able to conduct the 6-on-5 drill. 

It wasn’t a full sixty minute effort but it was almost certainly the best this team has played during the young season. They controlled the play for most of the first period and out shot Edmonton 16-7 in that period. If not for a defensive lapse towards the end of the period, the score might not have been so close.

Taylor Hall potted two goals within eight seconds of each other near the 16:00 mark of the first period. Hall set an Oilers franchise record with the goals by besting the previous mark of nine seconds, summoning the ghost of Wayne Gretzky. Hall’s first goal was practically an empty netter. The Isles defense got caught out of position and Schultz sent a cross ice pass to Hall, with a flailing Nabokov having no shot. Off the ensuing faceoff, Hall potted a juicy rebound for his second of the night.

Prior to Hall’s tallies, Josh Bailey netted his third of the year off a nice feed from Travis Hamonic, who was behind the net. Early in the second Bailey also made a slick deke that got a huge reaction from the Coliseum crowd:

The game was tied 2-2 at that point, as the Islanders had previously tied it up on a power play goal from Kyle Okposo (already has half as many goals as he had all of last year). It was pretty tic-tac-toe passing, and Okposo took a quick feed from Matt Moulson, went down to one knee, and fired it past Edmonton’s Devan Dubnyk. 

That’s when the Islanders ran into penalty trouble. Okposo, Hamonic and Moulson took consecutive penalties during the middle of the period and while the Islanders allowed eight shots and scrambled around a bit, the defense did hold. John Tavares would put them ahead with a powerplay goal with about a minute to go. He took a feed from Okposo in the slot, had time and space, and fired a laser high glove on Dubnyk. The kind of thing goaltenders nightmares are made of. 

The Isles would control play through most of the third and continued to push all the way to the end. It was a nice change from the previous two games that were precarious and then the team eventually folded. The Isles pressed through most of the period and the Oilers really only had one or two serious chances in the final minutes. 

Next up for the Islanders are the third of four straight home games. Saturday Carolina visits the Coliseum at 7pm. Despite the frustrating game on Tuesday, they’ve earned three of a possible four at home.

Game Day (7): Oilers at Islanders, 7pm 

October 17th, 2013 4:00 pm  

 at 

 Nassau Coliseum — Uniondale, NY

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Oilers… Edmonton has been struggling, only 1-5-1 to open the season… They’ve allowed a ton of goals; 32. That’s most in the league with no other team having given up more than 25 (Rangers)… Jason LaBarbera and Devan Dubnyk have split the load in net and Dubnyk gets the start tonight. Dubnyk is horrendous so far this year with a 5.43 GAA and .829 SVP. He should regress at some point though, as his career marks are 2.84 and .911 over 143 games…  

Tonight at the Coliseum the Islanders look to rebound from a tough Tuesday night loss against Buffalo. Edmonton comes to town as another team that has struggled thus far. This is the second of the Islanders four game home stand.

The healthy scratch shuffle continues a little bit. It looks like the Islanders will run with similar lines to Tuesday night, except that Matt Donovan and Colin McDonald come back in.

Projected Lineup: 

Grabner-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Moulson-Regin-Clutterbuck Strait-Donovan  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Carkner, Nelson, Boulton

Frans Nielsen: A Chronicle of the NHL’s Most Underrated Center 

October 17th, 2013 1:35 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Frans Nielsen is not properly rated, this we can say conclusively. Whatever rating system that people are using to rate him has not been working. This is because for the past two-plus year people have been saying Nielsen is underrated. Why are these raters not rating him properly? What’s their angle? Is someone paying them to keep the Dane from his proper rating?

nielsenNo one seems to know. But they do know that he is not properly rated by whatever rating system people are using to rate hockey players these days.

First New York had to endure Mark Sanchez’s poise. Now there is Frans Nielsen’s underrated-ness.

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

Our story appears to start on January 31, 2011. An NHL player poll conducted by Sports Illustrated calls Nielsen the second most underrated player in the league behind Loui Eriksson. Prior to January 2011, it is tough to find a reference in the mainstream media as to whether or not Nielsen is rated accordingly. Is this where it all began? Is this the talking point that is our smoking gun?

February 17, 2011: Dobber Hockey calls Nielsen an “underrated Dane” and a big part of the Isles surge that season.

March 31, 2011: ESPNNewYork.com chimes back in to remind us that Nielsen “might be the most underrated player in the NHL.” The same writer, Mike Hume, forgets about the players poll he reported on two months earlier calling Nielsen the second most underrated player in the NHL.

July 7, 2011: Lighthouse Hockey says, more specifically, that is it his offensive skills that are “underrated by most.” To read more of this story, click here

‘Bash Bros’ Martin and Clutterbuck United in Loss to Buffalo 

October 16th, 2013 2:00 pm  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Islanders fans got to see a line pairing that many had been salivating to since training camp.

During Tuesday night’s 4-3 shootout loss to the Buffalo Sabres, Islander tough guys Matt Martin and Cal Clutterbuck played segments of the game on the same line. As expected the two led the team in hits; Clutterbuck recorded eight hits and Martin had four.

clutterbuckThe duo, labeled “the Bash Brothers” by fans, finished their checks created some havoc on the ice.

“You can see it makes them think twice about going to get the puck and what they’re going to do with it,” Clutterbuck said after the game. “It creates a lot of turnovers, kind of gets the building going a little bit and hopefully everybody can feed off that generated energy.”

Martin and Clutterbuck did not play the entire game together, the two started on separate lines, but ended up together when Islander head coach Jack Capuano started rolling lines in the third period.

“It’s good. He’s a physical guy,” Martin said about playing with Clutterbuck. “He’s going to get on the forecheck and then I’m going to do the same thing. I think we can compliment each other well. At the same even if we’re on spate lines I think we’re going to go out there and do the same thing. It’s nice to have another physical presence. It’s only going to make us better.”

Matt Martin

The former long time Minnesota Wild player was smoother on the ice and appeared to playing the game he was brought in to play. Martin noticed his fellow “Bash Bro’s” performance and said it can only help the team.

“I think if you have as many physical guys as you can it’s only going to help you win,” he said. “See teams  like Boston, they’re all physical. It’s good to see Clutter. He was hurt for a little while there and it’s hard to kind hope back into things. Find that timing and find that grove.

“I know from experience that’s not the easiest thing to go out there and start trying to finish it hits. It takes some time. You saw it clicking for him tonight.”

Ott’s Rough Treatment of Tavares Gets Okposo Fired Up (Morning Skate) 

October 16th, 2013 11:10 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Midway through the third period of Tuesday’s game, Isles captain John Tavares — that still sounds new, huh? — got into it with Buffalo captain Steve Ott*. The two battled throughout the play as Tavares had the puck. Once the puck went across the zone away from Tavares the two got tangled up, Tavares hit the ice and Ott looked like he was ready to throw his gloves off and fight Tavares. That’s when the cavalry came rushing in; namely Matt Moulson and Kyle Okposo. For his trouble, Okposo would end up with a roughing minor but Ott took two minors, so the Isles ended up with a power play on which Tavares would put a shot in the net, banked off of Matt Moulson’s leg.

okposoFor the remaining part of the third period and over time, Okposo went on to return to the April form that makes him look like one heck of a hockey player.

Okposo had a few hard drives to the net, the kind we see only when he’s on top of his game and caused a bit of havoc in the overtime period as well. He had five shots on goal in the game, two after that confrontation with Ott, but not included in that is an overtime wrap around that almost beat Ryan Miller.

The Post caught up with Okposo after the game:

“We got to find a way to get two points out of that game,” said a perturbed Kyle Okposo. “Just a couple bad bounces, really. Still, at the end of the day, we have to find a way to get two points.”

…

“He’s just running around, and you can’t go after 91,” Okposo said about his captain. “Just can’t do that. I jumped in there, and that will happen all season.”

Okposo does have four points in his first six games this year, but he hasn’t quite been the physical, aggressive-to-the-net force that we saw at the end of last season. So, maybe, all it takes to get Okposo going is for an opponent to mess with Tavares. Unfortunately, that’s not a sustainable proposition.

* – For away games only, for some reason.

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

 In minor league notes, the Sound Tigers sent Mike Dalhuisen and Mike Keenan to Stockton. Neither had played in the team’s first two weeks of games and brings the Sound Tigers defensive corps down to a manageable seven from nine. Bridgeport recalled forward Nick Larson, a former Notre Dame player and Flames fourth round pick.

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

 Newsday on Matt Donovan taking a seat:

Donovan said he understood not getting back in yet. He had a goal and an assist in his first three games but played a hesitant game against the Hawks’ talented forwards on Friday.

“Everyone has games like that,” Donovan said Tuesday morning. “You just try to put it behind you. If it takes sitting out a couple games, then that’s what it takes. When I get back in, I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen again.”

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

Eric Hornick points out that Matt Moulson is now better than Frans Nielsen in the shootout, and also among the best in the league:

Shootout Stuff

 Best shootout percentage, active players (minimum 15 shots)

 1. Matt Hendricks NSH 9/15 60.0%

 2. Matt Moulson NYI 9/16 56.7%

 3. Frans Nielsen NYI 25/48 52.1%

Moulson leads the NHL in shootout goals this season, with 3. Jeff Carter is the only other player with more than 1.

SABRES 4, ISLANDERS 3 (SO): Isles Let Another Lead Slip Away 

October 15th, 2013 9:57 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-10-15 at 11.25.18 PM 
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Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y  — Tuesday night’s 4-3 shootout loss was the second time in three home games that the Islanders squandered a late game lead.

Marcus Foligno tied the game with two minutes left in third and Thomas Vanek, and Tyler Ennis, scored in the shootout to takeaway what looked like an Islander victory. The performance was a much better one than what the Islanders showcased on the road, but it wasn’t how they should have played against a winless Sabres team.

“It was disappointing,” John Tavares said after the game. “Obviously we owned some leads and it was another one we kind of let get away at the end. They didn’t really have much. They got a goal just from simple shots.”

The Islanders were the better team in the first period. They outshot the Sabres 16-11 and controlled the puck for most of the period. Frans Nielsen eventually gave them a 1-0 lead firing a quick wrist shot high glove side on Sabres starter Ryan Miller.

The Sabres picked things up towards the end of the period and in the second period took advantage of a sluggish start by the Isles. Tyler Ennis scored 5:24 into the second. Matt Martin responded minutes later to put the Islanders back ahead.

 Minutes after the goal Tavares was called for a high sticking and the Sabres took advantage on the power play tying the game right back up.

The Islanders were sluggish the rest of the second. Offensively they created chances, but in their own zone they struggled. And it was not until the end of the second, when a frustrated John Tavares had words with Foligno, that the Islanders’ play picked up.

The physicality picked up in the third. Especially after John Tavares nearly got into a scrap with Steve Ott. Ott tried jumping Tavares, but Kyle Okposo jumped in to help his teammate.

“It was just one of those games,” Tavares said of the physicality. “There was a lot being let go, more than usual, and…he was just mauling me there. I was just trying to get to the net. It is what it is. He plays that style of game. He plays in your face, so you just try and play through it.”

Ott was given a two minute minor for holding and the Isles took advantage of the power play. Matt Moulson scored less than a minute into the ensuing man advantage. The Islanders controlled the play for a better part of the period, but the Sabres found a way to tie the game late.

“Well when you’re up 3-2 in the third you want to close it out and win the game,” Kyle Okposo said. “I didn’t think we changed the way we played at all. They got a bounce and went right to their guys stick. Nabby couldn’t really see that third one, just screened, so it happens sometimes. Overall I thought our game was better tonight.”

Yes the Islanders played better, but it was still not where the team should be. Especially with a lead late in the game. The Islanders had stretches, which included most of the second period, where they played down to the Sabres.

Islander Head Coach Jack Capuano said his team “played real well” tonight, but there is still much to be worked on for Thursday.

The biggest thing: Finding ways to finish games.

Tonight’s Lines: The Kids are Sittin’ 

October 15th, 2013 7:00 pm  

Eric Boulton will take Colin McDonald’s place. McDonald did not skate with the team this morning, he is day-to-day with a hip injury. 

Grabner – Tavares – Okposo

 Bailey – Nielsen – Bouchard

 Moulson – Regin – Clutterbuck

 Martin – Cizikas – Boulton

Hamonic – MacDonald

 Hickey – Visnovsky

 Strait – Carkner

Nabokov Poulin

Scratches: Nelson, Donovan, McDonald

The comments are changing 

October 15th, 2013 3:30 pm  

Andrew Vazzano, SNY.tv

This week, we’ll be launching a new commenting system and social media tools across the SNY.TV network of sites, which includes Islanders Point Blank.

In a partnership with Livefyre, our commenting system will be overhauled, while adding new tools to better track the pulse of sports social networks, including players, beat writers and official team accounts. From chat rooms to live blogs to social media streams, these new additions will better connect you to your favorite sports teams and our writers to the 24/7 news cycle. 

What’s different? For now, you will only be able to log into our comments using a Facebook or Twitter account. This will help the conversation stay on topic and let the best discussions rise to the top and enrich the reading experience. This will also include a consistent commenting policy that will be applied to all team sites with better, stricter moderation tools.

Bear with us while we make these changes. We’re excited to take this first step in upgrading your experience and I hope you’ll enjoy what’s to come…

Game Day (6): Sabres at Islanders, 7pm 

October 15th, 2013 2:51 pm  

 at 

 Nassau Coliseum — Uniondale, NY

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Sabres… It’s awful, just all of it is awful… The Sabres are 0-6-1 on the year and have only seven goals in those seven games… They played last night at home against Minnesota and lost 2-1… Ryan Miller sat last night and will likely start in net today… They have a forward named Zemgus Girgensons… mcbainThey also have Jamie McBain — MCBAIN! — which is all the reason I need to post a Simpsons picture… And this is a bit old news but the Sabres really only have two star players in Miller and Thomas Vanek and they might not be around long since they are both UFAs in the summer… Miller put his house on the market during the off-season and Vanek is saying things about not being ready to re-sign…  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Tonight at the Coliseum the Islanders open up four-game homestand and over the next two weeks they’ll actually play seven of nine at home. It’s a good chance for them to get going in the right direction, especially since a few of the teams they are playing have struggled so far this season.

Buffalo comes to town tonight after playing at home, and losing, last night. Ryan Miller will get the start in next and his counterpart will be Evgeni Nabokov. In terms of lines, Jack Capuano will be going with some changes tonight. Matt Donovan will sit as will, most likely, Brock Nelson. Although it sounds like Nelson could be a game time decision.

Sidebar: is it weird that with no injuries, a player is a game time decision for the sixth game of the year?

As far as the lines go they will be different than usual.You can see the projection below. I think Grabner with Tavares could be interesting experiment, but the problem is that is puts the team’s two top puck carriers and possession drivers on one line. The second part of the issue being that it’s hard to split Moulson up from Tavares, especially if Moulson doesn’t have at least Grabner on his line. It’s not because they’re best buds or anything, but because the way Moulson scores 30 goals every year is not by carrying it up the ice and deking around players. He does it by planting himself in front of the net and deflecting pucks, slamming home rebounds or scoring on slick wristers that are setup by brilliant passes. Tavares excels at setting Moulson up for all of those things. Clutterbuck is not a guy who can do that and Regin, well maybe he can, but he’s obviously no Tavares or even a Nielsen. But this why they play the games, I guess.

Projected Lineup: 

Grabner-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Bouchard-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Moulson-Regin-Clutterbuck Strait-Carkner  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Donovan, Nelson, Boulton

No Matter How You Look at It, Possession a Cause for Concern (Morning Skate) 

October 15th, 2013 10:00 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The last two games, the Islanders haven’t played quite so well and haven’t played ‘their game,’ if you will. Before that, they weren’t playing poorly and were good enough to earn five-of-six points. But between the five games, there’s one consistent trend: the Islanders are not possessing the puck well. That’s been evidenced both to your eyeballs as observations and in the statistics.

If you’re only watching the games and ignoring all the statistics, it’s been obvious that the Islanders didn’t spend a lot of time in their opponents’ zones over the weekend and that they didn’t really have a whole lot of pressure outside of some small stretches when they scored each game. This exasperated tweet from the Nashville game frames it kind of nicely, I think (sic):

Pass.

 NSH Rush

 Clear

Pass

 NSH Rush

 Clear 

Pass

 NSH Rush

 Clear

THATS ALL THERE KS— 

Kevin (@KevinKopfTNF) October 13, 2013

And even if you want to go slightly further into the statistics, the Islanders had some problems. For starters, they only had 14 shots on goal against Nashville on Saturday. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that’s a problem.

If we go a little further into the Islanders’ corsi number, it’s actually really bad news (pictured appropriately, at right).

After the Sabres played last night — a team with all of seven goals in seven games, no wins and headed to the Coliseum tonight, by the way — the Sabres moved out of the basement in corsi, leaving the Islanders holding up the 30th spot.

Corsi is pretty simple; it’s the number of shots attempted by the team divided by that same number plus their opponent’s attempted shots. So, thus far on the season the Islanders have attempted 216 shots and allowed 301. So 216 / (216+301) = 41.7%. That’s all, pretty simple and painless. The Islanders now dead last in this statistic in the entire league. And that’s important because corsi is generally accepted to be a measure of puck possession (if you put more shots towards your opponent’s net than they put towards yours, you probably have the puck more, duh).

It’s still early. We’re only five games in so there’s no reason to write anyone or anything off. But it is concerning that no matter how you look at it — observationally, statistically or advanced statistically — it’s a very troubling picture being painted.

The Islanders have a chance to turn that around with some bad opponents this week. Buffalo and Edmonton come to town tonight and Thursday, and those two teams have a combined 1-10-2 record on the year.

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

Here’s Dom’s explanation for still-unsigned Radek Martinek yesterday:

It’s the kind of surprise that ignites a tizzy among fans, many of whom had concluded, like the Islanders did after releasing Martinek from his preseason PTO, that he can no longer do the job of an NHL defenseman at age 37. You could theorize it also is a way to scare the underperforming Isles players. Or perhaps to cheer them up with the affable Czech’s cheerful presence.

Or, more simply: Four pairs.

After Griffin Reinhart was returned to juniors to make room for Cal Clutterbuck’s return from IR, the Islanders were back down to seven defensemen, an uneven number for practice purposes. Martinek, not exactly returning NHL contract offers to sender, was around informally in a “Miro Satan is currently skating at Iceworks” kind of way.

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

John Tavares talks about the New York Post calling him special:

“I guess I’ll take it,” Tavares said with a grin. “I don’t think those things you think about or worry about so much, but I’m proud to play for the Islanders. To play in New York, such a great market, such tremendous sports fans in general. So passionate and you can really feel why this is a special place from day one when I got here.”

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

Your gif of the day; Jesse Joensuu avoiding a check from Mike Green:

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

Also: Those sky bridge things at MSG are unveiled…

Isles Look Toward Playing Better, Playing ‘Their Game’ 

October 14th, 2013 7:33 pm  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — The Islanders had a rough weekend and they know it.

“This weekend was a little bit of a wakeup call for us,” Matt Martin said following Monday’s practice at Nassau Coliseum. The Islanders fell 3-2 to both the Chicago Blackhawks on Friday, and the Nashville Predators on Saturday. “We have to play our best hockey all the time. We can’t take nights off and Chicago and Nashville are two pretty good teams that took it to us a little bit.”

Neither game was the Isles best performance. In Chicago they fell behind early and battled back, but ultimately lost. In Nashville the Islanders’ struggles continued. Despite leading in the second period, the team could not hold the momentum and allowed two unanswered goals that sunk their hopes of a win.

“I don’t think we played our game there in either of the games,” Matt Moulson said. “We had spurts where we played well, but obviously two good teams that have had success over their last few years. They know how to win and if you don’t play your best games against them you’re not going to come out with two points. I think that was the case this past weekend.”

Despite the two losses — the Isles first two of the young season — Moulson wasn’t overly concerned with how the weekend went.

“It’s two games there’s still 77 to go,” he said. “You have to make sure you’re playing the type of style of game that you want and continute to work on things you have to.  I don’t think there is any need for panic.”

The Islanders will now begin a span that will have them playing six of their next seven games at Nassau Coliseum. A place where the team has been shaky. Last season they went 10-11-3 at the Coliseum.

Head coach Jack Capuano isn’t concerned about last season’s record at home, saying his team has a “singular focus.”

“We just want to make sure we focus on one period at a time,” he explained. “Not look at the home stand as a week and a half or whatever it is. Singular focus, one shift at a time, win your shift, do your job and your work ethic will dictate the scoreboard end of story.”

To kick off the Islander home stand on the right foot, Moulson believes it will be all about creating chances.

“We definitely have to create more chances out there,” he said. “I don’t think we created that much over the past two games, so that’s going to be a big thing. They’ve got some good players, a great goaltender and we’re going to have to create quality chances for ourselves.”

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

NOTES: Former Islander Radek Martinek skated with the team during Monday’s practice. Martinek signed a waiver to practice with the team, but has not signed a contract. “He just signed a waiver and is skating with us,” Capuano said. … Capuano also changed up some of the lines during practice, which included dropping Matt Moulson down to the third line.

Metro Monday: Getcha Losses! Losses for Everyone! 

October 14th, 2013 9:00 am  

Screen Shot 2013-10-13 at 9.18.29 PMThe metro has had a tough go as of late. On the right is what the standings look like, and they don’t look too good. Seven of the eight teams have lost their last game and four of the eight are on losing streaks.*

The Islanders have two teams off to bad starts coming to the Coliseum this weekend in Buffalo (0-5-1) and Edmonton (1-3-1). It’s a good time to snap up some points and move up the standings, regardless of how darn early in the season it is.

* – This post was written prior to the finish of the Devils game out in Winnipeg last night.

1. Pittsburgh Penguins, 4-1-0, 8 Points, +7 GD

Since we last checked in with them, Pittsburgh has continued to play well… The Penguins were 2-1 this week and Sidney Crosby had seven points on the week. Crosby notched a hat trick against the Lightning on Saturday… The Penguins one loss was a surprising one, getting trounced 6-3 against Florida. That is the one game rookie netminder Jeff Zatkoff started…

2. Carolina Hurricanes, 2-2-2, 6 Points, -5 GD

Carolina maintains second place, but didn’t fair particularly well. They were 1-2-1 on the week… Anton Khudobin had been playing well in net but was injured against Phoenix on Sunday…

3. New York Islanders, 2-2-1, 5 Points, +3 GD

Two losses and a blowout win for the Islanders mark an up and down week… Michael Grabner leads the team with 7 points in 5 games… Evgeni Nabokov has been solid and has a .927 save percentage thus far…

4. Columbus Blue Jackets, 2-2-0, 4 Points, +1 GD

Lumbus beat the woeful Sabres and lost to Boston this week… Marian Gaborik had four points in the two games… Sergei Bobrovksy is still looking good so far…

5. New Jersey Devils, 0-2-3, 3 Points, -7 GD

The Metro is so bad right now, the winless Devils actually moved up a spot this week thanks to overtime points… Damien Brunner has three of the team’s 11 goals on the year… MSG advertised an upcoming broadcast by touting Jaromir Jagr, to give you an idea of what is going on in New Jersey right now…

6. New York Rangers, 1-4-0, 0 Points, -16 GD

The Rangers were 1-3 this week and they did it in hilarious fashion… A 3-1 win in Los Angeles, a 9-2 embarrassment in San Jose (pictured below), a 6-0 shutout loss in Anaheim and a 5-3 loss in St. Louis…

7. Washington Capitals, 1-4-0, 2 Points, -7 GD

Alex Ovechkin had four goals in the opening week and only one this past week, but hey, he’s still got five in five games… In two home games this week, the Caps lost a combined 8-3 to Carolina and Colorado… The team’s two goalies, Braden Holtby and Michael Neuvirth are putting up DiPietro-esque numbers thus far…

8. Philadelphia Flyers, 1-5-0, 2 Points, -9 GD

The Flyers canned coach Peter Laviolette at the beginning of the week… They only have eight goals in six games, with only five of those goals coming from forwards… The good news is that somewhat improbably Steven Mason has a .936 save percentage in four games…

Shots Plentiful, But Bridgeport Can’t Make Them Count 

October 13th, 2013 9:13 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Across the Sound in Connecticut, the Sound Tigers lost both of their games over the weekend, just like the big club. Bridgeport scored only one goal over the course of two games and while the power play was dismal, they threw a ton of pucks at the net and came up empty thanks to some hot goaltending.

Five Thoughts:

1.Anders Lee looks pretty good — as he should, I know — even doing a sort of Kabanov deke around a defender on Saturday night. It didn’t end up in the back of the net, though.

2.Andrey Pedan had three points in two games last weekend but was a healthy scratch for both games this weekend. There doesn’t appear to be an explicit reason why, but if you read between the lines he may be getting his own discipline for being late. If you recall, Pedan was the other Sound Tiger late to practice the day Kabanov was late and consequently punted to Stockton. Here’s what Fornabaio had on Wednesday: “No Andrey Pedan this morning in practice; Pellerin said he was on “earlier this morning for some skill development and conditioning skate. He wasn’t feeling well after the skate. He’s going to come back for a workout. He’s going to be doing a little individual work with me this week.” For one reason or another, looks like he got singled out by the coach. On Twitter, Pedan had some frustration but without context it’s impossible to know if that’s about sitting out or because he left dinner on the stove too long.

3.Alan Quine, drafted as a forward this past June has been playing point on the power play with Calvin de Haan. That’s something Quine has done previously in juniors.

4.Screen Shot 2013-10-13 at 8.16.28 PMRyan Strome was held off the scoresheet, registering six shots. Don’t read too much into it, he still looks good. In Sunday’s first period he went coast-to-coast right up the middle of the ice (on the powerplay, no less). A nice play, but wasn’t able to convert.

5.The final bullet point goes to Johan Sundstrom for having the team’s only goal of the weekend. It’s Sundstrom’s first since January 11th.

Quick Recaps

Saturday: Manchester 3, Bridgeport 0

The Sound Tigers had their chances in this one, but simply couldn’t find a way to get a puck past Martin Jones in the Manchester net. They threw 38 shots at him — only 24 for the opposition — and had some excellent chances, especially later on in the third, but couldn’t get one by.

The big issue in this one was the power play; Bridgeport went an amazing 0-for-11 with the man advantage. As notes above, Alan Quine played point along with Calvin de Haan on the top unit. That unit also includes Ryan Strome, Anders Lee and Riley Wetmore. Mike Fornabaio also notes that late in the game Scott Pellerin went as far as planting big Joe Finley in front of the net.

Anders Nilsson got the start and stopped 21 of 23 shots, with the third goal being an empty netter.

Sunday: Springfield 3, Bridgeport 1

The power play was again a problem on Sunday. This time is was on the defensive end, as Darryl Boyce potted a goal past Ken Reiter on a shorthanded 2-on-1 in the first period. Later in the period Springfield would notch a power play goal with Michael Chaput blasted a shot from the high circle though traffic and past Reiter. The Sound Tigers put up an 0-for-6 on the power play in this game. On the other side of special teams, they killed off 11 of 12 penalties on the weekend.

In the third, the Sound Tigers would kill off the first penalty of a 5-on-3. In the box for the first penalty, Johan Sundstrom would finally get them on the board after he came out of the sin bin. Riley Wetmore came up with an excellent steal in the offensive zone, eluded some defenders and fed Sundstom:

PREDATORS 3, ISLANDERS 2: Another Close Score and Poor Effort 

October 12th, 2013 10:45 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-10-12 at 10.38.09 PM

The BEST and WORST of Saturday night…

WORST: Isles played only 10-20 minutes tonight. A big push late in the second to take a 2-1 lead, but that was about it. For the second straight night, the effort wasn’t there…

WORST: Given a 4-minute power play in the third and down a goal, the Isles couldn’t do anything to tie it up…

WORST: Take zero of a possible two points from a Predators team that has struggled so far this season and wasn’t overly impressive tonight…

WORST: Shot attempts were 54-33 Nashville. Only 14 shots on goal for the Islanders tonight…

BEST: Well, at least John Tavares scored.

AP || Box/TOI || Highlights || Fancy Stats || Grabs Tracker

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

For the second night in a row, the Islanders lost 3-2 on the road in regulation and for the second night in a row, the score wasn’t really that close.

Screen Shot 2013-10-12 at 9.13.36 PM

“I really can’t beat this level of Candy Crush…”

Most of the game was the Preds attacking, the Islanders clearing the zone and then not establishing anything before Nashville started their next attack. Bad neutral zone play, dump ins to nowhere, that’s what a lot of this was.

The first period was a snoozefest for both teams, with literally nothing really happening. They did manage to combine for 12 shots on goal, and Evgeni Nabokov made a big save on Craig Smith at some point, but you could have picked this one up at the start of the second and not missed a thing.

Both teams finally got going in the second period and the Predators would strike first. Fourth overall pick Seth Jones fired a slapper past Nabokov on the power play. Jones had all day to setup from the face off circle and launched a rocket at the Islanders netminder. Travis Hamonic had also broken his stick on the play and successfully grabbed another one from Matt Martin, but Nashville cashed in on what was essentially a 5-on-3, thanks to the busted twig.

In the middle of the second the Islanders would finally turn up their game. Frans Nielsen cashed in a slick Kyle Okposo pass with a nice shot from the slot. Less than three minutes later the Islanders would take the lead 2-1, as John Tavares banked the puck off goaltender Pekka Rinne’s butt.

Towards the end of the second, Nashville tied up the game at two on a softie from Nabokov. Patrick Hornqvist broke in off the left hand side and fired a shot that beat Nabokov, and left him looking for it as it went past him. After two, the Predators led 19-11 in shots.

The third wasn’t quite as exciting as the second, which had been fast-paced and back and forth for the most part. Three minutes in the Preds took a 3-2 lead after Ryan Ellis let go a monster slapper from just inside the Islanders zone. It’s one of those goals where you could argue Nabokov should have had it because it came from so far out in the zone. At the same time, you could make a case that the puck was a shark with a friggin’ laser beam dead set on scoring that Nabokov could only hope to stop.Screen Shot 2013-10-12 at 11.43.10 PM

At that point, the Islanders were in a third period hole, however they were given a gift of a chance to get out of it.

Thirty seconds after the goal, Matt Hendricks took a double-minor for high sticking when he caught Thomas Hickey and made him bleed his own blood. With four minutes of power play time, the Islanders were able to put together… not a whole lot.

Here’s something crazy; the Isles power play unit had 3 SOG tonight. That same unit also blocked 3 shots. So that’s about how that went.

And that was really about it. The Islanders generated only four shot attempts — ATTEMPTS, MIND YOU — in the final ten minutes of the third period.

Next up for the Islanders is a four-game homestand at the Coliseum starting on Tuesday against the Sabres (7pm). Buffalo is 0-5-1 and has only scored six goals so far this year.

Game Day (5): Islanders at Predators, 8pm 

October 12th, 2013 2:07 pm  

 at 

 Bridgestone Arena — Nashville, TN

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Predators… Nashville is off to a rough start so far this season, 1-3 with a -7 goal differential… They have scored only six goals on the season but hope to get some offensive help from Victor Stalberg, who is returning from injury today… Look for fourth overall pick Seth Jones on the Nashville blueline today and Pekka Rinne in goal… 

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

After a rough outing yesterday for the Islanders, that could have been a lot worse if not for two late first period goals, they’ll look to rebound against the struggling Nashville Predators. On average so far this year, the Predators are giving up more than three goals per game and scoring less than two.

In general, the team as a whole got out chanced and out shot by the Hawks. Chicago had a 69-40 shot attempt advantage and it didn’t even look that close, as a lot of New York’s chances were from the perimeter. Specifically, the pairing of Matt Donovan and Brian Strait both had a rough night, so maybe we’ll see one of those two take a seat. Capuano said after the game that lineup changes were likely, so in my opinion, that means we’ll have Matt Carkner’s season debut tonight. It could also mean Brock Nelson gets back in, but that’s more of a dark horse pick.

One question coming off of last night is; was Cal Clutterbuck really ready to go? 8:35 of ice time certainly doesn’t suggest it. That’s more than two minutes less than anyone else on the team. Maybe he needs another couple days, because activating him to barely play doesn’t sound like it makes a lot of sense.

The Islanders didn’t skate this morning, so your projected lines are as accurate as mine. We do know Nabokov will be in net. Here’s what I would like to see:

Schultz’s Suggested Lineup: 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Grabner-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Bouchard Donovan-Carkner  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Strait, Clutterbuck, Boulton

BLACKHAWKS 3 ISLANDERS 2 Isles outplayed, keep score close on the road against defending champs 

October 11th, 2013 10:32 pm  

Well, there’s still some work to do apparently.

Not that there’s any shame in playing the defending Stanley Cup champs to a one goal loss, but the score was closer than the underlying numbers and the eye test would indicate.  The big key to this game was the play of Kevin Poulin, whose numbers somehow remained in the DiPietrosphere despite some impressive play.

In the early stages, the Isles looked to be able to match the Blackhawks team speed, but even still, they didn’t get their first shot on goal until 7:19 into the first period. The story early on seemed to be the 4th line getting caught out against the Blackhawks heavies, and then dominated.

On the first Hawks goal, Brian Strait had a horrific turnover that Cizikas couldn’t outmuscle Hossa for.  Niklas Hjalmarsson gathered the puck behind the Isles net and fed out front to Joakim Nordstrom who smashed it past Poulin.

A bit later, Michael Grabner missed an open net when Nikolai Khabibulin went for a jaunt about the trapezoid and flubbed the puck over to Josh Bailey who got it to Frans Nielsen out front who sent it across the crease to Grabner.  It was reminiscent of the tic-tac-toe goal that line had against the Coyotes, sans the finish.  That line looks to be developing some significant chemistry.

After another bad fourth line shift around the 16 minute mark, Jonathan Toews would put the Hawks ahead 2-0 when he one timed a Duncan Keith shot off the boards back past Poulin.  On the sequence, Travis Hamonic was swimming and guilty of failure to get the puck deep and a snow angel.  Not that he was the lone culprit, however, you could tell he was trying to do a little too much to stop the bleeding of shots and possession and at least try to get a change.

The Isles however didn’t fold up.

On a delayed Jonathan Toews goalie interference penalty, Michael Grabner did some Michael Grabner things.  He carried the puck out of the Isles zone, crossed into the Hawks zone, deked and dropped a pass that Josh Bailey buried off the left post.  Grabner has now tied his assist output of last year in four games.

Just 48 seconds later, the forst line worked a strong cycle and John Tavares lacrossed himself free in behind the net to set Kyle Okposo up for a backhander past Khabibulin and they went into the intermission tied despite being thoroughly outplayed.

The second period was a bit more of the same though.

The fourth line continued to get stuck out in the second leaving some bizarre combos out on the ice.  At one point, we saw a Tavares, McDonald, Martin combo and the next shift became Tavares, Cizikas, Bailey shift.  Very strange.

The Hawks went ahead for good at the 6:45 mark of the second when Matt Donovan flubbed a pass out of the defensive zone forward, followed it, and got caught deep.  Michael Handzus gathered it back in the Isles zone, and centered it.  Poulin flicked it away to his right and Duncan Keith got a pass to the point.  He fired it and Handzus slammed the rebound past Poulin.

The rest of the game was basically the Blackhawks limiting the Isles shots and chances.  In all actuality, in years past, in a game the Isles were dominated like this, they would’ve been destroyed on the scoreboard too, (moral victories, etc.), but they did continue to battle, but were beaten by a better team.

Still, thus far, this team looks a bit different than previous incarnations of your New York Islanders with some reinforcements at the ready via the Bridgeport Sound Tigers and the healthy scratch box.  The goaltending is holding so far, the offense is clicking pretty well and the defense looks mobile if not physical.

Noticings:

-Fancy stats (and regular stats) can be found here if you’re so inclined. Notice that graph and that shows you the shot momentum and how badly the Isles were outposessed.

-It doesn’t look like Cal Clutterbuck is quite ready yet.  He finished with a team low 8:35 TOI and was destroyed in shots against.

-Capuano praised Poulin, chastised passengers, disappointed in a few guys, lost some wall battles, etc.  Specifically answered a question about Donovan.  Expect Carkner.

-The 4th line repeatedly got caught against the Blackhawks heavies and that should probably fall on the coaches.  I know they don’t have last change on the road, so maybe the line is at fault, but still, coaches have to be aware of matchups and ensure those mistakes aren’t made.

-It was good to see Poulin looking pretty sharp despite a long layoff in play.

-While many have been calling for Bouchard to be the scratch, he outplayed many tonight (possession wise), including the entire fourth line and his linemates (and several defensemen).

-Are we still complaining about Hickey?  Seriously?  (I’ll read the comments)

-Tomorrow the Isles are at the Predators and have some very winnable games in front of them.  Expect Nabokov versus Pekka Rinne.

-John Tavares is tough.  Arthur Staple says he lost three teeth (again).  Here is the gif of him removing those.  And here is video of him rag-dolling Michael Handzus for picking on his friend Matt Moulson.

Game Day (4): Islanders at Blackhawks, 8pm 

October 11th, 2013 3:03 pm  

 at 

 United Center — Chicago, IL

TV: NHL Network (US), MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Blackhawks… Chicago is the defending Stanley Cup champs, having raised a banner on opening night that kind of looks like it was made in MS Paint… They dominated Washington 6-4 on opening night — not as close as score indicates — but are 0-1-1 since… Backup netminder Nikolai Khabibulin will start in net… Patrick Kane has three goals in three games… Patrick Sharp has 4 points… Marian Hossa is still signed through his 41st birthday… 

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

It’s official; Cal Clutterbuck will be in the lineup tonight for the Islanders in Chicago. Clutterbuck returns after missing most of the pre-season and three regular season games with a thigh laceration. He will hit people, he will do his thing. Cal will be Cal.

For the rest of the team, Kevin Poulin gets the start in net tonight. That may be to match up against the Blackhawks, who are starting their backup netminder, Nikolai Khabibulin. Poulin would have gotten one of these two starts as the Islanders play back-to-back tonight and tomorrow, so he’ll get the one against the defending champs. In theory, it’s the one the Islanders are more likely to fair poorly in anyway, and he matches up against the other team’s backup. Gotta give Nabokov rest at some point. Poulin could build some confidence with a good showing against a good team. 

The lineup is going to be a few game time decisions. Matt Moulson did not fly with the team but is headed to Chicago following the birth of his child. The team isn’t sure if he’ll be in the lineup. If he doesn’t go, Clutterbuck takes his place in the lineup. If Moulson does play, Brock Nelson is the odd man out. New guy is the first one out, I guess. Not a big deal as long as it doesn’t carry on for too long.

So, I have no idea what the lineup will look like tonight. Here’s an educated guess. Throwing darts at the wall, really.

Projected Lineup??!1? 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Poulin 

Grabner-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Nabokov 

Clutterbuck-Regin-Bouchard Donovan-Strait  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Carkner, Boulton, Nelson

Clutterbuck Ready for Debut in Chicago, If He Gets the Call 

October 10th, 2013 1:45 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, NY — Neither the coach nor the player would confirm but it appears as though Cal Clutterbuck will be ready to play for the Islanders on Friday night. Whether the coaching staff puts him in the lineup or not, Clutterbuck is ready to help his new team against the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks on their home ice.

clutterbuck“I don’t think they’re feeling any effects of a Stanley Cup hangover or anything, they’ve been playing well,” he said about the Blackhawks, a team he saw consistently for five-plus seasons in the Western Conference while playing for the Minnesota Wild. The Blackhawks, for their part, have started the season off 1-1-1 after beating Washington 6-4 opening night on national television.

“We’re going to have to play well, but at the same time it’s not impossible and it’s not like they’re head and shoulders above everybody else. We’ve got a good team in here, we’re capable and we’re gonna go in there confident.”

Clutterbuck originally suffered a thigh injury during the Islanders’ first pre-season game in Calgary on September 18th. He was expected to miss 4-6 weeks but was taken off injured reserve yesterday, well ahead of schedule.

Despite missing three games, Clutterbuck did see a slight positive in the timing of the injury.

“Had it been during the regular season I probably would have missed 10 games. I was fortunate that way, I only missed three games,” he said after the team’s morning practice at the Coliseum.

“It was good I got to sit through training camp and watch. It would have been nice to go out there and practice and play and give the system a run through, but I’m pretty confident in my ability to play the game and understand what they want me to do.”

During practice, Clutterbuck skated on the team’s third line with Peter Regin, Brock Nelson and another former Wild, Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Bouchard could be the odd-man out, as he’s the only player on that line yet to register a point. Both Nelson and Regin found the scoresheet during the Islanders 6-1 win on Tuesday night.

With Clutterbuck’s return, coach Jack Capuano faces a decision as to which two forwards will need to sit. The Islanders are currently carrying 14 forwards after demoting defenseman Griffin Reinhart to Edmonton of the WHL yesterday. After practice, Capuano wouldn’t commit to putting Clutterbuck in the lineup tomorrow night, telling the media that “once I let the [players] know, I’ll let you guys know.”

However, he alluded to a lineup change, saying that certain players had not been pulling their weight, but did not get into specifics.

“For me, it’s a little bit different with some guys,” Capuano said. “Certain guys gotta — whether it’s the physicality in their game, whether it’s turnovers in their game or whether it’s shift time in their game — they have a good understanding, we’ve talked to them, and it’s gotta get better if they wanna stay in the lineup.”

The Islanders fly out to Chicago later today for tomorrow’s game against the defending champions.

Kabanov’s Trip to Stockton a Message to Shape Up 

October 10th, 2013 11:35 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Prior to Tuesday night’s game, the Islanders announced that they had re-assigned Sound Tigers forward Kirill Kabanov to the team’s new ECHL affiliate, the Stockton Thunder. 

For Kabanov, the trip across country to a lower rung of the minor leagues isn’t about getting more playing time or honing his skills for the most part. It’s a message to shape up for a player with promising talent that has to get some things in order.

Michael Fornabaio, the Sound Tigers beat writer for the CT Post, noted that Kabanov missed practice that morning for personal reasons and has been late to practice on multiple occasions:

They’re framing it as a hockey decision; get him more minutes, work on his game in both ends, and so forth, sing along, and playing on the third line, he probably could use some more time. His “personal-reasons” absence this morning suggested more, and a source said Kabanov was late for a meeting and it wasn’t the first time.

A Point Blank source seconded Fornabaio’s report that the move to Stockon was for disciplinary reasons.

Kabanov was originally a third round pick in 2010, touted to have first round talent. His draft stock slipped as he became well known for off-ice issues but the line dividing what were real issues and which ones were fabricated is still blurry.

What we do know is that his complicated history starts in Russia, his home country, as he snubbed the KHL at its formation and bolted for North America after tense contract negotiations. He was selected by Moncton of the CHL but fell out of favor there in the spring of 2010, when the junior team scratched him for the entirety of the Memorial Cup Playoffs. That same April, he was also kicked off the Russian junior team for being an ‘individual player’, according to the team.

At that point, the Islanders selected him in the June draft after he fell to round three but things we’re the smoothest. He showed up late twice during training camp in the fall of 2010 and the team returned him to Moncton.

Of course, Moncton didn’t want him back and his rights were traded to Blainville-Boisbriand. After potentially heading to Sweden to play because he couldn’t with Blainville who had too many foreign players (there are roster limits on that sort of thing), he ended up with Shawinigan. There, lo and behold, he won the Memorial Cup with them in 2011. The Islanders would sign him to an ELC that summer and he spent all of last year with Bridgeport, hampered by injury.

Now Kabanov’s career has taken yet another turn and he’s been shipped off to hockey purgatory in California, a long way from Bridgeport and even further from the NHL.

It’s probably not an ultimatum from the Islanders, as he does still have another year on his entry level deal. But it’s certainly a message sent and something that should be a wake up call.

Kabanov had been playing on the third line in Bridgeport after being buried during the preseason. The only training camp action he saw was during the two split squad games, but he still managed to make a highlight reel play. 

It’s surprising how far down the depth chart Kabanov fell. With Brock Nelson in the NHL, in theory he should be Bridgeport’s third best forward behind Anders Lee and Ryan Strome. However, he fell to third among the right wings, behind the undrafted Joey Diamond and 27-year old fighter Chris Bruton. 

Whether his fall down the lineup was it’s own brand of discipline or not, it’s clear that between the lineup and training camp, Kabanov fell out of favor with the coaches. Now, he’s got to earn it all back and do it from across the continent.

Kabanov is an amazing talent. Hope he gets his head right because it will make his life a lot better and benefit the Isles too.
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• 25 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

First rd talent, third rd pick.

Million dollar talent, ten cent head...
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Drew > rm 

• 25 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Absolutely. It may very well just be as simple as the Islanders working hard at creating a professional (at least ON the ice) culture and system. This guy ( who came with a history) isn't going to continue to sabotage himself and more importantly, the TEAM. He either gets it together and earns his way back (to Bridgeport) or he gets cut loose. Whatever happens, at least he won't be a detriment to the organization.
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Kasparaitis 
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⚑

Niederreiter promoted to top line..... makes me nauseous.

Not relating to this Kabanov story... just putting it out there.
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Strummer's Army > Kasparaitis 
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⚑

Not surprised Nino is a top line talent, should have never been forced to play behind Roloston, Pandalfo, Reasoner etc.
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Guest > Strummer's Army 
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⚑

Can we take it easy... hes got 4 points in 9 games and is a -1. Hes not lighting the world on fire.
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NoManIsAnIslander > Kasparaitis 

• 25 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

And Bully! to the kid who had the balls to stand up to Chuck Wang's manipulative BS.

Have a great career Nino!
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thepucktwit > Kasparaitis 
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⚑

Nino's tied with Clutterbuck for goals thus far. Just putting it out there :)
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starz31 > Kasparaitis 
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⚑

Interesting. Let's see what he's got. Good for him tho. 

He did deserve a shot here last January but oh well, that ship has sailed. Let's be sure to not screw it up with an even more talented player in Strome.
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Phillyo 
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⚑

That makes 2 high talents 'falling out of favor' with the coaches. one more & I start questoning the coaches.
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RS > Phillyo 
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⚑

really? have you followed kabonov's story at all? not on the coaches whatsoever.
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Phillyo > RS 
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⚑

oh, and btw, I also followed the Joensuu story & the Ullstrom story. Briefly. It galls me that these guys lost valuable time (and lost an opportunity to impress upon mgmt. and/or develop faster. they rather bring in long shot veterans like boyes &PMB than give them 20 games on JT's line) to the likes of Rolston, Pandolfo & Reasoner. So yes, I see good things coming from mgmt. for I am not the biggest fan or opponent of GS. But pooling these concerns, I stand buy my initial position if this occurs again. Hope I said that right this time.

The Michael Grabner Breakaway Tracker 

October 10th, 2013 8:51 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Michael Grabner is a fast hockey player who generates many breakaways. Sometimes, he scores on those breakaways. But we don’t really know much more than that. 

Screen Shot 2013-10-09 at 10.22.49 PMHow many does he get? Exactly how many does he score on? What is a reasonable amount to expect him to score on?

These are questions without answers. After we complete this exercise, they may still be unanswered. Or maybe we will learn something. It’s hard to say. That’s how science works.

So, this season we will be tracking all of Grabner’s breakaways. The NHL makes available a wonderful amount of statistics in their post-game statsheets but breakaways are not among them. They are usually useless to track because breakaways — not to be confused with odd-man rushes — are infrequent unless a team has a Michael Grabner.

Hopefully someone smart will figure out what to do with the data we gather. At the very least it will be a fun exercise. We’ll also figure out a spot to put this page on the site’s homepage so you can easily come back to it later on.

Let’s begin the science.

Data to be gathered: Date, opponent, video evidence (if available), whether it occurred shorthanded, on the power play, or at even strength, and the result of the play.

How we define a breakaway: Grabner must pass the last defender and possess the puck before reaching the goal line. He does not need to be a full body length ahead of the last defender but he needs to have the advantage of the play. For example, if he is 1-on-1 with a defender clearly in front of him and gets shut down, this is not a breakaway. However, if he is speeding down the wing, is even with the last defender but has a clear path to the net, this will be counted (see #3 for example).

Other specifics: Odd-man rushes (3-on-2s, etc) do not count. These are not unadulterated breakaways and are also a bit harder to define and very open to interpretation. Multi-player breaks (2-on-0, 3-on-0) do count, as long as Grabner is one of the players breaking and has had a hand in the play in some way, whether it be a pass, steal or similar.

Continuation: In scoring the results of a breakaway, some leeway will be given to letting the play unfold; breakaways where the goal occurs after the breakaway is seemingly concluded. A good rule of thumb is probably 5-10 seconds after the breakaway. A good example of this is #6 on the chart. In general, the breakaway should lead almost directly to the goal to be counted as a goal in the data.

See a mistake? Did we miss a breakaway? Let us know on Twitter or in the comments.

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

# Date Opp Video EV/PP/SH Result 

1 10/4 @ NJD link EV Brodeur save 

2 10/4 @ NJD link EV Goal (Brodeur) 

3 10/4 @ NJD link EV Goal (Brodeur) 

4 10/4 @ NJD link EV Brodeur save 

5 10/5 CBJ link EV Bobrovsky save 

6 10/8 PHO link EV Assist (Bailey Goal, on Greiss) 

7 11/1 @ OTT  SH Lehrner save 

8 11/2 BOS  SH no shot

Isles to Return Griffin Reinhart to WHL 

October 9th, 2013 11:09 am  

The Islanders will return Griffin Reinhart to Edmonton of the WHL, according to Arthur Staple of Newsday.

“We sent Griffin down since if he’s not getting in the lineup and getting those minutes he should go back to juniors and get that experience,” Jack Capuano said.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

With Cal Clutterbuck ready to return to the roster, the Islanders had to take someone off of it to make room. Waiver exempt Matt Donovan and Brock Nelson have played well enough to keep from getting sent to Bridgeport, and the Islanders generally don’t like to try and send veterans through waivers, leaving Reinhart as the option that made the most sense.

Reinhart didn’t make the top-six defenders out of camp and might have gotten a chance to play this week had the Isles not gotten off to a hot start; Jack Capuano rarely changes the lineup after a win.

The Post spoke to Reinhart yesterday, and he doesn’t seem keen at all on the idea. Usually players will tow a line of ‘whatever coach thinks is good for me is good for me’:

“It’s a little frustrating not playing, but I’ve been in junior several years now, and I don’t think there’s too much more for me to be learned down there,” Reinhart told The Post on Tuesday morning. “So I think just practicing here — even if I was just practicing here all year, and playing a few games — I’d learn more from these guys than going back to junior.”

Whether you want to read into that or not, Reinhart seemed content with the decision in a now deleted tweet (deleted probably because he was the one breaking the news).

This is the irritating and arguably unfair nature of the NHL-CHL agreement that bars 19-year-old CHL-eligible players from playing in the AHL. It generally impacts top prospects like Reinhart, Ryan Strome before him and Nino Niederreiter before both. The players get caught between the CHL and NHL, the former a league they’ll dominate and get bored with and the latter a challenge, maybe too tough.

You won’t see Reinhart again until probably the spring when the CHL season is over and at that point it may be Bridgeport not Long Island, but the long look he got this year is certainly promising for his future.

Isles Staying Level Headed after 2-0-1 Start 

October 9th, 2013 10:30 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y — Five out six points in the opening three games is not a bad way to start the 2013-14 season, but the Islanders weren’t patting themselves on the back after downing the Coyotes 6-1 Tuesday night.

“Yeah, definitely,” Matt Donovan responded when asked if five out six points was the start his team was looking for. “To be honest we should have had that sixth point too.”

It’s a telling quote that essentially summed up how the team felt about a solid start to the year. The Isles were happy with the win, but know there is more work to be done.

“It’s three games. We have 79 more and we have a tough test coming up this weekend,” Isles captain John Tavares said. “So time to prepare and understand that it’s back to work again. There is a lot of work to be done. Nice to start this way and keep building momentum and building the way we want to play. Keep playing that style and it’s really big for us.”

Josh Bailey echoed similar comments during his chat with the media following the win.

“We’re not going to start talking about how great we’ve been,” Bailey said. “It’s been a short amount of time and we’ve made some good strides, and done some good things, but we still have a long way to go and a lot of things to improve upon.”

The Islanders have started off the previous two season with winning records after the first three games. In 2011-12, the Isles opened the year by take four of the possible six points available and last season they did the same.

The team makes its’ first trip out west to play Chicago on Friday, and Nashville on Saturday. The Islanders will spend the next few days practicing and work on making corrections before the trip to the windy city.

“We got to be hard on them as a staff.  There are some things we need to work on for sure,” Islander head coach Jack Capuano said in his post game press conference. “They had some chances tonight and we talked about a lot of it in our pre-scout and how we need to execute. There were some breakdowns, so there are some things we need to do. We have to continue to make sure we have the awareness.

“Our discipline and our decision making were just OK, but I’m starting to see us starting to play like we did in the second half of last year which is positive. But there are certain areas in our game that we need to clean up.”

Islanders 6, Coyotes 1: Isles down ‘Yotes For Second Win of the Year 

October 8th, 2013 10:59 pm  
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Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. – John Tavares scored two goals and rookie Matt Donovan scored his first career NHL goal as the Islanders defeated the Phoenix Coyotes 6-1 in the third game of the year.

The win was not as lopsided as the score would indicate, but the Islanders capitalized on scoring opportunities early in the game, and picked up their play in the second period.

“The score didn’t indicate the way the game was,” Islander head coach Jack Capuano said after the game. “They have a good team… We found some sticks and we found a way to get in the back of the net. The power play was good. A key part of the game… Our guys played hard. You get rewarded for that and you do get bounces. The harder you work, the luckier you get and I thought our guys played hard.”

The Islanders took the 1-0 lead less than two minutes into the game. Peter Regin scored his first goal as an Islander at 1:29 into the game off a wrist shot that beat Phoenix goaltender Mike Smith high glove side.

Things would slow down after the goal. Neither team would make life too tough on the opposing goaltender but at the 13:36 mark the Islanders caught a break. Antoine Vermette took a hooking penalty and one second later Mike Ribeiro got called for delay of game.

On the ensuing five on three power play, John Tavares scored his first goal of the season off a feed from Frans Nielsen.

The Isles picked up the pace in the second period eventually catching another break midway through the period. Matt Donovan fired a shot from the point that looked to have been saved by Smith, but trickled through his pads and over the goal line. The goal was the first of Donovan’s NHL career.

“I was on the way back to the bench for a change and I hear everyone celebrating,” Donovan said while describing the goal. “Turned around and saw that it was in. That was pretty exciting.”

Martin Hanzel put the Coyotes on the board less than a minute after the Donovan goal to cut the Isles lead back to two.

Tavares put the Isles back in front by three at the 14:49 mark of the second period after burying a shot from inside the far side face-off circle. The Grabner-Nielsen-Colin McDonald line put on a passing display to set up McDonald for his first goal of the year to make it 5-1 Islanders.

In the third, the Islanders added one final goal to seal the win. Grabner found Bailey in front of the net, who quickly passed to Nielsen, who sent it right back to Bailey. Bailey put it easily past an out of position Thomas Greiss, who replaced Smith in net to start the third period.

“I think we just played solid throughout the night,” Donovan said. “Unlike our last game we didn’t let up. We stayed on our toes and kept them on their heels. And just kept pushing. We got some good goals and some good offensive chances from it.”

The Islanders are happy with the win and taking five of the possible six points from the opening three games, but heading into their two game road trip out west the team knows there is still plenty of challenges to come.

“I don’t think we’re satisfied or anything,” Bailey responded when asked about the successful opening weekend. “I don’t even think we’ve thought a whole lot about it. I think we expect to win now. I think tonight’s an example of that.

“You come in here guys are happy, but we’re already moving on to our next opponent.”

Kirill Kabanov reassigned to ECHL 

October 8th, 2013 5:26 pm  

Kirill Kabanov has been reassigned to the Stockton Thunder of the ECHL, the Islanders announced.

Michael Fornabaio tweets that Kabanov was late to a team meeting.

Arthur Staple tweets that Kabanov being sent down isn’t a punishment and that the organization is trying to get him more minutes. Staple notes that Kabanov wasn’t able to lock down a top-six role with the Sound Tigers.

Kabanov tallied nine points (2 G, 7 A) in 32 games for the Sound Tigers in 2012-13. He had one goal in 2 games for the Sound Tigers this season.

He was drafted 65th-overall in the 2010 draft.

Kabanov’s entry level contract expires after next season.

14 Comments 

Game Day (3): Coyotes at Islanders, 7pm 

October 8th, 2013 2:19 pm  

 at 

 Nassau Coliseum — Uniondale, NY

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Coyotes… The Coyotes do, in fact, still reside in Phoenix even after all the years of relocation speculation… They beat the Rangers 4-1 in the season opener but allowed FIFTY ONE shots to the Sharks in a 4-1 loss Saturday… They added free agent Mike Ribiero as the top line center over the summer… Star defender Oliver Ekman-Larsson has been banged up but will play tonight, according to Brian Compton…

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

There won’t be any Cal Clutterbuck at the Coliseum tonight as the Islanders are going to go with the same lineup they iced in the season’s first two games. 

“I could probably play today,” Clutterbuck told Brian Compton of NHL.com earlier today. “But I think just in talking it over with the medical staff and the coaches, it’s just probably better that I be more prudent at this point.”

That means the team is punting the roster decision they’ll need to make until the end of the week at the earliest.

Evgeni Nabokov will be back between the pipes and Mike Smith is expected to start for Phoenix.

Unfortunately you won’t be able to see the league’s best twitter account tonight, @BizNasty2point0, as he will be serving the final game of a three-game suspension. Rusty Klesla and Derek Morris are questionable to play, depleting the Coyotes blueline a bit.

The Islanders are 31-23-12-1 all-time against the Coyotes but the teams have only met once since December of 2010. Their last meeting was a 5-1 Coyotes win on January 7, 2012 in the desert.

Projected Lineup 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Grabner-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Bouchard Donovan-Strait  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Carkner, Boulton, Reinhart

The Morning Skate: Oh Hello There, Western Conference 

October 8th, 2013 10:15 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

After more than a year, the Islanders will finally square off against a Western Conference opponent.

westSince the 2004 Lockout, inter-conference games had been squeezed out of the schedule in favor of divisional play. In July 2005, the league decided to play eight games per season against each divisional opponent and many inter-conference games were eliminated to make room for it. Not every team would play every team from the opposing conference every season as had previously been the case.Last year during the shortened season, the inter-conference games were tossed out the window entirely.

After Lockout Part Deux we’re back to how things used to be. Each team plays every other team twice, once at home and once on the road and divisional games are back down to four per opponent.

It was almost a little weird briefly watching some hockey after the Jets game last night. The Devils were in Edmonton and the Rangers played in Los Angeles, two match ups that are very rare. It’s almost like getting used to interleague baseball, where you get these weird match ups that you don’t normally expect.

Tonight, the Islanders face their first Western Conference opponent since the end of the 2011-12 season tonight as the Coyotes come to town. Last time they squared off against a Western Conference team was in a 7-3 loss April 7th, 2012 in Columbus, to be exact.

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

Lots of Talk About Clutterbuck

 The morning papers all wrote about Cal Clutterbuck and even the Daily News weighs in with rare practice day Islander coverage!

Edit, update: Also, let’s play spot the errors in the Daily News lede:

“The Islanders will play their second-to-last home opener at Nassau Colesium [sic] Tuesday…”

Newsday seems to think the Griffin Reinhart scenario is the most likely and also gets bonus points for being the only one to use the phrase “23-man roster.” Rather importantly, this is a roster decision first and a lineup decision second.

Capuano, of course, mum on whether Reinhart is the one to go:

“We don’t really have a timetable for Griffin,” Capuano said. “As long as he’s here, learning the pace of how we practice and what we do, we think it’s beneficial for him.”

The Post notes that Pierre-Marc Bouchard could be a candidate to sit, as he hasn’t contributed much over the first two games but warns that sitting a veteran so early is a recipe for pissing people off:

If Capuano was to be a little more bold — and also take the chance of ruffling feathers by benching a veteran this early in the season — he could sit newcomer Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who started training camp alongside John Tavares on the top line yet has played his way into a role on a third line with Peter Regin and Nelson.

“My discussions with [Bouchard] are that he needs to be a little tougher on pucks, a little stronger on pucks,” Capuano said. “He’s a guy that has good vision, good skater, is crafty, sees the ice real well. … He’s got that offensive instinct, that hopefully that’s going to break out here and we’ll see that soon.”

Needs to play a little harder, a little smarter. More Capuano hockey.

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

In case you missed it, this Zach Bogosian gif of his gaffe against the Ducks the other night is quite something:

 The more you watch it, the more your notice. Keep an eye on Corey Perry’s stick twitching as the puck comes towards him. It looks as if he knows exactly how hard he’s going to bury the puck and can’t contain his excitement for it to get to his stick.

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

 Here’s a retro video of a Coyotes trip to the Island back in 2007:

With Clutterbuck Ahead of Schedule, Isles Have Roster Decision to Make 

October 7th, 2013 11:23 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Forward Cal Clutterbuck is practicing with the Islanders today in a regular jersey, not one of the non-contact variety. Arthur Staple notes that the team will make a decision later today as to whether Clutterbuck can suit up tomorrow night at the Coliseum against Phoenix. This is all good news even if he doesn’t play tomorrow night, as Clutterbuck is a few weeks ahead of schedule. He’s a week or two ahead of the four-to-six week diagnosis.

Whenever Clutterbuck does return, the Islanders will be faced with a decision to open up a roster spot for him. The team currently has 23 players on the 23-man roster and Clutterbuck is #24 on injured reserve, meaning someone’s gotta go to take Clutterbuck off of IR.

Here are the most likely scenarios:

- Demote Brock Nelson to Bridgeport

 - Return Griffin Reinhart to Juniors

 - Send someone else through waivers

 - Somebody gets hurt and takes his place on IR

 EDIT: Matt Donovan is also exempt from waivers, so he could be sent down

None of these are ideal scenarios, except for maybe Reinhart who was likely going to be returned to juniors anyway.

Nelson hasn’t scored but seems to be holding his own in the NHL and it wouldn’t seem right to keep another top prospect in the AHL, especially one who led the Sound Tigers in scoring last season. It would be nice to see Reinhart in the lineup at some point, but after sitting the first two games the Islanders may be intent on giving him the Strome treatment and having his NHL stint be ‘press box only’ before sending him back to juinors. The rest of the team, save Casey Cizikas and Kevin Poulin, require waivers to get sent to Bridgeport. Obvioulsy Poulin and Cizikas are non-starters, one being a regular and the other being a goalie. It’s also hard to see any of the veterans clearing waivers or taking kindly to the move.

This is all a moot or delayed point if Clutterbuck isn’t cleared for Tuesday night or someone else gets injured. Simply switch the newly injured player to IR for Clutterbuck and you’re good to go. But no one wants to root for injury.

⚑

It's 2 games into the season, you can't just dump them after that. You are all being irrational and ridiculous. However, I would send Reinhart back to juniors and then scratch Regin. You put Brock Nelson in the middle of PMB and Clutterbuck and you got a pretty good 3rd line. Regin gets scratched. I always thought he would be one of those rotating in kind of guys, a regular scratch like Martinek last year. That's what they should do.

17 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Lyle Odelein > Jared 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I like this player movement, it is exactly what I was thinking the Isles should do with the third line. In regards to Boulton and Carkner, I think the Isles should keep them. The Leafs still have Mark Fraser, Colton Orr and David Clarkson in their lineup. The Flyers have Rinaldo, Simmonds and Rosehill. Buffalo has Scott, Ott and Kaleta. They need to keep some heavies around. I'd like to see Reinhart in the lineup before the Isles make a decision on his future.

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•
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Avatar

snowdone > Jared 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Get of the head case Okposso.
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Avatar

Lyle Odelein > snowdone 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Did you miss your meds today?
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Avatar

snowdone > Jared 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Get rid of the head case Okposo.
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Avatar

Junior junior > snowdone 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

you re the head case if you think that's the right decision.
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Avatar

Ethan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I dont see any reason why PMB or Regin are on this team...get rid of them, bring in Clutterbuck and Strome, its pretty simple and its the best possible team you could put on the ice to win now
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Avatar

EJ1SINCE40 > Ethan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Totally agree with you. Also, not sure what the love affair with Brian Strait and management is. I would like to see Reinhart in place of Strait, and Strome/Clutterbuck in.
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Ethan > EJ1SINCE40 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Idk, they say Strait is a "great guy" They also signed him long term, I don't see him being that effective though either and would absolutely love to see Reinhart, they keep drafting these great young players, play them

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

EJ1SINCE40 > Ethan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Personally, I thought part of the team's dive in the last 5-6 games last year came as soon as Strait was,plugged back into the line up after suffering the broken leg injury.

Good spot to be in with personnel decisions, but like you said, does not help out the kids looking to make the big club, and some should be in.
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Avatar

ARudy > EJ1SINCE40 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I thought Strait played a lot better before the injury than after. But in any event, he's a low-salary guy and if any of our young guys can play better I don't think management will have a problem putting him in the press box. Right now he's the best 6th defenseman we can run out there.
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Avatar

Junior junior > Ethan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

depth wins. Injuries can destroy a season. capable and ready players to step in make for a better chance to succeed.
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Avatar

ARudy > Ethan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Regin has played hard. Can't have enough guys who play hard. But I think he'll end up being the permascratch, and Reinhart will be sent down.
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Avatar

black ice > ARudy 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

All of us have been talking about the senselessness of acquiring Regin and Bouchard, because it doesn't make any sense, but think about these players too. Regin, who I'd never even heard of before. The guy has a career he wants to keep going. What is he thinking looking around at Nelson and Strome and Lee. I'll tell you exactly what he's thinking: what did they want w me? And, how's this gonna help my career?
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Avatar

Junior junior > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

how do you know what he's thinking?
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Avatar

black ice > Junior junior 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

What would you be thinking?
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Avatar

Timothy John 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

So two games you want to bury and cast off our two free agent acquisitions??! after TWO games?? So what happens when we lose pmb and regin to waivers, and then we lose more guys to injuries. Then what? we scramble to fill roster spots? Listen, whether you like these guys or not, we still got 3/4 points with them in the lineup. We have depth this year, which we haven't had in a long, long time. Let's not start tossing away players.
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Avatar

matt > Timothy John 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Not to mention Regan n PMB wer apart of the teams best line in the first game. Its amazing the isles finally have the good problem of having depth n making tough decisions on who to play but people still complain 
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Avatar

black ice > matt 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

That's not the point. The point is Strome should have been part of the plan this year, not Bouchard. Or Regin. The point is Snow STILL has no overall plan. No right wing for Tavares, no fast big bruising tough scoring forward, the latter seven years and counting, if not more.
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Avatar

snowdone > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Because cheap Charles won't spend a dine over the cap that he has to.
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Avatar

Junior junior > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Strome is coming. don't worry. Garth has stuck to his word by building through the draft. He has undone the damage created by Mad Mike. I cant believe im saying it, because I have been his biggest critic. But I have to look at the facts. There is a wealth of talent in the organization now. There is plenty of cap space to sign the players that excel to long term contracts. This is a balanced approach to building a successful, sustaining business model. I turned the corner on my view when Garth used the amnesty clause to buy out DP's contract. The only problem I have with the organization now is that the communication with the fans could be better. I am relieved that CW has let Barclays take over business operations as he has proven to be completely useless in marketing the islander brand. The islanders are on the rise again. Don't worry.
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Avatar

chris > Junior junior 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

but your never going to win with just home grown players, you need some top flight free agents also....
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Avatar

chris > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

yes snow does have a plan and you should already know it..The plan is NOT to spend money..thats why JT has no winger and we have no star goalie.. What do you expect from a chinamen and a goalieGM

1 △  1 ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

matt > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

No overall plan? That might be the most untrue statement I have ever seen on here. So what has he done the past 5 years in this rebuild? Oh just improve the quality of depth on this team in every way possible. People complain the D is too small but he has stocked the system with talented big Dmen. People complain the team is not physical enough, so he trades for one of the best hitters in the game. Snow has a plan and he has put it into place rather effectively. Oh and Strome will be on JTs wing at some point. Its just pretty obvious they want to make sure he is 100% ready to do so and there is nothing wrong with that.
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Avatar

black ice > matt 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Seven years, one playoff (that, w a quick exit): are we talking about the same GM?

An example of my point: James Wiesnewski, and I know I spelled his name wrong. But: you trade a third-round pick for this guy. Why? Do you want him on your team? Have you scouted him? Have you done your homework? Then, a year later or less, you trade him for a second-round pick! Wow! What a genius Snow is.

BUT: what was the plan for Wiesnewski all along? To be traded for a second-round pick? Did they want the guy on the team or not? As a piece of the puzzle, or just a piece? And for how long?

No plan.
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Avatar

matt > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Are you trying to help my case with your example there? He took a small gamble in a trade for a guy who has ability but is a bit of a head case. Then the head case began to out weigh the ability. So he traded him for greater return(thats the pick they used to get Viz) So where is the negative there? Like I said below to not love the direction this team is goin atm is just foolish IMO. And if you look at what people are saying around the league they'd agree with me.
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Avatar

black ice > matt 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Disagree. This team has a lot of good talent, it has very little great talent. You don't win the Cup without great talent, ever. Snow has had A LOT to work w over the last several years, namely many high draft picks and free agency. You have to maximize what you have and Snow is and will be more known for his de Haan and Neiderreiter mismanagements than whatever it is you want to give him credit for; namely, drafting the good picks you'd expect drafting so low for so long.

 △  1 ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

matt > black ice 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Thats your opinion, its just not shared by me or the rest of the league. This team has a lot of good talent as you said along with great talent and there is more high end talent on the way. Such as the number one rated prospect in the AHL. Your grasping at straws if you think this team isn't heading in the right direction

 △   ▽   

•
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

black ice > matt 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Regin! Regin! Regin!

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

chris > matt 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

the plan will not amount to anything, they will never be more then 7th or 8th in the standings

 △  1 ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

matt > chris 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Well see about that. Past couple of years it was they will be never be a playoff team. You can't say that anymore so now its won't be higher than a 7 or 8. Maybe nexyt year it will b this team will never win more than one round in the playoffs. To not love the direction this team 

 is goin is foolish IMO 

 △   ▽   

•
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•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Ryan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

The name Boulton hasn't even been brought up yet. I'd toss him through waivers before giving up on Regin or Bouchard at this point in the season. He's going to play for what, fifteen games for 8 minutes a night? No thanks, not when we've got Martin and Hamonic providing some team backbone and a number of other physical players in the lineup.

11 △  1 ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > Ryan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Do any of you so called hockey fans watch the news. The Flyers just gave their head coaching job to one of the toughest players ever. Do you think they are going to play wuz hockey--think not !! The Isles shouldn't dump Boulton, he plays a important role on this team. Just admit PMB and Regin were bad signings and place them on waivers.Leave Nelson alone and bring up Strome.

8 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

WorstEver > kevin wylie 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Yeah.. we should follow the Flyers thinking... that'll work.

2 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > WorstEver 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Your comments fit your Met Head. Pathetic!!. Its not a question of copying the Flyers but you can't ignore the Isles pretty soft regular lineup. With the exception of the 4th line, Clutterbuck and Hamonic who throws their body around?So you want to put your star players in jeopardy because why?? If every team played their best players in the NHL and AHL there would only be a handful of tough guys (fighters) playing hockey. It doesn't mean you play goon hockey but you shouldn't be caught with your shorties down if the other team does.

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

WorstEver > kevin wylie 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I never said I disagreed with you, just that citing the Flyers as an example is pretty weak. They can get rid of Bouchard and Regin, but is Boulton really protecting anyone from the owner's box? You can be naive if you want, but the goon days in the nhl are pretty much over. Ask Brandon Bollig. He recently said that he needs/wants to prove he's more than just a fighter because he knows his nhl time might be up soon if not.

 △   ▽   

•
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•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > WorstEver 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Is the NHL more violent than cage fighting?Look at the following for that sport--Huge.. I'm all for player safety but turning the NHL into European hockey is a huge mistake.Increase a fighting major into a 10 minute penalty but don't banish it.Let the players decide not a bunch of weasel lawyers.

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

PuckZ N PadZ > kevin wylie 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

PMB and Regin appear to be poor signings. I don't think it hurt to waive either. You need to keep the toughness in Boulton. Especially with a lot of younger and sometimes smaller players. Need that flexibility of inserting an enforcer. Also Nashville is having scoring trouble offer them PMB or Regina for a pick.

2 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Since'72 > PuckZ N PadZ 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

If you trade one of them you can bring up Strome. I saw him play at the Bridge yesterday. He's ready. Put him on JTs wing and leave him there.

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

victor sforza > kevin wylie 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

When I heard on ESPN a coach was canned I thought they meant tom coughlin.

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > Ryan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Point A --Hamonic not a great fighter and don't want to make that a big part of his role on this team-to valuable.Point B-- Martin a very underrated player who is very important to this team. Martin is not a true heavyweight in my opinion and shouldn't be cast into that role.Carkner,Finley and Boulton should have that role on this team.If none of these three are in lineup who for instance would give Toronto's Orr or Fraser a good bout.Answer--no Islander-period.!! Do you want to watch your team embarrassed physically--I don't.

5 △  1 ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > kevin wylie 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

League trend, less fights.

League rules, to "discourage fighting".

Not saying right or wrong, but a pro fighting stance, or pro fighting roster, is pissing into the wind.

1 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Isles5 > Ryan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Exactly. Boulton is the most useless player on the team. I wouldn't think twice about waiving him.

1 △  1 ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Ari From Long Island > Ryan 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Waiving Boulton would not make any difference. The only way to insert Clutterbuck into the lineup is to remove someone from the lineup. Boulton is not in the lineup. Waiving or demoting a defenseman also won't make room for Clutterbuck. Basically, we are only looking at the everyday forwards, which is basically everyone but Boulton. The only options I believe are demoting Nelson, or sitting Regin or Bouchard. I don't think they want to demote Nelson, nor would it be a good idea. Basically only options are to sit Regin or Bouchard.

 △   ▽   

•
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•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Chris18 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

No matter who you think should be sent down, waived, taken out back and shot, can we all just agree this is a great problem to have?

5 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

jeff wall > Chris18 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I think its quite simple...reinhart goes back to juniors where he belongs for the year and Clutterbuck joins the roster. As soon as any forward or Dman doesnt perform or their battle level isnt up to cappy level then they sit because we have viable talent eager to play. Accountability! If there is an injury or 2 in the top 9 strome gets the call. Looks like Boulton wil have to wait until the end of the month to get a game..(rags, flyers pens)

2 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

matt > Chris18 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

YES!!!!

1 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

eugene 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

 − 

⚑  

I can't believe we signed Regin and passed on Brunner who was available

5 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > eugene 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

He signed a PTO, so basically everybody passed on him..

3 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Strummer's Army > eugene 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Dude, when I heard he was a FA I knew he was coming here because he is Frans best friend. Kinda like how Weight brought in all his good buddies and got them paid even though they were terrible at that stage of their careers. For that matter, Clutterbuck is partially here because he is good friends with Tavares but Clutterbuck at least brings a ton to the table and that is why Snow was confident he could sign him after trading for him.

Metro Monday: A Look Around the Division 

October 7th, 2013 10:40 am  

1. Pittsburgh Penguins, 2-0-0, 4 Points, +6 GD

The Penguins got their season off to a flying start with two wins against the Devils and Sabres, allowing only one goal over the two games… Marc Andre Fleury worked both games and started the season off with 115:06 of shutout hockey… Sidney Crosby, Craig Adams and Chuck Kobasew have two goals a piece…

2. Carolina Hurricanes, 1-0-1, 3 Points, Even

Veteran forward Radek Dvorak signed a one-year deal with the team on October 2nd and he immediately paid dividends by scoring the winning goal on Sunday against Philly and has two of the team’s four goals… Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin split the starts…

3. New York Islanders, 1-0-1, 3 Points, Even

The Islanders opened the season with two shootouts; a win in New Jersey and a loss at home to Columbus… Michael Grabner had three points against the Devils… John Tavares had two assists against Columbus…

4. Columbus Blue Jackets, 1-1-0, 2 Points, Even

Lumbus lost their home opener to Calgary on Friday night 4-3 and beat the Islanders in a shootout Saturday, coming back from a 0-2 deficit… Five different players have scored for the Blue Jackets thus far…

5. Washington Capitals, 1-2-0, 2 Points, -2 GD

Alex Ovechkin opened the season with a roaring start with four goals and six points in three games… New addition Mikhail Grabovski had a hat trick in a season opening loss in Chicago… Braden Hotlby started all three games for Washington and has a .848 save percentage, getting yanked once…

6. New Jersey Devils, 0-1-1, 1 Point, -4 GD

The Devils lost their home opener to the Islanders in a shootout and got shutout in the season opener against Pittsburgh the prior night… Marty Brodeur and Corey Schneider split the starts… Camp invitee Damien Brunner has two goals…

7. New York Rangers, 0-1-0, 0 Points, -3 GD

New York opened the season in Phoenix with a 4-1 loss… Marc Staal had the only goal… Ryan Callahan is expected to return next week…

8. Philadelphia Flyers, 0-3-0, 0 Points, -6 GD

The Flyers have only three goals in three games… And their beat reporters are starting to get cranky pretty early, even with Ilya Bryzgalov in the ECHL… And just this morning the Flyers canned coach Peter Laviolette…

Sound Tigers Split Opening Weekend 

October 6th, 2013 6:33 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Sound Tigers kicked off their season with back-to-back games this weekend; they hosted Wilkes-Barre on Saturday night and just finished up another home match against Norfolk this afternoon. They split the weekend, surrendering a 2-1 lead last night to lose 5-2 and winning 4-3 in a shootout today.

Ryan Strome earned three assists on the weekend. He setup Anders Lee for a pretty one-timer on Saturday night, and notched two more today on Andrey Pedan and Joey Diamond’s goals. He seems to be right at home in the American League, and Corey Pronman thinks about as much on twitter:

Strome probably should have had a goal, too. He had a nice toe-drag on the power play in this afternoon’s third period but the shot was stoned by John Gibson.

Anders Nilsson got the back-to-back work for Bridgeport, stopping a combined 52 of 60 shots that he faced for a .866 save percentage (warning: small sample size).

On Saturday night, the Sound Tigers jumped out to a 2-1 lead at home against Wilkes-Barre on goals from Lee and Kirill Kabanov, the latter being a nice one-timer from Dallas Jackson. Brett Gallant did his face punchin’ thing in the first period, and a late goal with three seconds left in the second frame would send the teams to the third tied at 2-2.

In the third, the Sound Tigers had a breakdown around midway through as they surrendered three goals in 3:17, including two in 11 seconds. Wilkes-Barre scored three unanswered to win 5-2. There was a double fight at the end of the third period too, as Chris Bruton and John Persson both squared off.  Each held their own against their opponents.

Today, Bridgeport and Norfolk combined for a wild second period that featured five goals and a fight. Joey Diamond, Andrey Pedan and Riley Wetmore all scored for Bridgeport to take a 3-2 lead into the second break. Joe Finley took exception to a hit on Ryan Strome and danced with Zach Stortini at the second intermission horn, for the pair’s second bout of the afternoon.

In the third, Norfolk would add the tying goal on a botched play from Anders Nilsson. The Sound Tigers netminder went behind his net to retrieve the puck and lost it to a Norfolk player. A mad scramble ensued as the Sound Tiger defenders got back, but Norfolk’s Devante Smith-Pelly came up with the puck and finished over a sprawling Nilsson for the tying goal, which also came shorthanded for Norfolk. The Sound Tigers would win in the shootout, with John Persson scoring the decisive goal.
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Since'72 > Lyle Odelein 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I was there and I can tell you he is bigger than 6 feet. He will play in the NHL soon enough. Strome also looks like he is one NYI forward injury away from a call up. DeHaan, Lee and Mayfield also looked good. Nilsson was good with the exception of that bone headed play behind the net. Lots of young talent down there. Makes me really optimistic about the future.

11 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Stevie10703 > Since'72 

• a month ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Pedan has been a pleasant surprise so far this young season. He continues to develop this way, he will be up with the Islanders in no time. But, most important, let him develop properly and don't rush him before he's ready. 

Overall, it looks like we have a solid set of prospects. Future looks good.

Nabokov’s Netminding Solid Despite Loss to Blue Jackets 

October 6th, 2013 10:02 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — If there had been any concern about Evgeni Nabokov’s ability to make the big saves, they were quieted after Saturday night’s performance against Columbus.

nabokovDespite the 3-2 loss in the shootout, Nabokov had a strong performance in his second start of the year. The 38-year-old goaltender made 27 saves on 29 shots and came up big in the clutch moments. Nabokov did not face many shots in the first two periods of the game, but when the Blue Jackets did get them on net they were quality chances. All 12 shots he saw in those periods he turned away.

And even in the third period, where he allowed two goals, Nabokov battled and kept Columbus from capitalizing on several grade-A scoring chances. 

The performance was a much better start than Friday night’s game in New Jersey. It took Nabokov a bit of time to settle down in the season opener, but even then he was able to make the big saves when his team needed them the most.

“He obviously made a lot of big saves when we didn’t come out as well as we should of,” Matt Martin said following the 3-2 loss. “Both games he’s really held us in there and we have to be better in front of him.”

During his post game press conference head coach Jack Capuano noted Nabokov’s ability to turn aside the rebound chances Columbus had gotten.

“Nabby not only made the big saves but he made the second and third opportunities as well. And that kept us right where we needed to be,” Capuano said.

Going into this year goaltending, and more specifically Nabokov’s play, were a bit of a question mark. During the lockout shortened season he went 23-11-7 and his play between the pipes was a big reason the Islanders made it into the post season. But his performance dropped off in the playoffs, with Nabokov going 2-4 and posting a .842 save percentage.

Early on it seems Nabokov has found the rhythm he had in the regular season last year. Lubomir Visnovsky called him the Islanders’ best player last night.

“His last game was unreal and he saved this team,” Visnovsky said. “It’s much easier for us if your goalie is like this. He’s unreal. I’m very happy to him and for us it’s good for our team. We got a good start and he played two good games. We must be better and don’t give too much shots to Nabby.”

The Islanders success this season will, in large part, depend on the play of Nabokov in net. If the Russian netminder’s first two games are any indication things are looking up on Long Island. Saturday night’s start was not a win for Nabokov, but it was an outing that left many people feeling good.

Blue Jackets 3, Islanders 2 (SO): Isles Fall in Shootout After Losing Two-Goal Lead 

October 5th, 2013 11:41 pm  

AP || Box || Time on Ice || Highlights || Fancy Stats

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y — The Islanders came away with a point in their home opener, but a blown 2-0 lead in the third and a shootout loss soured the mood at Nassau Coliseum.

Two unanswered goals midway through the third forced the game into overtime, and eventually the shootout, for the second night in a row.  The Isles watched as Cam Atkins buried the game winner in the fourth round of the shootout.

Things started off well for the Islanders. Through the first two periods the Islanders were a step ahead of the visiting Blue Jackets and kept them to 12 shots in the span.

The Islanders took advantage of a power play opportunity early in the second period. Lubomir Visnovsky buried a shot from the point to give the Isles a 1-0 lead during the man-advantage. Six minutes later John Tavares and Matt Moulson showed off their superior passing ability on the game’s second goal. Tavares found Moulson with a great pass to the front of the net, and Moulson put it by Sergei Bobrovsky to put New York ahead by two.

In the third things took a familiar turn for the Islanders.

 Travis Hamonic was sent to the penalty box six minutes into the period and allowed Columbus their first power play of the game. Mark Letestu took advantage of the opportunity and brought the Blue Jackets back within one.

Less than five minutes later the Blue Jackets caught a break. Nick Foligno found a way to get one by Evgeni Nabokov to tie the game at two.

Both teams traded chances through the rest of the period and in overtime, with both Nabokov and Bobrovsky making several game-saving stops. In the end wouldn’t be enough for the Isles and Atkins eventually scored in the fourth round of the shootout to win the game.

A blown third period lead is something that plagued the Islanders a bit last season and their performance in the third was not something they were happy with.

“We need to be more consistent,” Matt Martin said after the game. “We were flat in the first period. Luckily they were more flat than us and second period we came out really strong. All four lines were rolling really well and in the third we came out a little flat again.”

Martin and Nabokov — who finished the game with 27 saves — both cited the early power play goal as the turning point in the game.

“As soon the team score the goal, and it’s only a one-goal lead, so it’s kind of natural for them to keep coming,” Nabokov said. “But overall I thought we responded pretty well. They got a little bit lucky, but they worked hard for that luck. They put the puck in the net. I made the save, but it went in off our guy. It’s hockey. Things are going to happen.”

Unfortunately for the the Islanders things did happen and it will be something they’ll need to correct.

“It’s just a lesson,” Martin said. “It’s early in the year we have to take this for what it is and respond on Tuesday against Phoenix.”

Game Day (2): Blue Jackets at Islanders, 7pm 

October 5th, 2013 4:00 pm  

Columbus Blue Jackets at New York Islanders, 7pm

 Nassau Coliseum — Uniondale, NY

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Blue Jackets… Columbus, which used to be into the Western Conference, moves into the Metropolitan Division along with the Islanders, so you’ll see them a lot more often… Former Islanders Blake Comeau and James Wisniewski are on the roster along with a half dozen former Rangers including Marian Gaborik… In net is Vezina Winner Sergei Bobrovsky… 

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders head home to the Coliseum for their second game of the season, only hours after defeating the Devils in New Jersey last night. They’ll take on the new divisional rival Columbus Blue Jackets for their first of four games against them this year.

The team has confirmed that the same lineup will be in place tonight, including starting Evgeni Nabokov on the second night of back-to-back games. Nabokov played 41 of 48 regular season games last year and all six playoff games, but only played one back-to-back during the shortened season. Maybe this is just a one-off because Nabokov is fresh from the off-season and/or because the team wants to put its best foot forward at the home opener. Hopefully this is only a one-off.

Projected Lineup 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Grabner-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Bouchard Donovan-Strait  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Carkner, Boulton, Reinhart

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Thanks to Keith for capturing the above from last night’s game in Newark. I’d like to imagine that the guy stomps his feet and storms out of the building after that, forever renouncing his fandom due to a shootout loss on opening night. But he’s probably just crazy. And I judge that solely on the retro green and red jersey he’s wearing.

Speaking of the Devils, the Post notes this morning that Marty Brodeur was “shaky” last night, which is an assessment I would agree with.

Of the three goals Brodeur allowed in regulation, two were through his five-hole, with the other finding its way over his stacked pads on a Michael Grabner breakaway.

“I’d like to get one goal back. I think I made the right decision on the first goal, I was just unlucky and the puck kind of snuck through my pad there,” Brodeur said. “Apart from that, I made the saves that were important in the hockey game.

“It’s amazing how many breakaways that guy gets,” Brodeur added referring to Grabner who had four shots, three on beak aways.

 The Devils will have a tough situation to handle. How do you tell the franchise, hall of fame goaltender that he needs to be the backup? Schneider is the better goalie and the one that will be playing in a Devils uniform for years to come.

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

Newsday notes that Cal Clutterbuck is back skating and has Capuano’s take on the goalies, even saying he thinks Nabby is/was fatigued from playing almost all of the team’s games last season.

“After all those games Nabby played last season, I think there was a little bit of a fatigue factor that set in,” Capuano said. “I’ll consult with [goaltender coach Mike Dunham] and see what we want to do after tonight.”

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

Also: Bridgeport opens their season tonight at home… Here’s your link to the Nabby and Stan show… And Michael Grabner is a fast person…

ISLANDERS 4, DEVILS 3 (SO): Grabner Steals the Show in Newark 

October 4th, 2013 10:04 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-10-04 at 9.55.40 PM

The BEST and WORST of Friday night…

BEST: Michael Grabner was excellent with two goals and an assist and, give or take, four breakaways.

BEST: Brock Nelson looked right at home in his NHL regular season debut.

WORST: Nelson would take a bad penalty in the third, leading to the Devils tying goal.

NEUTRAL: Evgeni Nabokov didn’t look great and was especially shaky early on but made some amazing saves in the shootout, including a special one on Patrick Elias.

AP || Box || Time on Ice || Highlights || Fancy Stats

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

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders had some trouble getting things going at times during tonight’s season opener in New Jersey, but Michael Grabner helped bail them out by creating a lot of offense on his own. Grabner factored into all three of the Isles’ (non-shootout) goals and had about four breakaways.

The teams would head to overtime locked up at three and went deep into the shootout to get a decision. Marty Brodeur and Evgeni Nabokov, neither of whom looked great for most of the night, suddenly came to form in the extra session and stopped the first 11 shooters they faced. Nabokov made a sprawling save against Patrick Elias in the third round; Nabokov fell for a fake and went down but was actually able to get back up and get his leg out to stop Elias’ attempt. Josh Bailey rung one off the post in the fourth round, but it would be Matt Moulson with a quick forehand shot to win it for the Islanders in the sixth round of the skills competition.

The game got off to a fast start with both teams flying out of the gates in the first period. The Devils would cash in first only three minutes in, as Damien Brunner knocked in a goal that Nabokov should have stopped. The puck hit Nabokov in the glove, then hit the post, came back down to the ice, and Brunner found his way around Travis Hamonic to slam it home. 

Later in the period Grabner would score his first of the game flying up the ice. It was a nifty give-and-go with Hamonic. After passing it off, Grabner flew up ice as Hamonic hit him in stride. The Devils defense was caught flat-footed and Grabner cashed in.

In the second the Isles had a rough period, getting out shot 13-7 and giving up an early goal to the Devils’ Michael Ryder. Probably one that Nabokov didn’t see, it came through a lot of traffic. But the Islanders had trouble getting much going, especially towards the end of the period as they spent most of the final five minutes hemmed into their own zone. Grabner would notch his second of the game with about six to go, getting the puck under Marty Brodeur, one the Devils goalie should have had back.

The Islanders would jump out to a one goal lead in the third, after being lucky to be tied heading into the final frame. Grabner fed Frans Nielsen down low in another give-and-go, and Nielsen potted it between Brodeur’s legs. Brodeur was weirdly out of position, as he flailed his stick out to knock the puck away from Nielsen and whiffed completely. It wasn’t a great move, and was just kind of a bizarre move from the veteran netminder.

In what was a wild back and forth third period, the Devils would get it back and tie it up at 3-3. Brock Nelson, who had played well most of the game, took a very poor hooking penalty on Steve Bernier for his first NHL penalty.

The Devils wouldn’t score on the ensuing power play, rather they would score just after it expired when Damien Brunner banged home a rebound for his second goal of the game. It was a wild final few minutes, but the teams would head to overtime and then the shootout without a resolution, where Moulson would end it in the sixth round.

The Rookies: Matt Donovan finished in the top four on the Islanders blueline in ice time, with Jack Capuano seeming to trust him in big spots including a shift with under two minutes to go in the third period. He also was used on the Islanders’ second power play unit. Donovan notched his first career point with a second assist on Nielsen’s third period goal.

Brock Nelson had a solid night — save for that costly penalty — and you can start to get an idea why the team chose him over Ryan Strome for that final forward spot. However he did play very sheltered minutes, with the fewest minutes played on the team (10:41).

Top Line: The Islanders first line of Okposo, Moulson and Tavares was relied on heavily throughout the night, with each player recording more than 20 minutes of ice time. They didn’t hit score sheet though, and Tavares specifically didn’t look his best. However the power play, which is those three plus Visnovsky and Nielsen, looked excellent especially on a man advantage halfway through the third period where they spent a full minute in the Devils zone.

Next up for the Islanders is the second half of the back-to-back tomorrow night at the Coliseum. It’ll be opening night at the Old Barn against a brand new divisonal rival, the Columbus Blue Jackets (7pm).

Game Day (1): Islanders at Devils, 7:00pm 

October 4th, 2013 12:00 pm  

Prudential Center — Newark, NJ

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Devils: The Devils are on the second night of a back-to-back after losing 3-0 in Pittsburgh yesterday… Marty Broduer is likely to get the start in net tonight after Corey Schnieder played last night in Pittsburgh… No more Ilya Kovalchuk for New Jersey, as he “retired” and bolted for the KHL over the summer… The Devils signed Jaromir Jagr to a one-year deal over the summer and also added Damien Brunner…

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Better late than never, the Islanders will open the regular season tonight in New Jersey against the Devils. The pre-season countdown is over and it’s finally time for some hockey.

The Islanders announced this morning that the team has expanded its radio coverage a bit this season, something we noted could happen over the summer. The games will still be broadcast on WRHU 88.7, which is Hofstra’s radio station. However, the team has added simulcasting on WRCN 103.9, which is a Ronkonkoma based station, to give Suffolk county a better signal. Also, you can listen to WRHU online through Hofstra’s website.

As far as roster moves, Evgeni Nabokov will surely get the start in goal tonight. Cal Clutterbuck skated with the team yesterday for the first time since injuring his leg in Calgary. However, Clutterbuck skated in a non-contact jersey and will not be ready to play tonight. Travis Hamonic is expected to play tonight despite suffering a possible concussion on Sunday against Ottawa.

Today’s projected lineup. Scratches have been confirmed by the team.

Moulson – Tavares – Okposo

Grabner – Nielsen – Bailey

Nelson – Regin – Bouchard

Martin – Cizikas – McDonald

Hamonic – MacDonald

Hickey – Visnovsky

Donovan – Strait

Nabokov

Poulin

Scratches: Boulton, Carkner, Reinhart

The Morning Skate: Lee and Strome, Without Nelson 

October 4th, 2013 11:59 am  

Your morning round up of hockey news before the Isles opener tonight… 

In Bridgeport, they’ve narrowed the roster down to 25 players and are hoping two can have big years. Anders Lee and Ryan Strome will likely be on the team’s top line and are the team’s top two players. Mike Fornabaio notes that they’ve been on a line with Long Beach’s own Joey Diamond this week. That’s a change from last spring when they were centered by Brock Nelson, who finds himself in an Isles uniform in New Jersey. Now Strome is the center in between Lee and Diamond, showing his versatility as he had been on the wing throughout Islanders training camp:

“I’m comfortable at both. It doesn’t really matter,” Strome said. “My best game in the preseason was at center, but at the same time, I worked a lot on wing over the summer. It’s better to be versatile.”

Both players got a chance to taste the pro game last spring. Lee signed directly with the New York Islanders (which will make him a restricted free agent after this season) after his junior year at Notre Dame. He had two points in two games.

Strome joined Bridgeport and scored seven points in 10 games.

“Now it’s that next step,” Pellerin said.

“I’m going to demand a lot of them, just like I do of all my players.”

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

In case you missed is the other night, it’s great to have Patrick Roy back in the NHL.

Roy is now the coach of the Colorado Avalanche and things got a little nuts at the end of their opening game against the Ducks. With the Avs up 6-0 late in the contest, Ben Lovejoy hit brand new first round pick Nathan MacKinnon with what appeared to be a knee-on-knee hit. Roy was not excited about this.

The Ducks would break the shutout with seven seconds to go in the game and, as happens in the NHL, both teams sent out their fourth lines for the final face off. After the game, Roy said he was only matching what the Ducks sent out, as the home team Avs get the final change. But Roy began yelling at the Ducks bench and things just kind went down hill from there. You should really just watch the video:

Roy was fined $10,000 by the NHL for his actions. It’s great to have you back, Crazy Hall of Fame Goalie.

Also of great importance, this cat doing its best Roy impression:

Breaking Bad: Is the Isles Resurgence Fact or Fluke? 

October 3rd, 2013 2:00 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

There’s been a lot written about the Islanders in training camp, and it’s been entirely positive. That’s for mostly good reasons and mostly deserved. The team has generally avoided serious injury to star players – sorry, Cal – unlike in past years when top players were lost for months or even the entire season during training camp. And for the Islanders specifically, last season ended on an especially high note despite the last game played ending in a loss. Plus, there are some young kids who could add to the team without necessitating the usual subtraction of other assets that are necessary for adding talented players.

But that’s really how it goes in training camp; teams can’t shoot themselves in the foot until the games actually mean something no matter how much we want to critique and dissect split squad lineups. Avoiding the injury bug – or like across town, the holdout bug – are about the only issues to really worry about.

Last year, the Islanders achieved what no one really thought they would; making the playoffs and hanging tough with one of the best teams in the league. But they struggled mightily for a good part of last season. Two months into last season’s four-month campaign no one really thought they would make the playoffs without a serious run – and then out of nowhere that run happened with an 11-1-2 record in the final 14 games.

But what if it was all too good to be true? After so many losing seasons, are we to believe that the Islanders have finally turned the corner? It was a shortened season after all with small sample sizes and less time for the cream to rise to the top. Are we so sure that last year wasn’t a fl… A fluke?

This is an Islander team that is still learning and evolving. They are all, generally, young – hell the captain is still only 23 – and are only getting their first taste of the playoffs. Surely, they are inspired by even last season’s six-game taste of playoff hockey and they’ve said as much.

A few things happened last year that the team will need to repeat, or in some cases avoid, if they wish to make it at least as far as last season.

-The team had very limited injury troubles in 2012-13, after some horrendously hurt seasons that saw them lose the most man games to injury in the league (even after accounting for the DiPietro factor). Whether the injury-free season or the injury-plagued seasons were the fluke is anyone’s guess, but in this rough and tumble sport, it’s always a matter of town before you have to pay the piper.

-Kyle Okposo and Evgeni Nabokov both had horrible starts to the season, and both finished the regular season strong. Both these players will need to put together solid, full campaigns or else the Islanders will only be on the brink of the playoff picture yet again. Nabokov is 38 and Okposo seems to be prone to slow starts, so neither’s success over the full season is guaranteed.

-Those first two points raise another question; what happens to the Islanders if Nabokov suffers from one of the two issues outlined above? Neither Kevin Poulin nor Anders Nilsson appears ready to make a push to become a full-time NHL goaltender.

-Speaking of bad starts to the season, Josh Bailey missed the first 10 games due to injury only to come back and have an excellent shortened season. Is his production a flash in the pan or is he, at age 23 (and yes, he’s still that young), figuring things out? The latter seems likely but again, we’re dealing with a small sample with which to evaluate.

These bullet points outline the major sticking point with this team; this is more or less the same group of players that qualified for the eighth playoff spot last season and they did it with a horrendous start and an excellent finish.

While the playoffs were a great experience for everyone involved and an achievement that deserves praise, given the last twenty years, let’s flash back to reality. It was still the eighth spot and a first-round exit. We’re not talking about the defending division champions here.

Sometimes, we need to take a step back and see last year for what it is; a great, two-month run that culminated in barely making the playoffs and in those playoffs a thrilling, edge-of-your seat playoff loss after years of missing the playoffs.

Success is far from guaranteed, although it is now expected as the fruits of a long and slow rebuild process have supposedly come to blossom. And that comes after what, for many teams around the league, could be considered a failure of a season.

As far as off-season transactions go, there wasn’t much to get excited about. Cal Clutterbuck is a nice addition and a good return for what could be called a bad asset but Clutterbuck not the different between eighth and a division title or long playoff run. Neither is Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who when healthy is probably an upgrade over his predecessor Brad Boyes but arguably not an upgrade over Boyes’ predecessor PA Parenteau. Shuffling the deck chairs, I believe is the phrase that describes those transactions, namely that there still isn’t a bonafide solution for John Tavares’ right wing. Peter Regin, another off-season acquisition, could be good third-line player but he’s yet to be proven in the NHL even when healthy and his barely over the minimum contract is evidence of that.

The Islanders do have good things on their side, of course. The fact that these players did have hot finishes after a poor start, that they did stay healthy, that they likely learned something from the six-game playoff experience. There are young players who are looking to make an impact and could. There are some new additions who will certainly play key roles and might make significant contributions. They have a player who, when 82 games are said and done, will probably be agreed upon as the best player in the NHL.

But the last sentence of that paragraph is really the only one that I’d be comfortable wagering any money on.

To paint this team as a playoff lock or a team that has finally turned the corner or that Player X is definitely, totally guaranteed to have a break-out year is getting ahead of everything.

There’s still much work to be done and still lots of things to prove.  Nothing should be taken for granted or assumed to be lest we forget that this year will mark the 21st anniversary of the franchise’s last playoff series victory.

It’s going to be a long season and it’s not going to be easy. Hopefully when all is said and done, we can say that yes, this team has turned the corner and the long, slow rebuild has paid off. But there’s still a long way to go.

Islanders' defensemen playing big minutes

Originally published: October 31, 2013 10:12 PM

 Updated: October 31, 2013 10:29 PM

 By ARTHUR STAPLE  arthur.staple@newsday.com 

Travis Hamonic passes the puck in the first 

Photo credit: Kathleen Malone-Van Dyke | Travis Hamonic passes the puck in the first period of a game against the Rangers. (Oct. 29, 2013) 
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Ask an Islanders defenseman who is playing increased minutes of late and he'll say it makes him a better player. 

Ask the Islanders' coach and you get a slightly different answer.

With the Islanders short two regular defensemen as they headed to Ottawa on Thursday for a game with the Senators Friday night -- Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) and Brian Strait (upper body) still were not back on the ice and will miss their fifth and fourth game, respectively -- Jack Capuano still was down to six healthy defensemen.

That means his three best regulars, Andrew MacDonald, Travis Hamonic and Thomas Hickey, are going to carry the load again in Ottawa, as well as Saturday at home against the Bruins.

Those three are fine with that.

"I honestly think I'm a better defenseman when I'm playing over 25 minutes,'' said Hamonic, who is averaging 25:10 per game through 12 games and is averaging just shy of 27 minutes a game since Visnovsky left late in the first period against the Hurricanes on Oct. 19. "I'm more into the flow, I feel like, and I love the challenge.''

MacDonald, who has taken Visnovsky's spot on the top power-play unit, is up to 26:43 per game, fourth-highest in the league. Those two, having been the top defense pair for more than two seasons now, are accustomed to big minutes.

Hickey is definitely not, but the 24-year-old has tried to assume a more important role in the absence of Visnovsky, his regular partner.

"You have to work a little harder to affect the game in a positive way,'' said Hickey, who had his first two points of the season and is a plus-3 in his last three games. "But I definitely enjoy those minutes and I'm trying to make the best of them.''

Capuano is leery of leaning too heavily on his regulars, but veterans Radek Martinek and Matt Carkner have struggled to shoulder a consistent workload. Rookie Matt Donovan showed some good signs of confidence against the Rangers on Tuesday night after a few glaring mistakes in previous games.

"It's definitely something you have to watch for,'' Capuano said. "You can't just throw guys like Travis and A-Mac out there for 28, 30 minutes a game, night after night.''

For the near term, however, the players will win out and get the big minutes. With the Isles in a 1-3-1 funk since Visnovsky went down, the coach may be on to something.
Islanders will need larger complement of defensemen for road trip

Originally published: November 2, 2013 10:18 PM

 Updated: November 2, 2013 10:58 PM

 By ARTHUR STAPLE  arthur.staple@newsday.com 

Matt Carkner of the Islanders looks to clear 

Photo credit: Getty Images | Matt Carkner of the Islanders looks to clear the puck past Jordan Staal of the Carolina Hurricanes during the first period. (Oct. 19, 2013) 
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The same six Islanders defensemen dressed for a fifth consecutive game Saturday. It's been nearly two weeks since Brian Strait (upper body) joined Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) on the injured list, but Isles general manager Garth Snow has not made a move to add a body. 

That likely will change this week when the Isles embark on a four-game road trip that begins in Washington on Tuesday. No team can afford to travel with only six healthy defensemen, so Snow likely will summon a spare from Bridgeport before the team departs Monday.

The Isles' sextet has been shaky at times, but there was a step up in play on Friday in Ottawa despite the four goals allowed.

"We've got some guys who aren't used to playing this many in a row, and I still think we're not quite there yet," said Matt Carkner, who did not dress for five of the first seven games of the season but has played in the past seven. "We know what the situation is. It's definitely a unique one."

Neither Strait nor Visnovsky has been cleared to resume skating, so it's unlikely either will return before the Isles wrap up their road trip a week from Sunday in Montreal.

There aren't many candidates on Bridgeport's defense for a recall. Calvin de Haan entered Saturday's game with one point in nine games. Aaron Ness (1-2-3) also is a possibility.

Strome breaks out

Ryan Strome had two goals and three assists for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in a 7-1 win over Worcester on Friday night.

Strome, the fifth overall pick in the 2011 draft, has three goals and 10 assists in eight games with Bridgeport to start the season. The Islanders are well-stocked and healthy at forward, though, so he will not be getting a call just yet.
Capuano confident Islanders defensemen can improve

Tuesday, 10.29.2013 / 12:00 PM

By Brian Compton - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / 2013-14 At the Rink blog
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- There is no doubt Andrew MacDonald and Travis Hamonic make up the New York Islanders' top defensive pairing. They play the most minutes each night and consistently go up against the opposition's top forwards.

But they can't do it alone. That's why the Islanders, who were sloppy in a 5-2 loss on home ice to the Philadelphia Flyers on Saturday, need more from their other four defensemen -- on both ends of the ice -- if they're going to be a force in the Metropolitan Division.

"Those guys are going to play top minutes, none different than [Ryan] McDonagh and [Dan] Girardi," Islanders coach Jack Capuano said of MacDonald and Hamonic, who will receive top minutes again Tuesday night against the New York Rangers at Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum.

"We just collectively back there have to play better. Guys are giving us what they have, [but] we're making mistakes that they see, they know and I've got the confidence in them that it's going to get better. But for us to be successful, we have to have better decisions with the puck on our stick. Our gaps have got to be better, our sticks have got to be better, we've got to defend harder. We've gone through this. I have the confidence they're going to rebound."

The biggest issue facing the Islanders' defense is the injury to Lubomir Visnovsky, who suffered a concussion in a game against the Carolina Hurricanes on Oct. 19. He hasn't played since and there is no timetable for his return. Visnovsky's injury only increases the workload for MacDonald and Hamonic, which is why Capuano needs more from the likes of Thomas Hickey and Matt Donovan.

"If we're going to be the team we want to be, I think everyone's got to step up," said Hickey, who averages nearly 18 minutes per game. "Trav and A-Mac do a great job handling the top guys. As a group, the rest of us need to step up a bit and limit those 5-on-5 goals."

Offensively, the Islanders' defensemen have provided little thus far this season. Donovan and Visnovsky have one goal apiece, both via the power play. The group has yet to score a goal at even strength, something they hope changes Tuesday night, against the Rangers.

"We're trying to get up ice and we're trying to make things happen," Hickey said. "We haven't had too much luck. But it's a long season. I think in stretches, those things come. But it definitely would be nice if we did step up there and help our forwards out getting the puck in the net.

"This is the perfect opponent for us, really, with the way we've played hockey in stretches for the whole season. The parts that have been missing, those are easy things to correct when your body's into it and your mind's into it. Playing against the Rangers is going to get us in that mindset."

Here are the projected lineups for Tuesday night:

RANGERS

Brad Richards – Derek Stepan – Chris Kreider

Carl Hagelin – Derick Brassard – Benoit Pouliot

J.T. Miller – Brian Boyle – Taylor Pyatt

Derek Dorsett – Dominic Moore – Mats Zuccarello

Dan Girardi – Ryan McDonagh

Anton Stralman – Marc Staal

John Moore – Michael Del Zotto

Cam Talbot

Henrik Lundqvist

Scratched: Brandon Mashinter, Justin Falk

Injured: Ryan Callahan (broken thumb), Rick Nash (concussion)

ISLANDERS

Thomas Vanek – John Tavares – Kyle Okposo

Pierre-Marc Bouchard – Frans Nielsen – Josh Bailey

Michael Grabner – Peter Regin – Cal Clutterbuck

Brock Nelson – Casey Cizikas – Matt Martin

Andrew MacDonald – Travis Hamonic

Matt Donovan – Radek Martinek

Thomas Hickey – Matt Carkner

Evgeni Nabokov

Kevin Poulin

Scratches: Colin McDonald, Eric Boulton

Injured: Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion), Brian Strait (upper body)
Shifting to Higher Gear, Rangers Rally to Beat Isles 

Barton Silverman/The New York Times

Chris Kreider, with Mats Zuccarello, after beating the Islanders’ Evgeni Nabokov for a first-period goal. 
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. — Benoit Pouliot wore a wide smile of relief after his wrist shot late in the third period lifted the goal-starved Rangers past the Islanders, 3-2, Tuesday night at Nassau Coliseum. 
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Pouliot, a lanky left wing and a newcomer to the rivalry, was fed the puck in the slot by his speedy linemate Carl Hagelin, then whipped a shot past Islanders goalie Evengi Nabokov. 

Pouliot’s second goal of the season at 13 minutes 46 seconds of the final period helped erase the memory of a listless 2-0 loss in the Rangers’ home opener on Monday against Montreal. 

“We came with speed, skill and work ethic,” said Pouliot, a free agent who signed with the Rangers last summer. “It felt good to be part of such a fast-paced game.” 

Pouliot’s winner came after defenseman Ryan McDonagh scored a power-play goal early in the third period to tie the score at 2-2. The road victory was a much-needed tonic for the Rangers, who have scored just 18 goals in 11 games. 

Cam Talbot, making his third start in the last four games, had 22 saves for the Rangers, who improved to 4-7-0. 

The Islanders fell to 4-5-3. The game was the Islanders’ debut for the high-scoring left wing Thomas Vanek, who was acquired from Buffalo on Sunday for forward Matt Moulson and two draft picks. 

Islanders Coach Jack Capuano said his team had to play better defense in coming contests at Ottawa on Friday and against Boston on home on Saturday. 

“We’re not poised enough with the puck,” Capuano said. “We’re making the same mistakes too often.” 

The Rangers, skating without the injured top scorer Rick Nash and the captain Ryan Callahan, needed the injection of speed that Hagelin provided. Hagelin missed the first 10 games of the season after having a shoulder operation in the summer. 

“We kept working and stuck with our plan,” Rangers Coach Alain Vigneault said. “And we used our speed well.” 

The Islanders led, 2-1, entering the third period after Peter Regin and Cal Clutterbuck scored second-period goals. 

McDonagh scored the tying goal on the power play at 4:59 of the third, blasting the puck past Nabokov from the point for his second goal of the season. 

Chris Kreider opened the scoring for the Rangers with a power-play goal at 12:30 of the first, the only score of a brisk period in which the Islanders outshot the Rangers, 9-4. 

A shot by Brad Richards from the point rebounded to Kreider in front of Nabokov. The goal was the first of the season for Kreider, who was recalled from Hartford of the American Hockey League on Oct. 20. 

After bursting on the Rangers’ scene with five playoff goals in the spring of 2012, Kreider struggled last season amid multiple trips back and forth to Hartford. 

“The guys showed a lot of resiliency,” Kreider said. “It was a great character win.” 

Clutterbuck tied the score at 1-1 with his first goal as an Islander at 3:40 of the second, breaking down the right wing and beating Talbot high to the glove side. 

Talbot started a night after Henrik Lundqvist lost the team’s dreary match against the Canadiens. The 26-year-old Talbot, who made his N.H.L. debut against Philadelphia last week, was promoted from Hartford after the Rangers waived the backup goalie Martin Biron two weeks ago. Talbot recorded his first win against Detroit last Saturday. 

SLAP SHOTS 

 John Tavares, the Islanders’ captain, had his 10-game point-scoring streak snapped. He had four goals and nine assists during the streak. ... The Islanders continued to be without defenseman Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion)

A version of this article appears in print on October 30, 2013, on page B16 of the New York
Arrest of the Avalanche’s Goalie Casts a Shadow on a Promising Season
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DENVER — During their drive to Pepsi Center, there was much shimmering ground for two Colorado Avalanche fans to cover: the poise and production of the team’s 18-year-old rookie forward, Nathan MacKinnon; the inspired play of the defense; the mad genius of the first-year coach, Patrick Roy. And yet, as Keith Martin and his son-in-law drove to the Avalanche’s game here Saturday night against the Montreal Canadiens, they spoke mostly of the dark cloud shadowing the team’s resurgence. 

Enlarge This Image

Pool photo by R. J. Sangosti

Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov, center, appeared in court in Denver on Thursday after his arrest. 
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Rj Sangosti/The Denver Post, via Associated Press

Evgeniya Vavrinyuk said Varlamov attacked her after a drinking binge. He was arrested Wednesday. 

Enlarge This Image

Ron Chenoy/USA TODAY Sports, via Reuters

Varlamov played in a win over Montreal on Saturday night. 

Off to an N.H.L.-best start under Roy, the mercurial Hall of Famer who backstopped Colorado to two Stanley Cups, the Avalanche were jolted out of their reverie Wednesday by the arrest of their starting goaltender, Semyon Varlamov, on charges of second-degree kidnapping and third-degree assault in an incident last Tuesday involving his girlfriend, Evgeniya Vavrinyuk. 

According to the police report, Varlamov, 25, kicked and stamped on Vavrinyuk, dragged her around the apartment they shared and threatened her upon returning home from a drinking binge. The report described bruises on her body consistent with a physical encounter. 

Varlamov practiced on Wednesday, then turned himself in to the police. After spending the night in jail, he posted $5,000 bond and was released in time to join his teammates for a flight to Dallas, where he made his ninth start, stopping 27 shots as the Avalanche beat the Dallas Stars in overtime Friday. The Avalanche are now 12-1. 

The district attorney has not determined whether to charge Varlamov, creating a conflict for fans like Martin. 

“My son-in-law and I had this conversation on the way here,” said Martin, who was having a pregame beer at Tailgate Roadhouse next to Pepsi Center. “Everyone has a right to due process. The guy’s not been proven guilty, but do you reward somebody by starting him two days after he has spent the night in jail for accusations that, on the surface, are very disturbing?” 

Although Varlamov remained a vital presence in the Avalanche lineup, Vavrinyuk retreated to the shadows after talking to reporters Thursday, fearing for her safety and the well-being of her relatives in Russia. 

She said she had terminated a modeling contract at Varlamov’s urging and followed him to the United States. Vavrinyuk also described multiple occasions of physical abuse by Varlamov, who she said “turns into an animal” when he drinks and “thinks he can get away with anything.” 

On Friday in Dallas, Varlamov declined to comment on the case but told reporters, “I’ve got such good teammates, so I don’t think about what’s happening.” 

Roy had his own domestic violence episode 13 years ago, when he was arrested after he pulled two doors off their hinges during an argument with his wife at the time. Roy was not charged, but the incident remains in his biography, to be dug up every time his nature turns destructive. 

In his first N.H.L. regular-season game behind the bench, Roy lost his composure after his team defeated Anaheim, 6-1. He screamed at Ducks Coach Bruce Boudreau and pounded on the glass partition that separated the teams’ benches so forcefully, he nearly knocked it off. Roy was upset at a Ducks defenseman’s late knee-to-knee hit on MacKinnon, the first overall pick in the 2013 draft. 

The league fined Roy $10,000 for his outburst, but not before he delivered a loud and clear message to his players: If they are wronged, he will defend them without fear of criticism or consequences. 

So after assurances of innocence from Varlamov, Roy threw his support behind him. Roy’s handling of the situation was informed, he said, by his own experience. 

“Varly is like me,” Roy said, adding, “Let’s not make a judgment before the process is done.” 

The Avalanche players have rallied around Varlamov, whose .875 winning percentage in October was the highest in franchise history, bettering the mark of .800 set by Roy in 2000. 

After practice Thursday, center Matt Duchene told Denver reporters: “We all love Varly in here. I can’t say enough great things about him. I think we’re all pretty confident this is going to get resolved pretty quickly.” 

So intense are the shared experiences of professional athletes in team sports, the family with whom they share a locker room can take precedence over the people they actually live with. That the bonds formed as teammates can last a lifetime was evident Saturday when defenseman Adam Foote’s No. 52 jersey was retired. 

The hourlong ceremony unfurled like a family reunion, with his former teammates Alexei Gusarov and Peter Forsberg traveling from Russia and Sweden to honor Foote, who was an integral part of the Avalanche’s last championship team. 

Fans, who stayed away in droves last season as Colorado finished last, filled the arena to the rafters, enthusiastically embracing their role in the tribute. The crowd, announced at 18,152, a record for a hockey game at the arena, included Cynthia Quinlan, who expressed relief that Varlamov’s backup, Jean-Sebastien Giguere, was starting. 

“I’m personally very glad that Jiggy’s in net tonight so I can root for the Avs unreservedly,” she said. 

Quinlan said it was hard for her to celebrate the team’s success given the serious allegations facing Varlamov. 

“I don’t think anyone wants to judge him too soon,” she said, adding, “If you’re an Avs fan, it can really knock you for a loop.” 

Dave Krieger takes the pulse of Avs fans regularly as a local radio host. He works for the Broncos’ flagship station, and even when they were idle last week, Krieger said, he fielded calls that were mostly about the N.F.L. Those who wanted to talk about the Avalanche’s fast start — they tied a franchise record with a 4-1 victory against the Canadiens — generally avoided the topic of Varlamov’s arrest. 

“It was as if that conversation was separate from how the team is playing,” Krieger said. 

He added: “There’s a bias on the part of fans to believe in their guys. There’s a kind of a defensive reaction in these cases to blame the woman because you don’t want to lose the player.” 

A version of this article appears in print on November 4, 2013, on page D1 of the New York edition with the headline: Fury and Fear Off the Ice.
Harding’s Shutout Gives the Wild a Win Over Devils

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Published: November 3, 2013 at 10:59 PM ET 
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ST. PAUL, Minn. — Josh Harding stopped 19 shots for his second shutout of the season and the Minnesota Wild beat the New Jersey Devils 4-0 Sunday night. 
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Mikael Granlund, Torrey Mitchell, Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville scored for the Wild, who have won five of six. Nino Niederreiter had three assists. 

Cory Schneider, back after missing three games with a sore groin, finished with 16 saves for New Jersey. The Devils were blanked for the second straight night and fourth time in 14 games. 

Looking to forget about Saturday's 1-0 home loss to Philadelphia when it managed just 14 shots, New Jersey dominated early with six shots on goal in the opening 5 minutes. However, the Devils went nearly 8 minutes before their next shot, including two power-play opportunities. 

The Devils began the night ranked 25th in scoring at 2.00 goals per game, and rarely tested Harding, who came in leading the league in goals-against average (1.22) and save percentage (.946). 

The early missed chances proved costly as Granlund gave Minnesota a 1-0 lead at 13:20 of the first period. 

Pominville's shot from the left circle was saved by Schneider, and a bad-angle rebound attempt by Niederreiter trickled out to the slot where Granlund was alone for his first goal of the year to go along with a team-leading 10 assists. 

Mitchell's first goal of the season put Minnesota up 2-0 at 7:35 of the second. 

Schneider got a piece of Zach Parise's shot from below the right circle, but the puck fluttered to the crease where four players were crashing the net and Mitchell deflected the puck across the line. 

Parise, who had 194 goals and 410 points with the Devils, signed a 13-year, $98 million contract with the Wild on July 4, 2012, and was playing against his former team for the first time. The teams did not meet last year because of the NHL lockout-shortened schedule. 

Heatley scored his first non-empty-net goal of the season early in the third, redirecting Keith Ballard's shot behind Schneider. Pominville added an empty-netter with 2:25 to play, his sixth goal in the past four games. 

New Jersey defenseman Jon Merrill left his first NHL game after sliding hard into the boards in the first period. 

Merrill was skating into the corner to the right of Schneider when he was tripped up by Mitchell. He went into the boards face-first, and it looked as if he sustained at least one cut on his face. 

With blood on the ice, Merrill looked wobbly as he was helped to the locker room. The team said he had lacerations on his face and would not return. 

NOTES: Minnesota C Charlie Coyle missed the game after aggravating a sprained knee Friday. He had missed the previous 11 games with the injury, and is considered day-to-day. To replace Coyle, the Wild recalled F Carson McMillan from AHL Iowa. ... New Jersey forwards Patrik Elias (upper body) and Travis Zajac (right ankle) missed their second straight games. ... Ballard has three assists in his last two games. ... New Jersey is off until Thursday at Philadelphia; Minnesota is home Tuesday against Calgary.
Stars Slip Past Senators in Shootout
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OTTAWA — Jamie Benn gave Dallas a full two points to start a three-game trip, scoring the winner in a shootout in the Stars' 4-3 victory over the Ottawa Senators on Sunday. 
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"It's obviously big to get those two and start the road trip on the right foot," Benn said. "It wasn't an easy two points and we really didn't help ourselves out too much. We gave up a couple, but found a way to win in the shootout." 

The game had a number of twists and turns, but perhaps the most disconcerting for the Senators was an injury to goalie Craig Anderson. 

With 1:32 gone in overtime, Anderson went down hard after being hit by Valeri Nichushkin. The goalie was taken off the ice on a stretcher after he appeared to take a knee to the head. 

Anderson faced 36 shots before Robin Lehner was forced into action. Lehner stopped two shots in overtime. 

Antoine Roussel, Ray Whitney and Nichushkin scored for the Stars (6-6-2). Kari Lehtonen had 33 saves. 

Lehtonen stopped Milan Michalek, Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan in the shootout. 

Ryan, Erik Karlsson and Jason Spezza scored for the Senators (4-6-4). 

The Senators' winless streak reached five games (0-3-2). 

"I thought we dug in and found a way to get something out of a game," Senators coach Doug MacLean said. "That's a great start for our team." 

They haven't won on home ice since Oct. 17. 

"We can't keep doing this all season," Erik Karlsson said. "We got a point and we played better than we have in the past, so we have to take the positives out of things." 

After a solid second period, the Senators had some bad luck when Borowiecki put the puck in his own net when trying to clear it from the front of the net giving the Stars a 3-2 lead. 

Despite Borowiecki's goal, the Senators did all they could to tie things, and with 9.6 seconds remaining in regulation Ryan jumped on a loose puck in the slot and tied it. 

"We rebounded, which we really haven't seen our team do in the past," Ryan said. "We found a way to get one late to tie it. I thought the team battled and that's all you can really ask for." 

The second period didn't get off to a great start for the Senators as Nichushkin, with his first NHL goal, made it 2-0 after taking a pass from Brenden Dillon and beat Anderson high 30 seconds into the period. 

Chris Neil took a double minor for high sticking, but the Senators managed to kill the penalties and even created a number of scoring chances short-handed. 

Ottawa cut the deficit in half when Karlsson took a cross-ice pass from Ryan and caught Lehtonen moving at 7:41. Ottawa capped the period with a power-play goal by Spezza to make it 2-2 at 16:40. 

The Stars opened the scoring at 17:03 of the first when Whitney came down the side boards and beat Anderson glove side. The play was a result of a Milan Michalek turnover in the Stars end. 

Notes: D Eric Gryba and D Joe Corvo were healthy scratches for the Senators. RW Erik Condra missed the game with a sprained muscle in his right leg. ... The Stars' D Kevin Connauton and LW Lane MacDermid were healthy scratches. ... D Sergei Gonchar who played three seasons with the Senators was given a warm welcome by fans with a video tribute during the first intermission. 

Brothers Share Stage, but Rangers’ Stepan Steals It 
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¶ Neither Jordan nor Eric Staal could recall a time when they and their brother Marc played an organized game together. 

Enlarge This Image

Al Bello/Getty Images

Marc Staal was expected to play against his brothers Jordan and Eric of the Hurricanes on Saturday. 
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¶ There have been countless unorganized affairs on ponds and other frozen surfaces in Thunder Bay, Ontario. In the first period Saturday night, they shared an N.H.L. rink. 

¶ Derek Stepan stole the show with three goals in the Rangers’ 5-1 victory over the Carolina Hurricanes at Madison Square Garden, in a game that otherwise might have been highlighted as a Staal brothers reunion. The three missed an opportunity to share the ice last season because Marc was out with a serious eye injury sustained in March. 

¶ Jordan and Eric, both centers, did not play on the same line for much of the Hurricanes’ first 13 games. Eric has spent time on Carolina’s top line, while Jordan mostly has anchored the Hurricanes’ second line. 

¶ Carolina Coach Kirk Muller, looking for a boost from his slumping club, put the Staals on the same line Saturday, with Eric at center, Jordan on his left and Alexander Semin on right wing. That line combined for 10 of the Hurricanes’ 28 shots on goal. 

¶ “It’s three good hockey players playing together,” Muller said. “We thought we’d throw the three together.” 

¶ Marc started the game against the Hurricanes’ second line, before he and Anton Stralman matched up against Eric and Jordan for three first-period shifts. Early in the period, Marc broke up a pass to Eric at the left circle. Later, he bodied Jordan and appeared to give his younger brother a whack with his stick. 

¶ “I know what they’re trying to do,” Marc said. “They’re two big presences on the ice.” 

¶ Eric had his best offensive chances on a Hurricanes power play in the second period, when he posted three straight shots from a sharp angle that Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist shut down. Eric led the Hurricanes with six shots on goal in 20 minutes 46 seconds of ice time. 

¶ “I thought their line played really well tonight,” Marc said. “They had a lot of chances. They just weren’t able to find one.” 

¶ Marc has struggled this year while trying to rebound from the eye injury — he has 2 points and is minus 10 in 13 games — but he says he is feeling more confident of late. 

¶ “The last couple of weeks, I’ve felt a lot better about what I’m doing out there,” Marc said. 

¶ While Marc spent much of his off-season regaining confidence in his vision, Eric was also rehabilitating an injury. Eric was hurt during a knee-to-knee collision with Sweden’s Alex Edler while playing for Team Canada at last spring’s World Championships, and the injury kept him from joining his brothers for summer training. . 

¶ “My training was different because of what I was dealing with,” Eric said before Saturday’s game. “Whenever we’re together, no matter what it is, we’re competitive.” 

¶ Because of realignment and Carolina’s move to the newly formed Metropolitan Division, Saturday was the first of four potential meetings for the brothers. Their parents, Henry and Linda, were at the Garden, “enjoying the game, but I’m sure they’ll be sitting on their hands,” according to Eric. 

¶ The 29-year-old Eric, the oldest of the Staal brothers and Carolina’s captain, entered Saturday with 635 points in 703 career games. The first Staal to win a Stanley Cup — helping the 2006 Hurricanes claim the title — he said he felt a level of responsibility to carry the family’s hockey torch. 

¶ “As an older brother, you’re the first and you want to lead the way,” Eric said. “It’s tougher for them with some of the pressure they deal with because of what I’ve done before them. But, they’re their own players, and they’ve done phenomenally.” 

¶ After spending six years in Pittsburgh, Jordan, 25, was dealt to Carolina in June 2012, joining Eric. 

¶ “I’ve played against Marc, without Jordan, so it’s going to be a little bit different,” Eric said. “But it’s fun every time. We’re playing in the N.H.L., the best league in the world, and you’ve got to enjoy those moments.” 

¶ A fourth Staal brother, the 22-year-old Jared, is also in the Hurricanes’ organization, with Charlotte of the American Hockey League. Jared played two games in 2012-13, including an April 25 meeting with the Rangers in which Marc, 26, was sidelined. 

¶ Having four hockey-playing brothers at the highest level was not exactly how the Staals pictured things, but Jordan recognizes how special it is. 

¶ “Sometimes we need to pinch ourselves,” he said. 

A version of this article appears in print on November 3, 2013, on page SP9 of the New York edition with the headline: Brothers Share Stage, but Rangers’ Stepan Steals It.
Coach Jack Capuano on Isles' recent slide: This is no time to panic

Published: October 30, 2013 9:41 PM

 By ARTHUR STAPLE  arthur.staple@newsday.com 

Jack Capuano skates during training camp at IceWorks 

Photo credit: Kathleen Malone-Van Dyke | Jack Capuano skates during training camp at IceWorks in Syosset. (Sept. 14, 2013) 
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The Islanders held their usual practice Wednesday. They heard the usual exhortations from the coaching staff. What this struggling team needs -- now 2-4-2 in its last eight games in what has become another unpleasant, early season slide -- is not the sound of frustrated panic from its coaches. 

"You have to stay positive," Jack Capuano said yesterday, after a blown third-period lead and a 3-2 loss to the Rangers on Tuesday. "These guys know what we need to be doing and they have to stick with it. There's no time for panic or being overly critical. They know."

The variety of issues that have plagued the Islanders after a 2-0-1 start reads like a "greatest misses" collection from the past four seasons of early swoons: Blown leads; failure to make hay on home ice; inconsistent goaltending and a mix of ailments among a defense corps that is struggling to stay afloat with just six healthy bodies.

On Tuesday, veteran Radek Martinek, signed a week earlier because Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) and Brian Strait (upper body) are both out, made two gaffes that led directly to two third-period goals. Martinek hopped the boards on a change without a corresponding defenseman coming off, leading to a too-many-men penalty and the Rangers tied it with their second power-play goal of the night.

Later in the third, Martinek inexplicably cruised over to the left side on a harmless-looking three-on-three Rangers rush. Martinek basically cut off defense partner Matt Donovan and left the middle unguarded, allowing Benoit Pouliot to cruise the middle and beat Evgeni Nabokov for the winner with 6:14 to go.

But for now, general manager Garth Snow has no plans to shuffle the defense corps. Bridgeport played in Hartford Wednesday night. If one of the Sound Tigers defensemen stood out, then Snow could consider a recall to simply give Capuano an option heading into Friday's game in Ottawa.

Capuano is loath to bring the hammer down, though he was fuming on Tuesday night after Martinek's two errors. The Islanders have been within a goal or tied in the third period of all but one of their games so far and the coach doesn't see his team failing in all areas.

"We're right there. I keep saying it, but we are," Capuano said. "We've got things to correct, even when we win. But this team competes and when there are breakdowns, they know what they need to do. It's just a matter of going out and doing it."

Rangers send Canes to fifth straight loss, 5-1

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Sunday, Nov. 03, 2013
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New York Rangers' Derek Stepan, right, celebrates with Ryan McDonagh, left, after Stepan scored a goal, as Carolina Hurricanes' Alexander Semin lies on the ice during the second period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Nov. 2, 2013, at Madison Square Garden in New York. 
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NEW YORK One of the big story lines before the game was the Staal brothers’ reunion.

For the first time in their NHL careers, Eric and Jordan Staal of the Carolina Hurricanes were facing brother Marc Staal, a defenseman for the New York Rangers. Playing in the same game was something they anticipated last season, but an eye injury to Marc Staal prevented it.

Once the game started Saturday, a bigger storyline became Derek Stepan notching a hat trick and Carl Hagelin scoring twice, Henrik Lundqvist being strong in net and the Rangers winning 5-1 at Madison Square Garden.

Stepan’s hat trick was the second of his career. Mats Zuccarello and Chris Kreider each had three assists for the Rangers, who were averaging a meager 1.7 goals a game.

Hagelin scored on a backhand beauty in the first period for a 1-0 lead, lifting the Rangers (6-7-0) out of some early lethargy. The Canes, playing the night after a 3-0 loss to Tampa Bay, weren’t lacking for energy.

“I thought we came with probably our (best) first period this year,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “I thought our guys came ready to play.

“We’re a bit of a fragile team giving up that first goal. That seems to be a pattern. It kind of pushes you back on your heels.”

In the second, Hagelin bounced out of the penalty box and zipped in to score again.

Justin Peters, again starting in net for the Canes, didn’t react well on either shot. The Canes again were playing from behind and on their way to a fifth straight loss.

Defenseman Andrej Sekera gave the Hurricanes (4-7-3) some hope with a power-play score with 36 seconds left in the second period. Sekera’s shot from the left point appeared to glance off the Rangers’ Anton Stralman.

It was the Canes’ first goal since Nathan Gerbe’s power-play score late in the first period against Pittsburgh on Monday. Carolina was blanked Friday by Lightning goalie Ben Bishop.

Lundqvist, who shut out the Buffalo Sabres 2-0 in the Rangers’ last game, made several high-quality saves in the third. His glove save on a Ryan Murphy slapshot had Rangers fans howling.

“That was a big goal (by Sekera) and we came out ready to go in the third,” Muller said. “We pushed but we didn’t get the timely saves.”

Hagelin’s second goal came after he was called for a hooking penalty in the second. Coming out of the penalty box, Hagelin was all alone.

Stepan also had a power-play score for the Rangers in the second for a 3-0 lead. That came after the Canes killed off a Murphy clipping penalty only to have Manny Malhotra called for goaltender interference.

Stepan scored twice in the third to break it open and send hats sailing onto the Garden ice.

The three Staals weren’t on the ice to begin the game. But Muller made a line change and put Eric at left wing and Jordan at center with Alexander Semin on the right side, so Marc Staal soon was poke-checking and battling both.

“I’m just happy Marc’s back and playing,” Eric Staal said before the game. “He had good summer of training. He’s getting back to the level he was at before. It’s going to take a little time, but just the fact he’s back out there and playing and being able to compete is exciting.”

Marc Staal told New York reporters he was used to facing one brother, but not two in the same game. He played against Jordan 26 times when Jordan was with the Penguins, and battled Eric 18 times.

In April, the Canes called up the youngest Staal brother, Jared, from the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL before the Rangers game at PNC Arena. Eric, Jordan and Jared started on the same line but Marc was watching from the press level, sidelined with the eye injury.

“It would have been pretty special if we all four had played that night,” Eric said.

The Canes made one lineup change fore Saturday’s game, activating defenseman Brett Bellemore off injured reserve and inserting him for Tim Gleason. Muller said Gleason has an upper-body injury.

“We’ve got to stay on the program,” Muller said. “It’s not going in but we had enough chances to score,” Muller said. “It’s not easy but we have to stay with it.” 

AHLer Hagel, former teammate hope new mobile app will become star in NHL
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These days, Kyle Hagel is pursuing two NHL dreams. The 28-year-old Portland Pirates defenceman still hopes to play in the big league. At the same time, he and former minor-pro teammate Dustin Sproat are attempting to get their mobile technology application, known as Shnarped Hockey, to become a part of life for hockey’s elite.

“The (two) hockey parts of my life are just kind of fighting the same battle of trying to get (to the NHL),” said Hagel, a Hamilton native who was never drafted and plays on an AHL contract.

Hagel and Sproat, a 31-year-old from Red Deer, Alta., helped their cause when they appeared on a recent episode of the CBC TV show “Dragons’ Den.” In a rare move, all five Dragons pledged to invest a total of $250,000 in return for a third of their Vancouver-based company. The duo only sought $100,000 in exchange for 10 per cent of the firm.

Shnarped, named after a card game that hockey players often play while riding the bus on a road trip, enables fans to send online fist pumps, known as pounds, to players for a good goal or effort. Players and fans can also send messages to each other in what’s described as a safe setting, without being subject to the public glare of Twitter and other social media, and also get news and stats on players and teams.

“I’m just trying to enjoy the process,” said Hagel, whose Pirates  face the St. John’s IceCaps in AHL play at 8:30 NT tonight (930AM CJYQ, stjohnsicecaps.com) in Lewiston, Me.

 “It might seem like a cliche, but I enjoy going to work every day here in the American League and trying to get better as a hockey player so I can give myself a better opportunity to make it up there (in the NHL).

“And in terms of Shnarped, it’s pretty much the same thing.”

One Dragon, Boston Pizza baron and franchising mogul Jim Treliving, has already finalized an investment agreement with Shnarped and is working on connecting Hagel and Sproat with his contacts in the NHL and other sports leagues.

Approximately 350 players at all levels use Shnarped. The 80 NHLers active with it include Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews, Matt Moulson of the Buffalo Sabres and Montreal Canadiens winger Brendan Gallagher, a teammate of Hagel with the AHL’s Hamilton Bulldogs last season.

“(Hagel) explained what Shnarped was all about,” said Gallagher. “And being the type of person he was, we trusted him and wanted to check it out for ourselves. “Ever since then, I’ve been hooked on it between Montreal and Hamilton.”

Gallagher touts Shnarped among his peers and communicates with fans and friends weekly while also using it to keep track of players toiling in the NHL and lower leagues.

“It gives fans an opportunity (to contact players) that they wouldn’t usually have,” he said. “As players, it’s pretty cool for us (communicating with fans), too.”

Hagel, who began his career with the ECHL’s Reading Royals in 2008-09 and who has also played for Fresno and Las Vegas in the ECHL and Rockford and Peoria in the AHL, said Shnarped provides recognition for minor-leaguers who don’t receive much glory.

“Sometimes, the most superficial things are the goals, assists and points that show up on a game sheet,” said Hagel, who has 29 career goals and 714 penalty minutes in 248 career regular-season games in the AHL and ECHL. “But players on the team are looking at tremendous efforts. Some players, a lot of times, go unnoticed on the stats sheet, blocking shots or finishing checks or just protecting the puck in the corner.

“They’re good things, but aren’t necessarily quantifiable by way of statistics.”

He, Sproat and the company’s third co-founder, Kamil Sikorski, who built the technology, hope the “Dragons’ Den” appearance and recent praise for Shnarped will spell more business opportunities at the NHL level.

Sproat is also hopeful Treliving’s connections in hockey and other sports will pay off. Treliving sits on the board of the Hockey Canada Foundation and owns the Quad City Mallards of the Central Hockey League. His son Brad is assistant GM of the NHL’s Phoenix Coyotes. Another Dragon, financial guru Kevin O’Leary, has helped Hagel and Sproat connect with Dallas Mavericks owner Mark Cuban to expand Shnarped to the NBA.

Hagel and Sproat got the idea for the Shnarped technology while developing the Hockey Players for Kids literacy program. Players had trouble staying in touch with the program’s youngsters due to changes in teams and email addresses.

The company plans to give significant portions of their company’s profits to charity when the business is more established.

While Hagel chases two NHL dreams, Sproat is now pursues one with Shnarped. Never drafted, he and Hagel were teammates briefly with the Fresno Falcons in 2008-09, before the club folded mid-season. After that,  they started skating on separate paths.

Sproat, a forward, spent most of an interrupted career, which ended in 2010-11, in the ECHL with the Reading Royals, Fresno and Cincinnati Cyclones. He had a four-game spin with the Milwaukee Admirals of the AHL and played briefly in England with the Nottingham Panthers. He also took two years off to work as an engineer in an Alberta oilpatch.

The highlight of his pro career came when he won an ECHL title with Cincinnati in 2009-10.

“Which was an amazing experience for me, but it didn’t get me a $2-million deal with the Oilers,” Sproat jokingly lamented.

He retired to obtain an MBA from UBC, but resumed playing at the amateur level last season with the Bentley, Alta., Generals, and helped them win the Allan Cup by beating the Newfoundland senior league’s Clarenville Caribous in the final.

St. John’s closing out road trip against Pirates, Sharks

The St. John’s IceCaps will be looking for a strong finish to a six-game road trip as they face the Portland Pirates tonight in Lewiston, Me., and the Worcester Sharks Saturday night in Massachusetts.

The IceCaps (4-5-1) are 2-2 so far on the swing, which has them playing only Atlantic Division rivals. Last weekend, they split two games with the Manchester Monarchs and lost to the Providence Bruins. On Wednesday, they beat the Pirates (2-4-1.

After Saturday’s game against the  Sharks (2-3), the IceCaps return home to prepare for a five-game stand at Mile One Centre, one that sees them playing Manchester twice and Worcester three times.

Adam earns points for patience
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Kilbride native tied for Rochester scoring lead, still hasn’t been called up by struggling Sabres

With the Buffalo Sabres’ acquiring two draft picks in the trade of Thomas Vanek to the New York Islanders and rumours swirling that netminder and pending unrestricted free agent Ryan Miller will be dealt before the season is out, it’s clear the Buffalo Sabres are serious about rebuilding from the ground up.

The Vanek trade is the latest in a series of deals by Sabres general manager Darcy Regier this year. Last season, Regier traded longtime captain Jason Pominville to the Minnesota Wild for a pair of minor leaguers and two draft picks, and then sent defenceman Robyn Regehr to the Los Angeles Kings, with two more draft choices coming back. Those moves, and others, leave Buffalo with nine first- or second-round picks in the next two drafts. 

What that means for Kilbride native Luke Adam’s future in the organization remains to be seen. 

For the time being, he doesn’t seem to be in the plans for Sabres team that is off to a 2-11-1 start, the worst in franchise history and one that has left Buffalo last overall in the NHL

Despite a torrid start to his 2013-14 campaign with the Rochester Americans, the Sabres’ American Hockey League affiliate, Adam hasn’t received a phone call from Buffalo seeking his services. He’s tied for the team lead in points with 10 —  putting him 10th in the league — and tops the Amerks with seven goals. He’s also been named the game’s first star on three occasions.

Still, not a sniff from Buffalo, which signed Adam to a one-year, two-way contract in July shortly after he became a restricted free agent.

But the 23-year-old from Kilbride says Sabres brass continue to tell him they haven’t given up on him.

“I’m more than grateful and thankful for the opportunities Buffalo has already given me. When you’ve played 75 NHL games in your first three years, it’s a pretty good opportunity. I’d love to get back there,” says Adam, a second-round pick of Buffalo in 2008.

“But if things don’t work out, I’ve got to continue to play well and produce at this level so other teams take notice and maybe someone else will give me a shot. The only way it’s going to happen is if I continue to produce and play well and some teams think I can help their organization.

“When you’re in the minors, you’re playing for all 30 NHL teams and trying to show well for all 30 GMs.”

In Rochester, coach Chadd Cassidy is giving Adam plenty of opportunities to do just that. Cassidy, who took over after Ron Rolston was promoted to the Sabres late last season, has Adam on the team’s top line with Phil Varone and veteran Mike Zigomanis.

“I truly believe he believes in my abilities and what I can bring to the team,” Adam says of his coach. “I am playing a lot of power play and five-on-five and even playing on the penalty kill.

“It’s the best I’ve felt since my first year pro.”

Adam is the first to admit that over the last two seasons, his focus wasn’t where it should have been, that he was too concerned with earning a roster spot with the Sabres.

“I was .... worrying about when I was going to get called up and what was going on, when realistically I had no control over that,” he says.

So Adam resolved that heading into the 2013-14 campaign he was going to focus solely on the things he can control.

Even after being cut by the Sabres a month ago and having to clear waivers, Adam insists his attitude remained the same.

“I didn’t dwell, I just came here and tried to bear down and help this team win. I’m focused on the Rochester Americans now more than anything else, even the Buffalo Sabres for that matter,” says Adam, who is in line to become a restricted free agent again next summer.

“I’m only focusing on my game here because if I’m not playing well, then there’s no opportunities at all.”

Adam and the Amerks (4-2-1-0) return to action Friday night against the Syracuse Crunch.

koliver@thetelegram.com

Redmond isn’t ready to go, Chiarot is gone as IceCaps prepare to face Pirates
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The St. John’s IceCaps were hoping to finally have Zach Redmond back in the lineup tonight, but that won’t happen as it was determined following an off-day skate Tuesday the all-star defenceman isn’t ready to return to the American Hockey League team just yet.

© St. John’s IceCaps photo/Jeff Parsons 

St. John’s IceCaps’ Ben Chiarot defenceman (18) was recalled to the parent Winnipeg Jets Tuesday to replace Paul Postma, who is sidelined after being diagnosed with blood clots in his legs.

And that’s bad news when you consider the best St. John’s defenceman this season, Ben Chiarot, was recalled to the parent Winnipeg Jets Tuesday to replace Paul Postma.

Postma, the former IceCap, is out indefinitely after a blood clot was discovered in his leg.

Another defenceman, Adam Pardy, is also on recall to the Jets.

Redmond has yet to play in any of the IceCaps’ nine games this season because of an undisclosed injury, suspected to be a leg.

He was skating by himself as late as last week, but joined his teammates in practice — albeit in a non-contact jersey — just before the IceCaps departed St. John’s for their current six-game swing through New England.

Redmond and rookie forward Adam Lowry were projected to suit up tonight against the Portland Pirates, but St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge said while both are “making progress,” neither are ready to play.

The loss to of Chiarot to recall will be a blow to a team that is 1-3 in its last four games, including a pair of losses to start the trip.

Chiarot has a team-best plus-six rating, and is contributing to the offence with a pair of goals and three assists in nine starts.

St. John’s sits in 10th place in the Eastern Conference with a 3-5-1 record. The IceCaps dropped a 5-2 decision to the Bruins in Providence, R.I. Sunday, following a 5-3 setback to the Manchester Monarchs Saturday night in New Hampshire. The opened the trip last Friday by beating the Monarchs 3-2.

rshort@thetelegram.com

GAMEDAY

ICECAPS (3-5-1) AT PORTLAND PIRATES (2-3-0-1)

Game time: 8:30 p.m., NL time, from the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Me

Media: Game will be broadcast on 930AM,with Brian Rogers calling the play-by-play, and streamed on stjohnsicecaps.com

ROSTERS

ST. JOHN’S ICECAPS

Forwards

Andrew Gordon (10), Eric O'Dell (14), Jason Jaffray (15), John Albert (16), Jerome Samson (17), Kael Mouillierat (21), Blair Riley (25), J.C. Lipon (34), Ryan Schnell (38), Josh Lunden (42), Ian O’Connor (45), Adam Lowry (47), Carl Klingberg (48), Ian O’Connor (45)

Defence

Kris Fredheim (7), Brenden Kichton (8), Zach Redmond (24), Will O'Neill (27), Jordan Hill (29), Cody Lampl (32), Julian Melchiori (44), Travis Ehrhardt (49)

Goalies

Jussi Olkinuora (31), Eddie Pasquale (40).

PORTLAND PIRATES

Forwards

Gilbert Brule, Ethan Werek, Tobias Rieder, Chris Brown, Kyle Hagel, Brandon McMillan, Brendan Shinnimin, Mark Louis, Jordan Martinook, Phil Lane, Brett Hextall, Darian Dziurzynski, Brandon Yip, Lucas Lessi

Defencemen

Daine Todd, James Melindy, Chris Summers, Mathieu Brodeur, Mathieu Brisebois, Connor Murphy, Brandon Gormley

Goalies

Mark Visentin, Mike Lee

NOTES

The Pirates feature rookie pro James Melindy of the Goulds on defence. Melindy has appeared in two games for the Pirates this season, and has yet to pick up a point. Melindy, who played in the QMJHL with the Moncton Wildcats, was selected in the third round, 88th overall by the Phoenix Coyotes in the 2012 draft ... The Pirates are playing all their home games this season in the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine instead of the Cumberland County Civic Centre in Portland, their home for the past 20 seasons. That’s because the team and the arena failed to reach an agreement on a new lease after the previous agreement expired at the end of last season ... St. John’s native John Slaney is in his third year as an assistant coach with the Pirates ...

Klingberg, Pasquale lead IceCaps over Pirates

Published on October 31, 2013

Share 0 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

The St. John’s IceCaps snapped a two-game losing streak and evened their record to 2-2 on a current six-game road trip with a 5-1 win over the Portland Pirates Wednesday night in Lewiston, Me.

Goalie Eddie Pasquale stopped 32 of 33 shots for his third win against four losses, and St. John’s got a two-goal, one-assist game from Carl Klingberg.

Klingberg scored the only goal of the first period, beating Mark Visentin 2:20 in for his second marker on the year, with Andrew Gordon and Brenden Kichton drawing assists.

A three-goal second period by the IceCaps sealed the victory. John Albert got things going at 4:39, also with his second on the year, with Klingberg drawing an assist.

Jason Jaffray scored on a blast at the 12:30 mark, and Andrew Gordon netted his fifth of the year at 14:16 with Jaffray and Kichton registering the assists.

Gordon’s goal chased Visentin from the Pirates’ net in favour of Louis Dominque.

Brendan Yip finally got the Pirates on the scoreboard in the third period, beating Pasquale at the 12:40 mark. Klingberg netted his second 1:16 later to restore the IceCaps’ lead, one they would not relinquish.

The IceCaps  play the Pirates again Friday night, before closing out the road trip Saturday afternoon in Worcester, Mass., against the Sharks.

It looks like they’ll have centre Patrice Cormier for those contests. Earlier Wednesday, the parent Winnipeg Jets announced they are returning Cormier to St. John’s.

IceCaps keep playing catch-up

Robin Robin ShortPublished on October 28, 2013
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St. John’s spots Providence an early lead, loses second straight after opening road trip with win

The St. John’s IceCaps once again spotted the opposition a couple of goals Sunday, and again fell short on the scoreboard at the end of regulation time, this time by a 5-2 count to the Providence Bruins at the Dunkin’ Donuts Centre last evening.

The loss drops the IceCaps to 3-5-1 on the American Hockey League season, and 1-2 on their current six-game road trip through New England.

Saturday, the IceCaps surrendered the first four goals to the Manchester Monarchs, and ended up losing 5-3 at the Verizon Wireless Arena in New Hampshire, after edging the Monarchs 3-2 the night before to open the road swing.

“When you’re a visitor, and the home team scores first or goes up a couple of goals, it’s tough to get that energy level up again,” said St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge. “You’re on the road, you’re working hard and doing the right things and the home team gets the first couple of goals. It’s a tough to dig out of that hole.”

Sunday night, the Bruins scored the game’s first two goals, by Seth Miller and Matt Fraser in the first and second periods. After Jason Jaffray got the IceCaps on the board at 17:51 of the second, Providence responded with another two goals five minutes into the third to seal the win.

Fraser finished the night with two tallies. Joe Morrow and Nick Johnson also scored for the winners. Eric O’Dell, with his fifth on the year, had the other St. John’s goal.

“I liked the fact we had a good intensity early on, and I liked our energy,” McCambridge said. “And our power play clicked (two-for-five) whereas we weren’t as effective the night before in Manchester (one-for-eight).

“What I didn’t like was we gave up too many odd-man rushes. And the direct result of that is too much time in our own zone, which can wear you down.”

Niklas Svedberg, the AHL’s top puckstop last season, stopped 32 of 34 shots for the win. Eddie Pasquale, who has started seven of nine games this season for the IceCaps, made 33 saves.

McCambridge said the IceCaps are hopeful of getting Zach Redmond back in the lineup Wednesday against the Portland Pirates in Lewiston, Me. Redmond, an all-star last season, has yet to play this year because of injury.

See NO SHORTAGE, page C2

“He would help in our back end and on the power play,” McCambridge said of Redmond, “but our defencemen have been fine moving pucks. There are no shortcomings on that end.

“But (Redmond’s return) would give us more options on the power play.”

 Not to mention a glut of defencemen — nine, to be exact. Kris Fredheim, who returned from injury to play his first game of the season Friday, ­joins Ben Chiarot, Julian Melchiori, Will O’Neill, Jordan Hill, Travis Ehrhardt, Cody Lampl and rookie Brenden Kichton.

Keeping with injuries, Adam Lowry has not played in five games, but McCambridge has the rookie forward projected to be in the lineup Wednesday.

SATURDAY

Monarchs 5, IceCaps 3

Following a scoreless opening 20 minutes of play, the Monarchs scored four times on 10 shots on rookie Jussi Olkinuora — two by Tyler Toffoli — in the second period to cruise to victory.

The IceCaps tallied three goals by Kichton, Andrew Gordon and Kael Mouillierat in the opening 5:43 of the third to make a game of it. However, Tanner Pearson scored late in the period to cap off the Manchester win.

Nick Shore and Linden Vey also scored for the winners.

Martin Jones made 21 stops for the win. Olkinuora faced 31 shots in the IceCaps’ net.

Ian O’Connor, a product of the Manchester Junior Monarchs, registered his first career AHL assist on Gordon’s goal. O’Connor was signed to a PTO by the IceCaps last weekend.

FRIDAY

IceCaps 3, Monarchs 2

Jaffray’s goal at 9:20 of the second period stood as the winner.

After Vey opened scoring 4:09  in, Carl Klingberg scored his first of the year 39 seconds later and Gordon staked St. John’s to a 2-1 lead with a power play marker at the 10:53 mark.

Pasquale won with a 25-save effort. Jones stopped 28 pucks.

rshort@thetelegram.com

If Patrick Kaleta clears waivers, he'll be an Amerk
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What in the world are the Rochester Americans going to do with Patrick Kaleta?

And what will Kaleta do with the Amerks?

We're going to find out very soon.

The Buffalo Sabres placed Kaleta on waivers today. If he goes unclaimed through noon on Sunday, he will be assigned to the Amerks. They are home Wednesday night to play the Hamilton Bulldogs.

As he plays the game now, Kaleta is of no use to the Sabres. His repeated illegal hits continue to lead to suspensions, and the punishment is becoming exponentially worse with every transgression.

His most recent dirty hit -- an upper arm/shoulder to the jaw of Columbus defenseman Jack Johnson on Oct. 10 -- earned him a 10-game suspension. He was eligible to return to the Sabres lineup tonight but they instead opted to place him on waivers.

Some sort of roster move was required because Corey Tropp came off injured reserve on Friday and will play his first game of the season tonight.

The Sabres obviously aren't ready to make a decision on 18-year-old defenseman Nikita Zadorov -- whether he stays all season or goes back to junior -- and they also can't afford to have an out-of-control Kaleta in their lineup.

Thus, any team can claim him -- and his $1.25 million salary. Considering the risk of losing a roster spot to a guy serving a 15- or 20-game suspension, it's impossible to imagine any team taking him. Especially since he has scored 1 goals in his past 65 games.

He was given a five-game suspension in March for sending New York Rangers forward Brad Richards into the side wall head-first. That was the worst hit of his career. Had Richards head hit the boards in a slightly different manner, he would have been a quadriplegic, according to spinal surgeon Dr. Robert Molinari of the U of R Medical Center.

His just-ended 10-game ban cost the Sabres a roster spot -- teams cannot replace a suspended player on the 23-man roster. They're paying him $1.25 million to play a checking, grinding, penalty-killing role, not to maim and then sit out for a month.

And I'm assuming when he appealed his suspension to Gary Bettman, the NHL commissioner made it very clear that the next transgression would lead to mind-boggling punishment.

Thus, assuming no team claims Kaleta, he will join the Amerks to undergo a transformation. He cannot continue to play "his" game. He must change, or he'll be out of hockey.

"This was a move we thought was necessary to help Pat change his game and preserve his career in this league," general manager Darcy Regier said in the statement issued by the Sabres. "We believe in Pat as a person and we hope he will continue his career in our organization and, if the circumstances are right, with the Buffalo Sabres."

The arrival of Kaleta will create a colossal headache for the coaching staff. They already have one too many "veterans." Just five can play and the Amerks have six: Defensemen Alex Sulzer and Drew Bagnall, and forwards Matt Ellis, Kevin Porter, Jamie Tardif and Mike Zigomanis.

They also have only seven defenseman so an if one of the younger D-men get hurt (Brayden McNabb, Chad Ruhwedel, Jerome Gauthier-Leduc, Nick Crawford of Matt MacKenzie), then there would be no way the could scratch Sulzer or Bagnall.

How do you keep older players -- the better players on the team -- happy and content if they must sit out every third, four or fifth game?

Now, under normal circumstances for this particular team, his arrival would have been a good thing. The Amerks don't have a whole lot of toughness. But Kaleta is more agitator and disturber. He won't deter any tough-guy from doing what they do, and it would be a waste of his time, energy and pain threshold to be fighting in the AHL.

Besides, he'll be coming here to change, not to continue doing what he does. He must find a way to use his speed and powerful body checking in a manner that is legal and helpful to the team. Regier once compared Kaleta's hitting to that of a free safety, linebacker or special-teams coverage player in football. But when he targets the head -- or hits the head inadvertently -- then there's no point in having him on the ice.

Or in the game.

That's the message today. A loud, bold, clear, enough-is-enough message.

Amerks challenge at Syracuse: Stay out of the box
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As practice for the Rochester Americans ended this morning, coach Chadd Cassidy gathered his troops at center ice and delivered his primary message for this week's one game.

Stay out of the penalty box Friday night in Syracuse.

Not that he really should have needed to say it. But he did, just in case his players have short memories or haven't paid attention to what else is happening around the American Hockey League.

When the Amerks and Crunch played in downtown Syracuse on Oct. 12, the game wasn't even competitive after the first period.

The Crunch scored four power-play goals (on nine chances) in the game and were never challenged.

They play a bit of a run-and-gun style with their European influence," Cassidy said. "They have high-end skill."

Especially rookie winger Nikita Kucherov. He already has eight goals and 15 points, in just eight games. Twice he has produced four points in a game. The first time was against the Amerks (3 goals, 1 assist). The second time was Wednesday in a 4-1 victory at Albany (2 goals, 2 assists).

He's shifty, quick, slippery and has a tremendous shot. Give him the extra ice on a power play and he'll dazzle.

Which is why the Amerks must avoid penalties. They were short-handed seven times (and gave up three PPGs) at Hamilton last Friday in a 4-3 OT loss. Granted, at least two of the penalties weren't worthy of a whistle in a Bantam game, but they gave the referee a chance to see something and it was called. On Saturday the Amerks killed all six short-handed situations at Toronto in a 4-1 victory.

They can't expect to be that fortunate -- or good -- Friday night. The Crunch power play percentage on home ice is 33 (8-for-24). Overall, they have the AHL's second-best power play at 27.9. Their 12 PPGs are tops in the league.

And you can bet the Crunch will be trying to goad goalie Matt Hackett into penalties. They believe he's got a short fuse and that he can't control it. They should think that, too, considering he took three minors in the second period before getting a game misconduct in the waning seconds of that game back on Oct. 12.

Expect them to crowd his crease and probably bump him as often as they can. He'll have to hope the referee(s) give him space because he can't put the Crunch on the power play.

In Albany on Wednesday, the Devils led 5-3 in shots when former Amerk Scott Timmins took a hooking penalty at 12:52. Seth Helgeson then flipped the puck out of play and the Crunch had a two-man advantage for 1:29.

Well, it was scheduled to last that long. Except Kucherov needed just 28 seconds of 5-on-3 fun to score the game's first goal. Then he scored again just 1:09 later. They rolled to a 4-1 win.

The Crunch are even more dangerous on home ice.

"They're a team built on a lot of emotion and a lot of momentum," Cassidy said. "They get on the power play, the get a goal, the crowd really gets into it and then they feed off that even more.

The focus for the Amerks will be establishing a forecheck and trying to keep the puck in the Syracuse end.

"We want to make them play defense," Cassidy said, "so they're not a pain in the butt on offense."

* * * * * * *

Rookie goalie Andrey Makarov and rookie defenseman Alex Lepkowski were moved to ECHL teams today.

Neither had played yet for the Amerks, and they weren't going to see ice time any time soon as long as others are healthy.

Lepkowski, a West Seneca native who signed an AHL contract during the Sabres development camp, is headed to Greenville.

Makarov joined Fort Wayne. He signed a three-year entry level NHL deal as a free agent in September of 2012, just before starting his final Western Hockey League season.

* * * * * * *

Per Dave Eminian of the Peoria Journal Star reports that former Rochester Institute of Technology forward Adam Hartley has signed with Peoria of the SPHL.

Porter settling in again with the Amerks

 Kevin Oklobzija's Hockey O-zone 

Kevin Oklobzija, Staff writer 10:09 p.m. EDT October 30, 2013

porter pic

(Photo: Kevin Hoffman Kevin Hoffman-USA TODAY Sports)

Tags

Kevin Porter

National Hockey League

SHARECONNECTTWEETCOMMENTEMAILMORE

Kevin Porter is back with the Rochester Americans, re-acclimating to life in the American Hockey League after spending the past three months of the NHL regular-season calendar with the Buffalo Sabres.

The reassignment was hardly a shock. His minutes had been cut, his role diminished and he didn't really fit the "blueprint" of a rebuilding organization.

Not that he couldn't go back up. But for now, Porter is with the Amerks. That means they have even more options up front when it comes to line combinations and power-play units.

While he played a third- and fourth-line role in Buffalo, Porter is a point-producer in the AHL. He was leading the Amerks in scoring last season when he was called up on Feb. 20 (15-29-44 in 48 games).

So in terms of his role in Rochester and what will be expected, not much has changed. He's not wearing the captain's C as he did last season, but he'll still be part of the leadership core.

The most visible difference: His sweater number. He's wearing 21 since Mike Zigomanis has 12.

It's OK, Porter said. He said he has no special attachment to 12.

"(Uniform) numbers aren't a huge deal to me," he said. "I didn't even pick 12."

While playing at the University of Michigan, he wore 11. When he was with the Colorado Avalanche in 2009-10, he was given No. 32 "and 32 is not a good number so I asked for 11 (for the 2010-11 season with the Avs). 12 was the closest they had."

Truth be told, the uniform number is the last thing he's worried about. Winning -- and earning his way back up to the NHL -- are a whole lot more important.

* * * * * * *

Porter left practice a few minutes early today due to an upper body issue but he said it's nothing serious and that he should be fine for Friday's 7 p.m. game at Syracuse.

* * * * * * *

If you didn't know: The Sabres have added Randy Cunneyworth to their pro scouting staff. He was in Hamilton recently (but not last Friday when the Amerks played).

Former Sabres defenseman and Amerks coach John Van Boxmeer joined their pro scouting staff on the west coach in February.

* * * * * * *

Rookie goalie Andrey Makarov is back practicing after missing about two weeks due to a lower body injury.

He isn't likely to play games for the Amerks, however. The first order of business is to ensure he's healthy, and then they probably want to find a place in a lower league where he can play.

Rookie defenseman Alex Lepkowski has been a healthy scratch for all seven games and that likely won't change since the Amerks have seven other more experienced defensemen. Practice only goes so far in player development. At some point he needs to go to the ECHL to play.

Porter clears waivers; joining Amerks soon
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Kevin Porter cleared waivers today and has been assigned to the Rochester Americans, but he won't be playing tonight in Hamilton.

Porter instead is expected to join the Amerks for Saturday's 5 p.m. game in Toronto.

If the Amerks were short players, or if they didn't have enough veterans, then there's a stronger possibility that he would have been at Copps Coliseum for tonight's 7:30 game against the Bulldogs.

But Porter's arrival means the Amerks will have one too many "veterans" and, thus, will be required to sit out one of them every night. That group includes defensemen Drew Bagnall and Alexander Sulzer, and forwards Mike Zigomanis, Matt Ellis, Jamie Tardif and Porter.

I haven't had a chance to discuss with coach Chadd Cassidy how he intends to deal with the situation. My guess: some sort of rotation, so no player gets stale and so there is some sort of fairness to the whole situation.

Porter didn't have a point in nine games with the Sabres. His plus/minus is minus-6 and he has just three shots on goal.

Last spring, when he was called up from the Amerks, he scored 4-5-9 in 31 games for the Sabres (minus-1, 37 shots). Coach Ron Rolston knew Porter well from USA Hockey's National Team Development Program then got to know him as a pro when they were together with the Amerks for the first four months last season.

Porter was recalled because he provided hustle, work ethic and attention to details.

But this year, he hasn't produced points and, with the reconstruction project in overdrive, he was the easiest player to push aside so more young kids can play. You can't demote or give away guys making $4 million, and there's no hope of this season being anything more than a chance to let the kids get valuable NHL experience (even if it means losing oh, say, 60 games).

With the Amerks last season Porter scored 15-29-44 in 48 games (plus-8, 83 shots) while wearing the captain's C. Ellis now has the C.

Kevin Porter could be Amerks-bound
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Several reports on Twitter say the Buffalo Sabres have placed center Kevin Porter on waivers.

If he clears, and it's hard to imagine that he won't, then the Rochester Americans get back their most valuable forward from the first four months -- and coach Chadd Cassidy will have a problem.

The arrival of Porter would give the Amerks six "veterans," which is one more than they can play in any given game. That also doesn't include Colton Gillies, who fits the "exempt veteran" slot (between 260 and 320 upper-level pro games).

Who sits won't be an easy decision for Cassidy and the coaching staff may end up rotating from the group of defensemen Drew Bagnall and Alexander Sulzer and forwards Matt Ellis, Mike Zigomanis, Jamie Tardif and Porter.

Ellis is the leader, Zigomanis does a little (or a lot) of everything, Tardif provides grit and jam around the net and Porter is a top centerman in the AHL (15-29-44 in 48 games before his recall last spring). Sulzer is an AHL All-Star and Bagnall is the one true physical presence on the blue line.

So, yeah, good luck with that nightly decision.

Porter would likely join the Amerks in Hamilton Friday for their 7:30 game against the Bulldogs at Copps Coliseum. The team buses up this afternoon.

* * * * * * *

Cassidy said he had a "candid discussion" with Matt Hackett on Wednesday and both parties are on the same page with what is expected in terms of temperament from the fourth-year goalie.

Hackett piled up 18 minutes in penalties during his past two starts and the last minor penalty -- in the second period against Utica on Saturday -- prompted Cassidy to pull him from the game.

"He has taken responsibility for what he did," Cassidy said.

* * * * * * *

The Amerks have been a pretty good team off transition so far. Two goals in Saturday's 6-4 victory over Utica were scored off quick-developing odd-man rushes. That included the game-winner by Jerome Gauthier-Leduc, after Sulzer started the rush with a quick pass to Phil Varone in the Amerks zone.

"The biggest thing is we're coming out with speed," center Phil Varone said.

While Sulzer made the highlight home-run pass to spring Zigomanis on a breakaway earlier in the game, this was just a simple 12-foot pass that created the fast-break.

"There's no extra points for degree of difficulty," Cassidy said. "Sometimes we can over-complicate things. Most of the time you just need singles hitters."

Goalie controversy for the Amerks? No, the coach says
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Rochester Americans coach Chadd Cassidy was very clear following Saturday's 6-4 victory over the Utica Comets that his team has no goaltending controversy.

A slight problem, perhaps. But no controversy.

Yet if the problem isn't corrected, well, then, there still won't be a controversy: Nathan Lieuwen will be the Amerks No. 1 goalie.

We will not fast-forward to that scenario yet, however.

Matt Hackett has the pedigree and the resume. He is the No. 1. He started the year there and is still there, even if he's going to need to make some attitude adjustments before he's back in the crease.

What he somehow lost between last Saturday and this Saturday is composure. He's really not a hot-head. Oh, he has been known in the past to get a little rattled or peeved. But in three previous seasons his penalty minute totals were pretty much insignificant: 18 in 2010-11, 12 in 2011-12 and 10 last season.

In his past two starts he has piled up a quick 18 PIMs: three minors and a game misconduct in the 5-1 loss at Syracuse on Oct. 12, and another unsportsmanlike conduct minor following Utica's third goal.

Cassidy opted to start Lieuwen on Friday against the Toronto Marlies in part because he needed to get the backup goalie playing time, but also because he needed to send a message to Hackett.

The message apparently was diverted to the junk folder instead of the inbox. Hackett took the anger-driven penalty right after Utica sliced the Amerks lead to 4-3.

Cassidy was tempted to yank his goalie right there, with 1:46 to play in the second period. He decided it made much more sense to use the intermission to review the video to be sure of exactly what happened.

He said he didn't want it to be a knee-jerk reaction. The video backed up what he was sure he already knew, however: His goalie took a foolish penalty.

And so Lieuwen took over to start the third period and Hackett watched from the bench. He stopped 10 of 11 shots, allowing the tying goal to Pascal Pelletier at 14:51 while the skating oak tree known as Darren Archibald was blocking his vision.

He did make terrific saves early on Pelletier and Colin Stuart in the first six minutes while the Comets were turning up the heat.

"They're coming; they smell the blood in the water," Cassidy said. "We definitely were leaking oil, we didn't have a lot of energy left."

They did have belief on the bench, though. "The one thing that was different between today and our two losses was the chatter on the bench: It was extremely positive," said center Phil Varone, who followed up his 1-goal, 1-assist game Friday with a 2-assist performance Saturday.

So despite giving up the tying goal, the Amerks regained the lead with just 2:05 to play. A Comets quick-developing three-on-two was broken up in the high slot in the Amerks zone, and defenseman Alexander Sulzer took the puck deep in the slot.

He made a quick little pass ahead to Varone and away the Amerks went on a four-on-three fast break. The puck went Varone to Mike Zigomanis on the right wing and he then weaved to the slot, waited, and then waited a little more before dropping to Jerome Gauthier-Leduc in the left circle.

The second-year defenseman went top shelf to the far side and it was 5-4. Sulzer clinched it with an empty-netter with 2 seconds left.

Overcoming the collapse was a building block. The team can learn from mistakes. Cassidy hopes Hackett will do the same, and quickly.

"A lot of it's the individual. He's got to be ready to make some changes," Cassidy said about controlling emotions.

"There isn't (a controversy) because they both can play. We have to get it straightened around where whoever's in net will own the net and worry about stopping the puck and that's it."

A pleasing victory for the Amerks over the Marlies
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The Rochester Americans defeated the Toronto Marlies 4-1 Friday.

Rochester's Kevin Sundher, left, is checked by his former teammate Toronto's T.J. Brennan.

Rochester's Johnny McGuire, right, is checked to the ice by Toronto's Jamie Devane.

Rochester's Colin Jacobs, right, forechecks Toronto's T.J. Brennan coming out of the zone.

Rochester's Nathan Lieuwen makes a save.

Rochester's Johnny McGuire, right, and Toronto's Jamie Devane settle an earlier disagreement.

Rochester's Tim Schaller, right, pressures Toronto's T.J. Brennan in the corner.
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Rochester goaltender Nathan Lieuwen, right, makes a save on Toronto's Wade MacLeod during AHL action between the Toronto Marlies and the Rochester Americans at the Blue Cross Arena in Rochester on Friday, Oct. 18, 2013. The Amerks won 4-1.
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If a coach could draw up how he'd like a game to go, Friday's 4-1 victory by the Rochester Americans over the Toronto Marlies would be pretty close to that ideal script.

Score early (really early), add to the lead, withstand mid-game pressure, fend off one of the AHL's elite power plays, and then pull away in the third period. Along the way, have your young goaltender show poise and confidence -- and make a lot of saves.

The Amerks did just that. Dan Catenacci scored nine seconds into the game and Luke Adam continued to find the net by scoring his fourth goal midway through the period for a 2-0 lead.

Game story: Amerks top Marlies, 4-1

The Marlies had plenty of pressure with their power play but couldn't score (0 for 6). And while a good portion of the game was played in the Amerks zone, coach Chadd Cassidy was quite content with the overall performance.

"I thought we did an excellent job limiting their time in our zone and then coming out of our zone with speed," Cassidy said.

Phil Varone said the Amerks had plenty of confidence "with the puck being in our zone."

The Marlies really turned up the pressure late in the second period, especially after Wade MacLeod's goal at 16:02. But the Amerks maintained their 2-1 lead at the intermission and took control in the third.

"That's unbelievable that you can be in a tight game like that and not be tested as much as you were in the first two periods," Lieuwen said.

Goals by Matt Ellis (Adam's redirection deflected in off of him) at 5:02 and Varone at 8:57 (after Chad Ruhwedel went him away on a breakaway) pushed the lead to 4-1 and the Amerks were in control and had a victory against their rival.

For just the second time in the past 19 meetings, the Amerks had a victory over the Marlies.

"They have different personnel but it's (still) a confidence boost, especially since we kind of took a beating last Saturday (a 5-1 loss in Syracuse)" Varone said.

The momentum came instantly as Catenacci scored on the game's first shift off a three-on-two fast break.

"I kind of joked with 'Elly' saying, 'Maybe you should get one on the first shift,' " Varone said. Instead, Alex Hutchings passed to Ellis, who passed to Catenacci, who fired a one-timer past goalie Garret Sparks on the short side.

"I think to come out flying and get one that quickly, it gets the whole team excited," Catenacci said.

Probably the coaching staff, too. The goal was pretty much the result of anticipation. The Amerks expected the Marlies to attack hard as the puck came into the Amerks zone.

"We knew they were going to come two-hard off the puck," Cassidy said.

The coaches made sure the defensemen, Jerome Gauthier-Leduc and Alexander Sulzer, knew it, and also that the wingers would be looking for an instant counter attack.

The puck was moved ahead, and away the Ellis line went for the goal.

"It hardly will ever work out like that again," Cassidy said.

Once was enough this night. The same crisp, clean breakout -- Gauthier-Leduc to Varone -- led to Adam's goal at 9:46. The fourth-year winger has four goals in four games -- and a team-leading 19 shots.

That's nearly three times more shots than any other Amerk; Jamie Tardif is second with 7. Tardif, by the way, missed the game due to illness. Other than than, no one has more than 5.

"I'll gladly keep giving him the puck if he's going to keep putting them in," Varone said.

Gauthier-Leduc was very efficient on Friday. The second-year defenseman had one assist, was a plus-2 and used his stick and body positioning to slow or put an end to Marlies pressure.

"That's how he needs to continue to play," Cassidy said.

Not that plus/minus is an end-all/be-all, but Gauthier-Leduc is the only Amerks D-man with a positive number and leads the team at plus-3.

Much more important was winning on Friday. "We all knew they were 3-0 and we had a tough game in our last one (at Syracuse)," Gauthier-Leduc said. "I'm very proud of the boys."

* * * * * * *

Former Amerks D-man T.J. Brennan had an assist on the Marlies goal but his three shots were stopped by Lieuwen, and he also missed the net a time or two.

His biggest impact was the impact he delivered, smooshing Amerks winger Kevin Sundher into the boards in front of the Rochester bench. (See photo accompanying the blog.)

* * * * * * *

Cassidy decided earlier in the week that Lieuwen would be Friday's starter. The coach wasn't pleased with Matt Hackett's lack of composure Saturday -- three second-period minor penalties and then a game misconduct with 20 seconds left.

October has just seven games, so Hackett could have played them all. David Leggio did last year. But every team needs two goalies so they wanted to get Lieuwen playing time.

"You're going to need both your goalies at some point," Cassidy said. "One, we didn't feel it was a good thing to sit Nathan for a long period of time and then put him in there and expect him to be successful, and two, Matt needed to refocus after what happened last weekend ... hopefully this is a good opportunity for him to sit back and take it in a little bit and be ready to go next time."

He would not say whether next time will be in Saturday's home game against the Utica Comets.

* * * * * * *

Rookie winger Johnny McGuire did not return to the ice after his first-period fight with Jamie Devane 5:05 into the game.

Cassidy said he suffered an upper-body injury (not a concussion) and the prognosis wasn't know Friday night.

Devane was the winner in the fight -- he's 3 inches taller and 30 pounds heavier. That's the same player that broke Corey Tropp's jaw in a preseason fight in a Sabres-Maple Leafs game.

All signs point to Lieuwen as tonight's Amerks starter
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Rochester Americans coach Chadd Cassidy is either making a bold statement, or he's simply ensuring he has two goalies that are prepared to play.

Or both.

While Cassidy refused to reveal his starting goalie for tonight's 7:05 home game against the Toronto Marlies, common indicators say it will be Nathan Lieuwen.

Lieuwen was the first goalie to leave the ice when formal drills in the morning skate ended. Also, Matt Hackett was still on the ice with the "extras" while the game-night lineup was in the dressing room for the traditional morning strategy session.

Since your goalie pretty much needs to know the emphasis for penalty killing units, the starter seems obvious.

But rather than make an announcement, Cassidy simply said "you have to come tonight."

The switch to Lieuwen is no surprise, not after Hackett's on-ice meltdown Saturday at Syracuse.

The fourth-year goalie was assessed a hat trick of minor penalties in a span of just 9 minutes, 18 seconds of the second period -- roughing, unsportsmanlike conduct/diving and unsportsmanlike conduct.

After a scoreless first period, the Amerks allowed three goals in the second period en route to a 5-1 victory. The first four goals came with the power play, though none were direct result of Hackett penalties.

However, since the goalie can't serve his own minor, a player on the ice must sit in the penalty box. Twice that meant the Amerks couldn't use one of their better penalty killers.

Then, with just 20 seconds remaining in the game, he protested a goaltender interference penalty at the other end of the ice that was being assessed to Amerks rookie Tim Schaller.

Having been bumped plenty during the game, Hackett seemed to be trying to make a point to referees Trevor Hanson and T.J. Luxmore.

The referees didn't care what point he wanted to make; they gave him a game misconduct. His actions weren't really all that bad, but since he was already T'd up for whining in the second period, the next step was to either give him 10 or toss him. The referees opted to make their point in the strongest possible manner.

Cassidy is apparently doing the same thing tonight by starting Lieuwen. Now, Lieuwen has been very good in camp. He needs to play sometime and prove he does or doesn't belong.

And Hackett can't keep taking penalties that put his team short and cause him to lose focus. Cassidy is adamant about that.

"He's got to be the backbone of the team," Cassidy said on Thursday after practice. "Just like I'm not a screamer or yeller behind the bench, we need our goaltender to be the most calm player on the ice surface."

Cassidy reiterated that point this morning, saying, "that's the message whether he plays tonight or not."

Hackett's numbers so far: 1-2, 4.61 GAA, .878 save percentage.

Lieuwen entered in relief on opening night late in the second period, and then played the final 20 seconds on Saturday. He has allowed 2 goals on 7 shots in 23:43.

The schedule isn't at all conducive to keeping two goalies sharp. The Amerks play just eight times in the first 33 days.

But with 13 games over the final 25 days of November -- including six games between Nov. 8 and 16, they'll need Hackett and Lieuwen at their best.

Knapp reassigned; Sulzer returns from Sabres
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From Amerkland:

Second-year goalie Connor Knapp has been loaned to Greenville of the ECHL, which is where he finished his rookie season.

Second-year goalie Nathan Lieuwen won the job as Matt Hackett's backup during training camp, so the Rochester Americans (well, the parent Buffalo Sabres) needed to find spots for their other goalies.

Hackett started all three games for the Amerks, though Lieuwen entered in relief in the season opener late in the second period and also played the final minute in Syracuse following Hackett's ejection for unsportsmanlike conduct.

A year ago Knapp went 5-7 with a 3.05 goals-against average and .909 save percentage with Greenville following a February reassignment from the AHL. He 1-6 with the Amerks (.3.34, .893).

Rookie Andrey Makarov is still with the Amerks.

* * * * * * *

Defenseman Alexander Sulzer has been sent back to the Amerks by the parent Buffalo Sabres and practiced with the team at the Bill Gray's Iceplex today.

He had been with the Sabres since Oct. 5, going back up after Henrik Tallinder was hurt. Tallinder is now healthy.

Sulzer played in one game with the Sabres, Saturday's 2-1 loss at Chicago. He didn't have a point and was even in plus/minus during his 19:20 of ice time.

That's a whole lot better than his Amerks' debut: 0 points, minus-3, on the ice for 5 goals by Grand Rapids during his team-high 23 minutes, 51 seconds of playing time.

* * * * * * *

Showboat or worth the show?

Syracuse Crunch rookie right winger Nikita Kucherov is vastly talented, and it appears he also has quite the repertoire of goal celebrations.

Or so the Amerks found out Saturday, when his hat trick helped the Crunch to their runaway 5-1 victory.

After his first goal, he skated from the right corner -- past all of his teammates -- before dropping to a knee for a fist-pump. When he scored his second goal, he floated around behind the net, arms extended and chest puffed out, like an ice dancer.

Ironically, he did very little following his hat-trick goal -- which was disappointing. I was actually looking forward to something even more exotic or unique.

There surely will be opponents that detest his actions. But in reality, it's a show; the games are meant to be entertainment. The home fans loved it.

"I score a goal, I want to be happy,'' Kucherov told Lindsay Kramer of the Post-Standard. "If I score, I can't be non-happy.''

Crunch coach Rob Zettler doesn't plan on reining him in.

"He's got some serious (celebrations),'' Zettler said. "He's excited. I'm not concerned about it.''

Solid Amerks victory -- but major weakness revealed
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The Rochester Americans erased the bad taste of last week's 8-1 season-opening loss to the Grand Rapids Griffins with a fairly solid 4-1 victory over the Utica Comets on Friday night.

Luke Adam scored two goals and Dan Catenacci and Kevin Sundher each scored one. Goalie Matt Hackett was really good -- like big-saves-at-the-key-moments good -- and the team's glaring mistakes were held to a manageable number.

BUT ...

Their most glaring weakness was exposed:

They have no heavyweight deterrent to stupidity.

Game story: Amerks defeat Comets, 4-1

If an opposing team with two or three wanna-be tough-guys wants to play playground bully, they'll be able to do so. There is no one on the Amerks bench that, from their mere presence or their willingness to dole out on-ice justice, to prevent it.

The Amerks didn't worry about this last season. They had Nick Tarnasky. He was tough, and opponents knew he was more than willing to play on the edge -- and beyond. He was, however, very honest and sportsmanlike in his approach. He didn't pick on little guys. He didn't look for trouble very often. But he did make sure it didn't start.

This year, while the Amerks have some players that can handle themselves and even stick up for teammates -- Drew Bagnall, Colton Gillies and Jamie Tardif head that list -- they need those players on the ice, not throwing punches with four-minute-a-game role players.

It's beyond puzzling why the parent Buffalo Sabres would allow their development team to be without the on-ice policeman. They made sure to address the toughness issue in Buffalo last season by signing John Scott.

But they found no reason to find someone for the Amerks, even though there is a much greater propensity for stupidity and mayhem in the AHL.

There are a great deal tough-guy AHLers chasing the NHL payday. Show you can beat up the established heavyweight down here -- or cause chaos against a skilled team -- and you could end up cashing in for three-quarters-of-a-mill next year.

The NHL may be on the way to banishing fighting, but it isn't gone yet. It hasn't left the AHL, either.

On Friday, when down 4-1, the Utica Comets showed no fear and plenty of desire to stir things up. Shoves after whistles. A face-wash here and there.

Then former Amerk defenseman Alex Biega actually delivered a check that sparked a scrum with 6.7 seconds remaining. He drove the head of Colin Jacobs into the boards with a hit from behind.

A boarding minor was called immediately, but all players on the ice ended up in a dance. Jacobs wound up on the bottom with Darren Archibald on top of him. All other players were pried away, and the linesmen played crossing guard and asked Archibald to please be very nice and go to his room.

Linesmen are instructed to stay with the original combatants and not stray to others, especially when one of the others is the ever-dangerous Frederick Roy. It's not too often that 5-foot-10, 168-pound flyweights are going to cause any real damage or destruction.

Yet they believed he was much more dangerous and released the 6-foot-3, 212-pound Archibald.

Within a few seconds, Archibald came back to Jacobs and gave him a fairly violent shove. The players then grabbed one another -- except Jacobs had nothing to grab.

Archibald had taken off his sweater so there was no way for Jacobs to restrain him. And Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said Jacobs was already a bit vulnerable from the check in to the boards.

"You've got a player fighting without a jersey against a player who was hurt," Cassidy said. "I'm glad we play them nine more times."

As for linesmen Fraser McIntyre and Jeff Walker not staying with Archibald, and referees Terry Koharski and T.J. Foster not intervening or instructing the linesmen:

"They blamed it on our players," Cassidy said, apparently referring to Roy's desire to fight someone else (perhaps Biega).

Cassidy wasn't buying the explanation.

"It's their job to protect the players," he said. "You've got a player that's hurt out there. It's their job to protect him."

Cassidy said Jacobs would be examined by team doctors.

The Comets come back to town next Saturday. They're probably looking forward to it.

Lineup will be altered as Amerks prepare for "reopener"
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Having had an entire week to rehash the 8-1 opening-night debacle, the Rochester Americans will "reopen" their season on Friday night with some lineup alterations.

Rookie Tim Schaller and third-year forward Alex Hutchings go into the lineup. So, too, will defenseman Matt MacKenzie.

Schaller missed Game 1 due to off-season shoulder surgery. Signed as a free agent out of Providence College last spring, he was cleared last week for full contact and this week received medical clearance to play.

Schaller was named top defensive forward in Hockey East last season but he also understands what it takes to score.

"He loves taking pucks hard to the net," Providence coach Nate Leaman said.

Hutchings, who signed a 25-game pro tryout contract before the opener, is hoping to make a favorable impression on his second NHL organization.

He was a fourth-round draft pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2009 but spent most of his first three seasons in the AHL. He has played only 37 AHL games (24 with Syracuse last season).

MacKenzie was a healthy scratch on opening night but moves into the lineup since Alexander Sulzer is on recall to the Buffalo Sabres.

Hutchings_Alex

Alex Hutchings(Photo: Rochester Americans)

Coach Chadd Cassidy will keep the top two lines together. Here's what they likely will look line for Friday's home game against the Utica Comets (affiliate of the Vancouver Canucks):

Luke Adam-Phil Varone-Jamie Tardif

Colton Gillies-Mike Zigomanis-Dan Catenacci

Kevin Sundher-Tim Schaller-Matt Ellis

Frederick Roy-Alex Hutchings-Colin Jacobs

In the opening-night loss to Grand Rapids, Catenacci was at center with Zigomanis on the right. Catenacci also took seven faceoffs, even though Zigomanis is one of the best in the league. Catenacci, by the way, went 4-for-7, Cassidy said.

Allowing Catenacci to play both positions is all part of development. "There's going to be some splitting (of duties)," Cassidy said. "You want 'Cat' to know his coverage off won and lost draws."

* * * * * * *

Matt Hackett will again start in goal. He allowed six goals on 30 shots to the Griffins before Nathan Lieuwen relieved with 3:23 left in the second period. He didn't make big saves but he was hardly the reason the Amerks lost.

"You get a couple goals that go through you and then you get it in your head that you have to be the difference," Cassidy said. "Things just never got on track for him but he's an elite goalie at this level."

* * * * * * *

Cassidy has not said what players will be moved to ECHL teams (maybe next week).

But it's very clear Lieuwen will be Hackett's backup. He continues to practice with the primary group while Connor Knapp and Andrey Makarov are skating with the extras.

* * * * * * *

Long ago, Amerks assistant coach Chris Taylor and Utica coach Travis Green were on-the-rise prospects as second-round draft picks in the New York Islanders organization.

Green was chosen 23rd overall in 1989; Taylor went 27th overall in 1990. They were teammates with the AHL's Capital District Islanders in 1992-93 and then with the Islanders.

Green is now in his first season as a pro coach (he guided the Portland Winter Hawks to the Western Hockey League title last season). Taylor is in his third season an Amerks assistant coach.

Hackett back with Amerks; 'Lots of work to do'
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Just a quick update from Amerksland:

Matt Hackett is back with the Rochester Americans after spending the weekend with the parent Buffalo Sabres.

Hackett was called up late, late Friday night, after the Sabres learned goalie Ryan Miller would be unable to play Saturday night in Pittsburgh.

While Jhonas Enroth is expected to start tonight for the Sabres against the Tampa Bay Lightning, Hackett's return to the Amerks says Miller could play if necessary.

Nathan Lieuwen was the other goalie in practice for the Amerks, who were on the ice well over an hour.

"When you lose 8-1, you get to practice a little longer," coach Chadd Cassidy said, referring to Friday's opening-night loss to Grand Rapids. "We have a lot to work on."

Cassidy said the team has watched plenty of video already since Friday. The coaches emphasized the good and the bad.

"There were parts of the game we were actually pretty good," Cassidy said, referring to a scoreless first half of the first period.

But they unraveled quickly once the Griffins scored. The coaches expect better composure in the future.

"Things are going to go bad at points during the season," Cassidy said. "That's where we have to stick to the game plan."

* * * * * * *

No player reassignments have been made to lower leagues. Moves may come late in the week, or next week.

"We're holding status quo right now," Cassidy said. "With the Sabres (injury) situation, we want to get through Tuesday and Thursday in terms of any callups."

* * * * * * *

The Amerks are on the college part of their schedule: They're only playing games on Friday and Saturday this month. They're home against the Utica Comets on Friday and at Syracuse on Saturday.

* * * * * * *

Rookie center Tim Schaller is expected to be given medical clearance today and should be in the lineup on Friday. He had off-season shoulder surgery to repair a torn labrum and returned to contract drills last week.

Opening night is always special; roster updates
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Game day has arrived for the Rochester Americans. The puck drops on their 59th American Hockey League season shortly after 7:05 p.m. in downtown Rochester.

The Amerks take on the defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins, who are stocked by the Detroit Red Wings.

As you surely know by now, when the parent teams met on Wednesday night in Detroit, the Sabres lost 2-1. Rarely has a score been so misleading; the Sabres were badly outclassed by the Red Wings.

That shouldn't be the case tonight. The Amerks are pretty good, and will be better when Joel Armia and Johan Larsson eventually come down from Buffalo. The Griffins had some turnover but are still solid, and any time Gustov Nyquist is on the ice there's the danger of a goal.

Excitement for opening night was evident at today's morning skate.

"You want to play against the best right off the bat so you know what you're going to be up against all year," said rookie Johnny McGuire, who will be making his pro debut with the Amerks.

Captain Matt Ellis also was anxious to start pro season No. 12. He even has a little more anxiety for tonight since the Grand Rapids were his original AHL team.

He played four seasons with the Griffins (2003-04 through '06-07) and was their captain the final two years.

He has never played against them.

"Grand Rapids was special to me," he said. "My first son was born in Grand Rapids and I have a lot of great memories.

"My experience with the Griffins helped me become the player and leader I am today."

Amerks right winger Jamie Tardif played 4 1/2 seasons with the Griffins (from midseason 2006-07 through '10-11). He also wore the "C" in Grand Rapids.

* * * * * * *

Amerks second-year left winger Frederick Roy phoned his father, Patrick, on Thursday to offer congratulations on NHL coaching win No. 1.

Patrick Roy is in his first season as coach of the Colorado Avalanche and they opened with a 6-1 victory over the Anaheim Ducks on Wednesday.

He also earned a $10,000 fine for his end-of-game tirade, when he shouted at Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau and nearly shoved down the Plexiglas partition between the benches.

"I'm really happy for him," Frederick said. "He's a very passionate person and he takes pride in what he does. He's always been a winner."

So can Freddy, who has been known to be a little feisty on the ice, out-do his father's season debut?

"You never know," he said.

* * * * * * *

Goalie Matt Hackett received medical clearance on Thursday and will start for the Amerks. Nathan Lieuwen will be the backup.

Hackett suffered a minor upper body injury in the Sept. 27 preseason finale during a goal-mouth collision in Wilkes-Barre.

He practiced with the game group on Thursday, however, and all went well. He was cleared in the afternoon.

Coach Chadd Cassidy said no decision has been made on what goalies stay in Rochester. Connor Knapp and Andrey Makarov won't be in uniform tonight.

* * * * * * *

Also not in uniform tonight (based on the players that skated afterward):

Forwards Shawn Szydlowski, Alex Hutchings and Tim Schaller, and defensemen Matt MacKenzie and Alex Lepkowski.

Schaller is still awaiting medical clearance. He had off-season shoulder surgery and may be ready to go for Game 2, which isn't until next Friday (home vs. the Utica Comets).

* * * * * * *

The Sabres couldn't come to terms on a contract with rookie winger Eric Locke, so he opted to return to Saginaw of the Ontario Hockey League to play his overage season.

Locke was Buffalo's final pick in the 2013 draft. It's believed that the team didn't want to offer an NHL contract now and Locke didn't want to be on an AHL-only deal.

In a lot of ways it makes sense for both parties. Locke obviously is confident that he can improve on last year's breakout season (44 goals, 53 assists, 97 points for Saginaw) and have more negotiating leverage next season.

The Sabres, meanwhile, don't need to take a chance on tying up one of their 50 allowed NHL contracts on a guy who is a project and not a sure-thing. They jumped the gun on Riley Boychuk, Shawn Szydlowski and Jon Parker entering the 2011-12 season and learned their lesson.
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Pirates player brings some punch to the lineup 

Kyle Hagel gets into a fight about every three games, but he also has hockey skills.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

At 6 feet, 205 pounds, Kyle Hagel doesn’t look big enough to be the tough guy for the Portland Pirates.
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Kyle Hagel may be just 6 feet, 205 pounds – small for what’s known as a tough guy in pro hockey – but with the Portland Pirates he has a knack for bringing opponents down to size. 
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But size doesn’t matter when it comes to standing up for your teammates, and Hagel, a six-year pro veteran, is always willing to do that.

While appearing in 264 games in the AHL or ECHL, Hagel has been involved in 104 fights, about one in every three games. In his first six games with the Pirates, he received three fighting majors.

“It’s a tough role,” Coach Ray Edwards said. “First of all, it’s physically demanding and it’s mentally demanding.

“There are some nights when you’re not in the lineup, there are some nights when you don’t play as much as you want. It has to be the right person. You have to be able to understand. Some nights it’s eight minutes. Some nights it’s two minutes. Some nights you’re in the stands. No matter what happens, you’ve got to come to the rink every day working hard and being positive and helping the young guys. It’s really important to get the right guy there, and (Hagel) fits all of that.”

With Hagel, who already has two assists, there’s a bonus.

“The thing about (him), which is nice, is (he) can play,” Edwards said. “You can put him out on the (penalty) kill. You can put him out during the last minute and you can trust him to block a shot, get a puck out.”

Hagel’s value is not lost on his teammates.

“He’s not afraid to fight anybody,” defenseman Chris Summers. “He steps up when he needs to. He’s definitely a high-energy guy and the guys feed off that.”

When Hagel talks, teammates listen.

“In the locker room, he says the right things at the right time to try to get us going every game,” forward Chris Brown said. “He’s a really good guy to have on your team, especially when you’re going through a little bit of a down slope.”

Hagel, 28, started playing the tough-guy role following his graduation from Princeton in 2008.

“When I came out of college, I thought I could be a good fourth-line player and have the potential to move up in the hockey world as a fourth-liner,” he said. “In order to attract attention it wasn’t going to be through scoring goals so I had to do something else. Fighting was just one way to make noise, and attract the attention of scouts and management and try to battle my way up.”

Hagel, who was one of the last players to leave the ice after practice Thursday at the MHG Ice Center in Saco, has worked to improve all his hockey skills.

“Fighting is just one part of it,” he said. “You don’t want to be a one-dimensional player. You want to find different ways you can make an impact on the game because sometimes there’s not to be a fight to be had. Sometimes you’ve got to throw big hits or get involved in other ways in order to swing the momentum. If the only thing you can do is fight, then on nights when it doesn’t happen you’re kind of irrelevant out there on the ice.”

Fighting isn’t allowed in college hockey but Princeton has been a breeding ground for players good with their fists.

George Parros, a 2003 alumnus playing for the Montreal Canadiens, is in his 10th NHL season, and Kevin Westgarth, a 2007 Princeton graduate with the Carolina Hurricanes, is in his fourth NHL season. Both of them have been on teams that won the Stanley Cup.

(Continued on page 2)
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Maine hockey team wins home opener for new coach

Red Gendron, in his first game in charge at Alfond Arena, watches his team skate past Bentley, 2-1.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — It wasn’t perfect. Too many penalties and missed opportunities made the score closer than it should have been.

Still, the University of Maine opened its home hockey season with a 2-1 victory, a success that eluded last year’s squad for four months.

Stu Higgins scored twice and Martin Ouellette stood tall in goal in the third period as the Black Bears (1-2) held off Bentley (1-3) before a boisterous crowd of 4,569 on Saturday night at Alfond Arena.

The game marked the regular-season debut at Alfond for new coach Red Gendron.

“The atmosphere was absolutely phenomenal,” Gendron said. “It wasn’t a sellout but it was pretty darned good. I heard the student line (stretched) way the heck beyond the football field. I’m so excited that the kids on this campus are coming down and filling this building. They provide us with an incredible jump.”

The Black Bears came out strong, scoring in the third minute when a Jon Swavely forecheck resulted in a two-on-zero advantage. Connor Leen set up Higgins on the far post for an easy goal and a 1-0 lead.

Bentley tied it within two minutes when a shot by Andrew Gladiuk following a faceoff went in off Ouellette’s facemask.

Despite a 19-5 lead in shots on goal, the Black Bears failed to regain the lead in the period.

Higgins and Leen connected on the winner a little more than six minutes into the second period when Jake Rutt forced a turnover in the neutral zone and Leen, leading a three-on-two rush, left a drop pass just inside the blue line for Higgins.

“I had Coach’s voice in the back of my head screaming, ‘Shoot!’” said Higgins, who notched only one goal last season. “He always talks about how we had something like 77 goals last year, so we’ve got to start shooting the puck more and I took his advice.”

The shot beat Bentley goalie Brandon Komm below the blocker for a 2-1 lead. The rest of the period was filled with penalty killing from both teams; each finished 0 of 7 on the power play.

The scoreless third included four penalties, and Bentley held a six-on-four skater advantage for more than a minute near the end after pulling Komm, who finished with 33 saves to 24 for Ouellette.

“Penalty killing was great,” Gendron said. “They played the system perfectly and they made some great clears. At the end of the game in the six-on-four, the other team really didn’t even come close.”

Last season, Alfond fans saw only two victories by the home team, one in February and another in March. That 2-9-6 record was a factor in the firing of former coach Tim Whitehead after 12 seasons.

“It’s good not to wait until February like last year,” said Ouellette, who made several tough stops in the third period.

“I think part of this is to rebuild the enthusiasm,” Gendron said. “And the way you build enthusiasm is by winning games. I can shake hands and kiss babies until the cows come home; that’s not going to put fannies in the seats. Victories will put fannies in the seats.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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Pirates come up cold against IceCaps 

The Newfoundland team completes a two-game sweep at the Colisee that leaves Portland winless on its interim home ice.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Zach Redmond and Eric O’Dell each had a goal and an assist as the St. John’s IceCaps completed a two-game sweep with a 4-2 win over the Portland Pirates at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee on Friday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Worcester Sharks

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

J.C. Lipon and Jason Jaffray also scored for the IceCaps, the Newfoundland-based team that wraps up a six-game road trip Sunday against the Worcester Sharks.

Brendan Shinnimin scored his first two goals of the season for the Pirates, now 0-4-0-1 on their home ice.

The game was played before 2,157, more than 1,500 fans under capacity at the Lewiston arena.

“We’re playing hard, but we’re making those small mistakes right now that are ending up in our net,” said Brendan McMillan, who set up both of Shinnimin’s goals. “We’ve just got to start playing the full 60 minutes. We’ve got to try to step out and get a lead and just go on from there and play hard.”

On Wednesday, the IceCaps cruised to a 5-1 win by scoring three goals during the first 15 minutes of the second period to take command.

Friday night, St. John’s appeared to take control much earlier, scoring three goals during the last 111/2 minutes of the first period to open up a 3-0 lead.

Lipon opened the scoring less than nine minutes into the game by putting in a shot from the middle of the left circle for his third goal of the season. With less than six minutes left in the period and the Pirates on their first power play, Jaffray lifted in a shot from the left side of the slot inside the far post for his fifth goal after Redmond picked off a pass in the neutral zone.

With 7 seconds left, Redmond, a veteran defenseman playing in his first game this season, scored a power-play goal on a slapshot from the top of the left circle.

Eight minutes into the second period, Shinnimin flashed down the left side and jammed the puck past goalie Eddie Pasquale for his first goal of the season after Brendan McMillan forced a turnover to set up the shorthanded score.

With less than six minutes left in the period, the same duo finished off a two-on-one break. This time, McMillan took a long pass from Chris Brown and rushed down the right side. After coming to a stop in the right circle, he slid the puck across the slot to Shinnimin to poke in the left side.

“What you have to have is a standard of work,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. “The other night, we didn’t have it. Tonight, we had (it) and we fought our way back into the game.”

O’Dell ended the rally by sticking a rebound inside the left post for his team-high sixth goal with less than three minutes left in the second period.

“At the end of the night we probably outchanced that team by a few, but you have to find a way to put the puck in the net,” Edwards said. “We’re getting opportunities, but they’re not going in for us.”

Pasquale made 39 saves for compile his second consecutive win against the Pirates

“We just got to keep working at it,” Edwards said. “We just got to keep getting better, keep getting chemistry with our lines.”

NOTES: An upper-body injury took defenseman Randy Jones out of the lineup on his second shift. He was playing his first game for the Pirates ... Mark Louis, now listed as right wing, skated some shifts on defense ...Veteran forward Tim Kennedy, who was assigned to the Pirates by Phoenix on Thursday, didn’t arrive in time to play.
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Wolf Pack nips Pirates 

Three second-period goals by Hartford send another Colisee crowd home unhappy.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates had a rocky second period for the third straight game Saturday night, and it cost them.

Conor Allen, Michael Haley and rookie Danny Kristo scored during a 13-minute span of the second period as the Hartford Wolf Pack pulled out a 3-2 win before 2,973 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

“We’re having trouble scoring,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. “We’re getting the opportunities to score, but we haven’t been able to find the back of the net or the goaltender has been really good.”

The winless Pirates held a 41-38 edge in shots, but goalie Cam Talbot came up with 39 saves.

“I’m real happy with how hard we’re working, our compete level,” Edwards said. “Our execution is just a little off, and hopefully with more games we’ll get some more rhythm to our game and the execution will get a little bit better.”

Gilbert Brule, an NHL veteran just recently signed by the Pirates, opened the scoring late in the first period with his first AHL goal in two seasons.

Right wing Brandon Yip, another NHL vet who spent the early part of the season with the Phoenix Coyotes, set up the goal with a pass from behind the net.

Allen tied the score 16 seconds into the second period on a shot from the right circle.

“I didn’t like that goal,” Edwards said. “It was a tough way to start the period. ”

Less than two minutes later, the Pirates retook the lead when Andy Miele swooped into the slot to score his first goal of the season. Yip drew another assist.

Seven minutes later, Haley tied the score by sliding a rebound by goalie Mark Visentin.

With less than seven minutes left in the period, Kristo put the Wolf Pack (5-0-0-1) into the lead for good when he poked in a rebound for his fourth goal.

“Their big line was out there, and we had guys running around,” Edwards said. “We had a lot around. It was Hudson Bay rules at that point.”

The Pirates came into game with the AHL’s most effective power play with a 37.5 percent conversion rate, but they only managed one shot on net during two power plays.

“We had plenty of opportunities to tie that game up and maybe push it into overtime,” Edwards said. “The reality is we’re just not executing, and the only way to better is playing.”

NOTES: For the seventh straight season, the Pirates celebrated Pink in the Rink Night. Their special pink jerseys will be auctioned online with proceeds going to Making Strides Against Breast Cancer. ... The Pirates travel to Massachusetts Sunday to play the first road game of the season against the Worcester Sharks. ... For the previous three seasons, the Wolf Pack were called the Connecticut Whale.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at: 

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH

Sound Tigers take 'character win' over Admirals

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:36 am, Sunday, November 3, 2013
BRIDGEPORT -- It wasn't, as Scott Pellerin conceded, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' perfect game Saturday. But they had the resilience they needed to put together their first winning streak.

Mike Halmo's second goal tied it with 4:06 remaining and Anders Nilsson stopped all four Norfolk Admirals in the shootout to earn Bridgeport a 4-3 win at Webster Bank Arena.

"It was a character win," Pellerin said. "We showed, by pushing back, our response against adversity." 

Ryan Strome and John Persson scored in the shootout as the Sound Tigers won their second in a row after a five-game losing streak.

"It's been a great weekend," said Justin Johnson, who had his first goal and his first fight as a Sound Tiger. "We've had a lot of practice in the early part of the season. This week is indicative of us staying true to what our structure needs to be." 

After the Admirals scored two late goals to tie it in the second period, Bridgeport dominated the early part of the third. Still, it fell behind for the first time on an odd goal with 8:59 remaining.

Bridgeport's Joey Diamond took a hit on the boards right at the separation between the benches as the teams were changing. Persson, among others, took exception, and the teams came together.

As linesman Kevin Redding tried to separate players, he went down to the ice, dazed. As players from both teams reacted to that, Garnet Exelby passed up the left wing to Dave Steckel, who came in on Nilsson and scored.

Persson was surprised referee Ryan Murphy didn't blow the whistle, if not for Redding's injury then for the Admirals having too many men on the ice.

But Steckel took a penalty on the next shift, Bridgeport took momentum again, and Halmo snapped the tying goal over Igor Bobkov's blocker five minutes later.

Bridgeport killed a Scott Mayfield tripping minor that extended 95 seconds into overtime, then generated some more chances before going to the shootout.

Attendance was 3,820.

Bridgeport had been in control, scoring two goals in 25 seconds early in the second period.

Halmo scored off Strome's faceoff win, deflecting in Calvin de Haan's shot. Halmo and Strome both finished the week with eight points in three games.

Johnson pounded in the rebound of an Alan Quine wraparound, then pounded the glass three times in celebration.

Norfolk came back with two in 69 seconds to tie it. Max Sauve poked in a rebound at the very end of a Bridgeport penalty kill to make it 2-1. Chris Wagner finished off a two-on-one to tie it with 1:00 left in the second.

"We're a very close team," Persson said. "Between periods, we got together (and said) `just go.'" 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Norfolk 0 2 1 0 0--3

Bridgeport 0 2 1 0 1--4
3 stars

1. MIKE HALMO, BRIDGEPORT: Scored two more goals to stay hot.

2. IGOR BOBKOV, NORFOLK: Came on in relief and made big saves to earn the Admirals a point.

3. JUSTIN JOHNSON, BRIDGEPORT: Tough guy had a big fight and scored a goal.

UNSUNG HERO: John Persson was strong on the penalty kill and scored in the shootout.

UP NEXT: Saturday at Hershey, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Norfolk Admirals at Sound Tigers

WHEN: Saturday, 7 p.m.

WHERE: Webster Bank Arena 

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com 

RECORDS: Norfolk 6-2-0-2; Bridgeport 2-5-1-0 

SEASON SERIES: Bridgeport leads 1-0.

LAST MEETING: The Sound Tigers won 4-3 at home Oct. 6.

ABOUT THE ADMIRALS: Norfolk won 3-0 Friday night at Albany. ... This is Norfolk's last visit here this season. ... Norfolk had scored 22 goals in nine games going into Friday but had no one with more than five points. ... G John Gibson was named the AHL goalie of the month (3-1-2, .953 save percentage, 1.44 GAA). He made his first pro start in Bridgeport and made 34 saves Friday in Albany. ... Veteran C Dave Steckel signed an AHL contract this week.

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: Bridgeport played its best game of the year Friday in Worcester, winning 7-1 and snapping a five-game losing streak. ... C Ryan Strome leads the team at 3-10-13 after a five-point game Friday, tying the team record. ... LW Mike Halmo was also credited with five points Friday. ... G Anders Nilsson made 27 saves Friday, bouncing back after being pulled from his past two starts. ... Captain Chris Bruton (hand surgery) and D Joe Finley (upper body) are out.
Sound Tigers put it all together, whip Sharks

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:24 am, Saturday, November 2, 2013WORCESTER, Mass. -- For a month the Bridgeport Sound Tigers have been waiting for that 60-minute effort, a night when they'd do everything right from start to finish.

They found it Friday at the DCU Center against the Worcester Sharks, pouring in four goals in the second period of a 7-1 win.

"It's been a work in progress," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "The guys have been doing the work in practice and believing in one another. They were able to play their roles." 

That went from Ryan Strome, who tied a team record with five points, to the third and fourth lines and to a strong game from defensemen like Marc Cantin, who blocked a Sharks' open-net shot in the first period.

The combination let Bridgeport (2-5-1-0) snap a five-game losing streak and win for the first time in regulation.

"Everyone was on the same page. Everyone was going," said Mike Halmo, who had two goals and two assists. "Stromer stepped up today. He carried the team. He made it happen and really got everyone going." 

Strome skated off the boards to the top of the left circle and fired a shot under the crossbar to give Bridgeport a lead in the first period.

A puck bounced free to him at the front of the net early in the second, and he beat Harri Sateri with it to give the Sound Tigers their first two-goal lead in eight games this season. It was 5-0 by the end of the period, and Strome had assists on each of the other three.

"It would've been good to win this game, but to win like this is really big for this team," Strome said. "The last few days, we've been really coming together." 

Strome became the fourth Sound Tiger to score five points in a game, joining Blake Comeau (2006 at Hartford), Jeff Tambellini (2008 vs. Philadelphia, with a goal in overtime) and Greg Mauldin (2010 at Hartford).

"He's making smart plays," Pellerin said. "He's not making `hope' plays." 

Pellerin credited the defense's smart play, too, in front of Anders Nilsson, who took a shutout deep into the third. Nilsson, who had been pulled from his past two starts, made 27 saves.

"We owe our goalies everything we've got, blocking shots, coming back," Halmo said. "They work so hard for us in practice, work hard in games. We hung them out to dry the past few games." 

John Persson's goal in the third was Bridgeport's fourth on the power play, matching its total for the first seven games. Nick Larson scored his first professional goal and added an assist in the third period on Joey Diamond's goal.

And after that, when it was 7-0, Larson was still laying out to block a shot on the penalty kill.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. RYAN STROME, BRIDGEPORT: The fourth Sound Tiger to score five points in a game.

2. MIKE HALMO, BRIDGEPORT: Involved again, had four points.

3. ANDERS NILSSON, BRIDGEPORT: Bounced back with 27 saves. 

UNSUNG HERO: Nick Larson had a goal and an assist and was laying out to block shots to try to preserve a Nilsson shutout.
Sound Tigers' Cantin looking to take 'bigger steps'

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:06 pm, Thursday, October 31, 2013
BRIDGEPORT -- When Bridgeport Sound Tigers defenseman Joe Finley was injured two weeks ago, Marc Cantin stepped into his spot next to Calvin de Haan. 

Cantin has played the past couple of games on the right side, getting more ice time in different situations. 

"Everyone's game is based around flow, getting confident," Cantin said after Thursday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice. 

"I want to keep it up, to better contribute to the team."

Injuries, the Sound Tigers' depth during the NHL lockout and a detour to Las Vegas (ECHL) helped limit Cantin to 22 AHL games last year. 

He has played four out of seven so far this year going into Friday's game at Worcester. 

"He's a young guy. He's on the right track," coach Scott Pellerin said. "He has to take bigger steps."

Funny enough, Cantin, 23, has almost become one of the old guys around here. 

Without Finley, 26, the oldest of Bridgeport's seven defensemen is Mike Keenan, 24, a rookie out of Dartmouth. Dallas Jackson, in his first full AHL season, is three and a half weeks younger; Cantin comes next, a couple of months older than Aaron Ness. 

"He's getting some more responsibility," Pellerin said. "He didn't play a lot last year. It was a tough go. He's being relied upon heavily here."

They're looking for him to make decisions quicker and to keep improving his puck movement and his defensive play.

He has worked on his defensive structure and getting stronger after talks with New York Islanders director of player development Eric Cairns and Bridgeport assistant coach Eric Boguniecki. 

"The game within the game, the one-on-one battles, stuff a lot of fans don't always notice," Cantin said. 

With only one right-handed shot on defense, Bridgeport has had lefties Cantin and Jackson playing the right side the past couple of games; de Haan had been on the right when Finley was active. Pellerin said Cantin's physical presence is an asset there.

Cantin hadn't played on the right in a while but likes it in Bridgeport's system, which gives him a chance to be a bit more active, "to be tenacious, to be able to step up, put on a bit of pressure," Cantin said. 

"Me and Cal know each other well," he said; they room together. "I've got a lot of faith that he's going to be behind me, and he's got a lot of faith that I'll make the right play in front of him."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
HARTFORD -- They've lost five in a row now, and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' fleeting bright spots can't overpower the dark moments.

Bridgeport surrendered Oscar Lindberg's goal at four-on-four in the third, then Danny Kristo tacked on to give the Hartford Wolf Pack a 5-3 win Wednesday at the XL Center.

Better than Saturday's 5-0 loss in Syracuse? Positively. But even after scoring first -- the first time they've done that in seven games this month -- the Sound Tigers had to scrap their way back to tie it in the second period.

"I thought (Wednesday) was a lot better effort than the last game," Bridgeport forward Mike Halmo said.

"We mostly played well, played together. We got some goals out of it, really hard-working goals. There were also some lapses in our play." 

When Dylan McIlrath spun away from a check along the sideboards and got the puck to Jesper Fast, coverage broke down, and Lindberg was open.

"It came down to it again, at certain times ... we have to make a play," coach Scott Pellerin said. "We're not getting that done. That's the most frustrating part." 

The Sound Tigers are 1-5-1-0 in seven games; the win came in a shootout.

Hartford erased Bridgeport's first-period lead with three goals in the second period. The third, the Sound Tigers' sixth short-handed goal against, was a stroke of luck: Aaron Johnson's clear from his own end rimmed around the glass, took an unusual bounce as Kenny Reiter went behind the net to play it, caromed to the front. Marek Hrivik had a tap-in.

It was reminiscent of a goal the Wolf Pack scored here in 2008 at the same end, when Bridgeport's Scott Ford tried a rim that bounced off a stanchion, off Bridgeport goalie Joey MacDonald and in, the winning goal in a 5-2 game.

But the Sound Tigers came back Wednesday with two quick goals to tie it. Defenseman Scott Mayfield scored his first as a pro with Halmo screening goalie Jason Missiaen. Halmo went to the net to score on a rebound 20 seconds later.

"That was our game plan, to get in the goalie's eyes and get some pucks on net," said Halmo; he and Anders Lee had set the screen on Aaron Ness' first-period goal. "There were times today we did that, and it worked out." 

But the Wolf Pack capitalized more, keeping the Sound Tigers down. And a young team got younger: Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton was expected to have surgery on an injured hand, Pellerin said Wednesday morning. He's expected to miss about four more weeks.

There were a few positives later on, but the final result was similar. The Sound Tigers have scored 15 goals but allowed 30.

"(Wednesday was) a step in the right direction," Halmo said. "We're not there yet."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; 

3 stars 

1. DANNY KRISTO, HARTFORD: Had a goal and two assists.

2. CONOR ALLEN, HARTFORD: Scored a goal, had an assist and appeared to prevent a Johan Sundstrom open-net attempt.

3. MIKE HALMO, BRIDGEPORT: Around the front of the net a lot of the night to earn a goal and an assist.

UNSUNG HERO: Anders Lee was also in front of the net a fair bit and had two assists.

UP NEXT: Friday at Worcester, 7:30 p.m.
Sound Tigers have to solve special teams woes

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:49 pm, Tuesday, October 29, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- When everything's equal, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers haven't been bad. Special teams have been anything but special.

Bridgeport ranks 28th among the AHL's 30 teams on the penalty kill after six games. The Sound Tigers' power play is 30th and has allowed five short-handed goals, two more goals than the unit has scored.

"It's been very frustrating because the talent and skill level is not matching our production -- which is pretty much nothing," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

At five-on-five, the Sound Tigers have been outscored 8-6; not good, but not one-win-in-six-games bad.

But they've allowed nine power-play goals. They've allowed those five short-handed goals. They allowed Manchester two goals at four-on-four and an empty-net goal in a 3-0 loss earlier this month.

So in all, they've been outscored 25-12, and that's why they have one win in six games.

"We're last on the power play. We're (third)-last on the penalty kill," Pellerin said. "We're last in the conference." 

Only Utica, 0-5-0-1, has started more slowly than Bridgeport, which visits Hartford to face the re-rechristened Wolf Pack on Wednesday night at the XL Center. The Sound Tigers worked on special teams before Tuesday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice.

The penalty kill took its biggest dent a week and a half ago in a 6-5 overtime loss to Binghamton. The Senators went 4-for-4 on power plays, including the overtime goal.

Bridgeport's power play is mired in a 1-for-32 slump, which includes a 93-second five-on-three early in Saturday's 5-0 loss at Syracuse.

"I guess we've got to simplify," rookie Ryan Strome said. "We're overcomplicating a bit. We've got to get more pucks to the net." 

Strome has points on Bridgeport's past two power-play goals. They came two weeks apart.

"Power plays aren't ever pretty," Pellerin said. "Occasionally you get a highlight-reel goal. ... At the end of the day, it's getting pucks to the net and beating (other teams) to the rebound. Guys are trying to do too much, to be too pretty." 

Every time the Sound Tigers get an advantage, Strome said, they've got to create some kind of chance.

"If the guys on the power play aren't getting the job done, other guys are going to get a chance," Strome said. "That's the way it should be." 

Hartford's penalty kill sits 23rd at 77.8, so maybe it's a chance for Bridgeport to get something going.

But then again, Syracuse was at 72.4 percent on the penalty kill before Bridgeport showed up Saturday. The Crunch killed all seven Sound Tigers tries to move up to 77.8 percent, a tiebreaker behind Hartford.

"We've got to work smarter. We've got to be accountable," Strome said. "Everybody's not happy. It's not fun to come to the rink when you're losing."

"It's gut-check time for a lot of guys." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Losses make for a frustrating start for Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:41 am, Tuesday, October 29, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- Six games, one-thirteenth of the way through an AHL season as Ryan Strome put it, and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers have yet to win in regulation. They have only one win beyond regulation. They have three of a possible 18 points.

They've scored 12 goals while allowing 25, as coach Scott Pellerin points out, and it seems like piling on to point out that one of those 12 was a bonus goal for that shootout win of theirs.

"It's hard to pinpoint one thing," defenseman Calvin de Haan said. "I don't know. It's just starting to get frustrating." 

It's hard to fathom how it couldn't be frustrating.

The Sound Tigers are near the bottom of the league on special teams. They've been outscored on their own power play. They gave up five goals in the second period Saturday at Syracuse, a 5-0 loss.

"It's no one's fault in particular," de Haan said. "We just (stunk) as a team."

It doesn't help that a young team has been left even younger the past few games: Captain Chris Bruton and their most experienced defenseman, Joe Finley, are both out with upper-body injuries.

"You can say that we're young, but that excuse is getting a bit old," Strome said. "We're six games in, a thirteenth of a season the way we look at it. It's a segment we lost."

It's Bridgeport's worst six-game start in the franchise's 13 seasons.

The 2005-06 team started 2-3-1-0, though it had allowed 34 goals, including eight two different times to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. In 2003-04, Bridgeport started 0-3-2-0, won its sixth game, lost its seventh in overtime, then went unbeaten in 20.

Pellerin and staff have been trying different tactics, different methods. Saturday's game featured some changes in the lines to try to spark some offense; the biggest change was reversed Monday at the Wonderland of Ice, with Johan Sundstrom back at center, at least for the day.

"We tried a number of different things in regards to lines," Pellerin said. "It's like we're at tryouts again. We'll see what kind of chemistry we can generate, who's going to work with whom." 

An odd schedule may not have helped. This week is the first time Bridgeport plays three games in a week, beginning Wednesday at Hartford.

"It seems like it's everything right now," de Haan said."I know everyone's frustrated, whether it's the coaching staff, the players, the training staff. It's not for lack of effort." 

KEENAN BACK: With Finley out indefinitely, Bridgeport recalled defenseman Mike Keenan from Stockton (ECHL).

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

In 20 horrific minutes, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' first road game turned into a 5-0 loss to the Syracuse Crunch at the War Memorial in Syracuse, N.Y.

The Crunch scored all five goals in the second period, dealing Bridgeport (1-4-1-0) its fourth loss in a row.

"We couldn't find that life in the second period. We were chasing the puck," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We didn't put pucks in places, we didn't establish the forecheck, which we did in the first." 

Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis made his AHL debut with a 22-save shutout. He stopped a flurry to open the second period that kept it scoreless. Syracuse came the other way and scored the first goal at 49 seconds, then made it 2-0 a little over two minutes later.

Anders Nilsson allowed all five goals and was pulled for the second game in a row; he left Sunday's game against Binghamton after allowing three power-play goals in the first period of a 6-5 overtime loss.

"We didn't play well in front of him," Pellerin said.

Kenny Reiter made nine saves in the third period.

Syracuse tacked on three goals in the last five minutes of the second.

Matt Taormina scored off a faceoff to start the Crunch's fourth power play. Evan Rankin scored on a breakaway a minute and a half after that.

Cedric Paquette scored short-handed just before the intermission, the fifth short-handed goal the Sound Tigers have allowed in the past five games. Bridgeport went 0-for-7 on the power play and is 3-for-43 overal.

Joe Finley and Chris Bruton were scratched with upper-body injuries. Nick Larson was the lone healthy scratch as Brett Gallant (lower body) returned after missing four games.

RICK SIGNS: Bridgeport's last remaining free agent from the summer found a job Saturday when veteran goalie Rick DiPietro signed a pro tryout with the Charlotte Checkers. DiPietro was bought out over the summer.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Bridgeport 0 0 0--0

Syracuse 0 5 0--5

Gallant ready to return to Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:49 am, Friday, October 25, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- He didn't want to miss opening night, but Brett Gallant hasn't been able to play since then because of injury.

Gallant is hopeful he can return Saturday, when the Bridgeport Sound Tigers play their first road game against the Syracuse Crunch.

"I'm ready to go," he said Thursday after practice at the Wonderland of Ice.

"The last week, I've just been going on early with Bogy and Doug (assistant coaches Eric Boguniecki and Doug Holewa). They've been getting me conditioned. I'm ready to go for the weekend." 

Gallant won't go further than the team did in describing a lower-body injury. It had been bothering him late in training camp, but he wanted to keep playing.

"I thought he had a tremendous training camp," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He worked hard. He played his game." 

"He's a guy who can play hockey," Pellerin added. "He makes smart plays. If he continues to get his conditioning level where it needs to be, he's going to earn more ice time." 

Gallant, 24, has pushed his way from freelance muscle to a regular role, going from a tryout in 2011 to an NHL contract last year and again this season. He set a team record with 26 fighting majors before a shoulder injury ended his year last season, while his all-around game continued to progress.

Milford has become a second home for a guy from Prince Edward Island and his family. He's actually the longest-tenured Sound Tiger, arriving Feb. 10, 2011, and when the team's leadership comes up in conversation, his name is on the list.

"Wherever I've been, I've tried to be a leader," Gallant said. "We've got a lot of guys, even in their first year, who are leaders." 

Bridgeport remains without defenseman Joe Finley and forward and captain Chris Bruton. They're both out at least for Saturday's game with upper-body injuries. Bruton skated separately at Wonderland on Thursday, while Finley was undergoing treatment.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp

BRIDGEPORT -- The Pittsburgh Pirates' departure from contention normally ends Kenny Reiter's interest in baseball, even with the World Series having started Wednesday. 

The Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie may have a reason to take a peek the next four to seven games, though. When he played junior hockey in St. Louis in 2006, he lived with the family of Mike Matheny, now the Cardinals' manager.

"He's an unbelievable person. I'm sure he's an unbelievable coach," Reiter said. 

"I'm not surprised one bit how successful he's been. He took a businesslike approach to a lot of things."

Reiter, then 19, once lived with the Matheny family when Matheny was suffering from post-concussion symptoms that ended his playing career. 

The connection was Matheny's friendship with Kelly Chase, the former St. Louis Blue who owned the junior St. Louis Bandits. The family billeted Reiter on what was supposed to be a temporary basis. 

"They liked having me there," Reiter said; he helped build a theater room in the home; they went hunting together. "They offered for me to stay permanently."

Even in junior hockey, though, "permanent" is fleeting. Reiter was traded to a team in Fairbanks, Alaska, that winter. 

He played goal for several different junior teams, beginning at 15, and as is typical in junior hockey, he lived with host families.

"You mature pretty quickly," said Reiter, who was helped, he said, by a lot of great host families along the way. 

"I felt ready for that step. It depends what kind of person you are. I think in part it's how you're brought up. My family prepared me, and I have a brother (Kevin) who had gone through it."

Reiter's path across the continent got him to Minnesota Duluth. He won the NCAA championship in 2011 as a junior, earned an AHL contract with Bridgeport a year later and re-signed this year. 

"He's one of those guys that nothing's ever been given him," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He has had to battle."

He has battled in some hard luck, still seeking his first AHL win. He made six starts last spring after returning from the ECHL. He allowed only 13 goals, stopping 93 percent of the shots he faced, but he went 0-4-2. 

He's 0-2 this year, a 3-1 loss to Springfield and a decision in relief in Sunday's 6-5 overtime loss to Binghamton. 

"The team's still finding its identity a little bit," Reiter said. "We have a lot of young guys, but we're gaining experience. If we can start putting together a full 60 minutes every night, if everyone plays his role, I think we're going to have success. Right now we need to learn to win."

DEFENSE NEVER RESTS: The New York Islanders signed veteran defenseman Radek Martinek, with Lubomir Visnovsky (concussion) out. Bridgeport defenseman Joe Finley sat out of practice with an upper-body injury. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sound Tigers' Halmo making most of opportunities

Michael Fornabaio

Published 12:31 am, Wednesday, October 23, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- An in-game shuffle of lines last weekend created a productive line that included Mike Halmo. The one-day return of Brock Nelson on Sunday shuffled the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' lines again; Halmo landed on the top line and had two points.

Opportunity didn't come often last year for Halmo. The past couple of weeks, the second-year pro has taken advantage.

"The coaches are showing trust in me, and I want to play my best and really help the team win," Halmo said Tuesday after practice at the Wonderland of Ice.

"We haven't been successful at that yet" -- the team is 1-3-1-0 -- "but we're coming together." 

Halmo's hard-working shift with Riley Wetmore and Chris Bruton on Oct. 13 got credit for turning even-strength play in the Sound Tigers' favor, though they lost 3-1 to Springfield.

Sunday, Halmo's deflection helped lead to Ryan Strome's rebound goal. He later went to the front of the net to take John Persson's pass and backhand home a goal that was big at the time in Bridgeport's 6-5 overtime loss to Binghamton.

"I'm just seeing him play with more fire, more energy on a more consistent basis," coach Scott Pellerin said.

"Shift in, shift out, you see how that compete level is up, and he's getting rewarded. He's done a lot of good things." 

When AHL rosters were loaded because of the NHL lockout last season, Halmo played just 18 of the Sound Tigers' first 37 games. He played the next 28 after the lockout was lifted before his season ended with a broken bone blocking a shot.

A few times Halmo was moved up to the top two lines, but those stints didn't last long.

"I didn't get off to the start I wanted to," Halmo said. "This year I've been given a chance early ... I've got to keep it going." 

Halmo said he took some lessons out of last year, coming back knowing more about the pace of the AHL game, knowing he had to be stronger and faster. He worked on those over the summer.

And he came back energetic, but perhaps too energetic. Halmo took three minors in the first two periods of the season opener against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. He was scratched the next day.

"Being in the stands again, having that feeling wasn't very fun," Halmo said.

He was back in for Game 3 a week later.

"We had some good conversations about the way I want him to play, the way he wants to play," Pellerin said. "He's implemented those into his game."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sound Tiger Strome dreams of making big impact with Islanders

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:34 am, Sunday, October 20, 2013

BRIDGEPORT -- Ryan Strome's goals and dreams aren't here, though really it would be surprising if too many Bridgeport Sound Tigers' players goals and dreams were here. 

Strome wants the next level. He wants to be in the NHL. He wants to fulfill the promise of being a fifth overall draft pick of the New York Islanders two years ago. 

"I think I've shown at times I can be a dominant player in this league at times," said Strome, who has three assists in the Sound Tigers' first four games. "Other times, there are parts that are going to need improvement. 

"Overall I've just been learning a lot. I'm still pretty young in my pro career, two weeks. There are some positives, and some things I want to improve on."

Strome, 20, is OK with making those adjustments in the AHL -- Bridgeport's fifth game is Sunday afternoon at home against Binghamton -- to be a more complete player when the Islanders come calling. 

The goal is, "when I go up, I'm ready to make an impact," Strome said. 

Strome has had some brilliant moments for Bridgeport so far. There was the beauty of an opening-night backhand pass to linemate Anders Lee; the right-handed shot sent it from the left side of the net into the slot for the Sound Tigers' first goal of the year. 

He had a big day in Game 2, setting up Andrey Pedan for a goal, working as part of a power play that set up Joey Diamond. On a different power play, he won three consecutive faceoffs that led to a handful of scoring chances.

But he had some quieter games, like last weekend when Bridgeport lost two games. 

"For a lot of players, it's not only the pace of the game (that's different) but it's knowing how to push yourself every shift to get to that level," Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin said. "While they may have played huge amounts of minutes and been a superstar in junior or college hockey, at this level they'll play fewer minutes. The need to pace themselves is no longer there. 

"Now they have to get that edge and push themselves."

Strome said he has worked with assistant coach Eric Boguniecki on conditioning and cardio to make that adjustment easier.

"It's got to be each shift, each practice," Strome said. 

Strome and the coaches have worked on fine-tuning his all-around game, both his offensive- and neutral-zone game when he doesn't have the puck, and his defensive game. 

His hockey sense gives him an edge, Pellerin said, because he can use his understanding of the offensive game, reverse it and apply that defensively.

"He's just been very, very coachable," Pellerin said. "He knows he's getting better every time."

Strome has been part of one of the most consistent parts of the Sound Tigers' lineup since before they were technically Sound Tigers this season. Strome and Lee were together from the start of New York Islanders training camp, playing the wings with Brock Nelson between them. 

"(Strome) is a really skilled guy. He sees the ice really well," Lee said. "We've been feeding off each other pretty well."

Nelson stuck with the New York Islanders, though they sent him down Saturday night to play Sunday. Strome and Lee came down to the Sound Tigers, and Strome moved back to center. 

Playing in the middle gives Strome a little more defensive responsibility and lets him make plays. 

"And he has deceptive speed," Pellerin said. "If he gets open ice, he can make the lateral moves, he can find the open ice."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.conn-post.com/fornabaio

More Information

Game day

Binghamton Senators at 

Sound Tigers

WHEN: Sunday, 3 p.m.

WHERE: Webster Bank Arena 

WEBCAST: www.soundtigers.com

RECORDS THROUGH FRIDAY: Binghamton 3-2-0-0; Bridgeport 1-3-0-0

SEASON SERIES: First meeting of two. The teams split two games last year. 

LAST MEETING: Bridgeport won 4-2 at home Jan. 19. 

ABOUT THE SENATORS: This will be Binghamton's third game in three days; the Senators beat Syracuse 6-2 on Friday but lost a rematch 4-1 at home Saturday night in Binghamton. ... Former Sound Tigers G Nathan Lawson made 40 saves Friday and 28 Saturday. ... F Stephane Da Costa, sent down Friday from Ottawa, had two assists; D Chris Wideman had three. 

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: The New York Islanders sent down C Brock Nelson, Bridgeport's leading scorer last year (25-27-52), Saturday night. ... This ends Bridgeport's five-game, season-opening (16-day) homestand. ... With LW Brett Gallant and RW Chris Bruton out injured, Bridgeport called up RW Nick Larson from Stockton (ECHL). ... Bridgeport's only win came in a shootout. ... The power play is in an 0-for-18 dip

All (mostly) good news: Norfolk postgame 
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Had a little good news-bad news chart ready to roll for the gamer if this thing ended up an Admirals win. 

They generated lots and lots (and lots) of chances in the third. But they didn’t bury them. They kind of got a dose of bad luck on that go-ahead Admirals goal. But, you know, play to the whistle. They got called for a late penalty… but they got called for a late penalty.

They’d have deserved better. But Mike Halmo scored again, and they wound up getting what they probably deserved. 

Two’s a streak, technically. The feeling is a far cry from how it felt around here earlier in the week. 

….

You have to love that Justin Johnson celebration. Pound in the rebound, raise your hand, rush to the boards as kids rush to celebrate with you, and pound the glass three times. 

His contributions don’t often come on the scoresheet, but it’s nice to chip in there. 

“It’s fun. It’s always nice to score,” said Johnson, crediting Alan Quine (twice) with getting the puck there. “Your teammates treat you really well.”

Johnson had played 43 games without a goal since his last one, Dec. 26, 2011, for Manchester against Providence. He had three the year before, his first AHL season, including a power-play goal against Bridgeport in one of the Monarchs’ several big wins that year over the Sound Tigers. 

….

The penalty kill, technically, has allowed at least one in eight of the nine games this year. But tonight’s was (a) kinda fluky, an odd play along the boards that turned into an open shot from the slot that forced Anders Nilsson to handle it awkwardly for a poke-in rebound; and (2) with three seconds left on the PK, as they changed. And last night’s was in the third period of a 7-0 game. Different circumstances than some of the others, and a couple of good games on the kill. 

“We’re starting to identify players in certain roles,” Pellerin said. “It’s taken a while. Doug Holewa has done a great job working with our guys, having structure in practice, getting those repetitions in practice.”

Nilsson was strong, as well, for the second night in a row; the old “your goalie has to be your best penalty killer” line. But there were some good things around him, too, including a couple of good reads by John Persson, one of which turned into a shot that hit a post. 

“I feel me and Sunny had a good effort there,” Persson said. “It’s a great job by the coaches: We’ve watched a lot of video.”

Igor Bobkov, off the bench, made a couple of big saves on that Bridgeport penalty kill, one on a Halmo breakaway, the other I think Nick Larson. If it’s 3-0 there, it could be different. (Not that John Gibson was awful. Was pretty good in the first, actually.) 

….

Strome’s week, in three games: two goals, six assists for eight points. Halmo’s week: five goals, three assists for eight points. 

Linesman Kevin Redding took a nasty bump in that mayhem in front of the benches in the third, which turned into Dave Steckel’s wide-open pass from Garnet Exelby for the go-ahead goal. Hopefully he’s feeling OK quickly. That was a wacky play, certainly, with both teams mid-change, throngs around that area, more than a dozen players on the ice and a linesman down and injured. 

Arthur Staple suspects someone finally gets the call on defense this week. 

Replay scoreboard: With 12:43 left in the second, Nilsson stopped Richard Rakell’s wraparound and sat there on the goal line with it. Ref Ryan Murphy gave it a look but didn’t need much time to wave it off. 

The Admirals are headed out to Hershey for a game tomorrow, and then the Bears’ next game is next Saturday against Bridgeport. 

Big game for Kevin Poulin and the Islanders.

Stockton’s playing now, again; Kirill Kabanov has a goal, and Ben Rosen has an assist at this writing. They won last night. Meanwhile, Sean Wiles is evidently out hurt in Reading. 

Team’s off tomorrow. More Monday unless warranted.
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Bridgeport’s last winning streak was seven months ago… 

OK, I know, the Sound Tigers didn’t play six of those months. But still. They’d played 15 games over two seasons without winning two in a row, since April 2 at Worcester and April 4 back here… against Worcester. 

So if they’re going to win two in a row that don’t involve Worcester at both ends, they’re going to do it for the first time since March 8 at Albany and March 12 vs. Springfield. 

Stunningly*, looks like the same lineup for Bridgeport, with one to scratch each way. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Persson

 Larson-Quine-Wetmore

 Gallant-Clark-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Pedan-Keenan

(Jackson-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

NORFOLK

 F: Sauve-Rakell-Friberg

 Laganiere-Steckel-Stortini

 Kurtz-Sarault-Whitney

 Cramarossa-Wagner (A)-MacQueen

(Ezekiel-scratch)

 D: Gagne-Clark

 Sbisa-Yonkman (A)

 Exelby (A)-Grant

 G: Gibson

 Bobkov

R: Murphy. L: Galvin, Redding.

Only the second time the Sound Tigers have seen Ryan Murphy, and the first time in Bridgeport. (First time I’ll see him, too.)

Categories: Norfolk, Pregame, Rampant nostalgia 

Something a little different 
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We’ll look at those five points from Ryan Strome and those four points (or was it five?) (or was it three?) (hey, sheet says four) points from Mike Halmo and seven goals in all and four goals in the second and four power-play goals and what the heck was that?…

But Scott Pellerin was looking at the other end, at the defense, the puck distribution and the strength around the net as the engine behind a wild victory over a team that has struggles of its own. 

“We played how we should play every day,” Anders Nilsson said. “We played well from our own end. They didn’t get many odd-man rushes.

“We blocked a lot of shots,” he added. “Cants, he played goal there for me (in the first period, when Nilsson was down and out after a broken play). He made a good save; I think it saved it with his hand. I’m very thankful for that. It was a great team effort.” 

And that included Nilsson, who had a shutout for 53:03, who made big stops in the first period (12 in all, not counting Marc Cantin’s); he left a rebound or two but recovered on them, made some good saves and got in a groove. 

“I’ve been obviously struggling pretty bad,” Nilsson said, “but it’s nice to get back in today. I felt good today. I felt like I found myself again, found my rhythm, found my game, how I should be playing every night, consistently. … Now I just have to make sure to be able to bring this every night.”

You could say that for a lot of people, but they put together quite the performance, led again by the top line, Lee-Strome-Halmo.

“The last game, our line had a really good game, too,” Strome said. “On the stat sheet* last game I think Halmo had 10 hits, Lee had six; I even had a few.”

They combined for 10 shots of Bridgeport’s 36, five of them Strome’s. He tripled his season goal total in the first 23:17.

“I’d been a little disappointed, one goal in six or seven games,” Strome said. “I’ve got to put more pucks toward the net.” And with better quality, he said, and that first one was; he was in the right spot for the second one. 

“Scoring first, that kind of got things going,” Pellerin said. “The power play (was encouraging), especially how much work we’ve done on special teams. … They were rewarded for playing their roles.”

….

Andrey Pedan took a hit up high in the first period; he seemed to be shaking it off and looked OK at the bench, but they took him inside to make sure. He returned for the third period. He almost had a fighting major with 29.6 seconds left, but I guess he spun Curt Gogol down too quickly. (He was escorted off, but he didn’t receive a penalty.) 

If you weren’t following along, the first goal’s scoring went through a few iterations. At first assists were credited to Ness and Diamond, the latter of whom wasn’t on the ice. They were changed at the first intermission to Halmo and Lee. And that meant that, at the second intermission, Halmo was credited with five points. But a review took Halmo’s assist away, leaving it at Lee alone. 

So that means that only Strome joins the elite fraternity of five-pointers: Blake Comeau, Oct. 13, 2006, at Hartford (nine points in two games); Jeff Tambellini, April 4, 2008, vs. Philadelphia (needing overtime); Greg Mauldin, Feb. 13, 2010, at Hartford (which included four assists).

Prescout. The Ads are in town for the last time this year tomorrow night. Bridgeport beat John Gibson in his first pro start for its only win of October; didn’t keep Gibson from being the AHL goalie of the month. 

Stockton is playing tonight, trailing 2-1 in the second as I type. Parker Milner’s in net, and Mike Dalhuisen has the goal. 

Charles Island makes the very-cool Atlas Obscura.

And a neat Internet story. I feel like I should’ve heard of that but don’t think I did. (And that just made me stop and realize that I’ve been online for 20 years. It’s at once hard to remember what it was like before the ‘net and kind of petrifying that it’s been 20 years.) 

*-No, it’s not on the stat sheet I get, either. There are a few things I’d like to have that I’m sure they’re keeping. But I digress within a digression.
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Hats off to Danny: Worcester pregame 
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The Sharks hadn’t had a hat trick in an exceptionally long time before their last game. And sure enough, it’s on the road. So the Sharks handed out some hats tonight, and they’ll celebrate Daniil Tarasov tonight at the renovated DCU Center. Got to love it. 

Bridgeport’s on the other side of that with a couple of changes: Andrey Pedan gets back in for, it looks like, Dallas Jackson. Greg Miller sits up front. And Anders Nilsson gets the start. One to scratch each way. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Persson

 Larson-Quine-Wetmore

 Gallant-Clark-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Keenan-Pedan

(Jackson-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

WORCESTER

 F: Tarasov-Kearns (A)-Reid

 Schwartz-Hamilton-Hayes

 Gogol-Brace-Stalberg

 Pelech (A)-Oleksuk-Livingston

(Viedensky-scratch)

 D: Petrecki-Tennyson

 Davison (C)-Acolatse

 Comrie-Doherty

 G: Sateri

 Grosenick

R: Luxmore. L: Colby, Galvin.

No Bill Ballou tonight. Wrapping up Sox coverage. Disappointing. Also no Phil; Sharks audio is here. 

Categories: Pregame, Worcester 

Thursday practice: Putting it together 
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A pretty hard practice today; so hard that I thought for a moment Marc Cantin might be injured on a bump from behind from Joey Diamond. He got up looking sore but OK. 

“We have to be able to do all that we do in practice and execute it in a game,” Scott Pellerin said. He felt that last night was fairly successful structurally; it was a matter of getting stronger individual play within that structure. Avoiding turnovers (he thought they had one in the neutral zone all night — that turned into Micheal Haley’s goal). Making a save, better stick position, better coverage. “Once our guys believe in themselves, when we can get that recovery, get that second-effort to recover from those mistakes, we’re going to start playing our game.”

Same cast of characters; the top two lines were the same, with some tweaks to the others. We’ll see how they look tomorrow, though there’s no ice (a tournament at the Wonderland of Ice and something going on at Webster Bank Arena), so they’ll just have meetings rather than a regular morning skate.

Pellerin said Chris Bruton’s surgery was termed a success. The captain was hurting today so was resting at home. Awaiting news on Joe Finley’s status. 

The Sound Tigers are 0-3 on nights when the Red Sox win the World Series. (2004; 2007, with 876 of our closest friends; and last night.) We can go one better: They’re 1-5-1-1 on nights the World Series is decided, winless in the past seven. (They won at Wilkes-Barre in 2003, when the Marlins beat the Yanks; they lost in a shootout in Providence in 2006, when the Cards beat the Tigers; they lost in the morning to Adirondack in 2009 before the Yanks beat the Phillies; they lost to Worcester at home in overtime in 2011 while the Cardinals were beating the Rangers; and they lost at Worcester last year before beating the hurricane home.) Clearly*, there’s something at work here; poor scheduling. (*-not clearly at all) And since it was the bottom of the eighth when I left Hartford last night, tip of cap to the Sox, who represented their (blank)in’ city to the fullest. (So they finally started walking the guy who said that back in April? And it cost ‘em, anyway? Impressive.) 

Manny Malhotra, who’d been on a PTO in Charlotte, signed with the Hurricanes today. 

And this Semyon Varlamov story is pretty sordid, one way or the other. 
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Not big enough 
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It showed up again in a four-on-four again, Scott Pellerin said: When they need a big play, a big stop, a big moment, it has not been there in these first seven games. 

They led for the first time in five games — they scored first for the first time — but it turned out to be their shortest lead of the young season. (It’s kind of easy to check, as it was only their third lead.) 

They will take a few things out of this one. “I thought our compete level was there,” Pellerin said. “The guys were focused. In the first period, the forecheck, I thought was pretty heavy.”

Hartford pushed back, though, and carried things for a while. It took two goals in 20 seconds to even that out. Same two guys in front, too: Mike Halmo and Anders Lee. They were the same two guys in front on Aaron Ness’ goal in the first period. 

In fact, they were the same two guys in front on a power play in the second period; Jason Missaien stopped a tip from one of them, then stopped Halmo’s sprawling rebound. Not long after that, Aaron Johnson cleared the puck, it bounced to the front of Kenny Reiter’s net as Reiter went behind the net to play the puck, and Marek Hrivik made it 3-1.

But we were talking about Halmo. 

“He’s playing his game. His conditioning level is elevated,” Pellerin said, calling him one of the bright spots. 

“He’s going to the net, and he’s getting rewarded. He’s quickly becoming a leader of our team with his work ethic.”

Lee was right there with him. “Anders is a big, strong kid,” Halmo said. “He’s hard to move in front. He plays to his assets.”

It got them three goals. But Bridgeport gave up two more than that. 

….

The Sound Tigers have played 429 minutes, 16 seconds this season. They’ve led for 34:13. 

Called to mind tonight.

Rick DiPietro, wearing No. 31, returns in a 5-2 loss. The last was an empty-netter; 25 saves. 

As referred by our buddy Bill Paxton: This will be interesting, indeed. (Yub nub!)

Roadgeekery plus radio geekery plus baseball equals one pretty neat story out of the Times. 

And I won’t say anything just yet, Red Sox fans. But soon, I take it. 
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Hartford pregame: Development 
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The lines look familiar (familiarish, at least); the defense as of this morning appeared to have a tweak, with Keenan in for Pedan. Doesn’t appear to have anything to do with what went on a couple of weeks ago: “It’s just part of the development process,” Scott Pellerin said. “He’s been working hard, watching video, working on his practice habits, his compete level. We’re just trying to put it all in there, get it all together, all the pieces together to play consistently.”

After all that, they rushed all seven defensemen, and I missed the first twirl trying to get Hartford’s, and the one thing that would’ve been the weirdest appeared to be out there, so these are based off practice but I reserve the right to correct these. (Actually I may be off on Hartford’s third pair, too. We’ll see.) Edit: Miraculously, they were correct.

The Kenny Reiter Win Watch rolls on tonight. One to scratch each way. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Halmo

 Diamond-Sundstrom (A)-Persson

 Miller-Wetmore-Larson

 Gallant-Clark-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Keenan-Jackson

(Pedan-scratch)

 G: Reiter

 Nilsson

HARTFORD

 F: Hrivik-Lindberg-Fast

 Haley (A)-Jean-Kristo

 Yogan-Dupont-St. Croix

 Bourque-Powe (A)-O’Donnell

 D: Johnson (C)-McIlrath

 Allen-Nash

 Syvret-Hughes

(Klassen-scratch)

 G: Missiaen

 Stajcer

R: Hersey, Binda. L: Briggs, Galvin.
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Tough break for an already young team: Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton will have surgery today on an injured hand, Scott Pellerin said after today’s morning skate at the Wonderland of Ice. 

“He’ll be out awhile — probably four weeks,” Pellerin said. “They just thought it was a fracture, thought two weeks would heal it, but it just hasn’t healed.”

Pellerin expects to know more on Joe Finley’s status by the end of the week. 

Meanwhile, looks like Kenny Reiter starts tonight in Hartford. 
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Such as it is: Scott Pellerin said Chris Bruton will see a doctor tomorrow to have his upper-body injury reevaluated. Joe Finley’s own upper-body injury, “that situation hasn’t changed,” Pellerin said, and he remains out indefinitely. 

They did some special-teams work earlier this morning, working on puck movement, and they did a lot of systems work in the main part of practice. “We feel prepared,” Pellerin said. He thought they’d had a couple of good days: “We did a lot of good things in the other game. We watched video of the second period,” and at 2-0 with five minutes to go, “we were right there. We made some mistakes that cost us. We’ve got learn from it, to learn to maintain and manage the game.”

Lines and stuff looked a lot like yesterday. 

Hartford, meanwhile, got Jesper Fast back from the Rangers after their home opener Monday, which probably means the Islanders get to see Carl Hagelin tonight. (Thomas Vanek, etc.) (Matt Moulson has only scored two goals for Buffalo, if you missed it last night.) 

Categories: 'Round the League 

Monday Frustration 

 Monday, October 28, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
 

Comments(2)

Email

Print

Share on Facebook1

Not a whole lot of happy floating around the Wonderland of Ice this morning. They skated on one rink, crossed the lobby, skated on the other, then skated at the end. Then skated a little more. They got some vociferous instruction at times. We’ll see what sticks Wednesday.

Further tweaks to the lineup; Halmo where Sundstrom was with Lee and Strome, Miller and Wetmore together with Diamond. Just looking for something. 

Scott Pellerin said Joe Finley is still seeing doctors, and they hope to have a better idea of his prognosis soon. He’s out indefinitely as it stands. Chris Bruton wasn’t out with them.

Mike Keenan’s back up from Stockton. “Stockton’s a pretty good city, a really good fanbase,” Keenan said. The banner-raising at opening night was fun, with a big crowd. “It was good to get some experience, get some playing time, just get my confidence back up,” Keenan said. 

(It was also nice, the Boston guy said, to have World Series games ending at 9 p.m.)

The pairs remained the same as they’d been; Justin Johnson took some shifts back there with Keenan to even out the five-man units. 

Meanwhile, a sign at Wonderland: “Home of the $75.00 Stick” “Now $50.00.” Too philosophical for a Monday morning. 
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Big deal up top, first reported by Arthur Staple, as the Islanders acquire Thomas Vanek* from Buffalo for Matt Moulson, a first-round pick next year and a second-rounder in 2015. It’s a bold move, picking up a big-name talent who could do some amazing things riding shotgun with John Tavares. It’s also a big price to send with Moulson, who grew from guy who could’ve been sent here to a regular 30-goal scorer in The Show, for a pending free agent (as is, obviously, Moulson). Time — and what else Garth Snow is able to do with his other assets — will tell. 

…

And RIP, Lou Reed.

*-Would be remiss if I didn’t bring up my favorite running gag and note that Vanek was a 2005 AHL All-Rookie Team member ahead of Zach Parise. Which is wrong, as Parise should’ve been rookie of the year. But I digress. About that delay-of-game rule…
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The first road game happens to be a little farther away than we go nowadays, so we’ll be listening in and dropping comments here occasionally. 

The links off the Crunch website imply we can hear Dan D’Uva at this link (Edit: seems not: try here, headphones next to Bridgeport). We’ll be following Corey, Lindsay Kramer and Dan on Twitter.

The box will be here. Unless Chris Bruton has progressed more quickly than expected, Bridgeport has one forward to scratch, and from the week’s indications, it’s from a pool of Brett Gallant, Jason Clark, Alan Quine and Justin Johnson. 

Meanwhile, Larry Brooks first reports that Rick DiPietro has signed a PTO with Charlotte. The Checkers are in the midwest right now, at Rockford this afternoon and at Chicago tomorrow, carrying a PTO tandem of John Muse and Allen York with Carolina’s injury problems in net. 

And have been reminiscing all day about Marcia Wallace, our Edna and Carol. (Watch the “ha!” montage.) RIP. 

More as gametime approaches. 

–I’m guessing — assuming I’m not forgetting some exhibition game — that tomorrow would be Rick DiPietro’s first sporting return to Rosemont Horizon since Game 5, 2002. It has been a long 11 years since then. 

–Right now that radio station is playing nothing but commercials. We’ll correct if necessary. 

–Changeup: Corey says Nick Larson is the scratch. Should be Nilsson vs. Kristers Gudlevskis (AHL debut).

–Lines, from Corey:

 BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Sundstrom (A)

 Persson-Wetmore-Halmo

 Diamond-Miller-Quine

 Gallant-Clark-Johnson

 D: de Haan (A)-Cantin

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Pedan-Jackson

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

R: C. Brown. L: DeMizio, Oliver.

–ESPN failing, but Phil writes in to let me know it’s available on AHL Live with the headphones next to the Sound Tigers. 

–Trade of early power plays; sounds like de Haan had a good chance late in Bridgeport’s try, and the Sound Tigers also hit a post soon after. 

–Big Nilsson save on a Kucherov breakaway. 

–I’ve lost audio four times in the first 11 minutes. Curious if anyone else is having trouble. (Well, kind of.) Bridgeport to its second PP on a Cote hold. 

And now a long five-on-three coming for Bridgeport on one of those annoying delay-of-game minors. 

–A good kill for the Crunch, but Bridgeport goes back to the power play. 

–That ESPN audio is up now, and sounds better than AHL Live, so we’ll suffer through this power play again; it’s a little behind the AHL Live version. Oh well. 

–Joey Diamond chatting with Joey Mormina. Please, someone, have a picture of that. 

–Sounds like Bridgeport had as many shots as Syracuse on those three minors. 

–Dan mentions that Bridgeport had the first three shots of the period, Syracuse had the next seven and Bridgeport had the last couple. That kind of matches the last game and one or two others: A decent-to-good start, a stretch where they were on their heels, and a good finish. This whole comparison is ruined by the fact that Syracuse got the last shot here to make it 8-5 after one, but oh well. No score. 

–Neat story from the intermission interview. Utica had a 1-0 lead after three rounds of the shootout last night. D’Uva asks Tanner Richard if he noticed Utica goalie Joacim Eriksson celebrated after stopping Geoff Walker, the third shooter, apparently thinking it was an NHL-style three-round shootout. Richard chuckles and says he has to be honest: He thought it was over, too. Funny. But he scored in the fourth round and kept it going. 

–Gudlevskis comes up big on a scramble to start the second; Cote puts one under Nilsson the other way after Dana Tyrell wins a dump-in to negate an icing. 1-0 Syracuse 49 seconds into the period. 

–At 2:31, what sounds like a good Syracuse shift ends with Vladimir Namestnikov’s fourth goal. Gallant and Eric Neilson go about 30 seconds later, and it sounds like a great one. 

–Well, the box says the goal and the fight were 30 seconds apart. The tweets and the call sounded like it was right off the draw. I kind of trust the tweets and the call. Plus, I thought I heard Dan say the five-on-three was 1:43; the box would indicate it was 1:33. Seen this before. Anyway. 

–Syracuse’s fourth power play (Persson, for kneeing Neilson) produces off the draw, a Matt Taormina goal. It’s 3-0 with about five minutes left in the second. 

–Shots are something like 15-4 in Syracuse’s favor in the second. Second periods had been pretty good for Bridgeport overall through the first five. Not so tonight. 

–Edit: Coming into tonight, Bridgeport had outscored opponents 6-4 in the second period but was outscored 16-6 otherwise. 

–Rankin on a breakaway makes it 4-0 soon after; Bridgeport kills a power play, gets one of its own, then gives up SHG No. 5 to Paquette with just seconds left in the period. 5-0 Crunch. Shots 22-9 in the period. Ugly. 

–Sixth time Bridgeport has allowed five goals in a period, the regular-season record. They allowed six to Hershey in the 2009 playoffs, Game 3. 

–Kenny Reiter starts the third period. At least the sixth time Bridgeport has changed goalies in back-to-back games (though one of those was the one-second delay-tactic attempt last year against Providence). 

–The time on the Namestnikov goal has been changed to 2:51, which means the fight at 3:00 basically was off the draw, so, there we go. Excitement pulses. 

–Gallant-Neilson, courtesy of @IslesEnforcers. It’s not bad. 

–Syracuse 5, Bridgeport 0, final. Gudlevskis makes 22 saves for a shutout in his AHL debut. 

–Scott Pellerin said they were chasing too much in the second, didn’t establish the forecheck like they did in the first, didn’t capitalize on their early chances and then were trying to come from behind. He said they talked about changing goalies late in the second but wanted to try to get to the intermission; two goals later, it was 5-0. 

The power play was 0-for-7. “I’m not blaming it on the power play by any means, but we have to execute,” Pellerin said. “Bogy’s doing a really good job working with them, showing them all they have to do. Players we expect to do certain things have not been able to do them. We have to keep showing them, keep teaching them, to develop those players. … At the end of the day, we have to make plays.” Five-on-five isn’t exempted from that, either. 

They are back to work Monday. More then unless warranted.
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RT @JesseDEisenberg: Equipment manager Boggsy with an assist on the #isles GWG. That means he has to do media http://t.co/XOq9b8qeEP

Ben Rosen scored his first pro goal, followed up with his first pro assist, and helped Stockton hang on for a win at Bakersfield (against former future Sound Tiger Blake Kessel, who recently signed with the Condors). 

Prescout. Took 65 minutes and an extra inning in the bonus round, and then they hopped on the Thruway to head home. That’s a lot of high numbers. Best linemen in the league. We’ll be liveblogging tomorrow’s game off the radio. 

Lineup mixups are always fun when they don’t happen to you: Adirondack’s Tyler Brown dressed, but Derek Mathers was listed on the submitted lineup. Brown was sent back to the room at 4:56 (not the first whistle), and Mathers got dressed. (Silly reaction, though, by the team after losing 3-0.) 

Meanwhile in Albany, Harri Pesonen had two unsuccessful penalty shots, an assist and a diving minor. Can we call that the Harri Hat Trick? I’m going with that. The Wolf Pack’s usual goalies are replacing Marty Biron and spelling Henrik Lundqvist, so the Wolf Pack’s other goalies both played tonight — in fact, both faced a penalty shot. (If I haven’t lost one over the years, nine players have played for Bridgeport, then played for Hartford. And two of them wear letters for the Wolf Pack right now.)

Linus Omark scored four goals tonight for Oklahoma City. A funny stat from the league about that (with a local tie). Bridgeport of course has only the one four-goal game, Sean Bergenheim’s, almost seven years ago now. 

Mark Naclerio with a big day as Brown beats Yale. Milford, taking over hockey etc. 

Fort Wayne is retiring the No. 33 of literally onetime Bridgeport goalie Nick Boucher. 

And RIP, Bill Sharman. 
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Same lines today at the Wonderland of Ice as yesterday. Looks as if they’ll go up there with these 13, six and two, making a decision tomorrow who’ll make up the fourth line. 

Scott Pellerin said he hopes to have more on Joe Finley’s prognosis early next week, before the game at Hartford on Wednesday. In Finley’s absence, most often Marc Cantin has filled that spot with Calvin de Haan. Chris Bruton, in red for no-contact, practiced with the team today. 

Stockton plays tonight. AHL transactions have Brayden Irwin, who went to camp with Bridgeport, signing a PTO with Utica. The Comets host Syracuse tonight, so Bridgeport will have the rest advantage again. 

Movember returns, meanwhile, in a week.
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Gallant good to go 

 Thursday, October 24, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
 

Comments

Email

Print

Share on Facebook2

Brett Gallant was back in full practice mode today, feeling good and ready to go; Scott Pellerin said they’ll keep an eye on him, probably throw in a bit more contact tomorrow, but that’s a step in the right direction. They remained at six defensemen, though, with Joe Finley still out. 

Among the reconfiguration of the lines: Lee-Strome-Sundstrom, of which we saw a little a few games ago, but which seems a bit more fixed at the moment. Will probably write a bit on this for Saturday’s paper, but it’s a far cry from years when it seemed as if there weren’t enough centermen to go around; now they’re at a point where they feel fine moving one of their top-two to the wing. 

The others: Persson-Wetmore-Halmo, Diamond-Miller-Larson, Gallant-Clark-Johnson-Quine. 

Another goal for Kirill Kabanov, but Stockton blew a 2-0 lead and lost 4-2 to Ontario last night. Parker Milner made 23 saves in his pro debut, and the last goal was an empty-netter. The Thunder play again Friday, then are off for a week. 

Assorted links: Mark Arcobello is turning heads. … The Portland Maine Lewiston Pirates of Saco? … Manny Malhotra, folks.

Think I got this from Chris Jones: An oral history of the 1989 World Series. Neat stories.

And RIP, Bill Mazer.
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Bridgeport was almost down to a game roster Wednesday as Joe Finley remained out. 

“He’s seeing the doctor again,” Scott Pellerin said. “It’s something minor that we have to make sure he’s 100 percent before he can get back on the ice.” 

That left six defensemen to go with the 12 forwards, though Brett Gallant, still in a red no-contact jersey, gave it a good skate. Pellerin said they’ll see how he feels later today. Two more days of practice before Syracuse, anyway. 

Stockton plays its second game tonight; Parker Milner gets the nod for his pro debut. Twitter follows, BTW, for Stockton, including writer Scott Linesburgh.

(You wanted to watch Kirill Kabanov’s, Mike Dalhuisen’s et al’s scraps from the other night, didn’t you? @IslesEnforcers has you covered.)

Edit, 3:45: The Islanders just announced a contract for Radek Martinek for the rest of the year. In the short term, that’s replacement for Lubomir Visnovsky (one hopes, for Visnovsky’s head’s sake, that it’s the short term, anyway). In the long term, if Visnovsky returns before anything else happens, that makes 24 men for a 23-man NHL roster. 

Hartford’s goaltending is in some flux as Cam Talbot is starting and Jason Missiaen is backing up tomorrow for the Rangers against Philly. Scott Stajcer and Jeff Malcolm are in Hartford, as is Missiaen, at least on online paper at this writing. Hartford plays Portland tonight at the former Mall. 

Mark Arcobello’s start puts him in some coincidentally elite company.

And just another plug that we’ve got Twitter and Facebook feeds that link to all blog posts and stories from the paper: @BSTSoundinOff and Soundin’ Off on Facebook.

Closer, further: Tuesday practice 
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While Brett Gallant got a little closer to returning, taking about half of today’s practice in a red no-contact jersey, Joe Finley left early. “It’s a minor thing that he’s not 100 percent,” Scott Pellerin said. “It was hurting him while he was on the ice, so we thought he’d take it easy.” He’ll see a doctor. We’ll see what comes tomorrow. Chris Bruton skated separately beforehand, but “he’s still a ways away,” Pellerin said. 

Kind of a war of attrition today. A couple of players clipped up high, as was Eric Boguniecki. With another long week of practice between games, they did some different things, battle drills, working in corners. 

Rhett Rakhshani, Dylan Reese, Peter MacArthur (thanks, Whiskey Pete) and Darien’s Ryan Shannon are among those named to the United States team at the Deutschland Cup 

Stamford’s Ryan Haggerty is the ECAC Player of the Week. (The Engineers are up to 12th.)

“Big Shot” tonight on ESPN. 

Morons.

And RIP, Don James and Bud Adams.

Copying error on my part led to an unfortunate transition earlier. Fixed now.
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At five-on-five: Bridgeport 4, Binghamton 1.

Everywhere else? Binghamton 5, Bridgeport 1. 

Far from Anders Nilsson’s best day (he was pretty clearly screened on the first one; he said he didn’t get a clean look at the other two, either). Bridgeport battles itself back into the game twice, but coverages break down, a guy falls down (SHG No. 4), a penalty has to be taken. Kenny Reiter stops the changeup, but the rebound goes right to Hoffman. 

Too many odd-man rushes (Reiter made some big saves in the second period in particular). Little things that didn’t happen. They added up, and five games in, they’ve picked up only three points. 

….

Nelson was going straight back to the Island. “It was good to get in a game. It’s been a few days,” Nelson said; good, he said, to see that group again. “It’s a tough loss for this team. We needed a couple of bounces.” He was credited with six shots on goal. 

The power-play drought ended at 21. Nice setup from Sundstrom to Persson. (The new power-play drought is three.) 

Only other time a team started a game 4-for-4 on the power play against Bridgeport: March 28, 2009, at Hershey. The Bears finished 4-for-7 and won 7-2. (That was the night of Kronwall vs. Colliton.) The team record for goals against on consecutive power plays is five, done twice in 2005-06; the team record for power-play goals against in a game is also five, though done nonconsecutively at Portland in 2010-11. 

This one seemed so odd that I spent about 45 minutes checking it: Tonight’s goal was the first one Bridgeport has allowed at home at four-on-three in overtime since Dec. 16, 2001. That was the 26th game in team history and the team’s first-ever overtime loss. Marko Tuomainen for hooking Ryan Christie at 3:23; Blair Betts from Jason Morgan and Oleg Saprykin at 4:42.3. Bridgeport had killed 22 consecutive overtime four-on-threes since then, over 30 minutes of combined time. 

(There was one other regular-season, non-four-on-three overtime power-play goal to beat Bridgeport here, though. Much credit if you remember it.) 

Team’s taking tomorrow off. 

And RIP, Allan Stanley.
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Brock Nelson’s arrival produces some interesting units, breaking up Anders Lee and Ryan Strome for the first time in a long time, putting Nelson on the wing with Strome and some other rearrangements throughout the top three lines. Alan Quine gets scratched for Nelson. 

A new letter for Johan Sundstrom in Chris Bruton’s injury absence. One to scratch each way. Looked like Cantin and Blood. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Nelson-Strome-Halmo

 Lee-Sundstrom (A)-Persson

 Diamond-Wetmore-Larson

 Miller-Clark-Johnson

 D: Finley-de Haan (A)

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Pedan-Jackson

(Cantin-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

BINGHAMTON

 F: Hoffman (A)-Zibanejad-Robinson

 Prince-Da Costa-Schneider

 Kramer-O’Brien-Puempel

 Cowick-Culek-Hamilton (A)

 D: Borowiecki (C)-Ceci

 Sdao-Eckford

 Claesson-Rutkowski

(Blood-scratch)

 G: Hammond

 Lawson

R: Knorr, Binda. L: Colby, Simeon.

Nathan Lawson is not starting for just the second time; he came in midgame that first time. Good to see him and Steve Stirling pregame. 

…

Tip of cap to Marty Biron, onetime Sound-Tiger-on-conditioning as a small part of a long career, after he announced his retirement today. From all accounts one of the game’s gentlemen, and he was certainly great for the short time he was here. 
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After their 4-3 loss tonight, the Islanders sent Brock Nelson down. That’ll certainly tweak those lines — maybe a Lee/Strome reunion? — and power-play units and probably penalty-kill units. Arthur reports they’ll decide about a call-up after that, but obviously this is the only game here for another week. (There’s also the issue of Lubomir Visnovsky, knocked out of tonight’s game with a team-announced concussion.)

….

Binghamton will get on the bus after a 4-1 loss to Syracuse tonight. Nathan Lawson made 28 saves. 

Edit: What an opener in Stockton. It begins with Kirill Kabanov scoring off an errant clear. Good enough. Then Mike Dalhuisen gets his first point in his pro debut on Brayden Irwin’s goal, playing the point alongside Mike Keenan. Then Kabanov gets into a fight. Yeah. Then Keenan scores his first pro goal on a power play. Then Dalhuisen gets into a fight. Then Dalhuisen scores his first pro goal off Kabanov’s and Keenan’s assists. So if you’ve been keeping track… Dalhuisen and Kabanov pick up the Gordie Howe Hat Tricks, and two points for Keenan in a 5-0 win over Colorado.

So just your routine Saturday evening in the Islanders organization. 

Corrected the Islanders’ score. Had the Binghamton score on my mind.
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Scott Pellerin didn’t promise the lines would be the same today as they were Friday. Well, they were. There you go. (No promises about tomorrow yet.) 

They finished up with some power-play work, with the top unit looking like it did at the end of last Sunday’s game, with Johan Sundstrom and Ryan Strome together with Anders Lee. (Alan Quine was up front on one of the other units, for what it’s worth, with Andrey Pedan on the point). 

Binghamton opened its weekend Friday with a 6-2 win at Syracuse; 40 saves for Nathan Lawson. The teams do it again in Binghamton tonight, and Grady Whittenburg says it’ll be Nate again tonight. Bridgeport, meanwhile, will be on six days’ rest tomorrow. Fun with scheduling. 

Stockton opens up tonight at home. 

Scary time in Winnipeg last night as Jacob Trouba went face-first into the boards and was stretchered off. Able to joke about it later on, though.

WBS 4, Hershey 2 11/2

November 2nd, 2013

2 Comments

The stat of the night is this: The WBS Penguins beat the Hershey Bears on consecutive days for the first time in more than eight years, winning 4-2 tonight after taking a 3-2 overtime decision last night.

It’s not quite as monumental as it sounds, since the Penguins have only had three chances to play the Bears on back-to-back days since the two-game sweep in October of 2005, but it’s a stat nonetheless.

For the first half of tonight’s game, it didn’t look like it was going to happen.

Hershey dominated the first 10 minutes of the game, out-skating and out-hitting the Penguins and taking a 2-0 lead on goals by David Kolomatis and Jeff Taffe.

From there, it looked like goalie David Leggio was going to steal one. He robbed Brian Gibbons twice on a 5-on-3 advantage in the first period and stopped no fewer than seven Grade A scoring chances in the second.

But the Penguins kept skating and kept putting pucks on net, and eventually they cracked Leggio three times in the second.

Chris Conner followed up a Gibbons shot at 4:54. Harry Zolnierczyk scored on a two-on-none with Nick Drazenovic on a bad line change at 10:00. Finally, Tom Kuhnhackl tipped in a Philip Samuelsson point shot 47.1 seconds before intermission to give the Penguins the lead for good.

Hershey cranked it up a bit in the third and went on the power play three times, but the Penguins held on. Coach John Hynes said he’d like to see his team protect a lead a little better. Andrew Ebbett took advantage of a puck misplayed by Leggio for an insurance goal with 1:56 remaining.

So to sum it up, the Penguins played poorly for 10 minutes, great for 30 and then held the lead from there. It was a weekend they sort of needed after going 0-1-1 last Friday and Saturday. Now, they get ready for their first midweek game of the season Wednesday.

Check back Tuesday for the next blog update.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Hershey 2 (OT) 11/1

November 2nd, 2013

0 Comments

For two periods plus tonight, WBS and Hershey played the kind of game WBS and Hershey usually play. Tight checking. Hard hitting. A little nasty.

Derek Whitmore and Dominik Uher traded power-play goals in the first. Dane Byers got behind the Penguins defense and gave Hershey a 2-1 lead in the second. Nick Drazenovic won a faceoff right to Tom Kostopoulos at the right hash marks for a top-corner one-timer to tie it before the midpoint of the third.

Then with about 5 minutes left, things got really interesting.

– Simon Despres was playing a puck in his skates when Byers came over the middle and trucked him. Looked to me to be a Tito Santana-style forearm to the head. Philip Samuelsson jumped Byers. Brian Gibbons joined the fray. Despres got up, skated off on his own and shortly thereafter, returned to the game. Byers got a charging major and Samuelsson the old 2-5-10 for instigating. In 1993, it would have been a highlight-reel hit for Byers. In 2013, it a major and maybe even a short suspension.

– When the penalties cycled out, the Penguins went on a three-minute power play starting with 3:14 left in the game. They didn’t do much.

– About halfway through overtime, Hershey’s Nicolas Deschamps bumped Penguins goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers behind the net as he played a puck. Just a bump, not a clobbering, but Deslauriers’ helmet came off and a goalie interference penalty was called.

– A few seconds into the 4-on-3. Hershey’s Matt Watkins got a shorthanded break and was hooked. Penalty shot. Watkins made a nice backhand move, but Deslauriers got his left pad or blocker in the way of it — he said it was a little bit of both — to keep the game going.

– With 24.7  seconds left, Nick Drazenovic made a pass from the right post to Brendan Mikkelson at the right hash marks and he scored his second OT goal of the season to give the Penguins the win.

Quite a bit going on at the end there, huh?

Anyway, big game for Deslauriers, who made a couple other five-star stops in addition to the penalty shot. Big game for Drazenovic, who assisted on all three goals. And big game for Kostopoulos, who had the Gordie Howe hat trick — a goal, two assists and a fight with Byers in the first period.

Did a little digging about Hershey and WBS playing on consecutive days, like they do this weekend. It’s only happened nine times before. Hershey swept three times, WBS swept three times and there were two splits. Twice, back in 2002-03, the Penguins won the first game and tied the second.

The 10th consecutive-day meeting should be an interesting one tomorrow. I don’t know if there will be lingering hostility due to the Byers hit on Despres. It’s a possibility.

Bye for now,

jb
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Jeffrey, Hartzell, etc. 10/31

October 31st, 2013

2 Comments

At the tail end of a week with four practices and no games, the WBS had a brisk skate this morning, getting ready for a home-and-home series with the Hershey Bears this weekend.

The Penguins are at pretty close to full strength, missing only Jayson Megna to call-up and depth defenseman Peter Merth and rookies Harrison Ruopp and Anton Zlobin to injury. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers is scheduled to get the start in net tomorrow after stopping 18-of-19 shots in a 3-1 win over Hershey on Oct. 12.

I’ll have notes on Dominik Uher’s scoring pace and Brendan Mikkelson leading the league in power-play assists online and in the paper tomorrow. In the meantime, two notes here on Dustin Jeffrey and Eric Hartzell.

On Jeffrey, I don’t know where he stands with the decision makers in the Penguins organization, but I do know these facts.

In 2010-11, around the middle of December, he was called up and played well, recording 7 goals and 12 points in 25 games until Jeff Carter fell on his knee March 24. Since that serious injury, Jeffrey has the exact same numbers — 7 goals and 12 points — in more than twice as many games (57).

Did the knee injury cause him to lose a step he couldn’t afford to lose or does he just need a dose of confidence and ice time, two things he hasn’t had much of lately? I’m not sure, but the numbers are the numbers.

On Hartzell, a quote from coach John Hynes after he was assigned to the ECHL’s Wheeling Nailers yesterday:

“He was coming back from injury and we felt it was real important for him to get in net, establish a net and really take ownership in his game. Play some games, get his game going in the right direction. Get real confidence and real experience where he can play multiple games and get himself going in his first professional season, and then take a look at him when we feel the time is ready.”

I’m intrigued by Hartzell because I like his combination of size, athleticism and swagger. It’s important to note, though, that the Penguins have never in their history taken a rookie goalie out of college and thrown him right into the AHL net.

In 2007-08, John Curry was coming off two great years at BU, but early in the year, he was assigned to Las Vegas in the ECHL and Team USA for the Deutschland Cup. He didn’t make his first AHL start until Nov. 18 and wasn’t a full-time starter until Marc-Andre Fleury got hurt and Ty Conklin was called up in December. Instead, the Penguins brought in veteran Karl Goehring, and he made a couple of starts.

That same year, Dave Brown was coming in off a monster 30-6-3 senior year at Notre Dame. He was sent to Wheeling and didn’t make his first AHL start until Dec. 7.

In 2009-10, Brad Thiessen made the AHL roster at the start of his rookie year, but went 1-3 and was sent down to Wheeling in December and was replaced by veteran Adam Berkhoel.

The point of all this is two-fold. First, the Hartzell demotion is nothing out of the ordinary. Second, how he performs in Wheeling right now might give some clues about the kind of AHL goalie he’ll be.

Curry went 4-1 in Las Vegas as a rookie. Thiessen went 8-3 with Wheeling. They went on to become standout AHL goalies. Brown went 6-6-1 and has spent most of his pro career in the Central Hockey League.

Bye for now,

jb
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Lineup notes 10/29

October 29th, 2013

3 Comments

Running down the lineup from practice at Coal Street this morning, making some notes as I go:

– Tom Kostopoulos is back practicing after missing last weekend with an injury. He’s good to go for Friday. He skated with Chris Conner and Nick Drazenovic on what looks like a pretty interesting line — some speed, some skill and some grit.

– When Dominik Uher was drafted, the scouting report said he had the grit to play in the bottom six but the skill to complement top-six forwards as well. If these lines stick together, he’ll get a chance to prove that this weekend, as he’s skating with Brian Gibbons and Harry Zolnierczyk. All three of those guys are strong on the forecheck. Gibbons is second in the league in scoring and Zolnierczyk has four goals in five games.

– It looks like Paul Thompson is working his way back up the depth chart after a slow start to the season. He’s on the right side with Tom Kuhnhackl and Andrew Ebbett.

– With Conner and Zolnierczyk back from Pittsburgh and Kostopoulos back from injury, the fourth-line picture is crowded. Pick three out of PL3, Bobby Farnham, Zach Sill, Mike Carman and Adam Payerl.

– The crease is also crowded. Eric Hartzell is back from injury and practicing in full, joining Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and Peter Mannino. I’d say I’d expect one of them to go to Wheeling to get some playing time, but the Nailers have two good goalies on loan from Montreal, so I have no idea what the end game is there.

– The D pairs have been pretty consistent for a while now. Despres-Samuelsson, Harrington-Mikkelson and Dumoulin with D’Agostino or McNeill.

Now, some notes on some stories I’m working on:

– Today, inspired by Jayson Megna’s showing last night for Pittsburgh, a look at why some NHL call-ups jump right in and have success and others don’t.

– Tomorrow, WBS won its first six games and lost its next two. What happened in the six wins that didn’t in the two losses and vice versa? A lot of it has to do with taking penalties.

– For this weekend, an interesting discussion with Farnham about diving after Binghamton coach Luke Richardson accused him of it last weekend. The Richardson quote starts about 1:20 into this clip from the Binghamton Press & Sun-Bulletin. To sum up Farnham’s thoughts, the goal, he said, is to draw penalties by getting under opponents’ skin, not by diving. It’s a fine line between the two.

Meanwhile, in Pittsburgh, Rob Scuderi is out indefinitely with a broken ankle and Chuck Kobasew is out 3-4 weeks with a lower-body injury. That doesn’t necessarily mean a call-up is coming. Pittsburgh still has 12 healthy forwards, six healthy defensemen and a healthy Deryk Engelland, who, these days, can apparently fill in at either position. It wouldn’t be shocking if a forward was promoted from WBS, however, given how little Dustin Jeffrey has been playing. The obvious leading candidate would be Gibbons.

Bye for now,

jb
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Norfolk 2, WBS 1 10/26

October 26th, 2013

3 Comments

The third period magic ran out for the WBS Penguins tonight.

Tied 1-1 entering the final period, they gave up a goal to Maxime Sauve out of a net-front pile-up at 5:45, misfired on the power play, took three penalties in the last 10 minutes of the game and lost 2-1 to the Norfolk Admirals.

Pittsburgh native John Gibson is a top Anaheim prospect, and he got the start for Norfolk tonight. His stats coming in told a lot about the kind of game the Penguins could expect. He had a .952 save percentage, but was only 2-1-2. That indicates Norfolk plays low-scoring games, which has always been coach Trent Yawney’s trademark. And in fact, they came in second in the league in defense, giving up 1.86 goals per game.

But the Penguins caught the Admirals napping in the first five minutes. Simon Despres made a long breakout pass to spring Brian Gibbons for a breakaway goal. Gibbons has been nothing short of a revelation so far this season. He’s second in the league with 14 points in eight games. Texas’ Travis Moran leads the league with 18 points.

As it turned out, the Gibbons goal was the exception to the rule. The Admirals really are a stout team defensively and Gibson is the real, not like the no-good Virgil, and the Penguins didn’t do anywhere near enough to make life difficult on them the rest of the way.

Somewhere about eight minutes into the game, the momentum shifted in favor of Norfolk and it never really shifted back. They outshot WBS 9-0 in the last 12 minutes of the first, went on the power play twice and cashed in on one of those chances on a Rickard Rakell goal to make it 1-1.

The second period was more what was expected, where teams had to fight for every inch of open ice. The highlights were a pair of Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond fights, first with Zach Stortini, then with John Kurtz. In both fights, the rule that penalizes players who voluntarily remove their helmets were in the spotlight.

In the first fight, PL3 and Stortini dropped the gloves, tied up, wrestled until they removed each others’ helmets, then commenced throwing punches. In the second fight, it looked like Leblond was talking Kurtz into taking the coincidental sevens instead of fives. He agreed and off they went.

The more I see this rule in action, the more steamed I get. I’m all for increasing player safety. I really am. But there is a certain level of risk that we, the public, are willing to live with. A puck can hit a player in the throat and cause a serious injury. We’re willing to live with that risk. There isn’t a movement to switch to Nerf pucks. If the national speed limit were 10 mph, fatal crashes on the highways would be a thing of the past. It’s not 10 mph because we’re willing to live with the risk.

Players, because of their drive to succeed in their profession, often take risks that a reasonable person would deem to be too great. In those cases, players need to be protected from themselves. I get that. But this isn’t one of those cases. This is nanny-state lawsuit-phobia BS.

OK, off the soap box and back to the game. I think it’s possible the Penguins ran out of gas in the third. Scroll down and check the last sentence of last night’s blog post after the game in Binghamton. The Penguins lost 2-1 to Norfolk tonight and the B-Sens lost 3-1 to Adirondack. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.

Coach John Hynes dismissed that notion after the game, saying the Penguins did fine in Manchester last Sunday after playing a physical game in Worcester the night before. Zach Sill said the same. Andrew Ebbett said he didn’t know, but there might have been an emotional letdown. I think it’s only human nature.

Check back for the next update Monday or Tuesday.

Bye for now,

jb
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Binghamton 4, WBS 3 (shootout) 10/25

October 26th, 2013

0 Comments

I’m old enough to have covered games that ended in a tie, and after those games, a common question in the locker room went like this: “Good tie or bad tie?” Maybe I need to bring that question back for shootout losses. Good point or bad point?

It’s not always an easy question to answer.

WBS trailed 3-1 after two periods and scored twice in the third to force overtime. Good point. They also didn’t score on a 5-on-3 power play that lasted more than 90 seconds late in the third period. Bad point.

Anyway, Harry Zolnierczyk called it a good point, linking it to the team’s record so far. If you go 6-0, lose in a shootout Friday and win Saturday, you can say you’re unbeaten in eight to start the season. Coach John Hynes called it a good point because the Penguins had to work hard for it. That’s for sure.

Lots of stuff went on in this one, so let’s go point by point:

– The Penguins took two penalties in the first 13 minutes, which was probably the worst thing they could do. Binghamton has the league’s best power play and was coming off a 4-for-4 night in a 6-5 overtime win over Bridgeport. The B-Sens scored on both ends of a 5-on-3, getting goals from Stephane Da Costa and Matt Puempel.

– In the second period, the Penguins got their own 5-on-3. They matched the two-man advantage goal when Tom Kuhnhackl picked a corner from the slot. They didn’t match the goal on the back end. That made it 2-1 Binghamton.

– About midway through the second, Bobby Farnham hit Mark Borowiecki in the left-wing corner of the Binghamton defensive zone. B-Sens defenseman Mike Sdao didn’t like it, followed Farnham out to the blue line and cross-checked him in the back of the head. Sdao was given a major penalty and a game misconduct. After the game, Luke Richardson said Farnham dove on the play, like he always does. Richardson’s criticism might normally have some merit — Farnham isn’t known as a rat for no reason — but it is odd in this case. Say Richardson is right and Farnham exaggerated the effects of a glancing blow. Sdao still cross-checked him in the head in retaliation for a legal hit. That’s a penalty every time, and often a major.

– Regardless, the call didn’t hurt the B-Sens at all. In fact, it ended up helping them. First, Kuhnhackl was called for hooking, negating the first two minutes of the five-minute advantage. Then Cole Schneider picked off a Brian Dumoulin pass in the neutral zone and scored on a shorthanded breakaway to make it 3-1 Binghamton. Then Paul Thompson had a rebound goal waved off because referee Geoff Miller called goalie interference. Sorry for the cop out, but I didn’t get a good enough look at the play to have an opinion on the call. The Penguins were mad about it and argued, but they weren’t off-the-hinges upset.

– The Penguins have outscored opponents 17-4 in the third period this season — that’s not a misprint, 17-4 — and they were at it again tonight. First, Dominik Uher forced goalie Nathan Lawson into a turnover behind the net, Brian Gibbons made a hit to keep the puck loose and Zolnierczyk cleaned up near the left post. Then, Nick Drazenovic stole a D-to-D pass behind the net and centered to Adam Payerl, who muscled a puck past Lawson. It was 3-3.

– The last 10 minutes were pretty wild. First, the Penguins didn’t convert the long 5-on-3. Then Binghamton’s red-hot power play got another shot with about three minutes left, but the Penguins killed the penalty, thanks in large part to an amazing Jeff Deslauriers save on Cody Ceci with about 54 seconds left. He went post to post and threw some furniture in front of a shot from the right circle. At the end of the power play, Gibbons had a shorthanded breakaway, but was hauled down by Mike Hoffman and no penalty was called. Finally, Drazenovic made another steal deep in the offensive zone and set up Thompson, but Lawson made the save with 15 seconds left.

– In the shootout, DaCosta and Puempel scored as the B-Sens went 2 for 4. The Penguins went 0 for 4 and that’s your ballgame.

In summary, out of the seven teams the Penguins have faced this season, Binghamton looks like the most likely to give them problems, what with their excellent power play and overall team speed. And if I could get some action on AHL games somewhere, I’d bet against both the Penguins and B-Sens tomorrow. Looked to me like both teams emptied the tank tonight. Good, hard-fought game.

Bye for now,

jb
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Starting rotation 10/24

October 24th, 2013

1 Comment

Chris Conner and Harry Zolnierczyk, sent down by Pittsburgh yesterday, were on the ice at Coal Street this morning, with Jayson Megna gone up in their place.

I asked coach John Hynes if he expects there will be a rotation of call-ups at this early point in the season. He said he wouldn’t go so far as to call it a rotation, but that there is value in calling up guys who haven’t been in the NHL before to see how they’ll look. If that sort of thinking takes root, it would be good news for Brian Gibbons and Zach Sill, among others, WBS standouts who have yet to make their NHL debuts.

For Pittsburgh fans not familiar with his game, a brief scouting report on Megna: The big thing is skating. He’s good at it. Not a quick little guy like Conner or Gibbons. He’s 6-1, 185 and smooth. Uses his speed well on the penalty kill. Two of his three goals for WBS this season came shorthanded. Last year, he created plenty of offense chances but they didn’t often lead to goals. This year, his finishing has been better. Not physical. A right-handed shot who is most effective at right wing, but can also play center.

I’m not sure where Conner and Zolnierczyk are going to slot into the WBS lineup because when I was taking notes at practice today, they were working on special teams. The way it’s developing, I think there are two combinations the coaching staff likes: Gibbons-Conner and Kuhnhackl-Ebbett. It’s fill in the blanks from there.

Tom Kostopoulos was one of a handful of players who skated after practice today, so I wouldn’t count on him being in the lineup this weekend.

With Megna up and Kostopoulos banged up, the Penguins are a really left-handed team. Of the 21 players who are likely to be on the ice for warm-ups tomorrow at Binghamton, only two — Adam Payerl and Paul Thompson — are right-handed. All eight D on the ice today — Dustin Stevenson, returning from a lower-body injury, was the eighth — were lefties. More on that in the paper and online tomorrow.

Before I go, one note on this news story from TSN’s Darren Dreger. He reports that NHL linesmen have been instructed to step in and break up a fight before it starts if both players take off their helmets, voluntarily taking the extra two minutes that comes along with that decision per a new rule this season.

This is something we could easily see in WBS Penguins games, as PL3 has voluntarily taken the delay-of-game minor in two of his fights this season.

I understand the logic. What’s the point in having a rule aimed at increasing player safety if players can so easily circumvent it? Still, I have concerns. For instance, asking the obvious question, isn’t linesman safety important too?

You could easily end up with this:

or this:

or maybe even this:

Bye for now,

jb
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Tuesday notes 10/22

October 22nd, 2013

0 Comments

The WBS Penguins didn’t have a full practice today. Just injured players skating with assistant coach Alain Nasreddine. Maybe the team had the day off to celebrate Miroslav Satan’s 39th birthday. We all should have the day off, in my opinion. But here are some notes anyway.

– Coach John Hynes said Tom Kostopoulos and Simon Despres, who were out of the lineup Sunday in Manchester with injuries, are day to day. Kostopoulos was one of the players skating with Nasreddine.

– Today I’ll be writing about Brian Gibbons and his torrid start to the season. I think most Penguins fans are surprised at how much scoring he’s doing in the early going, but here’s a stat that shows he scoring pedigree: Gibbons had 101 points in 81 games in his last two years at Boston College.

– Tomorrow I’ll be writing about Tom Kuhnhackl. Interesting stat on him: He has played 17 pro games and scored two goals in two of them. The point? He has the potential to be a dangerous scorer. It’s just a matter of how consistently he can do it.

– This weekend, I’ll be writing about Nick D’Agostino. He’s a fascinating guy. Has a degree in labor relations from Cornell, just like Gary Bettman does. His dad is a former pro soccer player from Italy. His mom is from Malta. I asked him if that made him half Maltese because my dog is half Maltese. He politely laughed instead of punching me, which was nice of him.

– A big day for former WBS Penguins centers signing with European teams. Kris Beech, Tim Brent and Erik Christensen. Empty Netters has the details.

– Pennlive.com has been doing an AHL fights of the week feature this season. It’s a neat thing to check out on Mondays. This week, it includes the PL3-Jimmy Bonneau fight from Saturday night in Worcester, which I embedded below. It’s noteworthy for three reasons. First, it’s a really good scrap. Second, Bonneau is PL3′s most frequent opponent in his career. They’ve fought seven times in three leagues. Finally, they both go buckets off and take the extra two minutes. Leblond also did that when he fought Adirondack’s Zach FitzGerald. I think you’ll see more of that when two heavyweights square off. I mean, let’s face it, if you’re not a top-line forward or a top-four defenseman, is there really that big a difference between five coincidental minutes and seven coincidental minutes? I hope more guys follow suit because it will illustrate how clunky and awkward a rule that is.

Everything Ebbett

New Pens center is ‘true team guy’

November 02. 2013 11:50PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

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

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins' center Andrew Ebbett, left, waits for a centering pass ahead of Hershey right winger Casey Wellman, right, and goalkeeper David Leggio at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township last month.
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It appeared that Andrew Ebbett was in the NHL to stay when he landed the job of centering Anaheim’s second line during the 2008-09 season.

But in a strange twist of fate, centering a line with Bobby Ryan and Teemu Selanne as his wingers actually cost Ebbett his job.

Ebbett posted a healthy 32 points in 48 games that season, while Ryan and Selanne combined for 58 goals. After spending the last couple seasons bouncing between the AHL and NHL, Ebbett figured he had hit the big time anchoring a line with two of the top wingers in hockey.

And then the unexpected happened.

“It just so happens they brought in a guy named Saku Koivu that summer to take my spot,” Ebbett said of Anaheim’s move to sign the former Montreal Canadien captain. Just two games into the following season, Anaheim waived Ebbett.

Suddenly, after spending a season centering a line with Ryan and Selanne, Ebbett was without a job. The addition of Koivu made him expendable, Ebbett said, because Anaheim didn’t believe he could play a role on the team’s bottom two lines.

“I took that as a challenge,” the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins forward said.

A challenge to prove he was versatile enough to play anywhere in the lineup.

“(Anaheim) saw me as a second line forward because I had success doing it. They didn’t see me as playing a bottom six role for their team,” Ebbett said.

Soon after Anaheim cut Ebbett loose, the Chicago Blackhawks claimed him. Ebbett posted a goal in 10 games with the Blackhawks before being waived for a second time that season. He remained in the NHL, however, landing a job with the Minnesota Wild.

Ebbett arrived in Minnesota with a chip on his shoulder.

“I saw it as a last chance to prove I could play in the NHL,” he said. “I knew what I had to do. I had to prove my versatility.”

Ebbett had to demonstrate that he could play on the third and fourth lines, and he did that with Minnesota, where he finished the season playing in 49 games for the Wild.

When the 2009-10 season concluded, it wrapped up a two-year span that saw him appear in 109 NHL games, and go from centering Ryan and Selanne to being a bottom-six grinder.

In two seasons, Ebbett proved he could put up points at the NHL level or shut down opposing teams’ top lines.

He proved his versatility.

“Those two seasons were proving points for me,” Ebbett said. “If I wanted to play in the NHL, I needed to be a penalty killer, go on the power play, play the second through fourth lines, play wing or center and be a 13th forward that can fill in for injuries. It makes it harder to get rid of you.”

It also made the versatile Ebbett a valuable commodity, which is why the Phoenix Coyotes signed him the following season. Ebbett split the 2010-11 season between Phoenix and the Chicago Wolves in the AHL, and then signed with the Vancouver Canucks in the summer.

And that’s when Ebbett faced another challenge, although this time it wasn’t named Saku Koivu.

It was called a broken foot.

A month into the 2011-12 season with the Canucks, Ebbett broke his foot and was sidelined for six weeks.

He returned to the lineup in November and played regularly with renewed success.

“I was scoring some goals on the third line and was seeing some penalty kill time,” Ebbett said.

That was until another injury — this time a broken collarbone, knocked him out in January.

This time the news was grim.

“When the doctors tell you that your season is done and it’s only January, that’s pretty tough,” Ebbett said.

But Ebbett also met with Vancouver’s trainers and strength coach and together they came up with a more optimistic goal — come back in 12 weeks just before the end of the regular season.

After weeks of hard work, Ebbett was healthy enough to return to the Vancouver lineup on March 31 — exactly 12 weeks to the day that he broke his collarbone. To highlight the achievement, Ebbett scored the game-winning overtime goal to lead the Canucks to a 3-2 win over the Calgary Flames.

“I was proud of the way I came back from that injury and I learned a lot from that,” Ebbett said.

Today, the versatile Ebbett is still adding to his multi-faceted resume. At 30 years old, with eight pro seasons and 191 NHL games under his belt, Ebbett is demonstrating he can be a veteran leader as well.

It’s a component that has caught the eye of head coach John Hynes this season.

“He’s not a veteran player who is about himself, he’s a true team guy and he buys into what you’re trying to do,” Hynes said. “He does the right things and he does a lot of things — playing the point on the power play, center, wing, a top penalty killer. He’s very versatile and that’s what gives players like that multiple chances in multiple places because he can always fill a role.”

If being a veteran in addition to all the other attributes keeps Ebbett in pro hockey, it’s a role he’s fine with.

“Last year with Chicago in the AHL was the first time I realized I’m one of the older veteran guys now, and it’s fun helping and teaching the younger guys,” Ebbett said. “That also keeps me young and it helps keep us old guys in the game a little longer.”

Pens edge Bears again

 November 02. 2013 11:49PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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HERSHEY – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins didn’t get any late game heroics or overtime game-winners during Saturday’s rematch against the Hershey Bears.

For once, the Penguins didn’t even score a goal in the third period.

They didn’t need to.

A 22-shot second period produced three Penguins goals to erase a 2-0 Hershey lead and give Wilkes-Barre/Scranton a 4-2 win. The Penguins took both games of the home-and-home series and are now 3-0 against Hershey this season and 8-1-0-1 on the season.

“They came at us on both nights and it was two really tough games to a good team,” said captain Tom Kostopoulos. “We stuck to our game plan, didn’t stray and were rolling four lines in the second period and kind of took over.”

Despite two Hershey goals in the first period, there were hints that the Penguins offense could explode at any moment.

Bears netminder David Leggio came up big several times, including a stick save on Brian Gibbons who was alone in front, and a glove flash on Tom Kostopoulos from point blank to maintain Hershey’s 2-0 advantage.

“They came out really hot,” Kostopoulos said.

While the Penguins were held at bay in the first, they erupted in the second, outshooting the Bears 22-9 and, more importantly, outscoring them 3-0.

Chris Conner started things five minutes into the period when he backhanded a rebound over Leggio. The goal was Conner’s first since being reassigned by Pittsburgh last month – a span of three games.

Next it was Harry Zolnierczyk, who came close on a ton of chances in the period. Zolnierczyk found the back of the net when he teamed up with Nick Drazenovic on a 2-on-0 breakaway, tapping in a pass before Leggio could slide across the crease.

Zolnierczyk’s goal came at the ten minute mark, and the Penguins attack remained relentless. Leggio was the difference, however, as pucks bounced off his pads and even rattled off his helmet. Even during the penalty kill the Penguins generated scoring chances, including a 2-on-1 breakaway with Zolnierczyk and Brian Gibbons that forced Leggio to make a save at the near post.

The Penguins did beat Leggio again, however, in the last minute of the period when Philip Samuelsson blasted a slapshot form the point that deflected off Tom Kuhnhackl in front and past Leggio.

The goal gave the Penguins a 3-2 lead heading into the third period.

Kostopoulos said he thought the Penguins second period play was the best of the season so far.

“Considering that going into it down by two goals, the character of this team really came through,” Kostopoulos said. “We could’ve easily folded up and said two points is good enough for the weekend, but everyone dug deep and worked hard for a really good second period on the road.”

The Bears came close to evening the score midway through the third period when a shot from the high slot ricocheted off Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers during a power play. The buzzer sounded but after a review by the officials it was determined the puck didn’t cross the line. The Penguins went on to kill off the Hershey power play.

The Penguins did get a late goal in the period to extend their lead. During a penalty kill, Andrew Ebbett pushed the puck into the Hershey end and Leggio came out of the crease to ward off the attack. Leggio’s clearing attempt hit Ebbett, who promptly shot the puck in the open net to seal the 4-2 win.

Notes

• D Peter Merth, D Brendan Mikkelson, C Mike Carman, RW Paul Thompson, LW Anton Zlobin and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.

• Mikkelson skated in warmups but was a late scratch.

Penguins 4, Hershey 2

Penguins`0`3`1`—`4

Hershey`2`0`0`—`2
Hockey firsts: BOBBY FARNHAM

 November 02. 2013 11:46PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

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

Bobby Farnham (24) is in his second season with the Penguins. He had three goals, eight assists and 274 penalty minutes in 65 games last season.
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By the time a player reaches the AHL or NHL, they have already achieved a lot in their careers and made plenty of memories along the way. Each week, we’ll sit down with one of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and talk about some of the memorable “firsts” they’ve had during their careers, ranging from their first time on skates to their first goal as a pro.

Player: Bobby Farnham

Age: 24

Position: Forward

Birthplace: North Andover, Mass.

Years pro: 2

First time on skates: “It was at a ‘learn to skate’ down the street from my house. I was three. I liked it but I remember I couldn’t finish any of the skates, like one-hour sessions. My feet would always be hurting. I remember one day my dad was taking my skates off and the buzzer sounded and he was like ‘you almost made it that time.’”

First team: “A travel team in North Andover. Then I played for the Valley Junior Warriors — a program in the Boston area. I was seven years old.”

First coach: “My Valley Junior Warriors coach, Jim Grenham. He was the first coach who influenced me and he coached me all the way through bantam.”

First time hockey took you away from home: “When I played in high school I commuted, so it was in college. I spent four years at Brown — the best four years of my life. I was 19 and more than ready to go.”

First pro contract: “Mine was an ATO with Providence, which was pretty special because it’s my hometown organization. Just the whole progression after that can be stressful at times, but it’s worth it. Starting in Wheeling, then getting an AHL deal here and an NHL deal this summer, it all paid off. They all feel good every time.”

First goal: “When I was with the Warriors and it was against Methuen — the town where Paul Thompson is from. It was a 4-4 game and I scored all four. I’m not getting those stats anymore, unfortunately.”

First fight: “In a summer league before my rookie season here. It was against Brian Boyle (currently with the New York Rangers). I probably lost. He’s big. I’ll call it a draw, though.”

First time you faced adversity in your hockey career: “My freshman year in college. I remember playing well to start the season, and then I faded a bit and got scratched for two games. After playing in high school and being the captain, that was the first time I ever experienced being a healthy scratch.

There’s adversity all the time in the pro game. You look back at something like that and it motivates you to keep playing hard all the time.”
Pens win wild one in overtime

 November 02. 2013 2:26PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins couldn’t take advantage of three minutes of power play time at the end of regulation during Friday’s game against the Hershey Bears.

How about two minutes of power play time for the end of overtime?

That was a different story.

After Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers stopped Hershey’s Matt Watkins on a penalty shot in the overtime period, Brendan Mikkelson scored a power play goal with 25 seconds remaining to give the Penguins a 3-2 win.

The Penguins are now 2-0 in overtime, 2-0 against Hershey and 7-1-0-1 on the season.

Mikkelson’s goal capped an eventful span that started late in the third period when Hershey’s Dane Byers leveled Simon Despres with an open ice hit just after he entered the offensive zone.

Philip Samuelsson immediately dropped the gloves and pounded Byers while Despres tried to collect himself.

In the end, Samuelsson earned the extra two minutes for instigating while Byers was assessed a five-minute major for charging, ultimately putting the Penguins on the power play for the final three minutes of the game with a 2-2 tie.

The response to the hit also gave the Penguins a lift.

“It was huge for the bench,” said center Nick Drazenovic, who had three assists on the night. “We wanted to win the game because of that.”

The Penguins couldn’t capitalize during the three-minute power play, however, getting only a couple of shots on net before time expired.

But in the overtime period they would get another chance.

Midway through the five-minute extra frame, Hershey’s Nicolas Deschamps knocked over Deslauriers as he attempted to play the puck behind the net. Deschamps went off for goaltender interference, putting the Penguins on the power play for essentially the remainder of overtime.

But just as the power play got underway, another unexpected twist occurred when Hershey’s Matt Watkins was given a penalty shot after he was hooked from behind on a shorthanded breakaway.

Deslauriers came up big, stopping Watkins shot against the post with his blocker and pad to kill the Hershey chance.

“That was a good momentum change for us,” Deslauriers said. “I tried to stay calm and see what he was doing.”

The Penguins got back to the man advantage and went back to work in the Hershey end.

As they entered the Hershey zone, Drazenovic had his stick slashed and knocked out of his hands. He scrambled to pick it up and get back in position down low by the net, and in a split second he had control of the puck and quickly dished a pass up to Mikkelson in the bottom of the faceoff circle.

Mikkelson buried the puck to complete the bang-bang play and give the Penguins the win.

“It was a pretty wild game at the end,” Deslauriers said. “We had a lot of stuff going on.”

Hershey had a 2-1 lead going into the third period until Drazenovic won a faceoff in the Hershey end back to Tom Kostopoulos, whose one-timer beat Bears goaltender Philippe Grubauer.

Drazenovic said the play was by design.

“We wanted to try it and we were all on board with it,” he said. “I was telling (Kostopoulos) that you might try that another 100 times and it might not happen again.”

While Friday’s game had an eventful ending – a big hit, three minute power play at the end of regulation, penalty shot in overtime and a power play game-winner, it will still be fresh on the minds of both teams as they faceoff again tonight in Hershey.

“It’s going to be full of energy because of that hit at the end, Jeff’s big save on the penalty shot and us going to the other end and scoring,” Drazenovic said. “It’s going to be a war tomorrow.”

NOTES

- D Peter Merth, C Mike Carman, RW Paul Thompson, LW Anton Zlobin, D Nick D’Agostino and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.

- Despres left the game after the hit but returned for the overtime period. Head coach John Hynes said he was fine.
Penguins ready for a heavy dose of Bears

 November 01. 2013 12:35AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Hershey Bears

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Players to watch:

Hershey - LW Nathan Walker. The speedy rookie scored his first AHL goal in Hershey’s win over Norfolk and dropped the gloves. He’s a high-energy player who can be tough to handle.

Penguins - F Brian Gibbons. He scored a goal and added an assist in the first meeting against the Bears and has three goals and seven points in the last three games.
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This weekend’s home and home series against the Hershey Bears reminds Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins winger Bobby Farnham of his college days at Brown University.

Back then, Farnham said, once each season Brown squared off against rival Yale in back-to-back contests.

“It was the most heated part of the season when you play a team twice in a row like that,” Farnham said.

It will be just as heated when the Penguins host the Bears tonight at the Mohegan Sun Arena before traveling to Hershey on Saturday for a rematch. The Penguins will take on a Bears team that has struggled this season, winning only two of their first six contests.

But it’s also a Hershey team that came to life in its last game - a 4-2 win over Norfolk in which the Bears outshot their opponents 38-19.

It’s a team that the Penguins know well, and they aren’t taking lightly.

“We have a big rivalry against Hershey no matter if it’s one game or two,” said goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, who will start in net tonight for the Penguins. “Players will step up on both teams.”

Tonight’s meeting marks the second of 12 meetings against the Bears this season. The Penguins won the home opener over Hershey 3-1 on Oct. 12. In that contest, Chris Conner scored the game-winning goal late in the third period to break a 1-1 tie.

Tonight, the Penguins hope to gain the lead earlier and set the tone for the two-game set.

“You want their team to know that they’re in for a tough two games right from that first shift,” Farnham said. “It’s important to get off to that good start and build off it.”

The last two games for the Penguins - both losses - have been against East Division opponents, and head coach John Hynes described them as intense and hard-fought. He expects the same against Hershey, with a few other elements adding to the mix.

“With back-to-back games you know what you’re going into. You have your mind set on one opponent and it’s always a great rivalry,” he said. “Fans from both teams travel to each arena and the fact it’s two games makes it more interesting.”

NOTES

- Several of the players from the New England area were in good spirits on Thursday after watching their hometown Boston Red Sox win the World Series over St. Louis the night before. Farnham sported a Red Sox hat after practice in the locker room and said he stayed up late to watch the entire game. “It was great for the city, especially with what happened at the Boston Marathon,” said Farnham, who grew up 20 minutes from Boston. “The entire city rallied around them and it was pretty cool to see them win it at home
Conner presses hard in practice

 October 31. 2013 5:09PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Chris Conner looked down at the ice and shook his head after his one-timer sailed wide of the net.

Granted it was only a drill during practice, but the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton winger wasn’t happy about the miss.

On Conner’s next turn during the same drill, he put a little more emphasis on his one-timer and zipped the puck into the twine.

That was more like it.

After a blistering start that saw Conner post three goals and four points in the first three games before earning a trip up to Pittsburgh, the veteran winger has yet to find the back of the net in the last two games since he returned from the big club.

While a two-game goal drought isn’t long by any means, to Conner it feels like an eternity.

“I’m not satisfied with where my game is at,” said Conner, who has 104 goals as he enters his ninth AHL season.

To erase that dissatisfaction, Conner is not taking any shortcuts this week in practice. He’s bearing down on shots and leading the pack when it comes time to skate laps. And on Tuesday he sat in head coach John Hynes’ office to go over video.

Never mind the fact that it’s only been two games since Conner has scored, he always feels the need to work harder and improve.

“I want to make sure I don’t have any regrets when I look back on things,” Conner said. “I want to be the best at what I do, and I do everything I can to get there.”

Hynes sees Conner’s desire to improve and is more than happy to help his top-six winger get back on track. A lot of it has to do with decisions on the ice, Hynes said, adding that Conner understands what he needs to do different.

Hynes will make some changes on his end as well.

“We’ll put him in better positions to produce offense,” Hynes said.

So while Conner goes through a week’s full of practices ripping shots and skating laps without hesitation, he admits he’s not sure if he’s being too demanding on himself.

It is only two games without a goal, after all.

“I don’t know where the pen is to draw that line,” Conner said. “I’m still learning that. It’s a part of my personality, I guess.”

And that personality is on full display every time Conner hits the practice ice.

“I don’t mind practicing, especially here with the emphasis on game details,” he said. “I feel like I’m getting better and as I’m getting older I know it’s not going to come any easier, so I need to keep that work ethic going.”

NOTES

• The Penguins sent G Eric Hartzell to Wheeling on Wednesday. The rookie netminder has been out most of the season with an injury and is now healthy enough to play, Hynes said. With veterans Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and Peter Mannino playing well for the Penguins, Hynes felt a trip to Wheeling would help Hartzell get some ice time.

“We just want to get him back to practicing every day and having the net to himself,” Hynes said. “He’ll have a lot of work down there and be a starter right away.”

Hynes didn’t rule out a return to Wilkes-Barre for Hartzell and said if he plays well in Wheeling he could join the Penguins’ goalie mix again this season.

• Although Pittsburgh has two injuries among their forwards (Beau Bennett and Chuck Kobasew), no one was recalled from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Wednesday.

• Wednesday’s practice at Coal Street was closed. Hynes said the move was made to change things up a bit.

“Sometimes it’s nice when you change the dynamic of practice and the atmosphere,” he said. “We focused more on structure and teaching.”
Penguins offense sinks against Admirals

 October 27. 2013 12:27AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Penguins forward Brian Gibbons scores as he sprays Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson with ice in the first period Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins forward Brian Gibbons scores as he sprays Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson with ice in the first period Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena.Penguins forward Brian Gibbons scores as he sprays Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson with ice in the first period Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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Penguins forward Brian Gibbons scores as he sprays Norfolk Admirals goalie John Gibson with ice in the first period Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins forward Bobby Farnham and Norfolk Admirals' Norm Ezekiel fight during the first period Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Norfolk Admirals players defend their goal with goalie John Gibson, Chris Wagner and Garnet Exelby, who puts a head lock on Penguins forward Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond as Bobby Farnham takes part in the struggle during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – During the first seven games of the season, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins have scored at least three goals in each contest.

On Saturday, they faced a team that was tied for the fewest goals allowed (14) in the AHL, the Norfolk Admirals, anchored by goaltender John Gibson, who had only given up nine goals in six games.

Not only were the Penguins facing a tough defense, but they did so a night after an exhausting shootout loss in Binghamton.

The end result was a Penguins power play that blanked on five chances and an offense that produced one goal in a 2-1 loss to Norfolk. The defeat is the first loss in regulation this season for the Penguins and drops their record to 6-1-0-1.

“They have some big guys back there and we played a little bit of a perimeter game tonight,” said Penguins winger Andrew Ebbett. “With bug guys like that, that makes it easy on them. We needed to get to the middle and crash the net more.

“We got outworked. It’s not right, especially at home.”

While the goals were hard to come by, what scoring there was did occur quickly for the Penguins. Just three minutes into the first period, leading scorer Brian Gibbons sprung loose on a breakaway and raced in alone into the Norfolk zone. Gibbons ripped a shot past Gibson’s stick side to give the Penguins a quick 1-0 lead.

The goal was Gibbons’ fifth of the season and 14th point, and he is now the second-leading scorer in the AHL.

The Penguins offense continued to pressure Gibson, launching 10 shots in the first eight minutes.

Gibbons’ goal was the only puck to make it past Gibson, however.

“You get that first one and you should be able to step on the peddle a little bit more. We just let up a little bit,” Ebbett said.

Norfolk did manage to even things up late in the period after Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond went to the box for an interference call.

On the ensuing power play, Admirals forward Rickard Rakell punched home a rebound past goaltender Peter Mannino to even things up 1-1.

While neither team managed to score in the second period, there was plenty of rough stuff. Leblond dropped the gloves twice, including a bout against Norfolk’s Zach Stortini, who leads the AHL in fighting majors.

Norfolk did manage to gain the lead early in the third period when Maxime Sauve scored during a scrum in front at the 5:45 mark to give the Admirals a 2-1 advantage that would hold for the win.

The Penguins did receive four minutes of power play time at the end of the period, but the man advantage was negated after a bench minor for too many men.

Notes

• RW Tom Kostopoulos (injury), C Mike Carman and D Nick D’Agostino were scratched for the Penguins.

• Saturday’s game featured four fights. Dropping the gloves for the Penguins were Bobby Farnham, Dominik Uher and Leblobd (twice). Leblond has six fighting majors on the season, one behind Stortini for the league lead.

• Saturday’s game marked the return of defenseman Alex Grant, who was traded by the Penguins to Norfolk in the offseason.

• Mannino made his second start on Saturday, allowing two goals on 24 shots. He allowed two goals on 30 shots in his first start this season.
Rivalries abound for Penguins this weekend

 October 25. 2013 5:16PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Up Next…

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Binghamton Senators

Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena

Tonight at 7 p.m.

Players to watch:

Binghamton - Shane Prince had four goals in nine meetings against the Penguins last season.

Penguins - Defenseman Brendan Mikkelson carries a four-game point streak (1-5-6) into tonight’s contest.
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When Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins fans think rivalry, their thoughts turn to the Hershey Bears.

It’s true that a bona fide rivalry exists against the East Division opponent that the Penguins will face a total of 12 times this season, but the Bears aren’t the only team that makes the Penguins blood boil time and again.

This weekend the Penguins will face two other division opponents — they travel to Binghamton to face the Senators tonight and come home to host the Norfolk Admirals on Saturday. They face Binghamton and Norfolk eight times each this season, and each matchup is sure to rekindle the lengthy histories the Penguins have with each club.

“We’ve seen them in the playoffs the last couple of years and there’s no love lost against those teams,” said center Zach Sill, who has seen plenty of the Senators and Admirals during his five years with the Penguins. “Every game is a war against them, and it’s been that way for a couple of years.”

After this weekend, the Penguins will have seen a different opponent in all eight of their games this season, including all five East Division foes and teams from the Atlantic and Northeast divisions.

Head coach John Hynes said it’s good to face such a variety of opponents early in the year.

“You get a good feel not only for the teams in your division, but for the variety of opponents that are out there,” he said.

But this weekend the focus is solely on a pair of rivals in Binghamton and Norfolk.

Hynes said both teams are well coached, talented and have established their own identities and yes, they do qualify as rivals much like the Bears.

“When you play teams eight times and they’re quality opponents, every game is tough,” Hynes said. “We’ve seen in the regular season and in playoffs that these games turn into tight-checking, competitive affairs.”

Notes

- Forward Jayson Megna was recalled by Pittsburgh on Thursday while forwards Chris Conner and Harry Zolnierczyk were reassigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. Megna could make his NHL debut Friday against the Islanders. He has three goals, five points and is a plus-8 through six games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Conner and Zolnierczyk each have three goals in three games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton this season.

- During his last two fights, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and his opponent both removed their helmets before the scrap began, taking an extra two-minute minor in accordance with a new rule this season.

Could it be that the rule — which assesses a minor penalty to any player who removes their helmet before a fight, is more nuisance than deterrent?

Well, Leblond said the helmet removals aren’t really a way of intentionally disobeying the new rule. It’s more about old habits being hard to break.

“It’s not planned. It just happens and you don’t always think about it,” Leblond said. “Everything happens so fast out there that you’re not planning to go out and do that.”

Leblond believes the practice of removing helmets before a fight won’t go away even with the two minute penalty and he predicted more tough guys will continue to take their lids off before a fight.

“I don’t want to encourage it, but I think you’re going to see a lot of that,” he said. “For so long they let us do it, maybe it’s just an old habit.”

- Hynes on his team’s penchant for scoring clutch goals in the third period and overtime this season: “When they’re in those situations, the guys are making good plays and they’re executing. We’ve been pretty consistent with that.” The Penguins are outscoring opponents 15-4 in the third period this season.

- Hynes on Brian Gibbons’ (11 points in six games) scoring success: “The reason why it’s coming is he’s been very consistent in his game and work habits. He’s got great hockey sense, all the ability and skill, and now his mind is right. He’s got a great work ethic, and now you’re seeing the total package he has.”

- Sunday’s overtime win against Manchester was the 150th AHL victory for Hynes.

- Last season’s Penguins team opened with a 2-4 record and produced 15 goals. This season the Penguins are 6-0 and have scored a league-leading 27 goals.
Mannino regains his health, confidence

 October 24. 2013 1:01PM
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For the first time in nine months, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goaltender Peter Mannino doesn’t think about the injury that has nagged him since February.

Instead, Mannino’s thoughts center around practices, routines and playing games again.

It took a long time to get there.

Mannino suffered a muscle tear in his leg last season while playing with Manchester, and re-aggravated the injury over the summer. He missed all of training camp and the start of the season.

After going through a lengthy, and at times frustrating, rehab process, Mannino finally got the chance to clear the last hurdle remaining in his recovery — test the injury in a game. That opportunity came Saturday when Mannino made his first start of the year against Worcester.

He turned aside 28-of-30 shots in the 3-2 win and, just as important, came through the contest unscathed.

“Getting in a game and being competitive again, to be able to do that was refreshing,” Mannino said after Wednesday’s practice at Coal Street. “The biggest problem in coming back was getting to the point where I was able to say to myself it’s going to hold up.”

So how did Mannino get to that point? Forwards or defensemen who return from an injury test it out when they absorb that first hit in a game, rip a slapshot or skate without hesitation.

How does a goalie put a healed injury to the test?

“When you’re able to make a save without thinking about it,” Mannino said. “I went through two full weeks of practice and tested it where you kind of know it’s going to be OK, and then you get into a game and reiterate that, so you don’t think about it anymore. You’re confident.”

Confidence is a big deal for a goaltender, and a healthy Mannino coupled with the solid play of Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers has given head coach John Hynes two solid options to choose from. Hynes said the goaltenders will each get a start when the Penguins take on Binghamton this Friday and Norfolk on Saturday.

Having two veterans to choose from is nothing new to Hynes. Over the last three seasons, Hynes’ goaltending tandem consisted of Brad Thiessen with either John Curry, Scott Munroe or Jeff Zatkoff — all of whom were proven veterans at the AHL level.

With Mannino and Deslauriers, Hynes has two goaltenders with a combined 16 seasons of pro experience.

“It’s nice when you have guys back there that have experience and the team feels confident in them,” Hynes said. “You can see it in the way they manage the game and knowing how to handle situations. We feel really confident in both guys.”

For Mannino, having the coach’s confidence is the ultimate compliment and proof that the last hurdle has been cleared in his return.

“I’m 100 percent healthy now and I’m ready to take advantage of playing for this organization,” he said. “Jeff and I feed off each other and hopefully we can give coach Hynes the confidence he needs in his goaltenders. We want him to feel good about putting either one of us in.”

Notes

• D Simon Despres practiced in full on Wednesday and has been cleared to return to the lineup, Hynes said. F Tom Kostopoulos is still day-to-day.
Penguins win battle of unbeatens in Manchester

 October 21. 2013 7:03PM

KEN CASTRO For The Times Leader 
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Manchester, N.H. — Brian Gibbons registered a four-point afternoon in propelling the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to a 4-3 overtime win Sunday afternoon against the previously unbeaten Manchester Monarchs at the Verizon Wireless Arena.

Gibbons, who finished with a pair of goals and two assists, fed Penguins defenseman Brendan Mikkelson as the pair pushed into the Monarchs zone in the opening seconds of the extra period.

Mikkelson’s tally, his first of the season at 22 seconds into OT, advanced the Pens record to 6-0-0. Manchester fell to 4-0-3 with the defeat.

“I feel like we have a great team,” Gibbons said. “Everyone in the locker room believes in each other and go out and do it for the guy next to them. We have players who are mentally tough and have been through games like this.

Both clubs were coming off one-goal wins on Saturday night, the Monarchs taking a 5-4 shootout victory over the visiting Providence Bruins and the Pens finishing off the Worcester Sharks 3-2 on the road.

“We’ve had two tough games in a row,’ said Pens head coach John Hynes of the weekend sweep who is certain the close to the vest games that have transpired thus far will place his club in good stead in the long run. “We’ve been fortunate enough to find a way to win. It’s nice to win on the road. It’s been a real collective effort.”

The Pens got their power play off on a high note at 8:08 into the first when Gibbons who was stationed near the post to the right of Berube took a pass from blue liner Brian Dumoulin, spun and backhanded it off the back of the Monarchs goaltender.

Berube, making his first start of the season faced ten shots in the opening period.

Manchester’s Sean Backman expunged the one goal advantage that the Penguins held when he tapped the puck past Deslauriers from just outside the crease with 91 seconds to go in the first. Backman’s game tying score was his first in a Monarchs sweater.

Gibbons etched his name on the stat sheet for the second instance of the afternoon, this time in middle period when he offered up a go-ahead helper on Andrew Ebbett’s second goal of the season at the 11:35 mark.

Gibbons, the First Star recipient, made good on a golden opportunity as he bolted out of the penalty box and fed Ebbett who was streaking toward Berube.

Ebbett’s subsequent deke and soft backhander capped the play that provided the visitors with what would prove to be a temporary lead. Gibbons’ tripping penalty had expired at 11:29.

“When you’re in the box, you hope they don’t score,” Gibbons said of his goal resulting pass Ebbett. “It was a two on one and he was going to the net hard and he made a great move.”

Manchester hit for its second game-tying, late period score on Andrew Bodnarchuk’s power-play goal with 1:11 remaining in the second.

Gibbons garnered his third point of the game, a goal at 5:50 of the third as a result of an aggressive fore check by the Pens deep in the Monarchs end.

Manchester’s Nick Deslauriers sent the game into overtime at 15:32 of the third.

NOTES: Penguins right wing Tom Kostopoulos revisited the Verizon Wireless Arena for the first time since the 2004-05 season when he suited up for Manchester… Paul Thompson, tied for second on the team in penalty minutes (14) entering the match up returned to his home roots yesterday as well. The Derry, NH born forward was the Hockey East player of the year in 2010-11 as a result of his 28-24-52 numbers he posted while toiling for the University of New Hampshire…Berube got the call in net in place of the Martin Jones who earned CCM/AHL Player of the Week honors for the period ending Oct.13. Jones won three consecutive road starts while registering a 1.27 GAA to go with a.956 save percentage.
Shorthanded goals lift Springfield Falcons to 3-2 win over Hartford Wolf Pack
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SPRINGFIELD - It wasn't easy, but the Springfield Falcons defeated their Interstate 91 rivals for the second night in a row.

Jake Hansen and Darryl Boyce each scored shorthanded goals and the Falcons overcame an 0-for-7 performance on the power play to defeat the Hartford Wolf Pack 3-2 Saturday before 3,009 at the MassMutual Center.

Cody Bass also tallied for Springfield (7-2-0-1), which won its second consecutive game after three straight defeats. Jeremy Smith improved to 4-1-1 by making 22 saves.

While the Birds won't receive any style points, the only points that matter are the two they earned to move within one of the first-place Wolf Pack (7-3-0-2) in the Northeast Division.

"It's definitely a big one for us to get the sweep over the weekend," Hansen said. "It's an opponent like Hartford that we see a lot."

Boyce provided some crucial insurance with a shorthanded tally with 3:39 remaining in the third period. He converted a nice pass from Hansen to up the Falcons' lead to 3-1.

That goal was big, as Danny Kristo scored - with the goalie pulled for an extra attacker - with 1:20 remaining to bring Hartford back to within one goal.

Hansen scored his league-leading third shorthanded goal of the season, a single-season Falcons record and one shy of the career team record, only 42 seconds into the second period. He skated up the left-wing boards and beat Hartford goalie Scott Stajcer to his stick side for a 2-0 lead.

"Our PK's been solid pretty much all year," Hansen said. "We're killing and being able to get onto the score sheet, which is huge. Any night you get two shorthanded goals, you have a good chance to win the game."

The Wolf Pack sprung to life offensively over the final half of the second period, and that hard work resulted in their first goal. Stu Bickel's tip-in at the front of the net halved the Springfield lead to 2-1 with 4:28 left in the period.

Bass put the Falcons on top first, just 2:20 into the contest, with his first goal since returning on loan from the parent Columbus Blue Jackets. He skated up to the middle of the left faceoff circle and placed a wrister on the high stick side of Stajcer.

In the second of back-to-back meetings, both teams started different goalies than the night before. Stajcer replaced Jason Missiaen, who was stellar in defeat Friday, while the Falcons went with Smith over Mike McKenna.

"They (Hartford) made their push at the end there," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "I thought Jeremy Smith was excellent tonight, two breakaway saves and some other great saves."

It only took just 16:51 for more penalties to be called than were whistled in the whole game Friday (two). The Falcons, who were 0 for 7 with the man advantage, took their first penalty since Wednesday at Adirondack when Andrew Joudrey went off for hooking with 30 seconds left in the first.

"We certainly had some chances," Larsen said of the Falcons power play. "You'd like to get one out of four or five out there."

The Falcons host the Adirondack Phantoms Friday and the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins next Sunday.

NEST EGGS: Falcons captain Ryan Craig was a healthy scratch for a good reason, as his wife, Jaydee, gave birth to their daughter, Camryn.
Springfield Falcons forward Jonathan Marchessault working hard for more points
SPRINGFIELD - After 60 minutes of regulation, another five of overtime and a shootout, one would expect a professional hockey player to want to chill out and prepare for the next game 24 hours later.

Not Jonathan Marchessault.

The Springfield Falcons forward was nowhere to be found in the locker room after scoring the shootout winner in Friday’s 3-2 American Hockey League victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack. Instead, Marchessault and other teammates were busy working out, as if all that work on the ice weren’t enough.

After leading the Falcons with 67 points last season, Marchessault has struggled when compared to those standards, only posting a goal and three assists in nine games heading into Saturday‘s rematch with Hartford.

“He’s a frustrated guy. He wants to score and he wants to produce,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “He’s done it his whole life, and nothing’s coming easy for him right now. You hope something like this is a catalyst and kickstarts him and gets him rolling.”

What the 5-foot, 9-inch Marchessault lacks in size, he makes up for with hard work - which he and the Falcons organization hope results in another chance in the NHL with the parent Columbus Blue Jackets. 

“He’s doing a lot of the right things, and he‘s making smart plays as well,” said forward Alex Aleardi, who had the other shootout goal Friday. “The production might not be there, but he’s getting chances. He’s working hard. He’s got one of the best work ethics on the team.”

Aleardi acknowledged the momentum that scoring at such a crucial time against a divisional rival can provide a player.

“He’s a real good guy,” Aleardi said. “I think scoring a goal like that is only going to help him out and push him into (Saturday).”

Marchessault’s approach to the shootout was simple. Instead of relying on deking or skating wide - like Aleardi did to score his goal - all the 22-year-old from Quebec City did was skate directly at Wolf Pack goalie Jason Missiaen and fire it straight and true.

It was a smart play by a heady player.

“It’s not lack of effort,” Larsen said. “He’s working hard.”

Another Falcons forward to break out Friday was 20-year-old rookie Lukas Sedlak, who broke a tie for the team lead by scoring his fourth goal of the season. He continues to impress Larsen as part of a line with veterans Ryan Craig and Spencer Machacek.

“Seds is just going about his business,” Larsen said. “He’s a quiet kid who just does things right. I really liked that line again tonight. Him, Machacek and Craig were a good, heavy line. They were playing a lot of time in the other team’s zone. He’s a smart hockey player.”

Both the Falcons and the Wolf Pack played a very clean game Friday. Only two penalties were called - both on Hartford - and none after the second period.

“That’s rare. Two penalties all game, and we didn’t take one of them,” Larsen said. “I felt like we played a real disciplined game.”
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SPRINGFIELD - Facing a goaltender who seemed to get better as the game went on, the Springfield Falcons fought desperately to light the lamp.

That opportunity finally came in the shootout, as Alex Aleardi and Jonathan Marchessault both scored to give the Falcons a 3-2 victory Friday over the Hartford Wolf Pack and stalwart goalie Jason Missaien before 2,888 at the MassMutual Center.

"We had some really quality shots," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "I thought Missiaen was really good for them."

In the fourth round, Marchessault skated in on Missiaen and fired from straightaway, the puck eluding Missiaen as Springfield took the shootout 2-1. Aleardi tallied on a wraparound for the Falcons in the third round, but Hartford's Andrew Rowe tied it on a similar move on the next attempt.

Lukas Sedlak and Andrew Joudrey scored in regulation for the Falcons. Mike McKenna (22 saves) made the stop on Marek Hrivik's final chance in the fifth round of the shootout as the Falcons (6-2-0-1) snapped a three-game winless skid.

"Two points here against a (Northeast) divisional team, a team that we play a lot (12 times) this year, is really big," Aleardi said. "Just getting the guys back on track, getting two points and more wins in the win column."

Missiaen (32 saves) weathered a tremendous storm in the third period, turning aside shots from all angles and ranges to help send the game to overtime. His defense also stepped in to poke check or deflect other bids out of harm's way.

"We decided to keep things simple," Aleardi said. "We talked about it going into the third, just to make simple plays and get the puck behind the D and putting pressure on them because we know they'll turn it over."

Playing at home for only the third time since Oct. 12, the Falcons struggled to find an offensive rhythm until they began to close the shots-on-goal gap early in the second period. Springfield held a 12-3 advantage in the second after trailing 11-5 in the first.

"After the first 10 minutes, I thought we settled in quite nicely," Larsen said. "It was a good effort tonight. I thought our execution got much better."

Despite that improved play, the Wolf Pack (7-2-0-2) took the momentum late in the stanza. Andrew Rowe skated up the middle of the ice, faked McKenna into going low and then popped the shot high over the sprawling goalie to tie the game at 2-2 with 2:45 remaining.

Andrew Joudrey converted a beautiful cross-ice feed from Aleardi to put the Falcons ahead 2-1 at 9:02 of the second. The pass found Joudrey in stride as he put the puck into the side of the net vacated when Missiaen respected Aleardi's threat to score.

Dylan McIlrath fired a wrist shot past McKenna to put the Wolf Pack ahead 1-0 a little more than eight minutes into the first period. Aaron Johnson and Darroll Powe earned the assists.

The Falcons displayed a bit of a resurgence for the remainder of the period, starting with Lukas Sedlak's team-leading fourth goal of the season 1:56 after McIlrath's goal. Sedlak's wrister bounced off Missiaen and over his shoulder into the net for an unassisted tally.

The hostilities between these Interstate 91 rivals will be renewed Saturday with a second meeting at The Nest at 7 p.m.
Springfield Falcons rookie Lukas Sedlak adjusts to life in the American Hockey League
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SPRINGFIELD – First to arrive. Last to leave. Willing to do the little things.

Although that might sound cliché, it’s the best way for a 20-year-old rookie to make an impression in the American Hockey League.

Lukas Sedlak may be tied for the Springfield Falcons lead with three goals in eight games, but the center's work ethic is what has made the biggest impact with the coaches.

“He knows his role. He knows he’s got to be sharp defensively and make sure the details are tight,” coach Brad Larsen said at Friday’s morning skate. “I think his biggest asset right now is that he’s found a way to earn trust with me and the other coaches early on in the season.”

Sedlak has been up and down the lineup in just a short time, but it appears as though he’s found a place on a line with veterans Ryan Craig and Spencer Machacek. Larsen liked what he saw of that grouping in Wednesday’s loss at Adirondack, and is keeping it intact for Friday’s home game against the Hartford Wolf Pack.

The native of České Budějovice, Czech Republic, is simply excited to keep learning from his linemates.

“It’s amazing. Craiger is a really good player, and also Machacek,” Sedlak said. “It’s so good to play with them. It’s easier for me. I just try to skate, hit bodies, take the pucks and give it to them because they are skill players.”

In two seasons with the Chicoutimi Saguenéens of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Sedlak recorded 32 goals and 47 assists. The Columbus Blue Jackets drafted him in the sixth round of the 2011 NHL draft.

The faster pace of professional hockey has been Sedlak’s biggest adjustment.

“I think I am used to the game,” he said. “They move the puck better than in the junior league. Every player is smarter, they have more experience, so that makes the game faster.” 

Larsen is impressed with Sedlak’s skating ability and awareness on the ice. He also is curious to see how much more development the youngster can make. 

“He doesn’t have breakaway speed, but I think he’s a strong skater,” Larsen said. “He thinks the game well. We don’t know what his top-end skill is going to be.”

Sedlak likes having scored three goals already, but he is also aware the Blue Jackets organization will judge him on the complete package.

“I just need to play these games like I play and work on the details of the game,” he said.

As Sedlak prepares for his fourth home game as a Falcon, he acknowledges the boost the fans at the MassMutual Center have given both him and the team.

“The fans are great, and the atmosphere during the game is really good,” Sedlak said. “It’s a goal to make the fans happy.”
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SPRINGFIELD – A valuable veteran joined the Springfield Falcons this week, just in time for a trip to Glens Falls, N.Y., and a Wednesday game with the Adirondack Phantoms. 

 In this first mid-week assignment on their American Hockey League schedule, the Birds will be bolstered by the return of captain Ryan Craig, back after a 16-day stay with their parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

 On Tuesday, the Jackets activated center Cody Bass from the disabled list and sent him to the Falcons on loan. This hard-skating center was due to join the team Wednesday, but whether he will be game-ready won’t be determined until the team’s morning skate prior to its trip to Glens Falls. 

 Bass has been inactive since Sept. 23, when he was injured in a preseason game against the Minnesota Wild. Falcons fans certainly will hail his return when they play back-to-back home games Friday and Saturday against archrival Hartford. 

 Bass made his mark as a local hero last spring, when he scored overtime goals in playoff games on home ice against Manchester. 

 Having Craig and Bass on the roster offsets the recall to Columbus of Michael Chaput, a power forward who has been playing well in his second pro season. Chaput was summoned after Saturday’s game, and played for the Jackets on Sunday. 

 Meanwhile, Falcons coach Brad Larsen spoke in praise of Craig, both for his efforts when he was with Columbus, and for what he means to the Springfield club. 

“I was glad to see Craiger get the opportunity, and now that he’s back with us, such is life in hockey,” Larsen said. “Guys get hurt and come back, and rosters change, but he’s a total pro, and he again will be a big presence for us.” 

Craig played three games with the Jackets. 

“I had an exciting time being up with Columbus, but it’s an easy transition for me to get back here, because I can be with my family at home and with the guys in this locker room. That’s quite a crew,” Craig said. 

 He certainly will bolster Springfield’s power play, which faltered Saturday night in the Falcons’ first regulation-time loss, 3-1 to the Worcester Sharks. 

“I’m sure it wasn’t for lack of effort, and what really matters now is how this team responds in our game at Adirondack and our two at home,” Craig said. 

 The Falcons do need to respond after a weekend in which they escaped with one point. That came in a shootout loss at Providence, but the real problem there was a late goal by the P-Bruins which sent the game into overtime. 

“The Providence game, we came back but we gave up the lead late, and that was frustrating, because we had been doing a good job of closing out games,” Larsen said. “Against Worcester, we never gave ourselves a chance. We were chasing all night, and we couldn’t put a pass together. So we just have to get back to work.” 

ICE CHIPS:Â� The Falcons will hold a canned-soup drive at Saturday’s game to benefit Friends of the Homeless. Fans are encouraged to bring cans, which can be dropped off at a donation table behind Section 1 in the MassMutual Center concourse .¤.¤. Providence winger Bobby Robins has been handed a one-game suspension by AHL headquarters for a roughing incident against the Falcons .¤.¤. Jake Hansen of the Falcons has begun the season at a career-best pace. Through seven games, he has three goals and three assists. Â�

 Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
Almost all sports teams have a college internship program that allows students the chance to get hands-on experience in various departments. The Springfield Falcons are no exception and, with the large number of colleges in our market, we have no problem finding willing and able participants.

On a given night we may have as many as 18 students assisting in game operations, media relations, photography, video, promotions or even sales. We try to set the bar high and make sure that they realize how valuable this time can be for them as they chart the course for their careers. Having the opportunity to be involved with a professional hockey team that plays in the second-best league in the world can and will open doors for them. We have had great success over the years in providing interns with full-time paying jobs with the Falcons and have seen many of them land other positions in the American Hockey League and elsewhere. 

In talking with a number of my colleagues around the league, we all face a challenge - finding young men and women who want to work in sales. A few months ago we posted two positions. One was for a position in media relations and the other was for a corporate sales position. We received almost 300 resumes for the media relations position and only 10 for the sales job. Of the 10 that applied, only a couple were qualified. In speaking to some of our younger staff members who have graduated with a degree in sports marketing, I have found out that sales is not really part of the curriculum. In my humble opinion it should be a required course. All sports teams place a high value on finding a qualified young person who can drive revenue and enjoys the sales process. 

The Falcons have a busy home schedule during the month of November, beginning with back-to-back home games this coming weekend against Hartford. In case fans are wondering why we are playing two consecutive nights against the Wolf Pack at home, the answer is a simple one. The schedule maker gave us the option of playing one of the games on a Wednesday night or both on the weekend. I would like to think we made the right decision. 

Thanks for your support and see you at The Nest.

Bruce Landon is president and general manager of the Springfield Falcons. He can be reached by commenting on this blog or sending him an e-mail at blandon@falconsahl.com. For more information visit the team website.
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Falcons red-hot start cools as team falls to Worcester

Falcons host the Sharks on Fright Night at the MassMutual Center

10/26/13 Springfield - Photo by Michael Beswick - The Falcon's (28) Lukas Sedlak forchecks the Sharks' (14) Sena Acolatse during a first period power play Saturday night in Springfield. 
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By NATE OWEN 

SPRINGFIELD - The Springfield Falcons red-hot start quickly dissipated over

 the weekend.

After losing to Providence in a shootout Friday, the Falcons dropped a 3-1

 decision to Worcester Saturday night at the MassMutual Center.

Daniil Tarasov had a hat trick for Worcester, while Jake Hansen's

 shorthanded goal was the only score for the Falcons.

It was the first regulation loss of the season for Springfield (5-1-0-1),

 who won a franchise-record five straight games to open the season.

"We just weren't sharp. It wasn't lack of effort; most guys were giving

 what they had tonight," said Falcons head coach Brad Larsen. "For whatever

 reason, our execution was just not there."

With forward Michael Chaput being recalled by Columbus prior to the start

 of the game, Springfield dressed 11 forwards and seven defensemen.

"We've done it quite a bit this year," Hansen said of dressing 11 forwards.

 "It's nothing you don't get to used to, if anything it's just more ice

 time. I don't think it really had anything to do with the result of this

 game."

Larsen said there were different factors that went into making the lineup.

 "That's just internal why we do that," he said.

Worcester (2-3) took a 1-0 lead on Tarasov's first period power-play goal.

 Sena Acolatse lofted a shot from the left circle that bounced around the

 front of the net before Tarasov put it past Mike McKenna (31 saves) at

 5:44.

Hansen's shorthanded goal tied the game 1:54 into the second period. He

 grabbed the puck near the Springfield bench and cruised up the right boards

 before snapping a shot that bounced off Harri Sateri (17 saves) and

 trickled down the Worcester goalie's back into the net.

Hansen was awarded a penalty shot later in the period after being hooked by

 Brodie Reid on a shorthanded breakaway. The Springfield forward ripped a

 shot that clanged off the left post and bounced across the crease before

 sliding harmlessly away.

"An inch to the right and it would have been a goal," Hansen said. "That

 could have been a big momentum change."

Tarasov put Worcester up for good at 11:26 in the second. He completed the

 hat trick just less than five minutes later, breaking in alone on McKenna

 at 15:22 to make it 3-1. It was the first time in 263 games that a

 Worcester player recorded a hat trick.

Back-to-back Shark penalties gave Springfield twenty-six seconds of a

 five-on-three power play late in the third, but the Falcons couldn't

 convert.

"That just kind of the exclamation point of the whole night," Larsen said.

 "We have a five-on-three and we don't even get set up once."

Springfield had a moment of silence prior to the game in honor of Muriel

 Strauss, who passed away last Sunday. Strauss had been a Springfield

 season-ticket holder since 1936 and was a member of the Indians, Kings and

 Falcons Hockey Booster Clubs.

The Falcons host Hartford Friday at 7 p.m
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PROVIDENCE, R.I. – Realistically, the Springfield Falcons weren’t going to go undefeated for the entire AHL season.

After winning a franchise-record five consecutive games to begin a season, the Falcons finally lost – 4-3 in a shootout Friday night to the Providence Bruins.

Providence’s Ryan Spooner scored in the first round but Springfield tied it in the fourth on a goal by Jonathon Marchessault. When neither team scored in the fifth round, Providence finally won it in the sixth when David Warsofsky slid a backhander under Jeremy Smith’s pads.

Just like when Springfield and Providence last clashed on October 18, the Bruins out-shot the Falcons in the first period, this time by an 11-8 margin.

But unlike last week’s game that period ended with a zero under each team’s name on the scoreboard as opposed a 2-0 lead for the Falcons.

Providence caught the game’s first break when Springfield’s Andrew Joudrey was whistled off the ice for hooking a mere 15 seconds after the opening faceoff. But the Falcons penalty kill held the P-Bruins to one shot on goal.

The Falcons went on the power play at 8:21 when Carter Camper was called for slashing. But the Falcons came up empty as they managed only two shots on goal.

Providence came within inches of scoring maybe a second before the period ended when, while on another power play, Craig Cunningham snapped off a wrist shot from the bottom of the left circle only to be robbed by Smith (32 saves).

Smith wasn’t as fortunate early in the second period after the Falcons killed off that aforementioned power play.

Zach Trotman unloaded a slap shot from just inside the blue line and Nick Johnson deflected the puck past a screened Smith at 4:29.

Springfield’s Sean Collins picked a fortuitous time to score his first goal of the season, at 8:10, when he buried the rebound of his own shot on a play that was started by Jake Hansen. But it took about three minutes before the goal became official because referee Jamie Koharski skated to the replay booth before indicating the goal counted.

The Falcons, who began the game ranked 21st on the power play, scored a rare goal with a man advantage at 10:23 when Frederic St. Denis blasted a slap shot from the top of the left circle past Niklas Svedberg (36 saves).

While the Falcons “won” the second period both on the scoreboard and in the shots column (19-8) they did incur one “loss.”

That came at 16:30 when Providence’s Bobby Robins and Springfield’s Jean-Francois Jacques dropped the gloves and Robins scored a knockout by twice pummeling Jacques to the ice.

The Falcons protected their 2-1 lead until late in the third period when the P-Bruins tied it at 15:56.

Robins passed to Justin Florek who skated in front of the net and slid the puck under Smith.

 Collins scored what appeared to be the game-winner at 17:34 when he slid the puck between Svedberg’s pads. But that 3-2 lead lasted only until 18:27 when Johnson also scored his second goal of the game.
PROVIDENCE, R.I. – When Tim Erixon was traded from the New York Rangers to the Columbus Blue Jackets on July 23, 2012, it registered as little more than a line of type in the transactions column of various newspapers. 

 Erixon only played five games last season with Columbus but delivered a commendable performance in 40 games with the Springfield Falcons as he posted 5-24-29 totals replete with a plus-9 rating in 40 games. 

 But given the torrid pace Erixon is setting so far this season with the Falcons, other AHL teams probably would chip in and buy him an airline ticket to Columbus. 

 Prior to Friday night’s game at the Providence Bruins, Erixon ranked fifth in the AHL with nine points, second in assists with seven and third with a plus-five rating in only four games since he was sent to Springfield from the parent club on October 11. 

“(Erixon) is a very smart defenseman who plays a solid two-way game,” said an NHL scout before the Providence game at The Dunkin’ Donuts Center. “To me, he’s a great puck-moving defenseman who has the ability to work the point on the power play. 

“He isn’t very physical. He doesn’t throw his body around. But he has decent stick work at both ends of the ice. I feel he has good hockey sense and enough skills to put up points and quarterback the power play if necessary.” 

PERFECT START:� Every time the Falcons step on the ice they have an opportunity to break the franchise record for most victories at the start of a season. 

 Springfield was 5-0-0-0 when it faced off against the P-Bruins and was one of only two unbeaten teams left in the AHL (the other is the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins with a 6-0-0-0 record). 

 In the 20-year history of the franchise, no Springfield team ever had won more than three consecutive games to open a season. 

STRONG BLUE LINE:� One reason for the Falcons’ early season success is the performance of their blue liners – Erixon, Will Weber, Austin Madaisky, Patrick McNeill, Cody Golodouf and Frederic St. Denis in particular. 

 Through their first five games the Falcons led the Eastern Conference with only 10 goals allowed – a number which also ranked second in the entire AHL. 

 Not to be overlooked is the play of Falcon goaltenders Jeremy Smith and Mike McKenna. 

 Smith, who was in the cage Friday and in the 5-2 victory at Providence on October 18 (39 saves) began play with a 3-0-0 record, a 2.27 goals-against average and a .926 save percentage. 

 McKenna, who’s only played two games, is 2-0-0 with a 1.44 GAA and a .946 save percentage. 

PENALTY KILLERS:� Coach Brad Larsen’s team also has been solid on the penalty kill. 

 In five games, the Falcons have killed off 19 of 21 power plays. That computes to 90.5 percent which ranks a commendable sixth in the AHL. 

 The one area the Falcons need to improve is on the power play. 

 Springfield only ranks 21st with a conversion rate of 13.6 percent.
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SPRINGFIELD – Andrew Joudrey, a 29-year-old center in his second season with the Springfield Falcons, knows how to win and knows how to lead. 

 At the University of Wisconsin, he played on an NCAA championship team as a junior in 2006, then served as captain as a senior. 

 With the Hershey Bears, he played on Calder Cup winners in 2009 and 2010. 

 Now with the Falcons, he fills a leadership role in the absence of captain Ryan Craig, who’s on the roster of Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets, after being promoted Oct. 11. 

 Joudrey serves as alternate captain along with new defenseman Frederic St. Denis. They have gotten together with four other veterans – Spencer Machacek, Patrick McNeill, Jean-Francois Jacques and Darryl Boyce – to form a group that might be called “leadership by committee.” 

 “It’s a big void to lose Craiger, because he’s the kind of guy who shows young players how to prepare for a game and how to carry themselves as professionals,” Joudrey said. “He’s the model to follow, and we are just trying to continue that as a group.” 

So far, leadership by committee has worked well on a club that has a bevy of young talent. The Falcons have bolted to a 5-0 start – the best for any era of Springfield hockey. Even Springfield Indians powerhouses of the early ’60s didn’t get such a fast start. The previous best in local hockey history is 5-0-1 by the Falcons of 1997-98, but that tie came in the second game. 

“It’s a great start, and the younger players are responding well. But we are all learning as we go, and there is room for improvement,” Joudrey said. “The main thing is, the young prospects on this team are showing that they can play, and they are earning the trust of their teammates.” 

Joudrey came to Springfield last season after five years in the Washington Capitals organization, which drafted him in the eighth round of 2003. 

 Since joining the Falcons, Joudrey has proven himself to be the ultimate team player, able to adjust to various roles and always ready to go. He played 73 games last season, missing three only because of a brief recall to Columbus in December. 

“Andrew is valuable, because he does everything with maximum effort and he buys in to the team concept,” coach Brad Larsen said. “He’s the type of player who practices as hard as he plays – everything at full speed.” 

ICE CHIPS:Â� Columbus beat Vancouver 4-1 Sunday with former Falcons MVP Curtis McElhinney in goal. “I was so proud of him. He was lights out, and that after not playing for a few weeks,” Larsen said ... Veteran forward Jack Skille has been returned to the Falcons after a weekend stay with Columbus. He played Sunday ... The Falcons won at Providence Friday, and go back there again Friday before returning home to face Worcester on Saturday.Â�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
Knight, Heat shoot down Canucks affiliate in overtime

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 30, 2013 9:00 PM 

Updated: October 30, 2013 9:28 PM     

Corban Knight and the Abbotsford Heat denied the Utica Comets their first win since the franchise moved to upstate New York this summer, beating the Vancouver Canucks affiliate 5-4 in overtime on Wednesday.

Heat forward Roman Horak opened the scoring just 1:16 into the first period, but the host Comets surged ahead on goals by Frank Corrado, Benn Ferriero and Brandon DeFazio before the opening frame was up. That offensive outburst ended Abbotsford starting goalie Reto Berra's night – he was given the hook after allowing three goals on nine shots in favour of Joni Ortio, who was seeing his first AHL action of the season after being recalled from the ECHL's Alaska Aces earlier in the week.

The Heat found some traction at that point. Mark Cundari, who sat out last weekend's home-ice set vs. the Lake Erie Monsters with a lower-body injury, scored in his return to the lineup, drawing the Heat to within 3-2 at 14:35 of the second.

Abbotsford took the lead in the final frame, as Chad Billins scored his team-leading fifth goal and Markus Granlund notched his first AHL goal.

But Utica defenceman Patrick Mullen beat Ortio with just over two minutes left in regulation to knot the score 4-4.

It was all Heat in OT – they out-shot the Canucks 6-0 (part of a 40-27 edge for the game) and Knight ended it with his second OT goal of the season.

The Comets (0-5-2) picked up just their second point of the season and are languishing in last place overall in the AHL, while the Heat (5-4-1) sit second in the West Division. The two teams clash once again on Friday at the Utica Memorial Coliseum.

ICE CHIPS:

• Right winger Nicklas Jensen, the Canucks' first-round draft choice in 2011, made his debut with the Comets, posting one assist, a -1 rating and four shots on goal. Jensen had been sidelined due to a shoulder injury suffered while playing with the Canucks in the preseason.
Sputtering Heat fall 3-1 to Monsters

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 26, 2013 10:00 PM 

Updated: October 26, 2013 10:38 PM     

On Friday night, the Abbotsford Heat looked downright dominant on the attack at times, en route to a 4-2 victory over the Lake Erie Monsters.

On Saturday, they looked rather toothless – the Monsters limited them to just 24 shots, and the hosts' lone goal of the evening came on a shot from behind the goal line that banked in off Lake Erie netminder Calvin Pickard.

The Monsters, meanwhile, scored twice in a span of 1:08 in the second period and won 3-1 to salvage a split of the two-game weekend set at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

"We have a ton of skill in that dressing room," Heat forward Carter Bancks observed, "but skill's nothing if you're never in the offensive zone.

"Throughout the whole game, I don't know if we were hungry enough. We were trying to stretch them out a bit, but we weren't getting touches (on the puck) – a lot of icings. I think we need to be more ready to play as a whole group. I don't think we were as ready right off the hop."

The Heat, though, did manage to draw first blood, as Corban Knight notched his third goal of the year on the power play at 9:46 of the first period.

The rookie centre collected the rebound off Ben Street's initial shot, and with a Monsters defenceman pushing him south of the goal line, flipped the puck back towards the net. It banked in off Pickard's pad.

"The goalie was kind of cheating off his post," Knight recounted. "I thought I'd try to bank it off him, and it was kind of lucky it worked out."

But that was the lone offensive highlight for the Heat, who were out of sync and easily smothered by the Monsters.

Michael Sgarbossa got the equalizer at 3:48 of the second, ripping a one-timer on the power play past Heat goalie Reto Berra. Joey Hishon gave Lake Erie the lead just over a minute later, finishing off a pretty tic-tac-toe passing play with linemates Guillaume Desbiens and Mark Olver.

Desbiens, who played for the Heat in 2011-12, inserted the dagger at 4:55 of the third, roofing a glove-side wrist shot on a partial breakaway.

“It’s always fun coming back – I loved my time out here," Desbiens said. "I have nothing but good things to say about Abbotsford. Obviously there’s not that many guys left from my time here but there but there are still a few familiar faces and any time you get a goal against your old team it’s fun to put it in their face a little bit. But the biggest thing is that we got the win are back to .500.”

Heat head coach Troy Ward felt his charges were galvanized mentally for Friday night's game, after giving up six third-period goals in a 9-3 road loss to the Texas Stars the previous Sunday. But having proven their point in the opener of the weekend set vs. Lake Erie, the Heat were mentally lethargic for the rematch.

"We got a win and we felt pretty good," Ward analyzed. "We didn't put in any mental work prior to getting here, from the time we left last night. We were a step behind the whole night, just because of our mental abilities to get ready.

"Tonight, everything kind of caught us off guard."

ICE CHIPS:

• Veteran defenceman Derek Smith, who was outstanding in his Heat debut on Friday, was recalled by the Calgary Flames on Saturday morning.

• With Smith no longer at their service, the Heat made three other lineup changes for Saturday. Forwards Josh Jooris and Michael Ferland and defenceman John Ramage were healthy scratches, while forwards Turner Elson and Brett Olson and blueliners Tyler Wotherspoon and Zach McKelvie were inserted.

"We're just trying to get some guys in the lineup and figure out what we have," Ward explained. "We have to be prepared here for injuries up top . . . We want to get as many guys going as we can, especially when we only play two games in a weekend."

• The Heat (4-4-1) hit the road for a trio of games this week – Wednesday and Friday at the Utica Comets, and Saturday at the Hamilton Bulldogs.

Newcomers boost Heat to 4-2 win over Monsters

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 25, 2013 10:00 PM 

Updated: October 25, 2013 10:32 PM     

The Abbotsford Heat received a major influx of talent from the Calgary Flames over the past week, but heading into Friday's home date with the Lake Erie Monsters, Troy Ward was in the business of tempering expectations.

The veteran bench boss has seen it too many times at the AHL level – a team gets a bunch of players down from the NHL parent club, and suddenly the rest of the guys get all deferential, waiting for the high-profile newcomers to drive the bus.

The Heat, though, managed to steer clear of that trap, turning in their most dominant stretch of hockey all season en route to a 4-2 victory at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The newcomers, make no mistake, were terrific. Ben Street, Blair Jones and Roman Horak, all recently returned from Calgary, gave the team unprecedented depth up front, and defenceman Derek Smith proved to be both a minutes-muncher and a dynamic offensive threat.

But incumbents like Ben Hanowski, Paul Byron and Chad Billins also excelled, as the hosts overcame a slow start to out-shoot the Monsters 25-4 over a stretch beginning midway through the first period and extending to the end of the second.

"We had really good push out of all the lines," said Ward, who suggested that the club's depth at forward on Friday was the best it's been in his three-plus seasons with the club.

"With Smith and Street, it was like two grown men out there, compared to what we looked like a week ago against Milwaukee at home.”

The Monsters owned the first 12 minutes of the game, out-shooting the Heat 8-3 and generating several good looks at Heat goalie Reto Berra, but the Swiss keeper kept them at bay.

Street got things going offensively for Abbotsford, benefitting from some good work behind the net by Max Reinhart to find himself alone in front of Monsters goalie Sami Aitokallio with the puck on his stick. Aitokallio stopped Street's initial shot, but the Coquitlam native tapped the rebound between his pads at 14:44 of the opening frame.

The Monsters levelled the score at 1:09 of the second on a power play, as Joey Hishon took a breakaway pass from Andrew Agozzino and roofed a backhander on Berra.

But the balance of the frame was all Heat.

Carter Bancks restored the hosts' lead just over four minutes later, as he knocked the rebound off Hanowski's initial shot out of mid-air and into the net.

Later in the frame, on a Heat power play, Greg Nemisz whipped a sweet backhand pass across the goalmouth to Corban Knight, who fended off a Monsters defender and chipped the puck past Aitokallio.

The Heat out-shot the Monsters 14-3 in the middle frame, after finishing the first on an 11-1 surge.

The Monsters opened the third with a purpose, and captain Bryan Lerg drew his team back to within a goal just 1:01 into the frame, ripping a top-corner wrist shot past Berra from the slot.

But Billins put the nail in the Monsters' coffin, hammering home a howitzer from the point on the power play to make it 4-2.

"Early, they were really taking it to us," noted Street, who registered five shots on goal and was named first star of the game. "We made a couple adjustments, and that turned the game in our favour a little bit."

Berra turned aside 22 of 24 shots to pick up his fourth win in seven starts. The 26-year-old has made a tremendous transition to the North American game, boasting a 2.28 goals against average and a .922 save percentage.

"I feel really good," he said. "I felt really good in (Flames) camp too, and when they sent me down from Calgary, I said, 'I want to be positive, keep working and give every practice my best.' That's what I do, and if you work hard, it's coming back to you like that. I'm happy with the start."

• The Heat (4-3-1) and Monsters (3-4-0) renew hostilities on Saturday at the AESC (7 p.m. start).

Heat news and notes: Street's NHL stint was a learning experience

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 24, 2013 4:00 PM 

Updated: October 24, 2013 7:06 PM     

Ben Street felt like he belonged in the NHL during his season-opening stint with the Calgary Flames, but he wasn't immune to a few 'wow' moments.

"It's a little bit weird when you're facing off and you're talking to your winger, and he's standing next to Jaromir Jagr," Street said with a chuckle on Thursday, following his first practice with the Abbotsford Heat after being reassigned to the AHL affiliate earlier in the week.

"It's like, 'I've seen this guy before. I need to be careful around this guy.'"

Street's hockey resumé can't begin to compare to that of Jagr, the 41-year-old living legend currently plying his trade with the New Jersey Devils.

But the underdog narrative that the 26-year-old centre from Coquitlam has carved out over the past three-plus seasons is impressive in its own right.

Undrafted out of the University of Wisconsin, Street worked his way up from the ECHL to the AHL in the Pittsburgh Penguins' system, then landed a two-way contract with the Flames in the summer of 2012.

He made his NHL debut last spring as the Flames played out the string during a playoff-free campaign, but a far more impressive accomplishment was cracking Calgary's season-opening roster out of training camp this fall. Along the way, he beat out a series of more highly touted prospects, including current Heat teammates Max Reinhart, Corban Knight and Roman Horak.

Street started out centering the Flames' fourth line, but injuries to Mike Cammalleri, Matt Stajan and David Jones soon thrust him into a top-six role. He didn't generate much offensively, notching just one assist in eight games, but he earned plaudits for his mature two-way play as Calgary surprised many pundits by posting a 4-2-2 record during that stretch.

Street was sent back to Abby on Tuesday as Cammalleri, Stajan and Jones returned to health, and he said he's a better player now than the last time Heat fans saw him.

"You learn a lot, playing minutes against other teams' top lines that have some pretty skilled players on them," he said. "You really learn defensively when you contain and when you attack and try to take the puck away. You just become real disciplined in your style. You can't have any cheat in your game."

While Street was pleased with his defensive performance, he felt he could have been more assertive on offence in Calgary.

"There are still times when you can take chances in the offensive zone to create chances," he said. "I think I was kind of young in my NHL career, and I was maybe a little bit more hesitant to do that. I was deferring to the wingers a little bit more, just making sure I was playing safe. That might be part of the reason I'm not there anymore."

Heat head coach Troy Ward said he was incredibly proud of Street's recent NHL stint, in light of the improvements he'd made the previous season in two key areas: forcing turnovers on the forecheck, and maintaining possession when he had the puck.

"He's become an honest player in all three zones, and it's allowed him to play in the NHL," Ward said.

DRIVERS WANTED

Street's arrival, along with the reassignments of Horak and Blair Jones from Calgary to Abbotsford this week, have the Heat boasting more depth up front than they've had all season.

Ward, though, was quick to note the trap that teams can fall into when they receive an influx of talent from the NHL parent club.

"When you get more guys down, everybody thinks they're going to drive the bus," he said. "But we can't become back-seat-of-the-bus type guys.

"We have to put those guys, actually, that have been in the NHL in the back of the bus, and all the guys who have been here have to show them how to play.

"If we have that mentality and that's how we play (Friday and Saturday) I think we'll be in good shape. If we sit back and wait for those guys to do it all, I think it'll be a long weekend."

With Street/Jones/Horak in town, the Heat reassigned centre David Eddy and winger Brett Lyon to the ECHL – Eddy to the Alaska Aces, and Lyon to the Bakersfield Condors.

INJURIES ON D

Abby blueliner Mark Cundari suffered a lower-body injury during last Friday's road game vs. the Oklahoma City Barons. He wasn't on the ice with the main practice group on Thursday, and Ward said he won't be available for the Heat's weekend home games vs. the Lake Erie Monsters (Friday and Saturday, 7 p.m. both nights).

He joins Patrick Sieloff and Steve Begin on the Heat's injury list – both of those players are also nursing lower-body injuries. Ward said Sieloff, a prized 19-year-old defensive prospect, is still in Calgary receiving treatment from the Flames' medical staff.

NEWCOMER SMITH AN IMPACT PLAYER

Defenceman Derek Smith, sent to Abbotsford by the Flames last Sunday, is set to make his Heat debut vs. the Monsters.

It's been more than two years since Smith suited up for an AHL game – the last time was on June 7, 2011, when his Binghamton Senators beat the Houston Aeros 3-2 in Game 6 of the AHL final to capture the Calder Cup.

Smith signed a two-way deal with the Flames the following summer, and had managed to stick with the NHL club for two-plus seasons. He's a proven offensive force at the AHL level – he racked up 10 goals and 44 assists in 71 regular season games with Binghamton back in 2010-11.

Ward expects a certain level of rust from Smith, given that he hasn't played in the AHL in a couple of seasons and didn't get into any games with the Flames this fall prior to being sent down.

"He'll be rusty in some of the things we put him into, but we'll trust that he's a good pro and he'll do the best he can," Ward said. "The more experience and more ice time he gets here, the better off it'll be for us."

COURTING THE CAPTAINCY

The Heat will wait at least another week to vote on captains, a fact which Ward revealed with a trademark quip.

"It's kind of like chasing your first girl – you've got to chase about five of them before you figure it out," he said with a chuckle.

Carter Bancks, Paul Byron and Greg Nemisz have been serving as alternate captains to this point in the season, as Ward allows the team to gel before settling on a more permanent leadership group.

Barons build big lead, fend off furious rally from Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 18, 2013 11:00 PM 

Updated: October 19, 2013 9:08 PM     

Ben Hanowski scored his team-leading fourth goal of the season, Markus Granlund picked up an assist in his first AHL game, and Laurent Brossoit made his professional debut.

But those highlights – never mind a 22-4 edge in shots in the third period – didn't add up to a victory for the Abbotsford Heat on Friday evening, as they fell 4-3 to the Oklahoma City Barons to open a three-games-in-three-nights road swing.

Reto Berra made his fifth consecutive start in goal for the Heat, but he didn't make it to the midway point of the game – he was pulled in favour of rookie Brossoit at 4:32 of the middle frame after surrendering four goals.

The Barons' top line of Linus Omark, Anton Lander and Tyler Pitlick inflicted all of that damage, accounting for all four goals and combining for nine points. Omark was particularly dominant – he potted two goals and added two assists, while Lander and Derek Nesbitt chipped in with singles.

The Heat mounted a furious rally at that point – just over three minutes after Berra's exit, Hanowski got the visitors on the board off a feed from Granlund, who was in the lineup Friday after sitting out the first four games with a lower-body injury.

Goals by Chad Billins and Brett Olson early in the third period cut the deficit to one, but OKC goalie Richard Bachman kept them at bay after that, despite the Heat's desperate flurry to close out the contest.

Brossoit stopped all nine shots he saw in just over 34 minutes of action.

ICE CHIPS:

• Defenceman Brady Lamb made his season debut for the Heat, drawing into the lineup in place of Drew MacKenzie.

• The Heat (2-2-1) get another crack at the Barons (3-3-0) on Saturday evening, and they wrap up the trip on Sunday vs. the Texas Stars.

(0)  

McGinn recalled by Flyers 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Tye McGinn was recalled by the Flyers after Steve Downie and Vincent Lecavalier were hurt in Friday night's line brawl.

McGinn was the Flyers' leading scorer with three goals in four games when he was loaned to the Phantoms.

He scored two goals in the Phantoms' 3-1 win over Binghamton on Friday. McGinn has totaled three goals in six games with the Phantoms.

Downie is out indefinitely with a concussion and a facial fracture. Lecavalier is officially day-to-day with a facial contusion. 

The Flyers only called up one Phantom, so they will play Jay Rosehill and McGinn and play without an extra forward. 

Also, Ray Emery did not get a hearing and thus will not be suspended as Friday night was his first offense. So, the Flyers will not be looking to one of the Phantoms goalies.

6 hours ago(0)  

Chubak reassigned to Gwinnett 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Carsen Chubak, who was recalled by the Phantoms on Wednesday, was reassigned to Gwinnett on Thursday.

The move doesn't actually affect the Phantoms directly, either way there is a third goalie in the ECHL who can be recalled if needed. However, it's interesting that the Phantoms/Flyers now have no players with their ECHL affiliate.

Andrew Johnston is playing with Orlando and Chubak is now with Gwinnett. No one is with Greenville.

Last year, the Phantoms/Flyers used their ECHL affiliate (Trenton) rather liberally. 

The beginning of last season was a different situation with the lockout forcing players down a level, but even after that the Phantoms kept a smaller roster and used their ECHL affiliate more.

This year, the Phantoms have had as many as 16 forwards on the roster. The eight defensemen is not as odd, but they were okay with less at times last year.

6 hours ago(0)  

Game 10 live blog: Phantoms 3, Senators 1 

Cal Heeter played a great game in goal and Tye McGinn scored two first-period goals. That pretty much sums up the win for the Phantoms.

Heeter made 37 saves, including 15 in the second period when the B-Sens really took it to the Phantoms. The B-Sens' style of play creates a lot of rebounds, but Heeter did a good job of recovering. McGinn had not scored since the Phantoms' season opener in Hershey. He came up big for Adirondack.
@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: VandeVelde-Newbury-Akeson, McGinn-Cousins-Holmstrom, Straka-Bordson-Mangene, Brown-Flanagan-Alderson

November 1 at 6:34 PM

TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Eddy, Konan-Alt.
dianacnearhos

ICYMI, Phantoms lines: VandeVelde-Newbury-Akeson, McGinn-Cousins-Holnstrom, Mathers-Flanagan-Mangene.

October 30 at 6:33 PM

TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

And d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Eddy, Konan-Alt. Heeter in goal.
October 30, 2013 5:58 pm(0)  

Lineup mix up 

By Diana C. Nearhos

There was some confusion with the Phantoms' lineup on Friday.

When the team took the ice for warmups, it had an extra forward. Derek Mathers appeared to be the extra, as he did not participate in the line rushes.

The game started without Mathers, until the officials had a conversation at the Phantoms' bench. Apparently, there was a mix up and Mathers was on the lineup card and Tyler Brown, who skated one shift, was not. 

"That's on me the lineup sheet I filled out was at about 2 p.m. I didn't know if (Tye) McGinn was going to make it for the game or not," head coach Terry Murray said. "So I had McGinn's name in there and when I was going down through the roster on the media notes, I wrote McGinn's name over the top of Brownie's name so that's how Brownie's name got missed. I didn't know what the lineup was going to be and I shouldn't have wrote it up at 2:00 in the afternoon, should have left it right until the end when I was sure what it was going to be."

McGinn's jersey number, 16, would put him about Brown, 18.

Someone ran to tell Mathers to get dressed and get on the ice. He played the rest of the game in Brown's place.

In the end, it might not have had a direct effect on the game itself. It was a sign of disorganization, which was the theme of the night.

October 26, 2013 12:29 am(0)  

McGinn returns to Phantoms 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers pulled a strange move on Friday when they loaned Tye McGinn, the team's leading scorer, to the Phantoms.

The Flyers kept Michael Raffl, who has played well but has not recorded a point in four games. McGinn scored three goals in four games.

Either way, McGinn's return to the Phantoms likely reunites the line of him, Kris Newbury and Jason Akeson that showed a lot of promise in the preseason.

Head coach Terry Murray already made the decision to break up the top line of Chris VandeVelde, Nick Cousins and Jason Akeson on Thursday when Newbury returned to the team. He thought VandeVelde could play a role similar to the one McGinn had played. Now, he has McGinn himself to put there.

The Phantoms are on a five-game winless streak (two of the losses were in shootouts, and thus resulted in a point) and could use a strong performance from two players who were in the NHL three days ago. 

October 25, 2013 6:09 pm(0)  

Game 7 live blog: Admirals 3, Phantoms 0 

The Phantoms looked lost. They played a very sloppy game, one of their worst in a while.
TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

Unsurprisingly, McGinn-Newbury-Akeson reunited as the top line.

October 25 at 6:33 PM

TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

Phantoms line rushes: McGinn-Newbury-Akeson, VandeVelde-Cousins-Holmstrom, Brown-Bordson-Straka, FitzGerald-Mangene-Noebels.

October 25 at 6:34 PM

TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

Looks like Mathers will be the last forward scratched, didn't take rushes.

October 25 at 6:35 PM

TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Gervais-Manning, Eddy-Konan, Delisle-Lauridsen
October 25, 2013 6:09 pm(0)  

Flyers send Newbury to Phantoms 

by Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers taketh away and they giveth.

Brandon Manning commented that the loss of "top two left wingers" in Tye McGinn and Michael Raffl, who were recalled by the Flyers 11 days ago, hurt the Phantoms. 

Well, one of the Phantoms' potential scorers has been returned. Kris Newbury, who did not make it past the initial round of cuts in Flyers training camp and then was recalled before the start of the AHL season, has been loaned to the Phantoms.

Newbury was recalled when the Flyers loaned Scott Laughton, who plays a very different role than Newbury, back to his juniors team. He played in three of the seven games.

McGinn and Raffl were recalled after Scott Hartnell and Vinny Lecavalier were hurt Oct. 11. Both have played in all three of the Flyers' games since then.

All signs point to Lecavalier returning to the Flyers lineup for Thursday's game. But it's not one of the two players called up when Lecavalier was injured who created the opening, it was Newbury.

That points to the Flyers liking what they have seen from Raffl and McGinn, who has scored three goals. 

As for the Phantoms, it will be interesting to see what they do now.

Newbury, a proven scorer at the AHL level, centered McGinn and Jason Akeson on the first line in the two preseason games. Head coach Terry Murray really liked that line at the time and he really liked what he saw out of his current first line of Chris VandeVelde, Nick Cousins and Akeson. 

Newbury could shift out of his natural position, as VandeVelde did, and take his spot. Murray could keep him at center and shift Cousins to a wing or a different line. He could use this to totally mix things up, but that seems unlikely given how much he liked his team's performance on Saturday.

October 23, 2013 5:09 pm(0)  

New top line starts strong 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Jason Akeson has been the only constant on the Phantoms' top line through the first six games - call ups and slow starts have forced some juggling.

Saturday night, the top line was mixed up once again. This time, the line of Chris VandeVelde, Nick Cousins and Akeson looked like something that could last for a while.

Head coach Terry Murray said they "made some plays that kinda caught me a little bit because it is the first time they've been together."

The trio created numerous chances in the shootout loss to Springfield. They only scored once (a goal by Cousins 47 seconds in, assisted by VandeVelde and Akeson), but that's only because goaltender Mike McKenna stood on his head for a few saves.

"Both those guys are very skilled and I'm a good two-way forward, so I just try to do my part, get them the puck," VandeVelde said. We had a lot of chances, more will start going in."

VandeVelde was clearly the most physical of the three players. He said that's probably why Murray put him with the other two, " not protect them but stand up for them and get some hits on the forecheck."

Sometimes it seems to take a couple shifts for a line to figure each other out, especially one that's never even practiced together. This was not one of those cases. VandeVelde and Cousins said they started clicking immediately.

"Vande's a hard-working player and Akey has a lot of skill," Cousins said. "I think, as a line, we created a lot of offense. If we work hard, I think we can be a pretty good line."
Cousins scores first goal ... and second

Print Email 

October 21, 2013 5:48 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

Nick Cousins scored 103 points in the OHL last season, 27 goals and 76 assists. In seven games with the Phantoms at the end of last season, he tallied just one assist.

Now, he is part of a five-way tie for leading scorer in the Phantoms' first six games of the season.

Cousins referenced his own "slow start" on Wednesday and then went out and had not only his first multiple-point weekend but scored his first and second professional goals and an assist.

Cousins' first goal came on Friday night, when head coach Terry Murray shifted the lines in part because he hoped that playing with a former linemate, Brandon Alderson, could help spark Cousins.

"It was a long time coming," Cousins said. "I think once you get one, the confidence starts coming and then hopefully you get a little bit more confident and then everything you touch goes in."

Cousins also assisted a goal by Bruno Gervais in the 6-3 loss to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Saturday night, Cousins scored 47 seconds into the game in what was the Phantoms' best start of the season. 

For someone who is used to a scoring touch, this could be a case where after he finally gets the first goal, the points start to flow.

"I hope so," Murray said. "I don't know him well enough if he becomes a streak goal scorer. He's played very well, right through the start of the training camp. He makes some good plays out there. He sees the ice better than a lot of guys with the puck on their stick and creates good scoring chances."
dianacnearhos
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(0) Comments

GLENS FALLS -- Everything ran more smoothly for the Adirondack Phantoms on Wednesday.

It wasn’t a “greasy” win — they didn’t grind out a lucky one — the Phantoms were firing on all cylinders, something they haven’t done much of this season.

One of the areas it was most clear was the checking, the play without the puck.

They started getting it on track Saturday against Binghamton, who comes into the Civic Center Friday night, and continued it against Springfield on Wednesday.

“To me, checking is everything as far as a good hockey player and a good team,” head coach Terry Murray said. “You only have puck possession so many minutes in the game and when you don’t have it you have to go get it back to win games.”

Murray said it’s still a progress and there are still times when the team isn’t completely on point as far as the checking game, but that it is definitely making progress and Wednesday was one of the best efforts so far.

“This is the best support I’ve seen since I’ve been here,” said Rob Bordson, center of the checking line. “Our support has been very good, just little 5-foot, 10-foot passes and you’re not being selfish and going for the home-run play. Even though we gave up some chances last night, in the long run, you’re not going to give up as many chances.”

Bordson said maybe the loss to Wilkes/Barre Scranton was a wake-up call, but he wasn’t sure. He didn’t know what changed to make players trust the system, but said that is the difference between then and now.

Murray said that’s why teams have systems.

“When you’re a good team, when you’re trusting your teammates and your system to get you through a hard stretch, if you do that and have that checking mentality you can come out on the other side with points and have a better team,” Murray said.

The checking, defensive side of the game is about pride, not glory. Murray said sometimes it’s a matter of young players maturing and learning to focus on that, not just scoring. The scoring plays are the flashy ones that get attention.

“Most of the young players coming out of juniors are the top scorers on their team, they’re high draft picks and have had the puck on their stick most of the time and gotten away with a lot of stuff,” Murray said. “But in the pro game, you still want that but you just have to add to your game.”

Bordson’s dad heard the coach at the University of Minnesota-Duluth, where Bordson eventually played, say the first thing he taught incoming freshmen was how to play defense. That’s how Bordson’s dad, his coach as a kid, taught him to play.

Bordson instinctively goes to the defensive side of a battle along the boards. He said maybe someone could get lucky and get an odd-man rush on the other side, but he goes to the defensive side to “protect your own end.”

Murray has repeatedly said he wants the Phantoms to play a more instinctive game.

It’s not just the forwards who are defending better. Cal Heeter said there was a difference among the defensemen, too.

“Not to say I couldn’t rely on my defensemen, but unexpected things were happening, we’ll just leave it at that,” he said. “We were having trouble blocking bodies and seeing the puck but the last two games I’ve been really seeing the puck well. They did great blocking pucks and moving bodies.”

It’s not a coincidence that when the Phantoms began playing better defensively, and scoring on power plays, they started winning.

Bordson said maybe it doesn’t matter why they started trusting the system, as long as they did and keep doing so.

“We’ve been paying attention these past two games and we’ve got the result we’ve wanted,” he said.
Albany can't solve Norfolk's Gibson

Goalie shuts out Devils in third game against them in past two weeks

By Pete Dougherty

Published 12:02 am, Saturday, November 2, 2013
Albany

A second straight three-game road weekend perhaps made Norfolk Admirals coach Trent Yawney a little bleary-eyed.

He mistakenly circled "17" instead of "7" Friday night when submitting his lineup against the Albany Devils, an error that cost the Admirals a minor penalty 30 seconds into the game for "incorrect starting lineup."

Yawney's eyes didn't deceive him when he circled his starting goaltender, and John Gibson frustrated the Devils for the third time in the past 13 days and Norfolk skated off with a 3-0 victory in front of a season-best 4,009 at Times Union Center.

Gibson, the reigning AHL Goaltender of the Month, allowed just two goals in two games Oct. 18-19 in Norfolk as the teams split a pair of 2-1 decisions, both decided in shootouts.

There was no need for tie-breaking procedures this time. Jamie MacQueen and Maxime Sauve scored 2:09 apart in the first period, and Gibson made 34 saves to lower his season's goals-against average to 1.24.

"He made some big saves in the second period that allowed us to keep our momentum," Yawney said.

As for the mistake that gave Albany the first of its five power-play opportunities, Yawney said, "I circled the wrong number. I'd better get my eyes checked."

After a promising 5-1-0-1 start, the Devils finished a four-game homestand with their third straight loss, getting outscored 12-3 in those defeats.

"The puck's not going in for us right now," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We can't feel sorry for ourselves. We've got to find a way. We certainly had numerous chances again. You've got to give credit to Gibson again. We knew we was going to be sharp. We only got (two) by him in two games down there."

Scott Timmins, who had scored in all of Albany's previous nine games, saw his scoring streak end one short of the franchise record. 

Goaltender Scott Wedgewood, after a 3-0 start, lost his third straight, getting chased after Steve Whitney made it 3-0 at 8:17 of the second.

Whitney is the younger brother of Joe Whitney, who has led the Devils in scoring the past two seasons.

"Our first periods the last few games have been pretty bad and put us behind the 8-ball," Albany assistant captain Tim Sestito said. "Untimely goals against, too, in a couple games in the third period, and now we're on a three-game losing streak that we have to end tomorrow. Good teams don't lose two in a row, let alone three in a row in your own rink. We need to go on the road tomorrow and right this ship."

The Devils play Saturday night against the Adirondack Phantoms in Glens Falls.

"We did have some good chances," said forward Mike Sislo, who returned to the lineup after missing four games with a lower-body injury, "but we weren't in front of the net enough. When the point men got the puck through to the net, we didn't have enough screens, bodies in front. Coach talked about getting second-shot opportunities, third-shot opportunities, and we didn't do enough of that."
Albany searching for more offense

Devils look for someone to step up and help its one reliable scoring combination

By Pete Dougherty

Published 12:17 am, Thursday, October 31, 2013
Albany

One line was plenty for comedians Rodney Dangerfield, Henny Youngman and Groucho Marx, but most hockey teams require a little more.

At least the Albany Devils do.

The Devils lost Wednesday night to the Syracuse Crunch 4-1 before a friends-and-family-size gathering of 1,535 at Times Union Center.

The Albany goal was scored by rookie left wing Reid Boucher, assisted by linemates Scott Timmins and Joe Whitney.

That trio has been responsible for 15 of Albany's 24 goals this season, if you include two by defenseman Jon Merrill when that line was on the ice.

"There's no question we're going to have to find a way to produce more offense from other than that line," coach Rick Kowalsky said after the Devils' second straight loss, both at home.

Ironically the Crunch, who made the Calder Cup Finals last season, survived with one line against the Devils. Two of their goals, though, both by Nikita Kucherov, came 69 seconds apart via a first-period power play.

J.T. Smith added two third-period insurance goals, set up by Kucherov and Vladislav Namesthikov, but Syracuse has gotten offense from other sources in previous games.

"That line was really good," Crunch coach Rob Zettler said, "but (former Albany River Rats center Mike) Angelidis, (Dana) Tyrell and (Geoff) Walker were also really good. They generated a lot of chances, had a lot of zone time down in their end. Although they weren't on the scoresheet, they had an impact on the game."

Timmins extended his points streak to nine, a franchise record for the start of a season, but the Devils failed to score after Boucher cut the deficit to 2-1 midway through the second period.

Other than players on Timmins' line and Merrill, no other Albany player has more than a goal this season.

"That's something internally we've talked about as a team," captain Rod Pelley said. "We can't rely on Joe Whitney, Scott Timmins and Bouche every night, regardless if they're our first unit on the PP (power play). Some nights the PP isn't going to click and you need other guys stepping up, including myself."

Albany was put on the defensive early when, during a Syracuse power play, rookie defenseman Seth Helgeson inadvertently sent the puck over the glass for a delay-of-game penalty.

Syracuse capitalized on the 5-on-3 opportunity with some deft passing, and Helgeson was still in the penalty box when Kucherov deflected one in off the skate of Devils defenseman Corbin McPherson for a 2-0 lead.

"When those goals go in you're just like ... ," said Pelley, who then sighed. "I thought Corbin had good position. His stick was in the right place. Too bad his skates are size 14."

Kowalsky said he was aware of the big line for Syracuse but attributed a lot of its success to Albany miscues.

"I don't like to chase the matchups too much," he said. "The plays they made, we made some mistakes. The odd-man rushes, they get two late. They get those two extra goals that we kind of give them. We matched up a bit tonight but we knew that they were playing well and had a big night the other night and are a good line."
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Timmins makes most of trade

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:30 pm, Tuesday, October 29, 2013
Albany

Among the thoughts racing through Scott Timmins' mind last month when he learned of his trade to the Albany Devils:

• pack more sweaters

• fresh start with a new organization

• continue to focus on playing a solid two-way game of hockey

What he and Albany coach Rick Kowalsky didn't expect was for Timmins to show up on the scoresheet every game, but that is what the 24-year-old center from Hamilton, Ontario, has done so far this season.

Timmins takes an American Hockey League-high eight-game points streak into Wednesday night's game against Syracuse at Times Union Center.

"I've always been a defense-first type of guy, and the points come secondary," Timmins said. "Coming here, I didn't really expect the points to be piling up like this."

Timmins, tied with linemate Joe Whitney for the team scoring lead with five goals and five assists, was acquired Sept. 28 from the Florida Panthers for Krys Barch, who had been a New Jersey Devils enforcer.

While he played 24 NHL games over the past two seasons, Timmins spent most of his time with San Antonio, an AHL Western Conference team that rarely sees anyone from the East.

"What I like about him, and we watched video of him in detail, is just his (defensive) habits," Kowalsky said. "Did I expect this? Absolutely not. We were hoping, after seeing him a couple of days in practice, that he might be able to slide in with those two guys (linemates Whitney and Reid Boucher), but there's no question now, I'm definitely not going to break them up."

The trade, Timmins admitted, caught him off-guard. "I never asked for one, never hinted at one, never heard about something happening for me to be moving," he said.

His two years in San Antonio produced 22 goals, 29 assists and a plus-9 rating in 135 games. The deal with the Devils not only put him in a new uniform, but it changed his off-ice wardrobe.

"I'm not wearing sandals and shorts every day now," Timmins said. "I grew up in Canada, so I'm used to it. I just had to get readjusted again."

Timmins' limited NHL time has resulted in one goal and 12 penalty minutes. He said he hopes to be a different player if he gets the opportunity again.

"When I have played in the NHL," he said, "I've been a fourth-line guy, playing eight minutes or so. Now I want to make an impact. I don't want to just blend in. I want to have the confidence when I do go up. It's been great here. I'm playing at one of my top levels right now. If I do get a chance to go up, hopefully I can bring a lot more to the table."
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Albany's point streak snapped by Portland

Devils get no points for first time in 7 games; fans shaken by accident

By Pete Dougherty

Published 12:29 am, Sunday, October 27, 2013
Albany

Initially the glass was broken, and later the streak. For the first time since their season opener three weeks ago, the Albany Devils failed to get a standings point.

Brett Hextall, son of former NHL goaltender Ron Hextall, scored the tie-breaking goal with 9:04 to play as the Portland Pirates beat the Devils 5-2 Saturday night at Times Union Center.

The outcome snapped Albany's six-game points streak, which included five victories and a shootout loss, but that wasn't the only thing that crashed.

Late in the first period Devils rookie defenseman Seth Helgeson checked Portland's Jordan Szwarz into the boards to the right of the Albany bench. The Plexiglas immediately shattered, creating a noise that could be heard throughout the building.

It's amazing anyone was hit, since only 2,099 were on hand, but a young boy and a woman were hit with shards of glass.

"I was eye-to-eye with the kid, and he was just freaking," said Devils coach Rick Kowlasky, who has kids ages 10, 9 and 6. "My concern was that he was cut. I think it was more just the shock."

"The first thing that went through my mind was with the player who got hit and some of the fans," Helgeson said. "I'm glad no one got seriously injured, but a couple were shaken up. It was a play that needed to be made. I needed to pinch off that guy coming down the wall, and it happened to break the glass."

The teams were sent to their respective dressing rooms while maintenance workers cleaned up the debris. The final 3:02 of the first period was tacked on to the beginning of the second.

"There was a little boy that got hurt," Portland coach Ray Edwards said. "That's the first thing in our thoughts. Our guy got some pretty good scrapes from it, so we just wanted to make sure everyone was OK."

The boy and woman both were reported to be OK. The Devils, who entered the game tied for first in the Northeast Division, couldn't offer them a victory.

Albany never led, tying the game twice on goals by Scott Timmins — who has a point in all eight Devils games this season — and Reid Boucher.

Boucher's goal capped a 90-second possession in the Pirates' zone, but Hextall untied it 5:55 later. Portland, which killed off six Albany power plays, added two empty-net goals in the final minute.

"Not that we want to win every game," Kowalsky said, "but there was a real sense that these guys were going to go out and tie the game up if not even win it."

"We've got a little more confidence," veteran defenseman Dan Kelly said of the Devils, off to the best start in their eight-year franchise history. "Usually we're down a couple of games coming in to start the season before we get our legs under us, but the young guys bring a lot of energy. They come off winning teams, a lot of these guys, so they know how to win."
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Second-period surge enough for the Devils

Three goals in span of 9:34 give Albany a big enough cushion for win

By Matt Graves

Published 12:26 am, Saturday, October 26, 2013
Albany

The Albany Devils didn't have to wait too long to pay Hartford back for ruining their opening night.

The Devils broke open a tight game with three unanswered goals in the second period and held off a third-period rally to defeat the Wolf Pack 4-3 Friday night at Times Union Center, 19 days after Hartford spoiled the Devils' opener by the same score in Connecticut.

"They're (in) first place in our division, too, so those were some pretty big points," said center Scott Timmins, who scored what proved to be the game winner at 13:38 of the second period. "Whenever you have a divisional opponent in your building, obviously you want to win, so I think that was a big game."

The Devils broke open a 1-1 game with a flurry in the middle period. Stefan Matteau scored his first AHL goal at 4:04 with a shot from the left circle that went in off goalie Jeff Malcolm's glove to make it 2-1. Jon Merrill made it 3-1 on a long drive from near the blue line on a power play at 7:44. Then Timmins scored in front off an assist by Joe Whitney at 13:38. It was Timmins' fourth goal of the season.

"We had kind of a little sloppy start to the first period," said Timmins, who stretched his season scoring streak to seven games. "In the second period, I thought we really found our stride and took it to them. We've been playing some really solid hockey lately."

The teams traded first-period goals with Hartford scoring first at 9:27 when Ryan Bourque tipped in a long drive from the right point by defenseman Brendon Nash. The Devils got the equalizer with only 2:36 left in the period on a tough-angle shot from the right corner by Mike Hoeffel that goalie Jeff Malcolm couldn't handle.

The Devils had another good scoring opportunity go by the boards when Harri Pesonen was turned away by Malcolm on a penalty shot at 5:03 of the first period. Remarkably, Pesonen earned another penalty shot in the third period, but he was stopped by relief goalie Scott Stajcer.

Andrew Rowe scored at 6:56 of the third, then Aaron Johnson made it interesting with a 6-on-4 power-play goal with 13 seconds left and the Hartford net empty, but the Devils hung on to improve to 5-1-0-1. Hartford fell to 5-2-0-1 with its second straight defeat.

"We could have folded up our tents at 4-1 going into the third period," said Hartford coach Ken Gernander.

"The guys battled hard and I thought they (Albany) were pretty fortuitous at times. Otherwise I thought it was a pretty even game."

The Devils, who play host to Portland tonight, are off to their best start ever.

Matt Graves is a freelance writer.

DEVILS 4, WOLF PACK 3

Hartford 1 0 2—3

Albany 1 3 0—4
Merrill key to Devils' good start

Rookie defenseman's poise with the puck impresses his coaches

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:38 pm, Thursday, October 24, 2013
Albany

Points seem to come easy to Jon Merrill of the Albany Devils.

He is tied for the American Hockey League lead among rookie defensemen with five points (one goal, four assists). In a brief stint last season, after his University of Michigan season was completed, he had eight points in 12 games for Albany.

Beyond the scoring, Merrill seems to make the game look too easy. He moves and shoots the puck with a confidence that belies his 22 years.

He also is among the reasons the Devils are off to their best start in their four seasons in Albany. The A-Devils take a five-game points streak (4-0-1) into Friday night's game against Hartford.

"He is so calm," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We make jokes that sometimes it seems he likes getting hit. Even when he has a guy right on his back, he doesn't go any faster than he has to to get to that puck, but he finds a way to come out of the corner with it or make a play."

"I feel very comfortable," said Merrill, a 2010 second-round draft pick by New Jersey. "A big part of my game is to be calm and steady out there, not panic when I have the puck and show some poise. That's something I try to bring to the team every night."

Merrill, at 6-foot-4 and 205 pounds, already has been a large presence on the Devils' power play, which through six games (4-1-1) has shown a 66 percent improvement over last season.

With fellow sharpshooter Eric Gelinas on recall to New Jersey, Merrill has become the key point person when the Devils have the man advantage.

"It's something I've been doing since juniors," he said. "That's something I take pride in, being good on the power play. I'm happy that they've give me that opportunity."

"Jonny's the main quarterback back there," Kowalsky said. "He plays a lot of minutes, but he plays a pretty efficient game. He's so calm under pressure and so smart with the puck and he reads the forecheck so well. We've just got to be careful because he's such a young guy. We've got to make sure we don't wear him down too much."
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At a glance

Hartford Wolf Pack at Devils

When: 7 p.m. Friday

Where: Times Union Center

Radio: http://ahllive.com
RPI sharp in home-opening win

Haggerty's hat trick, strong play by Diebold lead Engineers to win

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:49 pm, Saturday, October 19, 2013 Troy

If this was a "trap" game, RPI wasn't going after the cheese.

The 17th-ranked Engineers, coming off an impressive road victory against No. 15 Boston University, opened their home schedule Saturday night against Sacred Heart, a team they blitzed 6-0 a week earlier.

Junior Ryan Haggerty scored his first career hat trick as RPI, showing no hangover from its trip to Boston, crushed Sacred Heart 7-1 at Houston Field House.

"We tried to treat (Friday) night as a win, not that we expected, but believed we could go earn," RPI coach Seth Appert said. "Our goal this year is to approach every day the same way, whether that's practice, whether that's Sacred Heart, Boston University, Boston College, Union. That's what winning teams do."

The Engineers (3-1), whose only loss was to then-No. 5 Boston College, got the 1,000th victory in program history. They are 1,000-881-119 overall.

Haggerty, who led a three-goal first-period assault that essentially decided the game, leads the nation with seven goals.

"Ryan Haggerty had a tremendous night, not just in the goals," Appert said. "Ryan played an honest game, played hard, played the right way, and he got rewarded with goals because of that."

"Being a good player is not just about scoring goals and putting up points," said Haggerty, who has three games with two or more goals. "Defensive habits lead to offense. The more the puck's on my linemates' sticks, Lali (Jacob Laliberte) and (Mark) McGowan right now, the more opportunities we're going to get on offense."

Sacred Heart, which opened the season by defeating top-ranked Lowell, fell to 2-2.

Junior Scott Diebold, in his second game replacing injured sophomore Jason Kasdorf in the RPI goal, made 17 saves. That's 14 fewer than he needed in Friday night's 3-1 victory over BU.

"It's definitely more comfortable to play a team that's going to put 30 or 40 shots on you," Diebold said.

Kasdorf, who carried RPI to a second-place ECAC regular-season finish last year, suffered what is believed to be a separated shoulder in practice.

"Early this week we'll probably know more," Appert said. "He's had X-rays and MRIs. Our doctors have had time to look at him. We'll sit down — we'll involve other people, as well — get all the information necessary and make a decision that's best for Jason. Whether that be rehab and try to get him back in or surgery, time will tell."

In the meantime, it will be Diebold's job, and so far he has done it effectively.

"Scotty was not recruited to be a backup," Appert said. "He was recruited to challenge to be a No. 1 goalie. We recruited him because we believed he had the talent and the work ethic and the character to be a No. 1 goalie, and an elite No. 1. What he did this weekend was expected by the staff and by his teammates."

"Me and Kas are good buddies," Diebold said. "He played really well last year. He ran with it, but I've been ready to get back in there and just battle for the team."
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Schenectady

Stephen Perfetto was preparing to get off the ice for a line change when the puck came to him just inside the blue line in his offensive zone. 

Instead of getting off the ice, the junior from Lake Superior State saw an opening and fired the puck toward the Union College net. 

Perfetto's shot through a screen at 1:16 of overtime eluded Dutchmen goaltender Alex Sakellaropoulos and gave the Lakers a 6-5 victory over Union Friday night at Messa Rink in nonconference play. 

"I was about to change and the puck happened to jump out at me and I saw a hole on the right side of the net," Perfetto said. 

The game marks the first time Union has allowed six goals to an opponent at home since Sacred Heart beat the Dutchmen 6-5 in overtime on Oct. 24, 2009. 

The loss was particularly frustrating for Union coach Rick Bennett since the defensive breakdowns his team had were ones that were the focus of practice this week.

"Our practices were, we rate them, and they were C-plus, B-minus practices," Bennett said. "We actually worked on the stuff that you saw tonight. That is what is really disheartening here."

Union led 4-3 entering the third period but Lake Superior State (3-0-0) struck for a pair of power-play goals in the first 2:10 of the period to take the lead before the Dutchmen tied the game on Shayne Gostisbehere's goal at 6:55. 

Gostisbehere had a chance to win the game in the final seconds of regulation but his shot off a feed from Kevin Sullivan (three assists) was turned away by Lakers goaltender Kevin Murdock.

"It was a great look by Kevin, he was making plays all night," Gostisbehere said. "I saw there were only six seconds left so I took a chance and just went down and the goalie made a tremendous save."

Murdock also had a big stop on Michael Pontarelli's scoring bid with 1:04 left in regulation.

"That's an excellent team over there," Bennett said. "Their goaltender, he made the last save and we didn't and that's just the name of the game."

Daniel Ciampini opened the scoring 60 seconds into the game to give Union the lead and the Dutchmen appeared to take a 2-0 lead 37 seconds later but Sam Coatta's goal was waived off after the officials reviewed the goal and ruled the puck had been kicked into the net.

Sean Martin, a local freelance writer, is a frequent contributor to the Times Union.

Lake Superior State 6, Union 5 (OT)

Lake Superior State 2 1 2 1—6

Union 3 1 1 0—5
Wedgewood likely to get third straight start for Devils

 Tuesday, October 29, 2013 by:Pete Dougherty, Staff writer  

Comments

Email

Print

Share on Facebook0

ALBANY — After one day of practice with the Albany Devils, goaltender Keith Kinkaid was recalled by the New Jersey Devils — which was the plan all along — meaning that Scott Wedgewood likely will get his third consecutive AHL start.

Wedgewood, who started both weekend games while Kinkaid was with the NHL club, is expected to get the call Wednesday night when the A-Devils face Syracuse at the Times Union Center.

Interestingly, Wedgewood and Kinkaid have the same goals-against average (1.97), tied for ninth in the AHL. Kinkaid was recalled to back up Martin Brodeur while Cory Schneider recovers from a lower-body injury.

“The players dictate who plays,” Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said, in reference to Wedgewood. “What he did in training camp and here in two exhibitions, he certainly has got our confidence.”

Maxime Clermont, who was summoned from ECHL Elmira when Kinkaid was recalled last week, probably will get a chance to play in one of the weekend games: Friday night at home against Norfolk, or Saturday night on the road against Adirondack.

In the meantime, forward Mike Sislo, who has missed the past three games because of a lower-body injury, was back on the ice today and could be an option for the Devils on Wednesday night, although Kowalsky implied that there would be a better chance of Sislo returning on the weekend.

“We’ll probably give him more time to skate,” Kowalsky said when asked about using him against Syracuse. “He hasn’t skated with the team much, so we’re erring on the side of no.”

Without Sislo, the Devils have exactly 20 players to dress for a game.
Gelinas reassigned to New Jersey; Kinkaid will follow
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As expected, the New Jersey Devils have recalled defenseman Eric Gelinas from the Albany Devils, placing defenseman Bryce Salvador (non-displaced stress fracture in foot) injured reserve, retroactive to Oct. 22.

New Jersey also put goaltender Cory Schneider (lower body) on injured reserve, retroactive to Oct. 24, and plan to recall goaltender Keith Kinkaid tomorrow. Kinkaid, who was at Albany’s practice today, was assigned with Gelinas to the AHL club Sunday.

Neither injury is regarded as serious, and the New Jersey players could return by the weekend.
One Zajac out, another fills in for surging A-Devils
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ALBANY — Albany Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said after practice today forward Darcy Zajac, who missed Wednesday night’s 4-1 victory in Utica, will miss “significant time” with an upper-body injury.

Mike Sislo, who also missed last night’s game because of an upper-body injury, is “day to day,” according to Kowalsky.

Kelly Zajac, a former Union player and Darcy’s younger brother, played for the first time Wednesday, picking up an assist and finishing the night plus-1.

“He came in an did a good job for his first game,” Kowalsky said of Kelly Zajac, who missed most of training camp with an injury. “We may get into a situation where he’s forced in there for more minutes. Right now, we want to ease him in.

“He hasn’t established himself in this league yet. We’ve seen some things we’ve liked. He’s pretty smart defensively. He’s a guy long-term potentially we could see on the power play, but he’s got to play both ends of the ice, which he has the capability to do.”

Through six games the Devils are 4-1-0-1, seventh overall in the 30-team AHL and the best start in their four years in Albany. They opened 2-4-0-0 last year, 1-5-0-0 in 2011-12 and 4-2-0-0 in their inaugural season after moving from Lowell.

The Devils begin a four-game homestand Friday night against Hartford, the first of four trips to the Times Union Center for the New York Rangers affiliate (Nov. 20, Dec. 14 and March 15). Albany plays host to Portland at 5 p.m. Saturday, to Syracuse at 7 p.m. Wednesday, and to Norfolk at 7 p.m. Friday, Nov. 1.

If Sislo isn’t available, the Devils will have exactly 18 skaters available for Friday night.

“It’s a little contrast from what we’ve had in the past,” Kowlasky said, “but we don’t have any healthy scratches right now.”

With the Devils having exactly six defensemen since Eric Gelinas’ recall to New Jersey, Kowalsky was asked if he had a player who could play on the blue line in a pinch. The response: “No.”

“We’re not far away from Elmira and can get a guy here,” said Kowalsky, referring to the Devils’ ECHL affiliate. “We’re on an in-game live update. If something happens in the first period, we can get a call in and have a guy on the road.”
Haggerty selected ECAC Player of the Week

 Tuesday, October 22, 2013 by:Pete Dougherty, Staff writer  

Comments(1)

Email

Print

Share on Facebook0

To no one’s surprise, Ryan Haggerty’s five-goal weekend earned him ECAC Player of the Week.

Haggerty, a junior forward, had his second two-goal game of the season Friday night in the Engineers’ 3-1 victory at Boston University, then had his first career hat trick the following night at RPI defeated Sacred Heart, 7-1.

He had 14 shots in the two game and had a +2 plus/minus rating.
Phantoms skate past Devils

By The Record 

Posted: 11/02/13, 11:13 PM EDT | 

GLENS FALLS >> Round two of the 12-game series between the Albany Devils and the Adirondack Phantoms went to the home team Saturday at Glens Falls Civic Center. Mike Hoeffel scored and Maxime Clermont made 27 saves in the Devils 3-1 setback.

Trailing 3-0, Head Coach Rick Kowalsky altered his lines for the final 20 minutes. The decision paid dividends early as Hoeffel scored 2:55 into the period off a Tim Sestito rebound.

“Anytime the coach changes things, it’s kind of a wake-up call,” said assistant captain Chris McKelvie. “You see the lines change up, we are down by a couple of goals and we need something to happen, so we’ll find chemistry where ever we can. It seemed to work. We didn’t get the result we wanted, but we started to get more chances.”

Albany outshot Adirondack, 13-3, in the third period, but couldn’t completely erase the deficit. The Phantoms established their lead thanks to Straka’s goals at 6:23 of the first and 10:52 of the second. Chris VandeVelde made it 3-0 at 19:10 before the intermission.

“Two or maybe even all three we left him out to dry,” McKelvie said of Clermont’s performance. “There is nothing on his shoulders he has to worry about. I think he played a pretty solid game and he should be happy with the way he played.

Clermont, who was reassigned by New Jersey from Elmira (ECHL) a week ago, made 12 saves in the first, 12 in the second and three in the third. Arguably, his best save came during the second period, denying Rob Bordson on a backdoor one-timer with his left pad near the 12 minute mark.

“I felt pretty good actually,” Clermont said. “Guys did a good job around the net, grabbing rebounds and letting me see the puck. They played well and I felt good out there.”

At the other end, Yann Denis made 24 saves for his second win.

Albany moves to 5-5-0-1 overall, while the Phantoms improve to 5-4-0-2. The two Northway rivals will meet again on Nov. 9 at Times Union Center.

Before then, the Devils travel to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton to face the Penguins Friday at 7:05 pm at Mohegan Sun Arena.
Engineers bounce back to thrash Dartmouth

By Ed Weaver, Troy/The Record 

Posted: 11/02/13, 11:35 PM EDT | 

HANOVER, N.H. >> What a turnaround!

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute went into Dartmouth College on Saturday night intent on bouncing back from a disappointing, frustrating loss at Harvard on Friday night.

Oh, how the Engineers did!

Brock Higgs scored a hat trick for the Engineers, Ryan Haggerty netted his nation-leading 10th goal, junior defenseman Luke Curadi tallied the first of his college career and junior center/left winger Jacob Laliberte notched his first of the season as the 10th-ranked Engineers put seven pucks behind Dartmouth senior goaltender Cab Morris on just 23 shots on goal and scored three power-play goals on four chances in a 7-1 victory over the Big Green. 

Rensselaer had been shut out on Friday night at Harvard, 2-0, and going back to last week’s 3-3 tie with Harvard at Houston Field House, the 10th-ranked Engineers went 116 minutes, 47 seconds without a goal.

Then Saturday night, Haggerty and Higgs scored goals just 13 seconds apart to give RPI a 2-0 lead at 7:10 of the first period.

The Engineers made the game a rout, as Matt Neal added one goal and two assists and Zach Schroeder assisted twice. Freshman center/left winger assisted on Curadi’s goal late in the game for his first collegiate point, coming in his first game, as the Engineers (5-2-1 overall) improved to 1-1-1 in ECAC Hockey action.

For Dartmouth, 0-2-0 and 0-4-0, it was back-to-back 7-1 blowouts to Union and RPI.

The Engineers played well Friday night but simply couldn’t put one past Harvard goalie Raphael Girard. Getting them past Morris on Saturday night wasn’t a problem

The difference?

“As I said (Friday) night, I don’t think we were poor last night,” RPI coach Seth Appert said. “We played pretty hard, it was a hard-fought game against a good team. I thought the difference (Saturday) night was that we had a little more edge to us. I thought we were meaner. You know, the difference in winning and losing in our league is so small. The margin in our league is real small and to have that margin, you have to have a real edge and tenacity to you and I just thought we played meaner tonight than we played the past two games.”

Junior goaltender Scott Diebold continued to shine for the Engineers. He stopped a semi-breakaway b my Brandon McNally in the first period when the game was still scoreless and stopped 31 of the 32 shots he faced. He also made two huge short-range stops to rob Brad Schierhorn (twice), Brett Patterson and Connor Dempsey. The Big Green outshot the Engineers, 32-23.

“Sometimes goalies don’t get any credit in a 7-1 game,” Appert said, “but Scottie was outstanding again for us tonight.”

Since No. 1 goalie Jason Kasdorf was injured, Diebold has allowed one goal to Boston University, one to Sacred Heart, two to New Hampshire, three to Harvard, one to Harvard and one Saturday night at Dartmouth.

After Schroeder set up Haggerty for a patented Haggerty blast from the mid-slot for the game’s first goal at 6:57 of the first, the Big Green turned the puck over in the neutral zone and Johnny Rogic found Higgs open at the blue line.

“It was kind of a bumbled play,” Higgs said. “Johnny got a turnover in their zone and just left it there for me. I had a head of steam and kind of caught the (defenseman) a little flat-footed. He got a stick on me and I sort of fanned on the shot but it snuck through (Morris’) legs.”

Nine minutes later, Neal dug the puck off the boards and fed Haggerty.

“Ryan made a great patience play, beating the guy off the half-wall, stepping to the net and putting the puck on net. From there, it was kind of a scramble, it was in the crease and guys were having sticks all over it and it trickled in (off Higgs’ stick).”

With the Engineers leading 2-0, Dartmouth had a 5-on-3 power play for 1:41 but the Engineers killed both ends, with Rogic and Mike Zalewski performing well.

Justse 1:32 into the second period, RPI defenseman Bo Dolan wound up from the left point but saw Neal cutting down the right slot and fired a pass for an easy tip-in goal.

“I saw him out of the corner of my eye, faked a shot, got it to him and it went in,” Dolan said.

“We connected eyes,” Neal said. “I just raised my stick in the air. I didn’t want to call for it, because the defenseman would come over to me but it was an awesome pass and I just had to tip it in.”

Higgs took a pass from Neal and fired one past Morris to complete his hat trick at 14:07 of the second and Laliberte converted Schroeder’s pass for a 6-0 lead at 5:26 of the third.

A rare RPI turnover helped Dartmouth’s Troy Crema avert a shutout with 5:17 remaining and with 2:45 left, Curadi sent a blast from the left point through traffic and into the net on a power play for his first.

“Yeah, it only took seven years,” he said with just a bit of exaggeration and gave all the credit to Jimmy DeVito, who screened Morris in front of the net. 

Appert didn’t make the victory out to be more than it was -- but it was a big one.

“Well, I’m not happy with the split,” Appert said. “But, considering what happened (Friday) night, it’s a good split. Our backs were against the wall a little bit. All of a sudden you’re thinking, ‘man, we could be starting (league play) 0-2-1,’ and you’re on the road, and you’re playing a team that’s angry because they lost (big) last night. So, this is where you find out what you’re made of a little bit. We have a lot of work to do and we have to get better with our consistency but I thought we set a better standard for how physical we’re going to be and how hard we’re going to be to play against.”

“It felt great,” RPI captain Matt Tinordi said of the victory. “I thought we stuck with what we were trying to do and we played a solid 60 and that’s the most important part, more so than the scoreboard.”

The Engineers return home next weekend to host Cornell and Colgate. 

ECAC Hockey

RENSSELAER 7, DARTMOUTH 1

Rensselaer (1-1-1, 5-2-1) 3 2 2 -- 7

Dartmouth (0-2-0, 0-4-0) 0 0 1 -- 1
Offensive woes continue as RPI falls to Harvard

By Ed Weaver, Troy/The Record 

Posted: 11/01/13, 11:28 PM EDT | 

CAMBRIDGE, Mass. >> All of a sudden, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s offense is among the missing. 

The 10th-ranked Engineers were shut out on Friday night, getting precious few scoring chances in a 2-0 ECAC Hockey defeat to Harvard.

Since grabbing a 3-0 lead 15:30 into Tuesday’s 3-3 tie with the Crimson at Houston Field House, the Engineers have 1:04:30 without finding the net.

They had a couple chances during a couple early power plays on Friday night but not a whole lot after that.

Wasted in the defeat was a solid, 30-save effort by junior goaltender Scott Diebold.

Diebold had many more quality scoring chances to deal with than did Harvard senior netminder Raphael Girard.

Diebold robbed Sean Malone during the 5-on-3 and in the second period, after Vesey’s goal, made big close-range saves on Vesey, Luke Esposito and Ryan McGregor.

The Engineers (0-1-1, 4-2-1) will try to bounce back tonight (7) at Dartmouth, where the Big Green are winless at 0-3-0, have given up the most goals in the league and will be smarting from a 7-2 pasting put on them by Union Friday night.

The defeat -- and the scoring drought -- are certainly disappointing but Rensselaer coach Seth Appert said the players shouldn’t dwell on any frustrations they feel. 

“No, nope,” he said to frustration. “We played pretty good; we came out and played our tails off. It was a hard-fought, good game, we just came up a little short.”

Harvard sophomore left winger Jimmy Vesey banged in a rebound just 19 seconds into the second period for the game’s only conventional goal, then Kyle Criscuolo scored into an empty-net with 1:09 remaining.

“We had some great looks, in the first period especially,” Appert said. “We missed two or three open nets and Girard made some good saves early. We killed a 5-on-3 and they got a rebound goal.”

The Crimson (1-0-1, 2-0-1) had a 5-on-3 power play for 1:50 at 13:07 of the first period on which Diebold made several outstanding saves but the Engineers were unable to build any momentum from the kill.

At the outset of the second, the Crimson forced a faceoff to Diebold’s left. Criscuolo won it back to defenseman Dan Ford. He fired the puck and Vesey deflected it.

“I tipped it but it didn’t get through to the net,” Vesey said. “The puck was just laying there and I just banged it in.”

Vesey said the tie at Houston Field House definitely helped the younger Crimson on Friday night,.

“When we were down 3-0, we could have rolled over than let them have the win,” Vesey said, “but we fought back and scored three unanswered and I think that definitely carried over to tonight because we knew that for the majority of that game we outplayed them.”

Except for brief periods, the Crimson didn’t outplagy the Engineers per se but they did block 10 shots, deflected many more passes and won more puck battles after the first period.

“It’s frustrating, yeah,” said RPI assistant captain Brock Higgs, “but that’s our league. Every game’s going to be a one- or two-goal game. It’s going to be a grind, it’s going to be a 60-minute game, it’s not going to be 20 minutes of easiness and then two periods of rest. That’s what we have to expect.”

The Crimson blocked three shots by RPI right winger Ryan Haggerty -- the nation’s leader in goals with nine -- in the first period.

That was a capsule of RPI’s offensive shortcomings.

Haggerty still had one-fourth of the Engineers’ 28 shots on goal.

“Yeah, that’s frustrating not scoring for so long,” Haggerty said of the Engineers’ long scoreless skein. “We just have to keep going and keep trying to get pucks to the paint.”

“I thought they controlled the first 10 minutes of the second,” Appert said, “then we pushed back and controlled the last 10 minutes, just couldn’t get the equalizer ... hit the crossbar ... and then I thought we were very good in the third, we just couldn’t ... they did a good job bottling up the middle of the ice and it was just going to be a game that was a 1-0, 1-1, 2-1 type of game.”

“Our guys had real good intentions tonight,” Appert said. “Harvard did a great job of bottling it up and making you earn your scoring chances. That’s life on the road in the ECAC. It’s hard, it’s low-scoring usually, it’s tough to win on the road and we have to go find a way (tonight) to earn a (weekend) split.”
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FLYERBUZZ PODCAST: HANDLING ADVERSITY

 *********

GAME PREVIEW (11:00 PM EDT, 11/1/13)

 One night after absorbing a humiliating 7-0 pasting at the hands of the Washington Capitals, the Philadelphia Flyers (3-9-0) will be in Newark to take on the New Jersey Devils (3-5-4). Game time is 7:00 p.m. eastern. The match will be televised locally TCN Philadelphia.

 This is the first of five meetings between the teams this season. After this game, the Flyers are in Carolina on Tuesday.

FLYERS OUTLOOK (FRIDAY NIGHT POST-MORTEM)

 The Flyers got pistol-whipped on Friday night by the Washington Capitals, who were without Alex Ovechkin. Philly played fine for most of the first period, holding the Capitals without a shot for three quarters of the period (and outshooting Washington 8-4 for the opening 20 minutes). At the 17:28 mark, the Caps' Nicklas Bäckström scored on a one-timer -- Washington's second shot of the game -- moments after a failed clear, and the wheels fell off the wagon.

 The Flyers sagged after the first goal. They barely hung on for the remainder of the first period and, instead of regrouping and coming out hungry and focused in the second period, they flat out stopped competing. 

 Mason had little chance on the Capitals' second or third goals. On the second goal, which was scored at 1:24, Brayden Schenn turned a puck over at the offensive blueline, the Caps countered. Washington maintained possession in deep until Joel Ward scored his first of three goals on the night.

 Craig Berube called timeout. It was to no avail. At 2:44, Vincent Lecavalier turned a puck over, Erik Gustafsson didn't exactly bust it to help out and Jason Chimera easily outraced Kimmo Timonen to go in and score. 

 Mason was pulled for Ray Emery, but only because Berube couldn't pull the entire team off the ice. 

 The Flyers did not better job of competing in front of Emery any better than they did in front of Mason. Goals number four (Bäckström again) followed 1:09 after the Chimera goal. Goals number five (Ward's second of the game at 16:25) and six (Troy Brouwer power play goal at 18:20) were scored in almost effortless fashion as Flyers basically stood around and watched.

 In between the Ward and Brouwer goals, Steve Downie (who nearly scored for the Flyers in the opening 20 seconds of the first period) took exception to Matt Read being dumped roughly to the ice, making a beeline for Aaron Volpatti. In ensuing fight, Volpatti caught Downie flush. In trouble and bleeding, Downie said "I'm done!" and Volpatti realized what was going on, letting him go. 

 Downie, who received an instigation penalty and automatic 10-minute misconduct, did not return to the game. Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren said after the game that Downie had a concussion. Shortly after that, the news got worse as the team acknowledged that the player had to be taken to University of Pennsylvania hospital for further evaluation.

 In the third period, the Capitals added their seventh goal of the game and Ward completed the hat trick with a power play goal at 5:23. Emery, whose mask got knocked off on the play, was steamed about the lack of a whistle and stoppage. He was still seething as the ensuing faceoff moved to center ice. 

 Eight seconds after the drop of the next puck, a full-scale line brawl broke out in the Capitals defensive zone. The initial fight was between Wayne Simmonds and Tom Wilson along the left side boards. Secondary fights later broke out, resulting in game misconducts to Philly's Vincent Lecavalier and Brayden Schenn and the Caps' Alexander Urbom and Steve Oleksey.

 As soon as the first fight broke out at the other end, Emery already had his mind made up. He was going with Washington counterpart, Braden Holtby, whether the Caps goalie wanted the fight or not. Holtby didn't want it, and tried to wave Emery away. 

 Emery wasn't going to take no for an answer. He told Holtby he'd better protect himself and, realizing he had no choice at this point, Holtby finally complied. It was a one-sided thrashing, as Emery rained one punch after another down on Holtby's head. 

 Emery received 29 minutes worth of penalties: two minutes for leaving the crease, two for instigation (with the automatic 10 minute misconduct), five for fighting, and a game misconduct. To those asking if he's going to be suspended, the answer is that's highly unlikely. Everything Emery did is addressed in the NHL rulebook and, as this was his first instigation and first game misconduct of the season, there is no supplementary discipline. 

 As for my own reaction to the line brawl, this is what I will say: I will take a team triggering a line brawl and goalie fight over what I saw in the second period. To me, it's not a matter of whether I think it was gratuitous. It's a matter of how it plays in a team atmosphere.

 Like it or hate it, a massive fight can actually serve to bring a team together. A club meekly accepting a butt-kicking in "Thank you, sir, may I have another?" fashion is far more internally troubling from a team standpoint.

 Unfortunately, the Flyers suffered another injury casualty in the line brawl. Lecavalier suffered a facial injury, believed to be his mouth. He was not concussed, according to Holmgren, but will not make the trip to New Jersey and will be re-evaluated tomorrow.

 In the absences of Downie and Lecavalier, the Flyers will almost certainly call up Tye McGinn. The power forward, who scored three goals for Philadelphia prior to being returned to the AHL, notched a pair of goals for the Adirondack Phantoms in the team's 3-1 win on Friday.

 It remains to be seen if the team will make a second callup or just dress enforcer Jay Rosehill and rotate Michael Raffl back up higher in the lineup.

 Mason returned to the game to finish it after Emery was tossed out. Raffl had a late chance to break up Holtby's shutout bid and get his first NHL goal, but was unable to finish it. Holtby finished with a 30-save shutout. 

 During the second period, there were loud chants of "Fire Holmgren!" in the arena. The Flyers general manager said after the game that he did not blame the fans and understood their frustration. 

 In his postgame address, Berube was asked if the team has hit rock bottom. 

 He replied, "It can't get a whole lot lower, can it?"

 Asked about the team's start to the game and what happened thereafter, Berube said, "We played pretty good in the first period. They got a goal. We didn't respond. That's what I saw."

DEVILS OUTLOOK

 The Devils have had their own share of problems in the early going of the season, but have played better of late. New Jersey has struggled to score or prevent goals, although they actually have six more goals than the Flyers anemic total of 20 tallies in a dozen games. 

 New Jersey is 3-1-1 in its last five games. The club, which has been idle since Tuesday, is coming off a 2-1 home win against Tampa Bay. Adam Henrique and former Flyers right winger Jaromir Jagr notched the goals. 

 Jagr needs 16 more goals this season to reach 700 for his regular-season NHL career. The 41-year-old future Hall of Famer leads the Devils in scoring this season with 10 points (three goals, seven assists) in 12 games. Czech compatriot and longtime Flyer-killer Patrik Elias has three goals and seven points to date. 

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Flyers linuep a guess, will be updated later

FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 15 Tye McGinn - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 12 Michael Raffl - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 41 Andrej Meszaros or 26 Erik Gustafsson

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason/ 29 Ray Emery

Scratches: Erik Gustafsson or Andrej Meszaros (healthy), Steve Downie (concussion), Vincent Lecavalier (facial injury), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

DEVILS

 26 Patrik Elias - 21 Andrei Loktionov - 68 Jaromir Jagr

 25 Rostislav Olesz- 14 Adam Henrique - 17 Michael Ryder

 9 Dainius Zubrus - 19 Travis Zajac - 12 Damien Brunner

 18 Steve Bernier - 11 Stephen Gionta - 20 Ryan Carter

 6 Andy Greene - 7 Mark Fayne

 22 Eric Gelinas - 5 Adam Larsson

 28 Anton Volchenkov - 2 Marek Zidlicky

 30 Martin Brodeur

 [35 Cory Schneider or 1 Keith Kincaid]

Scratches: Peter Harrold (healthy), Jacob Josefson (healthy), Mattias Tedenby (healthy), Ryane Clowe (IR, head), Bryce Salvador (IR, foot), Cory Schneider (day-to-day upper body) or Keith Kincaid (healthy).

 *************

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:
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GAME PREVIEW (6:00 AM EDT)

 Coming off a third-period collapse on Tuesday and a trade sending checking forward Max Talbot to Colorado to re-acquire gritty forward Steve Downie, the Philadelphia Flyers (3-8-0) return to action on Friday night to take on the Washington Capitals (5-7-0). Reigning Hart Trophy winner Alexander Ovechkin (upper-body injury) will not be in the Washington lineup.

 Game time is 7:00 p.m. eastern at the Wells Fargo Center. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly and nationally on NHL Network.

 This is the first of five meetings between the teams this season. The next one will take place on the afternoon of Sun. Dec. 15 in Washington, followed by a return engagement in Philadelphia two nights later.

 After tonight, the Flyers are back in action tomorrow night in New Jersey. The Devils are idle tonight, having last played on Tuesday in a 2-1 home win over Tampa Bay.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 Everything was looking up for the Flyers in the first 35 minutes or so of Tuesday's game against Anaheim. The club was going for its third straight win. They staked themselves to an early 2-0 lead in this match, courtesy of Matt Read's third goal in three games and Vincent Lecavalier (power play) notching his fourth in two. 

 The wheels fell off over the final 25 minutes of the game. Poor puck management and a standstill in skating fed off one another as the Ducks dialed up the intensity of their forechecking pressure. A series of turnovers led to three unanswered goals by the Ducks, and only the strong goaltending of Steve Mason prevented the 3-2 final score from being even worse. The Philadelphia netminder had no chance on any of the Anaheim goals.

 Yesterday afternoon after practice at the Skate Zone in Voorhees, NJ, the team announced a trade sending the popular Talbot to Colorado for the sometimes controversial Downie. A former first-round pick of the Flyers in 2005, Downie had one goal (as part of an opening night Gordie Howe Hat Trick), seven points and 36 penalty minutes for Colorado prior to the trade.

 Philadelphia captain Claude Giroux is still looking for his first goal of the season, but has points (six assists) in five of the last six games. Apart from Giroux, the Flyers are still looking for Scott Hartnell, Sean Couturier, Kimmo Timonen and Mark Streit to score their respective first goals of the season. 

 Mason is slated to make his 10th start of the season. Flyers head coach Craig Berube indicated after Thursday's practice that he would "see how it goes" in the game against Washington before deciding whether to come back with Mason tomorrow in Newark or give Ray Emery (who has not played since Oct. 12) his third of the season.

 At Thursday's practice, Erik Gustafsson was paired with Kimmo Timonen. Berube said he had not made a final decision as to whether Andrej Meszaros, who returned to the lineup on Tuesday after sitting out five games as a healthy scratch, would return to the DNP list in favor of Gustafsson. However, since Meszaros took all line rushes and did passing drills with eighth defenseman Hal Gill as his partner, it seems more likely that Gustafsson will play.

 Additionally, the Flyers practiced yesterday with veteran checking forward Adam Hall (a healthy scratch the last two games) as the extra forward, and with enforcer Jay Rosehill remaining on the fourth line. Rookie forward Michael Raffl continued to practice on the top line with Giroux and Lecavalier. However, this was all before the Talbot trade went down, and it is likely that there will be line combination changes to accommodate the acquisition of Downie and the departure of Talbot.

CAPITALS OUTLOOK

 The Capitals have lost their last two games heading into tonight. On Monday, the team absorbed a 3-2 road loss in regulation to the Canucks after taking a 2-1 lead early in the third period. Jason Chimera and Mikhail Grabovski tallied for the Caps. Ovechkin reportedly got injured on a first period play that led to him being awarded a penalty shot, which he took and failed to convert. The injury may be to his right shoulder.

 Although Washington has its share of talented players apart from Ovechkin, the NHL's reigning Most Valuable Player has directly played a hand in 15 of the team's 34 goals. He ranks second in the NHL with 10 goals and leads the team in overall points. 

 In the absence of Ovechkin, the onus will be on the likes of Nicklas Bäckström (two goals, 12 points), Grabovsky (five goals, 10 points), Marcus Johansson (10 assists), Jason Chimera (four goals, seven points), defenseman Mike Green (seven assists) and the rest of the lineup to pick up the slack. Also of note is the fact that Troy Brouwer has been credited with 43 hits (sixth most in the NHL) in addition to scoring three goals to date.

 With Ovechkin in the lineup as their trigger man, the Caps bring the NHL's fourth-ranked power play (24.4 percent success ratio) into tonight's game. Without Ovechkin to funnel the puck to at every opportunity, it remains to be seen how Washington will adjust its puck-rotation patterns. 

 The Flyers bring the NHL's sixth-ranked penalty kill (84.4 percent) into tonight's tilt. Philly's penalty kill has been stellar at home, successfully navigating 20 of 22 disadvantages (90.9 percent). However, the team will have to make some adjustments of their own now that Talbot, who led all of the club's forwards in PK ice time, is no longer a member of the team.

 Washington has been outstanding on the penalty kill in its own right. The Caps bring the NHL's second-ranked PK (90.7 percent overall, including 20-for-21 on the road). The Flyers' power play has notched tallies in each of the last two games and has looked better in general since Lecavalier returned to the lineup but is still just 25th in the NHL at a disappointing 11.6 percent success ratio.

 Goaltending and team defense have been spotty at times for Adam Oates' club this season. Braden Holtby (10 GP, 3.07 GAA, .913 SV%) and Michal Neuvirth (4 GP, 3.07 GAA, .905 SV%) have had their ups and downs in net despite reasonably solid save percentages relative to their inflated goals against averages.

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change, will be updated later)

FLYERS

 9 Steve Downie - 28 Claude Giroux - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 12 Michael Raffl or 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 26 Erik Gustafsson

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Scratches: Jay Rosehill or Adam Hall (healthy), Andrej Meszaros (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

Capitals

 10 Martin Erat - 19 Nicklas Bäckström - 16 Eric Fehr

 25 Jason Chimera - 84 Mikhail Grabovski - 42 Joel Ward

 90 Marcus Johansson - 21 Brooks Laich - 20 Troy Brouwer

 24 Aaron Volpatti - 83 Jay Beagle - 43 Tom Wilson

 27 Karl Alzner - 74 John Carlson

 88 Nate Schmidt - 52 Mike Green

 81 Dmitry Orlov - 61 Steven Oleksy

 70 Braden Holtby

 [30 Michal Neuvirth]

Scratches: Alexander Urbom (healthy), Michael Latta (healthy), Alexander Ovechkin (upper body, day-to-day), Jack Hillen (IR, leg), John Erskine (LTIR, upper body and possible knee issues).

 *************
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FLYERS TRADE TALBOT FOR DOWNIE (1:30 PM)

 The Flyers have traded Max Talbot to the Colorado Avalanche and re-acquired former 2005 first-round pick Steve Downie. An unrestricted free agent after this season, Downie carries a $2.65 million cap hit this season. 

 Early last season, Downie tore the anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee on a hit in the corner against Los Angeles Kings defenseman Davis Drewiske. He missed the rest of the season. He returned this year to get a Gordie Howe Hat Trick in his first game of the regular season. He had one goal, seven points and 36 penalty minutes for the Avs prior to today's trade. 

 Downie, who was getting some top-line time in Colorado, may play his off-wing here with Claude Giroux and Vincent Lecavalier. Downie also got scoring line time in Tampa Bay during his career-best 22-goal, 46 point season with the Lightning while playing under head coach Rick Tocchet.

 Talbot, one of the Flyers top penalty killers (averaging 3:35 of shorthanded ice time per game this season), had one goal and two points in 11 games this season. He missed the latter part of last season with a leg fracture but fully recovered over the summer. Talbot was an important piece of a penalty kill that has ranked near the top of the NHL during his stint with the club and is currently ranked 6th in the league.

Flyers GM Paul Holmgren discusses the trade

 The on-ice dynamic of this trade is a bit like when Flyers traded Shjon Podein to Avs for Keith Jones. It is not a perfect comparison but it's the general ballpark of what the Flyers hope to get out of this trade and what they are trading in return.

 Tocchet, now a CSN Philly analyst, spoke to the assembled media at the Skate Zone via conference call. He said that he doesn't "think there is much of a risk" for the Flyers in this trade. He said that the team has other players capable of stepping up to handle the defensive responsibilities and penalty killing minutes that Talbot handled. 

 As long as Downie stays reasonably disciplined -- and Tocchet admits there were a few times in Tampa where he "had to read him the riot act" but there were also times of smooth sailing -- his former Bolts coach believes he will be a positive momentum changer for the team. Tocchet also pointed out that Downie is in a contract year, so he'll have plenty of motivation to prove the Flyers right on the deal.

 ******

POST-PRACTICE UPDATE (12:15 PM)

 After a day off yesterday, the Flyers went through an intensive hour-long practice at the Skate Zone in Voorhees. In between line rushes and the latter part of practice (long-range passing and one-timers), head coach Craig Berube had the players skating numerous goal line to goal line sprints. 

 The defense pairings were changed again, with Erik Gustafsson (a healthy scratch on Tuesday) working with Kimmo Timonen and Andrej Meszaros working with eighth defenseman Hal Gill. After practice, Berube said he still has not made up his mind about whether Gustafsson or Meszaros would be in the lineup tomorrow.

 Berube denied that the conditioning skating done today had anything to do with the team's standstill play in their third period collapse against Anaheim. He said that he does not see a lack of compete or effort in third periods but believes, apart from the game in Long Island on Saturday, it has become a mental issue for the team to worry about closing out games.

 Jay Rosehill took all of the line rushes on the fourth line, along with Max Talbot and Zac Rinaldo. Adam Hall, a healthy scratch the last couple games, appears likely to remain out of the lineup against Washington tomorrow night. 

 Today's line combinations and defense pairs:

 Raffl - Giroux - Lecavalier

 Hartnell - B. Schenn - Voracek

 Read - Couturier - Simmonds

 Rosehill - Talbot - Rinaldo

 Hall

 Timonen - Gusta

 Grossmann - Coburn

 Streit - L. Schenn

 Meszaros - Gill

 While the Flyers were on the ice, it was confirmed by CSN Washington writer (and longtime Flyers beat writer) Chuck Gormley that Alexander Ovechkin will not be in the lineup for the Caps tomorrow night. Berube said that it changes nothing in his mind in terms of preparation or anything else. Steve Mason will get the start tomorrow night and Berube said he'll "see how it goes tomorrow" in deciding whether Ray Emery will get the start in New Jersey on Saturday.

Scott Hartnell discusses his scoring drought and the play of his line

Steve Mason discusses adversity in Columbus helping confidence and focus now 

 *************

THURSDAY QUICK HITS

 * As the Flyers prepare for tomorrow's home game against Washington, I will have Flyers updates later today after the team practices at the Skate Zone in Voorhees. Practice starts at 10:30 a.m. Caps superstar Alexander Ovechkin is questionable to play tomorrow night.

 * Samuel Morin has made the Team QMJHL roster for the Quebec portion of the annual Subway Super Series between the Russian national U20 team and teams representing each of the three CHL leagues. The OHL and WHL rosters have not yet been officially announced. Scott Laughton is a shoo-in for Team OHL, however. Anthony Stolarz (OHL) and Taylor Leier (WHL) also have a shot. Valeri Vasiliev would be a strong candidate for Team Russia, but there are always some odd selections made on the Russian side plus Vasiliev is a regular starter on KHL team Spartak, so it is not a certainty he'll be named to the Super Series roster.

 * The Adirondack Phantoms claimed a 2-1 win last night over the Springfield Falcons. Cal Heeter turned back 27 of 28 shots while Kris Newbury and Chris VandeVelde supplied just enough goaltending support to win. It was also a strong game for defenseman Mark Alt, who registered four shots on goal and assisted on VandeVelde's game winning power play goal in the second period. 

 * Halloween hockey: The Flyers are idle tonight, and have not played a Halloween night game since a 6-1 win over Carolina four years ago. The team has a history of playing rather odd, high-scoring and/or fight filled games on Halloween. There have been seven Halloween games in team history where at least one team has scored six or more goals, including a pair of games where the winning side scored nine goals. The Flyers have been on the winning end of 9-1 (1976 vs Minnesota North Stars) and 9-6 (1993 at Chicago) scores on this date and have also been on the wrong end of 8-4 (1981 vs Canucks) and 7-4 (1987 at Hartford) scores on Halloween night. 

 *************
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FLYERBUZZ PODCAST: ENERGY, MOMENTUM AND FLYERS 3rd PERIOD WOES

 *************

 The third period is what separates the contenders from the pretenders in the NHL. This is a League of close and often low-scoring games, and the teams with the best third-period goal differentials are inevitably the ones at the top of the standings.

 The Flyers have entered the third period of all 11 games this season in position to come away with one or two points from the game if they win the final stanza. They've led four times (2-2-0 in those game), been tied twice (1-1-0) and trailed by a single goal five times (0-5-0) but have been outscored by a combined 14-5 in third periods to date. 

 The combined 3-3-0 record when leading or tied after two periods is the most troubling part of it. Good teams don't give away points from such games. In fact, the very best teams in the NHL nowadays sometimes go an entire season without losing a single game in regulation when leading after two. 

 Until or unless the Flyers reverse this, they are pretenders. I can't put it any plainer than that.

 In Tuesday night's 3-2 loss against the Anaheim Ducks, the Flyers played arguably their best 20 minutes of hockey in the season. They were up on their skates, forechecking and backchecking with gusto. The passing was crisp. Philly won the majority of the battles, building a 2-0 lead on the scoreboard on the strength of a 15-10 shot advantage, 14-6 hit edge and winning 54 percent of the faceoffs. 

 Matt Read got Philly off to a flying start at the 3:40 mark, tallying his third goal in as many games. Read had all day to follow up his own rebound near the net, beating Jonas Hiller to make it a 1-0 game. Wayne Simmonds and Nicklas Grossmann received the assists.

 Vincent Lecavalier, coming off a hat trick on Saturday, extended the lead to 2-0 with a power play goal at 16:34. Claude Giroux, who has assists in five of the last six games while still looking for his first goal of the season, set up a one-timer opportunity with a cross-ice pass. Simmonds drew his second assist of the period on the play.

 The second period was relatively even but there were disturbing signs creeping into the game for Philadelphia. First and foremost, Philly's puck management was abysmal at times. The passing went south. The Ducks started to win more of the puck battles. Perhaps most concerning was the way the Flyers finished the period. 

 There was a bit of a sagging effect after Anaheim scored to make it a 2-1 game; even though the Flyers still held the lead. On that play, Grossmann (three charged giveaways) turned the puck over at the blueline. A Ryan Geztlaf shot attempt caromed off the end board right out in front to Andrew Cogliano, who beat Steve Mason.

 Philadelphia's third period collapse had an air of inevitability to it. Anaheim elevated its game, and Philly didn't respond. The Ducks tied the game just 1:01 into the final stanza, and it was all downhill from there.

 Lecavalier lost the puck at the offensive blueline to Kyle Palmieri, who raced off on a breakaway. Palmieri came in with tremendous speed, got Steve Mason (34 saves on 37 shots) to open the five-hole as he moved left, and then slipped the puck through the five-hole to make it a 2-2.

 Much like the second period of the Flyers' loss to the Penguins, the Flyers stopped skating and the results were very ugly. The ice was tilted for most of the period, and the Flyers' puck management, support and coverages got progressively worse. They were hanging by a thread, desperate just to try and hang on for a point once Anaheim tied it. 

 Only Steve Mason's strong goaltending delayed the inevitable. Eventually, the Flyers played with fire one time too many. With 4:09 remaining in regulation, Palmieri put Anaheim ahead to stay.

 On this sequence, Lecavalier turned another puck over, this time just over the right side of the defensive blueline. Lecavalier came around the ice looking for a hit, but missing and getting bunched up with Mark Streit. With Streit caught flat-footed at the blueline, the defenseman put the puck directly into Sami Vatanen.

 Now the Ducks had an out-numbered attack. Palmieri went toward the net and re-directed Nick Bonino's left slot shot past a helpless Mason, who had no prayer of stopping this one.

 The Flyers had a late power play opportunity on a too-many-men on the ice penalty against Anaheim. It went nowhere in a hurry against an Anaheim team that came into the game struggling on the PK and which had already yielded one back in the first period. 

 Berube pulled Mason for an extra attacker, but there were no additional scoring chances of note. The Flyers ended up getting outshot for the third period by a 16-6 margin and by 37-28 for the game. 

 Give the Ducks credit for getting better and better as the game moved along but the Flyers response -- or lack thereof -- was unacceptable. Philadelphia fell to 3-8-0 on the season. The Capitals come to town on Friday.

 NOTES AND OBSERVATIONS:

 * Apart from the lopsided shots and chances in the latter part of the game, a related stat was the frightening disparity in giveaways: The Flyers had 16 to just six by Anaheim. 

 * Scott Hartnell led the Flyers with seven shots on goal but not many of them were quality chances. He was also charged with three giveaways in the game, tying Grossmann for the game high.

 * Michael Raffl had a pair of tremendous scoring chances in the game while the Flyers were leading but was unable to bury either one; not even coming particularly close to hitting the net. On a positive note, he did get credited with a game-high five hits.

 * Lost in the face of the team's utter collapse over the final 25 minutes was an outstanding individual game for Braydon Coburn. This was the "good Cobie" tonight. He used his speed, making quick and effective decisions, playing a little bit physical and even leading a rush or two in his blueline-high 22:41 of ice time over 27 shifts.

 * Conversely, I thought that Coburn's partner, Grossmann, had a very uneven game. Apart from the turnovers, he got himself out of position at least twice looking for big hits. On the flip side, he delivered four absolutely crunching hits and three blocked shots (including one that bailed the team out of trouble when outnumbered after a Read turnover).

 * A rough game for Kimmo Timonen again after a couple of strong outings. Ditto Luke Schenn.

 * Asked to describe the performance of Andrej Meszaros -- back in the lineup after being scratched for the last five games -- Berube said he thought the Slovakian defenseman played well in the first period but dropped off thereafter. He then added that the same could be said about pretty much the whole club.

 * The blueline ice time distribution was as follows in descending order: Coburn 22:41, Streit 21:52, Grossmann 21:20, Andrej Meszaros 18:11, Luke Schenn 15:56, Kimmo Timonen 15:17.

 * The Ducks had a would-be goal disallowed late in the first period because it was played with a high-stick. Definitely the right call in that situation. 

 * Another correct call that got made, albeit to the displeasure of Flyers fans: In the second period, Claude Giroux was sent off on a diving unsportsmanlike conduct penalty without referees Wes McCauley and Jean Hebert making it a 4-on-4. By sheer happenstance, HockeyBuzz blogger Paul Stewart touched on that very topic in his blog on Monday. Oddly enough, there's a close personal connection between the Stewart and McCauley families. Wes' late father, NHL referee and director of officiating John McCauley, was Stewart's mentor, closest friend and the namesake of Stewart's first son (named McCauley John Stewart). 

 * In what was likely his final appearance in Philadelphia, future Hall of Famer Teemu Selänne had to leave the game early in the third period. He got accidentally clipped in the face by Luke Schenn's stick and was bleeding pretty heavily. He did not return.

 * In between the first and second periods, Mary Ann Saleski (wife of Broad Street Bullies era Flyer Don Saleski), Johanna Timonen and Nadine Coburn addressed the media about the Flyers Wives Carnival in January.

 * The Flyers will take tomorrow off. There will be no practice in Voorhees.

 * This game was the first live hockey game attended by my four-year-old son, Benjamin, who sat in the stands with his mom. I had the opportunity to come down from the pressbox to see him after the first and second periods and my little guy was having a blast before sleepiness started to set in and he left for the house. He's already been getting bitten by the hockey bug, and I think this will be the first of many games to come. Actually, he tells his friends in pre-K that his daddy is the "Phillydelphia" Flyers goalie AND the coach!

 POSTGAME QUOTEBOOK

 STEVE MASON on whether team got worn down in the third period: "“I’m not sure, I thought Anaheim was in our zone for a majority of the period and we just had trouble getting out and we were running around a little bit and when that happens, you’re not going to win hockey games.”

WAYNE SIMMONDS on how to correct the turnovers that end up in the net: " Keep it smart. We’ve got to get it inside our blue [line], we’ve got to get outside their blue [line]. We’ve got to get it in and we start trying to pass across ice and stuff like that. In the first period when we were successful, we were getting it deep and we were on our toes. I felt like we just sat back on our heels halfway through the game."

 MATT READ on the team's poor goal differential in third periods: 

“Good teams know how to win in the third period and the teams that struggle are the ones who lose games in the third period. I think we’ve got to learn how to win those games and once you learn how to win those games in the third period, you’re going to be a good team, and make the playoffs.”

VINCENT LECAVALIER: "We allowed too many turnovers during the game in general. I think the first half of the game we played very solid. It seemed after that we were a little flat. We had a lot of turnovers that were coming right back into our zone. Obviously they’ve got some good players on that team and they capitalized on that."

 CRAIG BERUBE: " It’s tough when you lose the puck and turn it over too much, and you’re not really skating too much and you’re in your own end too much. We didn’t do a very good job with the puck half of the second and third period, and that caused all the problems.”

BERUBE on third-period problems: "I thought maybe we were past that, but we weren’t tonight obviously. I mean we didn’t do much in the third until the power play and we got the goalie out.”

*************
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UPDATE 2:00 PM

 Jay Rosehill remains in the Flyers lineup. Adam Hall remains a healthy scratch. On the Anaheim side, it looks like Mathieu Perrault is in, but Dustin Penner will be held out one more game. Also seems that Ben Lovejoy will be starting on defense and Mark Fistric will be a healthy scratch. Lineups are updated below.

GAME PREVIEW (9:15 AM EDT)

 Looking to win their third straight game, the Philadelphia Flyers (3-7-0) will face a tough test when the high-powered Anaheim Ducks (9-3-0) pay a visit to the Wells Fargo Center. Game time is 7:00 p.m. eastern and the match will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the first of two meetings between the teams this season, and the only one in Philadelphia. Tonight is likely the final Philadelphia appearance of future Hall of Famer Teemu Selänne. The two teams will meet again in Anaheim on Thursday, January 30.

 After tonight, the Flyers have two nights off. The Washington Capitals come to town on Friday.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers played their best all-around game of the season on Saturday night, defeating the New York Islanders, 5-2, in Uniondale. Vincent Lecavalier notched a hat trick, while Jakub Voracek and Matt Read (empty net goal) added individual tallies. The Flyers limited the Islanders to just 13 shots over the final 40 minutes of play, showing they did not need to sacrifice their improved team defense on the night they finally scored more than two goals in a game for the first time this season. 

 Philadelphia captain Claude Giroux is still looking for his first goal of the season. However, he has assists in four of the last five games and five total points over that span. Apart from Giroux, the Flyers are still looking for Scott Hartnell, Sean Couturier, Kimmo Timonen and Mark Streit to score their respective first goals of the season. Streit played a key role in setting up a pair of goals against the Islanders. 

 Steve Mason will look to continue his strong play in goal. He is slated to make his ninth start of the season.

 The Flyers lineup tonight will feature one significant change. Andrej Meszaros will return to the lineup, paired with Timonen. Erik Gustafsson will be a healthy scratch. On the fourth forward line, Craig Berube may swap out enforcer Jay Rosehill, who dressed on Saturday, for checking forward Adam Hall.

 The Flyers will try to get Sean Couturier's line and the defense pairing of Braydon Coburn and Nicklas Grossmann out against the Ryan Getlaf line as much as possible. With the last line change, they may be able to get that matchup frequently. On Saturday, the Couturier line and Grossmann-Coburn pairing did an excellent job of containing John Tavares' line.

DUCKS OUTLOOK

 Anaheim brings the NHL's fourth-best record and fifth-most goals into tonight's game. The Ducks have won two in a row and eight of their last 10 among the dozen matches they've played to date. 

 The Ducks have often dominated opposing teams at even strength this season. This has more than compensated for a poor start on special teams -- an NHL-worst 8.2 percent (4-for-49) on the power play and 26th-ranked penalty kill at 76.2 percent (32-for-42, with a shorthanded goal scored against Dallas). Overall, Anaheim has still scored eight more goals that it has allowed this season (39 GF - 31 GA), which is almost entirely due to the team's ability to run roughshod over opponents at even strength. 

 Anaheim has been bitten by the injury bug quite a few times already in the early going of the season. Veteran two-way center Saku Koivu (concussion) and goaltender Viktor Fasth (lower-body injury) did not make the trip to Philly. Also missing from the lineup tonight will be former Flyers defenseman Luca Sbisa (ankle), fellow blueliner Sheldon Souray (wrist), young sniping forward Jakob Silfverberg (hand) and fellow forward Matt Beleskey (upper body).

 Dustin Penner (concussion) and Mathieu Perreault (wrist) practiced fully yesterday. One or both could return to Bruce Boudreau's lineup tonight. Lineups will be updated later today.

 Even with the trade of Bobby Ryan and slew of injuries, the Ducks have plenty of firepower. 

 Selänne has seven points (three goals, four assists) on the young season and is 22 goals away from scoring the 700th regular season goal of his illustrious career. Former Hart Trophy winner Corey Perry has been red hot of late, with four points in the last two goals and seven points (including three goals) in the last five. Linemate Ryan Getzlaf has already racked up a dozen points in as many games. 

 Coming into tonight, the Flyers have allowed the fewest goals of any team in the Metropolitan Division and the sixth-fewest in the NHL. That defensive improvement and Mason's goaltending will be put to the test tonight. Overall, Anaheim has 10 different players who have scored at least two goals this season to date, and six have notched three or more goals. 

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 37 Jay Rosehill - 25 Max Talbot - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Scratches: Adam Hall (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

DUCKS

 62 Patrick Maroon - 15 Ryan Getzlaf - 10 Corey Perry

 65 Emerson Etem - 22 Mathieu Perrault - 8 Teemu Selänne

 7 Andrew Cogliano - 13 Nick Bonino - 21 Kyle Palmieri

 34 Daniel Winnik - 74 Peter Holland - 77 Devante Smith-Pelly

 Hampus Lindholm - Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler - Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen - Sami Vatanen

 47 Hampus Lindholm - 23 Francois Beauchemin

 4 Cam Fowler - 6 Ben Lovejoy

 55 Bryan Allen - 45 Sami Vatanen- 

 1 Jonas Hiller

 [31 Frederik Andersen]

Scratches: Dustin Penner (concussion recovery), Rickard Rakell (healthy), Mark Fistric (healthy), Saku Koivu (IR, concussion), Viktor Fasth (IR, lower-body), Jakob Silfverberg (IR, broken wrist), Matt Beleskey (IR, upper body), Luca Sbisa (IR, left ankle), Sheldon Souray (IR, surgery on right wrist).

 *************
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FLYERBUZZ, OCT 28, 2013: A NEW STORYLINE, MESZAROS RETURNS, AND MORE

 *******

POST-PRACTICE UPDATE (1 p.m. EDT)

 The Flyers will feature one change in the lineup tomorrow night against the Ducks. Andrej Meszaros will be back in the lineup, paired with Kimmo Timonen. Erik Gustafsson will be a healthy scratch.

 The team used the same forward combinations as Saturday's game. Adam Hall (a healthy scratch against the Islanders) and Jay Rosehill rotated on line rushes with the fourth line, so it is not clear as of yet which player will be in the lineup tomorrow. However, I tend to think it will be Hall, especially because he participated in special teams drills on the PK units during the second half of practice. 

Craig Berube discusses defensive line change, balancing offense and defense

Andrej Meszaros talks about returning from being a healthy scratch

 ********

Monday Quick Hits

 * As of the end of last night's games around the NHL, the Flyers have given up the fewest goals (27) of any team in the Metropolitan Division. On a league-wide basis, they rank 7th defensively. The improved team defense and the strong goaltending of Steve Mason are the biggest reason why I think the Flyers' have been better than their record suggests. If the team hadn't been off to their worst goal-scoring start in franchise history -- even with the five-goal outburst on Saturday, they've still only scored 1.80 goals per game -- people would be singing a different tune about this team. 

 * Tomorrow's game against Anaheim will be a good measuring stick for whether the Flyers are truly on the right track now after their back-to-back wins against the Rangers and Islanders. The Ducks currently have the third-best record in the NHL (9-3-0) and have scored the fourth most goals (39) in the league. 

 * The most lopsided 20 minutes of hockey I have watched this season was NOT the Penguins running roughshod over the Flyers in the second period of their game on Oct 17. Instead, it was the Ducks even more complete domination of the Dallas Stars in the second period of their game three nights later. 

 On that night, Dallas entered the period leading 3-1 and left trailing 4-3 in a stanza in which the Ducks spent 10 nearly uninterrupted minutes in the offensive zone -- maybe a defensive zone clear here and an icing there but no actual counterattack from Dallas other than one weak foray in the middle of a line change and a power play that went nowhere. Anaheim peppered the Dallas net with 23 shots in that period, and scored even strength, power play and shorthanded goals. 

 The Flyers had better be up on their skates and ready to deal with Anaheim for 60 minutes because, once the Ducks start the momentum rolling, they are very tough to contain.

 * Alumni Birthdays: Kevin Dineen, the Florida Panthers head coach and the former Flyers captain, turns 50 today. One of the game's most intense competitors on the ice, he is also one of its classiest men off the ice. Winger Chris Jensen, who appeared in 20 games for the Flyers in late 1980s to early 1990s, also turns 50 today. Mark Cullen, who briefly played for the team during the 2006-07 season, turns 35.

 * Today in Flyers History: On this date in 1977, the Flyers traded Blake Dunlop and a third-round 1978 pick (Gordie Salt) to the Minnesota North Stars, receiving Harvey Bennett in return.

 *******
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ANOTHER BUILDING-BLOCK VICTORY FOR FLYERS

 The Philadelphia Flyers still have a long way to go to climb out of the 1-7-0 hole they dug for themselves in the first eight games of the season. However, with back-to-back wins over the New York teams in the Metropolitan Division and with slow but steady improvements in most of the games since Craig Berube took over as head coach, the club seems to be heading in the right direction.

 Last night in Uniondale, the Flyers scored more than two goals in a game for the first time this season. Vincent Lecavalier notched a hat trick on a power play goal and a pair of even strength tallies. Jakub Voracek also lit the lamp for the first time in 2013-14 and Matt Read added an empty net goal as the Flyers downed the Islanders by a 5-2 count.

 Perhaps the most encouraging aspect of last night's game was the fact that the Flyers did not have to sacrifice team defense -- which has been considerably better on the whole even in several of the team's losses under Berube -- in order to score goals. The Flyers limited the Islanders to a measly 13 shots over the final 40 minutes of the game. 

 Although one of those shots turned into a shorthanded goal by New York's Frans Nielsen, which temporarily cut the Islanders' deficit to 3-2, the Flyers stayed with the program. The club also got another solid game in goal from Steve Mason. Mason made 26 saves for the victory, including a handful of tough ones. His best stops of the night came in quick succession as he stopped a very difficult shot right off a faceoff and then stopped a followup attempt. 

 Overall, the Flyers collectively did a much better job of keeping their feet moving, which aided the club on breakouts, puck battles and in drawing penalties on the Islanders. Philly went 1-for-3 on the power play. The Flyers also killed off all three of their own penalties, while holding an Islanders team that had entered the game ranked No. 1 in the NHL on the power play to just a single shot.

 Were there still some areas that can be better than they were last night? Of course. 

 The Flyers' passing game was still somewhat sporadic. There was a bit of a lull between Voracek's goal and Lecavalier's second goal late in the first period where the Islanders outworked Philly. The Nielsen shorthanded goal started with a bad turnover in the neutral zone and the goal scorer's backhanded shot from the left circle looked potentially stoppable. 

 All in all, however, the Flyers were the better team on this night and deserved the victory.

 Early in the game, the Islanders may have been suffering the dreaded letdown effect after their rousing third-period comeback win against Pittsburgh the previous night. Before the Isles knew what hit them, they were trailing 2-0. The Flyers scored on each of their first two shots of the game against backup goaltender Kevin Poulin.

 First, with the Flyers on the power play, Lecavalier got open in the right circle. He received a pass from former Islanders captain Mark Streit and one-timed a shot that went in off a New York defenseman. Claude Giroux earned the secondary assist. 

 Exactly one minute later, Voracek stepped around the defense and a sprawled Poulin to pot his first goal of the regular season. Brayden Schenn and Erik Gustafsson drew the assists.

 The Islanders got a goal back at 10:16 of the opening period. Kyle Okposo blasted a shot from high in the zone that found the back of the net. The puck may have re-directed and Mason was almost definitely screened by defenseman Luke Schenn on the play, so it is tough to fault the Philadelphia netminder on this one.

 Late in the first period, with 1:47 remaining on the clock, Lecavalier notched his second goal of the game. Streit triggered a breakout, as Michael Raffl received the puck and generated speed as he carried the puck up ice. Raffl made a nice backhanded pass to Lecavalier. Although Poulin made the initial save, Lecavalier knocked his own rebound out of the air and into the net. 

 The second period was a methodical one for the Flyers, in which they outshot the Islanders by a 12-5 margin. The aforementioned Nielsen shorthanded goal was the lone tally of the period. The Flyers had the territorial edge and several scoring chances but were guilty a few times of trying to make one too many passes. 

 In the third period, the Islanders actually had the better of the play in the first few minutes. Philly seemed back on its heels a bit until Lecavalier and company put a stranglehold on the game at the 8:53 mark. The goal was scored on a Flyers counterattack after the Isles lost the puck up high in the offensive zone.

 Lecavalier and Max Talbot made nice plays to keep the puck alive down low as it looked like the offensive foray was about to fizzle out. Giroux then fed the puck to Lecavalier, who knocked the puck home to complete the hat trick and give Philly some insurance. 

 The Islanders did not offer much sustained resistance after the third Lecavalier goal. Philly had to kill off a pair of minor penalties in the third period -- an ill-advised Zac Rinaldo high sticking penalty in the offensive zone and a Nicklas Grossmann slashing-the-stick penalty just inside the defensive blueline -- but killed them off in good shape. 

 Philly also had a third period power play of its own shortly before the Grossmann minor. They repeatedly tried to feed the puck to Lecavalier -- understandably, since he had the hot hand -- but could not add to the lead.

 The Islanders pulled goaltender Poulin with an offensive zone faceoff in the final two minutes of play. At the 18:24 mark, Read guided a shot from the neutral zone into the vacant cage to seal the 5-2 win. Grossmann and Sean Couturier received the assists.

 The Flyers are back in action on Tuesday, hosting Anaheim.

GAME NOTES AND OBSERVATIONS:

 * There was a scary moment in the second period as Rinaldo, stationed in front of the net, got hit with a puck up high. Covering his face, he hurried down the tunnel to the Flyers' locker room. Rinaldo returned for the third period, temporarily wearing a visor.

 * Apart from the third period high sticking minor, Rinaldo was called for charging on a neutral zone hit in the middle stanza. 

 * After a few rough shifts in the first period, Luke Schenn settled in to play arguably his best game of the season to date. He was rewarded with a little more ice time (18:17 over 25 shifts), and was credited with three hits, three blocks and four shots on goal.

 * Braydon Coburn also played arguably his best game of the season. Berube tried to get Coburn and Grossmann out against the John Tavares line whenever possible, and they did a fine shutdown job. Tavares, who assisted on the Okposo goal, was held to one shot on goal in the game. Linemate Matt Moulson also had just one shot. 

 * Berube rolled all three defensive pairings through the game, distributing ice time fairly evenly. In descending order, the Flyers blueline ice time distribution was as follows: Coburn 21:56, Grossmann 20:33, Streit 19:42, Kimmo Timonen 19:41, Luke Schenn 18:17, Erik Gustafsson 17:37.

 * Jay Rosehill had a lengthy fight with Eric Boulton at the 6:46 mark of the opening period. They went toe-to-tie and, at one late point in the fight, each started throwing flurries of haymakers. There was no clear winner of the bout, but it was one of the more entertaining fights of the young season. 

 * Rosehill, who skated 4:42 of ice time over eight shifts, also had a bad turnover in the first period that led to a heap of defensive trouble in what turned into one of the Islanders' most sustained assaults of the game. 

 * The Flyers won 34 of 61 faceoffs in the game, led by Giroux's 12-for-18 performance and Couturier's 13-for-22 showing.

 * Couturier played an absolutely stellar defensive game and won numerous battles on the boards. Although he's still looking for his first goal of the season, the 20-year-old center is contributing in other ways.

 * Scott Hartnell made his return to the lineup last night. He had a solid game on the forecheck and dished out four credited hits. Hartnell also had three shots on goal.

 * In the third period last night, Talbot was frequently rotated onto to the left wing of the Giroux line. Raffl ended up skating 18 shifts in the game for 9:18 of ice time. However, the Austrian rookie will always remember the game as the night he nabbed his first NHL point and shared in the middle goal Lecavalier's hat trick.

 *************

FARM ROUNDUP

 * AHL: The Adirondack Phantoms earned a 3-1 win last night against the Binghamton Senators. Kyle Flanagan assisted on a Brandon Alderson goal and then scored one of his own to stake the Phantoms to an early lead. Jason Akeson potted a Kris Newbury rebound for an insurance goal. Goaltender Cal Heeter stopped 35 of 36 shots to earn the win. 

 * QMJHL: Samuel Morin, who had a dominating performance against Sherbrooke last weekend, did not fare as well in a game against Gatineau yesterday. He had a couple of defensive miscues and took a pair of minor penalties -- one of which was avoidable -- in the Oceanic's 5-4 loss. However, Morin did draw a secondary assist on the final Rimouski goal to finish the game as a minus-one. For the season, the Flyers' 2013 first-round pick has two goals, six points, 16 penalty minutes, 15 shots on goal and a minus-three rating in nine games.

 * OHL: Oshawa rebounded from Friday's ugly 4-0 loss with a 5-2 win last night against the Mississauga Steelheads. Top Flyers forward prospect Scott Laughton scored his 11th goal in 10 games since being returned to his junior team.

 * OHL: Anthony Stolarz and the London Knights were idle last night after a 5-1 loss to Oscar Dansk and the Erie Otters on Friday. Stolarz was pulled early in the third period after allowing four goals on 42 shots. Stolarz had a 35-save shutout in his previous start. The Knights are back in action this afternoon, visiting Guelph.

 * SHL: Robert Hägg, who dressed for a game with Modo's J20 team earlier in the week, has remained with Modo's senior team despite the 18-year-old's recent struggles with and without the puck. Yesterday, he was minus-one in Modo's 3-2 overtime win against second-place Luleå. I did not get a chance to watch any of yesterday's game online. 

 * WHL: Taylor Leier notched two goals in the Portland Winterhawks' 4-3 win over the Spokane Chiefs. For the season, the entry-level contracted winger has eight goals and 18 points in 15 games.

 * NCAA: In yesterday's second annual collegiate hockey showcase at the Wells Fargo Center, Vermon downed Penn State by a 5-2 count. Flyers draftee Nick Luukko tallied one of the Vermont goals, tying the score at 2-2 in the second period shortly before Matt White put his team ahead to stay.

 * NCAA: Shayne Gostisbehere had seven shots on goal but wound up pointless and minus two in Union's 2-2 tie with UConn on Friday. 

 * NCAA: Reece Willcox was minus-one without a point in Cornell's 5-3 win over Nebraksa Omaha on Friday. He was minus-one with no points in Saturday's rematch between the teams, won 4-3 by Cornell despite a 40-13 shot disadvantage. 

 * Exhibition: UND forward Michael Parks did not have a point but was plus one with one shot on goal in North Dakota's 4-1 win over the U.S. National Under-18 team.

 ***********

Sunday Quick Hits

 * Thank you to Flyers scouting director Chris Pryor, Detroit Red Wings chief European scout Håkan Andersson, NHL Central Scouting European director Göran Stubb and especially Swiss-based Central Scouting scout Thomas Roost for all of their help in a just-published article I wrote for the International Ice Hockey Federation's official site. 

 The article looks at how scouting Swiss talent is no longer an afterthought for NHL teams, and outlines some of the top 2014 and 2015 NHL Draft candidates as well as promising but undrafted young Swiss talents. For more, click here.

 * Flyers Alumni Birthdays: Gritty center Mike Ricci turns 42 today. Hard-shooting defenseman Corey Foster turns 44 today.

 *********

 Metro Buzz(with columnists Bill Meltzer, Jan Levine and Dan Petriw) Recorded 10/27/13
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GAME PREVIEW (9:30 AM EDT)

 Looking to win back-to-back games for the first time this season, the Philadelphia Flyers (2-7-0) head to Uniondale, NY, to take on the New York Islanders (4-3-3). Game time is 7:00 p.m. eastern and the match will be televised locally on CSN Philly and on MSG Plus in the New York metropolitan area.

 This is the first of four meetings between the teams this season. The next one will take place on Saturday, Nov. 23, at the Wells Fargo Center. 

 Last season, after the Flyers laid an embarrassing 7-0 shellacking on the Islanders on a President's Day matinee game, the Islanders got the better of the remaining season series. The much-improved Islanders made the playoffs last season and are no longer a doormat for the Flyers to walk over as they please. 

 Nevertheless, the Flyers bring to tonight's game a record of 27-3-2 in their last 32 games against the Islanders. That includes a 14-2-0 mark in the last 16 games in Long Island and 7-1-0 in the most recent eight games.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 It wasn't always pretty and it wasn't the offensive breakout they were seeking, but the Flyers were glad to take two points and many defensive and goaltending positives away from Thursday's 2-1 home win over the Rangers. Matt Read recorded his first two points of the season on a shorthanded goal and an assist on defenseman Braydon Coburn's game winning tally. Steve Mason was once again outstanding in goal.

 Tonight, Scott Hartnell makes his return to the lineup after missing four-plus games with a torso injury. He is still looking for his first point of the season. Hartnell will play left wing on Brayden Schenn's line, as head coach Craig Berube continues to experiment with Vincent Lecavalier on right wing of Claude Giroux's line with Michael Raffl on the left side.

 Hartnell's return from Injured Reserve necessitated a roster move yesterday. The Flyers sent Tye McGinn -- still the club's top goal scorer up to this point with three tallies -- down to Adirondack. He was sent down rather than Raffl because Berube believes that Raffl is the better skater and the better two-way hockey player despite not having a point yet in his rookie NHL season. McGinn played last night in the Phantom's 4-0 loss. 

 Last season's President's Day massacre on the Island was a breakout game for Flyers team captain Claude Giroux. He came into the game dragging a seven-game goalless drought (and one goal in the previous 14) with nine pointless game in 14 and an unsightly minus-seven in the five most recent games. He left the Island with two goals and an assist, marking the start of a hot streak of four goals and 12 points in six games. 

 Will history repeat itself this season? It might. Giroux, who is still looking for his first goal of the 2013-14 season, did not record a point in Thursday's game. However, he hit the goal post (for at least the third time in the last five games) on a shot that beat the goaltender. He also had a streak of assists in three straight games before Thursday's game. 

 Apart from Giroux and Hartnell, the Flyers are still looking for Voracek, Sean Couturier, Kimmo Timonen and former Islanders captain Mark Streit to record their respective first goals of the young season.

ISLANDERS OUTLOOK

 The Islanders are playing the second half of back-to-back games and are coming off an emotionally exhilarating but physically draining 4-3 road win in Pittsburgh last night. 

 The Isles trailed 2-1 after two periods and 3-2 with under seven minutes remaining in regulation before rallying for a pair of late goals to win the game against a Penguins team that had entered the night as the best third-period team in the NHL. They also did it in a game where John Tavares was contained to one assist.

 Last night, Evgeni Nabokov was peppered with 42 shots on a night where his own squad managed a more modest 25 against Penguins backup Jeff Zatkoff. The Islanders received only one power play on the night (to five for the Pens) but made it count as Matt Moulson opened the scoring in the first period. In the third period, Frans Nielsen (three-point game) and Pierre-Marc Bouchard knotted the game at 2-2 and 3-3 respectively. Josh Bailey capped off the comeback victory with the game-winner on his fourth goal of the season.

 Defenseman Travis Hamonic ended up logging a massive 30:21 of ice time against the Penguins last night, being used on every other shift in crunch time. Compatriot Andrew McDonald racked up 27:54 worth of ice time.

 It remains to be seen tonight whether there will be any fatigue factor for the Islanders after last night's stirring win against the top team in the Metropolitan Division. On paper at least, the Flyers may have the energy advantage as a team that has played just one game in the last eight nights. 

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 12 Michael Raffl - 28 Claude Giroux - 40 Vincent Lecavalier

 19 Scott Hartnell - 10 Brayden Schenn - 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 18 Adam Hall - 25 Max Talbot - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 26 Erik Gustafsson

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Andrej Meszaros (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

ISLANDERS

 26 Matt Moulson - 91 John Tavares - 21 Kyle Okposo

 96 Pierre-Marc Bouchard - 51 Frans Nielsen - 12 Josh Bailey

 40 Michael Grabner - 16 Peter Regin - 15 Cal Clutterbuck

 17 Matt Martin - 53 Casey Cizikas - 13 Colin McDonald

 3 Travis Hamonic - 47 Andrew MacDonald

 14 Thomas Hickey - 7 Matt Carkner

 46 Matt Donovan - 4 Radek Martinek

 60 Kevin Poulin 

 [20 Evgeni Nabokov]

Scratches: Eric Boulton (healthy), Brock Nelsen (healthy), Brian Strait (upper-body, day-to-day), Lubomir Visnovsky (IR, concussion).
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UPDATE 2:55 PM EDT

 In the newest edition of the FlyerBuzz podcast, I take a look at the Flyers' decision today to send Tye McGinn down to the Phantoms. I also discuss the play of Michael Raffl, the greatly reduced ice time of Luke Schenn compared to last season and look ahead to tomorrow night's game against the Islanders. 

 *********

 It wasn't always pretty but the Philadelphia Flyers were just stingy enough in limiting prime scoring chances and Steve Mason did a strong enough job in making 30 saves for the team's anemic offense to nip the New York Rangers' equally inept attack, 2-1, at the Wells Fargo Center on Thursday night.

 Coming off a week-long schedule break and an intensive week of practice, the Flyers did their best work in five-on-five play against a Rangers team that was missing the injured Rick Nash, Ryan Callahan, Carl Hagelin and Henrik Lundqvist. The pressure against Rangers roookie goalie Cam Talbot in his NHL debut was somewhat sporadic. 

 A first period shorthanded breakaway goal by Matt Read -- his first goal and point of the season -- got the Flyers on the board first. Read fired off his shot quickly and beat Talbot through the five-hole.

 Late in the opening stanza, a funky deflection off Braydon Coburn on a flat-angle shot by Rangers' leading scorer Brad Richards ended up in the net. 

 After a scoreless second period and a failed five-minute Flyers power play, Coburn put the Flyers ahead on a long distance, partially screened shot at the 3:33 mark of the final stanza. Read and Nicklas Grossmann drew the assists.

 The Flyers caught a break shortly thereafter when a would-be power play goal by J.T. Miller -- initially called a good goal by the officials -- was overturned on review in Toronto. Frankly, I did not think any of the replays of the puck going off Miller's skate conclusively showed a distinct kicking motion and I was slightly surprised the ruling on the ice got overturned.

 Philly, which has yet to score more than two goals in any game, had two glorious chances in the final period to notch their third tally of the game. 

 First, they had a 2-on-1 rush with Jakub Voracek carrying the puck, joining by Brayden Schenn. Voracek telegraphed pass all the way, giving Cam Talbot the chance to cheat over toward the other post. Schenn also put his shot right into the goalie. 

 Later, the Flyers had a 3-on-1 rush. Kimmo Timonen passed up an open shot to try to feed Giroux and the pass was snuffed out before any shot on goal developed from the play.

 The Flyers had a couple scary minutes in their own zone third period, as they seemed to be a bit tentative protecting the one-goal lead. Eventually, their play picked up again enough to close out the game. Mason made one final clutch save in the waning seconds and then tossed the puck into an open corner to let the clock run out. 

 GAME NOTES AND OBSERVATIONS

 * There was a scary moment at the 17:00 mark of the second period, when Max Talbot went face-first into the boards near the Rangers bench. On the play, he was off-balance and bumped by the Rangers' Benoit Pouliot, who received a boarding major and game misconduct on the play. When I saw the play happen at live speed, I first thought Pouliot pushed Talbot from behind as he saw him falling off balance -- which would have absolutely been suspendable -- but when I saw it a second and third time, it looked more like an accidental minor bump.

 * Almost miraculously given how violently his face hit the boards and his neck snapped back on impact, Talbot returned to the game in the third period and helped kill off a Claude Giroux hooking penalty. After the game, Talbot said he was feeling fine (except for a cut on his nose) and had gone through the concussion protocol at the second intermission.

 * As is often the case in the first period of the first game after a long break in the schedule, the Flyers' passing game was a bit off in the early going of the first period.

 * In his return to the lineup, Vincent Lecavalier looked a bit out of synch in his first few shifts on right wing of Claude Giroux's line. He soon settled in. Although Lecavalier came away from the game without a point, he had several good looks at the net among his four shots on goal.

 * The Flyers hit several goal posts in this game against Talbot. Giroux has hit posts at least three times this season, including in each of the team's last two games.

 * During the Flyers' five-minute power play late in the second and early in the third period, they had at least three good looks at the net were the shot was partially flubbed or the shooter otherwise did not get a good piece of the puck with his shot.

 * While trying to close out the game with the 2-1 lead, the Flyers were guilty of several unnecessary icings. Berube rightly pointed it out after the game, although the Rangers were unable to do much with the ensuing offensive zone faceoffs with the same Flyers personnel on the ice.

 * Read was chosen first star of the game, Mason second and Coburn third (Steve Coates made the selection tonight). Read led all Flyers forwards with 22:12 of ice time.

 * The blueline ice time distribution in the game was as follows in descending order: Coburn 22:28, Mark Streit 20:02, Nicklas Grossmann 19:52, Kimmo Timonen 18:36, Erik Gustafsson 17:39, Luke Schenn 15:04.

 * Grossmann led all players in the game with four blocked shots. Two came in rapid succession with the Flyers protecting their one goal lead in the third period. The first one actually bounced out to center ice and triggered a transitional chance for Philly shortly after Read's goal. Overall, the Flyers blocked 17 shots to 12 by the Rangers.

 * In the shot attempt category, Philly attempted 50 shots (27 on net, 11 missed the net, 12 got blocked) while the Rangers attempted 61 (31 on net, 13 missed, 17 blocked).

 * There were two fights in the game: Derek Dorsett handled Zac Rinaldo in the first period, while Wayne Simmonds rallied late against Brandon Mashinter after the Ranger had the early edge.

 *The Flyers were charged with 15 giveaways to just 6 by the Rangers. However, few of the unforced turnovers were in particularly dangerous areas of the ice.

 * The Flyers have practice tomorrow in Voorhees at 11:30 a.m. eastern. They will head to Long Island on Saturday for a meeting with the Islanders. 

 QUOTEBOOK

 Crag Berube: "I thought we stopped playing a little in the third just a couple times with the puck, just a little too cautious but we picked it up again and we were okay. It definitely gave the team some confidence.”

Berube: "When you’re off a week a lot of the time you can be rusty with the puck, I thought that was the case early on in the game. As for the execution, a lot of the plays that were right there, we just missed. I still think that offensively we are not where we have to be. We do not put enough consistent pressure on the other team. We get some chances but we need to have a little bit more fight with the puck. Win some more battles, keep some more zone time. Defensively, I thought we were pretty solid tonight. The second period we missed a couple shots in the slot area, we usually haven’t done that lately but we did. The goalie made the save on one, and other that I thought we were pretty sound.”

Berube: "I was happy with all the lines tonight. They all did a good job. We had some good chances. Hit a couple posts. I was happy.”

Matt Read: "[On my goal], I looked back at “Coots” (Couturier) to see if I could make a pass and you always know with the length of the pads these days that the five hole is always open, so I held the stick tight and shot the five hole."

 Read: "I didn’t know I had success against [Talbot] in college hockey, but I got an email before the game and I don’t really look at my emails on game day, but for some reason I did and I saw that I had a couple goals and an assist against him in college hockey, and I felt tonight could be my night to get back into the groove of things and start helping this team win."

 Read: "I think playing with a lead we have to create more offense still and get in their zone. We can’t score from our own zone, so we have to keep going, but we finally won a game going into the third period and it feels good."

 Steve Mason: "We cleaned up our own end and limited our mistakes. I was able to get it out of our zone pretty cleanly. Against a team like that, they are missing some of their key guys but they still a lot of the guys who can put it in the net so when you’re getting out of your zone, usually on the first attempt makes a difference."

 Braydon Coburn: "Mason played great and made some big saves when we needed it. I thought we could have added a couple of goals in there. We had some great chances, it’s just too bad we can’t bury those."

 Coburn on Max Talbot's return: "Well, surprising to some. Not the guys in this room. We know what kind of guy Max is and the character he is and I think he is one of the tougher guys we’ve got around here. So it was good to see he was okay and he came back."

 Coburn on the Richards goal: "You know it just happened so quick it is just reaction, you know? I think it surprised me that he shot from there really and obviously it was just one of those bounces."

 Max Talbot: "I felt my face hitting the board. I didn’t see a replay. I think I tripped first, I didn’t feel like he pushed me. I don’t think Pouliot is a dirty player. I think I tripped first and hit my head and face went into the board. I got off the ice and got tested. I did all of the concussion protocol, and my head is fine. I feel good."

 Talbot on people's surprise at him coming back in the third period: " I was surprised a little bit too. I felt fine. I felt stunned when you hit your face like that. I walked around a little after that and felt great so I wanted to come back."
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FLYERBUZZ: THOUGHTS ON RANGERS, THE MIX, AND BOURDON

WEDNESDAY QUICK HITS

 According to Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren, injured forwards Vincent Lecavalier and Scott Hartnell have both been upgraded to day-to-day status. 

 Based on the fact that Lecavalier practiced on Claude Giroux's line yesterday and worked on the second power play unit in the second half of practice, I think there's a good chance (barring a setback) that Lecavalier will play tomorrow night against the Rangers even if he's listed as a game-time decision.

 Hartnell skated with the healthy scratches and then took extra skating after practice yesterday, which suggests that he will not be ready for tomorrow but may be able to play come Saturday.

 *************

 When Lecavalier and Hartnell are activated, the Flyers will need to adjust their roster. Tye McGinn played so well in his first couple games after his callup that I would think he's safe right now from being returned to the AHL. Michael Raffl, who skated on left wing of the top line, has shown speed, two-way awareness and a hint of grit during his NHL games to date. Yesterday after practice, Berube deflected all lineup and roster questions, basically saying that he and Paul Holmgren are still evaluating players and no decisions have been made yet. 

 Assuming McGinn stays up, I think Kris Newbury could be headed back to the Phantoms. In terms of a second roster move if Raffl also stays put, eighth defenseman Hal Gill or enforcer Jay Rosehill could possibly be candidates for waivers and an AHL assignment if they clear. The Phantoms, who feature a young blueline with Bruno Gervais as the only true veteran, could probably use Gill's "wizened old sage" presence for awhile, anyway. With no recall waivers anymore, the veteran player(s) can come back to the NHL team as needed. 

 *************

 Lecavalier said yesterday that while he by no means is a natural winger, especially after spending the vast majority of his NHL career at center, he feels more comfortable on his off-wing than he would if deployed on the left side. Asked yesterday about the various line changes the Flyers have already had this season, Lecavalier pointed out that he "played for a coach [Guy Boucher] who would change lines in the games" after using different combination in practice. 

 *************

 Since arriving in Philadelphia in September for his first pro season in North America, Michael Raffl has already played for three different head coaches -- Peter Laviolette, Terry Murray and Craig Berube -- who have strong opinions about the way they want things done, and have somewhat different systems. I asked Raffl if he's felt at all like he's felt any sort of "information overload" while making the transition from European to North American hockey.

 Raffl, a go-with-the-flow type, said that it's not all that different from any job where there's a couple changes in bosses in a short period of time. It's up to the player to adjust, and it can't be used as an excuse. 

 *************

 I had an interesting discussion with Flyers defenseman Braydon Coburn about the effects the shallower nets have had on defensemen. Coburn said that there's a little bit of a trade off, depending on the situation. 

 On the one hand, forecheckers get on the defense a little faster and they can pop out from behind the net a little faster to try a wraparound. They also have a good angle for centering passes. On the other hand, the new nets also have some benefits to the defense. For one thing, it's easier to make D-to- D passes in deep, which helps the breakout. For another, there's less room for opposing forwards to shield the puck behind the net, which makes it a little easier for defensemen -- especially those with a long reach -- to get to the disc.

 *************

 Flyers defense prospect Robert Hägg suited up (for the first time this season) for Modo's J20 team yesterday, playing on the top pairing. I do not know if he will be joining the senior team in Stockholm tomorrow for a game against AIK. It is not uncommon for junior-aged players in Sweden to pull in double duty playing in both the SHL and the J20 SuperElit league as the schedule permits. However, Hägg has struggled a bit of late with the big club and his ice time was greatly reduced prior to the departure of veteran Anssi Salmela from the club. In yesterday's junior team game, Hägg assisted on his team's first goal but also took a pair of minor penalties within a few minutes of each other in the first period and was a minus one (+1, -2) in a 4-2 win over Luleå HF J20. 

 *************

 Today in Flyers History: On the same night in 1993 that Joe Carter's ninth inning homerun won the World Series for Toronto against the Phillies, the Flyers took on the original Winnipeg Jets in a wild game at the Spectrum. It was a seesaw affair, ultimately won 9-6 by the Jets. 

 The Flyers quickly trailed 3-0 on goals by Alexei Zhamnov, Teemu Selänne and Nelson Emerson (shorthanded) before the game was even seven minutes old. Then the Flyers roared back for four straight goals, as red hot Josef Beranek scored his ninth goal of the month of October. Rod Brind'Amour trimmed the deficit to one midway through the opening period. 

 In the second period, Flyers rookie Mikael Renberg scored his second and third career NHL goals to put the Flyers on top, 4-3. Fredik Olausson responded just a few minutes later, only for Eric Lindros to convert a Renberg pass into a 5-4 lead for the Flyers. Late in the middle stanza, Keith Tkachuk potted a Selänne rebound for a power play goal and a 5-5 deadlock.

 Winnipeg forged ahead again in the third period, as Tkachuk and Selänne each scored their respective second goals of the game to put the Jets ahead, 7-5, in the opening two minutes of the third period. Mark Recchi cut the Winnipeg edge to 7-6 barely a minute later. Midway through the period, Tkachuk completed the hat trick on another power play goal and Tomas Steen extended the lead to 9-6. 

 Apart from Tkachuk's three goals, Zhamov finished the goal with four assists in addition to his early goal. Selänne had two goals and three assists. Teppo Numminen had three assists. On the Philly side, Recchi and Renberg both had three-point nights. Flyers coach Terry Simpson left starter Tommy Söderström in the entire game to absorb the nine goals on 32 shots. 
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POST-PRACTICE UPDATES

 The Flyers had another intensive day at the Skate Zone in Voorhees. The team did systems work and line rushes on one ice surface and then immediately switched rinks for special teams work. Afterwards, there was a team meeting conducted by head coach Craig Berube.

 The most notable development at practice today was the full participation of Vincent Lecavalier and the large-scale shifting of line combinations. Here's is how the team lined up at practice today:

 Raffl - Giroux - Lecavalier

 McGinn - B. Schenn - Voracek

 Read - Couturier - Simmonds

 Hall - Talbot - Rinaldo

 [Hartnell - Newbury - Rosehill]

 Timonen - Gustafsson

 Grossmann - Coburn

 Streit - L. Schenn

 [Gill - Meszaros]

 Additionally, Berube moved Mark Streit onto the top power play unit, rotating Kimmo Timonen down to the second unit. Injured forward Scott Hartnell took line rushes with projected healthy scratches Kris Newbury and Jay Rosehill. 

 After practice, Lecavalier said that if he is going to play wing -- and he will be happy to do it if asked -- he feels more comfortable on his off-wing. While he would not say for certain that he will be ready to play come Thursday, that outlook seems much brighter than the picture Berube painted at yesterday's practice.

Vincent Lecavalier updates his status: "Have felt better and better each day"

Craig Berube discusses experiment with Lecavalier on Giroux's wing

 **************

TUESDAY QUICK HITS

 * The Adirondack Phantoms are off to a 1-3-0-2 start to the 2013-14 season. To the dismay of defensive-minded head coach Terry Murray, the team's biggest issue right now is that the club (which features a young blueline corps) has yielded an AHL-worst 24 goals. Discipline has been lacking, as the team also leads the circuit with 178 penalty minutes. 

 * One of the recent bright spots on the Phantoms has been the play of rookie forward Nick Cousins. The former Sault Ste. Marie center has scored goals in back-to-back games, and now has six points in the first five games. His defensive game remains a work in progress.

 * In the two Phantoms games I have watched this season via Web streams, I have been impressed by the play of rookie defenseman Mark Alt. He's made a couple of rookie mistakes but he also also shown the intriguing combination of size and puck moving ability that originally made him a second-round by Carolina prior to the trade to the Flyers' organization last season.

 * According to Phantoms beat writer, Diana Nearhos, rookie Phantoms forward Petr Straka suffered an injury at practice today. 

 * Flyers second round pick Robert Hägg has been receiving rather sparing ice time during Modo's recent games. Today, he is playing a game (his first of the season) with Modo's J20 team, skating on the top pairing. His ice time with the big club may increase now that veteran Anssi Salmela has left the team. Modo is back in action on Thursday against AIK.

 * Today in Flyers History: On this date in 2006, the Flyers appointed John Stevens as interim head coach and Paul Holmgren as interim general manager following the firing of Ken Hitchcock as coach and the resignation of Bob Clarke as GM.

 *************

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.
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POST-PRACTICE UPDATE (12:45 P.M. ET)

 With three more off-nights until the Flyers' next game, the team is still in mini-training camp mode. They did a lot of skating and conditioning work and some systems reps, all designed toward getting the team used to doing things at a faster pace. 

 Last Friday,on the morning following the team's 4-1 loss to the Penguins, the Flyers went through a very grueling practice. Several players called the hardest practice of the season to date. Head coach Craig Berube has let up only slightly in the practices since.

 All line combos and D pairing today were the same as in the team's last game. Scott Hartnell, Vincent Lecavalier and Marc-Andre Bourdon joined practice as rehabbing players. 

 Berube was asked after today's practice about the chances that either Lecavalier (lower-body injury, suspected to be a groin pull) or Hartnell (suspected mid-section injury) would be in the lineup on Thursday. Berube replied that it's "still up in the air" but his body language suggested he didn't think either one would be ready unless there's dramatic progress in the next 48 hours or so. 

 Asked about the status of Kimmo Timonen, who left Thursday's game with a lower-body injury, Berube said the player was fine and will be in the lineup against the Rangers.

 VIDEO

Craig Berube on the intensive practices during the off-week

Matt Read on his struggle for points through the first eight games

 *****************

LAUGHTON'S OHL DOMINANCE SHOWS FOLLY OF CURRENT AHL AGE RULE

 When the Flyers first sent Scott Laughton back to the OHL after making the NHL club's opening night roster, I was interested to see how he would respond in the games immediately following his return to junior hockey. 

 Well, he responded perfectly. He took his disappointment out on the Oshawa Generals opponents. Right off the bat, he exploded for four points (two goals, two assists) in his first game and the proceeded to win OHL Player of the Week honors with four goals and nine points in his first four games. 

 In his last two games, Laughton has dominated games to such a ridiculous level that it's clear the OHL is no longer a challenge for him. He had a hat trick against London and followed it up with shorthanded and even strength goals in the Generals' 5-4 win over Sault Ste. Marie yesterday. 

 For the season, Laughton has a ridiculous 10 goals and 17 points in just eight games. With the major exception of being eligible -- and pretty much a shoo-in -- to play for Team Canada at the World Junior Championships, there is pretty much nothing left for Laughton to prove (or to gain in his development) in junior hockey. 

 It is debateable right now whether Laughton is fully NHL-ready. However, there is no doubt whatsoever that the 19-year-old could benefit from time in the American Hockey League --- if only the rules allowed it. 

 I have said this before and will say it again: The AHL age rules for CHL-affiliated players do not benefit players like Laughton nor do they benefit the NHL teams that hold the rights to these players. In this case, Laughton is already under NHL entry-level contract (which will slide to next season now that he's been re-assigned to the Ontario League).

 My proposed change to the rule: Contracted players under the age of 20 who have played three seasons of major junior hockey should be eligible for the AHL rather than returning to their junior team for a fourth season. This decision should be at the discretion of the NHL team that drafted and signed the player. If the NHL team exercises its right to send an eligible underager to the AHL, the player's junior team would get some financial compensation (this would be to remove the argument that the junior team needs such players for gate revenue reasons).

 In Laughton's case, the player already has three seasons of OHL experience. As such, he'd be one of the players to benefit from the slight tweak to the current rules. To me, it's just a compromise solution to the AHL age rule that makes sense.
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FLYERBUZZ PODCAST: THE PRONGER EFFECT

 *********

WHEN WILL GIROUX BREAK OUT OF EARLY SEASON DOLDRUMS?

 The Philadelphia Flyers would undoubtedly have a better record right now, perhaps even a .500 start through eight games, if they were scoring at even a modestly higher pace. No matter what other flaws there are to dissect, no team is going to win more than a game or two when it scores just 11 times in eight games. 

 Here the Flyers are eight games into the season, and their leading goal scorer is Tye McGinn (three goals). Something is going very wrong when defensemen Luke Schenn, Braydon Coburn and Erik Gustafsson have accounted for three of the other eight goals the club has tallied. 

 There is plenty of blame to go around, up and down the lineup. Players are pressing. For instance, Matt Read has zero points to date, because he's repeatedly flubbed open shots and passes. Wayne Simmonds, who finally scored his first goal of the season on Thursday, has otherwise been a hyper-kinetic mess; running around the offensive zone, looking in vain to make positive things happen rather than simplifying things with the most direct route to the net or to the puck. 

 To reiterate, there is no shortage of culprits in the Flyers offensive woes. Support players like Read, Simmonds, Sean Couturier and blueline offensive triggers such as Kimmo Timonen (zero points) and Mark Streit (two assists) can certainly be doing more to help, especially in the absences of the injured Vincent Lecavalier (one goal, three points in five games) and top line left wing Scott Hartnell (zero points). McGinn has been the only one doing his part in that regard, with Brayden Schenn (two goals, five points) being the only other player in the top eight who is somewhat absolved. Even Schenn can be more consistent, however.

 Ultimately, the buck has to stop with Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek -- and the former just a tad more than the latter -- to be the offensive anchors of this club. The team's 1-7-0 record has a lot to do with the lack of production from the top line. It is flat out unacceptable for both players to be without a goal at this point. Likewise, for the team's top two forward playmakers to have just three assists apiece, is very worrisome.

 At the end of the day, Giroux needs to be the team's best player. He's the captain, and the one who needs to be able to generate or turn momentum. Yes, he's been unlucky on a couple of shots that hit the post but the truth of the matter is that he's not creating enough scoring chances for himself or his linemates.

 The one and only time this season where Giroux clearly looked to be in charge was on the play in the waning seconds of Thursday's second period that resulted in Simmonds' deflection goal on the power play. Giroux settled things down, checked the clock, and had a clear attack plan in mind. He saw what the defense was giving him and where Simmonds was stationed, made a strong move and put the puck perfectly toward the net for his teammate to deflect past Marc-Andre Fleury. 

 Suddenly, out of nowhere, the Flyers went from looking dead in the water to being just one goal down at the second intermission. If not for that momentum-changing play, I am not sure if the Flyers would have generated the sort of pressure they did -- albeit, without getting a tying goal -- through much of the third period.

 Too much gets made sometimes out of things that get said in the locker room. While sometimes a team leader can say something to get teammates in a can-do mindset, what really counts is the leadership by example on the ice. 

 Giroux's hand injury should be fully healed by now. However, he is still not shooting the puck often enough or with enough confidence. If there is one single player to look to when the New York Rangers come to town next week, it's got to be number 28. 

 That's the burden that comes with wearing the "C" and signing a long-term megabucks extension. Voracek and Lecavalier may play co-starring roles, but their name appears after Giroux's in the opening credits of this saga. 

 By the way, I think Giroux does deserve a little bit of recognition for trying to set a more positive defensive example for the team this year, especially at five on five. He was part of that big third-period coverage meltdown against Vancouver that turned the momentum of the game the wrong way. However, generally speaking, I think the captain has paid better attention to defensive detail in the early going of the season, and I have noticed an uptick from the team as a whole. 

 Unfortunately, when a team is going as badly as the Flyers, it's the big mistakes that stand out. With no margin for error because the team isn't scoring, one or two gaffes can undo 50-plus minutes worth of good work from a team.

 *******

WHEN WILL VORACEK GET UNTRACKED

 While Flyers coach Craig Berube is understandably unhappy with the lack of production from his top line, I think you can read between the lines right now that Jakub Voracek is one player with him he's rather displeased right now. 

 This is just my own speculation but call it an educated guess: I would not be surprised if number 93 is one of the players who has heard his name barked out by the Chief in team critiques, either in private or in the locker room. 

 After Tye McGinn's stellar first games after his recall from the AHL, Voracek praised his teammate to the local beat writers for giving the top line a spark of energy. Berube's response was to question why Voracek felt he needed someone other than himself to feel energized. 

 In Thursday's postgame press conference, Berube was asked again about Claude Giroux's struggles. The coach did not absolve the captain (nor should he have) but quickly turned it into a general statement about how the entire line needs to be better. Well, Berube certainly wasn't talking about McGinn. Criticism of Scott Hartnell as well as Voracek and Giroux could easily be inferred in that statement, but Hartnell has been injured and out of the lineup for the last four games. 

 There is no question that Voracek was still affected in the first couple games of the season by the lower back injury he suffered in the preseason. However, by the fourth game of the season, he no longer looked to be laboring physically. 

 As a matter of fact, in the games against Florida, Phoenix and Detroit, I thought Voracek's explosive stride and creativity with the puck were starting to come back. He seemed on the brink of a breakthrough offensively -- a line rush goal here, a nifty assist there, and suddenly he finds himself with five points in two games or some similar eye-catching total. 

 In the last two games, however, I think there was a bit of a backslide by Voracek. He seemed to be giving into frustration and hastiness when he had the puck on his stick. I also thought that his offensive play without the puck -- finding the seams in the defense and getting to a good shooting area -- left a lot to be desired.

 As with Giroux, Voracek needs to a be a driving force in getting the Flyers' offense untracked if they are to have any sort of turnaround to their horrendous start. If not, I don't care what trades the team makes or what line combinations get used. It won't work unless Voracek does his part in sparking the offense and keeping the tempo high.

 *******

MY VIEW ON TRADE POSSIBILITIES

 One of the most frequently asked questions that I get -- and this is hardly unique to anyone involved in hockey media -- is what trades I think the Flyers will or should make. 

 My view on the Flyers current roster is that I like most of the individual players on the team, and think they can be effective players in their assigned roles if they had the right players with them. The problem is that the pieces as a whole may not fit together. 

 As a general rule, there needs to a be a blend of size and speed, grit and finesse, and offensive creativity and defensive responsibility among the forwards. The blueline corps needs the right blend of puck-movers and stay-at-home defensemen (I still think, for instance, that additional mobility and passing acumen is needed on the Flyers defense corps). 

 To say "this guy needs to go" or "if they could only bring in that guy" is usually oversimplifying a team's lack of success and the ease of solving the problem. The Flyers roster has bonafide NHL players up and down the lineup; I am just not sure the collective team is fast enough where it needs to be fast, and big enough where it needs to be big. Sometimes at least, it's also not gritty enough where it needs to be gritty (for instance, the third piece to a line that has Couturier and Read as two-thirds of its composition). 

 Also, it takes two sides to make a trade. Another team may be willing to part with a player who could help the Flyers -- and there are dozens of them around the NHL on other teams right now -- but do the Flyers have the right player to trade to help them in return without simultaneously opening a different hole in the Philadelphia lineup? 

 Is that a non-answer to the question of current trade possibilities? Yes, it is. But it's also a truthful answer. If I knew all the moves the team was going to make or ought to make, I wouldn't be typing this right now. 

 The one absolute truism I've learned about hockey over the years is that the more you know about the game, the more you realize you don't know. 

 That does not mean that general manager Paul Holmgren deserves a free ride for putting together a roster that failed to make the playoffs last year and is off to the league's worst start this year. Actually, what it means is that the burden is his -- not ours -- to recognize the areas that need improvement and find solutions to bring in better-fitting pieces that fit under the salary cap and do not require trading asset overpayment in the deal.

 Right now, no one on the team with the exception of Steve Mason deserves to feel "safe" from a potential trade. Contractual no-trade clauses, contract lengths and/or salary cap hits complicate that for the team, of course, but in strictly hockey-trade terms, there should be a host of possibilities being considered. In my view, those possibilities should include trading off current veterans for draft pick/prospect assets if the team's struggles continue into the mid-season period.

 I am not much on trade rumors. Never have been, never will be (although I realize the irony of writing for a site that is largely driven by trade/free agent rumors). My view has always been to focus on the team that it actually on the ice and when that composition changes, to worry about it then.

 Realistically, I think that Holmgren and Craig Berube will get the rest of this season to get this team into the playoffs and win a round or two. If the club falls short of that, I would not be surprised if Ron Hextall is the GM come next season and he gets to pick his own coach. It's not that either man is bad at his job. 

 That's just how it goes in hockey, especially in a win-now market like Philly. When you lose too often, players get traded and decision-makers eventually get changed as well.

 *************
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Meltzer's Musings: A Week to Regroup

October 19, 2013, 7:02 AM ET [436 Comments]   

Share on facebook Share on twitter Share on email Share on print More Sharing Services 2 

 Bill Meltzer

 Philadelphia Flyers Blogger • NHL.com • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

A Week to Regroup

 The Philadelphia Flyers wake up this morning with the fewest points in the NHL. They are off to the worst start (1-7-0) and have the fewest goals (11) through eight games in the history of the franchise. They've been outscored 12-2 in third periods, which is the time of game where the best teams typically shine and the worst clubs fade.

 That says it all, or does it?

 If you look a little deeper into the eight games played to date, you will find that the Flyers entered the third period of each and every game leading (twice), tied (once) or trailing by no more than one goal (five times). They haven't always deserved to be in that position -- with the horrific second period of Thursday's game against Pittsburgh being the ultimate example -- but the goaltending of Steve Mason has thus far been the club's main hope for salvation.

 Here's a little bit of hopeful news at a time when that's in short supply around the Wells Fargo Center and Skate Zone. With the exception of the Penguins (6-1-0), every other team in the Metropolitan Division has a losing record. The second-place Hurricanes are 3-2-3. The third-place Islanders are 3-2-2. The Rangers and Columbus are both 2-4-0. The Capitals are 2-5-0. The winless Devils are 0-4-3. 

 The Flyers are idle until the Rangers come to town next Thursday. While other teams in the Metro are bound to pick up some points between now and then, the season is still very young. With the new setup of Divisions and new playoff format, the top three teams in each Division are guaranteed playoff spots. Quite frankly, every other team below Pittsburgh has its own set of glaring flaws right now. 

 If you really look deep into each of the Flyers eight games this season, you will find that there have been segments of just about every match in which the flow of play was rather even or Philadelphia had the better of it. At different times, the Flyers have had certain elements that it takes to win -- solid five-on-five play, an abundance of scoring chances, good team defense, above-average goaltending play. 

 Unfortunately, the Flyers haven't been able to finish scoring chances to save their lives and they've remained prone to a couple massive defensive breakdowns per game that end up in the net and cancel out good work on other shifts. That's a losing combination when a team has almost no margin for error and plays reactive hockey -- rather than dictating the game -- in crunch time.

 Can this team get better without making sweeping roster changes? Perhaps. I have said before and will reiterate again that I have seen teams with lesser talent either up front or on defense make it to the playoffs and even win a round or two. 

 Realistically, however, I am still not enamored of the mix on the roster. The team is not fast enough to consistently push the pace and yet also not big and strong enough to grind teams down and cycle them to death (ala the Terry Murray teams of the mid-1990s). On an individual basis, I like most of the players and believe they have demonstrated an ability (or at least a potential ability) to be effective NHL players. When I look at the puzzle pieces as a whole, though, I'm not sure how well they fit together.

 COMING TOMORROW: A discussion of trade possibilities, an update on prospects, and a look at the upcoming 40th anniversary of the Flyers' first Stanley Cup championship.

 *************

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.
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FLYERS COME UP SMALL IN MEASURING STICK GAME

 The Philadelphia Flyers (1-7-0) enter a week-long schedule break dragging a four-game losing streak along with them. The Flyers have the fewest points in the NHL. On Thursday night, the Pittsburgh Penguins (6-1-0) dispatched Philadelphia by a 4-1 count at the Wells Fargo Center.

 If not for the stellar play of goaltender Steve Mason, the Flyers easily could have been blown out by the Penguins long before the third period rolled around. The Flyers got dominated by Pittsburgh in the second period to a such a degree that Philadelphia looked like an ECHL club. It was truly that bad.

 In all eight games that the Flyer have played this season, they have entered the third period leading (twice), tied (once) or down by one goal (five times, including this game). This time around, Mason was just about the only reason the team was in position where they would come away with at least a point if they won the third period. 

 The Flyers, who entered Thursday game getting outscored 10-2 in the third period, came out with a lot more energy and competitiveness in the third period after a Wayne Simmonds power play tip-in goal in the final two seconds of the middle stanza cut their deficit to 2-1.

 Alas, it went all for naught. Philly outshot the Penguins by a 12-6 margin in the third period (after getting outshot 12-8 in the opening period and 17-5 in the second). They had two power plays in the final stanza. They had some scoring chances, most notably a point-blank chance for Brayden Schenn with lots of net in front him that ended up either getting knocked wide off Marc-Andre Fleury's stick or simply missing high and wide on its own.

 Ultimately, the Penguins added a pair of insurance goals by Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin (empty net) in the final three minutes of play to seal a 4-1 win. The Penguins have now outscored opponents in the third period by a 12-5 margin, while the Flyers have been outscored 12-2.

 In today's game preview, I noted that the Flyers have been chronically plagued by their own inability to score goals -- 11 goals scored through eight games remains the franchise low through this juncture of the season -- and by their tendency to make the "big mistake" that ends up in their own net.

 Those things came into play again in this game. 

 No team is going to win when it scores 1.38 goals per game. As for defensive mistakes, the Penguins capitalized three times on failed clears and/or giveaways. Mason kept the game scoreless for the first 29:43 until the Penguins finally potted their 22nd shot of the game.

 The first Pittsburgh goal came at the end of a sequence where the Flyers failed the clear the zone with three opportunities to do so. First, Kimmo Timonen failed to clear the puck. Then Michael Raffl missed a chance to get it out of zone. Seconds later, Raffl again could not get the disc past the blue line. The puck went to a flat-footed Timonen, who was immediately swarmed by three Penguins (and was probably hooked by Chuck Kobasew) and lost the puck to Malkin. Jussi Jokinen received the pass from Malkin and wired home a shot.

 At the 12:43 mark of the second period, Chris Kunitz stashed home a Pascal Dupuis rebound in close to the net. Once again, the sequence started with a failed clear by the Flyers.

 The Flyers got a little bit of life heading into the third period, as Simmonds tallied his first goal of the season and broke the team's power play drought that stretched back to Vincent Lecavalier's third period tally in the season's second game. Giroux checked the clock with about seven second left, skated to a shooting area and fired a shot that Simmonds tipped home at the 19:58 mark.

 Philly had plenty of momentum but no goals to show for it in the third period. The push came to a crashing halt at 17:28 of the third period. Braydon Coburn gave a puck away from behind the net, claimed by Pascal Dupuis. Dupuis put the puck at the net where a wide- open Crosby steered it in. Malkin added an empty net goal at 19:47.

 The Flyers are off until next Thursday, when the New York Rangers come to town.

 NOTES:

 * The Flyers had to kill off a pair of early penalties in the first period. They also had a penalty at the end of second period, which had 59 seconds of carryover time in the middle stanza. Thanks primarily to Mason and secondarily some solid PK work by the likes of Max Talbot, Sean Couturier and Nicklas Grossmann, the Flyers killed off all three of the penalties. They went on to hold the NHL's number-one ranked power play scoreless in four opportunities.

 * Kimmo Timonen left the game with a lower body injury in the latter half of the second period. He will be re-evaluated tomorrow.

 * Missed and blocked shot attempts have been a big contributing factor to the Flyers' inability to score goals this season. In this game, the Flyers once again had more shot attempts not reach the net (38) than shots on goal (25). The Penguins blocked 23 shots, led by 5 from Rob Scuderi. The Flyers also missed the net on 15 attempts.

 * Pittsburgh won 12 of the game's first 14 faceoffs but it was all Flyers thereafter. In the second and third periods, the went a combined 31-for-47 (66 percent) to finish the game at 58 percent (39-for-67). Couturier led the way with a 13-for-21 performance, while Giroux went 14-for-23.

 * Nicklas Grossmann had a good bounceback game after his rough third period last game. He blocked a team-high five shots and was credited with three hits.

 POST-GAME QUOTES

 Steve Mason: “We were not happy with our first two periods of play. My opinion, and I think everyone else’s opinion, is we played terrible hockey. You are not going to win hockey games like that. I thought the guys came out with a lot more emotion in the third period and that’s the way we need to play. If we can start playing like that then we will start being more successful than we are.”

Max Talbot: "It’s tough to win games when we play only one period like we can. You know I think in the third, that’s the kind of hockey we want to play. First and second, especially second period, I really think we didn’t show up and we got some bad penalties as well again so we have a big break, six days break so we have to work on things and get back stronger."

 Wayne Simmonds (asked whether second period was mostly the result of the Penguins playing at their peak): "No, we were brutal. We weren’t executing work, getting pucks deep, weren’t turning over pucks in neutral zone. They are a good transition team. We couldn’t break the puck out of our own zone and they took advantage of that."

 Craig Berube (asked what he said to the team after the second period): "I am going to keep that in the room. You could probably guess what was said."

 Berube (on the root cause of the team's awful second period): We stopped playing, stopped skating. We were standing around and started watching them play."

 *************
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GAME PREVIEW (10:00 AM EDT)

 There is a sense of urgency any time the Philadelphia Flyers (1-6-0) play the archrival Pittsburgh Penguins (5-1-0). With the Flyers already eight points behind the Pens in the Metropolitan Division standings and coming off three straight regulation losses in winnable games, the urgency for a Flyers' victory is that much greater. 

 Game time at the Wells Fargo Center tonight is 7 p.m. eastern. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly and nationally on NHL Network.

 This is the first of five meetings between the teams this season. The next one will take place in Pittsburgh's Consol Energy Center on Nov. 13. Home ice has meant little in recent season series between the Flyers and Penguins. The visiting team has won 18 of the last 25 regular season clashes.

 After tonight, the Flyers do not play again until next Thursday. 

 FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers have played just well enough to lose their last three games. In each match, Philly found different ways to come away with zero points. Last Saturday in Detroit, Philadelphia took too many penalties and received shaky goaltending from Ray Emery. On Tuesday against Vancouver, the club stayed out of the box (only one minor penalty) and received solid goaltending from Steve Mason but two multi-player defense breakdowns in the third period proved fatal. 

 The three constant problems thus far in October:

 1) The Flyers power play has not scored since the second game of the season. In the broader picture, Philly has struggled mightily to put pucks in the net in any manpower scenario. They have scored just 10 goals through seven games. Claude Giroux (two assists), Jakub Voracek (three assists), Wayne Simmonds (one assist), Sean Couturier (two assists), Matt Read (no points), injured forward Scott Hartnell (no points in five games), and defensemen Kimmo Timonen (no points) and Mark Streit (two assists) are among the players who have yet to score their first goal of the season.

 2) Bad third periods have plagued the team. The Flyers have entered all seven third periods this season anywhere from one goal ahead (twice), tied (once) or trailing by just one goal (four times). In order words, the Flyers were in position to come away with one or two points in each and every game if they won the final 20 minutes. Instead, they have been outscored 10-2. 

 3) The team has not made many defensive mistakes thus far, especially at five on five. Breakouts, puck management and coverages have been better than last year, especially in the games since Craig Berube took over as head coach. Nevertheless the mistakes that have happened have been pretty egregious, and many have ended up in the back of the net. 

 Whenever the Flyers play the Penguins, emotions run high. There has been a tendency for most Flyers-Penguins games to turn into high-scoring, penalty-filled affairs in which no lead is safe for either team. 

 I would not be surprised if the Flyers produce three goals tonight for the first time this season, but I have concerns about the team maintaining discipline and avoiding gift goals to a Penguins team than can create plenty of offense in its own right.

 PENGUINS OUTLOOK

 Pittsburgh brings a two-game winning streak into this game. The Penguins are coming off a 3-2 home win against Edmonton on Tuesday. Evgeni Malkin's power play goal snapped a 2-2 tie in the third period. Pascal Dupuis and Chris Kunitz tallied the other goals for the Pens, while Sidney Crosby assisted on all three Pens goals. Marc-Andre Fleury made 20 saves for the victory.

 The Pens have generally been a good first and third period club thus far this season. Pittsburgh has outscored opponents by a margin of 8-3 in the opening period and 10-5 in the third period. It is in the middle period where the Penguins scored the fewest goals and have come out the wrong side of the ledger (7-5) to date.

 Pittsburgh brings the NHL's hottest power play into tonight's game, clicking at a robust 35.3 percent (6-for-17) to lead the League. They have accomplished this despite the absence of Kris Letang the entire season to date, and with James Neal having played just one game before going on injured reserve. 

 The Penguins penalty kill has not had to go to work very often in the first six games; Pittsburgh has been shorthanded just 18 total times (compared to 34 times in seven games for Philly). When they have been shorthanded, opponents have scored four times. 

 Marc-Andre Fleury has been shaky in recent postseasons but the regular season is rarely a problem for him (although he often seems to have subpar games against Philly). To date this season, Fleury is unbeaten in five starts with a 1.80 goals against average, .925 save percentage and one shutout.

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 15 Tye McGinn - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 12 Michael Raffl - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 37 Jay Rosehill or 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 26 Erik Gustafsson

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Scratches: Kris Newbury or Jay Rosehill (healthy), Andrej Meszaros (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Scott Hartnell (upper-body), Vincent Lecavalier (lower-body), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

 PENGUINS

 14 Chris Kunitz - 87 Sidney Crosby - 9 Pascal Dupuis

 36 Jussi Jokinen - 71 Evgeni Malkin - 12 Chuck Kobasew

 15 Tanner Glass - 16 Brandon Sutter - 27 Craig Adams

 17 Dustin Jeffrey - 46 Joe Vitale - 39 Harry Zolnierczyk

 44 Brooks Orpik - 7 Paul Martin

 4 Rob Scuderi - 2 Matt Niskanen

 3 Olli Määttä - 5 Deryk Engelland

 29 Marc-Andre Fleury

 [37 Jeff Zatkoff]

Scratches: Robert Bortuzzo (healthy), Beau Bennett (lower body), Kris Letang (IR, lower body), James Neal (IR, upper body), Matt D'Agostini (IR, lower body), Tomas Vokoun (IR, blood clot).

 *************
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SILVER LININGS GET OLD

 The Flyers have spent their last three games playing just well enough to lose. That was the case again on Tuesday night, as Philly was unable to hang on to a 2-1 lead in the third period and ended up with a 3-2 regulation loss to the Vancouver Canucks. 

 The Flyers did a lot of good things for two-plus periods and were especially solid in the opening 20 minutes. They stayed out of the box. They defended well in the first 40 minutes. The breakouts looked better. Tye McGinn twice got rewarded for going to the net, scoring his second and third goals in two games since his recall from the AHL. Steve Mason shrugged off a fluke bounce on a Ryan Kesler goal scored just 10 seconds after McGinn opened the scoring. 

 Nevertheless, looking for silver linings is starting to ring hollow. The Flyers are now 1-6-0 on the season, and they are doing what losing teams do: suffering critical breakdowns and basically waiting for bad things to happen. It's hard to keep putting an optimistic spin on coming away with zero points from winnable games. Here's the bottom line: 

 * The Flyers have been outscored 10-2 in third periods this year. That's unacceptable.

 * The Flyers generated a combined 13 shots in the second and third periods. That's equally unacceptable. Roberto Luongo was leaving out rebounds much of the night but was only truly tested one or two more times after McGinn's second goal.

 * The Flyers lost 70 percent of the faceoffs in this game, including two-thirds of even strength faceoffs and all five special teams faceoffs (0-for-4 on power play, 0-for-1 on PK). That's also unacceptable, too.

 * The Flyers pretty much played scared in the third period, playing like they were skating on eggshells rather than aggressively trying to seize the two points that there were there for the taking. Well, guess what. The eggs broke, and the team came away with nada.

 Vancouver's game-tying goal by Chris Higgins was a tragedy of errors by the Flyers. Nicklas Grossmann, Claude Giroux and Braydon Coburn all made gaffes on this sequence:

 Who or what, exactly, is Giroux covering here? Henrik Sedin has all day behind the net. Then Grossmann abandons Higgins in the slot to challenge Sedin as he starts to swing around the net. Henrik is one of the world's most dangerous playmakers but he's not going to score from where he is. Higgins is the dangerous man. Coburn never rotates over to help his partner.

 Bang, bang: Just like that the game is tied.

 With just 2:25 remaining in regulation, the Canucks would grab the only lead they'd hold or need. The real killer moment in this sequence is a missed opportunity to clear the defensive zone. Once that happened, the Flyers got scrambled in their own end of the ice, and never got re-organized. Seconds later, Ryan Kesler batted a Higgins rebound in for the game-winning goal and his second tally of the game. 

 The Flyers will try again on Thursday when the arch-rival Penguins come to town.

 NOTES AND QUOTES:

 * Craig Berube on the Flyers' third period woes: " Confidence is the biggest thing. You have to go out and take it to the other team in the third period and win the game. We’re kind of sitting back a little bit and waiting for something bad to happen. We have to get over that hump."

 * Claude Giroux on the team's performance: "“We played [our] best game. Like you said, it’s frustrating. Mason made the saves to keep us in the game. Obviously that first goal, there is nothing you can do about it. We are getting better every game, that’s how we all look at it, it’s a fact. If anybody knows anything about hockey, they’ll know we played a good game tonight, we played our best game and it’s a good thing coming right now.”

* Claude Giroux was 7-for-21 on faceoffs, Sean Couturier and Brayden Schenn both went 4-for-14 and Max Talbot was 0-for-1.

 * Giroux had one of the game's best scoring chances, but hit the post to remain goalless through seven games.

 * With ex-Flyer Tom Sestito (eight shifts, 5:25 TOI) in the Vancouver lineup, Berube dressed Jay Rosehill after all. In a tight game, Rosehill (four shifts, 2:38 TOI) and Zac Rinaldo (six shifts, 4:45 TOI) barely played.

 * For much of the game, the Flyers were doing fundamental things a lot better; things that they simply weren't doing before. For instance, on the first shift of the game, Wayne Simmonds alertly helped out Gustafsson by rotating down low to provide support. Also, even though the Flyers spent that entire shift in their own zone, everything was kept to the perimeter.

 * On the Flyers first goal, Grossmann deliberately shot the puck directly at Luongo's feet, hoping for a rebound. He got one, and good things happened from there as McGinn made a beeline for the net. McGinn claimed the rebound and potted it. 

 * The end boards have been springloaded all season. Even apart from Kesler's goal 10 seconds after the McGinn goal, pucks were caroming quickly out in front of the net. There was one play in the second period where a startled Luongo suddenly had the puck come right out in front of him.

 * There were some complaints that the second McGinn goal possibly came off a hand pass by Giroux. From the replay I saw, the puck simply bounced off the back of Giroux's glove or forearm. Although Mark Streit was not credited with an assist on the play (Giroux and Voracek got the helpers), it was Streit who nicely triggered the rush that ended up with McGinn's greasy goal on a fortunate bounce to him. Once again, McGinn went to the net and something good happened. Other Flyers may want to start doing that with greater frequency.

 * I thought Erik Gustafsson had a rock solid game in his 23:03 of ice time. It was also a good game for Kimmo Timonen. In fact, I thought the entire Flyers blueline looked fine until the messups in the third period. 

 *************
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GAME PREVIEW: FLYERS VS. CANUCKS (7:45 AM, EDT) 

 Seeking just their second win of the 2013-14 season, the Philadelphia Flyers (1-5-0) host John Tortorella's Vancouver Canucks (3-3-0). Game time at the Wells Fargo Center is 7 p.m. eastern. The game will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the first of two meetings between the interconference teams this season. They will rematch in Vancouver on Dec. 30.

 The Flyers are coming off consecutive night losses on Friday at home against Phoenix (2-1) and on the road on Saturday in Detroit (5-2). The Canucks have also lost two in row. Last Thursday, the host Canucks were on the wrong end of a 4-1 game with the Sharks for the second time this month. On Saturday, the Canadiens downed the Canucks by the same score.

 Flyers Outlook

 The Flyers five-on-five play has been much improved over the last few games. Unfortunately, the team has continued to struggle to put pucks in the net in any manpower situation, has taken far too many penalties and was let down by both end of special teams in Saturday's 5-2 loss in Detroit.

 With just eight goals scored through their first six games, the Flyers continued a franchise-history worst scoring pace to this juncture of the season. In the last few games, scoring chances have come with much greater frequency, but the results still aren't there.

 Philadelphia is 0 for its last 15 on the power play over the last four games. They went 0-for-2 against Carolina and 0-for-4 against Detroit.

 Through six games, Claude Giroux (one assist), Jakub Voracek (two assists), Wayne Simmonds (one assist), Matt Read (no points), Sean Couturier (two assists), Kimmo Timonen (no points) and Mark Streit (two assists, minus-four) are all still looking for their respective first goals of the season. Erik Gustafsson and Tye McGinn scored the Philly goals in Detroit.

 Backup goaltender Ray Emery had a rough game on Saturday, which was part of the reason why the penalty kill struggled against a Detroit team that had entered the game 0-for-10 on the season. The other part of equation was that the Flyers simply took far too many minor penalties; seven in all, which the Red Wings converted into three of their four goals. The final Detroit goal was an empty netter.

 Steve Mason, who has played very good hockey in all four of his starts to date, will return to the Flyers' net tonight. Otherwise, the team is likely to use the same lineup as Saturday.

Canucks Outlook

 Irascible defense-first coach Tortorella has been understandably displeased with the way his team has defended in most of it first six games. The Canucks have yielded 20 goals to date, including eight in the last two games.

 On Saturday, the Canucks fired 40 shots on Montreal goaltender Carey Price's net but had one goal to show for it. The turning point of the game came at 16:12 of the second period. With the Canucks playing on the power play, the Canadiens cleared the puck down the ice. With Lars Eller coming in on the forecheck, Roberto Luongo stopped the disc behind the net and gave it over to Dan Hamhuis. Here's what happened next:

 The own-goal was a backbreaker for the Canucks. Montreal went on to add a pair of insurance goals in the third period to skate off with a 4-1 win. 

 Henrik Sedin scored the Canucks' only goal on Saturday. Mike Santorelli had the lone tally in

 Thursday's 4-1 loss to San Jose.

 On Saturday, the Canucks went 0-for-3 on the power play with the shorthanded goal against and just 1-for-3 on the penalty kill after entering the game perfect on the PK. For the season, Vancouver is 25th in the NHL on the power play (2-for-19, 10.5 percent) and 3rd on the penalty kill (19-for-21, 90.5 percent) with shorthanded goals scored by defenseman Jason Garrison and forward Brad Richardson.

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 15 Tye McGinn - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 12 Michael Raffl - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 26 Erik Gustafsson

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Scratches: Jay Rosehill (healthy), Andrej Meszaros (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Scott Hartnell (upper-body), Vincent Lecavalier (lower-body), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

CANUCKS

 22 Daniel Sedin - 33 Henrik Sedin - 25 Mike Santorelli

 20 Chris Higgins - 17 Ryan Kesler - 36 Jannik Hansen

 7 David Booth - 15 Brad Richardson - 9 Zack Kassian

 29 Tom Sestito - 32 Dale Weise - 21 Zac Dalpe

 5 Jason Garrison - 3 Kevin Bieksa

 2 Dan Hamhuis - 8 Chris Tanev

 18 Ryan Stanton - 6 Yannick Weber

 1 Roberto Luongo

 [31 Eddie Läck]

Scratches: Andrew Alberts (healthy), Alexander Edler (NHL suspension), Alexandre Burrows (IR, foot), Jordan Schroeder (IR, broken foot), Nicklas Jensen (IR, shoulder).

 *************
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POST-PRACTICE UPDATES (1:30 P.M. EDT)

 Skating, skating, skating. That has been the number one theme that Craig Berube has stressed since taking over as head coach. While there was a lot of discussion about playing with more discipline and taking fewer penalties, a lot of it circled right back to how much and how well the team skates. 

 Berube said today that a major area of concentration now is to avoid drop-offs of energy in the third period. However, he is pleased by what he's seen five-on-five, especially defensively, in the last week. The team has been generating a healthy number of scoring chances at even strength, but needs to bury a few of those along with getting the power play going.

 Kimmo Timonen had an interesting comment about the team's early-season power play woes, saying that he actually expected the club to struggle a bit on the man advantage out of the gates. He said that the team really didn't work at all on the power play during training camp. In the case of the first power play unit, it was largely because two key players -- Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek -- missed time with injuries. It was going to take time to get everyone back on the same page.

 Timonen strongly re-emphasized the need for better skating as a team, including himself. He said that the team becomes tough to play against when they are skating well, and there has been improvement in that over the last few games. That's why the breakouts have been better and why the club generally outplayed its last two opponents at even strength. 

 Of course, the team is not going to win many games taking the number (and type) of penalties they've taken in the last few games. That point was stressed again today by Berube, Timonen and Mark Streit, among others.

 Notes:

 * The Flyers practiced today with the same line combinations they used in Detroit. Andrej Meszaros and Jay Rosehill will be healthy scratches again tomorrow night, along with Hal Gill. Steve Mason will start in goal tomorrow in all probability. The line combos were as follows:

 15 Tye McGinn - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 12 Michael Raffl - 10 Brayden Schenn - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 26 Erik Gustafsson

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 * Berube said that the main reason why Luke Schenn has played the least ice time among the Flyers' defensemen this season is that the club has not played with a lead and his main role is as a shutdown defenseman. While that may be true, it should also be noted that both Berube and Laviolette before him have had Braydon Coburn and Nicklas Grossmann (reunited as a pairing in the last three games at five-on-five) above Schenn in the preferred penalty killing rotation. 

 * Erik Gustafsson acknowledged that he did not have nearly as strong of a training camp as he had hoped, and that he has every intention of making the most of his chance now to re-enter the starting six. Gustafsson also acknowledged that he'd spoken to Tre Kronor's Peter Popovic when Popovic was in town the other day but said that he is not thinking at all right now about his chances of playing in the Olympics. All focus is on staying in the lineup and helping the Flyers. However, Gus does feel that he opened some eyes on the national team with his play at the World Championships and was thrilled to be invited to the Swedes' Olympic orientation before the start of NHL camp. 

 CRAIG BERUBE ON PLAY IN LAST GAME

 KIMMO TIMONEN TALKS ABOUT SPECIAL TEAMS ADJUSTMENTS

 ****************

Monday Quick Hits

 * The Flyers took a complete day off yesterday, following their back-to-back games on Friday (2-1 home loss to Phoenix) and Saturday (5-2 road loss to Detroit). They return to practice today at the Skate Zone in Voorhees. Practice is slated to start at 10:30 a.m. and the session, as always, is free and open to the public. 

 I will have a post-practice update to today's blog.

 * Ray Emery has yielded eight goals in his two regular season starts to date; four apiece in the Montreal and Detroit games, with a save percentage of .873. That's pretty ugly looking but keep in mind that this is a very small sampling of games, just at Steve Mason's sublime overall play in his first six starts is just a small segment of a very long season. 

 I thought Emery's stat line from the game against the Habs was deceptive. The veteran goal pretty much singlehandedly kept the Flyers in that game for two periods (Philly trailed 1-0 at the second intermission despite being thoroughly outplayed), and he had no chance whatsoever on any of the three goals Montreal scored in the third period. 

 The first was a weird carom off the end boards directly to a wide open Lars Eller -- and the shot by Eller was probably going to go across the crease and stay out until Andrej Meszaros accidentally re-directed the puck into the cage. 

 The second came off a 2-on-1 at point blank range with the Habs already on a 5-on-3 power play. Nicklas Grossmann blocked an initial shot by P.K. Subban and the puck went right to Alex Galchenyuk. From there, Galchenyuk slid a cross-ice pass through Braydon Coburn, where an awaiting Brendan Gallagher had an easy tap-in.

 The final goal came in the last minute of regulation with the Habs on another power play. Claude Giroux turned over a puck at center ice and the Habs had all sorts of time and space for Brian Gionta to feather a pass to a wide open Rene Bourque in the slot, and for Bourque to pick a spot from point blank range. Bourque hit his target perfectly.

 No goalie in the world was going to stop any of those three chances, so to say Emery had a bad first start of the season is unfair. However, in Saturday's game in Detroit, I think Emery's unsightly stat line (4 goals against on 29 shots) was an accurate reflection of the goaltender's performance. 

 Emery looked bad on Todd Bertuzzi's wraparound power play that opened the scoring. He had both of his defensemen behind the net on the play and no forward rotated down low to cover (Max Talbot was the closest forward) as the third Wing behind the net, Bertuzzi stepped out in front. However, Emery never got set and Bertuzzi was able to put the puck in through the five-hole. 

 The Niklas Kronwall power play goal that gave Detroit a 2-0 lead in the second period came in the waning seconds of a 5-on-4. Detroit worked the puck at will around the offensive zone with the Flyers penalty killers unable to gain control and clear the disc to safety. Finally, Kronwall pinched up to the top of the circle, received the puck on a cross-ice feed and beat Emery to the short side. . It wasn't like Kronwall's shot was overpowering or picked the top corner with a puck-sized opening. 

 The Flyers trailed 2-1 entering the third period. Pavel Datsyuk gave his team some insurance with a backhand power play goal from between the circles. The shot beat Emery low to the stick side. Now, Emery was partially screened on the play and Datsyuk possesses one of the best backhanders in the world. Also, many goaltenders will tell you that backhanders can be among the trickiest shots to stop because the release point is hidden from them. Even so, Emery never reacted to the shot until the puck was already going past him. 

 The final non-empty net Detroit goal was their lone even strength goal of the game. It came off the line rush, with Henrik Zetterberg getting a little bit of separation from Claude Giroux and snapping off a shot that beat Emery to the glove side as Zetterberg moved left across the center medium-range. Zetterberg, like Datsyuk, is one of the NHL's most dangerous and creative players. This wasn't an easy save opportunity but was still one that the Flyers needed their goalie to make after Philly had closed the deficit back to 3-2.

 I would expect that Steve Mason will get the next two starts for the Flyers. They'll be tough challenges, with the Vancouver Canucks coming to town tomorrow and the Pittsburgh Penguins on the way on Thursday. 

 If Mason continues to do well, Emery may not play again this month. Looking ahead on the schedule, the Flyers do not have back-to-back games again until November 1st (home against Washington) and 2nd (in New Jersey). The latter game is a Saturday afternoon contest after a night game on Friday. The Flyers will almost definitely use Emery in one of those games. 

 * The Adirondack Phantoms have a 2 p.m. road game today against the Albany Devils. Additionally, prospects Anthony Stolarz (London @ Kitchener) and Scott Laughton (Oshawa hosting Saginaw) are in OHL action this afternoon. I will have a roundup on all three games in an evening update to this blog.

 *******
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PENALTY BOX PARADE PROVES COSTLY: RED WINGS 5 - FLYERS 2

 When things are going well for a hockey team, it finds different ways to win. One night, it might be the goaltending that carries the day. Another night, it might be a couple of role players who provide the offense in a game where the top line is held quiet. 

 All along, however, a winning team has to have a central identity. Is it a team that often grinds out low-scoring wins through superior board work? Is it a puck possession team? It is a club loaded with speed? The specifics don't really matter as much as the construction of the roster to execute that style and the level of team-wide commitment to sticking with the program.

 When a team is going well, it can face different sorts of adversity and still find their way to victory. It can win 6-4 or 2-1 if it needs to. The ride may not always be smooth, but they have faith in the process of getting to their destination.

 The opposite is also true.

 When a team struggles, it finds different ways to lose. Last night, the Philadelphia Flyers fell to 1-5-0 on the 2013-14 regular season because the club took too many penalties, could not kill them off and got a subpar goaltending performance from Ray Emery. The Flyers lost 5-2 to the Detroit Red Wings.

 The penalty killing and goaltending have generally been team strengths in the early going of this season. However, the underlying problems that led to the game outcome were issues that have been all too familiar.

 The Flyers do not skate well enough as a team. When a team does not skate well enough, it takes too many minor penalties. When a team is not quick enough, either on its feet or in terms of its decision-making, critical puck battles are generally lost instead of won. 

 New coach Craig Berube inherited a team that lacked an identity and lacked both physical and mental quickness. Former coach Peter Laviolette had a system -- an identity --- he wanted for his team but for a variety of reasons, that identity (an up-tempo, attacking team) got misplaced and was never recovered. 

 Without a doubt, some of the root cause of the issue lay in not having the right personnel to be able to win by attacking aggressively on forechecks, breakouts and counter-rushes yet also being fast and alert enough to provide backchecking support. 

 The other part of the equation was that the players had tuned him out and there was no cohesion anymore. The Flyers of Laviolette's last days were about as far from an up-tempo team as you could get. They couldn't score a goal to save their lives and it wasn't like they'd suddenly become a defensive brick wall, either. 

 That was NOT all the coach's fault by any means. That blame was also shared by the players themselves and by general manager Paul Holmgren as well.

 There is often a tendency among fans to rip and tear at individual players when things are going poorly (or, in the hotbed of negativity that is Philadelphia, even when the team wins). I see it wasted energy and an exercise in futility. The Flyers are NOT losing because so-and-so is or is not in the lineup or because X player is being misused or because the team really ought to trade/waive whomever the Roman Chorus is currently displeased. 

 The team was -- and still is -- suffering from an all-encompassing lack of identity and confidence. It did not get that way overnight nor will it be magically fixed overnight. That's not to say that Holmgren doesn't need to make improvements to the roster mix, but it does mean that Berube and company can't be worried about that. Teams have gotten to the playoffs with lesser on-paper personnel than the current Flyers have.

 Let's be honest here: The Flyers are already behind the eight ball this season. Training camp and the preseason were a mess. The team is already four games below .500 and Berube and company are trying to play catch-up with some very difficult opponents coming up on the schedule.

 Berube has spent much of his first week as head coach emphasizing improved skating, team defense and puck support. Although the team has made small steps in that direction -- the five-on-five play and overall team defense has been better this past week, and the club is generating a higher volume of scoring chances. 

 Last night, there were some hopeful chance-generating signs from the likes of Claude Giroux and Matt Read. The team got a goal from Erik Gustafsson (playing in place of healthy scratch Andrej Meszaros) and from Tye McGinn in their first appearances of the 2013-14 regular season. Michael Raffl showed off some speed in his NHL debut.

 It's progress but it's still not enough to win. 

 A team isn't going to win when it scores eight goals in six games --- which remains the worst offensive start in franchise history through the equivalent number of games. It isn't going to win when it puts itself shorthanded the most times in the league.

 Last night, Emery looked bad on two of the four goals he yielded. You knew the Red Wings, who entered the game 0-for-the-season on the power play with just 10 opportunities, were bound to start getting more power plays and start scoring on a few. However, allowing the Red Wings to explode for a 3-for-7 night on the man advantage is a guaranteed recipe for losing to them.

 Additionally, the Red Wings two deadliest players -- Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk -- were able to get themselves a little bit of time and operating room. That often means the next faceoff is as center ice. Maintaining tight checking on those two players for a full game is easier said than done, but they need to at least be contained a little better defensively.

 When Berube took over as coach, things were such a mess that Flyers needed a Bob Beamon-like leap in team identity, execution and confidence to get to a place where they could be expected to win on a regular basis. They've taken some toddler steps in that direction but, in the meantime, there are two more losses on the ledger. 

 All Berube and his staff can do at this point is prepare the team to play the Canucks and Penguins this week and at least continue to try and make this Flyers squad a tougher team to beat than they've been through most of the first six games. 

 *************

PHANTOMS GET SWEPT IN HOME-AND-HOME WITH HARTFORD

 The Adirondack Phantoms fell to 1-1-0-1 on the regular season, dropping their home opener to the Hartford Wolf Pack by a 3-2 score. On Friday in Hartford, the Wolf Pack downed the Phantoms, 5-4, via shootout.

 Mark Alt and Ben Holmstrom scored for Terry Murray's club last night, while Petr Straka and Nick Cousins picked up an assist apiece. In his first start of the regular season, Cal Heeter stopped 27 of 30 shots.

 *************

DINEEN AND SLANEY HONORED WITH AHL HALL OF FAME INDUCTION

 On Friday, the American Hockey League announced that longtime Phantoms/Flyers defenseman John Slaney and former Flyers head coach Bill Dineen are among the four honorees in the AHL's Hall of Fame induction class of 2014. Al MacNeil and Bob Perreault are the other two inductees.

 Former Flyers captain and current Florida Panthers head coach Kevin Dineen was understandably thrilled by the news of his 81-year-old father's selection for the honor.

 "This is a great honor for him and the family," he wrote via e-mail. "We have deep roots with the AHL with 4 of 5 boys playing there as well as Dad. We can track what cities my dad played for by the birth cities of the six kids! He was an excellent player and a well respected coach. He still keeps in touch with many of his former players from his Adirondack days and there is not a rink my brothers and I go to that we will have someone come up to us and ask how is dad doing."

 As a coach, Bill Dineen enjoyed championship winning success with the WHA's Houston Aeros as well as the AHL's Adirondack Red Wings. He took on the head coaching job for Adirondack1983-84, where he remained for six seasons.

 Under Bill Dineen’s patient tutelage, Adirondack won two Calder Cup championships before he stepped down in 1989 in favor of the much younger Barry Melrose. During his tenure, "the Fox" also gained the nickname "Lt. Columbo", in honor of the television detective who feigned ineptitude but was actually supremely skilled.

 Later, Bill Dineen went on to be a scout and head coach in the NHL with the Flyers. Among the players he coached were son Kevin, Mark Howe (a reunion from their days in the WHA) and a rookie Eric Lindros. For more on the Philadelphia father-son journey of Bill and Kevin Dineen, see my Great Moments article on Flyers.nhl.com.

 Slaney, 41, was one of the most prolific offensive defensemen in the AHL during the mid-1990s to mid-2000s. He spent seven seasons with the Phantoms from 2000-01 to 2006-07, playing a leading role on the blueline of the 2004-05 Calder Cup champions. He also played 268 games in the NHL, including five with the Flyers, but it was at the American League level where he stood out as a top point-producing defenseman. 

 Slaney won a pair of Eddie Shore Awards (the AHL's version of the Norris Trophy) during his stint with the Phantoms. His best statistical season in Philadelphia came in 2001-02 when he won the Shore on the strength of a 20-goal, 59-point campaign. Slaney has moved on to coaching after his retirement as an active player in 2011.
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UPDATE 6:00 PM EDT

 On a weekly basis, I plan to host Flyers Buzz Podcasts here on HockeyBuzz. In this week's debut episode, I take a look at the first week of the Craig Berube era, preview tonight's game against Detroit and update you on three top Flyers prospects.

 **********

 UPDATE 12:15 PM EDT

 The Flyers have recalled Michael Raffl and Tye McGinn from the Phantoms. 

 **********

GAME PREVIEW: FLYERS @ RED WINGS (12:45 AM, EDT) 

 Playing the back end of games on consecutive nights, the Philadelphia Flyers (1-4-0) head to the Motor City to take on the Detroit Red Wings (2-2-0). Game time is 7 p.m. eastern. The game will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 With Detroit moving from the Western to Eastern Conference this season, Saturday's game marks the first of three meetings between the teams this season. The next will take place in Detroit on Dec. 4. The lone meeting of the season in Philly will take place on Jan. 28.

 Joe Louis Arena has been a very inhospitable place for the Flyers in the last few decades. Excluding the two games in Detroit during the 1997 Stanley Cup Finals, the Flyers are 1-15-2-0 in their last 18 road games against the Wings (1-17-2-0 if you count the 1997 Stanley Cup Finals). Back on January 2, 2011, the Flyers took a 3-2 decision in Detroit, snapping a losing streak that dated back to Nov. 4, 1988.

 Flyers Outlook

 The Flyers did not play badly overall against the Phoenix Coyotes in a 2-1 loss on Friday night but their inability to put the puck in the net continued. The six goals the Flyers have scored thus far is the fewest in franchise history through the first five games of a season.

 Philadelphia lost forwards Scott Hartnell (upper-body injury) and Vincent Lecavalier (lower-body injury) in the game against the Coyotes. Per Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren, both players are expected to miss at least a week of action.

 On Friday, Steve Mason had another strong outing in net for the Flyers. With games on back-to-back nights, Ray Emery is likely to get his second start of the season in Saturday's game. 

 Emery played better than the stat line from his first start of the season (four goals allowed on 30 shots in a 4-1 loss to Montreal) would indicate. The Flyers were thoroughly outplayed in that game, and Emery kept the team close for two periods before the Habs broke through to turn a 1-0 lead into a three-goal cushion. He had little to no chance on three of the four goals he allowed in that game.

 As of this writing, no call-ups from Adirondack have officially been announced but the Flyers are certain to call up at least one and possibly two players from the Phantoms. It is a solid bet that Michael Raffl (who had a goal and assist on Friday and has three points in his first two AHL games) will be a callup. 

 If there is a second callup along with Raffl, the possibilities include Tye McGinn, Jason Akeson or Ben Holmstrom. The Flyers could also simply dress Kris Newbury and Raffl, carrying the minimum 12 forwards for Saturday's game.

 Philadelphia is 0 for its last 11 on the power play over the last three games. They went 0-for-2 against Carolina, 0-for-5 against Florida including a failed five-minute 5-on-4 manpower advantage, and 0-for-4 against Phoenix. Overall, Philly has slipped to 2-for-23 (8.7 percent, 28th in the NHL) through the first five matches.

 Flyers captain Claude Giroux is still looking for his first point of the 2013-14 season, and has been forcing the play. Jakub Voracek has just one point -- an assist -- through the first five matches. The team's scoring malaise has been a club-wide problem thus far, but these two players in particular are the ones the team relies upon to backbone the offense.

 The Flyers penalty kill has generally been a strength this season and went 5-for-6 against Phoenix, bringing the season total to date to 22-for-26 (84.6 percent, tied for 10th in the NHL). However, what's hidden within those totals is the fact that the Flyers enter Saturday's game as the most penalized team in the NHL. The late second-period Oliver Ekman-Larsson goal that proved to be the game-winner for the Coyotes was a power play goal scored 13 seconds after Zac Rinaldo took a terrible high-sticking penalty.

Red Wings Outlook

 After opening the regular season with back-to-back wins, the Red Wings have lost two in a row in rather ugly fashion. Last Saturday, the Red Wings got clipped, 4-1, in Boston. On Thursday, Detroit sustained a 4-2 home loss to Phoenix. 

 Red Wings coach Mike Babcock was not a happy man with his team's performance in Thursday's game. He chastised his club for getting outworked by Dave Tippett's Coyotes. The line of Stephen Weiss, Daniel Alfredsson and Johan Franzén had an especially brutal night against the Coyotes.

 Joakim Andersson and Jonathan Ericsson tallied for the Wings in Thursday's loss. Jimmy Howard stopped 34 of 37 shots -- the final Phoenix goal was an empty netter -- in a losing cause. 

 The Red Wings' 0-for-2 on the power play against the Coyotes reflected dual problems for the team to date -- they are not drawing enough penalties on the opposition (just 10 to date; among the bottom five in the NHL) and they are the only team in the NHL that has yet to score a power play goal thus far in the season. On the PK, the Red Wings are 8-for-10 thus far, including 2-for-2 last game.

 Henrik Zetterberg leads the Red Wings in scoring to date with three points (two goals, one assist) but was held off the scoreboard by the Coyotes. The ever-dangerous Pavel Datsyuk (one goal, one assist) was also kept scoreless on Thursday.

 Babcock sent a bit of a message to veteran forward Mikael Samuelsson by making the former 30-goal scorer a healthy scratch in last Saturday's game against Boston. The 36-year-old Swede returned to the lineup on Thursday but skated just 10 shifts over 7:03 of ice time. He's been used sparingly all season, actually, but did score a goal in the regular season opener against Buffalo.

 Daniel Cleary, who spurned the Flyers in the preseason to return to Detroit, is pointless through the first four games of the season. He's averaging 14:24 of ice time per game.

 One Wings player who is off to a strong start is hard-hitting defenseman Niklas Kronwall. The 32-year-old continues to log heavy duty ice time for his team, and the Flyers had better skate with their heads up around him. He also has a pair of assists and a plus-four rating to show for his four games to date. 

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 10 Brayden Schenn - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read - 14 Sean Couturier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 12 Michael Raffl - 25 Max Talbot - 18 Adam Hall

 15 Tye McGinn - 45 Kris Newbury- 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 29 Ray Emery

 [35 Steve Mason]

Scratches: Jay Rosehill or Tye McGinn (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Scott Hartnell (upper-body), Vincent Lecavalier (lower-body), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

RED WINGS

 40 Henrik Zetterberg - 13 Pavel Datsyuk - 8 Justin Abdelkader

 93 Johan Franzén - 90 Stephen Weiss - 11 Daniel Alfredsson

 71 Daniel Cleary - 18 Joakim Andersson - 44 Todd Bertuzzi

 20 Drew Miller - 25 Cory Emmerton - 37 Mikael Samuelsson

 55 Niklas Kronwall - 52 Jonathan Ericsson

 65 Danny DeKeyser - 4 Jakub Kindl

 27 Kyle Quincey - 2 Brendan Smith

 35 Jimmy Howard

 [34 Petr Mrazek]

Scratches: Jordin Tootoo (healthy), Tomas Tatar (healthy), Brian Lashoff (healthy), Patrick Eaves (LTIR, knee and ankle), Darren Helm (LTIR, back), Jonas Gustavsson (IR, groin).

 ***********

WRAPUP: COYOTES 2 - FLYERS 1

 After a terrible preseason, a pair of awful efforts in their second and third games of the season, an 0-3-0 start and a coaching change, the Flyers really had nowhere to go but up. Their 2-1 win over the Florida Panthers on Tuesday was a baby step in the right direction.

 Friday night's game against Phoenix was actually an overall improvement on the Florida game. The Flyers played reasonably solid defense, displaying better coverages (stick and body positioning were improved) and breakouts. The goaltending remained very solid. At junctures of the game, especially in the first period, Philadelphia's forechecking pressure was also better and more sustained than the last game. 

 Offensively, the Flyers generated plenty of scoring chances.

 There was a pair of two-on-one rushes during the game involving Brayden Schenn and (pre-injury) Vincent Lecavalier. Adam Hall had a first-period penalty shot opportunity after getting tripped up on a shorthanded breakaway. There were a few other golden scoring opportunities such as when Matt Read had a one-timer opportunity in prime scoring range, Wayne Simmonds had three quarters of a net to shoot at after getting to a rebound on the doorstep, and when Jakub Voracek broke the Phoenix penalty killing box and found an open Brayden Schenn in the middle of it. 

 Unfortunately, scoring chances don't mean a thing when you don't finish them. 

 The Flyers came up empty on each and every one of the aforementioned chances, as well as on all four shots on goal generated by Giroux. In total, they produced one measly goal for the fourth time in five games. That's simply not going to win very many hockey games. 

 First and foremost, the Flyers still aren't getting enough traffic the net for deflection and rebound opportunities. The lone goal they scored on Friday came off a Max Talbot deflection of a Zac Rinaldo shot, after some good initial forechecking work and a centering feed by Sean Couturier. I thought Couturier was Philly's best shift-in and shift-out forward on Friday. 

 Moving forward, however, the Flyers did lay a bit of foundation work on Friday for starting to put some more pucks in the net. Very often, offensively slumping teams and players emerge from those slumps in stages. 

 Stage one is generating increased chances. Stage two is scratching out a few more hustle goals on loose pucks. deflections and bang-bang goals off turnovers. Keep at it long enough and the pretty line rush goals might come back, too. Right now, the Flyers are only at stage one but that's better than where they were last Saturday in Montreal and Sunday in Carolina.

 Rinaldo, an emotional player who has to push the physical play envelope to be successful, fell on the wrong side of the fine discipline line three different times in this game. First, he got an offensive zone charging minor (and subsequently more than held his own in a fight with the bigger Paul Bissonnette after starting slowly in the bout). 

 Shortly after assisting on Talbot's game-tying goal, Rinaldo took a horrendous retaliatory high sticking penalty after the whistle. That led seconds later to Oliver Ekman-Larsson stepping around Talbot to snap a shot off the tip of Mason's glove into the net with just 13 seconds left in the second period. Philly never did find another equalizer.

 Early in the third period, Rinaldo took his third minor of the game for cross-checking Bissonnette near the Flyers net. The Coyotes' enforcer used the opportunity to barrel into Mason forearm first. Philadelphia survived the kill.

 With 1:48 remaining in regulation, Andrej Meszaros took a holding penalty that put the team shorthanded for the rest of the game. He then argued with the officials, drawing an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty (which would have come into play as a 4-on-3 disadvantage had the Flyers scored to tie the game and send the match to overtime) and then complained even more vociferously to earn a 10-minute misconduct. 

 The Flyers got Mason pulled for an extra attacker, and spent a fair amount of time in the final minute in the offensive zone but to no avail.

 NOTES AND OBSERVATIONS

 * Luke Schenn's ice time thus far this season has been cut drastically. He is averaging exactly 15 minutes per game through the first five games; the least among the Flyers' six starters and a playing-time cut of seven minutes per game compared to last season. Between this drastic reduction of ice time and the recent comments made by TSN's Darren Dreger, I am wondering whether Schenn has gotten himself in the doghouse. Since Berube has made reference to being unhappy with some players' "skating shape" from training camp onward (not the same thing as muscular shape and body-fat percentages, as Berube noted on Thursday), I think number 22 may be one of the guys that Chief is unhappy with right now.

 * The Flyers won 52 percent of their faceoffs this game, led by Couturier's 10-for-17 showing. Faceoffs were one of the main areas that Couturier wanted to improve upon from his first two NHL seasons. He added some muscle over the summer. That has helped him both on the boards and on faceoffs. So, too, has the evolutionary process of becoming a bit more experienced in the NHL. To date, Couturier has won a robust 57.5 percent of his draws. He has also had a much stronger stick and has been noticeably tougher to bump off pucks than he was last season.

 * In my opinion, the reunited pairing of Braydon Coburn and Nicklas Grossmann has been the best of Philadelphia's three defense pairings since the coaching change and juggling of all three units. Coburn in particular has strung back-to-back excellent games together. I thought Grossmann was better in the Florida game than against Phoenix.

 * I did not see how either Scott Hartnell (four shifts, 3:28 TOI) or Lecavalier (13 shifts, 12:42 TOI) got hurt. Their injuries forced Craig Berube to do a lot of line juggling.

 * Adam Hall's unsuccessful penalty shot saw the checking forward move in slowly and try a couple of dekes on Phoenix netminder Thomas Greiss. Hall then lost control of the puck, but it nearly fooled Greiss and slid under the goaltender's pads. The puck lay just in front of the goal line near the left post when it came to a stop.

 * The Camden Courier Post's Dave Isaac made the official three-star selection in this game, choosing Greiss as the first star, Ekman-Larsson as the second and Mason third. 

 *******

RAFFL IMPRESSES, PHANTOMS LOSE VIA SHOOTOUT

 The Adirondack Phantoms were unable to protect a 3-1 lead and fell to the host Hartford Wolfpack, 5-4, via shootout on Friday night. The two teams will rematch in Glens Falls on Saturday in the Phantoms home opener.

 Michael Raffl scored his first North American goal in this game, and later added an assist. The Austrian winger, who is probably the top candidate to get called up to the Flyers following Friday's injuries to Scott Hartnell and Vincent Lecavalier, has three points in his first two AHL regular season games.

 The Phantoms also got two-point games from defenseman Bruno Gervais (one goal, one assist) and winger Petr Straka (two assists). Rob Bordson and Chris VandeVelde supplied the other goals for the Phantoms. The Phantoms outshot the Wolf Pack by a 35-20 margin for the game. 

 As is common in the front end of home-and-home matchups, especially in the AHL, this was a chippy, penalty- and fight-filled match. Meanwhile, while it was a productive offensive night for the line of Raffl, Straka and Ben Holmstrom, it was a tough night for the trio of Jason Akeson, Tye McGinn and Nick Cousins. They came up blank on the score sheet and were on the ice for at least two even strength goals by Hartford.

 **************

SATURDAY QUICK HITS

 * Congratulations go out to former Phantoms/Flyers defenseman John Slaney and former Flyers head coach and scout Bill Dineen (a highly successful AHL coach for Adirondack when they were affiliated with the Red Wings) for their inductions into the AHL Hall of Fame. 

 I will have more about this in a special section in Sunday's blog, including reaction to news of the well-deserved honor for the Dineen patriarch by former Flyers captain and current Florida Panthers head coach, Kevin Dineen.

 * Flyers 2012 first-round pick Scott Laughton figured in the scoring of both Oshawa Generals goals in his team's 2-1 win over the Barrie Colts on Friday night. With a goal and an assist in the match, the OHL's Player of the Week for last week ran his season totals to five goals and seven assists in five games since being re-assigned to his junior club after making the Flyers' opening night roster.

 * Flyers 2013 first-round pick Samuel Morin is slated to return to the lineup for the Rimouski Oceanic on Saturday night. He had been sidelined with a hand injury.

 * Flyers 2013 second-round pick Robert Hägg has been getting sparing ice time in recent games for Swedish Hockey League club Modo. The 18-year-old is essentially being used as his club's sixth defenseman right now. The offensively skilled youngster has not been getting any power play time in about the last six games, but has gotten a bit of penalty killing work in addition to third-pairing duty at even strength. Modo has a road game against Färjestad on Saturday.

 * Flyers 2012 second-round pick Anthony Stolarz had the evening off on Friday when his London Knights club was in action against Belleville; a 6-1 win for the Knights. He should get the start on Monday afternoon in Kitchener.

 *************

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.

 Click below to follow me on Twitter:
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GAME PREVIEW (7:45 AM, EDT) 

 Coming off a 2-1 win in Craig Berube's NHL head coaching debut, the Philadelphia Flyers (1-3-0) return to action at the Wells Fargo Center tonight taking on Dave Tippett's Phoenix Coyotes (2-2-0). Game time is at 7 p.m. eastern. The game will be televised locally on CSN Philly.

 This is the first of two meetings between the teams this season. The next will take place in Arizona on January 4. 

 Flyers Outlook

 The Flyers' win on Tuesday was less-than-artistic but was much needed. Two early goals, a five-for-five performance on the penalty kill and outstanding goaltending by Steve Mason were just enough to win. 

 In the early days of his head coaching tenure, Berube has emphasized the need for the team to improve its skating. Yesterday, he said that the team needs to "skate quicker and think quicker," noting that the two are intertwined. 

 Overall, the team still needs to improve its breakouts, puck management and overall consistency in all three zones. In recent years, the Flyers have often struggled playing against teams similar to Phoenix. The Coyotes generally play a very defensively disciplined style and are a tough team against whom to carry the puck into the offensive zone. 

 In the Coyotes' case, it is also tough to wrap the puck around deep, because goaltender Mike Smith is arguably the top puckhandling goalie in the NHL today (Mason is up near the top as well). Smith started in goal last night in the Coyotes' 4-2 win in Detroit. That means there is a chance that backup Thomas Greiss could get his first start of the 2013-14 season. 

 Assuming Smith starts, and if the carry-in is not there for the Flyers on the attack, the forwards may need to execute soft flips into the corners to force the Phoenix defensemen to retrieve the puck. To win the puck on the forecheck, that means Philly's players had better keep their feet moving.

 The same thing goes for defensive play: the Flyers need to skate and support one another better than they have for much of the early season.

 The Flyers have gotten solid goaltending for the most part in the first four games of the season. Mason has been especially good. That has enabled the team to stay close in games, and have a chance to win if other things fall in place.

 Berube indicated yesterday that he is not planning any immediate line changes from the combinations he used in the Florida game. In the meantime, top line center Claude Giroux will look tonight for his first point of the young season. The team as a whole will look to get going offensively, after scoring a total of five goals in the first four games.

 Defenseman Braydon Coburn said after Tuesday's game that there's "no time for negativity" right now. With a win tonight and a solid performance tomorrow night in Detroit, the Flyers will have a chance to gain some equilibrium.

Coyotes Outlook

 The Coyotes bounced back from two consecutive losses with a strong road performance in last night's 4-2 win against Detroit. Smith made 28 saves, while Derek Morris, Mikkel Boedker, Michael Stone and Antoine Vermette (empty net) provided the goal support. 

 Last night, the Coyotes grabbed an early lead on Morris' goal directly off a faceoff win by Vermette. They took a 1-0 lead to the locker room at the first intermission. In the middle stanza, Detroit scored closely spaced back-to-back goals to briefly take a 2-1 lead but the Coyotes struck right back. Boedker claimed a deflected puck and scored by moving to his left and elevating a shot under the crossbar. 

 The game remained tied at 2-2 until there was just 4:47 remaining in regulation. Stone broke the tie moments after the expiration of a Coyotes power play, taking a pass from Mike Ribeiro and firing a shot home through a screen in front. Vermette sealed the 4-2 win with an empty net goal in the final minute.

 Moving forward, special teams are arguably the primary area that Tippett's team will need to improve upon to better their 2-2-0 start. The Coyotes are just 11.1 percent on the power play and 68.8 percent on the power play. Also, while the team is generating a healthy average of 31.8 shots per game in the early going, the Coyotes have uncharacteristically given up 33.2 shots per game thus far. The latter stat ranks in the NHL's bottom six to date.

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 17 Wayne Simmonds 

 10 Brayden Schenn - 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 93 Jakub Voracek

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read 

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 22 Luke Schenn

 32 Mark Streit - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

Scratches: Kris Newbury (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

COYOTES

 89 Mikkel Boedker - 50 Antoine Vermette - 19 Shane Doan

 63 Mike Ribeiro - 11 Martin Hanzal - 17 Radim Vrbata

 28 Lauri Korpikoski - 24 Kyle Chipchura - 18 David Moss

 36 Rob Klinkhammer - 34 Tim Kennedy - 12 Paul Bissonnette

 23 Oliver Ekman-Larsson - 4 Zbynek Michalek

 3 Keith Yandle - 53 Derek Morris

 16 Rostislav Klesla - 26 Michael Stone

 41 Mike Smith/ 1 Thomas Greiss

Scratches: David Rundblad (healthy), David Schlemko (healthy), Brandon Yip (healthy).
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UPDATE 1:15 PM EDT

Post-Practice Report

 Today's Flyers practice was a very skating-intensive session, running about 45 minutes. Get used to seeing the team do a lot of skating at practice, because it is probably the number one area that Craig Berube wants to emphasize right now. 

 "We need to get quicker as a team," said Berube. "We need to skate quicker, and improve our skating conditions. We need to think quicker, too. Those things go hand-in-hand."

 Another interesting development today was the fact that Ian Laperriere said that one of his pet projects as a new assistant coach is to help Zac Rinaldo become a penalty killer in the NHL; which has been a stated goal of Rinaldo's pretty much ever since his rookie season. 

 "Zac has the speed, and he really wants to learn," said Laperriere. "He's always asking questions."

 Rinaldo said that he considers Laperriere his mentor and would like to emulate his own game as closely as possible to the one that enabled Laperriere to play over 1,000 games in the NHL as a checker, penalty killer and agitator. 

 "Just in the last four days, he's given me all sorts of pointers, things I'd never even thought about," said Rinaldo.

 Side note: Berube said he does not plan any line changes right now from the Florida game. Although he wouldn't say who is starting in net against the Coyotes, all indications were that Steve Mason would get his fourth start in the season's fifth game. That's especially true with Mason coming off a stellar performance on Tuesday.

 ***********

REFS GOT IT RIGHT

 Yesterday, I had the pleasure of speaking by phone and communicating by email respectively with a pair of longtime NHL referees, Paul Stewart and Kerry Fraser. I asked both about the situation in Tuesday's game in which referees Kelly Sutherland and Darcy Burchell gave Craig Berube the choice between a four-minute five-on-four penalty and a two minute five-on-three.

 Both men confirmed that the situation had been handled correctly, according to the rulebook. 

 In case you didn't see the game, here's what happened: Philadelphia's Jay Rosehill was called for a delayed-penalty roughing minor behind the play. The Flyers touched up for the stoppage and Rosehill started to skate toward the penalty box. As he did, a fracas ensued at centre ice. Rosehill saw it, left the box and jumped into the scrum.

 After Sutherland and Burchell conferred with each other, they skated over to Flyers' head coach Craig Berube. According to Berube, he was given a choice between a four-minute 5-on-4 or a two-minute 5-on-3. Rosehill also got a 10-minute misconduct in addition to a pair of separate roughing minors -- one before the whistle and one after the whistle -- and there were offsetting minors to Philly's Zac Rinaldo and Florida's Tomas Kopecky.

 Fraser, who was kind enough to respond at length to my email within an hour and then used our correspondence as a rule-teaching topic in his "C'Mon Ref" column at TSN.ca, told me that he had this situation happen more than once in his own refereeing career.

 According to the NHL rulebook, when there are multiple but uneven minor penalties assessed to both teams for after-the-whistle infractions following a previous delayed penalty, the coach of the team with the extra penalties gets to decide which penalties he wants to be treated as offsetting penalties. 

 Since Rosehill took a penalty before the whistle, the Flyers were already going be shorthanded 5-on-4 for two minutes. When the after-the-whistle fracas developed, Berube had the choice of either: 

 a) having Rinaldo and Kopecky penalties offset (with no additional change in manpower) and Rosehill's second minor penalty being tacked onto the first for four minutes of 5-on-4 shorthanded time, or 

 b) having the Kopecky and second Rosehill penalties offset and having Rinaldo's minor served as the extra penalty, which would have meant Rinaldo and Rosehill concurrently serving two-minute minors and the Panthers playing 5-on-3 for that span.

 Berube, of course, chose the first option. The odds killing off four minutes (or even five minutes, as the Panthers later did) of 5-on-4 time are significantly better than surviving a 5-on-3 unscathed for two minutes.

 "I have never seen a coach prefer the 5-on-3 but the choice is theirs to make," Fraser wrote.

 After Tuesday's game, Berube said that the coach on the bench being given a choice of two different penalty manpower options for his team was an unfamiliar situation to him during his lengthy career as a player and coach (spent primarily as an assistant). However, he didn't need any lengthy explanation of the NHL rulebook scenario from Sutherland and Burchell to know which choice to make. 

 The discussion with the officials was brief, and the choice was immediate.

 Reached by phone during a trip to Russia, where he now serves part-time an officiating consultant with the KHL, Stewart said that the situation was handled correctly all the way around. The referees, led by the experienced Sutherland, knew the rulebook thoroughly enough to know exactly what they were supposed to do before assessing the penalties and "canceling" the Rinaldo and Kopecky minors. 

 "This is a tactical situation that not many coaches are aware of but it does come up every once in awhile," said Stewart. "I had it happen when I was refereeing."

 An enforcer/agitator himself during his own playing career, which included a 21-game stint in the NHL for the Quebec Nordiques, Stewart joked that he'd probably put a few of his own coaches in the same penalty-choosing scenario that Rosehill put Berube in the other night.

Side note: I did not see James Duthie's TSN program, "The Quiz" on Wednesday. From what I have been told, however, it was incorrectly stated on the show that Berube had chosen to accept the 5-on-3 penalty rather than the 5-on-4 option. None of the panelists had seen the game in question, because the scenario was laid out wrong and then commented upon as if Berube had chosen to put his own team down by two men while protecting a one-goal lead in the third period. 

 The Chief is a pretty astute hockey man, but this particular "choice" was a no-brainer for anyone. If Berube would have voluntarily elected to put his own team down by two men for a full two minutes with his team defending a one-goal lead in the third period, his NHL head coaching career should have ended after one game.

 ************

ROSEHILL AND THE 'ACCOUNTABILITY' ISSUE

 Jay Rosehill's actions in leaving the penalty box to jump into the fray at center ice were very short-sighted and potentially hurtful to his team. His heart was in the right place -- he saw Rinaldo get outnumbered at center ice, and wanted to defend his teammate -- but his head was not. Common sense did not prevail.

 In the aftermath, I'm sure there was no happier person in the arena than Rosehill that the Flyers killed off the four-minute penalty and went on to win the game. No player, especially one who plays Rosehill's role as an enforcer and receives sparing ice time, wants to be responsible for putting his team in the predicament that he caused.

 There was a lot of postgame talk about accountability for the player. One local newspaper columnist asked Berube if he had any "punishment" planned for the player (prompting the now-famous "What do you want me to do, spank him?" response from the Chief).

 Quite frankly, it was an odd way to phrase the question and a pointless one to ask. Rosehill knows what he did wrong and that, as someone who rides the cusp of being the 12th forward or a healthy scratch on any given night, he can ill-afford to take bad penalties (especially blatant ones after he's already put his team shorthanded for two minutes on a marginal call that went against him because referees know what his role is on the ice). 

 What is the proper way for the coaching staff to handle the situation? It needs to be handled internally, as I am sure it was. Neither Berube nor new assistant coach Ian Laperriere are hesitant to deliver a straight-to-the-point message to a player.

 Both Laperriere and Berube understand what happened and can relate to similar situations in their own role-playing careers where they acted before thinking. Berube was a tough-as-nails enforcer and Laperriere as a physical-and-gritty checking liner who was never shy about dropping the gloves. In their combined NHL playing experience of over 2,000 regular season games, there were most certainly many situations where they overstepped their bounds and took extra minor penalties they soon regretted. 

 The number one rule for hockey tough guys is that it's fine to drop the gloves and fight, but just don't leave your team shorthanded if at all possible.

 It was sufficient for one of the coaches (more likely assistant coach Laperriere) to privately speak to Rosehill, saying he understands why the player did what he did but the coaching staff never again wants to see him leave the penalty box if and when a similar situation arises. After reiterating the team's expectations of the player, the coach most likely closed the short discussion with a word of encouragement.

 Rosehill knows that he owes it to his teammates not only to put his own body on the line to defend them physically but also to be trustworthy in picking his spots when to do so. He has to look his teammates in the eyes after the game and the next day at practice.

 To expect Berube or a member of his coaching staff to publicly humiliate his own already-embarrassed player shows a fundamental lack of knowledge of management dynamics, much less the way hockey coaching works. Even if Berube planned to fine Rosehill or scratch him next game as a direct result of the incident, he wasn't about to announce it publicly (nor should he). 

 To be honest, Rosehill probably should not have been playing at all in the Florida game. Panthers enforcer Krys Barch was scratched for the game. Kris Newbury, who acquitted himself pretty well in limited ice time in the Carolina game on Sunday, probably should have been dressed for the Florida game. 

 Furthermore, unless Paul Bissonette (who has completed his three-game NHL suspension) dresses for Friday's game, there is not a compelling reason for the Flyers to dress Rosehill against the Coyotes. While Rosehill -- contrary to what some have said and written about him -- is capable of skating a few non-fighting shifts per game on the fourth line without hurting the team, Newbury is the more versatile player of the two. Additionally, while he's not a heavyweight or as proficient of a fighter like Rosehill, Newbury is another player who is not the least bit reluctant to get involved in fisticuffs.

 Scratching Rosehill for Newbury has nothing to do with "establishing accountability" for what happened in the third period on Tuesday. It's simply the better lineup decision from a hockey standpoint, at least in my own opinion.

 ***********
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GAME-IN-REVIEW: FLYERS 2 - PANTHERS 1

 It wasn't very pretty, but the Flyers gladly skated off with two points last night after downing the Florida Panthers, 2-1, in Craig Berube's head coaching debut. Philadelphia benefited from a brilliant goaltending performance by Steve Mason, who stopped 33 of the 34 shots fired his way. 

 Mason made a pair of first period goals by Brayden Schenn and Braydon Coburn stand up, authoring no less than eight outstanding saves on tough chances. He had no prayer of stopping a Brad Boyes goal late in the second period.

 Tim Thomas lasted just 7:31 into the first period last night, stopping 3 of 5 shots. The two-time Vezina Trophy winner suffered a groin pull on the sequence that led to Coburn's goal, and came out of the game. He was replaced by Jacob Markström, who played every bit as well as Mason in turning aside all 25 shots he faced.

 I am a big believer that teams make their own luck, good or bad. All three goals scored last night came as a result of fortuitous circumstances but they still wouldn't have happened without offensive players in the right position to pounce. 

 Apart from the play of Mason and the two early goals, the Flyers' penalty kill was a big reason for last night's victory. The PK has been a team strength even when five-on-five play has been weak, and the penalty killing units came through again last night in killing all five disadvantages. Most notably, Philly emphatically killed off a four-minute disadvantage with a one-goal lead in the third period. 

 Max Talbot, who generated a pair of shorthanded scoring chances, was stellar on the penalty kill last night. So were Sean Couturier, Claude Giroux, Coburn and Nicklas Grossmann (four of his five blocked shots came on penalty kills). The Flyers are now 17-for-20 on the PK through four games.

 On the flip side, the Flyers' power play went 0-for-5 last night, and did not get many good looks at the net along the way. Philly had seven minutes worth of power play time in the third period, and were unable to seize the opportunity to put a stranglehold on the game. Philly has started the season just 2-for-19 on the man advantage, which was another team strength a year ago. 

 Ultimately, I think the Flyers have too much talent spread across their two power play units for them NOT to get in synch and return to being a 20 percent-plus team in power play efficiency. Much of that, however, will depend on how long it takes Claude Giroux to get going this season.

 The Flyers captain, who has been held pointless through the first four games of the season, has struggled offensively and defensively (in 5-on-5 situations) in the early going of the season. After the game, he insisted that his hand is OK but admitted his confidence level is down right now.

 The struggles of the top line have a lot to do with why the Flyers have only scored five goals through their first four games. That ties a franchise-record for the fewest goals up to this point of the season.

 Last night, Kimmo Timonen also had another rough game, at least in the first two periods. He is simply not moving well on his skates in defending transitional rushes and he's out of synch offensively as well. The four-time NHL All-Star is having trouble keeping pucks in the offensive zone at the point. Timonen took another restraining penalty last night, and was uncharacteristically inattentive and flat-footed on a sequence that led to a shorthanded breakaway by Shawn Matthias. 

 Timonen got off to a similarly slow start last season before regaining his form (despite nagging injuries) to win his fourth Barry Ashbee Trophy and rank among the NHL's top point-producing defenseman. He is as mentally tough as they come, and I thought he showed some of that mettle last night in stepping up defensively in the third period.

 Looking again at something on the positive side of the ledger, I thought the Flyers did a somewhat better job last night of keeping their feet moving and supporting one another in puck battles in the trenches. There is still plenty of room for improvement in both areas, and there were still too many blown coverages and sloppiness in puck management at junctures of last night's game --mainly late in the first period and portions of the middle stanza.

 After the game, Coburn said it best. The Flyers defenseman noted that while there are still areas that need improvement, last night's game was something the team can build from in practices and games to come. 

 Coburn also said that it was an encouraging sign that the team remained upbeat -- with a positive locker room message from Timonen and others -- despite giving up a goal with 6.8 seconds remaining in the second period. No one hung his head, and the team gave Mason his best defensive support of the game when defending the narrow lead in the third period.

 "Winning is a process," said Coburn. "There's no time for negativity right now."

 If the Flyers can simply get back to executing the basics -- consistently keeping their feet moving, supporting the puck, gap control, putting pucks in safe areas, backchecking, aggressive but not reckless forechecking, getting traffic at the opposing net -- they will give themselves a much better chance of winning on a more regular basis.

 Last night was a step in that direction. A small step, perhaps, but forward progress nonetheless. 

STARTING LINEUPS: ACTUAL VS. PROJECTED

 Berube made changes to all four lines and all three defense pairings at the morning skate yesterday. which was conducted more like a full practice than a typical gameday skate (especially at the end of a three-in-four stretch of game nights). The team did 5-on-5 game simulations and special teams work at the end.

 After the skate yesterday, Berube explained his decision to restore two regular pairings from last season (Timonen with Luke Schenn and Coburn with Grossmann) while placing Andrej Meszaros with Mark Streit. The new head coach and former assistant said that he thought Timonen-Schenn was the team's top all-around pairing a year ago and that Coburn and Grossmann have had past success as a shutdown duo. The final pairing is intended to emphasize puck movement. 

 The shuffling of forward lines was intended as another try at establishing some chemistry. Players such as Wayne Simmonds (now on Giroux's line) and Couturier had arguably their best games among the four played to date, although they did not score.

 Here's a comparison of Sunday's lineup versus last night's:

 SUNDAY IN CAROLINA

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read- 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 10 Brayden Schenn - 14 Sean Couturier - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 25 Max Talbot - 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall 

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 TUESDAY VS. FLORIDA 

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 17 Wayne Simmonds 

 10 Brayden Schenn - 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 93 Jakub Voracek

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read 

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 22 Luke Schenn

 32 Mark Streit - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 Looking ahead to Friday's game against Phoenix, there is a pretty good chance that Rosehill will be back out of the lineup and Newbury will be back in. Otherwise, I suspect that last night's lines will roll over to the next game.

 On the Florida side last night, the lines posted in the pregame projections were the same as the ones that appeared in the game. The only exception was that enforcer Krys Barch was scratched and Drew Shore took his place. 

FIRST PERIOD: Key moments

 Steve Mason got tested right off the bat last night, making a clutch stop against Jonathan Huberdeau after a turnover by Nicklas Grossmann in the opening minute. The immediate momentum save helped settle his his team down, as the Flyers generally had the better of play in the opening 10 minutes.

 Before too long, the Flyers also had themselves a 2-0 lead. 

 At the 4:49 mark, Jakub Voracek (who looked last night like he's starting to regain his extra gear) motored into the offensive zone and fired a shot well wide of Tim Thomas' net. The puck caromed off the end wall right into the slot, as Thomas took himself out of position. Brayden Schenn, heading toward the net all along, was in perfect position to claim the bounce off the wall and stash it home for his second goal of the season. Vincent Lecavalier earned the assist.

 At the 7:31 mark, Thomas hurt himself stopping an initial shot by Couturier. The 39-year-old goaltender sustained a groin pull and was unable to rise and get set as the puck looped out to Coburn, who alertly pinched up a long stride from the right point. From a bit of a tough shooting angle, Coburn guided the puck into the open cage. 

 The injured Thomas left the game immediately after the Coburn goal. Young goaltender Jacob Markström came in and pitched a shutout the rest of the way. Even so, the Flyers ultimately had just enough offensive output to win.

 Both clubs killed off a minor penalty apiece in the opening period. Scott Gomez got an automatic penalty for closing his hand on the puck on the center ice faceoff directly after the Schenn goal. Timonen took a holding penalty on the shift after the Coburn goal.

 The Flyers -- and Panthers -- were guilty of some sloppy play in the latter portion of the opening period, with Philly having a subpar final five minutes in particular. Mason had to make several more tough stops. 

 Most notably, Mason made a pair of ten-bell saves on Aleksander Barkov and Ryan Whitney to bail the Giroux line and Timonen-Schenn defense pairing out of a heap of trouble. 

1st period stats

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 20 - Panthers 21

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 8 - Panthers 12

 BLOCKS: Flyers 6 - Panthers 7

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 5 - Panthers 3

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-1, Panthers 0-for-1

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 10 of 18 (56%, led by Giroux's 6-for-9)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 16 - Panthers 7

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 5 - Panthers 4 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 2 - Carolina 3

2nd PERIOD: KEY MOMENTS

 Overall, the middle stanza of the game was reasonably equal but was probably Florida's strongest period and the Flyers' weakest. 

 As the period progressed, the Flyers did generate some offensive chances but Markström was equal to each one. Of greater concern from a Philly standpoint was some poor puck management by the Flyers and a general inability to string together consecutive strong shifts after they made a start toward getting momentum rolling.

 An early period Flyers power play on a Dmitry Kulikov interference penalty nearly turned into a disaster. Timonen fumbled a puck at the blueline and then made a weak one-handed pokecheck attempt as Shawn Matthias shrugged him off and skated away on a breakaway. Mason stoned the Florida forward to preserve the lead. 

 A few minutes later, Simmonds made an initial good play to provide support and win a puck behind his own net but then made a bad one by putting it right out in front, where it got picked off. Again, Mason had the answer. 

 Markström came up with a couple of strong saves himself, including tough stops on Matt Read (on a nicely conceived give-and-go with Couturier) and Brayden Schenn. The game remained 2-0.

 The Flyers killed off a pair of mid-period minor penalties -- Coburn for interference in front of his own net at 10:25 and Meszaros for cross-checking along the side boards at 13:33 -- as both the goaltender and penalty killing units shined. 

 At the 16 minute mark, the Giroux line had arguably its best shift of the game. Giroux made a nice play on the zone entry. Simmonds forced a Florida turnover and Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell was forced to hook Scott Hartnell as the left winger alertly pounced on the loose puck. 

 The Flyers were unable to capitalize on the ensuing power play.

 It looked like the Flyers were going to take their two-goal lead into the third period, but some self-made misfortune struck at 19:53. There was a coverage support lapse and an initial blocked shot by Luke Schenn on a Campbell shot attempt went directly to a wide-open Boyes in the slot. Mason had no chance of stopping Boyes from roofing the puck from point-blank range.

 Now it would be up to the Flyers to protect a one-goal lead instead of two.

2nd period stats - Period (40-min totals)

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 16 (28) - Panthers 21 (51)

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 10 (15) - Panthers 10 (27)

 BLOCKS: Flyers 8 (12) - Panthers 4 (6)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 2 (7) - Panthers 8 (12)

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-2 (0-for-3), Panthers 0-for-2 (0-for-3)

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 13 of 25 (19-for-34, led by Couturier's 5-for-7)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 10 (30) - Panthers 10 (20)

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 1 (5) - Panthers 3 (5) 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 0 (4) - Panthers 2 (7)

3rd PERIOD: KEY MOMENTS

 The Flyers managed to preserve the 2-1 lead the remainder of the game. They showed some aggression physically -- especially Simmonds, who was a hitting machine in the final stanza -- and generally kept Florida to the perimeter. Without a doubt, the highlight of the period and game for the Flyers was an outstanding four-minute penalty kill.

 At the 2:48 mark of the period, Rosehill was called for a roughing penalty behind the play. I did not see what happened, as I was following the play as Florida moved the puck up the ice. Berube said after the game that he thought it was a weak initial call.

 As Rosehill skated toward the penalty box, a fracas developed in center ice, initially involving Zac Rinaldo and Tomas Kopecky. Seeing that his side was outnumbered, Rosehill left the box to jump into the scrum to go after Kopecky. It was a pretty dumb thing to do, as it could have ended up being very costly to his team in the aftermath.

 Referees Darcy Burcell and Kelly Sutherland conferred with each other and then skated over to Berube. After the game, the coach said the officials gave him a choice: a two-minute 5-on-3 disadvantage or a four-minute, 5-on-4 disadvantage. 

 Even Berube said after the game that this was a bit unusual for all the years he's been involved in the sport. It was a no-brainer, however, to pick the four-minute 5-on-4 instead of two minutes at 5-on-3. Rosehill got two separate roughing minors, and a 10-minute misconduct for not remaining in the penalty box area. Kopecky and Rinaldo got offsetting minors.

 Philly did a magnificent penalty killing job, highlighted by a pair of shorthanded chances for Talbot. This segment of the game was a definite energy and confidence booster for the Flyers in defending the lead.

 The Flyers spend seven of the final 10 minutes of the game on the power play. 

 At 10:01, Erik Gudbranson got a (well-deserved) boarding major and game misconduct for drilling Hartnell into the boards from behind. 

 The first several minutes of the power play whittled away with little pressure from the Flyers. The team generated a lot of offensive zone time in the final minute -- repeatedly feeding the puck to Mark Streit at the point -- but really didn't get many good looks at the net. 

 At 17:23, Whitney took a high sticking minor. The Flyers played this power play quite conservatively, primarily making sure that Florida didn't get any shorthanded chances on intercepted pucks. 

 There were just 37 seconds left in the game by the time Whitney exited the box. The Flyers did a good job at killing the remaining time off the clock without Florida getting their goalie to the bench and generating a last-ditch 6-on-5 push.

3rd PERIOD STATS: Period (Final Totals)

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 17 (57) - Panthers 24 (68)

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 13 (30) - Panthers 9 (34)

 BLOCKS: Flyers 9 (20, Grossmann led with five) - Panthers 7 (16)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 2 (11) - Panthers 6 (14)

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-2 (0-for-5), Panthers 0-for-2 (0-for-5)

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won eight of 18 (27-for-52, 52%, led by Couturier's 9-for-15 and Giroux's 14-for-24)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 6 (29, Simmonds and Rinaldo led with five) - Panthers 1 (12)

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 2 (9) - Panthers 1 (6) 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 3 (8) - Panthers 0 (5)

 **********

 OFFICIAL THREE-STAR SELECTION (Frank Seravalli, Phiadelphia Daily News)

 #1: Steve Mason - Flyers

 #2: Jacob Markström - Panthers

 #3: Max Talbot - Flyers

 My THREE-STAR SELECTION

 #1: Steve Mason - Flyers

 #2: Jacob Markström - Panthers

 #3: Brayden Schenn - Flyers

 *********

 VIDEO HIGHLIGHTS

NHL.com 

 *********

 POST-GAME QUOTEBOOK

 FLYERS

Steve Mason on his approach to last night's game and ensuing performance: 

 "You know that is something that Reeser [goaltending coach Jeff Reese] and I talked about before and it was just to be ready. It’s a new system and things aren’t going to be coming easy right away especially without a real practice under our belts yet so it was something I was prepared for, but at the same time, and I’ve said it before, it’s all part of the position just to come up with pucks at key times."

Braydon Coburn on the team's mindset and the importance of the win last night:

 "It’s our second home game of the year and we did some good things. But we definitely want to go back to improve on some things. This is a journey we’re on here together and I think we have good players and we just have to gel and glue."

Coburn slightly rephrasing his answer to a similar question: 

 "There is a family feeling on this team, there really is. We want to play for each other. At the same time, we're in the business of winning hockey games, and when you don't win, changes get made. We know that winning is a process and we need to go through that process together if we're going to be successful."

Craig Berube on the Flyers overall performance:

 "At times we played great, but there are still some things to improve on. It’s a learning thing, and we’ve got a ways to go."

Berube  on the Rosehill incident early in the third period:

 "I thought the initial call was a weak one. What he did after that, well, it's unacceptable and he knows that."

Berube to a follow-up question by Philadelphia Inquirer columnist Mike Sielski on whether he "has any punishment planned" for Rosehill: 

 "What do you want me to do, spank him? ...[Pause]... Stupid question. Get lost!"

 PANTHERS

 Kevin Dineen on his team's overall performance: 

“You can sit there; there’s always different ways to look at a game. At the end of it we’re not displeased with the way we played but you don’t win the game. We need to find a way to finish those off and to turn those momentum pushes into some offense and eventually that turns into points.”

***********
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UPDATE 12:30 PM EDT

 Today's morning skate was conducted a little more like a regular practice than a typical gameday skate. The Flyers did some five-on-five game simulations and did special teams work at the end of the session. 

 Craig Berube on first practice/game day skate as head coach

 Claude Giroux on expectations for Berube's coaching style

 Scott Hartnell on Peter Laviolette and Berube

 ************************

UPDATE 11:05 AM EDT

 Steve Mason was the first goalie off the ice in morning skate, so he's likely tonight's starter.

UPDATE 10:30 AM EDT

 The Flyers have made changes to all four forward lines and all three defense pairings at the morning skate. I updated the line combinations below.

 **********

GAME PREVIEW (8:15 AM EDT)

 With new head coach Craig Berube and new assistant bench/PK coach Ian Laperriere behind the bench for their first game in their new roles, the Philadelphia Flyers (0-3-0) will look for their first win of the 2013-14 season. Tonight, the club takes on Kevin Dineen's Florida Panthers (1-1-0) at the Wells Fargo Center. 

 Game time is 7 p.m. eastern. The game will be televised locally on Comcast Sportsnet Philadelphia.

 Tonight's game marks the first of three meetings between the teams this season, and the lone match in Philadelphia. The teams will play each other in Sunrise, Fla., on Nov. 25 and April 8. 

 Last season, the Flyers hammered the Panthers, 7-1, in an early season matchup on Florida. The Panthers responded by beating the Flyers twice in Philadelphia. First, the Panthers staged a third-period comeback and won 3-2 via shootout. That was followed by an all-too-easy 5-2 win for the Panthers in which the team took a shutout into the final six minutes of regulation.

 After tonight's game, the Flyers are off until Friday. Former Flyers player Dave Tippett will bring his Phoenix Coyotes to town in the Flyers' first of many Inter-Conference games this season.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers are playing for the third time (in three different cities) in four nights. They are coming off a pair of terrible all-around performances in weekend road losses to Montreal and Carolina. With an off-day from practice yesterday, the team fired Peter Laviolette as head coach and promoted Berube from assistant to head coach. 

 Philly has scored just one goal in each of its first three games and has only a single even strength goal (by defenseman Luke Schenn) in nine periods of hockey thus far. The top line has generated insufficient pressure, and there has already been juggling of three of the team's four lines. Most notably, Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek are still looking for their first point of the season. 

 One bright spot in the early going has been Philly's goaltending. Both Steve Mason and Ray Emery have generally played well in the three games to date. Last game, Mason allowed one weak five-hole goal from a distance but otherwise kept his team closer than they deserved to be in a 2-1 loss to the Hurricanes.

 With no practice yesterday, I am listing Sunday's line combinations as the team's projected starting lineup. I will update the lines after today's morning skate (10:30 a.m. at the Skate Zone in Voorhees).

PANTHERS OUTLOOK

 Last Thursday, the Panthers rallied from behind in the third period for three unanswered goals in a 4-2 road win over the Dallas Stars. Florida was powered by a pair of third period goals by Marcel Goc. Highly touted rookie Aleksander Barkov tied the game in the final stanza, while veteran reclamation project Scott Gomez opened the scoring for his team.

 Things didn’t go nearly as well for the Cats on Sunday in their second game. The St. Louis Blues proved to be quite the inhospitable host in a 7-0 shellacking.

 Tim Thomas, who performed solidly in the opener, was strafed for five goals on 28 shots over two periods. Jacob Markström mopped up in the third period, stopping four of six shots. 

 At the offensive end of the ice, the Panthers went 0-for-7 on the power play in the St. Louis game. Couple that with the team’s 0-for-4 performance and Brenden Dillon’s go-ahead shorthanded goal for Dallas in the third period of the opener, and there is an instant need for improvement. Florida ranked sixth in power play efficiency in the NHL last year, connecting at 20.4 percent. 

PROJECTED STARTING LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 17 Wayne Simmonds 

 10 Brayden Schenn - 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 93 Jakub Voracek

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read 

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 22 Luke Schenn

 32 Mark Streit - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 5 Braydon Coburn

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 Scratches: Kris Newbury (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

PANTHERS

 11 Jonathan Huberdeau – 57 Marcel Goc – 32 Kris Versteeg

 14 Tomas Fleischmann – 16 Aleksander Barkov – 24 Brad Boyes

 17 Jesse Winchester – 18 Shawn Matthias – 82 Tomas Kopecky

 19 Scottie Upshall – 23 Scott Gomez – 21 Krys Barch

 51 Brian Campbell – 77 Tom Gilbert

 7 Dmitry Kulikov – 43 Mike Weaver

 44 Erik Gudbranson – 6 Ryan Whitney

 34 Tim Thomas

 [25 Jacob Markström]

 Possible scratches: Matt Gilroy (healthy), Joey Crabb (healthy), Drew Shore (healthy), Ed Jovanovski (IR, hip surgery), Sean Bergenheim (IR, abdominal/ hip surgery), Nick Bjugstad (IR, concussion), Steve Pinizzotto (IR, hip).
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UPDATE 9:30 AM EDT

 The Flyers announced this morning that Peter Laviolette has been fired as the Flyers' head coach. Craig Berube has been named the new head coach. It is NOT an interim title. The Flyers have agreed to a multi-year deal with Berube.

 Am I surprised by the decision to lower the ax on Laviolette? Not at all. What I do question is why this move was not made at the end of last season when there was a plethora of desirable candidates available.

 All coaches have a shelf life. Peter Laviolette is a good coach and his overall career record in Philly was a good one. He got the team to a Stanley Cup Final in 2010, followed by a pair of 100-plus point seasons and an upset playoff victory over Pittsburgh in 2012. 

 Even so, other teams adjusted to playing the Flyers and the counter-adjustments were simply lacking. The Flyers were unceremoniously swept by Boston in the second round of the 2011 playoffs, and then tried to add size to the back line to better cope with big opposing forwards. The next year, they got knocked out in five by New Jersey in the second round, because they couldn't handle the Devils' forechecking, defensive discipline and transitional play. Last year,in a 48-game season, the Flyers missed the playoffs entirely.

 Was the personnel ill-suited to execute Laviolette's system or was the coach himself too inflexible to make sufficient tweaks to win with the roster he had? It is probably some of both. 

 Entering the preseason, despite a public vote of confidence in Laviolette from upper management, it was clear that the team needed to get off to a decent start for the coach to last the season. When the team went 1-5-1 in the preseason, followed by 0-3-0 to start the regular season, it was only a matter of when (not if) Laviolette would be fired.

 Ironically enough, Laviolette coached his final game behind the Flyers' bench in Carolina. Laviolette led the Hurricanes to their only Stanley Cup in franchise history but then was steadily tuned out by his team.

 When Laviolette was fired by the Hurricanes on Dec. 4, 2008, general manager Jim Rutherford intimated that Laviolette's players stopped buying in to his hard-driving style of coaching. Rutherford's words sound rather prophetic to where the Flyers are right now, but also reflect the inevitable way the pendulum swings for all head coaches.

"It's really not about the last four or five games," Rutherford said. "It's about changing to get the chemistry back on our team, to get the confidence back on our team and make what I would say minor adjustments in a system that really worked in the Stanley Cup year. But teams have adjusted to it, and our team hasn't adjusted over the last couple of years."

 Throughout the preseason and the first three games of the 2013-14 regular season, the Flyers had the look of a lost team. They looked like a team that was not competing properly for its coach or for one another. 

 Are there flaws in the Flyers roster? Probably. It should also be said that teams with less on-paper talent have made the postseason. However, I think there are still roster adjustments needed to add a little more mobility to the blueline, and both a little more speed and a little more grit up front. 

 One thing I know for sure about Berube is this: He hates to lose every bit as much as Laviolette does and is just as intense. The "Chief" is not going to be afraid to make players with whom he's unhappy quite aware of that fact. 

 I don't know yet what kind of style of play Berube will prefer. However, he's been in charge of the penalty kill for a few years, and it has been a team strength (even in the early going of this season). He played in 1,000 NHL games as an enforcer and checker, so he understands the concept of paying the price to succeed.

 Whether that will help translate to more wins or not, we shall see. A coaching change alone isn't a panacea but this move was probably overdue. That's not a knock on Laviolette. It's just the nature of the business.

 *************************

GAME-IN-REVIEW: HURRICANES 2 - FLYERS 1

 It is bad enough that the Philadelphia Flyers have started out the 2013-14 regular season with an 0-3-0 record after losing, 2-1, to the Carolina Hurricanes on Sunday. Three-game stumbles can happen to any team, but is the WAY these Flyers lose games that is most disturbing. Coupled with the club's 1-5-1 preseason record and missing the playoffs last year, there is reason to be concerned.

 Last night's game in Raleigh saw the Flyers, who have scored just one goal in each of the first three games, struggle to generate back-to-back productive shifts. Players weren't moving their feet, and Carolina dictated the play for far too much of the night. The Flyers could not cope with the speedier Hurricanes players, especially Jeff Skinner. Despite being credited with a whopping 46 hits and preventing odd-man rushes, Philly could not generate nearly enough offensive zone possession time. 

 On some nights, shot totals are deceptive. Not last night. The Flyers got outshot by a 34-18 margin, with a 60-40 differential in attempted shots. Much of that differential was reflective of a lopsided first period, in which the ice was tilted.

 In terms of positives that can be taken from the game, I can think of only a few. 

 1) Goaltender Steve Mason, despite allowing a soft goal in the first period, kept his team in the game and shrugged off the adversity of the bad one that sneaked between his pads. 

 2) The Flyers second line of Vincent Lecavalier, Matt Read and Wayne Simmonds continues to be the club's most effective line at five-on-five. Lecavalier was especially impressive and has easily been the club's top forward in the first three games. 

 Lecavalier's unit had two shifts in particular where they hemmed the Canes in deep for an extended period of time. There was one late in the first period in which Philly eventually completed a full line change and continued to forecheck. The Flyers need a lot more of that from all of their lines.

 3) As the game progressed, the Flyers started to show some snarl and aggression. They may not have always done it in the most disciplined way -- three of the four penalties the team took were of the frustration variety -- but at least the team also started to make an effort to make an opponent pay a physical price for real estate. 

 In the second period and isolated moments in the third period, the Flyers started to go hard to the net. Scott Hartnell had a couple shifts where he tried to create havoc in front of Anton Khudobin, and Max Talbot was lurking near the net when Luke Schenn scored the Flyers' lone goal of the game. There was a shift where Matt Read made a strong inside cut toward the net as he circled out with the puck from the corner.

 Apart from Lecavalier, it was "energy" players such as Zac Rinaldo (10 hits, three blocked shots, drew a penalty on Carolina and stayed out of the box himself) and Kris Newbury (four hits and an assist off a faceoff win in 10 shifts and 6:52 of ice time) who made the biggest positive impact among Flyers forwards last night.

 If the Flyers are to start scoring goals, especially at five-on-five, they are going to need those sorts of plays with greater consistency. There hasn't been nearly enough of it, especially in that Montreal game. 

 Perhaps the most memorable moment of last night's game came at 5:08 of the third period. Nicklas Grossmann obliterated Patrick Dwyer (and nearly Mason as well) with a heavy cross check into the net as Dwyer set up shop on the doorstep. 

 Was it a blatant penalty? Of course. Was a very bad one to take down by a goal in the third period? No question. 

 On the other hand, coming off a game in Montreal where small Habs forwards buzzed the net with impunity and given the way the same thing happened in the earlier stages of last night's game, I didn't mind that a Flyers' player showed that he was getting sick and tired of it, too. Dwyer seemed OK afterward, and the Flyers were able to kill off the minor. 

 Frustration penalties are counterproductive. However, so is getting outnumbered around your own net. As far as the negatives from last night go, there are a slew of those. 

 The Flyers continually have problems moving the puck up the ice. On the whole, neither the defense nor the forwards show much speed or creativity (with a few exceptions). No one moves their feet. For the most part, I think the Flyers have defended their own zone reasonably well from a positional standpoint, but exiting the zone is a problem that often leads to transitional chances off forced and unforced turnovers. 

 Additionally, there are many instances where opponents -- all three the Flyers have faced to date as well as others they played during the preseason -- have had a lot of success on their forecheck. Blame the defensemen all you want, but where is the safety valve forward on many of these plays? 

 If the stretch pass isn't there, string a couple of shorter passes together. If you can't carry the puck over the blueline, wrap it around or flip it in softy and get your feet moving. Don't let opponents generate speed through the neutral zone, which forces the defensemen (who get blamed for it) to back into the zone. 

 That is all fundamental hockey. The Flyers struggle to do that, and it's NOT a new problem.

 Additionally, I cannot help but wonder if Voracek's back and Claude Giroux's hand are fully healthy yet. Both players seem off their games thus far. Giroux's legs are fine but his shooting still seems weak compared to his norm. Voracek's extra skating gear isn't there thus far. 

STARTING LINEUPS: ACTUAL VS. PROJECTED

 The Flyers juggled three of their four starting line from the first two games. Voracek moved back to his accustomed spot on Giroux's right wing, and Brayden Schenn rotated down to the third line. This switch had been made in the latter portions of each of the first two games but not for the majority of shifts in the Toronto and Montreal games. 

 Enforcer Jay Rosehill was a healthy scratch last night, after dressing in the first two games of the season. Newbury started for the first time. Meanwhile, Talbot dropped from the third line left wing spot to the fourth line. Rinaldo moved up to the third line right wing spot, with Brayden Schenn on the left wing.

 The Flyers skated seven defensemen in the warmup, with Erik Gustafsson participating. However, the starting defense pairings ultimately remained the same as the first two games. There was some juggling of pairings as the game went along, partially due to penalties and partially due to Peter Laviolette trying to make some adjustments.

 FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read- 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 10 Brayden Schenn - 14 Sean Couturier - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 25 Max Talbot - 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall 

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 Hurricanes

 19 Jiri Tlusty - 12 Eric Staal - 28 Alexander Semin

 14 Nathan Gerbe - 11 Jordan Staal - 39 Pat Dwyer

 53 Jeff Skinner - 20 Riley Nash - 18 Radek Dvorak

 42 Brett Sutter - 16 Elias Lindholm - 21 Drayson Bowman

 27 Justin Faulk - 4 Andrej Sekera

 73 Brett Bellemore - 65 Ron Hainsey

 44 Jay Harrison - 7 Ryan Murphy

 31 Anton Khudobin

 [30 Cam Ward]

FIRST PERIOD: Key moments

 Much like Saturday night's game in Montreal, the Flyers had trouble coping with the speedy and skilled players on Carolina's forward corps. Skinner in particular turned the Flyers' defensemen and forwards inside out on several occasions. 

 Despite the entire period being played at even strength, the Flyers got outshot by a 17-5 margin. Physical play was NOT the issue. The Flyers were finishing their checks and got credited with a whopping 20 hits in this period alone, but it had zero effect on puck possession. 

 Mason came up big several times for the Flyers in this period, but also gifted Carolina a weak goal on the only tally for either side in this stanza. At the 8:11 mark, Jay Harrison's routine point shot squeezed between Mason's pads and dribbled into the net. There was light traffic in front but Mason saw the shot and had the angle. Ryan Murphy and Skinner drew the assists.

 Perhaps the most frustrating aspect of the opening period was the fact that Carolina's team defense didn't seem to be doing anything special. There were seams. The Flyers just couldn't find them.

 After getting dominated for about the first 15 minutes of the period, the Flyers showed a forechecking pulse. The Lecavalier line generated arguably the best shift of the season to date, although they didn't score. The Flyers drew a bit of momentum from it and closed out the period solidly. 

 Just as the first period was about to end, the Flyers had an odd man rush. Hartnell got the puck from Giroux and, realizing he had to get the puck off immediately, fired a shot on net. Khudobin knocked it aside as the buzzer sounded. 

1st period stats

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 12 - Carolina 28

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 5 - Carolina 17

 BLOCKS: Flyers 4 - Carolina 2

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 5 - Carolina 7

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-0, Carolina 0-for-0

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 7 of 17, 41%

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 20 (six for Rinaldo, three for Grossmann) - Carolina 10

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 4 - Carolina 2 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 4 - Carolina 5

2nd PERIOD: KEY MOMENTS

 This was the Flyers' best period of the game, especially over the first eight minutes. Building on what they began to establish late in the opening stanza, Philly generated its best sustained forechecking pressure of the game during this segment. Forwards tried to jam the net and, in general, the team moved the puck and their feet. 

 At 3:01, the Flyers got rewarded. Newbury won a left circle faceoff back to Luke Schenn. With Talbot going to the net and the Carolina defense giving him plenty of room, the big defenseman skated to the bottom of the circle and snapped off a shot that found the net for his first goal of the season. It was also the team's first even-strength goal of the young season and the first tally by a defenseman.

 After a brief replay delay to ensure the puck entered the net legally on the Luke Schenn goal, play resumed. Philly carried the majority of the play until disaster struck. This time, Luke Schenn was the goat. 

 From a stationary position behind the Flyers' net, Schenn tried to go up the middle on a breakout pass intended for Sean Couturier. The pass deflected off Skinner's skate and right into the medium slot, where an alert Radek Dvorak picked it off and picked a spot. He roofed an unstoppable shot over Mason at the 8:20 mark. Skinner was credited with an assist and Schenn was NOT charged with a giveaway by the official scorers, but that one was on the Flyers' defenseman. 

 On the next shift after the Dvorak goal, Voracek took a hooking penalty. The Flyers killed off the minor but could not regain control of the flow of play once even-strength play resumed. Neither side could sustain much momentum for the remainder of the period, but the Canes looked like the better team on the whole over the latter 10 minutes.

 Philly had its first power play of the game late in the period on a Jordan Staal roughing penalty at 17:52. They were unable to capitalize.

2nd period stats - Period (40-min totals)

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 16 (28) - Carolina 21 (51)

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 10 (15) - Carolina 10 (27)

 BLOCKS: Flyers 8 (12) - Carolina 4 (6)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 2 (7) - Carolina 8 (12)

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-1 (0-for-1), Carolina 0-for-1 (0-for-1)

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 13 of 25

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 10 (30) - Carolina 10 (20)

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 1 (5) - Carolina 3 (5) 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 0 (4) - Carolina 2 (7)

3rd PERIOD: KEY MOMENTS

 The Flyers were plenty physical in the third period, just as they were in the first 40 minutes of the game. Alas, it produced little in the way of offensive zone pressure or scoring opportunities. 

 Down by a goal, the Flyers had to kill off a pair of penalties on the aforementioned Grossmann crosscheck and a questionable boarding penalty called against Andrej Meszaros, which canceled out the remaining 38 seconds of Philly's second power play of the game. Rinaldo created that man advantage opportunity, drawing a retaliatory high stick by Alexander Semin as Rinaldo followed through on a hit.

 Carolina, which blew a lead in the third period of its opening night game against Detroit, had little trouble slamming the door on the Flyers. Philly pulled Mason for an extra attacker but did not even come close to scoring.

 The Hurricanes skated off with a 2-1 win, and the Flyers fell to 0-3-0 on the season.

3rd PERIOD STATS: Period (Final Totals)

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 12 (41) - Carolina 9 (59)

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 10 (32) - Carolina 7 (34)

 BLOCKS: Flyers 2 (14) - Carolina 5 (11)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 4 (11) - Carolina 0 (12)

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-1 (0-for-2), Carolina 0-for-2 (0-for-3)

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 4 of 18 (overall 24 for 56, 43 percent; Hall led with 3-for-5)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 16 (46, Rinaldo led with 10) - Carolina 9 (29) 

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 0 (5) - Carolina 1 (6) 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 3 (7) - Carolina 2 (9)

 **************

 OFFICIAL THREE STAR SELECTION (Fox Sports South)

 1. Jeff Skinner - Carolina

 2. Radek Dvorak - Carolina

 3. Ryan Murphy - Carolina

 My THREE- STAR SELECTION

 1. Jeff Skinner - Carolina

 2. Steve Mason - Flyers

 3. Ron Hainsey - Carolina

 ********

 VIDEO HIGHLIGHTS

NHL.com

 ********

 NEXT GAME: Flyers host the Florida Panthers on Tuesday at the Wells Fargo Center. With the team off to an 0-3-0 start and playing for the third time in three cities in four nights, Philadelphia will not practice on Monday.

 ********

ANOTHER BIG GAME FOR LAUGHTON

 Looking for a bright side to what has thus far been a horrendous start to the season? Scott Laughton has played like he's possessed ever since the Flyers made the decision to return him to the OHL's Oshawa Generals for further seasoning. 

 Last night, the Flyers' first-round pick in the 2012 NHL Draft struck for a power play goal, a power play assist and an even strength assist in Oshawa's 4-1 win over the Guelph Storm. He also provided strong defense, especially in the third period. In the process, Laughton more than acquitted himself for taking a pair of bad penalties in the first period; the first of which led to a Guelph power play goal that opened the scoring. 

 In his three games since returning to the Ontario Hockey League, Laughton has nine points on three goals and six assists.

 **********

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.
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FLYERS VS. HURRICANES: GAME PREVIEW (3:30 AM EDT)

 Looking for their first one in three tries during the 2013-14 regular season, the Philadelphia Flyers (0-2-0) travel to Raleigh, NC, to take on the Carolina Hurricanes (0-0-1). Game time is at 5 p.m. eastern. The game will be televised locally on CSN Philly and nationally in Canada on NHL Network Canada.

 This is the first of four meetings this season between the new Metropolitan Division clubs. They will play again in Raleigh on Nov. 5, followed by games in Philadelphia on Jan. 21 and April 13. 

 The Hartford/Carolina franchise is one that the Flyers have traditionally dominated. Philly has won 15 of their last 17 games against the Canes, including a sweep of the three-game season series last season. All-time, the Flyers are 74-26-14-4 against the Whalers and Hurricanes.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 The Flyers are coming off a desultory 4-1 loss in Montreal on Saturday night. Last night's game suggested once again that the team is still plagued by the same major flaws that doomed them to missing the playoffs last season. 

 The Flyers struggle offensively and defensively against teams that play with discipline and attack with speed. At five-on-five, they spend far too much time in their own end of the ice. The puck support is often lacking, and the Flyers lose too many battles along the walls even against smaller players. Philadelphia also takes too many minor penalties, sometimes out of desperation to prevent scoring chances but just often are lazy infractions.

 Managing energy is a challenge whenever a team plays the second match of back-to-back games, especially when the opponent did not play the previous night. The task becomes that much tougher when the club is coming off a game in which it found itself shorthanded nine times, as the Flyers were last night.

 The Flyers have yet to score an even strength goal in their two games to date. At least against Toronto, the Flyers generated their share of good scoring chances. That was not the case last night in Montreal. Philly spent most of the game either killing penalties, hemmed in deep in their own end of the ice and/or unable to work the puck much past the red line. They got outshot by a 34-23 margin.

 Steve Mason is expected to get the start in goal tonight. Ray Emery played better last night than his statistical line would suggest. 

HURRICANES OUTLOOK

 The Hurricanes were unable to nail down a one-goal lead in Friday's opening night game against the Detroit Red Wings, yielding a tying goal in the final 20 seconds and then losing in overtime. The final score was 3-2.

 Radek Dvorak and Nathan Gerbe scored goals for the Canes in the opener. Cam Ward stopped 35 of 38 shots in a losing cause. 

 Entering the season, the biggest question mark for the Hurricanes is the team's defense corps. Up front, there is solid talent, especially through the middle with centers Eric Staal, Jordan Staal and highly regarded rookie Elias Lindholm. Last season, Alexander Semin led the team's wingers with 44 points in 44 games.

 PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 10 Brayden Schenn or 93 Jakub Voracek

 24 Matt Read- 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 93 Jakub Voracek or 10 Brayden Schenn

 37 Jay Rosehill or 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 Scratches: Kris Newbury or Jay Rosehill (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy), Chris Pronger (LTIR, post-concussion syndrome).

Hurricanes

 19 Jiri Tlusty - 12 Eric Staal - 28 Alexander Semin

 14 Nathan Gerbe - 11 Jordan Staal - 39 Pat Dwyer

 53 Jeff Skinner - 20 Riley Nash - 18 Radek Dvorak

 42 Brett Sutter - 16 Elias Lindholm - 21 Drayson Bowman

 27 Justin Faulk - 4 Andrej Sekera

 73 Brett Bellemore - 65 Ron Hainsey

 44 Jay Harrison - 7 Ryan Murphy

 30 Cam Ward

 [31 Anton Khudobin]

 Scratches: Mike Komisarek (healthy), Kevin Westgarth (healthy), Tim Gleason (concussion), Tuomo Ruutu (IR, lower body), Joni Pitkänen (IR, left heel surgery).

 ************

FLYERS STUMBLE IN MONTREAL

 Saturday night in Montreal, the Flyers got thoroughly outplayed in a 4-1 loss to the Canadiens. It looked like a clone of many Flyers games from last season.

 Philadelphia trailed, 1-0, after two periods, as Ray Emery and a slew of shot blocking kept them close in the game despite being outplayed. Brian Gionta scored a first period goal from in close for the only goal either team scored through 40 minutes.

 The Flyers had trouble all night in coping with Montreal's speed and transitional game. Equally disturbing was the fact that the mostly undersized Habs won the majority of the battles on the walls. For much of the game, there seemed to be two red jerseys to every white one around the puck.

 In the opening seconds of the third period, the Flyers turned a puck over and yielded a goal to Lars Eller. From there, they yielded a 5-on-3 power play tap-in goal by Brendan Gallagher, and fell into a nearly insurmountable 3-0 deficit. Vincent Lecavalier finally got the Flyers on the board on a power play rebound but that's as close as they got. Rene Bourque added Montreal's second power play goal of the period in the final minute to restore the three-goal margin of victory.

 Both teams lost a would-be goal last night to ill-timed whistles in what was a rather poorly officiated game in general. 

 In the first period, Montreal goaltender Carey Price was unable to control a rebound and never had the puck covered at all but the official was on the other side and lost sight of the puck. Play was blown dead just as Matt Read stashed the loose disc in the net. In the third period, Montreal seeming scored a jam-in goal just ahead of the whistle, but the official had already decided Ray Emery had covered the puck (it was wedged under his skate blade).

 Moments before Montreal scored its 5-on-3 power play goal, the officials momentarily and incorrectly awarded them a goal on a one-timed puck that hit the outside of the mesh and disappeared from view.

Clips from NHL.com

 ************

PHANTOMS OPEN SEASON WITH OVERTIME WIN

 The Adirondack Phantoms opened the 2013-14 regular season with a comeback 4-3 road victory in overtime against the Hershey Bears. Defenseman Brandon Manning capped the game with the winning tally in overtime after Ben Holmstrom, Tye McGinn and Brandon Alderson (power play) scored in regulation. Yann Danis stopped 25 of 28 shots for the win.

 The Phantoms rushed out to a quick 2-0 lead in the opening 3:48 of regulation. 

 At the 1:13 mark, Michael Raffl ripped a shot on net from the right circle. Hershey goaltender 

 Phillipp Grubauer made the initial save but Holmstrom quickly potted the rebound. Alderson earned the secondary assist. 

 A little more than two minutes later, Phantoms rookie Nick Cousins stickhandled around a Bears defender and snapped the puck on net. Grubauer again made the first save but could not prevent a rebound. This time, McGinn did the honors of stashing the loose puck in the net. Jason Akeson was credited with the secondary helper.

 The Phantoms took their 2-0 lead to the first intermission only to see the Bears roar back for three unanswered goals in the second period.

 In the opening minute of the middle stanza, Hershey rookie Nate Schmidt beat Danis up high with a 20-foot shot. Midway through the period, the Bears tied the game on a shorthanded breakaway goal. Michael Latta poked the puck away from Akeson in the neutral zone and then went in alone to beat Danis.

 Six minutes later, the Bears took a 3-2 lead on another shorthanded goal. This time, Latta intercepted a giveaway and then fed the puck to Derek Whitmore for a one-time blast that overpowered Danis.

 In the third period, Alderson re-tied the game at 3-3 with a power play goal at the 8:25 mark. Defenseman Matt Konan received a pass from defense partner Mark Alt and wheeled the puck up the ice from his own end of the ice. Konan then carried it over the red line, over the blue line and all the way to the slot. With three Hershey players going toward him, Konan fed the puck to Alderson in the lower right circle. The forward roofed the puck.

 The game remained tied through the remainder of regulation, and moved to overtime. At the 3:22 mark of four-on-four sudden death play, the game came to an end. Akeson intercepted a puck in the defensive zone, and sped off on a two-on-one rush along with rookie forward Petr Straka. Straka received the puck and tried a backhanded shot. Grubauer stopped the shot but a pinching Manning claimed the loose puck and put it in the net to win the game.

 The Phantoms return to action on Friday. They will start a weekend home-and-home set with a visit to play the Hartford Wolf Pack. The teams will rematch in Glens Falls the next night in the Phantoms' home opener.

 ************

EUROPEAN/JUNIOR PROSPECT WEEKEND ROUNDUP

 * SHL: Robert Hägg was minus-one with no points in Modo's 3-2 overtime win against Örebro on Saturday. On Tuesday, Modo hosts defending champion Skellefteå AIK.

 * KHL: Valeri Vasiliev was even with no points and a two minute interference penalty in the third period of Spartak's 2-1 loss to Dynamo Moscow. He skated 14:56 over 20 shifts. On Tuesday, Spartak hosts Donbass Donetsk, featuring former Flyers Ruslan Fedotenko and Michael Leighton.

 * OHL: Anthony Stolarz stopped 26 of 28 shots in the London Knights' 7-2 win over the Guelph Storm. London returns to action on Thursday, visiting Sarnia.

 * OHL: Scott Laughton, who has six points (two goals, four assists) in his first two games since being returned by the Flyers to the Oshawa Generals, was idle last night. The team has a home game tonight against Guelph.

 * QMJHL: Samuel Morin remains out of action for Rimouski with a hand injury. On Saturday, Rimouski lost to Drummondville, 5-4. The Flyers' first round pick in the 2013 NHL Draft should return to practice this upcoming week and could be available to play when Rimouski hosts Moncton next Saturday.

 * WHL: Taylor Leier had a goal and an assist for the Portland Winterhawks in a 6-3 loss to the Kelowna Rockets. The Hawks host Kamloops next Saturday.

 * WHL: Tyrell Goulbourne had no points or penalty minutes for Kelowna in their 6-3 win over Portland. The Rockets are in Spokane on Tuesday.

 * USHL: Fredric Larsson had his first point (an assist) and his first fight (vs. Alec McCrea) in the USHL in the Youngstown Phantoms 6-3 loss to Waterloo on Saturday. He was even in plus-minus in the match. His team hosts Chicago on Friday.

 * USHL: Terrance Amorosa did not record a point and was minus-one in Sioux City's 2-1 loss to Sioux Falls on Saturday. His team visits Tri-City on Friday.

 * USHL: David Drake was even with one shot on goal in Des Moines' 1-0 loss to Tri -City on Saturday. His team visits Fargo on Friday.

 * EJHL: Merrick Madsen got his second start of the season and was the losing goaltender in the Minot Minotauros' 3-2 loss to Wenatchee. Madsen stopped 29 of 32 shots. Minot hosts Aberdeen on Friday.

 ************
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GAME PREVIEW (12:15 AM EDT)

 Coming off an opening night loss in which the team played generally solid hockey for two periods, the Philadelphia Flyers (0-1-0) will look to get on the winning track when they take to the road to take on the Montreal Canadiens (0-1-0) at the Bell Centre. Game time is at 7 p.m. eastern. The match will be televised locally on CSN Philly and nationally in Canada on the CBC's Hockey Night in Canada broadcast as well as in French on RDS.

 This is the first of three meetings between the teams this season and the lone contest in Montreal. The Flyers will play the Habs on Dec. 12 and Jan. 8 at the Wells Fargo Center.

 A year ago, Philly took two of three in the season series with Montreal. The Canadiens grabbed a 4-1 road win in the first meeting of the season. In the second game, played in Philadelphia, the Flyers staged a 5-3 comeback win after they trailed 1-0 at the first intermission and 3-2 at the second intermission. In the final meeting of the 2012-13 season series, a Scott Hartnell hat trick and a three-point night (one goal, two assists) for Claude Giroux powered the Flyers to a 7-3 victory.

FLYERS OUTLOOK

 For a team to win consistently at any level of hockey, it is not just about the final score of a game. Rather, it's about the process of getting there. The Flyers looked much better in the regular season opener in many different facets of the game. If they can play to a comparable level to the first two periods of the 3-1 loss to Toronto, the goals will come and wins will follow. If the team reverts to its form of last season and the 2013 preseason, they'll have trouble stringing together winning streaks. 

 Offensively, the Flyers were simply unable to capitalize on the abundance of chances they generated against the Maple Leafs for two periods. Defensively, the club played solidly for the majority of the game, but paid dearly for a turnover and a couple of coverage breakdowns in prime scoring range. Opening night goaltender Steve Mason played well enough for the team to win if he had gotten more goal support than a single tally. 

 The Flyers power play went just 1-for-7 in the opener, but the team's early man advantages were marked by strong puck movement and numerous good looks at the net. The team's final two power plays, which came back-to-back in the third period with the club trailing 2-1 were deflating to the team.

 Last season, the Flyers had the NHL's highest combined special teams rating. It was even-strength play that was the team's Achilles heel. Likewise, the Flyers were haunted by a 4-8-0 record in the 12 games that entered the third period tied during the 48-game schedule. 

 Although the Flyers generally played well at even strength in the opener, they ended up getting outscored, 2-0, in five-on-five play. Additionally, Wayne Simmonds was unable to convert a penalty shot opportunity at the tail end of the second period. The third period was where the game truly got away from the Flyers.

 On Saturday night in Montreal, the Flyers will look to clean up the areas that doomed them to defeat on Wednesday's game. Ray Emery is likely to get the start in goal. With the exception of a mediocre final outing, Emery played reasonably well in the preseason and is coming off a resurgent campaign last year in Chicago.

 New Flyers' additions Vincent Lecavalier and Mark Streit will make their regular season road debuts for the Flyers in Saturday's game. Streit is an ex-Have while Lecavalier was rumored for several years to be on the brink of being the centerpiece of a blockbuster trade from Tampa Bay to Montreal that never happened. 

 The Flyers made a pair of roster moves the day after the Toronto game. The club sent 2012 first-round pick Scott Laughton back to OHL's Oshawa Generals. It also recalled agitating forward Kris Newbury from the Adirondack Phantoms.

CANADIENS OUTLOOK

 On the night before the Flyers opened their season at home against Toronto, the Canadiens did the same. In a fight-filled, seesawing-momentum contest, the Habs went down to a 4-3 defeat in regulation. 

 Lars Eller had a pair of goals and an assist for the Canadiens, who also got a goal from Brendan Gallagher (one of last season's more prominent rookie standouts in the NHL). 

 Montreal goaltender Carey Price stopped 34 of 38 shots in a losing cause.

 Saturday night's game at the Bell Centre will mark the first time Danny Briere will play against his former club since the Flyers bought out the final two years of his contract in the offseason. Briere, of course, has a history of scoring goals in big games and this match is no doubt one he circled on his calendar the first time he saw the Canadiens' season schedule. 

 The Habs' opener was marred by a concussion suffered by veteran enforcer George Parros, who face-planted to the ice during a fight with Toronto's Colton Orr. Parros had to be carted off the ice. He is out indefinitely with the concussion but the situation looked even worse than that at first. 

 Incidentally, Flyers defenseman Nicklas Grossmann has had just two fights in his NHL career -- one with Dallas and one last season with Philadephia -- and both times his opponent was frequent fisticuffs combatant Parros. With Parros out of the lineup, there's no chance of round three taking place on Saturday.

 Montreal top-line left wing Max Pacioretty sustained an apparent wrist injury on the opener. He returned to practice on Friday and is expected to suit up against the Flyers although he is officially listed as a game-time decision.

 The Canadiens enter this game with numerous other injuries that have forced coach Michel Therrien to do some lineup juggling, especially on the blueline. Defensemen Alexei Emelin (knee), Douglas Murray (upper body) and Davis Drewiske (separated shoulder) are all currently unavailable.

 After Saturday's game, the Flyers head to Carolina to take on the Hurricanes on Sunday at 5 p.m. eastern. The Canadiens will be off until Wednesday, when they travel to Calgary.

PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 10 Brayden Schenn

 24 Matt Read- 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 93 Jakub Voracek

 37 Jay Rosehill or 45 Kris Newbury - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 29 Ray Emery

 [35 Steve Mason]

 Scratches: Jay Rosehill or Kris Newbury (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy).

 CANADIENS

 67 Max Pacioretty - 51 David Desharnais - 48 Danny Briere

 17 Rene Bourque - 14 Tomas Plekanec - 21 Brian Gionta

 27 Alex Galchenyuk - 81 Lars Eller - 11 Brendan Gallagher

 32 Travis Moen - 53 Ryan White - 8 Brandon Prust

 26 Josh Gorges - 76 P.K. Subban

 79 Andrei Markov - 61 Raphael Diaz

 42 Jarred Tinordi - 55 Francis Bouillon 

 31 Carey Price

 [30 Peter Budaj]

 Scratches: Nathan Beaulieu (healthy), Alexei Emelin (IR, knee surgery), Douglas Murray (IR, upper body), Davis Drewiske (IR, sprained shoulder), George Parros (concussion).

 ***************

PHANTOMS OPEN REGULAR SEASON IN HERSHEY

 The Adirondack Phantoms open their 2013-14 regular season on Saturday night when they travel to Hershey, PA, to the take on the Washington Capitals-affiliated Hershey Bears. Game time is 7 p.m. eastern.

 The Phantoms will carry 26 players on their opening-night roster, as there is no roster limit at the AHL level. However, head coach Terry Murray indicated to the Post Star that the number may get pared down a bit further in the days to come. 

 Kris Newbury had been slated prior to his recall by the Flyers to center the Phantoms' first line, flanked by Jason Akeson and Tye McGinn. Murray will now move a younger player, such as Kyle Flanagan, into that role. 

 Adirondack's opening night roster is as follows:

 Goaltenders (2)

 34 Yann Danis 

 35 Cal Heeter 

 Defensemen (8)

 2 Mark Alt 

 5 Steven Delisle 

 6 Matt Konan 

 7 Oliver Lauridsen 

 20 Cullen Eddy

 28 Brandon Manning

 37 Bruno Gervais

 44 Maxim Lamarche 

 Forwards (16)

 8 Doug Clarkson

 9 Rob Bordson

 12 Michael Raffl

 13 Zack FitzGerald 

 15 Marcel Noebels

 16 Tye McGinn

 18 Tyler Brown

 19 Brandon Alderson

 23 Ben Holmstrom

 24 Petr Straka

 25 Nick Cousins 

 26 Chris VandeVelde

 27 Kyle Flanagan 

 29 Derek Mathers 

 38 Jason Akeson

 57 Matt Mangene

 Among the players who did not make the Phantoms' opening night roster are forward Andrew Johnston, defenseman Tyler Hostetter and goaltender Carsen Chubak. All are being sent to the ECHL's Greenville Road Warriors along with Greenville-contracted players such as Jean-Michel Rizk, Jordie Johnston, Guillaume Asselin and Lee Baldwin. The latter four were in the Phantoms training camp as tryout players.

 ************

FLYERS PROSPECT UPDATES

 * SHL: Robert Hägg and struggling Modo head on the road on Saturday to take on Örebro HK. On Thursday, Hägg was minus-one without a point in Modo's 4-3 shootout loss to Brynäs. In eight regular season games played to date, Hägg has three assists, two penalty minutes, eight shots on goal, an even plus-minus (+4, -4) and an average 16:22 of ice time. For most of the last four games, he has been on his team's third defense pairing after starting the season on the top pairing.

 * KHL: Valeri Vasiliev and Spartak Moscow are the road team in a Saturday derby against Dynamo Moscow. In eight regular season games played to date, the defenseman has one assist, three shots on goal, two penalty minutes, a plus-one rating and an average 14:37 of ice time mostly on his club's third pairing.

 * OHL: Playing for the second time in as many nights since being re-assigned to Oshawa, Scott Laughton had a pair of assists in the Generals' 3-2 win over Bellville on Friday night. He had two goals and two assists in a 7-1 win over Peterborough the previous night.

 * OHL: Anthony Stolarz was the winning goaltender in London's 5-4 win over Windsor on Friday night. Three of the Spitfires goals came on deflections. Stolarz made 29 saves to run his season won-loss record to 4-0-0. For the campaign to date, he has a 2.25 GAA, .935 save percentage and one shutout.

 * QMJHL: Samuel Morin will miss the weekend games for Rimouski as he continues to recover from a hand injury suffered in his second regular season game. He is expected to return to the ice with his teammates next week.

 * WHL: Recently appointed Portland Winterhawks captain Taylor Leier scored a goal in a losing cause as his team fell, 6-2 to the Kelowna Rockets. For the season to date, Leier has three goals and seven points in six games. 

 * WHL: Tyrell Goulbourne had a pair of assists in Kelowna's win over Portland. For the season to date, the agitating forward has four points (all assists) and just two penalty minutes in his first five games.

 * USHL: After being sidelined for the start of the season by an upper-body injury, Terrance Amorosa earned an assist in his USHL debut for the Des Moines Buccaneers. Amorosa set up the game's first goal in a 2-1 shootout win over Tri-City.

 * USHL: Fredric Larsson visited the sin bin three times on minor penalties (one was a coincidental minor with an opposing player) in the Youngstown Phantoms' 4-3 loss to Cedar Rapids on Friday. Larsson was a plus-one in the game. In five regular season games to date, Larsson has not recorded a point and is minus-two with 12 penalty minutes.

 * USHL: David Drake was minus-one without a point in the Des Moines Buccaneers' 4-3 win over the Lincoln Stars on Friday.

 * NAHL: Merrick Madsen, who has only appeared in one game to date, served as the backup again in the Minot Minotauros' 4-0 loss to Wenatchee on Friday.

 ************

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.

Meltzer's Musings: Newbury, Laughton, Holding the Lines, Scud Missiles

October 4, 2013, 1:03 AM ET [364 Comments]   

Share on facebook Share on twitter Share on email Share on print More Sharing Services 1 

 Bill Meltzer

 Philadelphia Flyers Blogger • NHL.com • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

FRIDAY QUICK HITS

 * The Flyers made a somewhat surprising roster move on Thursday, returning 2012 first-round pick Scott Laughton to the OHL's Oshawa Generals one night after he was a healthy scratch on opening night. In his place, the club recalled veteran pro Kris Newbury from the Phantoms.

 Laughton was stuck in a tough position this year. He has little to gain from a fourth season in the OHL, where he averaged 1.14 points per game last season while continuing to be one of the junior circuit's more adept defensive centers. At the same time, barring an injury to one of the Flyers' top three NHL-level centers, Laughton's ice time was going to be limited for him if he played in the NHL through his allotted nine-game trial and beyond.

 Ideally, Laughton would be allowed to play in the AHL this season; which is probably the most appropriate level of competition for him at this point of his development. Unfortunately, as a CHL-affiliated player, he is not eligible for the American League this season.

 Flyers captain Claude Giroux can somewhat relate to what Laughton is going through. As the team's first-round pick in 2006 and coming off a spectacular season for the QMJHL's Gatineau Olympiques in 2007-08 (106 points in 55 regular season games, followed by a mind-boggling 51 points in 19 playoff games), Giroux was expected to make the Flyers' NHL roster out of its 2008 training camp. Unfortunately, he had a poor preseason and wound up being demoted to the Phantoms for the first few months of the campaign before coming up to the Flyers for good. 

 I asked Giroux at practice today how he dealt with the initial disappointment of not making the NHL roster after he initially appeared to have a spot locked up. Giroux admitted that it stung a bit at first but ended up being something that made him a better -- and more prepared -- NHL player in the long run.

 "When I look back at it now, it was the best thing for me," Giroux said. "We had John Paddock as coach, and I was playing about 25 minutes a game. It was a good learning experience."

 Once he gets over the disappointment, Laughton can set his sights on goals like continuing to add muscle to his frame, earning a spot on Team Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championships and growing his offensive game even further.

 Laughton had a passable but unspectacular camp for the Flyers this September. He actually played better in the abbreviated post-lockout camp in January when he was in midseason form from the OHL campaign. This time around, he didn't look out place or overwhelmed, but he also didn't do much that was exceptional.

“At the end of the day, you need to justify the amount of minutes you think he’s going to get and weigh it against the long-term projection of where you see him down the road, and it just didn’t add up for us,” said Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren.

 Laughton's return to the OHL guarantees that his NHL entry-level contract will slide another season, officially beginning in the 2014-15 season. It also opens up a spot on the Flyers' reserve list should they want or need to add a player to the roster later in the season.

 As for Newbury, he is one of those players who plays different roles during his stints in the AHL than he does while in the NHL. At the AHL level, he's a solid scorer as well as an agitator who is not shy about dropping the gloves. Prior to learning of his recall to the Flyers, Newbury was slated to center the Phantoms' top line this season, flanked by Jason Akeson and Tye McGinn.

 At the NHL level, Newbury is generally a fourth line player. His role is to stir the pot and fight a bit, although he is too small (5-foot-11, 213 pounds) to go toe-to-toe with the league's heavyweights. As a frame of reference, I'd say he's somewhat akin to Zac Rinaldo and ex-Flyer Arron Asham in his NHL role. Newbury is best suited to fighting people like the comparably sized Asham. 

 The 31-year-old Newbury has the versatility to play either center (his natural position) or wing as needed. Flyers coach  Peter Laviolette indicated after practice on Thursday that the player's versatility -- potentially even including the ability to fill-in on one of the top three lines for a couple games -- was one of his main assets. 

 * At Thursday's practice, the Flyers stayed with the line combinations that they featured for most of the first two periods of the opening night game against Toronto. That included Brayden Schenn on the top line, Jakub Voracek on the third line with Sean Couturier, and Matt Read on the Vincent Lecavalier line.

 After Wednesday's game, Laviolette said the lineup switches were done in order to try to spread the wealth a bit offensively. Both he and Voracek insist the Czech forward is feeling fine physically, and the early line juggling had nothing to with the lower back injury that knocked Voracek out of a preseason game last Tuesday for precautionary reasons.

 * One area where Laviolette would like to see his team bear down a little more is in getting shot attempts on the net. Missed shots were an issue in practice and during the preseason, and also carried over into opening night.

 "Even at practice here, we're firing Scud missiles from the slot or coming off the rush, and they're smashing off the glass," said Laviolette. "I think if we can put it between the red bars somewhere, not only will it be a chance for it to go in the net, but there might be a second or third opportunity that follows."

 * Flyers enforcer Jay Rosehill was still an unhappy man about the cross-check he took up high from Toronto's Colton Orr in the third period of Wedesday's game. He said that Orr would not fight him when he had the chance, and choose instead later in the game to try a head-hunting cheapshot that, by sheer luck, caught him in the shoulder and avoided connecting with his jaw and teeth. Orr got a two-minute penalty on the play.

 * The Flyers will hold a short practice on Friday morning before leaving for Montreal. The game will mark the first game Danny Briere will play against his former teammates since being bought out by the Flyers in the offseason.

 ************

 POST-PRACTICE VIDEO

Claude Giroux is asked about playing against Danny Briere

Peter Laviolette discusses Scott Laughton

Kris Newbury talks about his utility-player/agitator role in the Flyers lineup

 ***************
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GAME SYNOPSIS

 In last season's lockout-shortened regular season, 25 percent (12 of 48) of the Flyers games entered the third period tied. The team went 4-8-0 in those games, capturing an anemic eight of a possible 24 points that were within their grasp. 

 Unfortunately for Philadelphia, they got the 2013-14 regular season off on the same note, dropping a 3-1 decision to the Toronto Maple Leafs after leading at the first intermission and being tied, 1-1, at the second. 

 Maple Leafs goaltender Jonathan Bernier was spectacular in his regular season debut for his new club, turning aside 31 of 32 shots (many of the difficult variety) and keeping his team in the game until they cashed in some opportunistic chances. 

 The Flyers generally had the better of the play in the opening two periods -- especially the first -- against a Toronto team that played last night. After a rocky opening shift of the game, they played fairly solid team defense. Unfortunately, Philly still had a few breakdowns that ended costing them dearly, as Toronto tied the game with 2:54 remaining in the second period and then took the least at 2:30 of the the third period.

 Wayne Simmonds missed a late second period penalty shot that could have put his team back up, 2-1, heading into the final stanza.

 The Leafs were the better team in the third period. Once the Flyers fell behind and then got blanked on back-to-back power plays, they sagged and their energy level dropped significantly. Toronto put the clamps down thereafter and added late-game insurance.

 The Flyers had seven power plays to just two for Toronto. Each team scored once (the Leafs' power play goal came in the final 23 seconds of regulation). Philly generated good puck movement on their early advantages but had trouble solving Bernier until Brayden Schenn got Philadelphia on the board first with just seven seconds left in the first period.

 The Flyers best forward line in this game was the Vincent Lecavalier unit with Matt Read and Simmonds. Claude Giroux's line also had its share of chances, and Scott Hartnell in particular had about four glorious scoring chances between five-on-five and power play but was unable to pot a goal. For the most part, Philly's defense played well. Mason gave the team a chance to win, and was not the reason for the loss. 

 The three biggest reasons for the outcome:

 1) Lack of finishing touch against a rock-solid Bernier, especially on power plays.

 2) A 2-0 deficit in even-strength goal output/

 3) A couple of team defense miscues that ended up in the net.

 STARTING LINEUPS; ACTUAL VS. PROJECTED

 The Flyers went with a somewhat different starting forward lineup arrangement than most of the pregame projections (including my own) had. They moved Brayden Schenn up to the top line, slid Read up from Sean Couturier's line to Lecavalier's, and started the game with Jakub Voracek on the Couturier line.

 As the game progressed, Schenn and Voracek eventually switched lines and Voracek returned to his accustomed spot with Giroux and Hartnell.

 FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 10 Brayden Schenn 

 24 Matt Read- 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 93 Jakub Voracek

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 Scratches: Scott Laughton (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy).

 MAPLE LEAFS

 21 James van Riemsdyk - 42 Tyler Bozak - 81 Phil Kessel

 19 Joffrey Lupul - 43 Nazem Kadri - 41 Nikolai Kulemin

 12 Mason Raymond - 36 Dave Bolland - 40 Troy Bodie

 37 Carter Ashton - 11 Jay McClement - 38 Colton Orr

 36 Carl Gunnarsson - 3 Dion Phaneuf

 51 Jake Gardiner - 4 Cody Franson

 2 Mark Fraser - 15 Paul Ranger

 45 Jonathan Bernier

 [34 James Reimer]

 Scratches: Frazer McLaren (finger), David Clarkson (NHL suspension), Morgan Rielly (healthy).

 FIRST PERIOD: Key moments

 Philadelphia gave up a 2-on-1 rush to Toronto in the opening half-minute of regulation, but Steve Mason (22 saves on 25 shots) thwarted James van Riemsdyk. After playing racehorse hockey at both ends for the first three or four minutes of play, Philly settled in and had the better of play for the majority of the period. 

 At the 10:12 mark, Brayden Schenn took exception to a hit on Giroux by ex-Flyers forward Joffrey Lupul and moved in immediately to defend the team caption. The fight was brief and unremarkable.

 The Flyers had three power plays to none for Toronto in this period. After numerous good chances by both power play units, the second unit (which featured Lecavalier, Brayden Schenn and Matt Read up front and Mark Streit and either Claude Giroux or Andrej Meszaros at the points) capitalized. 

 Streit fed the puck to Lecavalier, who made a tremendous play behind the net. With all Toronto PK eyes on Lecavalier, Brayden Schenn was left untouched in point blank range in the slot. Lecavalier's feed was on the money, and Schenn made no mistake. Time of the goal was 19:53.

 1st period stats

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 30 - Toronto 11

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 15 - Toronto 9

 BLOCKS: Flyers 0 - Toronto 4 (two for Bozak)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 11 - Toronto 2

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 1-for-3, Toronto 0-for-0

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 14 of 27, 52% (Couturier led Flyers with 3-for-4)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 7 - Toronto 14 (Rinaldo led Flyers with two)

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 1 (Streit) - Toronto 3 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 1 (Simmonds) - Toronto 0

 2nd Period: Key Moments

 The Flyers continued to have the better of play for the first 10-13 minutes of the period but Toronto started to generate more pressure as the stanza moved along. 

 At 4:18, Toronto defenseman Paul Ranger was sent off for two minutes for high sticking Matt Read near the attacking goal line. Philly was unable to score on the power play.

 Midway through the period, the Flyers found themselves shorthanded (5-on-4) for the first time this season. Timonen was called for neutral zone interference after a turnover. During the ensuing kill, defenseman Nicklas Grossmann was a shot-blocking machine for the Flyers; at one point blocking three shots in a row in rapid succession. The big Swede also registered a big hit in the corner about 10 seconds before the multiple shot-block sequence but the team was unable to clear the zone.

 At the 17:06 mark, Toronto tied the game. Things started out innocently enough, as Philadelphia broke out of the defensive zone until Max Talbot's attempted pass from the side boards over the middle got picked off by Dion Phaneuf a stride in front of the Toronto blueline. Now the Leafs had a counterattacking chance. 

 Phaneuf skated the puck into the offensive zone and put a low shot on net. Grossmann canceled out his man, Nazem Kadri, directly on Mason's doorstep but Talbot did not recover in time to pick up a wide open Phil Kessel. Toronto's top offensive player, who just signed an eight-year contract extension yesterday, pumped home the rebound to knot the score at 1-1.

 In the waning seconds of the period, Simmonds put on a burst of speed up the right wing past defenseman Paul Ranger, who trippped him up as he approached the net. Somewhat questionably, the officials awarded a penalty shot to Simmonds with the clock stopped at 19:56.

 Simmonds moved in slowly on Bernier, and then cut to his right, trying to get his former Los Angeles Kings teammate to open the five hole. Bernier stayed square to him, and there was nothing at which to shoot but the goalie's pads. 

 2nd period stats - Period/40-min total

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 24 (54) - Toronto 19 (30)

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 7 (22) - Toronto 9 (18)

 BLOCKS: Flyers 4 (4, three by Grossmann) - Toronto 10 (14, three for Bozak & Gunarsson)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 7 (18) - Toronto 2 (4)

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-1 (1-for-4), Toronto 0-for-1 (0-for-1)

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 8 of 29 (overall 22 for 46, 48 percent)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 8 (15) - Toronto 11 (25) -- L. Schenn and Rinaldo led Flyers with 3)

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 3 (4) - Toronto 6 (9; Gunnarsson with three) 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 6 (7, Simmonds with 2) - Toronto 3 (3)

 3rd PERIOD -- Key Moments

 It took Toronto just 2:30 into the third period to grab their first lead of the game. Toronto's Nikolai Kulemin won a battle with Streit behind the net, and the puck was worked to Lupul. Neither Luke Schenn nor any of the forwards on the Lecavalier line were able to pick up an open Dave Bolland in time. Bolland received the puck and beat Mason from in close to give the Leafs a 2-1 lead.

 At the 3:35 mark, Matt Fraser went off for a high sticking penalty behind the net. Flyers enforcer Jay Rosehill came barreling in to go at Fraser and was met by a cross-check to the face by an onrushing Colton Orr. Out of the ensuing chaos, Orr and Rosehill got canceling two minute minors and the Flyers got a 5-on-4 power play from the initial penalty.

 The Flyers pressed but did not move the puck nearly as well as they did in previous advantages. With two seconds remaining in the Fraser penalty, Kulemin was called for neutral zone interference of Giroux. Philadelphia's second consecutive power play also went nowhere. 

 With the Leafs having taken the lead and gaining further momentum from the consecutive penalty kills, the Flyers sagged and Toronto put down the defensive clamps. Philadelphia generated few tough chances the remainder of the game and the ones they did -- such as a wicked deflection from the mid-slot by Simmonds -- were gobbled up by Bernier. 

 The Flyers pulled Mason for an extra attacker with under 90 seconds left. At the 19:02 mark, Timonen was forced to take a hooking penalty to prevent an empty net goal. Mason returned to the net.

 With 23 seconds left in regulation and the Flyers thinking offense and offense only down by a goal, Mason was left to fend alone as Toronto put multiple close-range chances on net. There was a 3-on-1 down low by the time Bolland notched his second goal of the period. Lupul and Cody Franson drew the assists on the goal that sealed a 3-1 final score.

 3rd PERIOD STATS: Period/ 60-minute totals

 ATTEMPTED SHOTS: Flyers 19 (73) - Toronto 12 (42)

 SHOTS ON GOAL: Flyers 10 (32) - Toronto 7 (25)

 BLOCKS: Flyers 7 (11, four by Grossmann) - Toronto 6 (20, five by Gunarsson)

 MISSED SHOTS: Flyers 3 (21) - Toronto 2 (6)

 POWERPLAYS: FLYERS 0-for-2 (1-for-6), Toronto 1-for-1 (1-for-2)

 FACEOFFS: Flyers won 9 of 23 (overall 33 for 69, 47.8 percent; Couturier led with 8-for-11)

 CREDITED HITS: Flyers 7 (22) - Toronto 9 (34) -- four Flyers with 3)

 CHARGED GIVEAWAYS: Flyers 3 (7) - Toronto 3 (12; Gunnarsson with three) 

 CREDITED TAKEAWAYS: Flyers 3 (9, Simmonds and Read with 2) - Toronto 4 (7)

 **************

 OFFICIAL THREE STAR SELECTION (Wayne Fish)

 1. Troy Bodie - Maple Leafs

 2. Brayden Schenn - Flyers

 3. Jonathan Bernier - Maple Leafs

 My THREE- STAR SELECTION

 1. Jonathan Bernier - Maple Leafs

 2. Dave Bolland - Maple Leafs

 3. Vincent Lecavalier - Flyers

 **************

 VIDEO HIGHLIGHTS

Via NHL.com

 **************

 POST-GAME QUOTES

 FLYERS 

 Peter Laviolette: "Offensively that’s the best we’ve looked in a while, but at the end of the day, you’ve got to score more than one goal to win a game. We had a lot of chances, but there were plenty of missed shots and shots that they had blocked, it seemed like we had a lot of zone time but you have to give Toronto credit because they made us earn the tough ice and played a solid game defensively."

 Steve Mason: "You make the initial save and you do your best to get in position for the next shot and they made some good plays on the rebounds. So I’ve got to give them credit.... [Otherwise] I was feeling really calm, real patient and just in position for the majority of shots there, we did a really good job just making sure the traffic was cleared out of the way and [Grossmann] had some huge blocks there and in the PK in the second period too, so the guys were really working hard.”

Vincent Lecavalier: "After [Toronto went ahead], it wasn’t like the first period; we had trouble getting in there and keeping possession. They also played back a little bit more when they went up 2-1. So, they played a good road game and like I said, when they went up 2-1, they were on their heels a little bit and stayed back."

 Claude Giroux: "We have our chances. I think we generate a lot of offense in the first period and then they kept going the whole game. You know, it’s a tough loss in front of our fans but you know what, we did a lot of good things out there. Most of the game we dominated and we were responsible defensively but a couple mistakes cost us."

 MAPLE LEAFS

 Randy Carlyle: "[Bernier] gave us a chance and that’s all you can ask. Some nights it takes a little bit more. We knew that coming in here off of playing last night in Montreal the emotions of that game and then carrying that level for 60 minutes would be tough specifically in the beginning. We’re opening another building which is pretty ruckus. We needed a goaltender to keep us in the game and he did that and we’re fortunate to have him.”

Joffrey Lupul: "...We did start to elevate our game in the second and just play offense a little more, play in their end, match their physical play a lot. They played quite physical, so it took us a while to maybe get comfortable, or get our legs under us but again Jonathan "Bernie" Bernier did a great job for us."

 ***************

 FLYERS NEXT GAME: Saturday @ Montreal
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UPDATE 11:15 AM EDT

 Veteran Adam Hall will get the nod over rookie Scott Laughton as the Flyers fourth-line center tonight, according to team website writer Anthony SanFilippo. Lines updates below.

 UPDATE 10:30 AM EDT

 In a mild surprise, Steve Mason will get the opening-night start in goal for the Flyers.

 GAME PREVIEW 9:00 AM EDT

 Coming off a poor preseason and a highly disappointing campaign last season, the Philadelphia Flyers (0-0-0) are under pressure to get the 2013-14 season off to a good start. The team will have the opportunity to start things on a positive note tonight when the Flyers play host to the Toronto Maple Leafs (1-0-0) at the Wells Fargo Center.

 Game time tonight is 7:30 p.m. eastern. The game will be televised locally on CSN Philadelphia and nationally across Canada on TSN.

 This is the first of three meetings between the teams this season. Following tonight's game, the clubs will not see each other again until after the Olympic break. The next meeting will take place on March 8 in Toronto.

 The Maple Leafs, a playoff team last season, won their regular season opener last night in Montreal. In a seesaw 4-3 affair, James van Riemsdyk (power play), Dion Phaneuf, Tyler Bozak (shorthanded) and Mason Raymond tallied goals for Toronto. James Reimer got the start and victory in net. New goaltending addition Jonathan Bernier will make his regular season debut tonight in Philadelphia.

 The Flyers struggled through a 1-5-1 preseason that saw the club plagued by many of the same team defense issues that doomed the club to missing the playoffs last season despite having the NHL's combined top-ranked special teams. Tonight's game marks the regular season Flyers debuts of Vincent Lecavalier and Mark Street.

 PROJECTED LINEUPS (Subject to change)

 FLYERS

 19 Scott Hartnell - 28 Claude Giroux - 93 Jakub Voracek

 10 Brayden Schenn - 40 Vincent Lecavalier - 17 Wayne Simmonds

 25 Max Talbot - 14 Sean Couturier - 24 Matt Read

 37 Jay Rosehill - 18 Adam Hall - 36 Zac Rinaldo

 44 Kimmo Timonen - 5 Braydon Coburn

 32 Mark Streit - 22 Luke Schenn

 8 Nicklas Grossmann - 41 Andrej Meszaros

 35 Steve Mason

 [29 Ray Emery]

 Scratches: Scott Laughton (healthy), Erik Gustafsson (healthy), Hal Gill (healthy).

 MAPLE LEAFS

 21 James van Riemsdyk - 42 Tyler Bozak - 81 Phil Kessel

 19 Joffrey Lupul - 43 Nazem Kadri - 41 Nikolai Kulemin

 12 Mason Raymond - 36 Dave Bolland - 40 Troy Bodie

 37 Carter Ashton - 11 Jay McClement - 38 Colton Orr

 36 Carl Gunnarsson - 3 Dion Phaneuf

 51 Jake Gardiner - 4 Cody Franson

 2 Mark Fraser - 15 Paul Ranger

 45 Jonathan Bernier

 [34 James Reimer]

 Scratches: Frazer McLaren (finger), David Clarkson (NHL suspension), Morgan Rielly (healthy).

 ************
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Update: Hall Gill has signed for a one year, $700,000 deal.

SHOULD FLYERS CARRY EIGHT DEFENSEMEN THIS SEASON?

 The Philadelphia Flyers currently have the NHL's most expensive defense corps. Entering the 2013-14 season, the team's top seven defensemen -- Kimmo Timonen, Braydon Coburn, Luke Schenn, Mark Streit, Nicklas Grossmann, Andrej Meszaros and Erik Gustafsson -- eat up a combined 43 percent ($27.85 million) of the NHL maximum $64.3 million salary cap ceiling. 

 That figure does not include the $4.9 million cap hit that Chris Pronger carries or the $100,000 penalty the team carries as dead space on the cap for the buyout of Oskars Bartulis in June 2012. Pronger was placed on long-term injured reserve yesterday in order to give the team the ability to add to the 21-man roster that was submitted to the NHL yesterday. 

 When you add the Pronger cap hit and the Bartulis buyout, the portion of the team's cap that is tied up in defensemen rises to $32.85 million, or 51.1 percent of league salary cap maximum for this season. That is why the Flyers find themselves relying on LTIR allowance to do something as simple as carrying a 13th forward (currently they have just 12). 

 During the summer and the preseason, the team tried unsuccessfully to trade a veteran defenseman to free up some bankable cap space and avoid the situation they currently face. Now that Pronger is on LTIR, however, the team has the ability to add both a 13th forward and an eighth defenseman to the roster.

 The 13th forward is likely to be veteran Adam Hall, who cleared waivers on Sunday and was assigned to the Adirondack Phantoms yesterday along with veteran defenseman Bruno Gervais prior to the 5 p.m. deadline for submitting a cap-compliant roster to the NHL offices. Once that deadline passed, the Flyers and other teams were permitted to designate players for long-term injured reserve.

 Apart from recalling Hall, the Flyers' next move may be to sign 38-year-old veteran defenseman Hal Gill to a modest one-year contract. The 6-foot-7 shot-blocking and penalty killing specialist would become the eighth defenseman on the NHL depth chart and serve much the same locker room leadership role that forward Mike Knuble served last season.

 While adding an eighth defenseman to an already bloated blueline may not be the wisest move from an ongoing cap management perspective, keep in mind that Pronger's LTIR allowance is not bankable for later in the season (rather, it's a use-it-or-lose-it option). Also, given the rate at which defensemen leaguewide -- Flyers defensemen in particular --get injured, having two additional defensemen on the roster might not be such a bad idea after all.

 Another way of looking at it: The Flyers could have both a mobile puck-mover (Gustafsson) and a big-bodied stay-at-home defender (Gill) at the ready.

 Gustafsson entered the preseason with a starting six job to lose, and probably now finds himself as the number seven defenseman between his own mediocre preseason and the team's inability to trade a veteran. At some point this season, however, there is bound to be at least one blueline injury that will provide him an extended opportunity to show that his strong play and heavy ice time in the final 10 games of the 2012-13 regular season and the 2013 IIHF World Championships were not an aberration.

 If Gill is carried as an eighth defenseman, he will be the substitute in case one someone such as Grossmann or Luke Schenn is lost to injury. Gill really doesn't have much contract negotiating leverage at this point of his career. Assuming he can be signed for about what Knuble made last year ($750,000), that's not a bad insurance policy to have. 

 During the preseason, the Flyers tried to get a sense of whether Oliver Lauridsen, who was a pleasant surprise in a late-season callup last year and also held his own at the 2013 World Championships, was ready for a full-time NHL job. If he was, the club might have had more flexibility to trade Grossmann for cap space. Lauridsen struggled pretty badly in the exhibition games he played, so the answer about his immediate NHL readiness was a no. He has returned to Adirondack, and will be in the callup mix during the season.

 Meanwhile, with no recall waivers to worry about anymore, the team also has option of recalling Gervais if it needs another veteran at the NHL level. Alternatively, the club could also try turning to the younger Brandon Manning, Matt Konan or well-regarded rookie Mark Alt if the injuries once again pile up at the NHL level.

 Does the talent level on the Flyers' blueline match the amount of money being spent on it? Probably not, although I have much greater concern about whether the mix of players is right than I about whether any are individually competent enough to deserve starting spots in the NHL. 

 On a one-by-one basis, the Flyers do not lack for decent NHL defensemen, but is there collectively the right mix of mobility and muscle, puck movement and strength down low in the defensive zone, and of positional savvy and physicality? Based on what was displayed in the preseason, I'd have to say the answer is still no. 

 In particular, I still question whether this is the right group to manage and move the puck in Peter Laviolette's system, especially in light of the average-at-best defensive traits of much of the top half of the team's forward corps. There is still questionable cohesion between the forwards and defensemen, and the addition of Streit and the start of a new regular season aren't going to be magical elixirs on their own. 

 As things stand now, what the Flyers have done since last year is subtract Gervais (and Kurtis Foster) from the starting mix by adding Streit and having a hopefully healthier Meszaros return for the start of the final year of his contract. On paper that's an upgrade, but in reality that depends on Meszaros returning to something resembling the form he displayed in 2010-11. From a depth standpoint, I think the Flyers are fairly well-girded to withstand injuries.

 I don't think anyone would argue that the Flyers defense corps, one through seven (or eight), ranks among the best in the NHL despite its collective price tag. On the other hand, if the club as a whole would buy into and execute the concept of team defense with a semblance of consistency -- there is considerable room for improvement in back checking, gap control, puck support and breakouts -- goalies Ray Emery and Steve Mason might have a chance to improve the team's goals against average and save percentage. 

 **************

TUESDAY QUICK HITS

 * Defense prospect Robert Hägg is in SHL action for Modo today, as the team (which has been in an offensive slump of late) heads south to take on HV71 Jönköping. Hägg has been playing on the third pairing for the last few games after opening the regular season on the top pairing. He's had some good and not-so-good outings among his six games thus far, which is often par for the course for young defensemen. Statistically, the 18-year-old has two assists, two penalty minutes, eight shots on goal and an even plus-minus (+3,-3) while averaging about 18 minutes of ice time per game. A stream of today's game will be available here. Game time is at 1 p.m. eastern U.S./Canada time.

 * Defense prospect Valeri Vasilev was bumped up from the third to the second pairing for the start of Spartak Moscow in yesterday's game against Ugra. At the start of the game, Vasiliev was paired with former Flyers second-round pick Denis Bodrov, an ex-Phantom. In the second period, Vasiliev was skipped over on several shifts for unspecified reasons (he skated only four shifts in that period for a total 3:30) but he resumed regular ice time in the third period to finish the game with 12:58 of ice time over 17 shifts. Spartak lost, 1-0. For the season, Vasiliev has one assist, two penalty minutes, an even plus minus and an average of 14:26 of ice time per game in seven games.

 * Today in Flyers History: On this date in 1992, the Flyers acquired winger Brent Fedyk from the Detroit Red Wings in exchange for a 1993 third-round draft pick (Charles Paquette). Wearing uniform number 18 Fedyk ended up skating on Philadelphia's top-line for parts of the 1992-93 and 1993-94 seasons as one-third of the Crazy Eights line, along with Eric Lindros (#88) and Mark Recchi (#8). With the emergence and eventual first-line promotion of Mikael Renberg as a rookie in 1993-94, Fedyk moved to other lines, primarily with the likes of Rod Brind'Amour and Kevin Dineen as his linemates. 

 When Terry Murray became the Flyers head coach, Fedyk was in and out of the coach's doghouse during the lockout shortened 1994-95 season. He also dealt with a significant neck injury that knocked him out of action for 13 games. Fedyk opened the 1995-96 season as the Flyers' second-line right wing on a line with Brind'Amour and Patrik Juhlin. 

 After a big opening night in Montreal -- every member of the Legion of Doom and every member of the second line scored a goal in a 7-1 shellacking of Patrick Roy and company -- both Juhlin and Fedyk rapidly fell out of favor despite Fedyk posting a respectable 10 goals and 15 points in 24 games. In December 1995, the Flyers traded Fedyk to Dallas in exchange for Trent Klatt. 

 For his Flyers career, Fedyk produced 59 goals and 124 points in 200 regular season games. He dressed in nine games during the team's run to the 1995 Eastern Conference Finals, posting two goals and two assists. Both goals came in the team's five-game victory over the Buffalo Sabres in the first round of the playoffs.

 ************

 Kindle users: Please sign up for Flyers Buzz. For more information click here.

Friday, November 1, 2013

Bridgeport embarrasses Worcester Sharks

SOUND TIGERS 7, SHARKS 1

By Carl Setterlund, CORRESPONDENT

  1 comment | Add a comment  

 WORCESTER —  Friday night's game at the DCU Center brought together two teams last in their divisions — Worcester in the Atlantic and one-win Bridgeport in the Northeast. 

So what should have been a battle between hungry players on both sides wasn't as the Sound Tigers iced the Sharks, 7-1. 

"I thought we had a grittier bunch than we had in here," Worcester coach Roy Sommer said. "I saw a lot of stuff that turned my stomach. Not a lot of guys wanted that puck tonight. Some guys couldn't get off the ice quick enough." 

The Sharks avoided the shutout when Adam Comrie set up Freddie Hamilton for a power-play goal from the right circle with 6:57 left. 

Ryan Strome was the fifth overall pick of the New York Islanders in 2011 and the center showed off his high ceiling by scoring Bridgeport's first two goals and assisting on the next three. 

Sommer said Worcester game-planned to limit Strome's impact. 

It didn't work. 

The 20-year-old's five-point night was matched by left wing Mike Halmo, who assisted on the first three goals, then scored the fourth and fifth to give the Sound Tigers a 5-0 lead after two periods. 

Worcester entered with the second-best penalty kill in the AHL, having allowed just two power-play goals in its last five games. But that total tripled to six as the Sound Tigers scored twice with the man advantage in the second period — Strome at 3:17 in and Halmo with 1:19 left. 

Sharks goalie Harri Sateri (23 saves) was pulled after letting up Bridgeport's sixth goal, by Joe Diamond, 4:39 into the third. Troy Grosenick (6 saves) didn't fare much better, giving up the final Sound Tigers' goal 1:33 later, a John Persson power-play goal. 

The Sharks (2-4-0) allowed Bridgeport (2-5-1) nine power plays. 

"We couldn't get anything going," a frustrated Sommer said. "I don't think you're going to win many games being in the box for 20 minutes." 

At the other end, 6-foot-5 Anders Nilsson fared much better, turning back 28 shots. 

Worcester hosts the St. John's IceCaps at 7 tonight. 

"I'm glad we do play, because we'll see what we're made of," Sommer said. "We had a lot of no-shows." 

The Sharks will then have five days off before playing nine games in 17 days starting Nov. 8. Worcester will play three straight games twice during that stretch. 

Contact Carl Setterlund at sports@telegram.com.
Thursday, October 24, 2013

San Jose Sharks' success has roots in Worcester

By Bud Barth, TELEGRAM & GAZETTE STAFF

hbarth@telegram.com
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Boston's Adam McQuaid, left, checks San Jose's center Tommy Wingels into the boards during the first period Thursday night.

(THE ASSOCIATED PRESS)
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BOSTON — The San Jose Sharks team that came swaggering into TD Garden with an NHL-leading 8-0-1 record on Thursday night actually got its start last season, according to forward Logan Couture. 

Truth be told, the success story goes back even further — several years ago, in fact, to those Worcester Sharks teams that funneled so many talented players to their NHL parent. 

"I think it started last year at trade deadline," Couture said on Tuesday during a stop at the Nativity School in Worcester, where he and teammates Matt Irwin and Tommy Wingels promoted a "Reading Is Cool" program for the pupils there. 

"We changed some players with better mentality that wanted to play, and got quicker, played more of a north-south game, and it's been good since then." 

The additions were veteran forward Raffi Torres, who is currently on the injured list with an ACL injury suffered in training camp, and Scott Hannan. But the new mentality has stuck as the Sharks — with no fewer than eight Worcester products on their roster — reeled off six straight victories to start the season. They lost in a shootout at Dallas, but came into Boston having won two in a row, including a 1-0 shootout victory at Detroit on Monday night in which Couture scored the winning goal. 

As of Thursday, San Jose had scored the most goals (40) and had the best goal differential (+24) in the league. 

It was the first time back in Worcester in some time for Couture, Irwin and Wingels. Couture played half a season at the DCU Center in 2011-12, getting 20 goals and 53 points in just 42 games. Wingels, also a forward, played 29 games that season in Worcester and 69 games the season before, accumulating 30 goals and 54 points in 99 games. Irwin, a defenseman, spent 2½ seasons with the AHL club before heading to San Jose to stay last season. 

Couture came into the Bruins game tied for second in scoring on the Sharks with 4-7-11 totals in nine games. He said he learned a lot of his game playing in Worcester for coach Roy Sommer. 

"It was good for me to learn the pro game," Couture said. "I was just fresh out of juniors, I was 20 years old, just trying to learn how to play pro and basically living on my own for the first time." 

Couture roomed with goalie Alex Stalock and tough guy Nick Petrecki, who is still with the AHL club. He couldn't remember the street where they lived, but like a good minor league hockey player, he remembered it was "by Funky Murphy's," the Shrewsbury Street bar and eatery. 

Irwin, who came from the unlikely hockey factory of UMass-Amherst, lived in Worcester with fellow UMass product Justin Braun — also now with San Jose — and James Marcou, who is now out of hockey. 

"The memories (of Worcester) are good," Irwin said. "It's where I started my pro career and kind of learned what the pro lifestyle's all about. You have that dream of playing pro hockey, so this was the first step. 

"I made a lot of great friends who were all in the same boat, trying to get to the NHL. You bond with those guys, and they're friends you'll have for a lifetime. A lot of us are up in San Jose now, so it's great to see San Jose's doing a great job of getting guys from Worcester developed and up into the NHL." 

Wingels, a Miami of Ohio product who has 2-4-6 totals in nine games for San Jose, said "it's great coming back" to the city where he got his start. 

"Being back in Worcester and seeing familiar buildings and the ice arena and the surroundings is pretty cool," he said. "It brings back pretty good memories." 

San Jose has been led by 19-year-old rookie sensation Tomas Hertl, who has seven goals in nine games, including four in one game against the Rangers. Hertl has played on a line with ex-Bruin Joe Thornton (1-10-11) and Brent Burns (4-4-8), while Couture has been with Patrick Marleau (7-4-11) and Tyler Kennedy. 

The Sharks started fast (6-0) last season, too, before cooling off. The question is whether they can keep it up this time. 

"That's our expectation, that's our goal for our team, to be the best," Irwin said. 

"Last year was a lot different," Couture noted. "We scored a lot of our goals last year on the power play, really relied on that to get us through games. This year, we've got a lot more five-on-five scoring. A lot of players in our lineup this year are really contributing; last year it was more top-heavy in terms of scoring, so I think we can keep it going." 

Contact Bud Barth at hbarth@telegram.com.
Wednesday, October 23, 2013

Worcester Sharks' offense can't deliver vs. Monarchs

MONARCHS 4, SHARKS 1
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Worcester's Curt Gogol brings the puck behind the Monarchs net and goalie Martin Jones during the first period. (JOHN FERRARONE)

By Carl Setterlund, CORRESPONDENT
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WORCESTER — Goaltending hasn't been the problem this season for the Worcester Sharks — four games into the season, a group of forwards depleted by call-ups to San Jose finally failed to deliver Wednesday night at the DCU Center. 

The Manchester Monarchs finally broke open the scoring 32 seconds into the second period and sent host Worcester to its third loss, 4-1, as the Sharks failed to score multiple goals for the first time of the young season. 

"I thought it was a hard-fought game," Monarchs coach Mark Morris said. "Worcester put a great amount of pressure on us and had some near misses that could have been goals. They never gave up, and they made it real interesting there when they were able to score when we were in the box late." 

It was also the first time the Sharks were in a goal decided by more than one goal. They trailed, 2-1, before allowing two goals in the final 1:30. 

"We were pressing and trying to keep the puck in," Sharks coach Roy Sommer said. "Those things happen, unfortunately." 

Right wing Daniil Tarasov had the winning goal on Sunday against the Portland Pirates, but his power-play tally with 12:18 remaining Wednesday night couldn't turn the momentum. 

Defenseman Dylan DeMelo had the assist as Worcester cut a 2-0 lead in half. DeMelo gained the puck on the boards and skated it to the left side of the goal, then sent the puck across for Tarasov to finish on the far side. 

Manchester got its key goals from a pair of highly touted prospects in 2012 NHL first-round pick Tanner Pearson and right wing Tyler Toffoli, who played a key role for the Monarchs affiliate, the Los Angeles Kings, in last season's playoffs. 

"They're close to making the jump," Morris said. "There's just not enough room with the Kings for them to be there. They'd probably play for a lot of teams, but right now they're with us, and we'll appreciate them while we've got them." 

Pearson, a left wing, had the Monarchs' opening goal, and Toffoli potted the winner, unloading from the slot 4:29 into the third. Sharks goaltender Harri Sateri had turned back Toffoli on a second-period breakaway. 

"When (Toffoli is) on the ice, you've got to know where he's at," Sommer said. "You give him a shot like that in the high slot, and it's game over." 

Toffoli also put in his team-leading fifth goal for the Monarchs (5-0-1-2), sending in an empty-netter with 48.3 seconds left. 

Less than a minute earlier, Nick Deslauriers got out ahead for what was essentially a penalty shot that make it 3-1 and end Sateri's night. 

The rotation of the Finnish netminder back into the lineup comes three days after Troy Grosenick led Worcester to a win in his first professional start. 

Now entering his third season as a frequent starter for the Sharks, Sateri made 30 saves and had several strong stops to keep the game scoreless after one. 

"It wasn't his fault," Sommer said. "He kept us in there and gave us an opportunity to win. You need more than one goal to win in today's game." 

Sateri's counterpart, Martin Jones, stopped 26 shots for Manchester. 

"We battled, and we made it 2-1, and we had some pressure on them," Sommer said. "He's a good goalie, and to get a goal on him, you've got to earn it." 

Worcester was only able to pocket two of a possible six points during the three-game sttretch that began last Saturday, falling to 1-3-0-0 on the season. The Sharks have played the fewest games in the American Hockey League. 

Worcester will resume action at 7 p.m. Saturday, playing its second road game of the season, in Springfield. The Falcons beat the Sharks, 4-3, in their opener on Oct. 12 at the MassMutual Center. 

The Sharks won't see the Monarchs again until a Nov. 22 game in Manchester.
Sunday, October 20, 2013

Sharks' Troy Grosenick beats Pirates in pro debut
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Worcester's Bracken Kearns, right, huddles with his teammates to celebrate his first-period goal. (T&G Staff/BETTY JENEWIN)

By Carl Setterlund, CORRESPONDENT
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The Pirates' Mark Louis, left, and the Sharks' Jimmy Bonneau tussle during the first period. A photo slideshow the game can be seen at telegram.com/sports. (T&G Staff/BETTY JENEWIN)
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 WORCESTER — The Worcester Sharks weren't just looking for their first win of the 2013-14 American Hockey League season Sunday night at the DCU Center against the winless Portland Pirates — they were still looking for their first point. 

That changed in Worcester's third game of the season as the Sharks finally kept up their intensity for a 3-2 victory in goalie Troy Grosenick's professional debut. 

"Good goaltenders usually find a way to win their first game in this league," Sharks coach Roy Sommer said. "I thought he saw the puck pretty good and he was on top of things. We didn't give up a whole lot, but we gave up a 2-on-0 — I don't know where the (defense) or everyone were — but a 2-on-0 with their best line on the ice, and he stopped them and I said 'It must be in the cards tonight.'" 

The Sharks took the lead for good on the second of two first-period power-play goals by Bracken Kearns as he redirected Daniil Tarasov's shot. Tarasov then potted the third goal late in the second period when he carried the puck in with a defender on him and shook Portland goalkeeper Mike Lee (27 saves) for a backhand winner. 

That gave Worcester a two-goal lead at 15:53 of the second, but the Sharks held on after the Pirates drew back within one two minutes later. 

Grosenick, a 24-year-old Union College graduate, stood tall in place of NHL prospect Harri Sateri, stopping 29 shots to pocket his first victory with the Sharks. 

"It's always good to get the call," Grosenick said of seeing his first action. "I didn't treat it different than any other game. Obviously, it's in the back of your mind, but you try your best to block it out. The guys did a great job in front of me, made my job easy and let me see all the pucks and I thought it was a great team win." 

The Sharks (1-2-0-0) led most of the way in their home opener against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Saturday only to give up two goals in the final 7:15, so Sommer was understandably wary even with the lead. 

"We kind of had things going our way (Saturday) night," Sommer said. "We had a 1-0 lead going into the third period. They had three chances and they scored on all three of them, but tonight I thought our goalie was strong." 

Worcester will finish a three-game home stand against the Manchester Monarchs at 7 p.m. Wednesday. They'll follow that with their second game of the season at rival Springfield, which beat the Sharks in their opener. 

Portland (0-3-0-1) went ahead at 4:25 of the first period when center Andy Miele plunked down on the weak side and waited for a puck across from Chris Brown. Grosenick couldn't recover as Miele finished at the left pipe. 

The Sharks got their revenge just under two minutes later on their first power play. 

Kearns had four assists on the season but no goals to that point. That changed when Eriah Hayes sent it in from behind the net. Kearns was waiting for a one-timer on the right side to tie the score at 1-1 at 6:24 of the first period. 

Worcester gained more momentum a little under 15 minutes into the period when 6-foot-3 brawler Jimmy Bonneau dropped the gloves for a third straight game. 

The fight ended when Bonneau tossed 6-foot-4 Mark Louis to the ice. 

Kearns made it 2-1 with 39.3 seconds left in the opening period with a slick redirect on Tarasov's shot from the right faceoff circle. 

"We were pretty thin up front, but we had one line that could get us goals," said Sommer, who recently had to subtract forwards Marek Viedensky, Freddie Hamilton, John McCarthy from the lineup after callups to San Jose. 

Contact Carl Setterlundat sports@telegram.com.
Saturday, October 19, 2013

Late goal spells defeat for Worcester Sharks in home opener
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The Sharks' James Livingston, right, is checked into the boards by the Penguins' Brendan Mikkelson during Worcester's home opener. (T&G Staff/STEVE LANAVA)

By Steve Kendall, CORRESPONDENT
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 • SLIDESHOW: Sharks lose home opener to Penguins at DCU 

WORCESTER — Tom Kuhnhackl was not a polite guest on Saturday night. 

Kuhnhackl, who missed almost all of last season with an injury, played the role of spoiler, scoring two third-period goals — including the winner with 39.6 seconds to play — to lead Scranton Wilkes-Barre to a 3-2 win over the Sharks at the DCU Center, ruining Worcester's eighth home opener. 

The Sharks (0-2) host Portland at 5 p.m. today. 

John McCarthy and Freddie Hamilton scored for the Sharks, while Harri Sateri made 20 saves. Andrew Ebbett scored the other goal for the Penguins (4-0), who also got a strong performance by goalie Peter Mannino (28 saves). 

Kuhnhackl's winner came during a power play after a scramble during which Worcester players blocked two shots. The second block bounced right to Kuhnhackl in the bottom of the left circle, and he flipped a shot over Sateri to win it for the Pens. 

The Sharks led, 1-0, after two periods, thanks to Hamilton's first-period goal and Sateri's strong play in the second period. 

The Penguins, however, tied the game in the opening minute of the third when Kuhnhackl converted a nice feed from Adam Payerl just 48 seconds into the period. 

Worcester regained the lead just three minutes later on McCarthy's goal, and with the way the Sharks were playing, the lead looked like it might hold. However, with 7:15 left, Ebbett sneaked a wrist shot past Sateri to tie the game again. 

Hamilton had a great bid to win the game in regulation, getting a point-blank chance off a faceoff to the right of Mannino, but the Penguins goalie made a great stop to preserve the tie. 

The game was delayed approximately 20 minutes due to ice issues, and apparently it angered both teams as tempers flared early. 

There were four fights in the opening two minutes, and 46 penalty minutes in the period, most of which came during the opening minutes. 

The Sharks dominated early, buzzing around the Penguins' net for long stretches in the opening period. 

Seconds after Mannino robbed linemate Bracken Kearns, Hamilton netted his first goal of the season, firing a one-timer under the arm of Mannino. The goal was set up by the hard work of Rylan Schwartz, who outworked a Penguins defender along the right wall before feeding to Hamilton at the right hash mark. 

The Sharks pressed for more, with Hamilton narrowly missing less than a minute later. Mannino made point-blank stops on McCarthy and Sebatsian Stalberg in the closing minutes to keep the Penguins within a goal. 

After a long and spirited heavyweight bout between Jimmy Bonneau and Pierre-Luc Leblond to open the second, the rest of the period belonged to Sateri. 

The fourth-year keeper made 11 saves in the period, including beauties on Paul Thompson and Payeri and a diving poke check on Zach Sill. 

Contact Steve Kendallat sports@telegram.com.
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Les Remparts revived by a beating

(Val-d'Or) Philippe Boucher swears he does not care about the position of his team in the standings. As head coach of the Remparts did remove the table was in the locker room at the Coliseum.

If the driver knew that his troop ranked sixth in the QMJHL, when leaving for Abitibi Thursday morning, it was a coincidence. However, he enjoyed the performance.

 Moved from 17th to 6th position in October, the Remparts have experienced any growth in the month, after long sought in September.

 "I do not look at the standings. I do not look like either player! If the coach asked what position it was, I was in trouble! I attach more importance to the soul of the team states. That said, I'm happy for you guys. It's more fun for them to watch other than it was at the beginning of the year, "Boucher admitted Thursday.

 To accomplish their feat, the Red Devils had chained solid performance night after night, remaining unbeaten in regulation in their last 10 games. They have also won eight of their last nine meetings.

 While in theory, the streak began with a 4-2 win over the Baie-Comeau Drakkar October 9, Boucher believes it is rooted in the 11-2 drubbing at the hands of collected Drillers - their opponents Friday in Val-d'Or - September 28, at home.

 "This is perhaps the best thing that ever happened to us. It is one thing to have a difficult start to the season, but play hard like that the Coliseum was picked everyone. That to the best out of us. Our work ethic is not the same, our desire to do the Colosseum and elsewhere is not the same. It has improved, the guys are close in adversity. And I think That to start this evening, "Boucher found.

Stop Mantha

 In victory, the ace scorer Drillers Anthony Mantha shone, scoring with four goals and one assist. The counter will hope the Red Wings will once again at the center of game plan Remparts Friday.

 "There was nothing to stop Mantha in the last game. What is particularly Val-d'Or, is that they also have two extremely offensive defensemen in Randy Gazzola and Guillaume Gélinas. This is an aspect that is rarely seen. And they have some other dangerous players offensively.

 "But we can not just put emphasis on it. We must prepare for a team paying attention - especially on special teams - to Mantha. In his case, it is a matter of fractions of a second. It has a pro shot, "said Boucher, who, for the occasion, to entrust the net veteran François Brassard.

 The latter was removed from Wednesday's game against the Drakkar, after giving three goals in a period. The coach does not, however, held responsible for the wrong exit, which occurred the day after his non-selection to the Subway Super Series.

 "The news he had was probably disturbed. Selections, it's fun. And people are encouraged to go. This is the case of Anthony [Duclair] will try his luck to Team Canada. But conversely, if you do not make these selections there, it is expected that it can shake. I think it's more that than anything else ... "

*********************

In speed ...

 Wednesday, special units of the Remparts were idled in the 6-5 win against the Drakkar, counting only once in six power play and conceding four goals in five disadvantages. One aspect of their game they will face polish Drillers, who rely on the best scorer of the QMJHL Anthony Mantha (19 goals and 20 assists) ... The absence of Nick Sorensen (concussion) offers an opportunity to Brandon Shea, who replaces the trio of Adam Erne. "He played well on Wednesday. There are small details that we want him to be more careful in the way he plays. I think offensively, it will unlock sooner or later, "suggested Philippe Boucher ... The Drillers (9-8-0-0) just suffered two defeats in a row in the hands of the Huskies. "You're never sure what they will give us, but with players like Mantha and Gazzola, they put a lot of points on the board. It must be respected. The other hand, it will be good, "suggested Dillon Donnelly, who still has the heart of the 11-2 defeat of Sept. 28 ... Even if he is not ready to return to play, the striker Olivier Archambault (mononucleosis) accompanied the Remparts in Abitibi, where he will continue to train with the team.

The troupe Philippe Boucher suffered a 4-1 loss on Friday at Centre Air Creebec in Val-d'Or. "We came here and watched them played," summed up the coach.

 Constantly overwhelmed, defensive Remparts has not been able to contain their dangerous opponents, who bombed François Brassard of 46 shots during the game. Were it not for the latter, the outcome of the meeting could be even more catastrophic. This defeat puts still a happy end to the sequence of 10 games unbeaten in regulation Remparts.

 "Until tonight [Friday], it was fine. The difference is that we did not execute. This is one of our worst games for a long. It does not run, then you probably had as many chances as they other in the first two periods. Third, we failed to enjoy. I do not know if it's fatigue or traveling. [...] The difference is other than they were very dangerous, as even our escape was not able to be dangerous, "suggested Boucher.

The Drillers opened the scoring

 The beginning of the match did not bode well for the Remparts, who saw the Drillers opened the scoring with just over two minutes gone in the game. This is the attacker Maxime Presseault (4th), posted behind the goal line to the left of Brassard, who deceived the Remparts goaltender its near side.

 However, the doorman quickly ressaissi, then making a great save butterfly style on the dangerous Anthony Mantha, who was brought before him only after escaping surveillance defensive Quebec. Brassard has continued to shine throughout the first period, when he rejected 18 of the 19 shots he faced.

 Second, the approximately 1,774 fans present are entitled to the same scenario. The period had just to boot when Drillers took advantage of another defensive mix-up Remparts to increase their priority to 2-0. This is Randy Gazzola (4th) who cheated Brassard with a shot on reception, after having stood out and have been joined by a perfect cross-ice pass Mantha.

 The Remparts had a chance to close the gap midway through the third, when they received a two-man advantage for 1:30, but the goalkeeper Keven Bouchard proved intractable. However, they played chance when, the very end of these two penalties, Brent Turnbull prevented the puck out of the territory of Drillers and passed Kurt Etchegary (5th), which reduces the gap of 2-1 powerful slapshot from the enclave.

 The Drillers, however, had not said their last word. Top scorer in the CHL, Mantha (20th), did not lie reputation. He scored the third goal of his own by cutting the net. A piece of spectacular game! Louick Marcotte then completed the 4-1 into an empty net.

 Les Remparts smaedi meet the Huskies, who have been humiliated 15-5 by the Mooseheads Friday and will want to redeem themselves. "We did not play our best hockey but the guys are proud and they will not let it go two nights in a row. We will be ready as we "promised Boucher.

 *****

The long memory

 It is with the memory of their elimination against the Huskies still fresh in memory the Remparts landed in Rouyn-Noranda, where they face the troupe Gilles Bouchard for the first time this season on Saturday night.

 Coaches and several players from both teams may have changed since the spring, but those who took part in the series of second round - especially in the final meeting of 12 April - will remember for a long time! That evening, the Remparts were shown the door output by one of their former, Nikita Kucherov, who had three goals and three assists in the 6-1 Huskies to the first crowd wickets closed in the history of the franchise Iamgold Arena.

 Almost seven months later, the mention of this game always brings a grimace in pain captain Ryan Culkin, who would prefer to forget. "Of course it still hurts! Personally, I think every day. We want our little revenge. We will work hard to pick her up. We lost against them last year and because of that, we will always want the reshuffle, "said he supported.

 In his first game in Rouyn-Noranda for the exchange that has passed the Remparts Huskies in January, Cody Donaghey is impatient, for other reasons, to put the skate on the ice Iamgold Arena. "It'll be fun to play there against my former teammates, even though I've only been there half a season. I kept in touch with some of them. I made some good friends when I played there. It was a good bunch of guys, "he advised.

 Little used as Patrick Roy, the 17 year old defender has a central place in the squad Philippe Boucher and intends to take advantage of this opportunity, he whose name appeared on the preliminary list of the Central Scouting for the upcoming NHL Entry Draft . "I have a bigger offensive role this year and I love it. I think this is one of my strengths. I am very pleased to have this opportunity and see that Phil believes in me. Especially since this is a big year for me. I want to enjoy it. "
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Nick Sorensen: "The blows to the head have no place"

(Quebec) Victim of a hit to the head having won one game suspension to its author, Nick Sorensen suffered a concussion that caused him to miss Wednesday's game and deprive a trip to Abitibi weekend.

"Blows to the head does not have a place in hockey. I'm not lucky that it happens, but we can not do anything now, "said winger Swedish law, a spectator at the morning skate.

 "If you look at the sequence, it is clear that it was a shot of a blind spot. I was struck by his shoulder and then I hit my head on the ramp or on the ice. I was shaken, but as there was a lot of adrenaline at the time, I wanted to stay in the game considering we were late in the third, "explained the victim of the act committed by Emile Poirier of the Gatineau Olympiques.

 Dizzy after the game, his condition had not improved in the morning on Monday. He underwent tests of balance, and then neurological tests confirmed the diagnosis. The protocol begins comeback when no longer will feel no discomfort fatigue and dizziness.

 "I feel better, I think it is not too serious. But when it comes to the head, you have to be careful and that's what we do. I do not have a history on this subject, I have suffered a concussion just before I came to Quebec in 2011. "

 Head coach Philippe Boucher was saddened by the fate that dogged his striker, who showed a collection of 15 points in nine games. Sorensen missed his share of action with injuries since joining the Remparts.

 "I was injured more often than not my turn, I also know how he feels. If you want to play professional, you have to find a way to stay on the ice protecting you better or playing despite some injuries, although no one is safe from a hit to the head. It is unfortunate what happened to him, because when there is a very dangerous player. He proved it and he played very good hockey for us, "noted Philippe Boucher, who said he was comfortable with the call of the referees on the game and the penalty to Poirier.

And they were in their 10 games undefeated streak in regular time. It makes you wonder if the Remparts do not form the team time in the QMJHL.

 "I'll let you give the qualifiers. We know that we play well. It was hard to get, but a quiet confidence is established. The guys are hungry for victories, "replied the head coach, Philippe Boucher.

 His family came to beat the team ranked fourth in the top 10 Canadian. They went to 1.1 seconds to prevent the Drakkar to get a point, it marks the tying goal late in the third. "We would have liked it to end in 60 minutes, but we found a way to get the two points. We took the lead [5-3], but we knew that a good team like Baie-Comeau would not let go, "he added.

 Boucher has been lucky in this game played before 8,212 spectators. He first replaced the goalie François Brassard by rookie Callum Booth after the first, who had conceded three goals, including two bad. And in the shootout, he pulled the number Zachery Moody, author of the decisive goal.

 "I can not say why, but it was not easy for him [Cuff] first. We'll talk to him tomorrow [Thursday], but he will have the chance to recover because it is he who will play in Val-d'Or. Booth was very strong, but we had to ask him after the first if he could play because he was sick this morning [Wednesday], "explained head coach.

Moody Booth and smiling

 At the door of the locker room, Booth smiled. He had to play the first session of the shootout in the QMJHL. By coincidence that the last player to face is his friend, Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau him.

 "We train all summer and every practice, it ends with an escaped thirty, so I do not know how fake it serve me. He gave me a launching on the pole, "confided the young keeper.

 Another who was smiling Moody, who had earlier scored his second goal in two games. "I took it as an honor to be used in the shootout. I had a good idea what to do, and when [the goalkeeper Simon Lemieux] moved, I capitalized. For us it was a big win, especially since we managed to come from behind 2-0 in the first, "noted the 96.

 Fabrice Herzog (12th and 13th), Kurt Etchegary (4th), Anthony Duclair (15th) also scored for the Remparts, the replica Drakkar being that Paquin-Boudreau (7th and 8th), Nicholas Halagian (1), Dominic Poulin (5th) and Jeremy Gregory (13th).

NOTES: Even if he continues to train with intensity, Olivier Archambault has not given the green light after his visit to the doctor on Tuesday ... Anthony Duclair Culkin and Ryan are the offensive and defensive players of the first tranche the Budweiser Cup with the Remparts.

 ******************

 A second period in jail

Head coach of Drakkar, Eric Veilleux, weighed his words to comment on the arbitration Wednesday's game, which saw his men scoop 12 penalty minutes in the second period. "Second, we played ten minutes shorthanded, including a five against three. This is terrible! Sometimes we think the coaches like it, the video. But when we look at things that happen, we must learn to control himself. The two minutes [Alec Jon] Banville, it was a joke. I've never seen it, "stated the driver, which the player was punished for" plating in the band, "while, according to him, he wanted to avoid hitting his opponent with his shoulder and received a suspended .

 Veilleux nevertheless liked the effort of his own, who fought until the very end of the game, forcing overtime with two seconds remaining. "Third, we had a very good chance to score, many deserts goals, including two or three where my players were the players on the back. This to the air we have the right sometimes third ... [...] We headed to the net, they shot pucks at the net. We missed several chances. It could have been completed before. Defensively, we have committed minor mistakes, they were able to capitalize. It now goes to Quebec and that's okay as well ... "

(Quebec) The internal competition is not a bad thing. At the blue line of the Quebec Remparts, a rotation is necessary due to the presence of eight defenders seeking minutes of play If acquired as veterans Ryan Culkin and Dillon Donnelly are assured of their position, the other must warrant their use.

Maxime Chevalier is one of these young people back in development, having played 15 games out of 17 so far. Sunday, the number 32 scored his first goal in the QMJHL, his cloudy start sneaking to the right of the keeper of the Gatineau Olympiques.

 "I look forward to having my first goal. In addition, I managed to Quebec, I will remember for a long time, "he said, knowing that his teammates had bothered to pick up the puck from his feat.

 In his view, Chevalier plays better. He is satisfied with his progress. Known for its ability to support the attack, he first wants to make sure to be effective defensively.

 work style

 "I think so, eventually, I'll be able to practice the style that I've always had. Currently, I am working to improve my defensive Thurs Then, the offensive will come, "thought the player 17.

Constant struggle

 Unwittingly, Knight finds himself in a group fighting for ice time. As head coach Philippe Boucher can not use eight defenders during a match, he must subtract at least one every time. Ideally, the Remparts play six back, but the boss will not let too long a young person in the stands, although this may occur, it suited the weekend.

 The injury to Duncan MacIntyre, who was playing his first game since September 20, Sunday, made things easier. His return to the game adds one more piece of the puzzle defensive.

 "This is not a bad thing to have competition internally. For the team, it's good to have depth and it forces us to do well, "Knight believed that sharing the task with Culkin, Donnelly, MacIntyre, Cody Donaghey, David Hunter, Raphael and Vincent Maheux Lanoue.

 Beyond the defensive, Knight is able to see that the team has a much better performance than at the beginning of the season. The Remparts have not lost in regulation time in their last nine games and claimed seven victories in their last eight outings.

Details to be

 How to explain the progression of the Remparts, in recent weeks? "For the execution and intensity. There is a strong emphasis on the little things, like taking quality shots. This week, I spent half an hour on it. There is also a nice chemistry that is created in the team, it's fun, "noted the fourth-round pick (67th) in 2012, assuming his teammates and play it better at the Pepsi Coliseum , when compared with the first games of the season.

 Today, the Remparts resume training in preparation for a rare midweek match in Quebec City on Wednesday against Baie-Comeau. Drakkar won seven straight wins since losing 4-2 on the North Shore against ... Ramparts, October 9.

In speed ...

 As part of the campaign for the Breast Cancer Foundation supported by the QMJHL Remparts wear their pink sweater, Wednesday ... To celebrate the holiday of Halloween, children 12 and under will be admitted free to match against the Drakkar, during which an autographed team jersey and a gift certificate will be awarded the most beautiful costumes listed in the stands ... Philippe Hudon, Victoriaville Tigres, was given a four-game suspension for a hit to the head ... The attackers Darcy Ashley (Halifax), Charles-Eric Legare (Cape Breton) and goalkeeper Alexandre Bélanger (Val-d'Or) are the TELUS three stars of the week in QMJHL.

(Quebec) If the winger Anthony Duclair was delighted with his presence in the alignment of the QMJHL for two games of the Subway Super Series, on 18 and 20 November against Russia, goalkeeper François Brassard has not hide his disappointment at the idea of ​​being ignored for this event as a prelude to the selection camp for the Canadian junior team.

The QMJHL announced the composition of the team Tuesday morning, and the number 10 will be the sole representative of the Quebec Remparts for two games in Gatineau and Sherbrooke. "It's going to bother me today, but tomorrow it will come back normal," admitted Brassard about the absence of his name on the list.

 At 19, he is the last opportunity to show armband expertise to the program of Hockey Canada. Philippe Boucher has also had a discussion with the veteran about Tuesday.

 "It disappoints me that it is not there, it keeps very well the goals. This is not because he is not going to the Super Subway he can not impress the world until Christmas Series. It is really solid with us and he can use it as motivation. I realized during practice that it really made him something and I told him. The message is that they look at everyone until Christmas, "said the head coach.

 Boucher noted that many players in the NHL have never been part of Team Canada Junior. He cited his own case, he had been cut to 18 years before being promoted to the NHL at age 19. He also took the example of Stephane Fiset, "who made the team two years in a row, which says that only 11 players who played with him reached the NHL.

 "It would have been fun to go back a second year, but it's out of my control. I still have until Christmas to show that they are mistaken for the Subway Super Series. These are just two games, anyway, and I will continue to play with the guys here. It goes well, I will continue on my sequence and dwell on what I have to do, "noted Brassard.

In the right direction

 Author of 14 goals and 21 points in 15 games, Duclair welcomed his selection with joy. "I am very happy, it's nice to see my work recognized in the league," he said as he left the ice.

 It was one of his personal goals. He had 16 years to the time of a match, before missing the appointment in 2012 due to ankle injury.

 "I would like to receive an invitation to the Canadian junior team, and that's a step in the right direction. Like everyone else, I look at the tournament and it's a childhood dream. If it does not happen this season, it will surely be next year, "added the third Maverick QMJHL behind Anthony Mantha (19 goals) and Anthony DeLuca (15), both guests like him.

 To stand out, Duclair knows he must show consistency. "We can not earn points every game, but you can always give an effort and that's what I try to do. I received my invitation because of that, I'll continue on this path, "he asserted.

 Recognizing that the number 10 was "one of the most talented players in the league," Boucher said the small details in the game will help capture the attention of policy makers to ECJ.

**********************

"We're not getting carried away"

 Although the Remparts have not lost in regulation time in their last nine games, Philippe Boucher did not feel that his players will be satisfied with the good sequence. "We all know how it started, there was no panic. So we're getting carried away because things are going well. We realized we had the team, we also know the kind of club we have in health. But I always said, on paper, it does not slip fast fast ... The goal was to be competitive every night. It took some time before be, but no matter who we play against, it seems to have a chance. And it's not because it's good we will not be demanding with our players. Yes, we had a good weekend [two wins], but the guys seem to be switched to something else, "thought the head coach.

A concussion to Sorensen?

 Nick Sorensen has not participated in practice Tuesday, "because he did not feel well on Monday morning", said the head coach. The Swede was the victim of a hit to the head from Emile Poirier on Sunday and checked on Tuesday, he had not suffered a concussion. The Olympic player was given a one-game suspension for his actions. Les Remparts tell you more about it today.

 For his part, Brandon Shea should be absent for a period of 7 to 10 days, retroactive to Saturday due to a lower body injury. "We questioned whether it will travel in Abitibi," said Boucher. Finally, if the defender Raphael Maheux did not play Sunday, it was due to a minor injury, said Boucher, who saw his colleague Mike Kelly to be relieved of his duties as head coach and general manager Sea Dogs of Saint-Jean, on Tuesday afternoon.

Jason Houde in Sherbrooke

 Pending the return of Olivier Archambault game, which has spent more tests in that Tuesday, the Remparts traded the 20-year-old Jason Houde in Sherbrooke Phoenix in exchange for a ninth round in 2014. There will replace the former Remparts Axel Rioux, recently released. There was no place in Quebec for winger cut early in the season due to a surplus of 20 years and recalled in the first month to compensate for his lack of Archambault mononucleosis.

 "We are happy to have found a place, he deserved a chance to finish his career in the QMJHL. Jason has rendered valuable services to the ramparts, although it was not clear to him knowing that he would lose his place from one moment to the other, "said Philippe Boucher. Some terms of the transaction, the ninth round choice could be slightly improved.

***********************

Drakkar in the Colosseum

 Three players from Baie-Comeau, who is visiting at the Pepsi Coliseum today (19h), were invited to the Subway Super Series, is the defender Alexis Vanier and forwards Felix Girard and Jeremy Gregory. However, Girard will miss tonight's game due to a two-game suspension for a hit to the head penalized Friday against St. John. If the Remparts won seven of their last eight games, the Drakkar just won seven times, the most recent defeat dating back to October 9 against the Remparts.

 "This is our biggest challenge of the season. Drakkar is a reflection of their head coach. I played in the junior Laval with Eric Veilleux, he knew no half measures and this is what he asked his players. Everyone saw the Drakkar as a leading club, now we understand why, "said Philippe Boucher, whose team has a 1-1 record against Baie-Comeau this season

Quebec) Quebec Remparts continued their successful sequence, Sunday afternoon at the Pepsi Coliseum, during a 4-2 win at the expense of the Gatineau Olympiques. Casually, the players led by Philippe Boucher won seven of their last eight games, including two played this weekend.

Their last defeat in regulation dating back to October 5 and they have amassed 16 points on 

 Last 18 available.

 "We see that, night after night, we have a chance to win. It is a good sign, it means that you progress and there is improvement. Admittedly, we play good hockey. Today [Sunday], we showed a lot more consistency from a few appearances in the second, "analyzed the head coach.

 The Remparts have never trailed, taking a 2-0 lead in the first with two keys Fabrice Herzog (10 th and 11 th ). On each occasion, the Swiss was installed in his office or in the net.

 "This is a good sequence where one raises ranking points. It plays much better than at the beginning of the season, as a team more. Personally, I move with two great players, but I will continue to go to the net, "said the number 61, the first star of the game presented before 10,827 spectators.

 After a second period as flat, where the Olympics were dominated 15-5 in shots while the locals have added a third goal through Zachary Moody (1 st ), the Remparts were able to play a strong third period . Three goals in the space of 1:51, the first in the QMJHL Maxime Chevalier cut short the hopes of visitors.

 In his first game in Quebec since losing 11-2 against Val-d'Or, Callum Booth stopped 29 of 31 shots, playing with confidence. He was beaten by Vaclav Karabecek and Vincent Dunn.

 "I'm always nervous before a game, it's been like this all my life. I could not wait to get my first win here, it's fun . Even though I did not like my last game in Quebec City, I was excited. There was the atmosphere at St. John the other day, but it is nothing compared with here, "stressed the goalkeeper 16 years, author of two of the last three wins of his own.

 "The kid deserves his victory, he showed that he was a talented goalkeeper, "confessed to his part Benoît Groulx, head coach of the Olympics. Boucher, he stressed that his young goalie was solid, adding "we were confident with the way he practices." Furthermore, the pilot Remparts forward to the contribution of everyone.

Blow to the head

 Third, Emile Poirier was given a major penalty for a blow to the head of Nick Sorensen, who was not injured. If Boucher said he did not see the gesture, Groulx relied on the disciplinarian. "Raymond Bolduc was here, he will watch the sequence" was limited to say the one that suited his club had not played "a great match." The Olympics were cleared in five power plays, the Remparts hitting the target once in two occasions.

 This homestand against three leading clubs will continue Wednesday with a visit to the Baie-Comeau.

In speed ...

 - Anthony Duclair became the 10th player since the rebirth of the Remparts to score four goals in a game on Saturday. If Alexander Radulov has already experienced parts of six and seven goals, the other authors are a fourfold Eric Chouinard, Mikhail Stefanovich, Kurt Johnston, Simon Gagne, Brent Aubin, Adam Erne and Mikhail Grigorenko.

 - Anthony, son of goaltender Martin Brodeur was not goaltending, Sunday afternoon. "As the recruits coming in, it must adapt to everything. It is a very different league where he played last year. Shattuck and major junior, this is not the same thing, "said Benoit Groulx.

 - As expected, Brandon Shea missed the game due to an injury that prevented him from playing the last two periods on Saturday.

 - After missing 13 games with a broken hand, defenseman Duncan MacIntyre was back in the lineup.

 - Former player Citadels in the early 2000s, Eric Landry was back in Quebec as assistant Benoît Groulx ...

Quebec) Imagine if he had played for 60 minutes! Anthony Duclair played a third period of thunder on Saturday night at the Pepsi Coliseum, scoring four goals to lead the Quebec Remparts to a 6-3 victory against the Charlottetown Islanders.

Les Remparts and continued their fall harvest ranking points, adding two more in their file now topped the 14 last 16 at stake. Casually, they won for the third time in a row at home and have not lost in regulation time in their last eight games.

 But for the occasion, they had to come from behind as they trailed 3-1 with under 19 minutes to go in the game. The number 10 then opened the machine scoring three times, including two successes on the powerplay, to complete his collection into an empty net. With 14 goals in 14 games, Duclair is currently the second top scorer in the QMJHL.

 "It is a great achievement. Phil [Boucher] woke me up between the second and third because until then I did not play my best game. Four of my goals, I would say that the third was the biggest for us, especially since we had moved the puck well on the power play, "confided the first star of the evening.

 The head coach of the Remparts confirmed that he had slipped a few words in the ear of his talented player who sometimes lacks consistency. "He had an extraordinary third, it was really good. But it was more difficult for him in the first 40 minutes. Do you understand why it is to be constant? If it had been like that for 60 minutes, it was a great game from him. He realized the importance of the game and he stood third.

 "We would prefer it to come to them others, this is what they said after the game, but sometimes you have to say to their teammates. It has a lot of talent. At this age (18 years), they are not perfect, they would be in the NHL if they were, "Boucher told, recalling that Duclair was threatening when he used his throw.

 The Remparts were just focused on this aspect of the game in training this week. Saturday, they had the top 36-28 in this chapter. Third, they managed the quality shots, as requested by the head coach. "That to take

 40 minutes before they arrive ... We also talked about giving a show and I hope the fans liked it, "Boucher added.

Three assists for Culkin

 In addition to the four goals Duclair, who managed the feat for the first time in his junior career, other threads Remparts were the work of Kurt Etchegary (3 e ) and Nick Sorensen (3 e ), also in a empty cage, while Ryan Culkin collected three assists. Matej Beran (two) and Alexis Pépin beat goalie François Brassard.

 If eventually provided such a match from Duclair, the pivot of the trio pointed two sequences to explain the team that is in the locker room Remparts mind. "I think the changes [Alexandre] Boivin on the fourth goal of" Tony "into an empty net and gesture [Brent] Turnbull who was brought to the defense of [Cody] Donaghey mean much. How generous of Boivin, "noted Kurt Etchegary, a dedicated player to the cause if there is one.

In speed ...

 Injured lower body at the very end of the first, Brandon Shea has not finished the game and will not play today ... The keeper Callum Booth face the Gatineau Olympiques, this afternoon (15h) at the Pepsi Coliseum. "Long ago we wanted to give it a quality start at home," confirmed Philippe Boucher after the game ... There were only nine forwards available to the Remparts end of the game because of the loss of Shea and misconduct Brent Turnbull for instigating a fight ... Defenseman Duncan MacIntyre has not made back in the game on Saturday night, even if it is recovered from his broken hand. Names Massimo Carozza, Zachary Moody and Alexandre Caron-Roy were also removed from the alignment, as well as the injured Olivier Archambault and Hubert Lamarre ... The Islanders forward Daniel Sprong was not able to score a goal in a seventh straight game on the road.

A youth movement that works

 The youth movement brings good results in PEI Prince Edward Island, where the Islanders align several players 17 and under already able to hold their own in the QMJHL. Among them, the center Alexandre Goulet (pictured), Disraeli, is already making its presence felt.

 First round pick (19 th ) in 2013, the product of the Commanders of Lévis was just one among the 10 most productive rookies before Saturday's game, he showed that the production of six goals and four assists in his first 14 games. "Making the team is one thing, but playing it is another. We have a good nucleus of young, I think it brings energy, but there are also some very good veterans around us, "thought the striker 17 years 5'10" and 182 pounds.

 Commanders leading scorer last year with 59 points in 42 games, Goulet had finished the season third in scoring in the Midget AAA League. To get your hands on, the Islanders got the additional choice (19 th ) devoted to Drillers Val-d'Or, giving the veteran Louick Marcotte back.

 "I have a good skating, I'm a good playmaker and I can put it in," he described himself on Saturday morning in suspecting that the evening game would take a special character, as happened to relatives and friends, a first in Quebec for him.

 Islanders head coach Gordie Dwyer argued that the youth movement started in Charlottetown is not a reconstruction. "We wanted more quality players of a certain age, and they know a good start to the season," he said about Daniel Sprong (16) Kameron Kielly (17), Goulet (17) and Alexis Pepin (17). He did not forget the contribution of its beefy defenders and the quality of play of goalie Antoine Bibeau, the cornerstone of the team's success.

 "The arrival of new local owners and our excellent start to the season to help attract people to the arena [the number of season tickets has doubled from 800 to 1600], to create positive energy around the team. We left on the right foot, "added Dwyer.
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Philippe Boucher can dream NHL

Quebec) When Philippe Boucher made ​​the decision to become head coach of the Quebec Remparts, he has long maintained with Gordie Dwyer, the current  coach  of the Charlottetown Islanders. Passing at the Pepsi Coliseum with his team today (19h), the first captain of the renaissance Remparts shows only respect the new Red Devil head.

In fact, the two men did not hide: they have chemistry. After playing one against the other in the NHL, they live their passion for hockey every day in the QMJHL.

 "When the position of head coach of the Remparts opened, I felt it was the best choice. To me, Phil will go to the National League, "confided Dwyer Sun, reached by phone Friday afternoon, somewhere on the road from Charlottetown to Quebec.

 Boucher and Dwyer had exchanged for a few hours during an extended airport at the last NHL draft stop. The first inquired of coaching with the second, knowing that he would replace Patrick Roy behind the bench of the Quebec team.

 "I've always had a lot of fun to talk with Phil. What has always struck me in his case, it is the respect he receives from his peers. It was like that when he played, it still is since he is involved in junior hockey. He always had a great presence, he's a smart man. It is dedicated to a bright future in the NHL. It was not easy to succeed Patrick, but like him, he is a highly respected "guy, who added that in its third season at the helm of the Islanders, known as the Rocket to the year last.

A captain in his own image

 The head coach of the Remparts admits often exchanged with Dwyer, who was drafted twice in the NHL or in the third round (67 th ​​) by St. Louis in 1996 and in the sixth round (152 th ) by Montreal in 1998 . Ultimately, the robust redhead played 108 NHL games with Tampa Bay, New York (Rangers) and Montreal. In addition to playing with the Remparts, in 1997-1998, he also played for the dead owls Beauport in 1995-1996.

 "Without knowing why, you realize that you spend more time with some other meetings of the League. To draft [of the NHL], we had a long discussion about the coaching and how he saw it. I think he does a very good job with the Islanders, it is a passionate, he has poise behind the bench. It was the same as a player, he is also as coach , "Boucher explained about the man who had accumulated 365 minutes in penalties during its passage from one season with the Remparts.

 Dwyer says adapt to the players before him, but does not prevent is to instill the mentality anyone puts new jersey island. "No matter what role you have in the team, you should know the challenges and be competitive," noted head coach of 35 years.

 It is not surprising to learn that the first captain of the Islanders (Jake Nivens) resembles the holder of the famous letter on the restart Remparts in 1997. "You could say that," laughs Gordie Dwyer.

 A rival size

 Les Remparts do not face anyone on weekends. In addition to the Charlottetown Islanders today, the Gatineau Olympiques will also pass at the Pepsi Coliseum tomorrow. The Islanders are third overall with 21 points, those who suffered only three defeats so far.

 "There's surprise and externally, but internally, we knew we fielded quality players and some have performed well so far. Even though we lost two big pieces to attack Ben Duffy and Josh Currie, it seems we have more depth in the lineup, "noted head coach Gordie Dwyer, who heads one of the recruits more productive this season Daniel Sprong. At age 16, the first-round pick (13 th ) in 2013 has already scored nine goals and collected 15 points in 14 games. Notice the curious, it is number 11. 

 An effort to match

 Philippe Boucher faith, there is a way to compete with a team that practice physical style as the Islanders. "We need to match their level of effort, and that's why we're pleased with the intensity and work ethic of the guys in training this week. They have good young big defenders and one of the best goalkeepers in the league with [Antoine] Bibeau. I want a team that patina is physically involved and that shows the consistency for 60 minutes. We played well on the road, I would like to bring it here. Unlike our last visit to Quebec, it is more dangerous to attack "felt head coach of the Remparts, who play for, 500 Quebec (2-2-1-0).

Donnelly optimistic

 Player in rugged style, the defender Dillon Donnelly (pictured) said he was ready to face the kind of team against which he loves to play "because you have to fight for every inch on the ice." The veteran is also based on the victory in Baie-Comeau to motivate his young teammates against the Islanders. "We beat Baie-Comeau, I do not see why we could not give them a good opposition. We feel that chemistry is formed in the locker room and we hope it will continue this weekend, "stated the number 2, delighted by keeping young defenders who complete the brigade. It also reserved the right words at the location of today's starting goalie François Brassard. "To date, he is our best player, game after game," he asserted, while also highlighting the release of Callum Booth in Saint John last Saturday.

Parity

 Before games Friday, only seven points separated the 13 th position occupied by the Ramparts of the first owned by the Armada. "We're happy where we are rendered matches against Charlottetown, Ottawa and Baie-Comeau [Wednesday] will be a good schedule for us. There is a good parity in the league, it's not like in the past where one could predict the outcome in advance between certain teams. Apart from Blainville-Boisbriand, classification is applied, and even then there is a bunch of clubs not far from them despite their strong start. There are good games every night, it's good for us, the players and fans, even though it may complicate some cases for the holiday season, "said Philippe Boucher.

Quebec) Despite their harvest by 12 points over the last 14 at stake, the Quebec Remparts do not train like a club that looks over his business. After the exercise of blocked shots, the day, the players were invited Thursday morning to raise awareness of the importance of launching the net.

Elementary, my dear Watson, like Sherlock Holmes! But since the beginning of the season, head coach Philippe Boucher did not perceive that it was one of the strengths of its formation.

 "As a team, we can improve the quality of our shots because it is not dangerous. In hockey in general, guys use sticks to $ 200 and $ 300, but I find that there is less dangerous shooters. When you see one, you remarks, "noted one who bases his observation on the levels it follows more closely, as Major Junior, Midget AAA and Midget hope.

 Thus, the Remparts have practiced this art can grow, albeit belatedly. Nothing has been taken lightly. The menu sequences to one against one, climbs two against one, throwing the tip to the presence in the net. "We started with the same half-moon, it could not be more basic than that," he said, laughing.

 Boucher's remarks were not negative, but constructive. He admits his team put out several players with powerful shots, but some are reluctant to use in given situations and others prefer to pass the puck to a teammate in a better position.

Too generous

 "If the quality of our shots were improved by 15% to 20%, it would be more threatening. Brandon Shea has everything a shot, but it's been long time since we have seen. Same for [Alexandre] Boivin. We know that Duclair has magic hands, but it would improve the quality of his shots. I could spend all, "he said in his overall analysis.

 He emphasized the last trip to New Brunswick, where his two victories and lost once in a shootout. According to him, the Remparts showed too much generosity them.

 "In Bathurst, we had a lot of chances to launch, including the blue line. We want too much [puck] go, it is too generous, we do not seize the opportunity. When an opportunity arises, it takes a quick click to see if it is a situation where you have to run or pass.

 "And if we have to start, it must then consider whether it is ready to do it, optimize where it is located. Powerplay, it's nice to make a start on receipt, but it does not work if you're stuck on the tape, "explained one who was justly renowned for its powerful slapshot.

 The key to success also lies in the ability of players to give firing lines. "It is better to be generous than just selfish, but St. John players, we have been too [generous] during a five against three. We have many players comfortable with the puck, who are good passers, one is looking for shooters able to distinguish. [Fabrice] Herzog threatening near the net, [Brent] Turnbull has a powerful start, [Raphael] Maheux also must succeed in isolation. "

 *****

Sorensen impressed by the Erne center

 Striped alignment Sunday and absent from practice Tuesday, winger Nick Sorensen was back on the ice with his usual linemates, Thursday or Adam Erne and Fabrice Herzog.

 "I'm ready to play this weekend. We just wanted to make sure everything is correct. We played cautious, you do not run the risk, "confided the number 94 about the malaise that is missing the match against the Titan in Bathurst.

 If it is based on exercise intensity in goal Thursday, Sorensen did not seem to suffer too. He even allowed a small scuffle with Ryan Culkin ... just before Anthony Duclair does the same with Duncan MacIntyre.

 "There must be some emotion on the ice, even in practice. It was an exercise, no one wanted to lose. Defenders try to gain the upper hand, the attackers want to do the same. There is nothing between us, "he said.

 Sorensen had a good start of the season, despite missing eight of the top 15 appointments. In seven games, he scored two goals and 12 points. It is complimentary to the Erne, the backbone of the trio completed by Herzog.

 "It impresses everyone at the center, while Herzog is always the right place and is able to put the puck in the net. We knew Adam was a good player, but all players before know that it is not easy to play center. I knew he could do it and it amazes me how it behaves in this position every game, "he admitted about the one who played on the wing until his transfer.

 According to him, Erne not err in its new position. The experience she will stretch the entire season? "The coaches will decide, but if you come to see the Remparts for the first time, you can not say that Adam Erne is not a center player," he stressed, adding that the success of his line as the result of collaboration of five players on the ice.

 "We played well, now, we use our speed and following the game plan. We knew that by continuing to work as we have done since the beginning of the season, the results would follow. "
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Les Remparts prepare to face top three teams

Quebec) unbeaten in their last seven games in regulation time, the Remparts have resumed training yesterday for the weekend, where they will meet three of the four top teams in the QMJHL, the Islanders, the Olympics and the Drakkar. Faced with the elite of the league, men Philippe Boucher will they be able to continue their ascent in the standings?

"We played a lot on the road since the beginning of the season. We return home to face Charlottetown, Ottawa and Baie-Comeau, who are atop the standings. But that's okay. We were looking forward to seeing our fans. We are ready to face the music, "he assured the Red Devil chief, who invited some of his players to participate in exercises power skating with Pierre Aubry, on Tuesday. Others were encouraged on a voluntary basis, to train off the ice.

 Satisfied with the recent performance of his team, however Boucher warned against the dangers of getting carried away at the recent success of his company, who is currently 11th in the league and plays for, 533.

 "It was a good sequence for two weeks, but no one gave us the championship again. We must find a way to stay too high or too low. The next three games will be three good tests. But it is healthy, we play better. We'll see how we're going to compete with them. "

Explanations of the league

 Sure thing, the successful trip Remparts New Brunswick seemed give wings to the Quebec troupe, had been a controversial goal in Bathurst, would have brought a perfect record in the Maritimes.

 "We think we may have won the game in overtime, but we must live with the decision. We would have liked it to be more dangerous to four against four and find a way to score in the shootout to bring the sixth point, but it's still positive, "Boucher found.

 The Chief Remparts nevertheless promised to discuss with the director of the department of safety QMJHL players, Raymond Bolduc, Tuesday, to obtain an explanation of the decision which deprived his team to a third win three days.

 "I spoke with Richard Smith on the evening of game and I expect him again today [Tuesday] for an explanation. [...] This is not to criticize referees, but it's twice we get a game that changes the outcome of the match into extra. If we had a point and a point in Chicoutimi in Bathurst, we would not be in the same place in the standings ... "

Solid defensively

 The head coach of the Remparts can at least rejoice defensive performance of his flock who, after a very difficult start to the season, were almost perfect (92.9% efficiency) shorthanded during the trip.

 "It was difficult at first because of lack of staff and, most importantly, the overuse of certain players. The credit goes to "Lappy", which deals with the numerical disadvantage. They all work for two or three weeks. They are solid for us. The guards do the work, but the defenders in front of them do a good job too. It really helped us to stabilize our team. I think it's a bit where it all began ... "

A plan for Archambault

 Kept out of the game due to mononucleosis, Olivier Archambault underwent medical tests in order to endorse his return to the game yesterday. The results of the review should be known today as the attacker would participate in the first full workout since its acquisition on September 16. "I feel good. At the same time, I can not go faster than medical. I do not want to play with my health either. Sure I want to play. It's getting really long, but it gets better. I hope to have positive results, "the desired 93 Remparts yesterday morning. Should a return to the lineup for the weekend, Archambault is expected to play a limited role first. "I would not repeat the first two lines. Maybe I'll have time on the powerplay. I will gradually start. It may take me a couple of games before resuming my pace ... "The head coach Philippe Boucher believes that the addition Archambault powerplay should improve this phase of the game" We tried to all our guys on the same unit ... When Archambault will return, having two units that will be able to challenger, it will bring different game options, "said the driver.  

MacIntyre is ready

 Recovering from a broken left hand, defenseman Duncan MacIntyre is now ready to take action. His return to the game will create a surplus of personnel at the blue line from the Remparts, who can now count on eight defensemen healthy. A "good problem," said Philippe Boucher. "It's hard to keep everyone happy, but it's part of the game. As the attack and the defense, we do not want to keep a young person in the stands too long. This is the attitude we will have to start. If we stay healthy, we should have two that will get their turn in every game, "said the driver. It welcomes the progress of his four defenders 17 years and its back 16 years. "They have an excellent coach defenders" Lappy "[Martin Laperriere], which is there to help. For my part, I always thought that the important thing is to do the little things. This is where I can help with my experience. "  

An improved gym

 The Remparts are in the process of renovation of the gym team at the Pepsi Coliseum. In addition to installing a new technical area on the floor, the walls will be repainted. New devices will also be added to the already impressive arsenal available to players. For this work, the Remparts hope encourage their representatives to attend more space supervised by fitness trainer Gabriel Hardy. One aspect of training in which Philippe Boucher believes much. "After a game, when players are already warmed up, this is a good time to work in the gym. We would like that our players develop this habit. A guy like Zachery Moody, for example, could benefit from it, "suggested the pilot about the lanky center player.  

In speed ...

 It was two months before Christmas time for both goaltenders Remparts yesterday, who took possession of their new equipment, sets glove-blocker-leggings brand Bauer François Brassard and Reebok Callum Booth ... Do not take part in Sunday's game in Bathurst, forward Nick Sorensen, who felt the pain of old wounds, should find its place in the lineup for two games of the weekend ...

(Quebec) The tighter defensive Remparts is located in the heart of the recovery team, unbeaten in regulation time for two and a half weeks. Three days before the clash against the surprising Islanders, leaders of the Atlantic Division this facet of the game was on the agenda during training the Red Devils on Wednesday.

Back from a trip to New Brunswick, where the defense has shined head coach Philippe Boucher continued to preach the importance of limiting the scoring chances at even strength opponents on Wednesday. Question reinforce the message, he submitted his players to practice blocking shots with soft washers. A workshop was conducted in pleasure under the supervision of the Deputy Pierre Sevigny.

 "Dave Tippett did we do that in Dallas. This is the kind of thing that if you practice, you'll do it in games, but also that the guys have fun to do. [...] If we took the real washers, maybe less would be fun, but with orange slices, it goes! "Launched the pilot, laughing.

 Relying on good benefits of their goaltenders these days, the Remparts must now make sure to limit the number of dangerous shots going to François Brassard and Callum Booth, said the coach.

 "For several reasons, we find that giving too much shots. Blocking shots, it's part to limit their number. It was also a year where we put the sticks in the line of fire. If our guardian best seen washers, there will be less back. If there are fewer returns, there will be fewer shots. If shots are blocked, there will be even fewer shots, "said Boucher.

The message goes well

 The message seems to go well with the players, who drew praise from coach Wednesday for the work ethic demonstrated in practice. This bodes well for the next two games against the formation of two tough opponents.

 "We met two good teams this weekend, Charlottetown and Ottawa. It is never easy to play against them others. We must give the least shots possible and work within our game plan, "reiterated captain Ryan Culkin.

 It is this last point that, according to the defender, led the Remparts to redeem their poor start to the season and now move to, 533.

 "I think we decided to play more as a team. When things went wrong, there are some guys, including myself, trying to do too much on the individual level. It did not help. We realized that it was a team game and when you play as a team, it's much easier to succeed, "said the hope of the Calgary Flames.

 Against the Islanders and the Olympics, both teams can display a robust style, the Remparts will play smart, that is to say, build on their strengths and avoid falling into old habits.

 "When you skate, you are the best team in the league. You have to use our speed to our advantage. It will also have to be disciplined, especially against Charlottetown. We do not want to play the game shorthanded ... "suggested Culkin.

NOTE: The return of Olivier Archambault (mononucleosis) game was postponed by a week, following the inconclusive medical tests taken by the attacker Tuesday. His condition is slightly improved, however.

Bathurst) A dramatic rise Remparts four goals, including a double by Brent Turnbull, will not have enough for them to win a match after controversial at the KC Irving Regional Centre in Bathurst Sunday, where they are inclined 5-4 in a shootout. Suddenly, the men Philippe Boucher completed their successful stay in New Brunswick with five points out of a possible six.

Head coach Philippe Boucher, however, was unable to celebrate the outcome of the meeting, since the Remparts have seen a goal from Anthony Duclair registered extension not be granted by the quartet of officials on duty.

 "It was clearly a goal in overtime. It is a disgrace that they are not gone to the replay of the goal. With the money that the league has invested to install the system, once we have a chance to go up, it refuses to do so ... is inconceivable. You're not in the first period, you're extra "was shouted Boucher, who questioned the explanation referees wishing they did not have to consult the recovery seen the contact occurred between the player and goalkeeper Jacob Brennan.

 The pilot was still satisfied with the efforts shown by his players who came back from behind to force overtime, after a false start that saw them pull back 4-0.

Four unanswered goals

 With 4:55 left in the first, the defenders of Titan Anthony Gingras and Alexandre Gosselin, originating respectively Lévis and Saint-Georges, were the first to strike, preparing the sequence that led to the diversion of Adam Chapman. Just 36 seconds later, a pass from Patrick Zdrahal Raphael Lafontaine was at the door of the goals, which fooled François Brassard and wore it 2-0.

 The woes of the Remparts were transported early in the second, while the Titan increased its lead to 4-0 in the first five minutes of play, with nets forward from Quebec Christopher Boivin and Joel Blanchard.

 This is what has driven temporarily François Brassard its purpose to benefit Callum Booth. However, the 19-year veteran resumed his position before the cage Quebec before the mid-term, just in time to face a penalty shot - missed - of Vytal side. Titan striker was caught by David Hunter on a breakaway.

Costly penalty

 A minute later, defenseman Alexandre Gosselin Titan copping a major five minutes, coupled with a game misconduct, after applying a hit from behind the attacker Remparts Brandon Shea. It remained long on the ice before returning to the locker room, and finally back into the game.

 The Remparts took advantage of the penalty to halve the priority of Titan, through Brent Turnbull (4th), who scored with an accurate wrist shot, then Anthony Duclair (10th) who impressed the gallery with a spectacular turnstile.

 Boasting a power play early in the third, the Remparts have continued to erode the local advance, then qu'Erne used a cross-ice pass to Turnbull, who donned his second of the game. An offensive thrust veteran Jason Houde then allowed to equalize 4-4 mark and drive the goalkeeper Mason McDonald. Brassard only defeat in a shootout, the last shooter in the first round, Alex Pisarik, gave victory to Titan.

NOTES: slightly injured a shoulder, Nick Sorensen participated in the warm-up period, but was not able to take part in the game ... Raphael Maheux, Massimo Carozza and Zachery Moody were left out .. .

*******************

The lessons of a long journey

 Returning from a tour of three unsuccessful matches in Quebec - setbacks against the Remparts, the Chicoutimi and the Drakkar - The Titan has found the way to victory Friday as he undid the Chicoutimi by a score of 4 - 3 at home, at the KC Irving Regional Centre. A defensive tightening was the order of the day for the cast of Danny Dupont! "We want our supporters to be more fierce in the neutral zone, they give less free zone inputs. Looks like everyone had the keys to enter! "Launched the coach. Were it not for the strong performance goalie Jacob Brennan, the results would have been even more disastrous, particularly over the Drakkar Eric Veilleux! "Their club was hungry. You're easy prey. It was fast, a little! I guess we gave them confidence! My boyfriend Eric will give me much that one day ... "joked Smith.

Gingras is still progressing

 Remparts acquired in the middle of the 2012-2013 season, the Lévis Anthony Gingras continued to grow in the Titan. Fourth-round pick of Quebec in 2011, the offensive defenseman continues to improve its defensive Thurs "At the end of last year, it was amazing. I think this year, it is still looking for its identity. It was really strong Friday against Chicoutimi, "said Danny Dupont. According to the pilot, Gingras must learn to live with greater expectations placed on him. "In 17 years, we always give more rope. At 18, the string is shorter, it is more demanding. For young people, it is an adjustment handle that pressure, "noted the coach. The other ex-Remparts acquired in the same transaction, Patrick Walsh, is itself an injured shoulder and will not be back in the lineup until November.

The jewel of the Titan

 Visiting Remparts Bathurst Sunday coincided with a rare day off for the veteran goalkeeper goal Jacob Brennan. The absence of the cage before the Titan, however, allowed to see the work his assistant, Mason McDonald, the best hope among goaltenders in the QMJHL, for the next draft of the National Hockey League . 17 years old, native of Halifax has a physique to 6'4 "177 pounds. He also had a 2-3 record in five games, along with a goals against average of 2.26 and a efficiency percentage, 937 before Sunday's game. "Whenever he plays, there are seven or eight scouts calling me. I think it will be the first goalie selected in Quebec during the draft. I think Mason has an advantage because of its size, "Dupont found on Sunday.
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Remparts 5/Sea Dogs 2: five straight wins for the Red Devils

Saint John, New Brunswick) Les Remparts have brought to their sequence of five consecutive wins by winning by a score of 5-2 on the Sea Dogs in front of 3500 fans at Harbour Station in Saint John on Saturday. The meeting was marked by the first career victory in the junior rookie goaltender Callum Booth, who made 36 of 38 shots he faced.

Philippe Boucher men continued their journey Saturday three-day New Brunswick, with their first stop of the season at St. John's, where they signed a second win in two games during this trip.

 "Booth was phenomenal in goal for a 16 year old who had not played for a long time. It was really good and it has been tested. Because I was really impressed with the young Saint John. We knew that Nathan Noel was good, that was good Olivier Leblanc. Oliver Cooper was excellent. Powerplay, they were dangerous, "noted Boucher.

 Registering the mark for the fourth straight game, the striker Fabrice Remparts Herzog (9th) opened the scoring with just 46 seconds into the match, after Sébastien Auger in alone, that it is easily mistaken for a wrist shot.

 Inspired by the thrust of Switzerland, the Remparts were then shown menacing territory Sea Dogs, but have added to their lead eight minutes later when Jason Houde (2nd) took advantage of a bad output Auger to send the puck into an empty net.

 Leading 2-0 in the game in the mid-term, the Remparts are quickly passed in their discipline at the beginning of the season. Scooping four consecutive penalties, they ended up getting burned, as they defended five against three. This is Spencer Smallman, who closed the gap 2-1, recovering from a back shots at the 13th minute of play

 Late in the second, Adam Erne (7th) restored a two-goal to Quebec representatives, after Booth had made a spectacular pad save to Oliver Cooper, who escaped only to him, at the other end of the ice.

 Third, the two teams traded three goals in 2:22. First, Kurt Etchegary (2) completed a sequence of Anthony Duclair and Brent Turnbull, powerplay. Then the replica Sea Dogs was immediate, while Jason Cameron despatched a slapshot behind Booth. Upon resumption, Duclair (9th) put forward the Remparts 5-2 on a breakaway two against one in the Etchegary company to complete the scoring.

To improve appearance

 Boasting six powerplay during the meeting, including the superiority of two men in the early game, the Remparts have hit the target once. One aspect of their game that they need to improve.

 "We pass the puck too. We try to make the perfect Thurs We talked with Phil. We must put more pucks to the net and create scoring chances, "said Duclair, author of a goal and an assist yesterday.

 Les Remparts conclude their trip Sunday in New Brunswick, facing the Titan at the KC Irving Regional Centre in Bathurst. With their win Saturday, they climbed to ninth in the QMJHL and play now, 536.

Moncton) Philippe Boucher hoped his Remparts would undertake their journey in New Brunswick on the right foot, before departure. The head coach had reason to be satisfied Friday as his men began their sequence of three games in three days on the road with a 3-0 victory against the Wildcats at the Moncton Coliseum.

White Devils wore their series of four consecutive victories. The second game of a home series against the formation of Darren Rumble, swept by the Remparts, was started very slowly. In the first half of the game, the scrappy play from both sides, marked by indiscipline local, will not master.

 "It was not our best game. They say that good teams find ways to win. So we hope will become a good team. But I think we're on the right track. Brassard was amazing again tonight, when he was tested. But we did not start well. Legs on the bus had yet! "Said the driver of the Ramparts.

 It was not until the eighth minute of the second period to see the game finally take his pace. Nick Sorensen (2nd), also author of two passes, then opened the scoring coming from behind the net Alex Dubeau. Carried by the first thread, the Remparts are returned to the fray two minutes later, while Fabrice Herzog (8th) escaped alone on goalkeeper Wildcats and wrong of an unstoppable shot.

Still indiscipline

 Imitating their opponents in the first period, the Remparts then visited the penalty repeatedly (Sorensen twice Duclair, Erne). Unusually, neither team is, however, managed to register for the brand during their five powerplay!

 "In the second half we took control of the game and we thought we could use all of our world, but quickly fell back into bad habits in the first two weeks with indiscipline. It hurt us, but Brassard kept us inside. The important thing is that we won. We will take the positive, "suggested Boucher, who would have liked to give more ice time to Zachery Moody, Anthony and Massimo Latin Carozza.

 Kurt Etchegary completed the scoring into an empty net with six seconds left. In victory, the goalie François Brassard continued to shine, making his second shutout of the season with 30 saves, the other having been successful on 11 October against the Titan. This is his sixth shutout in the regular season in junior.

 However, the doorman will have a day off, while freshman Callum Booth face the Sea Dogs at Harbour Station in Saint John.

 "We worked well, we played a good game, we were very strong defensively. It gave outside shots, which made my job easier, "said Brassard, who changed his mental approach to games this season and reap the benefits.

 The side of the Wildcats Rumble hoped that his men would show up at the arena with a vengeance after the 4-2 loss suffered Sunday at Pepsi Coliseum. But in the absence of their offensive star, Ivan Barbashev, attack his troops seemed to have trouble to organize.

*****

"Over the same Remparts"

 If we can believe a title in the Telegraph-Journal on Friday, "Walls are not the same without Roy in their bar." Published under the pen of journalist Scott Briggs, the text mentions previous visits Remparts Saint-Jean, at the time when the team was still coached by former goalkeeper and Canadian Avalanche. "Hockey fans Port City overwhelmed Roy attention, whether to boo every time he appeared on the scoreboard for him or show their appreciation by wearing their jersey Canadiens. It will not be the same, when the Remparts visit the Sea Dogs' reads.

 The game Saturday night at Harbour Station will may not be surrounded by the "energy" that emanated Patrick Roy, but it should not be taken lightly so far, says Mike Kelly in the same article. "The Walls started the year with injuries to several key players and they start to get these players. They played very well lately. Philippe Boucher has also enjoyed a successful career in the NHL and it will be also a good job. I think the franchise is in good hands ... "suggested the general manager and head coach of the Sea Dogs.

*****

Injured leg Barbashev

 Best hope for the QMJHL for the upcoming NHL Entry Draft, the Russian Ivan Barbashev did not take part in Friday's game due to a leg injury, suffered Wednesday against Saint John. "He took a faceoff and he turned on himself. He tried to kick the puck, but his skate blade remained stuck in the ice. He twisted a little leg. He will not be able to skate for a few days. It could have been much worse, then this is good news. However, it leaves a big hole to fill in our lineup, "suggested head coach Darren Rumble.

Olivier Mathieu impresses

 The head coach of the Wildcats, Darren Rumble, has only praise for the 16 year old rookie Mathieu Olivier. Produces Commanders of Lévis, the native of Saint-Lambert-de-Lauzon attacking moves to the right wing of the fourth line. "It does not surprise me that he became the captain of our team within two years. It is one of our most hardworking. We could return in midgets this year, but we felt it was mature enough to make the leap, "he has said about the son of Simon Olivier, a former professional American League and the German Second Division, who returns to the game in the North American League (Thetford Mines) after five years of inactivity.

Too many recruits!

 The Wildcats have not less than 14 recruits. The amazing thing is that many of them are old veterans. This is particularly the case of the player 20 years Christopher Caissy. "Fourteen recruits, it must be a record!" Quipped Darren Rumble, which explains the form of his team (6-8-0-0 before Friday's game) by the lack of experience. On the ice, Moncton has so far shown no consistent and has "a lot of bad habits to break." "We have not won consecutive games since the beginning of the season because our players are yet to realize how difficult it is to win. Every time they won, they were complacent in the next game. They think that just show up at the arena and put on the sweater to get the same result. This is the mentality of a young team ... "
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Brent Turnbull in Bathurst for the first time since his departure from Titan

Quebec) Before being acquired from Phoenix in December 2012, the Remparts forward Brent Turnbull had played his first two seasons in the QMJHL with the Titan in Bathurst. There are, however, never returned. The tripling of the weekend in New Brunswick, which starts Friday in Moncton, will be an opportunity for him to reconnect with the KC Irving Regional Centre on Sunday.

But before the Remparts two games to win! And although he is excited to return to Bathurst Turnbull wants first and foremost see all Remparts continue their winning sequence of three parts, winning the second game of the home series against the Wildcats at the Moncton Coliseum Friday. The 4-2 victory, gained at the expense of men Darren Rumble at the Pepsi Coliseum Sunday, suggesting a positive result.

 "I think we're a fast team and we surprise teams, when initiating our games with speed and aggressiveness, as they did Sunday. I think we can get six points in the Maritimes, "said the native of New Glasgow, Nova Scotia.

 In this sense, Turnbull hopes that the recent offensive success of its trio, completed by Anthony Duclair right and Kurt Etchegary center, will continue in this journey to New Brunswick.

 "We are good friends off the ice. When I arrived with the team at Christmas time last year, it's been two guys who welcomed me with open arms. I finally get to play with them, so I try to make the most of this opportunity. "

 On this unit, the striker 19 is responsible for completing a specific role and he does it with efficiency in recent games. "I try to make space for Duclair and support Etchy, always working hard every shift. I think it is the combination of all three styles of play that made us successful at this time, "analyzed the number 17 Remparts.

 If he admits that the road to success has been difficult for the Red Devils, early in the season, it provides at the same time they never stopped believing in them.

"Never lose faith"

 "The first few weeks were hard, but we regrouped outside the rink and realized the talent of the team and things started to work. I do not think we ever lost faith in ourselves. We continued to work hard and That to eventually unlock? launched the attack, which combines three goals and two assists this season.

 The good news is that the Remparts have found the path to victory just in time for the return of Turnbull in New Brunswick.

 "It's been a long time I went there, so it will be fun! My family will be present. As it is three games in three nights, it will make travel easier for them. They will be there for all three games, but they certainly do not want to miss this Sunday, since this is the first time I returned to Bathurst since I played. This should be interesting ... "suggested the attacker, determined to make his stay memorable, with a win against his former teammates.

NOTE: Still unable to take action, forwards Olivier Archambault (mononucleosis) and Hubert Lamarre (broken kneecap), and defenseman Duncan MacIntyre (broken hand) remained in Quebec, where they skate under the supervision the physical trainer Gabriel Hardy, in the coming days.

*********************

The first duel of brothers

 Defender Cody Donaghey 17 years and his brother Connor, 19 years old striker Sea Dogs face off for the first time Saturday, while the Remparts will visit the Harbour Station in Saint John. "This is the first time it happens, not just in the QMJHL, but in all our hockey career! We played together in the midget ranks, when I was in my first year and it was his third, but it was the only time we played together. This time, it will be interesting to play against each other! "Said the cadet. For the occasion, the Donaghey will compete for the win in front of their mother and some friends, who did not hesitate to make the trip to St. John's, Newfoundland, to support them. For the rest, no friendly wager between brothers! "It is annoying and it's all," advised Cody.

Barbashev missing?

 Tonight, the life of Ramparts could be facilitated by the presence of the uncertain feature Wildcats Ivan Barbashev wounded. "Barbashev is very good, but he did not finish the game [Wednesday]," noted head coach Philippe Boucher. "Conor Garland is very good. They have a lot of punch to the attack. Their defenders do not have much experience, but still played well Sunday. As for Dubeau, it is solid in his net. It will not be easy. "

Beginnings

 There is no miracle way to approach a sequence of three games in three days on the road, apart from the good start! In any case, the goal was Philippe Boucher on the eve of his men tripled who oppose the Wildcats Friday at Sea Dogs Saturday and Sunday at Titan. "The key game is always the first. Try to get points there. Because most travel progresses, fatigue comes into play. At the same time, to have lived in the American League, your third game can be your best. You stop thinking, you're just reacting. "

 He hoped that the trip to the Maritimes will be an opportunity for the team to diversify its attack against five five. Satisfied with the offensive production Erne, Duclair and Sorensen, he would like to see veterans like Shea Boivin and do more.
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Kurt Etchegary: hockey in the skin

Quebec) The values ​​of sport, especially hockey and soccer are transmitted from father to son in Etchegary. The patriarch Gus, considered the "father of soccer in Newfoundland," her little son Kurt, who is aligned with the Remparts, through his father Glenn, who practiced both sports, the desire to than is the daily menu Clan

Sport is part of the DNA of Etchegary. That is why it is inseparable from the family in the spirit of Kurt, who sports tattoos paying tribute to Gus, he uses the mantra (mettle for "strength of character"), and his late wife Nora, whose face is input to one of its arms. His grandparents were, after all, were the first witnesses of his sporting achievements!

 "I was three years old when I learned to skate with my maternal grandfather. We had a cottage by a lake, freezing winter. This is the lake that I gave my first skated. Then I quickly started playing hockey. Everyone played in my family, it's my grandfather, my father or my brother Marcus, "remembers" Etchy. "

 Moved quickly from natural ice rink, the center Remparts defended the colors of the St. John's Capitals throughout his minor hockey. Behind the bench, his father Glenn, a businessman, has led to the bantam level. "We won a lot of championships together!" Recalls the son, with evident pleasure.

 During these years, young Etchegary has continued to demonstrate good skills. Enough, in any case, to cease practicing soccer, where he also excelled, and the family decides to fracture in order to increase his chances of being drafted into the QMJHL, an opportunity that had escaped his big brother Marcus, born of a previous marriage.

 His mother and sister Kaitlin Katrina were therefore installed in suburban Montreal, where his development would be better supervised, to enable it to align with the bantam formation Minor Hockey Association Lakeshore, then with the Lions du Lac St. Louis (Midget AAA). His father, he made the round trip between Montreal and Newfoundland.

 "My parents made a big sacrifice for me in my first year bantam. Because of this move, I ended up playing with the Lions du Lac St-Louis and I was drafted by Quebec. If I had completed my minor hockey in Newfoundland, I do not think I'd be here today, because there is less of scouts there. "

"Mr. Positive "

 Already at this age Etchegary exhibited the passion that makes the happiness of Remparts fans since his second-round selection in June 2011. It is this positive attitude, which he attributed in part to the influence of his parents and partly to his faith, which helps to overcome every challenge that presents itself to him. Born with a microcystic lymphangioma of the face, the little combative striker has also never left mine by his rare condition.

 "It does not affect me in my life everyday. This is my last birth. I had the opportunity to make me older, but I do not see the purpose of doing so. And I've never had a problem with it growing up. One I have never said anything negative about it. In general, I think it's easy to get along with me ... "he has suggested, smirking.

 This same attitude - and some notable veterans - who helped to adapt to her new life in Quebec, a French-speaking city.

 "That to request the adjustment. But we had good veterans to my first year, Tam, Roy, Barnard Shaw and Lefebvre, who could welcome the new. This is what we try to do our tour this year, with the youngest. After a while, we all end up feeling comfortable. "

 Through these steps, one thing has remained constant: the commitment to the logo. When put on the sweater of a team, Etchegary gives himself fully. Behavior that has always served and allowed him to be captain of all courses for which he played before the midget ranks.

 In Quebec, the leaders of the Remparts, he chose this season Ryan Culkin, a 20-year veteran, who has played his entire junior career in Quebec. However, they did not hesitate to entrust an assistant coach at the attacker who turns 19 on November 12.

 "Because I'm a veteran, because I love the guys on the team, because I love interacting with the media, because I have been a leader all my life because I always wanted to be the captain of my team, I wish to be named. However, I am very happy for Ryan, who deserves the title. I hope that if I'm back next year, it will be my turn, "advised Etchegary, who teaches French to prepare.

 In the meantime, "Mr. Positive "will continue, even if it has been ignored in the last NHL draft, to do what he does best: play with energy on both ends of the rink, hoping to get noticed by training!

 "For the rest, life is beautiful. I have a family that supports me, I play for one of the best organizations in the QMJHL, I aim for a career in professional hockey and I have a wonderful girlfriend. It could not get better! "Finds the number 19.

*******************

Under the scrutiny of Red Wings

 Kurt Etchegary has suffered some injuries since joining the Remparts in 2011, but none has done worse than that suffered June 30 when he was ignored in the NHL draft. Determined not to let this day define the rest of his career, he has taken the collar this season more motivated than ever to make his mark.

 Having spent part of the 2012-2013 season recovering from arthroscopic surgery on both hips, Etchegary returned to the game in time to participate in the final straight sets. It would have been enough to convince the NHL training his fitness. An unfortunate mess up at the NHL combine in Toronto in May, however distorted the situation.

 An ultrasound examination performed at that time revealed the presence of fluid in the core region of Etchegary. A state that was not related to a heart problem, but rather a blow in the ribs during a game against the Victoriaville Tigres at the end of the season. Medical advice confirming all had also been issued by a doctor Quebec.

 "What we realized was that there had been a problem in the transmission of information between the doctor, the Central Scouting and NHL teams, who have never received my file medical in time for the draft. After the session, seven teams have come to me saying they had not received the document. I ended up being invited to six camps recruits. I chose to go to Detroit because they are the ones who have shown the most interest in my place, "says the center of the Ramparts, which was ranked 72nd North American hope.

 Once in Traverse City, a doctor Red Wings confirmed the diagnosis of his Quebec counterpart, and made sure to remove the fluid in question. Etchegary was then offered an invitation to the rookie camp, but an injury to the upper body, suffered during training camp des Remparts, was unable to attend.

 Despite this, he had the chance to meet several members of the organization, including Ken Holland, Mike Babcock and Chris Chelios. An experience that is not soon forget!

 Still qualify for this year's draft, Etchegary be in the sights of the Red Wings, the ones who kept in touch with him since the beginning of the season. The deputy general manager Ryan Martin regularly exchange text messages with him.

 "They treat me as if I was a hope of the team, even though technically I do not belong to them anymore. It shows how it is a great organization, "says Etchegary.
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"I was three years old when I learned to skate with my maternal grandfather. [...] Then I quickly started playing hockey. Everyone played in my family, it's my grandfather, my father or my brother Marcus "- Kurt Etchegary

Gallery Sun, Erick Labbé

*******************

Papi at Temple soccer

 For generations, the clan Etchegary practice as soccer than hockey. Even the grandfather Kurt, Gus, a team member of the Burin Peninsula between 1945 and 1950, was inducted into the Canadian Soccer Hall of Fame in 2007 for his leadership qualities, both as a player as administrator. "My grandfather is the Hall of Fame of Canadian soccer, my father played soccer in the college ranks, I was better at soccer, but I chose hockey because I liked the contact physics. And then I also had a dream of playing in the NHL. I still play soccer in the summer for fun ", said Kurt.

Two points Drouin

 One of the finest achievements of Kurt Etchegary in hockey has been the 2010-2011 season, as the Lions du Lac St-Louis remportaient championships and Quebec Hockey League Quebec Midget AAA. This year, Etchegary (21-35-56) finished the season third in team scoring after Jonathan Drouin (22-36-58) and Anthony Duclair (25-32-57). Lions also went in the semifinals of the Telus Cup, where they were defeated 4-3 in double overtime by eventual champions, the Winnipeg Thrashers.

 "They got a lucky bounce. Frankie [François Brassard] could not do anything against it. We were very happy with our season. And when you look at the guys who were on the team, many have very successful careers, "says Etchegary about Michael Matheson (Boston College), Patrick Walsh (Titan), Anthony Cortese (Islanders) and Alexandros Soumakis (Titan).

A restaurant and a sailboat

 If hockey should not work for Kurt Etchegary, it is not the lack of future projects! At first, the young man would follow his father's footsteps and do business. He also trained as a correspondence Administration at Memorial University and see one day lead a franchise of a large restaurant chain. One idea that came to him strength to rub the assistant coach of the Remparts, Pierre Sevigny, Tim Hortons franchisees (Bouvier Street).

 "Peter told me how he started his business and what he did to get there. From what I understand, he works very hard, but he loves what he does. It would be very cool to do the same thing, "said one who is also interested in the world of physical preparation. On a personal level, he hopes to emulate his grandfather and go round the world yacht.

Quebec) Long time record holder for most wins by a goaltender in the NHL, Patrick Roy did not take long to fit into the story as a head coach. Apart from him and Mario Tremblay, no other coach has never won its first six games behind the bench.

The success of Roy with the Avalanche do not leave anyone indifferent to Quebec, where hockey man remains present in our minds. It might be the only head coach of all time to claim seven straight wins early career Thursday on the occasion of the visit of the Detroit Red Wings in Denver.

 "We pay attention to what he does with the Avalanche. Some players have shared his life here for two, three and four years, we're all very happy for him. And if we could stick six, we too would be glad ", said Philippe Boucher, who succeeded him at the helm of the Ramparts.

 The former head coach and the new have not shared a lot since the beginning of their respective seasons. They spent time together this summer, at the handover caused by the departure of Roy to the high altitude of Colorado.

 "We all want to win the most games possible and you can be inspired. As Patrick André Tourigny and Mario Duhamel is the fun of seeing our league guys get there and succeed. We wish them continuous and it follows that the corner of the eye, "added Boucher, primarily concerned to continue the victorious team sequence.

Laperriere surprised

 Deputy Roy for eight seasons with the Remparts, Martin Laperriere is not surprised by the early success of his former boss with the Avalanche.

 "I'm not because his clubs have always out in force early in the season. As we see, the guys are well organized, work hard and pay the price. Success comes with effort and it also reflects the fact that they have worked for the camp, "Laperriere analyzed.

 When watching a game of Avalanche assistant Remparts sees the same man who was at his side in recent years. It is driven by the same passion, the same desire to win.

 "I think Patrick knows only one way to coach is to be in the floor. He is also honest with the players. When playing with a sustained effort, it will recognize it, and if it falls, it will reprimand. I'm glad that it goes well on his side, "stated one who recognizes some basics of the game he called in Quebec.

 Invited to accompany him to Denver as video coach Laperriere had preferred to continue his work with the Remparts. "No, no, no," he repeated Wednesday when asked if he regretted his decision. According to him, the presence of Tourigny alongside Roy is already helping to settle in his new role.

 "Andre brings him a lot. First, he knows the players have worked with many in the program of Hockey Canada. It is also a very good tactician in benefits and shorthanded. Patrick has always liked to be questioned, to have a theory, put it on the table, delete, start, etc.. They are not afraid to try things together. "

 *****

Boothau post

 For the first time since losing 11-2 against Val-d'Or, September 28, goalkeeper Callum Booth get a start on Saturday at St. John's, in the second game of the three programs in the Maritimes. It will be past seven games since his last appearance. "I was eager to play. I was waiting for this opportunity and I'm ready to take it. It was long [not to play], but it was also fun to see the team win and raise victories. I understand 100% the decision not to have used me lately and I respect it. He was right, and now with three straight wins, it's going well. Unlike my first three games, I know what to expect after seeing these games, "confided the 16 year old rookie, who took a break from playing to refine his technique in training.

Archambault has

 Even if admitted disappointed not return to the game this weekend, Olivier Archambault (mononucleosis) accept the doctor's decision not to have given the green light on Tuesday. "I feel good, but I'm still not 100%. If I was playing, there would be a risk that my spleen explodes and then I could miss the rest of the season. It is better to ensure that everything is normal, "said the 20-year veteran. At a minimum, he will miss the next five games, since it has an appointment with the doctor on Tuesday, October 30. Archambault is the misfortune of happiness Jason Houde, thus prolongs his stay as a player of 20 years.

The objective of Boucher

 Les Remparts do not train today, day trip to Moncton forces. They begin on Friday, a journey of three games in three days which will also lead to St. John's (Saturday) and Bathurst (Sunday). "We addressed it in a positive way, we want to try to use all of our world. It is a cliché, but we'll take the games one at a time and we will initially focus on Moncton. The last three wins are good, there is more life in practice, but they would say if they knew of a bad trip, weekend nothing. What we want is to continue and we would come back with a record above, 500 "wanted Boucher, the company shows a record of 4-5-3-0 in 12 games.

Quebec) Held in sidelined by mononucleosis since its acquisition on September 17, striker Olivier Archambault is about to join the offensive cavalry Quebec Remparts. A visit to the doctor today could allow the player to 20 years to receive the green light to make a comeback on Friday.

"I think if it goes well, I will play Moncton. I feel 100%, but it will depend on the results. This is the doctor who will decide, "said Archambault after the Remparts 4-2 win on Sunday.

 The day after his arrival at Quebec, Archambault had left the ice in his first workout. Since then he has missed the last 10 games of his new team, who had not played more than the first two with his former training Drummmondville.

 "It looks good, and the maximum, I would next week. I feel nothing, and when you put pressure to see if my spleen is swollen, I am told it is a little like all the players after an effort, "explained the ultrasound this afternoon, which twelve o'clock will attest to it.

 Archambault has already started training with his teammates. He does not hesitate to push the machine, just to make up the time lost by the disease. Spectator obliged, he also likes what he sees from the stands.

 "I look forward to returning to play Everybody sees it has a really good team. It is certain that early in the season, it was more difficult, but now the guys understand, "analyzed the 20-year-old.

 First choice of the QMJHL in 2009 in Val-d'Or, Archambault wants to add his name to the bunch of attackers offensive Remparts. It has an overall record of 81 goals and 104 assists for 185 points in 232 games.

 "It has everything to perform the attack with Duclair, Erne, Sorensen, Etchegary and Herzog. I know that we will score a lot of goals. I'm in that style and I look forward to contribute, "said the man who was the fourth-round pick in 2011 and the Canadian who was invited to camp wild, this fall.

Defensive improvement

 He also noted that the play of the team has improved defensively, where many young people are in support of veterans Ryan Culkin and Dillon Donnelly. "At first it was said that it was going to replace when everyone is there and that's what happens. We are young defensively, but we see an improvement every game. And goaltending Brass [François Brassard] is great. "

 If the doctor gives him permission to return to the game, Archambault know that the last few weeks of rest will fall into his legs. Chance also wants Remparts played their first triple-three games in three days this weekend in Moncton, Saint John and Bathurst. He does not know if it would allow him to compete in the three games.

 If Archambault back in the game, it will not be the only one to make a comeback as the guardian Callum Booth has received confirmation that he would face the Sea Dogs on Saturday for his first appearance since a break of six games.

*****************

A perfect week

 The Remparts concluded a perfect week on Sunday at the Pepsi Coliseum in signing a third straight win by beating the Wildcats 4-2. Brent Turnbull, Adam Erne, Fabrice Herzog and Nick Sorensen hit the target while François Brassard was making 21 saves. "It feels great to score the first goal is always the hardest to get, even if it was not the best. Regardless of the start of the season we had, it's always nice to be on a winning streak, "confided Sorensen, the first star.

 After a difficult period, the Remparts find themselves in a game of .500 (4-5-3-0). "Junior hockey is like a roller coaster. When you think you have arrived, it is not long that you fall. We do not expect to start like this, but gradually our identity "include, told head coach Philippe Boucher after the Sunday game played before 7,996 spectators.

The objective of Barbashev

 Only QMJHL player to receive an "A" from the hopes of the next NHL Entry Draft, Ivan Barbashev (photo) gallery already impresses scouts with his style of play that is unlike anything that practiced by the majority of Russian skaters. "If you do not know his name, you would say that it is a North American player. It has everything it takes to succeed, "said the head coach of the Wildcats, Darren Rumble, about the number 22.

 The main interest takes many laudatory comments about him. "I want to be a first-round pick, the highest possible. The decision to come to Canada was the best that I could take, "he explained before Sunday's game against the Remparts, in which he scored a goal and an assist. With 18 points, he is tied for third in scoring in the league.

Brassard third star

 After conceding eight goals Foreurs of Val-d'Or, September 29, goalkeeper François Brassard was placed in front of the net. He allowed just four goals on 74 shots in the last three wins of the team, which earned him the third star of the week in the QMJHL behind Anthony Mantha (Drillers) and Brandon Whitney (Tigers). "When things are not going well, I am not concentrating enough on my game, but more on that of others. To make a difference, I had to take care of myself more. The guys are back on track, it was just taking the time to replace it, "noted the number 31, the GAA is 3.61.
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Fabrice Herzog already adapted

Quebec) with seven goals and 10 points in his first 12 games in the QMJHL, the Swiss Fabrice Herzog did not take long to feel at home on the small Canadian rinks. "You look at him play and you can understand that Toronto saw," stressed the head coach of the Quebec Remparts Philippe Boucher.

Fifth-round pick of the Maple Leafs in the last draft, the 19 year old striker has managed to move to the left wing of the first line completed by Adam Erne and Nick Sorensen.

 "We are very happy to have won three straight games and is preparing the upcoming" Herzog said Tuesday before he was invited to speak to him. "It's okay, it's okay. I have been involved with two great players, we get along well together and it helps me a lot, "he added shyly.

 At 6 feet 2 inches and 194 pounds, Herzog is not the type to break down the ramp, but he made his presence felt in the net. It was also installed in the slot to put the winning goal in the third straight victory on Sunday.

 "It is heavy and difficult to counter. If there is a guy who understands what we want, this is it. It has adapted to the North American style. This is not the most spectacular player, but it does all the little things well and it is dangerous to attack, "stated head coach.

 What pleases Boucher is the ease with which the native Skater Zug assimilates instructions. "He played very well. His training camp was okay, and just like everyone else, he had a slow start. What I love is when you work with him, individually or collectively, it is not that long run what you want. It is receptive, "Boucher added.

 Herzog is listed on the score sheet in seven of the first 12 games, including the last two victories. "If he continues to adapt to the North American style, it will sooner or later be able to [Maple Leafs] help. Like the rest of the team, his problem was consistency early in the season, but now I feel better. He did not tend to stay in front of goal in his first game, but it is threatening and did not need a lot of chances. "

Success in goal

 The main interest will be glad to shake the ropes in a league that was unknown to him until this fall. "It gives me confidence. I see that I can score and I will continue to try to do. Each goal can help the team win. I've always had success in goal in Europe and this is what I want to reproduce here, "said Herzog.

 He likes to play at the Pepsi Coliseum, where the crowds are outnumbered about 50 spectators at junior hockey games in Switzerland. He says he does not get bored of supermarkets, ideal for players of finesse.

 "I do not have to change the way I play, I also fonçais net in Europe. On a small rink, however, you have to think quickly about what you will do. Here, everything is faster, "added one who is aware that the Maple Leafs are watching every game.

*****************

MacIntyre approaches

 Defenseman Duncan MacIntyre approaches a return to the game but if suffered, the training session on Tuesday morning was his first full with the team since he broke his hand in the third game of the season, in Baie-Comeau, missing the next nine games. "My hand is better, these are my legs had trouble following ... I feel ready to play, I hope to do. But that's not my decision, and if it is not this weekend, it will go to next week. Regardless, I'll be ready when called upon me, "said the 17-year back, trying to be positive despite the misfortune that overwhelms the level of injury.

Red light for Archambault

 Olivier Archambault was hoping to get permission to put on the uniform of the Remparts weekend, but rather a red light that was imposed as a result of his visit to the doctor on Tuesday afternoon, where he spent an ultrasound to check the status of his spleen. Away from the game due to mononucleosis, the 20-year-old will undergo another review in the near future. Had he been able to play, Archambault was used in a third-line center and the tip of the powerplay, as confided Philippe Boucher after the morning workout in which the number 93 was green sweater for players in the process of returning to the game so far, Archambault has missed 10 games since being acquired from the Remparts de Drummondville.

Back to work

 The day after a holiday following the third consecutive victory Sunday, the Remparts have resumed work on Tuesday morning in preparation for their first "three three" weekend in New Brunswick. No way to see life in pink for head coach Philippe Boucher. "We have not accomplished anything yet, that's why the guys worked hard this morning [Tuesday] and we will continue to push forward. What we want to see is effort. Physical involvement is important to us, it's been the big difference lately. We play better, more consistent is displayed. It was not fun for anyone, and you forget that you dealt with teens and young adults. As a hockey player, you're valorized by winning games. Now we have a chance to travel back [in Moncton, Saint John and Bathurst] top of, 500 after 15 games, it would be acceptable, "Boucher estimated.

****************

A guard at the town hall?

 Passing at the Pepsi Coliseum Tuesday morning, the former Remparts goaltender Antoine Tardif was much questioned about his candidacy for mayor of Daveluyville on hockey. On 3 November, the new politician could become one of the youngest mayors in the country. Son of a former adviser to the place and from a family of local entrepreneurs, the graduating student in economics and politics at McGill University gives a good chance to be elected at the head of the municipality 1000 souls along Highway 20, in the administrative region of Centre-du-Québec.

 "With all the talk at the Charbonneau commission, there is a wind of change blowing in municipal politics. I do not negatively campaign against the incumbent mayor [Gilles Labarre], I offer new ideas and dynamism, "told who also played in Bathurst and Drummondville before tasting the university and senior hockey. Once completed her BA in December, he hears juggle his studies in notarial law and his job as mayor, if people trusted him.
Quebec) After a worrying start to the season, the Remparts have left a better impression on their followers, weekend, winning their two games at the Pepsi Coliseum. This is after a 4-2 win at the expense of the Moncton Wildcats they waved to the crowd at center ice on Sunday afternoon.

The trio rotated Adam Erne was the most threatening of the meeting. Used on another line early in the game, the Swede Nick Sorensen has regained its usual companion along the way to play his best game of the young season and his first goal of the campaign.

 Erne (6th), Fabrice Herzog (7th) and Brent Turnbull (3rd) also hit the target in this duel dominated 36-23 by the Remparts table throws. Like Erne, Turnbull has distributed some set striking failure. In goal, François Brassard signed a third straight victory, making some great saves, especially in the third. The Remparts took a 2-0 lead before seeing the Wildcats to tie early second. They added two unanswered goals - including the winner Herzog - the median commitment to never look behind.

 "We started off a little slow, but it was replaced. They [Erne and Herzog] are two very good players. It feels good to score the first goal is always the most difficult to obtain even if it was not the best, "said Sorensen, who could hit the target several times with a little luck.

 "I had a little trouble at the net, but start with one [goal] ... The victory is good for everyone. Regardless of the start of the season we had, it's always nice to be on a winning streak, "added the first star of the game has also recorded two assists.

 Les Remparts therefore have signed three successive victories, including two in the house where they now play to .500 (2-2-1-0). They now have seven points over the last eight at stake.

 Although opponents were not among the powers of the League, the Red Devils showed more determination, cohesion and confidence in their abilities. And for once this season, they did not need special teams to score goals, as was the case in the other two games of the week.

 "At five against five, it was much better. We tried the little things with the lines early in the game, but came back with those we had on Friday. We got more scoring chances, it was more dangerous, "noted head coach, Philippe Boucher.

 The recent surge in Walls should not be seen as reaching the summit. Boucher, who grant leave his troops on Monday, is that success continues.

 "Junior hockey is like a roller coaster. When you think you have arrived, it is not long that you fall. We do not expect to start the season like this, but gradually found our identity. I hope they went to get some confidence and fun to come to the arena, "summed up head coach.

 Russian Ivan Barbashev, and the 20-year-old out of nowhere, Christopher Caissy scored for the Wildcats, who will be the next opponents Remparts in Moncton next weekend at the first stop a tour of three games in three days in the Maritimes. Barbashev, which is considered the best hope of the QMJHL for the next draft, was the best of his own with a goal and an assist.

NOTES: Acquired by Remparts Moncton on Friday, JC Campagna did not face his former team. "He is ill," they said in the opposing clan about the one that got two points in his first game on Saturday in Rimouski ... Les Remparts lined up seven defensemen because of the use of Vincent Lanoue .. . did not play for the Remparts Olivier Archambault, Alexandre Caron-Roy, Duncan MacIntyre, Massimo Carozza and Zachary Moody.

Quebec) Having tasted victory for the second consecutive game Friday, the Remparts (3-5-3-0) want even more! To get there, the men of Philippe Boucher, who host the Moncton Wildcats at the Coliseum Sunday afternoon (15h), however, will remain constant, says head coach.

In preparation for the first game of a home series against the Wildcats, Philippe Boucher sent a rather simple message to his players during practice on ice Saturday morning in the Youth Pavilion. To continue their winning streak, the Remparts, which climbed two rungs the QMJHL standings (15th) during the weekend, will continue to make the same work intensity.

 "It must be! That is consistency. It is a presence at once. This is whenever you're getting on the ice. Do not look back too. We played well for a couple of games, but that does not mean much, "philosophized the driver.

 Boucher hope that with this in mind, his troopers manage to create more attack at even strength. To help achieve this, the pilot made some changes trios.

 Dangerous Friday, the duo Anthony Duclair and Kurt Etchegary was assigned a new winger Nick Sorensen. He replaces Brent Turnbull, who saw several scoring chances die on his palette, facing Titan Friday.

 Instead Sorensen, the first duo Fabrice Herzog and Adam Erne will meanwhile completed by Brandon Shea, right. Finally, veteran Jason Houde, who has successfully completed the protocol comeback when concussion takes place on the third row, along with Alexandre Boivin and Brent Turnbull.

 "We changed a couple of things to attack tomorrow [Sunday]. We will see that it will give, if it will help us to generate the attack five against five. Certainly, the discipline was much better Friday, "suggested Boucher, whose men finally kept away from the dungeon.

Brassard goaltending

 In addition to these changes trios, the coach could make another change to the defensive one, because he does not want to keep his rookie Vincent Lanoue inactive too long. In goal, François Brassard gets to share his sixth straight start.

 As for the opponents, the coaching staff Remparts promised to take a look at the meeting between the Wildcats (4-7-0-0), which stood at 16th in the QMJHL before Saturday and Oceanic Sunday afternoon.

 "We will especially look at their special units and the trends they have. But we will focus primarily on how we play, "stated Boucher.

 For the rest, the troupe Darren Rumble remains a mystery for the Remparts, she had five relatively unknown American players before the arrival of JC Campagna - sixth! - Traded by Quebec against a 10th round choice before Friday's game.

 "There are many Americans who have entered their alignment. Alex Dubeau is very solid in the net. Sure Ivan Barbashev is the best hope of major junior hockey in Quebec for the next draft. This is an excellent player that works in both ends of the ice. We will keep an eye on him, as on Christophe Lalonde. "

"A nice little rivalry"

 Ending their stay at home Sunday against the Wildcats, the Remparts begin their next trip to the Maritimes face these same Wildcats at the Moncton Coliseum on Friday. Will add a little spice to the doubled!

 "They have a good offense. When you look at their statistics, you realize they score a lot of goals. So we have to play well defensively against them others. It will be a good fight, play against them here in Quebec, and then go play against them in Moncton. It'll make a nice rivalry in the short term, "said Anthony Duclair who, with eight goals to his name, was yesterday second scorers in the QMJHL before games on Saturday. He was tied with Nikita Jevpalovs (Blainville-Boisbriand), just behind Anthony Mantha (13), Drillers.

 According Remparts forward, it will be mainly for the troupe Phlippe Boucher, to keep his good work habits to continue the winning streak that began Wednesday. "It is unacceptable that one is currently in the standings. Now, it is grouped as a team. We started well in Baie-Comeau and Wednesday against the Titan [Friday]. We want to get another two points [Sunday], "reported the number 10 which, for the occasion, will skate with Kurt Etchegary and Nick Sorensen.

(Quebec) A win does not make a season, but when it is timely, everyone welcomes with relief. If the Quebec Remparts ended an ugly sequence of five successive defeats Wednesday in Baie-Comeau, however, they refuse to look at the weekend as a whole.

While players enjoyed a day off after returning to the city in the wee hours of the morning on Thursday, coaches visionnaient game sequences of the Acadie-Bathurst's opponent Friday at the Pepsi Coliseum. Regarding the rival Sunday (Moncton), it will go to Saturday.

 "It's been three weeks we told the guys not to see too far ahead, it's not just because we win we must now look back. They are asked to think only of the present moment, to go a presence at once, we do not begin to do the opposite. It should be able to turn the page, both in negative and positive moments. Our victory is already in the past, but it's still a game where you can build, "Boucher explained.

Symbiotically

 Still, the coach has slept better after the second win in 10 games. Recently, he and his assistants notaient positive points in the game of their troops, remained only do that consistently.

 "It's not perfect yet, but one is more dedicated to playing the way we want to. For some games, there is more on the same page, more in harmony. The third man is more efficient, it helps our defenders, and also gives less overstaffing three against two, "Boucher noted.

 According to him, the contribution of veterans Ryan Culkin and Dillon Donnelly at the blue line has been outstanding in Baie-Comeau. Used on the same defensive pair, young Maxime Chevalier Raphael Maheux also had a strong game while massive attack has produced four goals. "We must now find a way to score five against five. We play better, it creates openings, but a bit of opportunism is lacking. "

 Boucher admitted that the last few weeks have not been easy for the players, coaches and fans. The Walls are coming home Friday with a collection of three points on six out against teams of top ranking. They show an overall record of two wins, five defeats and three overtime losses in 10 games, which puts them 17th out of 18 one and two points of visitors to the weekend.

 "Nobody liked the final sequence, it affects morale, it bothers. I could see that shook a little stick, "he confided.

Quality training

 The coach then sees the return home of a good eye, although the first home game after a road trip is always more difficult than others. Hence the importance of taking a morning exercise quality. He wants to make sure today.

 "It'll be good to go back to our supporters. We want to show that it is not easy to play against us at the Pepsi Coliseum and it starts tomorrow [Friday], "launched one whose team has not won at home in three games this season.

*****

In speed

 Although he resumed training, Olivier Archambault is still not able to return to the game this weekend ... The experience of Adam Erne at the center of European players Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog will continue until further notice ... Philippe Boucher praised the contribution of newcomer Anthony Latina Wednesday. "He showed a very good reading of the game, he can play in the league. He felt bad to have received a four-minute penalty, but overall, he did well, "summed up head coach ... Titan aligns defender Anthony Gingras, exchanged with Patrick Walsh Bathurst last winter against the choice of the second and fourth rounds ... Dissatisfied with its use, the former defender Remparts Mathieu Boily left Sherbrooke Phoenix ... A native of Levis, Jerome Mésonéro obtained Thursday, an extension of long-term contract as general manager of the Victoriaville Tigres, a position he has held since 2005.

*****

Still reunion

 On the occasion of the visit of the Acadie-Bathurst, Friday (19h) at the Pepsi Coliseum, Philippe Boucher will have the opportunity to lead the Remparts against Danny Dupont, who was assistant head coach with the Oceanic Rimouski last season, before ending up in New Brunswick. "He had a personality of head coach, we knew it would not be long-term assistant," he felt about the son of Andre "Moose" Dupont, a former defender Nordiques. Titan undertook a tour in Quebec three games in three days as the lead in Chicoutimi and Baie-Comeau. "A team that will be rested and hungry early every three face is" believed Boucher.

Soon a starting Booth

 François Brassard install in net for a fifth straight game on Friday, but the day is not far when the rookie Callum Booth will get his first start since Sept. 28. "I had a good conversation with Callum, he knew that would not expose as the team would not remedy themselves. And if it goes well, it should not be long. At the same time, Francis was not at its best and we wanted him to replace playing. Lately, "Brass" plays as it should do, and when it does, it gives us a chance to win. François is our number one and one of the best goalkeepers in the league, he went there, "explained Philippe Boucher, without even whether Booth play in Quebec City this weekend. Certainly the young goalkeeper will be used by the end of next week at the program triple in three days in New Brunswick.

Praise for Duclair

 Often criticized for his lack of involvement since he endorses the uniform Remparts, Anthony Duclair was entitled to praise from his new boss after the harvest of two goals and an assist Wednesday in Baie-Comeau. "It is not the production that I liked, but the way he did things. Every time he touched the puck, Anthony was threatening and he went to the net. We already know his speed, but displaying every game the same effort and the same involvement yesterday [Wednesday], he can not miss his shot, "thought Philippe Boucher. Duclair is currently the leading scorer Remparts with 11 points (7 goals, 4 assists) in eight games.
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Acadie-Bathurst 0/Québec 3: first at the Coliseum!

Quebec) Back to the Coliseum after a sequence of three games on the road, the Remparts have dominated the Acadie-Bathurst Friday to sign their first home win of the season, a 3-0 shutout before 8,255 fans .

Of Anthony Duclair nets (8th), Fabrice Herzog (6th) and Adam Erne (5th), all marked on special teams, combined with a solid performance from goalie François Brassard, with 21 saves, allowed Remparts win a second consecutive victory for the first time only since the beginning of the campaign. A gain that is timely for the troupe Philippe Boucher.

 "The wins, we'll all be! That to is good for everyone to hear the fans at the end of the game, all players, and me first! I think the fans appreciated the effort of the players and that's what we want. It's been two days we talk about the guys. We put our 0-2-1 on the board, as what it is not how we want to play at home. And we will begin to improve gradually ", said Boucher, admitting that last week" was not easy. "

 He had many reasons to celebrate at the end of the match, where his men bombed the Jacob Brennan keeper 43 shots.

 "Honestly, we played well, especially in the beginning. It may have been a little relaxation at the end of the first, but it is never easy to come back from the road. We were a little tired. We had several chances on which we could capitalize early in the game, which can be put on the back of fatigue. We still played well and when we had the lowest times, Brassard was really good, "said Boucher, about netminder who signed his first shutout of the season, his sixth career.

 More disciplined than in recent meetings, the Remparts were still found in double-handed early in the first, while Duclair and Dillon Donnelly serving successive minor. Upon his release from prison, the first, however, did not take long to be forgiven, while carrying a puck across the ice to mock Brennan and put the Red Devils in before 1-0. It was not even mid-period, when Herzog was the lead to 2-0, having tipped a point shot by Ryan Culkin, powerplay.

Beautiful side of Erne

 After an uneventful second period, Erne in turn enjoyed a numerical superiority - the sixth of eight consecutive penalties awarded to Titan! - Brennan to deceive a spectacular backhand and complete the score 3-0. Including four goals in Baie-Comeau Wednesday and two in Boisbriand Sunday, it was the ninth consecutive goal scored by Remparts special teams.

 "We look forward to having five against five! We had a lot of chances. At five against five, I think the guys were not all ready when the puck came to them more. And the guard was still good the other side. I must admit. But we'll take! Duclair made his shorthanded goal and power play, That to still been "ruled the red devil head, which men receive the Moncton Wildcats on Sunday.

******************

Stevenson confirmed in Quebec

 Since the presentation of the fight between Adonis Stevenson Tony Bellew on November 30 at the Coliseum, the Remparts were forced to move up their game against the Chicoutimi to 27 November. The decision was taken following a telephone conversation between Yvon Michel of GYM Group and Jacques Tanguay, Group Remparts Thursday. "The Quebec Remparts are extremely proud to allow the submission of a sporting competition of this level", said the organization in a statement Friday ... Before the start of Friday's game a minute's silence was observed in memory of Paul Desmarais ... Head coach of the Titan, Danny Dupont, praised the performance of goalkeeper Jacob Brennan, who rejected 40 shots in Friday's game. "Jake, this is a guy who is strong. This is a professional. He kept us in the game all along. At 3-0, he gave us the breath. It's just worth it started on the wrong foot "... Of the eight consecutive penalties received by the club, Smith did not attempt to throw the stone officials. "I do not pass judgment on the work of officials. This is our first game in Quebec. We know that it is different, how to judge here. And that's okay. It is for us to adjust. "

Baie-Comeau) It was thundering in their power play as the Quebec Remparts were able to end their five-game losing streak, winning 4-2 Wednesday on the ice of Baie-Comeau.

In fact, men Philippe Boucher scored all their goals on the powerplay. Drakkar therefore continues to struggle in this facet of the game, who dominated this chapter last year in the QMJHL.

 Anthony Duclair broke a 2-2 tie at 14:03 of the final third during a power play with two men. The swift striker, who also picked up an assist, added a second 50 seconds later to avoid the affront to his sixth defeat, they have not lived from 2000-2001.

 The pilot course Remparts was relieved to reap the second victory. "It's a lot of good, launched Boucher. Sounds a little bit we do things properly, but this is the first time we give a constant effort of 60 minutes and things fell into place. Our two units powerplay marked, they were unpredictable and dangerous. "

 Boucher knows that his position attracts attention. Wednesday's win remove a few grams of pressure on his shoulders. "With all the summer events and Patrick (Roy) party, all eyes are on us, but we can compete with everyone with our lineup, he has said. He must now win at home. In fact, you have to win at all. "

 Penultimate shorthanded in the QMJHL, the Drakkar sold at the first opportunity of the match. Alexandre Boivin, with his first of the season, opened the hostilities 3:13. The Remparts have continued to buzz around Philippe Cadorette, who reserved his best stop Duclair on a low shot from the side of the glove.

 In this commitment, Eric Veilleux has juggled his lines again, placing particular Francis Turbide with Valentin Zykov and Denis Gorbunov and Robbie Graham with Felix Girard and Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau. In both cases, the experiment did not last long.

 Quebec has recurred in his second power play in the second. This time it is the beautiful wrist shot Raphael Maheux who cheated Cadorette. The newcomer Anthony Latina then received a four-minute penalty for slashing on Jeremy Gregory. Gorbunov took the opportunity to write the score to Drakkar.

 This period was marked by two fierce fighting between the first and Charles Turcotte Yannick Poulin then the second showcased Kurt Etchegary and Alexandre Ranger. The attacker Remparts received some good floats.

"Sad first period" for the Drakkar

 Eric Veilleux has not enjoyed the release of his against the Remparts on Wednesday. The 4-2 loss against the Remparts Drakkar was the fourth in seven home games for Baie-Comeau. A disappointing record for supposed to be leading the pack team.

 "I thought it was sad in the first period, very sad. It's a shame, "said the driver of North Shore after the 4-2 loss against the Remparts. Veilleux would like to see his men out into lions on their rink. "We were not looking to go there and Quebec."

 Veilleux also found symptomatic to see Desert Blues Imama has been the only star of his own Wednesday, the third. "I have nothing against Boko, I love it and its star is well deserved, but he probably had because it was he who worked the harder," Has he said. "Those who think they have the skills they need to understand that when you do not work, nothing happens. It has no counters 50 goals here. "

 Sometimes having things wrong with his guards, Veilleux did not blame Philippe Cadorette this time. "Early in the season, several goals we gave at a disadvantage, we would have needed to stop, but today [Wednesday], Philippe has done very well. He had a lot of traffic in front of him. "

 Speaking guard, general manager Steve Ahern has probably tried to whip Cadorette and Simon Lemieux giving a try Marc Audet, a 17 year old from Ontario. The young man and his father came to visit the city for the match on Wednesday and discover Baie-Comeau. The father is not a stranger to Ahern, for he who referred him Sacha Guimond, who did well with the Drakkar 2011-2012.

 Is that a message sent to the two guards Drakkar, as well as the rest of the organization? "When a guy comes in these circumstances, others wonder if there is one that will leave. If guys take it as a challenge, it's perfect for me, "said Ahern. Rights Audet in the Ontario Hockey League belonged to the Sarnia Sting, who just release.

 Drakkar have the opportunity to forget this defeat receiving the Gatineau Olympiques Saturday and Acadie-Bathurst Sunday.  

NOTES: Jeremy Gregory, early in the third, scored the other goal of Drakkar ... Quebec has hit the target four times in six powerplay, the Drakkar is 1 in 4 to this chapter ... People installed on Gallery Press Centre Henry-Leonard finally saw the old analog TVs disappear in favor of HDTVs.

Quebec) When they headed for Baie-Comeau at midday on Tuesday, the Remparts were amputees a new soldier, veteran Jason Houde, who suffered a concussion after a hit received in Sunday's game in Boisbriand. Despite the new tile, the Red Devils did not end up too poor, they have confirmed the signing of Ontarians 19 years, Anthony Latina, who participated in his first practice ice in the morning.

Evolving for the Chargers in Mississauga Junior A league in 2012-2013, the center had scored 26 goals and 22 assists in 35 games before taking part in the camp the Rimouski Oceanic, where he did well as an the guest. Joining the Rangers this season in North York, Scarborough native has accumulated a record of three goals and two assists in nine games.

 "Right-handed centers, we do not tons. He can play on the wing as well. He was 19. What we want to see here is a guy who will take the chance, the opportunity that will give him. This is a player who can help us on the fourth line, but we hope he can possibly play on the first three, and perhaps next year. Wants, wants it, it must have some long-term vision, "said head coach Philippe Boucher about the player being 5'11" and 185 pounds.

Creativity offensive 

 For today's match in Baie-Comeau, Latina rotate the fourth line of ramparts, instead of Zachery Moody, which it will replace Jason Houde to the wing on the third line.

 "Since the beginning of the year, Moody's still responded well, even if it has not been a lot of ice time. This is a guy who has a lot to work with. He must renforcisse physically, he improves his skating, but it's still a guy who played junior last year and which was given significant presences in the third and did well that. So we'll leave it on the third line. And then we'll see how Latina will do that. We know he has the offensive creativity, he can play on the power play, "Boucher analyzed.

 Its own very excited to be back in Quebec, the main interested nothing better than to prove confession. "If there is one thing I can bring is my work ethic. I'll try to work as hard as I can, adjust to me quickly, and help make this training, which is headed by a large organization. Ultimately, if we can get wins, I think it should be fine, "suggested Latina, obviously aware of the situation of the team.

Undisciplined team

 To do this, the Remparts have to be more opportunistic and continue to provide a sustained effort, said Philippe Boucher. Above all, they must stop attending the dungeon, as did Anthony Duclair Saturday and Sunday.

 "When you break a stick in Gatineau Saturday and you're trying to break the other day, should not you repeat the same things. This is indiscipline. [...] Sorensen, Erne Duclair and went to the bench to repeat on Sunday. And these are the guys who kill penalties for us. These are guys that are needed late in the game. So you spend a lot of energy when these guys are in the box. This is unacceptable. [...] We must find a way to keep our guys experience on the ice. "

Erne center adapts

 Moving the center of the first trio completed by Fabrice Herzog and Nick Sorensen since Sunday, Adam Erne has accepted the challenge by his coaches the position reserved for Olivier Archambault, who had not changed that position since bantam . "We must be much more alert in the defensive zone, instead of monitoring his wingman should be monitored points. It takes a lot of communication. In my first game, but what I found most difficult is to then join the attack to participate in the offensive push, "said the 18-year-old American, who has won 12 of his 21 updates involved in Boisbriand. For his part, Philippe Boucher liked what he saw with his trio "international". "When Sorensen plays like that involved [physically], this is a guy who has a good reading of the game that goes with Fabrice net and Adam works, it works well."

Good resolutions Duclair

 Guilty of indiscipline during the games of the weekend, forward Anthony Duclair agreed that the Remparts were making an effort to improve this aspect of their game, especially on the eve of a match in Baie-Comeau, where Drakkar's Digital Advantage is able to make them pay the price. "They have big names and a very effective attack. At Baie-Comeau, limit penalties, but also against any team. We must remain disciplined in every game, "stated the hope of the New York Rangers. According Duclair however, is not the only aspect that needs to be further refined, if the team wants to find the way to victory. "There are small details to be adjusted. The small details of the defensive, have more competitiveness, win our battles one against one. That's the solution number one, "he said.  

In speed ...

 Philippe Boucher will decide today if he believes good add Yannick Turcotte and muscle alignment to the duel against the Drakkar. The presence of Fabrice Herzog, slightly injured in training, was also uncertain, Tuesday ... Suffered a concussion in Sunday's game in Boisbriand, Jason Houde must forfeit. "I have to greet him. It was cut and he decided to come back with a good attitude. [...] It is worth seeing while he had a chance to argue [...] something like this happens, "said Boucher.

Boisbriand) The meeting looked like a David against Goliath, but this has not prevented the Remparts to pick a point on Sunday against the powerful Bainville-Boisbriand Armada, ranked first in the country. Philippe Boucher men were still inclined in overtime by a score of 3-2. In defeat, François Brassard and Fabrice shone Herzog, the first with 42 saves and the second with two goals.

Is under great way to defeat Eve cashed in Gatineau, the Remparts have shown a new face at the Centre of Excellence Sports Rousseau, working hard on the forecheck and forcing the opponent to create turnovers. White Devils had also yet to win the hand three minutes from the end when Anthony Duclair received a second consecutive penalty for slashing, which would allow local (Christopher Clapperton) to equalize the mark. In overtime, defenseman Daniel Walcott would settle the debate.

 "We have a problem of discipline since the beginning of the year. Is that it's been crying tonight as the other night, I do not know. Six digital benefits on an edge against any other. I'm pretty sure Duclair received an elbow to the referee additional That to past. There are franchises for which everything turns on their side, either on ice or elsewhere. And Blainville, it is their case. That being said. This is the best team in Canada and we saw why, "Boucher suggested after the meeting.

 The Remparts nevertheless stood up to the Armada, especially at the beginning of the meeting where Duclair, relying on his speed, caused a penalty, which allowed them to open the scoring early in the game. This is the Switzerland Fabrice Herzog, a game developed by his new trio partners Adam Erne and Nick Sorensen, who grabbed his own rebound on the goalkeeper Guillaume Decelles, to give priority to the Remparts 1-0.

 Everything was going smoothly until Samuel Tremblay, beyond monitoring defenders Ryan Culkin and David Hunter, seizes point shot by Olivier Picard at the door of goals to tie the game 1-1, with six minutes to go.

End of the first period on the heels

 Hitherto leading 8-4 in shots, the Remparts went to play on their heels and fought back the rest of the period. So much so that the sound of the siren, the Armada dominated 13-8 in shots. Were it not for the brilliance of François Brassard in the last minute of play, the Remparts could have ended up worse off ...

 Second, men Philippe Boucher enjoyed another power play to take a 2-1 lead in the match, while Herzog recurred a wrist shot, which is housed above the shoulder Decelles left.

 The commitment was also marked by an incident in which the striker Samuel Hodhod Armada gave the band Remparts defenseman Cody Donaghey. Came to his defense, Brent Turnbull is in turn taken Guillaume Beaudoin. The first received a minor for his offense, while the last two were expelled for fighting.

 The Remparts leave practice Monday.

*******************

Simple as that!

 If we are to believe the head coach Jean-Francois Houle, the success of the Armada, currently ranked first in the country and undefeated in the QMJHL (8-0) is a very simple recipe. First, it is the result of the work of scouts organization, which can unearth players fit well with the identity of the organization, namely the players character. Deusio, Armada approach every game in a unique way. "We have a different philosophy a little bit here. We never look ahead. We do not have room in our ranking hockey. We do not focus on it at all. The important thing is to see a steady improvement in each of the players we have here, "said the pilot, who has defender Daniel Walcott among its surprises of the early season.

Duclair absolved

 Even if sin discipline late in the game, striker Anthony Duclair (photo) has not thrown stone by Philippe Boucher. "I do not shoot it all in his court. It is part of the team. The first part of the match was amazing - I had never seen him play like that! - And the second part of the match was correct. To win, we need it to be great all the time, "said the driver, satisfied with his overall performance. "If we have efforts like that all the time, it will work. Yesterday [Saturday], the effort was half that. Tonight [Sunday], it was all there. It was not perfect, but we have young defensemen who learn. And Donnelly and Archambault were not there. These are two dominant players 20 years who were not there. Despite that, it was a good fight with one of the best teams in Canada, "he noted.

Bergeron has no regrets

 The former striker Remparts, Frederic Bergeron, who went to the Armada during training camp, admits he was touched by the reaction of the supporters of the Red Devils, who had risen against the transaction. The native of Saint-Augustin-de-Desmaures, however, is not its sad fate, who plays for training can aspire to the honors. "Being appreciated is always nice when my game is practice Same here [in Boisbriand] I hear good feedback," stated the 19-year-old winger. He believes that it is leveraging its intensity Armada manage to continue its unbroken streak. "We often talk about us. We must live a game at a time. Yes, we won the game, but that's the past. This is the game we play is coming is important. "

(Gatineau) Looking for a second victory this season, the Remparts were brought in Gatineau Saturday full of good intentions, but they were not enough!

Erratic in the attack, the men Philippe Boucher were unable to stand up to the Olympics, who won 3-1 before a crowd of 2,228 fans at the Robert Guertin Centre. Determined to get out of their bad patch, white Devils have encountered the Olympics, seeking their side to win the 1400th win in their history in the regular season.

 "We played on their heels all night. When you have the chance to put it in, it would end. We had 17 shots before the last five minutes. This is the same since the beginning of the year. He must be hungry. You have to play on the toes. After two periods, won a three-game set. It's hard to play without the puck ... "suggested Boucher, who nevertheless praised the performance of goalkeeper François Brassard with 28 saves.

Scholarly pass Reway

 Upon his return with the Gatineau training, hope Canadian Reway Martin, bothered by a virus this week, has made its presence felt in the first period. The Czech served a learned diagonal pass to veteran Marc-Olivier Brouillard, who gave a 1-0 lead to the premises, while the two formations evolved four against four.

 Early in the second, the Remparts almost lost another soldier in battle, while Cody Donaghey was reached in the leg by a pitch in the defensive zone. Remained lying on the ice, the defender returned to the game a few minutes later, but he was immediately struck by Vincent Dunn.

 Wanting to defend his teammate, Dillon Donnelly threw gloves to hope Senators. Both players were punished for fighting, in addition to receiving extreme misconduct party for removing the helmet of their opponent.

 Then moving on the powerplay, the Remparts were caught off balance on defense and saw the Olympic extend their lead to 2-0 with a net Emile Poirier. Hope Flames came down alone on the wing, to the right of Brassard, giving the keeper Remparts with a precise shot between the legs.

Boucher juggles

 Trying to generate a spark to the attack, Boucher juggled his lines early in the third, promoting Alexandre Boivin at the center of the first trio completed by Duclair and Erne and downshifting Brandon Shea and Fabrice Herzog on the third line. "We must try all kinds of business. I would like to ask that Carozza spoof the team, but it is impossible. This is sure to lose Dillon early in the game, it did not help. Our young defensemen take the mileage. But here we must win hockey games. Do not wait. It will not be easier tomorrow [today], in Boisbriand. We must realize the urgency of the situation, "he said.

 Donaghey has reduced the score 2-1 late in the third period with an accurate wrist shot, but it was too little too late for the Remparts, whose efforts were wiped out by a penalty awarded to Anthony Duclair late in the game. The Olympics have the opportunity to ensure their victory, the first goal of the season Reway.

Sorensen: "A horrible match"

 On his return to the lineup, Nick Sorensen, usually subtle, did not mince words to describe the performance of the Ramparts. "It was horrible, a terrible game for the team and me. We're talking about going step by step in the right direction, but it does not work. We must do something radical. It was nobody else to blame but ourselves. It comes softly tonight [Saturday]. We are constantly on the heels. Gatineau wins all battles for the puck. We are not satisfied with that. "

 According to the Swedish striker, it is time for the team to rethink its ways. "We need to change what we do on the ice and how we think outside the ice. We are a group of winners, but right now, we are a losing team. We must come together and work as a team. Nobody is a hero. "Sorensen refuses to believe that the current Remparts are no better than the bottom of the QMJHL standings. "It is one of the most talented teams in this league. No doubt about it. We have veterans who have been here for three or four years. More than anyone in the league. We must be better prepared than that. "

Groulx missing

 KO'd by a virus that affected some players to the Olympics, Benoit Groulx was unable to lead his troops on Saturday. Rather, it is his new assistant Martin Lafleur, who took over behind the bench Gatineau, along with the other assistant coach Eric Landry. Former pilot Intrépides Gatineau (Midget AAA), Lafleur worked within the integrated structure Hockey Ottawa before joining the coaching staff of the Olympic this season. It was his first game at the helm of a QMJHL team on Saturday. As for Landry, he had a career as a professional player for fifteen years in the American League, the NHL, the National League A in Switzerland and the KHL, before retiring in 2012. The old center has evolved including the Calgary Flames, Montreal Canadiens, the Quebec Citadels and Dynamo Moscow.

Ah, these professionals camps!

 Every year it's the same story. First pumped, junior players returning professionals camps tend to quickly fall flat. This is currently the case in some veterans Remparts, as Adam Erne, Anthony Duclair and François Brassard, to name a few. But it is also true in the Olympics, where head coach Benoit Groulx did not hesitate to appoint veterans Reway Martin (Canadian) and Emile Poirier (Flames) among its disappointments this season, earlier this week. Dissatisfied with the effort of his own, he even cut short his workout Friday, pungent holy wrath. "We expect things to some players. Our veterans are the ones who must lead the club. If they are not there, the rest of the team does not follow, "said assistant Eric Landry, coach Saturday. 

In speed ...

 The CEO Philippe Boucher and his assistant Jean Gagnon undertook a mission flash screening in Ontario Friday, where they went to spy player Junior A. However, they returned empty-handed ... Attackers Olivier Archambault (mononucleosis) and Hubert Lamarre (broken kneecap), defenseman Duncan MacIntyre (broken hand), as well as reservists Alexandre Caron-Roy and Yannick Turcotte missed the meeting with the Remparts. At the Olympics, Marc-Olivier Crevier-Morin (wrist), Nicholas Latulippe, Jared Henry (knee), Marc Beckstead and Steven Johnston were missing

Gatineau) In his third season with the Remparts goaltender François Brassard admits that every duel against the Olympics in his hometown of Ottawa, is even special. 

Obviously, there is the presence of family and friends, as well as occasional visits of leaders of Senators, which is hope. To this he adds, however, today will put their training on track with a good performance.

 Knowing an early season with the image of a team camped in 17th place in the QMJHL, Brassard has already presented a rosier personal record. With a goals against average of 5.44 and save percentage below the threshold of respectability, 844, the 19-year netminder hope the team will renew with victory over the visiting him.

 "This is the arena where I played most of my minor hockey. It will be familiar ground for me. This is not my first game there in the league ... "suggested the porter 6'2" and 165 pounds, which should get two starts of the weekend.

 Having conceded 16 goals in the last three games - three losses at home - Brassard can not be totally responsible for failure of the team. The inexperienced defensive ramparts concedes a lot of shots, and training pays for each of the errors it commits. The guard, however, believes he and his teammates can turn the tide with this double against the Olympics and the Armada.

 "I think we're due. It's been a long time that we work to try to win. Was not the results you want in the game. It is due to release a big game , for a big trip. We are ready for it, "said 31, with his usual composure.

 Brassard also hope that with two good performances over the weekend, the pressure will fall a bit in the dressing room and a positive signal will be sent to the supporters of the team.

 "We see that with the performance we've had lately, we do not have the same atmosphere in the arena. We do not have the same number of fans in the stands either. And it's not because of the construction around the Coliseum. It is because of our performance, I think. This is not a good feeling when you look in the stands and there was 6,000 people instead of 12,000.

 Perhaps "On the road, it will make a difference. We want to break their party. We, we got ours to break Quebec. We want to break the party elsewhere, "announced Brassard, whose only victory just signed on the road, Rimouski.

Trust in action

 For his part, Philippe Boucher, after consulting the coach Goalkeeper Ghislain Rousseau, decided to trust his veteran. "In Rimouski, it was really good. Other than that, it's been difficult for him. But as for the others, we decided to let him out of his bad patch playing, instead of down. We'll let him regain his form in the net, "said the driver.

 Boucher would give more ice time to his talented 16 year old rookie, Callum Booth, but must consider the quality of opponents faced. "Callum deserves to play more he plays there. He works hard in practice and we know that this is the future of the team, but we do not really want to expose. And I think he understands that. "

The example above

 Seeking by all means to simplify the game of his training, Philippe Boucher submitted his players a video session consisting entirely of clips from the first three games played in the NHL this season. "We took the first three games in the NHL that have been found, against Toronto or Montreal, and the next two games, against Philadelphia Toronto against Buffalo and Detroit. We did not choose goals, they were all shown! It showed that there is nothing complicated in the way they play. It is a lot of traffic in front of the goal, a lot of shots around and guys working. It's just that, "summed up the coach. Using the example from "above," Boucher hopes that the message will get better with his players, especially his offensive stars who aspire to a professional career. One of the clips showed a goal by Pavel Datsyuk. "This is probably one of the most talented players of the league. It makes a great backhand shot, but it was a game straight. We will not remove them their offensive skills, but in our area, we need everyone to be a little more responsible, "said Boucher. 

In speed ...

 Adam Erne be reunited with his good buddy Nick Sorensen on a first line rotated by Brandon Shea today. "Nick is a very good player. I love playing with him. We have a good chemistry between us "... In his first game this season, Kurt Etchegary to find the center of a second line, supplemented by Fabrice Herzog left and right ... Anthony Duclair Philippe Boucher hope this game returns to give a boost to the keeper François Brassard. "The washer should be found more often in the other zone. And if you simply play, it should reduce the number of quality shots that will be taken against him "... Expectations of the pilot to the rest of the team are clear. "I want to see the effort, intensity. I want to see what we practiced this week '... The Gatineau Olympiques currently sit ninth in the QMJHL with a record of 4-3-0-0. Their last match was in Wednesday when they received the Charlottetown Islanders, before which they lost 5-3.
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Walls: no quick fixes, says Philippe Boucher
Quebec) Returns the set of Nick Sorensen and Kurt Etchegary are not miracle solutions to difficult start Remparts said Philippe Boucher. According to the pilot, no player can single-handedly carry the training, which is still languishing in 17 th  place overall. It is rather for everyone to contribute to the team's success.

This is certainly the message head coach tried to pass on the eve of a trip when visiting the Olympic Remparts (tomorrow) and Armada (Sunday), both known for their ethics training work. The good news is that the company will rely on his alignment "the healthiest and most balanced" since the beginning of the season.

 "Returns Sorensen and Etchegary, it shall return some players in their chair. It will help us shorthanded, powerplay. But these guys are not saviors. It is not necessary that the other look and say that everything will be fine because they arrived. It's time to look at what each individual can do to help that team. However, these guys are going to help us, "said the Red Devil head, still deprived of the services of Olivier Archambault (mononucleosis), Duncan MacIntyre (broken hand) and Hubert Lamarre (fracture spherical).

SIMPLIFY THE GAME

 The arrival of Sorensen has enabled the coach to review the composition of its powerplay unit, which is currently operating at 20% to 11 th  place in the QMJHL.

 "To win games, that's where you have to get your important goals. And with the group we have here, it was their strength last year. There must have creativity, there must be some principles in place. After that, there is enough talent on this numerical advantage there he scores goals, "believes Boucher.

 In general, the coach hopes his team simplify his game is for example the Voltigeurs, who, under Martin Raymond, have adopted the style of play in the NHL without lace.

 "From turning round and summer hockey, you do not see. The teams that are successful now, these are teams that play in a straight line, which stop and go and do not rotate. Unfortunately, when we look at our videos on Tuesday, we see that, even if there were good things ... "suggested Boucher, who had not yet decided to use his guards Thursday.

 Etchegary gets the green light

 Injury to the upper body since the beginning of the season, Kurt Etchegary (photo) left early training Remparts Thursday morning to go to Montreal, where he was to get a second opinion for a return to game tomorrow in Gatineau. Putting himself physically tested during the exercises on ice, the center of 19 years was hopeful of getting the green light from the doctors, it was confirmed later in the day, via his Twitter account. "[David] Hunter and I have fought hard to the end. It is a way for me to get back into the thick of the action. I tried to practice as I play in the course of a game, "stated the assistant captain of the Remparts.  

Morale in the ball!

 It is supported on crutches that Hubert Lamarre visited his teammates Thursday for the first time since he underwent surgery to solidify the fracture of the patella in his right knee, collected in the match last Friday against the Chicoutimi. Assessed at three months without the Beauceron could be less. "We see it day to day. I had a meeting with the doctor to see what's path with it. We talk about a good two months. [...] When did you see the truth in the face. When I go back, it'll be the same principle with my left knee last year. I'll be 110%, "stated the 77. Meanwhile, striker 18, who has a long scar above his right knee - the work of the orthopedic surgeon François Marquis - try to see the good side of things. "It's disappointing. It's hard for morale. But the guys are there. I try to see the positive in the negative. "His immediate family, especially his family pension, assistance through the ordeal. "As my room is in the basement, they gave me their room! I thank them. It makes my life so much. But it does not surprise me about them, because they're good people. It still takes great people! "

Mooseheads rout Huskies 15-5

November 2, 2013 - 12:12am  By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter  
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Ten players have multiple-point nights; Ehlers, Andrews, Ryan with 2 goals, 3 assists each 
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It was a wild one in Rouyn-Noranda on Friday night.

The Halifax Mooseheads set a franchise record for goals in a game, routing the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies 15-5.

“A game like that is good for the confidence for some guys,” said Mooseheads head coach Dominique Ducharme. “To have one of those nights where the pressure’s not that high is nice. When we scored early in the third, it was already 10-4 so we got to play with a big lead and it’s good sometimes to get a break like that. You can play everyone and all the guys get a chance to do something.”

Ten players had multiple-point outings, led by Nikolaj Ehlers, Brent Andrews and Andrew Ryan with two goals and three assists each. Darcy Ashley (one goal, three assists) had a four-point night, Matt Murphy (one goal, two assists), Jonathan Drouin (two goals, one assist) and Danny Moynihan (two goals, one assist) hit for three apiece and Jesse Lussier (one goal, one assist), Luca Ciampini (two assists) and Brian Lovell (two assists) finished with two points each. Brendan Duke and Austyn Hardie scored Halifax’s other goals.

Jean-Sebastien Dea scored twice for the Huskies and Mathieu Lemay, Julien Nantel and Marcus Power had one each.

The game was tied 4-4 after the first period but the Mooseheads blew it open with eight straight goals.

“We were not really happy with the way we played without the puck in the first,” Ducharme said. “We did a better job in the second and third. We just kept playing, we stuck with it and it was just one of those nights. At one point everything was going in. But overall we liked the way we played.”

Zachary Fucale started in goal for Halifax but was pulled after allowing four goals on 11 shots. Kevin Darveau made 17 saves in relief. Alexandre Belanger and Carl Hozjan combined for 30 stops in the Rouyn net.

“We wanted to change the momentum,” Ducharme said of the goalie change. “We just thought maybe having Zach come off and Darveau go in, it would be a fresh start. He didn’t have to go through the first period when it was back and forth so he gets to go in and see how he can do. He did a good job.”

The win improves the Mooseheads’ record to 13-8. They wrap up their road trip tonight against the Val-d’Or Foreurs.
Firings are complicated and emotional at every level of sport and this was especially true with Mike Kelly this week.

The Saint John Sea Dogs announced on Tuesday they had “parted ways” with the longtime general manager and coach after what must have been some gut-wrenching deliberations on the part of team president Wayne Long and owner Scott McCain.

Kelly was close to both men and the relationship yielded some incredible prosperity over the years. The Sea Dogs won three regular season titles, two playoff crowns and a Memorial Cup with Kelly as GM and the three principals appeared to have a bond that would last for years to come.

“Mike Kelly is a man of integrity, and decisions like these are never easy,” Long said in a news release. “It is our duty to do what we feel is in the best interest of our team. We will always be grateful and appreciative of what Mike has done for the Sea Dogs’ organization.”

I can say with a high level of confidence Long’s words were sincere and I also tell you for certain Kelly had McCain’s full endorsement as his team’s architect over the years. And why wouldn’t he? What boss wouldn’t love a GM who helped produce those kinds of results over a three-year span?

But sometimes when a formula is working so well, the risk of introducing a new variable isn’t worth it. With the benefit of hindsight, it seems the beginning of the end might have come in the spring of 2012 when Kelly lobbied to take over behind the bench.

At that time, he had already been an associate coach to Gerard Gallant for the three championship years and certainly had a strong enough resume to warrant the extra responsibilities. Kelly had already been a head coach in the WHL and OHL, won a CIS championship with the UNB Varsity Reds in 1998 and spent time in the NHL as an assistant coach. With all that going for him, it’s easy to see why the Sea Dogs added head coaching duties to his portfolio.

But there’s a cliche we’ve all heard dozens of times before that seemed to doom the arrangement: coaches are hired to be fired. Now I’m not saying it was Kelly’s coaching alone that led to his firing because I don’t know the specific reasons for the Sea Dogs’ decision. It wouldn’t be fair for me to draw that conclusion.

Likewise, it wouldn’t be accurate to look at Kelly’s 28-54-1-2 record over the past 14 months and say he was let go strictly because the results weren’t there. He, McCain and Long all agreed to initiate a long rebuilding strategy after the heyday and they never wavered on that commitment. No one was fooling themselves into thinking there would be a lot of wins in the early stages of that roster reconstruction.

I also couldn’t tell you which specific shortcomings as GM played a role in Kelly’s departure. All I know is McCain and Long saw enough flaws in Kelly’s overall performance in the dual role to convince them they needed to make a move.

It’s too bad it had to come to that because in my dealings with Kelly, he always conducted himself with a ton of class and I’m sure McCain and Long would be the first to agree he was a man of substance. I am certain it caused both men considerable angst to reach the point where they felt they had to let him go.

But as I already mentioned, a divorce like this one is tough on everyone who is close to it. Feelings and pride are hurt, sometimes forever. Some damage has now been done but I hope for the sake of everyone involved, the relationship can be salvaged.

Kelly, McCain and Long experienced one of the most glorious heydays in QMJHL history and it would be nice if that is what they take away from that working relationship after some time has passed.
Weegar gone at least 2 weeks

October 31, 2013 - 8:22pm By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter 

Share on facebookShare on twitterShare on linkedinMore Sharing Services

Poor

Okay

Good

Great

Awesome.

    . 

Share on email

Share on print

An injured ankle is expected to keep MacKenzie Weegar out of the Mooseheads lineup for at least two weeks. (TIM KROCHAK / Staff / File)

An injured ankle is expected to keep MacKenzie Weegar out of the Mooseheads lineup for at least two weeks. (TIM KROCHAK / Staff / File) 

  .

The Halifax Mooseheads will be without their best defenceman for the next two to four weeks.

Doctors examined MacKenzie Weegar on Thursday and determined the injury to his ankle was only a bad sprain. Weegar fell awkwardly at the end of a fight in Wednesday’s 5-2 loss to the Gatineau Olympiques and needed assistance from two teammates to get to the bench.

Because of how bad it looked when it first happened, the Mooseheads were worried it was going to be a more severe setback. So as much as they hate to lose a player of Weegar’s calibre for any period of time, general manager Cam Russell said at least it wasn’t worse.

“That’s the way you’ve always got to look at it,” Russell said. “The one constant is there are always going to be injuries in hockey. It could’ve been a lot worse than that. Right now they’re saying it’s a regular sprain and not a high ankle sprain, and there’s no break. We’re trying to look at the positives and there’s a good chance he’ll be back in a couple of weeks.”

Weegar is Halifax’s highest scoring defenceman with 16 points in 18 games. He also quarterbacks their power play and plays in every situation so he will be difficult to replace.

Weegar was also recently named to the QMJHL team that will face a Russian touring team in a pair of games, Nov. 18 and 20.

“The shame of it is he might miss the Subways Series coming up,” Russell said. “If he ends up being out four weeks, he won’t be able to play. There’s still a possibility he could be back by then but it would be a real disappointment for him if he isn’t ready at that time.”

Only players who are being considered for Canada’s world junior team are invited to play in the Subway Series.
Moose fall to Olympiques

October 31, 2013 - 6:34am By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter 
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The Gatineau Olympiques’ power play was too much for the Halifax Mooseheads on Wednesday night.

The Olympiques converted three of their six man advantages on their way to a 5-2 win in front of 2,409 fans at the Robert Guertin Arena in Gatineau, Que.

“I don’t think it was a 5-2 game,” said Mooseheads head coach Dominique Ducharme. “We had a lot of chances that we came really close to scoring on and they were pretty opportunistic. That was a game between two teams that were playing pretty intense. It was a good game. We want to improve on little things but it was not a lack of effort or commitment tonight. I thought we played well.”

Halifax native Taylor Burke scored twice for the Olympiques and Vaclav Karabacek, Elie Berube and Vincent Dunn had one goal each. Andrew Ryan and Darcy Ashley were the Halifax scorers. Both goals were on the power play.

Robert Steeves made 27 saves for Gatineau (13-6) and Zachary Fucale stopped 22 shots for Halifax (12-8).

The loss snapped a three-game winning streak for Halifax. But of more concern is the status of defenceman MacKenzie Weegar. He could not put any weight on his right leg after falling awkwardly at the end of a fight and needed help from two teammates to get to the dressing room. The preliminary report from Mooseheads general manager Cam Russell was that it appears to be an ankle sprain.

“We’re not sure yet about how he is,” Ducharme said. “I have to check with (athletic trainer) Diane (Ouimet) and he’ll also probably looked at by a doctor. We won’t know much until tomorrow.”

The Mooseheads’ road trip continues on Friday when they face the Val-d’Or Foreurs.

“We want to bounce back in that game,” Ducharme said. “That’s our mindset. We’ve got two games to go on the trip and we want to get up there and keep playing well.”

Phoenix 6, Screaming Eagles 4: At Sydney, Jean-Francois Plante scored a hat trick to pace Sherbrooke to the win.

Jean-Christophe Laflamme and Tim Wieser added a goal and two assists each for the Phoenix and Simon Desbiens had a goal and an assist.

Cape Breton’s top line of William Carrier (one goal, three assists), Cameron Darcy (one goal, three assists) and Kyle Farrell (two goals, one assist) combined for 11 points.

Francis Desrosiers made 24 saves in the Sherbrooke net and Alex Bureau turned aside 18 of 23 shots for Cape Breton.

Remparts 6, Drakkar 5 (SO): At Quebec City, Zachery Moody had the shootout winner for the Remparts.

Notes: The Mooseheads made their first appearance of the season in the CHL Top 10, checking in at No. 8. The Blainville-Boisbriand Armada were No. 1 and the Drakkar were No. 4. ... Jesse Lussier returned to the lineup after missing seven games with a concussion.
PALOV: Some early season success stories in QMJHL

October 24, 2013 - 6:47pm By WILLY PALOV Inside the Q 
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You have to love the first few weeks of a new season.

There’s almost as much panic as there is unbridled optimism, it just depends on who you’re talking to and how their favourite team is doing. But for this week, let’s just focus on some of the positive early trends.

Up first, have you noticed the start from Randy Gazzola? Chances are you might have missed it because he and everyone else on the Val-d’Or Foreurs has been overshadowed by Anthony Mantha, for good reason.

Mantha has been on a crazy tear all season, already hitting for 35 points in just 13 games. But Gazzola has quietly moved into second place in the league scoring race behind Mantha. The 20-year-old defenceman from Thorold, Ont., has three goals and 21 assists in 15 games to put him two points clear of his nearest competitors heading into Thursday’s action.

It’s such a great story for someone who couldn’t get a sniff in the OHL and had to come to the Q as a 19-year-old free agent last year. I can tell you the Halifax Mooseheads hated having to part with him last year in the Matt Murphy deal but it’s one of those trades that seems to have worked out great for all the parties involved.

Also off to terrific starts are Anthony DeLuca in Rimouski and Jeremy Gregoire and Frederic Gamelin in Baie-Comeau. DeLuca, 18, is in his second season in the league after sitting out as a 16-year-old to protect his NCAA eligibility. He was all set to go to the University of Vermont at the time. He’s tied with Gregoire for third in league scoring with 22 points in 13 games.

Gregoire was drafted sixth overall by the Chicoutimi Sagueneens in 2011 but wasn’t identified as an elite offensive player at the time and, in many respects, still isn’t. But his ratings in leadership and character have always been off the charts. His progression after being acquired by the Drakkar last January has been outstanding.

Gamelin is also elevating his game after making steady statistical improvements during his first three years in the league. At five-foot-eight, 175 pounds, he’s one of those perfect Q players who can really light it up at 19 and 20 years old.

You could say the same thing about Daniel Audette, although he likely won’t be playing in the league when he’s 20 because he seems destined for pro hockey. The expansion Phoenix made the undersized sniper their first-ever draft pick in 2012 when they took him first overall. With 21 points in 15 games, Audette is only eight points away from matching his totals from the entire 2012-13 season.

Also in Sherbrooke, defenceman Jeremy Roy continues to blow everyone’s minds. He was the fourth overall pick in this year’s midget draft and has been nothing short of phenomenal in his first 16 games.

Though just 16 years old, Roy plays about 25 minutes a night and excels in every situation. An NHL scout recently raved to me about his potential for the 2015 NHL draft and it’s easy to see why. He’s dynamite. The same scout had plenty of praise for Charlottetown Islanders forward Daniel Sprong, who looked terrific in Wednesday’s game at the Metro Centre.

The 13th overall pick from this past draft has been outstanding in his first year on the Island. He is dangerous every time he touches the puck and is second in Q rookie scoring, behind Mooseheads winger Nikolaj Ehlers, who is a year older.

And speaking of Ehlers, another NHL scout said he now has him rated as his second-best Q prospect for this year’s draft, behind only Moncton Wildcats forward Ivan Barbashev. Ehlers’ transition to the North American game has advanced rapidly since training camp and he’s really hitting his stride, literally and figuratively.

Scouts love his skating game and are quickly becoming enamoured with his overall skill set. It isn’t a stretch to say he could go in the first round in June.
PALOV: Maybe parity is not so bad after all

October 17, 2013 - 10:58pm By WILLY PALOV Inside the Q 
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I’ve always had mixed feelings about parity.

Part of me loves the idea of almost everyone having a chance to win something. That kind of universal hope and optimism is infectious and good for the overall health of the league.

But on the other hand, it sure is gripping to watch a juggernaut. Tracking the Halifax Mooseheads last season and the Saint John Sea Dogs for a couple of years before that was as good as it gets. It was like watching history unfold right before your eyes and it added to the league’s profile across the country.

But the downside to a season like that is it always feels like there’s an anticlimax waiting at the end of the line. It’s sort of a downer when it feels like a foregone conclusion a stacked team is going to win it all.

But now all bets are off and, I have to say, it feels like a refreshing change.

Through the first six weeks of the season, there have been some good performances. The Blainville-Boisbriand Armada have still not lost in regulation time after 11 games, the Charlottetown Islanders have been a pleasant surprise, and a handful of other teams are off to solid starts. With the mid-season trade period a mere two months away, practically every team in the league must feel like it has a chance to make a little noise.

As I mentioned, the Armada look good and the other pre-season picks to contend — Rimouski, Baie-Comeau and Gatineau — are all doing fine. Then you’ve got the Halifax Mooseheads back in the mix after Jonathan Drouin’s return and the Quebec Remparts are finally showing signs of life. I can’t say there are any major gaps between those teams, yet none of them are anywhere close to the Mooseheads of last year or the Sea Dogs before them.

Not only that, the Victoriaville Tigres, Cape Breton Screaming Eagles, Chicoutimi Sagueneens, Val-d’Or Foreurs and Drummondville Voltigeurs have also gotten off to encouraging starts. Heck, there might only be two or three teams who don’t feel like they can make a little noise in the post-season.

I suppose the only negative is all the parity might limit the number of blockbuster deals we see at Christmastime. A busy trade period always captures fans’ attention and that mid-season spice adds an element of drama that doesn’t exist on the ice. But because of the parity, it might be harder than usual to pry top players away from other teams if they also feel like they should keep their best guys and try to go for it.

But even when I think about that, that’s OK, too. The championship teams almost always seem to be the ones who make limited moves during the year and wind up winning because they came together internally. A tweak or two is never a bad idea, but a major mid-season overhaul never seems to pan out the way teams think it will. I’ve seen that strategy blow up more than it’s worked.

So with a solid five months of regular season hockey left to be played, I know I’m looking forward to seeing how all of the league’s teams and individuals progress. It’s amazing how much improvement can be made at the junior level during the course of a single 68-game schedule.

Keeping tabs on who is coming together at the right time will be nice for a change because you get something you aren’t expecting. Almost everyone likes a good surprise and it feels like we’re set up well for a bunch of them this year.
PALOV: Barbashev heads this year’s draft class

October 10, 2013 - 10:48pm By WILLY PALOV Inside the Q 
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There is no sugarcoating it — this is not a strong year in the QMJHL for draft prospects.

After the league put its stamp on last year’s NHL draft with six first-rounders, two of the top three players taken and 15 of the first 57 off the board, the 2013-14 crop is not nearly as strong.

There is no Nathan MacKinnon or Jonathan Drouin to generate discussion about being the possible No. 1 pick, let alone any sure bets to go in the top 10. At this point, most scouts would be pressed to go to bat for more than one player as a strong candidate to go in the first round.

But despite that, there are still some quality hockey players up for grabs and a lot can change between now and June when the draft is held. Here’s an early look at the top 10 prospects from the league:

1. Ivan Barbashev, centre, Moncton Wildcats: The skilled Russian made a slow and steady transition to major junior hockey as a rookie last year and has carried some momentum into this season. He appears to be flourishing as Moncton’s No. 1 forward, leading the team in scoring with 14 points through his first 10 games. He is the strongest bet to go in the first round this year.

2. Alexis Pepin, centre, Charlottetown Islanders: At six-foot-two and 238 pounds, Pepin is a mountain of a man. He plays a power game with some finesse, which is always an attractive combination for NHL scouts. He isn’t off to a blazing start but has enough tools to break out at any time.

3. Daniel Audette, winger, Sherbrooke Phoenix: The son of former NHLer Donald Audette is a chip off the old block. He plays a similar skill game and buzzes around the ice, just like his dad. Unfortunately, he also inherited his father’s genes, checking in at just five-foot-eight. Size didn’t hold back the elder Audette so his offspring doesn’t have to look far for inspiration.

4. Nikolaj Ehlers, winger, Halifax Mooseheads: Jonathan Drouin’s loss was the Danish rookie’s gain. Ehlers now has the luxury of skating on the same line as Halifax’s superstar, who was unexpectedly demoted by the Tampa Bay Lightning two Sundays ago. Ehlers’ production and exposure will trend in the right direction as long as he stays on Drouin’s wing. But even if that changes, he is talented enough to get noticed.

5. Mason McDonald, goalie, Bathurst Titan: The Halifax native is jammed in a tandem situation with veteran Jacob Brennan in Bathurst so scouts will have to work harder to see him play. However, he did get his season off on the right foot by making Team Canada for the world under-18 championship in August.

6. Clark Bishop, centre, Cape Breton Screaming Eagles: Bishop’s biggest strength is his skating, so if he can boost his scoring totals this year, he will open some eyes.

7. Duncan MacIntyre, defenceman, Quebec Remparts: The opportunity is there for the Cape Bretoner to make a name for himself in Quebec. The Remparts are always heavily scouted and there is room on the team’s defence for him to play a more meaningful role this year.

8. Olivier Leblanc, defenceman, Saint John Sea Dogs: He went under the radar on a rebuilding team a year ago but got noticed at Canada’s under-18 tryout camp this summer.

9. Julien Nantel, winger, Rouyn-Noranda Huskies: Not many scouts saw him play much last season because he stayed in midget AAA for one more year of seasoning. But despite that he was invited to Canada’s under-18 camp and wasn’t the least bit overwhelmed.

10. Julio Billia, goaltender, Chicoutimi Sagueneens: He was McDonald’s partner in the Canadian crease at the under-18s and performed well. He just needs to keep the ball rolling now.

Willy Palov covers the Halifax Mooseheads and the QMJHL for The Chronicle Herald. Follow him on Twitter @CH_WillyPalov.
PALOV: Drouin’s return changes everything
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Tampa Bay Lightning left-winger Jonathan Drouin (27) and Florida Panthers right-winger Kris Versteeg skate for the puck during NHL pre-season play last month in Sunrise, Fla. Drouin’s return to the QMJHL was felt throughout the league. (LYNNE SLADKY / AP)

Tampa Bay Lightning left-winger Jonathan Drouin (27) and Florida Panthers right-winger Kris Versteeg skate for the puck during NHL pre-season play last month in Sunrise, Fla. Drouin’s return to the QMJHL was felt throughout the league. (LYNNE SLADKY / AP) 

  .

Jonathan Drouin’s reassignment to the QMJHL had the biggest impact in Halifax. That is stating the obvious.

But it’s also reasonable to say his demotion by the Tampa Bay Lightning was felt right across the entire Quebec league.

His presence alone on the Mooseheads makes them twice as dangerous as before and that affects everyone’s outlook on the 2013-14 season.

Prior to Drouin’s return, the Baie-Comeau Drakkar, Rimouski Oceanic, Quebec Remparts, Gatineau Olympiques and a few other teams probably figured they were sitting pretty. They probably felt like they didn’t have to worry about having to go through a powerhouse Halifax team like a year ago.

Sure, the Mooseheads were good enough on paper to be considered a second-tier contender this year, but they didn’t strike fear into anyone like they did in 2012-13.

But Drouin is a huge wild card. He was the best player in the Canadian Hockey League last season as a 17-year-old and he’s even better now. A player of that calibre can singlehandedly carry a team to a title.

For comparison’s sake, just look at what Sidney Crosby did with the Oceanic in 2004-05. There were other good players on that team, like Marc-Antoine Pouliot, Mario Scalzo and Dany Roussin.

But other than a few years as an NHL journeyman, Pouliot was the only player who ever progressed higher than the minor pro level. I don’t count Cedrick Desjardins’ three games for the Tampa Bay Lightning in that equation.

Simply put, Crosby was the only true superstar on that team, proving it doesn’t take a roster stacked with future NHLers to win it all at the junior level. Surrounding one superstar with an above average supporting cast is often enough.

So let’s look at the Mooseheads and see if they’ve got that. For starters, they have the best goalie in all of junior hockey and a proven clutch player in Zachary Fucale. It doesn’t get any better than that at that important position.

Veterans Trey Lewis, Austyn Hardie, MacKenzie Weegar and Matt Murphy, as well as overager Brendan Duke for now, give Halifax a defensive core that is as good as any in the league.

The biggest question mark in Halifax heading into the season was replacing the production of Nathan MacKinnon, Stefan Fournier, Marty Frk, Matthew Boudreau and Stephen MacAulay. That remains a challenge, even with Drouin back in the fold.

But it’s not as if the Mooseheads don’t have their share of capable scorers. Darcy Ashley was their third-leading scorer last year, Brent Andrews might be the best two-way forward in the league and Europeans Nikolaj Ehlers and Timo Meier are highly skilled rookies.

If others like Luca Ciampini, Andrew Ryan, Danny Moynihan and Ryan Falkenham can contribute on a regular basis, the Mooseheads might be just fine. And if not, there’s always the trade option.

Halifax general manager Cam Russell has already proven he has a knack for plugging holes with reasonably priced players. If enough pieces are in place heading into the mid-season trade period, he isn’t likely to hesitate to do that again.

Which is exactly what the other contenders must be pondering at this point. There are no juggernaut teams in the league this year, and the current contenders may also need a tweak or two themselves before they feel more equipped to unseat the Mooseheads as league champions.

At the very least, Drouin is such an individual force he makes everyone else wonder if they can stop him. Nobody could stop Crosby nine years ago and the Mooseheads’ superstar is every bit as difficult to contain.

That one variable alone adds all kinds of spice that didn’t exist before his demotion on Sunday
PALOV: Mantha the favourite to claim QMJHL scoring title

September 26, 2013 - 8:58pm By WILLY PALOV Inside the Q 
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There is turnover every year in major junior hockey and this season is no different.

Eight of the top nine scorers from 2012-13 have moved on so a new crop of snipers will now take their place. These are the 10 players I feel are best positioned to rise up the scoring ladder, although I will say I could have easily listed twice as many names. It’s just one of those years when there are a bunch of deserving candidates.

1. Anthony Mantha, Val-d’Or Foreurs: He was the only 50-goal scorer last year and his confidence must be through the roof after being the Detroit Red Wings’ first-round pick in June. He kicked off his 2013-14 campaign with a hat trick and already has eight points in his first three games.

2. Peter Trainor, Rimouski Oceanic: The Fredericton native improved from 56 points in 2011-12 to 100 last year and very nearly won the league scoring race. He wound up just 10 points behind top scorer Ben Duffy, settling for a fourth-place finish. Now that he’s 20 years old there’s no reason to think he’ll regress.

3. Christopher Clapperton, Blainville-Boisbriand Armada: A late bloomer in midget, Clapperton had 55 points as a 17-year-old rookie and then parlayed a 77-point campaign in 2012-13 into a draft victory in his second year of eligibility. The Florida Panthers picked him in the fifth round in June.

4. Marc-Olivier Brouillard, Gatineau Olympiques: There are often players who may not immediately show up on pro scouts’ radars but are a big presence at the junior level. At five-foot-eight and 154 pounds, Brouillard doesn’t have prototypical NHL size but it doesn’t hold him back at this level. He joins a long list of small, skilled forwards who made their mark in the QMJHL.

5. Adam Erne, Quebec Remparts: The third-year American is charged up after a good showing at the Tampa Bay Lightning’s camp. He’s a big, strong kid who will be even harder to defend against this year.

6. Emile Poirier, Gatineau Olympiques: He broke out in a big way for Gatineau last year, so much so that the Calgary Flames drafted him in the first round. He has speed to burn and is an outstanding finisher.

7. Ryan Tesink, Blainville-Boisbriand Armada: Assuming his injury woes are behind him, Tesink is a pro-style forward who is surely anxious to make up for lost time from a year ago.

8. William Carrier, Cape Breton Screaming Eagles: Like Tesink, Carrier lost the second half of last season to a knee injury but is reportedly in great shape. The challenge for him will be to avoid injuries and not let a heavy workload wear him down.

9. Anthony Duclair, Quebec Remparts: I feel like this will be a big bounce-back year for Duclair. He suffered the dreaded “sophomore jinx” last year after a spectacular rookie season. Coach Patrick Roy briefly booted him off the team and Duclair went from a pre-season favourite to be picked in the first round of the NHL draft to being a third-rounder for the New York Rangers. He is talented enough and motivated enough to rebound in a big way.

10. Charles Hudon, Chicoutimi Sagueneens: He’d be higher on this list if it weren’t a guarantee he’d miss a good chunk of games at mid-season. He will play for Team Canada at the world juniors and that will cost him about a month with the Sags.

Honourable mentions: Jean-Sebastien Dea, Rouyn-Noranda Huskies; Scott Oke, Rimouski Oceanic; Angelo Miceli, Victoriaville Tigres; Valentin Zykov, Baie-Comeau Drakkar; Laurent Dauphin, Chicoutimi Sagueneens; Marc-Olivier Roy, Blainville-Boisbriand Armada; Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau, Baie-Comeau Drakkar; Darcy Ashley, Halifax Mooseheads; Martin Reway, Gatineau Olympiques; Nikita Jevpalovs, Blainville-Boisbriand Aramda; Simon Tardif-Richard, Gatineau Olympiques; Sebastien Sylvestre, Chicoutimi Sagueneens.
By  Aaron Portzline  

The Columbus Dispatch• Friday November 1, 2013 6:00 AM 

Comments: 5

There have been no talks about a contract extension between the Blue Jackets and right wing Marian Gaborik, and there seems to be no urgency on either side to strike a deal.

Gaborik, who would be an unrestricted free agent on July 1, said he hasn’t given his contract status much thought.

Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen has thought about it quite a bit. He wants to see more from Gaborik, he said, before committing to a long-term, high-dollar extension.

“I think he’s done a lot of good things,” Kekalainen said. “And I think he could do more.”

Gaborik, 31, has eight goals, 10 assists and a plus-9 rating in the 22 games since he joined the Blue Jackets on April 3 in a trade with the New York Rangers.

Only Brandon Dubinsky (4-15-19) has more points since Gaborik came aboard.

But what Kekalainen wants from Gaborik doesn’t show up in the stats.

“He could be the driving force of the team,” Kekalainen said. “I’d like to see him taking charge, driving the team with his example — not only with the points but with everything else he does.

“He’s at the point in his career where he could take the next step in that area. He’s proven he can score points, score goals. I want to believe that even a 30-year-old or a 35-year-old player can get better, and that’s one area that I want to see more from him.”

It’s not that Gaborik hasn’t integrated with the team.

By all accounts, he’s fit in very well with teammates and has been engaged in all of the team’s community outreach, like a trip earlier this week to Nationwide Children’s Hospital. His father, Pavel, is with the club for the annual Fathers’ Trip.

“This is the best (dressing) room I’ve ever been a part of,” defenseman James Wisniewski said. “And he’s fit right in with it. He’s been great.”

Asked if he feels like he’s fit in with the Blue Jackets, Gaborik didn’t hesitate.

“I think so, yes,” he said. “It reminds me of the team we had in Minnesota — a young team, with a similar style, a hard-working team.”

What Kekalainen wants is for Gaborik to grab the steering wheel both on and off the ice, not just sit in the front seat as the team’s only world-class player.

With a $7.5 million salary this season, Gaborik makes the same as Pittsburgh’s Evgeni Malkin, Detroit’s Henrik Zetterberg and Los Angeles’ Anze Kopitar. Only 13 NHL players will make more, according to capgeek.com.

“I always say to players: leave a legacy behind you as a great teammate, a great leader, a great example,” Kekalainen said. “Those are the areas he can do a lot more in, and I think he wants to, too. But if you want to be a leader, you have to do it every day.”

Kekalainen said there’s plenty of time to decide if this marriage will last.

“We haven’t approached his agent (Ron Salcer), he hasn’t approached us,” Kekalainen said. “We’re both kind of in the let’s-see-how-this-works-out place. I think it’s fair.

“I’m not mad at his agent. I’m just hoping he’s going to be a great player for us.”

aportzline@dispatch.com

@aportzline
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Frank Car (frankcar)

Hoping and believing that a physically gifted player is capable of more leadership didn't work with Nash. Some players just are what they are. Gabby's 31, right? He's not going to turn into Messier in the locker room if that's not his character. I'd be happy if he just did what he's always done and scored 40 goals for us. And putting the ball in Gabby's court by making it known in the newspaper at this early stage is kind of surprising too. Sure, he speaks the truth, and there's nothing wrong with expecting men to be all they can be, but how much more does he think he'll get like this? None of this should be news to Gabby. They must have already had this conversation. I'd have been OK if they left this one in Nationwide Arena.

2013-11-01 06:42:08.0

flag

Todd Killian (buckeyeone)

Frank I agree with you. I was reading this and thought "what do they gain by putting this in the public." GMJK did the team no favors by airing this and Porty should have let this one sit on the back burner for awhile. I know Porty, 4 days between games you have to put something out there. 

2013-11-01 08:41:15.0

flag

Chris Adams (cadams1010)

I agree with both of you, I think Porty did the team a dis-service by creating this story/potential controversy. Porty is as good as it gets, but he kinda dropped a grenade and walked away. These European players have been shown over the years, to be kinda fragile in the "calling them out to motivate" area. They usually do the opposite...hope I'm wrong this time. Gabby's numbers are good, but he floats for much of the game it seems. I don't see his speed everyone talks of much on the rush. 

2013-11-01 11:11:24.0

flag

Rob C (BigDoug)

A point a game but that's not enough? I wonder where Gaborik will be signing next year? ...Phil Kessel in Toronto is on a roll this year. He is a similarly gifted winger, a sniper and superstar - but a dud as a personality. He is apparently popular with his team mates and no problem in the room. The Leafs GM knew all that and gladly signed him to an 8 year deal at $8 million... Jarmo is making a rookie mistake here. You don't say this stuff to the press, you say it to the player - or better still, hold your tongue and hope the guy plays well, then wants to sign with you. He gave up too much to get this guy, just to lose him because he hates the management. 

2013-11-01 12:23:49.0

flag

Flash Back (wasup)

I can't disagree with the above posters but what Jarmo wants is more value out of a Gabby.. I know he's worth around a point a game but for some reason he doesn't seem to be a game changer... or game impacter lets say.. Sometimes he seems engaged other times he's invisable... It's in the paper because Jarmo wants it in the paper, he wants Gabby to pick it up, we need him engaged more often with Calvert and others injured... 

 - See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/11/01/gm-wants-gaborik-to-lead.html#sthash.P8S5t1p4.dpuf

By  Shawn Mitchell  

The Columbus Dispatch• Thursday October 31, 2013 5:06 AM 

Comments: 0

Blue Jackets rookie forward Boone Jenner will not play this weekend in two games against the Pittsburgh Penguins and seems likely to miss all or part of a busy schedule next week.

Coach Todd Richards said a leg injury Jenner suffered on Oct. 24 against Toronto probably would keep him out of the lineup “more toward weeks, not days.”

“Double-digit days,” Richards said. He declined to elaborate.

Center Derek MacKenzie also was injured in that game and did not play on Sunday against Anaheim. He did not practice with the team yesterday but skated on his own.

“We’re hoping that he’ll play on the weekend, but that’s still a question mark,” Richards said.

Forwards Matt Calvert (abdominal surgery) and Nathan Horton (shoulder surgery) remain out with longer-term injuries, leaving the Blue Jackets with only 11 forwards for practice.

The club likely will recall a player from minor-league Springfield, perhaps veteran Ryan Craig, before it plays the Penguins on Friday at Pittsburgh and on Saturday at Nationwide Arena. After that, the Jackets will conclude a four-game homestand against Ottawa on Tuesday, the New York Rangers on Nov. 7 and the New York Islanders on Nov. 9.

Jenner has two goals, no assists and an even plus/minus rating in nine games. Mark Letestu took Jenner’s spot on a line with Brandon Dubinsky and Cam Atkinson in practice.

Bonding time

The Blue Jackets’ semiannual father-son trip will begin tonight at Pittsburgh, where 20 or so fathers and fathers-in-law will accompany players and return to take in Saturday’s game together in a suite.

The Blue Jackets didn’t conduct a father-son trip last season but did during each of the previous three. Richards said Minnesota did the same when he was coach.

A few fathers already were in town and took in practice yesterday. They will be invited to team meals and meetings this weekend.

“Whatever their son is doing, their dad is welcome to be in there with them,” Richards said. “It’s important so they can see what their son is doing on a daily basis. To be honest, if we tell the guys something and they screw up, their dads will know that we told them.”

To be determined

Richards said he has not decided when goaltender Curtis McElhinney will make his second start, but he indicated that Sergei Bobrovsky will start Friday.

“Once you hit the Ottawa game, we’re playing 14 (games) in 26 (days), and that (includes traveling) to Western Canada,” Richards said. “That will be a tough stretch, and obviously, you’re going to need both goalies.”

smitchell@dispatch.com

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/10/31/jenner-will-miss-weeks-not-days.html#sthash.Ohv4kw47.dpuf

Here's a transcript of our latest chat:

Comment From Portzline 

(creeaaak) Hello? Is there anybody in here?

Rob (moderator): 

Let's get to it ...

Comment From zinzw 

Who has been your biggest disappointment so far this season?

Portzline:  

Why, hello! Don't know if anybody registers as a flat-out disappointment, just because the season is 11 games old. But there are a few players who have tailed off from last season. Actually, what they've done is started this season just like they did last season. Sergei Bobrovsky is top of the list. He hasn't been bad, per se, but he's let in a goal just about every other game that make you say: "That's not a goal that would be scored against him at the end of last season." But he's WAY ahead of where he was early last season. Nikita Nikitin has struggled, too, with turnovers in his own end. He has not been a direct, quick-minded player. But he also turned it around last season. Have to Jared Boll, has played in a way that makes me wonder if he's truly 100 percent. Did not care for his game Sunday vs. Anaheim, and he hasn't seem as physically engaged as he did last season.

Comment From carp68 

Am I understanding this correctly: the official that penalized Dubi was not the official that normally calls a penalty? I am confused as to who can call a penalty as I thought all of them could. And why did it take a huddle to get him tossed - it was a penalty or it wasn't, right?

Portzline:  

Rule 32.4/5 allows for an NHL linesman to call a major penalty. Specifically, he can report that a major penalty has been committed to a referee, who then makes the call. This is what happened on Sunday. The huddle would be for the linesmen to report to the referee, and explain the egregiousness of the act. But, yes, the referee almost always calls the penalties.

Comment From carp68 

Hi AP - Why is Richards reluctant to explain exactly what's ailing on Boone Jenner? Is it to keep the opponents off guard or keep us fans from freaking out? (And a quick side question: do you retweet everything that Shawn Mitchell ‏@smitchcd tweets or should I follow him as well?)

Portzline:  

Richards is reluctant to be too specific on any injury. It's all the rage in the NHL these days, out of fear that an opponent could target the injured area upon the player's return. You should most definitely follow @smitchcd. We duplicate a little, but not with everything.

Comment From ggrib 

The PK is not as effective as last year. But this year, we have more players playing on the PK and a stronger offensive threat seems to be the result. Is this something that is planned, or is it just something that is happening?

Portzline:  

I would say it's just happenening. Having PKers who can create short-handed chance is a bonus, but the first order of business is to to stop the opponent's power play. Between Bob's modest slide, the offense (2.7 gpg, up from 2.4 last season) and the PK struggling, that's why this team is 5-6-0 after 11 games.

Comment From Mark 

I really try to view officiating objectively but CBJ just seem to get the short end of calls. The Dubinsky case is a good example but not the only time I've seen bad calls or no-calls. I also raise this as both being at the games and so just not with benefit of TV replay. Any thoughts/perspectives?

Portzline:  

Yes. I hate to be blunt, but I think you're wrong. There are times when the Blue Jackets are ill-effected by officiating, and Sunday may have been one of those times. I thought Dubinsky could have been called, if anything, for roughing (2 mins). But not interference. I didn't think the puck was gone long enough to substantiate interference, but he did make contact with Koivu's head, intentional or not. But please understand that every team in the league has good up pretty good case history of why the league is against them. Before SUnday's game, the Jackets had been on 39 power plays and 32 penalty kills.

Comment From Ryan 

What's the root problem of the start so far? Or is it an all around so-so effort? I'm of the opinion that the defensive giveaways are hurting us. Am I the minority?

Portzline:  

You are most certainly not in the minority. Richards and the players spoke rather candidly about that a week or so ago in the Dispatch. The reason they're 5-6-0 is simple: last season they scored 2.4 goals per game and allowed 2.4 goals per game. This season they've scored 2.8 per game, allowed 2.6. If they maintain that rate they'll be fine, win more games than they lose. But the Jackets need that second number to be lower. Bob can be better. The penalty kill can be better. Other than Sunday's loss, they'd played pretty well for a pretty decent stretch of games.

Comment From agellings 

Your writing style seems to gravitate towards that of a fan. Fair and balanced but also subtly critical when needed. How much of a fan are you of the CBJ? Do you find yourself cheering when something good happens and shaking your head in frustration when the bad happens? Does the Dispatch make you separate your allegiances? It's great coverage btw.

Portzline:  

I am not a fan of the Blue Jackets. Not allowed to be. As a reporter, I don't cheer for them to win or lose. The only thing I cheer for (privately, of course) is for a good story to write and no overtime. The oldest rule in the book is 'No cheering in the press box.' Love sports, and love competition. But nobody is served -- certainly the truth is not served -- if you've got a fanboy masquerading as media.

Comment From carp68 

How is it even remotely possible that the Ducks had one minor penalty called in the game (with 90 seconds left)?? Weren't the refs watching the same game I was? The Ducks are dirty and everyone knows it. God help the CBJ when they go to Anaheim...

Portzline:  

Yeah, that was hard to believe in a physical game for both sides. The Blue Jackets have a winning record all time against the Ducks, including 11-10-3 in Orange County. So ... there you go.

Comment From PJ Show 46 

Two questions, sir. And I am not a fan of captain questions, yet I ask one. There was a time 18 was viewed as a future captain. Now, no A. Not even a back up A. What gives? Second question is, who do we have to call to let you guys write a Sunday hockey notes column?!!?

Portzline:  

It's interesting how the odds-on favorite to wear the captain's 'C' has morphed and moved in the last 1 1/2 years. It seemed Umberger's to lose a few moons ago. Hard to say, because nobody within the club ever said he was the favorite, and they won't say he's not a consideration now. I think the sense, though, is that Umberger has enough weighing on him just by his own demeanor, and he's known to internalize his own problems and exascerate the problem. That doesn't make him a bad player or a bad person. It actually makes him like the majority of human beings, probably. But I'm not sure that fits as the leader of a young team. Plus, he's been around long enough that he lead with our a letter. That's no problem for him, but it's not a daily requirement. Second, the notes column picks up as the season gets traction (and a certain football team stops playing Saturday games) in late November or early December. You'll get your Sunday fix soon enough. Thanks very much for reading. Truly appreciate it.

Comment From Guest 

Why have David Savard and Ryan Murray been so good this year

Portzline:  

Let's go one at a time. Savard is in the best shape of his life. He'd been told after the previous few seasons that he needed to improve his conditioning and lose a few pounds, but it only took root this summer when coach Todd Richards -- with no spoonful of sugar -- told Savard that his career was hanging in the balance, that if he wanted to be a player, he'd better get with it. Savard is in the best shape he's ever been, and he's not losing so many battles to pucks because he's getting to them quicker. It's a good story. Tried to write it well a couple weeks ago when the club was in Montreal. Murray is good because .. well, he's just good. So smooth in everything he does. No panic, no hurry. Has made a couple of rookie mistakes, but he's been one of their best players in the early season.

Comment From Rimers Mustache 

I've watched hockey for years but would like to get a better idea about strategy, coaching schemes, etc. Any suggestions for a good book to pick up?

Portzline:  

If you're looking for a very basic, direct look at coaching strategy, systems, etc., I've always heard good things about Michael A. Smith's Hockey Playbook. He actually has a few books that might work for you.

Comment From Jyoung819 

What is the likelyhood of the Jackets resigning Gaborik? He is obviously a very skilled player but I don't think that you would want to be married to an aging sniper who never backchecks. On the other hand, if you were to let him walk in free agency then you essentially gave up Brass, Dorse, and Moore for nothing. Interested in reading your thoughts.

Portzline:  

It's a tough call. This organization was done with Brassard in a lot of ways. Didn't think he was fiercely competitive enough to push the team up a level. The new management group likely saw Dorsett as a character guy, but found it a little more difficult to look past some of the penalties he'd take at inoportune moments. Moore was the tough guy for them to part with; hard to move defensemen who skate like that. They acquired Gaborik to give them a shot at the playoffs last season and this season. Can't say they gave up those three for nothing if he's here for 100 games or so. I don't know if they're going to resign him or not. I was told earlier this week that contract talks have NOT started between the two sides, but that doesn't mean there isn't interest in having those conversations. Gaborik does not appeared worried about it. At all. He's played OK, but not great.

Comment From carp68 

How badly did the Isles overpay for Thomas Vanek?

Portzline:  

If Moulson weren't himself a UFA, I'd say they overpaid badly. The draft picks are steep, too. But I don't think it's out of the question that Vanek might resign with them. I've heard all the Minnesota stuff, too, but the Isles' situation is looking better every day. It's a fun team to watch, and I'm sure it's a fun team to play on, too. They're moving to Brooklyn in the not-too-distant future. I wouldn't rule out the Isles. If Vanek leaves, then, yeah it was brutal. Something else to consider: the Islanders might dip their toe in Vanek contract talks and, if nothing's close, move him at the trade deadline for one or both of those picks back. Just a thought.

Comment From Ryan 

How much of a leader is Boll? He wears the A a lot so that says something. What kind of leader is he?

Portzline:

Boll is very much a leader. I think he's one of the guys whose presence in the dressing room bloomed when Rich Nash moved along. Nothing against Nash, but he was such a presence as the organization's top players, that other tended to stay in the background. Not sure I'd say he's a vocal leader, but he picks his spots.

Comment From agellings 

Prout was +15 in 28 games last season, in 8-contests this year he is -2. With Tyutin healthy and that pairing reunited, do you see him calming down a bit more from his first few games? And is this going to be a healthy scratch-fest between Nikitan and Prout this season?

Portzline:  

I think Prout has been much better since his early-season scratchings. Ever since he's been paired with Tyutin on the top pair, I think he's been a lot better. The game has changed a little, and it'll be interesting to see how the Blue Jackets respond. Richards said the other day that more goals are scored off the rush in the East, whereas more goals seem to be scored off the cycle in the West. Richards has spent the first three weeks trying to find the right fit on the back end. Maybe with Tyutin - Prout he's found it.

Comment From Jeff W 

Have the new goalie pads or the new goals had any noticeable effect on scoring?

Portzline:  

Not that I've noticed. Once the league plays 500 gaes, I think it's fair to see if scoring is up around the league. Right now, we're only 190 games or so deep. I think the shallower nets might have just as big an impact.

Comment From Sect 223 

When will the matter of very very poor paid attendance at home games become an apparent, discussed issue again?

Portzline:  

It's already there. The Friday crowd against Toronto was WAY low, and it would have been more embarrassing if the Maple Leafs' traveling band of gypsies hasn't made the trip. Actually, what it would look like is Sunday vs. Anaheim, which was one of the 10 or 15 smallest crowds in franchise history. They have to win; that's been said a number of times. But if they win and the crowds don't turn out, now you've got problems. I would think last year's team created some optimism, but perhaps some don't believe in the product just yet. Maybe they need to market to 18-40 year olds better. I just think they have to develop trust with more fans that if they plunk down $200 for a few tickets they aren't going to go home with regret. They have to be competitve and entertaining.

Rob (moderator): 

Bucki_Joe is sniping at me, so we'll close the chat with one of his questions ...

Comment From @BuckI_Joe 

I realize that other teams use the same goal song, but my girl and I realized during Sundays game once again how awful that song the Jackets play after the cannon is. What is the deal? That song is horrible!! I realize why they had to give up the old song, but of all the songs in all the land. The current one is embarrassing.

Portzline:  

Not an AC/DC fan? I don't mind it. I think most people like it. At least it's not Chelsea Dagger.

Rob (moderator): 

Thanks, everyone. We'll do it again next week. That's a wrap.
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Jarmo Kekalainen 

Cody Bass was given multiple clearances yesterday — one good, one not so good.

The Blue Jackets forward was given medical clearance in the morning to resume full-contact practices after missing more than a month because of a broken left thumb suffered in training camp.

Then, just after noon, the Blue Jackets learned Bass had cleared waivers.

Shortly after, Bass was sent to the Jackets’ minor-league affiliate in Springfield, Mass., where he has spent most of the past two seasons. Bass, 26, joins a strong Springfield club that is off to a 5-1-1 start.

Ryan Craig, the captain for the Falcons, was sent down to Springfield by the Jackets on Monday.

Unless either Derek MacKenzie (lower body) or rookie Boone Jenner (leg) are able to play on Friday night at the Pittsburgh Penguins, the Blue Jackets will need to recall a healthy forward.

In the Olympics

The Blue Jackets confirmed a report in Finland that general manager Jarmo Kekalainen will serve as assistant general manager for the country during the 2014 Olympics in Sochi, Russia.

“Representing your country at the Olympics is a tremendous honor, so this is a very proud moment for my family,” said Kekalainen, who is from Tampere, about two hours northwest of the capital of Helsinki.

The Blue Jackets could be well-represented in Sochi. Defenseman Jack Johnson (United States) and right wing Marian Gaborik (Slovakia) are seen as locks for their countries.

All four of the team’s Russian players are under consideration by their country: goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, defensemen Fedor Tyutin and Nikita Nikitin and center Artem Anisimov.

Coach Todd Richards will be an assistant on Team USA’s staff.

Slap shots

After a day off, the Blue Jackets will get back to practice this morning. Afterward, most will head to Nationwide Children’s Hospital to visit with patients. The others — James Wisniewski, Jared Boll and Johnson, along with coaches Richards, Craig Hartsburg and Dan Hinote — will help build a home through Habitat for Humanity in Newark.

aportzline@dispatch.com
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It will be hard for Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky to match last year’s Vezina Trophy performance. A .932 save percentage is an unfair standard.

But so far this season, Bobrovsky has allowed a handful of goals that he likely would have saved last season. Case in point: the goal scored by Anaheim’s Peter Holland during the second period on Sunday in the Ducks’ 4-3 victory in Nationwide Arena.

From 30 feet away and just above the goal line, Holland flipped an innocent-looking shot that sneaked between Bobrovsky and the near post for a 2-1 Ducks lead.

“The second goal (Holland’s) is obviously not a good goal,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “He thought he had everything covered, and there was a little hole there.

“Coming down the stretch (last season), when we needed wins, Bob was rock-solid. None of those were going in. Right now, for whatever reason, the puck is finding its way into the net.”

Bobrovsky is 4-6-0 in 10 starts. His .916 save percentage ranks 24th in the NHL, and his 2.60 goals-against average is 28th.

Yesterday, Bobrovsky was on the ice early working with goaltending coach Ian Clark.

“The guys played very well in front of me once again,” Bobrovsky said. “I have to be better. But I’ll move forward.”

It should be noted that Bobrovsky also got off to a slow start last season. He was 3-6-3 with an .899 save percentage and 2.90 goals-against average before catching fire in the final two months of the season.

Nash still concussed

With each passing day, it’s less likely that New York Rangers forward Rick Nash will return to face his former club in Nationwide Arena on Nov. 7.

Nash hasn’t played or practiced since suffering a concussion on Oct. 8 during a 9-2 loss at San Jose.

Yesterday, the Rangers told reporters that there had been “no change” in Nash’s condition. Nash’s agent, Joe Resnick, declined to comment on Nash’s condition when reached by The Dispatch last week.

Nash hasn’t faced the Blue Jackets since he was traded to the Rangers in July 2012.

The Blue Jackets will play the Rangers on Dec. 12 and Jan. 6 in Madison Square Garden. The Rangers’ only other trip to Nationwide is March 21.

Jenner, MacKenzie out

Left wing Booner Jenner and center Derek MacKenzie both missed Sunday’s loss to Anaheim, and both were absent from practice yesterday.

Richards, though, would not rule either of them out for this weekend’s home-and-home against Pittsburgh.

Jenner suffered a leg injury when he fell awkwardly in Friday’s 5-2 win over Toronto. MacKenzie has a lower-body injury.

Slap shots

Forward Cody Bass wore a red “no contact” sweater during practice, but there is a chance he will be back in blue when the Jackets resume practice on Wednesday. Bass, out since the second week of training camp, will have his surgically repaired left thumb examined by doctors this morning. … Right wing Ryan Craig was returned to minor-league Springfield. He is the Falcons’ captain.

aportzline@dispatch.com

@aportzline

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/10/29/bobrovsky-not-yet-up-to-last-years-high-standard.html#sthash.6pxs1FKK.dpuf

By  Aaron Portzline  

The Columbus Dispatch• Monday October 28, 2013 5:13 AM 

Comments: 0

While the Blue Jackets were left to measure their regret after last night’s 4-3 loss to the Anaheim Ducks, center Brandon Dubinsky began pleading his case to the NHL against further discipline for the second-period hit that changed the tenor of the evening.

In the closing minutes of regulation, with the score tied at 3, Jackets center Ryan Johansen tried to rim the puck around the end boards, but took too sharp of an angle off his backhand, sending it off goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky and into the slot.

There waiting was perhaps the last player on the Ducks the Blue Jackets would pick in that situation — Corey Perry.

Perry, showing the patience of an elite scorer, waited out Bobrovsky and fired home the winning goal with only 2:25 remaining.

“It’s tough to lose on a freaky bounce like that,” forward Nick Foligno said. “It’s a game you look back on and say we let it slip away. We feel like we should have had that one.”

The Blue Jackets, who had won three straight, got two goals from Artem Anisimov and one from Blake Comeau. Bobrovsky had 28 saves.

This game will be remembered, though, for Dubinsky’s hit on Ducks forward Saku Koivu with 34.8 seconds left in the second period.

Koivu carried the puck into the Jackets’ zone and had just passed it when Dubinsky stepped into him at the blue line.

Dubinsky did not leave his skates or appear to target Koivu’s head, but his right shoulder glanced off Koivu’s raised stick before smacking his head.

Koivu was “knocked out,” according to Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau, but “looked like he was OK” after the game.

Dubinsky was given a five-minute major penalty for interference and a game misconduct, ending his evening.

“I didn’t agree with the call,” he said. “But the refs see it at game speed and they have to make a call. Obviously I don’t think I’m a dirty player. I don’t think I was trying to target his head.

“I understand the league is trying to crack down on hits to the head, and I don’t think it was one.”

The interference major was called not by referees Paul Devorski or Brian Pochmara, but by one of the linesmen.

“I was just going to finish my check,” Dubinsky said. “I know (Koivu) moved the puck, but it was less than a second between him moving the puck and when the hit actually happened, so, by definition, I don’t think that’s an interference call.

“My shoulder and my elbow were tucked. It’s a fast game. I’m not a dirty player. I play the game honest. I went out there to try and make a body check, not injure Koivu and make a dirty hit.”

The Ducks scored only one goal during the five-minute major, by Emerson Etem at 1:51 of the third to make it 3-2.

The Jackets tied it when a James Wisniewski shot bounced off Anisimov on its way into the net with 11:36 remaining.

Even after Perry’s goal, the Jackets had a chance to tie it.

Given their only power play of the night with 87 seconds left to play — the Ducks had five power plays, including the major — the Blue Jackets couldn’t net a goal even with Bobrovsky pulled.
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The Blue Jackets went into the game against the Anaheim Ducks with their pool of forwards drained by injuries.

It became dangerously shallow in the 4-3 loss last night when center Brandon Dubinsky was given a game misconduct for his open-ice hit on Ducks veteran Saku Koivu in the final minute of the second period.

Dubinsky also was given a five-minute interference major after Koivu, according to Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau, was “knocked out.”

“Probably the biggest thing about that call wasn’t the five minutes (short-handed),” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “It was that we lost Dubi for the game. You look at the guys out of our lineup — (Derek) MacKenzie and Boone Jenner — and then we lose Dubi for the third period.

“Those are guys who provide a lot of speed and energy for us. Then you’ve got a five-minute penalty kill and you’re losing a guy who logs a lot of ice time, especially on the penalty kill.”

Dubinsky sprung Artem Anisimov for a short-handed goal and won 8 of 9 faceoffs before he was ejected.

Ducks right wing Emerson Etem gave Anaheim a 3-2 lead early in the third during the Dubinsky major, but it was the longer-term loss of an on-ice leader that put the Jackets in “a big hole,” Richards said.

Jenner (leg) and MacKenzie (lower body) were injured on Friday in a win over Toronto. The Jackets, who already were without left wing Matt Calvert (abdominal surgery), played with a lineup of forwards that included Springfield call-ups Michael Chaput and Ryan Craig.

“Losing Dubi, he’s a big part of our team,” left wing Nick Foligno said. “He’s a guy that logs a lot of minutes and plays in a lot of situations. That definitely hurt us.”

Last look?

Ducks right wing Teemu Selanne, 43, played in his 1,397th game in what he has said will be his final NHL season.

The “Finnish Flash” has three goals and four assists in 10 games this season, his 21st in the league. He was credited with his 759th assist when Etem buried the rebound of a Selanne one-timer.

“To me he looks as fast as ever, as quick as ever,” Richards said before Selanne played his 21st and likely final game in Nationwide Arena. “If you put a puck on his stick in a scoring spot, there’s a really good chance it’s going in the net. I’m really impressed. Only a certain number of guys have been able to play into their 40s but still be very good players.”

Chaput debuts

Chaput, who was recalled from Springfield on Saturday, made his NHL debut.

The 21-year-old was a third-round pick of Philadelphia in 2010 and was traded to the Blue Jackets in 2011 as part of a deal that sent Tom Sestito to the Flyers. Chaput had 13 goals and 19 assists in 73 games for Springfield last season, his first as a pro.

He skated on the fourth line with Craig and Jared Boll and became the sixth Blue Jackets player to make his team debut this season, joining Jenner, Craig, Ryan Murray, Jack Skille and Curtis McElhinney.
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ENGLEWOOD, Colo. - Sometimes, the shadow of Patrick Roy follows Semyon Varlamov around the ice.

Breathing hard to catch up, too.

At the conclusion of practice on Wednesday, the Colorado Avalanche coach tried to pull alongside his goaltender as he went through a cool-down session. Roy just wanted to track him down to tell Varlamov how pleased he was with the way he's been performing.

After all, Varlamov's play in net has looked as efficient and effortless as, well, the Hall of Famer who's now coaching him. Off to a 7-1 start and among the league leaders in goals-against (1.76), Varlamov is thriving in the presence of Roy.

"I think Varly, today, when I said how proud I was the way he's bounced back, he had a big smile," Roy said. "He was happy. I think as a player that's what you want to hear from your coach."

Not just any coach, but Roy — one of the best to ever play the position.

No pressure living up to his expectations.

That's the thing: Roy has been as much of a confidant as coach, which Varlamov appreciates.

"This has been awesome," said the 25-year-old Varlamov after Wednesday's practice. "He can see something in a game, during a game, just some things I have to do better, what I did wrong, or something like that. That's helped me a lot. I just have a lot of confidence."

A year ago, Varlamov couldn't say that. He was struggling in goal - allowing three goals a game - and hardly looking anything like the type of franchise goalie the Avalanche thought they were acquiring when they sent a first-round pick to Washington in 2011.

This season has been a big turnaround. That has to do with the arrival of Roy and a staff that included goalie coach Francois Allaire, who once mentored Roy.

This summer, Allaire, Varlamov and backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere, who has two shutouts this season, spent a few weeks in Montreal honing their technique.

More specifically, Allaire tweaked some minute things with Varlamov's form. Asked what precisely they worked on, Varlamov smiled and said, "I don't want to talk about that."

Top secret?

"Yep," he said. "But we're still working on this different style a lot. I'm still learning how to play that way, how coach wants me to play."

Unlike past years, Varlamov isn't being asked to come up with the big save time after time, or to be the backbone of the defence. In Roy's system, the defencemen are more aggressive on the offensive end and way more accountable for helping out Varlamov.

"He's not hanging out to dry like in the past with some of our old systems," defenceman Erik Johnson explained. "It's pretty cool to see Varly transition into an elite NHL goalie."

Then again, forward Matt Duchene knew this day would arrive. He's been touting the talent of Varlamov for years, but no one would listen because Colorado was so buried in the standings.

"I've been a huge fan of him since he came here," said Duchene, who's among the NHL leaders in goals with nine. "I love shooting on him at practice, because it's always a challenge.

"I think Varly feels more comfortable than ever right now. He knows he's not alone in this and that people are backing him up every night."

This helps with Varlamov's confidence as well: He no longer feels so isolated. When he first arrived in the U.S., the Russian star spoke only broken English. By hanging out with the players in the locker room, he's steadily picked up the language to the point where he can hold a casual conversation with anyone.

"Life is so much easier when you can speak with people," Varlamov said. "The boys did a good job of teaching me."

Another challenge soon awaits Varlamov, one that he's trying not to think about but it's getting more and more difficult: The 2014 Sochi Games in his home country. He's hoping to be in goal for the Olympics.

"Of course, that's a dream for every player growing up, to play for our national team," he said. "It's always so much fun to play for a national team. It's always something special, especially for me because Russian fans, Russian people, they pull for us. It's going to be very cool if I go and play there.

"But I don't think right now about Sochi. I think only about how we're playing here, with Colorado."
VANCOUVER -- A 22-year-old looking to find his way in the NHL helped drag the Detroit Red Wings out of an ugly tailspin.

Tomas Tatar scored his first goal of the season in just his fifth game late in the second period Wednesday as the Red Wings snapped a four-game slide with a 2-1 victory over the Vancouver Canucks.

After Daniel Alfredsson tied the score 1-1 midway through the second, Tatar gave Detroit its first lead of the night with 62 seconds left in the period.

With the Canucks collapsing in their own zone, Tartar fired a weak shot from just inside the blue-line that found its way through Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo.

"I just tried to shoot it on net and the puck somehow ended up in," said Tatar, who has been in and out of the Detroit lineup all season. "This is a big relief."

Vancouver's best player on the night, Luongo was screened on the play by Canucks defenceman Christopher Tanev.

"I didn't see it until the last second, but I have to find a way to find those," said Luongo, who finished with 25 saves. "It's a pretty (lousy) way to lose a game on a goal like that.

"At the end of the day I have to try and find that puck."

The Red Wings (7-4-2) came in wanting to tighten up defensively after a couple of poor outings and did just that as Jimmy Howard was forced into just 19 saves.

"It's one of those games where it's little bit more difficult to keep your focus when you're not seeing as much action," he said. "I've got to give the guys a lot of credit tonight. They did a great job in front of me."

Daniel Sedin scored for Vancouver (9-5-1), which finished with a season-low 20 shots and saw its four-game winning streak come to an end. Henrik Sedin set up Vancouver's first goal to extend his point streak to 10 games (three goals, nine assists).

"We didn't generate enough offence," said Canucks head coach John Tortorella. "We certainly didn't sustain a forecheck. We just looked lethargic. For some reason we lacked some energy tonight."

Trailing 1-0 after the first period in a game that was short on excitement, Alfredsson tied the score at 11:37 of the second with his third goal of the season. The former Ottawa Senators captain picked up a loose puck in the slot and fired a shot off the post that rebounded in off Luongo's leg.

That's when Tatar, a second round pick back in 2009, stepped up with his first of the season late in the period.

"We were playing pretty good but we had nothing to show for it," said Alfredsson. "Then we get the first one and then a flukey play where their defenceman ended up being a screen and we get lucky there.

"That's a huge goal for us, to go into the third with the lead and I thought we handled that really well."

The Red Wings were happy to see Tatar get rewarded.

"You never know what's going to happen in this league when you throw pucks on net," said Howard. "Hopefully he feels a little pressure off his back. We can see how he plays in practice."

No longer conference rivals thanks to realignment, the Canucks and Red Wings combined for just 31 shots and few scoring chances through two periods in a defensive matchup that was played between the blue-lines most of the night.

"We believe we've gone through enough details that we should know how to play and we should be able to do it on a nightly basis," said Red Wings head coach Mike Babock. "Tonight was a good step for our team. Now we've got to match it."

Vancouver's power play, which has just four goals all season and came in ranked 28th in the NHL, got an opportunity early in the third but was unable to muster any realistic scoring chances.

Canucks forward Alexandre Burrows, playing in his second game back after breaking his foot in the season opener, then fanned on a chance in the slot right in front of Howard.

Tortorella reunited Burrows with the Sedin twins to start the third period. Ryan Kesler, usually Vancouver's second-line centre, had been playing on the top line since about the midway point of the Canucks' recent seven-game road trip.

Luongo kept Vancouver in it with a big pad stop on Detroit's Justin Abdelkader off a feed from Tatar on a 3-on-1 break with five minutes to go to keep his team in it.

"I thought (Luongo) played real well," said Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock. "We could have had a lot more and we had good opportunities. He was solid for them tonight."

Kesler then just missed Howard's far post with shot in the dying seconds.

"I hit that shot nine out of 10 times and I just missed it," said Kesler. "It's frustrating."

The Sedins teamed up to energize an otherwise dull first period with the opening goal at 14:12. Daniel Sedin glided over the Red Wings' blue-line and made a drop pass to Henrik Sedin, who cut into the slot. Daniel Sedin moved to the bottom of the faceoff circle and one-timed the return feed past a helpless Howard for his sixth of the season.

Notes: Daniel Sedin now has seven points (four goals, three assists) in his last five games. ... Kesler saw his five-game goal scoring streak come to an end. He came in with five goals and three assists over that span. ... The Canucks complete a three-game homestand on Saturday against the Toronto Maple Leafs. Prior to the game, Vancouver will retire Pavel Bure's No. 10 jersey. The Russian sniper played for the Canucks from 1991 to 1998, collecting 254 goals and 224 assists in 428 games. ... The Red Wings continue a four-game road trip on Friday against the Calgary Flames.

CALGARY – No team in the NHL has shot the puck with greater accuracy this season than the Toronto Maple Leafs.

“We're just a very opportunistic team,” said Nazem Kadri, who has scored five times on just 24 shots this fall. “We don't need many chances to score goals.”

Despite being outshot for the 12th time in 14 games this season, the Leafs found the means for their third straight win, beating Calgary on the second leg of a three-game swing through Western Canada.

Totaling about half the shots of the Flames – 22 to 43 – they managed victory yet again (10-4-0) with continued accuracy, a sturdy penalty kill and more mastery in the crease, on this night a 41-save performance from Jonathan Bernier.

In question is whether the Leafs are simply opportunistic with mighty goaltending and terrific special teams or very fortunate considering lingering troubles defensively.

“Obviously great goaltending and our special teams have been great winning us games,” said Kadri, after the second end of a back-to-back set, the Leafs winning in Edmonton a night earlier. “That's only going to get you so far, but when you're not playing your best or maybe if it's an off-night coming into a pretty tough building you have to rely on those things to get you through.”

Firing at a league-leading 12.7 per cent clip (according to the extraskater.com) the Leafs continue to shoot and score with unlikely precision; four goals on 22 shots (including an empty-netter) in a victory over the Flames following four goals on 26 shots in victory over the Oilers.

Unsustainable luck, or strategic accuracy? Also the league leaders in shooting percentage last season, the Leafs tend to believe the latter.

“I guess we're not a team that just shoots from anywhere like some of these teams,” said Kadri, who had one shot and one assist in 20 minutes against the Flames.

“The Pittsburgh's and the Chicago's, even Calgary, any opportunity they have they're just throwing it at the net and then seeing what happens. A lot of times that's not a bad thing. But for us, we wait for our odd-man rushes or if we outman someone in front of the net to get good scoring chances usually we're putting them in.”

The theory proved true on Wednesday night.

Joffrey Lupul out-manned several Flames in front for the game's opening goal; James van Riemsdyk broke loose on a shorthanded rush with Jay McClement for second marker; Mason Raymond tallied the eventual winner on the door-step following a David Clarkson takeaway and rebound.

Not only are they scoring with precision – the Leafs rank third in offence so far – but yielding a mighty sum of shots against; 40-plus for the second consecutive night and 36 per game this season. 

But as was the case in Edmonton – a 41-save night from James Reimer – and really all season there was another load-bearing performance in goal; Bernier stopped 41, including 34 of 35 through 40 minutes.

The Leafs goalie tandem now boasts a .939 collective save percentage, amongst the best in the league. Whether such effectiveness can continue under the strain of such a mighty nightly barrage is uncertain.

Helping the cause additionally against Calgary and throughout the season were game-changing special teams. The Toronto penalty kill stoned the Flames on all five power-play opportunities and sits as the fourth best unit in the league. Silent on this night, the power-play ranks third overall.

Lying under the cover of wins are stats which point toward some degree of good fortune. But for the Eastern Conference leading Leafs the numbers in the standings prove satisfying.

“We got two points,” said Randy Carlyle after the most recent win. 

“No matter how you get them they're still two points in the standings. I'm sure there's going to be games throughout the course of this season that we'd say we were unlucky that we didn't win and there's going to be more games that we're going to say we're lucky to win. I think it all evens out in the end. Obviously we'd like to play better defensively as every team would.”

Five Points

1. Rising Shots Against

Wednesday marked the 13th time the Leafs have allowed 30-plus shots and the second straight night of more than 40 against. Only the struggling Senators allow more on a nightly basis.

“We'll give them perimeter shots,” said Kadri. “We have no problem doing that. It's just boxing out in front. That's where we've got to make sure we're good. And really a lot of shots did come from the outside. Bernier did a great job looking at all of them. There were probably countless point shots tonight which aren't terrible to give up.”

Still, the 23-year-old conceded to the danger of yielding so many shots and subsequent chances against. “Yeah, there is [danger],” he agreed. “But really it depends who's in front. That's our job to make sure that our goaltenders can see the puck. Shots from the point with traffic are pretty dangerous; if we're giving that up we've got to make sure we're good in that blue paint.”

2. Cutting Down Those Shots...

As for cutting down the amount of shots opponents have had, Jay McClement pointed to possession. “It's playing with the puck I guess,” said McClement, who won 21 of 28 faceoffs against the Flames. “We get into trouble when we don't possess the puck enough. Part of that is turnovers and part of it's just executing when we do have it and not [making] bad passes or bad dumps or what have you.

“We're lucky we have two great goalies,” he added.

3. More of the Same

Bernier nearly matched the efforts of his teammate from one night earlier. James Reimer stopped all 43 shots in victory over the Oilers on Tuesday. Though he wasn't quite so flawless, the 25-year-old was nonetheless effective in keeping the puck out, most notably during a second frame that saw the Flames fire 20 shots on goal.

“That second I was a little tired at the end,” said Bernier afterward.

“You can't look past your goaltender,” Carlyle added. “He's given us a chance no matter who we've put in the net.”

Bernier sits tied for seventh with a .933 save percentage, just a little ways behind Reimer, who remains second overall with a sizzling .949 mark.

4. Growth from Calgary

Dion Phaneuf first suited up for the Flames on Oct. 5, 2005. He played over 24 minutes in Minnesota that night, a 6-3 loss to the Wild. From the point of his NHL debut to where he stands with the Leafs in the present, Phaneuf says growth has been most poignant defensively. “I think that that's a learning curve that a lot of young [defencemen] have when they come in,” said the 28-year-old before the game.

“When you first start at a young age you're usually protected by different matchups and the coaching staff usually puts you out there against the guys that they want to match you up against and as you get older and as you gain more experience you're playing against better players. I feel that I've grown in my role and the way that I play the game defensively.”

5. Opposing Perspective

Former Leaf Matt Stajan played alongside Phil Kessel when he first landed in Toronto in the fall of 2009. He offered the following assessment of Kessel on Wednesday morning, the 26-year-old's four-game goal and point streak coming to an end against the Flames. “I just think he's making good decisions with when to take off in his own end,” said Stajan. “And he obviously has some chemistry with the guys he plays with now; they know exactly what he's thinking and when to get him the puck.”

Kessel equaled the best opening month production of his NHL career this October, totaling nine goals and 18 points in 14 games. Back in Oct. 2011, he might've been even better, compiling 10 goals and 18 points in 11 games.

Stat Pack

13 – Times this season the Leafs have allowed 30 shots or more.

21-28 – Mark for Jay McClement in the faceoff circle against Calgary. McClement finished 9-10 opposite rookie Sean Monahan.

22.2 per cent – Team-leading shooting percentage for Dave Bolland, who has scored six goals on 27 shots.

12.7 - Shooting percentage for the Leafs this season, first in the league.

1 – Point for David Clarkson on Wednesday, his first as a Leaf. Clarkson assisted on Mason Raymond's eventual game-winner.

12 – Number of times the Leafs have been outshot this season.

5 – Consecutive games with a point for James van Riemsdyk. He has two goals and seven points in that span.

23:33 – Team-leading ice-time for van Riemsdyk on Wednesday, including 6:17 on the penalty kill.

Special Teams Capsule

PP: 0-1

PK: 5-5

Quote of the Night

“I'm sure there's going to be games throughout the course of this season that we'd say we were unlucky that we didn't win and there's going to be more games that we're going to say we're lucky to win. I think it all evens out in the end.”

- Randy Carlyle following the victory in Calgary.

Up Next

The Leafs conclude their three-game swing through western Canada with a Saturday date in Vancouver.

LOS ANGELES -- When the Los Angeles Kings knocked the San Jose Sharks out of the playoffs last season in the second round, five of the seven games were decided by one-goal margins. It was more of the same Wednesday night in the first meeting of the season between the Pacific Division rivals.

Anze Kopitar scored on a power play 2:32 into overtime after setting up Justin Williams' tying power play goal with 7:39 left in the third period, and the Kings rallied from behind three times to beat the Sharks 4-3. Drew Doughty and Jarret Stoll also had goals and Jonathan Quick stopped 17 shots, helping the Kings win for the eighth time in 11 games.

"They have established themselves as the best team in the Western Conference so far this season," Williams said. "We needed a come-from-behind win, and we got it. It took is (62 1-2) minutes, but eventually we got it done. They were hounding the puck at both ends. It was a battle. There was not a free inch of ice out there, it seems. They're a tough team to play."

Marc-Edouard Vlasic, Joe Pavelski and Logan Couture scored for the Sharks, who finished the first month of the season 10-1-2 and set a franchise record for wins in October. Antti Niemi made 19 saves in the finale of a 3-2 road trip.

"We would have liked to finish them off and grab the two points," Sharks captain Joe Thornton said. "I thought we played well and probably deserved better."

Williams got the equalizer on a pass from Kopitar, beating Niemi high to the glove side after the Sharks were assessed their second bench minors of the game for having too many men on the ice.

"When we have the lead we should be able to shut it down," Sharks coach Todd McLellan said. "Penalties are an issue -- and too many men on the ice is an issue for me. For it to happen twice to the same line and the same individual is unacceptable If you take those situations out of the game, it was a pretty even game."

Kopitar got the game-winner on a one-timer from the slot on a pass from Doughty, after Sharks defenceman Justin Braun was sent off for hooking Jeff Carter as he carried the puck to the net.

"It's probably the closest you can get to playoff hockey this time of the year," Kopitar said after the Kings played their third game in four nights. "I thought it was a lot of intensity, a lot of hitting. As usual when we play these guys, whoever wins the special teams usually comes out on top."

A costly turnover by Kings defenceman Willie Mitchell led to the seventh goal of the season by Couture, putting the Sharks ahead 3-2 during at 18:04 of the second. Kyle Clifford was off for goaltender interference when Jason Demers intercepted Mitchell's attempted clearing pass from behind the net, and Couture finished off a perfectly executed tic-tac-toe play with Demers and Patrick Marleau.

Pavelski gave the Sharks a 2-1 lead at 11:27 of the first, getting a cross-ice pass from Tommy Wingels and beating Quick to the glove side from short range for his fifth goal after Carter overskated the puck about 10 feet inside the Kings' blueline.

The Kings tied it at 3:15 of the second when Slava Voynov got the puck from Dustin Brown just inside the blueline and took a slap shot along the ice that Stoll redirected past Niemi's stick. It was the second goal in two games for Stoll, following a 12-game dry spell that was the longest season-opening drought of his career.

Just 13 seconds after winning the opening faceoff from Kopitar, Couture worked the puck away from him along the right boards in the Kings' zone and set up Vlasic in the slot for a one-timer that beat Quick to the stick side from 30 feet.

It was the fifth time in the Sharks' first 13 games that they scored during the opening minute, but the lead didn't last long. Kopitar checked defenceman Matt Irwin off the puck behind the San Jose net and it ricocheted out to Williams, who set up Doughty for a 40-foot wrist shot that beat Niemi through a screen at 2:32.

"The best part for me was the fact they scored a couple seconds in, and we were able to come right back." Kings coach Darryl Sutter said.

NOTES: Sutter's teams are 9-5-6 with one tie in the regular season and 8-5 in the playoffs against the Sharks since they fired him as coach in December 2002. His Calgary Flames beat them in a six-game Western Conference final series in 2004. ... The Kings are 6-0 in games ending after regulation. ... Kopitar's goal was his third in overtime during the regular season and first since Dec. 4, 2010 against Detroit. ... The Kings are 11-0-1 in the last 12 head-to-head meetings with San Jose at home, including the post-season.

CALGARY -- If it ain't broke, don't fix it.

That was the prevailing sentiment from the Toronto Maple Leafs Wednesday night, who in an increasingly familiar storyline, won 4-2 over the Calgary Flames despite being outshot by a wide margin.

James van Riemsdyk scored a pivotal short-handed goal and Jonathan Bernier made 41 saves as the Maple Leafs won their third in a row and increased their lead atop the Atlantic Division despite being outshot for the 11th game in a row.

"Right now, the way we're playing, we're winning and I think it's hard for a team to change what we're doing," Bernier said. "We're scoring some big goals, we're getting some huge blocked shots, and some good 'PK' and a good 'PP' and that's a huge thing for us."

With Toronto playing on consecutive nights and the Flames having had three days off, the game started predictably with Calgary going to the attack immediately.

However, despite peppering Bernier for 15 shots, they trailed 2-0 after the first thanks to an opportunistic Leafs offence that connected twice on seven shots against Karri Ramo.

The key goal was scored by van Riemsdyk with four seconds remaining in the period.

"A couple games ago, I had a similar chance and I just tried getting over the blue-line and taking a wrister," van Riemsdyk said. "This time, I saw we had a 2-on-2, there wasn't much time, so I thought I'd try to kick it wide and Jay (McClement) made an unbelievable pass underneath the triangle of the defenceman and I just tried to throw it on net as quickly as possible."

While Calgary drew back to within one goal on two occasions, Toronto did not relinquish the lead the rest of the night. It was Toronto's first victory in Calgary since Dec. 27, 2002. The Leafs had lost their last seven visits to the Scotiabank Saddledome.

"(Bernier) was definitely huge for us. Our goaltending has been great all year and we seem to get outshot every night but our goalies give us a chance and we are getting some timely scoring and that's been our recipe so far," said van Riemsdyk.

Joffrey Lupul, Mason Raymond and Paul Ranger into an empty net -- also shorthanded -- rounded out the scoring for Toronto (10-4-0). The Leafs wrap up their three-game road trip through Western Canada on Saturday in Vancouver.

Matt Stajan and David Jones scored for Calgary (5-5-2), which lost at home in regulation for the first time (3-1-1). The Flames wrap up a three-game homestand Friday against Detroit.

"It's just so frustrating right now. I thought we played a pretty good game from the top on down but that was one heck of a performance from Bernier," said ex-Leaf Joe Colborne, who led all Flames forwards with a season-high 23:54 in ice time. "We were going to the net hard, we were creating secondary rebound chances and it was just one of those nights where things aren't going to go in."

Entering the night, the storyline was Phil Kessel, who had seven goals and 10 points in the previous four games to climb into a tie for second in the NHL's scoring race behind Sidney Crosby.

However, the Flames -- like they blanked Alex Ovechkin in their previous game -- were also able to hold Kessel off the scoreboard.

"I felt that we had a good game. We are not very pleased with the result but I don't know what we could have done more," said Flames coach Bob Hartley. "Offensively we generated a lot. Our forechecking was good. Our puck decisions in the offensive zone were very good but Bernier basically stole the game away from us."

As is always the case when Toronto visits Calgary, the Saddledome's 'sea of red' turned into a mixture of blue and red with plenty of very vocal Toronto supporters on hand.

With Toronto clinging to a 2-1 lead, the visiting fans got something to cheer about 5:59 into the third period when David Clarkson took the puck to the net and while he was stopped, Raymond was right there to tuck in the rebound.

Scoring against Calgary is nothing new for Raymond, a native of nearby Cochrane, Alta. It's his 11th career goal against the Flames, the most he's scored against any team.

Calgary fought back to within one again when Jones deflected Kris Russell's point shot at 14:39 of the third, but they could not get back to even despite getting a man advantage with three minutes left when Clarkson was sent off for boarding.

It was the second boarding penalty of the night for Toronto.

In the second, Carter Ashton sent Flames defenceman Derek Smith head first into the boards from behind, an incident that resulted in a fight between Ashton and Sean O'Brien, who jumped in to Smith's defence.

Smith left the ice on his own, albeit slowly. He did not play the rest of the period but he returned in the third.

Notes: During the last 11 games, Toronto has been outshot 400-266... The assist was Clarkson's first point with the Maple Leafs. Suspended by the NHL for the first 10 games of the season, he had been blanked in his first three games... C Mikael Backlund was a healthy scratch for the Flames with rugged winger Tim Jackman drawing in, in his place.... Toronto D Dion Phaneuf has yet to record a point against the Flames in five career games against his former club.

PITTSBURGH -- Pittsburgh spent four games last June futilely flailing away at Tuukka Rask as the Boston goalie shoved the Penguins out of the Eastern Conference finals one remarkable save at a time.

Any real chance at payback won't come until the playoff. Still, Pittsburgh knows its taut 3-2 win over the Bruins on Wednesday night is a pretty good place to start laying the groundwork.

"They are a very good defensive team," Penguins forward Brandon Sutter said. "To get chances and capitalize on them is huge. That's a big building block for us."

Sutter and Jussi Jokinen scored 6:58 apart in the third period and the Penguins held on. Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 21 shots for Pittsburgh, including a sliding save on David Krejci just before the final horn. Chris Kunitz picked up his sixth goal of the season for the Penguins while Sidney Crosby's assist pushed his points total to an NHL-high 21.

"We played the right way and we were the better team tonight," Jokinen said. "It kind of felt like a playoff game, a little bit those same matchups like last spring. Lots of hitting, lots of battles."

Battles the Penguins won. Then again, that's what happens this time of year. Pittsburgh is 9-1 in its last 10 regular-season games against Boston.

Patrice Bergeron and Jarome Iginla scored for the Bruins. Rask finished with 28 saves, but couldn't stop Boston from dropping a road game for the first time this season.

"We didn't play to our identity," Bruins coach Claude Julien said. "We didn't play a heavy game for two periods tonight. We had to play three periods like we did in the third and that wasn't the case."

The meeting between the teams was the first since Boston's emphatic four-game sweep in the Eastern Conference finals, when the Bruins suffocated the NHL's highest scoring team into submission. The Penguins scored only twice in nearly 14 periods of hockey and never led at any point, undone by Boston's defence and a near flawless performance by Rask, who stopped 134 of 136 shots in the series.

Nearly five months later, little has changed.

"I think the intensity and the atmosphere, not quite sure it was April and May and June, but it was certainly a good night for a Wednesday night rivalry game in October," Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said.

Kunitz gave the Penguins a 1-0 lead in the second period when he collected a shot from teammate Kris Letang with his chest then backhanded by Rask with his back to the net. The power-play goal was the fifth given up by the Bruins in their last seven penalty kills.

Bergeron tied it 1:05 into the third period with a tricky deflection between his legs over Fleury's shoulder.

The fun was just starting. Sutter took a pass from Pascal Dupuis and raced in on Rask, wristing a shot over the goalie's shoulder for his first regular-season goal since April.

"He leaned on it and I went down and then he shot it," Rask said. "I told him good shot."

Jokinen followed with 3:02 remaining when he forced a turnover high in Boston's zone and broke in on Rask, using a screen to whisk the puck past Rask's stick for his sixth goal.

The Penguins ended up needing the cushion.

Iginla's slap shot from the point zipped by Fleury with 1:43 left and Boston spent the final 90 seconds buzzing the Pittsburgh net but couldn't tie it up.

"We didn't give too many chances but we couldn't stop them," Rask said. "That's just about it. We've got to stop giving up these third-period goals."

The injury riddled Penguins have tweaked their formula a bit since June, trying to play a bit more responsibly on their end of the ice while still relying on Crosby and Evgeni Malkin to carry the offence.

Boston's roster underwent a slightly more aggressive overhaul, including the signing of Iginla. He spent two months with the Penguins last spring in search of his first Stanley Cup title after more than 15 years in Calgary. He had five goals and six assists in 13 regular-season games with Pittsburgh and had four more goals in the playoffs but disappeared against the Bruins, though he was hardly alone.

Iginla's return barely caused a stir. There was no video tribute or hand from the crowd. Only when he was knocked to the ice by Malkin and Kris Letang to end the first period -- and again dropped by Malkin in the second -- did a faint level of disapproval arise.

NEWARK, N.J. -- Providing a highlight reminiscent of his heyday, Jaromir Jagr showed he still has the ability to win games.

Stealing the puck at the blue line, Jagr skated the length of the ice, froze Tampa Bay goaltender Ben Bishop with a sleek move and deposited a second-period wrist shot into an open net to give the New Jersey Devils a 2-1 victory over the Lightning on Tuesday night.

The 684th goal of Jagr's 20-year NHL career gave him 119 game-winners -- the most by any player since 1967-68 -- and moved him into second on the list ahead of Hall of Famer Phil Esposito, who retired in 1981. Gordie Howe has the lead with 121.

"I remember him, I was watching (Esposito) in 1972," Jagr said. "I wasn't watching it live, I was just born in '72. I was watching the tapes and he was the man back then."

During his career, Jagr also once was the man. Those days are over and now he just enjoys playing, noting he didn't even know he passed Esposito on the list.

" You have to be pretty lucky to score at the right time," Jagr said. "That's the way I think my body is built. I don't get much tired so I was scoring a lot of goals in the third period. That's why I got a lot of game-winning goals."

Adam Henrique also scored and Martin Brodeur made 16 saves as the Devils won consecutive games for the first time this season and ended Tampa Bay's three-game winning streak.

Steven Stamkos, who had three goals and four assists last week, scored a power-play goal for Tampa Bay, which had won 5 of 6 in posting the best record in the Eastern Conference.

New Jersey, which lost its first seven games of the season, rallied late to beat Boston on Saturday for its second win.

Brodeur, who preserved Tuesday's win with a great reaction stop in front on Valtteri Filppula with five minutes to play, joked about Jagr being 41, just as his is.

"He's been around a long time, longer than me actually, and that's pretty tough to say," Brodeur said. "This guy is amazing, the way he plays the game. I knew of him and played against him when I was younger so I can't say anything about his past, but what I have seen in his three months here, it's pretty amazing to see him go. Not just the way he plays, but in the room and the way he conducts himself."

Jagr's third goal of the season came midway through the second period when he stripped Martin St. Louis at the Devils' blue line and broke in alone for a 2-0 lead. Both New Jersey goals came on turnovers at the blue line.

"On both goals we shot ourselves in the foot," Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. "We gave a first-ballot Hall of Famer a clear-cut breakaway from their blue line. There's a really good bet that might go in the net."

The Devils dominated the opening 35 minutes, jumping to a 1-0 lead at 1:36 of the second period when Henrique tallied short-handed against Bishop, who made 20 saves in losing for the second time this season.

Henrique knocked down a pass that defenceman Matthew Carle tried to send from left point to the corner and it set up an odd-man rush. Henrique carried the puck into the Tampa Bay zone and then played a give-and-go with Patrik Elias on cross-ice passes, beating Bishop before he could get back into position.

Tampa Bay, which had four shots in both the first and third periods, finally woke up after a penalty in front of the net by Henrique at 14:15 of the second put it on a power play. Stamkos swatted in his own rebound while falling to the ice to cut the deficit to 2-1 at 15:23. It was his ninth goal of the season.

"We sustained pressure and got back into the game and we could have had the lead," Cooper said. "Why can't we do that for more than six minutes a game. That's the frustrating part."

While Brodeur didn't face many shots in the opening two periods, he had to make several big saves. He made a point-blank save on Alex Killorn seconds before Henrique was called for his penalty and stopped Carle in close after Stamkos scored.

Brodeur also stopped Tyler Johnson on a first-period breakaway and got a little help when a B.J. Crombeen shot caromed off the iron.

NOTES: Elias appeared in his 1,100 NHL game. ... Lightning D Eric Brewer played in his 900th. ... Brodeur made his second straight start with Cory Schneider out with a lower back injury. ... Tampa Bay has scored power-play goals in four straight games. ... Henrique's short-handed goal was the Devils' second of the season. ... The loss also snapped the Lightning's three-game road winning streak, its longest since 2007-08.

Maple Leafs: Damien Cox’s 10 thoughts from Toronto’s win over Edmonton Oilers

There aren’t many players in the NHL who are assigned the same tough minutes as Leaf captain Dion Phaneuf every night, Damien Cox writes. 
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Ten thoughts as the Maple Leafs open a western Canadian road swing with a victory in Edmonton:

1. Put your feet up, son. Take a load off: There aren’t many players in the NHL who are assigned the same tough minutes as Leaf captain Dion Phaneuf every night. So getting 19:11 in playing time Tuesday night in Edmonton was almost like a night off, with only his partner, Carl Gunnarson, getting less work on this night. Paul Ranger led the Leaf blueline in minutes played with 22:15 in the easy 4-0 win.

Many of the Leafs top players got less than their usual ice time. The nature of the game dictated that, and was a nice present going into a back-to-back situation in Calgary on Wednesday.

As far as Phaneuf’s contractual situation goes — he’s a UFA in July — there have been no substantive talks between GM Dave Nonis and Phaneuf’s agent, Don Meehan of Newport Sports. No numbers exchanged, no term discussed. Nothing. And contract talks aren’t at a preliminary stage. They haven’t started at all.

.
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That said, there is an understanding between Nonis and Meehan that an attempt will be made, likely before Christmas, to see if there’s a deal there to be done. With Phaneuf already at a $6.5 million cap hit, the salary may not be a big issue. You can’t ask him to take a pay cut, and $7 million or thereabouts seems like a fair raise.

But term, and no-trade/no-movement stipulations, will be big issues. Other than Phil Kessel and his eight-year, the Leafs have done well in recent seasons to avoid the longer term deals seen around the NHL. Phaneuf is 28. Five years seems to be as long as the Leafs would want to go. But we’ll see.

2. If only Bernie hadn’t bolted for the WHA: Together, James Reimer and Jonathan Bernier have posted a save percentage of .933 this season, a big reason why the Leafs are sixth in the league in G.A.A. (2.31) despite having given up an average of 35.5 shots per game (29th out of 30 teams).

Who’s No. 1? Still to be determined, and it’s turning into a great battle, just as head coach Randy Carlyle hoped would be the case, with each goalie pushing the other.

We’re only 13 games in, but the Reimer-Bernier combination certainly makes one think of some of the better Leaf goalie tandems of the post-expansion era.

Curtis Joseph and Glenn Healy did well. Felix Potvin and Grant Fuhr were together for a time. My favourite? That one season, 1971-72, when Jacques Plante and Bernie Parent combined to give the Leafs airtight netminding. Parent actually played games behind Plante the year before, although Bruce Gamble got into more than Parent. But then the 26-year-old Parent asserted himself as No. 1 in the ’71-72 season over Plante, who turned 43 during the season, and both put up very good numbers.

The previous spring, of course, had included that infamous playoff incident in which Rangers forward Vic Hadfield threw Parent’s mask into the crowd at Madison Square Garden. The crowd wouldn’t give it back, Parent wouldn’t play without one and Plante was forced into the game and the Rangers went on to win the series.

As it turned out, Parent did get the mask back — 41 years later. It was bought at a memorabilia show and the new owner asked Parent to authenticate it, which he did.

“The first thing I wanted to do when I saw the mask was call Hadfield and say, ‘Thanks,’ ” Parent told the Philadelphia Daily News.

Parent bolted for the WHA after the ’71-72 season, and when he came back to the NHL, it was as a Philadelphia Flyer.

3. Maybe they should have given him the $64 million earlier: You never know what a contract is going to do to an athlete. For Phil Kessel, one of the intriguing effects is that, while always an accomplished passer, he seems to be more selfless with the puck than ever since signing an eight-year extension on the eve of the season.

The latest came Tuesday when, with two goals already to his credit, Kessel passed up a good chance at a third in the final period to set up Morgan Rielly, who was then initially credited with his first NHL goal. On further review, however, the goal was given to Nazem Kadri, with the puck apparently grazing his hip before beating Richard Bachman in the Edmonton net.

Kessel will never be a fire-and-brimstone type leader. But that kind of play is another form of invaluable leadership.

4. Restless natives and all that: The mood is dark in Edmonton already where, with three wins in 14 games, the Oilers are already eight points out of a playoff berth.

There’s is great heat on GM Craig MacTavish already to do something, particularly something to help the team’s weak goaltending and so-so blueline. Nobody wants to touch the blue-chip kids up front, but to make an impact move, MacTavish may have little choice.

Under Dallas Eakins, Edmonton is surrendering 3.79 goals per game, more than a goal more than last season when Ralph Krueger was the head coach. After so many top picks were spent on forwards, the Oilers finally invested in defence last June by drafting Darnell Nurse of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in the first round, but Nurse will take some time. Justin Schultz, the prize college free agent signing of a year ago, is minus-10 and doesn’t have the same swagger as last season.

MacTavish at the very least has to find some veteran help for his beleaguered back line. The Oilers face Detroit on the weekend at home, then hit the road for games against the Panthers, Lightning, Flyers and Blackhawks.

5. They’ve already tried the healthy scratch route. Time for Oklahoma City?: Nail Yakupov’s season is turning into a bit of disaster, although Eakins gave him plenty of ice time against the Leafs, clearly trying to inspire some confidence in the first overall pick of the 2012 NHL draft.

Yakupov has one goal and two assists this season and is minus-10 after a minus-4 performance against Toronto. This is a new dynamic for the Oilers, who took Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins first in their draft years and were almost immediately rewarded with a level of play and production that made them believe both could be standout NHLers.

But Yakupov? He did have 17 goals last season, but this is a marked regression. Eakins has already scratched him, a decision that prompted Yakupov to say “I really don’t like skating all the time, and forechecking, and hitting somebody every shift. I don’t think it’s my game.”

A stint in the minors might help. Then again, Yakupov might rebel, or threaten a jump to the KHL. This is a tough one for a team that’s already got enough problems.

6. Something’s gone sideways in the nation’s capital, and it has nothing to do with Mike Duffy: The Sens have lost four out of five, but it’s the way they’re losing games that a bit shocking.

They’re the only team in the NHL that is giving up more shots per game than the Leafs. Last year, with injuries with to Jason Spezza and Erik Karlsson, they were the NHL’s hardest working team, and among the most miserly when it came to allowing goals. Everyone raved about the impact of Paul MacLean’s coaching.

This season, they’ve gone from the second best defensive team in the league to the 24th. Could Daniel Alfredsson’s leadership be missed this much?

7. Surely this will work out better than Ryan Smyth: The Leafs were one of the teams that was offered Tomas Vanek, reports the Star’s Mark Zwolinski, but the conversation was short. Presumably the Sabres would have asked for one of Toronto’s top forwards, but with none approaching UFA status other than the newly acquired David Bolland, there wasn’t a match.

The last time the Islanders, meanwhile, made this kind of move was six years ago when they acquired Smyth from the Oilers in a massive deal. Smyth played 23 games then headed as a UFA to Colorado, and Vanek might end up doing something.

At least the Sabres are paying some of Vanek’s salary and the first rounder given up by the Isles is protected if it’s in the top 10. But losing to the Rangers on Tuesday in Vanek’s first game was an unsatisfying start.

Would the Sabres have traded Vanek to the Leafs, a key rival? Maybe. But the two teams haven’t made an impact swap in 20 years since Grant Fuhr went to western New York and Dave Andreychuk arrived in Toronto to become Doug Gilmour’s wingman.

8. Seems there’s more than one way to rebuild: It’s interesting that the Sabres, with four first-round picks from the last two years already in the lineup, and with nine picks in place for the first two rounds of the next two drafts, seem to be setting themselves up for an Edmonton-style rebuild.

Go to the bottom. Draft early and often. Pray that it works.

And it might eventually, both in Edmonton and Buffalo.

But there are only a few examples of this really working, with Chicago and Pittsburgh being the best ones. But when you look at the top 15 teams in the NHL standings as of Wednesday morning, most did nothing of the kind.

That’s because the likes of Sidney Crosby, Evgeny Malkin, Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews aren’t available every year.

Then again, Connor McDavid looks like that sort of talent. But how do you plan to be dead last two Junes from now?

9. Apparently he was telling the truth: Since speaking his mind on Sven Baertschi, we haven’t heard much from Brian Burke. He said when he was hired in Calgary he planned to stay in the background, and lo and behold, he made sure he was out of town this week when the Leafs swing by Cowtown for a visit.

Soon we’ll be calling him Bashful Brian. On second thought, that’ll never happen.

10. Returning to the scene of the divorce: Mason Raymond has played awfully well so far for the Leafs on his $1 million free agent deal, and as he returns to Vancouver on Saturday, we’re left again to wonder what it was the Canucks no longer saw in him.

Perhaps that will become more evident over the course of the season, but right now, he’s been a very good fit for the Leafs, and Carlyle seems to trust him in all situations.

Clearly, he’s a highly motivated young man. Maybe it’s being blown off by Vancouver, maybe it’s playing on a small contract with hopes of bigger money to follow.

As it stands, the Leafs seem unlikely to do anything about Raymond’s contract until after this season. The insecurity does seem to be bringing out his best hockey.

Maple Leafs penthouse/doghouse: James Reimer, Phil Kessel riding high after win over Edmonton

James Reimer leads a parade of Leafs into the penthouse after a 4-0 win Tuesday night over the Edmonton Oilers.
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Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman Morgan Rielly (left) and winger Phil Kessel celebrate a goal against the Edmonton Oilers during third period NHL hockey action in Edmonton on Tuesday, October 29, 2013.
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James Reimer and Phil Kessel lead a parade of Maple Leafs into coach Randy Carlyle’s penthouse after a 4-0 win Tuesday night over the Edmonton Oilers. And the curmudgeons who review NHL goals to make sure they’re credited to the right player go into the doghouse.

PENTHOUSE: Reimer got his first shutout of the season in stopping 43 Oilers shots Tuesday night. That’s 78 saves in 79 shots for Reimer. He’s a perfect 4-0-0 to start the season, with a .949 save percentage and a 1.99 goals-against average. He is battling hard to keep the No. 1 goalie’s job in his on-going battle with Jonathan Bernier. The team is benefitting because of it.

Kessel, of course, deserves a room in that penthouse as well, after a two-goal, two-assist performance. His first goal came 68 seconds into the game, a nice feed from Nazem Kadri. His second goal was a beauty, digging the puck from the boards and quickly going top shelf on Oilers goalie Richard Bachman is one for the highlight reel. 
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Leaf goalies on shootout win

Honourable mentions to Kadri, subbing wonderfully on the first line in Tyler Bozak’s absence, Joffrey Lupul for toughing it out so his grandmother could watch him play, and Paul Ranger, who led all Leafs in time on ice with 22:15 of playing time.

Now to our Doghouse. Well, Official Scorer, it’s you. The whole world, including Morgan Rielly, thought the Leafs rookie got his first career NHL goal. Even the public address announcer said so. It was the Leafs fourth goal of the game. Before the game ended, the reviews showed (sadly for Rielly, correctly) that his shot was ever-so-deflected by Kadri. (Maybe we should put Kadri in the doghouse for taking the rookie’s goal). It was the correct call. But a bit too correct, if you know what we mean.

NHL: Ex-Leaf Joe Colborne embraces new opportunity in Calgary: Cox

The Leafs didn’t give up on Colborne so much as the clock simply ran out on his time in Toronto; now the young centre is hoping to carve out a niche for himself with the Flames.
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Former Leafs centre Joe Colborne, left, has shown flashes of his potential in his first few games as a Calgary Flame. 
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The predominant storyline is going to be the usual, the convenient.

Team “gives up” on player, player gets opportunity with nice, clever people on new team that he was unfairly denied by dim-witted meanies on old team.

With Joe Colborne, however, it wouldn’t be true. The Leafs didn’t “give up” on him at all.

Could they have kept him and traded Nazem Kadri or Jay McClement? Sure. Or dumped Colton Orr or Frazer McLaren, abandoning their philosophy on muscle? Sure. Or declined to trade for veteran centre David Bolland? Sure.

Did they choose none of the above? Yes.

Toronto did anything but rush the kid. He was on the Kadri slow-and-steady-wins-the-race program. He was with the Leafs in the playoffs last spring against the Bruins, and got into a pair of games.
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It sure seemed that this fall, at training camp, he would get his chance to crack the lineup for good.

Except Colborne didn’t have a strong camp. Very quiet, actually. And, the bigger problem was, Colborne was out of options, to use baseball-speak.

He couldn’t go back to the Marlies without going on waivers — that would have been the easy answer, and with Tyler Bozak injured, Colborne would probably have been back in the NHL by now.

It wasn’t that Dave Nonis et al abandoned hope with the 23-year-old centre; they just couldn’t make a case to keep him ahead of someone else, and the clock had run out.

So they got something for him. Not much, a fourth-round pick, but something, and Colborne got a new start in his hometown.

That’s how the system is supposed to work. The days of the Montreal Canadiens burying NHL-quality players in Sherbrooke because the system allowed them to are long over.

Teams are going to lose players they might otherwise want to keep. That’s how the Leafs ended up getting Jonathan Bernier.

The system, really, freed Colborne for a new opportunity, just as once it freed up 24-year-old Mikhail Grabovski for the Leafs because Toronto was weak and had lots of roster room.

As a Flame, Colborne has been showing glimpses of the same potential the Bruins and Leafs both saw but couldn’t quite mine. When the Leafs face the Flames on Wednesday night in Calgary, No. 8 will be skating on a line with Mike Cammalleri and T.J. Gagliardi, and we’ll see whether the Flames have indeed unlocked the key to Colborne’s potential.

“The opportunity I’m getting here in Calgary wouldn’t have been possible in Toronto,” Colborne said in an interview Tuesday. “This seems like a really good fit for me.

“Toronto was in a spot where they had a chance to try and win, so they wanted some veteran presence. It’s an organizational thing. For one reason or another, it didn’t work out. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy my time there. I loved every second of it.”

The Leafs may not have the strongest group of centres, but in Calgary, the closest thing the Flames have to a No. 1 pivot is another ex-Leaf, Matt Stajan.

Sean Monahan is surely the man of the future. But he’s 18 years old. Roman Cervenka moved on. Max Reinhart isn’t ready yet.

So Colborne will get to try to prove he’s more deserving than other centres in the organization like Mikael Backlund or Roman Horak as the Flames, surprising so far, try to execute a rebuild.

“I feel like I gave it everything I had (in Toronto),” said Colborne. “So many people have come to me and said the opportunity I’m going to get (in Calgary) is special because they don’t have the depth at centre that Toronto does.

“It’s kind of being in the right place at the right time, and when you do get an opportunity, you have to take advantage.”

He’ll be taking advantage of home cooking as often as possible, with his parents thrilled to have their boy back home, although Colborne has chosen to live in a hotel for now.

He’s a likeable kid, friendly to a fault. He doesn’t do the usual hockey player faux politeness thing, calling everyone Mr. This and Mr. That. Instead, it’s Burkie (Brian Burke) and Randy (Carlyle) and Bobby (Hartley). He wants this career, but understands there’s life outside the game.

He’s a little reminiscent of another Leaf prospect once upon a time, Drake Berehowsky, who came from a comfortable Etobicoke family and had to learn the hard way he wasn’t good enough to be a star. He had to learn to scrap and claw and fight to find big-league work and keep it.

That didn’t happen until Berehowsky was in his sixth professional season, buried with an IHL outfit in San Antonio. Colborne’s not there yet, and his size and natural talent may yet save him from that hardscrabble road.

The Flames are his third NHL organization. Nobody’s given up on him yet.

But that’s different from making them love you.

Maple Leafs: Kessel and Kadri continue to click in win over Oilers

Red-hot sniper Phil Kessel had a hand in all four goals — scoring twice — as he and linemate Nazem Kadri combined to lead the Leafs to a 4-0 win over Edmonton. 
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The Leafs gather around Phil Kessel to celebrate his second goal of the game midway through the second period of Tuesday's 4-0 win over the Oilers. 
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EDMONTON—A winning formula: K + K = chemistry squared.

While the alchemy may have been forced upon coach Randy Carlyle by injury to his first-line centre, the two-part harmony of Phil Kessel and Nazem Kadri looks like a, um, keeper, if only on the small sampling of two games.

Mr. Mum and Mr. Chatty clearly are talking the same language on the ice. That’s not to ignore James van Rimesdyk on the other wing, who's been chittering nicely with Kessel for the past year and continued the conversation Tuesday evening on the score board.

But Kessel and Kadri combined most sublimely for the first goal in a 4-0 win over the Oilers — the second tilt between these teams in the past fortnight, and the last time they'll see each other in 2013-14.

And, don't look now but James Reimer has yet to lose a game this season. He was yanked once, admittedly, but Toronto came back to prevail over Ottawa with Jonathan Bernier relieving, so that was a no-decision. In another game he departed after 32 seconds, following a collision with teammate Josh Leivo.
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It was Kessel, however, in full-bore scoring streak — sixth and seventh goals in the past four games, 10 points — who had his fingers all over this affair and the stats sheet, thrice in tandem with Kadri.

The upshot of it all is that, this morning, with Tampa Bay losing to the Devils last night, the Leafs are in sole possession of first place in the Eastern Conference. Golly.

Really quite a show No. 81 put on at Rexall Place, in front of a crowd divided just about evenly between Toronto and Edmonton devotees.

"Just playing the game, right? Very good pass on the first one, by Nazz. The second one just bounced right to me."

Well, not quite that easy, even if Kessel does make it look effortless sometimes.

"I'm getting a couple of good bounces right now, some good passes. I'm fortunate right now."

Kessel opened the scoring just 1.08 after the puck drop, jumping behind the lone remaining Oiler defender whose partner had moved over to tie up Kadri at the mid-boards. So Kadri — upgraded pivot since Tyler Bozak was felled by the ubiquitous lower body injury last Friday — gently stroked a pass to Kessel, on the tape, deke and shoot through journeyman call-up netminder Richard Bachman.

First goal.

..

Lots of hard hitting from the snot-nosed young Oilers to slow down the Leafs, with both Reimer and Kadri absorbing most of the pounding, the latter twice thumped in the neutral zone and later driven heavily into the boards behind Edmonton's goal by Jeffrey Petry. Kadri was slow getting vertical, a trainer out attending to him. Yet he was back on the ice when, at 8.42 of the second, Kessel made it 3-0, pouncing on a puck that Dion Phaneuf rattled off the backboards and somehow, from behind the goal line, backhand-forehand stuffing it top corner on the short side. "The puck just hit the boards — they're lively boards here — and just came to me. The goalie wasn't over yet."

Second goal.

..

Kadri drew the second assist on that marker.

"I couldn't breathe," he said later of the scrunch against the boards. "That had me worried a little bit. But I bounced back. That's the good thing about being young."

Third goal.

..

Those Special-Ks buttressed a more typical Kessel-JVR offensive finish, the end result of a 3-on-1 rush that had actually begun, at the other end, where a giveaway by Kadri was transformed into an Edmonton ping off the post, and Oilers in vain pursuit as action swung the other way. Van Riemsdyk got his shot over Bachman's blocker.

The fourth goal was originally attributed to rookie D-man Morgan Reilly, which would have been his first tally in the NHL. But it was ultimately awarded to Kadri in the goal-crease scrum.

Fourth goal.

..

A large celebration ensued, Kessel et al assuming Reilly had finally broken his goal cherry. "I thought it was," said Kessel. "But in the pile, I kind of knew. It was close. He almost had his first."

Kessel is invariably phlegmatic about his own awesomeness. He did become animated, however, his face splitting into a grin, when the subject turned to the two goals he set up. "I like that.

"They give me the puck too, some nice assists. So whenever I can do the same thing for them I try to do it."

Only a week ago, in Chicago, Carlyle was fielding questions from reporters about what needed to happen for Kessel to get going. The discussion has changed in a hurry.

"Puck-luck is part of it. But skill players find a way to get goals, the puck kind of follows those guys around," said the coach, in the glow of Toronto's second straight handy victory, Kessel a key component in each.

"He doesn't need very many opportunities to score. But, again, when he wasn't scoring you could chart where his shots were coming from. Tonight, where did he score his goals from? He's going into those dirty areas to get goals. That's what has to happen because goals aren't easy to score in the NHL. Good goaltending, good defensive schemes, so goal scorers have to find a way to maybe get a little dirtier. And he's doing that."

Kessel's second marker showed off his deft hands. "The puck was rolling, he pulled it off his backhand, forehand," said Carlyle. "We all know he had quick hands. If you give him an open net, his eyes get a little bit wider."

The deftness and éclat exhibited by that reconstituted top line might cause a quandary for Carlyle when Bozak — left in Toronto during this western road swing — returns to the lineup in about a week's time. Or maybe it isn't such a quandary for a coach with little sentimental softness at the edges. Kadri has seized the opportunity and run with it.

"It's still young, his infancy in his role with that group," Carlyle reminded. "If they continue to produce it's going to be hard to break them up. But that's the way it works, that's what sports is about. When injuries take place, you want somebody else to fill that gap and take advantage of the situation."

For a couple of teams that can't out-shoot anybody — the Leafs marginally better, outshot in 10 of their previous dozen games, compared to 11-out-of-13 for the Oil — both clubs were fairly boisterous with the puck. Yet Toronto was nearly doubled up on the shot clock, 43-26.

Last time out, back on Oct. 12, Toronto had to overcome four one-goal deficits against this squad, tie the score with less than a minute to play in regulation, and win it 6-5 in OT. No such dithering, no doubt, on this evening.

Onward and southward now, to Calgary, another back-to-back grind on the schedule in under a week. But the Leafs are liking how they roll.

Oilers still waiting for young talent to pay off

With Maple Leafs in town, coach Dallas Eakins sees hope despite rocky start.
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Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk looks back after a goal by Jason Chimera of the Capitals on Thursday.
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EDMONTON—In many unflattering ways, the Oilers are the Leafs of about 15 minutes ago.

God awful. Hopeless. Steeped in the culture of losing.

How very far they have fallen from days of dynasty.

With Toronto finally — pant, gasp, whew — making the pose-season last spring, Edmonton is now the club with the longest playoff drought in the NHL, seven years and undoubtedly counting, firmly ensconced at the very bottom of the Western Conference as they hosted the Leafs Tuesday evening.

Toronto can look down on the Oilers, thinking: Been there, stunk that.

And while the Leafs have taken legitimate criticism for being serially outshot in this first month of the campaign — 10 of 12 times — the Oilers are even worse, only once out-shooting the opposition.

So, yes, yet another year of rebuilding is at hand, although — unlike the Leafs of recent yore — the Oil does boast a nucleus of superb young talent, with its embarrassment of first-overall draft pick riches: Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov. Such has been the early season exasperation with the club that there’s even chatter going around that Yakupov — stud of the 2012 draft but underwhelming through October 2013, notching his first goal of the campaign on Sunday, 11 games in — should be traded away forthwith, with little patience afforded the 20-year-old’s obvious immaturity.
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That’s just kooky. But high scoops haven’t reversed the franchise torpor. Pat Quinn couldn’t do anything with them. Nor Tom Renney. Nor Ralph Krueger. Now they’ve pinned their hopes on NHL rookie bench boss Dallas Eakins, who nurtured so many of Toronto’s prospects whilst coaching the Marlies.

At least he brings a sense of humour to the task. “I’ve got my answers ready,” Eakins informed the large media contingent — plumped up with the Leafs in town — following the morning skate. “Make sure your questions correspond.”

It’s either laugh or cry, the Oilers slouching along with a 3-8-2 record.

Eakins, who very much had hoped to graduate to the Toronto bench, could not have hung a tougher gig on his own shoulders than re-constructing woebegone Edmonton. Perhaps, as a reporter pointed out, the job has been even more overwhelming that he’d anticipated.

“Yes and no. When you come in, you know what the answers are and you know what’s coming. But there’s a part of you that is so optimistic that it’s just going to all turn out perfectly. And, as always, your gut instinct and your first instinct is the right one — that it would be a little messy and it would be a challenge. And I’m fine with it. If I wasn’t up for the challenge, then you wouldn’t be doing the job.

“It’s the same for the players, too. I really believe they’re up for the job. They understand these new habits we’re trying to get in place, and how old habits rear their ugly head.

“And I do believe our guys are in the fight. They’re not down. They’re not shying away from the pressure. I believe they’re digging their heels in.”

It was the second meeting in the past fortnight between these two clubs. Toronto won their first encounter 6-5 in OT after Joffrey Lupul scored to tie the game with under a minute left to play in regulation. “One of the most entertaining games we’ve played this year, and we only got a point out of it, was that game in Toronto,” said Eakins.

“The teams match up well speed-wise, skill-wise. When (the Leafs) get the chance to put the puck in the net they’re certainly deadly. I think our team’s a little bit the same. We haven’t had the puck as much as we would like, but maybe more than we’ve had in past year. If you give us a chance, look out, we can put it in there too.”

This time ’round, the Leafs were looking at a chance to pass idle Tampa Bay and sink their teeth into sole possession of first place in the Eastern Conference.

Eakins is rather a New Age-y coach and perhaps that’s the formula which will work for these young Oilers. “I was hired for a purpose here. I have a plan in place and I’m not going away from it.”

He was unafraid of making Russian phenom Yakupov a healthy scratch for two consecutive games. And he’s clearly quickly earned respect inside the dressing room, from a squad that’s seen too many coaches come and go. Eakins applied the same tough-love approach to Nazem Kadri, when he had Toronto’s impatient go-go-guy down in the Marlies. The other day, Kadri said of Eakins: “He kicked me in the ass when I needed it.”

Eakins quipped back: “At least he put it in a nice way, I guess. At least they’re not saying terrible things about you as you go out the door.

“But I truly believe that a coach’s job is to inspire and, in some instance, to readjust the steering wheel. In the end, it comes down to the player, if they want to change or not. All the credit always goes to the player. “

Edmonton’s most glaring shortcoming — among the many — has been between the pipes. Devan Dubnyk has been rubber-whipped, poor thing, and is now hobbled with a sore ankle. Backup Jason LaBarbera is carrying a monstrous .857 save percentage. On Sunday, Eakins reached down to the farm club in Oklahoma for emergency aid in the form of Richard Bachman, who turned away 47 of 48 shots from the Kings. Good enough for a starting encore against Toronto.

Bachman, whose mask artwork pays tribute to Jack Nicholson in The Shining, is the least scary of Edmonton’s goaltending options right now. He’s making the most of his shot at the NHL.

“I just want to keep it simple out there. My main focus is working about that next shot, make the saves and give the team a chance to win.

“Everyone’s goal is to stay here and be a full-time NHL player, ever since you were a good. Every game’s an opportunity to prove you can play at this level. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

Maple Leafs manhandle Penguins, take top spot in East

James Reimer, Nazem Kadri on top line make difference in win over Sidney Crosby’s Pens.
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Leaf James van Riemsdyk hits the boards but keeps an eye on the puck in the first period of Saturday night's win over the Penguins.
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No Tyler Bozak. No Joffrey Lupul. No problem for the Toronto Maple Leafs.

There was a lot to like about the way they beat the Pittsburgh Penguins 4-1 on Saturday night to move into a five-way tie for first place in the Eastern Conference.

From Nazem Kadri shining on the top line, to Dave Bolland’s two goals, to Dion Phaneuf’s performance against top opponents.

But the one constant in every Leaf win so far has been goaltending.

And on Saturday night, James Reimer re-ignited the “who’s No. 1?” debate by running his record to 3-0-0 and becoming just the second goalie this season to keep Sidney Crosby off the scoresheet.

“They have arguably the best players in the world, and they bring it every time they come and play,” Reimer said of the Penguins. “I’m just lucky enough to have teammates step up and play big games.

Photos View photosLeaf Dion Phaneuf shadows Sidney Crosby on Saturday night.zoom

“I don’t know if it has much to do with me, more than the guys in front of me working their butts off. Again tonight I thought they worked as hard as they could, and they really earned it.”

Reimer is 4-0-2 all-time against the Penguins.

“I don’t know if it was a big game. Sure, maybe it was,” said Reimer. “You just want to play as many good games as possible. . . . It was just the Toronto Maple Leafs playing the Pittsburgh Penguins and I was trying to get in the way of puck.”

Reimer hasn’t played much recently, even though he opened the season with a win in Montreal. He left his previous start when he was run over by a teammate and suffered a headache.
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“I felt good,” said Reimer. “I didn’t feel like there was too much rust.”

Jonathan Bernier has been mostly superb, but lost three of his last four games. He probably won’t sit for long, though, with the Leafs heading out on a three-game road trip through Western Canada, including back-to-backs Tuesday and Wednesday in Edmonton and Calgary. Bernier, the former L.A. King, is 3-0-0 in his career against Edmonton.

“They’ve been great every night, giving us a chance to win every night,” said forward James van Riemsdyk, who picked up two assists. “You can’t say enough good things about both of them.”

David Clarkson, playing his second game of the year, lined up with Bolland and Mason Raymond against Crosby’s line. Bolland scored short-handed and into the empty net, while Crosby came up empty even though Pittsburgh dominated the second period with a 16-4 shots advantage.

“(Reimer) was unbelievable,” said Clarkson. “Whenever you can have confidence in both your goalies. . . . We were getting outshot and we still were battling hard and knew we were going to win this game.”

The game turned early in the third when Kadri scored the go-ahead goal, finishing off a three-way passing play with a deke on Marc-Andre Fleury for the game-winner. 

The Leafs produced the solid effort after a 5-2 loss in Columbus that cost them the services of Bozak.

While Lupul’s injury, suffered Wednesday in practice, was deemed to be a bone bruise, Bozak’s sounds more serious with the best guess that he’ll miss a week to 10 days with a lower-body injury. Lupul will make the trip out west, with the hope that he will play Tuesday.

“With Bozak, it will be a little while until we get a proper assessment,” said coach Randy Carlyle. “It will take at least a week to 10 days to recover. That could get updated.”

That means a long look-see for Kadri on the top line.

“He played hard,” said Carlyle. “He made some plays through the neutral ice. A little flopping around a few times. But not many guys can make the play he made to score the goal. He was better in the faceoff circle. When your line starts with the puck, it’s a big advantage for the game.”

While Kadri drew the assignment against Evgeni Malkin, Bolland’s line with Clarkson and Raymond drew Crosby’s.

“It reminded me (of) when I played (in New Jersey) with (John) Madden and (Jay) Pandolfo,” said Clarkson. “It’s always great when as a team we find a way not just to shut down those guys, but shut down a whole team and play physical and play more in their zone.”

Maple Leafs: Depth on full display as team climbs into first: Cox

Nazem Kadri, filling in for Tyler Bozak on Toronto’s top line, scores winner, James Reimer stops 37 shots as Leafs show they’re clearly becoming more than the sum of their parts.
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Penguins winger Pascal Dupuis, right, peeks around the Leafs net to see the pile-up on top of Toronto goalie James Reimer on Saturday night. .
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First place in the conference, a one-two goalie punch most teams would love to have and the decision to make the star right winger the highest-paid player in team history looking like good business indeed.

Yes, these 26 days of October have been very, very rewarding for the Maple Leafs.

The fact eight wins have been racked up in 12 starts without yet dressing a complete lineup and having been forced to use a wide variety of farmhands and NHL greenhorns really says something about the kind of team that Brian Burke started and Dave Nonis has built upon.

Saturday night’s contest against Sidney Crosby and the Pittsburgh Penguins was a perfect example of that. No Joffrey Lupul, no Tyler Bozak. Move a few bodies around, call up Carter Ashton for some energy, slide Troy Bodie into the lineup and turn to James Reimer in goal after three straight starts for Jonathan Bernier.
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The result? A solid 4-1 triumph, with 37 saves from Reimer, the key ones in the second period when the Leafs were badly outplayed.

Flawed, yes, these Leafs may be. But it’s a team also clearly becoming more than the sum of its parts, a resilient group showing it can win games in different ways with whatever players happen to be available that night.

Of the adjustments required on this night, the most intriguing was the insertion of Nazem Kadri into the No. 1 centre slot in place of Bozak, who was felled in Friday night’s loss in Columbus.

Now 23, Kadri has been sculpted slowly and carefully by the Leafs, and is emerging as the best drafted and developed forward the club has produced since Nik Antropov, for sure, and maybe since Vince Damphousse.

Many objected to the pace with which the Leafs brought Kadri along, but the results are there for one and all to see, a point-per-game player who, evidently, just might have the ability to emphatically fill the top pivot spot left vacant when Mats Sundin headed off to Vancouver.

Against the Pens, now losers of three straight, James van Riemsdyk was the best Leaf attacker, and probably Dave Bolland the best overall performer. But Kadri was awfully good, and not just because he scored the winning goal on a gorgeous passing play with van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel, the $64 million man.

After taking three minors 24 hours earlier in a scratchy effort against the Blue Jackets, Kadri seemed focused and controlled, undoubtedly relishing the opportunity to skate between JVR and Kessel. He still played with an edge, but avoided penalties and the easy neutral turnovers while playing a responsible defensive game. 

With five minutes to play after a faceoff in the Pittsburgh end, he was retreating in the passing lane when he picked off a clearing pass to send the Penguins backwards again, then later in the shift hustled back to make a nice backchecking effort to break up another rush.

That’s the kind of stuff coach Randy Carlyle needs to see to trust him more.

Bozak, it’s clear, has done an awfully good job of playing a role for which he isn’t perfectly suited over the past three years, working well with Kessel, his good buddy, in particular. 

But most everyone in hockey would say that while he’s a so-so No. 1 centre he would be a terrific fit in the No. 3 slot, particularly with his faceoff and penalty-killing skills. 

If by the 40-game mark this season the Leafs line up down the middle with Kadri, followed by Bolland, and then Bozak and Jay McClement, most would argue the Leafs would be in pretty good shape at centre.

So we’ll see how this develops. Bozak is out for at least a week so Kadri, a superior goal-scorer to Bozak and thus more able to capitalize on Kessel’s underrated passing skills, will get a few more games on the top line.

After his contract squabble, Kadri hasn’t been consistently good this season, not yet, but he showed on the winning goal with a high-speed, backhand deke in tight that he has unique offensive skills.

“Not many players can make that play he made,” Carlyle said.

Bolland scored twice and seemed to make a good connection again with David Clarkson, who had hits on Crosby, Evgeni Malkin and Kris Letang and knocked Pitt blue-liner Rob Scuderi out of the game with the solid shoulder-to-shoulder check late in the first.

Clarkson’s desperation to score in his first NHL game in his hometown playing for the hometown team was palpable. But that’ll come, and otherwise, he’s just solid and tough in every zone, just what the Leafs need.

He arrived Friday just as Lupul departed with another injury, Reimer stood tall on Saturday as Bernier took a breather and Kadri stepped in and delivered when Bozak joined the walking wounded. 

That’s been the story all season for the Leafs, one player filling for another, with only 10 players having skated in every game.

It’s the kind of story that could take a team a long way.

Maple Leafs fall to Blue Jackets in David Clarkson's return

‘Rusty’ Toronto forward back from 10-game suspension, brings energy but no goals in road loss to Columbus.
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David Clarkson, making his regular season Leaf debut, works around Dalton Prout of the Blue Jackets in Friday night's game.
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COLUMBUS, OHIO—David Clarkson didn’t stand out for anything fancy or flashy as he made his regular season debut for the Leafs here Friday night.

He didn’t go quietly, though, in a 5-2 loss to the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Nationwide Arena.

The Leafs’ biggest off-season signing came as billed: skating hard, getting in front of the opposing goalie, throwing hits and sticking up for his teammates. But after a defeat in which the Leafs started slowly and lost battles against a hard-working Columbus team for most of the night, Leafs coach Randy Carlyle wasn’t in any mood to hand out compliments.

“I think he looked rusty,” Carlyle said of Clarkson. “He will try, keep working at it. The stickhandling and other things were rusty, but a guy who’s been out that long, you cut him some slack. The other guys are 10 games ahead of him.”

Clarkson, who idolized the Leafs as a kid, was making his highly anticipated return from a 10-game suspension for leaving the bench to defend teammate Phil Kessel against Buffalo’s John Scott in the pre-season. 
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

Clarkson took 20 shifts for 15:10 of ice time, and the game’s first penalty for hooking. Carlyle gave his line — with Dave Bolland and Jay McClement — the opening faceoff, and mixed in some power-play minutes in hopes of boosting the team’s energy, toughness and production.

As for Carlyle’s assessment, Clarkson didn’t quite see himself as “rusty.”

“No, I don’t think that,” he said. “Maybe that’s what Randy feels, but . . . playing lots of minutes, maybe we can talk about that. Basically it’s a first game and getting your feet wet. Any time you lose you don’t feel good but, like, the forecheck with our (line) was there. I know the coach may see it differently, but we have to find ways to be better.”

The Leafs were outshot by another wide margin, 36-24, and Columbus delivered the dagger with a short-handed goal just past the midway mark of the third period.

Slow starts — and being outworked for long stretches at other times — are now a topic of concern for the Leafs. They are undeniably dangerous around the opposing net, but spend far too much time in their own zone and lack the consistency needed to remain at the top of their division. Saturday night’s home date against the Pittsburgh Penguins — who lost 4-3 to the Islanders on Friday night — will be a big measuring stick.

“I felt we were in the game,” said Clarkson. “Bernie (goalie Jonathan Bernier) kept us in it and we’ve got to play better for him.”

Clarkson got into a few minor scrums with Artem Anisimov, who drew some penalties and had a strong game for the home side. In one exchange in the second period, Anisimov skated along the boards near centre ice in a race for the puck with Leafs rookie Morgan Rielly. Anisimov went down followed by Rielly, but the Leaf was assessed the lone penalty for tripping.

Thinking that Anisimov got away with a dive, Clarkson came over and gave the Blue Jacket a shove — sending a message the way he has throughout his NHL career.

“When you are out that long, you just try and go out and do things — hits, forechecking and all that stuff,” Clarkson said.

Clarkson, Bolland and McClement formed the second line for the Leafs and the power-play time was nothing new to Clarkson. He spent much of the past three seasons on the top unit with the New Jersey Devils, scoring eight of his 30 goals with the man advantage two seasons ago, six of 15 in the lockout-shortened campaign.

It’s likely that Clarkson and Bolland will continue to play together, joined by Joffrey Lupul when he returns. 

Lupul was scratched Friday night with a bone bruise in his right foot and was limping slightly at Nationwide Arena. He’s questionable for Saturday night’s big game against the Penguins at the Air Canada Centre.

Maple Leafs: Coach Randy Carlyle left pained after Joffrey Lupul hurt

Coach unhappy Lupul wasn’t wearing protective gear at practice
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The Leafs' Joffrey Lupul was hurt blocking a shot in practice, and coach Randy Carlyle wasn't impressed.
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Just when David Clarkson and Frazer McLaren are due to return, out goes Joffrey Lupul.

And that’s left Leafs coach Randy Carlyle seething.

Lupul took a hard shot off his foot and left practice early Thursday for x-rays. The same thing happened to Nikolai Kulemin, who only just started skating after having lost a piece of bone due to a hard shot in practice on Oct. 4.

“The new equipment that’s available to players, to shot blockers, is available to all our players,” said Carlyle, who gritted his teeth as he continued. “It’s hard to defend the position of them not putting them on for practice. 

“There is a little bit of extra frustration, whatever word you want to use, to get an injury through practice where the protective equipment that’s made available to the player they don’t want to wear.”

Carlyle says the team encourages all players to wear the protective gear on skates.

“We’ve addressed it once. Everybody has been fitted; there are a couple of players that refuse to wear them.”

Photos View photosLeafs coach Randy Carlyle was upset when Joffrey Lupul was hurt in practice after taking a shot off his foot. Lupul wasn't wearing protective gear on his skates. Here's one example of protective gear for skates, The Shot Blocker XT Pro.zoom

Clarkson, eager to make his debut now that his 10-game suspension has ended, said he does not wear the protective gear either.

“I think it’s something we’ll look at and maybe start wearing as a team,” said Clarkson. “I tried it. I have a pair. Maybe it’s something if you see more guys get hurt, it will make a bit of sense.”

EXAMPLE OF PROTECTIVE GEAR FOR SKATES

Clarkson worked out Thursday on the so-called third line with Dave Bolland and Mason Raymond.
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

“All three of us get up and down the ice pretty good,” said Clarkson. “But that’s (Carlyle’s) decision. I’m just getting ready to be a part of whatever line I’m on. It might change tomorrow, it might change the next day.”

Carlyle said there’s a danger Clarkson might try to do too much in his first game.

“I’m sure he’s dying to make a contribution,” said Carlyle. “Our message has been, let the game develop in front of him, play the type of hockey he’s capable of. Don’t step out of his comfort zone. We don’t need him curling and dragging and dangling and thinking that he’s got to win the game by himself.

“Be part of the team. Make a solid contribution on both sides of the puck.”

Carlyle has been somewhat frustrated because he hasn’t been able to dress his full lineup yet. McLaren broke his finger in camp and Clarkson’s suspension started with the first game. Then more injuries piled up.

But there’s good news.

Kulemin and defenceman Mark Fraser both skated Thursday. For Kulemin, it was his second day on skates since getting hit in practice. For Fraser, it was his first day on skates since injuring his knee Oct. 2.

“That’s a positive sign,” said Carlyle.

Kulemin and Fraser are eligible to come off the injured list next week when the team travels through Western Canada.

McLaren, whose broken pinky has healed, can play Friday in Columbus.

There was a certain irony that Clarkson’s suspension ended just as Buffalo’s John Scott seemed due for one after elbowing Boston’s Loui Eriksson in a game Wednesday night. It was Scott’s fight with Phil Kessel in training camp that prompted Clarkson to come off the bench, resulting in the automatic 10-game ban.

“I’ll let the league make the decision,” said Carlyle. 

“I saw the replay,” said Clarkson. “I’m not going to touch it. I’m sure the NHL will make a decision.”
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David Clarkson emerged first for Maple Leafs practice Thursday, wearing a third-line red jersey.

Clarkson practised at right wing with centre Dave Bolland and left-winger Mason Raymond.

Clarkson, whose 10-game suspension is over, will make his long-awaited debut Friday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

The rest of the lines remained mainly intact, with Clarkson simply taking the place of the demoted Josh Leivo.

Of note, defenceman Mark Fraser skated for the first time since injuring his knee on Oct. 2. He was out early with Nikolai Kulemin, who skated Wednesday for the first time since injuring his foot in practice Oct. 4.
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Monday was ball hockey day. Wednesday, the Leafs played soccer.

With the Anaheim Ducks still in town and practising on the Maple Leafs ice, the Leafs went to the back lot at the MasterCard Centre to play soccer. Turns out, a few of them are really good at it. Starting with Colton Orr — in net, of all places.

“It was fun,” said Orr. “It was something different.”

Orr is a rare bird who represented Manitoba at both the Canada Winter Games (in hockey) and Canada Summer Games (as a soccer goalie).

“Orr was a stud,” said defenceman Jake Gardiner.

“It’s my go-to position,” said Orr. “I played all the way up. This brings back some memories.”

Carl Gunnarsson showed off some skill, scoring a goal off a field-long kick from the other goalie, Dave Bolland.
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Phil Kessel excited about $64-million deal with Leafs

Leafs season opens

“Gunnarson hit it out of the air. It was pretty unreal goal for guys that don’t play soccer,” said Orr. “There were a few guys who were surprising. (Jonathan) Bernier was my best defender, blocking everything.”

While the Leafs gave Orr the game’s first star, Orr said it belonged to Gunnarsson.

“I don’t know about that,” said Gunnarsson, who played competitive soccer up to age 16 back home in Sweden. “It’s good to have some laughs and still get a sweat going.”

Some of them were not so good. Like Gardiner.

“I was all over the place,” said Gardiner. “When I was really young I played, but I was never very good.”

Nazem Kadri was another who knew what he was doing on the pitch, having played for a travelling team — the Forest United Fury — up to age 14 in his hometown of London. 

“There was a point where I had to make a decision between soccer and hockey,” said Kadri. “It wasn’t really that tough a decision.

“I played competitive. We had a good team. But when I was drafted by the Kitchener Rangers, I had to make a decision. And obviously I wanted to play hockey.”

The players seem to appreciate Carlyle’s surprises. In addition to Monday’s ball hockey and Wednesday’s soccer, the team has scrimmaged with opposite-hand sticks and with sticks upside down.

“I love it,” said Kadri. “Especially when you come to the rink expecting to play or to practise. Just to have a hard workout. Honestly, I think I sweat just as much out there as I would have on the ice. It’s nice for Randy to come in, let us blow off some steam, put everything aside for a day, and have some fun.”

Maple Leafs: Kessel pots hat trick in comeback win over Ducks: Feschuk

Phil Kessel responded to Randy Carlyle’s criticism of his effort in Saturday’s loss to Chicago by scoring three goals, and the Leafs rallied from a two-goal deficit to beat Anaheim 4-2 on Tuesday night.
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Leafs forward Phil Kessel, right, puts the puck up and over Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller during the second period at the Air Canada Centre. Kessel went on to record a hat trick. 
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Leafs forward Phil Kessel, right, puts the puck up and over Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller during the second period at the Air Canada Centre. Kessel went on to record a hat trick. 
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There had likely never been a moment in time when Mathieu Perreault had been compared to Wayne Gretzky. And given that he’s a man whose best NHL season yielded 16 goals, there probably never should have been. 

And yet, when you watched the way Perreault operated with uncanny ease from Gretzky’s former office on Tuesday night, the scene had the look of a flashback to the high-scoring days of the 1980s NHL.

This was the Maple Leafs’ low point in Tuesday night’s 4-2 victory over the Anaheim Ducks at the Air Canada Centre. Perreault took the puck behind the Toronto net and, even without Gretzky’s magical powers, proceeded to have his way with the Toronto defence. In one moment, Morgan Rielly failed to knock Perreault off the puck. In the next, Rielly’s defence partner Cody Franson stood and watched as Perreault single-handedly hauled the puck in front of the net and zinged home a top-shelf zinger that was too easy to believe.
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At that moment early in the second period the Ducks had two goals and a 2-0 lead. The Leafs had all of two shots. Not long after, the home team somehow managed to ice the puck on a power play and the crowd unleashed a smattering of boos.

At that moment, the Leafs had a 6-3-0 win-loss record. And yet somehow the mood in Leafs Nation had turned to frustration.

It didn’t last. The Leafs pride themselves on being more-skilled-than-thou opportunists. On Tuesday they transformed a stinker into a victory in short order. By night’s end, Phil Kessel would have three goals, including the winner, Dion Phaneuf would have another one (and probably his and the Leaf defence’s best game of the season) and the Leafs would have their seventh victory in 10 outings. 

Kessel's first goal.

..

Phaneuf's game-tying goal.

..

Kessel's second goal.

..

Kessel's hat-trick goal.

..

Before the game, Leafs coach Randy Carlyle had been calling for his team to ratchet up its effort level. After the first period, he suggested his team turn down the tension level.

“I told ’em to relax. We were tight. You can tell when a group can’t make a 20-foot pass to someone who’s wide open,” Carlyle said. “That’s when the frustration starts to build, build, build, obviously in the building, on the bench, among the coaching staff, among the players. When you read that (as a coach) you have to try and be more of a calming effect rather than add anymore gasoline to the fire.”

A hat trick of random thoughts on an out-of-nowhere win ...

1. When Jonathan Bernier took the home net in Tuesday’s morning skate, it appeared to be a strong endorsement of his claim to the Leafs’ No. 1 job. Carlyle had vowed to make the team’s goaltending battle a meritocracy before the season began — “Win and you’re in,” said the coach. But after two straight losses to the Hurricanes and Blackhawks, Bernier was getting a third straight start against the Ducks.

It wasn’t precisely what it seemed. James Reimer, it turned out, said he had “a little bit of the flu,” which he’d picked up on the weekend, although he also said he could have played if called upon.

“I’m not dead, right?” he quipped. “I just can’t breathe.”

At least a couple of Bernier’s 23 stops on 25 shots left the crowd breathless.

2. Tuesday night marked the fifth straight game in which the Leafs didn’t acquire a fighting major. Last season, when they led the league with 44 fights in 48 games, they never went more than three games without a fight, according to hockeyfights.com. Perhaps that will change Friday in Columbus, when David Clarkson will return from his 10-game suspension and Frazer McLaren will be eligible to play after a stay on the injured reserve with a broken pinkie finger.

“Let’s say I played every game — I’m sure there would be a few more fighting majors as a team total,” McLaren said. “But we’ve been in a lot of one-goal games and real tight-checking games. Often those games don’t draw as much of the fighting aspect.”

On Tuesday, the Leafs were buoyed by another kind of bodily punishment. James van Riemsdyk said the Toronto bench was lifted by blocked shots by Colton Orr and Troy Bodie.

“Bodes and Orrsy blocking pucks, showing that desperation — I think that really woke us up on the bench,” van Riemsdyk said. “When you see guys laying out, and a guy is teeing up a 100-mile-an-hour slapper, they’re sacrificing their body like that — it’s definitely inspiring to see that.”

3. Carlyle had singled out Kessel as a non-factor in Saturday’s 3-1 loss in Chicago, when the Leafs were outshot 40-20. So credit Kessel for the quick response. After scoring from tap-in range on a power-play feed from van Riemsdyk to make it 2-1 — and after Phaneuf tied it — Kessel potted one of his finest markers in recent memory for what turned out to be the game-winning goal. Kessel, cruising in on the right wing on a 2-on-1, faked the pass, froze Hiller, then deposited the puck over the Anaheim goaltender’s blocker shoulder with a release few human beings can match. It was 3-2. Soon a handful of hats would be littering the ice. Soon Carlyle would be praising Kessel for eschewing the outside shots in favour of opportunities “in the tough areas.”

Soon, on a night when the Leafs were only outshot 25-23, someone would be invoking the name of the Great One.

“What’s Gretzky’s quote? You miss 99 per cent of the shots you don’t take?” van Riemsdyk said. 

Something like that. On Tuesday night, Kessel, 3 for 4 from the field, made 75 per cent of the ones he did.

Maple Leafs: Phil Kessel in penthouse; Nazem Kadri in doghouse after win over Ducks

Who’s in coach Randy Carlyle’s penthouse and doghouse after the Leafs 4-2 win over Anaheim.
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Toronto Maple Leafs ice crew staff pick up thrown hats off the ice after Maple Leafs forward Phil Kessel scored three goals against the Anaheim Ducks during third period NHL hockey action in Toronto on Tuesday, Oct. 22, 2013.
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Toronto Maple Leafs ice crew staff pick up thrown hats off the ice after Maple Leafs forward Phil Kessel scored three goals against the Anaheim Ducks during third period NHL hockey action in Toronto on Tuesday, Oct. 22, 2013. 
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Three goals by Phil Kessel, a come-from-behind 4-2 win and Randy Carlyle’s Maple Leafs beat the coach’s old team, the Anaheim Ducks. We’d have to say Carlyle’s penthouse is full and the doghouse is lonely.

PENTHOUSE:

Phil Kessel is as streaky a goal-scorer as there is. Three goals in one game is as streaky as its gets. Three in a game that was so important to his coach? 

Well, after going four games without a goal, Kessel’s as good as gold today. 

“Things change quick in this game and you’ve got to stick with it,” said Kessel.

Fans threw hats on the ice and revived their “Thank you, Kessel” chant that became the calling card of last spring’s playoffs.
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

“I love this city, and I love the fans,” said Kessel, who truly hates to talk about himself.

His teammates don’t mind doing the talking, especially after that performance.

Kessel’s first goal: Kessel was standing alone to the side of Jonas Hiller, taking a pass from James van Riemsdyk, scoring on the power play at 7:44 of the second to kickstart the Leaf comeback.

Kessel's first goal.

..

Kessel’s second goal: Kessel went on a rush up the ice with van Riemsdyk, faked a pass and went top shelf on a stunned Hiller for the 3-2 lead.

Kessel's second goal.

..

Kessel’s third goal: He raced down the left side, finishing off a 2-on-1 with van Riemsdyk. 

Kessel's hat-trick goal.

..

“Those were some serious goal-scorer goals,” said captain Dion Phaneuf, who got the Leafs second goal. “He didn’t have a lot of room on two out of the three and he found a way to put the puck in the net. That’s what he does. That’s why he’s one of the top players in the league.

“It’s a huge game by him for our team, to come back from two goals down.”

Kessel might want to invite a few teammates to spend the night in the penthouse, not the least of which would be 

•Phaneuf, for delivering a game-altering hit early in the second and contributing a goal

Phaneuf's goal.

..

•van Riemsdyk, for feeding Kessel all night. He got two assists and missed on a penalty shot.

•Defenceman Paul Ranger, who probably had his best game in a Leaf jersey. He had an assist, delivered five hits and directed three shots at the Ducks net.

DOGHOUSE:

Nazem Kadri. Pretty hard to put someone in there after what was a pretty good game by the Leafs (okay, a pretty good 35 minutes).

But Kadri was missing in action. One shot. A minus-1 on the night. And a very woeful four wins out of 13 chance on faceoffs. The Leafs as a whole are bad on faceoffs, a big reason why their puck-possession game is lagging. 

Kadri was the worst face-off man in the game. If he wants more playing time, he’d better start winning draws. One of the reasons Tyler Bozak plays so much is that he is good at faceoffs. When you win a faceoff, you’re at least starting with the puck.

NHL coaching swap: John Tortorella enjoying more success than Alain Vigneault so far: Cox

Canucks are a solid third in the Western Conference with a 9-4-1 record, while the Rangers are second last in the East, Damien Cox writes.
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Head coach John Tortorella of the Vancouver Canucks may look angry here but his team has had a solid start to the season.
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Head coach John Tortorella of the Vancouver Canucks may look angry here but his team has had a solid start to the season. 
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From Damien Cox’s Spin on Sports blog:

-

There’s no escaping this storyline for John Tortorella and Alain Vigneault.

Of course, at this point, only Vigneault would want to.

In a hockey tale worthy of the Fritz Peterson-Mike Kekich wife-swapping chapter in Yankee baseball history — actually, the two pitchers traded children and even dogs, as well, back in ’72 — Tortorella and Vigneault essentially swapped teams over the summer.

Both had to be fired first (but then again, in essence so did Peterson and Kekich). Then Tortorella took over the Vancouver Canucks squad that Vigneault seemingly could coax no more from, while Vigneault grabbed the reins of the Rangers after enough whiffs of discontent with Tortorella wafted out of the dressing room that GM Glen Sather pretty much had to fire him.

Photos View photosAlain Vigneault and the New York Rangers have struggled to start the 2013-14 NHL season.zoom

Tortorella now had Roberto Luongo to turn to instead of Henrik Lundqvist. Vigneault could lean upon Ryan Callahan as his captain rather than Henrik Sedin. Tortorella inherited the mountains, Vigneault got Fifth Avenue.

Well, so far Torts is enjoying his new domestic situation on the Lower Mainland more than AV is loving Broadway (Peterson, by the way, is still with the original Mrs. Kekich, while Kekich’s end of the bargain only lasted a few years. There’s been talk of a Matt Damon-Ben Affleck movie in the works).

The Canucks, returning home Monday after an excellent road trip, knocked off Alex Ovechkin and the Washington Capitals 3-2 and are a solid third in the Western Conference with a 9-4-1 record out of the gate.
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The Luongo-Cory Schneider soap opera is a thing of the past, and Tortorella is leaning on an old trick from his days in Tampa Bay to get the Canucks going.

Then, it was playing the heck out of Vinny Lecavalier, Marty St. Louis and Brad Richards. By Tortorella’s final year with the Bolts, Richards was gone but Tortorella was playing Lecavalier and St. Louis more than 24 minutes per game each.

Now, getting all that ice time in Vancouver are the Sedin twins and Ryan Kesler. All three are averaging 22 minutes per game, with only Sidney Crosby playing more per night among all NHL forwards than the three Canucks.

Henrik Sedin is third in league scoring, Daniel is 11th and Kesler has eight goals in 14 games.

Against the Caps, Tortorella played all three more than 23 minutes, with Kesler leading the way with 23:53. Those totals were actually down a bit from the previous three games. It helps that after splitting up the twins earlier in the season, they’re playing together with Kesler alongside for the better part of the last eight games.

Tortorella doesn’t have to mix and match to keep the trio happy. He just keeps sending them over the boards together.

In sharp contrast to the happiness with the Canucks would be the misery of the Rangers, second last in the Eastern Conference ahead of only woeful Buffalo.

The record comes with a bit of asterisk because the Blueshirts had to play their first nine games on the road as the final touches were being put on the spectacularly refurbished Madison Square Garden.

They finally got to play a home game Monday against Montreal and are still looking for their first home-ice goal of the season after being shut out by Peter Budaj in a 2-0 Habs triumph.

This was the New York State team that needed Tomas Vanek. Or Matt Moulson, for that matter.

Under Tortorella, the Rangers struggled at times to score. Under Vigneault so far, it’s been an offensive nightmare, with the Rangers having scored only 15 goals in 10 games for a league worst 1.50 goals-per-game average.

Rick Nash is out with a brain injury, which just makes it worse. Ryan Callahan is also injured. Chris Kreider hasn’t turned out to be the young sensation people thought he would be when he burst on to the playoff scene two springs ago, Derek Stepan has followed up on his training camp holdout with no goals and a minus-8 rating and while Richards avoided a summertime compliance buyout and has five goals, he still isn’t the Richards the Rangers thought they were getting.

Tonight, the Rangers head up the Long Island Expressway to face Vanek and the Islanders. Let’s just say the heat is on the Manhattan squad.

Under Vigneault, the Rangers look the same, but the results are worse.

Under Tortorella, the Canucks look a little different. Less complaining, fewer half-gainers.

“Our team is not going to dive,” Tortorella told NHL.com last week in what could have been interpreted as a shot at Vigneault. “Our team has already been talked to. We’re not going to dive. I don’t think there is much whining going on either.”

The Vancouver results so far are about the same, but better than many believed they would be.

In a nutshell, that’s the swap so far.
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From Damien’s Blog The Spin. 

1. We have a date. And, so we are told, this one’s written in stone.

Steve Moore will finally get his day in court in his $38 million lawsuit against Todd Bertuzzi and the Vancouver Canucks on Sept. 8, 2014, more than a decade after Bertuzzi’s cowardly attack from behind on Moore ended the young Colorado forward’s career.

Bertuzzi, of course, served a suspension but has played on, making about $24 million in salary since the attack despite his declining skills.

This will be a jury trial, assuming the Bertuzzi/Canucks camp doesn’t settle beforehand, and two elements affected by the long delay will be most interesting.

First, the public’s attitudes towards head shots and violence in hockey may have changed significantly since March, 2004. A jury of Bertuzzi’s peers may view this somewhat differently next year than they might have back then.
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Second, the Bertuzzi/Canucks camp certainly can’t argue that Moore’s injuries weren’t career threatening or that serious. He never played again and still suffers from symptoms relating to the incident.

I hope this goes to trial. I want to see the grotesque side of hockey vigilante justice laid out in public for all to see.

But I’m guessing it won’t. Like the NFL did with concussions, I’d bet Bertuzzi and Canucks, after delaying for so long, will ultimately cut a deal.

Other Monday morning musings:

2. How about a parachutist landing on the mound? 

Seriously, what’s next between the Cardinals and Red Sox after two wild and bizarre endings to the last two World Series games?

Game 3 ended in favour of St. Lous after a surprise obstruction call on Boston third baseman Will Middlebrooks. Everyone agreed the play was called to the letter of the law, but then again, baseball immediately announced plans to review the rule after the season.

Game 4 on Sunday night ended up with St. Louis youngster Kolten Wong picked off at first base with Carlos Beltran, the tying run, at the plate.

Two weird endings, that’s for sure.

So a series that many suggested lacked superhero stars suddenly has a wide variety of intriguing characters - how can you not be fascinated by Johnny Gomes, sort of a real-life Pigpen - and storylines.Watching Clay Buchholz work in Game 4, one was left wondering if he was going to throw a fastball or strip off his clothes and run off screaming into the net.

HD television in the playoffs is baseball’s best friend. The tension and drama is carved into every face. No masks, no helmets. Terrific stuff.

3. Like Billy Harris and Dave Lewis all over again

After suffering through some might lean times on Long Island, you might guess that Matt Moulson would be pretty disappointed to be shipped off to Buffalo now that the Islanders appear to be on the verge of becoming a competitive team.

No worries. Moulson may get dealt again before the season’s over, and and he’s a free agent next summer, possibly with a big payday coming.

The Isles, it seems, paid a stiff price for see if Tomas Vanek will be decisively better than Moulson, including a first round pick next June. Right now, that would be a top 10 pick, and the Leafs can tell you something about dealing first rounder before you know just how valuable they can be.

Still, Isles GM Garth Snow had to try and do something bold sooner or later with all that young talent, just as Edmonton GM Craig MacTavish will eventually have to do as well. Betting on Vanek for one season? Maybe he’ll respond to playing with John Tavares and put up monster numbers.

That, however, rarely happens. Remember when the thinking was that Rick Nash, once out of Columbus, would really start to produce as a Ranger? Usually players at that level are what they are, and Vanek has for some time been an occasional competitor and a talented, if one dimensional, forward.

4. And now back to our regularly schedule programming

If there’s something not to like about the NFL, it’s the way in which there are so few deviations from the script.

Every once in a while, however, somebody steps out of line, and Detroit Lions fans are thrilled that Matthew Stafford did.

Stafford’s little fake job on the Dallas Cowboys on Sunday — pretending he was going to spike the ball to kill the clock, then instead leaping around the goal line for the winning touchdown — was a rare, unexpected piece of improvisation.

A gamble? Sure it was. It’s something the truly great quarterbacks sometimes do. Stafford isn’t in that category, not yet, but this was his moment to show he might be able to improvise his way there.

5. Welcome to the Last Stop Saloon

Bringing in new players late in the season has always been a staple of the CFL, and so the Argos, heading into the last week of the season, have brought in former Buffalo Bills first rounder Aaron Maybin, a rush-style linebacker.

Maybin was a massive disappointment in Buffalo, dumped after just two seasons, and couldn’t get much going with the Jets or Bengals.

It’s a gamble, a look-see perhaps as much for next season as this one for Jim Barker. At least it adds a wrinkle to a last week of the too-long CFL schedule that will be, once again, completely meaningless.

6. Shutting down Sidney

The 4-1 triumph by the Leafs over the Penguins might have been the most impressive of the season for Randy Carlyle’s crew, accomplished largely by the gritty side of the Leafs.

Dave Bolland, David Clarkson, Jay McClement and Dion Phaneuf were all major factors in this one, which turned into a grinding affair by the third and saw the Leafs come out on top.

Phaneuf, now plus-6 on the season, was dominant, and more and more he looks like he would be a lot more difficult to replace if he walks as a free agent next summer. Ditto for Bolland, who has been everything the Leafs would have hoped for coming over in a trade from Chicago but needs a new contract after this season.

McClement is also going to be UFA next July, as will Mason Raymond, a Carlyle favourite, and all of a sudden, even with Phil Kessel locked up just before campaign began, contracts are becoming a very big part of this season’s story for the Leafs.
Maple Leafs: Maturing Phaneuf ‘very comfortable’ in captain’s role: DiManno

Marquee Leaf Dion Phaneuf has endured the intense scrutiny that comes with the “C” on his sweater and emerged the better for it, both as a player and a team leader.
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Leafs defenceman Dion Phaneuf, right, is finally experiencing the upside of hockey in Toronto. 
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Leafs defenceman Dion Phaneuf, right, is finally experiencing the upside of hockey in Toronto. 
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EDMONTON—On a perfect sun-burnished afternoon in July, Dion Phaneuf drove away from a pretty clapboard church on Prince Edward Island, at the wheel of a vintage black convertible Camaro that was a wedding gift from his gorgeous new bride, actress Elisha Cuthbert.

That was probably the happiest day of his life.

But these days aren’t too shabby either.

“Married life is good,” the Maple Leafs captain was saying after Tuesday morning’s skate at Rexall Place, though not keen to be drawn into a conversation about matters intimate. “I’ve really enjoyed it. We were together for a long time before that but we’re definitely enjoying married life together.”

So, how is married different from not married? Phaneuf shakes his head at his nosy interlocutor. “Ah, I’m not going to get into that.”

It’s hard for any Leaf, but most especially the guy with a “C” on his jersey, to keep even a bitsy part of his life private, stashed away rather than intensely eyeballed and endlessly dissected by media, by cellphone-camera-wielding fans, by blogging and tweeting informants, whether from up close or at a distance.
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Brett Willows

Yet Phaneuf, besides betrothing himself to a woman who is Hollywood famous by her own right, a TV celebrity who hit the fame jackpot on the hot thriller series 24, is part of that firmament inhabited by Leaf captains where scrutiny never sleeps.

It’s not always a comfortable place to be. Even the memorable ones, like Mats Sundin and Darryl Sittler, have found themselves either run out of town or shoved along or smacked around for overstaying their welcome.

It was unfair of former GM Brian Burke to invest Phaneuf with that “C” burden when he’d done nothing to deserve the alleged honour. And it can be C-rushing, as Phaneuf quickly discovered. Whatever Leaf Nation might think of it, though — and the boo-chorus has been vicious at times — nearly every teammate showed up for their captain’s summertime nuptials, which was not an easy trip to make. So that says something about how they value the man, at least. Not once, even in a whispered and anonymous aside to a reporter, has any teammate criticized Phaneuf.

Still, a tough skin is required when you’re the marquee Leaf, surrounded by arguably more dynamic and media-dazzle colleagues.

“I’m very comfortable being in this role,” Phaneuf assures. “Obviously when you go through tough times — whether as an individual player or as a team — people will be critical. I understand that. But you learn a lot when you go through those tough times, the times that aren’t fun, as a team and as an organization.

“In a city like Toronto, there’s lots of criticism. All I can do is everything I can to help this team win.”

But after 3 ½ years of dreary days in blue-and-white, Phaneuf, 28, is experiencing the upside of hockey in Toronto.

“As a team, we’ve done a lot of good things to build together over the last year and a half, to improve our game and to become a competitive team night in and night out.”

That, of course, corresponds to the arrival of Randy Carlyle as coaching successor to the widely unloved Ron Wilson.

From the outset, the coach has leaned heavily on Phaneuf, giving his big defender gobs of ice time, maybe too much ice time, since many hockey analysts suggest Phaneuf is a better player when taking fewer shifts. The consensus is Phaneuf is not that No. 1 blue-line guy but would be a terrific No. 2/3. This ignores the fact that the Leafs have not had an equivalent or better substitute for Phaneuf and rearguard partner Carl Gunnarsson, though the likes of Cody Fransson and Jake Gardiner are rapidly maturing as D-men who can protect their own end and propel the play up-ice.

“When you start in the league as a defenceman, you’re protected,” Phaneuf explains. “You get matchups that the coaching staff wants. Obviously, as you grow into your role, there’s more workload put on you and you’re playing against better players. Now I’m at a point in my career where my job is to shut down the other team’s top line. I enjoy that challenge. I feel that I’ve worked a lot on my game.”

In two games last week, Phaneuf was way up on the impress-o-meter, keeping Anaheim’s Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf off the scoresheet — also delivering a huge banging hit on Kyle Palmieri that helped turn around what had begun as a lacklustre Toronto effort — and then shutting down Sidney Crosby on Saturday.

Phaneuf, on his final contract year, remains Carlyle’s go-to guy, whether 5-on-5, the PK or the PP. He leads the time in ice-time average (24.30), is fifth in the league in hits, tied for 26th in blocked shots, has top puck possession stats on the club and boasts a plus-7. Increasingly, he no longer seems like such a long shot for Canada’s national team at the Sochi Olympics.

Asked what he considers the most crucial maturing quality of his game, Phaneuf picks an unexpected factor: “The biggest thing for me from when I started to now is probably having a better stick. You don’t know how important that is. It sounds like such a simple thing but having your stick in the right position is a real big key to defending the top players in the league. It’s about having your stick in the right position to take away different passing lanes and, obviously, to knock the puck away from the offensive guys.”

For the time being, Toronto riding an 8-4 record as they arrived in Edmonton — where the captain enjoyed a home-cooked meal at his parents’ house on Monday night — the anti-Phaneuf squawking has been dialled down.

That could change in a heartbeat, and re-enter the pitchforks.

Pity Phaneuf would never stick it to them.
LeafsBeat: Toronto Maple Leafs getting respect in the league, but there are worrying signs

The Leafs’ recipe for early success — solid goaltending and outstanding special teams — is flawed. The team needs to be much better 5-on-5 and turn over the puck less.
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The Star's Kevin McGran and Mark Zwolinski discuss the Leafs outlook in the upcoming away games.
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The Maple Leafs sit among the leaders in the NHL's Eastern Conference. It's not exactly where the prognosticators put them. It might not even be where the Leafs thought they'd be. 

But it's where they are. And when you win two out of every three games, good things happen standings-wise.

And the team is getting the respect around the league, as typified by outlets that do power rankings.

· USA Today has them in eighth, interestingly between Chicago and Boston.

· TSN has them in sixth, up from 10th last week, between Tampa and Vancouver.

· Fox Sports puts them at ninth, between Detroit and Los Angeles.

· ESPN has them in 12th between Phoenix and Minnesota.

So, except for ESPN, the Leafs are, for the most part, in some lofty company.

But the Leafs’ recipe for early success — solid goaltending and outstanding special teams — is flawed. The goalies keep them in the game, the power play (the league’s third best at 26.7 per cent efficiency) puts away the opposition.

Photos View photoszoom

That might be enough to make the playoffs. But come the post-season, special teams almost don’t matter any more. Fewer penalties get called. It is teams with the best 5-on-5 play that succeed. In that sense, the Leafs are no better than the middle of the pack — right where prognosticators put them. The Leafs have 22 goals for in 5-on-5 situations, and 20 against. 

They get outshot. They get out-chanced. The Leafs are generating the second fewest shots per game (26.9). Only Buffalo is worse. And the Leafs are averaging the third most shots-against per game (34.9). Only Ottawa and Buffalo are worse.

In terms of giveaways, well, nobody does that quite like the Leafs. The Leafs have given the puck away 166 times, 40 more times than the second-worst offender — Winnipeg.

I suppose you can say you have to have the puck a lot to give it away a lot. But clearly there is a lot of work to be done on the defensive side of the game.

“I know you guys want to find something to give us a hard time about, but the name of the game is finding ways to win,” said forward James van Riemsdyk. “They may not be the prettiest at times, but we’re finding ways to keep getting it done. 

“You want to make sure you’re playing your best hockey as the year goes on. We know we have a lot more to give and we know we’ve been successful so far. We don’t want to play with fire too much.”

On the positive side of the ledger, the Leafs are among the leaders in hits and takeaways. But they are rotten on faceoffs, winning just 44 per cent (28th in the league). For a team that wants to possess the puck more, that’s a bit of a disaster.

Sure, you can say they have a lot of injuries. But every team does. To the Leafs’ credit, they don’t drag out injuries as an excuse when they lose. They simply trot out their depth, move a guy up in the lineup, bring a guy up from the Marlies and keep going.

When the season began, most figured the Leafs would be in a race for one of the two wild-card spots available in the 16-team Eastern Conference. The top three in the Atlantic and Metropolitan divisions are guaranteed spots. The wild-cards go to the next two teams in the conference with the most points.

Nothing has happened to change that perception, other than the Leafs are using the beginning of the season to bank points for when the bad times hit. And the bad times always hit.

Boston and Detroit were expected to dominate the Atlantic. Both are off to good enough starts, although the Red Wings are struggling offensively lately.

Ottawa was picked by many to finish third in the Atlantic. After a rough long road trip to start the season, the Senators — with games in hand — are creeping upward. 

The bottom looks pretty much as expected with Florida and Buffalo already seemingly out of the playoff hunt.

If there’s a surprise in the middle, it’s Tampa, now backstopped by Ben Bishop. The Lightning are tied with the Leafs (and Pittsburgh) for first in the East. Montreal is going to be in that middle-mix, too.

The common theme for the three is goaltending. The Leafs, Lightning and Canadiens will all go only as far as their goalies take them.

The combination of James Reimer and Jonathan Bernier have the Leafs overachieving so far this season, having stolen a game or two. Now it's time for the players in front of them to start doing it for themselves.

“It’s just paying attention to the realities of things,” said Leafs defenceman Cody Franson. “Some nights, we play well for certain periods of time. We haven’t put together a complete 60 minutes of what we like to call Leaf hockey. 

“We’ve made mistakes that hurt our chances. As long as we’re aware of that and know what we have to do to try to fix it and take steps from there.”

THE CASE FOR THE DEFENCE

Interesting that the Leafs called up defenceman John-Michael Liles on Monday. It was a curious situation for Randy Carlyle to have only six healthy defencemen (with Mark Fraser on injury reserve). Carlyle is one of those coaches who likes to have seven healthy defenceman, just so the top six don’t get too comfortable in their jobs.

Healthy competition is good for the team, even if it means having your players continually looking over their shoulders knowing someone is there to take their job.

Also, the original plan was not to have Morgan Rielly play every game. There’s value in having the rookie sit, maybe one out of every three games. It’s also an awful lot to ask of a rookie blueliner on a playoff team to play that much.

Carlyle was asked about the paring of Jake Gardiner and Paul Ranger a few days ago. His answer was telling.

“We think there’s more to give with Ranger and Jake,” said Carlyle. “We think there’s more to give with all our defenceman: (Cody) Franson, Rielly, Dion (Phaneuf) and (Carl) Gunnarsson.

“Our defence as a whole has more. There’s more there than what we’ve gotten so far.”

With that in mind, let’s have a closer look at the Leafs defence.

Dion Phaneuf: The captain had his best game — a breakout game, perhaps — on Saturday against the Penguins. He was a force in shutting down Sidney Crosby and his outlet pass to Dave Bolland for a short-handed goal was a gem.

“Part of the maturity, part of the not having to do it all by himself, not having to bear all the responsibility of the C,” said Carlyle. “All those things are things that we’ve talked to him about, and it has helped settle his game and it’s helped settle him as a person. He’s to be commended for it.”

Carl Gunnarsson: Haven’t really noticed him, have you? When you don’t notice him, he’s at his best. That’s the strength of the Swede’s game and why he makes an ideal pairing with Phaneuf. No goals, one assist, eight penalty minutes and smart hockey in his own end.

Cody Franson: He seems to have raised his game a tad this year. He’s the first choice on the power play — the only right-handed shot — and he gets his shots through from the point. He might have been hurt a bit from a lack of training camp. He talks it up a lot on the ice, communicating well with Morgan Rielly to the benefit of the rookie.

Morgan Rielly: On a team with great skaters (Jake Gardiner, Mason Raymond, James van Riemsdyk), Rielly might be the best. You can see why the Leafs took him so high. With experience, and a tad more confidence, he could be a game-breaking defenceman. He uses his speed well. If he makes a mistake, he’s fast enough to get back to fix it himself.

Jake Gardiner: After a wobbly start to the season, where he was bogged down by a lack of confidence, learning the right side of the ice and speculation he’d be traded if Rielly stuck around, Gardiner’s game has gotten better. He’s not skating with the puck as much as he did. Some might think that’s a bad thing, but it sounds as if that’s exactly what Carlyle wants. “Just to be a lot more on the defensive side of it, not to be in such a hurry to carry the puck the full length of the ice, move the puck if there’s an option,” Carlyle says is his advice to Gardiner. “Be strong defensively, take his man, good first pass and let the game develop in front of him. Let him join the rush and when he has an opportunity to: Go. He has the green light to go.”

Paul Ranger: We at LeafsBeat love Paul Ranger to death. But we may be guilty of rooting for the comeback story, rather than critiquing what we’re seeing on the ice. He’s shown signs of the NHLer he once was. He had a great game against Anaheim last week. He needs more time to come all the way back. That may mean time in the press box once Mark Fraser is healthy.

“I want to play solid defence first, and if an opportunity (to join the rush) presents itself, I’ll jump in and make it. But our premier job is defence. I wouldn’t say I self-analyze anymore, just reflect back on it, look at the successes I had and the little changes I can make.”

From the Scrum: Mark Fraser

Defenceman Mark Fraser hurt his knee the second game of the season. He only recently got back on the ice to start skating.

Q: What’s it like to get back on the ice after a long injury layoff?

Fraser: “It’s just a general good feeling right now. You can’t rush anything or push it. The last thing you want is to come back and put myself in a horrible position, have it extended even further. It’s definitely nice to get back out there and get that confidence by showing myself I can be with the guys again.”

Q: Is it hard to watch from the sidelines? 

Fraser: “You can still be around the guys, but when you’re not actually engaged in the games, you really do feel removed. Looking forward to coming back.”

Q: How’s The Knee?

Fraser: “Right now I have a brace on it. I don’t have full strength yet. My leg is wrapped up and secure. I can’t push it beyond that movement and that range.”

Q: Have You Injured That Knee Before?

Fraser: “This is the first time. Never had a problem before. (Jay) Rosehill (of the Flyers) hit me in the corner. Knee caved in.”

Q: When Can You Come Back?

Fraser: “First week of November, I think. It’s healing pretty well, but it’s getting back to condition. I would love to play tomorrow, but condition-wise, I don’t think I could do it.”

Beta Blockers

Randy Carlyle was visibly ticked when Joffrey Lupul went down with a foot injury in practice late last week. Carlyle is a firm believer in all players wearing the protective skate covers. The coach things it’s a no brainer, especially in the days when coaching staffs are demanding players block shots. Lupul was struck by a shot and suffered a bone bruise that kept him out of Friday’s game in Columbus.

“I addressed it with the whole team, I talked to them on the ice,” Carlyle said. “It’s common sense, you don’t drive without wearing a seatbelt, it’s common sense boys.”

Yes, but the Leaf players are not sold on it. 

James Van Riemsdyk said that he won’t wear the protectors until the league comes up with better, lighter versions that won’t impede his skating. And Nazem Kadri said he doesn’t wear them because he can’t tell which way the puck will bounce when a pass strikes him on the skate boot.

Let’s make a deal

With the Buffalo Sabres now in full sale mode, it won’t be long until the likes of Steve Ott and Ryan Miller to be on the move. The Islanders’ acquisition of Tomas Vanek changes the balance of power in the east, with the Islanders moving up in the eyes of many. A smart move by the Islanders, who are looking to make a big splash for their eventual move to Brooklyn.

“I don’t love where we are,” Sabres GM Darcy Regier told the Buffalo News. “I love what we’re doing, and I believe in the direction we’re going.

“With where our hockey club is, the first- and the second-round picks are important. Whether we use the picks to select players at the draft or we use them to continue to acquire and improve the hockey club as we go forward through this season has yet to be determined.”

The Sabres may yet flip Matt Moulson, 30, who like Vanek is a proven scorer and a pending unrestricted free agent.

The Leafs have to be mindful of every trade involving an Eastern conference opponent. It’s doubtful the Sabres would ever send any player of significance to the Leafs. The two are not big on trading players along the QEW, although the Leafs did trade Dominic Moore to the Sabres at the trade deadline in 2009.

(The biggest trade between the two teams was Feb. 2, 1993 when the two teams were in different conferences. The Sabres got Grant Fuhr. The Leafs got Dave Andreychuk and Daren Puppa.)

And it’s doubtful the Leafs would have room for Ott, a free agent this summer, or Miller, given the performances so far of Reimer and Bernier.

But the Leafs have to keep an eye on who gets what and get in on the action when the time is right.

If the Leafs are looking at centres — they’re thin that department — and most intriguing names heading toward unrestricted free agency is Colorado’s Paul Stastny and Anaheim’s Andrew Cogliano. 

Is Jonathan Bernier the new Wendel Clark?

Sure Bernier fights. At least he did in the pre-season. But we have a thing for trade lineage here at LeafsBeat, and we’re able to link the acquisition of Jonathan Bernier to Wendel Clark in a tangible way. Here’s how:

· The Leafs acquired Bernier from Los Angeles for Ben Scrivens and Matt Frattin. Scrivens had been a free agent signing. But Frattin was a Leafs draft pick. That pick — a fourth rounder in 2007 — came to the Leafs (along with Tyson Nash) from Phoenix in a trade for goalie Mikael Tellqvist.

· Tellqvist was a third-round Leafs pick in 2000 — a choice the Leafs got from Tampa Bay in exchange for Todd Warriner.

· Warriner came to the Leafs in that blockbuster 1994 trade for Mats Sundin, Garth Butcher and a pick for Clark, Sylvain Lefebvre, Landon Wilson and a draft pick.

· Clark, of course, was the team's only first overall pick (1985).

TIDBITS: Morgan Rielly may be young at 19, but he’s still old enough to have paid attention to some of the most classic defenceman in NHL history, When asked which D-men he looked at and learned from the most, he mentioned Bobby Orr, Brian Leetch, and Scott Niedermayer. And, oh yeah, a certain hall of famer to be from Detroit. “I learned a lot from watching Niklas Lidstrom,” Rielly said. “The way he moved the puck skated, the way he controlled the powerplay, he is someone anyone can learn from, even good defenceman in the game now.” Frazer McLaren returned to game action Friday night in Columbus — he’d missed the first nine games after suffering a broken finger in the pre-season. That injury came courtesy of a slash from Carter Ashton, but McLaren said the two have spoken and put the incident behind them. “I talked to him a half hour after it happened, and the message was no hard feelings,” McLaren said.

The week that was: A win, a loss, a win

Tuesday: Leafs 4, Ducks 2

Phil Kessel responds to criticism from his coach following a loss on Saturday with a hat trick against the Anaheim Ducks, leading a comeback from a two-goal deficit. He scored on a tap-in on a power-play feed for the Leafs first goal. Dion Phaneuf tied it. Then Kessel, cruising in on the right wing on a 2-on-1, faked the pass, froze the goalie, then deposited the puck over the Anaheim goaltender’s blocker shoulder.

Friday: Blue Jackets 5, Leafs 2

The game was closer than the score indicated, with Jonathan Bernier the only reason the Leafs were in it at all. The Leafs were outshot 16-5 in the first period to continue a puzzling trend. It was David Clarkson’s debut as a Maple Leaf after the star winger sat out 10 games to start the season with a suspension.

Saturday: Leafs 4, Penguins 1

Nazem Kadri shone on the top line. Dave Bolland scored two goals. Dion Phaneuf was outstanding in shutting down Sidney Crosby. But the one constant in every Leaf win so far has been goaltending. And on Saturday night, James Reimer re-ignited the “who’s No. 1?” debate by running his record to 3-0-0.

The week that will be

TUESDAY: In Edmonton

The Maple Leafs renew acquaintances with former Marlies coach Dallas Eakins, who has his hands full with an under-performing Oilers lineup. The Leafs beat the Oilers 6-5 in overtime in a game devoid of any defence on Oct. 12. ... Betting is that Bernier will get the start for the Leafs. He is 3-0-0 lifetime against the Oilers. ... The Leafs have won four of their last five visits to Edmonton.

WEDNESDAY: In Calgary

The Maple Leafs will miss a chance to renew acquaintances with former GM Brian Burke, who will be in Toronto on personal business. But there are plenty of other familiar faces to say hello to. Joe Colborne got his first goal as a Flame. The Leafs traded him to the Flames at training camp. And Matt Stajan has new life this year as does Lee Stempniak. The Leafs are on an 0-5-2 skid in Calgary.

SATURDAY: In Vancouver

The Leafs have lost five in a row in Vancouver. The Canucks pose the toughest opponent on the trip. The Canucks have won three in a row — all three at the end of a road trip. John Tortorella seems to be getting the most out of an aging lineup.

The ex-Leaf: Alex Steen

There were some highfalutin adjectives being tossed at Alex Steen this week – and the former Leaf was somewhat uncomfortable with accepting them.

Steen, always the classy athlete during his days in Toronto, was mentioned in the same breath as Alex Ovechkin and Brett Hull. The mentions were deserved; he had arrived in that lofty company courtesy of a torrid scoring pace to start the season.

After his St. Louis Blues dumped Nashville 6-1 over the weekend, Steen had caught Ovechkin for the most goals in the NHL with 10. 

And while Steen’s accomplishments didn't go unnoticed in World Series-crazy St. Louis, the player himself didn’t think himself worthy of any comparison to Ovechkin.

“It’s only nine games … nine games,” Steen told reporters in St. Louis. “He’s been doing it for years, I’ve been doing it for nine games … relax.”

The lofty comparisons didn’t stop there.

Former Blues captain Brian Sutter set the franchise record being the quickest to reach 10 goals to start the season. Sutter turned the trick in eight games in the 1978-79 season. Both Brett Hull (1989-90, and 1990-91), and Scott Young (2000-01) did it in nine games. Steen joined the club over the weekend.

All good, but the Steen-Hull mention didn’t quite line up logically for Steen either.

“I don’t think we should be comparing [me] to Brett Hull,” he said.

Modesty was something of a character trait for Steen, even though he was touted for big things ever since the Leafs drafted him in the first round, 24th overall, in 2002.

In hockey mad Toronto, he was saddled with high expectations and the promise of greatness, team captaincy, and a host of other hall of fame credentials. That carried over to St. Louis, after a trade with Carlo Colaiacovo for Lee Stempniak in the 2008-09 season.

Steen never asked to be placed within those boundaries; he was good at keeping even keels and perspectives. He’d debut with the Leafs in the 2005-06 season, score 18 goals in each of his first two years, then 15 in his third, before the trade year came.

Blues forward TJ Oshie has been a fixture with him as a linemate since Steen’s arrival in St. Louis. Oshie will gladly sing Steen’s praises if Steen himself won’t — what are linemates for anyways?

“We let him know all the time,” Oshie said, “but he seems to stay level-headed and keeps working hard. He deserves everything he gets.”

If Steen must talk about his early season success — and he must — then he’s more inclined to reserve credit to linemates Oshie and David Backes. This trio has accounted for 35 of the Blues’ 92 points, a product in part of the fact the line has stayed together since last season.

That familiarity with linemates is key for Steen.

“It is,” Steen said. “To be honest, it’s been a big part of why I feel comfortable and confident, not moving around as much as I have been in the past. I’m enjoying playing with those two. They work extremely hard. It’s been a pleasure for me to play with those two. Oshie’s efforts on the forecheck, Backes’ reads and hits … is what is creating all these situations for me.”

Coach Ken Hitchcock knows a good thing when he sees one, too. He’s shuffled all his forward lines save that one. He’s also made the two-goalie system work in St. Louis — and has been lauded for his efforts there — but Steen and Co. have been left to do their work.

“They deserve to be together,” Hitchcock said. “They’ve played well as a group, and as long as you play well as a group, in this organization, you get to play.”

A beneficial by-product of Steen’s success is the fact teams are now focusing coverage on him, and leaving room for other players.

“He’s playing very intelligently right now,” Hitchcock said. “I think by the way he plays, everybody is watching it, and it makes us play smarter.”

Around the league

COLORADO’S AVALANCHE: The ’Lanche are 10-1-0, matching the club’s best start in franchise history back when they were the Quebec Nordiques (10-1-0 in 1994-95). According to the Elias Sports Bureau, the Avalanche are the seventh team in NHL history to win 10 of their first 11 games of a season, but only the third to do so while recording each victory in regulation time. The other two teams to post 10 regulation wins in their first 11 games both did so during the 1994-95 season: the Penguins (10-0-1) and the Nordiques (10-1-0). ... Matt Duchene scored his ninth goal of the season, tying the Avalanche record for goals in October (Joe Sakic, 1997; Peter Forsberg, 2000; and Chris Stewart, 2010). Duchene’s nine goals are a career high for a single month, surpassing his previous best of eight in December 2010.

NOTABLES: With Tomas Vanek now an Islander, Steve Ott takes over as Sabres captain. The two had been co-captains. ... The Los Angeles Kings have yet to lose a man-game to injury. ... Making his first NHL start, San Jose Sharks goaltender Alex Stalock posted 38 saves to record his first victory since a nine-save win in relief of Antti Niemi on Feb. 1, 2011. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, the 999 days between wins for Stalock is the longest gap in Sharks history (previous mark: 617 by Vesa Toskala). ... The Kings improve to 5-0 this season in games that have gone past regulation, including a 4-0 mark in the tiebreaker. ... Jets forward Olli Jokinen played in his 1,100th NHL game. ... The Ducks improved to 6-0-0 in one-goal games this season ... Lightning forward Steve Stamkos has scored 21 goals in 30 career games versus the Panthers, including 14 in their last 12 meetings. ... Bruins F Brad Marchand has one goal and two assists while averaging 15 minutes of playing time per game. ... The Blackhawks are auditioning Brandon Pirri for the No 2 centre job between Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad. ... Penguins D Rob Scuderi, injured on a hit Saturday from Toronto winger David Clarkson, had appeared in 276 consecutive games before sitting out one Monday against Carolina.

The Detroit Red Wings haven’t won in four games, dating back to an Oct. 17 win with Jonas Gustavsson in net.

“When I look at our team play, if I came from the outside and watched our team play I’d say they didn't have a coach, and that hurts my feelings,” coach Mike Babcock told reporters on Monday. “But, it’s the fact and I told the guys that today. We’re not organized. We’re not efficient.”

Babcock wants the Red Wings to tighten up defensively and take more shots at the offensive end.

“Let’s work harder, let’s work smarter, let’s be more efficient, let’s get more prepared and let’s pay a price to win,” Babcock said. “And, we don’t score any goals, at least as far as I have seen. So let’s not give up 40 shots, let’s give up 20 shots, let’s win 2-1.

“You can’t continue to give up 40 shots a night and hope you’re going to win. I said it earlier when we were winning with (Jonas) Gustavsson in the net there: It was fool’s gold, and that's exactly what it is. There’s a right way to play and a wrong way to play and we're cheating the system and we’re paying for it.”

This week in Leafs history

Oct. 30, 1943: Gus Bodnar, playing first NHL game, sets NHL record that still stands today for fastest goal by a rookie (15 seconds). Bodnar would go on to win the Calder Trophy as rookie of the year and spent four more seasons with the Maple Leafs, winning the Stanley Cup in 1944-45 and 1946-47.
Maple Leafs: Three keys to beating Edmonton Oilers

The last game between these two teams ended in a 6-5 overtime win for Toronto.
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The Toronto Maple Leafs beat the Edmonton Oilers 6-5 in overtime at Air Canada Centre in Toronto. October 12, 2013.
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The Maple Leafs play the Edmonton Oilers on Tuesday night, the first game in a Western Canada road swing. Toronto had a decent 4-1-0 run in its last five visits to Rexall Place. Here’s how to keep that going.

1. Score first: The Leafs are 4-0-0 when scoring first. The Oilers have the worst goals-against average in the NHL and are 1-5-0 when trailing after two periods. The Oilers might go with journeyman Richard Bachman in net, with Devan Dubnyk injured and Jason LaBarbera shaky at best.

2. Be relentless: The last game between these two teams ended in a 6-5 overtime win for Toronto. It was a bitter pill for the Oilers to swallow, the Edmonton had the lead in the third period. Joffrey Lupul scored in the final minute and Dave Bolland won it in overtime. The Oilers are a young team whose confidence is fragile at best. Keep up the pressure and you could break their spirit.

3. Cut down on shots against: The Leafs are among the worst teams in the NHL at allowing shots and the Oilers have some young guns who have that devil-may-care attitude and just want to go for it. A tight defence where the Leafs collapse around their goalie will keep the Oilers to the outside will help. Blocking shots will help. 
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

Bobby Orr wants Don Cherry to be in Hockey Hall of Fame

WHO’S HOT: Nail Yakupov has three points in his last five games. . . . Phil Kessel has five goals in his last three games. C Dave Bolland has four goals, three assists in his last six games.

WHO’S INJURED: Forwards Nikolai Kulemin (ankle), Tyler Bozak (lower body) and defenceman Mark Fraser (knee) are on injured reserve for the Maple Leafs. Lupul (foot) is questionable. Kulemin might come back as well. . . . G Devan Dubnyk (ankle) and forward Tyler Pitlick (knee) missed Sunday’s game, while forwards Sam Gagner (jaw), Steve MacIntyre (knee), Corey Potter (back), Ryan Hamilton (knee), Jesse Joensuu (back), Ryan Smyth (groin) and Taylor Hall (knee) are all on IR for the Oilers.
Maple Leafs cope with injuries

Joffrey Lupul iffy for Edmonton, Nikolai Kulemin returns, John-Michael Liles travels.
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Joffrey Lupul will have plenty of family on hand when the Leafs play the Oilers in Edmonton on Tuesday night. Lupul, coming off a foot injury, is questionable to suit up.
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EDMONTON—To an Easterner, it’s a mystery why a town in Alberta would be called Fort Saskatchewan. Isn’t Saskatchewan the province next door?

In any event, that’s where Joffrey Lupul was born three decades ago, just 10 miles or so down the highway from here. He grew up besotted with the Oilers and, for one season, was part of the oil-drop tribe.

So there will be tons of Lupuls at Rexall Place when Edmonton hosts the Leafs Tuesday evening. What J. Lupul doesn’t know yet is whether they’ll be watching him on the ice or from a longer distance view, up in the pressbox.

The snake-bit winger has nobody to blame but himself — or maybe the teammate whose shot thwacked off his right ankle during a practice drill last Thursday, sending Lupul to hospital for X-rays that apparently revealed nothing more worrisome than a bone bruise. He’s missed the last two games as a result.

“I can’t really tell right now,” Lupul said following practice Monday. “This is the first time I’ve skated at all, done anything. And we’re right off a long flight so it’s not the ideal way to test it. We’ll see again (Tuesday). I’d really like to play. Obviously, I hate missing time.
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“And this is my hometown. I haven’t had a chance to play here in a couple of years, just because of the way the schedule’s been. I’ll have everyone here, my family, regardless of whether I’m playing or not. But I’d love to be out there.”

Coach Randy Carlyle has expressed annoyance over the injury, which might have been averted had Lupul been wearing an ankle guard. Nikolai Kulemin — who comes off injury reserve Tuesday — has been sidelined since blocking a shot in practice on Oct. 4 and losing a piece of bone in his ankle. Kulemin expects to play on this Western road swing.

At the other end of extremities, tough guy Frazer McLaren has been nursing a pinkie broken during practice way back at training camp. McLaren was reactivated on Friday.

“We’ve lost three guys this year already at practice,” brooded Lupul, as if disbelieving of the triage toll when there’s no opposition in sight.

But it’s the eschewed shot-blocking ankle guard that has got up Carlyle’s nose.

“I think we’re going to be making it mandatory at practice now,” said Lupul.

He’s not a fan of that particular piece of protective equipment, which is selectively used by NHL pros. “Some players do, some players don’t. I will right now while I’m protecting my foot but probably not long-term.” 

Not in-game anyway. “The puck bounces differently off it. You see mostly defencemen and guys who block a lot of shots wearing them. I can’t really think of any offensive players that really wear them.”

Toronto has pulled off an 8-4 record under injury duress, never once dressing a complete lineup as originally envisioned, yet cling to a piece of first place in the Eastern Conference. Only 10 players have played in every game. Most recently, Tyler Bozak took a seat — in Toronto, he hasn’t made the trip — with his undisclosed lower body injury.

On Monday, the Leafs also recalled John-Michael Liles from the Marlies, though he seems to be here only as an extra body should further nagging infirmities befall Toronto. “It’s been a number of years since I’ve been in the minors. It’s nice to be back here, but I’ve had a really good experience with the Marlies.”

One person who won’t be in the building when the Leafs move on to Calgary Wednesday is former GM Brian Burke. The Flames’ president of hockey operations will, weirdly, be in Toronto. While it’s tempting to speculate that Burke deliberately removed himself from the media-driven equation, the truth, alas — even for some of us who might not acknowledge the truth if it bit us on the alas — is more prosaic. A dedicated dad, Burke returns to Toronto every couple of weeks to spend time with his two young daughters.

But that Leafs-Flames tilt just got a whole lot less interesting.
Maple Leafs: Kadri craves life at the top: DiManno

With first-line centre Tyler Bozak sidelined, opportunity has again come knocking for young Leaf Nazem Kadri, who is revelling in his transfer to Toronto’s top line. 

Text size: Increase Decrease Reset 

Share via Email Print 

Report an Error  

.

Nazem Kadri, centre, celebrates with teammates after scoring the game-winning goal in Saturday night's 4-1 victory over the Pittsburgh Penguins. 
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EDMONTON—In the dressing room, a side-eye glance passes between Nazem Kadri and Phil Kessel.

The sniper grins as if they’ve just shared a private joke. The kid, who’s not really a kid anymore, laughs conspiratorially.

What’s just transpired, I think, is a mute tweak between the Maple Leaf who hates doing interviews and the Maple Leaf who enthusiastically throws himself into them.

They could not be more different, these two, although they’re now again yoked on Toronto’s top line, Kadri the creative pivot for at least the duration of Tyler Bozak’s injury absence, assuming Randy Carlyle doesn’t suffer a brain cramp disguised as coaching genius against the Oilers on Tuesday evening.

Opportunity has come knocking again for Kadri, who’s always been keenly attuned to any tap-tap on his shoulder, even if more often he’s been subjected to a rap-rap from the bench boss for rushing liberties taken.
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Leafs Beat for October 21st

Off the evidence from Saturday’s win over Pittsburgh — and, early, in last spring’s playoffs — Kadri is a smooth fit with Kessel, each on the same offensive attack wavelength. “I had a bit of it last year when Bozie went down so it’s not something that’s completely shocking. I’ve been able to handle it really well. But my linemates make it easy on me too. They just guide me around the ice.

“I’ve just got to play my game and they’ve got to play theirs. It’s just a natural fit.”

One, albeit, that Carlyle has resisted, until forced to go against his line combination instincts. So, with Bozak down for at least the next week, Kadri is back up and revelling in it.

This is how he rolls. This is how he thrives. For the Leafs, the yin and yang of a Kadri-Kessel tandem has attached flash to flash, with James van Riemsdyk’s goal-crease-drive dynamic on the other wing. While Kessel has long been viewed as a one-dimensional forward, a goal-scoring savant, his passing skills have often been underappreciated. Yet that knack has been on display over most of a dozen October games, if infrequently remarked upon.

“He’s got all the assets, for sure,” Kadri said of Kessel. “He’s got a great shot. If you give him the shot, he’ll take it. But if you take that away, he’s going to pass the puck and me and (JVR) can put it in the net. He can pass and that’s what makes him such a threat.”

In the past, Carlyle has taken a disapproving view of Kadri’s east-west tendencies on the ice, urging the sometimes stubborn homegrown Leaf to ditch the floppiness, take a more direct route into the offensive zone. The dipsy-doodle and his occasionally risky forays expose Kadri to losing the puck. He can be physically dominated by opposing defencemen and a hard-checking antagonist in the neutral zone.

“Sometimes I do get into some trouble doing that,” Kadri admits. “With my game, I like to hang on to the puck, buy some time and space for myself. Sometimes going side to side is the only way to do that. There is a time and a place for it, just like dumping in the puck. It’s the same puck management. You’ve just got to know when you can go side to side and when to go north-south.”

Few coaches — certainly not Dallas Eakins, the Edmonton Oilers skipper who was often driven to conniptions bringing a pupa Kadri to obedient heel when helming the Marlies — have permitted this exceedingly gifted young man to go his own way. Temperamentally, Kadri has always been, shall we say, convinced of his higher wisdom. He’s cocky but that’s always what gives him substance. Obstinacy is his nature. Remove the pushback, tame the spirit, and he might not be very effective.

“I accept the challenge,” said Kadri, addressing those who’ve tried to remake him into a more coaching-docile player. “I appreciate it when people tell me I can’t do something. I just try to put it right back in their face. It definitely fuels the fire for me.”

Perhaps there’s been a bit of give on Carlyle’s part, a takeaway from that first-round playoff against Boston five months ago when Kadri — like Kessel — stepped up in the dazzle of the post-season. Certainly, it’s doubtful whether any other member of this club takes as much sheer pleasure in being a Leaf, in being a top Leaf.

Kadri wants, desperately, to be a star.

“From day one, this is what I’ve wanted.”

He pauses, clearly reconsidering what he’s just said, because the learning curve has been a two-way street and Kadri — as much as he basks in the locker room oratory, the cluster of microphones — has no wish to even remotely undermine either a teammate or his coach. “When Bozie comes back, obviously he’s going to be a crucial piece for us.”

Kadri appears to have earned his coach’s trust; he doesn’t want to jeopardize it now.

“I don’t think it’s just Randy or a specific person. It’s about everyone, my teammates and the whole league. There are always things to prove, even if you’ve been in the league for three, four, five years. I’m trying to get better every day. That’s what being a professional is all about.”

No kidding, not-kid.
Maple Leafs: Liles back with team

After being sent down to the Toronto Marlies to start the season, John Michael-Liles will join the Leafs for their Western swing
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The Toronto Maple Leafs have recalled veteran defenceman John Michael-Liles from the Toronto Marlies, and will have him travelling with the club on its western Canadian road trip this week.

Liles received the call Monday morning as the club was preparing to fly to Edmonton. Toronto is expected to practice in Edmonton Monday afternoon and Liles is to join them on the ice at that time. 

Liles’ long term, high priced contract became an awkward arrangement for Toronto as the NHL’s salary cap dropped from $70 million to $64.3 million. A fixture on the blueline the past two seasons, he was sent to the Marlies to start this season as he has three years remaining on his contract, each with a cap hit of $3.78 million.

Liles has notched a goal and four assists in eight games with the Marlies.

The Leafs open a three-game western swing with a game in Edmonton Tuesday. They play in Calgary Wednesday, then head to the coast for a Saturday game against Vancouver.
Marlies no match for Amerks 

Spencer Abbott scored the lone goal for Toronto in a 4-1 loss to the streaking Rochester Americans.
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Marlies defenceman T.J. Brennan hit the post on a third-period penalty shot during a 4-1 loss to Rochester on Saturday. 
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Marlies defenceman T.J. Brennan hit the post on a third-period penalty shot during a 4-1 loss to Rochester on Saturday. 
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Goalie Matt Hackett made 29 saves — and survived a penalty shot — as the Rochester Americans downed the host Toronto Marlies 4-1 in American Hockey League action Saturday.

Hackett was the beneficiary of solid team defence in front of him, and also got some help from his goalposts. Toronto defenceman John-Michael Liles clanged one midway through the second period and again in the third, and T.J. Brennan hit the post on a penalty shot early in the third period.

Luke Adam scored his seventh goal in seven games to extend his goal-scoring streak to four games. Mike Zigomanis, Alexander Sulzer and Phila Varone — with an empty-netter — provided the rest of the Americans offence.

Adam and Varone chipped in with an assist apiece for two-point games. The contest also marked Zigomanis’ return to Toronto, where he spent the previous four seasons with the Marlies before signing with Rochester last summer.

The Americans improved to 4-2-1 on the season with their third win in four outings.
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Dave Nonis in hospital

Rochester clicked on the power play, going 2-for-7 while allowing zero goals on six penalty kills.

Spencer Abbott had the lone goal for Toronto in front of 4,169 fans at Ricoh Coliseum, while goalie Garret Sparks, making his second start of the season, had 25 saves in a losing effort.

The Marlies have lost three of their past four games, scoring a total of six goals in that span, to fall to 4-3-0.

Rochester led 1-0 after the first period and 3-0 through 40 minutes.

Adam opened the scoring on the power play when he whipped a high wrist shot from the right faceoff circle past Sparks’ glove at 16:09 of the first period, just four seconds after Toronto’s Tyler Biggs was sent off for holding.

Zigomanis, with his third goal of the season, whacked a rebound over Sparks’ blocker at 7:12 of the second period. Sulzer made it 3-0 for the visitors when Adam fired a cross-ice pass that the Americans defenceman one-timed into the gaping net at 16:58 of the middle frame.

After Brennan’s penalty shot hit iron early in the third period, Abbott tapped a rebound into the open net to put the Marlies on the scoreboard at 10:16 and Varone closed out the scoring with an unassisted empty-netter at 19:45.

The Marlies visit the Hamilton Bulldogs on Sunday, while the Americans are off until next Friday when they host the Syracuse Crunch.
Healthy Sidney Crosby at peak of his powers: Cox

It’s as if Crosby is embarking on the second phase of his career, the part that will define his legacy even more than have the first eight seasons.
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Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby, on pace for a 155-point season so far, will lead Pittsburgh into action against the Leafs at the ACC on Saturday night.
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Thankfully, the days of wondering whether Sidney Crosby will ever play again, or whether he’d ever be as good as he was, appear to be well in the past.

Those were dark days indeed for those who admire Crosby and the way he plays, not to mention the way in which he carries himself as an ambassador of the sport and, specifically, Canadian hockey. For awhile, it seemed like Bobby Orr all over again, a magical talent from a small Canadian town struck down at the height of his powers, an abbreviated career that would leave questions never to be answered.

But Crosby, at age 26, has put that behind him, and possibly for good. It was more than 2 ½ years ago when he was felled by that inadvertent David Steckel hit at night, in the rain, playing outdoors at the 2011 Winter Classic in Pittsburgh.

Since the Steckel hit, he’s played only 67 regular season games (with 110 points) and 20 playoff matches (23 points) which, if you’re one of those people who see him as a generational talent, makes his appearance Saturday night at the Air Canada Centre a little more important than other games.
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

Bobby Orr wants Don Cherry to be in Hockey Hall of Fame

At this point, we know where Crosby has been, and what he’s accomplished:

One Stanley Cup. 

One Hart Trophy. One Art Ross Trophy. One Rocket Richard Trophy.

One unforgettable Olympic golden goal.

He’s done it all, but surely not yet close to enough, which is truly the conundrum for the greats of any sport.

How much is enough that it can be said the most was made of a particular athlete’s talents?

Crosby’s very best statistical season was in 2006-07, and his Cup triumph was in 2009. 

But where is he headed next?

The Penguins, naturally, will have a great deal to say about that, with Crosby under contract to the club until 2025. He’s off to a terrific individual start this season, scoring at a 155-point pace going into Friday night’s home game against the Islanders.

The team is also out of the gate quickly, with seven wins in its first nine games coming off the massive disappointment of last spring when Marc-Andre Fleury blew up in the playoffs again and the addition of Jarome Iginla, Brenden Morrow and Douglas Murray didn’t stop the Pens from getting spanked in four straight by Boston in the Eastern Conference final.

For a change, Pittsburgh had both of their superstars, Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, for the entire post-season, and still it wasn’t enough. 

This remains, however, a Penguin team that can get 100 regular-season points in its sleep, with all the important questions to come in the second season next spring.

For his part, Crosby remains the league’s No. 1 marquee attraction, having left Alex Ovechkin in his dust some time ago. That said, his head-to-head meeting with Nathan MacKinnon last Monday was a reminder that every year a new group of young stars crashes the party, and that Crosby is no longer one of them.

He is an established veteran star at the peak of his career, with the next three or four seasons likely to be his best. The challenge for the Pens and GM Ray Shero will be to continue to surround their captain with a supporting cast that will provide him opportunities to scale new heights.

Malkin is still in place, and at about the same career point as Crosby. Fleury has pulled himself together this season but remains a question mark. Kris Letang is an elite defenceman having trouble staying healthy. Jordan Staal, once regarded as one of Pittsburgh’s quartet of core players along with Crosby, Malkin and Fleury, now plays for the Carolina Hurricanes.

Shero has managed to put good players around his core, like James Neal and Chris Kunitz, and the Pens have a good group of blueline prospects on the way, with 19-year-old Olli Maata having cracked the lineup this fall.

But when the Penguins beat Detroit to win the Cup in 2009, it looked like they might put a few championships together. Now, four playoff tournaments have come and gone without Pittsburgh even getting back to the final.

Nobody would say the Penguins’ window has closed. But it will.

So as Crosby contemplates another season, and one that will again contain the Olympics (this time, surely with him as captain), it’s as if he’s embarking on the second phase of his career, the part that will define his legacy even more than have the first eight seasons.

It seems less now about what he can do, but how much can he coax out of his team and his teammates. Free agency is what it is, with few of the true stars of the NHL making it that far, and with the draft unlikely to yield another superstar for Pittsburgh in the forseeable future, this is really the team with which the Penguins are going to have to win.

If Fleury can truly bounce back and be a franchise-type goalie again, there’s an opening for the Penguins to win again soon, and maybe more than once.

That’s the conversation that involves Crosby now, not whether he’ll play again or whether he’ll be the same.

Thank goodness for that.
Martin Brodeur: Is it time for legendary New Jersey Devils goalie to move on? Cox

Brodeur has informally ceded his role at the No. 1 goalie to Cory Schneider after a two-decade run. A trade wouldn’t happen now, if it happens at all. It would occur around the trade deadline. But it makes a lot of sense, Damien Cox writes.
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New Jersey Devils goalie Martin Brodeur sits on the bench during an NHL hockey game against the Pittsburgh Penguins in Pittsburgh on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. The Penguins won 3-0.
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From Damien Cox’s Spin on Sports blog:

-

It shouldn’t end this way for Martin Brodeur.

As the backup to an as-yet-unproven goalkeeper on what may be the worst New Jersey Devils team ever.

And, Mickey Mouse past acknowledged, that’s saying something.

Having looked across the river and seen the kind of professional farewell the fabulous Yankee closer Mariano Rivera received this past season, Brodeur might have reasonably envisioned the end might work out the same for him at some point, some day.

But he hasn’t said he’s retiring after this season. And while Rivera was the closer in the Bronx to the end, Brodeur has informally ceded his role at the No. 1 goalie to Cory Schneider after a two-decade run.
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“I think he’s in the net now to stay. I don’t see that’s going to change any time soon,” said Brodeur earlier this week.

So while Teemu Selanne is feted everywhere he goes this season, Brodeur seems fated to be anchored ignominiously to the end of the New Jersey bench wearing a ball cap, not good enough for a Devils team that has one win and is headed for a lottery pick it won’t get to use because of the league-administered punishment for giving Ilya Kovalchuk an illegal contract.

Kovalchuk has bolted to the KHL, of course, leaving Brodeur and his mates to contend with the messy situation left behind.

The Devils are horrible now and there’s no help on the horizon. The departures of Zach Parise and David Clarkson over the past two seasons, two players who seemed to define themselves as Devils, have been indications Lou Lamoriello can no longer convince players to stay for anything less than market value, as he was able to do for many years with Brodeur and others.

It’s ugly in Newark, folks. Really ugly.

Schneider, after losing again on Thursday in a shootout to his former Vancouver team, chose his words carefully over his new status.

“It was nice of him to say,” Schneider told reporters, “but I think results are measured in wins, and right now I’ve only got one and the team’s only got one. So it’s not like I’m putting a stranglehold on this thing. I need to win some more games and get some more points for our team.

“It’s still early. I think we kind of alternated starts there at the beginning. A lot can happen now until the end of the year. We have a tough schedule with a lot of back-to-backs where they need both of us ready to go and playing well. Right now I just happen to be getting a few looks in a row here.”

There’s no easy answer here for the 41-year-old Brodeur, who experienced the joy of having his son, Anthony, drafted by the Devils in June, but then lost his father this fall. He is winless in four appearances with an .865 save percentage, which has some suggesting he can no longer play at a high level.

That seems rather premature. He could even take over again if Schneider falters.

But Brodeur doesn’t seem to think so.

It could be the answer here, if Brodeur wants it, is a trade.

Unthinkable, right? Maybe not.

He certainly embraced the acquisition of Schneider for Jersey’s first round pick last June, embraced the scenario that they would share the job as a way of easing himself out and easy Schneider in.

But now he’s No. 2 and the team is going nowhere. It’s not hard to project that some team, a contender, would be more than happy to have Brodeur, who’s $4.5 million contract expires this season, on the bench as insurance when the playoffs begin.

Pittsburgh? Boston? Montreal? Detroit? Washington?

Heck, the Carolina Hurricanes, with Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin out with injuries, could use him now.

Brodeur may not want to go anywhere, and he seems destined for a front office job in Jersey when he does stop playing.

That said, his older boys are spread out now, one at a famous Minnesota prep school and the other playing junior in Gatineau (Anthony is 3-2 so far in six appearances). If he were to move, the relocation would be for a matter of months, rather than years, as this certainly appears to likely be his final season.

He toyed with the idea of playing somewhere else two summers ago when the Devils were dragging their heels on a new contract offer. Maybe that got him thinking.

A trade wouldn’t happen now, if it happens at all. It would occur around the trade deadline.

But it makes a lot of sense. It might not be the ending Brodeur imagined.

But it would be better than what he faces now.
Buffalo Sabres an awful and embarrassing organization: Cox

What happened to a team that used to be universally respected for being the little engine that could?

Text size: Increase Decrease Reset 

Share via Email Print 

Report an Error  

.

The oft-suspended Patrick Kaleta is just one embarrassing example of what has been ailing the Buffalo Sabres lately.
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February 18, 2011, was supposed to be the day that the world changed for the Buffalo Sabres.

That was the day Terry Pegula, an owner with buckets of cash who loves hockey, officially assumed control of the team that the Knox Brothers founded.

No more poverty. No more bankruptcy. No more getting by on the cheap. No more being the feeder squad for the rich boys.

All good.

Instead, it’s pretty much been all bad. The team is off to the worst start in franchise history and has become a yet another case study on how money doesn’t always cure all in pro sports.

Two black eyes on the franchise, a 10-game suspension to uber-rat Patrick Kaleta (upheld on Thursday by Gary Bettman) and an upcoming suspension to gong show artist John Scott for his ridiculous Wednesday evening cheap shot on Boston’s Loui Eriksson are just symptoms, really, of an organization that seems to have completely lost its mind.
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It dresses muscle and unprepared teenagers, canned one of the best coaches in hockey to bring in a novice, has swung in two years from having the highest payroll in hockey to the 25th highest and may be in danger of having franchise goalie Ryan Miller walk out the door as a free agent next summer.

What happened to a team that used to be universally respected for being the little engine that could?

“The thing’s a mess. It’s a fire. It’s the Titanic,” opined commentator and former NHL general manager Mike Milbury.

Given Milbury’s past on Long Island, he might well be able to recognize the sinking ship, if not the iceberg ahead.

Pegula inherited a team that had record back-to-back seasons of 100- and 96-points and has taken it straight downward. He threw money at the Sabres back in the summer of 2011 — GM Darcy Regier later acknowledged that was a culture shock the organization couldn’t handle — by giving outrageous free agent deals to Ville Leino and Christian Ehrhoff, and re-signed youngsters Drew Stafford and Tyler Myers to big deals.

Instead of responding positively to the infusion of cash, the Sabres haven’t made the playoffs since and are already basically out of it this season. 

Right now, the anger seems largely directed at Regier, in his 16th year at the helm of the Sabres. But it seems to be increasingly targeted at Pegula, who has become seemingly distanced from the team and never publicly commented on either the firing of longtime coach Lindy Ruff or the results of last season.

Buffalo News columnist Bucky Gleason suggested on Thursday it’s time for fans to start staying away if they want change.

“(Pegula) can say whatever he pleases, but he’s like many NHL owners,” wrote Gleason. “NHL owners are businessmen. They equate success to attendance. They equate attendance to acceptance. Sabres fans have come to accept failure. For now, Pegula has no pressure to listen to a fan base desperate for change.”

The team has played badly, partly because Ron Rolston is icing a lineup that includes a variety of green youngsters. But the antics of Kaleta — disciplined by the league six times in the last four years — and Scott has made a bad situation embarrassing.

The two Sabres have compiled a personal hit parade of skilled NHL players that includes Phil Kessel, Eriksson, Travis Zajac, Jack Johnson, Jakub Voracek, Derek Morris and Brad Richards.

Kaleta had his 10-game suspension upheld by Bettman on Thursday, who wrote a lengthy dissertation which laid out in detail the winger’s sordid history. 

Scott, meanwhile, was suspended indefinitely by the NHL for his hit on Eriksson, who sustained a brain injury. The 31-year-old Scott pleaded for understanding on Thursday.

“I don’t think I’m a dirty player,” Scott said. “I try to play within the code, within the rules. This is my first suspension. I don’t try to be a dirty player. I kind of feel really upset. I was sick to my stomach last night knowing what happened watching the video. I just kind of regret the whole situation. I don’t want to be a dirty player.”

Nobody, however, seems to be buying what Scott, who got his coach fined but escaped punishment himself after a pre-season fracas in Toronto, was selling.

“John Scott is an embarrassment to hockey, let alone the Sabres,” wrote Gleason. “He’s among several players in Buffalo, along with their coach, who have no business being in the NHL.”

The Buffalo hockey public and the local media are in an uproar, and even the surprising presence of four first-round picks from the past two years in the lineup already — Europeans Mikhail Grigorenko, Zemgus Girgensons, Nikita Zadorov and Rasmus Ristolainen — hasn’t inspired confidence there’s a plan in place to bring success back to western New York any time soon.

Money was supposed to bring the Sabres happiness, not misery.
Maple Leafs decide to keep rookie Morgan Rielly

Maple Leafs have told Morgan Rielly he has officially made the team.
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Leafs rookie defenceman Morgan Rielly discusses officially making the Maple Leafs. 
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Morgan Rielly is looking for a place to live and a roommate.

The Maple Leafs prized rookie defenceman, all of 19, got the word Thursday morning that he had made the team. Or, more to the point, the team was going to keep him past the nine-game tryout teenagers get without burning the first year of their three-year entry level contract.

“It’s a pretty good feeling,” said Rielly. “But I have a lot left to prove. I have to keep working hard and keep getting better.”

Word spread quickly throughout the room after Leafs coach Randy Carlyle made the announcement.

“Hey, Riles, way to go, buddy,” said forward James van Riemsdyk, beaming. “You can move out of the hotel now.”

About that, the Leafs have asked Rielly to get a roommate, rather than live on his own. 

“We would like him to find a roommate and move in with somebody,” said Carlyle. “We feel it’s imperative that a young player, 19 years old, live with somebody.”

The right roommate can be important in terms of grooming talent. Sidney Crosby lived with Mario Lemieux. Right now, Nathan MacKinnon is living with J-S Giguere in Colorado. With the Leafs, Tyler Bozak and Phil Kessel are roomies.

When Cody Franson was a rookie in Nashville, he roomed with Shea Weber, a childhood friend who was two years older.

Photos View photosToronto Maple Leafs defenceman Morgan Rielly will stick with the team this year and not be sent down to junior.zoom

“He had the experience that I didn’t, me coming in and being a blank canvass,” said Franson, Rielly’s linemate. “He was a great guy to learn from and properly be a pro.

“You learn what makes him successful. It helps you create a method for what makes you successful, what time he goes to bed, what he eats, what are his habits. I got a lot of it from Shea.”

Rielly hadn’t asked anyone yet. 

“I don’t want to live with any old guys,” said Rielly. “Wait and see what happens.”

It was a bit of a surprise announcement, coming at the end of Carlyle’s daily scrum and most of the media having put their cameras and microphones away.

It also caught Rielly off guard. He had one more game to go before hitting the magical nine-game mark.

“I wasn’t really sure how it was going to happen,” said Rielly, who hadn’t even had time to tell his family. 

Rielly’s monumental Game 10 is scheduled for Saturday at home to the Pittsburgh Penguins. According to the collective bargaining agreement: “A player aged 18 or 19 earns a year of professional experience by playing ten (10) or more NHL Games in a given season.” 

That’s important to the player in terms of speeding up his eligibility for both salary arbitration and unrestricted free agency. Players can become UFAs after seven years as a pro or age 27, whichever comes first. Rielly now can be UFA at age 26.

The Leafs could still decide to send him back to major junior, or loan him to the Canadian entry at the world junior tournament in Sweden this year. 

“We’re not guaranteeing the player is going to be here the rest of the year. It’s just the 10-game barrier is gone,” said Carlyle. “The difference with that is, the option of him going to the American Hockey League is not available. With him, it’s either play with us or go back to junior.”

Teenagers are not allowed in the AHL if they come up through the major junior system.

Franson predicts big things for Rielly.

“I’m happy it’s been settled and he’s here to stay,” said Franson. “He skates, like top-end guys in our league do. He’s up and down without taking a hard breath. He handles the puck very well, sees the game very well. 

“He makes very mature decisions for how young he is. The more comfortable he gets, the slower the game is going to be for him. He’s going to be one of those guys that can just slow plays down and push the pace of the game.”

Essentially, the Leafs have decided they’re a better team with him, than without him. But they will continue to monitor his progress.

“He’s on our team, he’s playing a decent number of minutes. We see him developing. We see he can play in the National Hockey League right now,” said Carlyle. “But he is 19 years old. The games are going to get tougher. They’re going to get bigger. He’s going to be exposed to more of the higher skill level of the league as he goes forward.”
Dallas Eakins credits Lars Eller’s dismissal of Oilers as ‘junior team’ for Edmonton’s win over Montreal Canadiens

Eller said the Oilers were a ‘junior team’ that was ‘all over the place’ before Edmonton’s win over Montreal on Tuesday night.
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Edmonton Oilers defenceman Anton Belov falls over Montreal Canadiens forward Lars Eller during the second period at the Bell Centre.
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MONTREAL—The Edmonton Oilers taught Montreal Canadiens’ forward Lars Eller a tough lesson.

Eller said the Oilers were a “junior team” that was “all over the place” before Edmonton’s 4-3 victory over Montreal on Tuesday night,

Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins took offence to Eller’s comments and used it to motivate his youthful team.

“When you’ve got some young player who’s trying to get his feet wet calling an organization a junior team, people take notice,” said Eakins. “I knew it was going to turn. It makes for great banter in our dressing room.

“That is a total hockey god thing. I’m sure that young man has learnt his lesson, and I highly doubt you’ll see anything like that out of his mouth again.”

Eller, Montreal’s leading goal-scorer, had only one shot on net and didn’t earn any points in the loss.
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“He’s a young player,” said Canadiens head coach Michel Therrien of Eller. “I think he’ll learn from that. He made inappropriate comments.”

Ales Hemsky and Ladislav Smid both scored in the second period for Edmonton (3-6-1) to tie the game 2-2. Jeff Petry and Ryan Jones then had back-to-back goals in the third to give the Oilers a 4-2 lead.

Tomas Plekanec and Brendan Gallagher struck in the first period to give Montreal (5-4-0) the lead and Brian Gionta scored with three seconds left to play.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was at the heart of Edmonton’s turnaround with two assists.

“I got a huge momentum boost from (Eakins’) talk between periods,” said Nugent-Hopkins. “That was big for us. I thought we responded well.

“It’s what we needed at that point. We were losing battles, we weren’t playing with the passion that we need to win games in that situation.”

With the win, the Oilers ended a six-game road trip on a high. They went 2-3-1 on that stretch, and sit in last place in the Pacific Division.

Plekanec put the Canadiens on the board first when he scored a power-play goal at 16:36 of the first period.

Andrei Markov started the play, showing great vision with a diagonal cross-ice pass from the blue-line. Plekanec made no mistake slotting home his fourth goal of the season between Devan Dubnyk’s legs. Rookie Michael Bournival got an assist on the play.

Gallagher increased Montreal’s lead less than two minutes later. Gallagher intercepted a poor clearance by the Oilers’ Jones and beat Dubnyk glove-side with a quick wrist shot.

Edmonton answered with two goals of its own in quick succession. Hemsky scored the first at 12:50 of the second period, getting around Alex Galchenyuk with ease and beating Price above the shoulder.

Smid then tied the game 2-2 with his first of the year, when he put the rebound of a Nugent-Hopkins shot into a gaping net at 15:37.

Edmonton completed the comeback when Petry scored at 7:59 of the third. Nugent-Hopkins pretended to shoot on a 2-on-1, but instead dished the puck to Petry who made no mistake from close range.

Jones put the game out of reach, scoring the eventual game-winner at 9:57. Brian Gionta scored a late consolation goal for the Canadiens with three seconds remaining.

“We can’t expect to play one period and win,” said Gionta. “We had a great start, we did what we wanted to, we stuck to our game plan for the first period, and we didn’t adjust after that.

“We have to do a better job of finding a way to play 60 minutes.”

The injury-plagued Canadiens were without the services of Max Pacioretty, Brandon Prust and Daniel Briere. All three forwards sustained injuries last week.

Edmonton was missing star forward Taylor Hall and veteran Ryan Smyth. Hall, who injured his knee on Saturday in the Oilers’ win over Ottawa, is expected to be out four weeks.

Rookie defenceman Nathan Beaulieu, who was sent down to Hamilton on the weekend, was recalled by the Canadiens and played in place of Jarred Tinordi. Beaulieu finished the game with three blocked shots and 11:26 of ice time.
Maple Leafs: David Clarkson returns, Josh Leivo sent to Marlies

Clarkson will become the 903rd player to play for the Leafs, and second player to wear No. 71.
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Josh Leivo has been sent to the minors by the Toronto Maple Leafs to make room for David Clarkson.
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David Clarkson is not the only one eager to see himself in the Leafs lineup come Friday night.

His teammates are, too.

“He’s a great hockey player and he understands how he has to play,” said centre Nazem Kadri, who played a fair bit with Clarkson and Joffrey Lupul in training camp. “He’s big gritty guy who has some good hands around the net.

“If I’m playing with him, I will be looking for him. And I will be following him on the forecheck as well. He’s a big body who can get in there and separate guys from the puck. For a guy like me, that’s great.”

Clarkson will become the 903rd player to play for the Leafs, and second player to wear No. 71. The first was Mike Foligno. From Etobicoke, Clarkson can’t wait to finally make his own dream come true and wear Maple Leaf colours.

“It will be a huge honour,” said Clarkson. “I grew up a Leaf fan. I’m from the city. Any time a kid who dreams about wearing that sweater and then gets a chance to wear it, it’s pretty special.

Photos View photosToronto Maple Leafs left winger Josh Leivo celebrates his first career goal in the second period against the Carolina Hurricanes at the Air Canada Centre.zoom

“But I’ve played in this league long enough that it’s just another game. It’s not like it’s new to me. Just go out there and do what’s made me successful in my career.”

The good news for the Maple Leafs is that even with Clarkson serving his 10-game suspension, they went 7-3-0 to start the year.

As the team’s big-money free agent signing, Clarkson is expected to be make a huge contribution to the team. He can be a difference maker on some nights, and a positive role-model/leader type. 

But he couldn’t do any of that while suspended. 
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It all started with Clarkson jumping off the bench, supposedly to stop Buffalo tough guy John Scott from beating up on Leafs star Phil Kessel. That’s an automatic 10-game suspension.

Would he do it again?

“Tough question,” said Clarkson. “Different situations call for different measures. You learn from things. I made a decision with my heart, not my head. But I try to play with my heart on my sleeve all the time.

“Sitting out was tough. The fact (is) we got through it as a team.”

Clarkson promises he won’t be too wound up on Friday, that he won’t make mistakes because he’s trying to do too much — something that frequently happens with players after a long layoff and players who try to justify a huge salary increase.

“That’s one thing I can’t do, I can’t over-do things,” said Clarkson. “I’ve got to take it step by step, play what I was brought here to do. Play around the net. Put the puck in the net. Be good in my own zone. Just play the way I have my whole career.”

Clarkson will find out Thursday what line he’ll be on. Lupul has done a good job on the right wing in Clarkson’s place, so coach Randy Carlyle could put Clarkson on the third line with Dave Bolland and Mason Raymond. Josh Leivo, who’d been on that third line, was dispatched to the Marlies with Clarkson’s imminent return.

“You’re just a piece to a puzzle,” said Clarkson. “When you come to a team, it’s all about winning and when you’re winning, it’s all that matters.”

And there’s one other person eager to see Clarkson play.

“My wife is probably ready to get me out the house,” he said.

There was other news in Leafs camp:

•Frazer McLaren may also be ready for Friday’s game in Columbus. That’s when he is eligible to come off the injured list. He and Clarkson skated together, shooting at James Reimer, early Wednesday.

•Nikolai Kulemin skated for the first time since a hard shot on the foot in practice chipped off a piece of bone earlier this month. He is eligible to come off the injured list Tuesday.

•The Leafs did not have a full team practice on the ice, but instead played some soccer on the field outside the MCC. The Anaheim Ducks used the Leafs ice for practice before moving on to Montreal.
Maple Leafs: Damien Cox’s 10 thoughts from Toronto’s win over Anaheim Ducks

Ten thoughts on the weirdest game of the season so far for the Leafs, a 7-3 team with a reinforcement named David Clarkson now on the way. Check out video of Phil Kessel’s hat trick.

Text size: Increase Decrease Reset 

Share via Email Print 

Report an Error  

.

Phil Kessel celebrates his first goal of the game. He finished with a hat trick en route to a 4-2 Leaf victory over the Anaheim Ducks at the Air Canada Centre on October 22, 2013.
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From Damien Cox’s Spin on Sports blog:

-

Ten thoughts on the weirdest game of the season so far for the Leafs, a 7-3 team with a reinforcement named David Clarkson now on the way:

1. Sometimes we forget the important stuff: It’s no surprise it didn’t come up, yet somehow it seemed a moment worth noting Tuesday. The game between the Leafs and Ducks contained not one but two cancer survivors as participants, extraordinary when you consider how often we view these men as somehow existing in a world untouched by regular concerns.

Phil Kessel, the star of the evening with three goals, overcame testicular cancer in 2006, rarely noted anymore as part of his biography. It was 12 years ago, meanwhile, that Saku Koivu was found to have cancer cells in his abdomen and was ultimately diagnosed with non-Hodgkins lymphona while playing for the Montreal Canadiens. Koivu was at the height of his playing abilities and may not have been the same player again, but he did play on, and is still playing at age 38 for Anaheim after establishing a cancer foundation in Montreal. As his career winds down, he’s not being feted in quite the same way as Finnish countryman Teemu Selanne. Koivu’s legacy, a pretty wonderful one, will lie in the adversity he overcame.

.
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Kessel's first goal.

..

Kessel's second goal.
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Kessel's third goal.

..

2. By-passing the man in the middle: It’s interesting that Kessel’s chemistry these days seems to be more with left winger James van Riemsdyk on Toronto’s No. 1 line, rather than centre Tyler Bozak. Bozak, armed with a new five-year contract, is going along so far this season at a point-every-other-game clip. Some might say that makes him overpaid, but a quick look around the league at what similar centres make suggests that’s not really the case. He may never be the protypical No. 1 centre, but he does hold value as a good faceoff man — Toronto’s best — and a dangerous penalty killer. Sometimes we spend a lot of time focussing on what players aren’t rather than what they are. What Bozak is, clearly, is a good NHL player who has turned out to be one of the better players ever signed by any team as an NCAA free agent.

3. Shortening the bench because, well, they’re short: Up 4-2 in the third on Tuesday, Randy Carlyle deployed what was his fourth line, a group that included Trevor Smith, Troy Bodie and Josh Leivo. Almost immediately the line gave up a dangerous-looking rush to the Ducks and Paul Ranger was forced to take a holding penalty. It was a tough situation for all three forwards who hadn’t played much — Colton Orr had taken Leivo’s spot higher in the lineup as he played a season high 9:26 — but it highlighted just how little production the Leafs have been getting out of their fourth line this season. Injuries are the main culprit, but when you look at the distance between the Leafs and teams like Chicago, the ability to go to four effective lines is one of the differences.

4. Now that the Dodgers are done, put in the ice!: The Ducks are hoping to get a huge boost out of being a participant in the first warm city NHL outdoor game in January, this one at the famed Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles against the Kings. After winning the Stanley Cup in 2007, the Ducks rode that achievement to a long string of sellouts, but inevitably that faded and by last season the team had fallen to 25th in NHL attendance, albeit at just under 16,000 customers per game. The feeling is that while the league is foolishly putting out six outdoor games this season, the No. 1 game will be the Leafs and Wings on Jan. 1, and the No. 2 game will be the Kings and Ducks. It’s a rare chance for Anaheim to be on centre stage, and the franchise is hoping that, and the fact the Ducks are a pretty good squad this season, will re-invigorate the team’s popularity in southern California.

5. Maybe they just wanted to see all the cranes downtown: The presence of Canadian Olympic executives Steve Yzerman and Peter Chiarelli at Tuesday’s game caught everyone’s attention, but really, what were they watching? They know all about Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry. Ditto for Dion Phaneuf. Joffrey Lupul wasn’t invited to the summer camp. Other than that, this wasn’t exactly a game filled with intriguing Olympic possibilities.

6. It wasn’t just a one-night fling: Remember how the most impressive Oiler in that Saturday night shootout between the Oilers and Leafs earlier this month was Mark Arcobello, a diminutive and basically unknown player? He had three assists that night and had what would have been the insurance goal in the third period stolen from him by an outstanding Jonathan Bernier save. Well, the 24-year-old Yale grad, undrafted and forced to work his way up starting at the ECHL, has kept it going. He’s second among NHL rookies with 10 points, all assists and is getting upwards of 21 minutes some nights. That first NHL goal, stolen from him by Bernier, still eludes the Connecticut native.

He might figure in the Calder Trophy race this season, and already it looks like that will be a heckuva competition with Tomas Hertl, Nathan MacKinnon, Seth Jones, Aleksander Barkov and Alex Chiasson all making early season noise.

7. Imperfect, perhaps, but still the best they’ve got: A terrific performance by captain Dion Phaneuf on Tuesday night again highlighted his status as the kingpin on the Toronto defence. Some may see him as flawed and overpaid, but the team doesn’t yet own a better backliner. Unlike the Phil Kessel situation, which threatened to unsettle the team out of the gate and was quickly resolved, Phaneuf remains unsigned heading towards unrestricted free agency next summer and there have not yet been serious contract talks. Nobody seems too bothered. Finding the right number and term will be tricky, but the Leafs will make an offer to keep him. Based on Tuesday, how could they not?

Phaneuf's game-tying goal.

..

8. Once more for the folks in the back who didn’t hear: While the deficiencies of the Leafs have been greatly highlighted of late, the team has been exceptional in some areas, specifically on the special teams. As of today the power play is No. 2 in the league and the penalty killing is No. 5. Whether you like some of the other stuff, or how much the Leafs “possess” the puck (like that never mattered before this season), that is a winning combination. Kessel’s power play goal in the second got the team going against the Ducks, and the 87-second, 5-on-3 penalty kill later in the period turned the game around. It’s the Carlyle method. When the Ducks won in ’07, the team was No. 3 on the power play and No. 5 in penalty killing.

9. Enough Yakking about Yakupov.What about the other guy?: There’s no shortage of people who believe the Edmonton Oilers erred in the 2012 draft by taking forward Nail Yakupov ahead of defenceman Ryan Murray. The debate was blunted when Murray suffered a serious shoulder injury and missed almost all of last season, and Friday night in Columbus will be a chance for Leaf fans to get a look at where the 20-year-old in his his development on the Blue Jackets defence. So far, Murray has played every game, but is seventh on the team in average ice time per game. Two lesser known youngsters, Dalton Prout and David Savard, have given head coach Todd Richards some options, and clearly there’s an effort being made to bring Murray along slowly.

Yakupov, by the way, has failed to produce a goal since returning to the Edmonton lineup after being made a healthy scratch by Dallas Eakins.

10. Give it 20 years or so, we’ll have an answer: Speaking of draft day debates, we’ll be able to sit back and watch for a good long time as two young defencemen, Morgan Rielly of the Leafs and Hampus Lindholm of the Ducks, establish themselves as NHLers. Both made key errors Tuesday night, but their coaches kept on playing them, which is the only way to handle teenage defencemen if they’re going to be kept in the NHL. Rielly went fifth overall in the 2012 draft (third defenceman after Murray and Griffin Reinhart) and Lindholm went sixth, just before Matt Dumba and Jacob Trouba.

Who will be the best? We’ll just have to wait, and a reminder of how long it takes to settle these debates sometimes came this week with the announced retirement of Roman Hamrlik after 1,395 NHL games. Twenty years before Rielly, Lindholm et al were drafted, the Tampa Bay Lightning chose Hamrlik first overall over Russian centre Alex Yashin, who went to Ottawa.

Some thought Tampa’s Phil Esposito erred in that choice.

Turns out Espo was spot on.

Yashin burned very brightly for a time in Ottawa, but Hamrlik played longer and more effectively, getting another six years of NHL competition in after Yashin left for Russia, not to return, after being bought out by the Islanders in 2007.

Hamrlik didn’t become a star in Tampa and played for seven teams — he was Dion Phaneuf’s first defence partner in the NHL in Calgary — and his best hockey might have came during a four-year stop in Montreal at the tail end of his career.

During the last NHL lockout he actually stood up and challenged Don Fehr’s tactics, undoubtedly because, as a veteran of two previous lockouts, he keenly understood the players’ union had a losing hand.

Neither Hamrlik nor Yashin had a Hall of Fame career. Hamrlik was long gone by the time Tampa won its Stanley Cup, as was Yashin by the time Ottawa was a Cup finalist. Both were eclipsed as franchise players for the Bolts and Sens, respectively.

But Hamrlik had the better NHL career. It just took 20 years for it all to play out
Maple Leafs: Anaheim Ducks look to spoil Randy Carlyle’s first game against former NHL team

Carlyle and Boudreau, former teammates and foes in junior hockey and the minors, go head to head, trying to spoil a historic night for both.
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Anaheim Ducks head coach Bruce Boudreau, back, directs his team against the Colorado Avalanche in the second period of an NHL hockey game in Denver, Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013.
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Motivation won’t be a problem in Tuesday night’s Maple Leafs-Ducks game at the Air Canada Centre.

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle, facing the Ducks for the first time since he became bench boss in Toronto, wants this win “more than anything,” according to some of his players.

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau, who took over from Carlyle when the later was released by the Ducks in 2011, also wants the win. 

The two coaches — former teammates and foes in junior hockey and the minors — go head to head, trying to spoil something of a historic night for both.

“Randy will have his team extra motivated, and we’re in Toronto so I hope our team is motivated too,” said Boudreau, whose club has six players from the Toronto and southern Ontario area.

On top of the Carlyle factor, the Ducks are also out to set a franchise record. This is the first game in an eight-game, 15-day road trip, and the club will earn its eighth consecutive win if it defeats the Leafs tonight — a new franchise mark for success.

.
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But in the Ducks dressing room, there are at least 10 players who are holdovers from the Carlyle era, and six of them who went to the Stanley Cup championship with him in 2007.

Carlyle would love to leave with the win tonight.

The Ducks would love to disappoint him.

“Oh, I’m sure he (Carlyle) does,” said Ducks centre Corey Perry, smiling.

“He’s going into a game where there’s players who played for him and now against him. It’s one of those things where you have to play your game, but obviously there’s more motivation. Randy was a great coach and we all liked him, we didn’t want to see what happened (firing) happen to him, but that’s part of the game in the end.”

Carlyle, for his part, has been asked for the past few days about this game. He grew slightly weary of having to repeat himself Tuesday morning at the pre-game skate, but he admitted he would be “nervous” at game time.

“There’s some nervousness with players or coaching against their old teams,” Carlyle said.

“But it’s the same thing we’ve said in the past about these things (hype), it’s all white noise . . . as a coaching staff, we still have to get our team to play at a higher level than we’ve been at.”

The Ducks, in addition to all the storylines in the pre-game skate, bring one of the best feel-good stories in the NHL in Teemu Selanne. The 43-year-old Finn is playing in his 21st and final season, and knows Carlyle as well as any player.

“Obviously, we had a great experience (2007 Cup win) with Randy in Anaheim,” said Selanne. “I’m personally happy to see him doing well here. He expects the best out of his players every day and he makes an average player way better. It will be fun, he wants to win and we want to win.”

Boudreau, meanwhile, tweaked his lineup for Tuesday’s game, moving under-rated forward Emerson Etem up on the second line with Selanne and Mathieu Perreault. Jakob Silverberg, who came over from the Senators, will be on the fourth line with Nik Bonino and Patrick Maroon.
LeafsBeat: Tyler Bozak as a top centre, Dave Clarkson is ready and Morgan Rielly awaits word

Tyler Bozak has outplayed just about every centre who changed teams in the last couple of years. 
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There is very little in Tyler Bozak’s resume that says he’s a No. 1 centre. Except for the fact that he’s a No. 1 centre.

That still doesn’t sit well with a certain portion of Leaf Nation, who continually cry that his offence is not commensurate with his role; that he should even by accident tally more points than he does, considering he plays the power play and plays with some very talented forwards.

“Everyone has their own opinion,” said Bozak, shrugging off the attacks yet again. “The only opinions that matter are the ones in this room, with the coaching staff and my teammates. Whatever anyone else says doesn’t matter to me.”

And what his coach thinks matters a great deal. And if Randy Carlyle’s actions speak louder than his words, then he’s very happy with Bozak. 

With Bozak playing all situations — 5-on-5 on the first line, the penalty kill and the power play —he is among the league leaders in ice time, shifts per game and face-offs won (as well as face-offs lost).

As for his time on ice: “I love it,” said Bozak. “The one thing you want is to play as much as you can play in every situation. That’s how it’s always been for me growing up. When you’re sitting there, you want to get out on the ice as much as you can. Hopefully I can play the role to the best of my ability and help the team win.”

Photos View photoszoom

He has one short-handed goal and seems like he’s taking more chances short-handed this year than last.

“I’m always going to take a little cance here and there,” said Bozak. “You can get the odd break on the (penalty kill), it’s not going to happen a lot. There’s not going to be a lot of mistakes out there by players at this level.

“But when you get the opportunity, you have to jump on it, but also not get caught … out of position.”

And he says his new five-year, $21 million deal hasn’t changed him.

“I’m playing with the same guys, same sort of role. Not much has changed.”

IF NOT BOZAK, THEN WHO EXACTLY?

From the anti-Bozak camp, the cry has often been that the Leafs should go get a No. 1 centre.

Well, who exactly is that mysterious No. 1 centre the Leafs should have gotten? Most teams get their No. 1 centres through the draft and hold on to them (Sidney Crosby, Jonathan Toews, Ryan Getzlaf, John Tavares, Steven Stamkos, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins).

It may be some time before we see whether the Leafs highest-drafted centre, Nazem Kadri, joins that crew.

Here’s a look at the centres who have changed teams in the last two years or so. You decide which one you’d have in place of Bozak.

Brad Richards, New York Rangers. He’s 33 now and into year three of a nine-year, $60 million contract with the New York Rangers. He has underachieved since he got to New York. He is a buyout candidate. The Leafs took some heat for not getting in on Richards more seriously, for not trying to outbid the Rangers. Looks like the Leafs knew what they were doing.

Mikhail Grabovski, Washington Capitals. The Leafs had him and bought him out. There was a time he might have been considered ahead of Bozak on the depth chart, but it didn’t last long. He was never seriously considered for the No. 1 job in Toronto. And he isn’t the No. 1 centre in Washington, either. But he’s an unrestricted free agent next year.

Cody Hodgson, Buffalo Sabres. The Canucks traded Hodgson to Buffalo for the relatively cheap price of Zack Kassian. The former eighth overall pick has No. 1 centre pedigree, but is often hurt and lacks experience. He’s starting a six-year, $25.5 million deal (that has to have Kadri fuming). It’s doubtful — given the bad blood between the Canucks and Leafs — that the two ever could have reached a deal.

Mike Ribeiro, Phoenix Coyotes. He’s on his third team in three years. That usually tells you something. He’s had a fine career, but at 33, his best days are behind him. He’s starting a four-year, $22 million deal (for an cap-hit average of $4.5 million — more expensive than Bozak’s $4.2 million). The last time he was a point-a-game player over an 82-game season was 2007-08.

Mike Richards, Los Angeles Kings. He’s a No. 2 centre in L.A., but would have been a No. 1 in Toronto at the time of the trade that sent him to Los Angeles. The Kings sent Wayne Simmonds, Brayden Schenn and a second-round pick in the 2011 trade. At the time, it was believed the Leafs were dangling Nazem Kadri and Nikolai Kulemin (coming off a 30-goal year). Had the Leafs consummated that trade, Richards would have been No. 1 but with a 12-year, $69 million contract that expires in 2020. And Richards had a mere four more assists than Bozak last year.

Tyler Seguin, Dallas Stars. It really doesn’t matter how good he’ll be and what the Stars gave up to get him. The Bruins were never going to trade Seguin to the Leafs or any other team in the East. They don’t want him to come back and haunt them. His six-year, $34.5 million deal could be the best bargain in the bunch.

Vincent Lecavalier, Philadelphia Flyers. Uhh. You don’t really need me to explain this one, do you? Okay. I will. He’s too old and slow for the Leafs. He hasn’t been a No. 1 centre in years.

Kyle Turris, Ottawa Senators. Turris has failed to reach the potential that accompanies being a third overall pick. His offence (12 goals, 17 assists) was roughly that of Bozak’s (12 goals, 16 assists) and he was Ottawa’s No. 1 centre for large chunks of last season when Jason Spezza was hurt. 

Derick Brassard, New York Rangers. The Blue Jackets really, really wanted Brassard to be their top centreman when they drafted him sixth overall in 2006. Is his career-high 47 points playing alongside Rick Nash in 2010-11 really any better than what Bozak can produce? Bozak’s career high is also 47 points.

Derek Roy, Minnesota Wild. Like Boston and Seguin, the Sabres would not trade Roy to a division rival, especially the Leafs. Besides, Roy is four years older than Bozak. The two have scored at roughly the same pace the last two seasons.

CLARKSON LOOKS FORWARD TO COLUMBUS

David Clarkson may be looking forward to playing hockey on a Friday night in Columbus more than any human being ever has.

That’s because on Friday in Columbus, the rugged winger will make his long-awaited debut in the Blue and White of the Maple Leafs.

“There’s nothing worse than watching your team play and not be a part of it,” said Clarkson. “I don’t think I’ve ever been through this in my career.

“It’s probably the hardest start to a season I’ve had so far.”

This pain has been self-inflicted. Clarkson came off the bench during a fight in the preseason. The suspension was as automatic as the bag-skates inflicted upon him by coach Randy Carlyle, who has been watching a hole on the right wing get bigger with Nikolai Kulemin also out due to injury.

The Leafs have a winning record without Clarkson, but have struggled even in victories, without the puck. The hope is Clarkson’s aggressive forechecking will help turn that around.

“We’re looking at him to come in and add a piece to our puzzle,” said Carlyle. “We think he can make a contribution. But again we don’t want to put too much pressure on him. He hasn’t played in a while. We want him to do the simple things, be David Clarkson and make the simple, strong play.”

The folks who get so excited about advanced stats would appear to back the assertion that Clarkson will help turn around the Leafs time with the puck. The fancy-stats community rated Clarkson 11th last year on the Individual Fenwick charts while his Individual Corsi was 18th in the league. 

(The Fenwick and Corsi charts were for forwards who had played at least 500 minutes in 5-on-5 situations. Fenwick tabulated the number of shots and missed shots Clarkson took in those situations. Corsi tabulated his shots, missed shots and blocked shots. And before you get too excited, know that Evander Kane of the Winnipeg Jets was No. 1 in both categories and Sidney Crosby didn’t fare too well.)

The fear is that Clarkson will get into trouble trying to do the old “too much” when he comes back on Friday. He may feel he has to justify his seven-year, $36.75 million contract. And he may feel he has to show everybody what they were missing without him. Or he may simply be too amped up.

He thinks not.

“I’m here to play the style of hockey I play,” said Clarkson. “Now I can come here and play and do what I do, which is get to the front of the net and bring that physical presence and that battle level. 

“That’s what I’ve done my whole career. That’s what I’m here for.”

MORGAN RIELLY: Interrupted

The Leafs will have to make their call on Morgan Rielly sooner, rather than later. As Tuesday begins, Rielly has seven games under his belt. Presumably he plays Tuesday nigh against Anaheim and Friday in Columbus.

That would put him up to nine. The magic number for a junior-eligible 19-year-old. Once he plays Game 10, the Leafs trigger the first year on his three-year entry level deal. 

So circle Saturday as Rielly’s D-Day. Stay, or go back to Moose Jaw. (Or be a healthy scratch somewhere along the way and delay things a game or two.)

Rielly played 20:19 on Saturday night against Chicago, the most minutes he’s played yet. He’s getting time on the power play. If he goes back to junior, the Leafs would have a hard time replacing his skill level, although they are paying John-Michael Liles a lot of money to play in the AHL.

LeafsBeat asked Rielly about his future. Cody Franson (and not Joe Thornton) interrupted. Here’s how the scrum played out:

LEAFSBEAT: Do you think you’ve made the team? Or have you heard if you’ve made the team?

CODY FRANSON (looking at Rielly): The old sucker question

RIELLY: I don’t know. I don’t make that call. That’s up to the coaches.

FRANSON: Good answer.

REILLY: I just have to keep working hard, keep playing with Cody, he’s been making it easy on me.

Franson smiles.

RIELLY: I have to wait and see, so I don’t know.

JOFFREY LUPUL: Rielly is impressive

Joffrey Lupul, the veteran forward who made some very young mistakes in his early years in the NHL, says Morgan Rielly is a standout.

“He’s a really mature young guy, physically and the way he acts off the ice,” said Lupul. “Physically you can see it in the battles for pucks. Where a young player would be outmatched by older, stronger players, he’s done a pretty good job at that. Then just how he handles himself. He comes to work every day. I know I certainly wasn’t that professional when I was 19 or 20. He’s a quiet kid and comes to work and everyone has taken a liking to him.”

Sometimes it’s hard to be a teenaged defenceman, arguably the toughest position to learn at the pro level. But it doesn’t seem to bother Rielly.

“Sometimes, you’re mistakes are magnified a little bit, and end up in your net. As a forward, you can kind of slide under the radar,” said Lupul.

“He’s got the right attitude, when he makes a mistake he immediately wants to come and atone for it and make up for it. he’s going to have a great career.”

THE EX-LEAF: Jonas Gustavsson

One of LeafsBeat’s favourite people makes his cameo.

Now the backup goalie with the Detroit Red Wings, Gustavsson (aka The Monster and Goose) was named the first star of the week by the NHL after coming off the injured list and getting thrown into the Red Wings net when Jimmy Howard injured his hand.

The 28-year-old went 3-0-0 with a 1.67 goals-against average and a .953 save percentage, recording consecutive wins for the first time since Jan. 23-24 (when he was a Maple Leaf).

He was also in net for Detroit when the Wings did something the Leafs could not: beat Colorado.

“It’s important for us to have two good goaltenders and obviously we know what Howie’s capable of,” coach Mike Babcock told MLive.com. “(Gustavsson) gave us a chance to win every night. You got to give him credit.

“It’s important for the team to know (he’s reliable), it’s important for him to know. It was real positive for us. It’s like anything, it’s three games, he wants to keep building on it.”

Credit for the Wings signing Gustavsson two summers ago goes to Jimmy Devellano, vice president of the Wings and a fixture at most Leafs home games.

THE OTHER EX-LEAFS: J-S Giguere

While we’re at it: Jean-Sebastien Giguere has two shutouts in three starts for the Colorado Avalanche and is reunited — under coach Patrick Roy — with goalie coach François Allaire. Giguere shut out the Penguins 1-0 on Monday night.

“I have to give (goalie coach) François Allaire credit for this one, because he thought Jiggy would still be sharp and that Varly would benefit from more rest for games at home this week,” Roy told the Denver Post. “Jiggy was outstanding.”

COLE HARBOUR MEET ROUYN-NORANDA

Watched the Cole Harbour Cup on Monday night, otherwise known as the Pittsburgh Penguins vs. the Colorado Avalanche. The game pitted two of Cole Harbour’s finest hockey players — Sidney Crosby against Nathan MacKinnon — for the first time.

Started to wonder if Cole Harbour — population about 25,000 — is turning into a modern-day Rouyn-Noranda, Que. (I mostly started wondering this because I just finished Dave Bidini’s book on Dave Keon.)

Anyway, MacKinnon is the fourth (sorry if we missed anybody) hockey player to emerge from the small town in the last 25 years. Joe DiPenta, formerly of the Ducks, was the first to bring the Cup to his hometown. He followed in the footsteps of long-time Blackhawk Cam Russell. Another could be on the horizon: Stephen MacAulay is in the ECHL after going to three straight Memorial Cups.

Two first overalls — Crosby and MacKinnon — is quite an achievement for the town, indicating the area must have a pretty amazing support program, both for facilities, training and coaching.

But it’s no Rouyn-Noranda, a northern Quebec mining town of about 41,000 that punched above its weight class in terms of sending players to the NHL.

It had quite a run starting in the 1960s in putting 27 players to the NHL, including the likes of Keon, Dale Tallon, Pit Martin, Sylvain and Pierre Turgeon, and Jacques Cloutier and Eric Desjardins.

That total makes it tied — with Boston — as the 32nd most productive in terms of sending native sons to the NHL. It is one fewer than the total number of Oshawa-born players and two more than Niagara Falls has contributed. That’s according to the site quainthockey.com, which tracks all sorts of things, includin birth cities, which can be very different from cities where players were raised, or where they consider their home towns.

The well has dried up in recent years for the home-growns. But current NHLers like Pascal Dupuis and Mike Ribeiro (born elsewhere) came through the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies of the QMJHL.

AROUND THE LEAGUE: Teen Idols

The Sabres have iced four teenagers this season: Nikita Zadorov (18), Rasmus Ristolainen (18), Mikhail Grigorenko (19) and Zemgus Girgensons (19). According to Elias Sports, Buffalo is the first team to play at least four teenagers in one season since three teams did so in 1995-96. ... With the season hitting the three-week mark, 13 teenagers have tallied goals: San Jose’s Tomas Hertl (seven), Calgary’s Sean Monahan (six), Florida’s Aleksander Barkov (three), Nashville’s Seth Jones (two), Montreal’s Alex Galchenyuk (one), Colorado’s Nathan MacKinnon (one), Pittsburgh’s Olli Maatta (one), Nashville’s Filip Forsberg (one), Winnipeg’s Jacob Trouba (one), Buffalo’s Zemgus Girgensons (one), Carolina’s Elias Lindholm (one), Minnesota’s Mathew Dumba (one) and Washington’s Connor Carrick (one).

AROUND THE LEAGUE: Goalie fodder

In his first start for the Predators and just his third NHL appearance, Carter Hutton made 38 saves to record his first career victory. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Hutton is only the seventh goaltender to win a game for the Predators in their 15-year history. ... Two goaltenders – Frederik Andersen (ANA) and Jack Campbell (DAL) – made their NHL debuts in Sunday’s tilt between the Ducks and Stars, marking the first time two netminders have debuted in the same game since Oct. 12, 2005, when Yann Danis backstopped the Canadiens to a 2-0 victory over Michael Garnett and the Thrashers. ... In his first start of the season, Curtis McElhinney made 37 saves to help the Blue Jackets end their four-game losing streak. The 30-year-old McElhinney has appeared in 70 NHL games, but hadn’t recorded a victory since Dec. 31, 2011, with the Coyotes. “It’s special on a lot of fronts,” McElhinney told the Columbus Dispatch. “The fact that it’s been so long and coming off a difficult road trip. There are so many positives it’s tough to list them all.” ... Tuukka Rask (Boston) and Antti Niemi (San Jose) are the only two goalies who have logged every second of playing time for their respective clubs.

AROUND THE LEAGUE: Bits and pieces

Defenceman Andrej Meszaros, who’s earning $5.5 million this season, was a healthy scratch in the three games ... Sabres coach Ron Rolston has coached 41 NHL games – exactly half a season – since taking over for Lindy Ruff in February. His record is 16-19-6. Half of his win are in overtime or shootouts, so Rolston has only eight regulation wins in those 41.... The Sabres are last in goals-per-game (1.2).

QUOTABLES

RANDY CARLYLE: Rest and Recovery

“The quality of practice is tough. When you play every second day, you’ve got to count on recovery as being a big part of it. We’ve always said if you can’t have your players recover at 100 per cent plus, then it’s hard to ask them to go and give you 110 per cent. That’s really what your asking of them. We always try to focus on their rest and recovery time as much as we do the quality of practice time. 

We have to ramp up the quality of our play. There’s no better time to do it than in practice.”

RANDY CARLYLE: Cody Franson

“I think there have been some positives, but I think there have been some negatives as well. When Cody has struggled, I look to the missing of training camp. The initial rush when you come back, he had less than a week of training camp. He came back in, played very well, and then all of a sudden, the lustre of coming back, you get into the doldrums of playing a schedule and you don’t have the foundation of a training camp underneath him. Your body has some aches and pains, some stiffness here, and sore here. that’s the kind of stuff that happens now because of a lack of training camp.”

THE WEEK THAT WAS:

TUESDAY: Leafs 4, Wild 1

James Reimer turned aside 36 of 37 Minnesota shots, including two breakaways with the game on the line, as the Leafs won their sixth game in seven tries. It was Reimer’s first action in 10 days. “You always want to make those key saves,” said Reimer. “You want to make the key save at the key time. You just try to stay in there, hold your ice and be ready.” The Leafs ran their record to 4-1-0 in games in which they’d been outshot. The shots margin the Wild held on Tuesday ― 37-14 ― was the largest yet. It was a harbinger of things to come.

THURSDAY: Hurricanes 3, Leafs 2

It was a bizarre evening for goaltending. James Reimer started, but lasted just 32 seconds after getting run over by teammate Josh Leivo. Reimer was suffering headaches after getting hit in the head by Leivo’s knee. Jonathan Bernier relieved and played very well, until surrendering a bizarre own-goal late in the third period that was the result of the confusion over hybrid icing. Again the Leafs were outshot, 38-26. “It’s almost karma for the way we’ve been playing a little bit loose,” said defenceman Cody Franson.

SATURDAY: Blackhawks 3, Leafs 1

Ain’t it great when a player gets revenge on the team that got rid of him? Well, on a night when Dave Bolland went back to the Windy City, where he won the Stanley Cup twice, it was ex-Leaf Mike Kostka who stole the show, scoring the first goal of his career against his old team. Again, the Leafs were outshot — 40-20 — and were mocked on Hockey Night in Canada, as the Washington Generals playing the Harlem Globetrotters and unable to gain control of the play.

THE WEEK THAT WILL BE

TUESDAY: Anaheim at Toronto

This will be Randy Carlyle’s first time coaching against his former team. ... The Leafs are 18-8-5-1 all-time against Anaheim. ... The Ducks come to town to start an eight-game Eastern road trip, but they do so as the hottest team in the NHL: Seven wins in a row. Corey Perry had two goals and an assist Sunday in Dallas and Ryan Getzlaf had a goal and three assists. ...The team also has scored 29 goals through its first eight games, matching a franchise record set last season.

FRIDAY: Toronto at Columbus

David Clarkson will make his debut in the Leafs lineup in Columbus, the 11th game of the Leafs season. The big free-agent acquisition, of course, was suspended for 10 games to start the season for coming off the bench during a fight in a pre-season game. The Leafs hope Clarkson’s presence will help with the forecheck and offence, and maybe help turn around their puck-possession time and shot differential. ... The last time the Leafs met Columbus was Nov. 3, 2011 — a 4-1 Leafs win with Ben Scrivens in net. The Leafs are 6-1-1-2 all time against the Blue Jackets and have never lost in regulation (3-0-0-1) in Columbus. ... The Blue Jackets are to 12-3-3 in their last 18 home games (dating to last season).

SATURDAY: Pittsburgh at Toronto

As good as the Penguins have been in recent years, compared to the Leafs, Toronto has to be pretty happy with six wins in its last 12 games against Pittsburgh. ... Sidney Crosby has 19 goals, 21 assists for 40 points in 25 career games vs. the Maple Leafs. ... Not to be outdone, Evgeni Malkin has 10 goals, 30 assists for 40 points in 22 career games against Toronto. 

THIS WEEK IN LEAFS HISTORY

Oct. 23, 1993: Leafs set mark for most consecutive wins to start the season with their 9th over Tampa Bay (2-0), extending streak to 10 five days later against Chicago (4-2), which was also club mark for consecutive wins. 

Oct. 26, 1980: Darryl Sittler establishes Leaf record with 15th career hat trick.

Maple Leafs: Clarkson set to ride to rescue: Cox

Mimico native David Clarkson returns from his 10-game suspension Friday in Columbus, hopefully providing coach Randy Carlyle with the toughness and steady two-way play the club desperately needs.
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Leafs Morgan Rielly, left, and David Clarkson battle for the puck during practice Monday at the Mastercard Centre. Clarkson will make his season debut on Friday after serving a 10-game suspension incurred during an exhibition game.
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Leafs Morgan Rielly, left, and David Clarkson battle for the puck during practice Monday at the Mastercard Centre. Clarkson will make his season debut on Friday after serving a 10-game suspension incurred during an exhibition game. 
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It’s been like a child getting a toy on Christmas Day and then being told not to play with it for a month as a punishment.

Except in this case, the child didn’t misbehave.

The toy did.

It was slightly more than 14 weeks ago now that David Clarkson became a Maple Leaf, spurning the Edmonton Oilers, among others, to play in his hometown. In an ideal world, Leaf Nation would have had their first serious look at him in action on opening night earlier this month in Montreal, a night filled with fisticuffs in which Clarkson would surely have felt more than comfortable.

Instead, that was the first game of a mandatory 10-game suspension Clarkson received for leaving the bench in a pre-season match to come to the rescue of teammate Phil Kessel, who was being menaced by six-foot-nine enforcer John Scott of the Buffalo Sabres in one of the greatest violations of hockey’s unwritten “code” ever.

.
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Leafs Beat for October 21st

Buffalo’s coach, Ron Rolston, was fined for sending Scott out to pointlessly pick a fight with one of the NHL’s least combative players, and the news has all been gloomy for the Sabres ever since.

Karma’s like that sometimes.

League hanging judge Brendan Shanahan had no choice but to suspend Clarkson for 10. Nobody wants to see that rule changed, although it does seem curious, in retrospect, that a wide variety of far more serious on-ice crimes have been committed since that night, and most received lighter suspensions.

But that’s hardly the point.

So Leaf fans first had to wait through the off-season to witness their team’s prize free-agent acquisition in action, and then another month because of the suspension.

On Friday in Columbus, barring an unforeseen calamity, he’ll be in the Leaf lineup for the first time.

Safe to say that he owes it to his team to make an immediate impression.

Safer to say this team needs him to make an immediate impression.

Consider, if you will, the package the Leafs believed they were purchasing when they lavished Clarkson with a $36.75 million contract.

A 29-year-old in his prime with lots of playoff experience, including some in the Stanley Cup final. A hard-nosed warrior with a nose for the net. An accomplished two-way player who served a valuable apprenticeship with the New Jersey Devils, an organization known for putting the name on the front of the jersey ahead of the one on the back, for teaching players to play a defence-first, 200-foot game.

Sounds like exactly the kind of commodity Randy Carlyle could use at the moment, wouldn’t you say?

Clarkson surely got a big break when the Leafs didn’t bellyflop out of the gate and start the season like the Flyers, Devils, Sabres or Oilers. Instead, they’ve been at or near the top of the Eastern Conference in the opening weeks of the 2013-14 season.

But the team’s play hasn’t been seen as worthy of praise over the past two weeks, even when it has won, and consecutive losses to Carolina at home and Chicago on the road have the club seemingly confused by the way in which it has turned itself into a boxer backed against the ropes on too many occasions this season.

Well, Clarkson isn’t the type to lay on the ropes.

He’s aggressive by nature, schooled in the art of winning battles along the boards, something only a few Leaf wingers seem capable of doing on a regular basis, which has put the defence corps under extreme duress too often.

This is not to suggest Clarkson will cure all that ails the Leafs, a team that has gone from being a bad team, to being a young, bad team, to being a young improving team, and now to being a good, young, well-coached team with identifiable flaws, over the course of the past five years.

But the Leafs were willing to dump Mikhail Grabovski and overpay Clarkson because they believed that he, like David Bolland, would accentuate the better qualities of the team that seemed to shine through last spring in a tough, seven-game playoff loss to Boston.

Clarkson did score 30 two years ago and might do so again, but it’s the other assets he brings that the Leafs need more of at the moment.

That’s not to say after scoring three goals in the last two games the Leafs couldn’t use a little injection of offence. But when the Leafs don’t play well they don’t hit effectively, get bottled up in their own zone for extended stretches and can’t establish either a forecheck or a cycle in the enemy zone.

Clarkson can help in all those areas.

How rusty might he be? Some, one supposes, but he’s also healthy, well-rested and very fit after doing extra skating and workouts for a month.

This should be a welcome boost for a hockey team that needs one. It’s as if the Leafs traded for Clarkson on the weekend, instead of signing him way back on July 5.

And there’s nothing like a new toy for the fans — or for a coach looking for answers

Cox: 10 thoughts from the Chiefs to the Leafs

The Chiefs are good and the Leafs like a certain Florida defenceman
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Damien Cox writes that the the Florida Panthers Dmitry Kulikov is a defencemen the Leafs would be interested in should the club start selling players as it slips out of the playoff picture.
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From The Spin. 

1. Boy, Otis Taylor must be having a heck of a year: It’s been easy to forget over the past, oh, four decades that the Kansas City Chiefs were once an NFL powerhouse driven by a very influential owner. Similarly, the last few years in Philly made it very easy to forget that Andy Reid was regarded as one of the finest minds in football. Now the Chiefs at 7-0 and Reid looks brilliant again, with Chip Kelly finding all sorts of problems with the Eagles.

2. We’d all like to get “shut down” like that: The Broncos scored 33 points and Peyton Manning threw for 386 yards, yet the talk today is how the Indy defence really stepped up for this one. Which it did. But it shows have everything is relative. This one also showed that as soon as you think some NFL team’s doing something nobody can stop. . .somebody puts a stop to it.
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Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers
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Bobby Orr wants Don Cherry to be in Hockey Hall of Fame

LeafsBeat With Kevin McGran

3. Nobody’s talking about it because nobody wants to talk about it: Maybe the worst Monday Night Football matchup ever tonight? The 1-4 Vikings visit the 0-6 Giants, and it’s not hard to understand why Sunday Night Football may now be the pre-eminent evening NFL broadcast of the week. No point to watch this one between two teams with a combined .090 winning percentage, the worst at this stage of the season in MNF’s 44-year history. Just drive on by. Three compelling NHL games - San Jose at Detroit, Penguins hosting those upstart Avs, and the Flames at L.A. - should make much better viewing. Even if you don’t like hockey. Like, at all.

4. Let’s look at this from the most positive angle … for a moment anyway: Troy Smith is a pretty compelling story, so his strong performance for the Alouettes on Sunday as the fourth Montreal quarterback to win a game this season is intriguing news. He looked mobile and poised in his first CFL start, and maybe now gets to take the Als into the post-season. But seriously, that Hamilton team? Is it a really good team or just a lousy team? Somewhere in between, probably, but my goodness after beating the Grey Cup champions twice Kent Austin’s group sure laid an egg. This is the CFL’s most erratic squad. Again.

5. There are some basic parenting rules that apply here: Patrick Kaleta gets his day in appeals court today, which is fine, and certainly the absence of an appeal mechanism before the last CBA was totally unfair for NHL players. This 10-game sort of feels like a career achievement award for one of the NHL’s dirtiest players, who was fined or suspended six times in four years before this one. Which is sort of the point. Brendan Shanahan and Colin Campbell before him always try to be lenient at first, try to give players a chance to go forth and sin no more, but they get burned by guys like Kaleta who just use the system to play their particular “brand” of the sport knowing they can keep stretching the envelope (memories of the artist once known as Matt Cooke). If Kaleta had been hit harder before, maybe he wouldn’t have got to this point. For example, hit Dallas forward Ryan Garbutt hard now - start with 10 - for his hit on Dustin Penner, and you won’t be seeing Garbutt over and over and over. Its a pretty easy concept. By the way when, pray tell, is the NHLPA going to take a stand against one of the game’s worst predators - Kaleta - rather than defending him?

6. Creating a little more room to operate: Spent some time down at South Bend on the weekend watching some football and taking in a couple of games at the magnificent, $53 million Compton Family Ice Rink where the Fighting Irish play hockey. What a place. Most interesting? When they designed the rink, they made it 95 feet wide, which is somewhere in the middle between the NHL’s dimensions (85 feet) and the bigger international rinks (100 feet). ND hockey execs just thought it fit the kind of hockey program they wanted to run. You wonder if an NHL team will ever make that kind of spacious choice. Or would be allowed to.

7. Just the facts without the pomp and circumstance: Watching the Broncos and Colts one was reminded just how good Cris Collinsworth is at his job. Certainly the best analyst in football, and probably in sports. Or maybe neck and neck with tennis’ John McEnroe. Anyways, with Collinsworth there’s never any need for goofy gimmicks, he never plays the “when I played” card and his ability to create conversation around offensive and defensive plays despite having been an offensive player is extraordinary. Collinsworth isn’t about flash. He’s just damn good.

8. A Panther to keep an eye on: One of the players the Maple Leafs have been eying from afar over the past couple of seasons is defenceman Dmitri Kulikov of the Florida Panthers, and Kulikov might just be more available now than he was because of the wreckage of Florida’s early season play. He’s only 22, but already has four full seasons in the NHL. A couple of problems. He won’t come cheap. He’s in the last year of a contract that comes with a $2.5 million hit and will be looking for a significant pay increase this summer. And he shoots left, with the Leafs more in need of a right-handed shooting blueliner. Like Mike Kostka. Oh, never mind. . .

9. Leafs would like a mulligan on that one: Toronto’s had very good luck using the trade market to acquire offensive players in recent years, so it’s probably fair that a few have backfired, as well. So when you look at the NHL scoring stats this morning and see former Leaf first rounder Alexander Steen tied for the NHL lead in goals with seven, it’s a sombre reminder of the dangers of making decisions too early on players before they’re full formed. Interim GM Cliff Fletcher shipped Steen and defenceman Carlo Colaiacovo to St. Louis in 2008 to get what he hoped would be a proven scorer in Lee Stempniak, who instead had the deer-in-the-headlights look the moment he arrived in town and didn’t stay long. Steen is unlikely to stay at or near the top of NHL scorers. But he’s become a very important player for the Blues.

10. The value of losing: By most estimates, the Leafs weren’t even in the game on Saturday night against the Hawks, which should surprise absolutely no one. One of the league’s youngest teams, a team that’s been playing with fire for a while now, gets undressed by the champs. Makes sense, and now, surely, Randy Carlyle has his team’s attention. Still, before the season started, Detroit GM Ken Holland said by his estimation to make the playoffs with any sort of margin for error you have to consistently win six out of every 10 games. Well, the Leafs have six wins in nine games despite injuries and suspensions, and have a chance to make it seven wins in 10 tomorrow night against the sizzling Ducks. Panic if you want, but it hardly seems the time.

NHL: Ducks knock off Stars, extend franchise-best start

Anaheim wins seven straight heading into Toronto to start eight-game Eastern road trip.
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Ducks forward Dustin Penner was knocked out of Sunday night's game briefly after an open-ice hit by Ryan Garbutt in the second period.
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ANAHEIM, CALIF.—Emerson Etem got his first career short-handed goal late in the second period after Corey Perry scored twice to tie the game, and the Anaheim Ducks extended the best start in franchise history with a 6-3 victory over the Dallas Stars on Sunday.

The defending Pacific Division champions have won seven straight following a 6-1 loss at Colorado on opening night, tying the longest streak in club history. Anaheim captain Ryan Getzlaf had a goal and three assists, and Teemu Selanne extended his goal streak to three games.

Ryan Garbutt, Brenden Dillon and Shawn Horcoff scored during the final 10 minutes of the first period for Dallas. Jack Campbell made 41 saves in his NHL debut.

Anaheim goalie Frederik Andersen also made his NHL debut in net, replacing Jonas Hiller at the start of the second with a 3-1 deficit. Andersen stopped all 24 shots he faced, two days after he was promoted from Norfolk of the AHL because of Viktor Fasth's lower-body injury.

The Ducks, who came in a league-worst 1 for 23 on the power play and 0 for 18 at home, opened the scoring the first time they had the man advantage. 

They will be in Toronto on Tuesday night to begin an eight-game road trip, all against Eastern Conference teams. They've already beaten two of them — the New York Rangers (6-0) and Ottawa Senators (4-1).

AHL: Carter Ashton answers call for Toronto Marlies

Demoted Leaf steps up in win over Hamilton Bulldogs
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Marlies defenceman Andrew MacWilliam clears Akim Aliu of the Bulldogs from the front of the net, over goalie Drew MacIntyre, in Sunday's game at Ricoh Coliseum.
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Marlies defenceman Andrew MacWilliam clears Akim Aliu of the Bulldogs from the front of the net, over goalie Drew MacIntyre, in Sunday's game at Ricoh Coliseum. 
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Carter Ashton received the call Saturday night that no player wants.

However, after being told he was being demoted, the 22-year-old made the best of his return to the American Hockey League by scoring the game-winning goal as the Toronto Marlies edged the visiting Hamilton Bulldogs 2-1 on Sunday.

Despite Ashton’s disappointment from being sent down after playing nine games with the Maple Leafs, Marlies head coach Steve Spott was pleased with the power forward’s mindset heading into his first AHL game of the season.

“He was good. He went right with Trevor (Smith) and with Spencer (Abbott) on that first line and I thought he had a heck of a game,” said Spott. “He was just a dominant player out there. He played five-on-five, killed penalties and was good at the net front on power play.

“It’s great to see when he comes down. It sends the right message for our young guys.”

Toronto took a 2-0 lead at 5:30 of the second period when Ashton put home an Abbott rebound on the power play.

“Abbott stood on the half wall and just walked it to the net,” Ashton said of the goal. “I knew the puck might come out and I got a good rebound, right on my stick.”

T.J. Brennan also scored for the Marlies (4-1-0), who are unbeaten in four games at the Ricoh Coliseum this season, and goaltender Drew MacIntyre made 17 saves for the victory.

Mike Blunden scored the lone goal for the Bulldogs (1-1-2), who were held to just nine shots through the final 40 minutes. Robert Mayer stopped 26 shots in defeat.

Ashton had an excellent chance to get Toronto on the board 6:55 into the first period when he was awarded a penalty shot, however Mayer made the save.

“I was thinking about trying to fake a shot and open him up somewhere and I tried going five hole, but he dropped pretty quick,” Ashton said.

Maple Leafs eye rebound against Ducks: Feschuk

Coach Randy Carlyle not only Leaf with Anaheim connection. David Clarkson returns Friday at Columbus.
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Bryan Bickell of the Blackhawks beats Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier in the second period of Saturday night's game in Chicago.
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You’ve heard many of the plausible spins by now. Yes, the Maple Leafs are generally playing poorly, but you can’t argue with 6-3-0. Yes, they’ve played particularly abysmally in their ongoing two-game losing streak, but you’ve got to believe they’ll surge when they get David Clarkson back from suspension, Nikolai Kulemin back from injury and Phil Kessel back from his latest in-season nap.

Yes, the local heroes were grossly outshot by the resounding count of 40-20 in Chicago on Saturday night, but even goaltender Jonathan Bernier found a way to put a positive spin on the drubbing.

“Gets you back in shape,” quipped Bernier.

You’ve heard of CrossFit. Call Bernier’s newfound workout CreaseFit. After facing an average of about 25 shots a game during the past few years as a Kings backup, Bernier has seen an average of about 34 shots per 60 minutes of playing time in Toronto. On Saturday night he was pelted with 40 shots — a game total he surpassed only once in 62 appearances as a member of the Kings. It’s arguable whether or not he actually needed to achieve a higher level of physical conditioning — he came into training camp looking lean and explosive. 
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Brett Willows

And you get the sense Bernier would be happy doing supplementary huffing and puffing on a stationary bike if it meant his on-ice workload could be at least slightly reduced. Forget the state of his cardiovascular system. A goaltender’s got to keep an eye on the health of his win-loss record.

“It’s hard to win games when we get double the shots (against),” Bernier said. “We’ve got to make sure we even that up.”

Bernier said he sees a link between the tilted ice and Toronto’s status as league leader in giveaways, which often spur odd-man rushes and clear shots at a well-worn goaler.

“We’ve just got to cut down on turnovers,” Bernier said.

The coming week in Leafland promises to be eventful no matter how the puck bounces. When the Leafs play host to the Anaheim Ducks on Tuesday it’ll be Randy Carlyle’s first game as Leafs coach against the franchise with which he won the 2007 Stanley Cup. 

“It’ll be big for (Carlyle),” said Troy Bodie, among a handful of former Ducks on the Toronto roster.

Friday’s game in Columbus, meanwhile, is the long-anticipated Game 11 — the reinsertion of David Clarkson into the lineup after a 10-game suspension that has delayed his debut after his summertime signing to a six-year deal worth $36.75 million. And then comes Saturday, when no less than Pittsburgh’s Sidney Crosby visits the Air Canada Centre, this as he came into Sunday night’s games leading the NHL in scoring with 17 points in eight games.

Clarkson, for his part, has been a regular fixture on the practice ice and in dressing-room media availabilities, but he hasn’t played since the pre-season melee that saw him hop the boards to join a line brawl against the Buffalo Sabres.

“It’s been hard,” Clarkson acknowledged. But certainly it’s been made easier by six wins. As Leafs great Wendel Clark said late last month: “Rather than judge (Clarkson’s lack of judgment) harshly right now, wait until you see the circumstances. If we come out of this, the team is together and you start 7-3 — heck, you get Clarkson back and it’s a bonus. You don’t know in team sports how this could rally you for the right reasons, too.”

As prescient as that sounds now, Clarkson could only concur, even if there’s a possibility he could rejoin the team in the midst of a three-game losing streak.

“It’s a great thing when you’re winning,” Clarkson said. “You come in, you’ll be a piece to a puzzle. I’m coming in here to do what I was brought here to do. Not the antics or to jump on the ice. It’s to win and put the puck in the net and do all those little things. That’s what I was brought here to do and hopefully that happens right away. . . . I think it’s tough to come back when you’re losing. I’ve been injured before in Jersey when we lost 10 in a row.”

Speaking of 10 fruitless games, those alarmed by Kessel’s two goals in nine games are perhaps forgetting last season, when No. 81 went goal-less for the opening 10 contests before potting 28 in the remaining 38. Carlyle is not. While the coach acknowledged that “goal scorers get things going in bunches” he said he wants to see more than numbers from the man recently rewarded with the richest contract in franchise history.

“Part of his responsibility as a key member of our hockey club, he has to continue to get pucks to the net. Again, I’d like to see him stop circling a little bit more, play a little more stop and go, shoot pucks for rebounds, not always trying to pick the fine corners — those kind of things,” Carlyle said. 

Kessel has eight points in nine games. But he hasn’t been a notable force in any of the past few contests. 

“We’ll try to review and reset, revisit,” Carlyle said after Saturday’s loss. “We believe we can go in and outwork hockey clubs. I don’t believe we outworked the Chicago Blackhawks (on Saturday).”

Maple Leafs fall to Blackhawks in Bolland’s return to Chicago: Feschuk

Toronto badly outshot again in 3-1 loss; Dave Bolland, hero of Hawks’ Stanley Cup triumph last season, receives warm ovation from United Centre crowd.
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Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier denies Blackhawks centre Jonathan Toews during the second period Saturday night in Chicago. 
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CHICAGO—When Dave Bolland was asked this week what he misses most about living in the Windy City, the first-year Maple Leaf hemmed and hawed a little.

Pinned down, he offered precisely one concrete example, specifically a hot-dog stand called the Weiners Circle. 

“Just a fun spot to go to,” Bolland said.

Perhaps it’s fitting that Bolland expressed his affection for processed meat at this particular time in the season. Nine games in, Hogtown’s NHL team has put up a satisfying enough win-loss record of 6-3-0. But fans of the club find themselves in a place also occupied by lovers of char-grilled Vienna red hots. To wit: If they think too deeply about precisely what’s gone into a beloved product, their stomachs can turn and churn.

Witness Saturday night’s 3-1 loss to the Blackhawks at the United Center. The scoreline didn’t suggest an utter domination by the defending Stanley Cup champions, and the Maple Leafs had their chances to make it even closer. But the raw ingredients of Toronto’s second straight loss weren’t pretty in the least. On a night that saw the visitors outshot 40-20, the Blackhawks often commanded the play with man-versus-boy authority. 
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“We know we have a lot of work to do. By no means are we satisfied with our start,” said Leafs forward James van Riemsdyk, who logged 20-plus minutes after missing Thursday’s loss to the Hurricanes with back spasms. “These last two games have started to kind of give us what we deserve a little bit.”

Indeed, while Toronto’s goal differential is a solid plus-8 through nine games — and while the Leafs are one game away from getting prized free-agent signing David Clarkson back from a 10-game suspension — it’s hard to ignore some disturbing early-season trends in Leafland. Toronto isn’t generating enough shots, isn’t commanding enough possession — isn’t, in short, playing very well. Coming into Saturday’s game they were third-last in the league in shots against per game at 35.0, this while managing 28.1 shots of their own on a typical night. A season ago they overcame that kind of a margin well enough, becoming just the fourth team in 20 years to make the post-season with a shot differential of minus-5 or worse. It’ll be a trick to make the playoffs again if they can’t tighten that gap.

The Blackhawks took a 1-0 lead early in the second period after Toronto starter Jonathan Bernier failed to catch a shot from Marcus Kruger. Positioned well out of his net and unable to control the rebound, Bernier couldn’t recover. Bryan Bickell pounced and patiently steered the puck around the down-and-out Leafs goaltender.

But the Leafs have earned a reputation as rope-a-dope opportunists for a reason. When Nazem Kadri tied the game at 1-1 by stuffing in a goalmouth bouncer on a Toronto power play, it marked just the fourth shot on goal by the visitors. 

Ex-Leaf Mike Kostka scored his first NHL goal to make it 2-1 for the Blackhawks. And Chicago’s pressure was incessant; a late-second-period power play brought the home team a 3-1 lead, Brandon Pirri cashing in a cross-ice pass from Brandon Saad. 

The Blackhawks appeared to have taken a 4-1 lead early in the third period, when Joakim Nordstrom put a puck past Bernier. But the goal was waved off as Bickell was whistled for goaltender interference. Instead of a three-goal deficit, the Leafs had a power play and a chance to cut into the Chicago lead. But the visitors — though their play with the man advantage has been a bright spot this season, third-best in the league — couldn’t cash in on the opportunity. They played better in the final frame, when the shots were 11-11, but it wasn’t nearly good enough.

“They play a high-tempo game and we didn’t seem to be able to keep the pace up until the third period,” said head coach Randy Carlyle.

Not that one couldn’t spin the positives from Saturday’s drubbing.

“We’re still in a pretty good spot right now and we haven’t come close to playing our best hockey,” said Kadri.

Upon arriving in his former professional home on Friday night, Bolland ventured out for dinner with some old pals, among them Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews. For six seasons and two Stanley Cup victories, Bolland and Toews were Blackhawks teammates; on Saturday night they were matched up against each other for the first time as pros. Bolland, who scored the Cup winner back in June, received a couple of warm welcomes from the United Center crowd, but the harsh reality was this: His new team is no match for his old team, and it’s not even close.

“Now when you’re playing against them, it’s a little different than playing with them,” Bolland said. “You sort of see how things go on, but I think as a result we got better in this room.”

Van Riemsdyk was asked why the Leafs can’t seem to keep the puck in their opponents’ end for anything longer than a fleeting instant.

“I don’t know. That’s the million-dollar question, I think, right now,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s a mindset or what it is. We just haven’t been able to do it. If I had the answer for it, I think we’d be doing it more. But I don’t.”

Perhaps the Leafs are, as Bolland suggests, getting better. Perhaps their hot-dog-stand stops in the offensive zone will soon enough morph into the equivalent of sit-down steak dinners. But in the latest examination of what goes into Toronto’s on-ice product, fundamental substance was sorely lacking

Maple Leafs: Cup hero Dave Bolland returns to Windy City

Dines with Chicago captain Jonathan Toews on eve of anticipated clash with Blackhawks.
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The Chicago Blackhawks celebrated in June after Dave Bolland's Stanley Cup winner against the Bruins.
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The Chicago Blackhawks celebrated in June after Dave Bolland's Stanley Cup winner against the Bruins. 
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CHICAGO—Upon arriving in his former professional home on Friday night, Maple Leafs forward Dave Bolland ventured out for dinner with some old pals, among them Jonathan Toews.

For six seasons and two Stanley Cup victories, Bolland and Toews were Blackhawks teammates. On Saturday night at the United Center, they’ll be matched up against one another for the first time as pros.

“It’s nice to get to see some of the guys,” Bolland said of his Friday dinner. “In a few minutes, I don’t think they’ll be my friends. Just joking. It’ll be good. It’ll be a fun game.”

Neither team partook in morning skates, but reports out of Chicago say that Corey Crawford is the likely starter in goal for the Blackhawks, the defending Cup champions. Leafs goaltender James Reimer made the trip to Chicago in the wake of being pulled with a head injury 32 seconds into Wednesday’s loss to the Hurricanes, but it’s a better bet that Jonathan Bernier will be in the Leafs crease come game time.
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James Reimer back at Leafs practice

Just the Facts: Bobby Orr by the numbers

Bolland, who scored the Cup-winning goal with 59 seconds remaining in Game 6 of the championship series with the Boston Bruins in June, said he’s not sure how he’ll be received by the United Center crowd on Saturday.

“We’ll see what happens,” he said.

Toews has been quoted saying that he knows Bolland’s “tricks,” and how to use them against his new foe. Bolland said the knowledge goes both ways.

“We’ve been around these guys for a long time — we all know each other’s little tricks,” said Bolland.

Leafs’ goaltending soap opera dominates the season

Leaf Nation has a nightly referendum on which goaltender has the edge, Jonathan Bernier or James Reimer.
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TORONTO, ON - OCTOBER 12 - Toronto Maple Leafs goalie James Reimer (34) chats with Toronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier (45) during a time out late in the third period. Leafs vs Oilers as the Toronto Maple Leafs beat the Edmonton Oilers 6-5 in overtime at Air Canada Centre in Toronto, October 12, 2013. Richard Lautens/Toronto Star
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The Leafs’ starting goalie situation is this city’s most riveting ongoing sports soap opera.

From beat reporters playing a daily guessing game of who will start, to all of Leaf Nation having a nightly referendum on who momentarily has the slight edge — Jonathan Bernier or James Reimer — this is the story that will dominate the season, until it is settled. And even then, if both remain with the team, the second-guessing will not end. 

So far, Bernier had a bad game, but managed the win versus Edmonton last Saturday. Reimer played lights out versus Minnesota after the Leafs got badly outshot. On Thursday, Reimer was injured in a collision with teammate Josh Leivo, which brings up scary memories from 2011 when he missed six weeks after a hit from Brian Gionta. He was back at practice on Friday morning. But Bernier lost on a horrible goal in replacing him. The see-saw back and forth is in full swing.
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In a town where an askance look between two players’ significant others was a big story during last year’s playoffs, this is rightly huge. 

Positional battles are a fact of life in professional sports but there are certain singular positions that always grab the headlines and garner the controversy. It’s the equivalent of a quarterback in football, point guard in basketball and closers in baseball. 

It is also the easy story. 

“Well, it makes for lots to write about, doesn’t it? It’s never boring. You always have a go-to article,” says Glenn Healy, analyst on CBC’s Hockey Night in Canada, and a longtime NHL goalie who had a stint in Toronto’s media pressure cooker backing up Curtis Joseph. 

“I think you’re going to see a lot of (back and forth) this year. They are not going to just abandon one guy and hand somebody the job. There is a lot of inexperience with both goaltenders. Look at the number of games that both have played from a goaltending in the league standpoint and by no means has either one of them solidified themselves as a clear-cut number one. That is a function of playing games.”

Healy thinks the fixation on a No. 1 goalie isn’t manufactured by the media, but is a result of the team’s history of excellent goaltenders. 

“We’ve been desperate for one since we started doing the (Vesa) Toskala, (Andrew) Raycroft, Trevor Kidd, the carousel has been just coming and going,” he says. “Because we had that great level of goaltending, from Felix (Potvin), to Cujo (Curtis Joseph) and then he passed the flag to Eddie (Belfour) . . . I think the history of that has us now wanting it. Over the past number of years, we’ve been desperate to have one guy who could be our Marty Brodeur or next Curtis Joseph or Ed Belfour.”

Speaking of those wayward years, three players Toronto gave up on are now top 10 in goals against average: L.A.’s Ben Scrivens (2nd, 1.22), Boston’s Tukka Rask (4th, 1.51) and Detroit’s Jonas Gustavsson (8th, 1.87). Admittedly, Scrivens and Gustavsson are considered the backups in those towns, and are splitting time in net. Bernier and Reimer are 11th and 31st, respectively. 

For the record, Healy thinks Bernier will be the guy, although even he tempers his prediction. 

“From what I’ve seen with Bernier, I think he has starting goaltending pedigree. I think he’s got the attitude. I think he’s got the skill set, he’s got the work ethic, and I think he’s hungry,” he says. “Now, anybody in the world could make those same assessments about Reimer, and they would be accurate as well.”

With a 6-2 record, it is currently an embarrassment of riches, but we all know how this is going to go. Trade talk among commentators is starting and if one of these guys manages to get a stranglehold on the position, the potential of moving the other is already causing waves in another hockey-mad city. 

Oiler fans on Twitter and Edmonton Journal columnists got into a tizzy on Thursday after analyst Darren Dreger said on TSN 1050  that the Leafs wouldn’t take former 1st overall pick Nail Yakupov for Reimer in a deal. 

Both David Staples and Dan Tencer played the speculation as more of a damning (and incorrect) indictment of Yakupov, with Tencer writing: “Either Dreger is totally off base with his assessment of the situation or the Toronto Maple Leafs management is crazy.”

The thing is, folks, this is just the beginning, and with a long season ahead, there are plenty more rumours and trade speculation to come. 

Historically, while there have been a few aberrations, or the backup becoming a team’s hot goalie during a series, a real tandem goaltending situation hasn’t been successful in the playoffs. Although, it only takes one successful team to be the example, and with goaltending such a grind, teams do require at least two capable ones. 

Whatever the Toronto Maple Leafs’ issues are in front of the net — and the advanced stat types are already starting to mutter about the disconnect with this currently winning team and its numbers — until the goalie situation is settled, it’s going to be the top-shelf discussion. But two capable net minders are clearly better than none. 

Best to enjoy it while it lasts. Besides, who doesn’t love a good soap opera?

Maple Leafs: Reimer okay, van Riemsdyk returns to practice 

The Leafs breathed a sigh of relief when goalie James Reimer awoke Friday and felt good enough to participate in practice; meanwhile, the team is closer to full strength with James van Riemsdyk, David Clarkson and Frazer McLaren all set to return soon.
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James Reimer practises on Friday after head injury.
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Turns out James Reimer is OK and the Maple Leafs’ injury list may finally be getting shorter with James van Riemsdyk practising again Friday.

Reimer, the oft-concussed goaltender, returned to practice on Friday after leaving Thursday’s game against Carolina due to a head-on collision with Josh Leivo that left the netminder with a headache and nothing more.

“The new protocol is you have to get out of the game, so I did,” said Reimer. “I had a bit of a headache, so the doctors felt it was in my best interests that I stay out for the rest of the game. I did.

“I came back (Friday). Felt pretty good. Rode the bike and worked out before I hit the ice. I was just out for protocol-slash-precautionary reasons.”

The last time Reimer got run over — against Montreal early in the 2011-12 season — he lost about a month due to a concussion and took almost a year to return to top form in net.

Reimer’s concussion history was part of the reason the team acquired Jonathan Bernier from the Los Angeles Kings.

Photos View photosLeafs goalie James Reimer leaves the ice early in Thursday's game against Carolina after colliding with teammate Josh Leivo.zoom

Many, including Reimer, feared the worst from the Leivo incident. The Leafs even called the University of Toronto to recruit a goalie, Michael Nishi, as an extra for practice, just in case Reimer couldn’t participate.

Reimer and the Leafs were relieved that he woke up Friday without headaches or neck pain. 

“It kind of subsided as the evening went on,” said Reimer. “It hurt pretty bad when I got hit, which, I think, is pretty normal. By the time I went to bed, there wasn’t much of one. When I woke up, I felt pretty good.”

Reimer said he should be ready to play Saturday night against Chicago if called upon.

“That’s the plan,” said Reimer. “With these things, you really never know. Judge how I’m feeling in the morning. The way I feel today, I should be ready to go.”

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle has had to go with a makeshift lineup since the season began. He certainly hasn’t had the full lineup he once envisioned. 

“You’d always like to have your group of players together, but that’s not possible due to suspensions and injuries,” said Carlyle. “You miss guys who can make contributions. We’re asking other guys to step in and fill those roles.”

But there is hope on the horizon, starting with players on the top two lines.

•Van Riemsdyk has missed two games due to back spasms. But he participated fully in practice and Carlyle sounded as though he expected him to play Saturday. “There’s a good chance he’s available,” said the coach.

•David Clarkson has a mere two games left in his 10-game suspension and should play Friday in Columbus.

“Personally, I can’t wait for that day to come,” said Clarkson. “It’s hard (but) I’m trying to keep ready. When you’re winning, things are a lot easier. There are things we can do better, but the biggest thing is getting points and we’re finding a way to do that right now.

•Frazer McLaren might also return to action in Columbus, the date he’s eligible to come off long-term injured reserve. His right pinky is still sore. 

“I’d like to tell them I’m 100 per cent ready to go by that time,” said McLaren. “Any time you’ve had a finger broken and in a cast for five weeks, the big thing is range of motion. It’s still hard for me to make a complete fist.”

Neither Nikolai Kulemin (ankle) nor defenceman Mark Fraser (knee) have even skated recently. Kulemin was still walking in a brace after chipping an ankle bone in practice. 

But Carlyle said both will “be skating very shortly.”

NHL: Joe Sakic praises Patrick Roy at sports hall induction

Colorado Avalanche boss breaks down hot start, relationship with hotheaded coach.
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Joe Sakic didn’t mind the losing.

The Quebec Nordiques’ 1987 first-round pick went through plenty of it early in his career, and it didn’t knock him off track.

“It wasn’t tough because I was so excited to play in the National Hockey League,” Sakic said.

The Nordiques missed the playoffs in each of Sakic’s first four seasons, going a combined 75-205-40. In his eighth year, after the team moved to Denver and became the Colorado Avalanche, Sakic raised the Stanley Cup as captain.

In his first year as Colorado’s executive vice-president of hockey operations, the Avalanche look like they’re ready to rebound much faster. They’re 6-1-0 as part of the second-best start in franchise history, topped only by the 1985-86 pre-Sakic Nordiques.

Speaking before his induction into Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame this week, Sakic conceded he didn’t predict the Avalanche would be undefeated after their first six games. But he didn’t have trouble explaining why they’ve been so good early on under first-year coach Patrick Roy.

“Our goaltending has been incredible,” Sakic said. “(Semyon) Varlamov’s played great, (Jean-Sebastien) Giguere came in and played in Boston, he was the first star. The guys are playing hard and they’re playing for one another, and the goalies are there to back them up, so it’s been a total group effort.”

Photos View photosPatrick Roy, top right, Joe Sakic, bottom right, and the Avalanche celebrate their Stanley Cup win in 2001. With Sakic at the helm and Roy behind the bench, the Avalanche are off to a hot start this season.zoom

Naturally, Roy is getting a lot of the credit. He tied the record for best start by a rookie NHL coach at 6-0-0, set by Mario Tremblay with the 1995-96 Montreal Canadiens.

Hiring Roy was Sakic’s first move. Their playing careers intertwining in Colorado when the Avalanche won two Cups, played a huge role in that decision, as did Roy’s experience behind the bench in the QMJHL.

“I played with him as a teammate and he’s a tremendous leader,” Sakic said. “I knew what he was doing in Quebec and the time he spent and how well he coached the younger guys. And for me, I thought he’d be a perfect coach for a younger team.”
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The Avalanche have an average age of 27.6, including 18-year-old No. 1 pick Nathan MacKinnon and 20-year-old captain Gabriel Landeskog. But Matt Duchene, Ryan O’Reilly and Paul Stastny are far from rookies.

“I know we still got some real young guys, but we also have some guys that are going into their fifth, sixth, seventh year,” Sakic said. “They’re starting to learn how to win, and just that experience is helping them out.”

The Avalanche suffered their first loss of the season Thursday night, 4-2 to the same Detroit Red Wings that Roy and Sakic had so many memorable battles against. Former Red Wings goaltender Chris Osgood is now a television analyst, and the man he once fought is in the spotlight for his emotional coaching style. That’s how Sakic wants Roy to be.

“I think that’s what you need,” he said. “He knows how far he can push. He’s a fiery competitor and he wants to win. That’s what you want as your coach.

“I know he knows how to deal with a younger team and teaching. He’s been a great teacher for these players and really including them. He says a word, he wants to be ‘partners’ with them and right from training camp it’s developed with him and the players.”

Sakic said Wednesday that he “couldn’t be any happier” about Roy’s relationship with his players. But he also knows there will be adversity, and he’s pretty confident this group will be able to recover quickly.

“We’re going to lose some games, and it’s just a matter of bouncing back from those games and how quick and not getting your heads down,” he said. “Just get up in the morning and get ready to get back to work.”
Maple Leafs face Chicago Saturday: Five things to know about the Blackhawks

The Toronto Maple Leafs face the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks at the United Centre on Saturday. Here are five things you need to know about the Blackhawks.
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Maple Leafs forward Dave Bolland celebrates his overtime winner against the Edmonton Oilers at the Air Canada Centre. (Oct. 12, 2013)
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The Toronto Maple Leafs face the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks at the United Centre on Saturday (7 p.m. on CBC, Sportsnet 590 The FAN). Here are five things you need to know about the Blackhawks.

1. Watch for the Blackhawks to find a nice way to honour two-time Stanley Cup champion Dave Bolland in his first trip back to the Windy City since the summertime trade to Toronto. After all he scored the Cup-winning goal. 

2. Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford has stopped 86 of the 91 shots he’s faced in his last three games. He’s the likely starter with backup goalie Nikolai Khabibulin not likely to get his second start until later in the week against Florida or Tampa Bay. 

3. The Blackhawks have been outscored 6-0 in the third period over the last six games, blowing 2-0 leads against the Lightning and the Hurricanes. Overall, Chicago is suffering a power outage, struggling to score even with a lineup loaded with offensive stars. The Blackhawks have just 20 goals in their first seven games and only 14 in six games following a season-opening 6-4 win over Washington.
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4. The Hawks were 19-3-5 in one-goal games last year, five more wins than any other team. This year they are 3-1-2 in one-goal games. “We’re having a tough time finding the back of the net,” said defenceman Brent Seabrook Thursday after a 3-2 shootout loss to St. Louis. “With that being said, we’ve got to muscle these games out to win them 2-0, 2-1, 1-0. That’s the mindset we have to have when we’re not scoring goals.”

5. The Blackhawks are relatively healthy. Defenceman Michal Rozsival is out with an undisclosed illness.

WHAT THE COACH SAYS: The Blackhawks were second only to Pittsburgh in goal scoring last season but coach Joel Quenneville didn’t like his team’s effort or output recently.

“I didn’t like our pace,” he said Thursday after the St. Louis loss. “I didn’t like that we were turning pucks over. We didn’t get any pucks to the net. We didn’t generate any offence after the first period.”

“We’ll look at our lines. We need some offence. And I don’t like coaching offensively.”

With files from Star wires

Toronto Maple Leafs: Chicago Blackhawks looking for offence as Leafs come to visit: Cox 

NHL champ and playoff hero Bryan Bickell yet to score, but Hawks have lots of other weapons
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Chicago Blackhawks' Stanley Cup pride, Bryan Bickell, seen here parading the trophy in his hometown of Orono, has yet to score for the Hawks this season.
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Chicago Blackhawks' Stanley Cup pride, Bryan Bickell, seen here parading the trophy in his hometown of Orono, has yet to score for the Hawks this season. 
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In the Windy City this is what qualifies as hard times for the local hockey heroes.

An offence that isn’t exactly hitting on all cylinders in these early days of the 2013-14 season. A pair of tight losses to their archrivals from St. Louis in the opening days of the season.

Yeah, a real nightmare.

Even with those two losses to the Blues the Chicago Blackhawks team that will host the 6-2 Maple Leafs on Saturday night seems to be a likelier candidate to repeat than was the case with the 2010 champions.

This team wasn’t stripped down because of salary cap problems.

The key players — Patrick Kane, Jonathan Toews, Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook — are now three years older and more committed than ever to their craft, and the goalie who won the Stanley Cup is back.
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So no evidence of any Cup hangover — at least not yet.

This, as Dave Nonis said on the eve of the season, is the kind of team he hopes the Leafs will become somewhere down the road — a team that wins hockey games any which way you want to play them.

Physical? No problem — and the Hawks certainly handled the brawny Bruins for all the glory last spring. Fast, high-skill games? Check. Low-scoring, tight matches? Most of the time the Hawks hold their own.

So after a fluky bounce loss to Carolina on Thursday at home — given the way in which the Leafs have been winning despite some gaping holes in their game it’s hard to see that as a hard-luck loss — this shapes up as an early season litmus test for Randy Carlyle’s crew.

The team has several key injuries, with goalie James Reimer now added to the list. David Clarkson still hasn’t played a game yet and this Leaf team is allowing an average of 35 shots per game — third worst in the league — while managing only about 28 themselves which is in the bottom third of the league. 

All that suggests Saturday night could be a rough one against a Chicago team looking to break out.

Still unbeaten on the road after wins in Montreal, Philadelphia and Nashville, the Leafs bring ex-Hawk hero David Bolland with them as they try to prove they really belong with the elite teams of the league.

If there’s anything ailing the 4-1-2 Hawks it’s an offence that has yet to start humming. Chicago has only scored more than three goals in a game once this season. Brandon Pirri’s first NHL goal got them rolling on Thursday against the Blues. But Marian Hossa on a breakaway was the only other Hawk who could score on Jaroslav Halak — including in the shootout, where Chicago couldn’t score at all.

Bolland, of course, was shipped to the Leafs for draft picks at least partly because of the need for the Hawks to sign playoff sniper Bryan Bickell, who potted nine goals in 23 post-season matches last spring.

For that Bickell got a four-year, $16 million contract and Bolland, Viktor Stalberg and Michael Frolik were deleted to help make room.

Well, so far the investment has been a poor one for the Hawks.

Despite playing on the top line with Toews and Kane, Bickell has yet to score this season and has only eight shots in seven games. Against the Blues he had none in 17:09 of playing time and remains stuck at one assist on the season.

So that, in a nutshell, is the extent of Chicago’s troubles.

Can’t beat the Blues (so far). Offence is a little snoozy. Bickell finding the new contract a little heavy on the shoulders.

Otherwise the Hawks have allowed only 18 goals in seven games, so that part of their game is intact. And the fact they were able to keep most of their lineup from the 2013 playoffs in place is bad news for the rest of the league.

The days when the Leafs and Hawks were combative divisional rivals are long gone and the only shame is that Detroit couldn’t bring Chicago with it to the Eastern Conference this season to renew that rivalry.

Still, these are Original Six cousins and the Hawks are the standard against which Nonis, at least, is measuring his young team.

The Leafs may have the offensive firepower to match up with Chicago, but do they have the ability to prosper in a tighter, hard-checking playoff-style game?

So far most would guess they don’t. Saturday night would be a good night to prove that they do.

Maple Leafs: Damien Cox’s nine thoughts on Thursday’s loss to Carolina Hurricanes

In honour of Norm Ullman, here’s Damien Cox’s nine thoughts on the second Leaf loss of this young season. Check out the video of Bernier’s terrible gaffe and the other bad bounce goals this season.
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From Damien Cox’s Spin on Sports blog:

-

In honour of Norm Ullman, here’s nine thoughts on the second Leaf loss of this young season:

1. Say thanks to Stevie Y for this one: Cam Ward is undoubtedly still seething over not even being invited to the Canadian Olympic road hockey camp in August, and showed on Thursday night in beating the Maple Leafs with a strong 24 save effort just how good he can be.

So far, you could argue Carey Price of the Habs has been the best Canadian goalie. But after that? Probably Marc-Andre Fleury of the Penguins, who also wasn’t invited to the orientation camp, but after the past two playoffs it would be gutsy to make him the No. 1 Canadian goalie.

So Ward may end up being right there. Certainly, incumbent Roberto Luongo has yet demonstrated it’s his job to lose. Braden Holtby isn’t wowing anybody For Ward, meanwhile, backup Anton Khudobin is sidelined for a while, so he’s probably going to get a good long run of starts to flaunt his stuff.

Photos View photosToronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier, left, stares at referee Brad Watson as he signals a goal after the Carolina Hurricanes scored on a dump in that took a strange bounce during third period NHL hockey action in Toronto on Thursday, Oct. 17, 2013.zoom

2. How depth can disappear in an instant: The number of folks suggesting that they’d seen all they needed to from Jonathan Bernier, and that James Reimer should be traded, was truly baffling. Neither Bernier nor Reimer is an all-star, and both are still establishing themselves. There’s more strength in two than one until one proves he’s all you need.

Reimer’s injury against Carolina may give Bernier a stretch of games, but after that hot start the former King was shelled in his last start Saturday and then gave up that bizarre, awful winning goal to the Canes.

It happens. It was a bad mistake. But Bernier, even before that happened, was still in need of delivering a lot more evidence before he can be anointed as a bona fide No. 1 NHL goalie.

.
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Bobby Orr wants Don Cherry to be in Hockey Hall of Fame

LeafsBeat With Kevin McGran

By the way; Brett Willows, the 5-foot-9 U of T goalie who was the emergency goalie on call after Reimer left? He stopped a career-high 50 shots against Ryerson this week.

3. Behind every good team is an ex-Leaf with a brain: Saturday’s game against the Blackhawks will mark the fifth straight game the Leafs have faced a team featuring an ex-Leaf player on its coaching staff.

It start last week in Nashville with Phil Housley (four games!), which was followed up by Dallas Eakins (Edmonton), Darby Hendrickson (Minnesota) and Kirk Muller (Carolina). Chicago, of course, is coached by former Leaf blueliner Joel Quenneville.

4. The Atlantic Division’s punching bag: The Leafs have been outshot in six of eight games, while their opponents have had 30-plus shots in EVERY game. It hasn’t cost them so far with a 6-2 record, but it’s not a recipe for extended success. They’re an entertaining team to watch, but while the D-men are absorbing the lion’s share of the criticism, too many forwards are doing not very much in the defensive zone.

Being without solid vets like Nik Kulemin up front and Mark Fraser on the back end sure isn’t helping.

5. Not the rule’s fault, but . . . bad rule: Look, there’s no excuse for the goal Bernier allowed. That’s it. Period. Jonathan Quick and Roberto Luongo have each permitted one just as bad already this season. Life goes on.

Bad goal on Jonathan Quick.

..

Bad goal on Roberto Luongo.

..

That said, it was yet another surprising interpretation of the hybrid icing call that didn’t result in a whistle before Bernier had a chance to screw up so badly. This rule is confusing and open to interpretation, the worst kind of rule there is in a league where officials won’t call diving unless they can send another player to the box at the same time and will do anything to avoid calling the instigator penalty.

I hate no-touch icing. But it would be preferable to this dumb hybrid rule, which is going to cause more and more problems as the season moves along.

As I’ve said many times, there was nothing wrong with the old icing rule, and the way in which the hybrid rule was instituted on the eve of this season suggest it needed a little more thought.

Yes, there were some bad injuries on icing before. But if the emphasis was on enacting rules to eliminate awful injuries, icing would have been about No. 10 on the list.

Boarding and checking from behind, as we’ve seen with hits on Dan Boyle and Nicklas Kronwall this week, happen far more often and often with devasting impact.

Five minutes and a game misconduct just isn’t enough, and while we’ll see what Max Lapierre gets, history says the supplementary discipline just hasn’t been enough in the past to change anyone’s mind.

What do you think?.

Should the NHL get rid of hybrid icing?

Yes

No

VoteView Results

.

Quantcast ..

6. About every four years, the Lone Ranger strikes: Paul Ranger’s assist on Joffrey Lupul’s goal was his first NHL point since Oct. 10, 2009, a game which also happened to be against Carolina.

Interestingly, another young man like Ranger who at one point walked mysteriously away from the game, Stefan Legein, is trying to resurrect his career these days with the AHL Marlies. The 24-year-old Oakville native, once a second round pick, spent last season with Manchester’s AHL squad.

7. The entry draft is just a beginning, not an ending: Josh Leivo scored his first NHL goal against Carolina and David Broll competed in his fourth straight contest. Leivo was a third rounder and Broll a sixth rounder, and the fact that both are up with the Leafs while former first round pick Tyler Biggs skates in the minors is a very healthy indication that in the Leaf organization, it matters more what you do than where you were drafted.

That said, the fact Biggs hasn’t blown anybody away the past two years may soon become a concern.

8. Getting closer, and closer: David Clarkson will play his first game as a Leaf next Friday, and it’ll be interesting to see what happens between now and then, and where Randy Carlyle chooses to use Clarkson.

The theory before, of course, was that Lupul was a better left winger than a right winger, something the Anaheim Ducks had failed to discover before trading him to Toronto. But right now, Lupul looks just as dangerous on the right side with Nazem Kadri, and we know Phil Kessel and Tyler Bozak are sticking together. Lupul, of course, could shift back to the left side, with Clarkson moving into his place.

The simplest decision may be to put Clarkson in place of Leivo with Dave Bolland. Leivo has two more games to make a strong case for that not being the right decision.

9. Take all the time you need, JVR: Mason Raymond had two goals on Tuesday when James van Riemsdyk, and on Thursday he played 24:49, more than any other Leaf forward.

It was the most the 28-year-old has ever played in an NHL regular season game. Guess Carlyle thinks he was a good signing last summer.

Maple Leafs lose goalie James Reimer to injury: Feschuk

Bad bounces costly for Leafs as Carolina wins 3-2 at the ACC.
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Leafs goalie James Reimer is tended to by a trainer after being hit in the head by the knee of teammate Josh Leivo on Thursday night against Carolina.

Nathan Denette / THE CANADIAN PRESS 
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You could blame bad luck. You could blame Josh Leivo for not watching where he was back-checking. You could blame James Reimer’s wonky glove hand.

What’s not in doubt is that the collision that shelved the Leafs goaltender just 32 seconds into Thursday night’s 3-2 loss to the Hurricanes was a worrisome pile-on to the early-season injury woes that have kept the mood around the Maple Leafs unusually subdued despite a win-loss record that still stands at an impressive 6-2-0.

On the play in question Reimer failed to catch a benign left-wing wrist shot by Jordan Staal. As the puck escaped his trapper, the goaltender lurched out of his crease to cover it, a move that put his head into the line of travel of his backchecking teammate, Leivo.

.
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Leivo’s leg hit Reimer’s head at high speed. Reimer collapsed to the ice limply, his mask coming off as he fell. Soon enough Jonathan Bernier was hopping over the boards and Reimer was heading for dry land under his own power.

Considering Reimer’s extensive history of head and neck injuries, including a similar head hit by Montreal’s Brian Gionta in 2011 that kept Reimer out of the lineup for six weeks, the Leafs summoned University of Toronto goaltender Brett Willows to fill in as an emergency backup. 

“He’s got a headache,” Randy Carlyle said of Reimer. “He got hit. Basically we’d do the same thing with any player. It was a thigh or knee to the neck area and we just took him out of the game. There is a history there, so you have to worry about it.”

Still, the worry didn’t preclude Carlyle from suggesting Reimer will be ready to return to the job as early as Friday morning.

“The feeling right now is Reimer will be able to practice (on Friday),” Carlyle said.

On a night of odd bumps and deflections, perhaps it was fitting that the winning goal — a Ron Hainsey dump-out from the other end of the ice — came on what Leafs defenceman Cody Franson called “the definition of a bad bounce.” Specifically, the winner was a ricochet off the end boards that hit Bernier’s skate before it went into the net and gave the Hurricanes their 3-2 margin of victory late in the third period

Both Bernier and Franson, who was on the ice at the time, said they thought the play should have been whistled down under the league’s new hybrid icing rule. But the officials determined that Hurricanes winger Radek Dvorak beat Morgan Rielly in a race to the faceoff dot to keep the puck alive.

Franson acknowledged that such calls go both ways, and that Thursday’s game — if the Leafs absorb its message properly — should serve as something of a wakeup call for a team that’s been playing hockey of questionable quality. In a season in which the Leafs have been roundly outshot and out-possessed despite winning six of their first seven games, Thursday saw them outshot 38-26 and lose in regulation.

“It’s almost karma for the way we’ve been playing a little bit loose,” Franson said. “It could be a good thing — something for us to learn (from), that not managing the puck the way we have been is not going to be good enough. Some nights we’re not going to get the bounces we’ve been getting. Some nights Bernie and Reimer aren’t going to stand on their heads and keep us in it while we’re making unforced errors.”

The Leafs went ahead 1-0 early in the second period on Joffrey Lupul’s sixth goal in eight games, a chip-in from a net-front scrum that appeared to bank off Carolina defenceman Andrej Sekera before it bounced over the goal line. Not long after Leivo found his redemption, scoring his first NHL goal on a short-side, top-corner beauty that made it 2-0. 

Lupul's goal.

..

Leivo's first NHL goal.

..

Said Leivo, recounting the play that injured Reimer: “(Nathan) Gerbe was ahead of me and the puck was loose. I saw (Gerbe’s) stick and wanted to take it away. Reimer came to play it out. I couldn’t get out of the way. I tried jumping over him. I guess my leg hit his head. It’s just unfortunate for him. I couldn’t feel (the contact with Reimer).”

Carolina’s Ryan Murphy scored early in the third period on a power-play blast from the point that deflected off the stick of Leafs forward Dave Bolland en route to making it 2-1. And Eric Staal scored on a wrister from the high slot to tie it at 2-2 before Bernier misplayed a puck that may or may not have been worthy of a whistle for icing.

“I looked up to see what my options were and the puck was probably spinning a lot,” Bernier said. “I misjudged it. I thought (it was going to be icing). But that’s the referee’s call. Those fluke goals can happen once in a while. You’ve just got to bounce back. We played pretty good. We had some unlucky bounces.”

Carolina's winning goal.

..

You could call Thursday night’s bounces unlucky. Or perhaps they were simply a long time coming. 

Said Carlyle: “I think the hockey gods got back at us tonight. We have to accept what happened and push for a higher level from our group.”

Maple Leafs: James van Riemsdyk injured, Randy Carlyle opens up to media

JVR is out with back spasms while Randy Carlyle opens up to media.

Text size: Increase Decrease Reset 

Share via Email Print 

Report an Error  

.

James van Riemsdyk will miss his second straight game for the Maple Leafs tonight. 
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James van Riemsdyk is out with back spasms and listed as day-to-day. This much we know.

But who was the guy answering questions and dressed as Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle?

Maybe it’s the 6-1-0 record to start the season, maybe Carlyle has mellowed, but the Leafs coach best described as an old-school guy seems to be softening a bit with the media and with his players, opening up in surprising ways.

It started with the first question: Why did the Leafs have an optional skate? The answer: the team asked. 

What a softie.

“Players asked for an optional. Simple as that,” said Carlyle. “They came and asked. We’ve done it before. We felt it was in the best interests of our group if that’s what they’re telling you they need. Why wouldn’t you give it to them.”

It was Joffrey Lupul who asked.

“There were a couple of guys begging earlier in the day. But Joffrey Lupul was the sacrificial lamb.”

.
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Phil Kessel excited about $64-million deal with Leafs

Leafs season opens

With a guy like Carlyle, it’s easy to imagine the team not asking in the future if they play a dud of a game. Not so, says the coach.

“That’s the old adage; you used to be able to say if they had the option and they exercised the option and didn’t play well, you’d throw it back in their face,” said Carlyle. “I don’t think that’s proper.

“The most important thing is the game. You cannot predict off a morning skate what type of a performance you’re going to get out of your hockey club.”

If that wasn’t a surprisingly frank and honest new-age stance, then what followed might have been bigger. He was asked about the status of van Riemsdyk. Teams — and Leafs aren’t alone in this — generally hide behind terms like “undisclosed” and “upper body.”

Those were the answers expected by the media.

But Carlyle followed with this: “He’s out and I’m going to give you the goods. I know you’re dying for them. He’s out with back spasms. He got up the other morning. He got to the rink. He had back spasms. It wasn’t a hockey-related injury. We all know that skaters get skaters’ back. It’s one of the things hockey players have to deal with over the course of the season.”

Van Riemsdyk missed Tuesday’s game against Minnesota and skated briefly on Wendesday. The 24-year-old has five goals and an assist in his first six games.

Carlyle does not believe van Riemsdyk has a history of this kind of problem.

“I just think this is one-off for him, specifically,” he said. “Because he has back spasms one day, is that a history? I don’t know that. I don’t think we can predict that yet. It’s not something that’s been noted in his medical file. But I would guarantee you there isn’t a player in there that hasn’t come to the rink with a bad back.”

Mason Raymond was expected to take van Riemsdyk’s spot on the top line while Trevor Smith will get some fourth-line action. Both scored against Minnesota.

The Leafs remain without wingers Nikolai Kulemin (bone chip in right ankle) and David Clarkson (10-game suspension), enforcer Frazer McLaren (broken right pinky finger) and defenceman Mark Fraser (knee).

McLaren and Clarkson both took part in the optional skate. Kulemin continued to walk around in a leg brace.
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            There wasn’t a lot of fanfare when the Saskatoon Blades used their second round pick, 109th overall, in the C.H.L. Import Draft back in July to select Russian forward Nikita Scherbak.

            Add in the fact that his release from the junior Kapitan Stupino team in Russia didn’t happen until the Bridge City Bunch’s pre-season schedule was underway made him even less of a known commodity.

            But, the hockey world is sure taking notice now!

            The left-handed shooting right winger, who doesn’t turn 18 years old until December 30, has caught fire. He didn’t register a point in his first two games against Prince Albert and sat out the 5-2 loss in Moose Jaw on September 28 due to an undisclosed injury.

            However, when September turned into October, it was as if the Moscow product felt that the calendar flip turned the hockey season on. He had two assists on October 1, a 4-2 setback to visiting Red Deer, notched his first W.H.L. goal the next night in Swift Current…and hasn’t looked back!

            In fact, Scherbak had registered at least one scoring point in all but one of the 13 games in October heading into this week. His stats line shows nine goals and 14 assists for 23 points, a +7 rating and six power play goals. He is either the team leader or tied for the Blades’ lead in all of those categories. He also tops W.H.L. rookies in goals, points and power play goals…is seventh amongst all W.H.L. players in points and tied for second in power play goals.

            A reminder, he was drafted 109th overall in the C.H.L. Import Draft! Crazy!!

            “I (can’t) say enough words about him,” said Saskatoon left winger Collin Valcourt recently when asked about his line-mate. “He plays with tremendous skill and confidence out there. He’s always making great plays. He sees the ice very well. He’s a very gifted athlete and he has a tremendous future ahead of him.”

            Scherbak comes into the week on an eight-game points streak (eight goals, six assists for 14 points). Needless to say, he’s the Blades Player-of-the-Week with a game-winning goal and three assists for four points in the two games last week!

*****

ROSTER UPDATE – Just after the deadline for this article to be sent to “The Clark’s Crossing Gazette”, the Blades announced that Saskatoon product Austin Calladine had been released. The 18-year-old left winger played three games with the Bridge City Bunch without registering a point. That leaves the Blades’ roster is now at 24 players…two goalies, seven defencemen and 15 forwards. The detailed list follows:

Goaltenders: Alex Moodie (95), Troy Trombley (94); Defencemen: Graeme Craig (93), David Nemecek (95), Ayrton Nikkel (95), Ryan Coghlan (95), Nelson Nogier (96), Clayton Kirichenko (96), Ross Hnidy (96); Forwards: Collin Valcourt (93), Nathan Burns (93), Brett Stovin (94), Chase Clayton (94), Nick Zajac (95), Logan Harland (95), Nikita Scherbak (95), Cory Millette (95), Matt Revel (96), Ryan Graham (96), Austin Adamson (96), Graham Millar (96), Nick Gomerich (96), Ryan Pruden (96), Cameron Hebig (97).

*****

UPCOMING GAMES – With the onset of November comes a string of seven consecutive games against East Division rivals…most of it in home-and-home series. The first of those is this weekend when the Bridge City Bunch hosts the Broncos Friday, then travels to Swift Current Saturday. The broadcasts on 92.9 THE BULL, start both nights at 6:30 with play-by-play at 7 p.m.
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D. Sedin scores winner as Canucks hold off Capitals

Monday, October 28, 2013

Sharp gets sparkling goal as Blackhawks rout Wild

Moulson scores twice but Ruff, Stars beat Sabres

Penguins D Scuderi out indefinitely with broken ankle

Budaj shines, Canadiens spoil Rangers' home opener

Siegel: Leafs goalie tandem an early success

Rookie Megna has first goal, Penguins beat Hurricanes

Vanek joins Islanders after being traded away by Sabres

Coyotes' Hanzal suspended two games for hit on Oilers' Petry

Sabres' Kaleta will not appeal suspension to arbitrator

Moulson uncertain if Sabres will be his last stop this season
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Fraser: Looking at Chara's contact to the head of Wingels
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Canucks look to extend win streak as they host Capitals
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Bozak injury opens up first-line shot for Leafs' Kadri

Bachman stops 47 in Oilers debut; Kings win in shootout

Numbers Game: Vanek to Islanders for Moulson, picks

Stastny has goal and assist as Avalanche rally to beat Jets

VANCOUVER -- Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella leaned heavily on his first line during the team's recent seven-game road trip.

Monday night was just more of the same.

Daniel Sedin scored the winner in the third after helping to set up linemate Ryan Kesler's tying goal a few minutes earlier as the Canucks rallied to defeat the Washington Capitals 3-2.

Fresh off a 5-1-1 road trip, the Canucks found themselves down 2-1 early in the final period despite dominating the Capitals in all three zones.

That's when the line of Kesler, Daniel Sedin and Henrik Sedin took over to help Vancouver to its fourth straight victory.

"They had the puck a lot tonight," said Tortorella of the trio. "They've been consistent so we'll keep them together and see where we go with it."

After the teams traded goals early in the third period, Kesler and the Sedins played keepaway in the Washington zone to give Vancouver the lead for good. Daniel Sedin finished the sequence off by faking a pass at the top of the slot and blasting a shot past Washington goalie Michael Neuvirth at 5:01 for a 3-2 lead.

"Resiliency. You go down early in the third and we find a way to battle back and get the go-ahead (goal)," said Kesler, who along with the Sedins played over 23 minutes. "That's the way our team's been all year."

Capitals sniper Alex Ovechkin was stopped on a penalty shot by Roberto Luongo just 79 seconds into the game and was also on for both the tying and winning goals.

"When the Kesler goal was scored it was my guy, I was kind of playing position as centre and the third goal, he make a great move and (Capitals forward Marcus Johansson) was kind of guessing," he said. "Two shifts cost us the game."

Kesler now has five goals and three assists in his last five games since being paired with the Sedins after scoring just once in the first six games of the season.

"Through the whole year (Kesler) has done all the things we've asked of him and now the puck's going in for him," said Tortorella. "I'm happy he's getting rewarded, because he deserves it."

Luongo made 17 saves to get the victory, while Zack Kassian also scored for Vancouver (9-4-1), which played at Rogers Arena for the first time since Oct. 12. Henrik Sedin's assist on the winner extended his point streak to nine games.

Jason Chimera, with a goal and an assist, and Mikhail Grabovski scored for Washington (5-7-0), which got 38 stops from Neuvirth.

The final period started well for Washington initially, with Grabovski beating Luongo glove side at 1:52 to give the Capitals their first lead at 2-1, but Kesler tied it up again with his eighth of the season by slapping a puck past Neuvirth just 61 seconds later.

Daniel Sedin then scored his fourth of the campaign as Vancouver finished the night with a 41-19 edge in shots.

"They stayed in the game and they got that second goal and it's tough to come back from those, but we were able to score two pretty quick ones," said Henrik Sedin. "First game back after a long road trip, we got a good start. They took over a little bit late in the first but after that I thought we should have won this maybe a little bit more comfortably."

Tied 1-1 after the first period, Vancouver outshot Washington 16-3 in the second but couldn't find a way past Neuvirth.

Canucks defenceman Jason Garrison walked into a one-timer on a power play early in the period that Neuvirth was equal to. Ovechkin then hit the post behind Luongo off the rush on a Washington man advantage.

The Canucks opened the scoring at 11:31 of the first period on Kassian's second goal of the season. The big forward moved down the right wing and snapped a shot past Neuvirth on the short side.

Asked about Kassian's performance, Tortorella was blunt: "Good at times, crappy at times. But he's coming. He still has to work on his consistency."

Washington tied the score just over three minutes at 14:36 later when Mike Green's shot from the point found Chimera's stick at the edge of the crease. Chimera, who has goals in three straight games, started the sequence with a big hit in the Vancouver zone.

Ovechkin was awarded his penalty shot at 1:19 of the period when he was pulled down on a partial breakaway. Tied for the NHL lead in goals with 10, Ovechkin got Luongo goalie moving with his first fake, but was unable to finish.

"If he scores on a penalty shot it's a whole different feeling for a player of that calibre," said Capitals head coach Adam Oates. "He had a couple chances. We have to figure out a way to get more."

Canucks forward Alexandre Burrows returned to the lineup after breaking a bone in his right foot in the season opener.

Although Burrows was back healthy, Vancouver's sick bay is still a busy place. Tortorella will be without David Booth for about two weeks, while fellow forwards Jannik Hansen and Dale Weise are each expected to miss three-to-four weeks.

Still on the injury front, Canucks forward Jordan Schroeder, who hurt is left foot blocking a shot in the pre-season, will require surgery to insert a pin in his ankle. Tortorella said he expects the second-year man to be out for two months.

All the walking wounded for Vancouver meant that Canucks forward Darren Archibald played his second career NHL game, while Jeremy Walsh suited up for the fifth time.

Notes: The Canucks continue their three-game homestand on Wednesday against the Detroit Red Wings. ... Vancouver will retire Pavel Bure's No. 10 jersey before Saturday's game against the Toronto Maple Leafs. ... The Capitals conclude their season-long five-game road trip on Friday against the Philadelphia Flyers. ... Famed musician Phil Collins was in attendance.
ST. PAUL, Minn. -- The Chicago Blackhawks have high standards. Two Stanley Cup championships in a four-year span will create that.

So their 7-2-3 start to the season is hardly a cause for satisfaction. This payback victory over the Minnesota Wild, at least, provided some reassurance.

Patrick Sharp finally scored, Nick Leddy jump-started the stagnant special teams units with a power-play goal and the Blackhawks beat the Wild 5-1 on Monday night.

"We haven't been playing the way we want to play," said Leddy, a native of nearby Eden Prairie and former Wild first-round draft pick. "We know we can play that way all the time, and I think this gives us some confidence."

After giving up 11 goals while losing their previous two games, the Blackhawks played tougher defence, were more disciplined and paid the Wild back for their 5-3 win on Saturday night in Chicago.

"We may have had the most consistent game we've had," coach Joel Quenneville said.

Corey Crawford made 29 saves, and Sheldon Brookbank, Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad all scored to give the Blackhawks just their third game of more than three goals in 12 contests this season.

"It was definitely hard to lose that way at home. They really took it to us, and we were looking to return the favour," Saad said.

The Wild were actually in control of the first period despite falling behind early. Then Jason Pominville got a goal, his third in two games, to tie it at 1 midway through the second period. But Niklas Backstrom never found his footing in the net.

After making 33 saves against the Blackhawks two days before, his first start following a seven-game absence because of a lower-body injury, Backstrom stopped only 23 shots. Coach Mike Yeo refused to criticize the veteran's performance, but he wasn't nearly as strong in the rematch.

"We can't sit here and look at that game and say that any player is responsible for that loss," Yeo said. "We had too many guys who weren't on top of their game, and when you're playing a team of that calibre, obviously you need a lot of guys not playing just OK games but playing good games, and I don't think we had that tonight."

Marian Hossa caught Backstrom looking the wrong way behind the net and fed Sharp for a snap shot from just outside the crease over Backstrom's opposite shoulder late in the first period. This was just Sharp's second goal of the season. He was quiet last season, too, returning from injury to find his rhythm in the playoffs.

"It was nice to put one in. Hopefully that starts something," Sharp said.

Late in the second period, Backstrom turned aside Leddy's shot, but Kane beat him to the rebound and circled the puck around to the other side where Brookbank was waiting for a slap shot.

Backstrom collided with rookie defenceman Matthew Dumba as he was trying to climb up and reposition himself in the crease.

Then in the third period, Saad scooted past Dumba on a rush to draw Ryan Suter over in coverage. Saad then pivoted to flick a perfect drop pass to Kane, who skated in front of Dumba to tap in an easy goal and give the Blackhawks a 4-1 lead.

The Wild must now decide whether to keep Dumba, their 2012 first-round draft pick, or return him to his junior team.

"I'm not going to say I didn't think about it at all. That'd be a lie. I did put that pressure on myself, and I wasn't very happy with my third period tonight," Dumba said.

The power play has been only so-so, and the penalty kill has been a bigger early season problem for the Blackhawks, who entered the night last in the NHL with a success rate of only 72.2 per cent. They killed all three opportunities on this night.

The Wild fell to 4-1-2 at home this season. They gave up four goals in standard 5-on-5 situations, more than one-third of their league-best total this season. They have allowed 11 in 13 games.

"I don't know if they were better prepared than us, but it felt like they were sharper," Backstrom said.

NOTES: Brandon Pirri, moved up to centre on the second line, had two assists for the Blackhawks. ... Mikael Granlund assisted on Pominville's goal for his team-high eighth of the season. ... The Wild were again without two of their top three defencemen, Keith Ballard (seven straight games, upper body) and Jonas Brodin (three straight games, broken cheekbone). ... Hossa has 21 points in 24 career games against the Wild.
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BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Dallas Stars coach Lindy Ruff had an opportunity to experience an entire range of emotions in his first trip back to Buffalo to face his former team.

Ruff went from holding back tears during a first-period tribute that culminated in a standing ovation, to feeling anxious after the Stars nearly squandered a three-goal lead. And finally he felt relief after Dallas hung on for a 4-3 victory over the Sabres on Monday night.

"It was kind of a huge relief," Ruff said. "I was really glad once the tribute was over. I wanted to get the game over with. A lot of good memories here."

Add another one to the list. The Sabres winningest coach came away a victor on the visitors' bench after goalie Kari Lehtonen stopped the final 10 shots he faced to preserve the win.

Tyler Seguin capped a three-goal, first-period outburst, and Jamie Benn's goal midway through the second period stood up as the winner in Ruff's first game against his former team after his 16-year tenure in Buffalo ended with him being fired on Feb. 20.

"Well, we couldn't just give it to him. We had to make sure he earned it," Seguin said, with a smile referring to how close the Stars came to spoiling Ruff's homecoming. "No, it was a good win. And we're moving on now."

Alex Goligoski and Vernon Fiddler also scored, and Erik Cole had two assists for the Stars (5-5-1), who snapped a four-game road losing streak. They also won for the first time in eight regular-season trips to Buffalo. Not including playoffs, Dallas had gone 0-5-2 at Buffalo since a 4-2 win on Oct. 7, 1997, which happened to be Ruff's first home game as Sabres coach.

Matt Moulson scored twice his Sabres debut a day after being acquired in a trade that sent Thomas Vanek to the New York Islanders, and Buffalo (2-11-1) showed encouraging signs of progress despite matching its worst start to a season in franchise history.

"Tonight, there were some of probably the most positive signs I've seen in a long, long time," said Steve Ott, who also scored for Buffalo. "Obviously, we've got to find the end result to the game. But that's where we're at. There's no sugar-coating where we need to be, and our record indicates what it is."

The Sabres dropped to 0-7-1 at home, their longest home winless skid to open a season. The eight-game home drought is also the team's second-longest single-season skid, and four short of the franchise-low set in 1990-91.

Another slow start proved too much to overcome. Buffalo has now been outscored 19-2 in the first period this season after Seguin put the Stars ahead 3-1 with 2:08 left in the opening frame.

Benn's goal 10:55 into the second period put the Stars up 4-1 and stood up as the game-winner. Seguin started the play by checking Ville Leino off the puck at the left circle. After a give-and-go with Cole, Seguin fed a pass through the crease to Benn who beat goalie Ryan Miller at the right post.

Ott scored a power-play goal 1:59 later, and Moulson cut the Stars lead to 4-3 with 2:43 left in the second period, when he converted a loose puck in front.

Aside from the victory, the highlight for Ruff was the warm welcome he received in Buffalo, where he still maintains a home.

Ruff, who was hired by Dallas in June, received a loud and lengthy standing ovation during the first break, when the Sabres showed highlights of him as a player and coach.

Ruff couldn't resist in glancing up the board, at times smiling and at another point biting his lip. Several fans brought Ruff jerseys and hand-drawn signs, among which read, "We love you Lindy," and "Welcome home."

That was a distinct change for Ruff from the last time he was behind a bench in Buffalo. Ruff and the Sabres were booed off the ice following a 2-1 loss to Winnipeg on Feb. 19. Ruff hadn't set foot into the arena since holding a farewell news conference three days later.

"The answer to that is yes, obviously," Ruff said, referring to feeling a sense of closure. "I guess from the Buffalo side, it was great to see the emotion come back into the building as they started to come back. It turned out to be a darn good hockey game."

NEW YORK -- The New York Rangers had all the comforts of home after spending most of the first month of the season on the road.

The star-studded blue carpet and a full house of their fans at a completely refurbished Madison Square Garden were there Monday night for the Rangers' home opener.

All that was missing was New York's offence.

Peter Budaj made 27 saves for his 11th career NHL shutout, and Tomas Plekanec and Alex Galchenyuk provided the scoring as the Canadiens spoiled the Rangers' long-awaited homecoming with a 2-0 victory.

"I think we did a lot of good things," said Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist, who made 25 saves after a two-game injury absence. "We just hoped for an early goal for us to get the energy and confidence and get the building going.

"It was a disappointing loss, but it was great to be back."

Lundqvist was outshined by Budaj, the Canadiens' 31-year-old backup to Carey Price. Budaj was at the top of his game despite playing for only the second time this season and first since Oct. 10 at Edmonton when he stopped 27 of 28 shots in a win.

Plekanec scored the go-ahead goal on a power play in the second period. Budaj made it stand up for Montreal (7-5), which had lost three of four since a four-game winning streak.

"Our guys were able to keep our ground and tried to box the players out so I can see the pucks," Budaj said. "When I didn't see them, they blocked the shots. When I saw the puck, I was able to make the save."

The Canadiens blocked 28 shots.

"All our D and forwards were doing the little things right," Budaj said. "It does help tremendously when the team in front of you plays so well and blocks shots."

Galchenyuk scored his second of the season with 2:51 left with a goal that stood up to a video review. It was scored just moments after Budaj blocked an in-close chance for Mats Zuccarello.

"If that's not a kick, I don't know what a kick is," the aggravated Lundqvist said. "Seriously, there needs to be some sort of consistency in the calls.

"It's just a frustrating goal there that kind of kills the whole game. It would be very interesting to hear their explanation for it just to know moving forward what the rule really is."

New York ended its 3-6 trip with a stirring 3-2 overtime win at Detroit on Saturday. But even with a healthy Lundqvist, the Rangers couldn't build off that momentum.

"Guys were so excited. There was a definite energy in the room," forward Chris Kreider said. "The effort was there -- the same effort as Detroit, if not more. We learned from that game and we got better but we didn't get the result we wanted. So go back to the drawing board."

Budaj turned aside a quick, hard drive by Kreider by blocking the shot with his glove and deflecting it off the crossbar in the first period.

"I felt pretty solid," Budaj said. "I got a little lucky there at the beginning. I was able to make the save, and it hit the crossbar. You always need a little bit of luck."

Kreider was still shaking his head after the game about his missed opportunity.

"What net didn't I see? It was wide open," he said after a deep exhaled breath. "It's just another one I've got to have."

Jesper Fast also took two whacks at the puck while stationed at the right post in the closing minutes of the second period without success.

Budaj's best stop was perhaps 6 minutes into the third period, when the teams were skating 4-on-4 after interference calls 21 seconds apart. J.T. Miller had a partial breakaway in the Montreal zone and fired a drive that Budaj stopped with his left arm.

Miller was denied again by Budaj midway through the third with a hard shot from the right of the crease.

Plekanec made it 1-0 scored with 3:26 left in the second period.

With Brian Boyle serving a roughing penalty, Montreal used a quick three-man passing play to set up Plekanec's team-leading sixth goal. Brian Gionta moved the puck to Michael Bournival, who made a pass to Plekanec, who came in alone on Lundqvist.

Plekanec went past Rangers defenceman Anton Stralman, skated in on his forehand and shifted the puck to his backhand before depositing a shot behind Lundqvist.

"That defenceman, I don't think he made such a great play," Plekanec said. "He kind of opened that lane for me to go to the net."

Both teams recorded seven shots in the first period. The Rangers had a 14-11 edge in the second, but couldn't get a puck past Budaj.

That has been a common theme for the road-weary Rangers, who were shut out twice during their road trip and managed only 15 goals.

Lundqvist showed no signs of injury in his first game back following a week of limited action as he recovered from an undisclosed ailment. He moved well and seemed sharp on most of Montreal's chances.

Rangers coach Alain Vigneault said he decided on a goalie for Tuesday's game at the Islanders, but didn't reveal his choice.

NOTES: The Rangers sent Fast to Hartford of the AHL after the game. Injured forward Carl Hagelin is expected to join the lineup Tuesday. ... Budaj improved to 3-1 in four career games against New York. His previous shutout was Feb. 18 against Carolina. ... Gionta, who had only two penalty minutes in his first 10 games, was called for three penalties in the first two periods. ... Kreider was called for interference despite not touching two Canadiens who skated into each other. That negated a breakaway chance for Derick Brassard. ... New York was 0 for 5 on the power play.

EDMONTON – The Maple Leafs do not have a controversy.

What they own instead, through the first 12 games of the season, is one of the strongest goaltending tandems in the league. "I don't think you could say that we don't have 1-A and 1-B," Randy Carlyle said confidently of his two goaltenders, following practice in Edmonton on Monday afternoon.

Tag-teaming between the pipes in Toronto, Jonathan Bernier and James Reimer have combined to post the fifth-best collective save percentage in the NHL so far this season. Right there alongside potent special teams and a juiced up offence, goaltending has been a primary factor in the Leafs early season success (16 points, tied for first in the Eastern Conference). 

"If you don't have goaltending you don't have a chance, you don't have a starting point," said Carlyle, frowning on the daily interest his goaltenders attract. "And every team in the league is looking for the same thing; for their goalies to go in there and give them a chance. In our situation our goalies have been very, very good for us."

The numbers between the two are nearly identical so far.

Bernier (5-4-0) has started seven games and owns a .930 save percentage; .936 at even-strength and .919 when his team is shorthanded. Reimer (3-0-0) has started five of his own and boasts a .933 overall mark; .933 at even-strength and .920 shorthanded.

As a tandem, the duo boast a .928 save percentage, trailing only the hot-starting Avalanche, (10-1-0), Bruins (7-3-0), Sharks (10-1-1) and Canadiens (7-5-0). They've managed such effectiveness in spite of an increasingly heavy strain; the Leafs yield an average of 35 shots per game, falling under the 30-shot plateau in just one game so far.

Working within the tandem concept has been an adjustment for both goaltenders.

Bernier had never started three consecutive games in the NHL prior to joining the Leafs, stuck as the understudy to Jonathan Quick for years in Los Angeles. The 25-year-old has started three in a row twice already this season and says the adjustment is mental above all else.

"It's a whole new mind-set for me," he explained to the Leaf Report. 

Rather than gearing up for the one customary start he'd made every couple weeks with the Kings, Bernier has had to prepare himself mentally for the possibility of a string of starts. He hadn't done that since the 2009-10 season, when he was the starting netminder for the AHL's Manchester Monarchs.

"To get that routine back and get that good feeling every night I think that's the hardest part," he said. "I knew coming in this season if I was going to play a few games back-to-back my focus [needed] to be consistent. All year, that's what I'm going to try to work as hard as possible because I kind of lost that." 

Bernier, who considers any game where he yields more than two goals to be an off-night, looks to Martin Brodeur as the ultimate example of mental consistency. The Devils' future Hall-of-Famer was previously a regular for 70-plus games each and every season. 

Guiding the Leafs to their first playoff berth in nine years in 2013, Reimer faces a different and maybe more difficult circumstance than his Quebec-born counterpart. He was the entrenched No. 1 in Toronto last season, starting 31 of 48 games with a .924 save percentage that ranked eighth at the position. His once-firm hold on the starting job was thrown into question with the acquisition of Bernier.

"I think you want to play consecutive games," he told the Leaf Report. "That's when you feel you can get in a groove and that's when you feel you can play your best. I think that's the ultimate thing. And so when you have two guys it's kind of hard to do that sometimes. It might be a little harder to adjust."

Competition certainly has the tendency to breed improved results, but in Reimer's situation, that may not be the case exactly. His focus, as he explains it, isn't squared so much on competing with Bernier, but rather on his own individual performance.

"You can't think about it," said Reimer of the competition, coming off a 37-save performance against the Penguins on Saturday. "It's just some more, in essence, white noise that you can't let get through.

"You don't run a marathon looking behind you the whole time – you're looking forward," he continued. "And if you feel a guy on your heels do you run a little faster? Maybe. But maybe that's not how you should run anyways ... You can say [the competition will] push you, but at the same time it's more important for you to stick to your game-plan and not worry about it."

Leading the bench in Anaheim for seven seasons, Carlyle has plenty of experience and success with the tandem approach in goal. When he and the Ducks won the Stanley Cup in 2007, it was actually Ilya Bryzgalov who started the opening four games of the postseason before Jean-Sebastien Giguere took over in Game 5 against the Wild, running the crease the remainder of the way.

"That was the plan in the beginning," Carlyle said of the tandem concept. "We've stated that and we're going to continue to go again with the person who we feel is going to give us the best chance for success on any given night."

When Leafs general manager Dave Nonis swung the trade for Bernier in late June he pledged to have the makings of a strong foundation in goal with a pair of 25-year-olds. "We feel we've got two of the top young goaltenders in the league right now," said Nonis. "Both of them we feel have the potential to be solid No. 1's.

"Both guys have the potential, both of them want it, and that can only make your organization stronger."

So far – it's still early – so good.

RALEIGH, N.C. -- When he eventually tells the story of his first career goal, Pittsburgh rookie Jayson Megna won't embellish any of the details. Sidney Crosby did set it up, and it did ice a victory that ended a losing streak.

That it clicked in off his shin pad? No big deal.

Megna scored his first goal on a deflection after he also earned his first assist, helping the Penguins snap a three-game slide by beating the Carolina Hurricanes 3-1 on Monday night.

"I told him, 'That's not the way you usually dream of scoring your first one,"' Crosby said. "But you take them any way you can get them."

Chris Kunitz and Tanner Glass also scored for the Metropolitan Division-leading Penguins. Brooks Orpik had three assists, Crosby added two and Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 20 shots.

Pittsburgh ended its longest losing streak since 2011-12 by defeating the Hurricanes for the fourth straight time.

"We had some lapses for periods (during the slide) and that hurt us and ended up costing us the game," Crosby said. "When you do good things, you don't want to spoil it with some errors that were mental errors, and we bounced back here tonight and got a big win."

Nathan Gerbe scored a power-play goal for Carolina, which lost its third straight. The Hurricanes remained tied with the New York Islanders for second in the division -- five points behind the Penguins -- after putting just three shots on Fleury in the third period.

"We kind of got pushed out of the game. We weren't able to generate anything in the third period," coach Kirk Muller said. "Prior to that, they played a heavier game than we did. They won more battles. They grinded it harder, and their big boys at the end of the night were on the scoresheet. ... Some of our guys have to start contributing."

Carolina's Justin Peters made 26 saves in his second straight start in place of the injured Cam Ward.

Ward is expected to miss at least two more weeks after sustaining an unspecified lower-body injury during a loss at Minnesota last week, and including that game, the Hurricanes have lost all three games since he was hurt. Carolina has allowed at least three goals in four straight.

"He battled. He played hard," Muller said of Peters. "We broke down on a couple mistakes that cost us goals, and we had opportunities to capitalize almost similar plays and we didn't capitalize."

Offence had become a bit tougher to find for the Penguins, which scored 13 goals in its previous two victories over the Hurricanes -- including a 5-2 win earlier this month in Pittsburgh keyed by a hat trick from former Hurricane Jussi Jokinen.

During the losing streak, the Penguins averaged 38 shots but managed four total goals.

Kunitz scored the go-ahead goal with 3:36 left in the second, cashing in on some nifty cross-ice passing, taking a feed from Crosby and beating Peters high to make it 2-1.

Megna -- a 23-year-old undrafted centre playing in his second career NHL game -- then made it a two-goal game with 12:49 left.

A Crosby shot clicked first off a Carolina defender, then off Megna's right leg and into the net -- and the occasion was marked by the inadvertent sounding of the PNC Arena goal horn.

"Shot it right off my shin pad," Megna said. "Not how I dreamed it up, but I'll take them any way I can get them."

Megna's first career point came on the Penguins' first goal. Glass put them up 1-0 at 8:25 of the first off a neutral-zone draw, whipping the rebound of Megna's shot past Peters. Both of Glass' goals this season have come against the Hurricanes.

Gerbe tied it at 16:03 with a 5-on-3 goal, finishing from point-blank range after some tic-tac-toe passing from Alexander Semin and rookie Elias Lindholm.

That came after Pittsburgh had the game's first nine shots on goal. Carolina didn't put its first shot on Fleury until Ron Hainsey's soft backhand with about 8 1/2 minutes left drew some sarcastic cheers from the crowd.

The Penguins had a lull of their own in the second, failing to put a shot on Peters until Megna landed one about 8 1/2 minutes in.

NEW YORK -- Thomas Vanek knew a trade from the Buffalo Sabres was likely. He just didn't expect to be shipped off to the New York Islanders this early in the season.

From one rebuild to another for the prolific goal scorer.

Vanek joined the Islanders on Monday morning just hours after the deal that sent him to Long Island for forward Matt Moulson and a pair of draft picks.

Vanek and Moulson, who are both 29, can become unrestricted free agents after this season.

Vanek, who has four goals and five assists this season, has scored 40 goals twice and was an All-Star in 2009. Moulson had six goals and three assists in 11 games with New York this season. He has 124 goals and 109 assists in 333 games in seven seasons with the Los Angeles Kings and the Islanders.

New York general manager Garth Snow declined to say how long the teams talked before the trade.

"You have to give up something to get something, and Matt was an excellent player for us the last four years," Snow said. "You have to sacrifice in certain areas to make additions in others. I think that's pretty self-explanatory, and I wish Matt nothing but the best moving forward."

The Sabres own the worst record in the NHL and are clearly looking to the future as they continue to sell off veteran parts for building blocks. Vanek was unlikely to return to Buffalo, and was a prime candidate to be sent packing.

"I knew it was going to happen sooner or later with the situation in Buffalo," Vanek said. "But when it does happen, initially it's a shock. I'm excited to come here. Great young team, up-tempo style. I'm looking forward to it."

Vanek said he didn't sleep Sunday night after being told about the trade. He practiced with the Islanders on Monday morning, taking Moulson's spot on the top line alongside captain John Tavares and fellow forward Kyle Okposo.

The Islanders took a risk with the trade, hoping that in the time Vanek spends with his new team he can convinced to make a long-term commitment to stay. No negotiations have started yet, and no conditions regarding Vanek sticking with the Islanders were included in the trade.

"I haven't gotten that far," Vanek said. "I didn't sleep at all last night, so I want to catch some sleep first, get to know these guys, and figure it out later."

Vanek saw the writing on the wall with the Sabres, who dealt Jason Pominville last season, changed coaches, and also could trade away veteran goalie Ryan Miller this season. Buffalo had four teenagers in its lineup for its last game and appear a long way off from competing for a championship.

The Islanders returned to the playoffs last season after five years on the outside. New York was knocked out in the first round by Pittsburgh, but showed signs of being on the upswing.

With an eye toward Brooklyn, where the Islanders will move in two years, the club is trying to make strides toward greater improvement leading up to that relocation.

If Vanek can mesh with the young Tavares as well as Moulson did in recent years, and then sign a new deal, the Islanders would have a potent punch up front.

"I want to win," he said. "You train all summer long, practice every day, and you want to have a chance. Right now you know that we struggled (in Buffalo). It's hard to win when you do struggle, especially as one of the leaders, but at the same time reality is setting in and I'm happy to be an Islander."

Moulson played a key role in the on-ice development of Tavares, who was chosen No. 1 by the Islanders in the 2009 draft. They also were close friends off the ice.

"He's been there for all the success I've had," the 23-year-old Tavares said. "The little things he does that have helped my game, we were door-to-door neighbours my second year. How long we've known each other. The impact that he made, he and his family, how much they helped me off the ice. Words can't really describe how much he was there for me.

"It's part of the game, part of the business, you understand that. I'm sad to see him go, but it's what the team thought was best. We have to go forward now, starting tomorrow."

The Islanders will welcome the New York Rangers on Tuesday night, which will mark Vanek's debut with the team.

Islanders coach Jack Capuano didn't have much advance notice of the deal, but once it was made he quickly decided that Vanek would join the top line.

"Anytime you trade a top player for a top player, that's where he's got to go," Capuano said. "He's very skilled, and he's good with the puck. He shoots the puck really well. He's got good size so, he'll start with Johnny and Kyle and we'll see where that plays out."

If it works well, the Islanders hope that comfort zone and a familiarity with New York forward Michael Grabner -- a fellow Austrian -- will make the difference once contract talks begin in earnest.

"We haven't even had those conversations," Snow said. "Our focus has been to acquire Thomas and get him on a flight here, and get him situated and comfortable and get him ready for today's practice and tomorrow's game.

"He's a high-end talent. An All-Star calibre player, big body. He can skate and obviously score goals at an elite level, he's a high-calibre person off the ice, so for us, we're getting a great addition to our team."

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- The setting might be new for forward Matt Moulson after he joined the Buffalo Sabres on Monday. The uncertainty about his future beyond this season hasn't changed.

A day after being acquired in a trade with the New York Islanders, Moulson was unsure of whether Buffalo would be his last stop this season.

"I'm just going to take it day by day," said, Moulson, preparing to make his Sabres debut against Dallas later in the evening. "If it's for however long, a long period of time, a short period of time or whatever they have planned, I'm going to play and compete, play my game and try to help this team get wins."

Moulson's uncertainty stems from him being in the final year of his contract. That makes the 29-year-old eligible to test free agency next summer, when he's expected to attract lucrative offers.

The Islanders deemed the three-time, 30-goal scorer expendable by dealing Moulson and two draft picks in a trade to acquire Buffalo's leading scorer, Thomas Vanek, who is also in the final year of his contract.

Moulson could eventually find himself on the move again with Buffalo (2-10-1) in the process of rebuilding from scratch.

Though Moulson provides Buffalo someone capable of immediately filling Vanek's spot on the top line, the key to the deal for the Sabres was an opportunity to continue stockpiling draft picks. They acquired a first-round selection in 2014, and a second-rounder in 2015.

Intent on developing a young lineup that features four 18-year-olds, Buffalo has matched its worst start in franchise history. It's unclear yet how Moulson fits in the team's plans, which opens the possibility of the Sabres trading him to address additional needs.

In discussing the trade on Sunday, general manager Darcy Regier said Moulson "will address our current needs."

Moulson isn't in a position to complain.

"You can't really worry about those things too much," he said. "Obviously, when they come, it's a little bit of a whirlwind. I'm going to play my game, and I don't think that will change."

With six goals, Moulson immediately takes over the Sabres' lead. And his nine points in 11 games tie him with centre Cody Hodgson.

In his seventh NHL season, Moulson developed his scoring touch over the previous four seasons on Long Island. He has scored 118 goals since 2009-10 to rank 10th among NHL players over that stretch.

Coach Ron Rolston noted that Moulson has a reputation for being a good role model, which is something important in helping develop the Sabres youth.

"You lose somebody of the stature of Thomas Vanek, you have to be really be careful on who you bring in," Rolston said. "That helps set the culture that you have here."

Moulson is no stranger to rebuilding teams after being part of a similar process with the Islanders.

"It's exciting to be a part of a group of young guys who are excited to play and be in the league and compete," Moulson said. "I'm sure it'll be a lot of fun."

ANAHEIM, Calif. - Ducks centre Saku Koivu has returned to Anaheim for tests after taking a hard hit during Sunday's game at Columbus.

The Ducks recalled centre Richard Rakell from the AHL on Monday.

Goalie Viktor Fasth also returned to Anaheim for treatment on his lower-body injury.

Koivu was knocked unconscious on a hit by Columbus' Brandon Dubinsky, who was ejected from Anaheim's 4-3 victory over the Blue Jackets. Koivu must be tested and evaluated before he is allowed to return to the Ducks, per NHL protocol.

Fasth hasn't played since Oct. 16. Danish rookie goalie Frederik Andersen has won his first three NHL decisions as Jonas Hiller's backup.

The 20-year-old Rakell played in four games with Anaheim last season.

Anaheim is 2-2 on its eight-game road trip, which continues Tuesday in Philadelphia.

OTTAWA -- The Ottawa Senators are in need of answers after a pair of weekend losses on home ice. Captain Jason Spezza hoped to find them by holding a players-only meeting on Monday.

Frustration was setting in after 5-2 loss to San Jose on Sunday followed Friday's 2-1 defeat to Anaheim at the Canadian Tire Centre, and Spezza felt it was time to clear the air.

"You can tell guys left the rink (Sunday) night frustrated, myself included," Spezza said. "When you get frustrated it's useless. Being frustrated and not talking about it can be a useless emotion so when you get frustrated as a group, and I sensed I was frustrated and the guys were frustrated, that it's important to talk about it so things don't just fester."

The decision to make it a player's only meeting was to allow everyone to have a voice and not feel censored. Spezza said the team talked for about 35 minutes and is hopeful the dialogue will result in a better performance Tuesday night when the Senators take on the Chicago Blackhawks.

"The worse thing you can do is to just keep letting things go the same way without discussing things and keep coming to the rink and continuing not playing how we want to play," said Spezza. "It was a good, open conversation. We talked about our starts not being where they want to be and maybe how we approach games maybe has to change."

Of the Senators 11 games this season they have given up the first goal eight times. On both Friday and Sunday they gave up a two-goal lead.

Most alarming over the past two games has been the Senators play in their own end and the number of mistakes being made that ultimately result in goals against.

"Mistakes happen, that's just the nature of this game," said goalie Craig Anderson. "Right now, for whatever reason, we're making mistakes and the puck ends up in our net. It's one of those things where we need to be a little more assertive and a little more confident in what we're doing out there as opposed to trying to play a little timid.

"I think everyone's trying to play not to make a mistake as opposed to just playing hard and live with the mistake you make."

Senators coach Paul MacLean is hopeful the meeting will help players find solutions, otherwise he says things will likely be taken out of their control and "the next thing that happens is people start leaving."

"We feel we have a real good group and we have an opportunity to be very good," he said. "We have some growing pains right now, but at the end of the day if things don't get better changes get made -- that's the history of the game."

Overall MacLean has no issue with the effort being put forth; if anything he believes it's a matter of individuals trying to do too much. He also admitted that getting the puck out of their own end has been a concern.

"We've been known in the past as being a pretty efficient team and getting out of our zone and not spending a lot of time there," said MacLean. "To this point in time we haven't been that. For me right now our execution or our passing hasn't been to the level it needs to be."

It's clear much of the Senators' troubles stem from play in their own end, but MacLean says Anderson "has been one of our best if not our best player."

He also on to highlight out the play of backup goaltender Robin Lehner and forward Zack Smith.

As a whole the Senators defensive corps could be better. Erik Karlsson has been great offensively, but he has made glaring mistakes defensively. The young trio of Jared Cowen, Eric Gryba and Patrick Wiercioch have all struggled at times as well.

"Our forwards have to help them more than they have to this point, but they also have to help themselves," said MacLean. "They need to play better. They need to get themselves settled in and pass the puck better than they have."

Of the Senators 11 games, eight have been against Western Conference opponents, including two against the both the league-leading Sharks and third-place Ducks.

"Right now we're nearing the end of probably the toughest stretch in our schedule as far as opponents," said MacLean. "That's not an excuse, but we've played some very good teams over the first 12 games of the year, finishing off (Tuesday) in Chicago. We've had some competition which has been a test for us and have we come through it, has there been a little bit of adversity.

"This team has gone through adversity in the past and come out of it a pretty good group and a pretty dedicated group and that's my expectation is what will happen."

Notes: No decision has been made on the Senators starting goaltender for Tuesday's game. LW Clarke MacArthur could be back in the lineup after missing Sunday's game with a minor injury. MacArthur took part in a full practice Monday and said he would have to wait and see how his body reacted to the workout. The Senators haven't won in Chicago since the 2000-01 season.

SportsNetwork.com) - The New York Rangers will try to win consecutive games for the first time this season when they finally play their home opener in Monday's clash with Montreal Canadiens at a newly-renovated Madison Square Garden.

Viewers in the Canadiens region can watch Montreal travel to New York City to face the Rangers at 7:30pm et/8:30pm at. The game can also be heard live on TSN Radio 690.

The Rangers opened 2013-14 on a nine-game road trip while the $1 billion renovation project was being completed at MSG. New York went 3-6-0 during the season-opening trip and capped the swing with a 3-2 overtime win Saturday in Detroit.

Derick Brassard scored on a breakaway with 12.9 seconds in overtime to lift the Rangers to a come-from-behind victory over the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena. The victory ended a two-game slide which saw the Rangers score just one goal over consecutive losses to New Jersey and Philadelphia.

Benoit Pouliot assisted on Brassard's game-winner on Saturday and added a power-play goal earlier on to help the Rangers end their epic trek on a positive note. Mats Zuccarello also tallied for New York, while rookie goaltender Cameron Talbot notched his first career NHL win with a strong showing between the pipes.

Starting for a second straight outing with Henrik Lundqvist sidelined with an undisclosed injury, Talbot stopped 32-of-34 shots. Lundqvist is expected to start on Monday after going through his first full practice in a week on Saturday.

Although Lundqvist is set to return, the Rangers will not have captain Ryan Callahan or fellow forwards Carl Hagelin and Rick Nash on Monday, as all three players are on injured reserve.

New York was 16-6-2 at MSG during the lockout-shortened season of 2013. The club will be back on the road for Tuesday's game against the New York Islanders before playing four straight on home ice.

The Canadiens enter Monday having lost three of their last four games and they were dealt a 2-0 loss Saturday by the visiting San Jose Sharks, Logan Couture scored both goals and Antti Niemi turned away all 22 shots sent his way by the Habs.

Carey Price made 33 saves for the Canadiens, who had won four in a row before going 1-3-0 in their last four contests.

"They are a fast team. They played really well and managed the puck well. They don't give you a lot and play well defensively, but we were right there. We had our chances in the second. Their goalie made some good saves at the right times," said Montreal coach Michel Therrien.

Montreal hopes to get back on track on the road, where the club is 3-1-0 this season. The Habs are set to play three of their next four games as the guest.

Like the Rangers, Montreal is playing with a ton of injuries, and key offensive players Danny Briere and Max Pacioretty are among the hobbled Canadiens.

The Canadiens won all three encounters against the Rangers last season and have taken five of six and 10 of the past 13 meetings in this Original Six rivalry. The clubs have split the last six contests at MSG.

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- These aren't sunny days for the Buffalo Sabres.

They're off to an NHL-worst 2-10-1 start, have two players currently suspended and Sunday night traded star scorer Thomas Vanek to the New York Islanders. But longtime general manager Darcy Regier doesn't want to consider himself under pressure, despite his current situation.

"I don't do well with that word," Regier said. "I think there's a better word. Is it a bigger challenge? Yeah. I'd substitute the word challenge for pressure."

As far as challenges go, it's a monumental one. Regier is in the midst of trying to rebuild a roster around a young core without losing the support of fans, ownership and his veteran players.

Trading Vanek was another step in that process, which could include shipping out franchise goaltender Ryan Miller and others before the March trade deadline. It's up to Regier get the best return out of such moves.

"If you're under so much pressure, it's paralysing, so you can't operate that way," he said. "You have to operate as though it's a challenge and it's something that you have to get done as a part of our team that's working on this. And you have to find the enjoyment in doing your work."

It's not enjoyable for Regier or any man in his position to hear home fans chanting for him to be fired. But with Buffalo in the Atlantic Division basement after failing to qualify for the playoffs the past two years, that frustrated sentiment is certainly expected.

Lindy Ruff, who coached the Sabres for 14 full seasons before being fired in the middle of 2013, gets it.

"I understand where they're at," said Ruff, whose Dallas Stars were in Buffalo to face the Sabres on Monday night. "It's tough to see where the team is at in the standings, but I watch how these players play and how some of the young players play and I think there's a lot of promise there."

It's a long rebuild, and one Vanek told reporters in Uniondale, N.Y., that he didn't really want to be a part of. Regier knew Vanek would not re-sign, so he took a major step toward the future by acquiring winger Matt Moulson, a first-round pick in 2014 and a second-rounder in 2015 from the Islanders.

"I don't want to show any lack of respect to our fans, but internally it's just doing the work and focusing on what our plan is and trying to execute it as well and as soon as possible," he said. "I don't love where we are. I love what we're doing and I believe in the direction we're going in."

That plan includes stockpiling draft picks. The Sabres have 17 first- or second-round picks from 2012 through 2015, the most in their history, something that is by design.

Buffalo's two first-round picks from 2012, Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons, and 2013, Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov, are all getting NHL experience right now. Thanks to the trades of Vanek to the Islanders, Jason Pominville to the Minnesota Wild and Robyn Regehr to the Los Angeles Kings, the Sabres have two first-round picks and three second-rounders in June's draft, and one first and three thirds in 2015.

"With where our hockey club is the first and second-round picks are important," Regier said. "Whether we use the picks to select players at the draft or whether we use them to continue to improve the hockey club as we go forward through this season is yet to be determined."

It's also yet to be determined how many early picks the Sabres will have by the time they're done dealing. Like Vanek, Moulson is a pending unrestricted free agent, so it's very realistic to think he goes to a contender by the deadline in exchange for more selections and/or prospects.

Moulson isn't worrying about that right now, preferring a "day-to-day" approach.

"Being from Mississauga I'm well-acquainted with Buffalo. I used to love coming to Bills games," he said. "It's a great city and who knows, it could be for a long time. We'll see what they have in store."

Of course the biggest question surrounding the Sabres' roster has to do with Miller, the 33-year-old goalie who has been a franchise cornerstone since he became the starter in 2005-06. Miller is in the final season of a US$31.25-million, five-year deal and figures to generate significant interest in the trade market.

"I think any time a player plays better, you get more and when he plays poor, you get less," Regier said. "I think that will happen. I think it's obviously good for our organization, it's great for Ryan and it means a lot."

Miller has a no-trade clause that allows him to block a move to eight teams. Asked if he had received any inquiries about Miller, Regier said: "I probably talk to a third of the league of my counterparts on a weekly basis. You end up talking about a lot of things."

Impending free-agents Steve Ott, Cody McCormick and Henrik Tallinder could be talked about, too. What the Vanek trade showed is that the Sabres are open for business, and players know it.

"Everybody's job is kind of up in the air right now," said Ott, who became the full-time captain after the trade. "I don't think anybody has a free pass in trying to rebuild and I guess you could say restructure the whole organization and that's something right now we can only control what you can control as a player, and that's something I'm planning on continuing to preach to the team."

Regier said it's "too early" to know what value veterans could have in the coming months.

"Teams, I think they're dealing with a very heavy October schedule, which is a little bit unusual that we're getting because of the Olympics," he said. "There are quite a few injuries around the league, so in some cases they're waiting for players to get back, get healthy and get back before they start to assess what their needs are. But I would also say that there's probably more conversations now than there have been in the past."

Regier's focus is on getting younger and relying on his scouting staff to find the next-generation versions of Vanek, Pominville, Regehr and others. It's very different from the task of building and retooling a playoff team.

"It's a process that you work through," Regier said. "And it is exciting when you can get young players and you can see them grow. The hard part is when you don't win games while they're growing, and it makes it difficult. But the nature of this business is short-term pressures and it's a long-term plan that is going to get it done."

NEW YORK -- Tampa Bay star centre Steven Stamkos is the NHL's first star of the week after helping the Lightning win three straight games and move to the top of the Atlantic Division.

Stamkos had three goals and four assists as the Lightning started the week with a 6-5 win over defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago before beating Buffalo and Florida.

The 23-year-old native of Markham, Ont., has five multi-point games this season and ranks second in the NHL with 17 points (eight goals, nine assists) in 11 games.

Toronto winger Phil Kessel was named the second star with five goals on 10 shots in the Maple Leafs' three games.

Kessel's best performance of the week was in a 4-2 win over Anaheim, where he recorded his fourth career hat trick and scored the game winner.

The 26-year-old native of Madison, Wis., leads the Maple Leafs with seven goals and seven assists in 12 games.

Vancouver centre Ryan Kesler was named third star with four goals and two assists as the Canucks closed a season-long seven-game road trip with three consecutive wins.

The highlight of the week came in the final game of the road swing, where Kessel scored twice, including the deciding goal in overtime, as the Canucks beat St. Louis 3-2.

The 29-year-old native of Livonia, Mich., leads the Canucks with seven goals, including two game-winners, and ranks third on the team with 10 points in 13 games this season.

(SportsNetwork.com) - The surging Vancouver Canucks will shoot for a fourth consecutive win when they welcome the Washington Capitals for Monday's battle at Rogers Arena.

The Canucks won three straight games to complete a seven-game road trip with a stout 5-1-1 record. The swing improved Vancouver's road record this season to 6-2-1, but the Canucks will play their next three tilts on home ice, where they are 2-2-0 so far.

All three wins on Vancouver's current streak came after regulation and the club notched a 3-2 overtime win Friday in St. Louis to complete its successful trip. Ryan Kesler scored his second goal with 14.7 seconds left in overtime to beat the Blues.

Vancouver's Daniel Sedin drew a hooking penalty on Patrik Berglund with 34 seconds remaining in the extra session. Sedin then sent a fluttering puck from the slot towards Jaroslav Halak, but Kesler, who was planted on the doorstep, knocked down the shot and beat the Blues goaltender on the backhand from the crease.

"Danny (Sedin) took a shot and it kind of went up in the air and I kind of knocked it down and knocked it in," Kesler said. "We needed that. Our power play won us the game tonight."

Vancouver went 1-for-3 on the man advantage against the Blues, but the club is only clicking at 11.8 percent on the power play this season.

Chris Higgins scored the other goal for Vancouver, while Eddie Lack made 22 saves in his third NHL start.

Vancouver will return to No. 1 goaltender Roberto Luongo in net on Monday. He is 18-10-0 with three ties and a 2.30 goals against average in 33 career games against the Capitals.

The Canucks welcome winger Alex Burrows back into their lineup this evening. Burrows has not played since injuring his foot while blocking a shot in the season opener in San Jose.

The Capitals had a three-game winning streak halted Saturday in Calgary and fell to 2-1-0 on a five-game road trip that is set to end Friday in Philadelphia.

Washington was handed a 5-2 setback by the Flames, as Mike Cammalleri scored two goals and added an assist to lead Calgary in the rout.

Jason Chimera and Aaron Volpatti scored one goal apiece for the Capitals. Braden Holtby allowed three goals on 14 shots before being pulled in the first period and Michael Neuvirth gave up two goals on 19 shots the rest of the way. Holtby was saddled with the loss

"We have to come out, especially on the road, better. There is no excuse, we just have to come out better," Volpatti said.

The Capitals have not fared well against the Canucks in recent seasons, losing three straight and eight of the past nine encounters between the clubs. Vancouver also has claimed four in a row and six of the last nine meetings at Rogers Arena.

Colorado Avalanche 3, Winnipeg Jets 2 - The Winnipeg Jets are now 2-2-1 on the road this season with each game being decided by one goal. On the season, the Jets are 5-6-2 and on the four-game road trip, are 1-1-1. The loss marked the first time this season the Jets lost when leading after two, and was also the first time this season the Colorado Avalanche trailed after two periods. 

It was a frustrating game from a Winnipeg standpoint and that was very evident in the post-game comments from the players, as well as coach Claude Noel. Frustrating because of missed chances that could have got them something out of this game, frustrated because the power play went zero for five and has now gone eight games without scoring, and frustrating because of defensive zone breakdowns.

Colorado created some chances early as they tried to jump on a Jets team that had played the night before. Matt Duchene with his ninth of the year opened the scoring but for the most part, the Jets weathered the storm and just under three minutes after Duchene's goal, Bryan Little with his sixth of the year tied it and the first period ended 1-1.

The Jets scored the only goal of the second period, with Blake Wheeler taking a drop pass from Little and blasting it through Semyon Varlamov for the go-ahead goal. Second period shots favoured the Jets 11-9. For parts of the period, the teams traded chances with both Varlamov and Al Montoya coming up with big saves. It was Montoya's second start of the season.

Jan Hejda evened the game at 7:13 of the third; a goal that put the Jets on their heels forcing Montoya to come up with some big stops. With over seven minutes left, the Jets went on the power play with the opportunity to regain the lead but could not get any sustained pressure. That penalty kill again injected a little more life into the Avs with Paul Stastny scoring what proved to be the winner at 14:32. The Jets pressed in the final 90 seconds looking for the equalizer but right now not much puck luck going the Jets way. The Avs did force turnovers in the third, outshooting the Jets 17-6.

From Evander Kane to Devin Setoguchi, the players felt the one goal lead after two periods should have turned into a win and that the Jets were their own worst enemy identifying giveaways and the struggling power play as areas that need to be fixed. Coach Noel agreed. 

"We could have won. We made poor decisions especially in the third. Mistakes cost us the last two goals, things we haven't done lately." 

Coach Noel did talk about changing the personnel on the power play referencing last year's power play struggles that are again costing them points.

Andrew Ladd led the way with six shots on goal, Little five. Add missed shots as another concern as the Jets missed the net 20 times and had another 19 blocked.  Great chances went for not because of it. But the positive side of that is the chances were there. The Jets created enough offensively to win this game and to beat the top team in the Central Division. 

Prior to the game, it was learned that Paul Postma is out for an extended period of time with a blood clot in his leg. That news brought Adam Pardy into the game. Chris Thorburn returned to the lineup after missing 10 with Anthony Peluso coming out.

The Jets are now 0-2 in the second game of back-to-backs, with eight more on the schedule. The road trip concludes in St. Louis Tuesday (TSN Jets, TSN 1290) with the Jets then returning home to face two Original Six teams, Chicago Saturday afternoon and Detroit Monday. 

Tuesday will be the second meeting of the season with the Blues, the Jets winning a seven round shootout at MTS centre the first meeting. A win and the Jets return home with five of a possible eight points, but again, a solid 60 minutes will be needed, and a solid 60 is something that has eluded the Jets on a number of occasions in the early going this season.

This is Nazem Kadri's opportunity.

With Tyler Bozak expected to miss at least a week because of a lower-body injury, the Toronto Maple Leafs are counting on Kadri to fill his spot as the first-line centre between James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel. If Saturday night's showing against the Pittsburgh Penguins was any indication, Kadri is well-suited for that promotion, even if it's just a short-term one.

Kadri scored the game-winning goal and felt comfortable with his new linemates almost right away.

"They're good players, so you usually just have to be at the right spot at the right time and the puck is on your stick," Kadri said. "We're all on the same page, offensively."

Of course it took some time for the new-look first line to find some chemistry.

"I think the first maybe the first period or two we were feeling each other out a little bit," van Riemsdyk said. "But the only way to really develop that chemistry is to play with a guy and have that continuity with that. Obviously Naz is a really skilled player. It definitely makes the transition easier."

Kadri had first-line-calibre numbers in 2013: 18 goals and 26 assists in the lockout-shortened, 48-game season. A restricted free agent this past off-season, he signed a US$5.8-million, two-year contract with the Leafs.

Bozak has long been partnered up with Kessel, and coach Randy Carlyle likes to keep pairs like that together. But a lower-body injury suffered Friday in Columbus forced change, and Kadri made a good first impression on the first line.

"Nazy played hard," Carlyle said. "He made some plays through the neutral ice. There was a little flopping around there a few times, diving around, but not many guys can go in and make that play that he made to score the goal."

Kadri's goal came on a pretty passing play from van Riemsdyk to Kessel to the front of the net. Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury couldn't do much to stop that much skill working in sync so well.

"It was good," van Riemsdyk said. "The spacing we had on that play, I think that was pretty much what set it all up is the kick wide, the drive and then Naz found that perfect set of ice where he could just walk right into the net."

It was the kind of play that showed tangible evidence of chemistry. But van Riemsdyk cautioned that "I still think we can get better."

They'll likely have some chances, beginning with the Leafs' game Tuesday at the Edmonton Oilers. Toronto could have winger Joffrey Lupul back after missing two games with a bone bruise in his foot, but Carlyle expected Bozak to be out for a little while.

The Leafs play at the Calgary Flames on Wednesday, then at the Vancouver Canucks on Saturday. After that, they don't play until Nov. 7 when they host the New Jersey Devils.

Barring a setback, Bozak would be ready to return for that Devils game, so Kadri's promotion is likely to be just a cameo appearance.

LOS ANGELES -- The Los Angeles Kings had their highest shots total in four-plus seasons -- and still had to go to a shootout to pin the loss on Richard Bachman in his Edmonton Oilers debut.

Anze Kopitar scored the deciding goal in the tiebreaker, helping the Kings beat the Oilers 2-1 on Sunday night for their seventh victory in nine games.

"When a guy like that gets a call up and gets a chance to play, you expect his best effort," Kings forward Jeff Carter said. "We tried to make it as tough for him as possible, getting bodies and pucks to the net. I thought he played a heck of a game, but we got the two points."

The Kings outshot Edmonton 48-18 in regulation and overtime. Nail Yakupov scored for the Oilers on a power play in the second period and Mike Richards tied it less than 14 minutes later.

The Kings are 5-0 in games that have gone past regulation. Jonathan Quick improved to 4-0 in shootouts, having stopped 10 of 11 shots he's faced in tiebreakers. In 2010-11, he led the NHL with 10 shootout wins and had an .818 save percentage.

Bachman made a career-high 47 saves after getting recalled Sunday from Oklahoma City of the American Hockey League. The three-year veteran played his first 32 NHL games with the Dallas Stars, posting a 14-10 record and a 2.94 goals-against average. Last April 9, he stopped all 22 shots he faced against the Kings in relief of an injured Kari Lehtonen and got credit for a 5-1 victory at Dallas.

The Kings' shot total was their highest since April 10, 2010, when they had 55 against the Oilers' Devan Dubnyk in a 4-3 shootout loss at Los Angeles.

"The first period was pretty routine, in terms of shots against (10)," Bachman said. "They had a couple of long shots, but I was able to see them and that helped me get into a rhythm and get into a groove out there. Guys in this league are too good, so you can't relax too much. You've got to stay alert, because if you get too comfortable, they'll make you pay."

Another potential goal by Richards was disallowed by referee Mike Leggo with 6:08 left in the third period. Bachman made the initial save on Carter's 25-foot wrist shot from the slot, and teammate Matt Frattin made contact with him just before Richards fired the rebound over the fallen goaltender. But there was no penalty called on Frattin.

"I felt like I got hit pretty good there," Backman said. "Obviously, I couldn't tell if he was pushed into me or not. But from my perspective, he was driving the crease pretty hard and knocked me down, and I wasn't able to move or control the puck. So it was a good call."

Kings centre Jordan Nolan, who hadn't had gotten a penalty in his first 10 games, brawled with Luke Gazdic at 2:09 of the second period -- just 3 seconds after Edmonton's Ryan Jones duked it out with Kyle Clifford. Kings defenceman Jake Muzzin was sent off for interference 20 seconds later, and the Oilers opened the scoring on the ensuing power play as Yakupov converted a rebound of Anton Belov's 55-foot one-timer.

Bachman, playing because of Dubnyk's sore ankle, stopped the first 19 shots he faced before the Kings tied it at 16:58 of the second period. Carter beat Belov to a loose puck behind the Oilers' net and fed it out to Muzzin, whose one-timer was stopped by Bachman before Richards converted the rebound.

Edmonton had a power play for 4 full minutes in the first, as Drew Doughty got a hooking penalty exactly two minutes after Jarret Stoll was sent off for the same infraction. The Oilers came up empty that time and finished 1 for 4 with the man advantage, after coming in a league-worst 1 for 21 on the road.

It was a bumpy opening period for the Oilers. Center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins crumpled to the ice after a knee-on-knee hit by Clifford at the 7:44 mark and remained there for a couple of anxious moments before he was assisted to the bench by a couple of teammates. But he was back in time for the start of the Oilers' first power play.

Just 1:09 after the hit on Nugent-Hopkins, defenceman Ladislav Smid went crashing into the back of the net in the Oilers' zone and knocked it off its moorings after successfully defending a 2-on-1 rush by Carter and Clifford.

NOTES: The Kings are following the lead of the Clippers, and will be covering up the Lakers' championship banners and retired numbers with gigantic photo banners of their own players along the west wall of Staples Center. The change is expected to take place in the next couple of weeks, according to a member of the building crew who received a memo to that effect. ... The Oilers missed the playoffs in each of the previous seven seasons after losing the Stanley Cup finals to the Carolina Hurricanes in 2006. It's the longest current drought in the league. ... The Kings are 13-1-6 against Edmonton since the start of the 2008-09 season. The only regulation loss during that stretch was a 3-0 decision at Los Angeles on Nov. 3, 2011, when they took 19 shots at Nikolai Khabibulin and 22 more that were blocked by his teammates.

The Buffalo Sabres started their rebuilding project in earnest, dealing their best player to the New York Islanders for a first-line winger and two draft picks. 

Numbers Game breaks down the deal sending Thomas Vanek to the Islanders for Matt Moulson and picks. 

The Islanders Get: LW Thomas Vanek. 

Vanek, 29, is one of the most prolific goal-scorers in the league, having tallied 229 goals since 2006-2007, ranking fifth in the league behind Alex Ovechkin, Ilya Kovalchuk, Jarome Iginla and Dany Heatley over that span. Given the age and circumstances around the others in that group, Ovechkin would be the only one of those four that holds more current value as a goal-scorer. 

This season, Vanek has four goals, nine points and a minus-5 rating in 13 games, and the minus rating is relatively fitting to the lopsided puck possession stats when Vanek (or most of the Sabres) have been on the ice this season. Throughout his career, Vanek's puck possession numbers have been okay, but not outstanding, largely because the strength of his game is not carrying the puck and creating chances, it's more about his finishing ability and what he can do when he gets the puck deep in the offensive zone. 

Even this season, with his most common linemates including Cody Hodgson, Steve Ott and Drew Stafford, Vanek is generating a career-high 3.85 shots per game, playing a career-high 18:37 per game, but he's scored on a career-low 8.0% of his shots, well below his career average of 15.1%, so if Vanek continues to get significant ice time with the Islanders and he can continue to generate shots at this rate, he could put up some big numbers by season's end. 

Pro-rating his shots per game, combined with his career-shooting percentage in the 71 games the Islanders have remaining, would give Vanek 41 goals, in addition to the four he has already. Of course, Vanek may not score at his career rate or generate shots at the same rate that he has through 13 games with the Sabres this season, but if 45 goals is the upside based on those numbers, it's certainly reasonable to expect 30-35 goals. 

In the last year of a contract that pays him nearly $7.143-million, Vanek will be an unrestricted free agent at season's end. There has already been speculation that Vanek, who played collegiately at the University of Minnesota, wants to sign with the Minnesota Wild when that time comes. 

But that's well in the future. Vanek might find out he likes it on the Island, playing with John Tavares and fellow University of Minnesota alum Kyle Okposo. For whatever it's worth, the Islanders also have another Austrian, Michael Grabner, on the roster. 

The opportunity to produce for a more competitive team and play with a fellow countryman won't have as much sway as the contract that Vanek gets offered as a free agent and that is where the Islanders are in a tricky spot. If they decide that Vanek is as good as advertised and they want to commit to him long-term, they're going to be paying for whatever production he gives them after the age of 30, which means decline is going to be a major factor when it comes to a deal that is likely going to be in the neighbourhood of seven or eight years. 

Worse, if Vanek is productive this year, there will probably be other teams lined up to offer that long-term contract, because teams are easily seduced by goal-scorers and Vanek can score goals. 

While it's definitely worth being aware of those scenarios, they are situations to be dealt with in the future. By adding Vanek, the Islanders give themselves a better shot at this year's playoffs, perhaps feeling more aggressive in a weakened Metropolitan Division, and the chance to make a second straight playoff appearance would be progress for a franchise that hasn't made back-to-back playoff appearances since 2002-2003 and 2003-2004. 

If it all goes wrong and the Islanders fall out of playoff contention, they could still flip Vanek before the trade deadline to mitigate their loss of assets. 

The Sabres Get: LW Matt Moulson, a first-round pick in 2014 and second-round pick in 2015. 

Moulson, who turns 30 November 1, is a three-time 30-goal scorer, and ranks 10th with 118 goals since the start of the 2009-2010 season. 

The issue that pops up when evaluating Moulson is whether or not he can continue produce at a high level without John Tavares as his centre. Not surprisingly, Moulson fares better with Tavares than without, but it's not a massive difference, so it's fair to expect Moulson to be able to score if he plays alongside Cody Hodgson on the Sabres' top line and gets regular work on the first power play unit. 

It's also worth noting that PA Parenteau had that same question lobbed in his direction when he left the Islanders as a free agent, but he's done just fine, scoring 50 points in 58 games with Colorado. 

If the Sabres give Moulson the ice time that was going to Vanek, that ought to provide an opportunity to challenge for his fourth career 30-goal season. Moulson already has six goals, nine points and a plus-3 rating through 11 games this season, but he's scoring on a career-high 21.4% of his shots thus far, a number that is notably higher than his career shooting percentage (14.0%), so some regression ought to be expected. 

For the Sabres' purposes, though, if they can cajole some goal scoring out of Moulson, that could leave open the possibility of dealing Moulson, who will be an unrestricted free agent, before the trade deadline (and possibly much sooner) and netting another first-round pick, perhaps with a prospect or another pick. Adding that potential return for Moulson, to the picks that the Sabres received for Vanek, brings a return that would have been difficult to acquire from a single team, so there is reason to be optimistic about the total haul of assets being acquired. 

At the same time, this is a rebuilding job that is going to take some time because the Sabres, who are already the worst team in the league right now, are dealing away their best player. By the time those picks become productive NHLers, if they even become NHLers, Vanek and Moulson may be in the twilight of their careers. 

If a first-round pick from the Islanders falls in the 15-20 range, there is a better than even chance that the pick will be an NHL player, though highly unlikely that the pick would yield a star player. 

Add in a second-round pick that yields about a 30% chance of producing an NHL player and the Sabres ought to eventually have something to show for dealing Vanek, but that's small consolation to a team sitting at the bottom of the standings that just moved out their best scorer. 

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook.

DENVER -- The Colorado Avalanche showed they can win playing from behind as well as with a lead.

Paul Stastny had a goal and an assist in the third period, Semyon Varlamov stopped 24 shots and the streaking Avalanche beat the Winnipeg Jets 3-2 on Sunday night.

Matt Duchene and Jan Hejda also scored and Gabriel Landeskog added two assists for the Avalanche. Under first-year coach Patrick Roy, they are 10-1 for the second time in franchise history.

"That was the first time we came from behind in the third period," Stastny said. "We got chances and we didn't stop. We just kept going."

Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little had a goal and assist each for the Jets.

The Avalanche trailed 2-1 entering the third but came out strong at the start of the period. They put nine quick shots on goalie Al Montoya before Hejda tied it with 12:47 left off an assist by Stastny.

Stastny netted the winner with 5:28 left to give Colorado its fourth straight victory.

"When (Alex Tanguay) brings two guys to him, you know something good is going to happen," Stastny said. "I was just going back door and trying to yell as loud as I can to Landy because he was looking to shoot. He changed his mind at the last second and just gave me a tap-in. He passed it between two sticks. That's something we practice."

The rally was ignited before the Avalanche took the ice in the third period. During the intermission Roy broke out video tape to correct some things to help free up the offence.

"We had to make some adjustments because the way they play defensively," Roy said. "We wanted to transfer pucks. That's what generated our best chances and our goal. They overload the puck side. We moved the puck and that opened the ice for us."

It helped Stastny break out with his second goal and eighth point of the season.

"The goals to me aren't as important," he said. "As long as someone on our line is getting them, someone from our team is contributing."

Montoya stopped 33 shots before being pulled for an extra skater with 1:30 left. Despite controlling the puck in Colorado's end, the Jets managed just one shot with the advantage.

"They're the hottest team in the league right now so I was ready from the gate," Montoya said. "We knew what they were going to bring. Just disappointing to not come away with at least a point."

The Jets went 0 for 5 on the power play to add frustration to the loss. Winnipeg has failed to capitalize on 25 power-play chances in the last eight games and has just five goals in 49 chances this season.

"Power play is getting old. These are the same players we had last year and there was a reason why we were last year," coach Claude Noel said. "We're seeing some of the same things we saw last year. We don't make the greatest decisions, we don't execute, and these are the things we lamented before. We were 0-for-5; it cost us the game."

Wheeler gave Winnipeg a 2-1 lead when his hard shot from the right side slipped through Varlamov's legs with 9:58 left in the period.

Montoya tried to make it stand up but after tremendous pressure, the Avalanche tied it. Stastny's shot from a sharp angle bounced out to Hejda, who used a screen by Tanguay screen to beat Montoya with 12:47 left.

The Avalanche scored first when Ryan Wilson started a 2-on-1 break by putting a pass on the tape of Steve Downie's stick in the neutral zone. Montoya stopped Downie's slap shot from just inside the blue line, but the puck caromed right to Duchene, who was skating down the left side. He scored in the open net at 8:04 of the first.

Little matched the goal midway through the period after Nick Holden's shot off the back boards bounced to him in the right circle. His one-timer beat Varlamov stick side.

Winnipeg couldn't generate many chances after that, opening the door for Colorado's comeback.

"It was pretty special to win that one. The first time we've been behind going into the third," Duchene said. "New territory for us, but we believed and we had some big guys step up."

NOTES: The Jets announced before the game that D Paul Postma has a blood clot in his leg and will be sidelined indefinitely. Postma played Saturday in the Jets' 2-1 shootout win against the Dallas Stars. Postma will take blood thinners and remain with the team through Tuesday's game against the St. Louis Blues. Postma will be examiner further when the Jets return to Winnipeg. ... Jets C Olli Jokinen played in his 1,100th NHL game. ... Duchene matched Joe Sakic and Chris Stewart for the most goals scored in the month of October in a season since the team moved from Quebec. Sakic scored nine in 1997, and Stewart matched it three years later. ... The Avalanche have killed 18 straight penalties.

Dress up for Petes game and win prizes 


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Sunday, October 27, 2013 12:00:54 EDT AM

Petes Pieces

The Petes will celebrate Halloween a night early when they host the Guelph Storm Wednesday.

Radio station Magic 96.7 will be giving away prizes to fans wearing the best costumes. Five candidates will be brought onto the ice at intermission for fans to judge the winner.

Fans wearing Halloween costumes will also be eligible for an intermission shootout contest to win a 50-inch television, says Petes' director of communications Burton Lee.

The Petes are playing Wednesday rather than their normal Thursday home night to avoid playing on Halloween. The Petes are also home Saturday to the Ottawa 67's before visiting the Oshawa Generals Sunday.

RITCHIE UPDATE

Nick Ritchie went home with his parents to rest over the weekend after leaving Friday's game in St. Catharines during the first period.

Petes' coach Jody Hull said there won't be an update on Ritchie's condition until he's evaluated by team doctors in Peterborough. Hull described it as an upper body injury but said it's nothing to do with his shoulder, an injury which sidelined him twice last season. He said he expects Ritchie to play Thursday unless doctors say otherwise.

Other scratches for the Petes Saturday were rookies Cameron Lizotte and Mitchell Webb.

RENOVATED

The Erie Insurance Arena underwent $46-million in renovations adding 1,300 seats, 13 corporate suites to bring the number to 18, widening concourse areas, adding new press boxes and creating brand new dressing room facilities for the host Otters.

“There isn't anything that hasn't changed,” said Otters managing partner and general manager Sherry Bassin.

That includes new boards, glass, benches and sound system. The majority of work was done through the spring and summer. Paying for the project was a federal infrastructure grant of $36-million, $10-million from the city of Erie and $3-million generated through naming rights to the building and other sponsorship deals, said Bassin.

REACQUAINTED

Budding Otters superstar Connor McDavid made a point when the Petes first arrived of coming over to greet head coach Jody Hull.

McDavid played on Canada's U18 team which won a gold medal at the World U18 Championships in Sochi, Russia last spring. Hull was an assistant coach for Canada.

PICK PETES MUSIC

On Monday, Petes fans will be given the opportunity to choose what music is played during home games. Petes Insider members will receive an email link to a survey submission that will allow them to tell the Petes exactly what music they want to hear. Visit www.gopetesgo.com to join the Petes' Insider email list and follow the team on Twitter and Facebook for more info.

ERIE, PA. – The Peterborough Petes skated away feeling Saturday's score didn't tell the whole story.

The OHL's first place Erie Otters extended their league best winning streak to 10 games blanking the Petes 4-0 before 3,707 fans at Erie Insurance Arena.

The score doesn't reflect the Petes outplayed Erie much of the game's first half until the dynamic trio of Connor McDavid, Dane Fox and Connor Brown weaved their magic. McDavid had three assists and Fox two goals.

Playing three games in three nights for the first time this season, the Petes faded in the third. Devin Williams made 25 saves for the shutout.

“We put in a good effort,” said Petes' centre Eric Cornel. “They're a good team. They've got three or four solid lines they can throw at you. At the same time, I don't think we're too far off.”

The Petes generated quality scoring chances, particularly on the power play, in outshooting Erie 13-7 in the first period.

“A bounce here or there, especially early in the game, it might have been a different story,” said Cornel.

The game turned quickly with Otters goals 2:40 apart starting 4:48 into the second. Adam Pelech got the puck in prime scoring position faked a shot, took another stride and ripped a shot that went in off Andrew D'Agostini's glove. Fox added to the lead with McDavid creating havoc for D'Agostini.

“It was a tough one,” said Petes' assistant coach Paul Mattucci. “You want to win every game. After a good solid game in Niagara (a 3-2 win Friday) we were hoping to get on a bit of a roll. You don't want to use the three in three as an excuse but you could definitely see the fatigue. When you get behind in your third in three nights it's hard to battle back. Had we got a lead in the first, we definitely outplayed and outchanced them, it would have been a little easier to dig down and protect a lead rather than have to fight through checks to score and get back into it.”

McDavid danced through a couple of defenders to create a play which led to Fox's second goal 3:22 into the third. Andre Burakovsky scored a highlight goal dangling through traffic to beat D'Agostini 1:17 later securing just the second regulation time loss on the road for the Petes in seven games this season.

Erie was coming off a 5-1 road win Friday over two-time OHL champion London Knights.

“it's hard playing on the road and coming home the next night to play with not much rest,” McDavid said. “We got off to a little bit of a slow start but really found our legs.

“(Williams) did a really good job keeping us in it early. In the second period we were able to score some goals for him and took it home,” said McDavid.

He said it's been night and day in his second OHL season after Erie floundered to a 19th place finish last season.

“Losing is no fun and some days it was hard to come to the rink because it was so down in the room. This year seems like a complete flip around. We're having a lot of fun,” said McDavid.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

ST. CATHARINES - Call it a lesson learned or a bounce back.

Three players scratched in Thursday's 8-1 loss to the Ottawa 67's for breaking curfew – captain Connor Boland, assistant captain Stephen Pierog and Stephen Nosad – played prominent roles in the Petes 3-2 win over the Niagara IceDogs on Friday at Jack Gatecliff Arena.

Pierog got the opening goal, Nosad two assists and Boland was a strong presence on the blue-line. Andrew D'Agostini bounced back with 33 saves, 18 in the third period, including a brilliant glove grab with 8.4 seconds left in the game.

“It was a response by our team in general but I think a good response by the three individuals who didn't play (Thursday),” said Petes coach Jody Hull.

“Connor Boland played one of if not his best game for us. Stephen Nosad was skating and doing things he has to do on a consistent basis. Stephen Pierog was his usual grind it out get in your face game. It was good to see our whole team respond.”

The Petes lost Nick Ritchie to an upper body injury in the first period but Hull doesn't believe it's serious. He's listed as day-to-day.

“Our mistakes affected the team (Thursday),” Boland said. “The game didn't go the way we'd like but, fortunately, sports gives you the chance the next night to get back on the ice and rebound and prove yourself. We did that tonight.

“The consequences were what they should have been but it's behind us now and we'll just move forward.”

The Petes snapped a two-game losing skid but improved to 4-1-0-1 on the road. They visit the Erie Otters on Saturday.

The Petes broke open a scoreless game with three goals 3:36 apart just past the game's midway mark. It started with Pierog blowing a 50-foot shot past IceDogs goalie Brent Moran who had stymied the Petes to that point.

Eric Cornel dished to Greg Betzold 63 seconds later with the latter finishing the play. Cornel scored on the Petes' first power play wiring Nosad's cross-ice pass into the top corner.

Niagara pushed hard in the third. Anthony DiFruscia stole the puck from Clark Seymour and scored on a long breakaway at 5:34. Carter Verhaege scored 1:22 later on a two-man advantage during a scramble. The Petes bent in the third but did not break.

Peterborough minor hockey grad Vince Dunn is adjusting to OHL life as a rookie after playing for the IceDogs junior B affiliate in Thorold last season. He saw regular duty on the IceDogs blue-line and some second unit power play time.

“It's been a lot of fun. I've learned a lot of new things from the older guys. I was a little more confident coming in this year than last year making the team,” Dunn, a Lindsay native, said. “I feel I've played pretty good. A few little mistakes have put me back and injuries and sickness. Other than that I've been doing pretty good.”

Dunn had a minor chest injury which sidelined him for some pre-season games.

*****

3-stars: 1. Eric Cornel (P); 2. Anthony DiFruscia (N); 3. Brent Moran (N)

Hardest Working Pete: Andrew D'Agostini

Petes' off-ice issues spill onto ice 30


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Thursday, October 24, 2013 10:46:08 EDT PM

The few fans remaining let the Peterborough Petes know what they thought at the final buzzer with a chorus of boos Thursday.

The Petes added to their litany of large goal totals against on home ice in an 8-1 debacle against the lower rated Ottawa 67's. The Petes have surrendered eight and nine goals in consecutive home games, seven and 11 in others and a league worst 64. They are 3-4 at home, 3-1-1 on the road.

Adding to the negativity of the evening was three veterans, captain Connor Boland, assistant captain stephen Pierog and Stephen Nosad, sitting out for violating team curfew rules.

Coach Jody Hull told the team of the disciplinary measures earlier in the day and felt it factored into the result.

“We were preoccupied with what happened,” Hull said. “I think it was a significant factor. The fact it was a game day and you take your captain, assistant captain and one of your most consistent forwards out of the lineup. It had an effect on our team.”

He wasn't second guessing his decision.

“It had to happen. It doesn't matter who it is. You can't play favourites. Once you start playing favourites it opens a whole new can of worms. I look at it as they thought of themselves first as opposed to the team. For us to be successful we have to be a team.”

Hull told the players he couldn't blame fans for booing.

“I hadn't heard the boo birds for a while,” he said. “There was zero urgency. Zero desperation and zero emotion from our players. It's just not acceptable.”

Assistant captain Clark Seymour said the fan reaction was the worst he's experienced as a Pete.

“We deserve it. Tonight's effort was unacceptable. It was horrible,” he said. “We've had way too many high scoring games against. From the goalies to the forwards to the D, it's a team game. You can't point fingers. It's easy to do that when you're losing. Be accountable and be responsible for your own actions.”

The Petes fell behind 49 seconds in when first overall draft pick Travis Konecny tipped his first of two goals past goalie Andrew D'Agostini. Two more goals in the next eight minutes and D'Agostini's night was over. Michael Giugovaz promptly gave up a goal on the first shot and surrendered five in total.

Joseph Blandisi had a goal, deking Giugovaz on a third period penalty shot, and three assists. Connor Brown, Brendan Bell, Ryan Van Stralen, Ben Gustavsen and Dante Salituro also scored.

The lone bright spot for the Petes was the work of rookies Josh Maguire, who scored his first goal of the season, Anthony Stefano who set up some chances and Chase Hatcher who dished out some hits. Maguire banged in a Nelson Armstrong dump-in that careened to him off the boards making it 4-1.

“We really have to go home and look in the mirror,” said Maguire. “We have to start playing even harder at home because we have fans we're disappointing

BARRIE'S BEAT

BARRIE'S BEAT COLUMN: Petes, especially Nick Ritchie, on radar of NHL scouts this season 


By Don Barrie, Special to The Peterborough Examiner 

 Friday, October 18, 2013 7:30:54 EDT PM

The NHL scouts have returned to Peterborough.

After a season of essentially ignoring the Petes for potential draft prospects, the scouts are back in big numbers.

Nick Ritchie is undoubtedly the main reason. Most preliminary lists for the 2014 Entry Draft have Ritchie as a Top 10 prospect. Helped by Ritchie’s lure are other Petes especially Eric Cornel, Steven Lorentz, Josh Maguire and Anthony Stefano.

Scouts have essentially three categories of players they concentrate on. First is what most called “drafts.” They are the players that are first-time eligible to be drafted. This season they included players born between Sept. 16, 1995 and Sept. 15, 1996. The five Petes mentioned above fall into that group.

Scouts also keep a passive eye on those older players – “we wait and see if they come to us” one veteran scout told me – who have been passed over the last two drafts. The scouts note them, not as much to be choices in the seven rounds of the 2014 draft in Philadelphia next June but as possible free agent invitees to prospects camps. The third group is undrafted overage players who could be signed to professional contracts at any time if they show late junior career potential.

Each game night the newly located Scouts and Media Room, on the west side of the Skybox, is bustling. With so much of the process now electronic, scouts still rely on the line combinations recorded on the white board supplied by the coaches.

Some scouts, rather than write down the names on the board, take a photograph of the board then immediately hunker down to their laptop or tablet and prepare the nights preliminary report. With the Wi-Fi set-up in the Memorial Centre some scouts are reporting ratings directly back to their home arena while others record information to submit reports later. Obviously, all reporting, tabulations and ratings today are electronic.

When I started scouting with the Buffalo Sabres in 1981, computers were just starting to be introduced to the NHL scouting departments. Some teams were a little ahead of the curve, the Sabres somewhat behind. All our reports were submitted on paper. We tabulated our rankings and compiled our own draft lists. At mid-term and pre-draft meetings, our ratings were discussed and a final prospects’ list was compiled. This was the list the general manager and chief scout drafted from.

The Sabres had designed a basic computer program for the scouting department. A secretary entered our numerical ratings into the data base. The resulting data list it produced was virtually useless in ranking players because of its design.

Today, NHL teams have instant feedback on their scouts’ ratings. They can see trends, send out cross-checkers, revise scouts’ schedules, all based on the immediate analysis of the reports. It also gives instant evaluation on the scout’s ratings.

The 1982 draft was the first I was involved with though I didn’t attend it in Montreal. Sabres’ GM Scott Bowman neglected to tell his two part-time Ontario scouts; his brother Jack in London and myself, to attend.

My top five OHL choices in 1982 were Brian Bellows, Scott Stevens, Chris Kontos, Dave Andreychuk and David Shaw. They were all selected in the first round. One kid I misjudged, but was not alone, was a small forward from Cornwall; Doug Gilmour. I had him 23rd overall in the OHL. He went 134th to St Louis; their fourth pick. The Blues first pick in 1982 (50th overall) was the Petes defenceman, Mike Posavad, who played eight NHL games. Gilmour played 20 seasons, scored 510 goals and made the Hall of Fame.

Don Barrie is a retired teacher, former Buffalo Sabres scout and a member of the Peterborough and District Sports Hall of Fame. His column appears each Saturday in The Examiner.

Bryan Helmer doesn't need to be reminded of the Peterborough Petes' goals against numbers.

As the club's assistant coach in charge of the defence he lives it daily. Seeing numbers like nine (Saturday versus Sault Ste. Marie), 11 against Kingston (Sept. 19) or seven against Oshawa (Oct. 10), are alarming. Only two teams, the Ottawa 67's, who visit the Petes at 7 p.m. Thursday, and Mississauga Steelheads have allowed more goals than the 56 the Petes have allowed.

In a recent 2-1 win over the North Bay Battalion the Petes appeared to be turning a corner defensively. Helmer, in his first year coaching, learned how quickly things change in junior hockey.

“I've been stressing to our D that when they get into trouble, they've been trying to do too much instead of keeping the game as simple as they can,” Helmer said.

“The saying is 'The less we have it in our end the better' and I really believe in that. We play our best when we get the puck and move it to our forwards and let the forwards do the work instead of trying to make those fancy plays. That's when we get burned.”

He says communication between the forwards and defence has to improve.

“It gets lost a lot of times in those games. It's a big part of hockey and it only gets more so when you make the step up to the next level,” he said.

In evaluating Saturday's breakdowns, when the club only allowed 28 shots, Helmer said it wasn't all just defensive mistakes.

“It starts with our goaltending. They have to make key saves. The D have to let the goalie make the first save and then clear the rebound out. They have to box out players a lot better and not allow those rebound goals. You can put that on the defence and low forward.

“As a coach it's a bit frustrating that it only seems to happen at home. That's not good. This is where you want to have your low scoring games. That's what you expect, to play at your best.”

He says intensity and focus are issues he's talked to all the players about.

“You can't take any shifts off and sometimes that happens. The other night we went up 3-1 and I think some of the guys thought it was going to be an easy night,” he said. “We have put in good systems we should have success with and when the guys deviate from that it hurts us. We're a team that is going to be a meat and potatoes team.”

NOTES: Thursday is Special Olympics Night with the Petes. The local law enforcement torch run team will pass a bucket through the crowd collecting donations.... The Petes are on the road to face Niagara IceDogs on Friday and Erie Otters on Saturday.

Petes’ Pieces

Petes' defenceman Cameron Lizotte practiced with the Cobourg Cougars Sunday and may see action with the OJHL team, says Petes' GM Mike Oke.

Lizotte, a second-round draft pick, has played in just two games for the Petes this season. With five veterans on defence and first-round pick Matt Spencer, it's been a challenge to find Lizotte ice-time. Oke said Lizotte will remain and practice on a daily basis with the Petes but could see some needed playing time with the Cougars who are a Petes' affiliate.

Petes' fifth-round draft pick Jack Webb started the year with the Cougars but has gone home to explore options playing closer to his Ridgeway, Ont. home, said Oke. Lizotte, along with Josh Maguire and Mitchell Webb were the Petes' scratches Saturday.

MILESTONE FOR MITCHELL STEPHENS

Peterborough native Mitchell Stephens scored his first OHL goal with the Saginaw Spirit Thursday in a 6-3 loss to the Sarnia Sting.

Stephens, the Spirit's first-round draft pick this season, has a goal and two assists for three points in nine games.

BRAS AROUND THE BUILDING

Energy 99.7 and Country 105 employees collected 169 bras and $366 from Petes fans Saturday for their Bras Around the Building fundraiser for the Canadian Cancer Society.

The campaign started Sept. 27 and continues to Oct. 25 in conjunction with Breast Cancer Awareness Month. Residents of Peterborough and the Kawarthas are encouraged to donate their bras at designated drop-off locations: at Energy 99.7/Country 105, the Slots at Kawartha Downs and the Canadian Cancer Society. The slots will donate $1 per bra to the society to support breast cancer research.

All bras collected will be strung around the exterior of the Energy 99.7/ Country 105 station to show support for women battling breast cancer, survivors and to remember those who have lost their battle. Bras will be dry cleaned, courtesy of Rocky's Cleaners, and turned over to Seeds of Hope for Women in Honduras. During the 2012 campaign, a total of 4,309 bras were collected and $15,000 was raised.

LEROUX BACK IN ACTION

Peterborough's Paxton Leroux made his 2013-14 debut for the London Knights Friday against the Oshawa Generals.

Leroux, an overage player, had been sidelined since suffering a shoulder injury playing in an NHL rookie tournament for the New York Rangers.

RECOGNIZING BILLETS

The Dodge Family All-Stars promotion is returning to celebrate families across Canada who billet CHL players.

“Last year, hundreds of personal stories came in from coast to coast sharing the humorous, touching and challenging aspects of being a CHL billet family,” stated Ed Broadbear, vice president marketing, Chrysler Canada, in a press release. “These families are the unsung heroes of hockey and we are proud to recognize them.”

Billet families can log on to www.dodgefamilyallstars.com and share their story for a chance to win one of three trips to the 2014 MasterCard Memorial Cup, recognition at the CHL Awards and the chance to win a 2014 Dodge Grand Caravan. Voting for the top families will be open to the general public in January.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Petes in "shootout at OK Corral" 13


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Saturday, October 19, 2013 10:10:31 EDT PM

It's been 20 years since the Memorial Centre experienced an OHL game like Saturday.

Already leading the league in goals against the Peterborough Petes gave up nine to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds while scoring seven in the highest scoring game at the PMC, before a season high 2,594 fans, since Jan. 4, 1984.

That night the Petes fell 10-9 to the Kingston Canadians. The highest scoring Petes' home game was Dec. 7, 1978, coincidentally against the Soo, when they combined for 21 in a 16-5 Petes' win. The Petes and Kingston Frontenacs put up 15 in this season's opener, 11-4 for Kingston.

The Petes led 3-1 early and 5-3 in the second period when the Greyhounds, led by Sergey Tolchinsky's five points, pumped five straight goals. Michael Giugovaz was pulled after seven goals on 22 shots. Andrew D'Agostini was beaten on the first shot he faced 11 seconds later on what proved to be the winner. The Hounds added an empty-net goal.

Both teams entered on three game winning streaks. The Greyhounds are a West Division best 8-1-0-1.

The game turned on three Petes penalties 2:02 apart in the second which led to two, two-man advantages and three Soo power play goals. Petes' fans voiced disapproval of the officiating. The third call appeared to be a Soo dive. League rules prohibit coaches from commenting on officiating and Petes' head coach Jody Hull refrained when asked.

“I'm not going to comment,” he said.

Hull liked a lot of things his team did but pointed to mental breakdowns and missed assignments.

“We got three goals in the first period and thought it was going to be easy,” Hull said. “We learned pretty quick it isn't.

“We had the game under control and handed it back to them,” he said. “We had a great third period and just couldn't score. They'd only given up 14 coming in and we got seven and still didn't win. It was shootout at the OK Corral, I guess.”

“It was a tough game,” said Greg Betzold, who got his first goal of the season and added an assist. “We really wanted that game with a good atmosphere and energy level (in the arena). They're a good team. We saw where they were in the standings and we wanted to make a statement.”

Jonatan Tanus had a goal and two assists, Nick Ritchie three assists and Anthony Stefano a goal and assist. Also scoring were Brandon Devlin, Matt McCartney, Stephen Pierog and Eric Cornel.

Despite coming in with the league's lowest goals against, Soo coach Sheldon Keefe said he'd seen defensive issues he expected would catch up to his team.

“It was inevitable we were going to face a night like this where the dam was going to break. It was good for our guys to go through it,” said Keefe. “Our team got outplayed for a good chunk of the game. They were coming hard at us but as we've been throughout the early part of the season we were resilient.”

Rookie goalie Brandon Halverson rewarded Keefe for sticking with him with some big third period stops. The Petes outshot the Soo 41-28. Tolchinsky had two goals and three assists, Jared McCann four assists while Andrew Fritsch scored twice. Also scoring were Michael Bunting and Jurgen Karterud, who added two assists each, Blake Speers, Tyler Gaudet and Mac Clutsam.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Sometimes it's not enough just to get the two points.

Peterborough Petes coach Jody Hull had a message for his players after a 4-1 lead nearly slipped away in a 4-3 triumph over the Mississauga Steelheads before 2,266 Memorial Centre patrons Thursday.

When Steve Lorentz made it 4-1 within first OHL goal 6:46 into the third period, it looked like an insurance goal not the winner. Mississauga closed within one with 1:52 left and had chances to tie it with their goalie pulled.

The Petes third straight win moved them within two points of Eastern Conference leading Kingston Frontenacs and Oshawa Generals but Hull didn't want his players to think everything was just peachy.

“When you have struggled to have a winning atmosphere around here it takes time to win again and feel what it's like to win and to know how to win,” said Hull. “You can't just be happy sneaking out with two points. We have to make sure we're doing the right things away from the puck and with the puck. Once we start learning how to do those things maybe games like this say 4-1.”

The Petes went up 3-1 with goals 42 seconds apart in the second period following a 20-minute delay to fix a broken pane of glass.

Nick Ritchie snapped a five-game goal scoring drought as Eric Cornel set him up in the slot at 11:52.

“I wasn't really panicking too much, it's a long season,” Ritchie said of the drought. “You just have to work hard and get chances and if they go in, they go in.”

Stephen Pierog added to the lead when Stephen Nosad banked the puck to him off the boards. He cruised into the high slot and snapped a shot over goalie Spencer Martin's pad.

Lorentz's first goal was short-handed. He won a loose puck in the corner and powered his way to the front where his shot flipped over Martin.

“It was an unbelievable feeling to get the first one out of the way,” said Lorentz. “It's a good feeling to get the game winner but I was on the ice for their third goal which I'd like to avoid in the future. At the same time I was really excited just to hold off and get the win.”

“Steve made a real good play blocking the pass,” Hull said. “He outbattled their guys to take it to the net. It took a funny hop but they don't ask how, they ask how many.”

Steelheads got it back on the same power play as rookie Austin Gerhart picked up his first OHL marker shovelling Greg DiTomaso's shot over the line. Trevor Carrick closed the gap to one when he hammered a shot from the point through a crowd.

Connor Boland and exceptional status rookie Sean Day, with his first OHL tally, exchanged first period goals. Andrew D'Agostini stopped 34 shots for the win.

*****

3-stars: 1. Stephen Pierog (P); 2. Nick Ritchie (P); 3. Austin Gerhart (M)

Hardest Working Pete: Stephen Nosad

Petes goalies Andrew D'Agostini and Michael Giugovaz are once again doing their Saves for CF fundraiser.

For the second straight year John Newman Contracting and GM Financial are donating $1 for each save the Petes' goaltenders make this season. Entering play on Thursday night, the duo had combined for 294 saves or $588. Last season they raised more than $5,000 for Cystic Fibrosis Canada.

MISSIAEN CALLED UP

Former Petes goalie Jason Missiaen has been called up to the NHL's New York Rangers for the first time in his career.

Missiaen has played in one game this season for the Rangers AHL affiliate Hartford Wolfpack picking up a win while allowing three goals. The 23-year-old is expected to be the back-up to goalie Henrik Lundqvist.

PETES PROSPECTS UPDATE

Three Petes draft picks who did not attend training camp this season were named to the Canada East selection camp roster for the World Junior A Challenge Nov. 4-10 in Yarmouth, N.S.

Petes 2012 draft pick Hunter Racine, Zac Tierney and Matt Alvaro were among 66 players invited to the camp Oct. 27-30 in Oakville. Also invited was Ottawa Jr. Senators forward Deric Bouchard who attended Petes camp this year as a free agent.

Racine has 11 goals and 21 points in 17 games for the Ottawa Jr. Senators. Tierney, also with the Senators, has 14 points in 16 games and Alvaro has 12 points in 16 games for the St. Michael's Buzzards.

BACK IN TOWN

Matt Herneisen, who played for the Petes from 1999-2002, will be attending Saturday's game against Sault Ste. Marie with a minor hockey team from Allentown, Pa., he is helping to coach. Herneisen was dealt by the Petes to the Greyhounds for his final year of junior.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT

Petes mascot Roger and several Petes players will be attending the Terry Fox Run for high school students Friday at Nicholls Oval. In addition, Roger and several Petes will be showing their support for Team 55 Tackles Suicide Awareness by attending the Friday Night Lights fundraising football game between the Adam Scott Lions juniors and Holy Cross Hurricanes 6:30 p.m. at the Thomas A. Stewart Athletic Field.

Team 55 is an initiative to raise funds and awareness for Canadian Mental Health Association crisis and education programs. It was started by Petes board of directors member Dave Pogue this fall after his son Mitchell took his life in August. There is no admission charge to the game but CMHA volunteers will be accepting donations at the gate.

CLARKE UNDER WEATHER

Michael Clarke missed Thursday's game as he's dealing with a suspected bout of stomach flu. He missed a couple of days of practice. Also not dressed for the Petes were Matt McCartney and Cameron Lizotte.

*****

NORTH BAY – The city of North Bay celebrated the return of OHL hockey but the Peterborough Petes also had reason to celebrate Friday.

The Petes spoiled the party with a 2-1 win over the North Bay Battalion, before 4,236 fans at Memorial Gardens, on Michael Clarke's third period power play goal.

It was the first OHL game played at the arena since the St. Michael's Majors eliminated the North Bay Centennials from the playoffs on March 26, 2002. The Centennials last regular season game was a 3-2 overtime loss to the Petes on Eric Staal's second goal.

The Petes exorcised a bit of a demon as they had lost 16 consecutive road games against the Battalion over eight seasons.

Chase Hatcher, son of former North Bay Centennial Derian Hatcher, scored the first goal in the return of OHL hockey 2:42 into the second period.

“It felt pretty cool, almost like it was scripted,” said Hatcher. “Kind of like a dream. It doesn't get any better than that. It felt extra special because of the history my family has with this area. If we hadn't got the win the goal wouldn't have meant a whole lot.”

Hatcher was asked to participate in the ceremonial opening faceoff because of his father's connection. He scored when he took Nelson Armstrong's pass streaking down the left wing and hammered a shot over goalie Jake Smith's shoulder.

Petes' coach Jody Hull said it was a special night.

“That's why I had the guys on the bench for the opening ceremonies,” said Hull. “It was neat to see a guy like Nick Kypreos on the videoboard and then he's here at the rink and got a standing ovation. All those things hit home a bit. It was a nice gesture for Chase Hatcher in the opening faceoff representing his dad who had a great career here. It's great to take in these opportunities. They're memories that will last forever.”

The Battalion evened the score at 10:16 as Nick Paul parked himself in front of Michael Giugovaz to deflected Marcus McIvor's slapshot from the point.

The Petes pressed in the third and were rewarded when Clarke stepped into Brandon Devlin's pass from the top of the faceoff circle blowing it past Smith. It was the club's second win in as many night and their best 60-minute effort this season.

“We're starting to find our feet underneath us and play with more confidence,” said Hull. “We're starting to play the way I thought we were going to be capable of.”

“On a night like this it's extremely disappointing to lose,” said Battalion coach/GM Stan Butler, “but you can't lose sight of it's an historic night in North Bay. They have their team back after 11 years and the people came out and really supported the team. A guy like Nick Kypreos came back to support the team. You have to give the Petes credit. They battled hard. I thought their D won all the battles down low in their end. Consequently, we didn't generate many chances.”

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Petes’ Pieces

The Petes designated forward Cody Thompson for reassignment Friday trimming their roster to 23 players.

The second-year forward had been a healthy scratch for three consecutive games.

“We just felt other players were ahead of him at this point of time and we weren't going to have an opportunity to get him in the line-up on a regular basis to develop; he needs to be playing hockey,” said Petes' GM Mike Oke.

Thompson's tier II junior A rights are owned by the North York Canadians. Oke said he could return to North York but Thompson hopes to catch on with a Major Junior team.

“He was disappointed but he wants to play at the highest level he can and he handled it like a professional,” said Oke, who notes Thompson faced a similar situation last season and ended up back with the club after Christmas.

“it doesn't necessarily mean it's the end of our relationship with Cody,” said Oke.

Thompson played in three games this season recording one assist and adding five penalty minutes. Over three seasons with Peterborough, the five-foot-10 left winger from Toronto played in 54 games totalling five goals and four assists along with 52 penalty minutes.

COME BEARING GIFTS

Petes' president Jim Devlin presented North Bay Battalion owner Scott Abbott with a special painted wood carving to commemorate the team's first game in North Bay on Friday.

Abbott relocated the Brampton Battalion to North Bay this season and they played their first home game at the newly renovated Memorial Gardens against the Petes. The Battalion started with nine straight road games while waiting for their building to be completed.

Petes' executive member and OHL board of governors chairman Dr. Bob Neville chose the carving, by Montreal artist Colin Scleeh because it contained the Battalion's army green colours. Scheeh's art is currently being exhibited in New York, Ontario and Montreal.

RENOVATED

Fans attending the first OHL game at North Bay's Memorial Gardens in 11 years found many changes to the renovated facility which remains a work in progress with many finishing touches still to be completed.

Among the changes are corporate boxes, an open air lounge, a massive video screen, a new press box and a 5,000 square foot, two-level team dressing room and workout space.

There were also hints of the past with a veterans' memorial wall near the entrance, the blue-and-red seats and a portrait of a young Queen Elizabeth II staring from the north wall.

The project cost $12-million.

LINE-UP

Not dressed for the Petes Friday were Cameron Lizotte, Josh Maguire and Mitchell Webb.

HOMETOWN CONNECTION

Ex-Pete Greg Theberge, of nearby Sundridge, is doing the colour commentary for North Bay's TVCogeco broadcasts. His son Brett Theberge also played for the Petes and is currently at Dalhousie University.

NORTH BAY - The Petes designated forward Cody Thompson for reassignment Friday trimming their roster to 23 players.

The second-year forward had been a healthy scratch for three consecutive games.

“We just felt other players were ahead of him at this point of time and we weren't going to have an opportunity to get him in the line-up on a regular basis to develop; he needs to be playing hockey,” said Petes GM Mike Oke.

Thompson's tier II junior A rights are owned by the North York Canadians. Oke said he could return to North York but Thompson hopes to catch on with a Major Junior team.

“He was disappointed but he wants to play at the highest level he can and he handled it like a professional,” said Oke, who notes Thompson faced a similar situation last season and ended up back with the club after Christmas.

“It doesn't necessarily mean it's the end of our relationship with Cody.”

Thompson played in three games this season recording one assist and adding five penalty minutes. Over three seasons with Peterborough, the five-foot-10 left winger from Toronto played in 54 games totalling five goals and four assists along with 52 penalty minutes.

COME BEARING GIFTS

Petes president Jim Devlin presented North Bay Battalion owner Scott Abbott with a special painted wood carving to commemorate the team's first game in North Bay on Friday.

Abbott relocated the Brampton Battalion to North Bay this season and they played their first home game at the newly renovated Memorial Gardens against the Petes. The Battalion started with nine straight road games while waiting for their building to be completed.

Petes' executive member and OHL board of governors chairman Dr. Bob Neville chose the carving, by Montreal artist Colin Scleeh because it contained the Battalion's army green colours. Scheeh's art is currently being exhibited in New York, Ontario and Montreal.

RENOVATED

Fans attending the first OHL game at North Bay's Memorial Gardens in 11 years found many changes to the renovated facility which remains a work in progress with many finishing touches still to be completed.

Among the changes are corporate boxes, an open air lounge, a massive video screen, a new press box and a 5,000-square-foot, two-level team dressing room and workout space.

There were also hints of the past with a veterans' memorial wall near the entrance, the blue-and-red seats and a portrait of a young Queen Elizabeth II staring from the north wall.

The project cost $12 million.

LINEUP

Not dressed for the Petes on Friday were Cameron Lizotte, Josh Maguire and Mitchell Webb.

HOMETOWN CONNECTION

Ex-Pete Greg Theberge, of nearby Sundridge, is doing the colour commentary for North Bay's TVCogeco broadcasts. His son Brett Theberge also played for the Petes and is currently at Dalhousie University.

NORTH BAY - The city of North Bay celebrated the return of OHL hockey but the Peterborough Petes also had reason to celebrate Friday night.

The Petes spoiled the party with a 2-1 win over the North Bay Battalion, before 4,236 fans at Memorial Gardens, on Michael Clarke's third period power play goal.

It was the first OHL game played at the arena since the St. Michael's Majors eliminated the North Bay Centennials from the playoffs on March 26, 2002. The Centennials last regular season game was a 3-2 overtime loss to the Petes on Eric Staal's second goal.

The Petes exorcised a bit of a demon as they had lost 16 consecutive road games against the Battalion over eight seasons.

Chase Hatcher, son of former North Bay Centennial Derian Hatcher, scored the first goal in the return of OHL hockey 2:42 into the second period.

“It felt pretty cool, almost like it was scripted,” said Hatcher. “Kind of like a dream. It doesn't get any better than that. It felt extra special because of the history my family has with this area. If we hadn't got the win the goal wouldn't have meant a whole lot.”

Hatcher was asked to participate in the ceremonial opening faceoff because of his father's connection. He scored when he took Nelson Armstrong's pass streaking down the left wing and hammered a shot over goalie Jake Smith's shoulder.

Petes coach Jody Hull said it was a special night.

“That's why I had the guys on the bench for the opening ceremonies,” Hull said. “It was neat to see a guy like Nick Kypreos on the videoboard and then he's here at the rink and got a standing ovation. All those things hit home a bit. It was a nice gesture for Chase Hatcher in the opening faceoff representing his dad who had a great career here. It's great to take in these opportunities. They're memories that will last forever.”

The Battalion evened the score at 10:16 as Nick Paul parked himself in front of Michael Giugovaz to deflected Marcus McIvor's slapshot from the point.

The Petes pressed in the third and were rewarded when Clarke stepped into Brandon Devlin's pass from the top of the faceoff circle blowing it past Smith. It was the club's second win in as many night and their best 60-minute effort this season.

“We're starting to find our feet underneath us and play with more confidence,” said Hull. “We're starting to play the way I thought we were going to be capable of.”

“On a night like this it's extremely disappointing to lose,” said Battalion coach/GM Stan Butler, “but you can't lose sight of it's an historic night in North Bay.

“They have their team back after 11 years and the people came out and really supported the team. A guy like Nick Kypreos came back to support the team. You have to give the Petes credit. They battled hard. I thought their D won all the battles down low in their end. Consequently, we didn't generate many chances
3-stars: 1. Michael Clarke (P); 2. Jake Smith (N); 3. Nick Paul (N)

Hardest Working Pete: Chase Hatcher
What did you do last summer? Chances are it wasn't as interesting as what Andrew D'Agostini did.

The Peterborough Petes goalie enjoyed a once in a lifetime hockey excursion to a country not exactly renowned for pucks and skates – Australia.

One might be surprised to learn D'Agostini played in front of 21,000 people in Sydney in the deciding game of a three-game series between Canadian and American teams. It was part of a tour aimed at raising funds while promoting the Stop Concussions program, an initiative spearheaded by former NHL player Keith Primeau.

The teams, captained by NHL players Kyle Quincey and Zenon Konopka, consisted primarily of pro hockey players with D'Agostini invited to fill one of the goalie vacancies. He played in two games winning both for the Canadian group. The first two games were played before 10,000 fans in Melbourne.

“It was incredible,” said D'Agostini. “We were like super stars there. We put on a pretty good show and really enjoyed the experience.”

While there is professional hockey in Australia it's not a high level but D'Agostini was taken aback by the interest in the game.

“Tickets weren't cheap so it was incredible how many people were there,” he said. “I know they made a ton of money and raised a lot of awareness of concussions. All the players had a blast while they were there. We were all NHL super stars to them. The kids loved it. A lot of them did know about hockey and were wearing their favourite NHL jerseys. They were all loud and excited to be there.”

It was an all expense paid two-week trip during which D'Agostini had many great experiences.

“I got to go surfing for the first time in the ocean. It was tough but a lot of fun, a cool experience. I got up a couple of times but not for long. I also got tumbled and fumbled and flipped all over,” he said. “We did the Sydney Harbour Bridge where you climb to the top. They have you tied up and all secured but it was a neat experience. You could see the whole city from there. We got to see the Sydney Opera House, which was neat, and we got to a couple of Aussie Rules Football games and a couple of rugby games.”

Still, D'Agostini said the highlight for him was experiencing winning with a group of pro hockey players.

“I wanted to win and it was nice to win both my games and have a big celebration,” he said. “We won a Cup they do for every trip. It wasn't the Stanley Cup but they had a lot of fun with it and the fans enjoyed it. Playing in front of an atmosphere like that kind of gets you ready for the next level.”

D'Agostini will start in goal Thursday when the Petes host the Sudbury Wolves, 7 p.m. at the Memorial Centre, looking to snap a three-game winless streak.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
A little pain didn't prevent Brandon Devlin and Andrew D'Agostini from overtime heroics Thursday.

D'Agostini stoned Connor Crisp on a breakaway with 1:25 left in overtime and 29 seconds later Devlin snapped Michael Clarke's drop pass into the top lifting the Peterborough Petes past the Sudbury Wolves 4-3 before 2,174 fans at the Memorial Centre.

Devlin's second goal of the game snapped a three-game losing streak as the Petes overcame blowing a 3-1 third period lead.

Devlin missed 10 minutes in the second period after having his thumb crunched by an opposing stick.

“You're expected to get injured in this game and sometimes you just have to battle through it,” said Devlin. “We were on a bit of a losing skid and it was nice to get a good win at home and snap the streak.”

D'Agostini said he strained a thigh muscle but wanted to play on. It felt better as the game wore on and after some treatment in intermission by trainer Brian Miller, he said.

“It wasn't excruciating pain so I just tried to go out the next couple of shifts and see how it felt,” he said. “It didn't feel great but I made a couple of saves and still had power in it which was most important. I didn't want to throw (Michael Giugovaz) in cold. I thought I could play.

“I was glad to be able to come up with a big save in overtime. I finally pulled through for my teammates.”

It avenged a 7-4 loss in Sudbury last Friday.

“Andrew battled through,” said Petes' coach Jody Hull. “He gutted it out and it was good to see him get rewarded for that.”

The Petes outshot Sudbury 20-5 in the first period but only had 1-0 lead to show for it on a power play goal. Devlin snuck in to the faceoff dot to snap Nelson Armstrong's shot over goalie Franky Palazzese's shoulder.

The Wolves tied it 2:59 into the second as Matthew Campagna gained the zone and ripped a shot past D'Agostini's blocker.

The Petes restored their lead 1:09 later as Clark Seymour made a long pass to Nick Ritchie who floated a long pass into the slot where Chase Hatcher batted it down with his hand and deposited it home. The Petes went up by two 1:36 later as Matt Spencer joined a rush to set up Jonatan Tanus who tucked the puck under the crossbar.

Sudbury closed the gap to one on a power play 10:48 into the third as Dominik Kubalik one-timed Jacob Harris's centring pass. Kubaoli tied it 2:55 later slamming in Kevin Raine's rebound.

“We sat back a little in the third,” Hull said. “It wasn't by our design. You have to learn how to win, you just can't expect it's going to happen. You have to learn to do the right things and continue to play the way that got you the lead.”
3-stars: 1. Andrew D'Agostini (P); 2. Brandon Devlin (P); 3. Dominik Kubalik (S)

Hardest Working Pete: Nelson Armstrong
According to Petes historian Kevin Varrin Eric Cornel scored the 8,000th regular season goal in Petes history when he tallied the final marker in the Sept. 26 8-5 win over the Plymouth Whalers at the Memorial Centre.

It came in the Petes 1,805th game meaning the team has averaged 4.43 goals per game over its 57-plus seasons.

PEACE OF MIND

The Petes are partnering with the local Canadian Mental Health Association Thursday when they host Sudbury Wolves to raise funds and awareness on World Mental Health Day.

Activities include a performance by the Kids on the Block puppets during the first intermission, a trivia contest where fans can win tickets to the April Wine concert at The Venue Oct. 24, CMHA merchandize giveaways and several information booths will be located throughout the arena.

Game tickets are available at a reduced price of $16 by using promo code CMHA at the box office or online. The Petes and Peterborough Memorial Centre will donate $4 from every ticket to the CMHA.

Also at the game will be local football players from Adam Scott and members of Team 55 Tackles Suicide Awareness promoting their Friday Night Lights fundraiser at the new TASSS field on Oct. 18.

The Lions are collecting pledges for each tackle they make this season. So far, they have $27 pledged for each tackle and four games into the season they've made 140 tackles and with other donations the fundraising total has surpassed the $4,000 mark. The goal is $10,000.

TROJ

Steven Trojanovic arrived in Guelph in time Friday to make his debut with the Storm after being dealt by the Petes earlier in the day for a 2015 third-round draft pick.

Trojanovic had an assist and was a +1 in a 7-1 win over the Owen Sound Attack. He was -1 the next night in a 7-2 loss to the London Knights. The Storm were in Oshawa Sunday night.

LEROUX NEARING RETURN

Peterborough minor hockey grad Paxton Leroux is nearing a return to the London Knights lineup.

Leroux suffered a separated shoulder playing for the New York Rangers rookie team in a prospects tournament. He had four fights in four games as a free agent invitee.

Leroux, an overage junior, was returned to the Knights and could be back in action in the next week, according to London Free Press reporter Ryan Pyette.

SCRATCHES

Steve Varga was back in the Petes' lineup Sunday after sitting to allow rookie blue-liner Cameron Lizotte to make his OHL debut in his hometown of Sudbury. Also back in the Petes lineup were Steve Lorentz and Josh Maguire. Scratches included Lizotte, Matt McCartney, Cody Thompson and Mitchell Webb.
3-stars: 1. Philippe Trudeau (O); 2. Clark Seymour (P); 3. Jacob Middleton (O)

Hardest Working Pete: Nick Ritchie
SUDBURY - The Petes traded overage defenceman Steven Trojanovic to the Guelph Storm on Friday in exchange for their own third-round 2015 draft pick dealt last year to acquire Francis Menard.

Trojanovic became expendable when the Pittsburgh Penguins returned Clark Seymour to the Petes on Monday giving them four overage players. OHL teams can only dress three overage players per game.

Petes GM Mike Oke said he promised the overage players he would resolve the situation quickly to avoid having someone sitting in the press box. He felt a third-round pick was fair return given other teams are not prepared this early in the season to part with better players.

“We explored that option with a couple of different scenarios but at the end of the day the players being offered up we weren't comfortable with,” Oke said.

“We got a good asset in a third round pick which we can use either for selection or to acquire another player down the road.”

The Petes are left with 24 players still requiring them to scratch four each night, a scenario the Petes don't expect to follow all season. Oke said most OHL teams are carrying extra bodies right now.

“A lot of teams are still evaluating exactly where they are with their particular rosters,” Oke said. “We continue to evaluate where we are at. After this weekend the coaches will have two more games to assess everybody and where they fit in with our team.”

Oke gave Trojanovic a head’s up Friday morning a trade was coming so he did not join the club for its trip to Sudbury.

PETES SIGN SMITH

The Petes have signed 2013 draft pick Scott Smith.

Petes GM Mike Oke announced the signing Friday after inking the goalie Thursday night. Smith was the Petes' ninth-round pick in April. It gives the Petes four signed goalies including 2012 eighth-round pick Matt Robson.

Smith, six-foot-three, 185 pounds, is playing for the Burlington major midgets.

Oke said Andrew D'Agostini and Michael Giugovaz will remain as the incumbent goalies but signing Smith adds depth.

“Scott had a good training camp and in speaking with his advisors after training camp and with the family they felt the OHL was the direction he wanted to pursue,” Oke said. “This way it allows him to clearly focus this year on getting better and preparing to one day play at the OHL level.

“It means we have goalie depth. We have two goalies here and two goalies we drafted now under contract. It doesn’t necessarily mean other goalies have in the system won't have opportunities here. The more depth you have at any position the better you are as an organization. Moving forward you’d like to create as much depth at every position you can.”

LINEUP JUGGLES

Cameron Lizotte made his OHL debut in his hometown of Sudbury on Friday. Also returning to the lineup was Anthony Stefano, who had family and friends down from Sault Ste. Marie, Matt McCartney and Mitchell Webb. Healthy scratches were defenceman Steve Varga and forwards Steve Lorentz, Josh Maguire and Cody Thompson.
Steven Trojanovic may be the odd man out in the Peterborough Petes overage scenario.

The return of Clark Seymour Monday from the AHL Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins gives the Petes four overage players also including goalie Andrew D'Agostini and defenceman Nelson Armstrong. While OHL teams can carry four overage players until Jan. 10 they can only dress three per game.

Petes' coach Jody Hull confirmed Wednesday Seymour will be given an assistant captain's A and dress Thursday against the Oshawa Generals, along with D'Agostini and Armstrong, at the PMC.

“We have to get our six guys (on defence) who are going to be playing here playing,” said Hull. “Barring injuries that's how we approach things moving forward.”

Hull identified his top six blue-liners as Armstrong, Seymour, Connor Boland, Brandon Devlin, Matt spencer and Steve Varga. That leaves the club searching for a trading partner for Trojanovic who will remain with the Petes in the meantime.

“It's a difficult situation when you have four players who all want to play and you can only dress three,” said Petes' GM Mike Oke.

Oke is in early stages of talking to teams with openings for overage players.

“We'd like to try to find a good fit for us, the player we're moving and the team we're moving the player to,” said Oke. “It takes a bit of time to navigate through some different scenarios.”

Oke is confident he'll find a trade partner.

“There are a fair number of teams who will be in the market for adding an experienced player who can play and contribute in the OHL,” said Oke.

Among the teams with openings for overage spots are the Guelph Storm, London Knights, Mississauga Steelheads, Niagara IceDogs, Oshawa, Ottawa 67's, Saginaw Spirit, Sarnia Sting and Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

Seymour said the Penguins felt another year of junior was best for his development.

“They thought it was best for me to come here and be a good leader on the team and use one more year to develop confidence and work on my game,” said Seymour. “I wasn't upset or disappointed. Everything they said to me was very positive. I'm very excited to be back with the team and all the guys. The team is off to a great start and I'm very excited to join them on the road to the playoffs.”

Trojanovic said: “It's really a situation kind of our of my hands. It's just a matter of waiting and seeing what we do. We can't keep four guys the whole season. Someone will have to end up moving and if it's me that's just the way it is. I've talked to the coaches and they've said they're exploring all options.”

Trojanovic said he's trying to handle the situation maturely.

“It's the way hockey works. It's a tough business,” he said.

NOTES: Petes' coach Jody Hull said he expects Greg Betzold to return to the lineup Thursday after missing four games with a leg injury. The Petes also visit the Sudbury Wolves Friday and Ottawa 67's Sunday afternoon.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
Panthers ready to deal veterans says Ottawa Sun source 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:07 p.m. EDT, October 20, 2013

Ottawa Sun reporter Bruce Garrioch, a well-respected hockey writer, wrote in his Sunday column today that a source told him that new Panthers owner Vinnie Viola is growing very impatient and has told GM Dale Tallon to start dealing veterans such as forwards Tomas Fleischmann, Kris Versteeg, Scottie Upshall, Brad Boyes and Marcel Goc, as well as defenseman Tom Gilbert and Dmitry Kulikov.

Remember Sunday columns are usually due on Friday or certainly early Saturday, so this was told to Garrioch before Saturday's exciting 2-1 OT win over Minnesota.

A few more wins on this homestand will have the Panthers back in the thick of the playoff hunt and perhaps calm down Mr. Viola. By the way, of the aforementioned players mentioned, Fleischmann, Goc, Gilbert and Boyes at times are all playing very well. Upshall continues to search for his niche on the team and was benched Thursday. However, his contract (two years left for $7 million) is basically unmovable.

Kulikov is only 22 but he just hasn't shown progress, and is in the final season of a $3 million deal. Of the aforementioned group, he's probably the most marketable Panther and with young d-men Alex Petrovic and Colby Robak chomping at the bit in San Antonio, the most expendable.

The Panthers are off today and not available for comment. Tallon will be at practice on Monday and although I'm off, rest assured he will be asked about this report. My cohort Craig Davis will also attempt to contact Mr. Viola.

Of course, while Tallon is one of the most accessible, honest GMs in the business, like any good poker player will probably give his favorite answer to such reports: "I will do anything to improve this team.''

More tomorrow.
Gilbert holds no grudges against Wild 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

12:48 p.m. EDT, October 19, 2013

No grudges for Gilbert

Panthers defenseman Tom Gilbert said he holds no grudge toward the Wild for using one of their compliance buyouts on him in July, but that doesn’t mean the Minnesota native won’t have a tad more pep in his step Saturday against his former team.

“It’s one of those things you can’t control, so you make the most of it, you start off fresh again, you work hard trying to find a spot to play and fortunately for me it worked out in Florida,’’ said Gilbert, 30, who will be paid $2 million by the Wild over the next two years and $1 million this year from the Panthers.

“It’s still a business. Opportunites were really slim. … It’s always fun playing your old team, it’s fun seeing the guys you played with and great knowing my family can watch it on TV. … There’s always motivation like that. The bottom line is we need two points here.’’

Dineen said that Gilbert, who came to Panthers training camp on a professional tryout arrangement, fit right in. Gilbert, who played his first 5 1/2 seasons on the Oilers and last year-and-a-half with the Wild, has two assists and is a plus-1 in eight games.

“He logged a lot of ice time in the first five games, we’ve cut that back a little bit,’’ Dineen said of Gilberth, who is averaging 21:24 ice time, second most on the team behind defensive partner Brian Campbell. “He’s shown his offensive ability and he’s helped stabilize our defensive corps. He’s a smart cerebral hockey player and he earned his way onto the hockey team.’’

Etc...

Tim Thomas will be back in net against Wild backup Josh Harding, who has a 1.15 GAA since filling in for nicked-up starter Niklas Backstrom. Panthers rookie center Nick Bjugstad getting a lot of love from the Minnesota media as expected of Mr. Hockey and a Minnesota native, who grew up rooting for his hometown Wild. The Wild will start hot backup Josh Harding in net.

Dineen losing patience with Sean Bergenheim's continued absence 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

2:30 p.m. EDT, October 18, 2013

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen tried so hard not to reveal his disgust with the prolonged injury-related absence of Sean Bergenheim.

But the more Dineen, an NHL-lifer known for his hard-nosed style, talked about the finicky Finn, the more he seemed to be questioning the player’s toughness and mental state as to the reasons why one of his top-six forwards wasn’t yet ready to help his 2-6 team.

“I’m worried about his career,’’ Dineen said after practice at the BB&T Center where the players signed equipment and memorabilia for the Panthers charity foundation. “I worry about him as a player. It’s been an extremly long time off. I understand it’s an extremely hard game we play. He’s not a good player unless he’s physically involved in the game and he’s active.

“He can’t feel his way into the NHL. That just can’t happen. He’s got to come back, feeling good about himself, understanding, you know what, there are guys in here that have bumps and bruises, and are playing hurt every night. You’re not going to feel 100 percent playing.’’

It couldn’t have been lost on Dineen that of the five media members present, two were TV and magazine journalists from Finland who are in Sunrise to do stories on Finnish rookie Aleksander Barkov. So Dineen’s comments will certainly garner headlines in Finland, who Bergenheim dearly wants to represent in the Olympics in December.

Bergenheim, who signed a four-year, $11 million contract with the Panthers in the summer of 2011, and was a huge part of the franchise’s turnaround and first playoff berth in 10 seasons, has played just two games in nearly 18 months. Both were with his hometown team HIFK in Helsinki’s SM-liiga during the lockout.

The Panthers believed that Bergenheim re-aggravated a core injury that he had dealt with during the previous season’s playoff run, so they suspended him without pay in January after the lockout ended. However, Bergenheim won two injury grievances against the Panthers, and eventually earned his full $2.75 million salary.

The grievance cases caused him to put off two surgeries on his hip, abdomen and groin until early March, more than seven months ago. Bergenheim has been practicing with the Panthers for several weeks, and was supposed to consult with his surgeon in Nashville last Monday for a possible green light to play against the Predators on Tuesday.

Instead, Bergenheim, 29, the Panthers leading scorer in their seven-game playoff series loss to the Devils, opted to go to Toronto for five daily sessions with his physical therapist.

“He’ll be back in the next 3-4 days,’’ Dineen said. “It was something he believed could help him out. … He needs to come back in a healthy frame of mind and be ready to help the hockey team.’’

Panthers demote Clemmensen

The Panthers sent down goalie Scott Clemmensen to San Antonio, their AHL affiliate, to get more games in. Dineen made it clear that Tim Thomas is healthy again and his No. 1 option with Jacob Markstrom the backup.

Thomas' former teammates now consider him the, 'enemy' 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

2:35 p.m. EDT, October 17, 2013

Pretty big turnout at morning skate today as the Boston and South Florida media was after player’s reactions from Bruins and Panthers players about Tim Thomas’ reunion game against his former team, who he walked away from after the 2011-12 season, despite leaving $3 million on the table.

Thomas, who left hockey for a year to recharge his batteries and connect with his family, said all the right things about the Bruins during his introductory press conference during training camp where he earned a one-year contract starting at $2.5 million plus incentives. 

But he ducked the press yesterday and today. By the end of Thomas’ stay in Boston he had a combative relationship with the local media, partly over his snubbing of President Obama’s invitation to the White House to celebrate their 2011 Stanley Cup title in Jan. 2012.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, who hates naming his starting goaltender in advance, admitted that this was the first time the identity of his starter was announced on the team twitter account, especially coming about two hours after he told the media that Thomas was “questionable.’’

“Yes, that’s the first time someone else announced who was going to start and you know what I’m excited,’’ said Dineen, who admitted the tweet wasn’t authorized by him. “I think our fan base will be excited to see Tim again. I believe there’s a great buzz coming out of New England to see Tim back in action, especially against his old team. So no problems with [the tweet].''

It’s more likely the tweet's origin came from the marketing department to hype up the game and sell more tickets.

“It’s a good storyline. It’s exciting for our team to have Tim in the net. He’s been out for a week. I think you always get excited playing against your old team,’’ Dineen said. “When we play the Whalers I get excited.''

Dineen was joking about the extinct team that he once starred for.

Thomas last played on Oct. 8 when he sustained a groin pull in the first period of a 2-1 loss to the Flyers.

The Panthers will keep all three goalies activated, with Jacob Markstrom as the backup tonight, and Scott Clemmensen a healthy scratch.

Bruins center David Krejci said he was happy that Thomas came out of retirement, but admitted he was surprised by his self-motivated one-year hiatus and that the locker room dynamic changed after the outspoken goalie's infamous White House snub.

"We all know what happened with the White House and all those things,'' Krejci said. "After that it was tough to read his mind not knowing what was going inside his head, so it was a surprising decision. You got to respect it. He had his reasons. It's his life.

"We were surprised he didn't show up for the event. We didn't talk about it in the room. It was better for our team.

"I guess for him I believe once you leave a team and the next year they go to the Stanley Cup final it's kind of a little bitter. It is what it is. It's his decision to come back. He's back. For us  he's not on our team anymore, so we take him as our enemy and try to get two points.''

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg, who was drafted by the Bruins, said the Panthers have discussed the extra emotion that this game carries.

"We talked about the emotional boost he could give us tonight and we're excited about getting him two points,'' Versteeg said. "I know this game was probably circled on his calendar as it would be on mine if it was my old team.

"He's excited about it and I think a lot of Bruins fans who really respect what he did for their organization and are probably excited about seeing him play. It's kind of funny, he misses a few game for injury and this is the game he comes back for, so hopefully the emotion he plays with - that he plays with every game - that he can bring us two points tonight.''

More importantly for the 2-5 Panthers is the start of a six-game homestand in which they need to gain some ground in the Atlantic Division.

“There’s so many ways you can be creative with stats. We’re a win away from being right in the middle of the pack, we got to go and get the win,'' Dineen said. ...

Panthers forward Scottie Upshall was back in the lineup after getting benched in Nashville, his orginal team. Upshall basically admitted he was benched because Dineen didn’t feel like he was playing hard enough on both ends of the ice.

“Being a pest I think that’s the role we need and think is what I’ve got to do,’’ Upshall said. “There are areas I have to be better in. The whole team, no one gets a free pass to go out and not play hard and they expect us to go hard every night. If you don’t play hard you shouldn’t play and that’s what I’m trying to do, do the right things.'' ...

Versteeg and Krejci are longtime friends from there days together in Providence, the Bruins' AHL team.

"We've always given each other shots; we're both players with emotion, although people might think David doesn't get too high or too low, but he does have a lot of bite to his game,'' Versteeg said. "It's always fun to give him a little; he might give it to me, too. We're both competitors and friends; we like to play that way, too.''

Krejci agreed.

"It's fun. I love him, I hate him. It's a little bit of both. It'll be fun tonight,'' Krejci said.

Panthers tweet out that Thomas will play against Bruins 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

9:42 p.m. EDT, October 16, 2013

Traveled back from Nashville today, so I was unable to cover practice. My colleague Dieter Kurtenbach did, and of course, by now you all know that Panthers goalie Tim Thomas was not made available to the media, and won’t be until after tomorrow night’s game against the Bruins, his ex-mates, who he walked away from last year with a year remaining on his contract.

As usual, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen wouldn’t name his starting goalie, hedging by saying that Thomas, who has been nursing a sore groin since coming out of the Flyers’ game on Oct. 8, is “questionable’’ for the game.

However, not long after the Panthers official twitter account all but stated that Thomas would be in the net.

@FlaPanthers tweeted: "Tim Thomas will play against his previous club the @NHLBruins tomorrow at @thebbtcenter

It’s not like the Panthers to release anything that isn’t accurate or truthful, so my money is on Thomas starting. He did get to practice with the team on Monday and Wednesday, but didn't travel to Nashville.

I’m surprised that Thomas is ducking the press. It’s usually better just to get it out of the way that one time. Normally, starting goalies don’t talk on the day of games, which is understandable. That’s a position that needs utmost focus, but today would’ve been the right time to deal with a fascinating storyline that would've been picked up by every hockey website in the world.

Here’s what Thomas’ former backup on the Bruins, who’s now their long-term starter, Tuukka Rask told the Bruins website after Boston practiced at the BB&T Center.

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

 Photos: Florida Panthers Ice Dancers  

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

“I never thought that we would play against each other," Rask said. "But I'm glad that he made his comeback and proved people wrong again, and I hope he does well.

“We practiced together for many years ,so I don't think it's any different because we both practice like we play. So it probably just would be lots more people out there watching us.’’

When asked if he'd have the chance to talk to Thomas, he joked that, "Yeah, maybe we'll fight or something. … You always share a couple words during warm-ups or something and that's about it."

Former Bruins center Tyler Seguin told me in Dallas that there were bitter feelings from Thomas’ teammates when he quit, but eventually they realized it was a personal decision and that he left them in good hands with Rask.

Panthers rookie center Nick Bjugstad set for season debut 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

2:44 p.m. EDT, October 15, 2013

The news out of morning skate at Bridgestone Arena today was that rookie center Nick Bjugstad was centering a line of Krys Barch and Tomas Kopecky, and he will make his season debut against the Predators.  Bjugstad sustained a concussion in the final day of the rookie tournament at Saveology.com Iceplex on Sept. 8, and was activated off of injured reserve on Sunday.

He played 11 games last season after three  years at the University of Minnesota, and finally got his first NHL goal in the final game of the season against Tampa. It looks like Scottie Upshall, a first-round pick by the Predators in 2002, will be a healthy scratch tonight.

It looks like Jacob Markstrom will be in net against Pekka Rinne. Predators first and only coach Barry Trotz heaped praise on a few of his former players, Marcel Goc and Upshall, while also touting rookie Aleksander Barkov, the Finnish forward who seemed headed for Nashville at No. 4 in the draft before Panthers GM Dale Tallon surprised them by taking him with Florida’s seond pick. Nashville GM David Poile admitted that Nashville, who tied the Panthers for the worst offense in the NHL last season, wanted a forward to bolster the scoring. He of course is thrilled with defenseman Seth Jones, who is averaging more than 23 minutes a game and has one goal and an assist in five games.

The Panthers are last in the NHL in faceoff percentage so Panthers coach Kevin Dineen brought in retired center John Madden, who was hired as a scout for the Panthers in training camp, to work with the centers on faceoffs. With Barkov and Bjugstad being rookies, they’ve got a lot to learn about the strength and compete level of their opposing veteran centermen. The Predators are fourth in faceoff percentage with David Legwand and Paul Gaustad leading the way with 61.8 and 68.4 faceoff percentages. Of the Panthers centers the only one who’s above .500 is Goc (50.5).

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

5:06 p.m. EDT, October 14, 2013

My colleague Steve Gorten covered practice for me while I traveled to Music City to get ready for Tuesday night’s game against the Nashville Predators.

Steve tweeted out that goalie Tim Thomas (groin pull) practiced with the team and although he didn’t travel  for this one-game roadie, he is improving and is certainly possible for his fascinating reunion with the Bruins on Thursday at the BB&T Center.

As you know Thomas, who led the B’s to the Cup in 2010, walked away from them and his one-year contract to recharge his mental batteries. I spoke to former Bruin forward Tyler Seguin, who’s now on the Stars, and he admitted there were bitter feelings at first, until they realized that goalie Tuuka Rask was younger and just as good. So I expect Jacob Markstrom to get another start in Nashville and Thomas back in net for the Bruins.

Where's Bergy?

In a surprising announcement by coach Kevin Dineen, forward Sean Bergenheim, who was supposed to see his surgeon in Nashville tonight for an update on his surgically repaired abdomen/hip/groin, but instead flew to Toronto, where he will work out 1-on-1 with his physical therapist for the next five days to determine his future playing status.

Bergenheim seems fine while practicing with the team and he’s his usual happy-go-lucky self when we talk to him but this prolonged absence is quite mysterious as he hasn’t played for the Panthers in more than a year.

On the positive side, rookie center Nick Bjugstad practiced with his teammates for the first time in more than a month when he sustained a concussion in the last rookie game on Sept. 8. Dineen said he is an option to play on Tuesday. That would mean Shawn Matthias would move over to forward, where he worked today and Bjugstad would probably center the fourth line.

This is my first time in Nashville and it’s really a cool city. I bought a leather belt, an old Roy Orbison CD for my bro and a Nashville shot glass, as well as eat BBQ at Ribby’s while listening to an excellent CW singer and his pard, a nephew of Trace Atkins, and watch the Bruins lose 3-2 to the Red Wings in a Columbus Day matinee. However, I haven’t run into Kellie Pickler or Carrie Underwood yet.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:36 p.m. EDT, October 10, 2013

A couple of interesting tidbits out of Thursday morning skate at the Tampa Bay Times Forum in that goalie Tim Thomas is feeling good enough to test his groin pull on the ice taking about 15 minutes worth of shots from goalie coach Robb Tallas – whose not known for his howitzer slapshot!

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen told us that Thomas is, “doubtful’’, for the home opener tomorrow against the mighty Penguins. But if Thomas tells him he can go, rest assured Dineen will throw him out there in front of a packed house.

Center Shawn Matthias missed morning skate to remain in bed at the hotel in an attempt to get rid of an overnight bug. So Dineen shifted winger Tomas Kopecky to center between Krys Barch and Jesse Winchester, and had Joey Crabb on the third line with Scott Gomez and Scottie Upshall.

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

 Photos: Florida Panthers Ice Dancers  

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

While Crabb told me he’s eager to get his first start, a player told me that Matthias will probably play. If not, I’m guessing Crabb will be a healthy scratch again because the way the Lightning forwards Radko Gudas and Richard Panik have been abusing Panthers lately, tonight would be a good time to have the Panthers enforcer on the ice. Gudas took Kris Versteeg’s knee out last season and in the preseason piled-drived Gomez into the ice and pummeled him either right before OT or in OT. Panik cross-checked Erik Gudbranson head-first into the boards in another preseason meeting.

Dineen and Lightning coach Jon Cooper developed a friendship while coaching against each other in the AHL, but both expressed a strong desire to kick the other’s tail when they meet in this inter-state rivalary that took on added meaning Thursday. Gov. Rick Scott will present the winning team of the 4-game season series (team with most points) with a newly minted Governor’s Cup after the final game of the series on March 13 in Tampa. Each franchise will make a donation toward’s youth hockey in their respective areas.

"We have mutual friends," Cooper said. "Before we got to know each other, he was coaching in Portland and I was coaching in Norfolk and we were going to meet after a game and they had a 3-0 lead on us and we stormed back in the third to eventually win in overtime and we had to walk across the ice and I remember we were going to meet on the ice and then I thought, nah, and I just let him go. We met an hour later.

"He's a really competitive guy and above his competitiveness he's a great guy and I got a lot of time for him. We have kind of an inter-rivalry dating back to the AHL, but it will never come to a problem. I enjoy his company, and I'll enjoy it more when we beat him tonight."

Dineen countered.

"There’s a mutual respect there,’’ Dineen said. “When he was playing our division and we were playing his we shared information and spoke at different coaches clinics together.

“I'm not surprised to see Coop in the NHL and ready to have success. When you came from a hockey family and you have a brother scout for Nashville, one that scouts for Columbus and one is a coach in Toronto organization. It’s all the same. You cheer for individual, but when it comes match-to-match, you're looking to give him a good tail-kicking."

Panthers dominate everything but scoreboard in 3-1 loss to hapless Sabres 

Bergenheim notches assist on lone Panthers' goal in first game back in nearly 18 months
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

11:03 p.m. EDT, October 25, 2013

SUNRISE — 

This had all the makings of a feel-good victory for the Panthers, especially after Sean Bergenheim, who was making his NHL return after an 18-month absence, assisted on the first goal in the opening period.

Especially, after dominating the game from the opening faceoff and finishing with a season-high 45 shots, compared to 25 for the hapless Sabres, a season-low by any Panthers' opponent.

 Related

•Box score: Buffalo 3, Florida 1 

•Bergenheim eager to return to help Panthers win 

Especially against this opponent, an undermanned, beat-up, young Sabres' team off to a franchise-worse 1-9-1 start, one that had scored more than two goals in just one game this season.

Surely, the new scoreboard must've had the 3-1 victory for the wrong team, but no, as the disgruntled Panthers fans booed their team off the ice Friday night at BB&T Center.

After valiantly stealing a point from the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks on Tuesday, the Panthers couldn't solve backup goalie Jhonas Enroth (44 saves) as they dropped to 1-2-1 on this seasonlong, six-game homestand.

"Whatever hockey gods are out there they're definitely not shining on us with bounces,'' Panthers forward Kris Versteeg said. "I definitely have no answers. We're putting pucks on the net. For whatever reason they're not going in. We had a great effort, and hopefully something turns around.''

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

The Sabres were ranked last in goals per game, 28th in goals against, but they were tied 1-1 after two periods. They took the lead for good at 12:42 when Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom chose not to divert a slow, wide shot that ended up on Christian Ehrhoff's stick at the point. His slapper was tipped in by Steve Ott.

With 1:28 left Panthers snakebit forward Shawn Matthias stole the puck but was unable to jam it through Enroth. Then with Markstrom out of the net for an extra skater, Cody Hodgson picked up a loose puck in the neutral zone before wristing in for the dagger with 46.6 seconds left.

"I don't think we tightened up,'' said a somber Panthers coach Kevin Dineen. "The chances continued to be there. Mistakes were made on both goals that were preventable. When you're pushing as hard as we were on offense, you have to remember our complete game.

"It's a hard loss for us.''

Despite dominating the Sabres throughout the first 33 minutes with a 30-10 shot edge, Buffalo tied it 1-1 on their 11th shot when Panthers' killer Tomas Vanek set up rookie defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen for a long snapshot that got past a screened Markstrom at 13:32.

For Ristolainen, a former World Junior Championships Finnish teammate of Panthers rookie Aleksander Barkov, it was his first NHL goal. Two days shy of his 19th birthday, Ristolainen was one of four teenagers in the Sabres lineup - Zemgus Girgensons, Mikhail Grigorenko and Nikita Zadorov – for the first time this season.

According to Elias Sports Bureau it's the first time a team has done that since 1995-96 when the Sabres, Jets and Panthers had at least four teens in a game.

It didn't take long for Bergenheim to show what the Panthers have been missing.

On his third shift, Bergenheim flipped a perfect pass toward a charging Jesse Winchester, who tomahawk-chopped it in for a 1-0 lead at 13:58 of the first.

It was Bergenheim's first point since his last NHL game when he assisted on the tying goal in the third period of Florida's 3-2 double-overtime loss to the Devils in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinals on April 26, 2012.

Bergenheim, 29, who underwent multiple surgeries on his hip and groin in March and May, said earlier Friday that despite not skating for nine months at one point during his rehabiliation,

The Panthers outshot the hapless Sabres 18-4, for their highest shot total in any period this season. Still, if not for a metallic save on a Drew Stafford breakaway, it would've been tied after one.

Sunrise — This had all the makings of a feel-good victory for the Panthers, especially after Sean Bergenheim, who was making his NHL return after an 18-month absence, assisted on the first goal in the opening period.

Especially, after dominating the game from the opening faceoff and finishing with a season-high 45 shots, compared with 21 for the hapless Sabres, a season-low by any Panthers' opponent.

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:12 p.m. EDT, October 27, 2013

SUNRISE — 

Despite leading the offensively challenged Panthers in goals, coach Kevin Dineen intended to bench Brad Boyes for Sunday's game against the Tampa Bay Lightning because of his hesitancy to shoot and defensive shortcomings.

However, when the team' leading scorer, Tomas Fleischmann, came down with a flu bug, Boyes got a reprieve and then scored the tying goal in the third period as well as the Panthers' lone shootout goal.

It still wasn't enough as after battling back from another two-goal deficit in the third period, the Panthers again couldn't close the deal in a 4-3 shootout loss to their cross-state Atlantic Division rivals at BB&T Center.

"If we keep applying pressure good things will follow,'' Dineen said. "Unfortunately, we're ending up on the wrong end of these things now.

"That's a coaching dream. [Boyes] gets a little whack; instead they get new life and get an opportunity to go back in there. … He's made for those kind of moments, a professional response from him.''

The Panthers trailed 2-0 just 4:35 after the opening faceoff, and then 3-1 after two periods before mounting their fourth third-period comeback during this 1-2-2 homestand that concludes Friday against the 9-6-1 St. Louis Blues.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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However, the Panthers added to their all-time worst shootout record when after Lightning center Valtteri Filppula wristed one past Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom (1-5-1), Tampa Bay backup goalie Anders Lindback foiled Jonathan Huberdeau and rookie Aleksander Barkov on his first career try.

Boyes tied it with a falling-down tally to tie Red Wings' Pavel Datsyuk for the lead among active skaters with his 33rd (45.2 percent) shootout score. However, Lightning superstar Steven Stamkos, who usually struggles in shootouts (21.4 percent) deked Markstrom to the ice for the game-deciding goal. Dmitry Kulikov shot it wide to seal the loss.

"We played so hard to come back on that team so for that to happen at the end is tough,'' said Panthers forward Shawn Matthias, who snapped a 23-game goal drought with a first-period rebound goal. "We've got to take the positives once again.''

The 8-3 Lightning, who beat the Sabres less than 24 hours earlier, jumped out to a 1-0 lead 41 seconds in when Stamkos led a charging Martin St Louis, who steered it in.

It was the quickest goal scored against the Panthers this season and fastest since Feb. 7, 2012 when Capitals' center Mathieu Perreault lit the lamp just 13 seconds in.

Then a poor shift change by the Panthers led to a long rebound of Ryan Malone's shot right on Stamkos' stick in the circle where he roofed it for his eighth goal. He has 17 points in 11 games.

"Those cookie monsters can eat,'' Dineen said of Stamkos and St Louis. "Those two guys do a good job against us.''

The Panthers had just two shots on four power-play attempts and have scored just one PPG in their last 16 chances over seven games. 

After Matthias' goal, the Lightning recaptured their two-goal lead when agitator Radko Gudas' wrister from the blue line caromed off the glove of Panthers defenseman Mike Weaver for a PPG at 9:58 of the second.

Less than three minutes later Gudas received a game misconduct for slashing his stick at the Panther's bench in response to a squirt from Scottie Upshall's water bottle.

Rookie Nick Bjugstad tipped in Upshall's backhand flip for his first goal of the season, and second in 17 career games, at 5:39 of the third.

Then with 11:09 left a Lightning turnover by Ondrej Palat found Boyes in the slot, who then slipped a backhander through the five-hole for a 3-3 tie. It was Boyes' team-leading fifth goal.

"Up and down,'' Boyes said of his emotions about his expected benching. "I want to show [Dineen] and everybody. If I'm not scoring or playing then I'm not helping.'' …

Fleischmann missed his first game since joining the Panthers in the summer of 2011, snapping a streak of 141 games.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:41 p.m. EDT, October 26, 2013

SUNRISE — 

If there were any bright spots during Friday's painful 3-1 loss to the lowly Sabres, then it had to be the play of newfound Panthers' linemates Jesse Winchester and Sean Bergenheim, who combined on Florida's lone goal.

After a season out of the NHL, Winchester, 30, has battled back from a serious concussion sustained in December 2011 when he was on the Ottawa Senators. After playing 16 games in Finland during the lockout last season, Winchester was out of hockey until the Panthers offered him a two-way contract in July.

Last week, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said he had the, "joy,'' of telling Winchester to move out of his hotel and find a more permanent place to live.

"It was a pretty special day,'' said Winchester, who has two goals and has been a vital addition to the vastly improved penalty-kill unit. "I worked hard all summer and last year to get healthy and get better. To come in and really earn a job is something to be proud of.

"I'm just trying to play simple, play hard and do whatever the team asks me to do.''

Dineen said Winchester has been one of his better forwards.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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"Jesse's got a level of desperation,'' Dineen said. "That kid's been hungry since Day 1 … of training camp. He's established a trust level with my staff and I, that he can go out there and be an effective player. He gives us a dynamic we've been missing, a guy who can kill penalties, be responsible defensively, be physical and chip in offensively.''

In Bergenheim's first NHL game since April 2012, he set up Winchester in front and created several scoring opportunities in 11:59 of ice time.

"Bergy had a good game if you look at the chances he created,'' Dineen said. "Baby steps. That first one's out of the way and we can quit talking about anything but his performance.''

Bergenheim said he felt sore but, "pretty good,'' after his first game, and he too sang the praise of Winchester.

"He creates room,'' Bergenheim said. "I like his style. He goes to the net and works hard.''

Foul mood 

Losing to a 1-9-1 team had Dineen in a salty mood after practice Saturday at BB&T Center, as he sent more messages than a hotel phone operator.

A disappointed Dineen said he was benching Brad Boyes, the team's leading goal scorer with four, on Sunday because of defensive shortcomings.

"When he gets into scoring areas he needs to take advantage of that so we can get excited about his play,'' Dineen said. "He's also very understanding that we have to be a complete hockey team, meaning we have to be good at both ends.''

Dineen also sent a stern message to slumping forward Jonathan Huberdeau, who has one assist in his last four games.

"I need Jon Huberdeau to be a top-notch player for us right now,'' said Dineen, who moved Huberdeau back on a line with Aleksander Barkov and Tomas Fleischmann. "I don't want guys who want to be NHL players on a bad team. We had that last year, good players on a bad team.

"I want players to bring something to the table and if they don't … they're not in the lineup.''

Fire away

The 45 shots by the Panthers Friday was their most since Nov.5, 2010, when they outshot Carolina 50-31 in a 7-4 win. Just two days earlier they tied a franchise-high with 55 shots in a 4-3 loss to the Atlanta Thrashers.

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:38 p.m. EDT, October 25, 2013

SUNRISE — 

Sean Bergenheim met with the media after morning skate Friday to discuss his return to the Panthers' lineup later that evening against the Buffalo Sabres when he mentioned that it has, "for sure, been a long time.''

Just then, teammate Tomas Kopecky walked by and chimed in: "Two years.''

Well, not quite, but it had been one day shy of 18 months since the affable Finn wasn't merely a practice player recovering from multiple surgeries to his hip and groin.

"I think it was nine months off the ice completely,'' said Bergenheim, who will skate on the fourth line with Scott Gomez and Jesse Winchester. "It's the longest time off ice since I first put on skates at 3 years old. To be honest, when I did put the skates on I felt like I had skated yesterday.

"I don't think it's a big issue. I'll go out there and do my best. I know what kind of player I am.''

Bergenheim's teammates also know how much his physical, puck-possession style has been missed. He scored 12 goals in his last 23 playoff games, including three with the Panthers in the 2012 seven-game quarterfinal loss to the Devils.
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"He's playing like a bulldog. He never gives up. Everybody sees that on the bench and tries to follow that kind of play,'' Panthers forward Tomas Fleischmann said. "That can give us the final push over teams. It's going to be really important. I think we really missed that all year.''

Bergenheim, who had one surgery in March and another in May, realizes it may take a few games to catch up to his teammates, some of whom have played 17 games, including the preseason.

"There's stuff I'm going to be behind on, but in the end, my mindset, the battling and the energy, I'm sure I can provide,'' Bergenheim said. "Decisions, shots, quick plays I need to make I'm sure I'm going to need to get adjusted quickly on that. I'm not nervous right now, but I'm sure I'll get butterflies before the game.''

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen isn't interested in breaking Bergenheim in slowly against a desperate, undermanned 1-9-1 Sabres' team.

"There's no such think as working anybody in slowly,'' he said. "This is the NHL. Yo got to be prepared or it's not going to work out for you. We like to think of ourselves as a four-line team. When we roll our whole group effectively with everybody running, it makes a difference.

"I'm looking for [extra jump] out of everybody. I don't think that should be a one-trick pony you have on opening night and give a fabulous effort, then something close to mediocrity the next one. It's an exciting time for him. I'm excited for Sean to get back in the mix and start fully concentrating on nothing but hockey.''

Dineen was referring to the Panthers' best efforts coming in the season-opening 4-2 victory over Dallas and a home-opening 6-3 win over the mighty Pittsburgh Penguins, only to be outscored 10-0 in losses to the Blues and Kings respectively.

The Panthers are coming off a thrilling 3-2 shootout loss to the Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks in which they clawed back from a 2-0 deficit in the third period.

"No mater if we're explaining the Stanley Cup champions or anybody else in the league, we're looking at our own team and our expectations of how we're going to play,'' Dineen said.

Rebuilding Sabres

The Sabres, who feature four teenagers, a new coach in Ron Rolston as well as star goaie Ryan Miller and outstanding winger Tomas Vanek, have lost three in a row.

"I coached a lot of these guys,'' said Dineen, who coached the Portland Pirates for three seasons while they were the Sabres' AHL affiliate. "I know what they can do as hockey players. I know the skill-set of Ryan Miller and Tomas Vanek. I know they're coming off a lot of games at home and getting out on the road so I'm sure they're looking forward to a big effort, and we got to be ready.'' …

However, it appears that Miller's backup Jhonas Enroth (0-2-1) will start against Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom, a former teammate on Sweden's gold-medal team at the 2013 World Hockey Championship.

Options for Dineen

With Bergenheim's return, Dineen has three extra healthy bodies to choose from regarding starting or scratching. He will bench forwards Scottie Upshall and Krys Barch, as well as defenseman Ryan Whitney for the seventh straight game.

"It's a hard decision from a coach's standpoint, but nothing compared to the guys sitting out,'' Dineen said. "Some of that's based on health, some is based on performance when I make those decisions.

"We've gone through a few years here we've been pretty light because of injuries, but because our situation's fairly on the numbers that means decisions. … It gives you options which is always a good thing.''

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

3:21 p.m. EDT, October 24, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

Professional athletes rely on muscle memory to summon their skills, so when players are coming off long-term injuries it's difficult to perform up to expectations right away.

However, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen is hoping that when veteran forward Sean Bergenheim makes his long-awaited return to the ice Friday night against the Sabres, he recalls his last NHL game on April 26, 2012 when Florida lost a 3-2 double-overtime heartbreaker to the Devils in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinals.

"Last we saw him as a player he was an extremely effective player for us,'' Dineen said of Bergenheim, who had the primary assist on the Panthers' tying goal late in the third period of the aforementioned game and led the team with six points that series. "He really changed the tempo of Game 7 with his play in the third period.

"I love to see him – even though it was a long time ago – pick up where he left off.''

Bergenheim, who played two games in Finland during the lockout last year, hasn't played in the NHL in 18 months while recovering from multiple surgeries on his abdomen, groin and hip. Dineen, who questioned Bergenheim's mental state and toughness recently, said if the paperwork is done on time to take him off injured reserve, "he'll be thrown right into the grinder.''

"He's had a good week of practice. His mind's in the right place, back on hockey,'' Dineen said. "You do a lot of skating and working but there's nothing like playing in a game. … The physical contact that goes with it you can mimic in practice but this is the real deal.
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"He'll be facing a big, strong Buffalo defense that play extremely hard, and they're trying to be a physical team.''

The 1-9-1 rebuilding Sabres are 30th in goals-per-game but fourth in hits.

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg, who has made a remarkably fast recovery from major ACL surgery last March, said he just began to feel comfortable in Tuesday's 3-2 shootout loss to the Blackhawks, or his 10th game.

"The timing is big,'' Versteeg said. "The game is moving around pretty quick You don't quite know what's going on around you, so it's about finding a comfortable zone out there. That doesn't take one game. Game 1, everything's fast and it slows down, but you got to find Games 2 through 10 who you're going to be the rest of the season.''

The Panthers, who have scored two or less goals in seven of their 10 games, could use Bergenheim's offense. Despite missing 20 games in 2011-12, his first season with the Panthers, Bergenheim scored 20 goals, including three in the playoffs. He scored 23 goals in 2010-11 with the Lightning, including nine in 16 playoff games.

"A lot of energy and timely goals,'' Versteeg said of Bergenheim's skill-set. "You're going to expect some trouble along the way not playing for 18 months. But he's a professional whose played in this league a long time. Whether it's two or five games he'll get right back in the swing.''

Matthias losing sleep

Panthers forward Shawn Matthias, whose career-high 14 goals last season in 48 games tied him for second most on the team with then rookie Jonathan Huberdeau, has just two assists in the first 10 games.

Matthias' goal drought extends to 22 games, including the final 12 games last season, so he's been experimenting with different sticks.

"I tried a different curve, but it hasn't worked out,'' Matthias said after practice Thursday. "It's just getting that first one out of the way. When you think about it that's the worse thing you can do. Trust me, I've lost sleep over it.

"I want to have a good year. There's 72 games left and right now in my head I'm starting fresh [Friday night]. I've had a lot of good chances. Once that first one goes in a lot of weight will be off my shoulders.''

Dineen compared Matthias to Tomas Kopecky, who led the team with 15 goals last season, but is also looking for No. 1 this season.

"This team needs to win and produce by committee, and he's a big part of that committee,'' Dineen said. "He's on our special teams and when he's playing well there's a real difference in our lineup. … We know what his potential is as a player.'' …

Panthers goalie Scott Clemmensen returned from San Antonio and participated in practice. He will back up Jacob Markstrom until Tim Thomas (leg) comes off injured reserve on Wednesday.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Craig Davis, Staff Writer

5:22 p.m. EDT, October 23, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

Circumstances weren't ideal for Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom to get the call to relieve his injured teammate Tuesday, with three minutes remaining in a deadlocked game against the defending champion Blackhawks.

The next call won't come as a surprise to Markstrom after the Panthers' No. 1 goalie Tim Thomas was placed on injured reserve Wednesday. Thomas injured his right leg when he went down awkwardly while making a save to keep the game tied at 2 late in the third period.

Thomas, 39, who earlier missed four games with a groin strain, will miss at least two more. He will be eligible to be activated before the Panthers host St. Louis on Nov. 1.

Veteran Scott Clemmensen was recalled from NHL affiliate San Antonio to back up Markstrom in Thomas' absence.

"We're confident that he's not going to be [out] long-term. He's a quick healer," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said of Thomas. "Unfortunate, but the short-term situation is we'll give [Clem] a call, and goaltending depth is becoming a factor in our season already."

Markstrom stopped both shots he faced during the remainder of regulation and overtime, including a tough chance on a hard slap shot. But he was beaten by Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp in the shootout, while Chicago's Corey Crawford stopped both shots he faced for a 3-2 victory.
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Markstrom said it wasn't the latest he has entered a game, once getting the call in overtime.

"It's not the best way for your body to get into a hockey game. But you warm up. It is what it is," Markstrom said. "You've got to prepare, and when I'm on the bench I don't just sit there and watch the stands. You try to be in the game as much as you can. I have no problem with that at all."

Dineen said Thomas' injury is not a recurrence of the earlier one that sidelined him. He played well in three games since his return, and had stopped 25 of 27 shots by Chicago before getting hurt.

"It's a different injury," Dineen said, adding, "He played well against Boston, he played fabulous against Minnesota, and we had a really good game going against Chicago."

Thomas is coming back from taking a year off after leading Boston to the 2011 championship. The two-time Vezina Trophy winner joined the Panthers during training camp and signed just before the season began.

Markstrom has a 3.51 goals-against average in seven games. Clemmensen, who had minor knee surgery in September, was 1-1 at San Antonio.

Hit the net

The Panthers spent much of Wednesday's practice attempting to hone their accuracy following a night of scatter-shooting. They unloaded often but got just 22 shots on net against Chicago.

"Sometimes that is part of our game plan to shoot wide. But we are looking to get pucks on net and then create opportunities from there if the first one is not effective," Dineen said.

That was the objective of an unusual drill that Dineen said he lifted from the University of Denver. It involved clusters of players swarming around two separate nets set at the same end of the offensive zone, pouncing on the puck as it moved from side to side.

"It's just about quick puck movement, about using your teammates, about being sharp and being able to make plays in tight quarters," he said.

Hard-headed

Rookie Aleksander Barkov took a stick to the mouth in the third period, and there was discussion on the Fox Sports Florida telecast about whether he lost tooth after the cameras showed an opening in his lower jaw. The 18-year-old said that occurred a couple of years ago. He didn't miss a shift Tuesday.

Ownership pleased

Minority owner Doug Cifu, who has spent considerable time with General Manager Dale Tallon this week, lauded the intensity the Panthers exhibited against Chicago in rallying from a 2-0 deficit to earn a point. They outhit the champs 34-19, and had a 13-2 edge in takeaways.

Despite the 3-6-1 record, Cifu said he is "very happy" with the effort so far.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

11:20 p.m. EDT, October 22, 2013

SUNRISE — — 

Panthers phenom Jonathan Huberdeau made a name for himself with two highlight-reel penalty shots and a couple of shootout goals en route to being named Rookie of the Year last season.

He was coming off a game-deciding shootout goal in Saturday's 2-1 victory over the Wild, so despite not converting on a penalty shot in the second period, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen was confident that his second-year forward would redeem himself in another shootout Tuesday night against the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

 Related

Video: Hawks center Jonathan ToewsVideo: Hawks center Jonathan Toews

•Video highlights: Blackhawks 3, Panthers 2 (SO) 

•Photos: Blackhawks 3, Panthers 2 (SO) 

VideoVideo 

•Video: Hossa doesn't have 'best game' yet 

Not this time, as Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford denied Huberdeau, and then Brad Boyes, while Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom, who entered the game with 2:59 left in regulation when Tim Thomas sustained an undisclosed injury to his right leg that isn't believed to be related to his recent groin injury, was unable to stop Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp.

So while the Panthers fell 3-2 to the Blackhawks in a raucous BB&T Center, they seemed bouyed with the point after trailing 2-0 after two periods. Even General Manager Dale Tallon, who helped build the Blackhawks, who have won two of the last four Cups, was satisfied with the Panthers' valiant comeback.

"I liked the overall effort tonight. We pushed hard. We had a little trouble finding our range,'' Dineen said. "We need to bring the shotguns out, we were spraying them all over the place.

"We kept our composure and even though we only ended up with one point, sometimes as a coach you don't always judge it on the final outcome. That's a tuckered-out bunch in there, they worked their tails off.''
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The 3-6-1 Panthers roared back in the third against a normally high-powered team that hadn't scored a third-period goal since their season-opening 6-4 victory over the Capitals. First, Kris Versteeg dropped it for rookie Aleksander Barkov, who crossed it to Tomas Fleischmann for the one-timer at 9:04.

"We've been coming back against pretty good teams, but we have to find some way to get that extra point,'' said Versteeg, who was on the Blackhawks' 2010 Cup team. "I was wondering when personally when I would start feeling confident again, in the corners, and tonight was one of those nights.''

Just 2:47 later, Panthers struggling defenseman Dmitry Kulikov, whose penalties and soft defense helped stake Chicago (6-1-2) to a two-goal lead, redeemed himself with a steal in Florida's offensive zone before unleashing a wrist shot to forge a 2-2 tie at 11:51.

Kulikov, 22, was the subject of trade rumors on Tuesday involving the Maple Leafs, which Tallon vehemently said was "hearsay.''

With 2:59 reamaining in regulation, Thomas (25 saves) went down awkwardly and official Kevin Pollock made Dineen aware of the goalie's discomfort. Thomas, who missed four games recently before returning last Thursday against Boston, limped to the dressing room.

Dineen said afterwards that goalie Scott Clemmensen would be brought back up from San Antonio.

After a power-play goal by Toews at 5:18 of the second period gave the Blackhawks a 1-0 lead, the Panthers got just what they wanted when Huberdeau was dragged down from behind by center Michal Handzus for a penalty shot.

Last year, Huberdeau led the NHL with two successful penalty shots, but this time Crawford seemed ready for his patented move and smothered his forehand attempt at 9:24.

"The first one I thought I had him but I had to go on my backhand,'' Huberdeau said. "I did the move I did the other night. On the [shootout attempt], I tried to go 5-hole. It almost worked, but Crawford's a good goalie and he read it good.''

Crawford had 20 saves and is 4-0-1 in his past five starts.

With 3:11 left in the second period, Blackhawks left wing Bryan Bickell wristed one through Thomas for a 2-0 lead.

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

11:11 p.m. EDT, October 22, 2013

SUNRISE — — 

While most of the Panthers' top-six forwards went down one by one in last season's injury epidemic, veteran right wing Tomas Kopecky was enjoying one of his finest seasons.

Kopecky led the Panthers with 15 goals (with 12 assists) in 47 games, missing just one game of the lockout-shortened season. He tied a career high in goals, set in 2010-11, that took 81 games when he was playing for the Chicago Blackhawks, while clocking a career-high 17:41 of ice time.

However, as Kopecky, 31, gets set to face his former team Tuesday night, he's off to a slow start points-wise, with no goals or assists in the first nine games.

Still, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen is a huge Kopecky fan, partly because the two had similar hard-nosed styles as players, but also because he can trust him at all three forward spots.

"Kopy is fine," Dineen said after his team's morning skate at BB&T Center. "He's a diverse player. I don't judge his games as much on what it shows on the score sheet at the end of the night.

"He has value in many different ways and a lot of that is in his leadership. That's not chirping in the room, that's going out there and playing the way that we have to play on a consistent basis to win. We know he has that in him.''
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Kopecky, who's often designated as one of the Panthers' two game-day alternate captains, is a grinder and he knows one lucky goal off a skate could mean the end of his 18-game drought and the beginning of a hot streak.

"It's tough, obviously," said Kopecky, whose 20 shots-on-goal ranks fourth on the team. "I would like to help the team more with the goals or assists. It's not going my way right now, but I've just got to stick with it, stay patient.

"I've had good chances. I've just got to bury [one]. Once you get that one, from there it's going to hopefully turn around. Right now I'm just being patient, working hard and just stick to the basics. Shoot the puck; the more that I shoot, the more I have a chance to score."

When injuries mounted last year Kopecky began logging top-line minutes while playing on both special teams. This season, he's averaging only 1:06 of power-play ice time per game compared to 2:05 last year.

However, he's counted on in the much-improved penalty-kill unit, where his average 1:57 ice time is third most among forwards behind Jesse Winchester and Marcel Goc.

"With opportunities, everything else is going to come," Kopecky said. "But on the other hand, you have to earn that opportunity and I understand that. I understand my role this year might be a little different than last year.

"Coaches putting us there against their top lines, make sure we don't get scored on. That's my job right now, but in the end, trust me, I would love to contribute a little more than I have been."

Soup's jealous

Kopecky, Kris Versteeg and Brian Campbell all joined the Panthers in the summer of 2011, a year after hoisting the Stanley Cup with the defending champion Blackhawks, and the red-headed defenseman admitted he was jealous of Chicago's recent title run.

"It's a little bit tough, but I'm happy for them,'' Campbell said. "Jonathan [Toews] had a Cup party, a little gathering at his house and I went over there. I was happy for him but for me, you don't even want to go near it.

"It's great for them, great for the city, but the downside is you're jealous. You want another crack at it.'' …

Dineen changed defensive pairings Tuesday as he moved Campbell back to the right side with Dmitry Kulikov.

"It's kind of good because it moves me back to the right side, where I played for eight years in a row,'' Campbell said. "I feel I can contribute more offensively. It's more of a comfort for me, but going there, Kuli and I have to both play solid defensively and take care of business, be at the top of our game or else it won't last.''

By Craig Davis, Sun Sentinel

6:36 p.m. EDT, October 21, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

Kris Versteeg hasn't paid close attention to the team he helped win a Stanley Cup since leaving Chicago four seasons ago.

But the Panthers forward has a good idea of what to expect when the Blackhawks visit the BB&T Center Tuesday night.

 Related

Video: Campbell on 'special game' vs. HawksVideo: Campbell on 'special game' vs. Hawks

Blackhawks set to face old friends on PanthersBlackhawks set to face old friends on Panthers

•Preview: Blackhawks vs. Panthers, Tuesday, 7 p.m. 

VideoVideo 

•Video: Handzus on avoiding Stanley Cup hangover 

"You kind of know every night what kind of game you're going to get from them. They've played pretty much the same way the last 4 1/2 years," said Versteeg, now three teams removed from that 2009-10 championship.

The Blackhawks won the Cup again this past season, so they are the gold standard the Panthers are striving for under the same architect, General Manager Dale Tallon, who put many of the championship pieces in place in Chicago. Asked what the Panthers need to get there, Versteeg smiled and recited the various methods of acquiring premium players.

But aside from a disparity in seasoned talent, the Blackhawks have a vital cohesiveness that has eluded the Panthers during a sputtering 3-6 start.

"They have a consistent level of play because there are a lot of guys that have been there for a long time. These guys have played as linemates and teammates consistently every night for the last five, six, seven years. So they know where they are on the ice, they understand their roles," Versteeg said.
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Coach Kevin Dineen is still trying to determine which players he can trust with games on the line. A spirited defensive effort enabled the Panthers to snap a three-game skid in Saturday's shootout win over Minnesota. But that type of performance has been fleeting and scoring remains problematic.

Meanwhile, the 5-1-2 Blackhawks are coming off what coach Joel Quenneville said was their most complete outing in Saturday's 3-1 win over Toronto.

"There's a level of confidence that has come with success there," Dineen said. "They play like a team and they play hard every night. There's been no [championship] hangover. You watch their games, and the same things that I saw that made them successful in June are also working for them right now."

Bergy back

Rehabbing forward Sean Bergenheim returned to practice Monday after several sessions with his physical therapist in Toronto. He participated in five-on-five. But Bergenheim has not been cleared to play and will not be activated Tuesday, Dineen said.

Bergenheim, who has not suited up for the Panthers since the playoffs in 2012, had surgeries on his groin/hip and abdomen in March, which he said, "make me feel so much better that I [feel I] can be a far better player than I was."

As to when he may be ready to play, he said, "I think it's sooner rather than later. I'm definitely much closer than I was before Toronto."

No comment

Tallon declined to address a report in the Ottawa Sun that the Panthers' new ownership is unhappy with the team's start and prepared to move any of its veteran players.

It would seem premature to panic three weeks into the season and only four points out of a top-eight spot in the conference. Also a bit early for teams to be shopping for veteran help to bolster playoff hopes; the trade deadline is not until March 5.

Minority owner Doug Cifu watched Monday's practice with Tallon along with Travis Viola, vice president of hockey operations and son of principal owner Vinnie Viola.

Vote of confidence

While several Panthers saw their ice time reduced in the third period of Saturday's win, rookie center Nick Bjugstad got seven of his 15 shifts in the final period and another in overtime.

"Confidence, responsible play and youthful enthusiasm," Dineen said. "It's a mixture of all of those, and responsibility on his faceoffs — understanding what we're looking for him to do on both sides of the puck, on offense and defense."

Notably for the Minneapolis native, who won six of nine faceoffs, it came in his first game against his hometown Wild.

"It was enjoyable for me to play them. I kind of looked up to those guys growing up," said Bjugstad, who missed training camp with a concussion. "Obviously, being out that long it's a little tough for your wind. But I'm getting back into it, feeling good."
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

4:47 p.m. EDT, October 20, 2013

SUNRISE — 

While the Panthers much-improved penalty kill units, led by defenseman Mike Weaver, keyed Saturday night's 2-1 shootout victory over the Minnesota Wild, their league-worst even-strength defense also factored into the end of a three-game slide.

For the first time this season the Panthers didn't allow an even-strength goal, but they still lead the NHL with 23 five-on-five goals against. The Wild boasts the top five-on-five defense with five goals allowed, including none against the Panthers.

 Related

Panthers need overtime to down Wild 2-1 and snap 3-game slidePanthers need overtime to down Wild 2-1 and snap 3-game slide
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•Box score: Panthers 2, Wild 1 (SO) 

"Five-on-five is the team as a whole; the PK you have individuals you rely on to rise to the occasion,'' said Weaver, who along with Marcel Goc, Jesse Winchester, Tomas Kopecky, Scottie Upshall, Shawn Matthias, Brian Campbell and Erik Gudbranson form the heart of Florida's PK units.

"We paid more attention to the PK this year than last. The word I'll use is unacceptable in five-on-five. Whether it's the forwards not getting it out or the d-men not getting it up to the forwards, I think our goalies have been there for the key saves. It's our entire mindset.

"We have to focus on the defensive side of things and let our defense create our offense.''

Although the Panthers' PK units have allowed a power-play goal in each of the last three games, it has improved overall from 30th last season to 19th. They killed off 4-of-5 power plays Saturday, including two two-man advantages over 1:50 against the Wild, who are tied for second with 10 PPGs.
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After the game Dineen said players who aren't giving him solid two-way play will be stripped of ice time as he did last night in the third period when he drastically reduced the shifts of forwards' Scott Gomez, Brad Boyes and Upshall, as well as Gudbranson, who's already a minus-6.

"It's a tale of two cities with our team," Dineen said. 

"I talked before the season about accountability and guys who weren't playing well wouldn't see much ice in the third. I think that's starting to take effect with our group, the understanding knowing we're a performance-based business. Do your job, good things will follow.''

The five-on-five defense is a tad skewed from two blowout losses to the Blues and Lightning in which the Panthers allowed nine even-strength goals. Dineen said team defense comes down to more want than poor positioning.

"It's team play, areas we're addressing daily,'' Dineen said earlier this week. 

"A lot of times goals and chances against come down to will. When our will is high we're a stiff team to play against. That's the No. 1 factor; there has to be a lot of pride and find ways for us to limit the scoring chances against.''

Thomas' form returning

Panthers goalie Tim Thomas, who was spectacular in his second start since sustaining a groin injury in the first period against the Flyers Oct. 8, said he's starting to feel like his old self.

"I'm feeling more comfortable there," Thomas said. "I'm feeling progressively better as of right now. I thought I felt really good in preseason and I even felt good through Dallas [in the season opener].

"Then we had a couple of rough games there and then I got that little injury. But now I can feel my movement getting better and getting used to games. There's nothing like a game. You can do all the practices you want, but you need game time."

Shootout stats

The Panthers won their 34th shootout, but their 56 losses lead the NHL.

Boyes redeemed himself with the clinching shootout goal, giving him 32 of 71 for a 45.1 percent success rate. He's tied for second among active players behind Red Wings' Pavel Datsyuk's 33.

Thomas, now 31-27 in shootouts to move past former Panthers goalie Roberto Luongo into seventh among active goalies in wins, stopped two of the game's most successful shootout artists in Zach Parise (32 goals) and Mikko Kiovu (30). …

Despite coming into Saturday's game with the 30th winning faceoff percentage and going against Minnesota's top-ranked faceoff practitioners, the Panthers were 37-32 with Goc leading the way at 15-10.
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:58 p.m. EDT, October 19, 2013

SUNRISEThe Panthers have never been very successful in overtime and shootouts, but they also never had a two-time Vezina Trophy winner such as Tim Thomas in net.

Thomas made a bushel of spectacular saves, including one in the last second of overtime, and Brad Boyes clinched a 2-1 shootout victory over the Minnesota Wild on Saturday night at the BB&T Center to snap a three-game losing streak.

The Panthers improved to 3-6 and avoided their worst start since 2001-02 when they began 1-6-0-2 after nine games.

 Related
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•Box score: Panthers 2, Wild 1 (SO) 

"The difference tonight was our level of work, our second efforts ultimately led us to the win," said Thomas, who had 32 saves, including the shootout attempts by Minnesota, and is now 31-27 in shootouts. 

"That's exactly what I told the team before the game, I'm tired of losing and everyone else agreed they were, too."

The Panthers were desperate for the two points as their season-long, six-game homestand doesn't get any easier with the Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks up next, followed by the struggling Sabres, surprising Lightning and 5-1-1 Blues, who pounded Florida 7-0 two weeks ago.

With a second remaining in the Panthers' first 5-minute overtime of the season, Mikko Koivu passed to star forward Zach Parise, whose point-blank redirection was saved by Thomas' pad as the buzzer sounded.
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Panthers forward Jonathan Huberdeau led off the shootout with a spectacular deke and forehand past Wild backup goalie Josh Harding, who entered with a league-leading 1.15 goals-against average. Huberdeau is 3-for-5 in shootouts with two game-deciding goals.

"That's my regular move that I do really often so it worked," Huberdeau said. "[Thomas] gives us confidence. He saved the game in the last second."

Thomas stymied Parise again and then Koivu, before Boyes' backhander slid under Harding. Boyes is 32-of-71 in shootouts.

"It was a much-needed win by our group," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said. "Tim Thomas is a Florida Panther, his Boston days, we're beyond that now. He's a professional, and was brought in to win some games for us. And tonight he won it.

"You could just see a little bit of confidence when he's out there. That's why I elected to shoot second. He's going to make that first save and [Huberdeau] is going to work his magic."

Trailing 1-0 after two periods, the Panthers snapped an 0-for-9, 12-period power-play drought when rookie Aleksander Barkov deftly deflected a Tomas Fleischmann blast at 6:49. Barkov's third goal came on the Panthers' fifth man-advantage of the night against the Wild's 27th-ranked penalty kill.

Moments later the Wild enjoyed a 79-second, two-man advantage, but Thomas made a huge stop on Parise to keep the game tied. The Panthers killed off 4-of-5 power plays, including two separate two-man disadvantages.

"It's great to have a goalie back there making key saves," Panthers defenseman Mike Weaver said. "We made the simple plays, sacrificing bodies, but for sure it's great having somebody you can count on back there."

After a scoreless first period, the Wild clicked on their third power-play chance as defenseman Jonas Brodin's slap shot bounced off the stick of Panthers forward Jesse Winchester at 4:05.

It was the Wild's league-leading 10th power-play goal.

No grudges for Gilbert

Panthers defenseman Tom Gilbert said he holds no grudge toward the Wild for using one of their compliance buyouts on him in July, but that doesn't mean the Minnesota native didn't have a tad more pep in his step Saturday against his former team.

"It's one of those things you can't control, so you make the most of it, you start off fresh again, you work hard trying to find a spot to play and fortunately for me it worked out in Florida," said Gilbert, 30, who will be paid $2 million by the Wild over the next two years and $1 million this year from the Panthers.

"There's always motivation like that."

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:36 p.m. EDT, October 18, 2013

SUNRISE — 

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen tried so hard not to reveal his disgust with the prolonged injury-related absence of Sean Bergenheim.

But the more Dineen, an NHL-lifer known for his hard-nosed style, talked about the finicky Finn, the more he seemed to be questioning the player's toughness and mental state as to the reasons why one of his top six forwards wasn't yet ready to help his 2-6 team.
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•Preview: Wild vs. Panthers, Saturday, 7 p.m. 

•Panthers goalie Thomas reflects on loss to Bruins 

•Panthers Dineen on tough loss to Boston 
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"I'm worried about his career,'' Dineen said after practice at the BB&T Center where the players signed equipment and memorabilia for the Panthers charity foundation.

"I worry about him as a player. It's been an extremely long time off. I understand it's an extremely hard game we play. He's not a good player unless he's physically involved in the game and he's active.

"He can't feel his way into the NHL. That just can't happen. He's got to come back, feeling good about himself, understanding, you know what, there are guys in here that have bumps and bruises, and are playing hurt every night. You're not going to feel 100 percent playing.''

Bergenheim, who signed a four-year, $11 million contract with the Panthers in the summer of 2011, and was a huge part of the franchise's turnaround and first playoff berth in 10 seasons, has played just two games in nearly 18 months. Both were with his hometown team HIFK in Helsinki's SM-liiga during the lockout.
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The Panthers believed that Bergenheim re-aggravated a core injury that he had dealt with during the previous season's stretch run, so they suspended him without pay in January after the lockout ended. However, Bergenheim won two injury grievances against the Panthers, and eventually received his full $2.75 million salary without playing a game.

The grievance cases caused him to put off two surgeries on his hip/groin and abdomen until early March, more than seven months ago. Bergenheim has been practicing with the Panthers for several weeks, and was supposed to consult with his surgeon in Nashville last Monday for a possible green light to play against the Predators on Tuesday.

Instead, Bergenheim, 29, the Panthers leading scorer in their seven-game playoff series loss to the Devils, opted to go to Toronto for five daily sessions with his physical therapist.

"He'll be back in the next 3-4 days,'' Dineen said. "It was something he believed could help him out. … He needs to come back in a healthy frame of mind and be ready to help the hockey team.''

Dineen said that Bergenheim will still need clearance from his personal doctors in Nashville before he could play.

Clemmensen sent down

With starting goalie Tim Thomas not sustaining a reoccurrence of a groin injury in Thursday night's tough 3-2 loss to the Bruins, his first start since Oct. 8, the Panthers sent 36-year-old goalie Scott Clemmensen back to San Antonio, their AHL affiliate, to get more games in.

Dineen made it clear that Thomas is his No. 1 and for now Jacob Markstrom is his backup.

Bjugstad pumped for Wild

Panthers rookie center Nick Bjugstad, who notched his first NHL assist in his second game of the season Thursday, was Mr. Hockey in 2010, a prestigious award given to the best high school player in Minnesota.

So Bjugstad, a three-year standout at the University of Minnesota who missed all of training camp with a concussion, is excited about playing the Minnesota Wild Saturday.

"He played a solid game last night, good on faceoffs,'' Dineen said. "He's creating some chances but hasn't had much chemistry on his wings. We're still starting to find a little bit of stability within some of our groups.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

11:15 p.m. EDT, October 17, 2013

SUNRISE — 

Panthers goalie Tim Thomas chose not to face the media in advance of his first game against the Boston Bruins, the team he led to a Stanley Cup championship in 2011 only to walk away from a year later due to mental exhaustion.

A rusty Thomas didn't show up during the first period, but after keeping the Panthers in it as he's done for the Bruins over the last decade, he faltered in the final minute. So his former teammates exacted revenge for his abandonment in a gutwrenching 3-2 loss to Boston Thursday night at the BB&T Center to spoil a bittersweet reunion.

The Panthers have lost three straight, six of seven, and are in danger of becoming irrelevant before the next meeting with their new Atlantic Division foes on Nov. 7 in T.D. Garden, where the loyal Beantown boo-birds will certainly give Thomas a lot more grief than the scattered Bostonians in Sunrise.

"I liked our last 40 minutes but I think our first period may have been one of our worst periods of the year which was really surprising to us,'' coach Kevin Dineen said.

"We pushed hard in the third period but the faceoff game which we talked about so much this year was the difference. … Frustration's all part of sports. We understand where we're at.''

Trailing 2-1 after two,Thomas grew sharper and came up with a tremendous pad save on Jarome Iginlia during a 4-minute power play in the third.
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After fourth-line forward Jesse Winchester got it past Thomas' protégé Tuukka Rask in a mad scramble in front to tie it up with six minutes left, Thomas stoned former Panther Gregory Campbell from the slot with 3:23 left.

But with just 58.7 seconds left, winger Reilly Smith beat rookie Aleksander Barkov to a rolling puck in the slot before backhanding it through Thomas' five-hole for the dagger.

"It certainly was different playing against guys you played with for so long,'' a sullen Thomas said. "I tried to approach this like any other game but having said that, it was a big game for me coming back after awhile and obviously facing your former team.

"I hurts the way it ended. I wanted the guys in front of me to be rewarded the way they played the last two periods.''

Thomas, 39, finished with 37 saves, while Rask, his successor who signed an eight-year, $56 million contract after guiding the Bruins to the Eastern Conference championships last year, notched 27 saves.

Thomas, who hadn't played since Oct. 8 after sustaining a groin pull against the Flyers, showed his inactivity in the first period as the Bruins back-checked the Panthers into a 2-0 deficit.

Not long after Tomas Fleischmann was foiled by Rask on a breakaway, forward Daniel Paille sped by trailing Panthers defenseman Erik Gudbranson before wristing it past a prematurely prone Thomas at 3:45. It was the quickest goal given up by Thomas in his four starts, surpassing a tally in Philadelphia (4:49).

Then the Bruins snapped an 0-for-12 power-play drought as defenseman Dougie Hamilton's straightaway slapper whisked by a screened Thomas, who had the sun and puck blocked out by 6-foot-9 skyscraper Zdeno Chara at 12:47.

Forward David Krejci, who set up Hamilton, said Thomas was never the same teammate after his infamous White House snub of President Obama.

"I believe once you leave a team and the next year they go to the Stanley Cup final it's kind of a little bitter,'' Krejci said. "For us he's not on our team anymore, so we take him as our enemy and try to get two points.''

Finally, at 12:32, Kris Versteeg, who gets fired up for the team that drafted him without giving him a chance, flipped it in from the faceoff circle, with linemate Tomas Kopecky in Rask's face.

"He was a big reason we were even in the game,'' Versteeg said of Thomas. "It was a tough way to lose. … We definitely wanted to win for him tonight.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

11:13 p.m. EDT, October 15, 2013

NASHVILLE — 

The last time the Panthers defeated the Predators in Music City, the year was 1999 and the Russian Rocket was streaking across the South Florida landscape.

Pavel Bure, who scored one of his league-leading 58 goals against old pal Tomas Vokoun in that 4-2 Panthers' victory on Dec. 11, 1999, has been retired for a decade.
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•Video highlights: Predators 4, Panthers 3 

•Box score: Nashville Predators 4, Florida Panthers 3 

Kings down sleepy Panthers 3-0 in Sunday matineeKings down sleepy Panthers 3-0 in Sunday matinee
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•Video: Harvey Fialkov on Panthers' loss to the Kings 

•Video: Panthers' Dineen: 'It's a work in progress' 

•Video: Panthers' Scott Gomez on loss to Kings 

If this keeps up, the Panthers may have to wait for Halley's Comet to strike in 2061 after a seasaw 4-3 loss in an entertaining matchup of two of the more anemic offenses in the NHL Tuesday night at Bridgestone Arena.

The 2-5 Panthers, who have dropped four of their last five, have struck sour notes here in their last eight games (0-5-1-2 ties), but hadn't played here since March 29, 2010.

They now head back to South Florida for a potentially bitter reunion of goalie Tim Thomas with the Boston Bruins on Thursday for the first of a season-long six-game homestand.

Tied at 2-2 after two periods, the 3-3 Predators scored twice in the first 5:13 on Craig Smith's rebound and a soft power-play goal by Patric Hornqvist to give Nashville a season-high four goals.
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"That was the difference in the hockey game,'' Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said. "We're trying to change up those small mistakes. We had a tough back check and a [power-play] goal that shouldn't have been scored.

"We talked about a 60-minute game and we got that. At the end of it we're going to have to find a way to win these games.''

With 8:23 left, defenseman Matt Gilroy's wrister deflected in off of Predators' David Legwand's stick to make 15,935 fans squirm in a frantic finish with goalie Jacob Markstrom out of the net.

The Predators took a 1-0 lead at 9:23 of the first when a straightaway slapper from captain Shea Weber beat Markstrom (26 saves).

While most of the pregame focus was on the first regular-season matchup between Panthers center Aleksander Barkov and Predators defenseman Seth Jones, who were taken with the second and fourth picks respectively in June's draft, it was last year's Calder Cup winner, Jonathan Huberdeau, scoring a highlight-reel goal at 1:16 of the second period to forge a 1-1 tie.

Center Scott Gomez spoon-fed a streaking Huberdeau in center ice where he put on a double-deke move to shake defenseman Kevin Klein and goalie Pekka Rinne (22 saves).

"If it doesn't help, it doesn't really count,'' Huberdeau said. "I want to help the team to win.''

However, the Preds recaptured the lead as center Mike Fisher slid a backhander under Markstrom at 12:48. Just 42 seconds later, Rinne whiffed on a fluttering puck that landed on the doorstep where former Predator Marcel Goc flipped it in for a 2-2 tie after two.

"We kept pushing and pushing, but we weren't able to crack them,'' Goc said. "We're not happy with the start to the season.''

Faceoff help

Retired center turned Panthers scout John Madden said he was nervous before Tuesday's game because he was flown in from his home in Edina, Minn., to work with the team's centers at morning skate on improving their league-worst 30th-ranked faceoff percentage (42.2).

The Predators are ranked third in faceoff percentage (56.9), as centers Paul Gaustad and David Legwand are ranked first and fifth in the league at 68.4 and 61.8 respectively.

Madden showed videos of Blackhawks' Jonathan Toews and Wild's Mikko Koivu, two of the league's top faceoff guys, to rookies Barkov and Nick Bjugstad, who made his season debut after missing all of training camp with a concussion.

"They're going against strong guys who work on it every day,'' Madden said. "But by watching video and getting acclimated to the league, they're both really strong with quick hands, so it's a matter of time where they start dominating faceoffs.''

The Panthers ended up 28-31 on faceoffs. …

Dineen benched forward Scottie Upshall and went with a line of Krys Barch, Bjugstad and Tomas Kopecky.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

7:54 p.m. EDT, October 13, 2013

SUNRISE — 

So much for home sweet home, as the Panthers slept-walked through a lackluster 3-0 loss to the Los Angeles Kings Sunday afternoon at a library-quiet BB&T Center.

It took less than two days for the home-opening night buzz of the Panthers' entertaining victory over the Penguins to fizzle like a day-old open can of soda.
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Panthers coach Kevin Dineen prefers the Kings' physical, grind-it-out, throw-the-puck to the net style to fancy tic-tac-toe passes. After all it won the Kings a Stanley Cup in 2012.

"They have a formula that's very simple," Dineen said. "They're a very big, strong-bodied team who [battles] not only on the first confrontation but the secondary ones, too. As the game wore down, we got worn down.

"The problem we have is our hockey IQ dropped as well. We thought we could play a fancy game. You can't play a fancy game against the Kings or the majority of the NHL to have success. … We're a continuing work in progress."

The Kings, who have won three straight, improved to 4-2, while the Panthers fell to 2-4, and now have dropped eight of the last nine to Los Angeles as they prepare for a quick one-game trip to Nashville.
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After a scoreless first period in which it seemed both teams were skating on West Coast time, the Kings took a 1-0 lead at 8:46 as winger Daniel Carcillo took a behind-the-net feed from Mike Richards before depositing it past Panthers goalie Jacob Markstrom (26 saves).

With the ice starting to tilt toward the Kings' offensive zone, Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell's clearing pass was picked off by forward Justin Williams, who then worked a sweet give-and-go with star center Anze Kopitar for a snap-shot and 2-0 lead at 14:55.

It was Williams' first goal of the season, but his 500th career point.

"They can shut you down pretty good there and if we make mistakes — I blame that on myself — we've got to find a way," Campbell said. "I didn't think we flat-lined. I thought we skated all right, but they're a tough team to get inside and crack on. We've got to put some long-distance shots in there and see what happens."

For the second straight game the Panthers got their opponent's backup goalie, however, former Leafs' goalie Ben Scrivens playing for 2012 Conn Smythe Trophy-winning Jonathan Quick, is not nearly the drop-off of Pittsburgh going from Marc-Andre Fleury to Jeff Zatkoff making his NHL debut.

Scrivens notched 20 saves but had two big stops on Kris Versteeg in the first and on a Brad Boyes' breakaway in the opening minute of the third to improve to 3-0 against Florida, including two of his three career shutouts.

Jordan Nolan iced the Panthers after redirecting a pass from Jarret Stoll at 12:28 of the third. The Kings were ranked last in the NHL with three even-strength goals before doubling that on Sunday.

"We're going through a phase where for five minutes we start getting a little too cute instead of getting it on net," said Panthers center Scott Gomez, who was on ice for all of L.A.'s three goals. "The way this league is it's got to be ugly."

Actually, Gomez described this stinker to a tee.

Bjugstad activated

Panthers rookie center Nick Bjugstad, 21, who sustained a concussion during the final game of the rookie tournament on Sept. 8, came off injured reserve on Sunday, but was a healthy scratch.

"We're in discussions now," Dineen said. "Nick will be out there at practice for us [Monday] and will be an option for us Tuesday night [in Nashville]. We're looking for big, strong bodies and that's a guy that fits that mold." …

Also scratched were goalie Tim Thomas (groin) and defenseman Ryan Whitney, as blueliner Matt Gilroy got his second straight start.

Kings defenseman Keaton Ellerby was hoping to play his first game against the Panthers, where he played the first three-plus seasons of his career after being drafted with the 10th overall pick in 2007, but he was a healthy scratch for the sixth straight game.
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10:34 p.m. EDT, October 11, 2013

SUNRISE — They brought back all the old Panthers for the home opener on Friday night. Inaugural owner H. Wayne Huizenga dropped the ceremonial puck with new owner Vinnie Viola in a nice touch before the game.

The first captain, Brian Skrudland, was on hand with former teammate Rob Niedermayer. Even the first public-address announcer, John LaMont, announced a score with his trademark, "Panthers … go-o-oal!"

But it was the current coach who 90 minutes before the opener gave the real history lesson of this franchise, the one that couldn't be ignored or masked by another feel-good walk down memory lane.
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•Kevin Dineen talks about win over Pittsburgh 

•Aleksander Barkov talks about his goal against the Penguins 

"We've got to play better, I think we all know that," Kevin Dineen said outside the team locker room.

His face was grim, his tone sober, his words entirely correct. Four games into the new year and it wasn't too early to be looking late for the Panthers. Just like it's been for too many of their two decades.

Sports is about the moment more than the memory. That's why Friday's 6-3 win against Pittsburgh resonated beyond just the welcome back to Panthers fans for another season.

Through some awful scheduling by the NHL and matching performances by the Panthers, they entered the BB&T Center with a 1-3 record. They were outscored 16-3 in the final three games. Worse, even the coach said they weren't hustling.
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"We can't just have guys play one way,'' Dineen said before the game. "We need them playing extra hard on offense as well as on defense."

Pittsburgh then showed what they thought of the Panthers by giving rookie goalie Jeff Zatkoff his first start. They saved veteran Marc -Andre Fleury for Saturday night's game in Tampa. Enough said?

But the Panthers played hard in this one. They looked like a team that was called out by its coach. And their second period didn't just give the lead but gave fans hope in the season opener.

Jonathan Huberdeau, the rookie of the year last season, gave the Panthers a 3-2 lead off a two-man power play. Then rookie Aleksander Barkhov, who also had two assists, scored less than a minute later on the power play.

In many ways, those are two players whole will help define a season's progress for the Panthers as much as the win-loss record. This team is still trying to find a star that dominates on the ice and has a chance to be the face off it.

Maybe Huberdeau is on his way to becoming that. Or Barkov. Or any of the other young faces General Manager Dale Tallon has put on the ice with an overload of draft picks the last couple of years.

That's the best part of this Panthers roster and the hardest part for any fan with a memory. A decade ago, it was Nathan Horton, Jay Bouwmeester and Stephen Weiss who were going to grow up and lead the team back to relevance.

They're gone now. So now everyone waits to see who this latest crop of kids grows up and becomes. They have talent. You can see that again on opening night. But will that talent develop? Will the effort be consistent?

Two decades ago, the Panthers were new and fun and had a franchise that made a mark on South Florida. The rats. The Stanley Cup Finals. Maybe you've heard. And heard.

But 20 years into their run the Panthers are still trying to build on that memorable start. And the only way to do that is to build the product. So while the anniversary celebration was nice, and the new scoreboard was nice, the game was the thing.

"It's an important game for us,'' Dineen said beforehand.

This first night back home became a good one for the Panthers. There were all the old Panthers to celebrate. More importantly after a slow start on the road, there were the current ones.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
By Craig DavisSun Sentinel

10:11 p.m. EDT, October 11, 2013

SUNRIE— 

The Panthers chose an odd way to raise the curtain on the Vinnie Viola era Friday night with a tease.

With anticipation building, the air was momentarily sucked out of the BB&T Center by the announcement that the new $4.2 million scoreboard would not be functioning for the night due to technical difficulties.
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Boos echoed through the arena. Ah, but it was all a joke. Lights began flashing, music out of “Close Encounters of the Third Kind” began playing, and the huge video display above center ice blinked to life.

Before the puck dropped for the home opener against the Pittsburgh Penguins, a video tribute of Panthers history played on the high-definition video board to mark the celebration of the Panthers’ 20th anniversary season.

All of the players were escorted onto the ice by youth players wearing the jerseys of original Panthers from the 1993-94 season. Then Viola joined with original team owner H. Wayne Huizenga for the ceremonial puck drop. Huizenga wore the original team leather jacket.

The debut was a success with a resounding 6-3 victory over the Penguins and victory rats raining on the ice. Brad Boyes’ second goal in the final minute, sealed it and provided a fitting bookend to the night.
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The new scoreboard, built with Broward County Tourist Development Tax money, was christened with the first goal when Boyes snapped a wrist shot past Penguins goalie Jeff Zatkoff from the right circle 1:55 into the game. Boyes was one of several veteran players signed just before the season opened after Viola took ownership of the team from Cliff Viner.

The lead was short-lived as Evgeni Malkin scored for Pittsburgh less than four minutes later against Jacob Markstrom, who started in goal in place of injured Tim Thomas (groin).

The turning point came in the second period when power-play goals by the Panthers’ primary hopes for the future, Jonathan Huberdeau and Aleksander Barkov, gave Florida a 4-3 lead.

“I think there are a lot of guys that want it tonight,” Huberdeau said during the second intermission. “I think we are working hard and we are just putting pucks at the net. Have a presence out there and we are just shooting to score.”

The other goals were scored by Kris Versteeg and Tomas Fleischmann, two of the leaders when the Panthers won the Southeast Division in 2012 to end a decade-long playoff drought.

The BB&T Center looked sharp for the crowd of 18,584  on opening night with new flooring at the entrance and throughout the plaza level. The terrazzo-style features a sprinkling of red with white on the main walkways and black on the three food courts.

There were two new lounges, additions at concessions and a couple of new merchandise areas selling throwback and vintage hockey gear.

Fans began pouring in an hour before faceoff, most decked out in the requisite red. Original season-ticket holder Bob Feinberg, of Plantation, wore a Rob Neidermayer jersey, his wife Robin in a Scott Mellanby jersey in tribute two prominent Panthers from the beginning of the franchise.

“As a hockey fan I come here to see hockey. I heard [team President Michael] Yormark say tonight on TV that it’s not necessarily the product on the ice, it’s the whole entertainment experience. It’s not,” Bob Feinberg said. “I come here to see good quality hockey, that’s what I pay for. Unfortunately, they’ve turned it into an entertainment palace.”

Feinberg is typical of the diehards in the fan base who continue to support the franchise despite little return on their emotional investment over the past decade. They do so out of a genuine love for the game but with a healthy measure of skepticism about every change of course the franchise undergoes.

Viola’s purchase of the team just before the beginning of the regular season and vow to provide the resources necessary to make it a winner has brought reason for optimism.  But the 1-3 start on the road, including two blow-out losses, reinforced that it will be a tough climb over rocky terrain.

 “Look, every time we have new ownership they all come in with grand ideas. We’ll see what he does. It’s all about the product they put on the ice, it’s that simple,” Feinberg said, but said Viola gets his benefit of the doubt. “He’s a Brooklyn boy, I’m a Brooklyn boy, so I’ve got to have a little confidence in him.”

Jeff Searle, of Southwest Ranches, a season-ticket holder in the early years recalls the excitement in Miami Arena when the Panthers were making their run to the Stanley Cup Finals in 1996.

“The noise level was really nice, kind of like the Orange Bowl for Dolphins games,” Searle said. “I remember [John] Vanbiesbrouck in goal. We just had some exciting players back then. That was a long time ago, man.”

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

8:11 p.m. EDT, October 11, 2013

SUNRISE— 

Sure, everyone's got noses and excuses or something like that, but there's no denying that the NHL schedule-makers didn't do the Panthers any favors with their arduous itinerary over the first two weeks of the 2013-14 season.

In addition to a franchise-long, four-game road trip to start the season, including two home openers in Dallas and Tampa, they gave the Panthers a home-opener on the second night of a back-to-back set against the undefeated, star-studded Penguins, who haven't played since beating the Hurricanes on Tuesday.

Oh yeah, the 2012 champion Los Angles Kings are on deck for a Sunday matinee, before the Panthers hit the road to Music City to take on the Predators before returning home to host the Stanley Cup finalist Bruins on Thursday.

So despite deserving a 2-2 respectable road trip after outplaying the Philadelphia Flyers in Tuesday's 2-1 loss, the Panthers entered their home opener at the BB&T Center Friday with a 1-3 mark that could easily balloon to 1-7 unless they tighten their defense and average more than 1.8 goals-per-game.

"It's not like the old days; there are no more breaks in the schedule,'' Panthers center Scott Gomez said after Thursday's 7-2 loss to the Lightning. "Other teams have been on the road just as long. That's no excuse. It's the way the league is now. We have a great challenge [Friday].

"For whatever reason we're in the game and after a couple of letdowns we just keep adding on to it. We have to stop the bleeding now.''
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Panthers coach Kevin Dineen didn't mince words after he watched his charges get outscored 16-3 in the last three games, including two seven-goal outbursts by the Blues and Lightning.

"It's the NHL, that's the way the schedule's been put together,'' Dineen said. "We've been our own worst enemy in the games. We get off to a decent start and we don't respond well to pressure. … I think it created turmoil.

"It has to come with each shift; someone has to say, 'If the pucks coming around my boards, that's my responsibility, that's my job, that's why I get paid big bucks.' It's just not happening now.''

Markstrom vs. rookie

With starting goalie Tim Thomas (groin) still sidelined, Dineen opted to start Jacob Markstrom even after he gave up six goals on 24 shots before being pulled in the third period of Thursday's 7-2 loss to the Lightning.

Scott Clemmensen served as his backup.

The Penguins may have given the Panthers a break by giving 26-year-old rookie goalie Jeff Zatkoff his first NHL start seven years after he was drafted by the Kings.

"I think the time up to it is always the worst," Zatkoff told NHL.com. "As you get into the game and right before it, you're just playing hockey like I've done 100 times."

Pens coach Dan Bylsma is saving his starter Marc-Andre Fleury (3-0 with a 1.00 GAA) for the Lightning on Saturday.

Crabb demoted; Gilroy starts

Panthers forward Joey Crabb finally got a chance to play Thursday after being a healthy scratch in the first three games, but apparently his 15 shifts with one shot on net and 0 for 1 on faceoffs wasn't enough to impress management, so he was sent to San Antonio Friday morning to get more ice time.

"Joe didn't have a good training camp; it wasn't just one thing,'' Dineen said. "This isn't a closed door. He needs to go down and get his game in order.''

Crabb, 30, who was signed in the offseason, cleared waivers last week. He's on a one-way contract, so he will collect his full NHL wages in the minors. …

Dineen tinkered with the struggling defense by starting Matt Gilroy for the first time this season and sitting Ryan Whitney, who's tied for the team lead with a minus-5 ice rating.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
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11:18 p.m. EDT, October 10, 2013

TAMPA — 

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen was asked about certain future Hall of Fame Lightning forward Martin St Louis after morning skate Friday in the Tampa Bay Times Forum and he proceeded to regale the media with a telling anecdote.

"I saw Marty at my son's hockey tournament in Estero last spring and I congratulated him on a wonderful season and felt that would be a fabulous way to go out as the leading scorer,'' Dineen smiled. "He's still got about five years before we get that.''

 Related

•Preview: Panthers vs. Penguins, Friday 7:30 p.m.  

•Photos: Lightning 7, Panthers 2 

If the 38-year-old dynamo had taken Dineen's suggestion to heart perhaps the Panthers wouldn't have dragged their tucked tails over Alligator Alley with a 7-2 blowout loss to end what had begun as a promising season-opening four-game road trip.

Of course, 23-year-old superstar Steven Stamkos, who had a hat trick and an assist, might've beaten them single-handedly as the Lightning improved to 11-7-3 in home openers.

St Louis, a longtime Panthers killer, teamed with Stamkos to register six points to ignite the rout and give the cross-state (still) division rivals a leg up on their quest for the newly instituted Governor's Cup.

So the Panthers, who began the 2013-14 season with a stirring 4-2 victory in Dallas, will unveil their $4.2 million scoreboard in their home opener Friday night on a three-game losing streak in which they've been outscored 16-3.
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"They're highly skilled players, but more than anything they work harder than anyone in the league, and if you don't match up with 100 percent effort to contain them you're going to get lit up like we did tonight,'' Dineen said of Stamkos and St Louis.

Unless Tim Thomas (groin) makes an amazing recovery, the Panthers will have a backup goalie, possibly Scott Clemmensen, in net against the rested, undefeated Penguins, with the 2012 champion L.A. Kings on deck Sunday afternoon.

Reigning Calder Cupper Jonathan Huberdeau beat Lightning goalie Ben Bishop on a slick breakaway at 3:48 of the third for his first of the season to make it a two-goal deficit. But Lightning center Valtteri Filppula secured the victory with two consecutive goals.

"We fell apart again,'' Huberdeau said. "I thought we were back in it when I scored, again they scored. We have to be better defensively.''

Dineen had seen enough and yanked Markstrom (six goals on 24 shots) for Clemmensen at 9:14.

Stamkos added the frosting with his patented one-time blast in the third to literally cap off the party as the hats rained down.

After Shawn Matthias left his sick bed to gag on an early breakaway, the Lightning struck one second after their power play expired when Stamkos set up St Louis for his trademark stuff shot. That was Tampa's (3-1) first lead in regulation this season.

St Louis, who led the NHL with 60 points last season, but since Dineen took over the reins in 2011-12, he has a ridiculous seven goals and 11 assists in 12 games.

At 13:54, a Marcel Goc muff led to a St Louis-Stamkos breakaway that ended with Stamkos re-directing it past Markstrom for a shorthanded goal and 2-0 lead after one.

The Panthers started the second period with a 1:40 power play and they snapped their season-opening 0-for-17 power outage when Brad Boyes tapped in a fluky carom off the end boards.

"It's terrible, awful to give up [two 7-goal losses],'' Boyes said. "We got to figure it out quick because it doesn't get any easier with good teams coming in.''

Tomas Fleischmann received the secondary assist for career No. 150.

"It caught us off guard, we thought we got the ugliness out of our system [in Philadelphia],'' Dineen said. "They smelled blood when they saw we didn't respond to pressure.''

Thomas improving

Thomas tested out his strained groin Thursday morning by taking a flurry of shots from goalie coach Robb Tallas.

"I'm feeling better [Thursday] than [Wednesday],'' Thomas said.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
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11:04 p.m. EDT, October 10, 2013

It will be something old, something new as the Panthers begin the Vinnie Viola era at the BB&T Center on Friday night.

The home opener will launch the Panthers' 20th anniversary season celebration against the same opponent, the Pittsburgh Penguins, who they faced in their first regular-season home game at Miami Arena in 1993.

Rob Niedermayer, the team's first draft pick who had an assist in that 2-1 loss, and original captain Brian Skrudland will participate in pregame ceremonies. The former players will also sign autographs during intermissions at the Panthers Den Of Honor.

The main pregame attraction is the unveiling of the new $4.2 million scoreboard, courtesy of Broward County's Tourist Development Tax.

The giant video display was sold as a vital centerpiece to aid in luring more events to the arena. When funding was sought last spring, NHL officials promised to stage its draft weekend there within the next three years and restore South Florida to the rotation for future All-Star Weekends.

The impressive new board, 30 feet high by 40 feet wide, is cutting edge with one of the first pitched-forward, 360-degree continuous primary screens in professional sports. It features state-of-the-art 6mm LED high-definition screens, 16 feet high and extending almost 168 feet around.

Panasonic and Lighthouse Technologies built the board, designed by Anthony James Partners, to replace the trouble-prone scoreboard that hung in the arena since it opened in 1998. The final pieces were delivered last weekend, said Michael Yormark, Panthers president and CEO.
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"The new scoreboard is going to be one of the nicest scoreboards in America," Yormark said. "Our staff has been working 24/7 and will absolutely be ready by opening night."

A sellout is expected for the 15th home opener at the BB&T Center — the Panthers defeated Tampa Bay 4-1 in a fight-filled debut Oct. 9, 1998 with a crowd of 19,200. About 500 tickets remained Thursday afternoon.

Yormark said season-ticket sales are up from the lockout-shortened season total of the "low 8,000s."

"I anticipate us being at between 9,500 and 10,000 full-season ticket equivalents this year," he said. "I think our $7 [per game] season-ticket campaign was very successful and helped us sell some seats in the terrace level that might otherwise go unsold."

The ownership change also spurred a flurry of ticket-buying in the past couple of weeks, he said. Viola's vow to provide the resources "necessary to win the Stanley Cup," and subsequent signing of several veteran players, excited the fan base and reinvigorated the organization, Yormark said.

"Our fans are sophisticated. They knew that in order for us to get to the next level we need to have an owner that had additional resources, that was committed to building this franchise the right way and then sustaining it," he said. "Now we have to make sure that as we use those resources and, hopefully build our business, that we make the right decisions.

"It's a process. … but we aren't putting Band-Aids on the franchise, we're not living day to day, year to year. We are really going to be able to look at this differently as we move forward."

So there is reason to view this throwback home opener as a rebirth of the Panthers. Fox Sports Florida's pregame coverage will include an interview with Viola.

Cosmetically, several new wrinkles will be apparent at the BB&T Center, notably fresh DiamondStone terrazzo-style flooring covering 100,000 square feet on the plaza level.

There are two new clubs, with the Legends Lounge replacing the Black Velvet Lounge on the suite level and The Penalty Box taking over the Patron Tequila Platinum Club on the club level. Centerplate concessionaire has several new menu items, including Sweet Lobster at the Legends Lounge and Braised Short Ribs and Shrimp Stir Fry at the Penalty Box Lounge.

There are also two new merchandise locations: The CCM Heritage Store outside Section 122 features Original 6 & Classic NHL Apparel; the Old Time Hockey Panthers Shop outside Section 112 offers Panthers apparel with a vintage feel.

Opening-night activities begin at 5 p.m. on the JetBlue Tarmac with interactive games, an inflatable rink, bounce houses, a live DJ and a Port-A-Party mobile bar.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
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1:36 p.m. EDT, October 10, 2013

A couple of interesting tidbits out of Thursday morning skate at the Tampa Bay Times Forum in that goalie Tim Thomas is feeling good enough to test his groin pull on the ice taking about 15 minutes worth of shots from goalie coach Robb Tallas – whose not known for his howitzer slapshot!

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen told us that Thomas is, “doubtful’’, for the home opener tomorrow against the mighty Penguins. But if Thomas tells him he can go, rest assured Dineen will throw him out there in front of a packed house.

Center Shawn Matthias missed morning skate to remain in bed at the hotel in an attempt to get rid of an overnight bug. So Dineen shifted winger Tomas Kopecky to center between Krys Barch and Jesse Winchester, and had Joey Crabb on the third line with Scott Gomez and Scottie Upshall.
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While Crabb told me he’s eager to get his first start, a player told me that Matthias will probably play. If not, I’m guessing Crabb will be a healthy scratch again because the way the Lightning forwards Radko Gudas and Richard Panik have been abusing Panthers lately, tonight would be a good time to have the Panthers enforcer on the ice. Gudas took Kris Versteeg’s knee out last season and in the preseason piled-drived Gomez into the ice and pummeled him either right before OT or in OT. Panik cross-checked Erik Gudbranson head-first into the boards in another preseason meeting.

Dineen and Lightning coach Jon Cooper developed a friendship while coaching against each other in the AHL, but both expressed a strong desire to kick the other’s tail when they meet in this inter-state rivalary that took on added meaning Thursday. Gov. Rick Scott will present the winning team of the 4-game season series (team with most points) with a newly minted Governor’s Cup after the final game of the series on March 13 in Tampa. Each franchise will make a donation toward’s youth hockey in their respective areas.

"We have mutual friends," Cooper said. "Before we got to know each other, he was coaching in Portland and I was coaching in Norfolk and we were going to meet after a game and they had a 3-0 lead on us and we stormed back in the third to eventually win in overtime and we had to walk across the ice and I remember we were going to meet on the ice and then I thought, nah, and I just let him go. We met an hour later.

"He's a really competitive guy and above his competitiveness he's a great guy and I got a lot of time for him. We have kind of an inter-rivalry dating back to the AHL, but it will never come to a problem. I enjoy his company, and I'll enjoy it more when we beat him tonight."

Dineen countered.

"There’s a mutual respect there,’’ Dineen said. “When he was playing our division and we were playing his we shared information and spoke at different coaches clinics together.

“I'm not surprised to see Coop in the NHL and ready to have success. When you came from a hockey family and you have a brother scout for Nashville, one that scouts for Columbus and one is a coach in Toronto organization. It’s all the same. You cheer for individual, but when it comes match-to-match, you're looking to give him a good tail-kicking."

By Craig Davis, Sun Sentinel

7:53 p.m. EDT, October 9, 2013

John Viola has been intently reading all of the news reports about his father's purchase of the Florida Panthers.

What interests him most is found at the bottom of the articles online, where fans express their views and concerns about what this latest ownership change will mean to their team.

The oldest of new owner Vinnie Viola's three sons understands fans' emotional investment from how hard his grandfather took the move of his beloved Dodgers from Brooklyn to Los Angeles.

 Related

•Preview: Panthers vs. Penguins, Friday 7:30 p.m.  

•Guy Harvey creates design for Florida Panthers' anniversary 

Panthers goalie Tim Thomas injured in 2-1 loss to FlyersPanthers goalie Tim Thomas injured in 2-1 loss to Flyers

PhotosPhotos 

Photos: Panthers at FlyersPhotos: Panthers at Flyers

"My grandfather stopped watching baseball in 1957 and didn't watch again until I got the job with the Yankees in 2000 because the Dodgers left," said John Viola, who like younger brother Travis is a former Yankees batboy. "That's real feeling."

The irony is that the Violas intend to shape the Panthers in the mold of the old-style family-run teams, such as the O'Malleys, who uprooted the Dodgers. But rather than move the team, these Brooklynites are moving in and plan on sinking deep roots into South Florida.

Before his introductory news conference, Viola told his sons: "You know, I think your kids are going to one day have this franchise."

Viola, who will preside over his first home game Friday night, and wife Teresa are relocating as soon as they find a home. Travis Viola, 25, has already begun working as a Panthers executive and will be involved in the hockey and business sides. He recalls being inspired to learn to skate when he was 4 after seeing Wayne Gretzky play.
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Doug Cifu, Vinnie Viola's longtime business partner and part owner of the Panthers, cited the New England Patriots (Krafts) and New York Giants (Maras) as models of family-run teams to emulate. John Viola spoke with admiration of the Rooneys in Pittsburgh, the Steinbrenners in New York.

"I think that's us," said John Viola, adding that his family will put their stamp on the Panthers, indicative of their Italian-American heritage.

"You'll be in our house, and it will be your house," he said of the BB&T Center. "That's how we treat everything. Everybody who wants to get to know us should try to get a ticket to Christmas Eve in our house. It's an all-day affair. We've got people from all over."

In other words, expect joyous gathering of extended family for a traditional feast of the seven fishes.

Vinnie Viola grew up in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, before it went hipster. Bamonte's Italian restaurant, an institution there for a century, was like a second family home. His closest friends he's known since preschool.

"I think that says a lot about a guy whose best friends 50 years later are still his best friends," Cifu said.

"Vinnie is a real guy, what you see is what you get. There's really zero pretense. He's a fiercely loyal friend, a fiercely loyal family member, fiercely loyal to his country and the U.S. military. And very, very successful in business."

All of which paints a colorful and readily identifiable family portrait of the new ownership — by the way, Vinnie makes a terrific pizza, Cifu attests. What will matter to Panthers fans is what he serves on ice.

Terry Finley, president of West Point Thoroughbreds, has no doubt his fellow graduate of the U.S. Military Academy will succeed with the Panthers as in his other businesses, notably the high-frequency electronic trading firm Virtu Financial.

"At West Point we have a saying, 'You always do the harder right over the easier wrong.' He'll do everything that he can and he'll do the hard things that will give the Panthers every shot to be successful," Finley said.

Horse racing is another Viola family passion, with Teresa heavily involved in the couple dozen thoroughbreds they campaign, some in partnership with Finley's firm. Viola had a one-third stake in Freedom Child, who won the Peter Pan Stakes and was the No. 3 choice at this year's Belmont before running a disappointing 13th.

Viola told Finley about his bid for the Panthers when they were together at Saratoga this summer, framing it as an opportunity to build a legacy for himself and his family.

"One of the things that I can guarantee is he will make that staff better, from coaching to the GM to marketing to finance, everybody — they'll all get better by being around Vinnie," Finley said.

Michael Yormark, Panthers president and CEO, said that is already happening inside the organization in the first two weeks of the new regime.

"A lot of it is confidence, a lot of it is knowing you've got an owner that has got resources and is willing to do whatever it takes to help you win, both on and off the ice," Yormark said. "What it does is enable you to kind of walk with a swagger now, with a bit of an attitude knowing that we can compete."

Viola's message to Panthers fans is that turning around a long-struggling franchise will be a process, one that he is committed to. As it begins Friday, he will be sitting with Cifu near the red line a few rows up from the glass.

"There is not going to be an owners suite," Cifu said. "We are fans first, Vinnie and me. We took the best seats that were still left. And we paid for them, I want you to know."

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:48 p.m. EDT, October 8, 2013

PHILADELPHIA — — 

When General Manager Dale Tallon signed Tim Thomas, a 39-year-old goalie who was playing Mr. Mom for the previous 17 months instead of hockey, he had to know it was risky business.

He's also been around long enough to know that coming into a sold-out, hostile building of an 0-3 Flyers' squad that fired its coach the day before would be an even riskier proposition.

 Related

•Video highlights: Flyers 2, Panthers 1 
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•Box score: Flyers 2, Panthers 1 

Combine those risks with the Panthers' continuing futility on the power play and it all added up to a hard-fought 2-1 loss Tuesday night at Wells Fargo Center, as well as a plane ride to Tampa with questions surrounding the health of their starting goalie.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said Thomas sustained a ''slightly pulled groin'' while unsuccessfully trying to stop the second of two early Flyers' goals that were both set up by fluky caroms off the rubbery end boards. After the game, Thomas walked to the bus without a limp.

Backup Jacob Markstrom came in at 7:31 of the first and was outstanding while stopping all 13 shots he faced.

"You hate to see anyone get hurt. … You got to be ready to play,'' Markstrom said.
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With back-to-back games coming against the Lightning on Thursday and the Penguins in Florida's home opener on Friday, Dineen said that veteran goalie Scott Clemmensen will be called up from their AHL affiliate in San Antonio.

Clemmensen, who was sent to San Antonio at the start of the season to get a couple of rehabilitation starts (preseason knee surgery), made 24 of 25 saves in a Rampage win on Saturday.

"We're not displeased with the way we played the game, but … we need to find a way to finish those and turn those momentum pushes into some offense and eventually that turns into points,'' Dineen said.

"It's a little early for moral victories; we're looking for points and make sure we're headed in the right direction.''

With just 6.7 seconds left in the second period, winger Brad Boyes poked in a rebound of Brian Campbell's shot to cut the deficit to 2-1 heading into the third. It was Boyes' first goal as a Panther.

Early in the third, Jay Rosehill was whistled for a penalty, but wheeled around and shoved Panthers forward Tomas Kopecky from behind for a 4-minute minor and 10-minute misconduct.

Despite practicing their power play for the last two days, the 1-2 Panthers were stymied all five times and are 0-for-16 in their first three games, as the Flyers ended up with better scoring chances over the four minutes.

"We had lots of positives and can still make the road trip 2-2,'' Panthers forward Shawn Matthias said. "Right now we got nothing to show for [our power play], but you could see it coming.''

The Panthers killed off a 5-minute major of their own (Erik Gudbranson's boarding), but were unable to pull Markstrom because defenseman Ryan Whitney received a high-sticking penalty with 2:37 left.

Just 4:49 into the game, winger Jakub Voracek fired a long slapper that bounced off the end boards to between the faceoff circles, where a streaking Brayden Schenn one-timed it past Thomas, whose No. 34 jersey was facing the wrong way as the red light flashed.

Then 2:42 later, the puck again took a crazy bounce off the boards to defenseman Braydon Coburn, who saw an opening on the short side that an injured Thomas couldn't get to.

The Flyers, who will not go 0-4 for the first time in franchise history, doubled their season total of 5-on-5 goals in the first 7:31, while giving newly named coach Craig Berube his first NHL victory.

Thomas was 8-0 with a 1.86 goals-against average in Philadelphia, however, Flyers goalie Steve Mason was spectacular (33 saves) and is 5-0, with about a 1.21 GAA mark against Florida.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:21 p.m. EDT, October 6, 2013

PHILADELPHIA— 

When nearly 50 percent of your roster is turned over, including the addition of five players in the final week of preseason, it's no wonder why Panthers coach Kevin Dineen referred to recently signed defenseman Tom Gilbert as, "Matt."

Dineen was probably thinking of another new arrival, defenseman Matt Gilroy.

So instead of wearing name tags, flying to Philadelphia to prepare for the Flyers on Tuesday or returning home for a few days to split up their four-game, nine-day road trip, Dineen chose to remain in St. Louis on Sunday and take the entire team to the Rams-Jacksonville Jaguars' game for some bonding time.

Punishment or reward?

Unfortunately, the beer probably didn't flow or taste as good for those old enough to imbibe (sorry, Jonathan Huberdeau and Aleksander Barkov) after absorbing a 7-0 pounding by the St. Louis Blues Saturday night.

"I'm not even thinking about the football game," said former Blues defenseman Mike Weaver in an anger-filled postgame dressing room. 
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"Obviously, our whole entire game wasn't there. We just had a lesson in how you're supposed to play. We should take a page from their playbook.

"They came out hard, finished checks, won every puck battle. We should be watching their video next game in what they do and learn from it."

Granted, the Panthers or most opponents rarely fare well in St. Louis, where Florida is 3-10-1 and where their power play is rendered toothless. The Blues have the third-best home record and they smothered the Panthers' seven power plays over 12:21 while holding them to two shots.

The Blues, who are a perfect 11 of 11 on the PK, have killed off 28 straight penalties against the Panthers, who last scored a PPG in St. Louis in 2003.

"It would have helped if we scored in the first period on the power play, but we didn't have much answers to anything, so we've got to work on it," said Panthers winger Tomas Fleischmann, referring to three first-period power plays without a shot.

"They did what we expect them to do, they forced us hard and we just didn't move the puck quick enough."

The Panthers are 0 for 11 on the power play in the first two games, after being ranked a solid sixth last season, although they did go through long stretches without a power-play goal.

The team bonding may have begun a day earlier when after Jacob Markstrom took over the net from besieged starter Tim Thomas (5 goals on 28 shots) after two periods and promptly gave up two goals for a touchdown lead, emotions boiled over.

Recently reacquired Panthers enforcer Krys Barch had seen enough and exchanged chirps with Chris Stewart that officials deemed threatening enough to escort both off the ice. That instigated a series of nasty scrums that added up to six misconducts and 86 penalty minutes, including rare fight and roughing infractions involving Kris Versteeg and Fleischmann respectively.

Three Panthers received 10-minute misconducts, including to Barch, Erik Gudbranson and Jesse Winchester, who were spared from watching anymore of Florida's worst loss since a 7-0 loss to the Jets on March 1, 2012.

At least they could watch a football game between two of the worst teams in the NFL.

"You have ownership of it, being part of a win to start the season and you're part of a butt-kicking," Dineen said. "You move forward, hang out together as a team and get ready for the next one."

Huberdeau, a French Canadian, follows the CFL a little, but he, Barkov, a Finn, and Fleischmann, a Czech, have never been to an NFL game. Barch went to a Cowboys' game when he was with the Stars in 2010.

"There's a lot of new guys here, so it's nice to have these experiences on the road," Barch said.

Clemmensen wins

Panthers third goalie Scott Clemmensen, who was sent to their AHL affiliate in San Antonio for a couple of rehabilitation starts, notched 24 saves in a 3-1 win over the Rockford IceHogs Saturday night.
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Sunday, October 27, 2013

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Gasper Kopitar (Portland, 2009-11) has been released at his own request by Mora (Sweden, Allsvenskan). He was pointless in 13 games.

———

1. In his weekly Slap Shots column, Larry Brooks of the New York Post touches on the return of Rick DiPietro and then delves into NHL commissioner Gary Bettman's ruling on the appeal filed by Patrick Kaleta of the Buffalo Sabres over his 10-game suspension for a shot to the head of Jack Johnson of the Columbus Blue Jackets. It is the Bettman part that makes for intriguing reading. That column is right here. . . . The DiPietro signing with the AHL's Charlotte Checkers is interesting because the parent club, the NHL's Carolina Hurricanes, has lost starting goaltender Cam Ward to injury.

 2. A terrific piece by Dan Barry of The New York Times begins: "The Protestant minister and the Roman Catholic priest had a $10 bet riding on the 1946 World Series. The minister, a Lutheran from Missouri, went with the St. Louis Cardinals, naturally. The priest, a Franciscan from upstate New York, was a Brooklyn Dodgers fan, but he went with the Boston Red Sox to make things interesting." . . . Both men were involved in the Nuremberg trials at the time. . . . This is amazing stuff and it's right here.

 3. One of the biggest stories of the week didn't receive a whole lot of play in some places, including here. And you know that the Sunday's NFL pregame shows didn't touch on it. Former NFL quarterback Brett Favre, who has admitted to having suffered "a lot" of concussions during his career, has said that he has some memory loss. In fact, he can't remember whether one daughter played soccer one season. . . . There's more on that right here.

 4. This brain injury thing isn't going away. I know that a lot of people are tired of hearing and reading about it -- or maybe they can't be bothered to listen or read. But it is only going to get bigger and bigger. If you don't believe it, check out the Monday Morning Quarterback website and see some of the work they did in recent days. There are some horrific stories there.

 5. Mike Fraser, who scouts out of Edmonton for the Brandon Wheat Kings and is a veteran of the scouting circuit, offered up this gem after Saturday's sporting action (I was still laughing as I went to bed):

 "Rider fans, I introduce you to Red Sox fans. You both whine and complain more than any other fans on the planet, you both believe there are ridiculous conspiracy theories against your teams and you both feel you are better than everyone else because you are Rider/Red Sox fans. You are perfect for each other. A match made in heaven. You're welcome. And to think...people call me a poor match-maker...."

 6. It is World Series time, which means baseball is under the microscope. That includes the uniforms, especially the baggy pants. "What was once a stylish game has gotten depressingly schlubby,” Tyler Thoreson, the vice president for men’s editorial and creative at Gilt, the flash-sale site, tells Alex Williams of The New York Times. “Those baggy, ill-fitting pants are a sign of just how out of touch the M.L.B. is from the average American male, who has spent the last five years rediscovering the power of clothes that actually fit.” . . . There's more right here.

 7. There were some police officials waiting for Miami Dolphins centre Mike Pouncey shortly after his side lost 27-17 to the host New England Patriots on Sunday afternoon. He was served with a grand jury subpoena, and it's all tied up with the Aaron Hernandez case. There's more from si.com right here.

 8. The Red Deer Rebels, have lost four in a row and eight of 11, had one of those stickless practices on Sunday. “We had a tough practice today, but we have to get our work ethic back to where it needs to be,” Brent Sutter, the Rebels' general manager and head coach, told sports editor Greg Meachem of the Red Deer Advocate. “If we want to get back into the win column, we have to earn wins. You have to earn what you get and right now we’re not earning anything.” . . . The Rebels wrap up a seven-game homestand against the Kootenay Ice on Wednesday. . . . Meachem also reports that Rebels G Patrick Bartosak didn't suffer a brain injury when he took a hit from F Collin Valcourt of the Saskatoon Blades on Friday. Still, Barosak is questionable for Wednesday, so Rylan Toth of the midget AAA team from North Battleford, Sask., will back up Taz Burman.

 9. The last two World Series games have ended on an obstruction call and a pickoff play at first base. Too bad that Fox-TV was showing us a fan as Sunday's game-ending play began. Check it out right here.

 SUNDAY:

 In Kamloops, the Blazers scored six seconds after the opening faceoff but didn't score again as they dropped a 4-1 decision to the Vancouver Giants. . . . Kamloops F Aspen Sterzer opened the scoring six seconds into the game, which is one second off the WHL record for fastest goal to start a game. F Dean Sexsmith of the host Seattle Thunderbirds scored five seconds into a 7-6 victory over the Victoria Cougars on Jan. 31, 1987. . . . Sterzer is the seventh player to score six seconds into a game, and the first since F Darren Kwiatkowski did it for the host Regina Pats in a 9-2 victory over, yes, the Victoria Cougars on Nov. 2, 1987. . . . The Cougars also gave up goals six seconds into games on two other occasions, on Jan. 29, 1983 (F Harry Mahood of the Nanaimo Islanders) and Nov. 5, 1977 (F Bll Derlago of the Brandon Wheat Kings). . . . Vancouver F Carter Popoff scored once, giving him three goals in his last two games. . . . The Giants were playing their third game in three nights, having lost the previous two. . . . The Blazers have lost three straight. . . . The Giants (4-9-2) vacated the Western Conference; they lead the Blazers (4-10-1) by one point.

———

From Thom Beuning (@ThomBeuning), the radio voice of the Seattle Thunderbirds: "Last season @SeattleTbirds finished with 24 wins in 72 games, this season @SeattleTbirds already with 10 wins in 15 games." 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Saturday, October 26, 2013

Farewell to a friend 

 Roy Antal, the Regina Leader-Post photographer who took the above photo on Nov. 18, 1994, has died. He passed away Saturday in Regina after a bout with cancer. He would have turned 67 in November.

 Antal, who retired in 2010 after working at The Leader-Post for 41 years, was one of the good guys, quick to laugh and with an infectious smile. He had something of a unique golf swing, too; at least, I doubt that there is another one like it anywhere out there.

 During my 17 years at The Leader-Post, we shared some breakfasts and more than a few Chinese food buffets. Mostly, though, we shared a lot of stories and more than our share of laughter.

 That's Norm Johnston, then of the Regina Pats, on the left in the above photo, and Al Tuer, then with the Moose Jaw Warriors, bringing a bit of WWE to the WHL, which, it seems, was a lot more fun back in the day. That is Antal’s left hand in the bottom right corner of the photo. We can only imagine Antal's surprise when the two coaches brought their act right to him as he stood, camera in hand, between the team's benches in what was then the Regina Agridome.

 If you would like to see some of Antal's best work, click right here.

 (The flash bounce in the above photo is all mine. It happened when I attempted to make a copy of the photo that I have in my home.) 

 2. There is controversy brewing on the campus of the U of British Columbia and among the school's many alumni, many of whom donate money to the athletic department. . . . Iain MacIntyre of the Vancouver Sun has a terrific piece right here, as he delves into what has all the signs of turning into something really messy in the not-too-distant future.

 3. If you've been following the mess that is the saga involving Senator Mike Duffy and haven't seen the story that appeared in Maclean's in September, well, you should pour a cuppa and click right here. Jonathon Gatehouse does a great job of explaining Duffy's past and present situations.

 JUST NOTES:

 The BCHL's Penticton Vees have signed former WHL D Clint Filbrandt. An 18-year-old from Calgary, Filbrandt was released earlier by the Kootenay Ice, who had acquired him from the Tri-City Americans over the summer. The Americans had selected him in the 10th round of the 2010 bantam draft. He was to make his debut with the Vees last night. . . . The OHL's Erie Otters ran their winning streak to 10 on Saturday, beating the visiting Peterborough Petes, 4-0. Kris Knoblauch, Erie's head coach, is a former WHL player and coach.

 SATURDAY NIGHT:

 In Medicine Hat, F Curtis Valk had two goals and an assist to help the Tigers to a 6-4 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . Medicine Hat snapped a three-game losing skid. . . . Among the Tigers' scratches was veteran F Hunter Shinkaruk (hip). . . . Saskatoon F Collin Valcourt played, and drew two assists, despite taking a charging major for running into Rebels G Patrik Bartosak in Red Deer on Friday night. Valcourt actually scored on the play and the Blades went on to a 4-3 victory. . . .

 In Swift Current, the Broncos beat Edmonton 3-1, snapping the Oil Kings' winning streak at three. . . . F Connor Sanvido had an empty-net goal and two assists for the Broncos. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar didn't finish, as he left the game with an undisclosed injury. . . .

 In Prince Albert, the Raiders got 27 saves from G Cole Cheveldave as they got past the Regina Pats, 3-1. . . . Raiders F Tim Vanstone, 17, scored his first WHL goal in his 55th game, 15 of which are from this season. . . . Veteran F Shane Danyluk scored his first goal of the season, in game No. 15, for the Raiders. . . . Regina G Dawson MacAuley, who is from Prince Albert, started in his hometown for the first time. . . . The Raiders have won three of four, while the Pats have lost three in a row. . . .

 In Cranbrook, F Jaedon Descheneau scored twice as the Kootenay Ice beat the Moose Jaw Warriors, 5-4. . . . The Ice had Mike Dyck helping its coaching staff on the weekend. The former WHL defenceman who has coaching experience with Lethbridge and Vancouver, will help assistant Jay Henderson when head coach Ryan McGill joins Canada's national junior team in December. . . . Among the Moose Jaw scratches was F Brandon Potomak, who injured a shoulder during Thursday's 4-3 OT victory over the Hurricanes in Lethbridge. . . .

 In Prince George, F Pavel Padakin got the shootout winner as the Hitmen got past the Cougars, 4-3. . . . The Hitmen are 7-0-3 in their last 10 games and hold a four-point lead atop the Eastern Conference. . . . F Greg Chase had his first WHL hat trick to give the Hitmen a 3-1 lead in the first period. He's got 13 goals this season. . . . F David Soltes, a Czech freshman, missed 12 games with a leg injury. He returned Friday night and scored the shootout winner and added his second career goal last night. . . . F Chase Witala forced OT with his ninth goal at 12:21 of the third. . . .

 In Kamloops, F Josh Winquist scored in overtime as the Everett Silvertips beat the Blazers, 7-6. . . . Winquist got his ninth goal on the PP at 3:32 of extra time. . . . Everett was 4-9 on the PP. . . . Winquist also had three assists for the second straight game. . . . Remember when Everett head coach Kevin Constantine was a defensive guru? Well, his Silvertips have given up 13 goals in their last two games and won them both. . . . Blazers F Cole Ully forced OT when he scored with 6.9 seconds left in the third period. . . . The Blazers led 2-0, 3-1, 4-2 and 5-4, before trailing 6-5 in the third period. . . . The Blazers took the game's last seven minor penalties. . . . Three of the four on-ice officials were from Kamloops. . . . The Silvertips (10-2-2) have won four in a row and are just a point back of the Western Conference-leading Portland Winterhawks. . . . Everett goaltender Austin Lotz made his 11th straight start. . . .

 In Kent, Wash., F Seth Swenson scored twice, the second into an empty net, as the host Thunderbirds beat the Vancouver Giants, 5-3. . . . F Jaimen Yakubowski, acquired this week from the Lethbridge Hurricanes, made his Seattle debut. F Sam Mckechnie, who also came over in that swap, didn't play. . . . Seattle F Branden Troock, who has an injury-filled WHL career, needed help off the ice in the second period with an undisclosed injury. . . .

 In Spokane, Portland ran its winning streak to eight games with a 4-3 victory over the Chiefs. The Winterhawks went 5-0 on a road trip that ended last night. . . . Portland (11-3-1) also moved into top spot in the Western Conference, one point ahead of the Chiefs (11-4-0). . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic scored his 100th regular-season goal and also had two assists. Leipsic has 226 points in 211 career games. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg had two assists. He leads the WHL with 37 points. He holds a seven-point lead on Portland forwards Oliver Bjorkstrand and Nic Petan. . . .

 In Kennewick, Wash., the host Tri-City Americans dumped the Brandon Wheat Kings, 4-1. . . . The Americans, who have won three in a row, won four of five games on the homestand. . . . The Wheat Kings are 0-2 in the U.S. Division and have been outscored 11-2. . . .

 In Victoria, F Myles Bell scored in the shootout to give the Kelowna Rockets a 2-1 victory over the Royals. . . . Kelowna had opened the weekend doubleheader with a 4-1 victory on Friday. . . . The Royals went into the weekend leading the B.C. Division by two points over the Rockets. . . . Kelowna (9-2-2) now holds a one-point edge on Victoria (9-7-1). 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Friday, October 25, 2013

 1. It was entirely predictable that, with the Lethbridge Hurricanes off to a horrid start, someone would express interest in purchasing the community-owned WHL team.

 That has happened with former WHLer Kris Versteeg, who began his career with the Hurricanes, having written a letter to the Lethbridge Herald stating his interest in getting involved.

 That letter, which is right here, begins: "I would like to stress the purpose of this message is not to kick this organization while it is down, but simply to express my strong interest in wanting to be a part of it."

 Judging by the contents of the letter, Versteeg is aligned with a number of partners, none of whom is named, and is prepared to move forward.

 Of course, this isn't the first time someone has expressed interest in purchasing a franchise that has stumbled through a lot of the most recent seasons. Twin brothers Rich and Ron Sutter have long stated that they are interested in the franchise.

 It seems, however, that the Lethbridge franchise isn't for sale.

“Well, the board’s position is that the team is not for sale,” team president Brian McNaughton told Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald in reacting to Versteeg's letter. “And that’s been our position for a long, long time. We believe that the board is committed to running the hockey team and keeping the hockey team in Lethbridge and we believe that’s the most viable option.”

Purcell's story is right here.

 2. Tweet from Sunaya Sapurji (@sunayas) of Yahoo! Sports: "Kris Versteeg's letter mentions 2 goals: Win Stanley Cup with Panthers & take Hurricanes to next level... I bet goal 3 is broker world peace."

 3. A few words from Rob Vanstone of the Regina Leader-Post:

 "How long will it be before fan support, or lack thereof, becomes a major issue surrounding the Regina Pats? The Pats drew only 3,254 spectators for Wednesday’s WHL East Division first-place showdown with the Prince Albert Raiders, who won 3-1.

 "The poor attendance is partially attributable to the fact that the Pats have missed the playoffs for four of the past five seasons. However, they carried a six-game winning streak into Wednesday’s game, and they are playing an entertaining brand of hockey. What will it take to entice more people to buy in?

 "Once upon a time, disenchanted fans were heard to declare that they would not set foot inside the Brandt Centre as long as Brent Parker was involved with the Pats organization. Well, guess what? Parker, a one-time lightning rod for criticism, is no longer part of the team (which is owned by his father, Russ). So where is everyone?"

 The Pats drew a season-high 5,432 fans to their Friday night game with the Edmonton Oil Kings, who got off to a 7-0 lead en route to a 7-2 victory.

 4. In light of the headshot delivered by John Scott of the Buffalo Sabres the other night, John Shannon of Sportsnet weighs in right here with his thoughts on the situation. Yes, more food for thought. . . .

 5. F Matt Anholt, the son of long-time WHL coach Peter Anholt, has committed to attend the U of Alaska-Anchorage and play for the Seawolves. From Prince Albert, Matt is in his second season with the BCHL's West Kelowna Warriors. This season, he is the Warriors' captain. . . . Peter, who now scouts for the Seattle Thunderbirds, has 450 coaching victories to his credit. He coached Prince Albert, Seattle, Red Deer and Kelowna.

 Brent Sutter of the Red Deer Rebels will be the head coach of Team WHL when it plays a Russian side in the Subway Series next month. Ryan McGill of the Kootenay Ice will serve as Sutter's assistant coach. Games are scheduled for Nov. 27 in Red Deer and Nov. 28 in Lethbridge. . . . The WHL has suspended Prince Albert Raiders F Mike Winther for four games after he took a headshot major during a 3-1 victory over the Pats in Regina on Wednesday night. . . . After Friday's games, the WHL, thanks to loser points, has 15 of its 22 teams playing at .500 or better. That includes seven of 10 teams in the Western Conference. . . . The OHL's Erie Otters are riding a nine-game winning streak. At 11-2-1, their .821 winning percentage is second only to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (10-1-2, .846). The Otters’ head coach is Kris Knoblauch, a former WHL player and coach.

 FRIDAY NIGHT:

 D Ashton Sautner, with two goals in each of the last two seasons, scored twice and added an assist as the Edmonton Oil Kings scored a 7-2 victory over the Pats in Regina. . . . Sautner went into the game with four goals in 121 career regular-season games. From Wolseley, Sask., which is a few slapshots east of Regina on No. 1 Highway, he has three goals this season. . . . Sautner's father, Blaine, is a former head coach of the U of Regina Cougars. . . . The Oil Kings have won three in a row. . . . The Pats have followed a six-game winning streak with two losses. . . .

 F Oliver Bjorkstrand drew three assists and G Jarrod Schamerhorn earned his first WHL victory in his second start as the visiting Portland Winterhawks got past the Kootenay Ice, 6-3. . . . Portland F Chase De Leo added two goals on his 18th birthday. . . . The Winterhawks, who wrap up a five-game road trip in Spokane tonight, have won seven in a row. . . .

 In Red Deer, F Nikita Scherbak had a goal and two assists as the Saskatoon Blades edged the Rebels, 4-3. . . . Scherbak broke a 3-3 tie with a PP goal at 17:56 of the third period. . . . There was a bizarre play in this one, at 2:49 of the third period, as Saskatoon F Collin Valcourt drove to the Red Deer net, scored a goal and was given a major and game misconduct for goaltending interference after colliding with G Patrik Bartosak. The puck was ruled to have crossed the goal line before Valcourt made contact with Bartosak. That goal gave Saskatoon a 3-2 lead and knocked Bartosak out of the game. He was replaced by Taz Burman. . . . After opening the season with five losses, the Blades are 7-1-2 in their last 10 games. . . . The Rebels have lost four in a row, all at home. . . .

 D Reid Gow picked up four assists as the Spokane Chiefs dropped the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings, 7-1. . . . Gow is from Killarney, Man., which is located about an hour's drive south of Brandon. . . . The Wheat Kings were playing the first of a six-game road swing that includes five stops in the U.S. Division. . . . Spokane Mitch Holmberg had a goal and two assists. He leads the WHL in goals (17) and points (35). . . . Spokane F Liam Stewart, who missed two weeks with an undisclosed injury, scored once in his return, as did F Adam Helewka, who hadn't played since suffering a back injury in the season's third game. . . . The Chiefs (11-3-0) lead the U.S. division by a point  over the Portland Winterhawks (10-3-1). Portland visits Spokane tonight. . . .

 F Jessey Astles, who has eight goals in 192 regular-season games, scored the only goal of the shootout as the host Tri-City Americans beat the Seattle Thunderbirds, 3-2. . . . Astles, 20, is in his fifth season. Playing with the Kelowna Rockets, Saskatoon Blades and Tri-City, he has had seasons of 1, 3, 2 and 1 goal. He has one goal in 13 games this season. . . . F Ryan Gropp, who left the BCHL's Penticton Vees earlier this month to join Seattle, scored on his first WHL shift. Gropp, from Kamloops, was the sixth overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft. . . . The Thunderbirds didn't have F Jaimen Yakubowski and F Sam Mckechnie in their lineup. They were acquired Thursday from the Lethbrige Hurricanes. . . .

 In Prince George, Slovakian F David Soltes scored in the shootout to give the Cougars a 4-3 victory over the Calgary Hitmen. . . . With the loser point, the Hitmen have at least a point in each of their last nine games. . . .

 F Manraj Hayer scored three times as the visiting Everett Silvertips got past the Vancouver Giants, 6-5. . . . Hayer, who is from Vancouver, broke a 5-5 tie at 18:01 of the third period to complete his first WHL hat trick. . . .

 In Victoria, G Jordon Cooke stopped 28 shots, including two penalty shots, as the Kelowna Rockets beat the Royals, 4-1. . . . Cooke stopped F Logan Nelson on a penalty shot at 11:36 of the second period to preserve a 2-0 lead, and then beat F Luke Harrison at 10:22 of the third. . . . Cooke is 7-0-0 this season. . . . The Royals had won five straight home games. . . . D Riley Stadel was scratched by Kelowna. Head coach Ryan Huska told Larry Fisher of the Kelowna Daily Courier that Stadel underwent a "minor procedure" in Vancouver and should be back with the team next weekend. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, October 24, 2013

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

SELHV71 Jönköping (Sweden, SHL) has chosen not to renew loan agreement with Chicago (NHL) for F Kyle Beach (Everett, Lethbridge, Spokane, 2005-10). Beach had two goals and an assist in seven games with HV71. The team said Beach would have a limited role now that HV71 has signed new players. . . .

Slovak Ex-LigaD Jaroslav Obsut (Swift Current, Medicine Hat, Edmonton Ice, 1995-97) signed for the rest of season with Zvolen (Slovakia, Extraliga). This season, he was pointless in two games with Zvolen. Last season, he had a goal and an assist in seven games with Zvolen. He also played in the KHL, totalling 12 points, four of them goals, in 39 games with Donetsk (Ukraine) and Spartak Moscow (Russia).

———

1. The Canadian Junior Hockey League (CJHL) has taken a giant step towards banning fighting.

CJHLOn Thursday, the league, which governs junior A hockey, announced that it had "overwhelmingly voted to support an automatic game misconduct for fighting (the one-fight rule) . . ."

 "The co-operation among our leagues and partners for standardized fighting rules and consistent discipline guidelines across all Junior A leagues is a significant step in the continuing development and evolution of the CJHL and Junior A hockey in Canada," CJHL President Kirk Lamb said in a news release. "We will work closely with our stakeholders and key partners, such as Hockey Canada and provincial branches, on bringing these endorsements forward for consideration."

 Starting next season, a fighting major is likely to carry with it an automatic game misconduct. Five leagues that operate under the CJHL umbrella — the SIJHL, NOJHL, OJHL, CCHL and LHJAAAQ — already use the one-fight rule. Five other leagues — the BCHL, AJHL, SJHL, MJHL and MHL — are playing under a two-fight rule this season, but are expected to change in time for next season.

 This definitely is the direction in which hockey below the professional level is moving. And people who are critical of decisions such as these need to understand that a big part of the decision rests on the issue of liability.

 2. And just in case you're not sure of the damage that punches to the head are capable of inflicting, you can find out be reading this piece right here.

 3. The message from the Seattle Thunderbirds is rather simple: We aren't anyone's patsy any more.

 The Thunderbirds, who have struggled to reach the WHL's upper reaches in recent seasons, announced Thursday evening that they have acquired disgruntled forwards Jaimen Yakubowski and Sam Mckechnie, both 19, from the Lethbridge Hurricanes in exchange for forwards Riley Sheen, who turns 19 on Dec. 21, and Carter Folk, 17, and a third-round selection in the 2015 bantam draft.

 Yakubowski and Mckechnie, the Hurricanes' two leading scorers last season, had both expressed a desire to be traded and were sent home last week to wait and see what might transpire.

 The Thunderbirds, who are 9-3-1 and a point behind the Western Conference-leading Spokane Chiefs (10-3-0), have signalled to the WHL's 21 other teams that they are coming after them.

“So far this season we have shown potential to be a contender in the league but it is a very competitive division and we felt the experience and scoring these two bring will give us the depth to fully round out our lineup,” Seattle general manager Russ Farwell said in a news release. “We are a tougher team to play against today with this trade and we are excited about what these two players add to our team.”

Yakubowski, from Dalmeny, Sask., has but one goal in 11 games this season, after putting up 50 points, including 32 goals, in 66 games last season. He has 79 points, 49 of them goals, in 145 career games. He also has some fire and brimstone to his game. He was a fourth-round pick in the 2009 bantam draft.

 Mckechnie, from Airdrie, Alta., has a goal and two assists in nine games this season. Last season, he finished with 44 points, including 26 goals, in 72 games. He had 76 points, 40 of them goals, in 153 career games. The Hurricanes selected him in the third round of the 2009 bantam draft.

 Sheen, from Edmonton, had 40 points in 71 games with the Seattle last season. He was acquired from the Medicine Hat Tigers in a deal that had F Jacob Doty head east. Sheen had three ponts in 46 games with the Tigers in 2011-12. This season, he has eight points, three of them goals, in 12 games.

 Folk, from Regina, is a freshman and is pointless in seven games. Seattle selected him in the fourth round of the 2011 bantam draft.

 The Thunderbirds visit the Tri-City Americans tonight, before returning home to Kent for a game against the Vancouver Giants on Saturday.

 The Thunderbirds and Chiefs aren't scheduled to meet until Dec. 1 and 6 when they play twice in Spokane. (The Portland Winterhawks are to visit Kent on Nov. 1.)

 If you were wondering, F Ryan Gropp, who left the BCHL's Penticton Vees and a commitment to the U of North Dakota to join the Thunderbirds earlier this month, has yet to play. A groin injury has kept him on the sideline. He has practised this week and may play at some point this weekend.

 Tim Pigulski of ESPN Seattle has more on the Thunderbirds right here.

 4. After announcing the deal, the Hurricanes entertained the Moose Jaw Warriors. Lethbridge took a 3-0 lead into the third period, only to give up the game's last four goals and drop a 4-3 overtime decision. . . . Russian F Alex Chirva, playing his ninth game, forced OT with his first WHL goal at 15:20 of the third period and D Travis Brown won it 3:40 into extra time. . . . The Hurricanes are 2-11-2, which is the WHL's poorest record. The Warriors (6-7-3) are tied for fourth in the Eastern Conference.

 5. A tweet from the Vancouver Province's Steve Ewen (@SteveEwen): "#WHL Somewhere Calvin Pickard is recounting all the good T-Bird news this year and saying, 'Now? Seriously?' "

 6. The Vancouver Giants, having parted company with goaltending coach Paul Fricker earlier in the month, have filled that vacancy by hiring veteran coach Eli Wilson. . . . "I've coached at every level, from minor hockey to the NHL, and I've developed goaltenders to move on and reach their goals," Wilson said in a news release. "I've had a lot of success in the WHL when I was in Medicine Hat and I know what it takes at this level for goalies to reach their full potential." . . . Included on his resume are stints with Hockey Canada as well as the NHL's Anaheim Ducks and Ottawa Senators.

 7. Would you give up one of your kidneys for $10,000? . . . According to a story that is right here: "Paying living kidney donors $10,000 could boost donations and cost effectively improve quality of life for people who would otherwise be on dialysis, say Canadian doctors who modelled the idea.

 8. The Vancouver Giants are without one of their two goaltenders as Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that Jared Rathjen suffered an undisclosed injury in practice this week and wasn't able to even back up Payton Lee in Wednesday's 4-3 OT victory over the visiting Calgary Hitmen. . . . The Giants are using Jake Morrissey, 16, who Ewen reports is on loan to them until Monday. Morrissey, the brother of Prince Albert Raiders D Josh Morrissey, was a fifth-round selection by the Kelowna Rockets in the 2012 bantam draft and now is at the South Delta, B.C., Hockey Academy. . . . Payton Lee will be back in goal on Friday as Vancouver begins a stretch of five games in six nights — at home to Everett tonight, in Kent, Wash., against Seattle on Saturday, in Kamloops on Sunday, and in Prince George on Tuesday and Wednesday.

 9. Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald reports that F Jujha Khaira of the Everett Silvertips has an undisclosed injury and won't play this weekend. The Silvertips are scheduled to be in Vancouver tonight and in Kamloops on Saturday. . . . Everett F Patrick Bajkov, who has missed two games with a concussion, isn't expected to play tonight but could return Saturday.

 10. The St. Louis Cardinals beat the Red Sox 4-2 in Boston last night to even the World Series, 1-1. This means there will be a Game 5 and some interesting times in St. Louis on Monday. While the Red Sox and Cardinals are playing, the Monday Night Football game will feature the Seattle Seahawks at the Rams.

 11. So . . . you've got a shrine to hockey wrapped around a bar in your basement. But you're missing that one thing . . . that one item that would really get the conversation rolling. How about a score clock, like this one right here? 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Marek Curilla (Kootenay, Medicine Hat, 2005-06) signed for the rest of the season with Csíkszereda Miercurea-Ciuc (Romania, MOL Liga). Last season, Curilla had 17 points, six of them goals, in 40 games with Most (Czech Republic, 1. Liga) and seven points, including two goals, in 10 games with Zvolen (Slovakia, Extraliga). . . .

 F Joni Lindlöf (Kelowna, Lethbridge, 2002-04) has been loaned to Almtuna (Sweden, Allsvenskan) by Wings Arlanda (Sweden, Div 1). With the Wings, he had 18 points, including 10 goals, and was plus-15 in 12 games. . . .

 F Malte Strömwall (Tri-City, 2011-13) had been loaned to Troja-Ljungby (Sweden, Allsvenskan) by Växjö (Sweden, SHL). This season, he has one assist in 14 games with Växjö.

———

1. The Brandon Wheat Kings have dropped D Dominic Thom, 17, from their roster. He is expected to join the AJHL's Calgary Mustangs. . . . Thom was selected in the ninth round of the 2011 bantam draft. He had one assist and was plus-3 in two games with the Wheat Kings this season. . . . Brandon is taking 24 players, including two goaltenders and 15 forwards, on its U.S. Division swing that opens Friday in Spokane against the Chiefs.

 2. The female football fan who got punched by the guy wearing a New York Jets sweater? She has been charged with simple assault and disorderly content. There's more right here.

 3. The Monday Morning Quarterback site is doing a lot of work this week with concussion-related stories. There's a good one right here, written by Richard Deitsch, about network television and the tightrope it walks in reporting on the issue.

 4. It was a big night for the Thrower family on Wednesday, what with the Calgary Hitmen in Vancouver to play the Giants. Dalton, a defenceman, is the captain of the Giants. Younger brother Josh is a defenceman with the Hitmen. . . . Their sister, Danae, sang O Canada prior to the game. . . . Their parents, Melanie and Murray, were in the stands. . . . Andy Prest of the North Shore News has a good read right here on the Thrower family — it hasn't been easy for them to get to this point in their lives.

 5. Someone asked me the other day if I had read any good books lately. Well, I have had some time on my hands, so the answer is "Yes!" . . . Here are a few titles. . . .

 Detroit: An American Autopsy, by Charlie LeDuff, is an incredible look at the Motor City and provides more than a hint at how the city ended up in such dire straits. I think I read something the other day about a former mayor drawing a 38-year jail sentence. . . . Highly recommended. . . .

 Whitey Bulger: America's Most Wanted Gangster and the Manhunt that Brought Him to Justice, written by Boston Globe reporters Kevin Cullen and Shelley Murphy, reads like fiction but isn't. . . . Best book I've read to this point in 2013. . . .

 An Accidental Sportswriter, by Robert Lipsyte, provides a neat look at the life of a newspaper columnist who spent a whole lot of time around Muhammad Ali. Lipsyte now is ESPN's ombudsman and is a superb essayist. . . .

 Northern Light (The enduring mystery of Tom Thomson and the woman who loved him), written by Roy MacGregor, explores the demise of artist Tom Thomson from every angle. An engrossing read. . . .

 Randy Bachman's Vinyl Tap Stories, written by, yes, Randy Bachman, is similar to his CBC radio program, only without the music, unless you want to supply that on your iPod. Lots of good stories here. . . .

 What the Dog Saw: And Other Adventures is another essay-filled work by author Malcolm Gladwell. Lots of food for thought here. . . .

 There has been some fiction, too. . . . The Racketeer, by John Grisham, is good mind candy, as is The Innocent, by David Baldacci. This was the first Baldacci book I have read, and I will certainly read more of his stuff. . . . I also enjoyed Black Fridays, by Michael Sears, about a bad boy trying to do good in the world of high finance. . . .

 6. So . . . when did the St. Louis Cardinals lose the ability to catch a baseball? Oh boy, that was embarrassing. . . . According to ESPN Stats & Info, "Game 1 winner: wins World Series 62% of time; has won 21 of last 25 World Series."

 7. The Tri-City Americans have added F Devon McAndrews, 18, to their roster. They acquired his rights from the Medicine Hat Tigers a year ago for a conditional sixth-round 2014 bantam draft pick. . . . McAndrews has been with the AJHL's Spruce Grove Saints. The 6-foot-4, 210-pound McAndrews had two assists and 27 penalty minutes in 13 games with the Saints this season, after getting 15 points, five of them goals, and 71 penalty minutes in 52 games last season. . . . "He’s a guy I identified over a year ago who I thought would help our team,” Bob Tory, the Americans' general manager, told Annie Fowler of the Tri-City Herald. "The fact he is coming now is good news for us. We are in a transition with our team. The ability to add a new players gives up depth and options to look at things in the future. Obviously we can’t carry 16 forwards when everyone is healthy, so it puts pressure on the players here to perform.” . . . Fowler adds that McAndrews' father, Stewart, was a linebacker with the U of Albert Golden Bears and played one season with the CFL's Edmonton Eskimos.

 JUST NOTES:

 In Vancouver, F Alec Baer, 16, had a goal and two assists in the first period and the Giants went on to a 4-3 overtime victory over the Calgary Hitmen. . . . F Tim Traber got the winner at 2:04 of extra time. . . . The Giants, who led 3-0 in the first period, have won two in a row at home after an eight-game losing skein. . . .

 In Regina, the Pats had a six-game winning streak snapped as they dropped a 3-1 decision to the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride, 16, stopped 42 shots to earn his first WHL victory in his second start. . . . G Mac Engel, 20, made his first start for the Pats. . . .

 In Medicine Hat, the Portland Winterhawks ran their winning streak to six games with a 5-3 victory over the Tigers. . . . Portland F Shane McColgan, 20, who was acquired from the Saskatoon Blades over the summer, played his first game after offseason surgery. . . . Todd Vrooman, the radio voice of the Winterhawks, pointed out that there were 17 American-born players involved in this one -- 11 with Portland and six with Medicine Hat. . . .

 The Edmonton Oil Kings opened an eight-game road swing with a 3-1 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . The Oil Kings were without D Cody Corbett, D Dysin Mayo and D Griffin Reinhart, all out with undisclosed injuries. 
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 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Dominik Pacovsky (Kootenay, 2008-10) signed for the rest of the season with Lev Prague (Czech Republic, KHL). It's a two-way deal with him scheduled to join Lev today. This season with Sparta Prague (Czech Republic, Extraliga), he had five points, including three goals, in 13 games. Last season with Sparta, he had 26 points, 13 of them goals, in 37 games. . . .

 F Alex Leavitt (Swift Current, Everett, 2003-05) signed a tryout contract with Aalborg (Denmark, AL-Bank Liga). The tryout runs until Nov. 1. He was released earlier by Oskarshamn (Sweden, Allsvenskan) after picking up three points, one of them a goal, in 10 games. . . .

 F Erik Christensen (Kamloops, Brandon, 1999-2004) signed for the rest of this season with HV71 Jönköping (Sweden, SHL) after being released by Lev Prague on Thursday. He is to arrive in Jönköping on Thursday. With Lev this season, he had a goal and an assist in 12 games.

 F Kris Beech (Calgary, 1996-2001) has signed a tryout deal with the Straubing Tigers (Germany, DEL). He played last season with Pardubice (Czech Republic, Extraliga), getting eight points, including two goals, in 21 games, and AIK Stockholm (Sweden, Elitserien), putting up five points, three of them goals, in 23 games. . . .

 D Tomas Fojtik (Portland, 2003-04) has been released by the Slough Jets (England, Premier). He had three assists in 10 games. . . .

 F Ned Lukacevic (Spokane, Swift Current, 2001-06) has been released by the Tohoku Free Blades Hachinohe (Japan, Asian HL). He had seven points, including two goals, in 10 games. . . . Lukacevic has since signed with the ECHL's Bakersfield Condors.

———

1. The Kootenay Ice was looking for a defenceman who could play in its top four; the Kamloops Blazers were looking for draft picks.

 So general managers Jeff Chynoweth (Ice) and Craig Bonner (Blazers) got together and swapped four players and three bantam draft picks on Tuesday.

 The Ice got F Tim Bozon and D Landon Cross, both 19, with the Blazers landing D Matt Thomas, 18, F Collin Shirley, 17, and the three picks -- first- and fifth-round selections in 2015 and a third-rounder in 2014.

 While Bozon, a third-round pick by the Montreal Canadians in the 2012 NHL draft who has signed with the Habs, is the biggest name in the deal, the swap's genesis came on the weekend when Ice general manager Jeff Chynoweth inquired about the availability of Cross.

 Chynoweth told me via text yesterday afternoon that he made the first call, inquiring "about Cross."

 "It just grew from there," Chynoweth said. "We thought why not ask about Bozon, thinking he would look very good playing with (Sam) Reinhart and (Jaedon) Descheneau."

 As well, Chynoweth said, "Cross gives us much needed depth on our back end."

 Bozon is coming off 71- and 91-point seasons and has seven points in 13 games this season. He is an interesting study because he was born in St. Louis, while his father, Philippe, was playing with the Blues, calls Switzerland home and plays internationally for France.

 Bozon had great chemistry for most of the last two seasons with forwards Colin Smith and JC Lipon, both of whom have signed NHL deals and are in the AHL. The Blazers don't have anyone who has been able to fit that well with Bozon, who has played like it. With the Ice, Bozon will get a chance to revive his role as a triggerman, this time alongside Reinhart and Descheneau.

 Cross, from Brandon, was a third-round pick by Kamloops in the 2009 bantam draft. In his third full WHL season, he has 24 points in 134 regular-season games. He has turned into a solid stay-at-home defender who should enjoy playing for Ice head coach Ryan McGill.

 Shirley, from Saskatoon, had 23 points, including nine goals, in 60 games last season. This season, he has three points, two of them goals, in 11 games. He was the 17th overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft.

 Thomas, who was listed by the Ice prior to last season, is from Calgary. He had two assists in 66 games last season and has one in 11 outings this season.

 Here's a paragraph from the Blazers' news release, which sums up their reason for making this trade: "In acquiring a first-round pick in 2015 and a third-round pick in 2014, the Blazers recoup draft picks that were traded to acquire defenceman Joel Edmundson last season and (forward) Tyson Ness this season."

 The Ice is off to a 6-5-2 start, and has scored 37 goals. Reinhart and Descheneau have accounted for 16 of those, and have combined for 42 points. Yes, Chynoweth and McGill will be eager to get a look at Bozon alongside those two.

 The Blazers are 4-9-0 and in a definite rebuilding/reloading mode, although they will continue to pursue a Western Conference playoff spot.

 The Ice next plays Friday against the visiting Portland Winterhawks, while the Blazers are at home to the Everett Silvertips on Saturday.

 The Ice is scheduled to visit Kamloops on Dec. 6.

 Meanwhile, the Ice has dropped D Clint Filbrandt, 18, from its roster. He is expected to end up with a junior A team. Filbrandt was acquired from the Tri-City Americans on May 14 for a fifth-round pick in the 2015 bantam draft.

 Some Twittering on the Kamloops-Kootenay swap:

 From Alan Caldwell (@smallatlarge): "I'm surprised Blazers are declaring themselves as sellers so early though. I didn't think they'd drop as much from last year as they have."

 From Trevor Crawley (@tcrawls) of the Cranbrook Daily Townsman: "#FunFact: Tim Bozon is the 4th @WHLKootenayICE player whose father played in the NHL (Elynuik, Reinhart & Dirk).)

 From Dan Russell (@DanRussellST): "Taking page out of brother Scott's book? Last yr D Musil signified rebuild mode in Oct for Van -Craig's T Bozon deal today says same in Kam?"

 From Regan Bartel (@Reganrant), the radio voice of the Kelowna Rockets: "I won't bet against Chynoweth. I mean really, have the @WHLKootenayICE ever sucked? No! Plus the little engine that could has 3 WHL titles."

 From Daniel Nugent-Bowman (@DNBsports) of the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix: "Spoke with Ice GM Jeff Chynoweth about the trade. Said talks started with Landon Cross and expanded from there."

 2. How did Hamilton Burger keep his job for so long?

 3. When the Kamloops Blazers played the Silvertips in Everett on Saturday night, it marked a return for Mark Ferner. Fired as the Silvertips' head coach last season, he now is the Blazers' associate coach. Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald checks in with Ferner right here.

 4. As I stroll the streets of downtown Vancouver, I notice that most pedestrians have only one free hand, the other carrying either a phone or a cup of coffee. (Of course, some of the more highly skilled pedastrians fill both hands.) Hilary Stout of The New York Times has more right here on our love affair with coffee. This is interesting stuff.

 5. Over at the Monday Morning Quarterback website, they are spending a lot of this week with the focus on concussions in football. You should check it out right here because it's important stuff.

 6. Steve Miller, an assistant coach with the Denver University Pioneers for more than 19 seasons, is flying like an eagle (sorry!) to a USHL expansion franchise that will begin play in Madison, Wis., next season. He will be the general manager and head coach in Madison. Miller starts his new job on Jan. 1.

 7. If you enjoy good hockey photos, check out this spot right here. You may even be interested in purchasing a photo or two. Yes, Chris Mast is involved.

 8. F Zach Jones scored with 1:05 left in the third period Tuesday night, giving the visiting Calgary Hitmen a 2-1 victory over the Kelowna Rockets. Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 38 shots. Attendance was 4,674. . . . In Lethbridge, the Portland Winterhawks scored three first-period goals and went on to a 3-2 victory over the Hurricanes. Portland, the WHL's defending champion, has won five straight games. . . . In Kennewick, Wash., F Phil Tot scored 34 seconds into the game and added an empty-netter as the Tri-City Americans dumped the Swift Current Broncos, 4-1. The Broncos went 0-5 on their U.S. Division swing and were outscored 24-10 in the process. 
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Blazers swing big deal with Ice 

By ADAM WILLIAMS

Daily News Sports Reporter

The Kamloops Blazers got younger Monday, sending first line-forward Tim Bozon and defenceman Landon Cross to the Kootenay Ice.

The trade of two prominent 19-year-olds could be seen as a sign that the focus is shifting more towards next season, although the club denies this.  

In return for Bozon and Cross the Blazers received forward Collin Shirley, defenceman Matt Thomas, a 2014 third-round pick and first- and fifth-round picks in the 2015 WHL bantam draft.

Bozon has played his entire WHL career in Kamloops and in 153 regular-season games he had 169 points, including 75 goals. Cross played 134 games for Kamloops, tallying three goals and adding 21 assists. 

 Bozon told The Daily News that he knew a deal was coming for the last 10 days.

“It’s a weird feeling,” he said, “but like I told lots of people before, I expected that, that was the plan. . . . I knew that I was going [to be] part of a trade, myself and [general manager] Craig Bonner decided for both parties — the team and myself — it would be better if I move on. I didn’t know when, I was playing for the last 10 days knowing that it would be my last days in Kamloops . . . it’s pretty exciting but also sad to leave Kamloops.”

Bonner didn’t go as far as to say Bozon requested a trade, instead describing it as a mutual decision that was best for both parties. Bozon said through discussion with his agent and Bonner it was decided it would be best if he finished his season off elsewhere.

Bonner added that it was important to recoup some of the draft picks the Blazers have traded away in years gone by. With only seven defencemen on the roster it was also necessary to bring in another one as part of the deal.

With restrictions on import players, like Bozon, who plays internationally for France, including roster limits and trade restrictions, Bonner said the pool for a trade was already somewhat limited. Kootenay came forth with what he said was the best deal available at the time.

“Obviously our record isn’t where we want it to be and Tim being one of the guys — his play obviously changed without Colin Smith and JC Lipon on our team,” Bonner said of Bozon’s former linemates, both of whom are now playing professionally. “I just thought, for both parties, it was probably time to move on and look at some options.

“I could see in the way he was playing he just wasn’t having the success and playing the way we expected him to. It’s tough when you go from playing with Colin Smith and JC Lipon to younger players.”

Bozon’s play to this point in the season hasn’t lived up to seasons past. He has just three goals and four assists in 13 games, after seasons of 91 and 71 points. The Blazers are 4-9-0-0 and Bonner felt the team needed a change. He said dealing the 19-year-olds didn’t mean the team was giving up on the playoffs or signaling that its focus has shifted towards next season.

“We’re 4-9 right now so to say that things are going good now," Bonner said, "and we’re getting rid of [players] and just going for the future isn’t exactly a correct statement…Quite frankly I’m — and the organization’s — not happy with where we’re at, we feel a change is needed at this point.”

The change comes in the form of Shirley, 17, and Thomas, 18. Shirley has 26 points, including 11 goals, in 71 career WHL games with the Ice. Head coach Dave Hunchak said he sees Shirley as a high-end player who will be playing in a top-six role for the Blazers.

 Thomas stands 6-foot-3, 192 pounds and will be given the opportunity to compete for a spot in the lineup.

Hunchak said the deal will also free up space for the likes of forwards Jesse Shynkaruk, Nathan Looysen and Eric Krienke to get more ice time; the deal is just as much about them. He said the coaching staff will be talking to the players about taking responsibility for this team and making use of the opportunity being given to them. 

And he rejected the notion that his players might take Bozon’s departure as a sign that the Blazers were giving up on this season.

“Our expectation is to make the playoffs,” he said. “That’s never changed.”

Bozon has spoken to Kootenay already and has been told that it is looking for him to put up points and score goals, which shouldn’t be too hard considering he said the Ice plans to play him alongside centre Sam Reinhart. Reinhart, the Ice’s captain, is expected to be a high pick in the first round of next year’s NHL draft. He was tied for second in league scoring with 32 points headed into play on Tuesday.

Bozon added the transition will be easier with Cross being traded as well. The two came into the league together and Bozon said Cross is one of his best friends. Bozon was hoping he would be traded with another player, it was just good luck it was Cross.

Cross, from Brandon, has been one of the Blazers’ top defencemen this season, often playing in a shutdown role with Sam Grist.

Though happy to be moving on, Bozon leaves the Blazers with good memories. The Ice will visit Interior Savings Centre on Dec. 6 and Cross and Bozon will play what might be their final games in Kamloops.

“The last two years have been amazing,” Bozon said. “The organization was great, I’m so thankful for that, they helped me to reach my goals. . . . It’s going to be weird to be on the ice in a different jersey and not be able to be in the same dressing room. I’m still two months away from it. I love the fans there, they’re great, I have so many good memories, every time I score a goal, to share my goals with the fans that’s pretty amazing and I’m going to miss that for sure. . . . I’m looking forward to it.”

awilliams@kamloopsnews.ca

twitter.com/adamwilliams87 
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Monday, October 21, 2013

 1. An update, just in case all of my wife's supporters are wondering how things are going. . . . Dorothy is doing quite well. She does find herself tiring easily, but we are told that is to be expected.

 Four years ago, a catheter was surgically implanted into her peritoneal cavity, something that allowed her to do peritoneal dialysis on a nightly basis. Of course, that practice ended when she had a kidney transplant on Sept. 23. That kidney continues to work extremely well and most of her numbers, especially creatinine, are great.

 The one exception in Monday's bloodwork involved phosphates. But that now is being dealt with and I would expect some improvement in the not-too-distant future. She smiled when she was told to eat pizza and also to have a Diet Coke per day. When you are on dialysis, they don't want phosphates in your system; when you have a working kidney, the opposite is true. So it could be that her system is trying to figure out what's going on with the mixed messages.

 We had our first serious excursion on Saturday, which included going to our son's place in Burnaby for dinner. Dorothy handled it quite well, but was awfully tired on Sunday and slept a lot of the day away. I managed to cope with football!

 So . . . things continue to progress and, really, that's all we can hope for.

 2. From the blog of Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province: "Goalie coach Paul Fricker is a casualty of the Vancouver Giants’ 2-7-1-1 start." . . . Giants owner Ron Toigo told Ewen that the team and Fricker have "parted ways." . . . Fricker was in his third season with the Giants. . . . Ewen's bog is right here.

 3. By now, you may have seen the video of the male New York Jets fan punching a New England Patriots sweater-wearing woman in the face after Sunday's NFL game. It seems that the male in question has done time . . . after he was involved in a stabbing death. The New York Daily News has more right here.

 4. F Austin Calladine, acquired by Saskatoon from the Calgary Hitmen on Sept. 26, has been released by the Blades. They had given up a conditional eighth-round pick in the 2015 bantam draft in the exchange. . . . Calladine, who is from Saskatoon, will turn 18 on Dec. 21. He got into three games with the Blades but wasn't able to get any points. . . . The Hitmen selected him 44th overall in the 2010 bantam draft. . . . Calladine played two games with the Blades, then suffered a brain injury that kept him out until Saturday.

 5. Mitch Love, a former hard-nosed WHLer who now is an assistant coach with the Everett Silvertips, is the push behind the Love to Cheer program.

 From a Silvertips news release:

 "The Everett Silvertips are proud to once again partner with The Everett Clinic Center for Behavioral Health this season to provide complimentary Silvertips tickets to patients receiving treatment through the Clinic. Created by Silvertips Assistant Coach Mitch Love last season, the initiative has been named the 'Love to Cheer' Program for 2013-14.

 Love spawned the idea last season as a tribute to the late John Dickey, his good friend and a longtime Silvertips season-ticket holder who passed away in 2012. To honor his friend, Love wanted to help people dealing with difficult circumstances in their lives by giving them the opportunity to enjoy a fun evening of Silvertips hockey free of charge."

 Great stuff.

 6. "This is a terrible quarter of football. Both of these teams are just bad." . . . It's the third quarter and ESPN's Mike Tirico sums up Monday's NFL game between the host New York Giants and Minnesota Vikings. Those teams were a combined 1-11 going into the game, so here's hoping Tirico wasn't surprised. . . . If you weren't aware, ESPN pays $1.9 billion for a season's worth of MNF.

 7. "How much are we paying for this game?" tweeted ESPN's Bob Ley.

 8. "This is the worst sporting event ever broadcasted," tweeted former NFL offensive lineman Steve Hutchinson.

 9. Jim Leyland won't be back as the manager of the Detroit Tigers. Fox-TV's Ken Rosenthal, who once covered the CFL's Baltimore Stallions for the Baltimore Sun, has a terrific piece on Leyland right here.

 10. While at St. Paul's Hospital on Monday, I finished one terrific book -- Whitey Bulger: America's Most Wanted Gangster and the Manhunt that Brought Him to Justice -- and started what is going to be another. I have read about 25 per cent of League of Denial: The NFL, Concussions and the Battle for Truth. . . . I'm not sure which of the two is the scariest. But they both read like fiction, which, of course, they aren't. 
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Blazers working to get back on track 

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter 

 There weren’t any Barcaloungers at Kamloops Blazers practice Monday, and the players weren’t passing around beach balls.

 For some, six days off might seem like a vacation; for the Blazers, it’s a chance to get their WHL season back on track.

 The Blazers are hard at work practising ahead of their Saturday home date against the Everett Silvertips. That game will come exactly one week after the Blazers lost 1-0 in Everett.

 Kamloops, at 4-9-0, has the third-worst record in the 22-team league. The Blazers are giving up an average of 36 shots against per game and have lost six of eight games.

 This time away from games — it’s tough to call it a break, really, considering the work the players are putting in — has come at a good time for the Blazers.

“We really need to have a good week of practice,” said 20-year-old forward Tyson Ness. “We have to change a lot to get to where we should be, and it’s got to be a big week for us.”

Aside from the nine days the Blazers will get at Christmas, this is their longest stretch between games this season. With 59 games remaining in the regular season, there’s a long way to go, but also a lot of work to do.

 There are some issues that can’t be fixed in practice, like discipline, which the Blazers have lacked all season. Kamloops has given its opposition 79 power plays, more than any other team, and, although the penalty kill is fifth in the league at 82 per cent, it takes its toll over time.

 Something that can be worked on in practice is offensive production.

“The one thing that we have to do a better job of is . . . I wouldn’t say dumbing down our game, but finding simpler ways to get pucks to the net and converging and getting second and third chances,” said Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak.

 Hunchak knew from the start that the Blazers would have a lot to learn this season. He and associate coach Mark Ferner have worked hard teaching the players, and skills coach Mike Needham and advisor to hockey operations Guy Charron — the Blazers’ former head coach — have pitched in as well.

 But the Blazers continue to be a work in progress.

“We’re a victim of the way we’ve played the last couple of years maybe,” Hunchak said. “We’ve had the skill to do certain things in the past and those younger guys coming up are thinking they can do the same things.”

Kamloops will play its next five games — and 10 of its next 11 — at Interior Savings Centre, where it is 3-3-0.

 The Blazers have won their past two home games, beating the Lethbridge Hurricanes 7-1 on Oct. 14 and the Seattle Thunderbirds 3-1 on Wednesday. Kamloops also had a solid effort despite the loss in Everett on Saturday, following a dud the game before, a 5-1 loss to the Giants in Vancouver on Friday.

  “Friday, we didn’t get the effort . . . we didn’t play hard at all,” Hunchak said. “Saturday we played hard, we were in the game, and we probably deserved a better fate. Having said that, we didn’t get a better fate.

“We aren’t going to deviate from our plan — our focus is to get better every day with the little things.”

Blazers trainer Colin Robinson has done a nice job keeping the players healthy — although luck does play a part — as Kamloops has only lost two man games to injury this season.

 Jordan Thomson (upper body) sat out practice Monday, with Hunchak saying, “It’s an issue that we have to be very cautious with — we want to make sure everything is looked after properly. He should be back on the ice by Wednesday, hopefully.”

The rest of the players are using this time to heal their aches and pains.

“Everyone has bruises on them, and we’ve all been in today to get them iced and everything,” Ness said. “Hopefully we’ll all be 100 per cent by the weekend.”

JUST NOTES: D Ryan Rehill, who was ejected from Saturday’s game for an interference major, won’t be suspended by the WHL. Rehill missed practice Monday for what Hunchak called a maintenance day. . . . Saturday’s game is scheduled to start at 7 p.m. . . . The Giants will be in town Sunday, 6 p.m., at ISC.
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Sunday, October 20, 2013

Clayton heads for Saskatoon 

1. "As I sit here," writes a loyal reader and WHL observer, "I’m looking at my 1977-78 WCHL Guide (Barry Beck) and my 1978-79 WHL Guide (Ryan Walter)…remember those Seattle Breakers jerseys!

 "Can’t remember how many times I sat on the toilet thumbing through these things. Do the hyper-critical, courageously anonymous, Internet snobs of the world bring their laptops in there with them these days? Maybe the times really have changed?"

 2. Chris Mast is a photographer who is making quite a name for himself when it comes to shooting hockey. He was at Saturday's game between the Kamloops Blazers and host Everett Silvertips, and the results are available right here.

 3. "I covered the NFL over four decades dating back to 1972," writes Leonard Shapiro in the Washington Post. "Now semi-retired myself and five years removed from day-to-day football coverage, I have one main regret: not focusing more of my reporting and writing on the absolute brutality of the sport, particularly the painful post-football lives of so many players." . . . That full piece is right here.

 4. Bill Dwyre, the sports editor of the Los Angeles Times, takes a look at League of Denial, the NFL, brain injuries and hypocrisy and he does it right here. This pretty much sums up the whole situation in one package.

 5. Quarterback Anthony Cavillo of the Montreal Alouettes has had his CFL season ended by a brain injury. As the quarterback, he is a prominent figure and has received a lot of publicity. But what of offensive lineman Andrew Woodruff, who hasn't played since July 4? Herb Zurkowsky of the Montreal Gazette has his story right here, and it's a scary one. 

 6. The Calgary Hitmen have dealt F Chase Clayton, 19, to the Saskatoon Blades for a conditional 2014 fifth-round bantam draft pick. . . . Clayton, from Abbotsford, B.C., has five points, including one goal, in 11 games this season. A first-round pick in the 2009 bantam draft, he has 62 points, 21 of them goals, in 183 career games. . . . The Blades have only one other 1994-born forward -- Brett Stovin turns 19 on Oct. 31.
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Friday, October 18, 2013

 1. It's safe to say the stuff hit the fan in Lethbridge on Friday afternoon.

 The Hurricanes issued a news release that began: "The Lethbridge Hurricanes announced Friday that veteran forwards Jaimen Yakubowski and Sam Mckechnie are no longer with the club." Both players are 19 years of age.

 Brad Robson, in his first season as the team's general manager, later told Dale Woodard of the Lethbridge Herald:

“We talked to all the veterans, the coaching staff and myself and in discussion yesterday and right up to today we made the decision that these two players don’t want to be here and at the request of their families, agents and themselves and with discussion with them today, they want to be moved.

“So it was best for the hockey club that we have the players here that want to be here and the players that don’t want to be, we’ll move them.”

Robson said there isn't a timeline for making a deal or deals.

 Last season, Yakubowski had 50 points, including a team-high 32 goals, in 66 games. Mckechnie, in 72 games, had 43 points, 26 of them goals. This season, Yakubowski has one goal in 11 games, while Mckechnie has a goal and two assists in nine games.

 The Hurricanes, under freshman coach Drake Berekhowsky, are 1-9-1 and already in danger of missing the playoffs for a fifth straight season. They have lost seven in a row.

“We’re trying to build a culture and if they don’t want to be a part of this organization, that’s what it is. It is what it is,” Berehowsky told Woodard. “I know those guys have been around for a long time, so I think some of the guys were surprised. But we’ll move forward and move on. We appreciate everything those two have done for the organization. We’re building something new here and it’s going to be something special.”

You have to wonder how the Hurricanes' management can sell this disaster to the fans in the Alberta city.

 For more, check out Small Thoughts At Large right here.

 The Hurricanes are at home against the Saskatoon Blades tonight. The Blades have at least a point in eight straight games.

 2. Meanwhile, the Hurricanes have dropped G Jonny Hogue, 17, from their roster. He is expected to join the AJHL's Drumheller Dragons. An eighth-round pick in the 2011 bantam draft, Hogue played in one game with the Hurricanes this season. . . . This leaves the Hurricanes with Corbin Boes, 20, and Chris Tai, who turns 18 on Dec. 1, to handle the goaltending.

 3. Bum Phillips, who had a colourful 11-year run as an NFL head coach, died Friday at his ranch in Goliad, Texas. He was 90. . . . He once said: "When I die, they should put on my tombstone: ‘He would have lived a whole lot longer if it wasn’t for the Pittsburgh Steelers.’ ” . . . Frank Litsky of The New York Times has more right here.

 There's more right here on Phillips, including a whole bunch of his expressions, sayings and witticisms.

 4. Mike Carter of the Seattle Times is covering a rather bizarre story that begins:

 "The wife of Seattle Mariners outfielder Carlos Peguero is facing federal wire-fraud charges for allegedly using a debit card belonging to the wife of star pitcher Felix Hernandez to make nearly $180,000 in online purchases, according to sources and court documents."

 That complete story is right here.

 The Saskatoon Blades have points in eight straight games after scoring three third-period goals and beating the host Kootenay Ice 4-2 on Friday night. Saskatoon is 6-0-2 in its last eight outings. . . . In Red Deer, Edmonton G Tristan Jarry picked up his first shutout of the season and F Curtis Lazar had two goals and two assists as the Oil Kings beat the Rebels, 4-0. . . .

 The Regina Pats ran their winning streak to five games with a 4-3 overtime victory over the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers. F Chandler Stephenson scored the winner and is on a 10-game point streak. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk drew an assist on the winner to run his point streak to 10 games. . . .

 F Mitch Holmberg scored twice, the first the 100th of his WHL career, as the host Spokane Chiefs beat the Everett Silvertips, 4-2. Holmberg, riding a 12-game point streak, leads the WHL in goals (16) and points (31). . . . In Kennewick, Wash., the Victoria Royals had their five-game winning streak end as they were beaten 4-2 by the Tri-City Americans. F Rodney Southam scored his first two goals for the Americans. . . .

 In Portland, the Winterhawks edged the Swift Current Broncos, 5-4, before heading out on a five-game road trip, their longest trek of the season. . . . The Vancouver Giants got goals from F Ty Ronning, who turns 16 on Sunday, and F Alec Baer, 16, as they ended an eight-game losing streak with a 5-1 victory over the visiting Kamloops Blazers. It was Vancouver's first home appearance after a six-game swing through the East Division. . . . Vancouver D Dalton Thrower, in his 250th regular-season game, got the winner in his home debut. He is the Giants' captain. . . . Kamloops G Bolton Pouliot left with a possible head injury after a goal-mouth collision with a teammate early in the first period. . . . The Blazers are scheduled to play in Everett tonight. . . .

 In Kent, Wash., F Jordan Tkatch scored in the sixth round of a shootout as the Prince George Cougars beat the Seattle Thunderbirds, 5-4. . . . Seattle F Mathew Barzal ran his point streak to seven games with two assists. . . . The Cougars scored two late third-period goals to force OT. 
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Thursday, October 17, 2013

 1. Someone out there isn't at all upset that the WHL has chosen not to print its once-annual Guide this season:

 "A paragraph on the WHL not printing a media guide? It's called the internet Gregg. There's more to than your blog. All the info that used to be in the guide can be found online.

 "A paragraph about kids playing hockey year 'round?

 "Stop whining. I come here to get informed and end up feeling sorry for you. You've made your living covering hockey, but clearly hate the sport.

 "What does that say about you?"

———

And then there is this tweet from @schm0869: "First, glad your wife is doing well! Second, I remember begging my dad to spend $8 on the 85-86 WHL Guide, it's a shame."

 2. When F Ryan Gropp revealed earlier this week that he was leaving the BCHL's Penticton Vees to join the Seattle Thunderbirds, he told Mark Hunter of the Kamloops Daily News that his insertion in the lineup would be delayed until paperwork related to his visa was completed.

 The Thunderbirds are saying that wasn't the case at all.

 An email from Ian Henry, the Thunderbirds' director of public and media relations, included what he said has become the response from general manager Russ Farwell: "Not true. He was on our petition originally and is not playing due to his injury."

 It turns out that Gropp has a groin injury and will play once it is healed, perhaps as early as this weekend.

 3. If you were watching The Late Show with David Letterman on Wednesday, you may have noticed that Chris Zasche, the bass guitarist from the Seattle-based group The Head and the Heart, was wearing a Seattle Thunderbirds sweater while performing. If you missed it, the peformance is right here.

 The afore-mentioned Ian Henry sends word that "Tim Shaw, who does corporate sales and marketing (for the Thunderbirds), plays on a men’s league team with Chris. Chris emailed Tim that he was going to wear the jersey."

 And there he was, right on Letterman. It's hard to get better exposure than that.

 4. The Everett Silvertips have dealt F Mitch Skapski to the Victoria Royals for the rights to D Mark Nerland, who is playing with the AJHL's Camrose Kodiaks. Both players were born in 1996.

 Skapski, 17, had gotten into just one game with the Silvertips. Last season, he played in 34 games, scoring twice. Skapski, from Abbotsford, B.C., was a fourth-round selection by the Portland Winterhawks in th 2011 bantam draft. He was acquired by Everett in the deal that had D Seth Jones move to Portland. Skapski also has two brothers with WHL connections — G Mackenzie Skapski is with the Kootenay Ice, while Marshall, a defenceman, was a third-round selection by the Medicine Hat Tigers in the 2013 bantam draft.

 Nerland, from Okotoks, Alta., won't turn 17 until Dec. 17. He has two assists in eight games with the Kodiaks. Last season, he played with the midget AAA Strathmore UFA Bisons.

 5. The Regina Pats have dropped G Spencer Tremblay, 18, from their roster, as they got down to two goaltenders. . . Tremblay, who had played 46 minutes this season, is expected to join the MJHL's Waywayseecappo Wolverines. . . . That leaves Regina with Dawson MacAuley, 18, and Mac Engel, 20, as its goaltenders.

 6. The Kelowna Rockets have lost F Austin Glover, 17, for what is estimated to be between two and four months. Glover, from Clavet, Sask., suffered a broken ankle in the third period of Wednesday's 6-0 victory over the visiting Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . He had three points, one of them a goal, in five games this season, after putting up four points, including one goal, in 31 games last season. . . . The Rockets also are without D Jesse Lees, who suffered a wrist injury in a 4-3 shootout loss to the visiting Seattle Thunderbirds a week ago. According to Larry Fisher of the Kelowna Daily Courier, Lees had a cast on one forearm on Thursday. "We're not sure how long Jesse is going to be out, but hopefully it's not that long," Kelowna head coach Ryan Huska told Fisher.

 7. The NHL season is young, but the Nashville Predators sure do like what they have seen so far from D Seth Jones. Lisa Dillman of the Los Angeles Times has more right here.

 8. A tweet from Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald: "I'm gonna guess Jonny Hogue has been released by the Hurricanes, based on tweets from teammates."

 Hogue, a 17-year-old goaltender gave up six goals in his only appearance with Lethbridge this season. . . . His departure would leave the Hurricanes with two goaltenders — Corbin Boes, 20, and Chris Tai, 18.

 9. G Cole Bruns of the USHL's Omaha Lancers had his season-opening shutout run come to an end on Thursday night. Bruns opened with five straight shutouts. But the streak ended at 309 minutes 41 seconds last night in a 4-2 loss to the Waterloo BlackHawks.

 10. F Greg Chase's shootout goal gave the host Calgary Hitmen a 4-3 victory over the Saskatoon Blades last night. The Blades, who tied the game with two third-period goals, still have points in seven straight games. 
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Wednesday, October 16, 2013

 1. Another fan checks in with thoughts on the WHL's decision not to print its Guide for this season:

 "I too was disappointed that the WHL did not publish a print copy. I did go to fedex office and they printed out the guide for me in a spiral bind for $27."

 2. F Ryan Pruden of the Saskatoon Blades was scheduled for surgery on Wednesday in Winnipeg to repair a fractured scaphoid left over from March. The Winnipegger is likely to miss at least two months. . . . Pruden, 17, was pointless in three games this season. He was a 13th-round selection in the 2011 bantam draft.

 3. The Vancouver Giants, who have been short on size and depth up front, have acquired F Trent Lofthouse, who turns 19 on Nov. 17, from the Victoria Royals for a 2014 eighth-round bantam draft pick. The 6-foot-3, 185-pound Lofthouse, who has two points in 11 games with Victoria, is in his third WHL season. A native of Surrey, B.C., the son of former WHLer Mark Lofthouse, Trent began his career with the Everett Silvertips. He has 23 points in 112 regular-season games. . . . Lofthouse is expected to make his debut with the Giants on Friday against the visiting Kamloops Blazers.

 4. The BCHL's Trail Smoke Eaters' board of directors reacted to a 4-9-1-1 start by firing general manager/head coach Bill Birks on Wednesday. Birks had been head coach since May 2011. He joined Trail as an assistant coach during the summer of 2010. . . . Barry Zanier and Craig Clare, the club's two assistant coaches, have taken over as interim head coaches while the board searches for a new head man.

 5. The Everett Silvertips have dropped D Lucas Skrumeda, 17, from their roster. He is expected to join the MJHL's Winnipeg Blues. He had yet to get into a game with the Silvertips.

 6. D Zach Hodder, 20, has joined the BCHL's Coquitlam Express. Hodder had one assist in six games with the Moose Jaw Warriors before leaving the team last week. He also has played in the WHL with the Vancouver Giants, Saskatoon Blades, Prince Albert Raiders and Medicine Hat Tigers.

 7. Former Moose Jaw Warriors general manager Ralph Schmidt died on Saturday in East Chatfield Beach, Sask., near North Battleford. . . . He was the Warriors' general manager for three years, leaving in June 2001. . . . An obituary is located right here.

 8. D Riley Stadel, who scored twice in 49 games as a freshman last season, counted three times last night as his Kelowna Rockets dropped the visiting Lethbridge Hurricanes, 6-0. Stadel, who also had an assist, has seven goals this season. . . . The Rockets, who held a 62-26 edge in shots, were 3-for-13 on the PP as the Hurricanes took 72 of 106 penalty minutes. . . . Lethbridge, which has lost seven in a row, went 0-4 on a swing into the B.C. Division and was outscored 21-4 in the process. . . . F Tim Bozon scored twice as the host Kamloops Blazers beat Seattle, 3-1, to snap the Thunderbirds' five-game winning streak. F Ryan Gropp, who left the BCHL's Penticton Vees and joined the Thunderbirds on Tuesday, didn't play as he waits for the paperwork to be completed. . . .

 Brandon D Ryan Pulock tied it with 16 seconds left in the third period and F Taylor Cooper won it at 1:51 of OT as the Wheat Kings got past the host Moose Jaw Warriors, 3-2. . . . In Portland, F Adam Rossignol scored the winner on his 20th birthday as the Winterhawks dumped the Tri-City Americans, 4-1. D Garrett Haar was plus-4. . . .

 F Logan Nelson ran his goal-scoring streak to six games as his Victoria Royals beat the visiting Prince George Cougars, 5-4. Nelson scored his side's fifth goal, giving Victoria a 5-3 lead after it had almost given up a 4-0 edge. . . . In three previous meetings, the two teams had combined for six goals. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka is 8-0 against the Cougars over the last two seasons. . . . The Royals have won five in a row, all at home. . . . F Mitch Holmberg and F Mike Aviani each scored twice and added two assists as the host Spokane Chiefs dropped the Swift Current Broncos, 5-1. Holmberg has 14 goals; Aviani has 11.

 9. One of the problems with concussions is that they can't be measured definitively. Geoffrey Mohan of the Los Angeles Times writes right here about a man who is working to shed light on that situation and the key may involve fruit flies. Seriously, give this a read.
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Tuesday, October 15, 2013

 1. F Ryan Gropp, the sixth overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft, won't make his WHL debut in his hometown of Kamloops tonight (Wednesday) as the Seattle Thunderbirds meet the Blazers. Gropp left the BCHL's Penticton Vees to join the Thunderbirds on Tuesday, also giving up his commitment to the U of North Dakota in the process. He had said he would attend UND in the fall of 2014.

 Mark Hunter of the Kamloops Daily News reports that "because of paperwork issues involved with playing for a team based in the U.S., Gropp can’t play in tonight’s game, and might not even make it into the lineup until next week."

 Gropp has a late 1996 birthday (Sept. 16, one day after the NHL draft cutoff) and is projected as an early selection in the NHL's 2015 draft. He had eight points, three of them goals, in 10 games with the Vees this season, after putting up 31 points, including 12 goals, in 50 games last season.

 If you have paid attention to the Gropp saga, you won't have been surprised by his decision. He didn't commit to UND until earlier this summer. Obviously, then, there have been some doubts in his mind, and you can bet that he has been hearing from Seattle freshman F Mathew Barzal, the first overall selection in the 2012 bantam draft who has put up 14 points in his first 10 WHL games, and good friend Joe Hicketts, the sophomore defenceman with the Victoria Royals. Barzal leads the Thunderbirds, who are 8-2-0, in assists (11) and points (14).

 2. Chris Peters, the editor of the United States of Hockey, also writes for cbssports.com. In his latest essay, he makes a strong case that the time has come to stop the fighting. The final straw as far as Peters is concerned? The horrible incident in the USHL on Saturday night. . . . Peters' piece is right here.

 3. League of Denial, the documentary that aired last week on Frontline, created quite a stir. Of course, there was quite a stir weeks before it aired when ESPN moved to distance itself from the show. Robert Lipsyte is ESPN's ombudsman; if you aren't aware of him, he also is a wonderful writer. Right here, he takes a look at all that went on from start to finish and then some.

 4. Another note from a WHL fan about the league's decision not to print a Guide this season:

"I couldn't agree more with you and the others about the lack of a WHL Guide this year. As someone who lives on the U.S. East Coast and listens to games over the Internet, it has been absolutely indispensable. I can't fathom the short-sightedness of the people who manage the league."

 5. It was early this year when Brent Sutter, the owner, GM and head coach of the Red Deer Rebels, told Jason Gregor of the Edmonton Journal: "You just don’t have as many players today that are as good athletes as they used to be. Too much today, especially in young players, is focused on hockey 12 months a year. They don’t play soccer, they don’t play baseball or tennis or the other things that people used to do.” . . . It turns out there are a whole lot of one-sport athletes out there and it seems to be causing a bunch of problems. The headline reads: Injuries exploding as youths focus on one sport. . . . Ron Kroichick's story from sfgate.com is right here.

 The Swift Current Broncos have released F Jordan Wittman, 17, from their roster and he will join the SJHL's Kindersley Klippers. A third-round pick in the 2011 bantam draft, Wittman, from Stewart Valley, Sask., had yet to play in a regular-season game, after putting up two points in six preseason games. . . .

 The Regina Pats have added G Mac Engel, 20, to their roster after G Teagan Sacher, who turns 19 on Dec. 1, left the team to attend the U of Winnipeg. . . . Sacher, who is from Winnipeg, has had an undisclosed injury and played in just two games. Last season, in 26 games, he was 8-13-2, 3.87, .883. . . . Engel was claimed off waivers from the Prince George Cougars. He has career numbers of 52-51-14, 2.91, .894 in 135 games with the Spokane Chiefs and Prince George. . . . Engel's arrival leaves the Pats with three 20-year-olds, the others being F Boston Leier and F Dyson Stevenso. . . . Regina's roster includes two other goaltenders — Dawson MacAuley and Spencer Tremblay, both 18. . . .

 The visiting Prince Albert Raiders and the Edmonton Oil Kings were 1:26 into the first period at Rexall Place last night when the lights went out. They stayed out for almost two hours, with play resuming at 9 p.m. . . . Naturally, the game went all the way to a shootout after Prince Albert F Reid Gardiner tied it at 2 with 16.6 seconds left in the third period. . . . In the end, Raiders G Cole Cheveldave stopped 37 shots and three more in the circus, helping his side to a 3-2 victory. 
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Monday, October 14, 2013

 1. Less than 48 hours after a game was suspended following an injury to a player during a fight, the USHL AHLcommissioner said his league is going to take a hard look at the role fighting plays. . . . “I’m convening a special meeting of our competition committee to see whether we’re being too tolerant of fighting,” USHL commissioner Skip Prince told Will Z. Klein of The New York Times. . . . That story is right here.

 2. On Monday, the USHL issued a comprehensive news release covering the fight during which D Dylan Chanter of the Dubuque Fighting Saints was injured. That release is right here.

 3. During Sunday night's NFL telecast on NBC, Bob Costas editorialized on the refusal of Washington Redkins' owner Daniel Snyder to change his team's nickname. Right here, Dave Zirin of The Nation offers up his take on what Costas did.

 4. When Don Matthews was coaching in the CFL, he was a real hombre, or, at least, he came off like one. He carried himself like a real gunslinger. It was, he says, all an act. Today, Matthews is 74 years of age and a whole lot mellower. Herb Zurkowsky of the Montreal Gazette has more on The Don right here.

 5. The Vancouver Giants are back home with a 1-7-2 record after having lost six straight on an East Division road swing. . . . Here's Steve Ewen in the Vancouver Province: "Part of Vancouver's slow start can be attributed to injuries, and (GM Scott) Bonner says that forwards Dalton Sward (upper body) and Travis McEvoy (upper body) should be back for Friday against Kamloops. Forward Cain Franson (upper body) is day-to-day, winger Scott Cooke (lower body) should start skating on Friday and winger Rob Trzonkowski (upper body) is probably three weeks away." . . . Ewen's complete story is right here.

 6. The Kamloops Blazers, who beat the visiting Lethbridge Hurricanes 7-1 on Monday afternoon, will be at home to the Seattle Thunderbirds on Wednesday night before playing in Vancouver on Friday. . . . The Blazers, like the Giants, are off to a rather slow start -- they are 3-7-0. . . . Don't forget that the Blazers' first half will be home heavy as they'll be out of their building for the Tim Hortons Brier in late February and early March.

 7. A Monday tweet from Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald: "7-1 for Blazers, Canes start is sadder than that last episode of Glee." . . . The Hurricanes have lost six in a row and are 1-8-1. Purcell also pointed out that this is the team's worst start since at least 1996-97.

 8. A Steve Bartman night at Wrigley Field, 10 years after the incident? Doesn't seem that it will happen. Ben Strauss of The New York Times has more right here.

 9. There was some really good baseball viewing available over the long weekend, but I'm wondering if Gary Thorne and Rick Sutcliffe ever stop for a breath. Gentlemen, every play is not the final play of Game 7, and there isn't anything wrong with a bit of silence one in a while. Ease up a bit!

 The Prince George Cougars and Victoria Royals have played three times this season, and each game has ended in a shutout. The host Royals won 3-0 on Monday. Earlier, the Cougars posted a 2-0 victory, while the Royals also won, 1-0. . . . Victoria F Logan Nelson scored twice on Monday; he's got goals in five straight games and seven snipes on the season. . . . Royals G Patrik Polivka has three shutouts in 10 games; last season, as a freshman, he put up two in 53 games. . . . The Saskatoon Blades are 5-0-1 in their last six games after winning 2-1 over the host Moose Jaw Warriors on Monday. . . . In Regina, the Pats made it four straight victories with a 5-1 triumph over the Brandon Wheat Kings. 
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Bruns burning it up 

1. The note here the other day about the WHL discontinuing the publication of its annual Guide brought this response from a long-time season-ticket holder:

 "Sad to note the impending demise to the WHL official guide. Not embarrassed to admit that it is likely to most-opened volume on my shelves on an annual basis.....from Ken Franski in Regina in the '60s to the host of players that have followed, the guide information is easilly retreived good memories of long past and recent times. May result in loss of my season tickets in favour of periodic visits to the games. Nothing like nostalgia to help fan the emotions of hard core followers. Sad news!"

 2. Hey, how about G Cole Bruns and the start he is off to this season with the USHL's Omaha Lancers? On Saturday night, the Lancers dumped the visiting Des Moines Buccaneers 7-0, improving their record to 5-0.

 Bruns, who is from Prairie Grove, Ill., has been in goal for each of those games and, in fact, has yet to allow a goal. That's right! He has opened the season with five straight shutouts, stopping 117 straight shots in the process.

 Omaha next plays Thursday when it meets the host Waterloo Black Hawks.

 3. William C. Rhoden of The New York Times argues right here that Daniel Snyder, the owner of the NFL's Washington Redskins, is headed towards moral bankruptcy, and it's hard to disagree with him. Yes, it all has to do with Snyder's refusal to change the nickname of his football team.

 4. Things got scary in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, on Saturday evening when Dylan Chanter, 18, of the Dubuque Fighting Saints fell during a fight in a USHL game with the RoughRiders. Chanter hit his head on the ice and appeared to suffer a seizure, after which the game was suspended. Thankfully, no serious damage appears to have been done, as Chanter, who is from Armstrong, B.C., was released from hospital later in the evening. He also tweeted that he was "awake and okay." . . . Frankly, I was stunned to learn that the USHL, which is a major supplier of talent to the NCAA, hadn't banned fighting. I still can't figure out why it hasn't. . . . Neate Sager of Yahoo! Sports has more on the Chanter story, including a video of the incident, if you haven't already seen it. All of that is right here. . . . Chanter's WHL rights belong to the Portland Winterhawks -- he is on their college list as he has committed to the U of New Hampshire. Mike Johnston, the GM and head coach of the Winterhawks, was in contact with the Chanter family on Saturday night. . . . There's more on the Chanter situation right here.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

PhotobucketPhotobucketPhotobucket 

 Posted by Gregg Drinnan   at 12:10 AM    0 comments        

 Labels: Cole Bruns, Dylan Chanter  

Friday, October 11, 2013

 1. Dr. Ann McKee doesn't particularly like it, but she has become the pubic face of the ongoing research into brain injuries in sports.

 Jon Solomon of the Birmingham News takes an intriguing look right here at Dr. McKee, who admits that, through it all, she remains a fan of the Green Bay Packers.

 "You live in conflict," McKee said. "I have a little easier time watching the NFL than college or high school. I used to go to the high school games and now I have trouble with it. The NFL players get big rewards from it. I feel at least the NFL has made big changes to help their safety. And they're adults -- they can make good decisions."

 McKee also points out that her work has nothing to do with trying to destroy football or any other sport.

 "This isn't about football, this is about people," McKee told Solomon. "This is a story about people who played sports and had a really bad outcome. I don't ever think in my head 'bad football.' It's more, 'Listen to what's happening and let's try to change this.' "

 She also told Solomon: "I love sports, OK? But I think we really need to take it on ourselves to not be so crazy about sports, not to risk someone's future just because we think they might be the next star."

 She is correct.

 2. The fallout from Jumbogate continued Friday.

 Jason Botchford of the Vancouver Province, who posted a lewd comment made by Thornton following a game-day skate on Thursday, doesn’t seem to be getting much support, unless it's from friends and co-workers.

 Kevin Allen of USA Today said on Sportsnet that he had spoken with "many" sports reporters and there wasn't much, if any, support for Botchford's decision. "It's almost universal that no one would have reported it," Allen said.

 Allen, a highly respected hockey writer who will be presented with the Lester Patrick Award for outstanding service to hockey in the United States on Dec. 2, admitted that he was "just  stunned" by Botchford's decision.

 "That happens all the time . . . guys make comments, they interject their thoughts in the middle of interviews, it's usually humour-based," Allen said. "We all hear it. We all ignore it. It's kind of an implied off the record."

 Allen said he wouldn't even have considered using the comment, adding that had he chosen to he would have been fired within 20 minutes.

 "To me," Allen added, "the reporter, I would say, went rogue. He went outside of what I would say is acceptable practice."

 A number of years ago I was the president of the Western Major Junior Hockey Writers Association and we were working to get the WHL to allow us access to dressing rooms. 0ne day, I met  with media relations, public relations and marketing officials in a Vancouver hotel, and attempted to state our case as to why newspaper reporters needed that access.

 At the end of the day, the team reps were fearful of exactly what happened with Botchford and Thornton, and the teams were even more concerned because reporters who cover major junior hockey are dealing mostly with teenagers. Those teenagers, the school of thought was, might easily say something without realizing the consequences.

 In the end, the issue of dressing room access was left up to individual teams, although the WHL does have rules about player availability. In Kamloops, for example, I haven't set foot in the Blazers dressing room in a number of years.

 And now there are rumblings that NHL players may ask for time limits when reporters are on their turf.

 Aaron Ward, a former NHLer who now is a studio analyst with TSN, posted three tweets on Friday morning. Here they are, having been combined:

 "Bottom line on SJ lockeroom quote. Having been on both sides, this is a media/player relationship-killer. Sets it back now bc players could believe they have lost established comfort level with media on what is in fact NEWS. Told by players they may ask to put reporters back on the clock and when availability is up, they will be asked to leave. Not good for a game we are all still trying to grow."

 And then there is Jack Todd, a columnist whose work appears in the Montreal Gazette. Todd tweeted: "Thanks to the moron who made Joe Thornton’s comments public, we may never get a good quote out of a hockey locker room again."

 3. Roy MacGregor of The Globe and Mail writes that fighting in hockey has to go. As he points out, the designated fighters aren't needed to police a game that already has police, as in on-ice officials, to do just that. That column is right here.

 4. Ted Clarke of the Prince George Citizen has an interesting story right here that explores the link between Major League Baseball's playoffs and the 2009 World Baseball Challenge, the terrific baseball tournament whose home is in Prince George. This is neat stuff.

 5. Sheldon Kennedy, who continues to do such terrific work, took his message about child abuse and how to deal with it to Penn State this week. There is more right here.

 6. Donald E. Miller Jr. is a dead man. How does he know that? A judge told him so. Yes, Miller was in front of a judge this week. That judge told Miller that, as far as the law is concerned, he is deceased. Check out the story right here.

 F Devin Oakes, who was released by the Kamloops Blazers earlier this week, has joined the BCHL's Merritt Centennials. Oakes, 18, is from Prince Rupert, B.C. He was pointless in two games with the Blazers this season. . . .

 D Jesse Forsberg, who was dealt by the Seattle Thunderbirds to Moose Jaw this week, didn't play for the Warriors in Brandon on Friday night. According to James Gallo of the Warriors, Forsberg has a hip-pointer. . . . Prior to that game in Brandon, Andy Neal of Shaw TV tweeted: "Last Friday's W for Brandon was Kelly McCrimmon's 334th career victory behind the bench, moves past Willie Desjardins for 18th most all-time." . . . The Wheat Kings won 3-2 in a shootout last night. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock was back after a one-game injury-related absence. . . . Moose Jaw F Todd Fiddler was a healthy scratch. . . . The host Kelowna Rockets and Seattle Thunderbirds went to OT for the seventh time in the last 12 meetings between the teams last night. Seattle won this one, 4-3. . . .

 F Boston Leier is loving life in Regina. He scored three times last night — it was the 20-year-old's first WHL hat trick — as the Pats dropped the Vancouver Giants 5-4 in OT. Leier, who was acquired from the Medicine Hat Tigers on Oct. 2, has five goals and an assist in his last two games. . . . The Giants have lost seven in a row. According to Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post, the Giants are without five injured forwards. . . .

 The Red Deer Rebels may have lost F Vukie Mpofu to injury in the third period of a 4-3 OT victory over the visiting Prince Albert Raiders last night. According to Red Deer Advocate sports editor Greg Meachem, Mpofu left "after being taken into the boards by the Raiders’ Mackenze Stewart, and didn’t return." Stewart was hit with a boarding major and game misconduct and may be looking at a suspension. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Hunchak rips into Blazers after loss
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By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

If the Kamloops Blazers managed to accomplish anything Sunday, it was upsetting their head coach.

"The guys in that room have to check their chests and see where their heartbeats are," said Dave Hunchak, after the Blazers dropped their fourth straight game, 4-1 to the Vancouver Giants at Interior Savings Centre.

"We feel we prepare our team as well as anybody, they get all the information that they need to go and perform, but when it comes right down to it, you have to perform."

The Blazers, now 4-10-1, certainly haven't been the most consistent or dangerous team in the WHL, but they tend to work hard, and have only put in two non-efforts so far. The first was on Oct. 18, when they lost 5-1 in Vancouver.

The second was last night, with the Giants hammering away in the first period and cruising on home.

"I'm extremely disappointed with our effort in that first period," Hunchak said. "We allowed 20 shots in our building. For whatever reason, guys weren't ready to go tonight."

Kamloops' Aspen Sterzer opened the scoring a team-record six seconds into the game, before the Blazers stood around and watched the Giants take a 2-1 lead before the period was out.

Kamloops was moderately better in the second period, but the Giants, whom the Blazers tend to make look like the 1984-85 Edmonton OIlers, scored twice more. The way Kamloops was playing, and with the Blazers giving Vancouver four third-period power plays, there was no chance of a comeback.

"We're working hard sometimes, but not enough," said Sterzer, who now has six goals on the season. "We're very inconsistent and, to be honest, we got outworked most of the time. We need to execute a lot better and as a group . . . we have to work a lot harder."

Kamloops lost 7-6 in overtime to the Everett Silvertips at ISC on Saturday night and, although the Blazers put in a solid effort in that one, there was a major similarity with the Vancouver game - penalties.

The Blazers gave the Giants eight power plays, a night after giving the Silvertips nine. Everett was able to capitalize on four of their chances, with Vancouver scoring one power-play goal.

Vancouver's go-ahead goal came on a power play, as did Everett's overtime winner.

"Frustration is what it is," said Hunchak, whose Blazers have given their opponents the most power plays in the WHL. "Guys are taking bad penalties at bad times. It's frustration because they want to try to make a difference, but you've got to make a difference without taking penalties.

"We got out-worked tonight. Bottom line, we got outworked."

Carter Popoff, Brett Kulak, Jackson Houck and Tim Traber scored for the Giants, and Payton Lee made 33 saves. Bolton Pouliot made 43 saves for Kamloops.

Josh Winquist scored the overtime winner for Everett on Saturday, with Matt Pufahl, Ben Betker, Tyler Sandhu, Dawson Leedahl, Manraj Hayer and Cole McDonald also scoring in the victory. Auston Lotz made 24 saves in the victory.

Chase Souto had two goals and two assists Saturday, with Matt Needham scoring a goal and picking up four assists. Sterzer, Cole Ully and Josh Connolly also scored for Kamloops, and Taran Kozun turned aside 29 shots.

JUST NOTES: Attendance Sunday was 3,681, after 4,227 was announced for Saturday's game. . . . Seattle's Dean Sexsmith holds the WHL record for fastest goal to start a game, five seconds, which he set against the Victoria Cougars on Jan. 31, 1987. No one with the Blazers was able to provide the old club record. . . . Vancouver G Jared Rathjen (undisclosed) didn't dress due to injury. The Giants dressed G Jake Morrissey as an emergency backup. Morrissey is property of the Kelowna Rockets, and plays at the Delta Hockey Academy. . . . Sunday's Daily News Three Stars - 1. Popoff: Always finding open ice; 2. Lee: made the saves when he needed to; 3. Kulak: Very good on the back end. . . . Saturday's Daily News Three Stars - 1. Winquist: Great even before the OT winner; 2. Souto: Having a great month; 3. MacDonald: Did his job nicely. . . . The Blazers, who are two games into a stretch in which they play nine of 10 games at home, will welcome the Spokane
Newest Blazers hoping to contribute
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By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

By this point, shock has turned into pure excitement for Collin Shirley and Matt Thomas.

Shirley, Thomas and the Kamloops Blazers have spent the past three days getting to know each other before the weekend, with Kamloops playing the Everett Silvertips today, 7 p.m., and the Vancouver Giants on Sunday, 6 p.m., at Interior Savings Centre.

The pair was acquired, along with three draft picks, from the Kootenay Ice on Tuesday in exchange for 19-year-old forward Tim Bozon and 19-year-old defenceman Landon Cross. Shirley, 17, is a 6-foot-2 left-winger, while the 18-year-old Thomas is a 6-foot-3 defenceman.

It was a blockbuster deal - the biggest in the WHL to this point in the season - but both players are fitting in nicely so far.

"It can be tough coming into a new group of guys, and it's different than back in Cranbrook," Shirley said. "But it's a good fit, lots of good guys, and I couldn't be more excited."

In addition to Shirley and Thomas, the Blazers received the Ice's third-round pick in the 2014 WHL bantam draft, along with first- and fifth-round selections in 2015.

At this point, it appears as though this trade could work out well for everyone involved.

The Ice, which is looking to make a run for the championship, got some experience on defence and a winger to play with top NHL prospect Sam Reinhart. The rebuilding Blazers restocked their cupboard with draft picks and also got a couple of younger players.

And, for Thomas and Shirley, they get a chance to play a little more.

"When I left Cranbrook, there were nine defencemen - there's only seven here," Thomas said. "That in itself gives me more opportunities, and I think this being a younger squad is a positive for me as well. The guys are younger here, and that could give me a better opportunity."

"When I heard about the trade, I was really excited to come to this team," agreed Shirley. "We're in more of a rebuilding stage, but that's a good thing for me and for the team down the road."

Shirley, a Saskatoon native, played in 60 games in 2012-13, his first WHL season, and had 23 points, including nine goals. Through 11 games this season, he has scored two goals and assisted on one other. Both of his goals came last weekend, when the Ice split a doubleheader with the Oil Kings in Edmonton.

He is a big body and a hard worker, and has spent some time in practice on the wing beside Tyson Ness and Cole Ully.

"You have to make a first impression," Shirley said. "The guys know a little bit about me, but we haven't played each other lots. I always strive to be the hardest-working guy in practice, which will (translate) to games."

Thomas also was a rookie in 2012-13, and picked up two assists and 28 penalty minutes in 66 games. He has one assist in 11 games this season - coincidentally, in Edmonton on Sunday - and admits he isn't known for his flash.

"I'm a simple (defenceman), I stay at home and make good passes out of the defensive zone," said the Calgary native. "I'm not overly offensive, and I can be physical when it needs to happen."

The differences between the Ice and Blazers this season lie in more than just their goals and their experience. The teams' head coaches also are on opposite ends of the coaching spectrum, with the Ice's Ryan McGill one of the more intense coaches out there, and Kamloops' Dave Hunchak somewhat cooler and quieter.

"It's a big change, for sure," Shirley said. "(McGill) is a good coach, he knows his stuff. He's a louder guy - but that's good. Dave, he's more of a quiet guy, more of a teacher. That's good too.

"I don't think any guy is better or worse than anyone else, you just have to take what they tell you and take advantage of it."

? ? ?

Bozon and Cross made their Ice debuts last night in a 6-3 loss to the Portland Winterhawks in Cranbrook. Bozon had a power-play assist for Kootenay. Cross didn't record a point.

? ? ?

JUST NOTES: D Jordan Thomson, who missed Saturday's 1-0 loss in Everett with an "upper-body" injury, was practising at full speed Friday. . . . F Ryan Gropp of Kamloops, who left the BCHL's Penticton Vees to join the Seattle Thunderbirds last week, played his first game last night, scoring on his first shift in what turned out to be a 3-2 shootout loss to the Tri-City Americans in Kennewick. . . . The Blazers will be holding their BMO Ultimate CHL Fan Appreciation Night today. As part of it, three fans will compete for the title of Ultimate Kamloops Blazers Fan and will have a chance to win a trip to the Memorial Cup in London, Ont., in May.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca
Blazers make blockbuster deal

Bozon, Cross sent to Kootenay for youth, picks     
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By ADAM WILLIAMS

Daily News Sports Reporter

The Kamloops Blazers got younger Monday, sending first line-forward Tim Bozon and defenceman Landon Cross to the Kootenay Ice.

The trade of two prominent 19-year-olds could be seen as a sign that the focus is shifting more towards next season, although the club denies this.

In return for Bozon and Cross the Blazers received forward Collin Shirley, defenceman Matt Thomas, a 2014 third round pick and first and fifth round picks in 2015 WHL Bantam Draft.

Bozon has played his entire WHL career in Kamloops and in 153 regular season games he 169 points, including 75 goals. Cross played 134 games for Kamloops, tallying three goals and 21 assists.

Bozon told the Kamloops Daily News he's known a deal was coming for the last 10 days.

"It's a weird feeling," he said, "but like I told lots of people before, I expected that, that was the plan. . . . I knew that I was going [to be] part of a trade, myself and [general manager] Craig Bonner decided for both parties - the team and myself - it would be better if I move on. I didn't know when, I was playing for the last 10 days knowing that it would be my last days in Kamloops . . . it's pretty exciting but also sad to leave Kamloops."

Bonner didn't go as far as to say Bozon requested a trade, instead describing it as a mutual decision that was best for both parties. Bozon said through discussion with his agent and Bonner it was decided it would be best if he finished his season off elsewhere.

Bonner added that it was important to recoup some of the draft picks the Blazers have traded away in years gone by. With only seven on the roster it was also necessary to bring in a defenceman as part of the deal.

With restrictions on import players, like Bozon, who plays internationally for France, including roster limits and trade restrictions, Bonner said the pool for a trade was already somewhat limited. Kootenay came forth with what he says was the best deal available at the time.

"Obviously our record isn't where we want it to be and Tim being one of the guys - his play obviously changed without Colin Smith and JC Lipon on our team," Bonner said of Bozon's former linemates, both of whom are now playing professionally. "I just thought, for both parties, it was probably time to move on and look at some options.

"I could see in the way he was playing he just wasn't having the success and playing the way we expected him to. It's tough when you go from playing with Colin Smith and JC Lipon to younger players."

Bozon's play to this point in the season hasn't lived up to seasons past. He has just three goals and four assists in 13 games, after seasons of 91 and 71 points. The Blazers are 4-9-0-0 and Bonner felt the team needed a change. He said dealing the 19 year olds didn't mean the team was giving up on the playoffs or signaling that its focus has shifted towards next season.

"We're 4-9 right now so to say that things are going good now, and we're getting rid of [players] and just going for the future isn't exactly a correct statement…Quite frankly I'm - and the organization's - not happy with where we're at, we feel a change is needed at this point."

The change comes in the form of Shirley, 17, and Thomas, 18. Shirley has 26 points, including 11 goals, in 71 career WHL games with the Ice. Head coach Dave Hunchak said he sees Shirley as a high-end player who will be playing in a top-six role for the Blazers.

Thomas stands 6-foot-3, 192 pounds and will be given the opportunity to compete for a spot in the lineup.

Hunchak said the deal will also free up space for the likes of Jesse Shynkaruk, Nathan Looysen and Eric Krienke to get more ice time; the deal is just as much about them. He said the coaching staff will be talking to the players about taking responsibility for this team and making use of the opportunity being given to them.

And he rejected the notion that his players might take Bozon's departure as a sign that the Blazers were giving up on this season.

"Our expectation is to make the playoffs," he said. "That's never changed."

Bozon has spoken to Kootenay already and has been told that it is looking for him to put up points and score goals, which shouldn't be too hard considering he says the Ice plans to play him alongside centre Sam Reinhart. Reinhart, the Ice's captain, is expected to be a high pick in the first round of next year's NHL draft. He was tied for second in league scoring with 32 points headed into play on Tuesday.

Bozon added the transition will be easier with Cross being traded as well. The two came into the league together and Bozon said Cross is one of his best friends. He was hoping he would be traded with another player, it was just good luck it was Cross.

Cross, from Brandon, has been one of the Blazers' top defencemen this season, often playing in a shutdown role with Sam Grist.

Though happy to be moving on, Bozon leaves the Blazers with good memories. The Ice will visit Interior Savings Centre on Dec. 6 and Cross and Bozon will play what might be their final games in Kamloops.

"The last two years have been amazing," Bozon said. "The organization was great, I'm so thankful for that, they helped me to reach my goals. . . . It's going to be weird to be on the ice in a different jersey and not be able to be in the same dressing room. I'm still two months away from it. I love the fans there, they're great, I have so many good memories, every time I score a goal, to share my goals with the fans that's pretty amazing and I'm going to miss that for sure. . . . I'm looking forward to it."

awilliams@kamloopsnews.ca

twitter.com/adamwilliams87
Blazers working hard on time off
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By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

There weren't any Barcaloungers at Kamloops Blazers practice Monday, and the players weren't passing around beach balls.

For some, six days off might seem like a vacation; for the Blazers, it's a chance to get their WHL season back on track.

The Blazers are hard at work practising ahead of their Saturday home date against the Everett Silvertips. That game will come exactly one week after the Blazers lost 1-0 in Everett.

Kamloops, at 4-9-0, has the third-worst record in the 22-team league. The Blazers are giving up an average of 36 shots against per game and have lost six of eight games.

This time away from games - it's tough to call it a break, really, considering the work the players are putting in - has come at a good time for the Blazers.

"We really need to have a good week of practice," said 20-year-old forward Tyson Ness. "We have to change a lot to get to where we should be, and it's got to be a big week for us."

Aside from the nine days the Blazers will get at Christmas, this is their longest stretch between games this season. With 59 games remaining in the regular season, there's a long way to go, but also a lot of work to do.

There are some issues that can't be fixed in practice, like discipline, which the Blazers have lacked all season. Kamloops has given its opposition 79 power plays, more than any other team, and, although the penalty kill is fifth in the league at 82 per cent, it takes its toll over time.

Something that can be worked on in practice is offensive production.

"The one thing that we have to do a better job of is . . . I wouldn't say dumbing down our game, but finding simpler ways to get pucks to the net and converging and getting second and third chances," said Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak.

Hunchak knew from the start that the Blazers would have a lot to learn this season. He and associate coach Mark Ferner have worked hard teaching the players, and skills coach Mike Needham and advisor to hockey operations Guy Charron - the Blazers' former head coach - have pitched in as well.

But the Blazers continue to be a work in progress.

"We're a victim of the way we've played the last couple of years maybe," Hunchak said. "We've had the skill to do certain things in the past and those younger guys coming up are thinking they can do the same things."

Kamloops will play its next five games - and 10 of its next 11 - at Interior Savings Centre, where it is 3-3-0.

The Blazers have won their past two home games, beating the Lethbridge Hurricanes 7-1 on Oct. 14 and the Seattle Thunderbirds 3-1 on Wednesday. Kamloops also had a solid effort despite the loss in Everett on Saturday, following a dud the game before, a 5-1 loss to the Giants in Vancouver on Friday.

"Friday, we didn't get the effort . . . we didn't play hard at all," Hunchak said. "Saturday we played hard, we were in the game, and we probably deserved a better fate. Having said that, we didn't get a better fate.

"We aren't going to deviate from our plan - our focus is to get better every day with the little things."

Blazers trainer Colin Robinson has done a nice job keeping the players healthy - although luck does play a part - as Kamloops has only lost two man games to injury this season.

Jordan Thomson (upper body) sat out practice Monday, with Hunchak saying, "It's an issue that we have to be very cautious with - we want to make sure everything is looked after properly. He should be back on the ice by Wednesday, hopefully."

The rest of the players are using this time to heal their aches and pains.

"Everyone has bruises on them, and we've all been in today to get them iced and everything," Ness said. "Hopefully we'll all be 100 per cent by the weekend."

JUST NOTES: D Ryan Rehill, who was ejected from Saturday's game for an interference major, won't be suspended by the WHL. Rehill missed practice Monday for what Hunchak called a maintenance day. . . . Saturday's game is scheduled to start at 7 p.m. . . . The Giants will be in town Sunday, 6 p.m., at ISC.
Blazers still searching for identity
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By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

Despite Taran Kozun's best efforts, the Kamloops Blazers lost again Saturday.

Kozun made 37 saves but didn't get any help at the other end of the ice as the Blazers lost 1-0 to the Silvertips in Everett. Kamloops finished a nine-games-in-16-days stretch - its first hectic period of the season - with three victories and six losses, including losses in its last two games.

The Blazers (4-9-0) have a week off to catch their breath before the Silvertips visit Interior Savings Centre on Saturday. The Vancouver Giants, who beat the Blazers 5-1 in Vancouver on Friday, are to visit ISC on Sunday.

"Give full credit to Everett, they're very good structurally defensively," said Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak on Sunday. "Against a team like that, you really have to bear down when you get chances and go to an area that's simple.

"We've been preaching for three weeks - get pucks to the net, get into the blue paint for rebounds. What's the worst that will happen? An offensive zone faceoff."

The Blazers have been inconsistent all season, and the past nine games have been an indication of that. They opened the hectic stretch with a 4-3 victory over the visiting Victoria Royals, before losing four straight by a combined 17-6.

Kamloops followed with two of its best efforts of the season, a 7-1 victory over the struggling Lethbridge Hurricanes and a 3-1 victory over the strong Seattle Thunderbirds, before losing in Vancouver and Everett on the weekend.

This is a team still looking for an identity.

"We're trying to do what this team was doing the last two years," Hunchak said, referring to the teams that had back-to-back 47-win seasons. "Those were great teams, no doubt, but we have to play differently than that."

Where the Blazers have been solid is in goal - Kozun and Bolton Pouliot have done everything asked of them early on.

Pouliot took over with a pair of great efforts in the victories over Seattle and Lethbridge, but was injured against Vancouver. While Hunchak said he believes Pouliot will be ready for the weekend, Kozun likely earned himself another start with his effort Saturday.

"(Kozun) definitely gave them a chance to win," Everett forward Kohl Bauml told the Everett Herald. "He made some pretty unbelievable saves. You have to give him credit, he kept them in the game the whole time."

The strong play of the goaltenders is making the Blazers' struggles - and lack of discipline - all the more apparent. Kamloops has given its opponents 79 power plays (six per game), the most in the WHL.

"We have to play better in front of them," Hunchak said. "Our team, we're giving up an average of 35-36 shots against - that's a reflection of some of the penalties we are taking. . . . We have to find a way to stop that."

Bauml was a part of two key plays in Saturday's game. He was on the receiving end of a hard hit from Kamloops defenceman Ryan Rehill in the second period. Rehill was given a major and game misconduct for the hit.

The hit will automatically be reviewed by the WHL, but Hunchak doesn't think it should be a suspendable offence. He pointed out that Bauml was back on the ice for the ensuing Everett power play, and, later on, scored the game-winner 13 seconds into the third period.

"I don't think it was a malicious hit," Hunchak said. "It was just a big strong guy hitting a smaller guy."

JUST NOTES: Saturday's game is scheduled to start 7 p.m., with Sunday's to begin at 6 p.m. . . . Kamloops D Jordan Thomson (upper body) missed the Everett game, and Hunchak wasn't certain whether he would be able to play on the weekend. . . . Austin Lotz made 23 saves for the Silvertips.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca
Sunday, October 27, 2013

Cooke: A 4th round pick that hit the bullseye 

Is Jordon Cooke the best goaltender the Kelowna Rockets have ever drafted? Without hesitation, the answer is yes. Taken in the fourth round of the 2008 WHL Bantam Draft, 79th overall, Cooke is the highest drafted goaltender by the organization since Josh Lepp was taken 4th overall in 2000.  Lepp never came close to elite status and will be considered a first round failure. It happens. Every team has a similar story. You have to think Josh Lepp’s lack of success may have scared the organization off from selecting a goalie with that coveted first round pick? They haven’t come close to taking a goalie that high in 12 subsequent drafts. Do you blame them? Whether it was pure luck or a calculated move, nabbing Cooke in the 4th round was not only gutsy for the Rockets scouts, who may have felt they got burned in the past, but it will now go down as the best drafted player Lorne Frey and his crew have selected at that critical position. 

 Now 20, Cooke boasts the best goals against average in the WHL. A 1.85 average, Cooke’s record reflects the team’s success. A personal 8-0-0-2 mark, Cooke was instrumental in back-to-back wins in Victoria on the weekend. 

 In a 4-1 win Friday night, Cooke had to make two penalty shot saves in the teams’ 8th win of the season and then was named the first star in a 2-1 shootout victory one night later. Over the weekend, Cooke stopped 61 of 63 shots he faced.  Those numbers only add to the success he has had in the month of October.   In seven starts, Cooke is 6-0-0-1, with a glowing goals against average of 1.67 and a save percentage of .947. Those numbers are one of many reasons why the Kelowna Rockets sit atop the BC Division standings with 9 wins and only two regulation losses after 13 games.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:08 PM     1 comment:      

Saturday, October 26, 2013

Rockets spoil Royals record setter 

Jordon Cooke stellar in 4-1 win vs. Royals  

•The Victoria Royals had plans of setting a new franchise record for consecutive wins on home ice at six. The Kelowna Rockets had other ideas. Tyrell Goulbourne scored once and added an assist leading the visitors to a 4-1 win while Jordon Cooke was steady making 28 saves including a pair of penalty shot stops. The win was the Rockets 8th of the season and moved them into a tie with the Royals for first place in the BC Division. Both teams now have 18 points. 

•The Rockets opening the scoring after a controversial no goal at the other end of the ice. Rookie Tyler Soy cuts towards the net, makes contact with Cooke, and the puck enters the net before it comes off its pegs. The call on the ice was no goal. The reason? Soy made contact with Cooke, pushing him backwards which did not allow him to make the save. The fans in the building weren't buying it with repeated replays of the goal on the massive video screen at Memorial Arena. Regardless, the goal did not stand. 

•Less than 20 seconds after play resumed following the non-goal, Cole Linaker would find the back of the net to open the scoring. If the Royals fans weren't cranky after the no-goal, their hatred increased significantly for the officiating crew after Linaker lit the lamp for a 1-0 Rockets lead.        

•I can't remember the last time two penalty shots were called against the Rockets but it happened Friday night. Leading Royals point getter Logan Nelson couldn't find the back of the net when the score was 2-0 and then Luke Harrison couldn't beat Cooke when he was awarded a free pass to the net in the third period when the Rockets had a 3-1 lead. Those stops were massive in the big picture. If Victoria scores, in both incidents, it is a one goal game.    

•The Royals are now 5 and 4 on home ice this season while the Rockets are 3 and 1 on the road. The only blemish is a loss in Spokane.

•It was nice to see two veterans get out of mini goal scoring slumps. Myles Bell scored the teams third goal snapping a four game goal scoring drought. Zach Franko scored the fourth goal on a tremendous feed from Tyson Baillie. It was Franko's first goal in eight games.

•Ryan Olsen has points in six of his last seven games but was robbed in the third period of a sure goal by a great glove hand save by Royals goaltender Patrik Polivka.

•Nick Merkley was terrific last night. No points for the 16 year-old but his battle level is extremely high. What I like about Merkley is his battle level for pucks in his own end is as high as it is in the offensive zone. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  1:04 PM     No comments:      

Friday, October 25, 2013

Rockets face Royals game notes 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open a four game road trip tonight in Victoria against the Royals. These two teams meet again tomorrow night before the Rockets make a stop in Prince George for back-to-back games next weekend. This is the second of eight meetings between the Rockets and Royals. These two teams met September 28th in Kelowna with the Royals earning a 4-3 shootout win. After games tonight and tomorrow, the Royals return the visit November 20th. The Rockets make a return visit to the ‘Island’ for games January 17th and 18th. The Rockets were 3-1-0-0 in four games at Prospera Centre last season, out-scoring the Royals 21-9. The only loss was a 3-2 setback. Over the last two season – which accounts for eight games – the Rockets are 5-2-0-1 in Victoria dating back to the start of the 2011-2012 campaign. 

Bell likes Royal Reception: Kelowna Rockets 20 year-old Myles Bell must like playing in Victoria. Bell had five goals against the Royals last season including 3+5=8 in four games in Victoria in 2012-2013. The season prior (2011-2012), Bell had 4+3=7 in four games in Victoria. Bell has gone four games without a goal. Last season Bell went scoreless for six games – three separate times.       

This and That: The Rockets were booted out of the CHL Top 10 rankings this week. Last week the team was number 9….The Rockets have scored 47 goals after eleven games this season. Last season the Rockets scored 37 goals after eleven games. That is 10 more goals scored than at this point last season….The Rockets have allowed 30 goals against after eleven games this season. Last season the Rockets allowed 38 goals after eleven games, or eight more goals than this season….Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 28-3-0-2 at home in last 33 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets first round pick from this summer’s WHL bantam draft has been named to Team Alberta for the upcoming Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup later this month in Calgary. Dube, who was born in Cochrane, Alberta, will represent his province at the tournament October 31st to November 3rd. The Rockets have no less than four prospects participating at the Under 16 Challenge. Madison Bowey’s younger brother Connor is playing for Team Manitoba while prospects Jordan Borstmayer (3rd round) and Kole Lind (4th round) are playing for Team Saskatchewan…The Rockets have out-shot the opposition in eight of the eleven games…Riley Stadel will not play tonight as he undergoes minor corrective surgery. The defenceman will be back in the line up next weekend against Prince George.  

Who’s Hot: Damon Severson had his career high seven game point streak snapped Tuesday night against the Calgary Hitmen. Severson had 4+6=10 over that stretch….The Rockets have allowed one power play goal against in their last seven games. That translates into one goal against in their last 30 kills…Riley Stadel has 7+5=12 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko has points in nine of his first eleven games. Franko has 2+10=12 over that period…Tyrell Goulbourne has six points in his last eight games…Nick Merkley has four goals in his last eight games and has six points in his last four games…Madison Bowey has 3+3=6 in his last seven games…Tyson Baillie has goals in four of his last five games…Ryan Olsen has 3+6=9 in his last six games…

Milestone Makers:

Severson has 91 career assists – 9 shy of 100.

Tyson Baillie is 2 points shy of 100 for his career.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:05 AM     No comments:      

Wednesday, October 23, 2013

The one that got away  

 •They had the game in their grasp but they let it slip away. The Kelowna Rockets came on strong in the final 40 minutes but ending up surrendering the game winning goal with 65 seconds left in the third period in a 2-1 loss to the visiting Calgary Hitmen. While the visitors were the better team in the first period, dominating the territorial play, the Rockets regrouped and out-shot the Hitmen 35-14 the rest of the way. Giving up the game winner was a tough pill to swallow when the Rockets, in a worst case scenario, should have left the building with no less than a point and probably deserved two.

•One of the main reasons why the Rockets suffered their first regulation loss at home this season was the play of Hitmen goaltender Chris Driedger. Lulled to sleep in the first period by facing only four shots, the veteran goaltender made several solid stops including a point blank chance against leading scorer Tyson Baillie in the second period and then a solid save on Ryan Olsen in the third period. Driedger was full marks for being named the first star. Without him the Hitmen would have started the BC Division road trip with a loss.         

•No star in the building, I thought Ryan Olsen had a really solid game. Olsen was physical, was shooting the puck from close range and arguably played his best game of the season. I liked the fact he was rewarded with taking two key face-offs in the Hitmen zone in an effort to find the tying goal after the Hitmen took a late 2-1 lead. Speaking of  19 year old's, I thought Henrik Nyberg was more involved physically, which too was a good sign. That said, he still needs to be better.  

•Jackon Whistle received a rare home start and had a relatively easy evening. As mentioned earlier, despite spending a good portion of the first period in their own zone, the Rockets didn't surrender many quality scoring chances against. The Hitmen threatened the Rockets with their speed and buzzed around the offensive zone but honestly didn't get much accomplished. At the end of the period the shots were 7-4 for Calgary.

•Rookie Justin Kirkland found himself playing with Myles Bell and Zach Franko and the line worked well. Kirkland hit a goal post on a nice pass from Bell in the second period and then scored a shorthanded goal on a miscue at the Hitmen blue line to tie the game at one.

•Just too casual. The Rockets surrender the opening goal of the game after losing the puck behind their own net while enjoying a power play. Hitmen forward Elliott Peterson willed the puck into the net after taking not one....not two....but three swipes at it before it beat Whistle. It was a gift goal that you can't surrender at any time, especially against an elite team like Calgary where goals at the other end of the ice are likely hard to come by.

•The game winner was also the result of a bad clearing attempt. It was a comedy of errors when  Rourke Chartier is unable to clear the puck, defenceman Mitch Wheaton breaks a stick on the first of two goal mouth scrambles and then Jackson Whistle is down on his belly when the second goal mouth scramble ensues and the puck enters the net. It was an ugly shift at a bad time in the game. 

•With the game tied at one, the Rockets could have been granted a power play late in the game but the officials elected to put the whistle away in an effort to allow the two teams to decide it. The biggest infraction that wasn't called was a hit Rourke Chartier received inside the Hitmen zone along the side boards. The non-call doesn't agitate me to a great degree considering the game was relatively clean and the two teams were showing off their abilities in the third period by skating end-to-end for long stretches without a whistle. Calgary forward Calder Brooks is also hooked when he attempts to fire the puck into the open net with the Rockets threatening to tie the game. Again, no call on the play and the two referee's put their whistles in their pockets. The non-call resulted in one more quality chance with just seconds on the clock when Zach Franko cuts around a Hitmen defenceman and just missed Ryan Olsen, who is going hard towards the net. 

•Lots of positives to take out of the game. A great adjustment by the Rockets after a not so good opening period. Shutting down the WHL's top power play in four chances should be noted. I think the Rockets played a determined game through the final 40 minutes and took it to the Hitmen. The best team in the Eastern Conference will leave Kelowna today knowing full well the home team deserved better.     

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:36 AM     2 comments:      

Tuesday, October 22, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Hitmen 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets face the Calgary Hitmen in the first of just two games between the two teams this season. The Rockets are in ‘Cowtown’ January 12th. These two teams met twice last night – both times in Calgary – with the Rockets earning a 4-1 win (October 28th) before falling 6-2 (December 16th.) The Hitmen haven’t played in Kelowna since February 17/12 in a 7-1 win. Alex Gogolev scored once and added two assists in the win. Madison Bowey scored the lone goal for the Rockets in the setback. The Hitmen are riding a three game winning streak at Prospera Place. The last loss for the Hitmen in the Okanagan was October 28/2009 in a 4-1 setback. Stepan Novotny scored twice in the win and Adam Brown was named the first star for making 35 saves including a penalty shot against Hitmen forward Joel Broda. The Rockets are coming off a 3-2 win Saturday night over the Prince George Cougars. The Rockets are now 2-0-0-1 on a four game home stand. After tonight’s game the Rockets open a four game road trip with back-to-back games in Victoria this Friday and Saturday before traveling north to face the Prince George Cougars the weekend after.               

Calgary Contingent: The Kelowna Rockets can thank the Calgary area for supplying them with three terrific players. Myles Bell, Jesse Lees and Nick Merkley all call Calgary home. Those three have one more thing in common. All three are former first round WHL bantam picks. Cody Almond, Curt Gogol and even Tyler Myers hail from the Calgary area. Myers called DeWinton Alberta home, which is located 27 kilometers south of Calgary. Myers wasn’t born there though. The Buffalo Sabres defenceman was born in Texas before moving to Calgary where he played minor hockey there before attending Notre Dame in Wilcox, Saskatchewan.   

This and That: Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 27-3-0-2 at home in last 32 starts at home dating back to last season…Ryan Olsen is coming off a four point effort Wednesday against Lethbridge. Olsen had a four point game (December 27/2012) against the Blazers last season…Eighteen year-old Mitch Wheaton made his 2013-14 debut Wednesday against the Hurricanes after missing the first eight games after undergoing off season shoulder surgery. Wheaton played in 39 games last season, scoring one goal and collecting 8 points. Wheaton was a 5th round draft pick of the Detroit Red Wings this summer…The Rockets first round pick from this summer’s WHL bantam draft has been named to Team Alberta for the upcoming Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup later this month in Calgary. Dube, who was born in Cochrane, Alberta, will represent his province at the tournament October 31st to November 3rd. The Rockets have no less than four prospects participating at the Under 16 Challenge. Madison Bowey’s younger brother Connor is playing for Team Manitoba while prospects Jordan Borstmayer (3rd round) and Kole Lind (4th round) are playing for Team Saskatchewan…The Rockets have out-shot the opposition in seven of the ten games…  

Who’s Hot: Damon Severson is riding a career high seven game point streak. Severson has 4+6=10 in his last seven games…The Rockets have allowed one power play goal against in their last six games. That translates into one goal against in their last 26 kills…Myles Bell has goals in three of his last six games. Bell has 4 goals over that stretch….Bell has points in six of the eight games he has played this season…Riley Stadel has 7+5=12 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko has points in nine of his first ten games. Franko has 2+10=12 over that period…Tyrell Goulbourne has six points in his last seven games…Nick Merkley has four goals in his last seven games and has six points in his last three games…Madison Bowey has 3+3=6 in his last seven games…Tyson Baillie has goals in four straight games…Ryan Olsen has 3+5=8 in his last five games…

Milestone Makers:

Tyrell Goulbourne played in his 150th career game October 4th Friday vs. Portland.

Jordon Cooke played in his 100th career game September 22nd against the Kamloops Blazers.

Damon Severson played in his 200th career game October 5th vs. Portland.     

Severson has 91 career assists – 9 shy of 100.

Tyson Baillie is 2 points shy of 100 for his career.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:35 AM     No comments:      

Monday, October 21, 2013

Monday afternoon musings  

Colton Sissons 

•I sure like the Rockets discipline so far this season. They are playing like the mature team they are on paper. Penalty minutes are low, and when they are fingered to the box the shorthanded unit has played as close to perfect when down by a man. 

•Slowly....and I mean slowly, the Rockets d-core is getting more aggressive and down right abrasive when treating opposition forwards entering the offensive zone. How about Damon Severson's hard hit in the first period Saturday night after pasting an unsuspecting Cougars forward with a bone crunching hit. A Cougar teammate wanted to fight Severson, who simply  skated away and went about his business. 

•Jordon Cooke is clutch. The 20 year-old is in a zone and it playing with tremendous confidence just ten games into the season. Cooke is playing so well, it has to be hard for the coaching staff to take him out of the net to give Jackson Whistle more playing time. Remember, wins now are just as important as they are later in the season. No win is underrated. 

•Justin Kirkland isn't raising a lot of eye brows with his play just yet, but isn't it nice to have a rookie forward in the line up that stands 6 foot 3? It is very odd for a the Rockets organization to ice a player that while lanky, also plays a finesse game with an above average skill set. Brett Bulmer is the last 6 foot 3 player to wear Rockets colours that was dangerous with the puck. Geordie Wudrick was also 6'3 and had high end skill. I am not sure if those players are hard to find, but I am intrigued at Kirkland's evolution as a player into what could be a darn good power forward down the road.

•Just to put into perspective the start rookie Nick Merkley is having this season, Shane McColgan, arguably the best 16 year-old forward to ever wear a Rockets uniform, collecting 4 goals and 13 points in his 10 games as a raw rookie. Merkley has 14 points in ten games.

•If you want to complain about the early attendance totals at Rockets home games, look at some of the disturbing numbers elsewhere across the WHL. Only Portland, Edmonton, Calgary and Vancouver have had bigger crowds. The Giants are playing before just over 5 thousand fans, with some of those games under that total. Things aren't as bad in Kelowna when you look at the other 21 teams across the league.         

•A nice start for Colton Sissons. The Rockets ex-captain has two goals and two assists in four games with the Milwaukee Admirals. With Sissons heart/hustle, he will play in the NHL.  
Sunday, October 20, 2013

Cougars no pushover in one goal win 

•Are the Prince George Cougars the laughing stock of the WHL? If so, they won't be for long if they continue to play with the same type of effort they showed Saturday night in a 3-2 loss to the Kelowna Rockets. The Rockets erupted for three goals in a span of about 5 and half minutes in the second period in a one goal win. The 7th win of the season didn't come without its anxious moments as the Rockets remained almost perfect (2-0-0-1) on a four game home stand. 

•The Cougars opened the scoring and showed tremendous jump for a team that arrived in Kelowna in the early morning hours after a 5-4 shootout win in Seattle (Kent) the night before.There best player, Zach Pochiro, logged big minutes and goaltender Ty Edmonds gave them a chance to win with several solid stops. What won it for the Rockets was a terrific power play that erupted for two goals in a span of 2:55 seconds. While striking for two goals on five chances, I thought the power play looked exceptionally good. The game winner came on a solid goal mouth scramble that saw Tyson Baillie convert his 6th goal of the season.

•Baillie has now scored a goal in four straight games and is tied for the team lead in points with Nick Merkley with 14. It took Baillie 16 games to score six goals one season ago.

•Jordon Cooke was again solid in this one. The 20 year-old's save against Jordan Tkatch in the first period was phenomenal and his left pad save late in the third period to protect a one goal lead was crucial. Cooke's timely saves is why he has to be regarded as one of the best goaltenders in the Western Conference. Cooke is now 8 and 2 lifetime against the Cougars.      

• Damon Severson now has the longest point streak on the Rockets this season. Severson scored his 4th goal of the season to extend his point streak to seven games. Severson had a six game point streak last season.

•The Rockets have 7 wins this season after 10 games. It took the team 14 games to win ten times a season ago.  

•It was a pleasure having 16 year-old rookie defenceman Joe Gatenby join us on our post game show following the Rockets 3-2 win. Gatenby is well spoken and is as impressive off the ice is his calm, cool demeanor as he is on it.

•
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Saturday, October 19, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Cougars 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets face the Prince George Cougars for the first of eight times this season. The two teams meet again with a pair of games in Prince George November 1st and 2nd before the Cougars make a return visit on November 8th. These two teams met eight times last season with the Rockets earning a 7-1-0-0 record including a perfect 4-0-0-0 at home, out-scoring the Cougars 20-4. The last Prince George win at Prospera Place was March 10, 2012 in a 3-1 victory. Troy Bourke had two goals in the victory. The Rockets are coming off a 6-0 shutout win over Lethbridge Wednesday night. Riley Stadel scored three times while Jordon Cooke made 26 saves for his 6th career shutout. Following tonight’s game the Rockets host Calgary Tuesday before traveling to Victoria for a pair of games next Friday and Saturday night.

Best Start Ever: The Kelowna Rockets are 6-1-0-2 in their first 9 games. Traditionally a slow starter, the Rockets were 4-4-1-0 in their first nine games last season. Here are the records after nine games dating back to 2009-2010:        

2013-2014: 6-1-0-2=14 Pts

2012-2013: 4-4-1-0=9 Pts

2011-2012: 3-5-1-0=7 Pts

2010-2011: 3-6-0-0=6 Pts

2009-2010: 6-2-1-0=13 Pts

This and That: The Rockets are rated as the 9th best team in the weekly CHL Top 10 rankings…Ex-Rockets d-man Shea Weber was named the 8th best dressed in Vanity Fair magazine’s annual list of the top dressed players in the NHL….The Rockets fired 62 shots on net Wednesday against Lethbridge, a season high. It is not a franchise record though. Back in 2005 the team fired 66 shots at Devan Dubnyk and ended up losing in Kamloops by a 4-2 score….Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Jordon Cooke is 27-3-0-2 at home in last 32 starts at home dating back to last season…Ryan Olsen is coming off a four point effort Wednesday against Lethbridge. Olsen had a four point game (December 27/2012) against the Blazers last season…Eighteen year-old Mitch Wheaton made his 2013-14 debut Wednesday against the Hurricanes after missing the first eight games after undergoing off season shoulder surgery. Wheaton played in 39 games last season, scoring one goal and collecting 8 points. Wheaton was a 5th round draft pick of the Detroit Red Wings this summer.          

Dube Alberta Bound: The Kelowna Rockets first round pick from this summer’s WHL bantam draft has been named to Team Alberta for the upcoming Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup later this month in Calgary. Dube, who was born in Cochrane, Alberta, will represent his province at the tournament October 31st to November 3rd. The Rockets have no less than four prospects participating at the Under 16 Challenge. Madison Bowey’s younger brother Connor is playing for Team Manitoba while prospects Jordan Borstmayer (3rd round) and Kole Lind (4th round) are playing for Team Saskatchewan.   

Who’s Hot: The Rockets have not allowed a power play goal against in their last five games. That is a streak of 23 consecutive kills…Myles Bell has goals in three of his last five games. Bell has 4 goals over that stretch….Bell has points in six of the seven games he has played this season…Riley Stadel has 7+5=12 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko has points in eight of his first nine games. Franko has 2+9=11 over that period…Tyrell Goulbourne has five points in his last six games…Nick Merkley has four goals in his last six games and is coming off a four assist effort vs. Lethbridge…Madison Bowey has 3+3=6 in his last six games…Tyson Baillie has goals in three straight games…Both Cooke and Whistle each had a shutout against the Cougars last season…At home, the Rockets have allowed one power play goal against in 33 penalty killing attempts.        

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:51 AM     1 comment:      

Thursday, October 17, 2013

Glover breaks ankle 

Austin Glover suffered a broken ankle Wednesday night in a 6-0 win over Lethbridge. The 17 year-old was hit in front of the Hurricanes bench late in the third period and appeared to get his left skate caught in the ice as he went down awkwardly. Glover underwent surgery Thursday to repair some ligament damage. 

 Glover will be out of the line up for a minimum of two months to a maximum of four months. The second round bantam pick had three points in five games this season. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:46 PM     No comments:      

'Cane Train' derailed 

•Goaltender Corbin Boes likely slept well through the night as the Lethbridge Hurricanes bus made its way down the Trans Canada highway in the early morning hours following an unsuccessful BC Division road trip which failed to reap even one win. The 20 year-old goaltender would have been seeing a lot of galvanized rubber in his dreams though, after facing 62 shots in the Kelowna Rockets 6-0 win last night at Prospera Place. Boes gave up six goals, but at the end of the night was named the games third star thanks to a save percentage that works out to .930. Without Boes' strong play, double digits were a good possibility for the home team.

•Riley Stadel scored three times in the win. The 17 year-old now has 12 points, one more than he had all of last season. Stadel's best work is coming on the power play with six of his seven goals coming with the extra man. Stadel, the third round bantam pick in the Colton Sissons deal with Saskatoon, has earned eight of his 12 points on the man advantage this season.

•Sixteeen year-old Nick Merkley had four assists and now is two points back of Mathew Barzal (Seattle) and Julius Honka (Swift Current) for the scoring lead among WHL rookies. Merkley has played two fewer games.    

•Ryan Olsen had a four point night with a goal and three assists. Olsen had two assists in his first five games and now has 3+4=7 in his last four games. 

•Despite all of the scoring, did you notice the physical play of the defenceman, specifically Damon Severson and Madison Bowey? Impressive to say the least. Both veteran players played an angrier, abrasive game and looked everything like second round NHL draft picks. Severson often isn't physical in the least bit, which is surprising because he is big, strong and it makes him an even better defenceman. If Severson plays like that, his chances of playing for Canada at the World Juniors increases substantially.   

•Jordon Cooke earned the shutout, the 6th of his career. Cooke doesn't receive a star in the building but deserves credit for keeping the Hurricanes off the board early in the first period. The 20 year-old's 2.09 goals against average looks good on him. In October, Cooke has a goals against average of 1.96 and a save percentage of .943. 

•Unfortunately the win came with a price. 17 year-old Austin Glover was hurt late in the third period after being hit by Hurricanes forward Jamal Watson near the Lethbridge bench. The clean hit saw Glover's left skate dig deep into the ice as he awkwardly fell down. Glover put no weight on his leg as he made his way off the ice and head coach Ryan Huska says he was sent to hospital. 

•The Hurricanes may have lost their top scorer after Tyler Wong - late in the third period - ran into Rockets forward Myles Bell. Wong slowly made his way off the ice and looked wobbly to the point that a concussion is a good possibility. 

•Bell has a five game point streak with 4+2=6 over that period. 

•While several Rockets are enjoying offensive success, Rourke Chartier isn't in that category. The seventeen year-old is pointless in six games after earning four points in his first three games this season.

•Tyrell Goulbourne and Colton Heffley should also be recognized for their physical dominance in two lopsided tilts. It was another example that the Rockets can play with finesse and can also get down and dirty with you if old fashioned hockey must be utilized. 

•If you are Hurricanes head coach Drake Berehowsky, where do you go from here? One win in 11 games is a terrible start and with so much losing in Lethbridge over the last four seasons, when does it become an acceptable practice among the players?  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:14 AM     No comments:      

Tuesday, October 15, 2013

Rockets game notes vs. Hurricanes 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets face the Lethbridge Hurricanes in the first of two visits to Prospera Place this season. The Hurricanes make a return visit January 25th. The Rockets make one appearance in Lethbridge this season on January 10th. These two teams met twice last season with the Rockets earning a 3-1 win (December 12th) at the Enmax Centre. Carter Rigby, Colton Heffley and JT Barnett scored in the two goal win. Jordon Cooke made 20 saves. Then on March 2nd the Rockets earned a 7-1 win. Tyrell Goulbourne scored four goals in the victory. Jackson Whistle made 25 saves. Following tonight’s game the Rockets host Prince George Saturday before welcoming the Calgary Hitmen next Tuesday. The Rockets are coming off a 4-3 shootout loss to Seattle on Friday. 

Wheaton; Welcome Back: Eighteen year-old Mitch Wheaton makes his 2013-14 debut tonight against the Hurricanes after missing the first eight games after undergoing off season shoulder surgery. Wheaton played in 39 games last season, scoring one goal and collecting 8 points. Wheaton was a 5th round draft pick of the Detroit Red Wings this summer.          

Dube Alberta Bound: The Kelowna Rockets first round pick from this summer’s WHL bantam draft has been named to Team Alberta for the upcoming Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup later this month in Calgary. Dube, who was born in Cochrane, Alberta, will represent his province at the tournament October 31st to November 3rd. The Rockets have no less than four prospects participating at the Under 16 Challenge. Madison Bowey’s younger brother Connor is playing for Team Manitoba while prospects Jordan Borstmayer (3rd round) and Kole Lind (4th round) are playing for Team Saskatchewan. The Under 16’s is set for October 31st to November 3rd in Calgary.  

Top 10 Recognition: After receiving an honourable mention for three straight weeks the Kelowna Rockets cracked the CHL Top 10 rankings last week at number 6. The Rockets enter the game with a record of 5-1-0-2 after eight games and have won three of their last five. 

Merkley; WHL POW: Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley was named the CHL and WHL Player of the Week from September 30th to October 6th. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks Saturday night. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft.    

Who’s Hot: The Rockets have not allowed a power play goal against in their last four games. That is a streak of 19 consecutive kills…Myles Bell has goals in three of his last four games. Bell has 4 goals over that stretch….Bell has points in five of the six games he has played this season…Riley Stadel has 4+3=7 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko has points in seven of his last eight games. Franko had 2+8=10 over that period…Tyrell Goulbourne has four points in his last five games…Nick Merkley has four goals in his last five games…Madison Bowey has 3+3=6 in his last five games.        

This and That: The Rockets were 9-2-0-1 in 12 games against Central Division opponents last season….Rockets have carried a 3-1 lead into the third period twice this season and have lost both games in a shootout. The Rockets suffered a 4-3 shootout loss at home September 28th to Victoria after leading 3-1 after 40 minutes…The Rockets have averaged 40 shots on net in their last four games…The Rockets just completed five straight games against US based teams. The Rockets were 3-1-0-1 over that period…The opposition has opened the scoring in four of the first eight games…Four members of the Rockets were drafted this summer in the NHL Entry Draft. Madison Bowey in the second round by Washington, Tyrell Goulbourne in the third round by Philadelphia, Mitch Wheaton in the 5th round by Detroit and Myles Bell in the 6th round by New Jersey…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th….. Nick Merkley and Myles Bell leads the team in goals (5)….Tyson Baillie and Zach Franko lead the team in assists (8)….Madison Bowey leads the team in penalty minutes (20)…Riley Stadel leads the team in fighting majors (2)….Tyson Baillie leads the team in +/- with a +7…Jordon Cooke’s last regulation loss was last season, March 3rd in a 3-0 setback in Kamloops…Cooke’s last loss at home in regulation time was February 16th in a 3-1 loss to the Blazers…Cooke is 26-3-0-2 at home in last 31 starts at home dating back to last season. 
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Saturday, October 12, 2013

'Negative Ned' won't rear his ugly head 

•Disappointed with the loss. Not disappointed with the effort. That would best sum up the Kelowna Rockets 4-3 shootout loss last night to the visiting Seattle Thunderbirds. When you manufacture 43 shots on net, many of the quality variety, plus you are stoned by a hot goaltender, it is really tough to leave the building dissatisfied with the Rockets overall play. If you want to get really picky, giving up a 3-1 third period lead hurts and scoring only once on seven power play chances isn't good enough, but really the effort was there. I can't be overly critical considering they were playing an awfully good Seattle team. 

•I thought the T-Birds had the early jump in this one and momentum only shifted after the visitors found themselves in penalty trouble. The Rockets had four power plays in the first period and were unable to find the back of the net. It marked only the third time this season the Rockets have opened the scoring. 

•The forwards were again a solid group. I thought they were physical and created good things around the T-Bird net. I would like to see more secondary chances on goal, especially when you face a goalie that is in a zone and will be tough to beat on an original shot. Justin Myles was terrific for the T-Birds and in my books should have been named the first star. The Seattle goalie was one of the main reasons they earned two points and the Rockets came away with their second shootout loss of the season.

•How about that backhand shootout goal by T-Birds d-man Shea Theodore? Magnifico. Check the highlite video to appreciate it. In my opinion that is WHL Plays of the Week material.  

•I really liked the play of Zack Franko. I have liked him the last three games as one of the best players on the ice. The 20 year-old is bringing more consistency to his game. Adding an assist on Madison Bowey's goal, Franko is off to a terrific start.

•It was a better game for the Rockets d-core. Still turning over the puck too much for my liking, they moved the puck better and made safer plays. They could still be more physical. I would guess that Cole Martin was the teams most physical blue liner, which really shouldn't be the case considering he is just 170 pounds.    

•It was my first chance to see 16 year-old rookie Mathew Barzal in action. While he didn't hit the score sheet, he's a terrific player. Barzal is calm with the puck and his offensive instincts are above average. If I had to compare him with Rockets rookie Nick Merkley, on this night, they were darn close. Merkley is getting power play time and has 9 points in 8 games. Barzal has 12 points in nine games.

•Both teams scored a fluke goal. Madison Bowey's shot hits Seattle defenceman Jared Hauf and goes in and then Hauf fires a long shot on net that deflects off Rockets d-man Damon Severson and makes its way past Jordon Cooke. Both goals were the third of the game for either team. It felt like the 'Hockey Gods' wanted this game to end in overtime or a shootout. 

•Tyrell Goulbourne was involved in his first fight of the season when he dropped the gloves with Seattle's Mitch Elliott. I would call it a draw as neither player threw a sever blow at one another. Goulbourne had the take down for what that's worth? Goulbourne is on pace to fight only nine times this season. Times are a changing.

•Eleven of the Rockets 37 goals have been scored from the defensive core.

•While Seattle and Prince Albert have scored most goals than the Rockets, they have also played more games. The 37 goals the team has scored this season averages out to 4.63 goals per game, among the best in the WHL.     

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:35 AM     No comments:      

Friday, October 11, 2013

Wheaton makes return against pesky T-Birds 

Mitch Wheaton will play tonight vs. T-Birds  

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets face the Seattle Thunderbirds for the first time since last season’s epic seven game opening round playoff series. The Rockets became only the second team in WHL history to come back from being down three games to none to win game seven in overtime. This is the first of four meetings between these two Western Conference rivals. The Rockets are in Kent, Washington November 19th and against January 26th before the T-Birds make their final visit to Kelowna on February 10th. Last season these two teams met four times. The Rockets were 3-1-0-0 including a convincing 8-0 victory on home ice when Jordon Cooke made 18 saves. In fact, Cooke and Jackson Whistle split the starts in the four game seasonal series. Cooke played both games at home and Whistle played both games on the road. The Rockets are coming off a 6-3 loss Tuesday night in Spokane. Myles Bell, Ryan Olsen and Tyson Baillie scored in a losing cause, the team’s first regulation loss of the season. Following tonight’s game the Rockets host Lethbridge before welcoming Prince George

 Saturday night. 

Seventh Heaven: Do you remember what happened in the opening round of last year’s playoff series between these two teams? Six of the seven games were decided by a single goal. Five of the seven games were decided in overtime including game seven when Tyson Baillie scored the game winner. It marked only the second time ever in the WHL that a team came back from being down 3 games to none.      

Top 10 Recognition: After receiving an honourable mention for three straight weeks the Kelowna Rockets cracked the CHL Top 10 rankings this week at number 6. The Rockets enter the game with a record of 5-1-0-1 after seven games and have won three of their last four. 

Merkley; WHL POW: Sixteen year-old rookie forward Nick Merkley is the WHL Player of the Week. Merkley had six points in three games last week including back-to-back two goal games before earning two assists in a 6-3 win over the Portland Winterhawks Saturday night. Merkley was the Kelowna Rockets first round pick from the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft.    

Rockets Represented Under 16’s: The Kelowna Rockets have no less than three prospects participating at the Under 16 Challenge later this month in Calgary. Madison Bowey’s younger brother Connor is playing for Team Manitoba while prospects Jordan Borstmayer (3rd round) and Kole Lind (4th round) are playing for Team Saskatchewan. The Under 16’s is set for October 31st to November 3rd in Calgary.  

Who’s Hot: Myles Bell has goals in three straight games. Bell has 4 goals over that stretch….Bell has points in four of the five games he has played this season…Riley Stadel has 4+3=7 points so far this season. Last year as a WHL rookie, Stadel had 11 points through 49 games…Zach Franko had a six game point streak snapped Tuesday in Spokane. Franko had 2+7=9 over that period…Tyrell Goulbourne has four points in his last four games…Nick Merkley has four goals in his last four games…Madison Bowey has 2+3=5 in his last four games.        

This and That: This is the 5th straight game against a U.S Division based team. The Rockets are 3-1-0-1…The Rockets are opening a four game home stand tonight. After hosting Seattle, the Rockets welcome Lethbridge Wednesday, Prince George Saturday and Calgary on Tuesday October 22nd….Myles Bell had 2+3=5 in four games against Seattle last season….Former Rockets 20 year-old JT Barnett has landed with the ECHL’s Ontario Reign….The Rockets were 12-8-0-0 in 20 games against U.S Division teams last season…The opposition has opened the scoring in five of the first seven games…For a third straight pre-season, Tyson Baillie led the team in scoring with 4+4=8….Ryan Huska is entering his 7th season as head coach of the Kelowna Rockets. He becomes the longest serving coach in franchise history, surpassing the five seasons that Marcel Comeau was behind the bench of the Tacoma/Kelowna Rockets from 1991-1992 until 1995…Huska signed a three year extension with the club this summer…Huska was named the Western Conference Coach of the Year in 2012-2013 while Rourke Chartier was named the Western Conference Scholastic Player of the Year. Zach Franko was the Western Conference Most Sportsmanlike Player while GM Bruce Hamilton was the Executive of the Year in the Western Conference…Four members of the Rockets were drafted this summer in the NHL Entry Draft. Madison Bowey in the second round by Washington, Tyrell Goulbourne in the third round by Philadelphia, Mitch Wheaton in the 5th round by Detroit and Myles Bell in the 6th round by New Jersey…Assistant Coach Dan Lambert has been named the head coach for Team West for the World Under 17 Challenge in Cape Breton Nova Scotia December 28-January 5th…

Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:41 AM     2 comments:      

Wednesday, October 9, 2013

Failing to punish opponent hands Rockets first loss 

•Hockey is a physical sport. Last night in Spokane, the majority of the Kelowna Rockets defensive core had a hands off approach in a 6-3 setback. It was a night filled with relentless stick checking which made for an extremely easy night on the Chiefs forwards, who were never forced to pay the price for carrying the puck. Had old timer Howie Meeker been watching last night's game he would have yelled out to all who would listen that the best way to separate the man from the puck is still, and will always be, initiating body contact.

•Initiating body contact doesn't mean hitting someone into next week, but don't be afraid to step into an opposing player to let them know you are there. A defenceman can have all the skill in the world, but if you don't apply any form of body contact the forwards face no retribution for hanging onto the puck.   

•As tough of a night it was for the d-core, the same can't be said for the forwards. That unit, all 12 of them did enough good things to win the game. They brought energy and played a good portion of the game inside the Chiefs zone. In fact, the forwards were so good in the first period (the forwards were), they may have played close to 80 percent of the opening 20 minutes inside the Chiefs zone. The forwards should have left Spokane shaking their heads wondering how they crossed the border with no points in their back pocket.    

•The best d-man for the Rockets was Riley Stadel. The 17 year-old was not without his warts, but he picked up two assists and fought for the second time this season. Stadel is turning into a terrific player because his compete level is above average and he has the offensive instincts to boot. It is funny that he wears sweater #3, the same number worn by assistant coach Dan Lambert when he starred with the Swift Current Broncos. In my opinion, Stadel has some tendency's that Lambert possessed as a player. There compete level and distaste for losing are a complete match.       

•It amazed me that the Rockets were down 3-1 after one period because of the huge territorial advantage. The Chiefs manufactured 12 shots on net in the opening 20 minutes but saw little time in the o-zone. Essentially every time they had any sort of puck possession inside the Rockets zone they scored.  

•Myles Bell scored once last night but should also be credited for an assist on Ryan Olsen's power play goal in the third period. Bell took the shot that seemed to make its way through the legs of Chiefs goaltender Eric Williams. Olsen obviously got a piece of it before it went in.    

•The Rockets played this game without Colton Heffley. The 19 year-old was the significant scratch. With Carter Rigby close to returning (he is cleared for contact on Oct 19th), you may see more older players watching from the bleachers if their play doesn't improve.

•Zach Franko's 6 game point streak came to end last night. Despite being held off the scoreboard, the 20 year-old was very good and was one of the most dangerous players on the ice. Franko hit a goal post in the third period in an effort to keep his point streak alive.

•Up next, another huge challenge against the Seattle Thunderbirds Friday night. It is a rematch of last years epic playoff series and a first look at T-Birds rookie Mathew Barzal.
Sunday, October 27, 2013

Wheat Kings Fall in Tri-City 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings fell to 0-and-2 on their six-game road trip with a 4-1 loss to the Tri-City Americans on Saturday night.

  Michal Plutnar and Lukas Nickles scored first period power-play goals for the Americans as Tri-City jumped out to a 2-0 lead after the opening 20 minutes.

  “Curtis (Honey) should have saved both goals, for me, they were point shots both times without traffic,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We took three penalties in the first period, they scored twice on those opportunities and I felt that really put us in a hole.”

  Jessey Astles added Tri-City’s third goal just 2:24 into the second period before Taylor Cooper got Brandon on the board with his seventh of the season with 2:35 left in the middle frame.

  The Wheat Kings had a chance to cut further into the Americans’ lead when they were granted a pair of power-play chances early in the third period but were unable to capitalize, and then Brian Williams restored Tri-City’s three-goal lead just before the midway mark of the third.

  “Just find a goal on one of those two opportunities to make it a 3-2 hockey game and then it’s a much different final ten minutes,” said McCrimmon, “But, we were unable to do that and I look to that stretch as pretty disappointing.”

  Winnipeg Jets’ draft pick Eric Comrie stopped 24 shots in the Tri-City net while Honey finished with 25 saves for the Wheat Kings.

  The loss leaves Brandon with a 2-5-0-0 road record this season and a 7-7-0-0 mark overall.

  The Wheat Kings get a couple of off days to regroup before continuing their road trip Tuesday night against the Seattle Thunderbirds.

Chaff...F Tim McGauley, who left Friday’s game in Spokane with an upper body injury, was a game-time decision and was able to be in Brandon’s lineup, but didn’t play a shift after the midway mark in the first period...Cooper’s goal was his first against an opponent other than the Moose Jaw Warriors this season...Brandon has lost five of their last seven meetings against the Americans.

  at 5:00 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, October 26, 2013

Game #14 - Brandon at Tri-City (October 26, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

Forwards

13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 15. Jack Palmer - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Taylor Cooper

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes:

 - Brandon F Tim McGauley was a game-time decision after leaving Friday's game in Spokane with an upper body injury, but is playing tonight.  Brandon will scratch D Kord Pankewicz, F Tyler Coulter, F Brett Kitt and F Jesse Gabrielle.

 - The Wheat Kings are looking to bounce from their most lopsided loss of the season, the 7-1 setback in Spokane on Friday night.  If recent history means anything, they could so exactly that.  Prior to Friday's loss, Brandon's most lopsided loss was the 5-1 setback in Regina on Thanksgiving Monday.  The team bounced back to win the next two games including a 3-2 overtime victory in Moose Jaw their next time out.

 - Saturday's game is the only meeting of the 2013-2014 regular season for Tri-City and Brandon. Last year, the Americans won the only game between the two teams, prevailing by a 4-3 score in Brandon on October 13, 2012.  In that contest, Alessio Bertaggia had two goals and an assist for Brandon.  The Wheat Kings last visit to Kennewick came on October 14, 2011 with Ryan Pulock scoring twice in a 3-2 Brandon victory.  The Wheat Kings are 2-3-0-0 against Tri-City the last five seasons, 1-1-0-0 at the Toyota Center.

 - At one time, the Tri-City Americans were Manitoba-west, boasting double digit Manitoba-born players on their roster.  Now, that number has dwindled to just two on this year's team -- defenceman Justin Hamonic and rookie forward Braden Purtill.

 - Winnipeg Jets' draft pick Eric Comrie has bounced back nicely after season-ending hip surgery last January.  Comrie, who was the 59th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, is 6-7-1 so far this season with a 2.72 GAA and .922 SPCT. 

  at 8:21 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Drop Trip Opener 

Killarney product Reid Gow had four assists to pace

 Spokane to a 7-1 victory over Brandon on Friday 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings opened a six-game road trip with a 7-1 loss to the Spokane Chiefs on Friday night.

  Killarney product Reid Gow set up four Spokane goals with Eric Roy netting the lone goal for Brandon on a 5-on-3 power-play late in the third period.

 The Chiefs scored four of their seven goals in the third period including three in a 3:06 span to turn what was a relatively close game into a blowout.

  “We didn’t work in the third so you get what you deserve when you don’t work,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Probably, we had played pretty good in stretches through forty minutes.  We really had a tough time scoring even though we had a lot of really good opportunities to score and I think that inability to get on the board really took the belief factor out of our team.”

  Eric Williams stopped 35 shots in the Spokane net and was named the game’s first star while Curtis Honey and Jordan Papirny combined for 21 saves in the Brandon goal.

  While the third period was the final nail in the coffin, the momentum shifted early in the second period as well.

  Despite trailing 1-0, Brandon had outshot Spokane 10-4 in the opening frame but an Eric Roy penalty late in the first period gave the Chiefs the man advantage when the second period started.

  Spokane capitalized on the power-play that had carried over from the first period and then added their third goal just past the four minute mark to grab a 3-0 lead.

  “We talked about the importance of that kill to start the second period, and we didn’t get it killed,” said McCrimmon, “If we could have got the penalty killed, built on some of the positive things that we had done in the first period, had a little momentum from the penalty-kill,  I think it would have helped us in the second period and, in turn, the reverse happened.”

  Brandon will continue their road trip Saturday night when they visit the Tri-City Americans (8:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...Brandon F Tim McGauley left the game in the first period with an injury and did not return...former Wheat King Carter Proft had an assist for the Chiefs...former Wheat King Scott Glennie was activated from the injured non-roster list by the NHL’s Dallas Stars on Friday and assigned to their AHL affiliate, the Texas Stars... Red Deer RebelsGM/Coach Brent Sutter was named Team WHL's head coach for the Subway Super Series games against the Russia Selects November 27 in Red Deer and November 28 in Lethbridge.  Ryan McGill of the Kootenay Ice will assist Sutter.  The roster for Team WHL will be announced next week.

  at 1:32 AM  0 comments       

Friday, October 25, 2013

Game #13 - Brandon at Spokane (October 25, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 11. Taylor Green

Forwards

24. Jens Meilleur - 20. Chad Robinson - 28. Quintin Lisoway

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Taylor Cooper

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 15. Jack Palmer - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes:

 - Brandon will scratch D Kord Pankewicz and F's Tyler Coulter, Brett Kitt and Braylon Shmyr tonight, although will take the pre-game warmup.  All four Wheat Kings' scratches are healthy.

 - The Wheat Kings got a pair of skates in in Spokane prior to tonight's game, practicing Thursday at the Spokane Arena and then having a game-day skate earlier today.  That should be enough ice-time for the team to get over the bus legs of the 18-hour trip from Brandon to Spokane.

 - Second-year forward John Quenneville currently leads Brandon in scoring with 13 points (7 G, 6 A) and has points in seven of the last eight games (5 G, 6 A).  Taylor Cooper takes a three-game point streak (2 G, 2 A) into tonight's game while F Jayce Hawryluk has eight points (3 G, 5 A) in the last eight games.

 - Brandon went 2-for-3 on the power-play their last time out Saturday in their 6-3 victory over Medicine Hat after being 1-for-11 in their previous three games.  It's been quite a contrast, however, for the Wheat Kings at home and on the road with the man advantage.  They operate at a 30.6% success rate at home, and only 12.5% on the road.

- Fiday’s game will be the only meeting of the 2013-2014 regular season between Spokane and Brandon.  The Chiefs won the only contest between the two teams last season, downing the Wheat Kings 5-2 in Brandon on December 7, 2012.  Jayce Hawryluk and John Quenneville scored the goals for Brandon in that contest.  The Wheat Kings last visit to Spokane was on October 12, 2011 with the Chiefs scoring the game’s last three goals in a 4-3 victory.  Brandon is 3-2-0-0 against the Chiefs the last five seasons including a 1-1-0-0 mark in Spokane.

  at 8:13 PM  0 comments       

Gow-led Chiefs Off to Solid Start 

Killarney product Reid Gow was named

 captain of the Spokane Chiefs in late September 

  It’s been a good start to the season for Killarney product Reid Gow and the Spokane Chiefs.

  The Chiefs are 10-3-0-0 heading into Friday’s home game against Brandon, the best record in the WHL, while Gow has 12 assists, 12 points and a +11 rating in those 13 contests.

  “We just play a greasy game, play simple and try to do our game and not to get trapped into playing other team’s games.  We have Holmberg and Aviani getting lots of points this year and they’re playing unbelievable,” said Gow after Chiefs’ practice on Thursday, “Our goaltending has been stellar throughout, all our D has been laying down and blocking shots and all our forwards, we have a pretty mean forecheck and, hopefully, we can keep that going.”

  The 19-year old Gow had 51 points in 64 games in 2012-2013, more than double his point total from his first two years in the WHL combined.

  A former first round pick in the Bantam Draft (16th overall in 2009), the former Southwest Cougar took some time to find his game in the Western Hockey League.

  “At 16 and 17, I wasn’t comfortable and wasn’t playing my game, I guess, but at 18, they gave me a chance,” said Gow, “I played with a very good friend of mine and an incredible player in (Brendon) Kichton and it was awesome to have him and we had a great season and we did well.”

  Gow is not only helping to replace the production Kichton, a Winnipeg Jets’ draft pick, provided on his way to being named the WHL Defenceman of the Year in 2012-2013 but he’s also filling Kichton’s skates in another way.

  The 6-foot-0, 190 pound Gow was named the Chiefs’ captain during their home opener on September 28th.

  “It’s an incredible honour to be proud of, and I’m more than proud to be the captain of this team,” said Gow, “There’s been some unbelievable captains when I’ve played here with Jared Cowen my first year, Darren Kramer and then Brendon Kichton were all incredible guys and incredible leaders and I wish I can be half the leader they were on this team because they were unbelievable.”

  The Chiefs’ start and being named captain are just two of the big things to happen to Gow over the last two months.

  He also had a chance to play with St. Louis at the Traverse City Prospects Tournament alongside other Blues’ prospects like Brandon product Joel Edmundson and current Wheat King Nick Walters.

  “It was unbelieveable to be in Traverse City, in the tournament there and playing games against other NHL prospects and it was awesome to see how you compared,” said Gow, a former WHL Scholastic Player of the Year, “To get that taste is awesome and I hope, moving forward, it can work for me too.”

  You can hear my complete interview with Gow during the second intermission show of my broadcast from the Spokane Veterans Memorial Arena tonight. 
Thursday, October 24, 2013

Brandon Set to Start Six-Game Road Trip 

Ryan Pulock takes a break during

 Thursday's practice in Spokane 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings open a six-game road trip Friday night when they visit the Spokane Chiefs (8:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  The Chiefs are a WHL-best 10-3-0-0 this season and lead a very competitive U.S. Division, whose five teams are a combined 42-19-2-3 so far this season – a .674 winning percentage.

  “The teams have had good starts and are pretty strong teams, but at the same time, I think we’re playing pretty decent hockey right now and we’re still getting better and better every day,” said Brandon’s Ryan Pulock after the Wheat Kings’ practice in Spokane Thursday, “It’s a good chance for us to get out on the road like this and play some good teams and battle.  It could be a very big trip for us.”

  Pulock is one of just three Wheat Kings that have experienced Brandon’s prolonged road trip into the U.S. Division prior to this season (fellow blueliners Eric Roy and Rene Hunter are the others).

  Despite that fact, Pulock doesn’t feel they’ll need to provide a lot of guidance to the club’s younger players.

  “I think it’s the same as the B.C. roady.  You just have stay focused.  You’re here for one reason, and that’s for hockey...it’s not a holiday,” said Pulock, “You have to keep guys focused, travelling to different cities, seeing new things.  You have to keep your mindset on hockey and we have a lot of young guys in the room that are willing to do that so I think it’ll be pretty easy.”

  As far Friday’s contest, if the Wheat Kings are to get a positive result, one of their top priorities will be to limit WHL scoring leader Mitch Holmberg.

  The task of shutting down Holmberg, who has 16 goals and 32 points in 13 games this season, will likely fall to the Brandon defence pairing of Pulock and Nick Walters.

  “Every game, you kind of have your matchup and you what guy you’re going to try and be out there against and try to shut down,” said Pulock, “Me and Wally have had some of the top line matchups so far and I think it’ll be good for us to get out there and try and shut him down.  Obviously, he’s had a great start and it’d be a great goal for us to be even players and give him nothing offensively.”

  Brandon is not reporting any injuries going into Friday’s contest while the Chiefs will be missing a pair of forwards.

  Liam Stewart and Adam Helewka are both nursing injuries and were listed as week-to-week on this week’s WHL Injury Report.

Chaff...the Lethbridge Hurricanes traded F Jaimen Yakubowski, 19, and F Sam McKechnie, 19, to the Seattle Thunderbirds Thursday for F Riley Sheen, 19, F Carter Folk, 17, and a third round pick in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft...the Chiefs were #3 in this week’s CHL Top Ten Rankings.

  at 10:53 PM  0 comments       

Sunday, October 20, 2013

Wheat Kings Double Tigers 

Captain Ryan Pulock had one of the goals for Brandon Saturday. 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings got goals from six different players in a 6-3 victory over the Eastern Conference-leading Medicine Hat Tigers on Saturday night.

   John Quenneville had a goal and two assists for Brandon while Jayce Hawryluk, Richards Bukarts and Richard Nejezchleb all had a goal and an assist each.

   Brandon jumped out a 2-1 lead after the opening 20 minutes, just the third time in 12 games this season the Wheat Kings have led after the first period, and extended the lead to 4-1 before the end of the middle frame.

   "I thought hard work and we had structure to our game, and that gave us something to revert back to even though we didn't play as well in the second ir the third," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "It at least showed we were in the game and ready to play."

   Ryan Pulock and Braylon Shmyr also scored for the Wheat Kings, who improved to 7-5-0-0 overall and 5-2-0-0 on home-ice this season.

   Curtis Honey stopped 43 shots in the Brandon net including 33 over the final 40 minutes of the contest.

   While he seemed busy, Honey didn't feel they were hemmed into their own zone a lot.

   "We were really bearing down tonight with that, and just playing smart," said Honey, "The biggest thing is (Assistant coach Darren Ritchie) came in and said if we had fewer turnovers than them, we're going to win...we weren't turning the puck over as much tonight, so it was good."

   The Wheat Kings also sported one-time only Pink Jerseys during Saturday's game, with more than $20,000 raised through the auction of the jerseys.

   "The excitement level was unbelievable, guys were really fired up to play," added Honey on CKLQ's post-game show, " I'm sure there are guys on the team that have known someone that have gone through cancer.  To be able to go out and play for something like that, the stakes were just that much higher."

   In addition to the jersey auction, volunteers from the Cancer Society sold special “Pink the Rink” t-shirts and raffle tickets for another Wheat Kings' jersey.

   Close to $25,000 overall was raised in this year's campaign for the Canadian Cancer Society.

Chaff...Wheat Kings' F Jayce Hawryluk left the game late in the second period after being hauled down from behind and sliding into the end boards...Brandon's next game is Friday night against the Chiefs in Spokane, the first of six straight for the Wheat Kings on their longest road trip of the season...Brandon's next home game November 7th against the Saskatoon Blades.

  at 12:07 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, October 19, 2013

Game #12 - Medicine Hat at Wheat Kings (October 19, 2013) 

Braylon Shmyr 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Taylor Cooper

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 15. Jack Palmer

Notes

 - all five of Brandon's scratches tonight are healthy scratches; D Dominic Thom, D Kord Pankewicz, F Tyler Coulter, F Brett Kitt and F Jesse Gabrielle.

 - a couple of statistical oddities to ponder heading into Saturday's contest.  The Wheat Kings have outshot their opponent in five straight games after being outshot in each of their first six contests of the season.  In those first six games, Brandon gave up an average of 38.4 shots per game.  In the last five, that average has dropped to 28.4 per game.

 - Chad Robinson becomes the third Wheat Kings to hit the 200-game plateau for his WHL career tonight.  Robinson has 23 goals and 71 points in 199 games; 12 goals and 27 points in 70 games with the Wheat Kings.  Ryan Pulock hit the 200 game mark on Monday and Eric Roy played game #200 on Wednesday night in Moose Jaw.

 - Wednesday's overtime win in Moose Jaw was the 336th for Kelly McCrimmon in his Wheat Kings' coaching career, leaving him 18th all-time in the list for most coaching wins.  It's four shy of Bob Loucks for 17th and and five behind Marc Habscheid for 16th.  However, Wednesday's win in Moose Jaw was the 300th for McCrimmon since returning behind the bench late in the 2003-2004 season.

 - Pink the Rink night means special themed pink jersey's for the Wheat Kings tonight.  One of features of the pink jerseys are the names for close to 40 people who lost their battle to cancer.  In August, the Wheat Kings sent a letter to season ticket holders and asked for names to be submitted to be included on the jerseys.  Among those included are former Wheat Kings' Athletic Therapist Rob Stoufer and long-time Wheat Kings' education liason Bob Hamilton.

  at 6:35 PM  0 comments       

Thursday, October 17, 2013

Cooper Burns Warriors, Again 

Taylor Cooper scored the OT winner

 Wednesday in Moose Jaw 

  Taylor Cooper scored his second goal of the game 1:51 into overtime as the Brandon Wheat Kings downed the Moose Jaw Warriors 3-2 on Wednesday night.

  Ryan Pulock sent the game into overtime, notching the game-tying goal with 17 seconds left in the third period.

  “I thought our guys had good poise during that stretch,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We haven’t been good with the goalie out this year, not only have we not scored been successful in terms of scoring but we’ve given up empty-net goals so I thought, tonight, guys were more poised in that setting.”

  Coming through a stretch where they’d scored eight goals in four games, the Wheat Kings generated enough scoring chances but were unable to solve Moose Jaw netminder Justin Paulic, who made 34 saves, for most of the night.

  Cooper’s two goals were both came on second-chance opportunities in loose pucks around the Warriors’ net.

  “We need to find ways to manufacture more goals and score more second chance goals, goals from the hard areas, all of those things that we’ve talked about,” said McCrimmon, “I think Taylor Cooper is a perfect example of a guy that needs to add that to his game.  He’s a good skater, he’s got good skill but he has to get to the harders areas and I thought he got rewarded tonight.”

  Curtis Honey stopped 30 shots in the Brandon net including breakaway opportunities for Todd Fiddler and Sam Fioretti in the opening two minutes and a right pad stop on Torrin White during a goalmouth scramble midway through the third period.

  “I did not think we were as good defensively tonight as we have been.  Some of our mistakes led to real good scoring chances for Moose Jaw and that’s where I thought Curtis was real strong for us,” said McCrimmon, “Early in the game, we made some good saves and he made some good saves with the game on the line to keep it a one-goal game.”

  The win was Brandon’s fourth in as many games against the Warriors this season and improved the Wheat Kings’ overall record to 6-5-0-0.

  Brandon’s next game is Saturday when they host the Medicine Hat Tigers (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Cooper has scored all six of his goals this season against Moose Jaw, including five at Mosaic Place.  He scored a hat-trick in the opening night of the regular season September 20 in Brandon’s 6-3 win over the Warriors...we auctioned Chad Robinson’s #20 Pink Jersey during Wednesday’s broadcast, with the winning bid of $1,200 coming from the Robinson Family/Yellowhead Chiefs.  Ryan Pulock’s #2 jersey will be auctioned off Friday morning (6 a.m. – 12 p.m.) on 94.7 STAR-FM while the remainder will be auctioned or raffled during Saturday’s Pink the Rink contest against Medicine Hat.

  at 12:47 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, October 16, 2013

Game #11 - Brandon at Moose Jaw (October 16, 2013) 

Chad Robinson's Pink Jersey that he'll wear during

 Saturday's 'Pink the Rink' night is being auctioned

 during tonight's broadcast on 880 CKLQ.  

 Call 1-888-857-6658 to place you bid.  Bidding ends

 when the puck drops for the start of the third period. 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Taylor Cooper

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 12. Jesse Gabrielle/22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Brandon scratches tonight will include F Jack Palmer (upper body, day-to-day), F Tyler Coulter (healthy), D Kord Pankewicz (healthy) and D Domonic Thom (healthy). One of Jesse Gabrielle and Braylon Shmyr will complete the scratch list.

 - As you can see above, the Wheat Kings have tweaked their lines slightly from the ones we've seen for most of their ten regular season games to date.  Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon told me on the pre-game show that they'll see how to works, but also mentioned that if they needed to, they could return to those usual line combinations and feel confident about doing so.

 - Brandon defenceman Eric Roy will play the 200th game of his WHL career tonight.  Roy has 33 goals, 120 points and a -18 rating during his Wheat Kings' career.  He's the second of three Wheat Kings that'll hit the 200-game plateau this week.  Ryan Pulock played his 200th game Monday while Chad Robinson will play his 199th career game tonight.

 - Speaking of Chad Robinson, we'll be auctioning off Chad's soon-to-be game worn Pink Jersey during tonight's broadcast on 880 CKLQ.  I talked to Chad prior to the game, and he mentioned two people from the Yellowhead Chiefs' organization that were close to him who have or are affected by cancer.  Long-time Chiefs' equipment manager Don Citulski lost his battle with cancer last spring while Robinson's former Yellowhead coach Garth Mitchell is currently battling the disease.

 - The Warriors enter Wednesday's game on a four-game losing streak including a pair of shootout losses.  One of those was Friday's 3-2 setback in Brandon.  This is the fourth of eight meetings between Moose Jaw and Brandon for the 2013-2014 regular season.
Monday, October 14, 2013

Wheat Kings Fall to .500 

Jens Meilleur scored Brandon's only goal

 in Monday's loss 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings suffered their third loss in four games Monday afternoon, dropping a 5-1 decision in Regina.

   The Pats blew open a 2-1 game by scoring three goals in a 4:05 span early in the third period en route to recording their fourth straight victory.

   “We’ve talked about close games and the things you need to do to participate in close games and I think we’ve gotten away from that,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Just responding when something happens, I just don’t think we’re doing a good enough job of that.”

  The line of Dyson Stevenson, Morgan Klimchuk and Chandler Stephenson combined for four goals and ten points for the Pats, with Stevenson recording his second career WHL hat-trick.

   “You have to have awareness, and it’s not going to fall on one line because you don’t have that ability matchup wise, so guys have to be aware,” said McCrimmon, “We talked about this in Prince Albert when we were playing against Leon Draisaitl, who’s a top player.  There’s going to be good players on other teams, that’s how it works.”

  Jens Meilleur scord the lone goal for Brandon while Curtis Honey stopped 21 shots in the Wheat Kings’ net.

   Dawson McAuley made 27 saves for Regina, who won their fourth straight game to improve to .500 on the season at 5-5-0-0.

   Brandon has produced eight goals offensively in their last four contests but McCrimmon felt his team did enough to create opportunities on Monday.

   “Offensively, we haven’t had results but I think we’ve been better offensively as of late,” said McCrimmon, “We had over 40 shots in both of our last home games, I thought we had lots of time in the zone tonight and I think our cycle game has improved, for sure.”

  The loss leaves Brandon at the .500 mark for the year as well at 5-5-0-0.

   The Wheat Kings return to action Wednesday when they visit the Moose Jaw Warriors (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...former Brandon Wheat King Matt Calvert will undergo abdominal surgery on Tuesday and is expected to be out of the Columbus Blue Jackets’ lineup for an extended period of time...Brandon product Landon Cross scored the final game in Kamloops’ 7-1 victory over the visiting Lethbridge Hurricanes on Monday...Wheat Kings' prospects Kale Clague and T.J. Brown are among the players chosen to Team Alberta for the Western Canada U16 Challenge Cup later this month. 

  at 10:04 PM  0 comments       

Game #10 - Brandon at Regina (October 14, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

17. John Quenneville - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 19. Taylor Cooper - Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - Defenceman Taylor Green and centre Quintin Lisoway, who both missed Saturday's loss to Saskatoon with minor injuries, are back in Brandon's lineup for today's tilt.  F Jack Palmer (upper body) misses his second straight game after being injured Friday while F Brett Kitt, F Braylon Shmyr, D Kord Pankewicz and D Dominic Thom are healthy scratches.

 - Today's game is the 200th in the career of Brandon captain Ryan Pulock.  Pulock has 43 goals, 154 points and a +26 rating in his WHL career and is the first of three Wheat Kings who'll be hitting the 200 game plateau in the next week.  Eric Roy is playing his 199th career game today while Chad Robinson is playing #198.

 - F John Quenneville takes a five-game point streak (4 G, 3 A) into today's contest while F Jayce Hawryluk has points in three straight and four of the last five games (2 G, 4 A).  At the other end of the spectrum, the line of Taylor Cooper, Quintin Lisoway and Jens Meilleur haven't produced a point since the opening weekend of the WHL regular season.

 - Russell product Rylee Zimmer, 16, remains with Regina and will play his sixth game of the season today.  A fifth round pick of the Pats in the 2012 Bantam Draft, Zimmer is pointless with a -1 rating so far this season.  Former Wheat King Geordie Maguire is a healthy scratch for the third straight game today.

 - Regina's Boston Leier has six goals and seven points in four games since being acquired from Medicine Hat while Morgan Klimchuk (4 G, 8 A) and Chandler Stephenson (5 G, 5 A) are both riding eight-game point streaks going into today's contest. 

  at 2:15 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, October 12, 2013

Four-Goal Second Period Powers Blades past Brandon 

Nick Walters and the Wheat Kings closed out their

 home stand with a 5-3 loss to Saskatoon Saturday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings close out a five-game home stand with a 5-3 loss to the Saskatoon Blades on Saturday night.

   Saskatoon scored four goals in the second period, three of them coming after a significant momentum swing after it appeared the Wheat Kings and crawled back into a tie after falling behind 2-0.

   Brett Kitt's apparent tying goal was disallowed, with Kitt receiving a goaltender interference penalty and Saskatoon scoring on the subsequent power-play to turn a 2-1 lead into a 3-1 advantage.

   The entire sequence of events come just moments after Richard Nejezchleb's seventh goal of the season and pulled Brandon to within one.

   The Blades then added a pair of even strength goals before the end of the middle frame to push their lead to 5-1.

   "We just have to learn to take those situations and counter them and push back," said Brandon defenceman Rene Hunter on CKLQ's post-game show, "That was the big point for us."

   Hunter and Kitt, with his first career WHL goal, scored in the third period for Brandon, who had plenty of scoring chances throughout the contest.

   However, it was the Blades who did a better job of capitalizing on their opportunities including scoring three power-play goals.

   "We had a pile of chances tonight, I thought our first period was had a lot of energy and a good start to the game.  I think they had four goals on 13 shots or something like that," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "Our penalty-kill was terrible tonight and we didn't get save for Jordan (Papirny) when we needed them and we didn't capitalize on the chances we had, and certainly we had a lot."

   Papirny finished with 22 saves in the Brandon goal while Alex Moodie stopped 39 shots in the Saskatoon net.

   Ryan Graham, Cory Millette, Nathan Burns and Nikita Scherbak had a goal and an assist each for the Blades with Cameron Hebig scoring the other goal for Saskatoon.

   The loss left the Wheat Kings with a 3-2-0-0 record on their home stand and 5-4-0-0 overall.

   "We didn't get the job done here tonight so it just makes it average, and that's not we're setting out to be is average, we're setting out to be a good hockey team," said McCrimmon, "If you're going to be a good hockey team, you have to do a better job on a five-game home stand than we did."

   Brandon will now play eight of their next nine games on the road starting with Monday afternoon's contest in Regina (2:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  at 11:38 PM  0 comments       

Game #9 - Saskatoon at Wheat Kings (October 12, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

22. Braylon Shmyr - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Taylor Cooper

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 24. Jens Meilleur

Notes

 - Plenty of lineup changes for Brandon with defenceman Taylor Green and forwards Jack Palmer and Quintin Lisoway banged up in last night;s victory over Moose Jaw.  That trio are all scratched tonight along with F Tyler Coulter (healthy) and D Dominic Thom (healthy).

 - This is the final game of a five-game home stand for Brandon, during which the Wheat Kings are 3-1-0-0.  Brandon led 1-0 after the first period in Friday's 3-2 shootout victory over Moose Jaw, signifying the Wheat Kings first first period goal of the home stand.  Overall, the Wheat Kings have been outscored 9-4 in the first period so far this season but have scored 17 goals in the second period.

 - Brandon's special teams have been good on this home stand, with the power-play 8-for-25 (32.0%) and the penalty-kill 16-for-19 (84.2%).

 - Tonight's game marks the first time Ayrton Nikkel will play against Brandon since the Wheat Kings traded him to Everett at last January's WHL trade deadline.  He played just seven games with the Silvertips before suffering a thumb injury that caused him to miss the final two months of the 2012-2013 season.  Nikkel was then acquired by Saskatoon along with a fifth round pick in the 2015 Bantam Draft on July 3rd for defenceman Matt Pufahl.  Nikkel has one goal, three points and a -1 rating with Saskatoon this season while also accumulating 20 penalty minutes.  He leads the Blades with a pair of fighting majors.  Nikkel will be my guest during the second intermission show tonight.

 - The Blades are coming off a 2-1 home-ice victory over the Swift Current Broncos on Friday.  In that contest, Nathan Burns scored the game-winning goal with 5:18 left in the third period while Alex Moodie stopped 29 shots in the Saskatoon net.  Moodie will get the start again tonight for Saskatoon.

  at 6:39 PM  0 comments       

Friday, October 11, 2013

Wheat Kings Grab Shootout Win 

Jayce Hawryluk had a goal and an assist in regulation and

 added another goal in the shootout for Brandon Friday. 

   Jayce Hawryluk and John Quenneville had a goal and an assist each in regulation and Richard Nejezchleb scored the shootout winner as the Brandon Wheat Kings downed the Moose Jaw Warriors 3-2 on Friday night.

   It appeared for a while that Brandon's special teams might cost them a victory.

   The Wheat Kings' power-play was 0-for-4 through 40 minutes and Moose Jaw had netted power-play goals from Torrin White and Tanner Eberle in the middle frame to take a 2-1 lead into the third period.

   However, Quenneville's goal with the man advantage with 5:53 left in regulation set the game to extra time and Brandon had two penalty-kills in the third -- one early that preserved a one-goal deficit and one with under two minutes left that allowed the game to continue.

   "We scored the late power-play goal, which is critical, and we always talk about what your special teams do for you in key situations and I thought that was important for us," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "The penalty with 1:57 left was another time where our kill, I thought, did a good job."

   Quenneville now has goals in three straight games while Hawryluk played probably his best game of the young season, scoring his second goal 7:54 into the first period and playing a physical, gritty style throughout the contest.

   "Every night I want to give it all and, tonight, I just did that again," said Hawryluk, "Especially against division rivals like Moose Jaw, we need to get two points so I just want to have all the enery I can give and hope the guys feed off it."

   Curtis Honey stopped 27 shots in the Brandon net while Justin Paulic stopped 39 shots for Moose Jaw.

   Excluding empty-net goals, Friday's contest with the sixth straight one-goal game the Wheat Kings have been involved in.

   Brandon is now 4-1-0-0 at home this season and 5-3-0-0 overall.

   The Wheat Kings conclude their five-game home stand by hosting the Saskatoon Blades on Saturday (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Brandon F Jack Palmer left the game early in the second period after a hard hit from Moose Jaw's Josh Uhrich and did not return...Nejezchleb's winning goal was the first shootout attempt of his WHL career...the crowd of 4,056 was Brandon's largest since the home opener.
Friday, October 11, 2013

Game #8 - Moose Jaw at Wheat Kings (October 11, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

17. John Quennville - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 21. Tyler Coulter - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 15. Jack Palmer

  at 6:52 PM  0 comments       

Lindgren Aiding Wheat Kings' PK 

Ryley Lindgren 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings continue their five-game home stand Friday night when they entertain the Moose Jaw Warriors (7:38 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The Wheat Kings are 4-3-0-0 so far this season, with part of the reason being the play of their special team including a penalty-kill that currently ranked fourth in the Western Hockey League with an 83.9 per cent success rate (26-for-31).

   Rookie centre Ryley Lindgren is one of the key players of the club's penalty-kill unit with one of the season being that Lindgren is already an accomplished faceoff man.

   "Faceoffs are something I've always really worked on and something that I want to continue to improve on," said the 17-year old Lindgren after practice on Thursday, "Being able to go on in those situations and have success in those situations really makes a big difference and I want to just keep working at that."

   Brandon being above the 80 per cent is more significant than you would think.

   The Wheat Kings haven't finished a season above the 80 per cent mark since 2007-2008 and were last in the WHL last season at 71.7 per cent.

   Brandon's power-play has also been hot as of late, going 7-for-20 during the first three games of their home stand.

   Overall, it ranks 11th in the WHL at 24.4 per cent.

   "We've done a real good job of getting shots to the net and having traffic, and that's what we have to keep on doing is having a shooting mentality," said Brandon assistant coach Darren Ritchie on Thursday, "When we have Ryan Pulock and Eric Roy on the backend, those guys do a good job of getting our shots through.  If we can keep doing that, you get second chances and if you get second chances you're going to get an opportunity to score."

   Meanwhile, Lindgren is one of only two first-year players to play every game with the Wheat Kings so far this season.

   The East St. Paul, Manitoba product played four games with Brandon last season and he feels that cup of coffee gave him an edge this season.

   "Having those games a couple of years ago just gave me that feeling and that taste of wanting it that much more," said Lindgren, "Being sent home (last year) was the best thing to me to play Midget and coming back this year I just wanted it that much more, to make that jump and just stay in the lineup every game."

   Lindgren had 24 goals and 50 points in 42 games while captaining the Winnipeg Thrashers last season.

   The 5-foot-11, 183 pound Lindgren one goal in seven games so far this season.

Chaff..Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock should be back in Brandon's lineup Friday after practicing without restrictions on Thursday.  Pulock missed Saturday's loss to Red Deer with an upper body injury...Friday's game is the third of eight meetings between Brandon and Moose Jaw this season.  The Wheat Kings swept the Warriors in a season-opening home-and-home series, winning 6-3 in Moose Jaw on September 20th and 3-1 on home-ice on September 21st...Brandon concludes this home stand by hosting Saskatoon Saturday and will then play eight of their next nine games on the road.

Thursday, October 24, 2013

11 Things 

1. The last time Portland was in Cranbrook was 103 weeks ago, Oct 29, 2011. The ICE won the game 4-1.

 2. The only players who played in that game that are still on the rosters … ICE – Jeff Hubic, Jagger Dirk, Jaedon Decsheneau, Sam Reinhart and Jon Martin. Winterhawks – Josh Hanson, Chase De Leo, Taylor Leier, Brendan Leipsic, Nicolas Petan, Layne Viverois and Derrick Pouliot. Adam Rossignol was on the ICE roster in 2011 and is now on Portland.

 3. In the regular season the ICE have a career record vs Portland of 14-12-2-1, 7-6-0-0 at home and 4-1 in the playoffs.

 4. Jersey # changes, Chynoweth is now #8, Landon Cross #4, Tim Bozon #20.

 5. Bozon and Cross have played 1 game in Cranbrook. Bozon had 2 goals and 1 assist and Cross had 1 assist in a 6-3 Kamloops win on October 20, 2012.

 6. Bozon grew up in Switzerland but has played for France at International events so he won’t be playing in this years’ World Junior Hockey Championships.

 7. Cross’s father Ken is a scout with the ICE and that should makes things smoother at family gatherings.

 8. When Moose Jaw is in town we will not see Morgan Reilly who has been told to find a place to live in Toronto and will stick with the Maple Leafs. 

 9. The top 4 picks in the 2009 WHL Bantam Draft were all defensemen and 2 are still in the NHL. 1. Derrick Pouliot 2. Morgan Reilly 3. Griffin Reinhart 4. Matt Dumba

 10. 4 members of the ICE have Father’s who have played in the NHL with Elynuik, Reinhart, Dirk and Bozon.

 11. Thank You to the ICE for letting me a judge in their 2nd Annual Iron Chef competition. I’m having some strange burps today but I’m sure it has nothing to do with their meals.
Tuesday, October 22, 2013

Kamloops Story / Filbrandt Reassigned 

Kamloops point of view of trade with ICE ... 

http://www.kamloopsthisweek.com/sports/228837571.html

 The ICE roster is at 23 players as they have reassigned Clint Filbrandt to Junior A.

 Filbrandt was acquired from Tri City for a conditional 2015 5th round pick. 

 Since he did not stay with the ICE the pick was used in the trade with Kamloops. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  3:42 PM   

Bozon and Cross 

Tim Bozon 

 - Career 153 GP 75-94-169 111pm Career Playoffs 19 GP 9-2-11 21pm

 - Kamloops 2011 Import Draft 1st round 27th overall, pick acquired w/Marek Hrbas from Edmonton for 2011 1st round Import pick (Martin Gernat) & 2012 5th round Bantam pick (Chance Patterson)

 - 2012 NHL Draft 3rd round Montreal … signed

 - From Lugano, Switzerland and St. Louis, Miss

 - Father Philippe, native of France, NHL Career 91-95 w/St. Louis 144 GP 16-25-41 101pm Playoffs 19 GP 2-0-2 31pm

 - Played in the 2012 Top Prospects Game in Kelowna

 - 11-12 West nominee Rookie of the Year, Jim Piggott Memorial Trophy (won by Sam Reinhart)

Landon Cross 

 - Career 134 GP 3-21-24 84pm +22 Career Playoffs 18 GP 1-0-1 6pm

 - Kamloops 2009 Bantam Draft 3rd round

 - Father Ken is a scout with Kootenay

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:28 PM   

ICE Blockbuster Trade 

Cranbrook, BC – Jeff Chynoweth, General Manager of the Kootenay ICE Hockey Club, today announced the Club has acquired 19-year-old Forward Tim Bozon and 19-year-old Defenseman Landon Cross from the Kamloops Blazers in exchange for 17-year-old Forward Collin Shirley, 18-year-old Defenseman Matt Thomas along with a third round pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft and a first and fifth round selection in the 2015 WHL Bantam Draft.

“With as competitive as the Eastern Conference is and with goals being so hard to come by this was an opportunity to add one of the WHL’s premier goal scorers to our line-up. We are also adding a top four defenseman that will help solidify and give more depth to our blueline group. To acquire a top six forward and a top four defenseman unfortunately you have to give up a lot and we feel we have given up two quality individuals in Collin and Matt along with some very high draft picks. We wish both players all the best with the Blazers,” added Chynoweth.

 Tim Bozon is in his third season in the WHL after being selected in the 2011 CHL Import Draft (1st round – 27th overall). Bozon, whose Dad (Philippe) played in the NHL with the St. Louis Blues (1991-1995) was a third round draft pick (64th overall) of the Montreal Canadiens in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. Landon Cross is also in his third season with the Blazers after being selected in the 2009 WHL Bantam Draft (3rd round – 54th overall). Both players are expected to arrive in time for practice on Wednesday, October 23.

 The ICE are now carrying 24 players, including two goaltenders, nine defensemen and 13 forwards.

 MATT THOMAS

 May 13, 1995 * Hometown: Calgary, AB

 Defense * Shoots: Left * 6’3”, 192 lbs

 YEAR TEAM GP G A TP PIM

 2012-13 Kootenay ICE 66 0 2 2 28

 2013-14 Kootenay ICE 11 0 1 1 4

 COLLIN SHIRLEY

 March 16, 1996 * Hometown: Saskatoon, SK

 Left Wing * Shoots: Left * 6’2”, 181 lbs

 YEAR TEAM GP G A TP PIM

 2012-13 Kootenay ICE 60 9 14 23 20

 2013-14 Kootenay ICE 11 2 1 3 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:41 AM   

Monday, October 21, 2013

10 Things 

1. With help from ICE GM Jeff Chynoweth it was great to interview Player Agent Vlad Shushkovsky who is based in Calgary with ties to junior players in Russia. If you missed the interview on the broadcast it was very interesting to hear how they traveled from Moscow to Calgary in less than 48 hours. The plan was to drive to Red Deer to watch the Rebels play the Hitmen, then join the ICE later that night with a chance to play on Sunday. Valiev asked if they could make it to Edmonton in time to play Saturday night. They arrived in Edmonton 45 minutes before the pre-game skate.

 2. It’s says a lot that Valiev was eager to play for the ICE and played really good after 2 days of travel, a huge time difference (it was around 4am in Moscow at game time), hasn’t been in game-like action for a month, never had seen a WHL game let alone play in one, didn’t even have one practice with the ICE, never met his teammates until 1 hour before the game, language barrier, new equipment, etc. 

 3. He is the first Russian to play for the ICE. While in Edmonton they had Ukraine native Dmitriy Yakushin on the roster.

 4. Had a great visit with the ICE Fan Club who is arranging the Family Tailgate Party this Saturday. They are working hard to have lots of activities for your kids. Remember these tailgate events are what you the fans make of it and they are always looking for more members to join the Fan Club. As the saying goes, if you are not a part of the solution, you are a part of the problem.

 5. As mentioned on the broadcast, the ICE roster is now at 24 and the plan is to be at 22. The long term injury to Tanner Faith probably means they will go with 13 forwards 8 defensemen and 2 goalies for a few weeks. With Jeff Hubic on the blueline they have 9 defenseman. 

 6. We are getting closer to that time of the year where there are International events. In December Sam Reinhart will be off to Canada’s camp with a strong chance to play in the World Junior Hockey Championships. After Christmas Hudson Elynuik and Troy Murray should be playing in the U-17 tournament.

 7. ICE Career Milestone Watch – Luke Philp has played 96 career games, Mackenzie Skapski is at 98 games (5 goalies have played over 100) and is the 6th goalie with over 50 wins, Sam Reinhart is the 16th forward to reach 100 assists, Jaedon Descheneau is the 31st forward to surpass 100 points, Jagger Dirk has 99 points (6 defenseman have over 100 points).

 8. Talk about parity, in the East Conference 5 points separates 11 teams. 

 9. Top to bottom this may be the strongest the US Division has been in a long time. The ICE will host Portland on Friday and in November we will see Spokane, Tri City and Everett.

 10. It’s been a yo-yo month for the ICE as they have not won or lost more than 1 game in a row. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:33 AM   

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 6-5-2-0 record (4-3-0-0 at home, 2-2-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 1-0 in shootouts) and in third place in the CENTRAL DIVISION...The ICE will play six of their next seven games at home.

 FAN CLUB TAILGATE PARTY: The KOOTENAY ICE FAN CLUB is hosting a FAMILY TAILGATE PARTY on Saturday, October 26th from 5:00 - 6:30 pm in the parking lot of WESTERN FINANCIAL PLACE...There will be a bouncy castle for the kids, hamburgers, chips, coffee, pop and hot chocolate available prior to the game against the MOOSE JAW WARRIORS.

 PEPSI KIDS CLUB: Registration for the PEPSI KIDS CLUB is underway…Kids from five to 12 can sign up to be part of the KIDS CLUB and receive a punch card to attend eight games for only $5.00…The events this year will include skating, tobogganing and a movie…Cost for each kid is $17.00 and forms are available at the Kootenay ICE Office…Registration deadline is Friday, November 15th.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...Each FLEX PAK purchased will include a golf voucher for WILDSTONE GOLF COURSE to be used during the 2014 golf season (while supplies last)…SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 DID YOU KNOW: SAM REINHART, who recorded his 100th career assist on October 19 in EDMONTON, is tied for second in the WHL in points with 23 (7-16-23)...REINHART is tied for first in the League in assists with 16...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for seventh in the WHL for goals scored with nine, is tied for third in the League for power play goals with five...HUDSON ELYNUIK recorded his first WHL career goal on October 19 in EDMONTON (game winner)…RINAT VALIEV recorded his first WHL career assist against the OIL KINGS on October 19… JAGGER DIRK needs to record one more point to reach 100 in his WHL career...LUKE PHILP needs to play in four more games to reach 100 in his WHL career.

 TRANSACTION / INJURY: Defenseman RINAT VALIEV (May 11, 1995), who KOOTENAY selected in the 2013 CHL IMPORT DRAFT (first round, 25th overall), joined the team in EDMONTON on October 19 after receiving his Canadian Visa...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up indefinitely with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 13 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 4-9-0-0, after 14 games were 4-9-1-0 and after 15 games were 4-10-1-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday October 22 Practice 3:45 – 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday October 23 Practice 3:45 – 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Thursday October 24 Practice 3:45 – 5:45 pm Western Financial Place

 Friday October 25 ICE vs Portland 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Saturday October 26 ICE vs Moose Jaw 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Friday, October 18 – Kootenay 2 vs Saskatoon 4 – Record 5-5-1-0 – Attendance: 2,188

 Goals:

 1 - Hubic (1) from Reinhart and Descheneau

 2 - Vetterl (1)

 Goalie: Wyatt Hoflin (26 Saves, 4 GA)

 Saturday, October 19 – Kootenay 4 @ Edmonton 3 – Record 6-5-1-0 – Attendance: 7,252

 1 - Shirley (1) from McPhee and Peel

 2 - Descheneau (9) from Reinhart

 3 - Cable (3) from Vetterl and Valiev

 4 - Elynuik (1) from Philp and Dirk

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (28 Saves, 3 GA)

 Sunday, October 20 – Kootenay 2 @ Edmonton 3 - OT – Record 6-5-2-0 – Attendance: 4,680

 Goals:

 1 - Shirley (2) from Martin

 2 - Philp (4) from Thomas and Cable

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (23 Saves, 3 GA) 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  10:00 AM   

Saturday, October 19, 2013

Pics Of The Game 

From Cranbrook Photo ...

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:47 PM   

Tuesday, October 15, 2013

10 Things 

1. As you may have seen in the weekly report, Sunday’s game against Prince Albert was the first time there were 0 penalty minutes in an ICE game.

 2. On the weekend Jagger Dirk became the 16th player to play 250 or more regular season games for the ICE. He is only the 3rd defenseman to reach that milestone. (274 Joey Leach, 258 Brayden McNabb)

 3. Speaking of Dirk, of the 11 players the ICE selected in the 2008 Bantam Draft he is the only player still with the ICE. 

 4. Adam Rossignol, now with Portland, is the only other player from that draft that is in the WHL.

 5. MacKenzie Skapski is in 4th place in ICE history with 8 career shutouts. (18 Taylor Dakers, 17 Jeff Glass, 9 Nathan Lieuwen)

 6. With Sunday’s game scoreless in the 3rd period and Raider’s rookie goalie Nick McBride making his 1st career WHL start, brought back memories of Wheat Kings’ Curtis Honey earning his 1st win and shutout in Cranbrook with a 1-0 decision on January 24, 2012. Brandon’s Head Coach in that game was Cory Clouston.

 7. This year the WHL over-age deadline is on October 15th. Going into today only Moose Jaw was over the limit.

 8. The ICE will host Saskatoon on Friday and have a career record of 26-25-9-2 vs the Blades, including a home record of 14-11-5-1. Last year they split the 4 regular season meetings.

 9. The ICE will play 2 games in Edmonton on Saturday and Sunday. Last year they split the 6 regular season meetings and the Oil Kings won the 1st round playoff match-up 4-1.

 10. The Oil Kings will play 2 games in one weekend in Cranbrook in January. They’ll face the ICE on a Friday, play in Lethbridge on Saturday and back in Cranbrook on Sunday. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:37 PM   

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 5-4-1-0 record (4-2-0-0 at home, 1-2-1-0 on the road, 0-1 in overtime, 1-0 in shootouts) and tied for third place in the CENTRAL DIVISION...The ICE will play five of their next six games against the EASTERN CONFERENCE.

 SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS: SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are now available to purchase at the ICE Office…You get seven game certificates to use at your convenience – total flexibility...The first 100 FLEX PAKS purchased will include a golf voucher for WILDSTONE GOLF COURSE to be used during the 2014 golf season…SUPER SEVEN FLEX PAKS are available in Adult, Senior, Student and Youth packages...Adults are $133.00, Seniors $105.00, Students $91.00 and Youth $70.00.

 FAN CLUB TAILGATE PARTY: The KOOTENAY ICE FAN CLUB is hosting a FAMILY TAILGATE PARTY on Saturday, October 26th from 5:00 - 6:30 pm in the parking lot of WESTERN FINANCIAL PLACE...There will be hamburgers, chips, coffee, pop and hot chocolate available prior to the game against the MOOSE JAW WARRIORS.

 PEPSI KIDS CLUB: Registration for the PEPSI KIDS CLUB is underway…Kids from five to 12 can sign up to be part of the KIDS CLUB and receive a punch card to attend eight games for only $5.00…The events this year will include skating, tobogganing and a movie…Cost for each kid is $17.00 and forms are available at the Kootenay ICE Office…Registration deadline is Friday, November 15th.

 DID YOU KNOW: The KOOTENAY ICE set a franchise record for the fewest penalty minutes by two teams on October 13th against PRINCE ALBERT with zero (previous record was two penalty minutes by both teams set January 18, 2013 in Regina)...SAM REINHART, who tied a franchise record for most consecutive games with an assist at eight from September 20th to October 9th (JOHN NEGRIN – November 18th to December 4th, 2007), is second in the WHL in points with 21 (7-14-21)...REINHART, who needs to record two more assists to reach 100 in his WHL career, is second in the League in assists with 14...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for fifth in the WHL for goals scored with eight, is first in the League for scoring the first goal in a game with four...ZAK ZBOROSKY recorded his first WHL career goal against LETHBRIDGE on October 9th...TROY MURRAY recorded his first WHL career point with an assist on October 9th against the HURRICANES…JAGGER DIRK, who played in his 250 WHL career game on October 12th in MEDICINE HAT, needs to record two more points with reach 100 in his WHL career...MACKENZIE SKAPSKI recorded his first shutout of the season and eighth of his career October 13 against PRINCE ALBERT (30 saves).

 INJURY: Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the ICE line up indefinitely with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After ten games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 4-6-0-0, after 11 games were 4-7-0-0 and after 12 games were 4-8-0-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Wednesday October 16 Practice 3:45 – 5:45 pm Western Financial Place 

 Thursday October 17 Practice 3:45 – 5:45 pm Western Financial Place 

 Friday October 18 ICE vs. Saskatoon 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Saturday October 19 ICE @ Edmonton 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Sunday October 20 ICE @ Edmonton 4:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)
Former Raider Ruopp cracks Penguins organization

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on October 10, 2013
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Former Prince Albert Raiders Harrison Ruopp is adapting to life in professional hockey after four years in the WHL. He is currently suiting up with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins of the American Hockey League. He is shown during a game last season. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

         Advertisement 

Former Prince Albert Raiders defenceman Harrison Ruopp has made it to the professional ranks.

After attending training camp with the Pittsburgh Penguins, Ruopp briefly cracked the NHL roster before being sent down to the team’s American Hockey League affiliate; the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.  

Drafted by the Phoenix Coyotes in the third round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Ruopp attended training camp with the Coyotes before being dealt to the Penguins. 

The Penguins shipped defenseman Zbynek Michalek to the Coyotes for Ruopp, goaltender Mar Cheverie and a third-round pick in the 2012 NHL Entry draft.

“Overall it was a great experience, “ Ruopp said of his second training camp experience. “Everything is very eye opening. You get a feel of exactly what it takes to make it to the next level. They are very helpful with you in your development and it’s great to meet all those guys up in the NHL.” 

Ruopp, a native of Zehner, about 40 minutes northeast of Regina, played all four seasons of his junior career with the Raiders, a organization Ruopp holds in high esteem.

“I wouldn’t have had it any other way or been with any other team,” he said. “It was a great experience for me being in Prince Albert. On the development side of it, I don’t think I’d be where I am now if it weren’t for the people that helped me along the way in P.A.” 

In 217 games over four seasons with the Raiders, the stay-at-home defenseman tallied 59 points and 395 penalty minutes.

The 6-foot-3, 205-pound shut-down defenceman is touted by scouts for his physical game and his ability to deliver big hits.

What Ruopp misses most from Prince Albert is the roaring crowd at the Art Hauser Centre and the city’s passionate hockey community. 

“Just the atmosphere around the rink, I get that here as well, but the staff and coaches, billets, people that I’ve met along the way, I’ll miss,” he said.

Eagerly awaiting his American League debut with the Penguins, Ruopp is looking to take his game to the next level and earn a call up to The Show. 

“It’s very exciting for me to make it to the point of where I am at,” he said. “I am looking forward to proving myself. It will be a huge year for my development, just working hard and taking in as much as I can to move forward in my development.”
Ruff says Aaron Rome needs time in AHL

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:42 am on October 27, 2013  | Permalink
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Aaron Rome could spend some time in the AHL if the NHL Stars’ defense stays healthy. The veteran still is recovering from hip surgery and is not up to speed yet.

He cleared waivers and might now get several games with the Texas Stars.

“He needs to play,” Ruff said. “He needs to go down there and be one of their best defensemen. I think we know what he can be as a player, but it’s tough to step into games and get up to speed. It’s an opportunity for him to get his game back and play with a good group of defensemen down there, so I think it should really help him.”

Stars coach Lindy Ruff had to play musical chairs with his defensemen Saturday, and that could be a trend this season.

After scratching veteran Alex Goligoski on Thursday and inserting rookie Kevin Connauton, Ruff put Goligoski back on the ice Saturday against the Winnipeg Jets. However, he said he did not want to pair Goligoski with Sergei Gonchar, and it’s clear Ruff didn’t want to break up the top pair of Brenden Dillon and Stephane Robidas.

So, he had Goligoski mostly with Jordie Benn and Gonchar mostly with Trevor Daley.

“My initial thought is we played OK,” Ruff said of the rearranged defense corps. “We put a couple of pucks in places where we didn’t need to put them, and it hurt us.”

Ruff has had trouble finding the right fit. While Dillon and Robidas entered the game at plus-7 each, the rest of the defensemen were minus. Goligski was minus-10, among the worst in the league.

“Defense on the whole stayed away from easy plays and looked for tough ones,” Ruff said sarcastically. “It spread the ice out at times, and our forwards got too high and then had to turn back. When we hesitate and hang onto pucks, everyone might as well go back and start again.”

Goligoski had an early turnover that almost led to a goal and struggled at times. Ruff said that for now, Goligoski needs to focus on his defensive work.

“Alex hasn’t been happy with the way he has defended — start in your own end and play well there,” Ruff said before the game.

Gonchar also has started slowly and is minus-5 on the season. He said he is being patient with his assimilation to the Stars.

“It has happened to me with other teams, and it’s something I have done before,” Gonchar said of the slow start. “I don’t want it to be that way, but I know I get better as the year goes on. I want to be better now and help the team win now, but I also know I will get better.”

If Ruff wants Connauton back in, he will probably have to scratch a veteran. Gonchar said he wasn’t worried.

“We all want to do well, and that’s really the only thing you focus on,” Gonchar said. “I’m not thinking about healthy scratches or anything like that; it never crossed my mind. We all just want to play better and win together as a team.”

Here are the quotes courtesy of the Stars’ PR Depratment:

Stars Head Coach Lindy Ruff (http://bit.ly/17R3oyx): 

On the team’s play in overtime…

“Well we had a couple of point blank chances. Jamie Benn had point blank chance right in front of the net and Whitney had a shot in his wheelhouse that didn’t connect. We’ve got to convert those. We had a couple of really good opportunities if you convert those power plays and I thought handling the puck was not our greatest asset tonight.”

On the defense’s play tonight…

“I’ll have a better idea when I look at the game as a whole. My initial thought is that it went okay. Again, we put some pucks in places we didn’t need to put them, which hurt us. I thought the defense as a whole stayed away from some easy plays and looked for some tough ones.”

Stars captain Jamie Benn (http://bit.ly/1dcKirl): 

On the loss:

“I didn’t think we played a full 60 minutes. Kari [Lehtonen] gave us a chance to win that game and we didn’t do our job.”

On the team’s power play struggles…

“We are going to have to figure something out. Because we are not getting the job done, especially when we need us. We got to figure it out. Because like I said, it can make a difference in a game when you get a 4-3 in overtime or a 5-4 late in the 3rd, whatever it is, that’s pretty big. It’s going up against their four hardest working players pretty much and we have to out work them and figure out a way to get it going.”

On going to Buffalo and facing Lindy’s former team…

“I’m sure he’s going to have mixed emotions going back there. Obviously, we want to bring out a strong effort for him and we want to get a big two points to start off our road trip.”

Jets Head Coach Claude Noel (http://bit.ly/19IMLbt): 

On the game…

“I thought we started the game off pretty well. It was a good road game for us. Our team, I thought, played fairly consistent. There was some ebbs and flows in the second period that we would’ve liked to have back. They managed to get that goal off really a nothing play which was a little disappointing, then for us to kill off that penalty late in the third and to start the overtime was huge for us. I thought Pavelec was superb again when he had to be. He had some key saves he had to make at some key times. I thought we did a good job through the neutral zone, way better than we did the last time we played them. I thought that we controlled the Seguin line pretty good.”

On the goalie play…

“Our goalie was fantastic. We gave him some opportunities there at the end, point blank. He had to come up big and he made some really key saves. I thought [Kari] Lehtonen made some key saves as well, but there were some point blank ones we had to face and it’s getting to the point where were starting to expect that from [Ondrej] Pavelec and he’s coming through big time for us.”

Jets goaltender Ondrej Pavelec (http://bit.ly/17nDaY8): 

On tonight’s game…

“Yeah, nice win. Great overall game and we needed it. We needed two points and I’m happy with the way we managed the game. Our penalty kill was huge and it was a good win for us.”

On keeping the rebounds away and eliminating second opportunities…

“That’s the key. I try to keep the puck and hold the puck, but sometimes it went a different way. I think the guys did a great job to clean the crease and push the bodies away so I was able to see the shots.”

Morning skate update: Stars shuffle defense pairs and put Alex Goligoski back in vs. Winnipeg

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:27 am on October 26, 2013  | Permalink
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Ali Lucia previews the Stars game vs. Winnipeg tonight here via the miracle of video.

Lindy Ruff speaks to the media at the morning skate here.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff still is trying to figure out his defense pairings, and it seems if he’s going to do some juggling, it might be best to do it in a home game.

Alex Goligoski will return from a healthy scratch to play Saturday against Winnipeg, and the lines will look something like this:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Rich Peverley

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Valeri Nichushkin-Shawn Horcoff-Erik Cole

Lane MacDermid-Vern Fiddler-Antoine Roussel

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Trevor Daley-Sergei Gonchar

Alex Goligoski-Jordie Benn

Kari Lehtonen

Goligoski, who led the team in defenseman scoring, plus/minus and average time on ice last season, comes back in and Kevin Connauton will be a healthy scratch. Ruff will juggle his pairs by splitting up Trevor Daley and Jordie Benn, and keeping Goligoski apart from Gonchar.

“I want to see Alex’s reaction to coming out and going back in. I also want to see the match-up we want with him,” said Ruff. “We’re going to look at a couple of possibilities tonight. Alex might get some time with Daley. Those bottom four, we’re going to try either/or during the game.”

Goligoski was a healthy scratch last season and came back with nine assists in the next 12 games. He currently has 0 points in eight games and is minus-10. Ruff said they would like him to improve his defense, but that they really want to see him control the puck and help create offense.

“I think first it starts with defending,” Ruff said. “Alex hasn’t been happy with the way he has defended _ start in you own end and play well there. We know what he can bring to us offensively, and those are the tools that when he gets up ice, we want him to use.”

Goligoski said he prepares for each game the same, so a healthy scratch doesn’t affect him much, other than making sure he’s fresh.

“You get a little rest and then come out hard,” he said.

Gonchar has started slowly in previous seasons. He said he is being patient with his assimilation to the Stars.

“It has happened to me with other teams, and it’s something I have done before,” Gonchar said. “I don’t want it to be that way, but I know I get better as the year goes on. I want to be better now and help the team win now, but I also know I will get better.”

Asked if he had thought about the possibility of a healthy scratch, Gonchar said no.

“We all want to do well, and that’s really the only thing you focus on,” he said. “I’m not thinking about healthy scratches or anything like that, it never crossed my mind. We all just want to play better and win together as a team.”

Ruff said he felt the defense played better in a 5-1 win over Calgary Thursday, but that the team as a whole played better together. Dallas had a 34-29 edge in shots on goal.

“I thought our tracking players _ our players coming back through the neutral zone _ were really good,” Ruff said. “They took time and space away and really helped our D out. When you get that kind of support, it can really help our defensemen.”

Connauton will be the team’s only healthy scratch. Ryan Garbutt will serve Game 2 of a 5-game suspension, and defenseman Aaron Rome has been assigned to the Texas Stars.

Rome will play in the AHL to get back his “game feel” after having hip surgery in the off-season. He has not played a game in the NHL yet this season.

“He needs to play,” Ruff said. “He needs to go down there and be one of their best defensemen. I think we know what he can be as a player, but it’s tough to step into games and get up to speed. It’s an opportunity for him to get his game back and play with a  good group of defensemen down there, so I think it should really help him.”

Here is Winnipeg’s expected lineup:

JETS

Andrew Ladd-Bryan Little-Devin Setoguchi

Evander Kane-Mark Scheifele-Blake Wheeler

Anthony Peluso-Olli Jokinen-Michael Frolik

Eric Tangradi-James Wright-Matt Halischuk

Dustin Byfuglien-Grant Clitsome

Tobias Enstrom-Zach Bogosian

Mark Stuart-Paul Postma

Ondrej Pavelec

Al Montoya (back-up)

Injured:  Jim Slater (undisclosed), Jacob Trouba (neck)

Scratches: Patrice Cormier, Adam Pardy, Chris Thorburn

With Aaron Rome going to the Texas Stars, the Stars now have an extra roster spot if they want to call up a forward, but they have not yet decided to do that.

Scott Glennie has been out since training camp, and now will try to work his way back into the AHL lineup.

Here is the press release:

FRISCO, Texas - Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the team has reassigned defenseman Aaron Rome to the Texas Stars, Dallas’ development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL). The Stars have also activated forward Scott Glennie from injured non-roster and have assigned him to Texas (AHL).

Rome was activated from injured non-roster and assigned to Texas on Oct. 14 on a conditioning assignment. The 30-year-old defenseman recorded three shots and six penalty minutes in three games with Texas before being recalled by Dallas on Oct. 21.

The Dallas Stars host the Winnipeg Jets on Saturday, Oct. 26 at American Airlines Center. Puck drop for Saturday’s contest is scheduled for 6:00 pm CT

FRISCO _ It was sort of a quiet day at Stars practice, as all of the lines and defense pairs remained the same. Such is the way of a coach after a 5-1 win.

The Stars ran the same lines they did against Calgary Thursday:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Rich Peverley

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Valeri Nichushkin-Shawn Horcoff-Erik Cole

Lane MacDermid-Vern Fiddler-Antoine Roussel

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Trevor Daley-Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton-Sergei Gonchar

Ryan Garbutt (suspended) was a sub-in on the fourth line, while Alex Goligoski and Aaron Rome skated as the fourth pair of defensemen.

As for Goligoski, he could return in the next two games, coach Lindy Ruff said.

“We’re going to get Goose back in, whether that’s tomorrow or the next game, but he’s going to go back in,” Ruff said. “I thought Kevin (Connauton) did an OK job in the game. For his first game, I thought he had some nerves early on, and I didn’t think he quite skated as well as I saw him skate in the pre-season, but I think you can package that all into the first game, and we’ll say you got it under your belt and we’ll go from here.”

Connauton played 16:05, was plus-2, had two hits and four blocked shots. That’s a pretty solid NHL debut.

He was partnered with veteran Sergei Gonchar, who has struggled beside Goligoski. Gonchar played 18:55, was plus-2 and had two giveaways.

“I think he’s getting better,” Ruff said of Gonchar. “You had moments where I wanted the puck to move quicker, but I thought his battle was better and, as a pair, they worked a little bit better.”

Asked if Goligoski could be brought back in Connauton’s place and paired with Gonchar, Ruff said no.

“We’ve talked about having that pair together, and it just hasn’t been something that’s working,” Ruff said. “You’d have to break up one of the other pairs.”

Goligoski stayed out late with Ryan Garbutt and skated hard. He said he simply has to focus on improving his game and then be ready when the coaches call on him.

“You take it for what it is,” Goligoski said. “You come out, you work hard and you try to play good.”

Asked if he’ll have more pressure on himself when he returns to play, which would seem counter-productive, Goligoski said he did not expect to be nervous.

“I don’t think it’s more pressure, I think you just try to get rolling again,” he said. “Things spiraled once we got going, numbers-wise, but that’s the way it goes sometimes. It’s a new season, and you move on.”

Garbutt practiced, but will not be able to play for the next four games. He was suspended five games for charging Anaheim’s Dustin Penner on Sunday, and said he is ready to accept his punishment from Director of Player Safety Brendan Shanahan. Garbutt went to New York to meet Shanahan in person Wednesday. He had the option to decline the meeting and take the hearing on the phone.

“I was glad I went there for the hearing. I had a good talk with Brendan Shanahan,” Garbutt said. “I definitely accept the penalty I got and hope Dustin Penner is feeling better.”

Garbutt said he can’t change how he plays the game too much. The speedy winger who is fifth on the team in hits with 14 in eight games, said he has to keep an edge to his game.

“I think I have to make small adjustments,” he said. “I can’t change the player I am, I play the game fast, and things happen fast out there.”

Ruff said players have to be more aware.

“There’s no condoning or defending the Garbutt hit. I told him after the game, you are going to get suspended for it,” Ruff said. “There are some that can be accidental, maybe a guy is bent over at the last second. But it is clearly stated that it is your responsibility. He came from a long ways away. He said, ‘Well, I hit him with my head.’ Well, it’s still a blow to the head. Those are the situations we want to stay away from. It’s something we’ve talked about as a team. Obviously, we don’t want to lose any more personnel. We don’t want to lose any key personnel. You turn the highlights on every night and you see someone going into the boards and I think you’ve got to err on the side of caution because the more of these that happen, the history is, the penalties get more severe. “

Power play sparks Blades' on-ice success

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix October 24, 2013  

The power play has been powering the Saskatoon Blades' offence so far this season.

The Blades (6-6-0-2) have the best power play in the WHL through their first 14 games, scoring 29.2 per cent of the time.

That success rate is 3.3 percentage points more proficient than what the Calgary Hitmen have mustered with an extra skater entering play on Wednesday.

"I guess if we could bottle it," assistant coach Curtis Leschyshyn said. "We're executing real well."

The Blades have scored on 19-of-65 power play chances.

They're even better on the road. The Blades have been successful on 35 per cent of their opportunities (14-for-40) in nine away contests.

The Blades are coming off a 4-for-6 effort in an 8-5 loss to Lethbridge last Saturday.

Saskatoon travels to Red Deer for their next game Friday night.

"Sometimes when you get a little confidence on the power play, things really seem to roll," Leschyshyn said. "I think that's where we're at right now."

Of the 49 goals the Blades have scored this season, 19 have come on the man advantage.

Russian winger Nikita Scherbak leads the Blades with five power play markers. That total puts him in a tie for third in the league.

He's been playing the point alongside captain Graeme Craig on the first unit for the last two weeks.

Over-agers Nathan Burns and Collin Valcourt have three power play tallies apiece. Either rookie Cameron Hebig or veteran winger has rounded out the first unit of late.

Burns is tied for the league lead with eight power play assists.

"All those guys have done exactly what they've needed to be successful," Leschyshyn added.

Leschyshyn said the biggest keys have been an effective breakout, getting shots through to the net and retrieving loose pucks.

It doesn't hurt having a 6-foot-2, 216-pound net-front presence like Valcourt either.

Craig compared Valcourt's work ethic in front to that of his former Swift Current Broncos teammate Adam Lowry.

"Val just battles in front of the net," Craig said. "In my career, I've only seen one or two guys that like to stand in front of the net as much as he does."

Leschyshyn said it's Craig that drives the power play though.

Craig sets up the breakout and makes good reads in the offensive zone. He has a goal and six assists on the power play thus far.

"His game has improved leaps and bounds in all areas and the power play has been one of them," Leschyshyn said.

With the help of now-professional players like Josh Nicholls, Matej Stransky and Darren Dietz, the Blades tied Kamloops for the sixth in power play strength last season (21.4 per cent).

Although they've opted for a more simplistic approach, it's proven effective.

"We're not the highestskilled group, but we make plays when they're there," said Craig, adding they work well from both sides of the ice.

"When they're not there, it's a simple shot on net or play down low and fire it out front and battle for the loose puck."

Now the objective is maintaining this torrid pace.

Leschyshyn admits a 29.2 per cent success rate will be hard to sustain, especially with other teams advanced scouting more carefully.

"It's going to be a little more difficult moving forward here," he said. "But it's a challenge that everyone's ready to accept and keep it going in that same direction."

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports

Best WHL power plays

(entering play Wednesday) 1. Saskatoon 29.2% 2. Calgary 25.9% 3. Kootenay 25.5% 4. Moose Jaw 25.4% 5. Spokane 24.5%
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Blades need 'consistent work ethic'

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix October 25, 2013  
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Blades need 'consistent work ethic'

The Saskatoon Blades enter their matchup against the Red Deer Rebels fresh off an 8-5 defeat at the hands of Lethbridge last Saturday.

Photograph by: Gord Waldner, The Starphoenix File Photo , The Starphoenix

The Saskatoon Blades (6-6-0-2) continue their road swing against the Red Deer Rebels (6-7-0-0) on Friday.

An 8-5 loss in Lethbridge last Saturday ended a streak of earning at least a point in eight-straight games.

That streak, which came after five consecutive losses to begin the WHL season, has Saskatoon hovering at the bottom of the playoff bubble in the Eastern Conference.

In the East Division, the Blades are tied with Regina and Brandon with 14 points, three back of leaders Prince Albert.

Swift Current and Moose Jaw are just a point behind entering play Thursday.

So the Blades are determined to get back on track.

"We need to get back to our game, our consistent work ethic," head coach Dave Struch said. "We struggled a bit through 40 minutes against Lethbridge. We need to get back to what's made us successful through the previous eight games."

Here's what else to watch for Friday night: Millette returns to Red Deer Acquired in an Oct. 10 trade, Cory Millette didn't have to wait long to face his former team.

The winger spent 106 games with the Rebels (19 goals, 40 points) in two-plus years, but was playing for the SJHL's Estevan Bruins when the Blades dealt winger Evan Polei to get him.

"Things just didn't work out there," Millette said. "I hope I can have a really good game and show that they were wrong by trading me and not really giving me that chance I needed."

The 5-foot-11, 188-pound forward has two goals and an assist in six games with the Blades. He's expected to skate with new Blade Chase Clayton (acquired Sunday from Calgary) and Nick Zajac on Friday.

Stovin set for Sutter Lukas Sutter played 220 games in Saskatoon before being dealt to Red Deer in June.

The over-age centre missed the first Blades-Rebels matchup on Oct. 1 because of a shoulder injury.

He made his return to the lineup last weekend and is expected to play against Saskatoon for the first time.

One Blade, in particular, is eager for puck drop.

"It's definitely going to be exciting," veteran winger Brett Stovin said. "Playing with the guy and knowing him so well, being good friends with him, it's definitely different seeing him in a different uniform."

Even though Sutter is wearing new colours, Stovin still looks up to his former linemate.

"Last year was my first year playing on the penalty kill and that's something I take pride in. Lukas is the reason for that," said Stovin, who has a goal and seven points in 10 games this season. "He was kind of my mentor as a penalty kill partner last year.

"That's definitely the biggest thing I look up to about him. It's something I'm still learning and trying to teach the young guys now."

Blades defence vs. Rebels offence The Blades have allowed 54 goals this season, second-most in the WHL behind Lethbridge.

The Rebels have scored 37 goals, tying Moose Jaw and Kootenay for the second-lowest output in the Eastern Conference.

Something has to give. "We need to be better defensively," Struch said. "There are some inconsistencies there. We work on them daily.

"With a young group, our play away from the puck has to be better."

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Molleken not sitting back as Blades GM

Saskatoon Blades head coach Lorne Molleken speaks to the media following his team’s defeat by the London Knights at the Memorial Cup at Credit Union Centre in Saskatoon, May 23, 2013. The Knights defeated the Blades 6-1, eliminating them from the tournament.

Photograph by: Liam Richards , The Canadian Press

As the general manager of a young, rebuilding team, Lorne Molleken anticipated being relatively passive early in the 2013-14 WHL season.

Instead, the Saskatoon Blades' GM has been anything but.

"I didn't think that we would be this busy," Molleken said. "But things change right?" Molleken has made four trades this season, including the acquisition of goaltender Troy Trombley from Tri-City on Sept. 17. He's also released two players, making him one of the more active GMs in the league.

In his latest flurry of roster moves, Molleken acquired 19-year-old centre Chase Clayton from Calgary on Sunday.

The ripple effect was that a forward had to go. Winger Austin Calladine, released a day later, was the odd man out.

"With the addition of Clayton, we (still) have 15 forwards," said Molleken of a total that includes winger Ryan Pruden, who is out at least seven more weeks with a wrist injury. "It's too many guys."

Clayton, a 5-foot-11, 190-pound forward, had 21 goals and 62 points in 183 career games with the Hitmen. He netted a goal and five points in 11 contests this season.

The 2009 first-round bantam pick dropped down the depth chart in Calgary, and Molleken made his pitch.

He dealt a conditional fifth-round 2014 WHL bantam draft pick. The condition is that the Blades can reacquire that selection, which was used to obtain defenceman Shayne Gwinner last season.

Molleken said an expanded role will allow Clayton to flourish not only this season, but possibly next year as an over-ager as well.

"Sometimes what happens with these youth guys is it depends on the depth of the team. Calgary has a really good team," said Molleken, noting he has watched Clayton play three times this season.

"It's probably no different than if you look back to Colton Gillies. For the most part with Colton Gillies, the highest position he got on our team was probably the second line."

Clayton buys into that notion.

Although thankful for his time in Calgary, he believes coming to Saskatoon is the best move for his career.

"For me personally, I needed a change," said the Abbotsford, B.C., native. "I needed a place where I could get more opportunity and I think I'll get that here."

As for Calladine, he played in three games after being acquired from Calgary for a conditional 2015 eightrounder on Sept. 26.

The 1995-born winger appeared in three games, returning to the lineup last Friday after suffering a concussion in his second contest.

"It was really no fault of Austin's," Molleken said. "He saw very limited playing time and then obviously was hurt.

"He just didn't get the opportunity here where we could make a good decision on him."

Molleken's other moves this season were acquiring winger Cory Millette from Red Deer releasing defenceman Kevin Pochuk on Oct. 10.

Molleken's phone is always on, but he's cognizant not to overdo things and make change for the sake of change.

After all, his Blades (6-6-0-2) have won six of their last nine games and collected points in all but one of them - an 8-5 loss to Lethbridge last Saturday.

"The chemistry and the makeup of the team you have to be very careful with," Molleken said.

"If we decide to do something moving forward that will play a part in it, there's no question."

BLADE BITS: Most of Molleken's moves have been minor in nature. That can't be said for Tuesday's blockbuster between the Kamloops Blazers and Kootenay Ice.The Ice acquired winger and Montreal Canadiens prospect Tim Bozon and defenceman Landon Cross for Saskatoon native Collin Shirley, blue-liner Matt Thomas and three draft picks - including a first in 2015.

Read more about the deal in my WHL column in Thursday's paper. dnugent-bowman @thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports

Blades moves

Date To Saskatoon Departing Sept. 17 G Troy Trombley 5th-round pick (2014) to Tri-City Sept. 26 LW Austin Calladine conditional eighth-round pick (2015) to Calgary Oct. 10 LW Cory Millette LW Evan Polei to Red Deer Oct. 10 release D Kevin Pochuk Oct. 20 C Chase Clayton conditional fifth-round pick (2014) to Calgary Oct. 21 release LW Austin Calladine

© Copyright (c) The StarPhoenix

Surplus up front gives Struch options

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix October 23, 2013  

Having an influx of forwards isn't a problem for Saskatoon Blades head coach Dave Struch.

In fact, quite the opposite. "It makes it easier because it means everybody else has to push themselves that much more to stay in the lineup," said Struch, whose Blades are coming off a three-in-three road trip that saw them go 1-1-0-1.

Barring an injury at practice, Struch has 14 Blades forwards to chose from for their next game in Red Deer on Friday.

Wingers Brett Stovin (upper body) and Austin Adamson (meningitis) are back healthy after absences earlier this month.

Cory Millette was added on Oct. 10 from Red Deer for affiliate player Evan Polei and Chase Clayton was brought in from Calgary for a conditional fifth-round 2014 WHL bantam pick on Sunday.

"It's good I'm here early in the week so I can get a couple practices in before we hit the ice for a real game," said Clayton before Tuesday's practice, his first with his new team.

The 19-year-old centre skated on a line with Millette and winger Nick Zajac on Tuesday.

"He's a small, quick forward, who's gritty," Struch said. "That's what we look for."

Even though winger Austin Calladine was released Monday and Ryan Pruden remains sidelined for at least another seven weeks with a wrist injury, the Blades still have two forwards too many.

That prevents Struch from taxing his young players.

Adamson, Cameron Hebig, Graham Millar, Nick

Gomerich and Logan Harland all skated as part of the fourth-line on Thursday. Harland is the only one in that group that isn't a rookie. Struch noted that Hebig and Millar have the inside track for ice time because of their ability to play on special teams.

Hebig has three points and one power-play goal this season. Millar has four points and his two goals have both come on the man advantage.

However, it's clear there will be some roster shuffling ahead.

"We hope to get everyone in the lineup this weekend," Struch said.

"We're in a position now where having Chase Clayton here gives us more experience.

"Everything is part of their development," he added. "They're young kids. Everybody's going to get an opportunity to play here."

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsport
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Team sticks with Moodie's hot hand in net

Blades goalie Alex Moodie clears the puck against the Swift Current Broncos. Moodie's save percentage is up from last year.

Photograph by: Gord Waldner, The Starphoenix , The Starphoenix

Given the way Alex Moodie has played lately, Saskatoon Blades head coach Dave Struch has no plans to rest him.

"Right now we're going to ride the wave," Struch said following the team's final practice before departing for a three-game-in-three-night road swing.

The Blades play the Calgary Hitmen on Thursday, the Kootenay Ice on Friday and the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Saturday.

The indication is Moodie should start all three games if he can maintain the level of play he's shown of late.

The 18-year-old goaltender was named WHL goaltender of the week on Tuesday after winning all three of his starts while posting a 1.67 goals-against average and a .949 save percentage.

"We've stuck to our plan when we said we have got to give him every opportunity to succeed," Struch added. "He's had some good success now. We need to get that consistent effort from him every night."

The Blades have won their last four games and the Winnipeg native has been the netminder of record in all of them. Moodie stopped 25 of 26 shots to start the winning streak with a 6-1 victory over Vancouver last Wednesday.

As far as Struch is concerned, that body of work is hard to overlook.

As a result, he's likely to keep his other goalie on the bench for the immediate future.

"We spoke with Troy (Trombley) and he agrees totally," said Struch of Moodie's road roommate. "It's a difficult situation for the backup goalie, but as a 19-year-old he's accepted it. We're going to get him in here sooner than later.

"But he does understand that right now we're in a position that Alex is playing good. Troy is giving him full credit with where we're at right now."

The Blades are back to .500 for the first time since the season-opening puck drop. They have gone 5-0-0-1 since losing their first five games.

As the numbers indicate, Moodie has been a big reason why.

The 6-foot-1, 182-pound goalie sported a 4.82 goalsagainst average and a .848 save percentage in 15 appearances last season. So far this year he's lowered that average by almost two (3.01) and upped his percentage over .900 (. 919).

Moodie believes finding some early success has been paramount for his confidence.

Moodie was pulled in both of his first two starts last season and never got another one until Andrey Makarov left for the world junior championship in December.

He also claims he isn't as hard on himself if a puck gets behind him.

"Definitely my mental game is a lot better than it was last year," Moodie said.

"I want to play the same as I have the rest of the way. I want to keep this confidence the whole way through."

Confidence and mental fortitude are keys for Moodie.

Those strengths have led to an increased willingness to compete in the net regardless

of the situation, his coach said.

It's also rubbed off on his teammates.

"If he makes a mistake, he battles back and stays confident," Struch said. "He gives our bench energy."

"In the game there are so many momentum shifts. In those two or three shifts where they're (opponents) pushing hard, Alex gets the opportunity to make those big saves for us.

"It gives us the opportunity to push back. We've done that really well to this point."

BLADE BITS: It was good news, bad news for the Blades on the injury front

Wednesday. LW Austin Calladine participated in a full practice and should return to action sometime this weekend, Struch said. Calladine hasn't played since receiving a head check from Red Deer's Devan Fafard on Oct. 1. However, the team announced RW Ryan Pruden will have wrist surgery to

repair a fractured scaphoid, which he originally sustained last March. The injury is expected to keep Pruden out of the lineup for an additional eight-week minimum. Pruden hasn't played since Sept. 28 in Moose Jaw.

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Hard-working Blades stick together

Saskatoon Blade Clayton Kirichenko dishes out a hip check to Glenn Gawdin of the Swift Current Broncos in first period WHL action Friday. The Blades were projected to finish near the bottom of the WHL East Division standings, but have won five of their last six games.

Photograph by: Gord Waldner, The Starphoenix File Photo , The Starphoenix

The Saskatoon Blades (5-5-0-1) have been one of the early pleasant surprises of the 2013-14 WHL season.

Predicted by most - myself included - to finish at the bottom of the East Division standings, the Blades have won four straight games and five of their last six.

Entering play on Wednesday, the idle Blades were tied for the longest current streak without a regulation loss.

Even the most ardent of believers couldn't have anticipated a turnaround to the .500 mark this hastily.

"I really did see it happening," Blades winger Nick Zajac said. "But when we came to a slow start I thought it would take a little while to even out."

Given the inexperience on this Blades team, a .500 record at any point seemed hard to fathom.

This is a team that lost its starting goaltender, top four defencemen and six of its top-nine forwards after hosting the Memorial Cup in May.

So now that they're devoid of glamorous star power, the Blades have donned their hard hats.

First-year head coach Dave Struch, a longtime assistant with the organization, references the importance of work ethic multiple times every day.

It's a creed the players believe in, perhaps more than in past years.

"We're not the most talented team in the league," Zajac said. "But, in my opinion, we're the hardest working team." "Last year we had a really talented group of guys, but it seemed like we took it for granted," added the 18-yearold winger, who's in his third year with the club.

The Blades started terribly last season, winning just two of their first nine games.

After winning their opening game of the season, the 2012-13 Blades didn't get over the .500 mark again until Nov. 30.

A win in Calgary on Thursday would get them over that hump this season.

"This year we started 0-5 and I thought it would go the same way (as last year)," Zajac said. "I'm really proud of our guys with how we turned it around."

Of course, the Blades did turn things around over time last season.

They broke the franchise record by winning 18 consecutive games before the playoffs. But they were then swept in the first round by Medicine Hat.

Last season is last season. With all the new faces, Struch understandably has little interest in reflecting.

It's also probably a little premature to analyze this campaign - one that Struch has referred to as "a growth year," "a development year," and even the potential to be "a long year" for the franchise.

He chuckled a bit when asked about the record through 11 games.

"All we can ask from our guys is to keep growing," he said. "We're going to still go through some growing pains.

After crumbling under the pressure last season, the Blades are playing like underdogs with nothing to lose.

Struch doesn't buy into that notion. Zajac just might.

He said the goal is to put forth that consistent effort nightly and make the playoffs.

"Teams expected us to be at the bottom of the barrel," said Zajac, who has two goals and six points so far. "But, with our work ethic, we've got a group of guys that'll come to play every night. We stick together as a team more than anything, and more than I've seen in the three years that I've been here."

Former Blade honoured Everett Silvertips defenceman Matthew Pufahl was named WHL player of the week on Tuesday after recording four goals, two assists and a plus-5 rating over a four-game stretch. Pufahl, a Saskatoon product, was dealt to Everett for defenceman Ayrton Nikkel in July. dnugent-bowman @thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports

By George Johnson

Calgary Herald

Still no sign of captain and fulcrum Mark Giordano. Also hidden away from view early Saturday morning, Lee Stempniak, arguably the Calgary Flames most dependable forward.

Be afraid. Be very afraid.

The cupboard sure is starting to get bare at an extremely delicate point in this early-going for the 4-4-2 Flames.

Licking their wounds after losing four of five on the road, they’ve returned to face a rampaging Alexander Ovechkin and the rest of the Washington Capitals to open a three-game homestand at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

Karri Ramo has been tapped to defend Calgary’s net goal and face the Caps’ Braden Holtby.

The hugely-influential Giordano has been placed on injured reserve retroactive to Oct. 21 – released via Twitter! – and will be missing his third consecutive start tonight. Whispers, unaddressed, about the seriousness of his mysterious (officially: undisclosed) lower-body injury have been swirling.

Stempniak also has a lower-body problem which, in the ludicrously covert world of injury non-divulging, could technically mean anything from an inflamed ingrown toenail to total leg amputation.

“I mean, both of them are great leaders in here, a huge help for our team,’’ acknowledged winger Sven Baertschi of the holes to be filled. “With both of them out, there has to be other guys step up and I think we have enough offensive firepower in here to score goals and we’ve got enough defenceman that can play very well.

“Everybody has to chip in with a little more leadership and … problem solved.’’

They can only pray a solution is that simple.

Baerteschi, sat in Dallas by a dissatisfied Bob Hartley, draws back into the lineup tonight in Stempniak’s absence. Defenceman Derek Smith, recalled from AHL Abbotsford, may also be included.

“We’re nursing a few bumps and bruises,’’ said Hartley . “There’s going to maybe be one or two game-decisions but that’s part of the business. Smitty had a great game last night in Abbotsford. He has experience in this league so I’m very comfortable putting him in there.

“The situation with Sven Baertschi is no different than McGrattan or Jackman or whoever on this team. Everyone goes by the same rules, goes by the same expectations. There’s only one way to be in the lineup and that is to perform.’’

Whoever gets the call, the task is undeniably daunting. Ovechkin has talled 10 times in 10 games and personally dismantled a 3-0 Flames’ lead in the season-opener at the Verizon Center, scoring twice.

“We played them on Game 1 of the season so we know what to expect,’’ said Hartley. “They’re obviously a team with a lot of firepower. (Alex) Ovechkin is on a mission since Day One of the regular season so it makes it interesting. For us, our game plan doesn’t change. We have to play our game, the style that fits us the best and make the most out of our chances.’’

With Stempniak a no-go, Baertschi’s offence will be a welcome addition against the Caps.

“We had the day off and now we’re ready to go,’’ said the Swiss winger. “Especially me. I’m just going to play as hard as I can. Try to make plays out there, try to score goals. That’s what I’ve been doing my whole life. That’s what I want to do out there. I’m going to play hard, too. I want to make sure I stay in the lineup.’’
Roady brings Flames back to earth

Hot start in the distant past after 1-4 run

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldOctober 25, 2013
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Flames defenceman Shane O&#8217;Brien skates with the puck ahead of Paul Bissonnette of the Phoenix Coyotes during Calgary&#8217;s loss at Jobing.com Arena Oct. 22.

Flames defenceman Shane O’Brien skates with the puck ahead of Paul Bissonnette of the Phoenix Coyotes during Calgary’s loss at Jobing.com Arena Oct. 22.
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Capitals enjoying hot Ovechkin start

That cold, bracing slap that jarred a city out of its wistful hockey daydream?

It’s called ... reality.

“Everyone was telling us how good we are (before the trip), and people will probably tell us how bad we are now,” defenceman Shane O’Brien said late Thursday night in Dallas “It was a tough road trip. We obviously didn’t have the success we wanted to.

“We knew it wasn’t going to be easy. It’s a tough league. It’s hard to win in this league, especially on the road. But, like I said, we’re still the same team we were when we got off to that good start. We’re going to learn from this.

“I don’t think there’s any need to push the panic button or anything like that.

“We’re a .500 hockey team heading home, so we’ll see what we can do with it.”

Admit it, if anyone had predicted that the Calgary Flames would be as high as break-even, 4-4-2, at the 10-game mark of the first year of this rebuild, they’d have been strip-searched and shipped off to Happydale Sanatarium.

Those first five games (3-0-2) flew by as if in a dream. A couple of squandered leads, yes, but they could be chalked off primarily to inexperience. Besides, so much was going so right. Freshman Sean Monahan playing out of his 19-year-old skin, scoring goals at a dizzying Stamkos-like rate. Skipper Mark Giordano picking up the extinguished torch left by Jarome Iginla and igniting his own flame. Dennis Wideman conjuring distant echoes of his salad days in Boston. Jiri Hudler doing more delightful deceits with a puck than Steve McQueen with a deck of cards in The Cincinnati Kid. Good-enough goaltending. No end of pluck. The element of surprise.

It all seemed to good to be true.

Well, it was.

Wily ol’ Bob Hartley, understanding that nothing less than a fairly positive start stood between his wet-behind-the-ears group and potential implosion, put the Flames through the most taxing training camp anyone involved could recall. As the rest of the league begins to catch up conditioning-wise, though, the tables were sure to turn.

The just-completed road swing, a gauntlet of terror, was advertised pre-departure as a kind of polygraph test. If so, they flunked.

The Flames left from Calgary International Airport on Oct. 16 basking in the sort of soft, warm glow that all early surprise packages do, and returned early Friday in the dead of night, one win in five tries, on the hook for the second-highest goals-allowed total in the league, seated 11th in the Western Conference.

“Well, we need to be better defensively,” said Hartley. “I kind of knew that. That’s our challenge — to become a better team defensively, to read the game, to communicate the game in a better way. Those five games, they showed us that we have a lot to learn.”

Desperately unlucky in Anaheim, wildly undisciplined in San Jose, competitively unreal in L.A., somewhat unconvincing in Phoenix and completely unhinged in Dallas:

The Coles Notes version of a road trip gone awry.

“In Phoenix we’re right in the game, we tie it up late, and same thing, a breakdown,” said T.J. Galiardi with a grumble. “Give them a goal and, just like that, you get zero points in a game where we battled back and showed heart again. I think we just had poor starts every game on the trip, whereas at home and before that, early in the year, we were jumping all over teams right away. We’ve got to find a way to get back to that.”

“The main thing I think we’ve got to take away from (the trip) is momentum swings,” said O’Brien. “When something goes bad, we’ve got to find a way to stick together and make sure it doesn’t get worse.

“The biggest shift of a game is when you score a goal or you get scored on. So we just have to realize that, either way, if we score one or get scored on, that next shift has got to be the best shift of the night. As veteran guys, it’s our job to … when we see things like that happening, to put a stop to it as quickly as we can. It was a snowball effect and before you know it, it’s 4-1, 5-1, and the game’s over.”

That snowball effect, and how it can bury you, should’ve come back to haunt their dreams Friday, what with Alexander Ovechkin and the Washington Capitals in to pay a visit. The Caps, remember, fell behind 3-0 in Calgary’s season opener at the Verizon Center, before The Great 8 personally took the game over, consigning the Flames to a 5-4 OT loss.

Despite the disappointment of the past five games, nothing really has been lost because, as promising as that start proved to be, the rebuild has only just begun.

“It’s just not good enough,” said Hartley of the slippage. “We racked up eight of the first 10 points. Now we just got two of the last 10. Obviously, we can’t be happy with this. We look by (five-game) segments. Our first segment was very good. Our second segment, well, it’s not what we were looking for at all. We have to bounce back, making sure that we’re staying in the pack.”

They still appear to be ahead of schedule, these Flames, in spite of the disappointment and frustration returned with from the road. There are reasons for optimism. They play hard, for one thing, and that makes up for a lot (and cannot be allowed to lessen, or otherwise this could go to hell in a hand basket, in a hurry).

For those who had momentarily lost sight of the fact, it remains a long, difficult process and the glare of some early-season surprises should never have blinded anyone to that certainty.

With that first blush of surprising success behind them, a true gauge of where they are and what’s needed most can from here on in commence.

That brief, blissful honeymoon has ended. The drudgery of day-to-day living is at hand.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Capitals enjoying hot Ovechkin start

Winger has 10 goals in first 10 games

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldOctober 26, 2013
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Alex Ovechkin of the Capitals celebrates with Nicklas Backstrom during a 4-1 win over the Edmonton Oilers Thursday at Rexall Place.

Alex Ovechkin of the Capitals celebrates with Nicklas Backstrom during a 4-1 win over the Edmonton Oilers Thursday at Rexall Place.
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It’s a unique thing when Alexander Ovechkin is on and everyone knows it.

His teammates. The coaching staff. The person serving hotdogs in whatever National Hockey League arena he happens to be gracing that evening.

Just 10 games into the 2013-14 campaign, it’s very apparent that No. 8 is on.

“I just feel comfortable right now,” Ovechkin said Friday, following an up-beat skate at Calgary’s WinSport Arenas ahead of Saturday’s game against the road-weary Calgary Flames. “When you feel comfortable, it’s easy to play and easy to do some work … I’m motivated. I want to win, you know? We’re not going to win if our good players aren’t going to play hard for our team, you know?”

Which, of course, is infectious in the dressing room.

“Aside from being his teammate, I’m a fan,” Troy Brouwer said. “I love watching him score. I love watching his goals. I love watching his celebrations and how much energy he has when he scores and how he can make opposing buildings excited.”

After a lockout-shortened 2013 season — one which eventually saw Ovechkin capture his third Hart Trophy as league MVP — it’s clear winger is emerging under second-year head coach Adam Oates who loosened the Dale Hunter-implemented defensive style and switched him from the left side to the right.

He also cannot go a day without reporters asking questions about his star player’s star qualities.

“I watched him as a fan before but never on a day-to-day basis, just saw the highlights,” Oates said. “He’s a goal-scorer. We’re trying to find every way we can to incorporate his scoring into the team. He’s doing a great job with that. He’s also our leader.

“We count on him to get those quality chances every night.”

The bad news for the Calgary Flames is that the 28-year-old Russian arrives in the city riding a career-best start.

In 10 games, Ovechkin has 10 goals which beats the nine goals he had in the first 10 games of the 2009-10 season. His game is ‘on’ much quicker than the 2007-08 season which eventually saw him net 65 goals and 112 points to capture the Rocket Richard and Art Ross trophies.

In seven career games against the Flames, he’s netted eight goals and seven points and delivered 13 hits. Stopping him is nearly impossible — he’s six-three and 225 points and shoots from everywhere.

But it’s his ability to change a game that really makes an impact on the Capitals, especially amid a three-game winning streak that includes a 5-4 shootout win against the Winnipeg Jets and Thursday’s 4-1 win over the Edmonton Oilers.

“It’s the best I’ve seen him play,” said Washington defenceman Karl Alzner. “You see him getting back on the back check, getting in good spots defensively … you can just see, he has a little more jump in his step. He starts hitting guys. He’s calling for the puck the whole time he’s out there.

“It’s almost like a switch goes off for him and then he starts going full-tilt … and he’s got that switch flipped on right now.”

At the moment, he’s also shooting the puck more than anyone in the league with 67 shots on net, converting 14.9 per cent of those into goals. Sure, it’s an 82-game season but those numbers — even early on — are impressive.

“It’s just 10 games in,” Ovechkin said. “Last year, I don’t know how many goals I had in 10 games, maybe one or two. But, I’m enjoying playing hockey right now and we’ll see what’s going to happen.”

As the face of the 2014 Sochi Olympics, Ovechkin admits that the Games are playing into this season. His mother, Tatyana, was a national basketball player and won two Olympic gold medals, including one in Moscow.

“Of course, I am thinking about Sochi,” he said. “But it’s way too long to Sochi right now. I just try to play the game hard and do my best and try to help my team. Of course (the Olympics) motivates me. All the time. Because I’m going to play in my home, in front of my family and friends. All the Russian people are waiting for this moment, maybe their whole life, to see the Olympic Games in Sochi. My mom was an Olympic champion and won her gold medal in Moscow.

“It was unbelievable and I hope it is going to be the same.”

But two dates into a five-game road swing, Ovechkin is on and so are the Capitals.

“Winning makes better feelings than when you lose,” he said. “We won three and we want to keep going … we have to keep playing the same way.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Flames fall flat in road-trip finale, losing 5-1 in Dallas

Calgary killed by Stars&#8217; three goals in a span of 61 seconds in the middle frame

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 25, 2013
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Calgary Flames centre Matt Stajan, returning from a wicked charleyhorse injury that had him on the shelf since the season opener, fights with Dallas Stars defenceman Stephane Robidas for control of the puck.
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Baertschi sits and watches Dallas game, banished to press box for being too uni-dimensional

DALLAS — In hockey, bad things happen to everyone.

Key, of course, is being able limit the damage.

If you lose once, you don’t want to lose the next time out — which the Calgary Flames did, falling 5-1 Thursday to the Dallas Stars.

If you allow one goal, you don’t want to allow two. And if you allow two, you certainly don’t want to allow three — which the Flames did (in a soul-sucking span of 61 seconds) at American Airlines Center.

“It’s the first time this year we’ve allowed the snowball effect to take place,” said Michael Cammalleri, “and not been able to nip it in the bud.”

How do you stop the bad from getting worse?

“We lost (Tuesday in Phoenix) and you have to have a keen sense and desperation,” said Cammalleri. “The last thing you want to do is put together a losing streak of two in a row. You want to get back on track. It’s the same thing in the game, if that makes any sense.

“You give up one (goal) and you want to get right back on your horse and try to make things difficult for the other team. Two and three in a row like that makes things pretty tough.”

Added coach Bob Hartley: “Those three quick goals definitely took lots of energy out of us. We just couldn’t recover.”

Now, after the 1-4-0 junket, the Calgarians trudge home to prepare for Saturday’s clash against the Washington Capitals.

“Tough road trip,” said Curtis Glencross. “We’re disappointed, but we can’t wait on this game, the last couple games. Saturday, we’ve got Washington in town and we’re still right in the hunt. A big win . . . would help us out.”

Scoring two goals apiece for the Stars were Alex Chiasson and Jamie Benn. Brenden Dillon added a single.

Lee Stempniak replied for the Flames, who trailed 1-0 and 4-1 by periods. (Jiri Hudler, after points in the first nine outings, was held off the scoresheet.)

In each of the first four stops of this journey, the Calgarians had permitted the enemy to strike first in the opening period.

They didn’t want that to happen again.

But it did.

“We had poor starts every game on the trip,” said T.J. Galiardi. “At home — and before that — we were jumping all over teams. We’ve got to find a way to get back to that.”

Barely four minutes into the contest, Chiasson, all alone and from short range, tucked the puck behind Flames goalie Karri Ramo.

“We didn’t have a great start,” said Cammalleri. “And the second period? It was one of those where we kind of made some mistakes.”

First, though, the Flames had knotted things, thanks to Stempniak.

Then, shortly after a great chance by Cammalleri had gone awry, the hosts poured it on.

“We’ve got to avoid that stuff or we’re going to be in trouble all year,” said Galiardi. “Veteran teams don’t do that. We just had to do what we were doing before — getting the puck behind their defencemen. I don’t think they did anything super-special there. We just had breakdowns and odd-man rushes and they’re skilled enough to make you pay.

“Before you know it, the game’s almost out of reach.”

At 11:11, Chiasson banged in his second goal, 2-1.

At 11:29, Benn, stepping down the left side, rifled in a shot, 3-1.

At 12:12, Dillon, from a Vernon Fiddler faceoff win, fluttered a point shot through traffic, 4-1.

“That’s the things we have to prevent as a team,” said Shane O’Brien. “We give up the one ... but then to allow another goal that quickly is things as a team we have to control. Obviously you’re going to give up some goals throughout the course of a game and the season, but you can’t have that big of a momentum swing.

“It’s something we have to clean up as a team. It probably has to do a little bit with the age of our team — growing pains.”

Only Benn could count in the third and the Flames, stung by their worst loss of the season, trotted out of Texas.

“I thought we continued to battle and showed pretty good heart,” said Galiardi. “We’re not quitters over here. But it’s a results-oriented business and terrible road trip.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Baertschi sits and watches Dallas game, banished to press box for being too uni-dimensional

Talented Swiss forward gets another public scolding, knows he needs to put it behind him and work on his play in all three zones

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 25, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s Sven Baertschi hunts for the puck against Phoenix&#8217;s Zbynek Michalek during a game in the desert on Tuesday. He saw his ice time decrease in that contest and saw the foreshadowing for Thursday night when he was made a healthy scratch against Dallas.
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Dallas — Like all skilled forwards, Sven Baertschi possesses an uncanny sense of anticipation.

So the Calgary Flames’ winger wasn’t exactly broadsided by news that he would not suit up Thursday against the Dallas Stars.

Baertschi, Tuesday at Phoenix, had garnered a season-low 16 shifts.

“I’m pretty good at seeing things coming,” Baertschi said. “The way the last game went, I felt that they weren’t too happy. I don’t think I would be a big help on the fourth line because I’m not really experienced in that part. So it’s either first, second, or third line — or out of the lineup for me, I think.

“I just have to deal with it right now.”

Bob Hartley, following the morning skate at the American Airlines Center, did not get into specifics.

Asked for an assessment of Baertschi’s recent play, the Flames coach said, “It’s been OK. With the puck, he’s pretty creative. But he’s a young player and we want more.”

Like what?

“Just overall,” replied Hartley. “Overall commitment to learn the game in the three zones. To come up with great efforts every game. I always mention (Montreal’s Brendan) Gallagher to him. It’s a matter of choice.”

Through nine dates, Baertschi had collected four points.

Prior to Thursday’s contest, only one forward — Jiri Hudler at plus-three — owned a better rating than the youngster’s plus-one. Meanwhile, nine forwards had committed more giveaways than Baertschi’s one. (It should be noted, too, that nine of the Flames’ forwards have recorded more take-aways.)

“The main thing is, I’ve been really trying to improve my defensive game,” said Baertschi, who turned 21 earlier this month. “I’ve made some strides there. I’ve been working on it really well and I’ve been talking to the coach and doing some video. Now it comes down to the little details . . . that I have to do better. I know they’re getting better every single day. My plus-minus isn’t that awful. That’s a good thing for me . . . because I want to help the team offensively, but I also want to help defensively. That means preventing goals.”

Before the game, Hartley had fielded a question about Joe Colborne’s progress. It’s hard to believe the coach didn’t have Baertschi in mind when he replied.

“I’m asking the same thing from everyone — to play well in the three zones and to work hard,” Hartley said. “That’s the kind of team we have. Plus, I’m not sure you can win championships with uni-dimensional players. You need to be able to be put in every situation. You can’t be a liability out there.”

For Baertschi, this marks the second public scolding.

Brian Burke, president of hockey operations, had given the Swiss lad a sound paddling before the season’s start.

Now this.

“I have to deal with the situation,” said Baertschi. “I know how to play in this league. I know how to play hockey. So the thing is, things aren’t going well all the time. A few bad shifts and you’re out of the lineup. What do you want to do now? Just focus on what’s coming up. Forget about the game (Thursday) and move forward. Work hard in practice and get back in the lineup.”

Last season, between injuries and a stint in the minors, he suited up for 20 matches in Calgary, picking up 10 points — nine of them in his final seven appearances.

“You want to play,” said Baertschi. “It’s been such a long trip and you’ve been working hard. You want to come out and play, but it didn’t work out. It’s just dealing with it. You can take it one way — you can get mad, you can get upset, you can throw everything. But I’m not the type of guy that does that. In the end, it’s a long season. There’s much more to come. Things always change. That’s the only thing I take out of this right now.

“I want to keep moving forward and be the same player that I am.”

C-NOTES: To make room for C Matt Stajan, the Flames assigned C Roman Horak to AHL Abbotsford. In his lone appearance — Tuesday at Phoenix — Horak, 22, played 4:04, blocking one shot.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Decision to keep Sean Monahan made purely for hockey reasons

Flames ownership gave management a green light to decide super rookie&#8217;s fate based on his level of play

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 24, 2013
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Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan has passed his nine-game trial with flying colours and will be sticking around for the first year of his entry-level contract.
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Dallas — The determination, in a way, is refreshing.

Because it had been made without concern for salary-cap implications, without concern for sliding contracts, without concern for whatever fine print could be dug up.

It had been a hockey call, pure and simple.

As Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster put it, returning Sean Monahan to the Ottawa 67’s of the Ontario Hockey League would have left a “big hole” in his lineup. Think about that.

So the lad stays — and his entry-level contract kicks in, with the blessing of ownership.

“They made it clear, ‘Don’t make what you’d perceive to be a financial decision . . . make a hockey decision,’ ” Feaster said Wednesday evening in the lobby of the team’s downtown hotel in Dallas. “That’s what we did. We’ve seen his skill. We’ve seen his smarts.

“He’s earned this. We don’t decide, players decide. In this case, he made that decision for us, really.”

Monahan, who turned 19 earlier this month, produced nine points in nine appearances, swiftly turning into a go-to presence for the upstart Flames. Meaning nearly everyone in the hockey world had been expecting this outcome.

Nevertheless, Monahan received “100-ish” text messages Wednesday. (First outgoing text? To his mom.)

“Once I got the news, I was pretty excited,” said Monahan, deadpan delivery in place. “It’s been a great day, but nothing really has changed. I’m here to do the same job I’ve been doing.

“There’s still a lot more to come and I still have to prove myself.”

The team had been insistent on one condition — that Monahan be billeted. So he’s out of Jiri Hudler’s house and into the digs of one of the Flames alumni.

“You get him into a family situation,” said Feaster, “and it’s not everyday, all hockey, all the time.”

Asked when the Flames brass made up its mind, Feaster acknowledged that everyone had been impressed with the lad’s first five outings. Looming, though, was this road trip — with the first three engagements against California squads and their high-profile centremen.

“I looked at it,” explained Feaster, “and said, ‘Unless this kid has a train wreck in California, we’re going to recommend that we keep him.’ ”

Swimmingly, Monahan passed tests in Anaheim, San Jose and Los Angeles. Along the way, comparisons started to stack up for the six-foot-two, 200-pounder.

Could he turn into Ron Francis? Brent Sutter? Anze Kopitar?

“I don’t know who I would want to project him to be,” said Feaster. “But I know who he reminds me of in terms of his maturity, the way he carries himself, the seriousness, the studiousness . . . Brad Richards in Tampa. Brad was a real student of the game. He worked hard. He was a consummate pro. This guy reminds me of Brad in so many ways.”

After Tuesday’s game in Phoenix — the ninth and potentially final appearance of Monahan’s NHL season — Feaster told the youngster that they needed to meet the next morning.

Was the rookie given any hint of the decision to come?

“Nope, nope — let him have a sleepless night,” cackled Feaster. “(In the morning) I asked him, ‘If you were the general manager of this hockey team, what would you do with Sean Monahan?’ And he said, ‘I’d keep me.’ ”

Now, with the latest hurdle hopped, Feaster is careful about managing pressure. Monahan is going to endure rough patches, which is both inevitable and natural.

“We have tempered expectations,” said Feaster. “It’s not about, ‘This guy is going to lead us in scoring all year.’ In fact, I told him, ‘I’m going to fight like hell and battle tooth and nail . . . that I’m not looking for you to be the face of the franchise.’ But the things he has to work on — the skating, the keeping up with the speed, winning faceoffs, getting stronger — are all things that we feel our coaches are better suited to help him achieve . . . than to go back and play at the pace of junior.”

Up in the air is Monahan’s involvement with Canada’s entry at the 2014 world junior tourney.

“Philosophically, we believe it’s a very valuable experience,” said Feaster. “We’ll evaluate it when we get to that time period, see where he is. How many minutes a night he’s playing? Where is he in our lineup at that point? And where are we, vis-a-vis, the playoff chase.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Brodie’s up-and-down season has Flames coaches and fans staying patient

When defenceman is good, he&#8217;s really good, but consistency has proven elusive thus far

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 24, 2013
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Calgary Flames defenceman T.J. Brodie, left, celebrates his game-winning goal with teammate Dennis Wideman against the Los Angeles Kings on Monday.
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Dallas — On the subject of T.J. Brodie, the Calgary Flames coach can uncover no trends.

Unless the trend is the distinct lack of a trend. In other words, inconsistency.

“Brodes has been like the stock market — up and down,” Bob Hartley says of his blue-chip rearguard. “He’s shown some great shifts . . . and some others that were not very good.”

Hartley points to Monday’s game, which he described as a “very mediocre” evening for Brodie against the Los Angeles Kings. But then who authors the winning goal in the final minute?

Even those heroics come with a qualifier.

“On some other teams, Brodie wouldn’t have touched the ice for that final power play . . . (because he’d already) made a few mistakes,” says Hartley. “But we have a philosophy as a coaching staff — if we’re going to (mould) our young players, we have to give second and third chances as long as the working habits are there.

“With Brodes, it’s not a matter of not working. So it’s just a matter of focusing, re-finding his game, keeping his game simple, limiting turnovers. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Averaging 22:36 of ice time through nine dates — and working out of position on the right side — Brodie has recorded three points, going minus-three in the process.

Being partnered with when-healthy Mark Giordano means staring down the enemy’s stars every night.

“It’s been OK,” Brodie, 23, says. “It’s definitely different playing against some of those guys. They like to take risks and you always have to be looking behind you. Sometimes you can’t jump up (into the play) because of who’s on the ice.

“It’s definitely a different game than last year.”

Yes, last year.

The 2013 campaign had finished on an undeniable upswing.

With workhorse Jay Bouwmeester shuttled to the St. Louis Blues, the smooth-skating Brodie got the ice time. And he got the comparisons — to Bouwmeester (by the staff), to P.K. Subban (by teammates).

“I don’t really compare myself to those guys.”

But he hears the chatter.

No matter, says his boss.

“You can’t avoid the media game,” Hartley says. “It’s part of our business. We have to learn to cope with this. Pressure from the outside, there’s nothing we can do about this. Pressure from the inside — of the game, of the job — that’s what we chose. So we have to find a way to get it done. But we’re dealing with a very young defenceman. He’s going to mature. He’s going to be fine.”

Brodie had managed this season to go about his business in relative peace — unlike last winter when he’d become the face of the rebuild and the destination of reporters.

These days? There are few crowds around his dressing-room stall. Which suits him fine.

“The media, it can be distracting,” says Brodie, “but it’s part of the job. You’ve just got to answer the questions and take it for what it’s worth.”

Brodie’s arrival stands as a rare revelation by the Darryl Sutter administration.

Handed a 2008 conditional pick from the Boston Bruins because they had not retained Brad Stuart, they Flames snatched the skinny blue-liner in the fourth round.

Returns, even in early days, had been positive.

“First time I saw him play (in the Young Stars Classic) in Penticton, everybody knew he was going to be a really good player,” Matt Pelech, former first-round pick of the Flames, was saying the other day. “He was a big-time, standout player. He just moves. It’s effortless. He just flies around out there. He makes good decisions and he’s sneaky-good defensively. For someone with that high of an offensive ceiling, he handles himself well in his own end.”

That two-way potential is why the coach remains bullish about the youngster from Chatham, Ont.

“There’s no doubt in my mind that he can be a better defenceman than what he’s shown us so far,” says Hartley. “But I’m not disappointed. I know that we’re dealing with a young defenceman and that’s why you keep him in there.

“I think that he’s going to be a big part of this team.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames falter in patches, lose to Phoenix as Monahan’s reaches nine-game mark

Calgary brass must now rubber-stamp the first year of rookie&#8217;s entry-level deal or send him back to junior
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Phoenix Coyotes' Radim Vrbata, of the Czech Republic, celebrates his goal scored against the Calgary Flames with teammates Mike Ribeiro (63), Martin Hanzal (11), of the Czech Republic, Keith Yandle (3) and Oliver Ekman-Larsson (23), of Sweden, as Flames' Dennis Wideman (6) skates away during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Tuesday Oct. 22, 2013, in Glendale, Ariz. (AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin)

Phoenix Coyotes' Radim Vrbata, of the Czech Republic, celebrates his goal scored against the Calgary Flames with teammates Mike Ribeiro (63), Martin Hanzal (11), of the Czech Republic, Keith Yandle (3) and Oliver Ekman-Larsson (23), of Sweden, as Flames' Dennis Wideman (6) skates away during the first period of an NHL hockey game on Tuesday Oct. 22, 2013, in Glendale, Ariz. (AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin)

Photograph by: Ross D. Franklin, AP

More on This Story

Flames notes: Stajan, baffled by severity of charleyhorse, may play Thursday in Dallas

Game Story: Phoenix Coyotes 4, Calgary Flames 2

Gallery: Flames at Coyotes

Glendale, Ariz. — The audition, much-ballyhooed, is over.

In the books are those nine games. Here’s a snapshot of the kid’s handiwork — six goals, three assists, nine points, minus-two, 21 shots.

And let’s be honest. All that’s left to complete the first chapter in the Sean Monahan saga is Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster signing off on the lad’s state of permanence in the National Hockey League.

Which, according to the smart money, will happen Thursday morning.

Till he hears good news, though, the 19-year-old has made it clear that he’s not discussing his immediate future. Monahan, after Monday’s standout performance in Los Angeles, had been asked if considered himself a shoo-in.

He declined to bite.

“At this point, it’s not up to me,” Monahan, furrow-browed, had replied. “So I don’t know what’s going to happen. I have no idea. I’m just going to continue to try to do what I do.”

As did the Flames on Tuesday.

Faltering in patches, the travellers nevertheless still managed to rally, still managed to push the Phoenix Coyotes, before falling 4-2 at Jobing.com Arena.

“We got some timely goals . . . but too little, too late,” said Lee Stempniak. “You’d like to have a 60-minute effort to give ourselves a better chance. We knew we hadn’t played our game. If we’re skating, it does so much for us.”

Radim Vrbata and Mike Ribeiro scored for the Coyotes, who led 1-0 and 2-1 by periods.

Replying for the Flames was Stempniak and Joe Colborne, who, early in the third period, converted a breakaway with a smooth deke to the forehand.

Hitting again the scoresheet had been Jiri Hudler, who stands as the lone NHLer to have recorded a point in every outing this season. The nine-game spree puts him closer to the Flames’ franchise record of 11, held by Bob MacMillan.

But, mere minutes after Colborne’s heroics had knotted things, Ribeiro restored the Coyotes’ lead. Rob Klinkhammer, later, rolled in an empty-netter.

“Somehow we always get that last push — the last period, we play really strong,” said Sven Baertschi. “But we want to make sure we play a full game. If we can play a full game like we do in the last period . . . it’s going to be a totally different game, I think.”

Tuesday’s white team looked much different than Monday’s.

Tired, for one thing. First-period shots on goal offer a clue — 9-3 for the local side. Players scoffed at the notion of fatigue.

“It shouldn’t be an excuse,” said Baertschi. “We’ve played back-to-backs. The game in Columbus (for the season’s first win) was a back-to-back game and we came out flying.

“It felt like we were trying. It’s not that we didn’t try.”

The Flames’ lineup, only a day after prevailing in Los Angeles, had received a significant revamping. David Jones, having recovered from his shoulder troubles, hopped into the lineup. As did Roman Horak.

Which meant two forwards had to be shifted out — Brian McGrattan was a healthy scratch, while Ben Street was assigned to AHL Abbotsford.

Worrisome, however, was the absence of captain Mark Giordano.

The gritty defender wasn’t able to dress because of lower-body issues. So in the standout’s place went Chris Breen, a six-foot-seven, 224-pounder making his debut.

“Gio is such a good player overall,” said Baertschi. “He’s important on the power play. He’s important on the P.K. He’s important 5-on-5. Missing him, you can feel it here and there. But Breener, for his first game, really stepped up.”

In the face of a rejigged lineup, the hosts did not waste their first crack on the power play. Goal to Vrbata.

The Flames countered with little.

In fact, when the Coyotes surged ahead 2-0 in the second period — Ribeiro’s tip-in at 10:19 — the shots were 17-5. Yes, five shots through 30 minutes of play.

“They were really solid and it felt like they were blocking a lot of shots,” said Baertschi. “They always took the shot away, especially for our defencemen. We never had shooting lanes. We only got a few shots through there. It felt like they had a second goalie in there.”
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Flames notes: Stajan, baffled by severity of charleyhorse, may play Thursday in Dallas

Veteran centre hasn&#8217;t seen action since the season opener against Washington
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Matt Stajan gets help celebrating a goal in the preseason. The Flames centre flew to Phoenix with David Jones on Tuesday, but isn&#8217;t quite ready for action in a return from a vicious charleyhorse.
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Glendale, Ariz. — While Matt Stajan was reluctant to discuss the details of his injury — officially, a deep leg contusion — he had been more expansive about his club’s fortunes.

“It’s great for the fans,” Stajan said of the rejuvenated Calgary Flames. “It’s a new direction for everybody. It’s been refreshing for a lot of people. We’re out to prove people wrong, which has made it that much more fun. We’re the underdogs on the outside. But on the inside (of the dressing room), we know what we can do.

“It’s great. We play the same way every night. We work hard. Everybody’s on the same page and that goes a long way. If you can bring that every night, you’re going to give the rest of the league a handful. And that’s what we want to be — we want to be a hard team to play against.

“Nothing pretty. Just get the job done.”

(Los Angeles Kings centre Mike Richards would agree. His assessment of the Flames’ winning effort Monday: “They played a solid, easy, boring, road game . . .”)

Stajan — hurt in the season opener in Washington — flew with David Jones from Calgary to Phoenix on Tuesday morning. Jones got into the night’s action.

Stajan, meanwhile, is still waiting to suit up for his second game of the campaign.

Maybe Dallas on Thursday?

““My goal is to be back as soon as possible,” said Stajan. “We’ll see how it feels in the next few days. I’m excited.”

Of the injury itself, he would say only that he got hit in the same spot twice on the same shift. However, he did shoulder more than 22 minutes of ice time that night.

“After the game I wasn’t feeling so hot,” said Stajan, “and it’s taken me this long to get back to feeling somewhat normal.”

But the diagnosis is complicated.

“For me to miss the time that I’ve missed . . . I’ve had many charleyhorses in my life and I haven’t missed a shift, I haven’t missed a game,” he said. “So, obviously, it was in a bad spot. It was — and is — pretty nasty.”

TOAST OF THE LEAGUE

Patrick Roy and the Colorado Avalanche — second overall in the National Hockey League at 8-1-0 — are surprising everyone.

But don’t question Roy’s success. Bob Hartley says the former star goalie has earned his stripes.

“A Hall of Famer that goes and coaches Bantam AA? It’s not very often that you see this,” the Flames skipper said of Roy’s first steps behind the bench. “Then he rode the bus throughout Quebec and the Maritimes for I don’t know how many years (in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League). Patrick has always been a student of the game. Success never got to him.

“Now, as a coach, I think he’s going to do a great job.”

Early returns are positive. The Avs are the NHL’s best defensive team, sporting a nifty 1.33 goals-against average.

“They get goaltending, they win,” said Hartley. “Good goaltending is the best source of confidence that you can get in this business. So far, Colorado — (Jean-Sebastien) Giguere, (Semyon) Varlamov — has been doing it. (Joey MacDonald and Karri Ramo) have been doing it over here, too.”

HAMMER TIME

Roman Hamrlik, after 1,395 games in the NHL, retired earlier this week.

Making seven NHL stops, the Czech defenceman played two winters in Calgary. Only one player is still around from Hamrlik’s term (2005-07) — Mark Giordano.

“What I remember mostly is him being able to play power play, but also play in all situations,” said Giordano. “He played a lot of games, a lot of years in the league. He was a good guy. A nice guy to hang out with. Hammer was a good player for us.”

Remarkably, in 2006-07, Hamrlik had been plus-22 playing alongside Dion Phaneuf. True story.

“They were a great pair together,” said Giordano. “He was nice and kind to the young guys, me and Dion especially.”

Monahan scores again as Flames continue sizzling start by beating Los Angeles 3-2

Rookie now has six goals on the season, this one coming in a career-high 21:11 in ice time
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Calgary Flames centre Sean Monahan, left, celebrates his goal with left winger Mike Cammalleri, right, against the Los Angeles Kings during the second period on Monday. The Flames won 3-2 on a late goal by T.J. Brodie.
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Former Flames D-man Regehr settling into life in Tinseltown
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LOS ANGELES — As his linemate, as his roommate, Sven Baertschi might be able to explain Sean Monahan’s near-nightly productivity.

Gamely, the young winger takes a crack at it.

“The main thing, I like the way he’s getting himself into good scoring positions,” Baertschi was saying before Monday’s contest. “He’s always around the net and it’s so easy to find him. I kind of feel that I know where he’s going to be. And what can you say? He scores. I love giving him the puck right now. Of course, I want to shoot, too, but he’s always in such a good position. So almost like, ‘OK, I’ve got to pass. I could shoot, but he’s in a better position.’ He’s really a finisher.”

Yes, Monahan is — as everyone in the hockey world is soon learning.

At the Staples Center — in front of scouts from 19 teams — the Calgary Flames rookie banged in another goal. Incredibly, it marked his sixth in eight appearances in the National Hockey League.

But it was T.J. Brodie’s power play goal — a point shot — with only 29 seconds remaining in regulation time that spelled the difference in a 3-2 win over the Los Angeles Kings at the Staples Center.

The Flames got also a power-play goal from Michael Cammalleri. (Jiri Hudler’s assist on the goal gives him a point in every game this season. With Pittsburgh’s Sidney Crosby and San Jose’s Patrick Marleau getting blanked earlier in the evening, Hudler is the only NHLer who can make that boast.)

Replying for the Kings — in their first action against a Pacific Division rival — were Drew Doughty and Jeff Carter.

En route to a career-high bundle of ice time — better than 20 minutes — Monahan, 19, faced the seasoned likes of Mike Richards, Jarret Stoll, Colin Fraser.

“He’s doing really well as a big centreman, going out against guys that have been in the league so long,” Baertschi had said. “He’s doing so well with it, it makes it easy for me.”

In the morning, Flames coach Bob Hartley admitted that he’s not sheltering the teenager much anymore.

“He has so much to offer,” Hartley had noted. “He’s not a liability for us and that’s pretty remarkable for a 19-year-old kid. I try to keep him away in certain situations. But last game (Saturday in San Jose), when we got down in the score, I didn’t really care who was on the other side.”

In the early going, the Flames dearly wanted to avoid opening bids like they had in Anaheim (Dustin Penner scoring at 3:27) and in San Jose (Brent Burns at: 59).

“That’s not a good way to start,” Hartley had said. “I told the players (Sunday) at the video meeting that we need better focus. We understand that we’re playing against great hockey clubs right now, but . . . we’ve done a pretty decent job of beating ourselves.”

Well, it’s still not there.

Cammalleri, at the tail-end of his first shift of the season (in which he came close to scoring), headed for a change. Before he got to the bench, though, he rolled the puck into the middle, giving Kings Matt Frattin a scoring opportunity.

Mid-period, defenceman T.J. Brodie coughed up the puck deep in Calgary territory. So Dustin Brown drove the puck netward, he didn’t beat goalie Karri Ramo, but Justin Williams would have if not for a flub.

But late in the period, Lee Stempniak was called for interference after knocking a puck-less Brown into the sideboards. The locals side made good. Doughty, all alone, scorched a high wrist shot over Ramo’s blocker at 18:36.

The Flames managed only four first-period shots, but they came out of the intermission with a definite push.

With Kyle Clifford off at 2:14 for holding, the Flames’ man-advantage crew connected, Cammalleri doing the honours at 2:50. Then, with Doughty off, Monahan connected.

With a chance to extend their lead, the Calgarians surrendered a short-handed goal to Carter.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Former Flames D-man Regehr settling into life in Tinseltown

You can&#8217;t take the Saskatchewan boy out of the man, however, as rugged defender still drives a truck
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Los Angeles Kings defenceman Robyn Regehr is settling into life in Los Angeles.
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Flames’ rookie Monahan gaining confidence against the NHL’s best

L.A. Kings veterans have advice for Flames’ super rookie Sean Monahan

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Los Angeles Kings

LOS ANGELES — To move his young family from Calgary to Buffalo, Robyn Regehr had needed little convincing.

Which was a surprise.

After all, only one person had dressed up in Flames togs more often than the rugged rearguard.

But on the day of the trade — June 25, 2011 — he told reporters: “In your career you get to a point where you wonder, ‘How are things somewhere else?’ Do you sit back after you retire and say, ‘Well, I didn’t get a chance to experience that’? I am excited to try new experiences. Playing out east. Living in the States. A whole bunch of new things.”

That free-bird attitude remains.

Because on April 1, Regehr accepted another deal, this time going across the country — and up the standings — to the Los Angeles Kings.

Months later, in shorts and ball cap, taking a break from shepherding his five-year-old boy to a local learn-to-skate program, he doesn’t sound like he regrets much about this latest transfer, either.

“Just a different environment — not that it’s good or bad,” says Regehr, 33. “I think every player should take the opportunity to play in a hockey-first market — anywhere in Canada and a couple markets in the U.S. I think it would be really beneficial . . . then you appreciate certain things about it, but you’re also aware of all the things that go with that.

“I think it helps you as a player and as a person to be in a couple different areas . . . and see all the differences.”

In the summer, following his 13th season in the NHL, Regehr signed a two-year extension.

Like most of the Kings, he lives near the beach, which is near the team’s practice facility, which is near the airport — all very handy for a far-flung city like this.

Then there’s the relatively low profile of his favourite sport, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

“That’s probably the biggest difference, day to day,” Regehr says. “You don’t talk about hockey a whole lot with the public when you’re out and around, when you’re away from the rink. There’s so many other things going on here. It’s not a traditional hockey market, so they’re following baseball, which just ended here, and football and things like that. Basketball’s big.

“We do have some really good fans down here, but we don’t see them on a daily basis.”

Alas, not everything has changed for the big galoot from Saskatchewan.

“I still drive a truck. Everyone laughs at me.”

He hasn’t gone all Hollywood, either, taking a helicopter to the Staples Center, à la Kobe Bryant.

“Nope. Ford diesel.”

And he still finds time to keep track of his former squad.

“I still read one of the Calgary papers now and again, just to figure out what’s going on,” says Regehr, leaving the travelling reporters guessing. “I still know a handful of guys. But there’s been lots of turnover on the team, that’s for sure. Young, too, which is good. They’ve finally decided to go in that direction. That’s a good thing, but they’ll have to go through some of the issues with that.”

If his environment is new, the whip-cracker certainly is not. Because, once again, he is performing under Darryl Sutter.

Not that the Jolly Rancher has changed much. Little more tanned, little more silver-topped, but no tweaks beyond that.

Meaning he’s probably not into that whole west-coast vibe, right?

“I think you guys know better than that,” says Regehr, chuckling. “He’s nice when you win games. Darryl’s the same guy, really. All those fundamentals that he has as a person, as a coach, are all there. But I think he really does enjoy it down here.

“He spoke to me when I got traded down here and he said, ‘You’re really going to enjoy it here. Come with an open mind.’ He said, ‘You’re really going to like it,’ and he was right. And that’s coming from a rancher from Alberta. I was quite surprised to hear that from him.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames’ rookie Monahan gaining confidence against the NHL’s best

After holding his own &#8212; and even carrying some of the play &#8212; against Joe Thornton, freshman earning his stripes
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Flames centre Sean Monahan battles with San Jose defenceman Justin Braun in front of goalie Antti Niemi on Saturday night. Even though Calgary lost 6-3, the rookie potted a goal and an assist.

Flames centre Sean Monahan battles with San Jose defenceman Justin Braun in front of goalie Antti Niemi on Saturday night. Even though Calgary lost 6-3, the rookie potted a goal and an assist.

Photograph by: Don Smith, NHLI via Getty Images

More on This Story

L.A. Kings veterans have advice for Flames’ super rookie Sean Monahan

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Los Angeles Kings

Expectations high as Flames face off against Sharks

El Segundo, Calif. — Sean Monahan is many things. Young and green. Focused on his own game, Focused on making a living in the National Hockey League.

But he is not oblivious.

So when he glides onto the ice to take a faceoff and he sees the San Jose Sharks deploy Joe Thornton . . . well, let’s just say the kid knows what time it is.

“Obviously, they’re putting him out there for a reason — they want to capitalize on that (matchup),” Monahan, 19, was saying after Sunday afternoon’s practice at the Toyota Sports Center. “That’s motivation for me and my linemates (Sven Baertschi and Jiri Hudler). We want to step up.”

Less than five minutes into Saturday’s contest, with the draw deep in Sharks territory, Monahan got his first taste of Thornton.

Then, rather surprisingly, it was the Flames who had done the hemming in.

“I remember that shift,” said Monahan. “Obviously, you come to the bench and you talk about what you could do next time to put the puck in the back of the net. Me and my linemates know we can play against the best.”

And if the rookie pivot doesn’t appear to care about who he’s facing, then neither does his boss.

In fact, when the Sharks started pulling away, Bob Hartley leaned on Monahan.

“Because I felt he was probably our best centreman out there,” said the Flames coach. “Still a young man, still a kid. But he learns very quickly and he doesn’t get rattled.”

While Sunday featured a lot of moving parts for the Flames — Derek Smith and Blair Jones assigned to the American Hockey League; Chris Breen and Roman Horak summoned from Abbotsford; Michael Cammalleri joining practice; Karri Ramo being announced as Monday’s starter — make no mistake, Monahan remains the story.

Local media ask about him.

Opposing players are curious, too.

“It just seems like the kid can play — flat-out play,” said Cammalleri. “If you look at guys who produce consistently in this league, they have the ability to understand where they are, where their teammates are, where the other team’s players are — he seems to just play that way. He seems to have that knack for the game.

“I haven’t seen it up close and personal . . . so it’ll be fun to get out there with him. He seems to be a special player. It’s fun.”

California, remember, is where Monahan was going to be exposed. Three deep squads, all with big and proven and talented centremen — all toiling for coaches with the last line change.

In Anaheim, Monahan, going against Saku Koivu, looked a little spooked in the early stages. He rebounded.

And in San Jose? He scored once on the power play and, later, set up Hudler. He also registered two take-aways and three blocked shots.

The big lad was asked if he feels he’s been able to adapt on the fly.

“I think so,” replied Monahan. “Obviously, it takes a shift or two to see the players’ tendencies, even just on the faceoffs. But I think I’m adjusting well.”

The teenager, however, isn’t in the clear yet.

Monday — Game 8 of his audition — the Los Angeles Kings can chuck Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards, Jarret Stoll at him. Pardon his manners — he doesn’t appear to be quaking.

“It’s pretty cool to play against some of those top-end players right now,” said Monahan. “It’s something that helps me play better. I want to raise my game and out-play those players.”

As a NHLer, of course, Monahan is far from fully formed.

Which is where tough-marking coaches come into play.

“Bob’s not going to give up one detail,” said Cammalleri. “He’s not going to let him off the hook for one thing.”

Hartley agreed.

“We want to fast-forward the progression of everyone,” he said. “That’s how we’re going to become a playoff team. That’s how we’re going to be one of the best teams in the league. We don’t want to waste any time. If we’re going to give him ice time, we need to set some expectations. They’re fair expectations for Monny, but he wants more and he’s giving us more. A great student.”

C-NOTES: Cammalleri is still considered day-to-day with a hand injury. His return date remains up in the air.

L.A. Kings veterans have advice for Flames’ super rookie Sean Monahan

Williams, Doughty recall their freshman forays into the professional game
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Rookie Sean Monahan is second in scoring on the Calgary Flames with five goals and eight points in seven games.
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El Segundo, Calif. — To hear Justin Williams tell it, he just showed up and moseyed through training camp, moseyed through pre-season games.

Then when the curtain lifted on the Philadelphia Flyers’ regular season — what do you know? — he was still around.

For the season opener of the 2000-01 campaign, Williams, the day after turning 19, lined up alongside Keith Primeau and John LeClair.

“I was looking around (thinking), ‘Something doesn’t fit here,’ ” says Williams. “But the attitude I had was that I was going to make the team.”

Voila — the teenage winger rattled off three points in his debut.

“I thought, ‘This is a piece of cake,’ ” Williams, chuckling, says. “But it’s not always going to be that way. You need to realize that. That comes with being a professional and learning the game.”

Williams, relaxing after the Los Angeles Kings practice Sunday at the Toyota Sports Center, knows what it is like to be a boy knocking at the National Hockey League’s door. And now, with 764 games’ worth of perspective, he can shed some light on Sean Monahan’s world.

As everyone in Calgary is aware, Monahan is putting together a remarkable bid to land everyday work with the Flames.

“In his position, I think you’re naive to the fact of what you’re actually doing — you don’t know how rare it is,” says Williams. “It’s a huge change. It’s a huge challenge. Things are happening very quickly for him. You just want to see him respond the right way to whatever happens.

“He’s obviously playing at a high level. And I know everyone in a dressing room likes to see that, too — a young kid who’s excitable, who has that youthful enthusiasm . . . to help his team.”

One thing that Monahan can count on? Feedback — of the brutally honest variety.

And that, according to Drew Doughty, does take some getting used to.

“When you get here, they want perfection,” says Doughty, who was 18 years old when he joined the Kings. “And they’re going to nitpick at every single little thing. You watch a lot of video, take a lot of criticism. Every thing is different. Every single thing. Even practice — you’ve got to be sharper in practice. You’ve got to make those tape-to-tape passes. In the OHL or whatever junior league you’re playing in, you can get away with those kinds of things.”

Monday against the Kings, Monahan suits up for his eighth appearance, putting him ever closer to the nine-game threshold.

But, according to Doughty and Williams, the deadline is probably not even on the lad’s mind.

“I didn’t try to think about that at all,” Doughty says of his own audition. “I just tried to think of it as, ‘This is my opportunity to make a team. I’m just going to play my best in games and practices. If they like me enough, if I play well enough, then hopefully I stay.’ ”

Doughty recalls that very early in his rookie year, one of the regulars got hurt. So he played more — and, of course, played better. And when he played better, he played even more. A rolling snowball of success.

Williams says that is critical — believing in yourself.

“The thing is, you’re really learning on the fly about everything,” says Williams, 32. “As long as you have good veteran leadership to steer you in the right direction, to help you as much as they can out there . . . and you need to have a little swagger. You need to feel like you belong. You can’t be (thinking), ‘Oh my gosh, what am I doing here?’ You need to be, ‘I belong here.’ You need to have that confidence, swagger, cockiness — whatever you want to call it — and show it.”

“Just realizing your potential, realizing that, ‘Yes, I am good enough.’ ”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Head coach Dallas Eakins of the Edmonton Oilers watches from the bench during the NHL game against the Phoenix Coyotes at Jobing.com Arena on October 26, 2013 in Glendale, Arizona. The Coyotes defeated the Oilers 5-4.
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Oilers already have ‘must-win’ games to make up for poor start

Oilers play well, but not good enough to beat Capitals

Photos: Coyotes steal a win from the Oilers

PHOENIX - The winning coach, Dave Tippett, looked like he’d lost.

The losing coach, Dallas Eakins, looked as though he’d lost. Again.

While the Phoenix Coyotes’ Tippett was gobsmacked after a 5-4 comedy-of-errors victory, the Edmonton Oilers’ Eakins was, well, numb as usual after a same-old, same-old setback where his club scored early and scored often but not late, as they tumbled to three wins and an overtime loss in 12 games.

“Yeah, it was entertaining I guess … but I don’t like giving up four and five goals a night because you’re not going to win in this league that way,” said Tippett, speaking with a forked tongue because the Coyotes are 7-3-2 after scoring 39 and giving up 40 in their dozen games.

Eakins would love a winner’s lament, but for the eighth time in these 12 games his club surrendered at least four goals (they’ve scored 35 and given up 48), they couldn’t kill a penalty or two when it counted (they’re tied for 28th in the league in that department), and the losses keep piling up.

The Los Angeles Kings are next on the dance card Sunday night.

Oilers goalie Jason LaBarbera gave up three goals in the first four shots in the second period, and two screened power-play shots by defenceman Keith Yandle and Oliver Ekman-Larsson leaked through his 6’3” 230-pound frame in the last 10 minutes.

When the Oilers needed a save they didn’t get it.

“Your goalie has to be your best penalty-killer … I couldn’t do that in the third period,” said LaBarbera, who was trying to see around Martin Hanzal’s ample rear-end on the Yandle goal and the Ekman-Larsson goal after a diving play by Yandle at the blue-line to keep the puck in on a Jeff Petry clearing attempt.

But the pucks eluded LaBarbera, who played two years here Ilya Bryzgalov’s backup, then was the caddy for current Phoenix ’tender Mike Smith for two more.

“I have to make a save,” he said.

That’s been a standard refrain, too. LaBarbera has given up 16 goals in 112 shots for an .857 save percentage. Devan Dubnyk, who relieved LaBarbera for 39 seconds after the third goal in the second period, is at .878. A save percentage of .900 is a low bar in the NHL.

The Coyotes got four goals from their blue-liners, with David Schlemko and Michael Stone scoring on 50-footers by the mad-as-hell Oilers goalie to the bench in favour of Dubnyk.

“I didn’t have a timeout (he’d used it on an icing with the fourth line out against Hanzal and company) I wanted to have a chat with our team to get them back in the right direction. It was a wake-up call … they may have thought I was going to pull the goalie but got him right back in,” said Eakins.

“I wanted to let our team breathe a little bit.”

“They got two goals on tips by our forwards (Mark Arcobello on Schlemko’s goal and an unnamed Oiler on Stone’s). Our players were trying to get their sticks on pucks so they didn’t get to the net, but you block shots with your body,” said Eakins.

Hanzal, the best player on the ice, an absolute load in the middle, got the other Phoenix goal off his skate in the first minute of the second.

Oilers goal scorers were: Pitlick, with his first NHL marker on a weak change-up that found a cavernous hole through Smith’s legs; Will Acton on a juicy rebound of a Ben Eager shot; David Perron on a sweet tic-tac-toe with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Justin Schultz; and Ryan Jones on a deflection.

It wasn’t a stellar bit of goaltending on either side — 57 total shots and nine goals.

But the Coyotes got the win and Eakins was left to offer up another “we did a lot of good things, but” analysis after the game. The fact is, his team isn’t nearly good enough. They lose to the teams they should, (like the Pittsburgh Penguins) and lose to the teams that should be their equal (Winnipeg Jets and the Coyotes).

They score, but they can’t defend. They haven’t had a power-play goal (they’re 5-for-41) in seven straight games, although they only had two looks and a little more than two minutes of extra man Saturday. Their penalty kill has given up 12 goals in 12 games, most in the league. There was a sense of inevitability that the Oilers weren’t going to win here, even with the four goals and a very ordinary game by Smith, one of Canada’s Olympic hopefuls.

“The power plays came back-to-back. That’s tough and I thought one should have been cancelled out because Jordan Eberle clearly got high-sticked in the head. Boyd Gordon’s heart rate was high because I had to keep using him (on the faceoffs).”

“We had to find a way to block those shots,” said Eakins.

“Those two defencemen (Yandle and Ekman-Larsson) are mobile and skilled,” said Nugent-Hopkins.

“You can’t take those penalties in the last 10 minutes, though.”

LaBarbera knows he wasn’t good enough.

“It was a weird one. A lot of pucks bouncing around, a couple of tips, a couple of screens,” he said. “I didn’t see Yandle’s shot. I didn’t see the last two.”

ON THE BENCH: The Oilers scratched defenceman Nick Schultz to play Denis Grebeshkov for the second time this season
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NHL teams usually need to be within striking distance of the leaders by the end of November to have a shot at the playoffs

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 25, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Edmonton Oilers defenceman Andrew Ference runs out of skating room behind goaltender Devan Dubnyk&#8217;s net in a battle for the puck with Washington Capitals&#8217; Martin Erat and Troy Brouwer during Thursday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Rexall Place.
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EDMONTON - During his tenure with the Edmonton Oilers, Jordan Eberle has experienced the dismay of tumbling down the NHL standings.

It just hasn’t been quite this early in the past.

The Oilers are last in the Western Conference with a record of 3-7-1 and back-to-back road games looming. They play the Phoenix Coyotes at 1 p.m. Saturday and then take on the Kings in Los Angeles at 7 p.m. Sunday.

At this point last season, the Oilers were 4-4-3. In 2011, Edmonton got off to an impressive 7-2-2 start.

“In my mind, the next few games are must-wins,” said Eberle. “But as weird as it is to say, it’s an almost an opportunity. When it’s this early in the season, with 71 games left and your backs are already against the wall, maybe that’s a good thing.

“Maybe it will bring the best out of our team.”

Through the years, captain Andrew Ference noted that by the time American Thanksgiving rolls around in late November, teams have to be within striking distance of the leaders if they are going to have a chance to lock down a playoff spot by April. If that is the case, the Oilers have 15 games to climb out of the hole they’ve dug.

“I know the math,” Ference said. “You have to put yourself into a striking position or a playoff position. You can’t just say, ‘Well, we expect to play lights out.’ You can play lights out at the end of the year, but you won’t catch teams then.”

Head coach Dallas Eakins said on Friday he was going to keep his lineup intact, at least to start the game, as he wants to give the line combinations some time to mesh.

However, he is considering a switch in net. Jason LaBarbera, who left the Arizona desert for Edmonton in the off-season, will start in place of Devan Dubnyk.

“You can look at the standings and start to panic or you can prepare for your next game,” said Eakins. “If you look after your next game, the standings look after themselves. I’ll be very honest. I couldn’t tell you who the top three teams are in our conference right now.

“All of that is minutia to me. If we can prepare and if we can have success in our next game, then the standings will look after themselves.”

The Oilers returned to Edmonton early Wednesday morning from a six-game, 11-day road trip to host the Washington Capitals on Thursday. They squeezed in a practice on Friday morning, then flew to Phoenix.

Eakins said that’s one of the reasons he has been such a fitness advocate. He wants all of his players to be capable of sustaining their energy levels.

They Oilers definitely sagged in the third period of the 4-1 loss to the Capitals.

“It’s a grind for everybody,” said Ference. “Personally, I didn’t feel any different (in the third), but you could sense it. The same jump wasn’t there in guys. But sometimes, when you think you’re tired, you’re not. It’s just overcoming these things.

“I just hate excuses,” he continued, “because even if you are tired, you’ll just get more tired if you tell yourself you are. You have to convince yourself you’re not. It’s like marathoners. They’re feeling it, but they just keep running.

“If we had that energy in the first period and in the second you can still fly around, why can’t you in the third? How many minutes per period does every guy play? You should be able to dig deep.

“We’re not in a position, as a team, where we can let points slide away. We desperately need guys to find that extra step in order to turn things around.”

Eberle said part of the problem in the third period on Thursday was a sense of deflation given that the Oilers had done so much in the first 40 minutes, but had nothing to show for it.

“There’s a fine line between winning and losing right now and we’re flirting with it right now,” said Eberle. “With the exception of the third period, we dominated that game last night. We should have won that one.

“But like I said before, I consider (Saturday) a must win. We need to win that game.”

OIL DROPS: Defenceman Corey Potter, who missed all of training camp and the first 11 games of the season with a back injury, has been assigned to the Oklahoma City Barons of the American Hockey League on a conditioning assignment. Potter, who has been practising with the Oilers, said he needed to use the time with the Barons to get back up to game speed.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com">jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter:@jirelandEJ
The cold spell continues for the Edmonton Oilers power play, which has now gone six games without a goal.

It has dropped into 24th spot, down from 19th a week ago.

“We have to look at ourselves and see what we can do better,” said David Perron.

The Oilers have had 19 opportunities through those six games, including three Thursday against the Washington Capitals.

It’s a mighty significant drop for a team that was eighth last season and third the year before that.

“We have to give credit to the PK on the other side. They put a lot of pressure on us,” Perron continued.

“They know we’re not feeling it right now.”

“When you’re not feeling good in one of the aspect of your game teams will see that when they scout you,” Perron continued. “They’ll say oh these guys aren’t feeling it on the power play so put as much pressure on them as you can.”

The last time the unit chipped in a goal was back on Oct. 12 in a 6-5 overtime loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs.

“We just need to get a greasy one or something that will hopefully turn it around, then a bunch of goals will come,” said Justin Schultz. “But we have to get real simple. We had good possession in their zone most of the time but we just didn’t get that many great looks.”

Last season, the Oiler had two stretches where they went five games between power play goals.

Head coach Dallas Eakins said he liked the power play against the Caps but that it will get most of the attention at practice on Friday.
Oilers play well, but not good enough to beat Capitals

Ovechkin scores an impressive goal as Washington burns the RNH, Eberle and Yakupov line

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 25, 2013
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Andrew Ference of the Edmonton Oilers shoves Martin Erat of the Washington Capitals during an NHL game at Rexall Place in Edmonton on October 24, 2013.
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MacKinnon: Oilers will be a better team once they consistently take care of the basics

Taylor Hall doesn’t blame Eric Gryba for his knee injury

EDMONTON - Cliche No. 1: Hockey is a game of mistakes.

Cliche No. 2: Teams coming home from long road trips usually lose the next one in their own building.

Cliche No. 3: When Alex Ovechkin has the puck on his stick, you’re in trouble.

The Edmonton Oilers, who were coming off a six-game, 11-day Eastern Conference journey, tumbled 4-1 to the Washington Capitals on Thursday to erase a mild two-game winning run.

Just like last season, the Oilers can’t win at Rexall Place, where they are 1-3 after being 9-11-4 in the 48-game lockout campaign.

The Oilers deserved better than a three-goal loss because they were very good for 40 minutes, but they didn’t have the same offensive inspiration as Ovechkin and Co. But moral victories are still losses in the standings, and Edmonton has taken only seven of a possible 22 points this season, with road games at Phoenix and Los Angeles coming up.

In this one, the Oilers made some grievous errors — Nail Yakupov not covering Ovechkin for a bullet-shot of a goal in the opening period off a draw, and standing around as Ovechkin-Marcus Johansson and Nicklas Backstrom played tic-tac-toe to get the puck past a helpless Devan Dubnyk in the Edmonton net to make the score 3-0.

They also allowed Joel Ward to get inside position to tip a Mike Green shot past Dubnyk to make it 2-0. Jason Chimera had an easy one to make it 4-0 before Justin Schultz spoiled Braden Holtby’s shutout bid with 124 seconds left against the Capitals’ fourth line, or the Lloydminster native might have registered his eighth career shutout and second against the Oilers.

Yakupov was minus-four. So was Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. So was Jordan Eberle. A rare bad night defensively for Eberle, for sure.

“We made four or five mistakes and it seemed like they capitalized on every one,” said Eberle, who dropped from plus-seven to plus-three.

“Frustrating when you think you played a good game and don’t get rewarded...Holtby played great,” he said.

Oilers captain Andrew Ference was exasperated, especially after the first 40 minutes — maybe the Oilers’ best 40 minutes in weeks.

“We jumped on them and created a lot of trouble on our forecheck, we locked them in their end with our speed and you expect that to ramp up even more in the third,” he said. “I thought it was a matter of time until we broke through to make it 2-1, but it wasn’t even close.

“The first two periods should have been an investment. You’re supposed to cash in in the third, you have guys worn down, extended shifts. But we didn’t enjoy the payoff of the first two periods. Way more gliding in the third.”

It was so anemic that Ward and Chimera ragged the puck for over a minute, and they’re anything but Ovechkin and Backstrom.

“I thought the air went out of the balloon in the second period actually. You could see the guy’s faces ... the shifts were shorter. I don’t know if that’s the time change or what, but there was a leak in the balloon,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins.

Ovechkin’s aim was off early in the opening frame when a wild shot almost drilled referee Francis Charron, who had to hit the deck, but he rifled one past Dubnyk in the 18th minute to become the first player to hit double-digits this season.

The puck was in the net and out from 35 feet before you could get to the “v” when spelling Ovechkin’s name. As Oilers’ play-by-play man Jack Michaels said, no goalie dead or alive was stopping that shot.

It turned a loud building into a library.

Ovechkin, who has scored in eight of his 10 games this season, has 10 goals on 71 shots, most in the NHL.

“Missed coverage to a guy who’s open ... we have to be more aware of who’s shooting the puck,” said Ference, who watched as Backstrom took a draw against Nugent-Hopkins, the puck wound up on Johansson’s stick and then the sonic boom by Ovechkin. 

“What a treat, watching a goal like that. Wow,” said a veteran NHL pro scout after the puck whistled past Dubnyk.

“There’s no way to stop guys like Ovie,” said Caps coach Adam Oates, who knows a sniper when he sees one because he used to put the puck on a tee for Brett Hull when they were teammates with the St. Louis Blues.

Ovechkin, who has 361 career goals in 611 games, had seven shots on Dubnyk and five others that were blocked or were wide.

Dubnyk deserved much better, but he got the loss. 

Holtby, who faced 47 shots in a 5-4 shootout win over the Jets in Winnipeg on Tuesday, stopped 30 of 31 shots. He looked every bit the goalie who was invited to Canada’s Olympic orientation camp.

“He can make that team. I think he’s better than (Roberto) Luongo,” said another pro scout watching Holtby at work against the Oilers. 

The Oilers once again couldn’t get anything going on their power play. They had seven shots, but have gone six games without a sniff.

ON THE BENCH: Eakins said he hasn’t been told by doctors that Sam Gagner (busted jaw) is ready to play yet, although he continues to practise with the team. Maybe he’ll play next Tuesday against the Toronto Maple Leafs or Nov. 2 against the Detroit Red Wings at Rexall Place ... Winger Jesse Joensuu (ribs or back) is skating but there’s no target date on him either ... Ryan Hamilton (knee) practised Thursday morning, but will likely be assigned to Oklahoma City in the American Hockey League.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
MacKinnon: Oilers will be a better team once they consistently take care of the basics

Arcobello a perfect example of a player doing the little things right

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalOctober 25, 2013
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Mark Arcobello of the Edmonton Oilers turns to retrieve a deflected puck after Jason Chimera of the Washington Capitals screens goaltender Devan Dubnyk during Thursday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Rexall Place.
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Taylor Hall doesn’t blame Eric Gryba for his knee injury

Washington Capitals star Alex Ovechkin enjoys continued scoring success from last season

Winning end to Edmonton Oilers trip ‘significant’

Depleted Oilers pot four straight to down Habs

EDMONTON - It’s one thing for Lars Eller, the Montreal Canadiens’ slick Danish forward, to learn to zip his loose lips, lest he disrespect an opponent; quite another for the Edmonton Oilers to learn the hard NHL lessons of tightening up loose play.

Sometimes, it seems learning to play the 200-foot game is a long-running series for the Oilers, not unlike the in-house movie Oil Change, now rolling into its fourth season.

At any rate, Eller’s verbal faux pas — he suggested, not falsely, that the Oilers sometimes play like a freewheeling junior team — was fodder for Twitter amusement. But as fuel for a long-term modification of play for the gifted Oilers? Already spent.

The Oilers will have to look within themselves, within their locker-room, perhaps within the most basic of hockey manuals to connect with the hockey ABCs, internalize them and carry them into battle.

“That’s the key, isn’t it,” said centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. “We’ve got to try to play more consistently.

“The biggest thing for us is we’ve got to get our feet moving and get into battles and win battles, whether it’s races for the puck or battles along the wall.

“When we’re doing that, we’re winning hockey games.”

For the slight but skilled Hopkins, as with several Oilers forwards, that involves body positioning, not brute force. They are getting it, and it shows, but it’s a process.

They played with plenty of structure against the Washington Capitals on Thursday night at Rexall Place and still found themselves on the wrong side of a 4-1 score. Curious as it may sound, it was one of the Oilers’ better efforts of the season.

A lost defensive zone faceoff turned into a goal by Alexander Ovechkin in the flick of an eyelash late in the first period and Joel Ward tipped a point shot by John Carlson to make it 2-0 late in the second.

After Nicklas Backstrom finished off a dominant shift by his line against Nugent-Hopkins and the Oilers’ top trio to make it 3-0 early in the third, the outcome was sealed.

In truth, Nugent-Hopkins and his linemates, Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov were outclassed by Backstrom, Ovechkin and Marcus Johansson. Which will happen.

“They’re the kind of players that. when you give them the chances, when you turn the puck over and give them time and space, they’re going to make something happen,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “I think we gave them a little bit too much of that tonight.

“For the most part, if we’re in the offensive zone, they can’t do anything. The first couple of periods, that’s exactly what we were doing. Even though they were still up 2-0, I thought we had a good first two periods. We just came out flat in the third.”

Like Pat Quinn, Tom Renney and Ralph Krueger 

before him, Dallas Eakins, the rookie head coach, is grasping the talented club’s essential problem, playing that 200-foot game for 60 minutes.

Eakins can see the simple, responsible game he wants from his team, just not from all the players and only from a few players consistently.

Yet, if hockey players, like the rest of us, learn most effectively from their peers, there are mentors in the Oilers’ midst. Centre Mark Arcobello’s two-way play enabled Eakins to slide Taylor Hall from his temporary spot at centre back to left wing before he suffered a knee injury in the 3-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators on Saturday.

Eakins said Thursday he hopes Arcobello’s game, developed at Yale University and polished in Oklahoma City, the Oilers top farm club the last two seasons, rubs off on his teammates.

“He’s played great,” Eakins said. “You want Arco’s play to rub off on a lot of people in our dressing room.

“When you look at him, he’s not overly fast, he’s not overly big, but he never puts himself in a bad spot. He knows when he’s outnumbered, he puts the puck deep, he lives to fight another day. He comes back into his own zone and he stops, he goes and he supports the puck. He’s just doing the basics of the game very well and there’s not a lot of flash and dash. But he’s getting rewarded with points.”

No kidding. Entering play Thursday night, Arcobello was tied for the NHL lead in assists with 10. No goals, yet.

“Between him and Eberle, they’ve been the two guys steadily, right from training camp, that when we put people with those players, and not necessarily together, the players have played better.

“So he’s making the guys around him better, as well. And I think it’s a great lesson, especially for our team, but any hockey player, if you get the basics of the game down, you’re going to be rewarded.”

The Oilers continue to work on those basics. The rewards remain elusive.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @rjmackinnon

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox
Taylor Hall doesn’t blame Eric Gryba for his knee injury

Edmonton Oilers star says mishap one of those things he&#8217;s &#8216;forced to deal with a lot in my career right now&#8217;

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 24, 2013
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Taylor Hall #4 of the Edmonton Oilers shoots during warmup before NHL action against the Toronto Maple Leafs at the Air Canada Centre October 12, 2013 in Toronto.
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EDMONTON - The prospect of another prolonged stint in the Edmonton Oilers medical room is particularly distasteful for Taylor Hall, but he is not accusing Eric Gryba of any foul play.

Hall was knocked out of the Oilers last Saturday with a sprained left knee ligament, the result of a knee-on-knee collision with the Ottawa Senators defenceman.

“It wasn’t like he stuck his knee out. He was lunging to go at me and unfortunately our knees collided,” Hall said Thursday following a session of rehabilitative exercises. “The injury could have been a lot worse ... but it could have been a lot better.

“It’s just one of those things that I’m forced to deal with a lot in my career right now.

“I play a hard game. I go into the corners and when you do that, you’re going to get hurt whether it’s your fault or a freak accident. Unfortunately, it’s not the first time in my career I’m going to miss games.”

Hall is expected to miss four weeks but has no intention of sticking to that timeline. He figures he’s spent enough time away from the game. Hall was clipped by a skate blade in a warm-up, had his rookie season cut short because of a sprained ankle, and he underwent shoulder surgery before the end of 2011-2012 season.

This time, when Hall was hit, he reacted by swinging his stick, which earned him a slashing penalty. He skated to the box, served his time, went back out for a shift, but knew then that he was done.

“I felt kind of sore in the box and just skating felt a little weird then I took that shot. It didn’t feel right at all ... Now I’m here,” he said.

“Being hurt is probably the worst thing for a professional athlete. Missing games is terrible but just not being around the guys is tough, too. You don’t really feel a part of the team. You really live a boring life. But I’m doing everything I can to make sure I’m back as soon as possible.

“It doesn’t feel too bad right now, but it’s one of those things, if I was to go in a game and get hit, I’d be in trouble.”

Hall was also looking to secure a spot on the Canadian Olympic team roster, so having to step out of the lineup now is certainly an added sore spot. He can’t even skate until he is fitted with a knee brace, so he’ll have some ground to make up when he does return.

“I can’t really control that. It’s not like I was playing at the top of my game,” Hall said. “I felt like I was just kind of getting there when I was hurt but it’s not like the whole year I’ve been top notch.

“When I get back, my first priority is getting my game to where it’s as good as it can get. That will probably take a little bit after I come back. Whatever happens with the Olympics happens.”

Hall had started the season at centre, a move that was designed to offset the absence of Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. He moved back to the wing on Oct. 7 then scored two goals in eight seconds against the New York Islanders, supplanting Wayne Gretzky as the team’s record holder.

He left the lineup with three goals and five assists.

“I had really no time at wing. I had camp to get ready to play centre — and I didn’t really do as well as I had wanted to — then I got put on wing, which is the spot I want to be in, but it was a little weird making the switch.

“I just felt like my game was coming along when I got hurt. That’s not the first time in my career that that’s happened. I’ll just make sure I come back as soon as I can. I’ll be strong, I’ll be rested and from there, I’ll help the team out as much as I can.”

Gagner’s return tabled for a week

Sam Gagner met with the surgeon who repaired his fractured jaw this week and was told he would have to wait at least another week before he was cleared to play.

The concern is that the area is still too tender. He’ll be evaluated again next week.
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Winning end to Edmonton Oilers trip ‘significant’

Victorious final two of six-game NHL roadie &#8216;ended up being the best&#8217; tilts despite rash of injuries

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 23, 2013
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Defenceman Jeff Petry, middle, celebrates with Edmonton Oilers teammates Ladislav Smid, left, and Jordan Eberle after he scores Tuesday, Oct. 22, 2013, against the host Montreal Canadiens. The Oilers won 4-3.
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Depleted Oilers pot four straight to down Habs

Taylor Hall expected to miss four weeks of action with knee injury

Edmonton Journal nominated for six online awards

EDMONTON - The precipice was looming as the Edmonton Oilers stumbled through the early portion of their six-game road trip. They were in desperate need of better goaltending, more cohesive play. More of everything.

So returning to Edmonton with back-to-back wins was certainly something they could hang their helmets on given it was starting to look like the club was not going to find a team they would be capable of conquering.

“During the middle of the trip, things were not looking good. It kind of felt like the world was coming to an end,” said goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who didn’t start two of the games because of his struggles.

In his three starts since, however, he has pushed his goals-against average from 5.43 to 4.01 and was on the job for the 3-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators as well as Tuesday’s 4-3 win over the Montreal Canadiens.

“It would have been nice to come out (of the trip) with maybe seven points, but to be able to finish like that was significant,” Dubnyk said. “When you pull out a couple of wins like that, it just puts you in a much better spot. There are a lot of games to play here.”

There’s also a lot of ground to make up. The Oilers are 3-6-1 with a home game on Thursday against the Washington Capitals followed by weekend road games against the Phoenix Coyotes and the Los Angeles Kings.

“We would have liked to have had a better start to the trip, but we responded well the last couple of games, which is nice to see,” forward David Perron said, “Dubnyk has played really well the last few games, too, which is good.”

The Capitals were waiting in Edmonton for the Oilers, who would have touched down well past two in the morning. Head coach Dallas Eakins said he had to give the players Wednesday off on the heels of the 11-day trip, which is the longest on this season’s calendar.

He also understands now that the teams out west do have to contend with some travel challenges. There were times when he was working for the Toronto Maple Leafs that he’d hear the grumbling and just roll his eyes.

“You’d see the teams out west always whining about the schedule, and I’d think, ‘Shut up. Just play’,” Eakins said. “But it’s tough. Now we’re going to play one game, then go to the other coast for a couple.”

Only six of the Oilers’ first 19 games this season are on home ice, so there’s no shortage of travel in the early going. Factor in the injuries that have hit the lineup and the trip could have easily been a winless excursion.

Taylor Hall is out for a month after leaving the game against the Senators with a sprained left knee, Ryan Smyth left the same game with a groin injury, and Jesse Joensuu flew home after the game in Washington with a back injury.

“You have your fingers crossed, and you’re hopeful it’s going to bring your team together if you can get some wins,” Eakins said. “Obviously, it didn’t start very good, but I’m encouraged that it ended well — right when we would be at our lowest point physically with all the wear and tear.

“And with all the injuries that have come up, you’d think that our last two games would have been the worst. They ended up being the best.”

Oilers appoint new vice-president of communications

Tim Shipton has joined the oilers as the team’s new vice-president of communications, replacing Steve Hogle, who left the NHL club in September to become president of the Western Hockey League’s Saskatoon Blades.

Shipton comes to the Oilers from the Alberta Enterprise Group, where he had been president since 2007. He will oversee the team’s in-house media production.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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MONTREAL — From a business perspective, Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish didn’t have to mull over the offer for all that long.

If he moved Mike Brown to the San Jose Sharks, a team in need of some punch, he would free up a contract so he’d have some room to add a player down the road. Luke Gazdic had already convinced the Oilers he could play the same role as Brown, and it could open up a longer term stay for Tyler Pitlick.

The downside was that he knew when he sent Brown to the Sharks late Monday night for a fourth round draft pick, he knew he was moving a player who never wavered from his physical style of game.

“It gives us a little bit more flexibility with what we can do on that line,” said MacTavish. “We’ve seen enough of Luke Gazdic, that we know he can come in and do that job, and moving Brownie just gives us the flexibility to call up a Tyler Pitlick and maybe, potentially, add another element on that line.

“We were getting tight with the contracts too so that allowed us to 48 (two shy of the league maximum).

“From a peronsal perspective, it’s hard to do because he’s such a helluva guy. It’s a good lesson for everybocy, if you come to the rink and work hard with that leel of consistency, the word gets out. They knew exactly what they were getting.”

Sharks general manager Doug Wilson had called MacTavish a few days ago to ask about Brown. The Oilers, also contending with the loss of Taylor Hall (knee), Ryan Smyth (groin) and Jesse Joensuu (back), called up Tyler Pitlick and Ben Eager from the Oklahoma City Barons before their game against the Montreal Canadiens.

“I’m hoping Tyler can pick up where he left off. I had a lot of time for him in training camp,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “I’d seen him play a little bit in Oklahoma City when I was coaching the Marlies and he was really moving his feet, being physical and getting pucks to the net. And that’s what we need. It’s a simple recipe.”

The game against the Canadiens was Pitlick’s first in the NHL and if he can find that consistency that he’s finally started to demonstrate in the AHL, he’s got a chance to lock down the right wing spot on the fourth line.

“I’m just going to play my game. I’m just going to hit, because they need someone to hit, get in on the forecheck, and use my speed,” he said. “It’s up to me. I just have to go out there and do it.”

“He’s kind of what we need,” said MacTavish. “We need a little bit more power, a little bit more speed. We have to get to the forecheck better and quicker, and Pitlick has a little more dimension to his game than maybe Brownie.

“He was ready for an opportunity. We liked what we saw of him at training camp. The need is greater now with all the injuries we have currently but down the road, when we get healthy, there’s a possibility he could start on the fourth line on that right side.”

Eager, meanwhile, arrived for training camp, fit and determined to make his way back onto the NHL roster after closing out last season with the Barons. He wasn’t on the opening day roster and by Game 2 he was with the Barons again.

“I’m here, I’m ready to work and do whatever I can to help contribute. Obviously I want to get re-established in the NHL.

“All I can do is work hard and try and give them what they’re looking for.”

Gazdic, who had been in the Dallas Stars system, was claimed off waivers just before the season opened. He was disappointed to see Brown go, given he helped ease him into the NHL, but knows this extends his stay.

“Given his skill set and his age and the willingness to do the tough stuff, he really give us a lot of confidence going forward, that we have found the right guy for that position,” said MacTavish, who acquired Gazdic after Steve MacIntyre, another pre-season waiver pickup, had left the lineup with a knee injury in the pre-season.

“I loved playing with Brownie,” said Gazdic. “He was important for me in the games. He helped me calm down at the start. It was tough losing him. But i can’t be too comfortable. I’m still treating this as a tryout. I know I’m trying to play it like any game could be the last one. That’s the mindset I have to have.

“They told me they were going to give me an opportunity and that’s all I was looking for. I was just trying to take advantage of it.”
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Ryan Jones #28 of the Edmonton Oilers celebrates his third period goal during the NHL game against the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre on October 22, 2013 in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. The Oilers defeated the Canadiens 4-3.
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Photos: Oilers notch a comeback win in Montreal

MacKinnon: Think about it: goalie-turned-NHL coach a rare animal

Taylor Hall expected to miss four weeks of action with knee injury

John MacKinnon: Retiring one-time Oilers blueliner Hamrlik came to Edmonton with right skills at right time

Montreal -- The mission was not going to be an easy one, not with six road games in 11 days, not with an injury-riddled lineup, and certainly not for a team that had left Edmonton with just one victory.

Just to throw even more muck into the mix, the Montreal Canadiens’ Lars Eller said earlier in the day that Edmonton played like a junior team at times, that they took a lot of risks, a lot of chances, and didn’t play with a lot of structure.

So after his team had erased a 2-0 deficit to secure a 4-3 victory Tuesday at the Bell Centre, Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins had his own message for the Canadiens’ forward.

“They might as well have sent me over a fruit basket and a bottle of wine,” said Eakins. “That was a really great present Mr. Eller laid on us today.”

For the first 20 minutes, it looked like Eller might be right.

The Oilers were turning pucks over with so much regularity, they had handed the Canadiens an early 2-0 lead Tuesday at the Bell Centre. After a few choice words from Eakins, they responded with their second win in as many games and improved to a very modest 3-6-1. 

“I thought we were horrendous in the first period. We had so many turnovers, we gave up the puck way too many times . . . But we talked about it. Dallas had something to say to us and he was right and you could see the difference in the second and third,” said defenceman Ladislav Smid, who chipped in with the 11th goal of his career. 

“But we can not do this anymore. We have to be ready for the beginning of the games.”

The Oilers went into the game without Taylor Hall (who sprained a knee ligament in Ottawa), Ryan Smyth (who left Ottawa with a groin injury), Jesse Joensuu (who flew home after the game Washington with a back injury), and Mike Brown (traded to San Jose Sharks on the eve of the game against the Canadiens).

“We were getting out-battled that first period,” said Tyler Pitlick, who was called up from the Oklahoma City Barons, along with Ben Eager, for the game. “We just started playing simpler.”

“We just came in and regrouped,” continued Eakins, who said that his choice words were needed but more importantly, were well received. “I thought we needed to bring our compete level up a little bit higher. I thought we needed to get into the fight a little bit more and after that first intermission, our players certainly dug their heels in.

“We had some guys step up and play a hard game and that’s encouraging for our team.”

With the Oilers stuck in their own zone, Luke Gazdig was guilty of tripping late in the first period, an advantage the Canadiens quickly turned into a power play goal by Tomas Plekanec. 

Less than two minuters later, Brendan Gallagher, who had stripped Nail Yakupov earlier, only to be denied by Dubnyk on the breakaway, intercepted a puck from Ryan Jones at the 18 minute mark and went far post to give the Canadiens a 2-0 first period lead. 

But the Oilers were not ready to roll over. 

Ales Hemsky, with the Oilers’ 13 shot of the game, from the slot, wristed the puck by Carey Price then Smid, the unlikeliest of candidates to tie the game, fired in a one-timer. It was the defenceman’s 11th NHL goal.

Smid’s defensive partner, Jeff Petry, finished off a two-on-one with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins then to cap off the proceedings, Jones, who drew back into the lineup because of the injuries jumped out of the penalty box, drove to the net and redirected a puck to give the Oilers their fourth straight goal.

“It wasn’t the start we wanted but a lot of character to come back like that,” said Dubnyk, who faced 32 shots, surrendering an extra attacker goal to Brian Gionta at 19:57. “Dallas gave us a little kick in the butt and the way the guys responded was perfect. There was a lot of hockey left to play.”

"That's a large win for our hockey club -- to be able to come back in this building," said Eakins. "It's games like that where you don't even need to go play them. When you have a player like Lars Eller running his mouth before the game it makes for great banter in our dressing room and a great motivation. 

"We thank Lars Eller for his comments."
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MacKinnon: Think about it: goalie-turned-NHL coach a rare animal

And no former netminder has ever won Stanley Cup as bench boss &#8212; maybe Patrick Roy will change that some day

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalOctober 22, 2013
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Head coach Patrick Roy of the Colorado Avalanche leads his team against the Dallas Stars on Oct. 15, 2013, in Denver.
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Jordan Eberle could miss Tuesday’s Edmonton Oilers game against Montreal Canadiens

A simple Edmonton Oilers plan: more pucks on net

Oilers deal Brown to Sharks for draft pick

EDMONTON - Rookie head coach and Hall of Fame goalie Patrick Roy has his Colorado Avalanche at 8-1-0 atop the Central Division, backstopped by a goalie tandem whose goals against average is mere decimal pixie dust, but it’s probably just one of those things, right?

As in, too hot not to cool down? Sure it is. It has to be.

Jean-Sebastien Giguere, at 37, won’t sustain that 0.67 GAG for long, anymore than he will his .981 save percentage. And Semyon Varlamov? Look, he’s good, but not 1.68 GAG and .950 save percentage good. Come on.

On the other hand, you bet against what Roy can and cannot sustain at your peril. He sealed 10 straight overtime victories for the Canadiens en route to backstopping Montreal to the 1993 Stanley Cup, for starters.

The guy is bucking the odds merely by becoming an NHL head coach, not an office many ex-goalies achieve, let alone sustain.

Think about it, how many ex-goalies who became NHL head coaches as a second career come to your mind?

And we’re not talking front office jobs here. The likes of Ken Holland, Ron Hextall, Garth Snow, Ken Dryden and Wayne Thomas have made that transition. That’s a different animal.

So is the specialist niche of goalie coach.

And don’t give me Lester Patrick, who put on the pads in a playoff game on an emergency basis, back in ’44 when he was coaching the New York Rangers and Lorne Chabot, his goalie, was struck in the eye by a puck. Legendary as that episode so justly remains, that was strictly a one-off.

Looking at it across the broad sweep of NHL history, the head coaching position seems under-represented by goalies. Many an unspectacular forward (Dave Tippett, Bruce Boudreau) or marginal defenceman (Hello, Dallas Eakins) was apparently biding his time to lead a team.

But goalies? Well, there has been Jacques Martin, obviously, and Gerry Cheevers, he of the iconic stitches mask as a goalie but mixed success as a bench boss.

Eddie Johnston, Cheevers’ sidekick in the Boston goal in the 1970s, coached in Pittsburgh for a while in the early 1990s.

Ron Low, an honest workman as a goalie and head coach, ran the show in Edmonton in the interregnum between George Burnett and Kevin Lowe. Scott Gordon, a journeyman goalie, proved to have similar talent in a brief stint as head coach with the New York Islanders.

More recently in the NHL, ex-Canucks, Blues, Rangers and Red Wings netminder Glen Hanlon coached the Washington Capitals as well as the national teams of Belarus and Slovakia.

Rogie Vachon coached the Los Angeles Kings on an interim basis three times, descending from the general manager’s office in three separate seasons, for a total of 10 games. Hardly a career coach.

The late, great Hall of Fame goalie Jacques Plante, one of the game’s true innovators, a visionary, a genuine penseur of puck, coached the Quebec Nordiques of the WHA to a decent 38-36-4 won-lost-tied record in 1973-74. The next season, Plante strapped the pads back on, playing for the Oilers, his final stint as a pro goalie.

Then he retired and moved to Switzerland, where he died in 1986.

Go back far enough and you find Hugh Lehman, who won the Stanley Cup in 1915 — the pre-NHL days — for the Vancouver Millionaires, who beat the Ottawa Senators. He later coached, but never a Cup winner.

(Peerless) Percy LeSueur was a Stanley Cup-winning goalie for Ottawa and later a head coach, also.

Emile (The Cat) Francis, an NHL backup ’tender for New York and Chicago, was the Rangers head coach from 1965-75, with a couple of interruptions. For much of that time, The Cat’s No. 1 goalie with the Rangers was Eddie Giacomin, the likable, acrobatic goalie whose heroic play often prompted those chants of “Ed-ddie! Ed-ddie! Ed-ddie!’ from the Madison Square Garden faithful.

You’ve got to think a head coach who is an ex-goalie could relate to the men who hold down the most important jobs on his team. Got to think that, even if by osmosis, Giguere and Varlamov benefit from working under the supervision of a great practitioner like Roy.

Just as baseball managers who were catchers tend to have a good handle on how to work with a pitching staff.

Speaking of which, it is so commonplace for former catchers to wind up as managers, you begin to wonder whether wearing the tools of ignorance is a pre-requisite for the job.

In the last 20 years alone ex-catchers Bob Boone, Bruce Bochy, Mike Scioscia, Jerry Narron, Buck Martinez, Bob Brenly, Tony Pena, Ned Yost, Eric Wedge, Bob Melvin, John Gibbons, Joe Girardi, Bob Geren, John Russell, who managed the Trappers in Edmonton, Mike Matheny have all managed in the majors.

Joe Torre, Ralph Houk, Girardi, Bochy, Brenly, Scoiscia and the freshly retired Jim Leyland all are ex-catchers who managed teams to World Series championships.

But no ex-goalie has led an NHL team to the Stanley Cup championship as a coach.

It may well be unlikely that Roy change that this spring, but you have to like his chances at some point.

He’s been a winner at all levels, after all. And’s it’s not like he has much competition in this rare category.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com
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Taylor Hall expected to miss four weeks of action with knee injury

&#8216;Injuries often happen&#8217; with Edmonton Oilers star&#8217;s style of game, GM says

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 22, 2013
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Taylor Hall of the Edmonton Oilers skates against the New York Islanders at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on October 17, 2013 in Uniondale, N.Y.
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Oilers' Taylor Hall flies home to Edmonton for assessment of knee injury

A simple Edmonton Oilers plan: more pucks on net

Oilers end losing streak, lose Taylor Hall to knee injury

Jordan Eberle could miss Tuesday’s Edmonton Oilers game against Montreal Canadiens

Oilers deal Brown to Sharks for draft pick

MONTREAL — It will be a trying month for Taylor Hall, the Edmonton Oilers dynamic winger who is out of the lineup again, this time with a sprained left knee ligament.

Not only will he miss four weeks of the Oilers’ season, he’s losing audition time with the Canadian men’s Olympic team.

Hall was injured Saturday in a knee-on-knee collision with Eric Gryba of the Ottawa Senators and subsequently was flown back to Edmonton to have an MRI. 

Veteran Ryan Smyth also returned to Edmonton and is expected to be out for at least a week with a groin injury. Tyler Pitlick and Ben Eager were called up from the Oklahoma City Barons prior to the Oilers game against the Montreal Canadiens.

“It looked like a bit of an innocent, innocuous play in Ottawa. Unfortunately, it ended up being knee-on-knee and Taylor is suffering the consequences because of it,” Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish said. “I don’t think it was a dirty play at all, but Taylor plays a hard-driving, forceful game, and we have to try to help him find a way to stay more healthy, but when you play (that game) injuries quite often happen.”

Since the Oilers selected Hall first overall in the 2010 draft, he has been clipped by a skate blade during a pre-game warm-up, a freak injury which left him with a frightening gash that required 30 stitches. He had to leave the lineup to have shoulder surgery in 2012, and his exceptional rookie season was cut short when he sustained a high ankle sprain ankle in a fight. 

He’s leaving the Oilers lineup now with three goals and five points in eight games, a tally that includes his two-goal night against the New York Islanders. His two goals, scored eight seconds apart, broke a 32-year-old team record set by Wayne Gretzky.

Hall had started the season at centre, stepping in for Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who missed the first two regular season games just to ensure his shoulder had recovered from off-season surgery.

“It’s never good to lose one of your top players, a guy who eats up a ton of minutes and is a danger every time he goes on the ice,” head coach Dallas Eakins said. “Are we going to miss him? Absolutely. He’s a big part of this hockey club, and when we do have success, he’s right in the middle of it.

“He’s one of the catalysts he’s not here ... There are other guys who are going to get some extra ice, guys who have been looking for it.”
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Oilers deal Brown to Sharks for draft pick

Rugged winger who'd been sitting: 'You never want to leave, but I certainly can&#8217;t complain about going to a team that is as competitive as San Jose'

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 22, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers forward Mike Brown shares a laugh with teammates during a training camp practice at Sherwood Park on Thursday.
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Jordan Eberle could miss Tuesday’s Edmonton Oilers game against Montreal Canadiens

A simple Edmonton Oilers plan: more pucks on net

Ask Matty: He might be trade-bait, but mountainous Tyler Myers has been a Buffalo Sabres letdown since winning Calder Trophy

Retiring one-time Oilers blueliner Roman Hamrlik came to Edmonton with right skills at right time

Montreal — Looking back, Mike Brown said there were a few signs that something might be brewing.

He wasn’t playing a lot of minutes with the Edmonton Oilers and there were players coming up from the Oklahoma City Barons.

Still, it wasn’t until he got the word from the Oilers that he had been traded to the San Jose Sharks that it hit him he was going to be on the move once again.

The Oilers dealt Brown to the Sharks late Monday night for a fourth-round 2014 draft pick. The deal gives the Sharks a tough physical winger, but leaves the Oilers woefully thin up front for the Tuesday’s game against the Montreal Canadiens.

Taylor Hall (knee) and Ryan Smyth (undisclosed) have both returned to Edmonton, and Jordan Eberle has missed the last two days of practice and is a question mark for the game with the Canadiens.

Tyler Pitlick was recalled from the Barons on Monday, and Ben Eager wasn’t on the ice for the Oklahoma City practice, which means he will be joining the Oilers in Montreal.

Brown, who also had stops with the Vancouver Canucks and Anaheim Ducks during his 289-game NHL career, had been acquired by the Oilers from the Toronto Maple Leafs last March for a fourth-round draft pick.

“It’s always a shock every time you get traded,” he said, “but it’s almost like my situation the last time when I look back on it.

“You never want to leave, but I certainly can’t complain about going to a team that is as competitive as San Jose.”

Brown will fly from Montreal to Boston to meet the Sharks, who have some injury troubles of their own.

“He is a player with tremendous character, knows the Western Conference well, and brings a tough, physical ingredient to our lineup,” said Sharks general manager Doug Wilson.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
Jordan Eberle could miss Tuesday’s Edmonton Oilers game against Montreal Canadiens

Undisclosed ailment might keep winger out of lineup while teammate Ryan Smyth definitely shelved for Bell Centre tilt

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 22, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers winger Jordan Eberle celebrates his second point of the first period Saturday, Oct. 19, 2013, against the host Ottawa Senators. Eberle might miss the Oilers&#8217; next game,
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Oilers' Taylor Hall flies home to Edmonton for assessment of knee injury

Doing the little things better paid off for Oilers

Jason Gregor: It’s time for Oilers to try an alternative method to end injury jinx

MONTREAL — Already without Taylor Hall, the Edmonton Oilers will close out their six-game road trip against the Montreal Canadiens without Ryan Smyth. And they may also be lining up without Jordan Eberle.

Eberle missed the last two days of practice while Smyth has returned to Edmonton with an unspecified injury. He did skate on Sunday.

That has opened the door for Tyler Pitlick, who was recalled from the AHL Oklahoma City Barons. Pitlick has yet to play an NHL game. Ryan Jones will draw into the lineup as well.

“You could argue Jordan has been our best forward and a big part of our team,” head coach Dallas Eakins said Monday. “Just running practice without him isn’t for the faint-hearted. We’ll cross our fingers that he’s good for tomorrow, but we have to be careful, too.

“We don’t want to rush him and have this turn into something bigger.”

Eberle said on Sunday he had just woken up stiff and sore but wasn’t specific about whether or not it was his back.

Hall, meanwhile, was injured in Saturday’s 3-1 Oilers victory over the Ottawa Senators and flew back to Edmonton on Sunday to have an MRI done on his left knee.

“Even before I knew how (Eberle) was, I let our medical staff know I didn’t want him skating on Sunday. He plays lots of minutes for us, and it’s not like practice is going to help him get better right now.

“Those are both guys you want in the lineup.”

The Canadiens, 5-3-0, have gaping holes in their lineup, too. Daniel Briere (concussion) and Brandon Prust (shoulder) are out along with Max Pacioretty, Alexei Emekin, George Parros and Douglas Murray.

When the teams met in Edmonton on Oct. 10, Montreal scored a 4-1 victory.

Potter gets back on iceA week before the Oilers’ training camp opened in September, a wonky back took defenceman Corey Potter out of action, and for the next month, there wasn’t improvement.

He is finally back on the ice, practising with the team, and expects he’ll have a conditioning stint in Oklahoma City before he returns to the Oilers lineup.

“I was just not getting any better — just spasms and pain back there. And I’ve never had an injury like that where it never progresses, so for a while there, it was pretty depressing,” he said after Monday’s practice.

“I’m just trying to get into game shape now. I’ve lost a little bit of weight. I think it’s just muscle mass from not skating or working out so I’m hoping that will come back quick.”
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Doing the little things better paid off for Oilers

Edmonton got its first road win of the season, and first since Oct. 7 with a strong effort at Ottawa

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 20, 2013
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David Perron of the Edmonton Oilers and Ottawa Senators defenceman Chris Phillips battle for possession of the puck during Saturday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at the Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa.
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Oilers' Taylor Hall flies home to Edmonton for assessment of knee injury

Oilers end losing streak, lose Taylor Hall to knee injury

Montreal — After stumbling through their first eight games of the season, the Edmonton Oilers had yet another conversation about injecting more effort into their game.

It’s been a long running exchange for an NHL team which has been stockpiling skilled players through seven non-playoff seasons.

But the most recent locker-room confab came on the eve of the Oilers’ 3-1 win over the Ottawa Senators on Saturday afternoon. It led to Edmonton’s first road victory and first win in regulation time this season, and its first two-point night since a 5-4 shootout triumph over the New Jersey Devils at Rexall Place on Oct. 7.

“We had a good talk,” said captain Andrew Ference. “That’s the thing. We have enough people in this room where the skill might win us a couple of games, but this is the type of league where hard work will win a lot of games.

“That’s the thing guys are trying to focus on the most. You’re not going to lose your skill, or your playing-making ability, that will always be there. But I think a concerted effort to just work — win the battles on the walls — will pay off.

“We still made some mistakes (against the Senators),” continued Ference, “but we won more battles. We dug into the corners a little more. We blocked more shots. We worked to get on the backcheck. Those are the little things that everybody can do.

“Like I said, it’s promising when you see guys making those kinds of decisions.”

The Oilers, 2-6-1, still have plenty of work to do to after their dismal start. The power play has gone four games without scoring a goal; there’s a void left by Taylor Hall, who has flown back to Edmonton to have his left knee examined; and the shots against need to be reduced.

A significant chunk of Sunday’s practice was centred on the forecheck.

“We’re not a big team and, as much as we want them to battle harder down low, we have to be smart with our positioning because if we can’t win that physical battle, we certainly have to have our stick and our feet and our bodies in the right spot,” said head coach Dallas Eakins.

“With this group, it’s something we have to work on every day. A lot of our guys are wired offensively. We don’t need to teach them a whole bunch there, but there’s a lot of re-wiring when it comes to the defensive part of the game.”

The difference-maker at Ottawa was goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who turned aside 35 shots.

“I’m a strong believer in this: You can have those talks, everyone can say all the right words, everyone knows the right things to say, but at the end of the day, it’s your actions that speak louder,” said Jordan Eberle. “We came out. We needed the two points and we got them. I don’t care how we did it.”

Dubnyk said a big part of the discussion in Ottawa centred on playing the system and trusting that it was going to work. The Oilers will get another chance to test their commitment on Tuesday when they meet the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre.

“We have endless skill in here, but if that’s all we play with, it’s going to be the same thing every year,” said Dubnyk. “You will win some games, but good teams will still pick you apart. We really need to buy in to turn it around. And you have to start somewhere. (This win) was a good start.”

Gagner takes another step in recovery

Sam Gagner has been cleared for light contact, which puts him a step closer to returning to the lineup.

He’ll meet with the surgeon and his staff again next week, so they can look at his shield to ensure it will provide enough protection in a game.

Gagner had to have a plate inserted in his jaw after he was struck by Zack Kassian’s stick in an exhibition game against the Vancouver Canucks. He will need to wear a shield until the bone is set, which could take until February.

“There’s still a risk until the bone heals fully,” Gagner said after Sunday’s practice. “If the plate bends, then I’m in trouble. They want to see how it’s going to hold up.

“(But) playing is the next step and I hope I get there sooner rather than later.”
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Edmonton Oilers' Jordan Eberle (14) celebrates his goal with teammates Nail Yakupov (64) and Andrew Ference (21) during the first period between the Ottawa Senators and the Edmonton Oilers in Ottawa on Oct. 19, 2013.
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Oilers’ power-play, penalty-killing units not so special right now

Fourth-liners pay the price in ice time for Oilers never having the lead

Oilers’ great skill set not enough to win on its own

Dubnyk’s improved play a glimmer of hope for Oilers

Edmonton Oilers’ road woes continue with fourth straight loss

Photos: Oilers get a win in Ottawa

Oilers news

OTTAWA – The Edmonton Oilers finally found their way back to the win column on Saturday, but they lost Taylor Hall, who hobbled off the ice with a knee injury.

The Oilers’ 3-1 NHL victory over the Ottawa Senators at the Canadian Tire Centre — their first win in regulation and first road victory of the season — ended a five-game losing skid for Edmonton.

The Oilers (2-6-1), who close out the six-game road trip in Montreal on Tuesday, beat the New Jersey Devils 5-4 in a shootout on Oct. 7.

Hall left the Oilers’ room after the game without crutches but there were no further updates. As head coach Dallas Eakins said, anytime a player leaves a game and doesn’t return, it’s usually not a good sign.

“We didn’t panic, even when they got that one (goal),” said Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who scored the deciding goal as well as an empty-netter.

“That’s the big thing for us, we just have to stick with it no matter what the score is, so if somebody goes out of the game, we pick up his role.”

Hall collided with Senators defenceman Eric Gryba in the second period and it was obvious he felt the effects of the impact; he swung his stick immediately after the hit and then skated off to serve a slashing penalty.

On his next shift, he pulled up mid-stride and needed help to get to the dressing room.

“We started double-shifting guys,” said Eakins. “When a guy gets hurt like that it’s almost like they bond together. It was good to see them rally and take on the extra ice time and be good at it.”

The Oilers built a 2-0 first-period lead, despite being outshot 15-7, with goals from Jordan Eberle, who put his patented finish on a two-on-one, and Nugent-Hopkins on a Nail Yakupov rebound.

It was the Oilers’ first two-goal lead since their season-opener, which they ended up losing 5-4 to the Winnipeg Jets.

Also key in this game was a 35-save performance by goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who shook off some early jitters to lock things down in the net — his second notable performance after struggling to start the season. 

Dubnyk made 37 saves in a 3-2 loss to the New York Islanders on Thursday but was even better in this one. Chris Neil scored the lone Ottawa goal at 14:12 of the third period when his shot went in off a glove, a stick, and rolled past the Oilers netminder.

“I thought he won us the hockey game,” Easkins said of Dubnyk. “We weren’t able to sustain a lot of offence in their zone. They seemed to be coming at us in waves. Even though I thought we kept a lot of shots to the outside, when we needed him to make that big save, boy, did he stand tall for us.

“That’s real encouraging because I don’t care what kind of team you are, if you can get goaltending like that, you’re going to win a lot of hockey games.”

It was the beleaguered Dubnyk’s first win of the season. 

“The last game and tonight, especially, it was just nice I could just be myself again,” said Dubynk. “It’s so easy to go out there and try and do things and be things you’re not, when people are doubting you.”

“He stole that one for us,” said Eberle. “It’s kind of a starting point for us. We have another game in Montreal, and we need to win that or else we’re going to be back in the same situation.”

For the first time this season the Oilers’ penalty-killing unit did not give up a goal. That was the only upside on special teams, however, as the power-play was 0-for-5, despite a two-minute five-on-three. Edmonton’s power-play unit has now gone four games without a goal. 

OIL DROPS: Defenceman Nick Schultz was scratched, opening up a spot for Denis Grebeshkov, back from a three-game conditioning stint with the AHL’s Oklahoma City Barons. It was his first NHL appearance since an April 26, 2010, playoff game against Nashville. He played just 6:55. Up front, Mike Brown was back on the fourth line, bumping Ryan Jones up to the press box.

jreland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ
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Edmonton can&#8217;t seem to score with the man advantage and keeps giving up goals while short-handed

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 18, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers defenceman Jeff Petry was given a minor penalty for hooking Washington Capitals right winger Alex Ovechkin during an National Hockey League game at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C., on Monday, Oct. 14, 2013.
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Photos: New York Islanders trump Taylor Hall’s record breaking game for Oilers

Fourth-liners pay the price in ice time for Oilers never having the lead

Oilers’ great skill set not enough to win on its own

Dubnyk’s improved play a glimmer of hope for Oilers

Ottawa — There are problems pervading the Edmonton Oilers’ lineup, as evidenced by their 1-6-1 record.

But one of the egregious trouble spots is the Oilers’ penalty killing, which has allowed nine power-play goals, the most in the NHL.

That’s a noticeable drop from ninth place, where Edmonton finished last season.

As head coach Dallas Eakins said: “Every night there’s a goal in our net and it’s hard to recover from that.”

The power play has also come up short in the last three losses, failing to score in nine straight man-advantage opportunities, three each game.

“We need to be more of a factor on the power play ... and we’ve definitely spent a lot of time on it over these last couple of days,” said Jordan Eberle.

“Over the last two years, it’s been a strong point of our game. We’ve been able to score and create opportunities on the power play. For this team to be successful, we have to be productive.”

Eakins wasn’t as discouraged about the work the unit did against the New York Islanders on Thursday, save for the lack of finish. But the Oilers should be more productive given all the skill they have.

For all that was wrong with the club the last two seasons, the power play was eighth overall in 2012-13 and third in 2011-12.

This group is currently ranked 19th with an efficiency rating of 17.2 per cent. The Oilers have just one power-play goal in five road games despite 16 opportunities (6.2 per cent).

“We had lots of looks, some great chances on the net. You can’t ask for much more than the finish on it,” said Eakins. “It would be one thing if we had players who couldn’t finish. We do. And if we keep executing that way, they’ll eventually go in the net for you.”

The penalty killing is another matter. Eakins said the first step is to limit the number of penalties. Then it’s a matter of indoctrinating the forwards who are new to the role of killing penalties. The Oilers have incorporated some of their skill players on the units because they don’t have the typical checkers available for that task.

Shawn Horcoff and Eric Belanger were regular penalty killers last season, as was Ryan Jones, who spent the first six games in the American Hockey League. This season, Ales Hemsky, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Eberle and Taylor Hall have been killing penalties.

“It’s just another skill they’re going to have to learn,” Eakins said. “It’s not rocket science. It’s a read and a pressure thing and it should be something that, very soon, our guys are more comfortable with.”

Defenceman Ladislav Smid agreed that the penalty killing struggles can’t be laid at the feet of the goaltenders, that it was a team issue and a humiliating one at that.

“That’s unacceptable,” Smid said about giving up a power-play goal each game. “Guys are blocking shots, but we just have to be a bit smarter and play with more structure.

“We’re trying to be more aggressive, but that hasn’t been the problem. It’s just little mistakes that are causing us goals. The system is not the problem. If everybody is going to be on the same page, it’s going to work. We just have to get on the same page.

“We have to get way better on our special teams. We need to turn it around.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Fourth-liners pay the price in ice time for Oilers never having the lead

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 18, 2013
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Luke Gazdic of the Edmonton Oilers is hit by Cal Clutterbuck of the New York Islanders during Thursday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum in Uniondale, N.Y.
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Oilers’ great skill set not enough to win on its own

Dubnyk’s improved play a glimmer of hope for Oilers

Edmonton Oilers’ road woes continue with fourth straight loss

Ottawa — Sightings of Mike Brown, Luke Gazdic and, more recently, Ryan Jones have been few and far between during recent games, something head coach Dallas Eakins would like to change.

But until the Edmonton Oilers are in a position where they’re not consistently chasing the lead, the fourth-liners will see limited duty.

“They deserve more ice,” said Eakins, “except we’re always playing from behind. When we’re playing from behind, those guys aren’t going to get us a whole lot of goals.”

Gazdic played five shifts against the New York Islanders in Thursday’s 3-2 loss; Jones was on the ice for six.

Centre Will Acton has at least been logging time on the penalty killing units, so his minutes aren’t quite as paltry.

“They’re so good on our forecheck and so dedicated, but when we get behind in games, we’re looking to the other guys to get us back in,” said Eakins. “Playing from behind so much is killing their ice time.”

Brown was scratched in favour of Gazdic in Thursday’s game.

“I told Brownie I was hoping it was the right decision, that it might not be,” Eakins said. “He has done everything right, but we were just looking for a different look on the fourth line.”

Grebeshkov back with Oilers

Defenceman Denis Grebeshkov was recalled from his conditioning stint with the Oklahoma City Barons and was on the ice at Friday’s practice.

He didn’t start the season with the Oilers because of a groin injury, but got into three American Hockey League games with the Barons.

Corey Potter, who missed all of the pre-season with a back injury, has been cleared to resume skating. He was on the ice in Ottawa, as well.

“I joked with him this morning. I went over and introduced myself to him and asked him his name,” said Eakins.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Oilers’ great skill set not enough to win on its own

Eakins reshuffles Edmonton&#8217;s forward lines for Ottawa game

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 18, 2013
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Jordan Eberle of the Edmonton Oilers tries to protect the puck from Thomas Hickey of the New York Islanders during Thursday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum in Uniondale, N.Y.
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Fourth-liners pay the price in ice time for Oilers never having the lead

Dubnyk’s improved play a glimmer of hope for Oilers

Edmonton Oilers’ road woes continue with fourth straight loss

Edmonton Oilers closer to seeing Sam Gagner back on ice

Ottawa — The season may not be a month old, but the free fall of the Edmonton Oilers is already taking its toll.

As if one win in eight games wasn’t troubling enough, the Oilers play the Ottawa Senators at noon MDT Saturday. The Senators are 3-2-2 after banking two straight wins.

“We just have to find a way to get points pretty soon,” said winger David Perron. “I know it’s early in the year, but you can’t go 10-15 games without getting too many points because it’s too good a league to try and come back.”

The Oilers are in last place in the NHL’s Western Conference and still winless on the road. Following their matinee in Ottawa, they play the Canadiens at Montreal on Tuesday before heading home to host the Washington Capitals on Thursday.

“We only have three points and that’s really frustrating,” said defenceman Ladislav Smid. “We thought we’d be much, much better.

“We have to do whatever it takes to stay positive and find a way to win some games.”

The Oilers left Pittsburgh after a 3-2 loss to the Penguins convinced that they were finally ready to turn the corner, but instead stumbled against the New York Islanders on Thursday. They got a 37-save performance from goaltender Devan Dubnyk and had a 2-1 first-period lead, but fell short in the second and third periods.

The Islanders were on a three-game losing streak before the 3-2 win.

“We have a great skill set, but skills don’t always win you games,” said coach Dallas Eakins. “It’s the will to play the game the right way, and that’s when you have the puck and when you don’t.

“We will play portions of a game where we are excellent and I’m so optimistic on the way we’re going, then we will turn back to our own habits and play by ourselves. And playing alone and just playing with our skill is going to kill you every time.”

Perron said it is a challenge for players with skill to avoid the lure of the highlight reel play.

“It’s frustrating personally, coming from a team where we won a lot, but Dallas is doing a good job of making sure he tells us about some of the positive things that we do,” said Perron, who was acquired from the St. Louis Blues in an off-season trade.

“For this team, it’s trying to find the right balance between taking chances to make plays, because we can’t deny our ability to do that, but at the same time, being smart and playing with the type of structure that’s in place.

“We can’t be too eager to score. We have to wait for the right chances.”

Eakins adjusted his forward lines again at Friday’s practice in search of the right combination. Taylor Hall will play with Mark Arcobello and Perron while Nail Yakupov moves to the left wing alongside Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Jordan Eberle.

Ryan Smyth, Boyd Gordon and Ales Hemsky round out the top nine.
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Injured centre hopes to be taking contact in practice before end of NHL road trip
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Edmonton Oilers centre Sam Gagner celebrates a goal in NHL pre-season action against the visiting Vancouver Canucks on Sept. 21, 2013. Gagner was injured later in the game and has missed the start of the regular season with a broken jaw.
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Oilers’ Belov adjusting to the speed of NHL game

Edmonton Oilers deserved better but still see losing streak extended to four games with loss to Pittsburgh Penguins

Odds stacked against Edmonton Oilers Tuesday night as they face Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh Penguins

Eskimos, Oilers have struggled for so long, it feels like a century since either team won a championship

Edmonton Oilers recall winger Ryan Jones for tonight's tilt with Pittsburgh Penguins

Jones keeps attitude positive despite trip to minors

Ask Matty: Arcobello can win faceoffs, but Gagner is a better player

Nail Yakupov scratched by Edmonton Oilers for second game in a row

NASSAU COUNTY, N.Y. — If Sam Gagner has his way, he’ll be securing the go-ahead to resume contact when he sees his surgeon in Edmonton.

The Oilers centre will visit the specialist before the week is out, at which point he’ll rejoin the team for the rest of its Eastern road trip. The Oilers (1-5-1) play the New York Islanders (2-2-2) on Thursday, then head north to Ottawa for a Saturday afternoon game against the Senators.

They close out this six-game trip in Montreal on Oct. 22.

“I do have a timeline in my head. I just don’t know if it correlates with what the doctor will say,” Gagner said. “I don’t necessarily think I’ll be playing then, but I can at least join them and get in some practice.”

The centre’s jaw was broken when he was whacked in the face by Zack Kassian’s stick in a pre-season game against the Vancouver Canucks.

A plate was inserted to fuse the fracture, four lost teeth will be dealt with in the off-season and even when he does return to the game-day lineup, he’ll require a full face shield.

Still, he is confident he won’t be a month behind fitness-wise, given that he was able to not only get into the gym but was back on skates a week after the injury.

In his absence, Mark Arcobello has been exemplary, particularly since he had big skates to fill. He’s winning 58 per cent of his faceoffs, is a team-high plus-4 on a club that has given up a league-worst 32 goals, and has six assists through seven games. His most recent helper came in Tuesday’s 3-2 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

But he also hasn’t been told to find a more permanent residence, unlike fourth line centre Will Acton. What Arcobello has been doing is making the most of what opportunities he has had.

“In order to hang around, I know I have to play well,” he said. “That I’m fitting in is good. It’s something to build on.”

Arcobello will likely have the rest of this road trip and then it is quite possible Gagner will be back in the lineup. He will need to get in some contact sessions as soon as he gets the green light from the surgeon.

“The good thing is that when I am cleared (to play), I’ll be in game shape, ready to play,” Gagner said.

“I had a week off where I wasn’t doing anything while it was healing, but I do feel like I am back to where I was before. It’s hard to simulate playing in a game and all that comes with that — the adrenalin rush, how hard you can push yourself in a game without even noticing — but we’re doing all that we can to make sure I’m ready to go when I’m back.”

Gagner has started eating more solid food, which he couldn’t do less than two weeks ago. At that point, it was a steady diet of fish and soup.

Now he just needs some time to chew.

“The jaw just feels better,” he said. “Things are going pretty well. I will need to get some dental work done (in the off-season). I’m not sure what exactly I’m going to be doing, but right now it’s just the waiting that’s hard to contend with.

“You want to be out there, with your teammates, helping out any way you can. I think we’re doing a lot of good things out there, we’re playing pretty well as a team, we just can’t seem to find ways to get wins.

“That makes it even harder to watch. You want to be out there helping your teammates get out of it. I’m looking forward to getting back as soon as I can. Hopefully it’s soon.”
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Oilers’ Belov adjusting to the speed of NHL game

Russian blue-liner slowly finding his way
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Edmonton Oilers' Anton Belov (77), Justin Schultz (19), Taylor Hall (4) and Ales Hemsky (83) celebrate a goal against the New York Rangers during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday September 24, 2013.
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Gagner edging closer to getting green light

NASSAU COUNTY, N.Y. — There are still customs he may never shake, like not talking after the pre-game skates so he can focus on the night ahead, but after seven games in the National Hockey League, Anton Belov is settling in with the Edmonton Oilers defence corps.

He knows now he needs to make quicker passes, something he didn’t have to do in the Kontinental Hockey League. He’s even used to rough starts to a season, having experienced a similar fate with the Omsk Avangard last season.

“Last year in Omsk, we played six games with no points,” said Belov, who has been paired with Justin Schultz. “But we will be strong after this. I think, and the coach says every day, that we have a lot of good moments in our game, so I hope soon the points will be coming.”

The Oilers, 1-5-1, battle the New York Islanders on Thursday, intent on trying to snap a losing skid that stretched to four games after Tuesday’s 3-2 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins. The Islanders are 2-2-2. Belov will again be in the lineup.

Head coach Dallas Eakins has said there has been some on-the-job training required of the 27-year-old rookie, but that was to be expected given Belov was a dark horse coming into camp.

He’s also had some leeway because the Oilers had injuries on the back end. Denis Grebeshkov (groin) is in Oklahoma City on a conditioning assignment; Corey Potter didn’t even make it camp because of a back injury and he still isn’t skating with the team; and Oscar Klefbom clearly needed time to adjust to the North American game.

Philip Larsen, who was pushing for a spot, has more NHL experience than Belov, but doesn’t have the 6-foot-4, 218-pounder Russian’s size.

“He just keeps getting better and better,” Eakins said earlier this week. “He’s big, he can move the puck and he can really shoot it. He’s continuing to learn how we want to play here.

“I think the pace in the KHL is much slower and I don’t mean from a speed perspective but a puck control perspective, where they’ll take the puck back and play around with it. The way we want to play is fast and vertical and hard.”

Belov, 27, turned down a more lucrative KHL contract to try his hand in the NHL, then got caught in a bureaucratic web in September, which delayed his arrival for training camp. But he got in a few pre-season games, then made it on to the opening day lineup.

Belov spent the last five seasons with Avangard, based in Omsk, a city located in southwest Siberia. He put up his best numbers in 2012-13, registering nine goals and 17 assists in 46 games.

Now that he’s on the NHL stage, he could also play himself on to the Russian Olympic team — an opportunity he covets. For now, however, his attention is on the Oilers.

“The coach has confidence in me. He’s giving me ice time. I like it,” Belov said. “I feel like I can do something for the team. The game has more speed here. The game is faster, which is good for me.

“But everything is good here (in the NHL). I can just think about hockey.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Edmonton Oilers deserved better but still see losing streak extended to four games with loss to Pittsburgh Penguins

Three goals fewest Oilers have allowed in a game this season

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 16, 2013
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Jason LaBarbera, left, of the Edmonton Oilers makes a save on a shot by Harry Zolnierczyk, right, of the Pittsburgh Penguins during the first period of an NHL game at the CONSOL Energy Center in Pittsburgh, Penn., on Tuesday, Oct. 15, 2013.
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Ask Matty: Arcobello can win faceoffs, but Gagner is a better player

Edmonton Oilers recall winger Ryan Jones for tonight's tilt with Pittsburgh Penguins

Odds stacked against Edmonton Oilers Tuesday night as they face Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh Penguins

Goaltending woes continue to plague Oilers in loss to Capitals

Yakupov frustrated with benching

Dubnyk struggles to break out of a slump

PITTSBURGH — It would have been easy for the hapless Edmonton Oilers to just let their three-game losing streak stretch into four.

Not only had they just come off a 4-2 loss to the Washington Capitals one night earlier, they were in the home of the Pittsburgh Penguins, who outshot the Oilers 15-3 in the first 20 minutes.

But the Oilers battled back and really deserved a better fate than a 3-2 loss Tuesday night at the Consol Energy Center.

Instead, they’ll drag a 1-5-1 record to their next stop on the six-game roadtrip: a Thursday night meeting with the New York Islanders.

The three goals against was the fewest the Oilers have allowed in seven starts this season.

“We battled hard, we did a few good things and (goaltender Jason LaBarbera) gave us a chance to stay in the game, to be in the game, but in the end, it’s not enough,” said Ales Hemsky, who scored his second goal of the season.

“We should have won some of the games, we could have but didn’t, and it’s hurt us. It looks bad on us. If we play like that in our next games, we will get some lucky breaks and win some.

“We did battle hard and we had a goalie today, too.”

Head coach Dallas Eakins adjusted his line combinations, inserting Nail Yakupov back into the mix, as well as Ryan Jones, who was called up from the Oklahoma City farm team, and sent LaBarbera back out to man the net for the second straight night. 

It took just three shots and 188 seconds before the Penguins’ Pascal Dupuis put a shot past the LaBarbera, who finished with 25 saves — not all of which were executed with the confidence of Marc-Andre Fleury at the other end of the rink.

But given that the Oilers came into the game with a league-high 29 goals against, it was a sign of improvement for a team clinging to the notion that the tide will eventually turn.

“It wasn’t good enough. We didn’t win,” said LaBarbera. “Every one of us needs to fire it up a bit more and find a way to get a win.”

“Obviously disappointing when you’re struggling to get wins. When you play a lot better and don’t get the two points, it’s tough,” said centre Boyd Gordon. “We just have to keep pushing forward. It’s just tough. Losing is no fun.”

Chris Kunitz, with a second-period marker, and Evgeni Malkin, with a one-timer on the power play in the third period, improved the Penguins’ record to 5-1.

The Oilers controlled much of the second frame, outshooting the Penguins 12-4 and pulling even at 1-1 when Hemsky fired David Perron’s rebound past Fleury. Jordan Eberle sent the teams to the second intermission tied 2-2.

“I thought LaBarbera battled hard. He was in the fight in the net,” Eakins said.

LaBarbera didn’t have a chance on the deciding goal, which was scored after Oilers defenceman Andrew Ference clipped Sidney Crosby with a high stick. Defenceman Paul Martin fanned on the puck and it instead ended up on Malkin’s stick.

The Oilers have given up at least one power-play goal in every game this year, which isn’t sitting well with Eakins, particularly since Edmonton killed off the first two short-handed situations.

“It’s a fanned shot and it goes right to the most dangerous guy on the ice,” said Eakins.

“The hockey guys aren’t lined up with us. We’ll do an exorcism and see if they’ll grant us a little more leeway.”

Eakins said it was an easy decision for him to go back to LaBarbera against the Penguins. He felt the goalie had earned the start over Devan Dubnyk with his play against the Capitals.

“I liked that our guys weren’t shying away from the adversity. It would have been easy to come into this building and mail it in because they do have a powerful team, but they didn’t do that. They dug their heels and pushed back,” Eakins said.

“I think it would be easier (to take the results) if you had a bunch of knuckleheads on your team who were just going to mail it in. At least you know what you’ve got. These guys are going to fight.

“Almost every championship team has to go through dire straights ... I don’t like that we’re going through it right now, right off the bat, but maybe this is the learning process that turns us into something better down the road.”
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Edmonton Oilers centre Mark Arcobello shoots past Washington Capitals defenceman Nate Schmidt during Monday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C.
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Ask Matty: Roberto Luongo likely starting goaltender for Canada at Sochi Olympics

Ask Matty: Oilers' Devan Dubnyk in make-or-break season to prove he’s a No.1 goalie

Ask Matty: Edmonton Oilers need to adopt group approach to back-end grit

Jim Matheson

Q: Is Mark Arcobello a better centre than Sam Gagner? Gagner is thicker and better offensively, but Arcobello is faster and better on faceoffs and no worse in his own end. Neither mitigates the need for more size down the middle, but would you pull Arcobello for Gagner when he’s back in the Edmonton Oilers lineup? If so, could Gagner play on the wing?

(Vance in L.A.)

A: The short answer to the first question is no. Gagner is in his seventh NHL season and is a 45- to 55-point centre. Arcobello had played only six NHL games this season going into Tuesday’s contest with the Pittsburgh Penguins. Gagner is 36 pounds heavier and three inches taller than Arcobello, who is Tyler Ennis size. Arcobello may be quicker and he’s certainly better on faceoffs. Gagner is 45 per cent on faceoffs in his career; Arcobello is currently 61 per cent. It is a conundrum, however, if Arcobello continues to be a point-a-game player. He’s playing better than I thought he would. All I know is Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is the No. 1 centre and Boyd Gordon is No. 3. I don’t see Arcobello being a fourth-line centre here; they need more beef there. Yes, Gagner could play wing.

Q: How are the Colorado Avalanche unbeaten?

(Ryan Ziola)

A: Goaltending. Last year, Semyon Varlamov looked very suspect with a pedestrian 3.02 goals-against average and an equally ordinary .909 save percentage in 35 games. Backup J.S. Giguere was better. Now, Patrick Roy comes in and brings in his old buddy, Francois Allaire, as goalie coach and Varlamov’s game turns around (he has a .970 save percentage in his first five games). The Avalanche him to carry his catching mitt higher. He also looks quieter in the net. I suspect the Avs are also playing on a bit of adrenalin, playing for the new sheriff in town, Roy. They’re a good story.

Q: If Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish is bold and tries to get a top-four defenceman, who do you think could be on the block among the young core players? Taylor Hall? Ryan Nugent-Hopkins? Jordan Eberle? Nail Yakupov? How about Ales Hemsky?

(Philip Chin)

A: The Oilers aren’t looking for a top four D-man; they’re looking for a rugged third-pairing guy. The young players are going nowhere. Hemsky will be in play at the trade deadline because he’s an unrestricted free agent (UFA) and, if the Oilers aren’t in a playoff race, he will likely be moved to a contender. If the Oilers make a trade, it’ll have to be one player out, one player in. No draft choices. They have 49 pro contracts, one under the NHL maximum of 50. The defenceman who could be in a little trouble is veteran Nick Schultz, who is making $3.5 million to be a third-pairing guy and is playing the fewest minutes (15:29) of the top six. His salary is steep, as strong as his character. Nobody’s taking Schultz, who is a UFA in July, at his price point, however.

Q: If the Oilers were to go after a new No. 1 goaltender, who would be better, Ryan Miller or Jonas Hiller?

(Scott Hall)

A: Miller. Both guys are UFA in July. The Oilers aren’t giving up on Devan Dubnyk, certainly not after four starts. He’s a good goalie going through a rotten patch, looking like the Penguins’ Marc-Andre Fleury in the playoffs, when the pucks kept finding their way through him. Either Dubnyk is having some technical problems or he’s putting tons of pressure on himself to show he’s a No. 1 goalie in the last year of his contract so he can get a long-term deal like Corey Crawford in Chicago. This is the way it’s going to work: if Dubnyk rebounds and has a good year and plays 60 games, he’ll be looked upon as one of the Oilers’ core players to lock up long term. Personally, I hope Dubnyk gets it together. He’s one of the most honest, accountable NHLers I’ve dealt with. If they do want another goalie, Miller in Buffalo is better than Hiller in Anaheim. Miller (.941 save percentage) will certainly get moved at the deadline because the Sabres can’t score a lick and look like a bottom-five NHL team right now. Hiller (1.30 goals-against average) and Viktor Fasth are a tag-team in Anaheim and youngster John Gibson will likely be on the team next year. One thing to consider: the Washington Capitals might be willing to part with Michal Neuvirth if Braden Holtby continues to get most of the starts.

Q: The Oilers need to trade Hall, Nugent-Hopkins, Eberle or Yakupov to balance out their roster. Can that be done or will they need to wait?

(Tim Henderson)

A: This seems to be a recurring theme. Have you not noticed that the Oilers gave the first three players six- or seven-year contracts. They’re part of the core group. Yakupov is 50 some games into his NHL career, a little early to think of dealing him. It is true that any of those four players would bring what the Oilers need (a top-two defenceman or a big centre or a big, as in Max Pacioretty big, winger), but certainly the first three are going nowhere. Hall is giving the puck away far too much right now, trying to force things. Nugent-Hopkins is minus-nine. There is lots of effort, but lots of mistakes.

Q: Do you still think Gordon is a fourth-line centre?

(@metalandoil)

A: My bad. Twenty lashes with a soggy Hockey News magazine. I was wrong. Gordon is the perfect third-line centre (four goals, 63 per cent on faceoffs). He’s a pro’s pro.

Q: If you had to chase one goalie, who do you go for? Miller or Ilya Bryzgalov? Or do you keep what you have?

(JJ Jakubec)

A: You are forgetting St. Louis goalie Brian Eliott, who might be the most available with the Blues riding Jaroslav Halak and a good young goalie, Jake Allen, in the minors. I’m not sold on Elliott, who seems either red-hot or ice-cold during his NHL career. I’m not a Bryzgalov fan. He was very good in Phoenix under Dave Tippett’s tight defensive system until a total meltdown in the playoffs against Detroit, then he signed in Philadelphia, where they didn’t play good defence and he was less than stellar and far too involved in himself. I think he’s high maintenance. And, as I said before, I like Miller but I still believe Dubnyk can turn this around.

Q: Any thoughts on the Oilers picking up goaltender Martin Biron off waivers?

(@VyseSquad)

A: He’s already cleared waivers with no takers. A .763 save percentage will do that for a goalie. He’s a good guy but he’s not a starter. Plus he’s 36.

Q: Can the Oilers’ turnovers and sloppy play can be attributed to the coaching carousel and the new systems?

(Tom Mansfield)

A: Dallas Eakins wants pressure on the puck-carrier, but the Oilers are leaving far too many men open, plus the forwards keep giving the puck away. The defenceman who is really having a tough time is Justin Schultz (minus-seven). I don’t think the coaching changes from Tom Renney to Ralph Krueger to Eakins is a big deal for the players, but they seem totally incapable of winning a 2-1 game or choking off another team’s offence.

Q: What’s up with the rumours out of Philadelphia — Yakupov for a forward and a defenceman?

(Glenn Schwarz)

A: It’s news to me. This seems like fantasyland stuff. What are they giving the Oilers? Sean Couturier or Brayden Schenn at centre and Braydon Coburn on defence? The Oilers and Flyers talked about Coburn at the NHL entry draft and afterwards as a second-pairing guy, but couldn’t come to a deal. Hemsky’s name has come up there, but he’s a $5-million player.

Got an NHL question for Matty? jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com">Email him or find him on Twitter: @NHLbyMatty
Goaltending woes continue to plague Oilers in loss to Capitals

LaBarbera surrendered three goals on as many shots in the second period

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 15, 2013
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Washington Capitals right wing Alex Ovechkin (8), from Russia, celebrates his goal in the second period of an NHL hockey game against the Edmonton Oilers, Monday, Oct. 14, 2013, in Washington .
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Photos: Rough night in D.C. for slumping Oilers

Dubnyk struggles to break out of a slump

Jim Matheson asks: What has happened to Devan Dubnyk? (with poll)

Yakupov frustrated with benching

Washington – It might have come undone in some other fashion, given the Edmonton Oilers ongoing misadventures, but it took just three goals on three shots in just over three minutes to put them on a three-game losing skid.

Beaten 4-2 by the Washington Capitals Monday at the Verizon Center, the Oilers drag a 1-4-1 record into Pittsburgh for a Tuesday night tilt against the Penguins. Through the six games they have now given up a league-high 29 goals while scoring 19.

“I thought everything was going fine until we brought a puck into our zone -- and that started a few dominoes to fall. That’s all it took,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins of the second period momentum-swinging, game-changing sequence.

“We get what we deserve on that. I thought for the other minutes, we played well enough to be even or better but the game is not 57 minutes long.”

The Oilers did direct 30 shots on the Capitals Braden Holtby but again let in too many goals. Jason LaBarbera, who started in place of Devan Dubnyk, saw 20 shots through three periods – including eight in the second.

“There’s a lot of goals being scored for sure,” said Taylor Hall. “I’m not sure if we’re not used to our defensive system or what, but it has to stop. There’s just no way we’re going to be able to score five goals a game in order to win every night.

“We just can’t let in as many goals.”

The Oilers got off to a good start in the nation’s capital, first frustrating the Capitals with their speed then jumping out to 1-0 lead when Boyd Gordon wristed a shot past Holtby, finishing off a play that had begun with defenceman Justin Schultz. 

Schultz, deftly tapped the puck out of the air, with his stick then took it up the right wing before Gordon continued his hot start. A draft pick of the Washington Capitals, Gordon now has four goals in six games. His career high was eight and scored through 75 games with the Phoenix Coyotes in 2011-2012.

But as has been the fate of the Oilers this season, it took just one turnover in their defensive zone to open the door for the opponent. Brooks Laich with a rather nondescript shot, beat LaBarbera to send the teams to the first intermission tied 1-1.

Then midway through the second, the game really unravelled for the Oilers, who were 0-for-3 on the power play.

Joel Ward, with a one-timer on the power play, and Alex Ovechkin, from the high slot, both beat LaBarbera before Troy Brouwer had his power play shot deflect in off of Oilers defenceman Jeff Petry. Three goals on three shots in just over three minutes.

Washington had scored just four goals in its previous three games. Laich, Ward and Brouwer all left the game with their first goals of the season.

“Our power play didn’t really do much. They were good at burying their chances,” said Hall. 

Late in the third, after he got into a shoving match with Ovechkin, rookie Will Acton scored his first NHL goal.

Ovechkin had taken a dangerous run at Mike Brown, which earned him only an interference minor – sparking a melee that took some time to clean up.

“When you’re having a bad defeat like that, and then he runs one of our guys, emotions are going to boil over,” said Acton.

“It was a tough loss for us. We’re on a tough streak right now. We really came in desperately needing this game, and when you don’t get it, it hurts.”

Captain Andrew Ference said the team now has to find a way to avoid an emotional free fall.

“You can’t carry baggage around,” he said. “It’s a lot of adversity (and) it’s easy to be a good teammate and do the right things when you’re winning and have a good attitude but it’s a real test when things aren’t going your way.

“This is when you see what you’re made of, that’s for sure.”

Oil drops – Nail Yakupov was scratched for the second straight game. He will likely return for Tuesday’s game against the Penguins. Defenceman Philip Larsen, recalled before the trip began, could also be thrown into the mix . . . The Oilers have won just two games in Washington since 1990. 

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

@jirelandEJ

Yakupov frustrated with benching

Pulled from the Oilers&#8217; lineup Saturday and perhaps Monday too

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 14, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers #64 Nail Yakupov plays against the Winnipeg Jets during NHL pre-season action at Rexall Place in Edmonton, September 23, 2013.
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Edmonton Oilers #64 Nail Yakupov plays against the Winnipeg Jets during NHL pre-season action at Rexall Place in Edmonton, September 23, 2013.
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Edmonton Oilers scratch struggling Yakupov

Cult of Hockey: What’s right, what’s wrong with the Edmonton Oilers

Dubnyk struggles to break out of a slump

Oilers can’t stop Leafs ‘surge’ in 6-5 OT loss

WASHINGTON — As practice was wrapping up at the Verizon Center, Dallas Eakins sought out winger Nail Yakupov for a discussion that will no doubt continue on into the days to come as the Edmonton Oilers bench boss tries to develop the winger’s game.

Yakupov had been pulled from the Oilers lineup before they took on the Toronto Maple Leafs on Saturday. It was the first time in his career that he was scratched for a game, and, naturally, he was not happy.

While his time in the press box was mighty uncomfortable, it might not yet be over. Eakins may not re-insert Yakupov until Tuesday when the Oilers play the Pittsburgh Penguins.

“I wasn’t happy about it last night,” said Yakupov. “You can say a million words about getting better but coach says I’m not playing, so I’m not playing.

“I’m not happy about it. I just want to play every game.

“I’m going to play my game,” he said. “I’m not going to change but maybe play better without the puck, or forecheck more, but I love playing with the puck. I really don’t like skating all the time, and forechecking, and hitting somebody every shift. I don’t think it’s my game.”

Eakins said part of his discussion with Yakupov was that they just felt that the winger had got to a point where he was so frustrated because the points weren’t coming that the rest of his game was slipping.

“The kids’ passion is to score and he was just going to take it all on himself to do that,” said Eakins. “I don’t care how good you are, you can’t produce by yourself in this league. You have to use your linemates, so it was more of a reset button for him. He can come in fresh with a new perspective.

“He’s young and he has so much to learn about the proper way to play the game and once he grasps that, he is going to be dangerous when he steps on the ice. The thing about these guys who have that special gift of being able to put the puck in the net, is that once it starts not going in for them in the first couple of games, it can snowball quickly the other way where they maybe start cheating for offence then maybe looking away from the defensive part of the game.

“I love his passion and he loves to play and he takes it real personally when things aren’t going his way and those are great attributes to have — except when it really starts to affect your game.”

Eakins acknowledged that Yakupov has probably created a lot on his own for a long time but is also of the belief that he has to earn the right to play with top six linemates.

The sophomore has been playing a third line role in five-on-five situations, although that has been augmented by power play minutes.

“I explained that to him,” said the coach. “I said you’re in tough. I have four wingers ahead of you right now who are playing better. Your job is to take one of them out.

“Players will always tell you this: play me more and I’ll play better. The coach always says, play better and I’ll play you more. We’re going to go by the coach’s rules.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ

Cult of Hockey: What’s right, what’s wrong with the Edmonton Oilers

By David Staples, Edmonton JournalOctober 12, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Edmonton Oilers forward Taylor Hall controls the puck in front of Montreal Canadiens defenceman Francis Bouillon on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, at Rexall Place. The visiting Canadiens won the game 4-1.

Edmonton Oilers forward Taylor Hall controls the puck in front of Montreal Canadiens defenceman Francis Bouillon on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, at Rexall Place. The visiting Canadiens won the game 4-1.
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There are obviously a few things wrong with the Edmonton Oilers, who are at the bottom of the Western Conference. But there’s also a lot going right four games into the 2013-14 season.

Wrong: The Oilers have 1 win and three losses, 12 goals for and 19 goals against.

Right: The Oilers have mustered 75 scoring chances, while allowing the opposition just 65 scoring chances against. Last year, the Oilers had 753 scoring chances for, the opposition 902 against. That was terrible, but this is much better so far.

Wrong: In four games, Nail Yakupov has zero points and has been iffy on defence.

Right: This year, no other Oilers forward has contributed to a higher rate of scoring chances at even strength than Yakupov. He’s chipping in on 4.6 chances per 15 even-strength minutes. Next best is Jordan Eberle at 4.4 contributions to chances per 15, then Ales Hemsky, 2.7 per 15, and Taylor Hall, 2.7 per 15.

If Oilers coach Dallas Eakins gives Yakupov the same skilled linemates for a few games, he’ll stop pressing, start scoring. He needs the chance to find some chemistry with other attacking players who, like him, are willing to share the puck.

Wrong: Justin Schultz has been shaky on defence, with opposing forwards blowing past him. Schultz has made mistakes on 3.2 scoring chances per 15 minutes at even strength, after averaging 2.3 mistakes per 15 last year, and even then, he was no Scott Stevens in his own end.

Right: Schultz has been flying on the attack, chipping in on six scoring chances per game, up from 4.2 per game last season. In fact, the entire defence is moving the puck well, playing the possession game that Oilers GM Craig MacTavish had hoped to see this year.

Wrong: Devan Dubnyk has let in five bad goals in 2-½ games, killing the Oil’s chance of winning in two of the games.

Right: Dubnyk looked better against Montreal on Thursday, and if you go by save percentage, he’s been at least an average NHL goalie for several years now. In his four years with the Oilers, by my count, he has let in just 0.86 bad goals per game. That is the best mark of any Oilers goalie since 2008-09, Dwayne Roloson’s last year in the Oilers nets.

Wrong: The fourth line of Will Acton, Luke Gazdic and Mike Brown has been on the ice for two scoring chances for, five against, a ratio that will keep that unit either hemmed in their own end or stapled to the bench.

Right: Acton has been part of a group of centres that are third in the league for faceoff winning percentage, up from last place in 2012-13. Boyd Gordon and Mark Arcobello have also played solid defensive hockey and are starting to answer the long-term doubts and questions around the Oilers’ centre-ice depth.

Wrong: Anton Belov has struggled defensively at even strength, adjusting to the NHL game.

Right: Belov looks strong, tough and skilled, and he’s executed well on the power play, where he’s contributed to eight scoring chances, behind only David Perron, 12, and Eberle, nine.

Wrong: Veteran winger Ryan Smyth looked slow and over-the-hill in his first two games, contributing to just one even-strength scoring chance, even though he was on a line with the dynamic Hall and Hemsky.

Right: Against Montreal, Smyth scored a goal, chipped in on four even-strength chances and showed he still has the grit to now and then make a strong contribution.

Wrong: The Oilers, as a team, have made numerous bad passes and bad reads that have led to goals and scoring chances against.

Right: Andrew Ference has played a smart, tough, aggressive game, coming just as advertised by management when they signed him. With his composure and hockey smarts, the early returns are that Eakins made the right choice for team captain. Ference should also help settle Justin Schultz in his own end. The pairing easily had their best game together against Montreal.

Wrong: Taylor Hall at centre. It was a worthy experiment, but the defensive responsibilities of the position seemed to bewilder Hall.

Right: Smart and slick Ryan Nugent-Hopkins at centre, with Hall and Eberle on the wing. If healthy, these guys will start clicking, start scoring and the wins will come, even on a long, tough road trip.

dstaples@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @dstaples

Dubnyk struggles to break out of a slump

Worst start to the year that the Oilers goalie could imagine

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 13, 2013

Story

Photos ( 2 )

Edmonton Oilers goaltender Devan Dubnyk makes a save on the Toronto Maple Leafs during second period NHL action in Toronto on Saturday, October 12, 2013.
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Edmonton Oilers goaltender Devan Dubnyk makes a save on the Toronto Maple Leafs during second period NHL action in Toronto on Saturday, October 12, 2013.
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Yakupov fumes under ‘coach’s rules’

Jim Matheson asks: What has happened to Devan Dubnyk? (with poll)

Oilers can’t stop Leafs ‘surge’ in 6-5 OT loss

John MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers still learning new defensive system

Leafs top Oilers 6-5 in OT

WASHINGTON, D.C. — After it was over, after the Edmonton Oilers had given up another lead followed by an overtime point to the Toronto Maple Leafs, Devan Dubnyk sat in his stall, his pads still strapped on, his head buried in his hands.

He didn’t move, not for the longest time.

It was, he said the next day, the lowest he’s felt since his trying season began. He knew could have changed the outcome of the game, maybe turned a 6-5 overtime loss into a much needed victory for a team that was just starting a six-game 11-day road trip.

“It’s hard when you have a group of guys you care about, who you’ve grown up with, put in an effort like that — then it finishes the way it does. That’s the toughest one to deal with,” Dubnyk said on Sunday, after the team’s workout at the Verizon Center. “The guys deserved a better effort from my end. That makes it a little tougher but I know they have my back and I’ll fight for them.”

The Oilers will play the Washington Capitals on Monday, and Dubnyk isn’t expected to be in the net. Head coach Dallas Eakins said he was leaning toward Jason LaBarbera but that he wanted to talk to goaltending coach Frederic Chabot first.

It will be the second time that LaBarbera will have started in place of Dubnyk.

“It’s not easy. It’s probably the worst start to the year that I could have imagined — if I had ever tried to imagine a tough start to a year,” Dubnyk said.

“Obviously the pressure builds but I thought about it a lot last night and there’s so many critics out there, so many people who want to jump on each mistake, and that’s part of the job. But I just need to work for these guys in here. They believe in me and I believe in myself.

“One save, one bounce ... two saves, and we’re 4-0. That’s how it goes when you’re in a slump. All I can do is try and play my way out of it.”

The Capitals have lost three straight, including a 5-1 loss to the Colorado Avalanche on Saturday. They managed to get 41 shots on net but were frustrated by Semyon Varlamov, who was once in Washington’s net.

The Caps, 1-4-0, have scored three goals in their last four games.

The Oilers have now given up 25 goals in five games, a tally that includes two empty net markers. They are 1-3-1 and go straight from Washington to Pittsburgh for a Tuesday tilt against the Penguins. To cap it all off, Dubnyk is burdened with a 5.43 goals against average — and he has become the lightning rod.

Someone even went so far as to place an ad on Kijiji for a starting goaltender.

Dubnyk said he’s just trying to focus on what’s going on in the room and that he knows he can play his way out of it.

“Obviously there’s never been a time like this because of the spotlight, but every guy goes through this. It happens,” said the netminder. “And it’s not fun when it happens, but it will change on a dime. That’s why you just have to keep working.

“It’s tougher on the days in between (games) when you have time to think about it. But on the day of the game, you park it and go through the routines that you know are going to get you prepared to play and you go play.

“I know I can play. I know I can be great. And I have been. It’s not a question of wondering if I’m capable of doing it. It’s a tough spot right now but if I work and focus I know it will turn around.”

Eakins said he is not worried about his goaltender, that Dubnyk just has to fight through it.

“You have to enjoy the pain of the game,” said Eakins. “If you don’t embrace that pain and that challenge, you’re not going to be very good ever. He’s in the fight.

“The biggest thing for me is that I know he cares.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ

Jones keeps attitude positive despite trip to minors

Role winger plays four minutes on fourth line in return to NHL

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 16, 2013
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Ryan Jones of the Edmonton Oilers tries to screen New York Rangers goalie Martin Biron and blocko out defenceman Ryan McDonagh during a National Hockey League pre-season game at Rexall Place on Sept. 24, 2013.

Ryan Jones of the Edmonton Oilers tries to screen New York Rangers goalie Martin Biron and blocko out defenceman Ryan McDonagh during a National Hockey League pre-season game at Rexall Place on Sept. 24, 2013.
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Photos: Penguins stretch Oilers losing streak

Oilers deserved better, but still see losing streak extended to four games

Pittsburgh — When Ryan Jones was sent down to the American Hockey League before the Edmonton Oilers even played their last pre-season game, he was determined not to spend every moment wondering if and when he’d be back.

So when he was reeled back up to the NHL for the Oilers’ game with the Pittsburgh Penguins on Tuesday, he was then determined not to look too far down the road.

Jones, who didn’t do enough in training camp to secure one of the bottom six spots on the forward lines, played just four minutes on Tuesday, which was right on par with his fourth-line mates, registering two hits and two missed shots.

“I wasn’t going to go down there and dwell. I’ve been in this situation before and seen guys do it,” he said. “Those are the worst kind of people you can deal with.

“I wanted to be a good teammate. I wanted to go down there, get my timing back, my confidence back in making plays and, for four games, I thought I did that.

“I do feel better. It’s not an easy league, but there is that tad bit more time in the American Hockey League. I was just using that,” he continued.

Jones was put on waivers, then assigned to the Oklahoma City Barons on Sept. 26. He said on Tuesday that he made the most of his time with the AHL team, scoring two goals in four games.

“I don’t know what’s going on past this moment,” said Jones. “I’m going to do my best to take everything as short term as I possibly can. If I get to go to the next game, I’ll just try and play the same way to continue to help.”

The Oilers flew winger Jesse Joensuu back to Edmonton and head coach Dallas Eakins expects the winger could be out for some time. He had already missed two games with a back injury and played just one shift in the third period of Monday’s game against the Washington Capitals.

Eakins also pulled Nail Yakupov out of the press box after sitting the young winger out for two games. Yakupov started on a line with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and David Perron.

“I liked his energy. He came out and he was trying,” said Eakins. “I flipped him around on a couple of different lines, trying to get him some extra ice time. He tried some guys one-on-one; he was using his skill set; and he did the simple things we asked.

“Even though he wasn’t rewarded on the scoresheet, I was happy with this play. It was a good start for him.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

@jirelandEJ

Jason Gregor: It’s time for Oilers to try an alternative method to end injury jinx

'Space clearing' may be the solution

By Jason Gregor, Edmonton JournalOctober 21, 2013
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Jason Chimera of the Washington Capitals looks down at Justin Schultz after driving the Edmonton Oilers defenceman into the board during an NHL game at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C., on Oct. 14, 2013. Fortunately, Schultz wasn&#8217;t injured on the play.

Jason Chimera of the Washington Capitals looks down at Justin Schultz after driving the Edmonton Oilers defenceman into the board during an NHL game at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C., on Oct. 14, 2013. Fortunately, Schultz wasn’t injured on the play.
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Oilers' Taylor Hall flies home to Edmonton for assessment of knee injury

Oilers end losing streak, lose Taylor Hall to knee injury

Doing the little things better paid off for Oilers

EDMONTON - The Edmonton Oilers finally got some good news in the form of a 3-1 victory at Ottawa on Saturday and a strong performance by goaltender Devan Dubnyk, but the thrill of victory was suppressed due to Taylor Hall’s injury.

Hall injured his knee after an inadvertent knee-on-knee collision with the Senators’ Eric Gryba. Hall returned to Edmonton to be evaluated and the best-case scenario is he’s out for a few weeks. The Oilers likely don’t want to think about the worst-case scenario.

Sam Gagner was cleared for contact last week and the Oilers were a few games away from having a healthy lineup. But since their magical 2006 Stanley Cup appearance, the Oilers seem to have been infected with “freak injuryitis.”

In September, new head coach Dallas Eakins remodelled the locker-room and, in doing so, removed the ghosts of the Oilers’ past. It was the right move, but should Eakins go one step further and consider cleansing the room to rid the team of the seemingly endless dark cloud that has hung over this franchise the past seven seasons?

Here is a quick recap of the unusual injuries which have plagued the Oilers since Chris Pronger snubbed the city:

- Ethan Moreau dislocates his right shoulder throwing a punch with his glove still on.

- Sheldon Souray breaks his hand in a fight and then gets an infection that sidelines him even longer.

- Fernando Pisani is diagnosed with colitis.

- Ryan Whitney had scored 27 points in 35 games when he steps in a rut on the ice and tears a ligament in his ankle. He’s never been the same player since.

- Gagner suffered a severed tendon in his left hand while sitting on the bench when Ryan Jones jumps over the boards and his skate blade cuts Gagner.

- Corey Potter accidentally steps on Hall’s face in warm-up. Hall lost his balance after stepping on a puck and slid into the side boards. Along the way, he took down Ladislav Smid and Potter couldn’t leap clear of both players.

- Ryan Nugent-Hopkins trips over the blue-line and falls into the boards. He injures his shoulder, which eventually leads to surgery.

- During a shinny game, Jones gets hit with a puck in the eye and misses a month of the lockout-shortened season.

In addition, the Oilers have had a constant stream of players on the injured list. Since the start of the 2006-07 season, the Oilers have lost more than 1,840 man-games due to injuries.

The league average during that time is 1,574 man-games, but most of the Oilers’ injuries have been to their key players. Only the New York Islanders suffered more injuries to key players.

In contrast, the Boston Bruins have been then second-least injured team in each of the past three seasons and they’ve been to the Stanley Cup final twice. The Cup-winning champion Chicago Blackhawks had only 94 man-games lost to injury last season, with only one key injury (20 games for Patrick Sharp).

To assist the Oilers, I looked for at alternative options and found someone who has experience with chakras, healing and moving energy.

Diane Vander Haak is a practitioner for healing touch. She’s worked with humans, animals, businesses and even arenas.

“The Oilers could use what is called a space clearing,” said Vander Haak. “I presume they have stagnant energy in that room.”

How do you get rid of stagnant energy in a dressing room?

“I would use tuning forks to clear the energy,” Vander Haak said. “There is also an oil I would use called Abundance. It is for competitive people and it magnifies the clear intention to help manifest the heart’s desire to perform.”

The majority of people, never mind NHL players, coaches and management, question the validity of space clearing, chakras and healing. But could it help the Oilers?

“I could clear the room and each individual locker. They don’t have to believe in it, although being open to it helps. They would benefit of the space clearing just by being in the room. If I could touch them with my om forks, I could help get their fluid flowing through their spinal cord and up to their brain. They would feel good and it would bring in good energy,” said Vander Haak.

The Oilers have brought in different players, changed their training staff, altered their workouts and switched the decor in the locker-room, but the injuries keep happening.

Maybe it’s time the Oilers looked into a space clearing. What harm could it do?

You can listen to Gregor weekdays from 2-6 p.m. on TSN 1260 and read him at oilersnation.com.

On Twitter: @jasongregor

Ask Matty: He might be trade-bait, but mountainous Tyler Myers has been a Buffalo Sabres letdown since winning Calder Trophy

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 22, 2013
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Columbus Blue Jackets forward Artem Anisimov, left, and Buffalo Sabres defenceman Tyler Myers chase the puck during their game Oct. 10, 2013, a 4-1 Jackets win over the hosts.

Columbus Blue Jackets forward Artem Anisimov, left, and Buffalo Sabres defenceman Tyler Myers chase the puck during their game Oct. 10, 2013, a 4-1 Jackets win over the hosts.
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Jordan Eberle could miss Tuesday’s Edmonton Oilers game against Montreal Canadiens

Retiring one-time Oilers blueliner Roman Hamrlik came to Edmonton with right skills at right time

Q: Word is Tyler Myers might be on the Sabres’ block for the right price. Any idea what the Oilers might offer or if they’d even be interested.

(Cervantes Xavier)

A: The Buffalo Sabres defenceman has gone backward in his development after he won the Calder Trophy as the NHL’s top rookie in 2010. The six-foot-eight, 227-pound blueliner looked like an Olympic team candidate for 2014 after getting 48 points and going plus 13 as a 20-year-old. Not so now. The Sabres gave him a seven-year, $38.5 million contract in 2012, but it was clearly a rash move. Maybe Myers has tried too hard to justify the $5.5 million cap hit, or maybe he just isn’t as good as everybody thought he’d be, but he’s been a non-factor for a couple of seasons now. He’s not physical and he hasn’t put up enough points to offset his average defensive game. Would they trade him? Probably. Are they actively shopping him? Likely not. His contract is very problematic for teams, with six years left. Yet, he’s only 23 and teams are willing to try to recondition first-round draft picks. Plus, he’s a big body. The Sabres are crying for offence with 13 goals in 10 games. Would the Oilers like Myers? Sure. Would they give up one of their young core for him? I don’t know. That’s what Buffalo would want.

Q: You say the Florida Panthers want to trade some players. Would they move Dmitry Kulikov?

(Paul Almeida)

A: Not a chance. Kulikov and Brian Campbell are their best defencemen. The Panthers have new owners who might want to shed the salaries of some older players, but Kulikov, Jonathan Huberdeau, Nick Bjugstad, 2013 first-round pick Alexsander Barkov, goalie Jacob Markstrom and defenceman Erik Gudbranson aren’t going anywhere. It’s likely the same story with former high drafts Quinton Howdon, Alex Petrovic and Colby Robak. Kulikov just turned 23, and he’s played 240 NHL games. If Florida wants to deal anyone, people like Kris Versteeg and Scottie Upshall are better bets.

Q: What has Ryan Murray shown in Columbus to say he should have been picked over Yakupov? They took Yakupov, who was the best player available. That should always be done.

(Ryan Taylor)

A: The Oilers scouting staff was divided on Murray vs. Yakupov in June 2012, a defenceman vs. a winger. In hindsight, Alex Galchenyuk should have been in the discussion, too, but he was coming off a serious injury. Murray is playing a regular shift at even-strength with some penalty-killing time in his first NHL season after shoulder surgery KO’d him. He may turn out to be a Dan Hamhuis or Marc Staal-type player. He is not going to put up ridiculous offensive numbers, and he is not a true defensive guy. What he is is efficient with very little panic to his game. He’s playing 16 minutes a night, and his time will likely go up as the season wears on. Lots of ice savvy.

Q: Martin Biron just retired from the New York Rangers. He’s not that old. How good a goalie was he?

(K. McCullough)

A: Biron only turned 36 in August. He’s a pup next to Jersey’s Martin Brodeur, but Biron didn’t see himself playing in the minors after he cleared waivers, so he retired. He played with the legendary Dominik Hasek in Buffalo before Hasek left in 2001 for Detroit. He was an NHL starter for a long time, somewhere between No. 10 and No. 20 (middle of the pack). His best year was the season Hasek left (2.22 average in 72 games in 2001-02) for Buffalo. One of the nicest guys in hockey, great talker, time for everybody. There is a broadcast booth waiting for him, probably in Montreal.

Got an NHL question for Matty? Email him or tweet him @NHLbyMatty

MacKinnon: Oilers will be a better team once they consistently take care of the basics

Arcobello a perfect example of a player doing the little things right

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalOctober 25, 2013
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Mark Arcobello of the Edmonton Oilers turns to retrieve a deflected puck after Jason Chimera of the Washington Capitals screens goaltender Devan Dubnyk during Thursday&#8217;s National Hockey League game at Rexall Place.

Mark Arcobello of the Edmonton Oilers turns to retrieve a deflected puck after Jason Chimera of the Washington Capitals screens goaltender Devan Dubnyk during Thursday’s National Hockey League game at Rexall Place.
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Taylor Hall doesn’t blame Eric Gryba for his knee injury

Washington Capitals star Alex Ovechkin enjoys continued scoring success from last season

Winning end to Edmonton Oilers trip ‘significant’

Depleted Oilers pot four straight to down Habs

EDMONTON - It’s one thing for Lars Eller, the Montreal Canadiens’ slick Danish forward, to learn to zip his loose lips, lest he disrespect an opponent; quite another for the Edmonton Oilers to learn the hard NHL lessons of tightening up loose play.

Sometimes, it seems learning to play the 200-foot game is a long-running series for the Oilers, not unlike the in-house movie Oil Change, now rolling into its fourth season.

At any rate, Eller’s verbal faux pas — he suggested, not falsely, that the Oilers sometimes play like a freewheeling junior team — was fodder for Twitter amusement. But as fuel for a long-term modification of play for the gifted Oilers? Already spent.

The Oilers will have to look within themselves, within their locker-room, perhaps within the most basic of hockey manuals to connect with the hockey ABCs, internalize them and carry them into battle.

“That’s the key, isn’t it,” said centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. “We’ve got to try to play more consistently.

“The biggest thing for us is we’ve got to get our feet moving and get into battles and win battles, whether it’s races for the puck or battles along the wall.

“When we’re doing that, we’re winning hockey games.”

For the slight but skilled Hopkins, as with several Oilers forwards, that involves body positioning, not brute force. They are getting it, and it shows, but it’s a process.

They played with plenty of structure against the Washington Capitals on Thursday night at Rexall Place and still found themselves on the wrong side of a 4-1 score. Curious as it may sound, it was one of the Oilers’ better efforts of the season.

A lost defensive zone faceoff turned into a goal by Alexander Ovechkin in the flick of an eyelash late in the first period and Joel Ward tipped a point shot by John Carlson to make it 2-0 late in the second.

After Nicklas Backstrom finished off a dominant shift by his line against Nugent-Hopkins and the Oilers’ top trio to make it 3-0 early in the third, the outcome was sealed.

In truth, Nugent-Hopkins and his linemates, Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov were outclassed by Backstrom, Ovechkin and Marcus Johansson. Which will happen.

“They’re the kind of players that. when you give them the chances, when you turn the puck over and give them time and space, they’re going to make something happen,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “I think we gave them a little bit too much of that tonight.

“For the most part, if we’re in the offensive zone, they can’t do anything. The first couple of periods, that’s exactly what we were doing. Even though they were still up 2-0, I thought we had a good first two periods. We just came out flat in the third.”

Like Pat Quinn, Tom Renney and Ralph Krueger 

before him, Dallas Eakins, the rookie head coach, is grasping the talented club’s essential problem, playing that 200-foot game for 60 minutes.

Eakins can see the simple, responsible game he wants from his team, just not from all the players and only from a few players consistently.

Yet, if hockey players, like the rest of us, learn most effectively from their peers, there are mentors in the Oilers’ midst. Centre Mark Arcobello’s two-way play enabled Eakins to slide Taylor Hall from his temporary spot at centre back to left wing before he suffered a knee injury in the 3-1 victory over the Ottawa Senators on Saturday.

Eakins said Thursday he hopes Arcobello’s game, developed at Yale University and polished in Oklahoma City, the Oilers top farm club the last two seasons, rubs off on his teammates.

“He’s played great,” Eakins said. “You want Arco’s play to rub off on a lot of people in our dressing room.

“When you look at him, he’s not overly fast, he’s not overly big, but he never puts himself in a bad spot. He knows when he’s outnumbered, he puts the puck deep, he lives to fight another day. He comes back into his own zone and he stops, he goes and he supports the puck. He’s just doing the basics of the game very well and there’s not a lot of flash and dash. But he’s getting rewarded with points.”

No kidding. Entering play Thursday night, Arcobello was tied for the NHL lead in assists with 10. No goals, yet.

“Between him and Eberle, they’ve been the two guys steadily, right from training camp, that when we put people with those players, and not necessarily together, the players have played better.

“So he’s making the guys around him better, as well. And I think it’s a great lesson, especially for our team, but any hockey player, if you get the basics of the game down, you’re going to be rewarded.”

The Oilers continue to work on those basics. The rewards remain elusive.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com
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Canadiens come up blank against Sharks

Sharks 2, Canadiens 0
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Tomas Hertl #48 of the San Jose Sharks skates with the puck while being defended by Andrei Markov #79 of the Montreal Canadiens during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on Oct. 26, 2013 in Montreal.
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Sharks will be a good test for Habs

NHL Capsules

The skinny: Logan Couture scored two goals ansd Antti Niemi made 22 saves for his second shutout of the season as the San Jose Sharks defeated the Canadiens 2-0 Saturday night at the Bell Centre.

Where’s the puck: Carey Price was caught out of position on Couture’s insurance goal at 4:09 of the third period. Price went behind the net to play Patrick Marleau’s dump-in, which went along the lip at the top of the boards. The puck hit a support before it reached Price and he looked helplessly as it popped out to Couture in the slot. Earlier in the period, Price lost sight of the puck after stopping a shot by Matthew Nieto, but Nathan Beaulieu stepped in to clear the puck from the crease.

Shooting gallery: San Jose outshot Montreal 35-22, which is no surprise because the Sharks have outshot the opposition in all 11 games this season. The Canadiens are a little better than most teams because the Sharks had been outshooting teams by an average of 15.6 shots a game coming into Montreal

Lack of opportunity: The Canadiens rank sixth in the NHL on the power play but didn’t get a chance to show what they can do. They had only one power play and had only one shot on goal. San Jose had four power plays and scored once.

Thanks for coming: Rookie defenceman Greg Pateryn was taking part in the pregame warmup when the Hamilton Bulldogs issued a press release saying that he was going back to the American Hockey League team. The Canadiens recalled Pateryn last Wednesday and he was a healthy scratch for Thursday’s game against Anaheim. The good news for Pateryn is that he earned $15,548.78 on his NHL contract during the brief callup.

Injury update: Travis Moen left the ice in the third period after he took a puck in the face. Brendan Gallagher appeared to be hurt after he went head-first into the boards as he battled Matt Irwin for a loose puck. He went to the clinic but returned in time for his next shift.

What’s next: The Canadiens travel to New York to play the Rangers Monday night. It will be the first hockey game at Madison Square Garden since the completion of a three-year, $1-billion renovation. The Canadiens are back at the Bell Centre Thursday to face the Dallas Stars.
Sharks will be a good test for Habs
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P.K. Subban (right) and Greg Pateryn battle for a puck at practice Friday, October 25, 2013, at the team&#8217;s facility in Brossard south of Montreal as they prepared to face the San Jose Sharks Saturday night at the Bell Centre.
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MONTREAL — The Canadiens face an interesting test Saturday night at the Bell Centre against the red-hot San Jose Sharks.

Canadiens goaltender Carey Price will start in net against the Sharks (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690), who suffered their first loss in regulation Thursday against the Boston Bruins.

“It will be a very big challenge for our team,” said Canadiens coach Michel Therrien, who considers the Sharks the best team in the NHL right now.

“It’s a team that will continually put pressure on their opponent. (They) always finish at the net. They’re solid defensively. They have a good goaltender,” Therrien added, alluding to Antti Niemi, who has a sparkling 1.67 goals- against average.

Canadiens defenceman Douglas Murray, who was drafted by the Sharks, has a good idea of what the Habs are up against.

“You’ve got to be patient and play a good team game,” Murray said Friday in Brossard after his first full practice with the Canadiens since suffering an upper-body injury during training camp.

“They have a lot of skill and they capitalize on your mistakes. So team defence first and a good defensive game. And if you’re going to win the game, it’s not going to be a high-scoring affair.”

Murray said he’s day-to-day and starting to feel much better, but still has to get cleared by doctors.

“I really wanted to play (Saturday), but that’s not going to happen the way it looks like,” he said. “But I’m hoping as soon as possible.”

Murray signed as a free agent with the Canadiens in August and has yet to play a regular-season game because of the injury.

“If it would have happened in San Jose, where I was for seven years — played through injuries and I didn’t get injured that much in the past — it would have been different,” he said. “But it’s not fun ... first impressions getting injured right at the beginning of camp. It was tough, but just going to have to make up for it now.”

George Parros wore a non-contact jersey and practised with the team for the second day in a row since suffering a concussion in the Canadiens’ season opener.

The line of Tomas Plekanec, Brian Gionta and rookie Michaël Bournival led the offensive charge Thursday in the Canadiens’ 4-1 victory over the Anaheim Ducks.

“You go through those ups and downs. Right now we have that chemistry,” Gionta said when asked why the line is clicking so well.

“I think it’s three similar type players — guys that work hard at both ends of the ice. Bournival has added a lot of energy to the line as a young kid. He sees the ice extremely well for us and he’s making great plays.

“I can’t say enough about the kid,” the captain added. “He’s a great kid off the ice. Real quiet, just goes about his business. But he’s a big part of this team.”

Bournival has points in his last four games since being a healthy scratch last week in Winnipeg. He’s making good decisions with the puck, is really solid defensively and can create turnovers with his speed, Therrien said.

The Canadiens called up 6-foot-2, 222-pound defenceman Greg Pateryn this week from the Hamilton Bulldogs. Therrien declined to say whether Pateryn is expected to be in the lineup against the Sharks, saying they’ll make a decision Saturday.

Notes — Saturday’s game will be a homecoming and Bell Centre debut for Dorval native Jason Demers, a 25-year-old defenceman with the Sharks.

“It’s going to be exciting to play in front of that crowd,” Demers said in a phone interview this week.

Demers was selected by the Sharks in the seventh round (186th overall) of the 2008 draft. He was naturally thrilled, but as a 20-year-old hadn’t thought he would be picked, expecting an NHL tryout instead. In fact, Demers said he and his father were watching the draft on a computer because one of his friends was getting drafted. When Demers was picked, “We thought it was a joke,” he said.

In his rookie season in 2009-10 with the Sharks, Demers recorded 21 points in 51 games — tying him for fourth in the league among first-year defencemen. The Sharks re-signed him in June to a one-year deal.

Demers dealt with injuries in the last 48-game season, playing in only 22 of them. He's played in all the Sharks' games this season, mainly paired with Scott Hannan, while averaging 18:53 in ice time.

“After two years of injury it’s important to kind of re-establish my game and where I was two years ago,” he said.

bbranswell@montrealgazette
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Parros understands risks of fighting

By pat hickey, THE GAZETTEOctober 25, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

&#8212; The Montreal Canadiens tough guy George Parros skated with injured teammates Douglas Murray and Alexei Emelin after the team practised at the Bell Centre in Montreal, on Friday, October 18, 2013.
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MONTREAL — George Parros says he’s not happy that some people used his concussion as an argument to take fighting out of hockey.

Parros was injured on Oct. 1 when he became entangled with the Toronto Maple Leafs’ Colton Orr and fell chin-first to the ice. Parros was removed from the ice on a gurney and the images of his fall renewed the debate over fighting in the National Hockey League.

“Obviously, I’m a proponent of fighting,” said Parros, an articulate Princeton graduate whose greatest value to an NHL team is his ability to throw punches.

The Canadiens acquired the 6-foot-5, 224-pounder during the off-season as a deterrent to ward off opponents who take liberties with the team’s smaller players.

“This incident could have happened anywhere, not just in a fight,” Parros said. “There are risks in this game, the boards are hard, the ice is hard.”

But Parros said the players and the league are both working to make the game safer, and they are succeeding.

He said one of the major changes was a new set of rules that have been implemented since the lockout that resulted in the cancellation of the 2004-05 season. Parros said the game is faster, and that means players in his position must be able to do more than fight.

Parros also noted that fighting is safer, although we’re dealing with degrees of safety. It’s difficult to envision any scenario in which two players are trying to hit each other in the head being safe.

One new rule this season requires all newcomers to the NHL to wear a visor, which is a progressive step forward in reducing facial and eye injuries. But the visors pose a concern for the fighters, because while a helmet offers protection for the head there’s a greater possibility of a hand injury from striking a visor.

The result is a bit of twisted logic in which some players have decided they would rather risk a head injury than a broken hand and have decided to take off their helmets before a fight.

That was the case Tuesday night when the Canadiens’ Travis Moen and rookie Luke Gazdic of the Edmonton Oilers decided to dance. Gazdic, a rookie who had three fights in his first 10 NHL games, has to wear a visor and he and Moen agreed to do the sporting thing and take off their helmets.

They never got to throw a punch because the NHL has wisely decided it doesn’t want to see exposed heads and has mandated linesmen to step in and stop a fight without helmets before it begins. Presumably, this is a step toward safer fighting, but it would be a safer game if the NHL put some teeth in the penalties for fighting which is, of course, a no-no under Rule 46.

To me, the most interesting comments from Parros came when he was asked whether he watched the tape of the incident that resulted in his concussion. He said he didn’t have any trouble watching it, but that his wife couldn’t.

Over the years, I’ve had conversations with players and their wives, and the ladies seem to have far more interest in safety issues.

Maybe it’s time to get some female input on the NHL rules committee.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Habs game report: Canadiens spoil former captain Koivu’s return to Montreal
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Canadiens left winger Michael Bournival watches as he tips the puck behind Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller during 1st period NHL action at the Bell Centre in Montreal, on Thursday, October 24, 2013.
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The skinny: The Canadiens took a 2-0 lead in the first period and this time they held on for a 4-1 win over the Anaheim Ducks Thursday night at the Bell Centre. Michael Bournival, Tomas Plekanec, Brian Gionta and Rene Bourque each scored as the Canadiens spoiled former captain Saku Koivu’s return to Montreal.

Those kids: Alex Galchenyuk picked up an assist on Gionta’s goal and that means the line of Galchenyuk, Lars Eller and Brendan Gallagher has picked up a point in eight of the Canadiens first 10 games.

The other kids: Bournival opened the scoring when he tipped a shot from the point by fellow rookie Nathan Beaulieu at 11:39 of the first period. The Canadiens failed to get a shot on goal with Mark Fistric in the penalty box but they kept the pressure on and scored 13 seconds after the penalty expired.

Look what I found: Bournival added an assist on Tomas Plekanec’s fifth goal of the season at 16:32 of the first period. The Shawinigan native got the puck in the high slot when Ryan Getzlaf fanned on a clearing pass and he slid the puck to the right side for a Plekanec one-timer. Bournival has two goals and three assists in a four-game point streak.

Something special: Gionta scored during a 5-on-3 power play at 11:40 of the second period. Plekanec flipped the puck from behind the net and Gionta hit it in mid-air. The Canadiens added another power-play goal when Bourque scored at 12:39 of the third. Plekanec also assisted on that goal to cap a three-point night. Montreal was 2-for-6 on the power play while the Ducks came up empty on three opportunities.

Price is rock solid: Carey Price had a strong game as he stopped 31 shots for his 150th NHL win, but he lost his shutout in the third period when Patrick Maroon scored. A turnover in the neutral zone gave the Ducks a 2-on-1 break and Nick Bonino set up Maroon.

Saku farewell: The loudest cheers of the night came when Koivu jumped on the ice in the final minute and later when he was introduced as the third star. Koivu’s potentially last game here was an anticlimax. He was on the ice for 15:39 had no shots on goal and won only nine of his 24 faceoffs.

Injury update: Forward George Parros joined his teammates for the morning skate. Parros, who suffered a concussion in the season opener against Toronto, is symptom-free but has yet to be cleared for contact.

What’s next: The Canadiens close out their five-game homestand Saturday night when the San Jose Sharks visit the Bell Centre (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN-690 Radio). San Jose is 8-1-1 after dropping a 2-1 decision Thursday in Boston. On Monday, the Canadiens are in New York for the Rangers’ first game in the renovated Madison Square Garden.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Koivu was flavour of the day

Former Habs captain takes centre stage
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Some believe this may be the last time both Anaheim Ducks right wing Teemu Selanne (8) and center Saku Koivu (11) will play at the Bell Centre, during NHL action in Montreal, on Thursday, October 24, 2013.
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Stubbs: A second Montreal homecoming for Ducks’ Koivu

Memorable quotes from Saku Koivu

MONTREAL — It was after 10:30 Thursday night when Saku Koivu emerged from the Anaheim Ducks' Bell Centre dressing room, wearing slacks, a crisp white shirt, a wool sweater and a silk tie knotted tight.

It was after one last interview, in Finnish as he headed to his team bus, that Koivu stopped to chat briefly with a tall moustachioed gent holding a young child on his shoulder.

"George," Koivu said, walking toward Canadiens forward George Parros.

There was time for only a few quick words after the men embraced, the Ducks' bus waiting, but Koivu was delighted to find Parros, an Anaheim teammate from 2009-12.

Friends were everywhere Koivu looked in the building — from security guards to ushers to dressing-room attendants; from Habs equipment manager Pierre Gervais to the 21,273 fans who had welcomed him for his second visit to Montreal as a Canadiens opponent.

On the scoresheet, this wasn't much of a night for Koivu, the Ducks taking it on the bill in a 4-1 loss to Montreal. The 38-year-old centreman had one shot on goal, two more that didn't reach their target, two hits, one blocked shot and nine of 25 faceoffs won for a paltry 36-per-cent success rate.

But the scoresheet wasn't what fashioned this night for Koivu, who for 10 years captained the Canadiens, battled cancer and who essentially grew to be a man on a very public stage.

"(Wednesday), I felt it wouldn't be easy, but easier," he said in his final words before wading into a crowd milling near the bus. "But (Thursday) morning I was nervous again."

It's safe to suggest that Thursday will be the only time this season that the Teemu Selanne Farewell Tour, celebrating the final NHL season of Koivu's brilliant countryman, will be just the second-most important hockey story of a Ducks road game.

If the engaging, talkative 43-year-old Selanne is a delicious interview, Koivu was the flavour of the day here, as he should have been.

The former Canadiens captain spoke at noon of not being able to choose just one defining moment of his days in Montreal, having experienced so many.

He talked of friendships "you'll never lose," and of his comeback game from cancer on April 9, 2002 that was "kind of a blur."

Perhaps surprisingly, he said he has seen video of that event just two or three times since he lived the experience, but mentioned how so many people have told him it was one of the most emotional moments they have witnessed in hockey.

The dramatic scene plays to this day at every Canadiens home game, part of the video montage shown on the scoreboard during the playing of O Canada.

"Hopefully, they're going to react well tonight," Koivu joked of the fans. "It would be nice."

It was that, and more.

Koivu was shown on the scoreboard for at least half of Charles Prévost-Linton's Star-Spangled Banner and got a tremendous, prolonged cheer. He appeared again in O Canada, standing fuzzy-scalped on the blue line for his first game back following his cancer treatment.

"I always felt there was a special bond between me and Montreal and the people here," Koivu said before the game.

He admitted afterward that it was difficult to sharpen his focus on the game, feeling the affection of the crowd throughout.

Koivu had been told before the match that he'd been shown on the scoreboard, but he'd forgotten by the time of the anthems. On the Ducks' blue line, he said he got just a peek overhead at his image, but he certainly was bathed in the noise.

Three rows behind the Canadiens bench in his usual seat was the great Jean Béliveau, who no longer regularly attends games. But there is a special bond between Béliveau and Koivu, two former captains to whom their community was every bit as important as their work on the ice.

If Koivu's game was largely invisible, RDS made him the sentimental choice of third star. He was on the ice for the game's final half-minute, a couple of stoppages giving the crowd opportunity to again chant his name.

And when he was corralled in the tunnel leading to the Ducks' dressing room by an official, his curtain call was confirmed.

Koivu skated out to a raucous ovation, hit with a spotlight as he moved maybe halfway across the rink. He waved his stick at the fans, applauded them, and basked in the love of a crowd that would be going home happy with a Canadiens victory.

"It's an overwhelming feeling," he said, by now walking to the bus. "There's lot of emotions. Early on before the anthem, people chanting your name, getting out there for last 30 seconds.

"If this was my last game here, and I don't know that it was, the way they showed their appreciation and respect, the way they've been behind me all along, that was amazing.

"We lost, unfortunately, but everything else was great."

There are some beginning to suggest that Koivu's No. 11 Canadiens jersey be retired and hung in the rafters with the 15 numbers worn by 17 Hall of Fame legends.

There's an argument that could be made that, given Koivu's inspirational, courageous qualities and 10-year service as captain, his number would be a worthy addition to those so honoured.

But those who are celebrated were dominant in their era, all Hall of Famers and multiple Stanley Cup champions. Koivu was a great captain and a tremendous ambassador for his team, but a centre who played on more than a few mediocre teams, none advancing to a Cup final.

On Thursday, he was not lobbying to join the legends.

"Yes, that would be amazing," he said. "But when you look at the numbers that have been retired here, I think those players are in their own class. To be even mentioned among them is an honour, but to have my number there might be a little too much.

"But it's nice to hear even if there is discussion about that."

Koivu need not have his number hanging in the rafters to be remembered in Montreal. An emotional night at the Bell Centre quite wonderfully proved that.

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com
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In the Habs Room: Players stuck to the system, Gionta says
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Anaheim Ducks centre Saku Koivu jumps over the boards for what is expected to be the last time during 3rd period NHL action against the Canadiens at the Bell Centre in Montreal, on Thursday, October 24, 2013.
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MONTREAL — It appears that the Canadiens have learned from their mistakes.

The Canadiens had a 2-0 lead in their game against the Edmonton Oilers Tuesday but fell apart in the second and lost 4-3.

On Thursday night, they grabbed a 2-0 lead against the Anaheim Ducks, but this time they stuck to the game plan and came away with a solid 4-1 win at the Bell Centre.

“The difference was that we had our third man high,” said captain Brian Gionta. “The last couple of games, we allowed too many odd-man rushes, 2-on-1s and 3-on-2s but tonight we did a good job and having that third man in position to apply the back pressure.”

Gionta said the players talked about sticking to the system.

“We kept the momentum going, but we also stayed within the system,” Gionta said. “We had a good second period and they pushed back in the third, but we were able to hold them off. We’ve been happy with our starts and we had to maintain that.”

The Canadiens have been talking a lot about balanced scoring on this team and it was the line of Gionta, Tomas Plekanec and rookie Michael Bournival that had a hand in each of the four goals.

“We need different lines to step up at different teams,” Gionta said. “Teams are going to key on certain lines and it’s up to the other lines to step up.”

Therien said he has been impressed with Bournival, who has gone from being a fourth-liner to top-six player with points in each of his last four games.

“The chemistry is there with those three guys,” Therrien said. “Bournival brings a lot of speed to that line, he skates well and he competes. And he’s taking advantage of the opportunity to play with two veteran players.”

“He’s playing with confidence,” said Plekanec, who led the offence with a goal and two assists. “The game is so fast and you need players with his speed to support the offence. You can’t play a fancy game and he plays a simple game. He skates hard and he plays with confidence.”

Bournival said he gets help from the veterans.

“They have a lot of experience and they’re talking to me all the time on the bench,” Bournival said.

He opened the scoring when he deflected Nathan Beaulieu’s shot from the point.

“I said you broke my stick and he said ‘I know, I shoot too hard,’” Bournival said. “I was at the right place at the right moment.”.

The prettiest goal of the night was scored by Gionta, who picked the puck out of the air when Plekanec flipped it in front behind the net on a power play.

“It’s the American way,” said Gionta, who said he has played a little baseball. “It’s the national pastime.”

David Desharnais didn’t earn a mention on the scoring summary but he might have played his best game of the season. He drew a penalty by going hard to the net and was effective in the faceoff circle where he won 13 of 15 draws.

“This was a game he can build on,” said Therrien. “I liked his game in Winnipeg and tonight I thought he was working hard. It was his best game.” .

Therrien said he was glad that Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau put former Canadiens captain Saku Koivu on the ice for the last shift of the game. That gave the fans a chance to salute him with a standing ovation and he received another one when he was introduced as the game’s third star.

“He’s been a great captain here for 10 years and this is why this is a special place,” Therrien said. “I’m glad the fans gave him an ovation to recognize the courage he showed when he played here in Montreal.”
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Anaheim Ducks centre Saku Koivu (11) is all smiles during warm-up prior to game between Montreal Canadiens and Anaheim Ducks in NHL action in Montreal on Saturday January 22, 2011.
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Memorable quotes from Saku Koivu

MONTREAL — “I want to keep this as low-profile as possible.”

Saku Koivu is many things, and a dreamer is one of them.

The enormously popular former Canadiens captain touched down in Montreal on the Anaheim Ducks’ charter Wednesday afternoon, planning to spend a quiet evening over an early dinner with friends.

On Thursday morning, Koivu will be swallowed whole by a media monster at the Ducks’ Bell Centre game-day skate, and then he’ll be embraced come evening by a full house at the arena when he faces the Canadiens.

It might, Koivu said, be the final time that he’ll play an NHL game in Montreal.

Or, maybe not.

It will be only the second time that Koivu, for a decade the inspirational leader of the Canadiens before he was cut adrift to sign with Anaheim in July 2009, has played here as an opponent.

It’s been nearly three years since he last played in Montreal, his homecoming an evening that gave you goosebumps from before its start to well past its finish.

“In a way, it’s a little easier to come back the second time,” the 38-year-old said, having just checked into the Ducks’ downtown hotel.

“It’s a little less hectic this time than the time before and that’s kind of the way I want to do it.

“There’s not as much hassle — well, not hassle, but the press conference and all the media attention the first time. I’m hoping I can kind of relax and enjoy the day a bit more than the last time, when I felt the butterflies even a few days before.”

Any fan of the Canadiens between 1995, when Koivu broke into the NHL with the Canadiens at age 21, through 2009, when the team’s crashing waves of free agency sucked him to California in their undertow, grew to admire if not love this feisty Finn.

It was in Montreal, as the face of both good and poor Canadiens teams, that Koivu became a husband and a father.

It was here that for nine seasons (10, including the 2004-05 lockout), from Sept. 30, 1999 to his departure on July 1, 2009 that he captained the team for 563 games, the 27th captain in franchise history.

Drafted by the Canadiens at age 18, Koivu would play 792 regular-season games for the Habs, 846 including playoffs.

It was in Montreal over 16 years that Koivu healed his broken bones and torn joints and very publicly battled cancer and dealt with near blindness — his own, caused by an opponent’s high stick, and that of others, who were short-sighted with bigotry and ignorance.

And it was here that Koivu would put his victory over cancer to generous use, the foundation he created raising millions for the purchase of a PET/CT scan unit for the Montreal General Hospital to help cancer patients he will never know.

Montreal will forever hold a large part of Koivu’s heart. He married Hanna while he was a Canadien; daughter Ilona, nearly 9, and son Aatos, 7, were born during the couple’s time here.

It was with eagerness, damp palms and a quickened pulse that Koivu returned with Anaheim for a game on Jan. 22, 2011. He was quickly overwhelmed by a huge news conference that nearly brought him to tears, then consumed by a tumultuous welcome at the Bell Centre, including a ground-shaking ovation during the national anthems when his image filled the scoreboard.

“I expected the reaction would be good, but you still never know,” Koivu recalled. “I remember the press conference, how nervous and emotional I was. It really hit me that I was back in Montreal.

“The warmup and the game — there were a few familiar faces in the stands, then the reaction I got from the fans, which really felt good and brought back a lot of good memories over the years that I experienced in Montreal.

“It was kind of nerve-racking in a positive way. I had a lot of butterflies, not knowing what to expect and how things were going to go.”

He recalls the opening faceoff, taking the draw against Canadiens centre Scott Gomez.

“(Gomez) said, ‘You can have this, I’m going to let you win this one,’ ” Koivu said, laughing. “I didn’t hear what he said. It was just as the referee was dropping the puck when I lifted my head to say, ‘What?’ And then Scott won the faceoff. It was a funny little incident.”

It wouldn’t be Koivu’s best game. He took three penalties, was in the box for two goals by Max Pacioretty, but he earned an assist and was pleased with the Ducks’ 4-3 shootout win.

Koivu expressed mostly relief when it was over, the emotion of the experience almost suffocating.

“I’m hoping it won’t be as emotional this time so I can enjoy it and focus on hockey a bit more,” he said, perhaps even believing it. “But that was such a special night, the first one, and that we ended up winning made it a bit better and sweeter for me.”

Of course, every stop the Ducks make this season is an event, the brilliant Teemu Selanne playing his final season. It’s a farewell tour of the grandest kind, and Koivu is happy to slip even a little into his countryman’s long shadow.

On Thursday, Koivu will play his 1,069th regular-season game, a remarkable feat given the injuries and cancer crisis he’s endured and that he’s not exactly a robust forward, just 180 pounds on his 5-foot-10 frame.

“Close to 1,100 games, turning 39 in a month and still feeling fairly good,” he said, taking a personal inventory. “I’ve seen a lot of friends leave the game, all of the guys I started with pretty much retired.”

Koivu takes his career a year at a time now, no interest in signing anything beyond one season. He says his first consideration come summer is feeling well physically, “not having any pains every morning or tough injuries.”

He has a close circle of friends and advisers to whom he listens, “needing their honesty to tell me whether I’m still a factor in a game, that I can still produce for my team.”

He believed he met those criteria last summer, so in consultation with his wife, Koivu agreed to a one-year, $2.5-million Ducks contract with another $1 million in possible bonuses.

“I’ll play this year out, we’re still very early in the season, and then we’ll see how I am and where we go from there,” he said. “It’s very possible this is my last trip to Canada to play, but it’s very possible I’ll be back next year. I really, honestly don’t know.

“It won’t be training during the summer that will tell me. It will be more doing the hard 82-game season and playing at the level where you want to play, pushing yourself every night to do it.

“That will decide for me, when I don’t think I have that fire, or that I can compete at a certain level. That will be my end.”

Whenever that comes, Koivu doesn’t view his retirement unfolding in a Selanne-style farewell tour.

“With Teemu’s career, look at his numbers and the history of the game and you’ll see there’s not too many players who have done the things he’s done,” Koivu said. “So that’s obviously different. For me it would be more of a private, low-key thing.

“Maybe I wouldn’t even announce that it’s my last year. Maybe if I know it, and people close to me know, that’s the way I’m going to do it.

“The ideal situation for a professional athlete is to go out completely on your own terms. The ultimate is that you play until you want and then you walk away.”

Koivu could well play a fifth career Olympics, having won a silver and three bronze medals for Finland. The Olympic movement is dear to him, having just completed an eight-year term as member of the IOC Athletes’ Commission.

“Twice (Torino 2006 and Vancouver 2010), I’ve played then come back to compete at a high level in the NHL,” he said. “If the Ducks are going to the playoffs, that’s when I must sit down and think in a selfish perspective to see what’s going to be better for me: to compete for my country, which would be awesome one more time, or have the rest to refocus and recuperate for the end of the NHL season.”

Koivu will have precious little time this trip to soak in what Montreal means to him, and vice-versa. The Ducks leave immediately after the game for Ottawa, where they will play Friday.

On Thursday, before or after the game, he hopes to meet with the Montreal General staff and doctors who played a role in his cancer recovery and worked with his foundation to purchase a medical unit that is helping to save lives every day.

“My first game back in Montreal was very very emotional,” Koivu said. “I expect this one to be emotional again but I’m hoping I can kind of relax a bit more than last time.”

And then he laughed softly, probably hearing the absurdity in his words.

“I hope this will be the case, but it probably won’t be.”
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Canadiens defenceman Nathan Beaulieu says he is trying to make up for lost time after missing most of training camp with an injury.
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Video: Canadiens prepare for Anaheim Ducks

MONTREAL - The Canadiens have gone from playing musical chairs with their young defencemen to playing musical cities.

Rookies Jarred Tinordi and Nathan Beaulieu have been sharing a spot opposite veteran Francis Bouillon on the third defence pair. The challenge has been to give each young player enough ice time to develop and the Canadiens have come up with a solution that has them commuting between Montreal and Hamilton.

When Tinordi dressed for the Canadiens against the Nashville Predators Saturday night, Beaulieu was on his way to Toronto, where he played for the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs Sunday against the Marlies.

Tinordi watched from the press box Tuesday while Beaulieu faced the Edmonton Oilers. On Wednesday, the Canadiens shipped Tinordi to Hamilton.

“It’s important to give the young players a chance to compete in all situations,” coach Michel Therrien said. “Hamilton has three games coming up his weekend and that will give Jarred a chance to play a lot of minutes.”

Beaulieu will play against the Anaheim Ducks Thursday (7:30 p.m., RDS, TSN-HABS, TSN Radio 690) and it appears he will stick around for Saturday’s home game against the San Jose Sharks.

Tinordi, who was a first-round draft pick in 2010, and Beaulieu, who was selected in the first round in 2011, have seen limited ice time in the National Hockey League this season. Tinordi has averaged 12:27 over six games, while Beaulieu has played three games and averaged 11:13.

“Jarred’s a helluva hockey player and it’s part of the process,” Beaulieu said. “I had to go up and down and it’s never fun, seeing it or having it happen to you. But Jarred’s a tough kid and I know he’s going to take it the right way.”

Beaulieu said he was making up for lost time after missing most of training camp with an injury.

“I’m getting some games in, getting into game shape and I’m starting to play my game,” he said.

Therrien had a stock answer when asked whether the Canadiens would continue to rotate the young defencemen.

“It all depends on how they perform,” the coach said.

Did he see a time when one player would emerge as a regular?

“It all depends on how they perform.”

The reader can guess what Therrien said when asked whether there was a chance one of the two could move into the top four on defence.

There is the possibility both players could wind up logging big minutes in Hamilton. The Canadiens have another prospect in Greg Pateryn, who was recalled from Hamilton Wednesday night and has been the Bulldogs’ best defenceman in the early going. And then there’s veteran Douglas Murray, who is getting closer to returning from a groin injury.

“It’s getting better every day,” said Murray, who has been skating with strength coach Pierre Allard. “I want to start hitting people.”

The Canadiens are hoping to rebound from Tuesday’s 4-3 loss to the Edmonton Oilers. That game was still fresh in the players’ minds Wednesday.

Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins said his team took inspiration from some disparaging comments about the Oilers made by Canadiens forward Lars Eller.

“I didn’t mean any disrespect,” Eller told reporters after practice Wednesday in Brossard.

And he’s not likely to show any disrespect in the future. Eller had a heart-to-heart talk with Therrien Wednesday, and while neither wished to comment on the substance of the meeting you can be assured Eller was advised to take the Danish equivalent of the Fifth Amendment in the future.

Defenceman Josh Gorges said the Canadiens got away from what works after taking a 2-0 lead against Edmonton.

“If you look at our offence in the games where we’ve taken the lead, it’s not like we’re taking chances,” Gorges said. “We’re playing good, hard, north-south hockey, and that’s when we have success. We force teams into situations where they make turnovers and we capitalize. Our offence shouldn’t come from cutting into the middle, drop passes, tick-tack-toe plays, that’s not our game. When we did that, that’s when we started trading chance for chance, and we don’t want to play that game.”

Gorges agreed with a suggestion that the Canadiens got greedy.

“We had a good first period and we could try some things,” he said. “We thought we could be cute. But suddenly, it’s 2-2 going into the third and one mistake and it’s over.”
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Patrick Holland skates with the puck while being chased by Tyler Pitlick of the Edmonton Oilers during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on October 22, 2013.
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Habs playing musical defencemen

MONTREAL — A lot of athletes tweet, but few of them can match the level of sophistication reached by Canadiens rookie Patrick Holland.

Upon arriving in Montreal this week from the Hamilton Bulldogs, Holland told reporters his ambition as a youngster was to be comedian Jerry Seinfeld, whose hit TV show went into syndication when Holland was 7.

I’m not sure how much Holland was influenced by watching years of reruns, but there’s definitely a Seinfeld-esque quality to Holland’s contributions to the twittersphere.

“I see the world the way I see it and I’m always thinking about things,” Holland said. “There are certain scenarios, and I enjoy it. I have fun with it, maybe that makes me part crazy. I don’t know.”

Holland ponders some of the mysteries of the universe with tweets like:

“Does Michael Phelps sleep in a waterbed?”

“How close are we to All Dressed chip flavoured carrots?”

There are astute social observations like:

“Bouncers are like babysitters for adults.”

“It’s easy to fall asleep to the rhythmic sound of a good ping pong match.”

“Tim Horton’s muffins have a really good muffin top muffin bottom ratio.”

And then there are philosophical moments like when Holland tweeted: “It’s one of those sit down in the bath tub with the shower on and ask yourself if free exists kind of mornings.”

Holland said that idea originated with an article about free will that was given to him by Bulldogs teammate and Princeton graduate Kyle Hagel.

“It kinda blew my mind,” Holland said.

The American Hockey League team was in San Antonio and Holland used part of an off-day to sit in a tub with the shower running.

Holland is able to laugh at himself.

When he was playing with the Bulldogs, Holland made a mistake that ended up on TSN as the Worst Play of the Day.

“Not sure how I feel about earning the TSN Worst Play of the Day last night but tv time is tv time,” he tweeted.

A day later, Holland added: “I’m really glad all of my Facebook friends are there to let me know I was the TSN worst play of the day in case I’m not already aware.”

During training camp with the Canadiens, a fan tweeted: “Patrick Holland is terrible.”

That elicited this Twitter response: “Patrick Holland is terrible. Damn, that’s the opposite of what I want to be.”

Holland was good enough to earn a promotion to the National Hockey League. Holland and Michael Blunden were summoned from Hamilton this week after Daniel Brière suffered a concussion and Brandon Prust injured his right shoulder. Neither player is expected back soon, which means Holland has an opportunity to make an impression on the Canadiens’ brass.

The 6-foot, 185-pound forward made his debut Tuesday night against the Edmonton Oilers and was solid in a limited role. He played a shade over six minutes, won his only faceoff, and left the rookie jitters behind after his first shift.

“He played good,” coach Michel Therrien said. “We gave him some time on the penalty-kill and he did a good job.”

Said Holland: “When we were coming up here, (Blunden) told me to live every day like it was your last,” Holland said. “He said you never knew when (the injured players) were coming back or if they were going to call up somebody new. I’m trying to come to every practice and make it look like I belong in this league. Obviously, when guys come back there’s not going to be much room, but I’ll be ready for that and then it’s more development in Hamilton.”

But first, Holland is looking forward to games Thursday against Anaheim and Saturday against San Jose. His parents — dad’s a retired oncologist and mom is a family physician — flew in from Lethbridge, Alta., for his NHL debut.

“They’re staying through the weekend and I hope they can see me in a few more games,” Holland said.
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Montreal Canadiens goalie Carey Price reacts after being scored on by Edmonton Oilers defenceman Ladislav Smid, not pictured, during the second period of their NHL hockey match in Montreal on Tuesday, October 22, 2013.
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The skinny: The Edmonton Oilers scored twice in less than two minutes to snap a 2-2 tie and they went on to beat the Canadiens 4-3 Tuesday night at the Bell Centre. Ryan Nugent-Hopkins found Jeff Petry on a 2-on-1 break at 7:59 to give the Oilers their first lead of the night and Ryan Jones banged in a rebound of a shot by David Perron at 9:57. The Canadiens pulled Carey Price for an extra attacker and Brian Gionta scored with 1.4 seconds remaining. It was second consecutive loss for the Canadiens, who fell to 5-4 on the season.

Pleky power: Plekanec opened the scoring on a power play at 16:36 of the first period after Andrei Markov found him in a slot. Rookie Michael Bournival picked up the other assist on the goal to extend his point streak to three games.

All by himself: Gallagher put the Canadiens ahead 2-0 with a great individual effort at 18:03 of the first period. Gallagher came off the bench on a line change, intercepted an Edmonton clearing pass at the blue line, went hard to the net and beat Devan Dubnyk with a shot to the far post.

Second-period blues: The Canadiens have outscored the opposition 29-19 this season but have been outscored 9-6 in the second period. The Oilers got back into this game on second-period goals by Czechs Alex Hemsky and Ladislav Smid. Hemsky found some room in the high slot and beat Carey Price on the blocker side at 12:50. Smid tied the game at 2-2 when he scored at 15:37, after Price allowed a long rebound off a shot by Ryan Nugent-Hopkins.

The fight that wasn’t: Travis Moen and Luke Gazdic squared off late in the first period, but the linesmen stepped in before any punches were thrown. Each player received a two-minute penalty for unsportsmanlike conduct after they removed their helmets. When the helmets come off, the linesmen have been instructed to move in as long as they don’t place themselves in harm’s way.

Standing O for Hammer: Defenceman Roman Hamrlik, who announced his retirement earlier this week, received a standing ovation when he was introduced midway through the second period. Hamrlik, the No. 1 overall draft pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning in 1992, played 20 seasons in the NHL and was with the Canadiens for four seasons from 2007 until 2011. He also won an Olympic gold medal with the Czech Republic at Nagano in 1998.

What’s next: The Canadiens close out their current homestand with a pair of games against teams from California. Former Montreal captain Saku Koivu and Teemu Selanne will probably be making their final appearances at the Bell Centre with the 7-2 Anaheim Ducks Thursday while the unbeaten (8-0-1) San Jose Sharks will provide the opposition Saturday.
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Edmonton Oilers right wing Ales Hemsky, second from right, is congratulated by teammates after scoring a goal against the Montreal Canadiens during the second period.
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MONTREAL — Lars Eller wasn’t in the Canadiens dressing room Tuesday night following his team’s 4-3 loss to the Edmonton Oilers, so he wasn’t available to clarify his comments of earlier in the day.

Eller had suggested that the Oilers “play a little bit like a junior team,” and oh my, did Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins and his team get some mileage out of that.

Knowing the Habs 24-year-old centreman, he wasn’t speaking at his team’s morning skate to insult the visitor; he wasn’t ridiculing the organization or making fun of the 2-6-1 record it brought to the Bell Centre.

In his own pragmatic way, I’m guessing Eller was offering his own clinical assessment of the Oilers.

Eller is not the type to jab a pointed stick in an opponent.

But that loud bang you heard in the Bell Centre?

That was the sound of a backfire.

The Oilers, Eller had added in the morning, “take a lot of risks, a lot of chances. They’re a little all over the place. There’s not a lot of structure always in their game. It can really be anything. You don’t know.

“I prefer a little more structured game,” he said. “Then again, I don’t mind high-scoring games, too.”

Eller might not have been entirely wrong after the first period, the Canadiens up 2-0. But then the Habs’ foot slipped off the gas pedal, perhaps knocked off it by a riled, energized Oilers lineup that, like Montreal’s, was depleted by injuries.

And just before the Canadiens found a gearbox full of neutral, they discovered the one marked with R. As in reverse.

Four unanswered goals by Edmonton stunned the Bell crowd and sent the Canadiens to their second straight loss in the third game of this five-game homestand. Captain Brian Gionta’s goal scored with three seconds left almost stopped the fans who were flooding the exits.

Eakins emerged into the cameras and notebooks not long afterward and before he was even asked a question, he began, clearly insulted by Eller’s remarks:

“It’s games like that that you don’t even really need to go play,” the coach said. “When you have a player like Lars Eller running his mouth before the game, it makes for great banter in our dressing room and great motivation. We thank Lars Eller for his comments before the game.”

In this high-tech age, I asked Eakins, is there such a thing as “bulletin-board material,” one team digitally clipping another’s remarks to use as fuel?

“Absolutely. Absolutely,” he replied. “You’ve got some young player who’s trying to get his feet wet calling an organization a junior team. People take notice.

“I knew it was going to turn. It’s just one of those things. That is a total hockey-god thing and I’m sure that young man has learned his lesson and I highly doubt you’ll ever see anything like that out of his mouth again.”

Canadiens coach Michel Therrien suggested in his post-game briefing that Eller’s words had been “inappropriate,” and perhaps needlessly added that his young centre has learned from them.

The Oilers, Eakins said, came into their room after the first period, outshot 14-7 and beaten 83-17 per cent in the faceoff circle, and “regrouped a little bit.

“I thought we needed to bring our compete level up a little higher,” he said. “I thought we needed to get into the fight a bit more and after that first intermission our players certainly dug their heels in. We had some big performances through those last two periods.”

Edmonton was wrapping up a six-game road trip and could either have mailed this one in after 20 bad minutes and gone home to hit the reset button, or they could have risen off the mat.

They chose the latter route.

“That’s a large win for our club to be able to come back in this building, this is an amazing building to play in,” Eakins said. “I’ve always loved to come in here and experience the games, there’s such an electricity and to be able to come back after being down and win is a great, great job by our players.”

This might have been the most controversial use of the “junior” word related to the Canadiens since Toronto Maple Leafs coach Punch Imlach sneered in 1967 that his team wouldn’t be beaten by a Junior B goaltender, a slap at rookie netminder Rogie Vachon.

Imlach ultimately would be proven correct, his Leafs beating the Habs for the Stanley Cup in a six-game final. And Imlach and Canadiens counterpart Toe Blake were never above headline-worthy gamesmanship to try to give their side an edge.

There was none of that in Eller on Tuesday. But his few syllables put a lightning bolt up a delicate part of the Oilers.

“They definitely pushed back and adjusted,” Gionta would say. “But it’s a letdown on us. We can’t expect to play one period and expect to come out with a win. … We got back on our heels.”

Among those in attendance Tuesday was former Canadiens defenceman Roman Hamrlik, the 20-year NHL veteran who retired from hockey on Monday.

Hamrlik, who also played for the Oilers during his seven-team, 1,395-game career, was recognized on the scoreboard during a second-period TV timeout in a nice Habs touch and received a prolonged ovation, many rising to their feet, when he was shown with his Montreal girlfriend, Cynthia.

The Canadiens’ five-game homestand won’t get any easier with two more matches this week against teams from California.

It will be an emotion-charged tilt Thursday when Anaheim comes to town, the Ducks’ road show this season being mostly the Teemu Selanne Farewell Tour.

But in Montreal the game will be much more about the return of Saku Koivu, the beloved former captain who could be making his final visit here with an NHL team.

Expect there to be many generous words spoken by the Canadiens about the two Finns and their club — and not a single jab with a pointed stick — as that faceoff nears.

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs
Habs call up Holland, Blunden from Hamilton

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTEOctober 22, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Patrick Holland, right, is 6-feet, 185-pounds and known as a skilled player.
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Video: Montreal Canadiens practice

MONTREAL — Most hockey players grow up dreaming of a career in the National Hockey League.

Not Patrick Holland.

“When I was growing up, I wanted to be Jerry Seinfeld,” Holland said on the eve of his NHL debut Tuesday against the Edmonton Oilers at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., TSN-HABS, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

Holland and Michael Blunden were called up from the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs Monday as the Canadiens attempt to cope with the latest injuries to Brandon Prust and Daniel Brière. The Canadiens are already playing without forwards Max Pacioretty and George Parros.

Coach Michel Therrien confirmed Monday that Prust will be sidelined for four weeks with a right shoulder injury. Prust led with his shoulder when he crashed into the boards during Saturday’s 2-1 loss to the Nashville Predators.

There is no prognosis for Brière, who suffered a concussion when he was hit in the head by the Predators’ Eric Nystrom. There’s a league-mandated protocol for players suffering from a concussion and the Canadiens will be diligent about monitoring Brière’s return because this is his second concussion in 2013 and he also had one during the 2011-12 season.

Holland and Blunden learned they were joining the Canadiens after the Bulldogs’ 2-1 loss to the Marlies Sunday afternoon in Toronto.

“I was a bit surprised,” Holland said. “I knew they lost a few players and you’re hoping you get the chance. Sly (Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre) called me after the game and I thought that was good news, and then (general manager Marc Bergevin) told me they were calling me up.”

The 6-foot, 185-pound Holland is known as a skilled player, but said he was ready to play a more defensive role on the fourth line with Ryan White and Blunden.

“You hate to get an opportunity because someone else is hurt, but it’s a chance to stay here for a while and show what I can do,” Holland said.

Holland said he was particularly happy to be making his debut against the Oilers. That’s the team he rooted for when he was growing in Lethbridge, Alta., and his favourite player was Ales Hemsky.

Getting called up is old hat for Blunden. He has 95 NHL games under his belt, including 44 for the Canadiens over the past two seasons. He missed the season opener in Hamilton because he was “banged-up” but had goals in each of the Bulldogs’ last two games.

“I was a little disappointed when I got sent down at the end of training camp but I knew that I had to work and be ready when they needed me,” said Blunden, who got his minor hockey start in Montreal West before his family moved to Ontario.

The major beneficiary of the openings created by the injuries is rookie Michael Bournival. The Shawinigan native will be playing on a line with Tomas Plekanec and Brian Gionta. They are, in effect, the No. 2 line and will see action on the second power-play unit. Bournival was also told by the club to look for an apartment in Montreal, meaning he’s here for the long haul.

Bournival has a goal and an assist in his last two games and has earned a regular spot after being a healthy scratch for three of the first six games. He is regarded as a skilled player and should be comfortable on one of the top lines.

“We like his speed and we think he’ll fit in with Pleks and Gio,” Therrien said.

The Canadiens’ roster currently contains 21 healthy players. Rookie defenceman Nathan Beaulieu was quietly sent to Hamilton on the weekend, but was called back up again on Monday. He has dressed for two games in Montreal this season and averaged a shade over 11 minutes of ice time.

Parros and defencemen Alexei Emelin and Douglas Murray skated on the second ice surface in Brossard Monday, but Therrien said there are no plans to activate any of the players in the short term.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: zababes1
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Therrien: “A lot of credit’ to the Sharks (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

(Photo: Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

Coach Michel Therrien liked his team’s effort Saturday night at the Bell Centre, but it wasn’t enough to carry the Canadiens over the San Jose Sharks.

The Sharks have lost only one game in regulation this season and lead the National Hockey League with 19 points with their 9-1-1 record.

“They’re a fast team…They’re strong on the puck. And they don’t give you a lot,” Therrien said after the Habs 2-0 loss.

“They play really well defensively as we could see. But we were right there with them. We had our chances in the second period but their goalie made some good saves at the right time. And they’re playing with a lot of confidence right now. So a lot of credit to (them).”

The Sharks have been averaging 38.6 shots per game –the most in the NHL–and allowing 23.1 shots per game, on average, the second least in the league. They outshot the Canadiens 35 to 22.

Travis Moen left the game after getting cut in the second period, but Therrien said he’ll be fine. A few minutes later, Gallagher lost his balance and banged into the boards, but didn’t miss a shift.

“Give them credit. They smothered us. They forced us into making plays that we shouldn’t have made,” said defenceman Josh Gorges. “We need to be better when we’re in those situations.”

The Canadiens announced after the game that they’ve reassigned Nathan Beaulieu and Patrick Holland to the Hamilton Bulldogs. Beaulieu only played one shift in the third period.

“I thought he didn’t have confidence tonight. He was on his heels a little bit. And that’s a process with young guys. It’s normal,” Therrien said.

You can listen to what Gorges had to say here:
October 24, 2013 · 12 Comments

Therrien: “A lot of good things to work on from tonight’s game” (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

(Dave Sidaway / THE GAZETTE)

The Canadiens went into the second period with a 2-0 lead Thursday just like they did on Tuesday against the Edmonton Oilers — only this time they protected and built on it with a power-play goal by Brian Gionta.

The line centred by Tomas Plekanec with Gionta and Michaël Bournival led the Canadiens’ offense in the Habs 4-1 victory over the Anaheim Ducks at the Bell Centre. Each of the linemates scored a goal and picked up an assist — two helpers in Plekanec’s case. They won praise from coach Michel Therrien, including the rookie Bournival, who he said is making good decisions with the puck and playing with a lot of confidence.

“The chemistry is there with those three guys,” Therrien said.

“Bournival brings a lot of speed. He skates really well. He competes. And he’s taking advantage too, of playing with two good veteran players. Plekanec is playing very good right now. (Gionta), it’s the same thing.”

Therrien also liked the way his team played.

“There are a lot of good things to work on from tonight’s game,” the coach said.

“We were not opening up the game for no reason. And we were patient waiting for our chances, and we capitalized on (them).”

As the game drew to a close, fans chanted “Sa-ku! Sa-ku!” and gave former Canadiens captain Saku Koivu a loud ovation that continued when he was named the game’s third star.

Therrien said he was glad Ducks’ coach Bruce Boudreau put Koivu on the ice for the last 20 seconds and gave the fans a chance to acknowledge the courage Koivu had in Montreal.

You can hear what Gionta had to say after the game here:
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Parros, Murray join Habs teammates for practice

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

George Parros and Douglas Murray both practised Friday in Brossard as the Canadiens prepared to face the San Jose Sharks Saturday night at the Bell Centre (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

Parros, who suffered a concussion in a fight with the Toronto Maple Leafs’ Colton Orr in the season opener on Oct. 1, wore a no-contact jersey, while Murray practised with his teammates for the first time since suffering an upper-body injury on Sept. 29. Murray was not wearing a no-contact jersey.

Ryan White and Andrei Markov both took therapy days, while coach Michel Therrien said Carey Price will start in goal against the Sharks. Price, who has played in nine of the Canadiens’ first 10 games, has a 5-4 record with a 2.13 goals-against average and .936 save percentage.

Defenceman Murray said he’s day to day, but is starting to feel “much better.”

“Mentally, I’m already in the mindset of I can play, but I’ve still got to get cleared by doctors,” he said. “I really wanted to play tomorrow, but that’s not going to happen the way it looks like. But I’m hoping as soon as possible.”

Captain Brian Gionta was asked why his line with Tomas Plekanec and rookie Michael Bournival is clicking so well.

“You go through those ups and downs,” Gionta said. “Right now we have that chemistry. I think it’s three similar type players – guys that work hard at both ends of the ice. Bournival has added a lot of energy to the line as a young kid. He sees the ice extremly well for us and he’s making great plays.”

The Sharks lead the Western Conference with an 8-1-1 record, suffering their first loss Thursday night when they dropped a 2-1 decision to the Bruins in Boston. Canadiens coach Michel Therrien said the Sharks, in his eyes, are presently the best team in the NHL.

“It’s a team that will continually put pressure on their opponent,” he said. “They always finish at the net. They’re solid defensively. They have a good goaltender. And it will be a very big challenge for our team.”

Murray, who played with the Sharks for eight seasons, had this to say about his former team: “You’ve got to be patient and play a good team game. They have a lot of skill and they capitalize on your mistakes. So team defence first and a good defensive game. And if you’re going to win the game, it’s not going to be a high scoring affair.”

Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at practice:

Plekanec-Gionta-Bournival

 Galchenyuk-Eller-Gallagher

 Bourque-Desharnais-Moen

 Parros-Holland-Blunden

Gorges-Diaz

 Subban-Murray

 Beaulieu-Bouillon

 Pateryn
October 23, 2013 · 536 Comments

Tinordi sent down to Hamilton, Pateryn called up

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens announced on Wednesday morning that defenceman Jarred Tinordi has been sent down to the AHL’s Hamilton Bulldogs. Later in the day the Canadiens announced that defenceman Greg Pateryn was being called up from Hamilton.

Tinordi was a healthy scratch for Tuesday’s 4-3 loss to the Edmonton Oilers at the Bell Centre with Nathan Beaulieu taking his spot on the blue line.

Tinordi was pointless in six games with the Canadiens, with nine penalty minutes and was even in the plus/minus stats.

Douglas Murray (upper body) and George Parros (concussion) skated on their own Wednesday in Brossard with Murray saying he’s getting “closer” to returning to the lineup.

“I just want to hit some people,” he said.

Carey Price, who will start Thursday night against the Anaheim Ducks at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., TSN-HABS, RDS, TSN Radio 690) was the first player on the ice for Wednesday’s practice working on rebound control with goalie coach Stephane Waite.

“It’s important to work on the little details in your game,” Price said. “It helps you refocus and get prepared for the upcoming games.”

Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at practice:

Galchenyuk–Eller–Gallagher

 Bournival–Plekanec-Gionta

 Bourque–Desharnais–Moen

 Blunden–White–Holland

Markov–Subban

 Gorges-Diaz

 Beaulieu-Bouillon
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Gionta: ‘We can’t expect to play one period and come out with the win’ (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

New Oilers Habs HIO


( Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

The Canadiens opened the door to the Edmonton Oilers and paid the price for it, Coach Michel Therrien said after the Habs 4-3 loss Tuesday at the Bell Centre.

Or, as Canadiens captain Brian Gionta, put it: “We can’t expect to play one period and come out with the win.”

The Canadiens jumped to a 2-0 lead in the first period, but it was downhill from there with the Oilers tying the game in the second period and grabbing the lead in the third.

“We were playing well in the first period. We were managing the puck really well,” Therrien said. “We didn’t open up for no reason. Then all of a sudden we started to take chances, giving the other team odd-man rushes. You never want to do that. Not only against the Oilers because they’re a talented young team, but against any team in the NHL. You can’t play like this.”

“We’re having a hard time to execute our game plan for 60 minutes. Sometimes it could be (immaturity.) We’ll get better.”

Therrien was also asked about Lars Eller’s comments earlier on Tuesday about the Oilers that drew media attention. Therrien called them inappropriate. “He’s a young player. I think he’ll learn from that,” the coach said.

The 24-year-old forward was asked after the morning skate what kind of game people could expect.

“It’s hard to say with this team,” Eller told reporters. “It can be anything. They play a little bit like a junior team I think sometimes. They take a lot of risks, a lot of chances. They’re a little all over the place. There’s not a lot of structure always in their game. So, it could really be anything.”

You can hear what Gionta had to say after the game here:
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Beaulieu in, Tinordi out for game against Oilers

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Rookie defenceman Nathan Beaulieu, who was called up from the Hamilton Bulldogs on Monday, will be in the lineup Tuesday night when the Canadiens face the Edmonton Oilers at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., TSN-HABS, RDS, TSN Radio 690) while Jarred Tinordi will be a healthy scratch.

Beaulieu has played two games this season with the Canadiens and is plus-1 without getting a point. Tinordi is pointless in six games and is even in the plus/minus stats.

Patrick Holland and Mike Blunden, who were also called up from Hamilton on Monday, will both be in the lineup against the Oilers. Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at Tuesday’s morning skate:

Galchenyuk-Eller-Gallagher

 Bournival-Plekanec-Gionta

 Moen-Desharnais-Bourque

 Blunden-White-Holland

Markov-Diaz

 Subban-Tinordi

 Gorges-Bouillon

 Beaulieu

(Photo by John Kenney/The Gazette)
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Holland becomes a Hab on same day Hamrlik retires

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Patrick Holland grew up wanting be Jerry Seinfeld. He’ll have to settle for being a Hab.

Holland (photo above) was called up from the Hamilton Bulldogs on Monday along with fellow forward Mike Blunden and defenceman Nathan Beaulieu. Beaulieu, who has has been up and down like a yo-yo this season between the NHL and AHL, had been quietly sent to Hamilton on the weekend before being recalled yet again.

“When I was growing up, I wanted to be Jerry Seinfeld,” Holland told reporters in Brossard following Monday’s practice as the Canadiens prepare to face the Edmonton Oilers Tuesday at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., TSN-HABS, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

The moves came on the same day the team announced that forward Brandon Prust will be sidelined for four weeks with a right shoulder injury and that Daniel Briere will be out indefinitely with a concussion suffered in Saturday’s loss to Nashville.

“I was a bit surprised,” Holland said about being called up. “I knew they lost a few players and you’re hoping you get the chance. Sly (Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre) called me after the game and I thought that was good news, and then (general manager Marc Bergevin) told me they were calling me up.”

The Canadiens also told rookie Michael Bournival to find an apartment in Montreal, meaning he’s in Montreal for the long run.

 Blunden has played in 95 NHL games, including 44 for the Canadiens over the past two seasons. Beaulieu has played two games with the Canadiens this season.

Meanwhile, former Canadiens defenceman Roman Hamrlik announced his retirement on Monday after playing in 1,395 NHL games during his 20-year career.

“I had four special seasons here, four incredible years,” Hamrlik told The Gazette’s Dave Stubbs about his time in Montreal. “I already miss competing against the best players, going to the rink, having fun with the guys, travelling.

“But I know I’m doing the right thing retiring. It was a great honour to play in the world’s best league for as long as I did.

“And this whole city lives hockey. The energy that’s in the Bell Centre? I wish every player had the chance to play here. It’s a truly special place.”

(Photo by Dario Ayala/The Gazette)
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Habs call up Blunden, Holland, Beaulieu; Prust out for four weeks

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

With the Canadiens’ injury list growing – Brandon Prust’s shoulder injury will keep the rugged forward out of the lineup for four weeks – GM Marc Bergevin travelled to Hamilton Sunday to check in on what’s available on the farm.

On Monday morning, the Canadiens announced that forwards Mike Blunden and Patrick Holland have been called up from the AHL Bulldogs. And late Monday afternoon, the club announced that defenceman Nathan Beaulieu, who had quietly been returned to Hamilton on the weekend, had also been called up to the Canadiens.

The Bulldogs lost 2-1 to the Toronto Marlies while getting only 18 shots on goal Sunday. Blunden scored the lone Hamilton goal. In three games with the Bulldogs, Blunden had two goals and an assist and was plus-3. Holland had one goal and one assist in four games and was plus-4. Defenceman Greg Pateryn leads the Bulldogs in scoring with 2-2-4 totals.

Joining Prust and Max Pacioretty on the Canadiens’ injured list is Daniel Briere, who is out indefinitely with a concussion suffered in Saturday’s loss to Nashville. Alexei Emelin, George Parros and Douglas Murray – also sidelined with injuries – all skated Monday in Brossard with strength coach Pierre Allard.

Blunden and Holland joined Ryan White on the fourth line for Monday’s practice, while rookie Michael Bournival was told he’s staying in Montreal for the long run.

“We told to Michael Bournival this morning that he can start looking for an apartment,” coach Michel Therrien told reporters in Brossard.

Here’s how all the lines and defence pairings looked at Monday’s practice:

Galchenyuk-Eller-Gallagher

 Bournival-Plekanec-Gionta

 Bourque-Desharnais-Moen

 Holland-White-Blunden

Markov-Subban

 Gorges-Diaz

 Tinordi-Bouillon
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Brière and Prust injured in Habs loss to Predators (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

Briere HIO


(File photo: Allen McInnis/The Gazette)

It was a costly 2-1 loss to the Nashville Predators Saturday night for the Canadiens with Daniel Brière suffering a concussion and Brandon Prust an upper-body injury. The Canadiens said Prust will be re-evaluated on Sunday and they should know more on Monday.

Brière, who signed with the Canadiens as a free agent last summer, headed to the dressing room in the second period after being checked by Eric Nystrom. Canadiens’ coach Michel Therrien said after the game that he thought it was accidental. (No penalty was called on the play.)

Brière suffered a concussion in each of the past two seasons with his former team, the Philadelphia Flyers.

Prust crashed into the boards chasing a loose puck in the third period, banging his right shoulder.

The Canadiens are already without Max Pacioretty, their leading point-getter the past two seasons. He’s expected to be out for three weeks with a strained hamstring. 

The Canadiens thought they had the go-ahead goal in the third-period when Lars Eller swatted the puck in a goalmouth scramble but it was disallowed.

The referee who called it a goal thought the puck had crossed the line, Therrien said. “His three (colleagues)  explained to me that they didn’t think the puck had gone in. So they went to video and they determined that the goal wasn’t good.”

 You can hear what Eller had to say here:
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Jones looking forward to Bell Centre debut (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

Seth Jones HIO


(File photo by Frederick Breedon/Getty Images)

Rookie defenceman Seth Jones will get a taste of the loud Bell Centre Saturday night as the Nashville Predators face off against the Canadiens.

“It’s going to be very exciting. Fans are awesome here,” Jones said after the Predators’ morning skate at the Bell Centre.

“Hockey is obviously everything here, not like the U.S.”

Jones also noted he’ll get to play against Canadiens forward Alex Galchenyuk, with whom he’s played in the past. (And both were invited to USA Hockey’s pre-Olympic orientation camp in August.)

With seven games under his belt, the Predators’ first-round draft pick last June has averaged nearly 24 minutes of ice time and a high of 28:14 on Thursday in the Predators’ 2-1 shootout loss to the Los Angeles Kings.

In addition to playing big minutes, Jones, a right-handed shot, is playing on the left side with Shea Weber.

Predators’ coach Barry Trotz asked Jones and Ryan Ellis to practice playing on the left side during the summer.

“I knew that coming into training camp we had a lot of right-hand shots, ” Trotz said. “Sometimes with players who have played on the right side for a long time, they’re not going to change or have difficulty changing. So I thought with the two skill guys, like Ellis and Jones, that they might have a better chance to adapt early before they get too set in their ways. Both of them have done that for us and been very, very effective that way.”

“It changes the way you see the ice. It changes your angles. You have to make quicker decisions, especially playing your off hand, especially teams that close on you really quickly…You have to decide if you’re going to move the puck really quickly or if you’re going to move it over to your partner because you lose a third of the ice sometimes.”

“They’ve done a great job, the young guys,” Trotz added. “And I think it actually helps their development. You don’t get stuck on that one side. It helps learn the game, see the game in different ways.

“If (Jones) can play the left side at 19 and play the minutes that he’s playing I know I can put him on the right side and he can play the minutes he’s playing and maybe more,” Trotz said.

Three Canadiens’ players –Brian Gionta, David Desharnais, and Francis Bouillon–skipped the Habs’ optional morning skate in Brossard.  The team will go with the same lineup as it did against the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday night with Carey Price getting the start in net.
October 18, 2013 · 16 Comments

Pacioretty out for three weeks with left hamstring strain (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

Max Pacioretty


(File photo)

The news could have been a lot worse, Coach Michel Therrien conceded of the left hamstring strain that’s expected to keep Max Pacioretty out of the Canadiens line up for three weeks.

Pacioretty, the team’s top point-getter the past two seasons, had to be helped off the ice after getting injured Tuesday during the Canadiens’ game against the Winnipeg Jets. His injury was a hot topic among anxious Habs’ fans Thursday as the team waited for Pacioretty’s MRI results.

“He plays big minutes. So we’ll take it one game at a time. For sure, it’s a heavy loss. Players will have to make up the quality ice time that he had,” Therrien said after the Habs’ 5-3 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets.

The Canadiens’ victory was a good game for fans and a tough one for coaches, Therrien laughed.

The Blue Jackets skate well and play a style similar to the Canadiens, he said. ” They’re not easy to play against. So you have to give them credit, too.”

The Blue Jackets clawed back from a 3-0 deficit to tie the game in the third period, but Tomas Plekanec sealed the Habs’ victory in the last few minutes with the game-winning goal, followed by an empty-netter.

“It wasn’t the game that we wanted to play after that 3-0 lead. But we stuck together,” Plekanec said. “We got lucky in the end and we got a win. We’ll take it,” he said.

Rookie Michaël Bournival scored his first NHL goal and earned more cheers from the Bell Centre crowd for back-to-back blocked shots.

“What I liked about Bournival is he’s gained confidence with every game,” Therrien said.

“That’s a good sign. I like his intensity. I like his speed. He skated well to create a lot of good stuff on the ice with his speed. And we could tell he’s a team guy who sacrificed himself blocking shots. For a young kid, there’s a lot of good signs (that are) positive.”

You can hear what P.K. Subban had to say after the game here:
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Habs waiting for MRI results of Pacioretty’s injury

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

new Pacioretty pic for HIO


(File photo)

The Canadiens are still waiting for Max Pacioretty’s MRI results and didn’t provide an update on his lower-body injury after the team’s morning skate Thursday in Brossard.

Pacioretty suffered a left leg injury Tuesday during the Habs 3-0 win over the Winnipeg Jets and had to be helped off the ice. He went for medical tests on Wednesday.

Forward Rene Bourque has the flu and was also absent from practice. The Habs hope he might be ready to play tonight when they face off against the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Bell Centre.  (7:30 p.m., RDS, TSN-Habs, TSN 690 Radio.). However, the team says a decision will be made later today.

If Bourque doesn’t play, the Canadiens will go with seven defensemen with Nathan Beaulieu skating as a forward. (The team doesn’t plan to call up anyone from its farm club, the Hamilton Bulldogs.) Beaulieu practised on a forward line at the morning skate alongside Ryan White and Michaël Bournival.

Defenseman Douglas Murray skated on his own Thursday morning with Graham Rynbend, the Canadiens’ head athletic therapist. Murray has been out with an upper-body injury and hasn’t played yet this season–his first as a Hab since signing a one-year deal with the team in August as a free agent.

The lines at the morning skate were:

Galchenyuk-Eller-Gallagher

Moen-Plekanec-Gionta

Prust-Desharnais-Briere

Beaulieu-Bournival-White.

These were the defensive pairings:

Subban-Markov

Gorges-Diaz

Bouillon-Tinordi
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Drewiske out five to six months following shoulder surgery

 . 
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Drewiske new upload


(File photo: John Kenney/The Gazette)

Canadiens’ defenceman Davis Drewiske is expected to be out five to six months after undergoing shoulder surgery, the team announced Wednesday.

Dr. Paul Martineau, the Canadiens’ head orthopedic surgeon, performed the surgery Wednesday morning at a Montreal hospital.

Drewiske injured his shoulder on Sept. 18 during training camp and was initially expected to be sidelined for at least a month.

The Habs acquired the 28-year-old, 6-foot-2 Wisconsin native from the Los Angeles Kings in early April and signed him to a two-year contract extension in June. He played nine games for the Canadiens in April and was a healthy scratch during the playoffs.

In other injury news, forward Max Pacioretty went for medical tests on Wednesday after suffering a lower-body injury during the Canadiens’ 3-0 victory over the Winnipeg Jets on Tuesday. The team said it hopes to have more details and provide an update on Thursday.

The Canadiens didn’t practice on Wednesday after arriving back early in the morning from Winnipeg. The Habs face the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., RDS, TSN-Habs, TSN 690 Radio)
October 14, 2013 · 457 Comments

Gionta will be in lineup against Jets; Brière demoted to fourth line

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Captain Brian Gionta will be back in the lineup when the Canadiens face the Jets Tuesday night in Winnipeg (8 p.m., TSN-HABS, RDS, TSN Radio 690) while Daniel Brière will be demoted to the fourth line with Michael Bournival at centre and Travis Moen.

Ryan White will be the odd man out with Gionta returning to the lineup.

Gionta, who left the team last week for a family reasons and missed Saturday’s game in Vancouver, will play on a line with Lars Eller and Max Pacioretty. Gionta said his young son, who had been ill, is doing much better. The team gave the captain the option of staying home, but Therrien said Gionta wanted to play and he flew out of Montreal on Sunday and practised with the team Monday in Winnipeg.

 ”It puts things in perspective,” Gionta, who will play his 700th career game Tuesday, told reporters in Winnipeg. “It’s family first. But it will be good to get back on the ice.”

P.K. Subban will continue to play with Andrei Markov on the No. 1 defence pair and Carey Price will start in goal against the Jets.

In his first five games with the Canadiens after signing a two-year, $8-million free-agent contract during the offseason, Brière has one assist and 11 shots on goal and is even in the plus/minus stats.

“We reflected on it for a long time before we made this decision,” coach Michel Therrien told reporters about the decision to demote Brière. “The reason is purely because of a lack of production. I’m convinced Daniel understands the move. But I believe strongly in using all four lines. That’s how we’ll start tomorrow, but things can change quickly, even in the middle of the game. It all depends on how guys are performing.”

Said Brière: “It’s not the end of the world. The team is doing well and that’s what matters. For sure, personally, it’s not the best. I’d like to be producing more than I have. But I’ve always been the type of guy who gets going a bit later offensively. I’m looking forward to that happening, but there’s no drama here. I’m not worried about it.”

Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at practice:

Pacioretty-Eller-Gionta

 Galchenyuk-Plekanec-Gallagher

 Prust-Desharnais-Bourque

 Moen-Bournival-White/Brière

Gorges-Diaz

 Markov-Subban

 Bouillon-Tinordi/Beaulieu
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Gionta returns to Montreal for family reasons

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

Canadiens captain Brian Gionta has returned to Montreal for family reasons and won’t be in the lineup when the Canadiens play the Vancouver Canucks at Rogers Arena on Saturday (10 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

Coach Michel Therrien said he doesn’t expect anyone to be called up from the Hamilton Bulldogs for Saturday’s game and both Ryan White and Michael Bournival will play because of Gionta’s absence.

 ”We don’t know when he’s going to come back,” Therrien told reporters in Vancouver after practice Friday. “He’s an important part of our team. He’s a good leader, but right now I don’t know when he’s going to come back.”

Gionta didn’t take the team’s charter to Calgary on Monday for family reasons, but arrived there on Tuesday and played in the Habs’ back-to-back games against the Flames and Edmonton Oilers Wednesday and Thursday night. In four games, the 34-year-old captain has one goal and one assist.

Apart from Gionta, Josh Gorges was the only player who didn’t take part in Friday’s practice, taking a therapy day. The defenceman is expected to play Saturday.

Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at practice:

Galchenyuk-Plekanec-Gallagher

 Pacioretty-Eller-Briere

 Prust-Desharnais-Bourque

 Moen-Bournival-White

Markov-Subban

 Bouillon-Beaulieu

 Tinordi-Diaz
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Price to start against Flames; Pacioretty, Gionta ready to go

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Canadiens coach Michel Therrien confirmed after practice Tuesday in Calgary that goaltender Carey Price will make his third straight start against the Flames on Wednesday (8 p.m., TSN, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

Max Pacioretty, who worked out Monday with a non-contact jersey, was wearing a regular practice sweater Tuesday and was back on his familiar line with David Desharnais and Daniel Briere. Captain Brian Gionta, who didn’t fly to Calgary with his teammates on Monday because of family reasons, was expected to arrive in Calgary Tuesday night and be in the lineup Wednesday.

Wednesday’s game will the the 500th of Rene Bourque’s NHL career. The Canadiens won’t hold a morning skate Wednesday in Calgary before the game.

George Parros continues to make good progress from the concussion he suffered Oct. 1 vs. Toronto. He did not make the trip and no time frame has been given for his return.

Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at practice Tuesday:

Pacioretty-Desharnais-Briere

 Galchenyuk-Eller-Gallagher

 Bournival-Plekanec-Bourque

 Moen-White-Prust

Gorges-Subban

 Markov-Diaz

 Bouillon-Tinordi

(Photo by John Kenney/The Gazette)
Jets in dire need of 'poetic justice'

If they are to survive current road trip

By: Ed Tait 

Posted: 10/26/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 0  

  0 

  0 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  0 

 Print 

 E–mail 

DALLAS -- It was not long after the Nashville Predators had dusted off the Winnipeg Jets in OT Thursday night when Barry Trotz made a reference to "poetic justice."

The comment from the Preds head coach came after Craig Smith had taken a pass from David Legwand to beat Ondrej Pavelec with just 17 seconds left, and following a couple of chances by the Jets' to clear the zone before Dustin Byfuglien overskated a loose puck.
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The "poetic justice" part? Earlier in the game Smith had twice been rocked by the big man before he played the OT hero.

"I felt like I made a good play, put it on a tee," Smith said. "The emphasis in this room has been shooting the puck and we did a good job of that by creating chances. That was the finishing touch right there."

Now, as the Jets fled the scene immediately after the game for Dallas -- they continue their four-game swing through the Central Division tonight against the Stars -- it was hard not to think they could use a little "poetic justice" of their own.

Yes, for as much as they continue to be sporadic in their play -- head coach Claude Noel called it Jekyll and Hyde afterward -- there were stretches in which the Jets dominated the play against the Preds. And, there were other times when they had that dazed and confused look of a team still struggling with confidence and attention to detail in their own end. They also seem to be lacking the same resolve that is Nashville's trademark and are demonstrating a remarkable lack of finish on the power play.

And with that, some alarming Jets' trends:

-- The Jets have now gone six games without a power-play goal, a stretch of 19 man advantages with no pay dirt.

-- The Jets won only 34 per cent of their face offs against the Preds (Olli Jokinen was the best with a 50 per cent average). Heading into Friday's action, Winnipeg was 26th in the dot at 45.2 per cent.

-- Pavelec, who has been both brilliant and iffy at times this year, is 3-5-2 with a .902 save percentage and 3.06 goals against average. The Jets play Saturday-Sunday in Dallas/Denver, so expect to see Al Montoya in net for one of those games.

Most of all, it's hard not to wonder how fragile this team's collective confidence is, because despite rallying to tie the game with three minutes left, they looked deflated and frustrated afterward.

"We had some good things, we had some guys step up and play well," said forward Blake Wheeler. "You need those things on a long road trip."

And they'll need a lot more -- call it puck luck, defensive intensity, battle and some poetic justice of their own -- with the next stops in Dallas, Colorado and St. Louis.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait

more jets coverage c6
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Keeping up with Scott Kosmachuk, a Jets' bright spot in OHL

By: Ed Tait 

Posted: 10/26/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 0  

  0 

  0 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  0 

 Print 

 E–mail 

Josh Morrissey 

Enlarge Image 

Josh Morrissey 

THE AFFILIATE

St. John's IceCaps (AHL)

Record: 2-3-1; 5 pts; third in Atlantic Division.

NOTABLE:

C Eric O'Dell, last year's leading scorer, has four goals to start the season.

C Adam Lowry, who missed two games with an injury, accompanied the club on a six-game road trip that began Friday night in Manchester.

D Ben Chiarot is already plus-7 and tied for the team scoring lead with two goals and three assists.

D Zach Redmond, who has been out with an undisclosed injury, skated with the team on Wednesday and made the trip. The club is hoping he'll be able to suit up after the weekend.

G Eddie Pasquale has started five of the six games, posting a 2-3 record, a 2.61 GAA and .914 save percentage.

RW J.C. Lipon has been banged up, but has two goals in his first stint as a pro.

QUOTABLE:

"None of those young players have disappointed, but Lowry's been hurt and hasn't played much. Lipon's been pretty good and Brenden Kitchon (D, 1G, 4A), those guys are stepping from junior to the American league. That's a huge step. They've fit in and that's about all you can ask right now after six games." -- IceCaps GM Craig Heisinger.

THE DRAFT PICKS

(not including those mentioned elsewhere in this story)

2013 CLASS

D Josh Morrissey, Prince Albert Raiders -- Tied for second in scoring for the Raiders with four goals and nine assists and said to be on the radar screen for the Canadian junior team.

C Nic Petan, Portland Winterhawks -- Named the Western Hockey League Player of the Week after scoring seven points (2G, 5A) in three games. Also being watched closely by Team Canada brass.

G Eric Comrie, Tri-City Americans -- Has decent numbers -- .921 save percentage, 2.80 GAA -- on a struggling team.

C Jimmy Lodge, Saginaw Spirit -- Has played in just nine games, with two goals and four assists.

C Andrew Copp, University of Michigan -- Leads the Wolverines in scoring (2G, 4A) and was one of the Big Ten's Three Stars for the week ending Oct. 13.

D Jan Kostalek, Rimouski Oceanic -- The Czech D-man has six assists in 13 games.

D Tucker Poolman, Omaha Lancers -- Three assists in seven games.

D Marcus Kalstrom, AIK J20 (Swedish SuperElite) -- Has six goals and five assists in 11 games, among the top D scorers in his league.

Other notables

C Lukas Sutter, Red Deer Rebels -- Battled injury to start the season but has two goals and two assists in six games.

G Connor Hellebuyck, U Mass-Lowell -- Superb numbers a year ago, but off to an 0-2 start this season with a River-Hawks team that is 1-3 to start the year.

C Ryan Olsen, Kelowna Rockets -- A point a game guy through 11 games this season (3G, 8A). Had 32 goals and 87 points in just 69 games a year ago.

G Jason Kasdorf, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute -- Not off to a great start. Has a 1-1 record, but a 3.49 GAA and .786 save percentage. Junior Scott Diebold has started one more game than the Winnipeg-born Kasdorf, now a sophomore after an excellent freshman season.

-- compiled by Ed Tait
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Scott Kosmachuk is on a goal-a-game pace during a torrid start to the 2013-14 season. 
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DALLAS -- They are drafted as teenagers full of both promise and questions. The Winnipeg Jets, like every one of their NHL rivals, understand the risk in this the moment they call out a kid's name on draft day.

And so, in that regard, the Jets view Scott Kosmachuk in much the same way they do rookies in the show such as Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba and those in St. John's such as Adam Lowry and Brenden Kitchon.

"All these young guys," began Jets' assistant GM Craig Heisinger this week, "are still finding their way. And that's what it's all about: Them getting to know us and us getting to know them."

Well, here's what the Jets already know about Kosmachuk -- just a few days ago named the Canadian Hockey League Player of the Week after picking up nine points (six goals, three assists) in three games -- the kid can flat-out score.

"He's got a different game to him," said Heisinger. "He's got a little bit of rat in him, he's got some finish to him. His game is evolving. Is what he is in junior what he's going to be as a pro? We're not 100 per cent sure on that because sometimes the guys that are successful have to change their game.

"But his game is certainly going in the right direction. He had a good season last year and he's got to build on it."

Kosmachuk is the focus of our first Prospect/Down on the Farm Report of the 2013-14 season that checks in on some of the Jets' draft picks and others in the system.

A 19-year-old Toronto product already in his fourth season with the Guelph Storm, Kosmachuk was selected by the Jets in the third round (70th overall) of the 2012 NHL Draft. He's rifled 14 goals in 14 games this season after posting consecutive 30-goal campaigns as a 17- and 18-year-old.

"Our team overall has had a great start," said Kosmachuk in a telephone interview with the Free Press this week. "We've got high expectations. Everyone on the team is playing well right now and we're all working well together. And, for me, my line (with Zack Mitchell and Hunter Garlent) just has great chemistry right now. Things are just clicking."

Kosmachuk, considered by many to now be the best right-wing prospect in the Jets' system, attended both the team's development camp in the summer, followed by the Young Stars tournament in Penticton, B.C., and main training camp with the big club. He scored a dandy goal in the Kraft Hockeyville exhibition game in Belleville and used the whole experience of being with the Jets as a springboard into his scorching OHL start.

"You come back from a main NHL camp and you're playing at a higher pace than if I was back in Guelph," said Kosmachuk. "It's fast, you have to make quicker decisions and everything is just done at a higher speed. The guys are stronger, more skilled. It was just a different level.

"So all that helps your confidence a lot. Just to get the shot to get out there, the fact that they had the faith in you to play and compete in an exhibition game. Some of the guys I talked to (other NHL prospects) didn't even get to play in one.

"And getting to wear that Jets jersey for the first time in Penticton... a lot of the boys thought that was pretty cool. Then being in the dressing room in Belleville with all the guys that are actually on the Jets team... that was surreal. That's definitely the right word for it, 'surreal.' "

Kosmachuk said the Jets asked him to work on becoming a more effective player all over the ice, not just in the offensive zone, and to continue developing as a player, both mentally and physically.

"This year was our first year to get to know him through development camp and the rookie tournament," said Heisinger. "He did fine at those things, he's off to a good start."

Yeah, you could say that.

"We're having so much fun right now as a team," said Kosmachuk. "Our coach (Scott Walker) always talks about that, the having fun. But he also said it's a lot more fun when you're winning and we're doing that, too."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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NASHVILLE -- There will be no need for tall tales or exaggeration for Anthony Peluso when, years from now, he goes about telling the story of his first career National Hockey League goal.

It was highlight-of-the-night material.
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Taking a feed from Olli Jokinen, the big Jets winger raced around the Nashville Predators net to beat Carter Hutton with a wraparound. It was originally ruled no goal by the officials, but confirmed with video replay.

"The last couple of games I've had a lot of chances to put one in. It was a moral boost for me," said Peluso. "It sucks that we lost in OT, but we'll take as many positives from the game as we can.

"We're a team that is showing some resiliency. We're not going to give up. We had some chances in overtime, but just weren't fortunate enough."

THE ICKY PP: The Jets were 0-for-4 with the man advantage, although there were some stretches where they had good puck control. And while they've now gone 0-for-19 over the course of six games, this is also worth noting: Nashville has now killed 19 straight penalties and has not allowed a power-play marker since Oct. 10 (vs. Toronto) -- also a span of over six games.

"The power play continues to be a sore area," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "You've got to get it done. We had chances, but it's just not enough."

RINNE SHELVED: The Preds announced Thursday morning goaltender Pekka Rinne, one of the NHL's elite, will be out at least four weeks after he has arthroscopic surgery on his hip. Rinne had surgery on the hip in May, but after playing in Minnesota Tuesday he was experiencing soreness in the joint and developed a fever. A series of tests revealed he had a "spontaneous bacterial infection" and Rinne was to have the hip scoped today.

The Preds called up Magnus Hellberg from Milwaukee to replace Rinne on the roster.

"The line is, this always creates an opportunity for somebody else," said Nashville GM David Poile. "How many times have we seen this in sports and in life?"

Hutton now moves into the No. 1 spot.

"(Goaltender coach) Mitch (Korn) has been doing a great job with Carter. He got his first game and his first win in Winnipeg.

"We're bullish on Hellberg and (Marek) Mazanec down in Milwaukee, but the common denominator with all three of these guys is they don't have any experience. As I remember going for a job interview the guy said to me, 'You sound really good. You might have a chance for this job. But we're looking for somebody with more experience.' I said, 'Well, how will I get more experience if you don't even give me a chance?' "

JONES SHOUT OUT TO TROUBA: Seth Jones and the Jets' Jacob Trouba are old pals, so the Predators rookie D-man was disappointed his friend did not make the trip to Nashville this week. Trouba is out indefinitely after crashing into the end boards against St. Louis in a scary scene.

"It's too bad. He's a really good friend of mine," said Jones. "When I saw it the first thing I did was text him, and he sent me a quick response. Hopefully he's back soon."

Asked if he saw Trouba's response to the incident on Twitter -- "Thanks for the support. If you were wondering, the boards are not edible. I'll be back soon" -- Jones chuckled.

"Oh yeah," he said. "He's a funny guy. He always found a way to make me laugh in the locker-room."

Just FYI, Trouba also used his Twitter account to ask fans for Halloween costumes that incorporate neck braces.

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Winnipeg goalie Ondrej Pavelec blocks a shot as Jets D-man Grant Clitsome steers Nashville forward Matt Cullen away from the rebound. 
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Winnipeg goalie Ondrej Pavelec blocks a shot as Jets D-man Grant Clitsome steers Nashville forward Matt Cullen away from the rebound. (MARK HUMPHREY / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS) 
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NASHVILLE -- It's a tired refrain, spit out often by a Winnipeg Jets squad which has mastered the art of finding silver linings in defeat.

And the frustration of it all bubbled to the surface following Thursday night's 3-2 OT loss to the Nashville Predators at Bridgestone Arena.

"We got a point... that's a good thing. But I don't know what to say," said goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "It's over and over. It's tough to say something.

"It's frustrating. We can feel sorry for ourselves. Positives? We lost the game in overtime and I don't take any positives. We need the points. That's all that matters. If we're going to tell ourselves, 'Oh we played good one period we can build on it'... no, we need two points."

The OT loss drops the Jets record to 4-5-2 in the start of an important early-season jaunt through the Central Division that continues Saturday in Dallas.

THE COACH SAYS...

Claude Noel summed up his team's game succinctly after the loss, answering just a couple of questions in 2:57 of a post-game interview. And what he said in just under three minutes also offered a hint at his own frustration with his inconsistent team.

"I thought we started off the first 10 minutes and we were really solid, did a lot of good things... pretty much textbook," said Noel. "From there we weren't able to sustain some of the stuff we were doing... we played inconsistent.

"The big task for our team is to be consistent through 60 minutes. We continue to play in spurts. You see some really good things and you see some other things -- the first five minutes of the third period, we were nowhere. We couldn't get out clean, we couldn't get things going. It's like, 'Are you serious right now?' That makes it difficult. It really comes from puck management, support, different little details in our game.

"We did some good things in the game. We played a good road game. We battled physically, we got people to the net, we got traffic at the net.

"And then the last 10 minutes of the first period we wanted to play cute. We were making plays in front of the defence, we were getting stalled, we weren't getting it deep, we weren't getting pucks to the net again. It's like, 'What is this, Jekyll and Hyde?' "

POINT GAINED OR POINT LOST?

The Jets rallied from a 2-1 deficit to tie the contest with 3:01 left when Blake Wheeler buried a Zach Bogosian rebound behind Carter Hutton for his second goal in as many games and third of the season.

But then in OT an Evander Kane clearing pass from his defensive zone bounced away from Dustin Byfuglien to Predators forward David Legwand, who then fed Craig Smith for winner with just 17 seconds left.

So... point gained, given the late Wheeler goal, or point lost?

"I would think point lost," said Noel. "We know they play this type of game. That's all fine. But for me it's a point lost. We expect to take steps. We didn't take a step backwards, OK. But we need to take another step. And when it is it going to come? We can't wait here forever. We're on to 11 games and there need to be some steps forward."

"It's a game we'd like to win," said Wheeler. "We had momentum going into overtime, but a bad bounce there and it ends up being the game winner. I think there's a lot more than that... there's some bouncing pucks...

"These division games you'd like to get two, but it didn't work out that way tonight."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait

So much sports on TV last night: Jets; Bombers; and Cardinals vs Red Sox. What did you watch? Did you have to fight for the remote? Join the conversation in the comments below.
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Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (top) blocks a shot as Grant Clitsome keeps Nashville Predators forward Matt Cullen away from the rebound in the first period. 
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Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (top) blocks a shot as Grant Clitsome keeps Nashville Predators forward Matt Cullen away from the rebound in the first period. (MARK HUMPHREY / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS) 
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NASHVILLE — It’s a tired refrain, spit out often by a Winnipeg Jets squad which has mastered the art of finding silver linings in defeat.

And the frustration of it all bubbled to the surface following Thursday night’s 3-2 OT loss to the Nashville Predators at Bridgestone Arena.

"We got a point... that’s a good thing. But I don’t know what to say," said goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "It’s over and over. It’s tough to say something.

"It’s frustrating. We can feel sorry for ourselves. Positives? We lost the game in overtime and I don’t take any positives. We need the points. That’s all that matters. If we’re going to tell ourselves, ‘Oh we played good one period we can build on it’... no, we need two points."

The OT loss drops the Jets record to 4-5-2 in the start of an important early-season jaunt through the Central Division that continues Saturday in Dallas.

THE COACH SAYS...

Claude Noel summed up his team’s game succinctly after the loss, answering just a couple of questions in 2:57 of a post-game interview. And what he said in just under three minutes also offered a hint at his own frustration with his inconsistent team.

"I thought we started off the first 10 minutes and we were really solid, did a lot of good things... pretty much textbook," said Noel. "From there we weren’t able to sustain some of the stuff we were doing... we played inconsistent.

"The big task for our team is to be consistent through 60 minutes. We continue to play in spurts. You see some really good things and you see some other things — the first five minutes of the third period, we were nowhere. We couldn’t get out clean, we couldn’t get things going. It’s like, ‘Are you serious right now?’ That makes it difficult. It really comes from puck management, support, different little details in our game.

"We did some good things in the game. We played a good road game. We battled physically, we got people to the net, we got traffic at the net.

"And then the last 10 minutes of the first period we wanted to play cute. We were making plays in front of the defence, we were getting stalled, we weren’t getting it deep, we weren’t getting pucks to the net again. It’s like, ‘What is this, Jekyll and Hyde?’ "

POINT GAINED OR POINT LOST?

The Jets rallied from a 2-1 deficit to tie the contest with 3:01 left when Blake Wheeler buried a Zach Bogosian rebound behind Carter Hutton for his second goal in as many games and third of the season.

But then in OT an Evander Kane clearing pass from his defensive zone bounced away from Dustin Byfuglien to Predators forward David Legwand, who then fed Craig Smith for winner with just 17 seconds left.

So... point gained, given the late Wheeler goal, or point lost?

"I would think point lost," said Noel. "We know they play this type of game. That’s all fine. But for me it’s a point lost. We expect to take steps. We didn’t take a step backwards, OK. But we need to take another step. And when it is it going to come? We can’t wait here forever. We’re on to 11 games and there need to be some steps forward."

"It’s a game we’d like to win," said Wheeler. "We had momentum going into overtime, but a bad bounce there and it ends up being the game winner. I think there’s a lot more than that... there’s some bouncing pucks...

"These division games you’d like to get two, but it didn’t work out that way tonight."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Fans react while watching Colorado Avalanche's P.A. Parenteau (15) high-stick St. Louis Blues' David Backes (42). 
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Fans react while watching Colorado Avalanche's P.A. Parenteau (15) high-stick St. Louis Blues' David Backes (42). 

NASHVILLE -- It must all still seem so new for the Winnipeg Jets. They've picked up and moved into their new home in the NHL's Central Division and have already been introduced to some of their new neighbours.

But there are boxes to still unpack and some real settling in to do yet. And this week's jaunt through the Central -- with stops in Nashville, Dallas, Denver and St. Louis -- is as good a way as any to get acquainted to their new locale.
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Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy, left, and Joe Sakic (THE ASSOCIATED PRESS) 

"That's a process as well," said Jets coach Claude Noel Wednesday. "But we watch enough tape that we understand how they play and we see how they play. The difference is the players themselves don't know their opponents, they don't know them on the faceoff dot. They don't know their habits. So it's our job to educate them, whether it's through tape or talking."

OK, so the 2013-14 campaign is already some 10 games old. But call this our Central Division meet and greet.

Yes, it's time to kick those boots off, step inside and find out a little about who is on the other side of the fence because -- as most are already aware -- these folks are nothing like the old crew in the Southeast Division.

Here's a quick primer on the four clubs Winnipeg is facing in the next six days:

NASHVILLE PREDATORS

QUICK HISTORY: Awarded a franchise in June of 1997, two years after the New Jersey Devils were rumoured to be relocating there and after the city failed in an attempt to bring the NBA's Sacramento Kings to Tennessee.

HOME: Bridgestone Arena (17,113)

OWNER: Predators Holdings LLC (ownership group includes 10 investors)

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME VS. PREDS: 6-8-3

THIS SEASON VS. PREDS: 0-1-0

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME IN NASHVILLE: 2-6-0

FOUR FAST FACTS ABOUT THE PREDS

1. The Preds hockey management team has some deep Manitoba/Jets 1.0 connections: their head coach is Barry Trotz, the proud product of Dauphin, who coached both the U of M Bisons and MJHL's Dauphin Kings; their assistant GM is former Jet Paul Fenton and Phil Housely, an assistant coach, is also a former Jet. Stu Grimson, another Bison hockey product, is the Preds' radio colour analyst.

2. Trotz is the longest-tenured coach in the NHL and the only coach in Preds history.

3. David Legwand, the Preds' first-ever draft choice (second overall in 1998) is still with the team and the franchise's all-time leader in points, goals, assists, games and game-winning goals.

4. The Predators media guide lists Mike Fisher's wife as 'Carrie.' That would be Carrie Underwood, the country music star and former American Idol winner.

DALLAS STARS

QUICK HISTORY: Originally the Minnesota North Stars, the franchise joined the NHL as part of its first expansion in 1967. New owner Norman Green relocated the team to Dallas in 1993-94 due to attendance problems.

HOME: American Airlines Center (18,532)

OWNER: Tom Gaglardi, a Canadian.

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME VS. STARS: 3-11-1

THIS SEASON VS. STARS: 0-1-0

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME IN DALLAS: 1-6-0

FOUR FAST FACTS ABOUT THE STARS

1. The Stars have won two conference championships and one Stanley Cup, in 1998-99. Dallas beat Buffalo in six games for the title with the title-deciding goal a controversial one by Brett Hull (he was in the crease) in triple OT. Coincidentally, the Stars' new head coach -- Lindy Ruff -- was the Sabres boss in '98-99.

2. The Stars finished 2013 with a 22-22-4 record, their 16th consecutive season with a .500 record or better. There are currently four teams in pro sports (NHL, NBA, MLB and NFL) with an active streak of 15 or more consecutive seasons with a record of .500 or better. Only the Detroit Red Wings (21) and New York Yankees (16) have posted more active consecutive winning seasons than the Dallas Stars while the San Antonio Spurs are also working on a streak that has reached 16.

3. Kari Lehtonen, the Stars' No. 1 netminder, was Atlanta's first-round draft pick (second overall) in 2002. He is still the Thrashers/Jets all-time leader in wins by a goaltender with 94, although Ondrej Pavelec's next victory will move him atop the list with 95. On Feb. 9, 2010 he was traded to Dallas for Ivan Vishnevskiy and the Stars' 2010 fourth-round pick (Ivan Telegin).

4. Jim Nill, named Stars GM in April, played for the Jets 1.0. He was acquired from the Boston Bruins in 1985 for Morris Lukowich and played parts of four seasons with Winnipeg from 1984-85 to 1987-88.

COLORADO AVALANCHE

QUICK HISTORY: Originally the Quebec Nordiques, who joined the World Hockey Association -- along with the Jets -- in 1972. Relocated to Denver after the 1994-95 season when the team was sold to the COMSAT Entertainment Group.

HOME: Pepsi Center (18,007)

OWNER: E. Stanley Kroenke (also owns the St. Louis Rams, Denver Nuggets, Pepsi Center, Colorado Rapids of the MLS, Colorado Mammoth of the NLL, a majority shareholder of Arsenal).

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TME VS. AVS: 9-5-3

THIS SEASON VS. AVS: 0-0-0

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME IN DENVER: 6-2-1

FOUR FAST FACTS ABOUT THE AVS:

1. The franchise has a rich championship history, winning two Stanley Cups in 1995-96 and 2000-01 and the Avco Cup in 1976-77 (knocking off the Jets in seven games). The '95-96 title was the first major championship brought by a team to Denver.

2. Joe Sakic, named the executive VP of hockey operations in May of this year, is the franchise's all-time leader in games, goals, assists and points. He named Patrick Roy the team's new head coach 13 days after his own appointment. Roy is the franchise's all-time leader in goaltender wins, shutouts and goals-against average.

3. During a stretch from Nov. 9, 1995 to Oct. 16, 2006 the Avs sold out all their home games, an NHL record of 487. Last season they had just three with five in the three years prior to that.

4. The Avs will honour longtime defenceman Adam Foote, now one of their assistant coaches, by retiring his jersey No. 52 next week.

ST. LOUIS BLUES

QUICK HISTORY: One of the NHL's first expansion franchises when the Original Six added six more teams in 1967 (also including the Minnesota North Stars, Philadelphia Flyers, Los Angeles Kings, Pittsburgh Penguins and California Seals).

HOME: Scottrade Center (19,150)

OWNER: TowerBrook Capital Partners (chairman is Tom Stillman)

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME VS. BLUES: 6-7-3

THIS SEASON VS. BLUES: 1-0-0

JETS/THRASHERS ALL-TIME IN ST. LOUIS: 2-3-1

FOUR FAST FACTS ABOUT THE BLUES:

1. The Blues made it to the Stanley Cup final in each of their first three seasons as the winners of the West Division, featuring the expansion teams, faced the winners of the East Division, featuring the Original Six. The Blues, led by Scotty Bowman, would be swept in each final -- in 1968 and 1969 by Montreal and in 1970 by Boston.

2. Two current Blues players -- Alex Steen and Ryan Reaves -- are the offspring of two Winnipeg sporting heroes. Steen's father is former Jet Thomas Steen; Reaves' dad is ex-Blue Bomber running back Willard Reaves.

3. The Blues have retired six jersey numbers: Brett Hull (16), Al MacInnis (2), Bernie Federko (24), Brian Sutter (11), Barclay Plager (8) and Bob Gassoff (3).

4. Why the Blues? Back in 1967 team owner Sid Salomon Jr. said the team had to be named the 'Blues' after the famous W.C. Handy song Saint Louis Blues. FYI: At all Blues home games and at the end of the U.S. national anthem, fans drown out 'home of the brave' with 'home of the Blues.'

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Weary of critics, Jets head out on road

Wheeler: 'We got sick and tired of hearing about what's wrong'
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IN the minutes after Tuesday's shootout loss, Blake Wheeler described his team's exhaustion with the plot, with the pointed questions about losses and losing.

The Winnipeg Jets winger had a good game against the Washington Capitals. He was in the perfect spot to tip in a goal, he was moving through defences more like the Wheeler of old. The whole team played so much better than they did in that 3-1 doozy against the Nashville Predators two nights before.
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So Wheeler thought maybe there'd be "more pleasantries" now, after a chin-up showing against Ovechkin and company, than if the status quo of the 2-3-1 homestand had reigned.

"We got sick and tired of hearing about what's wrong with us," Wheeler said after Tuesday's game. "Sick and tired of the media, sick and tired of everything. You can only take so much before finally you give up or you go out and do what we did tonight."

The next morning, after wrapping a brisk practice at the MTS Iceplex and before hopping a plane to Nashville to start a four-game road trip, Wheeler built on that thought.

Some of the criticisms were justified, he said, and he knows it comes with the job. Still, the Jets are human and not hockey robots, and riding the roller-coaster of public attention is never easy. Sometimes, a timeout is needed.

So, after ending the homestand on Tuesday's cautiously optimistic note, what better time to get out of town, clear the air, take a break from the whispers and the questions and the spotlight's glare? All the Jets except Jacob Trouba will be there.

"Sometimes it helps," Wheeler said. "Sometimes it's nice to get out of town, and play on the road a little bit, and try to establish some of those bonds that you don't get when you don't see each other quite as much at home."

Besides, there is an opportunity on the road for the Jets to pull the story back into their zone.

"We owe Nashville a game," coach Claude Noel said Wednesday -- and man, wouldn't it be delicious to pay the Predators back so quickly?

"They came into our building, and kind of drove us around," Wheeler said. "It's nice to get a crack at 'em when things didn't go so well the first time."

The next part of that conversation, of course, is ensuring they do come out with a win. The Jets seemed to respond well to Noel's line shuffling on Tuesday, turning up some fresh offensive chemistry, but the coach knows he can't pull the tactics every time.

"That gets old, and they start turning you off," he said. "You have to find a balance there... It's a process, you have to work the process. It doesn't happen overnight, and there isn't a manual for this stuff."

Meanwhile, if we're keeping tabs on who stands where in the Great Pavelec Debate -- it's inevitable that it should happen, when a starting goalie is riding a .901 save percentage to start the season, and has been under .900 three times in the last five games -- count Noel firmly in his netminder's camp.

"I think our goaltending's been superb, to be honest with you," said the coach after Wednesday's skate.

"I don't think the numbers are fair, with Pavelec, because whether you look at numbers, or how you want to decipher it, he's made some spectacular saves at some key times, and really kept us in some games that he's had to stop some point-blank shots... For me, he's been there for us. He certainly hasn't been the problem. He's been spectacular for us."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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Jets get ready to face new rivals on the road
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Winnipeg Jets' Mark Stuart (5) during practice at the MTS IcePlex Wednesday morning.  
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Winnipeg Jets' Mark Stuart (5) during practice at the MTS IcePlex Wednesday morning. Photo Store 

Whatever the headlines read in the wake of Tuesday night’s shoot-out loss to the Washington Capitals – a heartbreaker, by all accounts, and perhaps a worse fate than the jumped-up Jets deserved – the team will be free of them for a week now, at least.

The Jets hit the ice at MTS Iceplex on Wednesday for a brisk morning practice, then quickly packed their bags and headed to the airport. They were slated to fly to Nashville on Wednesday afternoon for the first of a four-game road trip, which kicks off against the Predators on Thursday night. The timing on that game is perfect, a chance for payback after the Preds caught the Jets flat-footed in their own home barn on Sunday.
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"We owe Nashville a game," Jets head coach Claude Noel said. "We have to put our best foot forward, and play the way we’re capable to play. And we’ll deal with the other opponents when we get there."

There’s a lot to be said in favour of the roadie, which will see them visit their little-known new neighbours in the Central Division, starting with Nashville and then continuing through Dallas, Colorado and St. Louis before coming back home to welcome Jonathan Toews and his Chicago Blackhawks on Nov. 2.

It’s a chance to escape the media glare a little, which has been harsh in the rocky opening of this season, and a chance to find a little cohesion. It’s also chance to hone their strategies against those division neighbours. "That’s a process as well," Noel said. "The players themselves don’t know the opponents, they don’t know them on the face-off dot, they don’t know their habits… so it’s our job to educate them through tape, talking. It’s good, the more games you end up playing them."

Plus, there’s something to be said for the relative serenity that the road life brings. There are fewer questions, fewer headlines, fewer whispers in the grocery store, and those that exist are far away. "When things are kind of going that way, there’s a lot of talk going around town," said winger Blake Wheeler, who looked to find his stride in Tuesday night’s game.

No doubt, he agreed, those criticisms were justified when the Jets looked to be slumping through some games, but that doesn’t make it easy to face. On the road, though? Just hockey, teammates, and the life of the road. "Sometimes it’s nice to get out of town, and establish those bonds you don’t get when you don’t see each other quite as much at home," he said.

Jets blueliner Toby Enstrom and centre Jim Slater weren’t on the ice for Wednesday’s practice, just taking a maintenance day. It’s likely that all the Jets except for defender Jacob Trouba, still out with a neck sprain after a scary crash into the boards last Friday, will make the road trip, Noel said.

Jets studied for wrong exam

On the upside, they were quick on their feet, but still got Capped

By: Tim Campbell 
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Winnipeg's Adam Pardy (2) tangles with Washington's Steve Oleksy (61) in the first period Tuesday evening. 
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Winnipeg's Adam Pardy (2) tangles with Washington's Steve Oleksy (61) in the first period Tuesday evening. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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This was kind of like studying for your geography exam and arriving to find today's subject is actually math.

The Winnipeg Jets, trying to find their legs in their new home in the Central Division of the Western Conference, have had all kinds of issues trying to develop a sounder game.

The angst has been high, the criticism sharp.

So they studied hard for a few days and then along came the Washington Capitals from their old Eastern Conference neighbourhood, bringing with them the good ol' pond-hockey game.

On this test, the Jets were quick enough on their feet and scored a solid B in a 5-4 shootout loss, the point and the performance a big improvement on some of their efforts in the 2-3-1 homestand.

"I'm not a fan of usually saying that, but I think in this case, we can (like the way we played), especially coming off the game (against) Nashville," said Jets left-winger Evander Kane. "It's nice to get opportunities and create. I think we just have to tighten up defensively and get some breaks and we'll win some hockey games.

"They're a dangerous team. They can create offence."

The white-knuckle, end-to-end night finished with the Caps scoring four straight shootout goals in six rounds of penalty shots, the killer by Martin Erat, offsetting three straight by the Jets and their final-attempt miss by Kane.

"I thought we skated and tried to be physical," Jets captain Andrew Ladd said. "To me, that means we're engaged in the game and ready to go."

Winnipeg rallied three times from behind, refusing to let the whiz kids just run away. Bryan Little's second score of the game eventually tied it in the third period.

"I think this was a step in the right direction," Jets defenceman Grant Clitsome said. "We always come with the goal of getting two points, but we battled hard tonight, played physical and battled back in the game. That shows a lot from our team."

"We got some better play," Jets coach Claude Noel said.

And now the Jets should be prepared for that geography exam.

SO, TO THE ROAD: After the season's longest homestand, Winnipeg swings out for four games through the Central, starting Thursday in Nashville and moving on to Dallas, Colorado and St. Louis.

The Jets are 1-1 this season away from home, having played the most home games in the NHL so far.

NOT THE WEST: This was not the way the Jets have found their new home in the Western Conference and Central Division.

The Caps and their high skill and fly-the-zone style made for more run-and-gun hockey than the normal Central clampdown.

Did it help?

"I don't thing we look at Eastern Conference and Western types of games," said Noel. "We look at the opponent and say, 'How are we going to beat this team?'

"It turned out to be a little bit of a trading-chances thing. but they're a dangerous opponent. I thought we did the necessary things. You have an opponent and you play the way you need to play to win."

WHEELER STRIKE: BLAKE , Blake Wheeler, who has clearly been in a funk, scored his second goal of the season.

He looked wound up about his goal, a late-second-period deflection into just the right hole through Caps goalie Braden Holtby, tying the game 3-3.

"Shootout losses are tough, but I think the positives greatly outweighed the negatives tonight," Wheeler said. "We were kind of looking a little bit lost there for a while, but we had a lot of jam tonight.

"We played a good game. A couple of mistakes ended up in our net, but the body of work was more of what we were looking for.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

-- with files from Gary Lawless

Scheifele's star shining

He's performing at both ends, looks like a lock for No. 1 centre

By: Gary Lawless 
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The Capitals' Eric Fehr (16) two-hands Scheifele (55) in front of the Capitals bench during first-period action Tuesday. 
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The Capitals' Eric Fehr (16) two-hands Scheifele (55) in front of the Capitals bench during first-period action Tuesday. (TREVOR HAGAN / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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Most 20-year-old men can put on a few pounds and get a little stronger, but it is the rare ones who can have the puck follow them around in an NHL game like it did Mark Scheifele Tuesday night.

Scheifele has some physical maturing to do, but rest assured, when his body catches up to his mind, he's going to be a very effective NHLer.

Still very much a boy in a man's game, Scheifele has moments where he looks out of place, but more and more he's hunting the puck and finding it. It's a confidence thing, and when he begins to red-line on self-assurance, Scheifele will be an impact player. He might be closer to this than some of us think.

Scheifele has looked a tad vanilla at times, but he hasn't been a bad player or a drag on his team. Perhaps it's been a case of him wanting to walk before he tried to run, taking care of the defensive end of his game and earning the trust of his coaches.

Tuesday night, however, he looked confident and had impact playing on a line with Evander Kane and Blake Wheeler. Scheifele wanted the puck and wanted to make plays. He's developed the knowledge that he can take care of business in his own end, and it has freed him to become an aggressive offensive player.

The Jets didn't draft him to be a checker, but it's clear they've instilled in him the importance of being a two-way player. It's the old way in the NHL -- learn to play defence first, then let the scoring take care of itself. Lots of teams and players do it the other way these days, but Scheifele has been a bit of a throwback in his development.

The flash seen from him Tuesday night is a window to the future. He can and almost certainly will be this team's No. 1 centre.

There have been times when he has not looked physically ready for the NHL, but the Jets' lack of organizational depth at centre ice has afforded him the opportunity to learn on the job in Winnipeg rather than St. John's.

Some players crumple under such pressure, but Scheifele has begun to rise to the level of his competition. There might be a few more dips this season, but if he can string some games together like Tuesday's, the experiment will be successful.

He has one goal and two assists in his first 10 games, which won't be confused with setting the league on fire, but he was also even on the plus-minus scale while playing second-line minutes.

Timid would be too strong a way to describe some of his games, but he did have some seen-and-not-heard nights.

Tuesday, he ran the action in both ends of the rink. Dropping down low to take the first pass and then distributing to Wheeler and Kane, Scheifele ran his line and played like he belonged.

Coach Claude Noel played him just under 22 minutes in regulation, by far the most action he's seen all season.

The leap from junior to pro is massive and each player's game catches on at a different pace. For Scheifele to be effective, he needs to carry the puck and direct traffic with his passes. He's not a banger who can hide his shortcomings along the wall.

He must be in the middle and exposed at both ends of the ice. He's been smart to make sure he can take care of his defensive chores first. Any reluctance Noel has had to use him seems to be fading.

Scheifele has earned his ice and the more he gets, the better he'll show.

It's evident he's going to be an effective and impactful NHL player. He was on Tuesday. Maybe the future is now.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

New combo sparks Jets' offence

Scheifele, Kane find chemistry with Wheeler
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Winnipeg fans and Jets Mark Scheifele, Blake Wheeler and Evander Kane celebrate Wheelers' second-period goal Tuesday night. 
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Winnipeg fans and Jets Mark Scheifele, Blake Wheeler and Evander Kane celebrate Wheelers' second-period goal Tuesday night. Photo Store 

There were a lot of good signs on Tuesday night, Jets coach Claude Noel thought, a lot of encouraging things in the wake of a spirited shootout loss.

For instance, there were the lines, rejigged a little this time, as Noel looked to shake things up after Sunday's mucky play. The change seemed to spark some offence from some frustrated players.
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"I think, from that standpoint, it was good," Noel said. "Guys got on the board, made some good plays. I think it's good for our guys, because we're analyzed on when things don't go well... for me, you gotta give 'em some credit."

That shuffle was how Evander Kane and Mark Scheifele found themselves, looking right to Blake Wheeler, split on Tuesday night from his longtime centre, Bryan Little. That was the line that started the night and, although they'd only had one practice with that combination, it seemed to work.

"It felt good," Scheifele said about having Wheeler on the side where Devin Setoguchi used to be. "He's obviously an unbelievable player. He's fast, he's around the puck. It was definitely really good to play with him... I thought we generated a lot of offence."

There are numbers to gauge the success of that line, and then there is the eye test. That latter bit goes like this: Blake Wheeler, who somehow rendered his 6-5 frame invisible for much of this early going, finally looked himself on Tuesday. He was skating, again. He prowled the offensive zone, made seven shot attempts and found some clever little plays with Scheifele.

"I think we were moving," Wheeler said. "What started it off was, we were gaining possession in the offensive zone, and we were moving, and moving the puck and distributing it. From there, I think we were able to slash, and penetrate a little bit."

So when Wheeler tied the game in the second period with a purposeful tip on a Kane shot from south of the faceoff circle, his second of the year seemed not only deserved but long overdue. He'd been waiting for it for so long.

"First shift, Kaner hit me backdoor," Wheeler recalled.

"We didn't quite connect, but you do little things like that and it kind of gets the blood pumping a little bit more, and you get a little bit more excited and more scoring chances are quick to follow."

When the scoring chances followed, the ice time followed, too. Noel rewarded the Kane-Scheifele-Wheeler line with big-time minutes. The three led all Jets forwards in ice time, with Kane taking a monster 28:41 and Wheeler wrapping up at 21:25. Scheifele, meanwhile, clocked in at 22:40 for the whole shebang, and soared past his season high before regulation was over.

They better get used to it. After an encouraging performance from the team, the Jets line chef isn't tempted to go mixing again.

"I think they looked like they got a little bit of chemistry, for not having played together for some time," Noel said. "I didn't mind a lot of the lines... I didn't have any real problems with trying to juggle lines, it wasn't something I was thinking about."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca

HELPING HAND

Whichever Jet has been giving Mark Scheifele faceoff tips should keep it up: In addition to a sharp night on the ice, the rookie forward had his best night at the dot, finishing with 57 per cent. That's one of his top three performances this season, just short of his best of 60 per cent, set against Minnesota back on Oct. 10. Most other games, he's hovered around the 40 per cent mark or below.

STANDING TALL

Sure, he gave up four goals, but salute a brave solider in Caps netminder Braden Holtby. Yes, it's impressive he turned away 47 shots, some of them awfully dangerous, and faced a bundle of odd-man Jets rushes. What really impressed us, though, is he did those things while not actually throttling the Caps forwards, who took a decidedly casual approach to their defensive games.

UP NEXT

The Jets pack their bags for Nashville where they kick off a four-game roadie against the Predators on Thursday. Puck will drop at 7 p.m.

Thorburn says he's 'close' to return

Veteran winger wants to ease tension, help Jets raise play

By: Tim Campbell 
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There will be no red cape waiting for him when he's finally ready to play again but at least industrious right-winger Chris Thorburn is approaching a green light.

Thorburn hasn't played for the Winnipeg Jets since the second game of the season and has been battling an undisclosed upper-body injury in the early weeks of the season.
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Tuesday marked another step towards the lineup when he skated with teammates at the optional morning practice at the MTS Centre.

"I had been skating before they went on a bunch of days up until now," Thorburn said Tuesday. "I took a couple of days off since the last time I skated until today and gave my injury a rest and today I was able to do a few more things that would allow me to skate with the group so we made the decision to bring my individual skate to the pre-game.

"I'm close. I feel good. There was a little bit of time where I felt discouraged but after today I feel really good about it."

For some of the issues that ail the struggling team, Thorburn can at least provide some hard work and some hard hitting on any given night.

The 30-year-old is usually relegated to fourth-line duty but he is also among the veterans who have some leadership smarts on this team. He knows it's a fine line in that area when you're not in the lineup.

"It's different when you're in the battles or just watching the battles, to comment if you're not in them," Thorburn said. "You have to be careful there. But I like to think of myself who can bring a little bit of light to the situation. If guys are down, try to get them back up and make them feel positive. I hope the guys know that. I'm sure they do.

"I just want to come in here, bring some light, ease them up because there's a lot of tension running around here and you don't want that to get out of hand. I just hope I can bring a little bit of good."

Thorburn said he's like all players -- they hate watching.

"But sometimes you don't have a choice," he said. "So you be positive about it. You learn a lot, too. It is an easy game up there. So you have to be careful but you can learn about the system. For me, whether team's doing good or doing bad, you want to be a part of it. That's something I take a lot of pride in.

"You know me, I want to be around the guys, take part in the good or bad and right now I just wish I could do a little more.

"Until then, I know this team in here is strong-willed and I'm sure they're going to turn it around."

-- -- --

Also on the injury front, centre Jim Slater was not on the ice again Tuesday. He's listed by the team as day-to-day, maybe ready in just under a week's time.

Defenceman Mark Stuart did take part in Tuesday's optional but was not ready to play on Tuesday night.

He's now missed two games since crashing into the net in last Friday's win over the St. Louis Blues.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Washington Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby makes a save on a close-in scoring attempt by Winnipeg Jets forward Michael Frolik during first-period NHL action at the MTS Centre in Winnipeg Tuesday. 
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Washington Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby makes a save on a close-in scoring attempt by Winnipeg Jets forward Michael Frolik during first-period NHL action at the MTS Centre in Winnipeg Tuesday. Photo Store 

This was kind of like studying for your geography exam and arriving to find today’s subject is actually math.

The Winnipeg Jets, trying to find their legs in their new home in the Central Division of the Western Conference, have had all kinds of issues trying to develop a sounder game.
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The angst has been high, the criticism sharp.

So they studied hard for a few days and then along came the Washington Capitals from their old Eastern Conference neighbourhood, bringing with them the good ol’ pond-hockey game.

On this test, the Jets were quick enough on their feet and scored a solid B in a 5-4 shootout loss, the point and the performance a big improvement on some of their efforts in the 2-3-1 homestand.

"I’m not a fan of usually saying that, but I think in this case, we can (like the way we played), especially coming off the game (against) Nashville," said Jets left-winger Evander Kane. "It’s nice to get opportunities and create. I think we just have to tighten up defensively and get some breaks and we’ll win some hockey games.

"They’re a dangerous team. They can create offence."

The white-knuckle, end-to-end night finished with the Caps scoring four straight shootout goals in six rounds of penalty shots, the killer by Martin Erat, offsetting three straight by the Jets and their final-attempt miss by Kane.

"I thought we skated and tried to be physical," Jets captain Andrew Ladd said. "To me, that means we’re engaged in the game and ready to go."

Winnipeg rallied three times from behind, refusing to let the whiz kids just run away. Bryan Little’s second score of the game eventually tied it in the third period.

"I think this was a step in the right direction," Jets defenceman Grant Clitsome said. "We always come with the goal of getting two points, but we battled hard tonight, played physical and battled back in the game. That shows a lot from our team."

"We got some better play," Jets coach Claude Noel said.

And now the Jets should be prepared for that geography exam.

So, to the road: After the season’s longest homestand, Winnipeg swings out for four games through the Central, starting Thursday in Nashville and moving on to Dallas, Colorado and St. Louis.

The Jets are 1-1 this season away from home, having played the most home games in the NHL so far.

Not the West: This was not the way the Jets have found their new home in the Western Conference and Central Division.

The Caps and their high skill and fly-the-zone style made for more run-and-gun hockey than the normal Central clampdown.

Did it help?

"I don’t thing we look at Eastern Conference and Western types of games," said Noel. "We look at the opponent and say, ‘How are we going to beat this team?’

"It turned out to be a little bit of a trading-chances thing. but they’re a dangerous opponent. I thought we did the necessary things. You have an opponent and you play the way you need to play to win."

Wheeler strikes: Blake Wheeler, who has clearly been in a funk, scored his second goal of the season.

He looked wound up about his goal, a late-second-period deflection into just the right hole through Caps goalie Braden Holtby, tying the game 3-3.

"Shootout losses are tough, but I think the positives greatly outweighed the negatives tonight," Wheeler said. "We were kind of looking a little bit lost there for a while, but we had a lot of jam tonight.

"We played a good game. A couple of mistakes ended up in our net, but the body of work was more of what we were looking for."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

— with files from Gary Lawless

Jets coach practises patience

Making rash decisions is not the sign of success

By: Gary Lawless 
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And here in Winnipeg the debate rages: Is it the system, the players, the coach or maybe even all three that is holding the mighty Jets to the ground.

It seems the chance to simply have the argument is not enough. Winnipeg hockey fans want the answer, correct that, they want the right answer. Some want an answer now. Even if it remains unclear what are the pertinent questions.

QUICK HITTERS

◾And justice for some: There’s an interesting theory about why NHL vice-president of player safety Brendan Shanahan won’t hit offenders with even longer suspensions and it’s tied to the appeal process. The theory goes like this: Shanahan doesn’t want his suspensions constantly being pushed upstairs for appeal. It ties up commissioner Gary Bettman and drags out the process. So he looks for the sweet spot where the player gets punished but doesn’t consider it worth an appeal. The system needs to be overhauled again. Shanahan can’t be watering down league justice to keep the system moving. What’s next? Plea bargains?

◾Jay’s justice: This comes from longtime NHL defenceman Jay McKee’s Twitter account. “Has the NHL ever considered letting actual players decide the length of a players suspension? Veterans with 500+ games could vote on length.”

◾Here comes Kitty: The Anaheim Ducks could set a franchise record with an eighth straight win on tonight but standing in the way are old coach Randy Carlyle and former teammate Joffrey Lupul. Carlyle, now coaching the Leafs, will be facing his old team for the first time since being fired during the 2011 season.

◾Case for Kane: Evander Kane is off to a strong start to his season and with five goals in nine games he’s likely going to be getting some attention from Team Canada’s scouting department. Kane wasn’t invited to Canada’s orientation camp this summer but he can still play his way on. His mix of speed, finish and power — Kane ranks third in the league with 35 hits this season — is unique. One area Kane must clean up is his penchant for minor penalties, as he also ranks second in the league in that category with seven. Team Canada GM Steve Yzerman won’t want a player who takes cheap interference calls on his team in a tournament where an ill-timed power play against could cost a country a medal.

◾Cash for Alfie: The Detroit Red Wings signed Daniel Alfredsson to a base contract of $3.5 million with a bonus of $2 million after 10 games, which he reached on Monday night.

◾Monahan the man: Flames rookie Sean Monahan has five goals and three assists for the Calgary Flames through seven games, sitting second in team scoring, behind Jiri Hudler. The NHL’s CBA allows junior aged players to play nine games before a contract kicks in and the first year of the race to free agency begins. The Flames could still return Monahan to junior at a later date but would get to no relief in terms of the contract. Calgary is in the midst of a rebuild and this decision will be interesting to watch unfold.

◾Goalie watch: While lots of positions are nailed down for Team Canada, the one area the remains wide open for our Olympic team is the crease. The best Canadian-born goalie in the NHL this season has been Pittsburgh’s Marc-Andre Fleury, with a 7-0 record, .930 save percentage and a 1.84 goalsagainst average. Fleury, however, has had back-to-back post-season meltdowns, which could colour the selection committee’s view of him. Montreal’s Carey Price and Chicago’s Corey Crawford are also off to strong starts and Cam Ward has shown some flashes down in Carolina. Still a wide open race. Timeless Teemu:

◾Ducks forward Teemu Selanne has scored in three straight games and now has 678 for his career. The 43-yearold Finn is the first NHL player aged 43 or higher to score goals in the three straight games since Gordie Howe turned the trick at age 51 in his final NHL season.

5 STORYLINES TO WATCH:

1.WILL the Leafs wilt: The Leafs own a 6-3 mark and sit seventh in the NHL, but more noise is being made about how this team plays than its record. The Leafs are regularly outshot and have poor puck-possession statistics. Can they keep winning or will the numbers catch up with them? The battle between old schoolers and the advance-statistics gurus wages.

2.PATRICK’S PARTY: Rookie coach Patrick Roy has his Avalanche off to a screaming start and it’s all about intensity. Seven wins against just one loss and a perfect 4-0 road record. If they were handing out the Jack Adams Award today it would go to St. Patrick.

3.SUPER SID: Sidney Crosby is the NHL’s best player and is having the best start to a season of his career with seven goals and 10 assists through eight games. Injury has regularly disrupted Crosby’s career but when he’s healthy he’s in a class by himself.

4.PACIFIC PARITY: The fourth-place team in the Pacific has enough points to sit either first or second in any other division. The San Jose Sharks, Anaheim Ducks, Phoenix Coyotes and Los Angeles Kings are all off to strong starts and have to be considered contenders. This is the strongest division in hockey and when you factor in the fifth-place Vancouver Canucks the Pacific could take up five of the Western Conference’s eight playoffs spots this spring.

5.SWIMMING WITH SHARKS: San Jose GM Doug Wilson has done a brilliant job of rebuilding his roster on the run. Wilson didn’t rebuild as much as he reloaded by keeping a number of his aging stars while adding an influx of talented youth. The Sharks are the best team in hockey today with a 7-0-1 record for 15 points. With San Jose, however, the regular season hasn’t been the problem. It’s the playoffs where they’ve stumbled, bringing forth the question that always seems to be asked about this team: Is this the year?
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Not long ago this city dreamed of having an NHL team to call its own. But like anything in life, once you get a taste of something good, there is an insatiable demand for more.

Playing to play, as Claude Noel disdainfully puts it, is no longer good enough. Winnipeggers want their team to play to win.

The call-in shows are filled with fury and self-annointed expertise. The exit aisles have been clogged long before the final buzzer on more nights than the marketing department cares to see.

This summer, the first of True North's three-year ticket contracts will come up for renewal and we'll get a second look at how this market feels about NHL hockey at NHL prices.

My guess is the pull will still be strong and the few that elect not to renew will have their seats gobbled up by those on the waiting list. There's no crisis in Winnipeg. But there is reality.

The reality is no franchise sells the playoffs. They sell the regular season and if there is a post-season that gets tacked on, it's a bonus. A bonus some markets get more often than others but it's not a guarantee. Not here. Not anywhere.

The angst this city is experiencing right now can be viewed in a number of ways. Some will say the expectations are hurried and unreal. Some will fear the mood in the stands.

Hopefully, management will understand they can't control the temperature of the marketplace. Just like fans can't stipulate the direction and blueprint of the franchise.

But a desire for more success is healthy in an organization. It can drive it to new heights.

Surely this is just the first stretch of bad water the organization has seen. It will see more, of that you can be certain. Jets management can't and shouldn't flinch in the face of a few tough nights.

Mark Chipman, Kevin Cheveldayoff, Claude Noel and Andrew Ladd all want to win. Badly. Is there room for change with the Jets? Certainly. But jumping to rash decisions less than 10 games into a season is not the hallmark of a franchise built for success.

Some want Cheveldayoff to start making blockbuster trades. Some want Noel fired. Some want Ladd stripped of his captaincy. Really? After nine games? Is it not just a tad early for there to be blood running in the streets?

Maybe the day will come when it's clear someone needs to be fired or traded. But Cheveldayoff hasn't reached that point. That's a good thing. Oh, sure, the GM could swing a deal sending off one of his bit players for someone else's extras, but to what end?

If it's real change you want, a core player with a long-term contract, I say it's too soon.

Cheveldayoff has close to five years left on his contract. He's in charge and will be for a while. His actions are the most important.

Do Winnipeg hockey fans really want a man with an impatient finger on the trigger running their hockey team? Or a leader who exercises patience and due diligence?

It's time for a deep breath. We don't have to like what we're seeing on the ice right now. But it's a fairly small sample size.

Cheveldayoff is thinking big picture. Maybe we all should.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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Coach holds one-on-ones hoping to improve team's accountability
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Jets captain Andrew Ladd (left) and Bryan Little know the players have to improve as individuals and a team before they can call each other to account for poor play. 
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Jets captain Andrew Ladd (left) and Bryan Little know the players have to improve as individuals and a team before they can call each other to account for poor play. Photo Store 

More chicken-or-egg questions dominated Monday with the Winnipeg Jets, who were fresh from their latest troubling performance in a 3-1 loss Sunday to the Nashville Predators.

Scheifele: back with Kane 
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Scheifele: back with Kane 

Shuffle up and deal

It appears the Jets will spin the forward wheel once again for tonight's home game against the Washington Capitals.

Head coach Claude Noel gave some lines a shuffle for Monday's 70-minute practice at the MTS Centre. New combinations may feature Bryan Little with Andrew Ladd and Devin Setoguchi, as well as Mark Scheifele with Evander Kane and Blake Wheeler.

"He's a guy who's dangerous, who can shoot the puck and put the puck in the net," Ladd said about having Setoguchi moved to his line. "So we'll see. We haven't had a chance to play together much but we'll have to figure it out pretty quick. I think just keeping it simple and doing the little things helps everybody."

Scheifele could come back to play with Kane but hasn't seen Wheeler yet this season.

"I don't think it's bad," the rookie centre said. "We have a lot of good players and playing with everyone helps just in case guys go down or something like that. I'm fine with that. You get to play with good players each and every day.

"If you want to make the team win, you've got to be able to adapt and do what it takes."

For Noel, it's just another day in the search for the right combinations.

"Right now I can't find the right 12 to play together," Noel said, sounding frustrated. "Who's my first, second, third, fourth line? I don't know.

"You're asking me who are the right guys to play together. I'm trying to sort through it. It started in pre-season and it's carried on through.

"We don't have enough A games, enough players to sit everybody (then) to put everybody back in. Sit 12 and bring in another 12? I don't have enough. I could sit a lot of guys."

-- Tim Campbell
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The Jets stand at 4-5 so far this season, and worse, are 2-3 in the six-game homestand that ends tonight against the Washington Capitals.

Is internal accountability going to make the Jets play better, or is better play going to make the Jets more accountable?

On that, the foothold is not easy, said captain Andrew Ladd.

"There are different situations but personally for me, I think simplifying my game, that's how I get back on track," Ladd began. "It's focusing on doing the little things, winning battles and skating and moving my feet and shooting the puck more, stuff like that.

"Each individual has to figure out what makes us tick. And then for me, that's it. That's what I'll try to do."

As a team leader, actually, THE team leader, how does that go?

"I don't think as a leader you can speak up or get on people if you're not playing as well as you can," Ladd said. "The biggest thing I can do is worry about getting my game to where it needs to be. Then let my actions speak for themselves."

The captain, who has three goals and four points and wouldn't be at the bottom of most performance lists, and the coach, Claude Noel, appear to be harmonious on at least that point.

"In order to make people accountable, you first have to have an A-game," Noel said, getting this question at the very end of Monday's interview and launching into a parting soliloquy. "Then you can stand up and say, 'Hey, you guys need to get better.' Or, 'You guys need to help us win.'

"You can do that but you can't do that when you've got a B-game. How do you stand up and tell somebody that you need to play better when you're not playing that great? You have to play well first. And then you can stand up and say, 'OK, I'm going to put my game on the line, I'm going to put my words behind my game.' That's how accountability happens.

"When you don't have many guys playing very well, pretty hard to stand up in the room and say, 'You guys need to get going.' Excuse me? So who would do that? You give me a list today of guys who would do that from last night's game."

The coach spent much of Monday coaching, he said. What he really meant was drilling down, as opposed to just directing traffic.

"It's always good to talk to your players," Noel said. "You can never talk to them enough. The problem right now is we're trying to put skill ahead of work. We've got it backwards."

Did he learn anything by talking to his players, including in some one-on-ones on the ice and in his office?

"You always do. It's all good stuff," he said. "The thing that I find is that we care, we've just got things in the wrong order. We've got to get them in the right order. That's my job. That's what we're trying to do today."

Jets centre Bryan Little, who has three goals and six points so far, said caring is not the problem.

"Guys really care," Little said. "Guys really want to win. It shows every day here in the dressing room and how upset guys are the way we're playing.

"We want to fix it. It's not all just straight-up work ethic. Sometimes we do work hard but we don't work smart. We do turn pucks over, squeezing sticks too tight or not playing simple, trying to do too much.

"So you can work hard but you can work kind of stupid. It's about putting it all together."

The lack of a consistent winning game so far is causing some anxiety in Jets Nation but Ladd said he doesn't want the dressing room to get caught up in it.

"I think you try to keep everything in the room, everything about this group in here and I think that's something we can do a better job of controlling -- shutting everything outside out and just focusing on what we need to focus on in here and not what everybody else is saying and thinking," Ladd said.

"At the end of the day, we're the guys in here doing the work and we have to show up and be accountable to each other."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Hardy Pardy giving it his all

Well-travelled defenceman determined to shed journeyman label
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Jets defencemen Adam Pardy (left) tangles with Olli Jokinen at practice Monday. Pardy knows he has to make the most of his opportunities to stay with the big club. 
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Jets defencemen Adam Pardy (left) tangles with Olli Jokinen at practice Monday. Pardy knows he has to make the most of his opportunities to stay with the big club. Photo Store 

For the impending mess he joined for the weekend, you can at least tip your cap to Winnipeg Jets defenceman Adam Pardy and say he pulled the rope in the right direction.

The 29-year-old from Bonavista, N.L., was called up Saturday in the wake of injuries to Jacob Trouba and Mark Stuart and played his first NHL game of the season Sunday in the 3-1 loss to Nashville.

Ouch report

CENTRE Jim Slater, who missed Sunday's game, will miss another one tonight.

Slater, out with an undisclosed injury, could be ready within a week, Noel indicated.

Defenceman Zach Bogosian also sat out Monday's practice, but the coach said it was merely a maintenance day.

As for veteran defenceman Mark Stuart, who missed Sunday's contest with a hip issue after crashing into the net on Friday, he said he was hopeful to play tonight.

Noel wasn't quite as sure.

"He could have one leg and be hopeful," the coach smiled. "I have to calm him down."
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On the third pairing with Paul Postma, it was 13-minutes 38-seconds' worth and it wasn't bad at all considering the adventures, giveaways and fire drills the Jets have been getting from some of their blue-liners.

"Obviously not good enough when you lose games but I thought there were a lot of good things out there," Pardy said Monday, asked about his own game. "I felt good with the puck, had my head up, my positioning was good, my stick was good.

"Didn't spend a whole lot of time in our zone, which is the main thing you try to take care of, to defend well."

October has not exactly been easy for the veteran, who has been hoping to shed his journeyman label.

From training camp, he went right to the wire of the final cuts, only to be waived and sent to the AHL's St. John's IceCaps. But the team was in Banff and only a few minutes after that decision had been made, an injury to Grant Clitsome kept him around for a few more days.

"As quick as I had a flight booked home to Newfoundland to go play with the IceCaps, 20 minutes later I was told to put my suit on again, that I was staying with the team," Pardy said. "It's been pretty crazy if you look at the last three weeks.

"It's kind of been like that the last few years for me, leaving Calgary and Dallas and Edmonton and Buffalo and then the whole lockout situation, going to Rochester. Now I'm coming here and going through camp and all that situation."

Pardy played three games for St. John's before the quick recall.

"It was a tough situation mentally," he said. "It's never easy when you're being sent down. But you learn the ropes. You look for your opportunities, what's presented. The biggest thing for me (the last couple years) was not being able to put a string of games together with one club, not being able to get that -- comfort is a bad word -- but to feel sharp and fresh and like everything's working and you're just reacting on your skates.

"Trying not to worry about being sent down or being part of a lineup.

"It's been tough to feel like a teammate. The situation continues but you learn to deal with it through experience."

Moping is a waste of time, Pardy said.

"If you're not taking advantage of opportunities, then somebody else is going to take your job," he said.

"We only had three games (with St. John's), had a lot of practice time and a lot of days to think, maybe too much time. Some days you go home and overthink it but I've learned to just put it behind me and wake up every day and do your job.

"If you go, 'oh (bleep), they're going to send me down anyway and I'll be in the minors,' and just play it out, nobody's going to look at you, nobody's going to want you."

Pardy said he's determined to keep putting his best foot forward.

"I know what kind of player I am," he said. "It's not flashy but I'm a confident player with the puck. I'm an NHL player. I'm still working towards that. I'm 29 and I don't want my career to be over right now. Really, this is up to me how far it goes."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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'The problem right now is we’re trying to put skill ahead of work. We’ve got it backwards,' says Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel 

Enlarge Image 

'The problem right now is we’re trying to put skill ahead of work. We’ve got it backwards,' says Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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WINNIPEG — More line juggling and ramped-up coaching were the highlights of Winnipeg Jets’ practice this morning at the MTS Centre.

Coming off their disappointing 3-1 loss to the Nashville Predators here on Sunday, the Jets went through a 70-minute workout with many elements, including new combinations that may feature Bryan Little with Andrew Ladd and Devin Setoguchi, as well as Mark Scheifele with Evander Kane and Blake Wheeler at home on Tuesday night against the Washington Capitals.

Jets coach Claude Noel didn’t sound highly convinced that he yet had the right answer with his forwards.

"Right now I can’t find the right 12 to play together," Noel said, his team now 4-5 after winning its first two. "Who’s my first, second, third, fourth line? I don’t know.

"You’re asking me who’s the right guys to play together. I’m trying to sort through it. It started in pre-season and it’s carried on through.

“

'We’ve just got things in the wrong order. We’ve got to get them in the right order. That’s my job.' 

-Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel

"We don’t have enough A games, enough players to sit everybody (then) to put everybody back in. Sit 12 and bring in another 12? I don’t have enough. I could sit a lot of guys."

The wins and losses of late have caused quite a roller coaster around the team, but the players are trying to ignore the wild swings.

"I think you try to keep everything in the room, everything about this group in here and I think that’s something we can do a better job of controlling — shutting everything outside out and just focusing on what we need to focus on in here and not what everybody else is saying and thinking," said captain Andrew Ladd.

"At the end of the day, we’re the guys in here doing the work and we have to show up and be accountable to each other."

'We’ve got it backwards': Noel

Noel spent a good part of today talking to his players.

That included some meetings after practice, and while on the ice, he spent one-on-one conversation time with Blake Wheeler, who has one goal so far, Bryan Little, who has three, and Devin Setoguchi, who has two.

"Coaching day," Noel said. "It’s always good to talk to your players. You can never talk to them enough.

"The problem right now is we’re trying to put skill ahead of work. We’ve got it backwards."

Did he learn anything by talking to his players today?

"You always do. It’s all good stuff," he said. "The thing that I find is that we care, we’ve just got things in the wrong order. We’ve got to get them in the right order. That’s my job. That’s what we’re trying to do today."

Jim Slater missed practice today and is out day-to-day with an injury. He should be ready in less than a week, the coach said.

Defenceman Zach Bogosian also skipped practice today; it was called a maintenance day.

Defenceman Mark Stuart, who missed Sunday with a hip issue after crashing into the net late in Friday’s win, said he was hopeful to play Tuesday.

"He could have one leg and be hopeful," Noel smiled. "I have to calm him down."

tim.campbell@freepress.mbc.a

Jets serve up Sunday stinker

Keep talking about anger and effort, but none there

By: Ed Tait 
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Nashville Predators' goaltender Carter Hutton (30) gets his glove on the deflection from Winnipeg Jets' Andrew Ladd (16) during the first period. 
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Nashville Predators' goaltender Carter Hutton (30) gets his glove on the deflection from Winnipeg Jets' Andrew Ladd (16) during the first period.

Winnipeg's Evander Kane (rear) and Nashville's Ryan Ellis collide during second-period action Sunday night at the MTS Centre. 
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Winnipeg's Evander Kane (rear) and Nashville's Ryan Ellis collide during second-period action Sunday night at the MTS Centre. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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It was less than a week ago when Evander Kane went public with a plea for more "FU" in the Winnipeg Jets' game -- the not-so-subtle suggestion he and his teammates needed to play with a little more edge, a little more anger and a little more desperation.

What they served up in Sunday night's 3-1 stinker to the Nashville Predators in front of a sold out-but-bored-stiff MTS Centre crowd could best be described as way more P-U than FU.

Yes, as the old saying goes, Claude Noel & Co. won't need to watch the game tape to smell this one.

"We have to face reality: the way we play, we can't be a success," said goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "We have to find a way to start winning games. The way we play, all season long pretty much, it's not a way we can be successful. We have to change something and we have to change something now.

"We have said so many times that if we want to win we have to play the whole 60 minutes. It's been the same story all season long."

SLEEP IS OVER-RATED

The Jets faced a Preds' squad which played in Montreal Saturday night -- winning 2-1 on a beauty by rookie Seth Jones -- and then hopped on a plane for the three-hour flight to Winnipeg. But it was the Jets who looked lifeless and disengaged, particularly in the second period when Nashville scored three times on just seven shots -- the first a short-handed effort by Eric Nystrom, the second a gift from Pavelec, in which his clearing-attempt pass to Toby Enstrom instead found Patric Hornqvist, who then fired a shot that deflected off Zach Bogosian into a gaping net.

And trying to come back from a 3-0 deficit to the Predators is like placing a mortgage payment on the Washington Generals to knock off the Harlem Globetrotters.

"Your emotional level is really what's going to control the game... you can't just play to play and there's periods of time, for me, where we just played to play," said Noel. "Certainly, the first half of the game we just played to play. You have to be more emotionally connected to the game than just playing to play. And we're not getting enough."

"You're going to go through moments throughout a game where things aren't going your way or the puck ends up in the back of your net," added captain Andrew Ladd. "You've got to find ways to get momentum back and create energy and we're not doing that very well right now."

THAT'S HUTTON... H-U-T-T-O-N

The Preds opted to give workhorse netminder Pekka Rinne a night off and served up Carter Hutton to the Jets. An undrafted product of Thunder Bay who played college hockey at UMass-Lowell, Hutton barely had to break a sweat as the Jets fired 38 shots his way, most of them from the perimeter.

Worth noting, the Preds also blocked 18 shots as the Jets -- who got their lone goal from Evander Kane during a scrum in front of the Nashville net -- again refused to go to the greasy areas.

Word has it the Nashville equipment staff will need to have the Predators' crest on the front of Hutton's jersey replaced for all the Jets' shots that hit him square in the chest.

"The shots were an illusion," said Noel. "We needed to get secondary shots. We didn't create a whole lot and certainly didn't battle hard enough to make the goalie work.

"You can't win in this league and you certainly can't win in the Western Conference, easy. It just doesn't happen. Battles can be looked at in a lot of different ways, but you've got to make the goalie work. You've got to battle to get to that space."

THE ROAD AHEAD

The Jets are home to Washington Tuesday, before heading out on a four-game jaunt through the Central Division with stops in Nashville, Dallas, Colorado and St. Louis. And if they don't get this figured out quick, their 4-5 record could get uglier in a hurry.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Now that Jets' D-man is 30 pounds lighter
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Dustin Byfuglien mixes it up with Nashvillels Kevin Klein in front of Preds goaltender Carter Hutton on Sunday night. 
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The argument was often made if Dustin Byfuglien ever got serious he'd be a Norris Trophy candidate. Proof meet pudding.

Playing the best hockey of his career, Byfuglien has transformed from an oddity to a commodity.

Midway through last season he was in a battle with his own team over conditioning and his style of play. Today he's coach Claude Noel's favourite player and a contender to play for Team USA at the Olympics.

Having the name Dustin Byfuglien and the word Olympian in the same sentence would have drawn sneers and scoffs last season. No longer. Losing in the neighbourhood of 30 pounds in the off-season and deciding to focus on the defensive side of the game, rather than play rover every other shift, has changed how the hockey world sees Byfuglien.

"We've had a lot of scouting on Winnipeg in person and on TV. We have a committee of seven guys involved and watching and we've had a number of conference calls, and Buff is clearly in the mix," said David Poile, GM of both the Predators and Team USA. "We probably are pretty sure on three or four guys and then there are 10 other guys that are up in the air, of which Buff is one."

Byfuglien has not only overcome his reputation as a player more known for risk than reward, but also the stigma of refusing to play for Team USA at the world championships the last couple of springs.

"We've gotten past that," said Poile, before moving on to extol Byfuglien's attributes. "His size jumps out at you. Who doesn't want size on a team? He skates great for a big man. His hockey sense is real good. His ability to generate offence is real good. The bigger ice surface, I think, would favour his game. He's got some real good things going for him."

Noel has said on a number of occasions this season that Byfuglien has been his most consistent player.

"He's been reliable. He's taken the ups and downs out of his game," said Noel. "He's minimized the risk in his game and this leads to way more stability in our back end... He hasn't traded the offence for just defence. You see it in the numbers we track. We track scoring chances for and against when a player is on the ice. They're a lot better this year than last year. He's on the ice against the other team's better players all the time and often that makes a player a minus in the numbers we track, but clearly he's been better in that area this year."

Poile said Byfuglien was a bit of wild card for his selection committee this summer.

"Buff's body of work got him to the orientation camp. But there are situations and circumstances with every player that you need to know more about. Conditioning aspects," said Poile. "We've had lots of discussions with other GMs that have maybe had (Byfuglien) before. Talked to his coach, to his GM."

Getting Byfuglien to buy in was a major project for Noel and Jets management this summer. The payoff has been there for both sides as the Jets got an elite player from within their own system, while Byfuglien has been able to realize more of his vast potential.

While Byfuglien has raised his game he's also raised the bar. Seeing what he's done so far it's become evident he can do even more. There's no reason Byfuglien's name shouldn't be mentioned with the Shea Webers and Zdeno Charas of the NHL.

The Jets have a world-class player in their midst. Byfuglien has taken the first step. The question is, will this satisfy him or make him hungry for more?

Byfuglien can take it even farther. He can be among the best. The Jets need to find a way to push him to the next level. It's what is best for both the player and the team. Win, win.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press

ICE HIM:

Evander Kane played nearly 25 minutes on Sunday (24:58 to be exact), an unusually high total for a forward. So this number suggests where the Jets think their best chances are when it comes to their attack. It was Kane’s seventh straight game over 20 minutes and his highest number this season.

ROOKIE SHINES:

Preds defenceman Seth Jones, another fine rookie in the NHL this season, is getting plenty of trust from his coach, Barry Trotz. Jones played 26:23 on Sunday night, second only to stud defender and partner Shea Weber.

ROAD BLOCK:

Getting anything through to the net, pucks or bodies, is no easy chore against the Preds. Sunday, Nashville blocked 18 attempted Jets shots. The Jets? They had four blocks on the night.

YOUTH SERVED:

Name the five teenagers to score goals for the Predators. Answer: Scottie Upshall, Scott Hartnell, David Legwand and this season, Filip Forsberg and Seth Jones.

Trotz thinks Jets-Preds rivalry will grow

By: Tim Campbell 
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Nashville Predators head coach Barry Trotz (top). 
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Nashville Predators head coach Barry Trotz (top). 

Barry Trotz pretty much made one guarantee after his Nashville Predators skated to a 3-1 victory over the Winnipeg Jets in the MTS Centre on Sunday night.

You’re not likely to need a good book — it would have come in handy on Sunday — the next time the teams play here in early November.
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"I think that’ll grow," the Nashville head coach said, asked when the last time his team played such an emotion-free divisional game. "You can say it’s a division game and it is but we don’t have any history yet. If we play Detroit, we have more history... it will grow because we’re going to butt heads and this team (the Jets) has got some really good, dynamic players and they’re well-coached. And they’ve got a passionate city behind them.

"We’re going to bump heads, I can guarantee you that. There’s going to be some head-bumping before it’s done. It’s Game 1. It’ll come as we start playing some rivalry games. We don’t have a rivalry yet.

"Maybe both make the playoffs, we’ll meet and then it’ll be on and you’ll never ask that question again."

It was Nashville’s second straight night with a road win. Saturday, the Preds dispatched Montreal with a late goal, travelled to Winnipeg and took two more points to be 5-1-1 since dropping their first two of the season.

Trotz didn’t make much of a secret he thought his team didn’t even play its best.

"I don’t know if it was low-emotion," he said Sunday. "We’re a pretty physical team. I thought we weren’t very physical today. We’ll get back to that.

"We didn’t finish on people the way we usually do. We’re a lot harder than we were today."

Winnipegger Colin Wilson, who had one assist in the visitors’ road win, said his team held up its end of the emotion in the game.

"I don’t know," he started. "I felt like we were in it. I don’t know if I can say it was emotionless or anything like that. I think our team was in it. I wasn’t on their bench. I think we did a good job."

Just a smart road-game approach, limiting mistakes, was key, Wilson said.

"The guys were a little tired but a lot of guys have played in the league a while," he said. "We just kept getting the puck in and got some good bounces."

Free agent signing Matt Cullen, who scored the 3-0 goal in the second period, thought the Preds just kept right on playing hard, now that they’ve caught their stride early in the season.

"Tough travel, tough back-to-back, but it’s a big two-game stretch for this team to come out and get a big win tonight and last night," Cullen said. "We’re playing pretty well right now, getting some good goaltending and playing some pretty good hockey. We’re wearing teams down. We’ve got four lines that can skate."

That goaltending included the first NHL win for Thunder Bay native Carter Hutton, in his first start of the season.

"Real special for our group to get him a win," said Trotz, who normally has the luxury of throwing Pekka Rinne at opponents most nights. "There’s nothing like winning on the road. It’s hard to win on the road in this league.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Nashville Predators' goaltender Carter Hutton (30) gets his glove on the deflection from Winnipeg Jets' Andrew Ladd (16) during the first period. 
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Nashville Predators' goaltender Carter Hutton (30) gets his glove on the deflection from Winnipeg Jets' Andrew Ladd (16) during the first period.

Nashville Predators Matt Hendricks (26), Paul Gaustad (28) and Winnipeg Jets' Anthony Peluso (14) collide with a referee during the first period of Sunday night's game. 
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Nashville Predators Matt Hendricks (26), Paul Gaustad (28) and Winnipeg Jets' Anthony Peluso (14) collide with a referee during the first period of Sunday night's game. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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It was less than a week ago when Evander Kane went public with a plea for more "FU" in the Winnipeg Jets’ game — the not-so-subtle suggestion he and his teammates needed to play with a little more edge, a little more anger and a little more desperation.

What they served up in Sunday night’s 3-1 stinker to the Nashville Predators in front of a sold out-but-bored-stiff MTS Centre crowd could best be described as way more P-U than FU.

Yes, as the old saying goes, Claude Noel & Co. won’t need to watch the game tape to smell this one.

"We have to face reality: the way we play, we can’t be a success," said goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "We have to find a way to start winning games. The way we play, all season long pretty much, it’s not a way we can be successful. We have to change something and we have to change something now.

"We have said so many times that if we want to win we have to play the whole 60 minutes. It’s been the same story all season long."

SLEEP IS OVER-RATED

The Jets faced a Preds’ squad which played in Montreal Saturday night — winning 2-1 on a beauty by rookie Seth Jones — and then hopped on a plane for the three-hour flight to Winnipeg. But it was the Jets who looked lifeless and disengaged, particularly in the second period when Nashville scored three times on just seven shots — the first a short-handed effort by Eric Nystrom, the second a gift from Pavelec, in which his clearing-attempt pass to Toby Enstrom instead found Patric Hornqvist, who then fired a shot that deflected off Zach Bogosian into a gaping net.

And trying to come back from a 3-0 deficit to the Predators is like placing a mortgage payment on the Washington Generals to knock off the Harlem Globetrotters.

"Your emotional level is really what’s going to control the game... you can’t just play to play and there’s periods of time, for me, where we just played to play," said Noel. "Certainly, the first half of the game we just played to play. You have to be more emotionally connected to the game than just playing to play. And we’re not getting enough."

"You’re going to go through moments throughout a game where things aren’t going your way or the puck ends up in the back of your net," added captain Andrew Ladd. "You’ve got to find ways to get momentum back and create energy and we’re not doing that very well right now."

THAT’S HUTTON... H-U-T-T-O-N

The Preds opted to give workhorse netminder Pekka Rinne a night off and served up Carter Hutton to the Jets. An undrafted product of Thunder Bay who played college hockey at UMass-Lowell, Hutton barely had to break a sweat as the Jets fired 38 shots his way, most of them from the perimeter.

Worth noting, the Preds also blocked 18 shots as the Jets — who got their lone goal from Evander Kane during a scrum in front of the Nashville net — again refused to go to the greasy areas.

Word has it the Nashville equipment staff will need to have the Predators’ crest on the front of Hutton’s jersey replaced for all the Jets’ shots that hit him square in the chest.

"The shots were an illusion," said Noel. "Wee needed to get secondary shots. We didn’t create a whole lot and certainly didn’t battle hard enough to make the goalie work.

"You can’t win in this league and you certainly can’t win in the Western Conference, easy. It just doesn’t happen. Battles can be looked at in a lot of different ways, but you’ve got to make the goalie work. You’ve got to battle to get to that space."

THE ROAD AHEAD

The Jets are home to Washington Tuesday, before heading out on a four-game jaunt through the Central Division with stops in Nashville, Dallas, Colorado and St. Louis. And if they don’t get this figured out quick, their 4-5 record could get uglier in a hurry.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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ENCOURAGING signs? Yes. But veteran Jets centre Olli Jokinen hopes his teammates are ready to keep working on their shortcomings as they prepare for the next test tonight at the MTS Centre against the Nashville Predators (7 p.m., TSN Jets, TSN1290).

The Jets fell behind early Friday against the St. Louis Blues and then rallied from down 3-1 in the third to win 4-3 in a shootout.

"I think there's some positives but at the same time, it's a good thing we came back against that team," Jokinen said. "They don't usually blow up leads. We still have a lot of room to improve. They hit the post three times.

"I think we can be happy with the two points to get a win but you've got to still realize that it was far from perfect."

Odd-man rushes against and spells of being a little too passive were areas Jokinen singled out for work.

"We have pretty good size on our team, a lot of fast skaters, so we have to make sure the puck goes all the way down to the other team's goal line, that way we'll spend more time in the offensive zone," Jokinen said.

After scoring in Friday's first period, Jokinen had the game-deciding goal in the seventh round of the shootout, a hard and accurate wrist shot from in close.

"It felt good," he said. "It's always feels good to score. I went back to my old move. I've scored a lot of goals with that move in shootouts. It's been in the toolbox the last couple of years, haven't used it."

Devin down

It was a surprise and not one that Jets coach Claude Noel sat out right-winger Devin Setoguchi on Friday night.

In seven games, the veteran had two goals and one assist. Noel said after the 4-3 shootout win over St. Louis that something had to change after the Jets had lost four of their previouis five outings.

Saturday, Setoguchi said the move caught his attention.

"It's not something that you want," he said. "Obviously he didn't think my play was where it should have been. He made a change. For me, you can't really dwell on it, you can't pout, you just go work and try to get back in.

"Obviously there's a lot more. We were struggling collectively as a group. And individually, myself, I've got to be better than that."

Setoguchi said he was planning to talk to Noel about the matter.

"Devin's a good player," Noel said. "He needs to have the puck more. He needs to come to the puck more. He needs to come to the inside of the rink more, get more involved."

Message for Evander

Noel had other moves going Friday as well.

After watching left-winger Evander Kane take his fifth penalty in five periods, the coach sat Kane down for about a 10-minute stretch after the second-period high-sticking penalty was over.

"Obviously it bothered me," Kane said. "I don't enjoy not playing. It gets me out of the game a little bit. But that's part of that FU attitude I talked about. I'll leave it at that."

Kane returned to play a role in the comeback. His third-period goal with lerss than seven minutes to play brought the Jets to just down a goal at 3-2.

Why Peluso?

Noel was asked why he chose Anthony Peluso, normally a low-minute fourth-line forward known more for his fists than scoring hands, for the fifth round of the shootout on Friday.

Peluso did not get much of a shot away, failing to score.

"A lot of people would say, 'Why Peluso?' but Peluso in the two years he's been here has clearly been dominant in practice in shootouts," the coach said. "I know it's different in games because he'd like to have that one back. You get more chances in practice that you do in games but for me he was a guy who had done very well.

"I had no qualms about it but I can understand why people would say that. But he's got a good shot."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Jets have themselves dynamic duo in Buffstrom
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IN the realm of power couples, there's no matching the past headlines of Bennifer or Brangelina.

It's not quite Hollywood, but the Winnipeg Jets have their own dynamic duo. Even when they try to break them up these days, defencemen Dustin Byfuglien and Toby Enstrom always seem to end up back together.

Should they be known as Buffstrom? Maybe Dustoby?

On Friday against St. Louis, they started the game split up as defensive partners but found themselves reunited again, and in time to deliver some big plays in the Jets' 4-3 comeback shootout win.

In particular, Byfuglien threaded the needle to Enstrom across the slot for the game-tying goal at 18:06 of the third period.

And there's no arguing the impact the duo has had on the team early this season. While some forwards have struggled to produce, today, Byfuglien and Enstrom share the top rung on the Jets' scoring chart, each with seven points in eight games.

After Friday's win over the Blues, Jets coach Claude Noel concurred the current version of Byfuglien is the best so far in Winnipeg.

"I think that Dustin has played real well," Noel said. "He's been way more consistent. He's doing some things with a better understanding of what we wanted than in the past.

"He's had flashes and a little bit of flair, and to me he's taken out a little of the flair, which is the high-risk flair, and he's given us more consistency."

Noel used the words Byfuglien and leadership in the same sentence after Saturday's practice, and this is progress on that front.

"The big thing with him is that he's a guy that likes to have fun in the game," the coach said. "He really likes to play and likes to practice... providing it's enjoyable, but I think the big thing for him is that he's enjoying the competition and he's taking the game much more in a leadership role, as in he's leading with his play and the consistency in his play.

"You watch him, he's physical, very engaged in the game and very focused. He's doing some things we've talked about in the past. He's doing it way more consistently; has taken some things out of his game that has helped him.

"I think he's done really well there and it shows. When he's going, our team gets going."

With 31 minutes 37 seconds of ice time on Friday, Byfuglien led that way there, too.

Enstrom, who had 24:25, made his first goal of the season an important one.

"Toby, I thought he was very good last night," Noel said. "He's a guy who creates offence. We'd like him to shoot more. Last night he got five shots on net (tops on the Jets) and we thought that was spectacular, because he's more of a non-shoot guy.

"But has a good shot and we saw that last night. So his contributions come in different ways. If he continues to skate and have the puck on his stick and make his shot and pass... then I think we can see he can be at the top of our team scoring-wise."

Byfuglien's key pass, with the Blues a bit too collapsed in their defensive zone, is not a play just anyone can make.

"He can make those passes," Noel added. "That's a tough pass to execute, but he can make those. He's got a high skill level. We get to expect those things especially when, for me, he's had eight good games."

Neither Byfuglien nor Enstrom were available to speak to reporters on Saturday.

NOTES: The Jets had just a short practice Saturday as they prepared for Nashville.

Missing at the Iceplex workout were Jacob Trouba (neck), Mark Stuart (hip), Dustin Byfuglien (maintenance), Jim Slater (maintenance), Bryan Little (maintenance), Michael Frolik (maintenance).

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Trouba dodges serious harm

Will be wearing neck brace for two weeks, could return in 1 month
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Tim Campbell / Winnipeg Free Press Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba meets with media Saturday. The 19-year-old�s health, and sense of humour, are fine. 
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If Winnipeg Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba gets back into the lineup in a month's time, he'll have been a very lucky young man.

Wearing a neck brace, the 19-year-old from Michigan stood smiling on Saturday at the MTS Iceplex, signing a few autographs and answering reporters' questions for five minutes the morning after a frightening collision with the boards.

He went in face first early in Friday's second period against the St. Louis Blues. After several minutes of attention, Trouba was carried off on a stretcher with his neck immobilized, though he never lost consciousness during the episode.

He was released from hospital late Friday night after some X-rays and other tests.

Trouba said Saturday morning he's got at least two weeks with the neck brace before any other decisions are made.

"I've got to wear this for a couple of weeks and then get re-evaluated," Trouba said. "That's where we're at right now.

“

'I think it's a lot of rest (ahead). A couple of weeks I'm in this and then I have to go back for an MRI and if everything's good then, I can start doing some strength stuff. That's what I'm hoping at least'

-- Jacob Trouba

"I think it's a lot of rest (ahead). A couple of weeks I'm in this and then I have to go back for an MRI and if everything's good then, I can start doing some strength stuff. That's what I'm hoping at least."

The crash certainly didn't dampen his sense of humour.

He tweeted early Saturday morning: "If you were wondering, the boards are not edible. I'll be back soon."

With reporters, he fairly chuckled at himself when asked what his goal was, the puck or the man, when at high speed he missed hitting St. Louis defender Jordan Leopold and hit the boards.

"I don't know," he said, like he hadn't thought about exactly what the plan had been. "I think I was trying kind of hit him with my hip and I just kind of, when I turned my right foot, caught his skate and didn't really get around. I didn't really have much time to react, kind of fell."

There was lots to think about during the long delay in the game.

"I think I was more scared than anything," Trouba said. "I went in pretty hard. My neck was sore so they didn't really want me to move it. I probably could have gotten up and skated off but they didn't want me to move. It's probably a good thing I didn't, just to be careful. That's why they're there."

The team is calling the injury a neck sprain. It has put Trouba on the injury reserve list and called up Adam Pardy from the AHL's St. John's IceCaps in time for tonight's home start against the Nashville Predators.

Jets coach Claude Noel sounded relieved on Saturday.

"You're always very afraid," Noel said. "You could feel the whole building was fairly quiet and you don't know what's happening there. I got the news on the bench from the medical people that seemed to think that things were OK. It was good to see he's going to be OK because you don't know how those things go.

"You watch the replay, watch it in slow motion, it's pretty frightening. We're elated that things worked out in his favour. It's good to see him in good spirits and back with the team."

Trouba said he was able to call his family on Friday night to tell them he was OK.

"I called my parents, my brothers," he said. "They were watching it, driving down to Miami of Ohio with my little brother for some games and they were watching on their phone so they didn't see it too clearly or know what happened. They were glad to hear from me."

He also said he was thrilled for so much support in his care.

"Stubby (strength and conditioning coach Lee Stubbs) came with me (to the hospital) and then Mr. Chipman and his wife showed up and Chevy (GM Kevin Cheveldayoff) showed up. I was pretty thankful for that. It was pretty cool to have everyone there."

And the Jets' win certainly made him feel better.

"It makes things a little easier," he said with a smile. "I was getting updates while I was in the MRI machine. It's good to see."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Jacob Trouba wears a neck brace Saturday after crashing into the boards head first Friday. 
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Jacob Trouba wears a neck brace Saturday after crashing into the boards head first Friday. Photo Store 

WINNIPEG — Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba has at least two weeks ahead of him in a neck brace but his Friday night stay in hospital was short and he stood smiling and answered several minutes' worth of questions from reporters this morning at the MTS Iceplex.

The 19-year-old rookie went crashing into the boards face first early in the second period Friday against the St. Louis Blues. He was carried off on a stretcher with his neck immobilized but never lost consciousness during the episode.

Related Items

Slideshows

•Winnipeg Jets vs. St. Louis Blues, Oct. 18, 2013 

Articles

•Jets finally find clear skies 

•Trouba OK after scary crash into boards 

•Afterburner 

•Jets in dire need of 'poetic justice' 

•Avs 

•Stars 

•Prospects are good 

Columns

•Notch 2 for Lady Luck 

Jets Scores

Winnipeg -

Dallas -

Oct. 26 at 6 p.m.

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

He was released from hospital late Friday night after some X-rays and other tests.

He tweeted early Saturday morning: "If you were wondering, the boards are not edible. I’ll be back soon."

Nobody was putting a time frame on his absence but it could well get to a month.

"I’ve got to wear this for a couple of weeks and then get re-evaluated," Trouba told reporters this morning. "That’s where we’re at right now."

On the play, during Winnipeg’s 4-3 shootout win, he was going hard into the offensive zone after a puck. It was hard to tell if he was trying to get the puck or hit Blues defenceman Jordan Leopold.

"I don’t know," he chuckled, like he hadn’t thought about exactly what the plan had been. "I think I was trying kind of hit him with my hip and I just kind of, when I turned my right foot, caught his skate and didn’t really get around. I didn’t really have much time to react, kind of fell."

There was lots to think about during the long delay in the game.

"I think I was more scared than anything," Trouba said. "I went in pretty hard. My neck was sore so they didn’t really want me to move it. I probably could have gotten up and skated off but they didn’t want me to move. It’s probably a good thing I didn’t, just to be careful. That’s why they’re there."

The team is calling the injury a neck sprain. It has put Trouba on the injured reserve list and called up Adam Pardy from the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps in time for Sunday’s home start against the Nashville Predators.

Trouba said he was able to call his family on Friday night to tell them he was OK.

"I called my parents, my brothers," he said. "They were watching it, driving down to Miami of Ohio with my little brother for some games and they were watching on their phone so they didn’t see it too clearly or know what happened. They were glad to hear from me."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Jets down Blues 4-3 in a shootout; Trouba injured
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St. Louis Blues' David Backes (centre) and Alexander Steen (top right) celebrate Backes's first-period goal as Dustin Byfuglien looks away. 
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St. Louis Blues' David Backes (centre) and Alexander Steen (top right) celebrate Backes's first-period goal as Dustin Byfuglien looks away.

Winnipeg Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba lays on the ice as he is tended to by emergency personnel after going hard into the boards head first in the second period. 
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Winnipeg Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba lays on the ice as he is tended to by emergency personnel after going hard into the boards head first in the second period. (TREVOR HAGAN / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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•Jets' game shows bright spots — and room for improvement 

Just when it seemed like the hockey gods really had it in for the Winnipeg Jets — and we’re talking storm clouds gathering for a nasty window-rattling shaker — the skies cleared and a teeny-tiny bit of sun shone down on the local shinny side.

Yes, in a game in which the Jets fell behind 3-1 and were shaken by the scene of promising young defenceman Jacob Trouba taken from the ice on a stretcher, they somehow found another gear for a late rally and, ultimately, a thrilling 4-3 shootout victory over Stanley Cup contender St. Louis Blues.

As a result, the emotion at the MTS Centre was all over the charts, spiking and dipping with some dramatic highs and lows. The win stops an ugly run that had seen the Jets lose four of their last five after opening the season 2-0 and improves their record to 4-4.

It also started an important run of six of seven games against Central Division opponents with a bang.

"It was a good win against a good team," said Jets centre Bryan Little. "Hopefully that gives us some confidence, and that’s been lacking lately, that confidence in our game. We’ve got to believe we can beat teams like this on a nightly basis. This is a great game for us to come back and win.

"There’s some things that didn’t exactly go our way — a couple of mistakes and the puck was in our net. But, overall, I thought we showed a lot of character coming back like that. It shows our commitment to winning."

THE TROUBA ACCIDENT

Trouba, who has been such a shining light to start the season, was taken from the ice on a stretcher early in the second period after crashing into the end boards while trying to hit Blues’ forward Jordan Leopold behind the St. Louis net. The building was eerily quiet for several minutes while the 19-year-old defenceman was placed onto a spinal board and then erupted when he gave the thumbs up as he was taken from the ice.

The Jets said Trouba was taken to the hospital for X-rays and was alert, communicating and moving all his limbs.

"Something like this, it seems like you see it almost every day," said Jets’ goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "It was no fun at all. It was tough to focus but we handled it pretty well. We knew pretty much right away that it wasn’t going to be something serious and he was going to be fine. That’s great news."

"Trouba is still getting evaluated but he’s good," said head coach Claude Noel. "He’s just getting tested but I think everything’s fine."

The Jets finished the game with just four defenceman — Zach Bogosian, Grant Clitsome, Toby Enstrom and the game’s first star, Dustin Byfuglien — as Mark Stuart also exited with an undisclosed injury.

BETTER START? WELL...

The Jets have been blathering on ad nauseum all week about the importance of posting a solid opening period. And while there were stretches in the first 20 minutes where the home side had some oomph, the first period stats were revealing: Not only were they down 2-1 after two horrible miscues by Clitsome and Trouba that led to goals by David Backes and Alex Steen, they were guilty of six turnovers to the Blues’ one, were losing in the faceoff circle and had been outshot 11-9.

THE BENCHINGS

Claude Noel rattled some cages, sending Devin Setoguchi, Eric Tangradi and Paul Postma to the press box to give Clitsome, Anthony Peluso and Patrice Cormier a look ,and then benched Evander Kane for about 10 minutes in the second after he had taken three minor penalties.

THE LATE DRAMATICS, PART 1

The Jets were down 3-1 with less than seven minutes left when Kane pulled the club to within one with his fourth goal of the season. And with just 1:54 left Enstrom tied it with a blast for his first marker of the year.

THE LATE DRAMATICS, PART II

The shootout included seven rounds and featured 14 shooters, with Andrew Ladd, Little and Olli Jokinen scoring for the Jets while Pavelec stopped the last five shooters he faced.

"It feels good to win a game like that," said Bogosian. "We battled hard. They’re a good team that plays a rally solid team game and I thought we matched their intensity well and we were a lot more physical than in previous games."

—with files from Paul Wiecek and Tim Campbell

Kane might be healed in time to face Blues, Noel says
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John Woods / THE CANADIAN PRESS ARCHIVES The Jets have their fingers crossed Evander Kane can play today. 
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EVANDER KANE might yet be a player when the Winnipeg Jets meet the St. Louis Blues tonight at the MTS Centre.

Jets coach Claude Noel said after practice Thursday Kane is day-to-day, leaving open the possibility he could still play and not miss a game after being helped off the ice during Wednesday's on-ice session at the MTS Iceplex.

Kane was favouring his right leg or knee.

"It turned out to be day-to-day, not severe," the coach said.

The coach also said even though centres Bryan Little and Jim Slater were missing from practice on Thursday, too, both of them are expected to be in action against the Blues.

"We're day-to-day on three guys that were missing practice... Little was maintenance, Slater was the same and we're expecting them to play," Noel said. "Evander Kane is also day-to-day and we'll see how that shakes down for tomorrow's game."

Asked directly if Kane could play against the Blues, Noel said: "Potential (player), yes. We'll have to wait to see.

"We'll know more tomorrow. We don't know any more than that."

-- The Jets and Blues have just one meeting in their history since the NHL's return to Winnipeg, a February, 2012 shootout win by the Blues at the MTS Centre.

Tonight will mark the next page of the story between St. Louis head coach Ken Hitchcock and his former assistant Claude Noel, now coach of the Jets.

"Your focus is to win the game," Noel said Thursday at the MTS Centre. "You know the game that Hitch's teams present.

"I've been with him six years together, three in Kalamazoo and pretty much three in Columbus. He's very defensive oriented, they're very strong on pucks and if you can get the win against his teams, it's a well-earned win. That's what we'll be looking to do."

Noel said the friends aren't in contact quite as much these days.

"Not that often," he said. "We both are busy, both have coaching lives. Now we don't share information because we're in the same division."

-- The Jets moved right-winger Chris Thorburn to the injured-reserve list Thursday, making the move retroactive to Oct. 4, the night Thorburn played his last game against the L.A. Kings.

The forward has been skating on his own but his upper-body injury has kept him out of practice and the Jets are saying he's more than day-to-day.

-- At 44.5 per cent, the Jets aren't the NHL's worst faceoff team, but they are close. Before Thursday's play, Winnipeg was in the bottom four, 27th and better only than New Jersey, Calgary and Florida, which was last at 43 per cent.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Jets gear up for what could be their biggest physical test of the year
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St. Louis Blues� David Backes (42) checks San Jose Sharks� James Sheppard (15) during the second period of an NHL hockey game Tuesday, Oct. 15, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Bill Boyce) 
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Big. Bad. Bruising.

These are all commonly used words to describe tonight's visitors at the MTS Centre, the St. Louis Blues.

Pre-season projections -- of great interest this fall with the Winnipeg Jets' move to the unfamiliar Western Conference -- constantly painted St. Louis as possibly the most punishing opponent the Jets could face this season.

Some have even suggested that any western road to the Stanley Cup final goes through St. Louis.

In the new Jets' era, the teams have exactly one game of history, that a Blues' shootout win in February 2012.

So far this season and heading into a Thursday night game in Chicago, St. Louis is wasting no time.

Winnipeg-born centre Alex Steen is off to a great start with four goals and eight points in five games. Captain David Backes also has four goals, along with slick Russian Vladimir Tarasenko.

The give-no-inch defence is sparked by minute-heavy Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester, and nobody's usually messing with the Blues based on the toughness of another Winnipegger, Ryan Reaves, and former Dallas captain Brenden Morrow.

Based on their recent seasons, descriptions and regard shown by opponents and pundits alike, the Blues may be as welcome and as scary tonight as goalie-masked Jasons everywhere.

"They're obviously a tough team," said Jets right-winger Devin Setoguchi, who had plenty of time against the Blues last season in Minnesota. "I'd say the word to describe them is they're just well-structured.

"Everyone plays the same way. The structure of their game is almost 100 per cent attention to detail. That makes it tough. If you're making mistakes and turning pucks over, they're structured to go the other way. They pressure the puck. They are a big, strong, fast team. So that's what we're going to have to be ready for.

"You know exactly what you're going to get when you play a lot of these good teams out west.

Jets right-winger Michael Frolik, as a member of last season's Cup-winning Chicago Blackhawks, is also Blues savvy.

"They're a team who plays good defence and they don't give up that many goals," Frolik said. "Always against them, it was low-scoring games. They play a hard game. Obviously they've got (coach Ken) Hitchcock and he knows about defence.

"We have to make sure we have good defence, too, and beat them."

The must-do list for the Jets tonight is lengthy. It's one of the reason Jets centre Olli Jokinen is looking forward to this game.

"I think it's a good challenge, a good test for our team to play against a team like St. Louis," Jokinen said Thursday. "They probably feel they're close to winning the Cup. Every year, the last two or three years, they've been right there.

"It's a hard team to play against, a lot of big guys. So tomorrow we'll kind of see where we are as a team."

Already, there is some separation. St. Louis had won four of the first five, the Jets have dropped four of the last five.

"We're learning," Jokinen said. "We want to be one of those teams that no matter what day it is... you bring the same type of game, same type of effort every night. That's what the good teams in this league do.

"That's the only way to get in the playoffs. You can't have nights off."

The Jets seem to know they're the only mystery entering tonight's divisional game.

"We know St. Louis, they're playing (Thursday) and they're going to be ready to come in here," Jets coach Claude Noel said. "They gave up six against San Jose (Tuesday) so they're going to be a team that's hard to play against. They check very well. They don't give you much.

"Offensively, you're going to have to earn every inch of ice. They've got a good team game so it's going to be a lot of work. No lighter than L.A., some of those games."

Setoguchi described all that as little room for error, which is a pretty good mentality and a high bar to work toward.

"It's attention to detail against these good, structured teams," he said. "It's one puck you don't get deep and it's in the back of your net. It's one missed pass that's a turnover that's going the other way. It's a bad penalty that leads to a good power play for them. Stuff like that, the good teams capitalize on that. It's what you need to be ready for."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Coach like you mean it, Claude

At 3-4, this is no time for Noel to be walking on eggshells

By: Gary Lawless 

Posted: 10/18/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 16  | Last Modified: 10/18/2013 7:04 AM | Updates 

  89 

  15 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  210 

 Print 

 E–mail 

Head coach Claude Noel works with recalled IceCap Patrice Cormier Thursday. Noel has been juggling lines in a bid to spark the Jets to life, but may need to start taking more drastic measures. 
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Head coach Claude Noel works with recalled IceCap Patrice Cormier Thursday. Noel has been juggling lines in a bid to spark the Jets to life, but may need to start taking more drastic measures. (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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CLAUDE NOEL is no different than any coach in the NHL: he will be fired if his team continues to lose.

Now, more than ever, is the time when he must be himself. The coach seen in past times; the one who is forceful, dynamic and demanding.

Coaching scared or with one arm tied behind his back will only get him clipped. Tiptoeing around doesn't work in the NHL.

The Jets' current trend, losing four out of five games, will cost Noel his job if allowed to continue. He needs to make his stand.

Lots has been said and written about Noel's leash but no one truly knows what the future is for this coach. What we can be certain about is this: If Noel gets this group to the playoffs, he's safe. If he doesn't, GM Kevin Cheveldayoff will have some thinking to do.

The above statement assumes Noel will be here for the season and given True North's history, that's the most likely outcome. Mark Chipman has owned a pro hockey team since 1996 and fired just one coach in all that time, the irascible Jean Perron.

Cheveldayoff has also proven to be patient and a Philadelphia Flyers-style knee-jerk firing is unlikely.

Could Noel get clipped mid-season? An extended losing streak is the wild card. When the losses stack up, anything is possible.

Noel can't coach frozen or muted. He has to use what's available to him to prod the most out of his group. The lineup card is his hammer. He needs to use it. His message must be clear and backed up with actions. Want to play? Play my way or sit.

Noel can coach and he's got the championship pedigree to prove it. But he must follow his instincts and use his skills. From the outside, there doesn't appear to have been enough of that this season.

Noel likes to treat the Winnipeg Jets like men, like a team that has earned the right to play its way out of a funk. He can't. They haven't proven capable of making the required adjustments and Noel needs to pry those changes out of them.

If that means a Blake Wheeler or Olli Jokinen earns a night in the press box, regardless of the bet placed on him by the GM, then that's what Noel should order.

If he doesn't like what he's getting from certain players on his roster, Noel should ask for a recall from St. John's.

Noel needs to coach like he has no worries, like a man with the power of a long-term deal. He needs to get active now or be prepared to hold his peace and live with the results and consequences.

To his credit, Noel has been coaching up a storm the last couple of days, first juggling his lines and then putting his team through a battle-heavy practice engineered to raise their compete level. The Jets need more of this and Noel should go even further.

There's no questioning Noel is in a tough spot. His GM has just been signed to a fresh five years and the bulk of his core players are also on long-term deals.

The coach, however, has only this year and next left on his deal, exposing him to be the first in line should change be deemed necessary.

The players, should Noel get a little too pushy for their liking, can tune him out. The GM, who has spent the last two years locking these players up with deals that stretch as long as seven years, likely won't want to hear the skaters are the problem.

Leaving Noel to walk a tightrope and still find a way to get results from this group.

The Jets have looked disengaged for a good chunk of this early season. As one insider put it to me on Thursday, "the give a (bleep) meter is on low for a lot of these guys."

They say all the right things and seem to understand for them to win they must play a much harder and edgier game. But they don't deliver.

It's instructive to know this group hasn't played in a single playoff game together and the franchise hasn't been in the post-season since 2007. Yes, Dustin Byfuglien, Andrew Ladd and Michael Frolik have won Stanley Cups elsewhere but 13 of the current Jets have never played in an NHL playoff game.

The Jets have flirted with the post-season the last two years but have faded down the stretch when other teams have raised their game. The checking gets tighter and the battles heavier and the Jets fade. This group hasn't had the starch to handle the tougher going.

And right now, when this team needs to summon its ferocity and play with the urgency required, they have no clue.

This is Noel's greatest challenge. Asking a team to do something it's never done before, to play like a playoff team.

There is enough skill on the Jets roster to regularly win in the NHL. There is talent in place.

The lack of playoff experience in the Jets room is like a disease. It saps them of the strength they need in these times of trouble.

Teams with legitimate playoff aspirations rarely lose more than two games in a row. It's not an accident. One loss? It happens. Two? That's a trend to the NHL elite. They put an end to it by increasing their will. They push one another to win the fight. It works.

In the end, the players and the players alone can make this step. No one can force a player to win a battle for the puck in the corner. That's up to the individual.

But Noel must find the key to unlock this inner beast. And if he can't? Then he really isn't the man for this job.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

'... Hopefully, this will be the break'

Cormier hopes recall a chance at the bigs
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Patrice CORMIER has two things going for him if he draws into the Winnipeg Jets' lineup tonight against the St. Louis Blues.

Good focus and good health.
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The 23-year-old forward was recalled from the St. John's IceCaps by the Jets late Wednesday, a move prompted by some nagging injury questions with the NHL team.

Jets coach Claude Noel couldn't say for sure Thursday that Cormier would suit up against the St. Louis Blues. That will come down to the readiness of centres Bryan Little and Jim Slater and left-winger Evander Kane.

Cormier's ability to play either of those spots is one reason he's here.

Another is the impression he left at the end of training camp.

"He left here playing well," Noel said. "He's been a physical player down there that's been responsible.

"He established himself as a really good, hard, reliable player in training camp and he's done it again in the American League. He's really done his part. If the door opens for him to play with us here, I think it would be a good situation for us to put him into the lineup."

Exuberance

A brand of physical exuberance might not hurt his team, Noel agreed.

"It's infectious and we could use some of that infectious nature on our game," the coach said.

Cormier had 10 games for the Jets last season but wasn't used much in those outings. He's been in 40 NHL games since 2010-11, having been injured much of that time.

He said those call-up experiences of the past provide wisdom.

"I'm not nervous," he said after Thursday's practice at the MTS Centre. "I know what to expect. I don't want to be confident, overconfident, I'm not... I know the guys, I know the environment, I know the staff. Every time I come up now, it's just that you think hopefully this will be the break.

"But the game's played on the ice so you can talk all you want about what I'm going to do if I get a chance but it's the play tomorrow that will decide things in the future."

After one assist in his four AHL games so far this season, Cormier had a frantic scramble to the St. John's airport late Wednesday because he went to a late-afternoon movie.

"They tried to call at 4:50 but I only called back at 6:15," he said. "I had to be at the airport at 7:15. I felt kind of dumb but it was good. I made it on time and I'm here.

"It was a pretty hectic turnaround," he laughed. "Grabbed some stuff and it's always a good feeling."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Kane not hurt badly but still may miss game, Thorburn out and Cormier called up
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WINNIPEG - The Winnipeg Jets didn't know Thursday whether they'd have Evander Kane for the St. Louis Blues this week, but they were still relieved their star forward wasn't seriously injured.

"It turned out to be a day-to-day injury, not severe, let's put it that way," coach Claude Noel said after practice.

Kane went down during practice the day before, after getting tangled with Anthony Peluso on the boards, and had to be helped off the ice favouring his right leg.

It looked like Peluso fell on the leg and it might have been Kane's knee that was injured.

Noel said the left winger's status for Friday's game was uncertain but he hadn't been ruled out.

"Potential yes, we'll have to wait and see."

If he doesn't play, he will be missed. Kane has been one of Winnipeg's more reliable forwards this season, with three goals, two assists and a team-leading 34 shots on goal.

His energy and more physical game has seen him move from the second to the top line.

He isn't the only injured player as the Jets play their eighth game Friday. Winnipeg's forward lines in particular have been taking a beating over the intense early schedule.

Centres Bryan Little and Jim Slater missed practices this week for what Noel termed "maintenance," although he says it looks like both would be ready Friday.

Right wing Chris Thorburn, however, has been placed on the injury list and the Jets have called up Patrice Cormier from the St. John's IceCaps in case he's needed.

Whether he sees any ice time likely depends on who else is fit enough to play.

Cormier played 10 games but not a lot of minutes with the Jets last season and was happy to get the call, although he didn't answer it.

He said he was in a movie theatre and when he left he noticed he had missed 14 calls.

"Excited but surprised," is how he described his reaction.

"I didn't really know what was going on. I watched the game against Montreal, I didn't see anyone — usually you see guys get hurt."

The Blues (4-1-0), meanwhile, are the kind of team the Jets (3-4-0) need to measure themselves against if they want to be competitive in the Western Conference, suggested centre Olli Jokinen.

"I think it's a good challenge, I think it's a good test for our team," he said.

"They probably feel that they're close to winning the Cup. Every year for the last two years they've been right there."

The Blues have never won the Stanley Cup. They missed the playoffs in 2010 and 2011 but with new coach Ken Hitchcock in charge they won the Central Division in 2012, losing the conference semi-final to Stanley Cup winner Los Angeles.

Last season they finished second in their division to eventual Stanley Cup winner Chicago but lost in the quarter-finals to the Kings again.

The Blues will be coming to Winnipeg after playing in Chicago Thursday night, but Jokinen didn't think that was going to make much of a difference.

"They don't take any teams lightly," he said. "They play the same way every night."

Noel, meanwhile, was Hitchcock's assistant with the Columbus Blue Jackets and replaced Hitchcock on an interim basis when he was fired.

St. Louis will be coming to Winnipeg without forward Maxim Lapierre, who is meeting with NHL officials over a hit Tuesday to San Jose's Dan Boyle that sent him off on a stretcher.

It's expected that Lapierre will be fined and receive a lengthy suspension for the hit that drove Boyle's head into the boards.

Note to readers: This is a corrected story. A previous version incorrectly listed Kane as having 30 shots on goal.

Jets: Kane still day-to-day, may play Friday 

By: Tim Campbell 
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Patrice Cormier seen here practising with the Winnipeg Jets in September. 
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Patrice Cormier seen here practising with the Winnipeg Jets in September. (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) Photo Store 
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Evander Kane might yet be a player when the Winnipeg Jets meet the St. Louis Blues Friday night at the MTS Centre.

Jets coach Claude Noel said today that Kane is day-to-day, leaving open the possibility that he could still play this week.

"It turned out to be day-to-day, not severe," the coach said.

The left-winger was helped off the ice late during Wednesday’s team practice at the MTS Iceplex, favouring his right leg or knee.

The coach also said today that though centres Bryan Little and Jim Slater were missing from practice today, too, both of them are expected to be in action Friday.

"We’re day-to-day on three guys that were missing practice... Little was maintenance, Slater was the same and we’re expecting them to play," Noel said. "Evander Kane is also day-to-day and we’ll see how that shakes down for tomorrow’s game."

Asked directly if Kane could play against the Blues, Noel said: "Potential (player), yes. We’ll have to wait to see.

"We’ll know more tomorrow. We don’t know any more than that."

Kane, who has three goals and five points through seven games, was seen at Wednesday night’s fundraising gala dinner at the MTS Centre.

Earlier today the Jets announced centre Patrice Cormier will join the team today, recalled from the AHL's St. John's IceCaps.

Cormier has played four games so far this AHL season, with one assist. He played 10 games for the Jets last season.

As well, the Jets also announced this morning they are placing right-winger Chris Thorburn on injured reserve, retroactive to Oct. 4, the date of their second game of the season.

He's been out with an upper-body injury. Coach Claude Noel said Wednesday that Thorburn was "more than day-to-day," but wasn't far away from the lineup.

Penalties become a problem

Lazy play leading to short-handed situations, Ladd says
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The Jets' Evander Kane gets a weak penalty for hooking not long after beaking off at officials over his last penalty Tuesday. 
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The Jets' Evander Kane gets a weak penalty for hooking not long after beaking off at officials over his last penalty Tuesday. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

Jets leading way in number of times short-handed

Key penalty stats, 2013-14: (as of Tuesday)

Times short-handed: 35 (30th, NHL)

Time short-handed: 53:55 (30th, NHL)

Penalty killing: 80 per cent (17th, NHL)

DIFFERENTIAL (power-play time minus short-handed time): -8:16 (24th, NHL).
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There are more than enough issues to keep the Winnipeg Jets busy at practice these days.

A struggling offence that has produced just five goals in the last four games. The real number there is three in four games if you take out an empty-net goal and freebie last-minute tally against New Jersey.

Starts have been no asset, a trend carrying over from the pre-season. Just twice in seven regular-season starts have the Jets scored the game's first goal; they have led just once after one period.

And faceoffs, in particular less than 50-50 in six of the seven games, have gotten many nights going in the wrong direction.

Add to that a familiar obstacle -- penalties.

“

'That's all not moving our feet, not skating'

-- Jets captain Andrew Ladd on some of the team's lazy penalties

Entering Wednesday's play, the Jets were the NHL's most short-handed team.

In 2011-12, the club had a rampant discipline problem in this area in the first half and got it under control. In the lockout-shortened 2013 season, the Jets were second-worst in the league in this category.

Through seven games, Winnipeg has been short-handed 35 times and for 53 minutes 55 seconds -- that's almost a full game already -- both NHL highs.

Only once in seven games has the team given its opposition fewer than five power plays.

"Definitely a concern with the penalties in the offensive zone, the hooking and the holding," captain Andrew Ladd said Wednesday. "That's all not moving our feet, not skating. Definitely something we need to address and as individuals we have to take notice that we need to get moving and not be lazy and take lazy penalties."

And whatever you think about the officiating or the apparent weakness of some calls, when there's reaching and/or a stick is above the knees, referees see red flags.

"The penalties we have had are penalties, nothing to complain about," Ladd said. "That's on us to get our feet moving and make sure we're working."

Jets head coach Claude Noel seems to have no patience for this complication, familiar or not.

He pointed it out after Tuesday's 3-0 home loss to Montreal and was asked about it again on Wednesday.

"We've been down this road before," Noel said, obviously aware of his team's dangerous past in this area. "We'll deal with it again. We dealt with it last time, we'll deal with it this time.

"You look at the penalties and the way we're doing them. Evander (Kane) took three of them (Tuesday) and they're almost identical.

"Plays like that, there's only so much you can take. After a while, something has to be done so we'll deal with it again."

Kane, injured late in Wednesday's practice, was not available to comment on his own penalties.

Kane had gone four games without a penalty -- matching his best-behaved span of last season -- before Tuesday's rash of infractions.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Claude Noel (CP) 

Kane comes up lame

MUM was the word on Wednesday but the Winnipeg Jets expect to know more today about Evander Kane's apparent knee injury at practice Wednesday.

The left-winger was engaged in drills in one end of the MTS Iceplex rink, about an hour into the 80-minute practice, when he went down.

He had to be helped off by a teammate and a trainer, unable or unwilling to put any weight on his right leg as he exited.

"He got a tweak in practice and he'll get assessed sometime today providing we can get him looked at and we'll go from there," coach Claude Noel said after Wednesday's practice. "He's day-to-day right now. We just need further information and I don't have it.

"It was one of his wheels. He's got two good ones."

With no information, it remains uncertain whether Kane will be available for Friday's home game against the St. Louis Blues.

Centres battling injuries

FURTHER on injuries, centre Jim Slater left part-way through Wednesday's session. Centre Bryan Little was at the arena, but didn't practise at all.

"We've got some guys with nagging stuff that we knew would struggle a little," Noel reported. "So it was probably just wise on our part to get them off the ice and get them looked at.

"Bryan's the same thing."

Jets right-winger Chris Thorburn did skate on his own, with conditioning coach Lee Stubbs, for about a half-hour on Wednesday.

"He's more than day-to-day, but he's not too far off," was all Noel would say.

Practise playing hard

ON the matter of an intense, battle-heavy practice on Wednesday, Noel wasn't interested in any discussion about hard practices leading to injuries.

"There's no guarantee players (won't) get hurt in a light practice," the coach said. "I think that you have to try to determine what the team needs first. If you're afraid of injuries in practice, you're never going to be able to practise the right way. I think we needed to do some stuff that mostly related to competing.

"I think it's time the players get mad."

No excuse for slow starts

ANOTHER poor start on Tuesday doomed the Jets in their shutout loss to Montreal, and it was a frequent subject at Wednesday's practice.

"We need to play better from the onset of the game and if we don't we're going to end up practising the way we need to start and the way we need to play, so pick your poison," Noel said.

"If we're sick and tired of hearing about it then I guess we'd better do something about it," said captain Andrew Ladd. "That's the way I see it. It's on each and every one of us individually to prepare for the game and make sure we're ready for puck drop.

"There's absolutely no excuse to not be ready once that game is going."

Scheifele likes the puck

NOEL singled out rookie centre Mark Scheifele for good play on Tuesday, but Scheifele was in the minority of players with good grades.

"The puck was a bigger part of his game," the coach said.

The puck was where Scheifele put the credit on Wednesday.

"I think I just wanted the puck more," the rookie said. "I wanted to have it on my stick, wanted to be around it. I think that was the biggest difference."

Ladd called it Scheifele's best of the seven regular-season games.

"I thought yesterday was probably his best game to date, had a little more jump in his step," Ladd said.

Frolik part-timer on PK

THROUGH seven games, the charts show right-winger Michael Frolik, Game 1's hero in Edmonton with two goals including the winner, with 12 minutes 55 seconds of ice time per game.

That amount was just 11:24 on Tuesday.

To date, the Jets have used Frolik sparingly in penalty-killing duty, averaging 41 seconds per game. Last season in Chicago, the native of Kladno, Czech Republic was among the Hawks' top four penalty-killers based on ice time, averaging 2:24 per game.

"He's been a good player for us," Noel said. "If he continues to play the way he's playing five-on-five, he's going to find time to be on special teams.

"With our penalty killing, we've had some success so you're a little bit leery of trying new people in certain areas.

"I'm not ignoring him."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Winger off to another slow start, figures he's trying to do too much
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Montreal Canadiens' Francis Bouillon checks Winnipeg Jets' Blake Wheeler during second-period NHL action at the MTS Centre in Winnipeg Tuesday. 
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Montreal Canadiens' Francis Bouillon checks Winnipeg Jets' Blake Wheeler during second-period NHL action at the MTS Centre in Winnipeg Tuesday. Photo Store 

Blake Wheeler does not need a history lesson.

He knows it so well, if it were one of his classes today he'd almost surely be cutting it.
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But here is the Winnipeg Jets right-winger reliving it again: It, of course, being a rocky start to the NHL season.

The 27-year-old power forward just hasn't seemed himself so far, with just one goal and two assists to show for the Jets' first seven games.

"I don't care about stats," he said Wednesday after the team practised at the MTS Iceplex. "Stats take care of themselves. I care about the body of work and what you do to get there.

"I'm a believer that if I play a certain way, the numbers are going to be what they are, what they have been. I'm more worried about the process."

“

'That's the way it goes. I'm honest with myself. I know when I'm not playing well'

In his first season in Winnipeg, Wheeler didn't score until mid-November, 19 games into the season.

In the lockout-shortened schedule, he disliked his early play, despite four goals and nine points in the first 10 games.

"That (2011-12) was a little bit larger sample size -- we're going to talk about this damn first year for the rest of my career here but that was 20 games and this was seven," Wheeler said. "That's the way it goes. I'm honest with myself. I know when I'm not playing well."

Jets coach Claude Noel gave a short, blunt answer to a question about Wheeler after Tuesday's 3-0 loss to the Canadiens.

He expanded on the Wheeler subject on Wednesday.

"I think most players, if they don't have the ability to look, that's what coaches are for, to look and see their games," Noel said. "The other thing is we all have access to video on their shifts. So you have a real foundation of knowledge you can sort through.

“

'At least in Blake's situation, at least he is able to look in the mirror and say he's unhappy with his game'

-- Jets coach Claude Noel

"At least in Blake's situation, at least he is able to look in the mirror and say he's unhappy with his game. I think he needs to do a couple of simple things. I think for him less is more. Probably in one or two clear areas he just needs to be better.

"We spoke today a little bit about it, so he clearly understands."

Less is more was certainly what Wheeler was thinking on Wednesday.

"I have a pretty realistic view of how I judge my game and you know, I haven't been real pleased for the most part," said the winger who led the team in goals, 19, last season. "For whatever reasons, at the beginning of seasons I think I come in and try to do too much, trying to get things going and do the right things.

"That's on me. I'm the kind of guy that, to play my game, I need not to be thinking and... just relax out there. It's one of those things where you feel like you're going so hard out there but you're probably not. You're a little bit late, a second late and you're in the wrong spots because you're trying to do too much.

"For me, it hasn't been a real good start. I haven't been happy with it."

Wheeler said he's got no issue with Noel getting on his case. He even admitted he can be stubborn at times.

"You guys have gotten to know me a little bit. I'm a little bit hard-headed, a bit stubborn," he said. "I normally take the approach when things aren't going well, you try to skate yourself through the wall. That doesn't work for me. It doesn't and it hasn't in the past. I did that my first year here and it took me a little bit of time, longer, to realize that isn't me."

Some factions have been on his case because he's passed up too many good shooting opportunities, but always keep in mind there that hindsight is perfect.

"I think it's a mentality," Wheeler said. "I've never been a shoot-first guy in my entire life. I'm not going to be Kaner (Evander Kane). I'm not coming down and getting 10 shots a game. That's just not me.

"My instincts tell me I think I have a guy open and have a better opportunity to score, then I'm going to pass to them.

"Sometimes it works out and I look great. Other times it doesn't work out and I don't look so great. You're right, there are some opportunities I've passed up where I definitely should have shot and I think that comes with overthinking things and trying to make a play where it's not there."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Vancouver Canucks center Mike Santorelli (25) celebrates teammate Vancouver Canucks defenseman Jason Garrison's game winning goal during NHL hockey action against the New Jersey Devils at Rogers Arena in Vancouver, B.C. Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013. Mike Santorelli has vivid memories growing up a fan of the Vancouver Canucks. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jonathan Hayward 
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Vancouver Canucks center Mike Santorelli (25) celebrates teammate Vancouver Canucks defenseman Jason Garrison's game winning goal during NHL hockey action against the New Jersey Devils at Rogers Arena in Vancouver, B.C. Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013. Mike Santorelli has vivid memories growing up a fan of the Vancouver Canucks. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jonathan Hayward 

VANCOUVER - Mike Santorelli has vivid memories of growing up a fan of the Vancouver Canucks.

He recalls going to Game 4 of the 1994 Stanley Cup final as an eight year old — the night that New York Rangers goalie Mike Richter made a memorable penalty shot save on Vancouver superstar Pavel Bure.

"My dad and I went," Santorelli said recently, the excitement still in his voice. "It was at the Pacific Coliseum and Bure was taken down on that partial breakaway ...

"Everyone was standing. It was wild."

The Canucks lost that night and went on to lose the series in seven games. But nearly 20 years later, that young boy in the stands from nearby Burnaby, B.C., is making an early mark with his hometown team.

The 27-year-old Santorelli has been one of Vancouver's biggest surprises so far in 2013-14, scoring four goals — including two in overtime — in his first seven games.

"It's obviously the dream of every Vancouver minor hockey kid to get a chance to play for (the Canucks)," he said. "It's been unbelievable."

Santorelli, whose uncle works as a security guard at Rogers Arena and chats with his nephew after every game, has become a favourite of new head coach John Tortorella, sometimes finding himself on the Canucks' top line with Henrik and Daniel Sedin when the team needs a spark.

"Everywhere I put him, something happens," Tortorella said after Santorelli's overtime goal against New Jersey last week. "Right now, everything I do with him, he does great things for us."

But there were no guarantees Santorelli, a sixth-round pick of the Nashville Predators back in 2004, would even be in the NHL when he signed with Vancouver as a free agent in July.

A 20-goal man with Florida back in 2010-11, the six-foot, 189-pound forward scored just 11 times the last two seasons. He was placed on waivers by the Panthers during the lockout-shortened campaign and was claimed by the Winnipeg Jets, who allowed him to enter free agency.

With the salary cap coming down and the league's middle class of players getting squeezed, Santorelli's deal with the Canucks — a one-year, two-way contract that pays him $550,000 in the NHL, but just $250,000 in the minors — was a big-time pay cut from the $1.6 million he made each of the previous two seasons.

Santorelli came to training camp in great shape and with something to prove, finishing first in Tortorella's gruelling two-mile clocked run, bettering the times of the fitness-obsessed Sedin twins.

He earned a spot on the roster after a strong pre-season and has played more than 20 minutes in three of Vancouver's first seven contests, including Tuesday's 3-2 victory in Philadelphia over the Flyers that kicked off a seven-game road trip.

"I just want to go out there and play the way that makes me successful," said Santorelli, who has 37 goals and 26 assists in 215 career games. "Each day you've got to come out and prove yourself and that's what I want to keep doing."

Henrik Sedin said Santorelli's nose for the net was no secret after the numbers he put up with Florida (41 points in 2010-11). It's the things he does without the puck that have been a pleasant surprise.

"We know he's able to put up points, but he logs a lot of minutes for us, he plays in every situation," said the Canucks captain. "That's what you need as a team, to have younger guys who are not supposed to maybe play as many minutes stepping up."

Canucks defenceman Kevin Bieksa, who assisted on Santorelli's overtime goal against the Calgary Flames in the third game of the season, said Vancouver-area products who find success with the team they grew up rooting for is a bonus.

"It's new energy for us. I've been here for a while and I like seeing the local guys come in," said Bieksa. "They grow up cheering for the Canucks, and coming to Canucks games as kids.

"When they get a chance to play it seems they bring a lot of emotion and a lot of passion to the team."

Jets can't match that Price

Doesn't help when team doesn't get engine started

By: Tim Campbell 
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The Jets peppered Habs goaltender Carey Price with 36 shots on the night, but couldn't crack the goose egg. 
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The Jets peppered Habs goaltender Carey Price with 36 shots on the night, but couldn't crack the goose egg. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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Montreal Canadiens P.K. Subban (right) and Rene Bourque celebrate Subban�s goal during the first period. 
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Montreal Canadiens P.K. Subban (right) and Rene Bourque celebrate Subban�s goal during the first period. (WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

There's not much point putting the bandwagon in drive if the engine's not running.

The Winnipeg Jets had these things out of order once against Tuesday night at the MTS Centre, beginning with a sleepwalk before building it into an NHL effort by the end of the first period.

By then, however, the Montreal Canadiens had the two goals they needed and cruised to a 3-0 victory, with goalie Carey Price coolly taking care of a few spurts of urgent Winnipeg pressure.

The first two minutes of the game saw the Habs with the puck almost exclusively and Brandon Prust deposited the first goal on a backboard rebound.

P.K. Subban's wicked one-time point blast past the 11-minute mark turned out to be the death blow from which the Jets just couldn't recover, and Daniel Briere took advantage of the empty net with 1:18 to play.

In between, it was about 46 minutes of Winnipeg frustration.

"You've got to get it stopped, that's the first thing you have to do," Jets coach Claude Noel said about the first few minutes of the game and of Montreal possession. "We had a couple of opportunities, even in the first shift, to get it stopped and win a battle and get in support position to get it stopped, and we didn't.

"We swatted, batted and reached and against a team like that, they just execute passes and they get it done.

"Before you know it, it's in your net."

The result leaves the Jets with four losses in their last five starts, dropping the season mark to 3-4. And it's now a sad-looking 1-7 vs. Montreal since the Jets 2.0 era began two years ago.

PRICE OF SUCCESS

Price won his third game of the season with 36 saves for the shutout and a second straight excellent effort. He backstopped a 4-1 win in Vancouver on Friday.

Was he in the Jets' heads?

"No, I mean, I had him on that one and the puck just rolled off my stick," said Jets captain Andrew Ladd, who had two of Winnipeg's best in-close opportunities. "That happens. Obviously we would have liked to put a couple of those in the back of the net.

"Sometimes they just don't go in."

Centre Mark Scheifele, who had four shots on the night, also said no.

"No I don't think so," Scheifele said. "We took our regular shots, trying to make good shots, but he obviously made some good saves and we've just got to be better.

"We didn't test him enough."

ISN'T BUYING IT

For a second time in three games, the Jets had plenty of jam once the horse was out of the barn. They put their foot on the gas pedal last Friday when down 4-1 to Dallas.

What's that worth? Hard to tell what's real when the opposition is sitting on a healthy lead.

"We outshot them (36-25) but really, I think that's a misjudgement of the way we played," Noel said. "We couldn't generate a whole lot. We got some shots on net but they blocked a lot and we didn't get enough through, get enough traffic."

Said Ladd: "Not a great way to get off the start of the game again. We keep digging ourselves a hole and you have to fight and claw and maybe get outside your game a little bit to get back in it.

"That's not the way we want to play.

"I think from our standpoint, a little less thinking and little more reacting is going to help us in that regard."

AIDING THE ENEMY

The blocked-shots tally told a tale on Tuesday.

Montreal won there handily, 26-10.

"We didn't have a lot of great chances in the game," Noel said. "When you look at the scoring chances for our team, he (Price) saw a lot of pucks, able to get it stopped quickly.

"We want to pound shots from the blue-line, just need to get them through. When people are there and paying the price to screen the goalie, those are the times when you need to get it through.

"They blocked a lot of shots and we helped them. That's the way I look at it."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (rear) is tagged for hooking Montreal's Francis Bouillon. Kane picked up three minors on the night. 
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (rear) is tagged for hooking Montreal's Francis Bouillon. Kane picked up three minors on the night. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ) Photo Store 
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There weren't many A-games on the ice on Tuesday night, coach Claude Noel shrugged, not many players found their top level at all.

His rookies, though, they came out to play: there was Jacob Trouba, who led the team in shots after two periods and turned one of his mistakes into a dangerous scoring chance. He also gave the puck away three times, but hey, 19-year-olds will make mistakes. And then there was Mark Scheifele. "I thought Mark Scheifele was pretty good," Noel said after the game. "He created some chances. I thought he played a pretty hard game."

For this, Scheifele was rewarded. With 18 minutes and nine seconds on the ice, he trailed only Evander Kane for ice-time amongst Jets forwards, and his seven shot attempts -- four on goal, one blocked and two that missed the net -- matched Kane's shooting numbers exactly. They just couldn't solve Carey Price, that's all. "Other than the first 11 minutes, I thought we played strong," Scheifele said. "We got pucks deep, got shots to the net and we just weren't able to capitalize."

About those first 11 minutes though, about those slow starts. It's already been this team's downfall more than once, but few games more obviously than Tuesday night. "It's our been our starts that have been our downfall lately," Scheifele agreed. "We know we have to step it up. We came out strong the last five of the first and the rest of the game but we weren't able to capitalize on our chances."

For how to fix that, Scheifele turned to some old hockey cliches, but it's not like there's a whole lot else to say. It's a simple game, in that way. "The past few games, the other team's gotten on us and been able to develop a cycling game on us early," he said. "I think we've got to come out and get pucks deep right from the start and go from there."

That goes right across the roster. It goes for everyone from Blake Wheeler, off to a slow start this year as the offensive sparks of the last two seasons seem to be fizzling -- "He's not playing very well," Noel said bluntly -- to Zach Bogosian, who looked to seethe with frustration after taking a late first-period tripping penalty on Tuesday. (The evident tripee, Lars Eller, did get called for taking a dive.)

"It's a problem but you can't get too frustrated," blueliner Zach Bogosian said of the team's first frames. "You've got to change it. Obviously those starts have to get better but it just doesn't come from one or two guys, we have to collectively go through it as a group and the whole team has to be ready to play."

--

In other news, the Jets took one dubious league lead on Tuesday night: they are now the most penalized team in the NHL.

Winnipeg has been shorthanded 35 times now this season, more than any other team in the NHL, passing the angelic Philadelphia Flyers on Tuesday with their five minor penalties against the Canadiens. With a four-for-five effort on their penalty kill -- spoiled by Daniel Briere's power-play empty-netter late in Tuesday's game -- the Jets have posted an 80 per cent success rate on the penalty kill so far.

--with notes from Tim Campbell

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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They're the only Jets who play with jam every night
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Zach Bogosian (right) and Evander Kane may have seen their development stunted by Atlanta's impatience but they're both coming into their own as legitimate leaders. 
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Zach Bogosian (right) and Evander Kane may have seen their development stunted by Atlanta's impatience but they're both coming into their own as legitimate leaders. (MIKE DEAL / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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Evander Kane (left) 
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Evander Kane (left) 

Inch by inch, game by game, Evander Kane and Zach Bogosian are making the Winnipeg Jets their team.

They bring more will and effort to games on a consistent basis than the rest of their teammates. They are willing to lead. Now if only the rest would follow.

If all the Jets had the jam of Kane and Bogosian, this team would win far more games. Until they do, more disappointment such as Tuesday night's 3-0 loss to the Montreal Canadiens will follow.

Too many of the Jets were unwilling to engage early and before the first period was barely half over it was 2-0 Montreal. The lead held and was more than enough for Carey Price to add another shutout to his resumé.

Apologists will suggest the Jets had a strong game, but for the first 10 minutes. Ridiculous. What does it matter if a team is strong once the game is virtually decided?

The Jets can't continue to post half-games or three-quarter games.

As a team, they must be more like Kane and Bogosian, who seem to be ready to go every night and maintain a a stiff pace for the entirety.

Whether it be the little things or the big things, on the ice or behind the scenes, these one-time toddler Thrashers are becoming the soul and drive of the Winnipeg Jets.

Rushed to the NHL by a misplaced attempt to generate star buzz in Atlanta, Kane and Bogosian have been coming on as players and now are beginning to exert their force as bosses in the Jets dressing room.

Questioned about the pair on Tuesday, one Jets executive said simply, "they've matured."

They're not without their warts, but there is far more to like about Kane and Bogosian right now than not.

The Jets could do without Kane chirping the referees after every penalty, which has earned him a bad name among the league's officials. Tuesday night featured a number of questionable calls against Kane and it's easy to make the leap his three minors were partially earned on reputation.

Bogosian's hockey sense can be wanting at times and he can make poor decisions in his own end without the puck, resulting in breakdowns.

But right now, on a team that refuses to consistently play the hard brand of hockey required for success in the NHL, Kane and Bogosian stand apart in their effort.

Kane leads the Jets in shots and hits and is morphing into the club's most important offensive player. He wants added responsibility and, more importantly, he's earning it.

The fifth-year pro has become coach Claude Noel's answer for any number of situations. From the top line to the power play to energy situations, Kane's number gets called.

Make the mistake of telling someone in Jets management that Evander Kane is playing more for himself and less for his team right now and prepare to be corrected.

To outsiders, Kane has sometimes appeared to be selfish. Insiders say that's not the truth, pointing to his work ethic as an example of his concept of team.

Bogosian has shown his increased value playing with rookie Jacob Trouba. The right-hand-shooting Bogosian has had to move to the left side to accommodate his new partner and has done so without a grumble. It took him a few games to adjust and he appeared tentative for a stretch, but that's dissipated and the physical element of his game has returned.

Trouba can stir up a little trouble with his style of play and Bogosian has been a pit bull with opponents when they try to lean on the rookie. Bogosian views his teammates as family members and takes action when someone crosses the line. Many nights he's alone in taking such a stand.

Bogosian was fairly insulted when asked Tuesday morning about his team's reluctance to consistently play with an edge.

"It's pretty simple. Play hard, the way we did on Sunday against New Jersey, and win games. Play the other way and don't," he said. "We all have to buy in and play that way."

Easier said than done with this group, however, as for three years now they've proven to be a case study in inconsistency.

Kane and Bogosian have it figured out. The question of the day, and most likely this season, is when will the rest of the Jets.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Mark Scheifele had a number opportunities but couldn't put the biscuit in the basket against the Montreal Canadiens. 
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There weren’t many A-games on the ice on Tuesday night, coach Claude Noel shrugged, not many players found their top level at all.

His rookies, though, they came out to play: there was Jacob Trouba, who led the team in shots after two periods and turned one of his mistakes into a dangerous scoring chance. He also gave the puck away three times, but hey, 19-year-olds will make mistakes. And then there was Mark Scheifele. "I thought Mark Scheifele was pretty good," Noel said after the game. "He created some chances. I thought he played a pretty hard game."

“

'Other than the first 11 minutes, I thought we played strong' 

For this, Scheifele was rewarded. With 18 minutes and nine seconds on the ice, he trailed only Evander Kane for ice-time amongst Jets forwards, and his seven shot attempts — four on goal, one blocked and two that missed the net — matched Evander Kane’s shooting numbers exactly. They just couldn’t solve Carey Price, that’s all. "Other than the first 11 minutes, I thought we played strong," Scheifele said. "We got pucks deep, got shots to the net and we just weren’t able to capitalize."

About those first 11 minutes though, about those slow starts. It’s already been this team’s downfall more than once, but few games more obviously than Tuesday night. "It’s our been our starts that have been our downfall lately," Scheifele agreed. "We know we have to step it up. We came out strong the last five of the first and the rest of the game but we weren’t able to capitalize on our chances."

For how to fix that, Scheifele turned to some old hockey cliches, but it’s not like there’s a whole lot else to say. It’s a simple game, in that way. "The past few games, the other team’s gotten on us and been able to develop a cycling game on us early," he said. "I think we’ve got to come out and get pucks deep right from the start and go from there."

That goes right across the roster. It goes for everyone from Blake Wheeler, off to a slow start this year as the offensive sparks of the last two seasons seem to be fizzling — "He’s not playing very well," Noel said bluntly — to Zach Bogosian, who looked to seethe with frustration after taking a late first-period tripping penalty on Tuesday. (The evident tripee, Lars Eller, did get called for taking a dive.)

"It’s a problem but you can’t get too frustrated," blueliner Bogosian said of the team’s first frames. "You’ve got to change it. Obviously those starts have to get better but it just doesn’t come from one or two guys, we have to collectively go through it as a group and the whole team has to be ready to play."

In other news, the Jets took one dubious league lead on Tuesday night: they are now the most penalized team in the NHL.

Winnipeg has been shorthanded 35 times now this season, more than any other team in the NHL, passing the angelic Philadelphia Flyers on Tuesday with their five minor penalties against the Canadiens. With a four-for-five effort on their penalty kill — spoiled by Daniel Briere’s power-play empty-netter late in Tuesday’s game — the Jets have posted an 80 per cent success rate on the penalty kill so far.

— With notes from Tim Campbell

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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By: Tim Campbell 

Posted: 10/15/2013 10:54 PM | Comments: 0  

  5 

  0 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  17 

 Print 

 E–mail 

Andrew Ladd wasn't the only Jet who couldn't solve Montreal goalie Carey Price Tuesday night, as the Jets fell to the Habs 3-0. 
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Andrew Ladd wasn't the only Jet who couldn't solve Montreal goalie Carey Price Tuesday night, as the Jets fell to the Habs 3-0. Photo Store 

There’s not much point putting the bandwagon in drive if the engine’s not running.

The Winnipeg Jets had these things out of order once against Tuesday night at the MTS Centre, beginning with a sleepwalk before building it into an NHL effort by the end of the first period.

By then, however, the Montreal Canadiens had the two goals they needed and cruised to a 3-0 victory, with goalie Carey Price coolly taking care of a few spurts of urgent Winnipeg pressure.

The first two minutes of the game saw the Habs with the puck almost exclusively and Brandon Prust deposited the first goal on a backboard rebound.

P.K. Subban’s wicked one-time point blast past the 11-minute mark turned out to be the death blow from which the Jets just couldn’t recover, and Daniel Briere took advantage of the empty net with 1:18 to play.

In between, it was about 46 minutes of Winnipeg frustration.

"You’ve got to get it stopped, that’s the first thing you have to do," Jets coach Claude Noel said about the first few minutes of the game and of Montreal possession. "We had a couple of opportunities, even in the first shift, to get it stopped and win a battle and get in support position to get it stopped, and we didn’t.

"We swatted, batted and reached and against a team like that, they just execute passes and they get it done.

“

“Before you know it, it’s in your net.”

"Before you know it, it’s in your net."

The result leaves the Jets with four losses in their last five starts, dropping the season mark to 3-4. And it’s now a sad-looking 1-7 vs. Montreal since the Jets 2.0 era began two years ago.

Price of success

Price won his third game of the season with 36 saves for the shutout and a second straight excellent effort. He backstopped a 4-1 win in Vancouver on Friday.

Was he in the Jets’ heads?

"No, I mean, I had him on that one and the puck just rolled off my stick," said Jets captain Andrew Ladd, who had two of Winnipeg’s best in-close opportunities. "That happens. Obviously we would have liked to put a couple of those in the back of the net.

"Sometimes they just don’t go in."

Centre Mark Scheifele, who had four shots on the night, also said no.

"No I don’t think so," Scheifele said. "We took our regular shots, trying to make good shots, but he obviously made some good saves and we’ve just got to be better.

"We didn’t test him enough."

Isn’t buying it

For a second time in three games, the Jets had plenty of jam once the horse was out of the barn. They put their foot on the gas pedal last Friday when down 4-1 to Dallas.

What’s that worth? Hard to tell what’s real when the opposition is sitting on a healthy lead.

"We outshot them (36-25) but really, I think that’s a misjudgement of the way we played," Noel said. "We couldn’t generate a whole lot. We got some shots on net but they blocked a lot and we didn’t get enough through, get enough traffic."

Said Ladd: "Not a great way to get off the start of the game again. We keep digging ourselves a hole and you have to fight and claw and maybe get outside your game a little bit to get back in it.

"That’s not the way we want to play.

"I think from our standpoint, a little less thinking and little more reacting is going to help us in that regard."

Aiding the enemy

The blocked-shots tally told a tale on Tuesday.

Montreal won there handily, 26-10.

"We didn’t have a lot of great chances in the game," Noel said. "When you look at the scoring chances for our team, he (Price) saw a lot of pucks, able to get it stopped quickly.

"We want to pound shots from the blue-line, just need to get them through. When people are there and paying the price to screen the goalie, those are the times when you need to get it through.

"They blocked a lot of shots and we helped them. That’s the way I look at it."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (9) breaks away against Dallas Stars' Alex Goligoski (33) during second period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 11, 2013. Kane admits it's frustrating that he has never seen the NHL playoffs from the inside. But this season he's doing what he can to change that. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 
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WINNIPEG - The season is young and the results so far mixed, but one Winnipeg Jet who came out of the gate ready to run this year is Evander Kane.

It's been noticed.

Kane has stepped up with a more physical all-round game and is now back with Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler on the team's No. 1 line.

"You look at the obvious things, like produce offensively, that's my job and that's what I'm counted on to do," says Kane, who has three goals and two assists in six games for the Jets.

"But I try to be a two-way player in terms of little things like blocking shots, taking hits, looking good in my own zone and creating offensive opportunities for myself and my linemates. Whatever I can do to help the team."

Kane is a plus-3 so far this season, with a team-leading 30 shots on goal before Tuesday night's home game against Montreal.

That he shoots a lot isn't news, but he has been visibly more physical and defensively minded and says he wants to embrace more of a leadership role.

"I think Evander can bring the level of leadership up with his game," says coach Claude Noel.

"But all players are like that. There's other players as well that would like to take a more leadership role but it starts with your game. If you bring consistency to your A-game then you can now have a voice in the room. You can have a voice just by the way you play."

Both the Jets and the Canadiens entered Tuesday's game looking for more consistency.

But unlike the Jets, who haven't seen the post-season since 2007 when they were still the Atlanta Thrashers, the Canadiens have made the playoffs five out of the last six seasons. They've also been knocked out in the first round in three of those five seasons.

"I haven't made the playoffs in my career and that's frustrating," says Kane, who played two seasons in Atlanta before the move to Winnipeg.

The fourth pick overall in the 2009 entry draft, Kane has speed and stick-handling ability. But there have been times when his team game and desire to win have been questioned.

He's still just 22 but it's hard to find fault with his effort this season.

His average time on ice per game is just .02 seconds less than Bryan Little, who leads all Winnipeg forwards at 20:09. Ladd is next at 18:26.

Being bounced around as coaches try to find a good fit for him is nothing new for Kane's career. He started the season anchoring a second scoring line with Mark Scheifele and Devin Setoguchi.

"I've been doing line juggling for 264 games," Kane said with a chuckle Tuesday.

Many nights the Kane line generated the bulk of the pressure and scoring opportunities for the Jets. Two games ago Noel started juggling again to try and spread some of that energy around.

"I think his teammates know what he can bring to the table and when he does that we do get energized because it makes everybody else feel like we're moving," says Noel.

"(He's) an exciting player to watch when he plays like that and then you find that your other players are following suit."

Other things also may be coming together for the Jets, who had the worst power play in the league last season and were only slightly better at penalty killing.

Their power play ranked 20th and their penalty kill 16th as of Tuesday and they managed at least one power-play goal in each of their first five games.

"If you look at our special teams the last couple of games, we've worked a lot harder to make sure we're getting those lanes or getting shots to the net," says defenceman Zach Bogosian.

"We don't really look at stats too much but you can feel it when you're out there that it's starting to come together."

The Jets didn't score a power-play goal in their last 3-0 win over the New Jersey Devils but they did kill five penalties, including a five-on-three.

"You know you're doing your job when things are going well. that's satisfying in itself when you get those lanes and block those shots that prevents a goal or a scoring chance," said Bogosian.

He says more communication on the ice is working.

Jets getting hang of Pearn's penalty-killing system

By: Tim Campbell 
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Shortly after killing a five-on-three situation, Jets left-winger Evander Kane (right) scored what proved to be the winning goal against the Devils on Sunday. 
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Shortly after killing a five-on-three situation, Jets left-winger Evander Kane (right) scored what proved to be the winning goal against the Devils on Sunday. Photo Store 

In terms of quality, their first six games have been all over the NHL map.

But there is evidence that the Winnipeg Jets, now 3-3 after Sunday's 3-0 home-ice victory over the New Jersey Devils, are putting one element of their game into the asset category.

Centre Bryan Little said Winnipeg executed the PK game plan to perfection. 
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Centre Bryan Little said Winnipeg executed the PK game plan to perfection. (WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

Penalty-killing chart

◾vs. Edmonton 3/5

◾vs. L.A. 3/5

◾vs. Anaheim 4/4

◾vs. Minnesota 6/6

◾vs. Dallas 3/5

◾vs. New Jersey 5/5
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The team's penalty-killing was a clear spark on Sunday, including a crucial five-on-three kill of 72 seconds early in the second period.

Moments after taking care of that business, Evander Kane came up with what proved to be the winning goal.

"I don't know if it was the turning point but there were a couple of big plays, (Mark) Stuart had a big block and a couple of big plays, iced it a couple of times, fired it down and really good efforts, some sacrifices," said Jets coach Claude Noel, trying to hold back on the gushing. "Those are rallying points. I'm not sure if it's a turning point, but you could look at it that way."

The night's tally was five for five on the penalty kill, making the Jets 90 per cent in their last four games.

It's still early, and in the six games they've played, three nights have seen their opponents score twice on the power play. That puts the team's overall tally at 80 per cent (24 for 30) but it's a whole lot better than last year's start and currently right in the middle of the league pack heading for tonight's home game against the Montreal Canadiens (7 p.m., TSN Jets, TSN 1290).

A season ago, the Jets had a miserable penalty-killing record with a new approach to start the season.

They eventually figured it out and though all the analysts and pundits pointed to their overall mediocre lockout-year mark of 24th of 30 teams at 79.7 per cent, that level was skewed by the most horrible of starts.

A closer examination showed the Jets were a top-three penalty-kill team over last season's final 31 games -- when the pressure was really on -- allowing just 10 power-play goals (87.8 per cent) in that span.

"Starting last year, Perry (Pearn, assistant coach) kind of brought in a whole new philosophy. It was different and for me personally, I really enjoyed it because you get to pressure up ice, you get to screw up their breakout, which screws up their whole power play," Kane said. "Once everybody bought into it, trusted one another on the ice, it was obviously very successful.

"It's obvious when we do it well, it works."

Jets centre Bryan Little, another key member of the killing unit, said Sunday's efforts against the Devils showed what the Jets are capable of.

"Tonight was a good example; it's exactly the way we wanted to play it," Little said. "We're aggressive, kind of working as one out there. That's big because if one guy's not doing the same thing as the others, it's going to throw it all off.

"When we're working as a group we're really good."

Opposition power plays can be a murderer's row of snipers and playmakers on any given week in the NHL.

The Jets have stopped paying attention to that.

"You can't be in awe of who you're playing against," Little said. "If you kind of respect those guys too much, you'll give them too much space or ease up on them. You've got to, if anything, be hard on them, let them know you're there, bump them, do anything to get in their way."

Added Kane: "Not respecting their players is key. If you do that, it's hard for anybody."

Coming off Friday's dismal home loss in which Dallas scored twice on the power play, Kane said the Jets knew what to do because they've been getting so much better at it.

"I think we were disappointed with our penalty killing as a group in the last game," he said. "We wanted to redeem ourselves. As a group, we were a lot more focused on our assignments through the neutral zone and we pressured the puck when they were under duress.

"I think pressure in this league is the key, taking away time and space."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Al Montoya earns shutout with 24 saves as Winnipeg beats New Jersey 3-0

By: Avi Saper, The Canadian Press 
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Winnipeg Jets goaltender Al Montoya (35) juggles a New Jersey Devils shot during first period NHL hockey action in Winnipeg, Sunday, October 13, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Trevor Hagan 
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WINNIPEG - Al Montoya made his case for more time in the Winnipeg net after watching the Jets' first five games from the bench.

The Jets' backup goaltender had 24 saves for a shutout as Winnipeg beat the New Jersey Devils 3-0 on Sunday.

Montoya said he was only as good as his team's willingness to play defence.

"The team was communicating with me and really letting me see the puck," said Montoya.

"It's forwards coming back to help out the (defencemen), (defencemen) coming back to help out the goalie. Selflessness out there — that's what we want our identity to be."

Evander Kane scored twice and Andrew Ladd added a goal in the final minute for the Jets as they snapped a three-game losing streak to get back to .500. The Devils are now winless in six games to open the season.

Montoya was rarely under siege, but controlled rebounds well and showed poise handling the puck.

Montoya started only five games in the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season as No. 1 netminder Ondrej Pavelec was near the top of the league in games played and shots faced.

"It's not an easy game to play when you watch your team play five and you're under the gun," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "(There was) a lot of pressure on Al. I thought he handled it superbly."

Kane opened the scoring for Winnipeg (3-3-0) early in the second period when he carried the puck the length of the ice and banked it off the leg of Devils defenceman Andy Greene and past goalie Cory Schneider.

Schneider said he got a piece of the puck with his stick, but couldn't react quickly enough after it bounced off Greene.

"They got the bounce to get the winning goal, and we didn't," Schneider said. "We've just got to find a way. I was good tonight, but he just made that one extra save."

The game winner came after an unsuccessful two-man advantage for New Jersey (0-3-3) that head coach Pete DeBoer saw as the game's key moment.

"If we score I think it's a different game," DeBoer said. "We've got to generate something there. We didn't work hard enough to create enough offensive opportunities."

Montoya's best save came in the second period, when he stopped Patrik Elias point blank after a turnover in the neutral zone.

The backup goalie rarely had to deal with traffic in his crease as the Jets defended their territory and frustrated the Devils.

Kane, who later added an empty-net goal with 57 seconds remaining for his third of the season, thought the Jets found success by limiting the Devils' chances.

"When you play in the other team's zone, you're going to get less shots against," Kane said. "That was a key part — pressuring them and not giving them time and space to attack us and abuse us in our own end."

Kane played alongside Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler on the Jets' top line for the first time this season as Noel decided to juggle his roster after three straight poor showings.

"A lot of good play from a lot of players tonight," Noel said, adding that the reconfigured lineup would likely be used again when the Jets continue their six-game homestand on Tuesday night against Montreal.

Schneider, who made 32 saves, wasn't challenged often. His best stop came on a short-handed breakaway by Kane in the third period to keep his team within a goal.

Neither team came close to scoring in a low-energy first period that had the MTS Centre quieter than usual. Each side had one power play, but failed to register a shot on goal.

The Devils will try again for their first win when they wrap up their five-game road trip in Ottawa on Thursday night.

Schneider said getting the first win doesn't get any easier the longer it takes.

"We're playing well in stretches," he said, "but our consistency isn't quite there yet."

Notes: Schneider, who spent three seasons with the AHL's Manitoba Moose, was on MTS Centre ice for the first time as an NHL goalie. The crowd gave him a warm ovation during a first-period stoppage, before launching into a taunting chant of "Co-rey". … The Jets kept their opponent off the scoreboard in the opening period for the first time this season. … The Devils went 0 for 6 on the power play, and are now 1 for 16 to start the season with the extra attacker.
Montoya earns second career shutout
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Al Montoya juggles a New Jersey Devils shot during the first period. 
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Al Montoya juggles a New Jersey Devils shot during the first period. 

It’s supposed to be a tough gig, being a little-used back-up goalie in the National Hockey League.

A guy takes a pile of shots in the pre-game warmup and then dons a ball hat before playing doorman for his teammates while they come off the ice all night.
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But Al Montoya is good with all that. And the veteran netminder also has a very keen understanding of his role as Ondrej Pavelec’s back-up and occasional starter for the Winnipeg Jets.

Case in point: Sunday night’s performance by Montoya in a 3-0 win over the New Jersey Devils. It was just his sixth start as a Jet, but his second career shutout.

"It feels great," said Montoya. "Knowing what we were coming into this game with, a couple losses, it’s not good. So, to come out here and get the win and feel good the way I was skating and the team was communicating and letting me see the puck... it feels good."

Montoya kicked out 24 shots in the win and was particularly sharp in a stretch of 72 seconds when the Devils were enjoying a two-man advantage. All told, the Jets killed off five Devils’ power-plays and Montoya was key in all of them.

As for this possibly meaning more work for Montoya, he just shrugged his shoulders.

"They know what I’m capable of," said Montoya. "Pavs is a fantastic goalie. For me to come in here and give him a night off, it’s not just about that. It’s about giving this team a chance to win as well. I know what I can do. I wanted to play well. I wanted to show what I can do and I think I did that.

"I know what this league’s like. There’s a lot of games. I’ve been there before. For me, it’s not worrying about the rest, it’s just playing hockey whenever I’m called upon. This is the best league in the world and I’m here to give this team a chance when I get the chance."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
Jets snap losing skid with win over Devils
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A shot by Evander Kane, not shown, trickles over the shoulder and past New Jersey Devils goaltender Cory Schneider as Devin Setoguchi and Andy Greene battle in the crease during the second period. 
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A shot by Evander Kane, not shown, trickles over the shoulder and past New Jersey Devils goaltender Cory Schneider as Devin Setoguchi and Andy Greene battle in the crease during the second period. (TREVOR HAGAN / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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It was Fred Shero — the legendary coach of the Philadelphia Flyers, member of the hockey hall of fame and a Winnipegger, to boot — who uttered the famous quote which might be the perfect mantra for Evander Kane and the Winnipeg Jets.

‘Success is not the result of spontaneous combustion," said Shero. "You must first set yourself on fire.’

Led by Kane — who served up another in a series of solid performances this season — and goaltender Al Montoya, the Jets served up a combustible effort in Sunday night’s 3-0 win over the New Jersey Devils at MTS Centre that snaps a three-game losing skid and evens their record at 3-3.

Kane scored twice, took a game-high eight shots, and banged out five hits in a win that was the picture of a complete effort by the Jets.

"That’s the way we have to play as a team," said Kane. "(The physical play) brings the emotion out of the game, the intensity and the pace. When everybody’s playing physical it’s hard for referees to call physical penalties. It makes for an intense game and you have to be on your toes and be aware of what’s going on.

"I take it upon myself to be one of the leaders in this room and on the ice. Whatever area I feel I need to lead in, whatever the situation is in the game, I want to do that."

THE HIT PARADE, X2

The Jets out-hit the Devils 31-18, with Zach Bogosian registering seven to lead Winnipeg. And it spoke of a dramatic improvement in the home side’s compete level — an area that was stressed after the two most-recent losses to Dallas and Minnesota.

"It reiterates our point that we need to be physical, to be intense, to pressure all over the ice," said Kane. "And when you do that you see the turnovers you can create."

"I thought it was a way better game," added coach Claude Noel. "It looked like the team we thought we had. I thought we really managed the puck well, our compete level was really good. I thought we did a lot of good things. We played a very smart 1-0 game. We were very committed and unselfish. A lot of good play from a lot of players tonight."

THE BIG CUBANO IS EL GRANDE

Al Montoya hasn’t played a lot for the Jets — Sunday was just his sixth start — but he has given the club some solid netminding when his name is called. He kicked out 24 shots from the Devils and got some inspired play from the men in front of him, who blocked 19 shots.

"He played well," said Noel. "That’s not an easy role to play when you come in after playing five games and you haven’t played very much. But he’s done that last year. I thought Montoya was really, really good. I don’t know if he had to be spectacular, but he was good. He was big in the net and I thought he helped us out."

Asked if he might have a goalie controversy on his hands, Noel grinned, then added:

"I’ll leave it up to you guys to create one, if you’d like.

"His game was great. He’s played in tough situations. He did it last year, he’s done it again this year. It’s not an easy game to play when you watch your team play five and then you’re under the gun. There was a lot of pressure on Al and I thought he handled it superb, just like he did last season.

"He doesn’t make me nervous when he goes into the net. He’s been working good. (Goaltending coach) Wade Flaherty’s had him prepared for awhile. He’s done a great job."

THE KID IS HOT TONIGHT

Jacob Trouba didn’t hear his name called as one of the three stars — Montoya, Kane and Dustin Byfuglien were honoured — but the Jets’ 19-year-old rookie was solid again. He led the team in ice time with 26:36, was a plus 2, dished out three hits, was an offensive threat occasionally and gave more hints that his game is multi-layered.

"I guess that’s why I’m here, to play," said Trouba when asked for his thoughts on leading the Jets in ice time again. "I don’t know... it is what it is. I’m used to playing like that with my past teams so it’s not any different for me."

"He’s a very good player right now for us," added Noel. "What can you say? He plays with a lot of poise. He shakes off mistakes. He plays with a large amount of confidence. He’s just a good player. You watch the details in his game: he skates, he manages the net real well, around the net real well. He makes smart decisions. He’s playing very well.

THE HOMESTAND CONTINUES

The Jets’ six-game homestand hits the halfway mark Tuesday night when the Montreal Canadiens are in town, followed by visits from St. Louis, Nashville and Washington.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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IT'S not the pre-game meal. It's not about the game-day naps. And it's not like the Winnipeg Jets -- for half the season, at least -- can't get picked up and carried by a ferocious home crowd that cheers a good forecheck as loud as a goal.

So what gives with the Jets' poor starts through five games to start the 2013-14 season?

"It's something we need to address," said Jets' captain Andrew Ladd after practice on Saturday. "We don't want to have that trend where we get behind the eight-ball right from the get-go. It'd be nice to get going early and use the energy in the building here to our advantage.

"Honestly, I just think it's individually you've got to figure out how that works yourself, whether you use practice to make sure you're ready for games or your routine before the game, or whatever you need to do individually to make sure you're doing your part when it comes to game time. That's something we all have to figure out on our own. I think the coaches do a good job of laying out what we want to do and then it's up to everyone in this room to do it."

The Jets have led only once after the first period of five games this year -- in last week's 3-2 loss to Anaheim -- and have been out-shot in the opening 20 minutes in each. And while the club was clinging to their work later in the loss to Dallas, particularly after outshooting the Stars 20-7 in the third, that's little solace after another defeat.

"You want to have urgency to win hockey games," said Ladd. "After that first period we did a good job of having some urgency and then playing some better hockey in the last two periods, but that doesn't really mean much when you are losing 4-1.

"We have to use that feeling and what we did in those last two periods and start the game like that against New Jersey."

PRAISE FOR BYFUGLIEN: Jets coach Claude Noel was raving about the work of Dustin Byfuglien on Saturday, particularly in his increased role that now includes time on the penalty kill. Byfuglien, who is tied for the Jets' scoring lead with Toby Enstrom with six assists, is averaging 24:14 minutes of ice time and is plus-1.

"I think Dustin's game overall has been very good," said Noel. "He's never been a penalty killer, but I think he's very engaged, not only in the penalty killing but every facet of the game. He's battled, he's taken lanes, he's blocking shots, he's doing some good things and he's capable.

"He's smart enough to read situations. We've been very happy with Buff. There were some areas we talked about last year with him that we wanted him to stay away from because it gets him in trouble. He's conscientiously staying away from doing that stuff... For me, Buff has shown he's playing with power, he's a strong guy, and you can see how well he's skating. His overall game is good, it's not as risky and it's way more straight-lined and consistent and in control."

Byfuglien took some stitches above the left eye after being caught with a stick in Friday's loss and having to leave for repairs.

"It definitely hurt and it cut me open for a couple (stitches) in the eyebrow," said Byfuglien. "That's hockey. You go in and get stitched up and still got to play."

GOOD NUMBERS/BAD NUMBERS: The Jets' collective face-off percentage improved dramatically against the Stars with seven players combining to win 63 per cent of the draws. Bryan Little, who struggled against the Minnesota Wild, won 18 of 24 face-offs in a dramatic about-face.

"We covered it a fair bit, we've taken the guys after practice and worked on some things," said Noel. "They just wanted to do better. That's what happens and its no different on face-off circles or winning battles later in the game -- we were a little more urgent.

"It's like when you lose three in a row it's 'We've had enough.' Faceoffs is the same."

And now the bad...

While nobody was blaming Ondrej Pavelec for his work in Friday's loss, some interesting numbers to debate. Pavelec played Thursday in Minny and Friday at home against Dallas and is now 2-15-0 in the second of back-to-back games dating back to the 2010-11 season. Even more alarming is his save percentage in those games: .870

FAMILIAR FACES: The Devils will start former Manitoba Moose netminder Cory Schneider against the Jets today. Winnipegger Travis Zajac is centering a line featuring Ryane Clowe and Damien Brunner, while captain Bryce Salvador, another Manitoban, is paired with Marek Zidlicky.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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John Woods / The Canadian Press Big Buff takes a towel from Zach Bogosian after being clipped by a wayward stick in Friday�s first period. 
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John Woods / The Canadian Press Big Buff takes a towel from Zach Bogosian after being clipped by a wayward stick in Friday�s first period. (CP) 
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If urgency could be bottled and passed around for everyone in the dressing room to take a swig, then the Winnipeg Jets might have the magic formula to pull them out of their three-game funk.

The Jets were back on the ice Saturday morning, still trying to come up with answers for their play in Friday night's 4-1 loss to the Dallas Stars -- the third consecutive defeat after a 2-0 start -- and to suggest the mood was cranky would be a massive understatement.

Let's just say there isn't a lot of joy in Jetland these days.

And while it was suggested immediately after Friday's loss the focus was perhaps too much on the Xs and Os and was leading to tentative play -- a notion floated by Evander Kane, among others -- it was Olli Jokinen who offered a different take a day later.

“

'We can talk here all day but to me, it's pretty cheap... It's almost, "Shut up and play," you know?'

-- Olli Jokinen

"You gotta focus on the Xs and Os... you gotta know the game plan, that's the foundation," said the veteran centre. "That's the first thing you've got to know, learning to play the right way. Stick with the plan and once you get that in your head, then you play. It's not like our system is too complicated that you should over-think. That's just my opinion.

"You control things you can control and obviously the only thing you should worry about going into a game is playing with the system and knowing where to go, because once you start knowing that your linemate is going to do the right thing, the game's going to slow down and be a lot easier to play.

"But if you're all over the place you can't play," added Jokinen. "You think St. Louis doesn't know their system? Of course they know their system. There shouldn't be one guy in this room who doesn't know the system. It should be automatic. It shouldn't be that you have to over-think. It's not like football where there's millions of plays. We've got pretty much the same forecheck as every other team, the same 'D' zone as every other team, the same neutral-zone forecheck."

It was here, as Jokinen held court with a small group of reporters, where he must have realized his rant had been uttered and heard before -- not just by him but by a collection of those in Jets colours.

And then, continuing a theme that was common in the dressing room Friday, he summed up the sentiment of most the Jets and their fan base.

"We can talk here all day but to me, it's pretty cheap," said Jokinen. "We've all been saying the right things here for the past four weeks. It's a matter of doing those things now. It's almost, 'Shut up and play,' you know?

"A lot of times when things don't go as planned you have 25 guys that think there's a certain way we should play. But there's a plan in place and we've just got to go out and do it. That's the bottom line, otherwise it's going to be like this all year.

"The good thing here is now everybody realizes there is tough competition this year and there's a lot of games. We understand every game is important. It's a good thing everybody doesn't have the attitude, 'Oh, it's just one game.' Everybody is paying attention now and knows we've got to really bring it tomorrow."

But it's here where the conundrum that is the Jets' early season start gets interesting: is coach Claude Noel's stressing of the Xs and Os choking the creativity out of the club? Or, as Jokinen and others suggested Saturday, is buying into the system the key to morphing from playoff spectators to participants?

"It's too early in the season to get mad and start slinging and pointing fingers," said Dustin Byfuglien. "We all know what we have to do and we just have to go out there and do it."

That was hammered home by Noel & Co. during Saturday morning's session. There wasn't a lick of screaming by the coaching staff, but a whole lot of instruction and reinforcement.

"(The system) is not that complex," said Noel. "It's not rocket science. We're tight because of the results that we've had. That leads to the tentativeness and not wanting to make a mistake. We're not reinventing anything, we haven't changed anything.

"Some of that (tentativeness) is because of what just happened. You play cautious because you've lost two in a row and you don't want to lose three and you're at home. So, you're thinking the wrong way and somehow you've got to let the mind go free and play.

"It's more the fear of making mistakes. You have to be able to have confidence in your game and the team game that even if you make a mistake it's not the end of the world, we can cover over each other."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Winnipeg Jets Oli Jokinen gets tied up with Dallas Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen during second period action Friday night at the MTS Centre. 
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Winnipeg Jets Oli Jokinen gets tied up with Dallas Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen during second period action Friday night at the MTS Centre. (JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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If angst could be bottled and then passed around for everyone in the dressing room to take a swig, then the Winnipeg Jets might have the magic formula to pull them out of their three-game funk.

The Jets were back on the ice Saturday morning, still trying to come up with answers for their play in Friday night’s 4-1 loss to the Dallas Stars — the third consecutive defeat after a 2-0 start — and to suggest the mood was cranky would be a massive understatement.

Let’s just say there isn’t a lot of joy in Jetland these days.

And while it was suggested immediately after the Stars’ loss that the focus was perhaps too much on the Xs and Os and that was leading to tentative play — a notion floated by Evander Kane, among others — it was Olli Jokinen who offered a different take a day later.

"You gotta focus on the Xs and Os... you gotta know the gameplan, that’s the foundation," said the Jets’ veteran centre. "That’s the first thing you’ve got to know, learning to play the right way. Stick with the plan and once you get that in your head, then you play. It’s not like our system is too complicated that you should over-think. That’s just my opinion.

"You control things you can control and obviously the only thing you should worry about going into a game is playing with the system and knowing where to go because once you start knowing that your linemate is going to do the right thing the game’s going to slow down and be a lot easier to play.

"But if you’re all over the place you can’t play," added Jokinen. "You think St. Louis doesn’t know their system? Of course they know their system. There shouldn’t be one guy in this room who doesn’t know the system. It should be automatic. It shouldn’t be that you have to over-think. It’s not like football where there’s millions of plays. We’ve got pretty much the same forecheck as every other team, the same ‘D’ zone as every other team, the same neutral zone forecheck."

It was here, as Jokinen held court with a small group of reporters, where he must have realized his rant had been uttered and heard before — not just by him but by a collection of those in Jets colours.

And then, continuing a theme that was common in the dressing room Friday, he summed up the sentiment of most the Jets and their fan base.

"We can talk here all day but to me, it’s pretty cheap," said Jokinen. "We’ve all been saying the right things here for the past four weeks. It’s a matter of doing those things now. It’s almost, ‘Shut up and play’, you know?

"A lot of times when things don’t go as planned you have 25 guys that think there’s a certain way we should play. But there’s a plan in place and we’ve just got to go out and do it. That’s the bottom line otherwise it’s going to be like this all year

"The good thing here is now everybody realizes there is tough competition this year and there’s a lot of games. We understand every game is important. It’s a good thing everybody doesn’t have the attitude, ‘Oh, it’s just one game.’ Everybody is paying attention now and knows we’ve got to really bring it tomorrow."

But it’s here where the conundrum that is the Jets’ early-season start gets interesting: is coach Claude Noel’s stressing of the Xs and Os of the system choking the creativity out of the club? Or, as Jokinen and others suggested Saturday, is buying into the system the key to morphing from playoff spectators to participants?

"It’s too early in the season to get mad and start slinging and pointing fingers," said Dustin Byfuglien. "We all know what we have to do and we just have to go out there and do it."

That was hammered home by Noel & Co. during Saturday morning’s session. There wasn’t a lick of screaming by the coaching staff, but a whole lot of on-ice instruction and reinforcement.

"(The system) is not that complex," said Noel. "It’s not rocket science. We’re tight because of the results that we’ve had. That leads to the tentativeness and not wanting to make a mistake. We’re not reinventing anything, we haven’t changed anything.

"Some of that (tentativeness) is because of what just happened. You play cautious because you’ve lost two in a row and you don’t want to lose three and you’re at home. So, you’re thinking the wrong way and somehow you’ve got to let the mind go free and play. If you work hard and skate hard you’re going to find your mistakes are going to be covered over from the work.

"It’s more the fear of making mistakes. You have to be able to have confidence in your game and the team game that even if you make a mistake it’s not the end of the world, we can cover over each other."
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Dallas Stars' Alex Chiasson (12) and Tyler Seguin (91) celebrate Chiasson's goal against Winnipeg Jets goaltender Ondrej Pavelec (31) during first period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 11, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 
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Dallas Stars' Alex Chiasson (12) and Tyler Seguin (91) celebrate Chiasson's goal against Winnipeg Jets goaltender Ondrej Pavelec (31) during first period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 11, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 

WINNIPEG - It may have taken a couple of games, but Tyler Seguin is showing dangerous chemistry with Jamie Benn.

The pair lit up the ice Friday night, combining for three goals and four assists in the Dallas Stars' 4-1 win over the Winnipeg Jets.

"I think we get better every day," said Seguin, who had two goals and two assists.

"We're becoming good friends off the ice and I think that's only going to translate good things on the ice."

The addition of centre Rich Peverly also clicked as he assisted on Seguin's first goal.

Seguin, the No. 2 overall pick in the 2010 NHL entry draft, came into Friday night's game with only one assist this season in the two games Dallas had played. But the team was well rested after their last home game Saturday and Seguin seemed to respond.

Alex Chiasson also scored for Dallas (2-1-0).

Blake Wheeler scored Winnipeg's only goal. The Jets (2-3-0) have lost three in a row after starting the season 2-0.

The Stars haven't made the playoffs since 2008, and are hoping to change their fortunes under new coach Lindy Ruff.

They're looking for some of the magic that got them to the playoffs every season but one in their first 14. They won the Stanley Cup at the end of the 1998-99 season.

Benn, named team captain last month, was drafted by the Stars in 2007 and was signed early this year to a five-year $26.25 million contract

"Through training camp, pre-season, I feel like every day with practices we're getting to know one another and we bring two different games to the table," said Seguin.

"It was our first game with Rich Peverly and I thought we jelled pretty well together," added Benn.

"We tried to get some shots early and were fortunate enough to get a couple of goals and just kept rolling from there."

The Jets did two things they've been trying to do all season, win the faceoff battle and not get outshot, but still came up short. They won 40 of 64 faceoffs and outshot the Stars 44-31.

But playing back-to-back games, they started slower and let Dallas grab a 3-0 lead by the end of the first period.

"We're five games in and it's still very early and we know what we have in this room," said Jets forward Evander Kane.

"I don't think we're panicking. It's just frustrating. . . We got a lot of shots at the net tonight but we weren't able to get the quality scoring chances."

They put on some of their best pressure in the third period, where Wheeler scored his power-play goal, also his first goal of the season.

"We can play like that. We just wait till it's 4-0," said Kane.

Coach Claude Noel said mistakes in the first period ended up in the net.

"We can't make those kind of mistakes and expect that our goaltending's going to save us like it has in the previous games," he said.

"We should have been smarter and we should have been better in those areas."

But there were positives as he juggled lines through the game.

"We just played with a lot more vim and vigour if you will. If we had a game like last night again tonight that would really be a big concern of mine because we really were empty last night. We had no emotion in the game."

In the first period, Winnipeg finally won the faceoff contest 15-9, a weak spot in their game recently, but were outshot 15-11 and made costly positional errors.

The Jets had their best chance to score on a four-minute power play just over five minutes in, when Valeri Nichushkin's stick sent Dustin Byfuglien to the Jets' dressing room briefly for a cut to his face.

But they lost the last minute of the power-play opportunity when Byfuglien's partner Toby Enstrom was sent off for hooking.

The Stars made good on their minute with an extra man when Seguin set up Chiasson, who stuffed one under Ondrej Pavelec's pads and Seguin slapped in a drop pass from Rich Peverly a few minutes later.

Benn finished the scoring in the first by tucking Brendon Dillon's rebound behind Pavelec's back at 16:35.

Seguin opened the scoring in the second to make it 4-0 when he slapped one into the net from the right faceoff circle, after both Winnipeg and Dallas had failed to connect on power-play chances.

Dallas netminder Dan Ellis took late in the second period after starter Kari Lehtonen left with an injury.

Wheeler finally beat Ellis at the 5:35 mark of the third when he slipped in a rebound from Byfuglien's slapshot on a power play.

Despite the time off getting his cut attended to, Byfuglien played a team high 24:41 minutes.

Notes: Friday night's game was the fifth in a row where the Jets have scored a power-play goal, including a five-on-three Thursday night in St. Paul. They failed to score on a five-on-three last season and had the worst power-play percentage in the NHL.
Stars bring up goalie from AHL after starter Kari Lehtonen injured against Winnipeg
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DALLAS - The Dallas Stars have brought up goalie Jack Campbell from the minor leagues after starter Kari Lehtonen left a game with an injury.

Campbell was recalled from the Texas Stars of the AHL on Saturday, a day after Lehtonen was hurt in a 4-1 win over Winnipeg.
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The Stars were playing at Minnesota on Saturday night. Dan Ellis is Lehtonen's backup.

Lehtonen started the first three games and got the victory against the Jets even though he had to come out in the second period. He is listed as day-to-day with a lower-body injury.

Campbell got the win in his only start for the Texas Stars this season. He was a first-round pick in 2010.
Jets agree: Time for talking is over
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Winnipeg Jets winger Evander Kane (centre) smiles with teammates Michael Frolik (left) and Olli Jokinen during the pre-game skate prior to Friday's game against the Dallas Stars. 
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Winnipeg Jets winger Evander Kane (centre) smiles with teammates Michael Frolik (left) and Olli Jokinen during the pre-game skate prior to Friday's game against the Dallas Stars.

Winnipeg Jets' Bryan Little (18) attempts to get around Dallas Stars' Jordie Benn (24) during second period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 11, 2013.  
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Winnipeg Jets' Bryan Little (18) attempts to get around Dallas Stars' Jordie Benn (24) during second period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 11, 2013. (JOHN WOODS / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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It was a common refrain in the Winnipeg Jets dressing room, but those spitting out the message fully understand the words also ring particularly hollow.

The Jets served up a decent effort in the third period of Friday night's loss to the Dallas Stars when their battle level improved and the scoring chances followed as a result.

But when it comes in the wake of falling behind 4-zip -- and with the visitors easing off the gas pedal to preserve the victory -- it means absolutely diddly and squat where it matters most: in the black and white of the NHL standings.

"We're five games in. It's still very early. I think we know what we have in this room," said Evander Kane. "I think somebody said in the room, and I couldn't agree more -- we can talk all we want to you guys and talk X's and O's and talk about confidence and this and that. But that's not going to do dick-all for us. Pardon my language. But we've got to go out there and play, and for us, it's not something we can worry about.

"I don't think we're panicking. It's just frustrating. We started off well. We got a lot of shots tonight, but we weren't able to get the quality scoring chances... It's just more frustrating. I don't think anybody is pushing the panic button. We just need to get back on our horse and finish this homestand strong."

The loss was the Jets' third straight after a 2-0 start to the season and was pockmarked by a mistake-filled first period in which the Stars opened up a 3-0 advantage. Coach Claude Noel opted not to yank starting netminder Ondrej Pavelec after the opening period and was quick to defend him afterward.

"We can't make those kind of mistakes and expect our goaltender to save us like he has in previous games," said Noel. "The mistakes we made were correctable. We should have been smarter and we should have been better in those areas. I thought our goalie was good in the game and he certainly wasn't the one that was to blame for the game.

"We were better in the faceoff circle. We were better in the physicality of the game and we were better in winning battles. We were better with our urgency. I know people will say, 'Well, the score...' I saw something from a coaching standpoint. We played with a lot more vim and vigour.

"If we had played like (Thursday) night (against Minnesota), that would be a really big concern of mine because we really were empty. We had no emotion. At least we had emotion in the game and we're trying to get this thing corrected."

Trying and doing are two different things, however, and the Jets need to back up all their talk.

"We're going to have a lot of long nights if we don't straighten that out," said Zach Bogosian. "We have to make sure we understand that. A lot can be said, but we have to go out there and do it."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Stars burst to a 3-0 lead after first frame, don't look back
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Stars Brenden Dillon (4), Jamie Benn (14) and Tyler Seguin (91) celebrate Benn's first-period goal. 
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Stars Brenden Dillon (4), Jamie Benn (14) and Tyler Seguin (91) celebrate Benn's first-period goal. (JOHN WOODS / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS Jets James Wright (left) and Jim Slater tangle with a bunch of Dallas Stars during the first period at the MTS Centre Friday. At left, Stars Brenden Dillon (4), Jamie Benn (14) and Tyler Seguin (91) celebrate Benn�s first-period goal. 
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Some things just don't go together.

Either they're unsuitable -- try to imagine Adam Sandler in Jaws -- or they're incompatible, like Glenn Healy and Mike Milbury on Hockey Night in Canada.

And then there are polar opposites, kind of like the way the Dallas Stars pass the puck and the way the Winnipeg Jets don't.

Quick, crisp and accurate, the Stars blitzed the Winnipeg Jets for three first-period goals and made a no-contest of Friday night's NHL game at the MTS Centre, winning 4-1 in a laugher.

Well, not very funny for the Jets. They tried mightily when they fell behind but started a six-game homestand with a third straight loss after winning their first two.

Dallas whipped the puck around with ownership attitude, frequently breaking through defensive seams and creating plenty of scoring chances.

If the Jets had any sequences of three consecutive quality passes, they were far too late and they paled in comparison.

"We knew they had fairly good balance on their lines with skill and speed," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "But it wasn't only the speed, when you talk about quickness, it's their puck movement.

"You look at their execution on transition and their execution just entering the zone, they make plays that are tape-to-tape and directed at your net."

Jets left-winger Evander Kane saw plenty of that.

"They put a lot of pucks towards the net and they've got a lot of moving parts in the D zone," Kane said. "It was tough to handle and they were able to score some goals.

"I think we're focusing a little bit too much on what everybody's saying and what the X's and )'s are. I think we just need to go out and play hockey. I think we're hesitant and when you're in between, you get caught flat-footed."

Four real

NEW centre Tyler Seguin did plenty of damage, breaking out for a four-point night in his third game with the Stars.

Entering the game with just one assist, Seguin had two goals and two assists before the game was 26 minutes old.

The chemist

LATE in the demoralizing first and trailing 3-0, Noel put his forwards in the jumble bag and started with a whole new wave of combinations, including moving Kane with Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler.

"I understand they were up 3-0, 4-0, but to me we played with a lot more energy and whether that was the changing of the lines, I thought there were a lot more things we could build on," Noel said.

When it goes wrong

THE first period was Friday's obvious danger, given that the Stars were waiting in Winnipeg on Thursday night while the Jets were in St. Paul., losing 2-1 to the Minnesota Wild.

Even with all that, the other obvious difference was who buried chances and who didn't.

Dallas scored three in a seven-minute span and for Winnipeg, Michael Frolik had a chance at an open net from close range, but couldn't connect on the bouncing puck.

And Blake Wheeler's last-minute breakaway was unsuccessful and the way these things go when they're not going well, neither referee bothered with a hook on the hands by Dallas defenceman Trevor Daley.

Considering what passes for a penalty these days (see Thursday's game in Minnesota), that exact thing will be a penalty shot on some nights this season.

"There were a couple of breakdowns which happen in hockey games," Wheeler said. "They got some opportunities that they capitalized on. I wouldn't read any farther into it than that. They buried their chances at the right time and got too far ahead."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
Skate 'em till they puke

Time for Noel to stop being nice, make players pay price for poor play
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JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS Defenceman Dustin Byfuglien earns the Jets a power play � resulting in the team�s only goal � on this trip by Stars defenceman Sergei Gonchar. 
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Five games into the season and the Winnipeg Jets have already put forth three efforts that would be classified as no shows by a New Jersey union boss.

Like one of those mobbed-up construction projects where guys get paid but only have to show up to collect their cheque.

An entire job site of no-show contractors results in nothing getting built. So far the Jets have only dug a hole.

This isn't about Xs and Os. It's about execution. Will and effort. The Jets took their lack of engagement to a new level in Friday night's 4-1 loss to the Dallas Stars. The first 20 minutes were dreadful and resulted in a 3-0 lead for the visitors. Maybe there was some improvement in the second and Winnipeg did score in the third but it was window dressing.

This game was lost before it started because the Jets weren't ready to do their jobs.

“

'That's their job, yes. It's my job to help them. I want to be in the ditch with them. I don't want to be on the top ordering them around, I want to be in the ditch digging in with them'

-- Jets coach Claude Noel

Clearly outclassed, they couldn't even be bothered to muster a physical response. No hitting. A fight? The classic NHL response for a team getting outworked and outscored is still a scrap. But any form of a fight was miles from anyone's mind in a Winnipeg sweater.

The Jets have been a non-playoff team in the two seasons since returning to Winnipeg because of inconsistent play. They have not developed the habits that result in winning hockey. And it all starts with work.

Forget head coach Claude Noel. Blaming him is too easy. It's time for the players in Jets jerseys to be held accountable.

Noel, of course, must play a role in changing this. He needs to lead this group to the water and find a way to get them to drink.

Noel has tried the soft-sell approach. But don't be fooled. He's capable of playing the villain.

He should. And he should do it now.

Time for a big name to take a seat in the press box for a night. Time to get everyone's attention.

"I'm not going to sit here and say it's just on the players," said Noel, when asked Friday about his team still searching for the consistency all successful NHL teams possess. "It's on all of us. That's their job, yes. It's my job to help them. I want to be in the ditch with them. I don't want to be on the top ordering them around, I want to be in the ditch digging in with them. Yes, it's on the players but the onus is on the coaches as well. I would never say it's just the players.

"If they were guys that didn't care it would be a little different, but I don't sense that, I don't see that. They do care. They're trying to help each other and I'm trying to help them. It's all of us. We've got to find a way to play a better game. I've seen it, I've seen the game. What is getting in the way? That's what we're trying to figure out."

Noel is taking the "keep things positive," approach in public and what he's doing behind closed doors will remain an unknown.

But it's time for some tough love. Time for a benching or a bag skate. Or a recall of some kid from the Rock who will play with passion.

The NHL is full of talented players. The Jets have a bunch themselves. But it's hard work and the willingness to sacrifice that forges a winner. Have you seen anything in the Jets this season to convince you they are about to make that step? I haven't.

Noel doesn't have an infinite amount of time to take the Jets to the next level. Sooner or later, if this continues, he'll take the bullet.

Coddling this group hasn't worked.

It's time to ditch the security blanket and get out the whip.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Only 15 shots on enemy goal as Winnipeg falls to .500
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Zach Parise (centre) of the Minnesota Wild jumps clear of a first-period shot stopped by Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (left), as Jets' Dustin Byfuglien looks on. 
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Jim Mone / The Associated Press

Zach Parise (centre) of the Minnesota Wild jumps clear of a first-period shot stopped by Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (left), as Jets' Dustin Byfuglien looks on.

The Wild's Jonas Brodin (25), Ryan Suter (20) and Josh Harding (37) spar for the puck with the Jets' Eric Tangradi in front of the Wild's net Thursday. 
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The Wild's Jonas Brodin (25), Ryan Suter (20) and Josh Harding (37) spar for the puck with the Jets' Eric Tangradi in front of the Wild's net Thursday. (JESSE JOHNSON / USA TODAY SPORTS) 

Related Items

Articles

•Jets in dire need of 'poetic justice' 

•Avs 

•Stars 

•Prospects are good 

Jets Scores

Winnipeg -

Dallas -

Oct. 26 at 6 p.m.

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

Jim Mone / the associated press Winnipeg�s Bryan Little swoops in for the rebound as Wild goalie Josh Harding stops a shot in the first period Thursday evening. 
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Jim Mone / the associated press Winnipeg�s Bryan Little swoops in for the rebound as Wild goalie Josh Harding stops a shot in the first period Thursday evening. (CP) 

ST. PAUL, Minn. -- Winnipeg Jets fans showed up in numbers and volume at the Xcel Energy Center Thursday night, and even had, through the cleverness of the anthem singer, a chance to belt out their favourite "True North" before the game. Too bad their team's game went south.

The Jets struggled with most elements of the match against the Minnesota Wild and eventually succumbed 2-1 before 17,366 customers.

A second straight loss staggered the Jets back to 2-2 while the Wild were collecting a first win of the season, now standing 1-1-2.

"We don't start (with the puck) so we're always checking, chasing it down," Jets coach Claude Noel said. "Regardless of which end, we're always checking.

"And you can see our puck-possession game isn't great. The early games, we had decent puck possession from our own zone to break out through the neutral zone and then down the ice, but now we're getting stuck.

"And I think a lot of those are battles on the walls."

Faceoffs, a season-worst 16 for 61, and shots on goal, just 15, were major issues on Thursday.

Again. Those have been losing propositions for Winnipeg in each of four games so far.

"Did we generate much in the offensive zone? Not anything continual," Noel said. "And through the neutral zone, very little's getting done. They clog you up pretty well."

Jets captain Andrew Ladd was lamenting the faceoff tally.

"It definitely makes the game a lot easier when you're starting out with the puck," Ladd said. "Especially on power plays, stuff like that.

"It would be nice to have a little more jump in our game, win some more battles. That'll be the key for us tomorrow, to get back to battling the right way."

Holding on

The game could well have been gone in the first period, as the Wild were not what you'd call opportunistic.

Defenceman Jonas Brodin did get credit for a goal when he crashed the net and his moving arm wasn't deemed enough of a directing force that put the puck back in the net.

But there were other chances, several glorious, for the home team to forge ahead by a goal or four. Jason Pominville missed the easiest one, a three-foot shot that's a gimme on most nights, while Minnesota was working a power play.

Ondrej Pavelec can get some credit for making those saves -- again -- as his Jets team was being outshot all night long.

Remove skeleton

For those looking for the silver linings, there was the Jets' power play on Thursday night.

After going a whole season -- albeit shortened by a labour dispute -- without a five-on-three goal, Winnipeg put one home in Thursday's first period when Wild skaters Jonas Brodin and Kyle Brodiak took penalties four seconds apart.

Toby Enstrom took the point shot that nicked the shin pad of centre Bryan Little before finding its way through Wild goalie Josh Harding.

The Jets had 10 chances last season to score in five-on-threes and cashed in on exactly none.

One shot away

For all their trouble, the Jets had the puck behind Harding in the last 20 seconds, but neither Bryan Little nor Ladd could find it quickly enough to score the tying goal.

"The game was still at hand, even the way we managed the last 20 minutes of the game. It was a tough way to manage the game," Noel said, pointing out two Jets penalties in the third. "We were trying to build momentum and spent time in the box.

"On the bright side of things, we have a game tomorrow and we have an opportunity to go back and get this think on the right track and get going. Because I think we can play a lot better."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (9) attempts to slow down Minnesota Wild's Mathew Dumba (55) who races around the net for the puck in the first period of an NHL hockey game on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, in St. Paul, Minn. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (9) attempts to slow down Minnesota Wild's Mathew Dumba (55) who races around the net for the puck in the first period of an NHL hockey game on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, in St. Paul, Minn. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 

ST. PAUL, Minn. - Sure, the season has barely begun. The Minnesota Wild were still a bit anxious, having lost their first three games.

This time, they produced the start-to-finish, end-to-end performance they've been seeking.

Matt Cooke had a goal and an assist, and Josh Harding made 14 saves for the Wild in a 2-1 victory on Thursday night over the Winnipeg Jets, their newest rival in the recreated Central Division.

"I think it's natural to have, for lack of a better word, a panic, but I think if you honestly looked at those games in an unbiased way we carried the play for most of it each game," Cooke said.

The Wild lost all three games by one goal, two after regulation ended. Though they clung to a one-goal lead all night, they outshot the Jets 30-15 and were in control the whole time. They set a franchise record by winning 74 per cent of the faceoffs, 45 of 61.

"It's the little things that add up to make a difference, and that's what we saw," coach Mike Yeo said.

Jonas Brodin scored first for the Wild on Ondrej Pavelec, who stopped 28 shots. He has played all four games for the Jets and allowed 12 goals, but he didn't have any help in this one.

"We never start with the puck," coach Claude Noel said. "We chased pretty much the whole night and never created very much through the neutral zone."

Bryan Little's goal in the final minute of the first period during a 5-on-3 power play tied the game for the Jets, who played their second road game of the season. After scoring five goals in each of their first two games, the Jets have only three goals and 32 shots over their last two contests.

"We're trying to be too cute. We're at our best when pucks are deep and we can work off the forecheck," said right wing Devin Setoguchi, facing his former team for the first time.

Though Chicago is closer to Minnesota by car, Winnipeg is the nearest as-the-crow-flies city to St. Paul. The Manitobans don't miss an opportunity to take advantage of the proximity and root in person for their Jets on the road.

Chants of "Let's go Jets!" were rampant up to and after the opening faceoff, particularly after Little knocked in the rebound of Tobias Enstrom's shot with 42.8 seconds left in the first period.

But the Wild were hit with penalties on Brodin (holding) and Kyle Brodziak (hooking) within 4 seconds of each other to set up that Jets goal, but beyond that they were nearly flawless. Winnipeg was listless at times.

"I don't think we had a lot of jump," captain Andrew Ladd said. "They do a pretty good job of clogging up the neutral zone, and to get shots you have to get pucks back."

Puck possession is precisely what Yeo emphasized in training camp. That was a weakness last season.

The Wild have outshot their opponent in every game, including 54-19 in the second period.

"We're getting good opportunities. Pucks are going to keep finding our sticks. We've just got to bear down and put them in," left wing Zach Parise said.

Yeo shuffled the lineup, moving Jason Pominville to the second line and Nino Niederreiter to the first line while sending his Cooke-led third line out to start the game. Cooke assisted on Brodin's goal, taking the shot that the second-year defenceman poked in with the shaft of his stick.

Then the 35-year-old left wing swooped in after a shot by Torrey Mitchell to knock a rebound under Pavelec's pad for a 2-1 lead.

"We want to be at the net. We want to go at the net. We want to go to those tough areas. I want to be there as much as I can," Cooke said.

Harding replaced Niklas Backstrom 12 minutes into the first period at Nashville on Tuesday night after Backstrom hurt his knee. Harding, the reigning Masterton Trophy winner after overcoming a multiple sclerosis diagnosis last year, gave up just one goal on 20 shots in 48 minutes against the Predators. He was sharp again against Winnipeg.

NOTES: Little lost 19 of 20 faceoffs. ... Dustin Byfuglien had an assist for the Jets, his fifth of the season. Little has three goals, including one point in each game, and Enstrom has five assists. ... Brodin has two goals, matching his rookie total in 45 games last season.
Jets struggle in 2-1 loss to Wild

By: Tim Campbell 
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Zach Parise (centre) of the Minnesota Wild jumps clear of a first-period shot stopped by Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (left), as Jets' Dustin Byfuglien looks on. 
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Jim Mone / The Associated Press

Zach Parise (centre) of the Minnesota Wild jumps clear of a first-period shot stopped by Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec (left), as Jets' Dustin Byfuglien looks on.

Winnipeg Jets' Bryan Little (18) and Andrew Ladd (16) celebrate Little's first-period power-play goal off Minnesota Wild goalie Josh Harding (right), as Zenon Konopka (lower left) swings his stick toward the ice in frustration. 
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Winnipeg Jets' Bryan Little (18) and Andrew Ladd (16) celebrate Little's first-period power-play goal off Minnesota Wild goalie Josh Harding (right), as Zenon Konopka (lower left) swings his stick toward the ice in frustration. (JIM MONE / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS) 
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ST. PAUL, Minn. — Winnipeg Jets fans showed up in numbers and volume at the Xcel Energy Center on Thursday night, and even had, through the cleverness of the anthem singer, a chance to belt out their favourite "True North" before the game.

Too bad their team’s game went south.

The Jets struggled with most elements of the match against the Minnesota Wild and eventually succumbed 2-1 before 17,366 customers.

A second straight loss staggered the Jets back to 2-2 while the Wild were collecting a first win of the season, now standing 1-1-2.

"We don’t start (with the puck) so we’re always checking, chasing it down," Jets coach Claude Noel said. "Regardless of which end, we’re always checking.

"And you can see our puck-possession game isn’t great. The early games, we had decent puck possession from our own zone to break out through the neutral zone and then down the ice, but now we’re getting stuck.

"And I think a lot of those are battles on the walls."

Faceoffs, a season-worst 16 for 61, and shots on goal, just 15, were major issues on Thursday.

Again. Those have been losing propositions for Winnipeg in each of four games so far.

"Did we generate much in the offensive zone? Not anything continual," Noel said. "And through the neutral zone, very little’s getting done. They clog you up pretty well."

Jets captain Andrew Ladd was lamenting the faceoff tally.

"It definitely makes the game a lot easier when you’re starting out with the puck," Ladd said. "Especially on power plays, stuff like that.

"It would be nice to have a little more jump in our game, win some more battles. That’ll be the key for us tomorrow, to get back to battling the right way."

Holding on

The game could well have been gone in the first period, as the Wild were not what you’d call opportunistic.

Defenceman Jonas Brodin did get credit for a goal when he crashed the net and his moving arm wasn’t deemed enough of a directing force that put the puck back in the net.

But there were other chances, several glorious, for the home team to forge ahead by a goal or four. Jason Pominville missed the easiest one, a three-foot shot that’s a gimme on most nights, while Minnesota was working a power play.

Ondrej Pavelec can get some credit for making those saves — again — as his Jets team was being outshot all night long.

Remove skeleton

For those looking for the silver linings, there was the Jets’ power play on Thursday night.

After going a whole season — albeit shortened by a labour dispute — without a five-on-three goal, Winnipeg put one home in Thursday’s first period when Wild skaters Jonas Brodin and Kyle Brodiak took penalties four seconds apart.

Toby Enstrom took the point shot that nicked the shin pad of centre Bryan Little before finding its way through Wild goalie Josh Harding.

The Jets had 10 chances last season to score in five-on-threes and cashed in on exactly none.

One shot away

For all their trouble, the Jets had the puck behind Harding in the last 20 seconds, but neither Bryan Little nor Ladd could find it quickly enough to score the tying goal.

"The game was still at hand, even the way we managed the last 20 minutes of the game. It was a tough way to manage the game," Noel said, pointing out two Jets penalties in the third. "We were trying to build momentum and spent time in the box.

"On the bright side of things, we have a game tomorrow and we have an opportunity to go back and get this think on the right track and get going. Because I think we can play a lot better."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
Halischuk waiting for his chance
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JACOB TROUBA has been a minutes-eating, every-situation defenceman from the moment the curtain raised on the Winnipeg Jets' 2013-14 season.

Michael Frolik has two goals, one of them a game winner, ditto for Devin Setoguchi.
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And Mark Scheifele has shown just enough flash with a goal and an assist in three games to make many feel he'll be the perfect centre for snipers like Setoguchi and Evander Kane.

And then there is Matt Halishcuk, brought in this past summer after being cast adrift by the Nashville Predators, who has yet to even suit up for a regular-season game.

Difficult

Yes, it's a little difficult to try and make a good first impression with new teammates while wiping the popcorn bits from your suit lapel in the press box.

All that could change in the next few days, however, with the Jets playing three times in four nights, beginning tonight in Minnesota against the Wild.

"That stuff is kind of out of your hands. You just try to come in and work hard, get some good practices in, some good training in and just be ready to go," said Halischuk after practice Wednesday and just prior to the team heading out to Minny. "There's not much else you can do.

"Everybody is here with the same goal -- to win games. So, whether I'm in or not I just try to work hard and do my best and do whatever I can to get some wins in here."

OUCH UPDATE/LINEUP WATCH: Noel said winger Chris Thorburn remains day-to-day with his injury. There's also a possibility Al Montoya could get his first start in net, what with the Jets facing the Wild Thursday before returning home to face the Dallas Stars Friday and the New Jersey Devils on Sunday.

"I'm not afraid of putting him in the game," Noel said of Montoya. "He's a guy that is going to have to play here soon so that would probably be a good time."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Weighty expectations after signing $98-M deal
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Wild left-winger Zach Parise (left) is off to a strong start with three goals in his first three games this season. 
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Wild left-winger Zach Parise (left) is off to a strong start with three goals in his first three games this season. (ANN HEISENFELT / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS ARCHIVES) 
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ST. PAUL, Minn. -- Presented with his first full season of opportunity to prove the value of his 2012 free-agent contract of $98 million over 13 years, Minnesota Wild forward Zach Parise is of firm opinion and focus.

The lockout-shortened season and his 18 goals and 38 points was not really him and it wasn't good enough.

"I think it was more a lot of times playing not to make a mistake," Parise said Wednesday at Xcel Energy Center, where tonight the Wild meet the Winnipeg Jets in the first of five meetings this season. "Yeah, too conservative, trying so hard not to turn the puck over or always getting it deep. Things like that where a lot of times last year it took away from my creativity with the puck.

"I don't think it was a big deal; it's just that in my mind I knew that I was a much better player than I showed last year."

The lure of Parise, who had spent all of his previous seven seasons with the New Jersey Devils, was not that he was strictly offensive, but that he was so well-rounded and offensive.

He's got that in mind for 2013-14, already with three goals in three games.

In the end, the points will tell the tale, the 29-year-old Minnesotan said Wednesday. In his past, he has reached 45 goals and 94 points.

"Fair or not, a lot of players, myself included, you get judged by your production," he said. "I was brought here to score, to produce offence. I get it. I take a lot of pride in that.

"That's why I just knew I could do a lot more (last season)."

The four-month lockout that followed his signing tried his patience, he said.

"That was brutal," Parise said. "That was bad. I guess it was anti-climatic, because everyone was so excited and then the season was put on hold for that long.

"But 29 other teams had to do the same thing. Just bad timing."

And despite Parise's wish for something better, the season wasn't a total bust.

"We had a really good stretch in the middle of the season, I think first in the division for a little bit, but we lost Cully (Matt Cullen) and we just had a hard time consistently ... he played a lot of power play, penalty killing, second-line centre and we had a hard time replacing that," he said.

"Then we just didn't play well heading into the playoffs. We got blown out by Edmonton and Calgary in our own rink at the end of the season. It's hard to just limp into the playoffs. You can't just all of a sudden go in and expect to beat Chicago when you're not playing well going into it."

It's clear, though, none of it has soured his decision to play for the Wild.

"It's awesome here," Parise said. "It's really fun. Everywhere, you've got the hardcore fans, so passionate, but here it's a lot like Canada, when you grow up everyone plays hockey, everyone's knowledgable about the game. Everyone cares about the game and everyone loves the game.

"Even just going around town and stuff, you know the fans are always saying hi and wishing you luck; it matters and it's fun."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Matt Halischuk 
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Matt Halischuk (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) Photo Store 
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The Winnipeg Jets have got some significant contributions from some of their new faces already this season, whether it’s Jacob Trouba logging big minutes in the defensive corps, the goals scored by Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik or Mark Scheifele settling in on the second line.

And then there is Matt Halischuk, brought in this past summer after being cast adrift by the Nashville Predators, who has yet to even suit up for a regular-season game. That could change in the next few days, however, with the Jets playing three times in four nights, beginning Thursday in Minnesota against the Wild.

"That stuff is kind of out of your hands. You just try to come in and work hard, get some good practices in, some good training in and just be ready to go," said Halischuk after practice Wednesday and just prior to the team heading out to Minny. "There’s not much else you can do.

"Everybody is here with the same goal: to win games. So, whether I’m in or not I just try to work hard and do my best and do whatever I can to get some wins in here.

"I want to stay sharp and contribute right away but the main thing is, and I’ve been through this before, is to try and not do too much, to play a team game and just do the simple things."

Halischuk was working on a line with Jim Slater and Anthony Peluso on Wednesday, with James Wright also getting some turns with that unit. He’s coming off a decent training camp in which he showcased the tenacity and grit to his game that led to the Jets signing him.

"He’s a good, hard-working, honest player," said Jets coach Claude Noel of Halischuk. "He’s a very efficient player that gives you what he has every day. He’s very reliable, a good penalty killer. He’s played well.

"He might be in… so, let’s just wait and see."

Noel said winger Chris Thorburn remains day-to-day with his injury. There’s also a possibility Al Montoya could get his first start in net, what with the Jets facing the Wild Thursday before returning home to face the Dallas Stars Friday and the New Jersey Devils on Sunday.

"I’m not afraid of putting him in the game," Noel said of Montoya. "He’s a guy that is going to have to play here soon so that would probably be a good time."

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

Jets heading down the road to play Minnesota in first of five games this season
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Winnipeg Jets coach Claude Noel talks to his players during a time out in the third period of NHL action against Los Angeles Kings in Winnipeg on Friday, October 4, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 
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WINNIPEG - They're the Winnipeg Jets closest NHL neighbours and they'll be spending a lot of time together from now on, but the Jets and Minnesota Wild won't be swapping recipes.

As division rivals, they'll be trying to claw their way past the other to secure a playoff spot in the realigned Central Division, with their first meeting of the season Thursday in St. Paul. Minn.

"We need to establish ourselves as a team that wants to beat them, which is exactly what they're going to want to do," says Jets coach Claude Noel.

There has been a lot of talk about a natural rivalry, since the two are so close. Minneapolis-St. Paul is half the distance from Winnipeg as Calgary, for example, and Winnipeg hockey fans regularly drive south to watch games at the Xcel Energy Center.

"Our fan base goes down there a fair bit and voices their opinions, so that creates some anxiety in different parties and I think that's healthy," says Noel.

But he also suggests it would be nice to play a few games before talking about a rivalry. The two teams met exactly twice during the regular season in 2011-12 and twice during this pre-season.

"We haven't created a rivalry yet," said Noel. "It's the potential, everybody talks about it, so it will get created, probably through the media."

Jets forward Devin Setoguchi knows the Wild well, after playing two seasons with them before being traded to Winnipeg.

"They're a pretty structured hockey club," he says.

"They play a north-south game and they try to eliminate turnovers and they work hard. It's pretty simple the way they play. They've got some skill over there as well."

That skill level took a big bump with the addition of Zach Parise and Ryan Suter in 2012 and the Wild made the playoffs at the end of the last lockout-shortened season, although they were eliminated in five by the Chicago Blackhawks in the first round.

Setoguchi says the Jets aren't spending much time thinking about how the Wild will play though, they're focused on their own game.

"You can do the pre-scout as much as you want but at the end of the day we need to have better starts and we need to stick better to our structure," he said.

But he too sees the potential for a great rivalry.

"I remember when I played there it used to be about half Winnipeg fans in the crowd."

Setoguchi has been fitting in well as part of Winnipeg's revamped second scoring line, with partners Evander Kane and Mark Scheifele.

Right now they're tied at eight points with last season's top line of Andrew Ladd, Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler.

The addition of Setoguchi and Michael Frolik, who has helped create a more effective third line, seems to have given the Jets some of the depth they were lacking up front.

But they've still been outshot 108-77 in their first three games, despite posting a record of 2-1-0, and have been working on defence to try and give goalie Ondrej Pavelec a little more help.

"I don't think we need to worry too much about them (Minnesota) right now," says Noel.

"That's no disrespect to them (but) we have enough of our own situations that we have to get squared around so we're going to be focusing on our game. We know what they do, we know how they play, and we know where we have to be better."

The Jets will play the Wild five times this season and after Thursday's game they return home to face another division rival Friday, the Dallas Stars.

Noel says he was glad to have a couple of days of practice this week and he knows the team wants to get better.

"We know where the areas are and it was good we got a couple of days of practice because its been very busy right from the onset of training camp," he said after practice Wednesday.

"I sense our guys want to succeed and they want to win and they're not only words that they're talking about, they want to be helped and they want to be successful."

Jets centres find faceoffs challenging

By: Tim Campbell 
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THURSDAY brings up the first Central Division game of the season for the Winnipeg Jets.

And as of Tuesday, it will pit the league's best faceoff team against one of its worst.
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Through three games, the Jets were winning draws just a little more than 41 per cent of the time.

"We practise pretty much every day after morning skates," said Jets centre Jim Slater. "It's a big part of the game. They (Minnesota) do win a lot, they have four top guys. Especially (Miko) Koivu. The west is solid all the way down, pretty much all four guys on these teams.

"It's going to be a good challenge for us. It's going to be tough."

-- -- --

On Tuesday, Jets' practice was missing right-winger Chris Thorburn, who was a scratch on Sunday night against Anaheim.

Noel was very vague as to Thorburn's condition.

"Day to day with an injury that depends which way he's doing whatever," the coach said. "It could be lower body, mid-body, it depends."

-- -- --

This Thursday and Friday mark the season's first back-to-back games for Winnipeg, in Minnesota and at home to Dallas.

Could this lead to the first start of the season for backup goalie Al Montoya?

"That's a good question," the coach said. "You sleep last night? We'll just have to wait and see, but that's a good question."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Expect the Jets and Wild to put defence first when Central Division rivals collide Thursday

By: Tim Campbell 
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Jets head coach Claude Noel will need a big game from right-winger Devin Setoguchi against the Wild Thursday. Setoguchi played the last two seasons in Minnesota. 
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'We have to be ready'

THERE wasn't much resistance to the suggestion Tuesday that the Jets have done better than expected in their first three games -- a record of 2-1 -- considering how they have started out each night.

The Edmonton Oilers, L.A. Kings and Anaheim Ducks have collectively outshot them 47-20 in first periods so far.

"We all have to be responsible for that, not only the players," Jets coach Claude Noel said Tuesday. "It's a reflection of the room but not only that, a reflection of the preparation of the room and the coaches preparing the room and the head coach preparing the room.

"All of us. We all have to be accountable to that. It'll change. We'll get it squared around because it's not going to go like this."

Ondrej Pavelec, Winnipeg's No. 1 goalie, is largely responsible for keeping each of those games competitive while the team got engaged.

"We know we have to be ready," Pavelec said. "It's just a few games. The last two games. I'm sure we're going to be better. It's not going to be like that every game but it is something we have to work on."

-- Campbell
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Here comes the start of the main attraction of the 2013-14 NHL season for the Winnipeg Jets.

Thursday marks their first start inside the new Central Division with a game at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul, Minn., against the Minnesota Wild.

The Jets have 29 games against Central rivals this season and this one's the first of five against their closest geographical foe.

"The division games are important because you know in your division, the top three teams are getting a bye into the playoffs," Jets coach Claude Noel said after the team's practice Tuesday at the MTS Iceplex. "So after that it's just a battle. But they're always important; they're four-point games if you can get them clean."

With the move to the new division and also to the Western Conference, the Jets are finding out many things are not as they were when they resided in the Southeast Division and the Eastern Conference for the Atlanta years, and for two map-misfit years in the Manitoba capital.

One item showed itself strongly Friday night at the MTS Centre. Even though the Jets won the game 5-3, they found the Los Angeles Kings to be as stern an opponent as they've ever seen.

"We're finding there's a difference between the east and the west," Noel said. "We're finding it in the faceoff circle, for example, in talking to the players. They find it quite a bit different there. So these are some adjustments."

In their three games, though they've managed to win two of them, the Jets are barely 41 per cent in the faceoff circle.

Jets centre Jim Slater, who confirmed that difference on Tuesday, said it's pretty clear life is going to be a challenge in both the Central and the west.

"We know Minnesota's going to be one of those teams in the end that's going to be in the playoffs or fighting for a spot," Slater said. "We want to be a team like that, too, so to get wins against divisional opponents is crucial early in the year."

Slater thinks Thursday's affair will be the expected new style: tight.

"We're looking forward to getting this division thing started," he said. "I know we'll have Jets fans down there cheering us on. It's the start of something good, I believe."

And on the matter of cheering, Jets right-winger Devin Setoguchi was downplaying his return to the Xcel Energy Center, where he played two seasons for the Wild before being traded to the Jets last summer.

"Really, it's just another hockey game just played against some friends I know from last year," Setoguchi said. "But it's a big game for us as a group. You never want to lose back-to-back games. You've got to refocus and start over again.

"We're going into Minny with a good mentality, trying to get off to a better start, to play the game the way we can, do what we can control and not worry about them."

Setoguchi said he's expecting nothing unusual from fans on Thursday.

"I got traded out of there, so it's not like they should boo me or anything," he said. "Let's hope not. But who cares. They went a different direction; no hard feelings on both sides and I don't think I should be getting a bad reception."

The Taber, Alta., native said he's way more concerned about being on the winning side Thursday night.

"It's going to be a big game no matter what," he said. "We want to win; don't want to lose back-to-back games."

Jets focus on starting games quicker

By: Tim Campbell 
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Winnipeg Jets goaltender Odrej Pavelec takes a break during the Winnipeg Jets practice at the MTS Iceplex today. 
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Winnipeg Jets goaltender Odrej Pavelec takes a break during the Winnipeg Jets practice at the MTS Iceplex today. Photo Store 

Having been a perfect three for three in being slow out of the gate early in this new NHL season, the Winnipeg Jets turned their attention today to some of the matters that could help them get going sooner.

Winnipeg has been outshot a collective 48-20 in the first period by the Edmonton Oilers, L.A. Kings and Anaheim Ducks, yet sport a 2-1 record after the first three games.

"If I knew that, we would fix it," Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec said after today’s practice at the MTS Iceplex. "I think you have to be focused right away, ready to play the game, be in the game, just be ready for that first faceoff.

"A hockey game is 60 minutes. We know we have to be ready. It’s just a few games. The last two games. I’m sure we’re going to be better. It’s not going to be like that every game but it is something we have to work on."

Pavelec said nobody is burying their head in the sand on this element so far.

"Everybody knows what to do," he said. "Everybody’s been in the league for a little bit. We know what it takes."

The team’s next chance to do better is Thursday night in St. Paul, Minn., against the Minnesota Wild.

Jets coach Claude Noel had some focus going today on areas of defensive responsibility in light of the underwhelming first periods so far.

"We all have to be responsible for that, not only the players," Noel said. "It’s a reflection of the room but not only that, a reflection of the preparation of the room and the coaches preparing the room and the head coach preparing the room. All of us. We all have to be accountable to that. It’ll change. We’ll get it squared around because it’s not going to go like this."

Right-winger Chris Thorburn missed today’s practice due to an injury but the team wouldn’t say what it was.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
Assistant coach focusing on boosting Jets' man advantage -- with early results

By: Ed Tait 
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Captain Andrew Ladd battles for the puck. Attacking the competition is key to the power play. 
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Captain Andrew Ladd battles for the puck. Attacking the competition is key to the power play. Photo Store 

Everyone involved -- players, coaches and management -- dives into something like this understanding there will never be perfection. That's as much a given in the National Hockey League as toothless grins and playoff beards.

The league's deadliest power plays, on average, score on just one of every four chances, no matter how much talent is put on the ice during any particular advantage. And yet the mismatch -- be it a one- or two-player advantage -- still offers the best opportunity to turn a loss into a win and an extended summer vacation into a post-season appearance.

Bryan Little says the key to an effective power play is to keep it simple. 
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Bryan Little says the key to an effective power play is to keep it simple. (THE CANADIAN PRESS ARCHIVES) 

THE POWER-PLAY PROJECT

Jets coach Claude Noel asked assistant Pascal Vincent to dive into the power play over the summer and come up with some possible solutions for the club's anemic man-advantage numbers. His solutions are hardly revolutionary, but the club does have a PP goal in each of the first three games. Here are Vincent's three keys to a successful power play:

1. DEVELOP A SHOOTING MENTALITY

Vincent: "Shooting mentality means shooting the puck when there is a lane to the net, not shooting it just for the sake of shooting the puck. If we don't have time to have somebody in front, then it's a wasted shot."

2. IMPROVE PUCK POSSESSION/RETRIEVALS

Vincent: "It's critical a team is good at retrievals because if when you shoot the puck you don't get it back, it's another 20 to 25 seconds before you can even hope to get a second chance."

3. AN INTENSE BATTLE LEVEL

Vincent: "Most of the teams have good skaters and hard-working guys on the ice during the penalty kill and Ds that can block shots. You have to be able to beat that, and to beat those four guys, you have to work harder. I'm not talking about skills, about size... if you don't have a shooting mentality, if you don't have the retrievals and you don't win the battles, you're not going to have any success on the power play.

PP NUMBERS

◾The NHL's top three power plays last season belonged to Washington (26.8 per cent), Pittsburgh (24.7) and Philadelphia (21.6). Winnipeg was 30th at 13.8.

◾The Jets failed to score a power-play goal in 30 of their 48 games last season.

◾Winnipeg had three particularly ugly stretches on the PP, going eight games from Feb. 7-23 without a goal as well as seven games between Feb. 26-March 10 and March 28-April 9 with zilch-o on the man advantage.

◾The Jets were one of four teams who did not score a five-on-three power-play goal last season. The others -- St. Louis, Ottawa and Boston -- were all playoff teams. Winnipeg's nine minutes of five-on-three power-play time last year tied for the 9th-most. Boston, by comparison, had just 1:40.

◾Of the top five power-play goal scorers in Thrashers/Jets history only one player -- Bryan Little -- is still with the team. 1. Ilya Kovalchuk (115), Vyacheslav Kozlov (51), Marian Hossa (39) and Dany Heatley (31) all rank ahead of Little, who has 27.

◾Alex Ovechkin's 16 PP goals last year were just four less than the Jets had as a team (20).

◾The Jets'/Thrashers' best ever PP numbers came during the 2005-06 season when they finished seventh overall with the man advantage. In 13 years, the franchise's PP has averaged 20th place overall.

-- Ed Tait
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And as evidence of that last fact, we give you the Winnipeg Jets -- who held the embarrassing distinction of owning the worst power play in the NHL last season while missing a playoff berth by just four points.

That, in part, explains why head coach Claude Noel assigned Pascal Vincent a little extra homework this past summer: to spend time studying the Jets' own work on the power play versus the teams that have made it an effective difference-maker.

And while it's much too early to draw any concrete conclusions, it's worth noting through three games this year, the Jets have power-play goals in all three games and have hit on three of their 13 chances (23.1 per cent).

Last season the success rate was a measly 13. 8 per cent.

So, what exactly, has changed in this albeit small sample size?

"We're trying to keep it simple," said Bryan Little. "We're not the kind of team that is going to try and make seam passes and try to pass it through guys. We try to make a couple quick passes and then shoot the puck. We don't care if it's going to be pretty or not, we just need to shoot the puck and get traffic there. That's our main focus."

"We're moving the puck a little quicker and I like our breakout," added Evander Kane. "It's quick movement and getting shots to the net and waiting to make the right plays, maybe not rushing it and just firing it from the blue-line. We're taking our time a little bit more and looking for that right shot.

"(Vincent) works really hard and he's really dedicated to the power play. As players on the power play, it makes you want to do well for him because he's such a good guy. He studies and studies and studies and he always has something for us in terms of what we need to do in terms of who we're playing."

That was part of what Vincent & Co. decided to do after their summer thesis work on the power play that included studying what the top three teams -- Washington, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia -- did with their man advantages.

"How you attack the team and the way you are going to enter the puck is a mentality that those teams at the top have that is a little bit different than just going on the power play and setting it up," Vincent explained.

"We wanted to give the players assignments on the ice. This is what you have to do, you're responsible for it. It's pretty simple, actually, but it's after studying what the other teams were doing.

"You have to adjust your plan to the players you have. What they have in Pittsburgh, Washington or Philly is not what we have here... and vice versa. So we took some of what they were doing and some of what we were doing last year and made a mix. There's still things we're doing and adjusting. It's a daily thing."

The Jets have established some firm power-play goals for this season based on the number of shots and scoring chances they generate on each chance, and their time of possession.

But again, this is a work that will forever be in progress. Even the top power plays in the league will always be tinkering with ways to up their success rate.

As for the Jets, one of the main goals was to adopt a shooter's mentality, but also not become robotic in just feeding the point for blasts from the blue-line.

"There's different areas on the ice that you want to attack, they're not passing areas, they're shooting areas," said Vincent. "We used to call it the slot, but it's a little bit bigger than that. It's about how we enter the puck and our decision-making, our rush attack.

"These are things we're always going to be working on all the time. It's always evolving."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
Selanne cheered, Perry scores winner as Ducks outlast Jets in Winnipeg

By: Judy Owen, The Canadian Press 
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Anaheim Ducks' Corey Perry, 10, celebrates after scoring against the Winnipeg Jets following a giveaway by Zach Bogosian, 44, during third period NHL hockey action in Winnipeg, Sunday, October 6, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Trevor Hagan 
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Anaheim Ducks' Corey Perry, 10, celebrates after scoring against the Winnipeg Jets following a giveaway by Zach Bogosian, 44, during third period NHL hockey action in Winnipeg, Sunday, October 6, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Trevor Hagan 

WINNIPEG - There was plenty of cheering from fans at MTS Centre on Sunday night, but most of it was aimed at the visiting team in Winnipeg's 3-2 loss to the Anaheim Ducks.

With Anaheim forward Teemu Selanne in the building, Jets fans voiced their appreciation for the man who began his NHL career with Winnipeg in 1992-93 by setting rookie records of 76 goals and 132 points.

The crowd gave a roaring cheer during the singing of the American national anthem when the videotron showed the 43-year-old Finnish Flash. And Selanne received a standing ovation midway through the first period when the announcer at MTS Centre noted his storied career, which Selanne has said will end after this season.

He stood up from the bench and acknowledged the cheering with a wave of his glove.

"Some ways, you felt that I was on the home team," Selanne said with a laugh.

After playing 231 games in a Jets' uniform, Selanne was traded to Anaheim in February 1996 and didn't get to move with the Jets when they relocated to Phoenix and became the Coyotes at the end of that season.

"I feel like even when I left, they have always been there after, too, so it's a good feeling," he said.

Selanne's teammate Corey Perry was the on-ice hero for Anaheim when he capitalized on a Winnipeg mistake to score the winning goal.

Jets defencemen Zach Bogosian had raced down the ice to grab a loose puck behind the net, but when he turned to clear it up the ice, he fanned on the shot and the puck went to Perry in front of the net.

The Ducks winger quickly put a high shot above goalie Ondrej Pavelec at 14:29 to the groan of fans at MTS Centre.

"If I didn't score that one, there'd be something going on," Perry said. "I wouldn't tell you what would happen, but it wouldn't have been pretty.

"It was a gift and those are the ones you have to capitalize on, especially right in front of the net with nobody around you."

Goalie Viktor Fasth made 15 saves in a win that lifted Anaheim's record to 2-1-0. Pavelec faced 33 shots for the Jets (2-1-0).

Mathieu Perreault and Andrew Cogliano also scored for Anaheim, which concluded a season-opening, three-game road trip.

Andrew Ladd had a pair of goals for Winnipeg and Blake Wheeler assisted on both of them in his 375th NHL game.

Captain Ladd wasn't blaming Bogosian for the loss.

"We didn't deserve to win, regardless of that," Ladd said. "Really the only reason we were in the game still was (Pavelec).

"Tough break. (Bogosian) slips and the puck ends up in the wrong area and in the net. It's not his fault at all. It's on everybody else in the room."

Anaheim doesn't play in Winnipeg again this season unless the teams face each other in the playoffs.

Jets coach Claude Noel was upset with his team's play, except for Pavelec's performance.

"If you look at the way we played, we didn't deserve to win the game playing that way," Noel said. "We got saved by our goalie. And realistically, our goalie has saved us in all three games (this season). He's been superb. Not average, superb."

He added Bogosian's error was a mistake that "sometimes happens."

Even though the Jets were outshot 15-6 in the first period, they held a 2-1 lead on Ladd's goals.

First he deflected Wheeler's wrist shot just 11 seconds into a power play to make it 1-0 at 9:06, but then Ducks centre Perreault tied it up a minute and 10 seconds later when he flipped in a loose puck despite Pavelec's best efforts to stop it.

Ladd got the go-ahead marker at 16:17, catching Fasth out of position. After the puck bounced off the backboards, Fasth slid to the other side of his crease, but Ladd had quickly shot the puck into the open side.

The Jets didn't get a shot on net until almost five minutes into the second period and couldn't capitalize on two power-play opportunities.

Anaheim tied it up with four seconds left in the middle period when Cogliano redirected a Dave Winnik shot.

The Jets didn't get their first shot on goal in the third period until almost seven minutes in, with Pavelec facing four shots in the same span.

Notes: Winnipeg defenceman Tobias Enstrom has four assists in his first three games … Bogosian was playing in his 300th NHL game. He was drafted by Atlanta in the first round, third overall, in the 2008 entry draft ... The Ducks will mark the 20th anniversary of their inaugural NHL game on Oct. 8. They will celebrate at their home-opener on Oct. 10.
With Clitsome back in action, Pardy gets ticket to The Rock
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Bruce Boudreau (CP) 
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Grant Clitsome 
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Grant Clitsome (CP) 

AFTER missing the first two games, defenceman Grant Clitsome was activated by the Jets on Sunday.

Clitsome missed some time in the final week of training camp with an undisclosed injury and the day before the regular season began, the team placed him on the injured reserve list retroactive to the final week of camp.

He sat out in Edmonton and again Friday night when the L.A. Kings were here, but did get into practice at the MTS Centre Saturday.

With Clitsome's return to health, the Jets assigned defenceman Adam Pardy to the AHL's St. John's IceCaps to comply with the maximum 23-man roster for the regular season.

DUCKS coach Bruce Boudreau has been around the block a time or two, including a lengthy playing career.

So, as a talkative sort -- his nickname is Gabby, after all -- he's been in his share of rhubarbs with opponents.

Sunday, Boudreau was asked for his opinion on coaches having in-game debates through the glass that separates benches.

Already there have been two heated exchanges this season.

"I don't want to touch that," Boudreau said. "I went through that before."

He paused, then gave a question back to the two dozen reporters surrounding him near the Ducks dressing room.

"Who was it though?"

Told Vancouver's John Tortorella was launching nouns and verbs at the Edmonton bench on Saturday, with some return fire in his direction, Boudreau said with a wide smile, "Oh, they went at it? Oh."

He declined any further comment on the matter but his facial expressions said volumes.

WHEN Teemu Selanne shows up on any given night, it means one of the NHL's most prolific scorers is in the building.

In Sunday's case, it was quite a list of Finnish-born stars.

On the MTS Centre ice were three of the top four Finnish NHL scorers of all time.

Selanne tops the list with 1,430 points entering Sunday's game. Jari Kurri follows at 1,398.

Selanne's teammate Saku Koivu is next with 804 points and in fourth place is Jets' centre Olli Jokinen at 699.

Jokinen scored his 300th career goal on Friday and is one assist away from 400 in his career.

THE anticipation of Sunday's second return for Selanne caused a lot of questions in the Jets' quarters over the weekend.

Most spoke of enjoying the spectacle but Winnipeg defenceman Zach Bogosian, who played in the first return nearly two years ago, said there's so much going on during the game once the puck goes down, he's got little time for that kind of hype

"I'm speaking for myself -- I'm not really paying attention," Bogosian said. "Some guys might but I'm just trying to focus on the game. There's a lot going on down there at ice level and I have a few more, bigger things to worry about than fans screaming.

"But it's cool, a fun atmosphere to play in when it's like that in the building."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Goalie stands on head as teammates give game away
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Winnipeg Jets Evander Kane (left) and Mark Scheifele pressure Anaheim's Ben Lovejoy in the corner on Sunday night at the MTS Centre. 
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Winnipeg Jets Evander Kane (left) and Mark Scheifele pressure Anaheim's Ben Lovejoy in the corner on Sunday night at the MTS Centre. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

Related Items

Articles

•Jets in dire need of 'poetic justice' 

•Avs 

•Stars 

•Prospects are good 

Jets Scores

Winnipeg -

Dallas -

Oct. 26 at 6 p.m.

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

trevor hagan / the canadian press 

Enlarge Image 

trevor hagan / the canadian press (CP) 

Ondrej Pavelec likely wouldn't even consider it. He'll insist he's just doing his job stopping pucks -- many, many pucks -- for the Winnipeg Jets.

But if he were so inclined, he could certainly build a darn good case for abandonment through the first three games of the young NHL season -- and especially so after Sunday night's 3-2 loss to the Anaheim Ducks that left the Jets 2-1-0.

Outshot for the third straight game, the Jets were guilty of too many errors to document in this space -- or this section, for that matter -- but the most obvious was Zach Bogosian's giveaway with just over five minutes left, when he blew a tire behind the Jets' net and had his attempted pass dribble to a wide-open Corey Perry, who buried the game-winner behind Pavelec.

"How we lost at the end... if you're looking at the one mistake, these things sometimes happen," said coach Claude Noel. "But look at the way we played: we didn't deserve to win the game playing that way. We got saved by our goalie and realistically, our goalie has saved us in all three games.

"He's been superb, not average, superb. We've played in spurts and tonight there were very few spurts."

TEEMU-FUELLED?

ON a night in which Teemu Selanne possibly made his last on-ice appearance in Winnipeg -- barring a playoff matchup between these teams next spring -- it was the Ducks, winners in OT Saturday night in Minnesota, who had way more jump than a Jets' squad which played Friday night.

The Ducks outshot the Jets 33-17 -- 15-6 in the first period. And, just for the record, the Jets have now been outshot 48-24 in the opening 20 minutes so far this season.

"The team that played a road game less than 24 hours ago that went into overtime came into our building and were clearly the better team and that's unacceptable," said Blake Wheeler. "We've gotten good at talking about what we need to do to take the next step, but I think games like tonight -- and I know it's only October, it's early in the season -- you'd really think that if we don't win we've got to be the better team, and they were the better team tonight."

"Whether they played tonight for Selanne and his last game in here... they were energized," added Noel. "And we weren't as energized."

A L-O-O-O-NG TO-DO LIST

AMONG the many things the Jets want to fix ASAP is their ineffective work in the face-off circle. The Jets won just 41 per cent of the draws against the Duck and seemed to play a lot of the night without the puck.

"We've got a lot of work to do," said Noel. "There's some areas that concern me. We never started with the puck all night. Our face-offs were atrocious in all zones, even our D-zone, and even our best face-off guy (Jim Slater) had a rough night (three for seven). To me, face-offs are a reflection of your battle level. We weren't good in the battle level in the game. Period.

"Our breakouts were poor. We were prepared for some of the things they did and yet our decision process was poor. Little plays that would help us on the breakouts weren't getting done. We've got a lot of stuff to do, a lot of things to work on and it starts in our own zone. We have to defend better. We can't give up 38 shots and 18-20 scoring chances in a game."

IT'S EARLY, BUT...

THE Jets missed out on a chance to go 3-0 to start a season for the first time in their history. But there was also a realization afterward that the first two wins masked some flaws in their game.

"I liked the way we played against the L.A, but to take a step back against Anaheim is not the way we want to do it," said captain Andrew Ladd, who had both Jets goals. "We've got to come back on Tuesday and start working on what we didn't do well in this game and move forward."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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The Anaheim Ducks edge the Winnipeg Jets 3-2 in what is expected to be former Jets star Teemu Selanne's final NHL game in Winnipeg.

Anaheim Ducks' Teemu Selanne tosses a puck to fans during the pre-game skate of their NHL game against the Winnipeg Jets at the MTS Centre Sunday. 
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Anaheim Ducks' Teemu Selanne tosses a puck to fans during the pre-game skate of their NHL game against the Winnipeg Jets at the MTS Centre Sunday. (JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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Ondrej Pavelec likely wouldn’t even consider it. He’ll insist he’s just doing his job stopping pucks — many, many pucks — for the Winnipeg Jets.

But if he were so inclined, he could certainly build a darn good case for abandonment through the first three games of the young NHL season — and especially so after Sunday night’s 3-2 loss to the Anaheim Ducks that left the Jets 2-1-0.

Outshot for the third straight game, the Jets were guilty of too many errors to document in this space — or this section, for that matter — but the most obvious was Zach Bogosian’s giveaway with just over five minutes left, when he blew a tire behind the Jets’ net and had his attempted pass dribble to a wide-open Corey Perry, who buried the game-winner behind Pavelec.

"How we lost at the end... if you’re looking at the one mistake, these things sometimes happen," said coach Claude Noel. "But look at the way we played: we didn’t deserve to win the game playing that way. We got saved by our goalie and realistically, our goalie has saved us in all three games.

"He’s been superb, not average, superb. We’ve played in spurts and tonight there were very few spurts."

TEEMU-FUELLED?

On a night in which Teemu Selanne possibly made his last on-ice appearance in Winnipeg — barring a playoff matchup between these teams next spring — it was the Ducks, winners in OT Saturday night in Minnesota, who had way more jump than a Jets’ squad which played Friday night.

The Ducks outshot the Jets 33-17 — 15-6 in the first period. And, just for the record, the Jets have now been outshot 48-24 in the opening 20 minutes so far this season.

"The team that played a road game less than 24 hours ago that went into overtime came into our building and were clearly the better team and that’s unacceptable," said Blake Wheeler. "We’ve gotten good at talking about what we need to do to take the next step, but I think games like tonight — and I know it’s only October, it’s early in the season — you’d really think that if we don’t win we’ve got to be the better team, and they were the better team tonight."

"Whether they played tonight for Selanne and his last game in here... they were energized," added Noel. "And we weren’t as energized."

A L-O-O-O-NG TO-DO LIST

Among the many things the Jets want to fix ASAP is their ineffective work in the face-off circle. The Jets won just 41 per cent of the draws against the Duck and seemed to play a lot of the night without the puck.

"We’ve got a lot of work to do," said Noel. "There’s some areas that concern me. We never started with the puck all night. Our face-offs were atrocious in all zones, even our D-zone, and even our best face-off guy (Jim Slater) had a rough night (three for seven). To me, face-offs are a reflection of your battle level. We weren’t good in the battle level in the game. Period.

"Our breakouts were poor. We were prepared for some of the things they did and yet our decision process was poor. Little plays that would help us on the breakouts weren’t getting done. We’ve got a lot of stuff to do, a lot of things to work on and it starts in our own zone. We have to defend better. We can’t give up 38 shots and 18-20 scoring chances in a game."

IT’S EARLY, BUT...

The Jets missed out on a chance to go 3-0 to start a season for the first time in their history. But there was also a realization afterward that the first two wins masked some flaws in their game. 

"I liked the way we played against the L.A, but to take a step back against Anaheim is not the way we want to do it," said captain Andrew Ladd, who had both Jets goals. "We’ve got to come back on Tuesday and start working on what we didn’t do well in this game and move forward."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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VANCOUVER - A season that was supposed to be different for the Edmonton Oilers has started out looking much the same as the past.

The Oilers were overmatched 6-2 by the Vancouver Canucks Saturday night, leaving them winless after two games of the NHL season. Edmonton lost 5-4 at home to the Winnipeg Jets Tuesday in a game the Oilers led 4-2 at one point.

Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins said his team was out played.

"If you're not going to battle, or win battles, or compete like every shift is your last one, you're not going to win in this league," said the frustrated coach. "That was very evident tonight for our team."

A promising start against the Canucks quickly turned sour. Defenceman Jeff Petry scored with less than two minutes gone. Vancouver replied with five unanswered goals, including two in 18 seconds in the first period.

"We got outplayed right from the start of the game, a lot of battles lost," said Edmonton's Taylor Hall. "They just took it too us and we couldn't recover.

"There are a lot of things we have to improve on. You get that first goal in a building like this, you really want to build off that. We certainly didn't do that."

Vancouver's Brad Richardson scored on a short-handed breakaway off a turnover and defenceman Dan Hamhuis scored on a long shot from the blue-line. Goaltender Devan Dubnyk didn't look good on either goal even though Hamhuis's shot deflected off Petry's stick. Edmonton was also called for 13 penalties for 40 minutes.

"That short-handed goal set us back," said defenceman Ladislav Smid. "It shouldn't affect us that way.

"The other thing was the amount of penalties we took tonight. It cost us the game."

The Canucks scored on a power play after Hall took a needless boarding penalty. Hall, who has been shifted to wing from his normal centre position because of an injury to Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, was on the ice for four Canuck goals.

"I've never been minus-four before," Hall sighed. "I am playing a position I am not 100 per cent comfortable with. That's not really an excuse."

Vancouver added another short-handed goal late in the third period when the Oilers pulled their goaltender for an extra attacker.

Dubnyk was replaced by backup Jason LaBarbera after Ryan Kesler made it 5-1 in the second period. Dubnyk allowed five goals on 31 shots.

"I thought 31 shots was enough," said Eakins, who saw Dubnyk allow five goals on 28 shots Tuesday. "It was craziness there for the poor kid.

"He was in there battling as hard as he can and we're giving him absolutely no support."

Edmonton was outshot 44-23.

Boyd Gordon had the other Oiler goal. Edmonton lost forward Jesse Joensuu early with a back injury. Eakins said he would be evaluated Sunday.

Edmonton hasn't made the playoffs since losing Game 7 of the Stanley Cup final back in 2006.

Eakins has said it's time for the Oilers, who have three players picked first overall in the NHL draft, to shed the label of a young team.

"It's a long year," said Hall. "There is a lot of time left for us to make up the last two games. We just have to make sure this part of the season, when we're losing, is as short as possible. We have to regroup."
Some Oilers accusing Trouba of head-hunting
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A bit of bleating by bloggers in Edmonton this week over something that didn't happen, ignoring something that did.

Apparently the Oilers were upset Tuesday when Jets rookie defenceman Jacob Trouba barely missed a hard check on Edmonton forward Taylor Hall, calling it a head hunt.

"I don't see that," Jets coach Claude Noel said. "He's a player that plays with bite."

Trouba shook his head at the accusation.

"I don't know," he said. "I didn't even hit him. How's that head-hunting? Don't think I did anything wrong."

Trouba took his run, but nothing came of it.

A player who didn't miss earlier in the game was Oilers defenceman Ladislav Smid, who smacked Mark Scheifele's head into the glass, from behind, not once but twice.

-- -- --

It's been a very Trouba week in Winnipeg after Game 1 and Noel sounded Friday like he's had about his fill of the subject.

Asked if he' had been "worried" about what might happen to the rookie after he played so well in Game 1, Noel summed it up nicely.

"I think it's too early to tell," Noel said about the young defenceman. "I don't worry too much about Jacob right now. He's played pretty well. He's a confident guy.

"The biggest thing we have to recognize is that he's a 19-year-old player. We have to keep things in perspective. He's going to have ups and downs. This happens with all players. We've only played one game. We're talking too much about him in my opinion."

-- -- --

The game notes for the Kings on Friday night mentioned that Anze Kopitar holds the team record for consecutive games, 330.

Better news for the Kings: Friday marked consecutive game No. 2 for defenceman Will Mitchell, who's back in the lineup after missing the entire lockout campaign because of concussion issues.

Mitchell played 24:28 seconds in Thursday's shootout win in Minnesota. Friday night he played 19:52 and didn't look rusty. With 721 career NHL games in 14 seasons, the 36-year-old defenceman will make the Kings back end better, if that's possible, if he's back to complete health this season.

-- -- --

Make of this what you will, but good teams will make their energy the difference when their opponents come in front out of town, having played the night before.

Friday marked the first of nine such occasions this season for the Jets, when the Kings paid a visit after playing Thursday in Minnesota.

Four of them come this month, the next Sunday night against the Ducks. Anaheim plays Saturday in Minnesota.

-- -- --

With Grant Clitsome still hurt, the Jets have at least delayed their shift of defence pairings. During training camp, there was both talk and evidence each member of the team's former No. 1 duo of Toby Enstrom and Dustin Byfuglien were bound for other partners this season.

Clitsome was to draw Byfuglien, and Enstrom would move over with Zach Bogosian, but early on, it's been Enstrom and Byfuglien together still.

"It doesn't matter," Enstrom said on Friday. "I'm just sticking to my game."
Jets off to a flying start

Fans get taste of what team might be able to accomplish
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Winnipeg Jets Evander Kane and Mark Scheifele (55) whoop it up after a third-period goal against the Los Angeles Kings on Friday night at the MTS Centre. 
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Winnipeg Jets Evander Kane and Mark Scheifele (55) whoop it up after a third-period goal against the Los Angeles Kings on Friday night at the MTS Centre. (MIKE DEAL / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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Winnipeg's Evander Kane hammers on L.A's Colin Fraser during second-period fisticuffs. 
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Winnipeg's Evander Kane hammers on L.A's Colin Fraser during second-period fisticuffs. (JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

There are boxes to unpack and some settling in to do yet. And, yes, it's way too early to be making any concrete conclusions.

But it's also not a stretch to say this after the Winnipeg Jets knocked off the Los Angeles Kings 5-3 in their 2013-14 home opener in front of another raucous MTS Centre crowd Friday night:

They are really digging their new neighbourhood among the tall trees in the National Hockey League's Western Conference.

And while there were some iffy moments down the stretch -- the Jets held a 4-1 advantage before a pair of late power-play goals by the Kings made things far more interesting than the home side wanted -- they did improve to 2-0 courtesy some big-time contributions from some of the usual faces.

Evander Kane scored twice, Ondrej Pavelec was outstanding, Dustin Byfuglien was a force, Bryan Little and Olli Jokinen were solid, while the work of new faces like Devin Setoguchi, Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba was also critical in the win.

Most importantly, the Jets fulfilled one of their primary objectives heading into the season: to be hard to play against.

"I think we've stressed we need to play the right way on a nightly basis," said captain Andrew Lad. "That's the biggest thing. We've seen it in spurts over the last couple of years, and being on the outside looking in we've realized that's not good enough. What we've come up with as a group is that we want that every night and we've stressed that. I think you've seen that so far."

Home debut redux

The home-opener win was the Jets' first since their rebirth in Winnipeg after serving up two duds in their first attempts -- the 5-1 stinker to Montreal in Year 1 and last season's 4-1 yawner against Ottawa. And, just FYI, the last time this franchise opened a campaign with consecutive wins was 2009-10 when the Atlanta Thrashers knocked off Tampa and St. Louis.

On Friday both Kane and Blake Wheeler pointed to using their speed and physical play to key a home-ice turnaround this season -- the Jets had just the 21st-best home record last season -- and while they were outshot 18-7 in the first period, the two clubs were knotted at 1-1 and Winnipeg had dominated the hit parade 13-7.

"You put the puck in the net in this building and you get to feed off the crowd," Ladd said. "The energy was awesome. We need to keep putting the puck in the net here because it's fun to play here when the crowd is energized."

Engaged, all right

With apologies to Pavelec, who was outstanding -- especially early -- the best player on the ice was Kane. Interestingly, his engagement to longtime girlfriend Ashley Chamberland was all over social media late Thursday and No. 9 was certainly engaged against the Kings. His stat line was absolutely gaudy: two goals, one assist, eight shots, five hits, nine minutes in penalties -- including a second-period scrap with Colin Fraser -- along with one blocked shot in 14 minutes and 38 second of ice time.

"We got to the body early and against a team like L.A. you have to let them know you're not going to be run out of your own building," said Kane. "We did a good job of sticking up for each other and being physical. Those kinds of things lead to turnovers and people second guessing themselves."

The kids are all right

The Jets may be concerned about all the hype surrounding Trouba and Scheifele, but the two first-rounders are already staples on the second line and second defence pairing. Scheifele, who looks far more comfy now than in the pre-season, picked up an assist, drew a couple of penalties and was plus-2 while Trouba played 20:53 and was solid through 40 minutes before a pair of giveaways in the third period.

Interestingly, according to ESPN's Pierre LeBrun, Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff and head coach Claude Noel had a little chat with both youngsters on Thursday to pat them on the back for their work in the opening-night win against Edmonton, stress the importance of rest and nutrition and then hammered home that the season is a marathon, not a sprint.

"We had a nice chat, talked about Game 1. We said, 'Guys, keep on going. You'll get the opportunities as you deserve them and as they come,'" the Jets GM told LeBrun. "They're both very humble kids, but they're both showing a lot more maturity than a lot of 19-year and 20-year-olds."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait

-- with files from Gary Lawless
Winnipeg Jets outplay Kings in 2nd and 3rd to win a 5-3 NHL home opener
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (9) and Los Angeles Kings' Colin Fraser (24) fight during second period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 4, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (9) and Los Angeles Kings' Colin Fraser (24) fight during second period NHL action in Winnipeg on Friday, October 4, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 

WINNIPEG - The second line of the Winnipeg Jets deserved top billing Friday night as they spurred the team to a 5-3 win over the visiting Los Angeles Kings.

Devin Setoguchi had two and linemate Evander Kane another as the Jets found their legs in the second period, after being swarmed by the Kings in the first.

The line clicked so smoothly it was fitting that even the officials couldn't tell who scored, giving Kane credit for a goal they switched to Setoguchi after the game ended.

"That was a lucky one," said Setoguchi, describing the shot by Kane that glanced off his stick.

He teamed with Kane for his second goal as well.

"It was nice to get the other one on the wraparound but the main thing is we won the game."

Kane even took a five-minute penalty for fighting in a very physical game and wasn't apologizing.

"You need to let them know you're not going to be run out of your own building," he said. "I thought we did a pretty good job of sticking up for each other."

Olli Jokinen and Bryan Little also scored for the Jets (2-0-0). Blake Wheeler had a goal called back in the second because the net was off its moorings.

Matt Greene, Jeff Carter and Justin Williams scored for the Kings (1-1-0), who outshot the Jets 18-7 in the first, with goalie Ondrej Pavelec keeping Winnipeg alive.

The Jets went into the game saying it would be a good test. The Kings are one of the strongest teams in the Western Conference, where the Jets are playing this season.

Despite the slow start, the Jets were leading 4-1 in the third when the Kings got back some of the fire they had in the first period.

They brought the game within one with two quick power-play goals, before Little scored into an empty net.

"We have a way of making games exciting," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "It's not something we want to get in a habit of doing."

But he saw things he liked, besides the two points.

"We had some good games from a lot of people," he said. "We started off slow again and I thought the game changed a little bit in in the second period and the third period. I thought we were quite a bit better. I thought we did some simple things."

One of those was getting shots off, which didn't happen in the first, and not turning over the puck in the neutral zone.

Coach Darryl Sutter wasn't in a mood to provide much analysis but denied they were tired after two games in two nights. They beat the Minnesota Wild in a shootout Thursday.

"It was a pretty close game wasn't it?" he said.

Added Kings' left-winger Dwight King: "We wanted to have a good start, I think we got out to a good start, obviously we got a lot of pucks on the net. It kind of fell off a bit and they took advantage . . . We tried to fight back at the end but it wasn't enough."

Failing to control the puck in their own zone cost both the Jets and Kings in the first period, although the Kings put on most of the pressure.

Greene was first to score, glancing one off Dustin Byfuglien after intercepting Byfuglien's failed attempt to clear the puck from in front of the net.

But then Kane tied it up by dumping it in from the other side of the blue-line, catching it on the rebound off Greene and sending it high past Jonathan Quick's glove.

Setoguchi's linemate Mark Scheifele picked up an assist, while Setoguchi also set up a goal. The line accounted for most of the pressure and scoring chances the Jets created in the first period.

It was the Jets who came on strong in the second.

Wheeler scored what could have been the go-ahead goal on a power play, except that the L.A. net was off its moorings. It took a call to Toronto by the officials but the goal was disallowed.

Instead, it was Jokinen who put the Jets ahead at 12:54 of the second when he lifted Michael Frolik's rebound high to the right side of the net as Quick went low to the left.

Noel juggled his third line Friday night, putting Jokinen between Eric Tangradi and Frolik, who scored a pair in the Jets opener in Edmonton.

He liked what he saw but said he doesn't know yet how long they will stay together.

Setoguchi scored his first on a power play at 2:21 of the third period on a shot from Kane. He attacked again at 5:19 to make it 4-1 when Quick managed to stop Kane's rush and Setoguchi swept behind the net and stuffed it in the other side.

Sutter put Ben Scrivens in net.

Carter scored the Kings' second goal of the night at 11:01 of the third, a few seconds into a power play from a tripping penalty called against Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba.

The Jets were ahead on shots until the last seven minutes of the third when the Kings found new life after Carter's goal.

Williams brought the Kings within one on the power play at 15:44 when he caught the left corner of the Jets' net from the faceoff circle but Little sealed the win with a breakaway into an empty net with 47 seconds left.

Notes: This was only the second time the Jets have played the Kings. Their first, in 2011 and also at MTS Centre, was settled in overtime when Evander Kane made it 1-0. Now that the Jets are in the Western Conference, they will meet L.A. three times, the next Mar. 6.
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Vancouver Canucks' coach John Tortorella laughs during an interview following a news conference after he was hired by the NHL hockey team in Vancouver, B.C., on Tuesday June 25, 2013. The Vancouver Canucks spent the pre-season learning new head coach John Tortorella's system.Now that the games count in the standings, they're taking part in some on-the-job training. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Darryl Dyck 
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VANCOUVER - The Vancouver Canucks spent the pre-season learning new head coach John Tortorella's system.

Now that the games count in the standings, they're taking part in some on-the-job training.

Tortorella has implemented a more aggressive, puck-pressure style with Vancouver and he watched the Canucks succeed at it for stretches in Thursday's season-opening 4-1 loss to the Sharks in San Jose.

"Our goal as coaches is that you want (the system) to be instinctive eventually. That will take some time," Tortorella said after Friday's brief practice at Rogers Arena. "(Against San Jose) I think we had some good minutes of how we wanted to play. So I think (the players) know how to play.

"It's just a matter of doing it consistently."

Canucks centre Ryan Kesler said the team needs to get a grasp on the system quickly, beginning with Saturday's home opener against the Edmonton Oilers, if it's going to compete in the realigned and more competitive Pacific Division.

"We have to learn fast. We've got to get these points. These points are going to be important for us and the end of the year," Kesler said. "I thought we did a good job for a large part of the (San Jose) game."

He added it's not simply understanding the system, but believing in it.

"I think we've got to trust each other, that's the big thing. We've got to trust each other that we're going to work hard," Kesler said. "We can only be aggressive if that happens.

"As a group we have (the system) locked down, it's just a game of mistakes. Sometimes you make the wrong read and it's an outnumbered rush. Things like that are going to happen."

Canucks defenceman Kevin Bieksa said no one in the locker-room expected the change to Tortorella's style from that of former coach Alain Vigneault to be seamless.

"You can't think that it's going to be perfected in the first game of the season. It'll take some time but we showed some good strides there," Bieksa said. "We're happy with how we played at times (against San Jose). Other times we'd like to maybe play a little different."

Bieksa said there's going to be instances early in the season where the system breaks down, especially at the end of shifts or when players are hurt.

"When you're not thinking clearly you kind of revert back to old habits," he said. "I think that's going to take a little bit of time to set in where it's just second nature, but right now I think everybody has a good grasp of how (Tortorella) wants us to play."

Among the positives from the San Jose loss was goaltender Roberto Luongo, who is back as the undisputed No. 1 after Cory Schneider's off-season trade to the New Jersey Devils.

Luongo finished with 31 saves on the night, including a stellar first period that saw him stop all 16 shots he faced.

The penalty killing unit also had a good night, holding the Sharks' power play scoreless on eight chances.

"I think we did a lot of good things," Canucks captain Henrik Sedin said. "I think we showed that if we play the right way for 60 minutes we're a tough team."

The Canucks know the young Oilers will be hungry on Saturday after a 5-4 loss to the Winnipeg Jets in their opener Tuesday.

"It's team that we've obviously developed a little bit of a rivalry with. They usually play us very tough at the beginning of the season," Bieksa said. "We know they'll be fast, they'll be skilled and we'll be looking to play in their face."

Note: Canucks right-winger Alexandre Burrows missed practice with an undisclosed injury suffered against the Sharks. Tortorella said the forward is "banged up" but added he expects him to play against Edmonton.
5-3 win shows Jets can hold court with Kings
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There are boxes to unpack and some settling in to do yet. And, yes, it’s way too early to be making any concrete conclusions.

But it’s also not a stretch to say this after the Winnipeg Jets knocked off the Los Angeles Kings 5-3 in their 2013-14 home opener in front of another raucous MTS Centre crowd Friday night:
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They are really digging their new neighbourhood among the tall trees in the National Hockey League’s Western Conference.

And while there were some iffy moments down the stretch — the Jets held a 4-1 advantage before a pair of late power-play goals by the Kings made things far more interesting than the home side wanted — they did improve to 2-0 courtesy some big-time contributions from some of the usual faces.

Evander Kane scored twice, Ondrej Pavelec was outstanding, Dustin Byfuglien was a force, Bryan Little and Olli Jokinen were solid, while the work of new faces like Devin Setoguchi, Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba was also critical in the win.

Most importantly, the Jets fulfilled one of their primary objectives heading into the season: to be hard to play against.

"I think we’ve stressed we need to play the right way on a nightly basis," said captain Andrew Lad. "That’s the biggest thing. We’ve seen it in spurts over the last couple of years, and being on the outside looking in we’ve realized that’s not good enough. What we’ve come up with as a group is that we want that every night and we’ve stressed that. I think you’ve seen that so far."

Home debut redux

The home-opener win was the Jets’ first since their rebirth in Winnipeg after serving up two duds in their first attempts — the 5-1 stinker to Montreal in Year 1 and last season’s 4-1 yawner against Ottawa. And, just FYI, the last time this franchise opened a campaign with consecutive wins was 2009-10 when the Atlanta Thrashers knocked off Tampa and St. Louis.

On Friday both Kane and Blake Wheeler pointed to using their speed and physical play to key a home-ice turnaround this season — the Jets had just the 21st-best home record last season — and while they were outshot 18-7 in the first period, the two clubs were knotted at 1-1 and Winnipeg had dominated the hit parade 13-7.

"You put the puck in the net in this building and you get to feed off the crowd," Ladd said. "The energy was awesome. We need to keep putting the puck in the net here because it’s fun to play here when the crowd is energized."

Engaged, all right

With apologies to Pavelec, who was outstanding — especially early — the best player on the ice was Kane. Interestingly, his engagement to longtime girlfriend Ashley Chamberland was all over social media late Thursday and No. 9 was certainly engaged against the Kings. His stat line was absolutely gaudy: two goals, one assist, eight shots, five hits, nine minutes in penalties — including a second-period scrap with Colin Fraser — along with one blocked shot in 14 minutes and 38 second of ice time.

"We got to the body early and against a team like L.A. you have to let them know you’re not going to be run out of your own building," said Kane. "We did a good job of sticking up for each other and being physical. Those kinds of things lead to turnovers and people second guessing themselves."

The kids are all right

The Jets may be concerned about all the hype surrounding Trouba and Scheifele, but the two first-rounders are already staples on the second line and second defence pairing. Scheifele, who looks far more comfy now than in the pre-season, picked up an assist, drew a couple of penalties and was plus-2 while Trouba played 20:53 and was solid through 40 minutes before a pair of giveaways in the third period.

Interestingly, according to ESPN’s Pierre LeBrun, Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff and head coach Claude Noel had a little chat with both youngsters on Thursday to pat them on the back for their work in the opening-night win against Edmonton, stress the importance of rest and nutrition and then hammered home that the season is a marathon, not a sprint.

"We had a nice chat, talked about Game 1. We said, ‘Guys, keep on going. You’ll get the opportunities as you deserve them and as they come,’" the Jets GM told LeBrun. "They’re both very humble kids, but they’re both showing a lot more maturity than a lot of 19-year and 20-year-olds."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

— with files from Gary Lawless
Right now, it's how they play the game
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It's easy to spit out the cliché "it's how many, not how, that counts," but if the Winnipeg Jets fall into that line of thinking, this season will be just another exercise in futility.

It's early to be talking too much about results. The process and playing the right kind of game is key at this stage. Get that right, and the wins will follow.
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Tuesday's win over the Edmonton Oilers shouldn't fool anyone. It was a bad game masked by a good result. That's not a formula that can continue.

The Jets talk a lot about growth and there's no doubt there's been a lot of improvement as individuals. Now it's time for team growth. Time to listen to the coaches, buy into the game plan and do it over and over again.

If the Jets don't make the post-season at the end of this year, it likely won't be a result of a lack of talent but more because they tried to rely on that talent.

We're now into the third season of watching this group play and it's fair to say there is skill on this roster. But this group has yet to show it's consistently committed to playing a brand of hockey that results in wins.

If that doesn't change, the results at the end of the season will be the same.

Tuesday's game was a prime example of the Jets not executing defensively. They got away with it but they won't if they fall into the same habits tonight against the Los Angeles Kings.

"I think we showed a lot of heart in coming back but we put ourselves into a bad position that we won't be able to overcome most nights," said Jets defenceman Zach Bogosian. "We need to be better defensively as a team. Giving up four goals a night isn't going to get us where we want to go."

Spot Kings goalie Jonathan Quick four goals and more likely than not he'll beat you. Give Los Angeles a pair on the power play and they'll grind you into 5-on-5 submission.

"You can't go into too many nights and play like we did in Edmonton and expect to win," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "You don't win the special teams game and you go into the third down, it's not a recipe for success in the National Hockey League. We know we dodged a bullet and we have a lot of work to do to get better."

The Kings are one of the NHL's elite teams with a top-end goalie, a Norris Trophy candidate on the blue-line in Drew Doughty and a deep and balanced forward group that can both score and check. In many ways, the Kings are the standard the Jets must aspire to meet.

Bogosian says the combination of speed and size on the Kings makes them a challenge.

"If you look at the majority of the skill guys around the league, they're usually smaller. But these guys are big and they have skill. They're harder to defend. They can protect the puck. A big guy that can skate is difficult to play against," said Bogosian. "Their blue-line is mobile and they have a pretty good goalie. Quick is going to make saves. We have to get traffic and get a lot of shots. We need to crash and bang a bit."

For me, how the Jets play right now is more instructive than the end result. Sure, wins are needed to accomplish the goal of the post-season but over the long haul, execution of a proper formula will bear out.

The Jets need to grasp this and the sooner they do the better.

For now, the how is actually more important than the how many.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition October 4, 2013 C2
The Jets have some of the NHL's loudest, most passionate fans; so why is their MTS Centre record so poor?
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Vocal Winnipeg fans love to mess with visiting teams by taunting star players and putting the hex on goaltenders. 
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Vocal Winnipeg fans love to mess with visiting teams by taunting star players and putting the hex on goaltenders. Photo Store 

There's a way to complicate all this by plugging a swack of numbers into scientific formulas. And the team shrink could also weigh in with the psychological approach, undoubtedly beginning with something like asking the collective to breathe in the good thoughts and exhale the bad.

And then there is Evander Kane's theory as to how the Winnipeg Jets can make the MTS Centre -- already one of the NHL's loudest venues -- into a nightmare for the opposition.

Evander Kane (left) says the key at home is to be physical.  
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"When you talk about being hard to play against, let's not kid ourselves -- it's about being physical," said the Jets winger on the eve of the club's 2013-14 home opener. "You have to be strong, you've got to be physical and you've got to want to punish the opposing team in your building. If you do those things, if you take it to them with your speed and are playing in their zone a lot, that makes it tough.

"I remember in junior we had a saying, 'Nobody is going to come into our barn to' -- I can't use the term, so I'll change it -- 'STEAL our sheep.' That's the kind of mentality you have to have. You have put the two points up in the standings board before the game and then work hard not to have them take it away from you."

Jets fans have seen some evidence of that over the last two seasons, particularly during a magical 9-2-1 run in December of 2011 that included wins over Original Six icons like Boston, Montreal and Toronto.

Then again, fans have also seen some of the absolute worst of the Jets at home, including back-to-back losses to Washington last winter -- by a combined score of 10-1, no less -- that seemed to derail their push for a playoff spot.

What the Jets hope to establish this season is more consistent play at the MTS Centre -- they had just the 21st best home record in the NHL last year; 15th the year before that. And the most-effective method to fuel the buzz that dominates the joint after the last few notes of O Canada are belted out is to set the tone early.

So, Blake Wheeler was asked on Thursday, just when do the Jets begin to make this a tough place to play?

"First shift tomorrow," said he said with a grin. "It's our home building. We're going to be getting the energy in the crowd. It's similar to playing in Montreal. The crowd is on their feet the first five minutes regardless, so you kind of have to weather that storm as an opposing team.

"It's fun to play in these atmosopheres. You want to play when the building is full and the fans are on their feet."

Just to further hammer home the message here, what the Jets want to establish is akin to the famous locker-room speech scene from the movie Rudy where the actor playing Notre Dame Fighting Irish head coach Dan Devine gathers the troops together before commanding:

"You all know what you have to do. Remember... no one -- and I mean NO ONE -- comes into our house and pushes us around..."

But there's also the flip side to all this: What NHLer wouldn't want to play in a building jammed to the rafters every night, with the home side's fanatics taunting stars and hexing enemy goaltenders?

"It's like any of the so-called tough buildings around the league," continued Kane, "I love playing in those buildings. If it's hostile, it's good. I know the fans when they're booing a guy, it might affect him, it might not. If I was that player I'd love it. I would try to hold onto the puck as long as possible just to hear them.

"Our first season was good at home. Last year... it's different with the lockout season. We were better on the road. But this year, full season, we'll be good at home. I don't think the guys are too worried about that."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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First thing he's going to do is buy himself a pickup truck
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Will Josh Morrissey go with GMC, Chevy, Ford or Dodge when he buys his pickup? Or maybe Toyota...? Nah. Not in Prince Albert. 
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Mike Deal / Winnipeg Free Press archives Injured blue-liner Grant Clitsome did not practise with the Jets Thursday. 
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There were a lot of things about Josh Morrissey that jumped out for the Winnipeg Jets long before they called his name in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft.

His skating is top notch. His compete level is through the roof. He's got outstanding skills and vision with the puck on his stick. There's also the fact he was the Western Hockey League's Scholastic Player of the Year last season, an impressive highlight on his resumé that was reinforced Thursday when the Jets announced they had signed him to a three-year, two-way, entry level contract with an average annual value of $1.425 million.

Asked how he might treat himself thanks to a $92,500 signing bonus -- the rest doesn't come until he makes it to the NHL -- Morrissey quipped:

"I'm thinking about maybe a new truck. It seems like every guy who plays in the WHL or Western Canada eventually wants some kind of truck. My younger brother has just turned 16 and he's in line to be driving so I think the Jeep I've been driving the last few years gets passed on to him as his first car.

"I'll reward myself with something, although I'm not going to be going out and buying some $100,000 souped-up truck. But it's standard, particularly out west here, for guys to reward themselves that way."

When it was suggested a fancy ride might not hold up in our tough Prairie winters -- Morrissey is back with the Prince Albert Raiders after an impressive training camp with the Jets -- he added:

"No kidding. I don't know how well a Porsche would fare out here in the winter."

Named the Raiders' captain last week, the 18-year-old Morrissey has five points (2G, 3A) in three games since his return to Prince Albert. And the 13th overall pick said putting his signature on his first NHL contract on Thursday was a huge moment.

"It's a great day. It's another step along the way," said Morrissey. "You grow up watching hockey and wanting to play in the NHL. When you're drafted you feel like you are a part of the Jets, but now actually signing you feel that even more so. It's a pretty big stepping stone along the way. It's pretty cool.

"It's a big moment, not only for myself but my parents -- especially my dad. He was always there with me and supported me with his time, and financially, along the way.

"I'm pretty excited about all this," he added. "I can't wait to get playing there when the time comes. It seems like a great organization. Everything about it just feels awesome. I couldn't be happier."

STICK TO THE GAME PLAN: Cranking out a win over the injury-depleted Edmonton Oilers is one thing, getting the same result against a Western Conference heavyweight like the Los Angeles Kings is another.

That was the sentiment in Jetville on Thursday as the local hockey side -- to borrow a phrase commonly used by head coach Claude Noel -- went out of its way to make sure they didn't separate their shoulders patting themselves on the back after the season-opening victory over the Oilers.

Indeed, there might not be a better measuring stick for the Jets than the Kings.

"We've got to stick to our game plan, they're going to stick to theirs," said Dustin Byfuglien. "They're not going to give you many chances. We're going to have to be happy winning 1-0 or 2-1. We've got to have that mindset that we can't be going out there and have a shootout every night."

Today's matchup with the Kings marks the beginning of a stretch that will see the Jets play eight of their next nine at home.

NOTABLE: Defenceman Grant Clitsome, who missed the opener with a lower-body injury, did not skate Thursday... Eric Tangradi and James Wright flipped spots on the depth chart, with Tangradi moving up to the third line with Olli Jokinen and Michael Frolik... The Jets won Tuesday despite giving up four goals. Last year, Winnipeg's record when surrendering four goals or more was just 2-16... Jacob Trouba became the first NHL player to lead his team in ice time in his first NHL game since Colorado's Jonas Holos on Oct. 16, 2010. Holos, FYI, played just 39 games with the Avs and is now in the KHL.

ANALYZE THIS: The Jets' win over the Oilers may have this town buzzing, but when it was suggested that maybe too much was being read into one result, including the gushing about rookie Jacob Trouba's Calder Trophy chances -- the Vegas odds moved significantly after his work in Game 1 -- Evander Kane wisecracked:

"No, Jake didn't win the Calder... he won the Norris (as top defenceman). When you have a long off-season and the first game comes around, people are going to want to talk and analyze and pick apart. We've got a game (Friday) night so I'm sure everyone will be doing the same thing after that game."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Winnipeg Jets' James Wright (17) is stopped by Edmonton Oilers' Devan Dubnyk (40) as Will Acton (41) chases the rebound during first period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday October 1, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 
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Winnipeg Jets' James Wright (17) is stopped by Edmonton Oilers' Devan Dubnyk (40) as Will Acton (41) chases the rebound during first period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday October 1, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 

WINNIPEG - The Winnipeg Jets aren't looking to rinse and repeat after opening the NHL season with a 5-4 win over the Edmonton Oilers that revealed plenty of rough spots.

The Los Angeles Kings are in town Friday for the Jets' home opener, and coach Claude Noel is looking for a far more disciplined and patient performance from his players.

"I think we can play hard, we can be a hard team to play against, so that could make for a good game," he said Thursday.

"We're just going to have to play a good solid game. That's a solid team. They're patient, they wait for you to make mistakes and you've got to be just as patient and you've got to be solid everywhere."

The Jets walked out of Edmonton with a win but they came from behind to do it, and their power-play and penalty killing were problems most of the night.

"I don't think you can go into too many nights playing the way you played in Edmonton anticipating a win," said Noel.

"So we know we dodged a bullet, we know we have a lot of work to do to get better."

The Jets, who moved from the Eastern to Western Conference this season, have played the Kings only once since arriving in Winnipeg — they beat them 1-0 in overtime in December 2011.

The Kings went on that season to squeak into the playoffs then sliced through the pack to claim their first Stanley Cup.

The Jets are still trying to at least make the playoffs, something the franchise has managed only once in its history in Atlanta or Winnipeg.

The Kings, who have kept that Stanley Cup-winning lineup pretty well intact, are perhaps a better test of Winnipeg's chances in the West than Edmonton.

"They play a really patient and structured game," said Jets captain Andrew Ladd.

"They don't veer off that very much at all so we'll have to play the right way, keep the pucks going north and south, and not give them anything from a turnover standpoint."

The Jets do have size and they have speed and say they hope to use both.

"L.A. doesn't give you much," said Evander Kane, part of a revamped second line that showed a lot of promise in the season opener.

"They're a heavy team and we're going to have to be prepared to play a heavy game and be physical and match their physicality and try to use our speed to our advantage."

The Kings will be coming to Winnipeg off their season opener against the Minnesota Wild, another Western Conference team the Jets will get to know well, since both are in the Central Division.

Noel is also preaching patience but suggests he isn't trying to slow down his offence.

"We want to play with energy and passion," he said.

"(But) I'd like us to be more patient more in our own zone. That's where we're impatient for me right now, that's where we're getting into some trouble."

Defenceman Dustin Byfuglien, who picked up a team-leading three points on assists against Edmonton, suggested that likely isn't going to happen against a team like Los Angeles.

"We've got to stick to our game plan, they're going to stick to theirs," he said.

"They're not going to give you many chances. We're going to have to be happy winning 1-0 or 2-1 . . . We've got to have that mindset that we can't be going out there and have a shootout every night."
Young Trouba makes early bid for NHL's rookie award
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Mark Scheifele (left) and Jacob Trouba didn't play like rookies Tuesday night in Edmonton. 
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IT'S EARLY, BUT....

Vegas odds (courtesy Bodog.ca) to win the Calder Trophy as NHL Rookie of the Year:

◾Seth Jones, Nashville -- 3/2

◾Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado -- 9/2

◾Valeri Nichushkin, Dallas -- 13/2

◾Aleksander Barkov, Florida -- 9/1

◾Tomas Hertl, San Jose -- 9/1

◾Sven Baertschi, Calgary -- 9/1

◾Mark Scheifele, Winnipeg -- 9/1

◾Boone Jenner, Columbus -- 9/1

◾Torey Krug, Boston -- 9/1

◾Filip Forsberg, Nashville -- 20/1

◾Ryan Murray, Columbus -- 25/1

◾Jacob Trouba, Winnipeg -- 25/1
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No one is suggesting the Winnipeg Jets alert the NHL's trophy engraver just yet, especially after such a teeny-tiny sample.

But if the ol' carver was watching the Jets' 5-4 opening-night win over the Edmonton Oilers Tuesday, you can bet he or she was jotting the name down as a reminder:

"T-R-O-U-B-A, J-A-C-O-B."

Yes, the Jets' young defenceman couldn't have authored a more dreamy NHL debut, what with him scoring his first career goal in his first career regular-season game, leading all players with 25:02 minutes of ice time, blocking four shots and being named the first star.

And while Trouba and the Jets went out of their way to downplay his performance on Wednesday -- "it's a long season," "got to manage expectations," "going to be highs and lows" -- it's interesting to note he went from being a 33-to-1 long shot in Vegas to win the Calder Trophy to 25-to-1 a day later.

"It was pretty fun," said Trouba upon the team's return to Winnipeg on Wednesday. "But looking back at it, the most important part is we got the win and that's something I'm probably going to remember most. It's pretty good to get a win in your first game.

"There were a couple of butterflies at the start, but after the first couple of shifts it was just another hockey game. The pre-season really helped me adjust. I got those kinks out. I'm still learning on the fly as we go and trying to pick up things and just trying to add to my game."

Working with Zach Bogosian on the Jets' No. 2 defence pairing, the 19-year-old Michigan product played in all situations and was on the ice in the game's dying seconds as the club sealed its first win of the new season.

Asked if he was surprised at the amount of ice time he got, Trouba gave another hint of the quiet confidence that has the Jets convinced he's ready to handle the adjustment from being a prospect to a pro.

"I'm thankful," he said with a shrug. "I'm happy I have their trust and it's something I have to keep earning. But it's something I'm used to, I'm used to playing those minutes. Hopefully I keep those minutes up."

The word most often tossed around to describe Trouba is "poise," especially with the puck on his stick. But on his goal he also took note that the Oilers were using a cross-seam pass in the neutral zone all night and when Taylor Hall was spinning around to feed a teammate, he jumped up to intercept it before beating netminder Devan Dubnyk with what he called a "knuckle-puck" shot.

"I thought he played great. He played with a lot of confidence and that was good to see," said Bogosian. "It's only one game, but it's good to see he's going in the right direction. He's a good player. He's here for a reason.

"I just told him to play his game. You don't want to throw a whole bunch of information at someone... I'm sure there was a lot running through his mind for his first game. My first game I was thinking about a lot of stuff, too. I thought he handled it extremely well."

"We didn't know what to expect but he played a really solid game," added coach Claude Noel. "He's got a lot of poise with the puck, he plays in straight lines, made some good decisions and pretty much carried over the pre-season into the regular season. I thought he might have jitters a bit, but he was excellent in the game."

But it's clear the Jets don't want Trouba to get a swelled head in the first week of October or become overwhelmed by all the praise coming his way. It's early. And it's worth noting that between games at the University of Michigan and for the United States at the world junior and IIHF world championships, he suited up for 51 games last season.

"What we have to keep in perspective is it's one game at a time, he's a young player," cautioned Noel. "So let's not heap all kinds of expectations on a young player. He's done well and we're happy for it."

Good point, that. Still, Tuesday's debut sure reads a heckuva lot better than a minus-3 night and a benching.

"It's definitely good for confidence," said Trouba. "I didn't really have too many doubts coming in... I feel like I can play at this level and I belong. It's just up to me to show that. I know the season isn't going to be perfect and I'm going to have down games and I'm going to have up games. I just have to stay level-headed and forget about yesterday. I can look back on it and it will be a memory."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
Scheifele no slouch in season debut

Prize rookies bonding on, off ice with Jets

By: Tim Campbell 
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On the morning of the first game of his first season where he's certainly not going back to junior, Mark Scheifele said he was feeling better than he's ever felt as a hockey player.

Players generally say a lot of things that sound good. In this case, actions matched the words, and therein lies a positive sign for the Winnipeg Jets if it continues.
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Scheifele, who for a lack of a better description in the pre-season spent quite a bit of time trying to do a better job of paying attention to details, was easily able to skate with the up-tempo pace of Tuesday night's season opener in Edmonton.

He and his linemates Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi were assets to the team for most of the night.

Early in the first period, after the Jets had already been scored upon, it was Scheifele who announced the Jets' arrival to participate in this game.

Rushing up the ice on the power play, he went down the left side and snapped a shot home for the 1-1 goal.

There was some local grousing in Rexall Place that it was badly misplayed by Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk. What television didn't show you was how much Scheifele was responsible for this goal.

The 20-year-old centre put on a burst of speed as he hit the attacking zone, causing the Edmonton defence to go flat-footed for an instant. In that space of time, Scheifele made himself significantly more threatening and as he eyed the net, he showed both a quick release and enviable hand/eye co-ordination to find a hole behind Dubnyk high in the top of the net that wasn't very large.

As the night played out, it became rookie bookends for the Jets. Defenceman Jacob Trouba did a lot of heavy lifting, including scoring the game-tying goal inside the final 10 minutes in Winnipeg's eventual 5-4 victory.

Trouba played a game-high 25:02. Scheifele played 17:58, the highest number of his short NHL career.

The win was the most important thing for both players.

"I think it just showed a lot of character, what kind of guys we have in the room and what kind of guys we have on this team," Scheifele said, noting the Jets rallied from down 4-2 at the game's midway point. "Obviously we don't want to get down like that but it shows we can come back in the game and push back."

They were in separate corners of the team's dressing room in Edmonton but the post-game props were in the air between the rookies.

"He's an unbelievable player," Scheifele said of Trouba. "For him to get his first goal in his first game, I'm very proud of him. We're roomies on the road and we've basically spent the last month and a bit together, side by side. It's good to see him get that first goal and I think only bigger and better things are going to come for him."

That Scheifele was there taking questions was also a good sign, or maybe just an indication that he has a hard head.

In the second period, he was taken hard into the boards in the offensive corner by Oilers defenceman Ladislav Smid. The check from behind caused Scheifele's head to hit the boards with force and for good measure Smid jammed it back onto the wall after it bounced off.

In other leagues, this kind of dangerous play would merit serious examination -- see how busy the OHL has been this week for hits to the head and checks from behind -- but with the covering noise of the George Parros/fighting incident earlier in the evening, the department of player safety is unlikely to act further.

Scheifele, by the way, said he was fine, that there was no damage. For Jets fans, that's good, because he'll need all his wits about him. As is almost always the case, a couple of tough opponents are coming right up, starting Friday against the L.A. Kings, and consistency is never judged by one evening.
Winnipeg Jets win first game 5-4 in Edmonton but know they have work to do

By: Scott Edmonds, The Canadian Press 
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Winnipeg Jets' Michael Frolik (67) and Eric Tangradi (27) celebrate a goal against the Edmonton Oilers during third period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday October 1, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 
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Winnipeg Jets' Michael Frolik (67) and Eric Tangradi (27) celebrate a goal against the Edmonton Oilers during third period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday October 1, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 

WINNIPEG - The Winnipeg Jets opened with on the road and saw good things from new players, but one day later the celebration was muted.

Coach Claude Noel said his players know they were lucky to leave Edmonton with a 5-4 decision in their NHL season opener on Tuesday.

"We recognize we won the game but we also know we're fortunate to win the game," he said Wednesday, as the Jets worked out but didn't practice.

"I think it's important to recognize that we don't want to be separating our shoulders right now patting ourselves on the back. There's a way to play the game and we're still trying to get to that process."

The game was far more wide open than Noel or team leaders like captain Andrew Ladd would find comfortable.

Both have said trading scoring chances isn't the way for the Jets to succeed, particularly now that they have moved into a new more competitive division with the likes of the Chicago Blackhawks.

Veteran defenceman Dustin Byfuglien was a major factor Tuesday with three assists and a far more physical presence than he displayed last season.

But the game also provided a chance for young players like centre Mark Scheifele and defenceman Jacob Trouba to shine. Both scored.

"I definitely think scoring early kind of loosened the hands a bit," said Scheifele, 20, who isn't exactly a rookie.

He played seven games for the Jets and scored his first goal in his draft year of 2011-12, before being sent back to the Barrie Colts of the OHL. He also played four games with the Jets last season before being sent back to Barrie again.

"(But) I thought I started off my first shift and I got in hard on the forecheck and created a chance right off the start," he said. "I think that was the big thing and the goal was just a little bit extra."

Scheifele is centring the team's second line with Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi. It was a major part of Winnipeg's offence Tuesday.

For Trouba, the team's 2012 draft pick, it was his regular-season debut in the NHL. He was partnered with veteran Zach Bogosian.

"There was a couple of butterflies there at the start but after the first couple of shifts it was just another hockey game," said Trouba, 19, who Bogosian and Noel said showed a lot of poise despite his youth.

"He does a lot of good things," said Bogosian.

"I think the pre-season really helped me adjust," said Trouba.

"I think I kind of got those kinks out there. I'm still learning on the fly here as we go and trying to pick up things and trying to add to my game."

Michael Frolik, like Setoguchi an off-season acquisition, also had a pair of goals as he debuted on the Jets' third line.

"I think it's a good thing, if you want to be successful, you want to have that every line can score and last night it worked out," said Frolik, picked up in a trade from the Blackhawks

"I was happy with the fact that we got some production out of some different people," said Noel. "I was happy that our young players stepped up and played pretty well."

But he says the team still has a long way to go and a lot of things to learn.

Their next test is Friday when the Los Angeles Kings visit for the Jets' hope opener.
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Guelph Storm’s Kosmachuk lights it up against 67s

Dumped 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

The Guelph Storm's Hunter Garlent looks for a call after being dumped by the Ottawa 67s' Brendan Bell (27) during OHL action at the Sleeman Centre Sunday, Oct. 20, 2013.

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH—When Scott Kosmachuk is on his game, he's as dangerous as any sniper in the Ontario Hockey League. 

The veteran Guelph Storm winger capped off a very productive week with his first career four-goal game Sunday at the Sleeman Centre as the Storm downed the Ottawa 67s 7-3. 

Kosmachuk, who also had an assist in Sunday's win, had six goals and three helpers in the Storm's three games this week – all wins. 

"Some games you have all kinds of great chances and nothing goes in the net, other games it seems like almost everything goes in," Kosmachuk said Sunday. 

"When things are going good like they were today, you're confidence is good and it seems like the game almost slows down a bit for you," the Winnipeg Jets prospect said. 

He almost had a fifth goal, hammering one off the cross-bar in the third period. 

"He skates like a pro and he has a pro release. Now the other parts of the game are coming until we see why he's a pro," Storm coach Scott Walker said of Kosmachuk. 

Linemates Hunter Garlent and Zach Mitchell also dug in to the points buffet. Garlent, in what was easily his best game of the year, had a goal and three assists while Mitchell had a pair of helpers. 

Sunday's win was Guelph's fourth straight and moves them within one point of the league-leading Erie Otters in the overall OHL standings. 

Despite playing much better than they had the previous two games, Guelph held just a 4-3 advantage midway through the third period against the rebuilding 67s. But Robby Fabbri and Kosmachuk scored 20 seconds apart to put the game out of reach. 

"I told the guys after the second period that 'hey, it's not always easy.' I thought we were playing fine and we stuck to the system and we prevailed in the end," Walker said. 

"It was a better game and it looked like some guys loosened up their sticks and loosened up their minds." 

Matt Mancina, making his first start in two weeks, made 29 saves to earn the win in net. 

Second-year blueliner Kyle Locke also got back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch for the past five games and played with plenty of poise and confidence in perhaps his best game in a Storm uniform. 

"Locke played very well. Even the fourth line of (Pius) Suter, (Marc) Stevens and (Chadd) Bauman played well and it was one of Phil Baltisberger's best games," Walker said. "I was happy with all of them." 

Justin Auger (mono), Zac Leslie (minor upper body injury) and Adam Craievich (healthy scratch) sat out for the Storm. 

Guelph plays in Kitchener on Tuesday. 
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Mancina backstops Storm to victory in first OHL start

Storm strike 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

The Guelph Storm's Brock McGinn fires the puck past Oshawa Generals goaltender Ken Appleby for his second goal of the game Friday, Sept. 27, 2013 at the Sleeman Centre. Guelph won the game 5-1.

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH—Matt Mancina had been waiting a long time for Friday night to come. 

The 17-year-old Guelph Storm rookie netminder made his Ontario Hockey League debut at the Sleeman Centre, turning in a 30-save performance in a 5-1 win over the Oshawa Generals before a crowd of 3,580. 

A third round pick of the Storm in 2012, he spent last season getting experience with the junior B Leamington Flyers. 

"I've been waiting for a year to play that game, so it was nice," Mancina said of his first start. 

Was he feeling the nerves? 

"I get more anxious to play than nervous, because the more shots you face, the better you can play," said Mancina, whose parents made the drive up from Tecumseh to watch his first game. 

He watched Justin Nichols start the team's season opener last Friday, but found out at practice on Thursday that he would be starting against the Generals. 

"They told me to be ready and I was ready to go," Mancina said. 

The Storm took over Friday's game early, jumping out to a 2-0 lead in a first period that didn't see a whole lot of action for Mancina. That's not necessarily a good thing. 

"When you don't get a couple of shots early on in the game, but the team protected me well. Once you make the first couple of saves you're in the game. It took a while for me to get that," he said. 

Mancina played a quiet, positionally-sound game and relies on his size to take away much of the angle and net for opposing shooters. His rebound control was excellent Friday night. 

"For as much as I know about goaltending, he plays a very technically sound game," Storm coach Scott Walker said. 

"He seems to be a very calm kid. It seems like nothing fazes him," Walker said. 

It helped the cause that the Storm players came out with plenty of energy, taking a lead at 6:38 of the first period on a Brock McGinn goal that they would never relinquish. 

Robby Fabbri made it 2-0 before the end of the first period and it looked like a chippy game might boil over at that point. But the referees and coaches did a good job of diffusing the potential rough stuff and cooler heads prevailed, with just one fight in the game. 

McGinn would score a pair of goals on the night as the Storm fired 45 shots at Oshawa goaltender Ken Appleby. Scott Kosmachuk and Chadd Bauman had the other Storm goals, with Fabbri adding a pair of assists. 

"Once we got back to our game things were okay and we settled down," Walker said. "Everything starts with cycling the puck. 

"Let's not get carried away, there's still some work to do and I wasn't happy with all aspects of the game. But a win's a win," Walker said. 

The fifth-ranked Storm now gets ready for a Sunday afternoon game at home against the Canadian Hockey League's top-ranked London Knights. Both teams have started the season 2-0.
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Storm finds a way to win 

Guelph beats IceDogs in shootout in second straight sloppy victory

Happy Bert 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

Tyler Bertuzzi of the Guelph Storm celebrates his second period goal against the Niagara IceDogs Friday, Oct. 18, 2013, at the Sleeman Centre. Guelph won the game 5-4 in a shootout.

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH — Perhaps the most telling thing about Friday night's Guelph Storm victory over the Niagara IceDogs was that the Storm coaches and players weren't particularly thrilled with how it happened. 

For the second straight night the Storm got the two points, but also for the second straight night did so without turning in a full 60 minutes of good hockey. 

This one went down to a shootout at the Sleeman Centre, with Guelph coming away with a 5-4 win after outscoring Niagara 2-1 in a shootout that went four shooters apiece. 

"It's not the way that we like to win, but it's good we came out with the two points," said the Storm's Robby Fabbri, who scored once in regulation then supplied the deciding goal in the shootout. 

"We've got to be more consistent. We've got to stick to the game plan, that's what makes us most successful," Fabbri said. 

Carter Verhaeghe was the lone IceDog to score on Guelph goaltender Justin Nichols in the shootout. Brock McGinn and Fabbri beat Chris Festarini at the other end. 

"We have some good periods and some bad periods. We just got to get together as a group and figure out how to play 60 minutes of hockey," said Tyler Bertuzzi, who had a goal and an assist, as did Scott Kosmachuk. 

Niagara sent the game to overtime when Anthony DiFruscia scored with 11 seconds left in regulation. 

Nichols, who got better as Friday's game progressed, made 39 saves, six in overtime, then stopped three of the four Niagara players in the shootout. 

He was particularly brilliant during a nearly full-two minute penalty kill Guelph had to pull off in overtime after Ryan Horvat was whistled for unsportsmanlike conduct for complaining about a non-call just before the IceDogs tied the game in the third. 

Storm coach Scott Walker said two points are two points, but the team has to play better if it wants to be consistently successful. 

"It's not that we're playing terrible. Sometimes I think it's just a case of us working hard enough to win," Walker said. 

"Is that the curse of an older team? That they know they can turn it on and play better? This league's too good for that." 

Niagara led 2-1 after the first period but Bertuzzi tied it with the lone goal of the second period, one of two the Storm would score on the power play. 

After DiFruscia's first of the contest put Niagara ahead again at 9:02 of the third, Fabbri scored from a sharp angle 20 seconds later to tie it up. Brock McGinn then put Guelph ahead 4-3 with a power-play goal at the 12:50 mark of the third, setting up the exciting finish. 

Zac Leslie missed Friday's game with an upper body injury suffered Thursday night in Windsor. He took the warm-up but it was decided he couldn't play. 

The Storm hosts the Ottawa 67s Sunday at 2 p.m.
Oct 19, 2013   |  Vote  0     0  

Nichols calms Storm goaltending worries 

Justin Nichols in action 

Tony Saxon,Mercury staff

London Knights forward Bo Horvat is stopped in close by Guelph Storm netminder Justin Nichols during a game Oct. 5 in London.

ByTony Saxon  

There were plenty of questions floating around when the Guelph Storm acquired goaltender Justin Nichols from the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds. Most of them appear to have been answered. 

The 18-year-old St. Catharines native is tied for the league lead in wins with six; he has the fourth best save percentage; he ranks sixth in total saves; and has the ninth best goals-against average. Not bad for a kid that came to Guelph with a total of 24 Ontario Hockey League appearances. 

"I just couldn't be happier that it worked out this way," Nichols says. 

"Obviously I'm happy with the situation. It's always nice to win. The reason I wanted to come to a team like Guelph was to get this opportunity." 

Ready to move from Sault Ste. Marie, where he was log-jammed behind incumbent Matt Murray, one of Nichols' conditions on agreeing to a trade was that he go to a city with a university. Rumour has it that's why he didn't end up in Belleville. 

He left the Sault on a Thursday afternoon not knowing where he would land. It wasn't until he got a call while in Sudbury, where he was spending the night, that he found out he was Guelph-bound. The next night he made 36 saves for the Storm in a season-opening 4-3 overtime win over the Erie Otters. 

The Storm took a bit of a gamble on Nichols for a relatively cheap price—a third-round draft pick—when they found the asking price for the top 19-year-old goalies in the league was a top young player, not draft picks. 

Smart move. The Storm seems to have found its man at a relatively cheap price. Even if it hadn't worked out, there is still time and resources at the trade deadline to look elsewhere. 

But there aren't any John Gibsons or Steve Masons out there this year—undisputed Number Ones who immediately shift the odds in favour of their team. Even the top-ranked goalies—the aforementioned Murray in the Sault, Oscar Dansk in Erie and Daniel Altshuller in Oshawa—have all been average or worse in the past. Like Nichols, they too would be a gamble. 

Nichols readily admits he found himself in the right place at the right time. 

Playing regularly has been the main thing. 

"Every guy starts to question himself a little bit when they're not playing. When you play back to back games and multiple games in a row you build the confidence and a rhythm. It's obviously easier when you're 'the guy,'" Nichols said. 

It has been a mutually beneficial relationship. There is no reason to believe the Storm is anything but thrilled with the way Nichols is playing. 

With the worry about goaltending seemingly out of the way, the Storm can focus on upgrading elsewhere. 

Tony Saxon covers the Storm for the Guelph Mercury. Check out his Saxon on the Storm blog at www.guelphmercury.blogs.com/storm/ and follow him on Twitter at #SaxonOnTheStorm. He can be reached at tsaxon@guelphmercury.com .
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Storm’s best need to step up: coach 

Guelph runs into trouble in Belleville with 6-5 loss

Storm vs Bulls 

Tony Saxon,Mercury staff

The Guelph Storm's Ryan Horvat celebrates his second period goal against the Belleville Bulls Saturday at the Yardman Arena in Belleville. Guelph lost the game 6-5.

ByTony Saxon  

BELLEVILLE — With all due respect to Belleville Bulls goaltender Charlie Graham, the Guelph Storm shouldn't be losing games like they did Saturday night. 

The Bulls seemed ripe for the picking: Guelph is one of the league's best-skating teams playing on the league's biggest ice surface against a rebuilding Bulls squad that entered the game as the OHL's lowest scoring squad. 

But things didn't quite work out the way Guelph planned. 

Graham stood on his head, making 67 saves, as Belleville beat the Storm 6-5. 

Jason Dickinson's second of the game with just 13.8 seconds left in regulation made it interesting, but Guelph didn't have enough time to mount a final flurry. 

"Our best players have got to be our best players and we're not getting our best out of our best players," coach Scott Walker said. 

"I don't need to name names. They know who they are. They've got to be better night in and night out." 

Bad turnovers, average goaltending and an inability to solve Graham were Guelph's undoing. 

The Bulls chased starting Storm goaltender Justin Nichols with three goals in the opening 13:35 and they led 4-0 after the first period, despite being outshot 20-9. 

Two of those goals came on turnovers by rookie Storm defenceman Zach McFadden, who didn't see the ice the rest of the night. Robby Fabbri would later cough up a fur ball on a Luke Cairns goal in the second period. 

"We could have used a couple of big stops early, and we have enough firepower to score goals, but you can't just turn it on and off," Walker said. 

"There were a couple of mistakes by young players, but you expect that. You have to bounce back from that." 

Hunter Garlent, Brody Milne, Ryan Horvat had the other goals. 

Walker said the line of Horvat, Milne and Tyler Bertuzzi were easily the Storm's best line in the game, which speaks volumes. Your third line should not be your best line in a 6-5 shootout. 

"We did fight back, played hard and got 72 shots, but we have to be better," Walker said. 

As the numbers would indicate, Graham was brilliant, making numerous great saves. 

Guelph wraps up the Eastern Ontario swing with a game against the red-hot Kingston Frontenacs Sunday afternoon in Kingston. 

The Frontenacs have yet to lose in regulation. 

Mercury staff
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Storm needs to nip penalty problem in the bud

ByTony Saxon  

There is no way the Guelph Storm should be leading the Ontario Hockey League in penalty minutes. 

Yes, these are early days, but the 26.2 penalty minutes per game they are averaging heading into the weekend is 10 minutes more than they averaged last season, a ridiculous total considering how well this team can skate. 

Even if you throw out the ill-advised mini-brawl with Owen Sound that inflated the total, you can't deny the team suffered the consequences of having to kill off 26 minor penalties last weekend, when the Storm lost twice. 

Five of the 12 goals the Storm gave up last weekend came with Guelph shorthanded. 

That being said, Guelph has traditionally been a team that takes a lot of penalties. The last time it finished in the lower half of the teams when it comes to total penalty minutes was the 2008-09 season, when the Storm was ranked 15th. 

It's common sense that taking a lot of penalties impedes your chance to win the game. 

Not only do you spend time killing penalties rather than trying to score goals, you also tire out those players who are supposed to be scoring them. 

There are three reasons for high penalty totals: 

A: "You suck, ref!" 

B: players are tired and tend to clutch, grab and hook more 

C: players are making bad decisions 

The Storm coaching staff can't do much about A, which tends to even itself out in the long run anyway, but the coaches can do something about B and C. 

They can skate the team into better shape and they can spread ice time around to make sure key players don't get tired to the point it becomes easier to hook and hold than it does to skate with an opponent. 

As for bad decisions—"dumb penalties"—the coaches can hold players responsible, something the coaches will have the luxury of doing as the lineup returns to near-full strength this weekend. Only Justin Auger remains unavailable for action. 

Take dumb penalties, pay the price and lose ice time. 

The solution is clear. The execution of that solution remains to be seen. 

Attendance is up 

Attendance through the first four Storm home games this season is up almost 1,000 fans over the first four games of last season. 

It should be noted last season's figure includes two Sunday games and two Friday games, as opposed to the three Fridays and one Sunday of this season. 

Attendance tends to be consistently higher on Fridays. 

Tony Saxon covers the Storm for the Guelph Mercury. Check out his Saxon on the Storm blog at www.guelphmercury.com and follow him on Twitter at #SaxonOnTheStorm. He can be reached at tsaxon@guelphmercury.com
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Newcomer helps Guelph Storm remain perfect on season

Mini brawl 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

The Guelph Storm's Matt Finn, left, fights with Owen Sound Attack defenceman Tyler MacArthur and Tyler Bertuzzi fights with Jaden Lindo in the dying minutes of Guelph's 7-1 win at the Sleeman Centre Friday, Oct. 4, 2013.

next play/pause pre 2/2 

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH—It was a busy day for the newest member of the Guelph Storm. 

Steve Trojanovic found out just after lunch that he'd been traded from the Peterborough Petes to the Guelph Storm. 

After getting dropped off just north of Toronto, where Storm general manager Mike Kelly picked him up, Trojanovic made it to the rink just in time to be part of Guelph's 7-1 thumping of the Owen Sound Attack before 3,700 at the Sleeman Centre. 

The overage defenceman was acquired for a third-round draft pick. 

"I made it here around 5:45 p.m.," said Trojanovic, 20, who had an assist and was a plus-1 in his first game plus a couple of shot-blocking bruises. 

The recent return of Clark Seymour to the Petes from the pro ranks created a glut of overagers in Peterborough. Trojanovic was the odd man out. 

"We had four overagers and I knew they weren't going to keep three overage defenceman," the Burlington native said. "I'm happy to be here. It's a really great team and it's a great fit for me." 

Trojanovic, who started his OHL career in Windsor before being traded to Peterborough as a 17 year old, said he knew it was a matter of time before he was traded and he was more excited than surprised. 

Storm coach Scott Walker said Trojanovic is a minute-eating defenceman who is a good compliment to the team's current defensive corps. 

"He doesn't have to be Paul Coffey. We already have four or five really good defencemen out there," Walker said of Trojanovic's role. 

Seven different players scored for Guelph in Friday's win, which kept Guelph perfect on the season at 4-0. Three players had two-point nights and Brock McGinn had three points. 

Justin Nichols was his usual steady self in the Storm net, making 37 saves. He lost his shutout bid when Gemel Smith scored on the power play with 5:22 left in the third period. 

The Storm penalty killers also had a great night, killing off nine of 10 power plays, including a full two-minute, two-man disadvantage in the second period. 

The news wasn't all good for the Storm. 

A mini-brawl with just over two minutes left in the game resulted in three separate fights during the same stoppage. As a result, Guelph's Matt Finn and Tyler Bertuzzi receive automatic two-game suspensions for the second and third fights during the same stop in play. They shouldn't be available for games in London Saturday and Oshawa Sunday. 

"It's extremely disappointing. That's not what we're about and that's not the game we want to play," Walker said of the late-game melee. 

"It's a hard game and it gets emotional, but there was really no need for all that stuff." 

Guelph doesn't play at home again until Oct. 18 when Niagara visits.
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Guelph Storm gets reality check with pair of weekend losses

Rough weekend 

Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

Oshawa Generals forward Brian Hughes attempts to come out in front of Guelph Storm goaltender Matt Mancina while being checked by Chadd Bauman in Oshawa Sunday, Oct. 6, 2013. Guelph lost 4-1.

ByTony Saxon  

OSHAWA—It was a humbling weekend for the Guelph Storm. 

After opening the season with four straight wins, the Storm dropped both games on the road over the weekend, losing in London 7-2 on Saturday night and falling 4-1 in Oshawa Sunday. 

"We knew we weren't going to win 68 games in a row," veteran Storm defenceman Zac Leslie said. "We're a good team that had a little bump in the road that's going to be a lot better next weekend." 

Robby Fabbri echoed his teammates sentiments, saying it was too early to make too much of a rough couple of games. 

"We had a great start to the year and it's not the weekend we were looking for, but hopefully we can use it as a positive to show us that every game is going to be a battle and games aren't going to be handed to us because we're the Guelph Storm," Fabbri said. 

Guelph actually started Sunday's looking much better than they did the night before in London. 

The Storm led the Generals 1-0 after the first period on a Zach Mitchell goal and outshot their hosts by a 14-5 margin. 

"I actually thought that was one of our best first period of the season, we should have been up more," Storm coach Scott Walker said. 

But things fell apart in the second period as Oshawa scored all five of its goals. 

Having to kill five penalties played a big part in sucking the wind out of Guelph's sails, with the Generals capitalizing on two of those chances. 

"We don't have a big bench right now and when you take penalties you wear out the guys that kill penalties and your top guys get tired," Walker said. "That's my point to them: taking bad penalties doesn't hurt themselves or me, it hurts their own teammates, the guys that have to go out there and kill them off." 

Rookie netminder Matt Mancina got the hook after allowing three goals on 17 shots. Justin Nichols allowed the last goal. 

"We got away from our game a little bit, ran into penalty trouble and just couldn't bounce back from it," Fabbri said. 

Scott Laughton led the Generals with a goal and two assists. 

Ryan Horvat left Sunday's game with a nasty facial contusion midway through the second period after coming out on the losing end of a fight with big Oshawa winger Hunter Smith. 

Saturday night in London the game was tied 2-2 after 20 minutes before the Knights scored four times in the second period to pull away. 

Brock McGinn and Jason Dickinson had the Storm goals in London and Nichols started in net before being replaced by Mancina to start the third. 

Daniel Altshuller made 24 saves in earning the win for Oshawa. The 25 shots on net was Guelph's lowest total this season. 

Both weekend games were played without captain Matt Finn and Tyler Bertuzzi, who were serving two-game suspensions for their part in a Friday mini-brawl against Owen Sound. 

Guelph hits the road this weekend for the annual Eastern Ontario swing with games in Ottawa on Friday, Belleville Saturday and Kingston Sunday.
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Swiss defenceman Phil Baltisberger adjusting to OHL life

Masked man 

Guelph Storm defenceman Phil Baltisberger still needs to wear a protective face shield after fracturing his jaw in the pre-season. Tony Saxon/Guelph Mercury

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH — Guelph Storm rookie defenceman Phil Baltisberger is a little hot under the collar these days. 

The 17-year-old Swiss defenceman is still wearing a full plastic face shield to protect the jaw he fractured during the pre-season. While the contraption doesn't hinder his vision, it does get awfully hot in there. 

Baltisberger said it might be two more weeks before he's completely mask-free. 

"I have an appointment on Oct. 7th, so maybe I can take it off next week," Baltisberger said Thursday after practice. 

"I don't like it, but it protects my jaw, so that's good. It's no problem when I play, I just don't like it because it gets so hot inside. But it's better than not playing." 

Baltisberger will be looking for his first OHL point this weekend when the third-ranked Storm plays its first three-in-three. 

The Owen Sound Attack visits Friday night, then it's six straight road games, including Saturday in London and Sunday in Oshawa. 

Baltisberger fractured the jaw in training camp after being hit by a teammate's shot. He didn't realize it was broken until the dentist did an X-ray while fixing the teeth damaged in the incident. 

Fractured jaw aside, Baltisberger's experience in Guelph so far has been nothing, but positive. 

"I knew you wouldn't have a lot of time because it's a smaller ice, but I really like it here," Baltisberger said. "It's more physical and more dump and chase, but I like this style of hockey." 

It is a style he wasn't totally unfamiliar with. 

"I played in two world junior championships against Canadian and American teams so I knew what the level of hockey was like here." 

Baltisberger also played two seasons in the Swiss professional 'B' league. With little chance of moving up to the much higher Swiss Elite league, he decided to come to North America to play. 

"I wanted something new," he said. 

His older brother currently plays in the Swiss Elite league with Zurich. 

This is Baltisberger's draft year, but he said that wasn't the motivation for coming to the Ontario Hockey League. 

"I'm not here for the draft. I'm here to get better every day and we'll see what happens at the end of the season," Baltisberger said. 

Also helping with the transition is that fellow Swiss player Pius Suter came to the Storm at the same time. The two were friends back home and attended the same high school. 

"It was perfect, because at the beginning it was great to have someone to do everything with. Plus sometimes it's fun to have someone to speak German with." 

Justin Nichols gets the start in net Friday.
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Bauman more than just an enforcer 

Big Chadd 

Tony Saxon, Guelph Mercury

Guelph Storm defenceman Chadd Bauman stretches at the end of practice Wednesday, at the Sleeman Centre.

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH — It was a short, but telling moment in last Friday's Guelph Storm win over the Oshawa Generals. 

It came in the first period with the Storm controlling the game and leading the Oshawa Generals 2-0. The frustration was starting to show on several Generals, including rugged winger Hunter Smith — all six-foot-six, 210 pounds of him. 

After a couple of shifts where Smith got a little too physical with some smaller Storm players, there was a faceoff in the Oshawa end. Off the Storm bench came big defenceman Chadd Bauman, who for the only time in three games this season, lined up as a winger, inches from Smith. 

There was no fight, but there didn't need to be. The message was clear: if you want to play that way, you'll have to mess with the big dog. Perhaps by coincidence, but likely not, Smith seemed a lot less rambunctious after that message was sent. 

The six-foot-three, 228-pound Bauman knows his role well, but that doesn't mean he isn't working at expanding it. 

He did fight in that game, with another Oshawa player, but also added an assist and a goal for the Gordie Howe hat trick. 

"I worked on my offence a lot over the summer, it's part of my game that's been lacking," Bauman, 18, said Wednesday after practice at the Sleeman Centre. 

Bauman hails from Conestogo and in the summer spent hours working out on and off the ice with several players from the area, including teammate Justin Auger and former Storm player Michael Latta. 

Not only did he improve his skills, he also put on 15 pounds of muscle while reducing his body fat by five per cent. 

The Storm, now ranked third in the country, has a three-in-three weekend coming up, including a home date Friday against the Owen Sound Attack. 

Bauman is in his second year with the Storm after spending his first year as their property playing junior B hockey. 

He knows part of his role is to be a physical presence, but he wants to be more than that. 

"I knew I had to stay ahead of all the young guys fighting for a spot. I'm a lot happier with more ice time this year, I get to prove myself a bit more. 

"I'm more than just a fighter. I can play at both ends and be a good shut-down defenceman." 

Always revered for his positive attitude and work ethic, Bauman's improved skills and hockey sense haven't gone unnoticed by the Storm coaching staff. 

"He's worked really hard on every aspect of his game," Walker said, praising the player and the person. 

"There's not a guy who's more loved in the dressing room. He's just a great kid who comes and works hard every day and sticks up for his teammates," Walker said. 

"His teammates really enjoy having him around and really like him, so it's nice to see him having success." 

As for Bauman's toughness, Walker said it's not necessarily about fighting, it's about being a presence. 

"He knows how to do it (fight) and he's learning that part of the game, but he doesn't have to fight all the time," the coach said. "Just being able to be out there a lot and having a presence helps keep the game under control." 

tsaxon@guelphmercury.com

SABRES PRESIDENT BRACES FANS FOR MORE ROUGH TIMES AHEAD
BUFFALO, N.Y. -- As if the worst start in franchise history isn't bad enough, Buffalo Sabres President Ted Black braced his team's win-starved fans for potentially more tough times.

That's the message Black issued Thursday during his weekly show on WGR-AM, by emphasizing the Sabres' intention to stay the course in developing their prospects this season.

"When we're in a transition year like this, it is going to be difficult. It's going to be difficult to stomach the short run," Black said. "The fans that follow this team, they signed up for this team, they signed up for a rough road."

Rough as it has been so far, Black isn't shying from the frustration and criticism directed at management.

"I'm not going to go anywhere and hide under a bed and wish I didn't have to do this or that," he said. "I'm going to do my damndest to turn this thing around."

The Sabres are essentially at Square 1 after making the decision last season to overhaul an aging, high-priced roster.

At 1-9-1, Buffalo has surpassed its worst start to a season, previously a 1-7-1 start in 1993-94. They Sabres can't score, having managed two or more goals just four times. They've yet to score first, and have been outscored by a combined 14-1 in the first period.

And Buffalo can't even manage to get a lead. The team's one win came in a 4-3 shootout over the New York Islanders on Oct. 15, in a game Buffalo never led in regulation.

Otherwise, the Sabres have held a lead once, in a 3-2 overtime loss to Tampa Bay, for a combined total of 9:35 of ice-time, which is by far the shortest span of any NHL team this season, according to STATS LLC. The Florida Panthers (3-6-1) are next, having held a lead for a combined total of 58:53.

Add it up, and these are among the reasons the Sabres have been routinely booed off the ice by a once-loyal fan-base that's grown increasingly frustrated. Chants of "Fire Darcy!" directed at general manager Darcy Regier, have become familiar during home games, where Buffalo is 0-6-1 following a 5-2 loss to Boston on Wednesday night.

"No one in here is proud of our record or proud of what we've accomplished this season or haven't accomplished this season," co-captain Steve Ott said. "We knew the transition was going to be coming on. Obviously, it's hit us to start, and it's hit us hard."

This essentially amounts to the "suffering" Regier cautioned Sabres fans might be in store last spring in outlining his strategy to rebuild from the ground up.

The Sabres' lineup features six rookies. And they are the first NHL team since 1995-96 to play at least four teenagers.

The roster could get even younger. The team hasn't ruled out trading its two most marketable stars -- goalie Ryan Miller and leading scorer Thomas Vanek. Both are in the final year of their contracts, and it's unclear whether they fit in the team's long-range plans or are interested in staying.

Vanek has already indicated he has no interest enduring a long-term rebuilding project. He suggested it might be better off for the Sabres to deal him to get draft picks or prospects in return as they did last season by trading three veterans, including captain Jason Pominville.

Vanek acknowledged Thursday this season has been the lowest point of his nine-year NHL career in Buffalo.

"I knew going into this year that this is what we were doing, and this is what we were going to have," Vanek said. "It is frustrating? Is it fun to go home each and every night? No. It's not, because you want to win. But at the same time, you've got to be realistic."

The reality is that the Sabres could very well end up with the NHL's worst record.

And that, according to Black, might not be a bad thing in the long run.

Black reflected to his days in Pittsburgh, when the Penguins struggled through several woeful seasons. In bottoming out, the Penguins stockpiled several high draft picks, lucked out in winning the Sidney Crosby draft lottery, which helped transform them into Stanley Cup contenders.

"For us to get back to where we want to be, and that's building a championship, it's going to come through the draft," Black said. "We're going to get through this. There is light at the end of the tunnel. I don't know how long it's going to take us to get there, but we are going to get there."
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DALLAS -- Alex Chiasson and Jamie Benn each scored two goals to lead the Dallas Stars to a 5-1 victory over the Calgary Flames on Thursday.

The game was tied 1-1 when rookie Chiasson took a pass from Ray Whitney and shot the puck into the upper right corner over Calgary goalie Karri Ramo at 11:11 of the second period.

At first, the shot was ruled no goal. But after a review showed that the puck reached the net before bouncing out, the score went to 4-1 within the next 1:01.

Just 18 seconds after Chiasson's second goal of the game and fifth this season, Benn's shot from the left circle went in for his second goal of the season.

Brenden Dillon then scored off a faceoff, assisted by Shawn Horcoff, at 12:12.

Goalie Kari Lehtonen returned after five games on injured reserve because of a leg injury.

Dallas had lost four of the five games while Lehtonen was out. Against Calgary, he made 28 saves.

Dallas dominated the early going, with the game's first four shots on goal. Two of those were by Chiasson.

Ramo stopped the first from in front of the goal, but Chiasson retrieved the puck and tapped it in for a 1-0 at 4:04 of the first period.

After that, Calgary took charge, outshooting Dallas 10-4 to end the period with a 10-8 advantage. The Stars still led 1-0.

The Flames (4-4-2) tied the game 4:30 into the second period. Lee Stempniak skated along the right wing. Defenceman Trevor Daley stayed with a Flame across the ice and when centre Cody Eakin skated from behind Stempniak, he shot the puck past Lehtonen.

Chiasson had a chance for a third goal late in the second period from the left circle, but Ramo deflected the puck wide of the net.

Benn scored again at 3:36 of the third period. A missed shot went off the back boards. Chiasson picked up the puck and slid it behind the goal to Benn. His wraparound shot beat Ramo.

The Stars outshot Calgary 15-9 in the second period and 11-10 in the third for a 34-29 advantage.

Dallas (4-5) twice in the third period failed to score on 5-on-3 advantages against a Flames penalty-killing unit that ranked last in the NHL.

Notes: Dallas defenceman Kevin Connauton made his NHL debut. He was on the ice for the first goal, and was penalized for holding at 16:41 of the first period. ... Stars forward Ryan Garbutt served the first game of a five-game suspension for charging Anaheim's Dustin Penner. ... Calgary centre Matt Stajan also returned from a leg injury that had kept him out since Oct. 3. He assisted on the Flames' goal. ... In his second NHL game, Calgary defenceman Christopher Breen drew a 5-minute penalty for fighting with Dallas' Lane MacDermid.
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COLUMBUS - Though his team would be bested that night in Chicago, Jake Gardiner made sure to learn a thing or two from the defending champs. What emerged most prominently for the 23-year-old Leafs defender was how active his counterparts on the Blackhawks defence were, specifically 2010 Norris Trophy winner Duncan Keith. 

Gardiner had one of his better outings this season against the Ducks on Tuesday night, leading the team with 18-plus minutes at even-strength, an active and engaged presence in both ends for much of a 4-2 victory.

"That's how I want to play every game," he told the Leafs Report. "I thought I was moving my feet more than I have been in the past couple games, joining the rush, helping the offence out. That's what makes teams like Chicago so good is their D is always active. That's when I'm successful too and it obviously helps the team. I was doing that at the end of the year last year and I tried to replicate that a little bit."

Gardiner is still trying to recapture the formula of his early career success. But in doing so he is also striving to evolve into a more complete defender, mostly at the prodding of head coach Randy Carlyle and the Toronto coaching staff.

"I think he's been better than he was at the beginning of the year," said Carlyle, ahead of the team's lone trip to Columbus. "We've met with Jake on numerous occasions, provided him video, tried to get him an understanding of where we think he can improve."

Much of that improvement hinges on the degree to which Gardiner betters himself defensively, positioning and assertiveness ranking high on the list of priorities. Carlyle wants his young defender "not to be in such a hurry to be carrying the puck the full length of the ice" and let the game "develop in front of him".

Of the greatest change between playing for Carlyle and former Leaf coach Ron Wilson, who coached him to all-rookie honours two years back, Gardiner says it's the aggressiveness demanded of him physically. 

"I wouldn't say I finished my checks as much as I did two years ago," said Gardiner, averaging nearly 20 minutes this season. "I think I finish them a lot more now and am more aware of where guys are on the ice, especially in the defensive zone. This coaching staff has worked a lot with me and I think that's a big part probably."

Gardiner struggled upon returning from a concussion last season, suiting up for only 10 regular season games before emerging as a different defender in the playoffs. 

Expectations were predictably uncertain for him entering the fall. A mishmash preseason didn't help ease those concerns. 

"Preseason I probably wasn't doing a great job of it," he said of "finishing checks and holding guys up and stuff. I think I've gotten better at that for sure."

The coaching staff has offered much in the way of instruction, be it on video via the iPad or guidance on the ice at practice. Prior to an outing in Philadelphia earlier this year, head coach and player sat on the bench shortly before puck-drop breaking down film. And after a Thursday workout in Toronto, Gardiner spoke to assistant coach Dave Farrish about his performance. 

"It's little details in the game where I need to work on," he said, "something maybe I'm not aware of but they are."

With Paul Ranger occupying the left side - this after a near four-year absence from the NHL - Gardiner is also being asked to play right defence for the first time in his career. Seeing the game from unfamiliar terrain has required an adjustment. "That's something I've never really done before," he said. "I think it's going to take a little bit to get adjusted to. I'm working at it and trying to get accustomed to it."

Also worth noting: Ranger represents the eighth different partner Gardiner has played with in the NHL.

"He's not really played the right side a lot," Carlyle said. "But we've decided to put him over there because of his skating ability."

Gardiner's greatest gift may just be that ability, his ease and effortlessness on skates allowing him to rush the puck up-ice with uncommon composure. Carlyle has given him the green light to go when an opportunity presents itself in such situations. But Gardiner knows that caution must be exercised, turnovers a definite no-no.

"I have the freedom to go," he said, "but if I turn it over I think I'm going to be in trouble so I've just got to be aware of that and pick my spots.

"If I see an opening I think I should probably take it most times depending on the situation. Randy always focuses on defence first so I can't be too high-risk."

While he has shown signs of engaging himself in the offence with more frequency of late, Gardiner has totaled just two assists in the opening 10 games. He led all rookie defenders with 30 points two years earlier.

Part of what makes Gardiner such an attractive commodity on the back end is the risk-factor he presents, the unpredictability of his attack often difficult to defend. His potential in that regard was never more pronounced than in the aforementioned postseason, the Minnesota native compiling five points in six games against the Bruins.

He's not at that level yet, but strides are being taken in that direction.

"I can always improve," Gardiner said. "I don't think I'm at that point yet."
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ST. PAUL, Minn. -- Coming in cold is never easy in sports, especially for an NHL goalie.

Justin Peters had a rough start for Carolina. Niklas Backstrom finished strong for Minnesota.

Nino Niederreiter and Zach Parise scored with the first two shots of the season against Peters, and the Wild beat the Hurricanes 3-1 on Thursday night after both starting goalies got hurt.

"You can't really pick and choose what happens there. You have to be ready no matter what happens," said Backstrom, who stopped all seven shots he faced in the third period after Josh Harding was pulled at the second intermission because of a lower-body injury. "Don't hide behind any excuses. Just go out there and try to help the guys."

The Wild had no update on Harding's condition, but the Hurricanes announced before the second period was over that Cam Ward would miss three to four weeks with his lower-body injury. Ward was hurt just 4:07 into the game, and the Wild didn't take it easy on Peters, who stopped 19 shots after settling in.

"I knew before long I was hopefully going to get an opportunity. It just came a little earlier than I thought," said Peters, who was called up from the AHL 10 days earlier and played in 47 games for the Hurricanes over the past four years.

"Once I got into the game, I definitely felt a little more comfortable," he said. "I'm just trying to prove to myself that I'm an NHL goalie and instil that trust in the team."

Ward started eight of Carolina's 10 games, and Anton Khudobin took the other two. Khudobin, a former Wild prospect, is out with a lower-body injury for at least another week. Mike Murphy will be summoned from the AHL for Friday's game at Colorado. Peters went 4-11-1 last season with a 3.46 goals-against average.

"This is his opportunity, and he's got to find a way to get the job done," coach Kirk Muller said.

Alexander Semin's power-play goal in the second period pulled the Hurricanes within one, but they couldn't muster any more in the final frame.

Less than 8 minutes into the first action of the season for Peters, after Semin was whistled for interference, the Wild scored on a power play when Mikael Granlund plucked the puck off the end boards and fed Niederreiter in the slot for a wrist shot he set up with a slick backhanded move.

"You want to get the pucks to the net as quick as you can," Niederrieter said.

About 3 1/2 minutes later, Jared Spurgeon sent a slap shot pinging off the pipe. Parise beat defenceman Ryan Murphy to the deflection, and the rebound goal made it 2-0. Dany Heatley got his first goal of the season in the closing seconds, an empty-netter on a power play, to clinch the Wild's second straight win. They are 4-0-2 at home.

The Wild played a sloppy second period, letting the Hurricanes climb back in the game. Backstrom came out for the third, his first appearance since an unspecified lower-body injury led to his early exit from the Wild's third game of the season. Harding took all but one start since, and he has been shining.

The NHL's Masterton Award winner for perseverance and dedication for overcoming multiple sclerosis last season and playing an entire playoff series for the Wild, Harding entered the night with the second-best goals-against average in the NHL at 0.96. He stopped 20 of 21 shots before leaving.

Backstrom said he is not quite at full strength yet, but that will have to do.

"I thought he played great in this game, coming in in a tough situation," coach Mike Yeo said.

Peters wasn't quite as strong, but he couldn't be blamed.

"I don't know if the score is always the ... exact way how it went, but we didn't do enough to win," Hurricanes defenceman Justin Faulk said.

NOTES: Ward stopped all five shots he faced. ... Yeo said he anticipated D Jonas Brodin being cleared to skate Friday, with a full mask to protect his broken right cheekbone. Brodin took a puck to the face in the previous game. ... The Wild gave up 28 shots, their third-highest total of the season, and were outshot at home for the first time in six games. ... The Wild are the only team in the league allowing an average of less than 1 goal per game in 5-on-5 play. They have given up five in 11 games this season.
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TAMPA, Fla. -- Radko Gudas was able to joke after being centre stage in what both coaches called a crazy ending.

The Tampa Bay defenceman had a puck go off him late in the third and then assisted on Martin St. Louis' goal 1:16 into overtime as the Lightning beat the Chicago Blackhawks 6-5 on Thursday night.

Chicago's Jonathan Toews was credited with a game-tying goal with 1:49 left in the third after the Lightning put the puck into their own net.

Tampa Bay defenceman Matt Carle sent the puck from the neutral zone back into the Lightning defensive zone, where it went off Gudas and past a stunned goalie Ben Bishop into the net.

"I didn't think the first (goal) of the season was going to be like that," said Gudas, who hasn't scored a goal this season. "It bounced right in front of me, hit my (stick) shaft, my ankle and went straight in."

Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said it seemed as if the goal took place in slow motion.

"There's been some crazy goals the last year and a half, and that's one of them," Chicago coach Joel Quenneville added.

St. Louis got the game-winner from in-close, with Gudas getting his second assist of the season on the play.

"Obviously, that makes it a little better," Gudas said. "We got the win after all, even if something like that happens."

St. Louis, the Tampa Bay captain, also had an assist and moved past Neal Broten (923) for 93rd place on the career points list with 924.

Bishop stopped 38 shots.

Steven Stamkos scored a tiebreaking power-play goal as Tampa Bay (6-3-0) went up 5-4 at 17:31 of the third.

Stamkos finished with two goals and two assists. Carle, Nate Thompson and Victor Hedman had the other Tampa Bay goals.

The Lightning have beaten the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks twice this season. Tampa Bay rallied from a 2-0, third-period deficit for a 3-2 shootout win in Chicago on Oct. 5.

"You look at the game that we stole in Chicago ... I don't think we stole tonight's," Cooper said.

Chicago (6-1-3) also got goals from Bryan Bickell, Marian Hossa, Patrick Kane and Andrew Shaw. Kane assisted on Shaw's goal, giving him five goals and 15 points in eight games against Tampa Bay.

Chicago took a 4-3 lead 93 seconds into the third on Shaw's in-close power-play goal. It was the first time the Blackhawks have scored during the third period since opening night.

Hedman's first goal in 41 games tied it at 4 at 11:03 of the third.

After blowing a two-goal lead, Stamkos gave Tampa Bay a 3-2 advantage at 17:21 of the second when he beat backup goalie Nikolai Khabibulin from the top of the right circle. It was just Khabibulin's second start in Tampa since helping the Lightning win the 2004 Stanley Cup.

Khabibulin made 19 saves.

"He'll be better going forward," Quenneville said.

Kane pulled the Blackhawks even at 3-3 on a breakaway goal with 1:07 remaining in the second.

Bickell cut the Blackhawks' deficit to 2-1 with a rebound goal with 11 minutes left in the second. The left wing has a goal in three consecutive games.

Chicago tied it at 2-all on Hossa's thigh-high re-direction 1:36 after Bickell scored. Hossa has 438 goals, which ties him for 62nd place all-time with Gary Roberts.

Tampa Bay took advantage of its first power play as Carle put the Lightning up 1-0 6:28 into the game. The Blackhawks entered with the NHL's third-worst short-handed unit.

Thompson stopped a 19-game goal drought to make it 2-0 during a short-handed 2-on-1 at 1:24 of the second.

NOTES: There were a number of Hockey Hall of Famers with ties to the Blackhawks in attendance. Current Lightning broadcaster Phil Esposito spent time with former teammate Bobby Hull. Others at the game included Stan Mikita and current Blackhawks senior adviser Scotty Bowman. ... Stamkos has nine goals and 14 points in seven games against the Blackhawks. ... Chicago D Michael Kostka is expected to miss four to six weeks due to a lower-body injury. He was hurt during practice Tuesday.
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NEWARK, N.J. -- Cory Schneider can't beat his former team. And the New Jersey Devils are having trouble beating any team.

Mike Santorelli scored the only goal in the shootout, and the Vancouver Canucks edged the Devils 3-2 on Thursday night.

In a matchup of former teammates, Roberto Luongo got the best of Schneider -- who used to be his backup in Vancouver. Luongo turned aside Travis Zajac, Adam Henrique and Patrik Elias in the tiebreaker to make Santorelli's goal stand up.

It was New Jersey's second loss to Vancouver this season, and Schneider, acquired in a draft-day trade over the summer, played in both of them. The Devils are just 1-5-4 overall, and the only things keeping them out of last place in the newly formed Metropolitan Division are the similar slow starts by the New York Rangers and Philadelphia Flyers.

"Not a very good one by me," Schneider said. "Just two real bad goals that cost a point. We should've never went to a shootout. No disrespect to Vancouver, I thought I kind of gave them two goals there. (Luongo) made some big saves in the third, they hung around and won the shootout.

"So, it's my fault we lost the point tonight."

The Devils took a 1-0 lead just 5:05 into the game when Andrei Loktionov found Elias for a shot from the left circle that resulted in his third goal. Elias had missed the previous two games because of illness.

Ryan Kesler tied it at 6:07 with his fifth goal as the Canucks won for the second time in three nights.

New Jersey went back in front with a power-play tally 3:34 later on Eric Gelinas' first NHL goal. Gelinas was called up from Albany of the AHL on Wednesday.

Vancouver tied it at 2 with 7:23 left in the second when Daniel Sedin netted his fourth of the season. Sedin fired a slap shot off a dump-in that found its way under Schneider's right pad.

Luongo made 28 saves before the shootout. Schneider stopped 19.

"I thought we were the better team, obviously for 65 minutes," Elias said. "Unfortunately, you know how we end up after overtime. I think we should put a little more into overtime, but we had plenty of chances to end the hockey game."

Vancouver coach John Tortorella -- back in the New York metropolitan area this week after being fired by the Rangers this summer -- was victorious in his return to the Prudential Center, where he and New York lost the 2012 Eastern Conference Finals in Game 6 to New Jersey.

The Devils, a year removed from missing the playoffs, are now 0-5 vs. the Western Conference.

"We played great, we deserved to win. Those guys worked their butts off and played mistake-free hockey," Schneider said. "I made two mistakes and they both end up in the back of the net. It's unacceptable on my part. So, I know I'm better than that, I have to be better than that, and if I play like that again, then, I'll be better (next time). It starts with everyone pulling their weight, and tonight, I was probably the one guy who didn't carry his load.

"It cost the team a point."

----

NOTES: Canucks centre Henrik Sedin, who had two assists, played in his 641st consecutive game since March 21, 2004, the sixth longest streak in NHL history. St. Louis Blues D Jay Bouwmeester is the only active NHL player to appear in more games, dressing for 642. ... Elias' goal was his 11th against Luongo in 20 games. ... Devils D Bryce Salvador missed his second game and was designated as a non-roster player due to a death in the family. ... Gelinas played in his second NHL game. He made his debut last season on April 25 against Pittsburgh.
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BOSTON -- David Krejci thought there were a few seconds left before overtime.

He was surprised when he saw how close it was.

Krejci tipped in a shot with eight-tenths of a second left in the third period to lift the Boston Bruins to a 2-1 win over San Jose on Thursday night, sending the Sharks to their first regulation loss of the season.

"Actually I thought there might be more than 10 seconds, maybe 15, 20 seconds left," he said, breaking into a smile. "Then we scored it Luc (Milan Lucic) said 'Look up.' I looked up and it was .8. It was even sweeter."

Jarome Iginla scored his first goal with the Bruins (7-2) and goaltender Tuukka Rask was outstanding, making 38 saves.

"I was pretty excited to get my first in a Bruins' uniform and to get it at home, get it in a tough game, and to get it unexpectedly," Iginla said. "It's kind of like you throw it at the net and 'Wow.' That was cool. It's been a while. You always hope it's coming."

The Sharks dominated the Bruins for most of the night until Krejci sent the fans to the streets happy, looking to watch the end of the Red Sox World Series game about 3 miles away.

Patrick Marleau had San Jose's goal, his eighth of the season. Antti Niemi stopped 15 shots.

Krejci, positioned in the slot, tipped defenceman Adam McQuaid's shot from the point between Niemi's pads for the game-winner.

"There was a guy in front, so I thought just to watch the puck and I thought I had it, but he tipped it kind of back the same way where I was coming from," Niemi said. "Yeah, tough way to lose with just a little bit left in the game."

The Sharks (8-1-1) tied the game at 1-all on the opening shift of the third period when Marleau swooped in from the left wing, slipping a rebound past Rask 18 seconds into the period.

Seconds later, Rask came across the crease and made a blocker save on Tomas Hertl at the end of a 2-on-1 break. The Sharks kept up the pressure with a flurry of shots over the next 2 1/2 minutes.

"I looked up at the clock and was happy there was .8 ," Boston coach Claude Julien said.

The Bruins had an excellent chance with 2 1/2 minutes left in regulation when Niemi dropped to make a pad save on Krejci's bid from in close.

Rask's play kept Boston in this game.

"Their goalie played well tonight and made a lot of key saves for them," Marleau said.

Iginla had given Boston a 1-0 lead with 1:12 left in the second when he collected the rebound of Dennis Seidenberg's shot near the bottom of the right circle, firing a shot that trickled into the net after hitting Niemi's right pad and slipping between his legs.

Signed to a one-year free-agent deal that could earn him as much as $6 million with incentives, Iginla had a big smile on his face as he went over to the bench to accept congratulations from his teammates.

The 36-year old winger vetoed a trade that would have sent him to the Bruins when they had a deal in place at last season's trading deadline. He ended up accepting a deal to Pittsburgh, which was swept in the Eastern Conference finals by Boston last spring.

Niemi had robbed Patrice Bergeron about 2 minutes before Iginla's goal when he came across the crease to make a glove stop at the end of a 2-on-1 break.

Bruins winger Shawn Thornton unloaded a slap shot that caromed off the left post 3 minutes into the second.

The Bruins played the first period like many of their fans from the slimmed-down crowd -- like they had something else on their minds. With the Red Sox hosting Game 2 of the at Fenway Park, there were a decent number of empty seats despite the club's 170th straight sellout of TD Garden.

The arena, which was less than a third full about 10 minutes before game time, ended up being only about three-quarters filled, with many open seats in the club and lower sections.

San Jose outshot Boston 16-3 in the opening period -- at times, controlling the puck for lengthy stretches in the Bruins' zone.

NOTES: Boston's GM Peter Chiarelli said in a statement before the game that winger Loui Eriksson was "diagnosed with a concussion and will be out indefinitely" after a hit on Wednesday from Buffalo's enforcer John Scott, who was issued a match penalty for charging. Scott was suspended indefinitely by the NHL on Thursday. It ended Eriksson's streak of consecutive games played at 148. ... It was the Sharks' second game of a season-long five-game road trip. They also play at Montreal, Ottawa and the Los Angeles Kings before returning home to face Phoenix on Nov. 2. ... Boston defenceman Dougie Hamilton faced his brother, Freddie, a centre with the Sharks.
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MONTREAL -- Carey Price made 31 saves in the Montreal Canadiens' 4-1 victory over the Anaheim Ducks on Thursday night.

Tomas Plekanec, Michael Bournival, Brian Gionta and Rene Bourque also scored for Montreal (6-4-0).

Patrick Maroon scored for Anaheim (7-3-0), while Jonas Hiller made 21 saves.

After relentless pressure by the Canadiens to start the game, Bournival scored his second of the year to put the Habs ahead 1-0 at 11:39 of the first period.

Bournival tipped a blue-line shot from Nathan Beaulieu past Hiller. The assist was Beaulieu's first point in his fourth game this season.

Plekanec added to the Canadiens' lead five minutes later. Bournival intercepted a missed clearance from Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf in the Anaheim zone and unselfishly dished the puck over to a wide-open Plekanec, who scored his fifth of the year.

The Ducks, who only registered seven shots in the first period, came out firing in the second.

But two quick penalties to Mathieu Perreault and Cam Fowler midway through the period proved costly. Gionta struck mere seconds into the 5-on-3, tapping in the easy rebound after a Plekanec shot from behind the net rolled off Hiller's arm.

Price made 23 saves after two periods. Maroon spoiled Price's shutout bid at 8:58 of the third period, firing a wrist shot off the post and in past a sprawling Price to make it 3-1.

Bourque added Montreal's fourth of the night at 12:39. Fresh out of the penalty box, Bourque darted towards the net, took a pass from Plekanec and fired a backhanded shot past Hiller.

Former Canadiens captain Saku Koivu returned to Montreal for just the second time since signing with the Ducks as a free agent in 2009.

In January 2011, he beat his old team 4-3. The 38-year-old, who was drafted by Montreal and played 13 years with the club, played just over 15 minutes on the night.

Teemu Selanne, another NHL veteran, played what could be his last game in Montreal. The 43-year-old -- the oldest active player in the NHL -- is retiring at the end of the season and was kept off the score sheet.

Notes: The Canadiens were still without Max Pacioretty, Brandon Prust and Daniel Briere on the night. All three forwards sustained injuries last week. ... Montreal welcomes the San Jose Sharks on Saturday. ... The Ducks are on a two-week, eight-game road trip that began with a 4-2 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs on Tuesday.
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PHILADELPHIA -- The Flyers had six days to stew over owning the NHL's worst record, with just two points and one win through eight games.

Coming off their longest layoff of the season, Philadelphia had to shake off a little rust early, but it might have been the Flyers' fresh legs that allowed them to finally finish off the slumping New York Rangers in the third period.

Braydon Coburn broke a tie early in the final frame, and Steve Mason made the lead stand up as the Flyers beat the Rangers 2-1 on Thursday night.

Entering the game, the Flyers had been outscored 12-2 in the third. Still, they allowed 10 shots and needed Mason to be perfect to preserve the victory.

"When you have a one-goal lead, that's what you have to be, right?" Mason said. "It's part of the position. The guys fought really hard. We were only rewarded with two goals, but this was a much better effort."

Matt Read scored a short-handed goal and added an assist, and Mason made 30 saves for Philadelphia (2-7), which snapped a four-game losing streak. The Flyers are still off to their worst start through nine games.

"This is a big win against a big rival of ours," Mason said. "Getting the two points here and hopefully being able to build off that is something we need to do and start getting ourselves out of this hole."

In place of injured regular Henrik Lundqvist, New York's Cam Talbot was solid in his NHL debut and made 25 saves. One of his best stops came less than three minutes in on a point-blank shot in the middle from Sean Couturier.

"That first save was big, just to kind of feel the puck," Talbot said. "It's a big confidence boost making the first save, obviously, and I should've made the rest after that."

Despite the rookie's strong effort, the Rangers (2-6) lost for the fifth time in six games. New York has one game left on its season-starting, nine-game road trip before its home opener on Monday.

The Rangers, who got a goal from Brad Richards, thought they had gotten even at 2, but a video replay determined that J.T. Miller kicked the puck into the net.

"I thought we stopped playing a little in the third, just with the puck, playing a little bit too cautious," Flyers coach Craig Berube said. "But we kind of picked it up again, and we were OK."

On the winning goal, Philadelphia's Wayne Simmonds obstructed Talbot's view on Coburn's slap shot. The defenceman beat Talbot stick-side at 3:33 of the third for his second goal of the season.

"We want to try to put as many pucks as we can at the net, and we have guys like Wayne, who is great at screening the goalie and cause havoc in there," Coburn said. "As long as you can get the puck through, things can happen."

Miller put a rebound past Mason just minutes later during a power play, but the goal was disallowed.

"I knew right away that he kicked it," Mason said.

Read gave the Flyers a 1-0 lead 10:53 into the game with Philadelphia's first short-handed goal this season.

Read raced ahead after New York turned over the puck at the Philadelphia blue line. He kept the puck instead of passing to Couturier and scored with a shot between Talbot's pads for his first goal of the season.

"I was lucky to get a lucky bounce there and get kind of a half breakaway," Read said. "You got to have a shoot-first mentality if you want to score more than two goals a game, and that's something our whole team has to work on."

The Rangers tied it with 1:04 left in the first when Richards snapped a quick bad-angle shot from the left end of the goal line that deflected off Coburn's leg and slipped past Mason. Chris Kreider and John Moore earned assists on Richards' fifth goal.

New York's Benoit Pouliot was given a major penalty for boarding Philadelphia's Max Talbot face-first into the boards in front of the Rangers bench and was ejected from the game with three minutes left in the second period.

Philadelphia couldn't capitalize on the lengthy power play that stretched into the third period. The Flyers went 0 for 4 overall on the power play, and are 3 for 37 this season.

NOTES: Both teams entered with an NHL-low 11 goals. ... On Wednesday, Philadelphia loaned C Kris Newbury to AHL Adirondack to make room on the roster for Vincent Lecavalier, who returned from injury. ... The Rangers recalled G Jason Missiaen from AHL Hartford to serve as Talbot's backup. Lundqvist is day-to-day with an undisclosed injury. ... The Flyers travel to face the New York Islanders on Saturday. ... The Rangers will play at Detroit on Saturday before hosting Montreal on Monday.
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Bobby Ryan can't help but worry sometimes.

In just his second game with the Ottawa Senators, he made a mistake on the power play and envisioned the consequence as he skated back to the bench.

"OK, that's your last opportunity and good luck on another unit," he told himself.

It's a mentality that comes from playing parts of five seasons under coach Randy Carlyle. Since then, Ryan has run the gamut on coaching personalities through his time with Bruce Boudreau and now Paul MacLean.

Going from one extreme to the other, Ryan adjusted on the fly as he came into his own as an NHL scorer.

"With Randy you had a hard-pressed, aggressive coach and then you went to Bruce, who was fairly lackadaisical in, I wouldn't want to say his approach to the game, but his systematic plays," Ryan said. "He was different like that, but he gave you opportunities to really create offensively. And then I think Mac's kind of that hybrid in between both of them. He gives you space to make plays and do things, but he's also demanding. You have to stick to the structure, and if you stick to those X's and O's that's where he lets the skill come through."

Skill has never been a question for Ryan, a four-time 30-goal scorer who's off to the best start of his NHL career and should be a lock for the U.S. Olympic team in Sochi. It has been more a question of how three coaches approached managing his talent.

Ryan scored 112 goals in the 274 games Carlyle spent behind the bench. Before the Ducks fired Carlyle in late November 2011, a strained relationship with Ryan had the winger on the trade block.

"Everybody knows my history with Randy," Ryan said this week while making it clear that Carlyle was always fair to him. Before the Senators faced the Toronto Maple Leafs during the pre-season, Carlyle was effusive in his praise.

"I think Bobby was a young kid that had a different body make-up from what he is now. He put (in) a lot of time and effort, and it's a tribute to him to get himself in the type of condition that he is now versus where he came out of junior," he said. "Bobby's growing into a pretty mature hockey player both on and off the ice."

Carlyle's heavy-handed style played a role in that growth, but Ryan got more freedom under Boudreau, who learned a little about handling star scorers from coaching Alex Ovechkin with the Washington Capitals.

"Really great players — Ovi, Bobby Ryan, the Jason Spezzas, the (Ryan) Getzlafs — if you try to tell them how to be creative, it's not a smart move because they see things that you can't see," Boudreau said. "It's like they got another sense about them when people are around or where people are or stuff like that. You just have to give them a lot of offensive-free latitude."

But that's not to say Boudreau gave Ryan a free pass. He asked him to try playing centre when the Ducks were weak there and came away impressed with how the young star handled that and other suggestions.

"Bobby was really easy, and he was also very acceptable in anything I asked him to do," Boudreau said. "I'd have him in my office just because I talk to the players a lot, but I'd have him in and he'd be very receptive to any ideas I had. I listened to him on any ideas he had and I thought I was receptive to them. I thought the relationship was pretty good."

That relationship ended July 5 when the Ducks traded Ryan to the Senators following an 11-goal, 48-game season. His days of playing Boudreau's fire-wagon style of up-tempo hockey were over, but MacLean continued the trend of instilling more confidence and trust in Ryan.

The 26-year-old already faced his former team this season and will see Boudreau and the Ducks again Friday in Ottawa.

Ryan saw similarities in Boudreau and MacLean's interactions with players, but not their approaches to hockey. Boudreau won the Jack Adams Award in 2007-08 based on offence and an incredible Capitals turnaround, while MacLean won it last season for leading the Senators to the playoffs amid injuries to Spezza, defenceman Erik Karlsson, goaltender Craig Anderson and others.

"Obviously you don't win the Jack Adams Award by not being able to speak to your players and get through to your players," Ryan said. "I'm looking forward to having a relationship like that and being able to build on that throughout time."

It has started well as Ryan has six goals and three assists in nine games. That mistake Ryan made on the power play earlier this season didn't cost him another chance, and as a result he's not playing scared.

"You don't have to tighten up or whatnot and you can let it go and play," he said. "There's been situations on the ice where I'd like to have things back, but we've had a lot of good talks between us about that kind of stuff. He's given me the confidence to let me know that they're going to put me right back out and get me right back into the situation again."

Ryan is still adjusting to differences in Eastern Conference play compared to the West, like how much extra space he has to gain the offensive zone when he's carrying the puck. But across the spectrum of his play, the transition to Ottawa has been "fairly seamless."

Since seeing Ryan in camp, MacLean never worried about that adjustment and praised his consistency along the way. MacLean wants Ryan to play with a sense of freedom, but he's not giving him special treatment.

"I think it's our job to not just coach Bobby Ryan. We have 23 guys that we have to coach, and that's the same with all of them," MacLean said. "We really believe in the young players, when they get the opportunity to play you have to play them and when they're playing well you have to get them out there and let them play. Bobby's no different than the rest of them as when he's playing well, we'll get him out there, and when he's not, we won't."

Ryan has learned that lesson under each coach and is thankful for the extra chances that have followed when he faltered. He doesn't like the comparisons to Daniel Alfredsson — who signed with Detroit the same day Ryan was dealt to Ottawa — which will undoubtedly linger, but filling that role as a scoring winger suits him well.

"They're giving me an opportunity to, I guess, be one of the top players, one of the go-to guys and putting me in situations where they feel like I can have success," Ryan said. "That's all I really wanted and that's the opportunity that I think I knew I was going to be given."

———

Follow Stephen Whyno on Twitter at @SWhyno
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Calgary, AB (SportsNetwork.com) - The Calgary Flames activated forward Matt Stajan from injured reserve on Thursday.

Stajan has missed the Flames' last eight games with a deep leg contusion that he suffered in the season opener, a 5-4 loss at Washington.

The 29-year old has scored 109 goals and 311 points over an 11-year career with Calgary and Toronto.

Forward Roman Horak was reassigned to the Abbotsford Heat in order to make room on the roster.
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TORONTO – For Randy Carlyle, it was a potential injury that could have been avoided.

Joffrey Lupul was forced to depart Maple Leafs practice on Thursday afternoon after taking a shot in the foot. He was sent for x-rays and later diagnosed with a bruised foot. The 30-year-old joined teammates on the team's trip to Columbus.

Frustrating Carlyle was the simple fact that Lupul was not wearing the required protective shot-blockers.

"It's hard to defend the position of them not putting them on for practice," Carlyle said following practice. "So there is a little extra frustration to get possibly an injury through practice where the protective equipment that's made available to the player, they don't want to wear."

Nik Kulemin, who has missed the past eight games, also did not wear the protective equipment when he broke a small bone in his right ankle earlier in the month. Carlyle said the shot-blockers, plastic shields which cover the skate, are mandatory.

"We've addressed it once and everybody's been fitted for the molds, but there's a couple players that refuse to wear it," he said.

"I tried wearing them after I came back from a broken foot a couple years ago," said James van Riemsdyk. "I had to wear them to play in the playoffs that year and I could never get used to them so I scrapped them."

Lupul has been bitten with injuries throughout his career and more recently in the past two seasons. He missed the final 16 games of the 2011-12 season because of a separated shoulder, suiting up in only 16 games last season due to a broken right forearm and concussion.

The Leafs will have the previously suspended David Clarkson in their lineup for the first time on Friday, but have been dealing with injuries to Kulemin, Mark Fraser (knee), Frazer McLaren (finger), and James van Riemsdyk, who missed two games with back spasms but returned to the lineup on Tuesday.

McLaren, who has been out all season, has been cleared to return from a broken right pinky finger.

Assigned to the Marlies on Wednesday, Josh Leivo has been recalled by the club as a likely precaution for Lupul and will make the trip to Columbus.
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David Clarkson took it on faith that the Maple Leafs could win without him.

Still, the waiting was the hardest part.

That wait is almost over as Clarkson has served his 10-game suspension and will make his debut Friday night at the Columbus Blue Jackets. It's fair to say he has been looking forward to this day for a long time.

"It's like Christmas: You used to open up the box there'd be a chocolate and then another chocolate," Clarkson said jokingly. "I got a box at home, I get my daughter to open it. No, but I've been definitely checking off the dates and getting ready to go."

Clarkson earned an automatic ban from the NHL for leaving the bench to enter an altercation in the pre-season when Toronto played the Buffalo Sabres. The veteran right-winger didn't express much in the way of remorse for coming to the aid of Phil Kessel when he was matched up against tough guy John Scott, but regretted how the punishment affected the team.

"I think you try to take something from it," he said. "No one's perfect and when you do things or things happen bad, you try and make a positive from it."

The biggest positive is the Leafs' 7-3-0 record without Clarkson, who acknowledged getting a different perspective on games from sitting up in the press box.

"The boys have been winning, which makes it easier," he told reporters this week. "I got to watch a bit of hockey. But I've watched enough, and I'm ready to get back at it."

Clarkson recalled a suspension from his junior-hockey days as prior experience but called this time sitting out the toughest thing he has had to endure in his career. Teammates made it easier with text messages and phone calls of support, but that was little consolation for missing the Leafs' first game at the Montreal Canadiens and the home opener against the Ottawa Senators.

All Clarkson could do was serve as a measure of moral support and a practice player. As the Leafs lost Nikolai Kulemin and James van Riemsdyk to injuries, they cycled through minor-league call-ups and Clarkson — who forfeited US $269,230.80 during the suspension — became the fill-in for line rushes.

Not anymore. While the Leafs are unsure if winger Joffrey Lupul (foot) or call-up Josh Leivo will be in the lineup at Columbus, Clarkson is ready to go.

"Obviously it's been a while that we have been waiting for him," coach Randy Carlyle said. "We see him every day, and we're just looking at him to come in and add a piece to our puzzle."

Clarkson expected a lot of himself after signing a $36.75-million, seven-year contract with the team he grew up rooting for. He conceded he'll be "fired up" to play his first meaningful game in a Leafs uniform, but the 29-year-old knows he won't be able to do everything the first time he steps on the ice.

"We think that he can make a contribution, but we don't want to put too much pressure on him," Carlyle said. "He hasn't played in a while. We just want him to do the simple things, be David Clarkson and make the simple, strong play."

Clarkson figures being himself means going to the front of the net, scoring and bringing a physical presence — no different from his time with the New Jersey Devils. He learned a lot from deep playoff runs with the Devils, like how teams can win without playing pretty.

That has been the Leafs so far. But Clarkson has felt great camaraderie within the team since training camp.

"It's a great locker-room. There's no cliques, everyone's on the same page," he said. "We've got something special here."

Finally, Clarkson gets to be a part of it.
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NASHVILLE -- Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne will miss at least four weeks after he has another procedure on his surgically repaired hip to clear up an infection.

The Predators announced Thursday that Rinne was set for arthroscopic surgery later in the day. Rinne had surgery on his left hip May 9 and recovered in time to start the season. General manager David Poile said Rinne felt something was wrong Tuesday night after the Predators returned from Minnesota.

"When he got back to Nashville after the plane ride home, he developed some soreness and stiffness in his hip and got a little bit of a fever," Poile said. "A series of tests determined that he had a spontaneous bacterial infection."

Rinne currently is 4-4-1 with a 2.31 goals-against average and a .917 save percentage. Rinne was in net Tuesday night for a 2-0 loss at Minnesota.

A two-time Vezina Trophy finalist from Finland, Rinne is sixth in the NHL with 152 wins since the 2008-09 season and has 30 shutouts since 2008-09, which leads all goalies during that time.

Carter Hutton now takes over in goal for Nashville. He has two career starts in the NHL, earning his first career victory Sunday night in Winnipeg.

"It is real unfortunate, but it's an opportunity not only for Carter, but for our team to show that we are a good hockey team," Predators coach Barry Trotz said. "It's an opportunity for Carter to take the reins."

Said Hutton: "It definitely helps having a stepping-stone, some things to build off early on. At the same time, it doesn't change. It is the same game. I have to do my thing, work hard. We have a pretty solid team here and that is definitely going to help me out."

Nashville also has recalled goalie Magnus Hellberg from Milwaukee under emergency conditions to replace Rinne.

The Predators host Winnipeg Thursday night. They are home again Saturday to face the St. Louis Blues and then set out on a seven-game, 17-day road trip.
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PITTSBURGH -- Olli Maatta is sticking with the Pittsburgh Penguins.

The team announced Thursday the 19-year-old defenceman will remain with the club indefinitely rather than return to his junior team, the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League. The Penguins could have sent Maatta back down and pushed back his rookie status until next year.

Instead, Maatta remain in Pittsburgh and enter the first year of his entry-level contract. If he stays more than 40 games, he can become a free agent by age 25.

It's heady territory for a kid who in high school a year ago.

"It's gone good so far so why change anything?" Maatta said.

Maatta, who is from Finland, has one goal and two assists while averaging around 15 minutes of ice time a game for the Penguins. The 22nd overall pick in the 2012 NHL entry draft has wowed coach Dan Bylsma with his skating and impressed teammates with his ability to adapt quickly to the sport's highest level.

"I think he's played nine games in a row because he's earned the right to play nine games in a row because he's given us the best chance to win hockey games and that's going to happen in the 10th game too," Bylsma said.

The odds seemed long during training camp, when Maatta's NHL debut figured to be at least a year away. He made a compelling case for himself during the preseason and was a surprise addition when he survived the final cuts.

"I feel like I worked hard for this and they feel like I still need to work hard and get better," he said. "But I feel better about staying here."

Maatta isn't a potent offensive player but hasn't hesitated when given the opportunity. His first NHL goal came in a 4-3 shootout win over Vancouver last Saturday when he poked in a rebound with 6:48 remaining in regulation to tie the game.

Though Maatta insists the goal wasn't his "welcome to the NHL moment" there's little doubt it gave him a boost that's helped him believe he belonged.

"Every game I've got more confident out there," he said. "Every game I get more confident that I can play at this level."

NOTES: The Penguins recalled F Jayson Megna from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the AHL and placed F Beau Bennett on injured reserve retroactive to Oct. 12 ... D Kris Letang, who has not played this season due to a lower body injury, practiced on Thursday and Bylsma said it is "likely" Letang will make be in the lineup on Friday when the Penguins host the New York Islanders
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BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Milan Lucic got five stitches -- and the last word.

The Buffalo crowd cheered when Lucic was struck in the face with a puck late in the first period of Boston's 5-2 victory over the reeling Sabres on Wednesday night. The rugged left wing left the ice for repairs, then responded by scoring 40 seconds into the second period.

"When you get hit in the face like that, it's never a good feeling," said Lucic, who had two goals and an assist. "It's nice to get one when the crowd's cheering when you get hit in the face. It's nice to stick it to them that way."

Torey Krug also scored twice, and Dougie Hamilton added his second goal of the season. The Bruins are 6-2 overall and have won their first four road games for the first time since 2010.

Nikita Zadorov and Cody Hodgson scored for Buffalo. At 1-9-1, the Sabres are off to their worst start in franchise history. They are winless in their first seven home games in a skid that continues to raise questions of how much more patience owner Terry Pegula has in the team's rebuilding plan.

General manager Darcy Regier and coach Ron Rolston find themselves on the hot seat as the team prepares for a two-game swing through Florida.

By the time Krug netted the second of his two third-period goals, the fans launched into what have become regular "Fire Darcy! Fire Darcy!" chants in reference to Regier.

As for Rolston, he's 16-20-6 since taking over in February after Lindy Ruff was fired. Coincidently, Ruff is now coaching the Dallas Stars, and will be making his return to Buffalo on Monday night.

It was another hit to the head that earned the ire of the Bruins as Boston left wing Loui Eriksson had to be helped from the ice after being blindsided by a late hit from Sabres enforcer John Scott in the third period.

Eriksson was skating through the neutral zone and had dumped the puck into the Sabres end. That's when Scott skated in from Eriksson's right and levelled him with a shoulder to the face. Eriksson was dazed and had to be helped off the ice and did not return.

Following the game, general manager Peter Chiarelli announced Eriksson was staying behind in Buffalo for precautionary reasons and expected to return to Boston on Thursday.

Scott was ejected, and is expected to face a disciplinary hearing with the NHL.

Bruins coach Claude Julien was unhappy with the hit, and was spotted yelling in the direction of the Sabres' bench.

"He's out there for two reasons and that's either to fight or hurt," Julien said about Scott. "So he did his job tonight."

The Bruins responded with Krug scoring on the ensuing power play.

"We were starting to come around," said Sabres goalie Ryan Miller, who made 29 saves. "We got some life off those goals in the second period. For the most part we cleaned some stuff up. Our transition to defence cost us two but other than that we're in a hockey game."

Chad Johnson made 14 saves for Boston to earn the win.

Boston opened the scoring when Jarome Iginla's wrist shot deflected off Lucic and through Miller's legs.

The Bruins doubled their lead 40 seconds into the second on Lucic's team-leading fifth goal. Iginla fired a pass from the right boards to Lucic and he tapped the puck in before crashing into the boards behind Miller.

Buffalo's first goal came from its struggling power play, which improved to 4 for 38 when Cody Hodgson scored 8:21 into the second period. The Sabres only managed two shots in the third period and were outshot 34-16 overall.

"They've got a strong team from their 'D' all the way up to their forwards and we didn't match them," Sabres co-captain Steve Ott said.

Zadorov's first NHL goal, in just his second NHL game, brought the Sabres within one with 4:50 to play in the second period. Zadorov moved on his backhand around Bruins centre before beating Johnson to the left side.

"It feels good for my first NHL goal, first pro goal of my life," Zadorov said. "I'm really happy now."

Zadorov is the second-youngest player to score a goal for the Sabres, at 18 years, 190 days. Pierre Turgeon was 18 years, 54 days when he scored for Buffalo in 1987.

NOTES: First-round pick Rasmus Ristolainen was among Buffalo's scratches, as was Patrick Kaleta who served the sixth game of his 10-game suspension. ... Boston returns home for two games in three nights, beginning with San Jose on Thursday. ... Hodgson has been the Sabres most productive player with a point in seven of his past nine games (three goals, five assists).
Notes: Warning Leads Gophers

Thursday, October 24, 2013 

An undrafted star stands out among big names in the BC-Minnesota series, plus more.

By Nate Ewell

sam warning 

Sam Warning has scored a goal in all four games for Minnesota this season. 

.

Undrafted star – Twenty-five NHL draft picks will take the ice this weekend as No. 1 Minnesota hosts No. 5 Boston College, but every one of them is chasing an undrafted NHL free agent out of Chesterfield, Mo., in scoring. Minnesota’s Sam Warning has nine points, three more than any teammate, through four games, including at least a goal in every game. The 5-10, 180-pound Warning and freshman Justin Kloos are the only two undrafted Gophers among the team’s top 10 in scoring.

Friday’s game is on BTN; Sunday’s game is on FS North

Must Read/See/Hear Material

Democrat & Chronicle: Part Time Joe: RIT hockey manager plays key role for Tigers

NHL.com: Compher making a name for himself at Michigan

Bulldogs Unleashed: Episode 1 vs. SLU

Five More Notes No One Should Be Without

Hidden gem at PC – Another battle of top-10 programs takes place in Providence, where the eighth-ranked Friars host No. 4 Miami. Leading the way in PC’s 3-0-0 start is junior Ross Mauermann, who scored the team’s first goal of the year on a shorthanded breakaway and hasn’t slowed since (3g-3a in 3 GP). A Janesville, Wis., native, Mauermann was a recruited walk-on when head coach Nate Leaman and his staff came on board in 2011. He has led the Friars in scoring each of his first two seasons and was awarded a scholarship prior to last year.

Oct. 10 by Mark Divver: PC is lucky Mauermann came calling

Renewing rivalries – College hockey’s conference shakeup this season may have separated some traditional rivals, but it brought some together as well. Two examples are on display in the WCHA, where two programs in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula – Michigan Tech and Northern Michigan – are playing league games for the first time since NMU joined the CCHA in 1997. In Alabama-Huntsville a heated rivalry fueled not by geography but by history is renewed. Bemidji State, which split four Division II national championship series with the Chargers between 1994-98, visits for UAH’s first games in the WCHA. The two teams were previously members of College Hockey America from 1999-2010.

Big stages – Two NHL rinks, separated by about 90 miles of I-95, will host six college hockey teams this weekend as the Liberty Invitational takes place at Newark’s Prudential Center and Vermont and Penn State face off at Philadelphia’s Wells Fargo Center. Those are two of the eight NHL arenas that will host NCAA games this year with Wells Fargo Center – which sold out for Vermont-Penn State last season – also hosting the Frozen Four in April.

Penn State-Vermont is on Comcast SportsNet Philadelphia & New England

Buffalo roaming Colorado – Atlantic Hockey’s reigning champs in the regular season (Niagara) and tournament (Canisius) head west this weekend as each school plays single games vs. Denver and Air Force. The conference matchups at Air Force could prove pivotal in the long run: these teams, along with Mercyhurst, split the 12 first-place votes in the Atlantic Hockey preseason poll. Niagara and Canisius have already met in the Golden Griffins only game of the season thus far, a 6-4 (with an ENG) Niagara win. The Purple Eagles scored the tying and game-winning goals in that game both while shorthanded.

Off and running – Ivy League rules mean those six teams start their seasons later than others in Division I, and the puck drops for them this weekend. Four of them – including defending national champions Yale – are at the aforementioned Liberty Invitational, while Harvard hosts Bentley Saturday. The sixth Ivy, Cornell, visits Nebraska Omaha for two games. Among the talent on display in Omaha are two of the top freshmen forwards in college hockey with UNO’s Jake Guentzel (PIT draft) and the Big Red’s Matt Buckles (FLA draft). They were third- and fourth-round picks, respectively, in June’s NHL Draft.

NHL Note of the Week

Cam Talbot will start in goal for NYR on Thursday and become the second Alabama-Huntsville alum to play in the NHL (Jared Ross). UAH is the 46th school with an alum in the NHL this season.

Fries at the Bottom of the Bag

Maine hosts Massachusetts in a two-game non-conference series this weekend that pits new Black Bears coach Red Gendron against several players he recruited as an assistant at UMass. Gendron had been with the Minutemen prior to spending the last two seasons with Yale … Union junior Kevin Sullivan, who had 19 assists combined in his first two seasons, leads the nation with 8 assists in 4 GP (5 on the PP) … Only one team is assured of a perfect record after this weekend, as 4-0-0 Lake Superior State is off this weekend. Four other teams have unblemished records, plus the six Ivies … Providence has killed off all 19 of its shorthanded situations … Seven games are on national and regional sports networks this weekend. 

.- See more at: http://collegehockeyinc.com/articles/notes-warning-leads-gophers#sthash.l30TXdG2.dpuf
2014 draft: Less depth but a solid top 10

Kyle Woodlief, special for USA TODAY Sports 9:30 p.m. EDT October 22, 2013
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Story Highlights

Kingston players Roland McKeown, Sam Bennett, Spencer Watson off to fine starts

Alex Tuch showed great skill at the American Top Prospects Game

Who is rising and falling?

SHARE 5 CONNECT 22 TWEETCOMMENTEMAILMORE

We're a few weeks into the season and though the picture is far from clear, it's starting to come into sharper focus.

While we don't feel the talent at the very top end of this class rivals last year's star-studded crop, Red Line Report is feeling a bit better now that a few kids have already begun to step up to fill in what's looking like a solid top 10 group.

At this point, we're pleased to report that the early season has thus far brought more positive surprises than negative, and we'd like to highlight a few those.

The logical place to start is in Kingston, Ontario, where after several down years, a trio of young draft eligibles finally has the Frontenacs back riding high atop the Ontario Hockey League standings. Hard to say which of them has been the most impressive, but you could make a strong case for Roland McKeown, who has always been known as a terrific skater and offensive force from the back end, but so far has been just as stellar in the defensive zone.

If not McKeown, then Sam Bennett would have to get the nod. His play has been fast, aggressive, and brimming with confidence. He's creating and finishing chances and is looking like he's ready to challenge for top 10 status.

Poor Spencer Watson has almost been relegated to an afterthought behind those two, but he is also off to a fine start.

Elsewhere in the OHL, Oshawa's Michael dal Colle and Jared McCann of the Soo Greyhounds are living up to their promise as former high draft picks in 2012, and both are off to blazing starts.

Perhaps the biggest shocker for Red Line to date was seeing huge American winger Alex Tuch out there dangling in the American Top Prospects Game — almost as though he had real hands and skills! If he continues to play that way at 6-4, 213, NHL clubs will have to check their dental plans because of all those scouts' jaws hitting the floor.

One final name we'd like to throw out there is Russian Maxim Letunov, a rail-thin center who appeared out of nowhere in that noted hockey hotbed of Youngstown, Ohio. He has done nothing but wow our scouts in the Midwest for the past month.

RED LINE REPORT's TOP 10

No. Player  Pos.  Ht., wt.  Shoots  Date of birth Team 

1 Sam Reinhart C  6-1, 182 Right Nov. 6, 1995 Kootenay 

2 William Nylander  LW  5-10, 170  Right May 1, 1996 Sodertalje 

3 Aaron Ekblad  D  6-3, 207  Right Feb. 7, 1996 Barrie 

4 Jake Virtanen LW  6-1, 200  Right Aug. 17, 1996 Calgary 

5 Nikolay Goldobin  RW  5-11, 175  Left Oct. 7, 1995 Sarnia 

6 Nick Ritchie  LW  6-2, 228  Left Dec. 5, 1995 Peterborough 

7 Leon Draisaitl  C  6-1, 198  Left Oct. 27, 1995 Prince Albert 

8 Roland McKeown  D  6-1, 186  Right Jan. 20, 1996 Kingston 

9 Haydn Fleury  D  6-3, 204  Left July 8, 1996 Red Deer  

10 Brycen Martin  D  6-1, 181  Left May 9, 1996 Swift Current 

RISING

 Alex Tuch (U.S. National Team Development Program): Wow! The humongous power winger has vastly improved both his skating and puck skills. He is now a major load who goes just about anywhere he damn well pleases on the ice.

 Roland McKeown (Kingston): Has spearheaded the rejuvenation of the Frontenacs franchise. Terrific skater is the catalyst of the offence, and is playing near flawless hockey in his own end, too.

 Brendan Perlini (Niagara): We didn't see this coming from the big winger, but we sure do like it. Using his big body to bulldoze to the net, and doing damage once he gets there.

 Julius Honka (Swift Current): Took, oh… about a nanosecond to adjust to North America. Great puck mover has come out on fire and is unfazed by physical play.

 Juho Lammikko (Assat Pori): Was barely a blip on our radar screen two months ago, but has our full attention now.

FALLING

 Anton Karlsson (Frolunda): Enigmatic power winger has inexplicably turned selfish and stopped using his linemates. Needs to check his ego and stop trying to do everything on his own.

 Collin Shirley (Kootenay): Very disappointing. For a kid with such size and skill, his play has been utterly dull and mostly invisible.

News and notes from around the scouting community

-The Edmonton Oil Kings graduated as much high-end talent as any Canadian Hockey League team this past May, but two draft-eligible players already have unexpectedly stepped into the breach.

Newcomer Aaron Irving originally was a top bantam draft pick who was just beaten out by Dysin Mayo for the final spot on the blue line last year as a 16-year-old. Clearly he used the snub as motivation. After a year spent in the Alberta Junior Hockey League, he has impressed early on with his raw, two-way game.

Offensively he looks very confident making thinks happen with the puck thanks to plus stickhandling skills and shot. He's also not afraid to ramp up the physical play in his own zone despite a slightly underdeveloped frame. He displays good strength on his skates.

The other pleasant surprise is forward Brett Pollock, who managed to make the club last year, but sat on the bench most of the season. Red Line liked him in a very limited energy role last year, as he used his big frame to spark the team with an up-tempo forecheck. But the fact that he has already eclipsed his offensive numbers from last year in this campaign's first four games has drawn our attention. Pollock seems to have come back with a much smoother and improved skating stride, and a new-found confidence in his puckhandling.

-We have been thoroughly impressed with the European talent that has flocked to the Western Hockey League this year. It's easily the deepest crop of Europeans we have seen out west in years. Julius Honka has started the season on fire for Swift Current, plus add Rihards Bukarts with Brandon, Tomas Andrlik of Prince Albert and Radel Fazleev of Calgary who are all legitimate talents. Even Russians Nikita Scherbak of Saskatoon and Alexey Sleptsov of Moose Jaw are worth following.

And none of that takes into account Everett recently having to cut impressive Finnish winger Waltteri Hopponen because of the import numbers game. With Mirco Muller returning from NHL camp and Ivan Nikolishin having a stellar preseason run, the Silvertips were forced to make the tough decision to jettison Hopponen.

Before leaving Everett, Hopponen — who has since found a North American home with Sioux City in the United States Hockey League — proved to be a big, strong kid with a live body who likes to play physically.

-One Boston-area player who is attracting notice in the scouting community is Rivers School defenseman Miles Gendron. The converted center turned heads at the Select 17 Festival this summer and again at the Beantown Summer Classic with his combination of size (6-2) superb skating/mobility, and strong two-way game. Although raw as can be in the defensive zone and lanky with a lot of filling out to do, his eventual ceiling given his natural offensive instincts and quickness is considerable. We're hearing that NHL scouts are quietly zeroing in on him.

Prep players are tougher to peg in the draft pecking order, but at Red Line, we're believers in players who can skate and possess natural hockey sense as Gendron does. He's one to watch and could set himself up for legitimate draft consideration if he's able to prove himself as an effective blue-liner at both ends of the ice.
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A while back I did a blog on the draft eligible players coming out of Sweden this year and next. Sweden has been a factory for first rounders especially recently and it looks like they’ll have a ton this and next draft as well. More interesting are the gems that always seem to fall through the cracks in Sweden outside of the first round. Link here.

 This blog I’ll focus on Russia, and more specifically Russian eligible players as the KHL/VHL/MHL system this season is not strong and most of the quality Russians have made the move to the CHL where their likelihood of being drafted into the NHL are much higher. 2014 and 2015 have the usual mix for Russians, a lot of top-end players and not a lot of depth…or depth players worth the risk of selection at the very least. These are just a few of the guys you might hear about in the coming months.

2014 :

Ivan Barbashev : Easily the top Russian in the 2014 draft, Barbashev made the move to Moncton in the QMJHL and played a pivotal role as their second line winger in his rookie year and is now bursting out in his draft season. The 6’0 181lb speedster had 18 goals and 62 points in 68 games as a rookie and outperformed Valeri Nichushkin at the U18 tournament scoring 3 goals and tying for the tournament lead in assists with 6. Currently he leads Moncton in goals and points with 7 and 18 in 14 games good for 11th overall. He’s got that offensive talent that is very hard to teach and can blow by defenders in a one on one situation with ease. Playmaking, shooting he provides both with a deft touch. He’s a pretty hard worker as well and plays well along the boards…though like a lot of talented Russians he still has work to do in his own zone. He’s usually ranked around the 10-15 range, but if he continues the season he’s having he could go as high as 5.

Maxim Lazarev : The 5’10 winger has yet to play a game this season for the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles, but like so many he made the move to the CHL to raise his draft status. Lazarev is an extremely gifted sniper with hands of silk. Internationally he has played very well including a star performance for the U17 Silver Winning Russians (second in the tournament with 5 goals and 10 points) as well as a strong performance at the Ivan Hlinka tournament leading the Russians with 3 goals and 5 points in 4 games. Considering his pure skill he’s a guy expected to go in the first round, especially if his game translates well in the Q. I’ve seen him as high as 20th and as low as 60th.

Nikolay Goldobin : Goldobin is the other and probably safer Russian who could go in the first round this draft. Goldobin followed Nail Yakupov and Alex Galchenyuk in playing for the Sarnia Sting and was close to winning the OHL Rookie of the Year award last season, eventually he lost out to expected 2015 1st overall selection Connor McDavid who had 2 points and 5 goals less than Goldobin with 5 games less. Goldobin himself had 30 goals and 68 points that year. Right now he leads the Sting in goals with 7 and second in points with 12 in 12 games. He’s a very strong offensive player who is very deadly on the PP. Brendan Ross a scout for TheScout.ca and DobberProspects.com follows the Sarnia Sting religiously and says that Goldobin’s play has been excellent thus far even though the points aren’t coming as quickly as he might want. The 5’11 winger is expected to go in the late first or early second. 

Nikita Scherbak : The Valentin Zykov style surprise player of the year in the WHL and a leading candidate for the WHL Rookie of the Year...maybe even CHL ROY. He leads the Saskatoon Blades with 8 goals and is second in points with 19 points in 13 games which is tops for rookies. He’s been very good on the PP with 5 goals and 10 of his points coming with the man advantage. He’s an interesting offensive player and has decent size at 6’0 186lbs, one thing that has stood out is that he is thriving off the physical side of the game. I haven’t seen him on anybody’s early lists, but with the way he’s playing he will quickly find himself in the discussion as a first round pick.

Maxim Letunov : The lanky Russian has flown under the radar playing in the American system and now the USHL. He’s 6’2 and 150lbs…yes that’s abnormal and he plays for the Youngstown Phantoms. I really don’t know much about him, nor have a seen him play, I only know the name because a buddy of mine who follows the American Development asked me questions about him. He sits third on his team in points with 3 goals and 9 points in 8 games which is good for 7th overall in the league. He’s playing with future US phenom Kyle Connor an expected top-5 pick in 2015 and fellow 2014 eligible JJ Piccinich.

Nikita Lyamkin : The 6’3 defenseman followed a lot of his fellow Russians to the QMJHL joining the Chicoutimi Saguenéens. He’s been playing well and has 4 assists in the first 13 games thus far. He’s considered a strong skating two-way defenseman. He’s usually ranked around the 3rd or 4th round.

Ivan Nikolishin : Purely offensive centre with major size issues being only 5’8. Has been very strong internationally having a good showing at the U17 where he scored 4 goals and added 8 points in 6 games as well as playing decently in the Ivan Hlinka tournament getting 2 assists. He’s playing for the Everett Silvertips in the WHL and has already shown his vision on the PP getting his lone goal and 5 of his 6 assists on the man advantage (11 games). He hasn’t been great and the transition to the North American game hasn’t gone as smoothly as he would like. He does sit third on the Silvertips in points, though in general they’re pretty mediocre offensively. It’s hard to see where he could possibly go in the draft considering his size and lack of production…however he wouldn’t be the first ultra-talented foreign skater to struggle then dominate once they get used to the game style and become a steal.

Alexander Mikulovich : 6'3 defensive defender moved to play for Niagara in the OHL and has shown some good physicality. He has some offensive upside, though it hasn't translated to the OHL as of yet. Most of his offense stems from his really strong shot from the point, though accuracy is still an issue. He plays a physical game and is a strong skater, he does have a lot of filling out to do. Could be a decent later round pick. 

Vladimir Tkachyov : After being drafted 39th overall in the 2013 CHL Import Draft most expected Tkachyov to make the trip to Moncton to play with Barbsahev…but he never did and remains in the MHL as of today. At 5’9 136lbs he will be in tough to be drafted despite his obvious skill as if it wasn’t difficult enough to be drafted simply out of Russia, it’s almost impossible for somebody of that size. He was a Top-3 Player on his team at this past U18’s tying for the lead in goals and points for Russia (tied with Rangers prospect Pavel Buchnevich) with 5 goals and 11 points. He started with Avangard Omsk, but has since been sent back to the MHL.

Dmitri Yudin : The 6’2 defender has stuck with SKA St. Petersburg in the KHL at 18 and I’ve been really impressed with his play despite being on the bottom-pairing. He was draft eligible in 2013 but like so many others fell through the cracks of the “Russian Factor.” He’s a bit of a poor skater, but he plays physical and has good gap control. He has a goal and an assist in 18 games. He was also a pretty late 1995 birthday at the 31st of July. Might be a sleeper pick in the later rounds if somebody is willing to believe he’ll come over at some point…though I said the same about Zakhar Arzamastsev who is playing like a seasoned vet at only 20 for the past two seasons and nobody was willing to throw a 7th pick on him.

Pavel Kraskovsky : 6’3 winger playing pretty well for Loco Yaroslavl with 2 goals and 5 points in 6 games so far. Good player around the net and seems to have some solid defensive instincts, had a really good breakup play in the game I saw, got back from a shot and caught the defenseman at his line napping and took the puck off him and went in on a breakaway. Could be another 3rd-7th round guy you take a chance on (Yakimov, Kucherov, Slepyshev and Shalunov come to mind). 

Vladislav Kamenev : An interesting forward who plays an advanced game for his age. He's a strong defensive forward who thrives on the penalty kill. He's played well internationally at the U17 and Ivan Hlinka Tournament anchoring the defensive duties for the Russians. He plays centre internationally and left wing in the KHL. He has stuck with Metallurgical Magnitogorsk and looked pretty good in the only three games he played before he was injured scoring a goal on the fourth line. 

2015: 

Yevgeni Svechnikov : The crown jewel of the 2015 crop for Russia, Svechnikov is a pure elite offensive talent with an elite snap shot and elite wheels. The 16 year old scores big goals off the rush and is a handful one on one. He’s started well for Bars Kazan in the MHL scoring 3 and adding 5 points in 6 games as well as getting 2 games in the KHL on the fourth line. He scored 7 goals in 6 games at the U17’s on the Silver Winning Russians second in the tournament. The major issues with Svechnikov that I can see are that he is a puck hog and doesn’t like to pass if he sees the whites of a goalies eyes. 

Alexei Platonov : Big rangy defender from Atlanty Mytischi, I’ve seen him play once and he is a really mean puck mover. He has a really hard and accurate slap shot and gets it off very quickly. Already he has 2 goals and an assist in the first 6 games and is one of the best young defenseman in the MHL. At 6’4 he’s a decent, though not too special of a skater, mobile but he won’t blow you away with his speed. Could be more physical.

Maxim Tretiak : Grandson to the famous Vladislav Tretiak. Tretiak is coming through the CSKA Moskva system the same system home to his grandfather for his whole career. Tretiak is a very athletic goalie with an unorthodox style that we’ve seen from some high profile Russian goalies, things that are tinkered to make them better as positioning has never been a real strength from Russian produced goalies. Tretiak stands at 6’3 already at 16 and has room to grow. He was fine as a split starter last season in the MHL and despite a rough start; he’s doing well for a 16 year old in the MHL.

Dmitry Osipov : The first overall selection in the CHL Import Draft and 1st overall selection in the KHL Draft came out of nowhere to going to the Vancouver Giants. He’s a big defender at 6’3 and 190lbs. He’s considered a smooth skating defensive defenseman that likes to take angles and box players out. So far he remains pointless in 8 games on the last place Giants. Considering his high draft selection you might expect him to be some superstar, but he really isn’t, more like a steady and stable guy…though he has a lot of room to grow considering he’s only 16 so who knows? 

Nikita Serebryakov : Currently the backup for the Saginaw Spirit, the 17 year old Russian goalie made the move to North America last season where he was the backup as well. He hasn’t been great though that isn’t anything new with 16-17 year old goalies, especially before his draft year. With a GAA of 3.89 and SV% of .891 he isn’t all that spectacular…though the real issue is that he’s 5’8 which is pretty much a death sentence for goalies hoping to play in the NHL. He relies on his excellent reflexes to compensate for his size. He was pretty darn good at the Ivan Hlinka tourney though…

Thanks for reading. Going to be doing more of these kinds of things as the season progresses.
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Before the season really starts and I get caught up in the Coyotes business, I wanted to bring back something I’ve done before. I’m going to keep prospect updates and also more importantly KHL/MHL prospect updates. I know a lot of people that really get credence when following prospects rarely get/are able to see the European game so I really have enjoyed bringing some of their play to light. I’m at it again though I’ve also become pretty invested in the Swedish game this year as several of my favourites have been tearing up Sweden and there is a new movement in Scandinavia of youth playing a prominent role professionally when before it was always a bit of a taboo aspect to their system. This is a little look at some of the stars of Europe…well the drafted/draft eligible stars of now and the future…a lot to glean I suppose, but something I want to get out because the CHL commentators get their say. I could talk for days about players and prospects…and have, but this is just a limited preview. Therefor when I miss your “guy” I’m sorry, this was a quick version…and really nobody will ever be happy.

 Expect Prospect Talk to be a fixture in my writing…and probably the only thing you read…

2013 :

 Swedish Steals?

 Three names have emerged in quick fashion. Buffalo’s Gustav Possler, Toronto’s Andreas Johnson and Boston’s Peter Cehlárik. 

 1. Gustav Possler was a surprise performer in the Buffalo camp and gained a lot of hype as his explosive speed and surprising tenacity took notice against older rookies. It was an auspicious start for the young 18 year old who was a star in the U18’s as a late 17 year old. He has been insane for MODO scoring 5 goals and adding an assist in 7 games in the Elitserien. He not only leads them in points and goals he leads them in…well actually playing well. Hagg of the Flyers has also been good and bust Jeff Tambellini along with Sammy Pahlsson have been ok, but Possler has been in a league of his own for the team. That one shot scoring ability is nasty when it works and he has it going for him.

 2. Andreas Johnson one of the last picks of the draft is looking very good. Again like Possler he plays a similar game and had the exact same problem…he couldn’t break his Elitserien squad and played in the SuperElit. Johnson has been gifted top-pairing winger status and has run with it. His 5 goals and 8 points for Frölunda lead the club and sits him in the top-5 in scoring. His speed is just…well explosive. It doesn’t matter that he doesn’t have much creativity when he can just barrel past players. He reminds me of Grabner, Hagelin, Raymond and such in that they are speed demons who can shoot the puck, now obviously he can develop further, but even reaching that would be great. His play so far though…if he can keep it up…great pick Nonis.

 3. Peter Cehlárik was a player I singled out as a potential steal, like a real steal he was never going to be picked before the third round yet his brief play in the Elitserien and his great U18 performance made anything past that a steal. The 6’2 winger is on loan to the Allsvenskan playing for terrible Asplöven, yet he has been amazing leading the squad with 3 goals and 7 points in 7 games. A lot of attention has been given to his defensive game which is improving a lot and it wouldn’t surprise me if he was picked back by Luleå. If he can keep his play up he is going to be a really interesting player for Slovakia.

 4. Marko Dano is not a part of the Swedish system but I wanted to talk about him. He scored a great goal and added 12 hits in his first game back with HC Slovan…yet he has been put back on the third line and now has played a limited role again as a penalty killing forward. Kind of disappointed as he really looked sharp on the top line. I wish he had gone to the Prince George Cougars, but oh well…KHL development is tricky at best and if the team fears his desertion they will give him the time he needs/deserves. Expect a strong U20 performance from him.

2014 :

William Nylander has had a harsh time to start his year after ranting and raving reviews of first overall contention. The 17 year old has played minor minutes for Rögle and produced about the same. He has no points in his first 7 games, his previous journey in the Allsvenskan saw him get 6 points in 8 games while destroying the SuperElit…interesting start for Nylander. One that might be overstated as a bad thing when in the junior ranks others are given larger opportunities. He was dominant at the Ivan Hlinka Tournament however so things aren’t at critical mode right now for Nylander…but you need to step up mate.

Anton Karlsson is an interesting prospect in that he is both criminally underrated then overrated…I know weird. He’s a leader on the ice who has impressed on the international scene with some memorable U17 and U18 performances, yet still hasn’t gotten a lot of respect domestically in Sweden. The big winger is the best player in the SuperElit right now and deserves a spot in the Elitserien right now…literally he’s 4 steps ahead of everybody. Adding to this is the fact that like Barkov (Not saying he’s Barkov aka my fav) is that he is a very young 1996 birth being in July. So his dominance so far at a young age will assuredly gain attraction.

Jakub Vrána has taken a weird path going the Swedish system despite being Czech, though this might be the alternative for highly ranked players in lieu of going to the CHL yet retaining their draft strength. Vrána after a great Ivan Hlinka tournament has had a slow start bouncing between the Elitserien and SuperElit. He is a very creative forward with amazing hands. He has been known for being inconsistent at times and that is his ultimate cross to bear. Something he needs major improvement on. Not sure if Linköping will keep him up, but expect him to play well on the U20 squad for the Czech’s. 

Adam Ollas Mattsson is a massive defensive defender. The 6’4 216lb 17 year old is an interesting mix of skilled puck retrieval and speed. When you’re a big guy you will always look slow when measured against a smaller player even if you’re going faster, it’s the nature of things, yet his long stride is flawless. He is playing right now in the SuperElit for Djurgarden and will likely be a 2nd round pick due to his skillset and near zero offensive potential. However his defensive awareness is supreme and his size is great.

Oskar Lindblom has dominated…simply dominated the international scene. He was a monster at the U17’s leading in goals and points for the Gold winning Swedes and followed it up with an amazing performance as a 16 year old in the U18’s…the issues come with Lindblom in the domestic leagues. He’s been fairly pedestrian. This season he has shown a decent play level in the SuperElit though nothing that would really blow your socks off. As a very young guy in this draft he is bound to have his ups and downs, yet he reeks a lot of several other top Swedish talents that will fall into the second round when all is said and done.

2015 :

Rasmussen Andersson has little of the hype that his Canadian counterpart Connor McDavid has, yet perhaps it is just as well considering the past two overhypes in Hedman and Larsson…ah but I can’t resist…Andersson is amazing. At only 15 he has become a mainstay in the Allsvenskan as a top two-way defender playing PP and PK time against men…hell he blew OEL’s numbers out of the water as a 15 year old vs 17 year old (11 in 38 vs 17 in 39). Right now he’s already again a top pairing guy for Malmö and was the top defender for the Swedes in the Ivan Hlinka. At 16 he has a lot of growing to do, but his game is very mature and his 6’0 213lb frame is already pretty darn ready. A lot of these mature players can falter, but he is easily the early contender to fight for the 1st overall in 2015. 

 Thanks for reading. I’ll be doing each league and such as we go along.
Flames Come to Town : Trading a Defender?
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The first meeting of the new division rival Flames and Coyotes. Two teams mocked by the media and fans alike…though to be fair most mock the Coyotes and call them garbage purely because of their reaction to them still existing…regardless, both teams have come out of the gate hotter than “expected.” There are a myriad of reasons, one being simply…well they’ve played very well. The Coyotes currently sit 3rd in the Pacific behind the red hot Sharks and Ducks while the Flames sit just outside the Wildcard position. 

 The Flames key to success can be summed up in two words, work-ethic. Not the most talented roster from top to bottom, the Flames have managed to get quality goaltending when needed, timely scoring from their new look top line and extraordinary efforts from Giordano and Wideman. 

 Tonight the Flames will visit the Coyotes after winning against LA in the dying seconds of the third. Obviously the advantage on the surface is in the Coyotes court…though one might have said the same thing on Saturday when the Coyotes came back to beat the Wings on a back to back game. The Coyotes will need every bit of their improved penalty kill against the Flames who have been deadly with the man advantage and sit at 6th overall in the NHL.

 We won’t know the final rosters until before the game, especially from Dave Tippett as he has been juggling his lines and defensive pairings all season trying to find a perfect fit. Seemingly he’s found a semi-winning formula on this 6 game point streak as the higher profile players are getting things done. Matt Stajan and David Jones are injured for the Flames though.

 Coyotes :

 Lauri Korpikoski – Mike Ribeiro – Shane Doan

 Mikkel Boedker – Martin Hanzal – Radim Vrbata

 Rob Klinkhammer – Antoine Vermette – David Moss

 Kyle Chipchura – Jeff Halpern – Tim Kennedy

 Oliver Ekman-Larsson – Zbynek Michalek

 Keith Yandle – Derek Morris

 Rostislav Klesla – David Schlemko

 Mike Smith

 Look for Boedker and Korpikoski to be moved around the lineup depending on need as they seem to be the wildcards right now. Also while Klesla has been cleared to play and did so well against the Wings in their 5-2 win, I still think he looks worse than Michael Stone, the 23 year old was benched last game in favour of him and I really don’t like the move. Stone has been strong so far in this early season…much better than Schlemko at the very least, and much better than a Klesla coming off a concussion. 

 One final matter. As we get into the early talks of rumours and trades, we never hear from the smaller teams…why? Not enough hits nor interest in the subject. However just looking at the conundrum the Coyotes face is enough to get some rumours floating.

 The defense is too deep. Is that a problem? Not particularly, but it could help fix other issues in the organization. Klesla and Morris are both pending UFA’s, Klesla is almost guaranteed to be gone either by the Trade Deadline or in the off-season, Morris has played well enough so far and has a history with Yandle to stay, but you never know how much he’ll want or the position the team will be in by the TDL. 

 OEL-Michalek are here to stay for the foreseeable future, Yandle most likely as well, so what we have is a mix of young talented defenders fighting for the final spots. Michael Stone is NHL ready and on most teams would be a fulltime contributor. He’s physical, he plays reliably in his own zone and has a booming point shot. He can and has handled top minutes and bottom minutes. 

 David Rundblad might be losing his luster, but there is still talent there. It might not be right for this team, but somebody could use him. 

 Brandon Gormley is the real crux to this. Lost in the conversation is the fact that Gormley now 22 is the top defender in Portland and has thrived in his new role. He has 4 assists in 4 games on the struggling Pirates and has averaged a nutty 28 minutes a night. He was NHL ready looking in camp and is proving it in his play in the AHL. Something will need to happen to free up something going forward for these young guys, or at the very least deal them and get value back. 

 Not to mention Connor Murphy is looking strong now that he is seemingly healthy. 

 The Coyotes need a scoring left winger. Something will need to be done about these two issues at some point.

 Thanks for reading.

Mike Smith Scores in 5-2 Rally
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After falling down 2-0 early in the first period the Coyotes rallied primarily in the third to win 5-2 for their second victory of the season against Detroit. Oddly enough the Coyotes had a pretty decent start to the game and were dictating the play for long stretches, yet the Wings got two early and then it was catch-up from there. On a back to back after losing in the shootout to the Ducks, the Coyotes really needed a bounce back performance. They are now riding a six game point streak since being embarrassed in New York against the Islanders. It looks like that player heart to heart had an impact on the room (see Ribeiro, Mike since that game). 

 As mentioned in the title, Mike Smith scored his first goal of the season on the empty net which brings him to 1G 1A on the season…one more point than Nail Yakupov (I kid because I love). Please TSN/Sportsnet/Media have a field day with that fact. Speaking of Smith, he had a really strong game and he managed to calm things down after the first really keeping them in it. He ended up with 31 saves on 33 shots and helped shutdown the Wings PP which went 0/2 on the night…something the Coyotes really wanted to improve. I was wondering if they would start him after playing the night before against Anaheim, especially with Greiss having performed so admirably against the Flyers in his only start of the season, yet it looks like that was the right decision. Smith leads the NHL in saves and shots against…a little bit of good news bad news, as he’s stopping the puck…but the Yotes are giving up a ton of chances. Michalek should buy Smith a beer for his dumbass mistake on the second goal, first real mistake he has made all year and it was a doozy. 

 0.1 seconds…man that’s just fate.

Special Teams :

 A proper mixed bag, special teams has been the only complaint somebody could actually make over Tippett’s tenure as the Coyotes Head Coach. The penalty kill was brutal to start the year and the power play lethargic despite having two excellent offensive defenders and a PP specialist in Ribeiro. A big reason for the six game point streak has been the improvement of the penalty kill. They’ve let in only 2 PP goals on 24 attempts since the NYI debacle, good for 83% which is roughly where you want things to be on the season, about middle of the pack. While the PK is trending in the right direction, the PP is still a bit frustrating. Now I’m not saying they need to score on every opportunity…but at least threaten, be dangerous. They weren’t good on the man advantage against the Ducks or Wings. That said, I like the new look lines and think getting Ribeiro off the back boards is the right move, the Coyotes don’t have an OV or Green caliber shooters, nor a Backstrom level passer to run that style. 

Centre Depth?

 One of the keys to the season has been the exceptional play from the pivots thus far. After a cold start, Ribeiro has been on fire, Hanzal has been consistent and physical, while Vermette has provided a spark at both ends of the ice. Oh and er…Halpern wins face-offs. All three centres scored goals, Ribeiro with the pair and each sit 1,2,3 in scoring on the team. Hanzal has 8 points in 9 games and leads the team in hits, he’s been very physical and looking like that two-way second line centre everybody has been waiting for. Antoine Vermette has 7 points and his 62% on face-offs is one of the best in the league…technically second best thus far. He’s also taken the third most face-offs in the league to date and is playing a lot in the defensive zone and on the penalty kill. Lastly Ribeiro with the pair now has a six game points streak and sits at 7 points, I have to assume he was one of the players called out after the NYI game in the player only meeting as he had looked dreadful to start. Really nice to see him pick up his game and be that first line centre this team has craved. Seriously I know people scoffed at me when I suggested this team is deep at centre, they aren’t any Crosby/Malkin/Staal or anything, but Ribeiro/Hanzal/Vermette bring a lot of different aspects to the game and form a really hard to play against trio…especially with Ribeiro winning face-offs these days. Now all they need to do is find the hole Doan dug himself into…seriously missed a penalty shot and has been invisible outside of the physical side of the game.

Coyotes Three Stars :

 1. Mike Smith : 1 Goal 31 Saves on 33 Shots

 2. Mike Ribeiro : 2 Goals 57% on Face-offs

 3. Rob "The Klink" Hammer : 1 Assist 6 Hits Perfect Energy Line Game

 (Korpikoski, Morris and Ekman-Larsson had really great games as well)

 Thanks for reading.

2013 Draft Paying Immediate Dividends
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2013 was simultaneously the most hyped up draft and least hyped up draft I’ve seen in a long time. The catchphrases never came and we never had the 5 hour in depth talk over a “Taylor vs. Tyler” kind of over analysis nor the “Will Tavares be a bust because he can’t skate” talk. The media were extremely positive about every top player though the hint throughout was that despite the extreme depth of the draft, there was no “franchise” player…and if there was it would be Seth Jones. It was an interesting take and I think brought on more by the fact that for once there really didn’t seem to be a consensus number one selection…oh the media has always tried to make controversies (quick example being the Tavares draft where the final consensus was Duchene number one, Hedman two, Tavares three), but this time there really seemed to be an air of confusion, which was validated by the selections later on. 

 The 2013 draft has already provided quick dividends for teams as seven players have already made their respective teams and most appear to be sticking…some through strong play and one through…well they can’t really afford to let him go. I wanted to just go team by team how some of their picks are doing in brief.

Anaheim Ducks :

 Shea Théodore : Selected 26th overall, the 6’2 167lb offensive defenseman has been off to a really strong start in the WHL. He sits 5th in scoring by defensemen with 5 goals and 11 points in 9 games for the Thunderbirds. 

 Nick Sörensen : An injury kept Sörensen out for 6 games so far, but in the limited games he has played he has been strong. He has a goal and 6 assists so far while providing his usual speed. He’s been playing well and my friend, who watches a lot more Q than I do told me he’s getting a ton of scoring chances and shots off, just can’t find the back of the net yet.

Boston Bruins :

 Peter Cehlárik : The big Slovak was somebody I felt would really look like a steal in the coming years and he’s showing signs of being just that. Playing in the Allsvenskan in Sweden, Cehlárik is on loan from his Elitserien squad to the rebuilding and fairly crappy Asplöven. The 90th overall selection currently leads his team with 4 goals and 10 points while being a +4 and leading in shots. He’s also the highest under-20 scorer in the league.

Buffalo Sabres :

 Rasmus Ristolainen : One of the seven who have made their NHL squads, Ristolainen has been playing primarily bottom-pairing minutes for the woeful Sabres. I still find that making the team alone is extremely impressive for the big Finn, especially when you consider that he has to not only get used to the advanced competition of the NHL, but also the North American ice and game style all at once. He’s had a few hits, a few shots and a few blocks. 

 Nikita Zadorov : The 16th overall selection was very impressive in the Sabres rookie camp and though injured to start the year will likely get his 9 games. I like the move because he always shows these hints that he has more offensive upside than he’s shown…much like another Knight Olli Maata, that is curbed by the Knights often deploying 4-5 forwards on the PP.

 JT Compher : The 35th overall selection who many thought would find his way into the first round after an excellent U18 performance and over a PPG USHL season fell to Buffalo. I don’t really get to see any College hockey, but he has two assists in two games for the University of Michigan. 

 Connor Hurley : The youngest player in the 2013 draft and one of the most raw is taking the long road to the NHL and moved from his Highschool to the USHL before he’ll begin his 3-4 year NCAA career. He has 3 goals and 7 points for the Muskegon Lumberjacks leading his team in both categories and sitting 11th overall in the scoring race. He’s also apparently shown a lot of physicality, despite his lanky frame (6’1 173lbs).

 Nicholas Baptiste : Many felt that he underachieved greatly in his draft year through frustrating inconsistencies. Yet the big winger had a great showing at the U18’s and it looked like he was ready to take the next step…and so far so good. Baptiste has 9 goals and 13 points in 9 games so far including a shorthanded tally. He’s in a tie for fourth in goal scoring.

 Gustav Possler : Last but certainly not least, the 130th overall selection has been the marvel of the Elitserien to start the year as the 18 year old just won’t stop scoring. He leads MODO in goals with 8 and points with 10 in 12 games, is fourth overall in the entire league for goal scoring and is the second highest U20 scorer behind only one other who will appear later on this list. Looking like a really good draft in general from Buffalo.

Calgary Flames :

 Sean Monahan : Monahan made the Flames out of camp and is making it hard for them to send him down. With 4 goals and 6 points he has come out of the gate roaring and the 19 year old has been a big part of the surprising early success in cow town. While you can point to the fact that he gets very few defensive zone starts and is dreadful at face-offs as the harsh criticism of Monahan…in reality should that be expected of him at only 19? I think not. 

 Émile Poirier : A lot of people were surprised he went as early as he did (22nd), yet I thought he would go around there after carrying the Olympiques in his draft year. He currently sits 9th overall in QMJHL scoring with 9 goals and 17 points in 10 games. He’s playing extremely physical as per usual and he’s been one of the best and most dangerous penalty killers in junior (2 SHG 1 SHA). His breakaway speed is fantastic and if he can generate that same speed when going through traffic he’s going to be a nightmare for defenders.

 Morgan Klimchuk : The last first rounder the Flames selected is also finding early success for the Regina Pats. 5 goals and 16 points in 10 games so far leads the team. 

Carolina Hurricanes :

 Elias Lindholm : The fifth overall selection made the Hurricanes, though unlike some of the other rookies he hasn’t been given much time to show what he has. With Staal and Staal ahead of him and a team trying desperately to get some playoff revenue, it’s understandable, though he scored his only goal of the season when given actual minutes. Oddly enough he has the highest face-off percentage of Canes over 30 draws taken with 48.4%.

Chicago Blackhawks :

 Ryan Hartman : The 30th overall selection from the Champions is the kind of guy the Blackhawks will need down the road with the functional toughness he provides. He’s played well on the rebuilding Whalers and has 6 goals and 11 points in 9 games. He’s been playing a lot of penalty killing minutes and he has also played some centre. 

Colorado Avalanche :

 Nathan MacKinnon : The first overall selection and looking just like it. MacKinnon has been a major part of the undefeated Avs success rolling out as their third line centre with PP time. That entire top-9 has been lethal and MacKinnon has provided speed and vision. He is tied for the team lead in points with 7 and trails only Hertl in rookie scoring.

 Chris Bigras : One of their last cuts and a guy who threatened to stick with the Avalanche through camp, Bigras has been playing very well in Owen Sound. The 32nd overall pick has 2 goals and 5 points in 8 games playing in all situations. Brendan Ross an OHL scout says he has been playing over 35 minutes a night…yikes.

Columbus Blue Jackets :

 Alexander Wennberg : The skilled Swede has had a good start, though his strong play has been overshadowed by two later picks from 2013…one being his teammate. He has 6 goals in 13 games so far playing on the second line. The interesting thing is he is back to playing his natural centre position, something he only did internationally as he was a winger against the stronger competition. He was a monster at the European Trophy tournament earlier in the year scoring 2 goals and 6 points in 7 games. 

 Kerby Rychel : The newly named captain of the Windsor Spitfires is scoring like a madman again this season after having consecutive 40+ goal seasons, he’s looking to add another…maybe 50 this time around. He has 7 goals and 16 points in 9 games and has been a terror on the PP using his one timer slapshot that is very reminiscent of Stamkos’ style. He’s tied for 5th overall in the OHL scoring race.

 Oliver Bjorkstrand : Bjorkstrand was highly sought after when he made it clear he was going to play in North America and a lot of people had him as a potential first rounder to start the year. He dropped as he had a so-so transition to the WHL…so-so meaning he scored only 31 goals…regardless expectations were high for the Dane and he fell to 89th. This season he’s off to a hot start on the less frightening Winterhawks as he sits 4th in the WHL in scoring with 11 goals and 19 points in just 9 games. The most impressive thing is that 3 of his goals have come shorthanded leading the WHL in SHGs. 

Dallas Stars :

 Valeri Nichushkin : I don’t want to be mean or anything ,but Nichushkin isn’t NHL ready. If he wasn’t prepared to board the first plane back to Russia if he was cut by Dallas he wouldn’t be on the squad. Asset management. Despite a strong pre-season performance Nichushkin has not played very well so far in the regular season having only one shot all season despite getting decent playing time. He was a healthy scratch last game. The one good thing to take away from his play though is that he is embracing physical play more than I ever saw in the KHL…something that could be frightening in a few years when he’s 6’4 230 and skates like speed skating champion.

Detroit Red Wings :

 Anthony Mantha : It wouldn't be a draft without scrambling to find which obscure player the Wings took and how he will be some kind of superstar. Mantha was the 20th overall selection and generally regarded as the best pure goal scorer in the draft. He had some issues, but nobody could fault him for that, especially after he was one of only three players to score over 50 goals in the CHL last season. He’s making an early bid for CHL Player of the Year as he has…well…16 goals and 28 points in…9 games. He leads in PP goals he leads in SH goals all he does is score goals. 

 Mattias Janmark : Drafted as an overager, the 20 year old Swede is dominating the Elitserien right now. He has 9 goals and 15 points in 13 games leading AIK in both categories. He sits at 5th overall in scoring and second in goal scoring. The soon to be 21 year old was an interesting pick…and it might payoff. 

Edmonton Oilers :

 Darnell Nurse : Known for his big body and defensive play, the hope is that Nurse can develop further his offensive game to round him out as an all-around threat. The captain of the Greyhounds has been impressive in his return to the OHL and has 7 points in 7 games including a PPG. He is apparently working hard on his shot, which is a major weakness…one of his only weaknesses actually. Looking good for the 7th overall selection.

 Bogdan Yakimov : The 6’4 behemoth has looked excellent on the second line of Neftekhimik Nizhnekamsk a small and relatively unknown team here in Russia. In 10 games he has 2 goals and 6 points. He is playing really well around the net, and he looks faster out there. He’s a lock in my opinion for the U20 team. Now if only he would hit more…

Florida Panthers :

 Aleksander Barkov : My personal favourite, man he’s going to be sick. Barkov has been pretty good so far for the up and down Panthers. He has 2 goals and 5 points in 7 games playing a lot of minutes. He became the youngest player to score a goal since Don Raleigh in 1943. Kevin Dineen has gone on record saying Barkov has been their best all-around player.

Los Angeles Kings :

 Valentin Zykov : Got off to a bit of a slow start so far in the QMJHL, the reigning CHL and QMJHL Rookie of the Year has just 5 goals and 11 points in 10 games. Not for lack of trying it would seem though as he’s been taking a lot of shots and playing hard. 

Minnesota Wild :

 Dylan Labbé : The 4th rounder has been strong offensively for Shawinigan and has 1 goal and 7 points in 9 games…he’s atrocious defensively though…well that whole team is so it isn’t all on him. Ya…not much else to say on the Wild’s picks, their top selection hasn’t played a game yet and the others aren’t worth mentioning.

Montréal Canadiens :

 Michael McCarron : Like a lot of American/International players making the jump to the CHL he’s struggling a bit early. He has 1 goal and 5 points in 7 games so far which isn’t very thrilling for the 25th overall selection…but his game isn’t really about that. He’s a physical monster out there and has been throwing big hits. If he can find his scoring touch he should be a good player…if he doesn’t…well he should still be a grinder.

 Artturi Lehkonen : The third ranked Finn in the 2013 draft fell to the Canadiens, mostly due to his size (5’10) as he’s an extremely skilled little bugger. He leads KalPa right now with 3 goals and 8 points in 11 games playing on a line with former NHLer Sami Kapanen (whose son and potential top-10 pick is on the team as well). He’s the top U20 scorer in the SM-liiga.

 Jérémy Grégoire : Falling all the way to the seventh round after a disappointing season, Grégoire has started the season on fire and sits second in the QMJHL in goal scoring with 12 in 10 games. The shift to wing seems to have really helped him focus on scoring instead of the responsibilities of being a centre. He’s getting a lot of his goals off the PP (5PPG’s second to Mantha) and on set pieces. 

Nashville Predators :

 Seth Jones : What can I say that hasn’t been said already? Averaging 23 minutes a night at 19 is quite sufficient. With Roman Josi injured he has really stepped up for the Preds and already we’re getting a glimpse of a future titan pairing in Weber-Jones. Kills penalties, plays on the PP…this kid does it all right now. He has a goal and 3 points in 6 games as well.

 Juuse Saros : The top ranked European Goalie in the draft and second ranked out of all goalies fell hard and far to the 99th selection and despite his talent and everybody talking about how good he is, including his heroic performance at the U18’s where he willed the Finns to Bronze capturing the Goalie of the Tournament honours, he has one flaw…he’s 5’10. Today’s NHL cringes at the thought of goalies under 6’1 and with good reason as just off the top of my head Halak is the only guy under 6’0 that is a starter and almost every elite goalie is 6’1+ (Rinne, Lundqvist, Rask, Quick etc). Saros is having a great season in the SM-liiga splitting starts for HPK. In 6 games he has a 1.84GAA and a .925sv%.

New Jersey Devils :

 Steve Santini : With the NCAA season just getting underway, there isn’t much to go on about the Devils first selection in the draft (42nd overall). He has a goal for Boston College which is nice, but his real game is being able to shutdown opponents. On the Silver Winning American U18 squad he won the Best Defenseman of the tournament as he shut down pretty much every team’s top line in the tournament and was giving the McDavid line trouble in the Gold Medal game. I really liked this pick and he has that Rob Scuderi vibe to him, a guy that can really complement players.

New York Islanders :

 Ryan Pulock : The Wheat Kings Captain is back to his usual offensive output since returning to the WHL. The man with the hardest shot in the 2013 draft has 3 goals and 8 points in 6 games 2 being PPG’s. His mature style of play is something the Islanders are really going to like down the road.

New York Rangers :

 Anthony Duclair : One of the big fallers in the draft after being a potential top-10 selection during his amazing rookie campaign, Duclair who is a frustratingly talented player is looking good again. He sits in sixth for goals scored with 8 and has 12 points leading the Remparts. He’s been playing a lot of special teams and has 3 PPG’s and 1 SHG. He’s still playing on the edge as a pest and he’s taken some dirty runs at players. He’s an interesting guy to watch as with his speed and just his style of play he’s an awful lot like Marchand.

Ottawa Senators : 

 Curtis Lazar : Lazar continues to showcase his shoot first attitude this season and has 6 goals and 11 points thus far. The two-way centre went 17th in the draft and will have a lot of expectations to replace St. Croix on the ever contending Oil Kings.

 Marcus Högberg : The lanky 6’5 goalie has gained the starting job for his Allsvenskan team Mora which is mighty impressive for an 18 year old. While he isn’t playing extremely well and has been overshadowed by Armalis his backup, he’s playing as well as one could hope for an 18 year old goalie in a men’s league. Just to give you a taste, there are no goalies in the Allsvenskan U20 other than him.

Philadelphia Flyers : 

 Samuel Morin : A bit of a surprise at 11, the 6’6 Morin impressed the Flyers enough with his offensive leap during the playoffs to gamble on him over some of the more “sure thing” defenders in that part of the draft. Morin is injured right now with a hand injury, but before that he had 2 goals and an assist in 5 games along with playing his physical brand of hockey. 

 Robert Hägg : If you’ve been following Bill Meltzer you will know Hägg’s season thus far. He’s been a bit up and down and still makes the odd mistake, but generally he’s been very strong for an 18 year old. He’s playing on the second pairing of MODO and has been on the PP. He has 3 assists in 12 games and is looking like a very good pick at 41 when most expected him to be in the late first round.

Phoenix Coyotes :

 Max Domi : I’ll keep this brief because I’m planning on doing a full write up on the Coyotes 2013 draft class. Domi was an inch away from making the Coyotes out of camp and played well next to Hanzal-Vrbata throughout the pre-season. He was however sent back…and he must have been pissed as he was suspended in his third game for a flying retaliatory elbow. He had two assists prior to that incident, and he’s expected to lead the star studded Knights to the Memorial Cup.

Pittsburgh Penguins :

 Tristan Jarry : After having the highest sv% in the WHL playing as the backup, Jarry is expected to carry the load for the Oil Kings. He hasn’t been great posting a 2.93GAA and a .888sv% and he’s one of the reasons why the Oil Kings are in second last in the Eastern Conference. It’s still too early to tell and goalies are always weird.

San Jose Sharks :

 Mirco Müller : The 18th overall selection has been strong again in the WHL providing his calming two-way game. He’s playing a lot of penalty kill time and despite not being an offensive defender he has 4 points in 8 games. Expect a big performance at the U20’s for the 6’4 Swiss. 

St. Louis Blues :

 William Carrier : Coming off a major injury Carrier hasn’t had the start he’d hope for. He has 3 goals and 11 points in 10 games for the Screaming Eagles. I expect him to pick up his game as the season progresses and he gets back into game shape…the good news is that the Eagles aren’t the worst team in the Q for once!

Tampa Bay Lightning :

 Jonathan Drouin : The third overall pick was sent back to junior, probably because that Lightning top-9 is fairly stacked as it is and with the great performances from their AHL players, those guys deserve a shot. He had 2 goals and 5 points in 4 games before getting injured with a groin injury. It isn’t an ideal start for the ultra-talented winger.

 Adam Erne : Their second round selection has had an interesting start as the Remparts have moved him to centre. The young power forward has 6 goals and 11 points in 9 games. His primary weakness of being too one way in his thinking is still a bit of an issue “skate fast, shoot from any angle, hit somebody…rinse repeat.” Yet the move to centre could be the cure for that.

Toronto Maple Leafs :

 Frédérik Gauthier : The 21st overall selection known for his defensive prowess and size (6’5) has had a bumpy start to the year. He has only 1 goal and 8 points in 10 games so far for Rimouski, the more worrying part being how poor he has been on the face-offs. A lot of expectations when you get selected that high without the offensive upside others have.

 Carter Verhaeghe : Whatever disappointment one has in the play of Gauthier, the opposite can be said about their third round selection. Verhaeghe has embraced his role as the top-line centre for Niagara and sits fourth in the OHL with 8 goals and 18 points in 9 games. He and 2014 fast rising star Brendan Perlini have formed one of the deadliest duos in the OHL. 

 Andreas Johnson : Fast…he’s really, really fast. Right now…he is THE steal of the draft. The 202nd overall selection has had an insane start to the season in the Elitserien. He sits 9th overall in scoring with 7 goals and 12 points in 13 games, the highest scoring U20 player in the league. He is just so freaking fast. I wonder how high he would have gone if he wasn’t 5’10?

Vancouver Canucks :

 Bo Horvat : With Domi suspended Horvat has had to run most of the Knights offense when waiting for his return. He has 9 points and 4 goals in 6 games right now. He came close to making the Canucks due to his two-way game and ability to play in any role, but the Canucks did the right thing and sent him back where he can bring the consistency of his offense to the level he had during the playoffs. 

 Hunter Shinkaruk : Of all the first rounder’s Shinkaruk was probably the biggest faller as he went from a top-10 pick guaranteed to 24th. He has only played 4 games but already has 3 goals and 7 assists. The interesting thing is he is being used heavily on the penalty kill, I assume where his speed will be a major asset. A lot of people feel he was a steal at 24, a general region where certain other smaller skilled forwards have gone and thrived (Eberle/Giroux).

 Anton Cederholm : The rugged defensive defender made the move to the WHL to advance his play and has been excellent so far for Portland. He’s known primarily as a shutdown defender who loves to hit (and he’s built for it to 6’2 214lbs). He has a goal and 5 points in 9 games which is just a bonus. 

Washington Capitals :

 André Burakovsky : The Austro-Swede made the move to the OHL to play on the soon to be insane Eerie Otters and has formed the top-line in the OHL with Himself-McDavid(2015)-Brown(Toronto). He has 6 goals and 12 points in 8 games and has made a good transition to the more physical OHL. He’s a very speedy player who scores a lot of goals on the rush.

Winnipeg Jets :

 Josh Morrissey : The 13th overall pick was named the captain of the Prince Albert Raiders and already has been impressive. He’s tied for second on his team in points with 11 behind only 2014 eligible Leon Draisaitl. He has 2 goals on the PP and 3 in total. He’s been playing 30 minutes a night and in all situations and it looks like the Jets have found a gem in their scouting staff with all the strong selections recently.

 Nic Petan : The diminutive forward who won the CHL Top Scorer Award is being slightly overshadowed by his linemate Bjorkstrand, but he is well on pace to challenge again for the scoring title. He has 5 goals and 18 points in 9 games. Those two have been explosive and with Leipsic back, they’ll form one of the nastiest lines in the CHL.

 Eric Comrie : Comrie was the fourth goalie to go in the 2013 draft, just near the end of the second round. He has been one of…if not the…best goalie in the WHL. He has started 11 games and has a 2.58GAA and a .926sv% for the poor Americans. He’s been carrying them.

 Thanks for reading.

Smith Struggles in 4-3 OT Loss
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The Coyotes lost 4-3 in overtime to the Sens and while I don’t really want to place all the blame in one corner…Mike Smith showed the signs of Smith I had hoped were behind him. That and the mismatch of Yandle-Schlemko against the Spezza line which caused so much havoc while OEL-Michalek were tasked (and did so fairly admirably) with shutting down the “de facto” first line of MacArthur-Turris-Ryan who had an excellent game despite going scoreless. Smith was fighting the puck all night long and his usual positioning style wasn’t there, he looked pretty lost. If you didn’t get to see the game, allow me to show you the prime example.

 Nine times out of ten Smith makes that play with ease, he’s a very strong puck handler for a goalie; in fact he’s one of the best left in the league with Brodeur, Fleury and Bernier being the others that carry on that tradition. I suppose it doesn’t help that Schlemko made the dumbest move he possibly could have, but I still feel this one is on Smith, he made the call to rush out and he bobbled it. 

 Even on the game winning goal…which was a beautiful slap pass by Methot, Smith wasn’t in position. I might be too hard on him for this game, but a simple slide and he saves it, the face plant flop gave him no chance. 

 Regardless of the worrying inconsistency of Mr. Smith, the Coyotes did come away with one important point and had in general a pretty solid game from most of the squad. I never really understood the argument that points now don’t matter as much as points down the stretch. The variables in hockey are always changing and you never know when somebody will get on a hot streak. Who will get injured? Does a team have a call-up ready for primetime? Who makes a splash at the trade deadline? The fact is points now are just as important and the Coyotes have done a pretty good job thus far accumulating them…which they’ll need considering the Sharks and Ducks look like world beaters right now.

The Good

 OEL-Michalek : Don’t really need to say much in regards to their play, they’ve been excellent on a consistent basis as a pairing. OEL’s slapshot that deflected off of Ribeiro was another show of how elusive he can be when finding shooting lanes. They did a good job keeping the red hot MacArthur-Turris-Ryan line off the board.

 Mike Ribeiro : Ribeiro scored his first goal on the PP by a deflection, yet the things I liked about his game had little to do with the goal…well sort of…he was in front of the net. It’s a novel concept I know, but when you stand in front of the goalie it’s harder for them to see…Simplicity! In all seriousness though, it was nice to see somebody other than Hanzal in front of the goalie on the PP and Ribeiro showing some versatility instead of just parking himself slightly askew from behind the net for one touch passes to the slot. He has also really impressed me with his face-off wins, something I was worried about as historically he’s been garbage at them. He won 57% of the draws which puts him at 53.2% on the season. He isn’t usually going up against the stiffest competition which is reserved for Vermette and Hanzal, but considering he’s usually around 46% throughout his career, a minor improvement is welcomed.

 Rob Klinkhammer : Scored another goal, showed a lot of hustle and was promoted to the third line. Must have felt good playing against his former team who gave him a few shots at their own fourth line. He now has 3 goals and 4 points in 7 games.

 Boedker-Hanzal-Vrbata : The line continued its strong play with all three registering another point on the Vrbata goal. 

 Jeff Halpern : He won 8 out of 9 face-offs in his first game as a Coyote

The Bad

 Jeff Halpern : Does not play hockey, he plays face-off simulator.

 Rostislav Klesla : He was having a “decent” game, emphasis on “decent” before Bobby Ryan elbowed him in the head causing him to leave for a while before coming back. It was pretty worrisome considering he’s coming off that concussion. There was no penalty on the play, though the real penalty was helping Schlemko get more ice-time.

 David Schlemko : Uggg….he’s not a top-four guy, why Tippett? Yandle-Schlemko is not a good pairing and major gaff aside; they just don’t work well together. I’m not sure why they didn’t play Yandle with Stone who had a very strong game again with the added minutes. 

 Mike Smith : Enough said…

Coyotes Three Stars :

 1. Oliver Ekman-Larsson

 2. Rob Klinkhammer

 3. Antoine Vermette

 Thanks for reading.

Three Game Winning Streak Goes Home
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Absence makes the heart grow fonder I’m told and sometimes that’s how it feels when you miss a few games and suddenly see that the team has seemingly fixed the problem areas and are now looking pretty good. 

 The Coyotes have had an interesting schedule so far and have ended their road journey in the East against the Senators tonight at home. The Coyotes were badly outplayed by the Sharks in their first away game being saved embarrassment by the excellent play of Mike Smith, then they were badly outplayed by the Islanders and fully confronted embarrassment which led to a player only meeting led by Shane Doan and Derek Morris. Since that “pep talk” (perhaps shitstorm is more appropriate) the Coyotes have won three straight on the road and have been getting excellent goaltending and solid efforts from throughout the lineup. It’s a bit of a Coyote under Tippett cliché, but this team really needs to be functioning as a team as a whole to succeed. From above-average goaltending, to solid play by at least four defensemen and hard working from all four lines. It’s just sort of how they are set up.

 "We've stabilized our game, for sure," coach Dave Tippett said. "When you go on the road for five games, your backs are against the wall. Winning three out of five road games is going in the right direction. Hopefully we can go home and keep playing the right way."

 The one thing that has changed is the penalty kill. Something that had sunk them in their two losses and something that would rear its ugly head at some point during the season with PK wunderkind Boyd Gordon gone. Here are how the PK numbers have worked out so far

 NYR 1/4

 SJ 2/4

 NYI 2/6

 DET 0/2

 PHI 0/4

 CAR 1/9

 Now just based off the numbers you can see a markedly larger difference in the penalty killing results since the sit down, yet there are factors that always go beyond the numbers. One is that Mikkel Boedker has been given some more penalty killing time, something I feel he really excels at, this gives Korpikoski a bit of a rest. Michael Stone entering the lineup fulltime gives another solid penalty killer who plays physical back there. Stone has been excellent since returning to the lineup after being scratched to start the year. Lastly Moss started the season pretty poorly and I think he was one of the players who was called out most heavily considering he’s a veteran. He’s starting to skate and work harder which is really all you can ask for on the penalty kill…he’s also won a few draws on the PK which is nice since Vermette can’t be on 24/7 and Hanzal has been garbage in that regard thus far. A strong penalty kill is one of the big foundations to a successful team especially a team that won’t be scoring 6 of their own on the power play. If they can maintain an 82-ish percentage on the penalty kill they should be alright.

 Just want to talk about a few individuals’ performances I’ve liked thus far in the season before getting into PHX-OTT.

Shane Doan : Started out slow and poor, something I fear will become more of a trend as he ages, yet he’s found the scoreboard at last and scored a goal and added an assist in the 5-3 win at Carolina. He’s still hitting hard and is playing decently in his own zone, but he has looked sluggish out there at times and hasn’t yet gotten the chemistry they must have hoped for with Ribeiro.

Mike Ribeiro : I’m still expecting a 60 point season from Ribeiro, something he’s done pretty much every year since entering the league and after looking lifeless and terrible in the first three games, he’s finally picking up his game. He has yet to have the kind of impact that was hoped for on the PP, but it’s still early in the season and he has made a few creative passes. Overall he hasn’t been good, but he’s playing a bit better so there are signs of hope.

Mikkel Boedker : Boedker was moved down to the “second line” with Hanzal and Vrbata and has since found his offensive game again. He has four points and two goals since the move and played very well against the Flyers despite going pointless. 

Martin Hanzal : Other than face-offs which are a mixed bag with him, Hanzal has been in my opinion the best forward for the Coyotes. Extremely physical, strong in all ends of the ice and bringing some surprising offensive production, it’s looking like he’s finally (fingers crossed) taking that next step to becoming a great two-way second line centre. Continuous minor injuries have derailed the past two seasons where he was looking like he was taking that step, so hopefully he can stay healthy, continue this strong play and avoid his trademarked “lower body injury.” He has 1 goal and 5 points in 6 games.

Rob Klinkhammer : I worried that the 11 points in 22 games last season was a bit of smoke and mirrors for the AHL journeyman, but he has kept it up and brought some excellent energy to the fourth line. He scored two goals in the game against Carolina and his tenacity on the forecheck caused a goal againsthe Rangers. He’s doing a lot with the little ice-time he’s given and it’s really nice to see. He hasn’t been as physical as last season would be my only criticism…if you can criticize a fourth liner with 3 points already?

Derek Morris and OEL : Both suffered from an “upper body injury” though OEL hasn’t missed a game, nor really skipped a beat. The same can be said about Morris, who in typical contract year status is having a great start to the year. He’s been playing well in his own end, something that has really been a testament to Morris who changed his game to fit in with the Coyotes after being primarily an offensive defender for most of his career. He has played physical and added some unexpected points leading the way with 5 so far (2 goals 3 assists). He hasn’t been given too many strenuous minutes, though he’s been playing more since coming back from his injury. As for OEL, he’s having a great start along with his partner Michalek. It’s too early to be shouting “Norris Trophy” nor is he likely to win it over more offensive producing defenders who get all the media attention…who vote for the award, yet he has been relatively rock steady and playing the hardest minutes out of there. It’s hard to believe he’s only 22. 

 Phoenix at Ottawa

 Lauri Korpikoski – Mike Ribeiro – Shane Doan

 Mikkel Boedker – Martin Hanzal – Radim Vrbata

 Rob Klinkhammer – Antoine Vermette – David Moss

 Paul Bissonnette – Kyle Chipchura – Tim Kennedy

 Oliver Ekman-Larsson – Zbynek Michalek

 Keith Yandle – Derek Morris

 Michael Stone – David Schlemko

 Mike Smith

 Is the expected lineup. With the team rolling and Stone getting so much PP time I would expect David Rundblad to sit again though there is the off chance that Tippett will give him a chance to play against his former team. Rostislav Klesla since returning from his concussion has simply put, not looked good at all, in fact he looked dreadful against the Flyers (only defender on the team who did) and against Detroit. I expect he’ll sit again with Schlemko having a strong performance against Carolina on the penalty kill…though you never know with Tippett.

 Lastly Jeff Halpern was signed to a two-way deal recently which prompted Brandon Yip to be sent back to the AHL through waivers. I really don’t understand why they want Halpern…well ok I understand it, I just think it’s stupid. Sure he can win a face-off or two, but he’s molasses slow and can’t keep up with the play, something that takes the shine off a “Penalty Killing Specialist.” Like guys like David Steckel and such who are extremely slow, useless in every regard outside of face-offs, his place in the NHL should be done, in today’s game you can’t be a pylon on the PK, just ask former Don Cherry mancrush Ryan Johnson. The only way this can work is if they sit Bissonnette and his 3 minutes a game and throw out Halpern for 3 minutes a game on that fourth line to win some draws against teams without anybody considered a fighter.

 The Sens are struggling right now losing four straight and will continue their long road trip where they have lost to three other Pacific squads. The two most consistent players for the Sens have been Clark MacArthur and Kyle Turris along with some amazing goaltending performances from Robin Lehner. Bobby Ryan is on a three game goal streak and four game point streak finding his game for the Sens and Ryan was great against the Coyotes last season for Anaheim posting 2 goals and 1 assist in the three games. Karlsson, Spezza and Michalek have all struggled, Spezza with an apparent injury, Michalek with apparent disinterest and Karlsson with a burden of massive expectations. 

 Thanks for reading.

Coyotes at Islanders
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Before I start on this next game against the intriguing Islanders, I want to go back and look a little at the San Jose game.

 The 4-1 score was extremely flattering as without Mike Smith it would be a blowout. Smith ended up stopping 47 of 50 shots and looks again to be in top form…Hertl’s second was a bit suspect. The Sharks were just cutting through them all night long, half the time through 3 players with amazing passes that might have been stopped had the Coyotes actually been moving their feet. I wasn’t surprised that they lost, the Sharks have destroyed them at home about 99% of the time and even against any opponent the Shark Tank is a very fortress-like environment. I expect a much better effort level and more importantly something needs to happen with that first PP unit and first line, they need to get things going. 

 Final thoughts on that game…the Sharks are dangerous, extremely dangerous. Their defense isn’t the greatest, but it doesn’t seem to matter since they control the puck and play so methodically. With a PP that can host Couture, Thornton, Marleau, Burns, Boyle, Pavelski and young Hertl…that’s just insane and it showed. Added to this they have Niemi who has been playing some phenomenal hockey since he arrived, I expect them to win the division. 

 So the Islanders…first things first, Derek Morris left the game against the Sharks and has been listed as day-to-day with an “upper body” injury. He did not practice on Monday and the speculation is that he will not be in against the Islanders. This leaves two veteran defenders out with Klesla being the other. Enter Michael Stone. Stone has been in my mind rather unfairly benched to start the year, most likely for the purpose of not having a bottom-pairing of Rundblad-Stone which has a total of 93 NHL games most of it being in sparring minutes and both being only 23, so he put the veteran Schlemko out there instead. Now he will be forced to play Stone, and probably with Yandle, a great chance to show that the very strong end to the season where he was playing 23+ minutes a night was a sign of things to come. 

 Last season the Coyotes were…to put it politely…garbage on the road at 7-10-7 and the aforementioned manhandling from the Sharks is an early warning bell of potential things to come. They will play the Islanders for the first time since January 7, 2012 where the Coyotes won 5-1. So not really much to go on in terms of predictions and matchups. 

 Obviously the biggest threat on the ice is Hart runner-up John Tavares now captain of the Islanders. Even if they don’t have that top-line really figured out yet with the revolving door of new right wingers (Parenteau, Boyes, Bailey), it’s dangerous because of Tavares. Other things to worry about are the human breakaway machine Grabner and his centre Nielsen. 

 For the Coyotes there aren’t expected to be many changes other than one of Stone or Summers coming in for Morris…it had better be Stone. Overall I’ve been extremely disappointed in the play of David Moss on that third line. While Lessio and Vermette have been skating hard and putting a lot of effort, Moss seems to be a step behind the play. I’m not even sure I like him on the penalty kill, especially over two guys who are skating so well right now in Klinkhammer and Boedker. Seriously taking Boedker off the PK is a mistake, I get that they want to get him out into more offensive situations, but his speed would really help. 

 This is the final game of Paul Bissonnette’s suspension and just by going by the ice-time and the interviews by Tippett Lucas Lessio will be the one staying and Chris Brown sent down to the AHL. He’s languishing on that fourth line.

 Expected lineup for the Coyotes :

 Lauri Korpikoski – Mike Ribeiro – Shane Doan

 Mikkel Boedker – Martin Hanzal – Radim Vrbata

 Lucas Lessio – Antoine Vermette – David Moss

 Rob Klinkhammer – Kyle Chipchura – Chris Brown

 Oliver Ekman-Larsson (Questionable with an upper-body injury) – Zbynek Michalek

 Keith Yandle – Michael Stone*

 David Rundblad – David Schlemko

 Mike Smith 

 Smith will almost certainly get the start with the strong start he’s having and the major time between games.

 Thanks for reading.

Phoenix Wins in Home Opener 4-1
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The Phoenix Coyotes win their home opener 4-1 against the New York Rangers. It’s always nice to get a win on opening night and it’s always nice to see at least in the short term some of ones fears alleviated. There was a lot of worry about how this team will score…outsiders guffawing about Radim Vrbata and his amazing play these past two seasons seemed to expect him to fall into obscurity, as well as the consistency of Mike Smith especially under the weight of his new massive contract and his chance to play for Canada. Overall I thought it was a pretty good game though sloppy at times…something I’ve noticed about the other NHL games I’ve seen so far, there’s still that air of pre-season going around it seems to me. The game was relatively close and hard fought until the third period, during that time the Rangers were really hard pressed to get out of their zone and the Coyotes really drove the play to them.

Some Thoughts : 

 Martin Hanzal and Radim Vrbata forming the Czech connection as they have these past three seasons is still a very strong 2nd line connection. I had just read an article where the Coyotes were pegged as bottom feeders due to their lack of scoring and that Vrbata was a nice story but he would never hit 25 goals again…well that’s as may be, but he certainly looks like he wants 30 again. Vrbata’s natural hat-trick was his first hat-trick since…well last season’s season ending game against the Ducks, an auspicious start to be sure. Hanzal was excellent, he’s been looking ready to bust out for a while yet continuous small injuries always seem to stop him…hopefully he can stay healthy. He was excellent on the draw something he really needs to pick up with Gordon gone and Ribeiro being brutal as a foregone conclusion. He was throwing some big hits and being a nuisance in front of the net...and yes you could easily have seen that as goaltender interference on the second Coyotes goal as Lundqvist was down and out just outside his crease with Hanzal standing practically on top of him. The one issue which is admittedly a small one is that I still feel that hole in the second line, I love Korpikoski…but I’m just not feeling him beside Hanzal-Vrbata. They need a better option, I just don’t know who or how they’ll manage that. As an aside Korpi it seems will see extremely limited PP time as Vermette is out there with Hanzal-Vrbata.

 Also fun to see two massive power forwards that...well...fight like geese go at it. It was a massive hit on Stepan made worse by the disparaging height differential. I'd call it a draw because both seemed worn out from long shifts and neither really did much.

 OEL was great again at both ends of the ice. I found that this experiment of OEL-Rundblad on the PP looks pretty sharp and gives another dynamic…wish Rundblad would shoot more but you can see his creativity and passing skills out there. That first unit of Boedker-Ribeiro-Doan-OEL-Rundblad was pretty dangerous despite not getting on the scoreboard. I do wonder if they will keep that going as Yandle is still the superior player to Rundblad as well as making the big bucks…I mean he did lead the entire team in points last season…so can they afford to keep him on the second unit the whole time? He’s great at 5vs5, but limiting his PP time just limits his ice-time.

 Mike Smith had a very good game in my opinion. He made two highlight reel saves (One in the first period and one on a breakaway in the third off J.T. Miller) and was generally strong in his net. Without a big year from him this team is not going far and I hate to say that they have all their eggs in one basket, but Greiss historically can’t handle more than 15 or so games and unlike some other teams with young netminder’s waiting in the system the Coyotes hopes for the future in net are still too young (Visentin 21, Lee 22). He made 23 stops on 24 shots and was named the second star of the night. 

 Nice to see Chipchura and that fourth line with Klinkhammer and Brown get a goal. Some really strong forechecking by Klinkhammer pretty much led to it. Chipchura has a knack for scoring random big goals and this one was pretty big. The more important part to his game though was his face-offs, Chipchura has been hovering around 48% his whole brief career in the NHL and like Hanzal he needs to step that part of his game up now that one of the best face-off men in the game is gone and one of the worst is replacing him (sorry Ribeiro but you’re brutal on the draw). He was 67% even though he only took 4 draws…still…improvement?! In the end I guess it isn’t too big of a deal when you have Vermette taking the vast majority of the defensive zone face-offs, and he’s one of the best in the game. Speaking of Brown, he fought Derek Dorsett in his first ever NHL fight.

 He was given the instigator as he went after Dorsett for what he felt was a deliberate trip on Smith. It was a pretty meh scrap all things considered and you have to give Dorsett the victory, Brown had one good shot then bring in the cuddle-mode. Obviously in the heat of the moment you see your goalie fall down and a guy underneath him you assume some foul play, but on the replay it obviously was unintentional.

 The first line was held off the scoreboard which was a bit disappointing especially because they seemed to play half the game. That doesn’t mean they played poorly because they didn’t, they had a few good looks on the PP and OEL sprang Doan in for a partial breakaway after a turnover created by Boedker that was fairly hilarious because of how slow Doan was leading to a slap shot instead of taking it to the net. If Ribeiro could win a draw this would probably be a more lethal unit on offensive zone starts, though they did look good off the rush. 

 All in all it was a pretty good game and I was very intrigued to see how the new look Rangers would play under Vigneault. I did notice that they were trying for more of a transition game than they had under Torts, though it’s still too early to be finding specific differences…outside of maybe not collapsing three men deep on the penalty kill. Missing their captain Ryan Callahan obviously hurts, as well as speedster Carl Hagelin, though I’m sure most Rangers fans won’t wave excuses, they want results and big things are expected from this team. 

 Thanks for reading. The Coyotes play next on Saturday against their long-time rivals the Sharks in their first away game. 

 Lastly congratulations to my favourite player from the 2013 draft Aleksander Barkov who became the youngest player to score an NHL goal since the expansion of 1967. Panthers fans, you'll love him I swear.

ISS Draft Rankings: Top 2014 duo holds steady, but plenty of movement among other prospects

By ISS

 October 14th, 2013 

Aaron Ekblad - Barrie Colts

Photo: Barrie Colts defenseman and top 2014 defensive prospect Aaron Ekblad has been a high profile prospect since entering the OHL, and he has so far lived up to the lofty expectations that come with the exceptional player label (courtesy of Terry Wilson/OHL Images)

While there is no change at the very top of the October edition of ISS Hockey's ranking of the top 30 2014 NHL Draft prospects, there is a fair amount of movement throughout most of the rest of this month's rankings.

Holding the top two slots again this month are Kootenay Ice center Sam Reinhart and Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad. After those two players, though, there is both upward and downward movement for most of the players in the 28 slots behind Reinhart and Ekblad.

Moving up three places to the third position on this list is Oshawa Generals forward Michael Dal Colle. Falling one position from the September rankings is the fourth-ranked prospect for October, Willie Nylander. Holding steady in the fifth slot is Nylander's fellow Swedish countryman, left wing Anton Karlsson.

Making the biggest jump in the rankings this month is Red Deer Rebels forward Connor Bleackley. Bleackley was ranked 27th in the September rankings but moved up to the 15th position in this month's rankings.

"Conner Bleackley is Red Deer's most dangerous offensive player and has clear leadership qualities”, says ISS Hockey Director of Scouting Dennis MacInnis. “He has a great pure release on his shot and knows how to place shots dangerously, but he can also be a good playmaker and a strong skater with good balance and shifty edge usage”.

The U.S. NTDP organization placed the most players in this month's rankings with three players making the list. The Kingston Frontenacs, Red Deer Rebels and Sarnia Sting placed two players apiece in this month's rankings.

Below is the top 30 draft prospects for October as ranked by ISS Hockey.

Rank

Player

Position

Birth

Shot

H

W

Team

League

Last Rank

1 Sam Reinhart C 11/6/95 R 6.01 186 Kootenay WHL 1 

2 Aaron Ekblad D 2/7/96 

R

 6.03.5 216 Barrie OHL 2 

3 Michael Dal Colle F 6/20/96 L 6.01.75 184 Oshawa OHL 6 

4 Willie Nylander F 5/1/96 R 5.11 169 Rogle SweAl 3 

5 Anton Karlsson LW 8/3/96 L 6.01.25 187 Frolunda SweJE 5 

6 Kaspari Kapanen RW 7/23/96 R 5.11 172 Kuopio FinE 9 

7 Oskar Lindblom RW 8/15/96 L 6.01.25 191 Brynas SweJE 7 

8 Roland McKeown RD 1/20/96 R 6.00.5 192 Kingston OHL 10 

9 Sam Bennett LW 6/20/96 L 6.00.25 178 Kingston OHL 12 

10 Leon Draisaitl C 10/27/95 L 6.00.5 199 Prince Albert WHL 14 

11 Nick Ritchie F 12/5/95 L 6.02.25 218 Peterborough OHL 13 

12 Jake Virtanen LW 8/17/96 R 6.00.75 208 Calgary WHL 4 

13 Blake Clarke F 1/24/96 L 6.01.25 218 North Bay OHL 8 

14 Jared McCann C 5/31/96 L 6.00.25 179 S.S. Marie OHL 15 

15 Connor Bleackley C/RW 7/2/96 R 6.00 196 Red Deer WHL 27 

16 Brendan Perlini LW 4/27/96 L 6.02.5 205 Niagara OHL NR 

17 Haydn Fleury LD 7/8/96 L 6.02.5 207 Red Deer WHL 21 

18 Brycen Martin LD 5/9/96 L 6.01.75 184 Swift Current WHL 18 

19 Ivan Barbashev F 12/14/95 L 6.00 181 Moncton QMJHL 11 

20 Adrian Kempe C 9/13/96 L 6.01.5 187 Modo SweJE 20 

21 Jacob Middleton LD 1/2/96 L 6.02.75 208 Ottawa OHL 17 

22 Jack Glover RD 5/17/96 R 6.02.75 173 USA Under-18 NTDP 22 

23 Alex Tuch RW 5/10/96 R 6.03.5 213 USA Under-18 NTDP NR 

24 Jakub Vrana RW 2/28/96 L 6.00 183 Linkoping SweE 16 

25 Nick Schmaltz RW 2/23/96 R 5.11.5 172 Green Bay USHL 23 

26 Josh Ho-Sang RW 1/22/96 R 5.11 160 Windsor OHL 26 

27 Nikolai Goldobin RW 10/7/95 L 5.11 165 Sarnia OHL 28 

28 Anthony Deangelo RD 10/24/95 R 5.10.75 175 Sarnia OHL NR 

29 Dylan Larkin LW 7/30/96 L 6.00.75 190 USA Under-18 NTDP NR 

30 Austin Poganski RW 2/16/96 R 6.01.25 198 Tri-City USHL NR 

2013 Ivan Hlinka: Swiss forward Fiala honing his game in Sweden

By Radoslav Vavrina

 August 16th, 2013 

Share this story

Kevin Fiala - HV71

Photo: HV71 forward and 2014 prospect Kevin Fiala is looking to continue the string of Swiss prospects chosen in the first round of the NHL Draft (courtesy of Andy Mueller/freshfocus)

Luca Sbisa, Nino Niederreiter, Sven Baertschi, Mirco Mueller. Since 2008, Switzerland has had more success in the first round of the NHL Draft than Slovakia or the Czech Republic, the two countries that hosted the annual Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament and two of the hockey nations generally regarded as being stronger than Switzerland. If this trend continues, the Swiss may well surpass those two nations.

Slovakia showed a subpar performance at this year's Ivan Hlinka and even though the Czechs kept the bronze medal in the country, the Swiss team might have been the number-one surprise of the tourney.

Their journey through the Cup resembled that of their older countrymen, the U20 Swiss national team players, at the 2013 U20 World Junior Championship. In both categories, the Swiss teams were incredibly difficult to beat. Stronger teams eventually found out that it was impossible to steal all three points from the Swiss. At the Ivan Hlinka, all three teams that beat them – Canada, the Czech Republic and Finland – only did so in the shootout, while Sweden lost all three points to the Swiss.

This relative success may indicate that there could be another Swiss player drafted in the first round of next year's NHL Draft. One of the candidates is skilled forward Kevin Fiala, a native of Uzwil, a small town in northeast Switzerland. Hailing from a hockey family, Fiala always found a way to play with older kids and keeps on doing that in Sweden. There, he's about to play for the junior team of one of the most successful organizations in the country, Jönköping's HV71.

Fiala is of Czech descent, and both he and his father Jan have dual citizenship – Swiss and Czech. After his father retired from playing hockey in the Swiss lower leagues, he became a youth hockey coach in Uzwil where he gave his then 11-year-old son the chance to play among 15-year-olds. Both progressed and in 2010, the 14-year-old Kevin transferred to Zürich SC, arguably one of country's top organizations for developing young guns.

There, he split his time between the U15 and U17 teams, almost maintaining a point-per-game average in the latter category. In 2011, the father-son tandem was reunited as Fiala's father became the assistant coach of the Under-17 team. Besides staying in that category, the team also gave Kevin a chance at the Under-20 level. Up there, he kept on proving what a talent he is, which brought attention from Sweden.

Appearing at the 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Cup helped get the flashy forward to Sweden, as well. Following a solid, three-goal performance at last year's tournament, the Malmö Redhawks recruited Fiala to play at the Under-20 level, and that's where he stayed. He didn't get lost in the SuperElit where the competition is huge – it's a usual transfer station for all Swedish prospects – so collecting 28 points in 33 regular season games as an underage, 16-year-old player was quite an accomplishment.

For example, Gabriel Landeskog had even less points-per-game when he was a 16-year-old in the SuperElit, but also had an opportunity to play among pros in the Swedish Elitserien. That's something Fiala is still waiting for, but before too long, the wait could be over. His first Swedish team, the Malmö Redhawks, play in the lower Allsvenskan, while his new team, HV71, is a top Elitserien organization.

Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson and New Jersey Devils prospect Mattias Tedenby both played for HV71 in Jönköping, with both players coming to the team as they started closing in on their NHL Draft year.

After his top-notch performance at the Ivan Hlinka this year, HV71 might also give him a shot at pro hockey. And since they're one of the organizations participating in the European Trophy, that might be where Fiala gets the chance to start his pro career.

It is no surprise that Fiala wants to be a first-round pick. He plays like a first-round prospect and is technically superior to defensemen of his age. Sometimes too reckless with the puck, he needs to work on keeping the game in his control, even at high speed. At 5-foot-9 and 165 pounds, it might be a good thing he's mostly concentrating on technical rather than physical hockey.

While his shot is a goaltender's nightmare, Fiala also shows good skating abilities and great vision. He's also responsible defensively and plays with confidence. If Fiala has a good season in the SuperElit or even the Elitserien, expect him to be picked late in the first round. There is definite potential for Fiala to become a first-line forward in the NHL, but he currently seems more of a fit as an elite and fast third-liner, used on the penalty kill and similar situations, along the lines of Michael Frolík during the Blackhawks run to the Stanley Cup last season.

Hockey's Future spoke with Kevin Fiala following a team practice at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Cup in Břeclav, Czech Republic.

Hockey's Future: Kevin, this is a big tournament, what's the feeling of playing in it?

Kevin Fiala: It feels really good, we played good games with all our group stage opponents. Too bad we lost twice. I feel we were better in the two games.

HF: You play in Sweden, why did you decide to go there?

KF: In my opinion, hockey in Sweden is better organized than in Switzerland. I wanted to leave my country and learn some new stuff and learn it a different way. So far I've been satisfied.

HF: How would you describe your style of play?

KF: I'm a technical forward and I'm very offensive. I need to work on the defensive side of my game to become a complete player.

HF: You're eligible for the upcoming 2014 NHL Entry Draft. What are your expectations?

KF: I'd like to be drafted in the first round.

HF: If that happens, you might consider going overseas just like many of your countrymen to get a better feel for North American style of hockey…

KF: I have thought about it already, but I won't. I believe I can practice better in Sweden so I will stay there.

Follow Radoslav Vavrina on Twitter via @RadoslavVavrina
 BRECLAV, Czech Republic – There will be no shortage of international tournament experience in the host’s locker room. Having represented Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic for nearly two decades, Milan Hnilicka is a valuable source of information for all players on the Czech U18 team currently active at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Cup.

After an upbeat performance season that saw the hosts post a memorable victory over Russia and finishing fourth last year, the General Manager duties this year were passed over to Milan Hnilicka.

By accepting that position, the former goalkeeper continued his close ties to the red-and-white jersey of the Czech Republic. Having already represented his country in several junior tournaments, he first got his name in the books when he participated in the 1990 IIHF U18 European Championship in Sweden. It turned out to be start of a bright international career in which he was an undisputed selection between the pipes of the men’s national team until the 2008 IIHF World Championship.

The spell has been well decorated as well with Olympic gold in 1998 as the absolute highlight. Other than that the list is long and colourful with three World Championship gold medals and 12 medals in total. On top of that he was named Best Goalkeeper at the 2001 IIHF World Championship.

After Hnilicka hung up his skates in 2009, it didn’t take long before he was approached for an off-ice job. He led BK Mlada Boleslav as Sports Manager for two seasons before the national team appealed to him once again. Last year he managed the U17 selections and now he is active in Breclav where the best Czech players born in 1996 and 1997 are presenting themselves to the world.

“Tournaments like these are extremely important for these young lads,” Hnilicka told IIHF.com. “They provide a tremendous experience that these players do not get during regular-season play. They will also play against very good opposition with teams like Canada and Sweden.”

Asked about his time representing the U18 national team, Hnilicka fondly remembered those days: “It’s a long time ago, but I do still have good memories about that time. We played in front of a full house here and were successful. It was an emotional few days for sure.”

When the time allows for it, Hnilicka doesn’t mind picking up the occasional conversation with the players to share experiences.

“Of course I’ve been with the national team for quite some time so I can pass some lessons,” he said. “One thing is that I’ve always felt pride whenever I put on the national team jersey. Over here you are not just representing your country but you also play in a tournament named after Ivan Hlinka, a person who means a lot for Czech hockey and is still very respected.”

Milan Hnilicka makes a save in the quarter-final game between the Czech Republic and Sweden at the 2008 IIHF World Championship. Photo: Matthew Manor / HHOF-IIHF Images

Although Breclav has been excellent hosts since 2002 (apart from 2007 to 2009 when they didn’t host), Canada was not to hand out any presents in their tournament opening game against the Czech Republic. The 4-0 defeat, however, did not demoralise Hnilicka.

“Canada is a really good team. We started quite well but were unlucky to concede two late goals in the first period. In total we lost by three power-play goals and a penalty shot.”

That result and the Swiss victory over Sweden on the opening day meant that yesterday’s game between the Czech Republic and Switzerland was already vital to keep up any medal hopes for Hnilicka’s team.

“To some the Swiss result comes as a surprise but not to me,” the GM acknowledged. “During the past 10 years, Switzerland has been really improving which shows in international results. They can no longer be underestimated.”

Heading into the crucial game, the game plan remains unchanged.

“We want to play our own system and do not adapt to our opponents. We like to play an active, attractive game and don’t want to sit back and play counter-attack hockey. Against Canada we were pushed back but I’m confident we can be successful.”

Less than fourteen minutes played in the game against Switzerland even the confident General Manager must have been feeling at unease in the stands. Still boosted by their victory on Day 1, Switzerland hit the ice with full momentum and took a 3-0 lead to stun the home crowd.

First Noele Trisconi found himself at the right spot to fire home a rebound before Damien Rat doubled the lead at 13:41. Paralyzed by that goal, the Czechs immediately suffered another blow when Denis Malgin set up Kevin Fiala in the slot, who rifled the puck into the top corner just 15 seconds later.

Czech coach Jakub Petr was forced to call for a time-out and a goaltender change. Having been on both ends of such a goaltending change himself throughout his career, Hnilicka knows the effect such a move can have on a team.

The stoppage of play had the Czechs back on their feet and they cut the deficit back to two when Jakub Vrana opened the scoring for the home team midway through the game and the crowd was getting behind the team. Goalie Vit Vanecek, who was brought in for Jan Pechek, made the necessary saves and the momentum started to shift.

Nevertheless, Switzerland seemed to be in control in taking their second victory until a minute of magic in Breclav occurred. With the clock having signalled the final minute of the game and the Czechs being short-handed after a delay-of-game penalty, Pavel Jenys watched a wrist shot end up in the net to set a frantic finish to the game.

Jakub Petr decided to pull his goaltender to even up the number of skaters on the ice in an all-or-nothing effort. The Swiss became nervous. With the puck in their own zone they failed to clear the puck and Filip Pyrochta scored the Czechs’ second shorthanded goal wristing home the equalizer with 23 seconds left in regulation time; 3-3.

Overtime had both teams play cautious and penalty shots had to decide about the winner. Jakub Vrana scored on the first Czech effort and for the first time in the game Switzerland was trailing. It was a deficit they didn’t recover from. The Swiss failed on two penalty shots of their own before Vaclav Karabacek scored via the goal post.

The Czechs stuck to their game plan and it paid off. They are still in a position to play for a medal but in order to do that they will have to beat Sweden today, while Switzerland will have to recover mentally from this loss before facing Canada.

To make it worse for the Swiss, Canada will also need points from this game to make the semi-finals since they surprisingly lost to Sweden, 4-3, in a physical contest on Tuesday.

Jared McCann gave Canada the lead early on, but Sweden came back strong with three unanswered goals. Robin Kovacs equalised quickly for Tre Kronor after which Kevin Elgestål extended the lead. Sam Bennett and William Nylander exchanged early third-period goals before an unlucky turn of events saw Jake Virtanen crash into Swedish netminder Jesper Eriksson. The goaltender was taken off the ice on a stretcher and eventually brought to hospital.

Spencer Watson brought Canada back to 4-3 with a power-play goal on Linus Söderström, who took over in net for Sweden. It was all Canada was going to get, also because any hopes of a late comeback where thwarted when Brendan Lemieux received a major penalty for kneeing late in the game.

Switzerland now leads the group with 4 points, followed by Sweden and Canada with three points a piece. Although ranked fourth and last, the Czechs are anything but out with the two points earned against the Swiss. A regulation-time win over Sweden would see them qualify for the semi-finals.

Finland impressed the crowd in Piestany in Group B. The team outclassed Slovakia and convincingly posted their second victory of the tournament defeating the home side 5-1.

The other game in the group saw Team USA beat Russia by a score of 4-2. The Russians had their fair share of chances but were denied by a brilliant Alex Nedeljkovic in the U.S. net. The game MVP turned away 32 saves for the Americans who now sit in second place behind Finland.
Barbashev Ehlers and tops the list in the QMJHL

Views: 8800 0 votes

Stéphane Leroux Category: QMJHL 

The old season is a little over a month and already we can make an initial picture of the situation in hopes of the QMJHL . We will try, during the season, to follow the evolution of eligible draft pick in the 2014 National League to be held in June in Philadelphia players.

For the first statement I used the games I attended, but a question of having a better picture, I contacted four recruiters NHL assigned to the QMJHL . Matter of keeping a level of confidentiality, I will not reveal the names of them.

Topping the list is found, and it is unanimous among recruiters surveyed, the big Russian forward Ivan Barbashev Moncton Wildcats. In his second season with the team in New Brunswick, Barbashev has scored 18 points in 14 games and more you look the more you realize that even if he plays Russian as a North American, there few weeks I even saw him throw the gloves during a game in Boisbriand and must admit it is very well drawn.

Last year, Valentin Zykov came out of nowhere to become the hope of leading the Drakkar. This year, the one who finds a bit in the same situation, is the Dane Nikolaj Ehlers Halifax Mooseheads. Rookie 17, Ehlers collected so far 13 points in 14 games and recruiters seem to think it has the potential for top-50 draft pick in the next NHL .

Among the other hopefuls mentioned preliminarily found attackers Clark Bishop Screaming Eagles, Julien Nantel and Francis Perron Huskies Daniel Audette of Phoenix Shebrooke and Nicolas Aubé-Kubel of Drillers. At the rear, the name most often mentioned is that of Alexis Vanier Drakkar, which already has 12 points in 13 games his record that he had not been collected as 8 last year throughout the season. Russian Nikita Lyamkin of Chicoutimi is in the eyes of recruiters, but has not yet demonstrated that it could be a rear impact.

In goalies we talk a lot about Mason McDonald Titan Alex Office Screaming Eagles and Julio Billia of Chicoutimi, but in this case, the template scares some teams NHL .

Ivan Barbashev and Nikolaj Ehlers

The disappointment of this initial survey is the attacker Alexis Pepin of Charlottetown Islanders. Three of the four recruiters interviewed told me to very nearly, it was not too noticeable in games where they watched. Pépin has everything it takes to succeed, but so far in the eyes of some, it is still in the starting blocks. He has one goal in 12 games and its ratio of -6, a team that has had great success, leaving many puzzled.

Speaking of hope, the Halifax Mooseheads will be without forward Ryan Falkenham for the rest of the season that he will undergo surgery to both hips. Falkenham, a native of Halifax, began its third season on the circuit. It is a heavy loss for the formation of Dominique Ducharme

So consider Barbashev and Ehlers are currently the two best hopes of the QMJHL ... wait a few games to make a numbered list of the following, but in mid-November, we will have a better idea when all the teams have twenty games cheek.

Junior hockey fans - What is your preliminary list?
Olivier Leblanc. 

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

sagat sam said ...

Could it be Alexis Pepin have difficulty controlling her weight? 

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

peton_1 said ...

I agree with the first draft auquellle I add Karabacek Gatineau.Bonne of vision, quick hands, good decision, Still moving, 

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

charles decked said ...

I saw Barbashev played in Quebec City and I was impressed with the young. It was by far the best player of his team on the ice.

Working for the weekend 10/20

October 20th, 2013

0 Comments

Let’s wrap up a three-wins-in-three-days weekend for the WBS Penguins.

– Today, it was the Brian Gibbons show. He had two goals and two assists, including the set-up on Brendan Mikkelson’s game winner 22 seconds into overtime in a 4-3 win over Manchester.

Gibbons has been nothing short of short of sensational this season. He has multiple points in four of six games this season and is tied for second in the league in scoring with 11 points, one back of Toronto’s T.J. Brennan.

In the first period, Gibbons scored a funky power-play goal when he took a pass off the end boards near the left post below the goal line and flicked an airborne, behind-the-back backhand pass toward Nick Drazenovic in the slot. It hit goalie Jean-Francois Berube and banked in instead.

In the second period, Gibbons stepped out of the penalty box where he served a tripping minor, took a pass from Mike Carman and found Andrew Ebbett streaking down the middle for a goal.

In the third, Carman forced a turnover on the forecheck and buried it from it front.

In overtime, Jayson Megna poked a puck out of his defensive zone toward the red line along the left wall. Gibbons won a race to the puck, took off on a 2-on-1 and fed Mikkelson for a one-timer from the right side.

– Yesterday, it was the Tom Kuhnhackl show. He scored two third-period goals, including the winner with 40 seconds left, in a 3-2 victory over Worcester.

It seems like the Penguins struggled early with the forecheck of a Worcester team that is physical and was playing its home opener. They came on later, however, and won it in the third period as they have done several times this season. They’re outscoring their opponents 15-4 in the third this season.

– That leaves the Penguins 6-0 for the season. Springfield, at 5-0, is the only other undefeated team in the league. Check back for the next update Tuesday, when they’re set to resume practice.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 6, Adirondack 3 10/18

October 18th, 2013

4 Comments

Coming into Friday’s game, the WBS Penguins had lost Chris Conner and Harry Zolnierczyk to call-up since they last played. Those are two good, experienced wingers who combined to score six of the team’s first 14 goals in three games.

Surprisingly, they weren’t missed a bit as the Penguins routed Adirondack 6-3. Paul Thompson slotted into Conner’s spot on a line with Jayson Megna and Brian Gibbons and they were dynamite. Guys like Adam Payerl and Dominik Uher got more ice time and produced. The Penguins have scored 20 goals in their first four games, which I’m not sure anyone would have predicted.

The first five minutes were a pivotal point in the game. The Penguins won their first three games primarily with strong third periods. They came out flying this time, skating, hitting and creating scoring chances. Gibbons made a steal while lying on his stomach and set up Megna for a goal and the Penguins were off and running.

Adirondack made a stand, however. Steven Delisle fought Payerl, stopping the momentum a bit. Bruno Gervais then scored on a bomb of a shot from the right wing to tie the score 1-1.

The Penguins answered right back, though, taking the lead for good. Uher flew up the right wing and made a backhand pass to Tom Kuhnhackl as he drove to the net for a goal.

The Penguins scored twice in the first 10 minutes of the second period, and when Uher cranked up a shot from the left circle and scored to make it 5-2 late in the second, that was pretty much your ballgame.

Gibbons and Megna are quite an interesting pair. They showed great chemistry last year, especially on the penalty kill,  but more often than not, the scoring chances they created didn’t turn into goals.

Both guys have track records as pretty good scorers, however, and now they’re showing it. Gibbons is tied for third in the league in scoring with seven points and Megna has four points in four games. As coach John Hynes said after the game, they’re driving the bus offensively. I don’t know if anyone would have predicted that either.

The Penguins are in Worcester tomorrow night and Manchester on Sunday and I’ll be on another assignment, so updates might be a bit less thorough than usual the next two days. I’ll be around, though. Leave a comment or catch me on Twitter (@CVBombulie) if you’d like.

Bye for now,

jb
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McGrath’s Wheelhouse 10/17

October 17th, 2013

0 Comments

First off, the Wheeling Nailers announced their opening-night roster, and Shavertown’s Patrick McGrath is on it.

It’s not a surprise. McGrath is fearless, physical and is still only 20. He’s just starting to hit his potential. And he had a goal and three fight majors in exhibition play for the Nailers. But there were a lot of good players in camp, and you never know what can happen, so it’s a significant achievement for McGrath to find his name on the list.

Defenseman Alex Velischek, a one-time Pittsburgh draft pick, for example, didn’t make the roster, which is a pretty good indication of the depth in Wheeling.

Here’s a clip of one of McGrath’s exhibition tilts. It’s against Kaleigh Shrock, who squared off with Zach Sill in a memorable exhibition-game bout a few years ago.

 As for the WBS Pens, they practiced this morning at Coal Street in preparation for their first three-in-three weekend of the year.

Judging by line combinations during drills, it looks like Bobby Farnham will make his season debut, playing on the fourth line with Zach Sill and PL3, and Adam Payerl will move up to the wing spot vacated by the call-up of Harry Zolnierczyk, playing with Andrew Ebbett and Tom Kuhnhackl.

It looks, therefore, like Paul Thompson hasn’t worked his way back into the lineup yet after sitting last weekend as a healthy scratch. Coach John Hynes said Thompson is like any other player who finds himself out of the lineup. He has to show the coaching staff in practice that he should be one of the 12 forwards getting a jersey on game day. Sometimes, when there are lots of call-ups and injuries, that’s an easy thing to do. Other times, like now when the Penguins have 14 healthy forwards, it’s more difficult.

I was having some problems approving comments for the last little while. Sorry about that. It’s fixed now. To answer Jake, the way I understand it, Zolnierczyk doesn’t have to clear waivers if he is sent down within 10 games or 30 days of the last time he cleared waivers. At this point, it all depends on how long he stays up.

Bye for now,

jb
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The first call-up 10/15

October 15th, 2013

2 Comments

There’s an old saying about success having many fathers and failure being an orphan. It kind of applies to the decision the Pittsburgh Penguins had to make when they made Harry Zolnierczyk the first WBS call-up of the season today.

WBS has been off to a pretty sizzling start, going 3-0 and outscoring opponents 10-1 in the third period of those games. A situation like that tends to present players in a better light, so I’d say there were literally seven forwards who could have been promoted today — Zolnierczyk, Chris Conner, Brian Gibbons, Jayson Megna, Zach Sill, Nick Drazenovic and Andrew Ebbett.

Coach John Hynes said it came down to a very specific set of criteria. Basically, Pittsburgh wanted a third-line right wing to play with Dustin Jeffrey and Brandon Sutter. Zolnierczyk can play both wings — he played primarily on the left in the opener in Bridgeport and then the right the next two games — and he has a prototypical third-line skill set. He’s got the skill and the skating ability to keep up with Sutter and also a good dose of physicality that coaches often like in their bottom six forwards. So the job is his.

The call-up isn’t good news for WBS — after all, Zolnierczyk did have three goals in three games — but it’s not terrible news either. If he stays up through this weekend, it will give one of the three healthy forwards scratched last weekend — Paul Thompson, Bobby Farnham and Mike Carman — an opportunity to get in the lineup.

Peter Mannino will also get an opportunity to get in the lineup this weekend. With the Penguins playing three games in three nights with a healthy bit of bus travel in between (home Friday, at Worcester on Saturday and at Manchester on Sunday), Hynes said he would use two goalies. He said Eric Hartzell’s injury isn’t a long-term one, but it will keep him out another week, so the tandem will be Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and Mannino.

Taking a look at what I’m working on this week, you can read all about the call-up decision online and in the paper tomorrow. On Thursday, I’ll take a look at Deslauriers and how he’s taken over the No. 1 goalie role after not being in that spot for two seasons.

On Sunday, I’ll have a closer look at Drazenovic, who could become a really important player for the WBS this season, and the return of the Quiz for the Cup trivia competition. Each week, I’ll ask a Penguins player eight trivia questions especially designed for him. The first contestant is Brendan Mikkelson. I’ll also have a feature I’m calling Six Degrees of Jan Fadrny, which should be a lot of fun.

Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing ServicesShare|Share on facebookShare on twitterShare on emailShare on print

Author: jbombulie
Categories: Uncategorized
Tags: 


WBS 6, Syracuse 3 10/13

October 13th, 2013

5 Comments

You know how high school football players put four fingers in the air at the end of the third quarter to indicate that the fourth quarter is theirs? Maybe the WBS Penguins should start doing that, minus one finger, of course.

Five Penguins scored third-period goals tonight, turning a 2-1 deficit into a 6-3 win over the Syracuse Crunch. Through three games, the Penguins have outscored their opponents 10-1 in the third period.

The first two games, the Penguins were tied after two and pulled away for a win. This time, they trailed, but Tom Kostopoulos made sure that didn’t last long. He tipped in a Brendan Mikkelson power-play point shot for his second goal of the game at the 55-second mark to make it 2-2.

Syracuse’s Cedric Paquette earned a boarding major for a hit on Nick D’Agostino a few minutes later, and the Penguins capitalized to take the lead for good. Nick Drazenovic scored his first goal as a Penguin when he carried the puck out of the right-wing corner and fired a shot past goalie Riku Helenius.

Jayson Megna scored on a shorthanded breakaway to make it 4-2, Harry Zolnierczyk pounced on a rebound on the power play to make it 5-3 and Dominik Uher tacked on an empty netter.

I think it’s safe to say Syracuse outplayed the Penguins in the first two periods, but goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers kept it close. He made nine saves in the first period to make a Kostopoulos power-play tip in stand up in the first, but more importantly, he got whistles when his young D corps needed them. To me, that’s the sign of a good veteran goalie. I always remember how good Frederic Cassivi was at that in his later days with Hershey.

The Crunch outshot the Penguins 13-4 in the second period and got two goals to take a 2-1 lead, but again, Deslauriers kept it close. He’s been as good as anyone could have expected through three games.

Add that all up and you’ve got the third 3-0 start in franchise history. The first two, in 2005-06 and 2010-11, turned into 9-0 starts.

The Penguins are scheduled to return to practice Tuesday, so check back for the next blog update then.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Hershey 1 10/12

October 12th, 2013

1 Comment

For those of you who were in attendance at tonight’s 15th WBS home opener but didn’t make the trip to Bridgeport for the season opener last weekend, see what I mean about team speed?

With the score tied 1-1 in the third period, Brian Gibbons picked off a Tomas Kundratek pass at the blue line, flew up the ice and dropped a pass for Chris Conner, who lifted a backhand past goalie David Leggio to send the Penguins to a 3-1 win over Hershey.

(EDIT: I added the highlights here so you can see the play I’m talking about. It starts at about :50, but the whole package is only 1:51, so you might as well watch the whole thing.)

By the time Gibbons got to the net, he had a step on Kundratek. He could have got a shot off. Instead, he faked a shot and dropped a pass to Conner, who was right behind them. It was a gutsy play. If the pass doesn’t connect, Gibbons might have found his butt nailed to the bench.

Conner said he noticed Gibbons look over his shoulder as he approached the net, so he knew to be ready for the pass. Gibbons said he was pretty sure “C.C. would be right up our (backsides),” so he felt safe making the pass. It turned out to be the perfect play at the right time, and Conner finished for his second third-period tie-breaking goal in as many games.

I asked Conner if he’s enjoying playing with Gibbons and Jayson Megna, since it’s probably rare for him to play alongside players who are as fast as he is. “Yeah, it’s nice to play with guys who are almost as fast as me,” Conner joked.

Gibbons said he was used to it, having played with Cam Atkinson and Nathan Gerbe in college, little guys who can fly.

A Gibbons drop pass also set up the first WBS goal, though this one was a little more conventional. He flew up the right wing shorthanded and left a puck for Megna at the top of the right circle, then zipped over to the left post. Megna hit him for a tap-in.

Zach Sill added an insurance goal with 1:13 left, finishing off a Dominik Uher pass after a successful forecheck by the Czech forward.

There will probably be games where the Penguins don’t get the odd-man rushes they’ve used to break ties in the third period of their first two games. There will probably be times where they don’t finish those chances either, thanks to a hot goalie or something. But if the Penguins are to have success this year, and I think they probably will, it will look a lot like this, with their speed forcing opponents into mistakes.

On the personnel front, RW Adam Payerl made his debut after being scratched for the opener, playing primarily on the fourth line with LW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and C Zach Sill. RW Paul Thompson was scratched to make room. Not an easy lineup to crack right now. Also, D Brian Dumoulin made his season debut after a camp injury. D Reid McNeill was scratched to make room, leaving rookie Nick D’Agostino as the sixth D.

More after tomorrow’s game at Syracuse. Bye for now,

jb
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Return of Farnham 10/10

October 10th, 2013

4 Comments

Bobby Farnham practiced in a red, no-contact jersey this morning at Coal Street, but coach John Hynes said afterwards that the second-year agitator is good to go for this weekend.

That could make for some interesting times for Hershey and Syracuse.

Farnham, under normal circumstances, plays like he’s just been let out of a cage. Imagine what he’ll be like after being sidelined nearly a month since suffering a lower-body injury in an NHL exhibition game Sept. 16 in Columbus.

“Farny’s going for a hat trick this weekend – Rechlicz, Neilson and Wellar,” teammate Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond joked after practice.

“I don’t know about that,” Farnham replied.

Farnham did say that when he returns to the lineup, he doesn’t want to go 80 or 85 percent. He wants to go “full bore.” Farnham at full bore is a handful for any opponent to deal with.

Other notes:

– Video coordinator Samson Lee filled in as the second goalie for the second straight day with Eric Hartzell out. Lee’s spot will soon be taken by Peter Mannino, who stopped 21-of-22 shots in an ECHL exhibition game in Wheeling last night. Hynes said Mannino will join the Penguins this weekend.

– Something I’ll be keeping an eye on this weekend: Power-play ice time. Everyone knows that veterans like Chris Conner, Andrew Ebbett, Brendan Mikkelson and Nick Drazenovic are going to see power-play time this season. What I’m curious to see is which young players are used in those spots and which take the opportunity and run with it. Tom Kuhnhackl, on the first unit today at practice, and  Dominik Uher, on the second unit, will get the first cracks at it.

– Check out my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook online and in the paper tomorrow for a Wyatt Smith reference. I know you guys love those.

– Also included are some thoughts from Leblond on the new rule that assesses an extra unsportsmanlike conduct minor to a player who voluntarily removes his own helmet before a fight. To sum up, Leblond said he’s all for trying to prevent fighters from hitting their heads on the ice during an altercation, but he’s not sure the rule is going to have its intended consequence.

Bye for now,

jb
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Shake it up 10/9

October 9th, 2013

1 Comment

Just as quickly as the goaltending situation shook out, it’s been shaken back up again.

Eric Hartzell didn’t practice today with an undisclosed injury. Coach John Hynes said he’s day to day. He also said the Penguins plan to see how things go for Peter Mannino in an exhibition game for Wheeling tonight, and if all goes well, he’ll be called up while Hartzell is out.

I’m really anxious to see Hartzell play a real pro game. He seems like he has a little swagger to his game, and I want to see if that will work to his benefit or detriment once the games count. Looks like we’ll have to wait for that one.

Nick Drazenovic had the day off for maintenance. Hynes said he is expected back this weekend. Peter Merth will be out this weekend with an injury and will be reevaluated next week, so the battle for the sixth D spot on Saturday is down to Nick D’Agostino and Reid McNeill.

One note to add to yesterday’s about the D corps now that Brian Dumoulin seems on track to return to the lineup. The team’s top seven D average 6-3, 206. The smallest is Philip Samuelsson, and he isn’t small at 6-2, 194. Five of the seven — Simon Despres, Scott Harrington, Brendan Mikkelson, Nick D’Agostino and Dumoulin — are pretty good puck movers too. The potential for this D group, as long as it stays together — and the growing groundswell for 19-year-old Olli Maatta to stick in Pittsburgh increases the chances it will stay together — is really high.

One other thing I’ve been thinking about as WBS prepares for its home opener on Saturday and a playoff baseball game of some import is being contested tonight: Home-field advantage.

According to a Freakonomics post from about two years ago, here are the winning percentages of home teams in the four North American major league sports:

1. NBA 60.5 percent

 2. NFL 57.3 percent

 3. NHL 55.7 percent

 4. MLB 53.9 percent

I would have probably predicted the exact opposite order. In baseball, the home team bats last, which is a significant strategical advantage. In hockey, home teams gets last change, another advantage. There are no corresponding advantages built into the rules in basketball and football that I know of.

So how can you make sense of this list? I think Penguins broadcaster Mike O’Brien hit the nail on the head when I was discussing this topic with him the other day. It’s calls. Anecdotally speaking, it feels like home teams get tons of calls in the NBA and quite a few in the NFL and not as many in the NHL and MLB, and the numbers seem to back that up.

The moral of the story, then, is that if we’re rooting for a road team and it loses, blame the refs. Let’s face it. We probably would have anyway.

Bye for now,

jb
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Mannino, Dumoulin, etc. 10/8

October 8th, 2013

1 Comment

The goaltending situation has officially shaken out, for now, with the news that Peter Mannino is in Wheeling.

Mannino, who signed with the Penguins after having a nice season as the No. 2 in Manchester behind Martin Jones, didn’t have much of a training camp due to injury. So I asked coach John Hynes if Mannino’s trip to Wheeling was a de facto conditioning assignment with a definitive end date or if the goalie competition was on.

“The competition is on,” Hynes said. “For Peter, it was really dual. He didn’t get an opportunity for a real training camp, just as far as game action. He was injured. He really got a good base being here. Now it’s an opportunity for him to be able to go down, play games, play a whole game, get a lot of minutes for himself. Now he’s back in the mix for the competition to be here.”

I say the situation is settled “for now,” because there are still some moving parts. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers is on a 25-game PTO. Eric Hartzell is a rookie who has yet to play a regular-season game as a pro. The situation might remain fluid for a while.

Also, Brian Dumoulin took part in a full practice and said he hopes to be back in the lineup this weekend. His return would give WBS a really solid, young top five with Simon Despres, Scott Harrington, Brendan Mikkelson and Philip Samuelsson.

Beyond that, the interesting thing about practice these days is the schedule. The Penguins practiced for a whole week, played one game on a Saturday, then practice for another whole week and don’t play again until Saturday. It’s not a college hockey schedule. It’s a college football schedule.

Hynes’ approach to this week of practice: “This week is really about the details and the habits you want to have in your system that make the system successful. The system itself isn’t successful. It’s the habits and details within it,” he said.

There are also some position battles that need to shake out this week. Adam Payerl and Mike Carman didn’t play in the opener and would obviously like to nose their way into the lineup. If Dumoulin returns this weekend, there would be one D spot open for Reid McNeill, Nick D’Agostino or Peter Merth. Some good internal competition.

“There were some guys that didn’t get into the game and that was based on performance in training camp. Guys outplayed them for those positions,” Hynes said. “Then there are guys who didn’t have their best game on Saturday. They are now competing with those guys.”

Bye for now,

jb

WBS 5, Bridgeport 2 10/5

October 5th, 2013

2 Comments

We spend a lot of time in the offseason and the preseason looking at rosters and depth charts, trying to figure out whether a team’s going to be good or not, but until you see the team on the ice in a real game, it’s hard to get a feel for what they’re going to look like.

With the usual caveats of not making snap judgments after one game, the thing I overlooked with this WBS team is their much-improved team speed.

With new acquisitions like Chris Conner, Harry Zolnierczyk and Andrew Ebbett — especially Conner — along with returning players like Brian Gibbons and Jayson Megna, the Penguins, as a group, can really skate. It made the difference tonight.

Conner scored on a 2-on-1 with Gibbons with 7:36 left to break a 2-2 tie in the third period. Those are two of the faster players in the league. Then Zolnierczyk flew up the right wing, picked up a puck in the corner and scored 11 seconds later to make it 4-2. That was pretty much your ballgame.

Some other notes from the season opener:

– Scott Harrington gave the Penguins a 1-0 lead on the power play in the first period, scoring from the slot after a puck squirted loose on an offensive zone faceoff. It was Harrington’s first regular-season shot. He also scored on his first playoff shot against Syracuse last spring. It’s weird because Harrington is a true shutdown defenseman. He never scored more than six goals in a season in juniors.

His first year in the OHL, it took him 53 games to score his first goal for the London Knights. And that came on his 17th birthday, in March, when his team put him at center on a power play against the worst team in the league just to help him get rid of the zero in the goal column. Suffice to say he’s improved in the first-goal department in the four years since.

– Bridgeport really pressed the pace in the first 10 minutes of the second period and took a 2-1 lead on goals by Anders Lee and Kirill Kabanov about four minutes apart. Rookie Ryan Strome, a top prospect, set up the first goal with a nifty backhand pass and looked grea. Coach John Hynes gave goalie Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers credit for keeping his team close during that stretch.

– The real turning point in the game might have come in the waning seconds of the second period. Brendan Mikkelson got a shot through from the blue line and Conner poked in the rebound from his knees at the top of the crease with 2.1 seconds left to make it 2-2. Hockey people often talk about the first and last minute of a period and the shift right after a goal as being key momentum points in a game. The Penguins checked off most of those boxes tonight.

– To answer the questions from last week about who would be in the opening-night lineup, Reid McNeill and Nick D’Agostino were the third D pair and Dominik Uher and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond were the fourth-line wingers, with Adam Payerl getting scratched. Hynes said there’s nothing up with Payerl. It’s just a competitive situation, and he’ll have a chance to compete for a jersey next weekend.

– Leblond, incidentally, pretty much had to be in the lineup for this one. With Brett Gallant and Jamie Johnson on the fourth line and 6-foot-8 Joe Finley on D, Bridgeport has one of the tougher teams in the league. Leblond had a long, awesome heavyweight bout with Gallant in the first period.

The Penguins are scheduled to have the next two days off, so unless big news breaks, check back Tuesday for the next update. To jbfrogg, thanks for the plug for my column from today in the comments. I had a lot of fun writing that. I didn’t get to see TPIR live at the Kirby, though I heard it was pretty good. I did watch the all-Plinko episode the other day. That was something else, although I’m more of a Cliff Hangers guy myself.

Bye for now,

jb

Penguins win battle of unbeatens in Manchester

 October 21. 2013 7:03PM

KEN CASTRO For The Times Leader 
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Manchester, N.H. — Brian Gibbons registered a four-point afternoon in propelling the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to a 4-3 overtime win Sunday afternoon against the previously unbeaten Manchester Monarchs at the Verizon Wireless Arena.

Gibbons, who finished with a pair of goals and two assists, fed Penguins defenseman Brendan Mikkelson as the pair pushed into the Monarchs zone in the opening seconds of the extra period.

Mikkelson’s tally, his first of the season at 22 seconds into OT, advanced the Pens record to 6-0-0. Manchester fell to 4-0-3 with the defeat.

“I feel like we have a great team,” Gibbons said. “Everyone in the locker room believes in each other and go out and do it for the guy next to them. We have players who are mentally tough and have been through games like this.

Both clubs were coming off one-goal wins on Saturday night, the Monarchs taking a 5-4 shootout victory over the visiting Providence Bruins and the Pens finishing off the Worcester Sharks 3-2 on the road.

“We’ve had two tough games in a row,’ said Pens head coach John Hynes of the weekend sweep who is certain the close to the vest games that have transpired thus far will place his club in good stead in the long run. “We’ve been fortunate enough to find a way to win. It’s nice to win on the road. It’s been a real collective effort.”

The Pens got their power play off on a high note at 8:08 into the first when Gibbons who was stationed near the post to the right of Berube took a pass from blue liner Brian Dumoulin, spun and backhanded it off the back of the Monarchs goaltender.

Berube, making his first start of the season faced ten shots in the opening period.

Manchester’s Sean Backman expunged the one goal advantage that the Penguins held when he tapped the puck past Deslauriers from just outside the crease with 91 seconds to go in the first. Backman’s game tying score was his first in a Monarchs sweater.

Gibbons etched his name on the stat sheet for the second instance of the afternoon, this time in middle period when he offered up a go-ahead helper on Andrew Ebbett’s second goal of the season at the 11:35 mark.

Gibbons, the First Star recipient, made good on a golden opportunity as he bolted out of the penalty box and fed Ebbett who was streaking toward Berube.

Ebbett’s subsequent deke and soft backhander capped the play that provided the visitors with what would prove to be a temporary lead. Gibbons’ tripping penalty had expired at 11:29.

“When you’re in the box, you hope they don’t score,” Gibbons said of his goal resulting pass Ebbett. “It was a two on one and he was going to the net hard and he made a great move.”

Manchester hit for its second game-tying, late period score on Andrew Bodnarchuk’s power-play goal with 1:11 remaining in the second.

Gibbons garnered his third point of the game, a goal at 5:50 of the third as a result of an aggressive fore check by the Pens deep in the Monarchs end.

Manchester’s Nick Deslauriers sent the game into overtime at 15:32 of the third.

NOTES: Penguins right wing Tom Kostopoulos revisited the Verizon Wireless Arena for the first time since the 2004-05 season when he suited up for Manchester… Paul Thompson, tied for second on the team in penalty minutes (14) entering the match up returned to his home roots yesterday as well. The Derry, NH born forward was the Hockey East player of the year in 2010-11 as a result of his 28-24-52 numbers he posted while toiling for the University of New Hampshire…Berube got the call in net in place of the Martin Jones who earned CCM/AHL Player of the Week honors for the period ending Oct.13. Jones won three consecutive road starts while registering a 1.27 GAA to go with a.956 save percentage.

Hockey Firsts

 October 20. 2013 12:55PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

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

Penguins center Andrew Ebbett (left) waits for a centering pass ahead of Hershey right winger Casey Wellman and goalie David Leggio during this season's home opener.
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By the time a player reaches the AHL or NHL, they have already achieved a lot in their careers and made plenty of memories along the way. Each week we’ll sit down with one of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and talk about some of the memorable “firsts” they’ve had during their careers, ranging from their first time on skates to their first goal as a pro.

Player: Andrew Ebbett

Age: 30

Position: Forward

Birthplace: Vernon, British Columbia

Years pro: 8

First time on skates: “I think I was 4. I can’t remember much, but my parents got me a pair of skates, Bauers, and I still have them. They’re a nice keepsake to have and show my kids.”

First team: “It was in Calgary when I was 4. We had Minnesota North Star colors — green, yellow and white, but we were the Calgary North Stars. I played defense. My parents said I couldn’t skate well and I just stayed on one spot on the ice. It was the only year I played defense in my life.”

First coach: “I don’t remember the first, but the one I do remember was coach Treller in Burnham, B.C., when I was 9 years old.”

First time you won anything: “My first year in Bantam B we won a big tournament in Vancouver. Our team wasn’t that good in the season, but our GM — I guess you could call him that — said if we won that tournament he’d get us all rings. I still have mine. It has a leaf on it because we were the Vernon Leafs. I think it fits my pinky now.”

First time hockey took you away from home: “My first year in juniors when I was 17. I graduated high school a year early and played juniors. It was an hour away, so my parents came and watched me every weekend. I lived with two other guys in a family house and since I was already done with school, the biggest adjustment was trying to fill my time. It was a lot of time at the rink and a lot of video games.”

First pro contract: “It was a one-way AHL deal with Binghamton. I owe a lot to Red Berenson, my coach from Michigan, and my agent for talking to Ottawa. It wasn’t for a lot of money, but I was happy I knew where I was going to play for the year. A lot of other guys didn’t have that.

“You’re playing for money now and I learned how to budget because I had to live off that money for the next summer. You grow up a lot. The next summer I got my NHL contract with Anaheim. That made me feel like I earned it. To see the team name on the contact and sign your name underneath, it was pretty special.”

First goal as a pro: “My first game I played with Binghamton. I was a healthy scratch for the first game of the season and coach told me later on that he was actually thinking about sending me down. I got to play in the second game, got a two-on-one, held onto the puck and shot it five-hole. I was in the lineup the rest of the year after that.”

First time you faced adversity in your hockey career: “When I was at Michigan. My junior season, halfway through the year I took a couple of bad penalties in a game. The next weekend we had two home games and Coach Berenson sat me. That stung, but it actually turned around my college career. I built on that and always think back to it whenever things aren’t going well.”

Big third period keeps Pens unbeaten

 October 20. 2013 12:52PM

KEN CASTRO For The Times Leader 
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WORCESTER, Mass. — Opening up a three-game road set, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins used a big final period to earn a 3-2 victory over the Worcester Sharks on Saturday at the DCU Center.

Tom Kuhnhackl’s decider with 39 seconds in regulation improved the Penguins slate to 5-0-0.

Andrew Ebbett’s snap shot at 12:45 of the third period evened the game for the visitors.

Scoreless through two, the Penguins fashioned their best scoring opportunity with under six minutes remaining in the middle period when Zach Sill took a stretch pass and broke in on Worcester’s Harri Sateri only to fire his bid high off the glass behind the Sharks goaltender.

The home club held a 11-4 edge in shots on goal in the opening period

Worcester’s Freddie Hamilton began the scoring midway through the first when he corralled a pass from Sharks rookie Rylan Schwartz and snapped a quick wrister from just inside the circle to the left of Pens goalie Peter Mannino.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton evened the festivities at 1:48 of the third on Kuhnhackl’s second goal of the young season when he beat Sateri from deep in the slot.

The Sharks wasted little time in retaking the lead as a result of John McCarthy’s first goal of the season, just 2:14 later.

The Penguins power play, which struck for five goals in their two previous road contests this season (5 for 15), was a non-factor in the first 40 minutes of play, having been adroitly shutdown by the Sharks on four instances.

Mannino, who was making his first start in goal since being recalled from the Wheeling Nailers of the ECHL, finished with 28 saves on the night.

NOTES

• It was the home opener for the Sharks in the newly renovated DCU Center, but attendance was hurt by the Boston Red Sox hosting Game 6 of the ALCS and the Boston Bruins also playing, according to the Sharks brass.

• Tom Kostopoulos, Adam Payerl, Dominik Uher, Nick Drazenovic and Philip Samuelsson comprised the opening lineup for the Pens last night.

• Mannino posted a 10-7-0 record with a .919 save percentage in 20 games for today’s opponent, the Manchester Monarchs, last season.

• The opening drop was delayed for nearly ten minutes as the DCU crew dealt with quality of ice concerns in the Penguins end which prompted the Sharks Zamboni to reemerge from the tunnel.

Mikkelson ready to unpack his bags with Penguins

 October 19. 2013 11:16PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

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

Mikkelson

MikkelsonMikkelson

1 / 2

StartStop(4)

Mikkelson

Penguins Dominik Uher, left, and Brendan Mikkelson of the Crunch smash into the boards behind the Crunch's goal in the first period of Game 4 of the Eastern Conference Final in May. Now, the two are teammates with the Penguins, as Mikkelson has joined the local club and been names assistant captain.
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At age 26, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Brendan Mikkelson doesn’t seem old enough to be considered a veteran player.

But after appearing with 10 pro teams in three leagues over his seven-year career, Mikkelson has actually been with more clubs than teammate Tom Kostopoulos has in his 15-year career.

The numerous stops have not only made Mikkelson a veteran leader among his teammates, it’s also taught him a valuable lesson: don’t be so quick to unpack that suitcase.

“I’ve bounced around a bit, so I’m used to traveling light and never unpacking too much,” Mikkelson said.

For now, however, it’s unlikely that Mikkelson will be going anywhere soon, unless it’s a call-up to Pittsburgh. The blueliner was named one of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s assistant captains before the start of the season and he is viewed as an anchor for a defense corps comprised of players not far removed from their 20th birthday.

Along with the numerous stops during his career, Mikkelson has also experienced just about all of the ups and downs that a hockey player deals with. He’s been traded, sent down, played in Europe and logged 131 games in the NHL (with three different teams).

Last season, however, was particularly tumultuous. Mikkelson signed a one-way NHL deal with Tampa Bay in the summer of 2012, but his hopes for a full season with the big club were put on hold when the lockout hit. He spent the first month of the lockout in Florida training, but something didn’t feel right.

“I needed to play,” Mikkelson said.

That’s when he headed overseas to play a team in Sweden’s Allsvenskan league. He appeared in 17 games for the Swedish club, posting three goals and seven points while re-adjusting to the culture. Mikkelson did play in Slovakia for Team Canada years as a teenager years earlier, so he wasn’t totally unfamiliar with how things work in a foreign country.

For a player unfamiliar with playing hockey overseas, such a transition can make for a stressful adjustment. Mikkelson, however, relied on his experience to keep his routine intact.

“In Sweden, part of their culture is to have a really big lunch. There were places that had really big lunch buffets and I found one that served pasta and chicken,” he said. “The pregame meal doesn’t have to change wherever you are.”

Once the lockout ended, Mikkelson returned home and rejoined his Tampa Bay teammates, anxious to get the NHL season underway.

Unfortunately for Mikkelson, that season was short-lived after he appeared in only four games in the first two months before being sent down to the Syracuse Crunch in March, where he would finish the year.

“Things didn’t pan out like I wanted when the lockout ended,” Mikkelson said of his season that took him to Sweden, the NHL and the AHL.

“For your average player that would be a weird season. It is different.”

And it did give the much-traveled Mikkelson more experience for his hockey resume. That’s one thing that the Penguins found appealing when they signed him over the summer.

“This is such a transient league — call-ups, send downs, trades,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “Guys go through many ups and downs and veterans like Brendan are real important because they’ve been through it and they’ve done things the right way. His experiences will definitely help our younger players and that’s why he’s an assistant captain.”

Mikkelson said he was “flattered” that the Penguins gave him an A in his first season with the team, and he hopes his experience will bring an element that has alluded him during his career: stability.

“It would be awesome just to find a place,” Mikkelson said. “So far things have been great since I’ve been here and this organization has done a lot for me. Now I have to return the favor, hold up my end of the bargain and be a good player they can trust in all situations.

“I’ll do everything I can to stay here and hopefully move up if the chance arises.”

Gibbons, Megna power Pens past Phantoms

 October 18. 2013 11:38PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Jayson Megna scores for the Penguins during their game Saturday night against Adirondack.
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Jayson Megna scores for the Penguins during their game Saturday night against Adirondack.

Adam Payerl of the Penguins and Adirondack's Steven Delisle fight during the meeting between the rival teams Saturday night at Mohegan Sun Arena.

The Penguins celebrate their second goal against the Adirondack Phantoms in a 6-3 victory Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Everything Brian Gibbons touched during Friday’s game against the Adirondack Phantoms turned into a goal.

Well, almost everything. Virtually every play Gibbons created resulted in either a goal, an assist or a quality scoring chance, and that was a big reason why the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins dominated the Phantoms for a 6-3 win.

Gibbons had a goal and two assists while his linemate, Jayson Megna, added a pair of goals on the night, courtesy of assists from Gibbons.

It’s a vast reversal from last season when Gibbons and Megna had difficulty converting the scoring chances they created together. On Friday, it almost seemed easy.

The difference?

“I wasn’t burying them for him last year,” Megna said. “Finally, they’re starting to go in. (Gibbons) has been great for me and I like to think I contribute something to his game to.”

On Friday, the Penguins put up goals without top scorers Chris Conner and Harry Zolnierczyk, who have been called up to Pittsburgh. Aside from Gibbons and Megna, goals came from Tom Kuhnhackl, Dominik Uher and Adam Payerl as several players stepped up to fill the void left by the call-ups.

“Guys that hadn’t been in the lineup were coming in hungry,” head coach John Hynes said. “I think they looked at tonight as an opportunity to take charge.”

The Penguins are now 4-0 on the season as they kick off a three-game stint this weekend. The six-goal outburst gives the Penguins 20 goals in their first four games this season. Last season, they didn’t hit the 20-goal mark until their eighth game on Nov. 2.

“The players have been making good plays,” Hynes said. “Right now, their intensity in and around the net and scoring areas is good. They’re capitalizing on chances.”

While there were many contributors on Friday, Megna and Gibbons were the catalysts.

Gibbons got things started early after he crashed into the boards. While on his knees, Gibbons alertly swiped the puck away from an Adirondack player rushing out the zone, skated down and dished a pass across to Megna, who put it home for a 1-0 lead a minute into the game.

“I lost an edge or tripped over my own feet and fell into the boards. I was on the ice and I don’t know if the defenseman saw me,” Gibbons said. “He was looking up and I was able to pick his pocket.”

Kuhnhackl’s first goal of the season three minutes later erased a Phantoms’ tally to make it 2-1 to close out the first period.

The Penguins scored three more in the second period, including Megna’s second of the game along with tallies by Payerl and Uher.

Gibbons teamed with Megna midway through the period while on the penalty kill. He skated the puck into the Adirondack end with Megna streaking down the slot and hit him with a perfect pass. Megna shot the puck home to give the Penguins a commanding 4-1 lead.

“If you get a breakaway or a two-on-one, you don’t get many of those, so it’s a turning point one way or another in a game,” Gibbons said. “I don’t think Megna and I changed the way we’ve played, but have just done a better job finishing.”

To cap off his eventful night, Gibbons scored a power play goal midway through the third period to give the Penguins a 6-2 lead.

So what does Friday’s big win mean for the rest of the weekend as the Penguins take on Worcester and Manchester?

“We learned a lot about how we need to play to have success. You saw a lot of that tonight,” Gibbons said.

Notes

• Chris Conner was called up to Pittsburgh before Friday’s game, and Harry Zolnierczyk remained with the big club. That created openings for Paul Thompson and Bobby Farnham to return to the lineup. Adam Payerl also benefitted from an increase in minutes and responded with a goal.

• Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond had a classic heavyweight bout in the second period with PL3 earning the win. Both players ignored the new helmet rule when they voluntarily took off their helmets before fighting. The move earned each an additional two minute delay of game minor.

• D Peter Merth, C Mike Carman, LW Anton Zlobin, D Dustin Stevenson and D Harrison Ruopp were scratched for the Penguins.

Penguins keep focus on their own game

 October 18. 2013 2:24AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Adirondack at Penguins

7:05 p.m. today, Mohegan Sun Arena

Penguin to watch: Andrew Ebbett is still looking for his first goal as a Penguin. Adirondack has allowed 15 goals, the most in the Eastern Conference.

Phantom to watch: Rookie Petr Straka scored 41 goals in juniors last season and has four points in four games this season.

Up next: The Penguins travel to Worcester to take on the Sharks on Saturday, then head to Manchester on Sunday for a match-up against the Monarchs.
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As the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins get ready to play three different opponents in three days this weekend, they’re really not worried too much about the team’s lining up on the opposite side of the ice.

The Penguins are more worried about themselves.

Riding a 3-0 start to the season, the Penguins spent this week of practice more on improving their game and not so much preparing for this weekend’s opponents.

But that doesn’t mean the Penguins haven’t been thinking about tonight’s opponent, the Adirondack Phantoms.

“Our focus this week has been on our game and making improvements, and then you can only focus on one team,” Penguins coach John Hynes said.

But when it comes to the Phantoms, Hynes said they’re an extremely hard-working team whose effort must not only be matched but exceeded if the Penguins want to extend their winning streak to four games.

“They’re known for their work ethic and they’re very good in goal and have some deadly players up front,” Hynes said.

After tonight’s home contest, the Penguins hit the road for a Saturday matchup in Worcester and wrap up the weekend on Sunday in Manchester.

It will be the first time this season the Penguins play three games in three days, and Hynes expects to learn a lot about his team by the end of the weekend.

“It’s a wide variety of teams, and anytime you get in a three-in-three it’s going to test your mental toughness and will,” he said. “That’s what this weekend is about. We’ll be able to see where we’re at.”

NOTES

• Last season the Penguins dropped their first three games and lost four straight before notching their first win. Despite a 3-0 start this season, Hynes said the pressure is the same.

“It’s not based on wins and losses, the pressure is to get better,” he said. “If we were 0-3 we would’ve approached this week the same way. It’s about building our habits and the foundation that will give us a winning season.”

• Through their first three games the Penguins have scored 14 goals, tied for the lead in the Eastern Conference. After three games last season the Penguins tallied only six goals.

In 2011-12 they scored eight times in the first three contests, and nine in 2010-11. Could this season’s smaller nets be a factor behind the increase in goal production?

“I think it’s too early to tell just because of the way we scored them,” Hynes said. “The difference in goal production has been the players. When they’re in offensive situations they’re making the right plays, and therefore we’re scoring more goals.”

• There has been talk among some NHL players that the new hybrid icing rules in place this season have resulted in more faceoffs and slowed the game down. Hynes hasn’t seen that result at the AHL level yet, but it’s a different story with the NHL games he’s watched.

“I’ve seen more 50-50 pucks that have been blown dead, which has slowed the game down a bit,” Hynes said.

• During Thursday’s practice goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers wore brand new white pads and helmet. He has been playing with the orange-accented pads he wore last season as a member of the Anaheim Ducks organization, but Delauriers admits that he’s looking forward to adding some Penguin black to his new pads.

“I’ll switch to black and white and look less like a Christmas tree,” he said. “The new gear breaks in pretty quickly and maybe one more week with the Christmas color and then change.”

Pens’ Thompson not bitter about his role

 October 17. 2013 1:32AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins winger Paul Thompson could easily throw his hands in the air in disgust and complain about being a healthy scratch for the last two games.

Entering his third season with the organization and coming off a year where he set career-highs in goals (20) and points (29) in 58 games, one would have thought Thompson was a lock to be a regular in the lineup this season.

But that’s not the way things have turned out, at least not yet. Thompson appeared in the season opener and then was scratched for the last two.

Frustrating? Yes.

The end of the world? No.

“It’s not the best situation to be in, but in the long run it will be good for me,” Thompson said. “I have to focus on doing certain things better and I’ll get a chance here soon to prove myself.”

That focus was evident on Wednesday, when Thompson worked on his shot after practice and was one of the last players off the ice. He is well aware that this season’s Penguins’ team is deep at forward.

“It’s a tough lineup to crack,” Thompson said. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing.

Even if it does mean being a healthy scratch.

“The competition makes your best forward better and your 15th forward better,” Thompson said.

Head coach John Hynes hopes that Thompson turns being a healthy scratch into a positive, as he does any player who has to sit out a game here and there.

“We want to make sure they know why they’re out of the lineup and what they need to do to get back in,” Hynes said. “(Thompson) has taken charge of that and he’s trying to work his way back in and be a factor for us.”

In addition to staying on the ice after practice, there’s a mental approach to the situation that Thompson is keenly aware of. First, he’s realistic about the situation.

“It is difficult when you work all summer, go through training camp and practices and you want to play,” he said. “That’s tough.”

But Thompson is also drawing on the lessons he learned when he was a healthy scratch in past seasons. He knows it’s important to handle such adversity the right way.

“My first year I went through similar situations and maybe I didn’t handle it the best way,” Thompson said. “It’s something you learn and there’s nothing you can do but work as hard as possible.

“If you do that, they’ll notice. You have to work to the point where they have to play you, and then once you get back in you have to perform so they can’t take you out.”

Five-goal period clincher for Pens

 October 14. 2013 12:03AM

LINDSAY KRAMER For The Times Leader 
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SYRACUSE, N.Y. – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins continued their theme of third-period domination on Sunday.

This time, the team got an assist from the Syracuse Crunch. Several of them actually.

The Penguins cashed in the Crunch’s undisciplined play and mental mistakes to pot five third-period goals and rally for a 6-3 win in War Memorial Arena.

The Penguins netted two power-play goals and one short-handed marker in the final 20 minutes to roll past the stunned Crunch, who held a 2-1 lead after two.

Coming into the game, the Penguins had outscored foes by a combined 5-0 margin in the third period of its first two games, both wins.

“We know that if we can stay in games, we think the third period is our period,’’ said Penguins forward Jayson Megna, who scored the shorty. “We work for it. We have a belief in ourselves, in the locker room.’’

Tom Kostopolous scored two power-play goals and Nick Drazenovic, Harry Zolnierczyk and Dominik Uher also tallied for the Penguins. Overall, the Penguins netted three man-up goals.

“I think the special teams, we were fortunate to come out on the positive side of it. The power play wound up being able to score, so, that helped us,’’ Wilkes-Barre/Scranton coach John Hynes said. “I think if we don’t capitalize on those situations, it’s a different game.”

Vladdy Namestnikov, Cedric Paquette and Matt Taormina registered markers for Syracuse.

Kostopolous’ second power-play goal of the game tied the contest at 2 just 55 seconds into the third. It was set up by a boarding call on the Crunch’s J.T. Brown, a penalty that Brown hotly disputed.

Kostopolous worked to a spot to the right of Crunch netminder Riku Helenius and deflected home a bid by Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman Brendan Mikkelson.

“He’s our leader,’’ Hynes said of Kostopolous. “It was a tough game, it’s a real good opponent that we were playing, there wasn’t a lot of space on the ice. He found a way to come up big for us, and that’s why he’s our captain.”

Drazenovic snapped the deadlock with a power-play tally at the 4:04 mark of the final period. With Crunch forward Philippe Paradis serving a 5-minute major for boarding the Penguins’ Nick D’Agostino, Drazenovic stickhandled around the lower right circle and snapped a hard shot past Helenius.

“We had confidence coming out (in) the third,’’ Drazenovic said. “We practice hard and we play hard to succeed in the third. Guys have that extra will to win.’’

Megna padded the Pens’ lead to 4-2 with a shorthanded score at the 8:48 mark of the third. Sprung by a pass from teammate Andrew Ebbett, he broke in alone on Helenius before solving him five-hole.

“It was a broken play on the wall. I was able to read it, and I took off,” Megna said. “I kind of bobbled he puck, and I think it threw the goalie off.”

Toarmina answered to cut the Crunch deficit to one goal midway through the third, whistling a shot from the right point through traffic and past Pens goalie Jeff Deslauriers to make it 4-3.

But Zolnierczyk batted in an insurance goal at the 14:20 mark, seconds after another Wilkes-Barre/Scranton power play ended, to put the Pens up by two again.

“It’s just we feel as games go on — we’ve been in tight games, basically every game we’ve played — it’s just maintaining the focus and making sure we continue to play the way we want to play and get some big plays at key times,” Hynes said.

Uher added an empty-netter with 1:26 remaining to set the final margin.

Penguins’ speed burns Bears

 October 13. 2013 12:09AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

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

Penguins' right winger Tom Kostopoulos, left front, goes after the puck in front of the Hershey goal in their home opener at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Last season, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins were held to two goals or less in nine of their 12 meetings against the Hershey Bears — and they only won three of those.

During Saturday’s home opener, the Penguins managed three tallies against the Bears, and more importantly, a better outcome.

A dramatic goal set up by Brian Gibbons late in the third period led the Penguins to a 3-1 win over the Bears, jumping them to a 1-0 start against their division rival and a 2-0 record on the season.

“We were ready to play,” said head coach John Hynes. “We worked on some things in between games and tonight you could see those things come to fruition in the game. There was definitely progress from last game to this game.”

And that progress was mainly the result of the Penguins speed up front.

Chris Conner was the beneficiary of Gibbons’ steal, which came with less than three minutes remaining, marking the second time the speedy duo teamed up for a big goal this season. In the season opener against Bridgeport, Gibbons set up Conner’s game-winning goal.

On Saturday, with the game tied 1-1 and the puck in the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton end, Gibbons snuck into the high slot and picked off a cross-ice pass from Bears defenseman Tomas Kundratek.

He burned Kundratek in a foot race to the Hershey zone, faked a shot on Bears goaltender David Leggio before neatly dropping a pass back to Conner, who was trailing on the play. Conner buried a wrist shot for what would turn out to be the game-winning goal. It was Conner’s third goal of the season and Gibbons’ second point of the game.

“Those two guys have worked well together not only because they’re both real fast players, but they have similar sense and instincts,” Hynes said. “They seem to have a connection.”

After a scoreless first period, the Penguins outshot the Bears 14-6 in the second and although Hershey scored first, the lead didn’t last long.

Hershey’s goal – the first of the game — came early in the second period after a Penguins’ outlet pass hit the linesman in the neutral zone. Kundratek collected the puck, raced into the Penguins zone and placed a wrister inside the far post for a 1-0 lead.

The Penguins faced another hurdle minutes later after Tom Kostopoulos went to the box for interference.

Instead of sitting back and letting the Bears have the advantage, the Penguins’ penalty killers evened the score.

Using their speed, Gibbons and Jayson Megna skated into the Hershey end on a two-on-one rush. Gibbons dropped the puck back to Megna, who promptly dished it back down low. That’s when Gibbons placed a shot under sprawling Bears netminder David Leggio for the shorthanded tally and a 1-1 tie.

The Penguins almost gained their first lead of the game during a four-on-four situation in the third period. Conner picked up a loose puck in the neutral zone and skated in alone into the Hershey zone. Leggio came out of the crease to smother Conner’s shot and preserve the 1-1 tie.

Leggio came up big throughout the period, keeping the Penguins off the board during two power play opportunities. At the other end of the ice, Deslauriers was just as solid, stopping three Hershey shots during a power play with five minutes remaining.

After the goal by Conner, Leggio unraveled a bit and allowed another tally to Zach Sill with 1:13 remaining to close out the game.

Notes

• D Peter Merth, D Reid McNeill, C Mike Carman, RW Paul Thompson, LW Anton Zlobin, D Dustin Stevenson, D Harrison Ruopp and LW Bobby Farnham were scratched for the Penguins.

- The Penguins head to Syracuse today to take on Joey Mormina and the Crunch.

Zolnierczyk keeps it under control

 October 12. 2013 2:37AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Former Philadelphia Flyer Henry Zolnierczyk looks to work his way back to the NHL with a strong season playing for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.
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The key to Harry Zolnierczyk’s game is control.

It might sound odd to use such a word for a player who thrives on an agitating, physical style of play, but the fourth-year pro knows that to play on the edge, there has to be an element of control.

It’s a balancing act that has made Zolnierczyk highly effective at what he does.

“It’s a bit of a learning curve,” he said. “You step over the line and you can hurt your team. You try to play on the edge and aggravate as much as you can, but at the same time you have to make sure if you go tot he box one of them better be going with you.”

Zolnierczyk’s penalty minute totals over the last two seasons in the AHL indicate that while he may play on the edge, he rarely teeters off it.

In 61 games last year between Adirondack and Norfolk, Zolnierczyk posted 68 penalty minutes. The year before he had 37 penalty minutes in 39 games with Adirondack. How does he maintain a balance between playing on the edge and being in control?

For starters, Zolnierczyk studies up on his opponents before the puck drops.

“That’s huge. That’s one thing I always do before a game - who’s easy to get under their skin, who will retaliate?” he said. “Who are the guys you want to aggravate during a game?”

Since Zolnierczyk turned pro in 2011, there has been one brief exception where control may have been lacking a bit in his game. During his seven NHL games with Philadelphia last season, Zolnierczyk totaled 36 penalty minutes, but 32 of those minutes came in back-to-back games, which included two game misconducts and a pair of majors.

Zolnierczyk quickly realized he had to play a more controlled game even at the NHL level.

“That was like 30 penalty minutes in five minutes of ice time. I try to play a smarter game than that,” he said. “If you want to be on the ice, you have to be able to contribute to your team.”

That’s why Zolnierczyk has worked hard to add an offensive upside to his physical game. It’s an attribute that first surfaced during his junior year at Brown University.

His first two years of college hockey produced just one goal and five points in 47 games. Zolnierczyk said it was a frustrating time as he was stuck on the fourth line with limited ice time.

But then a coaching change occurred before Zolnierczyk’s junior year and he was thrust into a bigger role. He played on the top two lines and logged time on the power play and penalty kill. As Zolnierczyk’s role increased, so did his numbers, jumping from five points in his first two years to 64 in his final two seasons at Brown.

“My confidence started to come around with those opportunities and I proved myself to be better than five points in two years,” he said.

Zolnierczyk has demonstrated his offensive upside at the AHL level as well. He posted 21 points in 39 games in 2011-2012, and he scored two goals in his first game with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last weekend.

So what part of his game does Zolnierczyk want to develop next?

“Everything. Becoming a better scorer, agitator, hitter and fighter. I want to improve on all aspects of the game,” he said. “I feel like I’ve gotten better as the years have gone on, and I want to put myself in a spot where I can be in the NHL full time. That’s the goal.”

The face of adversity

Kuhnhackl getting fresh start on Pens’ top line

 October 12. 2013 2:37AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Tom Kuhnhackl of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins observes a drill during a recent practice. After overcoming many obstacles, Kuhnhackl is hoping for the big season with the Penguins
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Tom Kuhnhackl has only played 12 AHL games and he has already endured as much as a player who has played 12 years.

The 21-year-old winger from Germany began his North American career in 2010, soon after being drafted by Pittsburgh in the fourth round. Things started off on track, as Kuhnhackl posted 39 goals and 68 points in his first year of juniors in 2010-11.

But over the next two seasons, things went a bit haywire for the high-scoring prospect.

The following season — his second with Windsor of the Ontario Hockey League, Kuhnhackl was traded to Niagara, earned a 20-game suspension for a hit and suffered a knee injury that brought the year to an end.

And then came last season — one in which Kuhnhackl hoped to start fresh with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

But the hope faded pretty quickly when Kuhnhackl was sent to Wheeling to start the season before being recalled later in October.

And that’s when things started to look up again. Kuhnhackl scored the game-winner in the eighth round of a shootout to beat Binghamton and then scored his first two goals games later in a Penguins win over Albany.

But then Kuhnhackl saw another season derailed when he injured his shoulder in November and had season-ending surgery.

“The last couple years haven’t been good for me,” Kuhnhackl said. “In the OHL I had injuries, got traded and got suspended. Then last year, my first year pro, I got injured again. You never know what’s going to happen.”

That’s why Kuhnhackl is cherishing every game he plays in this season for the Penguins. He had a good showing in the Penguins rookie tournament in September — his first game action in 10 months, impressed at Pittsburgh’s training camp and found himself skating on Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s top line in the season opener.

Considering that Kuhnhackl spent most of last season watching his teammates play and practice, every shift this season is a blessing.

“It’s just nice to be with the team, to be here and to play hockey again,” Kuhnhackl said. “Last year was tough, but I stayed positive and just thought about playing hockey again.”

There were a couple benchmarks to Kuhnhackl’s recovery over the summer. When he got the green light to resume training and skating, Kuhnhackl quickly took to the ice and the gym.

The games in the rookie tournament allowed him to regain his timing, and the extended stay in Pittsburgh’s training camp gave Kuhnhackl a much-needed confidence boost.

And then came the season opener where Kuhnhackl skated on the top line with Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner, which finished for a combined two goals and three points.

Kuhnhackl called it an “honor” to play on the first line and said things will continue to improve as he and his linemates build chemistry.

He’s also flattered to be on Pittsburgh’s radar — evident by the extended time in training camp.

But if Kuhnhackl does suffer a disappointment in one form or another this season, he firmly stats it’s nothing he can’t handle.

“It can’t get any worse now than what I’ve been through — suspension, trade, injuries and surgery. I’m prepared for everything,” Kuhnhackl said. “I don’t have any pressure on myself but to play hockey and help the team win.”

Keeping a lid on it

 October 12. 2013 2:37AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins will stand as the team's enforcer if he is called upon to do so.
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Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond has a complicated job. He has to fight, protect his teammates and play by the rules.

Quite a few of them.

In today’s hockey, enforcers are facing more and more rule changes that are designed to protect them and the other players on the ice. This season’s latest change deals with players who voluntarily remove their helmets before a fight. What was once a common practice and form of sportsmanship among tough guys has now been turned into an unsportsmanlike conduct minor penalty.

So how does Leblond feel about it?

Well, for starters, he said it’s not going to eliminate fighting if that was in the intent.

“In juniors we had the same rule and I still ended up with 38 fights. If it’s necessary, fights are going to happen,” he said.

Leblond said if the rule is truly meant to protect players in a fight that hit their head on the ice, that’s fine. When it comes to protecting his head, Leblond would rather leave his helmet on anyway.

Yet if the rule was implemented 10 years ago, when there were more staged fights, Leblond said it could be a detriment because players would be hurting their hands when a punch lands on a helmet.

But in today’s hockey, things are different.

“To protect your head over your hands I think is a smart thing. But do I like the rule or not? It’s too early yet,” Leblond said. “I think about how many guys I’ve seen fall on their heads during a fight, and honestly it’s not a lot. The only one that’s recent is George Parros.”

In some fights the helmet rule will end up being a moot point anyhow, Leblond said, as the lids are easy to pop off with a few punches. Visors make the helmets easy to knock off, even if they are hard on the hands.

“One punch on the visor the helmet tilts. The second punch the bucket comes off,” Leblond said. “Why not take it off right away if you know it’s going to come off rather than break your hand on a visor? Perhaps the rule is the right thing to do, but time will tell.”

Leblond said fighting in hockey is in a transition phase. Not only are there new rules, but there are more expectations for enforcers as well. In today’s hockey they have to be able to skate a regular shift and contribute at both ends of the ice.

Leblond doesn’t view the change as a phase-out of fighting but rather a challenge to adapt.

“If they want to make it so you have to be faster, then it’s my job to improve. I have to be faster, better defensively, stronger on the puck and not make any turnovers,” he said. “Back in the day that wasn’t the job description of an enforcer. Now, it is and I go with it.”

One thing that hasn’t changed is the value of having an enforcer on the ice to protect his teammates. Leblond already demonstrated that benefit during a preseason game against Hershey when the Bears tried to retaliate against defenseman Philip Samuelsson for a big hit. Leblond quickly skated into the scrum, wrapped up an opponent and settled things down.

To be successful as an enforcer, you don’t always have to fight, he said.

“Sometimes it’s just the presence. I’ve been pro for nine years now so players know me,” Leblond said. “If I’m on the ice and you try to job one of my guys, I’ll get right in your face. That’s my role. I’ve always been a guy who will protect his teammates. That’s what I like about my job.”

Sill ready for one more career change

 October 12. 2013 2:37AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Zach Sill will offer a veteran presence with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins this season.
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Zach Sill is a changed man.

Five years in the same organization will do that to a player, and in Sill’s case the changes have been for the better.

Now, as he enters his fifth season with the Penguins, Sill is hoping for one more change - reaching the NHL.

Sill, 25, came to the Penguins in April 2009 when he signed an amateur tryout contract following his final season in juniors. He spent some time practicing with the club during the postseason, but got his first AHL action when he appeared in 54 games as a rookie in 2009-10.

Back then, Sill was known as a gritty, abrasive fourth-liner, and he still is.

Yet times have changed.

Sill still anchors the fourth line and he is still abrasive. But now he is one of the team’s top penalty killers, he’s effective on faceoffs and he can find the back of the net.

“I found my role,” Sill said. “I’ve always known what kind of player I was, but I’ve been able to excel at the things I need to in order to move to the next level. Penalty kill, faceoffs — all the stuff a player like me has to be good at. I managed to pinpoint those and get better at them.”

Sill changed off the ice as well. He’s matured as a person, he said, and pays more attention to his diet and training off the ice.

“You have to view this as a job and there’s a level of maturity needed that gets overlooked by the younger player,” Sill said. “For a fourth liner coming out of juniors, it takes time to get there. The older you get, the more you realize that.”

Aside from maturing as a person, a turning point in Sill’s development came late in the 2011 season when call-ups to Pittsburgh depleted the Penguins’ roster. Head coach John Hynes was forced to use players in different situations, and that included playing Sill on the penalty kill.

It’s a role he’s filled ever since, and it may be the final element to his game that will get Sill to the NHL.

“When you can play the penalty kill, that’s when your ice time goes up substantially,” he said. “Being a fourth line guy, getting three shifts a period, when you include the penalty kill you’re getting seen and you’re getting the opportunity to show the organization what kind of player you are.”

And your teammates.

This season Sill was chosen as one of the Penguins’ assistant captains, indicating that he has also added leadership to his now well-rounded game.

“Zach has been here for quite a while and he epitomizes how we want to play,” Hynes said. “He’s worked up from an AHL deal to an NHL contract and he’s at the point in his career where he’s ready to be in a leadership role.”

And maybe, after spending each of the last four seasons in the AHL, Sill is at the point where a call-up to Pittsburgh will become a reality.

After an extended stay in Pittsburgh’s training camp this fall, Sill knows he is on the parent club’s radar.

And while changes both on and off the ice have allowed Sill’s career to progress, there is one thing he won’t alter no matter where he plays.

“My game doesn’t change. Play hard, penalty kill, block shots, hit guys, fight guys — it’s what I’ve always done,” Sill said. “But this is the year that I hope I’m not here. I’m playing for that first game up there.”

No place like home

 October 12. 2013 2:37AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers will start in net tonight for the Penguins home opener.
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Tom Kostopoulos has played in home openers in major NHL venues such as the Bell Centre in Montreal, the Staples Center in Los Angeles and the Saddledome in Calgary.

So how does tonight’s home opener at the Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre compare?

“It’s still exciting,” Kostopoulos said. “You spend a long time getting ready for this and it’s fun to play in front of our fans.”

The Penguins, off to a 1-0 start after a 5-2 win over Bridgeport on the road, open their home schedule tonight against the rival Hershey Bears. Both teams have seen quite a bit of turnover since last season, but history assures that the rivalry will be just as intense as the get together for the first of 12 meetings.

Last year the Bears won the regular season series with a 7-3-2-0 record against the Penguins, but this year’s Hershey team is without key performers such as Jon DiSalvatore, Boyd Kane, Steven Oleksy and Braden Holtby. Likewise, the Penguins have lost top scorers Trevor Smith, Chad Kolarik and Riley Holzapfel along with goaltender Jeff Zatkoff.

Those changes, however, will do little to dampen the rivalry.

“It’s an exciting time to get the season kicked off at home, and the fact its against one of our arch-rivals makes it a more exciting game,” said head coach John Hynes. “A Saturday, the home opener and Hershey - hopefully we’ll have a real loud crowd.”

The Hershey rivalry didn’t always exist during the 15-year history of the Penguins franchise. Kostopoulos, who played on the Penguins inaugural team in 1999 and for a few seasons after, recalls the now-defunct Philadelphia Phantoms were the team to target years ago.

“Philly had a big, tough team and we had a big, tough team. Those games were deadly,” he said. “You had to do your chinstrap up tightly for those games.

“Now it’s evolved into Hershey, and I’m sure they’re as excited about it as we are.”

Ready for NHL duty
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Last season seven players were called up to Pittsburgh from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. This season’s roster has a few veterans familiar with the uncertainty of being called up to the parent club, and a few mainstays looking for their first chance to play an NHL game. Here’s a look at the top 10 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton players most likely to be called up to Pittsburgh this season:

1. RW Chris Conner — Speedy winger spent parts of the last four seasons in the NHL, including 60 games with Pittsburgh in 2010-11.

2. C Andrew Ebbett — Has 191 games of NHL experience, along with 25 goals.

3. D Brendan Mikkelson — Steady defenseman has 131 NHL games with three clubs. Still only 26 years old.

4. D Simon Despres — Came close to making Pittsburgh’s roster out of training camp. Played in 51 games with the big club over the last two seasons.

5. D Brian Dumoulin — Second-year pro could move up the list with a solid start.

6. C Zach Sill — Entering his fifth year with the organization. Physical play and penalty kill strength have put him on Pittsburgh’s radar.

7. LW Harry Zolnierczyk — Agitating winger has 44 NHL games with Philadelphia. Solid skating helps his chances.

8. C Nick Drazenovic — Has proven he can score in the AHL. With only 11 NHL games hasn’t had much of a shot to replicate that success.

9. RW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond — Would need to sign an NHL contract. The loss of Steve MacIntyre leaves PL3 as the only enforcer in the organization.

10. C Jayson Megna — Slick playmaker and fast on his skates. Pittsburgh took a good look at him in training camp.

On the bubble — RW Paul Thompson, LW Bobby Farnham, D Philip Samuelsson

Plenty of competition for Penguins
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After spending the last three weeks practicing and then finally getting a chance to play a game that counts last Saturday, one would think that another full week of practices wouldn’t be too crucial for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

But with a lineup that isn’t yet set in stone and several players still looking to make an impression, this week’s practice schedule could produce some more changes as the team prepares for its home opener this Saturday against Hershey.

Goaltending tops the list.

Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers got the start in the season opener against Bridgeport and stopped 22-of-24 shots in the 5-2 win. After a strong training camp and a solid performance on Saturday, Deslauriers appears to be the front runner to man the net against Hershey this weekend.

But head coach John Hynes isn’t ready to give Deslauriers the nod just yet.

“We’ll see how this week in practice goes and then make a decision on that,” he said.

Hynes has plenty to consider when it comes to picking a starter for Saturday and beyond.

If Deslauriers keeps up his strong play the team has a chance to win every night. But Hynes also has rookie Eric Hartzell to consider and off-season free agent acquisition Peter Mannino, who is recovered from an injury and is now in Wheeling to log some minutes in net.

“The competition’s on,” Hynes said after Tuesday’s practice at Coal Street. “I think it’s important that Eric Hartzell gets an opportunity to play. We want to find the right time for him to play. If Jeff keeps playing well he’s going to earn some starts.

“For Peter, (Wheeling) is an opportunity for him to play games, get a lot of minutes and he’s back in the mix for the competition to be here.”

For a 10-year pro like Deslauriers, a goalie competition is nothing new.

“Every year you have to earn your spot and even if you have a spot, you have to compete to keep it,” he said. “That’s hockey. There’s always going to be a challenge.”

And it’s not just limited to goaltenders.

Players such as Adam Payerl, who didn’t make it into the opening night lineup, will use this week of practices to make an impression. Despite having a strong finish to the end of last season and a good showing in training camp, Payerl lost out to wingers Dominik Uher and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond for a spot on the fourth line.

“You don’t want to be out for the season-opener, but you have to learn from it. I need to use this week to my advantage and make an impression to get into a game,” Payerl said.

Hynes added that the opening night roster also includes players who need to continue to impress in practice if they want another game. It’s a competition that virtually continues throughout the season, and much of it is played out in practice.

“There are some guys that didn’t get into the game and that was based on performances in training camp. Guys outplayed them for those positions,” Hynes said. “And then there are guys that maybe didn’t have their best game on Saturday and are competing to stay in the lineup.”

NOTES

• D Brian Dumoulin is recovered from his injury and was a full participant in Tuesday’s practice.

• Hynes said Mannino’s time in Wheeling isn’t necessarily a conditioning stint but rather an opportunity to get some game action. Mannino missed all of training camp with an injury.

Penguins open campaign with victory

 October 06. 2013 3:33AM

MICHAEL FORNABAIO For The Times Leader 
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BRIDGEPORT, Conn. — Two quick goals in the third period turned a nailbiter of an opener into a breeze for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

The Penguins opened their 15th AHL season with a 5-2 win over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Webster Bank Arena. Chris Conner (his second) and Harry Zolnierczyk (his first of two) scored 11 seconds apart in the third period to break a tie.

Conner scored with 7:36 to play to give the Penguins a 3-2 lead. Brian Gibbons beat Bridgeport defenseman Andrey Pedan at the Penguins’ blue line, setting up a two-on-one. He dished to the left to Conner, who put it under the crossbar.

Zolnierczyk picked up a loose puck on the next shift and came out of the right corner to beat Anders Nilsson.

After Conner nearly completed the hat trick, denied only by the end of Nilsson’s glove, Zolnierczyk made it a 5-2 game on a three-on-two, wristing a shot through Nilsson that trickled over the goal line just ahead of Tom Kuhnhackl.

Jeff Deslauriers wasn’t tested often early but made big saves when he was, finishing with 22 in all.

“He played great,” coach John Hynes said. “He held serve for us in the second. The first half of the second period, Bridgeport was really coming at us. That segment of the game, he came up really big for us.”

He made a couple of saves on a four-on-four late in the first period, denying Ryan Strome after the Sound Tigers’ top center was left alone off an errant Penguins clear. Strome carried to Deslauriers’ left and got stopped from a bad angle.

Bridgeport scored two goals early in the second period to take a 2-1 lead, but Conner tied it with 2.1 seconds left in the second period.

Camped out at the front of the net, he got a stick on Brendan Mikkelson’s center-point shot; sprawling, he knocked in the rebound on his backhand.

“Any time you can score that late (it’s a help),” Hynes said. “We were buzzing on the power play. If we don’t score, maybe it’s a little bit of a downer.”

Deslauriers didn’t have much chance on a couple of Bridgeport goals early in the second.

Ryan Strome, the fifth pick in the 2011 draft, sent a deft backhander from the left side of the net to Anders Lee in the slot for a goal at 1:07, just 19 seconds after Mikkelson got free of the penalty box.

Bridgeport took the lead on Kirill Kabanov’s one-timer on a power play 5:33 into the second off a cross-ice pass from Dallas Jackson.

With Mike Halmo in the box for the second time in the first 12 minutes, Scott Harrington opened the scoring for the Penguins at 12:56.

New captain Tom Kostopoulos won a right-circle faceoff to Harrington, alone in the high slot. He stepped up and fired a shot past Nilsson.

It was Harrington’s first regular-season goal as a professional. He scored in last year’s Eastern Conference Final against Syracuse, joining the Penguins after finishing his junior-hockey season with the London Knights.

Adam Payerl took warmup for the Penguins but was their last scratch.

Kostopoulos to wear the C

 October 04. 2013 12:52AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Tom Kostopoulos, seen here speaking to a school group last season, has been named the Penguins' captain for the 2013-14 season.
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Throughout his 14 seasons of pro hockey, Tom Kostopoulos has played with some of the hockey's greatest leaders — Rod Brind'Amour, Saku Koivu and Jarome Iginla, to name a few.

Over the years he's learned from each, and now Kostopoulos will apply those leadership lessons after he was named the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins' captain for the 2013-14 season.

Head coach John Hynes made the announcement after Thursday's practice, listing numerous qualities that made Kostopoulos, 34, the perfect choice.

“He's someone that's respected and has a presence in the room, he can lead by example on the ice and he's the type of quality person we want to have leading our team,” Hynes said.

Kostopoulos becomes the 18th captain in franchise history and it's his third stint wearing the “C” for the Penguins. He served as the team's captain for the 2002-03 season and part of the 2003-04 campaign.

Despite prior experience with the role, Kostopoulos still greeted Thursday's announcement with enthusiasm.

“I'm happy about it. Part of my role will be to help the guys and show them the ropes I learned through my career,” he said. “It should be fun.”

Kostopoulos has 630 NHL games to his credit and was a member of the first Wilkes-Barre/Scranton team in 1999. He spent parts of six seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and holds franchise records for games played (335), goals (100), assists (153), points (253) and playoff scoring (38 points in 51 games).

Another familiar face and a newcomer will serve as assistant captains for the upcoming season. Zach Sill, who is entering his fifth season with the Penguins, and new defenseman Brendan Mikkelson were selected as assistants.

“Zach has been here for quite a while and he epitomizes how we want to play,” Hynes said. “He's really developed as a player and he's at that point of his career where he's ready for a leadership role.”

During his career with the Penguins, Sill has added new roles to his resume, such as a pivotal penalty killer. Now, adding a leadership role is something Sill feels he's ready to grasp.

“It feels nice to be recognized as one of the leaders,” he said. “The last couple of years I've been one of the guys staying here every year, and I know the organization, the coaching staff and the community. This is a huge compliment.”

Mikkelson signed with the Penguins in the summer after he faced them in the playoffs as a member of the Syracuse Crunch. He has appeared in 131 NHL games during his six-year pro career.

“I trained with Brendan over the summer and he works hard and practices hard,” Kostopoulos said. “He's a heck of a player and a good guy. He and Zach are great choices for assistant captains.”

Last season, the Penguins waited until the end of February to name a captain. Hynes said the move was made much earlier this season because the choices were more obvious.

“When we went after some players (in the summer) some of it was with leadership in mind,” he said. “They were clearly defined guys we felt could come in and be leaders. They didn't disappoint in the way they've led so far,” Hynes said.

Notes

• The Penguins signed G Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and F Mike Carman to 25-game PTOs. Also, rookies Cody Sylvester and Carter Rowney were signed to AHL contracts.

• WBRE-TV (NBC) will broadcast the 2013-14 season opener game between the Wilkes-Barre Scranton Penguins and the Hershey Bears live on Oct. 12 at 7 p.m.

The broadcast is the continuation of an ongoing collaboration between Eyewitness News (WBRE and WYOU) and the Penguins, who partnered in the 2012-13 season for the Eyewitness News “Fan Fridays” promotion.

“We couldn't be more thrilled with the opportunity to bring this game to our viewers. We know so many are Penguins fans and we're all looking forward to the 15th season home opener on the 12th,” vice president and general manager of WBRE-TV Bob Bee said. “We're all about producing great local TV and there's nothing more local than our Penguins.”

Deslauriers named starter for season opener

 October 05. 2013 12:38AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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When goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers came to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins training camp late last month as a tryout, he was simply hoping to land a job.

As the Penguins get ready to open the regular season Saturday in Bridgeport, Deslauriers has landed one of the most important jobs on the team. Head coach John Hynes said after Friday’s practice that Deslauriers will get the start in net tonight, edging rookie Eric Hartzell.

For Deslauriers, 29, there really isn’t anything different about the start. He’s played in AHL season openers twice before (and won them both), he’s played in Bridgeport and he’s also played for the Penguins, albeit six years ago.

What is different is the way Deslauriers landed the starting role. Last season, he bounced around between the ECHL and AHL, suiting up for four teams. He spent the summer without a contract and received a late opportunity from the Penguins after it appeared certain that last year’s starter, Jeff Zatkoff, would remain up in Pittsburgh to start the season.

And even when he arrived in training camp, Deslauriers still had to battle Hartzell and fellow veteran Andy Chiodo. He needed to perform well in practice and in the exhibition games, and that’s exactly what landed Deslauriers the start tonight.

“First, it was his performance. He looked good in training camp and we liked what he did in the exhibition games,” Hynes said. “He followed that up with a real good week of practice. We also like his experience and we’re giving him the opportunity to see what he can do here.”

Deslauriers enters his second stint with the Penguins. He was a member of the 2006-07 squad and registered a 22-12-3 record with a .908 save percentage, a 2.47 goals against average and four shutouts.

Last season, however, the nine-year veteran endured a frustrating season. He was called up to Anaheim four times but never played. He spent some time in the AHL with Norfolk and Fort Wayne in the ECHL, and finished the season back in the AHL with Houston, where he finished strong earning a shutout and allowing only two goals in three appearances.

“Last season was a very up and down year. Right now I take it as a learning experience and apply it to help me in the future,” Deslauriers said. “I trained hard this summer to get a contract and now I have an opportunity here, but it doesn’t change the fact that I have to continue to work hard.”

Still, it does help to be back in familiar territory with the Penguins.

“This is a winning team that is strongly supported by the fans, that hasn’t changed. I’ve started season openers on the road and at home and I played in Bridgeport before and know what to expect,” Deslauriers said. “I’m just happy to be back in there and playing in the first game that matters this season.”

Notes

• Brian Gibbons left practice early. Hynes said he was hit by a stick and needed some stitches but will be ready for tonight.

• F Bobby Farnham, D Brian Dumoulin and G Peter Mannino won’t play tonight as they continue to recover from injuries.

• Tonight marks just the third time in franchise history that the Penguins have opened the season on the road. “It’s nice because you get a chance to go away as a team right off the bat,” Hynes said. “Guys can do a lot of things together and come together as a team.”

• Last season the Penguins were 3-1 against the Sound Tigers. They play Bridgeport twice this season.

Will the real IceCaps please stand up?
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Once again, St. John’s is unable to sweep two games from an opponent, this time in a good-bad weekend against Hershey

Back several years ago, there was a popular television game show from the United States called “To Tell the Truth.”

© Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

St. John’s IceCaps’ centre Blair Riley (right) takes down the Hershey Bears’ Garrett Mitchell during their AHL game at Mile One Centre Saturday night. The IceCaps lost 4-0 the night after having beaten the Bears 5-1 at Mile One.

On the program, a guest was accompanied by two imposters who pretended to be the invited visitor. A panel of celebrities quizzed the three in attempt to discover who was telling the truth, and expose the guest.

On each program, the host would finally ask, “Will the real (insert name here) please stand up?”

So with that theme in mind, we pose the question: Will the real St. John’s IceCaps please stand up?

To the right, we have the IceCaps who put on a clinic of determination, jam, guts, chutzpah — pick an adjective — Friday night in a 5-1 whitewashing of the Hershey Bears, a game capped with a four-goal third period outburst.

On the other hand sit the IceCaps who mailed in two points Saturday, who laid an egg in a 4-0 loss to the Bears, a game in which the mascot may have posted the shutout had the puffin donned the pads for the Bears.

A game that even team captain Jason Jaffray acknowledged was “boring”, despite another crowd numbering 6,287 anxious to see a rare sweep on home ice.

Which brings us to another point.

While we know it’s still very early in the new American Hockey League season — with only a half-dozen games in, their skates have barely had a second sharpening — the IceCaps are showing early on a problem that’s persisted since Day 1 of the team’s arrival continues to manifest: they can’t win back-to-back games at Mile One.

St. John’s opened the season with a split against the Providence Bruins, and this past weekend let a golden opportunity slip away — “Those were two points for the taking tonight,” Jaffray said — by allowing the Bears to come out of hibernation.

And while last year and the year before that are in the archives — not to mention the teams are vastly different in personnel — it can’t be ignored that home traditionally has been anything but sweet to the IceCaps.

In 2012-13, in 19 two-game homestands at Mile One, St. John’s managed to come away with back-to-back victories only three times.

The year before, the IceCaps’ inaugural season when they were road warriors with one of the AHL’s best records away from home, St. John’s registered five sweeps in 19 homestands.

Now, while a split of a two-game series might by jim-dandy for a visiting team, it’s not so wise for the home side to settle for splits time and again.

Such performance brings, at the end of the day, a .500 record at home, an unacceptable showing for teams with aspirations of contending.

“I’ve been answering that question seven years now, when I was in Manitoba and Abbotsford (B.C.) and now St. John’s,” said Jaffray, “and the answer is there is no answer.

“I can’t figure it out. We talk about it the night before games, before we hit the ice. We got over video and talk about it there.

“It just seems like when you beat a team the first night, they come out a little more desperate the next (game).”

St. John’s was the desperate team Saturday night, but not in an urgent sense.

Perhaps it was all the more noticeable because the IceCaps looked so good Friday, in what was a superbly entertaining game that saw the teams tied 1-1 after 40 minutes, before the four-goal barrage in the third.

Perhaps it was because Adam Pardy, playing his first pro game at Mile One and earning second-star status, was called up to Winnipeg early Saturday morning.

Or because Patrice Cormier was also on recall. Or beacause rookie Adam Lowry was hurt all weekend. Or because veteran Jerome Samson missed Saturday’s game because of injury.

Or because all-star defenceman Zach Redmond, who would normally log 30-plus minutes of ice, anchor the power play and kill a penalty or three, still has yet to play.

Or maybe it was that the IceCaps who were available Saturday didn’t show up.

“We didn’t have enough glorious (scoring) chances tonight,” said Jaffray, who scored his first of the year Friday. “Their goalie (Philipp Grubauer) had a shutout, but I can count on one hand the amount of good saves he made.

“We didn’t put enough pressure on him, we didn’t generate enough chances and our power play (O-fer in five opportunities) wasn’t nearly good enough.”

But so we don’t come across as the Grim Reaper, and to satisfy those glass-is-half-full fans, it should probably be pointed out the IceCaps did hit five goalposts in the game.

Jaffray isn’t buying.

“The effort was there, but the effort wasn’t there from enough guys,” he said.

The weekend split drops St. John’s to 2-3-1. The IceCaps will practice this week before leaving Thursday for an 11-day, six-game road swing in New England that includes a pair of games each against Manchester and Portland, and single tilts against Providence and Worcester.
IceCaps tame Bears
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Game 2 Saturday

A pair of goals within a 1:14 span in the third period staked the St. John’s IceCaps to a 5-1 win over the visiting Hershey Bears in American Hockey League play Friday night at Mile One Centre.

© Keith Gosse 

St. John's IceCaps player Kael Mouillierat (bottom) hits the ice after being tripped by Hersey Bears' Conner Carrick (25) during first-period play Friday.

The win lifts the IceCaps to 2-2-1 on the young season, with the second game of the Hershey series going 7:30 tonight. The Bears fall to 0-2-1.

With the teams tied 1-1 in the third, Eric O’Dell won the faceoff in the Hershey zone, kicked the puck back to Ben Chiarot, whose shot from the point eluded Bears netminder David Leggio.

Then, just 1:14 later, captain Jason Jaffray netted his first of the season, blasting a shot past Leggio from the high slot at the 10:13 mark.

John Albert added an insurance marker for the IceCaps in the third, and Austen Brassard, the rookie out of the Belleville Bulls, potted his first pro goal at 18:54.

Another rookie, J.C. Lipon, scored for St. John’s in the second period.

Jeff Taffe had the lone Hershey goal.

It was the Bears opening the scoring in the first period when the veteran Taffe, entering his 11th pro season with 180 National Hockey League games to his credit, stuffed the puck past Eddie Pasquale in a goalmouth scramble at the 12:31 mark.

The IceCaps ran into penalty trouble in the first, when referee T.J. Luxmore nabbed the home side for four straight minors.

It was a relatively weak hooking call on O’Dell which led to the Taffe goal.

While Leggio may have been the story of the game for the visiting Bears, with 35 saves overall, Pasquale came up huge for the IceCaps in the first, foiling Matt Watkins on a shorthanded breakaway with just over a minute to go in the period.

That save may have been the inspiration St. John’s needed, as Lipon drew the IceCaps even 28 seconds into the middle stanza, onetiming a Josh Lunden feed past Leggio with the IceCaps enjoying the man advantage.

It was the second goal on the year for Lipon, a rookie out of the Kam-loops Blazers, drafted 91st overall by Winnipeg in the June draft.

St. John’s outshot Hershey 17-10 in the second, and 15-4 in the third.

Pasquale finished the night with 24 saves.

Notes

Rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton hails from Spruce Grove, Alta., hometown of former St. John’s Maple Leafs great Nathan Dempsey. Dempsey owns a hockey school there, and Kichton’s younger brother is an instructor … St. John’s native Mike Winslow, who is living in Texas, worked his first AHL game as a linesman in the Lone Star State last night in San Antonio …
We don’t give up’: McCambridge

Robin Robin ShortPublished on October 18, 2013

Share 2 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

IceCaps’ coach focusing on positives as Hershey Bears arrive in St. John’s for two game set

The season is all but four games old, so we won’t read too much into the St. John’s IceCaps’ 1-2-1 record as they prepare to play host to the Hershey Bears this weekend.

Rather, instead of dissecting a 4-3 overtime loss to the Providence Bruins on opening night, and a pair of 3-2 and 6-3 setbacks last weekend to the Hamilton Bulldogs and Toronto Marlies, IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge prefers to look at the good things his charges are doing in the early stages.

© — Telegram File photo 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ John Albert (left) and the Hershey Bears’ Garrett Mitchell battle for possession in a game last season in Hershey, PA. The IceCaps (1-2-1) welcome the Bears (0-1-1) to Mile One Centre in St. John’s for a two game series that gets underway tonight at 7:30.

“I think what you see, especially in the series against Providence, was a group with some push-back,” McCambridge said.

“When we’re behind, we dig and claw. We don’t give up, and I like that.”

In the IceCaps’ first American Hockey League game of the season, St. John’s staked Providence to a 3-1 lead, but rebounded with two goals — including one with 57 seconds left in regulation — to send the game into overtime.

An unfortunate circumstance — Will O’Neill’s shattered stick on a shot from the point — led to an odd-man rush and the eventual Bruins’ goal in overtime.

The next night, the IceCaps came back with a dominating 5-1 win.

This past weekend saw a one-goal result in Hamilton, and the next evening in Toronto, the Marlies jumped out to a 2-0 lead just 2:43 after the opening faceoff, but the IceCaps pushed back with three goals for a 3-2 lead after 20 minutes.

It was all Toronto after that, however, with two goals each in the second and third periods.

“We’ve got a good, hard-working base, with a mix of skill and we’ve started to see that come out,” McCambridge said.

“In two games, we’ve gotten down early but we’ve been able to fight back. In the case of the Toronto game, we just ran out of gas.”

Not that everything is perfect, mind you. The IceCaps’ goaltending has been okay — not great — and the defence has been suspect at times.

“On the road last weekend,” McCambridge said, “I thought we were a little too loose. There were too many Grade A scoring chances allowed.

“The D-zone was too loose for my liking.”

The blueline won’t be getting a boost from Zach Redmond this weekend. The all-star rearguard has yet to play a game this season because of injury, although he has been skating by himself in the mornings before the team hits the ice.

Another defenceman, Kris Fredheim, who played three seasons with the AHL’s Houston Aeros, also hasn’t suited up this season because of injury, although he is skating with the IceCaps, albeit in a red non-contact jersey.

Up front, the IceCaps will be without Patrice Cormier, who has been recalled to Winnipeg as reported Thursday in The Telegram. The Jets’ Evander Kane was hurt in practice Wednesday, and Chris Thorburn has been placed on injured reserve.

And rookie Adam Lowry is nursing a nagging injury and is unavailable to the IceCaps for tonight, at least.

rshort@thetelegram.com
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Wrist injury could force St. John’s-born pro into early retirement

When Pat Yetman Jr. talks about the wrist injury that scuttled his 2012-13 season, on the surface at least there’s hope and optimism that things will improve soon and he can get back to doing the only thing he knows, playing hockey professionally.

But even he admits the chances of him returning to the game are slim.

© — Telegram file photo 

Pat Yetman Jr. handles the puck while playing for the Assat Pori of the top tier Finnish national league in this 2011 file photo. Yetman’s life as a professionaly hockey player could be at an end as a result of a serious wrist injury and subsequent post-op infection suffered while playing for the Orebro Hockey Club in Sweden last December.

“Anything’s possible, and I would never give up hope,” Yetman says, “but you have to be somewhat realistic with the goals you set and that would be a far-fetched goal.

“At this moment, I don’t think it’s even possible that I will be able to play again.”

And he doesn’t just mean at the pro level.

“I can’t even play a rec hockey game right now. If I get a slash across my wrist, I’m going to drop to my knees pretty easily.

“I makes me sick that I mightn’t play again.”

The beginning of the end for Yetman started last December when he took a hit while playing his 26th game with the Orebro Hockey Club, a team in the top tier Swedish Hockey League formerly known as Elitserien.

When an opposing player came in for a hip check, Yetman’s body was positioned so that his right arm took the brunt of the hit, forcing his elbow into his abdomen and essentially bending his hand back on his wrist, dislocating the lunate bone.

“There was no doubt something was wrong,” says Yetman, who says until that point he had gone through a 12 years of pro hockey without suffering any severe injuries save for a few mild concussions.

He went in for surgery the next day, and while the procedure went well, within a few weeks Yetman knew something wasn’t right.

“I was complaining (to team doctors) that I thought it was infected, but they told me it wasn’t, that it was the normal healing process.

It wasn’t until late March, with his wrist noticeably swollen, that the Orebro team physicians agreed there was an infection.

“That was four months gone to waste and it put me in a worse position than I was in before the surgery.

“I think the team doctors and the medical staff really dropped the ball. Even after it was confirmed that it was infected, one of the four doctors was still in a bit of disbelief.”

Yetman returned to his native St. John’s in late April and has started consulting orthopedic specialist Dr. Daniel Stephen Squire. What they’ve discovered is that the infection caused significant damage to Yetman’s wrist. While it’s not so severe that he can’t perform day-to-day tasks, he can’t put any strength on a shot.

“He thinks I may need to have another course of antibiotics to kill the infection that could still be there laying dormant.

“I’m not the right person for the terminology, but there was a lot of soft tissue damage and that may need to be cleaned out for my wrist to be in better shape than it is right now.

“You never know what’s going to happen; the body can adapt.”

Had the infection been caught earlier, chances are Yetman would be back in Orebro or somewhere else in Sweden, the country which has been his hockey season home since 2006. He actually had to turn down a pair of contract offers that came his way in August.

If this is the end for Yetman, who turns 33 next month, he insists he’s able to walk away proud of what he was able to accomplish in pro hockey, which included stints in the American Hockey League, the ECHL, and pro circuits in Sweden, Finland and Germany.

 Yetman is wise enough to see the big picture.

“You’ve gotta be thankful for what you’re given and I was given an opportunity and I made the best of it, I loved it,” he suggests.

“Yes, it sucks that I have this injury, but a lot of other people have got a lot going on and would be happy to be in my shoes.”

Wherever the road takes him from here, he insists hockey will be part of his life.

“That’s what I know. I enjoy working with kids on the ice, I enjoy coaching,” says Yetman, who has been working with his father Pat Sr.’s hockey school, Yetman’s Action Hockey, since coming home.

“I’ll never give it up. If I can’t play, I’ll still be involved.”
Against all odds
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JC Lipon’s perseverance pays off with start of professional hockey career

Hockey players often can be role models. Most times, it’s for what they do. But in some cases, it can be for what they don’t do.

An example of the latter might be St. John’s IceCaps rookie forward JC Lipon, who has been often ignored, bypassed and overlooked in his hockey career, but didn’t despair.

© — Photo by Jeff Parsons/St. John’s IceCaps 

When the Winnipeg Jets picked JC Lipon in the third round of this past June’s NHL draft, it was the first time in the Regina native’s hockey career that he had been drafted. He was overlooked in his first year of eligibility for the WHL bantam draft and didn’t hear his name called the first two times he was eligible for the NHL’s draft. After an unexpected appearance with the national junior team and a strong overage year with the Kamloops Blazers last year, Lipon’s draft stock increased. Now he’s embarking on his pro career with the St. John’s IceCaps.

He kept his chin up, his head down and a belief in himself.

Lipon was a third-round draft pick of the Winnipeg Jets this past June, so it’s obvious he hasn’t come this far totally unnoticed. But it’s worth pointing out it was the first time in his career that the 20-year-old from Regina had been drafted.

He went unselected in the WHL’s bantam draft and didn’t have his name called the first two times he was eligible for the National Hockey League’s Entry Draft. 

“I was small — really small — my bantam draft year,” explained Lipon (pronounce Lip-ahn, with equal emphasis on the syllables). 

“I might have been about five-three, 105-pounds when I was 14.”

But as 15-year-old, in his first year of midget play with the Regina Pats/Canadians, he went though a bit of a growth spot and despite modest numbers — four goals and nine assists in 43 games, earned an invitation to the camp of the WHL’s Kamloops Blazers.

“I got lucky,” said Lipon, who successfully made the Blazers as a 16-year-old walk-on, a fairly rare accomplishment in the WHL. 

“There were some injuries and I got the chance to prove myself. It worked out.”

In Kamloops, he went through a cycle, starting as a rookie trying to earn ice time and then as sophomore expecting he might find some first- or second-line work. Instead, he was thrust into a new role with the Blazers.

“My second year, I thought it would be easier, but I ended up being a third- fourth-line fighter,” said Lipon.

“It was different, but I’m glad I have that element in that game if I need to do it. However, the next year, my third year, I decided I could have some offensive spark and I got a chance and kind of went with it.”

Sometimes, he went too fast.

“My coach (Guy Charron) said I needed to start thinking out the game better as opposed to going 100 miles an hour all the time, sometimes without a good idea of what I was doing,” said Lipon.

“Once I slowed things down and thought the game out, it got better.”

Lipon wound up with 65 points and 11 fights that year.

“I thought with those numbers, I might squeeze into the late rounds (of the 2012 NHL draft),” he said.

He didn’t and with the draft finished, prepared to go wakeboarding at the lake where the family cottage is located.

But the phone started ringing. NHL teams like the San Jose Sharks and Dallas Stars were interested in having him come their camps.

“It actually was probably better, because I got to choose where I would go,” said Lipon.

But then the NHL lockout happened and the camp invitations meant nothing because there were no camps.

No sulking by Lipon, though. He had a great start to his fourth year in Kamloops, so great that he received an invitation to the selection camp for the 2013 Canadian world junior team. This even though he hadn’t been to the national team’s summer identification camp.

The phone call informing him he would be going to the national team camp came while the Blazers were on a road trip and he was on the team bus.

“It was strange, because I was so excited, but I had been told I couldn’t tell anyone on my team. That sucked because one of my linemates — Colin Smith,  who really helped me get there — didn’t get invited.”

Lipon had to settle for a couple of secret fist pumps and a text letting his mother know what happened. 

He made the junior team  — “I knew I wasn’t going to be a top six with that group, but I was determined to find a way to fit in,” — as a defensive forward.

He appeared in five games in the tourney, with no points and 27 penalty minutes. Canada, which went undefeated in the preliminary round at the tournament in Ufa, Russia, lost in the semifinals to the U.S., and then in the bronze-medal game to host Russia, the latter contest going to overtime.

Lipon returned to Kamloops, finishing the season with 36 goals, 89 points, 105 PIMs and a plus-34 rating. In 15 playoff games with the Blazers, he added 23 points.

Even though he was about to turn 20, the word was that the right-shooting Lipon, now five-11 and 180 pounds, was going to finally be drafted when the NHL gathered in New Jersey for its annual selection process. The Chicago Blackhawks were said to have traded up to the fourth round in order to take him, but the Jets snatched him late in the third round.

Lipon had decided against attending the draft in early July and instead opted to spend the day at the lake, his favourite place. He was joined by about 50 people — family and friends — but while there was plenty of imbibing, Lipon was only drinking in the moment

I just kept pacing around because I thought I might have to do interviews,” he said. “When it finally happened, it was so exciting, but also such a relief.

“It was one of the best days of my life. I hope I can have a few more like it.”

bmcc@thetelegram.com

What does JC stand for?

“Nothing. It’s my real name. My legal name,” said St. John’s IceCaps rookie JC Lipon.

“Where does it come from? I asked my parents and they just said they wanted something different, plus my father’s name is Jason. I guess that has something to do with it.”

He doesn’t mind that many people assume it’s an initialized first name or that others feel compelled to add periods that aren’t required.

“At school, I’d get asked about it a lot by teachers, but that was about it,” said Lipon. “People do all sorts of things with it. If they do get it right, I see it as a bonus.”

It’s not a big deal on the IceCaps, either.

“Around here, I’m just Lips or Lipper,” he said.
IceCaps will see many new pups, some old dogs at ‘The Pound’ tonight
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Bell signed to contract by St. John's; Slaney entering AHL Hall of Fame

When the St. John’s IceCaps take on the Hamilton Bulldogs tonight at Copps Coliseum — ‘The Pound’ — in the Bulldogs’ AHL season-opener, they’ll be facing a club very much like their own, one which has undergone an extensive renovation after a disappointing finish last season.

With Bonavista’s Adam Pardy joining the lineup this week, the IceCaps’ roster shows have 17 players who weren’t in St. John’s a year ago at the start of the 2012-13 campaign.

Hamilton, which like St. John’s failed to make the playoffs last spring, has undergone a similar transformation, with newcomers accounting to more than 50 per cent of the team. The intake includes kids like forward Ben Duffy, the QMJHL’s leading scorer last season, and veterans, like forward Martin St. Pierre, a five-time AHL all-star and the Bulldogs’ new captain.

Tonight’s game, with a 9 p.m. (NT) puck-drop, represents the start of a short, compact road trip for the IceCaps, who have a Saturday afternoon game in Toronto against the Marlies before returning home.

••••

When the IceCaps released tryout defenceman Zach Bell at the end of training camp a week-and-a-half ago, they expressed interest in keeping him within the organization, and that indeed has happened,

The IceCaps have signed Bell to an AHL contract and are expected to send him to their ECHL affiliate, the Ontario (Calif.) Reign.

The 20-year-old Bell, who was born in St. John’s and raised in Ontario, could have played as an overager with the Ontario Hockey League’s North Bay Battalion, but had remained at his family home in Brampton and had been seeking a trade from North Bay to a contender. His signing a pro contract puts that issue to rest.

In 234 games over four years with the Battalion (the franchise was located in Brampton prior to last season) the six-foot-two, 225-pound Bell had 17 goals, 28 assists, 253 penalty minutes and an overall plus-10 rating.

••••

Bell’s signing means there are 11 defenceman with St. John’s and two more contracted to the IceCaps/Jets and playing with the Reign (Cody Sol is the other assigned to Ontario).

With Zach Redmond, Kris Fredheim, and Travis Ehrhardt working their way back from injury and Adam Pardy arriving from Winnipeg, it likely won’t be long before there’s another move in relation to the  blueline corps. In addition to the three injured players, Patrick Cullity is another blueliner who didn’t appear in either of St. John’s season-opening games against Providence last weekend.

••••

John Slaney’s induction into the American Hockey League Hall of Fame was inevitable  — the St. John’s native is, after all, one of the greatest offensive defencemen in AHL history. However, with the AHL’s All-Star Classic — which annually includes the Hall of Fame induction ceremony — being held here in February, the timing was perfect for Slaney’s enshrinement.

A first-round draft pick of the Washington Capitals in 1990. Slaney turned pro with the Baltimore Skipjacks, the Caps’ AHL farm team.

In 1992-93 with the Skipjacks, Slaney set league records for goals (20) and points (66) in a season by a rookie defenceman.

In all, Slaney, played 631 AHL games, with 166 goals and 353 assists for 519 points, second-most all-time by an AHL rearguard. He’s one of only three players to have won the league’s top defenceman award twice.

Joining Slaney in the Hall of Fame  class of 2014 will be Bill Dineen, Al MacNeil and Bob Perreault.

Dineen played in the NHL and then spent a half-dozen seasons skating in the AHL. But he really made his mark as a coach in a career that saw him guide the Adirondack Red Wing to a couple of Calder Cup championships, while winning the league’s coach of the year honours twice.

MacNeil is another former NHL/AHL player who made a successful transition to coaching. A Nova Scotia native, MacNeil was player/coach for the Montreal Voyageurs and later returned behind the bench for the Vees after the team moved to Halifax. In 1975 and 1976, the MacNeil-led Nova Scotia Voyageurs won Calder Cup titles. In between his AHL stints, as a rookie head coach of the parent Montreal Canadiens, he guided the Habs to a Stanley Cup win in 1971.

Perreault, who died in 1980 at the age of 49, was a goalie who backstopped teams to four Calder Cup wins , two each with Hershey and Rochester. He ranks sixth in AHL history with 229 victories and third with 37 shutouts.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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IceCaps represent opportunity for the steady on-ice employment he wants and needs

Adam Pardy sees the opportunity to ply his trade in his home province as a bit of a bonus. 

But make no mistake, it’s the promise of regular work that really has him looking forward to suiting up for the American Hockey League’s St. John’s IceCaps

© Photo by Boris Minkevich/Winnipeg Free Press 

In this Sept. 26, 2013 photo, Winnipeg Jets’ defenceman Adam Pardy fends off Boston Bruins’ forward Gregory Campbell during NHL pre-season game in Winnipeg. Pardy was assigned to the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps earlier this week.

“I haven’t played a whole lot of games lately,” said the 29-year-old defenceman from Bonavista Tuesday after his first practice with the IceCaps at Mile One Centre.

“Two years ago in Dallas, with injuries and everything, I just got into around 35 games. Last year, with the lockout, it was less than 40 in total.

“That’s not enough games. Four or five games here and there, is not enough to get going, to get where you need to be.

“It was way too much practice time, let’s put it that way.

“I need to get back to playing and this is a real opportunity to do that.”

“It’s the only way to look at it.”

Pardy finds himself in St. John’s after spending the first week of the National Hockey League season in Winnipeg with the parent Jets, who had signed him to a one-year, one-way $600,000 free-agent contract over the summer.

But he knew he wasn’t going to stay in Winnipeg. Pardy had already cleared waivers and only remained on the Jets’ roster as insurance while fellow blueliner Grant Clitsome recovered an injury.

For Pardy, who had to once again satisfied with just practising and watching games from the press box, it was sort of like having an appointment for a root canal postponed. Part of him appreciated the opportunity to stay in ‘The Show,’ if only temporarily. The other part of him wanted to get it all over with.

“You always wanted to be positive. And your support team — your friends and family — are going to say ‘Keep your head up’ and ‘At least you’re still there (in the NHL),” said Pardy.

“But when it’s temporary and you know it’s temporary, it’s tough. It’s waking up every day and going to a job you know you’re going to be leaving in a matter of time.

“But like I said, I want to stay positive. If things can go this way, they can just as quickly flip and go the other way.

“Ultimately, it all comes back on you and attitude is a big part of that.”

So are the fortunes of the game. Pardy isn’t wishing for injuries among his Jets brethren, but after eight pro season, 200 games in the NHL and nearly as many in the AHL, he know they’re bound to occur.

“It’s pretty safe to say injuries are going to happen. You don’t usually see teams end the season with all the same players they started with,” he said. “It’s part of hockey.”

Not that he’s counting on being the first re-hired because he was the last to be let go by the Jets.

“I’ve learned it doesn’t always work that way,” he said.

“”And it shouldn’t”

“If you’re not doing your thing and staying ready, you’re not going to be the first one going up because you were the last one sent down.

“They’re not going to look at you at all.”

The Jets are Pardy’s fourth NHL organization. He started with the Calgary Flames, signed as a free agent with the Dallas Stars and got traded to the Buffalo Sabres a little over a year ago.

He’s a journeyman, with an emphasis on the journey part.

“You have to realize where you’re at in your career, the way things have gone in the past three years, bouncing around. It’s something that’s not very much fun,” he said.

“You think back to all the things that could have turned out differently if you’d gone down a different path, if I had stayed in Calgary, for example. You could run all that through your head, but you don’t know how it would have really turned out.

“It’s just hindsight and I don’t look that way.”

Instead, he’s looking forward to playing with St. John’s, which is preparing for its first road games of the young AHL season this weekend in Hamilton and Toronto.

“Down here. I’m going to get a lot of minutes. A lot of time to play, a lot of time to work on parts of my game that aren’t as sharp as they were when I was only playing a game or two every couple of weeks,” he said..

“I’m excited to get going, to start playing here.”

He doesn’t think of himself as a token Newfoundlander on the IceCaps, a replacement for recently retired Corner Brook native Jason King, but he is  embracing the chance to play at home.

“It’s a bit of situation, but it will be fun, I think,” said Pardy, who added the fact he was from Newfoundland never came up in off-season discussions with the Jets.

“I’m excited to be playing anywhere, but it will be special because it’s here and hopefully, the fans will be excited to see me.

“I know what it’s like around here. I know the buzz and how they love the team.

“Having that good atmosphere is going to nake it easier.

“As much as it sucks being sent down, as much as I want to get back there, this is still going to be pretty fun. It’s going to be pretty cool.”

And pretty familiar.

Pardy maintains his off-season home in St. John’s, so on arriving Monday night, he just had to turn a key  and “unpack the clothes.”

There was even a pot of turkey soup in the fridge, courtesy of his dad.

“(My parents) were in this week and I think he made it up for me.

“It was nice. It really made me feel at home.”

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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IceCaps expect Pardy to be himself
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Defenceman brings experience, veteran presence on the blueline

The St. John’s IceCaps don’t have Paul Postma, or even a Paul Postma-type on their blueline right now.

Zach Redmond has the makings of a power-play quarterback, but he’s hurt. There are early indications rookie Brenden Kichton can develop into that role, but he’s only two games into his professional career. And while the IceCaps have just picked up a defenceman with 200 big-league games to his credit, they don’t want Adam Pardy to be something that he’s not.

“He can’t come down here and try to play a different way than he played in the National Hockey League,” said IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge about Pardy, the Bonavista native who has been assigned to St. John’s by the parent Winnipeg Jets.

“He’s a first-pass defenceman, a big, physical defenceman. The organization wants him to keep the game simple. We don’t want him to be the guy leading the rush. We want him to do the things that led his success in getting to the National Hockey League.”

Pardy, 29, also provides experience that’s not in abundance among St. John’s rearguards. Other than Redmond, who appeared in eight games for Winnipeg last season, Pardy is the only St. John’sblueliner  with NHL experience. And with 380 total games between the AHL and NHL, he’s immediately third in seniority in that regard on the IceCaps, behind only captain Jason Jaffray (541) and fellow forward Andrew Gordon (406).

Pardy, signed to a one-way free-agent contract by the Jets over the summer, spent the first week of the NHL season in Winnipeg. But when Grant Clitsome came off the injured reserved list on the weekend, it left the Jets with eight defencemen and one over the NHL’s 23-man roster limit. That Pardy was the player moved out to address the overflow was not surprising since he had already had a waiver clearance that remained in effect.

McCambridge said he has talked to Jets head coach Claude Noel about Pardy’s role for St. John’s (1-0-1), which plays its first road game of the 2013-14 AHL season Friday night in Hamilton.

“His game is a strong first pass to get the puck to the forwards, to play with an edge and defend well ... to make sure he’s not doing too much,” said McCambridge.

“I’ll speak with him about that, like we always do when players joining us, but I know he’s a professional, and he’s certainly coming here knowing what’s expected of him.”

••••

With Pardy arriving, defenceman Cody Sol has been re-assigned to the Ontario Reign of the ECHL. The 22-year-old Sol, who at six-foot-five, was the tallest defenceman on the roster, was a healthy scratch in the IceCaps’ first two games.

“”He needs to play,” said McCambridge, explaining the decision to send Sol to the Reign.

•••••

With Sol out and Pardy in, St. John’s still has 11 defencemen the roster, although three — Travis Ehrhardt, Kris Fredheim and Redmond — are hurt, with no specific timetables for their return.

“The batting order would have (Travis) Ehrhardt ahead of Fredheim when it comes to makeing (the weekend road) trip,” said McCambridge.

“But no matter what happens, the guys who are playing are making (any future) decisions that much harder for the staff, which is a real good thing.”

Kichton, Ben Chiarot, Julian Melchiori, Will O’Neill, Cody Lampl and Jordan Hill — with the latter two operating on tryout contracts — played for St. John’s in its first two games, a 4-3 overtime loss to the Providence Bruins, followed by a 5-1 win over the P-Bruins.

Patrick Cullity, like Sol, was a healthy scratch for those weekend games.

As for Redmond, who injured his left leg last week, McCambridge hinted there will be no rush to bring him back into the lineup. That’s not because his services wouldn’t be welcome, but because his long-term health is the main consideration, especially since he missed most of the second half of the 2013-14 hockey season recovering from a lacerated right femoral artery after an accident during a practice with Winnipeg.

“We are going to be very cautious, because Reds needs to play on a consistent basis,” said McCambridge. “It can’t be some sort of situation where he comes back and plays for a couple of games and then reaggravates something and goes back (on the IR).”
Transition game: IceCaps’ Kichton adapting quickly
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With a nagging injury keeping Zach Redmond sidelined on opening weekend, St. John’s IceCaps rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton made the most of his opportunity to jump in and play the role of offensive defenceman against the Providence Bruins.

© Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram 

St. John’s IceCaps’ defenceman Brenden Kichton (left) moves the puck up ice as IceCaps’ goalie Eddie Pasquale (40) untangles himself from St. John’s teammate Ben Chiarot after Chiarot was knocked flying, bowling over Pasquale and dislodging the net, during AHL action at Mile One Centre Saturday night. Kichton had a goal and an assist as the IceCaps won 5-1, giving them three of a possible four points from two season-opening games against the Bruins.

The 21-year-old from Spruce Grove, Alta,. collected three points over the weekend, including the game-winning goal and an assist in Saturday night’s 5-1 victory in his American Hockey League series debut.

He got his first pro point when he collected a helper on JC Lipon’s goal on opening-night Friday, which saw Providence come away with a 4-3 overtime victory.

“It’s definitely a transition process from junior, but I feel great with the way I’m playing and hope to keep it going,” Kichton said following Saturday’s contest.

Kichton arrived in Winnipeg’s camp with solid credentials, after winning the Western Hockey League’s top defenceman award as an overager last season with the Spokane Chiefs.

Kichton scored 22 goals and 85 points in 71 games with the Chief in 2012-13.

“It’s one of the main reasons we drafted him, because he’s an offensive defenceman, someone who can help on the power play and can help in the organization from a depth perspective,” IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said.

On Friday night, Kichton shared playing time with fourth-year pro Jordan Hill and third-year D-man Ben Chiarot, but was paired primarily with Hill Saturday.

Like any graduate of the junior ranks, Kichton said the size of the players and the speed of the game are the biggest differences between the WHL and AHL.

But Kichton didn’t appear to miss a beat, fitting in nicely amongst the St. John’s starting six.

“If you’re positionally sound, you should not have too much trouble,” he said.

“In junior, the play is a lot more scrambly, so guys aren’t always in the right position. But here, guys will be in the right position. The practices are more crisp and when you’re out there, everyone knows how to do their job and that’s what makes better hockey.”

Saturday, Eric O’Dell scored his third career hat trick and Jerome Samson had a goal and two assists for the IceCaps. Joe Morrow had the Providence goal.

Eddie Pasquale, making the second of what will probably be many starts this season, made 36 saves. Rookie Malcolm Subban was busy in the Bruins’ goal, facing 39 shots.

The IceCaps dropped a heart-breaker Friday night, the first time in their brief three years history St. John’s kicked off the season at home.

With the Bruins leading 3-1 and just over seven minutes to go in regulation time, Lipon scored his first pro goal at 18:11, and O’Dell tied it with 57 seconds left in the period.

Then, in overtime, St. John’s defenceman Will O’Neill uncorked a shot from the Providence blueline, only to see his stick snap in half.

The Bruins picked up the stray puck, went the other way and Johnson beat Pasquale 2:04 into the extra session.

Kichton finished Friday’s game at plus-one and was even in Saturday’s win.

“It’s a good opportunity for him to jump in and play in key situations, power plays and when we’re down and chasing games,” McCambridge said of Kichton.

“It’s a good opportunity for him to prosper and show why he put up the numbers he did in the Western league.

“But he’s shown other parts of his game, too. Defensively, he’s smart and knows where he needs to be on the ice. And there’s an edge to him with regards to blocking shots.

“I like where Brenden’s game is right now. I thought he had two really strong games and that’s quite a feather for a first-year pro.”

Kichton was originally drafted in the fifth round, 127th overall, by the New York Islanders. When the two sides failed to come to a contract agreement — “There’s a glut of defenceman in New York, and they didn’t really see the potential in me … we weren’t really feeling it back from them that they appreciated the way I played” — Kichton re-entered the 2013 draft and was grabbed in the seventh round, 190th by Winnipeg.

Perhaps one of the reasons the Isles failed to sign him, and he lasted until the 21st pick before the end of the draft last June lies the fact he’s very generously listed at 6-0, and his skating might not yet be up to NHL snuff.

His expression alone leads one to believe Kichton’s heard it all before when the subject is broached. He admits there’s work to be done, but he employs a skating coach in the off-season and says he’s been showing steady improvement.

And McCambridge certainly doesn’t feel Kichton’s feet are a deal-breaker in terms of success at the pro level.

“That side of his game will continue to blossom,” McCambridge said. “For him, it’s just a matter of adjusting to the speed level. He’s only going to get quicker and quicker.

“He’s a first-year pro, and it’s his first two games. The players you play with and against only help you get quicker and faster. He’s young, so there’s still a lot of development left in him.”

The IceCaps’ defence corps will get a shot in the arm this week with the arrival of Adam Pardy from Winnipeg (see accompanying story), and Redmond could be ready to go when St. John’s plays its next games, Friday and Saturday in Hamilton and Toronto.

The IceCaps are home again in two weeks time when the Hershey Bears visit Mile One Centre.

rshort@thetelegram.com
Jets assign Pardy to IceCaps, adding to crowd on the St. John’s blueline
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Updated story

The Winnipeg Jets have assigned defenceman and Bonavista native Adam Pardy to the American Hockey League’s St. John’s IceCaps.

 The move came after the Jets activated rearguard Grant Clitsome from the injured reserve list.

Winnipeg had planned to send the 29-year-old Pardy to St. John’s early last week after he cleared waivers, but Clitsome’s injury led them to keep Pardy on the roster as insurance, but he did not play in any of the Jets’ first three regular-season games.

NHL rules permit teams to assign players to the minors within 30 days of them having cleared waivers as long as they don’t play 10 or more games during that period.

Pardy appeared in 17 NHL games with the Buffalo Sabres last season, with four assists and 14 penalty minutes. He also played 21 games with the Rochester Americans, the Sabres’ AHL farm team, registering two goals, seven assists and 22 penalty minutes.

Pardy has suited up for 200 NHL contests over eight seasons with the Calgary Flames, Dallas Stars and Buffalo, totalling 33 points (four goals, 29 assists) and 171 penalty minutes.

He signed a one-year, one-way free-agent contract with the Jets over the summer worth $600,000.

Pardy’s arrival means the IceCaps, who don’t play again until Friday, when they take on Bulldogs in Hamilton, have 12 defencemen on their roster, although three of them — Zach Redmond, Travis Ehrhardt and Kris Fredheim — were injury scratches when St. John’s opened its season with two weekend games against the Providence Bruins at Mile One Centre.

There was no corresponding move by the IceCaps Sunday after Pardy’s assignment was announced.

Fredheim and Ehrhardt have been skating with red no-contact jerseys and were described by St. John’s head coach Keith McCambridge as “close” to returning. Redmond, who hurt his left leg in practice Thursday was still waiting to resume skating.

“I know that he’s been on the bike, which is a good sign,” said McCambridge when asked about Redmond’s timetable.

“When the doctors tell me he’s 100 per cent and the trainers say the same, then we’ll put him on the ice. “

Still on the injury front, McCambridge expressed some hope that forward Blair Riley, forced from Friday’s season-opener after being felled by a punch to the chin by the Bruins’ Tyler Randell, will be available for next weekend’s two-game road trip, which will also include a matchup with the Marlies in Toronto.

“We’re just following all the steps,” said the coach about Riley, an off-season acquisition, who didn’t play Saturday.

“We have a whole week to rest here, so we’ll get him the rest he needs ... and see if he’s ready for practice or not.

“But the target is for next weekend’s games.”
IceCaps down Bruins 5-1 at Mile One for first win of season

Brendan McCarthyPublished on October 05, 2013

Share 0 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

O'Dell registers hat trick

O'Dell had three goals, Jerome Samson also had a three-point night and Eddie Pasqaule made 36 saves as St. John's IceCaps downed the Providence Bruins 5-1 in American Hockey League play at Mile One Centre Saturday night.

© Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram 

St. John's IceCaps centre Eric O'Dell (right) shadows Providence Bruins' defencman Joe Morrow during AHL action at Mile One Centre in St. John's Saturday night. O'Dell had three goals as the Icecaps won their first game of the 2013-14 AHL season, defeating the Bruins 5-1.

With their first victory of the just-started 2013-14 AHL campaign, the IceCaps took away three points from a two-game season-opening series with the P-Bruins, who had won 4-3 in overtime Friday night.

O'Dell, who has four goals on the young season, completed his hat trick with an empty-netter. Samson had a goal — his first as an IceCap — and two assists, while rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton had his first pro tally and a helper.

Also with two-point nights were rearguards Ben Chiarot and Will O'Neill, and O'Dell's linemate, Kael Mouillierat.

Joe Morrow was the lone Bruin to beat Pasquale, who looked to be screened on the defenceman's shot from the point.

Malcolm Subban, the 2012 first-round draft choice of the parent Boston Bruins, made 36 saves for Providence in his first pro start.

The IceCaps don't play again until Friday, when they take on the Bulldogs in Hamilton in the first game of a short, two-game road trip that finishes up Saturday in Toronto against the Marlies.

Note

One lineup change for St. John's saw Carl Klingberg take over from Blair Riley on a line with John Albert and Ryan Schnell. Riley was out as a precaution after taking a punch to the head in a fight with Providence's Tyler Randell Friday, one that forced him from the game … In addition to Riley, players not dressed for St. John’s Saturday included defencemen Patrick Cullity, Kris Fredheim, Zach Redmond, Cody Sol and Travis Ehrhardt, as well as forwards Kyle MacKinnon and Austen Brassard. Ehrhardt. Fredheim and Redmond we're all scratched because of injury ... In addition to Subban being in goal (Niklas Svedberg had been between the pipes Friday), other changes in Providence's lineup saw rookie defenceman Chris Casto replace veteran Kevan Miller on the blueline, and forward Alex Fallstrom take Matt Lindblad's spot on the forward lines. ... IceCaps' centre Patrice Cormier had been penalized for a hit to the head of Miller in Friday's game. Mark Divver of the Providence Journal reports the P-Bruins have submitted video of the hit to the league for review ... The IceCaps were two-for-three on the power play Saturdary, while Providence didn't score in four opportunities …. There were 11 games in the AHL Saturday, including one in Toronto, where the Marlies beat the defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins 4-3 in overtime. Former St. John's Fog Devils defenceman T.J. Brennan had the Marlies' first three goals … The Molson Canadian three stars: 1. O'Dell 2. Samson 3. Kichton... John Albert was the choice as the Mary Brown's hardest-working IceCap ... Happy birthday to Mike Fisher, director of Rogers Television's broadcasts of IceCaps' games. It's a day late, but we will put it down as a Momentary Lapse of Reason ...
Falcons forward Andrew Joudrey has fallen into Springfield's leadership pack
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SPRINGFIELD – Andrew Joudrey, a 29-year-old center in his second season with the Springfield Falcons, knows how to win and knows how to lead. 

 At the University of Wisconsin, he played on an NCAA championship team as a junior in 2006, then served as captain as a senior. 

 With the Hershey Bears, he played on Calder Cup winners in 2009 and 2010. 

 Now with the Falcons, he fills a leadership role in the absence of captain Ryan Craig, who’s on the roster of Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets, after being promoted Oct. 11. 

 Joudrey serves as alternate captain along with new defenseman Frederic St. Denis. They have gotten together with four other veterans – Spencer Machacek, Patrick McNeill, Jean-Francois Jacques and Darryl Boyce – to form a group that might be called “leadership by committee.” 

 “It’s a big void to lose Craiger, because he’s the kind of guy who shows young players how to prepare for a game and how to carry themselves as professionals,” Joudrey said. “He’s the model to follow, and we are just trying to continue that as a group.” 

So far, leadership by committee has worked well on a club that has a bevy of young talent. The Falcons have bolted to a 5-0 start – the best for any era of Springfield hockey. Even Springfield Indians powerhouses of the early ’60s didn’t get such a fast start. The previous best in local hockey history is 5-0-1 by the Falcons of 1997-98, but that tie came in the second game. 

“It’s a great start, and the younger players are responding well. But we are all learning as we go, and there is room for improvement,” Joudrey said. “The main thing is, the young prospects on this team are showing that they can play, and they are earning the trust of their teammates.” 

Joudrey came to Springfield last season after five years in the Washington Capitals organization, which drafted him in the eighth round of 2003. 

 Since joining the Falcons, Joudrey has proven himself to be the ultimate team player, able to adjust to various roles and always ready to go. He played 73 games last season, missing three only because of a brief recall to Columbus in December. 

“Andrew is valuable, because he does everything with maximum effort and he buys in to the team concept,” coach Brad Larsen said. “He’s the type of player who practices as hard as he plays – everything at full speed.” 

ICE CHIPS:Â� Columbus beat Vancouver 4-1 Sunday with former Falcons MVP Curtis McElhinney in goal. “I was so proud of him. He was lights out, and that after not playing for a few weeks,” Larsen said ... Veteran forward Jack Skille has been returned to the Falcons after a weekend stay with Columbus. He played Sunday ... The Falcons won at Providence Friday, and go back there again Friday before returning home to face Worcester on Saturday.Â�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
By  Bruce Landon, Springfield Falcons   
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When I was asked about a year ago to write this blog, we decided that I would not talk all the time about the Falcons, but would leave that up to the sports writers at the Republican and at MassLive. I was to write about anything else in hockey that I thought would be interesting. However, every once in awhile you have to toot your own horn when you think it is justified. THE SPRINGFIELD FALCONS ARE 5-0 to start the season, setting a franchise record and this includes three straight road wins. 

At this time of year as the Red Sox are trying to win a World Series, the Patriots are off to a 5-2 start, the Celtics are getting ready to crank up their regular season and high school football is in full swing, it is very easy to get lost in the tidal wave of other sports news. So forgive me if I simply remind everyone that there is something pretty special going on right here in your own backyard that deserves your support. We are home Saturday night and yes I know we are up against the Red Sox and the Cardinals. However, that game starts around 8:10 pm. Our game is a 7 pm start. You can watch the Falcons play Worcester and because baseball on television moves at a snail's pace, you can still be home in time to watch the last six innings. We will also have the game on the televisions in the Grill Room, the bar and on the concourse. It is our Annual Halloween Night at the Nest so wear a costume, join in the fun and bring the whole family. Thanks to one of our great corporate partners Bob Bolduc, owner of Pride Station and Stores for his sponsorship of this game and his support of Falcon's hockey all season long.

Finally, I watch every Columbus game unless we are also playing. It was great this past Sunday to see the Blue Jackets beat Vancouver, but it was a special treat to see so many of our former players contributing to the win. The American Hockey League is a development League and to watch Cam Atkinson, Dalton Prout, first star Curtis McElliheny, David Savard and Ryan Johannsen all playing in this game says a great deal about our League and the job we are doing here in Springfield preparing players for the next step in their career.

Thanks for your support and see you at the Nest.
By  Garry Brown   
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SPRINGFIELD – As president/general manager Bruce Landon watches his Springfield Falcons make the best start in franchise history, he admires the work done by coach Brad Larsen and assistants Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar. 

“Our 5-0 start is a tremendous credit to the players, and to the coaches who make sure they’re prepared for every game. No matter who’s hurt, or who’s called up (to the NHL), this team finds a way to win,” Landon said. 

 The Falcons certainly found a way Saturday night when they rallied from 2-0 down to tie the Adirondack Phantoms and force the game into overtime. It finally came down to a shootout, with center Sean Collins and defenseman Cody Goloubef scoring for a 3-2 victory. 

 It marked the third straight road success for the Falcons, who visit Providence Friday before returning to the MassMutual Center Saturday night against Worcester. 

 The Falcons were blanked in the first period, and fell two goals down at the 4-minute mark of the second. At 15:39 of that period, they got back in the game on a goal by Broc Little, a former Yale University player in his first American Hockey League season. Assists went to Ryley Grantham, who was playing his first game, and veteran defenseman Frederic St. Denis. 

 It was Little’s first goal as a pro, but he did have the clincher in a 3-2 shootout victory over Manchester opening night. 

 Will Weber, a defenseman who had been suspended from Friday’s game as punishment for an illegal crosscheck, returned to the lineup and provided the game-tying goal at 11:10 of the third when he buried a pass from Collins. 

 In the shootout, Adirondack scored in the second round, but Collins got the Falcons even in the fourth. It continued until the sixth round, when Goloubef connected. 

 Mike McKenna then foiled Adirondack’s final attempt to seal the victory. 

 Once again, Springfield got outstanding goaltending. After giving up a goal only 47 seconds into the game, McKenna went on to stop 35 of 36 shots. In Springfield’s 5-2 victory Friday at Providence, Jeremy Smith had 39 saves. 

ICE CHIPS:Â� In the Friday-Saturday games, the Falcons allowed a total of 77 shots ... Collins rejoined the team in time for Saturday’s game after being recalled briefly by Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. In turn, the Jackets recalled experienced forward Jack Skille ... The Jackets expect winger Matt Calvert, a former favorite of Falcons fans, to miss six weeks as he recovers from Oct. 15 surgery to repair an abdominal injury ... Defenseman Tim Erixon continued his excellent play since being sent to the Falcons from Columbus Oct. 11. He leads the Birds with nine points in four games. “Timmy has been really effective for us, and he’s working hard,” Larsen said.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
By  Mike Scandura   
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McNeil_falcons_101813.JPGFalcons defenseman Patrick McNeill moves up ice Saturday at the MassMutual Center in Springfield. Michael Beswick / The Republican 

PROVIDENCE, R.I. – A year ago, the Springfield Falcons had an opportunity to make franchise history by winning their first four games of the season. But a loss in their fourth game squashed that opportunity. 

Springfield didn’t pass up a similar opportunity Friday night against the Providence Bruins. 

Defenseman Tim Erixon scored one goal and assisted on two as the Falcons clawed the P-Bruins, 5-2, en route to setting a franchise record for most wins to begin a season. 

Erixon now has 2-6-8 totals in three games. 

Providence outshot Springfield in the first period 15-8, but the Falcons led 2-0 at intermission due in large part to Erixon. 

The P-Bruins’ Bob Flick was in the box for high sticking when the Falcons scored their first goal. 

Jonathan Marchessault passed to Erixon at the left point, and Erixon unloaded a slap shot from the top of the right faceoff circle, beating Malcolm Subban (22 saves) top shelf at 13:17. 

It was just the Falcons’ third power-play goal in 17 opportunities. 

Springfield needed all of 46 seconds to up its lead to 2-0. 

Subban blocked Erixon’s slap shot, but the rebound deflected in off the skate of rookie Lukas Sedlak for his second goal of the season. 

Providence cut the deficit in half at 11:42 of the second on a power play. 

Alexander Khokhlachev passed to Seth Griffin at the bottom of the left circle, and Griffin slid a cross-ice pass to Matt Fraser, who scored on a one-timer. 

The P-Bruins had the proverbial golden opportunity to tie the score late in the period on the penalty kill when Nick Johnson stole the puck in the neutral zone and sailed in on a breakaway. But Jeremy Smith (39 saves) stopped him to send Springfield into intermission leading 2-1. 

Bizarre is the only adjective to use when describing what transpired in the early minutes of the third period. 

Providence’s Joe Morrow snapped off a wrist shot that appeared to be blocked by Smith, with the puck rebounding between the circles. 

Play continued, and Springfield scored at 3:40 when Jean-Francois Jacques buried his own rebound from the bottom of the right circle for a 3-1 lead. 

With a break in the action, referees Ternt Knorr and Gino Binda went to the replay booth to view Morrow’s shot. 

After a good 10 minutes, Knorr eventually ruled that Smith had made the save which, in turn, allowed Hansen’s goal to stand up. If the ruling had gone in Providence’s favor, Hansen’s goal would not have counted. 

There wasn’t any confusion shortly after the game passed the midway point of the third. 

Providence and Springfield were skating 4-on-4 when Jack Skille slid a backhander between Subban and the post for a 4-1 lead. 

Skille’s goal loomed large when Providence’s Craig Cunningham scored on a wrist shot at 14:49 to pull his team within 4-2. 

Alex Aleardi scored an empty-netter with 66 seconds remaining. �
  Garry Brown   
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SPRINGFIELD – New team, new coach, new system and new outlook on his life as a hockey defenseman. 

 So it goes with Patrick McNeill, a seventh-year pro who’s settling into the Springfield Falcons’ way of doing things after breaking free from a difficult situation in Hershey last season. 

“I was a veteran, but I wasn’t playing much,” he said. “There was one stretch when I got scratched in 20 games in a row. That’s hard to take, but I stayed positive, and when I did get into the lineup later in the season, I played some good hockey.” 

So good, in fact, the Columbus Blue Jackets were glad to grab him when he opted to leave a Washington Capitals organization that had been his since the day he was drafted in the fourth round of 2005. 

“The day I signed (with Columbus) happened to be the day of a reunion of guys who had played for Hershey on their Calder Cup championship teams (in 2009 and 2010),” McNeill said. 

“I had a chance to compare notes with teammates who knew the Springfield situation – guys like Andrew Joudrey, Greg Amadio and Bryan Helmer. I was excited about the idea of coming here. This team looks deep and strong on defense. 

“It’s going to take time, but every day I feel like I’m going in the right direction.” 

McNeill has been paired with Ilari Melart as part of a defense that has helped the Falcons to a 3-0 start. 

 Like McNeill, Melart is settling into the Springfield system. He played the last five seasons in his native Finland. 

“I like our mobility and size back there,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “We have several guys who are basically new to our program, but I feel that they’re getting it. A guy like McNeill, he’s a really smooth skater with good vision of the play and I like the way he charges up ice. First and foremost, he’s a quality person.” 

Springfield’s defensive unit did take a hit Monday when American Hockey League headquarters announced that Wil Weber has been suspended one game because of a cross-checking incident against Worcester Saturday. He will sit out Springfield’s game Friday at Providence. �

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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SPRINGFIELD - Through two games, the Springfield Falcons are perfect against the American Hockey League's Atlantic Division.

Unfortunately for the Falcons, they play in the Northeast Division. However, the Birds welcome any victories against Eastern Conference opposition­.

Jake Hansen scored twice, and Tim Erixon, who was loaned to the Falcons by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets on Friday, earned two assists in the first period of his first game back with Springfield as the Falcons edged the Worcester Sharks 4-3 before 2,788 at the MassMutual Center. 

"I got the opportunity to move up and play with (Michael) Chaput and Colly (Sean Collins) on the second line, so I knew I was going to get more ice time," Hansen said. "Obviously, it was big to score two goals like that to boost your confidence."

Lukas Sedlak and Jonathan Marchessault also tallied for the Falcons (2-0-0-0), while Jeremy Smith held off a feverish Worcester rally and made 26 saves for the victory. The Sharks outshot the Falcons 22-10 over the final two periods.

"It wasn't a pretty win, but they're not all going to be pretty," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "Tonight, we found a way to kind of dig deep and hold on to the lead and make sure we close it out."

Marchessault and Hansen struck on the 5-on-3 power play and the penalty kill, respectively, less than two minutes apart as Springfield grabbed a 4-1 lead with 3:46 left in the second period.

Frederic St. Denis threaded a pass to Marchessault, who put it away from the left faceoff circle. Hansen then faked Sharks goalie Harri Sateri into dropping down, shot high and scored just as he was hit by a Worcester defender.

"Marchy scored a big goal there 5-on-3," Hansen said. "You've got to take advantage of those. In this league, you've got to be pretty darn good on specialty teams."

Erixon, a 22-year-old defenseman who was named to last year's AHL All-Star Classic, had a helper on Sedlak's opening tally 3:05 into the first and on Hansen's first goal at the 15:07 mark.

Sedlak, positioned just outside the goal crease, tipped in Erixon's shot from along the left wall. Cody Goloubef had the other helper on the play. 

On the next goal, Erixon's initial shot deflected in off Hansen's skate to give the Falcons a 2-0 cushion. Springfield nearly potted a third goal a few minutes later, but Marchessault could not corral Broc Little's pass across the crease.

"He's so good with the puck," Hansen said of Erixon. "He brings an offensive side to the game that any team would love to have."

Early in the third, the Sharks (0-1-0-0) made it a one-goal game, as James Livingston popped a shot past Smith. He nearly earned the equalizer not long after, but Smith made the save.

Eriah Hayes tapped in a rebound of a Bracken Kearns shot to put Worcester on the board 3:14 into the second period. Daniil Tarasov got the other assist as the Sharks' starting line halved the deficit.

Only 29 seconds after the Sharks' goal, a pair of fights erupted within seconds of each other. Springfield's Will Weber tangled with Kearns in the Falcons' end, while the Falcons' Darryl Boyce matched up with Rob Davison in the Sharks' zone.

Boyce and Davison both received game misconducts, as their scrap took place just after the Weber-Kearns fracas did. That left the Falcons with only 10 forwards the rest of the game.

"We tried to manage the ice time to get a lot more people involved, a lot of line juggling going on there," Larsen said. "But I've never heard a player complain about getting too much ice time, so that's not usually an issue."

The Sharks again trimmed the Falcons lead in half on Brodie Reid's power-play goal with 2:19 to go in the second. Tarasov earned his second assist.

The Falcons hit the road for the first time this season Sunday for a 3 p.m. tilt against the division rival Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Webster Bank Arena. The team is also away from home next weekend, facing the Providence Bruins on Friday and the Adriondack Phantoms on Saturday.

NEST EGGS: Backup goalie Mike McKenna suited up after pulling up lame during a drill late in Saturday's morning skate ... Chicopee's Brittany Bousquet sang the national anthem ... The Falcons celebrated "Hispanic Heritage Night," honoring several volunteers and breast cancer survivors from the local Hispanic community during the first intermission ... A week after the regular season opened, the Sharks and the Iowa Wild were the last teams to begin their seasons Saturday.
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SPRINGFIELD – While the Springfield Falcons hope Tim Erixon can get back to the National Hockey League sooner rather than later, they will gladly have their All-Star defenseman back. 

Erixon was loaned to Springfield Friday by the parent Columbus Blue Jackets, after he was a healthy scratch in the Blue Jackets’ first three regular season games and had not played since a Sept. 25 preseason game. 

Upon returning to Springfield, Erixon – who was named to the AHL Eastern Conference All-Star team last winter – received a bit of a pep talk from Falcons coach Brad Larsen. 

“He’s disappointed, and understandably,” Larsen said Saturday after the team’s morning skate. “I had a good talk with him, and he just wants to play and he wants to work hard and try to get back. 

The 22-year-old Erixon, who had five goals and 24 assists in 40 games for the Falcons last season, is not alone in trying to book another flight back to Columbus. That process begins Saturday night against the Worcester Sharks. 

“Everybody’s at that point here,” Larsen said. “Once you’re here, you want to do everything you can to get back.” 

David Savard and Dalton Prout, former fixtures on defense for the Falcons, played their way onto the Blue Jackets roster, and the emergence of rookie Ryan Murray also created a logjam that Erixon was on the wrong side of. 

“He got outplayed up there,” Larsen said. “Now, he’s down here, and he’s got to reestablish himself as an NHL player. He’s got to play well here to get back.” 

On the flip side, Erixon’s arrival was accompanied by the departure of captain Ryan Craig, who was recalled by Columbus. 

“He’s a tremendous leader,” Larsen said. “He worked hard this summer, he had a good camp and he’s being rewarded in going back up.” 

The Falcons were able to spend Saturday afternoon watching many of their former teammates, as the Blue Jackets’ game against the Boston Bruins was a convenient 2 p.m. start. 

“You always like to watch our team and see how they stack up and how certain guys are playing,” Larsen said. “That’s kind of the fun of it, to see guys who were here before. We’ve got a lot of guys up there who were playing here in the last few years who have big roles on that team.” 

Larsen also looks at the Blue Jackets’ late-season run to the brink of a playoff berth last year as a solid organizational model. 

“I think Todd Richards and his staff have done an excellent job with that team,” Larsen said. “They’re buying into a hard-work identity, and I think they’re a team that doesn’t go under the radar anymore. 

“Nobody takes them lightly. They’re a team that competes every night, and that’s what they want to stick to and that’s very similar to what we want to create here. We don’t ever want to be outworked.” 

That hard-work approach was evident late in Saturday’s skate, as Larsen personally worked with two players looking to return from injury. He led them through drills and had them skating hard to the final whistle. 

“It’s a collective group of how we want to deal with these players and work with these players,” Larsen said. “It’s not always going to be me, it’s not always going to be (assistant coaches) Nolan (Pratt) or Jared (Bednar). It’s all of us trying to help these guys out as best we can and all of us doing the best we can to make these guys better players.”
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SPRINGFIELD – After four years of hockey at Yale and two in Sweden, left wing Broc Little decided it was time to take his shot at playing in the National Hockey League. 

 His first step in pursuit of that goal was to sign an American Hockey League contract with the Springfield Falcons. 

“Broc came to us highly recommended because of his skills and quickness,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. 

 Little made his debut Saturday night in Springfield’s 3-2 opening victory over Manchester. He had his ragged moments in the early going, but gradually played better and wound up scoring the decisive goal as the Falcons won a shootout. 

“It was good for the team to get a W before a big crowd,” Little said. “I didn’t have the greatest game, but I’m just glad that I was able to contribute in the shootout. I tried to make a move and find a spot, and it worked out.” 

Little was born in Phoenix, but his family moved to New England when he was young. He played kid hockey in Tyngsborough, got into Yale and had a productive career in which he scored 72 goals in 131 games. 

“Some of my teammates were on the team that won the NCAA Frozen Four (in April),” Little said. “It was a great experience playing at Yale, and now I think a lot more people are aware of how good Ivy League hockey is.” 

Because of his New England ties, Little had his own cheering section of family members and friends at Saturday’s game. 

 At 5-foot-9 and 170 pounds, he might be considered undersized by today’s pro standards, but he doesn’t see that as a deterrent. 

“I can make up for that with quickness and hard work,” he said. 

 Those qualities might remind Falcons fans of another “undersized” player from New England who did all right here. That would be Cam Atkinson, a compact forward who starred at Boston College and has established himself with Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

“Broc is a determined kid,” Larsen said. “Like some of our other new players, he has adjustments to make and things to learn about the pro game.” 

C IS FOR CRAIG:� Ryan Craig, an 11-year pro at left wing, has been named captain for the second straight season. 

 Center Andrew Joudrey and new defenseman Frederic St. Denis will be alternate captains. Joudrey had the same role last season. 

 During Craig’s 459-game AHL career, he also wore the captain’s C with the Norfolk Admirals and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. 

ONE TO EVANSVILLE:� The Falcons have loaned forward Peter Sakaris to their ECHL affiliate, the Evansville IceMen. 

 The transaction leaves the roster with 16 forwards, nine defensemen and two goaltenders. 

ICE CHIPS:� In his two seasons in Sweden, Little scored 51 goals in 106 games ... Larsen lauded goaltender Jeremy Smith, especially for his big saves in overtime. “Manchester had four or five good scoring opportunities, but Smitty was our best player in that period. We didn’t play well in OT, and we have to correct that” .. . The Falcons have won nine of their last 10 season openers. The loss came to Manchester in 2011 ... Goaltender Mike McKenna, also competing for the No. 1 job, will get playing time on the weekend, when the Falcons have two games. They’ll play Worcester at home Saturday night, and at Bridgeport Sunday afternoon.
By  Jason Remillard, The Republican   
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SPRINGFIELD – The curtain – and a championship banner – went up on the Springfield Falcons' 20th American Hockey League season Saturday.

The rafters of the MassMutual Center now house a banner recognizing the Falcons' 2012-13 Northeast Division title. The home team took a positive first step toward defending it Saturday.

An entertaining opener ended with rookie Broc Little scoring in the fourth round of the shootout as the Falcons edged the Manchester Monarchs 3-2 before 5,528 at The Nest.

Michael Chaput, one of 15 players with experience from last season's team, and newcomer Darryl Boyce scored in regulation for the Birds.

After 128 games in four seasons with the Milwaukee Admirals, goalie Jeremy Smith made 22 saves in his Falcons debut. He stopped Andy Andreoff's last-chance bid in the shootout to secure the victory in the teams' first meeting since the Falcons eliminated the Monarchs 3-1 in the best-of-5 first round of the Calder Cup playoffs.

"It was a typical first game for us," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. "A little sloppy at times, but I think most guys' effort was really good."

Little skated in on Monarchs goalie Martin Jones, faked low and lifted the puck high over the glove side for the shootout's only goal. It was a bit of redemption for Little, whose lackluster play early in his first AHL game kept him on the bench for overtime.

"Up until that point, I didn't have a great game," he said. "I was just hoping Coach would give me another shot to make a difference in the game, and luckily he put me out there."

Smith came up big late. His glove save on a long Nick Deslauriers drive with 4:05 left in the third period helped send the game to overtime, during which Smith also made several big stops in the wake of defensive breakdowns.

"I think Smitty played great in net," Larsen said, crediting his defense for helping out. "That's something you want to do is keep the chances and the shots down."

It appeared as though the Falcons had scored the winning goal 2:25 into overtime, but both the officials and a subsequent video review ruled a Springfield player batted the puck in.

"It is what it is," Larsen said. "The refs made a call. Whether you agree or disagree, it doesn't matter."

Chaput put away an unassisted chance from between the faceoff circles to tie the game 2-2 only 61 seconds after Tyler Toffoli, last year's AHL Dudley "Red" Garrett Memorial Award winner as rookie of the year, gave Manchester a one-goal edge.

Toffoli, who had two goals and four assists in 12 Stanley Cup playoff games for the Los Angeles Kings last season, converted an assist from Tanner Pearson – after a Falcons turnover behind the net – as the Monarchs took a short-lived lead.

Only a few seconds before Chaput's equalizer, Trent Vogelhuber had a pair of stellar scoring opportunities. The first grazed the left post and the second was smothered by Jones.

Springfield's penalty-killing unit was tested almost immediately, holding Manchester off the board on three first-period power plays. Jonathan Marchessault, the Falcons' leading scorer last season, received the first two penalties.

In the second period, it was the power-play unit that got some opening-night experience, although the Falcons went 0 for 4 with the man advantage.

Two of the new additions played a role in the Falcons' first goal. Holdover Andrew Joudrey threaded a cross-ice pass to Boyce, who buried the shot to make it 1-1 at 8:23 of the first. Frederic St. Denis, a veteran acquired this season, had the second assist.

Manchester opened the scoring 5:58 in, as Jordan Weal banged home a juicy rebound off a Brandon Kozun attempt. Smith made the initial save, but Weal was able to lift the carom into the vacant side of the net.

The Falcons are off until welcoming the Worcester Sharks on Saturday.

"We've got lots of work to do," Larsen said. "We're a better skating team than we showed tonight."

NEST EGGS: Falcons president and general manager Bruce Landon and Springfield Mayor Domenic E. Sarno teamed up for the ceremonial puck drop ... A pregame video montage honoring the Birds' 20th season mixed highlights from last season with photos of Falcons greats like current Montreal Canadiens forward Danny Briere ... Choirs from Mohawk Trail Regional High School and Amherst Regional Middle School sang "God Bless America" and "The Star-Spangled Banner," respectively.
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SPRINGFIELD – As Brad Larsen begins his 17th season in professional hockey, the Springfield Falcons coach understands the best way to make an impression with the fans. 

Since the Falcons opened training camp in preparation for their 20th American Hockey League campaign, Larsen has outlined one main goal for his team as they look to defend their Northeast Division championship. 

“We want to be the hardest working team on the ice every night,” Larsen said at Saturday’s morning skate at the MassMutual Center prior to the season opener against the Manchester Monarchs. “That’s got to be our gauge. That’s got to be our mandate.” 

Larsen loves to talk about “compete level.” In winning a division title and a playoff series – against Saturday’s opponent – in his first season as an AHL head coach, Larsen certainly stressed the importance of that philosophy. 

One way he does it is by example. At the conclusion of Saturday’s skate, Larsen and assistant coaches Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar went against rotating lines of players in a 3-on-3, half-ice scrimmage. 

Larsen and his cohorts laughed loudly every time they scored and left the players shaking their heads at their inability to score on the coaches. It’s a feeling Larsen wants his players to share with the opposing team on game night. 

“It’s funny what compete and effort can mask in games, say you’re a little bit off somewhere,” Larsen said. “But you can always make up with it with hard work, I believe. The high compete, high work level is what we want.” 

It’s safe to say none of the Falcons would be caught dead taking the Allen Iverson approach – “Talkin’ about practice” – to pregame preparation. 

“We’re always learning. Even in practice, there’s something you learn. There’s a point to practice,” Larsen said. “One thing we want to take pride in is our details and our execution. I’ve always said this, and I’m a firm believer that you create good habits with your practice habits.” 

Those things can be perfected on quiet Saturday mornings, hours before the puck drops. 

“Even in a warmup skate, even in a pregame skate, you want things to be crisp and done with pace and make sure it’s passed around the team,” Larsen said. 

In case the newcomers don’t get the message from the coaching staff, there are 15 players who suited up for Springfield last season who can pass it along and reinforce it. 

“Last year, the leaders in the group that we had here really took a lot of pride in that and made sure we did that,” Larsen said. “That’s not going to change. We want our identity to be solid all the way through.” 

NEST EGGS:� After Saturday’s game, the Falcons have a week off before hosting the Worcester Sharks Oct. 12. The team then embarks on a four-game road swing against Bridgeport on Oct. 13, Providence on Oct. 18 and 25 and Adirondack on Oct. 19. Springfield opens November with three consecutive home games ... The Falcons’ last five-goal period (Nov. 30, 2012), hat trick (Jonathan Marchessault, Jan. 15) and shutout (March 20) all came against the Monarchs.

Rampage Start Right Down the Middle

 By Tony Uminski :   Monday, October 14, 2013  
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After four games, the Rampage are 2-2 on the season.

When the Rampage opened the year scoring five goals in the first three contests, some fans could not be faulted if they thought, “here we go again.”

But a nice recovery Sunday in Allstate Arena, where the Rampage could call it, the “No Points Palace,” should show us that this team can score and get the kind of goaltending needed to compete in this highly competitive league.

We know what kind of work to expect from veteran Dov Grumet-Morris. But DGM shouldn’t be expected to play two games within 15 hours, like this past weekend.

Enter Michael Houser. The Youngstown, Ohio kid certainly has the resume to succeed, being named the Ontario Hockey League MVP two years ago after leading the London Knights all the way to the Memorial Cup Finals.

He had a decent rookie season in Cincinnati (ECHL) last year, so there were some expectations he’d be the backup here. But strong resumes do not play between the pipes. Would he perform like Grumet-Morris, or fall on his face, a la Joel Gistedt, a second-round bust of the Phoenix Coyotes?

All Houser did was beat a veteran AHL team loaded with snipers, including a frustrated Keith Aucoin, the most prolific AHL skater in recent memory who has now gone four straight games without a goal in his Chicago debut.

It did help that Corey Locke, the second coming of Jiri Hudler and Darren Haydar in the “let’s cripple the Rampage” department, wasn’t on the ice due to the league’s veteran rule. But Houser did handle 28 of 30 shots from the likes of Aucoin, Mark Mancari, and the highly touted rookie, Ty Rattie.

With the Tim Thomas injury in Florida causing the ripple effect here, Houser’s performance Sunday will go a long way in determining if this Rampage team will manage serious ice time in April.

Meanwhile, on the offensive side, the Rampage broke out with four goals against a usually compliant Matt Climie, who is 2-7 against San Antonio lifetime. The only time Climie showed his best goaltending stuff when a San Antonio team was on the ice was when he was in a Rampage uniform, sharing the most goaltending wins in a season, 25, mark with Travis Scott.

Another OHL MVP, Vincent Trocheck, who scored 109 points with Plymouth and Saginaw last season and was picked by the Panthers in the third round last year, scored his first two pro goals in less than six minutes.

Jon Matsumoto had a Jon Matsumoto game against Rockford, scoring twice. Having him back gives the Rampage someone sorely missing last season — a bonafide goal scorer who demands coverage from the other guys even when he’s not scoring.

Greg Rallo hasn’t scored yet, but has three assists. The Rampage captain is a typically slow starter on the goal-scoring front, so don’t dismay if Rallo hasn’t lit the lamp until November.

A nice trend this season is the defense stepping up with goals early. Alex Petrovic, perhaps out to prove the Panthers wrong with his demotion to AAA, has two goals and is plus-3 with a league-leading 20 shots on goal.

At one point, the Rampage blueliners had more goals than the front liners — with Mike Mottau, a nice end of the second period buzzer beater Sunday, and Colby Robak providing as much offense as those paid to score.

Jed Ortmeyer is a nice piece of the puzzle kind of player to have back.  And it certainly doesn’t hurt to have Jonathan Huberdeau’s centerman from last year, Drew Shore, back in a Rampage jersey. The additions of proven AHL goal scorer Joey Crabb and Bobby Butler, he of 38 AHL goals in 84 games with Binghampton and Albany, give the Rampage offensive depth rarely seen in these parts. And we’re not even mentioning Quinton Howden, who still has to find the magic around the net, Jack Combs, a late-season find in the muck and mire of the final months of last season, and Jared Gomes, who either played way over his head as a rookie last season, or showed his actual value in the ruins known as last year.

The defense also looks strong, despite the loss of veteran Greg Zanon until March with a serious knee injury. And after listening to coach Peter Horachek over the past two weeks, the players seem to know they are dealing with a no nonsense guy who expects results, who is not shy from benching players who are under performing.

Spirit Spotlight: When he's not playing for Saginaw, Kristoff Kontos likes the outdoors

Kontos.jpg

Kristoff Kontos has four goals and eight assists in 13 games with the Saginaw Spirit. (Courtesy of Saginaw Spirit)
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season.

Kristoff Kontos

Saginaw Spirit

Kontos.jpgKristoff Kontos

Resume: Kontos played parts of three seasons with the Sudbury Wolves before moving on to the Mississauga Steelheads. He came over to Saginaw in a trade during the offseason. Kontos had a career year in 2012-13 with 17 goals and 20 assists, and he has four goals with eight assists through 13 games with the Spirit. His father, Chris Kontos, played in the NHL for four teams from 1982 to 1993.

Position: Center

Age: 19

Hometown: Markham, Ont.

Parents: Chris and Joanne Kontos

Nickname: Kony or Konts

Do you have a favorite NHL team? It was Toronto, but now it’s Pittsburgh.

What is your favorite movie? Oceans 11

What is your favorite video game? Call of Duty

Do you have a special pregame meal? Chicken and potatoes

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do? Fishing, snowmobiling and Sea-Doo

Who is your favorite NHL player? Sidney Crosby (Pittsburgh Penguins)

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Being drafted into the OHL

If you could play on a line with any two hockey players in history, who would they be? Sidney Crosby and Wayne Gretzky

Do you have any secret skills? I don’t know

Do you have any gameday superstitions? Just try to stay with the same routine

What was your favorite subject in school? Math

When did you start playing hockey? 2 years old

Are playoff beards lucky? Yeah, and mine gets real nasty.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit didn’t bring their ‘A’ game to Thursday’s contest against the Sarnia Sting.

But Saturday was worse.

Saginaw battled a plethora of penalties, in addition to the Sting, and the Spirit couldn’t handle either in dropping their second straight game 5-3.

“We’re teaching them how to play a pro game, not pond hockey,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “It’s a team, not individuals. It’s a team, and we better starting playing like one soon.”

The Spirit outshot Sarnia 52-32, including 40-19 in the last two periods, but they couldn’t make them count.

“We wanted pucks going to the net,” Gilbert said. “We just had to get people to the net to battle for rebounds.”

Saginaw was short people much of the time with 11 penalties that led to nine Sting power plays and two Sarnia goals.

“I don’t know where the calls came from. Some of them were just ridiculous,” Gilbert said. “It was embarrassing, I thought. 

“We can’t spend that much time in the penalty box, but they were doing the same things we were doing and it wasn’t getting called. So what do you do.”

Craig Duininck scored a power play goal midway through the first, and Sarnia added to it with a Nick Latta goal late in the first to take a 2-0 lead.

Dylan Sadowy, who has been hot as of late, kept up his solid play at 5:06 of the second period when skated hard on net and redirected a Jacob Ringuette shot for a goal while falling to the ice. 

It was nearly all Sarnia from there.

Anthony DeAngelo scored a power play goal for the Sting at 17:00 of the second period, and Bryan Moore and Tyler Hore added goals in the third to give Sarnia a commanding 5-1.

Taylor Dupuis made it stand from there with 49 saves.

Kristoff Kontos scored a goal late when the game was out of reach, and he added a one-timer with a second left in regulation to make it 5-3.

Saginaw finished the game 0-for-4 on the power play, while Jake Paterson stopped 27 of 32 shots he faced.

The Spirit are off until next Saturday, Oct. 26 when they host Barrie.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — It’s still very early in the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season, but the Saginaw Spirit already appear to be learning a very important skill.

How to win on the road.

Saginaw has completed 4 of 5 straight road games and gained six possible points to move into second place in the West at 5-4-1-1 with 12 points.

“I think we’re just getting a little more consistent in our play,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “There aren’t as many breakdowns as there were, and we’re not taking periods off. We’re still having some spots where we can clean it up, but for the most part, it’s starting to come together.”

One of those spots that Saginaw needs to clean up is the power play.

The Spirit have gone scoreless with the man advantage in 9 of 11 games played this season, including seven straight.

During that stretch, they’re 0-for-18 on the power play and 6-for-37 on the season.

“Guys aren’t executing,” Gilbert said. “Right now, I don’t think our puck movement is fast enough. We’ve got guys who are over handling the puck. They’ll be out of position, and we’ll start stick handling and allow them to get back into the position they want to be in.

“It’s one of those parts of the game we need to pick up, because we can win games with those power plays. It hasn’t been effective as of yet.”

And that has already affected Saginaw’s record.

The Spirit have lost a game by one goal during regulation, in overtime and in a shootout, and in those three games they were a combined 0-for-9 with a man advantage. 

“We don’t need to have a pretty power play,” Gilbert said. “We just have to have an effective one.”

Standings

Saginaw has gone 4-0-1-1 in its last six games, improving to 5-4-1-1 with 12 points. The Spirit sit one point back of Sault Ste. Marie for first in the West, and they hold a two-game lead over Windsor and Plymouth. Sarnia is in last place.

Erie has drawn even with London in the Midwest with 15 points apiece, followed by Guelph with 12. Owen Sound and Kitchener trail with nine and eight points, respectively.

Kingston and Oshawa are tied for first in the East with 15 points apiece. Peterborough is two games back with 11 points, followed by Ottawa with 10 and Belleville with six.

North Bay has a one-game lead in the Central Division with 12 points, leading Sudbury and Mississauga’s 10 points apiece. Niagara sits a game back with eight points followed by Barrie with seven.
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SAGINAW, MI — Upgrading the roster is always on the mind of the Saginaw Spirit hockey staff.

With a game-changing goalie and skilled players spread throughout the roster, this year’s team has a chance at making a push in the Western Conference.

But their best upgrade so far may have come from within.

On Friday, Oct. 4 last year’s leading scorer, Eric Locke, was returned to the Spirit by the Buffalo Sabres in a move that marked a quick and decisive turn around for the club.

In the five games since his return, Saginaw has gone 3-0-1-1 compared to 2-4-0-0 before his arrival. And in that time, the Spirit have averaged four goals a game compared to 2.5 before.

“Obviously, Eric coming back is a big bonus for our club,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said.

It was Locke’s pairing with former captain Garret Ross and Jimmy Lodge that spurred Saginaw’s second-half surge last year, and his on-ice demeanor is what inspired the Spirit coaches to give him the captaincy for 2013-14.

“He’s been a good leader for us,” Gilbert said. “He’s keeping things under control in the dressing room. He expects a lot from himself, and when you do that, you can expect a lot from your teammates. You have the right to hold them accountable. … That’s one of the responsibilities of being a captain and he’s doing a good job.”

But it has been a gradual process for the 5-foot-9, 182-pounder.

“Last year after Trocheck got traded, (Garret Ross) took on a bigger role, so did I and (Justin) Kea. It’s just another little step towards leadership.”

Locke.jpgEric Locke

Locke has taken a lot of steps in the last four months.

He saw a lifelong dream come true in June when he was selected by the Buffalo Sabres in the seventh round of the NHL Draft, and he spent the summer pursuing that in a prospects tournament and in camp with Buffalo and then the Sabres’ AHL affiliate Rochester Americans.

“It’s been a bit of a roller coaster ride,” Locke said. “Living out of a hotel in three different places can be tough. It’s a little disappointing that I didn’t get a contract, but being back and being settled is great.”

An unfortunate casualty of roster limitations in the professional ranks, the 19-year old was able to prove that he has the skill to compete at that level and learn some important lessons for next season when his junior eligibility runs out.

“Playing with NHL guys and AHL guys, everything’s a step faster and everyone’s a step stronger,” Locke said. “You say it all the time, it’s all about work ethic and how hard you work. It’s true. You really don’t know how hard you have to work at the next level (until you see it).”

It’s a lesson Locke is still learning himself.

Last year he finished as the OHL’s No. 4 scorer with 44 goals and 53 assists — three shy of the Spirit franchise record — and with three goals and five assists in five games, he’s averaging more than a point a game this year. 

But Spirit coaches believe he can be better.

“I think he can still do more,” Gilbert said. “He’s a great kid; he just needs to get back into the mind frame he was in before. He was tenacious (last year). Some games, he’s not skating, not working without the puck like he used to be. He has to get his complete game back.

“Is he where he needs to be right now? No. But I’m sure he will.”

And when he does — watch out.
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season.

Jake Paterson

Saginaw Spirit

Resume: Paterson is heading into his third season as the No. 1 goalie for the Saginaw Spirit, and quite possibly his swan song season after coming to terms on a three-year entry level contract with the Detroit Red Wings. He was selected by the Red Wings in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, No. 80 overall. Last year, he set a career high with 25 wins. Paterson was on team Canada last year for the World Junior Hockey championships in Russia.

Position: Goalie

Age: 19

Hometown: Mississauga, Ont.

Parents: Kevin and Anne Paterson

Nickname: Patty or Patter

Which team was your childhood favorite? Detroit Red Wings and Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? Dumb and Dumber

What is your favorite video game? NHL ’03 (No really, he liked the 2003 edition)

Do you have a special pregame meal? Chicken Parmesan

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do? Play golf

Who is your favorite NHL player? Carey Price

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Being drafted by the Red Wings

If you could have any two defenseman in NHL history playing in front of you, who would they be? Scott Stevens and Bobby Orr

Do you have any secret skills? Not really

Any gameday quirks or superstitions? Nothing too weird

What’s your favorite school subject? Gym

When did you start playing hockey? 3 years old

Are playoff beards lucky? Oh definitely.

Do you grow one? I try to. Hopefully this year’s turns out better than last year.
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SAGINAW, MI — The 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season is in full swing, and the Saginaw Spirit are beginning to come together on the ice.

They’re also pretty busy off of it.

Saginaw’s hockey players are in the midst of a five-game road trip, but the Spirit organization has a busy slate of events planned for when the team gets back into town, beginning with a career fair on Saturday, Oct. 19.

The Sports and Entertainment Career Fair runs from 3:30 to 6:30 p.m. prior to the Spirit’s home game on Oct. 19 against the Sarnia Sting. It costs $6 to attend the event, which includes admission to the game.

Twenty-five positions were filled at the event last year.

Organizations that have confirmed their attendance at the career fair include the Detroit Tigers, Detroit Pistons, Detroit Red Wings, Great Lakes Loons, Grand Rapids Griffins, Saginaw Sting, Saginaw Spirit and Saginaw Valley State University.

Contact Shane Stout at 989-497-6507 for more information.

The Spirit are also teaming up with St. Mary’s of Michigan and Consumers Energy for a “Pink Out” game night on Saturday, Oct. 26 to support breast cancer awareness.

Nick Moutrey, Brandon Prophet, Jake Paterson, Zach Bratina and Mitchell Stephens will be entered in a fan vote to dye their hair pink. Fans can visit saginawspirit.com to vote, and the player with the most votes by Sunday, Oct. 20 will have his hair colored pink for the game.

Standings

The Spirit are in second place in the West with seven points, a game back of Sault Ste. Marie. Windsor and Plymouth sit a point back of Saginaw followed by Sarnia with three points.

Two-time defending champion London has regained possession of first place in the Midwest at 5-1-0-0 with 10 points. The Knights hold a one-point lead over Erie’s nine points at 4-2-1-0. Guelph and Owen Sound are third and fourth place, respectively. London and last place Kitchener are separated by two games.

Kingston is still without a regular-season loss at 6-0-0-1 with 13 points. The Frontenacs hold a three-point lead over Oshawa for first in the East. North Bay holds a one-game lead over Sudbury and Mississauga for first in the Central.

Spirit Spotlight

Saginaw Spirit at Mississauga Steelheads

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 3-4-1-0, Mississauga 4-3-0-0 

Notes: The Steelheads are tied with Sudbury for second in the Central with eight points. They’re a game back of North Bay for first place. Trevor Carrick and Dylan Smoskowitz have combined to score 11 goals with six assists.

Saginaw Spirit at Erie Otters

Puck Drops: 7 p.m., Saturday

Record: Erie 4-2-1-0

Notes: Oscar Dansk’s 2.68 goals-against average is the fifth best in the OHL. Saginaw defeated Erie for its first win of the season in September, but now the Spirit hit the road to play in the Otters’ newly renovated arena. The Otters sit a point back of defending champion London for first place in the Midwest, and they’re led by Connor Brown’s seven goals and eight assists. Dane Fox has five goals and seven assists, but Connor McDavid is the unquestioned star. He has two goals and six assists.

Saginaw Spirit at Oshawa Generals

Puck Drops: 2:05 p.m., Monday

Record: Oshawa 5-2-0-0

Notes: The Generals are tied for the second most points in the Ontario Hockey League, but they trail Kingston first place in the East by three points. Josh Sterk and Michael Dal Colle are tied for the team lead with five goals apiece, and the duo has combined to record 17 assists. Goalie Daniel Altshuller has the seventh best goals-against average at 2.76.

Saginaw Spirit at Sarnia Sting

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Thursday

Record: Sarnia 1-5-0-1

Notes: Saginaw defeated the Sting on Oct. 2 at The Dow Event Center. Nikolay Goldobin and Nickolas Latta have four goals apiece.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 6, Nick Moutrey 3

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 5, Jimmy Lodge 4, Justin Kea 4

Points: Payne 7, Moutrey 6, Kristoff 6, Lodge 6

Plus-minus: Andrey Alexeev +6, Payne +5

Penalty minutes: Terry Trafford 22, Sean Callaghan 19

PP goals: Payne 2, Sefton 2

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (3-3-0-0, 3.50, .917), Nikita Serebryakov (0-1-1-0, 3.48, .887)

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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SAGINAW, MI — It’s taken three stops and a bit of disappointment, but Justin Sefton seems to have finally found his niche.

Through eight games with the Saginaw Spirit, the 20-year old defenseman is playing like many expected he could.

“He’s stabilized that back end, there’s no question,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said.

Sefton is new to the Spirit, but his type of game is something Saginaw has been seeking out for the last couple years — a strong, gritty defenseman that doesn’t make mistakes.

“He’s a steady defenseman, a shutdown defenseman and that’s what we needed,” Saginaw General Manager Jim Paliafito said. “We’re very happy with him.”

Sefton came to the Spirit in a trade with two-time defending OHL champion London in exchange for a conditional 15th round pick in the 2015 OHL Priority Selection that became a 3rd and 6th round pick now that he’s played a game for Saginaw.

But what Saginaw gave up is peanuts compared to what he brings to the table.

At 6-foot-3, 226 pounds, Sefton is a physical, stay-at-home defenseman that knows his assignments and doesn’t make mistakes. However, he can also contribute on offense and special teams with two goals and two assists early on.

“He’s been a big part of what we’re doing this year,” Paliafito said. “He’s relied on in all situations.

“He’s kind of a defensive defenseman that’s capable of adding some offense, but that’s not what we’re worried about with him. We want him to be a plus play guy, go out there and not get scored on.”

That’s what was expected of Sefton when he was selected with the No. 5 overall pick in the 2009 OHL Priority Selection by Sudbury, and it’s what drew defending champion London to make a trade for him during the Knights’ run to a second title last year.

Sefton.jpgJustin Sefton

Sefton’s early success as a defensive stopper for the Wolves led the San Jose Sharks to pick the Thunder Bay, Ont. native in the 3rd round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, pick No. 89 overall.

A slump, however, led the Sharks to pass over offering him a contract and the Knights to seek something in exchange for the over-ager.

“We thought he’d be a hungry kid, and with an opportunity, he could definitely stabilized our (defense),” Paliafito said. “He’s done that, and I couldn’t be happier.”

Sefton is also in a position where his experience can help Saginaw’s young defensemen Michael Holmes, Ryan Orban and even second-year standout Brandon Prophet.

“I think that’s why they brought me in as an older guy with experience to help the younger guys out,” Sefton said. “A lot of them are good at this level, but it’s about getting that confidence. That’s the biggest part. I’m not teaching them. I’m not a teacher, but I’m given them the confidence that they can skate at this level. That’s the biggest boost.”

Sefton has partner with Holmes, a rookie picked in the second round of this year’s OHL selection, and he’s wasted no time rubbing off on the youngster.

“With his experience, he does what we ask,” Gilbert said. “We want tight gaps, he’s up in tight gaps. We want loud communication, he’s screaming on the ice. It’s something our younger players have to learn and make part of their game.

“He’s a great example for them to watch to see what he does and how he plays.”

NHL scouts have been watching how he plays, and they’ve been pleased with his resurgence, as well.

Sefton became a free agent when San Jose declined to offer him an entry level contract, but he caught the eyes of the Columbus Blue Jackets who invited him to participate in the NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Mich. with Spirit teammate Nick Moutrey.

He came away from the tournament without a contract, but with his confidence intact.

“I don’t focus on (a contract),” he said. “That’s my agent’s job. My job is to come to the rink every day and play my game. If I do my job, I’ll let everything else take its own course.”

Right now that course appears to be bright.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season.

Nick Moutrey

Saginaw Spirit

Resume: Moutrey was selected by the Spirit in the first round of the 2011 OHL Priority Selection. He broke out in his second season with Saginaw setting career highs with 16 goals and 27 assists for 43 points resulting in his selection by the Columbus Blue Jackets in the 4th round of the 2013 NHL Draft.

Hometown: Shelburne, Ontario

Position: Right wing

Age: 18

Parents: Neil and Alison Moutrey

Which team was your childhood favorite? Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? Happy Gilmore

What is your favorite video game? NHL ‘14

Do you have a special pregame meal? Chicken and pasta

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do? Golf

Who is your favorite NHL player? James Neal (Pittsburgh Penguins)

What is your most memorable hockey moment? Being drafted by the Columbus Blue Jackets

If you could play on a line with any two hockey players, who would they be? Sidney Crosby (Pittsburgh) and Milan Lucic (Boston)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Admirals lose in shootout to Albany 
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NORFOLK

Scratched a night earlier for poor play, Charlie Sarault came back Saturday to acknowledge he got the message.

Sarault’s power-play goal with 5:09 to play in regulation Saturday night tied a game that the Admirals eventually lost 2-1 in a shootout to Albany at Scope.

Devils goalie Scott Wedgewood shut out four Norfolk players in the shootout, the Admirals’ fourth in only six games.

Norfolk is 2-2 in those shootouts.

“I had a very slow game last Saturday (a 4-1 loss to Binghamton), and we have five centers who can play,” Sarault said, explaining why he spent Friday night in the concourse signing autographs.

“Maybe I was an example, I don’t know. I know I was kind of nervous tonight early, but I kind of got it back and got on the power play.”

And turned a pass from Kevin Gagne into a game-tying goal against Albany. It gave the Admirals points in five of their six games this season.

“I thought there was some growth in our game tonight,” Yawney said. “They showed some patience and resilience. They didn’t panic, and that’s good for a young team. And then we took advantage of the power play.”

Playing against an Albany defense that lines up across mid-ice to cut off passes, the Admirals chipped pucks over the Devils and otherwise took care of the puck much better than they had a night earlier.

“There wasn’t a lot of room out there,” Yawney said. “I think they drew from last weekend and last night. There weren’t nearly as many turnovers out there.”

A night after goalie John Gibson stole a game for the Admirals, Albany brought its own thief to Scope. But Wedgewood’s luck ran out when Sarault scored.

The goalie’s diving stop of Alex Grant’s blast from the blue line at the end of the first period preserved a shutout until Sarault scored with 5:09 to play. That countered Scott Timmins’ power-play goal in the second period.

“I was more disappointed than anything else,” Grant said. “That net was open.”

The Admirals continued their shooting woes, earning only 11 in the first two periods to Albany’s 15, before breaking out with 15 in the final 20 minutes of regulation and two more in overtime.

Albany finished with a 29-26 shot advantage.

“Last night we relied on our goalie,” Yawney said. “Tonight we were better as a group.”  

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

It came down to this Friday night at Scope: Which team would blink first?

Would it be Albany, which got thwarted all night by Admirals goalie John Gibson, who turned back 31 of 32 shots through 65 minutes of hockey?

Or would it be Norfolk, which continues to struggle offensively even though it has earned standings points in four of its five games?

The answer came in the blink of an eye when Joseph Cramarossa backhanded the puck past Albany goalie Keith Kincaid in a shootout and Devante Smith-Pelly followed with a forehand blast to clinch a 2-1 Admirals win.

It was a game Gibson stole for the Admirals. Only part of that was him stopping four Albany gunners in the shootout.

“It makes it more comfortable for us,” said Smith-Pelly of Gibson’s play. “We try not to make mistakes, but when we do, we know John’s got our backs.”

Mistakes came, though, forced in part by Albany’s defense, which can turn a hockey game into a ping-pong match.

“When you look up and see four guys across the blue line, it’s tough,” said Smith-Pelly, whose week included a trip across country for a game with parent Anaheim and trips to the dentist to deal with a tooth that was broken by a stick in last Friday’s game against Binghamton.

“We were a little sloppy at times. We either broke out clear or we turned it over.”

Early on, it was a case of turning the puck over repeatedly.

“Give them credit,” said coach Trent Yawney said of the Devils. “But any time we thought we were getting something going by breaking out of our zone, we would only reach the red line before turning it over. We’ve got to sharpen our puck skills, particularly our passing.”

And their patience in getting the puck out of their own end.

The Admirals had only 10 shots over the first 40 minutes, but one of those was a power-play blast launched from the blue line by Kevin Gagne that Steve Whitney re-directed past Albany goalie Kincaid for a 1-0 Norfolk lead 7:19 into the game.

But it was a sign of the times in that the goal came on only the third Admirals shot – against nine by the Devils at that moment.

Norfolk has been outshot in all five of its games so far, and struggles to win pucks on faceoffs and along the boards continue to haunt the Admirals.

Whitney’s goal was mitigated by one from Albany’s Eric Gelinas, scored from the blue line at 12:59, only nine seconds into a Devils power play. It was 1 of 5 they had in the opening period alone, with four of those coming on the stick fouls that continue to plague the Admirals and irritate their coach.

“They were non-skating penalties, and they were deserved,” said Yawney, meaning that the Admirals were trying to play defense by reaching with their sticks rather than skating to cut off Albany rushes. “It’s something we’ve still got to fix.”

The score came after Gibson had turned back an earlier shot by Gelinas and a follow by Albany’s Scott Timmins from next to the goal crease. It was only one of several flurries Gibson thwarted only hours after the Admirals’ Frederik Andersen was dispatched to parent Anaheim to replace goalie Viktor Fasth, who suffered an injury at the end of the Ducks’ practice Thursday.

The Admirals, who signed Aaron Dell to back up Gibson, will continue to ride their goalie tonight against Albany.

Whitney family set for a reunion on ice at Scope

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© October 18, 2013


NORFOLK

Norfolk Admirals coach Trent Yawney will watch Friday night and Saturday to see if a hard week of practice has undone the lethargy and sloppiness of a miserable loss and a not-so-satisfying win against Binghamton.

He'll even look for a rarity: An even-handed goal. Norfolk has only two among its 12 goals in four games this season.

While Yawney is monitoring that, John and Cheryl Whitney will do what hockey parents do: concentrate on their sons - Albany's Joe and Norfolk's Steve.

They won't be hard to spot. The Whitneys are the American Hockey League's smallest players.

Their parents won't need to check out the numbers. They'll look for the style of play each brother brings.

"Steve is faster," said John Whitney. "He does everything fast. Joe likes to dictate the game, slow it down to control it and get everybody involved."

Joe is 5-foot-6, 170 pounds. In his third season with Albany, the 25-year-old leads the Devils in goals (three) is tied for the team lead with five points through three games. He led them in both categories a year ago.

"We're similar in a lot of ways," said Steve Whitney, 22. "He's a little more poised, I think. I don't want to pump his tires too much. He's got great vision. He's always had that. That's something you can't really teach."

Steve, a 5-7, 162-pounder, was two seasons behind his brother at Boston College. The two weren't on the ice together often because Joe was on the top line while Steve was working his way up. But both had assists on the first goal of BC's 5-0 win over Wisconsin in the 2010 NCAA championship game.

"I think Steve has more of a shoot-first mentality," Joe said. "He has a great shot and has scored a lot of goals. He's a high-energy player."

Steve Whitney came to the Admirals last spring after finishing his senior season at Boston College. He scored three times in eight games, and had this season's first goal, against the Hartford Wolf Pack.

The two faced each other for the first time in April, when the Admirals lost 2-0 at Albany. Neither had a point, and Steve Whitney's playing time was limited because Norfolk was relying on veterans in a futile quest for a playoff bid.

It was the first time they had played against each other since street hockey back home in Reading, Mass.

"We both started the game, so we faced each other in the opening faceoff," Joe remembered. "It was pretty cool. I was throwing him a few lines, trying to get him a little nervous, but he was nervous as it was."

They lived and trained together in Woburn, Mass., during the summer.

"He (Joe) taught me more about lifestyle," Steve said. "It wasn't so much about hockey. It was about living on my own, taking care of my body, stuff like that."

They have one other thing in common: Neither was drafted by an NHL team, and both know why.

"I fought the adversity of being a small guy and so has Steve," said Joe, who sweated through the 2011 summer after finishing at Boston College, wondering if his communications degree was going to get him a job before Albany offered a free-agent contract.

"I think Steve was obviously disappointed when he wasn't drafted, as was I for him," Joe said.

"But I think he learned through me that it's not the end of the world."

Rather, it's a still-new world for a rookie, one that includes playing against an established veteran - who just happens to be his brother - tonight at Scope.

"His brother competes hard and that's what we're looking for from Steven as well," Yawney said. "His brother, you've got to know when he's on the ice."

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

The hangover that followed a binge of goals a night earlier carried into Saturday, and it left 5,029 critics leaving Scope wondering which was the real Admirals’ team.

Was it the one that took a five-goal lead in a single period Friday, or the one that sleepwalked through almost two periods a night later?

Binghamton’s Darren Kramer and Andre Petersson managed goals while Norfolk struggled to manage shots in a 4-1 loss.

Derek Grant’s third-period score cut off an Admiral rally and Jim O’Brien’s empty net goal with seconds left was window dressing.

Rickard Rakell had the Admirals’ only goal.

It was a night in which Norfolk was challenged by its coach after winning easily only 24 hours earlier. It was a night in which the Admirals failed to earn a point for the first time in four games to open the season.

Would they rediscover their game after struggling through the final two periods Friday?

“You’ve got to take the test, and that will be at 7:15 (Saturday),” coach Trent Yawney said.

The grade was a resounding “F” for a young team, with many players in their first professional season “They’re going to have to learn real quick here, because the learning curve is steep in the American League,” Yawney said. “Last time I checked, they’re getting paid to play.”

Earning that money was another issue.

After being outshot 10-5 in the opening period, the Admirals went blank for the first 11:18 of the second until Kevin Gagne launched a harmless effort at Binghamton goalie Nathan Lawson from beyond the blue line.

“They could skate. They competed harder for loose pucks,” Yawney said of the Senators. “I think we lost the majority of the faceoffs. We were always chasing the puck, from start to finish.”

It didn’t help that Petersson’s goal came only 11 seconds into the second period, and that it came when Admiral defenseman Alex Grant turned over a puck.

“Mental mistakes,” Yawney said. “We said at the onset of the season that it was going to take mental toughness. Tonight, we didn’t have it.”

Though Gagne’s shot seemed innocuous, it seemed to light a lamp over the Admiral attack, which reached an apex when Rakell picked off an outlet pass by Binghamton’s Mike Hoffman and skated in alone on Lawson, scoring on a backhanded shot.

It was the highwater mark on an evening that was the antithesis of the home opener. The goal was Rakell’s third of the season, and it came just after the Admirals had finished their first power play of the night.

That was triggered by a slashing penalty on the Senators’ Chris Wideman at 14:34 of the second, their first infraction of the night. It was clear that not only had Binghamton altered its defense in the aftermath of the 5-0 loss on Friday, but also that the Senators had heeded the admonition of their coach, Luke Richardson, to keep their cool and stay out of the penalty box.

Facing 12 Norfolk power plays a night earlier made the message even more vivid, and it was clear it had been heard when a couple of hard checks by Norfolk defenseman Mat Clark on Petersson in the second period went unanswered.

“They were a more disciplined team tonight,” said defenseman Nolan Yonkman. “And we’ve got to learn to handle their push, their pressure. We’ve got to get on offense, to get pucks in areas where we can do something with them. These are details that a team has to do to get better.”

In the end, turnovers cost the Admirals, who dropped behind 1-0 in the first period when Binghamton’s Matt Puempel picked up a loose puck and skated it toward the Norfolk net, taking two defenders along.

Puempel sent a pass back to Darren Kramer, who beat Admiral goalie John Gibson from between the faceoff circles.

After Petersson made it 2-0, Rakell’s goal offered hope for the Admirals.

“We showed signs of life in the second, but it wasn’t enough,” Yonkman said.

There was a lingering lesson.

“You can’t take a night off in this league,” Yonkman said. “We got away with it the first night (after taking the 5-0 lead), but the second night we’ve got to be better from the start. We’ve got work to do.”

It is going to be a long week, he added, as the Admirals of prepare for games against Albany Friday and Saturday at Scope.

By Jim Hodges 


Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

It might well have been the ugliest power play in Scope history, unless you count those three shots Binghamton put on goalie Frederik Andersen while playing shorthanded.

The Norfolk Admirals fixed that in a hurry.

After one futile try with a man advantage, the Admirals got three first-period power play goals from Alex Grant and one from Peter Holland. To make the special teams more special, Devante Smith-Pelly started the scoring with a shorthanded goal en route to a 5-0 win Friday in their home opener.

The four power play goals came on five shots and put Senators goalie Andrew Hammond on the bench. Norfolk’s Charlie Sarault earned assists on three of them.

By the time the deluge ended, the Admirals had tied a team record for goals scored in the first period at home.

And when it ended – in a two-period drought in which Norfolk was outshot 23-10 and generally outplayed enough to disgust its coach.

“Well take the win, and it’s hard to critique a win,” Trent Yawney said. “But you aren’t going to win too often or too consistently playing that sloppy. We played the start of those periods the way we’ve practiced lately – sloppy.

“I think it’s immaturity and a lack of mental toughness. We’ll get there. It’s early. There was a lot of good in our game.”

Particularly in that first-period flood of goals.

Grant scored, then Holland, then Grant again and again, all within a span of 4:58, and three goals came with a 5-on-3 advantage. Binghamton players lost emotional control and it became an Admiral feeding frenzy.

Grant’s three-goal effort was the first for a Norfolk defenseman since Duncan Keith did it on Feb. 18, 2005. The last Admiral to earn a hat trick in a period was James Wright on March 11, 2011.

It also helped to make up for a turnover on the first power play that Andersen twarted when he stopped a point-blank shot by Mike Hoffman.

“Freddie saved (us)a few times tonight,” said Yawney flatly.

Grant appreciated it enough to make Andersen’s night a bit easier with the three goals.

“They made great passes, great plays, and I was fortunate enough to be in the right place at the right time,” Grant said.”For a little bit there, it seemed like the puck was always on my stick the right way, and there was a lane to shoot every time.”

He made the most of it.

Andersen earned an assist on Grant’s first goal, then watched the carnage. He finished with 33 saves in the shutout, which earned his second win in as many games this season. He helped himself by stopping another shot from Hoffman in the second period, and one by Matt Puempel, also in the second.

Besides those second- and third-period flurries, Binghamton has another issue to ponder overnight: A brawl in the closing moments in the Admirals’ end that began when Binghamton’s Wacey Hamilton rode Max Friberg to the ice, and Norfolk’s Nolan Yonkman went over to help his teammate.

Senators captain Mark Borowiecki attacked Yonkman from behind, and by the time things were unscrambled, the ice was littered with sticks and gloves and 54 minutes in penalties were meted out. The brawl could well have fed momentum for Binghamton for tonight’s rematch.

“I think we’re going to find out which guys on our team recognize that,” Yawney said. “You’ve got to take the test, and that will be (tonight) at 7:15.”

OKC Barons fall to Abbotsford in shootout

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 19, 2013  

Barons goaltender Richard Bachman was on the brink of his first shutout in two years when the Abbotsford Heat showed why teams pull their goalie the final minute for an extra skater.

Paul Byron poked in a loose puck with 38 seconds left in regulation to force overtime, and Abbotsford won 2-1 in a shootout Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center on a night both goalies played well.

“Overall I thought we played a pretty good game,” Bachman said. “You never want to give up a goal that late in a game. I wanted to make that save. You really can't fault our D-men. They blocked the shot. It got lost at their feet and they just whacked it in.”

Although he's been an NHL backup the past two seasons, Bachman said Saturday's game was his first shootout in two years. Abbotsford's first two skaters both scored. Derek Nesbitt was the only one of five OKC shooters to light the lamp in the shootout.

Still, Saturday's game was indicative of Bachman's start this season. His overall stats are solid: A 1.99 goals-against average and .934 save percentage.

“That's not bad,” quipped Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He was great again tonight. He made some great saves when we had some breakdowns. He gave us a chance. I'm just disappointed we couldn't get that shutout for him. That's hockey.”

Bachman's last shutout was with the Dallas Stars against the New York Rangers in December of 2011 at Madison Square Garden. That season, he also had three shutouts with the Texas Stars in the AHL.

Because Edmonton's two veteran goalies have struggled, there are rumblings the Oilers might consider promoting Bachman to essentially compete with 33-year-old veteran backup Jason LaBarbera (3.21 GAA, .871 save percentage).

“You hear things here and there. It's on TV every once in a while,” Bachman said. “But I've heard a lot of rumors over the past five years. Until your phone rings, or something truly happens, you can't pay any attention to it.”

Joel Broda barely beat the second-period buzzer to give the Barons a 1-0 lead. Broda's goal with two-tenths of a second left in the middle period was the game's only goal until Byron scored after Abbotsford pulled goaltender Reto Berra with 50 seconds left.

“We had some great chances in overtime and couldn't capitalize,” Nelson said. “Tonight our power play let us down (0-for-6). We really had some good chances throughout the game. Again, I'd like to see us shoot the puck more.”

OKC Barons closer to naming captain

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 19, 2013  

Last season, Josh Green, a 34-year-old veteran who was unlikely to be recalled to the NHL, was an ideal captain for the Oklahoma City Barons. This year, two of the top candidates, center Mark Arcobello and forward Ryan Hamilton, are with the Edmonton Oilers.

This season is unique because almost anyone named captain might be recalled by Edmonton.

“That's part of it,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We have some guys we thought might be here that are playing well up there. I don't want to jump the gun. If you name a captain and he's up in Edmonton, you're stuck with A's (assistant captains) all year.”

The upcoming week could provide some insight.

“We're to a point the guys are getting to know each other better. And guys are starting to open up more with the staff,” Nelson said. “This next week we'll probably do some team-building stuff to see what makes guys tick.”

OILERS MIGHT NEED HELP

Edmonton star Taylor Hall, who played in OKC last year during the NHL lockout, suffered a knee injury in the Oilers' 3-1 win over Washington on Saturday. The severity is uncertain, but Hall, tied with Arcobello for the team scoring lead (eight points), left the locker room wearing a knee brace.

If the Oilers summon someone from Oklahoma City, Linus Omark and Hall both play left wing, but Edmonton could shuffle its lines and call up any of a number of players, including Anton Lander. Omark scored four points in Friday's win and leads OKC with six points. Lander has five.

ATTENDANCE STILL LAGGING

The Barons are 29th in the 30-team American Hockey League in attendance, averaging roughly 2,600 fans their first five home games. The Barons averaged 4,155 fans their first season, slid to 3,684 the second year and 3,527 last season. Minor league hockey attendance generally increases the second half of the season after the holidays and football season end.

LONE STAR ROAD TRIP

The Barons take a three-game Lone Star road trip before returning home to host the Chicago Wolves Nov. 1-2 at the Cox Convention Center. This week, the Barons play Wednesday at the Texas Stars and Friday and Saturday against the Rampage at the AT&T Center in San Antonio.

OIL SPILLS

Fans at Saturday night's game saw a rare midgame penalty shot. Midway through the second period, OKC's Andrew Miller skated right, but Abbotsford goalie Reto Berra made a stick save to keep the game scoreless. ... Dawn Norton won a 2013 Dodge Avenger at Saturday's game, part of the Barons' Drive Away Every Saturday promotion.

OKC Barons: Linus Omark has four points, Barons beat Abbotsford

Omark scored two goals and added two assists as Oklahoma City holds on to beat Heat, 4-3. Teams play again at 7 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 18, 2013  

It's safe to say Linus Omark has snapped out of an early season offensive slump.

Three days after scoring the overtime game-winner, Omark scored four points, including two goals, in the Barons' 4-3 American Hockey League win over the Abbotsford Heat on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

Both of Omark's goals were examples of his unique talent.

Less than five minutes into Friday's game, Omark created a scoring chance with nifty skating, then fired a backhander past Abbotsford goalie Reto Berra, who was pulled early in the second period after OKC jumped out to a 4-0 lead.

“He's a great player,” said Oklahoma City's Anton Lander, a fellow Swede who has known Omark since their junior days. “These kind of nights, you can get caught up watching him. You try to get him the puck down low. But tonight, he did it all by himself.”

Omark used a crossover move to flip the puck over Berra's shoulder for a 2-0 OKC lead. The Barons made it 4-0 in the second period. Omark had an assist on OKC's other two goals.

Best known for two YouTube-sensation goals earlier in his career, Omark is back in Oklahoma City a year after becoming the first Swede to win the scoring title in Switzerland's pro league.

“Our line has had to get a little chemistry,” said Tyler Pitlick, who had two assists. “Linus does a lot of things other players normally don't because he's so good. You have to kind of learn off that.”

In addition to playing in 46 games with the Barons their first two seasons, Omark played in 65 games with Edmonton. He was hoping to make the Oilers out of training camp, but was cut, cleared waivers and is back in OKC.

“I just have to play my game,” Omark said. “Hopefully, I can continue to get shots, and hopefully goals. I like playing here, but my goal is to play in the NHL. Right now, I'm focused on helping this team get points (wins), and I'm hoping they'll give me a chance.”

The Barons built a seemingly safe 4-0 lead less than five minutes into the second period, but Abbotsford battled back to within 4-3 with more than 12 minutes left.

“It was just us being too casual with the puck, losing puck battles, getting outworked,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “The guys go through defining moments throughout the season that shape your team. This will be a learning experience.”

The Heat's first goal came midway the second period. OKC still led 4-1 heading into the third period, but the Heat got a goal from Roman Horak 42 seconds into the third period and Brett Olson scored with 12:24 left.

“I think we laid back a little,” Pitlick said. “You can never do that. When you're beating a team like that you have to keep scoring.”

Outshooting Oklahoma City 22-4 in the third period, Abbotsford charged back, but goalie Richard Bachman recorded 41 saves to help the Barons win their third consecutive game after starting the season 0-3-0.

“Richard made some really big saves for us,” Nelson said. “There was one deflection from the point in the third period that could have gone top shelf. It was an outstanding save. That was just one of them. He got the job done for us when we were just hanging on.”

The Barons and Heat play again at 7 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.

OKC Barons notebook: Barons' power play is on fire

The Barons scored two power play goals Friday night in a 4-3 win over Abbotsford. Six games into the season, the Barons power play (28.0 percent) ranks third in the 30-team American Hockey League.
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POWER PLAY ON FIRE

The Barons scored two power play goals Friday night in a 4-3 win over Abbotsford. Six games into the season, the Barons power play (28.0 percent) ranks third in the 30-team American Hockey League.

Oklahoma City's top 5-on-4 unit scored both power play goals. Linus Omark scored late in the first period for a 2-0 lead. Derek Nesbitt scored with the man advantage early in the second period.

For the season OKC is 7-of-25 on the power play.

“We also scored a goal on a delayed penalty,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “The guys are working well together. Our penalty kill also has been strong even though they got one on us tonight. Special teams are key. Right now, I'm happy with how they're rolling for us.”

ROSTER MOVES

The Edmonton Oilers recalled defenseman Denis Gresbeshkov, who was in Oklahoma City on a conditioning assignment. Gresbeshkov, who played in three games with the Barons, is a 30-year-old veteran with 227 NHL games experience and has played in 144 games in Russia's pro league.

The Barons signed defenseman Erik Burgdoerfer to an American Hockey League contract. Burgdoerfer, 24, has registered 53 points in 202 games in the ECHL the past four years. After he signed with OKC, Burgdoerfer was reassigned to Bakersfield.

OIL SPILLS ...

Center Ryan Martindale is undergoing arthroscopic knee surgery and will be sidelined four to six weeks. ... Defenseman Brandon Davidson was a healthy scratch Friday but will play in Saturday's 7 p.m. rematch with Abbotsford. ... Every Saturday night the Barons give away a new vehicle. The second giveaway is a 2013 Dodge Avenger.

DOUBLE-A TEAM HAS UNIQUE PROMOTION

Bakersfield, the Edmonton Oilers' Double-A affiliate, featured a unique promotion at its home opener Friday night in California. Team officials gave away Angry Birds plush hats, a takeoff from a bizarre incident that occurred last season. During the national anthem at a game in February, an Andean condor named Queen Victoria got loose in Rabobank Arena.

The Bakersfield hockey franchise has concocted unique promotions over the years. In addition to Charlie Sheen Night, the Condors have given away a cemetery plot and offered pop star Justin Bieber a contract.

BY MIKE BALDWIN

OKC Barons: Brandon Davidson is on the Edmonton Oilers' radar

The defenseman is back in OKC, but a recent promotion to the NHL might be a sign of good things to come.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 17, 2013  
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Brandon Davidson last week received the call every American Hockey League player dreams of — a promotion to the NHL parent team.

Davidson, though, was injury insurance. He still hasn't made his NHL debut. But when Davidson takes the ice with the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday night and Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center, he knows playing in the NHL is a realistic goal.

“It meant a lot to me just to get the call,” Davidson said. “It showed all my hard work is starting to pay off. I was excited just to get the opportunity. If I had gotten into a game it would have been really special, but it wasn't my time.”

Davidson, 6-foot, 202 pounds, is an easy player to root for. It was about this time last year when Davidson was told he had testicular cancer.

After Davidson was given a clean bill of health three months later, he scored 12 points in 11 games at Double-A Stockton before returning to the Barons on Feb. 8. Chemotherapy zapped some of his strength, but he steadily got stronger. In May, he was a key piece in OKC's run to Game 7 of the Western Conference finals.

The winner of the AHL's Hunt Memorial Award, based on sportsmanship, determination and dedication to hockey, Davidson improved his stock this past summer. He had a strong showing as captain of his team in the Young Stars Tournament.

“That's a great way for young guys to get their foot in the door,” Davidson said. “It gave me a lot of confidence. My plan was to make the Edmonton Oilers out of camp. I'm never going to settle for anything less.”

A sixth-round pick, Davidson never has been on “the-ones-to-watch” list. He's the type of player that coaches fall in love with after watching him consistently make winning plays.

“Brandon has always had to do it the hard way,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He's like the underdog. For him to get the call, even though he didn't play in a game, it was one step closer. I'm sure it will give him confidence moving forward.”

Davidson doesn't have jaw-dropping skills. He's not a huge scorer but chips in his fair amount of assists and usually is rock solid on the defensive end.

The Lethbridge, Alberta, product made a big splash with 34 points, including 33 assists, at age 19 with the Regina Pats in his first extensive opportunity. But he wasn't drafted until the 162nd overall pick in 2010. The next two seasons, Davidson scored 101 points, including 80 assists, in 141 games with the Pats of the Western Junior Hockey League.

It earned Davidson a ticket to Oklahoma City. But on Nov. 1, Davidson was told he had cancer.

A year later, Davidson is on the Oilers potential call-up list. But it's a crowded list. Defense is the deepest position within the organization.

Current Barons defensemen Taylor Fedun, Oscar Klefbom, Martin Marincin, Philip Larsen and Martin Gernat could earn promotions at some point this season.

“I didn't think I'd be the guy at the start of the season to get the call, but I've worked hard for everything I've ever gotten,” Davidson said. “I've never caught a huge break. It seems that's the way it's going to be for me. I'm just working hard every day to get to that next level.”

Davidson's offensive production has slipped slightly in the AHL, but last year's five points in 26 regular season games is understandable considering the health circumstances. More telling was Davidson chipped in six assists in 17 playoff games as Oklahoma City advanced to the Western Conference finals a second consecutive season.

Last week's phone call affirmed Davidson is a viable prospect.

“It's always disappointing to be sent down,” Davidson said. “But in this case I still feel I have a lot of room to improve. It helps getting a lot of ice time here. I'm going to work as hard as I can to get back up there again.”

Linus Omark scores in OT to give OKC Barons a win
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Linus Omark's first goal of the season wasn't officially a power-play goal. But it was a game-winner.

Texas Stars defender Aaron Rome had just left the penalty box and was nearing the blue line when Omark fired the puck past Texas goalie Cristopher Nilstorp to give the Oklahoma City Barons a 2-1 overtime win Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“It was a fantastic move, how he paused to get around the defenseman to get a clean shot on net,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “It was a creative play that only so many players can do. It was nice to see him get that first one.”

Omark, the flashy left winger from Sweden, said he's usually a slow starter, which made the game-winner 32 seconds into overtime even sweeter.

“I'm happy that I finally scored a goal, an important goal that helped us win,” Omark said. “I knew it was going to come. Hopefully I can keep it going.”

Considering he's scored 97 goals since turning pro at age 19 seven years ago, it was just a matter of time before Omark lit the lamp.

Omark, 26, played in 46 games for the Barons and 65 games for the Edmonton Oilers in 2010-11 and 2011-12, but played in Switzerland last season. Omark became the first Swede to lead the Swiss pro league in scoring.

“Everybody wants to go up (to the NHL),” Omark said. “That's what makes this such a good league. Everyone wants to take that next step up.”

Omark's goal essentially was a power-play goal, which continued an early season trend in which the Barons' special teams have been dominant.

Oklahoma City's first goal, Andrew Miller's first as a professional, gave OKC a 1-0 lead less than a minute into the second period. Miller's goal was on the power play.

Nearly half of the Barons' 11 goals have come with the man advantage. On the flip side, they're second in the league in penalty kill, killing all but one penalty for a 93.8 percentage.

“If we continue to do that, we'll be in good shape,” Nelson said. “Our goal is to be in the top 10 in both categories. Usually if you do that over the course of a season, you're a playoff team.

“The strength of our team this year is we have a lot of players that can play on both the power play and the penalty kill. That gives us as a coaching staff a lot of versatility. We hope it keeps going.”

The Barons outshot Texas 19-3 in the third period, but one of the Stars' three shots resulted in a Colton Sceviour goal that tied the game with just over 15 minutes left. The Barons, though, continued to attack before Omark finally won it in overtime.

“We got stronger as the game went on,” Nelson said. “I like the direction our team is going. If we can continue to play like we did in the third period, we'll be a tough team to beat.”

OKC Barons' Andrew Miller scores first professional goal
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The captain on Yale's NCAA national title team, Andrew Miller scored his first professional goal in the second period of the Oklahoma City Barons' 2-1 win over the Texas Stars Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center. After posting three assists in a win Sunday at Iowa, Miller is starting to heat up.

“I'm just playing my game,” Miller said. “I expect to play well every game. I'm hard on myself. I'm happy with the first four games, but I've had some tough shifts. I want to improve in that aspect but it was good to get a win.”

EDMONTON/OKC SHUFFLE

The Edmonton Oilers, the Barons' NHL parent club, have recalled veteran 29-year-old forward Ryan Jones and reassigned defenseman Philip Larsen to Oklahoma City. Over the weekend the Oilers also returned defenseman Brandon Davidson to OKC.

Davidson was with the Oilers about a week as injury insurance. Davidson still hasn't made his official NHL debut. Denis Grebeshkov, a 30-year-old defenseman who has scored 84 points in 227 career NHL games, is playing with the Barons on a four-game “conditioning loan.”

COULD BACHMAN BE NEXT?

There are reports Barons goaltender Richard Bachman might join Edmonton in the near future. Off to a 1-5-1 start, Edmonton owns the worst save percentage (.833) in the NHL.

The Dallas Stars' backup goalie the past two years, Bachman has compiled a .927 save percentage and 2.02 goals-against average in four starts with the Barons.

“Richard was great tonight,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “The glove save he made in the second period was tremendous. He gives us a chance to win every night. ... I'm sure he's making people think.”

The Oilers hope No. 1 goaltender Devan Dubnyk (5.43 GAA, .829 save percentage) will end an early season slump. If Bachman is promoted. the Oilers might keep three goalies for a brief time, including 33-year-old Jason LaBarbera (3.22 GAA, .871 save percentage) who signed a $1 million deal.

OIL SPILLS

Center Mark Arcobello, the Barons all-time leading scorer, is taking advantage of his opportunity with Edmonton. Arcobello recorded his sixth assist in the Oilers' 3-2 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins. Through seven games, Arcobello is tied for the Oilers' team scoring lead (six points) with Taylor Hall and David Perron. ... The Barons have signed center Joel Broda to a PTO (professional tryout offer). Broda, 23, who played last season with the Houston Aeros, opened the season with Bakersfield, Edmonton's Double-A affiliate in the ECHL. ... The Barons still haven't selected a captain. The assistant captains Tuesday night were Anthon Lander, Derek Nesbitt and Ben Eager.

OKC Barons: Barons forward Linus Omark continues to work on all-around game

Omark can provide razzle dazzle on the offensive end, but to return to the NHL, he must improve his all-around game, especially on defense.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 14, 2013  

Dangle is hockey parlance for razzle dazzle, a player with exceptional stick handling skills.

Oklahoma City Barons forward Linus Omark is a dangler. Two Omark goals are YouTube sensations. But to return to the NHL, Omark must improve his all-around game, specifically the defensive end.
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Omark gained attention internationally in March 2009 during Sweden's “friendly” game with Switzerland. In a shoot-out, Omark pulled the puck back, then flipped it over the Swiss goalie.

>>Watch a YouTube video of a most amazing shootout by Linus Omark

His fame soared in his NHL debut three years ago with the Edmonton Oilers. In a December 2010 shoot-out win over Tampa Bay, Omark unveiled a spin-o-rama move near the goal crease and slapping the game-winner between Tampa Bay goalie Dan Ellis' legs.

“He certainly has that creativity,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He has that mindset, but he has the skill set to back it up. He'll do things not a lot of guys can do. He can definitely dangle. He has so many options when a goalie goes down the goalie doesn't know what to do.”

When the Barons host the Texas Stars at 7 p.m. Tuesday in the Cox Convention Center, Omark at any moment is capable of providing a memorable highlight.

Now age 26, this is a pivotal season for Omark, who was cut by Edmonton. It was a mild surprise that an NHL team didn't grab him when he was exposed to waivers. As a result, he's back in Oklahoma City where he played in 46 games with the Barons their first two seasons.

“He has to show he can play on both ends of the ice,” Nelson said. “That's true first and foremost for every player, playing away from the puck. You make a mistake here (in the AHL), you get away with it every once in a while. You make a mistake up there (in the NHL), they'll expose you.”

Slightly undersized at 5-foot-10, 185 pounds, Omark was erratic in 65 games his two seasons with the Oilers. He sometimes was labeled a player who doesn't always play within the system.

Omark, though, has a solid track record. He's been productive in pro leagues in Sweden, Switzerland, the American Hockey League and NHL, although he's off to a slow start just like OKC's offense overall.

NHL fans certainly are familiar with Omark. After he created a buzz his first NHL game, he went on to score a respectable 27 points in 51 games with the Oilers after scoring 31 points in 28 games with the Barons.

But the following season, Omark's stock dropped. He once again was productive with the Barons (16 points in 18 games) but scored only three points in 14 games with the Oilers. He was a healthy scratch many nights late in the season.

Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins witnessed Omark's potential when he scored five goals for the Barons in a win over the Eakins-coached Toronto Marlies. Eakins, though, said others outplayed Omark in training camp.

“He tried to do too much,” Eakins said. “He put it on himself. You can't do that in this league.”

During last year's NHL lockout, Omark, a free agent, headed to Switzerland. Playing for Zug, Omark played on a dynamite line with Detroit Red Wings captain Henrik Zetterberg and Damien Burnner, who played with Detroit last season but is with New Jersey this season.

After the lockout ended, Omark continued to compile gaudy stats without his NHL linemates. Omark became the first Swede to lead the Swiss pro league in scoring (69 points in 48 games).

A year later, he's back in the AHL trying to prove himself.

“If you're reliable with the puck, that's going to add value to your stock,” Nelson said. “Turnovers are killers. If he can learn to be more consistent and play well away from the puck the other stuff will take care of itself. He can score goals and pile up assists.”

Barons head to Iowa for two games

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 11, 2013  

Barons at Iowa

When: 7:05 p.m. Saturday; 4:05 p.m. Sunday

Where: Wells Fargo Arena, Des Moines, Iowa.
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Radio: KXXY 96.1 FM, Jim Byers play by play.

Scouting report: The Barons are 0-2 after losing back-to-back 3-2 decisions at home last weekend against Charlotte. ... Saturday's game is the season opener for the Iowa Wild, formerly the Houston Aeros. ... Last season, the Aeros lost in five games in the first round of the Western Conference playoffs to Grand Rapids, the Calder Cup champion. ... OKC defenseman Philip Larson and center Ryan Martindale both scored two points (one goal, one assist) in the Barons' first two games. Tyler Pitlick, off to a solid start, and veteran Ryan Jones scored the Barons' other two goals. ... OKC goalie Richard Bachman is 0-2 with a 3.02 goals-against average and .897 save percentage. ... The Wild, Minnesota's Triple-A affiliate, returns only two of its top six scorers from last year's team in Houston — Jason Zucker, a 21-year-old forward who scored 50 points and 55 games, and 27-year-old defenseman Brian Connelly, an AHL All-Star the past two seasons. ... In net, Johan Gustafsson, 21, last season was one of the top goalies (1.74 GAA, .930 save percentage) in Sweden's pro league. The other goalie, John Curry, 29, appeared in four NHL games with the Penguins earlier in his career.

Oscar Klefbom will help OKC Barons on defense

Edmonton Oilers prospect will likely spend a few months in the AHL.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 11, 2013  

Oscar Klefbom is one of the Edmonton Oilers' top prospects. The 20-year-old defenseman from Sweden is expected to make his NHL debut later this season, but he might spend at least two or three months with the Oklahoma City Barons.
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Games in the AHL, like OKC's two-game road trip to Iowa this weekend, are invaluable for the 2011 first-round pick.

“Oscar is a defenseman's defenseman,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He really prides himself on playing good defensive hockey. He skates well. He's a strong kid. He's able to move the puck. He's got a lot of skill. He just needs to play hockey games.”

Sidelined by a shoulder injury that required surgery last December, Klefbom played in only 11 games last season in Sweden's pro league.

“It's fun to be on the ice again,” Klefbom said. “I've been waiting for this for a very long time.”

One of the keys for Klefbom with the Barons will be adjusting to smaller rinks in North America, always a challenge the in first season for European players.

“Things happen quicker here,” Nelson said. “You're always chipping and supporting (defensively) versus carrying the puck. Here, there's not as much circling and regrouping. Teams work their systems so well you have to work the boards, do the dirty work to get the puck into the offensive zone.”

Klefbom gained confidence in limited “North American hockey” action as captain of Sweden's Under-18 world juniors team that won silver in 2010. He also has stood out the past two summers at Edmonton's summer developmental camps.

But there are differences.

“Oh yeah,” Klefbom said. “But I think it's tougher for players here to go from the smaller ice to the bigger ice in Europe. I like the smaller ice. It's a closer gap to the forwards. I'm looking forward to it.”

In the long-term, Klefbom eventually could be paired with Justin Schultz, who won the AHL Defenseman of the Year award last season for his play with the Barons during the NHL lockout.

Klefbom was plus-seven his 11 games in Sweden's Elite league, filled with much older players. While he's not projected to be a potential All-Star like Schultz, Klefbom could be a key piece in Edmonton's rebuilding project.

“He doesn't mind the physical stuff,” Nelson said. “It's more or less the mental side, learning the pro game, adjusting to the way the game is played over here. His time with us is really going to help his development.”

There were rumblings Klefbom might make Edmonton's opening day roster without starting his career in the minors. But in addition to lacking experience, there's another reason why the 6-foot-3, 195-pound blue-liner could be with the Barons a few months.

Because the Oilers are committing $18 million a year to three young stars — $6 million each for Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins — the organization needs to find ways to save salary cap dollars.

Edmonton will retain an extra year of restricted free-agent rights on Klefbom if he plays less than 40 NHL games this season.

Regardless when he makes his NHL debut, Klefbom embraces the opportunity to work on his game with the Barons, spending a lot of time with OKC assistant Rocky Thompson.

“Here in the minors we learn to play defensive hockey, how to play away from the puck, something he does pretty well,” Nelson said. “He's a good skater. He can handle the puck. He has all those skills. He has that mindset of playing defense. That's a big plus. He just needs some experience.”

OKC Barons: Taylor Fedun overcomes horrific injury, waiting for NHL call up

The defenseman proved last season with the Barons he's nearly all the way back. Last month, Fedun was one of the Oilers' final cuts.
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Oklahoma City Barons defenseman Taylor Fedun's professional career was in jeopardy before it even started.

An undrafted rookie free agent out of Princeton, Fedun pushed for a roster spot two years ago with the Edmonton Oilers.
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But in the Oilers' final preseason game two years ago, Fedun suffered one of the most horrific injuries in NHL history. His right leg shattered when he crashed into the end boards chasing a puck in an attempt to get an icing call. There were no guarantees he'd ever play again.

Fedun, though, proved last season with the Barons he's nearly all the way back. Last month, Fedun was one of the Oilers' final cuts. He's back in OKC but has a viable shot to make his NHL debut at some point this season.

“He had a slow start last year, but I think that's more than fair considering he was learning how to walk all over again the year before,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “Boy, did he ever come on strong the second half of the year. He was a huge part of our success in the playoffs.”

It was a remarkable comeback for a player who had a titanium rod and four screws placed in his femur, the largest bone in the body.

“Now that he's had a full offseason it's paying dividends for him,” Scott said. “He had a great training camp. It was a tough call for Edmonton to send him down here.”

Fedun, 6-foot, 190, is average size. He's not an enforcer. But he handles the puck well, has a rocket wrist shot and that Princeton education shows on the ice.

“After New Year's he got to that tempo you could see his game elevated,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He's a smart player. He has good hockey sense. He's able to spring guys loose with pinpoint passes. That's where he excels. He knows when to join the offensive rush to create offense.”

Fedun last season finished third among Barons defensemen in scoring (27 points).

Was he satisfied considering he couldn't lace up skates for six months, much less play hockey?

“What I was happy with was a steady progression,” Fedun said. “There were times I didn't play as consistently as I'd like to, but looking back on the season as a whole I was playing my best hockey at the end of the season. That's what I had hoped for after missing a whole season.”

The advantage heading into his second pro season is Fedun used the offseason to fine tune aspects of his game instead of spending hours upon hours rehabbing.

“Last season, I was still able to think the game the way I did before. That was very important to me,” Fedun said. “As long as the mental side was there I knew the physical side would come back if I kept working at it.”

Because he played four years at Princeton, Fedun, 25, is older than three talented 20-year-old Oilers prospects making their AHL debuts this season, plus teammate Brandon Davidson, who Edmonton recalled on Sunday. Fedun, though, has made an impression on Edmonton executives.

“Me being new to the organization, I really never got to see him play last year,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins. “You would never know anything had ever been wrong with this kid unless they told you. He outplayed a number of guys who never had an injury. He's way past it. He played well in camp.”

Fedun was disappointed he didn't make the Oilers opening day roster but knew the situation before camp started.

“With all their offseason acquisitions, I knew going in it would be really tough to stick from the get-go,” Fedun said. “I was trying to make it as difficult on them as possible for them to send me down. I think I accomplished that.

“I just need to keep doing what I was doing down and hope for that phone call to come. When it does I'll be ready for it.”

Plymouth Whalers' Gritty Effort Earns a 4-2 Win Over Kitchener
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PW73950.jpgPlymouth captain Nick Malysa (left, white jersey) blocks a shot during the final minute in the Whalers 4-2 win over Kitchener on Saturday.Rena Laverty 

PLYMOUTH - The Whalers did a lot of good things in a 4-2 win over Kitchener on Saturday night at Compuware Arena.

GAME SUMMARY

(*) Plymouth came back from a 1-0 Kitchener lead after one period with goals in the second by Victor Crus Rydberg, Gianluca Curcuruto and Zack Lorentz to lead 3-1 after forty minutes. First star Ryan Hartman drew assists on the Crus Rydberg and Lorentz goals.

(*) Alex Nedeljkovic rebounded after getting pulled Friday night in Sault Ste. Marie with 37 saves as the game's third star.

(*) In scoring, Lorentz has a goal in four straight games. 

(*) Plymouth rookies Cullen Mercer, Liam Dunda, Josh Wesley and Bryce Yetman continue to improve.

All of that and more and the game came down to the last shift, with Plymouth leading, 3-2, Kitchener head coach Troy Smith calling timeout with 1:38 remaining and pulling goaltender Jack Moylan for the extra attacker. The Rangers got a 6-on-4 advantage when Hartman cleared the puck out of play and was called for delay of game at 18:31.

The Plymouth hero over the last shift was Whalers captain Nick Malysa, who blocked three pucks before Carter Sandlak scored on the Kitchener empty net with 14 seconds left to ice the game.

"We really bore down in the third period and blocked a lot of shots," Hartman said after the game. "I have to thank Nick at the end for saving me. I took a dumb penalty - not on purpose obviously. But it was great play by Nick and a good team effort. That's why he's the captain."

Hartman and Lorentz have developed some good chemistry for the time being and are playing well together.

"It helps that we are good friends off the ice," Hartman said. "We see each other in practice, five and six days a week, knowing where he likes to be and knowing the sweet spots."

Hartman sees the Plymouth pups improving as the season goes on. 

"I can remember my first year last season," Hartman said. "Once you get the first 10-20 games out of the way, you're kind of adjusted. I think our young guys are getting adjusted pretty quickly. Hopefully, we can get a few more wins out of this."

Plymouth improves to 4-6-0-0. Kitchener is now 3-4-0-0.

The Whalers hit the road all of next week, playing in North Bay on Thursday, Sudbury on Friday and Barrie on Saturday.
PLYMOUTH - Work as an hourly employee, and overtime usually means time-an-a-half and a better paycheck.

Play overtime in hockey and teams get one point, but have an opportunity for two.

Zach Lorentz's power play goal at 1:20 of overtime lifted the Plymouth Whalers to a 4-3 victory over the Saginaw Spirit before a good crowd of 3,206 on Saturday night at Compuware Arena.

The Whalers improve to 3-5-0-0. Saginaw is 3-4-1-0. 

Ryan Hartman set up Lorentz for the game-winner, passing the puck from left circle in Spirit territory and finding Lorentz just outside the right post of the Saginaw net. Lorentz re-directed the puck past Saginaw goaltender Nikita Serebryakov to start the celebration.

The Plymouth power play in overtime was set up when Saginaw defenseman Justin Sefton was penalized for slashing Carter Sandlak at 19:41.

The Whalers were outshot, 41-25, through regulation time with Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic emerging as the game's first star. Although Saginaw carried the play for parts of the game, the Whalers won the special teams game, going two-for-four on the power play while killing off all three Saginaw power plays - including a five-minute major late in the first period given to the Whalers' Matt Mistele for a slew-foot on Saginaw's Jimmy Lodge.

Plymouth played the game minus the injured Victor Crus Rydberg and Connor Chatham. With Mistele ejected, the other Whalers battled an older Saginaw team throughout the entire 61:20.

Plymouth scored on its' first and third shot of the game to build a 2-0 lead through the first half of the first period. Hartman held the puck at the right circle in the Saginaw zone, skated to his left and beat Serebryakov at 8:01 with rookie defenseman Mathieu Henderson drawing his first OHL assist. All Plymouth pups staked the Whalers to a 2-0 lead at 9:50 when Francesco Vilardi banked the puck off Serebryakov with fellow rookies Bryce Yetman and Yannick Rathgeb assisting.

Hartman scored on the power play at 10:56 of the second period with a shot in traffic from the hashmarks to give the Whalers a 3-0 lead.

But Saginaw came on in the second period, outshooting Plymouth, 19-6. Nedeljkovic was sharp, but Eric Locke scored his first of the season at 13:58 on a partial breakaway to cut the Plymouth lead to 3-1.

The Spirit continued to press in the the third period and tied the game on Nick Moutrey's wrap-around from behind the net to the right post at 9:17 and Sean Callaghan's blast from the right point at 12:38.

But Sefton's late penalty set up the Plymouth power play and Hartman and Lorentz made no mistake.

Plymouth plays on the road Friday in Sault Ste. Marie (7 pm, www.plymouthwhalers.com) and hosts Kitchener on Saturday at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena.
16 Plymouth Whalers Alumni Make NHL Opening Night Rosters
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PLYMOUTH - While the Plymouth Whalers are at practice this week in preparation for games Thursday at Windsor, Friday at Saginaw and at home at Compuware Arena Saturday against Saginaw, the 2013-14 National Hockey League season starts on Tuesday.

16 Plymouth Whalers alumni have been named to various NHL opening night rosters. The Whalers include:

Gregory Campbell (Boston); Brett Bellemore (Carolina); John Mitchell (Colorado); Jared Boll and James Wisniewski (Columbus); Tyler Seguin (Dallas), Stephen Weiss (Detroit); Justin Williams (Los Angeles); David Legwand (Nashville); JT Miller (NY Rangers); James Neal (Pittsburgh); Tom Sestito (Vancouver); Connor Carrick, Michal Neuvirth and Tom Wilson (Washington); Chris Thorburn (Winnipeg).

Wilson and Carrick are surprises for some, but both played well over Washington's training camp and won jobs. John Feinstein of the Washington Post writes:

"The teenagers in question are Tom Wilson and Connor Carrick. Wilson won’t turn 20 until March and Carrick is a few weeks younger. Both were draft picks in 2012 — Wilson in the first round, Carrick in the fifth.

Wilson came into camp with a solid chance to make the team; Carrick didn’t. Both played too well for (Washington GM) George McPhee and (Head Coach) Adam Oates to keep them out of the lineup. The only question with Wilson was whether the Caps wanted to keep him in Washington to play limited minutes in the NHL or lots of minutes back in the Ontario Hockey League. Carrick has been the surprise of camp."

See the rest of the story.

The blog, The Russian Machine Never Breaks, covers all things Washington Capitals and spent a lot of time with Wilson and Carrick during training camp. Scroll around the blog to see.

Meanwhile, several other Plymouth alums are starting the season in the American Hockey League, including Rickard Rakell and Stefan Noesen (Norfolk); Vince Trocheck (San Antonio); Chris Terry, Beau Schmitz, Michal Jordan and Justin Peters (Charlotte); Garrett Meurs and Mitchell Heard (Lake Erie); Jamie Devane (Toronto); Tim Sestito and Scott Wedgewood (Albany); Tyler Brown (Adirondack).

AHL teams are finishing up training camp and start the 2013-14 season on Friday. We'll have a complete list of Plymouth alums in the AHL soon.
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Maine hockey team wins home opener for new coach

Red Gendron, in his first game in charge at Alfond Arena, watches his team skate past Bentley, 2-1.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — It wasn’t perfect. Too many penalties and missed opportunities made the score closer than it should have been.

Still, the University of Maine opened its home hockey season with a 2-1 victory, a success that eluded last year’s squad for four months.

Stu Higgins scored twice and Martin Ouellette stood tall in goal in the third period as the Black Bears (1-2) held off Bentley (1-3) before a boisterous crowd of 4,569 on Saturday night at Alfond Arena.

The game marked the regular-season debut at Alfond for new coach Red Gendron.

“The atmosphere was absolutely phenomenal,” Gendron said. “It wasn’t a sellout but it was pretty darned good. I heard the student line (stretched) way the heck beyond the football field. I’m so excited that the kids on this campus are coming down and filling this building. They provide us with an incredible jump.”

The Black Bears came out strong, scoring in the third minute when a Jon Swavely forecheck resulted in a two-on-zero advantage. Connor Leen set up Higgins on the far post for an easy goal and a 1-0 lead.

Bentley tied it within two minutes when a shot by Andrew Gladiuk following a faceoff went in off Ouellette’s facemask.

Despite a 19-5 lead in shots on goal, the Black Bears failed to regain the lead in the period.

Higgins and Leen connected on the winner a little more than six minutes into the second period when Jake Rutt forced a turnover in the neutral zone and Leen, leading a three-on-two rush, left a drop pass just inside the blue line for Higgins.

“I had Coach’s voice in the back of my head screaming, ‘Shoot!’” said Higgins, who notched only one goal last season. “He always talks about how we had something like 77 goals last year, so we’ve got to start shooting the puck more and I took his advice.”

The shot beat Bentley goalie Brandon Komm below the blocker for a 2-1 lead. The rest of the period was filled with penalty killing from both teams; each finished 0 of 7 on the power play.

The scoreless third included four penalties, and Bentley held a six-on-four skater advantage for more than a minute near the end after pulling Komm, who finished with 33 saves to 24 for Ouellette.

“Penalty killing was great,” Gendron said. “They played the system perfectly and they made some great clears. At the end of the game in the six-on-four, the other team really didn’t even come close.”

Last season, Alfond fans saw only two victories by the home team, one in February and another in March. That 2-9-6 record was a factor in the firing of former coach Tim Whitehead after 12 seasons.

“It’s good not to wait until February like last year,” said Ouellette, who made several tough stops in the third period.

“I think part of this is to rebuild the enthusiasm,” Gendron said. “And the way you build enthusiasm is by winning games. I can shake hands and kiss babies until the cows come home; that’s not going to put fannies in the seats. Victories will put fannies in the seats.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

gjordan@pressherald.com
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Wolf Pack nips Pirates 

Three second-period goals by Hartford send another Colisee crowd home unhappy.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — The Portland Pirates had a rocky second period for the third straight game Saturday night, and it cost them.

Conor Allen, Michael Haley and rookie Danny Kristo scored during a 13-minute span of the second period as the Hartford Wolf Pack pulled out a 3-2 win before 2,973 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

“We’re having trouble scoring,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. “We’re getting the opportunities to score, but we haven’t been able to find the back of the net or the goaltender has been really good.”

The winless Pirates held a 41-38 edge in shots, but goalie Cam Talbot came up with 39 saves.

“I’m real happy with how hard we’re working, our compete level,” Edwards said. “Our execution is just a little off, and hopefully with more games we’ll get some more rhythm to our game and the execution will get a little bit better.”

Gilbert Brule, an NHL veteran just recently signed by the Pirates, opened the scoring late in the first period with his first AHL goal in two seasons.

Right wing Brandon Yip, another NHL vet who spent the early part of the season with the Phoenix Coyotes, set up the goal with a pass from behind the net.

Allen tied the score 16 seconds into the second period on a shot from the right circle.

“I didn’t like that goal,” Edwards said. “It was a tough way to start the period. ”

Less than two minutes later, the Pirates retook the lead when Andy Miele swooped into the slot to score his first goal of the season. Yip drew another assist.

Seven minutes later, Haley tied the score by sliding a rebound by goalie Mark Visentin.

With less than seven minutes left in the period, Kristo put the Wolf Pack (5-0-0-1) into the lead for good when he poked in a rebound for his fourth goal.

“Their big line was out there, and we had guys running around,” Edwards said. “We had a lot around. It was Hudson Bay rules at that point.”

The Pirates came into game with the AHL’s most effective power play with a 37.5 percent conversion rate, but they only managed one shot on net during two power plays.

“We had plenty of opportunities to tie that game up and maybe push it into overtime,” Edwards said. “The reality is we’re just not executing, and the only way to better is playing.”

NOTES: For the seventh straight season, the Pirates celebrated Pink in the Rink Night. Their special pink jerseys will be auctioned online with proceeds going to Making Strides Against Breast Cancer. ... The Pirates travel to Massachusetts Sunday to play the first road game of the season against the Worcester Sharks. ... For the previous three seasons, the Wolf Pack were called the Connecticut Whale.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at: 

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
Paul Betit
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Providence Bruins beat Pirates 5-2 

Providence rips off four goals in the second period to beat Portland 5-2 at the Colisee.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON - The Portland Pirates played before a sellout crowd at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee Saturday night, but they didn't give the fans much to get excited about.

UP NEXT

WHO: Hartford Wolf Pack at Portland Pirates

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: Androscoggin Bank Colisee, Lewiston

The Providence Bruins scored four goals in a little more than 10 minutes during the second period to cruise to a 5-2 win against the Pirates.

"The crowd was great tonight, and we didn't give them much to cheer about," Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said.

For the second consecutive game, the Pirates took the lead during the opening period only to lose it during the second stanza.

"That second period was unacceptable just from a discipline standpoint," Edwards said.

"Things we're going pretty well for us. We give up a goal, and that's OK. You know, you've got to manage that.

Jordan Szwarz's first-period goal, assisted by Brandon Gormley and Andy Miele, gave the Pirates the lead late in the first period, but Providence rookie Seth Griffith tied the score by converting a turnover into a breakaway goal less than six minutes into the second period.

Eight minutes into the second period, the Bruins took a 2-1 lead when Alexander Fallstrom intercepted Gormley's clearing pass from behind the net and slid the puck past goaltender Mike Lee while both teams skated short-handed.

Ryan Spooner made it 3-1 when he scored on another breakaway with less than eight minutes left in the period.

Less than a minute later, Jordan Martinook put in a shot from center point for the Pirates.

With less than five minutes left in the period, Craig Cunningham got his stick on a rebound off the backboards and stuck the puck inside the left post for a power-play goal to send the Bruins into a 4-2 lead.

"One of the best parts of the Coyote identity is playing with the lead, and obviously that last two games we haven't done a good job of that," Edwards said. "When you get a one-goal lead, that's when you've got to shut it down, and we didn't do that."

Spooner added an empty-net goal with less than two minutes left.

NOTES: The Coyotes signed veteran forward Jeff Halpern to a two-way contract. It is unclear whether Halpern, who was playing in Switzerland, will be assigned to the Pirates. He scored a goal and had two assists during a six-game stint with the AHL team in 1999 after he completed a four-year playing career at Princeton. A lower-body injury kept rookie Tobias Rieder out of the lineup after he scored both goals for the Pirates in a 3-2 shootout loss to the Manchester Monarchs in Wednesday night's season opener. Veteran center Gilbert Brule practiced for the first time with the Pirates Saturday morning but was not ready to suit up for a game.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH 
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B-Sens vs. Syracuse live report: Crunch win, 4-1

Posted on October 19, 2013 by mweinste


The Syracuse Crunch scored three goals in the third period to hand the Binghamton Senators their first loss at home, 4-1, Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Second period: Binghamton Senators forward Shane Prince made the most of his first appearance in the lineup in a week by scoring a power-play goal to send the B-Sens and Crunch into the locker room tied at 1 after 40 minutes.

Prince tied the score with a power-play goal late in the second. Chris Wideman played a pass to the front of the net, Prince deflected it forward and it bounced off a defender and into the net with 2:37 left.

It was Wideman’s fourth assists in two games and his team-high fifth point.

The B-Sens had a power-play for nearly four minutes in the opening minutes of the second period because of a major boarding penalty to J.T. Brown, but could not get any pressure on the Syracuse net until the final 30 seconds of the advantage.

First period: The Binghamton Senators allowed their league-high seventh power-play goal as the Syracuse Crunch took a 1-0 lead into the locker room after the first period.

Syracuse outshot the B-Sens, 14-5.

The Crunch scored toward the end of a 4-on-3 advantage midway through the first period to take a 1-0 lead. Tanner Richard skated the puck into the B-Sens zone and broke toward the net when defenseman Mark Borowiecki slipped and fell. Richard then sent a pass out to the slot to Artem Sergeev for the one-timer that beat Lawson high on the gloveside with 10:!2 left in the first.

Mark Borowiecki and J.T. Brown collided into the boards behind the B-Sens net late in the period and Brown was called for boarding. Borowiecki went into the boards head first but was OK. A scrum following the collision ensued, with goaltender Nathan Lawson trying to get after Brown.

Rookie forward Jakub Culek remains the only member of the B-Sens roster yet to dress through five games this season. Joining him on the scratch list were forwards Cole Schneider and Mark Stone (shoulder injury); and defensemen Michael Sdao and Tyler Eckford.

Forward lines (in order of appearance)

Hoffman-Zibanejad-Petersson

Cowick-Hamilton-Prince

Puempel-Da Costa-Robinson

Dziurzynski-O’Brien-Kramer

Defensive pairings

Borowiecki-Ceci

Rutkowski-Claesson

Blood-Wideman

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, syracuse crunch
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Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson discusses sitting out forward Shane Prince

Posted on October 19, 2013 by mweinste


Forward Shane Prince has been absent from the Binghamton Senators lineup for two straight games and coach Luke Richardson explained his reasoning behind the move following the team’s 6-2 victory against the Syracuse Crunch on Friday.

“He just didn’t have much going luck-wise or offensive chances-wise in the first two games. We only had three games in the first two weeks so unfortunately we took him out after the 5-0 loss. He didn’t like it, and we don’t expect him to like it. He will more than likely be playing tomorrow. We want to get him back in there and we’ll just see if anybody’s banged up tonight and he’s been chomping at the bit to do that. We just thought he’s got to get to the inside a little harder. He had a great rookie camp, he had a great main camp in Ottawa and it’s not like he took the foot off the pedal but sometimes you got to just keep digging there to create those offensive chances like we did tonight. We’re not doing it to manipulate his mind or anything, we talked to him straight up and I talked to him over the week. He’s still bummed out about it and not very happy, a little pissed off and we expect nothing more than fire coming from him. We don’t want him cheating offensively, he has to play 200 feet but we really like him. We just want to make sure nothing slides in the beginning of the year and he gets a real good positive message out of it, and get back in there and do your thing.”

Prince is in his second season in the Ottawa Senators organization after being selected in the second round of the 2011 NHL Draft. As a rookie last season, the Rochester native overcame an injury in training camp and finished with 18 goals and 35 points in 65 games for the B-Sens.

Prince was scoreless with a minus-1 rating in the team’s first two games this season. Prince and Buddy Robinson, who scored on Friday night, were sharing right wing duties on a line with center Derek Grant and left winger David Dziurzynski the last few days at practice.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, luke richardson, Shane Prince
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B-Sens vs. Syracuse Crunch live report: Binghamtons wins 6-2; Derek Grant re-called to Ottawa

Posted on October 18, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators scored five unanswered goals to erase a 2-1 deficit en-route to a 6-2 victory over the Syracuse Crunch on Friday at the War Memorial at Oncenter.

The B-Sens added two more goals in the third period.

Andre Petersson scored on a one-timer from Chris Wideman early in the third period to give Binghamton a 5-2 lead.

Matt gave his team a 6-2 lead with 5:49 remaining. Puempel and Stephane Da Costa started the scoring play with a 2-on-1.

Second period: After allowing a second power-play goal, the Binghamton Senators scored three unanswered goals to finish the second period and take a 4-2 lead after 40 minutes.

An interference penalty by Tyler Eckford not only ended a B-Sens power play in the second period but it also led to the go-ahead goal for the Crunch. Vlad Namestnikov had the puck along the right boards in the offensive zone, attracting all four B-Sens defenders on the ice. He then slid the puck over to Nikita Kucherov, who scored on a wide-open net from the left of Lawson with 11:42 left in the second.

The B-Sens wasted little time tying the score when Buddy Robinson blasted a one-timer from the slot past Cedrick Desjardins and into the net with 10:17 left in the second. Matt Puempel and the returning Stephane Da Costa assisted on the goal.

Ben Blood then gave Binghamton a 3-2 lead exactly one minute later. Blood scored on a shot from the point although it seemed teammate Wacey Hamilton deflected it into the net. Chris Wideman and David Dziurzynski were given assists.

The B-Sens took a 4-2 lead with 4:32 left in the second on a great individual effort from Mike Hoffman, who stole the puck from Dana Tyrell neat the Syracuse net and put a wrist shot past Desjardins.

First period: Each team scored a power-play goal in the first period as the Binghamton Senators and Syracuse Crunch skated into the locker room tied at 1 after 20 minutes at the War Memorial at Oncenter.

The Binghamton Senators had a two-man advantage early in the game and took advantage of it. Binghamton’s power-play unit kept the pressure on Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins and Mike Hoffman eventually cashed in when he moved in from the right point toward the high slot and fired a wrist shot into the top-right corner of the net with 12:55 left in the first period.

Chris Wideman and Mika Zibanejad assisted on the goal. The B-Sens were 1-for-13 on the power play through the first three games this season.

The Crunch tied the score late in the first period on a power-play goal of their own with Mark Borowiecki in the box for holding. Vlad Namestnikov was standing with the puck behind the goal line to the left of Lawson and sent a pass to the front of the net but the puck bounced of Lawson’s stick and into the goal with 3:18 to play in the first.

Pregame: The Ottawa Senators re-called center Derek Grant from the Binghamton Senators on Friday evening, about an hour before the B-Sens played the Syracuse Crunch.

The move that fills the roster spot of Stephane Da Costa, who was sent to Binghamton after he cleared waivers at noon Friday. Da Costa is in the lineup for the game against Syracuse.

Grant led the B-Sens with two goals in the team’s first three games. Grant played five games with Ottawa last year, registering no points.

Scratches for Friday night: Forwards Mark Stone (shoulder injury), Shane Prince and Jakub Culek; and rookie defensemen Troy Rutkowski and Michael Sdao.

B-Sens forward lines

Hoffman-Zibanejad-Petersson

Puempel-Da Costa-Robinson

Dziurzynski-O-Brien-Kramer

Cowick-Hamilton-Schneider

Defensive pairings

Borowiecki-Ceci

Claesson-Eckford

Blood-Wideman
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Around the American Hockey League: Friday, Oct. 18

Posted on October 18, 2013 by mweinste


Isaac Berky for theAHL.com looks back at the recent success of the Syracuse Crunch, who host the Binghamton Senators at 7 p.m. tonight at the War Memorial at Oncenter.

Since 1994, Berky writes, Syracuse fans have seen several exciting prospects come through the system, including Scott Walker, Mike Peca, Adrian Aucoin, Matt Cooke, Derek MacKenzie, Derick Brassard, Zenon Konopka, Mathieu Darche, Kyle Palmieri and Cory Conacher.

In other news around the AHL on Friday:

Paul Post of The Saratogian says the Adirondack Phantoms are hoping to get back in the win column with two games this weekend.

From the ECHL.com, the Albany Devils and New Jersey Devils officially have a new ECHL affiliate in the Elmira Jackals, who are also the affiliates of the Ottawa and Binghamton Senators.

Michael Fornabaio of the Connecticut Post says although there’s a small sample size, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers are failing on the power play.

Peter J. Wallner of Michigan Live says the Grand Rapids Griffins’ Calder Cup championship banner has a local tie to the community.

The Hamilton Spectator beaks down the Hamilton Bulldogs’ weekend.

Tim Leone of Penn Live says the Hershey Bears are poised to take on Andrew Gordon and the St. John’s IceCaps.

The Plain Dealer in Cleveland spent some time off the ice with Lake Erie Monsters forward J.T. Wyman.

Bleacher Report provides updates on the top prospects of the Los Anageles Kings, including several Manchester Monarchs.

Kevin Oklobzija of the Democrat and Chronicle says all signs point to Nathan Lieuwen being the starting goaltender for the Rochester Americans tonight.

Garry Brown of Mass Live says the Springfield Falcons are ready to hit the road this weekend.

  Tagged adirondack phantoms, Albany Devils, bridgeport sound tigers, Grand Rapids Griffins, hamilton bulldogs, hershey bears, Lake Erie Monsters, rochester americans, Springfield Falcons, syracuse crunch
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Binghamton Senators roundup: Notes from Thursday’s practice; promotion coming?

Posted on October 17, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators struggled on the power play all season in 2012-13 and 2013-14 has started out the same.

Despite scoring a power-play goal in their season-opening victory against Syracuse two weeks ago, the B-Sens are just 1-for-13 (7.7 percent) on the season. Coach Luke Richardson continues to make the power play a focal point at practice, dedicating almost the entire practice to it on Thursday at Broome Community College.

Richardson continues to use forwards Mika Zibanejad and Andre Petersson as one forward line with Cole Schneider and Shane Prince rotating in and out. Jim O’Brien and Matt Puempel are the other forward line with Derek Grant and Buddy Robinson rotating in and out for the third spot. Defenseman Tyler Eckford was also seeing some time on the power play for Cody Ceci.

Ceci was participating fully in practice after missing Tuesday’s on-ice session for precautionary reasons after feeling soreness in his groin on Monday.

The B-Sens had a full group at practice besides Mark Stone, who continues to recover from a shoulder injury.

Binghamton (2-1-0) plays at the Syracuse Crunch tomorrow night and then hosts the Crunch on Saturday.

B-Sens forward lines during practice:

Mike Hoffman-Zibanejad-Petersson

Puempel-O’Brien-Darren Kramer

Prince-Grant-David Dziurzynski/Robinson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton/Jakub Culek-Schneider

Da Costa waived

The Ottawa Senators placed Stephane Da Costa on waivers Thursday, meaning he could be back in Binghamton if he goes unclaimed by noon Friday.

Da Costa was scoreless and had two penalty minutes in four games with Ottawa. He tied for the team lead in points (38) for the B-Sens last season.

Expect a promotion to be coming in the next day or two.

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, cody ceci, luke richardson, mika zibanejad, stephane da costa
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Around the American Hockey League: Thursday, Oct. 17

Posted on October 17, 2013 by mweinste


The American Hockey League released its Highlights of the Week video. There does not seem to be any clips from the Binghamton Senators and Norfolk Admirals games upon first viewing. There are still plenty of good highlights from the Lake Erie Monsters, Hartford Wolfpack and a few others.

In other news around the league:

The Abbotsford Times reports the Abbotsford Heat made a switch at goaltender, calling up Laurent Brossoit from Alaska of the ECHL.

Phil Janack of the Troy Record says Albany Devils forward Scott Timmins is fitting in well with his new team.

Martin Burns of Rant Sports says it’s time for the New York Rangers to promote Chris Kreider from the Hartford Wolfpack.

The Hershey Bears are preparing for a long plane and car trip to St. John’s for two games against the IceCaps this weekend, Tim Leone of PennLive.com writes.

Ted Warren of the Hockey Writers says 32-year-old defenseman Nolan Yonkman is taking a leadership role for the young Norfolk Admirals.

The Cumberland County Civic Center is moving on without the Portland Pirates after the team bolted for Lewiston just before the start of the season, Edward D. Murphy of the Press Herald reports.

The Rochester Americans made a couple roster moves, including sending second-year goalie Connor Knapp back to the ECHL, Kevin Oklobzija of the Democrat and Chronicle reports.

Brett Connolly, who has done his share of damage against the Binghamton Senators, has been re-called to the Tampa Bay Lightning from the Syracuse Crunch, Lindsay Kramer of the Post Standard reports.

Jonathan Bobulie of The Times-Tribune says goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers has shined so far in the net for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

  Tagged Abbotsford Heat, Albany Devils, American Hockey League, hartford wolfpack, hershey bears, Norfolk Admirals, Portland Pirates, rochester americans, syracuse crunch, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins
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Around the American Hockey League: Wednesday, Oct. 16

Posted on October 16, 2013 by mweinste


From theAHL.com, the Toronto Marlies announced Wednesday that the team has signed forward Jerred Smithson to a professional tryout contract.

The 34-year-old has played in 588 career National Hockey League games, registering 96 points (39 goals, 57 assists) and 354 penalty minutes. He has also played 294 regular-season games for Lowell, Manchester and Milwaukee of the American Hockey League.

Smithson skated in 35 games with the Florida Panthers last season before being traded to the Edmonton Oilers.

In other news around the AHL:

Sam Carshidi of the Philadelphia Inquirer writes about the impact Tye McGinn has had since joining the Flyers after being called up from the Adirondack Phantoms.

The Connecticut Post rounds up news from the Bridgeport Sound Tigers from the past week, including the benching of rookie defenseman Andrey Pedan.

Andrew Luistro of the Hockey writers says the Charlotte Checkers are itching to get back on the ice after a two-week break.

The Detroit Red Wings reassigned goaltender Petr Mrazek to the Grand Rapids Griffins after being recalled on Tuesday, mlive.com writes.

Bluesnation.com writes its weekly roundup on the Hartford Wolfpack, including notes on Cam Talbot and JT Miller.

The Des Moines Register looks at the hit by Iowa Wild forward Justin Zucker that garnered him a two-game suspension (with video).

Stefan Noesen, who was traded to the Anaheim Ducks organization with former Binghamton Senators forward Jakob Silfverberg for Bobby Ryan in the summer, is out for the season because of a left knee injury during practice with the Norfolk Admirals, the Orange County Register writes.

Kevin Oklobzija of the Democrat and Chronicle says Rochester Americans forward Tim Schaller brings an all-out, physical style to the team.

Renovations at the BMO Harris Bank Center are almost complete as the Rockford IceHogs make their home debut this weekend, the Rockford Register Star reports.

Garry Brown of the Republican says veteran defenseman Patrick McNeill is settling in nicely with the Springfield Falcons.

Lindsay Kramer of the Post Standard in Syracuse writes about the wild side of Syracuse Crunch forward Tanner Richard.

  Tagged adirondack phantoms, bridgeport sound tigers, charlotte checkers, Grand Rapids Griffins, hartford wolfpack, Iowa Wild, Norfolk Admirals, rochester americans, Rockford IceHogs, Springfield Falcons, syracuse crunch, toronto marlies
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Binghamton Senators practice roundup (10-15-13): Cody Ceci sits out as precaution

Posted on October 15, 2013 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators were without defenseman Cody Ceci during practice on Tuesday at SUNY Broome but coach Luke Richardson said Ceci was on the bike during morning activities and could return to practice on Wednesday.

“His groin, he felt a little sore yesterday but nothing major,” Richardson said. “He was on the bike in the gym today so he’ll probably rejoin us (Wednesday), just precautionary because we have a long week of practice.”

He also provided an update on forward Mark Stone, who hurt his left shoulder in the season-opening 4-3 victory over Syracuse two weeks ago.

“No timetable yet, banged up his shoulder a bit, was in a sling to take the pressure off of it,” Richardson said. “He’s out of that now so that’s a good step for it. We really don’t have a timetable yet. For sure two weeks and we’ll let it settle down and go from there.”

Richardson spent a lot of practice time trying out different combinations on the power play. The pairings of forwards Andre Petersson and Mika Zibanejad, and Jim O’Brien and Matt Puempel were joined by a rotation of players including Shane Prince, Cole Schneider, Derek Grant and Buddy Robinson.

Here were the 5-on-5 forward lines:

Mike Hoffman-Zibanejad-Petersson

Puempel-O’Brien-Darren Kramer

David Dziurzynski/Buddy Robinson-Derek Grant-Shane Prince

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-Cole Schneider/Jakub Culek

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, cody ceci, luke richardson, mark stone
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Around the American Hockey League: Tuesday, Oct. 15

Posted on October 15, 2013 by mweinste


The American Hockey League selected Manchester Monarchs goaltender Martin Jones as its Player of the Week for the period ending Oct. 13. Jones won three consecutive starts on the road to propel the Monarchs to the top of the Eastern Conference.

In other news around the AHL:

David Satriano of the New York Hockey Journal takes a look at Manorville native Matt Mangene, who has carved out a full-time roster spot with the Adirondack Phantoms this season.

Leo Scaglione Jr. of the Hockey writers examines the Albany Devils after three games.

New York Islanders prospect Ryan Strome patiently waits for his opportunity in the NHL while starting the AHL season strong with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, according to Anatoliy Metter of the Hockey Writers.

Tom Urtz Jr. of Bleacher Report looks at the New York Rangers’ options at goaltender after the demotion of Martin Biron. One option is Hartford Wolfpack goaltender Cam Talbot.

Michael Baldwin of NewsOK.com writes about gifted Oklahoma City Barons forward Linus Omark, who is now trying to focus more on defense to help his all-around game.

Jon Reid of Bleacher Report examines the top prospects of the Toronto Maples Leafs, which includes Binghamton native and Toronto Marlies forward Jerry D’Amigo and Tyler Biggs, who was born in Binghamton during his father Don’s time with the Rangers.

  Tagged adirondack phantoms, Albany Devils, American Hockey League, bridgeport sound tigers, hartford wolfpack, Jerry D'Amigo, manchester monarchs, oklahoma city barons, toronto marlies
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Around the American Hockey League: Monday, Oct. 14

Posted on October 14, 2013 by mweinste


Chicago Wolves coach John Anderson won multiple Calder Cups during his first run as head coach with the team from 1997-2008. Kristen Shilton of the the American Hockey League writes about the coach’s first game back in Chicago as coach of the Wolves.

Other news around the AHL:

Michael Raffl scored a goal and two assists in his first two games with the Adirondack Phantoms this season. Dave Isaac from the South Jersey Courier-Post writes about Raffl’s journey and his recent promotion to the National Hockey League.

Michael Fornabaio of the Connecticut Post recaps the Bridgeport Sound Tigers’ 3-1 loss to the Springfield Falcons on Sunday.

Tim Leone of Penn Live recaps the weekend for the Hershey Bears and names his three stars.

Erik Wheater of WHOTV in Des Moines recaps the first two games in the history of the Iowa Wild.

Mark Divver of the Providence Journal provides a recap of the weekend for the Providence Bruins.

Kevin Oklobzija of the Democrat and Chronicle says the Rochester Americans’ bounce-back weekend exposed a weakness – no on-ice policeman.

Scott Powers of ESPNChicago posted a Q&A with Rockford IceHogs head coach Ted Dent.

Lindsay Kramer of the Post-Standard in Syracuse says veteran defenseman Joey Mormina has no problems dropping the gloves early in the season.

Dallas Stars goaltender Chris Mueller could be headed to the Texas Stars if he clears waivers, according to the Dallas News.

The Utica Devils franchise started off its tenure in the AHL with two straight losses after a 3-2 loss to Albany on Saturday.
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Pirates fall in their new home

The team draws 2,102 in Lewiston for the opener of their full season away from Portland.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON - The Portland Pirates opened the season in their new home away from home Wednesday night with a spirited effort against the Manchester Monarchs at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

click image to enlarge

Pirates goalie Mark Visentin grabs a high bouncing puck in front of his crease as defenseman James Melindy holds off Tanner Pearson of the Manchester Monarchs. The Pirates lost in a shootout, 3-2. 

John Ewing/Staff Photographer 

click image to enlarge

Tobias Rieder, playing his first game in the American Hockey League, finds enough space to get off the shot that gave the Portland Pirates a 1-0 lead Wednesday night in the opener against the Manchester Monarchs in Lewiston. 
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UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Providence Bruins

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: Androscoggin Bank Colisee, Lewiston

The Monarchs eked out a 3-2 win by taking the shootout over the Pirates, who will play all 38 of their home games this season at the 55-year-old arena instead of the Cumberland County Civic Center.

"Obviously we'd like to get a win to start the season off, but it was our first game and we know we're not going to be perfect coming in," said the team captain, Jordan Szwarz. "Bottom line, we worked hard for 60 minutes and we didn't get the result we wanted, but we worked hard."

Coach Ray Edwards was pleased with his team's effort.

"I was impressed with our guys," he said. "They worked hard. Our young defense made a few mistakes back there but we hung in there. Overall I was very pleased. There's obviously a lot to work on."

The official attendance was given as 2,102, more than 1,600 under capacity.

"The atmosphere was fine." Edwards said. "I'd like to see more people in the building but it was fine."

Last season the Pirates won five of the six games they played in Lewiston.

"We played here six times last year and we know what to expect coming here," Szwarz said. "Obviously it's an older building, but as a player you kind of like that atmosphere. As a player it's kind of unique to come play in a building like this."

The Pirates planned to play 13 home games at the Colisee this season while the $34 million renovation of the Civic Center was completed.

On Sept. 26, the managing owner, Brian Petrovek, announced that the Pirates would play their entire home schedule in Lewiston this season because of a stalemate in lease negotiations with the Portland facility's trustees.

Tobias Rieder, a rookie forward from Germany who spent the last three seasons playing junior hockey in Canada, scored both of the Pirates' goals.

"He's just a real smart player and tenacious around the net," Edwards said. "He's got the ability to score. He also does all those little details like blocking shots and playing defense in his own end."

The Monarchs took a 2-1 lead in the second period when Derek Forbort and Linden Vey scored following Portland turnovers.

Rieder staked the Pirates to the early lead with his first-period goal.

With seven minutes left, Rieder jammed another power-play goal inside the left post to tie it.

"The issue for me was the momentum," Edwards said. "There were times we were stuck in our zone and the momentum was going the other way, but that's all a part of growing. We came out hard (at the start) and they sort of tilted the ice in the second. We got the momentum back in the third."

Tyler Toffoli and Brandon Kozun scored for the Monarchs in the second and third rounds of the shootout.

Szwarz scored for the Pirates in the fourth round as goalie Martin Jones stopped four of the five shooters.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
Sulzer on waivers, Adam on his way to Amerks

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 29, 2013 • 2:16 pm 

When you move, you go to the post office and fill out a change-of-address form. But since the postal service has no change-of-blog-address form, I’m providing this notification.

Here’s the link:

http://www.democratandchronicle.com/blog/hockeyozone/

We now resume our regularly scheduled programming, already in progress.

* * * * * * *

Since NHL teams must be at the roster limit of 23 active players and also be salary-cap compliant by Monday afternoon, today is moving day.

The Buffalo Sabres placed defenseman Alexander Sulzer on the waivers. If he clears,and it’s probably 50/50 that he does, the Rochester Americans will again have a seasoned veteran on their blue line.

In 2011-12, Shaone Morrisonn came to the Amerks. Last season it was Adam Pardy. The difference will be money; Sulzer’s one-way contract pays him $725,000, compared to the $2 million-plus for the other two.

Meanwhile, forward Luke Adam cleared waivers at noon today, which means the Sabres will be sending him to the Amerks.

He’ll need no road map, since he has played in Rochester since February 2012 (he played 4 NHL games last season, scoring 1 goal and 1 assist).

Where he goes from here isn’t known, however. Google doesn’t have that map. Only Adam does.

How performs this season will definitely determine where he is next year, since he signed only a one-year contract and will again be a restricted free agent next summer.

In 2010-11, Adam was the AHL rookie of the year, competing a Buffalo Sabres trifecta of Dudley Garrett Memorial Award winners that started with Nathan Gerbe in 2008-09 and continued with Tyler Ennis in 2009-10.

If nothing else, that proves great success in the AHL doesn’t always translate to great productivity in the NHL. The Sabres b0ught out Gerbe over the summer (he signed with the Carolina Hurricanes).

Only Ennis is firmly entrenched in the Sabres lineup.

As an Amerk a year ago, Adam produced 15-22-37 in 67 games. His plus/minus was minus-10. He didn’t have a point in the three playoff games.

It’s very much make-or-break time, at least with the Sabres.

* * * * * * *

The Sabres still have 24 healthy players on their roster, so they still need to trim a forward. Zemgus Girgensons, Brian Flynn and Johan Larsson are the most likely possibilities.

Waivers are required on Kevin Porter and Cody McCormick, and neither was played on the wire (nor were they expected to be waived).

Wingers Joel Armia (broken hand) and Corey Tropp (broken jaw) are on injured reserve. Both are probably out at least five or six weeks.

Armia will be assigned to the Amerks when healthy. Tropp will mostly likely be staying in Buffalo and someone else will come down (though he could do a rehab stint with the Amerks first).

Once the Sabres sort out their roster, Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy can decide how many players he keeps around for Friday’s season opener against the Grand Rapid Griffins. There is no roster limit in the AHL, only a lineup limit of 18 skaters and 2 goalies.
If a coach could draw up how he'd like a game to go, Friday's 4-1 victory by the Rochester Americans over the Toronto Marlies would be pretty close to that ideal script.

Score early (really early), add to the lead, withstand mid-game pressure, fend off one of the AHL's elite power plays, and then pull away in the third period. Along the way, have your young goaltender show poise and confidence -- and make a lot of saves.

The Amerks did just that. Dan Catenacci scored nine seconds into the game and Luke Adam continued to find the net by scoring his fourth goal midway through the period for a 2-0 lead.

Game story: Amerks top Marlies, 4-1

The Marlies had plenty of pressure with their power play but couldn't score (0 for 6). And while a good portion of the game was played in the Amerks zone, coach Chadd Cassidy was quite content with the overall performance.

"I thought we did an excellent job limiting their time in our zone and then coming out of our zone with speed," Cassidy said.

Phil Varone said the Amerks had plenty of confidence "with the puck being in our zone."

The Marlies really turned up the pressure late in the second period, especially after Wade MacLeod's goal at 16:02. But the Amerks maintained their 2-1 lead at the intermission and took control in the third.

"That's unbelievable that you can be in a tight game like that and not be tested as much as you were in the first two periods," Lieuwen said.

Goals by Matt Ellis (Adam's redirection deflected in off of him) at 5:02 and Varone at 8:57 (after Chad Ruhwedel went him away on a breakaway) pushed the lead to 4-1 and the Amerks were in control and had a victory against their rival.

For just the second time in the past 19 meetings, the Amerks had a victory over the Marlies.

"They have different personnel but it's (still) a confidence boost, especially since we kind of took a beating last Saturday (a 5-1 loss in Syracuse)" Varone said.

The momentum came instantly as Catenacci scored on the game's first shift off a three-on-two fast break.

"I kind of joked with 'Elly' saying, 'Maybe you should get one on the first shift,' " Varone said. Instead, Alex Hutchings passed to Ellis, who passed to Catenacci, who fired a one-timer past goalie Garret Sparks on the short side.

"I think to come out flying and get one that quickly, it gets the whole team excited," Catenacci said.

Probably the coaching staff, too. The goal was pretty much the result of anticipation. The Amerks expected the Marlies to attack hard as the puck came into the Amerks zone.

"We knew they were going to come two-hard off the puck," Cassidy said.

The coaches made sure the defensemen, Jerome Gauthier-Leduc and Alexander Sulzer, knew it, and also that the wingers would be looking for an instant counter attack.

The puck was moved ahead, and away the Ellis line went for the goal.

"It hardly will ever work out like that again," Cassidy said.

Once was enough this night. The same crisp, clean breakout -- Gauthier-Leduc to Varone -- led to Adam's goal at 9:46. The fourth-year winger has four goals in four games -- and a team-leading 19 shots.

That's nearly three times more shots than any other Amerk; Jamie Tardif is second with 7. Tardif, by the way, missed the game due to illness. Other than than, no one has more than 5.

"I'll gladly keep giving him the puck if he's going to keep putting them in," Varone said.

Gauthier-Leduc was very efficient on Friday. The second-year defenseman had one assist, was a plus-2 and used his stick and body positioning to slow or put an end to Marlies pressure.

"That's how he needs to continue to play," Cassidy said.

Not that plus/minus is an end-all/be-all, but Gauthier-Leduc is the only Amerks D-man with a positive number and leads the team at plus-3.

Much more important was winning on Friday. "We all knew they were 3-0 and we had a tough game in our last one (at Syracuse)," Gauthier-Leduc said. "I'm very proud of the boys."

* * * * * * *

Former Amerks D-man T.J. Brennan had an assist on the Marlies goal but his three shots were stopped by Lieuwen, and he also missed the net a time or two.

His biggest impact was the impact he delivered, smooshing Amerks winger Kevin Sundher into the boards in front of the Rochester bench. (See photo accompanying the blog.)

* * * * * * *

Cassidy decided earlier in the week that Lieuwen would be Friday's starter. The coach wasn't pleased with Matt Hackett's lack of composure Saturday -- three second-period minor penalties and then a game misconduct with 20 seconds left.

October has just seven games, so Hackett could have played them all. David Leggio did last year. But every team needs two goalies so they wanted to get Lieuwen playing time.

"You're going to need both your goalies at some point," Cassidy said. "One, we didn't feel it was a good thing to sit Nathan for a long period of time and then put him in there and expect him to be successful, and two, Matt needed to refocus after what happened last weekend ... hopefully this is a good opportunity for him to sit back and take it in a little bit and be ready to go next time."

He would not say whether next time will be in Saturday's home game against the Utica Comets.

* * * * * * *

Rookie winger Johnny McGuire did not return to the ice after his first-period fight with Jamie Devane 5:05 into the game.

Cassidy said he suffered an upper-body injury (not a concussion) and the prognosis wasn't know Friday night.

Devane was the winner in the fight -- he's 3 inches taller and 30 pounds heavier. That's the same player that broke Corey Tropp's jaw in a preseason fight in a Sabres-Maple Leafs game.

Postgame audio/video: Myers, Foligno, Rolston on Sabres' latest embarrassment

October 19, 2013 - 11:16 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres focused on having a good start. They failed miserably.

Another terrible first period set the stage for a 4-2 loss to Colorado. Tyler Myers, Marcus Foligno and Ron Rolston talk after the team fell to 1-8-1 overall and 0-5-1 in Buffalo.
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Tyler Myers
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Marcus Foligno

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; Sabres-Avalanche in-game updates at 7 p.m.

October 19, 2013 - 6:15 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=baf2f94cf6" >Sabres Live: Avalanche at Sabres</a> 

More lineup news: Zadorov in, Ristolainen to Rochester

October 19, 2013 - 5:37 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres made it official in the 5 o'clock hour this afternoon, adding defenseman Nikita Zadorov to the active roster and sending fellow 18-year-old and first-round draft pick Rasmus Ristolainen to Rochester.

Zadorov can play up to nine NHL games without activating the first year of his entry-level contract, at which time he would need to return to London of the OHL or officially stay in the NHL. The Sabres could go to seven defensemen tonight against Colorado and scratch center Kevin Porter, who took extra work after today's morning skate.

Ristolainen had no points and a minus-4 rating in eight games. He played 19:17 in Thursday's loss to Vancouver, just three seconds shy of his season high. The 6-foot-5 Zadorov had a strong training camp and a good preseason, but suffered a severe cut to his pinky in the final preseason game at Carolina and has been on the non-roster injured list for players hurt in exhibition play.

Roy effusive with praise of his team, guarded with talk of Grigorenko

October 19, 2013 - 1:20 PM

By Mike Harrington

Hall of Fame goaltender and new Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy was in a great mood early this afternoon and why wouldn't he be? The Avs are one of the surprise stories of the league and hit town with a 6-1 record for tonight's game against the Sabres.

And while Roy said plenty about his team, what did I want to talk about? Mikhail Grigorenko. It was Roy who coached Grigorenko through junior hockey with the Quebec Ramparts, right through the end of last season after Girgorenko was shipped back from the Sabres. Grigorenko has one goal in 31 games over two seasons and no points in seven games this year. It was an understandably uncomfortable topic for Roy, since Grigorenko is no longer his player.

"I watched last year a few games because coaching in the junior I was hoping he was coming back," Roy said. "This year, quite frankly, it would be unfair by me to make any statement, for their coaching staff and for 'Grigo' as well."

Pressed further, however, Roy admitted he was surprised Grigorenko has struggled to produce here. 

"The area that we were trying to work hard with Grigo was the compete level," Roy said. "In my opinion, he was losing too many battles. At times Grigo thought he was working hard but in watching the clips he was not. Obviously we were trying to break that down. That's all I can say."

Roy doesn't have that problem with No. 1 overall pick Nathan MacKinnon, who is tied for the team scoring lead with seven points. Pretty interesting to contrast the above comment with what Roy said about MacKinnon.

"What I like about Nathan is that I'm not asking the question, 'Which guy is going to come tomorrow and play?' I know tonight he's going to play hard," Roy said. "He's not perfect. There's some details in his game that have to improve. But I know one thing: He's going to play hard here tonight and he's going to play with consistency."

The Avalanche blew away the franchise record by winning their first six games this season, and Roy tied former teammate Mario Tremblay's NHL record for consecutive wins to start by a new coach. They lost to Detroit, 4-2, on Thursday and hope to start a new streak tonight.

"They've been extremely receptive to the teaching we've done so far. I love the intensity and energy that we have on the ice," Roy said. "I love how we play on our tracking, our backchecking. Everybody is committed to it. I love the commitment of our players since the first day of training camp. I could draw a list of things I love about my team right now. It's fun to see how committed we are."

Click below to hear Roy's entire session with reporters, capped by his thoughts on his trip to Rochester last night to see his son, Freddy, play with the Amerks.
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Rolston coy on lineup but signs point to Zadorov's NHL debut

October 19, 2013 - 11:52 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres had an optional skate this morning with about a dozen players on the First Niagara Center ice, so the lineup for tonight's game against the Colorado Avalanche is mostly a mystery. Here's what we do know: 

1). Ryan Miller will start in goal and Cody McCormick is out after taking a shot to the foot Thursday night against Vancouver. Coach Ron Rolston said McCormick is day to day. Zemgus Girgensons returns after missing Thursday's game when he struck near the eye by a Tyler Myers shot Tuesday on Long Island.

2). Rolston, as usual, wasn't divulging who was playing tonight. He was asked if the Sabres may go with seven defensemen and said "possibly". He was asked if Nikita Zadorov's NHL debut was imminent and said, "could be tonight." Translation: I say Zadorov is in.

Zadorov is on the injured non-roster list for players hurt in training camp after he suffered a severe pinky injury in the final exhibition game at Carolina so the Sabres would have to make some sort of roster move to accomodate him. 

3). The Avalanche are going with veteran backup J.S. Giguere in goal. He's played just one game, but made 39 saves while earning a shutout in a 2-0 win Oct. 10 in Boston. Semyon Varlamov (5-1, 1.68, .950) gets the night off and returns Monday in Pittsburgh.

The Sabres are 0-1-4 in their last five games against Colorado and haven't beaten them since a 6-4 win in Denver on Dec. 4, 2005. It's their longest victory drought against an opponent. Three of the four losses against Colorado since then are in shootouts, including the franchise-record 11-rounder Patrick Lalime lost here in 2011.

Nathan MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall pick, enters tonight's game with one goal and six assists in seven games. He's centering the Colorado third line between Jamie McGinn and former Islanders winger PA Parenteau.

Reunion week continues in Sabreland

October 18, 2013 - 5:44 PM

By Miguel Rodriguez

Reunion week continues in Sabreland on Saturday night when former Colorado head coach and current Sabres assistant Joe Sacco gets to face his old club at First Niagara Center.

Sacco admits it might feel weird seeing Avalanche players he used to coach, including Gabriel Landeskog, Ryan O'Reilly and Matt Duchene, on the opposite bench. Sacco also said he's not surprised the Avs have gotten off to a sizzling 6-1-0 start under new coach Patrick Roy.

"No. They're a good team. Their young players have some experience now. They're heading in the right direction. They play a fast game. They play with a lot of pace in their game, so no I'm not surprised."

"I think when I look back over there and see some of the young players who are starting to mature come into their own, you feel good about some of the things that you see as far as that goes," Sacco said. But on Saturday, "that all goes by the side."

While the Sabres have matched their worst nine-game start in franchise history, the penalty-killing unit has been one of a few bright spots. Sacco runs the PK and his unit enters Saturday night's game against the Avs ranked fifth in the NHL, having killed off 25-of-29 chances.

Full interview below. Quality eight minutes of chatting (sorry about floor machine that made a noisy appearance around six-minute mark). 
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Miller: You don't always need an immediate reaction from me

October 18, 2013 - 2:11 PM

By Miguel Rodriguez

Ryan Miller left without talking to reporters following Thursday’s 3-0 loss to Vancouver. 

When asked Friday if he was OK (physically and mentally) after the game, he said he was fine.

Here is what he had to say about not being available to the media after the contest.

“Everybody’s heard me talk quite enough. … I don’t think I have to be the person talking after every single game. I just took a moment, take a step back and talk about the game today. We don’t always need an immediate reaction from me is my stand. You guys know where to find me eventually.”

The reason the media tend to flock around the longtime Sabres goaltender, who made eight of his 31 saves during the opening two minutes of the contest (he explained what the Canucks did to cause early disfunction in the Sabres’ defensive zone), is because he usually provides insightful answers.

In other matters, captain Steve Ott and coach Ron Rolston basically uttered the same cure for the Sabres’ slow starts. It all comes down to being ready to work, or in this case outwork your opponent.

Other highlights from Rolston’s post practice press conference:

-- Zemgus Girgensons, who practiced fully while wearing a full face shield, should return to the lineup Saturday against the visiting Colorado Avalanche at First Niagara Center.

-- Cody McCormick sat out practice after taking a shot off the foot during Thursday’s loss to Vancouver. His status is day-to-day.

--  While Rolston wouldn’t say when specifically, he did say the Sabres want to get Nikita Zadorov into a game once fully healthy and not just ship him back to juniors right away. Now when will that be?

"Anytime is possible," he said.

(Zadorov looked pretty close to healthy to me on the ice so it wouldn’t be surprising if the rookie defenseman drafted in the first round last June becomes the latest teenager to suit up for a regular season Sabres game soon.) 

-- Rolston also said Joel Armia, Ville Leino and Corey Tropp are still a ways away from returning. 

Here are Rolston and Miller interviews from this afternoon. Keep in mind, the Sabres’ rookies did some dance moves on the ice after practice as a way of keeping the mood light at a time when frustration seems to be the main theme in Sabreland.
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Video: Rolston on loss to Canucks and frustration

October 17, 2013 - 11:55 PM

Sabres coach Ron Rolston answers questions about the loss to Vancouver and the frustration felt by him and the players.

Vote for your three stars

October 17, 2013 - 10:31 PM

Canucks 3, Sabres 0 

 Roberto Luongo 

 Jason Garrison 

 Ryan Kesler 

 Mike Santorelli 

 Ryan Miller 

 Henrik Sedin 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Canucks updates at 7 p.m.

October 17, 2013 - 4:57 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=de996a04c7" >Sabres Live: Canucks at Sabres</a> 

Canucks' Kassian ready for 'just another game' against Sabres

October 17, 2013 - 4:00 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have certainly moved on from former first-round pick Zack Kassian. They signed the guy they acquired for Kassian, Cody Hodgson, to a six-year, $25.5 million contact.

Kassian has moved on, too.

"I have a couple friends on the other team, that’s about it," said the Canucks forward, who will play in First Niagara Center tonight for the first time since the 2012 trade. "It was a short time here. I made some good friends along the way, obviously playing in the minors and whatnot, but other than that it’s just another game.

"Once you switch a team and another team wants you, you move on pretty quick, especially going to a city like Vancouver. It’s tough to sulk."

Kassian has played just twice after getting suspended five games for high-sticking in preseason. He has no points and five penalty minutes.

"I just want to help the Vancouver Canucks win," Kassian said. "Obviously, I’m coming off a suspension and need to start contributing a little more offensively."
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Gentler Tortorella, at least so far, guiding Canucks

October 17, 2013 - 2:45 PM

By Mike Harrington

It was a gentler, softer John Tortorella we saw today in advance of tonight's Sabres-Canucks game. During his fiery days with Tampa Bay and the Rangers, you never knew what outburst might come your way. He even had a classic one here in March after a Sabres-Rangers game. Remember?

Tortorella underwent plenty of scrutiny about his media dealings before he got this job and he's been better at it from all accounts. He better be with the scrutiny in a hockey market like Vancouver. The Yankees, Giants and Knicks aren't there to deflect attention.

"You might have 45 minutes of video and he's going to tell you what you've done wrong in a brutally honest way," Henrik Sedin told me today. "But two minutes afterward, you might have done something well in a clip and he'll tell you the same thing. That's all you can ask for as a player."

Added goaltender Roberto Luongo: 'He's a very passionate intense coach and I think we needed that in this locker room. He's bringing a lot to the table and the guys are buying in."

The one thing I wanted to know was Tortorella's view of the Sedin twins now as their coach and not as an opposing coach. He even broke them up Tuesday in Philadelphia, something pretty rare in their careers.

"I have never been more impressed with two athletes," he said. "Watching them from afar, watching them play I was impressed with them. But I'm even more impressed with them as people as I get to be with them every day. And we're not even talking about what they've done for us on the ice. Just how they carry themselves." 

Continue reading... 

Ott on Kaleta's 10-game suspension: 'It's hard because there's no injury on the play'

October 17, 2013 - 12:52 PM

By Mike Harrington

Patrick Kaleta has appealed his 10-game suspension and the Sabres are waiting to find out when his appeal process will be heard. Tonight's game against Vancouver will already be his fourth one out of the lineup. Fellow Sabres agitator Steve Ott said the issue he's had with Brendan Shanahan's ruling is that Columbus defenseman Jack Johnson was not hurt on the play and went on to get 23 minutes of ice time in the Oct. 10 game against the Sabres.

"It's hard because there's no injury on the play," Ott told The News today after the Sabres' pregame skate. "I have a hard time with it for that simple fact. Is it suspendable? Absolutely, as in the guy could have really been hurt. But could have is not good enough for me. 

"No one wants to see anybody injured by any means but that has to play in the equation if you're going to throw a book at somebody. He didn't even fall. Could it have been bad? Sure. For me, the injury has to play into the situation."

That said, Ott acknowledged my theory that Kaleta could be at a career crossroads much like the one Matt Cooke hit when he was with Pittsburgh. Cooke, in fact, told ESPN.com's Pierre LeBrun yesterday in Toronto that he spoke with Kaleta late Monday night after the Sabres-Wild game and told him he'd be available to talk about how he dealt with his own situation at any point in the future.

"I'd rather have to tone down a player than try to raise him up," Ott said. "That's huge. If it's the essence of keeping him in the lineup, maybe you have to town him down a little bit but we need Patty to play hard minutes. And let's be honest here: Every other team in the league would like to have a Patty Kaleta out there. Every team has a guy that plays hard that way. You can tone down somebody. You can't tone them back up. What way would you rather have it?"

Kaleta was on the ice in today's morning skate wearing a full face shield as a result of the ensuing fight after the hit with Columbus' Jared Boll. The Sabres said they will make him available to the media after the timetable for his appeal is established, perhaps as soon as tomorrow.

Sabres' centers get attention with Canucks in Buffalo

October 17, 2013 - 12:06 PM

By John Vogl

Cody Hodgson is not completely healthy. He's missed several practices, and the Sabres center skipped today's morning skate.

Still, he'll be in the lineup tonight when Buffalo hosts his former team, the Vancouver Canucks.

"He’s fine. He’ll be playing," said Sabres coach Ron Rolston, who conceded his top center is not 100 percent. "He is actually real close. I think we’re probably in the last week of it right now. He’s playing through some things, but he’ll be in the lineup."

A bigger eye should be kept on the Sabres' newest center, Marcus Foligno. He moved last game from left wing to the middle, and tonight he could be lined up against Canucks superstar center Henrik Sedin.

"We have faith that Marcus can handle those situations, and again it offers us a big centerman that can handle some of the bigger guys in the league, whether it’s the Sedins or [John] Tavares the other night, or you’ve got big guys like [Eric] Staal where you need that big body in there, big centerman. But we have confidence in him."

The Sabres' lineup will be:

Thomas Vanek-Hodgson-Steve Ott

Tyler Ennis-Foligno-Drew Stafford

Kevin Porter-Johan Larsson-Brian Flynn

John Scott-Mikhail Grigorenko-Cody McCormick

Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers

Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk

Mike Weber-Rasmus Ristolainen

Ryan Miller will start in goal. Jamie McBain will be scratched on defense, while Zemgus Girgensons will sit after taking a slap shot above his left eye last game.

"It’s actually gotten better," said Rolston, who added the forward could play Saturday against Colorado. "He’s got a little slit there that he can see out of, but he won’t be in there tonight. It’s come a long way over a short period of time."
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Kaleta to appeal 10-game suspension

October 16, 2013 - 4:11 PM

By Mike Harrington

Sabres winger Patrick Kaleta is going to take advantage of provisions in the new CBA the players signed with the NHL in January and appeal his 10-game suspension, according to multiple reports.

Kaleta will appeal the ban, of which he has already served three games, to NHL commissioner Gary Bettman. Once Bettman hears Kaleta's case and makes a ruling, Kaleta can appeal further to a neutral arbitrator. The arbitrator can uphold the suspension, shorten it or even lengthen it.

Kaleta got his 10 games for a check to the head of Columbus' Jack Johnson on Oct. 10 but the length of his suspension was based on his status as a multiple offender (five previous fines/suspensions). 

As Sabres say 'no truth' to Sportsnet report on Darcy, a look at the dynamics of the GM's status

October 16, 2013 - 9:33 AM

By Mike Harrington 

So Sportsnet Insider and ex-NHLer Nick Kypreos, joined by John Shannon and Scott Morrison, set Sabreland on its ear last night with his "report" that Darcy Regier is on the hot seat. If you missed it, click below to play it and then keep reading for some thoughts.

"No truth to the report" is the official comment from the Sabres today, given to both yours truly and WGR Radio in the 8 a.m. hour. Fair enough. You wouldn't expect them to say otherwise for one thing. But at the same time, if something was in fact going down, they wouldn't say that either. You'd get a no-comment or you might not even get any answer to your inquiry.

(I'm not going to get into the credibility of another media outlet other than to say if you're going to breathlessly make a claim like this, it would be nice if you didn't identify Ken Sawyer as the Sabres' team president. The president, of course, is Ted Black.)

So let's think a little deeper on this one. Should Regier be fired? In the eyes of just about everyone, sure. But why now and not, say, July 2, 2007? But more seriously, why now and not May, 2013? 

If you're going to endure "suffering" and you're going to rebuild, why would you let the same old GM hire a coach without interviewing anyone else, run the draft, do little in free agency, do nothing with Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek, go through training camp -- and then fire him eight games into the season?

And on the other side of things, if the Sabres did put Regier on some kind of notice, why would he not have spent the summer stocking up on some veterans trying to win a few games to make sure his job stayed safe so he'd be able to see through the rebuild? 

Regier, remember, got a contract extension from owner Terry Pegula that was announced the day before last season's opener. And in his one "interview" after the season on the Sabres' paid program on WGR, Pegula rhetorically asked host Kevin Sylvester, "What has Darcy done wrong?" Those would be pretty embarrassing statements to have to backtrack on so quickly. Talk about changing on the fly. 

(Pegula wouldn't want to hear my answer to his question but that's not the point. That's what he said. So be it). 

As for the "big news" from Kypreos on possible replacements, News columnist Bucky Gleason has only written former Sabres player and coach (and still current Lewiston resident) Rick Dudley as a good candidate about 100 times the last few years. Gleason first mentioned ex-Sabres player and current Pittsburgh assistant GM Jason Botterill in a column all the way back on Jan. 2, 2011, and wrote in another column in March that the Sabres should hire Dudley as the GM and bring in Botterill as his assistant and heir apparent.

It's obvious to anyone who has been in First Niagara Center lately that the "clarion call" (apologies to Black) has never been louder for Regier to get pink-slipped. Those "Fi-re Dar-cy" chants eminanting from Section 317 near the press box spread around the upper level during that dreary Columbus game. And fans can have impact with such actions, as they did with Ron Wilson in Toronto. If it continues and if the number of empty seats grows, you wonder how far Pegula will feel his back is against the wall. After all, he did once say "Lindy ain't goin nowhere" and we know what happened there.

Sabres fans are going to hear a lot of these kinds of reports in the coming months, especially about Vanek and Miler, and will need to ferret out what's legitimate from what seems to be just thrown at the wall hoping something sticks. Last point: Kypreos had Miller about to be traded any day in May. Seems like No. 30 got a win on Long Island last night in the game I was watching.

Vote for your three stars

October 15, 2013 - 10:00 PM

Sabres 4, Islanders 3 SO 

 Tyler Ennis 

 Christian Ehrhoff 

 Marcus Foligno 

 Drew Stafford 

 Matt Martin 

 Josh Bailey 

 John Tavares 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

NHL hands Sabres' Kaleta a 10-game ban for head shot (with video)

October 15, 2013 - 6:49 PM

By John Vogl

UNIONDALE -- Patrick Kaleta's fourth suspension is his biggest.

Following an in-person hearing today, NHL disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan issued a 10-game suspension to Kaleta for a head shot on Columbus' Jack Johnson. Kaleta served two games while waiting for his hearing and also will miss the Sabres' game tonight against the Islanders.

Kaleta's status as a repeat offender worked against him on the hit, which was high but did not injure Johnson on Thursday. This is Kaleta's fourth suspension following four-game bans last season (boarding) and 2011 (head butt) and a two-game benching (boarding) in 2009. 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:45 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Islanders updates at 7 p.m.

October 15, 2013 - 5:25 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=a7f19cbbcf" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Islanders</a> 

Ristolainen back in for Sabres; Grigorenko in line to be scratched again

October 15, 2013 - 12:04 PM

By John Vogl

UNIONDALE -- One first-round pick will back for Buffalo. It appears another is sitting again.

Rasmus Ristolainen, selected eighth overall in June, will return to the blue line tonight when the Sabres visit the New York Islanders. Ristolainen was minus-3 in the opening six games before getting scratched for Monday's 2-1 loss to Minnesota.

"I have to play a lot better and help the team more," Ristolainen said in Nassau Coliseum.

The defenseman wants to improve his play in front of the net, both through effort and positioning.

Meanwhile, Mikhail Grigorenko is set to be scratched for the second time in four games. The center, selected 12th overall in 2012, joined defenseman Jamie McBain as the only skaters on the ice this morning for an optional workout. McBain is expected to sit, too.

Grigorenko has no points in six games. He started on the third line Monday with wingers Zemgus Girgensons and Brian Flynn but skated just 8:57. It was Grigorenko's second game with less than nine mintues in his last three outings.

To hear from Ristolainen and coach Ron Rolston, click the audio files below.
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Sabres have to face Tavares-Grabner combo; each averages point per game vs. Buffalo

October 15, 2013 - 11:27 AM

By John Vogl

UNIONDALE -- John Tavares and Michael Grabner usually torment the Sabres on their own. They'll be playing together tonight, which could make for another long night for Buffalo.

The Islanders have put Tavares as the center for the speedy winger for tonight's game in Nassau Coliseum. Tavares has eight goals and 15 points in 15 career games against Buffalo, while Grabner has nine goals and 11 points in 11 games.

"Obviously, Grabby’s speed is his biggest asset," Tavares said this morning. "I don’t think there’s anyone in the league that can really back off defensemen like he can. It can create space.

"When he’s playing aggressively with his speed, I find that’s when he’s really making it tough on the other team."

The Islanders, who have been off since Saturday, are 2-2-1 but have lost two straight. The Sabres (0-6-1) are one setback away from setting the franchise record for longest winless streak to open the season.

"It doesn’t matter," Grabner said. "We’re going to get ready like for any other game. It doesn’t matter what their record is. They’re going to want to come out and play to get the win."

Video: Ex-Sabre Jason Pominville shares his thoughts on playing against his former team

October 15, 2013 - 12:22 AM

Former Sabre captain Jason Pominville says it was a special day for him to be playing in Buffalo, a day he'll remember for a while.

Sights and sounds: Pominville caps big night with game-winner

October 14, 2013 - 11:34 PM

By Mike Harrington

It was a big night for former Sabres captain Jason Pominville in the Minnesota Wild's 2-1 win here Monday night. A long press conference following the morning skate, the game-winning goal late in the second period on a power play and another meeting with the media in the postgame locker room.

Here's video of the goal. Great passing by the Wild.

And here's his interview on the NHL Network. 

And click here to listen to Pominville's postgame session with reporters.
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Vote for your three stars

October 14, 2013 - 10:24 PM

Wild 2, Sabres 1 

 Jonas Brodin 

 Kyle Brodziak 

 Jason Pominville 

 Brian Flynn 

 Zemgus Girgensons 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Wild updates at 7:30 p.m.

October 14, 2013 - 5:16 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=bc0176eb6f" >Sabres Live: Wild at Sabres</a> 

Sabres send Sulzer back to Amerks

October 14, 2013 - 4:53 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have sent Alexander Sulzer back to Rochester.

The defenseman went down this afternoon so the team could activate fellow blue-liner Henrik Tallinder from injured reserve. Tallinder will play alongside Tyler Myers tonight against Minnesota in First Niagara Center.

Sulzer was sent to Rochester prior to the season opener and recalled when Tallinder suffered a shoulder injury Oct. 4. Sulzer played one game, logging 19:20 against Chicago on Saturday and didn't record a stat. 

Wild's Pominville: 'It's good to be back, a lot of great memories' (w/audio)

October 14, 2013 - 1:42 PM

PommerBy Mike Harrington

Jason Pominville is back in First Niagara Center wearing his familiar No. 29 but it's going to be weird seeing him with that funky Minnesota Wild logo on his chest. The former Buffalo captain was the mayor today, shaking hands all around the building in his return and then holding his own press conference (right) in the Sabres' media room after his team's pregame skate.

"It was weird coming in through the same door you usually go in, and having to go left instead of go right to go to the locker room was a little different," Pominville said. "It's good to be back, a lot of great memories, a lot of good times. Just excited to get the game going.

"I don't hold anything against the organization or anything like that. I'm just happy to be where I'm at now and looking forward to get this game played."

Wild coach Mike Yeo said it's a good bet Pominville is in the starting lineup tonight. Pominville didn't know that but there's no question he's anxious to get this reunion game going. He said it's one of the first ones he circled on his calendar. The reception should be a good one, unlike what greeted former Sabres like Daniel Briere or Brian Campbell and what Wild defenseman Ryan Suter got last week in Nashville. He was roundly booed for bolting to Minnesota on an infamous $98 million deal.

"I don't know how that will be. Hopefully it will be better than what Suter got in Nashville," Pominville said. "I've seen both sides of it. Hopefully I'll be on the good side. I didn't do anything wrong really. I think it should be good. Happy to be back and have a chance to really see the guys." 

Continue reading... 

Tallinder back for Sabres, Ristolainen out; Vanek facing his future team?

October 14, 2013 - 11:58 AM

By John Vogl

Henrik Tallinder is ready to return from a shoulder injury, so the Sabres will make a roster move in order for him to play against Minnesota tonight. It appears Alexander Sulzer or Rasmus Ristolainen will report to Rochester to make room for the defenseman.

Sulzer and the rookie will be scratched tonight for the Sabres, and coach Ron Rolston said one will depart. Jhonas Enroth will start in goal for Buffalo, which leaves Ryan Miller ready to go Tuesday at the Islanders.

Sulzer recently went unclaimed on waivers, so he doesn't have to go through the wire again in order to be sent down. Ristolainen, drafted eighth overall in June, has no points and is minus-3 while averaging 16:47 of ice time in his six games.

"He’s had his ups and downs a little bit, but that’s with a young player," Rolston said in First Niagara Center. "He’s done a good job for us so far, and he’s still learning.

"He plays with a lot of poise. He’s good positionally, moves the puck well, heavy shot. But he’s learning the game and the speed and the tempo playing against some of these top forwards in the league, so it’s a big learning curve."

The visit by the Wild includes the return of former Sabres captain Jason Pominville.

"Who?" Sabres forward Thomas Vanek said with a grin.

Vanek says it will be more awkward for Pominville than the Sabres.

"I think we’re used to it here," Vanek said. "I’ve been here for a while, and I’ve seen a lot of teammates leave."

Vanek might be next. The free agent-to-be is a Minnesota resident, and it seems a foregone conclusion he'll sign with the Wild next summer.

"The media and the outside people always have an opinion, just like I have my own opinion," said Vanek, who reiterated he's not interested in re-signing with Buffalo at the moment. "Right now I’m not ready, but I like where we’re heading. Even though we haven’t won a game, I think there’s a lot of talent in this group. Only time and games will tell how good we can really be."
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Bizarre 'own goal' foils Canucks

October 13, 2013 - 12:52 AM

By Mike Harrington

CHICAGO -- You might have missed this one in Vancouver during the Canucks-Montreal game. On a Vancouver power play, Dan Hamhuis butchered his handling of the puck behind the net and it deflected in off the feet of Roberto Luongo. Tough to explain how bizarre it was with mere words. Just watch. Can't wait to hear what John Tortorella had to say.

The Miller Chronicles: He can't do any more (w/locker room audio)

October 12, 2013 - 11:52 PM

By Mike Harrington

CHICAGO -- If Ryan Miller is trying to impress the Team USA selection committee and perhaps the rest of the NHL that might be interested in a trade, he's sure doing a good job. 

Miller made 19 saves in a first period that looked like the JV vs. the varsity and finished with 38 saves in the Sabres' 2-1 loss to the Blackhawks. The guy should sue for non-support: He's 0-4 despite a 2.29 goals-against average and .941 save percentage. He's second in the league in shots against (153) and saves (144).

"He's basically at this point one of the best players in the league in terms of influence on their hockey team," coach Ron Rolston said.

"We started to play 5-on-5 more. Our 5-on-5 chances were pretty good," Miller said, when asked about the difference over the final 30 minutes. "We just can't get ourselves in all these different situations over the course of the night ... We find ways to put ourselves in bad situations. Tonight it was the penalties. It left the first period as us having to defend and run around and waste energy. It takes time to get into it and [the Hawks] have energy from the night before."

Miller certainly seemed frustrated by his team's lack of scoring but what can he do? 

"It puts a lot of emphasis on the back side. You can't make any mistakes," he said. "That's the way the league is going. Scoring trend is downward. We're going to have to earn our goals and find ways to score. If you're not scoring the traditional way, you've got to find, new unique ways."

Click below to hear audio from Miller, Rolston and Vanek

00:00

00:00

Ryan Miller

00:00

00:00

Drew Stafford

00:00

00:00

Thomas Vanek

00:00

00:00

Ron Rolston 

Vote for your three stars

October 12, 2013 - 10:56 PM

Blackhawks 2, Sabres 1 

 Patrick Sharp 

 Corey Crawford 

 Ryan Miller 

 Drew Stafford 

 Thomas Vanek 

 Patrick Kane 

 Duncan Keith 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7:45 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Blackhawks updates at 8 p.m.

October 12, 2013 - 6:25 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=d58fff92cc" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Blackhawks</a> 

Ins (Sulzer, Grigorenko, Scott) and outs (Weber, Porter, Kaleta) of tonight's lineup

October 12, 2013 - 1:45 PM

Ron Rolston's pregame session with reporters today in Chicago (Sabres.com) 

By Mike Harrington

CHICAGO -- The Sabres had an optional pregame skate today at the United Center but there was no shortage of items to glean from it as they try to get their first win of the season tonight against the Stanley Cup champions. Ryan Miller will be in goal and will likely meet Corey Crawford, as Nikolai Khabibulin played here in last night's 3-2 win over the New York Islanders.

On defense, as we gleaned from practice on Friday, Alexander Sulzer is back in the lineup and Mike Weber and his NHL-worst minus-8 rating will be in the press box. The big surprise is that Mikhail Grigorenko gets back on the ice after a one-game benching and Kevin Porter will sit.

"It's not a guarantee to be in the lineup," coach Ron Rolston said of Grigorenko. "That gave him some perspective on watching. Now he gets to get back into the lineup and try to improve."

"The game I watched from the stands I learned a couple things," Grigorenko said. "... taking better care of the puck, try to make better passes so we can possess the puck more. If our team has more possessions, it can create some offense."

The Weber change was obviously self-explanatory and Rolston said sitting Porter was simply a commitment to Grigorenko and Johan Larsson and not any statement on Porter's play to date, although he's been pointless with a minus-3 rating thus far.

Sulzer, who was put on waivers at the end of training camp and spent a game in Rochester, was thrilled to get another chance with the Sabres.

"It's pretty much like Groundhog Day for me," Sulzer said. "I've been through it for the last five years. It's not that I'm not putting pressure on myself but I know how to handle it. It's part of the situation I'm in. I'm in the NHL. There's no reason to complain."

John Scott will be in for the suspended Patrick Kaleta, who has an NHL hearing Tuesday and will be out tonight and Monday against Minnesota -- and probably more games after that for his head shot to Columbus' Jack Johnson on Thursday.

"He's been through this before. He's got to be extra careful just because of his past history," Rolston said. "We'll see what happens here come Tuesday and go from there. He's going to have to deal with it. 

"I wasn't even sure where the play was. We did have to go back and look at it. He plays a physical game. ... The league is putting a big emphasis on anything that has contact with the head. Once you saw it, you knew they were going to look at it right away and make a decision on it."

Kaleta suspension 2 games and counting as hearing pushed back to Tuesday

October 11, 2013 - 9:45 PM

By Mike Harrington

CHICAGO -- The long arm of NHL law corraled Patrick Kaleta again late Friday night as the Buffalo Sabres winger has been suspended pending a hearing from the league for a hit to the head of Columbus defenseman Jack Johnson during Thursday's game in First Niagara Center. 

Kaleta was initially scheduled to have a hearing with the league Friday afternoon but it has been pushed back to an in-person meeting Tuesday while the Sabres are in New York to face the Islanders.

Kaleta will not play until his case is heard, thus he is out for Saturday's game against the Chicago Blackhawks in United Center and Monday's home game against Minnesota. As I pointed out today, an in-person hearing means Kaleta is likely looking at a ban of at least five games. This is his fourth suspension since 2009.  

Former Blackhawk John Scott will likely return to the lineup in Kaleta's spot and get to face his former team.

No time to regroup as date with Cup champs looms

October 11, 2013 - 1:11 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres have one point and are already dead last in the NHL's overall standing.  They lead the league with four regulation losses and join the New Jersey Devils, who play tonight in Calgary, as the only teams without a win.

They're coming off easily their worst performance in the five games, Thursday's dreary 4-1 sleepwalk against Columbus. But there's no time for a reset to a training camp mentality. There are five games in the next eight nights, starting with Saturday's visit to Chicago to meet the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks.

"I think playing is going to add to the experience," coach Ron Rolston said today in First Niagara Center. "It allows guys to get back at it in game situations and tomorrow will be a big challenge for us on the road. You don't have to sit around for four days and let it stew. They can get right back out there and play better."

Tyler Myers (who is minus-7 on the season) and Mike Weber (who is minus-8) are tops on the list of guys who need a quick turnaround. Weber, who was minus-4 against Columbus, may not get that chance because he was paired with rookie Nikita Zadorov in practice Friday while Myers worked with Alexander Sulzer. 

Asked if Sulzer was going into the lineup, Rolston smirked and said, "We'll see. He's practiced real well. He's one of the best puck movers and passers we have. Quite possibly."

Said Myers: "We're in a tough spot to start the season. To go into the defending champs' home arena to try to get our first win is a great opportunity for us to start some real momentum. It's going to take hard work. It's not going to come easy. Especially against those guys, we're going to have to compete."

On the injury front, Rolston had these updates:

---Henrik Tallinder (upper body) is progressing but won't play Saturday. The target for his return is Monday against Minnesota.

---Cody Hodgson sat out his second straight practice for maintenance of an undisclosed ailment but played a regular shift last night and is expected to be fine for tomorrow.

---Kaleta did not practice Friday because he needed some dental work in the wake of his fight with Columbus' Jared Boll. Kaleta returned to the game wearing a full face shield.

Click below to hear Rolston's session with reporters today, including his thoughts on Myers, the looming Kaleta suspension and the challenges presented by the Stanley Cup champions.
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Kaleta facing NHL hearing, another suspension of possibly 5+ games for hit vs. Jackets

October 11, 2013 - 9:18 AM

By Mike Harrington

Stop us if you're heard this before: Patrick Kaleta is in trouble with the NHL. Big trouble.

The league announced this morning that the Sabres winger is facing a discipline hearing for an apparent elbow to the head of Columbus' Jack Johnson during the first period of last night's game. No penalty was called on the play and there was no apparent injury to Johnson. Here's a look. It's not much. It's at about 29 seconds:

Johnson finished the game so that helps Kaleta. But it's an in-person hearing -- meaning it could be more than five games. And Kaleta, of course, has a record. A big rap sheet.

He got five games for last year's boarding incident in New York on Brad Richards and four games in 2011 for a head butt against Philadelphia's Jakub Voracek. Kaleta also was fined for a head butt in 2010 and suspended two games for a boarding infraction against Philadelphia's Jared Ross in 2009.

So given all that, don't expect much leniency from the league on this one.

Video: Sabres players: We need to be less hesitant and make plays

October 10, 2013 - 11:38 PM

Sabres players discuss loss, say they have to be less hesitant and make plays.

Postgame audio: Sabres try to explain trainwreck loss, start to season

October 10, 2013 - 10:57 PM

By John Vogl

It was an ugly 4-1 loss to Columbus tonight for the Sabres. It was the definition of suffering.

Here's what some of them had to say.

00:00

00:00

Ryan Miller

00:00

00:00

Tyler Myers

00:00

00:00

Thomas Vanek

00:00

00:00

Mike Weber

00:00

00:00

Cody McCormick

00:00

00:00

Ron Rolston

00:00

00:00

Marcus Foligno

Vote for your three stars

October 10, 2013 - 9:36 PM

Blue Jackets 4, Sabres 1 

 Cam Atkinson 

 Brandon Dubinsky 

 Ryan Murray 

 Nick Foligno 

 Thomas Vanek 

 Marian Gaborik 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 6:30 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Blue Jackets updates at 7 p.m.

October 10, 2013 - 4:18 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=069ab66ae3" >Sabres Live: Blue Jackets at Sabres</a> 

Cool video: Oct. 10 a big day in Sabres history

October 10, 2013 - 3:50 PM

By Mike Harrington

Oct. 10, 2013, a Thursday night game against Columbus, doesn't figure to be a momentous game in Sabres history. But Oct. 10 is a big day in the club's early annals.

The first game in franchise history, a win at Pittsburgh, was played on Oct. 10, 1970 and the winning goal was scored by Gilbert Perreault. Check it out below (you get some bonus from the first home game a few days later against Montreal too). Always great to hear Ted Darling's voice.

On Oct. 10, 1974, the Sabres opened the season with a 9-5 win over the Boston Bruins. The first goal, just 18 seconds into the game, came by rookie Danny Gare. It was three seconds shy of the NHL mark for fastest goal by a rookie in his first game and came when he beat Bobby Orr of all people to a rebound in the crease.

If you're old enough, remember this?

Wednesday's practice hints hold: Grigorenko out tonight, Miller in

October 10, 2013 - 12:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

It started to be crystal clear in practice Wednesday which way Ron Rolston was leaning regarding Mikhail Grigorenko, as John Vogl reported in Thursday's editions. And the coach followed through with the talk today. Grigorenko will be a healthy scratch for tonight's game against the Columbus Blue Jackets and Johan Larsson will take his spot between Zemgus Girgensons and Brian Flynn.

"We go back to the impact he has on a game," Rolston said of Grigorenko. "Right now he just needs to pick up his urgency in his game. There hasn't been a lot of urgency to it. At times there has been, but not consistent enough."

Grigorenko has no points and is minus-1 in the first four games, and his ice time barely exceeded eight minutes in Tuesday's overtime loss to Tampa Bay. The 19-year-old has one goal and five points in 29 NHL games the last two seasons.

Larsson was scratched for the opener in Detroit, struggled while playing just 6:55 in the home opener against Ottawa, was better while playing 9:09 in Pittsburgh and then was scratched again Tuesday. Rolston has been doing some heavy video work with him on defensive zone and away-from-the-puck positioning.

"It's the small details away from the puck, positioning and everything," Larsson said. "It's coming more and more. You have to be in the right spots at the right times. I'm watching a lot of video and learning from that. It shouldn't be that big a problem right now. "

Larsson said he felt more confident against Pittsburgh and wants to maintain better possession of the puck rather than dump it away too quickly.

"I like his competitve nature and what he brings," Rolston said. "He'll battle. He's a smart player. He's in good position all the time. He'll continue to make those adjustments."

The Blue Jackets are 1-1 and have not played since Saturday's shootout win over the New York Islanders. Sergei Bobrovsky is slated to be in goal tonight and Rolston said Ryan Miller is over his groin problems and should return.

John Scott and Alexander Sulzer join Grigorenko as tonight's healthy scratches. Rolston said defenseman Henrik Tallinder, who skated today in a non-contact role, could play Saturday in Chicago. Tallinder said if he's not ready for that game, he'd almost certainly be ready for Monday's Jason Pominville homecoming game against Minnesota.

Click below to hear Rolston's session with the media today.
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Ridiculous goal right up Hertl's avenue

October 9, 2013 - 3:51 PM

By John Vogl

San Jose rookie Tomas Hertl is the buzz of the hockey world today after a four-goal performance Tuesday -- in just his third NHL game.

Hertl shined during the Sharks' 9-2 win over the Rangers, and at 19 years, 330 days old, he became the fourth-youngest player in history to score four times. The fourth goal is the one that has folks talking. Here it is.

Sabres' Miller available for next game, Tallinder back this weekend; Grigorenko may sit

October 9, 2013 - 1:46 PM

By John Vogl

Ryan Miller made it through another full workout today without feeling the effects of a recent groin strain, so the goaltender will be available for the Sabres when they host Columbus on Thursday.

"We’re in a case where I really only missed one game in the schedule, and hopefully I get back in the rhythm where I was and we’ll go again," said Miller, who didn't dress on his scheduled night off Saturday in Pittsburgh and served as the backup Tuesday.

Miller could soon be joined by another Buffalo regular. Henrik Tallinder (upper body) worked out with skating coach Dawn Braid this morning, and coach Ron Rolston said the defenseman should be available Saturday when the Sabres visit Chicago.

Nikita Zadorov, one of the Sabres' two first-round draft picks, practiced for the first time since suffering a finger injury during training camp. The 18-year-old defenseman is still likely to be returned to his junior team in London, Ont.

"He would be available if we wanted to keep him here," Rolston said. "We have to make that decision."

The coach also has a decision to make regarding center Mikhail Grigorenko. The 19-year-old started on the third line during Tuesday's 3-2 overtime loss but soon was benched and skated just 8:07.

Rookie Johan Larsson took Grigorenko's spot today in the middle of wingers Zemgus Girgensons and Brian Flynn. Grigorenko filled in for absent center Cody Hodgson alongside Steve Ott and Thomas Vanek, but Hodgson (maintenance day) will play Thursday, which would leave Grigorenko out of the lineup if the forwards stay the same.

"We’re in a tough situation where we go back to just putting people in the right situations, and the matchup wasn’t good," Rolston said of the benching before moving on to Grigorenko's competitiveness. "It’s getting there, but it needs to continue to improve. That’s that last hurdle for him. That’s something that he’s going to work on."
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Sabres strike deal to appear on Canadian television

October 9, 2013 - 9:27 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres are finally a winner -- off the ice, anyway.

The organization has been trying for years to get its games carried in Canada. This morning, the Sabres and Bell TV announced 50 games this season will be carried on Bell Fibe and Satellite TV services in homes from Fort Erie/Niagara Falls to Stoney Creek in Southern Ontario.

“This is a momentous day for our organization and, more importantly, the thousands of Sabres fans in Southern Ontario,” Sabres President Ted Black said. “We have been aware of the very large number of Sabres fans in Southern Ontario for quite some time and, until now, they have been able to see only a very small percentage of Sabres television broadcasts despite being geographically closer to us than Rochester.

"We are very proud of getting this done for our fans and we’re thankful to Bell TV and MSG for all the hard work that went into the negotiations.”

Sabres games used to be available over the air in Canada when the team's television partners were Channels 2, 7 and 29, but cable network MSG doesn't go into the country.

“Many people don’t think of the Southern Ontario region as being ‘Sabres Territory’ because it’s in a different country,” Black said. “But, in reality, some of our most passionate fans come from right over the Peace Bridge. They’ve been crossing the border to come to games at the arena for years and now they’ll be able to watch a majority of Sabres games from the comfort of their homes.”

Vote for your three stars

October 8, 2013 - 10:26 PM

Lightning 3, Sabres 2 (OT) 

 Alex Killorn 

 Jamie McBain 

 Thomas Vanek 

 Cody Hodgson 

 Tyler Johnson 

 Jhonas Enroth 

 Teddy Purcell 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7 p.m.; in-game Sabres-Lightning updates at 7:30 p.m.

October 8, 2013 - 4:17 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=16039e220a" >Sabres Live: Lightning at Sabres</a> 

Wait continues on Miller as Sabres shift forward lines

October 8, 2013 - 11:56 AM

By Mike Harrington

As has been mostly standard since he took over in February, Sabres coach Ron Rolston wouldn't say who will start in goal tonight against Tampa Bay but all indications are that it will be Jhonas Enroth. He came off the ice first this morning and Ryan Miller stayed on for some extended work.

Said Rolston on MIller: "He's out there today so he's ready. How did he look? Probably not as good as he did early on [in the season] but he's getting there."

Translation: Maybe Thursday against Columbus or Saturday in Chicago. But almost certainly not tonight.

What the Sabres will be showcasing for the nation tonight (it's a 7:40 puck drop on NBC Sports Network) is a new look up front to try to generate any shred of offense. 

Continue reading... 

Late-night video: Quick's huge gaffe ruins Kings' home opener

October 8, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By Mike Harrington

Rangers coach Alain Vigneault got his first win with New York in Monday's 3-1 victory over the Kings in Los Angeles but the game will be far more remembered for the it-will-live-forever gaffe by LA goaltender Jonathan Quick.

Watch what happens to Quick -- and looked at the stunned reaction of coach Darryl Sutter -- when Ryan McDonagh makes a routine clear down the ice during a Rangers penalty. Holy moly. A few seconds later, listen to the crowd's reaction and watch for Quick's response when he cleanly fields another long clear. Downright Ryan Miller-esque.

Appears Quick didn't get why reporters were asking him about the play afterward. Pretty basic, dude. Key play in the game. Video that's going to live forever. Come on. The Rangers could joke about it, even calling it a "set play."

What does this remind me of? How about this one from 2008 courtesy of former Leafs sieve Vesa Toskala? Pretty similar, although the only way Toskala is ever seeing a Stanley Cup or Conn Smythe Trophy like Quick has is by buying an admission ticket to the Hall of Fame.

Video: Defiant Flyers owner meets the media (seriously) after Laviolette is fired

October 8, 2013 - 9:00 AM

Your browser does not support iframes. 

By Mike Harrington

Click above for a video from CSN Philly that shows a clip of the Flyers' press conference Monday announcing the surprise firing of coach Peter Laviolette after three games. Who is shown answering the question?

A longtime Philadelphia staple. Ed Snider. The owner. 

Yes, owners really do attend press conferences. Especially when they fire coaches and need to show some accountability to the fans for their decisions. They even answer questions about the situation. 

(Sorry to open an old wound, Sabres fans. The point had to be made in the wake of Monday's events.)

Snider even put out a pretty passionate defense of his franchise. Wouldn't you have liked to have heard that at some point since February? 

Now, admittedly, the question in the video here is a little goofy. Yes, the Flyers haven't won a Stanley Cup since they beat the Sabres in 1975, but I don't know there's a whole lot wrong with a "culture" that includes 16 playoff appearances in the last 18 seasons -- including six conference finals and two trips to the Stanley Cup final. 

Go back even further and the Flyers have made four other trips to the Stanley Cup final (1976, 1980, 1985, 1987). Yes, they lost them all. But again, is there a problem with the "culture" of the franchise? This seems to be a "problem" I know the Eastern Conference's other 0-3 team would love to have.

Inquirer columnist Mike Sielski, however, says a stale culture is absolutely a problem for the Flyers. And the hiring of assistant coach and former Philly enforcer Craig Berube just reinforces it.

Hmmm. OK. If you say so.
Miller feeling better, wants to be cautious early in season; Hodgson misses practice, too

October 7, 2013 - 12:41 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres had officially concluded practice when Ryan Miller skated onto the ice. After stretching and testing his sore groin, the goaltender took shots from the stragglers who remained in First Niagara Center.

The session went better than Miller anticipated, but he's still not sure if he'll be ready to start Tuesday when the Sabres host Tampa Bay. Miller, who didn't dress for Saturday's loss in Pittsburgh, will talk today with athletic trainer Tim Macre before making a decision.

"I was a little tight after the last game, and I just wanted to be cautious early in the season," Miller told The News. "So far, so good. I felt better than I kind of anticipated, so I’ll see if I can make myself available. But no practice today, and after a couple days off I’m not sure what the right course of action will be.

"I just want to make sure it’s not going to be something that’s going to turn into weeks. I thought it’d be a day or two, and it took about a day longer. It’s just not something you want to creep into your body, your game, your mind-set. Get it out, get it done. You don’t want groin stuff to pop up."

Cody Hodgson also sat out today. Coach Ron Rolston said the center is day-to-day with a lower-body injury, but Rolston expects Hodgson to be in the lineup Tuesday.

Marcus Foligno will return after missing the opening three games with a shoulder injury. To hear from Foligno and Rolston, click the audio files below.
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Poll: When will the Sabres get their first victory?

October 6, 2013 - 3:06 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres are off to an unprecedented start. They’ve lost their opening three games in regulation for the first time in history.

So when is the initial victory going to come?

The Sabres get three chances this week. They host Tampa Bay (1-1) on Tuesday and Columbus (1-1) on Thursday, then travel to defending champion Chicago (1-0-1) on Saturday. 

After that, they have an arduous run of four games in six days: home against Minnesota, Vancouver and Colorado; and on the road against the Islanders.

If the Sabres don’t win this week, they’ll be on the verge of more dubious history. The 1990-91 (0-4-3) and 1999-2000 (0-5-2) editions were winless in their opening seven games.

When will the Sabres get their first victory? 

 Tampa Bay on Tuesday 

 Columbus on Thursday 

 at Chicago on Saturday 

 Minnesota on Oct. 14 

 at Islanders on Oct. 15 

 Vancouver on Oct. 17 

 Colorado on Oct. 19 

 Other 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres' postgame audio: Weber, Rolston, Enroth, Hodgson discuss dropping to 0-3

October 5, 2013 - 10:06 PM

By John Vogl

PITTSBURGH -- The Sabres made history tonight -- dubious history. 

Buffalo lost, 4-1, to the Penguins, give them three regulation losses to opened the season for the first time ever.

Hear coach Ron Rolston, defenseman Mike Weber, goalie Jhonas Enroth and center Cody Hodgson talk about the latest loss.

00:00

07:49

Rolston

00:00

01:40

Weber

00:00

02:17

Enroth

00:00

00:43

Hodgson

Vote for Your Three Stars

October 5, 2013 - 9:44 PM

Penguins 4, Sabres 1 

 Jhonas Enroth 

 Chuck Kobasew 

 Sidney Crosby 

 Marc Andre-Fleury 

 Chris Kunitz 

 Matt Niskanen 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Miller won't dress against Penguins tonight; Sabres goalie nursing sore groin, source says

October 5, 2013 - 5:07 PM

By John Vogl

PITTSBURGH -- Ryan Miller will sit out the Sabres' third game of the season tonight, with the goaltender watching as Jhonas Enroth starts against the Penguins and emergency callup Matt Hackett dresses as the backup.

Buffalo coach Ron Rolston expects Miller to be back Tuesday when the Sabres host Tampa Bay. Miller is essentially being given a maintenance day to rest a sore groin, a source tells The News.

Henrik Tallinder, who suffered an upper-body injury during Friday's 1-0 loss to Ottawa, will miss a week, Rolston said. Jamie McBain will replace the defenseman and get power-play time.

Rolston wants more from his top forwards, including Cody Hodgson and Drew Stafford, tonight against the Penguins. The coach was disappointed in his so-called scoring lines Friday.

"Our top six have to be better," Rolston said this evening in Consol Energy Center. "That’s what this league is all about, you know, is your top six have to perform and they have to be your best players on a nightly basis. I know ours will rebound tonight."

Sabres Live: Sabres at Penguins; pregame chat at 6:45 p.m. followed by in-game updates at 7 p.m.

October 5, 2013 - 3:25 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=84e96f2515" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Penguins</a> 

Sabres' Hackett: 'I never seen getting called up after six goals coming'

October 5, 2013 - 12:47 PM

By John Vogl

PITTSBURGH -- The Amerks' season debut Friday was as forgettable as they come for the team and Matt Hackett -- until the goalie's phone rang.

About midnight, hours after getting torched for six goals in less than two periods of an 8-1 loss to Grand Rapids, Hackett was set to fall asleep. Instead, he hopped in his car and drove to Buffalo to possibly be the Sabres' backup tonight.

"I never seen getting called up after six goals coming," Hackett said today in Consol Energy Center.

The Sabres called up Hackett after learning that Ryan Miller has a lower-body problem and might not be available to dress against the Penguins. Hackett is on a goalie exemption and doesn't count against the roster, General Manager Darcy Regier said.

"I’m just here to back up tonight, I guess," said Hackett, who was driven to Pittsburgh this morning to join the team.

Hackett clearly wants to forget the Amerks' debut, which left him with a 9.84 goals-against average and .800 save percentage after he stopped 24 of 30 shots in 36:35.

"It was just one of those games," Hackett said. "We came out really flat. We’ve got some things to figure out down there, but we’re a confident group and we’ll get back and figure it out."

Sabres' Miller has 'not serious, very short term' lower-body problem, Regier says

October 5, 2013 - 12:10 PM

By John Vogl

PITTSBURGH -- Ryan Miller suffered a minor lower-body problem Friday night, putting his availability in doubt for tonight's game against the Penguins.

Miller skipped the Sabres' morning skate today, while Matt Hackett is up from Rochester on an emergency roster exemption. Miller is still eligible to play if he is healthy by puck drop.

General Manager Darcy Regier said he wasn't sure when Miller was hurt but deemed it "not serious, very short term in nature."
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Hackett rejoins Sabres with Miller absent from morning skate

October 5, 2013 - 11:50 AM

By John Vogl

PITTSBURGH -- Ryan Miller is absent from the morning skate while Matt Hackett is present, continuing a whirlwind morning for the Sabres' goaltenders.

Buffalo has recalled Hackett from Rochester following a near-shutout by Miller and an implosion by Hackett and the Amerks. The Rochester Democrat and Chronicle reported at 1 a.m. that Hackett was packing his bags and joining the Sabres for tonight's game in Pittsburgh despite getting torched for six goals in less than two periods in the Amerks' season opener.

Miller likely suffered an injury during the 1-0 loss to Ottawa, hence the need for Hackett.

Coach Ron Rolston, who is not on the ice for the optional morning skate, is expected to update the media shortly.

The Sabres' practice features only 10 skaters (John Scott, Mikhail Grigorenko, Jamie McBain, Brian Flynn, Mark Pysyk, Cody McCormick, Zemgus Girgensons, Rasmus Ristolainen, Johan Larsson and Alexander Sulzer, who was recalled to replace injured Henrik Tallinder) and the two backup goalies, Hackett and Jhonas Enroth.

Enroth was expected to start against the Penguins tonight regardless of Miller's status.

Game 5: Phantoms fall to Penguins 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms' special teams were the issue again on Friday as they lost to the Penguins 6-3. 

Adirondack had five power plays and did not score once. It also gave up a shorthanded goal, its fourth and most in the AHL. The power play dropped to 22nd in the league at 11.5 percent.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's power play was not nearly Albany's 2-for-3. The Penguins only scored on one of five power plays, but that 20 percent is much closer to the 25 percent Phantoms head coach Terry Murray said is the mark of a good power play.

Bruno Gervais, Nick Cousins and Rob Bordson each had a goal and an assist in the game.

Gervais and Petr Straka, who assisted Cousins' goal, are now tied as the team's leading scorers with five points. Bordson now leads the team with three goals. Cousins' goal was his first as a professional.

Ben Holmstrom played in his 186th game and now holds the record for the most games as an Adirondack Phantom.

Phantoms lines: Noebels-Cousins-Akeson, Holmstrom-VandeVelde-Straka, Mangene-Bordson-Brown, Clarkson-Flanagan-Mathers

October 14 at 1:37 PM

TwitterDiana C. Nearhos @dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Gervais-Manning, Alt-Konan, Delisle-Lauridsen

October 12, 2013 6:15 pm(0)  

What does Laviolette being fired mean for the Phantoms? 

By Diana C. Nearhos

What does Peter Laviolette being fired mean for the Phantoms?

To be honest, not a whole lot.

The Phantoms coaching staff of Terry Murray and Riley Cote stays the same.

Ian Laperriere's promotion from director of player development to assistant coach could mean something. Laperriere was going to be spending more time, including Tuesday and Wednesday, with the Phantoms and he won't be doing that now.

The biggest effect this could have on the Phantoms is less direct. The Flyers firing Laviolette means the Flyers want to see major changes and they want to see them soon. 

Ed Snider said in the press conference that if he knew of a way to fire the players instead, he would have done it. 

That is what could mean something to the Phantoms. 

“Any time a coach gets fired, if the team doesn’t get going, it comes to the players,” Phantoms head coach Terry Murray said. “If things falter, in the organization, this is why we’re here.

“In my experience, this would be the opportunity, if any changes were to be made on the players’ side, that these guys would get a look.”

Murray pointed out that look wouldn't just be a game or two while some more permanent Flyer gets healthy, it could be a real opportunity.

We'll see if this is the "kick in the pants" (to borrow a term from Philadelphia general manager Paul Holmgren) that the Flyers need. But if they don't throw the breaks on the 0-3 season and start winning, we might see some Phantoms in the NHL.

Cousins, Straka put in extra time for Phantoms

Print Email 

October 18, 2013 1:15 am  •  By DIANA C. NEARHOS -- dnearhos@poststar.com

(0) Comments

GLENS FALLS -- Rookies pick up the pucks. It’s always been that way.

Petr Straka says that’s why he and Nick Cousins are usually the last players off the ice.

Even at morning skate, however, when the scratches are out there longer anyway and will be picking up the pucks, the two of them are out there feeding each other pucks.

“I think coming in as a young guy, you’re always trying to get better,” Cousins said. “I think using that time wisely is our best bet.

“I’m usually one of the last guys off. I like to stay on as long as I can, until I’m as tired as I can be.”

Murray said it’s good to see the rookies recognizing their responsibilities and, more so, putting in the extra work.

“That’s a tradition that’s almost lost,” Murray said. “But they show respect for the veteran players and they do things that are the right things. I like that.”

Straka still downplayed the extra time on the ice.

“It’s just little things we can improve,” Straka said. “Sometimes you get into it and you just want to keep working.”

Both Cousins and Straka have started the season on the top two lines. Murray said that’s because of their strong resumes coming in, and now he wants to see how they can adjust at the professional level.

Straka is tied with Jason Akeson as the leading scorer with four points, all assists.

“I have put up a few points, but I haven’t scored,” Straka said. “I don’t know what my role is going to be, but it looks like I’m going to be a playmaker right now. I’ve had my chances and maybe if I were able to score on some I’d have more points now.”

He said adapting to the bigger, stronger guys in the battles on the boards is the biggest thing he’s getting used to.

As Murray put it, “He’s playing with men now. A lot of the times, it’s one-on-one, two-on-two and you have to have awareness of his hands and his stick. If you can make that read quickly, you’ll come up with more pucks than you have in the past.”

Cousins has two assists in five games. He was playing on the top line, but has moved to the third line. Murray said that move was not a response to anything Cousins has done. He put Ben Holmstrom, who has scored two goals, on the top line to spark more offense.

“I have no issues (with Cousins’ performance so far), he’s good,” Murray said. “I’m putting him with a player he played juniors with (Brandon Alderson), so if that helps, we’ll see. I really like his game so far.”

Heating it up on home ice

Devils now 2-0 at Times Union Center, where they won 13 of 34 last season

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:57 pm, Monday, October 14, 2013

Albany

Only 4 percent of the schedule has been played, so let's not go overboard, but through three games the Albany Devils have the special look about them.

At least they do when it comes to special teams, which was their Achilles' heel last season.

The Devils scored two power-play goals and successfully extinguished all eight of Adirondack's man-advantage opportunities Monday in a 4-1 victory over the Phantoms.

A Columbus Day gathering of 2,222 — second-smallest ever for an American Hockey League matchup between Albany and Adirondack, dating back to the River Rats and Red Wings days — saw the Devils improve to 2-0 at home. A Wednesday night game Jan. 5, 2011, between the Devils and Phantoms drew 2,086.

Albany won 13 of 34 games last season in its home building.

"We want to have long winning streaks and cut off losing streaks," Devils center Tim Sestito said. "You can't do it without winning at home."

Sestito epitomized the Albany effort, not only with two goals, but leading the Devils' penalty-killing unit, which ironically got no action Saturday in a 3-2 victory over Utica. They currently rank fifth in the 30-team AHL on the power play (.250) and fourth in penalty-killing (.917).

Included in those eight kills against the Phantoms was a short-handed breakaway by Sestito, who was awarded a penalty shot. He converted to give Albany a 2-0 lead with 9.2 seconds remaining in the first period.

Phantoms defenseman Bruno Gervais was called for hooking Sestito on his way to the net.

"I was very surprised," Adirondack coach Terry Murray said. "Our player had not touched him yet when the call was already made. That's what I saw. He had a pretty good attempt, even with that."

"I had a questionable penalty-shot goal a couple of years ago," Sestito said. "That's two questionable penalty shots. I'll take them."

Joe Whitney got his third goal in as many games, and linemate Scott Timmins added a goal and an assist, giving him five points in three games.

Timmins, a preseason trade acquisition from the Florida Panthers organization, has been a key component on both of Albany's specialty-team units.

"In San Antonio," said Timmins, referring to the Panthers' AHL affiliate, "I was more of a third- and fourth-line guy, so it was more of a penalty-kill (role). Here they've got a lot more power-play time for me, so I'm just running with the opportunity. It's a little unknown territory for me, but I'm glad to have the chance."

Goaltender Scott Wedgewood, making his first start of the season, stopped 24 of 25 shots in addition to being, as many coaches like to say, the most important player on the penalty-kill.

"We cleared pucks, we blocked shots," Wedgewood said. "We got good changes (substitutions) in, which was huge. We didn't get guys stuck out there for too long."

"You're playing with fire," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said, "but I thought from Wedgewood out, our penalty killers were ... we'll have lots of positive film to go over the next couple days."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Expanded role suits Sislo just fine

Third-year pro is becoming a leader on and off the ice

By Pete Dougherty

Published 7:45 pm, Sunday, October 13, 2013

Albany

Midway through the Albany Devils' home opener Saturday, Mike Sislo picked up a loose puck, capitalized on a fallen Utica Comets defenseman, and ripped a wrist shot into the top corner of the net.

It is the type of goal not seen often of Sislo, a third-year pro known more for his two-way play. Then again, the Devils are looking for increased contributions from their right wing.

That is one of the reasons Albany coach Rick Kowalsky decided to make Sislo, 25, an assistant captain for home games. He shares that responsibility with Chris McKelvie, who wears the "A" on the road. Rod Pelley is the captain and Tim Sestito the other assistant, home and away.

"We're looking for him to take another step," Kowalsky said of Sislo. "That's part of the responsibility of leadership. We don't want him to change, but we want to put a little more on him, and that was part of the process."

The other three captains have a combined 19 years pro experience to Sislo's two, but it is a responsbility that the former University of New Hampshire player seems to embrace.

"My third year here, I'm ready to take on more of a leadership role," Sislo said. "I try to be a guy that leads by example on the ice. I'm honored to have it."

Sislo said he tries to be a lead-by-example player, and scoring the go-ahead goal in Albany's first victory over the season was a good start.

He has been a modest scorer — 54 points in 125 games — and a plus player each of the past two years. With two of last season's top three scorers having bolted for Europe, the Devils are looking for Sislo and other returning forwards to provide a scoring boost.

"What he talked about," said Sislo, referring to Kowalsky, "was expecting more out of me, maybe in the locker room a little bit, on the ice, being a consistent player day to day, being one of the guys that leads on the ice and off the ice. He definitely raised his expectations for me, and I liked that as a player."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

At a glance

Phantoms at Devils

When: 2 p.m. Monday

Where: Times Union Center

Radio: WMML 1230 AM (Glens Falls)

Welsh makes homecoming

Former Union star in Albany as member of AHL's Utica Comets

By Kyle Schnitzer

Published 11:15 pm, Saturday, October 12, 2013

Albany

Former Union College forward Jeremy Welsh finds himself in a familiar area, but with a different team. He no longer sports the Union logo; instead, a flying puck is stamped on his jersey. 

Welsh was traded Sept. 29 from the Carolina Hurricanes with former Albany River Rats forward Zac Dalpe to the Vancouver Canucks for forward Kellan Tochkin and a fourth-round 2014 draft pick. 

Dalpe made the Canucks' opening-day roster. Welsh did not. Instead, he was assigned to their AHL affiliate, the Utica Comets. 

Although changing teams just before the start of the NHL season might be rough, Welsh said he found the transition smooth. 

"It was pretty easy," Welsh said. "You'd be pretty shocked and shaken up, but it happens. You report to the new team, and it keeps continuing." 

Playing his first professional game in the Capitol Region since leaving Union in 2012, Welsh started Saturday night for the Comets against the Albany Devils. He recorded two shots in Utica's 3-2 loss but admitted it wasn't one of his best games.

"I did a lot of good things," Welsh said, "but I've got to settle down when I get the puck and make better plays. I (have to) have better poise out there."

Welsh said he has become more polished since leaving Union. During his career as a Dutchman, Welsh recorded 100 points in three seasons. With the Charlotte Checkers in the AHL last season, Welsh had 26 points in 69 games. He appeared in five NHL games last season with the Carolina Hurricanes and had one assist.

"I've learned a lot more about the systems and finer details in the pro game," Welsh said. "Make the strong plays, and eventually you'll get your chances."

Comets head coach Travis Green said he likes what he sees in the 25-year-old, explaining how Welsh moves well on the ice and uses his head during the games.

"We're going to see him develop into a real solid two-way guy," Green said. "I think if he plays in the NHL, that's what he's going to be."

Even with friends in the crowd, Welsh said he wasn't nervous at all during Friday's game. 

One of his chances to score came against his former college teammate, Devils goalie Keith Kinkaid. 

"I had a breakaway," Welsh said. "I wished I would have scored on him."

Union continues to produce AHL players. Josh Jooris plays for the Abbotsford Heat; Kinkaid's former Union backup, goalie Troy Grosenick, is with the Worcester Sharks; and Kelly Zajac plays for the Albany Devils.

"It's just good to see," Kinkaid said. "It shows how good the program is, and hopefully it brings more players in."

Kyle Schnitzer is a Times Union intern.

Devils announce ECHL affiliation agreement with Elmira

 Friday, October 18, 2013 by:Pete Dougherty, Staff writer  
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Already housing several players sent from Albany, the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL have announced an affiliation agreement with the New Jersey Devils.

The Devils and Ottawa Senators are Jackals affiliates for the season.

Although not officially affiliated with the Devils last season, the Jackals employed goaltender Maxime Clermont on reassignment most of last season.

Clermont, defensemen Harry Young and Raman Hrabarenka, and forward Riley Boychuk were sent to Elmira earlier this month.
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Faulk, Sekera become Canes’ stoppers

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Oct. 18, 2013
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TORONTO, ON - OCTOBER 17: Cam Ward #30 and Justin Faulk #27 of the Carolina Hurricanes celebrate win over the Toronto Maple Leafs during NHL action at the Air Canada Centre October 17, 2013 in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.
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Freakish play seals Hurricanes’ rally over Maple Leafs

Get the latest Canes news, photos and scores

Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

More NHL news

UNIONDALE, N.Y. It’s turning into quite a work week for Carolina Hurricanes defensemen Justin Faulk and Andrej Sekera.

Or in their case, just another week.

On Tuesday, Faulk and Sekera often were on the ice with Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews of the Chicago Blackhawks at PNC Arena. On Thursday, it often was Phil Kessel and Tyler Bozak of the Toronto Maple Leafs at Air Canada Centre.

The Canes continue their road trip Saturday against the New York Islanders. For Faulk and Sekera, that could mean a big dose of John Tavares and Kyle Okposo at Nassau Coliseum.

“If you had asked me my rookie year if I thought I’d be playing against the top lines in the NHL, I’d probably have told you there’s not a chance,” said Faulk, in his third NHL season. “But I like it. Why not?”

Faulk and Sekera have become the Canes’ top defensive pairing. They’re logging major minutes, on the ice at key moments of games and also contributing on the power play and penalty kill.

“They’re in sync,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “As a pair they’ve been very effective.”

In a way, it’s an odd coupling. Faulk is a Minnesota kid, just 21 and a former Canes draft pick. Sekera is 27, from Slovakia, a newcomer to the Canes who was obtained this year in a trade from the Buffalo Sabres.

But the two apparently hit it off from the start.

“We went out to lunch that first day he got in to Raleigh, just sat and talked for a little bit,” Faulk said. 

The talking has continued on the ice, where communication between defensemen is critical in proper positioning, in being able to pass the puck and clearing it out of the defensive zone.

“I think we read off each other well,” Faulk said. “From day one we were kind of able to pick up on how each other likes to play. There’s a lot of talk and help out there for each other, just making the short passes to each other in the D zone and getting it out. 

“It’s sometimes tough to explain. You put two people together and sometimes it just works.”

Sekera said a big reason it has worked so well is that Faulk is a “smart hockey player” with few weaknesses.

“He skates well, passes the puck well, shoots well,” he said. “I think he does everything pretty well.”

Sekera smiled, adding, “I’m just trying to not be in his way when he has the puck and try to support him.”

That’s being modest. And Faulk is quick to return the praise for his defensive partner, a former Slovakian Olympian who is among the league leaders in blocked shots with 18.

“He’s a very smart player who can see the game and read the game well in all situations,” Faulk said. “He’s one of the best players I’ve seen in keeping pucks in along the boards in the offensive zone, pinching down that left side and beating his winger to keep it in. I don’t think there’s anything he does poorly.”

In the Canes’ 3-2 comeback win Thursday over the Leafs in Toronto, both Faulk and Sekera played about 25 minutes. Both spent more than four minutes killing penalties, thwarting a team that was second in the NHL on the power play.

“They want it, so we’re giving it to them,” Muller said.

Faulk and Sekera were on the ice Thursday when the Leafs’ Joffrey Lupul and Josh Leivo scored – Lupul on a scramble in front of Canes goalie Cam Ward and Leivo off the rush.

But in the final minutes of regulation, with the Leafs employing a sixth attacker and looking to tie the score, Muller turned to Faulk and Sekera.

“It’s nice being able to play in all situations,” Faulk said. “When I’m out there in the last minutes of the game, it’s something I take pride in. It’s a role I like being in.”

While the Blackhawks won Tuesday’s game 3-2 in a shootout, neither Kane nor Toews factored in the scoring. Neither did Kessel, Bozak nor Mason Raymond on Thursday. 

Not all of that was Faulk’s and Sekera’s doing, but their work has been a big part of the Canes (3-2-3) – second in the Metropolitan Division – picking up three of four points in the past two games. 

Tavares and Okposo each had a goal and assist Thursday as the Islanders (3-2-2) topped the Edmonton Oilers 3-2. They can be tough to handle. For Faulk and Sekera, they’re next. 

CANTLON’S CORNER: NY’S MUSICAL CHAIRS LEAVE EVERYONE SCRAMBLING

Posted on October 17, 2013 | Leave a comment 

Gerry CantlonBY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD,  CT – The world of the AHL surrounds dealing with changes and the Hartford Wolf Pack had plenty of that this week in preparing for this weekend’s action.

In a late breaking development, the New York Rangers announced that Darroll Powe was recalled from Hartford to replace injured winger Ryan Callahan, who will be out between 3-4 weeks with a non-displaced fracture of his left thumb. Callahan’s injury occurred when the Ranger captain blocked a shot from the Capitals’ John Carlson late in the Rangers 2-0 win Thursday.

On Tuesday, the Blueshirts sent struggling backup goalie Martin Biron and forward Aaron Asham to Hartford. Conversely, they recalled J.T. Miller, who was leading the Pack with four goals, and goaltender Cam Talbot. After sitting on the bench during the Washington game, the Rangers sent Talbot back to Hartford late this afternoon and recalled Jason Missiaen. Talbot will play both of the Wolf Pack games against Manchester and Portland on the weekend while Missiaen will sit on the bench and backup Henrik Lundqvist against the Devils at the Prudential Center. Expect the two to change places again as the Rangers do not play again until Thursday while Missiaen will likely get in the game Wednesday night in Hartford against The Portland Pirates.

Until Biron, 36, makes up his mind as to whether or not he will report to the Wolf Pack or will retire altogether, expect the Rangers to keep both of these two netminders on the Merritt Parkway Shuttle to keep both sharp while they sort out their goaltending situation.

Meanwhile, Asham, a 35 year-old veteran of 786 NHL games, will be in the lineup tomorrow night patrolling the right wing after three scoreless games with the Rangers.

“He adds a lot of NHL experience to our lineup. He is very capable player five-on-five and he’ll fit nicely into our lineup and will be an important veteran for the rest of the guys,” said head coach Ken Gernander.

Asham last saw action in the AHL in 2001-2002 as part of the Quebec Citadelles, who were then the Montreal Canadians farm team. One of Asham’s teammates at that time was ex-Year-One Wolf Pack, Pierre Sevigny.

But bringing in a veteran does present some genuine roster issues for the Wolf Pack.

“You have to take each player on a case-by-case basis. It sounds like a contradiction, but you can’t treat them any differently than anybody else. (Asham) has played at the highest level, but he will  try to prove himself at this level.” Gernander said. “Like everyone else, this is an opportunity. There is some adversity of course at this stage of your career. How you react to adversity and is a large part of a measure where you are going to go (next).”

Toughness has been Asham’s calling card since his junior days in Red Deer (WHL) where he started and established that he is a very good scrapper. But that’s what he doesn’t have to worry about now – getting quality minutes, touches of the puck and some goals under his belt, is going to be the biggest part of his assignment to Hartford.

“He is very capable and competent player and I’m not afraid to put him out in any situation,” Gernander said. “I expect him to have success at this level.”

There were other moves made this week for the Wolf Pack.

One of those moves was recalling former Yale goalie, Jeff Malcolm from Greenville. Malcolm was set to be starting the ECHL season this weekend, but instead will be with the AHL team as the second goalie behind Cam Talbot. All of this was facilitated by Biron’s need to take some time to make a career decision as to whether to retire or report.

“I haven’t seen him.” said Gernander of Biron. “No, I haven’t heard that,” Gernader said when asked if Biron had retired. “He is in limbo. He is taking a few days and has been given time to see what his next course of action will be.“

Biron last played in the AHL with Rochester in 1998-99 when he won the Baz Bastien and Harry Holmes trophy.

Meanwhile, Malcolm, who played well in Wolf Pack training camp, has had just one preseason game in Greenville.  He will likely also be caught up in the goaltender Merry-Go-Round until this is all sorted out. This weekend he will be backing up Talbot while Missiaen is with the Rangers.

The Wolf Pack will be forced into doing some line shuffling with Asham on the roster. They are one veteran over the limit, so one veteran will have to sit.

“Certainly will be shuffling things tomorrow night and will let those things play themselves out beyond that.” The Hartford Shuffle this week has been more than enough.

Recapping Last Weekend

In Glens Falls, the Pack came out and outshot the Phantoms 8-0 early on, but were outshot for the period 13-12. Seeing a more cohesive offensive attack will be essential for Gernander’s troops.

For the battle of teams in first place in their respective divisions (Northeast-Manchester and North for the Wolf Pack) with identical early season records of 3-0-0-1, Gernander has to get all his forwards to shoot more and show some consistency with the puck. They’ll face one of the AHL’s best goaltenders in the early going when Manchester’s Martin Jones, with his 1.41 GAA  and .951 save percentage guards the pipes for the Monarchs as he has in every game for the LA Kings’ affiliate.

“We said this week and last week after the weekend, we got our points, but we need to do more to generate offense. You’re not always going to convert at the rate we were last weekend. If you’re not in the offensive zone creating chances and controlling the play, you’re spending too much time in your zone defending. So you’re either one or the other. That will alleviate some pressure on your goaltending and defense, so hopefully you’ll have more offensive opportunities and more offensive.”

NOTES:   

◾Wolf Pack (nee Whale) were 4-2 against the Monarchs lasts season. Manchester lost all three games at the XL Center.

◾Jones had a 38 save shutout over Bridgeport last weekend.

◾Monarchs features former Yale players Brian O’Neill and Sean Backman who played in Bridgeport last year and signed in the off season. David Meckler another former Yalie left after six seasons and is playing with EC Salzburg in Austria.

◾Former CT Whale Andre Deveaux has signed with Avtomobilst Yekarterinburg in Russia with the KHL. The teams assistant coach is former Wolf Pack defenseman Igor Ulanov.

◾Saturday’s game will be at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee the new home for the Pirates for the 2013-2014 season as they remain at an impasse at the Cumberland County Civic Center on a new lease continues.

◾According to HNIC (Hockey Night in Canada) Elliotte Freidman, Carolina is watching ex-Pack Manny Maholtra’s play in Charlotte in possible signing him.

HORRIBLE NEWS: CALLAHAN OUT 3-4 WEEKS

Posted on October 17, 2013 | Leave a comment 

New York RangersRYAN CALLAHAN OUT WITH A BROKEN THUMB

Will Be Sidelined 3-4 Weeks

NEW YORK, October 17, 2013 – New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that Ryan Callahan suffered a broken thumb in last night’s 2-0 win at Washington, and will be sidelined three to four weeks.

Callahan has tallied three goals in the last two games. He currently leads the Blueshirts with two power play goals, and ranks second on the team with three goals overall. He also ranks third on the team with 15 hits, and leads all team forwards with eight blocked shots this season. The Rangers’ captain missed the first game of the season while recovering from off-season shoulder surgery.

ASHAM, BIRON SPURS MULTIPLE MOVES

Posted on October 15, 2013 | Leave a comment 

mitchBY: Mitch Beck, Editor – Howlings

The move by the New York Rangers in putting Aaron Asham and Marty Biron on waivers has spurred other moves as well by the entire organization.

As stated this morning, Scott Stacjer is out for an indefinite time frame after having off-season hip surgery. With Talbot getting called to New York and Biron’s status undetermined, the Wolf Pack need another netminder and as we told you, they recalled former Yale goaltender Jeff Malcolm from the Greenville Road Warriors of the ECHL. Expect now that Greenville will be in the hunt for a goaltender as they only have Carsen Chubak, a Philadelphia Flyers’ prospect, still on the roster.  Someone think maybe a call should be made to Rick DiPietro? He can answer the phone without getting hurt can’t he? (A little fragility joke).

The Wolf Pack have also recalled Jason Wilson from the Roadies. Perhaps the flu bug that was going through the room hasn’t been squashed as of yet?

Here are the official releases on the transactions:

HartfordWOLF PACK RECALL (G) JEFF MALCOLM FROM GREENVILLE

* * * *

Won NCAA Championship with Yale Last Season

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

HARTFORD, October 15, 2013: Hartford Wolf Pack general manager Jim Schoenfeld announced today that the Wolf Pack has recalled goaltender Jeff Malcolm from its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors.

Malcolm, who was assigned to the Road Warriors from the Wolf Pack’s training camp September 30, capped off a four-year Yale career this spring by backstopping the Elis to the first-ever “Frozen Four” title in school history. The 6-2, 185-pound native of Lethbridge, Alberta was 20-6-2 in 30 appearances for the Elis in 2012-13, with a 2.24 goals-against average, a 91.9% save percentage and three shutouts. Those numbers represented the second-highest single-season win total, the third-best save percentage and fourth-lowest GAA in Yale Men’s Hockey history. Malcolm also finished second among ECAC goaltenders in wins and tied for third in shutouts.

In his four years at Yale, Malcolm appeared in 67 games, amassing a record of 36-21-4 with a 2.60 GAA, a 90.7% save percentage and six shutouts. Those stats rank him third all-time in school annals in save percentage and wins and fourth in GAA.

Malcolm, 24, signed an AHL contract with the Wolf Pack July 17.

The Wolf Pack are next in action this Friday, October 18, hosting the Manchester Monarchs at the XL Center. Faceoff is 7:00 PM, and, as at all Friday-night Wolf Pack home games, fans can enjoy $1 hot dogs and $2 beers until the start of the second period.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at www.hartfordwolfpack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499. Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger. To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451

Greenville-Road-Warriors_thumb11Road Warriors Make Several Roster Moves

BY: Andy Zilch, Greenville Road Warriors

Greenville, SC: Today the Road Warriors have announced they have moved their training camp roster to 25 players.

Elgin Pearce has completed his tryout agreement and has signed with the Road Warriors for the 2013-2014 season. Chad Ziegler, Sean Ambrosie, and Brendan Rempel have been released.

In a separate transaction, Jason Wilson has been recalled to Hartford by the New York Rangers.

The current 2013 camp roster is as follows:

Forwards (14):, Guillaume Asselin, Sean Berkstresser, Bretton Cameron, Andrew Carroll, Ryan Garlock, Brandon Hynes, Andrew Johnston, Jordie Johnston, Matthew Kirzinger, Josh Nicholls, Elgin Pearce, J.M. Rizk, Andrew Rowe and Michael St. Croix

Defensemen (9): Lee Baldwin, Brad Cole, Jace Coyle, Charlie Dodero, Ryan Hegarty, Sam Klassen, Mike Marcou, Samuel Noreau, and Bretton Stamler

Goaltenders (2): Carsen Chubak and Jeff Malcolm

The countdown continues! Road Warriors Opening Night is less than 11 days away. The Road Warriors Home Opener is on Friday, October 25th. Road Warriors’ 2013-2014 Season Tickets are available for as low as $180! For more information about Road Warriors Season Ticket Packages, speak to a Road Warriors Account Representative by calling 864-674-PUCK (7825) or by visiting greenvilleroadwarriors.com!

WOLF PACK FIND A WAY AGAIN…
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Hartford       VERSUS      Adirondack

Bob CrawfordBY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack 

Glens Falls, NY, October 12, 2013 – Brodie Dupont’s deflection goal with 2:07 left in the third period gave the Hartford Wolf Pack a 3-2 win over the Adirondack Phantoms Saturday night at the Glens Falls Civic Center, in the Wolf Pack’s first road game of the season.

Dupont tipped a Tommy Hughes shot from the right-wing boards underneath the pads of Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter for the winner.

Hughes also scored for the Wolf Pack, as did J.T. Miller, and Cam Talbot made 33 saves.  Mark Alt and Ben Holmstrom had Phantom goals, and Heeter made 27 stops.

“It was a big road win for us, first time out this year on the road,” Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander said.  “We got our two points, killed some big penalties down the stretch despite getting victimized early on the PK.  Cam made a few good saves in the third, and we got some offense from all different sources and everybody pitched in tonight.”

The win was the Wolf Pack’s third straight, and upped the club’s record on the year to 3-0-0-1 for seven points.  The Pack swept a home-and-home series from the Phantoms, having beaten Adirondack 5-4 in a shootout Friday night in Hartford.

The Wolf Pack got the game’s first goal at 6:12 of the first period, with a line of Miller centering Marek Hrivik and Brandon Mashinter having a strong shift down low in the offensive zone.  Hrivik passed the puck out from below the goal line and Miller scored his fourth goal of the season, sliding a low shot through Heeter.

The Phantoms would get the next two, though, to take a 2-1 lead into the first intermission.

After Hartford was unsuccessful on the game’s 1st two power plays, Adirondack capitalized on its first man advantage, after Conor Allen was sent off for holding at 12:56.

Alt tied the score at 14:35 with his first goal of the year, a shot from the left point that found its way through a screen and past Talbot.

The Phantoms then took the lead at 19:07, just after an Adirondack power play expired.  Jason Akeson banged the puck toward the net from the right point, and Talbot seemed to think he had the puck covered, but Holmstrom was able to poke it past Talbot’s right side and just inside the post.

The Wolf Pack recovered some momentum in the second period, outshooting Adirondack 12-8, and tied the game only 1:12 into the second.

Hughes scored his first pro goal at 1:12, taking a pass from Ryan Bourque and fooling Heeter with a shot from the right point.

The Pack were outshot 14-6 in the third, but the Phantoms could not solve Talbot before Dupont’s late winner.

The Wolf Pack are next in action this Friday, October 18 at home, with the Manchester Monarchs coming to the XL Center for a 7:00 PM game.  Once again this season, each and every Wolf Pack Friday-night home game features $1 hot dogs and $2 beers, through the start of the second period.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

LINES:

18 Michael Haley  - 17 Darroll Powe - 9 Ryan Bourque

 20 Chris Kreider - 16 Oscar Lindberg – 29 Danny Kristo

 23 Brandon Mashinter - 10 J.T. Miller – 6 Andrew Yogan

 18 Michael Haley  - 17 Darroll Powe - 9 Ryan Bourque

 91- Brodie Dupont – Shawn O’Donnell

25 – Danny Syvret – 5 Tommy Hughes

 8 Dylan McIlrath - 44 Aaron Johnson

 4 Conor Allen – 41 Stu Bickel

33 Cameron Talbot

 31 Jason Missiaen

Assistant Captains in BOLD

SCRATCHES:

Kyle Jean – Flu – Day-to-Day

Scott Stajcer – Hip Surgery – Indefinite

Michael Kantor – Healthy Scratch

Brendon Nash – Healthy Scratch

THREE STARS:

1. HFD – C. Talbot

 2. ADK – C. Heeter

 3. HFD – B. Dupont

Asham Arrives, Rangers get Shutout Win

October 17, 2013  

Arron Asham had his first practice with the Wolf Pack today…still no word on whether Martin Biron will join the Pack or elect to retire.

Asham and Biron were both assigned to Hartford by the parent New York Rangers Tuesday, after clearing NHL waivers.

The 35-year-old Asham brings 15 seasons, and nearly 800 NHL games, of experience, to the Wolf Pack locker room.  His last AHL stint was in 2001-02, when he played 24 games with the old Quebec Citadelles before graduating to the Canadiens and never looking back.  HIs premier calling card has always been toughness, but Wolf Pack coach Ken Gernander is expecting Asham to be a big help to the Pack in multiple facets of the game.

Arron Asham (Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

Arron Asham

(Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

“Everybody knows that he adds an element of toughness to our team,” Gernander said of Asham, ”but aside from that, he’s got a lot of NHL experience, I think he’s a very capable player five-on-five.  He’s not someone that that’s (physical play) his only impact on the game.  So I think he should fit nicely into our lineup.  You would expect, given all his experience, that he should be a good mentor and example to a lot of these guys as well.”

One challenge that Asham’s arrival presents to the Wolf Pack is that it puts the team over the limit of six “veteran” players that can dress for a game.  In addition to Asham, Darroll Powe, Micheal Haley, Brandon Mashinter, Danny Syvret, Aaron Johnson and Brodie Dupont are all over the 260-games-played threshold that puts a player into veteran status.  So, as it stands right now, one of those guys is going to have to sit out each game.  And if it’s Dupont, who is still on a tryout agreement, who is the odd man out, that leaves the Pack somewhat short at center.  Dupont has been playing in the middle, and the Pack also lost J.T. Miller this week, when he and Cam Talbot were called up to New York on Tuesday.

Asham has played some center in his career, but from the looks of things in practice this morning, they are going to use him on the wing.  Judging from how they had it set up today, Marek Hrivik is the most likely candidate to move to center to fill the void.

The Rangers, meanwhile, got back on the winning track last night, defeating the Washington Capitals in D.C., 2-0.

It’s almost absurd to talk about huge wins this early in the year, but boy, was it ever big for the Blueshirts to get the kind of goaltending and defensive performances they did in that game.

New York had been touched up for 20 goals in its previous three games, and all-world goaltender Henrik Lundqvist had allowed 16 goals on 141 shots in five appearances, a save percentage of under 89.  Ugly, scary stats, but everything seemed right with the Rangers’ world in the game against Washington.  It looked like old times defensively, with players blocking shots all over the place, and Lundqvist appeared to be seeing the shots perfectly.

“I thought our guys competed real hard, which is the key to any game, and we did a lot of right things with the puck,” Ranger head coach Alain Vigneault told the media after the game.  “And when we didn’t have the puck, we did a lot of the right things. So we’ll take our first win in Eastern time, and go from there.”

The Rangers now are off until Saturday, when they play the seventh of nine straight road games to open the season, and this one, geographically, is almost like a home game, traveling to Newark to take on the Devils.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Cardiac Pack?

October 13, 2013  

Got a great tweet Saturday night from a fan whose handle is “Mark G”, after the Wolf Pack had completed a sweep of their home-and-home set with the Adirondack Phantoms, asking, “Too soon to call them the Cardiac Pack?”

Well, invoking mid-’70′s memories of Brian Sipe, I’m personally declaring it’s not too soon.

I mean, think about the fact that all of the Pack’s games so far have been one-goal games, two of the four have gone to shootouts and the Wolf Pack have trailed in all four, scoring inside the final five minutes of the third period in three of the four.

The Pack could easily be 0-4 right now, and it’s awfully early to start making pronouncements about great character and things like that, but for a group whose triggermen are so new to North American pro hockey, Ken Gernander‘s club has showed remarkable moxie in its first two weekends of action.

It was rookie defenseman Tommy Hughes stepping to the forefront in Saturday’s 3-2 win at the Glens Falls Civic Center, with an assist from classy veteran Brodie Dupont, after Danny Kristo and J.T. Miller had come up big Friday night at home against the Phantoms.

Hughes, an undrafted free agent out of the Ontario Hockey League who had all of three goals and 32 points in 169 career OHL games with his hometown London Knights, scored his first pro goal only 1:12 into the second period Saturday.  That recovered some key momentum for the Wolf Pack, after the Phantoms had countered an early Miller goal with a pair of their own, including one by Ben Holmstrom with only 53 seconds remaining in the first frame.

Danny Kristo

Danny Kristo

That second-period goal by Hughes was the result of his simply throwing the puck at the net from the point, and he got a break when Adirondack goaltender Cal Heeter seemed to be fooled and allowed the puck to go through his five-hole.  And Hughes made a similar good, simple play on the winning goal, which came with only 2:07 left in the third period and the Pack seemingly headed for a third overtime in four games.  The 21-year-old blueliner stopped an Adirondack pass along the boards and whipped the puck quickly towards the net, and Dupont, who has been a real nice fit so far as a fourth-line forward who can play center or wing, deflected it underneath Heeter.

That was after the Wolf Pack seemed to be battling uphill for most of the game on Friday, only to come back twice fairly late in the game, once from 3-1 down and then again after the Phantoms had taken a 4-3 lead.  Miller scored on a deflection early in the third period to tie it at three, and then Kristo ripped home the Pack’s second power-play goal of the game with 4:36 left to force overtime.  Both of those young guns then scored in the shootout, and Cam Talbot, who had come out on the short end of a shootout in the Pack’s season opener against Norfolk, stopped four straight Phantom shooters after allowing a goal on Adirondack’s first attempt.

The Wolf Pack’s three most experienced veteran D-men, captain Aaron Johnson, Danny Syvret and Stu Bickel, have been building the team a nice foundation, which allows for a confidence-building comfort zone, but the organization has got to be stoked about the fact that the young guys that were going to have to carry a lot of the offensive load for this Wolf Pack club have been coming up clutch in big spots.  The 23-year-old Kristo is tied for the AHL rookie points lead, with 2-3-5, and is 2/2 in shootout attempts, and Miller, who just turned 20 in March, has goals in all three games he has played since returning from the Rangers.  Only Toronto’s T.J. Brennan, who has exploded for seven goals in the Marlies’ first three games, has more AHL goals than Miller’s four.

And don’t discount big-save goaltending, either, as a major factor in the Wolf Pack’s 3-0-0-1 start.  I don’t think either Talbot or Jason Missiaen has been overly happy with some of the goals that have gone in during the first four games, but they both have saved their best work for the late-game crunch time, and have both stood tall in situations that were key to the Wolf Pack staying within striking distance when they were behind.

Sound Tigers' rookies Larson, Lee together again

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull beats Greenwich in wild game, 50-44

UConn men, women come together for First Night

Cincinnati game a homecoming of sorts for UConn coach Weist

BRIDGEPORT -- Hang out long enough in hockey and you'll find a former teammate everywhere. Bridgeport Sound Tigers rookies Nick Larson and Anders Lee sped up the timetable: They just keep ending up on the same team. 

They played two years together at St. Thomas Academy in Minnesota. They were later together for three more years at Notre Dame. 

After the Sound Tigers called Larson up from their ECHL affiliate in Stockton, Calif., they're together again. 

"We've grown up playing together," Lee said. "We've been together quite a while."

Larson got to town Wednesday night. Thursday, a day off for the team, Lee picked him up at the hotel and brought him to spend time with some of their new teammates. 

Friday, he hit the ice at Webster Bank Arena for the first time. 

"It was nice to get on the ice, to get some of the jet lag out, kind of feel the ice again," Larson said. 

With Bridgeport captain Chris Bruton (upper-body injury) out, Larson took his spot alongside John Persson and Riley Wetmore, at least for Friday. Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin wasn't committing to those lines yet -- the team next plays Sunday -- but he thought that combination had some potential. 

"He's got some size and speed that work with Riley and Johnny," Pellerin said. 

Larson, who turns 24 in about four weeks, signed an AHL contract late in the summer with the Sound Tigers. He played five games last spring with Peoria after finishing four years at Notre Dame. 

"I guess I play a very simple game: Get the puck deep, play the body," Larson said, "be a little bit of a power forward."

After Bridgeport's week-long training camp on Long Island, the Sound Tigers sent him on Sept. 28 to Stockton. He had played two exhibition games for the Thunder, whose season opens Saturday night. 

Sunday's home game against Binghamton could be his first regular-season game after four weeks' preparation.

"It's going to be nice to get into a real game," Larson said, "get a little bit of the jitters out."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Small sample, but Sound Tigers failing on power play

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull beats Greenwich in wild game, 50-44

UConn men, women come together for First Night

Cincinnati game a homecoming of sorts for UConn coach Weist

BRIDGEPORT -- It's a small sample with some unusual plays and bad luck tossed in, but the numbers look curious in black and white. 

In four games, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers have two power-play goals on 29 chances, and during those 29 chances, opponents have scored three short-handed goals.

"It's kind of frustrating, because we're creating opportunities. We're getting shots on net," defenseman Calvin de Haan said. "We've got to work the penalty kill and move the puck. We've got that extra guy."

Bridgeport has failed to score on its past 18 power plays, officially, including an 0-for-11 night Saturday against Manchester.

These times do happen. When the franchise began in 2001, it took 21 tries and into a fourth game for Bridgeport to score a power-play goal. 

The streak isn't even historic. Bridgeport's longest drought was an 0-for-41 last year. It takes 26 chances to get into the franchise's top 10. 

"It's only four games in. We're not pushing the panic button yet," defenseman Aaron Ness said. 

"I thought we had some good chances," he added.

A hasty running total on Saturday counted 33 power-play shot attempts, though not all reached goalie Martin Jones.

Norfolk scored two short-handed goals Oct. 6 against the Sound Tigers. Springfield got one Sunday. 

"One was just a miscommunication," de Haan said, against Norfolk. "Another was a two-on-one (Springfield's); they happen. The best teams in the NHL and AHL give up short-handed goals at times."

They do sometimes bunch up, sometimes disappear. Bridgeport gave up one in Game 1 last year, then not again until Game 40, then five in 24 games. 

"You're looking at guys making plays, teams putting pressure on," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. 

"Sometimes it's just one or two games where they score a few and then you don't give up another one the rest of the season."

BRUTON OUT: Pellerin said captain Chris Bruton is expected to miss Sunday's game with an upper-body injury that will be reevaluated next week. Bridgeport called up rookie forward Nick Larson from Stockton (ECHL). 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Sound Tigers' notebook: 'Mistake' costs Pedan 2 games
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Trumbull beats Greenwich in wild game, 50-44

UConn men, women come together for First Night

Cincinnati game a homecoming of sorts for UConn coach Weist

WATCHING, LEARNING: Andrey Pedan was the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' leading scorer after two games. For the following two games, the rookie defenseman was a healthy scratch. 

"I just made a little mistake, and it cost me two games -- hopefully two games," said Pedan, not wanting to get into details. "I'll just keep working hard to get back in the lineup."

Pedan and Kirill Kabanov didn't practice with the team Oct. 8, the first practice after the opening weekend's games; Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said "personal reasons" kept them out. 

Kabanov was sent to Stockton (ECHL) that afternoon, and Pedan was skated separately from the team the two days after that.

He didn't play in the Sound Tigers' games this weekend against Manchester and Springfield. 

"He had to take some time to watch some games as part of his development," Pellerin said. 

"That's what we needed him to do. ... It's nothing negative."

Looking on the bright side, Pedan said he improved his conditioning last week. 

He's eager to get playing, though. The Sound Tigers don't play again until Sunday. 

"I learned a lesson," Pedan said. "I won't let it happen again."

COMEBACK: Sean Backman's 200th AHL game back in April was his last with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. A free agent this summer, he signed with the Manchester Monarchs and returned with his new team to Webster Bank Arena on Saturday. 

"It's a little different playing on the other side of things," said Greenwich's Backman, standing outside the visitors' dressing room before the game. 

The transition hasn't been hard, he said, in part because he's playing with one of his best friends from Yale, Brian O'Neill. 

They're rooming together and have started out as linemates. 

"We're playing well as a line right now. So far, it's been good," Backman said. "I think the way I play meshes well with the systems we play here."

GALLANT SKATES: Bridgeport left winger Brett Gallant skated before the rest of the team Tuesday, working back from an undisclosed lower-body injury that has kept him out since Oct. 5. Pellerin said he expects Gallant to do the same Wednesday.

TWO DOWN: The AHL's transactions report showed that Bridgeport loaned defensemen Mike Dalhuisen and Mike Keenan to Stockton. Neither rookie had played yet this season, and sending them down -- Stockton's first game is Saturday -- leaves the Sound Tigers with seven defensemen.

Sound Tigers score late to avoid another shutout

Michael Fornabaio

Published 8:06 pm, Sunday, October 13, 2013 
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Trumbull beats Greenwich in wild game, 50-44

UConn men, women come together for First Night

Cincinnati game a homecoming of sorts for UConn coach Weist

BRIDGEPORT -- Most of Sunday's game looked a lot like Saturday's for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. Until the last five minutes, the similarity threatened to be historic.

Johan Sundstrom's short-handed goal kept Bridgeport from being shut out at home in back-to-back games for the first time ever. It wasn't nearly enough to beat the Springfield Falcons, a 3-1 winner at Webster Bank Arena.

"The message to the group is there's a certain level of work ethic, and we're not maxing ourselves," coach Scott Pellerin said. "The only way we're going to have success is if we outwork teams every single night." 

Sundstrom's goal was Bridgeport's first in 145 minutes, 4 seconds, dating to the second period of its only win in four games, a 4-3 shootout victory over Norfolk. Manchester beat Bridgeport 3-0 on Saturday.

"We're a young team," said Sundstrom, 21. "We've got a lot to learn.

"The (defense) have got to get shots that hit the net, not off the glass, off the boards. The forwards have to pay the price to get to the front of the net. We're making the goalie so good because we're not in his eyes, just standing to the side." 

Bridgeport's power play went 0-for-6; including Saturday's team-record 0-for-11, it hasn't scored in over 32 minutes of power-play time. In fact, other teams' penalty killers have outscored Bridgeport's power play 3-2 in four games.

The Sound Tigers put some pressure on to start the second period, though not many shots were dangerous until a line of Mike Halmo, Riley Wetmore and Chris Bruton went to work deep in the Falcons zone.

"Looking at it, it wasn't anything special," Pellerin said. "They just worked harder than Springfield. It set the tone for the rest of the game. There's no reason to get outworked." 

Halmo outmuscled Tim Erixon to win the puck and set up a scoring chance, and the puck stayed deep in the Springfield end for a while.

"They led us," Sundstrom said.

Springfield pushed back with a stretch that culminated, seven minutes later, in Erixon's shot that caromed off a defender to make it 3-0.

Kenny Reiter, still seeking his first AHL win after nine sometimes-hard-sometimes-devastating-luck starts, made 22 saves for Bridgeport. That included a glove-save robbery of Alex Aleardi alone in front of the net in the second period.

Darryl Boyce scored on a short-handed two-on-one late in the first period. Michael Chaput's power-play wrister made it 2-0 less than three minutes later.

Sundstrom's goal, set up by Wetmore, was his first since Jan. 11. He'd scored 11 goals before a head injury in January, but he didn't score in his last 20 games last season.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. MIKE McKENNA, SPRINGFIELD: Made 20 saves in his first Falcons start. 

2. TIM ERIXON, SPRINGFIELD: Standout young defenseman had two points. 

3. DARRYL BOYCE, SPRINGFIELD: Scored a short-handed goal. 

UNSUNG HEROES: A line of Mike Halmo, Riley Wetmore and Chris Bruton was credited for sparking an attempted Bridgeport uprising in the second. 

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Binghamton, 3 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Springfield 2 1 0--3

Bridgeport 0 0 1--1

Quick Thursday Friday* update 
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Status quo after a day off — the injured still to be evaluated next week, same lines and same seven defensemen — except that the open spot was filled with rookie Nick Larson, who’s wearing No. 17 (putting him and Anders Lee in their Notre Dame numbers). Scott Pellerin wasn’t making any promises that the lines would stay that way (still two days to go), but he was in the spot Chris Bruton had occupied on Tuesday, with John Persson and Riley Wetmore.

Arcobello vs. Donovan last night on the Island. Arcobello got two assists in eight seconds. 

Rand Pecknold has had his contract extended as Quinnipiac’s coach through 2018.

And RIP, Ed Lauter.

*-Original margin of error +/- 14.3 percent.

Categories: Alumni watch, College, Larson, RIP, Southern CT: Taking over hockey one player at a time 

Bruton out, Larson coming 
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Chris Bruton is out for the week, and Nick Larson is coming up from Stockton. 

Scott Pellerin said Bruton has an upper-body injury that will keep him out through the weekend at least, so he’ll miss Sunday’s game against Binghamton. He’ll be reevaluated next week. (Pellerin said he hadn’t received a report on Brett Gallant yet.) 

So that’s a ding to a young team, which practiced Wednesday with 11 forwards (leaving Bruton’s spot open alongside John Persson and Riley Wetmore) and seven defensemen after Mike Dalhuisen and Mike Keenan were sent down yesterday. 

Larson hadn’t arrived yet. “We had a good look at him in camp on Long Island, in Syosset,” Pellerin said. “I was very impressed with his work ethic, his attention to detail, his practice habits. It carried on to their camp in Stockton. He was the best at their physical testing. He played well in the exhibition games and practice. He was the guy Rich (Kromm, Stockton’s coach) recommended to fill the role and the position we need at this time.”

On Dalhuisen and Keenan: “They’re both high-character guys. They worked their tails off. But they have not played a game in a long time. You look at our schedule, with two games in the next 16 days, I think it was, they can go down to Stockton and play five to our two. At the first of November, it kind of starts up again, we’ll reevaluate where we are.”

With the long week between games, they’re taking tomorrow off after a couple of hard skates. 

Categories: Bruton, Dalhuisen, Keenan, Larson, Stockton 

AHL site: Two defensemen down 
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Nine defensemen is a lot, and it looks like Bridgeport got itself to seven: The AHL website’s transactions have Mike Dalhuisen and Mike Keenan going to Stockton. 

Neither had played in the first four games here. The Thunder start for real Saturday at home, and though they have an early-season gap or two in their schedule like Bridgeport, they’ll play three games before Bridgeport plays two more, and they’ll play six before Bridgeport plays five. 

Categories: Dalhuisen, Keenan, Stockton 

Lines unjuggled 
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Remade lines: Lee-Strome-Quine (as it was to start Sunday), Halmo-Sundstrom-Diamond (new, splitting the Swedes for the moment), Persson-Wetmore-Bruton (thus new), Miller-Clark-Johnson (less new). In essence, it’s only a swap of Halmo and Persson from how they started Sunday. “It’s not going to take one line, two lines; it’s going to take four lines,” Scott Pellerin said. Trouble is, with all the penalties, there hasn’t been a ton of four-line flow. 

On Sunday’s late rearrangement: “When you’re in a game, it’s late in the third period, you haven’t scored a goal in how long … You’re like a mad scientist sometimes,” Pellerin said. “Guys have to be alert, know who’s next; they’ve got to go out and simplify it.”

At first blush, defense pairs looked the same. 

Brett Gallant (lower body) skated earlier this morning, Pellerin said, and he’s expected to do so again tomorrow, and then they hope to have a better idea about a timetable for his return. 

The Rangers’ Arron Asham and Marty Biron cleared waivers at noon. (Biron, briefly a Sound Tiger, told reporters yesterday he would consider retiring if he cleared.) The Rangers called up J.T. Miller and Cam Talbot from Hartford this morning. (A third jersey for the Wolf Pack.)

Stockton released Dan Clarke, former Quinnipiac goalie and Bridgeport backup for a few weeks in 2011, from training camp.

Stefan Noesen, who was on Norfolk’s top line when the Admirals came to Bridgeport a week and a half ago, is out for the year. His last game was here, but reportedly he suffered the injury in practice.

Trumbull’s/Fairfield Prep’s/Sacred Heart’s Alex Vazzano is Atlantic Hockey’s goalie of the week after the win over UMass Lowell. 

The USHL’s statement on Dylan Chanter, who suffered a seizure after a fight Saturday night.

Ken Levine on Audrey Meadows. Truth. Todd VanDerWerff on Homestar Runner, which we pretty much miss daily.

And RIP, Wally Bell.

Categories: 'Round the League  , Alumni watch  , College  , Gallant  , RIP | More
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Someone joked that I should just cut and paste last night’s story as tonight’s gamer. It comes kind of close in some ways, not taken off the hook by Johan Sundstrom’s first goal since his teammates included Travis Hamonic and Colin McDonald*. 

They needed more (Sundstrom kind of summed it up nicely, so I’ll plug the gamer; give it a read when it shows up, hopefully in print on your doorstep). They didn’t get it. 

They held the Falcons to one in the last 40 minutes, a once- and maybe twice-deflected Tim Erixon goal in the second, and the credit for settling things in for Bridgeport seemed to be directed toward a Halmo-Wetmore-Bruton shift about five minutes into the second. The Sound Tigers had had some possession working, but then Halmo won a battle with Erixon, carried behind the net, ignored some people calling for the puck, kept working, got a good shot off, kept it deep a bit. 

“I think we’re all alike,” Halmo said. There’s “physical presence, cycling it down low, we’re the same type of player. We know where we are. We know what our role is.”

They did some inspiring, and we’ll see if it takes hold. With this wacky schedule, they have a week to work on it. 

….

The goal broke a 145:04 scoreless streak. The power-play drought stands at 0-for-18, elapsed time 32:04. And since I was asked on Twitter: No, there’s a ways to go. An 0-for-25 doesn’t get you into the franchise’s top-10 longest power-play streaks.

The lines started out different and then kept getting more different. In the second, it was mostly because Justin Johnson didn’t play, so the 11 forwards mixed (there was some consistency, mostly Lee-Strome-Quine until after the fifth power play, when Bruton got a shift there). In the third, it was just a lot of different things. One interesting one that seemed to stick, united for the final power play and kept together for their last few even-strength shifts: Lee-Sundstrom-Strome. 

“They showed some energy, especially on the power play,” Pellerin said. “They had some good chances.”

Sundstrom seemed to enjoy it. Pellerin said he’ll look over video before determining which way to go from here. 

A goal for Sundstrom (nice move by Wetmore amid three power-play defenders to find him alone, too). In all, he went 26 games without one: Three after the last one, which knocked around the front of the net in Providence and went in off him Jan. 11; then the injury; then 20 more after the injury; then the first three this year. It’s a relief, Sundstrom said. “Something I can work off,” he said. 

He’ll carry it back to the rink Tuesday, because they’re off Monday. More Tuesday, then, unless warranted.

*-That was “Last Hurrah” No. 2 of 3. 

Categories: Postgame, Rampant nostalgia, Springfield, Sundstrom 

Reiter’s start: Springfield pregame 
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Kenny Reiter, still looking for that first AHL win, gets his first shot of the season at it today. The lines are tweaked (we saw a preview of some in the third period last night amid all the special teams), but it looks like the same 20 as last night. One to scratch both ways; all seven defensemen rushed for Springfield. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Quine

 Persson-Sundstrom-Halmo

 Diamond-Wetmore-Bruton (C)

 Miller-Clark-Johnson

D: Finley-de Haan (A)

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Cantin-Jackson

(Keenan-scratch)

G: Reiter

 Nilsson

SPRINGFIELD

 F: Little-Marchessault-Aleardi

 Collins-Chaput-Hansen

 Boyce-Joudrey (A)-Vogelhuber

 D. Smith-Sedlak-(Grantham-scratch)

D: Weber-Goloubef

 Melart-McNeill

 St. Denis (A)-Parlett

 Erixon

G: McKenna

 J. Smith

R: Binda, Mayer. L: Galvin, Simeon.

Categories: Pregame, Reiter, Springfield 
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The parade to the box was consistent. Maybe some were overzealous; regardless, it’s not like Tim Mayer put the whistle away later, and hey, consistency’s great. (In fact, I thought he was calling something at the buzzer; it’s not on the sheet.) 

You’ve just got to take advantage at some point. Bridgeport didn’t let Manchester, but Bridgeport had more chances and didn’t score, either. 

“Everybody’s still trying to find what works,” Pellerin said. One tweak was Alan Quine at the point; looked pretty smooth there in the first. Another, in different circumstances: using Joe Finley at the front of the net on a six-on-four late. 

They needed to get to more second chances. They needed to bury some of those first ones and the second ones they got to. (Martin Jones wasn’t a slouch, either.) 

“I thought the guys competed hard, 38 shots,” Pellerin said. “We need to play a more disciplined game. The refs are going to call a lot of stick fouls.”

Yup. Mayer got Riley Wetmore twice, including a hook with 2:09 to go; got John Persson twice in the third period, once for holding the stick and later for a slash that turned into the pivotal four-on-four (albeit defending against a two-on-one); got season-debuting Marc Cantin twice. 

“It’s the same thing as the first game. We just took too many penalties,” Wetmore said. 

….

Not sure the plus/minus is correct on that second Manchester goal as I write. It’s kind of germane because Pellerin wasn’t thrilled with whoever broke down in coverage and let Manchester come out just about four-on-two. Third man Pearson is the guy who scored the goal. 

Quine said he’d played the point a bit in junior. “I’d switch back and forth, forward to D,” he said. “I like to have the puck, to see everything. It’s great that the coaches are giving me an opportunity.”

Cantin was out so often against Linden Vey’s line in the first 30 minutes that I had to ask if it was intentional. Apparently not; coincidence of timing and situations, reportedly. 

Prescout. #secondaryaltercations First goal of the year for Jonathan (no Audy- anymore) Marchessault. Can he still be JAM on Twitter? I think we’ve got to go that way. Three points, ho hum, for Tim Erixon after he got sent down. 

Kirill Kabanov made a good first on-ice impression to Stockton coach Rich Kromm.

Tim Leone on Matt Watkins.

I miss the heck out of Old TweetDeck on game nights. (My computer’s slow anyway but it’s hard to keep up.) Sure I’m missing stuff. Hopefully I find it at home at 2 a.m.

Had managed to get through the summer without hearing “Blurred Lines.” Now that I have: What’s wrong with people? 

Anyway. 

And I missed half of Henry V on Friday while following Sacred Heart (I think I got there within five lines of “We band of brothers”), so I’m glad to discover the four plays are being streamed on Ch. 13′s website. (Even gladder because I’d missed Richard II.)

(Dissing the Song of the Summer; promoting Shakespeare. I don’t know who I am anymore.) 

Springy tomorrow. 

Categories: 'Round the League  , Alumni watch  , Manchester  , Postgame  , Quine | More
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Marc Cantin makes his season debut in Andrey Pedan’s place, and the lines look pretty much as they have during the week. Anders Nilsson goes again. 

One to scratch each way. Not Sean Backman, who’s on a line with old Yale buddy Brian O’Neill. From appearances, it’s Mike Dalhuisen and Scott Sabourin. Edit: It is.

Meanwhile the banners have relocated: The Sound Tigers’ banners, including the one honoring Dr. Ken Dressler, are now atop the harbor-side end of the rink, where the old scoreboard used to be, along with a Fairfield banner, a Sacred Heart banner, and the banner that honors Lt. Steven Velasquez of the Bridgeport Fire Department. Not sure why they’ve moved, but kind of like the idea (though that black curtain probably obscures them from some angles, I’ll guess).

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Lee-Strome-Diamond

 Persson-Sundstrom-Bruton (C)

 Halmo-Quine-Wetmore

 Miller-Clark-Johnson

 D: Finley-de Haan (A)

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Cantin-Jackson

(Dalhuisen-scratch)

 G: Nilsson

 Reiter

MANCHESTER

 F: Pearson-Vey (A)-Toffoli

 Deslauriers-Weal-Kozun

 O’Neill-Andreoff-Backman

 Bishop-Shore-Czarnik

(Sabourin-scratch)

 D: Bodnarchuk (A)-LoVerde

 Forbort-Campbell (A)

 Schultz-Miller

 G: Jones

 Berube

R: Mayer. L: Colby, Baker.

Sacred Heart followed up its wait-what-really season-opening win over No. 1 UMass Lowell with a 6-0 loss to RPI here. Tough turnaround; too tough, in the end.

Darren Helm glad to be playing again, but was 'sucking wind' in first game with Griffins
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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on October 18, 2013 at 10:45 PM, updated October 18, 2013 at 11:08 PM 

Email 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI - First off, Darren Helm just happy to be back on the ice. Then came the analysis.

"Not the best," he said after playing about 15 minutes Friday with the Grand Rapids Griffins in just his second pro game in 18 months following a series of injuries.

"I think I kind of lost my edge out there. The speed of the game is a lot faster than I remember and I have a lot of room for improvement. 

"That said, I thought I did some good things and things to build off."

MORE:

Griffins keep home-opener edge until second period

Watch video of the AHL championship banner raised

no9.JPGHelm unloads a shot with Grand Rapids in Friday's game.Lauren Petracca | MLive.com 

The Detroit Red Wings center, who is expected to be with Grand Rapids for two games on a conditioning stint, was turned away on two shorthanded breakaways among his three shots on the night. On his first attempt he was dealing with a cracked stick.

His endurance, he said, "was not the best. I was sucking wind a few times there. But that's what I need to do to get back at it."

It was Helms' first game since Jan. 25, after he hurt his back before training camp. This year in camp, he was slowed by a pulled groin.

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill, who had Helm paired with Riley Sheehan and Landon Ferraro, saw some glimpses and some room for improvement.

"I thought Helm did a good job..." he said. "You can't replicate that kind of bumping and grinding and so you get tired fast. I think he would say he had a lot more energy at the beginning parts of his shift than the end. But that's expected in his case. And hopefully tomorrow's even better."

On Saturday, the Griffins are at Rockford. Helms' top priority is to improve defensively.

"I struggled in that," he said. "Just getting pucks in the wall, getting my feet moving when I get the puck and keeping my head up. I thought I was a little soft in that area."

Helm was making his first appearance back in Grand Rapids since 2009 when he played in 55 games for the Griffins. He had 13 goals and 24 assists for the Griffins.
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 18, 2013 at 10:09 PM, updated October 19, 2013 at 7:10 AM 

gamer.JPGGrand Rapids Griffins center Landon Ferraro skates away from a Milwaukee Admiral during the Griffins 3-2 home opener loss on Oct. 18, 2013. Lauren Petracca | Mlive.com 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins had no trouble coming out focused after the championship banner was raised Friday.

It was the second period that was the problem.

In their home opener that featured a grand pregame ceremony with the AHL championship banner raised before a sellout crowd of 10,834 at Van Andel Arena, the Griffins let a strong first period evaporate into a 3-2 loss to the Milwaukee Admirals.

MORE: See video of the championship banner being raised

Darren Helm glad to be back playing, but 'sucking wind' in first game with Griffins

The Admirals scored twice within 47 seconds in the second period and Marek Mazanec turned back 20 shots in the second and third periods to spoil the night.

"I don’t know if it was that we ran out of gas – just had that high and just went back down and we just couldn’t sustain it for whatever reason,” said Jeff Hoggan, who had one of the goals. “It was tough because it was a great crowd.”

The opener also included the return – albeit brief – of Darren Helm. The veteran Red Wings center, in what’s expected to be a two-game conditioning stint with Grand Rapids, played in his first game since January and second in 18 months following a series of injuries. He missed on two short-handed breakaway attempts.

The pregame ceremony was barely over when Gustav Nyquist scored a 1:20 of the first period. After Milwaukee’s Anthony Bitetto tied it at the 12-minute mark, the Griffins regained the lead on goal by Hoggan off a feed from Cory Emmerton.

But the lead vanished quickly in the second. The go-ahead goal, Bitetto's second against goalie Petr Mrazek, came on a power play 47 seconds after Colton Sissons scored for the Admirals. And that came 19 seconds after Ryan Sproul went off for holding.

“I thought in the second period they poured it on a little bit and I thought we stopped skating as far as coming back and supporting our defense,” said coach Jeff Blashill. “We ended up playing more time in our end and we took too many penalties.”

In the final minute, the Griffins pulled Mrazek and then got a power play for the final 11 seconds. Emmerton hit the post just before the buzzer.

The Griffins left after the game for Rockford for a game Saturday against the IceHogs.

Notes

 The game was also the first of the season for Landon Ferraro. The center has been sidelined by a broken foot…. Gustav Nyquist’s opening goal was given away to Tomas Jurco after review in the first period, then returned to Nyquist after even further review in the second … Blashill was undecided who will start in goal Saturday at Rockford … The Griffins wore No. 25 stickers on the helmets, a tribute to former East Grand Rapids hockey player Keeland Johns. The 18-year-old was killed in an automobile accident returning from a Detroit Tigers game on Aug. 18. 

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.

Admirals 3, Griffins 2

 Milwaukee 1 2 0 - 3

 Grand Rapids 2 0 0 - 2
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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on October 18, 2013 at 12:01 PM, updated October 18, 2013 at 12:12 PM 
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The schedule makers weren’t kind to the Grand Rapids Griffins, but the long-awaited home opener finally arrives tonight, and there’s plenty going on.

The Griffins, after two weeks and three games on the road, host Milwaukee at 7 tonight in what should be a big night for the franchise with the raising of the Calder Cup championship banner, the home opener and with some notable players on the ice.

Here are the details to get you up to speed:

TICKETS: The game is a sellout, but the Griffins still have a few "access tickets" for $12. If you want to take a chance, the ticket will get you in the door, and any unused seats will be filled later in the first period. 

 The game and pregame ceremony is also available online for $6.99 at ahllive.com.

WHEN TO GET THERE: The pregame ceremony and the raising of AHL championship banner is expected to start about 6:55 p.m. It will be raised over the south end above the goal for the ceremony. Eventually it will be located outside the third-floor service corridor on the south end, next to the other Griffins’ banners. The Calder Cup trophy will also be on hand, and a special video will be shown.

• MORE: Grandville woman makes the championship banner out from her living room

WHAT’S NEW, WHAT’S CHANGED: Van Andel Arena has a new video board this season that is HD quality and about three times larger the old board, which was installed in 1999. 

 Meanwhile, the Dollar Beer, Dollar Dog promotion is gone. This season it’s $2 for each on Fridays. 

TEAM UPDATE: The Griffins are 2-0-1-0 for the best road start since 2008-09. In the early going, they are first in the Midwest Division with five points.

WHO TO WATCH: Darren Helm, a speedy center, is expected to be with the team for just two games as he gets in condition after playing just one game last season. Once healthy, he’s expected to trade places with Luke Glendening in Detroit.

• MORE:  Darren Helm prepares to stint with Griffins

Cory Emmerton is looking to re-establish himself after serving as Detroit’s fourth-line center the past two seasons. The Red Wings kept Joakim Andersson instead. Emmerton has played in just one game so far.

Also keep an eye on Gustav Nyquist, the team’s top scorer from last season who is off to a fast start. He leads the team with six points (2-4-6), which is currently third in the AHL.

WHAT THE GRIFFINS ARE SAYING ABOUT THE BANNER RAISING:

 Coach Jeff Blashill:

“This is a special thing, and we’re going to enjoy the moment. And the moment is going to last until the puck drops for the game … to pretend like there isn’t things going on – there are things going on and I have no problem embracing that and then move forward once the puck drops.”

Captain Jeff Hoggan:

“I’m going to take it all in, for sure. These are moments that a few and far in between. The family’s going to be here, I’m sure they’ll enjoy it and I think it will be a memory for everyone and it (the banner) will be here long after we’re gone.”

Forward Tomas Jurco: 

“It will be awesome. It will be a special moment for us to see the banner, to see the video. That was the ultimate (winning last year), so I think everyone’s really excited to be a part of it Friday.”
<SCRIPT language='JavaScript1.1' SRC="http://ad-emea.doubleclick.net/adj/N3644.286450.AMNET/B7642589.9;abr=!ie;sz=728x90;click=http://r.turn.com/r/tpclick/id/DT1lqWLI8Gp_EwoA9QUBAA/3c/http%3A%2F%2Ftrack.pubmatic.com%2FAdServer%2FAdDisplayTrackerServlet%3FclickData%3DJnB1YklkPTI3NDI4JnNpdGVJZD0yNzkxOSZhZElkPTIzMjIwJmthZHNpemVpZD03JnRsZElkPTAmcGFzc2JhY2s9MCZjYW1wYWlnbklkPTQ4OCZjcmVhdGl2ZUlkPTAmYWRTZXJ2ZXJJZD0yNDM%3D_url%3D/url/;ord=7705879288505253133?"> </SCRIPT> <NOSCRIPT> <A HREF="http://r.turn.com/r/tpclick/id/DT1lqWLI8Gp_EwoA9QUBAA/3c/http%3A%2F%2Ftrack.pubmatic.com%2FAdServer%2FAdDisplayTrackerServlet%3FclickData%3DJnB1YklkPTI3NDI4JnNpdGVJZD0yNzkxOSZhZElkPTIzMjIwJmthZHNpemVpZD03JnRsZElkPTAmcGFzc2JhY2s9MCZjYW1wYWlnbklkPTQ4OCZjcmVhdGl2ZUlkPTAmYWRTZXJ2ZXJJZD0yNDM%3D_url%3D/url/http://ad-emea.doubleclick.net/jump/N3644.286450.AMNET/B7642589.9;abr=!ie4;abr=!ie5;sz=728x90;ord=7705879288505253133?"> <IMG SRC="http://ad-emea.doubleclick.net/ad/N3644.286450.AMNET/B7642589.9;abr=!ie4;abr=!ie5;sz=728x90;ord=7705879288505253133?" BORDER=0 WIDTH=728 HEIGHT=90 ALT="Advertisement"></A> </NOSCRIPT>   
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Darren Helm prepares with Griffins: 'I'm a little nervous but I just have to get out there and go'

Darren Helmsized.jpg

Darren Helm was back with the Griffins on Wednesday for what's expected to be a brief conditioning stint before re-joining the Red Wings. (Emily Zoladz | Mlive.com)
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Darren Helm has a mixture of eagerness and anxiety about playing just his second game in 18 months, even if it will be in Grand Rapids and not with Detroit.

The center, sent from the Red Wings to the Griffins for what’s expected to be a two-game conditioning stint, skated Wednesday with the Griffins at Van Andel Arena ahead of the team’s home opener Friday against Milwaukee. 

“I just want to have a solid, smart game and not try and do too much,” Helm said after practice. “I mean, I’ve played four periods in the last 18 months, so it’s going to be a little different for me out there. 

“So I’m a little nervous but I just have to get out there and go.”

Helm appeared in one game last season, on Jan. 25, after he hurt his back before training camp. This year in camp, he was slowed by a pulled groin.

Red Wings General Manager Ken Holland said the plan is for Helm to play Friday and Saturday – when the Griffins are at Rockford – and then return to practice with the Red Wings.

Coach Jeff Blashill said Helm will be on a line with Riley Sheahan and Landon Ferraro.

“It may take him a little bit to get going,” Blashill said. “But we’ll see. I thought he was good in practice today.”

Blashill also plans to use him on the penalty kill.

“We’ll also be careful not to overuse him given the fact that he hasn’t played in a long time,” he said.

The 26-year-old Helm enjoyed two-plus productive seasons with the Red Wings before slowed by injuries at the end of 2011-12. In 2010-11, he had 32 points (12-20-32) in 82 games. 

Helm was uncertain what to expect this weekend. Asked about limitations, he said: “We’re going to find out when I start hitting and stuff. As far as practices go, that doesn’t match playing in a game … It (getting hit) is going to happen and I don’t know how I’m going to react. We’ll see.”

He added:

“I think I’m pretty prepared. I’ve been skating with Detroit since training camp. So my cardio level should be there. I guess just staying healthy (would be a good outcome). I’m just looking forward to being out there.”

It is also a homecoming of sorts. The former fifth-round pick in 2005 played two seasons with the Griffins, the last in 2008-09 when he had 37 points (13-24-37). In 2007-08, he had 31 points (16-15-31).
By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on October 15, 2013 at 9:12 PM, updated October 15, 2013 at 9:29 PM 

Email 

DETROIT – Darren Helm is moving closer to returning to the Detroit Red Wings lineup after an injury-plagued 18-month stretch in which he has appeared in only one game.

The speedy third-line center was assigned Tuesday to the Grand Rapids Griffins for a brief conditioning stint.

If all goes according to plan, general manager Ken Holland said Helm will make his season debut for the Red Wings on Oct. 26 against the New York Rangers at Joe Louis Arena.

Holland said Helm will practice with the Griffins Wednesday and Thursday and play two games for the AHL club, Friday’s home opener against Milwaukee and Saturday in Rockford. Helm will then return to Detroit and resume practicing with the Red Wings on Monday.

Helm appeared in only one game last season after hurting his back while lifting weights a few days before training camp. He experienced several setbacks in the meantime and missed camp this year due to a pulled groin.

“He didn’t have any training camp, he’s played one game in 18 months, so I talked to him in Traverse City and he felt he needed a full training camp,’’ Holland said. “He’s now in the process of getting himself healthy, fit. He needs to play some games. The two games in the American League, those are his preseason games. 

“I ask him every couple of days how he’s doing; he feels great, he’s excited to go down there. We’re excited, it looks like we’re headed in a positive direction.’’

Helm is on long-term injured reserve and doesn’t need to be activated to be assigned to the Griffins, Holland said. He will be activated before his first game with the Red Wings.

Prior to injuring his back, Helm experienced a variety of injuries – a sprained knee, lacerated tendons in his forearm and a fractured orbital bone (during the lockout).

Helm has been skating with the club for a couple of weeks.

“I’m ready to get going pretty soon,’’ Helm said Tuesday morning, before the club announced the move. “Things are going well. I’m skating hard.

“It’s looking good. Things are rolling in the right direction. I’m happy with it.’’

But, he added, “Until my name’s on a lineup sheet I’m not going to get that excited about it.’’
By  Brendan Savage | bsavage@mlive.com   
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DETROIT – Mike Babcock showed faith in Luke Glendening during his NHL debut Saturday night and the forward from East Grand Rapids didn't disappoint the Detroit Red Wings coach.

The debut was far from perfect but nobody expected a flawless performance and Glendening was the first to admit he's got plenty of room for improvement.

But when Babcock put Glendening on the ice during a crucial third-period penalty kill against the Philadelphia Flyers, the former University of Michigan captain not only helped the Red Wings maintain a two-goal lead he almost added to it.

"It's nice to get your number called in a situation like that," Gledening said after a 5-2 victory. "That's what you play for and practice for, to be called upon in a situation like that.

"We were pretty tired out there. We got stuck out there a bit too long but it was nice to get our number called in that situation and we killed it off. I love those situations. Those are what I dream to be in."

With Detroit's Stephen Weiss in the penalty box for hooking midway through the third period and the Red Wings leading 3-2, Babcock sent Glendening and Drew Miller out to kill the penalty.

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock talks about Luke Glendening's NHL debutRookie forward saw 7:32 of ice time and was part of a big penalty kill in the third period with the Tigers clinging to a 3-2 lead. Glendening promptly stepped in front of a Philadelphia pass near the Red Wings' blue line, scooped up the puck and raced down the right side of the ice before firing a wrist shot on Philadelphia goaltender Ray Emery with 8:29 left.

Emery made the save but the Red Wings killed the penalty 29 seconds later and shortly after captain Henrik Zetterberg scored an insurance goal with 6:12 left to give Detroit a 4-2 lead.

"They did a great job," said Babcock, who has admired Glendening since he joined the Red Wings' organization after four years at Michigan. "Guys got beat off the wall and he (Glendening) made a great read on that play that was going to (Claude) Giroux."

There were also moments Glendening would like to forget.

He was on the ice when Philadelphia's Erik Gustafsson scored midway through the first period to cut the Red Wings lead to 2-1.

That said, the puck did bounce a couple of times before it went past Jimmy Howard.

"They didn't do the set forecheck right but it was a bouncer, too," Babcock said. "It was tough for them that way. It was one of those nights where the other coach isn't playing their fourth line at all, it's hard for you, and the game is so tight that I'm not just letting him go. I haven't had him long enough. 

"Good start for the kid.''

Glendening was in Grand Rapids getting ready for a bus ride to Canada and the Griffins' game against the Hamilton Bulldogs Friday when he learned he would instead be heading to Detroit to face the Flyers.

He made his NHL debut after drawing two assists in Grand Rapids' first two games this season.

"I think it's probably earlier than most people expected but I'm excited I had this opportunity and we'll see where it goes from here," said Glendening, 24. "It was something I've been dreaming about since I was a kid. I was certainly nervous. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't. 

"But I think the excitement overtook the nervousness and when I got out there it was just the same game I've been playing since I was a kid. I think after my first shift I felt OK. Obviously I made some mistakes. I took a pretty dumb penalty and I wasn't great on draws. I was minus-1. 

"You could go down the laundry list of things I did wrong tonight but it was fun being out here and getting the first one out of the way."

Glendening's fast track to the NHL started when he signed as a free agent with Grand Rapids following his career at Michigan, where he was captain as a junior and senior after making the team as a walk-on.

He started last season in Toledo of the ECHL, getting 14 goals and seven assists in 27 games before being called up to Grand Rapids just before Christmas.

In 51 games with the Griffins, he had eight goals and 18 assists before helping them win the Calder Cup. He finished sixth in AHL playoff scoring with six goals and 10 assists in 24 games and along the way caught the eye of Babcock, who said Glendening would "play at the next level for sure."

In July, the Red Wings signed him to a one-year contract.

Glendening took part in the Red Wings development camp last summer to get ready for the main training camp and he suited up for the Red Wings in the preseason before finally making his NHL debut Saturday alongside the likes of Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg.

"It was special just to be a part of this organization and be a part of the team that got a win," Glendening said. "Coach told me before the game, 'Don't watch it like it's on TV.' It's hard not to with (Datsyuk and Zetterberg) out there. They're special players for sure. But at the end of the day I've got to play, too.

"Playing those preseason games definitely helped me to be ready for tonight. I want to be here. This is where I want to play. This is the ultimate goal obviously. I know they have so many forwards they're just waiting for (Darren) Helm to get back off the IR here. 

"I just want to play my best and see where it goes."

Glendening is slated to be in the lineup again this afternoon when the Red Wings visit the Boston Bruins in a rare weekday matinee.
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Luke-GlendeningLuke Glendening was a huge Red Wings and Tigers fan while growing up in West Michigan.Ansar Khan | MLive.com

DETROIT – To Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock, Luke Glendening is the type of player who might not impress a talent evaluator watching games on tape or from the press box, but the Grand Rapids native has many qualities that appeal to coaches.

“He’s what I would call a coach player, not a scout player,’’ Babcock said. “No scout would ever draft him, look at him, because he doesn’t look that part. But he’s got unbelievable hockey sense, he’s an elite competitor and he’s a coach type player. You can trust him to get stuff done.’’

The undrafted Michigan product who made a name for himself with the Grand Rapids Griffins last season and earned a contract with the Red Wings in the summer is slated to make his NHL debut Saturday night against the Philadelphia Flyers at Joe Louis Arena.

Reaching this level is exciting enough for any player. It’s even more thrilling when you grew up in Michigan as a fan of the team whose jersey you now wear.

“It’s special,’’ Glendening said. “There’s not too many people who get to play for a team they grew up watching. I remember as a kid coming to these games with my dad, how big a deal that was.’’

Glendening, 24, was in grade school when he attended his first Red Wings game, during the heyday of the Russian Five and the Grind Line. He idolized Steve Yzerman.

“Growing up, Steve Yzerman was the face of Detroit when I was a kid,’’ Glendening said. “The way he played, the way he carried himself was awesome to watch.’’

Glendening said it was “surreal’’ when he learned on Friday he was being recalled from the Griffins.

“Yesterday was a bit of a whirlwind,’’ he said. “You dream of this as a kid, thinking what it’s going to be like playing in the NHL one day.’’

He must put aside his excitement and nervousness. The Red Wings need to rebound after losing their previous two games. They’re counting on Glendening to provide some energy centering the fourth line with Drew Miller and Jordin Tootoo.

“I just think he’s smart,’’ Babcock said. “He’s a right-handed shot who can take faceoffs; he’s going to get lit up in the NHL for a little bit, that’s just how life goes. He’s a good penalty killer. He’s competitive, he knows how to play.’’

Glendening plans to carry over the same work ethic he had in the AHL.

“Hopefully, I’ll be good on draws, just be physical, play my game,’’ Glendening said. “I’m not here to do anything special, just do what I’ve been doing.’’

Glendening had eight goals and 26 points in 51 games for the Griffins in 2012-13. He raised his game in the playoffs, with six goals and 16 points in 24 games.

“It was huge playing under Coach (Jeff) Blashill,’’ Glendening said. “He has been instrumental in my development as a player, just the way he teaches, the time he takes with individual people, what he does on the ice.''

He benefited from an NHL training camp and some preseason games.

“Just being around these guys, learning what it’s like to be a pro, what you do on game days, how you act, just playing against those guys hopefully will give me a bit of a leg up when I get in,’’ Glendening said.

The club gave him some words of encouragement after sending him down following the preseason.

“They just said keep working hard, we thought you had a good camp,’’ Glendening said. “They have a lot of guys here right now, they just said keep working hard and maybe we’ll see you again.’’ 

Glendening replaces Cory Emmerton, who was assigned to the Griffins on Friday. 

He doesn’t know how long he’ll be around. The roster will get more crowded once Patrick Eaves, and possibly Darren Helm, return later this month.

For now, Glendening will try to make the most of his opportunity.
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Without Petr Mrazek, Grand Rapids Griffins pick between vet and newcomer as goalie options

griffins_08.JPG

Tom McCollum, who played in 31 games last season, is currently competing against newcomer Jared Coreau to be the starter for the Griffins. (MLive file photo)
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – What originally set up as a goalie battle between Tom McCollum and Jared Coreau to be the backup in Grand Rapids has instead, for now, become a competition to be the Griffins’ starter.

With incumbent Petr Mrazek with the Detroit Red Wings as Jimmy Howard’s backup while Jonas Gustavsson remains out, the Griffins have McCollum, a fifth-year veteran, and Coreau, a newcomer out of Northern Michigan, as options to open defense of the Calder Cup.

Each got a start last weekend. McCollum had 19 saves as part of an 8-1 win Friday at Rochester while Coreau started Saturday in a 4-3 overtime loss at Toronto.

The uncertainly over Gustavsson’s recovery from a groin injury in Detroit has Griffins coach Jeff Blashill going “day by day” in his evaluation of his options. He has not decided who will start Saturday’s game at Hamilton – the lone game this week for the Griffins.

Blashill had expected to face a decision on who to keep between McCollum or Coreau, and who would go to Toledo in the ECHL. But that changed when the Red Wings decided to keep Mrazek, who started 42 games during the regular season and all 24 games of playoffs.

Last year, with Gustavsson again sidelined by injury, the Red Wings usually called up McCollum over Mrazek. But when Mrazek was recalled, the Red Wings played him twice. 

 So, until something changes, both goalies welcome the opportunity.

“Petr’s not here right now so it’s an open game,” said McCollum, 23, who enjoyed his best season a year ago with 2.63 goals against average and .904 save percentage as Mrazek’s backup. “If I’m playing, I’m going to go out and work hard and give the team the best chance to win.”

jaredcoreau.jpgJared Coreau 

Coreau, 21, who came in as a free agent after a strong junior year at Northern Michigan, was pleased with his debut Saturday.

“I felt good, I had some good saves,” said Coreau, who stopped 22 of 26 shots against the Marlies. “I think there was one goal I’d like to have another shot at … but, overall, I was happy to get it in.”

Blashill said Tuesday he will continue to watch the two in practice and let their play dictate who plays.

“I’ll evaluate them day-by- day,” he said, “I’ll play the goaltender that gives us the best chance to win for a given game. If he comes forward, great. If it’s even, then I make a decision.”
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AHL: Penalties cost Bulldogs in 4-3 shootout loss to Griffins

HAMILTON BULLDOGS 

SIDEBAR

NEXT BULLDOGS GAMES

Friday, Oct. 18 — at Lake Erie Monsters, 7:30 p.m. 

Sunday, Oct. 20 — at Toronto Marlies, Ricoh Coliseum, 3 p.m. 

Tuesday, Oct. 22 — vs. Rockford, Copps Coliseum, 7:30 p.m.

ByFrasier Caldwell 

The Hamilton Bulldogs were fortunate to sneak away with a point on Saturday after spending the majority of their American Hockey League game against the Grand Rapids Griffins killing penalties. 

Gustav Nyquist scored once in regulation and then the shootout winner as the Griffins defeated Hamilton, 4-3 in a shootout, at Copps Coliseum. 

In a game where they were short-handed on nine different occasions, the Bulldogs were pleased just to have made it to overtime. 

"It showed our resilience to pick up a point in a game like that," said forward Akim Aliu. "It felt like there were some questionable calls out there and it felt like we were playing on the penalty kill all game. 

"Just to get a point was great and it was good for our character." 

Jeff Hoggan and Calle Jarnkrok also scored for the Griffins (2-0-1), while Nyquist added an assist for a two-point outing. Petr Mrazek made 21 saves in the win. 

Aliu, Greg Pateryn and Sven Andrighetto scored for the Bulldogs (1-0-1) as Robert Mayer stopped 38 of 41 shots in defeat. 

Nyquist scored the lone goal of the shootout on the Griffins' third attempt. 

The game's first scoring chance fell to the Griffins six minutes into the opening period, as a centring pass found Cory Emmerton alone in the low slot. But, Mayer was alert to the danger and moved into a butterfly to knock the puck clear. 

Louis Leblanc drew a penalty at 9:34 of the first period, when Brennan Evans was whistled for tripping. The Bulldogs quickly punished that mistake to open the scoring on the ensuing power play. 

The puck shifted across the blue line to Pateryn and, with Patrick Holland drawing a screen in front of Mrazek, he released a low shot that bounced past the goaltender at 10:08. 

Pateryn indicated his offence is something he's looking to showcase this season. 

"I knew I had some things to work on down here," he said. "I'm getting the opportunities and the guys are setting me up to shoot the puck. That's one of my assets and I'm trying to expose that a little bit." 

Holland nearly extended the Bulldogs' lead in the opening minutes of the second, stickhandling to create space on the right wing, but rang a heavy wrist shot off the near post. 

The Griffins evened the game at 9:12, when Evans' slap shot from the point took a fortunate bounce off the end glass and onto the stick of Nyquist to the right of the net, who elevated a backhanded shot over Mayer's shoulder. 

But Holland and his linemates were not to be denied, and it was the Bulldog winger who created the game's next goal just 18 seconds later to retake the lead. 

A centring pass came to Holland in the high slot and his second attempt on goal rebounded to Andrighetto on the right side, who slotted the puck comfortably into the vacant net with Mrazek out of position. The goal was Andrighetto's first in the AHL. 

Hamilton, though, could not stay out of the penalty box, as the Bulldogs took four of the five minor penalties in the second. 

That trend proved costly when Andrighetto was whistled for high-sticking at 17:49 of the second, and Grand Rapids struck to tie the game on the ensuing power play. 

Nyquist found Jarnkrok with a well-weighted centring pass and the centreman did the rest, dropping low to one-time the puck past Mayer at 18:01. 

The Griffins punished the Bulldogs for another unnecessary penalty early in the third period, after Martin St. Pierre was whistled for cross-checking at 4:28. 

Nathan Paetsch's initial shot from the point on the ensuing power play took a radical bounce through the crease and slid to Hoggan, who only had to tap it past a downed Mayer. 

Hamilton found the equalizer with the net empty and 10 seconds to play, as Andrighetto's initial effort on net bounced to Aliu in the slot, who snapped a quick wrister just inside the crossbar. 

Grand Rapids went 2 for 9 on the power play while Hamilton scored once on three chances with the man advantage. 

Hamilton head coach Sylvain Lefebvre complimented his penalty killers on a night where they saw extended action. 

"Our penalty kill has done a fairly good job, with the guys blocking shots and sacrificing their bodies," he said. "To kill that many penalties against a team like that, and to come up with a point, is very good." 

The Canadian Press
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AHL: Hamilton Bulldogs edge St. John's IceCaps 3-2

New season, new goal-scoring format for the Hamilton Bulldogs

BULLDOGS 

John Rennison,The Hamilton Spectator

St. John's IceCaps' goalie Eddie Pasquale turns to face a loose puck before diving on it on a Bulldog shot from the slot Friday night at Copps Coliseum.
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Patrick Holland scores Hamilton’s second short-handed goal

Patrick Holland scores Hamilton’s second short-handed goal of the game, the game-winner in the Bulldogs’ 3-2 season-opening victory 

ByKen Peters  

New season, new goal-scoring format for the Hamilton Bulldogs. And maybe, just maybe, a reason to believe. 

The Bullies battled hard in their season-opener Friday night against the St. John's IceCaps. And they got rewarded for it. It came in the form of two short-handed goals. 

The second one came in the third period marker to break a 2-2 deadlock on their way to a 3-2 victory before an announced season and home opening crowd of 5,193 at Copps Coliseum. 

Patrick Holland picked up a loose puck at centre and made a spectacular, single-handed and short-handed rush before tucking the puck under St. John's keeper Eddie Pasquale. The marker at 5:15 would stand up for the winner. "I was one-on-one shorthanded. I had nothing to lose so I just tried to get it on net. It went under his stick. It was pretty big for us and for me and I'm pretty pumped over the win," Holland said post-game. 

It was the type of contest the anemic-scoring, winning-challenged Bulldogs normally ended up losing last season. The Bulldogs might have 14 new faces in the lineup, but none of them are named Steven Stamkos. 

Still if the Bulldogs netminder keeps being the best player with a craggy-faced canine logo on his jersey Hamilton fans are in for another long season. And Dustin Tokarski had to be good Friday night. 

Still, the Bulldogs deserved the win. And the power play appeared dangerous. Save for a few minutes late in the second period, the Dogs carried the play. Bulldog bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre was pleased with the win. 

"I'm very happy with the result and I think it was a character win too. It was 2-2 after two and when you're in your own building you want to come out with the win," he said. 

"We scored two short-handed goals, our power play gave us some momentum. I liked the way the guys moved the puck and shot the puck," he said. 

The Bulldog bench boss like the play of Magnus Nygren, a Swede playing his first pro game in North America. Nygren logged more than 18 minutes of playing time over two periods and was such a fixture on the ice he should have been in a referee's jersey. 

St. John's Andrew Gordon pounded the puck from the blue line and it found purchase behind canine cage keeper Tokarski. Blunden put the Bulldogs ahead 2-1 early in the second period when he found himself alone at the right face off circle and drilled the puck off the back crossbar and in. 

But Hamilton native Ben Chiarot tied it up just three minutes later. That left it 2-2 with one period to play. 

The Bulldogs host Grand Rapids Saturday at Copps Coliseum. Game time is 7 p.m.
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Radley: AHL: The Bulldogs’ goal? Goals.

Drop in production from junior to pro 

Canadian Press File Photo

Patrick Holland goes through his physical at the Montreal Canadiens' rookie training camp in September in Brossard, Que. Holland went from 109 points in junior hockey to 28 in his first year of pro.

ByScott Radley  

SEE MOREarticles from this author 

Sometimes unearthing the causes of a team's failure requires a backhoe for some deep digging. Not so with last season's Hamilton Bulldogs. You can get to the root of that problem with a rake. 

Related Stories

AHL: ‘Who, who, will lead the Dogs... 

Most nights, the guys in red, white and blue couldn't find the back of the opponent's net with a compass and a guide dog. When the season mercifully ended, Hamilton had scored just 159 goals, the lowest goal total in the league in eight years. In 76 games, they were shut out a disastrous 11 times. 

If that's a nightmare competitively, it's even more horrible for fans to watch. For a franchise that's always had to work extra hard to put people in the seats, having a roster that's unable to score is about as enticing as offering a Free Ticket For Anyone With Cold Sores Night. 

So, heading into this new campaign, it's not hard to see where an improvement — and perhaps a resulting playoff berth — lies. 

"Obviously we made some moves this summer to try to correct that," says head coach Sylvain Lefebvre. 

They did, indeed. Fourteen new faces have been added to the Dogs lineup. There are so many new guys around that fans are going to need players to wear Hello My Name Is stickers for the first few weeks. 

Question is, will the new guys solve the old problem? 

Martin St. Pierre should be a factor. He's had 99- and 88-point seasons in this league, though he managed just 59 last year with Rockford. The rest of the free-agent veterans aren't really dynamic scorers, though, so they're not likely the key to unlocking the offence. 

Three guys who are being seen as bright hopes are rookies Sven Andrighetto, Ben Duffy and Stefan Fournier, who collected 98, 110 and 72 points, respectively, last season in the Quebec Major Junior League. You'd think they should make a big difference. 

Except there's a catch. Last year, the nine guys who made the leap from junior to the pros — including Brendan Gallagher, who was good enough to quickly make it to the Habs and not come back — scored an average of 0.93 points a game in their final year of junior hockey. Yet, during their first season in Hamilton, that number dropped to 0.3. So playing against men reduced their output by about two-thirds. 

In case you think that's a fluke, the numbers for rookie players the season before were a remarkably similar 0.92 and 0.26. And the year before that, they were an even more chasmic 1.12 and 0.20. 

"The scoring chances just come so much less frequently in this league," says sophomore Patrick Holland, who went from 109 points in junior to 28 in his first pro campaign. "It's a tough adjustment." 

As a result, while expecting the newbies to contribute is fair, expecting them to provide a massive boost in production isn't. 

So, if this team is going to find its offensive mojo, the biggest improvement is going to come from the five talented second-year guys who now have a season of pro hockey under their belt. 

"You just know how the game works," Quailer says of having a season of experience at this level. "It's just one year, but it's a long year and you learn a lot." 

If Nathan Beaulieu, Quailer, Holland, Greg Pateryn and Morgan Ellis can add even 30 per cent to their totals of a season ago — and if the newcomers contribute along with rebound years from Louis Leblanc and Joonas Nattinen — you could be talking about adding 25 or 30 more goals. Maybe more. 

Considering Hamilton lost 16 games by a single goal last season, that could translate into enough of a bump in the standings to return the Dogs to springtime hockey after a two-year absence. 

It's a lot to ask. But it has to happen for this team to have a chance. 

sradley@thespec.com 

905-526-2440 | @radleyatthespec

Spectator columnist Scott Radley hosts The Sports Lounge weeknights at 9 on 900CHML.
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AHL: Bulldogs’ Tarnasky ‘knows why he is here’

Knows how to put up his dukes 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Nick Tarnasky, then of the Rochester Americans, misses landing a right on Hamilton Bulldogs Zack Stortini , pictured left, in American Hockey League action at Copps Coliseum last April. Take liberties with his teammates and Tarnasky, who has nearly 1,000 penalty minutes in his pro career, will rocky mountain your house. 
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ByKen Peters  

Pound our pups. Meet our pit bull. 
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Radley: AHL: The Bulldogs’ goal?... AHL: ‘Who, who, will lead the Dogs... 

That basically sums up the Hamilton Bulldogs' policing policy this season. 

Promoted to the club role of director of puny player protection is Mr. Nick Tarnasky, a 28-year-old veteran of nearly 300 American Hockey League contests and nearly 250 National Hockey League games. 

Tarnasky is a 6-foot-2, 230-pound left-winger and the pride and joy of the aptly named birthplace Rocky Mountain House, Alta. 

Take liberties with his teammates and Tarnasky, who has nearly 1,000 penalty minutes in his pro career, will rocky mountain your house. 

With his long shaggy hair and straggly beard, Tarnasky isn't quite ready for the cover of Gentleman's Quarterly. Nick Nasty is all business. Bad business. 

When a Bulldogs media guy asks Nick Nasty for a few minutes to spend with a Spec reporter, Tarnasky serves up a scowl in return: "OK, I've got three minutes." 

When the scribe suggests the interview be conducted in the relative warmth and brighter lights of the Mohawk 4 Ice lobby, Tarnasky shakes his head. 

"Right here," he says in a tone that brooks no chance of further debate. 

Sure. Who needs amenities such as heat and light and maybe a chair when interviewing a guy who dropped the gloves 16 or 17 times for the Rochester Americans while accumulating a team high 138 penalty minutes last season? 

But don't make the possibly lethal mistake of suggesting Nick Nasty is a one-dimensional brawler and bruiser. Last season, the Bulldogs tough-guy tandem of Zack Stortini and Kyle Hagel bulged the twine less than five times. Tarnasky lit the lamp 16 times with the Amerks. Which explains why he is here and the other two are elsewhere. 

But Tarnasky isn't about bringing scores to the Hammer. Nick Nasty is about bringing the hammer, first and foremost. 

"It is something I've done every year since I've played, so it's nothing I'm a stranger to. Obviously, I'm looking forward to being a leader here for these kids, helping them to become professionals and helping them to achieve their goals," Tarnasky said, during his 180-second interview. 

He went on about being excited to start the season, being excited to start in the right direction (whatever that means). With seconds ticking down he offered: "I think we're prepared to start here, like I think we want to." 

And finally, while looking off into the distance, Mr. Nasty disclosed the Bulldogs will "continue to build strongly as we proceed." 

Whatever. 

Bulldog bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre said Tarnasky brings a veteran, leadership presence and will possibly preserve the on-ice life expectancy of some of the 5-foot-7 and 5-foot-8 water-bug rookies from the QMJHL. 

"He is a player that sticks up for his teammates, he is a player who plays physical, he plays a rugged style of game but he is also a guy who can play hockey, so he is a guy I can use in different situations on different lines," Lefebvre said of his newest enforcer. 

"He knows what it takes. He knows why he is here. He plays a style of play I'm sure the young guys will be happy to have around." 

New Bulldogs captain Martin St. Pierre said just Tarnasky's presence will open the ice for guys like himself, and rookies Sven Andrighetto (5-foot-9), Ben Duffy (5-foot-10) and Gabriel Dumont (5-foot-10). 

"I think he (Tarnasky) can take on anyone in this league, he has proven that at both the NHL and AHL level. He is a fast guy, he has a heavy shot and he can fight and stand up for his teammates. I don't think it matters what role he plays or what line he plays on, his presence definitely sets the tone for the other team," St. Pierre said. 

The Bulldogs open the season Friday when they host the St. John's IceCaps at Copps Coliseum. Nick Nasty is expected to be there to serve and protect. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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Hershey Bears poised to take on Andrew Gordon, St. John's IceCaps

 Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

  Posted 10/17/2013 3:46 PM St. John's IceCaps winger Andrew Gordon has played 353 AHL games.

Just one of them has been against the Hershey Bears, the team he won two Calder Cups with (2008-09, 2009-10).

That game was played on May 1, 2012, when Gordon recorded an assist for the Syracuse Crunch in a 2-1 loss to Hershey at Onondaga County War Memorial.

Gordon's IceCaps are scheduled to host Hershey Friday night and Saturday night.

The uniform colors will be familiar but the faces less so for Gordon, who last played for the Bears in 2010-11. Garrett Mitchell, Joel Rechlicz and Patrick Wellar are the only former teammates left from his tenure with the club.

Gordon vs. Hershey won't be the only subplot this weekend at Mile One Centre. Bears winger Derek Whitmore played seven games for St. John's in 2012-13 but got caught in a veteran numbers situation, which was exacerbated by the NHL lockout, and left to play in Germany.

Derek Whitmore 13-14Derek Whitmore 

Hershey Bears Photo

“I just want to play a good game and help the team win,” Whitmore said. “Obviously, I have no bitter feelings toward the organization. It would have been nice if things would have worked out there.

“But it's not about me going up there and trying to get revenge on a team. I didn't have a bad exit from the organization. I actually really enjoyed my time up there, so I'm just excited to get up there and see some of the fans I met last year. Obviously, there's still some of the guys on the team I'm still pretty good friends with. Anytime you play against a team you played for, there's always a little bit of incentive to do well, but we just need to get our team winning some games.”

The 0-1-1-0 Bears have played just one game in each of the first two weekends of the 2013-14 season. They are eager for their first chance to play consecutive games.

“Like anybody in this business that we're in, you like to get back right the next day and redeem yourself and channel your energy into a positive the next day,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said.

“I think we've had a week to play a game and then we've had six days of practice where you're thinking about it too much. Then we play a game. You've lost that little bit of an edge. But that's the schedule, so I don't want to make excuses.”

Hershey Bears F Derek Whitmore on practicing at Hersheypark ArenaWinger Derek Whitmore, who signed as a free agent with the Hershey Bears during the summer, has gotten to practice at Hersheypark Arena this season. The Rochester, N.Y., native is aware of the building's history and significance.

A choppy early schedule hasn't allowed the team to get a game rhythm. The Bears have averaged two goals a game, and the power play has gone 0-for-10 (with one short-handed goal allowed).

“We've got to work harder on it,” Haviland said. “We've been outworked on it. We've had some chances.

“Right now, we're going to our spots before we retrieve the puck. We've got to simplify it a little bit more, but for me it's a retrieval of pucks. Our work ethic on it has got to go up to a different level, because we have a lot of talented guys that can make a play. But you still have to get the puck. Right now, we're chasing it.”

The long early trip to St. John's comes at a good time for the Bears. It provides a chance to get away as a group and build esprit de corps.

“I think it's going to be really good for us to get away and be a team, have a little team bonding,” Haviland said. “I wish we could bring everybody, but I understand there's budgets and stuff like that.”

Haviland said the team, which departed on Thursday, was scheduled to bring 22 players on the trip.

“We've got to compete hard for 48 hours and take care of business,” Whitmore said. “You spend so much time in the hotel, on the road, on the flight. It's a very good time for us to come together.

“It's good that it's this early in the season, kind of when we're on a skid losing our first two games, for us to start gelling a little bit on the road and get a taste of what life's going to be like on the road for us this year.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

short trek up I-81 to Wilkes-Barre last Saturday marked the Hershey Bears' first regular-season road trip of 2013-14.

The second one is going to be significantly longer.

Hershey is scheduled to visit the St. John's IceCaps Friday and Saturday. St. John's, Newfoundland, is 1,828.2 miles from Hershey, according to google.com maps, and 90 minutes ahead on the clock.

The Bears are scheduled to depart Hershey at 6 a.m. Thursday and bus to Philadelphia for a flight to Toronto. After a short layover in Toronto, the Bears will fly to St. John's with an expected arrival of about 5:30 p.m. Hershey time.

“Let the guys have some dinner,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “The morning skate on Friday will be a little longer because we're missing the day tomorrow with practice.” 

The Bears will reverse the itinerary when they return Sunday, with a longer layover in Toronto. Haviland said he expects the team will get back around 7 p.m. Sunday, and he will give the players an off day on Monday.

Bears winger Derek Whitmore, who started last season with the IceCaps before going to Germany, said making such a long trip puts added importance on proper rest, hydration and diet. 

“Anytime you travel, it takes a lot out of you even if you don't skate,” Whitmore said.

“Once we get up there and we get that morning skate on Friday, I think it's business as usual.”

NOTEBOOK

Ryan Stoa 13-14Ryan Stoa 
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Ryan Stoa, a healthy scratch the first two games, could be poised to make his season debut in St. John's. The erstwhile winger practiced at center on Wednesday at Hersheypark Arena. “He said he hasn't played it in a long time and he likes the middle,” Haviland said. “He's a big guy [6-3, 228] that gets around. He's got some good vision. I think we need a little help up the middle, so we'll give him a shot there and see what he can do up the middle. I think he's going to be more effective up the middle, I really do. … Right now, 0-1-1, guys are going to get a chance to show what they can do. Guys are going to get pulled out of the lineup. You don't want to dig yourself a hole in the beginning here. There's no panic, but we have guys around that have pushed themselves in practice. They deserve to get a look now and they will.”

Defenseman Dmitry Orlov (pink eye) practiced Wednesday and has been cleared to make the St. John's trip, Haviland said.

Defenseman Julien Brouillette is the latest player hit by a cold virus that has run through the team. He didn't practice Wednesday and isn't scheduled to make the trip, Haviland said. “He's gotten what everybody else has gotten, but maybe more, maybe more of a flu.”

Winger Josh Brittain (arm) remains sidelined. “It's a healing process,” Haviland said. “Another week, I would think, before we maybe even get him into practices here.”

Lines:

Whitmore-Taffe-Johnson

Byers-LeBlanc-Wellman

Deschamps-Stoa-G. Mitchell

Watkins-Latta-Ruegsegger/Rechlicz

Walker-J. Mitchell-Segal

D-pairs:

Schilling-Carrick

Genoway-Strachan

Orlov-Kundratek

Wellar-Kolomatis

ON TWITTER: @timleone
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CLEVELAND, Ohio – The Monsters killed a five-minute penalty in the third period of a tie game Friday night. They celebrated by dominating a shootout.

Brad Malone scored two goals in regulation and his teammates had three successful shootout attempts as the Monsters defeated the Hamilton Bulldogs, 3-2, in front of 7,897 fans at The Q.

The Monsters (3-3-0-0) have won two in a row. Hamilton slipped to 1-0-0-2.

The Bulldogs scored twice in the third period to tie it. They had both of the shots in the five-minute, 4-on-4 overtime. Then the Monsters took over.

As coach of the home team, Lake Erie's Dean Chynoweth had the option to go first or second in the opening round of the scheduled five-round shootout. Chynoweth chose to go first.

"I figured we might as well get them going instead of waiting to see what happens,'' Chynoweth said.

Center Mike Sgarbossa made his boss look smart by using slick stick-handling to beat goalie Dustin Tokarski. Monsters goalie Sami Aittokallio rejected Hamilton's first shooter, Gabriel Dumont.

After both clubs missed in the second round, Lake Erie winger Bryan Lerg had a nifty stop-and-restart move to out-fox Tokarski. Aittokallio used his stick to poke away the puck against Hamilton's third shooter, Nick Tarnasky.

Monsters center Joey Hishon, skating with house money, beat Tokarski to secure the outcome, 3-0.

Of his shootout shutout, Aittokallio said: "I don't even want to know if (shooters) have something, because if they change that, I'm lost. I just react to what I see.''

The Monsters rode Malone to a 1-0 lead after one period and 2-0 advantage after two.

With Lake Erie on the power play at 18:15 of the first, Malone attempted to make a pass to the backdoor from his right. Fortunately for Malone and the Monsters, Tokarski got in the way. The puck deflected off Tokarski to Bulldogs defenseman Magnus Nygren, who accidentally knocked it past Tokarski.

Malone's hustle and skill produced the second goal. With Lake Erie short-handed, Malone stole the puck, skated in alone and beat Tokarski from the right circle at 7:02.

Lake Erie out-shot Hamilton, 22-9, through 40 minutes, including 14-3 in the second period.

Hamilton cut the deficit in half when Tarnasky punched in a rebound of his own shot at 4:51 of the third. At 8:18, Tarnasky set up a screen for Nygren, whose wrister evidently clipped Tarnasky on the way past Aittokallio.

Monsters winger Guillaume Desbiens created a mess for his club when he was whistled for a boarding major at 10:15 of the third. His teammates bailed him out with a superb penalty kill that effectively saved the game.

"I didn't like our first period,'' Chynoweth said. "We were really good in the second period. In the third period, for some reason, we stopped doing what we needed to do. But we came up with the big penalty kill.''

Aittokallio finished with 23 saves.
By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio – Monsters players were present for the first two periods of their game against the Rockford IceHogs on Friday night at The Q.

For all practical purposes, though, the Monsters were nowhere to be found.

The IceHogs did whatever they pleased, whenever they pleased for most of the first 40 minutes in crafting a 5-2 victory.

Rockford (2-1-0-0) is the top affiliate of the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks. At various times, it seemed as though the Blackhawks were facing the Monsters. The IceHogs led, 3-0, after one period and 5-0 after two.

Lake Erie (1-3-0-0) scored twice within the first five minutes of the third to save some degree of face.

Monsters coach Dean Chynoweth, asked about the start of the game, said: "There wasn't one. Our guys forgot to show up.''

Chynoweth remained composed as he explained his club's stink bomb.

"It came down to effort, then execution,'' he said. "We didn't win any foot races early. They beat us to all pucks. We didn't engage. We weren't physical. We were on the perimeter for the first two periods. Extremely disappointing.''

The Monsters had not played since losing in Toronto, 5-1, last Sunday.

"You prepare them all week, the areas we needed to work on from the previous weekend,'' Chynoweth said. "You go through the pre-scout, tell them what to expect so they're not caught by surprise. There wasn't one thing that Rockford did that we didn't know they were going to do.''

At 1:28 of the first, defenseman Adam Clendening went top shelf from the point to beat goalie Calvin Pickard. Center Brad Mills made it 2-0 at 4:26. The assists on both goals went to Alex Broadhurst and Brandon Pirri.

Last season, center Pirri won the AHL scoring title with 75 points (22 goals, 53 assists) in 76 games for Rockford.

The IceHogs increased the advantage to three when winger Drew LeBlanc beat Pickard from the top of the crease at 7:48. Rockford winger Brad Winchester created the relatively easy chance for LeBlanc with hard work on the flank.

Rockford out-shot Lake Erie, 19-6, in the first. The Monsters had issues everywhere, none more glaring than when they attempted to clear.

Viktor Svedberg, a 6-8 defenseman, hit a blast from the top of the left circle that slipped through a screen and past Pickard at 15:14 of the second. It came with Rockford on the power play. Less than three minutes later, LeBlanc scored again.

Chynoweth hooked Pickard for Sami Aittokallio.

"He's not getting any help,'' Chynoweth said of Pickard's night. "And there were a couple where he looked like he was getting a little frustrated and wasn't able to find the puck.''

Forward Paul Carey got Lake Erie on the board at 2:02 of the third. Teammate Bryan Lerg accounted for the final margin at 4:32.

"That flurry doesn't mean much to me,'' Chynoweth said. "I want to see that from the start. It's a 60-minute game.''

The Monsters do not need to wait long for a shot at redemption. They face the IceHogs on Saturday night at The Q.

"We've got a lot of work to do,'' Chynoweth said. "We have young guys finding their way who need help from the veterans. We need better leadership from veterans to help them along the way. They have to learn what it takes to play in this league night in, night out, and what it takes to be a professional.''

Chynoweth said he hopes to have veteran winger David van der Gulik in the lineup within the next two weeks. van der Gulik, one of Lake Erie's best players, has not played this season because of a lower-body injury.
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Monarchs fall to Hartford in shootout

       ShareThis 

The Manchester Monarchs went to a shootout for the fifth time in six games, falling 4-3 at Hartford on Friday night. 

The Monarchs (3-0-2) play their first home game of the season Saturday night when the Providence Bruins visit Verizon Wireless Arena for a 7 p.m. game.

Marek Hrivik and Brandon Mashinter beat Monarchs goalie Martin Jones in the shootout while Brandon Kozun notched the only Manchester goal. 

Hartford (4-0-1) scored two quick goals in the third period to erase a 3-1 Manchester lead.

Hrivik scored at 14:05 and Aaron Johnson netted a shorthanded goal just 24 seconds later. 

Linden Vey had a chance to win the game in overtime for Manchester when he was awarded a penalty shot, but Hartford goalie Cam Talbot made the save.

Vey was also the final shooter for Manchester in the shootout, but was again stymied by Talbot. Tyler Toffoli gave Manchester a 1-0 lead at 9:45 of the first period, converting a Vey pass for his team-leading third goal of the season.

Hartford tied the game at 15:56 when Danny Kristo beat Jones for the goal.

Tanner Pearson put Manchester on top 2-1 early in the second period. Pearson broke in alone on Talbot and beat the Wolfpack goalie with a forehand shot.

Colin Miller scored his first pro goal to give the Monarchs a 3-1 lead at 14:41 of the second period. Miller one-timed a shot from the left circle during a five-on-three power play. 

The Monarchs announced on Friday that veteran defenseman Andrew Campbell has been named team captain and defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk and Vey were named alternate captains. Campbell is in his sixth season with the team.

The Monarchs also announced Friday that defenseman Alex Roach has been loaned to Ontario of the ECHL.
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College Hockey: UNH earns tie with Michigan
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By ALLEN LESSELS

New Hampshire Union Leader 

DURHAM — University of New Hampshire senior forward Nick Sorkin scored two goals last season.

He got his second in three games on Friday night and it was a critical one, lifting the No. 13-ranked Wildcats to a 1-1 tie with No. 5 Michigan in front of 5,245 at the Whittemore Center.

Freshman goalie Zach Nagelvoort saved the game for the Wolverines. He came on to replace junior Steve Racine for his first collegiate action with 18:19 left in the third period. Racine was injured while making a save on a Brett Pesce shot.

Nagelvoort stopped all 13 shots he saw in the period, including one on a penalty shot. He made three more saves in overtime.

The Wildcats were 0-for-8 on the power play, but their goal came just as one of their man-advantage opportunities was ending.

UNH outshot Michigan 34-17 for the game.

Senior Jeff Wyer made 17 saves for UNH.

The Wildcats are all even at 1-1-1. Michigan is 2-0-1.

The teams go at it again tonight at the Whit at 7.

Casey DeSmith, the junior out of Rochester, will likely get the start in goal for UNH.

The Wildcats had a golden opportunity with 6:01 left in regulation.

A super Matt Willows pass sent Dan Correale in on the Michigan goal.

Michigan's Derek DeBlois was called for hooking Correale and UNH was awarded a penalty shot.

Correale skated in on Nagelvoort and tried to put in a backhander. The goalie stopped it with his left leg pad to keep it 1-1.

The Wolverines grabbed a 1-0 lead with the only goal in a penalty-filled first period.

Tyler Motte was in tight on Wyer and deflected a pass from J.T. Compher into the net for the score with 4:28 left in the period.

The Wildcat penalty killers escaped further trouble on that Michigan power play, which came as the result of a major penalty on Dalton Speelman. Speelman was called for contact to the head and assessed a game misconduct with 6:59 left in the period.

The penalty gave the Wolverines a five-minute power play that included 47 seconds of a two-man advantage.

UNH had four power plays in the first period and started a fifth just as it ended.

Defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk hit the crossbar and Grayson Downing a post during the first-period Wildcat power plays.

UNH tied it 1-1 at 1:49 of the second period when Sorkin knocked in the rebound of a Justin Agosta shot as the fifth power play came to a close. Senior Kevin Goumas also had an assist on the goal.

Sorkin got last year's two goals in 29 games. He also had 15 assists.

- - - - -

Football coach Sean McDonnell came onto the ice for a little pep talk at the end of the intermission between the first and second periods. He addressed the UNH students in the crowd thanked them for their attendance and support so far in this football season and told them the Wildcats needed them again for today's key game against Villanova in Cowell Stadium. . . . UNH is on the road for a couple of games after tonight's rematch with Michigan. The Wildcats play at Rensselaer next Saturday. The following weekend they open Hockey East play with a game at UMass-Lowell on Nov. 1 and one at home against the River Hawks the next night.
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Finally, Monarchs are home
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By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

Monarchs weekend

Tonight: At Hartford Wolf Pack (N.Y. Rangers), 7 p.m.

Saturday: vs. Providence Bruins (Boston) at Verizon Wireless Arena, 7 p.m.

Sunday: vs. Wilkes-Barre Scranton Penguins (Pittsburgh) at Verizon Wireless Arena, 3 p.m.

Radio: WPKX (930 AM)

Tickets: monarchshockey.com

Fast fact: Providence boasts two Dartmouth College products: Matt Lindblad and Nick Johnson. Lindblad was the Big Green's second-leading scorer last winter as a junior, then turned pro.

The road has been kind to the Manchester Monarchs, but now it's time to come home.

The Monarchs (3-0-1) have one more road game tonight at Hartford at 7 before the home opener at Verizon Wireless Arena Saturday at 7 p.m. against the Providence Bruins. Manchester will then host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Sunday at 3 p.m.

"It'll be nice. Our building is a fun atmosphere to play in and everyone feels real comfortable there," said Monarchs forward Brandon Kozun. "We've managed to do well on the road so far, which is huge. We know we'll be ready to go once we get back to the Verizon."

The five games on the road to start the season did wonders for team bonding, but skating at home will still be welcomed by the team.

"It's going to be great. It's been a long time coming and I think the boys are anxious to get back there," said goalie Martin Jones. "Sometimes playing on the road early in the season is not the worst thing. You get everybody on the bus together and those are good team-building things."

The Bruins (2-1-1) will come to town looking for revenge after the Monarchs overcame a 2-0 deficit and went on to win 3-2 in a shootout a week ago. With players like Jordan Caron, Matt Bartkowski and Torey Krug now up with the big club in Boston, Providence has a bit of a new look this season.

"They're a little different than they were last year. They had a few more guys that have progressed on to the Bruins lineup so they're breaking in some newer players," said Monarchs head coach Mark Morris. "They still play a very aggressive game and they're a dangerous team if you give them too much time and space."

Much like the Monarchs, Providence has benefited from varied scoring in the lineup, led by Ryan Spooner with two goals and three assists for five points. Spooner had a strong camp with Boston and is one of the top contenders to move up should a need arise.

Dartmouth College product Nick Johnson (3-1-4) is next on the scoring sheet and then three rookies who bear watching. Centerman Alexander Khokhlavhev (0-3-3), left wing Jared Knight (2-0-2) and right wing Alexander Fallstrom (1-1-2) have all started the season on solid footing.

"They're a good team," Jones said. "We've got to worry on our game and focus on what we need to so, skate and stick to our systems. You make any mistakes against them and they can make you pay."

Providence also has two young goalies that Boston is watching closely. Niklas Svedberg is 2-0-1 with a 2.25 goals-against average. Rookie Malcom Subban is 0-1, giving up four goals in his pro debut.

Tuukka Rask's backup in Boston is Chad Johnson, a veteran journeyman who works well as a stop-gap measure while Svedberg and Subban develop. Svedberg shows promise while Subban will continue to learn the pro game as the season unfolds.

As for the Monarchs goaltending situation, Jones will likely get a night off during this three-game weekend to allow J.F. Berube to get his first start of the year.

"We'll probably have to get a start for Berube at some point and give him a shot and see how he handles things here," Morris said. "We'll have a few decisions to make and hopefully, we stay healthy so that chemistry continues to build."

Tony Bitetto lights it up

By Special to the Journal Sentinel
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Grand Rapids, Mich. — Talk about an unlikely hero.

Milwaukee Admirals defenseman Tony Bitetto entered Friday night's contest with no points, a minus-3 rating and 11 penalty minutes in four career games against Grand Rapids.

Well, the defenseman displayed plenty of offense this time around as he scored his first two goals of the season to lead the Admirals to a 3-2 victory over the Griffins at Van Andel Arena.

Bitetto's offensive prowess put a damper on the night for the Griffins and the sellout crowd of 10,834, which basked in the glow of the pregame Calder Cup banner-raising ceremony.

His second power-play goal of the night broke a 2-2 tie with 1 minute, 15 seconds to go in the second period. 

Milwaukee 1 2 0 — 3 

Grand Rapids 2 0 0 — 2 

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/sports/hockey/tony-bitetto-lights-it-up-b99123075z1-228430781.html#ixzz2iB0HU6a6 

Follow us: @NewsHub on Twitter
Admirals' Magnus Hellberg returns for more seasoning

Goalie Magnus Hellberg hopes to earn a promotion to the Nashville Predators this season after posting a 22-13 record in 2012-’13. 

Kristyna Wentz-Graff

Goalie Magnus Hellberg hopes to earn a promotion to the Nashville Predators this season after posting a 22-13 record in 2012-’13.

Goalie had hoped to be promoted to the Nashville Predators

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel
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Related Coverage

No promotion yet: Admirals' Magnus Hellberg returns for more seasoning 

This week: Milwaukee Admirals at a glance 

This week: Badgers hockey at a glance 

On the morning of Feb. 10, Magnus Hellberg was a rookie backup goalie who owned a six-game losing streak for the slumping Milwaukee Admirals.

The team had just two victories in its previous 10 games and only three teams in the American Hockey League had fewer points. In fact, Milwaukee was nine points out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

But that afternoon, Hellberg made 30 saves in a 1-0 victory over Peoria that was the start of a six-game winning streak for the native of Uppsala, Sweden.

Starting goalie Jeremy Smith then got hurt in March, and Hellberg started the final 11 games of the regular season.

He was 4-0 with a 1.50 goals-against average the final week, including shutouts in the last two games. Hellberg not only was named AHL player of the week but helped Milwaukee reach the playoffs for a league-record 11th straight season.

"I just think my confidence grew a lot, and I felt more comfortable being in net," Hellberg said. "Now I think I have a pretty good mind-set going into this season with the strong finish last season."

That strong finish — Hellberg ended with a 22-13 record and ranked fourth in the AHL with a 2.14 goals-against average — wasn't enough to earn the 22-year-old a chance to back up Pekka Rinne on the Nashville Predators' roster this year.

"He came a long way last year, but that position is a very difficult position to be in," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "He's got to continue to develop in order to get to that next level. I think he's got some work to do, but I think he's made such great strides there's no question he'll continue to (improve)."

Hellberg just hasn't made enough strides yet to reach the NHL.

"Obviously I hoped that I would get a chance to be up there," the 6-foot-5, 185-pound Hellberg said. "But when they signed Carter (Hutton in the off-season) and made sure before camp even started that he was going to be the backup, that's their decision. Then I had a setback with a lower-body injury the first day of camp, so I couldn't play any games.

"I'm back now 100% and I'm happy to be here with the boys, but of course you want to be in Nashville someday. I'm just going to try to focus on the game down here. I think it's good for me to play games down here. I've just got to take it day by day even though it might have hurt before. That's the only thing I can do right now. I can't change their mind."

Back then, no. In the near future, yes.

Nashville coach Barry Trotz has told reporters who cover his team he's happy with Hellberg's development. But Trotz feels he needs consistent playing time to "clean up some things in his game" before he takes the next step.

Nashville assistant general manager Paul Fenton also sees the potential in Hellberg, the Predators' second-round pick in the 2011 draft who has allowed four goals, including two on Abbotsford's power play, in his first two games this year.

"Magnus has the potential to be a No. 1 goalie in the National Hockey League," Fenton said. "But there's no timetable set for him. Could he get an opportunity to play this year? Yeah, if it really called for it.

"The purpose for him to be there, like all the others, is to put him in a situation to get better and succeed, and when he gets the chance in the NHL, to hopefully take advantage of the situation and stay."

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/sports/hockey/admirals-magnus-hellberg-returns-for-more-seasoning-b99121603z1-228264341.html#ixzz2iB0Nx8Ux 

Follow us: @NewsHub on TwitterPLAYER OF THE WEEK

Magnus Hellberg: The goalie stopped 54 of the 58 shots he faced over the weekend, including all four in the shootout. And two of the goals he allowed, including the one in overtime Friday, were on Abbotsford power plays. He has a 1.89 goals-against average and a .931 save percentage.

TWEET OF THE WEEK

Scott Valentine: "Great team game tonight grabbing a win in BC. 3/4 pts on the road ain't bad. And my god does that Canadian anthem ever sound good #peskyads"

STANDOUT STAT

Milwaukee snapped a five-year streak of winning its first game of the season. The last season-opening loss at Peoria in 2007.

COMING UP

at Grand Rapids (2-0-1-0), 6 p.m. Friday (AM-1250): The Griffins won the AHL championship last season after taking first in the Midwest, three points ahead of Milwaukee. Grand Rapids' first three games were on the road, beginning with an 8-1 victory at Rochester. The team has scored at least three goals every game. Milwaukee was 5-3 against the Griffins last year and has won eight of the last 13 games at Grand Rapids.

vs Chicago (2-2), 7 p.m. Saturday at the Bradley Center (AM-1250): The Wolves host Rockford on Friday and then play eight of their next 10 games on the road. Goalie Jake Allen is 2-0 after swatting away 71 of the 73 shots he's faced. Milwaukee was 10-2 against Chicago last season, including 5-1 at home. Austin Watson totaled seven goals and four assists in the 12 games.

AROUND THE RINK

GOOD TO BE HOME: Milwaukee is 22-12-0-1 all-time in home openers. The team had won four straight home openers until a 4-3 loss to Charlotte last season. The Admirals are one of seven teams that have yet to play at home.

JUST LIKE LAST YEAR: Taylor Beck has a point in five of his last six AHL games dating back to last season after scoring the game-tying goal on Friday with less than 5 minutes left and assisting on the only goal Saturday.

SPECIAL TEAMS STRUGGLE: After finishing 26th in the AHL on the power play last year, Milwaukee is off to an 0 for 8 start. The Admirals also put Abbotsford on 12 power plays, including seven on Friday.

NOT A GOOD THING: Milwaukee's first two games went to overtime, and in the extra session, the Admirals committed more penalties (one) than shots (zero). It is just the third time in franchise history the Admirals went to OT or a SO in each of their first two contests.

DID YOU KNOW? There were 630 graduates of the AHL on NHL opening-day rosters, making up more than 84% of the league's player pool to begin its campaign.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2iB0d8wNJ 

Follow us: @NewsHub on Twitter
Barons build big lead, fend off furious rally from Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 18, 2013 11:00 PM 

Updated: October 18, 2013 11:12 PM     

Ben Hanowski scored his team-leading fourth goal of the season, Markus Granlund picked up an assist in his first AHL game, and Laurent Brossoit made his professional debut.

But those highlights – never mind a 22-4 edge in shots in the third period – didn't add up to a victory for the Abbotsford Heat on Friday evening, as they fell 4-3 to the Oklahoma City Barons to open a three-games-in-three-nights road swing.

Reto Berra made his fifth consecutive start in goal for the Heat, but he didn't make it to the midway point of the game – he was pulled in favour of rookie Brossoit at 4:32 of the middle frame after surrendering four goals.

The Barons' top line of Linus Omark, Anton Lander and Tyler Pitlick inflicted all of that damage, accounting for all four goals and combining for nine points. Omark was particularly dominant – he potted two goals and added two assists, while Lander and Derek Nesbitt chipped in with singles.

The Heat mounted a furious rally at that point – just over three minutes after Berra's exit, Hanowski got the visitors on the board off a feed from Granlund, who was in the lineup Friday after sitting out the first four games with a lower-body injury.

Goals by Chad Billins and Brett Olson early in the third period cut the deficit to one, but OKC goalie Richard Bachman kept them at bay after that, despite the Heat's desperate flurry to close out the contest.

Brossoit stopped all nine shots he saw in just over 34 minutes of action.

ICE CHIPS:

• Defenceman Brady Lamb made his season debut for the Heat, drawing into the lineup in place of Drew MacKenzie.

• The Heat (2-2-1) get another crack at the Barons (3-3-0) on Saturday evening, and they wrap up the trip on Sunday vs. the Texas Stars.
Heat news and notes: Granlund poised for AHL debut

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 15, 2013 2:00 PM 
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Markus Granlund's English, like his game, is still in the developmental stages, but he doesn't shy away from a challenge.

On Tuesday, following practice with the Abbotsford Heat, the 20-year-old rookie forward from Oulu, Finland answered the bell when local media requested an interview in advance of his impending AHL debut.

During preseason stops in Penticton (for the Young Stars prospects tourney) and Calgary (for Flames training camp), Granlund had spoken to media with an assist from an interpreter – goalie Joni Ortio, a fellow Finn who suited up alongside him last season with HIFK Helsinki.

But on Monday, Ortio was reassigned to the ECHL's Alaska Aces, leaving Granlund to fly solo. And he acquitted himself well.

"Of course it's always a bad thing when you're injured," said Granlund, who is set to get into the lineup on Friday after being sidelined for the Heat's first four games due to a lower-body injury suffered during Flames training camp.

"When you're skating by yourself, it's not fun. When you go with the guys, it's fun again.

"I'll just try to do my best and help the team as much as possible."

The language is hardly the only adjustment for Granlund as he transitions to pro hockey on this side of the pond – there's also the smaller rinks and increased physicality to contend with.

He got off to a terrific start at the Young Stars event, leading the tourney in scoring with three goals and an assist in three games, but hit a bit of a speed bump during Flames camp prior to the injury.

"He was really good in Penticton, and then he was just OK in training camp," Heat head coach Troy Ward said. "It's an experience thing, it's a maturity thing right now. We've got to rev up his consistency."

Ward said he's not entirely sure at this point where he'll slot Granlund into the lineup, but indicated the Flames' second-round pick in 2011 could find a home between big wingers Ben Hanowski and Michael Ferland.

"He brings skill and speed, and he's got a real good passion to play the game," Ward said. "He's got an NHL release – he shoots the puck really well. I'm anxious to get him in, because he gives us more speed."

GOALIE SWAP SEES BROSSOIT BACK IN TOWN

Ortio, as mentioned above, headed to Alaska on Monday, with fellow netminder Laurent Brossoit making the return trip from Anchorage to Abbotsford.

The timing of the recall couldn't have been better for Surrey native Brossoit, who tweeted on Monday that he was at home for Thanksgiving for the first time in five years.

"It was nice – it felt like Christmas dinner," he said with a grin. "It was cool to have the whole family all together. I usually only get that once a year, so it was nice to have it a second time."

The rationale for Ortio and Brossoit switching places, according to Ward, is to get Ortio some game action while affording Brossoit some quality time with Heat goalie coach Jordan Sigalet. Ward indicated that the two could shuttle back and forth a couple of times this season, particularly in the early going, but that it was ultimately up to Flames management.

Reto Berra has started all four of the Heat's games to this point, and Ward said he'll be handling the bulk of the work for the foreseeable future.

"We're trying to get Berra as much experience as we can, so if he does go up (to the Flames), he's ready to start in the NHL," he said.

Brossoit said it was "humbling" to be demoted to the ECHL, but said he enjoyed his stint in Alaska. He allowed three goals on 25 shots in his lone appearance, a preseason loss to the Cincinnati Cyclones on Oct. 8.

"It was a good experience – I thought I played well, but unfortunately we didn't get the win," he said. "They're a good team over there, and you get treated very well, very professionally. And the fans there are crazy."

SIELOFF OUT, BREEN BACK

Defenceman Patrick Sieloff, who missed both of the Heat's home games last weekend after suffering a lower body injury, will not accompany the team on their road trip this week.

"He's in Calgary right now with the team doctors," Ward said. "Hopefully he'll be back the week we play Lake Erie (Oct. 25-26 at home)."

Sieloff's exit from the Heat lineup coincided with fellow blueliner Chris Breen's return to action. Breen, out since mid-March recovering from shoulder surgery, suited up for both games vs. the Milwaukee Admirals and earned rave reviews from Ward.

"Seven months is a long time to be away from the game, so it felt great to be back with the guys and actually play a hockey game," the 6'7" defenceman said with a smile.

"I was skating pretty hard up in Calgary, so my legs felt awesome. It was just some timing things and whatnot. But overall, I felt really good."

ROAD GAUNTLET

Ward acknowledged that the Heat's upcoming three-games-in-three-days road swing – Friday and Saturday at the Oklahoma City Barons, and Sunday at the Texas Stars – will be a grueling test for the youthful squad, and he joked that he might resort to stalling tactics to give his group an occasional breather.

"We'll get all the tricks in the book out – goalie drops down to fix his pad, call timeouts, throw pennies on the ice," he said with a chuckle.

"It's going to be a tough grind, three-in-three, especially on Sunday in Texas at 5 p.m. But it's part of the process. The way I look at it is, we get the experience up until Christmas, and after Christmas, we'll learn what we've done well and what we haven't done well and we'll have to make a push."

Hellberg, Admirals win duel of jumbo goalies to salvage weekend split with Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 12, 2013 10:00 PM 

Updated: October 13, 2013 3:13 PM     

There have been better goaltending duels than the one that Abbotsford Heat netminder Reto Berra and his Milwaukee Admirals counterpart Magnus Hellberg staged this weekend.

But rarely have there been any that were bigger.

Both keepers cast long shadows in the crease – Berra goes 6'4", 200 pounds, while Hellberg is a towering 6'5", 192 – and give opposing shooters precious little to shoot at.

Berra, the 26-year-old Swiss who is making his first foray into North American pro hockey this season, got the better of Hellberg on Friday, backstopping the Heat to a 3-2 overtime victory.

But Hellberg got his revenge on Saturday, stopping all but one of the 27 shots the Heat sent his way during regulation and all four Abby attempts in the shootout as the Admirals claimed a 2-1 triumph and a split of the weekend series at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

"They're both big guys, so even it they can't quite see the puck, they can cover the low net," Heat forward Brett Olson said, breaking down the challenge that such enormous, athletic goalies present. "When pucks are bouncing around, it hits off their feet or pads.

"Reto was outstanding," Olson added. "He made some saves that he probably shouldn't have made, and he made the saves he was supposed to make. With that combination, it's a great thing."

Indeed, Berra has been nothing short of spectacular in the early portion of the season. He's started all four of the Heat's games to date, and boasts a stellar 1.95 goals against average and a .933 save percentage.

On Saturday, he kept the Heat in the game in the first period, with his best saves coming during a full two-minute five-on-three power play for the Admirals. With the visitors buzzing around the net, Berra went post-to-post to make a series of spectacular stops in quick succession.

Hellberg was equal to the task at the other end, and neither team could coax a puck across the goal line over the first 40 minutes.

Heat forward Roman Horak broke the deadlock on a power play just 41 seconds into the third period. With Admirals defenceman Anthony Bitetto in the box for interference, Max Reinhart whipped a pass across the goalmouth to Horak, and the third-year pro dropped to one knee for a one-timer that squeezed in just before Hellberg was able to get across to the far post.

The Admirals drew even with 5:44 remaining in regulation on a shot that Berra never saw. Off a faceoff in the Heat zone, Taylor Beck's shot through a crowd took a couple of redirections before trickling between the Heat goalie's pads. North Vancouver native Colton Sissons got credit for the goal – his first as a pro.

In the shootout, Hellberg continued to bedevil the Heat – Horak, Reinhart, Michael Ferland and Paul Byron all came away frustrated in the breakaway contest.

Meanwhile, two of three Admirals shooters put pucks past Berra to seal the win. Beck picked the bottom corner, glove side, with a wrist shot, while Patrick Cehlin came cruising in and hammered home a slap shot from the hashmarks.

But in the aftermath, no one was blaming Berra. The Calgary Flames' organizational goaltending depth chart is still very much in flux, and Berra is doing all he can to assert his name in the conversation with Karri Ramo and Joey MacDonald, the NHL parent club's current keepers.

"I think Reto's putting himself, posturely, in a real good position in the organization," Heat head coach Troy Ward said. "All the things he was advertised to be, coming over from Europe . . . I think he's done that. He's adapted to this rink size, and adapted now to the AHL. He's playing real well. We're real proud of him right now."

Saturday's game, with its goaltending theatrics and physical edge, had a bit of a playoff vibe to it, which is a strange thing to say about a game played in October.

Heat forward Greg Nemisz took the brunt of the Admirals' aggression – Milwaukee forward Michael Liambas dumped him head-first into the bench with a huge first-period check, and in the third period, Bitetto picked up a double-minor for high-sticking after whacking Nemisz in the mouth and drawing blood.

"There was definitely a notice on our bench about the physicality they tried to bring in the first period," Olson said. "It was something we had to adjust to at first – we got a little complicated with plays, and we had to simplify things. We held onto the puck too long, and it hemmed us in our zone."

• The Heat (2-1-1) hit the road this week for three games in three days – Friday and Saturday at the Oklahoma City Barons, and Sunday at the Texas Stars. The next home dates are Oct. 25-26 vs. the Lake Erie Monsters.

Ottawa beats Phoenix 4-3 to end four-game slide
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GLENDALE, AZ - Downcast before the final game of what had been a difficult road trip, the Ottawa Senators found a way to dig out a little momentum in the desert before heading home.

Cory Conacher scored at 2:48 of overtime, Jason Spezza completed a natural hat trick to erase a two-goal deficit and the Senators ended a four-game losing streak with a 4-3 win over the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday night.

"We came into this game with a little different attitude and it showed in most parts of the game," Conacher said. "Obviously, we took five to 10 minutes off and they got a couple of goals, but for the most part I think that we showed we can be a really good team."

Ottawa had gone through a rough opening stretch of the season, following a win over Buffalo with a 0-2-2 run heading into Tuesday's game.

The players talked after their morning skate about trying to end the road trip on a positive note and did just that, rallying from a 2-0 deficit behind Spezza's fifth career hat trick.

Even after Phoenix tied it late in regulation, the Senators didn't let down, pulling out the two points on Conacher's one-timer on a pass from Marc Methot in the extra period.

Milan Michalek added a pair of assists for Ottawa, which will open its home season Thursday against New Jersey after earning six of a possible 12 points on the road trip.

"We're excited to get home, excited to play our home opener," Spezza said. "We've played six games now and we haven't played at home. We're excited to play in front of our fans, see our families, play in our own arena."

Coming off a five-game road trip, the Coyotes knew they had a tough night ahead of them, expecting to be tired and the Senators to play angry

  Phoenix couldn't match Ottawa's intensity early, but managed to keep it scoreless after an ugly first period and went up 2-0 early in the second on quick goals by Rob Klinkhammer and Radim Vrbata.

The Coyotes responded after Spezza's hat trick, tying it on Mike Ribeiro's first goal with the team, but couldn't finish it off in overtime to end a three-game winning streak.

"What you try to do in a game like that, everyone in your group is contributing a little bit," Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said.

"Maybe not to their normal standard, but everybody's got to contribute a little bit. The problem tonight was probably half a dozen guys didn't contribute much at all and that's where you come up a little bit short."

The Senators were coming off a pair of ugly losses, allowing a combined 106 shots against San Jose and Anaheim.

Goalie Craig Anderson didn't last long in the loss to the Ducks, pulled after giving up two goals on nine shots in the first four minutes.

Ottawa was much better in its own end early against the Coyotes, allowing one shot in the first 14 minutes while outshooting Phoenix 12-4 in the first perio

"Coming off a road trip, you always want to have a good start at home, but we were lucky to come away from that 0-0," Coyotes defenseman Michael Stone said.

The Coyotes changed things in a hurry at the start of the second period.

Phoenix created a couple of quick scoring chances and Klinkhammer turned one into his third goal of the season, punching in a rebound less than 90 seconds into the period.

Vrbata followed with his fourth goal 1:12 later, wristing a shot from the left circle that Anderson had trouble seeing through traffic.

The Senators managed to gather themselves after the flurry.

Ottawa pulled within 2-1 when Spezza punched in his second goal of the season after a shot by Patrick Wiercioch slid under Smith and bounced between the goalie's skates.

Spezza had another easy chance on his second goal of the game early in the third period, shooting to an empty net after Smith went out of his crease to play the puck, but had to let it go after it crossed out of the trapezoid in the corner.

Spezza completed the natural hat trick a few minutes later on a power play, ripping a slap shot from the right circle past Smith's stick side.

The Coyotes picked up the pressure late and tied it on Ribeiro's redirect, but Conacher ended it in overtime, sending the Senators home happy.

"Now we're heading home and hopefully we can put together some games," Spezza said. "Getting those two points gives us a lot of confidence."

Notes: Milan Michalek went up 18-17-1 in his head-to-head matchup with older brother Zbynek, Phoenix defenseman, with the Senators' win. ... Coyotes LW Mikkel Boedker had his 100th career point with an assist on Vrbata's goal. ... Coyotes D Derek Morris did not play due to an upper-body injury. 

Read more: http://www.abc15.com/dpp/sports/sports_blogs_local/ottawa-beats-phoenix-4-3-to-end-four-game-slide#ixzz2i63EuyTl
Klinkhammer scores twice to lift Coyotes to win
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Rob Klinkhammer #36 of the Phoenix Coyotes battles for the puck with Ryan Murphy #7 of the Carolina Hurricanes.
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RALEIGH, N.C. - After being outscored 10-2 in the first two games of a five-game road trip, the Phoenix Coyotes had reason to wish they could pack their bags and return to Arizona.

"It was a morgue around here -- nobody was happy, everybody was miserable," said Rob Klinkhammer.

The mood on the team has certainly changed in the course of three games over five days.

Klinkhammer scored two goals Sunday, including the game-winner 22 seconds into the third period, to help the Coyotes pick up a 5-3 victory over the Carolina Hurricanes on Sunday.

Shane Doan, Mikkel Boedker and Lauri Korpikoski had Phoenix's other goals. Mike Smith made 31 saves for the Coyotes, who closed a five-game road trip by winning in Detroit, Philadelphia and Carolina.

"It turns out to be a great road trip," Klinkhammer said.

Eric Staal, Riley Nash and Jeff Skinner scored for the Hurricanes.

Cam Ward made nine saves after coming on with 10:08 left in the second period to replace starting netminder Anton Khudobin. Khudobin suffered a lower-body injury when he skated out to play the puck.

Ward allowed three of Phoenix's goals.

"A few guys came ready to play and battle and play their game, but we had too many passengers tonight," said Carolina coach Kirk Muller. "We had some of our top guys that just didn't bring their `A' game tonight."

With the score tied at 3 at the start of the third period, Carolina's Staal gambled in the offensive zone. He couldn't corral the puck, instead allowing Klinkhammer to skate forward on a 2-on-1. Klinkhammer decided not to pass, snapping the puck past Ward's glove.

"That's a tough pass to make on your off side there, so I just came down and shot it, and it went in," Klinkhammer said.

Doan then gave the Coyotes an insurance goal with 12:49 left when he scored on the power play.

Doan also had an assist for his first two points of the year.

"At some point, you have to start helping," Doan said. "The last few games, I've been playing better and been on the ice for goals for and opportunities, but nothing was going in. I fortunately got one tonight to get off the schneid and get going out there."

The relatively high-scoring game broke the mold of Phoenix's other victories -- the Coyotes had allowed four goals in their first three wins compared to 10 goals allowed in their two losses.

Phoenix had a strong start, outshooting Carolina 8-1 in the first 12 minutes and scoring the first goal.

With Carolina's Alexander Semin in the penalty box for hooking, the Coyotes' Derek Morris took a shot that hit the post. Boedker cleaned up the rebound, taking advantage of the fact Khudobin was out of position.

The Hurricanes tied the score when a Phoenix clearing attempt bounced to Staal, who was in front of the net. Staal backhanded the puck past Smith.

Both teams scored twice in the second period.

Nash started things off for the Hurricanes when he deflected a Ryan Murphy shot from the point above Smith's glove.

The Coyotes then had consecutive goals to take a 3-2 lead.

First, Klinkhammer finished a scrum in the crease by poking the puck through Khudobin's pads. After Khudobin's injury, Korpikoski finished a nice passing play with Mike Ribeiro by one-timing the puck past Ward.

The Hurricanes tied the score at 3 with less than 1 minute left in the second period when Skinner snapped a sharp-angle shot that went off Smith's helmet and into the net for a power-play goal.

Up until that point, Phoenix had killed off Carolina's first six power plays, including 1:56 of a two-minute advantage earlier in the second.

"We don't score on the 5-on-3, and it just dropped the whole life out of our team," Muller said.

Tuomo Ruutu played in his first game of the season for the Hurricanes after missing the team's first five games with a lower-body injury.

Muller had no update on Khudobin's status other than he'd undergo an MRI on Monday.

Read more: http://www.abc15.com/dpp/sports/sports_blogs_local/klinkhammer-scores-twice-to-lift-coyotes-to-win#ixzz2i63Mjr1p

Coyotes look to put brakes on Ducks' fast start
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Check out the Coyotes photos of the week. View gallery >>

 The Anaheim Ducks are off to one of their best starts in franchise history despite a largely unproductive power play.

The Ducks will try again to solve those woes while trying to defeat the Phoenix Coyotes for just the second time in the last six matchups Friday night.

With five consecutive wins, Anaheim (5-1-0) is on the verge of matching its longest streak from last season, and the Ducks have achieved that despite coming up empty in 18 opportunities with a man advantage in the last four games.

They're also a league-worst 1 for 23 on the power play overall this season. The Ducks have overcome that with stifling defense.

The Ducks have allowed a combined five goals in the last four games and outscored opponents 20-8 during their win streak, which followed a 6-1 drubbing in Colorado on Oct. 2 to open the season. Anaheim's start is its best since it went 12-0-4 in 2006-07 -- an NHL record that stood until last season's Chicago Blackhawks went 21-0-3.

"When you don't allow a lot of goals, then you usually have some success," coach Bruce Boudreau said. "Our first periods have been generous to us. We've gotten out to a lead and just had to protect it. Last season, we would usually have to come from behind."

Boudreau's team held on for a 3-2 victory over Calgary on Wednesday, grabbing a 2-0 lead in the first 13:04. Dustin Penner scored the first of those goals in his return from an upper-body injury, and veteran Teemu Selanne added his first of the season in the second period.

That gave Anaheim enough cushion to survive being outshot 17-4 in the final frame. The Ducks are 3-0-0 at home for the second time in three seasons, and after losing their home opener last season, reeled off a franchise-best 13-game winning streak at the Honda Center.

"Last year, we won games when we didn't play really well," said Selanne, who now has 676 career goals. "We found a way to win again. That's good but it was not pretty out there, especially the third period."

Phoenix, meanwhile, couldn't build on a 2-0 lead Tuesday against visiting Ottawa and had a three-game win streak snapped with a 4-3 overtime loss.

"Everybody's got to contribute a little bit. The problem tonight was probably half a dozen guys didn't contribute much at all and that's where you come up a little bit short," coach Dave Tippett said.

The Coyotes (4-2-1) have gotten plenty of contributions in recent matchups with Anaheim, going 4-1-0, and two of those wins came in shootouts.

A 5-3 victory in the latest meeting with the Ducks on April 27 snapped Phoenix's three-game losing streak at the Honda Center. Radim Vrbata had one of his five career hat tricks and an assist in that win.

Vrbata has six goals and nine assists in his last 11 matchups with Anaheim, while Antonie Vermette has four goals and two assists in his past seven.

Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf, meanwhile, has three straight multipoint performances against the Coyotes, totaling two goals and five assists.

Listless Coyotes fail to heed Tippett's warning in loss
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Vrbata nets hat trick as Coyotes top Rangers in opener

ASSOCIATED PRESS  |

  Published: Thursday, October 03, 2013, 10:37pm

<A href="http://msn.foxsports.com/video?videoid=685eeef3-df3c-499a-9c71-d8eac35fa962&src=v5:embed:syndication:&from=shareembed-syndication" target="_new" title="Highlights: Rangers/Coyotes">Video: Highlights: Rangers/Coyotes</A> 

Smith on Coyotes' win 

Feel-good opening night for victorious Coyotes 

Coyotes usher in new ownership era in style with feel-good atmosphere, impressive win. 
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Check out the scene from the Coyotes' season opener against the Rangers. VIEW GALLERY >>

 GLENDALE, Ariz. (AP) -- After being introduced at center ice, the new owners of the Coyotes made their way down a red carpet in front of the team bench.

Instead of just walking past and down into the tunnel, they pumped their fists at the players, shouted words of encouragement and slapped hands with anyone who was near the boards.

The enthusiasm carried over onto the ice, sparking a rousing start to a new era in the desert.

Radim Vrbata scored three goals, Mike Smith stopped 23 shots and the Coyotes opened their first season with an owner in four years by routing the Rangers 4-1 on Thursday night.

"It was real exciting for us to see how excited those owners were on the ice," Phoenix coach Dave Tippett said. "When they walked back in front of the bench, they looked like they were living their dream, just like we're living our dream with the jobs we have."

With NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman in attendance, the Coyotes introduced each member of the team and coaching staff before the game, then had the group of owners from IceArizona take their turn at center ice.

Charged by the raucous cheers for the owners and the playoff-like atmosphere inside Jobing.com Arena, the Coyotes jumped on New York early, answered the Rangers' lone goal quickly and ran away behind Vrbata's second straight hat trick -- dating to last season -- and fifth of his career.

Kyle Chipchura also scored, Martin Hanzal had two assists and Smith made some tough saves on a pair of early penalty kills, including one from his stomach on a shot by Benoit Pouliot.

"That's what everyone's been waiting for the past four years," Vrbata said. "The fans liked it, we liked it on the bench and took advantage of it early on. That's a good thing."

The Rangers withstood the Coyotes' initial surge in their first game under new coach Alain Vigneault, tying the game on Marc Staal's power-play goal early in the second period.

New York was no match for Phoenix the rest of the way, though, missing on a couple of scoring chances while giving the Coyotes too many, particularly during and after a power play in the second period that led to Vrbata's first goal.

"If we get out of that period, keep the momentum after that power-play goal, it might be a different game," Rangers center Brad Richards said. "Little details that we can control, and we got ourselves in trouble with those penalties."

This opening night in the desert was one many didn't think would ever come. Ownerless since 2009, the Coyotes spent the previous four years playing under the shadow of an uncertain future.

That changed over the summer, when George Gosbee, Anthony LeBlanc and the rest of IceArizona followed through where so many suitors had failed, purchasing the franchise from the NHL for $170 million. The deal revitalized the fan base and immediately triggered a change of fortune, giving the Coyotes the financial footing to compete with the NHL's other 29 teams.

They got the new era off to a great start, playing the kind of stay-at-home, counterattacking game they've developed under Tippett in front of a sellout crowd of 17,125.

"We competed well. We played how we need to play to be successful," Tippett said. "Smitty made some big saves, got a couple of big plays from some players, and it's a good way to start."

The Rangers went into this season with a fresh start of sorts, as well. Following the firing of coach John Tortorella, New York turned to Vigneault. The former Vancouver coach brought with him a softer voice than the growling Tortorella -- not a hard thing to do -- and promised an aggressive, attacking style.

The Rangers faced some big obstacles to start the season, though. Captain Ryan Callahan was out for at least the opener, and forward Carl Hagelin will be out at least the first 10 games, both with shoulder injuries. New York also starts with a daunting road trip, playing nine games in 23 days away from home because of renovations to Madison Square Garden.

The Rangers looked sluggish early in the opener, and the Coyotes capitalized early, with Chipchura scoring on a one-timer off a feed from Rob Klinkhammer from behind the net to make it 1-0.

New York picked up the pace late in the first period and early in the second, tying it early on a goal by Staal, who stepped up on a 3-on-2 rush and beat Smith with a wrister to the stick side.

It was all Phoenix after that. Vrbata scored less than four minutes after Staal's goal, collecting his own rebound and lifting it over Henrik Lundqvist. He then made it 3-1 early in the third period on a power play, beating Lundqvist with a slapper from above the left circle on a shot through traffic.

Vrbata put the game away and sent the hats flying to the ice by completing the natural hat trick on a 4-on-4, punching in a rebound after creating a turnover behind the Rangers net.

Vrbata also had three goals in the Coyotes' regular-season finale against the Ducks.

"That second goal really turned the game back to their favor," said Lundqvist, who made 28 saves. "It was a tough one." 

NOTES: The Coyotes said Vrbata is the first NHL player to have a hat trick in a season finale and in the opener of the next season since the Kings' Luc Robitaille in 1988. He is also the first Coyotes player ever to open a season with a hat trick and the first to have an opening-game hat trick against the Rangers. ... The Coyotes will play their next five games on the road, starting in San Jose on Saturday night. ... Rangers C Dominic Moore was on the ice for the first time in over a year after missing last season due to the death of his wife, Katie. ... Rangers C Derek Stepan, who signed a two-year contract late in training camp, had an assist. ... The Coyotes played without D Rostislav Klesla (concussion) and F Paul Bissonnette (suspension).
 No contract extension for Vrbata before season
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Coyotes forward Radim Vrbata will not receive a contract extension before the team's season opener tonight, sources confirmed late Wednesday.

Vrbata has been the club's most consistent scoring threat over the past four seasons, notching 90 goals despite missing 14 games of the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season with a fracture in his foot.

He said in early September that he was hoping to have a deal done before he enters the final year of his three-year, $9-million deal, so that it would not become a distraction. It appears Vrbata and his agent, Rich Evans, are open to further overtures during the season from general manager Don Maloney, but they won't be approaching Maloney with any further ideas.

Both sides understand that the longer this drags on, the greater the risk becomes. If Vrbata doesn't produce on a line that is still noticeably missing a playmaker, he could cost himself some leverage and money. However, if Vrbata produces as he has recently, he could choose to test free agency and command a higher price.

Maloney had preliminary discussions with Evans during the offseason and met with him again when the team played a preseason game in Vancouver on Sept. 23.

"He's been a very good player for us, and we've had great value for what we’re paying him,” Maloney said recently. “I feel like we're always fair in our contracts -- my idea of fair and other camps' idea may be different -- but when you look at his numbers, he's probably earned more."

The sticking point appears to be how much more, and each side's lens may be colored by their view of the market. In entering negotiations, the Coyotes might have been using comparables (other players of similar market value) from last season, while Vrbata's camp believes the market will change dramatically next season when the salary cap is expected to rise.

Vrbata is one of six Coyotes who can become unrestricted free agents at the end of the season. The others are forwards David Moss and Paul Bissonnette, defensemen Rostislav Klesla and Derek Morris and goalie Thomas Greiss.
Coyotes preview: A look at the new Pacific Division
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Between the Boards: NHL 2013-14 preview 

    The NHL realigned its divisions in the offseason, going from six to four and taking the Dallas Stars out of Phoenix's division while adding three teams, Vancouver, Edmonton and Calgary, that should really help attendance, given the amount of western Canadian snowbirds who call Phoenix their winter home.

The new owners might enjoy the switch, but the division will be tougher if Edmonton's young and talented roster finally starts to play to its potential and Vancouver maintains its status as a perennially elite team. 

It should be noted that the new Central Division is perhaps hockey's weakest group, which should make life good for the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks. But with only 14 teams in the West (as opposed to 16 in the East) and eight making the playoffs, the Coyotes' chances at returning to the postseason look good.  

Here's a quick glance at the Coyotes' six division opponents, as well as projected division standings for both divisions and predictions for the conference and Stanley Cup Finals.

LOS ANGELES KINGS

2012-13 record and postseason performance: 27-16-5, lost in Western Conference final.

Outlook: Not much has changed on this roster, which seems built for the postseason with big, heavy, hard-hitting lines that come at you in waves. Not much needed to change for L.A., which gave Chicago a good run in the conference final. There's enough talent up front in the form of Anze Kopitar (if finally healthy), Jeff Carter, Mike Richards, Dustin Brown and Justin Williams. Factor in the improvement of defenseman Slava Voynov, the skills of Drew Doughty and the conference's best goaltender, Jonathan Quick, and you have the makings of a Cup contender. 

SAN JOSE SHARKS

2012-13 record and postseason performance: 25-16-7, lost in second round.

Outlook: This is the final year of contracts for forwards Joe Thornton, Patrick Marleau and defenseman Dan Boyle. That means these three highly priced, aging veterans will be motivated and playing for their next deals. The Sharks have good depth and talent up front with Joe Pavelski, Logan Couture and Brent Burns, and goalie Antti Niemi is the most underrated and underpaid goalie in hockey. But the loss of agitating tone-setter Raffi Torres for three to four months due to knee surgery could have a real impact on this club if one of the younger players can't fill the role. 

ANAHEIM DUCKS

2012-13 record and postseason performance: 30-12-6, lost in first round.

Outlook: Anaheim's remarkable season went for naught when it fell in the first round to Detroit. The Ducks dealt Bobby Ryan to Ottawa, but there is enough depth to roll four effective lines like Anaheim did last season, and the Ducks got an emotional boost when ageless forward Teemu Selanne elected to return for one final season. The Ducks signed Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry to eight-year extensions, so that is the tandem they will ride into the future.

VANCOUVER CANUCKS

2012-13 record and postseason performance: 26-15-7, lost in first round.

Outlook: A first-round loss finally led to the dismissal of coach Alain Vigneault. In came John Tortella with a more disciplined approach that may take twins Henrik and Daniel Sedin time to absorb. Many are predicting a fall from grace -- and even the playoffs -- for Vancouver. It's hard to envision that happening with the talent this roster exudes, but the Canucks aren't strong up the middle. It will help enormously if Ryan Kesler can stay healthy and goalie Roberto Luongo (he of the bloated contract) can recapture some of his former magic.

EDMONTON OILERS

2012-13 record: 19-22-7, missed playoffs.

Outlook: We keep hearing how the Oilers' uber-talented roster is ready to break out. We'll believe it when we see it. Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Nail Yakupov, Ales Hemsky and Sam Gagner (injured) bring plenty of firepower, and the Oilers added former Coyote Boyd Gordon (they overpaid to get him) to improve the penalty killing, defensive play and faceoffs, but Edmonton is still short on the blue line, and there are warranted concerns about the goaltending of Devan Dubnyk.

CALGARY FLAMES

2012-13 record: 19-25-4, missed playoffs

Outlook: The Flames finally pulled the trigger on something they should have done sooner when they traded longtime captain Jarome Iginla late last year. Goalie Miikka Kiprusoff also retired, so Calgary is in full-on rebuild mode. There is some talent on this roster in Mike Cammalleri, Jiri Hudler and Curtis Glencross, but not enough to escape the division cellar. We have to wonder how long new president of hockey operations Brian Burke will "supervise" instead of rolling up his sleeves in the day-to-day operations of the club.

PROJECTED ORDER OF FINISH

Pacific Division 

1. Los Angeles

2. San Jose

3. Phoenix

4. Vancouver

5. Anaheim

6. Edmonton

7. Calgary

Central Division

1. Chicago

2. St. Louis

3. Minnesota

4. Colorado

5. Dallas

6. Nashville

7. Winnipeg

POSTSEASON PREDICTION

Western Conference Final: Los Angeles over Chicago

Eastern Conference Final: Detroit over Pittsburgh

Stanley Cup Finals: Los Angeles over Detroit
Coyotes season preview: No more excuses
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Coyotes ready to go 

5 keys to the season
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5 players to watch
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>> Here are five Coyotes whose performance will be pivotal for a variety of reasons.

More preview content
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>> Pacific Division at a glance and season predictions

>> Season schedule

>> Mike Smith's new recipe for success 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- George Gosbee, Craig Stewart and Anthony LeBlanc attended their first NHL Board of Governor's meeting on Sept. 23 in New York. 

"The simple fact of being there was pretty exhilarating," said LeBlanc, the Coyotes' new president and CEO. "It's moments like that where you sit back and say, 'wow, we actually did get this thing done and buy this team.'"

If you came along for that lengthy and bumpy ride, you know it wasn't easy, but the task ahead may be even more daunting. The oft-repeated theme throughout training camp and the preseason is that the Coyotes are out of excuses. 

They have ownership, general manager Don Maloney carries more than hopes and prayers in his wallet, coach Dave Tippett, goalie Mike Smith and captain Shane Doan stayed put and the play-making center this franchise has coveted for so long finally arrived when Mike Ribeiro signed a four-year, $22 million deal three days after the Glendale City Council approved a 15-year, $225 million arena lease agreement.

The Coyotes may even have one more trick up their sleeves if they can acquire a left wing for the second line. This doesn't mean the Coyotes are suddenly a free-spending cap team, but the hockey the hard way mentality is simply not reality any more. 

"There’s a lot of teams that can say they have the underdog mentality because people base that on payroll," Tippett said "But for us, it’s about doing everything right now, from the style of play, to the players we bring and put in different roles, to how we develop players, to how our minor league system plays, to how we use our resources to the maximize our potential. 

"You have to do a good job in each of those areas if you’re going to be a good organization and a lot of those things are in place now so the pressure’s on us to do well on the ice and get results."

The Coyotes open the season Thursday at Jobing.com Arena against the New York Rangers as members of the new and improved Pacific Division. That realignment will also present challenges but at long last, it's finally time to talk about hockey so we're diving into several aspects of the on-ice product.

Of course, it all starts with goaltender Mike Smith, he of the freshly minted six-year, $34 million contract. But one player does not a successful season make.

>> Here are our five keys to a prosperous 2013-14. 

Roster reset

WHO'S NEW

C Mike Ribeiro: Free agency (Washington)

G Thomas Greiss: Free agency (San Jose)

RW Chris Brown: Second round (36th overall), 2009 draft

LW Lucas Lessio: Second round (56th overall) 2011 draft

D David Rundblad: From Ottawa (along with a second round pick) for Kyle Turris 

PROJECTED FORWARD LINES*

1. LW Mikkel Boedker, C Mike Ribeiro, RW Shane Doan

2. LW Lauri Korpikoski, C Martin Hanzal, RW Radim Vrbata

3. LW Lucas Lessio, C Antoine Vermette, RW David Moss

4. LW Rob Klinkhammer, C Kyle Chipchura, RW Chris Brown

* - Paul Bissonnette is suspended for the first three games

PROJECTED DEFENSIVE PAIRINGS*

1. Oliver Ekman-Larsson and Zbynek Michalek

2. Keith Yandle and Derek Morris

3. David Rundblad and David Schlemko

4. Michael Stone and Chris Summers

* - Rostislav Klesla will begin the season on injured reserve

GOALTENDING TANDEM

Mike Smith and Thomas Greiss

Odds and ends 

Frequent flyers: The Coyotes will travel the second most miles in the NHL this season (52,633), second only to San Jose's 57,612 miles, which is nearly double the miles the Coyotes' opening night opponent, the New York Rangers (29,839) will travel. 

Hybrid icing is here: Hybrid icing was tested in exhibition games and approved on Monday by the NHLPA this week. The new rule eliminates potentially dangerous races to the end boards when icing seems imminent. The linesman must judge whether the offensive player or defensive player will win a race to an imaginary line across the faceoff dots and touch the puck first. If the linesman judges that the defensive player will reach the puck first, he'll blow his whistle, signaling icing. If he judges that the offensive player will reach the puck first, play will continue. If the play is too close to judge when the first player has reached the faceoff dots, icing will be called. Here is a link to other rules changes for the 2013-2014 season: http://www.nhl.com/ice/news.htm?id=684940

New rivalries: The Dallas Stars are gone, the Vancouver Canucks, Edmonton Oilers and Calgary Flames are in as the realigned Pacific division swells to seven teams. The additions will be interesting from a style perspective since Vancouver and Edmonton play more of a skating game, while Phoenix, Los Angles and San Jose rely on structure. From a revenue standpoint, the changes should pay dividends. The Stars never drew well; the Canadian teams do because there are lots of Canadian snowbirds in the Valley.

New playoff format: With realignment comes a new playoff format. The top three teams in each division will qualify for the postseason. The final two playoff spots will be filled by wild-card teams with the next best records. It's a nice balance of ensuring the importance of finishing well in your division and making sure deserving teams don't get cheated. When the postseason begins, the division winner with the most points in the conference will be matched against the wild-card team with the fewest points; the division winner with the second-most points in the conference will play the wild-card team with the second-fewest points. The teams finishing second and third in each division will play intra-divisional series in the first round of the playoffs. Teams will not be re-seeded after the first round.

Everybody plays everybody again: The regular season was adjusted to account for the new conference alignments. Each team plays either four or five games against the other teams in its division (29 games in the Western Conference, 30 games in the Eastern Conference) as well as playing all non-divisional teams in its own conference three times (21 games in the West, 24 games in the East). The remaining games are inter-conference play (32 in the west, 28 in the east), allowing every team in the league to play every other team twice. That means the Coyotes are guaranteed visits from all those popular teams from the East like the Rangers, Bruins and Penguins. 

Six outdoor games: Watered down or more of a good thing? We think the latter as the NHL gets set to stage six outdoor games this season, building on the Winter Classic's mass appeal. The New Year's Day Winter Classic returns with the Toronto Maple Leafs facing the Detroit Red Wings at the Big House, Michigan Stadium in Ann Arbor. In addition, the league announced its inaugural Stadium Series, with four games in baseball or football fields in Los Angeles, New York and Chicago. The Los Angeles Kings will host the Anaheim Ducks at Dodger Stadium on January 25, the New Jersey Devils will play the New York Rangers at Yankee Stadium on Jan. 26, the New York Islanders will face the Rangers at Yankee Stadium on Jan. 29, and the Chicago Blackhawks will host the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field on March 1, The Heritage Classic also returns, with the Ottawa Senators visiting the Vancouver Canucks at B.C. Place on March 1. Maybe some day, Phoenix fans. 

To Russia, with gloves: There will be no All-Star Game in 2014 due to the NHL's participation in the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia, where Team Canada hopes to successfully defend its 2010 gold medal. That is always good theater, but an equally big storyline will be how much the Olympics impact the NHL players who participate. The 2010 Winter Olympics were in Vancouver, which is in the Pacific time zone. Sochi is eight hours ahead of Eastern Standard Time; 11 hours ahead of Pacific. Talk about jet lag.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Mike Smith has a new recipe for success
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There's no room for big heads in Tippett's world 

Coyotes coach Dave Tippett prefers to measure his impact by results, not rewards. 

Between the Boards: NHL 2013-14 preview 

Coyotes wise to send Domi down but still need a piece 

Coyotes decide to send Domi down, keep Lessio; top-six forward still a missing piece. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- There have been many theories floated for why Coyotes goalie Mike Smith didn't replicate his breakout 2011-12 season. Here are the most common ones.

The lockout: "I played shinny hockey for four months, and then I jumped into a regular season in January with less than a week of training camp. Camp is to work out the kinks so when the season starts you can be peaking. Without that, a lot of bad habits crept into my game, and I got off to a slow start," Smith said.

Injuries: Smith battled a groin injury during the season. Missing time, both in games and in practice, set him back and prevented him from ever establishing continuity and consistency in his game. 

The condensed schedule: Smith talked early in the season and again before this season about how draining the schedule was mentally, and how it limited practice time to work out bad habits. The Western Conference's top five seeds (Chicago, Anaheim, Vancouver, St. Louis, Los Angeles) all used their No. 2 goalies liberally to keep their No. 1 fresh and give them practice time for coaching. Phoenix did not, partly because the staff lost faith in backup Jason LaBarbera. The decision might have cost the Coyotes a fresh and healthy Smith.

Contract limbo: Smith insists it wasn't a distraction knowing he was in the final year of his deal; GM Don Maloney and coach Dave Tippett aren't sure. 

The team in front of him wasn't as good: The Coyotes lost leading point producer Ray Whitney in free agency, so their margin for error got even slimmer. The team wasn't finishing its chances early in the year and wasn't getting as many later in the year. All of that can impact a goalie's performance and magnify his mistakes.

Confidence: Smith lost it early in the year and wasn't able to regain it. Confidence is key for any athlete; for a goalie it's vital. 

It's undeniable that Smith's performance slipped. His save percentage dropped from .930 to .910, and Tippett pointed to that as one of the major factors in the team missing the playoffs. 

"It was probably a combination things," goalie coach Sean Burke said. "Last year was a strange season, so when you look at that type of year, I think you throw it out the window."

Burke is paid to help instill confidence in his player, and he's had a ridiculous amount of success since taking over as the Coyotes goalie coach, both with Ilya Bryzgalov and Smith. The man fans call the goalie whisperer is confident his star pupil is ready and motivated as the season begins. Here is a corresponding set of theories why Smith will shine this year.

Security: Smith signed a six-year, $34 million deal in the offseason. "It is a breath of fresh air," he said. "You know you’re going to be in one city for a long time, hopefully for the rest of my career. My family loves it here. It removes all of the outside stuff, so now I can just go and play."

He's healthy: That can change in an instant, but Smith feels mentally and physically sharp as the Coyotes open the regular season. That wasn't the case last season when he was still trying to round into shape.

He's eating quinoa: OK, that's not really the reason, but Smith did make some changes to his diet and his off-ice work in the offseason. "I'm not going to lie," he said. "For the past many years I probably haven't been the guy who had his body in tip-top shape. I think I've really matured in recent years." Smith said much of his off-ice work this summer in Vancouver was focused on injury prevention and core strengthening. As for the bland, slightly bitter quinoa, he is eating that along with several other foods recommended by strength and conditioning coordinator Tommy Powers. And he insists it's not bland. "You're just not cooking it right," he quipped.

The blue line is elite and deep: The Coyotes have two top-tier, puck-moving defensemen in Oliver Ekman-Larsson and Keith Yandle and two solid veterans in Rusty Klesla and Derek Morris. Younger players Michael Stone and David Schlemko have also matured with playing time, while David Rundblad showed flashes of offensive prowess in the preseason. The Coyotes don't really have a banger who can move traffic out from in front of their net, but what they have are guys who can handle the puck and get it out of the defensive zone quickly. Possession is everything in today's NHL. More possession time means less opponent chances for Smith to stop. 

Confidence has been restored: When the 2013 season ended, Smith was discombobulated. He hadn't played well, he was entering contract negotiations, his family was facing uncertainty and he was wrestling with a decision to play for Team Canada at the IIHF World Championship. By the time that tournament ended, Smith had re-established himself as an elite goalie with .944 save percentage. Then the dominoes started to fall. The Coyotes re-signed coach Dave Tippett and re-signed Smith, affirming their belief in him (and perhaps acknowledging a weak free-agent market). The team was sold, the roster was upgraded, and Smith was one of five goalies Team Canada invited to its orientation camp in preparation for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Smith isn't searching for his game any more. He's found it, and he can't wait to show it off.

"He's a good player, a good person who fits well in our chemistry, fits well in our group of defensemen," Tippett said. "You need a backbone, and I have trust in him. I know how he can play, and we think he gives us our best chance to be successful."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Coyotes add three executives to front office
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The Coyotes announced Monday that the team has added three new executives to its front office. Avik Dey will serve as the Coyotes' new chief financial officer, Jeff Morander will serve as executive vice president of ticket sales and strategy and Mike Humes will be the team's executive vice president of corporate and suite sales.

"We are thrilled to announce these important additions to our senior management team," president and CEO Anthony LeBlanc said in a statement. "All three of these individuals bring a wealth of business and sales experience to our organization, and they will all play a vital role in generating new revenue streams for our organization moving forward."

Dey joins the Coyotes from Remvest Energy Partners, where he was a co-founder and CEO. Prior to that, Dey was the co-founder and CFO for Remora Energy, an international oil and gas company. He also previously served in various roles with First Reserve Corporation, Deutsche Bank and EnCana Corporation. 

Morander comes to the Coyotes from the NHL, where for the past six years he served in a variety of roles, including vice president of NHL events, vice president of ticket strategy and vice president of club consulting and services. 

In his tenure with the NHL, Morander was involved in numerous NHL events, such as the Winter Classics in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh as well as the NHL All-Star Game in Ottawa and the NHL Awards in Las Vegas. He also established a "Ticketing Center of Excellence" and assisted NHL teams with ticketing best practices, which resulted in record-setting league-wide revenues.

In his over 25 years of senior management experience in the sports industry, Morander has also worked for the Sacramento Kings (NBA) and Monarchs (WNBA) as a senior vice president of sales and services; the Atlanta Hawks (NBA) and Atlanta Thrashers (NHL) as a senior vice president of ticket sales and service; the Chicago Bears (NFL) as the team's director of stadium sales and service; the Houston Rockets (NBA) and Comets (WNBA) as vice president of ticket sales and services; and the Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL) as the team's vice president of ticket Operations and sales.

Humes joins the Coyotes from the Memphis Grizzlies of the NBA, where he served as the team's senior vice president and chief revenue officer. From 2010-13, Humes oversaw the growth of all revenue streams for the Grizzlies as well as all events held at FedExForum. He led business operations including revenue and brand development, ticket sales, consumer retention, fan experience, fan development, sponsorship and business operations.

Prior to working for the Grizzlies, Humes served as the chief operating officer for the Chicago Fire of the MLS, where he led the overall business operations. Prior to his time with the Fire, Humes served as the vice president of global marketing for K2 Sports, where he developed the strategic marketing platform for the distribution of 16 brands in 65 countries.  

During his 20-plus years working in professional sports, Humes has also served as the senior vice president and chief sales officer for the Washington Capitals (NHL) and Washington Mystics (WNBA); the executive vice president and chief marketing officer for the Seattle Supersonics (NBA) and Seattle Storm (WNBA); and the senior vice president of business operations for the Columbus Blue Jackets. Humes played an instrumental role in the launch and branding of the Blue Jackets franchise in 2000.
Coyotes wise to send Domi down but still need a piece
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Coyotes notes: 'Productive' meeting with Vrbata's agent 

Maloney meets with Vrbata's agent to discuss new contract; Bissonnette's NHL hearing scheduled. 

Following Friday's preseason finale against the San Jose Sharks, Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said the team would likely take the weekend to decide between forwards Lucas Lessio and Max Domi for the club's final roster spot. But if you were listening closely to Tippett's and general manager Don Maloney's language, the decision had already been made.

That decision was confirmed when Domi tweeted this early Saturday afternoon:

Lessio impressed the staff with his tenacity, speed, puck management and work ethic. He also won some hearts with his decision to play through a nondisplaced fracture in his foot. But just as important in this decision was the Coyotes' awareness of history.

Maloney has talked repeatedly about the mistakes of the past, when the organization rushed youngsters Kyle Turris and Mikkel Boedker into the lineup too fast, thereby setting back their development.

Phoenix didn't want to make the same mistake with Domi, who has elite skills that might benefit the team right now but an utter lack of experience, as well as some issues with strength and an understanding of the concepts required of a Dave Tippett-coached player.

"We just felt... it was best for him to go back and continue to grow his game," Tippett told reporters on Saturday. "He just needs to get just a little stronger and wiser. He’s going to be a great NHL player for a long time."

Domi will head back to the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League to play another year of juniors. Maybe that's all it will take, but the Coyotes didn't want to rush that process.

It's pretty clear the Coyotes are impressed with Lessio. Here's what Maloney said about him on Thursday.

"From Day 1 in camp, Lucas has willed himself onto our roster with hard work. We've been waiting to see a drop-off and we haven’t seen one, so he's probably the most pleasant surprise in camp.

"He's going to the hard areas, and he's physically strong enough to compete, but it's not just that. We always knew he had great energy and a willingness to work, but when he gets the puck, he's making good decisions with it."  

The problem with keeping Lessio is that the Coyotes still don't have the left wing they truly need or want for the second line. Maloney said Lessio could play up and down the lineup, but he doesn't have Domi's skill set, so it's likely that Lauri Korpikoski will play on the second line with center Martin Hanzal and right wing Radim Vrbata.

That means Vrbata still won't have the setup man he needs to make him a dangerous goal scorer. When he played with Ray Whitney two seasons ago, he had 35 goals.

The Coyotes will say all the right things about the strength of their current lineup, but in keeping Lessio and sliding Korpikoski up, the Coyotes are settling for less than they want. And that could lead them to pursue a trade for a top-six forward.

Maloney said Thursday that the team hasn't found the right deal yet and that it may take a bigger deal to make it happen. Maybe the Coyotes will wait until defenseman Rusty Klesla returns from a concussion before dealing from their position of depth: defense.

When Klesla returns (he will begin the season on IR), the Coyotes will have nine defensemen on the roster and none can return to Portland (AHL) before clearing waivers, so the Coyotes would risk losing one of them to another team. That may be the reality that forces their hand into a trade.

As for Domi, the decision to send him back to juniors was a prudent one. You could see flashes of his skill Friday against the Sharks, but there were also mistakes, and as Tippett noted, you would have liked to have seen him generate more offense than he did.

The Coyotes made the right decision with Domi, but if they truly want to assert themselves as a contender in a Western Conference loaded with elite teams, they are still one piece away.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Coyotes notes: 'Productive' meeting with Vrbata's agent
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Coyotes' last big roster decision all about Domi 

With one roster move left, Coyotes must decide what to do with skilled young winger Domi. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Coyotes general manager Don Maloney met with Rich Evans, the agent for Radim Vrbata, while the Coyotes played a preseason game Monday in Vancouver.

While Evans said the two sides did not talk actual numbers, Maloney said the two sides "exchanged some ideas and plan to speak again."

Evans called the meeting "productive and positive."

Vrbata is entering the final year of a three-year $9 million deal and said recently that he would like to have a new deal done before the season starts, rather than have it linger as a distraction. Given his production levels over the past couple seasons in Phoenix, Maloney admitted that Vrbata was probably due more than he was making.

"He’s been a very good player for us, and we’ve had great value for what we’re paying him,” Maloney said recently.

BISSONNETTE HEARING SCHEDULED

Paul Bissonnette will appeal his 10-game suspension on Sunday at noon with NHL commissioner Gary Bettman in New York.

Bissonnette was given a game misconduct for leaving the bench on an illegal line change to join an altercation during a preseason game against the Los Angeles Kings on Sept. 15 in Glendale in which defenseman Rusty Klesla suffered a concussion and whiplash after an open-ice hit from the Kings' Jordan Nolan.

It's unclear on what grounds Bissonnette and his agent, Mark Guy will appeal. Guy did not return e-mails, but NHL spokesperson John Dellapina said last week that "one of the points of the illegal-line-change rule is to prohibit teams from creating an artificial manpower advantage during an altercation. That's why it doesn't matter how aggressive Bissonnette was upon arriving at the scrum -- simply by being there he creates an odd-man situation that could free up a teammate to do damage."

SPITTING CHICKLETS

Coyotes defenseman Zbynek Michalek was sporting a toothless smile when he addressed reporters Thursday at Jobing.com Arena. Michalek had three front teeth knocked out after deflecting a puck into his own mouth against the Kings.

Michalek said he will wait until the season ends to get permanent replacements, but he laughed when asked if he might consider sporting some vampire teeth around the locker room in the meantime.

“Once I heal, I will probably get those flippers so my kids aren’t afraid of me at home,” he said.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Coyotes' last big roster decision all about Domi
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There's no room for big heads in Tippett's world 

Coyotes coach Dave Tippett prefers to measure his impact by results, not rewards. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The Coyotes' roster is nearly complete, but the big question for general manager Don Maloney, coach Dave Tippett and their staffs remains: What to do with top pick Max Domi?

"It's almost a day-by-day discussion," Maloney said. "To his credit, he's really made the decision difficult."

The Coyotes reduced their roster to 25 on Thursday by reassigning forwards Andy Miele and Jordan Szwarz to Portland of the AHL, while releasing forward Gilbert Brulé from his pro tryout agreement. 

If defenseman Rusty Klesla (concussion) begins the season on injured reserve, which is likely, the Coyotes will need to make one more roster move to get down to the requisite 23 players by the Sept. 30 (2 p.m.) deadline. Players on IR do not count against the 23-man roster.

With Klesla out, Maloney said the Coyotes will keep eight defenseman on the opening-day roster, which means both David Rundblad and Chris Summers will stick until Klesla returns, with Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Zbynek Michalek, Keith Yandle, Derek Morris, David Schlemko and Michael Stone holding down the other six spots.

The forward lines are nearly set. For now, Mike Ribeiro will center the first line between wings Shane Doan and Mikkel Boedker, while it appears Antoine Vermette will center the third line between Lauri Korpikoski and David Moss and Kyle Chipchura will center the fourth line between Rob Klinkhammer and Chris Brown, who has impressed the coaches enough with his versatility and maturity to lock down a roster spot. Suspended enforcer Paul Bissonnette is the final forward.

What is still up in the air is whether the Coyotes keep Domi or Lucas Lessio. If Lessio stays, it's likely that he will play left wing on the third line, with Korpikoski moving up to the second line, although the players are somewhat interchangeable on the left side. 

"From Day 1 in camp, Lucas has willed himself onto our roster with hard work," Maloney said. "We've been waiting to see a drop-off and we haven’t seen one, so he's probably the most pleasant surprise in camp."

Lessio's tenacity has been his calling card in the preseason and in camp. 

"He's going to the hard areas, and he's physically strong enough to compete, but it's not just that," Maloney said. "We always knew he had great energy and a willingness to work, but when he gets the puck, he's making good decisions with it."  

Maloney said Lessio could play on any of the four lines, but if Domi stays, it would have to be among the top six forwards, likely on the second line with center Martin Hanzal and right wing Radim Vrbata.

"He needs to be in offensive situations with offensive players, and he needs to get enough ice time to warrant being here," Maloney said. "He's not a guy who is going to sit around on the third or fourth line."

Domi's style is probably the best fit alongside Vrbata, who scored 35 goals when he played with playmaking wing Ray Whitney two seasons ago.

"He adds a dynamic skill element, similar to when we talk about Ribeiro," Tippett said of Domi. "He's got the ability to help players around him be better players."

But Tippett acknowledged that structure, reading opponents and reading game situations are all areas where Domi is inexperienced, which has led the Coyotes to continue their evaluation.

"Attention to detail is huge, and Tip obviously has a game plan," Domi said. "It's tougher to follow earlier on in training camp and the preseason, but as you get more comfortable and used to everyone around you and get the chemistry going, then you start buying into the whole thing."

Tippett said he does not envision Domi remaining on a lengthy tryout (he can play up to nine games before his NHL contract kicks in), but it is possible that Domi could stick beyond the season opener to give the Coyotes more time to decide before returning him to juniors with London of the OHL.

Making matters more difficult for Phoenix is the logjam on defense. When Klesla returns, the Coyotes will have nine NHL defenseman on one-way contracts. In order to return one of them to Portland, they would first have to expose that player to waivers and risk losing him to another team.

Maloney acknowledged that dilemma and added that the Coyotes also are hoping to find ice time this season for defensive prospects Brandon Gormley and Connor Murphy.

All of that depth raises the possibility of a trade, and Maloney said Thursday that the team is exploring that avenue. Any deal would likely require a top-six forward in return, which would likely mean another year in juniors for Domi.

"It may take a bigger deal, to be honest with you, because nobody is handing out top-tier players," Maloney said. "We haven't found what we need yet. That could change in a hurry, but at least we like our other options. We don't feel like we’re forcing something into our lineup at all."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Penguins soar to 4-1 victory over rival Flyers

October 18, 2013 12:22 am
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Sidney Crosby reacts after scoring a goal in the third period against the Flyers.

Sidney Crosby reacts after scoring a goal in the third period against the Flyers. 

Sidney Crosby turns toward the loose puck that was turned away by Flyers goalie Steve Mason in the first period. 
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Penguins notebook: Engelland in lineup at right wing

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

PHILADELPHIA -- The Wells Fargo Center crowd remains among the most hostile in the NHL, and the team based there can be ill-humored much of the time, too.

Doesn't appear to bother the Penguins much, though.

Fact is, they seem to love coming to the far side of the Commonwealth, and with good reason:

After their 4-1 victory Thursday night against Philadelphia, the Penguins are 11-2-1 in their past 14 regular-season visits to this city. The same town where they once went 15 years and 42 games without a victory (0-39-3), a slump left winger Chris Kunitz characterized simply as "pretty amazing."

The details of that decade-and-a-half of futility are pretty much a part of hockey's fossil record by now, though. The current generation of Penguins is much more accustomed to elevating their performance -- and leaving town with two points -- when they venture across the state.

"Every time we come, it's always a pretty tense game, pretty tough," goalie Marc-Andre Fleury said. "I think it brings out the best in us."

It certainly did that Thursday night for Fleury.

He stopped 24 of 25 shots to raise his record to 6-0, and came up with a couple of quality stops when a Flyers goal could have altered the course of the game.

Like when he denied Flyers defenseman Braydon Coburn from just above the hash marks at 10:45 of the second period, while the Penguins were protecting a 1-0 lead.

And when he robbed Wayne Simmonds from the right side of the crease on a power play at 1:21 of the third, after Philadelphia had sliced the Penguins' advantage to 2-1 with a man-advantage goal with just two seconds left in the second period.

"He's been our best player almost every single game," Kunitz said. "He's made key saves at big moments, and that's what we look to him to do."

Fleury, though, isn't the only Penguin who has gotten a pretty good start in 2013-14.

The Flyers nearly became the first team to hold Penguins center Sidney Crosby, the NHL's leading scorer, without a point this season, but he scored an insurance goal at 17:28 of the third period and picked up an assist on Evgeni Malkin's empty-netter with 12.3 seconds to go in regulation.

That puts Crosby's scoring streak at seven games and his points total at 14, an even two per game. Which, coincidentally enough, is just a bit more than he averages in Philadelphia, where he has put up 14 goals and 21 assists in 22 games.

Malkin, who also had a goal and an assist, has 13 goals and 17 assists on the road against the Flyers, also in 21 games.

"When the games ramp up in intensity and meaning, the key players on our team step up," said right winger Pascal Dupuis, who contributed a couple of assists.

True enough, but the Penguins also got some solid work from their third and fourth lines in this game. Winger Tanner Glass, for example, had another strong game and accounted for 10 of the Penguins' 35 hits.

The Penguins had an edge in play in the first period and took control in the second when Jussi Jokinen (9:43) and Kunitz (12:13) scored in a 2 1/2-minute span to put them up two.

They built a 29-10 advantage in shots as the second was winding down, but Fleury was penalized for interference with a minute to go before intermission, and Simmonds deflected in a Claude Giroux pass with two seconds remaining in the period to revive Philadelphia.

The Flyers, buoyed by a couple of early power plays, surged in the third, but were unable to manufacture a tying goal.

Crosby secured the victory by chipping a Dupuis feed past Flyers goalie Steve Mason at 17:28, and Malkin closed out the scoring by hitting an empty net with less than 13 seconds to go.

And so the Penguins improved to 6-1, while the Flyers slipped to 1-7.

"I like winning games," Dupuis said. "And I like our situation better than theirs, for sure."


First Published October 17, 2013 9:55 pm 

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/stories/sports/penguins/penguins-topple-rival-flyers-4-1-708031/#ixzz2i65waq2e
Penguins notebook: Engelland in lineup at right wing
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Usual defenseman Deryk Engelland played out of position on the right wing Thursday in the Penguins' win at Philadelphia.

Usual defenseman Deryk Engelland played out of position on the right wing Thursday in the Penguins' win at Philadelphia. 
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

PHILADELPHIA -- Defenseman Deryk Engelland was a healthy scratch for the Penguins' first four games this season, but was in their lineup for the third consecutive time when they faced Philadelphia at the Wells Fargo Center Thursday night.

Not, however, at his customary position.

Engelland was bumped from the blue line to right wing on the fourth line, alongside Joe Vitale and Harry Zolnierczyk.

Engelland noted that he had played there a bit in a game at Montreal a couple of years ago and had logged some time up front in the minors, but acknowledged how different the game is when playing on the wing.

"It's definitely a different look at the game," he said.

Coach Dan Bylsma said Engelland practiced on the wing three times this season and demonstrated an ability to adapt to the demands of working there.

"We know he has the understanding of what the position [requires] and what he needs to do," Bylsma said. "He's shown an aptitude to have success there."

Forward Dustin Jeffrey, who does not have a point in six regular-season appearances, was scratched to open a spot for Engelland.

Giroux is struggling

Flyers forward Claude Giroux was being hailed by some as the finest player in the world in the spring of 2012.

That talk faded quickly, however, and Giroux entered the game against the Penguins as just another guy trying to escape an early season rut.

He had no goals and two assists in the Flyers' first seven games, six of which were losses.

But while Giroux contended he has great expectations of himself -- "I always put pressure on myself," he said. "I criticize myself a lot, even when it's going well" -- he isn't overly concerned about his sluggish start.

"I'm playing the way I want to," he said. "It's just that the bounces are not there right now. You have moments in the season when the puck doesn't go in. I think it's just a matter of time.

"If it's [later in] the season, I think you don't pay attention to it as much. When it's the start of the season, the panic button goes a little quicker."

Berube demands a lot

Peter Laviolette was fired as the Flyers coach after they lost their first three games and replaced by former Philadelphia enforcer Craig Berube.

The switch has not had an immediate impact on the team's record, although Flyers forward Adam Hall, a Penguins alum, seems to be favorably impressed by what Berube has shown him.

"[Berube] demands accountability," he said. "He's a pretty intimidating coach. When you're doing something wrong, he lets you know. He's blunt. He's honest.

"That's a good thing. You have to be professional about it, and everybody here knows that he holds guys to a high standard. He's got a standard in mind that he wants to see on the ice. If he makes an example of you, it's not because he doesn't like you as a person or anything like that. It's because he knows how good we can be."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG
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It seems that every season, newcomers on the Penguins roster are advised about or asked about the club's deep-rooted rivalry with the Philadelphia Flyers before the teams' first game.

Most say something like this, from Penguins first-year winger Chuck Kobasew on Wednesday:

"It's a heated rivalry, playoff matches in the past, all that kind of stuff. I'm sure those rivalries are fun to be a part of."

Or this, from rookie defenseman Olli Maatta:

"You can see it when you follow the NHL. I'm excited. It's always fun to play games that really matter."

Inevitably, once they are indoctrinated, those players realize they didn't quite grasp the depth of the rivalry, especially for games in Philadelphia -- as tonight's matchup is.

"They'll soon enough feel the rivalry," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. "If they don't know, they'll find out in warm-ups because the fans are 'welcoming.' "

Kobasew has played in rivalries such as Boston-Montreal and Calgary-Edmonton. Maatta's junior London Knights had big games against Kitchener and Windsor in the Ontario Hockey League. But other rivalries don't always match the emotion of Penguins-Flyers.

"I knew about it. I was in the organization for a couple of years before I came up to the big team," Bylsma said. "I still vividly remember fans instructing me as I left the ice after first win, against Montreal. It was like, 'You haven't done anything until you've beaten Philadelphia,' and not in that nice of words."

Early in his career, Penguins center Evgeni Malkin came away from games in Philadelphia with something less than affection for Flyers fans because, he said at the time, they threw popcorn on his head.

Those early experiences didn't exactly limit Malkin's production. He has 55 points in 39 career games against Philadelphia.

Tonight, the teams meet after having nearly opposite starts this season.

The Penguins are 5-1 and boasted the top scorer in the league, Sidney Crosby (12 points), before Wednesday.

The Flyers are 1-6, the worst record in the NHL, their only win coming the first game after coach Peter Laviolette was fired and replaced by Craig Berube.

"I am surprised to see them with the record that they have," Bylsma said. "I don't in any way, shape or form approach their team like their record says they are. I more look at what they are and what they should be."

Besides, this is Penguins-Flyers.

"There's another level to this rivalry, regardless of the situation, the teams. Regardless of the record, it's always got that flavor to it," Bylsma said.

Particularly when the games are at Wells Fargo Center.

"The people are funny in that building," Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury said.

Funny, perhaps, but certainly predictable and provocative. It's a given that at several points tonight, the crowd, accompanied by the team organist, will engage as one loud voice in a two-word chant that involves Crosby and a mild vulgarity.

"That's a good thing," Kobasew said. "That must mean he's doing something right out there, eh?"

Well, Crosby has 71 points in 43 career games against the Flyers.

"There you go," Kobasew said. "That's why they're yelling at him."

Defenseman Rob Scuderi spent the past four seasons with Los Angeles before returning to his original club. He recalls the rivalry from his earlier days with the Penguins.

"I thought it was a heated rivalry, but one of respect," he said. "We certainly want to beat each other, but I can't remember it crossing the line."

But what about the fans?

"It's been our natural rival for a long time as far as organizations go, and that's part of it," Scuderi said. "As a player, you like playing anywhere where there's atmosphere."

One Penguins player is familiar with that atmosphere from a different perspective. Winger Harry Zolnierczyk spent his first few pro seasons in the Flyers organization and played in a handful of rivalry games against the Penguins.

"It will be exciting heading back to Philly," said Zolnierczyk, who signed with the Penguins over the summer. "It's usually a good atmosphere."

One of Zolnierczyk's calling cards is his ability to play a physical game and get under opponents' skin.

Might his familiarity with the Flyers come in handy tonight in a know-thy-enemy sort of way?

"No, I'm just going to play my game and see what happens," he said, although his smile suggested he might make sure his former teammates know which side of the rivalry he is on now.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

A couple of injured Penguins took steps Wednesday toward a return to the lineup, but not as soon as tonight when the team plays in Philadelphia.

Defenseman Kris Letang participated in a full practice for the first time after joining his teammates previously for part of practice or game-day skates, which are not as long or rigorous as other practices.

"Kris is a guy who wanted to play last week," coach Dan Bylsma cracked, but added that, "He needs to see some pretty good practice time before getting back."

Also on the ice with the team at Consol Energy Center was winger Matt D'Agostini, who had been skating separately from practice.

"It feels good to do line rushes and stuff like that to try to get back in game mode as quickly as possible," D'Agostini said. "I'm assuming I'll have a lot more time with the team before I get into some games. It's a step. As long as I feel good and healthy, I'll be out there with the guys, and then we'll go from there."

Both players went out in the late stages of training camp, Letang with what is believed to be a knee injury and D'Agostini because of an unspecified injury.

Letang is considered the team's top defenseman and was a finalist last season for the Norris Trophy. He is eligible to be activated from injured reserve at any time, as long as the Penguins clear a roster spot. D'Agostini signed as a free agent in the summer and was getting a long look on the third line before he got hurt. He is on long-term injured reserve and ineligible to be activated until next week.

It is believed that injured wingers Beau Bennett and James Neal were the only players who did not travel to Philadelphia. Neither practiced.

Jokinen settles in

Left winger Jussi Jokinen is now the stable one among Evgeni Malkin's linemates.

Before this season, the only unsettled spot among the Penguins' top six forwards was on the left wing of Malkin's line. Neal was set on the right side of that second line, and the top line was set with Chris Kunitz, Sidney Crosby and Pascal Dupuis.

The Crosby line is not only intact but thriving. Those three players have accounted for nine of the team's 23 goals (39.1 percent).

With the Malkin line, things have changed. Neal has not played since the season opener. Bennett replaced him but is expected to miss his second game in a row tonight. Chuck Kobasew is manning the right side of that line.

Jokinen had a strong preseason to settle on Malkin's line. He can't do anything about the turnover at right wing.

"There can be injuries throughout the year," he said. "It would be nice to play with the same lines all year, but that rarely happens nowadays. Hopefully, we can stay as healthy as possible throughout the year and find the chemistry."

Jokinen, acquired late last season in a trade with Carolina, knew for some time he wanted to make a push for the spot he's in.

"Even after last year, I had a meeting with Ray [Shero, the general manager] and with Dan [Bylsma]," Jokinen said. "We talked a little bit that there could be one open spot in the top six. I told them -- and they knew already -- that I'm most comfortable playing in that top six."

Jokinen didn't go so far as to butter up Malkin in the offseason with texts or other communication and laughed at the suggestion. But Jokinen, who is Finnish, and Malkin, who is Russian, have had a chance to find some common interests.

"It's cool to get to know [Malkin] a little bit more and the other guys and get more comfortable with them off the ice," Jokinen said. "We are both interested in some of the things happening with European hockey and the [Kontinental Hockey League], stuff like that."

Tip-ins

Rookie defenseman Olli Maatta left practice with a trainer but returned after about 10 minutes. He said he was fine, and Bylsma said, "It was just to get checked. I don't think it was anything significant." ... Malkin's winning power-play goal Tuesday against Edmonton gave him at least one goal against each of the other 29 NHL teams.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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The NHL didn't allow the Penguins to draw up the script for their 3-2 victory against the Edmonton Oilers Tuesday night at Consol Energy Center.

If the league had, however, it probably would have looked a lot like this:

The Penguins would be rested and playing at home, where they had won their first three games this season.

Penguins coach, players turn student rush into pizza party

Coach Dan Bylsma and several Penguins players showed their appreciation to fans standing in line outside of Consol Energy Center for student rush tickets by passing out pizza slices. (video by Andrew Rush; 10/15/2013)

They would be facing a team that had played -- and lost, then traveled -- a night earlier, a team that was 1-4-1 in its previous six games and had turned to its backup goalie, presumably because its No. 1 had been leaking in nearly 5.5 goals per game.

Clearly, the Penguins had a great deal going for them.

And they needed pretty much all of it to piece together this victory.

The Oilers were resilient, not wilting after being overwhelmed for most of the first period and twice rebounding from one-goal deficits before absorbing their fifth regulation loss of 2013-14.

"That team's going to be really good in a couple of years," Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik said.

Of course, the one Orpik plays for already is.

The Penguins are 5-1, in part because Sidney Crosby is off to what he considers the best start of his career.

He assisted on all three Penguins goals against the Oilers to run his points total for the season to 12 and seize sole possession of first place in the NHL scoring race.

Crosby has at least one point in each of his first six games, matching his personal-best set as a rookie in 2005-06. That season, however, he put up just nine points in the first half-dozen games, three fewer than he has now.

And goals and assists aren't the only indication of how he has performed over the first two weeks of the season. Witness his 55.2 percent success rate on faceoffs.

"I try to evaluate myself not only on points, but on other things going on out there," Crosby said. "But it's nice to see them go in early on."

Crosby didn't just give the Penguins three assists Tuesday night; he contributed a little blood, as well.

With the score tied, 2-2, early in the third period, Edmonton defenseman Andrew Ference smacked him in the face with his stick.

Crosby ended up with a nasty gash on the right side of his tongue, presumably where Ference's stick made contact.

"I have a mouthguard, so it's pretty hard to really bite it like that," Crosby said.

Whatever the cause, it was hard to miss the way Crosby was bleeding from the mouth, but the officials apparently did, because Ference was sent to the penalty box for just two minutes, rather than being assessed a double-minor.

"He wanted four minutes, for sure," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. "I was actually hoping there was blood."

Bylsma appeared to be joking, but while he got the blood he wanted, he didn't get the extra two minutes of power-play time.

Turned out his club didn't need them, though, because Ference still was serving his minor for high-sticking when Evgeni Malkin put a shot past Oilers goalie Jason LaBarbera from the bottom of the right circle at 7:20 of the third for the goal that decided the outcome.

Malkin got the puck quite inadvertently as defenseman Paul Martin shanked a shot from the right point, sending the puck toward Malkin instead of the net.

"I don't know what happened," LaBarbera said. "All of a sudden, I looked over, and it was on [Malkin's] tape and I was kind of in no-man's land."

A split-second later, the puck went from Malkin's stick to the back of the net.

Malkin's winner was his first career goal against the Oilers; Crosby still doesn't have one, although it appeared he had scored the one that broke a 1-1 tie at 9:40 of the second.

Replays, however, showed that linemate Chris Kunitz got his stick on the puck before Crosby.

Kunitz, who joked with Crosby on the bench about ownership of the goal, said simply:

"I don't think we really care who ends up scoring, who gets credit for it."

Whether he's scoring goals or setting them up, Crosby has been in on a lot lately, putting up seven points in the past two games.

"He gets them," Kunitz said. "He's that good."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Harry Zolnierczyk was chilling on his couch Monday, a welcome day off, when he got something more welcome -- a call saying the Penguins were summoning him from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League.

"Great phone call," said the winger, who was in the lineup Tuesday against Edmonton at Consol Energy Center because Beau Bennett was out due to an unspecified injury.

Zolnierczyk, 26, was signed as a free agent in the offseason and was one of the final cuts at training camp.

He had three goals in as many games for Wilkes-Barre, but that wasn't the only thing that earned him the first call-up this season.

"We saw in training camp a little bit of what he brings -- the speed with which he plays, getting to the net, forechecking," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said.

Bylsma indicated he wanted to keep the fourth line of Tanner Glass, Joe Vitale and Craig Adams intact.

Zolnierczyk, who played right wing on the third line Tuesday night with center Brandon Sutter and Dustin Jeffrey, also has a physical element to his game.

"If the opportunity is there to get on the body and finish some checks,

"It will be something to get on, and the opportunity to score goals will be the same," Zolnierczyk said.

Chuck Kobasew moved from the third line up to Bennett's spot alongside Evgeni Malkin on the second line.

Bennett did not participate in the morning skate.

He is considered day-to-day. Zolnierczyk could remain on the NHL roster if Bennett misses more games.

To make room for Zolnierczyk on the roster, the Penguins placed right winger James Neal on long-term injured reserve, retroactive to the regular-season opener. Neal left that game in the first period because of an undisclosed injury and has been listed as week-to-week.

Under long-term IR rules, Neal can't return before an Oct. 28 home game against Carolina.

He has not returned to practice.

Full practice next for Letang

Defenseman Kris Letang apparently will attempt to go through a full practice with his teammates today, something Bylsma called "the next progression" in Letang's recovery from what is believed to be a knee injury.

Letang was allowed to participate in the first half-hour of practice Monday. Then, he skated hard through drills Tuesday with conditioning coach Mike Kadar before joining the team for its game-day skate.

With Letang out, defenseman Robert Bortuzzo was the Penguins' only healthy scratch against the Oilers.

Letang has been taking some contact this week.

"It was a good first test," he said. "I had some discomfort, but we can work with it."

Overall, Letang said he feels good on the ice and is "making progress every day. There's no [return] date we're looking at right now."

He is being monitored to see "how I feel in the mornings when I come to the rink."

Letang has missed all six games after getting hurt at practice near the end of training camp.

Yakupov in Oilers' lineup

Center Nail Yakupov was not one of the four players who took part in an optional game-day skate for the Oilers, who played Monday night in Washington.

Yakupov, though, returned to the lineup after being a healthy scratch the previous two games. He apparently clashed to some degree with first-year Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins over his playing style.

Yakupov had no points in the Oilers' first four games before he was removed from the lineup.

Lots of No. 1 picks on ice

With Yakupov in the lineup, the game featured five of the past 11 first overall picks in the NHL draft: Goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury (2003) and center Sidney Crosby (2005) of the Penguins, and winger Taylor Hall (2010), center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (20110 and Yakupov (2012) of the Oilers.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins have recalled forward Harry Zolnierczyk from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League.

Zolnierczyk, 26, could replace Beau Bennett in the lineup tonight when Edmonton visits Consol Energy Center.

Bennett has an unspecified injury and is considered day-to-day.

Zolnierczyk had three goals in as many games for Wilkes-Barre. He signed as a free agent during the offseason and was one of the later cuts in training camp.

To make room on the roster, right winger James Neal was placed on injured reserve. He has been out since the season opener because of an unspecified injury.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com or 412-263-1721. Twitter: @pgshelly.
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By Seth Rorabaugh / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

It's not a combination you usually see on the score sheet.

P. Martin (1) -- B. Orpik (1), S. Crosby (2).

Center Sidney Crosby gets plenty of assists, but the Penguins shutdown defensive pairing of Paul Martin and Brooks Orpik are relied on to prevent goals, not generate them.

But, in the second period of a 5-2 victory a week ago against the Carolina Hurricanes at Consol Energy Center, Orpik drove a slap shot from the left half wall at the net. Carolina goaltender Cam Ward made the save and deflected the puck behind the cage, where it took a bounce off the end boards and deflected to the right faceoff circle where Martin was able to backhand it into the goal.

While the goal hardly was by design, it was a scoring play that might not have happened in past NHL seasons.

Hoping to create more offense league-wide, the NHL this season reshaped the nets. While the goal mouth remains 4-feet by 6-feet, the depth of the nets are 4 inches shallower than before. Besides allowing extra space between the cage and the boards, the newer nets also have opened up more angles for pucks to hit off the end boards.

"The angle it came out ... it came out a little wider," Martin said. "Maybe that wouldn't have been affected, but it would have been close."

"There's better angles and there's less iron there that's going to hit when the puck comes out," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. "There are going to be pucks that get out more because of less net there."

A more immediate concern for defenseman will be defending opponents behind their nets, especially with wraparound attempts. The new cages don't "bubble" out at the bottom as much and offer a more direct route for attacking players to attempt wraparound shots.

"If you're chasing a guy and he's using the net as a pick, or if you're the net-front [defenseman]," Orpik said, "you've just got to get your stick to the post [the attacking forward] is trying to wraparound quicker."

There also is more room for offensive players behind the nets, Martin said.

"They don't have to put it outside the net to throw it right out front," he said. "I think that's the biggest difference."

In addition to wraparound attempts, skilled offensive players, such as Crosby or Evgeni Malkin, could take advantage of the extra space to set up teammates for scoring chances. In that same game, Crosby passed to Kunitz in the right circle, and he put a shot on net that initially was stopped by Ward. Pascal Dupuis battled for the rebound and scored on a play that initially was ruled a goal by on-ice officials but was overturned after video review.

"I think there's been a difference. I think there's more room to make plays," Crosby said. "The angles are a bit better for making plays from there. I don't know numbers-wise how much more it's created because of that."

The Penguins fourth line appears to have benefited offensively from the extra space. Forwards Joe Vitale, Craig Adams and Tanner Glass have combined for eight points this season with several of their offensive chances being generated behind the goal.

"As a line, our emphasis is offensive zone time and wearing the other team's defense down," Vitale said. "When you do those things and you have more space, that's going to help. If you look at the success we've had, especially around the net, I think you can't help but notice there is a little bit more room, and it does help you when you're producing points."

Unlike the rule change instituting hybrid icing which has been met with significant disapproval from players, the new nets seem to be popular.

"I thought it was a good move," center Brandon Sutter said. "I think it has made a real difference and I can't see why they would go back to the way it was before. It was a pretty smart move."

"I like it. I think it's good for the game," defenseman Matt Niskanen said. "If they're trying to get more offense, that's good. It's a little scary when a skilled player has the puck back there, but it's good for the game."

Seth Rorabaugh: srorabaugh@post-gazette.com. Twitter @emptynetters.
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PHILADELPHIA — Deryk Engelland wants to play. 

That is true even if it means playing a different position. 

Engelland, a defenseman, skated as a winger on the  Penguins' fourth line against the Philadelphia Flyers at Wells Fargo Center on Thursday night. 

“He's done it before,” coach Dan Bylsma said. “We know he has an understanding of what the position implies.” 

The implication was that Engelland, a reputable fighter, was needed for a showdown with the traditionally roughhousing but struggling Flyers — desperate for any spark after winning once in seven prior contests. 

“We like having that grit in the lineup,” Bylsma said of Engelland. 

“It's not just necessarily against the Flyers.” 

Engelland had practiced as a winger for three sessions, Bylsma said. 

Engelland said he played once previously in the NHL as a forward — against Montreal two years ago — and also in “a few games” while with Las Vegas of the East Coast Hockey League. 

He has played in only two of the Penguins' previous six contests. 

Though he did not endorse a full-time position switch — also, nobody associated with the Penguins has hinted that is a possibility — Engelland said he prefers playing at forward than sitting as a defenseman. 

Everybody form a line 

Winger Dustin Jeffrey was a healthy scratch for the Penguins against the Flyers. Engelland replaced him in the lineup. 

Jeffrey's ice time had decreased in each of the past two games. 

With Jeffrey out, winger Harry Zolnierczyk and center Joe Vitale worked with Engelland on the fourth line. 

Wingers Tanner Glass and Craig Adams were promoted to the third line with center Brandon Sutter. 

Maatta factor 

Playing Engelland on the fourth line allowed Bylsma to reunite the defense pairing of Olli Maatta and Robert Bortuzzo. 

Maatta had played with Engelland in two prior contests and registered a minus-2 rating. 

He was an even player in his opening four NHL games. 

Maatta, 19, can play in only two more games before this season counts as the first of his entry-level contract. He cannot play in the AHL because of an arrangement between the NHL and Hockey Canada. 

Injury updates 

Defenseman Kris Letang is doubling up on his daily on-ice activity, but there is “no timetable” for returning to play, Bylsma said Thursday. 

Letang participated in a game-day practice, but he has had only one full session since rejoining teammates last week. 

A Norris Trophy (top defenseman) finalist last season, Letang's knee was injured Sept. 27 in a practice at the United States Military Academy in West Point, N.Y. He has yet to play this season. 

Winger Matt D'Agostini (lower body) practiced with Penguins teammates for the second consecutive day. He remains on the long-term injury list and cannot play until Oct. 26. 

Right wingers James Neal (upper body) and Beau Bennett (lower body) did not practice at Philadelphia. 

Neal is out indefinitely. He was re-injured against New Jersey on Oct. 3. Bennett is day-to-day. He was injured at Tampa Bay last Saturday. 

Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. 
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Defenseman Kris Letang isn't going to force his return to the lineup. When his body is ready, he will know. 

Letang hinted that he would be playing if this were the postseason. But it's October, and he intends on making sure his knee is recovered completely before he plays. 

“You can always try to play,” Letang said. “That's always an option. But it's not the right time in the season to not let something heal all the way.” 

Letang made it through an entire team practice Wednesday for the first time since suffering the injury during a practice Sept. 27 at West Point. He reported no problems following the workout. 

“I'm going one day at a time,” he said. “Getting to practice with my teammates is a good thing. I feel good right now.” 

He likely doesn't feel well enough to play Thursday in Philadelphia, but Letang's return to the lineup doesn't seem far away. 

Coach Dan Bylsma said he hopes Letang continues to let the injury improve. Letang is historically a fast healer, but Bylsma knows it's a long season and would rather have Letang in the lineup in April than October. 

“Kris is a guy who wanted to play last week,” Bylsma joked. “You do have to be aware of the situation and when the best time to return is. Without (Letang having played) any games, he needs to see some pretty good practice time when he comes back.” 

Letang, who has produced 80 points in his previous 86 regular-season games, has played a full 82-game season only once in his career (2010-11). 

D'Agostini getting closer 

Right wing Matt D'Agostini practiced for the first time since suffering an injury during the first week of training camp. He doesn't figure to see any game action for at least another week but was pleased to return to practice. 

“It's a step,” he said. “As long as I feel good and healthy, I'll be out there with the guys, and then we'll go from there.” 

The  Penguins had D'Agostini penciled into the third line with center Brandon Sutter and winger Beau Bennett before the injury prevented D'Agostini from playing during the past month. 

Bennett (lower-body injury) and right wing James Neal (upper-body injury) did not practice Wednesday. Neal isn't eligible to play until Oct. 28 at Carolina, and Bennett is unlikely to play Thursday. 

Tardy practice 

Practice started about 40 minutes late because Bylsma gave the Penguins an extensive video session from their game against Edmonton on Tuesday. 

“Tense is probably too strong of a word,” center Sidney Crosby said of the video time. “We just went over things, making sure everyone knows what to do. It was just a little longer (than usual), trying to work things out.” 

Olli OK 

Rookie defenseman Olli Maatta left the ice for

 about 10 minutes during practice. 

He later returned and said he was “fine” following the workout. 

“Nothing to worry about,” he said. 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 
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Claude Giroux doesn't have a goal. Peter Laviolette doesn't have a job. Do the Philadelphia Flyers have a prayer? 

The  Penguins aren't counting out their biggest rival. When they meet Thursday in Philadelphia, the Penguins have an opportunity to take a 10-point lead on the Flyers just two weeks into the season. 

“I am surprised to see them with the record they have now,” Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. 

The numbers speak for themselves: 

• At 1-6-0, the Flyers have the NHL's worst record and fewest amount of points (two). 

• The Flyers have scored 10 goals in seven games, equating to the second-to-worst goals-per-game average at 1.43. 

• Giroux, dubbed the “best player in the world” by then-coach Laviolette when the Flyers defeated the Penguins in the first round of the 2012 playoffs, has zero goals and two assists. 

“It's fine (that they're struggling),” Penguins defenseman Matt Niskanen said. “I'm not sad about it. I'm not cheering for them to fail, but I'm not sad that they are, either.” 

The Flyers are dealing with injuries — forwards Scott Hartnell and Vincent Lecavalier are unlikely to play Thursday because of ailments — but still showcase proven scorers like Giroux, Hartnell, Jakub Voracek and Wayne Simmonds. 

Former NHL coach Rick Tocchet, a standout forward with the Penguins and Flyers, told the Tribune-Review that Philadelphia's problems are mental. 

“Their confidence level is really low,” he said. “That transpires into a costly mistake during a tight situation.” 

“It's a long season,” Penguins right wing Pascal Dupuis said, warning that the Flyers are capable of heating up. “There are things in their system that they aren't doing right. I'm sure they're trying to address that, and I'm sure they're looking at this game as a stepping stone for them.” 

A lack of scoring has been the Flyers' primary problem. 

New goaltender Steve Mason's record is 1-4, but he has been stout between the pipes, boasting a .227 goals-against average and a .926 save percentage. 

The team that scored 30 goals in six playoff games against the Penguins 18 months ago has just 10 thus far. 

“The thing about this league right now is the parity,” Penguins defenseman Paul Martin said. “If you just have a little stretch where your team is off its game, you're not going to win many games because every team in this league is pretty good right now.” 

Penguins left wing Tanner Glass said the Flyers can recover. 

“They've got guys who just aren't scoring yet,” he said. “We're still only six or seven games in.” 

Flyers chairman Ed Snider deemed his team in such disarray that he fired Laviolette and replaced him with Craig Berube three games into the season. 

“It can happen in hockey,” said Penguins center Sidney Crosby, who leads the NHL with 12 points and has produced 71 points in 43 games against the Flyers. “They've lost a lot of one-goal games. The margin of error is so small in this league.” 

The Penguins' lead over the Flyers in the Metropolitan Division won't be so small if they beat the struggling Flyers. 

“It would be unusual for them to not be in the playoff race by some point in this season,” Niskanen said. “But we just need to worry about us and how we play.” 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 
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 Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said earlier this week a third-line-style player likely would be recalled if forward Beau Bennett couldn't play against Edmonton on Tuesday. 

He wasn't lying. There isn't an abundance of finesse in Harry Zolnierczyk's game, which is precisely what the Penguins like about him. 

Zolnierczyk was recalled from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and immediately placed on the third line alongside center Brandon Sutter and left wing Dustin Jeffrey. 

True to form, the former Flyers agitator found himself in a couple of scrums against the Oilers and was looking to deliver some punishment throughout. 

“I know what my job is,” Zolnierczyk said. “I want to be able to create some energy out there.” 

Zolnierczyk scored three goals in three games at the AHL this season. 

“I want to be able to provide some offense, too,” he said. “It was good to get the call. I'm excited.” 

Bennett's lower-body injury isn't believed to be a long-term concern. He is being listed as day-to-day. 

Letang update 

Up next for defenseman Kris Letang is participating in a full practice, Bylsma said Tuesday. 

Letang has participated in two game-day practices and joined teammates for 30 minutes of a full practice Monday. 

“For right now, it's just trying to feel comfortable out there,” Letang said, adding that resuming physical contact “was a good first test.” 

“I mean, there was some discomfort, but I can go with it. We're going a day at a time.” 

Letang was injured Sept. 27. There is no timetable for his return. 

More injuries 

Right winger James Neal (upper body) was placed on injured reserve. He has not practiced since leaving a game against New Jersey on Oct. 3. He remains week-to-week. 

Neal was placed on long term injured reserve, retroactive to Oct. 3, which means he is eligible to return to the lineup Oct. 28 in Raleigh. 

Left winger Matt D'Agostini (lower body) also did not practice Tuesday. He is on track to practice next week, Bylsma said. 

Long walk home 

A voice of the Edmonton Oilers is from Meadville. 

Jack Michaels, a broadcaster for the Oilers Radio Network, called his second NHL game in Pittsburgh on Tuesday. He joined the Oilers in 2010 after eight years calling minor league games in Alaska and Colorado. 

Michaels said his career path started in the mid-1990s after meeting former Penguins broadcaster Matt McConnell. 

“I was a football, basketball baseball guy like a lot of people,” Michaels said. “Matt said, ‘You know, not a lot of people can call hockey,' so I thought that might give me more opportunities. 

“He was right.” 

Pizza night 

Bylsma was joined by right wing Pascal Dupuis, right wing Chuck Kobasew, left wing Jussi Jokinen, and defensemen Olli Maatta and Deryk Engelland in delivering pizzas to the student rush line a couple of hours before the Penguins hosted the Oilers. 

Engelland was in the lineup ahead of defenseman Robert Bortuzzo. 

Rob Rossi and Josh Yohe are staff writers for Trib Total Media. Reach Rossi at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. Reach Yohe at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib.
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Brooks Orpik knows the  Penguins were not perfect Tuesday night. 

They were pretty close to that, though, after Evgeni Malkin's power-play goal in the third period. 

Malkin scored with about 12 minutes remaining in regulation, and then the Penguins held Edmonton to two shots to close out a 3-2 victory at  Consol Energy Center. 

Goalie Marc-Andre Fleury finished with 20 saves and will carry a 5-0 mark and 1.80 goals-against average into a showdown at Philadelphia on Thursday. 

About Tuesday, though ... 

“Our first and third periods were really good, but our second was kind of like those games in Florida and Tampa Bay,” Orpik said, referring to a two-game trip last weekend during which the Penguins surrendered 10 of their 15 goals allowed. 

The Oilers outshot the Penguins, 15-9, in the second period. 

They utilized pace — an element that helped Philadelphia and the New York Islanders rattle the Penguins in Round 1 each of the past two postseasons — to turn momentum. 

However, the Oilers were held to seven shots combined in the first and final periods, and many Penguins players spoke after this victory of a left-wing lock tactic with which many clubs have skated to Stanley Cup success over the past two decades. 

Orpik offered less about the lock — a deployment that keeps the Penguins left winger from going too deep in offensive zone — and more about the decisions made by forwards. 

“It's discipline with the puck in the neutral zone,” Orpik said. “It's not trying to make little plays there.” 

Malkin's goal was no little thing. He has scored in two of three games since opening the season without a goal in three consecutive contests. 

This goal was of three upon which captain Sidney Crosby recorded an assist. 

He finished this victory bloodied — a high stick from Edmonton captain Andrew Ference split his tongue but earned the power play on which Malkin scored — and with a point streak at six games. 

Crosby equaled his best points streak start to a season. His personal best mark is 25 games, but he has now produced at least a point in 76 of 92 regular-season contests dating to the start of the 2010-11 campaign. 

He also assisted on goals by his regular wingers, the second each for Pascal Dupuis and Chris Kunitz. 

Right winger Ales Hemsky and center Jordan Eberle scored for the Oilers, who are off to a rough start with one win in seven games. 

Edmonton is trying to ride a foursome of fine forwards to a franchise turnaround. 

Eberle is joined by center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, left winger Taylor Hall and right winger Nail Yakupov, the latter a healthy scratch in two previous contests. 

“(Eberle's) probably the most dangerous of those guys,” said Penguins defenseman Rob Scuderi, who routinely faced the Oilers the past four years playing with the Los Angeles Kings. 

“He's kind of the same as Nugent-Hopkins, but Eberle plays with a little more pace.” 

Orpik predicted big things — as in a shiny, silver chalice — for Edmonton in a couple of seasons. 

He also suggested the Penguins stick with their performance from the first and third periods against Edmonton and not the second. 

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins suggested the Penguins' way of playing was a pretty good standard. 

“That vertical game — that's how we aspire to be,” Eakins said. “In the future, when our team gets good, that's how we want to play.” 

Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. 
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Kris Letang practiced with the  Penguins again Monday, but his season debut likely will not take place against the Oilers at  Consol Energy Center on Tuesday night. 

“Kris is still in the process of getting back to playing, and this was another step,” coach Dan Bylsma said. “He needs to continue to progress to move toward a game.” 

Letang (lower-body injury) participated in 30 minutes of practice, and he did not work with a specific defense partner. The pairings were Matt Niskanen and Rob Scuderi, Brooks Orpik and Paul Martin, and Olli Maatta and Robert Bortuzzo. Letang has practiced twice since he was injured Sept. 27. 

• The Penguins practiced with only 11 forwards because of injuries to wingers Beau Bennett and Matt D'Agostini (both lower body) and James Neal (upper body). Bennett is day-to-day and D'Agostini should return to practice next week, Bylsma said. Neal is week-to-week. If Bennett cannot play against Edmonton, the Penguins could open up a roster spot by placing Neal on the injured-reserve list retroactive to Oct. 4. The Penguins will need to free a roster spot to recall a player from AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. “Probably we'll be looking at more than something just a bottom forward to call up, so that they can play a pretty big role for our team,” Bylsma said. 

• Defenseman Deryk Engelland took line rushes with center Joe Vitale and winger Dustin Jeffrey. Center Brandon Sutter practiced with Tanner Glass and Craig Adams as his wingers. Glass and Adams are regularly fourth-line players, though they have combined for four goals in five games. Bylsma said the fourth line, which has also included Vitale, has been the Penguins' “most effective.” 

• Captain Sidney Crosby was named the NHL's third star for last week. He produced three goals and seven points in four games. His eighth hat trick fueled the Penguins' win at Tampa Bay on Saturday. Goalie Marc-Andre Fleury was the NHL's third star for the first week of the season. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4877647-74/penguins-week-bylsma#ixzz2i67Y2IMB 
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Evgeni Malkin can't keep track of all his wingers the past two seasons. 

The number is closing in on double digits if, as coach Dan Bylsma said is likely, Chuck Kobasew replaces Beau Bennett to Malkin's right when the  Penguins play the Oilers at  Consol Energy Center on Tuesday night. 

Bennett is day-to-day with a lower body injury that limited him to two shifts in the third period at Tampa Bay on Saturday. 

“We (are) always changing lines,” Malkin said. 

Actually, it only seems that way. 

Since winning his second scoring title and first MVP two years ago, Malkin has played with left wingers that fit into three categories: 

• Ineffective: Zach Boychuk and Eric Tangradi. 

• Out of place: Jarome Iginla and Tanner Glass. 

• Promising: Bennett and Jussi Jokinen. 

Malkin, who has scored only 10 goals in the last 36 regular-season games, said Monday it is not their job to make his life easier. 

He is the superstar to whom the Penguins committed $76 million in July. He is the only current NHL player to have won an MVP in the regular and postseason. 

However, even as Malkin conceded his production should remain at a consistently elite level no matter his wingers, he could fairly look upon Penguins captain Sidney Crosby with envious eyes. 

Crosby, the NHL leader as of Monday with nine points, has spent the healthy portions of his last three seasons playing with Chris Kunitz to his left and Pascal Dupuis to his right. Those three forwards have comprised the most productive line in hockey when Crosby has not missed games because of concussion symptoms or a broken jaw. 

“We've seen with them how good they are because they (have) played a long time,” Malkin said. “When you have three guys (together) a long time… I think we need that.” 

The “we” to whom Malkin referred is Jokinen and right winger James Neal, who is out indefinitely with an upper-body injury. 

Bennett had replaced Neal, and now Kobasew — a tryout-contract invitee to training camp — is slotted to fill in for Bennett. 

“I'm not going to change the way I play,” Kobasew said. “You try to hunt pucks and get (him) the puck, let (him) do his magic. 

“Communication is huge.” 

It is almost everything regarding successfully meshing with Malkin, Neal has said. 

Malkin is reputably direct and loud when communicating with linemates, and the conversations are usually one-sided. A winger must toe the line of holding his own while also keeping Malkin happy. 

Kunitz played the left wing with Malkin and Neal during the 2012-13 season when Crosby was injured. He kept things simple — on the bench and on the ice. 

“Part of it is doing what's expected, part of it is being reliable and consistent enough so they trust,” Kunitz said. “Players with that type of all-world skill that can do everything out there, it seems they just want … to trust where you're going to be (and) expect it to be done every time.” 

Neal has done that for Malkin, though not as often as the narrative suggests. 

They have played together in only 13 of the Penguins' last 35 regular-season games and in just 76.9 percent (103 of 134) since Bylsma made Neal the right winger for Malkin. 

While waiting on a friend he playfully calls “Lazy” to return, Malkin said he must adjust his mentality while working with Jokinen and whomever as the right winger. 

“I try to pass more because I know how good ‘Lazy' is, and he shoots (best),” Malkin said of Neal. “I (will) not change my game, but I must score goals more when I know ‘Lazy' is not (playing) with me. 

“I (will) try to shoot more.” 

Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. 
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 Penguins defensive specialist Craig Adams has opened eyes by scoring three times in five games this season. 

He recorded an assist of a lifetime in the spring. 

After learning that the brother of a close friend, Hurricanes broadcaster Tripp Tracy, was imprisoned in Venezuela, Adams used a connection to trigger a government intervention that set the man free. 

Adams said he received the news about Tracy's brother, Tim, following the Penguins' loss in New Jersey in the penultimate game of the regular season. 

Tracy, who was a senior goalie at Harvard when Adams was a freshman, told Adams that Tim had been charged with espionage.A documentary filmmaker, Tim Tracy said he had been filming a project that captured the plight of those who opposed the Hugo Chavez regime. When he attempted to leave, he was arrested. 

“People told me I was reckless for being in Venezuela,” Tim Tracy said. “But I felt a connection with the people there, a bond.” 

The Tracy family contacted the U.S. Embassy in Venezuela and was told Tim had been arrested. The embassy said it was unclear whether Tim was alive. 

“I was able to speak with my family at first,” Tim said. “But the calls were being monitored, and I knew it. I had to be so careful with what was said. It was a scary, wild, surreal situation.” 

Tripp Tracy called Adams, whose father-in-law, Paul Cellucci, was the only man he believed could help. 

Cellucci, the former governor of Massachusetts and former U.S. ambassador to Canada, was in the final stages of Lou Gehrig's disease, but Tracy was desperate. 

“I had spent time with Paul and knew he was a great man,” Tracy said. “So I reached out to Craig, hoping he could help in some way.” 

Carolina played in Pittsburgh two nights later. Tripp Tracy could barely concentrate on hockey. Then he saw Adams. 

“I was standing outside the Penguins' locker room when Craig came off the ice following the morning skate,” Tracy said. “He could see I was a mess, but he never wavered. He has the quiet confidence about him, and when I needed it most, he stayed so calm. He made me feel like everything was going to be OK. There's a reason Pittsburgh put him on the ice in the final moments before they won the Cup in 2009. He always keeps it together.” 

Adams already had contacted Cellucci, who could communicate only via email at that stage of the disease. 

According to Tripp Tracy, Cellucci directed the Tracy family to contact Rep. Adam Schiff, D-Calif., who was Tim Tracy's congressman. From there, Cellucci had a number of communications with his former political rival, Secretary of State John Kerry. He also reached out to two former Democratic lawmakers from Massachusetts — Bill Delahunt and Joe Kennedy — who had knowledge of Venezuela. 

While attempts at a resolution dragged on, Adams kept Tripp Tracy calm. 

“Craig was amazing,” Tracy said. “He's trying to win another Stanley Cup during the playoffs, and his wife, Anne, was pregnant at the time. And they're both telling me that, whatever I need, whenever I need it, all I have to do is call them.” 

Tim Tracy said Adams was integral in orchestrating his release. 

“I appreciate Craig so much,” he said. “The last time he saw me, I was dancing like an idiot in a nightclub. ... I'm sure it was a surprise for him to look in the newspaper and see that the guy who was dancing in the nightclub is the guy who is being accused of being a spy in Venezuela.” 

Delahunt said Venezuelan foreign minister Elias Jose Jaua wanted badly to speak with Kerry at a June meeting in Guatemala. This was the opening that was needed. 

“There is a situation that might be an opportunity for us to get Timmy out,” Delahunt said he told the Tracy family. 

He also said that if the plan didn't work, he would be “very worried that it isn't going to happen for a long time.” 

Though not privy to the high-ranking conversations, Delahunt and Tripp Tracy said they were told Venezuela essentially was informed that, for any talks with Kerry to take place, Tim Tracy was to be released to the United States. By this time, Tim had spent a month in prison — including some days in notorious El Rodeo — and had lost 30 pounds. 

“Some of the things that happen to people in Venezuela tell you how horrible people can be,” Tim Tracy said. “Then you see what Paul Cellucci did for me, and you become inspired seeing how great people can be.” 

A few days later, Cellucci died at 65. 

“Paul did those sorts of things all the time to help people,” Adams said. “He never got any credit for it. Just the kind of guy he was.” 

Tripp Tracy insists Adams deserves credit, too. 

“I saw Craig score that first goal of the season in Pittsburgh's first game,” Tracy said. “I couldn't stop smiling. I know Paul was looking down on him on that night. Paul is a hero, and you couldn't ask for a better friend than Craig Adams.” 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 
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TAMPA – Sidney Crosby has won the MVP once. 

“Really?” Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury said after Crosby scored three goals and set up the winner in the Penguins' 5-4 victory over the Lightning at Tampa Bay Times Forum on Saturday night. 

“How?” 

Defenseman Brooks Orpik, who scored in the regular season for the first time since Nov. 1, 2011, has a working theory. 

“His health,” Orpik said. “Every year he hasn't won it's been because he wasn't healthy. 

“I thought he was the MVP last year, but some people thought he didn't play enough games. So, whatever.” 

A puck – originally shot off Orpik's stick blade but deflected by a New York Islanders' player – cracked Crosby on the jaw with about a month remaining before the Stanley Cup playoffs last season. Until then Crosby was leading a charge toward seemingly everything: the MVP, the scoring title, the Cup. 

He never looked himself after the jaw was broken, which is to suggest that he never consistently dominated upon returning from a couple of oral surgeries. 

A shocking four-game sweep from the Eastern Conference final by Boston, a series in which Crosby failed to produce a point, led to some off-season advice from general manager Ray Shero. 

Crosby's critics would come at him for the way his season ended, and Shero suggested his captain consider that fair game. 

The standard of judgment is not fair for the best player in the world, and Shero was proven correct when NHL Awards were dolled out in late June. 

Crosby finished tied for third in regular-season scoring, but he missed 12 games – 25 percent of the 48-constest scheduled – and that absence was enough for a majority of hockey writers to look elsewhere for their MVP. 

The Penguins have opened this season with four wins in five games, and Crosby has played a part in nine of their 20 goals – scoring five, assisting on four others. 

“Really, I just try to be the best that I can every year,” Crosby said Saturday night after recording his eighth hat trick and first since Dec. 2, 2010 – about a month before his world was rocked by concussion symptoms that lingered until March 2012. 

“Going to the front of the net, keeping my feet moving, helping us get better by playing good defense – I'm focused on those things, not the other stuff that I can't control.” 

Tampa Bay carried a 3-2 lead into the third period on Saturday night, but could not control Crosby. He scored twice with 11 minutes to pull the Penguins even then give them a lead. 

A late Lightning goal – by center Alex Killorn on the power play, upon which Tampa Bay Scored twice – caused a stir on the Penguins' bench. 

It did not cause panic. 

A final-minute tripping penalty by winger Richard Panik placed the Lightning on the penalty kill, and 38 seconds later defenseman Matt Niskanen's shot sent the Penguins out of the Sunshine State with a split of the two-game road trip. 

That was Niskanen's first goal, but his fifth point. 

He has not made anybody forget injured defenseman Kris Letang, but Niskanen has helped the Penguins stay strong without their Norris Trophy finalist. 

Paired with free-agent returnee Rob Scuderi, Niskanen has played in all situations and matched the scoring pace of Letang, who was the only NHL defenseman to average a point-per-game last season. 

Crosby averaged 1.55 points-per-game last season with 56 in 36 games. 

His early pace this season is 1.8 – a territory reserved only for the Wayne Gretzkys and Mario Lemieuxs of this hockey world. 

Those icons are to whom Crosby has been compared since before the Penguins won a lottery in July 2005 for the right to select him first overall in the Entry Draft. 

He played a few months later, starting his rookie season with a point in six consecutive games. 

Those Penguins, Crosby reminded on Saturday night, did not win until their ninth game. 

He could not control that losing any more than he can MVP votes by writers. 

“I don't know what people need to see, but look at this game,” Fleury said. “It's crazy. There are (10 combined power plays). The puck is bouncing off people. Leads aren't safe. 

“All I'm thinking is I just need to keep us within a goal, because we have him – and he always gives us a chance.” 

Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. 
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TAMPA — Sidney Crosby is again threatening to do some serious damage during an NHL season. 

A 103-point pace is impressive, but not compared to the 2,132 faceoffs he was on target to take as of Saturday. 

Two years ago, when an 82-game regular season was last staged, Ottawa's Jason Spezza paced players with 1,700 faceoffs. 

The  Penguins took 4,957 draws that season. They were on a 5,453 pace before facing the Lightning at Tampa Bay Times Forum. 

That would represent a lot of low work near ice level. The Penguins were second in the NHL at 59.3 percent on faceoffs as of Saturday. 

“Now, with our team the way it stands, we have three guys … who can be really strong,” coach Dan Bylsma said before the Penguins played the Lightning at Tampa Bay Times Forum. 

Those guys are Crosby (61 of 104, 58.6 percent), Brandon Sutter (28 of 49, 57.1 percent) and Joe Vitale (26 of 39, 66.7 percent). Even Evgeni Malkin, who has never finished at 48 percent on draws, had gone 23 of 41 for a 56.1-percent success. 

Injuries update 

Right winger Matt D'Agostini (lower-body injury) remains on target to resume practicing either Wednesday or Friday, Bylsma said. 

D'Agostini, out since mid-September, skated with a small group of teammates Saturday morning. Bylsma sacked the regular game-day skate after the Penguins' loss at Florida on Friday. 

Defenseman Kris Letang (lower body) also worked out Saturday morning, and he again took contact. There remains no set date for Letang to play. 

Right winger James Neal (upper body) is not on the trip and remains week-to-week. 

Another option 

Defenseman Olli Maatta played in his fifth game on Saturday. He can play in no more than nine before this season would count as the first on his entry-level contract. 

A junior player cannot play in the minors. 

Maatta, 19, could play in the SM-Liiga, the top league in his native Finland. He would need permission from London, his junior club. 

Even though Maatta could play against older players in SM-Liiga, Penguins management favors him with London, a perennial Memorial Cup contender, if he does not stick in the NHL. 

Around the boards 

Defenseman Deryk Engelland played for the first time against Tampa Bay. He replaced Robert Bortuzzo in the Penguins' lineup. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4856037-74/penguins-percent-saturday#ixzz2i67qZUqM 
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SUNRISE, Fla. — Jeff Zatkoff put it on himself Friday night. 

“That's the difference, and I've got to be better,” he said after making 24 saves in the  Penguins' 6-3 loss to the Panthers at BB&T Center. 

Zatkoff was thrilled to make his first NHL start but not pleased with his performance. 

He failed to squeeze shots between his arms and control rebounds with his legs, and he occasionally lost track of pucks near the blue-painted crease. 

“I felt fine,” Zatkoff said, downplaying any nervousness. 

The Penguins were not fine, and defenseman Rob Scuderi said they did not do right by their backup goalie. 

“We were sloppy in the neutral zone, and that led to not enough time in our zone, and that led to too many chances for them,” Scuderi said. “It was a lack of focus.” 

In three opening wins, all at home, the Penguins averaged 16 shots against through the first two periods. The Panthers registered 13 in the opening 20 minutes and finished with 30. 

The Penguins were charged with two giveaways, but coach Dan Bylsma suggested his film review will find a higher total. 

“The chances and opportunities we gave up from the start … that was a tough spot for (Zatkoff) to be in,” Bylsma said. 

Captain Sidney Crosby attributed some of the sloppy play to trailing from the beginning. The Penguins were behind by scores of 1-0, 2-1 and 4-2 before a second-period goal by right winger Pascal Dupuis, his first. 

Center Evgeni Malkin (first) and winger Craig Adams (third) also scored. 

Dupuis' goal with about eight minutes left in the second period looked as though it might tilt fortunes in the Penguins' favor, as it cut Florida's lead to 4-3. 

That look was erased by a goal from Panthers winger Tomas Fleischmann almost seven minutes into the third. 

“They like to play a fast game, get their defensemen involved,” Crosby said of the Panthers, who were drubbed 7-2 at Tampa Bay the night before this home-opening victory. 

Crosby — like Scuderi and Bylsma — was aware in the wake of this defeat that lessons can be learned. 

“It reinforces more how you have to manage the puck,” Crosby said. 

The Penguins (3-1-0, 6 points) need not wait long to try to improve. They play at Tampa Bay on Saturday night. 

Their franchise goalie, Marc-Andre Fleury, will make his fourth start. He has allowed three goals on 82 shots. 

For Zatkoff, said goalie coach Mike Bales, this start was “part of his earned progression.” 

A collegiate standout at Miami (Ohio), Zatkoff started his professional career with Ontario of the East Coast Hockey League. After a year, he spent two years playing sparingly with Manchester (AHL) before becoming that club's No. 1. 

The Penguins brought him to their AHL affiliate, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, last season — and that is where he was supposed to spend this season. 

However, a blood clot has sidelined Tomas Vokoun for at least three months, and that has placed Zatkoff, 26, in prime position to establish himself as an NHL-ready goalie. 

The Penguins need that much from him because they are within $100,000 of the $64.3 million salary cap. 

Zatkoff needs to provide stability on the rare instances he is called upon, as Bylsma said Fleury will carry about 70 percent of the workload. 

Bylsma did not blame Zatkoff for a loss that snapped the Penguins' three-game winning streak. 

Fleury, 10 years removed from his debut, offered a scouting report of a goalie he believes can make it in the NHL. 

“He's patient, reads the play well,” Fleury said. “I find he takes up a lot of room. 

“He's good, you know. The first game is always different. It always gets better.” 

Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4866722-74/penguins-zatkoff-season#ixzz2i67uYXwh 
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By Rob Rossi


Published: Friday, Oct. 11, 2013, 8:18 p.m.

SUNRISE, Fla. — Kris Letang skated smoothly while practicing with the  Penguins on Friday morning. 

That was a nice sign of progress, coach Dan Bylsma said — but not indicative of whether Letang will soon play for the Penguins. 

“(We're) probably taking a little more time precaution-wise than if this was a midseason situation,” Bylsma said, noting Letang had not practiced since Sept. 27 because of an unspecified lower-body injury. 

“(We'll) probably see how the next three days go … whether he's doing well, if there's a setback or not a setback.” 

Letang, who underwent post-practice tests that involved taking contact, missed a fourth consecutive game Friday night against Florida at BB&T Center. The Penguins play at Tampa Bay on Saturday night, then not again until Tuesday against Edmonton at  Consol Energy Center. 

Letang could get in a workload of two game-day practices and a full off-day session before the game against the Oilers. 

Letang is arguably the Penguins' top defenseman. He averaged a point per game last season and was a Norris Trophy (top defenseman) finalist. 

Olli's opportunity 

Letang's absence has provided management and coaches with an unexpected opportunity to play the organization's top prospect. 

Olli Maatta, 19, played in his fourth game Friday night. He can play in nine games before this season will count as the first on his entry-level deal. 

Before training camp — Maatta's first since he was selected 22nd overall at the 2012 NHL Entry Draft — the odds were considerably stacked against him making the squad, let alone potentially becoming a regular. 

That still remains the case, though the Penguins have not publicly declared Maatta will return to his junior club (London). 

Bylsma said Friday that Letang could return to play in a game that also features Maatta. 

“(But) I don't know what the cap situation/roster situation is before I speak of that,” Bylsma said. 

The Penguins have seven defensemen, counting Letang, who would need to clear waivers for an AHL assignment. They are within $100,000 of the $64.3 million salary cap — and that's with goalie Tomas Vokoun ($2 million) and winger Matt D'Agostini ($550,00) temporarily off cap allotment because they are on the long-term injury list. 

Clubs can't carry more than 23 healthy players, and the Penguins can carry only the number of players that make them cap compliant. 

Management does not expect to carry 23 players when all are healthy. 

Preferred Penguins 

The Penguins were the handpicked opponent by Florida ownership for the Panthers' home opener Friday. 

Florida's first NHL home game was a 2-1 loss to the Penguins on Oct. 12, 1993. That game was staged at Miami Arena. The Panthers moved to BB&T Center for the 1998-99 season. 

Original Panthers owner H. Wayne Huizenga dropped a ceremonial first puck alongside current owner Vincent Viola. Former general manager and coach Jacques Martin, now an assistant with the Penguins, extended congratulations to the organization with a videotaped message. 

Tickets for the Panthers' opener Friday were sold at a 30 percent discount. A new video board, nicknamed “Big Red” and costing $4.2 million, was debuted. 

Injury update 

Bylsma does not have many lineup options because of injuries. He stayed with what had worked Friday, other than Jeff Zatkoff starting in goal for the Penguins. That meant a fourth straight game as a healthy scratch for defenseman Deryk Engelland. 

Winger Matt D'Agostini (lower body injury) skated on his own after the Penguins' Friday practice. D'Agostini has yet to play this season, though Bylsma projected him to resume practicing either Wednesday or Friday. 

Right winger James Neal (upper body) did not accompany the Penguins on their first road trip of the season. He has not played since the opener against New Jersey and missed his third consecutive contest Friday night. 

Fleury in goal Saturday 

Goalie Marc-Andre Fleury is slated to start at Tampa Bay on Saturday night. Fleury had started three consecutive games before giving way to Zatkoff, who made his NHL debut Friday night. 

Going back-to-back 

The Penguins are playing consecutive nights for the first time this season. That will happen 17 times during the regular season. They went 9-5 in back-to-back games last season, with a 5-2 record in Game 1 and a 4-3 mark in Game 2. 

Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4866729-74/penguins-friday-game#ixzz2i67zGOKq 
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By Josh Yohe


Published: Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, 9:15 p.m.

The  Penguins played 43 regular-season games that ended in regulation, and three of those games produced 70 or more faceoffs. 

In three regular-season games this year, two have produced more than 70 faceoffs. The Penguins are aware of this, and they're not thrilled about it. A team that prefers a fast tempo, the Penguins are playing slow-paced games. 

“It's because of the hybrid icing,” center Brandon Sutter said. “There's no doubt about it.” 

A number of Penguins voted for the new hybrid icing rule to pass, and it did. However, multiple players have already said, just three games into the season, that they wish they could take back their “yes” vote. 

The problem, quite simply, is that linesmen are ordered to call icing when there is any questionable call. This produced 74 faceoffs when the Penguins hosted Buffalo, and 71 more when they hosted Carolina on Tuesday. Center Sidney Crosby took 41 draws against Buffalo, the highest total of his career in a regular-season game. 

The Penguins averaged 60.5 faceoffs per game in tilts that concluded in 60 minutes last season. Through three games in this campaign, that average is 66.3. 

“We noticed from the first game just how many more whistles there are,” Sutter said. “I guess they're trying to experiment with the new icing, see how it goes. But it does kind of drive you nuts with all the whistles.” game down,” Sutter said. “It's hard not to notice.” 

Letang not ready yet 

Defenseman Kris Letang skated with the Penguins and traveled with the team to Florida, but he isn't expected to play on this road trip. There is a chance that Letang, along with forward Matt D'Agostini, could return to the lineup when the Penguins return home for a game Tuesday against Winnipeg or Thursday in Philadelphia. 

Right wing James Neal is still “week-to-week” with an upper-body injury. 

No forwards on the way 

Although they possess no healthy extra forwards, coach Dan Bylsma doesn't expect the Penguins to recall a forward for this trip. 

Defenseman Deryk Engelland is their only extra player for this road trip. Bylsma said that, should a forward be unable to play Saturday night in Tampa, the Penguins would likely use seven defensemen as opposed to rushing a player from Wilkes-Barre to Tampa. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4856104-74/penguins-games-season#ixzz2i683GlYZ 
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Published: Wednesday, Oct. 9, 2013, 7:33 p.m.

Is defenseman Olli Maatta here to stay? 

His teammates wouldn't mind. 

Maatta, the 19-year-old whose two-way play has impressed through three NHL games, will either be returned to London (Ontario Hockey League) in two weeks or will stay with the  Penguins all season. 

Recently, it was widely assumed Maatta was only in Pittsburgh for a nine-game trial, at which time he would return to the OHL. 

His play through three games is making many believe he belongs in the NHL now. 

“I'm very impressed,” said left wing Jussi Jokinen, a fellow Finn. 

“You know, I wanted him to feel as comfortable as possible when camp started. But after the first week, I saw that I didn't have to say anything anymore.” 

Maatta recorded two assists in Tuesday's 5-2 victory over Carolina and played a near-flawless defensive game. 

Assistant coach Todd Reirden, who oversees the team's defensemen, believes Maatta is equipped to stay at the NHL level. 

“The signals right now are that he can play at this level,” Reirden said. “At this point, it's easy to make the statement that he belongs.” 

According to Reirden, the process is riding an upward swing. 

“He was real solid in his first game,”Reirden said. “Very good in his second game, and even better in his last game. You could say he's headed in the right direction.” 

Keeping Maatta in the NHL likely would require some roster tinkering. 

When healthy, the Penguins have seven defensemen — Kris Letang, Rob Scuderi, Brooks Orpik, Paul Martin, Matt Niskanen, Robert Bortuzzo and Derek Engelland — along with Simon Despres, who is currently playing for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the AHL. 

Shipping Maatta back to the OHL for one more season might seem sensible, given the Penguins would preserve a year of his entry-level contract and are already stacked with talent on the blue line. 

But even the veterans agree that Maatta has exceeded expectations. 

“You see little things he does well,” defenseman Brooks Orpik said. “It's stuff you see 10-year veterans do.” 

Orpik and fellow veteran Rob Scuderi warned that Maatta can't be judged yet because he has only played three games. Both defensemen, along with coach Dan Bylsma and Reirden, agree that the upcoming road trip should be an interesting test for the rookie. 

Without the luxury of making the last change, the Penguins could find themselves playing Maatta and fellow youngster Bortuzzo against the likes of Tampa Bay star Steven Stamkos on this trip. 

“I think Olli has been unbelievable for a guy that young,” Scuderi said. “Just fantastic. But to me, it's too early to judge just yet. The big test will be when the adversity comes. And it comes for everyone.” 

Scuderi, though, senses something special about Maatta. 

“And when that adversity comes,” Scuderi said, “I think he's going to handle it very well.” 

London, incidentally, acquired defenseman Brady Austin, a Sabres draft pick, from the Belleville Bulls on Wednesday. 

Bylsma and general manager Ray Shero haven't shed any light on their plans for Maatta. 

“I try not to pay attention to the situation,” Maatta said. “But it's always there.” 

If Maatta has it his way, he'll always be in Pittsburgh. 

“He defines a two-way defenseman,” Reirden said. “He creates offense, and he's been so good defensively.” 

His teammates wouldn't mind if Maatta stays in Pittsburgh for good. 

“He's making this a very hard decision for the team,” Jokinen said. 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4850803-74/maatta-reirden-game#ixzz2i686tATH 
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Brayden Schenn reacts after missing an open net in the Flyers' 4-1 loss to the Penguins. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

It was easily the worst 20 minutes of hockey the Flyers have played all season and yet they still had reason to believe after two periods against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

That’s because goalie Steve Mason had already made 15 saves in the second period and instead of trailing 5-0, the Flyers were behind only 2-1.

“We talked the truth -- our second period was unacceptable,” Max Talbot said. “Chief [Craig Berube] told us exactly the truth. That Mason was standing on his head. We would not have been in that game. That was the spark for us.”

Despite a strong, more desperate third period in which the score remained the same until the final 2:32, the Flyers still lost 4-1 at Wells Fargo Center (see Instant Replay), dropping them to 1-7. Per Elias Sports Bureau, they became the first team since the 1964 Bruins to go eight games into a season without scoring at least three goals in a game.

For 35 of 40 minutes, the Flyers were being outplayed, outhustled, out-everythinged by Pittsburgh.

“We weren’t doing anything,” Wayne Simmonds said. “It was like we were looking for the amazing play and not getting pucks on net. We had that late goal and felt we had momentum.”

Never happened.

You can’t win if you can’t score and you can’t score if you can’t shoot, and through two periods all the Flyers had were 13 shots.

Simmonds had numerous chances. Brayden Schenn had a gift opportunity in the third on Marc-Andre Fleury, who matched Mason’s effort in goal.

“Obviously, I would like to have had that one back with an open net that could have changed the hockey game,” Schenn said.

“It was pretty much as bad a second period as you can possibly have. We had it, we got out-muscled, out-battled, outworked.

“The second period, obviously, wasn’t a good one for us, and good hockey teams like that will stick it to you and they did.”

Even Mason was unimpressed.

“We were not happy with our first two periods of play,” Mason said. “My opinion, and I think everyone else’s opinion, is terrible hockey. You are not going to win hockey games like that.

“I thought the guys came out with a lot more emotion in the third period and that’s the way we need to play. If we can start playing like that, then we will start being more successful than we are.”

Whereas the puck was in the Flyers' end much of the opening two periods, it was in the Pens' end in the final period. Still, the Flyers could not change their fate.

Yet, what was unnerving here is that the Flyers were so bloody flat against them early and couldn’t muster the energy needed to compete for an entire game against their most-hated Metropolitan Division rival.

“It’s surprising but very disappointing,” coach Craig Berube said. “Very surprising.”

And the Flyers shut down the Penguins' power play, too. That alone should have given them reason to believe they could win.

“When we wanted to play, we were right with them,” Berube said. “We had some good opportunities to score goals. We scored a power-play goal, which was huge at the end of the period.”
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Brayden Schenn reacts after missing an open net in the Flyers' 4-1 loss to the Penguins. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

It was easily the worst 20 minutes of hockey the Flyers have played all season and yet they still had reason to believe after two periods against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

That’s because goalie Steve Mason had already made 15 saves in the second period and instead of trailing 5-0, the Flyers were behind only 2-1.

“We talked the truth -- our second period was unacceptable,” Max Talbot said. “Chief [Craig Berube] told us exactly the truth. That Mason was standing on his head. We would not have been in that game. That was the spark for us.”

Despite a strong, more desperate third period in which the score remained the same until the final 2:32, the Flyers still lost 4-1 at Wells Fargo Center (see Instant Replay), dropping them to 1-7. Per Elias Sports Bureau, they became the first team since the 1964 Bruins to go eight games into a season without scoring at least three goals in a game.

For 35 of 40 minutes, the Flyers were being outplayed, outhustled, out-everythinged by Pittsburgh.

“We weren’t doing anything,” Wayne Simmonds said. “It was like we were looking for the amazing play and not getting pucks on net. We had that late goal and felt we had momentum.”

Never happened.

You can’t win if you can’t score and you can’t score if you can’t shoot, and through two periods all the Flyers had were 13 shots.

Simmonds had numerous chances. Brayden Schenn had a gift opportunity in the third on Marc-Andre Fleury, who matched Mason’s effort in goal.

“Obviously, I would like to have had that one back with an open net that could have changed the hockey game,” Schenn said.

“It was pretty much as bad a second period as you can possibly have. We had it, we got out-muscled, out-battled, outworked.

“The second period, obviously, wasn’t a good one for us, and good hockey teams like that will stick it to you and they did.”

Even Mason was unimpressed.

“We were not happy with our first two periods of play,” Mason said. “My opinion, and I think everyone else’s opinion, is terrible hockey. You are not going to win hockey games like that.

“I thought the guys came out with a lot more emotion in the third period and that’s the way we need to play. If we can start playing like that, then we will start being more successful than we are.”

Whereas the puck was in the Flyers' end much of the opening two periods, it was in the Pens' end in the final period. Still, the Flyers could not change their fate.

Yet, what was unnerving here is that the Flyers were so bloody flat against them early and couldn’t muster the energy needed to compete for an entire game against their most-hated Metropolitan Division rival.

“It’s surprising but very disappointing,” coach Craig Berube said. “Very surprising.”

And the Flyers shut down the Penguins' power play, too. That alone should have given them reason to believe they could win.

“When we wanted to play, we were right with them,” Berube said. “We had some good opportunities to score goals. We scored a power-play goal, which was huge at the end of the period.”
Flyers Notes: No turning point against Penguins 

Berube: 'Got to start believing in each other'
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Claude Giroux, seen here battling with Evgeni Malkin during the Flyers' 4-1 loss to the Penguins on Thursday, has yet to score a goal this season. (USA Today Images)

Claude Giroux said at the Flyers' morning skate on Thursday that their showdown against the Penguins represented a turning point in their season.

Instead, the Flyers played a brutal second period that cost them dearly in a 4-1 loss to the Penguins (see game recap).

So now what?

“Well, obviously, that is how I felt,” the Flyers captain said. “I think if we won that game it would have been a big turning point. It didn’t happen, so.”

Now they have six days off before meeting the Rangers. It is expected Craig Berube will skate them hard, partially because the team’s overall conditioning is lacking.

“We have a lot of time to look at tapes and what we are doing wrong,” Giroux said. “If we play 60 minutes of responsible, disciplined [hockey], we will be fine. We’ll start winning games.”

Crosby says

Penguins captain Sidney Crosby predicted a “desperate” Flyers club.

Well, that didn’t show up until the third period.

“They were desperate,” Crosby said. “You could tell they really wanted one, they had some good looks. We got sticks on them, and they fortunately missed a couple good chances. Our mindset was good.

“We were patient, and even with that happening, I felt like we still stayed pretty composed. The penalties weren't undisciplined. They were penalties that were in battles, they happen, and the PK, like I said, did a good job.”

Crosby thinks the Flyers are better than their 1-7 record shows.

“They've got a lot of skill, they're fast,” he said. “That second-period goal with a couple seconds left gave them a big boost. You could tell they came out with a momentum. It was a big reason why they were able to draw those couple of penalties and carry the play for at least the first 10 minutes there.

“They've got a lot of weapons, and they did a good job of forcing us to make mistakes there, especially in the first 10 minutes."

Second period

Berube was asked what was said in the dressing room between the second and third periods. The Flyers were badly outplayed in the second.

“You could probably guess what was said,” Berube said when asked, adding he prefers to keep those things internal.

Another suggested Berube didn’t like what he saw in the second.

“Did you,” Berube asked.

Loose pucks

The Flyers won 66 percent of faceoffs over the second and third periods (31 for 47) after winning 8 of 20 in the first period and just two of the first 14 in the game. They finished the game at 58 percent (39 for 67). ... They had 38 shots that never made contact with the net. Yep, the gang that couldn’t shoot straight. … Defenseman Nick Grossmann has five blocked shots.
Ex-Flyer Zolnierczyk finds his way to Pittsburgh 

Flyers vs. Penguins highlights
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The Flyers traded Harry Zolnierczyk to the Ducks last year, who then shipped him to the Peguins. (AP)

It was the strangest of deals.

Harry Zolnierczyk to Anaheim for enforcer Jay Rosehill. But the former Flyer never reported to the Ducks.

He was sent directly to the Ducks’ AHL affiliate in Norfolk. And then sent somewhere else.

"Yeah, it’s been interesting,” Zolnierczyk said. “After that trade to Anaheim I was training that summer and prior to heading there, I got a call saying I was traded to Pittsburgh.

“It was a good call. I was excited to be in the Pittsburgh organization.”

The 26-year-old left wing played his second game as a Penguin on Thursday night and first against the Flyers after being called up from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton as an injury replacement for Beau Bennett. 

“It’s only my third year in the league,” he said. “Any opportunity you get to play against a team that got rid of you, you want to go out and [make] a good impression and win the game.”

Harry Z played 10:04 during the Pens’ 4-1 win.

He was a checker and a bit of an agitator as a Flyer, and that hasn’t changed in Pittsburgh.

“I’m not changing anything in my game,” Zolnierczyk said. “It’s the same style of my game, same way, kinda like I was in Philly. Our objective is to go and win the game. I’m going to do whatever I have to do to help contribute.

“I’m trying to break my way into the league as a regular and find my way on the bottom six somewhere. Right now, I’m getting the opportunity to do that. I have to make the most of it.”

Zolniercyk still talks to Zac Rinaldo and some of his other buddies on the Flyers and admitted the Peter Laviolette firing stunned him.

“Yeah that was a shock throughout the league,” he said. “I don’t think anyone outside of the organization would have thought that was coming after three games.

“And you don’t expect the Flyers to be at the bottom of the division. There are a lot of good teams right now. If you are not sharp, you can easily fall to the bottom pretty quick.”

The Penguins are atop the Metropolitan Division. Instead of playing with a franchise player like Claude Giroux, Zolnierczyk now plays on a club that has two – Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin.

“Two exceptional hockey players,” he said. “Couple of the best in the world. It’s an experience to be on the ice with those guys and watch them, learn from them. Just the little things they can do. You’re able to learn just by watching them in practice.”
Ten random observations from the Flyers’ 4-1 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins (see Instant Replay).

Let’s start at the beginning.

1. The Flyers were guilty of slow starts last year, and even under new head coach Craig Berube, it’s been a tough habit to shake this season. They escaped the first period with a 0-0 tie, sure, but consider this: They trailed in shots 8-1 at one point Thursday night. They lost 12 of their first 14 faceoffs. They took two bad -- really, really bad -- penalties in the game’s first six minutes. Never mind the power-play struggles, or the top players’ slumps. You get caught flat-footed early, you miss opportunities and you don’t win games.

2. The Flyers know they’ve had trouble staying disciplined this season. They know games against the Penguins have a history of getting out of hand. And they certainly know the Pens have a very dangerous power-play unit. So what happened to the plan to stay disciplined -- especially early? They were very, very lucky to have Steve Mason in net. Without him, they could have dug themselves into an early ugly hole. In total, the Flyers incurred five penalties.

3. Someone on Twitter who may or may not share an alma mater with yours truly thought it fitting to create a “Did the Flyers Score on the Power Play Yet?” Twitter account ahead of Thursday’s game. Thankfully, it was short-lived (for now), as the team snapped an 0-for-18 stretch on the man advantage. It should be noted, though, they were just 1 for 4 on the power play.

4. What happened to all those “steps forward” Berube and his players kept referencing this week? What happened to the supposedly improved five-on-five play? Simply put, the Flyers looked impotent through too much of Thursday’s game. They were hardly able to break out of their own zone, let alone create pressure on Pens goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, through its first 35 minutes. Even when they weren’t on the penalty kill, they were stretched thin in their own zone for minutes at a time.

5. Can we talk about the Sidney Crosby factor for just a second? I don’t even mean on the ice. I’m talking about booing every time he touches the puck, or chanting “CROS-BY SUCKS” during stoppages of play. I get it -- we’re Philadelphians! We hate the Penguins! But like it or not, Crosby is one of the best hockey players in the world. Booing him isn’t going to make him any less dangerous.

6. Goalie coach Jeff Reese was very confident, when the Flyers acquired Mason last season, that he’d be able to coach the young netminder back to his former self -- Mason, of course, was a Calder Trophy winner as rookie of the year in 2008-09. So far, Reese is looking like he was onto something. Mason, once again, was very strong Thursday night, remaining composed through heavy Penguins pressure. The game was his sixth start of the season, and he’s looked consistently competent through each of them. He was left out to dry by his teammates at times against the Pens, of course -- heading into the final period, the Flyers trailed in shots by a staggering 29-13.

7. Speaking of goalies (aren’t we always?) it sure seems like the Flyers’ “goaltender situation” has figured itself out, doesn’t it? Mason has started six of of the team’s eight games so far in 2013-14, and despite his 1-5 record, he’s been very strong. Simply put: Might it be a while before we see Ray Emery suit up in net again?

8. Did anyone notice that stretch of more than 13 minutes during which the Penguins didn’t have a shot on net? No? Well, there was such a stretch, beginning in the second period and lasting well into the final stanza. Ordinarily, we’d all be talking about it -- but mired in what was otherwise a rough game for the Flyers, despite its close score, it seems to have flown under the radar.

9. Thursday morning, Berube said he wasn’t looking for a wild, undisciplined game like the Flyers-Penguins affairs of the recent past. I get it. But am I the only one disappointed we didn’t see a pond hockey-like, 7-6 game like those we’ve seen over the past few seasons? The hockey might be rough and unruly, but it’s a lot of fun to watch.

10. Where, oh where, is Claude Giroux? Another game is in the books, and the Flyers’ captain still has yet to score. On a team heavy with players who are best suited for second- and third-line play, the Flyers need Giroux to look like the player he was in 2011-12. They need him to set an example, and they sure as heck need the points he ought to be providing.
Crosby expecting to see 'desperate' Flyers team 

Lunch Break: Is Holmgren on the hot seat?
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At 5-1, Sidney Crosby's Penguins have the second-best record in the Eastern Conference. (USA Today Images)

When it comes to Penguins-Flyers, you can ignore all logical arguments as to who should win and why.

Even though the Flyers are 1-6 and Pittsburgh is 5-1, none of that means a lick in tonight’s game at Wells Fargo Center because this rivalry takes on a meaning of its own.

“There’s history there prior to all of us even playing them,” Sidney Crosby said on Thursday morning.

“Their history goes back a long ways between the fans and the attention in games and playing each other in the playoffs, and everything that has happened recently just adds to it.”

Ironically, the Flyers own the Penguins in their relatively new digs at CONSOL Energy Center since it opened in 2010 with a 6-1-1 regular-season record.

Pittsburgh owns the Flyers here in Philadelphia with a 5-3-0 record over the same span.

And we’re not including playoffs in either comparison –- just regular season.

“Yeah, I don’t know if there is an explanation for that,” Crosby said. “We play each other a lot but since we have been in our new building, their record has been pretty good (against us).

“When you are talking about two teams trying to create a lot, you make less mistakes on the road because you simplify things. That would be my only explanation for it.”

Crosby leads the NHL with 12 points. He has at least one point in each of his first six games, matching his rookie year (2005-06). He’s also been a bear in the faceoff circle at 55 percent.

His years of battling Mike Richards have now given way to battling Claude Giroux. He admits surprise at the Flyers' struggles out of the gate and the firing of coach Peter Laviolette after just three games.

A win in this game means far more to the Flyers than a loss does to the Penguins, in part because the Flyers have six days off before they play again. If ever there were a “must-win” situation so early in the season, it is this game tonight.

Crosby said he expects a very desperate Flyers team on the ice given their circumstances.

“You have to prepare even more for a desperate team,” he said. “You don’t look at the record. You switch scenarios and they could have won five in a row. It doesn’t matter. They are going to come into this desperate. They always start well here.

“The games they have lost have been pretty close games. That’s hockey. You go through that. It’s still a little early to be judging them as a whole. We’ll see what happens and how they respond to the coaching change.”

One thing seems certain: No matter how much Flyers coach Craig Berube and Pens coach Dan Bylsma preach about not getting into a game of pond hockey, it almost always happens when these two clubs meet.

“It seems to progress into that pretty quickly,” Crosby said. “I thought last year we did a pretty good job of not allowing that to happen. Obviously, you want to create chances and get odd man rushes, but you don’t want to sacrifice defensive play.

“We all remember that [playoff] series two years ago. It’s still hard to explain. But both teams have guys who create offense and it seem to progress into [pond hockey] sometimes.”
Skate Update: Flyers feel wins are coming 

Panaccio: 'This is the best 1-6 team I've covered'
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The Flyers are just 1-3 under new head coach Craig Berube. (AP)

They’re on the verge of winning. Or so they’d like you to believe.

The Flyers, at 1-6, haven’t had the start to the season they’d like. Not even close. But soon -- perhaps even tonight against the Pittsburgh Penguins -- they’re going to right the ship.

And they should know. They’ve been in situations like this before.

“What’s going on right now makes me think of when we played Boston in the playoffs,” Claude Giroux said, referencing the 2010 Stanley Cup semifinals. “We were down 3-0, but we were talking to ourselves and we were like, ‘How the hell are we down 3-0? We should be up 3-0.’ We just stayed with it and came back and won the series. 

“It’s a long season. If you think about it, we still have 75 games left. That’s a lot of games.”

The Flyers are 1-3 under new head coach Craig Berube. The standings might not reveal it, but they actually have made progress in a number of areas: Their 5-on-5 play has improved, their power play is gaining in traction. Both the coach and players feel the team’s skating has improved.

“The last few games, obviously we haven’t been winning games, but the way we’ve been playing, it looks better,” Kimmo Timonen said. “Still, we’re losing games so we can’t be happy. But after the coaching change, it’s not a one-night thing. It’s going to take time to get the system down, really understand what to do in different situations. 

“We’re moving in the right direction, but the only thing we need now is a couple wins in a row and to get the confidence back.”

And if the Flyers are to be believed, it’s just a matter of time. Perhaps even tonight against their most hated rival.

“You can feel that we’re ready,” Tye McGinn said. “We’re playing really good hockey right now.”

The rookie example

 McGinn, the rookie who was recalled from the AHL's Adirondack Phantoms only after Scott Hartnell went down with injury, has been the Flyers’ best player since he arrived.

In two games, McGinn has three goals (most on the team) and has found a home on the top line with Giroux and Jake Voracek.

He’s demonstrated better than any of his teammates exactly what the coach has been seeking from his players.

“He’s getting to the net and he’s getting some bounces, which is what it’s all about,” Berube said. “The game’s about shooting pucks and getting to the net offensively for me, he’s done that and been rewarded for it.”

For his part, McGinn has just tried to play the best he’s able. Perhaps, he noted, it’s just a matter of Berube’s system fitting his kind of game.

“I guess so,” McGinn said. “I’m just trying to keep the game simple right now. I’ve been talking a lot with Chief (Berube) and Jake and Claude a lot, and they’re telling me what I gotta do out there, and that’s just keep it simple, drive the net with your stick down. They’re great players, and they’re finding ways to find me.”

Giroux pressing

 After seven games, Giroux is still in search of his first goal of the season.

The stress and pressure has amplified for the Flyers’ captain because starting off a year in a slump is much tougher emotionally than when it happens in, say, December or January.

“If it’s during the season, you don’t pay attention to it as much,” Giroux said. “When it’s the start of the season the panic button goes a little bit quicker. But I’ve just got to stay with it. I’ve been working hard and staying focused, and it’s just a matter of time now.”

Giroux has two assists and a minus-3 rating on the season.

Mason starts 
Steve Mason will get the start in net tonight, his sixth of the season.

Despite his 1-4 record, the Flyers have been very happy with his performance. Mason has a .926 save percentage and 2.23 goals-against average.
Records don’t mean much when two bitter rivals meet each other on the ice.

The Flyers and Pittsburgh Penguins are opposites right now. The Flyers are 1-6. Pittsburgh is 5-1.

If past history repeats, when these two clubs meet Thursday night at Wells Fargo Center, it will seem as though both are comparable to each other.

This rivalry brings out both the best and worst from each club because of the Flyers' dominance over the Pens in Pittsburgh during the regular season and playoffs in recent years, and the Penguins' success here in Philadelphia, as well.

Now the danger for coach Craig Berube is that he is trying to get his club to play a disciplined style within its game plan. Games against Pittsburgh often break down into shinny hockey and undisciplined penalties.

“Yeah, it gets pretty emotional when you play Pittsburgh,” Berube said. “Obviously, they get fired up. We get fired up. We’re looking for some good emotion, but some controlled emotion.

“I think it’s important to have emotion in the game and that we’re physical. But that it’s controlled. We got to do a good job on [Sidney] Crosby and [Evgeni] Malkin. They are dangerous players and we need to neutralize them as best as we can.”

Crosby’s 12 points led the NHL in scoring as of Wednesday night. He has a point in each of his six games, matching his career best as a rookie in 2005-06.

His linemates are familiar: Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis.

Young Flyers defenseman Erik Gustafsson has played head-to-head on Crosby in the playoffs and regular season and figures to draw him again tonight with partner Kimmo Timonen.

“You really got to be on your toes all the time,” Gustafsson said of Crosby. “He is a tremendous player. He’s the whole package. Sees the ice, shoots the puck. It’s hard work both ways. You got to be real alert, try to read the play and be a step ahead of him.”

Gustafsson said he can’t wait to get on the ice.

“That’s a huge motivation for me,” he said. “I thrive going against other team’s best players. It is a lot of fun. It’s a measuring stick for yourself to see if you handle it. I am real excited about it.”

Nick Grossmann and Braydon Coburn will likely face Malkin’s line of Jussi Jokinen and Chuck Kobesaw.

The Penguins have two significant injuries and will be without offensive defenseman Kris Letang (lower body) and forward James Neal (upper body). Neither injury has been disclosed.
Flyers learning from ugly goal in Canucks game 

Giroux: 'We're getting better every game, that's a fact'
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The Canucks scored a crucial goal in their win Tuesday on a play that had Henrik Sedin positioned behind the net. (USA Today Images)

Practice makes perfect.

In theory, anyway.

The Flyers spent more than 10 minutes on Wednesday at Skate Zone practicing how to defend against the man-behind-net and open man in the slot situation.

Sound familiar?

That’s how Chris Higgins scored a crucial tying goal in Tuesday’s 3-2 loss to Vancouver on a play with Henrik Sedin behind the net.

There have been numerous such “open men” in the slot so far – the Leafs’ Dave Bolland burned the Flyers earlier on such a goal.

“We got scored on there [vs. Vancouver] and got scored on against Toronto just like that in the first game of the season,” said defensive coach John Paddock.

Coverage breakdowns in front has alarmed goalie coach Jeff Reese because it happened too often in the first three games.

“Jeff Reese said that there are more goals being scored like that,” Paddock said. “So, we talked about it first and we will talk about it again [Thursday] because there are gray areas. In some cases, there are individual players where you want to do something different on than others. It’s trying to rectify a little bit of an issue.”

The Higgins’ goal essentially cost the Flyers the game because they then went on the defensive, waiting for the worst to happen. Sure enough, Ryan Kesler scored the second of his two goals later to win the game.

“We’ve put ourselves in position to win games,” coach Craig Berube said. “Going into the third period I find it’s a little bit of letdown and we end up losing them. We got to go and get the job done.”

Players admit it seems like last season where the team felt a sense of doom when the third period arrives.

“We better get unused to it,” Berube said. “Or else it’s going to keep happening. It’s a mental block. You gotta go out and play and be confident. Trust your system and players around you.”

The trust factor applies to the Higgins’ goal as players talk to each other. That apparently didn’t happen correctly.

The last thing the Flyers want is another repeat on Thursday night with Pittsburgh’s Sidney Crosby or Evgeni Malkin playing in those roles.

When Sedin moved to the post on goalie Steve Mason, defenseman Nick Grossmann challenged. Sedin then slipped the puck into the slot for Higgins’ uncontested shot even though Claude Giroux and Braydon Coburn were there.

The coaching staff felt Grossmann committed early.

“Yeah, block the pass, but there is a timing issue,” Paddock said. “What Chief meant is Grossy was completely facing Sedin and not aware of the guy [Higgins] behind him. In that situation, until everyone is in place, you have to play it as a 2-on-1 [Vancouver].

“Sedin can’t score from back there. The other guy [Higgins] is the dangerous guy. Really, it’s 2 on 2 because you have your goalie. There is a time to be aggressive and go. I talked to Grossy. He said he went two seconds too early.”

Grossmann said today’s drill was to reinforce what everyone’s assignment is.

“You see a shift with a guy and you try to contain him and not run at him,” he said. “I tried to get my stick in there and make a good play. They scored on it. It shouldn’t happen. Something we have to work on.”

A lot of blame here seems to be going toward Grossmann. What about Giroux and Coburn sliding over to Higgins’ side since they were in the crease?

“Somebody had to slide and [Higgins] is right underneath the forward,” Paddock said. “It’s a five-man thing. Everybody has to react at the same time. ‘G’ flushed him one way, but everyone has to come to that side of the ice. It’s timing and a mistake.”

Coburn said there has to be good communication among the skaters in the slot.

“It’s kind of up to the forward’s discretion of what they wanted to do,” Coburn said. “It was the D-man’s responsibility to sort things out.

“It’s an instance where you want to protect the important part of the scoring area [slot] and not chasing behind the net. We needed to wait until we got the low forward back to help. Make sure guys are covered in front.”

Shame of it is, Grossmann and Coburn played so well against the Sedin Twins, that Canucks coach John Tortorella split them apart, forcing the Flyers to try to go with two shutdown units instead of one.

“It’s a shame, but I guess it worked for [Vancouver],” Paddock said.

Loose pucks

Grossmann suffered a late injury in the game but returned to the ice. He said he suffered a “stinger,” but feels fine. … Giroux had a maintenance day off the ice. He took a two-handed slash on his surgically-repaired right hand in the Detroit game. … Jakub Voracek said that Tye McGinn, whose play was inspirational in two games, gives him energy on the first line. Berube doesn’t want to hear that, especially given Voracek is averaging barely one shot a game on the top line when he should be averaging three shots a night. “I don’t know why he is relying on Tye to give him energy,” Berube said. “Hopefully, that is not the case.”
Late meltdowns continue to plague Flyers 

Clement: Flyers' confidence 'incredibly fragile'
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Third period deflation, meltdowns -- whatever you choose to call them -- have plagued the Flyers for the past two seasons, regardless of who is coaching behind the bench.

Through seven games, the Flyers have trailed by a single goal going into the third period five times and have lost all five games.

Twice they led by a goal –- against Florida and Vancouver –- and won just once against the Panthers.

None of this is particularly encouraging when you consider that Thursday’s guest at Wells Fargo Center is the Pittsburgh Penguins, who shut down the Edmonton Oilers this week in the third period and came away with a 3-2 victory.

Pittsburgh is white hot, off to a 5-1 start, eight points ahead of the Flyers, who are dead last in the Eastern Conference.

Clearly, if the Flyers are to recover here they need stronger third periods.

“Nobody is content with the outcomes of our games,” offered goalie Steve Mason, who has played well this season and deserves better. “Going into the third period ... when we have a one-goal lead we have to find a way to either get the next goal or find a way to shut it down. It's disappointing to have that outcome in a game we probably could've won.”

Especially considering the Flyers played a clean game Tuesday, incurring just two penalties, neither of which hurt them.

“It's just another thing you have to overcome,” Mason said. “The puck is a funny thing sometimes and it's all about how you rebound.”

That the Flyers have been so close going into the final period and unable to win offers the positive that they are least very much in the games.

“Obviously third period is a big period, especially during tight games,” Adam Hall said. “That is something we need to work on.

“I think you can break it down to D-zone coverage and stuff like that. There are a lot of good players in this league so we just need to stick with it, obviously tighten up a few things, and go from there.”

Flyers captain Claude Giroux is off to his worst start ever with no goals, two assists and a minus-3 rating through seven games.

It’s a far cry from Giroux's best career start in 2011-12 when he had five goals and three assists for eight points in his first seven games.

“You want to be able to help the team, help them win,” Giroux said. “[Tuesday] I hit a couple posts. The frustration is there, but at the same time I’m going to look at the videos. We played a good game. 

“When it comes to the end of the game like that, you have to find a way to get the job done. We had our chances, the guys played well. We are going to start winning games here soon and when we will, we will be back in the playoff race here.”

Ask Siri

Who is your favorite NHL team right now? And this is her reply: “The Flyers are in last place. I guess that makes them my favorite NHL team right now.”
Flyers Notes: McGinn providing instant offense 
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Tye McGinn celebrates one of his two goals with Luke Schenn in the Flyers' loss on Tuesday. (USA Today Images)

There have been a number of positives for the Flyers in their last three games.

Although it may be hard to fathom with a 1-6-0 record in the Eastern Conference, Craig Berube’s club is getting better each game.

On Tuesday, they had a couple of breakdowns to ruin what should have been a victory (see story). And in the process, wasted Tye McGinn’s two goals.

Berube wants guys with passion driving the net, diving for pucks and hitting people. McGinn is all of that right now.

He is the Flyers' leading scorer after just two games having been called up from the Phantoms as Scott Hartnell’s injury replacement.

“I am just trying to be open ears right now,” McGinn said. “I’m trying to get as much information as I can right now.

“Coach is telling me to drive the net and you have guys like [Claude Giroux], [Jakub] Voracek all saying drive the net, drive the net and that is what I’m trying to do, and right now I’m [working for it].

Career-wise, the 23-year-old native from Fergus, Ontario has six goals in just 20 NHL games.

McGinn, who also had three hits, gave the Flyers two leads in Tuesday's game but they couldn’t hold onto it.

“Definitely is tough,” he said. “You know, we were going 2-1 in that third period and to give up two goals against them in the third, it definitely bites you in the tongue, but we have to find ways to win.”

What tied it

Vancouver’s Chris Higgins had the killer goal early in the third period that made it 2-2.

It saw Henrik Sedin nab his 800th career point with an assist, standing behind the net playing with the puck, then making a move to draw Nick Grossmann toward him before passing the puck to Higgins.

Giroux and Braydon Coburn each failed to react in time to cover Higgins in the slot.

Higgins said the plan was to free Sedin so he could work his magic with the puck.

“If teams are going to leave them back there, if they are going to chase him, it doesn’t really matter. He is so good,” Higgins said.

“Like I said, you just have to get open and he feathers a saucer pass right there in the slot for me.”

Special guests 

United States Army Specialist Brian Frammigen from Hillside, N.J., currently serving with the Army’s 462nd Transportation Battalion out of Trenton, N.J., escorted Lauren Hart during the national anthem.

Tuesday was cancer awareness night at the arena. In collaboration with the NHL’s Hockey Fights Cancer initiative, the Flyers welcomed 6-year-old Philadelphia native Andrew Voyiadjis, along with representatives from the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society.

Voyyiadjis was diagnosed with Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma more than a year ago. He underwent countless treatments and surgeries, and is now cancer-free. His family credits his recovery to the support he received from the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society. 

Voyiadjis lends support to the LLS, and volunteers his services for fundraisers to help others with cancer.

Children and families from the Virtua Program at Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia were part of Giroux’s Crew in Suite F for the game.

Loose pucks

The Canucks came into the game with a power play nearly as poor as the Flyers -- ranked 25th at 10.5 percent efficiency. The biggest difference on special teams was the Canucks' penalty kill, which was ranked third at 90.5 percent. ... Vancouver coach John Tortorella is now first among active U.S.-born coaches with 414 victories. ... The Flyers won 15 faceoffs and were a poor 30 percent (15 for 35) on draws. Per the Elias Sports Bureau, it was their worst night in the circle since Feb. 15, 2009, when they were 15 for 52 (28.8 percent) in a 5-2 win over the New York Rangers. ... Voracek has just eight shots in seven games. He had one against Vancouver.
Flyers' 'best game' wasted by another meltdown 
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Claude Giroux looks on following the Flyers' 3-2 loss to the Canucks. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

Updated: 11:24 p.m.

They had earned themselves a point. Maybe even a victory.

Now it was early in the third period and the Flyers were clinging to a 2-1 lead and likely thinking to themselves: Something bad will happen.

Sure enough, Vancouver’s Henrik Sedin stood behind the net. Chris Higgins was in front flanked by Claude Giroux and Braydon Coburn.

When Sedin started to make to his right, Nick Grossmann challenged. That’s when Sedin found Higgins with a pass and he buried a shot on goalie Steve Mason while others watched.

“We had an unchecked man behind the net and an open guy in front,” said Coburn, who was minus-3 in the game.

Added Giroux: “It happened pretty quick, but obviously, [Higgins] has to be picked up.”

It was another in a growing list of deflating third-period moments, a stanza in which the Flyers have been outscored 10-2 and saw yet another good effort wasted.

Ultimately, the Flyers lost 3-2 to the Canucks on Tuesday at the Wells Fargo Center.

Tye McGinn’s two-goal effort was in vain.

“There’s a couple of breakdowns there on those goals that we definitely have to correct,” coach Craig Berube said.

“Giroux and Grossmann got a little mixed up on who was going and who wasn’t going. Sedin went to the other side and Grossy jumped on him a bit. He popped it out.

“We got to cover them. Grossy should stay with his guy. And Giroux should keep pressuring them.”

And Coburn? He watched the lead disappear. For good.

“You got to take it to teams in the third period and win the game,” Berube said. “We’re kind of sitting back a bit and waiting for something bad to happen ... we've got to get over that hump -- be mentally tough and go out and do it.”

Once upon a time, the Flyers had swagger to go after teams in the third period. Now they wilt.

“Three years ago when I came here, we had that attitude that no matter if we were down in the third period, there was no hesitation that we couldn’t come back,” Jakub Voracek said.

“Last two years, it feels like we’re up 2-1 or down one goal, the team would tie it. We are scared to make something happen on the ice. We've got to stick with the same game plan for all 60 minutes.”

Almost forgotten here was Voracek and his line had a scoring chance and failed prior to Vancouver turning the puck back up ice for the tying goal. If the Flyers score, Higgins' goal doesn’t happen.

“We played our best game and it’s frustrating, and [Mason] made the saves to keep us in the game,” said Giroux, the Flyers’ captain. “We’re getting better every game, that’s a fact. If anybody knows anything about hockey ... we played our best game.”

For 50-plus minutes they did, until disaster struck. And they still could have won it.

With 8:21 left to play, the Flyers got a power play. This is when special teams has to make a difference in a tight game. Yet, the Flyers still struggle to get points, shots and chances. They had one shot that entire power play as their skid hit 0 for 17.

Of the two power plays the Flyers had on Tuesday, they managed one official shot. That’s unacceptable.

Soon after that last power play, Ryan Kesler won it on a series of shots that had both the Flyers and Mason scrambling. Kesler had two goals.

Vancouver gets up the ice quicker than any opponent the Flyers have seen so far. The problem has been what the Canucks do with the puck once there. It took the third period for Vancouver to solve its dilemma.

Berube said he wanted to see the Flyers get to the net a lot quicker than they have been, and get some rebounds.

That is exactly what McGinn has done since rejoining this club after being sent to the Phantoms early in training camp.

He scored in the first period with a diving backhand effort, and gave the Flyers a 2-1 second-period lead with a follow shot in the slot, as well. 

So in just two games, McGinn is the Flyers' leading goal scorer with three.

“We have to shoot the puck -- that’s how goals go in and I’m just seeing shots from the far side,” McGinn said. “They are simple shots, but sometimes the goalies just can’t handle it and it pops right out into the slot and that’s where we need guys to be.”

The Flyers' lead off McGinn’s first goal lasted all of 10 seconds. Jannik Hansen’s dump-in pass after the faceoff took a crazy carom off the back boards as Mason was going for the puck behind the net.

Kesler was alone in the slot for an empty netter.

“You can't let things like that affect you -- you can't always control what the puck does,” Mason said. “You control what you do after that and I thought we played a pretty strong game.”

McGinn regained the lead for the Flyers barely two minutes into the second period.

Voracek drove hard down the right boards and angled a backhander that goalie Roberto Luongo tried kicking. The puck nicked Giroux and landed in front of McGinn in the paint. He made it 2-1.

The Flyers had a chance to widen their lead near the period’s end on their power(less) play, but the Canucks have the third-best penalty killers in the NHL at 90.5 percent efficiency and suffice to say, they showed the Flyers why.

“It’s tough,” Berube said. “I told my team afterward, just keep believing. We’re going in the right direction.

“It was a hard-fought game. When you play a John Tortorella team, you are in for a dog fight. We knew that. I thought our guys competed really hard.”
Ex-Flyer Sestito talks penalty woes, Lavy, Bryz 
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Tommy Sestito spent parts of two seasons with the Flyers from 2011-13. (USA Today Images)

Craig Berube said it Friday night in Detroit. He said it again at Tuesday’ morning skate: The Flyers’ culture of being a team known for taking penalties has to change.

Ex-Flyers enforcer Tommy Sestito, who will be in Vancouver’s lineup Tuesday against the Flyers, agrees.

“It’s funny it comes from Berube [saying that], but he didn’t take dumb penalties [as a player],” Sestito said. “He was a fighter. And I’m sure he doesn’t expect fighting to come out of the game. But you can’t take penalties and expect to win.

“They’ve always had a problem there. I thought they had Reno [Zac Rinaldo] on a short leash, but I guess he is off the leash right now. I feel like that has always been a problem in Philly.

“I don’t know if it’s their reputation or not. But we had a problem when I was there because we were always going on the penalty kill. Which is tough for everybody. Your bottom guys aren’t getting any minutes because it’s all penalty kill and power play.”

The Flyers lead the NHL with 45 penalties in six games.

“You’re not going to win many games when you are always on the penalty kill, even if you have a great penalty kill,” Sestito said. “It wears guys out.”

Sestito was waived last February and claimed by Vancouver on March 1. Exactly one month later, with the Flyers lacking an enforcer anywhere in the system, they traded for Jay Rosehill.

“It was weird, I mean, really weird,” Sestito recalled. “I didn’t expect it. But it is what it is. But it’s been great, I love Vancouver. The organization has treated me great. I’ve had a lot of fun here.”

Sestito has been keeping tabs on the Flyers and still talks to ex-teammates. He was and yet wasn’t surprised at Peter Laviolette’s firing three games into the season.

“The Flyers are always a ‘win now’ team,” Sestito said. “There’s not much rebuilding ever going on like other organizations. So they always have a ‘win now’ mentality.

“I’m not surprised by it, but that early in the season is kinda surprising. Why not do it before? But that’s not my call.”

Sestito said he didn’t see a lot of discord in the Flyers dressing room that came to light after last season, especially over how some teammates felt about goalie Ilya Bryzgalov. Bryz was bought out last summer.

“He was always a different bird, as you know,” Sestito said of Bryzgalov. “We just couldn’t win. You couldn’t do anything right. When he was looking good, the rest of the team was looking bad. And when he was playing bad, the team was playing good.”

Many point to HBO’s 24/7 that seemed to change Bryzgalov -- and how teammates felt about him heading into the 2012 Winter Classic.

“I think that’s when everybody found out what kind of person Bryz was,” Sestito said. “I don’t know what planet he was on. He’s a different guy, different goalie. You always say goalies are different, but that guy was on a different planet.”
Skate Update: It’s time to stop the bad penalties 
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The Flyers have been shorthanded 33 times this season -- more than any other NHL team. (AP)

Craig Berube has an idea of how to get his players to stop taking so many bad penalties.

“Don’t watch me play,” the Flyers’ coach joked at Tuesday’s morning skate.

Unfortunately for the Flyers, however, that’s probably not enough to solve their problems. The team leads the league in penalties, with 45 through six games. They’re averaging 19.7 penalty minutes per game.

That’s not a recipe for success -- especially against a Vancouver Canucks team with some dangerous weapons they’ll face tonight at the Wells Fargo Center (see game notes).

“You can’t be in the penalty box for half the game and expect to win,” Wayne Simmonds said, bluntly.

In truth, Berube believes the Flyers are well on their way to correcting their tendency toward sloppy infractions. The coach mentions his team’s play “without the puck” at least two or three times per interview -- and not just because how the Flyers play when they don’t have possession will help them in their own zone or in creating offensive opportunities.

Penalties like hooking, tripping and holding -- penalties that can be easily avoided -- tend to happen when a player is caught out of position or behind the play. You've seen it happen plenty to the Flyers already this year.

Picking up their skating and positioning, then, should alleviate the need to commit penalties because of getting caught flat-footed.

“I think it will,” Berube said. “But also you’ve got to be conscious of [taking penalties], and you can’t be doing it anymore. More stick on puck, close quick on people, so you don’t have to hook and hold.”

Once their skating and positioning issues are corrected, the Flyers simply need to change their frame of mind, Berube believes. When that happens, their behavior should be back in order.

“It’s just discipline,” he said. “It’s just a change of a mindset for me. The Flyers have a reputation, and we all know that. It’s got to change. It’s got to change. It’s 2013, you can’t keep going to the penalty box and doing stupid things out there.”

Mason starts

As expected, Steve Mason will get the start in net against the Canucks. It will be Mason’s fifth start of the young season.

Despite his 1-3 record, Mason has been consistently impressive in each start. He enters the game with a .935 save percentage and 2.03 goals-against average.

Fresh legs 
Both Michael Raffl and Tye McGinn, who were called up last weekend following injuries to Vinny Lecavalier and Scott Hartnell, will be in the Flyers’ lineup again Tuesday.

The absence of the two veteran forwards certainly isn’t a benefit, but for a struggling team, sometimes the presence of fresh faces can be of some help. 

Both McGinn and Raffl attended training camp but hadn’t played since preseason ahead of Saturday night’s loss to the Detroit Red Wings.

“Obviously it’s some new spirit,” Jakub Voracek said.

Feeling the pressure

With a 1-5 record, injuries to some key players and a new system in progress, Berube admitted added pressure “comes with the territory” for the Flyers.

That said, the Flyers feel like they're getting back on track, however slowly it might seem to onlookers.

“Our record doesn’t show how we’re playing,” Claude Giroux said. “Every game, we feel like we’re getting better. We’re playing as a system as Chief [Berube] wants us to be. We should just stay with it. 

“It’s going to pay off soon, we just need to keep playing the way we’re playing.”

Giroux not the same after Laviolette's label 

Lunch Break: Fixing the Flyers
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In six games this season, Flyers captain Claude Giroux has recorded one assist and a minus-3 rating. (USA Today Images)

Claude Giroux hasn’t been the same, and why do you think that is?

The money? No. Giroux is still playing out the final year of a three-year, $11.25-million deal. His eight-year, $66.2-million extension doesn’t kick in until next season.

The captaincy? No. Giroux has taken the honor very seriously, and has embraced his role as the face of a franchise.

It’s “The Label.” Don’t remember?

Immediately after the Flyers disposed of their cross-state rival Penguins in six games in the first round of the 2012 playoffs, Giroux went from rising superstar to the king of the NHL mountain. His former coach, Peter Laviolette, rolled out one of those medieval catapults at his postgame press conference and launched Giroux into a hockey stratosphere that has included The Great One and a select few who have been compared to Wayne Gretzky ever since.

“When the best player in the world comes up to you and tells you, ‘I don’t know who you plan on starting tonight, but I want that first shift.’ That says everything you need to know about Claude Giroux right there,” Laviolette said at the time.

As he stepped off the stage, Laviolette should have grabbed that pail of red paint used to touch up the goalposts and applied a big, fat bulls-eye onto Giroux’s chest. “The best player in the world” line raised eyebrows and dropped jaws everywhere from Western Pennsylvania to the coastline of British Columbia. It may have come across as a compliment from a head coach to his most-gifted player, but Laviolette’s bold proclamation unloaded a monumental amount of pressure on the shoulders of the Flyers’ best player that simply wasn't needed.

“With that comment, Laviolette tried to move Giroux into the same zip code and neighborhood as Sidney Crosby and Alex Ovechkin,” Flyers analyst Al Morganti said. “As it turns out, Giroux is having trouble paying the higher taxes in terms of attention and tighter checking.”

Residency in that neighborhood can only be obtained by achievement, not inherited through opinion. Crosby, Ovechkin and Evgeni Malkin all have Hart Trophies with the distinction as the league’s most valuable player. Crosby and Malkin have hoisted Lord Stanley’s Cup. While Laviolette lauded Giroux, his words were also a slap in the face to those who had the necessary credentials -- especially from the much-hated group down the turnpike.

“In hindsight, he (Laviolette) shouldn’t have said it, but I can understand his heart was in the right place at the time,” said Flyers analyst Rick Tocchet, who lives in Pittsburgh and has heard plenty of feedback and reaction from Penguins fans.

If you think Giroux has been oblivious to the backlash, check his Twitter account, where fans in the other 29 cities have taken a virtual sledge hammer to his reputation in the wake of Laviolette’s words. It all has an impact and it was almost immediate.

Since Laviolette’s declaration, the Flyers were upset by New Jersey in the next round. After scoring 14 points against the Penguins, Giroux was held to just three by the defensive-minded Devils. He was invisible in Games 2 and 3 of that series –- both losses -- and was suspended for the series-clinching Game 5 defeat following a borderline hit to New Jersey’s Dainius Zubrus.

The NHL’s awards ceremony that summer in Las Vegas only intensified Giroux’s superstar spotlight. Malkin was awarded the Hart, and the Los Angeles Kings -- with former Flyers Mike Richards and Jeff Carter -- were recognized as Stanley Cup champions. But that evening, it was Giroux who claimed the league’s popularity contest when he graced the cover of EA Sports' NHL 13 video game by receiving the majority of the 26 million fan votes that were cast on NHL.com. Suddenly, Giroux was elevated further –- from the league’s best player to the shelves of Best Buy.

It’s been a rough 2013 for Giroux. The Flyers failed to reach the postseason in his first year as captain, and he admitted recently that the capital “C” on his left shoulder can’t be mistaken for confidence.

“The confidence is not there,” Giroux told CSNPhilly.com's Tim Panaccio last week. “I don’t think it’s the hand -– the confidence is just not there. ... It’s a beautiful game. You need to enjoy it. It feels like I’m not enjoying it right now.”

Confidence wasn’t lacking when he requested to take that opening shift on April 22, 2012 when he leveled Crosby and proceeded to score the game’s first goal. Since that day, and over time, it has been stripped away. Now it's up to Giroux to get it back.

Gustafsson to remain in lineup against Canucks 

The Flyers blame lack of chemistry for their PP woes
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Erik Gustafsson (center) celebrates with Brayden Schenn (left) and Kimmo Timonen after scoring a goal Saturday in his season debut against Detroit. (USA Today Images)

Erik Gustafsson seemingly played well enough last season to earn the right to start this season.

Yet, there are no guarantees in the NHL.

And when training camp and preseason rolled around this fall, the young Swede was a turnover machine. Subsequently, Andrej Meszaros, who was barely better, was given the No. 6 position on the Flyers' blueline.

On Saturday night in Detroit, Gustafsson subbed for Meszaros and scored a goal during the Flyers' 5-2 loss to the Red Wings.

Gustafsson will remain in the lineup Tuesday when the Flyers host the Vancouver Canucks.

“Obviously, you want to play all the games, but I don’t think I played as well as I should have in camp,” the 24-year-old defenseman said.

“It was a tough start -- I thought I would get a chance a little bit earlier, but I got in the game against Detroit and I thought I played pretty well.

“So I just have to keep looking forward and working hard. I know I have a lot of improvements to make in my game.”

Gustafsson brings speed and finesse. When his game is on, he moves the puck well up the ice. His issues in the preseason were turnovers -- both on the breakout and in the slot. That’s why he lost a starting job.

Interestingly, during his season debut, he was paired with Kimmo Timonen, giving the Flyers a double-sided, puck-moving attack of two smaller players.

“Sometimes it’s an advantage to have two small puck-moving guys, sometimes it’s not,” Gustafsson said. “You have to try to make quick passes, get out of your end as quickly as possible.”

Coach Craig Berube liked what he saw from Gustafsson against Detroit.

“I thought he played well,” Berube said. “He adds speed back there, puck moving and he’s a competitive guy and kind of all-around player. He really is. I like the speed and puck movement that he brings.”

As for Meszaros, he added, “He’s a good player, but I just didn’t see enough from him and I wanted to get Gus in there. It’s a long year. Mes is working. He worked hard [Monday], skated hard.”

Gustafsson thinks he can get comfortable in Berube’s system.

“I liked Peter’s [Laviolette] system, too,” he said. “It’s a good offensive system. But I think this system suits me as a player better. I really like what Chief is doing –- high, hard forecheck, a lot of skating.

“He wants to turn around the play real quick, which suits me as a player. Also, gives the D a little more chance to join the rush, which I like as well.”

Loose pucks

Flyers still lead the league in total penalties (45). ... They are second in penalty minutes (118); Florida is first with 127. ... The Flyers are averaging 19.7 PIM per game. ... The same lines and defensive pairings from Saturday night in Detroit were used Monday in practice. ... The Flyers will play host to Vancouver on Tuesday. The Sedin Twins (Henrik and Daniel) have 14 points between themselves in six games. ... Mike Santorelli leads the Canucks with four goals. ... The Flyers play two home games this week and then will have six days off.

Flyers know their special teams must improve 
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The Flyers' power-play is ranked 28th in the NHL at 7.4 percent. (USA Today Images)

Most times, when a team is struggling with one special teams unit, the other is working fine.

However, as the Flyers seem to improve every game their even strength play every game, their special teams are going south on coach Craig Berube.

Joey Mullen’s power play units were third best in the NHL last season, but have sunk to 28th overall (7.4 percent) this year.

“The power play hasn’t been good,” Mark Streit said. “We have so many skilled players with a lot of experience. The last two games this could make the difference in a game and we didn’t do good enough.”

Meanwhile, the penalty kill nosedived from ninth to 18th (87.3 percent).

Of course, when you also lead the NHL in total number of penalties (45), your penalty kill units tend to get overworked. Fewer penalties mean fewer tired players, and that allows the penalty kill success to rise.

“The penalty kill has got to do the job,”  Berube said. “I thought so far the penalty kill this year has been good. I didn’t like it last game.”

That’s because Detroit scored three power play goals on Saturday in its 5-2 win.

Berube spent half his practice on Monday at Skate Zone working on special teams.

“Yeah, we got to get them going and we talked about it, worked on it today,” he said. “The power play needs to score. I hate saying that, but they’ve got to create momentum for the team. By having some pressure, getting some shots through, getting some traffic and second and third opportunities around the net.”

The Flyers aren’t getting quality point shots through to the net on their power play. Hence, they are also not getting second/third follow-up chances.

“The power play is all about chemistry, confidence, knowing exactly where everybody is,” Kimmo Timonen said. “We didn’t practice that in the preseason. At all. I knew it was gonna be trouble early in the year and it has been. Now it’s just a matter of getting back to basics and practice, having meetings, talk, see what everybody’s doing wrong. It’s all about passing and shooting the puck. We’re not doing that right now. It’s all about confidence, and we don’t have the confidence right now. It will come.

“It’s the same guys from last year and we were the top in the league. It’s just a matter of talking and making sure we do the same things we’ve been doing for the last couple years.”

Streit backed up Timonen on the lack of power play practice during training camp as a negative factor in the team’s start.

“We didn’t have that much time to work on it,” Streit said. “I think there were a few -- especially on the second unit with myself and Vinny [Lecavalier] -- new guys. You need to build chemistry in order to know what the other guy’s doing just to get a feel for each other.

“I don’t know. We could have probably worked a little bit more but it’s up to the players, too. You go out and you have to execute and that’s one thing we have to do better – execute.” 

The newcomers this season are Streit and Lecavalier, so it’s not like the personnel has changed outright, although Danny Briere is no longer here.

“Last year, we were winning games because the power play was working and we were scoring two, three goals a game [on it],” Jakub Voracek said. “Everybody’s working hard in practice on the power play. We’ve played together for the last three years, we’re all trying to know what we need to do to get better.

“I think right now, we’re just a little nervous sometimes during the game. If one PP goes wrong, we say, ‘Oh [bleep], here we go again.’ And it’s just not working right now. We’ve got the same group for the last three years, so we know what we have to do to get better, and I’m sure if we get a couple lucky bounces, we’re going to get better.”

The penalty kill was in the top 10 twice this season before giving up three to the Red Wings on seven chances.

Again, if the Flyers are averaging more than seven penalties a game, their PK units are bound to get burned.

“There’s some penalties you have to take,” Timonen said. “Some penalties are accidents and some are stupid. Seven, eight penalties – I’m sure there’s some stupid ones that we can correct. If we can limit penalties to two or three, that’s good.

“That has to be our goal. I’m sure there’s a couple games you can go without penalties, but that’s not possible the full 82 games. If we can limit those penalties to two or three, that’s gonna be good, instead of seven or eight.” 

Timonen himself has been guilty of five penalties this season – all obstruction-oriented.

“I’ve got a lot of penalties,” he admitted. “There’s some bad ones and there’s some bad calls. I’ve got to be better there.”

McGinn impresses in first game back with Flyers 

McGinn scores in first game back with Flyers
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Tye McGinn scored in his first game with the Flyers of the 2013-14 season. (USA Today Images)

Among the surprises in what was a terrible Flyers training camp earlier this fall was the early dismissal of forward Tye McGinn.

He was sent back to the Phantoms without much of a chance to play in crunch time at preseason’s end. In fact, the man who battled him for a roster spot, Michael Raffl, was also dispatched early.

Both players returned to the Flyers on Saturday in Detroit as injury call-ups. McGinn, playing on Claude Giroux’s line with Jakub Voracek, had an impact with a goal and three shots while playing almost 17 minutes.

“It felt good to be back,” McGinn said. “It’s the NHL and where I want to be. We didn’t get the win, but we got to take some of the positives out of there. Most of the guys played pretty good … we just got to find ways to win.”

McGinn had a nifty backhander from close range on Wings goalie Jimmy Howard in the third period for his goal. He previously had a very good scoring chance on a spin-o-rama move early in opening period from the slot that could just as easily have been a goal, as well.

At even strength, the Flyers played well against the Red Wings. They were simply dreadful, however, on special teams, as their penalty kill allowed three goals and their own power play went 0 for 4.

“We had them pinned in their own end the whole time,” the 23-year-old said. “That’s how you have to win hockey games. We ran into some penalty trouble.”

Recall last March 24, when McGinn made an injury-recall appearance against the Rangers and played that night on Giroux’s line with Voracek.

He was minus-2 and sent to Peter Laviolette’s dog house where he then sat three games in the press box before being loaned back to the Phantoms.

McGinn is hoping that this time he sticks around on the first line with Giroux.

“It’s awesome – he’s a great player, especially with Voracek there on the right,” McGinn said of his second chance. “You got to just find your way to the net and get your stick down and good things will happen.”

His attitude is very good. He said he’s pushed his training camp experience aside and moved on.

“At the end of the day, I  have to come in, work hard, and it was in the best interest of the Philadelphia Flyers, at the time,” he said. “I accepted that. I tried to go down and improve my game. I’ve got an opportunity to do well, play my game …

“It was a good camp. Everybody was out there trying to prove themselves. Not everyone is going to make it. It was a short camp for me, but I finished out the remainder of the AHL camp and tried to get better.”

McGinn is here for the foreseeable future while Scott Hartnell remains sidelined 2-4 weeks with an upper-body injury.

This figures to be a pretty good opportunity for him to show he belongs.

Flyers Notes: Sense of urgency shows in loss 
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Claude Giroux battles for a loose puck in the Flyers' 5-2 loss to the Red Wings on Saturday. (USA Today Images)

DETROIT -- It’s hard to say that a team that is 1-5-0 is actually getting better, but the Flyers appear close to putting together a complete game.

If they can eliminate the penalties, get their offense and power play going, one-goal losses will disappear.

On Saturday, they showed some 60-minute determination and a sense of urgency despite losing 5-2 to the Red Wings at The Joe (see story).

“We don’t want to get comfortable with losing,” coach Craig Berube said, “but I thought we played a pretty good game -- solid game with guys having a lot of urgency.

“Our competitiveness out there, we moved the puck a lot better tonight. But it’s not good enough. We got to be better.”

Line changes

With Scott Hartnell (upper body) and Vinny Lecavalier (lower body) out for a while (see story), Berube had to make line changes with his two Phantom call-ups, Tye McGinn and Michael Raffl.

McGinn played left wing on Claude Giroux’s line with Jakub Voracek. Brayden Schenn moved to center for the first time this year to allow Raffl to play the left side with Wayne Simmonds on the right.

Schenn, who is having a strong start to the season, had seven shots and an assist in the game.

“He’s a versatile guy and I thought he played well,” Berube said of Schenn. “He had some good chances out there and he was responsible defensively.”

Berube said both McGinn and Raffl gave the club “good energy.”

Fewest goals

The Flyers’ six goals in their first five games were a franchise low, erasing the former mark of nine, which occurred in 1999-00.

As bad as that was, that Roger Neilson/Craig Ramsay-coached team recovered nicely and went to the Eastern Conference finals before losing to New Jersey.

Then again, that group had Eric Lindros (27 goals), John LeClair and Mark Recchi that season. Recchi led the team with 91 points, LeClair led with 40 goals and defenseman Eric Desjardins had 14 goals and 55 points.

Loose pucks

Nicklas Grossmann led the Flyers with four hits. Three other players recorded three as the Flyers outhit the Red Wings, 24-20. ... Brayden Schenn led the Flyers with seven shots. ... Matt Read had five shots and four takeaways. Read also led the Flyers in ice time at 22:16. ... The Flyers are on a bad powerless-play skid -- 0 for 15. ... Giroux finally got a point, an assist on McGinn’s goal.

Berube: Flyers' penalties an issue for 'too long' 
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Craig Berube said penalties have "been an issue in this organization for too long" following the Flyers' 5-2 loss. (AP)

BOX SCORE

Updated: 11:15 p.m.

DETROIT -- If they ever stop taking penalties, the Flyers might actually win a few hockey games.

The Flyers added seven more at Joe Louis Arena on Saturday night and the worst power play in the NHL -- the Red Wings -- torched them for three goals en route to a 5-2 win that was very close at even strength, but not on special teams.

That’s 45 penalties in six games -- most in the league and new head coach Craig Berube isn’t happy either.

“We've got to stop taking penalties, we really do,” Berube said. “It’s been an issue in this organization for too long.

“It’s got to get better and we will get better at it because the style we want to play and the skating, we won’t take that many penalties because we’ll be moving our feet.

“The dumb penalties have to be eliminated all together because they are unacceptable.”

Given the Flyers had been playing tight, defensive hockey and their penalty kill was ninth in the league, those two things should have leveled the ice.

“We’ve got to stay out of the box -- I don’t know how many penalties we took,” team captain Claude Giroux said.

“Six? Seven? That’s too many against Detroit. They got guys who move the puck very well and can make a lot of plays.”

Berube had to rework his lines with newcomers Tye McGinn and Michael Raffl, plus the addition of defenseman Erik Gustafsson from the bench. McGinn and Gustafsson played very well and each scored a goal.

Despite a competitive game at even strength, the offense remained anemic and blown scoring chances again proved critical.

For instance, remember how Wayne Simmonds missed an easy deposit Friday against Phoenix from the paint? Well he and Raffl each had golden chances in the slot in the third period and both missed.

Those were critical misses because a minute later, Pavel Datsyuk picked up Detroit’s final power-play goal to seemingly ice the game at 3-1 before call-up forward McGinn got it back at 5:46 to make it a one-goal nail-biter.

“We start going to the net, that’s where you get your goals,” Giroux, who picked up his first point this season with an assist, said. “Bad goals, greasy goals. How many chances we had in front of the net? 

“Simmer had one and he didn’t know what was going on and it hit him in the back. It’s plays like that will start going in soon.”

Ray Emery, starting just his second game, had a lifetime 1.85 goals against average vs. Detroit, yet did not look very sharp, further distancing himself from Steve Mason, who is the No. 1 right now.

“I thought the guys played well and deserved a better fate,” Emery said. “I gotta make some saves. [Jimmy] Howard played a good one. It’s frustrating, but I think the team is moving in the right direction.”

The Flyers played solid on defense. Were it not for the penalty-kill breakdowns, things would have been different.

Detroit was 3 for 7 with the man advantage.

Oddly, the Flyers’ penalty-kill units had been pretty good so far while their power play has been hovering around eight percent. The Flyers were 0 for 4 against the Wings.

“It is frustrating and that is something we take pride in,” Emery said of the PK units. “It’s something you rely on throughout the year but personally, I have to make some saves there, as well.”

Much like Friday’s game against Phoenix, the Flyers did a lot of things well in the opening period. They generated shots and scoring chances, and moved their feet up and down the ice, yet still trailed 1-0 after the first period.

How ironic that the two Phantoms -- McGinn and Raffl -- called up to give the Flyers some offense both took penalties with one leading to Detroit’s first goal.

Raffl was caught hooking at 7:13 and just seconds into the Wings’ power play, 38-year-old Todd Bertuzzi caught Emery unaware at the right post with a wraparound goal.

“I was behind the net and it was a little bit of a scramble,” Bertuzzi said. “I ended up getting it behind the net, walking out and having a wraparound there.”

Emery said he never saw Bertuzzi because the puck was chipped back behind him.

“I heard guys yelling,” Emery said. “Like I said, there are some saves I gotta make.”

Detroit made it 2-0 at 11:08 in the second period on another crisp pass from Daniel Alfredsson, this time to Niklas Kronwall in the high slot. He roofed a shot just under the crossbar through a screen.

That was a particularly deflating goal given the Flyers had generated better chances that period, but it got turned around in 34 seconds.

After sitting as a healthy scratch the first five games of the season, Gustafsson entered the lineup Saturday for Andrej Meszaros and worked with Kimmo Timonen.

Gustafsson came up ice the shift after the Kronwall goal and shot one in on Howard from the blue line. The puck took a funny hop and then it was 2-1.

“I kind of threw it at the net and hoped someone was there,” Gustafsson said. “I got a lucky bounce and it went in.”

For the next several minutes, the Flyers seemed energized and carried play.

“I thought we played a pretty good game over the 60 minutes except for the penalties," Gustafsson said. “They got a lot of firepower over there on the power play and they killed us, unfortunately. But I still thought it was a step forward for us.”

Hartnell out 2-4 weeks; Lecavalier 1 week 
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According to Flyers GM Paul Holmgren, Scott Hartnell (left) will miss two to four weeks with an upper-body injury, while Vinny Lecavalier will miss one week with a lower-body injury. (AP)

DETROIT -- Although MRIs to both Scott Hartnell and Vinny Lecavalier were negative in terms of finding any fractures, the news wasn’t what the Flyers expected.

Neither injury suffered Friday against Phoenix requires surgery, general manager Paul Holmgren said, but ...

Hartnell will miss two to four weeks -- not one week -- with an upper-body injury that Holmgren described as a “stabbing pain.”

“He’s got some issues in his upper body,” Holmgren said without elaborating.

Lecavalier’s news was a bit better -- just one week for a lower-body injury sustained behind the goal line.

“We’re hopeful he can play when we come back after a week off,” Holmgren said.

Holmgren said Hartnell injured himself while turning on the ice.

“It’s a little worse than we thought and it’s in a position that affects his side-to-side movement,” Holmgren said. “It’s very painful right now. He needs rest.”

No one was near Hartnell when he got injured.

“He turned to retrieve a pass and felt something, like a stabbing pain,” Holmgren said.

Holmgren said that Lecavalier “jammed himself” behind the goal line against Phoenix and hobbled to the bench.

The Flyers recalled Tye McGinn and Michael Raffl from the Phantoms for Saturday's game against the Red Wings (see story).

McGinn is slated on the top line with Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek while Raffl is penciled in to play with Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds.

“They’re both big bodies and they can play a bit higher up in the lineup,” Holmgren said. “Hopefully they can give us a little life and enthusiasm.”

Holmgren said he had no plans to make a trade right now.

“No, I’m anxious to see what Michael and Tye can do,” he said. “Tye was here and played some good games for us last year. I’m really excited to see Michael play.”

Raffl scored his first goal in the AHL on Friday night.

With Vinny Lecavalier and Scott Hartnell each sidelined for at least a week, the Flyers recalled two forwards from the Adirondack Phantoms on Saturday. 

General manager Paul Holmgren announced Tye McGinn and Michael Raffl will join the big club in Detroit for Saturday's game against the Red Wings. 

McGinn, 23, appeared in 18 games for the Flyers last season, collecting three goals and two assists. He registered 26 points (14 goals, 12 assists) in 46 games for the Phantoms last season. 

The Flyers selected McGinn in the fourth round of the 2010 NHL draft. He had one goal over the Phantoms' first two games this season. 

Raffl, 24, played in four games for the Flyers this past preseason after signing with the team as a free agent in May.

In two games with the Phantoms this season, Raffl has registered a goal and two assists. 

Lecavalier (lower body) and Hartnell (upper body) were both injured during the Flyers' 2-1 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes on Friday (see story). Both players are scheduled to undergo MRIs on Saturday. 

The Flyers will finish the second half of a back-to-back with a 7 p.m. matchup against the Red Wings later this evening (see game notes). Both McGinn and Raffl will be available to play.

Paul Holmgren was grim.

His hockey team, which lost six of its first eight games last season, has lost four of its first five games this season and already fired one coach.

That same Flyers squad has six goals through five games in what may be a franchise low -- still checking on that.

So what does the Flyers’ general manager see?

“I thought we had enough opportunities to score,” Holmgren said after the Flyers' 2-1 loss to the Coyotes on Friday night (see story). “We’re just fighting it right now.

“We are obviously having a difficult time and you know we had some good opportunities as Wayne Simmonds had that open net on the power play -- I think it was a power play.”

They have had good scoring chances every game. They've fired high and wide on open nets and fired right into goalies when other parts of the net are open.

“Obviously, we need to do a better job in front of the net,” Holmgren said. “And we are in one of those situations where I thought the difference in the game earlier was they scored a goal because they were in front of the net, hit somebody and ran.

“Then we shot at their goalie, we didn’t have anybody in front of the net, had lots of guys off to the side but unfortunately we need to score goals and to get into those areas. 

“It’s hard to score and the fact that we are [pressing forward], I thought there were more good things again tonight -- still going to take a while to catch on with what Craig [Berube] wants them to do. Overall, it’s a loss and we need to turn around quickly.

Compensating for injury

Berube compensated for Scott Hartnell’s early absence (upper-body injury) by moving one player up from each of the team's remaining three lines.

That meant Brayden Schenn replaced Hartnell on the first line with Claude Giroux and Simmonds. Matt Read moved up to Schenn’s spot on the second line and Adam Hall took Read’s spot on the third line.

However, when Vinny Lecavalier got hurt in the second period, it was a mad scramble with the lines.

Rinaldo vs. Bissonette

Zac Rinaldo drew a deserved charging call in the opening period on Tim Kennedy, and linemate Paul Bissonette immediately went after Rinaldo.

It was pretty good fight, too, with each player taking the other down and the decision going to Bissonette.

Loose pucks

The Flyers had a season-high 37 shots. Another 11 attempts were blocked and 22 shots missed. ... Andrej Meszaros and Braydon Coburn each were credited with four blocked shots. ... The Flyers had three forwards play 6:11 or less -- Rinaldo (6:11), Jay Rosehill (3:18) and Hartnell (3:28). ... Sean Couturier was 10 for 17 (59 percent) on faceoffs and now sits at 57.5 percent on the season.
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Steve Mason has looked solid in goal so far this season, despite the Flyers' overall record or even his 1-2 start.

Things settled down a tiny bit on front of him the last game, and if new head coach Craig Berube can implement the changes he wants, there will be less chaos for his goaltenders the remainder of the way.

That means Mason and Ray Emery might eventually succeed in getting comfortable in net, knowing things have settled down in the slot. Their heads will no longer be on a swivel.

“That’s the ultimate goal,” Mason. “We’re trying to clean things up and make our in-zone play more calm and less [of a] scramble than the first few games and obviously the preseason. I think everybody felt that we were running around.

“When you’re doing that, things become a lot more difficult. What Chief [Berube] is trying to implement right now is to bring a sense of calm back into our own zone.”

As for the chaos that was present in preseason and through the first three games of the regular season …

“That’s what you expect in preseason when you have guys playing from the American League and junior,” Mason said. “You don’t expect clean hockey games. Now that we’re into the regular season, with our group here, we want to make sure our defensive zone play is cleaner.”

Mason, who will start Friday night, comes into the game against the Phoenix Coyotes, who are playing back-to-back, with a 2.02 goals-against average and .938 save percentage.

The Coyotes defeated the Red Wings, 4-2, on Thursday in Detroit.

“I feel really confident with my game,” Mason said. “It was nice to come in here at the end of last season and start building a foundation, something to build off of. That carried through the summer with a positive mindset and into training camp. I’m taking small baby steps trying to get better.”

Mason said he breaks his games down into segments from one TV timeout to the next scheduled break on the ice.

“That works out to roughly seven minutes,” he said. “That’s how I break down my games. I find it’s more manageable that way. You have your seven minutes of focus and then you go to the bench and kind of get your drink and what not and focus after that.

“During the course of the season, you take it day by day, and you’re not looking too far ahead. You’re not looking four games down the road as to who you’re playing next. You just focus on the next opponent.”

The approach is relatively new for him.

“It’s something that I started working on last year and not getting to ahead of myself,” Mason said. "In years past, if you’re playing a tough opponent – say we’re in the Western Conference and you’re playing Detroit – I might look ahead to where we were playing them on the schedule and might have swayed my concentration on who we were playing next.

“With the experience of playing in the league for a few years now and just getting older in general, that’s just something that’s helped me.” 

The Flyers head to Detroit after tonight’s game for Saturday’s clash against the Red Wings, who moved back into the Eastern Conference this season as part of realignment.

The mantra from Craig Berube in the two lengthy practices he’s had so far has been: Do things faster.

That's why the Flyers were in constant motion, nearly the entire 90 minutes on two sheets of ice Thursday at Skate Zone.

“I just think we need to be a faster team and to be a faster team you’ve got to skate,” Berube said. “It takes work. It takes practice. You’ve got to work at it.

“If you don’t work on it at practice, if you don’t do drills with pressure and all that stuff, I could probably go out there and still play. Not that I could ever play, but you know what I mean. They can get faster. Everybody can get a little quicker.”

The Flyers have not looked very quick this season. All you read from writers in Toronto and Montreal is how slow the Flyers appear on the ice.

There is a lot of truth in that, yet the hidden truth is the Flyers are faster than they’ve shown.

Berube says he doesn’t quite have a handle on why the team’s overall skating conditioning coming out of training camp wasn’t up to par.

Here’s a thought: There were 64 players in camp, and very few practices and only one game with their entire lineup. Hence, they didn’t have time to work on conditioning as much as systems, and their players were not in game shape.

Several Flyers have admitted they aren’t yet in game shape.

“It’s not so much I am talking about guys coming into camp out of shape,” Berube said. “They all worked hard and trained hard this summer. It’s just the skating. On the ice. It’s certain drills you are going to do that make you faster under pressure. Just being competitive and quicker in all the battles. Stuff like that. Thinking quicker. It’s all part of it.”

Thinking quicker means analyzing the play and trying to figure it out before the opponent does. The one advantage a slower player has against a faster player is if his instincts or reactions are quicker.

That’s what Berube is preaching this week. If your mind is thinking quicker, your legs will follow.

“You still have to think, but you think quick,” Berube said. “We can’t play a slow game. Whether you can’t skate as fast as the other guy you have to play a fast game.

“Knowing what you’re going to do before you get the puck. Making quick plays. Supporting the puck. Play as a team and it will look faster.”

It all begins on the breakout, too, which has been disjointed and slower than Berube would like. A quicker breakout gets everyone’s legs moving and generates speed moving zone-to-zone allowing a smoother, coordinated forecheck at the other end.

“During the game, automatics are important and we have to know what to do right away with or without the puck,” said defenseman Mark Streit. “I think defensively, we can play better, close on guys quicker, close gaps quicker. And breaking the puck out, supporting each other ... It starts back there. We have so much skill up front and speed, but those guys need to get the puck and need to get it on the tape, and then we can create offensively.

“I think [Berube] wants to play a fast game and I like that. You want to move the puck right away and join the rush and create like that.”

Berube liked some of what he saw in the 2-1 win over Florida. Yet, he still thinks the Flyers are taking shortcuts in their work ethic.

As Claude Giroux said the other day, you know you’ve done something wrong going back to the bench if Berube “gives you that look.”

Battling harder is something former coach Peter Laviolette said several times the past two weeks before being fired.

“Our players got to understand that they have to compete harder one-on-one,” Berube said. “We had some plays that were there, but it was blocked, or they got sticks on it and stuff.

“Our D can be a little more active. We can use our D a little bit more. I was happy with our forecheck in that game.”

Goalies

Steve Mason is expected to start Friday night against Phoenix. Lifetime, Mason has a 3-6-0 record with a 3.25 goals-against average and an .895 save percentage. Ray Emery’s numbers are better: 2-2-1, 2.10 GAA, .911 save percentage.

So why Mason? Because Emery is very good against Detroit and the Flyers have a back-to-back with the Red Wings on Saturday in Motown. Emery is 3-0-0 with a 1.85 GAA and .943 save percentage.

Berube says he doesn’t tell anyone who his goalie is until late the day before.

“When do I know? It’s game-to-game right now,” Berube said. “I don’t know [yet].”

Mason didn’t know either when he met with the media this afternoon.
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The first game of the Craig Berube era saw changes in three of the Flyers' four lines from when Peter Laviolette ran the club. It was the first visible adjustment we saw out of Berube.

The Flyers seem to take a cue from their new coach -- who was known for his toughness as a player -- and they played Tuesday night with more energy and passion than in their previous three games, all losses.

Berube had been an assistant coach with the club for six-plus years until getting promoted to the top job. He knows these players and many of them know him well, too. But with four games in seven days starting Friday at home against Phoenix, Berube will have limited practice time to make significant changes in the team's style of play.

The most critical time for Berube and his staff will come during a six-day stretch beginning Oct. 18 when the Flyers are home with no games on the schedule. The Flyers don't have that many days off between games at any other point this season, so whatever game plan Berube has in mind, we should see some noticeable progress on Oct. 24 when the Flyers host the New York Rangers.

The schedule this month is extremely favorable for the Flyers with seven of 11 games at home; compare that to December when the Flyers play 10 of 14 games on the road.

Whether or not you think the move to promote Berube was a good one, he is facing an uphill battle with a hungry fan base and an even hungrier front office. Berube has made it a priority to improve the Flyers' defense. They need the work. Steve Mason stole the show in goal on Tuesday with 33 saves on 34 shots in the Flyers' 2-1 victory over the Panthers.

Scott Hartnell said after the game that the Flyers have been on "different pages." Berube's job is get everyone in sync, to play as a team and not individuals. If he can accomplish that, perhaps this team will start reaching its potential.

The Flyers will go into Friday’s game against Phoenix with 17 players still looking for their first goals of the season.

Their entire first line of last season – Scott Hartnell, Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek - plus their new first line with Wayne Simmonds subbing for Voracek all are seeking their first markers.

New coach Craig Berube says his entire club is squeezing their sticks too tight.

“Sometimes you press, press, press to score because you’re not scoring and losing games,” Berube said. “Again, I’ll revert back to it. Your play without the puck is the most important thing right now.

“When you do that, and we’ll do even a better job than we did last game, we’ll get more opportunities the other way.”

For two straight days Berube and his new staff have had the club doing a lot of uptempo, nonstop skating on the full sheet of ice at Skate Zone. Plus cardio drills after that.

It’s been apparent the Flyers lacked their skating legs through their first three losses, but picked it up in their lone victory Tuesday against Florida.

Despite the fact Hartnell is perhaps in the best shape ever in his career as a Flyer, he doesn’t even have an assist to show for chances on ice.

“I think any time you start badly, you’re asking, ‘What did we do wrong? Or what are we doing wrong? How do we create more offense?’" Hartnell said.

“It’s been a struggle for especially our line out there, and we have to get things figure out. Mase [Steve Mason] definitely won the game for us [Tuesday], but we have to score more than two goals a game to have any success this season.

“For me, it’s pretty simple. I score my goals right in front of the goalie, right in his face. Get tips and rebounds. Go to the net with the stick on the ice and good things happen. I’ve obviously gotten away from that a little bit. We talked about it yesterday with Simmer [Simmonds]. Just throw pucks at the net and me or him will be there.”

He said his line needs to take some pressure off Giroux.

“We just have to give G some space to make plays like he can,” Hartnell said. “At practice, we’re working hard, we’re doing all the right things and scoring. We just have to bear down when it comes to the game.”
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Stone on Coyotes' loss 

Spezza, Senators slip past Coyotes in overtime 

Coyotes tie it late but can't overcome Spezza's hat trick in 4-3 overtime loss to Senators. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- This one had danger written all over it, and Coyotes coach Dave Tippett knew it.

It was the first game back from a long road trip. Ottawa was desperate to finish its six-game trip on a winning note, and Phoenix's energy was lacking.

Unfortunately for the Coyotes, they didn't heed their coach's warning in a 4-3 overtime loss Tuesday at Jobing.com Arena.

"Everything that Tip told us before the game happened," forward Radim Vrbata said. "They were hungry. They went after us. We didn't respond to it. 

"We were lucky to get a point out of it."

These are the kind of games a team hopes won't come back to bite it late in the season when the playoff push is on, but these are also the kinds of hiccups that accompany the early season when teams are still hunting for their identities.

Among the areas where the Coyotes could use improvement:

-- The power play, which had terrible entries most of the night and too many lost puck battles, allowing the Senators easy clearing plays and the Coyotes few chances.

-- More wire-to-wire acts from goalie Mike Smith. Tippett made repeated mention of Smith's drop in save percentage to .910 last year from .930 the year before. Through six games, Smith's percentage is .905. That's partly a reflection of the players in front of him and partly a reflection of the team's road-heavy schedule thus far. But the bottom line is it needs to improve.

-- A better effort from the wings and a couple of defensemen. The Coyotes got good push from Rob Klinkhammer and Lauri Korpikoski, and they got strong efforts up the middle from Ribeiro, Martin Hanzal, Antoine Vermette and newcomer Jeff Halpern, who won eight of nine faceoffs. But Tippett noted after the game that the contributions were too few, up and down the roster.

"There's going to be nights where you don't get the results you want, but you've got to consistently get better," Tippett said. "What you try to do in a game like that is you try to make sure your group, everybody is contributing a little bit -- maybe not to their normal standard, but everybody's got to contribute a little bit.

"The problem was, tonight we had probably half a dozen guys that I don't think contributed very much at all. Thats where you come up a little short."

Despite their listless, four-shot first period, the Coyotes still looked like they might get two points thanks to Smith's 12 first-period saves.

Klinkhammer and Vrbata scored just 1:17 apart early in the second to stake Phoenix to a 2-0 lead that was 2-1 after two periods. 

Holding leads has been a staple of the Tippett era, and the Coyotes had been 4-0 this season when scoring first as well as 4-0 when holding a lead after two periods.

But Smith misplayed a puck that he had to leave because he was out of the trapezoid, allowing Colin Greening to center a pass to Jason Spezza for the tying goal early in the third period -- the second of Spezza's three goals.

Had it not been for Ribeiro's power-play goal with 3:30 remaining -- on a deflection of an Oliver Ekman-Larsson shot that just barely grazed him -- the Coyotes would have fallen in regulation. 

That may have softened the blow -- and two days of rest for a road-weary team will also help -- but it wasn't exactly solace for Tippett afterward 

"I hate making excuses for not winning," he said. "You should win all the time, whether you’re tired, injured, whatever it is. You should have the ability to win."

No torn allegiances for LeBlanc with Sens in town
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Turris in a happy place since leaving Coyotes 

Kyle Turris' acrimonious break with Coyotes is water under bridge in his mind, but fans won't forget as easily. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Anthony LeBlanc lived in Ottawa for 17 years and was a Senators season ticket holder for that entire run. 

So how will the Coyotes president and CEO suppress his emotions when his favorite team for the better part of two decades skates onto the Jobing.com Arena ice on Tuesday?

"It's going to be an interesting night," LeBlanc said, laughing. "Having said that, it's not going to be difficult, because finance trumps everything."

Since completing the purchase of the Coyotes along with the other members of IceArizona, LeBlanc has sworn allegiances to his new club. But he still carries a scrapbook worth of memories from his old one. 

He remembers the inaugural season in 1992-93 when the Sens lost 70 games. 

He remembers the stars that littered the teams in the late '90s and into the next decade, like Alexei Yashin, Marian Hossa and Daniel Alfredsson.

He remembers the Cup Finals run in 2007. He remembers last season's improbable run. And he remembers Alfredsson coming back four weeks earlier than expected from a shoulder injury with the Senators trailing 2–0 in their playoff series with the Pittsburgh Penguins in 2008.

"You could tell by his speed on the ice that he was dying and he shouldn't have been out there," LeBlanc said. "I remember watching him then and thinking, 'now that's a leader.' "

LeBlanc found it amusing that the Senators will be just the Coyotes' second home opponent this season.

"I wondered if the NHL's scheduling department was doing this as a special favor to me," he said.

But while he freely admits he is still a Senators fan, that his favorite Senators are defenseman Chris Phillips and tough guy Chris Neil, and that he is looking forward to the Coyotes' trip to Ottawa on Dec. 21, LeBlanc doesn’t think twice when asked what he wants to see Tuesday night.

"As long as we, the Coyotes, get the win, that's all that matters," he said. "But I want to see it go to OT and us win in OT so the Senators can get a point."

Turris in a happy place since leaving Coyotes
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No torn allegiances for LeBlanc with Sens in town 

Ownership trumps 17-year allegiance to Senators for Coyotes president and CEO Anthony LeBlanc. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Kyle Turris might never have to answer the Coyotes question again after Tuesday night's game at Jobing.com Arena. And if he keeps up this point-a-game pace for the Ottawa Senators, he might never have to answer questions about his offensive ability either.

"It's a part of my career that I'll never forget," Turris said Tuesday after Ottawa's morning skate at the arena. "I've got lots of good memories here, from my first NHL game, to my first point, the playoffs with Detroit. They are going to stick with me for a long time, but I am very thankful I'm in Ottawa."

Let's take a moment to jog Coyotes' fans memories on how that came about.

Before the 2011-12 season, Turris held out in hopes of garnering a long-term, lucrative deal from Phoenix GM Don Maloney. Sources said Turris wanted a three-year deal worth an average of slightly more than $4 million a year, or a two-year deal worth slightly more than $3 million annually.

The question on Maloney's lips: For what? In 131 NHL games, 128 of which were played over two seasons, Turris had a whopping 19 goals and 27 assists.

Worse yet, Turris burned more than a few bridges in the Coyotes locker room when he intimated that he needed to play with more skill and in a different style to be successful.

That was a slight not only to coach Dave Tippett's proven system, but to the players in the room, whether you agree the Coyotes had the requisite skill in those days or not.

So with the sides at an acrimonious impasse, Maloney shipped Turris to Ottawa for defenseman David Rundbad and a second-round pick in 2012, which the Coyotes used in a package to acquire Antoine Vermette from Columbus.

How have things worked out for Turris in Ottawa? In 53 games with the Senators, he has 13 goals and 21 assists. He also had six goals and nine points in Ottawa's 10-game playoff run last year that ended in the Eastern Conference semifinals against the Pittsburgh Penguins. And he got his long-term deal: A five-year, $17.5 million extension that was signed in August 2012.

"I can't speak to how he played here," Senators coach Paul MacLean said Tuesday outside Ottawa's locker room at Jobing.com Arena. "I know that since he came to Ottawa he's been professional in everything that we've asked him to do.

Turris isn't backing off the notion that Ottawa's system better suits him than Tippett's.

"It's a different style of game," he said. "I'm very thankful and over the moon happy about having the opportunity to contribute every night consistently."

So is it the style that has most benefitted Turris? The players around him? Or is it something else?

"He's three years older than when he was here," MacLean said. "Which I think makes a significant difference for anybody.

"We've given him an opportunity to play more minutes. That, along with his maturity has brought him to where he is now. He's a very good, dependable player."

That statement might not sit well with Coyotes fans, however, and Turris knows Glendale isn't a place where he is likely to hear cheers any time soon.

"I'm sure I'm going to get a similar welcoming back to my last time here (Jan. 24, 2012), which is fine by me. It's part of pro sports. I didn't expect welcoming signs back and a pat on the back," Turris said. "I don’t think the fans quite understand, but it happens. I've moved on."

When asked if, in hindsight, he would have handled his departure any differently than he did, Turris shook his head.

"You can always look back and say this and that you’d do different but I, personally, wouldn't change a thing. It’s brought me to Ottawa," he said. "People made different stories about it. People that knew what was going on had a better understanding. I think it was best for both parties involved to kind of go our own ways."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Weary Coyotes end trip with big win over Hurricanes
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RALEIGH, N.C. -- After being outscored 10-2 in the first two games of a five-game road trip, the Coyotes had reason to wish they could pack their bags and return to Arizona.

"It was a morgue around here -- nobody was happy, everybody was miserable," said Rob Klinkhammer.

The mood on the team has certainly changed in the course of three games over five days.

Klinkhammer scored two goals Sunday, including the game-winner 22 seconds into the third period, to help the Coyotes earn a 5-3 victory over the Hurricanes on Sunday.

Shane Doan, Mikkel Boedker and Lauri Korpikoski had Phoenix's other goals. Mike Smith made 31 saves for the Coyotes, who closed a five-game road trip by winning in Detroit, Philadelphia and Carolina.

"It turns out to be a great road trip," Klinkhammer said.

Eric Staal, Riley Nash and Jeff Skinner scored for the Hurricanes.

Cam Ward made nine saves after coming on with 10:08 left in the second period to replace starting netminder Anton Khudobin. Khudobin suffered a lower-body injury when he skated out to play the puck.

Ward allowed three of Phoenix's goals.

"A few guys came ready to play and battle and play their game, but we had too many passengers tonight," said Carolina coach Kirk Muller. "We had some of our top guys that just didn't bring their 'A' game tonight."

With the score tied at 3 at the start of the third period, Carolina's Staal gambled in the offensive zone. He couldn't corral the puck, instead allowing Klinkhammer to skate forward on a 2-on-1. Klinkhammer decided not to pass, snapping the puck past Ward's glove.

"That's a tough pass to make on your off side there, so I just came down and shot it, and it went in," Klinkhammer said.

Doan then gave the Coyotes an insurance goal with 12:49 left when he scored on the power play.

Doan also had an assist for his first two points of the year.

"At some point, you have to start helping," Doan said. "The last few games, I've been playing better and been on the ice for goals for and opportunities, but nothing was going in. I fortunately got one tonight to get off the schneid and get going out there."

The relatively high-scoring game broke the mold of Phoenix's other victories -- the Coyotes had allowed four goals in their first three wins compared to 10 goals allowed in their two losses.

Phoenix had a strong start, outshooting Carolina 8-1 in the first 12 minutes and scoring the first goal.

With Carolina's Alexander Semin in the penalty box for hooking, the Coyotes' Derek Morris took a shot that hit the post. Boedker cleaned up the rebound, taking advantage of the fact Khudobin was out of position.

The Hurricanes tied the score when a Phoenix clearing attempt bounced to Staal, who was in front of the net. Staal backhanded the puck past Smith.

Both teams scored twice in the second period.

Nash started things off for the Hurricanes when he deflected a Ryan Murphy shot from the point above Smith's glove.

The Coyotes then had consecutive goals to take a 3-2 lead.

First, Klinkhammer finished a scrum in the crease by poking the puck through Khudobin's pads. After Khudobin's injury, Korpikoski finished a nice passing play with Mike Ribeiro by one-timing the puck past Ward.

The Hurricanes tied the score at 3 with less than 1 minute left in the second period when Skinner snapped a sharp-angle shot that went off Smith's helmet and into the net for a power-play goal.

Up until that point, Phoenix had killed off Carolina's first six power plays, including 1:56 of a two-minute advantage earlier in the second.

"We don't score on the 5-on-3, and it just dropped the whole life out of our team," Muller said.

Tuomo Ruutu played in his first game of the season for the Hurricanes after missing the team's first five games with a lower-body injury.

Muller had no update on Khudobin's status other than he'd undergo an MRI on Monday.

NOTES: It was the first game between the two teams since Dec. 21, 2011. ... Elias Lindholm, Carolina's first-round pick in the 2013 draft, missed the game with an upper-body injury. ... Phoenix plays only its second home game of the season Tuesday against Ottawa. ... The Coyotes are 4-0 when they score the first goal of the game.

Coyotes look to finish trip with win over Hurricanes
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Catching up with Paul Bissonnette 

    The Coyotes seem to like their chances no matter who is in net, and the feeling is mutual for the Hurricanes. Each club could use some extra offensive punch to back their goaltenders, though, as the Coyotes conclude a five-game road trip in Sunday's matinée at Carolina.

Mike Smith, in his third season with Phoenix (3-2-0) and the clear No. 1 netminder, started the team's first four games and most recently made 28 saves in a 4-2 victory in Detroit on Thursday as the Coyotes snapped a two-game skid.

Friday's contest in Philadelphia was the club's third in four nights, and coach Dave Tippett elected to start Thomas Greiss, who made 36 saves in a 2-1 victory in his first start for the Coyotes.

"We're fortunate to have great goaltending," captain Shane Doan said. "We've had great goaltending here the last few years. We count on that big-time, and (Greiss) just stepped in and that was unbelievable."

Smith has stopped 75 of 79 shots while winning his last two starts against the Hurricanes -- both in 2011 -- and he'll likely be back in net Sunday. Greiss' performance Friday, though, helped support a fatigued Coyotes team.

Phoenix has scored two or fewer goals three times during its trip while going 1 for 12 on the power play.

"They come off (the ice) and you say they're up again, and they kind of look at you, 'You sure?'" Tippett said.

The Coyotes could get another tough challenge to end the trip no matter who is in goal for the Hurricanes (2-1-2), who already have played four one-goal contests on the young season.

Cam Ward made 36 saves Friday, but the 'Canes fell 2-1 in a shootout after failing to score until Jeff Skinner's power-play goal with 5:54 remaining in the third period. Anton Khudobin made 30 saves in Thursday's 3-2 victory over the Capitals and has won both of his starts while posting a 1.50 goals-against average.

Coach Kirk Muller has been pleased with both goaltenders, and he hasn't made a decision who he plans to start in this contest. Ward is 3-1-0 with a 2.73 GAA in his last four against the Coyotes, while Khudobin has yet to face them.

"We have two guys that are giving us a chance to win every night," Muller told the team's official website. "They're playing well, and they can stay that much more healthy and rested. Right now, it's a good issue with our team."

Carolina has scored two or fewer goals in four of its five contests, though it has been battling injuries. Forward Elias Lindholm is day to day with an upper-body injury, and defenseman Justin Faulk will be a game-time decision due to an undisclosed injury.

Defenseman Mike Komisarek saw his first action of the season in Friday's contest.

"It's a grind, and you have to be ready each night to jump in and contribute," Komisarek said. "If we're going to have success this season, we're going to need everyone chipping in each and every night."

The return of Tuomo Ruutu, who missed the first 29 games last season after hip surgery and played just 17 total, could help boost the offense. Muller said the veteran might play Sunday after being sidelined by a lower-body injury.

"As soon as he feels he is fit to go," Muller said.

Carolina has lost four of its last five home matchups with Phoenix.

Coyotes agree to deal with veteran forward Halpern
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The Coyotes on Saturday signed veteran forward Jeff Halpern to a one-year, two-way contract. As per club policy, terms of the deal were not disclosed.

The 37-year-old split last season between the Rangers and the Canadiens and finished with a goal and two assists in 46 games. 

Overall, the 6-foot, 190-pound Halpern has played 13 seasons in the NHL with the Capitals, Stars, Lightning, Kings, Canadiens and Rangers, recording 147 goals and 214 assists. The native of Washington D.C. also served as the Capitals' captain during the 2005-06 season

Greiss backstops weary Coyotes to win over Flyers
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Catching up with Paul Bissonnette 

    PHILADELPHIA (AP) -- Coming off a late-night arrival into Philadelphia, the latest stop in a lengthy road trip, Phoenix coach Dave Tippett could see fatigue set in with each late shift change.

"They come off and you say they're up again, and they kind of look at you, 'You sure?'" Tippett said, smiling.

The weary legs hardly mattered.

Turned out, nothing again was as sluggish as Philadelphia's offense.

Oliver Ekman-Larsson scored the winner for Phoenix with 12.9 seconds left in the second period and Thomas Greiss made the lead stand up in the third period to lift the Coyotes to a 2-1 win over the Flyers on Friday night.

Greiss made 36 saves in his first start of the season.

"How calm did he look in there?'' Coyotes forward Shane Doan said. ''He was just so calm, relaxed and did a great job."

Rob Klinkhammer opened the scoring for Phoenix in the first. The Coyotes have won two straight games on the road after dropping two straight by a combined 10-2 score. The Coyotes beat the Detroit Red Wings 4-2 Thursday.

"I think I've got to build the trust and show I can play, too," Greiss said.

Max Talbot scored the lone goal for the punchless Flyers, who have only six goals this season and dropped to 1-4. Coach Craig Berube lost his first game after leading the Flyers to a win in his debut. The Flyers' 2-1 win over Florida on Tuesday was their only multiple-goal game this season.

Already in dire need of offense, the Flyers lost two proven goal-scorers against Phoenix. Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren said forwards Scott Hartnell and Vinny Lecavalier could miss a week after leaving with undisclosed injuries.

"Well it's tougher, but it doesn't matter does it?" Berube asked. "I mean, we've got to win hockey games. People will come in and fill in for them."

Team captain Claude Giroux, a former All-Star who averaged a point per game last season, will need to step up. He's without a goal or assist this season. He took four shots on goal and the Flyers attempted a season-high 37 against the Coyotes.

With all those attempts, one goal was fine with Phoenix.

The Coyotes played the fourth game of a five-game road trip, and have steadied themselves after a brutal start. Greiss stopped all 16 shots in the first period, just the start of a strong effort in his second game of the season.

''Having a guy come in and really make some good saves at critical times, and build the confidence in the team that you can win in a tough situation, that's exactly what you ask for in a goalie,'' Tippett said.

Klinkhammer scored his first goal of the season only 2:41 into the game when he was the last one to tap the puck past Steve Mason.

"I'm not sure if it dropped down between my legs or something like that, but I didn't see it," Mason said.

Coming off a 33-save effort against the Panthers, Mason was again stout in goal, stopping 29 shots.

He just didn't have enough help on offense.

"It's not for a lack of effort because everybody in this room cares tremendously," Mason said, "but we are going to have to start scoring. We need to score more goals and I think the boys can feel that it is going to come. We just have to keep working for it."

NOTES: ''Bones'' star and noted Flyers fan David Boreanaz was at the game. ... The Coyotes finish their road trip Sunday at Carolina. ... Mason dropped to 3-7 lifetime against Phoenix

Coyotes send Summers down, call up forward Yip
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The Coyotes on Friday assigned defenseman Chris Summers to Portland of the American Hockey League and recalled forward Brandon Yip.

With veteran Rostislav Klesla returning from injured reserve Friday, the Coyotes had nine defensemen on the roster, and Summers was the odd man out. He cleared waivers in order to be assigned to Portland. The 6-foot-2, 209-pounder has appeared in 29 career games with the Coyotes, totaling three assists. 

The 28-year-old Yip had three goals and five assists in 34 games with the Predators last season before signing a two-way deal with the Coyotes. In 172 career NHL games, the 6-foot-1, 198-pound Yip has 29 goals and 27 assists.

Coyotes score twice late to topple Wings, end skid
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Tippett on Coyotes' win over Wings 

    DETROIT (AP) -- The Coyotes were looking for a bounceback game, and they got one. Michael Stone's goal with 4:47 left broke a tie as the Coyotes beat the Red Wings 4-2 on Thursday night. 

Phoenix was coming off 4-1 and 6-1 losses to the Sharks and Islanders to begin a five-game road trip.

"We figured out what we have to do to be in a hockey game," said Mike Smith, who made 28 saves.

Derek Morris and Antoine Vermette both had a goal and an assist, and Mikkel Boedker also scored for the Coyotes.

Stone fired a slap shot from the right point that went through teammate Martin Hanzal's screen and caromed in off the far goal post. It came 2 seconds after a Coyotes power play ended. Stephen Weiss, who received a hooking penalty with 6:49 left, had just come out of the penalty box.

"Got an opening and a chance to shoot," Stone said. "(Mike) Ribeiro mad a great pass, and I got a screen in front from Marty Hanzal.

"To respond the way we did after two ugly ones is the way to go."

Vermette added an empty-net goal in the last minute.

Joakim Andersson and Jonathan Ericsson scored for Detroit, and Jimmy Howard stopped 35 shots. Andersson and Ericsson had goals 53 seconds apart early in the second period to give the Red Wings a 2-1 lead.

"I didn't think we played very well," Red Wings right wing Daniel Cleary said. "It wasn't a very good game defensively, and we didn't spend enough time in their zone.

"That's two games in a row that we haven't looked like us."

Detroit lost 4-1 in Boston on Saturday night.

The Coyotes also dominated in the faceoff circle, winning 46 of 70 draws.

"Our faceoffs were really strong," Phoenix coach Dave Tippett said. "There's always little things that you want to tweak."

Andersson, Detroit's third-line center, addressed the faceoff situation.

"They are known to be good faceoff guys, a couple of them, but we have to be better than we were tonight," he said. "I don't know what the stats are, but that's how I felt.

"We knew those two guys (Hanzal, Vermette) are real good on faceoffs. We have to dig in better next time."

Andersson put a rebound over Smith's shoulder 5:07 into the second period to tie it 1-1. It was the first goal of the season for the Red Wings' third line, which also features Cleary and Todd Bertuzzi.

Ericsson's floating shot from the right point found its way into the net at 6:00.

But Boedker made it 2-2 by scooping up a loose puck amid a scramble in front and putting it in just 1:04 later.

Morris opened the scoring just 2:21 into the game when his slap shot from the right point got past Howard after Vermette beat Stephen Weiss cleanly on a faceoff. 

NOTES: Phoenix D Rostislav Klesla made his season debut. He opened the season on injured reserve because of a concussion and whiplash sustained during the preseason. ... Detroit LW Patrick Eaves, on long-term injured reserve with a sprained left knee ligament and sprained left ankle, said he should be available to play on Oct. 26. ... Phoenix RW David Moss is from Detroit and played at the University of Michigan. ... Red Wings RW Daniel Cleary played for the Coyotes in 2003-04.

Coyotes partner with Global Spectrum to manage arena
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GLENDALE, Ariz. - IceArizona, owners of the Phoenix Coyotes, have entered into a partnership with Philadelphia-based Global Spectrum, a worldwide leader in managing and operating sports arenas and stadiums, to manage Jobing.com Arena. Terms of the partnership were not disclosed.

Global Spectrum, a subsidiary of the Philadelphia Flyers parent company, Comcast-Spectacor, has agreed to partner with IceArizona to ensure the financial and promotional success of the Glendale arena. 

IceArizona purchased the Phoenix Coyotes from the National Hockey League on August 5, 2013.

Global Spectrum manages the Wells Fargo Center, home of the Flyers, and the University of Phoenix Stadium, home of the Arizona Cardinals, which neighbors Jobing.com Arena. The company manages more than 115 facilities around the world.

In addition to managing and operating Jobing.com Arena, Global Spectrum will secure additional events and attractions to the venue. 

Anthony LeBlanc, Phoenix Coyotes co-owner, president and CEO, called the agreement with Global Spectrum the perfect addition to an already world-class team.

"We are very pleased to partner with Global Spectrum to manage and operate Jobing.com Arena," said LeBlanc. "We are confident that Global Spectrum will do amazing things for us in Glendale. It's difficult to imagine a better partner."

Comcast-Spectacor President Peter Luukko said he envisions synergy between the hockey arena and football stadium in booking events.

"Based on our expertise in booking similar-size venues around the world, we are confident we can do great things together at Jobing.com Arena," Luukko said.

Coyotes recall Kennedy, Yip; Brown, Lessio sent down
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 GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The Phoenix Coyotes shook up their roster following Monday night's 6-1 loss to the New York Islanders, sending forwards Chris Brown and Lucas Lessio to the Portland Pirates of the AHL and recalling forwards Tim Kennedy and Brandon Yip.

Kennedy, 5-foot-10, 175 pounds, had two goals in 13 games last season for San Jose. For his career, the 27-year-old Kennedly has 13 goals and 18 assists in 125 games.

Yip, 6-foot-1, 198 pounds, had three goals and five assists in 34 games last season for Nashville. For his career, the 28-year-old Yip has 29 goals and 27 assists in 172 games.

Brown, 22, and Lessio, 20, are two of the Coyotes' top prospects who earned roster berths during training camp. Both were second-round draft picks -- Brown in 2009 and Lessio in 2011.

Taveras scores twice as Islanders rout Coyotes
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By IRA PODELL

AP Sports Writer

UNIONDALE, N.Y. --The New York Islanders were merely content with a lopsided victory. The Phoenix Coyotes were flat-out humiliated.

With production from all four lines, the Islanders built a big lead and carried it to a 6-1 win over the Coyotes on Tuesday night.

While New York coach Jack Capuano was pleased with his team's performance, he tempered his remarks and didn't heap too much praise on his club.

"We got some bounces. Let's not kid ourselves," Capuano said. "The score didn't indicate the way the game was."

John Tavares scored his first two goals of the season and defenseman Matt Donovan added the first of his NHL career in a rare meeting between the Islanders and Coyotes. Phoenix hadn't visited Long Island since December 2010.

Peter Regin and Tavares scored in the first period for the Islanders (2-0-1), and Donovan, Tavares and Colin McDonald connected in the second against beleaguered goalie Mike Smith to turn it into a rout.

Frans Nielsen earned the second of his three assists on the night when McDonald made it 5-1 with 2:36 left in the second.

"You get embarrassed as a professional athlete. It's unacceptable," Coyotes captain Shane Doan said. "There has to be accountability in our room. They have a really good team that moves the puck well, and we let them do it all night."

Evgeni Nabokov was the beneficiary of all the offense and made 33 saves for the win. The 38-year-old goalie has started all three games for the Islanders.

Josh Bailey had a goal and two assists, and Michael Grabner had three assists for New York, which was outshot 34-28. Regin added an assist.

"It was just a full-team effort," forward Kyle Okposo said. "We talked about the third period. We wanted to come out and play better and not give them anything. I thought we did a pretty good job."

Martin Hanzal gave the Coyotes (1-2) a brief spark when his first of the season made it 3-1. Smith stopped only 15 shots and was replaced at the start of the third period by Thomas Greiss, who made his Phoenix debut.

Bailey made it 6-1 against Greiss, off assists from Nielsen and Grabner, with 7:41 left.

"It's completely unacceptable," Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said. "We have a lot of work to do as a team. We just weren't good enough."

For the second straight game, the Islanders jumped out to a 2-0 lead and tried to protect it. They were unsuccessful in their home opener on Saturday when they allowed Columbus to get even in the third period and beat them in a shootout.

This time, the Islanders pushed their edge to 3-0 with their second power-play goal, but the Coyotes responded 43 seconds later with Hanzal's goal to cut the deficit back to two.

"A two-goal lead at home is something you'd love to have every night. It was good to take advantage of that," Tavares said. "We have confidence with the lead. It was nice to get another one and keep playing the way we want to play.

"Our third goal was a big goal. On Saturday we didn't get the third goal."

New York took control early against the Coyotes.

Phoenix defenseman Zbynek Michalek turned over the puck near the blue line, and Regin calmly skated into the left circle, with his head up. He deftly snapped a shot over the shoulder of the 6-foot-4 Smith and into the left corner just 1:49 into the game.

"Sometimes you have that feeling-out process at the start of the game, but Peter's line did a great job of getting us into it right away," Bailey said. "Having a goal within the first two minutes really boosted the guys, and after that we seemed to respond really well."

The Islanders earned the first power play with 6:24 left in the first, and the Coyotes compounded the problem on the ensuing faceoff when Antoine Vermette was whistled for delay of game when he smothered the puck in the circle.

Tavares took advantage of the two-man power play when he slam-dunked a cross-crease pass from Nielsen inside the right post. Phoenix managed to kill the remainder of Vermette's penalty, but trailed 2-0 after one period despite a 7-6 edge in shots.

Donovan pushed the lead to 3-0 at 11:47 of the second during a power play with a hard shot that Smith smothered. However, the puck trickled behind him and over the line.

"The harder you work, the luckier you get," Capuano said.

Tavares, the Islanders' new captain, notched his second with 5:11 left in the period, and McDonald made it 5-1 just 2:35 later.

NOTES: The Coyotes were without D Derek Morris, who missed the game because of an upper-body injury despite taking part in the morning skate. ... The Islanders again scratched RW Cal Clutterbuck, who is close to returning following a leg laceration sustained during the preseason. ... Phoenix is 0-2 on a five-game trip that has three Eastern stops remaining. ... Dating to last season, the Islanders had played six straight one-goal games -- including five shootouts. They went 2-1-3.

Coyotes hoping to bond, get healthy on circuitous trip
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COYOTES AT ISLANDERS

Where: Nassau Coliseum, Uniondale, N.Y.

When: Tuesday, 4 p.m.

TV: KASW (Cox/Century Link Channel 6, DirecTV/Dish Channel 61)

Radio: KMVP 860 AM

Records: Coyotes 1-1, Islanders 1-0-1

Outlook: This is the first of a four-game trip for Phoenix. Here's a quick glance at all four opponents on this trip.

New York: The Islanders traded former captain Mark Streit to Philadelphia and added gritty forward Cal Clutterbuck, who suffered a skate laceration during a preseason game and is expected to miss significant time. Forard John Tavares has emerged as a star and the Islanders have the Penguins fits in last season's playoffs, giving rose to hope after years of futility. New York will also move to the Barclays Center in Brooklyn in 2015. That should help sagging attendance.

Detroit (Thursday, 4:30 p.m.): The Red Wings are in the Eastern Conference now and have a legitimate shot at reaching the Cup finals after giving the eventual champion Blackhawks perhaps their stiffest test in last season's playoffs. Mainstays Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Jimmy Howard are back, but the Wings added veteran Daniel Alfredsson while losing forwards Valtteri Filppula to Lightning and Damien Brunner to the Devils.

Philadelphia (Friday, 4 p.m.): The Flyers bought out goalie Ilya Bryzgalov and replaced him with veteran goalkeeper Ray Emery, who won a Cup in Chicago last season. They also added former Lightning captain Vincent Lecavalier and former Islanders captain Mark Streit in the hopes of bolstering offense, but Philly is off an 0-3 start, and in this crazy city, that was enough to cost coach Peter Laviolette his job; he was fired Monday and replaced on an interim basis by Craig Berube. 

Carolina (Sunday, 10 a.m.): The Hurricanes won the Cup in 2006 but haven't made the playoffs since 2009. Carolina added defenseman Mike Komisarek in the offseason, hoping he'd get back to the physical play that made him effective in Montreal, but the addition who could have a greater impact is goalie Anton Khudobin, who played behind Tuukka Rask in Boston. Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli wanted him back but couldn't make it work because of cap limitations.

Tippett on Coyotes' loss 

Nolan hit underscores need for more regulation  

NHL player safety chief Shanahan ruled Nolan's high hit on Klesla legal, but should it be? 

SCOTTSDALE, Ariz. -- With the Coyotes set to embark on a four-game road trip to the Eastern time zone, coach Dave Tippett was asked how he would spend the long flight.

"I'm planning on watching a horror film," Tippett said. 

He was talking about tape of the team's 4-1 loss in San Jose on Saturday -- a loss that he has already watched on replay at least once.

"It didn't get any better the second time," Tippett quipped.

The Coyotes' follow-up to an impressive season-opening win over the Rangers was chock-full of mistakes, beginning with the Sharks' first goal, which was the product of a turnover and a poor line change.

"That’s one of the things we wanted to focus on this year: How do you go in and win in hard circumstances?" Tippett said. "Our first test wasn't very good."

Regardless, the team still sees the potential for positives on this trip. Following a whirlwind offseason, a number of personnel changes and a home opener filled with pageantry, the Coyotes will get a chance to escape all the distractions and simply focus on hockey.

"Any time you get on the road, you're forced to be with each other, and it's a good thing, especially early in the year," defenseman Keith Yandle said. "Any time you can get away from all the distractions and just play hockey, it’s a lot of fun."

Barring any additional injuries, the Coyotes could also return to full strength on this trip. Defenseman Rusty Klesla (concussion) was cleared for contact recently and could play as soon as Thursday in Detroit, while suspended forward Paul Bissonnette is eligible to return the same day.

Despite the missed time, Tippett said he isn't concerned with either player's conditioning after assistant coach Dave King skated both players hard over the weekend.

When Klesla returns, the Coyotes must make a roster move to get back to the 23-man limit unless they place another injured player on injured reserve.

With nine defensemen on the roster, the team would have to send one back to Portland of the AHL -- or perhaps make that long-anticipated trade for a second-line left wing. Chris Summers is the player most likely to be demoted, but he would have to clear waivers first.

INJURY UPDATE

Defensemen Derek Morris and Oliver Ekman-Larsson both missed Monday's abbreviated practice before the team's flight with what Tippett called upper-body injuries.

Tippett is hopeful both will be able to play when the team opens the trip Tuesday against the Islanders at Nassau Coliseum.

The Islanders will move to the Barclays Center in Brooklyn for the start of the 2015-16 season. Their lease at Nassau Coliseum expires after the 2014-15 season. The Islanders won four Stanley Cups there.

KLESLA SPEAKS

Klesla addressed the media on Monday for the first time since suffering a concussion and whiplash on a hit by Kings forward Jordan Nolan in the preseason that the league deemed a clean hit after review.

"I don’t feel anything in the head, so it's just a matter of getting another practice and seeing what the options are," said Klesla, who was cleared for contact recently.

"It's a play that happens in hockey. It was right on the chin, so that's what happens when you get hit in the right spot. I'm just thankful that nothing worse happened. My neck held up pretty good. I was able to have a quick recovery and be back playing soon."

Part of the reasoning for the lack of supplement discipline, according to the NHL Department of Player Safety, was that Nolan did not pick or target the head. Klesla has a different interpretation of the event, noting that his chin was indeed the first point of contact.

"If it wasn't, I'm not knocked out," he said. "If it's a good hit, I don’t think I'm in the hospital."

Klesla said this was his first concussion from playing hockey, although he has taken some high hits. 

"Hockey's a hard sport," he said, following it up with what sounded like a warning to Nolan. "I don't want to say -- you have to expect it, but you have to be careful and know that he can throw a hit, but he can always get a hit, too. I'll just leave it at that."

BIZ BACK SOON

Bissonnette is eligible to return in Detroit during the second game of the team's road trip. Originally, he was suspended 10 games for leaving the ice on what was deemed an illegal line change during an altercation following Nolan's hit on Klesla, but the league later reduced the length of the suspension due to conflicting evidence.

"Great work by the NHLPA to help me out, and I thanked the league on Twitter for reviewing the case and taking the time to look into it," he said. "With 10 games, there's no real light at the end of the tunnel, missing pretty much a whole month of the season. I'm excited to get back in and do what I do."

Bissonnette is entering the final year of a contract that will pay him $737,500 this season. The prospect of losing games and salary only added to his sense of uncertainty.

"You think about it a bit, but just as stability is concerned," he said. "It's kind of like the situation we've had here for four years: You're not really sure where you’re going to end up next year."

Bissonnette has no idea how things will play out with his contract this time around.

"The last two times, I've signed during the season, so I've never really been a free agent," he said. "I really like it here, I like the guys and I like what the team is about. I'd love to stay here, but it's up to them."

BLAND REVIEW

Tippett was asked for his assessment of the point-less top line of Mike Ribeiro, Shane Doan and Mikkel Boedker thus far.

"Very average," he said.

Message sent.

REMEMBER WHEN...

The last time the Coyotes and Islanders met on Jan. 7, 2012 at Jobing.com Arena, captain Shane Doan notched his first career hat trick. Here's a link to the story from that memorable night with the always quotable Ray Whitney weighing in on the historic feat.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter

Sharks take control early, overwhelm Coyotes
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Tippett on Coyotes' loss 

    SAN JOSE, Calif. (AP) -- Tomas Hertl found a reason to keep on smiling. Hertl scored his first two NHL goals as the Sharks beat the Coyotes 4-1 on Saturday night.

"I don't know, it's crazy. And to win, I'm very happy," said the 19-year-old Hertl said.

Patrick Marleau and Logan Couture also scored for the Sharks, who were able to convert two power plays after not scoring on the man advantage against the Canucks on Thursday.

"I think it's great. You can see how he's having fun with it and he's smiling so much," Marleau said of Hertl. "He brings a lot of energy to us and it's fun to see."

Oliver Ekman-Larsson scored for the Coyotes, who won their opener at home on Thursday.

"We stopped making plays and we couldn't get out of our own zone," Coyotes captain Shane Doan said. "Their forwards were too quick and we stopped playing hockey. We have to be better than that. We let them have the extra opportunities a lot."

San Jose goalie Antti Niemi stopped 22 shots for the victory. Mike Smith made 47 saves for Phoenix.

"The score would have been a lot worse if he didn't play like that," coach Dave Tippett said of Smith's performance.

Smith allowed all three goals in the first 13 minutes before blanking the Sharks the rest of the way.

"When you give up 50 shots, you're going to be hard-pressed to win a game on any given night," Smith said. "I kept telling myself to make as many saves as I could because I felt we were coming back."

Hertl scored his first goal 46 seconds into the game, backhanding the puck through Smith's legs after being set up in front of the net by Marc-Edouard Vlasic.

"When you put up 50 shots, you get rewarded," Vlasic said. "It's good to beat that team; they're tough."

Hertl, who had an assist in the season opener, chest-bumped the glass to celebrate before he was joined by his teammates.

The Sharks made it 2-0 at 7:23 of the first period with their first power-play goal. Hertl redirected Matt Irwin's shot past Smith. Tyler Kennedy set up the score when he won the faceoff and Brent Burns kept it alive.

"He had his number," Sharks captain Joe Thornton said. "The first one was beautiful, and the second one he was in the right position. Another good game for Tomas. You know he's a world-class goaltender and you have to make your shots count."

Marleau scored his second goal of the season, also on the power play, at 12:30 of the first. Joe Pavelski's shot bounced off Smith's pad and Vlasic was in position to give Marleau an open net.

The Coyotes scored at 16:47 of the second period. Ekman-Larsson picked up the puck from Zbynek Michalek in his own zone and carried it all the way, taking a quick shot from the right that glanced into the net off Niemi's right glove.

Couture added an empty-net goal in the final 25 seconds.

The Sharks have beaten the Coyotes in 10 of the past 12 meetings in San Jose.

NOTES: The Coyotes, who play six of their first eight games on the road, head to the East Coast to play four games over the next week. ... Phoenix backup goalie Thomas Greiss, who was with San Jose last year, received a warm reception from the crowd when he was shown on the big screen. ... The Sharks outshot the Coyotes 18-8 in the first period and 51-23 overall.

Feel-good opening night for victorious Coyotes
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<A href="http://msn.foxsports.com/video?videoid=685eeef3-df3c-499a-9c71-d8eac35fa962&src=v5:embed:syndication:&from=shareembed-syndication" target="_new" title="Highlights: Rangers/Coyotes">Video: Highlights: Rangers/Coyotes</A> 

Vrbata nets hat trick as Coyotes top Rangers in opener 

Vrbata nets hat trick, Smith makes 23 saves as Coyotes take down Rangers 4-1 in season opener. 
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Check out the scene from the Coyotes' season opener against the Rangers. VIEW GALLERY >>

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The only thing missing Thursday at Jobing.com Arena was a Dave Tippett bobblehead doll. Other than that, the remade Phoenix Coyotes staged a nearly flawless performance, from the ownership group right on down to rookie wing Lucas Lessio.

White T-shirts with the team's new slogan, "Hungrier Than Ever," greeted fans as they took their seats, making this an unofficial white out.

Owners Anthony LeBlanc and George Gosbee were rarely in their suite due to an endless parade of radio, television and social obligations.  

A montage of old Coyotes clips preceded the player, staff and ownership introductions. 

Mike Smith was both an effective goaltender and a dramatic showman, making two belly-slop saves and lying for an extended moment under a fallen net, a scene of which he quipped: "I was saying hi to the camera."

The Coyotes carried the play over the final 35 minutes, Radim Vrbata sent an early message to general manager Don Maloney about that stalled contract extension with a three-goal night, and the Coyotes delivered the perfect crescendo to a successful offseason with a 4-1 win over the New York Rangers in the season opener.

"When the ownership group went on the ice, the crowd was electric, and we just fed off of it," Vrbata said. "That's what everybody was waiting for last year -- the last four years. Fans liked it, and we liked it on the bench."

The festive atmosphere was also noticed by the NHL bigwigs up in the suites.

"It's what we expected, it's what we believed would be the case, and it’s very gratifying to see the community response," NHL commissioner Gary Bettman said. "I've always believed that there was a good strong fan base here, we knew that they had a good group of players and that Don Maloney and Dave Tippett were doing the right things. They just needed ownership."

Before we get too far ahead of ourselves, it’s important to remember that this was just one game. The Coyotes will embark on a five-game, coast-to-coast road trip this weekend where we'll find out a whole lot more about this promising, but still unproven group.

There were welcome signs from the power play, center Mike Ribeiro and a quickly maturing blue line corps that stymied New York's breakout with timely pinches, while fueling the Coyotes' with quick outlet passes.

But the guts of this game, to borrow a Tippet phrase, were still signature Coyotes, and that is what must continue.

"I don't think we're going to reinvent the wheel now that we have ownership," said Smith, who made 23 saves. "In order for this team to win, we have to play a certain way, and we did that tonight."

There are still many questions to be answered, but all that will sort itself out soon enough when the team, the owners and the fans settle into this season. For one night, it was fun to imagine the possibilities in what is starting to feel like a legitimate NHL city.

"It was positive. Everything was positive, and that's a different feeling," captain Shane Doan said. "You're not going out there apologizing; you’re just going out there to play.

"It was huge for us to win this for ourselves and for our fans. Now if we can find a way to get the next one, maybe we can get something going here."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Green Flames pivots learning on the job when it comes to dot duty

Colborne, Monahan and Street have less combined career faceoff attempts than Joe Thornton won last season

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 18, 2013
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Calgary Flames centre Joe Colborne turns in an attempt to get Vancouver Canucks centre Ryan Kesler off his back during NHL action earlier this month. The young pivot is part of a greenhorn Flames group when it comes to winning faceoffs.
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Galiardi excited to face his old team, even if the San Jose Sharks are red hot

SAN JOSE — From one centreman to another, Joe Colborne made his desperate plea before a faceoff.

He wanted his counterpart to stop doing what he was doing. Whatever it was. Pretty please.

“He knew I was a rookie,” recalls Colborne. “I’d been kicked out three times already. He’d go in first (at the dot) and I’d follow, and I was the one getting kicked out. Finally, I said, ‘Look, I’m trying to show the coach that I can win a draw . . . so let me at least finish a draw, take a draw. I don’t care if I lose it, I just want to take it.’ ”

Tellingly, Colborne, in his National Hockey League debut, failed to get fair play.

Not that his request fell on deaf ears.

Because he did receive a sneer and a pile of guff from his unnamed opposite on the Montreal Canadiens: “Hey, shut up till you have a couple hundred games under your belt.”

Colborne laughs at the memory.

“That’s the truth of it,” he says. “You have to put your time in.”

Boston’s Patrice Bergeron and Chicago’s Jonathan Toews are aces. In a not unrelated matter, they seldom square up for faceoffs.

“Those guys are at a 45-degree angle — and they’re never getting kicked out,” says Colborne, marvelling, not griping. “It comes down to gaining that respect. Once you have it, you can get away with a little bit more. You get relationships with linesmen, figuring out who you can cheat on and who you can’t. You have to mentally keep a catalogue of each linesman.

“It’s definitely an earn-your-stripes kind of thing.”

Which puts into perspective the unforgiving challenge ahead of the Calgary Flames’ newcomers.

It is worth nothing that the Flames, even with the educated likes of Daymond Langkow and Olli Jokinen on the roster, had suffered long stretches of ineptitude in the faceoff department.

This, though, is different.

Ahead of Saturday’s match against the San Jose Sharks, the trio of Ben Street, Sean Monahan and Colborne boast a combined total of 371 faceoff attempts in the NHL.

Joe Thornton, last season alone, won 410 draws.

“Experience is a combination of good moments and bad moments,” says coach Bob Hartley, whose most grizzled centreman is Mikael Backlund, with 176 games. “You put this in a bag and, suddenly, you get a two- or three-year veteran. You need the full book, and cheating definitely has a chapter in the book.”

He need not tell Street.

After a few years in junior, a few years in college, a few years in the minors, he has learned that the big-league dot is a brand-new stage.

“It’s different game to game, linesman to linesman,” says Street. “You’ve got to push the boundaries and find out what you can get away with. It’s different if you’re the home team, the road team. A rookie doesn’t get away with a whole lot that a veteran might get away with. There’s a lot of variables.”

Street, chuckling, says he’s still not even sure what a regulation faceoff might look like.

“It’s probably with all your skates (squarely) behind and your stick in the white,” the 26-year-old says. “Not a lot of guys actually do that. It’s cat and mouse. It’s a mental thing — ‘OK, that guy’s lined up this way, this is what I’m going to do to counteract it.’ It becomes a chess match. The guys that are the best year-in and year-out are the best guys at playing the game (within the game).”

Such as the aforementioned Thornton (who, curiously, is struggling at 47.7 per cent right now). The Sharks’ excellence, as a team, did coincide with his arrival in November 2005.

“It’s pretty valuable to have a guy like that on your team,” says Street, “because there’s a lot of knowledge that he can pass on. A guy like Thornton, if he’s good, then it does become contagious.”

Contagious enough that Logan Couture, 24, appears to have mastered the racket, operating at nearly 62 per cent — third best in the NHL.

But the planet’s finest faceoff man, in Colborne’s opinion, is Bergeron.

“Bar none,” says Colborne, who, with the Toronto Maple Leafs in the post-season, saw plenty of the Bruins whiz. “I’ve never had a guy when I went into every draw I was saying, ‘I’ve tried every single move I have and I can’t beat him.’ I remember asking (Tyler Bozak) and some of the guys (for advice) between periods, and they’re saying, ‘Well, we’re just happy that your line’s going against him because he does the same thing to us all the time.’ ”

But that doesn’t end the battle.

If you’re going to lose — if you know you’re going to lose — then lose wisely. Like trying to funnel the puck to a predetermined spot.

“Sometimes you just tell your wingers, ‘Look, I’m having an off day, you have to go. Just be jumping and expecting,’ ” says Colborne. “When that happens — sometimes it sucks percentage-wise — but to help the team, you have to do it.”
Galiardi excited to face his old team, even if the San Jose Sharks are red hot

Flames forward and his mates head into the Shark Tank on Saturday night

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 18, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s T.J. Galiardi collides with Montreal&#8217;s Max Pacioretty during a game last week.
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SAN JOSE — It’s only natural. Your ears perk up when your former employers are mentioned.

Not that T.J. Galiardi has had to strain lately to hear about the Colorado Avalanche (the club that drafted him 55th overall in 2007) and the San Jose Sharks (for whom he played before joining the Calgary Flames).

The Avs, under the guidance of Patrick Roy, are 6-0-0.

And the Sharks?

Well, it seems like nearly everything is being viewed through teal-tinted glasses during the early stages of the National Hockey League’s regular season:

* There’s Tomas Hertl and his four-goal outburst, which included, depending on your point of view, a display of either hot-dogging or supreme confidence.

* There’s Brad Stuart’s elbow to the coconut of Rick Nash, which concussed the New York Rangers winger and earned the defenceman a three-game suspension.

* There’s Danny Boyle, knocked out cold by Maxim Lapierre. (“I saw the hit,” says Galiardi, “and you never want to see anyone, especially one of your buddies, get hurt.”)

* There’s the Sharks’ start, which, prior to Thursday’s assignment in Dallas, had been pristine, 6-0-0.

* Oh — and there’s Joe Thornton’s controversial comment in the aftermath of Hertl’s highlight-reel tally.

“He’s an outgoing guy. He’s never had a bad day,” Galiardi, grinning, says of Thornton. “Sometimes you say things out of context and the media . . . you don’t really think they’re going to write it down. But you know what? It really doesn’t matter that much. You’re allowed to say something every now and then that’s a little crossing the line, I guess.

“I’m just glad it wasn’t me.”

Well, it had been Galiardi last spring.

While working diligently on the Sharks’ top unit with Brent Burns and Thornton, he had popped off about the Los Angeles Kings goalie’s antics.

Galiardi accused Jonathan Quick — “You skate by and you don’t even touch him — or you barely even touch him — and he’s throwing his hands in the air. It’s kind of one of those things — he looks bad on video, not me.”

Drew Doughty, in turn, accused Galiardi — “It’s just funny to even hear that from a guy who is the biggest diver on their team. You can just watch three of his shifts and you’ll see how many times he dives. There’s been times where even the refs are telling him, ‘Just get up,’ because he’s diving so often.”

That, of course, is the fun of the post-season.

The Flames have missed out on those thrills for four straight years. But the Sharks have rattled off nine straight qualifications — and counting. Galiardi is asked what he noticed about their recipe for success.

“We had so many good leaders, older guys,” he explains. “A few of them took me under their wing, Jumbo especially. It was good to watch those guys and see how they were getting it done for so long. It’s one of those organizations that just knows how to win. It’s coming to the rink every day with your work boots on and knowing you’re going to win, having that swagger.

“Even when you’re down a goal — or two goals — good teams know that they’re going to come back and win. That’s what we’re trying to create around here.”

From Thornton, in particular, Galiardi learned loads — much of it about embracing an aggressive approach.

“Just having a hunger to get the puck,” says the 25-year-old. “That’s the biggest thing about him — he wants the puck all the time and when he doesn’t get it, he’s not happy. That’s the biggest thing — always wanting it.”

Despite the undeniable impact of his exposure to the Sharks’ program, Galiardi spent only 64 games, including playoffs, with San Jose. But he enjoyed the stint.

“Awesome — I loved it. There’s so much to do within an hour or two . . . it was a good place, but I’m happy to be in Calgary.”

Flames’ lengthy drought in Anaheim continues after 3-2 defeat

Defensive breakdowns prove to be Calgary&#8217;s undoing in opening tilt of five-game road trip

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldOctober 17, 2013
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Anaheim Ducks right winger Teemu Selanne scores against Calgary Flames goalie Joey MacDonald, right, during the second period on Thursday. The Ducks won 3-2.
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Game Story: Ducks 3, Flames 2

ANAHEIM — OK, to update the obvious — the Calgary Flames, since prevailing here Jan. 19, 2004, have been winless in, let’s see, 17 straight trips to the Honda Center.

There have been overtime losses. Shootout losses. Nail-biters. But few blow-outs.

No matter.

In the latest study — Wednesday’s 3-2 decision — the Flames were undone by a couple of defensive breakdowns. And by Teemu Selanne, a man crafty enough to parlay a broken stick into a breakaway.

Hacking Flames captain Mark Giordano at Anaheim Ducks’ blue line late in the second, Selanne’s stick snapped. The old boy ambled over to the home bench to get a fresh twig — and what do you know? He ended up in perfect position for a breakaway pass, which he got from Jakob Silfverberg.

Selanne then did what he does, draining the first goal of his season — and 676th of his distinguished career (and 108th game-winner of his life).

“It’s one of those things where we’ve gotten some bounces in (our) first five games,” said Flames winger Lee Stempniak. “You try not to look at it too much and hope that it evens out as it goes on.”

Despite the Flames’ best intentions — and they did turn in one heck of a third period, outshooting the Quackers 17-4 — it simply became more of the same.

Toted up another way — the Calgarians have won win here in their last 27 visits. (Perspective — when that particular slide began, back in March 1999, Sean Monahan was four years old.)

And the struggles continue.

Dustin Penner and Kyle Palmieri gave the hosts a two-goal lead before the contest was even 14 minutes old.

“Yeah, we did some mistakes early on and gave them an early 2-0 lead,” said Mikael Backlund, a standout on this night. “It’s tough against good teams to do that and come back. But we fought our way back. We were OK in the second period. In the third, I thought we were dominating. We were getting close, but not close enough.”

Scoring for the 3-1-2 Flames were Stempniak and Jiri Hudler, whose tip-in, at 4:15 of the third, put at least put a scare into the locals. (It also gave the winger a point in every game this season — and 100 career goals).

“We came out and gave them all three goals,” said Stempniak. “The first one, three on two. The next one was a turnover. And the last one, just a bad read. I thought we played pretty well, other than a few of those (gaffes).

“We responded pretty well. But against a team like that, you can’t give them too many goals because they’re too good.”

The opening period had not been kind to the Flames’ centremen.

Ben Street, tripped up by Francois Beauchemin midway through the period, left the game for repairs.

Meanwhile, Monahan and wingers Sven Baertschi and Hudler — going head-to-head against Saku Koivu’s line — endured some scrambly anxious moment in their first spins.

And Joe Colborne?

The fourth-line pivot made a fantastic play three minutes in, chipping the puck past Bryan (Bad News) Allen. But the lad couldn’t force his breakaway attempt past netminder Viktor Fasth.

Seconds later, the enemies got a chance — their first shot — and scored.

On the play, Ryan Getzlaf hustled down the right wing and, fending off the attention of T.J. Brodie, whizzing a centring pass to Penner, who chopped it home at 3:27.

The Ducks pushed ahead 2-0 when Palmieri knocked down Chris Butler’s clearing attempt, reversed his field at the blue line, wired a wrister over goalie Joey MacDonald’s blocker at 13:04.

“Those early mistakes cost us the game,” said Backlund. “We gave up two goals we didn’t have to. We’ve just got to limit our mistakes. I thought we worked hard, but we came out a little sleepy, some of us.

“We’d better get ready to go right away because (Saturday’s opponent) San Jose is coming hard, just like Anaheim here. So we’ve got to be ready right from the start. We can’t let them have a 2-0 lead.”

At 14:54 of the first period, things got (potentially) much worse for the Flames.

Tim Jackman was tagged with a major for butt-ending Sami Vatanen — but Stempniak did the scoring, shorthanded.

“I didn’t know how much time I had,” said Stempniak. “I was just trying to settle it down. I was able to get in, get a move. It was a good goal.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Herald three stars are Victor Fasth, Mikael Backlund and Kyle Palmieri
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Calgary Flames left wing Jiri Hudler (24), of Czech Republic, shot gets deflected by Anaheim Ducks defenseman Ben Lovejoy (6) with Ducks goalie Viktor Fasth (30), of Sweden, defending his net during the third period of an NHL hockey game, Wednesday, Oct. 16, 2013, in Anaheim, Calif. Ducks won the game 3-2. (AP Photo/Alex Gallardo)
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The Herald’s Three Stars

1. Anaheim G Viktor Fasth — In third period, he keeps the overwhelmed hosts in the lead. Foils RW Lee Stempniak’s equalizing attempt.

2. Calgary C Mikael Backlund — Very sturdy night for the Swede. Lots of faceoffs, lots of ice time (20 shifts after two periods). Stays even.

3. Anaheim RW Kyle Palmieri — His first-period goal (knocking down clearing pass, keeping play onside, picking top corner) is a beauty.

The Rosters

* Anaheim scratches — D Mark Fistric, LW Patrick Maroon, RW Devante Smith-Pelly, D Luca Sbisa (ankle), D Sheldon Souray (wrist), LW Matt Beleskey (upper body). Man-games lost: 19

* Calgary scratches — D Derek Smith, C Blair Jones, C Matt Stajan (leg), LW Michael Cammalleri (hand), RW David Jones (upper body). Man-games lost: 19

The Calgary Flames’ troubles in Anaheim are well-documented.

To recap: 0-11-5 since the last win at the Honda Center, which was January 2004. And 0-4-5 prior to the last win.

But Ducks skipper Bruce Boudreau is more concerned about another record — the Flames’ 3-0-2 start to the season.

“That’s a team with a lot of confidence right now,” Boudreau said this morning. “Everyone counted them out at the beginning of the year and they’ve defied that, said, ‘To hell with that. We’re a good team.’ And they’ve proven it so far.

“We realized how hard they worked last year — and they didn’t have success. But we’re looking at tapes and they’re working that hard and having success. I mean, they’re going to be a really tough opponent.”

Both ways, that goes.

Because the Ducks, in addition to owning the Flames in this building, have won four straight games.

“It’s a small sample size,” said Boudreau. “We have to be consistently good over 10, 15 games before you see what the real team’s like.”

Boudreau was asked about the new rivalry between the Ducks and the Flames, members of the recently hatched Pacific Division.

“It’s never too early to emphasize (that),” he said. “Every game against them is a four-point game and it just happens that . . . in our division, no one is losing. San Jose’s not losing. Calgary’s undefeated. Vancouver’s winning. It is a deep division. There’s no doubt that every game is going to be a war.

“It’s going to be a priority because we want to be in the top three.”

——————–

Boudreau on Calgary C Sean Monahan: “Just (watching) on tape, he knows where the net is. He’s always around the puck. And he can skate. I think they hit a home run drafting him.”

——————–

From the FWIW department . . . Flames’ averages — six-feet, 200 pounds, 27.5 years old; Ducks’ averages — six-foot-one, 205 pounds, 27.8 years old.

——————–

Flames Lines

 * Curtis Glencross, Ben Street, Lee Stempniak

 * Sven Baertschi, Sean Monahan, Jiri Hudler

 * Lance Bouma, Mikael Backlund, T.J. Galiardi

 * Tim Jackman, Joe Colborne, Brian McGrattan

——————–

Flames Pairings

 * Mark Giordano, T.J. Brodie

 * Kris Russell, Dennis Wideman

 * Chris Butler, Shane O’Brien

——————–

Flames Goalies

 * Joey MacDonald

 * Karri Ramo

——————–

Ducks Lines

 * Dustin Penner, Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry

 * Jakob Silfverberg, Mathieu Perreault, Teemu Selanne

 * Andrew Cogliano, Saku Koivu, Daniel Winnik

 * Kyle Palmieri, Nick Bonino, Emerson Etem

——————–

Ducks Pairings

 * Francois Beauchemin, Hampus Lindholm

 * Bryan Allen, Sami Vatanen

 * Ben Lovejoy, Cam Fowler

——————–

Ducks Goalies

 * Viktor Fasth

 * Jonas Hiller

Johnson: Giordano’s solid early play has him back on the radar for Team Canada’s Olympic team

He may be a long-shot still, but underrated blueliner is giving Hockey Canada a reason to watch

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldOctober 16, 2013
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Calgary Flames defenceman Mark Giordano keeps Vancouver&#8217;s Henrik Sedin in check in a game earlier this month. The rearguard&#8217;s play has been off the charts so far this season.
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The Quack in their armour: Flames haven’t beaten Ducks in Anaheim since 2004

With no glove tossing so far, McGrattan showing other details of what he brings to the Flames

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Anaheim Ducks

Mark Giordano was asked about any possible plans between February 7th and 23rd of the coming year.

“Is that,” he replied, eyes narrowed mischievously, “a trick question?”

His sawed-off interrogator, all artificial innocence, coughed a little too loudly and shuffled his feet distractedly.

“I’m being dead serious,” the Calgary Flames’ captain went on, “and I know it’s the standard answer, but I really haven’t thought much about it. Before the season, my wife and I were talking about going somewhere, maybe with some of the other guys on the team and their wives and girlfriends.

“There are a few options, I guess. A couple guys said they might go to Phoenix, or somewhere like that . . .”

Well, uh, how about embracing the infinite wonders — traffic snarls, corruption — of, say, Sochi as an alternative during the Olympic break?

“That,” replied Giordano, “would be a dream come true.”

If Mark Giordano isn’t on Hockey Canada’s Olympic radar right about now, someone summon an electrician, their equipment’s on the fritz.

We’re awfully early in the process, granted. But if there’s a more dependable defenceman in the NHL at the moment, he’s pretty well hidden. And it’s not as if Giordano is an unknown commodity in this league, either.

Word is that Hockey Canada already has him slotted onto its long list for a defence spot in Russia.

In this form, he should be fast-tracking up that pecking order, lickety-split. Averaging 24 minutes of ice time, and 32 shifts, a night, six points already, the backbone of a patchwork-quilt collection of old pros and impressionable youth working wonders in the early going, a first-year captain born to the job.

“I would be his No. 1 supporter,” praised Flames’ boss Bob Hartley. “Gosh, what’s not to like? Plays hard. Plays smart. This guy’s on the job every day. Practice. Games. He’s pleasant. Coachable. A good family man. The ultimate pro.

“His defensive game is as sound as always. And his offensive contribution has been a pleasant surprise for us.

“I can go on and on and on. You get him in the office, it’s always real honest talks. Always for the best of the group. Not Gio. The group. I think all of that explains our choice as captain.

“I can’t imagine any team wouldn’t benefit from having Mark Giordano on it.”

True enough, but this isn’t any team; it’s THE team. A nation’s preoccupation. And with the Subbans, Webers, Keiths and Doughtys virtually assured jobs on the Canadian blueline, does the habitually-undervalued Giordano deserve consideration for one of those flex spots in Sochi?

The way he’s performing out of the gate, yessir, he does.

Not that he can be anticipating much love. This is someone accustomed to being underrated. No Olympic orientation invite, despite the camp being held right here in Calgary. When ranking its Top 50 — yes, 50 — NHL defenceman, ESPN had no room for Mark Giordano (James Wisniewski, though, made the grade, at 49. So did Brian (One Way) Campbell, at 17. Dan Girardi and Ryan McDonough of the Rangers, whose only trump card on Giordano is their working address, are both included. Victor Hedman. Christian Erhoff. Dion Phaneuf .... at 16?!!!!! Like, really?).

Giordano, much to his profile detriment, isn’t plying his trade in a major U.S. or Eastern Canadian market or for a Stanley Cup contending organization. He doesn’t radiate flash, court controversy or pile up gaudy numbers. He is merely a quiet, highly competent, unsurpassingly professional defenceman. On the plus side, many of the Hockey Canada brass, based here, get the chance to see him play. A lot.

The unspoken concern in Flame-land, with the third letter of the alphabet suddenly hanging on his sweater near his heart, was that Giordano might try TOO hard, spread himself too thin, attempt in vain to be all things to all people. Wear himself to the bone (he’s not an overly imposing man for the position) by caring too much. Instead, he’s been spectacularly economical, dynamically efficient. By pulling back, he’s actually accomplishing more.

“We even warned him about this,” confessed Hartley. “That was one of my fears. Because for me he’s the ultimate human being. He’ll do anything to help. Anything. I thought (after the flood) he’d come in with his rollers and start painting the Saddledome.

“Nothing is about Gio. Gio cares. In many ways, him and Joe Sakic are very similar people. Always easy to talk to. I never worry about Gio.”

Giordano is benefiting from the surprisingly-proficient start to the season by the group he now represents. And they from him.

“Honestly, as a defenceman it makes everything so much easier when the guys up front are playing the way they are. And I’d be a bad guy if I didn’t mention Brodes (T.J. Brodie), my partner. The kid’s getting better and better. He’s going to be a Top D for a lot of years in this league. A guy I can just literally throw the puck D to D and watch him sometimes in awe, makes such good plays and can skate the puck out of the zone.

“He’s been a huge help to me.”

We are, as the man himself said, ridiculously early in this process. And for the most part, the Canadian brain trust must have its group pre-selected. Still, room can always be made for what a Mark Giordano, at his peak, can add to the mix; the sort of player capable of aiding any team. Even THE team, a nation’s preoccupation.

“If I’m being honest,” he hedged, “I’d say it’s a long-shot.

“Who wouldn’t want to go? It’d be one of the ultimates. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. It’s tough to even think that way, though, because there are so many good Canadian players, so many good Canadian defencemen, to choose from.

“Yeah, I guess they do take one or two guys who are playing the strongest at the time.” He squirmed a little, as if consciously willing to not allow his hopes to rise, even slightly. “But . . . like I said, a long-shot.”

Bob Hartley isn’t about to begin politicking Mike Babcock, firing off a volley of e-mails and texts to the Canadian coach trumpeting the validity of his candidate. He’s sure Giordano will do his own campaigning where it matters most, on the ice.

“I’m not,” promised Hartley, “going to start make decisions for the Canadian coaching staff. That’s not my place. Those guys know their business. But from my perspective, if anyone cares what I think, if I have a recommendation to make, it’d be this:

“If you’re looking for someone, do yourself a favour and look long and hard at No. 5.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

With no glove tossing so far, McGrattan showing other details of what he brings to the Flames

Enforcer has yet to dance this season, but Flames aren&#8217;t going to fight for the sake of a fight

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 15, 2013
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Calgary Flames head coach Bob Hartley chats with enforcer Brian McGrattan during practice on Tuesday at the Scotiabank Saddledome. Flames goaltender coach Clint Malarchuk looks on.
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For Brian McGrattan, an invitation is not always enough. Sometimes, he wants permission.

So when a heavyweight asked McGrattan to fight earlier this season, the Calgary Flames enforcer, responsible lad that he is, sought the go-ahead.

Bob Hartley, in no uncertain terms, ordered McGrattan to keep his mittens on.

“This is the relationship I have with Grats,” says the Flames coach. “Like, why send guys to the slaughterhouse just for the fun of it? Those days are way past. But we’re going to make some friends along the way. There’s going to be some community dances, and I’m sure that Grats might be one of the organizers.”

McGrattan’s current stats line, through five dates, reveals that he has no majors.

Not even a single penalty minute.

An observer — from a safe distance — might conclude that McGrattan has been poring over brain-trauma findings from the Mayo Clinic. Or that he has misplaced his truculence.

Or that he is not doing his job.

McGrattan, quite pleasantly, refutes those theories.

“Obviously, fighting is a part of what I do,” says the 32-year-old. “But there’s also another side of me — physical presence, voice in the dressing room, voice on the bench, checker, fourth-line player. You see the schedule down the road and there’ll be enough fights along the way. But I don’t base my whole game on that. I base my game on intimidation, hitting, playing hard. When you do that, fights will come. They haven’t come yet, but I’m not worried about it.”

He is asked how, say, a 25-year-old Brian McGrattan would have reacted to a five-game stretch without a scrap.

“Maybe I would have gone out of my way and done something . . . and maybe cost my team a game.”

Now McGrattan — who, once upon a time, piled up a 551 penalty minutes in a single season for AHL Binghamton — picks his spots. He’s wise enough to know that even a centre-ice drumming could work against his employers.

“If I completely beat the guy,” says McGrattan, “it still gives them life because it shows that their guy was willing to stand up for their team. Win or lose, fights give teams life. As much as you want it sometimes, it’s not time, you know.”

Gloves on, McGrattan has hardly been idle.

In the first two dates, he drew three minors — for interference, clipping, hooking. (Perhaps he deserves power play time. “We’re working on that,” he says, cackling.) Friday against New Jersey, McGrattan, on a single shift, recorded a heavy hit (on Peter Harrold) and two shots. Only Kris Russell had more blocked shots than McGrattan’s three that night.

“Two or three crushing bodychecks . . . that leaves a mark much more than a fight,” says Hartley. “He’s doing an unbelievable job. Look at the way he forechecks, the way he hits. He brings energy.”

Hartley is clearly a fan of No. 16 — but to the team’s detriment?

Out for a third-period shift last week, the hulking winger had turned over the puck. The Vancouver Canucks scored.

“I brought him in,” says Hartley, “and said, ‘I know that you know exactly what you did wrong. But I really like you and you’re a great man.’ ”

Adds McGrattan: “I’ve learned from it. There were a couple plays in the next game where I got the puck in the same spot and . . .”

A pause. A chuckle.

“I did not do what I did in the (Vancouver) game.”

Perhaps then it should have come as no surprise to see McGrattan get a couple of spins during Friday’s deadlocked third period. He and cohorts Joe Colborne and Tim Jackman went gaffe-free.

“You can’t have (Hartley) question if he’s going to throw me out there because I might do something stupid and cost us the game,” says McGrattan. “It’s great that he has the faith in me.”

And not only faith in the hockey player.

At one point in the morning’s chat, the coach veers away from rink-talk to praise McGrattan the man, who’s battled substance abuse.

“Look at where he’s coming back from,” says Hartley. “We can teach him a lot, but he can teach us a lot, too. He touched the bottom of the barrel in his personal life. The way that he bounced back, that’s unbelievable — and I told him that. I have unbelievable respect for Grats. I love him.”

Game Day: Calgary Flames at Anaheim Ducks

Keep your eyes on Sven Baertschi and Hampus Lindholm

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldOctober 15, 2013
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Sven Baertschi comes into Wednesday&#8217;s game in Anaheim with points in consecutive games.
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Calgary Flames (3-0-2) at Anaheim Ducks (4-1-0)

8 p.m., Honda Center

SN 960, TSN

THE FLAMES

Keep an eye on

LW Sven Baertschi — Always preaching patience. Insists when he gets going, he’ll take off. Last season? Seven-game point streak. Now with Mr. Monahan at his side, Swiss kid has points in consecutive outings.

The Lines

* C. Glencross B. Street L. Stempniak

* S. Baertschi S. Monahan J. Hudler

* L. Bouma M. Backlund T. J. Galiardi

* T. Jackman J. Colborne B. McGrattan

The Pairings

* M. Giordano T.J. Brodie

* K. Russell D. Wideman

* C. Butler S.O’Brien

The Goalies

* J. MacDonald

* K. Ramo

The Injuries

* C Matt Stajan (leg), LW Michael Cammalleri (hand), RW David Jones (upper body)

THE DUCKS

Keep an eye on

D Hampus Lindholm — Rookie, 19, is taking a regular shift. The sixth overall pick in 2012, sandwiched between D Morgan Rielly and D Mathew Dumba, has two helpers and is plus-six in three appearances so far.

The Lines

* P. Maroon R. Getzlaf C. Perry

* J. Silfverberg M. Perreault T. Selanne

* A. Cogliano S. Koivu D. Winnik

* K. Palmieri N. Bonino E. Etem

The Pairings

* F. Beauchemin H. Lindholm

* B. Allen S. Vatanen

* B. Lovejoy C. Fowler

The Goalies

* J. Hiller

* V. Fasth

The Injuries

* D Luca Sbisa (ankle), D Sheldon Souray (wrist), LW Matt Beleskey (upper body), RW Dustin Penner (lower body)

FIVE THINGS TO WATCH

1. NINE LIVES — Everyone circle Oct. 22. That night, in Phoenix, Calgary C Sean Monahan will likely suit up for his ninth game. Then? Does the boy stay or go? Because a 10th game kicks in the first year of his entry-level contract — and he would be here for the season. So far, there has been very little to dislike about his game. Monahan, now 19, has recorded a point in all five games. LW Jiri Hudler has produced more points, but Monahan’s four goals pace the squad. Holding an even-rating, he handles more than 14 minutes per night. At the dot, it’s a learning experience, with wins in 41.5 per cent of his draws. Then again, the team wins only 44.4 per cent, putting it 26th overall in that category.

2. JUST DUCKY — The Honda Center haunts the Flames, there is no doubt. First, let’s pay tribute to that rather lonely win — Jan. 19, 2004, 5-1 without the services of RW Jarome Iginla (hurt) and G Miikka Kiprusoff (backup role that evening). Prior to that victory, the Flames had been 0-4-5 in Anaheim. And since that victory? Sheesh. An incredible losing streak of 16 games, 0-11-5. Meaning coaches Jim Playfair, Mike Keenan, Brent Sutter all failed to win there. Bob Hartley, meanwhile, is 0-1, having fallen 4-0 last March. If it doesn’t work out for the travellers Wednesday, they get another crack at the Quackers on Nov. 29.

3. PLAYING BY THE RULES — Nearly nobody takes fewer infractions than the Flames, who average only 6.6 penalty minutes per night. The New York Islanders, on average, are charged with only 6.4. Calgary, in five games, has taken just 14 minors. Discipline is a good thing, given the Flames’ penalty-killing ranking — a work-in-progress 27th. The Flames are among a group of six clubs with one fight each. (LW Lance Bouma tussled in the first period of the first game.) At the other end of the scrappy spectrum are Montreal and Toronto with eight taffy-pulls apiece.

4. WHEN LAST THEY MET — In the final home date of the 2012-13 season, April 19, Calgary LW Curtis Glencross was hurt by a first-period knee-on-knee collision with Anaheim D Ben Lovejoy, who received an interference minor for his sins. The Flames winger had been visibly upset by the check. So, too, was C Mikael Backlund, who scampered over to fight with the six-foot-two, 215-pound defenceman. Wednesday, Glencross will have ample opportunity to update Lovejoy on the status of his rehabilitated knee.

5. INS, OUTS, WHAT-HAVE-YOUS — Sportsclubstats.com gives the Flames a 64.5 per cent chance of making the playoffs. Best bet, as of Tuesday, is Colorado at 87.8. Worst? Buffalo at 8.0 per cent . . . Calgary LW Curtis Glencross has cobbled together a four-game point streak . . . Including Sunday’s 4-1 (and club-record 56-shot) decision over Ottawa, Anaheim has won four straight games . . . Former Flames prospect D Gord Baldwin, now in the Elite Ice Hockey League in the U.K., has been suspended for five games for kicking. The Winnipeg native was selected 69th overall in 2005 — G Jonathan Quick went three picks later . . . At 27:46, Calgary D Dennis Wideman is the league’s second-busiest player. Only Minnesota D Ryan Suter, at 28:39, gets more ice time.

Johnson: As nine-game deadline nears, Sean Monahan must pass a final gruelling gauntlet

Flames&#8217; road trip through California will pit rookie against some of the game&#8217;s top veteran centres

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldOctober 15, 2013
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Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan has enjoyed some incredible success so far on this young season, but he must pass the final gauntlet of his nine-game NHL exam &#8212; a trip through California where some of the NHL&#8217;s top centres abide &#8212; before securing a spot on the club for the rest of the season.

Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan has enjoyed some incredible success so far on this young season, but he must pass the final gauntlet of his nine-game NHL exam — a trip through California where some of the NHL’s top centres abide — before securing a spot on the club for the rest of the season.
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Skeet shooting is Flames’ latest team bonding activity

Flames notes: Squad breaking season up into five-game segments

Meet Jiri Hudler — landlord and ‘offensive motor’

Ryan Getzlaf. Joe Thornton. Logan Couture. Anze Kopitar. Mike Richards. Jeff Carter. Jarret Stoll.

A hockey equivalent rollcall of the Rack, the Judas Chair, the Stocks and Heretic’s Fork (a particularly nasty bit of business involving well-sharpened pincers engraved with the word “abiuro”, Latin for “I recant”, and hanging suspended from a hook . . . well, you get the idea).

Torture. Utter torture.

“If you’re going to win the Masters,” reasons boss hog Bob Hartley, “you’d rather do it paired with Tiger on Sunday afternoon, right?”

With a call on his 2013-2104 future fast approaching, 19-year-old Calgary Flames’ whiz kid Sean Monahan packs his Coppertone and prepares to face a California Inquisition.

A formidable gauntlet of sizable, savvy, uber-competitive centremen. Among the finest in the trade.

“It’s going to be a good gauge,” agrees Hartley. “A bit unfair, maybe, but that’s because of Monny. Because of the way he’s played so far, the way he’s opened so many eyes, making so many NHL plays.

“For someone so young, he’s been all we could’ve asked for.”

And more.

It’s all happened so quickly. In mere weeks, Monahan has transformed himself into that shining beacon of the future the Flames prayed so hard for this off-season — six points, including four goals, in a 3-0-2 start that’d make Mr. Ripley scratch his head in disbelief has far outstripped anyone’s expectations.

In doing so, he’s managed to capture the public’s imagination, put an uplifting spin on what promised (and still promises, no matter how blissfully bright the beginning) to be an arduous rebuild and helped the big team in this town win hockey games, to boot.

Given his seismic start, the shine the city has taken to him, people hereabouts would, at the moment anyway, consider the option of sending Sean Monahan to junior as no option at all; as nothing less than madness, heresy.

Yet the Flames are obliged to make a call on his turning pro or heading back to the OHL Ottawa 67s after Game 9, which, if he remains a fixture in the lineup, means prior to the Oct. 24th date at Dallas, the game that happens to close out this five-game junket. That call won’t be as straightforward as the local citizenry might believe.

So how he fares over the next week, the three California appointments, quarrelling over the faceoff dot with Stoll, trying to somehow push past Thornton’s Jumbo backside as the big lug shields the puck waiting to make that trademark killer pass, coping with Getzlaf in full swoop, will doubtless factor into the final call.

With rival tacticians Bruce Boudreau, Todd MacLellan and the inimitable Jolly Rancher, Darryl Sutter, having last change on home ice, it’s certain the kid i s certain to spend much of those evenings out against out the top guns.

There’ll be no hiding Mr. Monahan, not that that’s Hartley’s style anyway.

“They’re obviously big guys,” Monahan is saying following Monday’s Thanksgiving practice at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “But they’re smart players, first and foremost. They play more of a mental game than a physical one, I guess. Sure they’re strong on their sticks and tough to play against in that way, but it’s the way they think the game, the plays they make, that makes them all great players.

“Growing up, Thornton was one of my favourites. So it’s gonna be pretty cool, I guess, to go out there against him. Obviously, though, once you step on the ice it’s just a hockey game. You’re competing in the game to win the game.”

So far, said Hartley, the sensitive Monahan issue has not been broached within the Flames’ cocoon. He, general manager Jay Feaster, president of hockey operations Brian Burke and the rest of the hockey-decisions department haven’t sequestered themselves in one room, ordered up multiple helpings of Chinese food, bolted the door and vowed not to emerge until a blood-pact thumbs up or thumbs down on the kid had been agreed upon.

“We know,” jokes Hartley, “how to count to nine. So eventually we’ll have a breakfast, a lunch or a dinner. I don’t know (which), but I’m sure we’re going to be talking about it.”

In a brief sample size, Sean Monahan has proven that he’s not intimidated by the quality of opposition or overawed by his surroundings at this level. And he can guarantee there won’t be any sleepless nights on the road, fussing and fretting about what might or might not happen.

“That’s the route I’m going to try and go. Just try and be the same player I’ve been. Just continue to learn things and build on my game, try and be an everyday pro and let the cards fall where they fall.

“Obviously I want to close out the road trip with the team, but it’s not something I’m thinking about. I just come to the rink and try to do my job every day.

“You look at the teams and some of the players that we’re going up against, it’s going to be a challenge. I’m looking forward to it. I like to play against the best. You want to beat the best. It’s going to be a lot of fun.”

Fun, rather than fatalism, has been a watchword of this yougottabekiddingme band of Flames. Sean Monahan has been a surprisingly large part of that. He’s already put his stamp on this team. Now he has a week to cement his place.

Getzlaf. Thornton. Couture. Kopitar. Richards. Carter. Stoll.

The California Inquisition awaits.

“This,” acknowledges Hartley, “is a great test for Monny. For our entire team, actually. We’re going into places where it’s not easy to play against teams that are physically imposing. Here’s a quiet kid — I can’t say that he’s shy because he’s very respectful — but in every situation that we’re putting him in, he’s responding with very good efforts and very good results.

“You’re right. We have to make a decision soon. So just by the force of the situation we need to put him there, against guys like you were just mentioning.

“So far Sean Monahan has passed all the tests. Now we’re into the final exams.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Skeet shooting is Flames’ latest team bonding activity

Club&#8217;s extracurricular schedule allowing teammates to jell

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldOctober 15, 2013
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Calgary Flames defenceman Shane O&#8217;Brien smiles during practice at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Monday.
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After showing up in head-to-toe camouflage, a personalized rifle under his arm, and resembling a walking advertisement for Bass Pro Shops, everyone knew Curtis Glencross would have decent aim.

And, after all, it was his idea.

An afternoon of skeet shooting was on the agenda over the weekend in the Calgary Flames’ latest instalment of team bonding events this 2013-14 National Hockey League season. Already, they’ve attended a paintball session and were put to work at the Calgary Fire Department’s training centre.

But given the break in the team’s schedule — a light practice Saturday, a rest and recovery day Sunday, and two days of skates before a five-game road-trip — the outing served as the perfect opportunity for another get-together.

So Glencross, an avid hunter and outdoorsman, made the suggestion.

“It was fun,” said the Flames winger who, at this time of the year, is aiming for elk on his off-days and free evenings. “Before, they were kind of complaining, ‘Why are we doing this, going for another team building thing on a Saturday afternoon.’ But they got out there and guys got shooting and everyone had a good time.

“It’s amazing how their mentality changed in a hurry when they got out there and were firing guns.”

The game report, according to Glencross, showed there were some good shots, some bad shots.

And some really, really bad shots.

“I was brutal,” said defenceman Shane O’Brien, who openly admitted he’s not very outdoorsy. “But there was some good ones. (Tim) Jackman was good, Glencross, (Lance) Bouma was good. I know for myself, personally, it was my first time ever shooting a gun. It was cold and I didn’t dress properly. But the guys had a lot of fun with it.”

Joe Colborne, a relatively newer member of the Flames’ roster, said he appreciated the extra time spent with the team.

But — without naming any names — he also said there were a few players that were just painful to watch.

“I’m not going to lie, there were a bunch of guys out there that were struggling,” said the 23-year-old centreman, chuckling. “I felt pretty comfortable out there and you can tell guys who have shot guns and who haven’t.”

Like their work on-ice, there are certain strategies when dealing with a live target.

“A lot of times you can overthink it, but it’s just like leading a guy with a pass in hockey,” Colborne said. “You put it to where he’s going to be not where he’s at so you have to lead it a little bit. Once you get that down, guys that usually have better hand-eye in hockey are usually a lot better in shooting. Glenny had a bit of an advantage.”

Considering Glencross’s father-in-law owns a skeet thrower of his own that the Flames’ left-winger uses for fun in the summer, he had a leg up.

But once everyone got the hang of it, it was assistant coach Martin Gelinas who wound up capturing the team competition, an Annie Oakley-elimination round.

All-in-all it was a good day said head coach Bob Hartley.

“The boys had fun,” he said. “There was a lot of teasing and pranks out there but that’s why we do it . . . the difference between winning and losing is so slim that sometimes team unity can be a difference. That’s what we’re trying to get over here, that’s what we’re trying to build. Solid team spirit. More of a family.

“The guys deserve a lot of credit. They’re fun to work with.”

O’Brien, an off-season acquisition from the Colorado Avalanche, is also impressed.

“It’s definitely the most team building I’ve done on any team,” he said. “Some teams I’ve been on, you do maybe one or two and that was our third.

“We’re winning hockey games right now, so maybe it is helping.”

On Sunday, Glencross and his wife Tanya had the majority of the team and their families over for Thanksgiving dinner while there have been numerous team dinners — including a Saturday bash to celebrate the birthdays of Flames captain Mark Giordano (Oct. 3), Sven Baertschi (Oct. 5) Sean Monahan (Oct. 12), and Derek Smith (Oct. 13).

And with a 3-0-2 start to the season, there’s something to be said about the team-bonding efforts.

“We’ve been doing a lot together and are trying to stay a nice close group,” Glencross said. “When we’re doing something, everyone is there instead of doing our own thing.

“It’s working for us so far.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Flames notes: Squad breaking season up into five-game segments

Calgary prepares for a very difficult foray into California

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldOctober 15, 2013
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Jiri Hudler enters the bench after taking a spin during practice at the Saddledome on Monday. The Flames are preparing to head to California.

Jiri Hudler enters the bench after taking a spin during practice at the Saddledome on Monday. The Flames are preparing to head to California.

Photograph by: Christina Ryan Christina Ryan, Calgary Herald

It’s typical for a coaching staff to break down their season into chunks and, the way head coach Bob Hartley is operating, the Calgary Flames are looking at the 2013-14 season in five-game segments.

Which means Segment No. 1 is finished and No. 2 — an intimidating five-game stretch through Anaheim, San Jose, L.A., Phoenix, and Dallas — is next up on the docket.

“It’s time to move on,” Hartley was saying after a skating-filled Turkey Monday practice at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “This is a huge challenge for us. Five big games against great hockey clubs.

“I think it’s going to say a lot about our team and it’s going to be a different challenge now.”

Although their first segment is behind them, it’s still worth repeating that their current 3-0-2 record has been the best start in franchise history.

After Saturday’s skate, the team enjoyed an afternoon of skeet shooting and were given Sunday off completely. Including Monday, the club has two days of practice before heading on the road.

So, moving on . . .

“That’s the way it is,” Hartley said. “We have 82 games to play. Hey, we have five games played and they were all decided by one goal. If that’s an indication of how the season is going to go, we need to be at our best every game. One mistake, we lose. One great play, we win.”

Hartley indicated their starting goalie would again be Joey MacDonald, leaving Karri Ramo with only one game on his resume (a season-opening 5-4 shootout loss to the Washington Capitals).

Meanwhile, the walking wounded — Michael Cammalleri (hand), David Jones (upper body), and Matt Stajan (thigh contusion) — are likely out for the road-trip.

“They might come and join us but they’re in treatment, the gym, some guys skated this morning ... that’s where we are,” Hartley said.

SUPPORTING THE TROOPS

As per his Twitter account (@Burkie2020), Brian Burke is currently in Kuwait on a Canadian Forces visit.

Over the years, the Calgary Flames president of hockey operations has frequently displayed his support for the military.

This summer, he paid a visit to the troops in Afghanistan this summer along with several professional athletes.

GOALTENDING SWAP

Flames goaltending prospect Laurent Brossoit was recalled from the team’s East Coast Hockey League club, the Alaska Aces, on Monday and was sent to their American Hockey League affiliate Abbotsford Heat. Meanwhile, Joni Ortio was sent to Alaska.

So far, Reto Berra has played four games for the Abbotsford Heat, posting a 1.95 goals against average, a 0.933 save percentage, and has a record of 2-1-1.

kodland@calgaryherald.com

In addition to the stiff-brimmed job he wore to greet the media Saturday morning, Jiri Hudler is sporting a number of hats these days:

* As the collector of seven points, Hudler is the National Hockey League’s leading scorer.

* As the landlord of Sean Monahan, he is the keeper of the Calgary Flames’ most precious commodity.

A lot of responsibility.

“Monny is a young guy and I love having him at the house,” said Hudler. “For me, I like to have fun. We’re playing pool and talking about hockey. All the time, we do fun stuff.

“But when I get sick of him, I’ll find a place for him.”

Hudler, when he joined the Detroit Red Wings in 2003-04, lived in Robert Lang’s basement.

So is Monahan in the cellar, too?

“No, no,” said Hudler. “He’s got the presidential suite. He’s all set.”

Monahan — who, for his 19th birthday Saturday, had been drilled in the face by a shaving-cream pie — is pleased with the arrangement.

“It was good to get out of the hotel and get some home-cooked meals,” said Monahan, who, with the rest of the squad, was about to head out on a skeet-shooting excursion arranged by Curtis (Buckshot) Glencross. “It’s been great. I’m happy that (Hudler) asked me to do that. It’s pretty nice there. I get treated well.”

As for his league-leading landlord . . . .

“He’s smart, he’s crafty,” Monahan said of Hudler. “He’s got a great skillset and patience. He reads the game really well, so I think he’ll continue to be up there throughout the season.”

Hudler, however, swiftly played the it’s-only-five-games card when asked about leading the loop.

“It’s nice, but it doesn’t mean nothing,” said the 29-year-old, whose best campaign is 2008-09 when he bagged 57 points. “The way we play, it’s just a lot of fun. Every game is exciting. Everybody is buying in, playing hard.”

Can you be a legitimate point-per-game guy?

“I don’t know,” replied Hudler. “That’s a tough question. I have no idea. It’s too soon. I don’t want to comment on that. We’ve got a good thing going. That’s all I’ve got to say.”

His boss, thankfully, is more expansive on the subject of Jiri Hudler.

“I don’t know exactly where Jiri was in our fitness testing, but he was way up — it starts from there,” said Bob Hartley. “Just give him the puck, I think he’s our offensive motor. His vision. His experience, obviously, serves this young team very well. And he’s a fun guy to work with.

“He’s obviously a big contributor on the ice. He takes care of the kids after practices, in the room, and everything. He’s bringing leadership on top of great hockey.”

Last season, Hudler collected 27 points, including nine in his first eight contests for Calgary.

A different guy now?

“Oh, definitely,” said Hartley. “Totally different guy. We can talk about all the new additions and everything, but him and (Dennis Wideman) are definitely two leaders — two guys, starting from Day 1 of training camp, they were totally different players. Credit to those two guys. They’ve been unbelievable for us.”

The main difference, according to the player, is being comfortable this time around.

Hudler’s first camp had been interrupted by the death of his father in the Czech Republic. Then, after dealing with the emotion of that, he returned to Calgary to embark on a truncated schedule with a team of strangers.

“The lockout year,” he said. “It’s weird to get together in January. It’s not the same. You cannot settle in right away. You don’t have a training camp. You don’t know the guys. We had a couple bad games . . . and it gets the bad train going. This is a new year for everybody.

“This seems like a regular hockey season.”

While Hudler may be a tad cool with reporters, he does love fans.

During Saturday morning’s practice, a little boy in a Flames T-shirt became the latest recipient of a flipped puck, courtesy of Hudler.

“You see kids in warmups cheering for us,” he said, “so why don’t you give them a little souvenir? When I was a kid . . . if I was at an NHL game and somebody gave me a puck, I would’ve been going crazy, right? That’s the same for everybody. A lot of guys do that. I think that’s part of the game, too.”

===

When the Flames players, moaning and groaning, creaked out of bed the morning after Friday’s 3-2 win over New Jersey, they may have noticed that they were pacing the NHL in blocked shots.

To their bruised credit, the Flames have registered 92. The Philadelphia Flyers are the only other club with more than 80.

“Part of winning games is sacrificing . . . and the word ‘commitment’ has a new meaning for this organization,” said Hartley. “We’re not looking for heroes . . . we’re looking for guys who will do whatever it takes to win. There’s no magic recipe. But right now, it seems to be working.”

A reporter kidded Hartley that his love of shot-blocking would lead to comparisons to John Tortorella.

“I’m not on top of the Saddledome yelling at the world that we need to block shots,” said Hartley, laughing. “But I’m in the room telling them that we need to block shots.”

On a related topic, Mikael Backlund didn’t participate in practice.

“Minors bruises,” explained Hartley. “Nothing serious.”

From blocking shots?

“We have a lot of goalies right now,” the coach chuckled. “We will have to call the NHL and add a few names to the goalie stats.”

===

With injuries — LW Michael Cammalleri (hand), C Matt Stajan (leg), RW David Jones (upper body) — Hartley has been forced to do a lot of line juggling.

Which, insists the coach, is actually fun.

“After the game (Friday) night, I told Jay (Feaster), ‘In the summer, if I had told you that would have started a P.K. with Ben Street and Lance Bouma with a minute and a half to go, you probably would have scratched your head.’ I put those two kids on the ice with the confidence that they would get the job done. And they did.”

The Calgary Flames, 2-0-2, woke up this morning slotted fifth in the Western Conference.

It’s early, sure, but still surprising.

“I really believe there’s two reasons why we’re playing the kind of hockey that we are right now,” coach Bob Hartley said after this morning’s skate. “No. 1, all the great workers that basically performed a miracle (after the flood) to get this rink ready for training camp. We were in our offices. We were in the gym. We didn’t have to travel all around Western Canada to play hockey. It may sound like a very weak point, but I think it’s a major point.

“And No. 2, our conditioning level. Those guys really committed from the exit meeting last year. They had a great summer. Looking at the results from testing, it’s just unbelievable. That allowed us to have a great camp, with very few minor injuries. Right now we have good jump in our game.

“I think it’s paying off for us.”

——–

Bob Hartley gives his thoughts on playing the Devils tonight (courtesy flames.nhl.com):

Tonight, against the New Jersey Devils, the Flames’ game features Tim Jackman, who, in the aftermath of David Jones’s upper-body injury, draws in for the first time this season.

“Jacks is a great team guy, well respected by his teammates, by us the coaching staff,” said Hartley, “because every game, Jacks will give everything he’s got. That’s the only Tim Jackman that I know. You watch him in the practice, you watch him in the gym, you watch him play —he shows up.

“I’m sad for Jonesie to be injured, but, at the same time, I’m glad to be able to get Jacks in the lineup.”

——–

Hartley was happy to talk about the 2001 Stanley Cup final — Patrick Roy and his Colorado Avalanche versus Martin Brodeur and the New Jersey Devils.

Brodeur being in town, of course, was the entry point for the discussion. This, after all, could be the 41-year-old’s final appearance in Calgary.

“What can you say?” said Hartley. “Great defenceman. Hall of Fame goalie. Shoots as hard as any forward in this league. And he’s an unbelievable competitor. I don’t know what his plans (are for the future), but there are not enough Martin Brodeurs in this league. Great ambassador. Great salesman. And obviously he gives you a chance to win every game.”

As for that championship final (in which the Avs prevailed)?

“I always considered myself a pretty lucky man,” said Hartley, “because it’s not every Stanley Cup . . . that you have the two greatest goalies in the history of hockey. And you go to a Game 7. And you win in your own barn, coming back from a (three games to two) deficit.

“Every page in that book is pretty good for me.”

——–

The Lines

* Curtis Glencross-Ben Street-T.J. Galiardi

* Sven Baertschi-Sean Monahan-Lee Stempniak

* Lance Bouwma-Mikael Backlund-Jiri Hudler

* Tim Jackman-Joe Colborne-Brian McGrattan

Scratches — Blair Jones

The Pairings

* Mark Giordano-T.J. Brodie

* Kris Russell-Dennis Wideman

* Chris Butler-Shane O’Brien

Scratch — Derek Smith

The Goalies

* Joey MacDonald

* Karri Ramo

The Injuries

* C Matt Stajan (leg)

* LW Michael Cammalleri (hand)

* RW David Jones (upper body)

A few bits of news from the Calgary Flames skate on Thursday as they prepare for the incoming New Jersey Devils.

With the upper body injury to RW David Jones, they recalled C Blair Jones from the Abbotsford Heat as his replacement. Meanwhile, D Chris Breen was activated from the injured non-roster and assigned to the American Hockey League affiliate on conditioning loan although Breen still remains a member of Calgary’s active roster.

Blair Jones won’t dress Friday night, however, as RW Tim Jackman gets the call.

Also getting the go-ahead is G Joey MacDonald who’ll make his fourth start with the Flames this season after stopping 33 shots in Wednesday’s 3-2 win over the Montreal Canadiens.

“As long as he plays like this, he makes it easy,” said Flames head coach Bob Hartley. “When you see a goalie play like that, life is easy. In Colorado, I never had a sleepless night with a goalie like Patrick Roy.”

Tim Jackman on starting against the Devils (courtesy flames.NHL.com):

As for the lineup, it’ll likely look like this against Martin Brodeur and the New Jersey Devils:

The Lines

 *C.Glencross-B.Street-T.Galiardi

 *S.Baertschi-S.Monahan-L.Stempniak

 *L.Bouma-M.Backlund-J.Hudler

 *T.Jackman-J. Colborne-B.McGrattan

The Pairings

 *M.Giordano-T.Brodie

 *K.Russell-D.Wideman

 *C.Butler-S.O’Brien

The Goalies

 *J.MacDonald

 *K.Ramo

The Injuries

 *C Matt Stajan (deep leg contusion)

 *LW Michael Cammalleri (hand)

 *RW David Jones (upper body)

Hartley was raving about the team’s puck management in the third period which made the victory possible, unlike their home opener against the Washington Capitals (5-4 shootout loss) and Sunday’s 5-4 overtime loss to the visiting Vancouver Canucks.

“We need to play well as a team,” he said. “We need to be a family. Families are even bigger than a team. That’s what we see right now. Are we perfect? Far from it. But we’re exciting. A little too exciting but it’s fun to be around those guys.

“Game 1, Game 3, we’re not going to come back to those games. They’re behind us. The best part of the third period (Wednesday) was we got the monkey off our back. We now know we can play with a lead and it’s a lesson for this young group.”

The buzz at the Scotiabank Saddledome was about the National Hockey League’s crop of rookies, especially given last night’s four-goal performance of San Jose Sharks forward Tomas Hertl.

 In a 9-2 rout of the New York Rangers, the 19-year-old Czech already had a hat-trick when he pulled out a spectacular move on Martin Biron when he skated in, slipped the puck between his legs, and netted a marker over the back-up goalie’s right shoulder at 12:05 of the third.

 Bob Hartley, who is mentoring and trying to temper the expectations around skilled 18-year-old centreman Sean Monahan, was asked about Hertl’s performance.

And the Flames head coach figures so what if it’s showboating, being cocky, or not respecting the ways of the league. If the kid can pull moves like that, why not?

“You have to live with your acts but at the same time, this league is getting younger and younger,” Hartley said. “There’s nothing wrong with being cocky. Maybe there is a lack of maturity but if the kid has the skills to do it and has the confidence to do it, hey, why not? If next game, he gets a visitor close to him, you’ll probably know why. But that’s how you learn. This league is a tough league.”

But, Hartley cautioned, every rookie has a different situation — including Monahan whose situation is that he has two goals and three points in three games and is a minus-three and has five more games (after tonight) to prove to the coaching staff and Flames brass that he deserves to stay.

“You have to look at their position, at their mental strength, their physical strength, the way they perform,” Hartley said. “We saw the kid score four yesterday but by no means that will have any influence on the way we play Sean Monahan or if we keep him or return him back.”

Maturity, he said, is the key.

“Because with maturity comes confidence,” Hartley pointed out. “If you have a bad game or a bad shift, you need to rebound from it. If we’re going to give a kid a regular shift, if we need to pick him up and crank him up after every shift, I don’t think this guy can last 82 games in a season. But looking at Monnie right now, he’s been very impressive and very good. We can play him nine games so we will see. Then Jay Feaster will communicate the news to you.”

However, there was no other news on that front Wednesday morning which is also Game Day at the Scotiabank Saddledome. It’s also old news that Joey MacDonald is making his third start of the year against the Montreal Canadiens …. the rest of the Flames lineup is the same from Sunday’s 5-4 overtime loss to the Vancouver Canucks:

The Lines

 *C.Glencross- B.Street-D.Jones

 *S.Baertschi-S.Monahan-L.Stempniak

 *T.Galiardi-M.Backlund-J.Hudler

 *L.Bouma-J. Colborne-B.McGrattan

The Pairings

 *M.Giordano-T.Brodie

 *K.Russell-D.Wideman

 *C.Butler-S.O’Brien

The Goalies

 *J.MacDonald

 *K.Ramo

The Injuries

 *C Matt Stajan (deep leg contusion)

 *LW Michael Cammalleri (hand)

THE CANADIENS

 The Lines

 *A. Galchenyuk-L. Eller-B. Gallagher

 *R. Bourque-T. Plekanec-B. Gionta

 *M. Pacioretty-D. Desharnais-D. Briere

 *B.Prust-M.Bournival/R.White-T. Moen

The Pairings

 *A. Markov-R. Diaz

 *J. Gorges-P. Subban

 *J. Tinordi-F. Bouillon

 *N. Beaulieu

The Goalies

 *C. Price

 *P. Budaj

The Injuries

 *D Alexei Emelin (knee surgery), D Davis Drewiske (shoulder), D Douglas Murray (upper body), RW George Parros (concussion)

Joe Colborne was born a year after the Calgary Flames won the 1989 Stanley Cup so he doesn’t remember those guys although he idolized Al MacInnis. Of course, he was big fan of Joel Otto, Joe Nieuwendyk, and Roman Turek, too. But then came Jarome Iginla, who, like most Calgarians of his age, topped the 23-year-old Calgarian’s hierarchy of local hockey heroes.

Which is why it’s still hard for Colborne to believe that Sunday — his first game at the Scotiabank Saddledome — is actually happening.

“It’s going to be pretty cool going out there for the first time,” the centreman was saying following the morning skate before the Flames host the Vancouver Canucks in their home opener. “I’ve kind of had to distance myself from my phone in the last few days. Just try and lay low. It was nice to get on the road right away (after he was traded from the Toronto Maple Leafs last weekend) and just take a few days to get to know the guys and not have to deal with the stuff back here.

“But, again, when you come back to the place you dreamt of playing your whole life, it’s pretty special.”

Colborne was first inserted into Calgary’s lineup in Friday’s 4-3 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets because of the injured Matt Stajan who is week-to-week with a thigh contusion.

 But tonight, skating on the team’s top line with Curtis Glencross and David Jones, the former University of Denver forward admitted will be different.

For the rest of the team, it’s also a big deal considering it’s their first regular season home game following an eventful 2013 NHL season, an active off-season, and a dramatic restoration of their home arena after June’s horrific flooding.

Plus, they are looking to build on two spirited outings which began the 2013-14 campaign on the road — a 5-4 shootout loss to the Washington Capitals and Friday’s victory over Columbus.

“It’s a good day for us,” said head coach Bob Hartley. “Looking at training camp, the way we played on the road, and also, looking at how this rink was a few weeks ago. Those are three very positive things we can build on, draw motivation from. But now we have to bring it on the ice.

“We’re in front of our fans and we have to put up a good game.”

As for the news of the morning, Joey MacDonald will make his second start of the year while Eddie Lack is in net for Vancouver. Also, Hartley had no update on an expected return for Stajan.

“I saw him this morning and he looks like he had a few slices of pizza and burgers over the last week. He has a big butt right now (because of his injury),” he said. “Injuries always open the door for some new responsibilities for other players. At the same time, it gives us a chance to learn more about Monahan and Colborne and those guys and get them quality ice time in key situations.

“That’s where you learn and that’s where you get better.”

The Canucks arrived in Calgary late Saturday night following their home-opening 6-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers.

Based on Friday’s game at Columbus, the Flames lineup for tonight should look like this:

The Lines:

 *C. Glencross-J. Colborne-D. Jones

 *S. Baertschi-S. Monahan-L. Stempniak

 *T.J. Galiardi-M. Backlund-J. Hudler

 *L. Bouma-B. Street-B. McGrattan

The Pairings

 *M. Giordano-T.J. Brodie

 *K. Russell-D. Wideman

 *C. Butler-S.O’Brien

The Goalies

 *J. MacDonald

 *K. Ramo

The Injuries

 *C Matt Stajan (deep leg contusion)

 *LW Michael Cammalleri (hand)

The Calgary Flames, a single game into their season, already have injury concerns.

Coach Bob Hartley wouldn’t say who or what, but one player in particular is a game-time decision this evening against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

“We have a few bumps, but nothing is sure yet,” he said. “There’s nothing major going on.”

That said — depending on that one forward’s availability (Hartley referred to him as “questionable”) — C Joe Colborne could draw in for his first appearance for the Flames.

“The challenge is much bigger for Joe,” said Hartley. “It’s kind of an unfair situation because he didn’t get the three weeks of training camp, he didn’t get all the video sessions. Obviously, we sat with him and we were very clear that we would fast-forward him in order to cover the three weeks of camp. That’s one of the reasons he didn’t play last night. We sat him with Craig Conroy and Dominic Pittis — they were commentating the entire game to get him to realize (the Flames’ system).

“But we made a trade. That’s part of our business — (partly) for me I need to adjust, (partly) for him also. We will help him. Obviously, I need to put him in a situation where he can feel good.”

Also, Joey MacDonald gets the start in goal.

“The goalie battle is not set yet,” said Hartley. “No one in this organization has come out and said, ‘One guy is clearly our No. 1.’ The battle keeps going on. That’s exactly the message we gave Reto Berra also. I thought we were very clear with the three goalies. We don’t have an established No. 1 yet. We’re still looking.

Hartley was asked about Karri Ramo’s debut Thursday in Washington. The Finn allowed four goals on 39 shots. Both shootout attempts eluded him.

“He was OK, he was OK,” Hartley said. “I thought that he had a good start. I can’t fault him on any goals. I can’t blame him at all.”

And, at any rate, Hartley is more than ready to leave the season-opening 5-4 shootout loss in the past.

“I’m always a guy looking forward,” he said. “We know what happened. We know all the great stuff we did. And we also know some parts of the game  where we couldn’t contain Ovechkin . . . and we made some bad decisions.

“But Elvis is dead and the Beatles have split, it’s time to move on.” 
Edmonton Oilers’ road woes continue with fourth straight loss

Hall breaks team record by scoring two goals eight seconds apart in first period

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 18, 2013
UNIONDALE, N.Y. - He broke a 32-year-old team record held by none other than Wayne Gretzky, but in the end, the feat didn’t matter to Taylor Hall.

Not when the Edmonton Oilers had nothing to show for Thursday’s NHL game against the New York Islanders but a 3-2 loss.

The Oilers, with a dismal record of 1-6-1, couldn’t even resort to the fact they played well and lost.

With the exception of a few moments, like Hall’s two-goal outburst eight seconds apart in the first period, and the work of goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who returned to Edmonton’s net to make 37 saves, the Oilers were outplayed by the Islanders, who snapped a three-game losing streak to improve their record to 3-2-2.

“I don’t know what to say anymore. The losses have just piled up,” said Hall. “It seems like it was just yesterday that we were playing New Jersey and back on track and now the wheels have kind of fallen off. That certainly wasn’t our best effort.

“I just hope it’s the last time we lose for a while because this is pretty tough on us to start the year. We had been feeling like we had been playing pretty well and not getting wins, and now tonight, we came out a little bit flat and we didn’t really deserve to win. It’s tough.”

Edmonton gave up another early goal, leaving Josh Bailey with enough time in front of the net to score his first goal of the season. Dubnyk, who spent the previous two games on the bench backing up Jason LaBarbera, couldn’t be faulted on the play. 

Dubnyk faced 16 shots in the first 20 minutes, with the Oilers taking a 2-1 lead to the dressing room because of Hall. He scored his first goal at 15:52, converting a terrific pass from defenceman Justin Schultz, then buried a rebound behind Islanders netminder Evgeni Nabokov.

“It was a great feeling to get two goals in a row like that,” said Hall. “We took control of the game there. We just didn’t grab the reins.

“Have we had more than a two-goal lead since the first of the year? When you’re up like that you really have to shove it down their throats. We let them back in the game.”

Gretzky scored his two goals nine seconds apart in a 9-2 win over the St. Louis Blues in 1981.

The Oilers failed to convert on three power-play opportunities while their penalty-killing unit gave up another goal.

With Luke Gazdic in the penalty box for tripping, Kyle Okposo evened the game at 2-2 when he scored on the Islanders’ second power play.

The Oilers have given up at least one power-play goal in each of their eight games. 

“That penalty kill is really hurting us right now. Every night there’s a goal in our net and it’s hard to recover from that,” coach Dallas Eakins said.

Overall, he was disappointed in the number of players trying to do too much. 

“We want players who care, but you have to look after your own space on the ice first, but we got a little overzealous in our zone trying to help too much and it cost us,” Eakins said. “Once you get the momentum going the way you want, you have to try to hang on to it as long as you can and we let it slip away pretty quickly.

“I knew this renovation was going to be messy. I didn’t think it was going to be this messy.”

John Tavares banked a shot in off the crossbar to give the Islanders a 3-2 lead at 18:53 of the second period to complete the scoring.

The Oilers haven’t won on Long Island since Dec. 14, 1999. Since then, they are 0-6-1 at the Islanders’ home.

“We need to win. There’s no way to work around that,” said Dubnyk. “We have to find a way to get out of it. We need to stick to the plan because it’s easy when things are going downhill like they have been to start to want to do more.”
Edmonton Oilers closer to seeing Sam Gagner back on ice

Injured centre hopes to be taking contact in practice before end of NHL road trip

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 17, 2013NASSAU COUNTY, N.Y. — If Sam Gagner has his way, he’ll be securing the go-ahead to resume contact when he sees his surgeon in Edmonton.

The Oilers centre will visit the specialist before the week is out, at which point he’ll rejoin the team for the rest of its Eastern road trip. The Oilers (1-5-1) play the New York Islanders (2-2-2) on Thursday, then head north to Ottawa for a Saturday afternoon game against the Senators.

They close out this six-game trip in Montreal on Oct. 22.

“I do have a timeline in my head. I just don’t know if it correlates with what the doctor will say,” Gagner said. “I don’t necessarily think I’ll be playing then, but I can at least join them and get in some practice.”

The centre’s jaw was broken when he was whacked in the face by Zack Kassian’s stick in a pre-season game against the Vancouver Canucks.

A plate was inserted to fuse the fracture, four lost teeth will be dealt with in the off-season and even when he does return to the game-day lineup, he’ll require a full face shield.

Still, he is confident he won’t be a month behind fitness-wise, given that he was able to not only get into the gym but was back on skates a week after the injury.

In his absence, Mark Arcobello has been exemplary, particularly since he had big skates to fill. He’s winning 58 per cent of his faceoffs, is a team-high plus-4 on a club that has given up a league-worst 32 goals, and has six assists through seven games. His most recent helper came in Tuesday’s 3-2 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

But he also hasn’t been told to find a more permanent residence, unlike fourth line centre Will Acton. What Arcobello has been doing is making the most of what opportunities he has had.

“In order to hang around, I know I have to play well,” he said. “That I’m fitting in is good. It’s something to build on.”

Arcobello will likely have the rest of this road trip and then it is quite possible Gagner will be back in the lineup. He will need to get in some contact sessions as soon as he gets the green light from the surgeon.

“The good thing is that when I am cleared (to play), I’ll be in game shape, ready to play,” Gagner said.

“I had a week off where I wasn’t doing anything while it was healing, but I do feel like I am back to where I was before. It’s hard to simulate playing in a game and all that comes with that — the adrenalin rush, how hard you can push yourself in a game without even noticing — but we’re doing all that we can to make sure I’m ready to go when I’m back.”

Gagner has started eating more solid food, which he couldn’t do less than two weeks ago. At that point, it was a steady diet of fish and soup.

Now he just needs some time to chew.

“The jaw just feels better,” he said. “Things are going pretty well. I will need to get some dental work done (in the off-season). I’m not sure what exactly I’m going to be doing, but right now it’s just the waiting that’s hard to contend with.

“You want to be out there, with your teammates, helping out any way you can. I think we’re doing a lot of good things out there, we’re playing pretty well as a team, we just can’t seem to find ways to get wins.

“That makes it even harder to watch. You want to be out there helping your teammates get out of it. I’m looking forward to getting back as soon as I can. Hopefully it’s soon.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ
PITTSBURGH — It would have been easy for the hapless Edmonton Oilers to just let their three-game losing streak stretch into four.

Not only had they just come off a 4-2 loss to the Washington Capitals one night earlier, they were in the home of the Pittsburgh Penguins, who outshot the Oilers 15-3 in the first 20 minutes.

But the Oilers battled back and really deserved a better fate than a 3-2 loss Tuesday night at the Consol Energy Center.

Instead, they’ll drag a 1-5-1 record to their next stop on the six-game roadtrip: a Thursday night meeting with the New York Islanders.

The three goals against was the fewest the Oilers have allowed in seven starts this season.

“We battled hard, we did a few good things and (goaltender Jason LaBarbera) gave us a chance to stay in the game, to be in the game, but in the end, it’s not enough,” said Ales Hemsky, who scored his second goal of the season.

“We should have won some of the games, we could have but didn’t, and it’s hurt us. It looks bad on us. If we play like that in our next games, we will get some lucky breaks and win some.

“We did battle hard and we had a goalie today, too.”

Head coach Dallas Eakins adjusted his line combinations, inserting Nail Yakupov back into the mix, as well as Ryan Jones, who was called up from the Oklahoma City farm team, and sent LaBarbera back out to man the net for the second straight night. 

It took just three shots and 188 seconds before the Penguins’ Pascal Dupuis put a shot past the LaBarbera, who finished with 25 saves — not all of which were executed with the confidence of Marc-Andre Fleury at the other end of the rink.

But given that the Oilers came into the game with a league-high 29 goals against, it was a sign of improvement for a team clinging to the notion that the tide will eventually turn.

“It wasn’t good enough. We didn’t win,” said LaBarbera. “Every one of us needs to fire it up a bit more and find a way to get a win.”

“Obviously disappointing when you’re struggling to get wins. When you play a lot better and don’t get the two points, it’s tough,” said centre Boyd Gordon. “We just have to keep pushing forward. It’s just tough. Losing is no fun.”

Chris Kunitz, with a second-period marker, and Evgeni Malkin, with a one-timer on the power play in the third period, improved the Penguins’ record to 5-1.

The Oilers controlled much of the second frame, outshooting the Penguins 12-4 and pulling even at 1-1 when Hemsky fired David Perron’s rebound past Fleury. Jordan Eberle sent the teams to the second intermission tied 2-2.

“I thought LaBarbera battled hard. He was in the fight in the net,” Eakins said.

LaBarbera didn’t have a chance on the deciding goal, which was scored after Oilers defenceman Andrew Ference clipped Sidney Crosby with a high stick. Defenceman Paul Martin fanned on the puck and it instead ended up on Malkin’s stick.

The Oilers have given up at least one power-play goal in every game this year, which isn’t sitting well with Eakins, particularly since Edmonton killed off the first two short-handed situations.

“It’s a fanned shot and it goes right to the most dangerous guy on the ice,” said Eakins.

“The hockey guys aren’t lined up with us. We’ll do an exorcism and see if they’ll grant us a little more leeway.”

Eakins said it was an easy decision for him to go back to LaBarbera against the Penguins. He felt the goalie had earned the start over Devan Dubnyk with his play against the Capitals.

“I liked that our guys weren’t shying away from the adversity. It would have been easy to come into this building and mail it in because they do have a powerful team, but they didn’t do that. They dug their heels and pushed back,” Eakins said.

“I think it would be easier (to take the results) if you had a bunch of knuckleheads on your team who were just going to mail it in. At least you know what you’ve got. These guys are going to fight.

“Almost every championship team has to go through dire straights ... I don’t like that we’re going through it right now, right off the bat, but maybe this is the learning process that turns us into something better down the road.”
jireland@edmontonjournal.com
Cult of Hockey: Mark Arcobello, Jeff Petry going right in an Edmonton Oilers lineup with a lot wrong

By David Staples, Edmonton JournalOctober 17, 2013
EDMONTON — Mark Arcobello and Jeff Petry are going right on an Edmonton Oilers team that has a lot wrong with it after seven games. Here’s the breakdown:

Wrong: Obviously, the team’s goaltending and the team’s record, just one win in seven games, despite the fact the Oilers have regularly out-chanced and out-shot the opposition.

Right: Mark Arcobello continues to shine, most recently playing sound hockey against the Pittsburgh Penguins on Tuesday night, centring a line with Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle, a unit that did well together last year with the American Hockey League’s Oklahoma City Barons.

Arcobello’s scoring chances plus-minus is +2.1 per game, not quite as good as Ryan Nugent-Hopkins’ +2.5 last season, but in that same strong territory.

It’s worth noting that Sam Gagner’s scoring chances plus-minus last season was just +0.9, a mediocre number mainly due to inconsistency and a need for improved defensive fundamentals. If Arcobello keeps up this level of play, his performance will merit him keeping his job at centre.

Wrong: Ladi Smid doesn’t look right. There’s been some buzz that he’s nursing an injury. This is one of the worst stretches of his recent NHL career. His scoring chances plus-minus is -1.5 chances per 15 minutes of even strength play.

Last year, he posted -0.60 chances per 15.

Smid was at +0.1 chances per 15 in 2011-12, a good number and his best year in the NHL. If he can bounce back to that level, he can team with Petry in an effective shutdown pairing.

Right: Andrew Ference. I was skeptical of his signing, mainly due to the age of the player and the length of his deal, but so far, Ference has been stellar on the Oilers blue-line. Yes, he’s made mistakes on a few goals against, but he plays a smart, direct, tough brand of hockey. Ference has as high a hockey I.Q. as anyone on the Oilers blue-line.

Wrong: Justin Schultz keeps getting beat on defence, mainly due to his failure to consistently get in front of his man. He doesn’t have to annihilate opposing players, but he does have to check them, keep them from moving fast and unhindered to the Oilers net.

Right now, Schultz is making 3.2 mistakes on scoring chances against per 15 minutes of even strength play. To put that in perspective, Schultz made just 2.3 mistakes per 15 last year, while Ryan Whitney, playing on his bad ankles, made 3.0 mistakes per 15.

Schultz is off to a fine start on the attack, and Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins has entrusted him with more even-strength minutes than any other Oilers player. He will get better on defence, of course, but that moment can’t come too soon.

Right: Jeff Petry. He’s back to his 2011-12 form, when he played strong hockey versus tough competition. He’s doing it again this year, skating fast, taking the man and moving the puck well.

Wrong: The fourth line is as ineffective as it was last season. Mike Brown, Will Acton and Luke Gazdic rarely can cycle the puck and are usually out-chanced. Perhaps the call-up of Ryan Jones will help the mix here.

Right: Against Pittsburgh, even as they Oilers lost, the Oilers out-chanced a very good team 17-to-14. Eakins seems now to have found line combinations with some chemistry. Ales Hemsky has always played his best with a centre capable of strong defensive work, and Boyd Gordon fills that bill. Taylor Hall pushes the puck well, creating space for Jordan Eberle and Mark Arcobello to work their tricky plays.

The only top line that seemed a bit off was the unit of Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov and David Perron, but the Nuge is still early into his return from injury and Yakupov is still early into his return from the press box.

Wrong: In his first 119 NHL games, Devan Dubnyk let in 113 “bad” goals, goals where he’d made some mistake. This year, in four games, he’s let in eight bad goals. That’s twice his usual rate. He’s been an average NHL goalie, maybe even better than that if you go by save percentage. Chances are he’ll be average again, likely sooner than later.

David Staples writes for the Journal’s Cult of Hockey blog on the Oilers/NHL

dstaples@edmontonjournal.com
Jim Matheson

Q: Is Mark Arcobello a better centre than Sam Gagner? Gagner is thicker and better offensively, but Arcobello is faster and better on faceoffs and no worse in his own end. Neither mitigates the need for more size down the middle, but would you pull Arcobello for Gagner when he’s back in the Edmonton Oilers lineup? If so, could Gagner play on the wing?

(Vance in L.A.)

A: The short answer to the first question is no. Gagner is in his seventh NHL season and is a 45- to 55-point centre. Arcobello had played only six NHL games this season going into Tuesday’s contest with the Pittsburgh Penguins. Gagner is 36 pounds heavier and three inches taller than Arcobello, who is Tyler Ennis size. Arcobello may be quicker and he’s certainly better on faceoffs. Gagner is 45 per cent on faceoffs in his career; Arcobello is currently 61 per cent. It is a conundrum, however, if Arcobello continues to be a point-a-game player. He’s playing better than I thought he would. All I know is Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is the No. 1 centre and Boyd Gordon is No. 3. I don’t see Arcobello being a fourth-line centre here; they need more beef there. Yes, Gagner could play wing.

Q: How are the Colorado Avalanche unbeaten?

(Ryan Ziola)

A: Goaltending. Last year, Semyon Varlamov looked very suspect with a pedestrian 3.02 goals-against average and an equally ordinary .909 save percentage in 35 games. Backup J.S. Giguere was better. Now, Patrick Roy comes in and brings in his old buddy, Francois Allaire, as goalie coach and Varlamov’s game turns around (he has a .970 save percentage in his first five games). The Avalanche him to carry his catching mitt higher. He also looks quieter in the net. I suspect the Avs are also playing on a bit of adrenalin, playing for the new sheriff in town, Roy. They’re a good story.

Q: If Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish is bold and tries to get a top-four defenceman, who do you think could be on the block among the young core players? Taylor Hall? Ryan Nugent-Hopkins? Jordan Eberle? Nail Yakupov? How about Ales Hemsky?

(Philip Chin)

A: The Oilers aren’t looking for a top four D-man; they’re looking for a rugged third-pairing guy. The young players are going nowhere. Hemsky will be in play at the trade deadline because he’s an unrestricted free agent (UFA) and, if the Oilers aren’t in a playoff race, he will likely be moved to a contender. If the Oilers make a trade, it’ll have to be one player out, one player in. No draft choices. They have 49 pro contracts, one under the NHL maximum of 50. The defenceman who could be in a little trouble is veteran Nick Schultz, who is making $3.5 million to be a third-pairing guy and is playing the fewest minutes (15:29) of the top six. His salary is steep, as strong as his character. Nobody’s taking Schultz, who is a UFA in July, at his price point, however.

Q: If the Oilers were to go after a new No. 1 goaltender, who would be better, Ryan Miller or Jonas Hiller?

(Scott Hall)

A: Miller. Both guys are UFA in July. The Oilers aren’t giving up on Devan Dubnyk, certainly not after four starts. He’s a good goalie going through a rotten patch, looking like the Penguins’ Marc-Andre Fleury in the playoffs, when the pucks kept finding their way through him. Either Dubnyk is having some technical problems or he’s putting tons of pressure on himself to show he’s a No. 1 goalie in the last year of his contract so he can get a long-term deal like Corey Crawford in Chicago. This is the way it’s going to work: if Dubnyk rebounds and has a good year and plays 60 games, he’ll be looked upon as one of the Oilers’ core players to lock up long term. Personally, I hope Dubnyk gets it together. He’s one of the most honest, accountable NHLers I’ve dealt with. If they do want another goalie, Miller in Buffalo is better than Hiller in Anaheim. Miller (.941 save percentage) will certainly get moved at the deadline because the Sabres can’t score a lick and look like a bottom-five NHL team right now. Hiller (1.30 goals-against average) and Viktor Fasth are a tag-team in Anaheim and youngster John Gibson will likely be on the team next year. One thing to consider: the Washington Capitals might be willing to part with Michal Neuvirth if Braden Holtby continues to get most of the starts.

Q: The Oilers need to trade Hall, Nugent-Hopkins, Eberle or Yakupov to balance out their roster. Can that be done or will they need to wait?

(Tim Henderson)

A: This seems to be a recurring theme. Have you not noticed that the Oilers gave the first three players six- or seven-year contracts. They’re part of the core group. Yakupov is 50 some games into his NHL career, a little early to think of dealing him. It is true that any of those four players would bring what the Oilers need (a top-two defenceman or a big centre or a big, as in Max Pacioretty big, winger), but certainly the first three are going nowhere. Hall is giving the puck away far too much right now, trying to force things. Nugent-Hopkins is minus-nine. There is lots of effort, but lots of mistakes.

Q: Do you still think Gordon is a fourth-line centre?

(@metalandoil)

A: My bad. Twenty lashes with a soggy Hockey News magazine. I was wrong. Gordon is the perfect third-line centre (four goals, 63 per cent on faceoffs). He’s a pro’s pro.

Q: If you had to chase one goalie, who do you go for? Miller or Ilya Bryzgalov? Or do you keep what you have?

(JJ Jakubec)

A: You are forgetting St. Louis goalie Brian Eliott, who might be the most available with the Blues riding Jaroslav Halak and a good young goalie, Jake Allen, in the minors. I’m not sold on Elliott, who seems either red-hot or ice-cold during his NHL career. I’m not a Bryzgalov fan. He was very good in Phoenix under Dave Tippett’s tight defensive system until a total meltdown in the playoffs against Detroit, then he signed in Philadelphia, where they didn’t play good defence and he was less than stellar and far too involved in himself. I think he’s high maintenance. And, as I said before, I like Miller but I still believe Dubnyk can turn this around.

Q: Any thoughts on the Oilers picking up goaltender Martin Biron off waivers?

(@VyseSquad)

A: He’s already cleared waivers with no takers. A .763 save percentage will do that for a goalie. He’s a good guy but he’s not a starter. Plus he’s 36.

Q: Can the Oilers’ turnovers and sloppy play can be attributed to the coaching carousel and the new systems?

(Tom Mansfield)

A: Dallas Eakins wants pressure on the puck-carrier, but the Oilers are leaving far too many men open, plus the forwards keep giving the puck away. The defenceman who is really having a tough time is Justin Schultz (minus-seven). I don’t think the coaching changes from Tom Renney to Ralph Krueger to Eakins is a big deal for the players, but they seem totally incapable of winning a 2-1 game or choking off another team’s offence.

Q: What’s up with the rumours out of Philadelphia — Yakupov for a forward and a defenceman?

(Glenn Schwarz)

A: It’s news to me. This seems like fantasyland stuff. What are they giving the Oilers? Sean Couturier or Brayden Schenn at centre and Braydon Coburn on defence? The Oilers and Flyers talked about Coburn at the NHL entry draft and afterwards as a second-pairing guy, but couldn’t come to a deal. Hemsky’s name has come up there, but he’s a $5-million player.

Got an NHL question for Matty? jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com">Email him or find him on Twitter: @NHLbyMatty
Jones keeps attitude positive despite trip to minors

Role winger plays four minutes on fourth line in return to NHL

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 16, 2013Pittsburgh — When Ryan Jones was sent down to the American Hockey League before the Edmonton Oilers even played their last pre-season game, he was determined not to spend every moment wondering if and when he’d be back.

So when he was reeled back up to the NHL for the Oilers’ game with the Pittsburgh Penguins on Tuesday, he was then determined not to look too far down the road.

Jones, who didn’t do enough in training camp to secure one of the bottom six spots on the forward lines, played just four minutes on Tuesday, which was right on par with his fourth-line mates, registering two hits and two missed shots.

“I wasn’t going to go down there and dwell. I’ve been in this situation before and seen guys do it,” he said. “Those are the worst kind of people you can deal with.

“I wanted to be a good teammate. I wanted to go down there, get my timing back, my confidence back in making plays and, for four games, I thought I did that.

“I do feel better. It’s not an easy league, but there is that tad bit more time in the American Hockey League. I was just using that,” he continued.

Jones was put on waivers, then assigned to the Oklahoma City Barons on Sept. 26. He said on Tuesday that he made the most of his time with the AHL team, scoring two goals in four games.

“I don’t know what’s going on past this moment,” said Jones. “I’m going to do my best to take everything as short term as I possibly can. If I get to go to the next game, I’ll just try and play the same way to continue to help.”

The Oilers flew winger Jesse Joensuu back to Edmonton and head coach Dallas Eakins expects the winger could be out for some time. He had already missed two games with a back injury and played just one shift in the third period of Monday’s game against the Washington Capitals.

Eakins also pulled Nail Yakupov out of the press box after sitting the young winger out for two games. Yakupov started on a line with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and David Perron.

“I liked his energy. He came out and he was trying,” said Eakins. “I flipped him around on a couple of different lines, trying to get him some extra ice time. He tried some guys one-on-one; he was using his skill set; and he did the simple things we asked.

“Even though he wasn’t rewarded on the scoresheet, I was happy with this play. It was a good start for him.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
Washington – It might have come undone in some other fashion, given the Edmonton Oilers ongoing misadventures, but it took just three goals on three shots in just over three minutes to put them on a three-game losing skid.

Beaten 4-2 by the Washington Capitals Monday at the Verizon Center, the Oilers drag a 1-4-1 record into Pittsburgh for a Tuesday night tilt against the Penguins. Through the six games they have now given up a league-high 29 goals while scoring 19.

“I thought everything was going fine until we brought a puck into our zone -- and that started a few dominoes to fall. That’s all it took,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins of the second period momentum-swinging, game-changing sequence.

“We get what we deserve on that. I thought for the other minutes, we played well enough to be even or better but the game is not 57 minutes long.”

The Oilers did direct 30 shots on the Capitals Braden Holtby but again let in too many goals. Jason LaBarbera, who started in place of Devan Dubnyk, saw 20 shots through three periods – including eight in the second.

“There’s a lot of goals being scored for sure,” said Taylor Hall. “I’m not sure if we’re not used to our defensive system or what, but it has to stop. There’s just no way we’re going to be able to score five goals a game in order to win every night.

“We just can’t let in as many goals.”

The Oilers got off to a good start in the nation’s capital, first frustrating the Capitals with their speed then jumping out to 1-0 lead when Boyd Gordon wristed a shot past Holtby, finishing off a play that had begun with defenceman Justin Schultz. 

Schultz, deftly tapped the puck out of the air, with his stick then took it up the right wing before Gordon continued his hot start. A draft pick of the Washington Capitals, Gordon now has four goals in six games. His career high was eight and scored through 75 games with the Phoenix Coyotes in 2011-2012.

But as has been the fate of the Oilers this season, it took just one turnover in their defensive zone to open the door for the opponent. Brooks Laich with a rather nondescript shot, beat LaBarbera to send the teams to the first intermission tied 1-1.

Then midway through the second, the game really unravelled for the Oilers, who were 0-for-3 on the power play.

Joel Ward, with a one-timer on the power play, and Alex Ovechkin, from the high slot, both beat LaBarbera before Troy Brouwer had his power play shot deflect in off of Oilers defenceman Jeff Petry. Three goals on three shots in just over three minutes.

Washington had scored just four goals in its previous three games. Laich, Ward and Brouwer all left the game with their first goals of the season.

“Our power play didn’t really do much. They were good at burying their chances,” said Hall. 

Late in the third, after he got into a shoving match with Ovechkin, rookie Will Acton scored his first NHL goal.

Ovechkin had taken a dangerous run at Mike Brown, which earned him only an interference minor – sparking a melee that took some time to clean up.

“When you’re having a bad defeat like that, and then he runs one of our guys, emotions are going to boil over,” said Acton.

“It was a tough loss for us. We’re on a tough streak right now. We really came in desperately needing this game, and when you don’t get it, it hurts.”

Captain Andrew Ference said the team now has to find a way to avoid an emotional free fall.

“You can’t carry baggage around,” he said. “It’s a lot of adversity (and) it’s easy to be a good teammate and do the right things when you’re winning and have a good attitude but it’s a real test when things aren’t going your way.

“This is when you see what you’re made of, that’s for sure.”

Oil drops – Nail Yakupov was scratched for the second straight game. He will likely return for Tuesday’s game against the Penguins. Defenceman Philip Larsen, recalled before the trip began, could also be thrown into the mix . . . The Oilers have won just two games in Washington since 1990. 

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
When Toronto Maple Leafs’ centre Dave Bolland slapped one through the legs of Devan Dubnyk to finish of a 3-on-1 OT breakout Saturday, the Hockey Night in Canada cameras panned in on Edmonton Oilers GM Craig MacTavish. He looked sick to his stomach.

He wore the look of a man who knows he has a big problem but isn’t sure when or how he can fix it. He needs a goalie, or, at the least his No. 1 goalie to make a save when the team most needs it. Somehow Dubnyk, who never got the love he deserved last year for his .920 save percentage, facing the fifth most shots in the league, can’t stop anything now. He’s given up 19 goals on 111 shots in a little more than 3 1/2 games, including six on 26 shots in Toronto Saturday night in a wildly entertaining, river-hockey game.

Jonathan Bernier, who seemed to have wrested the No. 1 job from James Reimer going into Saturday’s game, frankly wasn’t any better at the other end, giving up five on 31, including some sour ones, in his worst night of the season, but he got the W.

Dubnyk did not. He’s the Oilers goalie, for better or worse, and it’s look like the latter right now. Jason LaBarbera is one of the NHL’s best guys and best quotes but he’s a long-time backup. it’s not like the Oilers have say, Reimer behind Dubnyk, or Buffalo’s Swedish goalie Jhonas Enroth, who’s pushing Ryan Miller for starts in Buffalo, or the tag-team of Viktor Fasth and Jonas Hiller in Anaheim.

Dubnyk is their guy, but how long can MacTavish wait for him to look like last year’s Dubnyk? The Oilers need to make the playoffs or be awfully close this season, but they have three points out of 10 in five games. They were all over the Leafs for large stretches on Saturday, but lost. They are last in the West.

What is the solution to the Oilers' goaltending woes?

Stick with Dubnyk, he'll be fine

Go with Jason LaBarbera

Trade for a goaltender

Sign Ilya Bryzgalov

Just score more goals than the other team

VoteView Results

Polldaddy.com

Quantcast 

I like Dubnyk, a lot. Thoughtful, polite, honest, accountable. For a media guy, he’s a delight. He’s also a good goalie. But not now, which is why MacTavish wore the look of a guy who had just poured sour milk all over his favourite cereal Saturday night.

His stomach is churning. You can’t win in the NHL, giving up five goals a game, obviously. “It’s a 3-2 league. You get three you win. You get two you lose,” LA Kings’ coach Darryl Sutter has said over and over again. But the Oilers have given up 25 in five games, with LaBarbera beating Jersey 5-4. When a goalie is making all the right saves for his team, the guys in front of him playing with confidence. When the goalie is fighting the puck, it’s almost like the team is waiting for something bad to happen. It happened in the last 30 seconds Saturday when Joffrey Lupul tied it for Toronto. It almost seemed pre-ordained that Toronto would tie it.

So what does MacTavish do? Frankly the man looked like Kevin Lowe, his current boss, back in 2006 when Lowe, then GM, made do with Jussi Markkanen (3.13 GAA), Mike Morrison (2.83 GAA) and Ty Conklin (2.80 GAA) in net for most of the season before they got lucky and brought in Dwayne Roloson to save the day at the trade deadline. This is only five games in though. It is too early to panic, but the unrest with the higher management is palpable.

Teams aren’t giving up goalies, and, yes, I think Ilya Bryzgalov, currently stationed in Las Vegas in the ECHL, would not be an upgrade. The only NHL goalie who could be available is Miller, who is UFA next July, Would the Oilers try for him? Who knows how unhappy MacTavish is? All I know is Dubnyk, a good man, has fallen into a deep, dark hole, and there isn’t a lot of light he can see right now.
John MacKinnon: Edmonton Oilers still learning new defensive system

Coach Dallas Eakins&#8217;s &#8216;swarm&#8217; plan requires time

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalOctober 12, 2013
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Boyd Gordon (27) of the Edmonton Oilers, takes a stick to the face from P.K. Subban of the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, at Rexall Place in Edmonton.
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Cult of Hockey: What’s right, what’s wrong with the Edmonton Oilers

Homecoming of sorts for Dallas Eakins

Like Mr. Vain, the character the 1990s dance band Culture Beat sang about, the Oilers know what they want and they want it now.

In their own end, what they want is the puck and they have an aggressive plan to take it away from their opponent, exit the zone with a purpose and go on the attack at warp speed.

It’s a system that should play to the strengths of the swift, skilled Oilers, obviously.

The more Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, David Perron and Ales Hemsky have the puck, the better the results should be, game after game.

Head coach Dallas Eakins’ plan, which some call the ‘swarm,’ and others label ‘flooding the quadrant,’ is basically about overwhelming the puck carrier with superior numbers. Think of it as hockey’s analogue to sending more defenders on a blitz than the offence can block.

“The idea is that we want to get the puck back and get it in our hands because we have that speed and skill.” said goaltender Devan Dubnyk. “We don’t want to sit back in our own end and defend, defend, and kind of hang out there.

“As soon as there’s an opportunity, we want to hammer them and get the puck back and go the other way. With the group we have in here, the more we have the puck, it’s going to be a lot better outcome.”

Four games into the 2013-14 season, the Oilers believe they are getting the hang of the new defensive-zone program, even if they’re still learning the steps, as it were. Even if, at 1-4, the Oilers won-lost record does not yet reflect mastery of the new system.

“We definitely need some work,” said Boyd Gordon, a defensively-minded centre who has demonstrated some offensive ability early this season. “I mean, we’re giving up too many goals, too many chances, too many shots.

“But, it’s early in the season. Definitely I don’t think everyone has got it down. But it’s going to come, for sure. Just through repetition, the more we play it, the more we’ll get used to it.”

The idea is when the opposing puck carrier is in either the lower right or lower left quadrant of the defensive zone, one man cuts him off and pastes him to the boards and the next man in collects the puck and initiates the breakout, the good Lord willing.

If there’s a single puck carrier, two defenders surround him. If there are two, the Oilers send three men. And so forth.

Flooding the quadrant can leave the opponents’ far-side defencemen uncovered, but if the Oilers’ defenders do their job, the puck carrier doesn’t have time to find his teammate.

Now, this system also works better with big, physical defenders, a scarce commodity with the Oilers. It’s why they are shopping for a beefy, snarly defenceman, a fifth or even a sixth rearguard, who can add some snap to the defensive game plan.

That file will bear watching because the need is an important one.

Deryk Engelland, Oilers Nation turns its lonely eyes to you. Well, the Edmonton-born Engelland or a defenceman similar to the physical, six-foot-two, 215-pound Pittsburgh Penguin. It’s not like these players are easy to acquire.

In the meantime, the Oilers continue to try to master the new system, something that is new even to defensive specialist Gordon, although he has seen other teams employ it.

Since he has been about “10 years old,” Gordon has been more accustomed to the traditional plan in which one defenceman guards the front of the net, while his partner and the centre do the puck retrieval chores along the wall and in the corner.

Habits being habits, do the Oilers lapse back to that approach in the heat of battle?

“Yeah, I think everyone has,” Gordon said. “I know I have.”

To embed the new habit, the Oilers view endless video to clarify everyone’s role in the fluid, read-and-react, go-get-it approach Eakins has installed.

“If somebody gets exposed in the video, it’s not because they’ve done something terribly wrong,” said defenceman Jeff Petry. “This is a learning thing for everybody.

“For the back-end guys, the biggest adjustment is getting in there and pasting the (puck carrier) against the wall and relying on the other guys to cover the front of the net.

“There definitely has to be a lot of communication, a lot of shoulder checking, because you don’t want to vacate the front of the net and leave a guy wide open.

“The plan is not to let that puck pop out of the corner.”

Not unless it pops out on the stick of Hall, Eberle, Nail Yakukpov or one of their mates, it’s not. They want the puck, and they want it now.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox

Facebook.com/edmontonjournalsports
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Edmonton Oilers forward Taylor Hall controls the puck in front of Montreal Canadiens defenceman Francis Bouillon on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013, at Rexall Place. The visiting Canadiens won the game 4-1.
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There are obviously a few things wrong with the Edmonton Oilers, who are at the bottom of the Western Conference. But there’s also a lot going right four games into the 2013-14 season.

Wrong: The Oilers have 1 win and three losses, 12 goals for and 19 goals against.

Right: The Oilers have mustered 75 scoring chances, while allowing the opposition just 65 scoring chances against. Last year, the Oilers had 753 scoring chances for, the opposition 902 against. That was terrible, but this is much better so far.

Wrong: In four games, Nail Yakupov has zero points and has been iffy on defence.

Right: This year, no other Oilers forward has contributed to a higher rate of scoring chances at even strength than Yakupov. He’s chipping in on 4.6 chances per 15 even-strength minutes. Next best is Jordan Eberle at 4.4 contributions to chances per 15, then Ales Hemsky, 2.7 per 15, and Taylor Hall, 2.7 per 15.

If Oilers coach Dallas Eakins gives Yakupov the same skilled linemates for a few games, he’ll stop pressing, start scoring. He needs the chance to find some chemistry with other attacking players who, like him, are willing to share the puck.

Wrong: Justin Schultz has been shaky on defence, with opposing forwards blowing past him. Schultz has made mistakes on 3.2 scoring chances per 15 minutes at even strength, after averaging 2.3 mistakes per 15 last year, and even then, he was no Scott Stevens in his own end.

Right: Schultz has been flying on the attack, chipping in on six scoring chances per game, up from 4.2 per game last season. In fact, the entire defence is moving the puck well, playing the possession game that Oilers GM Craig MacTavish had hoped to see this year.

Wrong: Devan Dubnyk has let in five bad goals in 2-½ games, killing the Oil’s chance of winning in two of the games.

Right: Dubnyk looked better against Montreal on Thursday, and if you go by save percentage, he’s been at least an average NHL goalie for several years now. In his four years with the Oilers, by my count, he has let in just 0.86 bad goals per game. That is the best mark of any Oilers goalie since 2008-09, Dwayne Roloson’s last year in the Oilers nets.

Wrong: The fourth line of Will Acton, Luke Gazdic and Mike Brown has been on the ice for two scoring chances for, five against, a ratio that will keep that unit either hemmed in their own end or stapled to the bench.

Right: Acton has been part of a group of centres that are third in the league for faceoff winning percentage, up from last place in 2012-13. Boyd Gordon and Mark Arcobello have also played solid defensive hockey and are starting to answer the long-term doubts and questions around the Oilers’ centre-ice depth.

Wrong: Anton Belov has struggled defensively at even strength, adjusting to the NHL game.

Right: Belov looks strong, tough and skilled, and he’s executed well on the power play, where he’s contributed to eight scoring chances, behind only David Perron, 12, and Eberle, nine.

Wrong: Veteran winger Ryan Smyth looked slow and over-the-hill in his first two games, contributing to just one even-strength scoring chance, even though he was on a line with the dynamic Hall and Hemsky.

Right: Against Montreal, Smyth scored a goal, chipped in on four even-strength chances and showed he still has the grit to now and then make a strong contribution.

Wrong: The Oilers, as a team, have made numerous bad passes and bad reads that have led to goals and scoring chances against.

Right: Andrew Ference has played a smart, tough, aggressive game, coming just as advertised by management when they signed him. With his composure and hockey smarts, the early returns are that Eakins made the right choice for team captain. Ference should also help settle Justin Schultz in his own end. The pairing easily had their best game together against Montreal.

Wrong: Taylor Hall at centre. It was a worthy experiment, but the defensive responsibilities of the position seemed to bewilder Hall.

Right: Smart and slick Ryan Nugent-Hopkins at centre, with Hall and Eberle on the wing. If healthy, these guys will start clicking, start scoring and the wins will come, even on a long, tough road trip.

dstaples@edmontonjournal.com
Edmonton Oilers scratch struggling Yakupov
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Edmonton Oilers #64 Nail Yakupov plays against the Winnipeg Jets during NHL pre-season action at Rexall Place in Edmonton, September 23, 2013.
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Toronto — It was just the other night when Edmonton Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins said he thought Nail Yakupov looked “out of sorts” against the Montreal Canadiens.

By Saturday, he was out of the lineup.

Yakupov was scratched for the first time in his young NHL career, getting the hook Saturday before the Oilers took on the Toronto Maple Leafs at the Air Canada Centre. Jesse Joensuu, who had missed the previous two games with a back injury, returned to the lineup.

“He hasn’t been up to speed,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “I think he’ll tell you the same thing.

“He’s going to be an excellent player in this league, but rather than let this keep going on and the struggle become deeper and deeper, I thought it was time to hit the reset button, get him out of the lineup, let him watch a game.

“I’ve always found it’s a great way to get a new perspective on the game when you’re struggling. But that kid has such a passion and a work ethic that he’ll rebound quickly.”

In his first four games of the season, Yakupov was pointless and minus-3.

Yakupov frustrated with benching

Pulled from the Oilers&#8217; lineup Saturday and perhaps Monday too

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 14, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers scratch struggling Yakupov

Cult of Hockey: What’s right, what’s wrong with the Edmonton Oilers

Dubnyk struggles to break out of a slump

Oilers can’t stop Leafs ‘surge’ in 6-5 OT loss

WASHINGTON — As practice was wrapping up at the Verizon Center, Dallas Eakins sought out winger Nail Yakupov for a discussion that will no doubt continue on into the days to come as the Edmonton Oilers bench boss tries to develop the winger’s game.

Yakupov had been pulled from the Oilers lineup before they took on the Toronto Maple Leafs on Saturday. It was the first time in his career that he was scratched for a game, and, naturally, he was not happy.

While his time in the press box was mighty uncomfortable, it might not yet be over. Eakins may not re-insert Yakupov until Tuesday when the Oilers play the Pittsburgh Penguins.

“I wasn’t happy about it last night,” said Yakupov. “You can say a million words about getting better but coach says I’m not playing, so I’m not playing.

“I’m not happy about it. I just want to play every game.

“I’m going to play my game,” he said. “I’m not going to change but maybe play better without the puck, or forecheck more, but I love playing with the puck. I really don’t like skating all the time, and forechecking, and hitting somebody every shift. I don’t think it’s my game.”

Eakins said part of his discussion with Yakupov was that they just felt that the winger had got to a point where he was so frustrated because the points weren’t coming that the rest of his game was slipping.

“The kids’ passion is to score and he was just going to take it all on himself to do that,” said Eakins. “I don’t care how good you are, you can’t produce by yourself in this league. You have to use your linemates, so it was more of a reset button for him. He can come in fresh with a new perspective.

“He’s young and he has so much to learn about the proper way to play the game and once he grasps that, he is going to be dangerous when he steps on the ice. The thing about these guys who have that special gift of being able to put the puck in the net, is that once it starts not going in for them in the first couple of games, it can snowball quickly the other way where they maybe start cheating for offence then maybe looking away from the defensive part of the game.

“I love his passion and he loves to play and he takes it real personally when things aren’t going his way and those are great attributes to have — except when it really starts to affect your game.”

Eakins acknowledged that Yakupov has probably created a lot on his own for a long time but is also of the belief that he has to earn the right to play with top six linemates.

The sophomore has been playing a third line role in five-on-five situations, although that has been augmented by power play minutes.

“I explained that to him,” said the coach. “I said you’re in tough. I have four wingers ahead of you right now who are playing better. Your job is to take one of them out.

“Players will always tell you this: play me more and I’ll play better. The coach always says, play better and I’ll play you more. We’re going to go by the coach’s rules.”

WASHINGTON, D.C. — After it was over, after the Edmonton Oilers had given up another lead followed by an overtime point to the Toronto Maple Leafs, Devan Dubnyk sat in his stall, his pads still strapped on, his head buried in his hands.

He didn’t move, not for the longest time.

It was, he said the next day, the lowest he’s felt since his trying season began. He knew could have changed the outcome of the game, maybe turned a 6-5 overtime loss into a much needed victory for a team that was just starting a six-game 11-day road trip.

“It’s hard when you have a group of guys you care about, who you’ve grown up with, put in an effort like that — then it finishes the way it does. That’s the toughest one to deal with,” Dubnyk said on Sunday, after the team’s workout at the Verizon Center. “The guys deserved a better effort from my end. That makes it a little tougher but I know they have my back and I’ll fight for them.”

The Oilers will play the Washington Capitals on Monday, and Dubnyk isn’t expected to be in the net. Head coach Dallas Eakins said he was leaning toward Jason LaBarbera but that he wanted to talk to goaltending coach Frederic Chabot first.

It will be the second time that LaBarbera will have started in place of Dubnyk.

“It’s not easy. It’s probably the worst start to the year that I could have imagined — if I had ever tried to imagine a tough start to a year,” Dubnyk said.

“Obviously the pressure builds but I thought about it a lot last night and there’s so many critics out there, so many people who want to jump on each mistake, and that’s part of the job. But I just need to work for these guys in here. They believe in me and I believe in myself.

“One save, one bounce ... two saves, and we’re 4-0. That’s how it goes when you’re in a slump. All I can do is try and play my way out of it.”

The Capitals have lost three straight, including a 5-1 loss to the Colorado Avalanche on Saturday. They managed to get 41 shots on net but were frustrated by Semyon Varlamov, who was once in Washington’s net.

The Caps, 1-4-0, have scored three goals in their last four games.

The Oilers have now given up 25 goals in five games, a tally that includes two empty net markers. They are 1-3-1 and go straight from Washington to Pittsburgh for a Tuesday tilt against the Penguins. To cap it all off, Dubnyk is burdened with a 5.43 goals against average — and he has become the lightning rod.

Someone even went so far as to place an ad on Kijiji for a starting goaltender.

Dubnyk said he’s just trying to focus on what’s going on in the room and that he knows he can play his way out of it.

“Obviously there’s never been a time like this because of the spotlight, but every guy goes through this. It happens,” said the netminder. “And it’s not fun when it happens, but it will change on a dime. That’s why you just have to keep working.

“It’s tougher on the days in between (games) when you have time to think about it. But on the day of the game, you park it and go through the routines that you know are going to get you prepared to play and you go play.

“I know I can play. I know I can be great. And I have been. It’s not a question of wondering if I’m capable of doing it. It’s a tough spot right now but if I work and focus I know it will turn around.”

Eakins said he is not worried about his goaltender, that Dubnyk just has to fight through it.

“You have to enjoy the pain of the game,” said Eakins. “If you don’t embrace that pain and that challenge, you’re not going to be very good ever. He’s in the fight.

“The biggest thing for me is that I know he cares.”

WASHINGTON — As practice was wrapping up at the Verizon Center, Dallas Eakins sought out winger Nail Yakupov for a discussion that will no doubt continue on into the days to come as the Edmonton Oilers bench boss tries to develop the winger’s game.

Yakupov had been pulled from the Oilers lineup before they took on the Toronto Maple Leafs on Saturday. It was the first time in his career that he was scratched for a game, and, naturally, he was not happy.

While his time in the press box was mighty uncomfortable, it might not yet be over. Eakins may not re-insert Yakupov until Tuesday when the Oilers play the Pittsburgh Penguins.

“I wasn’t happy about it last night,” said Yakupov. “You can say a million words about getting better but coach says I’m not playing, so I’m not playing.

“I’m not happy about it. I just want to play every game.

“I’m going to play my game,” he said. “I’m not going to change but maybe play better without the puck, or forecheck more, but I love playing with the puck. I really don’t like skating all the time, and forechecking, and hitting somebody every shift. I don’t think it’s my game.”

Eakins said part of his discussion with Yakupov was that they just felt that the winger had got to a point where he was so frustrated because the points weren’t coming that the rest of his game was slipping.

“The kids’ passion is to score and he was just going to take it all on himself to do that,” said Eakins. “I don’t care how good you are, you can’t produce by yourself in this league. You have to use your linemates, so it was more of a reset button for him. He can come in fresh with a new perspective.

“He’s young and he has so much to learn about the proper way to play the game and once he grasps that, he is going to be dangerous when he steps on the ice. The thing about these guys who have that special gift of being able to put the puck in the net, is that once it starts not going in for them in the first couple of games, it can snowball quickly the other way where they maybe start cheating for offence then maybe looking away from the defensive part of the game.

“I love his passion and he loves to play and he takes it real personally when things aren’t going his way and those are great attributes to have — except when it really starts to affect your game.”

Eakins acknowledged that Yakupov has probably created a lot on his own for a long time but is also of the belief that he has to earn the right to play with top six linemates.

The sophomore has been playing a third line role in five-on-five situations, although that has been augmented by power play minutes.

“I explained that to him,” said the coach. “I said you’re in tough. I have four wingers ahead of you right now who are playing better. Your job is to take one of them out.

“Players will always tell you this: play me more and I’ll play better. The coach always says, play better and I’ll play you more. We’re going to go by the coach’s rules.”

Oilers can’t stop Leafs ‘surge’ in 6-5 OT loss

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 12, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers scratch struggling Yakupov

Joanne Ireland

Edmonton Journal

Toronto — Still unable to hold onto a lead, still unable to lean on goaltender Devan Dubnyk to make a game-turning save, the Edmonton Oilers fell 6-5 to the Toronto Maple Leafs in a back-and-forth overtime duel at the Air Canada Centre on Saturday.

The Oilers, who have now surrendered 25 goals in five games, head to stop No. 2 of their six-game junket with a record of 1-3-1. They play the Washington Capitals on Monday.

The Leafs, 5-2, have now won the last four games these two teams have played and have won eight of the last 11. 

“Those are tough ones,” said Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins. “I thought we maybe played the best game we’ve played so far. We (just) couldn’t keep the surge from coming. It just seemed that puck kept coming in our net.” 

Ryan Smyth, who scored the first and last of the Oilers goals, started the proceedings at 5:21 when he redirected a shot from centre Mark Arcobello. It was Smyth’s second in as many games, but the 1-0 lead held only until Nazem Khadri wristed a shot over Dubnyk, who at six-foot-six should be swallowing up more of the net.

The Oilers had just killed off a power play when Khadri’s shot went in.

“That kid is in there fighting and he cares and he wants to win and he understands his position is one that people are very critical of,” said Eakins of his goaltender, who now has a goals-against average of 5.43 and a .829 save percentage. “All of our players take these heavily. That’s a tough way to lose a game after you’ve fought hard for 60 minutes.”

After James Van Riemsdyk, deflected a power play goal, the Oilers were the benefactors of a questionable holding call that gave the visitors a two-man advantage. Ryan Nugent-Hopkins put a long-range wrist shot past Jonathan Bernier, who went into the game with a sterling .84 goals against average and a .974 save percentage.

“We left one point on the table,” said Oilers defenceman Ladislav Smid. “I don’t know if our confidence is there all the way to the end, but we should be able to close games like this.

“It’s just really tough to swallow at the end. We all have to wake up. We’ve been allowing tons of goals ... That’s the worst I’ve been a part of. That’s way too many goals a game. We have to tighten it up at the back end and play better as a team.”

Edmonton did grab the momentum a minute into the second, courtesy of Boyd Gordon, who gave the Oilers their third goal on just seven shots, but a breakdown in the defensive zone left Joffrey Lupul all alone in the slot, and he wasted no time scoring his first of the night. 

It was Jordan Eberle, with his first of the season, that put the Oilers up 4-3, putting the finishing touch on a two-on-one with Arcobello. The Oilers, who had just six shots in the first 20 minutes, outshot the Leafs 31-26 by game’s end.

Still, the Leafs, who had just three shots on net after Lupul’s goal, pulled even again when Van Riemsdyk tucked a wraparound past Dubnyk. Enter Smyth, who was charging to the net when Eberle put the puck on his stick.

The veteran winger, who was scratched for a game earlier in the week, has now scored three in his last two games. He scored two in the 47 games he played last season.

With less than five minutes on the clock, Bernier, with a fantastic diving glove save, denied Arcobello a chance to put the Oilers up by two. That left the door open for Lupul. With just 30.8 seconds left on the clock, he sent the game to overtime.

David Bollard scored the deciding goal on a three-on-one at 2:09.

“We had one guy moving the wrong way while we had one player under siege,” said Eakins. “That’s part of the renovation. That’s something we have to clean up.”

“I just looked up. I couldn’t see the whole thing develop,” said captain Andrew Ference. “I think we leaned the offensive way to give up the three-on-one. But there were less lapses in judgment tonight. It was a noticeable better effort by a lot of the players.

“Obviously, we’re giving up too many goals still, but there was a lot in that game for us to draw on. I think we’re much more committed shift in and shift out. We didn’t see the big lapses we’ve seen in past games.”

Minnesota Wild: Too many penalties, too little offense

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/17/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 8 hours ago

TAMPA, Fla. -- Before each game, the Wild sit down for situational meetings. 

Before Thursday's game, coaches expressed confidence in the team's penalty killers, despite their ranking near the bottom of the NHL. 

Coach Mike Yeo felt they'd be fine if given a chance. 

Thursday night, in Minnesota's second consecutive loss, the penalty killers were forced to handle too many chances. They killed off six of seven penalties, but the infractions prevented the Wild from playing the type of puck possession game that had made them successful earlier in the season, and they fell 3-1 to the Tampa Bay Lightning. 

"To me, that's the story of this game," Yeo said. "We talked before the game about how we had the confidence to play the game (short-handed), but we've got to be smart, too, against a team like that with that power play, in their building." 

The Wild did not play smart. 

The Lightning spent 10 minutes and 10 seconds with the man advantage. Because of that, the Wild never gained any momentum going the other way, and as soon as their offense got into a routine, it seemed as if they were whistled for another penalty. 

The Wild's offensive game is predicated on clean entries, a strong forecheck and long shifts in the opposing team's zone. But that became difficult with players continually in the penalty box. 

"Yeah, it was," said Kyle Brodziak, one of the team's best penalty killers. "You're trying to establish your game playing in the offensive zone, making it hard on the other team, and when you shoot yourself in the foot as many times as we did, it's tough to get anything going and build any sort of momentum." 

The Wild were whistled for eight infractions, though the final one was after the buzzer when Zenon Konopka was called for unsportsmanlike conduct. 

The most costly penalty was when Matt Cooke was out four minutes for a high stick late in the third period. 

In the midst of that, Zach Parise drew a penalty that offset part of Cooke's double minor. 

During the ensuing 4 on 4, Steven Stamkos broke past Ryan Suter after a neutral-zone breakdown and scored the game-winner top shelf over Josh Harding. 

The Wild didn't allow an even-strength goal, surrendering the first goal during a Lightning power play, the second during 4-on-4 play and the final on an empty net. 

"It was hard to get to our game," Brodziak said. "I think 5 on 5 we weren't as clean as we have been in some of the last couple games, but I think at the end of the night we feel decent about our 5-on-5 game. We just didn't get enough of a chance to build any momentum off of it." 

Mikko Koivu tied the score with 8:55 to play, but the Wild again struggled to find the net. They've scored just three goals in their past four games. 

They were limited on the power play, spending only 2 minutes and 27 seconds with the man advantage. 

After the game, the problem was glaring. 

"Penalties are a part of the game, but obviously the more time you spend in the box, the more chances you give to your opponent," Koivu said. "That's just obvious." 

Many of the penalties were avoidable. 

Marco Scandella went to the box after retaliating on Radko Gudas after Gudas flattened Brodziak in the Wild's offensive zone with a clean hit. Jared Spurgeon picked up two bad penalties. Nino Niederreiter was whistled for an offensive-zone hook. And, of course, Cooke was given the double minor, his first four penalty minutes of the season. 

"We have to address that," Yeo said. "You can't come into a visiting team's building and take that many penalties and expect to win the game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild's Nate Prosser waits patiently to show what he can do

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/17/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 9 hours ago

TAMPA, Fla. -- During the Wild's game in Toronto on Tuesday night, coach Mike Yeo was happy seeing oft-scratched defenseman Nate Prosser mixing things up with Maple Leafs star Phil Kessel. 

Later, while watching film, Yeo noticed Prosser engaging in other post-whistle activities. 

Those were good signs, Yeo said. That meant Prosser wasn't holding back in his first game of the season. Despite the hectic environment, he was playing his game. 

"That's the way he has to play to be at his best," Yeo said. "He stirs things up and he's hard to play against." 

As the Wild's eighth defenseman, Prosser is in a difficult situation. Even with Yeo mixing players and combinations on the blue line, he often is left off the ice as a healthy scratch. And, this being a contract year for him, Prosser needs to prove he is an NHL-caliber blue liner. 

Despite all that, Prosser shows up to every practice and game with a smile. He has kept that smile despite having played in only one of the Wild's first seven games and being a healthy scratch again for Thursday night's game. It's a situation with which he is very familiar. In 2013's lockout-shortened 48-game season, Prosser played in 17 games. 

"I think a part of it is just the way I was raised to be a positive guy who smiles a lot," said Prosser, 27, a former Elk River High School star who played four years at Colorado College. "Obviously you want to play. That's the bottom line. So there's times where you can be frustrated. But when you look at it, I'm in the NHL. Life could be worse. I'll be ready to go whenever my number is called." 

It helps that Prosser is on a one-way contract, meaning he would have to clear waivers to be sent to the American Hockey League. And in front of him, the Wild are evaluating 19-year-old Mathew Dumba to determine whether he is NHL-ready this season or not. If not, he will be sent back to play the rest of the season with his junior team in Canada. 

And in a long NHL season, injuries are inevitable. Prosser likely will get more chances at some point. He just has to wait it out. 

"I really don't look at a crowded blue line or anything like that," Prosser said. "I do what's in my control. And that's my biggest thing, to stay positive. Work hard in practice, work hard off the ice, work hard when I do get into games, and have that mind-set that whenever I'm inserted, I'm ready to go." 

When his number finally was called Tuesday, it was Prosser's first NHL game since April 9. 

"It's hard to describe," he said. "I was just so pumped. The stress and nerves (were really flowing), especially a big game like that in Toronto. I was really ready to go." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

TAMPA, Fla. -- For the first time since straining his right knee in Nashville on Oct. 8, Niklas Backstrom is expected to dress for the Wild. 

Coach Mike Yeo said Backstrom is scheduled to back up starter Josh Harding for Thursday night's game against the Tampa Bay Lightning. If Backstrom is indeed healthy enough to serve as backup, Darcy Kuemper likely will be sent back to the American Hockey League Iowa Wild. 

Harding will be playing in his sixth straight game. 

Against the Lightning, he will have a slightly different blue line in front of him than he had Tuesday in Toronto. Keith Ballard is expected to miss his second straight game after getting hit in the face by a puck Monday in Buffalo. Yeo said Ballard isn't feeling well but that the team doesn't believe he has a concussion. 

"We just want to make sure that if he's not feeling well, we've got eight healthy defensemen," Yeo said. 

Nate Prosser will be inactive after playing in his first game of the season Tuesday, while Mathew Dumba is slated to play after being a healthy scratch Tuesday. The 19-year-old sat out Tuesday's game after struggling the night before in Buffalo. 

"I would say that the Buffalo game was not as good as previous games, but at the same time he was consistent enough where he didn't have a bad game," Yeo said of Dumba. "And that's what you're looking for. You can have an off night but don't make it a bad game." 

Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper lavished praise on the Wild after his team's morning skate. He saw that the Wild lost 4-1 to Toronto and assumed they must have run into a hot Maple Leafs team. Then he watched the video. 

"I can't believe the score wasn't reversed -- at worst," Cooper said. "They're extremely structured, they battled hard through all their lines, and I think they have some guy on defense (Ryan Suter) who plays 75 minutes in a 60-minute game. He's just a horse back there. It's pretty impressive to watch. Pretty impressed with their team. There's a lot of structure, and they play really hard, so this is going to be a tough one for us tonight." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild: With Josh Harding in goal, everything coming up 'W'

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/16/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   a day ago

TAMPA, Fla. -- Josh Harding likes to say he's prepared for anything. 

That's part of his job, he said, as a backup goalie. He has to be ready to play in any situation. 

Coach Mike Yeo echoes those sentiments. He says that the Wild are confident in Harding and feels they can turn to him in any situation. 

Since starting goalie Niklas Backstrom strained his right knee in the Wild's third game, Harding has stepped in and performed better than anyone could have hoped. As the offense continues to try to turn puck possession dominance into tangible results, Harding has kept the Wild in games by not allowing more than one goal in any of his five appearances. 

"You can always get better, but there's definitely been an improvement from training camp," Harding said. "I did want to get cleaner on some things, and I have, but there's still so much more I need to get cleaner on." 

Statistically, he has been the best goalie in the NHL this season. 

Among goalies who have appeared in more than one game, Harding is the only one with a goals-against average lower than 1.00; his is 0.94. His .954 save percentage was sixth in the league entering Wednesday's games. 

And the Wild are 3-0 in games Harding has started. 

But Harding doesn't put much stock in stats. When someone quoted his stats to him Wednesday, he just shook his head. 

"I'd trade them," he said. "I'd take .800 (save percentage) and over five goals against (average) for wins. We have to sacrifice individual stats for team wins, and I think everyone on this team will do that. I think that's what will make us successful. Right now it's all about Tampa and getting a big win." 

The Wild look to improve on their 3-2-2 record against the Tampa Bay Lightning here Thursday night. If Harding starts, as expected, it will be his sixth straight appearance. 

He doesn't like to talk during the season about his battle with multiple sclerosis, with which he was diagnosed with before last season. He missed nearly two months of the shortened 2013 season as he worked to find medication that would allow him to continue competing at a high level. 

Harding's MS isn't going away. But with each successful start, he's erasing doubt as to whether he can handle the workload of a No. 1 goalie. 

"He hasn't come to us and shown fatigue or symptoms or any problems whatsoever," Yeo said. 

By playing at such a high level, Harding leaves Wild coaches with a dilemma over who to keep in net once Backstrom returns. There are few things more valuable in hockey than a hot goalie. And Harding has been that. 

"He's played very well for us," Yeo said. "I've liked not only how he's looked in the net -- he's looked quick, he's looked big -- but I like the way he's been playing the puck, too. He's been helping our defensemen go back and transition and get ourselves out of trouble." 

Harding likes to jump into the play and retrieve pucks behind the net. It helps him feel more involved in the game, he said. 

It also helps get the puck started on a breakout faster, something Yeo has preached since training camp with his new system. 

"You make that simple pass and you give it to a defenseman. ... They're great at moving the puck, great at moving the play and going north," Harding said. "That's one of the things I always try to do." 

With Harding out for most of last season, Backstrom had to carry too much of a load in net, especially at the end of the regular season, and it cost the Wild when he was injured warming up for their playoff opener in Chicago. To guard against that happening again, Yeo has said he wants to be able to play Backstrom and Harding as much as their play will allow. 

Through seven games, Harding has done his part. It certainly hasn't been a solo effort -- the Wild are allowing the fewest shots per game in the NHL. But after spending the summer and training camp declaring himself fit and healthy, Harding is proving it on the ice. 

What could be better? 

"We could be undefeated right now," Harding said. "That would be better." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

TORONTO -- Many of the Wild's training camp battles for positions drew extra attention because of their magnitude. 

There was Charlie Coyle vs. Mikael Granlund for the second-line center spot. And Nino Niederreiter vs. Jason Zucker for a spot on the wing. 

But behind those highly touted young players was nine-year veteran Zenon Konopka. 

The message to him in camp was clear: Your spot as the fourth-line center isn't safe either. 

Coach Mike Yeo toyed with the idea of having an all-skill fourth line, and the team signed veteran David Steckel to push for a spot there. 

But Konopka persisted in practices, and after six games has been one of the team's most pleasant surprises. His faceoff success was well known heading into the season, but he's skating better and earning shifts on the penalty kill and in even-strength situations with the fourth line. 

"We've been trusting him a lot in the defensive zone," Yeo said. "We've been giving him a bigger chunk of the penalty kill and obviously sticking up for his teammates -- he's going to be there for that, too." 

Yeo used the word "obviously" when discussing sticking up for teammates because that's what Konopka is most known for -- fighting. 

This season, he's been the only constant on a fourth line done a good job limiting chances and providing energy. 

Since the first game, Konopka has received at least 7 minutes, 58 seconds of ice time each game, peaking Monday night in Buffalo with 10:24 on the ice. 

" 'Z' is a guy who is skating well right now," Yeo said of Konopka. "It's something we're definitely going to have to make sure we keep pushing him. He's worked hard and with that his ice time has increased." 

It started back in early September for Konopka when the 32-year-old center fought for -- and won -- his spot. 

Entering Tuesday night's game, Konopka hadn't been on the ice for a goal against, participated in three fights, and won at least half of his faceoffs in each game. 

"He's done very well, for sure," Yeo said. "There was competition for him, too, in training camp, and he responded well. Good for him for recognizing that it was an important year for himself and also coming into camp understanding that there was going to be competition. He took that challenge head on, and good for him." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

TORONTO -- Mikko Koivu stood in front of his locker-room stall at Air Canada Centre trying to explain the game that had just unfolded. 

He ran his hand through his sweaty hair, and his chest protector fell from its hanger behind him. He reached down and picked it up, growing frustrated with everything -- the Wild's lack of scoring, Toronto's opportunistic offense and now his chest protector, which knocked over his strawberry-flavored protein shake. 

His focus returned to hockey, to trying to explain how the Wild had just outshot the Eastern Conference's top team 37-14 on the road but still managed just one goal in a 4-1 loss. 

"I really don't know," Koivu said. "It's frustrating. It's hard to explain why it's not going in.

Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper searches for the puck between Toronto Maple Leafs' Mason Raymond (12) and Joffrey Lupul (19) during the second period Tuesday. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Frank Gunn) 

 We're doing everything we can right now. I don't know." 

Minnesota dominated the Maple Leafs for much of an entertaining battle Tuesday night but finished only one scoring chance and Darcy Kuemper surrendered three goals on seven shots before being pulled as the Wild dropped to 3-2-2. 

Wild players struggled to recall a game that was so one-sided yet resulted in a win for the team with fewer chances and fewer shots. 

The Wild outplayed and outshot Los Angeles, Anaheim and Nashville in the first three games of the season and lost each time. But they didn't dominate the way they did the Maple Leafs on Toronto's home ice. 

The Maple Leafs didn't register their fourth shot until 28-1/2 minutes had passed. In the same span, the Wild had recorded 20 shots. 

"What can we do?" coach Mike Yeo said. "We can't dwell on it. It'll come. When you're getting chances, you're doing good things. And if you keep doing good things, you'll get rewarded." 

The Wild's only reward Tuesday night a Jason Pominville power-play goal that cut the Toronto lead to 2-1 late in the second period. 

But there were plenty of chances after that. 

Torrey Mitchell skated in on a breakaway. So did Mikael Granlund, who couldn't sneak the puck past James Reimer's pads. 

"It was just a weird game," Granlund said. "Sometimes you don't get what you deserve. That's hockey. I had a couple chances and needed to score some of those chances. Tonight it just didn't go in." 

The Wild have been limited to two goals or fewer in five of seven games this season, which is rather remarkable considering they've won three times. They've outshot their opponent in six of seven games and continually hold a huge puck possession advantage. 

The question is whether they can finish. Tuesday night, they couldn't. 

Koivu was all over the ice -- "an unbelievable warrior," Yeo called him -- but didn't finish any of the chances he had. He did set up Pominville's goal. 

"(Koivu) was very similar to our team, it was just the result does not add up to what he deserved," Yeo said. 

While the defense prevented many Toronto shots and scoring chances, Kuemper was able to stop only four of the seven pucks he saw. The first goal he allowed came on a beautiful play capped by a Tyler Bozak power-play tap-in. But the next two goals he surrendered were stoppable and queued Josh Harding for action in his fifth straight game. 

"We're not pinning this on him by any means," Yeo said. "It was a tough situation for a young goalie, and he'll get a chance to bounce back." 

As the Wild fell behind, players gripped their sticks a bit tighter and scoring chances seemed even more unlikely to convert into something tangible. The Wild dominated the third period but again couldn't find a way to score. 

On another night, much like the first three, the Wild were the better team with the stats to back it up. The difference in play was obvious. 

"You can only say that so long," Parise said. "We need to win these games. There's not consolation in us coming here and saying, 'Oh, we outshot them, we outplayed them.' We didn't win, and that's happened too many times this year."

Minnesota Wild's Jason Pominville comes home a winner

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/14/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT

Updated:   10/15/2013 12:12:00 AM CDT

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- The script was obvious an one. The game-winning goal in the building where he grew up as a player, in the city where he began to raise a family, in front of the fans who overflowed by the thousands outside the arena to watch him in the playoffs. 

But it needed the star to complete the drama. Great scripts are written that don't get fulfilled. 

But Monday, Jason Pominville was the star of his own script. 

A few minutes after the 18,111 fans here booed what their team has become in the post-Pominville rebuilding era, his arms were extended high above his head. With 10 seconds remaining in the second period, Pominville buried the game-winner, a quick shot after a remarkable rush up the ice that propelled the Wild to a 2-1 win, their third straight. 

"It was a special day and one I'll remember for awhile," Pominville said. 

The goal was as memorable for the skill displayed as it was for what it meant to Pominville in his return to Buffalo, the only team he played for before being traded to the Wild in April. 

Jared Spurgeon started the coast-to-coast play with Ryan Suter. The seventh pass of the quick trip up the ice resulted in the puck resting briefly on Pominville's stick. He put away Mikko Koivu's feed, the last of three give-and-gos, top shelf. 

It was the type of rush that coaches draw up, but that rarely go so smoothly. 

"It's been awhile since I've seen a play like that," Kyle Brodziak, who scored the game's first goal said. "That was a thing of beauty." 

It was a strange day for Pominville, he admitted. It started when he took a left into the arena rather than a right, only to end up in a visitor's locker room he hadn't seen in his eight seasons with the Sabres. 

He looked up into the rafters at the morning skate, "at all we accomplished here," and the day never felt normal. Coach Mike Yeo started Pominville and the second line because, as Yeo said, "It's a big day for him, which means it's a big day for us." 

The Wild entered Monday night with the fifth-best power-play percentage in the league. Their 30.4 conversion clip improved Monday night. Pominville's goal with one second remaining on the power play improved their numbers. 

It was Pominville's second power-play goal. 

"The main thing is that we stay on the gas with it," Yeo said. "This is a big road trip for us and we have another big test tomorrow so I think when we're at our best we come into games desperate and hungry and it's no different for the power play." 

But there was no hiding the one to whom the day belonged, even with Jonas Brodin playing one of his best games and Josh Harding once again allowing just one goal. 

Monday night was Pominville's night and there was no more appropriate way for it to end. 

"We're very happy for him," Yeo said. "He's a guy that brings so much to our team, so much to the locker room, and he's a guy that you just want to go out and help him." 

Pominville never spent much time downtown during his long tenure with Buffalo. So the magnitude of his homecoming didn't hit until he arrived at the arena. There was little time for chit-chat with former teammates. 

He was introduced to a nice ovation from the Buffalo faithful and had a couple of early chances that he couldn't put away. 

None of that mattered, though, when Pominville scored the game-winner with 10 seconds to go in the second period. 

"I was pretty happy," he said. "I think I missed a couple early. Jhonas (Enroth) made a couple nice saves, but I've got to say I was pretty happy about that one." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Thomas Vanek remembers driving his good friend and former neighbor Jason Pominville to the airport the morning after Pominville was traded to the Minnesota Wild in April. 

Pominville was "kind of in shock," Vanek said. But Vanek wasn't. Not much surprises the former Gophers star anymore. 

Vanek becomes an unrestricted free agent at the end of the season, and already he is being linked to the Wild and his offseason home in Minnesota. He loved his time at the University of Minnesota, where he met his wife, and certainly he has heard talk of his chances of returning to the Twin Cities. 

But as he plays what could be his final season with the Sabres, a team in rebuilding mode, Vanek remembers the advice he got from former teammates Chris Drury and Mike Grier, who told him, "Enjoy your time wherever you are because you don't know when it's going to end." 

He said that's exactly what he told Pominville on their trip to the airport in April. 

But unlike Pominville, Vanek's choice of where he ends up will be his own. He told the Buffalo media before the season that he would be interested in re-signing with the Sabres if their well-documented rebuilding phase was going to result in a quick turnaround. If not, he planned to keep his options open. 

The Sabres entered Monday night's game against the Wild with an 0-5-1 record -- and just six goals in six games. 

"We saw this was obviously coming," Vanek said of the rebuilding. "It's still frustrating to lose. I think we're all competitive here. In this situation, it's still hard not to win games. Overall, we're young. That's not an excuse; that's just a fact." 

Vanek is the natural goal scorer the Wild currently lacks. He has scored at least 32 goals in four of his eight NHL seasons and would seem an obvious fit to replace Dany Heatley, whose contract expires at the end of the season. 

But the Wild also must leave themselves the cap space to re-sign young players such as Jonas Brodin, Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund. All three players' contracts expire at the end of the 2014-15 season. 

"I think the media and outside people always have an opinion, just like I have my own opinion," Vanek said. "That's fine. I've said it all along: Right now, I'm not ready (to make a decision.)" 

Pominville was Buffalo's captain before he was traded. Vanek, who spends his summers in Stillwater, and Steve Ott serve as co-captains this season. 

Because of that, Vanek's role has expanded beyond that of first-line goal-scorer. 

"I think everybody in our organization and in that room looks up to him," Sabres coach Ron Rolston said. "And I think this year he's been more vocal with the younger guys and more of a presence in the room, helping and leading those guys. So I think that's been important from his side of things and also that those young guys are looking up to that." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Jason Pominville has been to the First Niagara Center, the Buffalo Sabres' home arena, a few hundred times. 

But on Sunday, as he recounted the path he took to the locker room countless times during his eight seasons in Buffalo, he stopped himself. 

"I don't think I've ever been in the visitor's locker room," he said. 

The former Buffalo captain was shipped to the Wild at the trade deadline last season and recently signed a five-year extension in Minnesota. On Sunday, though, a day before the Wild face the winless Sabres and seek their third straight victory, Pominville will take on his former team for the first time. 

"It'll be interesting," he said. "I'm just happy we get to get it out of the way early." 

Monday night's game kicks off a four-game road trip for the Wild, who also face Toronto, Tampa Bay and the Florida Panthers. 

On long road trips, Wild coach Mike Yeo places an additional emphasis on the first game to set a tone. 

"I look at that Buffalo game as an important one for us," he said. "We've got to get our first (road) win. I always look at that first game of the road trip as an important game. And this one is the first game of three in four (days). We have a large stretch coming up." 

After failing to record a win in their first three games, Yeo shuffled every line and defensive pairing with the exception of Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin on the blue line. Good results followed. 

The Wild come into Buffalo riding a two-game winning streak after beating up on Winnipeg and Dallas in St. Paul. But under Yeo, the Wild haven't been good against the Eastern Conference. 

"We're going there to win the game and focus on what we have to do," Pominville said. "I'll enjoy the moment, but we have business to take care of." 

Pominville was moved from the top line to the second line last week in an attempt to create secondary scoring. Dany Heatley and Mikael Granlund didn't score in two games together, but Granlund played well alongside Pominville. 

The Wild have made it clear that they need Heatley to get involved in the scoring, which has become part of Pominville's role on that line. 

"I want to try to help those guys out and provide them with what I bring to the table," Pominville said. "We might not have gotten rewarded with any goals, but we've had good looks and haven't put ourselves in trouble defensively." 

The Sabres are a far cry from the 2005-06 and 2006-07 teams that advanced to the conference finals as Pominville was breaking onto the scene. 

They are one of two winless teams in the NHL (the other is New Jersey) and have scored just six goals in six games. After trading Pominville and firing longtime head coach Lindy Ruff, they're in rebuilding mode, which likely means former University of Minnesota forward Thomas Vanek, an unrestricted free agent after this season, won't return to Buffalo next season. The Wild are a possible destination for Vanek, where he would be reunited with good friend Pominville. 

Even so, Ruff said, the Wild should be happy with the player they already have. 

"I really felt (Pominville was) our best all-around player," said Ruff, who now coaches the Dallas Stars. "He's a guy that did all the right things. ... Those players are hard to come by. You never have to challenge him to work. He's an ultimate pro, and he's going to be consistent from year to year, which is really all you can ask." 

Pominville said it will be a weird day for him, playing against the team he captained for most of last season -- and that's only after he finds the visitor's locker room. 

"That's going to be the weird part about it, having to compete with all those guys I know really well," Pominville said. "It's part of the game, and that day was to come eventually." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild's Dumba has nights he'll sit and learn

 Article by: MICHAEL RUSSO , Star Tribune 

 Updated: October 17, 2013 - 6:34 AM

The 19-year-old defenseman has a lot to learn about the NHL game.

TAMPA, Fla. – If Matt Dumba is going to stick around the Wild this season, the rookie defenseman — and Wild fans — will have to understand there might be times when he is pulled from the lineup to take a step back, reflect and learn.

That’s what happened Tuesday in Toronto.

He had a rough game the night before in Buffalo, so instead of playing him in the bright lights of the center of the hockey universe, the Wild decided it would be best for Dumba to watch video, spend time on the ice with the assistant coaches and watch the Wild play the Maple Leafs from atop the arena.

“Like every young player, there are ups and downs in their play and that comes with playing in the best league in the world,” General Manager Chuck Fletcher said. “I would say, for the most part, he’s played well. [Assistant coach] Rick [Wilson] is a really good coach for these young defensemen and not just Matt, but all of them. Rick’s got a really good feel for how to use Matt and build him up and help him get his confidence but yet also protect him in terms of how we best utilize him.”

Dumba is 19, so Fletcher said he is unsure “he’s an every-night player right now,” and that’s completely up to Wilson and coach Mike Yeo to make those decisions.

Yeo hasn’t confirmed if Dumba will be back in the Wild’s lineup Thursday night against the Tampa Bay Lightning. Dumba has been scratched three times.

“It’s something you’ve got to go through. It’s a process,” Dumba said. “I think every player has done it at one point or another in their career. I just have to keep a positive mind, work hard and do whatever’s asked from me.”

Because of Dumba’s age, he cannot play for the Iowa Wild in the American Hockey League. He either had to stay with the Wild or return to his junior team, Red Deer of the Western Hockey League.

Wild best place now

“We’ve made the determination that for the early part of the season, it makes more sense to have him here,” Fletcher said. “Whether he’s playing or even just practicing and working with Rick Wilson every day and being around NHL players, we feel that will be better for his development than playing a full season in the WHL against younger kids.

“Now at some point in time, his ice time has to be at a high enough level to justify being here for a whole season, but certainly for the early part of this season, we think it makes sense for our team and for him to be here. We want to win this year, so he’s got to help us on the ice and in turn we have to make sure it’s helping his development.”

Dumba, drafted seventh overall in the 2012 draft, has played four games. He scored his first career goal in Saturday’s win over Dallas.

The Wild can return Dumba to Red Deer at any point this season, but if he plays in 10 games, the first of his three-year contract is burned. If he plays in 41, that would count as a year toward his eventual unrestricted free agency (seven years).

After Dumba plays in his ninth game, Fletcher will meet with assistant GM Brent Flahr and the coaching staff to determine what’s best for Dumba — staying or returning to Red Deer. However, Fletcher said, “Nine games for me has never been a major issue. Obviously it triggers a year of the contract, but if he’s helping us, nine games is not the end all be all.”

Looking back, Fletcher also said he wasn’t afraid to go past the nine-game threshold with forward Brett Bulmer, a 2010 second-round pick, two seasons ago. After Bulmer played in his ninth game though, he was returned to Kelowna.

With Dumba, Fletcher said, “There might be a reason to go beyond that from a developmental standpoint or maybe he’s helping our team and we make that decision we’ll burn the year of his contract to get the benefits of having him here. We don’t know what our injury situation will look like, how well he’s playing. I’m not afraid to go by [nine games] at all.

“The strengths of his game are things we need and probably every team needs. He shoots the puck, he skates well, he passes the puck well and he’s a very good competitor.”

Gropp decides to join Thunderbirds
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Ryan Gropp, pictured in action with the Penticton Vees, has decided to join the WHL’s Seattle Thunderbirds.

October 16, 2013  

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

Ryan Gropp has decided to go to the WHL after all.

Gropp, a Kamloops native, will join the Seattle Thunderbirds this morning, but he won't play in tonight's game against the Kamloops Blazers at Interior Savings Centre. The 17-year-old left winger had been with the BCHL's Penticton Vees, and had committed to attend the U of North Dakota in the fall of 2014.

Players changing their minds on which route to go - NCAA vs. the WHL - isn't anything new, but Gropp's timing is somewhat unusual. It was only three months ago that he had declared UND his destination, and he spent the first month of the season with the Vees.

Gropp said there wasn't any one reason for the change of heart.

"This is something I've always wanted to do, and it's where my heart is," Gropp said Tuesday. "It's pretty exciting, I'm looking forward to it."

The T-Birds selected Gropp in the first round, sixth overall, of the 2011 WHL bantam draft. He didn't join the team as a 16-year-old, opting instead to play in Penticton, and decided over the summer to go the college route.

Seattle, meanwhile, has had an excellent start to the season, winning eight of its first 10 games to sit first overall in the WHL. The Thunderbirds are led by Mathew Barzal, the No. 1 pick in the 2012 bantam draft who has 14 points in his first 10 games.

Gropp said he has been in contact with Barzal and Joe Hicketts, a Kamloops native now in his second season with the Victoria Royals.

"Yeah, a little - I'm good friends with both of them," Gropp said. "Talking with Matt, he was telling me what it's like down there (in Seattle)."

The T-Birds are getting a strong player in Gropp who, because of a late birthday, won't be eligible for the NHL draft until 2015. Gropp played in 50 games with the Vees last season, picking up 31 points, including 12 goals. Through 10 games this season, he had three goals and five assists.

Gropp actually moved to Penticton to play hockey in 2011, when he and Hicketts joined the Okanagan Hockey Academy.

"It was 2½ years - I spent a lot of time here," Gropp said. "It's sad to leave."

Gropp is planning to leave Penticton this morning, and will join the Thunderbirds in Kamloops.

Because of paperwork issues involved with playing for a team based in the U.S., Gropp can't play in tonight's game, and might not even make it into the lineup until next week.

"I'm not too sure on a timeline," Gropp said. "I'm hoping it will be done after the weekend."

Gropp will head to Seattle with the Thunderbirds after tonight's game. The T-Birds are scheduled to play host to the Prince George Cougars on Friday and the Swift Current Broncos on Saturday.

"There's definitely a lot of excitement, but also (some) nerves," Gropp said. "It's a new league, a new challenge. But I'm definitely looking forward to it."

Tonight's game is scheduled for 7 o'clock.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca
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Blazers hope to keep offence rolling
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October 16, 2013  

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

The Kamloops Blazers are hoping their recent offensive revival continues into tonight.

The Blazers are scheduled to play host to the Seattle Thunderbirds at Interior Savings Centre at 7 o'clock. It will be the last Blazers' home game for a while, with the team heading out on the road on the weekend before playing host to the Everett Silvertips on Oct. 26.

The Blazers had struggled offensively early in the season, scoring only 17 goals in their first eight games. The offence came to life on the weekend, scoring 11 goals in two games.

Kamloops lost 7-4 to the Winterhawks in Portland on Saturday, before topping the Lethbridge Hurricanes 7-1 at ISC on Monday.

But the Blazers will be facing a tougher opponent tonight than it did Monday.

The Hurricanes, 1-8-1, have lost six straight and sit last in the WHL. They have been outscored 15-4 in losing the first three games of a B.C. trip.

The T-Birds are on the opposite end of the spectrum, their 8-2-0 recording leaving them first overall. Seattle has won five straight and has scored 42 goals, tied for most in the WHL with the Winterhawks.

The Blazers are feeling more confident offensively. Early in the season, Kamloops players struggled to get used to playing in different situations, like on the power play.

"I know guys like myself and (Josh) Connolly, we didn't play power play too much last year," said 19-year-old forward Chase Souto, who has scored six goals in his last four games, after Monday's victory. "We did get a little (time) but now that we're getting ?more used to playing with guys like (Tim) Bozon and (Cole) Ully, it's starting to click."

? ? ?

Through 10 games of this season, the Blazers leading scorer is . . . Josh Connolly?

Yes, it's true - the second-year defenceman has 10 points. That is four more than the Prince George native picked up in 53 games last season.

Ully is second in team scoring with eight points in eight games. He missed two games due to a WHL suspension.

Connolly's seven assists also are a team high. Souto leads the way with six goals. Sam Grist's 39 penalty minutes are most on the Blazers, as well as the WHL.

? ? ?

Two more Blazers prospects were named to the U16 Western Canada Challenge Cup, which is scheduled for Oct. 31 to Nov. 3 in Calgary.

Forwards Quinn Benjafield and Jake Kryski have been named to Team B.C. for the event. Kamloops selected Benjafield in the first round of the 2013 bantam draft, while Kryski also was a first-rounder - the Prince Albert Raiders selected him, then sent him to Kamloops as part of the Cole Cheveldave trade.

Both players are in the B.C. Major Midget League, Benjafield with the Vancouver Northwest Giants, Kryski with the Okanagan Rockets in Kelowna.

Three other Blazers prospects were previously named to the Cup - forward Jermaine Loewen of Arborg will suit up for Team Manitoba, while forward Garrett Pilon of Saskatoon and defenceman Dawson Davidson of Moosomin were selected for Team Saskatchewan.

Also on the roster is Thompson Blazers goaltender Daniel Toews. Toews is originally from Chase, and played for the Jardine's Blazers bantams in 2012-13.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca
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Tim Bozon of the Kamloops Blazers puts the puck by Seattle Thunderbirds goaltender Justin Myles on a breakaway during Wednesday night's game at Interior Savings Centre. The Blazers picked up the victory, 3-1.

October 17, 2013  

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

Facing a first-place team featuring a Bear and a Wolf didn't seem to faze the Kamloops Blazers on Wednesday night.

The Blazers knocked off the Seattle Thunderbirds 3-1 at Interior Savings Centre, Kamloops' second-straight victory following four losses in a row. The Blazers, now 4-7-0, are on the road next, playing the Giants in Vancouver on Friday before heading to Everett for a Saturday contest with the Silvertips.

The Thunderbirds came into the game first in the WHL at 8-2-0. Their lineup also features the scarily-named Kevin Wolf and Ethan Bear, along with Mathew Barzal, the first overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft who has been on fire in his first WHL season.

None of this seemed to bother the Blazers, who skated stride for stride with the T-Birds in what was an even first period.

A nifty rush by Barzal - in which he snuck through three Blazers en route to getting a shot off - led to the T-Birds' goal, which Shea Theodore potted on a shot from the point. That goal, 3:13 into the game on the power play, was as good as it got for the Thunderbirds.

Tim Bozon scored an unassisted goal to tie the game at the 11:53 mark. The Thunderbirds cleanly won a draw in the Kamloops zone - but there was no one at the right point to receive the puck. Bozon swooped in on a breakaway and tied the game.

The T-Birds came out of the dressing room on fire to start the second period, getting four shots on Kamloops goaltender Bolton Pouliot in the first 48 seconds. But a nifty bit of work by Blazers forwards Tyson Ness and Chase Souto about five minutes later led to Ness hitting a post, and the tide had turned.

Bozon scored on a 2-on-1 with 4:13 to go in the second period, before Souto got a breakaway of his own and made it 3-1 only two minutes later.

If the Thunderbirds were ever going to get back in this one, it would have been in the dying stages of the second period and early part of the third period, when the Blazers took penalty after penalty, giving Seattle a power play for 5:45, including 1:25 of five-on-three. But the Kamloops penalty kill, which went 7-for-8, held, and so did the Blazers.

Kamloops gets full marks for the victory, playing tough against a very good team. Pouliot was excellent again, making 31 saves, six more than Seattle's Justin Myles.

JUST NOTES: Attendance was 3,827. . . . The Daily News' Three Stars: 1. Kamloops D Sam Grist: Held Barzal and Co. in check; 2. Bozon: A couple of nice goals; 3. Seattle F Justin Hickman: solid playing alongside Barzal. . . . F Ryan Gropp, who decided to join the Thunderbirds on Tuesday, didn't play Wednesday. Gropp left the BCHL's Penticton Vees to play with the Thunderbirds. . . . The Blazers' next home game is scheduled for Oct. 26 against Everett.

Blazers blow out Hurricanes
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Cole Ully (21) of the Kamloops Blazers loses a faceoff to Tyler Wong (5) of the Lethbridge Hurricanes during Monday afternoon’s 7-1 victory at Interior Savings Centre.

October 15, 2013  

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

It was an offensive explosion the likes of which the Kamloops Blazers hadn't seen this season, and it was a little mystifying even to the players.

The Blazers knocked off the Lethbridge Hurricanes 7-1 in a Monday afternoon WHL game at Interior Savings Centre. Kamloops (3-7-0) is back at it Wednesday, 7 p.m., when the Seattle Thunderbirds come to town.

The Blazers caught a struggling team having an off-night, and took full advantage, scoring four goals in the second period and three more in the third. Before Monday, the Blazers hadn't scored more than two goals in a period all season.

It was a little hard to keep track of all the goals, especially considering Kamloops had scored seven goals - total - over its previous four games.

"It feels good being able to put up six goals like that . . . was it six or seven?" said Blazers forward Tyson Ness, who had two assists in the victory. "Seven! That brings everyone's confidence up . . . we know we can score goals, it's just a matter of doing it."

The Blazers knew they would eventually break out of the offensive slump that had befallen the club early in the season. According to head coach Dave Hunchak, the turnaround began in Friday's 4-1 loss to the host Tri-City Americans, and continued in Saturday's 7-4 loss to the Winterhawks in Portland.

"That game in Tri-City, we produced more as well," Hunchak said. "Tonight we were over 25 scoring chances for, which is a real good stat, but we kept the scoring chances against to under 15."

The victory snapped a four-game losing streak, while sending Lethbridge to its sixth straight loss.

Whether this is simply a temporary revival remains to be seen, but the Blazers looked like an offensive powerhouse on Monday, scoring all different types of goals in all different situations.

The team's power play, which had only scored three goals in 34 tries this season, went 3-for-6. The penalty kill also scored a goal - Aspen Sterzer striking shorthanded in the second period - giving it three on the season.

"We're getting pucks to the net and we're playing more simple hockey," said 20-year-old Chase Souto, who had a goal in the victory, giving him six over the past four games. "The last few games, it didn't pay off, but we got a few more goals and we needed the confidence boost."

As much as the Hurricanes struggled, the Blazers didn't score any cheap goals. Sterzer ended up with a pair, with Cole Ully, Aaron Macklin, Josh Connolly, Souto and Landon Cross also scoring. A number of players hit the scoresheet, with Tim Bozon, Mitch Lipon and Nick Chyzowski each recording two assists, and Nathan Looysen picking up an assist, his first in the WHL.

"A lot of things started to go our way tonight," Ness said. "Our flow, we seemed to have a lot of flow in the offensive zone. We were cycling well, and everyone was on the same page."

Hunchak has been juggling lines all season, and may have found a decent one with Ully playing between Sterzer and Bozon. That leaves captain Matt Needham between Souto and Ness, another line that appears to have potential.

"Guys will continue to get opportunities when they earn them," Hunchak said. "Aspen got an opportunity tonight, and certainly garners himself another opportunity on Wednesday."

Bolton Pouliot made 26 saves for the Blazers.

Giorgio Estephan scored a second-period power-play goal for Lethbridge. The Blazers scored four goals on 18 shots on starter Corbin Boes, then put three more on 21 shots past Chris Tai.

On Saturday, Portland scored five second-period goals and won going away. Derrick Pouliot, with two, Chase De Leo, Adam Rossignol, Alex Schoenborn, Oliver Bjorkstrand and Brendan Leipsic scored for the Winterhawks.

Souto had two more goals for the Blazers, with Ully and Sterzer also tallying. Taran Kozun started in goal, but was pulled after allowing five goals on 29 shots. Bolton Pouliot replaced him, stopping 12 of 13 shots.

JUST NOTES: Attendance on Monday was 4,008. . . . Connolly had four assists in the Portland game. . . . The Daily News' Three Stars (Monday): 1. Ness: two assists, should have had a few goals, too; 2. Cross: Looked like Bobby Orr on his goal; 3. Souto: Playing hard, playing smart. . . . Blazers F Joe Kornelsen left Monday's game with what appeared to be a leg injury. . . . After Wednesday, the Blazers will be back on the road to play the Giants in Vancouver on Friday and the Silvertips in Everett on Saturday. . . . The Blazers held a skate with members of the public after the game. . . . Former Blazers D Brad Lukowich is in his first season as an assistant coach with the Hurricanes.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca

Kamloops Blazers come up short against Tri-City Americans
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- Justin Marreck (19) of the Tri-City Americans tries to get the puck on Taran Kozun (41) of the Kamloops Blazers as Jordan Thomson (5) chases behind during Tuesday’s WHL game at Interior Savings Centre. The Americans emerged victorious, winning 3-2. - Keith Anderson 

Keith Anderson

Justin Marreck (19) of the Tri-City Americans tries to get the puck on Taran Kozun (41) of the Kamloops Blazers as Jordan Thomson (5) chases behind during Tuesday’s WHL game at Interior Savings Centre. The Americans emerged victorious, winning 3-2.

October 9, 2013  

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

It took less than three minutes for the Tri-City Americans to spoil a solid effort for the Kamloops Blazers on Tuesday.

The Blazers lost 3-2 to the Americans in a WHL game at Interior Savings Centre. The loss dropped Kamloops to 2-5-0, while Tri-City improved to 3-5-1.

This one turned on a dime late in the second period, when Tri-City's Philip Tot found himself alone in front of Kamloops goaltender Taran Kozun. Tot buried the puck to break a 1-1 tie. Two-and-a-half minutes later, the Americans were ahead 3-1, enough of a cushion to hold off the hard-charging Blazers.

The sad part for the Blazers is that they carried the play for much of the second period, starting with an efficient kill of a long Tri-City power play at the start.

"We did a lot of great things tonight," said Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak. "I can't fault our effort, I can't fault a lot of the things we did - we just did not get it done tonight."

In contrast to Saturday's 3-0 loss to the visiting Prince George Cougars, the Blazers worked their tails off against the Americans, a rebuilding team in the same situation as Kamloops.

For the first time this season, the Blazers managed 30 shots on goal - they got 32, two more than the Americans. Even then, Kamloops didn't generate enough scoring opportunities.

"We're right in games, we need to find ways to get over the hump," Hunchak said. "I think it's really important that we continue to stay the path. . . . We need to generate more and we need to generate secondary opportunities."

The quality chances the Blazers got, for the most part, were stymied by Americans goaltender Eric Comrie. The 18-year-old native of Newport Beach, Calif., was the biggest reason the Blazers didn't collect two points, playing an excellent game.

"You could say that every night he plays," said Americans head coach Jim Hiller. "He really is an elite goalie, and he's consistent. He often makes difficult saves look easy, so he probably played even better than we all believe."

Lucas Nickles, a 19-year-old Salmon Arm native, had a goal and an assist for the Americans. He spent a season with the Thompson Blazers, often playing home games at ISC.

He had a mini cheering section in the stands, comprising his immediate family, which drove the 108 kilometres from Salmon Arm.

And his goal came on a play that was almost contrary to the scoring woes of the Americans, who came into the game having scored a total of five goals in their past four games, and only one on the first two games of this road trip.

Skating on a 2-on-2 rush early in the first period, Nickles fired a low shot from the top of the circle that managed to get under Kozun.

"It was nice to see that one go in," Nickles said. "Sometimes the bounces go your way."

The Blazers controlled the rest of the first period, with Chase Souto tying things up, before keeping up the pressure in the first 17 minutes of the second.

Then Tot scored, the Blazers took a penalty, and Marcus Messier made it 3-1 with 18 seconds left in the second period.

It was game over from there, despite the Blazers rallying in the third period.

Souto made it 3-2 with 7:43 remaining, but Comrie shut the door.

"The one thing that is disheartening . . . we (gave) up a limited amount of scoring chances, but we didn't generate enough tonight," Hunchak said. "We have to find ways to generate offence."

The Blazers will hit the road for their next two games, with a rematch against the Americans in Kennewick on Friday, before a Saturday game against the host Portland Winterhawks. Kamloops' next home game is Monday, 2 p.m., against the Lethbridge Hurricanes.

JUST NOTES: Attendance was 3,626. . . . The Blazers were 0-for-2 on the power play, and now are 2-for-26 on the season. . . . Tri-City was 1-for-6 with the man advantage. . . . The Daily News' Three Stars: 1. Comrie: Stole the show; 2. Nickles: Rewarded for a lot of hard work; 3. Blazers F Cole Ully: two assists in return from suspension. . . . Craig Berube, a former Kamloops junior, made his NHL head-coaching debut Tuesday as the Philadelphia Flyers beat the visiting Florida Panthers 2-1. Berube, 47, played four games with the junior Oilers in 1982-83, and played 32 more with the Blazers in 1985-86. In his 36 games in Kamloops, Berube scored 17 goals, assisted on 14 others and picked up 119 penalty minutes.
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Kamloops Blazers trim roster to 23, reassign Tristan Sieben and Devin Oakes

           Comments  

October 8, 2013  

The Kamloops Blazers trimmed their roster to 23 players on Monday, sending Tristan Sieben to the AJHL and Devin Oakes to the BCHL. 

The 19-year-old Sieben, who was acquired from the Vancouver Giants in September, recorded zero points in six games with the Blazers. He was brought in to give the team an older look up front and push the young squad. Sieben has not played in the AJHL since 2010-11.

Oakes, an 18-year-old forward out of Prince Rupert, played only two games with the Blazers this season and was held off the scoresheet. He spent 2012-13 with the junior B Kamloops Storm. 

The moves leave Kamloops with 14 forwards, seven defencemen and two goaltenders. 

The Blazers are expected to have everyone available tonight, as Cole Ully will return to the lineup for the Blazers’ WHL game against the Tri-City Americans.

Ully, an 18-year-old forward, sat out the Blazers’ weekend contests as he served a two-game WHL suspension. He was punished for a checking from behind major and game misconduct he took in a 3-1 loss to the host Prince George Cougars on Sept. 28.

In his absence, the Blazers split a pair of home games, beating the Victoria Royals 4-3 on Friday and losing 3-0 to the Cougars on Saturday.

Tuesday night’s game, at Interior Saving Centre, is scheduled for 7 o’clock.

The Blazers struggled to get anything going offensively against Prince George on Saturday, so the return of Ully, a 2012 fifth-round pick of the Dallas Stars, should help. In four games this season, Ully has scored two goals.

Kamloops has split the past two weekends after being swept by the Kelowna Rockets to start the season. The Blazers are 2-4-0, going 1-2-0 on the road and at home.

Tuesday night’s game will feature two playoffs teams from 2012-13 who are off to slow starts this season. The Blazers, who finished third in the Western Conference in 2012-13, are ninth in the 10-team conference, while Tri-City, the West’s No. 5 seed last season, is 2-5-1, and eighth.

The Blazers will head to Kennewick to play the Americans on Friday, before taking on the Winterhawks in Portland on Saturday. That will be the first meeting between the Blazers and Winterhawks since Portland eliminated Kamloops in the Western Conference final while on their way to the WHL title last season. 

The Blazers will return to ISC for a Thanksgiving matinee with the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Monday.

Prince George Cougars outwork, outlast Kamloops Blazers
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- Raymond Grewal (29) of the Prince George Cougars tries to get his stick on a loose puck in front of PG goaltender Ty Edmonds (35) with Aspen Sterzer (11) of the Kamloops Blazers hoping to capitalize. - Murray Mitchell 

Murray Mitchell

Raymond Grewal (29) of the Prince George Cougars tries to get his stick on a loose puck in front of PG goaltender Ty Edmonds (35) with Aspen Sterzer (11) of the Kamloops Blazers hoping to capitalize.
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October 7, 2013  

By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

The Kamloops Blazers are two games into the first busy stretch of their WHL schedule.

They appeared to be preserving their energy on Saturday.

The Blazers lost 3-0 to the Prince George Cougars at Interior Savings Centre to fall to 2-4-0. Kamloops, which had used a dazzling effort to beat the Victoria Royals 4-3 on Friday, is at home to the Tri-City Americans on Tuesday.

That game will be the Blazers' third in a nine-games-in-16-days stretch, the first real endurance test of this season. Expect a fresh Blazers squad in that one, as the team was the definition of lackadaisical on Saturday.

"Our work ethic wasn't very good tonight," understated Blazers associate coach Mark Ferner, who faced the media in place of head coach Dave Hunchak. "The first guy was on the puck but the second and third guys just weren't around.

"It's unfortunate - a team comes in here and basically outworks us."

Ty Edmonds turned aside 27 shots for his second shutout of the season but, even then, he didn't have to do too much for this one. The Blazers maybe had two quality scoring chances in the first two periods, before getting a couple late.

"Tonight, I think the dealbreaker was the work ethic from our team," said Blazers forward Aspen Sterzer. "I'm not going to make excuses for this. . . . The older guys have to be better and lead the way, and I just don't think we were tonight."

Perhaps making Kamloops' poor effort so obvious was the work of the Cougars, who played the perfect road game. They stifled the Blazers' attack, stayed out of trouble and got their struggling power play working, at least once.

The Cougars' power play came into the game last in the WHL at eight per cent (3-for-37). Their first goal came with the man advantage, when Jansen Harkins scored on a goalmouth scramble early in the second period. Prince George was 1-for-4 on the power play, which used a simple strategy: Shoot . . . lots.

"I think we had about 20 attempts to shoot on net (on the power play) and I think seven or eight of them hit the net, plus we scored a goal," said Cougars centre Zach Pochiro, who added an empty-netter with 1:19 remaining. "It ended up working out well."

The Cougars travelled down to Kamloops on Saturday morning, but showed no signs of fatigue once the puck dropped.

"It's tough coming up on game day," Pochiro said. "You get up around nine, get on the bus at 10:30, you're on it for six hours and, boom, you play a game. Our younger guys have never done that before, but they did well."

The Cougars defenders did a nice job of keeping the Blazers to the outside. Kamloops forwards were able to get into the zone on the forecheck, but couldn't establish possession once the first forward won a battle.

"We're getting pucks deep, but we're giving their D-men time and space," Sterzer said. "We have guys sitting back, not jumping on pucks and making things happen."

Jordan Tkatch scored the other Prince George goal.

The Blazers have been up-and-down early in this season, but Saturday's was the first game in which the effort simply wasn't there.

There's not a lot of time, but Ferner said the coaches would be preaching "the simplicity of our systems" ahead of Tuesday's game.

"North and south, getting lines, getting pucks deep and working," he added. "There's no substitute for that."

JUST NOTES: Attendance was 4,196. . . . Tuesday's game, at Interior Savings Centre, will start at 7 p.m. . . . The Daily News' Three Stars: 1. Pochiro: Always has the puck; 2. Edmonds: Easy night, solid night; 3. Sterzer: Skated hard and hit harder. . . . G Bolton Pouliot, making his second straight start for the Blazers, was good again, allowing two goals on 30 shots. . . . Prince George F Chase Witala had two assists. . . . The Blazers were 0-for-5 on the power play and now are 2-for-24 this season, leaving them last in the WHL. . . . Harkins, the son of former NHLer Todd Harkins, who now is the Cougars' head scout and director of player personnel, was the second overall selection in the 2012 WHL bantam draft.
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Bozon busts slump, Blazers beat Royals
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By MARK HUNTER

Daily News Sports Reporter

The Kamloops Blazers' starting goaltender for Friday's game against the Victoria Royals was a closely-guarded secret - but only from the goaltender himself.

Bolton Pouliot made 30 saves as the Blazers defeated the Royals 4-3 at Interior Savings Centre. Pouliot was solid in recording his first victory since the Blazers acquired the 19-year-old Calgary native from the Red Deer Rebels on Sept. 9.

In the time Pouliot has been in Kamloops, the Blazers have gotten used to some of his interesting traits. For one, Pouliot doesn't like to know beforehand that he is starting in goal - he prefers to learn as close to puck drop as possible.

Generally, a goaltender will be told that he is starting a day or two before a game. Pouliot found out yesterday morning that he would be playing.

"He's a guy who's maybe a little superstitious," said Blazers head coach Dave Hunchak. "He doesn't like to know too far in advance, he just likes to play. I think he did the job tonight."

The Rebels found ways to get the best out of Pouliot. In one case, when Pouliot made 37 saves in a 3-2 victory over the host Blazers on Feb. 17, 2012, Red Deer head coach Jesse Wallin had the other goaltender, Deven Dubyk, pretend to be injured in warm-up so Pouliot wouldn't know he was starting until the absolute last second.

"What I do is I think. I think waaaaay too much," Pouliot said. "By the time I get to the game, I'm tired, mentally drained."

Pouliot was solid and in control Friday, saving his best for a 14-save third period. The Royals' biggest damage came in the second, when Logan Nelson and hometown boy Joe Hicketts scored power-play goals four minutes apart.

The Blazers had worked their way to a 2-0 victory after a solid first period, then flushed it away with back-to-back penalties early in the second. Hunchak punished the team in practice for last weekend's penalties, which numbered 14 in a split with the host Prince George Cougars.

The Blazers gave up seven power plays Friday.

"Some questionable calls with some of the penalties, and that's where we gave up the majority of the shots, on the power play," Hunchak said. "We've got to continue to clean that up."

Austin Carroll scored the Royals' other goal.

Tyson Ness scored twice for the Blazers, and Aaron Macklin and Tim Bozon also struck.

Bozon's goal was his first of the season, ending a notable drought for a two-time 36-goal-scorer. He did it in spectacular fashion, blocking a Brandon Magee shot and racing down ice to beat Patrik Polivka on a shorthanded breakaway.

The goal, with 7:38 remaining, came not long after the Blazers killed off a 75-second 5-on-3 and broke a 3-3 tie.

"Last year and two years ago, I didn't play (penalty kill)," Bozon said. "I said I wanted to play PK this year, and that's a big part of that game - if you want to be a PK guy, you've got to block shots."

It was only fitting that the winning goal came after a blocked shot - the Blazers blocked a bunch in this one. It didn't matter if it was Matt Needham or Macklin, Bozon or Ryan Rehill, the Blazers were getting in the way.

"The team really helped me out tonight," Pouliot said. "The guys were blocking shots, they put four in the back of the net. That's a big game for us."

JUST NOTES: The Blazers are at home to the Cougars tonight, 7 o'clock, at ISC. . . . Attendance was 4,516. . . . Friday's referees were Dexter Rasmussen and Tyler Adair. Rasmussen, a Kamloopsian, is a first-year WHL referee, and was working his first game in Kamloops. . . . The Daily News' Three Stars: 1. Ness: Came up big; 2. Hicketts: This guy is everywhere; 3. Bozon: rewarded for hard work. . . . Blazers F Cole Ully sat out Game 1 of a two-game WHL suspension he received for a checking-from-behind major and game misconduct he took in Saturday's 3-1 loss in Prince George. He won't play tonight. . . . F JC Lipon and F Colin Smith, both still eligible to return to the Blazers, made their AHL debuts on Friday. Smith was held off the scoresheet as the Lake Erie Monsters lost 5-2 to the visiting Abbotsford Heat. Lipon scored as the St. John's Ice Caps lost 4-3 to the visiting Providence Bruins. Also scoring his first AHL goal for St. John's was Adam Lowry, the son of Royals head coach Dave Lowry.

? ? ?

Saskatchewan and Manitoba named their squads for the Western Canadian under-16 Hockey Challenge on Friday, and three Blazers draft picks got the call.

D Dawson Davidson of Moosomin and F Garrett Pilon of Saskatoon were named to the Saskatchewan team, while F Jermaine Loewen of Arborg will suit up for Manitoba. All three players were picked by the Blazers in the 2013 bantam draft, Loewen and Davidson in the third round, Pilon in the seventh.

The Challenge is scheduled for Oct. 31 to Nov. 3 in Calgary, and the Alberta and B.C. teams will be named in the coming days.

mhunter@kamloopsnews.ca

NHL Draft 2014 Finnish Players 

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

I Think it's time to start speculating how many finnish players are going to get drafted and in what order.

Top dogs seem to be:

Kasperi Kapanen F

Julius Honka D

Kaapo Kähkönen G

Alex Lintuniemi D 

Seems pretty bad year for Finns, but everything can still change 

Give us your input
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JJTT 

Registered User

Join Date: Jan 2013

Location: Oulu

Country: Finland

Posts: 1,007 

vCash: 500  Some other forwards who has a change to get drafted:

Teemu Lämsä RW

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=91199

Antti Kalapudas C

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=104400

Juho Lammikko LW

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=151955

Waltteri Hopponen LW/RW

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=92047

Yeah seems like a bad year overall, but all of the guys you listed on OP has a change to be first round pick IF everything goes right.
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MiGician 

Registered User

Join Date: Dec 2011

Location: Helsinki, Finland

Country: Finland

Posts: 221 

vCash: 500  TOP 10 looks like this to me:

1. Kasperi Kapanen

2. Kaapo Kähkönen

3. Julius Honka

4. Alex Lintuniemi

5. Joel Kiviranta

6. Juuso Ikonen

7. Jonatan Tanus

8. Manu Honkanen

9. Teemu Lämsä

10. Waltteri Hopponen
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YARR123 

Registered User

Join Date: Oct 2010

Country: Finland

Posts: 1,422 

vCash: 500  Quote:

Originally Posted by edd1e View Post 

I Think it's time to start speculating how many finnish players are going to get drafted and in what order.

Top dogs seem to be:

Kasperi Kapanen F

Julius Honka D

Kaapo Kähkönen G

Alex Lintuniemi D 

Seems pretty bad year for Finns, but everything can still change 

Give us your input 

It's still early so a lot can happen, but it's true that at this point there aren't very many players that look like likely draft picks.

Juha Lammikko and Teemu Lämsä have looked good in international competition, and both have good frames, so it's interesting to see how they develop. Also I'll be following how Eetu Sopanen and Joni Tuulola develop, they are also potential picks.
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Tormentor 

Registered User

Tormentor's Avatar 

Join Date: Dec 2007

Location: Too Far

Country: Finland

Posts: 1,630 

vCash: 500  Quote:

Originally Posted by YARR123 View Post 

It's still early so a lot can happen, but it's true that at this point there aren't very many players that look like likely draft picks.

Juha Lammikko and Teemu Lämsä have looked good in international competition, and both have good frames, so it's interesting to see how they develop. Also I'll be following how Eetu Sopanen and Joni Tuulola develop, they are also potential picks. 

I have a pretty similar early view about this with you. Add Waltteri Hopponen to the mix as a possibility with the other 8 and we might have the early front-runners.

Joel Kiviranta is a good player, but size is a major concern going forward. Manu Honkanen is a valuable player to his team, but I need more convincing about his upside. Antti Kalapudas has some offensive talent, but from the looks of it he doesn't have the tools to succeed in a high level North Amrican game. Jonatan Tanus was passed over for a reason, I believe it would require a small miracle for him to get drafted. Juuso Ikonen needs to show big improvement in his game, he had very little progress last season.
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Sparta2009 

Registered User

Join Date: Jan 2011

Location: Finland

Country: Finland

Posts: 240 

vCash: 500  Roope Kuhakoski is a fairly interesting prospect who could eventually develop into a good player. He is really big at 6'5", 216 lbs. So it's not surprising that he is willing to play the physical game whenever possible. However, he needs to know better when to play physically and when not to. For a big forward he is an okay skater, not terribly bad but could work on it. Has some puck skills and can be fairly creative at times. His shot is pretty good, however he is by no means a pure scorer. Next season will be very important for him as he'll be NHL draft eligible for the first time.
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Prussian_Blue 

Registered User

Prussian_Blue's Avatar 

Join Date: Apr 2003

Country: Germany

Posts: 7,513 

vCash: 500  Is there any word yet on the Finnish Ice Hockey Federation getting a new server, so that the statistics archives for the Nuorten SM-Liiga and Mestis will again be available online? It's kind of frustrating to have no access whatsoever to statistical info from a federation that used to be very good about making that info available to the public.

My very limited knowledge of the Finnish language has come directly from trying to interpret the SM-Liiga site and the finnhockey.fi site that used "sjlrap01.lahtis-enterprises.com" for a server... 

As a fan of an NHL club that has several Finnish prospects, and that has a GM who is known for finding decent players in Finland, any updates/links would be most appreciated.

Paljon kiitoksia.

__________________

http://futurenotes.blogspot.com

http://www.stlouisgametime.com  
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Tormentor 

Registered User

Tormentor's Avatar 

Join Date: Dec 2007

Location: Too Far

Country: Finland

Posts: 1,630 

vCash: 500  Quote:

Originally Posted by Prussian_Blue View Post 

Is there any word yet on the Finnish Ice Hockey Federation getting a new server, so that the statistics archives for the Nuorten SM-Liiga and Mestis will again be available online? 

From what I've understood the company that provided the real-time statistics software+server is no longer in business with the Finnish ice hockey association. That's the reason why all the stats have gone to bit-heaven.

Let's hope that the new service is up-and-running by the start of the season, and that it's as good or better than the previous one.
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Registered User

Join Date: Jan 2011

Location: Finland

Country: Finland

Posts: 240 

vCash: 500  Quote:

Originally Posted by MiGician View Post 

TOP 10 looks like this to me:

1. Kasperi Kapanen

2. Kaapo Kähkönen

3. Julius Honka

4. Alex Lintuniemi

5. Joel Kiviranta

6. Juuso Ikonen

7. Jonatan Tanus

8. Manu Honkanen

9. Teemu Lämsä

10. Waltteri Hopponen 

This ranking was made before this season and looks pretty good to me. Right now I think, though, that Juho Lammikko should be in the top-10. He has already played in the FEL and has looked good in the juniors. A really good offensive player who has good hockey sense, puck handling skills, and a decent shot. 

I'm not sold on Ikonen, Kiviranta, Tanus and Honkanen. They're all smaller players and while they're skilled, I think there are some better players. Miro Keskitalo, a defenseman for Jokerit, could eventually become a very solid player if he works on a few things. He's solid without the puck and has good smarts, but his skating, especially the first steps could improve.

Another Jokerit defenseman Petteri Laakso has started well, too.
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JJTT 

Registered User

Join Date: Jan 2013

Location: Oulu

Country: Finland

Posts: 1,007 

vCash: 500  Alex Lintuniemi listed as 6.03(192cm) 227(103kg) in Ottawa 67's website. Looks like has grown 4 cm and added over 10 kilos to his frame during this summer.

JJTT is offline    Reply With Quote  

JJTT 

View Public Profile 

JJTT's albums 

Find More Posts by JJTT 

Unread 

09-23-2013, 09:32 AM   #11  

Tormentor 

Registered User

Tormentor's Avatar 

Join Date: Dec 2007

Location: Too Far

Country: Finland

Posts: 1,630 

vCash: 500  Quote:

Originally Posted by JJTT View Post 

Alex Lintuniemi listed as 6.03(192cm) 227(103kg) in Ottawa 67's website. Looks like has grown 4 cm and added over 10 kilos to his frame during this summer. 
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A list:

Kasperi Kapanen Kalpa RW 5'11 172

Julius Honka Swift Current D 5'10 167

B list:

Juho Lammikko Assat Jr. RW 6'1.5 189

Waltteri Hopponen Everett LW 6'1.25 187

Kaapo Kahkonen Blues Jr. G 6'1.5 209

C list:

Joose Antonen JYP LW/RW 6'1.5 183

Juuso Ikonen Blues LW/RW 5'9 169

Aleksi Mustonen Jokerit C 5'9 161

Manu Honkanen TPS Jr. LW 5'11 180

Joona Jaaskelainen Saipa Jr. RW 5'9.25 161

Antti Kalapudas Karpat Jr. C 6'0 161

Antti Kauppinen Tappara Jr. LW 5'11 176

Joel Kiviranta Jokerit Jr. RW 5'10 167

Teemu Lamsa TPS Jr. C 6'3.25 200

Atte Makinen Jokerit Jr. LW 5'9.75 167

Miro Makinen Jokerit Jr. C 5'10.5 163

Atte Makinen Tappara Jr. D 6'3 206

Jere Rouhiainen Tappara Jr. D 6'0.5 165

Eetu Sopanen Pelicans Jr. D 6'5 222

Joni Tuulola HPK Jr. D 6'1.5 180

Ville Vainola Pelicans Jr. D 6'0 174

Miro Keskitalo Jokerit Jr. D 6'2 176

Markus Haapanen HPK Jr. D 5'10 176

Alex Lintuniemi Ottawa D 6'3 231

Mikael Saari Ilves Jr. G 6'1.25 178

Ville Husso HIFK G 6'2 192
he United States rose Sunday's victory enable Switzerland Finland over the tournament in second.

Table:

Sweden 3 2 0 0 1 6 to 5 Jun

U.S. 3 1 1 0 1 12 to 8 May

Finland 3 1 0 1 1 9 to 7 April

Switzerland 3 1 0 0 2 5 to 12 March

Fixtures and Results:

Fri 08.11.

USA - Sweden 2-3

Finland - Switzerland 5-1

Sat 09.11.

Sweden - Switzerland 1-2

Finland - USA 3-4 AND

Sun 10.11.

Switzerland - USA 2-6

Finland - Sweden 1-2
U18: The little lions in the home score in the tournament 
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 Finnish blue line a lost Sweden after the game.   

 Finnish blue line a lost Sweden after the game.   Photo: Tiina Pirilä 

 Finland made a total of nine goals in Turku weekend played in less than 18-year-old boys in four countries in the tournament. Thirteen players received entries pistesarakkeeseensa.

 Finland's best point man and a scorer was in his hometown played by Mikko Rantanen (2 + 2). Teemu Lämsä , Turku, he too, reached three power points.

Mikko Rantanen    H    3.    2 + 2 = 4

Teemu Lämsä       H    3.    1 + 2 = 3

Sami Niku         P    3.    1 + 1 = 2

Sebastian Aho     H    2.    1 + 1 = 2

Antti Kalapudas   H    3.    1 + 1 = 2

Miikka Pitkänen   H    2.    1 + 1 = 2

Matias Haaranen   P    3.    1 + 0 = 1

Ville Väinölä     P    3.    1 + 0 = 1

Kaapo Kähkönen    MV   3.    0 + 1 = 1

Eetu Sopanen      P    3.    0 + 1 = 1

Antti Kauppinen   H    3.    0 + 1 = 1

Roope Hintz       H    3.    0 + 1 = 1

Juho Lammikko     H    3.    0 + 1 = 1

Joni Tuulola      P    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Miro Keskitalo    P    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Atte Mäkinen      H    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Jere Rouhiainen   P    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Miro Mäkinen      H    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Sebastian Repo    H    2.    0 + 0 = 0

Manu Honkanen     H    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Joel Kiviranta    H    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Otto Tolvanen     P    3.    0 + 0 = 0

Mikael Saari      MV   3.    0 + 0 = 0
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 Father's Day supper napkins were blue and white and blue and yellow. Event largest audience of 542 pairs of eyes had come to Kupittaa Marli arena.

 As a small curiosity mentioned that both countries had in their ranks Sebastian Aho . Swedes Sebastian Aho luuti pakkina when Finland Kärpät Sport Director Harri Aho's son Sebastian playing the attacker's site. Ex-defender Harri Aho book should carefully son, youngest child of the tournament, each exchange their notes.

 The first item was the tournament's toughest defense. The game was still active. The first five minutes of the match kaasuteltiin game without interruption.

 Sweden reached Little Lions easier to attack the area, but the best installment of the situation blessed with Miikka Pitkänen . Kuopio, a company koipensa stretched in front of the Swedish paint rejected by Linus Söderström . The first ten gave an indication that the match would be vähämaalinen permit. , William Nylander mastery straitjacket, Finland managed to defend the long hair cramped corners.

 In the second round the western neighbor players already managed to create better situations. Finland, too, got the puck to the finish line by Antti Kauppinen and Mäkinen's twin boys, Aten , and Miron , spinning tops on the ice.

 One hundred-zero start-up gain is not enough to describe the strongly-winning start-ups Teemu Lämsä one faceoff situation. He won cleanly and skilfully past his racket by the Kaapo Kähkönen were able to clear shorthanded one-touch slab Junnu end of crowns. Start Finland thousand zero.

 Sweden was a hint of installments upper hand. Paint hung in the air before the time Lämsälle 30.03 sentenced to two minutes. Power play goal after successful Oskar Lindblom ice skates with yellow laces to keep Nylander and Axel Ottosson feeds. DJ Hall had booked an evening of Swedish music hits in the song Den Glider In . It was not a Kirka version.

 The game was action-packed from end to end for a long time, in spades pyyhällystä. Slap Shot Paint the B-point arc brought Finland Miikka Pitkanen levels quite easily. Work assisted by a surgeon to ensure the team's mainstay Kaapo Kähkönen.

 The ancient Finnish team would like to raise the best skating team kit Sami Niku . A couple of years a good workout, the son of the name is written in a larger font. The captain Manu Honkanen was the epitome of the battle. He did not leave the exchange else in between, but drove fear in even the smallest gaps and killed a harsh attitude shorthanded.

 The tip of the lack of knowledge from the attack was striking. Players who create situations that match evenly found. Finland's number one chain is thankfully coming to a few welcome surprises young men for next year's World Championships in mind. Aleksi Saarela , Kasper Kapanen and a couple of North America kiekkoilevaa brother lion do join the forces.

 In a decision of both teams a little excerpt to shatter when both Raoul Parasuraman that Anders Eriksen's protege took the penalties assessed improper ventilation. It seemed as if Sweden would make it more likely to paint an even wrestling. The Swedish defender Emil Johansson sucker punched Den glider in "in the roaring, when a mere 16 seconds left was the game clock. Finland, this marked the second consecutive loss for the paint. The Swedish team captain Gustaf Franzen got to dehumidify the end of the game victory trophy in his arms.

U18 match report of Switzerland 2-6 USA: USA's power fist knocked the Swiss 

  Written by Michael Sundsten  

   11/10/2013 23:32  

  Print  

  E-mail  

 The article Photos: Tiina Pirilä   

 The article Photos: Tiina Pirilä 

 Father's Day lunch served at the Swiss-US struggle. Junior caps in the spirit of the company was enough even in this match a lot.

 Remember, unlike the U.S. the number one Sentteri Jack Eichel business reminded of the first batch of the time in today's Dany Heatley suorapolvista and laiskahkoa sliding. Switzerland was the best situation sloppy fists against the number one. Quick on the opposing team, five minutes before the buzzer took the lead after Noah Rod of the tournament against the power of the chain.

 Switzerland, a leading figure in defending the team captain Simon Kindschi . He was not even the best individuals of the tournament passed easily. Batch of character Haari USA energetic Dylan Larkin (barely related to the late artist Scatman John, John Larkin ). Larkin brought the prize of the American planes paint the corner of the lot at the end. Jonas Siegenthaler Eichel got to wake up in the match for model aircraft perstaklauksellaan.

 The second one was skating ryhdistäytynyt USA. Power man of the tournament Jack Eichel ran off chasing a through and wiggled his reel is sure to rystyltä bag. Minutes, the situation for the USA 2-1.

 The middle of the match in Switzerland changed its past. Most likely, it was agreed that the goalies are playing the game in half. Gauthier Descloux changed Kevin Fehriin . Three minutes of this disc Fehrin slipped behind the back. Alex Tuch swam in the disk, 1-3.

 Next I paint garish bias supply handsome figure at the end clicked on klip, piece of firewood, Tuch. Snap kits challenging Sonny Milano Sentteri Eichel and copyrighted by the chain of the guys refer to as the "Ice", paved the way with a cool pattern, 1-4.

 At the beginning of the third installment of Switzerland deck was opened a couple of occasions. League-level skater Shane Gersich sped across the wing 1-5: Een. Sonny Milano decorated the situation 1-6: Een. Swiss Noah Rod managed to play superiority in 51.38.

 The lot was mostly a formality. Both vahdeilla were only four against. U.S. broad-shouldered Jack Dougherty turned away from the defense of the tournament harshly. NHL Scouts certainly took note of how he bathed the opponents field on the icy surface. As an ex-NHL player and the current Edmonton Oilers scout Robert Nord Mark I spoke with, the question for all young players is how good they are five to six years.

 The U.S. balance obtained in the tournament was a defeat for Sweden, Finland and the victory overtime victory in Switzerland. Switzerland beat Sweden, Finland and the United States lost. Jack Eichel power was a tournament like no other. Three games, 4 +3 = 7

Father's Day culminated in the little lions in the case of Sweden in Turku encounter in four countries in the tournament. At stake was a tournament victory, the Tre Kronor snatched a last-minute winning Finnish paint. Very rejected Kaapo Kähkönen was forced to surrender in 59.44. Little Lions suffered a bitter defeat in numbers on a 1-2.

 The Finnish team Tsemppari and a fighter might Mäkinen is extremely disappointed after the match a man, even though the little lions in the performance was quite robust.

 - We played very well my first, and the second, and a third, but in these games, it always requires the right until the last second to keep the fight wafer, tap the Joker attacker.

 Within the team enjoys great prestige Mäkinen made through the work of the match and lit dramatically team battles and sacrificial installment.

 - A fierce battle was, and had a couple of Tossa maalipaikkaakin, but did not hurt to go in, Little Lion attacker says.

 - And the challenge to ignite the team. I'm trying to take care of hommaani so that light a team and be a team should play.

 Twin brothers, you and Miro kiekkoilevat each and Jokerit juniors that Pikkuleijonissa. Aten position is the side of the screen, Miro is Sentteri. 

 - I'm maybe a little bit physically and Miro, and the kind of force the attacker. Miro makes Sentteri more games and passing, outlines rymistelijä-Mäkinen.

 In many cases, little lions in the team are staying in foreign tournaments largely with each other and their own privacy. In Finland, the tournament being played on a player gets the rail family and pals, but also on the media team in the following in more detail.

 - It does not really affect the making and preparation, but after all, it is of course great to get to play at home. And it's great to get familiar with these games follow, helsinkiläislaituri rejoices.

 In addition to playing Mäkinen also studying, and there is as yet experienced the difficulties of playing and studying the merge.

 - I've got two years to go. Studying the time I got it fine, because the school are flexible as well. In the morning, working out, and now when we went to the A-juniors, we have our own workout. They will have to leave a little bit in between the range.

 Games to accumulate the young attacker during the period quite a number of the sum of club and national team games.

 - I play mainly in A and start playing from B. It was fun to get to play at all times, to convince Mäkinen.

 Lappeenranta towards the World Championships when going home Little Lions playing in the tournament and a few grinds of his game.

 - After Christmas, we go to Switzerland, and then there is a tournament in Russia. Then begins the preliminary World Cup camps and the World Cup, to shed light on the Joker, the attacker in the coming months the program.

 Battle Championship game places will be fierce and the final race team is likely to take shape at the last minute. What would happen Mäkinen in the family, if one of the twins may be redeemed on the World Cup team and the other team would fall at the last minute?

 - Must be a fight to survive, might Mäkinen grins.

 U18: Match Report Finland-USA 3-4 AND - the tournament's top performer chain teeth of production continually fought for workers' compensation Finland 
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 As the first day after the match was uumoiltavissa, had little lion's share quite a challenge ahead of them. Of passing, skating, and shooting while the duel stronger Americans came rushing over. Defenders could not afford the time to have a moment.

 Crease resulted in errors and confusion in the defense. For the first time Little Lions broke into the offensive zone, the two-and-a-half minutes long the first milling was over. The stars and stripes in the group is still what I Walk Lehkosen on Friday, I was talking, I hear acclaimed U.S. youth national team is the worst in years. A bunch of Haari brightest star in Sweden for a strong experienced Sentteri Jack Eichel . Throughout the tournament number one chain of Sonny Milano - Eichel - Alex Tuch , sawed firewood Finland's defense on three different occasions. First hit on Sonny finished in Milan.

 A lot of today's Switzerland-Sweden encounter an action-packed evening game was a physical fight millimeters. Finland in particular might Mäkinen, which is an avid tackled. Roope Hintz was again one of the attackers, who dared to challenge the kiekollisena between the defenders towards the center of the field. Joni Tuulola was very busy with the defense away.

 Finland seized in Wednesday's practice game victory over the United States, but from a distance of tourists to the young men's circadian rhythm and speed of the game were OK now. Finland was difficult to get through the line bets line past the North American defense. The team's most compact, 167-centimeter Matias Haaranen , was successful, the second installment has expired for two minutes. Slap shot goal for the disc brought alongside Finland, 1-1.

 In the second period of the pulse of history. NHL strike season 1994-95 Boston Bruins-American attacker Ted Donato enticed to strike for the duration TuToon to play. The new hall was built after that, but again the scorer Kupittaa Donato's name was announced. Ted's son, Ryan Donato , Finland immediately took the ball after the exchange of the United States take the lead by getting out of the very freedom the left side. Situation 1-2.

The exact size of the second installment of the game and one of the characters Little lions Kaapo Kähkönen . Body language stable and opaque, but sivuttaisliu'ussaan slippery keeper parries up many times during the match.

 Strong and skilled Americans rose brazenly paint their kits Finnish hanging behind. Finland was difficult to get the angles Eric Schierhornin guarded by at goal.

 One hundred Certainly the future of the NHL's Jack Eichel bait Alex Tuchin through the run. Tuch thanked niittasi the lead to 1-3 and the second installment of the second half. A couple of minutes on this first match tehopelaaja Finland Mikko Rantanen came directly from the home victory after narrowing down 2-3: Een. Less than a minute here and Antti Fish Pudas served on the trip Ville Väinölä goals down, 3-3. Did the U.S. have the training game and Sweden at the end of the game come to haunt the losses in mind when the warmers leveled out so fast?

 A third rate dropped to match the pace, due to the tightness. Neither of them wanted to lose the match. Both were easier to be able to caulk the defense areas to the center of the creative solutions to break in there.

 The game stretched into extra time took a majestic self-confidence played Eichel solution into their own hands. Four of the four playable extra time brought by Eichel advantage of additional space kiepauttamalla the winning goal.

U18: Match Report Sweden Switzerland 1-2 - Three small crowns and the big bad Switzerland 
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 IIHF Sport Director Timo Bäckman shook hands with the Swiss as the best player in the award-winning Kevin Fehrin.   

 IIHF Sport Director Timo Bäckman shook hands with the Swiss as the best player in the award-winning Kevin Fehrin.   Photo: Tiina Pirilä 

 Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock had to each player before last season, before a bilateral meeting with the playoff games. Came from the Swiss National Hockey League newcomer Damien Brunner 's turn. Babcock asked: - Are you the hard or the soft kind of Swiss chocolate, That melts under pressure? - Hard. - Meeting's Over.

 Rugged Swiss youth was also the attitude of the national team against Sweden. Perhaps the last-minute goal against the Finnish small glimmer of faith leiskahtanut the full splendor of the Swiss people to this game. The tournament's most compact attack was not nearly as resigned as the Finnish.

 As expected, Sweden dominated the field events, and William Nylander was a Swedish terms "lekstuga" (play / Finnish equivalent of the carousel) Swiss defensive end. Nylander loves to slide around the attack area and look for the free blade. He built a batch of the best paint seams Junnu bits.

The second-generation Nylander.

 The first nail until the Swedes find it completely out of the Central-European man-made sites. Out of nowhere sailed Swiss Noele Trisconin corner of the wrist shot. After intermittently employed goalkeeper Söderström, Linus had his thoughts together skating game breaks defensive corner Jarmo Myllys style.

 Switzerland took the second installment of the start and was able to challenge Sweden. Sweden was the beginning of the five, with five of the game for a few minutes to show superiority. Sweden was the quality of the shots from yesterday weakened. Since the middle of the match Sweden Switzerland puolustusmuodostelmaan headed pass play has begun takkuilla. Each turn, wanted to play the puck ferrying Nylander.

 Switzerland opened to great places to go 2-0 for the visitors. Nylander toppled superiority of private enterprise cried the coach: "Passa! (Syötä!)." Switzerland defended the center of the field to his credit.

 Calgary born Nylander shot is not his strongest sub-region. Nevertheless, he managed to strike the right hand side of the second tournament osumansa and pave 1-1: Een.

Swiss guard Kevin Fehr rejected 32 times.

 The last batch was Sweden's sovereign control. Goalkeeper Söderström came to keep himself limber by stretching marvelous game within the game breaks.

 Switzerland created their own little spin cycle is the solution to batch. Three crown Robin Kovacs bait Kim Rosdahl through the run. The trip was only an attempt to sveitsiläispuolustajan huitaistessa bat. Penalty shoot Rounds Sweden came velmuilla Nylander (game number 20), until the full number Rosdahl sveitsiläisaitio cried: "Nineteen, nineteen". Judge lain dormant for a little quartet changed the shooter.

 Rosdahl was not successful, and as a mirror image of Switzerland in a while to get a drive-through, which was sentenced to a penalty. Schläpfer Sin sinned Swedish point of view, 1-2. Goals for guarding Linus Söderström it was sensed that he managed to stay just within the game and snapped the Schläpfer Lang reel to the network.

 Only occasionally Swedish quintet playing and passing the work on the United States. The Swedish sprint killed William Nylander mid-range penalty when the game was left of 2.20. Sweden's failure to review will pass play shorthanded on the risk of entry, which hit the back of the field from the exchange to have been going for the player's skate.

U18 match report of the US-Sweden: Nylander solved the victory over Sweden 
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 Kupittaa afternoon from USA-Sweden consisted of two very smooth skating team struggles entangled. Ground against each other also took two particularly skilled attacker.

 Sweden's William "Micke boy" Nylander and the U.S. number one Sentteri Jack Eichel closest to the player entertained observers of the audience throughout the koostunutta taitoarsenaalillaan. Nylander has the defense playing this game and physics still a lot of room for improvement when Eichel is already quite comprehensive kiekollinen leaders.

The second-generation Nylander.

 The first installment in the U.S. had trouble getting close Sweden's defense to crack. Strongly and calmly, as always kiekotellut Sweden "passing" of the U.S. penalty stand. Blue-Yellow overwhelming patterns, however, were too complicated and gimmicky. The overwhelming number one Swedish fielded four strikers, Nylander acting game by the blue line. United States reached a couple of times through the pursuit of Sweden tupeloinneista. To no avail.

 And the end of the U.S. forced the Swedish press unevenly on the opening play. Batch only goal came through advocacy leiskauttamaan the Swedish team captain Gustaf Franzén .

 The United States took the adjusted Axel Ottosson Tre Kronor 2-1 lead after the second round. The lot was otherwise a little more accurate reels. Of shots on goal to only half of the first batch reading. Sweden and expressionless covering up blocker Söderström, Linus had an impressive calm marvelous.     

 In the third period, with games usually are solved, there was an explosive output with a speed of Jack Eichel ever-dangerous. Extending and talented puck handler brought the United States levels 2-2: Een. Immediately following the exchange of the defenders challenged Eichel was happy to do the old-fashioned.

 Towards the end of the match, Sweden offered a two-man superiority. Nylander played hockey for the B-point arc. The right to shoot Nylander silpaisu wrist in the upper left of the match winning goal. The Americans went to a hot solution of the game came the decisive moments of penalty-time.

U18's Sebastian Aho was not surprised by the Swiss avalanche - "I expect the U.S. to play the game hard," 
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 Sebastian Allen (center) made the little lions in the third goal.   

 Sebastian Allen (center) made ​​the little lions in the third goal.   Photo: Tiina Pirilä 

 Finnish children under the age of 18, the Lion team started in Turku, Finland played in the tournament four 5.1-profit in Switzerland. Iffy the first batch after the Little Lions put the tiles in Switzerland in the cage.

 Finland finished third cabinet Sebastian Aho was happy with the team's Products. 

 - It was like our game. The end started to go a little pelailuksikin as such, but on the whole pretty good game, though. For its part, any terms and went okay. It was nice that got success immediately.

 Switzerland does not have an opponent Finnish boys to get to know best. 

 - I was now himself played once against Switzerland, I do not think that Switzerland is very familiar to anyone else äijille. In early summer, the Czech Republic, played by Ivan Hlinkan memorial tournament once were encountered, a young Ermine's outlined.

 The management training became clear instructions before the game, and the Swiss team's strengths were known. 

 - Pretty much the kind of Switzerland was greeted by what we are expected to do. There was a nimble attackers, and they became hard top, that is just like coaching the game said in a meeting, told Sebastian Aho.

 Head coach Raoul Urama has called for a skating workout importance to Finland remains an international leader. The national team has been hoped that the lions would get a little extra skating clubs in their own practice. Sebastian Aho, the wish has been realized very well.

 - We have visited the club quite separately skating coach, Esa Puolakkainen . It is good that these things have been well into the club. Certainly it evolves yes skating. Of course it is always up to you how they make the ropes, but the trainings will get at least a lunch box that can develop, told Aho satisfied.

 Saturday night, Little Lions will face in Wednesday's practice game face in the U.S. team. At that time, the Yankees lost a very physical turn in the barrel numbers on a 4-5.

 - Moves yes I look forward to tomorrow. Have to put everything on the line, to give it a good game. USA will definitely be a hard top and have a hampaankolossa from the last encounter, when lost, anticipated Aho Saturday night.

 Finland and the U.S. are facing a Saturday night in Turku Kupittaa at 17:00 onwards.

List updated Sept. 18, 2013

ISS Top 30 for 2014 NHL Draft

Rank

Player

Pos

Ht.

Wt.

S/C

DoB

Team

League

1. SAM REINHART C 6'1 186 R 11/6/95 Kootenay WHL 

2. AARON EKBLAD D 6'4 216 R 2/7/96 Barrie OHL 

3. WILLIE NYLANDER F 5'11 169 R 5/1/95 Rogle SweAI 

4. JAKE VIRTANEN LW 6'1 213 R 8/17/96 Calgary WHL 

5. ANTON KARLSSON LW 6'1 187 L 8/3/96 Frolunda SweJE 

6. MICHAEL DAL COLLE F 6'2 184 L 6/20/96 Oshawa OHL 

7. OSKAR LINDBLOM RW 6'1 191 L 8/15/96 Brynas SweJE 

8. BLAKE CLARKE F 6'1 197 L 1/24/96 North Bay OHL 

9. KASPAR KAPANEN RW 5'11 172 R 7/23/96 Kuopio FinE 

10. ROLAND MCKEOWN D 6'1 192 R 1/20/96 Kingston OHL 

11. IVAN BARBASHEV F 6'0 181 L 12/14/95 Moncton QMJHL 

12. SAM BENNETT LW 6'0 178 L 6/20/96 Kingston OHL 

13. NICK RITCHIE F 6'2 218 L 12/5/95 Peterborough OHL 

14. LEON DRAISAITL C 6'1 199 L 10/27/95 Prince Albert WHL 

15. JARED MCCANN C 6'0 179 L 5/31/96 S.S. Marie OHL 

16. JAKUB VRANA RW 6'0 183 L 2/28/96 Linkoping SweJE 

17. JACOB MIDDLETON D 6'3 208 L 1/2/96 Ottawa OHL 

18. BRYCEN MARTIN D 6'2 184 L 5/9/96 Swift Current WHL 

19. ARKHIP NEKOLENKO LW 6'1 170 L 3/11/96 Spartak RusJr 

20. ADRIAN KEMPE C 6'2 187 L 9/13/96 Modo SweJE 

21. HAYDN FLEURY D 6'3 207 L 7/8/96 Red Deer WHL 

22. JACK GLOVER D 6'3 173 R 5/7/96 USA Under-18 NTDP 

23. NICK SCHMALTZ RW 6'0 170 R 2/23/96 Green Bay USHL 

24. SONNY MILANO LW 5'10 159 L 5/12/96 USA Under-18 NTDP 

25. WALTTERI HOPPONEN LW 6'2 190 L 2/4/96 Everett WHL 

26. JOSH HO-SANG RW 5'11 160 R 1/22/96 Windsor OHL 

27. CONNER BLEACKLEY C/RW 6'0 196 R 10/7/95 Red Deer WHL 

28. NIKOLAI GOLDOBIN RW 5'11 165 L 10/7/95 Sarnia OHL 

29. EMIL JOHANSSON RW 5'11 165 L 5/6/96 HV 71 Swe18 

30. JACK DOUGHERTY D 6'1 194 R 5/25/96 USA Under-18 NTDP
WJAC - PLAYERS TO WATCH

Date: Nov 06, 2012 

 RSS  

 Bookmark and Share

WJAC - PLAYERS TO WATCH 

Who will be looked upon in the dying minutes of a tie game? Who will be counted upon to provide leadership on the long road to gold? International Scouting Services has selected three players from each of the six competing teams that it believes are World Junior A Challenge Players to Watch.  

Who made the list?

CANADA EAST

MATT BUCKLES

 big-bodied winger … great combination of offence and physical play … strong on the puck … heavy, accurate shot … skates well for a big man … great nose for the net … plays with a big mean streak

SHANE CONACHER (pictured - photo credit:  Matthew Murnaghan/Hockey Canada Images)

 understands the game very well … excellent vision … good creativity with the puck … very good skater … possesses pull-away speed … at his best with the game on the line … good leadership

JAKE EVANS

 elite offensive threat … can beat opponents in many ways … elite vision … tremendous awareness … pass-first mentality … lethal shot … electric skater … can make jaw-dropping plays at high speed

---

CANADA WEST

JAMES DE HAAS

 big, rangy defenceman … tower on the blue-line … big, heavy shot … uses his stick well … solid in all three zones … skates well for his size … good gap control … good awareness in defensive zone

ALEX KERFOOT

 gifted playmaker … knows what to do with the puck … opportunistic goal scorer … often comes through in the clutch … good skater … dangerous on the power play … returnee for Canada West

EVAN RICHARDSON

 talented offensive player … great outside speed … can make great plays at top speed … isn’t hindered by physical play … dangerous when given time … returnee for Canada West

---

CZECH REPUBLIC

ONDREJ KASE

 diminutive offensive playmaker … top-level speed … great hands … tremendous on-ice awareness … quick reactions with the puck … uses his teammates well … good energy … doesn’t back down

DAVID PASTRNAK

 talented goal scorer … good offensive flair … excellent hands in tight … fantastic shooter … quick release … strong linear speed … quick acceleration … scores in bunches … can be tough to contain

JAKUB VRANA

 very good size … hard, accurate shot … tremendous release … great hands … very difficult to separate from the puck … exciting skater … great agility and elusiveness … has a passion to score

---

RUSSIA

VLADISLAV GAVRIKOV

 big and strong … mobile defenceman … can impact a game in a variety of ways … long reach … keeps things simple in the defensive zone … heavy point shot … willing to play physical … confident

ARKHIP NEKOLENKO

 good size … great technical ability … intelligent player … creative with the puck … good long stride … elements of power already present … takes the puck to the net well … always aware of options

RUSHAN RAFIKOV

 opportunistic defenceman … good offensive upside … very good two-way skater … excels in the transition game … quick puck movement … intelligent shooter … deceptive with the puck

---

SWITZERLAND

CHRISTOPH BERTSCHY

 speedy and shifty skater … good puck-handling skills … sees the ice well … has playmaking skills … smart player … reads the ice well … good anticipation … knows where to be to score … no fear

ROBIN LEONE

 good skater … very agile … strong on his skates … plays well down low … strong along the boards … good scoring touch … has ability to break out of the corner and move in front … accurate shot

Bquick at top speed … excellent shot … quick release … very strong on the puck … hard to take off the puck … good anticipation … creates turnovers … gets open in front … follows rebounds well

---

UNITED STATES

TAYLOR CAMMARATA

 exceptional puck skills … elite level of creativity … spark plug offensive force … shows great quickness … excellent hockey IQ … dynamic scoring threat … arsenal of weapons to beat defenders

MIKE DOWNING

 very good skater … shows great mobility in all zones …  excels with the puck on his stick … excellent puck mover … big-bodied defender … intriguing offensive upside … likes to play physical

VINCE HINOSTROZA

 tenacious two-way forward … high-end offensive talent … quick hands … ability to beat defenders one-on-one … energetic skater … game-changing versatility … doesn’t back down from physical play

much more than usual."

Bob McKenzie Draft

The early albeit extremely long-range forecast for the 2014 NHL draft is cloudy, with not as many stars immediately visible as a year ago.

By all accounts, this year's draft, compared to the Nathan MacKinnon-Seth Jones sweepstakes of 2013, isn't quite as star-studded at the top end and isn't nearly as deep, but what it may lack in star power/depth, it will make up for in unpredictability and competitiveness.

Indeed, in TSN's annual pre-season survey of 10 NHL scouts, no less than four players received at least one vote as the No. 1 ranked prospect. While two players – Kootenay Ice offensive centre Sam Reinhart and big Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad – somewhat distanced themselves from the rest of the pack, everything about this draft is as far from clear cut as you can get. Reinhart and Ekblad were the only two prospects to show up on every one of the 10 scouts' Top 10 ballots.

Reinhart, the son of former NHL defenceman Paul and younger brother of New York Islander prospect Griffin and Calgary Flames' centre Max, received five first-place votes from TSN's 10-man NHL scouting panel. He's a skilled, point-producing forward with an extremely high hockey I.Q. Ekblad, the big defenceman who was deemed an "exceptional player" by Hockey Canada and permitted to play in the OHL as a 15 year old, received three first-place votes. Ekblad demonstrated strong two-way play with a stellar effort at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Underr-18 tournament in August, captain of Canada's gold-medal team.

But eight of the 10 scouts had Ekblad no lower than No. 2 overall while some scouts had Reinhart as low as No. 3 or No. 4. By the time the voting points were tallied, Reinhart and Ekblad finished with identical voting points, though Reinhart gets the edge as TSN's pre-season No. 1 by virtue of more first-place votes (5) than Ekblad (3).

"It's the classic offensive forward versus a big defenceman," one NHL scout told TSN.

Historically, the forward almost always wins out, at least in this millienium. Last year, forward MacKinnon went No. 1, defenceman Jones went No. 4. In 2012, forward Nail Yakupov went first ahead of defenceman Ryan Murray, who went No. 2. In 2011, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins went first, defenceman Adam Larsson went fourth and in 2009, forward John Tavares went first to defenceman Victor Hedman's second. You have to go back to 2006 to find a defenceman who went first overall, when American Erik Johnson was No. 1.

In fact, since 2000, more goaltenders (Rick DiPietro in 2000 and Marc-Andre Fleury in 2003) have gone No. 1 overall than defencemen. Johnson is the only one in that time period. That's in stark contrast to the five-year stretch from 1992 to 1996, when defencemen (Roman Hamrlik, Ed Jovanovksi, Bryan Berard and Chris Phillips) were the top picks in four of those five years.

In this year's TSN survey of scouts, two other players besides Reinhart and Ekblad – rangy German centre Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders and Oshawa General forward Michael Dal Colle, who plays both wing and centre – received first-place votes.

Draisaitl is ranked No. 4 on TSN's pre-season list and he showed up on nine of 10 scouts' ballots. Dal Colle checks in at No. 9 on the TSN list and while one scout had him at No. 1, five other scouts didn't include him at all in their Top 10.

It's that kind of year.

William Nylander, the Calgary-born Swedish son of former NHLer Michael Nylander, is No. 3 on TSN's list. The skilled and exciting forward actually plays on the same line with his soon-to-be 41 year old father on Rogle, in the Swedish Allsvenska league.

And Nylander, amazingly, isn't the only projected Top 10 prospect in this draft who's playing on the same team as his former NHL father in his draft year.

Finnish forward Kasperi Kapanen is the son of former NHL winger Sami Kapanen, now 40,  and that father-son combo is playing on KalPa in Finland. Kapanen, a dynamic albeit sub 6-foot offensive forward, is No. 8 on TSN's Pre-Season Top 15.

Kingston Frontenac centre Sam Bennett, who plays a strong, heady two-way game, is No. 5 on TSN's list.

Calgary Hitmen power winger Jake Virtanen checks in at No. 6, followed by big Peterborough Pete winger Nick Ritchie, who is the younger brother of Dallas prospect Brett Ritchie.

With Kapanen at No. 8 and Dal Colle at No. 9, TSN's Top 10 is rounded out by Czech offensive-minded forward Jakub Vrana, who is playing with Linkoping in Sweden this season.

Spots 11 thru 15 on TSN's list are occupied as follows: Swedish winger Anton Karlsson of Frolunda; Red Deer Rebel defenceman Haydn Fleury; American forward Nick Schmaltz of Green Bay in the USHL; Russian centre Ivan Barbashev of the QMJHL's Moncton Wildcats and Kingston defenceman Roland McKeown.

Swedish forward Adrian Kempe of Modo and Plymouth Whaler forward Matt Mistele checked in as Honorable Mentions, just outside the top 15.

"It's going to be a wide open draft," one scout said. "You're going to see a lot of movement over the year. It's going to be a real sorting out process, much more than usual."
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Yeah!Boo!

strep

October 2, 2013 6:38AM

Watched Peterborough play in Kitchener last Friday. Ritchie scored two goals and was a threat to score every shift. It will be interesting to see his development and whether he remains an early top 10 prospect. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hydro2053

September 28, 2013 6:02PM

Keep your eyes on Jake Virtanen. This kid is big, mean, can skate like the wind AND has good finish around the net. I predict he moves up in this draft Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hakan_my_loob

September 25, 2013 5:42PM

@derekrugby: Haley Wickenheiser did NOT play in the SM-Liiga (Finish Elite League). She played parts of two seasons Suomi-sarja & the Mestis. These are the third and second divisions of Finish hockey (which are a steep drop from the SM-Liiga). SM-Liiga is talent wise close to the AHL whereas the Soumi-sarja is akin to the SPHL or even some semi-pro leagues in North America. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

starsfaninvan

September 20, 2013 3:03AM

@swaldy, Kassian and Gaunce out here in Vancouver are definitely power forwards Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

dougier

September 19, 2013 4:50PM

Calgary is way too connected to this draft... flames brother, calgary born ex flames players son, calgary hitman player... and soon to be first overall... Calgary Flames Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

c-tron

September 19, 2013 2:41PM

Proof is in the pudding. Yakupov over Murray, Great choice. Nuge over Larsson, GREAT choice. Tavares over Hedman, Great choice. Erik Johnson going 1st... set the Blues back 5 years. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

pensright

September 19, 2013 1:13PM

Snyds56, although I agree with a lot that you have to say, I am also positive that the Lightening would never trade Stamkos straight up for Doughty either. It really comes down to a team's greatest needs. If LA felt that they had a really strong crop of defensemen for the future, but lacked in scoring, believe me, they would pull the trigger on a deal for Stamkos. The opposite is true too, if the Lightening had tons of offense (which they do not have) they would go for Doughty. Ekblad is most likely the most sound choice for the future for teams needing 'D'. A team like the Penguins have several top 'D' prospects, so if they had a top pick, they would go with Reinhart. No matter what a team needs, next year, McDavid will be the # 1 choice of all teams. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

sundin131

September 19, 2013 1:09PM

Surprise surprise two Canadian kids at the top of the draft rankings. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

bfm74

September 19, 2013 12:37PM

These kids grow and develop a lot in one season. Pretty early for this kind of talk. But then again, everyone is hungry for any kind of hockey news. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

derekrugby

September 19, 2013 12:06PM

@ Finntastico, you know what really invalidates your argument? Haley Wickenheiser played in the league You're refering too.... Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

rickmac37

September 19, 2013 11:29AM

seen the kid in barrie a few times when they played the ice-dogs,head and shoulders above everyone else. #-1 or 2 no lower than 5 Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hockeyyoda

September 19, 2013 11:11AM

I was in the forward over a D-man camp last year. But this year I would take Ekblad 1st. Reinhart will be good but not franchise player good. Ekblad has all the tools plus has the drive and determination to be in the top 10 D-man in the league. He's more of a slam dunk. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

snyds56

September 19, 2013 10:56AM

Often forget Stamkos over Doughty. Stamkos is great but I doubt LA would make trade even up at this point. While D may take longer than forwards to develop and may be harder to predict, their value is greater if they achieve star potential. Interesting to see Jones' progression, Nashville may have got steal of last year's draft. Ritchie is definite power forward. And Bennett has mega smarts if he can manage his size. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

pegcitymadman

September 19, 2013 10:52AM

Anyone who thinks Calgary will make the playoffs anytime soon, let alone win the cup are doing things that are illegal. Calgary was the worst run team since the lockout, the big one, not this last little one. Just in the last season they lost their best defenseman, their all time great player, and arguably their franchise best goalie, and didn't get much in the way of return for any of them, some prospects and a couple of picks, and picks can go either way, so no established NHL talent. Calgary is a long way off from being a contender. Chances are they will be drafting pretty high this year, so flames fans should hope that 2-3 guys really establish themselves like they had this year. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

chucklestheclown

September 19, 2013 10:26AM

Looks like the Flames will get another Reinhart! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

billyisgone14

September 19, 2013 10:13AM

wheelsnipeparty: Did you make up an injury history for Baertschi? way to go champ. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

freedom57

September 19, 2013 9:16AM

Too bad the Canucks aren't going to get a legit blue chipper this year. Hopefully they will pick first again next year when the real star comes up. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

finntastico

September 19, 2013 6:40AM

Kasperi Kapanen should be at least in TOP 3. He is Kalpas best player and he plays in Finnish Elite League with men. Not wit kids like others. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

wheelsnipeparty

September 19, 2013 1:23AM

If there was a year you wouldnt want to be last... its this year. Meh, have fun with injury prone Bartschi and his concussions, hopefully this year he can actually make the NHL Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

sotahockey

September 19, 2013 12:41AM

Why are people complaining that 'it's too early to talk about next year's draft...'? It's just for fun. Lighten up. Watching prospects develop is actually a big part of what I like about hockey. I love the game itself first and foremost but prospect talk is always interesting 
Draft Ritchie from the Petes. He was a stud in NHL13 when I played with him on my way to the show! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

habitant54

September 18, 2013 10:34PM

All I know is Trevor Timmmins is a r=terrible Habs scouting director, Habs had a shot at Adam Erne and Rychel but passed these two gems for unknowns and third liners. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

mapleleafsalad

September 18, 2013 10:03PM

i think the gms tore apart the whole seth jones nathan mackinnon sweepstakes by picking 3 players before jones who for some reason they thought could go number 1 yet they still call it the ' Nathan MacKinnon-Seth Jones sweepstakes of 2013' when these gms had no intention of drafting him top 3 let alone number 1 Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

ovechking

September 18, 2013 9:47PM

swaidy - good question. I think Ovechkin is the last ultimate power forward you will see in a long time. Rarely in the history of this game has there been someone like Ovi who has the size at 6'3 230 pounds of a power forward but can skate like the wind and has the hands of a sniper. Generational talent. Unfortunately, nowdays, scouts are more worried about if the guy can score or pass rather than if he can make a hit, play in the corners or play with heart. All of which Ovechkin excels at. Watch him while you still can. He is a playing legend. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

saneopinionfromyeg

September 18, 2013 9:34PM

Calgary will win the cup before the oilers. Probably in 4 or 5 years. These next two drafts are perfect for them. Feaster >>>> Lowe or tambelini or mctavish May win executive of the year. You heard it hear first Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

gordarama

September 18, 2013 9:04PM

Why does it even matter where these boys are ranked right now? The only time it will matter is when the NHL draft happens next summer. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hat3rs

September 18, 2013 8:47PM

The leafs are ready for the first round pick? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

the skell

September 18, 2013 8:40PM

Why is this the top story? Theres a lot more going on in the world of sports than the 2014 hockey draft..... Week 3 of Nfl, and the Pennant race in Baseball to name 2. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

shuwag

September 18, 2013 8:36PM

Lol @wheelsmipeparty did you look at Monahan's numbers? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

play to win

September 18, 2013 8:35PM

I doubt we'll be in the running for 1st or 2nd overall. Wheelsipeparty Its never happened in Flames history since the Atlanta expansion draft. The Oilers were only 1 point ahead of us and MacTavish has spent all your money. The Nuge and Hemsky are ahead of their usual season pace and on the shelf already. In Calgary we'll just have to hope we get lucky and draft as well as Anahiem did. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

bowlerdude

September 18, 2013 8:35PM

wheelsnipeparty - lol, and in what state of mind were those scouts that said that? Marco Roy isn't even a better prospect than Max Reinhart, never mind Sam... Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

rice.

September 18, 2013 8:32PM

Doesn't sound like a deep draft but there's some good size in there Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

csmith3695

September 18, 2013 8:28PM

Will the Leafs draft Reinhardt or Ekblad? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

swaidy

September 18, 2013 8:23PM

Did they stop making power forwards?? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

bewarethebear

September 18, 2013 8:15PM

New season hasn't even started yet and we haven't seen the last guys you talked about for a full year. Give it a rest already please and let's talk NHL hockey! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

heretic_qpf

September 18, 2013 8:07PM

So what you're really saying is that Edmonton will be getting one of these 2? Okay, that sounds about right. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

gregs99

September 18, 2013 7:49PM

What the history shows is that more forwards pan out when compared to defense or goalie. A forward is the much safer pick. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

wheelsnipeparty

September 18, 2013 7:39PM

Very weak draft class. I would be very worried if I was Calgary. Reinhart would have been a late first rounder in 2013 draft. Scouts say Oilers 2nd rounder Marco Roy is a similar and better prospect. Tough rebuild, picked a grinder with their 6th pick and 2 duds with their other picks. Report this comment!
Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 31, 2013 06:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Chris Kelly-Ryan Spooner-Carl Soderberg

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Jonas Hiller (5-2-0, 2.56 GAA, .913 save percentage) will start in goal for the Ducks.

Sabres' John Scott suspended seven games for hit on Eriksson

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 31, 2013 05:40 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL has suspended Buffalo Sabres left wing John Scott seven games for his head shot on Bruins right wing Loui Eriksson Oct. 23. Scott has already missed three games because he was suspended indefinitely following his match penalty. This was the first suspension of Scott's NHL career.

Eriksson suffered a concussion on the play and will miss his fourth straight game Thursday night when the Bruins host Anaheim. Eriksson is not expected to dress for Saturday’s game against the Islanders, either. His return date is unknown.

Game 12 preview: Ducks at Bruins

Link|Comments (4)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 31, 2013 11:12 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to break a two-game losing streak against Anaheim tonight. The Bruins are coming off a 3-2 road loss to Pittsburgh last night. 

According to the Providence Journal, the Bruins have recalled Ryan Spooner. The second-year pro has two goals and five assists in eight games. 

Assuming the Bruins did not suffer any injuries Wednesday night vs. Pittsburgh, Spooner should be the No. 3 center tonight against the Ducks. The third line has not generated any consistent offense. Chris Kelly would move to left wing. Either Carl Soderberg or Jordan Caron would be the healthy scratch. Soderberg has been quiet in his last three games.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 7-4-0, Ducks 10-3-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Chris Kelly-Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratches: Carl Soderberg, Matt Bartkowski

Storylines: John Scott will have his in-person disciplinary hearing with the NHL today. Scott is scheduled to sit out his fourth straight game tonight for his head shot on Loui Eriksson. Scott could be suspended for six or more games because of the in-person hearing… The Ducks will be without Teemu Selanne tonight. Selanne is out two weeks because of facial injuries. Selanne is retiring after this season… The Bruins have allowed five power-play goals in the last two games. The Bruins have the third-worst PK in the league (75.8 percent)… Anaheim has the worst power play in the NHL (7.8 percent)… Kyle Rehman and Wes McCauley will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Tony Sericolo will be the linesmen.

Game 11: Bruins at Penguins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 30, 2013 11:25 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

PITTSBURGH – Rivalry Night. 

The Bruins are back in Pittsburgh for the first time since they won the first two games of their Eastern Conference Finals series against the Penguins en route to a sweep last season. It's obvious from what the Penguins have said in the last couple of days that they have something to prove tonight, even if a regular-season game can't quite make up for the Bruins costing them a chance to contend for the Stanley Cup.

“I don’t think there’s anything we can do [Wednesday] to get back from last spring,” Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said on Tuesday. “I certainly didn’t want to look ahead in any way shape or form the past week or the road trip. But we knew we were coming home to play Boston, the first time we’ll be playing them again. Absolutely, it's a rivalry game.”

Game time: 8 p.m.

TV/Radio: NBC Sports Network/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 7-3-0, Penguins 8-4-0

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins begin another back-to-back tonight, and have another three-in-four nights stretch, with the Ducks visiting Boston on Thursday and the Bruins heading to face the Islanders on Saturday. ... The Penguins have won the last six regular-season meetings between the teams, and the Bruins are 1-7-1 in their last nine regular-season games against Pittsburgh. ... The Penguins are 6-1 when scoring the opening goal of a game. They are 2-3 when they don't. ... Pittsburgh has lost its last two consecutive games at Consol Energy Center, but is 23-6 in its last 29 games here. ... Bruins wing Loui Eriksson remains out with a concussion.

Loui Eriksson out another week

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 28, 2013 12:51 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – Loui Eriksson, out the last two games because of a concussion, is not expected to dress in any of this week’s three games. The Bruins play at Pittsburgh on Wednesday, against Anaheim at home on Thursday, and at Long Island on Saturday.

Claude Julien said Eriksson does not plan to skate this week. Eriksson felt well enough to visit his teammates at Ristuccia Arena today.

With Eriksson out, Brad Marchand remained in his spot on the second line. Julien said if Marchand skates and competes as well as he did in today’s practice, the winger will be fine.

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 26, 2013 06:32 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Martin Brodeur (0-2-2, 3.40 GAA, .865 save percentage) will start in goal for the Devils.

Game 10 preview: Devils at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 26, 2013 12:19 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good afternoon from TD Garden, where the Bruins will host the Devils tonight. 

Goalie Tuukka Rask will start for the Bruins against Devils counterpart Martin Brodeur. Marblehead native Cory Schneider, the Devils' backup goalie, did not travel to Boston because of a lower-body injury. 

Loui Eriksson (concussion) will miss his second straight game. Bruins coach Claude Julien said Eriksson is doing OK. Brad Marchand will skate in Eriksson’s spot on the second line again tonight.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Devils 1-5-4, Bruins 7-2-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Matt Bartkowski

Storylines: Jarome Iginla will appear in his 10th game tonight. That will make Iginla eligible for a $3.7 million bonus. If necessary, the Bruins can apply all or part of Iginla’s payment toward the bonus cushion. Any team can exceed the cap by 7.5 percent by using the cushion… Tonight will mark the first game for Jaromir Jagr against his old team. According to New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer, Jagr (2-5—7) has been the team’s best forward through 10 games… Bartkowski will be a healthy scratch for the fourth straight game… Dave Jackson and Greg Kimmerly will be the referees. Derek Amell and Greg Devorski will be the linesmen.

Watch: David Krejci nets game-winner vs. Sharks

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff October 25, 2013 07:34 AM


Here's a look at the game-winning goal by David Krejci Thursday in the Bruins' 2-1 victory over the Sharks.

Watch: Claude Julien postgame interview

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff October 25, 2013 07:32 AM


Watch coach Claude Julien's postgame comments after the Bruins defeated the Sharks, 2-1, at TD Garden on Thursday.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 24, 2013 06:34 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Brad Marchand

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Antti Niemi (8-0-1, 1.64 GAA, .930 save percentage) will start in goal for the Sharks.

Loui Eriksson diagnosed with concussion

Link|Comments (16)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 24, 2013 04:04 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins wing Loui Eriksson suffered a concussion when he was hit by Buffalo’s John Scott in Wednesday night’s third period. Eriksson will not play tonight against San Jose and is out indefinitely. 

Eriksson stayed at the Bruins’ team hotel in Buffalo last night after the game. Eriksson flew to Boston today. 

Scott is suspended indefinitely because of the match penalty. The NHL has requested an in-person hearing with Scott, meaning he could be suspended more than five games. The Buffalo tough guy does not have a discipline history.

Jordan Caron will return to the lineup tonight vs. San Jose. Caron was a healthy scratch the last two games.

Sabres' John Scott: 'I don't think I'm a dirty player'
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Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 24, 2013 01:05 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Sabres winger John Scott, who laid out Bruins forward Loui Eriksson in Wednesday night’s 5-2 Boston win, addressed Buffalo reporters after practice Thursday. 

Scott, who was assessed a match penalty for his blind-side hit to Eriksson's head and suspended indefinitely by the NHL pending an in-person hearing with league officials, said, "I don’t think I’m a dirty player," according to the Buffalo News. "I try to play within the code, within the rules. This is my first suspension. 

"I don’t try to be a dirty player. I kind of feel really upset. I was sick to my stomach last night knowing what happened watching the video. I just kind of regret the whole situation. I don’t want to be a dirty player."

Scott said he texted Eriksson after the game. Eriksson was scheduled to travel to Boston Thursday after remaining in Buffalo overnight at the team hotel.

The Bruins, who play the Sharks at TD Garden Thursday night, didn’t skate this morning. After San Jose’s skate, Sharks coach Todd McLellan was asked about the hit. 

“Sometimes you get here and you answer these questions, you come across as a group of saints. We’re not saints by any means,” said McLellan. “We have guys that have problems with finished checks and suspensions, too. It’s happening around the league.

"When you talk about it as a whole, there’s no need for it, in my opinion. There’s no need for it. There’s players that can avoid certain situations that haven’t. I don’t know how we’re going to stop it. I just hope that it does stop.” 

San Jose's Dan Boyle, who was flattened from behind by the Blues' Maxim Lapierre earlier this month, skated with his teammates Thursday for the first time since the incident.

Game 9 preview: Sharks at Bruins
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will host the Sharks, the only team in the NHL without a regulation loss. 

The Bruins could be without Loui Eriksson. The No. 2 right wing suffered a suspected head injury last night in Buffalo. John Scott took out Eriksson with a blindside hit to the head. Eriksson needed help skating to the dressing room. The NHL has offered Scott an in-person disciplinary hearing, which means the Buffalo enforcer is eligible for more than a five-game suspension.

Eriksson remained in Buffalo overnight. Eriksson was scheduled to fly to Boston Thursday.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Sharks 8-0-1, Bruins 6-2-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Matt Bartkowski

Storylines: Assuming Eriksson is out, Brad Marchand should be elevated to the No. 2 line. Marchand had been skating on the third line. Jordan Caron, a healthy scratch for the two previous games, should replace Marchand on the No. 3 line… The Sharks have outscored their opponents, 39-15… Dougie Hamilton is projected to square off against older brother Freddie Hamilton tonight. The elder Hamilton was recalled from Worcester earlier this week. Freddie Hamilton made his NHL debut against Detroit on Monday… San Jose forward Brent Burns is not expected to play. Burns has a facial injury that sidelined him against Detroit as well… Mike Brown could make his San Jose debut. The Sharks acquired the tough guy from Edmonton this week… Mike Hasenfratz and Ian Walsh will be the referees. Scott Driscoll and Derek Nansen will be the linesmen.

Game 8: Bruins at Sabres

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 23, 2013 12:33 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

BUFFALO -- As expected, the Bruins will have Chad Johnson in goal for the first time this season when they play the Sabres Wednesday night. The goalie confirmed that after the morning skate. 

The backup to Tuukka Rask has been off for 32 days since playing against Detroit in the preseason, so it'll be a test for him, even against a Buffalo team that has scored just 12 goals in 10 games, putting it last in the league at just 1.20 goals per game.

But that's not the reason Johnson is starting, coach Claude Julien said.

"Unfortunately, it may look like it’s us putting Johnson against a weak team, but it’s putting Johnson in against a sitaution where we’re finally playing our first back-to-back games," Julien said. "And we want him to be there for that.

"So it wouldn't matter which team it was, he would have been playing. I think it would be wrong to think we’re putting him in there because of the team we’re playing against."

Johnson, meanwhile, is focused on keeping things simple after having been out for so long.

"Just not overthinking things," he said. "Just going out and playing."

Game time: 8 p.m.

TV/radio: NBC Sports Network/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 5-2-0, Sabres 1-8-1

Projected lineup:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Smith-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Marchand-Kelly-Soderberg

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

Chara-Boychuk

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Krug-McQuaid

Johnson

 Rask

Notes: This is the first of three games this season for the Bruins at the First Niagara Center ... The Sabres are 5-3-2 against the Bruins in their last 10 meetings ... The Bruins are 5-1-0 vs. the Eastern Conference ... The Sabres are 0-5-1 in Buffalo, while the Bruins are a perfect 3-0-0 on the road, winning their first three away from home for the first time since 2010-11, when they won their first five ... This is the first time the Bruins face a three-games-in-four nights stretch.

Dangerous game awaits Bruins in Buffalo
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Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 22, 2013 01:20 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins will play the down-and-out Sabres in Buffalo on Wednesday. They will return to host San Jose, the NHL’s only undefeated team, the following night. 

The schedule just screams for a letdown against the Sabres.

“The most prudent thing to do right now is look at yourself and understand how important that game is, because we’re coming back the next night to play a team that’s undefeated in a back-to-back,” coach Claude Julien said. “We know they’re already here. You’ve got to try and earn those points when you feel you can. Buffalo is a game we can’t let get away from us. We’ve got to come out hard. In this league, the thing that’s most dangerous is when you take things for granted. We can’t.”

It’s possible that Chad Johnson could make his Bruins debut against the Sabres. Johnson has backed up Tuukka Rask for the first seven games.

Jordan Caron and Matt Bartkowski, healthy scratches for Saturday’s 5-0 win over Tampa Bay, will most likely remain out. 

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Brad Marchand/Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* The Bruins practiced their power play. The first unit was the same: Torey Krug and David Krejci at the point, Jarome Iginla at the left circle, Milan Lucic down low, Zdeno Chara in front.

* The second unit had Dougie Hamilton and Reilly Smith at the blue line. Patrice Bergeron, Loui Eriksson, and Carl Soderberg were the down-low forwards.

* Gregory Campbell stayed late on the ice after practice working on draws with assistant coach Doug Jarvis. Campbell is the only center who's lost more faceoffs (44.4 percent) than he's won.

Chad Johnson likely to make Bruins debut this week
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins play at Buffalo on Wednesday and host San Jose on Thursday. It is the first back-to-back set of 2013-14. 

Chad Johnson, goalie Tuukka Rask’s backup, is scheduled to start either Wednesday or Thursday. Coach Claude Julien said a final decision hasn’t been made. But Julien mentioned Buffalo as a possibility for Johnson, who has backed up Rask for the first seven games. Rask is one of two goalies to have played every game for his club this season. San Jose’s Antti Niemi is the other.

If Johnson plays against the Sabres, it would most likely be the only lineup change. The Bruins are coming off a 5-0 win over Tampa Bay on Saturday. They did not make any changes to today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Reilly Smith-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Brad Marchand/Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Game 7: Bruins at Lightning

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 19, 2013 12:46 PM


Is he in or not?

While Claude Julien said on Friday that there was a "good chance" that Carl Soderberg would play against the Lightning, the coach declined to share his lines before the game. So it's still a question of whether Soderberg will be in, which would necessitate sitting another one of his forwards. 

The two most likely to find themselves in the press box tonight, should Julien put Soderberg in, would be Jordan Caron and Brad Marchand, though it might be a bit early for Julien to take Marchand out despite his middling performance over the early part of the season.

Soderberg would be a boon in one area for the Bruins -- net-front presence. It's something that the team has discussed that it needs to improve, and it's a place where Soderberg proved adept at scoring in Sweden. 

It'll be especially important tonight against a hot Lightning team that has lost only once since falling to the Bruins in the first game of the season. Big goalie Ben Bishop and his 1.57 goals against average has been a major reason for the team's good start, and creating traffic around him would be a help for the B's.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 4-2-0, Lightning 5-2-0

Projected lineups:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Smith-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Marchand-Kelly-Caron/Soderberg

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

With the defensive rotation still going strong for the Bruins (and an optional skate this morning), it's unclear which player will be the healthy scratch on the defensive side.

Tuukka Rask

Notes: Tampa Bay goalie Ben Bishop hasn't allowed more than two goals in any of his starts, and has won all five of them so far this season. ... The Bruins won the first meeting between the teams, 3-1, on the strength of two short-handed goals in the season opener. ... Martin St. Louis and Steven Stamkos lead the Lightning with 10 points each. No Bruin has more than five.

Game 6: Bruins at Panthers

Link|Comments (3)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 17, 2013 01:03 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Here it is: Tim Thomas vs. Tuukka Rask.

Or, rather, the Bruins vs. the Panthers!

Clearly, the goaltending is where all eyes will be when the Bruins take on the Panthers Thursday night. Of course, the Bruins also need a win, so that's where the team's focus is, but there obviously will be a little extra emotion as they take on their former teammate.

"I know this game was probably circled on his calendar, as it would be for mine if it was my old team," said former Bruins draft pick and current Panther Kris Versteeg. "So I think he’s excited about it. I think there’s a lot of Bruins fans, too, that heavily respect what he did for their organization, they’re excited maybe about seeing him play tonight as well. 

"It’s kind of funny how he misses a few games with injury and this is the game he comes back for."

Game time: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio: NESN/WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 3-2-0, Panthers 2-5-0

In-game updates: Live blog launches at 6:30 p.m. 

Projected lineups:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Smith-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Marchand-Kelly-Caron

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

Chara-Boychuk

 Krug-McQuaid

(It's unclear who the healthy-scratch defenseman will be. Bartkowski and Hamilton were rotating in with Seidenberg in morning skate.)

Tuukka Rask

Notes: The Bruins are 2 for 19 on the power play, and haven't scored in their last 12 chances. ... Jarome Iginla still has yet to score a goal for the Bruins. ... Thomas has a 5.05 goals-against average and .850 save percentage this season.

Tim Thomas to start vs. Bruins Thursday 
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

SUNRISE, Fla. -- According to the Florida Panthers Twitter account, former Bruins goalie Tim Thomas will be starting against Boston in Thursday night's game, making for must-see TV. 

"It will be [weird]," said Bruins winger Milan Lucic. "All those years of shooting on him in practice and whatnot. I think it'll be fun to finally get to shoot on him in a game. I'm sure he's looking forward to it as well. 

"I'm sure he's happy to be back in the NHL playing. He's found a new home here in Florida."

Most of the current Bruins never really considered that they'd play against the goalie who led them to the Stanley Cup in 2011. He was aging and, of course, under contract to the Bruins. So a change of address didn't seem in the cards -- until Thomas decided he didn't want to play the 2012-13 season.

His rights were traded to the Islanders last season, though he never suited up for them. He signed with the Panthers on a tryout agreement at the start of camp, and later signed a one-year contract with the team.

"Never thought that we would play against each other," said Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask, who was once Thomas's backup. "But I'm glad that he made his comeback. That's what people want. I hope he does well."

The 39-year-old Thomas has been practicing for a few days as he tries to come back from a groin injury suffered in the Panthers' third game of the season. He declined to speak with media, saying that he would talk after Thursday's game. 

Which, apparently, he is going to start.

"We practiced together many years, so I don't think it's any different, because we both practice like we play," Rask said. "There will just be lots more people out there watching."

Game 5: Red Wings at Bruins

Link|Comments (3)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 14, 2013 11:15 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins will have exactly 16.5 minutes to prepare for their game against the Red Wings, given that they haven't skated since they came off the ice on Saturday after their win over Columbus. 

The team did not practice Sunday and didn't have a morning skate Monday morning, so it will be interesting to see how their legs look early in this one.

Boston is facing Detroit for the second time this season, both games at TD Garden. In fact, today's game marks the final time the Red Wings will be in Boston this year, with the final two games in the series both at Joe Louis Arena.

The Bruins beat the Red Wings 4-1 on the strength of two power play goals on Oct. 5.

Puck drop: 1 p.m.

TV/Radio: NHL Network/NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Boston 3-1-0, Detroit 3-2-0

Projected lineups:

The Bruins didn't practice yesterday or skate this morning, so it's unclear if Claude Julien will put Brad Marchand back on the second line or keep Reilly Smith there. It's also unknown whether Matt Bartkowski will revert back to the odd man out or whether he'll be back on the second defensive pairing with Dennis Seidenberg.

Notes: The Bruins are playing their second of 17 matinees on the schedule this season. So far they've won their only afternoon game, on Saturday in Columbus. ... The Bruins are wearing their third uniform for the first of 12 games this season. ... Shawn Thornton is playing his 500th NHL game today. ... Milan Lucic is one goal away from 100 for his career.

Bruins' approach helped convince Nathan Horton to leave
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Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff October 12, 2013 04:01 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Nathan Horton said he wanted a quieter lifestyle when he signed his seven-year, $37.1 million contract with Columbus. 

But Horton acknowledged the Bruins’ negotiating approach also played a part in his decision to leave.

“All year, nothing happened,” Horton said of his final season in Boston. “I waited for a long time. It just came down to, at the end, for my family, I wanted a place where my kids could be outside. That’s kind of what it came down to. I heard a little bit about Columbus. It’s not the Columbus that everyone knows. Columbus is up-and-coming. They’ve got a great team and great people in charge. It’s kind of what I was looking for.”

Horton is out after undergoing shoulder surgery in July. He is about a month away from skating.

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warm-ups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Sergei Bobrovsky (2-1-0, 2.28 GAA, .920 save percentage) will start in goal for the Blue Jackets.

Game 4 preview: Bruins at Blue Jackets
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

COLUMBUS – Good morning from Nationwide Arena, where the Bruins will play their first road game of 2013-14 this afternoon against the Blue Jackets. 

Columbus is coming off a 4-1 road win over Buffalo. The Bruins were shut out by Jean-Sebastien Giguere and the Avalanche on Saturday, 2-0. No lineup changes are expected for the Bruins.

Puck drop: 2 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 2-1-0, Blue Jackets 2-1-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Matt Bartkowski

Storylines: Ex-Bruin Nathan Horton (shoulder), who signed a seven-year deal with Columbus, is out until December or January. Jarome Iginla, Horton’s replacement, has a 0-0—0 line through three games… Tyler Seguin ripped up Winnipeg for two goals and two assists last night. Rich Peverley was riding on Seguin’s right side… Loui Eriksson, involved in the Seguin trade, is scoreless. Eriksson hasn’t had much chemistry with Brad Marchand and Patrice Bergeron… Ex-Ranger Marian Gaborik leads Columbus with two goals and three assists. Gaborik usually played well against the Bruins while in New York… Fellow ex-Ranger Brandon Dubinsky has a three-game scoring streak (1-2—3)… Dan O’Rourke and Graham Skilliter will be the referees. Scott Driscoll and Ryan Galloway will be the linesmen.

Game 3: Avalanche at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 10, 2013 01:30 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins are trying to get back in stride after four days off after a win over the Red Wings on Saturday. The Avalanche are trying to see just how real their 3-0-0 start is. 

Asked if this game would be a measuring stick for his surprising team, Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said, "Certainly it is a measuring stick to some point, obviously. But at the same time we know we still have things to work on. But I guess tonight we’re going to be challenged and we’ll see what area in our game needs to be better and improve. That’s why I’m saying we take it one day at a time and see where it’ll bring us."

These are two teams that don't face each other often. In fact, the last time the teams met was in a 1-0 Avalanche win exactly two years ago, on Oct. 10, 2011. 

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 2-0-0, Avalanche 3-0-0

Projected lineups:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

Chara-Boychuk

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Krug-McQuaid

Rask

Notes: Tonight's game marks the only time the Avalanche come to town this season. ... Colorado got its first road win of the season on Tuesday against Toronto. ... The Bruins have a 69-49-15-1 record all-time against the Avalanche/Nordiques franchise. ... The Bruins' current 0-5-1-1 home winless streak against Colorado is their longest current streak against any other NHL opponent. ... Boston has never beaten Colorado in overtime and has never won a home overtime decision against the franchise. Both OT wins came in Quebec.

Julien expects no trouble with Avs coach Roy
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins – well, most of them – were back on the ice at the Garden Thursday after a lengthy layoff, having been off since Saturday's win over the Red Wings. 

It was an optional skate, but there was one notable who took part: Carl Soderberg. It was the first time the Swede has skated with his Bruins teammates since injuring his ankle in Saskatoon during the team's final preseason game. Having him participate in the optional morning skate – David Krejci and Milan Lucic skipped it – was a way for him to ease back into the flow of things. He's expected to take part in practice tomorrow before the team heads to Columbus.

"I think it's a start," Claude Julien said. "He's skated enough the last couple of days, I guess, or since Monday. He's been skating on his own. It was good to see him out there doing at least some line rushes and stuff like that. So he's progressing well, but obviously not ready to play."

Tonight's matchup is a bigger one than anticipated at the start of the season with the Avalanche out to a quick 3-0-0 start, having beaten Toronto on Tuesday. Not only that, but the Avalanche bring coach Patrick Roy to town. 

With the layoff, Julien quipped that he had "spent the last couple of days solidifying the glass between the benches."

Roy, of course, nearly toppled the partition between the two benches in his first game as coach as he had a shouting match with Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau.

Your move, Roy. 

"I don't expect any problems with Claude Julien," Roy said.

With the morning skate being optional, the lines weren't exactly the same. But the lines are expected to be the same as they have been through the first two games of the season, both wins.

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

Chara-Boychuk

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Krug-McQuaid

Rask

 Johnson

Bruins prepare for undefeated Avalanche
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staf

WILMINGTON – The new schedule brings not only the Red Wings to the Atlantic Division, but it also brings the West to the TD Garden. With every team visiting every arena at least once, the Bruins will have to prepare for teams they haven't faced in multiple seasons. 

On Thursday, after four days off between games, the undefeated Avalanche and coach Patrick Roy come to town.

"Obviously you know what kind of teams they are because you watch them on TV and stuff like that," David Krejci said. "But it’s one thing to watch them and one thing to play them. It’s kind of exciting. I like the new system of the NHL, so it’s good."

It will have been exactly two years since the Bruins played the Avalanche. Colorado won, 1-0, on Oct. 10, 2011.

"They're the real deal as far as some young guys really turning the corner there," coach Claude Julien said. "I think they're a real good skating team. When you look at them yesterday, their forecheck was real aggressive and they're a quick team. 

"They went after Toronto pretty good. I think it's going to be important that we're sharp in our puck movement and sharp also in moving our feet if we want to play well against these guys."

In other news, Carl Soderberg skated again by himself before Bruins practice at Ristuccia Arena. The winger is still not yet ready to practice with the team. Asked about sending him to the AHL to get ready to return to the NHL, Julien said, "We’re not there yet, to be honest with you."

The lines were the same as they have been in the first two games.

Abdelkader hit was "an accident," Marchand says
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- Brad Marchand, who was laid out on the ice Saturday night after a hit from Detroit's Justin Abdelkader, spoke to reporters Tuesday for the first time since the game, and said the contact was accidental.

"He did jump, for sure, there’s no doubt about it," said the Bruins winger. "But it’s a reaction thing, guys do things to protect themselves. That’s how it goes. I don’t think he intentionally tried to hurt me or anything like that."

Marchand was on the ice for a while before skating off under his own power. He was then helped into the dressing room, and missed one shift. But Marchand finished the game, and has practiced the last two days.

"I never expected anything to come out of that, I wouldn’t want anything to come out of that," Marchand said. "It was an accident, just how it goes."

Other notes from this morning's practice:

Carl Soderberg skated on his own before practice. He's still recovering from the ankle injury he suffered in the final preseason game in Saskatoon and has yet to practice with the team, which he'll need to do before returning in a game. Coach Claude Julien called him "day-to-day."

"The best I can say right now," Julien said. "He’s skating. When I say day-to-day, he’s getting closer to practicing with us. And once he practices with us and I get the OK from our medical staff, we’ll move forward. So 'day to day' doesn't mean necessarily tomorrow but he is progressing extremely well."

The Bruins don't intend for seventh defenseman Matt Bartkowski to sit forever, even though he's been the odd man out in the first two games. 

"I’ll be very honest with you guys, he’s not going to sit up there for a month," Julien said. "That’s not going to happen.

"We’ve got some good young players that need to play, especially early in the year. You’ve got to give those guys opportunities to play. So when that’s going to happen, I’m not sure yet, but certainly don’t expect to see him in the stands for a whole month."

Notes from Bruins practice
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins returned to Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington today because the Celtics are taking over TD Garden with a preseason game tonight. 

They began practice by practicing with opposite-shot sticks, something they've done before (and which sometimes looks quite humorous). 

They spent about 10-15 minutes playing with the opposite stick.

"Keep things light," coach Claude Julien said. "For me the worst drill in practice is finding a warmup drill where you allow guys to get their legs and goaltenders feeling pucks and stuff like that. It was one of the things we’ve done before, give them a chance to loosen up and have fun with it. 

"We’re three days away from the next game, so I don’t think we have to be too hard on them on a Monday morning practice."

The Bruins beat Detroit on Saturday night, and are off until playing the Avalanche on Thursday.

In other news, Carl Soderberg (ankle) skated before practice, and Julien said, "He is getting closer."

Game 2: Red Wings at Bruins
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Tonight's game marks the first meeting of two of the NHL's heavyweights, now slotted into the same division. The Red Wings are intent on making it back to the playoffs for a 23rd consecutive year, while the Bruins are trying to get back to the Stanley Cup Final for what would be the third time in four years.

Game on.

This is the first of four meetings between the clubs after they played each other twice in the preseason. Of course, those games didn't feature full lines or normal defensive pairings, so it's hard to take anything out of those. Detroit is handicapped a bit, with this game as their third in four days. They won last night in Carolina.

"It'll be fun," Detroit coach Mike Babcock said. "We look forward to it. Everything about today’s game for our team, it’s a real great opportunity because it’s three-in-four and it’s back-to-back. To me it’s about how mentally tough you are. It’s about ... sticking to your plan, doing it right. 

"In every game someone gives in, you can’t give in today. You’ve just got to find a way. I don’t care if your legs are sore or any of that stuff or where we played. I want to see who’s mentally tough and who’s going to do it right. Tonight should be a good test for our team and we look forward to it."

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NHL Network/NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 1-0-0, Red Wings 2-0-0

Projected lineups:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

Chara-Boychuk

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Krug-McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

Notes: This is the first meeting of the teams now that they're together in the Atlantic Division. ... Detroit and Boston did not face each other in the lockout shortened 2012-2013 season. ... The Red Wings have won the last four straight games against the Bruins. ... Brothers Reilly Smith and Brendan Smith will face each other in tonight's game. They played against each other in the preseason. ... The last time the Bruins and Red Wings were in the same division was in the East in 1972-1973. ... The last shutout between these two teams? Way back in 1982, when the Bruins won 7-0 on Nov. 7.

Prepping for the Red Wings
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 4, 2013 01:36 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins were back on the ice this morning for a 45-minute practice after taking their season opener from the Lightning Thursday night.

Next up for the B's? The Red Wings, who move east this season and into the Atlantic Division. 

Detroit -- and its two-decade-long playoff streak -- brings significant talent to the division, and is likely to be battling Boston all season for a chance to head back to the postseason. 

“I think they’re an elite team,” coach Claude Julien said. “They always have been. 

 They’re a good, experienced team. They’re a smart team, they play a good, smart game. That’ll certainly bring an element of an even bigger challenge for all the teams in our conference right now to add them in there.”

The Bruins rolled out the same lines as Thursday, with Carl Soderberg (ankle) still not on the ice. Jordan Caron skated in his place. 

Soderberg appears to be getting better, but it isn't clear when he'll be back in the lineup.

“It’s a hard injury to say, listen, he’s going to be in on Sunday or Monday,” Julien said. “It’s hard to really pinpoint with that type of injury, but he is definitely getting better every day. I think he really is getting close. Hopefully, if there’s no setbacks, he should be on the ice soon.”

Bruins take 2013-14 opener from Lightning, 3-1
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Posted by Staff October 3, 2013 11:40 PM


By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

The Bruins opened up their 2013-14 season with a solid win over the Lightning on Thursday night, beating Tampa Bay, 3-1, in front of a sellout crowd at TD Garden. 

Despite many new players on the Bruins’ roster, it was the familiar faces that led the way, with goals by Chris Kelly, Milan Lucic, and Patrice Bergeron.

Box score

 Watch: Kevin Dupont's analysis 

 After allowing 15 shots in the first period and a tying goal midway through the second, Boston shook off the rust and stifled the Lightning the rest of the way with its trademark shutdown defense. 

“I thought the last five minutes of the second and the [whole] third period we were a little bit more of the team we wanted to be, so it was nice to see our team get better as the game went on,” said coach Claude Julien. “It’s the first game [of the season]; it’s the first game for a lot of those guys that were in the lineup tonight, the first real game, I guess, [but we’re] overall happy with the win and we know we still have some work to do.”

“We had a pretty good third period; we started playing the way that we wanted to play,” Lucic said. “We started to have more in-zone time, it seemed like things started to flow a little better, and we were more in synch … [The Lightning] did a good job keeping us off our rhythm, but Tuukka [Rask] kept us in there and we found a way to win.”

Rask, fresh off signing an eight-year, $56 million contract extension, was superb in net, allowing just one goal on 33 shots.

“I felt pretty good,” he said. “I made some saves, but I didn’t necessarily feel really good … I think everybody looked a little tired. We didn’t have our legs, and mentally we weren’t as sharp as usual, but it was a good win.”

The Bruins got the scoring started at 11:39 of the first period when Kelly was awarded a penalty shot while Boston was killing a Tampa Bay power play, and the alternate captain delivered, beating Tampa Bay’s Anders Lindback with a backhand to put the Bruins up, 1-0.

“I had an idea of what I was going to do before [the shot],” Kelly said. “I try that move in practice, but Tuukka doesn’t move, so it ends up just going in his pad, so it’s kind of deflating. I was happy [Lindback] bit; you know he’s a big guy, [when you] shoot high he takes away the upper net, so I just tried to freeze him.

“I don’t think [I’ve] ever [had a penalty shot],” he added. “I normally don’t get those calls.”

Just over two minutes into the second period, it looked like Jordan Caron had made it 2-0 when he fought to get the puck past Lindback, but the referee waved off the goal, saying he had blown the whistle before it crossed the line. Tampa Bay tied the game seven minutes later when Eric Brewer found Valtteri Fippulla on a two-on-one rush.

Lucic put the Bruins back in the lead with just a minute to play in the period, taking a feed from David Krejci and beating Lindback over the shoulder. It was Lucic’s second straight year scoring in the opening game.

“[Krejci] saw me and I kind of knew he was going to pass it to me there,” Lucic said. “[I] didn’t have to say much; I know I didn’t have as much time and I just tried to get a good hard shot as quick as possible.

“It [feels] good [to score in Game 1],” he added. “Usually you don’t score [in the] first game of the season, but now [I have] two years in a row … it’s nice to start it off like that.”

Taking the 2-1 lead into the third period, the Bruins scored another shorthanded goal, this time from Bergeron with just under 16 minutes to play to take a 3-1 lead. They held on for the win, thanks in large part to the team’s impressive penalty kill, which allowed no goals on five power plays, including killing two long five-on-three opportunities.

“You always have to make extra effort when you are down two guys,” Rask said. “That’s something positive to see that our penalty killers were really good today and guys sacrificed out there, so that’s a good start for that.

“It’s really important, especially when you go down two men like that [and] you survive that twice in a game. That’s something we thrive on and we take a lot of pride in doing and it’s been working well.”

The Bruins won their first game of the season for the second year in a row, after having defeated the Rangers in last season's opener. The Bruins' next game is on Saturday when the Detroit Red Wings, now a division foe, come to Boston.

Final: Bruins 3, Lightning 1

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff October 3, 2013 07:05 PM


Jeff Pini, Amalie Benjamin, and Fluto Shinzawa provided updates from TD Garden as the Bruins opened their season. 

Dennis Seidenberg signs four-year, $16 million extension
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 3, 2013 05:39 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

On Wednesday, general manager Peter Chiarelli said that signing Dennis Seidenberg was “pretty high” on his agenda. And 24 hours later, Seidenberg signed a four-year, $16 million extension. TSN was first to report the deal. 

"He plays our style," said GM Peter Chiarelli. "Heavy game. Heavy game that we like. He's been a warrior for us. There's a lot of things he has that are compatible with the way we want to play. He's 32, but we feel he's in very good condition, takes care of himself. Frankly, he wanted to stay here. Easier to get done for that reason."

Seidenberg was one of the few core Bruins unsigned for next season before the deal, and had talked this preseason about the difficulty of playing in a contract year.

“It’s pretty hard,” Seidenberg said. “There are stretches in the season when you don’t perform the way you want to and you start wondering. I should be experienced in that situation because I’ve gone through it a few times, but it never gets easier.”

Fortunately for Seidenberg and the Bruins, he won't need to. The 32-year-old had been in the final season of a four-year, $13 million deal he signed after he was traded to Boston from Florida with Matt Bartkowski in one of Chiarelli's best deals.

The contract is the same as the four-year, $16 million contract Tim Gleason signed with Carolina. Both are rugged, left-shot defensemen. 

"D like Dennis are hard to find," Chiarelli said. "He's been so good for us. The way that he play, it's hard to find. We've got D in the pipeline that have bits and pieces of their game that are like that. But not the whole package like Dennis."

Game 1: Lightning at Bruins
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It's time.

After three-plus months since the puck last dropped at the Garden -- we'll stay away from what happened in that game -- hockey is back in Boston. The Bruins will face the Lightning in their season opener, with new faces peppering the ice for the home team. Loui Eriksson, Jarome Iginla, and Reilly Smith will all make their debuts for the Bruins tonight.

There's good news, too, on the injury front. David Krejci, who has been out since Friday with back spasms, is a go for tonight's game. He'll be centering the team's top line with Milan Lucic and Iginla. Carl Soderberg remains out until at least Saturday's game, but it seems that he too is on the mend.

"I think the players are looking forward to it," coach Claude Julien said. "We've had a long training camp, so looking forward to getting it going here tonight with our fans behind us."

Julien would not announce which of the Bruins defensemen would sit for tonight's game, but it seemed from morning skate that Matt Bartkowski is likely to be the odd man out.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 FM

Records: Bruins 0-0, Lightning 0-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

Chara-Boychuk

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Krug-McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

Notes: The game tonight is the first of four between the Bruins and Lightning this season, with the game marking the first time the two teams are in the same division. ... It's the fifth straight opener for the Bruins at home (and that includes Prague in 2010). ... The Bruins lead the all-time series against the Lightning 48-20-9-0, including a sweep of the season series last season.

Snippets from Media Day
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins just finished up with Media Day here at TD Garden, and there were a few newsy tidbits to come out of the season.

David Krejci, who suffered back spasms on Friday in Saskatoon, skated for the first time since the injury. He said he'll be a game-time decision, but that his back has improved. As he said, "Every single day I woke up, it felt much better. I'm expecting to get better again tomorrow and hopefully I'll be good to go."

Carl Soderberg, meanwhile, will not play on Thursday against the Lightning. The winger was placed on injured reserve after Friday's game, so he's not eligible to play. He would be eligible for Saturday's game, but there's no sense of whether he would be ready for that. “It felt really bad after the game. It’s felt much better every day,” Soderberg said. As for when he could return, “I have no idea,” he said. “It feels much better, so we will see. We can take a couple of days, but we have no idea.” Jordan Caron has skated with the third line in his place for the last couple of days.

The Bruins are still working on a new practice facility for the team, with the goal of eventually replacing Ristuccia Arena. The preferred destination now appears to be on the site of the old Boston Garden. There is no timeline, but Charlie Jacobs said that the team is working on the numbers with Boston Properties to build one. "My hope would be that we would have a premier, world-class training facility," Jacobs said. "Not to say that we don't have one at Ristuccia, but we think we can do better." There would also be retail and restaurants in the site. If that doesn't work, the team will continue discussions with others, but as Jacobs said, "This might be Option 1 in my book, at the moment."

Krejci awarded third 'A'

Link|Comments (9)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin October 1, 2013 04:16 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WATERBURY, Vermont -- When Andrew Ference left town after last season, he left multiple holes on the Bruins. First, there was his spot on defense. Second, there was his spot as a leader of the team, as evidence by his position one of the team's alternate captains.

The Bruins chose David Krejci to take over Ference's vacated "A," which he'll split with Chris Kelly on home/road games as Ference did last season. Patrice Bergeron has the other "A" and Zdeno Chara wears the captain's "C."

"Unanimous," coach Claude Julien said. 

Asked if it means a lot to Krejci, Julien said, "It does. He's been a good leader on the ice. And every year in the playoffs, he comes up big. I think it's important for him, same as [Milan Lucic] that he can step up and be more of a leader. I think it's time for him to show that for us, and after I talked to him, he seemed keen on wanting to be that guy."

Krejci was not on the ice at the Waterbury Ice Center this afternoon. He suffered back spasms on Friday in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, and did not play in that night's game. Julien said the team was hopeful that Krejci would be back on the ice tomorrow, the day before the season opener. Julien said the team is "optimistic about that."

Carl Soderberg also did not skate today. The team is less hopeful about him. Julien said that Soderberg was "highly doubtful" for Thursday's game against the Lightning. Soderberg hit a rut on the ice in Saskatoon, and while it was initially deemed minor, his ankle got more swollen in the next couple of days. The Bruins will know more when the swelling goes down. 
Soderberg, Krejci absent from practice
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By Anthony Gulizia, Globe correspondent 

Bruins forward Carl Soderberg was injured when he caught a rut in the ice in Friday’s preseason game against Winnipeg, and he was not on the ice for Sunday’s practice at TD Garden.

David Krejci, who missed Friday’s game with back spasms, was also missing from the morning skate.

“Right now, I would say [they are] day-to-day and as we move further, it might be better,” Bruins coach Claude Julien said after practice. 

“With Krejci it might be better. With Carl, not sure yet. The injury [he] suffered when he hit a rut the other night, it’s still up in the air, the seriousness of it. We had first deemed it minor, and now its questionable.”

Soderberg has been productive this preseason, scoring a goal in Friday’s 5-0 victory against Winnipeg and a pair of goals in a 2-0 victory last Saturday against Detroit.

Bruins will take another look at younger players
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

SASKATOON, Sask. – The plan for the Bruins was to unveil their regular season lineup tonight vs. the Jets. But that won't happen, with the team still anxious to see some of the young players fighting for a roster spot again. 

"We’ve got some decisions to make," coach Claude Julien said. "So it’ll be close to it, but I don’t think it’ll be necessarily the lineup. [Dennis] Seidenberg is not in tonight. [Daniel] Paille, [Shawn] Thornton aren’t in tonight. We need to see some of those guys, and we’ll go from there."

That means big pressure for guys like Jordan Caron, Nick Johnson, and Ryan Spooner. 

Johnson and Caron will play with Gregory Campbell tonight, and will be the focus of the decision makers on the team.

"Those two guys we have to make decisions on," Julien said. "Other guys we have a pretty clear [idea]. Again that doesn’t mean they’re not going to be on, but we know exactly what we get from some of those other players."

Spooner might actually center the top line tonight, because David Krejci may not be able to skate because of back spasms. That would give Spooner a good opportunity to continue his impressive preseason. 

The area the brass has had the most trouble with has been the goalies. Tuukka Rask, who is still scheduled to play all of tonight's game, is set in stone as the starter. But behind him Niklas Svedberg has made a good bid to be the backup.

"It's not easy," Julien said. "It hasn't been easy, especially in the goaltending area. That’s where it’s been the toughest. It doesn’t take much to sway one way or another. Let’s be honest here, Svedberg’s played well. So did Johnson in that Detroit game. What maybe tarnished I guess his camp a little bit was that game in Montreal where he just had an average half-game. 

"So at the end of the day we’re going to have to make some decisions. It’ll go into a lot of discussions about a lot of things. As you know it’s not just hockey, it’s about development, sometimes about cap. There are a lot of things that come into play. So those are decisions that we’ll certainly make along the way."
Rankings Rankings Rankings 

Draft Site

http://www.draftsite.com/nhl/mock-draft/2014/

2014

 1 Aaron Ekblad D Barrie (OHL)

 2 Leon Draisaitl C Prince Albert (WHL)

 3 Sam Reinhart C Kootenay (WHL)

 4 Sam Bennett C Kingston (OHL)

 5 Michael dal Colle LW Oshawa (OHL)

 6 William Nylander C Sodertalje SK (Allsvenskan)

 7 Nick Ritchie RW Peterborough (OHL)

 8 Jake Virtanen RW Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

 9 Nikolay Goldobin RW Sarnia (OHL)

 10 Brendan Perlini LW Niagara (OHL)

 11 Haydn Fleury D Red Deer (WHL)

 12 Jared McCann C Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

 13 Ivan Barbashev LW Moncton (QMJHL)

 14 Roland McKeown D Kingston (OHL)

 15 Kasperi Kapanen LW KalPa Kuopio (SM-liiga)

 16 David Pastrnak LW HV71 (SEL)

 17 Nikolai Ehlers LW Halifax (MJAHL)

 18 Brycen Martin D Swift Current (WHL)

 19 Sonny Milano LW USNTDP (USHL)

 20 Dylan Larkin C USNTDP (USHL)

 21 Alex Tuch RW US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 22 Nikita Scherbak LW Saskatoon (WHL)

 23 Jakub Vrana RW Linkopings HC (SEL)

 24 Kevin Fiala RW Malmö (Sweden)

 25 Adrian Kempe C MoDo U-20 (Sweden)

 26 Conner Bleackley C Red Deer (WHL)

 27 Anton Karlsson LW Frolunda HC (SEL)

 28 Josh Ho-Sang C Windsor (OHL)

 29 Julius Honka D Swift Current (WHL)

 30 Robbie Fabbri C Guelph (OHL)

 31 Nick Schmaltz RW Green Bay (USHL)

 32 Jack Glover D US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 33 Jack Dougherty D St. Thomas Academy (HS-MN)

 34 Anthony DeAngelo D Sarnia (OHL)

 35 John Quenneville C Brandon (WHL)

 36 Spencer Watson RW Kingston (OHL)

 37 Daniel Audette LW Sherbrooke (QMJHL)

 38 Brandon Lemieux LW Barrie (OHL)

 39 Eric Cornel RW Peterborough (OHL)

 40 Alex Nedeljkovic G Plymouth (OHL)

 41 Tyson Baille C Kamloops (WHL)

 42 Jayce Hawryluk C Brandon (WHL)

 43 Alexis Vanier D Baie-Comeau (QMJHL)

 44 Jared Fiegl LW US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 45 Shanye Gersich C Omaha (USHL)

 46 Matthew Mistele LW Plymouth (OHL)

 47 Adam Olias Mattsson D Djurgården (Allsvenskan)

 48 Brayden Point C Moose Jaw (WHL)

 49 Ben Thomas D Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

 50 Joshua Jacobs D Indiana (USHL)

 51 Ryan Collins D US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 52 Andreas Eglund D Djurgården (Allsvenskan)

 53 Alex Peters D Plymouth (OHL)

 54 Aaron Irving D Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

 55 Pavel Kraskovsky C Yaroslavl (KHL)

 56 Chase DeLeo C Portland (WHL)

 57 Dominik Masin D Praha Slavia (Czech)

 58 Ryan MacInnis LW Kitchener (OHL)

 59 Jake Walman D JR Canadiens (OJHL)

 60 Nikita Serebryakov G Saginaw (OHL)

 61 Nikita Yazkov RW Windsor (OHL)

 62 Shayne Eiserman LW US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 63 Blake Clarke LW Saginaw (OHL)

 64 Alexis Lintuniemi D Ottawa 67's (OHL)

 65 Jacob Middleton D Ottawa 67's (OHL)

 66 Keegan Iverson RW Portland (WHL)

 67 Francis Perron C Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL)

 68 Maxim Letunov C Youngstown (USHL)

 69 Vladimir Tkachev LW Moncton (QMJHL)

 70 Arkhip Nekolenko LW Chelyabinsk (KHL)

 71 Karson Kuhlman RW Dubuque (USHL)

 72 Aaron Haydon D Niagara (OHL)

 73 Vaclav Karabacek LW Gatineau (QMJHL)

 74 Justin Kirkland LW Kelowna (WHL)

 75 Reid Gardner C Prince Albert (WHL)

 76 Brett Pollock C Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

 77 Ryan Donato C Southfield School (HS-MA)

 78 Jack Ramsey RW Penticton (BCHL)

 79 Austin Poganski RW Tri-City (USHL)

 80 Blake Weyrick G US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 81 Blake Siebenaler D Niagara (OHL)

 82 Thatcher Demko G USNTDP (USHL)

 83 Colby Cave C Swift Current (WHL)

 84 Chris Wilkie LW Omaha (USHL)

 85 Miles Gendron D Rivers Country School (HS-MA)

 86 Brandon Hickey D Spruce Grove (AJHL)

 87 Lucas Wallmark C Lulea HF (SEL)

 88 Marcel Godbout C Des Moines (USHL)

 89 Tomas Andrlik D Plze (Czech)

 90 Maxim Lazarev LW Kazan (KHL)

 91 Edwin Minney G USNTDP (USHL)

 92 Phil Baltisberger D Zurich (NLA)

 93 Rihards Bukarts LW Riga (Belarusian)

 94 Dysin Mayo D Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

 95 Alexis Pepin C Gatineau (QMJHL)

 96 Clark Bishop C Cape Breton (QMJHL)

 97 Warren Foegele LW Penticton (BCHL)

 98 Juho Lammikko LW Assat Pori (SM-liiga)

 99 C. J. Franklin RW Sioux Falls (USHL)

 100 Tyler Sandu C Everett (WHL)

 101 Brandon Robinson LW Kitchener (OHL)

 102 Ondrej Kase LW Pirati Chomutov (Czech)

 103 Parker Bowles C Tri-City (WHL)

 104 Kaapo Kähkönen G Blues Espoo (SM-liiga)

 105 Matthew Berkovitz D Wisconsin (SIJHL)

 106 Austin Lotz G Everett (WHL)

 107 Matthew Highmore C Saint John (QMJHL)

 108 Jaden Lindo RW Owen Sound (OHL)

 109 Beau Starrett LW South Shore (EJHL)

 110 Hunter Warner C Waterloo (USHL)

 111 Eetu Sopanen D Pelicans Lahti (SM-liiga)

 112 Logan Halladay G Janesville (NAHL)

 113 Stefan LeBlanc D Sudbury (OHL)

 114 Mikko Lehtonen D TPS Turku (SM-liiga)

 115 Jonathan MacLeod D US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 116 Teemu Lämsä C TPS Turku (SM-liiga)

 117 Nelson Nogier D Saskatoon (WHL)

 118 Michael Bunting LW USNTDP (USHL)

 119 Kyle Jenkins D Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

 120 Matthew Revel C Kamloops (WHL)

 121 Mason McDonald G Acadie-Bathurst (QMJHL)

 122 Mitch Slattery C Hill Murray High School (HS-MN)

 123 Christian Dvorak LW London Knights (OHL)

 124 Simon KIndschi D Davos (NLA)

 125 Nick Wolff D Eagan High School (HS-MN)

 126 Joe Hicketts D Victoria (BCHL)

 127 Dominic Franco LW Kimball Union Academy (HS-NH)

 128 Ryan Mantha D Sioux City (USHL)

 129 Ty Edmonds G Prince George (WHL)

 130 Max Wilman C Williston Northampton School (HS-MA)

 131 Carl Neill D Sherbrooke (QMJHL)

 132 Brandon Halverson G Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

 133 Emil Johansson D HV71 (SEL)

 134 Markus Pettersson D Skelleftea AIK (SEL)

 135 Chase Phelps LW Shattuck-St. Marys School (HS-MN)

 136 Ryan Hitchcock LW US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 137 Tanner Faith D Kootenay (WHL)

 138 Reid Duke C Lethbridge (WHL)

 139 Radel Fazleyev C Calgary Canucks (AJHL)

 140 Olivier LeBlanc D Saint John (QMJHL)

 141 Alex Shoenborn RW Portland (WHL)

 142 Evan Allen LW US-Under-17 (USAH-NTDP)

 143 Rinat Valiyev D Indiana (USHL)

 144 Karel Vejmelka G Pardubice (Czech)

 145 Luc Snuggerud D Eden Prairie High School (HS-MN)

 146 Roberts Lipsbergs RW Seattle (WHL)

 147 Andrei A. Mironov D Dynamo Moscow (KHL)

 148 Maximilian Pajpach G Slovakia (Slovak)

 149 Steven Owre C Medicine Hat (WHL)

 150 Nick Magyar RW Sioux City (USHL)

 151 Steven Johnson D Omaha (USHL)

 152 Rourke Chartier C Kelowna (WHL)

 153 Daniel Bagenda RW Modo Hockey (SEL)

 154 Sergei Stetsenko D CSKA-Krasnaja Armija Moskva (MHL)

 155 Tyler Wong RW Lethbridge (WHL)

 156 Alexander Protapovich RW Niagara (OHL)

 157 Daniel Walcott D Blainville-Boisbriand (QMJHL)

 158 Hugo Fagerblom G Frolunda HC (SEL)

 159 Vladislav Kamenev C Magnitogorsk (KHL)

 160 Dawson Leedahl LW Everett (WHL)

 161 Nicolas Aube'-Kubel RW Val-d'Or (QMJHL)

 162 Joni Tulola D HPK Hameenlinna (SM-liiga)

 163 Nathan Billitier D USNTDP (USHL)

 164 Oskar Lindblom RW Brynas IF (SEL)

 165 Devin Williams G Niagara (OHL)

 166 Arvin Atwal D Vancouver (WHL)

 167 Josh Thrower D Tri-City (WHL)

 168 Chase Lang RW Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

 169 Matt Murphy D Halifax (QMJHL)

 170 Julien Nantel RW Laval (LHJAAAQ)

 171 Darby Llewellyn RW Kitchener (OHL)

 172 Colin Shirley LW Kamloops (WHL)

 173 Dylan Sadowy LW Saginaw (OHL)

 174 August Gunnarsson RW Farjestads BK (SEL)

 175 Taylor Vickerman LW Vancouver (WHL)

 176 Adam Helewka LW Spokane (WHL)

 177 Mike Amadio C North Bay (NOJHL)

 178 Nolan Stevens C US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 179 Radim Zohorna LW Kometa Brno (Czech)

 180 Sebastian Fuchs LW Kenai River (NAHL)

 181 Igor Shesterkin G Sioux (SIJHL)

 182 Andrew Taverner C Sherwood Park (AJHL)

 183 Alec Dillon G Victoria (BCHL)

 184 Brook Hiddink RW Niagara (OHL)

 185 Andrew Mangiapane C Barrie (OHL)

 186 Dylan Malmquist LW Edina Senior High School (HS-MN)

 187 Anders Bjork LW USNTDP (USHL)

 188 Charles Graaskamp C Eau Claire Memorial High Schoo (HS-WI)

 189 Jaedon Descheneau C Kootenay (WHL)

 190 Brandon Prophet D Saginaw (OHL)

 191 Dominik Simon C Praha Sparta (Czech)

 192 Ville Husso G HIFK Helsinki (SM-liiga)

 193 Mason Morelli RW USNTDP (USHL)

 194 Zach Bratina LW North Bay (NOJHL)

 195 Ivan Nikolishin C CSKA-Krasnaja Armija Moskva (MHL)

 196 Yannick Rathgeb D Plymouth (OHL)

 197 Connor Chatham RW Plymouth (OHL)

 198 Waltteri Hopponen LW Everett (WHL)

 199 Ara Nazarian C Malden Catholic High School (HS-MA)

 200 Tyler Nanne RW Edina Senior High School (HS-MN)

 201 Dominic Turgeon C Portland (WHL)

 202 Dmitri Sergeev D Kingston (OHL)

 203 Anthony DeLuca LW Rimouski (QMJHL)

 204 Sergei Boikov D Drummondville (QMJHL)

 205 Alexei Sleptsov D Moose Jaw (WHL)

 206 Hunter Smith RW Oshawa (OHL)

 207 Damian Bourne LW Mississauga (OHL)

 208 Dakota Joshua LW Sioux Falls (USHL)

 209 Brendan Harms RW Dubuque (USHL)

 Draft Site

http://www.draftsite.com/nhl/mock-draft/2015/

2015

 1 Connor McDavid C Erie (OHL)

 2 Noah Hanifin D St. Sebastian's School (HS-MA)

 3 Jack Eichel C US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 4 Dylan Strome C Erie (OHL)

 5 Matthew Barzal C Canada

 6 Rasmus Andersson D Sweden

 7 Ryan Pilon D Lethbridge (WHL)

 8 Alexandre Carrier D Gatineau (QMJHL)

 9 Ryan Gropp LW North Dakota

 10 Zack Werenski D US-Under-17 (USAH-NTDP)

 11 Gustaf Franzen C HV71 (SEL)

 12 Jeremiah Addison LW Saginaw (OHL)

 13 Travis Konecny C Ottawa 67's (OHL)

 14 Felix Sandstrom G Brynas IF (SEL)

 15 Matthew Spencer D Oakville (OJHL)

 16 Paul Bittner LW Portland (WHL)

 17 Erik Cernak D Bratislava (Slovak)

 18 Jordan Greenway LW US-Under-18 (USAH-NTDP)

 19 Brendan Warren C US-Under-17 (USAH-NTDP)

 20 Nicholas Roy D Cape Breton (QMJHL)

 21 Jérémy Roy D Canada

 22 Mikko Rantanen C TPS Turku (SM-liiga)

 23 Andrew Picco D Canada

 24 Jansen Harkins C Prince George (WHL)

 25 Anthony Beauvillier C Canada

 26 Mitchell Stephens C Canada

 27 Adam Musil C Red Deer (WHL)

 28 Aaron Kellogg D Fort Saskatchewan (AJHL)

 29 Cameron Hughes C Spruce Grove (AJHL)

 30 Luc Deshênes D Victoriaville (QMJHL)

 31 Maxim Tretiak G CSKA Moscow (KHL)

 32 Kyle Connor C Youngstown (USHL)

 33 Nathan Noel C Saint John (QMJHL)

 34 Robin Kovacs RW Modo Hockey (SEL)

 35 Giorgio Estephan C Lethbridge (WHL)

 36 Dante Salituro C Ottawa 67's (OHL)

 37 Nikita Korostelev RW Sarnia (OHL)

 38 Medric Mercier D Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

 39 Brett McKenzie C Oakville (OJHL)

 40 Kevin Davis D Everett (WHL)

 41 Jakob Forsbacka-Karlsson RW Linkopings HC (SEL)

 42 Hayden McCool C Niagara (OHL)

 43 Colin White C Noble & Greenough School (HS-MA)

 44 Evgeni Svechnikov LW Kazan (KHL)

 45 Lawson Crouse LW Canada

 46 Oliver Kylington D Sodertalje SK (Allsvenskan)

 47 Ivan Provorov D Wilkes-Barre/Scranton (Atlantic Jr.)

 48 Aleski Makela D Ilves Jr. (SM-liiga)

 49 Pavel Zacha LW Liberec White Tigers (Czech)

 50 Denis Yan LW Canada

 51 David Miller C Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

 52 Sami Niku D JYP Jyvaskyla (SM-liiga)

 53 Adam Hasele LW Salzburg (Austrian)

 54 Patrik Maier D Bratislava (Slovak)

 55 Timo Meier LW Rapperswil-Jona (NLA)

 56 Glenn Gawdin C Swift Current (WHL)

 57 Nick Merkley C Kelowna (WHL)

 58 Robert Jackson III C LA Jr. Kings (MWEHL)

 59 Kirill Pilipenko RW Dynamo Moscow (KHL)

 60 Brendan Guhle D Prince Albert (WHL)

 Hockey Prospects

http://www.hockeyprospect.com/

1 REINHART, SAM RC KOOTENAY WHL

 2 EKBLAD, AARON RD BARRIE OHL

 3 DAL COLLE MICHAEL LW OSHAWA OHL

 4 DRAISATL, LEON LC PRINCE ALBERT WHL

 5 RITCHIE, NICK LW PETERBOROUGH OHL

 6 MCCANN, JARED LC SAULT STE. MARIE OHL

 7 BARBASHEV, IVAN LW MONCTON QMJHL

 8 BENNETT, SAM LC KINGSTON OHL

 9 NYLANDER, WILLIAM LW MODO SWE

 10 TUCH, ALEX RW USNTDP USHL

 11 EHLERS, NIKOLAJ LW HALIFAX QMJHL

 12 LARKIN, DYLAN LC USNTDP USHL

 13 VRANA, JAKUB LC LINKOPING SWE

 14 KAPANEN, KASPER RW KALPA FIN

 15 KARLSSON, ANTON RW FROLUNDA SWE

 16 KEMPE, ADRIAN LW MODO J20 SWE

 17 FLEURY, HAYDN LD RED DEER WHL

 18 BLEACKLEY, CONNOR RC RED DEER WHL

 19 HONKA, JULIUS RD SWIFT CURRENT WHL

 20 DEANGELO, ANTHONY RD SARNIA OHL

 21 SCHMALTZ, NICK RC GREEN BAY USHL

 22 PASTRNAK, DAVID C/W SODERTALJE SWE

 23 PERLINI, BRENDAN LW NIAGARA OHL

 24 MARTIN, BRYCEN LD SWIFT CURRENT WHL

 25 SCHERBAK, NIKITA LW SASKATOON WHL

 26 FABBRI, ROBBY LC GUELPH OHL

 27 GOLDOBIN, NIKOLAY LW SARNIA OHL

 28 NANTEL JULIEN LW ROUYN NORANDA QMJHL

 29 MILANO, SONNY LW USNTDP USHL

 30 MACINNIS, RYAN LC KITCHENER OHL

 ISS

http://www.isshockey.com/iss-top-30-released-february/

1 Ekblad, Aaron D Barrie OHL

 2 Reinhart, Sam C Kootenay WHL

 3 Bennett, Sam LW Kingston OHL

 4 Dal Colle, Michael C Oshawa OHL

 5 Nylander, William C Modo SweE

 6 Perlini, Brendan LW Niagara OHL

 7 Virtanen, Jake LW Calgary WHL

 8 Fleury, Haydn LD Red Deer WHL

 9 Ho-Sang, Joshua RW Windsor OHL

 10 Ritchie, Nicholas LW Peterborough OHL

 11 Draisaitl, Leon C Prince Albert WHL

 12 Kapanen, Kasperi RW Kuopio FinE

 13 Goldobin, Nikolai RW Sarnia OHL

 14 Tuch, Alex RW USA Under-18 NTDP

 15 McKeown, Roland D Kingston OHL

 16 Bleackley, Conner C/RW Red Deer WHL

 17 McCann, Jared C S.S. Marie OHL

 18 Milano, Sonny LW USA Under-18 NTDP

 19 Barbashev, Ivan C Moncton QMJHL

 20 Ehlers, Nikolaj LW Halifax QMJHL

 21 Karlsson, Anton LW Mora SweAl

 22 Kempe, Adrian C Modo SweE

 23 Larkin, Dylan LW USA Under-18 NTDP

 24 Scherbak, Nikita LW Saskatoon WHL

 25 Deangelo, Anthony RD Sarnia OHL

 26 Peters, Alex D Plymouth OHL

 27 Fabbri, Robby C Guelph OHL

 28 Lindblom, Oskar RW Brynas SweJE

 29 Pastrnak, David LW Sodertalje SweAl

 30 Dougherty, Jack RD USA Under-18 NTDP

 McKeen's

http://www.mckeenshockey.com/

1 Sam Reinhart C Kootenay (WHL)

 2 Aaron Ekblad D Barrie (OHL)

 3 Leon Draisaitl C Prince Albert (WHL)

 4 Michael Dal Colle LW Oshawa (OHL)

 5 Sam Bennett C Kingston (OHL)

 6 Nick Ritchie LW Peterborough (OHL)

 7 Jake Virtanen RW Calgary (WHL)

 8 Haydn Fleury D Red Deer (WHL)

 9 Jared McCann C Sault Ste Marie (OHL)

 10 Nikolaj Ehlers LW Halifax (QMJHL)

 11 William Nylander C Rogle (Swe)

 12 Brendan Perlini LW Niagara (OHL)

 13 Julius Honka D Swift Current (WHL)

 14 Brycen Martin D Swift Current (WHL)

 15 Nick Schmaltz C Green Bay (USHL)

 16 Adrian Kempe C MoDo (Swe)

 17 David Pastrnak RW Sodertalje (Swe)

 18 Roland McKeown D Kingston (OHL)

 19 Ivan Barbashev C Moncton (QMJHL)

 20 Dylan Larkin C NTDP (USA)

 21 Joshua Ho-Sang C Windsor (OHL)

 22 Alex Tuch RW NTDP (USA)

 23 Kasperi Kapanen RW KalPa (Fin)

 24 Anton Karlsson LW Frolunda (Swe)

 25 Sonny Milano LW NTDP (USA)

 26 Jakub Vrana RW Linkopings (Swe)

 27 Conner Bleackley C Red Deer (WHL)

 28 Kaapo Kahkonen G Blues (Fin)

 29 Robert Fabbri C Guelph (OHL)

 30 Ryan Mantha D Sioux City (USHL)

 Future Considerations

http://futureconsiderations.ca/

1 AARON EKBLAD Barrie D

 2 SAM REINHART Kootenay C

 3 SAM BENNETT Kingston C/LW

 4 WILLIAM NYLANDER Sodertalje C

 5 MICHAEL DAL COLLE Oshawa LW/C

 6 LEON DRAISAITL Prince Albert C

 7 NICK RITCHIE Peterborough LW

 8 BRENDAN PERLINI Niagara LW

 9 HAYDN FLEURY Red Deer D

 10 JARED MCCANN Sault Ste. Marie C

 11 NIKOLAJ EHLERS Halifax LW

 12 IVAN BARBASHEV Moncton LW

 13 CONNER BLEACKLEY Red Deer RW

 14 JAKE VIRTANEN Calgary C

 15 KASPERI KAPANEN KalPa RW

 16 DYLAN LARKIN NTDP U18 C

 17 THATCHER DEMKO Boston College G

 18 DAVID PASTRNAK Sodertalje RW

 19 ROLAND MCKEOWN Kingston D

 20 SONNY MILANO NTDP U18 LW

 21 ADRIAN KEMPE MODO C

 22 JACK DOUGHERTY NTDP U18 D

 23 ALEX TUCH NTDP U18 RW

 24 ANTON KARLSSON Frolunda RW

 25 NICK SCHMALTZ Green Bay C

 26 NIKOLAY GOLDOBIN Sarnia RW

 27 ROBBY FABBRI Guelph C

 28 JAKUB VRANA Linkoping J20 C

 29 ANTHONY DEANGELO Sarnia D

 30 JULIUS HONKA Swift Current D
Holiday hockey is best to watch prospects

Kyle Woodlief, special for USA TODAY Sports 11:01 a.m. EST December 25, 2013

2013-12-24-sam-reinhart

(Photo: Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)
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The annual Holiday Festivus of hockey is about to commence. For the next two weeks, if history is any guide, we'll be treated to the best hockey we'll witness all year.

Every Boxing Day, Red Line Report looks forward to travelling not only to the World Junior Championships, but also our favorite tournament of the season — the World Under-17 Challenge.

The World U-17 is one of the last remaining major events on the scouting calendar where politics play very little role. So it's a chance to truly see the best players of their age group from four European countries, the United States, and five regions across Canada.

Then, of course, there's the World Juniors, always a great opportunity to see some of the best draft eligible prospects going at each other while vying for world supremacy. A quick glance at our list shows no fewer than four of our top five rated prospects will be on hand when the first puck drops in Malmo.

Canadian studs Sam Reinhart (up front) and Aaron Ekblad (on the blue line) will play, and 2015 eligible Connor McDavid, 16, has crashed the party. Sniper Kasperi Kapanen might land a top six role for the Finns, while Julius Honka will join what Red Line feels is the deepest defense corps Finland has ever sent to a World Junior tournament. And German ace Leon Draisaitl will lead his nation into battle.

The incredibly deep Swedish roster might benefit from the wonderful offensive gifts of William Nylander on the front lines, and the Russian contingent should include powerful center Ivan Barbashev and potentially game-changing (perhaps even tournament-changing) netminder Igor Shestyorkin.

Meanwhile, Kevin Fiala will be a key component of the Swiss attack, while David Pastrnak and Jakub Vrana will undoubtedly be instrumental in anything the Czechs accomplish on offence.

So settle in with some eggnog and enjoy what's bound to be a dramatic ride.

RED LINE REPORT'S TOP 10

No. Player POS HT, WT Shoots Date of birth Team 

1. Sam Reinhart C 6-1, 182 Right Nov. 6, 1995 Kootenay 

2. Aaron Ekblad D 6-3, 207 Right Feb. 7, 1996 Barrie 

3. Leon Draisaitl C 6-1, 207 Left Oct. 27, 1995 Prince Albert 

4. William Nylander LW 5-10, 170 Right May 1, 1996 Sodertajle 

5. Michael dal Colle LW 6-2, 171 Left June 20, 1996 Oshawa 

6. Sam Bennett C 6-0, 178 Left June 20, 1996 Kingston 

7. Nick Ritchie LW 6-3, 232 Left Dec. 5, 1995 Peterborough 

8. Jake Virtanen LW 6-1, 200 Right Aug. 17, 1996 Calgary 

9. Haydn Fleury D 6-3, 204 Left July 8, 1995 Red Deer 

10. Nikolay Goldobin RW 5-11, 175 Left Oct. 7, 1995 Sarnia 

Rising

Leon Draisaitl (Prince Albert): Don't look now, but he's been better than Reinhart recently, including head-to-head matchups. Could he make a legitimate run at the top spot overall?

Robby Fabbri (Guelph): We just love his up-tempo game, lightning quickness, smarts, and aggressive play down low among the big redwoods. Nothing deters him.

Karel Vejmelka (Pardubice): Followed up strong World Jr. A performance last month with some great work back home in league play. Has prototypical size for today's goaltenders.

Conner Bleackley (Red Deer): When you've earned the trust of Brent Sutter as a 17-year-old in all situations, that says a lot. Fine combination of size, hands, and intelligence.

Ville Husso (HIFK): Is finally playing the way we expected him to last year, and has been one of the best netminders playing in Finland's top pro league.

Brett Pollock (Edmonton): Playing third line minutes on a deep club, but still showing great production. Has earned every bit of his icetime, and we love his mindset.

Falling

Jared Fiegl (U.S. NTDP U-18): Just coming off a two month layoff, but really has to start showing something more tangible than just potential - and soon!

Jacob Middleton (Ottawa): He thinks he's an offensive skills guy (which he's not), and we're not sure he's a physically tough defensive guy (which he'll have to be to make it).

News and notes from around the scouting community

-During last year's draft in New Jersey, Red Line's Western Hockey League scouts walked away almost speechless that at least a half-dozen quality prospects were completely passed over during the proceedings. When Greg Chase - who projected as a third-round pick for us - slips to the seventh round, it speaks volumes.

Of the past half-decade or so out west, last year's depth was comparatively strong and it seemed to Red Line that teams spent so much time watching the generational Quebec Major Junior Hockey League talent that they failed to fully appreciate what the WHL had to offer. So of those players we felt were slighted, which ones have come back during their second season of eligibility and taken their games to the next level? At Red Line, we believe the following players have proven their draft worthiness once again.

First off, we have always admired the character and compete level shown by Swift Current's Colby Cave, so it was no surprise to us when he was named Speedy Creek's captain before the season. He is worth a selection if only for the multidimensional game he brings every night, but now his point production has eclipsed anything we ever expected from him. He's on pace for a 40-goal, 80-point campaign, which would double last year's output. We think NHL clubs will have a hard time ignoring that.

We don't really understand how Austin Lotz could have been passed over last year as he almost stole a first round playoff series for Everett against the eventual champion Portland Winterhawks, and then was named to Canada's U-18 Team. Even if he didn't play a game over in Sochi he must have been on teams' radar? What happened? He was lanky last year sure, but has already filled out nicely (as expected) and is currently one of the strongest goaltenders in the WHL.

Only Nic Petan finished ahead of Kootenay's Jaedon Descheneau among 1995 draft eligibles in scoring last year out west. We knew he wouldn't get selected as all we heard were crickets when we brought up his name repeatedly before the draft, and in his case at least the size issue (he's only 5-8/180 pounds) was a mitigating factor.

But now he's among the top eight scorers in the league, just a few points behind linemate Sam Reinhart. While some will chalk up Descheneau's offensive production to his uber-talented linemate, if anything we credit Descheneau's plus hockey IQ for being able to think the game at the same level and complement the super intelligent Reinhart nicely.

He could have been had for a seventh-round flyer last June - we don't think that'll get it done this time around.

And finally, Parker Bowles was a sleeper for Red Line last season - a kid we thought would make a nice mid-to-late round selection. This year he has really started to gain a cult following of sorts - the kid can flat out play.

Though various injuries have limited him to just 11 games thus far, he has scored at nearly a two points-per-game clip when he's made it into the lineup. We guarantee he'll be worth the price of admission for scouts in Tri-City once he gets back to full health.

-Sarnia Sting top draft eligible Nikolay Goldobin continues to leave burning questions (at least in the minds of Red Line's staff) as to just exactly where he stacks up on this year's draft board. Internally, he has been a topic of hot debate. No one questions his immense offensive talents — he puts up numbers with the best of them and is deadly one-on-one. He's so slick with the puck that on pure skill alone, he would have to rate as a top five overall talent.

The problem is, he can't possess the puck all the time - and as soon as it's off his stick, that's when questions begin to arise. Goldobin seems to lose interest for long stretches when he doesn't have the puck and only comes back to life when it makes its way back onto his blade. His lack of interest and lack of play along the walls doesn't transfer well to the pro game, where even the most skilled players only have the puck for perhaps 90 seconds per game, and what you do away from the puck is just as important to the overall outcome.

-Our man in British Columbia remembers watching Dexter Dancs a few times last season in Penticton and thinking that the kid had not grown into his body well as a draft eligible winger playing on a highly skilled team, and wasn't where he needed to be offensively. But Dancs ended up getting dealt to Vernon midway through the season and to the delight of scouts everywhere, took his game to another level and grew into a healthy 6-2/205-pound power forward.

Dancs is now a wide-bodied winger who is very tough to knock off the puck. He has good hands around the net and excellent skating ability for such a big kid. He also plays up to his size, throwing the body and mucking it up in the corners, and will drop the gloves when needed. He takes the puck hard to net and plays all over the ice on the PK & PP. With his combination of size/strength and outstanding mobility, along with the late progression in his offensive game, our BCHL talent hound thinks he could be a hidden gem who goes as high as the third to fourth round.

Dancs most recently inked a letter of intent to play for Red Berenson and the Michigan Wolverines next fall.
zzzz
Thurs. 9/26/13

U.S. Kids in Major Junior

For the third consecutive season, the number of U.S. kids opting for the major junior route has increased, going from 110 in ’11-12 to 120 last season to 129 this season. And that number will go up to 130 when former Gopher recruit Tommy Vannelli suits up for the Medicine Hat Tigers (WHL) tomorrow. 

 This year, the increases have come in the Q and the Dub. The OHL has actually dropped, from 62 Americans last year, to 58 this season. That said, we feel that the number of high-end Americans in the O has actually increased, something we have seen increasing evidence of in recent invite lists to the August Evaluation Camp for the U.S. National Junior Team in Lake Placid. 

 Keep in mind that this annual census we produce is somewhat fluid, as players will come and go during the course of the season. In addition, it’s a little hard to define an ‘American player.’ While we have included a number of dual citizens, we have done our best to exclude those dual citizens who have played for Canada – or any other country – in international competition. Sometimes you get odd situations. Saginaw (OHL) ’94 forward Cody Payne was born in England, played his minor hockey in Toronto, and skated with the U.S. at the Ivan Hlinka Tournament. To us, that makes him an American, at least for our purposes. On the other hand, dual US/Canadian citizens who have played for Canada in international competition have been excluded. Kerby Rychel, who was born in LA, would be one obvious example. There are others.

 One thing that is inarguable is the fact that the CHL is doing a very good job attracting top American talent. It’s a trend that is proving increasingly difficult to counteract. 

 With that in mind, here are the lists, by league, of rostered Americans as of today.

WHL (47):

Brandon Wheat Kings (0) 

Calgary Hitmen (0) 

Edmonton Oil Kings (3)

Henrik Samuelsson, C, 2/7/1994,6-3/208, Scottsdale, AZ (dual)

Lane Bauer, C,5/2/1996, 5-11/187, Anchorage, AK

Cody Corbett, D, 12/14/1993,6-1/194, Lakeland, MN

Everett Silvertips (0) 

Kamloops Blazers (1)

Chase Souto, RW, 10/8/1994, 5-11/184, Yorba Linda, CA

Kelowna Rockets (1)

Colten Martin, D,3/15/1994, 6-0/170, Arlington, TX

Kootenay Ice (0)

Lethbridge Hurricanes (0)

Medicine Hat Tigers (5)

Steven Owre, C, 6/21/1996, 5-11/165, Rocklin, CA

Miles Koules, RW, 6/25/1994, 5-11/188, Los Angeles, CA

Jacob Doty, RW, 6/19/1993, 6-3/218, Billings, MT

Matt Staples, D, 3/7/1995, 6-1/192, Coppell, TX

Scott Allan, D, 3/4/1996, 6-5/181, Thornton, CO

Moose Jaw Warriors (1)

Tyler Brown, D, 2/12/1997, 6-1/195, Olympia, WA

Portland Winterhawks (11)

Ethan Price, RW, 1/17/1997, 5-10/182, Lincoln, NE

Paul Bittner, LW, 11/4/1996, 6-4/195, Crookston, MN

Chase De Leo, C, 11/25/1995, 5-10/175, La Mirada, CA

Keegan Iverson, C, 4/5/1996, 6-0/216, St. Louis Park, MN

Shane McColgan, C, 1/1/1993, 5-9/170, Manhattan Beach, CA

Alex Schoenborn, RW, 12/12/1995, 6-1/194, Minot, ND

Dominic Turgeon, C, 2/25/1996, 6-2/196, Cherry Hills, CO

Josh Hanson, D, 1/14/1994, 6-3/206, Eagle River, AK

Garrett Haar, D, 8/16/1993, 6-0/208, Huntington Beach, CA

Keoni Texeira, D, 3/24/1997, 6-0/194, Fontana, CA

Brendan Burke, G, 3/11/1995, 6-4/185, Scottsdale, AZ (dual)

Prince Albert Raiders (1)

Gage Quinney, LW, 7/29/1995, 6-0/181, Las Vegas, NV

Prince George Cougars (1)

Zach Pochiro, C, 3/6/1994, 6-2/160, Las Vegas, NV

Red Deer Rebels (1)

Luke Sutter, C, 10/4/93, 6-0/205, St. Louis, MO (dual)  

Regina Pats (0)

Saskatoon Blades (0)

Seattle Thunderbirds (5)

Scott Eansor, C, 2/23/1996, 5-8/167, Engelwood, CO

Seth Swenson, RW, 4/17/1993, 6-2/208, Parker, CO

Kevin Wolf, D, 4/7/1996, 6-6/191, St. Paul, MN

Griffin Foulk, D, 4/20/1995, 6-0/185, Broomfield, CO

Danny Mumaugh, G, 3/19/1996, 5-10/179, Centennial, CO

Spokane Chiefs (3)

Keanu Yamamoto, RW, 5/27/1996, 5-8/155, Spokane, WA

Liam Stewart, C, 9/5/1994, 6-1/180, Hermosa Beach, CA

Jeremy McIntosh, D, 3/19/95, 6-2/190, Minneapolis, MN (dual)

Swift Current Broncos (0)

Tri-City Americans (7)

Beau McCue, RW, 1/3/1995, 6-1/200, Colorado Springs, CO

Taylor Vickerman, LW, 4/12/1996, 6-1/181, Kennewick, WA

Justin Gutierrez, C, 12/22/1995, 6-4/185, Anchorage, AK

Brian Williams, C, 1/10/1995, 5-8/175, Claremont, CA

Riley Hillis, D, 4/8/1996, 6-0/195, Arvada, CO

Brandon Carlo, D, 11/26/1996, 6-5/185, Colorado Springs, CO

Evan Sarthou, G, 9/24/1997, 6-0/174, Black Diamond, WA

Vancouver Giants (1)

Alec Baer, C, 8/25/1997, 5-10/150, St. Louis Park, MN

Victoria Royals (6)

Ben Walker, C, 6/21/1993, 6-0/192, Edina, MN

Jack Walker, LW, 7/30/1996, 5-11/164, Edina, MN

Logan Nelson, C, 9/9/1993, 6-1/186, Rogers, MN

Austin Carroll, LW, 3/26/1994, 6-3/214, Scottsdale, AZ (dual)

Taylor Crunk, LW, 1/20/1995, 6-0/212, San Jacinto, CA

Brandon Fushimi, RW, 2/25/1996, 6-0/183, Thornton, CO

OHL (58):

Barrie Colts (1)

Kevin Labanc, F, 12/12/95, 5-9/150, Staten Island, NY

Belleville Bulls (0)

Erie Otters (4)

Nick Betz, F, 7/18/95, 6-4/211, Mount Clemens, MI

Troy Donnay, D, 2/18/94, 6-6/185, Fenton, MI

Devin Williams, G, 10/30/95, 5-10/161, Saginaw, MI

Travis Wood, D, 11/22/95, 5-9/169, Hudson, WI

Guelph Storm (0)

Kingston Frontenacs (3)

Matt Mahalak, G, 1/22/93, 6-1/185, Monroe, MI

Sam Povorozniouk, F, 2/11/95, 5-9/183, Northbrook, IL

Conor McGlynn, F, 6/19/95, 6-0/194, Oakville, ONT (dual)

Kitchener Rangers (8)

Justin Bailey, F, 7/1/95, 6-3/189, Williamsville, NY (dual)

Douglas Blaisdell, D, 2/20/97, 6-1/200, Livonia, MI

Frank Hora, D, 6/1/96, 6-0/185, Amherst, NY

Max Iafrate, D, 3/28/94, 6-0/205, Livonia, MI

Mason Kohn, F, 5/3/97, 5-9/165, Davie, FL

Darby Llewellyn, F, 7/19/96, 6-0, 169, Ann Arbor, MI

Ryan MacInnis, F, 2/14/96, 6-1/169, St. Louis, MO (dual)

Nick Magyar, F, 5/29/96, 6-0/172, Mentor, OH

London Knights (6)

Alex Broadhurst, F, 3/7/93, 5-9/152, New Lenox, IL

Christian Dvorak, F, 2/2/96, 6-0/172, Frankfort, IL

Miles Liberati, D, 6/21/95, 6-0/194, Cheswick, PA

Michael McCarron, F, 3/7/95, 6-4/235, Macomb, MI

Dakota Mermis, D, 1/5/94, 6-0/180, Alton, IL

Anthony Stolarz, G, 1/20/94, 6-4/224, Jackson, NJ

Mississauga Steelheads (0)

Niagara IceDogs (3)

Aaron Haydon, D, 2/2/96, 6-2/189, Plymouth, MI

Blake Siebenaler, D, 2/27/96, 6-0/180, Fort Wayne, IN

Zach Wilkie, D, 2/24/97, 6-0/165, Villa Park, IL

North Bay Battalion (3)

Dylan Blujus, D, 1/22/94, 6-2/191, Buffalo, NY

Blake Clarke, F, 1/24/96, 6-1/196, Wildwood, MO

Steve Duda, D, 11/11/94, 6-4/194, Warrington, PA

Oshawa Generals (2)

Chris Carlisle, D, 12/16/94, 5-9/134, Fort Lee, NJ

Colin Suellentrop, D, 6/10/93, 6-0/189, Plantation, FL

Ottawa 67's (4)

Taylor Davis, D, 5/12/95, 6-0/202, Hamilton, NJ

Troy Henley, D, 1/13/97, 6-0/178, Philadelphia, PA

Tyler Hill, F, 4/13/95, 6-6/225, Hagersville, ONT (dual)

John Urbanic, F, 4/24/95, 5-9/185, Overland Park, KS

Owen Sound Attack (1)

Brandon Hope, G, 3/18/94, 6-0/187, Canton, MI

Peterborough Petes (2)

Greg Betzold, F, 3/11/95, 6-1/194, Cincinnati, OH

Chase Hatcher, F, 2/22/94, 6-1/185, Haddonfield, NJ

Plymouth Whalers (9)

Connor Chatham, F, 10/30/95, 6-1/209, Belleville, IL

Ryan Hartman, F, 9/20/94, 5-11/185, West Dundee, IL

Mitch Jones, D, 2/8/95, 5-10/161, Rochester, MI

Alex King, F, 7/18/97, 5-11/154, Taylor, MI

Nick Malysa, D, 4/11/93, 5-11/191, Bridgewater, NJ

Alex Nedeljkovic, G, 1/7/96, 5-10/189, Parma, OH

Vincent Scognamiglio, F, 9/1/96, 6-1/185, O'Fallon, MO

Danny Vanderwiel, F, 2/17/95, 6-0/209, Island Lake, IL

Josh Wesley, D, 4/9/96, 6-0/187, Raleigh, NC (dual)

Saginaw Spirit (3)

Nathan Glass, D, 2/13/94, 6-0/174, Weston, FL

Jimmy Lodge, F, 3/5/95, 6-0/167, Downingtown, PA

Cody Payne, F, 1/14/94, 6-2/201, London, England (dual)

Sarnia Sting (2)

Anthony DeAngelo, D, 10/24/95, 5-8/150, Sewell, NJ

Bryan Moore, F, 5/25/94, 6-0/200, Matthews, NC

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (1)

Brandon Halverson, G, 3/29/96, 6-3/169, Traverse City, MI

Sudbury Wolves (1)

Jimmy McDowell, D, 4/23/93, 6-0/194, Dimondale, MI

Windsor Spitfires (5)

John Bowen, D, 5/3/94, 6-2/205, Auburn, NJ

Nick Ebert, D, 5/11/94, 6-0/207, Livingston, NJ

Ben Johnson, F, 6/7/94, 5-10/185, Calumet, MI

Ryan Moore, F, 4/9/97, 5-7/150, Troy, MI

Brady Vail, F, 3/11/94, 6-0/196, Palm City, FL

QMJHL (24):

Acadie-Bathurst Titans (1)

Vytal Côté, RW, 11/5/95, 6-2/195, Hollywood, FLA

Baie-Comeau Drakkar (0)

Blainville-Boisbriand Armada (0)

Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (1)

Cam Darcy, C, 3/2/94, 5-11/187, Boston, MA

Charlottetown Islanders (2)

Troy Vance, D, 8/2/93, 6-5/205, Goshen, NY

Travis Howe, D, 10/2/94, 6-4/200, Falmouth, MA

Chicoutimi Saguenéens (0)

Drummondville Voltigeurs (2) 

Cam Askew, RW, 5/3/97, 6-3/202, Boston, MA

Joe Fleschler, G, 3/5/95, 6-5/205, Summjit, NJ

Gatineau Olympiques (2)

Brandon Smith, D, 3/5/96, 6-1/184, Burnsville, MN

Anthony Brodeur, G, 6/8/95, 5-11/194, New Jersey

Halifax Mooseheads (2)

Danny Moynihan, LW, 12/8/95, 6-0/178, Boston, MA

Connor Moynihan, LW, 7/20/97, 6-3/203, Boston, MA

Moncton Wildcats (5)

Conor Garland, RW, 3/11/96, 5-7/170, Scituate, MA

Will Smith, LW, 3/3/96, 5-11/163, East Longmeadow. MA

Tucker White, D, 12/9/96, 6-3/203, Holden, MA

Cameron Yarwood, D, 3/3/94, 5-9/175, Detroit, MI

Graham Hunt, G, 3/8/95, 6-0/160, Concord, MA

Québec Remparts (5)

JC Campagna, C, 6/11/93, 6-4/206, Dallas, TX

Brandon Shea, C, 6/30/95, 6-2/200, Marshfield, MA

Adam Erne, LW, 4/20/95, 6-1/206, New Haven, CT

Dillon Donnelly, D, 9/7/93, 6-2/217, Amherst, NY

Duncan McIntryre, D, 1/20/96, 6-0/195, Chicago, IL

Rimouski Océanic (0)

Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (0)

Saint John Sea Dogs (0)

Shawinigan Cataractes (2)

Alex Pawelczyk, LW, 9/21/95, 6-6/218, Richmond, VA

Frank Schumacher, D, 10/12/93, 6-1/205, Rancho Cucomonga, CA

Sherbrooke Phoenix (2)

Mitch Lundholm, LW, 9/24/96, 6-5/209, Sagamore Beach, MA

Chase Harwell, C, 1/1/97, 5-10/175, Southbury, CT

Val d’Or Foreurs (0)

Victoriaville Tigres (0)

Thurs. 9/26/13

NHL Central Scouting Players to Watch

 NHL Central Scouting released their Players to Watch List earlier this week. We have included a link to the PDF file below. 

 In addition, the second link below is to an Excel file simultaneously released to NHL teams by Central Scouting. It is a list of players, as yet unranked, who Central will also be tracking.

 Next June’s draft is scheduled for June 27-28 at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.   

NHL Central Scouting -- Players to Watch

NHL Central Scouting -- Additional Players (unranked)

Tues. 09/17/13

BCHL Notes

 As everyone knows, the Penticton Vees, who aspire to be the London Knights of Tier II,  are loaded once again. Five more kids – G Olivier Mantha (UAA), F Anthony Conti (UAA), D Jared Hilderman (Duluth), F Ben Dalpe (Clarkson), and D Chris Rygas (Clarkson) -- have committed since the season started. So far they have 14 kids committed to US Div. I schools. The entire team will be before the season ends. The Vees are off to a 4-0 start, and Fred Harbinson’s club has outscored its opponents 17-4. 

 -- The best player in the league to date is 6-3/190 lb. Penticton F Ryan Gropp, a North Dakota recruit in his second year in the league. A 9/16/96 birthdate, Gropp, a potential high first rounder, is not draft-eligible until 2015, after his freshman year. Gropp was drafted by Seattle in the first round of the 2011 WHL Bantam draft, but it looks like that’s one the Dub lost out on. Gropp’s father Brent, also a forward, played four years at Colorado College.

-- Of the remaining uncommitted players, 6-1/170 lb. Powell River G Jonah Imoo, whom we wrote about last week, was fantastic at the showcase. We wrote about his inconsistency last year, but, though it is early, that has not been the case this season. Imoo, whose dad, Dusty, is a goalie coach, has been technically sound. There are about 20 Div. I schools who are looking for a goalie and about half were chatting with him after the showcase – Denver, Providence, UConn, etc. Imoo appears to be the uncommitted goalie most ready to step in next year and contribute. 

 Imoo, along with Penticton’s Hunter Miska, a ’95 who, in the long run projects better, are the league’s top uncommitted goalies.

 -- Union recruit and former Governor’s forward Ryan Scarfo is leading Powell River – and the entire league -- in scoring with a 3-5-8 line in four games.

 -- Vernon Viper rookie – and former Catholic Memorial forward Liam Coughlin, a late ’94 from South Boston, Mass.,  played very well in Game #1 of the BCHL showcase, and had schools lining up to talk to him. However, he was not as good in Game 2. And on Friday night, in Vernon’s 6-1 loss to Salmon Arm, he didn’t do much. It will be interesting to see if the 6-3/185 LW can reach a certain level of consistency. Vernon has four lines that can all play, meaning Coughlin probably won’t be putting up big numbers right away. He was fantastic in that one game, so the upside is there if he can apply it consistently. And that’s exactly what the Div. I recruiters will be looking for – consistency. In four games, Coughlin has a 2-1-3 line. Coughlin in the younger brother of former Cushing/NTDP/QMJHL forward Kevin Coughlin and son of Kevin Coughlin, Sr. who played at Michigan State in the late ‘70s.

 -- Merritt late ’95 F Jeff Wight, who we did not write about in our preseason list of uncommitted players (we didn’t see his team prior to the Showcase) should certainly go on the list. A second year kid in the BCHL, he’s a 12/4/95 birthdate and a big kid at 6-2/180. He projects as a second/third line kid at top NCAA schools. He’s 6-2/180 -- a big, strong, physical kid who is a challenge to play against. Schools are on him. He has a 2-1-3 line in four games played.

 -- Former UNH recruit Jordan Masters has found a home in West Kelowna. Masters, who was kicked off two teams in two years (Muskegon Lumberjacks and Jersey Hitmen) is trying to rebuild his reputation on and off the ice. And he’s off to a good start with West Kelowna, where he has a 2-3-5 line in four games. He’s slight at 5-11/165, but he’s greasy, has a good stick, and will put up points. Don’t be surprised to see a DI school take the ’94 from Rochester, NY, but don’t look for them to rush either. They’re going to want to be pretty sure the ‘old’ Jordan Masters is gone, replaced by a new and improved  model. On Friday, Masters was named #1 star in West Kelowna’s 3-2 win over Merritt.

 -- Nanaimo Clippers ’95 rookie Sheldon Rempal, who played last season with his hometown Calgary Midget AAA Buffalos, has been attracting a lot of interest from Div. I schools. He’s small at 5’10”, 170 lbs., but he’s skilled, and crafty. He has to work on his consistency, though. There are times he’s invisible, and other times he makes high-skill plays that grab your attention. Has a 2-3-5 line in 3 gp.

 -- You may recall us writing last week – or last year, for that matter -- about late 5-10/175 ’95 F Adam Rockwood of the Coquitlam Express, describing him as possibly the most highly skilled uncommitted player in either the BCHL or the USHL. The second year player has hands, vision, and makes a ton of plays. However, we also pointed out Rockwood’s deficiencies. Well, Rockwood has only one assist over the first two games, but in Game #2 put on a stickhandling clinic. At least 15 schools, as hard as that is to believe, were lined up after the game to talk to him. The basic message: if you are willing to compete and chase pucks we want you – on a full. In Coquitlam’s next game, on Sunday, Rockwood had a goal and two assists – and was named the game’s 1st star.

 -- You may recall us writing before the Showcase – and last year at the Minnesota Elite league -- about 5-10, 165 lb. Langley RD Tony Bretzman, a late ’94 out of St. Thomas Academy. Well, Bretzman is living up to our hype, as he put on a sensational performance in Game #1. He has light feet, and moves the puck very well and is similar in style to Harvard recruit Adam Plant. He’s also an Ivy-level student. 

 -- He’s not uncommitted but a plug for Quinnipiac recruit Jonah Renouf, who plays for Surrey, is in order. His twin brother, Nathan, has been injured and has yet to play in a game this season. The twins are great together but even without his brother Jonah, a 5-8/155 ’94 from Mississauga, Ont. was able to put on a show the other night. Renouf, who has a 2-2-4 line in 4 gp, is not a great skater but he’s shifty, slippery, has great vision, and makes things happen with the puck. He’s kind of a B-level Johnny Gaudreau. What’s the deal with Quinnipiac and brothers and twins anyway? They also have the Pieper brothers (Coquitlam) coming in next year. And, of course, the Jones twins are seniors now. And the Clifton brothers are coming in this fall.

 -- Enough about brothers and twins. Let’s move on to triplets – specifically, the Victoria Grizzlies’ Fitzgerald Triplets, who make up what many feel is the best line in the BCHL. Gerry (5’8), Myles (5’7”), and Leo (5’9”) are fun to watch, very skilled, and can dominate games. They could play Div. I hockey now, and, while the triplets are committed to Bemidji State for next fall, a couple of them, unfortunately, are reported to have academic issues – and wherever they go, they go together. If academics derails them, there’s a good chance all three could go play pro in Europe next season, probably starting out in the third league in Germany.

-- There’s a lot of buzz around Alberni Valley’s 6-3/190 lb. ’94 LD Jared Wilson, who has five points in his first three games, and is fantastic directing the power play. Wilson, who has been passed over twice, could be an NHL draft next June. And a few months after that he’ll be in college. He’s an Ivy-level student and Cornell has reportedly offered him. A lot of other schools are onto him. He’s definitely one of the top uncommitted kids in the BCHL. A Calgary native, he’s in his second year in the BCHL. 

 -- West Kelowna’s Liam Blackburn, the ’96 rookie forward – and former Cariboo Cougar -- we wrote about prior to the Showcase, has a 2-2-4 line in four games played. He was a little quiet at the Showcase but there is still a long list of schools that would love his services. He’s not big (5’10”), he’s slight, and he’s not the greatest skater. But he is a playmaker, and things happen when the puck is on his stick.

-- Former Kent forward Ryan Rosenthal has been elected captain by his teammates at Coquitlam. Rosenthal, who reportedly had a 75% scholarship at Vermont but after going 1-1-2 in six games as a freshman it was suggested he needed more seasoning. Hence, the BCHL. Vermont is not opposed to Rosenthal returning, but for now he is an uncommitted player. He was good at the Showcase, but not great. The 6’2”, 200 lb. ’93 from New Jersey has one assist in three games played.

 -- With 71 US players on opening night rosters, the BCHL is now 20% American. BCHL rules limit teams to seven Americans, and each team now has an average of 4.44 players from south of the border.

Mon. 9/16/13

Yanks in the Q

Once again, we are doing our annual census of American-born players in major junior.

 Over the weekend, the QMJHL started the 2013-14 regular season and we counted 24 U.S. kids, up from last year’s 16.

 The OHL and WHL will be getting started this weekend, and we will add those two leagues to the list at the time.

Acadie-Bathurst Titans (1)

Vytal Côté, RW, 11/5/95, 6-2/195, Hollywood, FLA

Baie-Comeau Drakkar (0)

Blainville-Boisbriand Armada (0)

Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (1)

Cam Darcy, C, 3/2/94, 5-11/187, Boston, MA

Charlottetown Islanders (2)

Troy Vance, D, 8/2/93, 6-5/205, Goshen, NY

Travis Howe, D, 10/2/94, 6-4/200, Falmouth, MA

Chicoutimi Saguenéens (0)

Drummondville Voltigeurs (2) 

Cam Askew, RW, 5/3/97, 6-3/202, Boston, MA

Joe Fleschler, G, 3/5/95, 6-5/205, Summjit, NJ

Gatineau Olympiques (2)

Brandon Smith, D, 3/5/96, 6-1/184, Burnsville, MN

Anthony Brodeur, G, 6/8/95, 5-11/194, New Jersey

Halifax Mooseheads (2)

Danny Moynihan, LW, 12/8/95, 6-0/178, Boston, MA

Connor Moynihan, LW, 7/20/97, 6-3/203, Boston, MA

Moncton Wildcats (5)

Conor Garland, RW, 3/11/96, 5-7/170, Scituate, MA

Will Smith, LW, 3/3/96, 5-11/163, East Longmeadow. MA

Tucker White, D, 12/9/96, 6-3/203, Holden, MA

Cameron Yarwood, D, 3/3/94, 5-9/175, Detroit, MI

Graham Hunt, G, 3/8/95, 6-0/160, Concord, MA

Québec Remparts (5)

JC Campagna, C, 6/11/93, 6-4/206, Dallas, TX

Brandon Shea, C, 6/30/95, 6-2/200, Marshfield, MA

Adam Erne, LW, 4/20/95, 6-1/206, New Haven, CT

Dillon Donnelly, D, 9/7/93, 6-2/217, Amherst, NY

Duncan McIntryre, D, 1/20/96, 6-0/195, Chicago, IL

Rimouski Océanic (0)

Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (0)

Saint John Sea Dogs (0)

Shawinigan Cataractes (2)

Alex Pawelczyk, LW, 9/21/95, 6-6/218, Richmond, VA

Frank Schumacher, D, 10/12/93, 6-1/205, Rancho Cucomonga, CA

Sherbrooke Phoenix (2)

Mitch Lundholm, LW, 9/24/96, 6-5/209, Sagamore Beach, MA

Chase Harwell, C, 1/1/97, 5-10/175, Southbury, CT

Val d’Or Foreurs (0)

Victoriaville Tigres (0)

Fri. 9/13/13-updated

U16s at the USHL Atlantic Challenge

Following are the U16 Division players who consistently stood out for us at last weekend’s USHL Atlantic Challenge at the Ice House in Hackensack, NJ and Codey Arena in West Orange, NJ. 

 There were 16 teams in the division and we were able to see 14 of them. The two teams we were unable to see were NY Applecore and the NJ Rockets. 

 There are two groupings below. The eight players in the first group caught our eye nearly every single shift they were on the ice. 

Update: 

Just a note of clarification here. The "Top 8" is our informal all-star team, drawn from the numerous games we saw at the tournament. In retrospect, "Top 8" wasn't the best term to use, as it could easily be taken to imply and/or suggest that all the players on that Top 8 list are better prospects than, say, Griffin Luce or Patrick Harper. We certainly don't want to give that impression! At the same time we do want to give credit to kids who played really well, and were difference-makers for their team. Some of those 'Top 8' project to be D-I players, others project to be D-III prospects. As we get deeper into the fall, we will be increasingly ranking along those lines. 

Top 8:

Joe Kubachka, F, ‘98 (Philly Jr. Flyers) 6-2/180 – The most dominant forward on his team, and possibly the tournament.  Uses his frame to keep defenders off the puck and is willing to lower his shoulder to get to the dirty areas.  Look for him to have a big season this winter at Malvern Prep.

Alec Mehr, F, ‘97 (Conn. Wolf Pack) 5-11/180 – A definite D-1 prospect, Mehr has a high IQ in the offensive zone and is patient with the puck.  Scored a pair of nice goals Saturday afternoon, and was probably the strongest forward for the Wolf Pack here this weekend.

Jared Resseguie, F, ‘98 (Rocky Mtn. RoughRiders) 5-10/140 – The most dominant player on this strong team from Colorado.  Needs to bulk up in order to play at the next level, but his puck skills are elite.  An intriguing prospect, to say the least.  We will certainly keep an eye out for him when the RoughRiders return to New England this fall at the ECC College Cup.

Adam Fox, D, ‘98 (LI Gulls) 5-10/154 -- Smooth defenseman has great poise with the puck. Is able to make buy time and space with his ability to escape with the puck. Processes the game quickly.

Jamie Swiggett, D, ‘98 (Conn. Oilers) 5-9/170 – A strong-skating defenseman who likes to rush the puck.  He tries too often to make difficult passes, which lead to turnovers.  Positions himself well in the defensive zone.

Connor Tierney F, ‘97, (NJ Devils) -- Undersized forward is very strong on his skates and plays the game with reckless abandonment. Has a high hockey IQ. Does the little things right.

Ryan Walker, F, ‘97 (NJ Titans) 5-10/150 – The best offensive player for the Titans by a good margin.  He might not have the high-end skills that translate well to the next level, but he always finds ways to get the puck in the back of the net. So we’ll keep watching.

Michael Greenberg, D, ‘98 (NJ Avalanche) 6-0/ 155 – An intriguing defenseman with a nice set of hands.  Stays calm when retrieving pucks behind his own net and lets his skills take over to elude oncoming fore checkers.

Best of the rest: 

(That is, players we liked, and often liked a lot, but also felt did not consistently impact the game as much as the eight players in the above group.)

Griffin Luce, D, ‘98 (Conn. Wolf Pack) 6-2/200 – An intriguing player, to say the least.  Luce is an absolute force on the ice when he wants to be.  Unfortunately, he still has ups and downs throughout each game we watch him in.  As he matures, and his game becomes more consistent, he will become a legitimate pro prospect.

Patrick Harper, F, ’98 (Conn. Oilers) 5-6/135 – Didn’t play with quite the sizzle we have become accustomed to, but a solid weekend nonetheless. Always one of the best players on the ice. He’s like a young Patrick Kane.

Chris Grando F, ‘98 (LI Gulls) 5-8/140 -- Shifty forward is elusive and has terrific creativity with the puck. Very dangerous 1-on-1.

 Jack Flanagan, F, ‘98 (Conn. Oilers) 5-10/165 – His vision allows him to make very nice passes for easy goals.  Excellent on the power play.

Matt Kidney, F, ‘97 (NJ Titans) 5-9/160 – Has a quick release and the ability to get into scoring areas.  Needs to add strength.

 Max Fuld, F, ‘97 (Conn. Oilers) 6-1/180 – Moves well in the offensive zone and is very tough along the boards.  Effectively uses his frame and reach to keep the puck from defenders. 

 Logan Drevitch,  F, ‘98 (Boston Bandits) 5-8/135 – His team’s go-to guy for offense. Can really shoot the puck and positions himself in scoring areas quite nicely.  His older brother, Tyler Drevitch, plays for the Sioux City Musketeers.

 Demitrios Stefanou, F, ‘98 (Philly Little Flyers) 5-8/155 – A strong skater who not only forechecks hard, but takes good pursuit angles to disrupt opposing defensemen.

 Clayton Andrews, F, Late ‘97 (Philly Jr. Flyers) 5-10/170 – While his skills are not elite, Andrews has the hockey sense to be effective with what he’s got.  Drives the net hard and ends up with goals because of it.

Andre Kurtz, F, ‘98 (Rocky Mtn. RoughRiders) 5-7/145 – A shifty forward who uses his lateral skating ability to elude defenders.  Though undersized, has the desire to get into tough scoring areas, and has the ability to put the puck in the net.

Nathaniel Chuckran, F, ‘97 (Philly Little Flyers) 6-2/180 – Has size and skating ability.  Could be a force if he gets a little meaner along the boards.

Simon Butala, D, ‘98 (Philly Jr. Flyers) 6-1/175 – His positioning on the point allows him to utilize his big shot.  A defenseman you want taking one-timers on the PP.

John Giatrellis, F, ‘97 (Boston Bandits) 5-10/140 – Another sniper to add firepower to the power play. Has a decent set of mitts, which allows him to get the puck off of his stick quickly. 

Eduards Tralmarks, F, ‘97 (Boston Bandits) 5-9/150 – Coming to the Bandits by way of Latvia, Tralmarks possesses good speed, nice hands, and an above average shot.  A player who could really turn heads down the road.

Alex Boroweic, F, ‘98 (NJ Devils) – A crafty forward who should put up big numbers this winter at Morristown Beard.  Skates well, and has good hands. 

Tyler Pedersen, D, ‘97 (LI Royals) 5-9/160 – Has the best awareness of any player on his team.  Showed a nice shot from the point.

Paul Cimilluca, D, ‘97 (NJ Avalanche) 6-0/190 – His skating ability allows him to make dynamic plays breaking out of his own zone.  Makes a decent first pass, and stays in his comfort zone.

Daniel Janson, F, ‘98 (NJ Colonials) 5-11/160 – A tall, lanky forward who can really shoot it.  Had a nice short-side snipe off of a cycle.  A player to keep a close watch on over the season.

Zach Berzolla, D, ‘98 (NJ Devils) – A powerful skater who makes nice passes on the break out.  Plays in all situations and never looks out of position on the ice.

Ingus Matins, F, ‘98 (Northern Cyclones) 5-11/173 – A tall forward who utilizes his reach well.  Is poised with the puck and is always looking to make the right play.

Jake Fuss F, ‘98 (Conn. Oilers) 5-10/145 – A hardworking player who makes smart plays and keeps his game simple. Has a good set of skills.

 Andy DeLalla, D, ‘97 (Conn. Wolf Pack) 5-9/175 – A good-skating defenseman who keeps great gap control through the neutral zone.  Will be a player to keep an eye on this winter at Loomis.

Ryan Bogan D, ‘98 (NJ Devils) - Big D who reads plays well and is a smooth skater for his age and size. Plays a gritty game in his own end;  makes life tough on opposing forwards.

Vincent Mastrandrea, F, ‘97 (Rocky Mtn. RoughRiders) 5-10/165 – A tall forward who has great patience on the power play.  He is a pass-first player who sets his teammates up for easy goals. 

Troy Hawkins, F, Late ‘97 (LI Royals) 5-11/155 – A goal scorer in the true sense of the term.  Doesn’t do anything else at an elite level, but he can get the puck on net -- and past the goalie.

Augustus Burkhart, F, ‘98 (NJ Devils) – Every team’s ideal third line grinder.  Blocks shots, forechecks hard, battles along the boards, and can even put the puck in the net.  His ceiling may be limited, but his energy is not.

Bryan Whelan F, ’97 (LI Royals) 5-9/150 -- Good honest player with good tools. When we were watching he was a factor in all of his team’s goals.

****

Junior EHL at the Atlantic Challenge

There was a four-team division from the Junior EHL at the USHL Atlantic Challenge. Here are the guys who stood out for us. They range from ‘93s to ‘97s.

NY Applecore 

John Ganss, F, 5/18/94, 5-7/160 – Small, chippy forward makes life hard for opposing teams’ defenders. Had a pair of goals in a game we watched, both the result of being relentless and not quitting on the play.

Lukas Znosko, F, 1/4/94, 5-9/175 – Fast, shifty forward always seemed to have the puck in the offensive zone. When he didn’t have it, he tended to glide.

Connecticut Oilers

Andy Faust, F, 1/15/94, 5-9/175 -- Best player in this division. Fast skater with very good vision set up teammates multiple times for empty-net goals. Was great on the forecheck and equally effective in the corners. A Minnesota native, Faust has flown under the radar, playing last season for the Coulee Region Chill (NAHL). Could be a great pick up for a college willing to take a chance.

McKay Flanagan, D,  2/3/97, 6-2/193 – As a ’97, he’s three or four years younger than most players on the ice. So he doesn’t jump out at you as much as he would if he were playing U16s. That said, Flanagan is very steady with the puck and makes great outlet passes. A D-I prospect.

Nik Nugnes, G, 6/7/93, 6-3/205 -- A big, athletic goalie, Nugnes, a ’93, has a tendency to scramble but has the size that allows him to recover.

New Jersey Titans 

Ross Brauer, D, 10/12/93, 6-5/175 -- Big defenseman has a great set of hands and is a solid skater for a player his size. While Brauer has good skills, he makes poor decisions with the puck and lacks on-ice awareness.

Tyler Ralph, F, 7/25/93, 5-9/170 -- Undersized forward with a pass-first mentality. Not very dynamic, but is effective.

NY Bobcats 

Will Campion, D, 3/7/95, 6-3/175 -- Mobile defenseman likes to rush the puck end-to-end. Has offensive ability -- and grit, too.

Thurs. 9/12/13

USHL at Atlantic Challenge

 Last weekend, the USHL sent six teams – three from the east, three from the west – east to Hackensack and West Orange, NJ for the first USHL Atlantic Challenge. 

 Pretty much every school was represented, not just by assistants but by head coaches as well. Even western colleges – Notre Dame, Ohio State, and Mankato State, to name a few -- came east.

 This week, the Western Conference is convening for a showcase in Sioux City, Iowa, while the Eastern Conference will face off in Indiana.

Here’s a look at some of the key players on each of the six teams who came to the Garden State.

Youngstown Phantoms 

Top Returning Players

Kyle Connor, F, 12/9/96, 6-0/165 (University of Michigan) -- Connor will be looking to build off his first year in the USHL, in which he posted a 17-24-41 line in 62 games. A quick player who reads plays well, Connor is also responsible in his defensive zone. The former Belle Tire U16 player will not be draft eligible until 2015, but projects to be an early round pick when his time comes.

JJ Piccinich, F, 6/12/96, 5-11/175 (Boston University) – Piccinich struggled last season in making the move from the North Jersey Avalanche to the USHL, only putting up three goals over the course of the season. He has the skill set that will allow that number to shoot up, and he will be asked to do just that.

Luke Stork, F, 4/13/95, 6-0/175 (Ohio State University) -- Stork is a complete player who will be able to play a complementary role for the Buckeyes until he is ready to be a top six forward. A great passer, Stork makes smart plays and always finishes his hits. Had 12 goals 18 assists for 30 points last season. A native of Pittsburgh, he played for the Hornets U18s before going to the USHL last season.

New Players 

Josh Melnick, F, 7/10/95, 5-9/154 (Princeton) --  The Annandale, NJ native is quick, buzzes all over the ice, and competes hard. Was a big point producer for Delbarton, putting up a 24-51-75 line in 30 games last winter.

Steven Ruggiero, RD, 1/1/97, 6-3/174 (Uncommitted) -- A native of Kings Park, NY, Ruggiero is making a big jump this season to Youngstown after playing last year with the Metro Fighting Moose (MetJHL). Ruggiero, a first round pick (#9 overall) of the Phantoms in the regular phase of this spring’s USHL draft, will need a lot of time to adjust to the speed and talent in the league.

Kiefer Sheerwood, F, 3/31/95, 5-10/168 (Miami University) -- Good honest forward who has a great touch around the net. Had a pair of goals in a game against Sioux Falls. Was a member of the Ohio Blue Jackets U-18 team and also played some games for the NTDP U-18 Team.  

Waterloo Black Hawks 

Returning Players

John Wiitala, F, 3/27/95, 5-11/160 (Uncommitted) -- Shifty forward has the type of speed that puts defenders on their heels. If Wiitala, a former Lakeville South player, continues the start he had here in New Jersey he will lock up a commitment soon.

Cal Petersen, G, 10/19/94, 6-1/174 (Notre Dame) --  The Buffalo Sabres’ 5th round draft pick is on top of his game here in the early season. Petersen is quick and athletic, and positionally sound. The former CYA U18 goalie is great side to side and controls his rebounds well. Stopped 27 out 28 shots in a 3-1 win over Muskegon.

Liam Pecararo, F, 4/6/96, 5-10/170 (University of Maine) -- The Canton, Mass. resident, a former Boston Advantage player, is shifty and has a great mind for the game. He distributes the puck well and is effective in tight areas.  Will be a fan favorite up in Alfond.

New Players

Brandon Montour, RD, 4/11/94, 6-0/175 (UMass-Amherst) – Montour is a dynamic defenseman who loves to jump up into the play and has the skills to do so effectively. Played Junior B last season in Ontario for the Caledonia Corvairs. Is raw and has a lot to learn. A year in the USHL will help him.

Derek Pratt, LD, 3/12/94, 6-1/190 (UConn) -- Has made serious strides in his game since he was at Northfield-Mount Hermon.  Plays a hardnosed game along the boards in the defensive zone. He even got into a fight, in the third period against Cedar Rapids.

Zach Sanford, F, 11/9/94, 6-3/190 (Boston College) – A good-sized forward and second round pick of the Washington Capitals, Sanford continues to improve on his game every time we see him. Played last year for the Middlesex Islanders (EJHL).

Sioux Falls Stampede 

Returning Players

Dennis Kravchenko, F, 3/30/94, 5-9/170 (UMass-Amherst) -- Kravchenko posted a 22-40-62 points in just 56 games last season. The small forward should compete for the league scoring title this season. Had two pretty good fights over the weekend, in which he took on much bigger opponents. Is more valuable to Sioux Falls on the ice then in the box, but his fearlessness and compete level makes him the player he is.

C.J. Franklin, F, 3/17/94, 5-11/190 (Minnesota State) -- The Forest Lake, Minn. native had a great weekend, putting up a 3-3-6 line in three games played. Franklin is strong on pucks and finishes his hits all over the ice. He is good in tight areas, and has a hard shot.

David Jacobson, G, 9/8/94, 6-1/180 (Uncommitted) – Will compete with BU recruit and former Catholic Memorial and Selects Academy goalie Shane Starrett for the starting job. A Californian, Jacobson could be a nice pick up for any team that is in the market for an experienced goaltender who can step on campus and compete for a starting job. 

New Players

Logan O’Connor, F, 8/14/96, 5-11/170 (Uncommitted) -- Former Calgary Royals forward looked poised and confident all weekend. Protects the puck well and has a great release. Had a 2-1-3 line in 3 games over the weekend.

Dakota Joshua, F, 5/15/96, 6-2/185 (Uncommitted) -- The HoneyBaked alum, while young and raw, showed flashes of elite skill and never took a shift off.

Bo Pellah, LD, 5/25/95, 6-0/160 (Penn State) -- Put up 33 points from the blue line last season, splitting time between the Langley Rivermen and Alberni Valley Bulldogs of the BCHL. Is good with the puck and has the ability to escape easily, creating time and space for himself.

Sioux City Musketeers

Returning Players

Trevor Olson, F, 11/22/93, 6-2/180 (North Dakota) -- The former Duluth East forward, who will be 20 in November, is entering his second year in league and was impressive all weekend. Has high-end skill – and he competes. Should be at the top of the USHL scoring leaders this year, building off his 50 point season from a year ago. Olson, Jared Thomas and Jake Montgomery will make up one of the best lines in the USHL.

Jared Thomas, F, 2/21/94, 6-1/190 (Minnesota-Duluth) -- Thomas, who has good size and great speed, should be able to improve on last season’s 18 goals, particularly if he stays on the same line as Olson. From Hermantown, Minn., right up the road from Duluth, where he’s committed.

Ryan Mantha, RD, 6/18/96, 6-4/225 (North Dakota) – Mantha has a pro frame and skates well, but needs to work on overall agility, as well as his gap control and stick positioning on 1-on1’s. One of the top draft-eligible prospects playing in the USHL this season, he is the nephew of longtime NHL defenseman and former NTDP coach Moe Mantha.

New Players 

Neal Pionk, RD, 7/29/95, 5-11/175 (Minnesota-Duluth) -- Former Hermantown High defenseman – and son of former USHL coach Scott Pionk – got his feet wet playing 12 games with Sioux City last season. A mobile defenseman who averaged over a point a game in high school, Pionk also plays with an edge. He gets the breakout going north in a hurry. Very effective on the power play.

Muskegon Lumberjacks

Returning Players

Fredrick Tiffels, F, 5/20/95, 6-0/186 (Western Michigan) -- Tiffels is back for his second year with Muskegon after making the trip over from Cologne, Germany a year ago. He entered his initial season with a lot of hype after a stellar performance at the Fall Classic, but then managed to only put up three goals over the course of the season. Played for the German U-20 National Team in the 2013 IIHF Junior Championship. Being more comfortable this season could lead to a break-out year.

New Players 

Haralds Egle, F, 5/11/96, 5-10/187 (University of Vermont) -- A solid skater with a hard shot, Egle is very creative with the puck on his stick. Competed for Latvia in the U-18 World Junior Championships. Skated for the Portland Junior Pirates in the EJHL last season, posting a 22-26-48 line in 39 games played. Draft-eligible in June.

Tommy Panico, LD, 3/24/95, 6-1/185 (UMass-Lowell) -- The Wall, NJ native played last season for Team Comcast U18s. Smooth-skating d-man likes to rush the puck. Jumps up into the play often; snuck back door here for a tap-in goal. Was Muskegon’s top pick (#3 overall) in regular phase of USHL’s spring entry draft.

Chaz Switzer, LD, 7/9/97, 6-0/176 (Uncommitted) -- Big, tough – and young -- D who plays a simple game and moves around the ice well. Switzer, who played for Compuware’s U16 team last year, is a hometown boy from Muskegon, where his dad played minor pro hockey for the Muskegon Mohawks in the old IHL.

Connor Hurley, F, 9/15/95, 6-2/175 (Notre Dame) -- Hurley captained Minnesota AA state champs Edina High School last year. He also joined the U.S U-18 team for a couple of games and played in 11 games for Muskegon, putting up a 1-7-8 line. An explosive skater with very good hands and playmaking ability, Hurley was the Buffalo Sabres 2nd round pick in June. Will be the go-to guy for Muskegon all year.

Cedar Rapids Roughriders 

Returning Players

Chris Birdsall, G, 11/24/96, 5-11/176 (Boston College) -- The BC recruit – and former North Jersey Avalanche netminder – returns for his second year at Cedar Rapids. Plays on top of his crease and sees the puck well through traffic. Very fast getting up and down.

Andrew Poturalski, F, 1/14/94, 5-10/188 (UNH) -- Cedar Rapids’ returning leading scorer (12-21-33 in 53 gp) is shifty with the puck. The former Nichols School standout was all over the ice this weekend and appears to be really embracing the role of being the “guy” for the Roughriders this season.

Judd Peterson, F, 9/27/93, 6-0/193 (St. Cloud St.) – Petersen, drafted by the Buffalo Sabres in the 7th round in June, is a fast skater with great vertical speed. Second year in the league. Played high school hockey at Duluth Marshall.

New Players

Danny Tirone, G, 6/3/94, 5-11/170 (UNH) -- The former Loomis-Chaffee star really struggled in his first taste of junior hockey. Let up two weak goals from the point Friday night. Never seemed to be in control or set for shots. Growing pains.

Carlos Fornaris, F, 2/7/95, 5-8/155 (RPI) -- The Miami, Florida native was penciled in on Cedar Rapids’ first line this weekend. The former NMH Hogger – he was the team’s leading scorer as a junior last season -- is a decent skater who really relies on his hands to beat defenders and make opportunities for himself.
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Minnesota Fall Elite Weekend #1

 Here are our observations from the first weekend of play at the Minnesota Fall Elite League in New Hope, Minn.

 For this report, we covered all six Minnesota-based teams. Some guys were missing in action, and others, like Burnsville’s Brock Boeser (mono) were out due to illness or injury.

 It’s obviously very early, and this shouldn’t be considered any detailed ranking – this is more of a checklist of guys we felt played well over the weekend. We’ll update this after a future weekend, and see what’s changed. 

 Overall, it is a weak year for Minnesota. Unless things change drastically, there will be an uncharacteristically low number of Minnesota high school players who hear their name called in next June’s NHL draft.

Fall Elite Weekend #1:

Tyler Nanne, Sr., RD, ’96, Edina HS, 5-10/180 (Team Southwest) – Very good skater, quick and balanced. An offensive-minded blueliner. Best D here.

Tyler Sheehy, Sr., F, late ’95, Burnsville HS, 5-9/180 (Team Southeast) -- Works hard every shift; never gives up. Very good skater with great hands.

Spencer Naas, Sr., F, ’95, Benidle-St. Margaret’s, 5-9/175 (Team Northwest) – A quick-footed playmaker with excellent hockey sense.

Matthew Freytag, Jr., F, ’97, Wayzata HS, 5-11/180 (Team Northwest) – Creative forward is always dangerous in front of the net. His skating could be better. Wisconsin recruit.

Tom Novak, Jr., F, ’97, St. Thomas Academy, 5-11/172 (Team Southeast) -- Great hands and hockey sense. Shifty in small spaces. Always looking for the open man.

Tanner Tweten, Soph., F, ’97, East Grand Forks HS, 6-2/198 (Team North) --  Skates very well for his size, has good hockey sense, soft hands, and a shot.

Christiano Versich, Jr., F, ’97, St. Thomas Academy, 5-7/158 (Team North) – Small, shifty forward. Quick hands, excellent first steps.

Max Zimmer, Soph., F, late ’97, Wayzata HS, 5-10/162 (Team Northwest) – Has hockey sense and the hands to take advantage of it. Finds the open man well. 

Jake Wahlin, Jr., F, late ’96, White Bear Lake HS, 5-9/161 (Team Northeast) -- Great skating with offensive creativity. Plays in all situations. UMass recruit.

Alex Mehnert, Jr., LD, ’97, Moorhead HS, 5-10/165 (Team Great Plains) -- Good quick hands, and a hard shot. Hockey sense is OK. Need to become quicker on his feet.

Grant Prinsen, Sr., D, ’95, Delano HS (Team Southwest) – Good hockey sense and mobility. Decision-making is also good.

Miguel Fidler, Sr., F, ’96, Edina HS, 6-0/186 (Team Southwest) – Skates and has nice hands. Work ethic could be better.

Nick Reis, Jr., F, ’96, Cretin-Derham Hall, 6-1/170 (Team Southeast) -- Calm under pressure, makes good decisions with or without puck, and is a decent skater.

Will Borgen, Jr., RD, late ’96, Moorhead HS, 6-1/175 (Team Great Plains) -- Skinny d-man makes good reads. Plays it safe. Needs to gain strength.

Keith Muehlbauer, Jr., RD, ’97, Eastview HS, 6-1/195 (Team Southeast) – Strong; uses his size well in battles. Responsible defensively.

Nick Swaney, Soph., F, ’97, Lakeville South, 5-9/150 (Team Southeast) -- Small and lacks strength, but has really soft hands. A good skater, he finds ways to get open.

Dylan Woolf, Sr., RD, ’96, Holy Family Catholic, 6-0/199 (Team Northeast) --  Big, strong kid, solid in his own end, good balance.

Alex Strand, Sr., F, ’95, Roseau HS, 5-10/160 (Team Great Plains) – A hard worker who plays in all situations. Good hands.

Nicky Wolff, Sr., LD, ’96, Eagan HS, 6-4/200 (Team Southeast) – A big strong D. Uses  his body well in corners and around boards

Andrew Blumer, Sr., LD, ’96, Fargo South/Shanley HS, 6-5/200 (Team Great Plains) -- Tall, skinny, and has a nice reach. He uses his stick well and moves the puck efficiently. 

Jacob Olson, Jr., LD, ’97, Hill-Murray, 6-2/205 (Team Southeast) – Big D will need to keep working on his skating and mobility. Used his size well in battles along the boards. 

Colin Gallagher, Jr., LD, ’97, Henry Sibley HS, 6-3/180 (Team Southeast) -- Very good skater for his size. A little too offensive-minded, in as much as his puck skills are average.
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‘99s at the USHL Atlantic Challenge

 On Sunday, the Connecticut Wolf Pack topped the Philly Jr. Flyers to win the U14 Division of the 2013 USHL Atlantic Challenge in Hackensack, NJ.

 In creating the list of 21 players that follows, we did our level best to actually rank them 1-21. We felt Joey Cipollone was the player of the tournament and topped a group of seven kids that, in our opinion, clearly stood apart. And the next 14 players were very, very good. 

 Although we feel these guys are the cream of the crop, we feel a little funny about actually ranking them. After all, they’re ‘99s. Some aren’t even 14 yet! Things can change but we have a feeling the bulk of these kids, if they keep working on their game, will be heard from in the upcoming years.

“A” Players:

Joey Cipollone (Conn. Wolf Pack) F, 5-7/120:  The crafty forward was the most dominant player on the ice for the Wolf Pack.  His IQ in the offensive zone allows him to create plays that players of his age don’t often make.  He attacks scoring areas and can really shoot the puck.  Definitely a player that prep schools will pursue heavily in the coming years.

Jordan Seyfert (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers) F, 5-4/118: Quite possibly has the most well-rounded skill set of any player we have seen in his age group this summer.  He grinds on the forecheck, creates turnovers, then has the hands and poise to create offense.  While he is not a pure goal scorer, he can shoot the puck in tight areas, and has the vision to make creative passes to let his teammates score the goals.  Will be a threat down the road as he adds more size.

Travis Yawger (NJ Devils Youth Hockey) F, 5-9/150: A good skater who likes to be a physical force on the forecheck and along the boards.  His intensity opens the ice up for his teammates to make plays in the offensive zone. 

Joshua Cox (Rocky Mtn. RoughRiders) F/D, 5-7/130: A highly productive offensive player who uses his great hands to create plays off the rush.  Is also more than willing to battle along the boards, and rarely loses a loose puck battle.

Jonathan Bendorf (Mercer Chiefs) F, 5-11/170: His elite vision allows him to make plays that create scoring chances for his teammates.  A threat off the rush, on the PP, and in settled in-zone situations.  Already has a good frame; if he continues to grow he will become even more dominant.

Steve Agriogianis (NJ Rockets) F, 5-8/145:  Has a great feel for the game. He reads the play well which keeps him from over committing to pucks in bad areas.  Tracks the puck well on the forecheck, and positions himself well in the defensive zone.  These characteristics are rarely found in players at this age.

Zak Kinard (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers) G, 5-7/140: Probably the best goalie at the tournament in this age group.  Made big saves when the game was on the line in the semi-finals -- including a couple big saves in the shootout.  Plays his angles well and covers the bottom half of the net very well.

These Guys Are Really Good, Too:

Tyler Gratton (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers) F, 5’9/140: An offensive-minded player who scored a huge shorthanded game-winner at one point of the tournament.  His puck skills and his quick release allow him to create numerous scoring chances.

Jeffrey Pracella (Conn. Wolf Pack) F, 5-7/140: A strong skater who rarely gets knocked off of the puck.  Has a very nice set of hands, which make him effective on the powerplay and in even-strength situations.

Bruce Liakhnovich (NJ Avalanche) F, 5-6/140: One of the youngest players in the tournament, the undersized forward is a water bug on the ice.  His excellent skating ability forces defenders into making poor decisions under pressure.

Jack Tarca (Conn. Wolf Pack) D, 5-6/130: A heads-up defender who has a booming shot from the point. Definitely a kid you want on your power play.

Hunter Canestra (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers) F, 6-1/160: A big-bodied forward who looks as though he dominated the game when he was younger, but is now having to deal with defenders closer to his own size. Creates scoring chances by out-muscling defenders from beneath the goal line, but will need to adapt to stay in the top group.

Calder Stewart (Conn. Wolf Pack) G, 5-6/140: Great poise for such a young goaltender.  Reads the play well and understands when to tie the puck up, and when to keep it moving.

Corson Sundquist (Conn. Wolf Pack) F, 5-8/150: A physical forward who is a good skater. He moves well in the offensive zone and always seems to get pucks to the net.

Marcus DiPrimo (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers) D, 5-6/115: A solid defender in every sense of the term.  Keeps a nice quiet stick in 2-on-1 situations, and plays the dots well, thus forcing forwards into awkward situations. 

Robert Carr (NJ Avalanche) D, 5-9/145: A poised defenseman who makes a good first pass. His stick and body positioning allow him to create turnovers in all three zones.

Julian Kislin (Mercer Chiefs) D, 5-8/140: A poised defenseman who has very good vision with the puck on his stick.  Makes a good first pass, and rarely overhandles the puck.

Matthew Alessi (LI Royals) F, 5-10/130: A big forward who can create offense using his good skating and large frame.  If he adds a few pounds and a quicker first step he could certainly become a very good player.

Jon Olson (LI Royals) F, 5-4/115: A small forward who can really fly. When he gets the puck in an open space there are few defenders who can keep up.

Zach Pellegrino (Conn. Wolf Pack) F, 5-4/138: A feisty forward who uses his energy to boost his teammates.  Takes good angles on the forecheck and wears down defenders over the course of the game.

Nick White (LI Royals) D, 5-2/110: Though undersized, he is very poised with the puck.  Allows his footwork to take control when under pressure, and always makes the right play.
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East Coast Tourney Rosters & Schedule

 The East Coast Midgets Fall Tournament is scheduled for this weekend, Sat.-Sun. Sept. 14-15. The U18 Showcase will be at Brown University. The U16 Showcase will be at Union College and RPI. Both tournaments will consist of three games per team, in a round-robin format.

 Here are the schedules and rosters for both tournaments, in Excel spreadsheets. Please utilize the tabs at the bottom of the spreadsheet to get to the rosters.

U18s at Brown

U16s at Union and RPI
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If a Woodchuck Could Chuck Wood 

 Sorry about that headline. It won’t happen again.

 However, this typist did get up to Vermont for the 8th Annual Woodchuck Tournament this past weekend.

Over 60 Jr. A, Jr. B, U18, and U16 teams were on hand, with games taking place at Gutterson Field House, Cairns Arena, Leddy Park, and Essex.

 Due to a Saturday arrival, a decision was made to stick to the Midget Division and focus on a handful of U18 and U16 teams. We’ll be catching up with everyone else soon enough.

 The best thing about this tournament is location: Vermont. The weather was cool, with a tinge of autumn in the air. Lake Champlain, with the Adirondacks as backdrop, was glistening. And Gutterson Fieldhouse, even if it is somewhat antiquated, is still one of college hockey’s great barns. And when the games are over, you can head right to downtown Burlington, which is always hopping. Great restaurants – especially in a city of that size.

However, due of limited time – and the fact that some games were competive, others less so -- we couldn’t cover enough ground to do any kind of ranking. We’ll just tell you about some players who stood out. No doubt we missed some; here’s hoping we hit enough of the high points.

U18:

 -- Perhaps the most compelling game we saw all weekend was Saturday’s Selects Hockey Academy U18 team vs. the South Shore Kings U18s, a game that went down to the wire, with the Kings pulling their goalie and coming within a bounce of scoring the tying goal in a game that they earlier seemed in danger of losing in a blowout. 

 For Selects, 6’2”, 195 lb.  center Roberts Smits, an uncommitted ’95 from Latvia, had a couple of goals and, with his size, provided net-front presence. Smits worked well with his winger Austin McIImurray, an uncommitted ’96 from Coral Springs, Florida. The latter made a few plays that caught our eyes. 

 6’0’ UConn (fall ’15) recruit Karl El-Mir was consistently noticeable. A ’96 from Quebec, El-Mir sees the ice well, and made some nice plays. It’s not a flashy group of forwards on the Selects U18s, but they play well as a team, competing for pucks in all three zones, and can grind down opponents. 

 Selects’ two best d-men were Chase Priskie, the ’96 who is committed to Quinnipiac (Fall ’15), and 6’0”, 185 lb. LD Brandon Crawley, a ’97 from Glen Rock, NJ. Crawley is the youngest player – he’s actually the only ’97 -- on the team. Crawley, who at the Select 16 Festival over the summer, is a smooth skater, has good hands, and plays with poise. Definitely worth following.

 -- For the South Shore Kings, ’97 RD John Marino, who was excellent at the Beantown Summer Classic a few weeks back, continues to impress. Marino -- 5’11” and 160 lbs. -- can skate with the puck and is playing with a ton of confidence right now. He visited Union last week. 

 Late ’95 Liam Feeney, a 6’2, 205 lb. LD will be playing with the SS Kings until November, when his season at Dexter starts. A strong student, Feeney, who we’ve seen play better in the regular season, is getting interest from Ivy League schools.

 6’0”, 175 lb. RD Kyle Peterson, a ’97, is another defensemen on the Kings who bears following. 

 Up front, we liked Owen Campbell, a smooth-skating ’96 with soft hands. He’s 5’11”, 165 lbs. and could develop into a nice D-I prospect. 

 -- The Junior Bruins U18 Team, who we saw Saturday against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Jr. Knights at the Gut, featured 5’8” UNH recruit and former Longmeadow HS star Charlie Kelleher, who is noticeable every single shift he’s out there. With his feet consistently moving, he’s strong on the puck and is either making plays or disrupting the opponent’s ability to get any kind of offensive flow started. The younger brother of UNH recruit Tyler Kelleher is going to be a very good D-I player in his own right.

 6’4”, 195 lbs. ’96 RD Ean Mendeszoon is interesting. Like many kids his size, he’s raw as hell, and somewhat mistake-prone. At that size, though, there’s upside. He just needs time. If he puts in the work, Mendeszoon could grow into a shut-down defenseman at the D-I level. 

 5’10”, 175 lb. ’96 LD Ryan Blais is smooth, has good hands and looks to be a bit on the D-I/D-III bubble. He’s a bit of a tweener. At his size, we look for a bit more offensively.

 We really liked the play of 6’2”, 175 lb. ’97 goaltender Kevin Resop, a Floridian who has been at Shattuck for the past couple of years.

 -- The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Jr. Knights U18 Team, coached by Vince Malts, got a really good game out of ’97 goaltender Nicholas Vilardo, who, by the way, is one of a half dozen or so players spread between the Knights U16s and U18s who were on that (controversial, due to the number of imports) Knights Bantam team of ’11-12 that went on to win a National Title and were the impetus behind the current rule limiting imports to four. See USHR news (10/12/11).

 Vilardo, a 5’9”, 165 lb. ’97 made the Five Nations Team out of the Select 16 Festival this summer, so we can’t say he’s not getting attention, but it’s quite likely recruiters are holding back because of his size. He’s not tiny, like Jeff Lerg, but he’s still small by current standards. Vilardo, though, is quick, fundamentally sound, and athletic. He has that confident presence you look for in a goalie. In the game we saw, he shut out the Junior Bruins.

 6’7”, 195 lb. ’97 forward Nikita Pavlychev is intriguing. It’s a long way from his head to his feet, and he’ll need a lot of time, but the Yaroslavl, Russia native, a Des Moines pick in May’s USHL Futures Draft, is expressing interest in the college route, where Russians are as rare as passenger pigeons. He’s in his third year of school in the U.S, though.

 6’1”, 190 lb. ’97 F Alex Rowella, a strong skater, was consistently noticeable, and a player D-I coaches will be keeping their eyes on.  Was with the Westchester Express a few years back.

 5’10”, 150 lb. ’97 RD Louis DeNaples, a local kid from Moscow, PA (ironic, right?) is the son of the team’s owner, which can often be seen as a dubious situation, but DeNaples is a good solid player. He’s a bit of a tweener at 5’10”, but plays with poise. Can play up or back on the blue line. 

 -- The Team Comcast U-18’s blanked the South Shore Kings U18 Team in a convincing 5-0 win behind the goaltending of 6’0” ’96 Justin Badurina. 

 The player on Team Comcast who really jumped out at us is also the youngest player on the team – 5’9”, 175 lb. LD Michael Ufberg, a late ’97 who is moving up from Comcast’s U16 team. He was terrific. Highly mobile. Great poise. Great stick. Made one terrific stretch pass to the offensive blue line, hard and tape-to-tape. He’s also a 4.0 student and Yale, Princeton, Penn State, and Vermont are all in the picture. An excellent D-I prospect.

 6’3”, 175 lb. ’96 RD Bobby Wurster, who played at Choate two years ago, has some really good tools, but, instead of eliminating guys as you would expect a big D to do, sometimes lets them elude his grasp. If he tightens up his game, he could start to gain more attention. 

 Up front, we liked 6’0” ’96 left shot center Ryan Lohin, as he made some nice heads-up plays, and 6’0”, 175 lb. LW Tyler Wyatt -- a 4.0 student, by the way.  6’2”, 185 lb. ’96 RW Barry Kneedler has size, and drove to the net for a goal. 6’3”, 210 lb. ’96 LW Kyle Walter did a good job playing a solid defensive game. The team as a whole, coached by Jeremy Hall and Jared Beach, did a good job shutting down the South Shore Kings.

U16:

 The best game we saw in this division was the Junior Bruins’ U16 team’s 4-3 OT win over the Jersey Hitmen U16s, a game won on a flukey shot that broke off the glove of the Hitmen goalie.

 -- There was no roster available for the Hitmen, but one player who really stood out for us was #12, Alex Whelan. A ’97 forward who is also a junior at Ramsey (NJ) High School, Whelan is probably around 5’11”, 170 lbs. A left shot playing the off wing, Whelan was noticeable every single shift. He’s smart, and competes very hard, playing physically in all three zones. He’s also a very skilled offensive player with excellent anticipation. He used that anticipation to steal the puck from a Junior Bruins player in center ice, breaking in alone and snapping one by Junior Bruins goaltender Keith Petruzzelli. And that was just one of two goals Whelan scored in the game. 

 -- For the Junior Bruins U16s, Petruzzelli, a 6’3”, 155 lb. ’99 is a hot property right now, and not without reason, either. It’s not every day that a 14-year-old can be 6’3”, coordinated, and project such calmness in net. We wrote about Petruzzelli, a Wilbraham, Mass native who was in the New England Jr. Falcons organization last year, in the wake of his great performance at the UNH Camp in late July. Needless to say, all the top programs are watching him. BC’s Mike Ayers was there over the weekend. With at least four years to go before reaching college age, we’d say time is on his side. His upside is obviously huge. 

 Up front the Junior Bruins have skill. 5’6”, 160 lb. ’98 Johnny DeRoche centers 5’7”, 150 lb. LW Cam Burke, the younger brother of Nobles F and Notre Dame recruit Cal Burke (there’s yet one more Burke in the pipeline). Both DeRoche, who has a great release to his shot and sees the ice well, and Burke, who has nice hands, were consistently noticeable. DeRoche will be visiting Quinnipiac.

 A couple of imports on the Junior Bruins caught our eye. 5’8”, 165 lb. Ilya Putintsev, who’s from Moscow, is a shifty RW who is around the puck a lot. He has nice hands and a goal scorer’s instincts – very dangerous down low. He snapped a nice one under the crossbar to tie the game at 2-2. His older sister is fiery tennis star Yulia Putintseva – an 18-year-old ranked #92 in the world.  

Vladislav Vulkanov, a 6’1”, 180 lb. ’98 RW, just recently arrived from his native Latvia, showed a lot of power forward potential. Scored a rebound goal to cut the Hitmen’s lead to 2-1. 

 On the blue line, 5’10”, 170 lb. Taylor Slade, a ’97 from Tolland, Conn., is the team’s go-to guy. Solid defensively, Slade is also an offensive catalyst and, not surprisingly, scored the winning goal. He saw a wide open path to the net -- and didn’t hesitate. 

 --- The Selects Academy U16 team, which is National bound under the aegis of the Central Connnecticut Youth Hockey Association this year, pasted the Connecticut Yankees, 7-0, in the game we saw. This is an extremely good team. 

 A new player at Selects Academy this year is ’97 RW Matt Creamer, who as a freshman and sophomore lit it up for Bishop Hendricken (RI) HS, where his father, Jim, is the head coach. Creamer was outstanding here. He has size at 6’2”, 185 lbs., has a nose for the net, competes hard, and just goes through guys. Had three points in the game we watched. Creamer is not the smoothest skater but when he gets up a head of steam and drives the net, he’s a handful. Rhode Island hasn’t produced an NHLer in a while, but Creamer will be a player pro scouts will watch over the next couple seasons.

 Another new player at South Kent is Noah Robinson, a 6’1, 185 lb. LW who had a couple of goals – a tap-in and a snipe. Robinson, who played on the Toronto Marlies Midget Minor team last season with Dylan Strome et al. can shoot it and make plays. He, too, should be of interest to D-I recruiters. 

 Another newcomer is 5’10”, 185 lb. RC Marcus Dickerson, who played last year for Team Comcast and Gloucester Catholic HS. Dickerson really competes hard for every puck, and works for everything he gets. Likes to play in the dirty areas. Played well at the Select 15 Festival over the summer, too. 

 Former Colchester HS standout Avery Steele is at Selects Academy this year. He’s small, at 5’7”, 160 lbs., but he has quickness and a really good stick. We also liked  Jacob Schmidt, a 5’9”, 159 lb. RW from Denmark. Don’t know much about the latter but liked his hands. 

 The team’s leader and top returning player is Cornell fall ’15 recruit Donovan Ott, a ’97 RW, was outstanding, chipping in a goal and an assist. He’d be a standout if he played up on the U18 Team. He should rip it up – and lead this squad to Nationals.

 An intriguing player is the youngster on the team – ’99 LW Matt Allen, who we have written about before. A native of Smithfield, RI, Allen, who played for the Selects U-14 Team last season, is an excellent skater with an excellent stick. He’s being brought along carefully by coach Devin Rask, playing on the team’s fourth line. Allen is a terrific D-I prospect. 

 The Selects defensemen weren’t really called on to do any heavy lifting in this game. We’d like to see them against a tough opponent with some big, skilled forwards. However, 5’11” ’98 RD Jake Ryczek really stood out for us. A Ludlow, Mass. native, Ryczek was on the Selects U-14 team last year. He’s a beautiful skater, has excellent hands, and projects to be a really good offensive defenseman as he moves up the ranks. 

 The goalie, ’97 Zachary Sanchez, posted the shutout, but wasn’t really tested. So we can’t comment other than to say he stopped everything that came his way. The team’s other goalie is Josh Boyko, a ’97 who is from the Toronto Marlies Midget Minor team.

 -- The team we would have liked to have seen play Selects Academy was the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Jr. Knights U16 Team. Unfortunately, we had to see the Jr. Knights against Sphinx Collège de l’Assomption, a relatively new Quebec program. The game was ugly, a parade to the penalty box. Very little 5x5 play, hence difficult to get a true read on players.

 Perhaps in part because of the kind of game it was, the player who did the most for us was also the youngest player on the team, right shot D Paul DeNaples, a 9/19/98 birthdate from Moscow, PA. DeNaples’ older brother plays on the U18 team (see above) and his father owns the franchise (see above). DeNaples really stood out. No matter what the situation on the ice, DeNaples, who is 5’10” and 150 lbs., played within himself. A smart player, he remained extremely composed for his age. Never got caught up in stuff. We see him playing D-I hockey.

’97 Mendell Dubuisson, a Glendale, Arizona resident who was at the Tri-City Americans (WHL) rookie camp a few weeks ago, is a big (6’2”, 185) strong, raw power forward who loves the physical game. He’s a bull, a hard worker who loves to hit, and -- if he makes it to the WHL – will be called on to fight. It would be nice to see Dubuisson – a Haitian-American -- take the college route. 

 5’10”, 155 lb. Eugene Fadyeyev, the center of the all-Russian top line, was hurt, and played sporadic shifts. 

 6’3”, 180 lb. ’98 left-shot D Konstantin Chernyuk is the fourth Russian on the team and perhaps the one with the most upside. He’s huge -- and it will take him a while to gain the coordination he needs. If it happens, NHL scouts might be watching him 2-3 years from now.

Fri. 9/6/13

Tier I Labor Day Review

 Last weekend, USHR made the trek out to the 16th Annual Mass Tier I Labor Day Tournament, an enormous affair based out of the New England Sports Center in Marlborough, though eight other arenas were also used. 

 As we mentioned last week, there 76 Midget Major teams (AAA/AA) in six divisions, 64 Midget Minor teams (AAA/AA) in six divisions, and 26 Bantam Major teams (AAA) in two divisions. There is also a 20-team youth division (‘00s, ‘01s, and ‘02s) with 20 teams competing.

 That’s a lot to take in, but there was a good pool of scouts doing their level best, as most New England Div. I schools were represented, including Hockey East and ECAC head coaches. A good many NHL teams had guys there, too. And just about every NESCAC and Div. III school in the Northeast was on hand. Those who didn’t simply opt to stay put in Marlborough had plenty of opportunities for schedule-dissecting and traveling around Eastern Mass. In addition to Marlborough, games were held in Franklin (27 miles away), Dedham (41 miles), Hingham (56 miles), Rockland (60 miles), Quincy (50 miles), Walpole (43 miles), and Westboro (9 miles). It didn’t leave much time for Labor Day cookouts.

 The tournament featured good competition at the elite levels but, as is generally the case in mega-tournaments, there was a large drop-off from there. The tournament had roster listings for all the teams, but mismatched numbers made it a bit of a nightmare for scouts, including us. We've had to scramble a bit, and if there are any errors as a result, we apologize in advance. Scheduling was tough, too, though the fact that these things can be scheduled at all seems like an extreme logistical adventure to these eyes. 

 The top teams at the U18 Level were the ones expected: The Neponset Valley River Rats, Cape Cod Whalers, Springfield Rifles, Boston Little Bruins, Greater Boston Jr. Bruins, and Mid-Fairfield.

 There was some nice parity at the U16 level with teams like the Stamford Youth Hockey Association (SYHA) Sharks, who ended up defeating the Cape Cod Whalers, 3-2, in the title game, while the Connecticut Wolf Pack went 2-2-1. The New Jersey Devils Youth 1 team also had a very strong showing, making it to the semi-finals. Other than that, the teams mentioned above as having strong U18 teams also had generally strong U16 programs.

 Despite our best efforts, we couldn’t see everyone, but we did hit most of the top programs -- and a bunch of others as well.

 Here are the guys who stood out for us: 

U18:

“A” Prospects (8): 

Ryan Donato, F, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers) 6-1/180 -- What can be said about the Dexter junior hasn’t already been said? Between the Beantown and this weekend, he’s been dominant.

Corey Ronan, F, ’95 (Cape Cod Whalers) 5-9/165 -- Has serious jump in his game. A player that brings you to the edge of your seat every time he touches the puck. Has a heavy shot to go along with a good pair of hands. Great energy. Needs to be paired up with a playmaker who can slow the game down a bit, and playing on a line with Donato has been the ticket.

James Callahan, D, ’97 (NJ Hitmen U18) 6-0/155 – Tall, smooth-skating defenseman who rushes the puck end-to-end almost effortlessly. Great skating ability and hands. Callahan will be a D-I defenseman with PP potential.

Brendan van Riemsdyk, F, ’96 (NJ Hitmen U18) 6-4/190 -- The youngest van Riemsdyk has a great shot and a nice set of hands. The knock on Brendan has been – rightly so -- his skating, but once he is able to put on weight and add strength to go with his height, that will only improve. Is being watched closely by NHL teams. The upside is intriguing.

Craig Pantano, G, ’95 (Boston Advantage) –- Quick, athletic goalie stood on his head in the games we watched him in. Pantano is a sound positional goalie and is able to control his rebounds. In the rare cases in which he is caught out of position, his speed and compete level allow him to recover.

JD Dudek, F, ’96 (Boston Little Bruins) 5-11/175 -- The BC recruit has the ability to control the game. Has all the tools and thinks the game one step ahead. Has a nice long stride and is able to change speeds nicely with the puck.

Brandon Borges, F, ’96 (Greater Boston Jr. Bruins) 5-8/165 -- Borges has really put himself on the map over the past couple of weeks. In every game he was the most noticeable player on the ice. A small, waterbug type with sleek hands, Borges does everything at a high tempo. Williston’s top returning scorer will be a junior. Is he dynamic enough for D-I play? Time will tell.

Connor Moore, D, ’97 (Neponset Valley River Rats) 6-0/170 -- Mobile defenseman who draws attention every time he steps on the ice. A solid skater with a great stick. Is only going to get better with time. His stock is sky high now.

“B” Prospects (18):

Lincoln Griffin, F, ’97 (Cape Cod Whalers) 5-10/170 – Quick, super-competitive player who is showing increasing creativity. Reads play well. Very opportunistic. A Northeastern recruit. Will be a junior at Thayer.

Ben Freeman, F, ’96 (Springfield Rifles) 6-4/185 – We’ve written about Freeman a bit in the past, and it’s been gratifying to see his stock rise over the summer. Was drafted by Gatineau in the Q this June. Has recently been on visits to Harvard, Maine, UConn and Union. The former Maine high schooler is a project, for sure. But he could be a pro someday.

JC Brassard, D, ’95 (Cape Cod Whalers) 6-0/180 -- Nobles defenseman grows on you the more you watch him. Has great vision, poise with the puck, and offensive upside. Has a shot that finds the net through traffic. Late ‘95 birthdate.

Mitchell Smith, F, ’96 (Wolfpack National) 6-0/185 -- The Yale recruit had an up and down game on the first night featuring both spectacular shifts and others where we had to look for him. His night ended early when he was tossed after a pretty good scrap with NMH defenseman Jamie Dorsey.

Evan Smith, F, ’96 (Wolfpack National) 6-1/190 – Was, as usual, one of the best players on the ice. When playing without his brother he seems to hold onto the puck more and attempts to do more things by himself. His playmaking skills are, as well known, exceptional. Yale recruit.

Charlie Kelleher, F, ’97 (Junior Bruins FS) 5-8/195 -- The younger Kelleher is tenacious on the puck; he always seems to find it. Was buzzing from start to finish and pulled off some spectacular moves in tight spaces. Not as dynamic or high end as older brother Tyler, but is very effective player in his own right. A UNH commit.

Ben DiMaio, D, ’96 (Boston Advantage) – Solid puck-moving defenseman doesn’t complicate things. The Dartmouth recruit moves and pivots nicely. Makes smart decisions and doesn’t make unforced errors.

Tipper Higgins, F, ’95 (Mid-Fairfield) – Creative forward with a good pair of hands. Along with Charlie Corcoran (Brown) and Craig Puffer (Vermont), Higgins could very well make up the best line in prep hockey this winter for Berkshire. Uncommitted.

Quinn Foreman, F, ’96 (Boston Advantage) -- The Dartmouth recruit keeps defenseman at bay with his long reach and ability to protect the puck. Has a tendency to take shifts off which is something he will need to fix in order to make an impact at the next level.

Trevor Yates, F, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats) 6-2/190 -- The Deerfield senior has lost a good amount of weight since the winter and it is evident in the new-found quickness and speed in his game. Yates has become much more effective at getting around the ice and make plays. Is starting to garner serious D-I attention.

AJ Greer, F, ’96 (Boston Little Bruins) 6-3/205 -- Has imposing size and knows how to use it. Was caught running around this weekend and seemed out of place at times. But with his size and skill set he could develop into an effective power forward. Committed to Penn State. Still young. As a late ’96, is not draft-eligible until 2015.

Cal Burke, F, ’97 (Boston Little Bruins) 5-11/175 -- Smart player who is responsible at both ends of the ice. Has solid tools and shows flashes of tremendous skill and creativity. A Notre Dame recruit.

Miles Gendron, D, ’96 (Neponset Valley River Rats) 6-2/175 -- The newly-converted defenseman showed signs of progression as the weekend went on. Has all the skills needed to be successful at the point. Made a couple a dazzling rushes with the puck from his own end. Committed to UConn after the weekend.  

Max Prawdzik, G, ’97 (Neponset Valley River Rats) 6-1/160 – An excellent prospect who needs to find more consistency in his game. Has all the tools to be a D-I starter.

Alex Esposito, F, ’96 (WolfPack National) 5-11/175 -- Quick player with a great first step, Esposito has good vision and a quick release that allows him to get his shot off in small spaces.

David Cotton, F, ’97 (Greater Boston Jr. Bruins) 6-2/175 – New student at Cushing has great hands and is able to use his big body to create time and space. His vision in the offensive zone, paired with his patience, allows him to make great passes. A lot of upside.

Pete Crinella, F, ’96 (Springfield Rifles) 6-3/175 -- The Springfield Cathedral Panther grows on you the more you watch him. Has a big frame and uses it to protect the puck and drive the net. His skating has improved noticeably over the past year. The Holy Cross recruit’s stock has risen since his commitment. It’s rumored that Crinella could be shopping around for a new school. 

Joey Meehan, F, ’95 (Team Ohio) 6-1/165 -- Meehan has good hands and a nose for the net. Uses his speed to take defensemen wide and crashes the net hard. A complete player with good offensive instincts.

The Best of the Rest (19):  

Billy Sweezey, D, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers) 6-1/190 -- Rugged defenseman plays a simple game. Has a tendency to get tunnel vision with the puck, but is able to recover nicely.  A good comp is former Maine captain Mike Cornell.

George Mika, F, ’96 (Junior Bruins FS) 5-10/170 – Late ’96 from Florida is an excellent skater. Good speed and shifty, with stick skills and offensive creativity. Will play with Junior Bruins Premier League team, or U18, as the situation warrants.

Anthony Wyse, D, ’96 (Boston Advantage)  6-1/194 -- Big defenseman does everything well. Makes smart reads and jumps up into the rush when appropriate. Moves the puck quickly and hits forwards in stride.

Michael Kim, D,’95 (Boston Little Bruins) 6-0/210 -- Kim is a smart defenseman who keeps things simple. A good skater, he moves the puck nicely. Has a tendency to puck watch a little. At the NESCAC level he will be a very good defenseman.

Jack McCarthy, F, ’96 (Boston Little Bruins) 6-1/190 -- Anticipates the play well and is a good complementary winger who finds his teammates. Has a heavy shot.

Bobby Dray, F, ’96 (Boston Little Bruins) 6-2/208 -- Big body. Good moving down the ice, but weak in laterally. A player you love to have on your team as he embraces the grinder role. 

Joseph Slovak, F, ’95 (Cape Cod Whalers) 5-9/175 -- A bubble Division I/III player. Has decent skill but with his size at the D-I level would be more of an energy guy.

Tim Doherty, F, ’95 (Cape Cod Whalers) 6-0/180 -- The St. George’s senior was noticeable all weekend. Has great poise with the puck and made a couple of nice reads to sneak behind the defensemen. When he is alone with the goalie Doherty always finds a way to bury it. 

Malcolm Hayes, D, ’95 (Greater Boston Jr. Bruins) 6-2/210 -- A meat-and-potatoes defenseman. Hayes has a powerful lower body that gives him strong stride and makes him dominant in the corners. Very raw. PG at Cushing.

Derek Barach, F, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats) 5-8/160 -- The newly committed Mercyhurst Laker was playing with a little more confidence this weekend. Barach has a good skill set to go with a solid head for the game.

Jonathan Lazarus, F, ’96 (New Jersey Rockets) 5-11/185 -- Lazarus showed impressive playmaking ability, setting up his teammates with easy tap-in goals. Good poise with the puck. Opportunistic. 

Matt Foley, D, ’95 (Springfield Rifles) 6-2/190 -- The Phillips Exeter PG will be an impact player at the prep level this year. Is cautious in his decisions and takes care of his own end first. Will be a great pickup for any NESCAC school.

Austin Cassidy, F, ’96 (South Hill Panthers) 5-7/140 -- Small forward who is fast and great on puck retrievals. Could be more effective if he competed more.

Jamie Dorsey, D, ’96 (Connecticut Chiefs) 6-2/193 -- Huge defenseman who gets caught out of position and has a tendency to get beat. His size and toughness make him an interesting prospect, though. Fought Mitchell Smith in his first game. 

Zac Hamilton, G, ’95 (Connecticut Chiefs) 6-0/177 -- Agile goalie with a fast glove hand. Tends to overcommit to the shooter but has good recovery skills. A solid D-III prospect.

Gunnar Merrick, D, ’95 (Connecticut Chiefs) 6-5/217 -- Big d-man has long limbs and good feet for his size. Is also an effective forward. Makes some awkward reads as a d-man, but his thought process as a forward allows him to create scoring chances. Either way, he’s 6’5” and mobile, so he’s one to keep an eye on.

Brandon Vaytus, F, ’96 (Team Ohio) 5-9/160 -- Undersized forward was always a factor in his team’s goals. Vaytus is a spark plug who reads the play well and capitalizes on his opportunities. Has a quick release.

Brian Smith, F, ’95 (Eastern Mass Senators) 5-10/175 -- A fast skater. First on the forecheck. Plays his game in the corners and never gives up on the play. 

Neil Robinson, F, ’95 (Mid-Fairfield) 5-11/182 -- Smooth forward with good hands and a good shot. 

***

U16:

Note: 

There were some “A” players at the Labor Day Tournament in Marlborough who we have written about over the past week or two – we’re thinking specifically of Ryan Shea, Ryan Dmowski, Luke Stevens, Liam Murphy and Ty Amonte. As much as possible, we want to avoid writing the same thing about them every week. That might get boring. Suffice to say, these are players who will be watched very closely.

“A” Prospects (8): 

Taggart Corriveau, F, ‘97 (CT Chiefs) 6-1/179 Easily the best player on the ice for the Chiefs.  He exploits defenders with his foot speed, hands, and willingness to drive to the net. A returning student at Westminster, where he’s a sophomore. Could have a bust-out year.

Patrick Harper, F, ‘98 (SYHA Sharks) 5-6/140 -- Showed the best offensive skill set of any forward in the tournament.  As one scout put it, “I’ve never seen the puck follow anyone around the ice like this”.  Has excellent vision and confidence with the puck on his stick.  The only thing lacking in his game right now is the ability to win battles along the boards.  Nature should take care of that.

Adam Fox, D, ’98 (LI Gulls) 5-10/154 – Strong-skating defenseman uses his mobility to advantage on the power play as well as even strength situations.  Will develop into a top notch D-I player as he continues to get stronger in the coming years. Harvard recruit.

Kevin O’Leary, D, ‘97 (SYHA Sharks) 6-2/170 -- A definite D-I prospect, O’Leary was one of the top defensemen in the tournament.  Very strong defensively, utilizing his size to out muscle smaller forwards along the walls.  Has great hockey IQ which allows him to make great plays in all three zones, especially when he uses his quick release on the blue line.  Will be at Westminster. The Martlets, by the way, will have a nice crop of blue liners this winter.

Mike Royer, G, (Cape Cod Whalers) 5-9/160 -- Played well every game that we saw him in.  Makes good positional saves, and fights for every loose puck. Will be a sophomore at Thayer – and an impact goalie once senior Rob McGovern graduates. 

John Leonard, F, ‘98 (Springfield Rifles) 5-10/165 -- One of the strongest forwards in the entire tournament.  He can skate, shoot, and has a nice frame to help protect the puck off the rush.  Will be highly sought after by many prep schools if he decides to leave Cathedral.

Brian Matthews, D, ‘98 (River Rats) 6’/175 -- Was missing for the first couple of days but we got to see him in the playoff game against the Sharks.  Is clearly one of the best defensemen for his age in the area.  He skates very well and has great poise with the puck. Also has great presence in the offensive zone.  Positions himself well and reads the play effectively which allows him to utilize his accurate shot.

Robert Hampton, F, ‘97 (NJ Devils) 5-11/165 -- Was the strongest forward on the Devils team throughout the tournament.  The power play was run through him along the wall in an overload.  Can really shoot the puck, and picks his spots well. 

“B” Prospects (8):

Johnny McDermott, F, ‘97 (SYHA Sharks) 6-2/175 -- A rangy forward with good puck skills and the ability to create offense off the rush, or off the cycle.  A good shot paired with good vision allows him to be very successful on the PP.

Mike Snow, F, ‘97 (River Rats) 5-9/170 -- The more we watch this team, the more he jumps out at us.  He hunts pucks well and creates offense for his line mates because of his work ethic.  He has a nice set of hands and a good stride.  Watch for him to start making some serious noise for Lawrence Academy this winter. He’ll be a sophomore.

Jake Gresh, F, ‘98(Conn. Chiefs) 5-10/170 -- Makes plenty of good plays with the puck on his stick but becomes careless at times which ultimately lead to untimely turnovers.  Will certainly make some improvements in his game under John Gardner in the coming years.

Sam Field, F, ‘98 (Conn. Wolf Pack) 6-0/170 -- A solid two-way centerman, Field has all the tools to be a successful center at the next level. Wins a ton of draws and is defensively aware. Will be a fun player to watch over the coming years down at Choate.

Jake Rainer, F, ‘97 (River Rats) 5-9/160 -- A feisty forward from Encino California, Rainer skates well and is gritty along the walls.  Posted a 7-8-15 scoring line last winter as a freshman at Lawrence. Look for considerably higher numbers this season.

Jamie Armstrong, F, ‘98 (River Rats) 6-0/165 -- Hard-working forward has a nice scoring touch around the net.  Won’t wow you with his ability to stick handle around defenders; he would rather lower his shoulder and make you defend him.  Will be a good player to keep an eye on over the next couple of seasons.

Mike Fahie, F, ’98 (River Rats) 5-8/130 -- Skinny forward who can skate will be joining Nobles this season.  He doesn’t jump out at you right away, but thinks the game well. Needs to continue to grow and add muscle.

David Altman, G, ‘97 (SYHA Sharks) 5-11/155 -- Split time with another goalie (who was not listed on the roster). Both kids played very well over the course of the tournament.  A rising sophomore at Pomfret, Altman is confident and plays his angles well. His solid positioning allows pucks to hit him in the chest, therefore allowing very few second chance opportunities.

The Best of the Rest (10):

Eric Jeremiah, D, ‘98 (River Rats) 5-9/168  -- One of the top skating defenseman in his age group. Jumps into the play too often, resulting in turnovers and poor positioning. If he settles his game down a little bit he could really turn into a great prospect. Was at Xaverian last year.

Anthony Vincent, F, ‘97 (SYHA Sharks) 5-7/150 -- An undersized forward who keeps his feet moving every second he is on the ice.  Takes good angles on the forecheck, forcing turnovers.

Tim Knightly, F, ‘97 (NJ Rockets) -- Strong forward flies up and down the ice.  Needs to hone his puck skills, but could end up being an effective college player down the road.

Christian Capello, ‘97 (SYHA Sharks) 6-2/198 -- A big forward wtih offensive upside.  Definitely a player to keep an eye on this season at St. Sebs.

Matthew Lavalette, F, ‘98 (NJ Rockets) -- One of only two ‘98s on his team -- and arguably the most effective forward. Sees the ice well and has the puck skills to elude defenders.

Alex Borowiec, F, ‘98 (NJ Devils) 5-10/170 -- A good-sized, rangy forward. Creates offense every time he is on the ice.  Needs work on his defensive play.

William Ahearn, F, ‘97 (Greater Boston Jr. Bruins) 6-0/170 -- Has a good shot.  

Andrew Petrillo, D,  ‘98 (NJ Devils) 5-11/165 -- The strongest defenseman on the Devils every time we saw them play.  Makes a good first pass, and is poised with the puck on his stick.  Plays the dots well through the neutral zone and keeps a quiet stick on 1-on-1s. 

Cam Griffin, D, ‘97 (Springfield Rifles) 5-10/160 -- A strong defenseman who plays well in his own zone.  Makes excellent outlet passes and rarely tries to force a stretch pass that doesn’t connect.  Should be one of the stronger defensemen for Cathedral this winter.

Connor Dahlman, D, ‘97 (SYHA Sharks) 5-10/190  -- If it weren’t for fellow Sharks blueliner Kevin O’Leary, Dahlman would have stood out even more. Always makes good plays in his end and rarely loses battles along the boards.  Should be a solid contributor at Gunnery this winter.

Thurs. 9/5/13

15 Uncommitted BCHL Players to Watch

 The Second Annual BCHL Showcase starts tomorrow and runs through Sunday at the Prospera Center in Chilliwack, BC. Here, based on a couple of weeks of preseason play involving most of the teams in the league, are 15 players – all uncommitted -- who have stood out. Look for all – and others -- to be watched closely by NCAA Div. I coaches over the weekend. 

‘94s:

Tony Bretzman, D, Langley Rivermen, 5-10/165 – A late ’94 birthdate from Mendota Heights, Minn., Bretzman will be a rookie in the league. Graduated in the spring from St. Thomas Academy, where he flew under the radar a bit (STA featured top ’96 D Jack Dougherty). For the Cadets, he put up a 5-24-29 line in 31 games played. A right shot. Extremely light feet; great head for the game. Ivy-level student. A good comp would be Yale’s Tommy Fallen. Bretzman could get offers galore.

Matt Ustaski, F, Langley Rivermen, 6-6/225 -- Interesting story. Late bloomer going into second year in league is a huge kid from Glenview, Illinois. Prior to going to the BCHL played at Lake Forest Academy for former Lake Superior State and Ottawa Senators goaltender Darrin Madeley. Ustaski, who was at the Chicago Blackhawks Development Camp over the summer, could really pop in college. Basically, he’s a big, strong kid trying to figure out how to become a power forward. Vermont has reportedly offered him. Ditto for Ohio State. Time is on his side – and his upside makes him intriguing. Posted an 11-16-27 line in 55 games for Langley last season.

Matt Serratore, F, Penticton Vees, 5-9/165 -- Bemidji HS grad, a rookie in the league, is the son of Bemidji State head coach Tom Serratore. He plays the game right. Stops on every loose puck, is relentless on the forecheck and penalty kill, and is the kind of a guy you win with. In other words, exactly what you would expect from a Serratore. An Ivy-level student, he could have a role on any program in the country. Right now, the only school pursuing him hard is Air Force, where his uncle, Frank, is head coach. 

Jonah Imoo, G, Powell River Kings, 6-1/170 -- When he’s on, he’s terrific. But he was also pulled a lot last year, his rookie year. Finished with a .889 save percentage and a 3.06 gaa. Has to work on his consistency. Will be watched closely at the Showcase. 

‘95s:

Hunter Miska, G, Penticton Vees, 6-1/180 -- Big Minnesotan has spent the past two seasons with the NTDP. Interesting prospect. Didn’t start playing goal until he was in the ninth grade at North Branch HS. Played two years there before moving on to Ann Arbor and the NTDP. So he’s still learning. He has deficiencies – he’s a little slow side-to-side and a little leaky fundamentally. But he’s also very athletic and has a ton of upside, so a year in the BCHL could pay a lot of dividends. He’s allowed only four goals in two preseason games. Penticton has a strong tandem in net with Miska and Alaska-Anchorage recruit Olivier Mantha. They’ll push each other. Providence College is reportedly keeping close tabs on Miska in case Jon Gillies turns pro early. 

Adam Rockwood, F, Coquitlam Express, 5-10/175 – Rockwood, who we wrote about last year, is possibly the most highly skilled uncommitted player in the BCHL -- or the USHL, for that matter. Great hands. Plus vision. Makes a ton of plays. However, he has in the past exhibited some bad habits on the ice, failing to compete hard every shift, and getting muscled off pucks. Hence top programs have been reluctant to pull the trigger on him. If he learns the game a bit more, and pulls it all together, he’ll likely be full scholarship kid. He’ll be watched closely at the Showcase. A late ’95 birthdate.

Dante Hahn, F, Victoria Grizzlies, 6-1/190 -- Interesting player in that he didn’t start playing hockey until he was 13. Went to Shattuck-St. Mary’s where he didn’t even make the prep team. The Victoria native is raw, and hasn’t quite figured out the game yet. He can really skate, however. That’s his calling card, and it could take him far. Michigan Tech has already reportedly offered him a full scholarship. Played 50 games last year with Victoria and posted a 5-10-15 line.

‘96s:

Josh Blanchard, F, Penticton Vees, 5-8/155 -- Rookie from the Okanagan Rockets is absolutely relentless on the puck and has a quick stick. Will be with Penticton for two years. Kelowna native will be a big get for any Div. I school. Has several offers on the table already.

Logan Mick, F, Vernon Vipers, 5-11/166 -- Mick can really fly. Has quick hands, too. Posted a 4-5-9 line in 48 games as a rookie with Vernon last year. He should be a top six guy for the team this year. Mick, by the way, missed a year of hockey as an 11-year-old when his father, current Salmon Arms SilverBacks Prez/GM/coach Troy Mick, moved the family to Puerta Vallarta, Mexico because of health issues. The family came back to BC a year later, and Mick coached his son at Pursuit of Excellence. The year off certainly didn’t kill him. Perhaps there’s a lesson there. Look for Mick to take a visit to Quinnipiac shortly. North Dakota is reportedly in the mix, too.

Liam Blackburn, F, West Kelowna Warriors, 5-10/160 -- Rookie has a good stick, plus hockey IQ, and can shoot it. We think a lot of schools will like what they see of him at the showcase. West Kelowna, by the way, looks like they will have a strong team this year.

Jackson Cressey, F, Coquitlam Express, 5-10, 175 -- Nice long stick, gets around the ice well, and handles the puck nicely. It will be interesting to see how quickly he adjusts to BCHL play. Played ten games with Coquitlam last season and notched three goals. Had 52 points in 38 games with the Vancouver Northwest Giants.

‘97s:

Marcus Vela, F, Langley Rivermen, 6-2/190 – Burnaby, BC native will be a rookie in the league. Put up a 25-55-80 line in 30 games with the Burnaby Bulldogs Midgets last winter. A pro prospect, Vela will make an immediate impact with Langley and by Christmas one of two things will likely happen: he’ll either commit to a big-time Div. I school or he’ll be in the WHL. 

Liam Finlay, F, Penticton Vees (affiliate player), 5-6/130 -- Will play major midget for Okanagan this year, but when he gets to the BCHL he could post a 90-point season. He’s tiny, and a clone of BU forward Cason Hohmann. Very shifty, and smart. Makes a ton of plays. In a few years he will be at a top Div. I program as a top six forward. He’s a year away from the BCHL but is already getting a lot of interest from Div. I programs.

Darien Craighead, F, Langley Rivermen, 5-11/150 – Rookie from Surrey, BC is not a very good skater – a little rough to watch – but he makes a ton of plays and has exceptional vision. Might not put up a ton of points this year but may in ’14-15. Indeed, he could be an 80-point-per-season guy before he leaves the league. Northern Michigan has already offered him, but he’s a top student and appears to be leaning toward the Ivy League.

Colton Kehler, F, Cowichan Valley Capitals, 5-11/165 -- Played 41 games last season with the Vancouver NE Chiefs. A rookie now, he could be Cowichan Valley’s top player as a 16 year old. He’s quick, feisty, and can really shoot the puck. He’s a goal scorer. You really notice him when he’s around the puck. Competes hard.

’98s:

Tyson Jost, F, Penticton Vees, (affiliate player), 5-9/170 – The Everett Silvertips first round pick in the spring’s WHL Bantam Draft took part in last month’s All-Canadians Mentorship Camp in Ontario, an NHLPA-sponsored affair designed to highlight the top 42 ’98 birthdates in Canada. Jost, who has high offensive skill, can shoot it and is physical. He is an elite level talent so look for all the top Div. I programs to make a push for him at the Showcase. However, there’s a good chance he’ll wind up in the Dub.

Thurs. 9/5/13

Woodchuck Rosters, and More

 The 8th Annual Woodchuck Tournament gets underway tonight (Thurs.) with three junior games at Jay Peak, Vt. before heading south to Burlington where the remainder of the tournament will be played beginning Friday morning.

 Over 60 Jr. A,, Jr. B, U18, and U16 teams will be on hand. The games will take place at Gutterson Field House, Cairns Arena, Leddy Park, and Essex.

 Here, in an Excel spreadsheet, are the rosters for the tournament. There are five tabs along the bottom -- Premier, Jr. A Elite, Jr. B, U18, and U16 -- to simplify viewing.

2013 Woodchuck Rosters

 Here, also as an Excel spreadsheet, is the schedule for the tournament. There are two tabs at the bottom. One lists the games in chronological order, with each rink listed separately.

If you click on the second tab – it’s labeled “Matrix” -- you will find each team listed individually, with their schedule on its own line. Coaches and scouts interested in focusing in on particular teams will find this to be especially useful.

2013 Woodchuck Schedule

 We also recommend the tournament’s site, where scores, stats, and standings will be updated as the tournament moves along.

Woodchuck Tournament official website

Sun. 9/1/13

East Coast Early Bird Tournament

The Connecticut Wolf Pack U16 team was superior to all other teams in the U16 Division at the East Coast Early Bird Tournament at Merrimack Aug. 26-27. The Wolf Pack, who won the title with a 5-1 win over the Buffalo Regals 15U team, actually lost their first game of the tournament, 3-2, to the Buffalo Jr. Sabres, but after that went 3-0, outscoring their opponents 20-3. Look for the Wolf Pack to be competing for a national title come early April.

The team is loaded and, in any given game, different players could stand out, and, to different sets of eyes, probably do. However, pressed to fine-tune our list, we felt that the following six skaters -- and one goalie -- are deserving of praise for their work. Many we have written about before, and many we will be writing about again.

 This tournament was on a Monday and Tuesday at the end of August, and players were in varied states of readiness, to put it as euphemistically as possible. 

Connecticut Wolf Pack U16

“A” Players: 

Ryan Dmowski, ’97 F, Wolf Pack U16 -- 5-10/165, Gunnery – Smart player who makes great passes and finds seams. Agile, great with the puck in tight areas. Great wrist shot with quick release. As good a forward as any in tournament. Offense flows through him. One of the truly elite forwards in prep hockey.

Griffin Luce, ’98 D, Wolf Pack U16 – 6-2/200, Salisbury – The son of Scott Luce, head of amateur scouting for the Florida Panthers. has very good skating ability and mobility for a kid of his size and age. Poised with puck. Good reads. Hard shot. Moves well with puck on offensive blue line. Releases his shot quickly and accurately – with one motion. Huge upside.

Trevin Kozlowski, ’97 G, Wolf Pack U16 – 6-3/170, Gunnery – The Californian, new to Gunnery this year, allowed two goals over two games. Very calm. Best goalie in the U16 division.

Tyler Carangelo, ’97 F, Wolf Pack U16 – 6-0/160, Avon – Smart player, goes where the puck is going to be. Plus passes; finds seams. Patient with the puck. Scored five goals here. Will be a big plus for the Winged Beavers.

Liam Murphy, ’98 F, Wolf Pack U16 – 6-0/190, Avon – Very good power forward in the making. Has a big shot, decent hands. Consistently involved. New student at Avon this year.

Shane Sellar, ’97 F, Wolf Pack U16 – 6-1/175, Canterbury – Bowlegged skater with fairly good speed. Protects the puck. Nice vision; finds teammates.

Noah Bauld, ’97 F, Wolf Pack U16 – 5-10/160, Gunnery – Excellent speed. Very shifty. Scored a great goal on second day. Showed poise with the puck. Makes plays. Always in the right spot. New student at Gunnery. From Nova Scotia.

Noteworthy:

Alec Mehr, ’97 F, Wolf Pack U16 – 5-11/180, Gunnery – California native led his team in scoring here. Good hands. Look forward to seeing him some more, and getting a better read on his overall game. Just seems to be one of those kids who doesn’t jump out at you, but finds a way to score – i.e. a Gunnery type. And, by the way, Gunnery has once again brought in more good players.

Andy DeLalla, ’97 D, Wolf Pack U16 – 5-9/175, Loomis – Small, undersized, but provided plenty of offensive punch from the blue line.

Cape Cod Whalers U16

 Played with a very short bench. 

“A” Players:

Ryan Shea, ’97 D, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 5-11/165, BC High – Wasn’t quite as dominant as he was at Beantown, but was also more careful defensively. His excellent skating abilities really set him apart from the pack. Big-time prospect. 

Luke McInnis, ’98 D, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 5-9/160, Hingham HS – Terrific skater. Great speed and quickness. Was missing on Tuesday (due to hurt back), so we didn’t really get to see him as much as we would have liked.

Patrick Kramer, ’97 F, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 6/2-175, BC High – Was excellent. Effective, skilled player does the little things right at both ends of the ice. Won almost every faceoff he took, and showed surprising bursts of speed.

Noteworthy:

Monte Graham, ’98 F, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 5-11/165, Thayer – High-energy guy. Causes panic on the forecheck and creates turnovers. 

Luke Stevens, ’97 F, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 6-3/170, Nobles – Son of former BC and NHL star Kevin Stevens. Moves well in offensive and neutral zones. Doesn’t exactly jump out at you, but could morph into a Chris Calnan type (who, for the record, actually did jump out at us at first viewing). Intriguing, but we need to see more. 

Jake Lemanski, ’97 F, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 6-2/175, BC High – Big player with hit-first mentality. Very strong around the puck; has a heavy shot. Div. I potential.

Ty Amonte, ’98 D (Normally a F), Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 5-9/155, Thayer – The CC Whalers were playing with a short bench so Amonte, customarily a forward, played D at the tournament. We give him credit, but he’s a forward, and when he fills out he will be a very good D-I prospect. Right now, he’ll hit a guy – and bounce off, way off. That will change. Amonte plays with an edge, and competes hard. 

Alec Flynn, ’97 D, Cape Cod Whalers U16 – 5-10/165, BC High – Very solid here. Sound player. Want to see him some more. Doesn’t complicate game. Made smart decisions with puck and was very responsible in his own end. Undersized, but strong on feet. 

Greater Boston Vipers

“A” Players:

 Matt Koopman, ’98 F, Greater Boston Vipers U16 – 5-10/165, Marblehead HS – Smooth-skating, athletic, nice hands. Consistently noticeable. Sophomore at Marblehead High looked good at Beantown and was just as good here. Has D-I potential. Some prep school should scoop him up ASAP.

Noteworthy:

Noah Maercklien, ’98 F, Greater Boston Vipers U16 – 5-10/150. Swampscott HS – Noticeable for his hockey IQ. Good in offensive zone. A bit off the map at Swampscott HS, but we feel he’s worth checking back in on in the winter. 

Buffalo Jr. Sabres 16U

“A” Players:

Collin Rutherford, ’97 F, Buffalo Jr. Sabres 16U -- 5-6/135  -- Always around the puck, has a touch around the net, and is a very smart player. Led team in scoring with a 5-1-6 line. Will fight the size battle so it’s a little hard to project him. 

 Joseph Cecconi, ’97 D, Buffalo Jr. Sabres 16U – 6-2/195 – Tall d-man with a nice shot is a decent skater but needs to add agility. Made one really nice stretch pass. If he fills out will make a nice D-I prospect. 

Owen Green, ’97 LC, Buffalo Jr. Sabres 16U – 6-4/200 -- Big pivot was noticeable every time he was on the ice. A power forward in the mold of, well, Joe Thornton. There’s upside here. A player definitely worth following.

Nick Alfieri, ’98 LC, Buffalo Jr. Sabres 16U – 5-11/160 1-0-1 – Younger than most of his teammates, but noticeable every time he sets foot on ice. Didn’t put up a lot of points, but you can tell that he will in time. Looks like a player, moves like a player, but not quite there yet. Might be a very good prospect by the end of the season.

Noteworthy:

Joshua Biasillo, ’97 RC, Buffalo Jr. Sabres 16U – 5-11/175 -- Hard-working forward plays with physicality and desire. Made things happen. The kind of guy you want on your team. Could be a bottom six guy at a D-I program.

Buffalo Regals 15U

“A” Players:

 Mitchell Hale, ’98 RC, Buffalo Regals 15U – 5-11/160 – Shifty, alert, and engages physically.

Austin Omanski, ‘98 D, Buffalo Regals 15U -- 6-2/180 – Nice size, moved puck consistently well. Good feet for his size and age. Check back on him.

Noteworthy:

 Logan Warner, ’98 D, Buffalo Regals 15U – 5-11/160 – Good, reliable mobile d-man.

North Jersey Avalanche U16

 The Avalanche are a little weak this year, or perhaps they just hit the ice. We’ll check back later, but there was no single player who jumped out at us. 

Noteworthy:

 Lucas Gabow, ’97 D, North Jersey Avalanche U16 – 5-11/152 – Good hands, and good feet. 

 Cole Sanderson, ’97 D, North Jersey Avalanche U16 – 5-11/159 – Plus hands.

 Tyler Antonucci, ’97 D, North Jersey Avalanche U16 – 6-0/170 – Physical. Makes plays.

Long Island Gulls 16U

“A” Players:

 Adam Fox, ’98 D, Long Island Gulls 16U – 5-10/154 – Great skater who can handle the puck with ease. His team’s clear star. Harvard recruit. 

Chris Grando, ’98 F, Long Island Gulls 16U -- 5-8/140 – Quick forward who made things happen every time he set foot on the ice. Smart with puck, anticipates play well. Good hands, strong 1-on1. But he’s very small. 

Noteworthy:

Dante Palecco, ’98 F, Long Island Gulls 16U – 5-11/165 – Picked the corner on a great shot.

Sam Sternschein, ’98 F, Long Island Gulls 16U – 6-2/170 – A power forward to keep an eye on.

Philadelphia Jr. Flyers U16

“A” Players:

 Simon Butala, ’98 D, Philadelphia Jr. Flyers U16 – 6-1/175 – Can really skate with the puck, and played a hard, physical game in his end. 

Noteworthy:

Carter Dwyer, ’98 D, Philadelphia Jr. Flyers U16 – 6-1/160 – When he got the puck he was able to make good breakout passes to the wing. Kept it very simple. Knows what he can do.

Matt Curtain, ’97 F, Philadelphia Jr. Flyers U16 – 5-10/180 – Great work ethic, and showed offensive touch , notching a goal and an assist in Tuesday’s game vs. North Jersey Avalanche.

***

U18 Division

 This was only a four-team division. In the final, the Wolfpack National, who should have won this going away, faced off in a rematch against the NJ Rockets, who they had met earlier and defeated 6-1. In the final, though, the Rockets held a 3-1 lead with 14 minutes left but the Wolfpack came back with two to tie it nad then won in OT, 4-3.

Wolf Pack National U18

“A” Players:

 Mitchell Smith, ’96 F, Wolf Pack National U18 – 6-0/185 (Salisbury) – Led his team in scoring here. He and his twin brother, both Yale recruits, just have that natural ability to find each other. Both are choppy skaters who need to work on their stride to maximize their skills at the next level, but what they do – make plays – sets them apart. Has a heavy shot.

Evan Smith, ’96 F, Wolf Pack National U18 – 6-1/190 (Salisbury) – Pretty much everything we said about his brother applies to Evan. Mitchell is better some shifts, Evan others, then half the time they are so interchangeable you forget which one you are even looking at!

Matt Muzyka, ’96 F, Wolf Pack National U18 – 6-1/180 (Salisbury) – Very strong on his skates here, one of those players who continues to get better. Quinnipiac recruit.

Alexander Esposito, ’96 F, Wolf Pack National U18 – 5-11/175 (Loomis) – Very quick, with good release and vision. 

Brendan Russ, ’96 D, Wolf Pack National U18 – 5-9/185 (Choate) – Doesn’t have size, but was the team’s best defenseman here. Very consistent.

Noteworthy: 

Maximilian Daigle, ’95 D, Wolf Pack National U18 -- 5-10/195 (Choate) -- Nice puck mover. Good shot. He and Russ will be juniors this year and Choate’s leaders on the blue line.

Matt O’Donnell, ’95 D, Wolf Pack National U18 – 5-10/190 (Loomis) -- Smooth-skating undersized d-man. Good lateral movement. Nice outlet passes. Sees the ice well. Strong defensively. 

Michael Lee, ’96 D, Wolf Pack National U18, 6-0/180 -- (Gunnery) – Expected a little more, but he was solid, and showed flashes of being a little more than that. Vermont recruit.

Andrew Tucci, ’96 G, Wolf Pack National U18 – 5-9/160 -- (Choate) – Between Tucker and Tucci, Choate has an excellent tandem. Had a good showing here.

Wolf Pack American U18

“A” Players:

 JD Pogue, ’97 F, Wolf Pack American U18 – 5-11/165 (Canterbury) – The youngest player (he’s a ’97) on the WP American team, Pogue is also the best DI prospect on the team. A Lac St. Louis kid, he has good sense, a nice shot, and led his team in scoring. Good in all zones. Really stood out in his teams 7-1 win over the Metro Moose. 

Noteworthy:

Jonathan Venter, ’96 D, Wolf Pack American U18 – 5-10/160 (Canterbury) – Undersized defenseman kept forwards to the outside well. Good positionally. Gets a little carefree with the puck on his stick, though. 

 Robert Seebeck, ’96 D, Wolf Pack American U18 – 6-1/185 (Salisbury) – Big, raw, could be OK. Want to see more. 

 Steven Marsico, ’96 F, Wolf Pack American U18 – 5-7/165 (Cushing) – Gritty little forward wasn’t as good here as he was at the Beantown, where he was flying and hitting everyone. He was OK, though.

New Jersey Rockets

 The standouts were the two ‘98s, both of whom are D-I prospects.

“A” Players:

AJ Drobot, ’98 F, New Jersey Rockets – 5-9/170 – Great stick, always around the puck. Super dangerous around net. Hockey IQ in offensive zone separates him. Understands spacing and when to get to areas where the puck is going to wind up on his stick. Crafty – and an excellent D-I prospect.

Cam Dineen, ’98 D, New Jersey Rockets – 5-9/155 – Mobile, confident. A powerplay puck-moving defenseman. Plays with a lot of grit. Hits really hard, which is noteworthy given his size and age.

Noteworthy: 

Michael Gillespie, ’96 F, New Jersey Rockets – 5-9/165 – Had eight points (5g,3a) over two games. Keyed the Rockets attack.

Tues. 8/20/13

Beantown Summer Classic Review

Following is our ranking of players from last week’s 12th Annual Beantown Summer Classic at the New England Sports Center in Marlborough, Mass.

 The 2014 NHL Draft is scheduled for Philadelphia June 27-28 and – at least here in the early going – it is not shaping up to be a particularly strong one from an American point of view, either on the National level (there is no Seth Jones out there) or a regional one. As a result of this the Pro Division last week lacked the sizzle of some other years. There were no top-round locks on hand in Marlborough, though it’s a long road between now and next June. What we did see at the Beantown was about 15 or so players who, if they have a good season, could be drafted. A select few could even sneak into the top three rounds, though overall the draft looks to be a mid-to-late-round kind of affair for the first-time eligibles from the Northeast. We have tried to highlight some of those players for you, and will continue to do so in the months to come.

 The Beantown was extremely well-selected this year. The competition level was high and there were no players who seemed clearly out of their element. A lion’s share of the credit for the quality of the player pool must go to NHL scouts Bob Crocker (LA Kings), Bob Luccini (Carolina Hurricanes), and Paul Merritt (Buffalo Sabres). All evaluated at the tryouts – and there are a lot of years of experience between those men.

***

 The tournament was split into four divisions, starting with the Prospects Division (’99, ’00, ’01, ’02). We didn’t devote a ton of time to this division. Indeed, we totally bypassed the ‘01s and ‘02s – way too young for us. We did, however, watch some of the ‘99s and ‘00s – at least enough to pick an all-star team and also add in a few more players we liked.

 The six-team Futures Division (’96, ’97, ’98) garnered a lot of our attention. For us, this group offered a choice opportunity to see how the top ‘97s and ‘98s fared going head-to-head with the ‘96s.

 The ’96 birthdates are interesting in as much as they are an overlap year that spans both the Futures and Pro Divisions. The latter division, made up of  ’93s, ’94s, ’95s, and ’96s features the ‘96s as they youngest group while the former has the ‘96s as the oldest group. It presents a challenge, and, while most of the stronger ‘96s were in the Pro Division, it was not 100% ironclad. We felt some of the ‘96s in the Futures Division were every bit as good – in some cases better – than the ’96s in the Pro Division. The idea of having an entire division of first-time draft-eligible players might be worth exploring in the sense that it would amplify what the USA Select camps do.

We should also, as a matter of bookkeeping, point out that in our rankings for the Pro Division we excluded ‘93s and ‘94s. Too old, to put in bluntly -- just as ‘01s and ‘02s are too young.  

***

 In ranking players at tournaments such as this we go with a hybrid system that balances how a player actually performs at the tournament – i.e. what he did to help his team have success – with future potential. It’s a sometimes difficult bridge to cross, but there are many different people reading this, so we try to keep this in mind. We could write one report from an NHL point of view, and drastically different ones from a Div. I, Div. III, or  prep/junior point of view. As fas as putting numbers next to the names, that just helps us keep things clear in our heads, and forces us to think things through a little more clearly. I hope that we succeed in this, at least some of the time. 

***

 We noticed a couple of things. If you look at the Futures Division rankings – and we’re talking about the Top 35 ranked players here – you will see that there are 14 d-men, 13 forwards, and eight goalies. That, of course, is all out of proportion. But that’s also the way we saw things. In the Pro Division, the natural order was reverted to – a regression to the mean, as they say in the lab – and, of the top 35 players, 21 were forwards, 13 were defensemen, and only one was a goaltender.

 Anyway, enough of that. Enjoy! 

Futures Division:

 1. Sam Rossini, ’98 LD, Burnsville (Minn.) HS (#21 Buzzards) – 6’1”. Very young -- and with a world of upside. Does everything really well. Excellent skater – light on his feet. Excellent stick.

2. Connor Moore, ’97 RD, Brooks School (#3 Titans) – 6’0”. Terrific tools. Excellent skater, highly mobile, and very patient with the puck in both ends. Makes great passes. Does not panic. Has offensive gifts, but is also a very good defender. Can join the rush and skate well enough to get back and cover. Good reach. Tough to beat 1x1. Terrific D-I prospect. Northeastern is having him in. Harvard is interested. A good week for the Cumming, Georgia native.

 3. Ryan Shea, ’97 LD, BC High (#6 Braves) – 5’11”. Terrific prospect. Excellent skater with the puck, and not at all shy about leading the rush. Good vision. Good shot. Passes are dead accurate. Will be much in high demand from top D-I schools. A converted forward, Shea is learning how to play defense. Will be a sophomore this season.

 4. David Cotton, ’97 F, Cushing (#12 Seals) – 6’2”. Uses his size well, keeping his stick on the ice and driving to the net. Soft hands, too. From Colorado Thunderbirds U16. A Texas native, Cotton will be getting a lot of Div. I attention. 

 5. Kieffer Bellows, ’98 F, Edina Bantams (#15 Buzzards) – 6’0”. A big strong young centerman, and a power forward in the making. Has a bomb of a shot. Son of Brian Bellows, the #2 overall pick in the 1982 NHL Draft, a ‘near Bruin’, and a long-time Minnesota North Star.

6. Luke McInnis, ’98 LD, Hingham HS (#7 Buzzards) – 5’10”. Fast. His speed jumps out at you. Good hockey IQ, too. Son of former Boston College HEM line winger Marty McInnis.

7. Max Prawdzik, ’97 G, Brooks School (#30 Seals) – 6’3”. Will be the full-time #1 at Brooks this year, and should draw a ton of attention. An Andover native, Prawdzik will be a junior at Brooks. An excellent D-I prospect.

 8. John Marino, ’97 RD, South Shore Kings U18 (#7 Titans) – 6’0”. A horse out there. Consistently noticeable. Played hard, and physically. Asserts himself. Judicious about picking his spots. Good hockey sense. Has a hard, quick shot.

9. Brian Matthews, ’98 RD, Belmont Hill (#5 Seals) – 6’0”. A ’98 who already has a year of varsity under his belt. Excellent two-way d-man.

10. Zach Mirageas, ’97 RD, Governor’s Academy (#3 Hombres) – 5’9”. Mobile defenseman from Newbury, Mass. makes good first pass. Good skater with vision. Hard shot with quick release. Will be a junior this year.

11. Tucker Weppner, ’96 G, Avon Old Farms (#1 Nationals) – 6’2”. Fills net. Moved well. Poised. Looks ready for a big year. 

 12. Bailey Conger, ’97 F, Cushing (#11 Seals) – 6’0” From Utah Regulators U18. Has size, vision, and scoring ability. We liked him more as the week went along. 

 13. Billy Carrabino, ’97 LD, Nobles (#3 Nationals) – Has size at 6’2” -- very solid D-man with a good stick. New Canaan, Conn. native is younger brother of 6’6” defenseman J.D. Carrabino, who is transferring from Clarkson to BU.

 14. Shane Mason, ’97 G, Williston-Northampton (#30 Titans) – 5’8”. Had a terrific tournament. A true difference-maker, he competed hard and kept his team in every game. 

15. Jack Bliss, ’98 F, Cardigan Mountain (#17 Hombres) – 6’0” playmaking forward with size. Sees the ice, has size and is growing, and has soft hands. 

 16. John Leonard, ’98 F, Springfield Cathedral (#17 Nationals) –5’10”. A young forward who played a strong two-way game. Patient, aware, and has a good shot. Amherst, Mass. native will be a sophomore at Cathedral.

17. Joey Daccord, ’96 G, Cushing (#30 Buzzards) – 6’2”. Technically sound. Challenges. Good skater. Smothers or deflects rebounds extremely well. Will be carrying the freight in Ashburnham this winter.  

 18. Mike Taormina, late ’96 F, Bridgewater Bandits (#19 Seals) – 5’10”. Very involved every shift. Makes things happen. Always around the puck. Gritty. Good anticipation.

 19. Stephen Marsico, ’96 F, Cushing (#9 Buzzards) – 5’7”. East Haven, Conn. native was at Loomis last winter, but is transferring to Cushing. Good speed. Excellent first few steps -- always keeps his feet moving. A pesky, skilled, hustler. Quickly in on the forecheck. 

 20. Austin Ricci, ’96 F, St. Paul’s (#11 Braves) – 6’1”. He’s big and strong, so we would have preferred seeing him in the Pro Division. Worked hard both ways. Kept feet moving. Finished checks. Scored goals – he can really fire it. Skating has improved. He may be able to contribute in a bottom six role at many Div. I schools.  

21. Erik Wurman, ’96 G, Phillips Andover (#1 Hombres) – 5’11”. Will be the heir apparent at Andover this season, his junior year.

 22. Ben Finkelstein, late ’97 RD, KUA (#3 Buzzards) – 5’8”. Young, puck-moving PP-type defenseman is heading to KUA. Was at Cardigan Mountain last year.

 23. George Sennott, ‘97 F, KUA (#14 Nationals) – Listed at 5’5”, 130, so size is an issue. Clever and skilled, but will need to fill out and become more dynamic.  Transferring from Austin Prep to Kimball Union.

24. Joseph Slevin, ’96 F, NY Bobcats (#18 Braves) – 5’7”. Good speed, quick stick, and worked hard. Consistently noticeable.

 25. Elijah Harris, ’97 G, Austin Prep (#30 Nationals) – 5’9”. Good quickness and not afraid to challenge shooters. Competes hard; very athletic. Will be a junior at Austin Prep.

 26. Kyle Lemelin, ’96 F, Lewiston HS (#17 Braves) – 6’0”. We felt Lemelin, who we’ve never seen before, was intriguing -- a Maine high school player with a nice skating stride, size, and good hands. A project, but a smooth, agile one. He didn’t look at all out of place. Some junior team will want him next year.

27. Derrick Spencer, ’98 LD, Exeter (#4 Hombres) – 6’0”. Won puck battles; makes good hard tape-to-tape passes.

28. Brendan Cytulik, ’96 G, Nobles (#30 Braves) – 5’11”. He was expected to be playing for the Junior Bruins U18 Team this coming season but instead will be at Nobles this fall. When we were watching him nothing got by him.

 29. Dylan Stephanik, late ’96 F, NJ Hitmen U18 (#11 Nationals) – 6’0” with good speed and hands.

 30. Jack McCool, ’98 RD, St. Sebastian’s (#6 Titans) – He’s very young and, at 6’2” is growing into his body. Gained confidence as week went along. Has the frame, but is young and also very hard to project right now. Needs time. We will follow him closely. Could blossom under former Harvard d-man and Hobey Baker finalist Sean McCann.

 31. Trevin Kozlowski, ’97 G, Gunnery (#1 Seals) – 6’3”. Moved well for his size and age. Was very strong in last Wednesday’s game, so we saw his upside. He also had a few rough spots. Need to see him more. Played for the California Titans U16 Team last season. 

 32. Harrison Markell, ’97 RD, Middlesex School (#4 Seals) – 6’0. Andover, Mass. native skates well. Very steady. Sure-handed. The kind of player you don’t notice much, mainly because he’s doing his job.

33. Jonathan Venter, ’96 LD, Canterbury School (#6 Seals) -- 5’8”. Small puck-moving d-man can skate, has vision, and really zips his passes. Was outstanding here.

34. Matthew Koopman, ’98 F, Greater Boston Vipers (#15 Braves) – 5’9”. Had some jump to his game. Good skater. Quick through center ice. Marblehead, Mass. native. 

 35. Vincenzo Renda, ’96 RD, St. Paul’s (#3 Braves) – 6’0”. Quick feet, hands. Dependable. Has an offensive kick. 

The Best of the Rest -- Futures Division: 

Nick Jermain, ’96 F, Brunswick School (#10 Titans) – 5’11”. Nice release. Racked up some points here.

Ace Cowans, late ’96, F, Groton (#9 Hombres) – 5’7” finesse player. Beverly, Mass. native has a nice quick release shot. Small, so size is an issue.

JJ Layton, ’97 RD, Austin Prep (#2 Hombres) – 6’0”. Good size and accurate passes. Will be a sophomore at AP.

Joe Feeney, late ’97 F, Dexter (#13 Seals) – 6’0”. Good hands. Needs to assert himself more physically. Will be a sophomore.

David Almond, ’97 F, Notre Dame Hounds (#16 Buzzards) – 5’11”. Came all the way from Texas via the plains of Saskatchewan. Made the best of the trip, too, working hard and competing. A playmaker…a pass-first kind of guy.

Nolan Redler, ’96 F, Winchester HS (#19 Nationals) – 5’7”. Undersize forward was consistently active in the offensive zone. Looks to make plays. Heads-up player. Good D-III prospect. Will be a senior at Winchester.

Tim Allen, ’96 F, Hotchkiss (#8 Buzzards) – 6’2”. Good size. Worked hard along the wall. Good going through players to the net, but doesn’t see the ice particularly well. With seasoning, he has potential as a fourth line guy at the D-I level. His younger brother, Matt, is a ’99 forward who created a lot of buzz in the Prospects Division here. From Smithfield, RI.

Taylor Slade, ’97 RD, Junior Bruins U16 (#4 Titans) – 5’11”. Had a good tournament. Nothing flashy. Good defender with offensive upside.

Christian Simeone, ’97 F, Thayer (#15 Nationals) – 5’10”. Skates.

Tyler Scroggins, ’96 F, Williston (#12 Hombres) – 5’8” Williston forward was the Hombres’ top scorer.

Sam Michaud, ’96 F, Middlesex Islanders (#21Titans) – 5’11”. Powerful N-S skater. Good puck skills.

Justin Fein, ’97 F, BC High (#15 Titans) – 5’7”. Small forward who makes things happen. Good D-III prospect.

Patrick O’Leary, ’97 LD, Boston Advantage (#7 Braves) – 6’1”. Good sense, size, and skill. Moved well on the offensive blue line.

David Giunta, ’97 RD, Belmont Hill (#5 Nationals) – 5’11”. Just OK as a skater, but fundamentally sound.

Charley Michalowski, ’96 F, Belmont Hill (#17 Buzzards) – 6’0”. Looked good here. Improved since we last saw him at Belmont Hill.

Matty Horton, late ’96 F, Avon Old Farms (#9 Titans) – 5’7”. Nice shot. Pesky, quick. From Guilford (Conn.) HS.

Joseph Cippolone, ’97 F, Selects Hockey Academy U16 (#12 Buzzards) – 5’9”. Another small quick forward with quick hands.

? -- Connor Moynihan, ’97 F, Halifax Mooseheads (QMJHL) (#14 Braves) – Was there for the first half of the tournament, then left for Halifax. From Windham, NH. Played last year for Middlesex Islanders (EJEPL).

Pro Division (Note: ‘93s and ‘94s excluded):

1. Ryan Donato, ’96 F, Dexter School (#10 Warriors) – 6’1”. The most highly-skilled forward here. Scored one goal in which he skated through the entire opposition a la Pavel Datsyuk before beating the goalie high. Will be a junior at Dexter. It’s also his draft year.

 2. AJ Greer, late ’96 F, KUA (#11 Bombers) – 6’4”. The youngest player in the pro division, the Penn State recruit is not even draft-eligible until 2015. A power forward in the making.

3.  James Winkler, ’96 F, Portland Pirates (#17 Warriors) – 6’3”. Power forward with a big booming shot off the wing. Good hands. Leading scorer at Berwick as a junior last season. Will be going to the Pirates for his senior year. Pro scouts will be watching Northeastern recruit closely.

4. Miles Gendron, ’96 LD, Rivers (#3 Apaches) – 6’2”. Averaged over a point a game as a forward at Rivers last season, but is making the switch to D for this, his senior year. With his size, his exceptional skating ability, and his ability to skate with the puck, he could shoot up the rankings of NHL scouts making their draft lists for next summer. Moving back to the blue line looks like a very good move for Gendron. The only problem is that he has to learn how to play the position. Exactly how well he does in that endeavor is the million dollar question. He only started playing defense last month, so it’s going to be a process.

 5. Teddy Hart, ’96 F, Phillips Exeter (#13 Royals) –5’11”. Will be following his older brothers Kevin Hart (Providence) and Brian Hart (Harvard) to Phillips Exeter this fall. He will be a junior. Played for Maine Class B state champs Greely High School last winter. He’s not at all like Brian as a player. He’s much faster and quicker. He’s a playmaker, much more likely to move the puck than too tee it up. 

 6.  Jason Cotton, ’95 F, Tri-City Storm (#10 Conquistadors) – 6’3”. Cotton has size to spare, but he can also skate, sees the ice, is unselfish, and has good hands. Was passed over in June’s NHL draft, but he could well hear his name called on his second go-around. A Texas native, he played in the Colorado Thunderbirds organization before heading out to Tri-City last year.  A Northeastern recruit for fall ’14. 

 7. Michael Lee, ’96 LD, Gunnery (#6 Outlaws) – 6’0” former Hamden (Conn.) High d-man took his game to Gunnery last winter, and will be returning there for his junior year. Recently committed to Vermont. Lee is mobile, plays a solid physical game, and has good hands and puck skills. 

 8. Robert McGovern, ’95 G, Thayer (#30 Bombers) – He’s all of 6’4 and 230. In his street clothes he looks like a football player. But in the net, he moves well, economically, and the puck just hits him. McGovern kind of flew under the radar last year, but he was a huge part of Thayer’s success. 

 9.  Robert Carpenter, ’96 F, Austin Prep (#9 Outlaws) – 5’10”. Has average size, and is just an OK skater, but rates highly in all other categories. For one, he competes hard. Plus his passes are hard and on the money -- and his shot is hard, too. A very efficient player, with abundant hockey sense. Has ridiculously good bloodlines, too, with an uber-talented sister, Alex, 19, who you’ll see in this winter’s Olympic games in Sochi, and a dad who played 18 years in the NHL.  BU recruit. And, by the way, we can't bring ourselves to calling him Bobo -- unless he insists on it.

 10. Ryan Cloonan, ’95 F, Waterloo (USHL) (#8 Warriors) – Former Maine commit played for the Junior Bruins (EJHL) last winter and will be headed to the USHL shortly. Skilled, quick, shifty playmaker. 

 11. Anthony Wyse, ’96 LD, Boston Advantage (#7 Warriors) – 6’3”. Has size, can skate, has hands, can play physically, and has a good reach. Newton, Mass. native put himself on the map here.

12. Evan Smith, ’96 F, Salisbury (#16 Apaches) – 6’0”. The Smith Twins were linemates here, just as they are in the winter. As such, it’s hard to write about them individually. They are the ultimate package deal. They are also smart players, and often you don’t notice them much until they create a scoring opportunity out of thin air. They didn’t really wow us here, but we know what they can do. Both are Yale recruits.

 13. Mitchell Smith, ’96 F, Salisbury (#17 Apaches) – See above.

 14. Connor Collier, ’95 D, Canterbury (#4 Bombers) – 5’11”. Really moves the puck nicely. Excellent PP guy.

 15. Lewis Zerter-Gossage, ’95 F, Kent School (#17 Conquistadors) – 6’2”. Even if last season last year wasn’t quite what we were hoping for, we still think Zerter-Gossage can bust through with a big year. The Montreal native will be a senior.

 16. Dakota Ford, ’95 LD, Middlesex Islanders (#3 Outlaws) – 6’2”. He could blossom into a really good prospect on Sean Tremblay’s Islanders squad this season. There’s nothing fancy about his game. 

 17. Kevin Hock, late ’96 F, Dexter School (#13 Warriors) – 6’0”. The second-youngest player (after A.J. Greer) in the Pro Division. Hock, who played at Catholic Memorial last season, will be going to Dexter. Smart, creative around the net, good shot. His skating will come along as he works to gain strength.

 18.  Will Brophy, ’96 RD, Westminster (#3 Conquistadors) – 6’4”. We’ve always liked him but we really don’t know what he is yet. Brophy could play pro or he could just be a strong D-III player – or anything in between. If we have to choose, we think he will be a very good D-I blueliner. 

19. Tucker White, ’96 RD, Junior Bruins U18 (#7 Bombers) – 6’5”, and 210 lbs. A big kid who also has some talent. A true sleeper. From Wachusetts (Mass.) HS. In June, was drafted by Moncton in the 7th round of the Q draft. 

 20. Joe O’Connor, ’96 LD, Westminster (#5 Conquistadors) – 6’2”.Another big defenseman for Westy. From Hamden (Conn.) HS. Need to see him in the regular season.

21. Joe Sacco, ’96 F, Rivers (#14 Apaches) – 5’10”. Going into his junior year. He could really bust out. 

 22. Mark Dufour, ’95 F, Middlesex Islanders (#11 Outlaws) – 6’2”. Protects puck well. Good size. Played at Kents Hill last winter, where he scored 43 points in 35 games. From Winthrop, Maine. A Union recruit. Was a little quiet here.

 23. Derek Barach, ’95 F, Salisbury (#8 Conquistadors) – 5’8”. Works hard, makes plays, scores goals. Was very effective here.

24. Will Golonka, ’95 F, Belmont Hill (#11 Saints) – 5’10”. A skilled player. Expected more from him here. UConn recruit.

25. JC Brassard, late ’95 LD, Nobles (#4 Royals) – 5’11”. He can skate and shoot it – really snaps it off. Good uncommitted prospect. Offensive upside. Leading scorer among returning defensemen at Nobles.

 26. Cullen Geary, ’95 RD, Deerfield (#3 Chiefs) – 6’2”. Big solid defenseman. Plays physically. Thinks the game well. Moves the puck efficiently, too.

27. Matt Foley, ’95 RD, Phillips Exeter (#2 Royals) – 6’2”. Former Springfield Cathedral tri-captain will be a PG at Phillips Exeter this season.

28. James Gobetz, ’96 RD, Salisbury (#4 Apaches) – 6’2”. Big Salisbury defenseman is a bit of a project, as he gets a little jumpy with the puck on his stick at times. But with former Union d-man Andrew Will as his coach we expect his game can only improve. 

29.  Michael Marnell, ’95 F, Des Moines Buccaneers (#9 Conquistadors) – 5’10”. Quick, good sense, and excellent anticipation. A Long Island native going into his second season in the USHL. St. Lawrence recruit.

 30. Tim Doherty, ’95 F, St. George’s (#10 Outlaws) – 5’10.” Clever playmaker who averaged over two points a game at St. George’s last winter. You don’t notice him that much until he puts the puck on a linemate’s stick. From Portsmouth, RI.

31.  Joe Slovak, ’95 F, Tabor (#17 Bombers) – 5’7”. Small and fast. A waterbug always involved in the play. 

 32. Gianni Paolo, ’96 RD, Portland Pirates (#2 Warriors) – 5’9”. RI native played for Scranton/Wilkes-Barre last season. Going to the Portland Pirates this year. Makes plays. Moves the puck well. A PP guy.

33.  Matthew Muzyka, ’96 F, Salisbury (#15 Conquistadors) – 6’1”. Worked hard.

 34.  Joey Fallon, late ’95 F, The Gunnery (#12 Chiefs) – 5’7”. Former LI Royal, going into his second year at the Gunnery, forechecks hard. Has recently committed to Princeton for the fall of ’16.

 35.  Michael Lata, ’95 F, Phillips Andover (#15 Outlaws) – 6’2. A late bloomer? Skating is a little heavy-footed. Andover’s leading goal scorer – he had 14 -- last year will be a senior. From Toronto.

Pro Division – the Best of the Rest: 

Ben Freeman, ’96 F, NMH (#11 Royals) – 6’4”. A big, raw NMH kid. A project but, given that he has soft hands, there could be real upside when he grows into his body. Was at Falmouth (Maine) HS before heading off to boarding school.

Malcolm Hayes, ’95 RD, Cushing (#5 Apaches) – Former New Hampton Prep defenseman from Atlanta, GA is moving over to Cushing for a PG year. At 6’2” and 215 lbs., Hayes is big and strong. He’s also very athletic, with good skating ability and a big hard shot. He doesn’t hold back, either. He has to learn to be calm when the puck is on his stick and when the game speeds up. His game is in need of serious refining. Hayes is a project for Cushing, but one that could pay off. Check back in March.

Tyler Bird, ’96 F, KUA (#8 Bombers) – 6’2”. We know he’s a good player, but he was subpar here. We had to look for him. And occasionally we found him, on the perimeter. Played for St. John’s Prep last winter. A Brown recruit.

Connor Maher, ’95 G, South Shore Kings (#1 Royals) – 6’0”. Former Nobles goalie is going to the South Shore Kings (EJHL) this season.

Eddie Ellis, ’95 F, Middlesex Islanders (#12 Outlaws) – His skating is better than it used to be, but he is limited as a playmaker. Graduated from Phillips Andover in the spring. Harvard recruit for fall ’14.

Dominic Franco, ’96 F, KUA (#10 Bombers) – 6’3”. Nice size; nice release to his shot. Needs to continue working on his skating. Scituate, RI native transferring from Pomfret to Kimball Union. 

William Feeney, late ’95 LD, Dexter (#5 Bombers) – 6’2”. Solid. Nothing flashy. Good first pass. A player to follow.

Colin MacGillivray, ’95 LD, South Shore Kings (#5 Saints) – 6’2”. Played at Malden Catholic two years ago, then with the NH Jr. Monarchs last season.

Billy Sweezey, ’96 RD, Nobles (#6 Chiefs) – 6’0” A good dependable defensive defenseman who can also skate with the puck. Competes hard.

Kyle Fargesen, late ’95 F, Lincoln Stars (#12 Conquistadors) – 5’9”. Good speed. Made a couple of nice passes. Played for NJ Rockets last year (AJHL).

Sam D’Antuono, late ’95 F, Dexter (#9 Bombers) – 6’2”. Former Hingham High forward will be going to Dexter. Didn’t really get a good feel for what he could do here, but saw enough to pique our curiosity.

Joey Caffrey, ’95 F, Choate (#12 Bombers) – 5’11”. Made plays, good hands. Played very well here.

Zach Malatesta, ’96 LD, Junior Bruins (#4 Chiefs) – 5’10”. Played physically; kept the game simple.

Andrew Cross, ’96 LD, Austin Prep (#4 Saints) – 5’10”. Good positionally. Smart. Poised with the puck. Bit of a tweener.

Tyler Drevitch, ‘95 F, Bridgewater Bandits (#11 Warriors) – 5’11”

Patrick Flynn, ’96 F, Boston Advantage (#12 Warriors) – 5’11” Dartmouth recruit

Matthew Schneider, ’95 G, Gunnery (#30 Warriors) – 6’0”. Gunnery has two new goalies coming in, both were here, and both showed a little something. Need to see more over the course of the season.

Brendan Robbins, ’95 F, Middlesex Islanders (#14 Saints) – 6’1”

Roberts Smits, ’95 F, Selects Hockey Academy (#15 Royals) – 6’1”, 205 lbs. From Riga, Latvia. In second year at Selects Academy.

Chris Vicario, late ’95 F, Junior Bruins (#16 Royals) – 5’10”. Energy, speed, shiftiness, makes plays. 

Craig Pantano, ’95 G, Boston Advantage U18 (#30 Royals) – 6’0”. Very sound technically. Came out and challenged shooters.

Sean McCarthy, ’96 F, Junior Bruins (#12 Apaches) – 6’1”. Has a little grit to his game.

Mark Bowen, ’95 F, Canterbury (#9 Chiefs) – 5’7” New Jersey native was one of the top scorers at Canterbury last winter. Highly noticeable here.

Brett Supinski, ’95 F, Millbrook School (#16 Chiefs) – 6’0”. Came up with a few good plays.

 ? -- Danny Moynihan, late ’95 F, Halifax Mooseheads QMJHL (#13 Saints) – 6’1”. Played the first couple of days before bolting for Halifax. A creative playermaker who plays both ways, is a strong skater, has a good sense of the game, and good hands. Had interest from colleges – BU, for one – but opted for the Q.

Prospects Division (’99-’00 only):

 Forward Matt Allen was the top prospect here, but he is also quite a bit larger than some of the kids he was playing against – one was 4’10” and 90 lbs. Just want to provide a little context, that’s all.

USHR All-Star Team:

Forwards:

Matt Allen, ’99 F, Selects Hockey Academy U14 (#10 Harbor Wolves) 

Matthew Fawcett, ’99 F, U14 Providence Capitals (#20 Harbor Wolves) 

Anthony Sciucco, late ’99 F, U14 South Shore Kings Elite (#16 Shamrocks) 

Defensemen:

Dan Griffin, ’99 LD, Belmont Hill (#3 Shamrocks)  

Michael Bermingham, ’99 RD, Minuteman Flames U14 (#2 Harbor Wolves)

Goaltender:

Ryan Hoff, ’99 G, Boston Advantage (#30 Shamrocks)

Also keep in mind the following:

Joseph Lyons, late ’00 RD, Middlesex Hockey Club (#4 Harbor Wolves) 

Brian Scoville, ’99 LD, Providence Capitals U14 Elite (#8 Harbor Wolves) 

Tristan Amonte, ’00 F, South Shore Kings (#11 Harbor Wolves)

Troy Kobryn, ’99 G, Delbarton (#30 Harbor Wolves)

John Henry Vokey, ’99 F, U14 Flames (#19 Shamrocks)

Thurs. 8/29/13

Mass Tier I Labor Day Rosters

 The 16th Annual Mass Tier I Labor Day Tournament is taking place starting Friday, primarily at the New England Sports Center’s six sheets in Marlborough, but also at a batch of other rinks in Eastern Massachusetts. 

 There will be 76 Midget Major teams (AAA/AA) in six divisions, 64 Midget Minor teams (AAA/AA) in six divisions, and 26 Bantam Major teams (AAA) in two divisions. Each team will play a minimum of five games and a maximum of seven games over the long weekend. There is also a 20-team youth division (‘00s, ‘01s, and ‘02s) with 20 teams competing.

 Here is a link to a PDF in which you will find a list of all the organizations sending teams as well as a concise overview of the entire tournament:

Tier I Tournament Coach’s Letter

 Here is a link to an Excel spreadsheet with all the rosters. Click on the tabs on the bottom to find the divisions you are looking for.  

Tier I Tournament Rosters

 For the schedule we recommend going to the tournament’s website, where scores and standings will be updated through the weekend. Here’s the link:

Mass Labor Day Tier I Invitational

Wed. 8/28/13

Rats and Whalers Get After It Early

 It’s August, but this game, the centerpiece of the Neponset Valley River Rats Tournament in Foxboro, Mass. yesterday, was a keeper, with the Cape Cod Whalers U18s, behind a pair of goals from Lincoln Griffin, topping the defending national champion Neponset Valley River Rats U18s 3-1. Intensity was high throughout, with both teams playing well, though the River Rats, after blanking the Jersey Wildcats 15-0 in their preceding game, started off slowly before coming to life. Here are 12 players – six from each team -- who we felt made a difference in the game.

NEPONSET VALLEY RIVER RATS U18

Forwards: 

Cody Todesco, ’96, Jr., Nobles -- High energy, and great on the forecheck.

Dylan McCrory, ’95, Sr., Kent -- Great speed, a solid puck hunter.  Creates offense with his tenacity.

Trevor Yates, ’95, Sr., Deerfield – A well-rounded hockey player. Good sense of the game, and a D-1 shot.

Defensemen:

Connor Moore, ‘97, Soph., Brooks – A ton of potential. High level hockey IQ. Makes very good passes.  Jumps into the play at the right times -- and defends equally well. A hot commodity. Visited Northeastern after the Beantown. Harvard, Yale, Q-pac all showing interest in the Georgia native.

Louis-Phillip Page, ’95, Jr., Deerfield – The more you watch, the more you like. A solid defenseman. Strong on the puck. Reads the play well.

Goaltender:

Max Prawdzik, ’97, Jr., Brooks -- Played fairly well in a losing effort.  None of the goals were entirely his fault, though he seemed slightly intimidated in high-traffic situations.  Not his best game, but not a dud either.

CAPE COD WHALERS U18

Forwards:

Ryan Donato, ’96, Jr., Dexter -- Another typical performance from Donato.  Best forward on the ice.  Scored another great goal with great stick handling.

Lincoln Griffin, ’97, Jr., Thayer – Northeastern recruit was flying.  Beat both defensemen easily through the neutral zone to score a breakaway goal.  Had an interesting tussle with Miles Gendron in the third period. Both received matching minors.

Sam D'Antuono, late ’95, Jr., Dexter -- Uses his size well, and forechecks hard.  Finds a way to get to loose pucks -- and is hard to knock off the puck.  Looked much better than he did at the Beantown.

Defensemen:

Billy Sweezey, ’96, Jr., Nobles -- Hardworking defenseman.  Wins battles in the corners, and is good on puck retrievals.  Looks thicker than the 175 that he is listed at.

JC Brassard, late ’95, Sr., Nobles -- High IQ player with a great shot.  Look for him to make some noise this season at Nobles.

Goaltender:

Robert McGovern, ’95, Sr., Thayer – Was excellent in the Beantown and kept it up here. Stays square at all times and as a result ends up with a ton of pucks in his chest. The one goal he gave up came late in the third period on a nice feed from the corner on the PP.

Sun. 8/25/13

A New Assistant for the Crimson

 Look for Harvard to name Youngstown Phantoms (USHL) assistant coach Rob Rassey, a former Northeastern forward, as their new assistant this week.

 Rassey, a 28-year-old from Shelby Township, Michigan, will take the slot vacated by Jerry Forton, a 17-year college hockey coaching veteran. Forton will be returning to his native Buffalo, NY, where he will join the staff of Buffalo Sabres head coach Ron Rolston (who also put in his time at Bright Arena, working as a Harvard assistant from ’99-’02). Forton will be the Sabres third assistant, serving as an eye-in-the-sky. Teppo Numminen and former Colorado Avalanche head coach Joe Sacco are the other two assistants on Rolston’s staff.

Current Harvard assistant Albie O’Connell is the connecting thread in all of this. He and Forton worked together from ’04-06 at Niagara University and then joined forces again at Harvard starting in the summer of ’11. O’Connell also coached Rassey in his senior year (’08-09) at Northeastern, and worked with him when Rassey was a volunteer assistant with the Huskies from ’09-11.

 Rassey, who in his four years at Northeastern scored 30 points in 123 games, has been an assistant at Youngstown for the last two years. Rassey also played two years of junior hockey for Youngstown, back when the team was an NAHL franchise.

 College coaching vets Dave Berard and Len Quesnelle reportedly also interviewed for the vacant Harvard position.

Thurs. 8/15/13

Schmaltz Dazzles at Hlinka Memorial

The U.S. Under-18 Select Team (’96 birthdates) was blanked by Canada, 4-0, at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament Championship game Saturday in Piestany, Slovakia.

 The USHR budget is just a little too small to allow travel to Europe, but a veteran NHL scout in attendance has provided us with a report on the U.S. kids. All except for six U.S. players are graded and commented on below, and it is fair to say that the comments are weighted more toward pro potential than college (and that’s leaving aside the fact that a half-dozen kids on the team are playing major junior). Those without comments were, according to our scout, players “I just didn’t notice that much.” 

However, he added, at this time, and given the high level of competition on some of the teams the U.S. played, “I don’t want to grade them or comment in a way that might come off negatively.” That’s fine with us. It’s a long way to next June’s NHL draft, and a lot can change.

 As for next summer’s draft, all U.S. players written about below -- with the exception of four - are eligible. Those who are late ‘96s and thus not eligible until 2015 draft are noted in the comments below.

The Rankings:

A+ : Nick Schmaltz, C, 6-0/170 – The best forward on the team, if not the entire tournament. Great hands – very soft -- and excellent hockey sense. The Green Bay Gambler is also a good balanced skater. A North Dakota fall ’14 recruit, his five goals led the tournament. Added three assists for a 5-3-8 line in five games played, which put him second overall in scoring, behind only Canada’s Spencer Watson (4-6-10).

 A : Jack Dougherty, RD, 6-1/190 – Also possesses great hockey sense. Add in good passing skills and good skating ability. Tough to get around. Was the top-scoring U.S. d-man with a 1-2-3 line. Decommitted from Ohio State after Mark Osiecki was let go in the spring. Going to NTDP U-18 Team this fall. Played at St. Thomas Academy last winter.

A : Keegan Iverson, RW, 6-0/222 – A strong skater with a wide power stride. Very good on boards and front of the net. Plays whole ice, and reads the play well. Formerly at Breck, but went major junior with Portland Winterhawks (WHL) last season.

A : Austin Poganski, RW, 6-1/204 – A smart player with good hockey sense, hands, and skating ability. Sees the ice well, and will go and fight for the puck in the corners. Good overall talent. St. Cloud native is committed to North Dakota for fall ’14.

A : Dominic Turgeon, C, 6-2/211 – A big strong skater, and good playmaker. Will win most of the battles in the corners or in front of the net. Plays in all situations. Scored only goal in his team’s lone pre-tournament exhibition game, a 1-0 win over the Czech Republic. Son of former NHLer Pierre Turgeon. His uncle, Sylvain, also played in the NHL.

A : Ryan Wagner, C, 5-8/171 – Team captain, and a very hard worker. Small, with quick feet. Very good puckhandler in both small areas and at top speed. Plays in all situations. Scored game-winning goal – a third-period breakaway -- in semi-final win over Czech Republic. Played for Chicago Mission last year. Will be with NTDP U18 team this season. A Wisconsin recruit.

A- : Paul Bittner, LW, 6-4/207 -- Very good offensive skills. Has a powerful shot with a quick release. Not afraid to go through traffic. A hard-working kid. A late ’96. One of three Portland Winterhawks on the US squad.

B : Brandon Carlo, RD, 6-5/184 – Has good size, but needs to get quicker and more mobile. Possesses good hands and a strong defensive hockey sense. Former Colorado Thunderbird went major junior with Tri-City (WHL) late last season. A late ’96.

B : Kyle Connor, LW, 6-1/168 – Confident, with soft hands and good playmaking ability. However, he needs to get stronger. Michigan recruit for fall ’15 is also a late ‘96. Plays for Youngstown (USHL).

B : Jake Wahlin, RW, 5-9/167 -- Small, but a good skater with shifty hands. Great forechecker. Yet another late ’96, he was a sophomore at White Bear Lake HS last season. A UMass recruit.

B : Blake Weyrick, G, 6-2/205 – NTDP goaltender only played one game. Looked confident, is a good skater, has good reactions, but needs to work on rebound control. 2.00 gaa/.882 gaa.

B- : Alex Nedeljkovic, G, 6-0/193 – Plymouth Whalers goaltender has good mobility and quickness to go along with good concentration. Needs to add more consistency to his play. 2.99 gaa/.897 in four games played.

C : Ryan Mantha, RD, 6-5/225 -- Big strong D, with average mobility and decision-making. Inconsistent in his play. A North Dakota recruit, he plays for Sioux City (USHL). A nephew of former NHLer and NTDP coach Moe Mantha.

C : Dylan Malmquist, LW, 5-10/171 – Smallish, but a nice skater with good quickness. Good hands. Needs to apply a more consistent work ethic. Plays for Edina HS.

C- : Bob Nardella, LD, 5-8/165 -- Small, with good feet and quickness. Offensive-minded, but needs to work on his defensive zone play as he tends to hold on to the puck too long, thus getting himself into trouble. Lacks strength. Played for Chicago Mission last season. A Notre Dame recruit.

C- : Nick Wolff, LD, 6-4/197 -- Struggled with decision-making. Has average hands and skating ability. Played at Eagan HS last season.

Not graded: RD Aaron Haydon, LD Jerad Rosburg, RW Joey Dudek, C Cody Milan, LW Chase Phelps, C Joseph Snively.

-- The U.S. team’s head coach was Bob Corkum. Assistants were John Gruden, Matt Herr, and Derek Plante. Video coach was Alex Todd.

 *** 

 Canada, of course, won the whole tournament and writing up their players, most of whom are major junior prospects anyway, would require a whole separate article. So we’re passing on that -- not that they will lack for attention.

We do want to mention a few of the players from other teams the U.S. played.

SLOVAKIA:

 This was a very weak team, finishing the tournament with only four goals scored. A couple players worth mentioning are:  

Adrian Holesinsky, a 6’0”, 175 lb. forward with good hockey sense, and decent skating ability. However, his game was inconsistent.

Juraj Mily, a late ’96 forward. Tiny – he’s only 5’9”, 139 lbs. – but showed a determination to play well every shift. Has no strength and was easily pushed off the puck.

RUSSIA:

Nikita Lyamkin, a left shot D with good size potential at 6’3”, 165 lbs. Showed good defensive as well as offensive skills. Is going to play this season in the QMJHL with Chicoutimi.

Yevgeni Svechnikov, a late ’96 forward. A very good skater, with good balance. Is shifty, with quick hands. A little selfish, but a great overall talent. Stands 6-0/170.

Ivan Nikolishin – The Russian captain is small at 5’8”, 170 lbs. but is a great skater and puck handler. He’s always dangerous in the offensive zone, but can be a little undisciplined. He’s coming to North America where he will be playing for the Everett Silvertips (WHL). His father, Andrei, played for ten years in the NHL.

FINLAND:

Kaapo Kahkonen, a 6’1”, 187 lb. goaltender, has a lot of talent. With the exception of one game, he was outstanding. Was always in good position to the shooter, and showed good skating ability – very mobile. His rebound control was strong. 

Jarkko Parikka, a 5’10”, 163 lb. right-shot D, is only a ‘97 – and a September ’97 at that. He will be playing with the Sioux Falls Stampede (USHL). He’s a good skater who is smart with the puck.

 Finland’s big guns up front were 6’1”, 193 lb. LW Juho Lammikko, who finished with a 3-2-5 line, and 6’1”, 179 lb. late ’96 RW Mikko Rantanen, who tied Schmaltz for second in tournament points with a 4-4-8 line.

Fri. 8/2/13--updated

Top '99s and '00s at UNH Camp

USHR made its annual trip up to the University of New Hampshire Hockey Team Camp which, for four years now, has attracted some of the top young players around. The alumni list is impressive, and includes sure-fire NHL firstround picks Connor McDavid (Erie-OHL), Josh Ho-Sang (Windsor-OHL), Aaron Ekblad (Barrie-OHL), Roland McKeown (Kingston-OHL), and Noah Hanifin (NTDP/Boston College). The list doesn’t end there, either, as top-flight prospects Sonny Milano (NTDP/Notre Dame), Brandon Fortunato (NTDP/Harvard), Ryan Hitchcock (NTDP/Yale), Luke Kirwan (NTDP), Matt Tkachuk (NTDP/Notre Dame), Casey Fitzgerald (NTDP/Boston College), Jeremy Bracco (NTDP/Harvard), Cam Askew (Drummondville-QMJHL), Sam Bennett (Kingston-OHL), JJ Piccinich (Youngstown/Boston University), Chris Birdsall (Cedar Rapids/Boston College), Bobby Nardella (Sioux City/Notre Dame), Jake Linhart (Green Bay/Wisconsin), Adam Fox (LI Gulls/Harvard), and Chad Krys (Connecticut Oilers) have also made their way up to “Lake Whittemore” in recent summers.

The camp is unique in that entire teams make the trip up to Durham to gain exposure to top college and prep coaches. This summer, camp director Scott Borek (UNH Associate Head Coach) brought in Greg Brown (Boston College), Steve Greeley (Boston University), Mike Souza (UConn), Mark White (Brown), Albie O’Connell (Harvard), Dave Peters (Dartmouth), Glenn Stewart (Merrimack), Josh Ciocco (Alaska-Anchorage), and Blaise MacDonald (Colby) as well as coaches from Salisbury, Cushing, Berkshire, Milton, Loomis, Proctor, New Hampton, Choate, Brooks, Governor’s, and Cardigan Mountain. It’s good for the players, but also for the coaches who, from being on the ice with the kids, gain insight that they might not get from simply watching in the stands. How skilled is he? How hard does he work? Do the other guys on the team gravitate toward -- or away -- from him? Is he a leader? In sum, it’s a great opportunity for the players to make a strong impression. 

 This year’s camp featured four ’99 teams as well as four ’00 teams. We are quite confident that, in the not-too-distant future, a number of the names below will be added to the alumni list above.

 Here are the players – fifteen ‘99s and ten ‘00s -- who stood out for us.

Top ‘99s:

Keith Petruzelli, G (Camp All-Stars) — If there were a camp MVP award given out there is no question that it would have gone to the 6’3” netminder. The New England Jr. Falcons goalie has an incredibly high ceiling and is one of the best 14-year-old goalies we have seen in quite some time. Petruzelli played parts of four games and did not give up a single goal during the entire camp. He is tall, lanky, athletic, and very calm between the pipes. In our opinion, Petruzelli was the top prospect here. Player agents will be all over this kid in the next couple of years. He could start at many prep schools right now.

Marc McLaughlin, F (Camp All-Stars) — Plays for the Providence Capitals in-season and is going to be one heck of a player. A really powerful skater who can go from 1st gear to 5th in a matter of seconds, McLaughlin also has a very advanced shot for his age, shooting it harder than some D-I players – right now. The big, strong, power forward will be heavily recruited by NCAA and prep school programs.

Christian LeSueur, F (Mid-Fairfield) — We really liked LeSueur when we first saw him this spring at the Yankee Conference Showcase -- and we like him even more now. Not only does he have good size, hands, and vision, but he works his tail off and is difficult to play against. LeSueur is not someone who waits around for pucks: he gets them himself and is able to make a play once it’s on his stick.

Riley Prattson, F (Camp All-Stars) —The New England Jr. Falcons forward isn’t the biggest kid on the ice and does not immediately catch your eye, but the more you watch him the more you realize how good he is. A pure hockey player, he’s one of those kids you want on your team. The puck is always on his stick, he pays attention to the details, and is a complete player. Played with McLaughlin most shifts and the two were the top duo in camp.

Ethan DeStefani, F (Seacoast Spartans) — A very intriguing player who is only going to get better. With the exception of Petruzelli, DeStefani was probably the tallest kid here. Is somewhat weak and gangly. He’s growing into his body and is in that awkward phase. That said, DeStefani can skate pretty well and his hands and playmaking abilities are very good. The 6’2” forward could really take off and become a top prospect if he works hard and is developed properly over the next couple years. We are told that he is a top student and we’d be shocked if Phillips Exeter head coach Dana Barbin (Phillips Exeter) lets the New Hampshire native out of the Live Free or Die state.

Jack Rathbone, D (Camp All-Stars) — Highly-skilled defender plays for the South Shore Kings and Dexter, where he will be going into his 8th grade year. While Rathbone, the son of former BC forward Jason Rathbone, is young for the varsity, head coach Dan Donato has also lost three of his top four defensemen from last year. It could be tempting to bring up Rathbone, who has D-I skill and could contribute right away.

Logan Scarlotta, D (Camp All-Stars) — The New England Jr. Falcons defender is more physically mature than his peers and will likely not grow much (he’s about 5’9” now), but he plays a no-nonsense type game that will translate well to higher levels. He is not flashy, just a competitive defender who is strong on his skates, defends well, and moves pucks.

Reilly Walsh, D (Camp All-Stars) — The son of Proctor head coach Mike Walsh is a good one. Attends Cardigan Mountain now, but will be a huge difference-maker for his father when he gets to Proctor. The offensive defender has a really nice stick and is very confident with the puck. Has good instincts and the potential to grow into a PP quarterback type.

Phil Kemp, D (Mid-Fairfield) — The tall defender has a lot of potential and schools in the Founders’ League will compete hard for his services. Brings a bit of offense, but will likely develop into a big, smooth-skating defenseman who can play against a team’s top lines. Also makes a nice first pass.

Danny Petrick, D (Camp All-Stars)—Played for Springfield Cathedral as an 8th grader last year and will be a key defenseman for them this coming year. The freshman-to-be has a good stick, defends with an edge, and can really fire the puck. Will need to improve his feet as they are a little heavy right now. A character guy with a lot of leadership ability.

Brian Scoville, D (Camp All-Stars) — Providence Capitals defender is big, strong, and does not get beat 1x1. Keeps things simple. Is a player any coach would feel comfortable putting on the ice.

Jason Dobay, D (Camp All-Stars) — Average-sized defenseman is just an OK skater, but his stick and vision are both exceptional. Dobay is the type of player forwards like being on the ice with because of his ability to find the open man and deliver the puck to them in stride. Great vision. Plays for the South Shore Kings.

Jay O’Brien, F (Camp All-Stars) — Highly-skilled forward with quick hands makes a ton of plays. Right now he is weak and gets knocked off the puck easily, but when/if he gets bigger and stronger those will no longer be issues.

Ben Mirageas, D (Seacoast Spartans) — The younger brother of Governor’s defenseman Zach Mirageas is a solid, puck-moving defenseman who is going to be very good at the prep school level.

Jack Nisbet, F (Seacoast Spartans) — Quick forward with a pretty good stick. Will need to get bigger and play with more of an edge to continue to be an elite player.

Top ‘00s:

James Davenport, F (BC Jr. Eagles) — Might not have been the best player in camp, but at the end of the day we think he could be that guy. The athletic forward is really light on his feet, shifty in traffic, and makes a ton of plays. Competes hard in all three zones and is more often than not the first forward back in the defensive zone. Is only going to get better.

Jake Wise, F (Camp All-Stars) — The Minuteman Flames star forward has a lot of hype surrounding his name and it is pretty easy to see why. We wrote a lengthy article back in April on the North Andover, Mass native in which we detailed his dominance of the Quebec Pee-Wee Tournament, where he led the tournament in scoring en route to leading his team to a championship. There is no doubt that Wise is high-end. He is big, fast, and can really fire the puck. That said, he is more physically mature than his peers and at times did not seem interested. He also tries a lot of things on the ice that will not work at higher levels. Will be playing with older players this season for the Middlesex Islanders,  which will be good for his development. As we said, he is very good, but is not on the same level as guys like McDavid and Ho-Sang were at the same age.

Drew Elser, F (Westchester Express) — The younger brother of Shattuck alums Brian and Danny Elser (Des Moines-USHL) as well as Jimmy Elser, a ’97 forward. We have seen all of the brothers and can confidently say that Drew is the best at age 14. The Westchester star player is light on his feet, has a lot of skill, and can really fire the puck. When he gets it in the slot his release is very good and he can pick his corners. The negative on him is that he is physically ahead of his peers -- an advantage that will diminish in the coming years -- and that he does not play very hard in the defensive zone.

Tommy Lyons, F (BC Jr. Eagles) — Smart and crafty. Has a really good head on his shoulders and will develop into a top prospect. We will be very surprised if Lyons is not a top prep school player who goes on to play D-I hockey.

Chris Konin, F (Camp All-Stars) — Tall forward with skill. Has a good stick, competes hard, and has good vision. Plays for the Connecticut Wolf Pack.

Billy Dobensky, D (Camp All-Stars) — Has exceptional feet. Is small and weak right now, but with the way he skates you just know that he is going to be a heck of player. Plays for the Connecticut Wolf Pack.

Luke Krys, D (Westchester Express) — The younger brother of Chad Krys is certainly not the type of player his brother was at this age, but is nonetheless very good. The son of BU alum Mark Krys skates well, plays with an edge, and always has his head up.

Michael Kesselring, D (BC Jr. Eagles) — The son of New Hampton head coach Casey Kesselring is very good with the puck on his stick and has great offensive instincts. That said, he needs to improve his skating and develop some explosiveness.

Jordan Harris, D (Camp All-Stars) — Big, strong, meat-and-potatoes defender. Very effective; is not someone forwards enjoy playing against.

Josh Barton, F (BC Jr. Eagles) — Is on the smaller side, but his stick and hockey sense are very good. Played on a line with Lyons and the two worked well together, creating some nice plays.
Tues. 7/23/13

Select 15 Festival Review

 USHR spent yet another week in Amherst, NY, this time at the Select 15 Festival which, for our money, is always the most enjoyable of the three age groups to watch, primarily because it’s the first time the top US players in this age group get together in one place. It’s a coming out party of sorts. 

 So what did we learn about the ‘98s?

First, the strength of this group is in net. While the group of goalies on hand was not a particularly deep one, the top-end guys were excellent – better, in our view, than the ‘97s and ‘96s currently in Ann Arbor. In addition, a few of the best goalies in the age group were not even in Amherst, e.g. Tommy Mohs (Team Wisconsin), Tommy Nappier (St. Louis), Drew Speckman (Shattuck), and Tyler Johnson (Buffalo Regals). We are not sure why they were not on hand, but all are very talented and deserved to be here. There is little doubt in our minds that you will be hearing from all of them in the years to come. 

Second, this is a very skilled group. It often amazes us how much better kids handle the puck and make flashy plays at top speed than they did, say, 15 years ago. With technology such as YouTube and nhl.com omnipresent, kids are constantly online and picking up the moves of their favorite players. Not too long ago, this embarrassment of riches was non-existent. Now, the most ambitious kids are able to see these plays over and over, break them down, and then go out and emulate them in practice, in the driveway, and in games. Those stick skills were much in evidence here. As for the players themselves, while there are certainly some in this group who are big, fast, and future high NHL draft picks, we feel the ’98s who move on to the NTDP will be on the smaller side. That said, this group’s skills will be highly evident in international play, on the Olympic sheets

Finally, while the usual complement of high-end talent was in Amherst, there were, in addition to the above-mentioned goalies, some top ‘98s we have seen over the past winter or two who did not make it to the Festival. Some may have been overlooked, some were cut because they hail from deep and talented districts, and some simply don’t care to play summer hockey. We’re thinking of guys like Keenan Suthers (Compuware), Cole Hults (Team Wisconsin), Blake Bargar (Arizona Bobcats), Carson Bergstrom (Arizona Bobcats), Jonathan Precopio (Compuware), Jack Kopacka (Compuware), Graham McPhee (Shattuck), Kenny Johnson (Shattuck), Noah Lalonde (Honeybaked), Brad Ingersoll (TPH Thunder), Zach Solow (St. Louis), and Justin Bloomfield (Compuware). All, in terms of talent and potential, would have been in the upper half here and we would not be surprised to see a number of them at the NTDP final tryouts in eight months.

 Given that there is no overseas team selected -- or all-star game played -- here, we decided to pick the top 44 players in our opinion — 24 forwards, 16 defenseman, and four goalies. We also have an additional section, 'The Best of the Rest' which is comprised of 45 players who also strike us as excellent prospects who merit careful following. Our method is the same as it ever was: we balance potential and performance. This means a kid with loads of potential but who also didn’t really accomplish much could make our list, while a player with limited upside who put up big numbers might not. For the record, we were in attendance for the second half of the Festival, so some of our opinions may be skewed in favor of those who finished strong. Enjoy!

Our Top 24 Forwards:

Note: Top forward Logan Brown was injured after one game and thus we did not get to see him. If he was healthy we are all but certain he would have been a top four forward here. We also feel that after the three top players listed below – Jones, Keller, and Khodorenko – there is a drop-off.

Max Jones (Compuware U16/Grey) 6-2/180 — Played up this season on the Compuware U16 team, which was one of the top squads in the country. When we saw them back in November Jones did not really stand out for us as there were so many players on his team who were a year older and made more of an impact. When playing with his own age group, however, it was very evident that Jones is an absolute stud who has 1st round NHL draft pick written all over him. Listed at 6’2”, Jones is probably closer to 6’3” or 6’4”, can fire a puck, and is a very fluid skater for his size. What really stands out about him is his compete level. As one prominent scout said, “He plays hard and he’s hard to play against.” Jones is only going to get better, and he will be an impact player for USA Hockey at future international events. The NTDP will have their work cut out for them as OHL teams will be all over this kid. Led the Grey team in scoring with a 5-2-7 scoring line in five games played.

Clayton Keller (Shattuck U14/Royal) 5-10/144 — A really special player who is dangerous every time he is on the ice. Posted a 5-5-10 scoring line and created enough scoring opportunities to have 15-20 points. The Swansea, Illinois native will be heavily recruited by the OHL, the NTDP, and virtually every top D-I program in the country. Is not very big, but has enough speed, skill, and hockey sense to be a pro. Reminds us of a young Zach Parise.

Patrick Khodorenko (Honeybaked U14/Purple) 5-11/177 — Was our #1 ranked forward at Nationals back in April and, along with Jones and Keller, was in the mix for the #1 forward ranking here too. The San Jose, California native is of Russian descent and has the poise and stick skills of typical elite European talents. A powerful skater with near-perfect form, Khodorenko reminds us of Jaromir Jagr in that when he has the puck he has great vision, patience, and can protect it with the best of them. We are told that the Honeybaked star forward is leaning towards college, but Everett (WHL) drafted him with the 26th overall pick in the bantam draft this spring and will surely make a strong push for his services.

Justin Cmunt (Buffalo Regals U14/Orange) 5-8/147 — Isn’t the biggest, isn’t the fastest, and will not immediately catch your eye, but when the puck is on his stick he becomes a serious threat. His passes are hard and crisp, his shot release is exceptional, and he picks corners with serious accuracy. Is going to score a lot of goals in his career. Was quiet at the start of the week, but by the last couple of days he looked very confident and pucks started going in. Finished with a 4-2-6 line. Time will tell if he is going to be a pro, but we have no doubt that he will be a top D-I player.

Henry Crone (Dallas Stars Elite/Purple) 5-8/140 — A sensational playmaker. Fun to watch. Was the top scorer in camp with a 2-12-14 scoring line. Is not very big, but he plays strong on the puck and is thus effective against bigger and stronger defenders. Has elite hockey sense, understands how to create offense, and is very slippery in traffic. Was not drafted into the WHL, a blunder on their part because Crone has the potential to post 100 point seasons. Is a potential NTDP forward for whom there will be no shortage of D-I schools offering full scholarships.

Mitchell Lewandowski (Honeybaked U14/Orange) 5-8/152 — When players show up at the Festival, it’s generally a situation in which there is no established chemistry and they just hope they can gel with their linemates in order to have a productive week. In such a scenario, Lewandowski is the exact type of guy you’d want on your line. He makes the players around him better because he is quick, skilled, tenacious, gritty, and does all the dirty work needed to create success. A versatile player who could be effective as an energy/penalty kill forward, Lewandowski also has the intelligence and stick savvy to complement top six players. He is the type of forward needed to win championships; the NTDP and top D-I programs will be excited about him. 6-4-10 scoring line.

Luke Paterson (Wayzata Bantam AAA/Forest Green) 6-1/155 — Did not have a productive week statistically (0-2-2), but he has all the tools needed to be a top player. At 6’1” and growing, he is a really nice skater. Is only going to get better when he fills out.

Cameron Donaldson (Dallas Stars Elite/Royal) 5-6/126 — Was not on the same team here as Dallas Stars teammate Henry Crone, but our guess is that when they play together they are simply electric. Donaldson is certainly on the small side, but he is quick, competitive, and is able to keep the puck on his stick even darting through high-traffic areas. He’s like a receiver in football who doesn’t bat an eyelash at going through the middle of the field to make a play. Loved watching him. 6-1-7 scoring line.

Ben Lown (Shattuck U14/Red) 5-6/145 — Yet another small, skilled, and feisty forward. The California native was one of the top scorers on a very good Shattuck team this past season. Has a knack for hunting pucks and creating turnovers. Is not a burner, which could hamper his game as he progresses up through the ranks, but we have no doubt that top D-I programs will recruit him because of his stick and hockey sense. 4-4-8.

Logan Drevitch (Boston Bandits U16/Navy) 5-8/142 — The younger brother of Tyler Drevitch (Boston Bandits-EJHL) is similar to his brother in a lot of ways, but better. His confidence with the puck on his stick is pretty remarkable. He has great moxie. He knows when he gets the puck that he is a threat and the only thing on his mind is making plays. Will need to get stronger and more explosive, but he put himself on the map here. Finished with a 5-4-9 scoring line.

Kiefer Bellows (Edina Bantam AA/Purple) 6-0/194 — We were expecting a little more as we were told that Bellows was The Man among the ’98s in Minnesota. From that, we expected he’d be one of the top few forwards in camp. He wasn’t that, but Bellows is a great prospect and there is a lot to like about his game. The son of former NHL first round pick Brian Bellows is a moose who is very effective down low and in front of the net. He has a heavy shot, he will score -- a lot. Played on easily the top line in camp: Crone and Khodorenko were usually his linemates. 6-1-7.

Ethan Frank (Omaha U16 AAA/Black) 5-10/170 — A solid player who is explosive, tenacious, and can fire the puck. A very complete player who does everything well and can play in all situations. Played up at the U16 level this past season and did more than hold his own. Finished with a 4-0-4 scoring line.

Austen Long (Spring Lake Park High School/Navy) 5-10/165 — One of the few ‘98s from Minnesota who played varsity hockey last year, Long is a wrecking ball who hits everything in sight. He’s not merely an energy guy, however, as he can create turnovers and then transition to offense quickly. Only finished with a 1-1-2 scoring line, but he was very noticeable. He proved he can score during the winter, finishing with a 23-19-42 scoring line in just 25 games played.

Keeghan Howdshell (Compuware U14/Grey) 6-1/188 — A big, strong, complete player. Played on a line with Max Jones and the two worked very well together. The Grey team did not have a ton of success this week, but Howdshell was consistently a standout. Finished with a 1-2-3 scoring line. Could be a nice complementary player for the NTDP.

Patrick Harper (Connecticut Oilers U16/Grey) 5-6/134 — Another product of the Grey squad who was only able to muster up one assist over the week. Don’t let the numbers fool you, though, Harper can flat out play. He’s a rink rat and you can tell that he thoroughly enjoys playing hockey and loves having the puck on his stick. A quick skater who sees the game well, Harper can turn on a dime. Our only knock on him other than his stature is that he is a touch selfish, but with his skill level most kids would be.

Max Gerlach (Colorado Thunderbirds U14/Gold) 5-7/142 — Listed at 5’7”, but looks to be more like 5’9”. Gerlach has elite hands and vision. Was the top player on a very good Thunderbirds team this past season. We would be very surprised if he plays his college hockey outside the state of Colorado -- CC and Denver will be all over him. 4-0-4 scoring line.

Nick Pastujov (Honeybaked U14/Forest Green) 6-0/187 — Was pretty quiet here, finishing with a 2-1-3 scoring line. That said, the Honeybaked first line center showed flashes of how dominant he can be. Pastujov is a very powerful skater who plays hard on the puck and when he lowers his shoulder and takes it to the net there is little defenders can do to stop him. Our guess is that he will be pursued hard by the OHL.

Mitchell Mattson (Grand Rapids Bantam AA/Black) 6-2/165 — Has the look of baby deer on ice -- tall, gangly, and somewhat weak. There is a lot to like here, however, because the crafty center has good hands, vision, and solid skating form. Once he fills out and adds some power to his legs he will be a prospect with a lot of eyes on him. 1-3-4 scoring line.

Justin Brandt (Little Caesars U14/Black) 5-5/130 — Skilled forward with exceptionally quick hands. Is always moving and making plays. A shifty water bug who has the puck an awful lot. Led the Black team in scoring with a 2-4-6 scoring line.

Joey Anderson (Hill-Murray/Kelly Green) 5-11/175 — The Minnesota-Duluth recruit lumbers around the ice a bit, but becomes a man very quickly when he is in the scoring area. Has a strong stick and knows how to finish. Isn’t flashy, but is productive. Was only an 8th grader last season and started the year on the Hill-Murray JV squad, moving up to the varsity mid-year and making the most of the opportunity, posting 21 points in just 14 games. It’s very rare out in Minnesota for kids to commit so young. Finished with a 7-3-10 line.

RJ Murphy (St. Sebastian’s/Kelly Green) 6-2/165 — Played for the middle school team at St. Seb’s last year, but should make an immediate impact this coming season. Murphy is a big kid and a bit of a wild skater, but he processes the game quickly and makes a lot of plays. Had a great week, finishing with a 3-6-9 scoring line.

Trent Frederic (St. Louis U14/Grey) 6-1/180 — Did not have a great week (0-1-1), but his potential is obvious. The power forward in the making is a player that the NTDP will be watching closely next year. We have seen him play much better during the winter and are confident that, much like others on the Grey team, that he just had an off week.

Liam Murphy (Connecticut Wolfpack U14/Royal) 6-1/195 — Played very well here and posted a 2-8-10 stat line. Was on a line with Clayton Keller, so his numbers are likely inflated a touch. The Avon Old Farms recruit is a power forward who is at his best when playing north/south and grinding it out down low and in the corners. Has a nose for the net.

Shaun Bily (Honeybaked U14/Red) 5-11/166 — A versatile player who plays hard and competes in all three zones. The more you watch him the more you appreciate him because he does the little things, such as finishing his checks, stopping on loose pucks, winning faceoffs, and getting in front of shots. Projects as a solid role player who can complement skilled forwards.

Our Top 16 Defensemen:

Jakob Chychrun (Little Caesars U16/Purple) 6-2/192 — A total man-child who will be the foundation of the NTDP should they land him. You can nitpick his decision-making, but other than that there are no holes in this kid’s game. The son of NHL veteran Jeff Chychrun is big, strong, physical, and can skate. Has all the earmarks of a first round NHL draft pick. Finished with a 2-3-5 scoring line.

Ryan Lindgren (Shattuck U14/Black) 6-0/185 — The Minnesota recruit isn’t as tall as Chychrun, so a few years down the line NHL scouts probably won’t regard him as highly, but Lindgren is extremely talented and does it all. The assertive defender is great on the PP, commands the puck at all times, skates and defends well, and can play with an edge when needed. A no-brainer for the NTDP.

Chad Krys (Connecticut Oilers U16/Navy) 6-0/165 — Given his age, Krys has been in the spotlight for quite a long while, hence almost unrealistic expectations have landed on his shoulders. Finished as the tournament’s top-scoring defender with 10 points, yet some scouts still left saying, “Well, I expected a little more.” The son of former BU defenseman Mark Krys is a high-end skater who can take the puck coast-to-coast with ease. Some people forget that when you are bigger, stronger, faster and by the far the best player at a young age that the gap between you and your peers will inevitably close. Krys is a top prospect, and a shoe-in for the NTDP.

James Greenway (Shattuck U14/Kelly Green) 6-5/200 — Much like his older brother Jordan, James is a massive kid who pro scouts are going to love. Is able to get away with playing an offensive game right now, but we think he is going to develop into a mean, physical, shutdown, Chris Pronger type. Only played in the first three games here, but still managed to post a 2-4-6 line.

Nicholas McKeeby (Honeybaked U14/Columbia) 5-11/175 — If this typist were stuck in a foxhole, McKeeby -- figuratively speaking, of course -- is a guy I’d want next to me. The stocky defender is strong, aggressive, and does everything with a purpose. He makes the simple play and his passes are hard and tape-to-tape. The Honeybaked product does not get beat in 1x1 situations because his first couple of steps are highly explosive and his compete level is through the roof.

Luke Martin (St. Louis U14/Black) 6-2/195 — The younger brother of former Yale defenseman Jimmy Martin might have been the best pure defensive defenseman in camp. At 6’2” he skates really well, has good stick positioning, and his gap control is very good. It takes some kids a long time to learn how to control the gap and force the forward to make a decision in the neutral zone -- Martin already has that down.

Adam Fox (Long Island Gulls U14/White) 5-10/150 — All the defenders mentioned above are big-time prospects who play tough, defend really well, and have some offensive abilities, but not one can run a powerplay like Fox. The Harvard recruit is probably not going to grow much, but as of today he would be the best candidate for the NTDP in terms of a niche PP quarterback.

Cameron Dineen (Team Comcast U14/Grey) 5-9/150 — Because of how deep and strong this group of defensemen is it could be difficult for Dineen to make the NTDP. That said, he is a top D-I prospect. The smallish defender always has his head up, makes great plays with the puck, and is not shy about jumping into the play. Will be heavily recruited over the next 12 months.

Ty Farmer (St. Louis U14/Grey) 5-10/170 — Played with Dineen most of the time and the duo looked really, really good. The two blue-liners handled the puck with confidence, created offense, and played a lot of keep-away with each other. The Michigan State recruit is skilled, confident, and will eventually play a big role on the Spartan PP.

Alec Mahalak (Compuware U14/Red) 5-9/153 — For a smaller defenseman he does not bring the same level of offense as Fox, Dineen, or Farmer, but he is the best skater of the bunch and has a good, reliable stick. Keeps things pretty simple and is able to defend efficiently using his feet and stick. He’s the cousin of Plymouth Whalers alums Matt and RJ Mahalak.

Sam Rossini (Burnsville High School Varsity/Royal) 6-1/165 — Has really light feet for someone of his size. The offensive side of his game is pretty raw, but that will come as he gains confidence. Was a freshman last season on a talented team with a number of D-I prospects, so he was not relied upon to put up points. Will become a top-flight prospect with added experience and confidence.

Ben Gleason (Honeybaked U14/Gold) 6-0/150 — Took a number of dumb penalties, but we loved the intensity he brought over the week. Gleason is a mean defender who takes a lot of pride in not letting anyone beat him or out-compete him. Is a meat-and-potatoes defender who will make the good outlet pass.

Griffin Luce (Elgin Middlesex/Forest Green) 6-2/202 — A project, but a project with a very high upside. The son of Florida Panthers (NHL) Director of Scouting Scott Luce is headed to Salisbury this fall where he will develop into a mean, shutdown defender. Has a lot of athleticism for a big guy and does not lack for quick twitch. Just needs to be coached up and brought along.

Casey Staum (Hill-Murray Varsity/Columbia) 5-11/150 — Has a great head on his shoulders, sees the ice, and is able to confidently distribute the puck up ice. Another Minnesota defender who played a high level this past season and has not yet found his offensive confidence. Unlike Rossini, we think Staum will develop into a nice offensive threat. Will be capable of running a PP.

Mitch Eliot (Honeybaked U14/Purple) 5-11/165 — The Michigan State recruit does everything well and can play in all situations. He is not someone who will run a powerplay, but he can be in a support role. He skates well enough to play against other teams’ top lines and also moves pucks well enough to play with his team’s top offensive players. A very safe recruit for MSU.

Jack Kelly (OMGHA Bantam AA/White) 5-10/170 — Does a lot of things really well. Handles the puck with a lot of confidence and is able to get pucks through and on net. Is a late ’98, and at this age those few months really matter as these kids are in the thick of the maturation process.

Our Top Four Goalies:

Ryan Edquist (Shattuck U14/Grey) 6-0/160 — It doesn’t take a goalie expert to be able to pick up on the fact that Edquist can play. He makes himself as big as possible and looks much bigger in net than his listed height and weight. From a shooter’s perspective he doesn’t give you a whole lot to look at. Will be a top NCAA recruit as well as a candidate for the starting job on the NTDP.

Michael Latorella (Honeybaked U14/White) 6-1/180 — If someone is going to challenge Edquist at the top of the mountain our guess is that Latorella is the guy. Won a national title this past season and is a gamer who comes up with big saves when the game is on the line. From a technical point of view he is very sharp. A good skater who gets side to side in a hurry.

Jacob Burhans (Junior Monarchs/Kelly Green) 6-0/155 — A big netminder who put himself on the map here by out-playing other more “highly regarded” goaltenders. Was the top statistical goalie with a 1.44 GAA and a .958 save percentage. Because of his performance here we are certain that most every Hockey East and ECAC school will be paying very close attention to him in the coming months.

Joseph Woll (St. Louis U14/Kelly Green) 6-2/180 — Already has pro size and is pretty smooth for a 6’2”, 15-year-old goalie. His puck focus is very good and he is able to swallow up rebounds with his massive frame. Could have the most upside out of the bunch.

The Best of the Rest  (45):

Zachary Walker, F (Colorado Thunderbirds U14/Red) 6-0/170 — One of the best skaters in camp. An early developer who has tapered off a bit, but his skating may still carry him to a high level.

Christian O’Neill, F (Belmont Hill/Red) 5-9/140 — Will be a freshman at Belmont Hill and should make the varsity team. A smart hockey player with a good stick.

Matt Kiersted, D (Elk River Bantam AA/Red) 5-10/150 —Offensive defender loves to join the rush; makes things happen from the offensive blue line.

Garrett Wait, F (Edina Bantam AA/Red) 5-11/160 — Shoots the puck a ton. Will score a lot of goals for Edina in the coming years.

Jon Russell, F (Traverse City Central HS/Red) 5-10/145 — A subtle player with a good mind for the game and a quick release on his shot.

Billy Overby, D (Connecticut Wolfpack U14/Purple) 5-8/140 — Did not have a great week as he struggled to find confidence. That said, we have seen him enough to know that his head and puck skills are top notch.

James Sanchez, F (CYA U14/Purple) 6-2/180 — Just an OK skater, but he is tall, lanky, and has slick hands and playmaking abilities.

Josh Vertentes, F (Portsmouth Abbey/Purple) 5-8/165 — Good hockey sense and nice mitts. At 5’8” he needs to become more dynamic to get Hockey East schools in the mix.

Bryant Gunn, D (Indiana Jr. Ice U14/White) 5-11/156 — Scored six goals to lead all defensemen in that regard. Knows when to jump into the play.

Davis Bunz, D (Team Wisconsin U14/White) 5-11/155 — Smooth skater. Brings skill from the backend.

Cooper Jones, D (Boston Bandits U16/White) 5-7/145 — Is small and doesn’t skate particularly well, but he is very nifty offensively. Sees the ice.

Marcus Dickerson, F (Team Comcast U14) 5-10/190 — Plays hard and is able to create offense by grinding down the opposition.

AJ Drobot (Team Comcast U14/White) 5-8/167 — Smart and skilled player. Good finishing abilities.

Drew Lennon, D (Dallas Stars Elite/Royal) 5-11/140 — Kept jumping out at us. We would have liked to have been able to watch him a little more, but feel that he is awfully close to cracking the top 16. A good skater with a high skill level.

Colin McCabe, D (Thayer/Royal) 5-10/155 — Will need to learn to defend better, but he loves joining the offense. Very active on the offensive blue line. Fun to watch.

Andrew Jackson, F (Little Caesars U14/Royal) 6-0/160 — An interesting player who reminds us a bit of a young Justin Bailey (Kitchener-OHL). Weak legs right now.

John Leonard, F (Springfield Cathedral/Royal) 5-9/155 — Did not notice him during the year, but he was very good here. Had the puck a lot, and he can shoot it.

Nick Alfieri, F (Buffalo Regals U14/Royal) 5-11/154 — Very good with the puck on his stick. Played better here than what we have seen out of him in the past.

Matt Hellickson, D (Rogers HS Varsity/Gold) 6-0/165 — All-around defender who contributed at the varsity level this year with 11 points in 25 games played for Rogers.

Harmon Sorenson, D (Wayzata Bantam AA/Gold) 6-0/170 — Tall defenseman with good feet. Played very well paired up with Hellickson.

Dennis Cesana, D (Hillside School/Gold) 5-8/160 — Good hands and the ability to make plays. Headed to KUA in the fall.

Patrick Cozzi, F (Connecticut Yankees/Gold) 5-6/160 — Tiny forward has quick hands made a lot of positive plays here.

Kailer Yamamoto, F (LA Jr. Kings U14/Gold) 5-6/130 — Smooth-skating forward has a great first step and pull-away speed.

Riley Tufte, F (Blaine HS JV/Gold) 6-3/185 — An interesting prospect who could shoot up this list. Is very uncoordinated right now and it takes him a while to do some things, but he could end up being a pro at the end of the day. Led the Gold team in scoring with a 4-1-5 line.

Carver Watson, D (Appleton United/Forest Green) 5-8/140 — Uses a really long stick which we love. Has good hands and an effective poke check.

Keegan Mantaro, D (Colorado Thunderbirds U14/Forest Green) 5-8/160 — Heady blueliner has elite vision. Has to be faster for a 5’8” defender, but he thinks the game really well and makes plays.

Dante Palecco, F (NJ Avalanche U16/Forest Green) 5-11/165 — Very close to making the top group. A highly-skilled forward who is going to be great on a D-I powerplay.

Kyle Wellar, F (Team Comcast U14) 6-0/150 — A couple times in a row now we have left wanting to see more out of Wellar. The tall forward has good speed and quick hands.

Chris Grando, F (Long Island Gulls U14/Forest Green) 5-8/145 — Is not high-end, but he is a smart player who makes the players around him better.

Callan Foote, D (Colorado Thunderbirds U14/Black) 5-11/160 — Was not on our radar here, but we know that he is a solid defender from previous viewings. The son of NHL veteran Adam Foote will get better and tougher as he gets older.

Billy Harris, D (Pittsburgh Penguins U14/Black) 5-7/145 — Very good with the puck. Finds the open man in transition.

Sam Sternschein, F (Long Island Gulls U14/Black) 6-2/170 — Tall and skilled forward showed flashes of his high upside, but also went long stretches during which we didn’t notice him. Struggled on the Olympic sheet.

Ryan Bogan, D (NJ Devils U14/Columbia) 6-0/170 — Attends Christian Brothers Academy in New Jersey. Big defender potted three goals here.

Michael Cali, F (Chicago Mission U14/Columbia) 5-8/140 — Always involved in the play. Has good hands and the puck is on his stick a lot. Led Columbia Blue in scoring with a 2-3-5 line.

Chris Conway, D (Pittsburgh Penguins U14/Columbia) 6-1/195 — A sleeper in that he was one of the better defensemen here and he is a 12/30/98 birthdate. If he were two days younger he’d be one of the top ‘99s in the country.

Gregory Hendrickson, F (Team Comcast U14/Columbia) 5-10/167 — Has to improve on a lot of things — like his skating and strength. That said, he is gritty, smart, and wills offense.

Kyle Moore, F (Charlotte Checkers U14/Columbia) 5-11/190 — Plays with intensity and can fire the puck. Creates turnovers on the forecheck.

Brendan Murphy, D (Long Island Gulls U14/Navy) 6-2/175 — Tall defenseman keeps things simple, hence doesn’t stand out much. That said, he makes simple decisions and gives his team reliable minutes.

Ryan Bederka, D (Honeybaked U14/Navy) 5-9/165 — Good stick. Tough. Plays a confident game.

Eric Esposito, F (Connecticut Wolfpack U14/Navy) 5-10/168 — Finished with seven points here. Will be a good player for Loomis-Chaffee next year.

Luke McInnis, D (Hingham HS/Orange) 5-10/165 — Best word to describe the son of former NHLer Marty McInnis would be ‘involved.’ Every shift he was on the ice you noticed him for one reason or another. Gets under the skin of the opposition.

Brian Hawkinson, F (Colorado Thunderbirds U14/Kelly Green) 5-10/150 — Makes good decisions with the puck, works hard, and skates well. Has a brother headed to Denver in the fall.

Matthew Jakubowski, F (Hamburg Hawks/Kelly Green) 5-10/150 — Has a lot of  get up and go in his skating. Creates offense with his speed. 2-3-5 scoring line.

Brandon Puricelli, F (St. Louis U14/Kelly Green) 5-9/148 — Won’t jump out at you because he is on the small side and an average skater, but he can play the game. Is all over the puck and is able to make quick decisions. Finished tied for second in camp scoring with a 4-7-11 line.

Timmy Gettinger, F (Cleveland Barons U14/Grey) 6-4/185 — Still raw, but definitely a player to keep a close eye on. A lot of size, and a lot of potential.

Mon. 7/22/13

Young Chooses PC

Phillips Exeter defenseman Spenser Young, a ’97 and a rising sophomore, has committed to Providence College, most likely for the fall of ’16.

 Yale, Harvard, Merrimack, UMass, UNH, and Boston College were all schools that were either watching and/or recruiting him. 

 Friars head coach Nate Leaman had watched Young, a 5’10”, 165 lb. Brentwood, NH native, at the Exeter Invitational back in early December, and worked the case hard. 

 Young’s coach at Exeter, Dana Barbin, first became of aware of Young when the latter was a nine-year-old. Barbin was coaching his son’s baseball team and Young was his shortstop.

 Barbin says Young, who played three sports – soccer, hockey, and baseball – at Exeter last season, is a terrific all-around athlete.

“His skating is outstanding, as is his poise with the puck,” Barbin says. “Those are the two things that you notice right away.”

 “Last season, from the very first game, we had Spenser playing at the top on the power play. That’s pretty unusual for a ninth grader.”

 “He loves to play the game, and he has this great optimism and enthusiasm. He loves practice. He loves games. He loves life. He’s just one of those kids who gets up every day and is ready to go. He loves the school too. He was asked if he’d come out to the NTDP but he said no, he wanted to stay at Exeter.”

On December 8th, in a game at Cushing Academy, Young hurt his shoulder and missed the next four weeks of action. After returning to the ice in early January, he had to play the rest of the season in a shoulder brace that restricted his movement. 

 Young had shoulder surgery in April, has been working hard in the weight room lately, and will be totally ready for the season. 

“He’s one of those kids who loves working out,” Says Barbin. “He’ll pack on muscle because he’s willing to work at it.”

Between shedding the harness and his work in the weight room, Barbin says Young’s shot will be much improved. He also said Young, who is dropping soccer to concentrate more on hockey, will join the attack even more in the upcoming season.

Thurs. 7/18/13

Moore to Coach at Bridgton

 Longtime college coach Stan Moore, most recently the head coach at Colby College, has accepted a position as Bridgton Academy’s new prep coach.

 A PG-only boarding school in North Bridgton, Maine, the school has two teams, a junior team and a prep team. The latter team -- the school’s #2 team – was added several years ago, and that is the program Moore, who will be moving to the Bridgton campus from Waterville, Maine before the school year starts, will be taking over.

 Bridgton, long a basketball and football power, appears to be beefing up its hockey program. Former Army and Alabama-Huntsville assistant Mike Warde was hired in the spring and will be entering his first year as director of hockey operations and coach of the junior team. 

 Warde, through a school press release, said, “When we began our search for the next prep hockey coach at Bridgton Academy, we desired three main criteria: unquestionable integrity, a great teacher, and a coach who will be a terrific role model for our young men both on and off the ice. In Stan Moore, we accomplished all three and then some.”

Moore’s coaching career stretches back nearly 30 years, to when he was an assistant at Brown before moving across town to Providence College. In 1996, he was named head coach at Union College and in his first year was named ECAC Coach of the Year. As an interim head coach at Colgate, he was again named ECAC Coach of the year, in ’03-04. After Colgate, Moore returned to PC in ’05 and served on Tim Army’s staff until he resigned just before the ’10-11 season, in order to be with his family full time after several years of semi-commuting between Providence and Maine, where his wife had been hired as an associate dean at Colby College. In the ’10-11 season, Moore worked as an assistant at Kents Hill School under head coach Larry Cockrell. He took over at Colby on an interim basis in the late summer of ’11, when Jim Tortorella departed for UNH.

 Moore has also coached many USA Hockey teams, at summertime Select Festivals and in international competition.

 Moore, now 56, was born to coach. His father, Stan Moore, Sr., is a legend in the  North Country, where he coached Massena High School, a New York state powerhouse, for over three decades.

Thurs. 7/18/13

D’Orsi Replaces Bethune

 St. Sebastian’s forward – and future Eli -- Will D’Orsi, coming off a strong performance at the Select 16 Festival last week in Amherst, NY, has been added to the U.S. Under-17 Select Team roster, taking the place of Warroad High’s Jared Bethune. 

 Bethune is being held off the squad because of a citizenship issue. While the talented forward holds a Canadian passport, he also has First Nation Status (and has a Secure Certificate of Indian Status). This essentially means, given that Indian tribes existed in North America long before the US and Canada were settled and formed countries, that members of those tribes are citizens of both countries. USA Hockey has ruled, since Bethune only holds a Canadian passport, that he is unable to represent the U.S. It’s an odd ruling, given that dual citizens can skate for the U.S. – or Canada, for that matter -- in IIHF competition. (However, once dual citizens choose a country, hockey-wise, it's permanent: they can't switch back.) 

The U.S. Under-17 Select Team, coached by Green Bay Gamblers (USHL) assistant coach Pat Mikesch, will be competing in the Five Nations Tournament Aug. 14-18 in Trnava, Slovakia.

Wed. 7/17/13

Select 16 Festival Review

 USHR was back in Amherst, NY last week for USA Hockey’s Select 16 Festival. Before getting to the players, we have some general observations.

1) This birth year – the ’97s – features a strong group from Minnesota. Most are uncommitted, too, which is not unusual for Minnesota, where players don’t usually buy into the whole early commitment thing that Eastern – specifically Boston-area – kids appear to embrace. We asked a coach of a western school for his take on why that is. "They all grow up dreaming of playing for the Gophers,” he said. “And for the most part they won't commit anywhere until they know their dream of playing for the U is not going to come to fruition." What this means is that there is a large pool of extremely good uncommitted players who can be tracked deeper into their years of development. And that, in turn, means there will be fewer mistakes made in the whole decision-making process, by players and college coaches alike.

2) There were key players missing last week. For example, Massachusetts natives Noah Hanifin, Cam Askew, Colin White, and Ryan Fitzgerald – all terrific players -- were not on hand. Who takes their place? It's tough to take away numbers from a district because its top players don’t participate, but if it is those very players who earned the district a large representation in the first place, then maybe those spots should go to a deeper area like -- and here we loop back to the above -- Minnesota. We wouldn’t have minded seeing the sons of the Gopher State who didn’t make the cut.

 3) At the Select 17 Festival our opinion of the players picked for the Ivan Hlinka team mirrored, for the most part, that of Bob Corkum and his staff. At the 16s, though, we felt differently. Yes, there was a handful of no-brainers, but, if we were picking, we definitely would have taken guys like Anthony Stillwell, Jack Ahcan, Christiano Versich, Charlie Kelleher, and Alec Mehr overseas with us.

At any rate, much as we did last week we have broken the players down into A, B, and C pools. With so many good players on hand, misses are inevitable. But the cream always rises to the top – and there’s always next year! Enjoy!

“A” Forwards

Brock Boeser (Burnsville High School/Kelly Green) 5-11/180 — A very solid prospect who possesses a nice mix of skill, grit, and hockey sense. The Wisconsin recruit was not at the NTDP Final 40 Camp nor was he on our radar prior to the 16 Festival. Here, he just crushed it statistically, posting a 4-8-12 scoring line in just six games played. Boeser, who was the 4th overall selection by Sioux City in the USHL Futures Draft, has decided to return to Burnsville for his junior season. If we were to compare him to a current NHL player we would say that he plays a Stephen Weiss (Detroit) type game.

Thomas Novak (St. Thomas Academy/Kelly Green) 6-0/170 — The University of Minnesota recruit has gotten a little bigger, a little longer, and a little stronger over the past 12 months. His skill level is through the roof and he has all the earmarks of a top NCAA prospect. He is still on the thin/weak side, but when he has the puck on his stick there is no taking it away. Handles the puck in traffic with the best of them. Has great vision coupled with the ability to make plays at top speed. Posted a 4-7-11 scoring line in six games played. Our only knock on him right now is that his shot is not very good; it’s very obvious that he is a pass first, shoot second type.

Jeremy Bracco (NJ Rockets-AJHL/Red) 5-10/150 — We will be the first to admit that through the years we have had reservations, feeling that some aspects of Bracco’s game would not work at the next level, where bigger, stronger defenders would shut him down. Yet year after year the Harvard recruit finds his name at the top of the scoring leaders board. The former Long Island Gull is a playmaking machine who simply understands how to play hockey. He had a great week here, posting a 3-9-12 scoring line in five games played. He’s headed to the NTDP in the fall,

Luke Kunin (St. Louis Blues U16/Grey) 5-11/170 — An unbelievable skater who can go from first to fifth gear in a matter of seconds. Beat defenders wide with ease here. Looked bigger and stronger than ever before. Posted a 3-3-6 scoring line in six games played. Headed to the NTDP.

Brendan Warren (Compuware U16/Black) 6-0/175 — Last year, we compared the flashy forward to Tyler Seguin (Dallas) and we’ll stick with the comparison. It is obvious from the moment he touches the puck that he is the most skilled player on the ice, but figuring out how to use his teammates in order to find time and space is not something that comes easily for him. The Michigan recruit is explosive, shifty, and has incredibly quick hands. Headed to the NTDP. Posted a 3-1-4 scoring line in four games played.

Jordan Greenway (Shattuck U16/Black) 6-5/215 — Does not dominate on a shift-to-shift basis like he probably could, but there is just so much to like about the Potsdam, New York native. For a kid who is 6’5” he is a very smooth skater with an explosive first couple of steps. We do not think he will ever be a top point producer at the pro level, but he will be a pro. Was selected in the 1st round of the OHL draft by Plymouth. Committed to the NTDP for next year. We are told that he is in no rush to commit to an NCAA school, but would rather wait and see where things are at in a couple of years.

Alec Mehr (LA Jr. Kings U16/Grey) 5-11/180 — Made a splash here and upped his stock significantly. The maturation process has taken hold and Mehr looks a lot stronger than he did last year. Posted a 6-3-9 scoring line in just six games played. Has a nose for the net and a strong, goal-scorer’s stick. Has decided to come east and play for the Gunnery this year, but after his performance here there could be a few suitors looking to alter his plans. A top uncommitted prospect.

Troy Terry (Colorado Thunderbirds U16/Columbia Blue) 5-10/145 — We have always liked Terry’s game, but he has consistently been the smallest guy who the ice. That, however, has changed. He has grown a couple of inches and with that his speed has improved. The Denver recruit is a complete player who will play in all situations for the Pioneers. Posted a 4-4-8 scoring line in five games played.

Charlie Kelleher (Boston Jr. Bruins U18/Orange) 5-9/145 — Did not have an overly productive week (1-1-2 in five GP), but the former Longmeadow High School star makes an impact each time he is on the ice. A UNH recruit, Kelleher is all over the puck and is incredibly frustrating to play against. Take-aways is not a stat kept here, but if it were Kelleher surely would be at the top of the list.

Christiano Versich (St. Thomas Academy/White) 5-7/160 — Is on the small side, but compensates via a low center of gravity and through strength on the puck. Has quick hands and makes a lot of things happen in the offensive zone. Was on one of the lowest-scoring teams here and only posted a 1-2-3 scoring in five games played. Fits the profile of the new-look Gophers, e.g. Taylor Cammarata, Gabe Guertler, Justin Kloos, Vinnie Letteri, and Louie Nanne, all of whom are under 5’10”, and feature a high skill level.

Brody Stevens (Compuware U16/Orange) 5-11/192 — A year ago we felt that while Stevens had good hands and a heavy shot, his skating was a weakness. His legs have either gotten a lot or stronger or he has been working on his skating a lot, because it is no longer a shortcoming — not even close to it. The uncommitted prospect led his team in scoring with a 3-4-7 stat line in five games played. Will suit up for the NTDP next year.

Jack Roslovic (Ohio Blue Jackets U16/Gold) 6-1/160 — Has an electric skill set and the ability to break a game wide open all by himself. The NTDP commit has not chosen an NCAA school, but it is safe to say that he will have no shortage of suitors. Still has to get stronger and up his compete level on a more consistent basis.

Samuel Miletic (Cranbrook Cranes/Kelly Green) 6-0/170 — Has a phenomenal first step and can really get his shot off in a hurry. Is a bit one-dimensional right now, but it is the most coveted dimension he possesses: the ability to strike quickly in transition. Posted a 1-5-6 scoring line in six games played. Drafted by the London Knights (OHL) and Green Bay (USHL).

“B” Forwards

Chase Jungles (Benilde St. Margaret’s/Kelly Green) 5-9/160 — Small, feisty, competitive, and a complete player. Has a better stick than he probably gets credit for. Posted a hat trick on the first day of competition. Does not have the high end upside that some of the players mentioned above possess, but Jungles is the type of player who helps you win a lot of hockey games. 4-3-7 in six games played. Uncommitted.

John Anderson (Pheonix Bobcats/Black) 6-3/205 — A big, thick kid who is tough to handle in front of the net. His feet are just average, but his hands are good and he’s really tough to get the puck from down low. 2-4-6 in five games played. Uncommitted.

Karch Bachman (Culver Academy/Black) 5-11/175 — Gritty, competitive. Does not give up on loose pucks and is always around the play. A pest to play against. Will be a great role player at the D-I level. Uncommitted.

Shane Sellar (Canterbury/Kelly Green) 6-1/169 — Not pretty to watch, but he’s productive and always has been. Tied for the lead in points here with 12 in just six games played. Is a bow-legged skater, but has good agility and is in the right place at the right time consistently. He reminds us of Evan Wax (Yale). How’s that for a name from the past? Uncommitted.

Matthew Freytag (Wayzata High School/Black) 6-0/180 — Smooth skater with a long reach. Can really shoot the puck. Has upside. Is uncommitted.

Tarek Baker (Omaha AAA U16/Royal Blue) 5-11/185 — For D-I programs, Baker is a tweener. You know he’d be a strong 3rd or 4th liner, but it’s tough to gauge whether or not he will be a top six guy right now. Does everything really well, but nothing high end. Had a great week, leading his team in scoring with a 3-6-9 scoring line and being named to the Five Nations team. Uncommitted.

Jacob Henderson (St. Louis Blues U16/Royal Blue) 6-2/190 — Big, strong, kid with a really heavy shot. Lumbers around a bit right now, but when his coordination comes around he could develop into a premier power forward. 3-1-4 in five games. Uncommitted.

Tanner Laczynski (Chicago Mission U16/Royal Blue) 5-11/165 — One of those players who does not jump out at you, but is always on the score sheet. Knows his way around the offensive zone; is a smart player who can make plays under duress. Uncommitted.

Nolan Aibel (NJ Rockets-AJHL/Columbia Blue) 5-10/158 — Yale recruit is a skilled center who is very smooth with both his hands and feet. Has constantly been put in a position where he has to keep pace with longtime teammate Jeremy Bracco and the two push each other to make one another better. The two will be Ivy League rivals in just a couple years. Made the Five Nations squad. 3-3-6 in five games.

Koby Bender (Cloquet High School/Forest Green) 6-0/168 — If there was a fastest skater competition here the Cloquet sophomore-to-be would be would be neck-and-neck with Luke Kunin. Creates scoring opportunity after scoring opportunity with his feet. With the last name “Bender” you better be a good skater. That said, his hands and play-making ability leave something to be desired. Uncommitted.

Michael Floodstrand (Chicago Mission U16/Forest Green) 5-9/152 — Put himself on the map at Nationals and followed that up with a strong performance here. Is small and skinny, but man is he pretty to watch. He makes skating look incredibly easy. Is puck savvy and can turn on a dime. Will be hard to contain when he bulks up. Made the Five Nations team and is uncommitted — for now, at least.

Jared Bethune (Warroad High School/Forest Green) 6-0/168 — Was only a freshman last year and he torched Minnesota high school hockey with a 22-23-45 scoring line in just 25 games played. Tall and skinny with an aptitude for the game, Bethune is only going to get better. Made the Five Nations team. Uncommitted.

Jacob Coleman (Pittsburgh Penguins U16/Royal Blue) 5-8/145—Was just OK here, but we are slightly impartial because we have seen Coleman at his best and we really enjoy his game. Works hard, doesn’t shy away from contact, hunts loose pucks, and can score highlight reel goals. How can you not like a player that fits that bill? Uncommitted.

Robert Jackson III (LA Jr. Kings U16/Forest Green) 5-10/170 — Usually scores tons of points, but does so quietly. Here he did not score a lot of points, but we noticed him often. Is small and limited, but very smart, never panics with the puck, and displayed a high compete level. Uncommitted.

Kevin Conley (Wausau West High School/Orange) 6-0/188 — Two-way forward is very good across the board. Has the puck a lot and is equally able to score or make a nice play. Was one of the top high school players in Wisconsin as a sophomore. Uncommitted.

Ethan Price (Omaha AAA U16/White) 5-11/190 — A bull in a china shop. Very tough to play against. As a defenseman he’s the last person you want to see chip a puck into your corner; he’ll hammer you as you attempt to make a play. Is more than just physical, though. He can shoot the puck and brings his team’s energy level up with his play. Youngstown (USHL) is his likely destination for next season. Uncommitted.

William D’Orsi (St. Sebastian’s/Orange) 5-11/170 — D’Orisi was a solid prep player last year, but nothing to really write home about. Here, the Yale commit either had the best week of his life -- or his game has really turned a corner. The first couple of days he was playing by far the best hockey we have ever seen him play. Indeed, he scored the nicest goal we saw here, taking the puck and skating through all five players as if they were pylons, and then making the goalie look like it was his first time using goalie skates. 4-1-5 in five games.

Troy Conzo (NJ Rockets U16/Orange) 5-10/170 — Had trouble finding the score sheet early in the week, but it surely wasn’t for lack of opportunities. Has always lurked in the shadows of Bracco and Aibel, but the UMass recruit is very good in his own right and is probably the most complete player of the three. Creates offense, plays hard in his own zone, kills penalties, and is good in the faceoff circle.

Brent Gates (Compuware U16/Orange) 6-2/180 — The Green Bay (USHL) prospect and Notre Dame commit is experiencing some growing pains as he establishes himself as a hard-working power forward. Was an early developer, but his peers have closed the gap and scoring goals is becoming a challenge (0-2-2 in five games). That said, he is physical, has some skill, and is still an awfully big boy. Will be effective once he creates a new identity.

Gordon Green (Compuware U16/Red) 5-8/154 — Dubuque’s top pick in the futures draft is as smart as a fox both with and without the puck. However, he has to get stronger and faster in order to have the puck more. Committed to Miami-Ohio and fits the mold of Red Hawk alums Andy Miele and Carter Camper. 5-1-6 in five games.

Aaron O’Neill (TPH Thunder U16/Red) 5-11/167 — Honest player does the little things that go unnoticed. Will probably never be a top scorer, but will be a great 2nd or 3rd line guy who can be effective in all situations. Green Bay (USHL) draft pick is uncommitted. 3-3-6.

Jason Dhooghe (Chicago Mission U16/Gold) 5-7/145 — Tiny, but he can absolutely fly and is not shy about mixing it up physically. Completely flattened 6’2”, 205 lb. Nick Heid, which led to Heid taking a retaliatory penalty. Will be a great energy guy who can pot 6-10 goals a year at the D-I level. Doesn’t hurt that his younger brother is one of the top offensive talents in the country at the ’99 birth year.

Carson Gicewicz (Nichols Prep/Gold) 6-2/200 — Kind of grew on us the more we watched him. The St. Lawrence recruit is big, thick, and strong on the puck. An ox in front of the net. Possesses the puck well. Did not put up a ton of points here, but was very noticeable. Has more pro upside than his brother RJ Gicewicz, also a SLU recruit.

Zachary Goebris (Colorado Thunderbirds U16/White) 5-11/190 — Is not overly fast, but he always seems to have the puck. Goes into a lot of traffic areas and seems to come out the other side and create a scoring opportunity. Sioux City (USHL) and Lethbridge (WHL) draft pick. 1-6-7 scoring line in five games played.

Ryan Moore (Belle Tire U16/White) 5-9/160 — Hasn’t grown much, but he can really skate and make plays at top speeds. Always has his head up. Headed to the OHL where he will suit up for the Windsor Spitfires. 1-4-5.

Ryan Dmowski (Gunnery/White) 6-1/190 — Listed at 6’1”, but 5’11” is probably more accurate. Has a great stick and a lot of poise in the offensive zone. Is being heavily recruited in the east; we are told that Providence College could be the favorite to land him. 1-3-4.

Lincoln Griffin (Thayer/Kelly Green) 5-10/160 — Competes, plays hard, and gets bigger and strong in the scoring area. Played on a highly explosive team here and finished with a 5-6-11 stat line in six games played. Northeastern recruit.

“C” Forwards

Sam McCormick (Notre Dame Academy/Kelly Green) 5-9/160 — Small and not a burner, but is slick and creative with the puck. Tied for the camp lead in scoring with 12 points in six games. Saved his best for the championship game, putting up a 2-1-3 line.

Colin Rutherford (Buffalo Regals U16/Black) 5-7/140 --- Small and less mature physically than his peers, but once his body catches up to his mind and skill set, his game is going to take off. Intelligent player makes a lot of plays.  12/29/97 birthdate. 3-3-6 line in five games played.

Devin Moore (Pinkerton Academy/Kelly Green) 5-6/130 — Tiny forward is as quick as they come. Can turn on a dime. Headed to Exeter.

Robert Hampton (NJ Rockets U16/Black) 5-11/165 — Played confidently; had a good week. A late ’97. Someone to keep tabs on.

Avery Steele (Colchester High School/Black) 5-7/160 — Gritty little energy guy with a good stick and the ability to make a play. Headed to Selects Hockey Academy.

George Sennott (Austin Prep/Royal Blue) 5-5/130 — Is very small, but actually looks a little bigger and stronger. Thinks the game well. Headed to KUA.

Will Garin (Holy Catholic Family/Columbia Blue) 5-10/168 — Has an excellent shot release and led the camp in goals with seven. Very good north and south, not so much east and west.

Alexander Debrincat (Victory Honda U16/Grey) 5-7/145 — Great offensive instincts. Plays hard and with some sandpaper. Competes for pucks. Had a hat trick in the championship game. A 12/18/97 birth date.

Tanner Polglaze (Beloit Memorial High School/Grey) 5-8/150 — Wirey player who is constantly involved. Greasy and annoying to play against. Will play for Omaha U16 AAA – it’s hard to miss those bright orange helmets -- next season.

Bailey Conger (Utah Regulators/Orange) 5-11/165 — Fantastic prep school prospect. Has great hockey sense. More than held his own here.

JC MacLean (Delbarton/Orange) 6-2/195 — Still very much a project, but he gets around the ice much better than he did a year ago.

David Cotton (Colorado Thunderbirds U16/Red) 6-2/180 — Had a strong week. Has a ton of potential and soft hands for a tall kid. Headed to Cushing.

Kip Hoffman (Chicago Mission U16/Red) 5-10/165 — Picked up by Green Bay (USHL) in the futures draft. Good stick. Puts up points.

Joshua Biasillo (Buffalo Jr. Sabres U16/White) 5-11/170 — Plays hard in all three zones and gives a consistent effort each shift. Character player.

Cal Burke (Nobles/White) 5-11/165 — Never the best player on the ice, but always in the upper echelon — no matter what game it is. Smart hockey player.  Committed to Notre Dame immediately following the festival.

“A” Defensemen

Vas Kolias (Chicago Mission U16/Black) 5-9/150 — Kolias, a top defenseman who we have been raving about for the last couple of years, is still somehow uncommitted. The positive on him is that he brings an offensive dimension that is incredibly hard to find. An effortless skater, he plays a very loose, stress-free game and is able to bring the puck up ice beautifully and create offense. The negative on him is that he plays a loose, care-free game which isn’t exactly what you want on the ice when protecting a one or two goal lead. Indiana Ice (USHL) draft pick. Made the Five Nations team.

Jack Ahcan (Burnsville High School/Royal Blue) 5-7/165 — Some might consider this a lofty ranking for such a small defender, but Ahcan is as sharp as a knife. He is cunning and witty with the puck on his stick and is unaffected by pressure. For a small guy he is actually pretty competitive and holds his own defensively. Uncommitted.

Tory Dello (Chicago Mission U16/Columbia Blue) 6-0/180 — A very solid defenseman who you want on your team. Will contribute in all situations. Skates well, moves pucks, and defends with an edge. Has a heavy shot and is useful on the PP. Will play for Tri-City (USHL) this year and is committed to Notre Dame. Made the Five Nations team.

Michael Davies (St. Louis Blues U16/Columbia Blue) 5-9/155 — Hasn’t grown much in the last year. If we were working for an NHL team we wouldn’t be too excited just yet, but NCAA schools should be. Davies has great feet and handles the puck with a ton of confidence. Will play for Dubuque (USHL) and remains uncommitted. Five Nations team member.

Joe Masonius (NJ Hitmen U18/Forest Green) 6-0/175 — A thoroughbred who can skate for days and log a lot of minutes. Gets up and down the ice with little to no effort in comparison to his peers. Loves to jump into the play and will be able to play 25-30 minutes a night when he gets to UNH without breaking much of a sweat. Is mistake-prone and his defensive game needs some refining. Headed to the NTDP next year.

Christian Evers (Omaha AAA U16/Orange) 6-3/200 — A pro prospect with all the upside in the world. With perhaps the exception of Greenway, we would say the North Dakota recruit will hear his name called before anyone else here during the 2015 NHL draft. Our guess is that he develops into a mean, shut-down defender capable of potting the odd goal with his heavy shot. Headed to the NTDP.

Anthony Stillwell (Notre Dame Academy/Red) 5-7/140 — It’s a tossup between Kolias or Stillwell in terms of who we enjoy watching more. The diminutive defender has his head up at all times and delivers laser passes that are tape-to-tape. Does not make errors with the puck on his stick. Is tiny, but so good with his stick that he rarely has to get into physical confrontations defensively. Uncommitted.

Collin Saccoman (Shattuck U16/White) 5-10/165 — Nothing too flashy, just confident and efficient. Very good with the puck. Some defenders scare the heck out of you when they touch the puck as you never know what they are going to do with it — Saccoman is the opposite of that. You know he’s not going complicate things. He just moves it to the open man — quickly and efficiently.

Adam Parsells (Wausau West High School) 6-5/190 — Is not being ranked an “A” defenseman on performance, but rather potential. It is quite rare that you see a defender who is 6’5” and skates with such a nice knee bend. He even has a little pop to his skating. A Green Bay (USHL) prospect who could end up being a pro some day.

“B” Defensemen

Charles McAvoy Jr. (NJ Rockets-AJHL/Kelly Green) 6-0/190 — Has definitely grown a couple inches in the last 12 months; looked uber confident. We really like the Long Beach, New York native’s skating, and it catches your eye right away. However, his decision-making was questionable on a number of occasions. Will play for the NTDP and a number of top D-I schools have made overtures to him, but don’t count out the Kitchener Rangers (OHL) either.

Charles Raith (Chicago Young American U16/Kelly Green) 5-10/160 — Was pretty average last year at the Festival and because of that his stock took a small hit. We think he re-established himself here as a top defender in his age group. Has a reliable stick and makes great decisions on the offensive blue line. Uncommitted.

Grant Gabriele (Compuware U16/Black) 6-2/158 — Tall, lean kid who can really skate. Things have to happen a little quicker, but when he gets to Ann Arbor we feel his pace will increase significantly. Did not make it out to the Select 15 Festival a year ago and has since proved the evaluators in his district wrong. Could end up shooting up this list. Uncommitted.

Steven Ruggiero (Metro Moose-MET/Royal Blue) 6-3/180 — Saw the former Long Island Gull a few weeks ago and he looked very good. Here we felt he was a bit timid and was content with keeping things simple. Regardless, he made the Five Nations team. Has a nice upside and could develop into a smart, shut down defenseman. Uncommitted, but is being recruited by a number of D-I programs.

Ben Finkelstein (Cardigan Mountain/Grey) 5-7/160 — Smooth defender who is as cool as a cucumber with the puck on his stick. Needs to bulk up, as he gets muscled off pucks at times, but when it’s on his stick he is very good. Headed to KUA in the fall where he will play for one of the most experienced coaches in prep hockey, Tim Whitehead.

Michael Ufberg (Team Comcast U16/Grey) 5-9/170 — Niche defender who intelligently moves the puck and can assertively run a PP. Is small, not a fluid skater, but he has a strong stick and an effective poke check. Ivy League schools are watching him closely.

Sam Fuss (Edina High School/Orange) 5-10/155 — Played a significant role in Edina’s run to a state championship. Smooth-skating defender is slick with the puck and is a strong D-I prospect. Keeps his head up and has good hands.

Zachary Osburn (Honeybaked U16/Orange) 5-10/185 — Michigan State recruit is confident and assertive. Will join the rush or pinch in from the blue line without hesitation. Was an early developer, but his game has progressed nicely since. He will be a fine offensive defender in the Big Ten. Made the Five Nations team.

Logan Fauber (Colorado Thunderbirds U16/Red) 5-10/157—Was paired up with Stillwell most of the time and the two played very well together —pretty much playing keep-away from the opposition. Moves pucks and is reliable defensively.

Troy Henley (Oakville-GTHL/White) 6-0/195 — Is not dominant, as he was two years ago, but he’s still very good. Plays a tough, physical game and also is able to contribute offensively. Drafted and signed by the Ottawa 67’s (OHL). Made the Five Nations team.

“C” Defensemen

Keith Muehlbauer (Eastview High School/Kelly Green) 6-2/195 — Big, strong defenseman is solid and reliable.

Ryan Shea (BC High/Kelly Green) 5-11/145 — PP quarterback in the making. Has a lot of sizzle with the puck on his stick, but needs to improve his defensive game. He’s a converted forward, so time will be an ally.

Liam Darcy (Berwick Academy/Black) 5-10/165 — Has some work to do in order to remain an elite-level defenseman. Does not appear to have grown or gotten much stronger in the last 12 months. That said, he’s awfully good with the puck on his stick, has a head for the game, and most certainly can get stronger. Headed to UNH.

McKay Flanagan (Connecticut Oilers/Columbia Blue) 6-1/200 — Had a very respectable performance here, unlike a year ago when he had a rough time at the 15s. A D-I prospect. 

Nick Heid (Spring Lake Park High School/Columbia/Blue) 6-2/205 — Has a lot of physical tools, but will have to be a stay-at-home type to have success at higher levels. Here, he tried to do a little too much offensively.

Joseph Cecconi (Buffalo Jr. Sabres U16/Grey) 6-2/195 — Moves well for a big kid. An interesting player with nice potential. Looked good here.

Chaz Switzer (Compuware U16/Gold) 5-11/180 — Strong defender with some offensive ability. Nimble skater.

Ben Newhouse (Benilde St. Margaret’s/White) 5-8/160 — Small, but powerful and explosive. Is able to defend against bigger and stronger forwards because his feet are very good and he has a strong center of gravity.

Tyler Sensky (Compuware U16/Columbia Blue) 6-0/177 —  Had a productive week. Good offensive instincts. Plymouth Whalers (OHL) draft pick.

Top Goalies

Vaughan Ahrens (Wayzata High School/Orange) 6-2/190 — Big netminder was very good here. He fills the net and leaves little room to shoot at. Finished with a .917 save percentage — good numbers for a USA camp.

Luke Opilka (St. Louis Blues U16/Grey) 6-2/175 — Really looks the part and is technically sound. Is a bit robotic, but makes things look pretty easy. Headed to the NTDP.

Nicholas Vilardo (Wilkes Barre/Scranton U16/Black) 5-9/167 — Has always been a winner and one of the top goalies in the ’97 age group. Is small, but competes hard in the net and is athletic. Won a national title at the U14 level with the Superteam — i.e., the Wilkes Barre/Scranton Knights. Reminds us of Cornell goaltender Andy Iles. Made the Five Nations team.

Kris Oldham (Alaska Jr. Aces/Columbia Blue) 6-2/195 — Tall goaltender who has excellent net presence. Doesn’t give you much. Tailed off towards the end of the tournament, but was lights-out the first couple of days. Made the Five Nations team.

Evan Smith (Pikes Peak Miners U16/Kelly Green) 6-6/175 — That was not a typo, this kid is all of 6’6”. There is an awful lot to work with here and the young tender already has solid fundamentals.

Elijah Harris (Austin Prep/Gold) 5-9/150 — 5’9” is probably generous, but nonetheless we really enjoy watching Harris. A small goalie, he is ultra-athletic and competitive. Has the ability to make some eye-popping saves. Will be a difference-maker for Austin Prep next season.

Matthew Jurusik (Chicago Fury U16/Forest Green) 6-1/195 — Was the top statistical goalie here with a .938 save percentage. Stops pucks and gets side to side in a hurry.

Mon. 7/15/13

North to Alaska

 Former University of New Hampshire captain Josh Ciocco, who has worked for USHR and also as an assistant coach at Milton Academy for the past two seasons, will be named as an assistant at the University of Alaska-Anchorage (WCHA) within the next week.

 Ciocco will serve on the staff of new Seawolves head coach Matt Thomas, who was officially named to the Alaska-Anchorage position last week. Thomas, a 1998 RIT grad, spent two years as an assistant at the University of Maine before going on to coach in the ECHL for the last 11 years, nine as head coach. Ciocco played for Thomas on the ’07-08 Fresno Falcons. 

 Ciocco, who also interviewed for recent openings at UMass, UConn, and Brown, will join former Notre Dame forward T.J. Jindra on the Seawolves staff. 

 For USHR, Ciocco has been in charge of evaluating players at major tournaments across North America since the fall of 2011. And at Milton, the 29-year-old, working for head coach Paul Cannata, helped rebuild the Mustangs after pretty much the entire squad was lost to graduation following the 2011 championship season. 

 Ciocco, who was also in charge of selling ad space for USHR, will be missed, but this is a great opportunity. It’s also a major challenge. Alaska-Anchorage has never had a winning season since joining the WCHA for the ’93-94 season. Last season, the Seawolves were 4-25-7. Ciocco, who played three seasons in the BCHL before going to UNH, has contacts in that league which --- along with Saskatchewan, Alberta, and the USHL – has been the pool from which Alaska-Anchorage has traditionally drawn the bulk of their players. 

***

 As for USHR, Ciocco’s departure means we will be looking for someone to fill some important roles. We may wind up mixing and matching, which may mean work opportunities for more than one person. Most significantly, we need someone to evaluate players. Ideally, we’d like to have a former college player who is looking to make the move toward making a career in hockey. A keen eye, a willingness to travel and be in the rinks for long hours, a nose for news, and the ability to sit down and write are the prerequisites. 

 Those who are interested should email Chris Warner. The address is: cwarner(at)ushr.com. 

 We’re working on a number of different things here this off-season, including design and programming work that will result in USHR being optimized for smartphones, tablets, and whatever else comes down the technology turnpike. 

***

 Former Union defenseman Alex Todd, who took over a moribund Castleton State College program – they were 1-15-3 in ’05-06, his first season  – and proceeded to turn the program into perennial winners, has been named as an assistant at the University of Nebraska-Omaha (NCHC). 

 Mavericks head coach Dean Blais had offered the job to former Ohio State head coach Mark Osiecki, who accepted but was then offered a position as an assistant with the Rockford IceHogs, the AHL affiliate of the Chicago Blackhawks. The position opened up again.

“I’ve gotten to know (Todd) the last couple of years,” Blais told the Omaha World-Herald. “When guys have left he’s shown interest and we’ve kept in touch. “We’re pretty lucky to get a guy like him.”

***

The EJHL Summer Showcase will be taking place from Thurs. July 18 through Sun. July 21 at the New England Sports Center in Marlborough, Mass. The schedule for the event -- there will be 64 teams on hand -- can be found at www.easternjunior.com. The Jersey Hitmen, Junior Bruins, Middlesex Islanders, Bay State Breakers, South Shore Kings, Rochester Junior Stars, Valley Jr. Warrors, Springfield Pics will all be there with multiple teams. In addition, the Selects Hockey group is bringing in a team from Sweden, There will also be two teams from the Ontario Provincial League (Tigers Prospects) and three teams from the Quebec/Atlantic Provinces (Andrews Hockey Gold/White and HOA Aces). Also, the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs, Hartford Wolfpack and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights will each have two teams in the event. As always, the event is free for all college and pro scouts who sign in at the door.

Sat. 7/13/13

US Under-17 Select Team Named

 This afternoon, USA Hockey released the 20-man roster for the US Under-17 Select Team that will compete in the Under-17 Five Nations Tournament Aug. 14-18 in Trnava, Slovakia.

 All players were chosen from the just completed Select 16 Festival in Amherst, NY.

Goaltenders (2): Kris Oldham (Kenai River-NAHL), Nicholas Vilardo (Wilkes-Barre/ Scranton Jr. Knights --MJHL).

Defensemen (6): Michael Davies (St. Louis Jr. Blues 16U), Tory Dello (Chicago Mission 16U), Troy Henley (Oakville Rangers Midget AAAA), Vas Kolias (Chicago Mission 16U), Zachary Osburn (Honeybaked 16U), Steven Ruggiero (Cleveland Barons 16U). 

Forwards (12): Nolan Aibel (NJ Rockets-MJHL), Austin Alger (Cranbrook-Kingswood School), Tarek Baker (Omaha Lancers 16U), Jared Bethune (Warroad HS), Brock Boeser (Burnsville HS), Michael Floodstrand (Chicago Mission 16U), Brent Gates (Compuware 16U), Lincoln Griffin (Thayer Academy), Jacob Henderson (St. Louis Blues 16U), Samuel Miletic (Cranbrook-Kingswood School), Thomas Novak (Saint Thomas Academy), Troy Terry (Colorado Thunderbirds 16U).

Head Coach: Pat Mikesch. Assistant Coach: Pat Boller. Video Coordinator: Andrew Whiteside.

 US Schedule:

Wed. Aug. 14 – Czech Republic

 Thurs. Aug. 15 – Switzerland

 Sat. Aug. 17 – Germany

 Sun. Aug. 18 -- Slovakia

Tues. 7/9/13

Select 17 Festival Review

 USHR was on hand for the annual Select 17 Festival (’96 birthdates) June 28-July 3 in Amherst, NY. As usual, there was an abundance of talent on hand and a lot of names to sort through. What follows below is a comprehensive review of 87 players we liked. We have broken the forwards and defenseman up into three categories, A’s, B's, and C's. The A's are players we feel are as close to ‘sure things’ as possible -- i.e., a top NHL draft pick or an impact player at the D-I level. The B's are not that far behind, and the majority of them will end up being top players in the future. The C's are, well, we'll see. They are less firmly established, but a number of them will -- with time and dedication -- become excellent players. As you can imagine, the event is pretty overwhelming, with a lot of hockey crammed into a short time span. Please note that we were in attendance for the second half of the festival so our opinions may be slightly skewed in favor of the strong finishers. Enjoy.

"A" Forwards

Dylan Malmquist (Edina High School) 5-10/170 — The top forward here, hands down. Might not have “high NHL draft pick” written all over him, but if we were picking a team tomorrow, Malmquist would easily be the first to go. Has a high skill level, superb vision, and understands how to create offense. The uncommitted prospect will be a huge get when he chooses his school. Led the festival in scoring with a 5-6-11 scoring line. Was a key player for Edina on their run to the state championship.

Austin Poganski (St. Cloud Cathedral High School) 6-1/200 — North Dakota recruit catches your eye immediately. The most explosive skater here. Will be a top three round NHL draft pick next year.

Jake Wahlin (White Bear Lake) 5-10/170 — Played on a line with Malmquist and the two were dangerous each time they touched the ice. The UMass recruit does not skate particularly well, but his shot is lethal. He will score a ton of goals for the Minutemen.

Dominic Turgeon (Portland-WHL) 6-2/200 — Did not have a strong week statistically (1-1-2 in 5 games), but he has a ton of potential and has gotten exponentially better in the last year. All of the Winterhawk forwards on hand were well schooled and possessed excellent habits — likely a reason they all made the Ivan Hlinka team. The son of NHL veteran Pierre Turgeon played in a Memorial Cup this year and looks to be on the verge of a breakout year in the WHL.

Ryan Wagner (Chicago Mission ) 5-8/167 — Love watching him play. The Wisconsin recruit competes insanely hard. A character player with skill — a winning recipe. Was asked to join the NTDP at the conclusion of the tournament and he accepted the invitation. Was previously set to play in the USHL for Cedar Rapids.

Anthony Angello (Syracuse Stars Jr. B) 6-5/190 — This was our first viewing of the Cornell recruit and we were extremely impressed. Angello is a pro prospect who will fit in incredibly well with the Big Red. Scored a big-time goal on the last day of play. Will be playing for Omaha in the USHL.

Kyle Conner (Youngstown-USHL) 6-1/170 — Michigan recruit plays the game at a very fast pace and creates a lot of offense using his speed. Is solid in all three zones.

Keegan Iverson (Portland-WHL) 6-2/200 — A power forward in every sense. Plays his best hockey when he is angry. Is like a bull in a china shop when he is in the scoring area.

Nick Schmaltz (Green Bay-USHL) 6-0/170 — Only posted a 1-1-2 scoring line here, which is unproductive for a player with Schmaltz’s skill level. Seemed out of sync with his teammates. The North Dakota recruit has the ability to break a game open single-handedly.

Joey Dudek (Kimball Union Academy) 6-0/180 — Can be a frustrating player to watch because he is often invisible. That said, the Boston College recruit is as skilled as they come and has a level of poise that simply cannot be taught. There is no panic to his game. Was invited to join the NTDP at the end of the week, but declined in order to graduate from KUA, where he is co-captain.

Blake Clarke (Brampton-OHL) 6-2/196 — Power forward with a bomb of a shot. Big, strong kids who can bury the puck usually get drafted very high and that will likely be the case for the Chesterfield, Missouri native. Potted 51 points last year as a 16-year-old in the OHL.

Michael Eyssimont (Colorado Thunderbirds U16) 5-10/170 — The St. Cloud recruit torched the Tier 1 Elite League last season, posting 91 points in just 40 games played for the Colorado Thunderbirds U16 team. Does not jump out at you because he is not a particularly strong skater or very big, but his vision and stick skills are top shelf. Makes a ton of plays and will be a top player for the Huskies in the future.

Paul Bittner (Portland-WHL) 6-4/205 -- One year ago we felt the tall, lanky forward was just OK, but like most 6'4" 16-year-olds he has begun to gain coordination and, with that, his game is taking off. Will be an appealing NHL draft prospect. Can play a power forward's game and grind opponents down, but also has a missile of a shot and soft hands around the net. Outscored both Turgeon and Iverson in the WHL this past season.

"B" Forwards

Mitch Slattery (Hill-Murray) 5-11/177 --  Does not make the game look pretty, but is incredibly effective. Only had one assist here, but the puck was constantly on his stick. Competes hard and is someone who will put up a lot of points at the D-I level. Put up 52 points in just 24 games played last year. Uncommitted.

Ryan Donato (Dexter) 6-1/180 -- Never seemed to find offensive chemistry with his linemates, but stood out on a shift-to-shift basis. A top uncommitted D-I prospect who will be watched closely by NHL scouts this coming season.

Cody Milan (Sioux Falls-USHL) 6-2/175 -- The Michigan State recruit is long, tall, and very skilled. Has really quick hands for someone his size. Played on a line mostly with Malmquist and Wahlin and the three were easily the top line here. All three made the Ivan Hlinka team and it would not surprise us to see head coach Bob Corkum keep the trio together.

Ara Nazarian (Malden Catholic) 5-10/180 -- The UNH recruit has taken a huge leap forward in the last 12 months. The Malden Catholic star forward has found another gear in his skating and pulls away from defenders on a regular basis. He has always had a good stick and a nose for the net. Will return to MC for his junior year and look to win the school's fourth consecutive state title.

Patrick Grasso (Omaha AAA U16) 5-6/146 — A lot of fun to watch. The UNH recruit has excellent speed and is able to dart through traffic on a regular basis. Can turn on a dime and is tough to contain in tight spaces. Did not make the U18 team, but we think the waterbug would have been highly effective on the big sheet in Europe. Will play for Des Moines in the USHL this coming season.

Bobo Carpenter (Austin Prep) 5-11/175 -- We will admit that we were a little surprised when Boston University pulled the trigger on the son of NHL veteran Bobby Carpenter, but he validated their decision with a strong performance here. Will have to improve his skating to succeed with the Terriers, but he can shoot the puck a ton and he competes incredibly hard. Scored two very nice goals here in front of BU head coach David Quinn.

JJ Piccinich (Youngstown-USHL) 6-0/180 -- We have watched the NJ Avalanche product for years and each time we see him we walk away with the same scouting report, "Not flashy, but man is he productive." Is always around the puck, competes hard, and wills offense. A Boston University recruit.

Laythe Jadallah (Belle Tire U16) 6-0/180 -- The North Carolina native was a hot commodity after the 15 Festival two years ago, but has played on three different teams in the three years since -- and has seen his stock go down. However, the former Gunnery School forward had a resurgence here and put himself back on the map. The skilled forward combined with Joey Dudek to form a dangerous duo. Needs to add a little more sandpaper to his game, but we think he did enough here to grab the attention of D-I recruiters.

Taylor Vickerman (Vancouver-WHL) 6-1/189 -- Has grown, become leaner, and improved his skating in the last year. The Kennewick, Washington native played on a line with Blake Clarke and Patrick Grasso and the three were all over the score sheet. Put up nine points in a limited role last year, but we would expect to see his numbers increase as a 17 year old.

Bryan Sienerth (Pittsburgh Pens U16) 5-10/175 -- Was a standout at Nationals a couple of months ago and recently committed to Miami-Ohio. Does everything well and is someone you want on your team. Works hard, kills penalties, blocks shots, and can make a play.

Mason Appleton (Notre Dame Academy) 6-1/175 -- Was inconsistent here, but when he was at his best he was darn good. Has exceptional poise and never panics with the puck. Could certainly benefit from added speed and grit, but we do not doubt that he is going to be a very good D-I player. We really liked him when we saw him in the fall playing for Team Wisconsin. Uncommitted.

Alex Jasiek (St. Louis Blues U18) 5-9/155 -- Was very quiet the first half of the tournament, but came alive in the final two games. Has an elite stick and is very good with the puck. Has not grown much or improved his strength, which could be problems moving forward, but they are fixable problems. We would rather take a weak player than one without skill and vision. Jasiek just committed to Dartmouth and is a nice get for the Big Green.

Charlie Grasskamp (Eau Claire Memorial HS Old Abes) 6-2/175 -- There is something really interesting about Grasskamp. He has a long reach, very good hands, and he has the potential to really take off. We were expecting a little bit more out of him here. If he adds another gear to his skating top D-I programs will be all over him.

James Winkler (Berwick Academy) 6-3/192 -- The Northeastern recruit was just OK here, but his potential is through the roof. He seems to get bigger each time we see him, his skating has improved significantly, and his hands are soft for a big man. He is a player who is only going to get better. NHL teams will be filing reports on him for the next year. Will play for the Portland Pirates of the USPHL next year, which is questionable in our opinion -- we think dominating at Berwick would improve his draft status.

Patrick Newell (Indiana-USHL) 5-9/150 -- The St. Cloud recruit is small, weak, and not very fast, but his hockey sense is really impressive. The Thousand Oaks, California native understands how to play within himself and has a great feel for the game. Indiana picked him up halfway through the year and he finished with 15 points in just 20 games--impressive numbers for a 16-year-old.

Cooper Marody (Orchard Lake St. Mary's) 6-0/173 -- Michigan high school hockey all-state player put himself on the map here. A gifted offensive player with a quick release to his shot. Surely the Michigan schools are already onto him, but the junior-to-be had a strong showing, capping off his week by playing in the all-star game.

Chase Phelps (Shattuck-St. Mary's) 6-1/190 -- "Solid" is the best word to describe him. Gives you a little bit of everything. Made the Ivan Hlinka team and is a top uncommitted prospect.

"C" Forwards

Michael Booth (Fargo-USHL) 5-10/175 -- Quick, smart, and skilled. Low center of gravity. Cornell recruit.

Tyler Bird (St. John's Prep) 6-2/205 -- Power forward in the making. Struggled with the pace here, but the Brown recruit has upside. Headed to KUA.

Joseph Snively (Sioux City-USHL) 5-8/155 -- Tiny forward has quick feet and hands. Was really productive here with a 3-7-10 scoring line. Made the Ivan Hlinka team. Yale recruit.

Michael Ederer (Nichols School) 5-11/175 -- St. Lawrence recruit is inconsistent and sometimes disinterested, but shows flashes of being a dominant player.

Nick Magyar (Sioux City-USHL) 6-3/198 -- Power forward is consistent and strong in all areas. Ohio State recruit.

Cole Borchardt (Burnsville High School) 6-1/165 -- Skilled, heady, and slippery in traffic. Has upside. Uncommitted.

Dylan Pavelek (NTDP) 5-11/190 -- Powerful skater. Did not display a lot of vision or creativity here, but is extremely explosive and creates offense with his north/south play.

Mitch Fossier (TPH Thunder AAA U16) 5-10/170 -- Seems frail and weak, but he has a great head for the game and is sly with the puck. Someone to keep an eye on as he is almost a '97.

Brendan Van Riemsdyk (Christian Brothers Academy) 6-3/190 -- UNH recruit struggled to keep up here, but once his feet catch up to his head and hands he will be very good.

George Mika (Boston Junior Bruins U18) 5-11/172 -- The best we have seen the Florida native play. A smart hockey player. Will play for Waterloo (USHL) next year. Uncommitted.

Cullen Munson (Edina High School) 6-0/182 -- Someone you want on your team. An agitator who can make a play. Uncommitted.

Bryan Lemos (Boston Junior Bruins U18) 5-11/167 -- Quick stick. Always has his feet moving. Providence College recruit.

Liam Pecararo (Boston Advantage U18) 5-10/170 -- Incredibly skilled, but seems to march to the beat of his own drum. Maine recruit.

Chris Dodero (Chicago-USHL) 5-10/175 – A complete player. Shifty and can make a play. Colorado College bound.

Brett Gruber (Notre Dame Academy) 5-8/168 -- Is tough to watch because he is small and has an awkward stride. That said, he knows how to play the game and is always on the puck, especially in the tough ice.

Jacob Benson (Red River Roughriders) 6-0/185 -- St. Cloud recruit is tenacious and plays hard on the puck. Someone who will grind the opposition down at the next level.

Kevin Darrar (Gunnery) 6-0/175 -- Was very good here. The best we have seen out of him. Made the all-star game.

Lawton Courtnall (Omaha AAA U16) 6-0/180 -- Will be an effective role player at the D-I level. The son of NHL veteran Jeff Courtnall. Has great speed with a lot of bounce.

Peter Crinella (Springfield Cathedral) 6-2/180 -- Holy Cross recruit got better as the week went along and he was able to adjust to the pace. Has great control around the net. Knows how to score goals.

Brian Williams (Wenatchee-NAHL) 5-10/170 -- Has some skill, but is limited in terms of upside. Is at his best when being a pest and pursuing loose pucks.

Will Harrison (Washington Capitals U18) 6-0/200 -- Seems to come to the festival each summer and light it up. Posted a 4-5-9 scoring line in six games played. Doesn't stand out a lot, but is above average in all aspects.

Corey Hoffman (Odessa-NAHL) 5-8/160 -- Had a fantastic showing here. Is small and not very fast, but is very smart, has a good stick, and will be good on a small ice surface. Had a seven point game here en route to finishing the tournament with a 6-4-10 scoring line in six games played. Long Island native committed to Cornell right after the festival.

Dakota Joshua (Honeybaked U16) 6-2/190 -- Is only going to get better, and he's pretty darn good right now. Is strong on the puck and has slick hands.

Ben Scharf (Loomis-Chaffee) 6-0/180 -- Lives in Buffalo and was called in to replace an injured player. Made the most of the opportunity, finishing with a 2-5-7 scoring line in just four games played. Was productive at Nationals, too.

Ryan Tait (Omaha-USHL) 5-9/175 -- Quick stick and feet. Providence College recruit had a productive week and found some chemistry with JJ Piccinich and Joe Snively.

"A" Defensemen

Jack Dougherty (Saint Thomas Academy) 6-2/185 -- Was the top defenseman here. He is tall, can skate, handles the puck with confidence, and defends well. Will be drafted in the top few rounds of next June’s NHL draft. Was committed to Ohio State, but decommitted when there was a coaching change – a huge loss for the Buckeyes. We heard rumblings that it is only a matter of time before Dougherty commits to the Gophers.

Robert Nardella (Chicago Mission U16) 5-9/180 –  Puck-moving defender. Is short and stocky and knows how to defend using his limited size. Made the Ivan Hlinka team and will excel on the big sheet. The Notre Dame recruit will be a fixture on the Fighting Irish's PP, likely for his entire four years in college. His father, Bob Nardella, played at Ferris State and had a long and productive pro career in the AHL and Europe.

Aaron Haydon (Niagara-OHL) 6-4/195 -- There is a lot to like here. Haydon is big, moves well, and is assertive. That said, he needs to be reeled in and play a more composed game. NHL teams will like his upside, and he could go quite high in the draft.

Blake Siebenaler (Belle Tire U16) 6-1/190 -- Not quite sure why he is not yet committed to a top D-I program. His skating catches your eye immediately and he is hardly ever beaten in 1x1 situations. Has acquired a bit of an edge and defends with some grit. This coming season, he will be playing full-time for Indiana (USHL).

Kevin Kerr (Team Comcast U18) 5-11/175 -- An effortless skater who is going to be a big-time player for Penn State. Scored some very nice goals here. Has the ability to play in all situations and is pretty polished right now.

Luke Davison (Notre Dame Academy) 5-11/180 -- Smooth skating defender handles the puck with a ton of confidence and is great in transition. Has a mind for offense and will run a D-I powerplay. Is still uncommitted, but Wisconsin has to be homing in.

Ryan Mantha (Sioux City-USHL) 6-5/215 -- The North Dakota recruit is a project, but a fantastic project to have. NHL teams will like the nephew of former NHL defenseman Moe Mantha a lot. Reminds us of Matt Greene – a former Fighting Sioux player now with the LA Kings -- at them same age.

"B" Defensemen

Jake Linhart (Green Bay-USHL) 5-11/170 -- The knock on Linhart is that he is a touch one-dimensional and could struggle in the Big Ten defending against bigger and stronger forwards. The upside, though, is that the Wisconsin recruit will have the PP cooking at all times. He is slick with the puck, confident, and delivers tape-to-tape passes with authority.

Mathew Berkovitz (Ashwaubenon High School) 6-1/175 -- Wisconsin recruit is an effortless skater with a lot of upside. NHL teams will like his potential, and we feel he will be selected next June. Was just OK here; we would have like to have seen him be more assertive on the offensive side of the puck.

Chase Priskie (Selects Hockey Academy) 5-11/183 -- The Quinnipiac recruit doesn't have a ton of upside, but he will be very good for the Bobcats. He is tough, competes hard, and defends with purpose. The Florida native will be molded into a shutdown defender.

Jake Cass (Indiana-USHL) 5-11/183 -- Is uncommitted right now, but probably not for long. The Stillwater, Minnesota native is constantly involved in the play and is aggressive at both ends of the ice. Is small, but he plays with a real edge. Will be a coveted prospect at the D-I level.

Bradley Johnson (St. Louis Blues U18) 5-10/183 -- Smart, heady defenseman who finds the open man with ease. Has no panic to his game, just gets the puck and calmly moves it up ice. Will probably not run a PP, but is capable of playing a support role. Would benefit from added explosiveness in his skating.

Joshua Jacobs (Indiana-USHL) 6-2/195 -- Michigan State recruit still has a way to go, but you have to like his upside. Big, strong, defenseman with some offensive abilities. Will play in all situations.

Adam Baugham (Chicago Young Americans U18) 6-3/20 -- A very good skater and defender. Quietly goes about his business on the ice and gives his team good, solid minutes. Does not have a home for the coming season. We are told he is thinking about heading east to Salisbury. Uncommitted.

Miles Gendron (Rivers School) 6-2/175 -- Started the tournament as a forward and finished as a defenseman. After his first day on the back end he was the buzz of the festival…well, the buzz of the eastern schools certainly. Gendron is totally raw and doesn’t understand the position much, but his skating is simply phenomenal. Doesn't have much finish around the net, but he can take the puck coast-to-coast with ease. We would not be surprised one bit if he were fielding D-I offers right now.

Jack Walker (Victoria-WHL) 5-11/170 – In one game we saw him we would have said he was an "A" defenseman, the next game he was a "C." Had a respectable year in the WHL, posting 22 points in 58 games as a 16-year-old rookie. Edina, Minn. native has quick feet and can zip the puck around, but he is turnover prone.

Travis Brown (Rogers MN High School) 6-1/195 -- Big, strong defender can really hammer the puck. Is raw, but there is a lot to work with.

Brandon Carlo (Colorado Thunderbirds U16) 6-4/192 -- Tall, slender defender with a ton of upside. Is a smooth skater for someone this tall. Played five playoff games for Tri-City (WHL) this spring.

Daniel Willet (Lincoln-USHL) 5-7/165 -- Was committed to Northeastern, but decommitted over the year and is now one of the top uncommitted defensemen at this age. There are some questions as to whether he will be an effective defender at the D-I level given the fact that he is only 5'7" and not a burner. That said, his ability to effectively run a PP makes him an attractive prospect. We do not think he will remain uncommitted for long.

"C" Defensemen

Jared Rosburg (Ohio Bluejackets U18) 6-2/185 -- Slender defender with a great stick. Brings offense from the backend. Made the Ivan Hlinka team.

Andrew Cross (Austin Prep) 5-10/171 -- Small, but smart. Very good with the puck on his stick.

Tyler Nanne (Edina High School) 5-10/170 -- Skates well. Pushes the pace offensively.

Rhodes Dolan (Omaha AAA U16) 6-5/205 -- Massive defender with a huge upside. Is good with the puck on his stick. Has a long way to go, but could end up being a pro.

Carson Gatt (Catholic Central High School) 6-1/190 -- Michigan State recruit is unpolished, but he has a nasty edge and will develop into a difficult defender to play against.

Carson Vance (Kenai River-NAHL) 5-10/180 -- Phoenix native seems to have lost a bit of confidence, but is still a smart defender who moves pucks well.

Alex Copa (Blaine High School) 6-0/175 -- Does a bit of everything. Defends well and also brings some offensive punch.

Peter Tischke (Chicago Mission U18) 6-2/198 -- Wisconsin recruit is long, tall, and skates well. Will develop into a shutdown d-man for the Badgers. Limited offensively.

Top Goalies

Brendan Halverson (Oakland Grizzlies) 6-4/180 -- A massive tender who takes up a lot of net, Halverson made things look very easy here. Was a 7th round pick of the Soo Greyhounds (OHL) and has signed with the club.

Sam Tucker (Choate) 6-2/170 – Statistically, Tucker was the top netminder here with a 2.40 GAA. The Yale recruit looked confident and mature between the pipes. Will be a good one in the future.

Alex Nedeljkovic (Plymouth-OHL) 6-0/185 -- Is not the biggest, but is probably the most skilled goalie here. The Parma, Ohio native posted a 19-2-2 record for the Whalers as a 16-year-old. Will likely be the starting goalie for the US at the Hlinka Tournament and, moving forward, should be a fixture for USA Hockey at international tournaments.

Blake Weyrick (NTDP) 6-3/210 -- Former Shattuck goaltender has a ton of potential and is only going to get better. He is uncommitted and it was reported last week that he will commit to either Harvard, Northeastern, or Providence College.

Eric Schierhorn (Russell Stover) 6-1/180 -- Alaska native is technically sound and had a strong showing here. Only allowed six goals to go along with a 2.88 GAA.

Thurs. 7/4/13

Draft Gleanings

 We have a few gleanings from Sunday’s NHL Draft in Newark, NJ, in which 211 players from 12 nations were selected. 

 Once again, Canada led the way with 96, followed by the US (57), Sweden (23), Finland (11), Russia (8), Czech Republic (4), Switzerland (4), Austria (2), Denmark (2), Slovakia (2), Latvia (1), and Norway (1). 

 Canada’s figure represents 45.5% of all players taken; the United States had 27% of the total.

 The above numbers are very similar to last year, when 99 Canadians, 56 Americans, and 22 Swedes, 11 Russians, 9 Finns, and 6 Czechs were taken (along with eight other players representing six countries).

 -- The record number of US players selected in any given year came in 2007, when 62 were selected. 

 This year, by the way, represented the tenth anniversary of the 2003 draft, when seven NCAA players – and a couple more who would become collegians -- were selected in the draft’s first round. That was far from the case on Sunday, when zero collegians were taken in the first round, and, on top of that, only one college recruit was taken in the first round, Western Michigan’s Michael McCarron, by Montreal with the 25th pick overall. And it’s uncertain whether or not McCarron will even go to college. 

 However, when all was added up, there were 63 players selected with NCAA ties – either they were drafted out of college (6) or are recruits (54). Forty-five of those 63 players are U.S. kids. Three drafted players are uncommitted to a college – Holderness D Terrance Amorosa (Phila., 6th round), Grand Rapids HS F Avery Peterson (Minn., 6th round), and Des Moines (USHL) D David Drake (Phila., 7th round).  

 -- This draft represented the 30th anniversary of Brian Lawton, a forward at Mount St. Charles, becoming the first U.S. High School player ever taken #1 overall. Two years earlier, in 1981, Bobby Carpenter of St. John’s Prep became the first high school player selected in the first round (he was #3 overall, behind Dale Hawerchuk and Doug Smith (what, you forgot him?) – but one slot ahead of Ron Francis).

 -- With Brian Pinho being selected in the sixth round yesterday, the Providence recruit becomes the 11th St. John’s Prep player taken in an NHL draft. Among Mass high schools, SJP trails only CM, which has had 16 players selected though through the years, with the last coming in 2004 (Stephen McClellan and G Brian Mahoney-Wilson.)

 -- The 57 Americans chosen on Sunday were spread among 24 of the NHL’s 30 teams. Buffalo drafted 7(!) Americans, and Chicago 5. Florida, Washington, NYI, Winnipeg, and SJ each drafted three. Nashville, St. Louis, Colorado, Pittsburgh, Vancouver, Anaheim, LA, Boston, Ottawa, Philadelphia each had two. Minnesota, Montreal, TB, Carolina, and Calgary had one apiece. Edmonton, Dallas, Detroit, Toronto, Columbus, and the NY Rangers all passed on the American players.

 There were 15 players drafted out of U.S. high schools and prep schools. All are Americans, except for Holderness d-man Amorosa. Six are from Minnesota high schools, six are from New England boarding schools, one was from a Massachusetts high school, and there was one apiece from Shattuck and South Kent. In addition, there was one player, Aidan Muir, a 6’3” Canadian forward and Western Michigan ('14) recruit, drafted off of Victory Honda’s U-18 Team.

Here are the prep/high school players selected on Sunday:

Connor Hurley, C, Edina HS (Buffalo, 2nd round)

Tommy Vannelli, D, Minnetonka HS (St. Louis, 2nd round)

Miles Wood, LW, Nobles (NJ, 4th round)

Ryan Segalla, D, Salisbury (Pittsburgh, 4th round)

Terrance Amorosa, D, Holderness School (Philadelphia, 5th round)

Teemu Kivilhalme, D, Burnsville HS (Nashville, 5th round)

Anthony Florentino, D, South Kent (Buffalo, 5th round)

Grant Besse, RW, Benilde-St. Margaret’s (Anaheim, 5th round)

Wiley Sherman, D, Hotchkiss (Boston, 5th round)

Tim Harrison, RW, Dexter (Calgary, 6th round)

Merrick Madsen, G, Proctor Academy (Philadelphia, 6th round)

Avery Peterson, C, Grand Rapids HS (Minnesota, 6th round)

Brian Pinho, C, St. John’s Prep (Washington, 6th round)

Jacob Jackson, C, Tartan HS (San Jose, 7th round)

Anthony Brodeur, G, Shattuck-St. Mary’s (New Jersey, 7th round)

EJHL

Zach Sanford, LW, Middlesex Islanders (Washington, 2nd round)

Ryan Fitzgerald, C, Valley Jr. Warriors (Boston, 4th round)

Chris Leblanc, RW, South Shore Kings (Ottawa, 6th round)

NAHL

Evan Cowley, G, Wichita (Florida, 4th round) 

 --  By league, the 57 Americans drafted yesterday came from:

USHL (13)

 NTDP (12)

 New England Prep (6)

 Minnesota High School (6)

Mass High School (1)

 Shattuck (1) 

 South Kent (1)

 EJHL (3)

NAHL (1)

 OHL (6)

 WHL (3)

 QMJHL (1)

 NCAA (4)

-- A number of potential draftees weren’t drafted at all. Chief among them was former Hotchkiss forward Tyler Hill, who had been high on some observer’s charts back in the fall. Others included former Avon forward Nick Hutchison, former Salisbury forward Anthony DiFruscia, PC recruit Thomas Aldworth, Harvard recruit Eddie Ellis, former South Kent F Jason Salvaggio, and London (OHL) D Dakota Mermis.

For them, and others, there is always next year.

And the odds aren’t too bad, either. We know – just in case grownups aren’t doing of it themselves – that kids put a lot of pressure on themselves to get drafted. Well, we just want to say that if you didn’t get selected on Sunday, and are still feeling lousy about it today, shake it off. There’s always next year.

 Consider this: 

 36 out of the 211 players drafted yesterday were overagers. 23 were regular overagers (first eligible in ’12), 12 were double overagers (first eligible in ’11), and one was a triple overager (first eligible in ’10). 

 The triple overager, Brenden Kichton, a major junior kid from Spokane (WHL), was an unusual case. He had been totally passed over in his first year of eligibility, but the Islanders took him the following year in the 5th round. Unlike say, college kids who are drafted and don’t need to sign until they leave school, drafted major junior kids are on a clock and have two years to sign -- or they can go back into the draft pool. For whatever reasons, the Islanders didn’t sign Kichton and on 6/1/13 he was free to reenter the draft. On Sunday, nearly two weeks past his 21st birthday, he was selected by Winnipeg (#190 overall) and thus became the oldest drafted player.   

 Here is a complete list of overagers taken. Players with a ^ preceding their name were not on Central’s Final Rankings, which is common for many/most overagers.

^Connor Crisp, LW, Erie -- OHL (to Montreal, 3rd Round)

Tyrell Goulbourne, LW, Kelowna --WHL (to Philadelphia, 3rd Round)

 ^Kurtis Gabriel, RW, Owen Sound -- OHL (to Minnesota, 3rd Round) – double overager

 ^Sven Andrighetto, RW, Rouyn-Noranda – Q (to Montreal 3rd Round) – double overager

JC Lipon, RW, Kamloops -- WHL (to Winnipeg, 3rd Round) -- double overager

 ^Felix Girard, C, Baie-Comeau - Q (to Nashville, 4th Round)

 ^Justin Auger, RW, Guelph -- OHL (to LA, 4th Round) 

Andrew Copp, C, Michigan – NCAA (to Winnipeg, 4th Round)

 ^Stephon Williams, G, Mankato St. – NCAA (to NY Islanders, 4th Round) – double overager

Zach Pochiro, LW, Prince George – WHL (to St. Louis, 4th Round)

 ^Christopher Clapperton, LW, Blainville-Boisbriand – Q (to Florida, 5th Round) 

 ^Tucker Poolman, D, Omaha -- USHL (to Winnipeg #127 5th Round) -- double overager

 ^Evan Campbell, LW, Langley -- BCHL (to Edmonton, 5th Round) -- double overager

Carson Soucy, D, Spruce Grove -- AJHL (to Minnesota, 5th Round)

Patrik Bartosak, G, Red Deer -- WHL (to LA, 5th Round) -- double overager

Grant Besse, RW, Bendilde-St. Margaret’s (to Anaheim, 5th Round)

Jonny Brodzinski, C, St. Cloud State -- NCAA (to LA, 5th Round) -- double overager

Joshua Brown, D, Oshawa -- OHL (to Florida, 6th Round)

 ^Ben Storm, D, Muskegon – USHL (to Colorado, 6th Round)

Henri Ikonen, LW, Kingston -- OHL (to Tampa Bay, 6th Round)

 ^Tim Harrison, RW, Dexter School (to Calgary 6th Round)

 ^Chris LeBlanc, RW, South Shore – EJHL (to Ottawa, 6th Round) -- double overager

 ^Alex Quine, C, Belleville – OHL (to NY Islanders, 6th Round) -- double overager

 ^Quentin Shore, C, Denver – NCAA (to Ottawa, 6th Round)

MacKenzie Skapski, G, Kootenay -- WHL (to NY Rangers, 6th Round)

Antoine Bibeau, G, PEI – QMJHL (to Toronto, 6th Round)

Mike Williamson, D, Spruce Grove -- AJHL (to Vancouver, 6th Round)  -- double overager

Zachary Leslie, D, Guelph -- OHL (to LA, 6th Round)

 ^Wade Murphy, RW, Penticton – BCHL (to Nashville, 7th Round)

 ^Eric Locke, C, Saginaw -- OHL(to Buffalo, 7th Round)

 ^Brenden Kichton, D, Spokane – WHL (to Winnipeg, 7th Round) – triple overager

Jedd Soleway, C, Penticton – BCHL (to Phoenix, 7th Round)

Peter Quenneville, C/RW, Dubuque – USHL (to Columbus, 7th Round )

 ^John Gilmour, D, Providence -- NCAA (to Calgary, 7th Round) -- double overager

MacKenzie Weegar, D, Halifax – Q (to Florida, 7th Round)

Troy Josephs, C, St. Michael’s -- OJHL (to Pittsburgh, 7th Round)

-- 22 of the 211 players chosen yesterday were not on Central Scouting’s Final rankings. Of those 22 players, only four were first-time eligible and Philadelphia showed that they are not afraid to go off the board, picking two of them. 

Terrance Amorosa, D, Holderness School (to Philadelphia, #132)

David Drake, D, Des Moines (USHL) (to Philadelphia, 192)

Anthony Brodeur, G, Shattuck-St. Mary’s (to NJ, #208)

Mitchell Dempsey, LW, S-S Marie (OHL) (to Boston, #110)

 -- Next year’s draft will be on Fri.-Sat. June 27-28, 2014 at the Wells Fargo Center, the home of the Philadelphia Flyers. It will be the first time Philadelphia has hosted the draft.

Wed. 7/3/13

Under-18 Select Team Named

 USA Hockey has announced its 21-man roster for the U.S. Under-18 Select Team that will compete at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament Aug. 5-10 in Breclav, Czech Republic and Piestany, Slovakia.

 All 21 players chosen competed in the just-completed Select 17 Player Development Camp in Buffalo, NY.

 Five of the players chosen – Dougherty, Nardella, Connor, Dudek, Poganksi -- competed for the US last summer at the Under-17 Five Nations Tournament in Chomutov, Czech Republic.  

 Here’s the roster:

Goaltenders (2): Alex Nedeljkovic (Plymouth-OHL); Blake Weyrick (NTDP).

Defensemen (6): Jack Dougherty (St. Thomas Academy); Aaron Haydon (Niagara-OHL); Ryan Mantha (Sioux City-USHL); Bob Nardella (Chicago Mission U16); Jared Rosburg (Ohio Blue Jackets U18); Nick Wolff (Eagan HS).

Forwards (13): Paul Bittner (Portland-WHL); Kyle Connor (Youngstown-USHL); Joey Dudek (Kimball Union Academy); Keegan Iverson (Portland-WHL); Dylan Malmquist (Edina HS); Cody Milan (Sioux Falls-USHL); Chase Phelps (Shattuck-St. Mary’s); Austin Poganski (St. Cloud Cathedral); Nick Schmaltz (Green Bay-USHL); Joseph Snively (Sioux City-USHL); Dominic Turgeon (Portland-WHL); Ryan Wagner (Chicago Mission U16); Jake Wahlin (White Bear Lake HS).

Head Coach: Bob Corkum

Assistant Coach: Derek Plante

Video Coach: Alex Todd 

U.S. Schedule:

Sat. Aug. 3 – US vs. Czech Republic (exhibition)

 Mon. Aug. 5 – US vs. Finland 

 Tues. Aug. 6 – US vs. Russia

 Wed. Aug. 7 – US vs. Slovakia

 Fri. Aug. 9 – Semifinals

 Sat. Aug. 10 – Championship and Third Place Games   

Note: We will have much more shortly on the Select 17 Camp.

Thurs. 6/27/13

Quinn Makes Greeley Hire Official

First year Boston University head coach David Quinn has officially named BU alum Steve Greeley as an assistant coach. Greeley replaces the departed Mike Bavis.

A Scituate, Mass native, Greeley returns to Comm Ave. after having spent the last seven years in the LA Kings organization as a scout. Greeley got his foot in the door in the summer of 2006, when Dean Lombardi took over as GM. Assigned the task of combing the NCAA waters for free agents, Greeley, during his three years in the role, helped sign the likes of Teddy Purcell (Maine), Kevin Westgarth (Princeton), and Davis Drewiske (Wisconsin), all of whom have gone on to establish themselves as full-time NHL players. In 2009, Greeley received a promotion to pro scout and has been in that role ever since. For the last four years the former Milton Academy and Thayer forward has been evaluating AHL and NHL players, ranking them, and assigning monetary values in preparation for free agency, trades, etc. This is not much different than the role he will play with the Terriers. Greeley will be Quinn’s eyes and ears in the rinks and, much like he has done for the Kings, will be assigning scholarship value to prospective student athletes.

Greeley has been rumored to have had this job for some time now (we put out a tweet on May 28) , but contractual issues kept him and the Terriers from making it official until today. Quinn only ever considered two people for this job — Greeley and Harvard assistant coach Albie O’Connell. O’Connell has built a very talented team just across town and as soon as word got out that BU was interested in him he was given a nice raise from his current employer to stay put. That made Quinn’s decision an easy one. Greeley played for the Terriers from ’00-04 and in 77 games posted a 6-5-11 scoring line.

Tues. 6/25/13

Road to College Review

 USHR was in attendance at the Road to College Showcase at Babson College this past weekend and, as usual, we walked away impressed. Dexter head coach Dan Donato and Chuckie Hughes, a goaltender on Harvard’s 1989 NCAA championship team and a former Harvard admissions officer, do a fantastic job of creating a competitive environment with a lot of top players, provide excellent exposure to D-I and D-III schools, and educate the campers about the entire college process. This isn’t just a money grab, either — every kid here has a chance to play D-I or D-III hockey and their chances of accomplishing that goal were improved by having attended.

We saw a nice mix of players here, from top D-I prospects, to potential D-I walk-on types, to players who could be great contributors at top D-III schools like Norwich, Williams, Babson, Middlebury, etc. There were six teams of players from ‘97s up to ‘94s. 

 Here are the players we felt were the standouts:

Ryan Donato, F, ’96 (Dexter) — The son of Harvard head coach Ted Donato gets a little taller and a little leaner each time we see him. It is clear that he has found his way to the weight room and it is paying dividends on the ice. Donato put up 60 points as a sophomore last year, though it may be difficult for him to match those numbers, having lost much of his supporting cast to graduation. Donato has unbelievable hockey sense; he  knows how to slow the game down and make the right decisions with the puck. Will enter the season as a strong candidate for USHR Prep Player of the Year honors. We are told that his father will not allow him to commit to Harvard until he is certain that he has the grades to be admitted, which will not happen until halfway through his junior year. If he does not turn out to have the grades for the Crimson we are all but certain he will have full scholarships offers from all the top schools in Hockey East. Is entering his draft year and we would expect him to compete with the likes of Joey Dudek (KUA), James Winkler (Berwick), and Michael Ederer (Nichols) to be the first prep player to hear his name called at the 2014 NHL draft.

Callum Booth, G, ’97 (Salisbury) — The 6’2” netminder was the youngest player on hand and arguably the best. The Montreal native is tall, slender, athletic, and poised in net. He makes the game look easy. Has a calming presence and does not allow for many rebounds. Won a championship this past season with Salisbury and has proven that he can deliver when it matters most. Has a lot of options in terms of where he would like to go to college. We are told that BU, Notre Dame, UNH, and Harvard are the frontrunners for his services. UVM is also said to be in the mix as they have a geographical advantage. Look, as well, for UConn to make a strong push. Huskies head coach Mike Cavanaugh was in the building over the weekend to lay eyes on the promising tender. Was drafted in the round 3 of the QMJHL draft by the Quebec Remparts. Normally, that would be cause for concern, but with coach/GM Patrick Roy having left the organization in favor of the Colorado Avalanche it’s more likely that Booth will indeed end up in college.

Will Brophy, D, ’96 (Westminster) — Maybe we are a little too high on the Fairfield, Conn. native, but we can’t ignore his long-term potential. The 6’3” defender does not complicate the game, he keeps things simple, and he is very reliable in his own end. We feel that he has a very high upside — he’s skinny and is only going to get better as he starts to fill out. Is the same age as Yale defenseman and Bruins draft pick Robby O’Gara was when he entered Milton Academy, and there are a lot of similarities between the two. Brophy needs to add a little more knee bend to his skating and improve his first step. Is a 90% student and will likely have Ivy League options. We think he will be someone that NHL teams will be watching over the course of the upcoming season.

Teddy Hart, F, ’96 (Phillips Exeter) — It is absolutely amazing how much better the youngest of the Hart brothers has gotten over the last two years. He doesn’t play the game like his older brother Brian — a Harvard sophomore and 2nd round draft pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning — but is a much smoother skater and better in transition. Has two years with Dana Barbin in front of him at Exeter and we think he will be developed into a top D-I recruit. Exeter, by the way, is going to be a team to be reckoned with. Each event we go to we see more top players who list Exeter as their destination for the ‘13-14 season. With returnees like Spencer Young, Peter Christie, Derrick Spencer, and Trevor Cosgrove factored in with top recruits like Hart, Kevin Neiley (Team Comcast U18/PG), Devin Moore (Pinkerton Academy/sophomore), Andy Espinoza (Little Flyers U16/junior), Matt Foley (Springfield Cathedral/PG), Henry Hart (St Thomas Academy/PG), and David White (Fairfield Prep/PG), Exeter looks to enter the year ranked in the top three.

Cole Maier, F, ’95 (Taft) — Rangy forward is progressing nicely at Taft. The former New York Saints product has improved his skating a great deal and has always had a knack around the net. Showed excellent poise in the offensive zone over the weekend. Is someone we think will have a breakout season this upcoming year. A D-I prospect.

Zach Guittari, D, ’96 (Loomis-Chaffee) — We have reported on Guittari a good deal over the course of the last few months, and don’t have much to add that we haven’t already said. We like his game. He’s solid in all facets, moves the puck up ice well, and is beginning to develop an offensive side to his game. An Ivy League level student who will attract D-I interest.

Dominic Franco, F, ’96 (KUA) — Tall, lanky forward is intriguing. For a kid who is about 6’2” he has a lot of skill. Played for Pomfret last year and has flown under the radar. He is someone we think scouts will be watching closely early in the season. Needs to continue to build leg strength and add some explosiveness to his game. Plays on the perimeter more than we would like to see. Has D-I tools and should be an immediate contributor at KUA this year.

Steve Cochrane, D, ’96 (Thayer) — 6’4” defender gets around the sheet pretty well for someone his size. Has improved a lot over the last 12 months. As he continues to grow into his body his overall coordination will improve. Is an interesting package and we think D-I and NHL teams will be tracking his progress closely. We are told that the senior-to-be is also a very good left-handed pitcher and may end up playing baseball in college.

Tipper Higgins, F, ’95 (Berkshire) — Did not really jump out at us last year, but the South Burlington, Vermont native was a big part of Berkshire’s successful season, playing wing on the Bears’ top line and potting 20 goals. We watched him closely here and we can see how he scored at such an impressive clip. He has a fantastic release on his shot, thrives in the scoring areas, and does not shy away from traffic. Will end up playing D-I hockey. Played on a line with Charlie Corcoran (Brown) and Craig Puffer (UVM) at Berkshire last season and that trio returns intact. Look for them to once again be one of the top lines in prep hockey.

Max Daigle, D, ’95 (Choate) — The 5’9” defender has grown a bit and appears to have bulked up a good amount over the last 12 months. The St. Lambert, Quebec native is a powerful skater with great acceleration. His skating alone could carry him into D-I hockey. Has a good stick and finds the open man in transition. Might not be dynamic enough offensively at his size to attract the interest of top Hockey East programs, but D-I schools will likely take a long look at him this year. We would also expect the NESCAC schools to try and convince him to go early decision.

Sam D’Antuono, F, ’95 (Dexter) — The Hingham High product is an interesting prospect and will be a player to follow this year. He skates really well for a 6’2” kid and has power forward potential. If he shows that he is able to adjust to the pace of prep hockey, his game could really take off and D-I schools could be kicking themselves for not being on top of his progress.

Richard Boyd, D, ’95 (Cushing) — The 6’2” defender is a strong skater, extremely competitive, does not get beat in 1x1 situations, and has an absolute bomb from the point. We think he could develop into a physical, meat-and-potatoes, low maintenance d-man at the D-I level. A loyal, character kid who is returning for his senior year to captain the Penguins while Connor Brassard, Shane Kavanaugh, and Cam Askew have all left prematurely for junior hockey.

Ace Cowans, F, ’96 (Groton) — Was really good here. We didn’t keep track of the statistics, but our guess is that Cowans finished right at the top of the scoring charts in three games played. The Beverly, Mass native was injured for the majority of last season and we expect him to be one of -- if not the -- top scorers in the Eberhart Division next year. He is really tiny, which may hurt his chances of playing D-I hockey, though we wouldn’t rule it out either. That said, NESCAC schools will be tripping over themselves for his services.

Tim Doherty, F, ’95 (St. George’s) — Put himself on the map here with a strong performance. As a junior, the Portsmouth, Rhode Island native potted 55 points and will likely build on those impressive totals next year. Will need to get faster to attract the interest of D-I coaches, but he has good hockey sense and makes a lot of plays.

Nick Rutigliano, D, ’96 (Boston Advantage) — 6’1” defender has a good stick and is very reliable with the puck, both in transitioning pucks out of his own end and also at getting pucks on net from the offensive blue line. Needs to continue to improve on his skating, but our guess is that a D-I school will offer him a spot.

Joe Sacco, F, ’96 (Rivers) — Doesn’t jump out at you because he is not overly big or fast, but he is a smart hockey player who is very good with the puck on his stick. Seemed to be on the ice with Ryan Donato a good amount -- and the two made a lot of plays.

Ethan Spaxman, D, ’96 (Hill Academy) — The Guelph, Ontario native is pretty intriguing. The 6’2” defender has a long stride, brings some offense, and has a long reach. Is almost a ’97 and is someone to keep an eye on.

Tyler Granara, D, ’95 (Belmont Hill) — Someone once said to this typist that Belmont Hill teams have looked the same for decades --- a bunch of 5’10”, 5’11” kids from the western and northern suburbs who are all pretty good, but seem to blend together. It’s when you watch them individually that you begin to appreciate them more. We hardly noticed Granara during the year, but here he looked terrific. Intelligent defender who plays with his head up. Will be a top NESCAC recruit.

Jack McCarthy, F, ’96 (Kimball Union) — Has definitely gotten bigger and much thicker. The St. John’s Prep product is filling out, but his play hasn’t changed all that much. Will go whole games without being noticed, though he will also show flashes of becoming a really good player. The Brown recruit is on an even keel at all times. This  hurts him when he is competing for loose pucks, but helps him when he displays poise and confidence in the offensive zone.

Spencer Naas, F, ’95 (Benilde-St. Margaret’s) — Has a good stick and a nose for the net. Posted 60 points in just 28 games played for Benilde last year. Should be one of the top offensive players in the state of Minnesota this coming season.

TJ Moore, F, ’94 (Benilde-St. Margaret’s) — Not very big at 5’9”, but was very noticeable. Constantly around the puck. Is limited in terms of upside, but he has a good skill level and the potential to fill an energy role at the D-I level. Put up 142 points in 97 high school games for Benilde.

Anthony Wyse, D, ’96 (Boston Advantage) — 6’2” defender has a lot of skill and confidence with the puck. Good on the PP and creating offense in transition. Is an upright skater; will need to improve his feet. Formerly at St. Sebastian’s.

Alex Esposito, F, ’96 (Loomis-Chaffee) — Good in all areas, but in terms of projecting his upside we are not sure where he falls. Is a bit of a tweener in that he may not have enough skill to be a top six forward at a Hockey East school, while at the same time may not play with the pace and grit expected of an energy guy. However, we are confident that there is enough here for a D-I school to offer him, in due time, a spot in their locker room.

Matt Foley, D, ’95 (Phillips Exeter) — PG defender at Exeter is solid across the board, and is going to be very good at the prep level.

Zach de Concilys, F, ’94 (Port Colborne-GOJHL) — Big, strong power forward was one of the top scorers in the GOJHL last season, posting a 22-50-72 scoring line in just 41 games played. For a big kid – he’s 6’1” -- he has soft hands and is very good around the net. His feet will hold him back, but if he trimmed down and added a step his game could take off. His brother, Joey de Concilys, attended Salisbury and is currently at Brown.

Frank Sullivan, D, ’96 (Westminster) — Has an awful lot of ability, but as one coach here said, “He is a riverboat gambler.” Sullivan loves to be involved in the offense and is constantly trying to join the rush. This pays off sometimes, but when he is on the ice there are also a lot of odd man rushes going the other way. Has D-I tools, but no school will take a chance on him until he demonstrates the ability to play consistently on the D-side of the puck.

Andrew Cross, D, ’96 (Austin Prep) — Smart hockey player. Doesn’t complicate the game or try to do too much, just finds the open man and moves pucks. Will need to get thicker, stronger, and more powerful to attract D-I schools. His mind for the game is very good.

JC Brassard, D, ’95 (Nobles) — The former BC High defender is similar to Cross, but plays more of a high risk/high reward type of game. Will be one of the top PP specialists in prep hockey next season.

Cody Todesco, F, ’96 (Nobles) — The Franklin, Mass. native put up a point-a-game at Nobles last season and will be relied upon for more offense in his senior year. The 5’9” sparkplug does not have a lot of skill, but, boy, does he play the game hard. Gives you 100% effort each shift, and creates offense through energy.

Tyler Drevitch, F, ’95 (Boston Bandits) — Only put up 10 points in the EJHL last year, which is a bit surprising to us. The Middleboro, Mass. native has great stick skills and is very good operating in tight spaces. Has to improve his feet/explosiveness in order to create offense on the rush.

Matt Hoover, F, ’96 (Cushing) — The Cushing winger is as gritty as they come. He loves to finish his checks and get his nose dirty. Has a good stick and a hard shot. Is only about 5’9” and is not a burner, which could limit his options. If he is able to make skating a strength as opposed to a weakness he could become a great role player at the D-I level.

Bobby Hall, F, ’95 (Kimball Union) — The Boston Advantage product had a productive weekend, scoring a lot of goals. A Westwood, Mass native, Hall is a shifty skater who generates offense with his feet. It will be interesting to see how he comes along this year under newly-appointed KUA head coach Tim Whitehead.

Tues. 6/25/13

Whitehead Looking Forward to KUA

 New Kimball Union Academy head coach Tim Whitehead says that, after being bought out of his contract at Maine in April, he fielded calls about NHL scouting positions as well as an AHL assistant’s position. “However,” he says, “I didn’t want to start bouncing around from place to place. I didn’t want to move the family several times.”

And that’s how Whitehead, 51 years old and with over 25 years of college hockey coaching under his belt, including four Frozen Four appearances, wound up considering prep school. He had two possible destinations: Culver and KUA.

“I was supposed to visit Culver this week but after going to KUA I called and told them I’d unfortunately not be able to come out and take a look,” Whitehead says. “I was flattered because that’s a great program out there, but from a family perspective…my kids are New Englanders. And their cousins live in Montreal. Still, it was nice to have two options.”

 “My kids will get a great education and my wife will start her teaching career,” he adds.  “It’s a pretty darn good opportunity.”

Whitehead met his wife, Dena, when she was an assistant athletic trainer at UMass-Lowell while he was a head coach there. (She would go on to become head trainer at UMass-Dartmouth). However, since their oldest child, Natalie, was born in 1999, she has been a stay-at-home mom. Now, Natalie will be a 9th grader at KUA and her younger younger brother, Zach, who is going to be a 7th grader, will be at KUA before long. And, this year, Dena will be getting her teacher’s certificate. In a year, she will be teaching math and computer science at KUA. 

“It all came together at the right time,” Whitehead says. “It was very much a family decision.”

As for hockey, “At KUA, there’s a big commitment to the game. I believe I can help kids develop both on and off the ice. I have been fortunate to be able to do that for 25 years at the college level. I’m looking forward to the challenge of being able to help kids move on to college and beyond. I can give kids an idea of what to expect.”

Whitehead credits former KUA coaches Ryan Miller, now an assistant at UMass after two years at Culver, and Mike Levine, now an assistant at Brown, with bringing the program to its current level of competitiveness.  “They did a fantastic job,” Whitehead says. “The program is reenergized. It will be a very young and a mostly new team. I will also be new, so we’ll be on similar ground that way. It’s true that a lot of players were lost to graduation but the top two guys coming back, co-captains JD Dudek and AJ Greer, are both top-notch student athletes and great leaders. It’s important that the two most important players are rock solid. We will keep recruiting and bringing in student athletes. We’re in it for the long haul.”

Whitehead did a lot of fundraising at Maine, for the Alford Arena Renovation Project, the   Sean Walsh Hockey Center, and to supplement the program’s operating budget. He says he will also be doing fundraising at KUA where, he said, there is the possibility of a new arena in the not-too-distant future.

As for the immediate future, Whithead will be packing up in Orono and moving to New Hampshire in August, and is looking ahead to the fall.

“As far as the timing is concerned, this came at the right time for me. We’ll have fun with it. We’re going to have a young team, but we’ll have a blast. As I said, we have two great leaders coming back. I’ve never backed down from a challenge before, so this will be fun.”

“Some people think I’m mellow but I’m actually pretty competitive – the players know that,” Whitehead says. 

 Actually, there are a couple of prep coaches who have been players on teams coached by Whitehead. When Whitehead was an assistant at Middlebury from ’88-90, Tabor head coach Gerry Dineen was one of his players. And during his year as an assistant at Maine, Taft head coach Dan Murphy was a member of the Black Bears. And when Whitehead played at Hamilton, Nobles’ head coach Brian Day was one of his teammates.

As for a possible return to college coaching down the road, Whitehead says, “You never say never because you just never know what can happen. But we are looking to make this move to stay. That’s our objective. This is where we want to be.”

 “We’re going to move up there in August, and I will start recruiting as soon as possible.”

***

As mentioned above, Penn State recruit A.J. Greer, who will be a junior and Boston College recruit J.D. Dudek, who will be a senior, will be KUA’s co-captains. 

 A huge number of players have been lost to graduation, but there are some promising young players coming in. They include:

 Senior Tyler Bird and junior Jack McCarthy. Both are forwards who played at St. John’s Prep, and both are Brown recruits.

 PG forward Bobby Hall from the Boston Advantage. 

 Junior Dominic Franco, a forward transferring in from the Pomfret School.

 Sophomore forward George Sennott, coming in from Austin Prep.

 Senior forward Chris Shero, the son of Pittsburgh Penguins GM Ray Shero, is coming from the U-18 Penguins. 

 Junior forward Brendan Riley, the son of Army Head Coach Brian Riley, played last winter for the U-18 Hitmen.

 Sophomore forward Nic Hamre is arriving from the Eastern Ontario Wild.

 Sophomore defenseman Ben Finkelstein is coming in from the Cardigan Mountain School.

 Junior defenseman Alexandre Leblanc, a Laval native, is coming from Quebec’s Midget AAA league. 

 Junior goaltender Gavin Nieto played last season for the LA Jr. Kings U-16 Team.

Thurs. 6/20/13

Whitehead Taking over Wildcats 

 Former University of Maine head coach Tim Whitehead will be taking over as the new head coach at Kimball Union Academy.

The Lawrenceville School and Hamilton College alum, who had also reportedly been in touch with Culver Academy regarding the vacancy created there when Ryan Miller signed on as an assistant at UMass, will be taking the position at KUA that opened up when Mike Levine, the Wildcats coach for the last two seasons, recently accepted a position on Brendan Whittet’s staff at Brown.

Whitehead has 17 years of Division I head coaching experience split between UMass-Lowell (1996-2001) and Maine (2001-2013). Whitehead guided Maine to Frozen Four appearances in ’02, ’04, ’06 and ’07 and captured the Hockey East championship in 2004. He was relieved of his duties in Orono in early April when Maine bought him out of the final year of his contract -- for $195K -- after the Black Bears had failed to reach the NCAA tournament in five of the last six years.   

Whitehead is still an attractive head coaching candidate at the D-I/D-III level and coaching at prep school may be a stopgap measure for him, as KUA won’t be paying anything remotely close to what he is accustomed to making. In addition, there is a good chance that a number of D-I schools will be looking for a new head coach following the upcoming season and Whitehead’s experience could make him a strong candidate for certain positions. That said, there is obviously far less pressure in the prep ranks and Whitehead has two children -- 7th and 9th graders – who could benefit from the prep school experience.  As for Kimball Union, it’s a coup, and will certainly help bolster the school’s recruiting as the Wildcats, a powerhouse stunned by Gunnery in the prep quarterfinals, lost a slew of high-end talent to graduation. BC recruit Joey Dudek and Penn State recruit AJ Greer are scheduled to return, though the two forwards are also likely getting pressure from elsewhere to jump ship. Whitehead could forestall such a thing happening.

Wed. 6/19/13

Road to College Camp List

 The Road to College kicks off this weekend at Babson College. Games will be played Friday and Saturday (2-7 pm both days), and Sunday (11 am-4 pm). Most players on hand are uncommitted, which makes it a useful tool for both D-I and D-III coaches. Callum Booth (Salisbury), JC Brassard (Nobles), Will Brophy (Westminster), Andrew Cross (Austin Prep), Ryan Donato (Dexter), Dominic Franco (KUA), Zach Guitari (Loomis), Alex Esposito (Loomis), Vimal Sulumaran (Salisbury) and Cam Beecy (KUA) are among the players coaches will be eyeing.

For the full list, see:

Road to College Camp Roster 

Wed. 6/19/13

First Recruit of Cavanaugh Era at UConn

The University of Connecticut has landed their first recruit under the Mike Cavanaugh regime. 6’1”, 180 lb. defenseman Derek Pratt of the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs (EJHL) has committed to the Huskies for the fall of ‘14.

The son of Northfield-Mt. Hermon head coach Tom Pratt, who played for Jerry York at Bowling Green in the ‘80s, the younger Pratt is a reliable, stay-at-home defender. Pratt is very competitive, solid in 1x1 situations, and will make the Huskies more competitive as they make the transition to Hockey East. The 3/12/94 birthdate posted a 1-6-7 scoring line this past season in 41 games played.

Mon. 6/17/13

East Coast Futures Showcase

 USHR spent Sunday down in Connecticut at the East Coast Futures Showcase. We did not have time to watch every team -- not by a long shot, as the tournament was spread out between three rinks and we just had one day. So we homed in on Cromwell in order to watch the better teams in the U18 and ’98 divisions. What follows, then, is by no means a comprehensive tournament review. It’s more a list of some uncommitted players who jumped out at us, as well as a few others we feel may be of interest to certain programs.

Patrick Harper, F, ’98 (New England Nordiques) — We have written about the small, creative forward a number of times previously, and he continues to impress. Our guess is that he has not yet received a ton of attention from D-I schools, but that could well change after the Select 15 Festival. The crafty speedster is a wizard with the puck on his stick and does nothing but makes plays and create offense. From all indications, Harper is a good kid -- someone you might want on your team.

Steven Ruggiero, D, ’97 (Hockey Essentials) — Played for the Metro Moose (MET) this past season and we did not get the opportunity to see him in action. However, we had seen him the year before when he was playing for the Long Island Gulls U14 team. We can say that the defender has gotten bigger – he is 6’3” now -- and better in the intervening year. Ruggierio skates well for a big man, and has always been able to make a play. In March, we were a little surprised he was picked for the NTDP’s Evaluation Camp, but can now see that he was definitely worthy of the invitation. Ruggiero was Youngstown’s first round pick in the USHL Futures Draft last month and we expect to see the lanky defender in their lineup. A top D-I prospect.

Zach Guittari, D, ’96 (Next Level Skills) — The 6’1”, 180 lb. Loomis-Chaffee defender is solid across the board -- a good skater, agile, defends well, and passes the puck tape-to-tape with authority. Guittari is not someone who is going to run a D-I powerplay, but he does project as a great #4 who can give you a lot of stress-free minutes. Is a top student and Ivy League schools will be vying for his services.

Trevor Turnbull, F, ’97 (Hockey Essentials) — The 5’8” sparkplug is relentless on loose pucks, has a good stick, and creates a lot of offense. Is limited in terms of upside. However, he’s a pitbull type who is going to be a heck of a prep school player. Will be a sophomore at Milton Academy this year.

Josh Vertentes, F, ’98 (New England Nordiques) — A top ’98 forward who will be a sophomore at Portsmouth Abbey this fall. Is 5’9” and not someone who has pro upside, but he is a solid D-I prospect. Possesses excellent hockey sense and has a good feel for the game. Is always around the puck and has a great stick. As a freshman, he led Portsmouth Abbey in scoring by quite a margin.

Tyler Hall, D, ’96 (Hockey Essentials) — Is not someone we were previously familiar with, but we really liked him here. Will play for the NY Bobcats next year. Has good hands and is confident with the puck on his stick. Is only 5’9”, but he can move pucks.

Nick Hutchison, F, ’95 (Hockey Essentials) — Spent one season at Avon and has since decided to leave the New England prep school in favor of Tri-City (USHL). Central Scouting pegged the 6’2” forward as their #94 ranked North American skater --- in our opinion, way too high. In fact, we would be surprised to see Hutchison drafted before the 7th round. That said, there is definitely something here. Lanky kids with hands and playmaking abilities are scarce, but there is also something missing about his game. Still has a way to go.

Keelan Ulnick, D, ’98 (Next Level Skills) — 5’11” defender from the Anaheim Jr. Ducks organization is good on the PP and makes crisp, hard passes. Will be a top prep school recruit.

Vimal Sukumaran, F, ’96 (East Coast Kings) — Played for the Lac St. Louis Lions this past season and was their top scorer. Headed to Salisbury this year and will be expected to make an immediate impact. Will no doubt be effective at the prep level, but in terms of D-I upside he didn’t really do it for us this weekend. While he has good offensive skills, he appeared a little bulky and at 5’10” he is going to have to be very dynamic to attract D-I interest.

Daniel Sarracco, F, ’95 (East Coast Kings) — Another forward from the Lac St. Louis organization. Has skill and sees the ice well. Is looking to play prep school hockey as a PG and still does not yet have a home. Would be an impact player at the prep level. Around 5’9”.

Devin Moore, F, ’97 (East Coast Kings) — The 5’6”, 130 lb. forward is fun to watch. He is a water bug with a lot of skill. Reminds us of a poor man’s version of BU’s Cason Hohmann. Will be a nice player at Phillips Exeter for the next few years. Two years ago he played on a line with Boston College recruits Zach Sanford and Joey Dudek at Pinkerton Academy.

Danny Petrick, D, ’99 (East Coast Kings) — Played as an 8th grader at Springfield Cathedral this past season. The young defenseman sees the ice and has great poise with the puck. Will develop into a top D-I prospect over the course of the next two years. Is around 5’10” now.

Tues. 6/11/13

Liberty Bell Games Review

 USHR spent the weekend at the Flyers Skate Zone in Voorhees, NJ taking in the 2013 Liberty Bell Games. Ottawa Senators scout Lew Mongelluzzo does a great job in bringing the majority of the area’s top high school-aged talent together for a five-team showcase. There’s a little something for everyone here, ranging from players with D-I and major junior interest to a healthy number of really good prep school/NESCAC type players. And there is a variety of scouts on hand to watch them all. A nice plus for the scouts – who need to home in on exactly who they need to be watching -- is the amount of quality information they are given on the players. It’s helpful to be able to immediately find out what any given player’s GPA is, what his parents do for a living, whether or not he wants to play junior hockey or prep hockey, where he played last year, what type of college he would like to go to. It’s all good info; it’s all in the book; and very well done. 

 Here are the players who caught our attention:

Ryan Lohin, F, ’96 (Philadelphia Flyers U16) 6-0/175 — For our money Lohin was the top player here. We are not stating he will end up being the best player of the bunch years down the line, but he is the most deserving of D-I recruiters’ attention right now. The Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania native has an awkward stride, but he actually gets up and down the ice pretty well, and has an explosive first step. His hockey sense is high-end and he makes excellent decisions with the puck. Very underrated. Was at the Atlantic District festival tryouts and did not make it through to the festival — a mistake in our opinion. Will play for Team Comcast U18 team this year.

Shaun Bily, F, ’98 (Honeybaked U14) 5-11/170 — A nice player who does everything well. Competes hard in 1x1 situations and has a very good stick. Is a top ’98 who will be recruited hard over the course of the next 12 months by D-I programs. We are told Bily will be playing for the Long Island Gulls U16 team next year. The Gulls, by the way, are shaping up to be one of the top U16 teams in the country.

Dante Palecco, F, ’98 (North Jersey Avalanche U16) 5-10/165 — Another top player who will be playing for the Gulls U16 team next year. Palecco is pretty one-dimensional, but he has a ton of skill and can bury the puck when given an opportunity to score. Great set of hands and a quick shot release. A top student with a 3.9 GPA.

Michael Ufberg, D, ’97 (Team Comcast U16) 5-9/165 — Under-sized defender has a great stick and can see the ice. Has the ability to be a future PP quarterback at the D-I level. Is not very big and is an upright skater which could hurt his ability to defend at higher levels. That said, he can move pucks and create offense which could offset his negatives. Has a 4.25 GPA and will likely end up at an Ivy League school.

AJ Drobot, F, ’98 (Team Comcast U14) 5-8/165 — A year or two ago Drobot was the name we kept hearing about as the next up-and-coming talent from the Philadelphia area. He has not grown much and some are beginning to question how much better he will get. We do not think he is someone NHL agents should be chasing around, but we do feel he will be a D-I player — and a good one at that. He sees the ice well, understands the game, and makes plays. Has a lot of confidence and is dangerous in transition.

Brandon Crawley, D, ’97 (New Jersey Wildcats) 6-1/185 — Listed at 6’1”, but our guess is that he is likely about 5’11”. The Bergen Catholic sophomore is a heads-up, puck-moving defender who has good feet. He’s someone D-I schools should be tracking.

Donovan Ott, F, ’97 (Selects Hockey Academy) 6-1/205 — The Cornell recruit was recently cut from the Select 16 Festival district team and his stock has taken a bit of a hit lately. There is a lot of talent here and we can see why the Big Red has offered him a spot in their locker room. He is big, strong, physical, and has a good overall skill level. He could be a pro at the end of the day. So what is the problem? Well, his habits are very poor and his body language reads, “I am committed to Cornell thus do not have to work hard.” He did not stop on a single puck this weekend and did a ton of looping. Our guess is he did the same thing at the district tryouts.

Andrew Petrillo, D, ’98 (NJ Devils U14) 5-10/150 — Offensive-minded defender who can really zip the puck around. His passes are hard, crisp, and tape-to-tape. Always has his head up and is very smart, both on and off the ice. A 4.0 student , Petrillo will be an Ivy League recruit over the next couple of years. Excellent on the PP.

Gregory Hendrickson, F, ’98 (Team Comcast U14) 5-9/162 — East Rockaway, New York native does an awful lot of driving in order to play for Comcast. The crafty forward isn’t the smoothest skater, but he is always around the puck and has a nose for the net. Creates offense and makes things happen when he has the puck. Will develop into a good one.

Drew Hotte, G, ’96 (Milton Academy) 5-11/165 — Consistently good. Does not allow soft goals and makes all the saves he is supposed to make. The top goalie here in our opinion and will be out at the Select 17 festival in a couple weeks. Still has room to get better. We would like to see him be more aggressive in the crease.

Andy Espinoza, F, ’96 (Philadelphia Little Flyers U16) 6-1/180 — Lanky kid with a nice long stride and above-average hockey sense. Is headed to Phillips Exeter in the fall and we would expect him to be a major contributor. Will likely team up with Dartmouth recruit Kevin Neiley and the two will put up a lot of points in Dana Barbin’s system of playing his top horses to exhaustion.

Guy Roby, F, ’96 (Philadelphia Little Flyers U16) 6-2/190 — Put up huge numbers this season, posting a 44-48-92 scoring line in 54 games played. Will be at the Select 17 Festival and we are anxious to see how he does. The Philadelphia native is a big man with a heavy shot – an interesting prospect. Our big question involves his pace. He seems to react a little too slowly for our liking, and thus could struggle making plays when his time and space is taken away.

Nick DeSimone, G, ’96 (NJ Rockets U16) 5-11/190 — Headed to Loomis in the fall and -- as Danny Tirone has graduated -- has some big shoes to fill. The Ambler, PA native is quick and athletic. Certainly has some ability and can make some eye-popping saves. Will need to improve his consistency. A top student who carries a 4.0 GPA.

Paul Vella, F, ’96 (Metro Moose-MET) 5-10/160 — Has a lot of skill and a quick stick. Is very good in 1x1 situations and can make some flashy plays. That said, he tries to make the flashy play every time he touches the puck and it leads to a lot of turnovers. Would benefit from simplifying things and adding a north/south element to his play.

Nick Bohatiuk, F, ’96 (Team Comcast U16) 5-10/155 — Had a heck of a weekend and was really productive. Has an above-average skill set and played with a lot of confidence here.

Simon Butala, D, ’98 (Philadelphia Jr. Flyers U14) 6-0/175 — Big, strong defender with some ability. Can make a play and is pretty consistent. Is at that age right now where he is bigger and stronger than his peers. It will be interesting to see if he can continue to play at the same level as kids catch up to him in terms of size and strength.

Richard Brusco, D, ’96 (Team Comcast U16) 5-8/145 — Small defenseman got a lot better this season and started to develop some offensive sizzle to his play. Great with the puck on his stick and finds the open man in transition regularly. Will need to get much stronger in order to have a shot at defending at the D-I level, but his puck play is very good.

Matthew Kidney, F, ’96 (NJ Titans U16) 5-9/165 — Smart hockey player who sees the ice well. Has the ability to slow the game down and make a play. Needs to add another gear to his skating to attract D-I attention, but he thinks the game at high level. Stood out here.

Connor Matsinger, D, ’98 (Team Comcast U14) 5-9/148 — Do not have a great feel for his game yet, but it is very evident that he can skate and make a play. Is interesting and caught our eye on a number of occasions. Worth watching.

Andy Iehle, D, ’98 (Little Flyers U14) 5-9/145 — Young defender is smart, crafty, and competitive. At this point he is a great prep school prospect.

Ben Auerbach, G, ’96 (Philadelphia Little Flyers U16) 5-9/160 — Stocky netminder squares up well to the shooter and plays his angles well. Is not very big, but he has a good presence in net.

Andrew Cordssen-David, D, ’97 (Shattuck U16) 6-4/200 — Very much a project, but there could be something here. Has a long way to go, but at 6’4” there is also a lot to work with. In the tournament program players are asked what prep schools or junior teams they are interested in.  Cordssen-David wrote, “Shattuck St. Marie (sic) & OHL or QMJHL” and then listed BC, Quinnipiac, Yale, and Minnesota as the colleges he is interested in.

Tues. 6/11/13

Guerriero, Levine Named Ivy Assistants

 The defending national champion Yale Bulldogs will name Jason Guerriero to their staff, replacing Red Gendron, who was recently named head coach at the University of Maine.

Guerriero, who has spent the past two seasons with Holy Cross as an assistant to Paul Pearl, is a Northeastern alum, producing 147 points in his years on St. Botolph St. Guerriero’s best season came as a senior in ’04-05 when he posted a 17-31-48 scoring line in just 38 games played en route to being named a first team All-American. He was also the first player in Northeastern hockey history to lead Hockey East in scoring. After college, Guerriero embarked on a pro career that included two seasons in the AHL as well as stops in Finland, Austria, Denmark, Switzerland, and Germany.

The 32-year-old is certainly qualified, but another plus is the fact that he grew up on Long Island – he’s from the town Manorville – and played for the Apple Core organization back when they were an EJHL power. While The Island has been producing elite talent in droves as of late, the Bulldogs have missed on key players like Jeremy Bracco (Harvard), Brandon Fortunato (Harvard), Sonny Milano (Notre Dame), and top flight ’98 defenseman Adam Fox, who is said to be all but wrapped up by Harvard. The Vinny Smith-led Long Island Gulls U16 team boasts some of the country’s top young talent and our guess is that Guerriero will spend an awful lot of time around that team and, in the process, help Yale reestablish their foothold in Long Island.

 ***

Look for Brown to name Kimball Union Academy head coach Mike Levine to their staff, replacing Mike Souza who accepted a position at the University of Connecticut.

The Sandwich, Mass native has spent the past two seasons guiding the Wildcats to an impressive 52-7-3 record. During the ’11-12 season KUA won the small school championship and this year the #1-ranked Wildcats were upset in the first round by Gunnery. Prior to KUA the 31-year-old spent two seasons as an assistant at his alma mater, Utica College, under Gary Heenan. Levine’s first coaching experience came at New Hampton where he spent four seasons and won a DII championship in 2009. The ’05 graduate of Utica College played in 61 games for the Pioneers and posted a 10-22-32 scoring line.

Sat. 6/8/13

Askew Top Yank in Q Draft

 The Cape Breton Screaming Eagles selected 6’3” Amos Forestiers F Nicolas Roy, a native of Amos, Que., as the #1 overall pick in today’s Quebec Major Junior Hockey League Draft.

 Shattuck-St. Mary’s F Nathan Noel was selected by the Saint John Sea Dogs with the #3 pick in the first round.  

 The top American-born player picked, as we expected, was Cushing Academy’s 6’3”, 175 lb. ’97-born F Cam Askew, a former Northeastern and current Boston University recruit. Askew, a South Boston, Mass. native, was selected by Drummondville with the #11 overall selection.

Also of major interest was the fact that the Québec Remparts made a trade (with Chicoutimi) in order to obtain a selection high in the second round. With that pick, the Remparts took St. Sebastian’s ’97 defenseman – and Boston College recruit -- Noah Hanifin, who has committed to the US Under-17 Team for the upcoming season.

Americans Selected:

Round 1: 

 Drummondville – Cam Askew, ’97 F, Cushing Academy

Round 2:

 Québec – Noah Hanifin, ’97 D, St. Sebastian’s

Round 4:

 Sherbrooke – Chase Harwell, ’97 F, Selects Academy

Round 5:

 Halifax – Connor Moynihan, ’97 F, Middlesex Islanders U18

Round 6:

 Moncton – Will Smith, ’96 F, Springfield (EJHL)

Round 7:

 Val d’Or – Lucas Michaud, ’97 F, Berwick Academy

 Moncton – Tucker White, ’96 D, Wachusett HS

 Gatineau – Max Prawdzik, ’97, The Brooks School

Round 9:

 Blainville-Boisbriand – Bobby Dray, ’96 F, St. Mark’s School

Round 10:

 Saint John – Jack Eichel, ’96 F, US U17

 Moncton – Miles Gendron, ’96 F, Rivers School

 Moncton – Stephan Seegar, ’96 F, Brunswick School

 Charlottetown – Ben DiMaio, ’96 D, Boston Advantage U18

 Moncton – Jonathan MacLeod, ’96 D, US U17

Round 11:

 Shawinigan – Charlie Barrow, ’96 D, Belmont Hill

 Saint John – Joel Daccord, ’96 G, Cushing

 Val d’Or – Sam Michaud, ’96 F, Middlesex Islanders U18

 Rouyn-Noranda – AJ Greer, ’96 F, Kimball Union 

 Moncton – Zach Malatesta, ’96 D, Boston Junior Bruins U18

Round 12:

 Cape Breton – James Winkler, ’96 F, Berwick Academy

Shawinigan -- Gianni Paolo, '96 D, WB/Scranton (AJHL)

 Acadie-Bathurst – Ean Mendensoon, ’96 D, St. John’s Prep

 Gatineau – Ben Freeman, ’96 F, NMH

 Victoriaville – Ryan Blais, ’96 D, Boston Junior Bruins U18

 Rouyn-Noranda – Bryan Lemos, ’96 F, Boston Junior Bruins (EJHL)

 Québec – Joey Dudek, ’96 F, Kimball Union 

 Baie-Comeau – Anthony Wyse, ’96 D, Boston Advantage

 Halifax – Bob Carpenter, ’96 F, Austin Prep

Round 13:

 Cape Breton – Matt Brazel, ’96 F, Hingham HS

 Sherbrooke – Cody Tedesco, ’96 F, Nobles 

 Chicoutimi – John Carlson, ’96 D, Hingham HS

 Victoriaville – Austin Ricci, ’96 F, St. Paul’s School

 Rouyn-Noranda – Bryan Nelson, ’96 D, St. John’s-Shrewsbury

 Charlottetown – Trevor Fidler, ’95 F, Dexter

 Moncton - Jamie Dorsey, ’96 D, NMH

 Rimouski – Ryan Donato, ’96 F, Dexter

 Baie-Comeau – Peter Crinella, ’96 F, Springfield Cathedral

Round 14:

 Moncton – Bradley Power, ’96 F, Bay State Breakers Jr. B

 Acadie-Bathurst --  Zach Sanford, ’94 F, Middlesex Islanders (EJHL)

 Chicoutimi – Patrick Flynn, ’96 F, Boston Advantage

 Drummondville – Jake McCarthy, ’96 D, St. Sebastian’s

 Moncton—Brandon Borges, ’96 F, Williston-Northampton

 Blainville-Boisbriand – Austin Jadovich, ’96 D, Avon Old Farms

 Rimouski – Tyler Bird, ’96 F, St. John’s Prep

Thurs. 6/6/13

U.S. Junior Evaluation Camp Roster

 USA Hockey released a list of 40 forwards and defensemen who have been invited to the National Junior Evaluation Camp Aug. 3-10 in Lake Placid, NY.

Defensemen (16): 

’94s (7) – Dylan Blujus (North Bay-OHL); Connor Carrick (Plymouth-OHL); Nick Ebert (Windsor-OHL); Matt Grzelcyk (BU-NCAA); Brett Pesce (UNH-NCAA); Patrick Sieloff (Windsor-OHL); Brady Skjei (Minnesota-NCAA); 

’95s (9) -- Gage Ausmus (US U-18); Mike Brodzinski (Muskegon-USHL); Will Butcher (US U-18); Connor Clifton (US U-18); Anthony DeAngelo (Sarnia-OHL); Ian McCoshen (Waterloo-USHL); Steve Santini (US U-18); Keaton Thompson (US U-18); Tommy Vannelli (US U-18).

Forwards (24):

‘94s (15) – Riley Barber (Miami-NCAA); Andrew Copp (Michigan-NCAA); Thomas DiPauli (Notre Dame-NCAA); Jake Guentzel (Sioux City-USHL); Vince Hinistroza (Waterloo-USHL); Nicolas Kerdiles (Wisconsin-NCAA); Matt Lane (BU-NCAA); Stefan Matteau (Blainville-Boisbriand-QMJHL); Boo Nieves (Michigan-NCAA); Danny O’Regan (BU-NCAA); Henrik Samuelsson (Edmonton-WHL); Quentin Shore (Denver-NCAA); Zach Stepan (Waterloo-USHL); Brady Vail (Windsor-OHL); Dominic Toninato (Fargo-USHL). 

‘95s (9) – Justin Bailey (Kitchener-OHL); Taylor Cammarata (Waterloo-USHL); JT Compher (US U-18); Adam Erne (Quebec-QMJHL); Hudson Fasching (US U-18); John Hayden (US U-18); Jimmy Lodge (Saginaw-OHL); Michael McCarron (US U-18); Tyler Motte (US U-18).

 Goalies will be named later this month. Not sure why they didn’t name Jon Gillies right now. He most certainly did not have a lousy season. A ’94, Gillies is an incumbent, and played one period as the backup to John Gibson in last year’s WJC.

 Other incumbents – both ‘94s -- from last winter’s team are Patrick Sieloff and Riley Barber, both of whom will be at Lake Placid. In addition, ‘94s from last year’s team who are NOT on the roster issued by USA Hockey are Alex Galchenyuk (Montreal-NHL), Ryan Hartman (Plymouth-NHL), Seth Jones (Portland-WHL), and Jacob Trouba (Michigan-NCAA).

 Eleven of the rostered players are from the US Under-18 Team; 11 are from the NCAA; 11 are from major junior (OHL 8, Q 2, WHL 1), and seven are from the USHL.

 The camp runs Aug. 3-10 at the Olympic Center. Games are on Aug. Sun. 4, Mon. Aug. 5, Wed. Aug. 7, Thurs. Aug. 8, and Sat. Aug. 10. Off-days (practice only) are on Sat. Aug. 3, Tues. Aug. 6, and Fri. Aug. 9. There will be no USA White vs. USA Blue games this year: all games are against other countries, i.e. Sweden, Finland, and Canada.

 The head coach this year is Don Lucia, of Grand Rapids, Minn. and the University of Minnesota. Assistants are Bobby Motzko, of St. Cloud State University, Greg Brown of BC, and David Lassonde of Denver. And let us not forget Dan Muse of Yale University, who will once again be breaking down the video.

 The WJC will be played this winter in Malmo, Sweden from Dec. 26-Jan. 5. The US team’s pre-tournament camp will be held in the Twin Cities Dec. 15-18.

Thurs. 6/6/13-updated: University of Maine 2000 grad Ben Guite, a Montreal native and former NHLer who just retired from playing pro in Italy this spring, is also a candidate for the vacant assistant coach's job at Maine.

Not-Quite Summer Reading

Newly-appointed Maine head coach Red Gendron has been busy. Last week, associate head coach Dan Kerluke informed his new boss that he would not be returning. Kerluke will be pursuing a business venture of his own, Double Blue Sports Analytics, whose chief product is an application designed to monitor goalies’ play. Associate head coach Bob Corkum was hoping to remain on staff, but on Tuesday it was reported that Gendron will be moving in a different direction. As for Corkum, the Maine alum and former NHLer would like to stay in college hockey and is rumored to be interested in the vacant head coaching position at Alabama-Huntsville.

So, who will Coach Gendron hire? He has extended an open invitation to Maine legend Grant Standbrook, who spent 18 seasons in Orono. Being able to lure Standbrook, one of the top recruiters in college hockey history, out of retirement would certainly add instant credibility to Gendron’s staff. However, if it happens at all, it would most likely be on a part-time basis. Over the past few years, Standbrook has come out of retirement to work part-time with the Dubuque Fighting Saints, as coach Jim Montgomery, from his four years in Orono, knew first-hand what Standbrook could do. Gendron knows too.

 We have been told that Gendron’s #1 choice is longtime NHL assistant coach Jay Leach. Leach has an abundance of coaching experience that includes four years as an assistant to Shawn Walsh at the University of Maine (’84-88), 14 years as an NHL assistant coach with stops in five different cities, and, finally, five years as an AHL head coach (Springfield and Hershey). The challenge for Gendron will be convincing Leach to come back to college hockey after spending virtually his entire career in the pros. Another name to come up is Maine alum Ben Murphy. An Andover, Mass. native who played at Cushing, he has spent the last four seasons as an assistant at Bentley. Murphy, who scored the overtime winner in the 2004 Hockey East championship game, has a strong work ethic and is someone who would pound the pavement for Gendron. We have also been told that Mercyhurst College assistant coach Bobby Ferraris could be in the mix. The Falmouth, Mass. native is a ’97 graduate of St. Anselm College and has spent the last ten seasons in the Atlantic Hockey League, with AIC and Mercyhurst.

 ***

The QMJHL draft will be taking place this coming weekend -- Sat. June. 8, to be precise. This year, there is an unusually strong crop of Americans located in the QMJHL’s draft territory. Noah Hanifin (Boston College), Casey Fitzgerald (Boston College), Colin White (Boston College), Cam Askew (Boston University), and Lincoln Griffin (Northeastern) are all potential first rounders in Saturday’s draft -- if they decided they wanted to play major junior hockey. The one to look for on the news ticker is Cushing Academy’s Askew. QMJHL teams have been flocking to South Boston to meet with the family in hopes of enticing the BU recruit north of the border. Askew was tendered by the Indiana Ice (USHL) and thus excluded from NTDP consideration. Hanifin, White, Fitzgerald, and Griffin have all made it very clear that they intend to play college hockey. We are not saying Askew has decided on major junior, but we also do not feel he is totally sold on NCAA hockey. One thing is certain: if a team selects him in the first round they will have likely gotten a good indication he will report to camp.

Speaking of the QMJHL, the Halifax Mooseheads recently forfeited the rights to Boston University recruit Jack Eichel. The ’96-born NTDP forward has top five NHL draft potential and is considered the top forward in the country in his age group. The North Chelmsford, Mass. native is a late ’96 and thus not eligible for the NHL draft until 2015. Halifax dropping his rights is a very strong indication that Terrier fans will get to see Eichel at Agganis Arena -- for at least one season.

***

Recent UNH graduate Scott Pavelski has hung up the skates and accepted a position as an assistant coach with Waterloo Blackhawks (USHL). The younger brother of San Jose (NHL) forward Joe Pavelski played for PK O’Handley for two seasons prior to enrolling at UNH. The Plover, Wisconsin native produced 11 points during his four-year career in Durham, NH.

***

Alaska-Anchorage has named six finalists for the vacant head coaching position: Augsburg head coach Chris Brown, Air Force associate head coach Mike Corbett, Adrian head coach Ron Fogarty, former Sioux Falls head coach Kevin Hartzell, Stockton Thunder (ECHL) head coach Matt Thomas, and Dartmouth associate head coach Dave Peters.

The search process up at Anchorage has been strange (to say the least), but in our opinion Corbett and Peters really stand out amongst the group of finalists. Last year Corbett was a finalist for the UMass-Amherst head coaching position and we did a piece on him at the time (see the July 2012 USHR News “UMass Dark Horse from the West.”)

As for Peters, he has been at Dartmouth for the last 13 years and has helped build some very good teams. The Big Green squad in ’04-05 was a goalie shy of a national title and featured eight players who went on to reach the NHL including Lee Stempniak, Nick Johnson, David Jones, Tanner Glass, and Ben Lovejoy — all full-time NHLers. Peters simply knows how to recruit and would immediately elevate the talent level up at Anchorage. The college hockey veteran was recently described to this typist as “a recruiter who will slit your throat — but in the most gentlemanly way possible.”

***

Sioux City Musketeers (USHL) netminder Kyle Hayton has committed to St. Lawrence University. The ’94-born Shattuck-St. Mary’s alum was #8 on our most recent “Top Uncommitted” list. The Faribault, Minn. native posted a 13-8-5 record this season with a 2.65 GAA and a .911 save percentage — impressive numbers for a rookie.

Tues. 6/4/13-updated

Privitera Brothers and BU Part Ways

 Boston University defenseman Alexx Privitera, suspended by former Terriers head coach Jack Parker for the final 13 games of his sophomore season, will not be returning to the school for his junior year, and will be looking to transfer elsewhere in the fall of ’14.

"I have great respect for Coach Parker, Coach Quinn and the BU Hockey program," Privitera said in a statement. "I wish them nothing but success."

 In addition, Privitera’s younger brother, Jarrid, a left-shot center committed to BU for this fall, will also not be part of new head coach David Quinn’s inaugural squad. The younger Privitera, who had committed to the Terriers while at the Gunnery over two years ago, played last season for the Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL). A ’94 from Old Tappan, NJ, Privitera posted a 15-11-26 line in 56 games played.

 Alexx, now 20, is a ’93 with junior eligibility remaining and will be doing a 4-2-4 in either the USHL or the BCHL. The defenseman’s USHL rights are owned by the Muskegon Lumberjacks, for whom he played between the NTDP and his matriculation at BU. 

 Both Priviteras are said to be wide open in regards to college options for the ’14-15 season. However, given that they are New Jersey natives, it’s likely to be in the East.

Note:

 The Muskegon Lumberjacks, after letting go its entire coaching staff a couple of weeks ago, is reportedly in the process of being sold to the Ferraro Brothers -- Peter and Chris, twin brothers who won an NCAA championship at Maine in ’92-93 before going on to play together in the NHL. Along with outside investors, the Ferraros, who own the Long Island Gulls (AJHL) are developing a spiffy new arena on Long Island. The facility, on the first weekend in September, will host the Atlantic Challenge, a series of pre-season games that will feature six as-yet-to-be-determined USHL teams.

Thurs. 5/30/13

Cavanaugh Building Huskies’ Staff

Newly-appointed UConn bench boss Mike Cavanaugh has tabbed current Brown University assistant coach Mike Souza for the Huskies’ staff.

A Wakefield, Mass. native, Souza is still fairly new to the coaching scene, having only been at Brown for two years. He played pro hockey for 11 seasons prior to being hired to Brendan Whittet’s staff in the summer of 2011. The Chicago Blackhawks 3rd round draft pick in 1997 was a four-year standout at the University of New Hampshire, compiling 156 points in his career. His best year was ‘98-99 when he torched Hockey East for 65 points en route to the NCAA finals, falling short to Maine in OT. Souza will be responsible for much of the recruiting at UConn and will also work with the forwards and special teams. Other names we heard were in the mix for this position were Albie O’Connell, who was reportedly pursued by Boston University as well, but has decided to stay put in Cambridge; UVM’s Kyle Wallack, and Josh Ciocco (Milton Academy/USHR).

Cavanaugh still has one other position available on his staff. We are told that as soon as he won the job Cavanaugh approached former Bowling Green head coach Scott Paluch about the opportunity of coming to Storrs to be his right hand man in building the Huskies into a contender. The two are longtime friends and worked together at Boston College for seven seasons. Apparently, Paluch is in no hurry to jump back into the rat race as he has a stable situation as an ADM District Manager with USA Hockey. Who, then, is next in line? Our hunch is that Mike Mottau is the guy. The former Hobey Baker award winner and Boston College alum has been playing pro hockey for the last 13 years and would have to be pulled away from the game. The 35-year-old was a finalist for the Boston College job, which would have been a comfortable transition as Mottau has a house in Duxbury, Mass. One other name that keeps popping up in relation to UConn is Dave Peters. The Dartmouth associate head coach has been with the Big Green for 13 years and is regarded as one of the top recruiters in the business. While Dartmouth has not been stockpiling trophies over the years, their list of NHL alums is staggering. Peters has always had the ability to identify and recruit talent that the big name scholarship schools often overlook. 

***

Mike Souza is not the only UNH alum to land a Hockey East job this week as Mike Ayers has accepted a position on the staff of Boston College. He will take the place of Cavanaugh and Jim Logue, who has retired.

The Hingham, Mass native has spent the past two seasons with the NTDP as the goalie coach. Prior to his work with USA Hockey the former All-American netminder worked as a volunteer coach with St. Cloud State. The Chicago Blackhawks draftee was a three year starter for UNH and had his best season in ‘02-03, posting a 27-8-6 record with a .926 save percentage, won the Hockey East championship, and lost to the University of Minnesota in the national title game. Ayers then went on to play four seasons of pro hockey with stops in the ECHL, AHL, Denmark, and Sweden before embarking on a career in coaching.

Reportedly, BC head coach Jerry York wanted a goalie guy, and with Ayers he got one of the best. Other finalists who interviewed for the job were former Eagles Mike Mottau, Ben Eaves, Jeff Giuliano, Brendan Buckley, former UNH goaltender Ty Conklin, and Souza.

Thurs. 5/30/13

A New Era at Lawrence Academy

Robbie Barker has taken over head coaching duties at Lawrence Academy, replacing Kevin Potter, who is remaining at the school as athletic director. Barker, previously the head coach at Cardigan Mountain, was brought in prior to the start of this past season with the expectation that he would eventually take over for Potter. 

 Potter, formerly at North Yarmouth Academy, took over the Lawrence program in the fall of 2004 and was behind the Spartans bench for nine seasons, In 2012, a senior-laden team led by forwards Devin Tringale, Tyler Whitney, and Matthew Baldino, defenseman Jacob Schechter, and goaltender Nathaniel Heilbron posted a 25-3-3 record en route to the school’s first-ever New England prep school championship. Last season was one of transition for Potter, who has been juggling his roles as AD, head hockey coach, and father.

 Barker, a Concord, NH native, is a Lawrence alum. In his senior year, ’99-00, he was a three-sport captain, lettering in football, hockey, and lacrosse. After graduating, the bruising defenseman went on to play a season in the USHL for Sioux Falls before enrolling at the University of New Hampshire, where Barker played in four NCAA tournaments, won two Hockey East regular season titles, two Hockey East tournament titles, played in two Frozen Fours, and was part of one of the most successful classes in UNH history, winning 104 games over his four years.

Fri. 5/24/13-Update: Yale associate head coach Red Gendron will be named the new head coach at the University of Maine.

The Rumor Mill

There are a number of high profile jobs in Hockey East to be had right now and there is certainly no shortage of talk and speculation in the hockey community. Who will be the next head coach at Maine? Who will take Mike Cavanaugh’s position at Boston College? Who will fill the opening at Boston University, vacated when Mike Bavis resigned last week?

What follows is our take on the situation, based on informed speculation we’ve heard around the rinks.

University of Maine Athletic Director Steve Abbott reported this week that the Black Bears will have a new head coach next week. What this means is that someone could be offered at any minute. The Bangor Daily News reported a short list of candidates consisting of UNH associate head coach Jim Tortorella, Yale associate head coach Red Gendron, former Ohio State head coach Mark Osiecki, and Maine associate head coach Bob Corkum. But there could be another candidate in former Denver coach George Gwozdecky, who was most recently a candidate for the UConn job that went to Cavanaugh. His name has been bandied about late this week.

The wild card in the discussion – and it’s probably nothing but that -- appears to New York Islanders head coach Jack Capuano. Capuano lives in Bangor in the offseason and has two children who both attend the University of Maine. While we are certain that the administration would love to steal a coach away from the NHL, it does not appear to be realistic, at least at this point. Tim Whitehead, who was the bench boss for 11 seasons, earned $190,000 annually. While NHL coaching salaries are not necessarily shared with the public, the general consensus is that they earn somewhere in the range of $1,000,000 a year. Capuano’s contract is said to be up this year and one would think that the former Black Bear defenseman has quite a bit of leverage to negotiate a handsome contract on the Island. The Islanders made the playoffs for the first time in six years and had an impressive showing against the Eastern Conference’s top team, the Pittsburgh Penguins. It would seem that from a career perspective that now Capuano would be unlikely to make the move to the NCAA right now.

One final name that we have heard mentioned in connection to the Maine job is Toronto Maple Leafs assistant coach Greg Cronin. The Arlington, Mass. native spent four seasons as an assistant up in Orono on Shawn Walsh’s staff and is very familiar with the college game, having served as Northeastern’s head coach from 2005 to 2011. Cronin is more of a “city guy” and has a pro hockey mentality. With that in mind it is highly unlikely that he shifts his career back into college. One thing we will say is that the search committee has worked hard to keep the candidates’ names under wraps. Black Bear nation will not have to wait much longer though. We expect that Maine will have an announcement right after the Memorial Day weekend.

Jerry York has not had an opening on his staff since 2004 when he hired Greg Brown, who at the time had no coaching experience and was coming in fresh out of pro hockey. Will the Eagles take the same approach this time around? If they do, three names have been discussed. First is 35-year-old Mike Mottau. The Hobey Baker award winner in 2000 is a former BC captain who is at the tail end of his playing career. The Quincy, Mass. native has 313 NHL games under his belt and is rumored to be looking for a coaching gig, having spent this past season in the minors. Next is Jeff Giuliano who played for the Eagles from ’98-’02 and was named team captain as a senior. The 33-year-old native of Nashua, NH has 101 NHL games to his credit and has spent the last four seasons playing in the top league in Germany. Finally, one of BC’s favorite sons, Ben Eaves, could be someone that York is pursuing. The 31-year-old is a two-time captain for the Eagles who graduated back in 2004. Eaves was one of the smartest college hockey players this typist has ever seen, but his career has been hampered by injuries every step of the way. The son of University of Wisconsin head coach Mike Eaves has spent the past three seasons playing in the top league in Finland.

We have not confirmed that any of these three BC alums are interested in the position, but we are confident that if the Eagles do pull someone out of pro hockey it will be one of them. Jobs on Chestnut Hill do not present themselves very often, and, much like Brown did back in ’04, we would expect someone to give up their final playing days for the opportunity to learn from college hockey’s most successful coach.

One final name that we have also heard consistently for the BC assistant’s post is that of NTDP goalie coach Mike Ayers. The 33-year-old has spent the last two seasons mentoring the nation’s top young goalies with the NTDP. The Hingham, Mass. native was an All-American at UNH and does assist the NTDP with scouting duties—meaning he has a better handle on the talent pool than the alums that are still playing hockey for a career. BC fans will likely be up in arms at the thought of hiring an outsider, but there is a reason here folks. Longtime goalie coach Jim Logue is said to be considering retirement and Ayers presents an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

Talk on the other side of the tracks have been very quiet. Newly appointed Terrier head coach David Quinn has a job to fill, but it is anyone’s guess as to what direction he is leaning. With Buddy Powers still on board, Quinn already has someone with a firm grasp on what is going on in the recruiting world and is likely in no rush to fill the position. It was widely assumed that current Harvard assistant coach and BU alum Albie O’Connell would be changing offices, but there has been no evidence as of yet to support this. Two names that have been discussed are former NHL veterans and BU alums Mike Grier and Scott Young. Grier resides in the Boston area and is said to be interested in coaching—whether that is in college hockey or pro hockey is yet to be determined. The former St. Sebastian’s power forward is a veteran of 1,060 NHL games and was on the ice at BU daily during the lockout putting local NHL players through on-ice workouts. He is just two years removed from the game. Young is currently the head coach at St. Marks and we personally think it is unlikely he will make the move. That said, the Clinton, Mass. native is a former teammate of Quinn’s and the two are said to be good friends. Young certainly has a wealth of knowledge, having played 1,181 NHL games. He has been coaching for the last two years in the prep ranks.

Wed. 5/22/13

Atlantic District Looking Strong Again

USHR spent the past weekend at the Atlantic District Festival tryouts at the Ice Line in West Chester, PA. We did the same thing last year and, as you may recall, noted how far and fast the district has progressed in terms of routinely developing significant numbers of top college and pro prospects. One reflection of this is the number of highly qualified coaches serving as evaluators, with Curtis Carr (Merrimack), Matt Lindsay (Penn State), John Rose (Dartmouth), Scott McDougall (Sacred Heart), Andrew Will (Salisbury), Dale Reinhardt (Kent), Bruce Wolanin (Pomfret), Matt Greason (Trinity) and others all on hand over the weekend. A big plus for USHR was being afforded an inside look at the evaluation process and the group effort that goes into picking these teams. 

While it is commonplace for players to get cut and blame “politics,” what we witnessed in West Chester is a district doing everything possible to flush out political influence and simply send the best players on to Buffalo to represent the district. We saw no personal agendas inside the “war room.” What we did witness was a lot of interesting, healthy, and necessary discussions. Mistakes are inevitable. There is no science to picking these teams. Players develop physically at different rates. Some are playing their best hockey now while others are just scratching the surface of their potential. It is always easy to point out the misses, but what is rarely considered is what went into the decision-making process and how were the so-called “mistakes” made.

Was Johnny Gaudreau unfairly cut by the Atlantic District as a 14, 15, and 16-year-old? When he finally made it to the festival at 17 he led the camp in scoring and has since gone on to be a dominant player at Boston College and a Calgary Flames (NHL) draft pick. But as a 16-year-old he was literally 5’2”, 100 lbs. His limbs were too short, and he could not keep up. He was not strong enough to protect the puck, and was rendered ineffective by bigger, stronger, and faster defenders. Instead of blaming politics, “Johnny Hockey” stuck with it and when he was big enough, strong enough, and fast enough he made the team and has since gone on to what is obviously great success, like winning gold at the World Junior Championship in January. Gaudreau did not write off USA Hockey. He worked at his game, stayed positive, and returned to tryouts each year. There are kids who will get cut from the festival in the coming months. Instead of picking up the phone and blaming others, we would encourage them to stick with it. In time, it will pay off.

USA Hockey does not supply evaluators with a handbook on how to pick the teams. The Atlantic District is run by John Riley, a scout for the Philadelphia Flyers, a former Div. I assistant, and a teacher and coach at Fairfield Country Day School.  Riley’s method is simply to put an unbiased staff together, encourage everyone to speak up and express their opinions, and trust that, in the end, the right decisions will be made. This weekend we witnessed two interesting situations. Both involved performance vs. potential. Player “A” had a better camp, but player “B” will probably be the better player in the long run. Who do you send through? USA Hockey’s money is better invested in developing player “B,” but player “A” had a better showing at camp and earned the spot. What do you do?

We saw it go both ways. In one instance, the group decided to go with the kid who had the better camp. In the other instance, the group unanimously decided to send the kid with more potential. There is no right or wrong answer. We took in the discussion of performance vs. potential this weekend, and it’s a fairly sure thing that every other district will likely encounter the same discussion this year – every year, really. At the end of the day, it’s USA Hockey’s show. The reason money is invested into each district is because USA Hockey wants to not only help develop the overall player pool but also bring together the best players in the country in order to evaluate, rank, and track them, with the final goal of identifying which players will best represent the US at international events. We would like to thank the Atlantic District not only for giving us an inside look at the process, but for allowing us to write about it. The district’s transparency is refreshing.

As for what we saw on-ice, the player evaluations that follow are ours alone and do not necessarily represent the views of the Atlantic District and/or USA Hockey. While the age group we focused on most intently was the ‘99s, we did our best to catch as much of the ‘98s as time allowed. 

 The ‘98s will be heavily scouted in the next 12 months and we would imagine that quite a few will be committed to top colleges before long. The ‘99s are still a year away from all that. In the meantime there is a lot of talent that would be of particular interest to prep schools, family advisors, et al.

 These are the players we feel really separated themselves from the pack.

‘98s:

Shaun Bily, F (Honeybaked U14) — Pronounced ‘By-Lee’ and, in our opinion, was the top forward in his age group. Bily has won a national title at the pee-wee level with the New Jersey Colonials and again this year with Honeybaked. His team this year was absolutely loaded and had numerous high-end kids and, while he still stood, his impact was a bit overshadowed by the likes of Nick Pastujov and Patrick Khodorenko. Bily is tall, incredibly skilled, sees the ice, and has a nice upside. Is someone we expect the NTDP will take a long look at. Also, do not count out the OHL, as they are certain to take a run at him.

Cameron Dineen, D (Comcast U14) — We have written about Dineen on a few occasions and have always liked his game, but we were told this weekend that he is easily the most improved player in the district, and that his game has really started to blossom. While he does not have the size that would make you think “pro” when you see him, his stick, poise, and vision are top notch -- you can just tell that he is going to be a nice D-I player. Will likely be in the upper echelon of defenders at the 15 Festival, and we would project that he is also someone the NTDP will watch closely.

Griffin Luce, D (Elgin Middlesex) — An absolute man-child. A dual citizen who currently lives in Ontario, Luce is using the Atlantic District as a means of routing himself to the Select 15 Festival. The son of Scott Luce, Director of Scouting for the Florida Panthers (NHL), will be headed to Salisbury in the fall where we would expect him to have an immediate impact. Luce is big at 6’3”, strong, and skates well for someone his size. Is able to carry the puck end-to-end while playing with his peers, but we think he will develop into a mean, shut-down defender who can log a lot of minutes and make life difficult for the opposition. Has 1st round OHL draft potential, but thus far has done everything to give the impression that he will be going to college. After all, it is incredibly rare for an Ontario native to leave home during his midget minor year. The NTDP will have a lot of interest in bringing him aboard as well.

Dante Palecco, F (North Jersey Avalanche U16) — Highly skilled forward will be making the move over to the Long Island Gulls this year. Palecco is streaky, but when he is on he is pretty darn good. Has a quick shot release and is an absolute marksman. Scored a highlight reel goal as he was able to corral a puck without stick handling it, get a shot off under pressure, and put the puck short side right under the bar — a very skilled play.

Kyle Wellar, F (Team Comcast U14) — Tall, lanky, and a very fluid skater. Was just OK here over the weekend and did not make a consistent impact. That said, he has all the tools to be a D-I player and we would guess that he is only going to get better as he fills out and gets stronger. We will be interested in seeing how he performs against the country’s best.

Simon Butala, D (Junior Flyers U14) — A nice defenseman who brings a little bit of everything to the table. He is a pretty big kid at 6’1” and he can skate and handle the puck with confidence. Not sure that he is someone who will be a PP specialist as he moves up the ranks, but he could develop into a strong defender who makes a nice first pass.

Ryan Bogan, D (NJ Devils U14) — We had overlooked Bogan in the past, but he was good here. Has size at 6’0” and is a solid skater and does not get beat in 1x1 situations. Is someone you want on your team. A reliable defender who flies under the radar, Bogan offers up a very consistent level of play. Also plays for Christian Brothers Academy.

‘99s:

Derek Contessa, F (NJ Devils U14) — It is amazing how much better a player at this age looks when he plays up all season and then drops down to his own age group. At the bantam major level this year Contessa appeared to have an upside, but looked a step slower than the top tier players and was not able to be a dominant player at all. With his own age group he is dominant and was the top forward by a good deal. He is already about 6’1” and looks like a young James van Riemsdyk. Has all the potential in the world and is only going to get better. A name you will be hearing in the future.

Tyler Inamoto, D (NJ Colonials) — Is going to be a very good defenseman. Is already about 6’0” and it does not appear that he is done growing. A good skater who defends well and brings some offense to the table, Inamoto already has a contingent of family advisors seeking to represent him. Will be making the move out to the #1-ranked Chicago Mission next year. A ton  of upside here.

Josh Maniscalco, D (Team Comcast) — Comcast finished as the #4-ranked team in the country with a 60-6 record, and, in our opinion, Maniscalco was their top defenseman. He has good size and is a smooth skater. When he wants to, he can dominate. Took the puck coast-to-coast with ease on a number of occasions here.

Marc DelGaizo, D (New Jersey Rockets) — Is pretty small and may lack the upside of the players mentioned above, but this kid is going to be a very good defenseman. Has fantastic vision and is able to make a lot of plays from the backend. Projects as someone who will thrive on the PP and could play a quarterback role as he progresses. Is young, but has the tools to be a D-I player.

Carson Briere, F (Team Comcast) — The son of Daniel Briere (Philadelphia Flyers-NHL). Is on the small side and really lacks speed. Looks like he is carrying around some baby fat. That said, once he loses that baby fat, which he will, we think his game is going to take off. With the possible exception of DelGaizo, there was not a player here with better puck skills. Much like his father, he understands hockey and has a great feel for the game. He’s a true playmaker. Will shoot up this list once he ‘leans out.’

Mike Lagana, D (NJ Devils) — Tall and smooth. A good combination for any 14-year-old. Does not play with the same amount of confidence as the three defenders mentioned above, but his upside is just as high. A good skater who is only going to get better. Keeps things pretty simple and defends well.

Steven Agriogianis, F (NJ Colonials) — Has a short and awkward stride and at first glance is very rough around the edges. That said, he may have been the most productive player here. The more you watch him, the more you love his game. He really gets after it, and works incredibly hard. Is a goal scorer now and we think he will continue on that track. Has that knack that you can’t teach. Already uses defenders as a screen when putting pucks on net.

Evan Barratt, F (Team Comcast) — Good-sized kid who is strong, drives the net hard, and can really move once he gets going. Is likely a top scorer right now, but we think his future will be that of someone who is difficult to play against and can provide some offense.

Jonathan Bendorf, F (Mercer Chiefs) — Big kid with a lot of hockey sense. His feet are not that great and he may be another young forward who is playing with some added weight, but his hands, vision, and ability to make plays are very good. As he matures, gets stronger, and trims down we think he will be very good.

Kyle MacLean, F (NJ Colonials) — Is small and slight right now, but is also slippery, skilled, and has a quick stick. Is the younger brother of Delbarton forward JC MacLean and the son of former NJ Devils head coach John MacLean. Both his brother and his father are over 6’0”, and when Kyle begins to shoot up in height we think his stock will follow.

Conner McMenamin, F (Jr. Flyers) — Regarded as one of the top players in the district, McMenamin is heading out to Shattuck-St. Mary’s in the fall. We felt that he was just OK here. His stick is very good and it was evident that he knows what to do with the puck in the scoring area. That said, we think his skating is very average and that his feet may hold him back as he moves to higher levels.

Albert Washco, F (Jr. Flyers) — Small, but skilled and crafty. A smart hockey player who got better and better as the weekend went along.

Travis Yawger, F (NJ Devils) — A tall kid who works hard and is productive. Creates a lot of turnovers and is persistent on loose pucks.

Robert Filaska, F — Not sure what team he plays for, but he is very tall, gangly, and has some potential. Looks like a baby deer out there -- no leg strength. He has good offensive instincts, though, and will be a different player when he matures physically.

Colin Felix, D (Team Comcast) — A smart defenseman who makes sound decisions each time the puck is on his stick. Does not jump out at you, just quietly plays mistake-free hockey.

Fri. 5/17/13

Bavis Resigns at BU

 Associate Head Coach Mike Bavis, after 15 years on Jack Parker’s staff at Boston University, has reportedly resigned from new head coach David Quinn’s staff after less than two months on the job.

 All spring, sources have indicated to USHR that Quinn and Bavis weren’t see eye-to-eye on numerous aspects central to the direction of Boston University hockey. 

 Quinn and Bavis had overlapped for five years on the BU staff – from ’04 through the championship spring of ’09 – so there was a considerable degree of awkwardness to the current situation that, if not rooted in, was certainly compounded by the fact that the two men were both candidates for the head coaching job that opened up when Parker announced his resignation on March 11. However, 15 days later, the job went to  Quinn. Bavis, who was heavily invested – both emotionally and in service time – to BU hockey, was reportedly deeply upset that he didn’t get the head job.

 USHR put in phone calls to both Quinn and Bavis seeking comment, but didn’t hear back. We expect there will be an announcement next week.

 Bavis, 43, a Terrier winger from ’89-’93, is so identified with Boston and BU hockey that it is hard to imagine him elsewhere. However, four USHL head coaching jobs are open and it’s highly possible that Bavis is in the running for one of those positions. In addition, the University of Maine position is open. And, of course, more openings will be created as those jobs get filled.

Fri. 5/17/13

Strelow Camp Review

Last weekend, in Ann Arbor, Mich., USA Hockey sponsored its annual Warren Strelow National Team Goaltending Camp, now in its sixth year. 

 The four-day elite camp featured 25 top goaltenders in the age groups eligible for international play – ’95s, ’96s, ’97s, and ‘98s. The camp is run by Mike Ayers, the U.S. National Team goaltending coach, and included a large group of coaches highly regarded for their work with goalies. No one knows goalies like goalies, so we consulted with a number of them to get their learned opinions, which, of course, are subjective, meaning they do not necessarily represent the views of the coaches as a whole. They also do not mean any netminder mentioned necessarily has an upper hand when it comes to National Teams. Much of this camp centered around instruction and development.

Warren Strelow, in whose honor the camp is named, worked as the goaltending coach for the University of Minnesota, the 1980 and 2002 U.S. Olympic teams, and several NHL teams. He died in 2007 at the age of 73.  

 As we mentioned, there were 25 goalies on hand. By birth year, there were two ‘95s, five ‘96s, twelve ‘97s, and six ‘98s.

 Here are ten who shined.

‘98s:

Ryan Edquist, '98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) -- Was hands-down the top performer amongst the youngsters. Only about 5'10" or so, Edquist is highly athletic and a fantastic skater. What sets him apart from his peers is his puck focus. He rarely loses sight of the rubber and, because of this, is always in excellent position. Has big-time D-I potential. Is an early favorite for the NTDP in ‘14-15.

Liam Moore, '98 (Governor’s) -- A pleasant surprise. Really held his own against other top goalies with stronger pedigrees. Moore is absolutely massive in the net and uses his size to advantage. What stood out most about him was his steady improvement as the camp went along. Made huge adjustments, and was very coachable. Needs to learn to read the play better and continue to work on his quickness. His game could really take off.

‘97s:

Luke Opilka, '97 (NTDP) -- Was the top goalie amongst the ‘97s, which was no surprise. You can tell that he watches a lot of NHL goalies and emulates them as he has that pro style. His edge work is outstanding, already better than some D-I goalies. Is very explosive. Has a ton of potential.

Bailey Seagraves, '97 (Ohio Junior Blue Jackets) -- Not a whole lot separates Seagraves and Opilka. The biggest difference is size, as Seagraves is about three or four inches shorter. An elite skater who exhibits great edge work, Seagraves’ sets himself apart with his poise in the net. He can really wait out shooters and is not easily fooled. A top D-I prospect.

Vaughan Ahrens, '97 (Wayzata HS) -- Big, strong, and fundamentally sound. Outstanding presence in tight. A controlled goalie, he makes difficult saves look easy. Needs to improve his hand speed as elite shooters were able to find some holes up high.

Tyler Parson, '97 (Little Caesar’s) -- Very tall goalie with great fundamentals. A hard worker who competes like a dog. Has a thirst for knowledge. Very coachable. 

‘96s:

Alex  Nedeljkovic, '96 (Plymouth Whalers-OHL) -- Parma, Ohio native is a superstar in the making and was arguably the top goalie here. His compete level is unmatched. He is always in complete control of his body, and has superb puck-tracking abilities. Had a 19-2-2 record this year in the OHL as a 16-year-old. Very well could be USA Hockey's goalie of the future at international events.

Ed Minney, '96 (NTDP) -- At 6'4" he covers a lot of net and is an imposing figure for shooters. Has great net presence and has gotten better under Ayers. Still seems to be in the process of trying different types of styles. Once he figures out which positional framework suits him best, his game could take a quantum leap.

‘95s:

Evan Cowley, '95 (Wichita Falls-NAHL) -- We recently ranked the 6'5" netminder as the second-best uncommitted goalie available (behind only Dubuque's Arthur Brey). Cowley had a really impressive showing here and was in contention for top goalie honors. Has the potential to be a very good starting goalie at the D-I level. Will be drafted into the NHL and would be a steal if he makes it to the 5th round.

Thatcher Demko, '95 (NTDP) – Has excellent size, and exhibited great net presence, and maturity. Has the ability to be the starting goaltender for Boston College right off the bat next year. The one knock on Demko is that he can still learn a lot when it comes to using his size effectively.  He should also work to avoid winding up on his stomach as much as he does – it’s great on the highlight tape, but doesn’t help with his consistency.

Tues. 5/14/13

Young Guns Showcase Review

USHR spent some time this past weekend at the Young Guns ’98 Showcase at the University of Vermont. UVM assistant coach Kyle Wallack and Connecticut Wolf Pack coach Pete Alden organized the event, which was well run and featured a bounty of talent. The players who stood out for us are listed below. Many names will be recognizable to USHR readers, as we have previously covered a lot of the top players in this age group. But there are new players, too, so please read on. 

 The showcase was comprised of all 98’s, with the exception of one ’97.

Patrick Harper, F, ’98 (Connecticut Oilers) 5-6/138 — Yes, he is very small, but man can he make plays. The crafty forward has exceptional stick skills and is able to make plays at top speed -- and under pressure. He is not going to need to get much taller to make an impact at the D-I level; he just needs to fill out. After being heavily recruited by prep schools he has decided to stick with the Connecticut Oilers for another year and play U16 hockey again.

Sam Sternschein, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) 6-1/165 — Was placed on the same team as Harper and the two were dominant at times. Sternschein is tall, skilled, and projects well. Still needs to add a little more “get up and go” to his skating, but there is no doubt he is a prospect worth keeping tabs on.

Liam Murphy, F, ’98 (Avon Old Farms) 6-0/195 — When we watched Murphy a year ago we felt that his skating could be an issue moving forward. That has been addressed. His skating looked powerful and explosive here. Gets his nose dirty and plays hard. We don’t know if he will ever be a high scorer at the D-I level, but he has the potential to be an impact player. Is kind of like the Milan Lucic of the ‘98s. Is Avon’s top recruit for next season.

Chris Grando, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) 5-8/140 — We watched the Gulls play quite a few times over the course the season and never really noticed Grando. Perhaps we were so fixated on like the likes of Adam Fox and Sternschein that we overlooked him. That said, Grando is a heck of a player. He has quick feet, a quick stick, and makes things happen. A D-I prospect.

Greg Hendrickson, F, ’98 (Team Comcast) 5-9/162 — Is not someone who is going to jump out at you, but the more you watch him the more you like him. A very intelligent player who makes the right plays all the time. Is slippery in traffic and can find the open man. The Comcast ’98 team, by the way, is one of the best groups in the country.

William Steele, F, ’98 (Colchester High School) 5-7/160 — The younger brother of ’97-born Avery Steele, who has emerged as a D-I prospect and will be enrolling at Selects Hockey Academy in the fall. The younger Steele appears to be on the same development curve. The smallish forward is stocky, quick, and has a good mind for the game.

Cameron Obcena, F, ’98 (Yale Hockey Academy) 5-8/142 — From Vancouver, British Columbia. An explosive skater who really gets after it. Made a lot of things happen in the game we watched him play. A complete player who competes hard.

Dante Palecco, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) 5-10/165 — Played for the North Jersey Avalanche U16s last year and has since made the move to the Gulls, who look to be a really good team next season. Palecco has a lot of skill and a quick shot release. Has been regarded as one of the top ‘98s for quite some time.

Keelan Ulnick, D, ’98 (Anaheim Jr. Ducks) 5-10/140 — Was very good out at Nationals and we liked him here, too. An all-around solid defender who makes hard tape-to-tape passes.

Brendan Less, D, ’98 (Delbarton) 5-9/140 — We have written about Less quite a bit over the last 12 months. He’s a smooth skater, and very good in transition. Needs to get stronger and up his compete level.

Michael Gurska, D, ’98 (Rivers School) 5-9/140 — We have seen a lot of him in the last couple of months and we like his game. Very smart with the puck; has a really good stick. Skating needs to improve.

Sam Field, F, ’98 (Choate) 6-0/160 — From the New Jersey Devils organization; is headed to Choate in the fall. Excellent puck possession player. Can really protect it and is very strong in the corners and along the walls.

Frank Boie, D, ’98 (Rivers School) 6-0/165 — A good skater for a big kid. Keeps things simple and does not make many mistakes.

Phelan Shaw, D, ’97 (NWCAA Midget Minor Stamps) 5-11/165 — We would like to see him play with his own age group, but amongst ‘98s he stood out. The Calgary, Alberta native is a smooth skater with good stick skills.

Eric Linell, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) 5-3/110 — Really small, but feisty and skilled. Makes a lot of plays and is tough to contain in tight spaces. Uses his small size to advantage.

Mateusz Gosiewski, F, ’98 (Millbrook School) 6-2/200 — A good get for Millbrook. Big forward is a smooth skater and has potential, just needs to be consistent and intense every shift. Played for the Westchester Express U14s this past season.

Brendan Murphy, D, ’98 (Northwood School) 6-1/166 — Tall and lanky defender is above average in all areas. Keeps it simple and defends well. Could be one to keep an eye as he fills out. Played for the Long Island Gulls this past season.

Aaron Maguyon, F, ’98 (Team Comcast) 5-6/176 — A bit of an early developer, but the short, stocky, and strong forward has some skill. Will make for an excellent prep player should he choose that route.

Mon. 5/13/13

New Head Coach Named at Kent

 Canterbury School assistant coach Dale Reinhardt has been named the new head coach at the Kent School.

 Reinhardt replaces Matt Herr, who took a position with USA Hockey in March. 

 A 2008 graduate of Holy Cross, Reinhardt, 27, has been an assistant at Canterbury for the past three seasons.

 A native of Livingston, NJ, Reinhardt played his prep hockey for Bruce Shatel at Delbarton. A high-scoring forward, Reinhardt made up for his lack of size with smarts and competitiveness. After graduating from Delbarton, Reinhardt went directly to Holy Cross, where he would score 118 points over his four years. An assistant captain, Reinhardt was on the Crusaders team that KO’d the University of Minnesota in the opening round of the NCAA West Regionals in March of 2006.

After graduation, Reinhardt played in the Coast League for a season. As an assistant at Canterbury, he has helped recruit some of the school’s better young players, and is very knowledgeable on the mid-Atlantic district. Canterbury head coach, Padraic McCarthy, speaks really highly of Reinhardt’s work, says the players really respond to him, and that, “He was more than an assistant. We split the work 50-50, and if he hadn’t gotten the Kent job I was going to make him an associate head coach. He’ll be really great for Kent.” 

Kent assistants Garrison Smith and Brian Cibelli will be staying on board.  

Notes:

Matt Mulhern, the head coach at the Hill School for the last nine years, has moved on to Canterbury, where he was recently appointed Director of Admissions. Mulhern, who played varsity hockey at Boston College before graduating in 1999, is a 1995 Canterbury graduate, where he was a teammate of coach McCarthy. 

His presence in admissions will certainly help the hockey program, and he will help on the ice, too, but he won’t have enough hours in the day to be a full-time assistant. That means McCarthy will be looking for a new assistant for the program.

 We missed reporting this last month, but Mulhern’s assistant at the Hill for the last six seasons, Chris Bala, has taken over the head coaching position from his former boss. Bala is a ’97 Hill grad who went on to play his college hockey at Harvard. After graduating in 2001, Bala, a forward, played six years of pro hockey, including a short stint with the Ottawa Senators, who had selected him in the second round of the 1998 draft. Bala returned to the Hill in 2007.

Mon. 5/13/13

Six More Named to NTDP

 Six more players, all ’97 birthdates, have been added to the National Team Development Program for the upcoming season. 

 They are: goaltender Michael Lackey (Phillips Exeter); defensemen Christian Evers (Omaha Lancers Midget Minor), Casey Fitzgerald (Malden Catholic HS), Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s), Joseph Masonius (NJ Hitmen-EJHL); and forward Dennis Yan (Belle Tire Midget Major)

With the addition of the above, the roster is currently at 21 (11 forwards, eight defensemen, and two goaltenders).

The 15 players previously announced are:

Forwards:

Jeremy Bracco (NJ Rockets Jr. A – AJHL), Christian Fischer (Chicago Mission Midget Minor), Jordan Greenway (Shattuck-St. Mary’s), Luke Kirwan (Middlesex Islanders-EJHL), Luke Kunin (St. Louis Blues Midget Minor), Auston Matthews (Arizona Bobcats Midget Minor), Jack Roslovic (Ohio Blue Jackets Midget Minor), Matt Tkachuk (St. Louis Blues Midget Minor), Colin White (Noble & Greenough), and  Brendan Warren (Compuware Midget Minor).

Defensemen:

Nicholas Boka (Compuware Midget Minor), Caleb Jones (Dallas Stars Midget Minor), Charles McAvoy (NJ Rockets Jr. A – AJHL), and Zach Werenski (Little Caesar’s Midget Major).

Goaltender:

Luke Opilka (St. Louis Blues Midget Minor).

Fri. 5/10/13

USHL Draft Notebook

 The Clark Cup finals get underway tonight, with the Dubuque Fighting Saints taking on the Fargo Force. Fargo’s duo of David Gust (Ohio State) and Alex Iafallo (Minnesota-Duluth) have combined for 28 points thus far in the playoffs, while defenseman Taylor Fleming has also been impressive for the Force, producing a 1-7-8 scoring line in eight games played. Fleming, a 5’10” ’93 birthdate, recently decommitted from Air Force, and is a hot commodity. Here is what we had to say about Fleming back in September, “A player who we had planned to rank in our list of top 25 uncommitted USHL players - but then he committed to Air Force (at the Fall Classic). The Waconia, Minn. native will QB Fargo's PP. He's smart, he's intelligent, and he has a good stick.”

Dubuque meanwhile is getting consistent production from their top three lines, with Yale recruit Frankie DiChiara leading the way with a 3-7-10 scoring line in eight games. The real story for the Saints has been netminder Arthur Brey, USHR’s top uncommitted prospect. The rookie out of Yorba Linda, California has been solid between the pipes, posting a 6-1 record along with a .929 save percentage and a 1.81 GAA. Should Dubuque win the title it will be head coach Jim Montgomery’s second championship in his three years there.

Speaking of the USHL, both the Futures Draft and the regular draft took place this week. We will not even begin to attempt to explain how the USHL drafts work (a full explanation can be found on the league’s website), but, in a nutshell, the former Futures Draft, which the league is now referring to as the “Phase 1” draft, is limited to ’97-born players, while everyone else is eligible for the the league’s regular draft, now dubbed the  “Phase 2” draft. Makes it sound like the players are all in clinical trials, doesn’t it?

As for the Phase 1 draft – i.e., the ‘97s -- Cushing’s Cam Askew, who was tendered by the Indiana Ice back in the fall, went into the books as the #1 overall selection. The Boston University recruit and South Boston native is being tugged in every direction as Cushing head coach Rob Gagnon is trying to convince him to return for his sophomore year; the Indiana Ice are clearly committed to having him in the USHL next year; and the QMJHL draft, in which he is a potential #1 overall pick, is on the horizon.

Other New England players selected in the Futures Draft were:

Donovan Ott, F, Selects Hockey Academy (1st round, Sioux Falls)

Charlie Kelleher, F, Boston Jr. Bruins U18 (3rd round, Cedar Rapids)

Spencer Young, D, Phillips Exeter (3rd round, Dubuque)

Austin Rook, D, Rivers (4th round, Des Moines)

Cal Burke, F, Nobles (4th round, Cedar Rapids)

Cam Lee, D, Northwood (4th round, Muskegon)

Ryan Smith, F, Northwood (4th round, Green Bay)

Chase Harwell, F, Selects Hockey Academy (4th round, Dubuque)

Callum Booth, G, Salisbury (5th round, Muskegon)

McKay Flanagan, D, CT Oilers U16 (5th round, Cedar Rapids)

Lincoln Griffin, F, Thayer (5th round, Dubuque)

Erik Foley, F, Tabor (6th round, Cedar Rapids)

Liam Darcy, D, Berwick (6th round, Green Bay)

JC MacLean, F, Delbarton (7th round, Omaha)

Elijah Harris, G, Austin Prep (7th round, Dubuque)

It is also worth noting that the Russian imports that turned the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights, a team that USHR has covered extensively, into an overnight powerhouse were also selected in Tuesday’s draft. Defenseman Ivan Provorov (1st round, Cedar Rapids) and forwards Dennis Smirnov (2nd round, Indiana) and Nikita Pavlychev (3rd round, Des Moines) will all make an impact next season as 16-year-olds. The question is whether or not they will stay in the USHL for the following season -- 2014-2015 -- or whether they bolt for the CHL as soon as they are eligible for the CHL Import Draft. Pavlychev is a 6’5” skilled center who has 1st round NHL draft potential while Smirnov is small -- 5’8” or so -- but could lead the league in scoring if he stays and plays two years, much like Waterloo scoring machine Taylor Cammarata, who jumped from 69 points his first year to a league-leading 93 this season.

In the actual draft – i.e Phase 2 -- the Indiana Ice held the #1 overall pick and used it to select 6’3”, 180 lb. ’95-born forward Aidan Muir from the Victory Honda U18s. The Saline, Mich. native finished tied for 22nd in the Tier-1 Elite League scoring race with a 17-23-40 scoring line in 37 games played, but lifted his game in the playoffs, posting a 4-3-7 scoring line in just four games. The Western Michigan recruit was not ranked by NHL Central Scouting at the mid-term, but was rated as the #108 North American skater in the final rankings.

Below is a list of the New England players selected, many of whom will be playing for the club that selected them next season.

 6. Brian Pinho (Indiana), ’95, F, St. John’s Prep

 8. Haralds Egle (Muskegon), ’96, F, Portland Jr. Pirates-EJHL

15. Ryan Segalla (Dubuque), ’94, D, Salisbury

18. Merrick Madsen (Des Moines), ’95, G, Proctor

22. Connor Light (Omaha), ’95, D, Phillips Andover

28. Zach Sanford (Waterloo), ’94, F, Middlesex Islanders-EJHL

30. Liam Coughlin (Dubuque), ’94, F, Catholic Memorial

34. Danny Tirone (Cedar Rapids), ’94, G, Loomis

37. James Winkler (Muskegon), ’96, F, Berwick

53. Jake McCarthy (Muskegon), ’96, D, St. Sebastian’s

56. Garrett Hehir (Lincoln), ’93, F, Cushing

59. Shane Starrett (Sioux Falls), ’94, G, Selects Hockey Academy

66. AJ Greer (Des Moines), ’96, F, Kimball Union

74. Daniel Fritz (Sioux Falls), ’95, D, Canterbury

82. Karl El-Mir (Indiana), ’96, F, Selects Hockey Academy

90. Josh Melnick (Youngstown), ’95, F, Delbarton

93. Kevin Duane (Des Moines), ’94, F, Boston Jr. Bruins-EJHL

94. Terence Amarossa (Sioux City), ’94, D, Holderness

96. Mike Lee (Tri-City), ’96, D, Gunnery

100. Aaron Titcomb (Cedar Rapids), ’93, D, Salisbury

105. Shane Kavanaugh (Dubuque), ’95, F, Cushing

111. Connor Brassard (Chicago), ’95, D, Cushing

120. Mark Hamilton (Dubuque), ’94, D, Salisbury

121. Michael Ederer (Indiana), ’96, F, Nichols

140. Mark Dufour (Cedar Rapids), ’95, F, Kents Hill

165. David Belluche (Dubuque), ’95, D, Phillips Andover

170. Carlos Fornaris (Cedar Rapids), ’95, F, NMH

177. Carl Hesler (Waterloo), ’94, F, Belmont Hill

180. Rob Marsanico (Dubuque), ’96, F, Don Bosco-NJ

182. Trevor Yates (Tri-City), ’95, F, Deerfield

191. Miles Gendron (Lincoln), '96, F, Rivers

207. George Mika (Waterloo), ’96, F, Boston Jr. Bruins U16

210. Evan Smith (Dubuque), ’96, F, Salisbury

212. Max Prawdzik (Tri-City), ’97, G, Brooks

213. Brendan Shane (Des Moines), ’96, F, Gunnery

222. Niko Rufo (Green Bay), ’94, F, Kimball Union

225. Mitchell Smith (Dubuque), ’96, F, Salisbury

226. Michael Turner (Indiana), ’95, F, Cushing

230. Tyler Sifferlen (Cedar Rapids), ’95, F, Malden Catholic

237. Mason Krueger (Waterloo), ’94, F, Avon

246. Vincent Ditmore (Chicago), ’97, D, Choate

256. Tyler Augustinsen (Indiana), ’97, F, Selects Hockey Academy

257. Tyler Bird (Tri-City), ’96, F, St. John's Prep

265. Ryan Rosenthal (Green Bay), ’93, F, University of Vermont-HE

266. Nick Rutiglianoe (Lincoln), ’96, D, Boston Advantage U16

272. Andrew Cross (Tri-City), ’96, D, Austin Prep

274. Tyler Drevitch (Sioux City), ’95, F, Boston Bandits-EJHL

275. Dakota Ford (Cedar Rapids), ’95, D, Middlesex Islanders-EJHL

279. Colin MacGillivray (Youngstown), ’95, D, NH Jr. Monarchs-EJHL

280. Chad Krys (Green Bay), ’98, D, Connecticut Oilers U16

285. Will D’Orsi (Dubuque), ’96, F, St. Sebastian’s

290. Lane Valimont (Cedar Rapids), ’94, D, Avon

300. Nolan Vesey (Dubuque), ’95, F, Austin Prep

303. Adam Fox (Des Moines), ’98, D, Long Island Gulls U14

307. Joel Daccord (Omaha), ’96, G, Cushing

309. Sam Tucker (Youngstown), ’96, G, Choate

310. Charles Corcoran (Green Bay), ’95, F, Berkshire

345. Cole Maier (Dubuque), ’95, F, Taft

348. Joe Lissak (Des Moines), ’96, G, Taft

366. John Adams (Chicago), ’97, F, Malden Catholic

367. Luke Stevens (Omaha), ’97, F, Duxbury HS

374. Mike Menter (Sioux Falls), ’95, D, Middlesex

378. Connor Moynihan (Des Moines), ’97, F, Middlesex Islanders U18

382. JJ Layton (Omaha), ’97, D, Austin Prep

384. Charley Borek (Youngstown), ’96, F, Choate

 ***

In other news, the Bangor Daily News has reported that both Jim Tortorella (UNH associate head coach) and Red Gendron (Yale associate head coach) have interviewed for the head coaching position at Maine University.

Fri. 5/10/13

EJHL Spring Showcase Rosters

 The Eastern Junior Hockey League Spring Showcase gets underway today at the New England Sports Center in Marlborough, Mass.

The tournament, which will run through Sunday May 12th, features 60 teams -- split among two divisions -- from across the US and Canada. 

 Admission is $10 per day, or $20 for a weekend pass. All scouts are admitted free. Just sign in at the door.

 The showcase schedule can be found on the Eastern Junior Hockey League website at www.easternjunior.com. 

 For rosters, please use the links below. (Both are Excel files.)

A Division 

B Division

Fri. 5/10/13

Warde Takes Over at Bridgton

 Army assistant coach Mike Warde has been named Director of Hockey and head coach of the junior team at Bridgton Academy.

 Warde, a Rockport, Mass. native, was a forward and co-captain at Iona College, before working his way up to the Div. I coaching ladder.

The Bridgton position opened up when Jonathan Lounsbury took over the Walpole Express program. 

 Bridgton, a postgrad-only program located in North Bridgton, Maine, northwest of Portland, plays a junior schedule, with numerous showcase matchups against EJHL and AJHL teams, and a batch of games against prep schools as well. They were 18-5-3 this past season.

 No word yet on who Brian Riley will hire to take Warde’s position at West Point.

Thurs. 5/9/13

Strelow Camp Roster

 The sixth annual Warren Strelow National Team Goaltending Camp opens today in Ann Arbor, Michigan.

 The four-day elite camp, which features 25 top goaltenders in the age groups eligible for international play – ’95s, ’96s, ’97s, and ‘98s – will run through Sunday.

 The camp is run by Mike Ayers, the U.S. National Team goaltending coach, and includes a group of coaches highly regarded for their work with goalies. 

 The Camp Roster:

‘95s:

Evan Cowley, Wichita Falls (NAHL)

Thatcher Demko, US U-18 Team

‘96s:

Chris Birdsall, Cedar Rapids (USHL)

Edwin Minney, US U-17 Team

Alex Nedeljkovic, Plymouth (OHL)

Drew Vogler, Cleveland Barons Midget Major

Blake Weyrick, US U-17 Team

‘97s:

Vaughan Ahrens, Wayzata (Minn.) HS

Kris Carlson, Washington Little Caps Midget Minor

Zach Driscoll, Eastview (Minn.) HS

Matt Jurusik, Chicago Fury Midget Minor

Ryan Larkin, Honeybaked Midget Minor

Cooper Marshall, Team Illinois Midget Minor

Conor O’Brien, Northfield-Mt. Hermon

Luke Opilka, St. Louis Blues Midget Minor

Tyler Parson, Little Caesar’s Midget Minor

Evan Sarthou, LA Selects Midget Minor

Bailey Seagraves, Ohio Blue Jackets Midget Minor

Evan Smith, Pikes Peak U16

‘98s:

Ryan Edquist, Shattuck-St. Mary’s

Michael Latorella, Honeybaked Midget Minor

Tommy Mohs, Team Wisconsin

Liam Moore, The Governor’s Academy

Drew Scites, Compuware Midget Minor

Nic Sorgio, Hartford Wolf Pack U16

Thurs. 5/9/13

Young Guns '98 Tournament Rosters

 The East Coast Young Guns '98 Camp runs from Fri.-Sun. May 10-12 at the University of Vermont’s Gutterson Field House.

A good number of the top ’98-born players from across the country, many of whom we have written of in these pages, will be on hand, so this should be of special interest to prep and college coaches.

 Here is a PDF link to the rosters*

Young Guns '98 Tournament Book 

* If above link does not display in your web browser, please right-click the link and choose "save as", then open the downloaded PDF file.

Tues. 5/7/13

Cavanaugh to Lead UConn into New Era

 Look for Boston College assistant Mike Cavanaugh to be named head coach at the University of Connecticut. 

 The Huskies will be entering their inaugural season in Hockey East this fall, and, in Cavanaugh, will be handing the reins to a man who has had an enormous amount of success in the league. Over the last 15 years, the Eagles have qualified for the NCAA Tournament 13 times, have reached the Frozen Four 10 times, have played in seven NCAA championship games, and have won the National Title four times, in 2001, 2008, 2010, and 2012.

 Cavanaugh, who was already an assistant to Jerry York for two years at Bowling Green before coming to the Heights in the fall of ’95, has been York’s left-hand man for 20 years.

 Prior to that, Cavanaugh was an assistant at Dartmouth for a year. He started his coaching career as an assistant at Belmont Hill in the early ‘90s.

 Cavanaugh, who played high school hockey for BC assistant Jim Logue at North Andover High School, was the captain of the 1989-90 Bowdoin College team. 

 We had a feeling Cavanaugh was going to the get the UConn job all along, particularly after noticing that, late in the season, York was taking a larger role in the recruiting, thus sparing Cavanaugh the awkward position of potentially recruiting against himself. 

 However, over this past weekend, at the American Hockey Coaches Association convention in Naples, Florida, the buzz surrounding the University of Connecticut job had shifted to George Gwozdecky, who, along with UConn interim head coach David Berard, and Cavanaughwere the three finalists.

 All three interviewed last week, with Gwozdecky getting the final interview, which we were told took place over two days last Wednesday and Thursday. There was even some speculation in Florida that Gwozdecky had already been offered the position. 

***

 As for Gwozdecky, he told a reporter from the Hartford Courant last week that he had other coaching opportunities that had come his way “over the last few weeks.”

He added, however, that he had decided to put them aside so as “to not muddy the waters” while pursuing the UConn job.

It will be interesting to see where Gwozdecky, 59, ends up now. 

 His coaching resume certainly speaks for itself. Over the course of 26 seasons as a head coach with Wisconsin-River Falls (1982-84), Miami-Ohio (1990-94), and the University of Denver (1995-2013), Gwozdecky has compiled a 577-377-80 record, good for 11th on the all-time wins list. He has won NCAA championships as a player at Wisconsin in 1977, an assistant coach at Michigan State in 1986, and as a head coach at Denver (back to back in ‘04 and ’05). However, he was let go by the Pioneers this spring following a 20-14-5 campaign in which Denver was bounced in the first round of the NCAAs by UNH. It is not entirely clear why Peg Bradley-Doppes, Denver’s Athletic Director, fired Gwozdecky. We are told that the two had irreconcilable differences that likely stemmed from Ohio State courting Gwozdecky back in 2010 and a difference of opinion concerning the fact that Denver’s head basketball coach earned more than he did, even though hockey is the school’s top winter sport. 

 Whatever the case, “Gwoz” is now the top free agent in the coaching ranks.

***

Other talk in Naples revolved around the vacant position at the University of Maine. The three names mentioned most prominently are UNH assistant Jim Tortorella, Yale assistant  Red Gendron, and Maine interim head coach Bob Corkum. All three have ties to Maine.

Tortorella, a Concord, Mass. native and Black Bears goaltender from 1978-81, began his coaching career in the Maine high school ranks – first at Brunswick High, and then at Cony High School in Augusta. After a brief stint as an assistant under Dick Umile at UNH in the early ‘90s, Tortorella was named the head coach at Colby College in 1995, a position he would hold for 16 years. During his time at Colby, Tortorella (230-138-33) became the program’s all-time wins leader, and was twice named NESCAC Coach of the Year. Tortorella made the move back into the D-I ranks in August of 2011 when he was named an associate head coach at UNH, taking the place of David Lassonde, who had left for Denver. Tortorella’s  involvement with USA Hockey is also worth noting, as he has been the Director of Player Development in the New England district for the last six years and has twice served as an assistant coach for Team USA at the World Juniors. Tortorella is a well-respected teacher and many of college hockey’s top young coaches – Babson head coach Jamie Rice, Brown head coach Brendan Whittet, and Harvard assistant Albie O’Connell, to name a few -- started their coaching careers up in Waterville, Maine.  

Dennis “Red” Gendron, a native of Berlin, NH – the one-time hockey hotbed of Northern New England – and a three-time hockey captain at New England College (class of ’79), possesses a deep knowledge of the game and a keen eye for players. He first made a name for himself at the University of Maine where he served as an assistant coach to Shawn Walsh from 1990-93, powerhouse years that culminated with the Black Bears team of 1992-93, perhaps the greatest college team ever, a bunch that was close to unbeatable, going 42-1-2 en route to an NCAA title. A young Red Gendron can be seen in this clip from the film Out of the Woods, documenting Maine’s magical season. 

 From Maine, Gendron moved into the pro game and worked his way through the New Jersey Devils system as an NHL assistant, and AHL assistant and head coach. The Devils won the Stanley Cup in 1995 and on most occasions today Gendron can be seen sporting the ring on his finger. Later, Gendron returned to the college ranks, taking a position on Toot Cahoon’s staff at UMass-Amherst for six years before getting hired by Keith Allain as an associate head coach at Yale prior to the 2011-12 season. He also served – in ’93, ’01, and ’02 - as an assistant coach on the US World Junior teams. He’s been around, and been a part of some very good teams.

Bob Corkum may have the shortest coaching résumé of the group, but his playing career was stellar. The Salisbury, Mass native posted 142 points in just 159 games played for the University of Maine from 1985-89. A power forward, Corkum was named team captain his senior year, and helped guide Maine to the Frozen Four in both 1988 and 1989. Following his college career, the Buffalo Sabres’ third-round pick embarked on a 12-year pro career, appearing in 720 NHL games for seven different teams. He began his coaching career in 2006, joining Sean Tremblay’s staff as an assistant coach for the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs. When Guy Perron, then an assistant at Maine, left in 2008, Corkum moved in with the title of associate head coach, and served on Tim Whitehead’s staff for the last five years. Just last week USA Hockey announced that Corkum would serve as head coach for Team USA at the U-18 Ivan Hlinka tournament. He is known in the hockey community as someone who wears his heart on his sleeve and gets the most out of his players.

University of Maine Athletic Director Steve Abbott says he hopes to have the position filled by the end of May. With that in mind, look for the official list of finalists to be announced any day now.

***

A pair of USHL head positions remain open -- Dubuque and Omaha. Jim Montgomery stunned University of Maine fans when he took the Denver job, thus creating the vacancy in Dubuque. Omaha, meanwhile, had relieved head coach Mike Aikens of his duties with two games remaining in the season. While things have been quiet on the Dubuque front, we have heard that Sebastien LaPlante appears to be the favorite to lead the Lancers into the 2013-2014 season. The Cap-Rouge, Quebec native is a former star forward at Northeastern University (1989-93) who returned to his alma mater as an assistant in 2008, joining Greg Cronin’s staff. LePlante -- and the aforementioned Albie O’Connell -- were part of the Huskies’ 25-win season in 2008-2009, and also got commitments from guys like Johnny Gaudreau, Jon Gillies, Jamie Oleksiak, and Garrett Haar even though all but Oleksiak moved on to other schools. LePlante has spent the last two years in the AHL, serving as an assistant for the Houston Aeros.

Fri. 5/3/13

Top 10 Uncommitted Prospects

When do college coaches hate agents? Oh, about this time of year, when they suddenly discover their second line sophomore winger – the guy on the cusp of reaching his full potential – has been scooped up by an NHL team with holes to fill on its AHL roster. What’s a college coach to do? He has a big hole on his top line and the top recruiting targets are all off the board. Who does he look to next? Back in February we posted a list of our “Top 20 Uncommitted Prospects.” Since that time, 11 of those 20 players picked their school. Now we will look at who is left, the players who could step in next fall, if need be, and help a D-I team:

1. Arthur Brey, G, ’94 (Dubuque-USHL) 6-0/150 — The top goalie in the USHL this season. Posted a 24-6-4 record with a .904 save percentage. Has been even better in the playoffs with a 5-1 record and a .919 save percentage. With Jim Montgomery, Brey’s coach at Dubuque, off to Denver, our guess is that the Yorba Linda, California native will look to take his talents to college in the fall. UMass-Amherst just gave sophomore goalie Kevin Boyle his walking papers, which would open up a slot there.

2. Brady Shaw, F, ’92 (Surrey-BCHL) 6-2/200 — Established goal scorers are hard to come by this time of year and that is exactly what Shaw is. Potted 33 goals in 2011-12 and another 38 this year. Is currently 2nd in the BCHL playoff scoring with an 8-11-19 scoring line in just 17 games played. Committed to Bentley earlier in the year and has since reneged on his scholarship opportunity. That said, he did sign a National Letter of Intent and is at the whim of the Falcons now. Vermont and Clarkson are two schools we have heard mentioned as possibilities.

3. Dominic Trento, F, ’93 (NJ Hitmen-EJHL) 5-11/170 — Versatile player had a great year for the Hitmen, compiling an 18-49-67 scoring line in 44 games plus another 11 points in just eight playoffs games en route to an EJHL championship. Plays hard, competes, and has a nice skill set. Could help a lot of teams.

4. Evan Cowley, G, ’95 (Wichita Falls-NAHL) 6-3/165 — Was the buzz of the NAHL Showcase at the start of the year. Is still quite raw, but he has a high upside. Played in 50 games this season and posted a 2.90 GAA and a .900 save percentage. Is currently the #12 ranked North American goaltender in the final NHL Central Scouting list.

5. Gage Ausmus, D, ’95 (USNTDP) 6-1/185 — When George Gwozdecky was fired as head coach of the Pioneers, Ausmus changed his mind about heading to the Mile High City this fall. The big, mobile defender has international and NCAA experience under his belt. Ranked #148 on NHL Central Scouting’s final rankings.

6. Joseph Manno, F, ’92 (Dubuque-USHL) 6-0/190 — Began the season as a sophomore at Northeastern and left halfway through the year to join the Fighting Saints. Made a seamless transition to the USHL and posted a respectable 10-12-22 scoring line in 35 games played. Could he be a reasonable solution for a team who loses a player sooner than expected? We think so.

7. Tyler Hill, F, ’95 (Chicago-USHL) 6-6/225 — Left Hotchkiss in early January in favor of joining the Chicago Steel and did not exactly light it up in the USHL, posting a 6-6-12 scoring line 30 games played. Saw his NHL stock fall dramatically, dropping from #85 on NHL Central Scouting’s Mid-Term Rankings all the way to #187 in the Final Rankings. We think this is the perfect opportunity for a college to step up and grab Hill while the asking price is below what it might have been – or might become. There is simply too much upside to ignore.

8. Kyle Hayton, G, ’94 (Sioux City-USHL) 5-11/140 — Has a rock-solid resume that shows consistency year after year. The former Shattuck-St. Mary’s netminder posted a 2.65 GAA and a .911 save percentage in his rookie season in the USHL. Sioux City finished the year with a 23-30-11 record, but when Hayton was between the pipes they went 13-8-4.

9. John Furgele, D, ’93 (NJ Hitmen-EJHL) 5-9/170 — Crafty defender just needs an opportunity. Was excellent this season posting a 14-38-52 scoring line in 44 games played. Finished as the EJHL’s top scoring defenseman. Could help a D-I power play.

10T. Ben Blasko, F, ’92 (Brockville-CCHL) 5-8/170 — 100 points is 100 points! Anytime a player puts up those types of numbers in a respectable league it’s worth taking note of. Finished 2nd in the league scoring race.

10T. Trevor Owens, D, ’93 (NJ Hitmen-EJHL) 6-0/205 — Really turned it on in the playoffs, posting a 4-5-9 scoring line in eight games played. Gets around the sheet very well for a big kid.

10T. Marly Quince, F, ’94 (Cornwall-CCHL) 6-0/180 — Posted 62 points in just 45 games played. Represented Team Canada East at the World Junior “A” Challenge.

10T. Marc Biega, D, ’94 (Coquitlam-BCHL) 5-11/180 — After a slow start and some injuries, Biega began to find his groove in the BCHL and, finishing with 24 points in 39 games played. Still needs to improve his skating, but his hands and head are certainly at the D-I level.

Wed. 5/1/13

Prep Newcomers

 There are some talented players coming into the prep ranks this fall, and what follows is a list of some of the notable ones. This is by no means a definitive list. As always, some coaches are willing to talk about their incoming players; others prefer not to. We just keep our ears to the ground -- and watch. Feel free to email us with significant additions. Once we get enough names we will put out another edition of prep commits.

-- Ross Colton, a ’96 forward from the New Jersey Rockets U16 team and Princeton Day School has decided on Taft. Colton is a crafty, skilled, intelligent player who will make an immediate impact next season. Was heavily recruited and is a big get for the Rhinos. A D-I prospect.

-- Michael O’Leary, one of the top ’98-born prospects in Atlantic Canada, will be at Salisbury in the fall. The 6’1”, 165 lb. forward played for the Halifax Hawks bantam major team this year and posted a 17-29-46 scoring line in just 29 games played. A top NCAA prospect.

-- Griffin Luce, the son of Florida Panthers (NHL) director of scouting Scott Luce, has decided on Salisbury. The St. Thomas, Ontario native, a top ‘98 defenseman who could be selected in the 1st round of the OHL draft next year, played for the Elgin-Middlesex Chiefs this past season. Will be joined at Salisbury by his brother, Harrison Luce, who will be a PG.

-- Kevin Neiley, a Dartmouth commit, will be suiting up for Phillips Exeter in the fall. The younger brother of Exeter grad and current Dartmouth forward Eric Neiley played for Comcast’s U18 team this year and was one of the top scorers in the Tier 1 Elite League. The ’95-born PG will get loads of ice time and should pile up the points.

-- Dexter will be receiving a serious injection of talent from Hingham High. Junior forwards Matt Brazel, a '96, and Sam D’Antuono, a '95, along with '96-born junior defenseman John Carlson are sticking close to home and will be Dan Donato’stop recruits. Some talented players have moved on from last year’s 21-2-5 team, but the Hingham trio will keep Dexter in the mix.

-- The St. John’s Prep duo of Tyler Bird and Jack McCarthy will both be headed to KUA. The Brown University commits are both ’96-born forwards who should play in Mike Levine’s top six from Day 1.

-- Vimal Sukumaran, a ’96 forward from the Lac St. Louis Lions organization has decided to play for Salisbury. The Montreal native led the Lions in scoring this season with a 27-27-54 scoring line in 39 games played, good for 8th overall in league scoring. A D-I prospect.

-- Joseph O’Connor, a ’96 defenseman from Hamden (Conn.) High School, will be playing for Westminster in the fall. NHL scouts will be spending some time at the Simsbury, Conn. boarding school as O’Conner, Will Brophy, and Frankie Sullivan —all junior defensemen — will be watched closely by NHL scouts. O’Connor is a 6’3” defender who is a smooth skater and possesses a lot of natural ability.

-- Connecticut Wolf Pack forward Liam Murphy, one of the top ’98s in the New England District, was pursued heavily by most teams in the Founders’ League, but wound up choosing Avon Old Farms. Murphy is big, strong, and physically ready to contribute at the prep school level.

-- Eric Jeremiah, a freshman who played for Xaverian this year, will be transferring to St. Sebastian’s. The ’98 defender is small, about 5’8”, but is stocky, skilled, and plays hard. Reminds us of former University of Maine defenseman Brett Tyler.

-- Cardigan Mountain’s prized recruit Ben Finkelstein is going to KUA. Look for the ’97 defenseman to be running one of the Wildcats two PP units. Has DI skill, just needs to get bigger and stronger.

-- Matt Foley, the captain of this year’s Springfield Cathedral team, will be doing a PG year at Phillips Exeter. The ’95 born defender will log a lot of minutes and will be a top four defenseman.

-- Laval-Montreal (QMAAA) forward James Phelan will be suiting up for Westminster. The Laval, Quebec native has a lot of skill, but could need a year to acclimate himself before he really starts to contribute.

-- Connecticut Wolf Pack U14 netminder Nick Sorgio will challenge Callum Booth for playing time next season at Salisbury. One of the top ’98 born goalies in the country.

-- NJ Rockets U16 goaltender Nick DeSimone is the heir apparent to USHR Player of the Year Danny Tirone. The ’96 has some big shoes to fill at Loomis, but he has the resume to do so. Posted a .948 save percentage last year.

-- North York Rangers midget minor captain Oliver Chau is going to Governor’s. He is really small, about 5’4”, 120 lbs., but his skill level is top-notch and he really competes for someone his size. Will be a top NESCAC recruit in a couple years.

-- San Diego, California native Sean Ross will be at Loomis in the fall. The ’96-born defender was good at the Select 16 Festival last summer and should fit in nicely with the Pelicans. Grew up playing for the LA Selects.

-- William Carrabino has decided on Nobles. The ’97 defenseman is big, strong, and plays with an edge. Should be an immediate contributor on a young Bulldogs squad. He’s the younger brother of Clarkson defenseman JD Carrabino.

-- Eric Benschadle, the Buffalo Junior Sabres U16 team’s top scorer, will be suiting up for Loomis in the fall of 2013. Should give the offense some spark and will likely be slotted into the top six right away.

-- Dominic Franco will be transferring from Pomfret to KUA. The 6’2” forward was excellent at the recent Yankee Conference Showcase and is a late bloomer. An interesting prospect who will garner the attention of D-I and NHL scouts in the fall. The ’96 led the Griffins in scoring last year.

-- Sam Fields, a top ’98 from the Atlantic District, will be enrolling at Choate. Played for the New Jersey Devils U14 team this past season. A big kid with DI potential.

-- 6’1”, 200 lb. New Hampton defender Malcolm Hayes will be transferring to Cushing. Was the Huskies’ top scoring defenseman as a junior.

-- Cushing coach Rob Gagnon is excited about ’96-born forward Jake Simons. The Coral Springs, Florida native played for the Palm Beach Hawks last year and was one of the top scorers in the EJHL South.

-- Pinkerton Academy star forward Devin Moore will be going to Exeter. The repeat sophomore will be fun to watch. He is small, quick, competitive, and skilled.

-- Austin Prep’s pint-sized sophomore George Sennott was heavily recruited by both Cushing and KUA and has decided on the Wildcats. Another small forward going to KUA is 5’7” Nick Hamre from the Eastern Ontario Wild. Hamre was drafted by the Sudbury Wolves (OHL). Junior Bruins U18 forward Bobby Hall will make Meriden, NH home too. The ’95 birthdate will add skill and speed. KUA’s recruiting class is rounded out by Chris Shero, a ’95-born senior-to-be who played for the Pittsburgh Penguins U18 team this year and is the son of Penguins GM Ray Shero.

Sun. 4/28/13

A Huge Loss for Hockey in the U.S.

 Tim Taylor, a star Harvard forward who went on to coach at Yale for 28 years and coached the 1994 U.S. Olympic team, died yesterday at the age of 71. He had been battling cancer.

 Those are the basic facts, but there’s so much more.

 Taylor, a Natick, Mass. native, played prep hockey at Milton Academy – class of ’59 -- before going on to Harvard, where, in 68 games played, he posted a 46-33-79 line. That’s not too shabby when you consider that he only scored seven of those points (1g,6a) as a sophomore.

The star of those Cooney Weiland-coached Harvard teams was Gene Kinasewich, an Edmonton native who centered the top line, with Taylor and Ike Ikauniks on his wings. This reporter is fortunate that his earliest college hockey memories included watching those teams in action at Watson Rink. In Taylor’s three seasons -- remember, freshmen didn’t play back then -- the Crimson went 60-12-4. Taylor was captain of the ’62-63 team that went 21-3-2 and won the ECAC title in an OT thriller over BC at the Boston Arena. Harvard was subsequently invited to the NCAA tournament, but the university’s athletic department, in a protest against the recruiting practices of the Western schools, had told Taylor and his teammates in advance that the school would not accept the bid if offered.

“We knew it was going to happen,” Taylor told a reporter years later. “We were upset but it was explained very rationally to us. At that point, there was such a gap between East and West we wouldn’t have had much of a chance anyway.”

And that is how Taylor’s college career came to an end. But Taylor, whose father was president of the Boston Globe – the Taylor family had published the paper since 1872 – had options. He could easily have stepped right into the newspaper business. His brother did, and eventually became president of the Globe. A cousin became publisher.

 But Taylor, a Harvard freshman when the 1960 team won gold in Squaw Valley, had dreams of playing in the ’64 Olympics in Innsbruck, Austria. There was really nothing else for a U.S. player straight out of college to shoot for back then. The NHL Draft didn’t exist. It was still the Original Six era -- and Americans were virtually non-existent. 

 Taylor tried out for the 1964 Olympic Team. He was one of the final two players cut.

 Taylor signed on to play that season for the Waterloo Black Hawks of the USHL, which at the time was a semi-pro league. For work, the scion of the Taylor family sold advertising for the Waterloo Courier.

 He made his first US squad the following winter, going to Tampere, Finland for the 1965 World Championships. That squad, which included vets from the 1964 Olympic Team like Herb Brooks, the Christian Brothers, and Paul Coppo, was smoked 12-0 by Czechoslovakia and 9-2 by the Soviet Union. It gave Taylor first-hand exposure to the Russian style of play. 

 Taylor kept on playing for Waterloo, waiting until the ’68 Olympics came around. In the fall of ’67, Taylor gave it another shot, and was once again a late cut. He played one more year in Waterloo, his fifth, and then, in 1969, made his way back to Boston to join Billy Cleary as an assistant for Weiland. Taylor, now 27, worked with the varsity as well as serving as head coach of the freshman squad. When Weiland retired and Cleary took over in 1971, Taylor’s role grew. The teams were good, too. With skilled players like Joe Cavanagh, the Crimson advanced to the NCAA tournament several times.  Soon Cleary would be urging Taylor, who was actually quite happy where he was, to think about applying for a head coaching position.

 Taylor put his hat in the ring when “Snooks” Kelley, BC’s long-time head coach, retired after the ’71-72 season, but that was a long shot. The job went to Len Ceglarski, a former All-America and alum – and someone who was already a Div. I head coach. Taylor got more serious in ’75 when he applied for the Colgate job, but Jim Higgins got it instead. Taylor also applied for an opening at Dartmouth, but it went to George Crowe.

 During this time, Taylor, along with the late Kinasewich, who died of cancer in Feb. 2005, began a youth program called the Boston Neighborhood Hockey League. Taylor also assisted the Harvard golf team, and ran a summer hockey camp in Natick.

 In 1976, when the Yale job opened up, the program was in shambles, having won a total of five games over the previous two years. Contemporaries say that Taylor, at least initially, had misgivings about leaving his alma mater for Yale, and that Cleary had to give him a real nudge. 

 The misgivings probably faded pretty quickly. Taylor was 34, a serious man who seriously loved coaching.

“I think I can turn around the attitude pretty quickly and get the kids wanting to play,” Taylor told a reporter from the Harvard Crimson in the spring of ‘76. “I also have to get more kids to come to Yale. That’s the challenge: to get them to choose Yale over Harvard.”

Current Yale head coach Keith Allain, a goaltender who would later become an assistant under Taylor, was in that first recruiting class. Guys like Dan Poliziano and Bob Brooke would arrive shortly after. Yale got better.

 After his third year in New Haven, Herb Brooks, a teammate from the 1965 US World Championship team asked Taylor if he would be one of his assistants for the 1980 Olympic Team. Taylor felt that the Yale program was on its way up and that it was just too early to be asking to take a leave of absence. So he missed out on the Miracle on Ice. 

 When the Olympic games rolled around again, however, Taylor did indeed take a leave of absence, handing the Bulldogs off to Mike Gilligan for a year while he worked as an assistant to Lou Vairo on the ’84 Olympic Team, a squad that had the unenviable task of following up the ’80 Miracle on Ice. A young team, they finished 2-2-2 in Sarajevo, Yugoslavia, and failed to medal.

 Nine years later, Taylor would be named the head coach of the U.S. Olympic team that competed in the 1994 Winter Olympics in Lillehammer, Norway, and took a second leave of absence from Yale. “I look on the Olympic job as the pinnacle of the coaching profession,” Taylor told a reporter while the team was on its pre-Olympic tour. 

 U.S. goaltender Mike Dunham, who had played at the Canterbury School and the University of Maine, was on that team. Asked by a reporter about his coach, Dunham said, “He is very serious about the game of hockey, and he loves to get out on the ice and teach. I’ve never been with a coach who loves to practice so much and have a hands-on rapport with the team.” 

Dunham was pressed for more. Does Taylor have a lighter side? Does he kid around with the guys?

“I’d say once a week,” replied Dunham.

 In Lillehammer, the U.S. tied virtually everyone in the preliminary round – they went 1-1-3 – and then lost to Finland in the quarterfinals.

 Back in New Haven, the Eli skaters would struggle during Taylor’s absence. And more difficult campaigns were yet to come. In Taylor’s final 12 seasons at Yale, he only had two more winning teams, but one of those came in ’98, when Yale, behind Jeff Hamilton, Ray Giroux, and Alex Westlund, won a then school-record 23 wins and returned to the NCAA Tournament for the first time since 1952, finishing up the season with a loss to Ohio State in the NCAA quarterfinals. Taylor won the Spencer Penrose Award as the NCAA Div. I Coach of the Year.

 A year later, in 1999, the Harvard position opened up when Ronn Tomassoni, Taylor was one of the four candidates. But he decided to withdraw his name from consideration.

“We have been able to build a great collegiate franchise here at Yale,” he said. “To be able to combine hockey and academic excellence at the same institution has been a unique and ever so rewarding coaching experience. How could I ever leave this environment?”

Taylor was let go by Yale after the ’05-06 season, which was a surprise, and not exactly the way anyone wanted things to end. If he was going to be leaving at all, Taylor felt he had earned the opportunity to go out on his own terms. He referred to his leaving – he was offered “reassignment within the athletic department” – as “less than ideal.” The following October, Taylor started working with UNH – he had a summer house in New Hampshire -- as a volunteer, but was shortly afterward hired as a scout by the New Jersey Devils. In his mid-60s by now, Taylor could easily have slipped into a very comfortable retirement. But his heart was in coaching, and the following season, in ’07-08, he joined the U.S. National Team Development Program as an assistant coach and advisor. To Taylor, this was no lifetime achievement type of job. He threw himself into it with energy, and a sense of purpose.

 USA Hockey made an excellent decision when, in 2009, they named Taylor the Director of Player Personnel for the U.S. National Junior Team. Prior to naming Taylor to the position, USA Hockey, unlike Canada, appeared unwilling to make the required investment in -- and commitment to -- scouting for the National Junior Team. Specifically, it was an underfunded operation with no boss. Too many personnel decisions fell to the head coach, who had other things to do — like coach. There was no chief, and it frequently showed on the ice. 

 Upon receiving the position, Taylor worked it hard, constantly criss-crossing North America, catching a college game one night and then heading up into Canada to watch US kids playing major junior the next night. In short order, the U.S. National Junior Teams became less a collection of all-stars and more of a team. And in a short series like the world juniors, where one bad period at the wrong time can totally knock you out of contention, that difference can be crucial.

 In Taylor’s four full years in the position, the U.S. had its greatest prolonged streak – actually, its first prolonged streak -- of success at the World Junior Championships.

 Breaking it down by year, the US won gold in 2010 under Dean Blais (in Regina and Saskatoon); won bronze in 2011 under Keith Allain (Buffalo, NY); finished 7th in 2012 under Blais (Calgary and Edmonton); and won gold again in 2013, under Phil Housley (Ufa, Russia).

 For the record, those four teams won 19 of 26 games and outscored their opponents 127-55. In the WJC, the U.S. is currently the team to beat. It takes good fortune and a lot of guys pulling together to win such short tournaments, but one of the keys is being able to capitalize at crucial moments. And for that it’s essential to have the right players on hand to take advantage of those situations.

 With Taylor at the helm, the right players were on the ice in those moments -- and everyone knew it. The results speak for themselves. 

 Looking back, the greatest moment in U.S. amateur hockey this season was watching the U.S. power through the medal round in Ufa -- and then watching that celebration on the ice afterward, and seeing Tim Taylor out there. He did not look well, but seeing him out there was a grand moment, a perfect coda to a great career.

 The other great moment was seeing Yale, under head coach Keith Allain, who not only was recruited to Yale by Taylor, but was also hired by Taylor as a Bulldog assistant, bring the school its first-ever NCAA title. 

 For Taylor, a proud man who kept his distance from the Yale program while plunging headlong into his work with USA Hockey, it had to be a really satisfying moment, if perhaps a bit bittersweet. At a time when Yale hockey was dying on the vine, he came on the scene, righted the ship, and gave Yale hockey an identity. He became the face of Yale hockey, and it was a face that people respected. Taylor cared about Yale and he cared about amateur hockey in the U.S. He cared about his players. He cared about people. If he disagreed with you, he disagreed respectfully, and for all the right reasons. The game is far poorer without him, just as jazz became poorer when Duke Ellington died. 

 Allain put it quite well a couple weeks back, after Yale had won it all, when, recalling the early ‘80s, he told reporters, “I didn’t really know what I wanted to do, and Tim called me up and said, ‘I think you should come back and coach.’ The boost of confidence that gave me, “I’m thinking, ‘Geez, if Tim Taylor thinks I can coach, maybe I can coach.’”

Sat. 4/27/13

The New ‘Next One’

 Jake Wise, a seventh-grader from North Andover, Mass., is beginning to get the same kind of buzz that St. Sebastian’s ’97-born defenseman and BC recruit Noah Hanifin has been enjoying the past couple of years.

 In other words, he’s the ‘The Next One.’

The forward, who turned 13 last month, put himself on the map when his Minuteman Flames 2000 squad won the prestigious Quebec International Pee-Wee Tournament in February. Wise led the tournament in scoring with 19 points in six games and was named tournament MVP.

 Wise, whose father is in the construction industry and has built an artificial rink in the basement of the family home, will be playing next season for the Middlesex Islanders 14 Team. Sean Tremblay, the head coach of the Islanders’ Premier League team, hopes that Wise, who attends Austin Prep, will be playing for him someday.

“He’s as good as any kid I’ve ever seen at that age level,” says Tremblay. “My God, he shoots the puck as hard as any of my guys now. It’s scary. And he’s a 2000. He’s really special.”

Tremblay says that Wise, who is 5’10” and 135 lbs., is big and strong for his age, but is not a one-dimensional player who will cede dominance when other kids catch up to him in size.

“He’s not one of those kids who just muscles by. He has hands, he’s a good skater, and he has a head for the game. And he wants it. Watch him in skill sessions -- he really gets at it. He has a purpose out there. He has that drive. He reminds me of (Luke) Kirwan.” 

 “He could play on our 16 Team,” Tremblay adds, “but I don’t see any need to rush him. He will be playing up as a 14.”

Richard Gallant, the president of the Middlesex Islanders organization, coached the Minuteman Flames 2000 squad this season, and says Wise is “fast, strong, and he can skate. He’s explosive. He can really dominate. He has a great shot, and he is a great finisher.”

 “Wherever we go -- any tournament we’re at -- he always just happens to be the best player in his age group.”

 “He’s a great character kid, too, always smiling.  He went overseas to a tournament in Latvia, got the MVP, came back home, got five hours of sleep and was back out on the ice the first thing next morning. He just loves it.”

 “He’s still very young,” Gallant adds, “and I don’t want to make any big projections, but you just know his future is really bright.”

The Minuteman Flames 2000 squad, which, in winning the Quebec Tournament became only the second Massachusetts team to take home the title in the tourney’s 54-year history (the ’87 Islanders were the first), will be recognized between periods of the Boston Bruins final home game of the season, on Sunday night vs. the Ottawa Senators at the Garden. The team’s dominance revolved around the top line of Wise, and linemates T.J. Walsh and Mark Gallant, as well as defensemen Colin Young, Sam Rand, and Jordan Harris. Rand, from the blue line, was among the tournament’s leading scorers.  

Next season, that core group of six players will splinter off and head in two different directions. While Wise is staying with the Islanders organization – we also expect that Austin Prep head coach Louis Finocchiaro will encourage Wise to play some high school hockey as well – several others will be playing for the Junior Bruins organization, which has a partnership with the Minutemen Flames.

Chris Masters, a partner with his brother, Peter, in the Junior Bruins organization, has coached Wise in the summer. 

“He is a really dominant player, and has been for some time now -- since he was a mite, really. Jack Eichel was also a dominant player, but at the same age I think Jake might be slightly ahead of him. There is no doubt that (Wise) is a sure-fire NTDP/D-I prospect.”

Masters is also very high on Walsh, a playmaker from Shrewsbury, Mass. who was the second-leading scorer at the Quebec Tournament with a 5-7-12 line. Walsh will be staying with the Flames/Junior Bruins.

Masters says that Wise and Walsh have “consistently been a cut above the rest.”

 “Both,” he said, “have received a ton of attention in the way of agents and family advisors since the Quebec tournament. TJ has always played at the ’99 level and this is the first year he has played with his own age group. We recently had him at our tryouts and he was far and away the top player at the ’00 and ’99 age groups. He is just incredibly smart and his play away from the puck is exceptional. The bottom line is that both of these kids have a ton of potential.”

 “But what is most important,” Masters adds, “is that they are both great kids and both come from great families.”

Mon. 4/22/13

World Selects Invitational (‘98s)

 The US Hockey Report spent the past weekend up in Saco, Maine at the World Selects Invitational hosted by the East Coast Selects in conjunction with Selects Hockey Academy. There were 24 teams present, seven of which were from of which Russia, along with single teams from Finland, Austria, Sweden, and the Czech Republic. Last year, the primary age group of the tournament was ’96 birth year players; this year the tournament was for ‘98s, meaning it got younger by a year. Last year, there were some really high-end Russians, but that was not the case this year. Either it’s an off year in Russia, or their top players simply didn’t make the trip. With that in mind, we will, in this write up, cover a few Europeans that we felt were truly high end, but our primary focus is going to be on the North American talent. Some of the players here we have covered extensively in the past – specifically, the New Englanders. Here, we’ll touch on some players who are from outside the area. We did not get to see everyone, though we certainly tried our best. Enjoy.

Sean Day, D, ’98 (East Coast Selects-O) 6-2/195 — Day was recently granted ‘exceptional player’ status by Hockey Canada, meaning he, like Connor McDavid last year, Aaron Ekblad in 2011, and John Tavares in 2005, will be able to play in the OHL as a 15 year old. Day is touted as the top ’98-born player in North America and it is pretty easy to see why. He is big, his skating is flawless, and he plays with quite a bit of snarl — a tough kid, he can throw punishing open-ice hits. A Canadian citizen who played in the US this year for Compuware’s U16 team, Day has the potential to be a franchise defenseman at the NHL level. Selected #4 overall in the OHL draft earlier this month, Day will suit up for the Mississauga Steelheads in the fall.

Clayton Keller, F, ’98 (New England Nordiques) 5-8/150 — We saw the Shattuck-St. Mary’s forward at Nationals a couple of weeks ago, and wrote that he reminded us of Zach Parise at the same age. We’ll stick with that. The Bellville, Ill. native is an effortless skater with a top-notch skill set. Makes plays every time he touches the puck. Is only going to get better when he begins to fill out. Our only knock on him is that we would like to see him add some more finish to his game — he’s definitely a ‘pass first’ player. Regardless, we’re convinced Keller is a young star in the making.

Jesse Puljujarvi, F, ’98 (Finland Selects) 6-1/180 — Big, strong, powerful, and skilled. Plays the game an awful lot like Jaromir Jagr. While he appears to be exerting less than maximum effort, he is actually accomplishing a lot. Has excellent poise with the puck and is as strong as an ox when it comes to protecting it. Regarded as one of the top young prospects in Finland and plays with kids two years older. Was a notch above the other European players here. Needless to say, you can count on hearing Puljujarvi’s name a lot in the years to come.

Patrick Khodorenko, F, ’98 (East Coast Selects-Q) 5-11/170 — Was our #1 ranked forward at the U14 Nationals and deserved that billing. However, he did not play with the same sense of urgency here, finding himself on the perimeter a lot. Has a high-end skill level combined with excellent vision. Played for Honeybaked this season, though he lives in San Jose, California and is originally from Russia. We are not quite sure what his citizenship is, but if he is indeed an American he will likely be watched closely by the NTDP staff over the upcoming season.

Justin Cmunt, F, ’98 (MB36) — No height or weight listed, but our guess is that he is about 5’8”, 160 lbs. Plays for the Buffalo Regals during the year and we will admit that we overlooked him at Nationals. Cmunt is not someone who will jump out at you because his size and skating are pretty average, but he is, for lack of a better definition, a ‘hockey player.’ Has a great sense of the game and his play both with and without the puck is excellent. He can really shoot it too.

Mitchell Lewandowski, F, ’98 (East Coast Selects-Q) 5-7/145 — Has a great stick and knows how to bury the puck. Is always on the scoresheet. Is very effective below the tops of the circles.

Alec Mahalek, D, ’98 (East Coast Selects-O) 5-8/145 — Mobile defender who is at his best when moving pucks up ice. A top ’98 defenseman who projects as an offensive, PP type at higher levels. Is on the smaller side, but his skating and stick more than make up his lack in height.

Adam Fox, D, ’98 (East Coast Kings) 5-9/145 — A top offensive defenseman at the ’98 level. Was just OK here -- he has a tendency to be casual defensively. When he is on his game he is really good. Has excellent hands and is slippery in traffic. Will be a candidate for the NTDP.

Josh Vertentes, F, ’98 (New England Nordiques) 5-9/160 — This was the first time we were able to lay eyes on the Portsmouth Abbey star forward. We liked what we saw, and feel that the Rehoboth, Mass native is a D-I prospect. A smart hockey player, Vertentes has good patience with the puck and creates a lot of offense. He’s not a natural skater, but he gets around pretty well. Reminds us of UMass freshman KJ Tiefenwerth.

David Farrance, D, '99 (MB36) 5-11/170 — Has a ton of ability and is very good at creating offense from the backend. We haven’t gotten too familiar with the ‘99’s just yet, but we are certain that Farrance is regarded as a top defender among that age group. That said, he has a lot of bad habits and did not play very well here. Completely lacked interest in playing defense and stopping and starting on loose pucks, though that does tend to happen in spring hockey.

Jake Ryczek, D, ’98 (Selects Hockey Academy) 5-10/165 — Ludlow, Mass native is a strong, fluid skater. Makes a good first pass and has confidence in his offensive abilities. Solid defensively and strong on his skates.

Ian Khomenko, F, ’98 (Silver Lions-Russia) 5-10/160 — Uber-talented, but is your stereotypical Russian. High skill level, excellent with the puck, but does not play too hard off the puck. In terms of skill and upside, Khomenko was the top Russian forward here.

Victor Mete, D, ’98 (Pro Hockey I) 5-9/160 — Offensive-minded defender is an excellent skater. Is small, but stocky and strong on his feet. Took the puck end-to-end on multiple occasions. Did not play on a particularly strong team here. Plays in the GTHL for the Toronto Jr. Canadiens.

AJ Drobot, F, ’98 (New England Nordiques) 5-8/165 — Played on a line with Clayton Keller here and the two looked very good together. Drobot, who plays for Team Comcast, is not very big and doesn’t have a ton of upside, but he has a good first step and can beat defenders in 1x1 situations. Is tenacious around the net and knows how to score goals.

Graham McPhee, F, ’98 (New England Nordiques) 5-10/150 — Strong forward with a good stick and a hard shot. The son of Washington Capitals GM George McPhee. The Maryland native is an NTDP candidate. Plays for Shattuck.

Igor Kabanov, F, ’98 (Soviet Wings) 6-2/176 — Tall forward who is strong on the puck and possesses an absolute bomb of a shot. Projects well and has the tools to be a pro.

Jesper Juntto, F, ’98 (Sweden Selects) 5-4/143 — Tiny, but an absolute spark plug. Plays with energy, grit, and skill. Would make for an exciting college hockey player, in the unlikely event that the young Swede is so inclined.

Sam Sternschein, F, ’98 (East Coast Selects-O) 6-1/165 — Tall, lanky, and slippery in traffic. Has upside and is someone who could be a much different player once he matures and puts on some weight. Plays for the Long Island Gulls. Will be on the NTDP’s radar.

Jack Flanagan, F, ’98 (East Coast Kings) 5-11/167 — Good all-around player with offensive ability. Played for the Connecticut Oilers U16 team this year. Was cut from Team Connecticut and will not be at the Select 15 Festival over the summer, but certainly has the ability to be there.

James Sanchez, F, ’98 (East Coast Selects-O) 6-1/175 — Big kid with offensive ability. Plays for the Chicago Young Americans.

Matthew Barnaby, F, ’98 (MB36) 5-3/100 — The son of former NHLer Matthew Barnaby (thus the name of the team he played for here). Very small forward has yet to physically mature, but he has a good head on his shoulders and can make plays. Would be an excellent prep school player. Once he catches up to his peers physically he will appear on more and more scouts’ radars.

Marcus Dickerson, F, ’98 (Selects Hockey Academy) 5-10/185 — Played for Team Comcast last year and will be at Selects Hockey Academy this year. Works his tail off and plays in the trenches. Might not get much bigger, which could be problematic to his style of play as he progresses up the ranks.

Fri. 4/12/13

U18 Nationals Review

 As our primary focus was on the new crop of players coming in at the U14 level, we did not have a ton of time left over for watching the U18s at this year’s Nationals. Nonetheless, we did give them a good look, putting in enough time so that we feel confident in spotlighting the following uncommitted players. While all caught our eye and deserve some ink, the players on the upper half of this list deserve even more – like immediate attention from D-I programs.

1. Nathan Noel, F, ’97 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — The St. John’s, Newfoundland native, around 6’0” now and the possessor of a long reach that he uses to maximum advantage, is the youngest player on the Shattuck-St. Mary’s prep team. He’s also the top ’97-born prospect out of Atlantic Canada — by a wide margin – and is likely to be a top five pick in the QMJHL draft later this spring. He has been deemed “The Next One” from Atlantic Canada, and many are expecting him to follow the Sidney Crosby/ Nathan MacKinnon path, jumping from Shattuck to the Q en route to the NHL. While Noel is an excellent player, we do not put him in the same category as those two. And while Noel posted a 10-30-40 scoring line in 52 games played this season, we also feel he might have been better off in a starring role on the U16 team. At the end of the day, should Noel break out of the mold and opt for the NCAA route, he would be a certain blue-chip recruit with All-American potential.

2. Alex Jasiek, F, ’96 (St. Louis Blues) — We’re surprised that he is still uncommitted. While Jasiek is small and limited in terms of pro upside, his stick is exceptional, making him very dangerous in scoring areas. Competes hard and plays with a lot of tenacity. Is going to be a goal scorer at the D-I level. Goes to one of the top high schools in Missouri and is an Ivy League-level student. His father is the former CFO of the St. Louis Blues (NHL).

3. Bradley Johnson, D, ’96 (St. Louis Blues) — Skilled, puck-moving defender who makes a good outlet pass and is very good quarterbacking the PP. Is on the small side and is not an explosive skater, but he makes up for it with smarts and a top-notch hockey IQ.

4. Chase Phelps, F, ’96 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Big, strong forward with a heavy shot and a soft set of hands. Edina, Minn. native finished 3rd in team scoring with a 23-37-60 scoring line in 57 games played. Has upside and will get better as he continues to fill into his wide frame. A versatile player, Phelps could play a number of roles at the higher levels.

5. Ryan Norman, F, ’96 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Maplewood, Minn. native is a workhorse who never quits on plays and creates offense by putting pressure on the opposition’s defenders and forcing turnovers. Might not have the skill level to project as a top six forward at a top D-I program, but will be a great 3rd line guy capable of moving up if need be. 5’10”, 185 lb. forward finished 2nd in team scoring with a 27-41-68 scoring line in 57 games played.

6. Trey Bradley, F, ’96 (Cleveland Barons) — The son of former NHL forward Brian Bradley and the younger brother of Cody Bradley (Colorado College). Played for the Toronto Young Nationals last year and was skilled, but tiny. Well, he is still one of the smaller guys, but he has begun to grow -- and the skill level remains intact. Plays with a lot of pace and is very quick. Bradley is definitely worth keeping tabs on.

7. Nathan Susese, F, ’96 (Buffalo Jr. Sabres) — Small, quick, and crafty. The Fairport, NY native has a flashy skill set and is very good in transition. We do not think he has the upside to be a top six forward at the DI level, so he will need to raise his compete level and prove that he can play a gritty, tenacious, energy role. Once he does that, schools will be knocking at his door.

8. Anthony Petrella, F, ’96 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Energy forward from Rochester, NY has a good stick and the ability to make plays. Is explosive out of the gates. 26-28-54 scoring line in 57 games played this year. Is only 5’9”, but he is stocky and strong on his skates.

9. Nick Petrella, F, ’94 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Is physically limited at 5’7”, 165 lbs., but the older brother of Anthony Petrella played extremely well here, posting a 2-5-7 scoring line in round-robin play. A crafty forward who really gets after it, has a quick stick, and is a pest to play against.

10T. Tom Parron, D, ’95 (Cleveland Barons) — Smart defenseman both on the ice and in the classroom. Has a good stick, sees the ice well, and does not complicate the game. A smooth skater who is positionally sound.

10T. Matthew Nuttle, D, ’95 (Buffalo Jr. Sabres) — Small defender always has his head up and makes nice plays with the puck. Capable of playing on the PP at higher levels. If he can become more dynamic that could be at the D-I level; otherwise he will be a slam-dunk for D-III schools. 

Fri. 4/12/13

U16 Nationals Review

 Two days, ago, in celebrating the skill on display at the U14 level at Nationals, we wrote that the starkest difference between the U14s and the U16s today is the simple fact that, by U16s, the top players have started getting skimmed off by the NTDP, USHL, U18s, and prep schools. That, however, doesn’t mean that there is a lack of outstanding prospects to be found at U16s. Quite the opposite, actually.  And here at USHR we have given considerable attention to many of them over the past year. Players like Tory Dello, Vas Kolias, and Christian Fischer of the Chicago Mission; Denis Smirnov, Nikita Pavlychev, and Ivan Provorov of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights; Jordan Greenway of Shattuck-St. Mary’s; Charley Borek and Ryan Dmowski of the Connecticut Wolf Pack were among those in Pittsburgh who have been well covered. And, since all played to our expectations in Pittsburgh, we’re not going to waste precious ink rehashing their skills. Instead, as is our custom late in the season, we are going to push ahead and bring attention to players who, via their play here, spurred us into either taking a second, deeper look -- or simply reinforced our previous positive impressions. All the following players, to the best of our knowledge, are uncommitted.

Ryan Wagner, F, ’96 (Chicago Mission) — A year ago Ryan Wagner was cut from the Central District tryouts, thus he wasn’t able to participate in the Select 16 Festival. OHL teams bypassed him for the entire 15 rounds of their draft. Finally, in the  4th round of the USHL Futures Draft, the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders selected the hard-working forward. Wagner was our MVP of the Bauer tournament back in November and we felt he was the MVP here in at Nationals too. In the championship game, a 4-3 Mission win over the Connecticut Wolf Pack, Wagner was on fire scoring twice on the PP and adding an assist. At around 5’7”, Wagner does not have the upside of some of the other top ‘96s, but he makes up for it with an extremely high compete level, a desire to win 1x1 battles, and a skill level that keeps improving. Will be an impact player at the USHL/D-I level. Is one of the top ’96 forwards who is still on the board and remains uncommitted to an NCAA school.

Maxim Letunov, F, ’96 (Dallas Stars) — Made his way over to Dallas from Russia via the CSKA (Moscow) organization and has adjusted to the North American game well. When we watched him back in October we felt that, while he was his team’s most noticeable player, he wasn’t actually dominating games. Well, he does now. Letunov displayed a ton of confidence over the course of the week and was a scoring threat every shift he was on the ice. Surely, NCAA schools would offer him a full scholarship without batting an eyelash, but eligibility issues tend to make it difficult to recruit Russians. Our guess is that we will see him in the CHL in the not too distant future.

Caleb Jones, D, ’97 (Dallas Stars) — We have liked the younger brother of potential #1 overall NHL draft pick Seth Jones for quite some time now, but he’s gotten a heck of a lot better this season. While he is not as tall as Seth he is beginning to play more and more like him. Displayed a lot of confidence with the puck here. And, just like his brother, he’s only going to get better as he continues to grow. A top NCAA prospect, he is committed to the NTDP.

Bryan Sienerth, F, ’96 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — Here at Nationals, the Penguins captain had a coming out party of sorts. Was at the Select 16 Festival last summer and has been regarded as a solid prospect for the last year, but now schools will be ready to offer him. He has excellent feet, a quick stick, and plays with a lot of heart and passion. He is not very big and does not project to be a pro, but will make for a nice college player. Is a top student who has the grades to go to an Ivy League school.

Dakota Joshua, F, ’96 (Honeybaked) — Has grown an awful lot in the last year or two and is now about 6’1” or 6’2”. Is your typical power forward. He protects the puck well and is strong in the corners and in front of the net. Is only going to get better. Could garner the attention of NHL scouts next season.

Jacob Coleman, F, ’97 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — A dynamic forward who could end up being an exciting D-I player. Is only about 5’8”, but his skill and compete level are high-end — he really gets after it. Was at his best on the first and second days of the tournament; after that we felt he got a bit tired and his play tailed off.

Kevin Dineen, F, ’96 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — The Faribault, Minn. native was the top scorer on Shattuck’s U16 team this season, posting a 32-36-68 scoring line in 50 games played. Has a good head on his shoulders and nice vision with the puck on his stick.

Zach Giuttari, D, ’96 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — Just a couple weeks ago we noticed Giuttari at the Yankee Conference showcase and he followed that up with a strong performance here. The Loomis defender has good size, skates and defends well, has great poise with the puck and makes smart decisions through keeping things simple. A native of Warwick, RI, Giuttari is a top student who will likely end up at an Ivy League school.

Michael Floodstrand, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission) — With so many top players on the Mission, it is easy to overlook some guys, but the more we paid attention to Floodstrand the more we liked him. Has a ton of skill and is excellent on the man advantage. Scored a really nice goal against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on a one-timer that was difficult to get off — a high-skill play.

Tanner Laczynski, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission) — Is always on the scoresheet. Produced a 4-7-11 scoring line in six games played here. Does not dominate the entire sheet of ice, but does dominate in the area around the net. Has a good feel for where to be in the offensive zone and can make plays in tight spaces.

Rem Pitlick, F, ’97 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Has grown over the course of the year, but is still very small at 5’5” or 5’6”. What he lacks in size he makes up for in quickness and tenacity. Has figured out how to use his small size to his advantage as he darts through traffic in congested areas of the ice. Has a lot of filling out to do, but could develop into a player like BU’s Cason Hohmann.

Keenan Murray, D, ’96 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — Some players skate in the ice, some players skate on the ice: Murray does the latter. An effortless skater with a lot of glide to his game. Is tall and thin right now and could be someone to watch as he matures and gets stronger.

Joseph Rutkowski, D, ’97 (Chicago Mission) — Has been a tiny defenseman for years, but has grown to about 5’8” and is big enough to hold his own physically now. Because he was so much smaller than everyone for years he has had to use his mind to outsmart opponents. Now, with some added size, he is beginning to move past a lot of his peers. A nice defender who can find the open man with regularity.

Mitchell Fossier, F, ’96 (TPH Thunder) — Is a 12/21/96 birthdate and would likely have more of a buzz around his name if he were a ’97. The Alpharetta, Georgia native is not an explosive skater, but he is really smart, makes a lot of plays, and has really good hands. Could be a late bloomer.

Alex Gross, G, ’96 (Dallas Stars) — Gave his team an opportunity to win. Good-sized netminder who is athletic, quick, and aggressive in the crease.

Vincent Ditmore, D, ’97 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — Smart, puck-moving D-man who plays for Choate. Was injured for a nice chunk of the year this season but we think he is someone who will make a significant contribution next year. Is on the small side at 5’9”. Will likely end up at a NESCAC school when all is said and done.

Jacob Turowski, F, ’96 (Honeybaked) — Small, crafty, and makes a ton of plays. Is going to have to get stronger to be a factor at the higher levels.

Garrett Hallford, F, ’97 (Honeybaked) — Persistent forward creates a lot of offense through hard work and grit. From McKinney, Texas.

Luke Bafia, D, ’96 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — Big defenseman who skates well for his size. Is raw right now and his decision-making needs some work, but he has tools. From East Parrish, Florida.

Elijah Latimer, D, ’97 (Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights) — Possesses both smooth feet and hands. Has a lot of poise with the puck and makes a good first pass.

Jason Dhooghe, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission) — Is only about 5’8”, but is ultra-quick and can make plays at top speed. Will be heavily recruited by D-I schools not only because he is a nice little player, but also because his younger brother is one of the top ’99 born players in the country -- a package deal.

Andrew Cordssen-David, D, ’97 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — An absolutely huge defenseman who lists Montreal, Quebec as his hometown, but grew up playing in the Philadelphia area for the Junior Flyers. Moves pretty well for a 6’5” defender. Does not make a lot of plays, but there is a lot of to work with here. Will keep scouts intrigued.

Colin Saccoman, D, ’97 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Stillwater, Minn. native was the top-scoring defenseman on Shattuck’s U16 team this year, producing a 10-20-30 scoring line in 42 games played. Makes plays – or can lug the mail himself.

Aaron O’Neill, F, ’97 (TPH Thunder) — Carrried a bit of a buzz into the weekend as he was an off-the-radar addition to the NTDP Final 40 Camp. While we would be surprised to see him make the NTDP, we do think he is a solid D-I prospect. He is a big kid who plays a nice possession game. Is good in the corners and along the walls.

Nathan Krusko, F, ’96 (TPH Thunder) — A playmaker who sees the ice and is able to find his linemates. Is not a burner, but is smart and has an above-average skill set.

Cole Percifield, D, ’96 (Dallas Stars) — A big defender who is a fantastic skater. Could be someone who transitions well to higher levels. Not an offensive guy, just someone who quietly goes about his business and defends well.

Johan Steen, D, ’96 (Dallas Stars) — Doesn’t have a lot of upside, but at this level he is really good. Does everything well.

Keanu Yamamoto, F, ’96 (LA Jr. Kings) — We have written about the Spokane, Washington native over the years on this page and we still think he’s going to be a nice college player. He is tiny, but he also has really quick hands and nice first couple of steps.

Wed. 4/10/13

U14 Nationals Review

 As players get older and move up to the U16 and U18 levels the cream of the crop gets skimmed off, with many of the top players moving on to the NTDP, USHL, prep schools, and major junior teams. Fortunately, all kids pass through U14s, so the skill level is both high and, due to its youth, rapidly developing. It’s fun to watch, and we here at USHR were fortunate to be in Pittsburgh over the weekend watching the U14s compete at Nationals. For us, it was also a second look at an age group  -- the ‘98s -- that we had seen back in November at the Nike Bauer Invite in Chicago. Despite observing the phenomena for years, we always get slightly taken aback at how much kids, right in the thick of physically maturing, can improve from October to April.

To start with, some general observations:

-- Honeybaked and Shattuck-St. Mary’s were both really good. While there were a lot of fine teams here, those two squads were on an entirely different level. Each could wind up moving ten or more players on to D-I or major junior hockey -- possibly more, as we may well have overlooked some elite players playing a limited role, kids who, on a weaker team, may have really stood out. As expected, these two teams met in the final, with Honeybaked coming out on top, 3-2.

-- The ‘98s, unlike the ‘97s, are deep in the net. NTDP goaltender coach Michael Ayers is going to have his hands full when it comes to picking the top two goalies. The 2014-15 U.S. Under-17 team will likely be built from the net out.  

- - Last season, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights won the U14 title with an all-star team of players from all over the globe, principally Russia. This season’s winner, Honeybaked, did not import any foreign talent, but it wasn’t exactly Team Michigan either -- not by a long shot. For a chance to star on the powerhouse Honeybaked team, many of the key players had relocated to Michigan from elsewhere in the U.S. We think this trend is going to continue until USA Hockey puts its foot down. Today, teams comprised purely of local talent do not have a chance to win Nationals. That’s a shame. 

-- Of interest to our base of readers in New England is Shawn McEachern’s East Coast Wizards squad. McEachern, who coaches Rivers in the winter, had a handful of his talented young players here. They can play -- and the Weston, Mass. prep school is an up and coming program that will be competing for a New England title in the not too distant future. Also, Belmont Hill and St. Sebastian’s had some very good players playing on their freshman teams this winter, and a number of them were here as well. We can tell you right now that all these players will be making an impact at the varsity level next season.

-- In total, there were 12 teams at the U14 level, and five of them were coached by former NHL players: Shawn McEachern (East Coast Wizards), Adam Foote (Colorado Thunderbirds), Pat Peake (Honeybaked), Patrik Stefan (Anaheim Jr. Ducks), and Matthew Barnaby (Buffalo Regals).

Here’s how we ranked the players:

1. Patrick Khodorenko, F, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — The San Jose, California native plays on a deep, strong, and talented team – and he really stands out. Is dangerous at all times and is able to be both a formidable scorer and passer. Posted three goals in each of his first two games, and assisted on all three of his team’s goals in a 3-2 win over Shattuck in the championship game. If we were to hand out an MVP award it would go to Khodorenko who posted a 7-8-15 scoring line in just six games played. Our only knock on the lethal forward is that he does have some earmarks of an early developer as he stands about 5’10” and is stronger than most of his peers.

2. Clayton Keller, F, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Swansea, Ill. native is smart, skilled, and a lot of fun to watch. Keller is going to be a big-time player: he just makes plays every time he touches the puck and has the speed to take it to the net himself. Was by far the leading scorer on a very talented Shattuck U14 team, posting a 53-68-121 scoring line in just 54 games played. An elite talent who will have every option -- NTDP, NCAA, and OHL -- to choose from in the near future.

3. Logan Brown, F, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — The top pro prospect in this age group. Has scouts salivating because his upside is through the roof. It is not every day you find forwards who are 6’4”, can skate, have vision, can score goals, and play in the tough ice.  We are not saying he is going to be the next Eric Lindros, but he certainly has a chance to be.

4. Nicholas Pastujov, F, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — Strong, powerful, and skilled. Bulls his way around the ice and is extremely strong on his skates. His father left his Russian homeland at 28 and relocated to Florida. Pastujov calls Tampa Bay home and is one of many players billeting in the Detroit area and playing for Honeybaked. Is a top NTDP, OHL, NCAA, and pro prospect.

5. Ryan Lindgren, D, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — The Lakeville, Minn. native was the top defender here at the U14 level. Impacts the game every shift both offensively and defensively. Lindgren is a big kid who can skate and be downright dominant at times. Posted a 21-59-80 scoring line in just 50 games played this season.

6. Kyle Kawamura, F, ’99 (TPH Thunder) — Kawamura is proof that the game of hockey is growing. It is not every day that you come across an elite talent of Asian descent from Franklin, Tennessee (about 30 minutes outside Nashville). Playing up a year, Kawamura put on a clinic in the opening day of the tournament, giving Shattuck all they could handle as TPH almost knocked off one of the tournament favorites. The Thunder star forward is small, but he is dynamic, strong, skilled, and loves to compete.

7. Nicholas McKeeby, D, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — One of the most powerful and explosive skaters we have seen in a long time. His skating is so strong that it’s nearly impossible to beat him in transition. Can make a good first pass and keeps the game simple. Played for the Chicago Mission last year and jumped ship to Honeybaked in pursuit of a national title.

8. Mitchell Lewandowski, F, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — A top forward with a fantastic stick and a very quick shot release. Came over to Honeybaked from the Little Caeser’s organization. Was the top performer in the playoffs, producing a 4-3-7 scoring line in the finals and semi-finals.

9. Graham McPhee, F, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Strong power forward is going to be a goal scorer at the higher levels. Is the son of Washington Capitals GM George McPhee. Posted a 32-51-83 scoring line in 55 games played this season. Is a native of Bethesda, Maryland.

10. James Greenway, D, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Potsdam, NY native is the brother of NTDP commit Jordan Greenway who, as you may have noticed, was just selected in the first round of the OHL draft by Plymouth, something that will surely raise the hairs on the back of the necks of the NTDP staff. The younger Greenway is a behemoth of a defender, standing at about 6’4” and weighing in at around 190 lbs. He does not project as an offensive defenseman. He’s more of a ham-and-egger who plays a tough/physical game and can make a good first pass.

11. Trent Frederic, F, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — Has all the tools. The St. Louis native is tall, skilled, and projects well. A solid prospect. Is only going to get better as he fills out and adds strength.

12. Shaun Bily, F, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — Tall, slick forward is crafty and has the ability to make plays in high traffic areas. The New Jersey native also won a national title back in 2011 with the NJ Colonials U12 team.

13. Michael Pastujov, F, ’99 (Detroit Honeybaked) — The younger brother of the aforementioned Nicholas Pastujov. Playing up a year, the younger Pastujov does more than hold his own as he is one of the top performers on Honeybaked’s powerhouse squad. Plays on the team’s first line with his brother and Shaun Bily. Is similar to his brother in that he is a big, powerful forward who has a good stick and stands out when driving the puck to the net. A top ’99.

14. Tyler Johnson, G, ’98 (Buffalo Regals) — In the games we saw, Johnson did not get a ton of help, but we feel he may have more upside than any other goalie here. At 6’2”, he fills the net. He also competes hard and has sound technique. 

15. Michael Latorella, G, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — We would have liked to see Latorella really withstand a barrage of shots, but Honeybaked is so good he rarely gets that kind of action. That said, when called upon, he delivered. Latorella is about 5’11”, athletic, and quick. Is regarded as a top goalie in his age group.

16. Nick Sorgio, G, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — We will continue with our run on goalies here. Sorgio, the future Salisbury netminder, has all the talent in the world and could end up being a big-time goalie. That said, he did not play his best hockey here – and the Wolf Pack did not make it to the playoffs.

17. Mitch Eliot, D, ’98 (Detroit Honeybaked) — The Michigan State recruit is a nice prospect who is solid in all facets of the game. He is a big kid, a smooth skater, and has a nice set of hands. Is not “dominant” at this level, but he really does not have to be because his team is so good. Was the first ’98 to commit to a college. With OHL teams likely to come knocking, many are wondering if Eliot will ever arrive in Lansing.

18. Ty Farmer, D, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — Has gotten bigger and stronger over the course of the year. Is very confident with the puck and enjoys making plays from the backend. Projects as someone who could effectively run a D-I PP.

19. Kenny Johnson, D, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Ann Arbor, Michigan native is the younger brother of Jack Johnson (Columbus-NHL). A tall, smooth-skating defender, Johnson is a top prospect with a lot of upside. Because Shattuck is loaded with talent and has the likes of Ryan Lindgren running the show on the PP we did not get to see Johnson in that role. Our guess is he would do just fine, as he moves the puck nicely.

20. Billy Overby, D, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — The Wolf Pack captain is an intelligent puck mover, similar in style to NTDP defender Brandon Fortunato. However, Overby did not make Team Connecticut for the Yankee Conference showcase, thus will not be at the Select 15 Festival. In our opinion, with the exception of Chad Krys (Connecticut Oilers U16), Overby is the top defenseman the New England district has to offer.

21. Luke Martin, D, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — Possesses a lot of raw talent. Has good size and his skating really jumps out at you right away. Could shoot up this list over the next few years.

22. Liam Schioler, D, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Big, mobile defenseman with an intriguing skill set. The West St. Paul, Manitoba native projects as a shutdown defenseman who can make a strong outlet pass.

23. Michael Gurska, D, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) -- Keeps his head up at all times. Is very good on the PP and can really zip the puck around. A D-I prospect who has yet to physically mature. One of many talented young players at Rivers.

24. Michael Young, D, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) — Was an 8th grader at Rivers this past year and finished as their 2nd leading scoring defenseman. Is strong, stocky, and confident with the puck. Is physically mature for his age. May lack the upside of some of the aforementioned players, but there is no doubt he’s going to be a heck of player for Rivers for a long time.

25. Max Gerlach, F, ’98 (Colorado Thunderbirds) — Flashy skill set. Go-to guy for the Thunderbirds. Can really scoot, and is crafty in the offensive zone.

26. Brendan Less, D, ’98 (NJ Devils) — Smooth-skating defender has a lot of offensive ability. Skating is effortless. Plays for Delbarton.

27. Jackson Koblick, D, ’98 (Indiana Jr. Ice) — Lanky defender was the Ice’s top player in our opinion. Assertive offensively. Took the puck coast-to-coast multiple times.

28. Ben Lown, F, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Laguna Niguel, Calif. native. Is on the small side, but can turn on a dime, and has the puck on a string. Was the 2nd leading scorer on his team this season with a 44-46-90 line in 55 games played.

29. Ryan Edquist, G, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Starting netminder for the 2nd best team in the country. Went 25-1-2 this season with a .937 save percentage and nine shutouts.

30. Liam Murphy, F, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — Big, strong, power forward who plays the game hard.

31. Keegan Mantaro, D, ’98 (Colorado Thunderbirds) — Heady defender is excellent with the puck on his stick. Is only about 5’7” or 5’8”, but is a D-I prospect.

32. Logan Hutsko, F, ’99 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Pittsburgh, PA native is playing up a year. Is very small, but he makes up for his lack of size with speed and skill. Plays with a ton of pace and energy.

33. Ryan Bederka, D, ’98 (Honeybaked) — Solid in all facets of the game. Makes great decisions with the puck. Effective on the PP. More of an offensive defenseman.

34. Ben Gleason, D, ’98 (Honeybaked) — Keeps things simple and just moves pucks up to the talented forwards on his team. He’s solid defensively -- very reliable. Is the cousin of NHL defenseman Tim Gleason.

35. Noah Lalonde, F, ’98 (Honeybaked) — Michigan State recruit is quick and has an excellent first step. Creates a lot of turnovers and is able to get to loose pucks.

36. Bradley Ingersoll, F, ’98 (TPH Thunder) — Waxhaw, North Carolina native is smart and versatile. Played the point on the PP and did a heck of a job skating the puck up ice and getting things set up. Plays on a line with Kawamura, and the duo make a lot of things happen.

37. Zach Solow, F, ’98 (St. Louis Blues)—A pure finisher. Dangerous below the tops of the circles. Has a heavy shot for a 14 year old. Is from Naples, Florida.

38. RJ Murphy, F, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) — Played for the St. Sebastian’s freshman team this year. Is a big kid who protects the puck well and has nice hands around the net. His feet need to improve, but we think he will be a top player for the Arrows in the years to come.

39. Conner Ford, F, ’98 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — An all-around forward who plays hard in all three zones and is not shy about getting his nose dirty to make a play.

40. Sam Field, F, ’98 (NJ Devils) — Big kid who has a hard and accurate shot. Has a lot of potential and is only going to get better. Headed to Choate in the fall.

41. Drew Speckman, G, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Is from Fairfield, Connecticut and will compete to be the top in goalie in New England in the coming years. Is not as big as Sorgio, but he is very quick and has great fundamentals. Played against the Connecticut Wolf Pack in round robin play and outdueled his competition as Shattuck won 4-0.

42. Niko Karamanis, F, ’98 (Shattuck-St. Mary’s) — Courtenay, British Columbia native. Was one of only two ’98-born players to play U14 hockey at Shattuck last year (Ryan Lindgren was the other). Small, creative, and skilled.

43. Steven Lockwood, D, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — Always has his head up and finds the open man. We could see him being a PP defenseman as he progresses up through the ranks.

44. Callan Foote, D, ’98 (Colorado Thunderbirds) — The son of former NHL veteran Adam Foote. Does everything well and runs the PP. Is not flashy, but gets the job done. He’s almost a ’99 – has a 12/13/98 birthdate.

45. Christian O’Neil, F, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) — Played on the Belmont Hill freshman team this year. Is on the small side, but thinks the game well. A centerman, O’Neil really distributes the puck well. Makes the players around him better.

46. Frank Boie, D, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) — Big defenseman is already over 6’0”. Is a good skater for someone his size, and defends well. Will likely never be running a PP, but we think he will be a D-I defenseman when all is said and done.

47. Tommy Nappier, G, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — The only game we saw him play was against Honeybaked, and it’s not entirely fair to judge any goalie when facing that type of onslaught. However, he displayed a lot of ability and athleticism.

48. Auggie Burkhardt, F, ’98 (NJ Devils) — A workhorse who never gives up on plays. A heart-and-soul player with some skill. Someone you want on your team.

49. Andrew Petrillo, D, ’98 (NJ Devils) — Niche defenseman who is excellent on the PP. Needs to get bigger, stronger, and faster in order to defend at higher levels, but he surely has an elite stick and mind. Plays for Delbarton.

50. Jonathan Folson, F, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) — Strong forward with nice mitts. Played for the Belmont Hill freshman team. Will make an impact next season.

51. Billy Harris, D, ’98 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — Sees the ice. Good in transition.

52. Paul Selleck, F, ’98 (Anaheim Jr. Ducks) — Smart forward with good offensive instincts. Is always around the puck and has some finish to his game.

53. Brandon Yi, F, ’98 (Colorado Thunderbirds) — Tall forward is a great skater with an explosive first step. Effective when he drives wide and uses his speed.

54. Joseph Woll, G, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — Given that we like his upside, we may be ranking the massive netminder a touch low. If he can bring it all together he could really be something.

55. Michael Joyce, D, ’98 (St. Louis Blues) — Is very slight and skinny now, but smooth and slick with the puck. Could move into the top group of defensemen when he matures and fills out.

56. Brian Hawkinson, F, ’98 (Colorado Thunderbirds) — Good stick, and has a nose for the net. His older brother, Brad Hawkinson (Lincoln-USHL), is headed to Denver in the fall.

57. Justin Bloomfield, F, ’98 (Honeybaked) — Regarded as one of the top forwards in the country. Is productive and always finds the score sheet.

58. Sam Hesler, F, ’98 (East Coast Wizards) — Younger brother of Dartmouth recruit Carl Hesler. The younger Hesler is tiny, but he has quick feet and hands. Plays for Belmont Hill freshman team. Will be a top player when he gets bigger.

59. Chris Conway, D, ’98 (Pittsburgh Penguins) — Team captain. Has good vision and a reliable stick.

60. Jack Hoey, F, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — Works his tail off and plays hard.

Sat. 4/6/13

Kawamura Among Standouts at Nationals

 USHR has been scouting Nationals in Pittsburgh, PA for the past few days, and we’ll have a full report next week. Please consider this an interim report.

 The playoffs are starting today, and, in the U14 Division which, by the way, is extremely strong, the St. Louis AAA Blues will face Shattuck-St. Mary’s in one semifinal; and Honeybaked will face the East Coast Wizards in the other. Honeybaked, which is undefeated here and has outscored opponents 18-4, has established themselves as the dominant team at the ’98 level. Shattuck is not far behind, and they are followed by the St. Louis Blues.

 Here are the players at the U14 level who have really stood out for us so far:

 Let’s start with Kyle Kawamura, a ’99 birthdate playing up with the Atlanta-based TPH Thunder. An Asian-American from Tennessee, Kawamura is a dynamic, sparkplug type. He’s small, fast, gritty, and makes plays. To get a better picture think ‘prototypical Boston College forward.’  This will not be the last time you hear of Kawamura. 

 Shattuck forward Clayton Keller has been consistently excellent. He’s very high-end, a young Zach Parise-type of player. 

 Honeybaked forward Patrick Khodorenko has opened eyes as well. He’s a pure finisher. Just a great shot. In his first three games Khodorenko has notched two hat tricks.

 The best pro prospect at the ’98 level is St. Louis Blues forward Logan Brown, who’s huge -- 6’3”, maybe even 6’4”. While we think the three kids above are more polished and have actually played better here, Brown, the son of former NHL defenseman and current Indiana Ice (USHL) head coach Jeff Brown, is a great prospect, and one with all the earmarks of a pro. Naturally, he’s still growing into his body.

 On the blue line, Honeybaked’s Nicolas McKeeby has been terrific. One of the most explosive skaters we’ve seen at this age level in a long time, Mckeeby is strong, stocky, and has a great first couple of steps. 

 Shattuck’s Ryan Lindgren has been excellent. From the blue line, he is his team’s leading overall scorer. And that’s saying something: there’s some serious talent up front for Shattuck.

 At the U16 level, the Chicago Mission – they’re undefeated so far and have outscored their opponents 17-6 – is the team to beat. The Connecticut Wolf Pack, however, are also really good, also undefeated, and have also outscored opponents 17-6. Look for a Mission-Wolf Pack final on Sunday.

 A few standouts at the U16 level:

 Mission forward Ryan Wagner, who we wrote about at length in covering last fall’s Nike Bauer Invite in Chicago, has again been a standout here. He’s skilled, gritty, hard-nosed, and can find the back of the net.

Denis Smirnov, a ’97 playing up for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Junior Knights, and one of the fine Russian imports we wrote about in November 2011 when that organization’s import-dominated group of ‘97s first popped onto the scene, continues to be a force. Smirnov is just crafty as hell, really strong on the puck, and has great vision. He’s small, but that doesn’t stop him.

 Smirnov has not been the only Russian in the U16 division who has impressed here. Maxim Letunov, a ’96 with the Dallas Stars Elite, has been tremendous. He has size – around 6’1” – is explosive, and is a dynamic goal scorer.

More to follow. 

Sat. 4/6/13

OHL Draft Today

The OHL Draft begins this morning at 9:00 am. You can follow the results in real time at:

OHL Priority Selection

Sat. 4/6/13

“The P”

 “It’s been an amazingly torturous route," says Peter Masters, “but this is it. We’re ready now.”

Masters, who heads up the Junior Bruins’ organization, is speaking about the Premier Junior League, which he and the Middlesex Islanders’ Sean Tremblay and the Jersey Hitmen’s Jim Hunt have been instrumental in getting off the ground.

 The entire process has played out against a backdrop of intense hockey politics and infighting, but the league is here, more or less as originally envisioned. Yesterday, the league’s  nine-team junior loop was officially announced via a mid-day press release.

They didn’t get all they wanted, though. The league’s junior division, which had hoped to gain USA Hockey certification for the upcoming season, failed to secure that, in part because of the long waiting period that USA Hockey requires of new applicants. 

 This means “The P” will start its life as an independent junior league for ’13-14 and apply for USA Hockey certification for ’14-15. (After submitting an application by April 15, they will then state their case at the Junior Council meeting in June.)

“We are fully committed to getting sanctioned next season in USA Hockey and we feel our approach is the best way to position ourselves to achieve that goal,” says Masters.

 From a practical perspective, not having USA Hockey certification means that the new league will have to self-insure, and work with a private insurance company.

 All the youth level teams have USA certification and will carry on as before.

“We are trying to be the top of the ADM pyramid for New England and the  Northeastern states,” said Masters. 

 Here, then, are the nine Premier League junior teams. 

 Boston Junior Bruins (Peter Masters)

 South Shore Kings (Scott Harlow)

 Islanders Hockey Club (Sean Tremblay)

 Philadelphia Flyers Elite (Pat Ferrill)

 Connecticut Yankees (Geoff Marotollo)

 Jersey Hitmen (Toby Harris)

 Portland Pirates (Brad Church)

 Bay State Breakers (David McCauley)

 P.A.L. Junior Islanders  (Ron Kinnear)

In addition, the following organizations will be part of the league at the younger levels, though they will not be skating premier league junior teams: Rochester Stars, NH Jr. Monarchs, Springfield Pics, Team Comcast, and Selects Academy. 

 For more information check out the league’s website at www.usphl.com

Wed. 3/27/13 -- updated 3/28

Yankee Conference Review

 The U.S. Hockey Report spent this past weekend at USA Hockey’s annual Yankee Conference Showcase, held this year in Warwick and Pawtucket, RI. This is always a good take because, at least at the older levels, the top players in the region – Maine, NH, Vermont, Connecticut, and RI – are shooting for an opportunity win a slot at USA Hockey’s Select Festivals (which, by the way, are moving this summer from Rochester, NY to Buffalo, NY).

The Yankee Conference Showcase encompasses a broad range of birth years -- from ‘96s down to ‘01s. We should point out that, while USA Hockey had groups of evaluators on hand focusing exclusively on each age group, we had to range freely, skipping the ‘01s and ‘00s – way too young! – but logging hours watching the ‘97s, ‘98s, and ‘99s. There was a flock of players on hand in each age group, and we may have missed some good ones, but here’s how we saw it.

 Please note that our opinions do not necessarily reflect those of the coaches evaluating for USA Hockey. Also, biographical info on players was extremely limited.

-- ‘97s

’97 Forwards:

1. Chase Harwell -- The Quinnipiac recruit was very good here. He’s gritty, makes plays and was the most noticeable forward in camp, constantly making things happen. Plays for Selects Hockey Academy during the winter.

2. Avery Steele -- The Colchester (Vt.) High School star forward has taken a step forward in his development and is a legitimate D-I prospect. Is on the small side, but is quick, aggressive, has a good stick, and some finish to his game. Did not catch our eye last year; appears stronger and faster this year. Headed to Selects Hockey Academy.

3. John McDermott -- Played for the Connecticut Oilers U16 team this past winter and looks to be headed to prep school – most likely a Founders’ League team -- in the fall. McDermott is a big, strong, power forward with some skill.

4. Connor Sundquist -- Gangly, skilled forward has a nice upside. Could be a bit of a sleeper in the sense that he has not even begun to fill out. Has a good stick and can make a play. Would like to see him spend a little more time in the tough ice. Plays for Selects Hockey Academy.

5. Devin Moore -- Small, crafty forward is fun to watch. He is only about 5’6”, but he can turn on a dime; is difficult to contain in tight spaces. Played for Pinkerton Academy in New Hampshire this season. Will be headed to Exeter in the fall.

6. Taggart Corriveau -- North/South winger who plays for Westminster. Will likely have an increased role next season as the Martlets are losing their top five scorers. Keeps things simple and is reliable.

7. Daniel Winslow -- Knows how to score goals. Plays in traffic and is usually in the right place at the right time. Has that goal scorer’s sense that you simply cannot teach. Wore #15 White and was incorrectly listed on his team's roster as Tyler Augustinsen. Winslow, who is from Fairfield, Conn., played for Apple Core U16 this past winter, and will be at boarding school this fall.  

8. Jack Hall -- Has good feet and a quick stick. Is a dog on loose pucks and is not afraid to get his nose dirty. Plays for Champlain Valley High School (Vermont).

9. Sam Nestor -- Tiny, but really clever, with good vision. Played a limited role this season at Taft but, as the diminutive forward matures, he will play a larger role for the Rhinos.

10. Matthew Creamer -- Big, strong, power forward is still raw, but there is something here. Worth following. Plays for Bishop Hendricken HS (Rhode Island).

Note:

 *Ryan Dmowski -- Gunnery forward was not at the Showcase as he was at the NTDP evaluation camp. He will get a spot at the Select 16 Festival.

’97 Defensemen:

1. McKay Flanagan -- There wasn’t any one defenseman who really separated himself from the pack here, but Flanagan looked to be the most polished. Is effective when he keeps things simple. Will play in the EJHL next season for the Connecticut Oilers. 

2. Ben Finkelstein -- Was not overly impressed with the skilled blueliner this weekend. He wasn’t really on his game; his timing appeared a little off. That said, we are judging him more on his entire body of work and feel he has the tools to be an impact player at higher levels. Sees the ice well, and is a fluid skater. He excels on the PP, but didn’t get a chance to show that, as power plays were not utilized here – all play was 5x5. Will likely suit up for KUA or Lawrence Academy in the fall.

3. Peter Christie -- Phillips Exeter defenseman is raw, but there is a lot of good about his game. He works extremely hard and is difficult to beat in 1x1 situations. The New Hampshire native is tall and explosive. He could really turn it on over the next couple of years.

4. Trevor Cosgrove -- Just wrapped up his freshman season at Phillips Exeter. Has skill and makes good decisions. Is very slight right now, but we think he will be a nice prep school defender for the next three years.

5. Matt Cousino -- Tall defenseman from Rice Memorial HS (Vt.) was probably the best pure skater in camp. While his skating really catches your eye right away, it also seems like he has the potential to do more offensively that he does.

6. Connor Dahlman -- Moves pucks and is a solid defender. Plays in the Connecticut Oilers organization.

7. Matthew Robinson -- On the small side, but he has a nice set of mitts and moves pucks well. Headed to Governor’s in the fall.

Note:

*Spencer Young -- Arguably the top defenseman in the New England district. New Hampshire native who plays for Exeter was participating at the NTDP evaluation camp and will ultimately be awarded a spot at the festival.

’97 Goaltenders:

1. Payton Porter -- The only ’97-born goalie to really catch our eye this weekend. Is headed to KUA in the fall. Played for Houlton (Maine) High School this winter. Is a bit of a throwback. Unorthodox. Not your typical butterfly goalie with huge equipment, but he stops pucks and is athletic.

-- ‘98s

’98 Forwards:

1. Patrick Harper -- Only stands about 5’3” or 5’4”, but is really quick and crafty with the puck. Uses his size to advantage as he darts through traffic with ease. Will always fight the size battle, but our guess is that he will be a productive player up through the D-I ranks. Is a prized recruit among the prep schools. Has reportedly narrowed his choices to Governor’s, KUA, and Gunnery.

2. Liam Murphy -- Big, strong, and has a nose for the net. Plays hard and will be an immediate contributor at the prep school level. We had heard earlier that Murphy was headed to Salisbury, but this weekend we were told that may have changed – and that now Avon is his likely destination.

3. Brendan Cordeiro – Top-end skill. When he turns it on he looks fantastic, but it doesn’t happen often enough. That said, if the Rhode Island native, who is pretty skinny right now, can improve his compete level, he could become something. His skill is hard to come by.

4. Jack Hoey -- Had a strong camp. Always gives maximum effort and is an all-around player who competes in all three zones. Will play for Fairfield Prep in Connecticut next season.

5. Eric Esposito -- Similar to his brother, Alex Esposito, the leading scorer at Loomis. In terms of describing players, it’s probably an overused expression, but the younger Esposito is good at everything in that he does not have one trait that really jumps out at you. Will likely be at Loomis in the fall, but we are told the Gunnery is making a hard push for his services too.

6. William Steele -- The younger brother of top ’97 forward Avery Steele. If he develops at the same rate as his brother look for him to continue to get better. A freshman at Colchester High this past season, Steele has a good stick, makes plays, and has a high hockey IQ.

7. David Goolgasian – A Scituate, RI native who played this year for the Hillside School, a Massachusetts junior boarding school. A small forward, Goolgasian has a good stick, is always around the puck, and loves playing offense.

8. Jack Badini – Strong, and a powerful skater. Competes hard. Played for the Connecticut Oiler U16 team this season.

9. Brandon Mitchell  -- Very tall, about 6’2”, has a nice set of hands, and can make a play. Problem is, he plays with little to no pace. Once he gets some strength in his legs and a little more pop in his skating we think he could become a player of note.

’98 Defensemen:

1. Chad Krys -- We have written about the young phenom, the son of former BU defenseman Mark Krys, for quite some time in these pages. Here, Krys was in a league of his own here, and is, by far, the top ’98-born player in the New England district. An effortless skater, Krys carried the puck end to end with ease all weekend. Having said that, we would not put him in the same boat as ’97 defender Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s) or '98 d-man Sean Day (Compuware U16), both of whom look to be guaranteed pros. Krys is about 6’0” and may have topped out. We would also like to see him use a longer stick and defend with more of an edge. He’s an excellent player so we can afford to nit-pick a bit here. Is set to play for the Connecticut Oilers (EJHL) next season.

2. Derrick Spencer -- Played a limited role this season at Phillips Exeter, but will see increased ice time next season as he continues to progress. Spencer is about 6’0” and is really solid in all areas of the game. Makes hard, crisp, tape-to-tape passes. Is positionally sound. A D-I prospect who will be watched by the NTDP next season.

3. Dennis Cesana – Providence, RI native played at Hillside School (Mass.) this season and will be moving on to KUA in the fall. Skilled blueliner is confident with the puck on his stick and makes a good first pass. Has decent size and is a strong skater. Should make a smooth transition to prep hockey.

4. Lucas Niezelski -- Big defender keeps things simple, defends well, and moves pucks up ice. Projects as a meat-and-potatoes type at higher levels.

5. Jack McGowen -- On the small side, but the Connecticut Wolfpack defender has really good feet and enjoys creating offense by jumping into the play. Attends Fairfield Prep.

6. Jack Gresh -- Strong and confident defender. Is offensively involved, but at times makes some questionable decisions. Is at Avon Old Farms; will likely play on the varsity in the fall.

7. Jamie Swiggett -- Carries the puck with confidence. Has light feet and can make a good pass.

8. Alex Ring – From Salem High School in New Hampshire. Has some ability. Is worth following.

’98 Goaltenders:

1. Dominic Sorgio -- Is, along with Tommy Mohs from Team Wisconsin, perhaps the top ’98 US-born goalie we have seen thus far. He’s certainly the best goalie the New England district has to offer -- by a substantial margin, too. Is everything you look for in a goalie prospect: he has size, athleticism, is technically sound, and competes. We are told that he is headed to Salisbury in the fall, where he will back up top ’97-born netminder Callum Booth. Sorgio, from the Connecticut Wolfpack, is a fantastic recruit for Andrew Will. He is also a nice heir apparent should Booth bolt for major junior (à la Justin Nichols last year).

-- ‘99s

’99 Forwards:

1. Matthew Allen -- We can safely predict that over the course of the next 12 months family advisors and prep schools will become quite familiar with this Rhode Island native. This was the first group of ‘99s that we have closely watched but, out of everyone we saw here, Allen was on a different level. He is tall for his age, can skate, has excellent stick skills, and loves to score goals. Allen is a player we will be writing about for years to come.

2. Christian Lesueur -- Lanky forward is an explosive skater with a nice set of hands. Very crafty. Our guess is that his game will come along nicely as he continues to grow and fill out. Was very noticeable. Plays for Mid-Fairfield.

3. Alex Mella -- Big, strong, power forward with a nice touch around the net. Was the only ’99-born player to skate with the Connecticut Wolf Pack U14 squad this year. Could be an early developer, but time will tell.

4. William Christensen – Mid-Fairfield product has great stick skills and is dangerous in the offensive zone. Does not have the size of the players mentioned above, but his skill level is just as high.

’99 Defensemen:

1. Reilly Walsh -- The son of Proctor Academy head coach Mike Walsh. Plays for the Cardigan Mountain School. Is a smart defender who makes good decisions with the puck. Enjoys getting involved in the offense and is very active on the offensive blueline.

2. Phil Kemp – Mid-Fairfield defender is much taller than his peers and seems like someone who will continue to grow. For a kid of his size he is a pretty smooth skater. Has a good stick, but tries to do too much with the puck. Among his age group, he is good enough to get away with it.

3. Cameron Boudreau -- Small, heady defender is going to be a nice college prospect. He is really light on his feet and confident with the puck. Reminds us of Brandon Fortunato (NTDP) at the same age.

4. Jake Harwell -- Brother of the aforementioned Chase Harwell. A smooth skater, he has a good stick, and plays with an edge.

’99 Goaltenders:

1. Calder Stewart -- Evaluating goalies of any age can be challenging at best, but the good ones do seem to stand out. Stewart is aggressive in challenging shooters and very quick getting from side to side. Has sound technique. Easily the top ’99-born goalie here.

-- ‘96s

*We did not have time to see each team in the ’96 division, but we did like some of the players we saw. A lot of the players in this division have, over the past year or so, been extensively written about in USHR, so we will use this opportunity to focus on players either new to us, or those who, over the weekend, either caught our eye for the first time, or elevated their status.

Joseph O’Conner, D -- Arguably the most sought-after prep school recruit in Connecticut this winter, O’Connor has decided on Westminster, where we feel he will make an immediate contribution. Very raw, O’Connor did not show us much this weekend in the way of sound positional play or good decisions with the puck. That said, his natural ability is through the roof. About 6’3”, O’Connor is a very natural and fluid skater who we feel will be intriguing to pro scouts. Likes to get up in the play and is active on the offensive blue line. Might actually make for a better forward.

Zach Giuttari, D -- Plays for Loomis and is underrated defenseman. For a big kid he skates well, is rarely out of position, and makes a good first pass. Will log a lot of minutes for the Pelicans next season. Our guess is that, more often than not, he will be matched up against the opposition’s top line.

Ryan Blais, D -- The 5’9” defender would probably be committed to a D-I school if he were two inches taller. Has good feet and is pretty dynamic on the back end. Plays in the Junior Bruins organization.

Dominic Franco, F -- Led Pomfret in scoring this past season. Is about 6’2” and is just starting to get his coordination back. Two years ago Franco was playing on the Griffins’ JV team. We think he is only going to get better.

Brandon Borges, F -- We recently wrote about Borges after his performance at the Beantown Spring Classic. The Williston forward makes a ton of plays and has a nose for the net. Will pile up the points next season — he just needs some forwards to play with.

William Brophy, D -- We feel Brophy is a D-I/pro prospect. For a kid who is 6’3” he skates and defends well. The Westminster sophomore is similar to Yale’s Robby O’Gara at the same age. Is only going to get better.

Cam Beecy, D -- Playing behind seniors Alex Carle, Doyle Somerby, Brendan White, and Conner Evangelista, Beecy was overshadowed at KUA this winter. That will not be the case next season as Beecy will move into a top four spot and likely be situated on the PP as well. The smallish defender can really zip the puck around.

Jack Fitzgerald, F -- Westminster forward played in a third line role this past season, but we think he is primed for a breakout year. A complete player who plays hard and can shoot it.

Sat. 3/23/13

Mass High School Seniors All-Star Game

 The Massachusetts State Hockey Coaches Association High School Seniors All-Star Game will be held on Sat. March 30 (4:00 pm) at the DCU Center in Worcester, Mass., just prior to the Sharks – St. John’s IceCaps game.

 A ticket to the high school games (there will also be a girls’ seniors all-star game at 1:45 pm) includes admission to the Sharks game. 

The event is sponsored by the Shriners.

 College coaches, junior coaches, and prep coaches are all welcomed, courtesy of the Sharks and the MSHCA. Please email Jason Jones at jjones@sharksahl.com to let him know you are coming and use door 5 at the DCU center. 

 Here is a link to the rosters:

Mass High School Seniors Rosters 

Fri. 3/22/13

Tirone Chooses Wildcats

 USHR Prep Player of the Year – and Prep Goaltender of the Year -- Danny Tirone has committed to UNH for the fall of ’15.

 The 5’11”, 180 lb. senior at Loomis Chaffee was his team’s backbone this winter, playing in all but 87 minutes of the Pelicans’ games and finishing the season with a .933 save percentage. Loomis would finish the season with a 13-11-1 record and was one of the final teams eliminated from consideration for the Large School Tournament, a big leap forward from the previous season, in which injuries limited Tirone to eight games, and Loomis had finished with a dismal 2-23-0 record.

 Tirone, a 6/3/94 birthdate, made his final choice from among three schools; the University of Vermont, who wanted him to come in this fall; Harvard, who wanted him for fall ’14; and UNH.

 When Tirone, who will likely be drafted by a USHL team this spring and spend the next two seasons out west, arrives at UNH he will compete with 6’5”, 210 lb. Salmon Arm (BCHL) goaltender Adam Clark for playing time. Clark, a ’93, will be arriving at UNH in the fall of ’14.

 A native of Trumbull, Conn., Tirone spent a year at Shattuck-St. Mary’s playing with their U16 Team before coming back to his home state and going to Loomis.

Wed. 3/20/13

Beantown Classic Notes

 The Annual Beantown Spring Classic was held late last week at the New England Sports Center in Marlborough, Mass. and, as we prefer to do here in the late season, we were focusing on – and looking for -- players who 1) will be in the news as potential NHL draftees come June and/or 2) guys we missed during the regular season, or perhaps underrated, or just guys who, through their play, forced us to reevaluate our opinion – either up or down. This is not intended to be a comprehensive list. It’s a selective list. Enjoy.

NHL Draft Prospects:

Zach Sanford, F, ’94 (Middlesex Islanders-EJHL) 6-3/190 — Much like Mark Jankowski, Calgary’s first round pick last June, there has been a real buzz surrounding Sanford as his stock has risen rapidly in the second half of his draft year. The Boston College recruit, a former standout at Pinkerton (NH) Academy, is about 6’4” now, has raised his battle level, and plays at a much faster pace than he did a year ago, as head coach Sean Tremblay has done an excellent job developing the young star. We watched the entirety of game two of the EJHL finals, along with scouts from nearly every NHL team, and Sanford was the best player in the game. Because of his size and the fact that he keeps improving it would not shock us if someone took him late in the first round. The second round, however, seems more likely. Either way, we feel Sanford will be the highest-selected New England player at this year’s NHL draft.

Ryan Fitzgerald, F, ’94 (Valley Junior Warriors-EJHL) 5-9/170 — Sanford may have a higher ceiling, but right “Fitzy” is the best pure player available in New England. The former Malden Catholic star is special – just a lot of fun to watch. He is on the small side but, much like Sidney Crosby and top NHL prospect Jonathan Drouin (Halifax-QMJHL), he welcomes contact in order to create separation. He will lean on defenders, create some friction, and quickly dart away as his first couple of steps are too quick to defend against. If Hobey Baker favorite Johnny Gaudreau stays at Boston College our hunch is that he will be paired with Fitzgerald on a line. And if that is the case, Fitzgerald is the favorite to win Hockey East Rookie of the Year next season. We think the son of former NHL veteran Tom Fitzgerald will hear his name called in the late second or early third round.

Andrew Gaus, F, ’95 (Taft School) 6-0/173 — It’s fair to say that Gaus put himself on the radar of a lot of NHL teams with his play at the Beantown. This typist had not seen the Yale recruit for a while, and the amount that he has improved under head coach Dan Murphy at Taft is pretty remarkable. The former Pittsburgh Hornet, who has filled out, was the most productive player on the Red Team. On every single shift he made plays and was near the puck. A very good skater, Gaus has good vision and is someone who wants the puck at all times. Will be playing with Dubuque (USHL) over spring break before returning to Taft to finish out the school year.

Brian Pinho, F, ’95 (St. John’s Prep) 6-0/175 — Given that he had played a Super 8 playoff game the night before, we were a bit surprised to see the Providence recruit at the Beantown. Considering his minimal rest, Pinho looked pretty good. It was certainly nice the see the Catholic Conference’s star player playing against better competition. One thing is for sure: his feet have gotten a lot better. Above and beyond that, we see him as one of those players who doesn’t knock your socks off in any single area, but does everything well. We feel Pinho could go as high as the fifth or sixth round.

Thomas Aldworth, F, ’95 (Cushing Academy) 6-1/185 — There was a mix of opinion on Aldworth at the Beantown. NHL scouts from outside the area -- fresher eyes -- appeared enamored by his skill set, while some of the local area scouts seemed totally frustrated with his season. There is no doubt that someone with Aldworth’s kind of skill should have more than 27 points in 31 games at the prep school level. That said, he is awfully intriguing and we think an NHL team will draft him. The swift-skating Providence recruit has developed a reputation as being a bit of an individual, so this type of showcase played in his favor.

Anthony Florentino, D, ’95 (Selects Hockey Academy) 6-1/210 — We have always been a fan of Florentino, but his draft stock took a hit at the Beantown. The Providence recruit did not look like he’d taken a step forward this season, and his development appears to have stagnated. He was offered a spot with the NTDP prior to the start of the season and many in the hockey community questioned the defender’s decision to continue playing at the U18 level. It appears they may have been right in assuming it was time for him to move on. With all that said, Florentino, possibly nervous with so many eyes here focusing on him, is still a solid draft prospect. Our guess is that he will be taken somewhere between rounds 4-6.

Ryan Segalla, D, ’95 (Salisbury) 6-1/190 — The Salisbury captain finished the season playing his best hockey and that carried over to the Beantown. The UConn recruit looks strong, confident, and assertive. Playing on a team with D-I prospects Florentino, Wiley Sherman (Hotchkiss), Aaron Titcomb (Salisbury), and Conner Wynne (Milton) he rose to the top of the group and was the Yellow team’s go-to guy on the blue line. It would not surprise us one bit if an NHL team took him in the later rounds of June’s draft.

Wiley Sherman, D, ’95 (Hotchkiss) 6-6/190 — He may not ever be a defenseman who dominates games, even if he returns to play prep hockey next season. But the tall defender, who can make a good first pass, has upside simply because, by the time he graduates from prep school, plays a year of juniors, and becomes an upperclassman at Harvard, he could be 6’6” 230 pounds. That’s an awfully imposing defenseman, and one NHL teams will find hard to resist come June.

Aaron Titcomb, D, ’93 (Salisbury) 6-4/200 — The fact that he is a ’93 and has been passed over in the last two NHL drafts will hurt his stock, but don’t be at all surprised if a team steps up and takes a chance on the Charlestown, Mass native. When we saw Titcomb last season we had our doubts, as he ran around, tried to do too much, and made suspect decisions. Salisbury head coach Andrew Will has done a great job with the PG and turned him into a very useful defender. The Merrimack recruit has excellent size, defends well, keeps things simple, and plays with more of an edge than before. Will be a tough player to play against for years to come in Hockey East. On top of everything else, Titcomb draws raves from his coaches for his work ethic and character. Has faced adversity and overcome a lot – a broken neck that wiped out a whole season a couple of years back being just one thing -- to get to where is today.

Tyler Wood, D, ’94 (Noble and Greenough) 6-3/210 — Has improved an awful lot in the last few years and has turned himself into one of the top defensemen in prep hockey. Did not play on a very good team this season, but from a development perspective it was a good situation for him as the Brown recruit played in all situations, including running the Bulldogs PP. The son of former NHLer Randy Wood could be a late-round selection.

Conner Light, D, ’95 (Phillips Andover) 6-5/205 — We think he is a longshot to be drafted, but the Sudbury, Mass. native did pique the interest of some NHL scouts. He is very raw, but there is certainly a lot to work with here. Could be a good project to have.

-- Though we do not consider the following players “NHL draft prospects,” at least not now, they all played well and upped their stock. 

Derek Pratt, D, ’94 (NH Jr. Monarchs-EJHL) 6-2/185 — Will help a D-I program. The rugged defender plays sound defense and does not get beat in 1x1 situations. He does not have a lot of offensive sizzle, but he makes a good outlet pass and is challenging to play against.

Johnny Jackson, F, ’93 (Valley Warriors-EJHL) 5-10/185 — Makes plays. Was on a line with Ryan Fitzgerald throughout the showcase, which certainly helps, but Jackson is good in his own right. Plays hard and competes for pucks. Put up 43 points in 48 games played this season.

Eric Robinson, F, ’95 (Team Comcast U18) 6-1/165 — We were not too familiar with the Princeton recruit, but he really impressed us. The Gloucester Catholic star forward is light on his feet and routinely beats defenders with speed. Is going to be a nice player for the Tigers when he fills out and adds strength.

Daniel LaFontaine, F, ’95 (Avon Old Farms) 5-10/160 — Missed most of the second half of the season, including all of the playoffs. Has appeared on Central Scouting’s list this year, but we would be very surprised if the son of NHL Hall of Fame forward Pat LaFontaine is drafted. The former Long Island Royal is a skill guy, but we just aren’t sure he has a high-enough skill level to be a top six forward at the D-I level. If he can add some jam to his game, that could change.

Ryan Cloonan, F, ’95 (Jr. Bruins-EJHL) 5-9/145 — The Boston Advantage product has gotten better this season. His skill set is high end, and he is beginning to pass a lot of top players in his age group. Maine recruit will be a solid addition when he arrives in Orono.

Jake McLaughlin, F, ’94 (St. Sebastian’s) 5-10/180 — An underrated player. Missed pretty much all of his sophomore and junior years due to injury. As a senior he produced at a point-a-game pace, not bad for someone who had played fewer than ten games in two full years. A smart player with a strong shot, McLaughlin, with a season of juniors, could move up recruiters’ lists.

Vincent Gisonti, F, ’93 (Westminster) 5-9/175 — The Quebec native was good for Westminster all season long and carried that momentum into the Beantown. We are told that Trinity (NESCAC) is pushing hard to get him in the lineup next season, a wise move on their part. It is unlikely that Gisonti will ever play in the NHL, so Trinity could be a good option, but if he chooses to play a year of juniors we think he could end up at a D-I school.

Chris Miller, F, ’95 (Junior Bruins-EJHL) 5-7/145 — Small, but very quick and gritty. Does not have much of an upside, but we think he could be a nice energy player and kill penalties at higher levels.

Nicolas Beaudin, F, ’95 (Stanstead College) 5-11/170 — Crafty and skilled. Right now he appears to be very thin. Could shoot up NCAA recruiters lists when he fills out.

Pre-Draft Standouts:

James Winkler, F, ’96 (Berwick Academy) 6-3/190 — Just keeps getting bigger and bigger. Is listed at 6’3”, but we think 6’4” is probably more accurate. Is figuring out how to use his long reach to his advantage. For a big kid he has good hands and his skating continues to improve. A prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Christian Meike, D, ’96 (DC Capitals U18) 5-10/155 — We have been onto Meike for a while, but his confidence has gone through the roof in the last 12 months. The Michigan recruit is small, but his older brother is 6’3” and if he comes close to that he will be an NHL prospect. Has a very good stick and is savvy with the puck. Will run the Wolverines’ PP in the future.

Evan & Mitchell Smith, F, ’96 (Salisbury) 6-0/180 — We have gone on record stating that we prefer Evan a little more than his twin brother, but the two play really, really well together. Coming off of leading Salisbury to a prep championship, their value is high right now. We would be surprised if these two do not have D-I offers on the table already.

Ryan Dmowski, F, ’97 (Gunnery) 6-0/185 — We stated, after his performance down the stretch for Gunnery, that we could see Dmowski being selected for the NTDP evaluation camp and that is exactly what happened. Dmowksi has a quick release and great vision. He is no longer a secret, as DI schools are onto him.

Frankie Sullivan, D, ’96 (Westminster) 6-0/183 — Has a lot of talent and does not lack for confidence. Attempts to take the puck coast-to-coast every time he touches it. Needs to be reeled in a little bit and refine his game defensively, but there is no doubt that he has D-I tools.

Alex Esposito, F, ’96 (Loomis-Chaffee) 5-10/168 — Maybe we are wrong, but Esposito looks to have grown and is hovering around 6’0”. Is an all-around player who is as competitive as he is skilled. Will be watched closely next season as he has become a marquee player in the Founders’ League.

Patrick Flynn, F, ’96 (Boston Advantage U16) 5-10/155 — When Dartmouth originally received a commitment from Flynn we were a bit taken aback, but after spending some time watching him we feel the Big Green got themselves a forward who can help them. Like many Boston Advantage players before him, Flynn has a great set of mitts and makes a lot of plays. In time we think he will be a good player at the D-I level.

Sebastian Foster, F, ’96 (Brunswick) 5-11/175 — Skating does not come easily to him, but he is a smart player who sees the ice well. Makes his linemates better and competes in all three zones.

Austin Rook, D, ’97 (Rivers) 6-2/195 — Was hurt for much of the season, but we felt he looked good here. The big defender has good offensive instincts and if he can improve his feet, which he is doing, we think he will become a player of interest to D-I schools.

Brandon Borges, F, ’96 (Williston Northampton) 5-8/160 — Williston finished the season 4-22, but Borges was a bright spot, leading the team in scoring as a sophomore. The Providence, RI native is crafty, has a good stick, and is always around the puck.

Ted Hart, F, ’96 (Greely HS) 5-11/160 — The younger brother of Kevin Hart (Providence College) and Brian Hart (Harvard) will be following in his older brothers’ footsteps as he moves up from Maine high school hockey to Phillips Exeter next season. Continues to get better bit by bit. We see him paired with Dartmouth recruit Kevin Neiley (Comcast U18) on Exeter’s top line next season.

Ace Cowans, F, ’96 (Groton) 5-7/145 — When he was in the lineup, Cowans, a nifty little forward from the Groton School, averaged a point a game. Makes plays.

Michael Merulla, F, ’96 (Team Comcast U16) 5-11/175 — Good offensive instincts. Can shoot it and is dangerous in scoring areas.

Nick Quillin, D, ’96 (Gunnery) 5-11/185 — He’s a wide-base skater and that side of his game needs to improve. That said, his stick is really good and he is effective on the offensive blueline. Moves pucks.

Anthony Wyse, D, ’96 (Boston Advantage U16) 6-2/194 — Has tools and sees the ice well. Looks to us like he could trim down a bit. If he adds a step and gets a little faster we think he will get some interest.

McKay Flanagan, D, '97 (Connecticut Oilers U16) 6-1/190 -- Has been regarded as one of the top '97 defensemen in New England for quite some time, but he really struggled last summer at the Select Festival and it wiped some of the shine off of his name. However, we felt he played well here. He did not try to do too much. He just defended well and moved pucks. Will be suiting up in the EJHL next season for the Connecticut Oilers.

Sun. 3/17/13

Jack Parker and the Wayback Machine

When Jack Parker arrived on Commonwealth Ave in the fall of ‘64, freshmen still weren’t allowed to play varsity sports, the college hockey season started on Thanksgiving weekend, and the Terriers played their home games at the Boston Arena (today’s Matthews Arena). So it wasn’t until the fall of ’65 that the center from Catholic Memorial finally suited up for the varsity. The Beatles’ ‘Yesterday’ had just spent six consecutive weeks on the Billboard Top 10, and everyone was still talking about the Great Northeast Blackout, which on November 9th had plunged the region into a night of darkness and introduced millions to the term ‘power grid.’ 

As for Parker, the next three years would be fruitful ones. Skating for the Jack Kelley-coached Terriers, the Somerville, Mass. native would win a Beanpot title every year, twice go to the NCAA Final Four (no one called it the Frozen Four then), and captain the team as a senior. You could say the template was in place. But who would have thought that, 45 years after Parker played his final game with the Terriers, he’d be in the same place today, with nearly 900 wins as a head coach – all at one school -- under his belt? 

It’s certainly something most of us are unlikely to ever see again, and far too enormous a story to squeeze into one article. So we’re going to commemorate the moment by grabbing a seat on the wayback machine and dialing up 1973-74, Parker’s first season behind the BU bench. Not only was this a terrific season for the Terriers, but it was also part of that early ‘70s era in which not only BU, but other programs – Cornell, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Harvard, Denver, Michigan Tech, to name a handful -- iced some remarkable teams. 

 It was also a strange time for college hockey, so much so that it is difficult to discuss coaches from that era without putting them in the context of the changes and controversies that were swirling around so many of them. Like today, there was the issue of players leaving early for the pros or heading to juniors, but an even greater issue – and one that led directly to Parker’s in-season hiring – was the whole question of college hockey eligibility and Canadian junior hockey players, which had hovered uneasily over the game since at least the late ‘50s. 

 Most NCAA hockey programs, particularly those outside of hockey hotbeds like Boston and the Upper Midwest, needed to recruit in Canada to be competitive. That was an inescapable fact. However, before major junior was slowly ushered in between 1970 and the formal incorporation of the CHL in 1975, the rules concerning eligibility were so blurred that every Canadian was a potential eligibility problem -- if the player was good enough, and/or someone chose to make an issue of it. 

 Ivy schools tended to steer clear of Canadians in the early days and, as a result, were seldom seen at the NCAA Tournament from the mid-‘50s to late ‘60s. Consider the case of Gene Kinasewich, an Edmonton native and one of 13 children of Ukranian immigrants whose parents both died when he was 10. Through a fortuitous series of events, Kinasewich came east to Deerfield Academy where, in 1959-60, he posted a 48-43-91 scoring line in 16 games played (!), and also applied to Harvard without any assurance that he would be allowed to play hockey there. Kinasewich knew full well that even if he didn’t suit up for the Crimson the education alone would give him a life opportunity his parents could not have imagined for him. As it turned out, Kinasewich did get to play at Harvard, and was the MVP of the ’62 Beanpot and the ’63 ECAC Tournament, a legendary performance in which he scored a hat trick, including the game winner in OT, to beat BC 4-3. However, between the Ivy League and the ECAC and a never-ending parade of hearings and appeals, Kinasewich seldom knew whether or not his next game would be his last. That’s the way it was for the Canadian kids. It was a constant issue. As for Kinasewich – Tim Taylor was his linemate, by the way -- he graduated magna cum laude in 1964. But the time and effort Harvard put into appealing cases on his behalf was enough to scare off other schools from going near a Canadian and, by and large, many of the eastern schools – especially the Ivies -- didn’t. Not surprisingly, a team with a lot of Canadians was viewed disparagingly. They were seen as cheaters, to put it bluntly.

Cornell’s hockey program was late arriving. After World War II they abandoned their program totally, before slowly resurrecting it in the ‘50s. The Big Red played outdoors until Lynah was built in 1957. When the administration decided to get serious about the sport, in 1963, they hired RPI coach Ned Harkness who, by mining Ontario for talent, had shocked Michigan and Minnesota en route to bringing the Engineers an NCAA title in 1954. Harkness, who also coached lacrosse at Cornell, had a mission: get good and get good fast. Ensconced at Cornell, he again headed to Ontario for players, essentially thumbing his nose at the NCAA and the hockey establishment every step of the way. And Cornell did get good fast. In the eyes of some, too good too fast. BU and Harvard fans certainly didn’t love what they were seeing, and neither did the NCAA. 

 In 1969, Denver beat Cornell, 4-3, in the NCAA Championship Game in Colorado Springs. Each team had only two Americans on the roster – all the rest were from Canada – and it drove the NCAA batty. Within months of that year’s tournament NCAA administrators came up with a totally hare-brained scheme, recommending that Canadian players be curtailed by means of a four-step program that, by 1973, would allow a maximum of eight Canadians on any given NCAA hockey squad. Obviously, that wasn’t going to stand up in court -- or anywhere else – and was totally ignored. 

 Nonetheless, the NCAA’s involvement not only highlighted just how bothered some people were by the problem, but also illustrated the fact that there was not going to be any leadership on the issue, from any quarter. Schools were essentially operating in a vacuum. It was very much the Wild West, with leagues, ADs, and coaches all very much on edge much of the time.   

The ’72-73 season, which would turn out to be Parker’s last full year as an assistant, was also the Terriers’ first season under Leon Abbott, an Edmonton native and graduate of McGill who had been the RPI head coach for three years before being hired by BU. Early in Abbott’s first season, the Terriers traveled to Ithaca, NY for a December 13th game against Cornell and, with the help of three goals from sophomore forward Dick Decloe, had blown out Cornell, 9-0. At some point, the father of Peter Titanic, a Cornell freshman from Ontario who had been declared ineligible by the ECAC prior to the season, had directed a question to Cornell AD John Anderson and/or Big Red head coach Dick Bertrand (a former Mountie who had matriculated at Cornell as a 25-year-old freshman and, four years later, while tri-captain of the undefeated 1970 NCAA Champion Big Red squad, was himself declared ineligible by the NCAA). Why, Mr. Titanic wondered, was Decloe, who had his provincial school tax – reportedly $189.33 -- paid for by his Jr. A team eligible to play while his son wasn’t?

 The Cornell AD went to the ECAC for an answer, and the ECAC responded in January – not by restoring Titanic’s eligibility but, rather, by declaring Decloe ineligible and, for good measure, wiping out the 11 wins BU had earned with Decloe in the lineup. The Terriers record went from 11-4 to 0-15 overnight – and Decloe left school. The Boston University AD at the time, Warren Schmakel, responded angrily, stating publicly that Cornell was selfishly using Decloe as a lever to get their own player reinstated. Whatever bad blood had previously existed between Cornell and BU at the time – and there was more than enough to go around --- was ratcheted up. As for the BU players, they closed ranks, reeling off a 12-game unbeaten streak and making it to the ECAC playoffs. Perhaps the players were overly fixated on a possible rematch with Cornell at the Garden over the first weekend in March but, in the quarterfinals at Walter Brown Arena, they were upset by Penn, 7-3. (Penn, ironically, was coached by Bob Crocker, a BU grad -- and long-time dean of New England’s NHL scouts. Crocker had coached some powerhouse BU freshmen teams, including an undefeated squad in ’69-70, but had been bypassed in favor of Abbott for the Terriers’ head position.)

But so much for background.

 Let’s skip ahead now to Abbott’s second season. On December 21, 1973, with the Terriers off to a 4-2-0 start and Parker out on a recruiting trip, Abbott was fired for, as Schmakel put it, “activities directed toward the evasion of NCAA and ECAC eligibility rules relative to foreign hockey players.”

Specifically, Abbott was accused by his boss, Schmakel, of withholding “certain information about (the) recruitment” of BU sophomore forwards Bill Buckton and Peter Marzo, both Ontario natives.

 None of this came out of the blue. It was all very much out there, and in the news at the time. Months earlier, over the summer of 1973, Buckton and Marzo had been declared ineligible by the ECAC for receiving small amounts of money while playing Jr. A hockey back home, Buckton for the Oshawa Generals (OHA) and Marzo for the Kitchener Rangers (OHA). With Abbott’s support, the two players fired a shot across the bow of college hockey by challenging the ECAC in court – and winning, with Massachusetts Federal District Court Judge Joseph Tauro issuing a preliminary injunction that allowed both Buckton and Marzo to play. The basis of Tauro’s ruling was that the underlying regulations that the ECAC had cited in declaring Buckton and Marzo ineligible were of “dubious constitutionality.” 

Judge Tauro, in his final Nov. 27 decision allowing the players to play the upcoming season, noted that, “These regulations constitute and impose disparate eligibility standards, one for student-athletes who have played hockey in the United States, and another for those who have played in Canada. Because the regulations classify plaintiffs (Buckton and Marzo), who are resident aliens, differently than their American counterparts, they are inherently suspect.”

But the ECAC, unwisely on their part, didn’t let it rest, and reconvened with a series of follow-up hearings on the whole Buckton-Marzo issue. On Dec. 11, Abbott spoke too frankly, sealing his fate by stating that he had not pressed either player very hard when it came to divulging every single source of compensation they had received while playing junior hockey in Canada. Abbott said he hadn’t told either player to lie or withhold facts but had more or less followed the practice of the time when it came to ‘foreign athletes.’ To wit, he didn’t press hard for info that he didn’t really want to find out.

 Ten days later, Boston University and Schmakel, in a pre-emptive strike – the same kind of self-reporting/self-penalizing that continues to this day – fired Abbott in the hope of eliminating or reducing possible ECAC or NCAA sanctions against the Terriers, even though any such sanctions would likely have been shot down in court. 

 Abbott responded furiously.

“I have been aware for some time that the school was likely to use me as a scapegoat in this situation,” Abbott told reporters. “I know (BU) fears the powers of the NCAA and ECAC and that pressures have been placed upon the school.”

 “I regret,” Abbott continued, “that hypocrisy has so gripped both the school and these two associations that the university would take the action it has today.”

After Abbott was let go at BU, a fellow ECAC coach, requesting anonymity, told a New York Times reporter that, basically, it was insanity to expect college coaches to subject prospective Canadian recruits to the level of cross-examination that Abbott was accused of failing to perform.

“We aren’t equipped or inclined to play Perry Mason in these situations,” the coach said. “The boys, their parents and coaches sign the affidavits and that should be enough. Abbott is being made the scapegoat and he did nothing differently than the rest of us.”

Regardless, Abbott, who would go on to coach St. Lawrence from 1976-80, was out. And 28-year-old Jackie Parker was taking over in an era in which potential landmines were everywhere a college coach turned, particularly if he were to venture north of the 49th parallel. With the benefit of hindsight, it is fair to say that Parker might not have survived but for a combination of savviness, mental toughness, and a batch of highly-skilled players who wanted to play for him. One thing is for certain: Nobody in his or her right mind could have imagined the stretch of longevity the lay ahead of the new head coach.

As for the action on the ice, Parker’s debut came at the Rensselaer Holiday Tournament on Thurs. December 27, 1973, a 3-1 win over a Grant Standbrook-coached Dartmouth squad. The following night, Parker picked up win #2 as the Terriers edged Ohio State, 6-5. On the third and final night of the tournament, however, host RPI, coached by Jim Salfi, shellacked BU, 8-2, handing Parker his first career loss. The following weekend – Jan. 4th and 5th, 1974 – the Terriers headed up to the North Country. On Friday, Parker’s squad faced Clarkson, coached by 28-year-old Jerry York, then in his second year behind the Golden Knights’ bench, and came away with a 9-3 win. On Saturday, St. Lawrence beat BU, 6-4. The following Wednesday, the Terriers went to New Haven and lost to Yale, 3-2 in OT. Young Jack Parker’s NCAA head coaching record stood at 3-3. 

 According to reports of the time, Parker made one major change upon taking over, and that was to spread offensive balance across four lines.

After that January 9th loss at Yale, BU would go 16-3 over the rest of the season. Their only regular-season losses came to Harvard, 5-4, in the Beanpot final, and a February 20th 7-5 decision to BC at the Heights (sweet revenge for the Eagles, as the Terriers had thumped them, 11-2, four weeks earlier at Walter Brown Arena). 

 On Tues. March 5, BU hosted Dartmouth in the ECAC quarterfinals at Walter Brown Arena and won in a blowout, 8-0. In the semis at Boston Garden that Friday, the Terriers thumped Cornell again, this time by a 7-3 score. In the finals, BU topped a supposedly rebuilding – and almost entirely American -- Harvard team 4-2 to earn the #1 East seed for the upcoming NCAA tournament.

 The NCAAs were at the Boston Garden that year, and followed a two-teams-from-the-east (BU, Harvard) vs. two-from-the-west (Michigan Tech, Minnesota) format. In the semis, on Thurs. March 14th, the Terriers faced off against Minnesota, which had started the season 0-4-1 under second-year head coach Herb Brooks before turning things around with his sons of the Gopher State. “We are not anti-Canadian,” Brooks said. “We are pro-American and especially pro-Minnesota. Right now there is more talent in the Minnesota high schools than college hockey scholarships available. And I don’t mean the type of hockey players a team can just get by on, but the type of young men any team can win with.”

Brooks’ Gophers, who had finished up the regular season by dropping a pair of road games in at WCHA champion Michigan Tech, were the second seed in the west, and Brooks, quotable from the get-go, had them buying into whatever he was saying. 

 In the semifinal, early in the third period, the Gophers held a 4-2 lead but BU, with goals by Bill Robbins, a deflected shot, and one off a nice Rick Meagher rush, tied the game at 4-4 with under ten minutes remaining. BU had a golden opportunity to win the whole thing when they went on a powerplay with 44 seconds left in regulation. However, as BU moved the puck up-ice Gophers center Mike Polich read the play well, took a gamble and picked off a BU pass. Polich broke into the Terriers’ end and, with 13 seconds on the clock, fired a 45-foot slap shot that beat senior goalie Ed Walsh to give the Gophers the 5-4 lead, which they didn’t relinquish – a heartbreaker for the Terriers, and not dissimilar to the heartbreak Miami would go through 35 years later when they were victimized by BU’s miraculous finish in the 2009 NCAA championship game. 

 As for the ’73-74 Gophers, they would go on to the title game where they beat Tech, 4-2. Brooks, in a true Brooksism, and perhaps a hint of things to come, referred to his squad as a ‘team of destiny.’ Reporters scratched their heads, and wrote it off as a curious comment to make.

 BU would defeat Harvard in the NCAA consolation game to finish the season 23-8-0. Since Parker had taken over, the squad had gone 19-6-0. He had gotten the balanced offense he was looking for, too. At season’s end, eight Terriers had 40 or more points: All-American forward Bill Burlington, All America defenseman Vic Stanfield, Pete Marzo, Terry Meagher, Bill Robbins, Pete Brown, and freshmen Rick Meagher and Mike Eruzione. Even more crucially, all were underclassmen, and all would return the following season.

A year later, in March 1975, BU was again in the semis, but fell to Tech, 9-5. 

 In 1976, it was deja vu time. The Terriers again reached the semis, bowing once again to Minnesota, this time by a 4-2 score. (This was the infamous game with the bench-clearing brawl just 1:10 into the first period, a melee so out of control that the game was delayed for 30 minutes while the NCAA Tournament Committee sorted things out. The committee eventually narrowed their options to kicking out everyone, and scratching the game, or ejecting the game’s first two penalized players, BU’s Terry Meagher and the Gophers’ Russ Anderson, and allowing the game to continue. They chose the latter. This game was also the beginning of a war of words between Parker and Brooks, which would fade with time). 

 In 1977, BU, for the fourth straight year under Parker, again lost in the NCAA semis, this time to Michigan, 6-4. 

 Finally, in 1978, the Terriers broke through and won it all, topping Wisconsin in the semis, then winning it all two nights later with a 5-3 decision over Boston College at the Providence Civic Center. Parker had his first NCAA title as a head coach.

That night capped a remarkable run, as the Terriers had made five straight appearances in the NCAA Final Four over the first five years of Parker’s career as an NCAA head coach, with a title in year #5. 

 1978-79 was pretty remarkable, too, as Parker’s squad finished the ECAC regular season in first place, but came up short in the playoffs, bowing to Dartmouth and Cornell at the Garden. After his first six years behind the Boston University bench Parker’s record stood at 143-36-4. Not too shabby. 

 In ‘79-80, goaltender Jim Craig, defenseman Jack O’Callahan and forward Dave Silk were all gone, off to the Olympic team, where they joined 1977 BU grad Mike Eruzione. And with the eyes of the nation glued to what was happening in Lake Placid, Boston University hockey, at least to most observers had, to use the current parlance, gone viral. Was there a day greater for BU hockey and USA hockey than Friday Feb. 22, 1980, when Eruzione and Company came back from a 3-2 third period deficit to shock Russia, 4-2? However, in Boston the following night, on the eve of the gold medal game vs. Finland, the Terriers had a home game at Walter Brown Arena against Colgate. They would lose it, 4-2, the first game of a season-ending five-game losing streak. It was only the second time in his then six-year career that Parker had endured a five-game losing streak. With reporters descending on Walter Brown Arena to ask Parker how great he must be feeling about the events in Lake Placid, you just know that five-game losing streak was gnawing at him. 

 Things were changing, and the 1980 Miracle on Ice symbolized that. The college hockey landscape was continuing to evolve, with more programs popping up and a widening player pool to recruit from. There would be more success for Boston University – the resurgence in the early ‘90s, 18 additional Beanpot titles, two more NCAA titles. But nothing could match that 15-year run from 1964, when Parker arrived on campus as a freshman, through 1979. Every March, like clockwork, the Terriers were in position to contend for an NCAA title. Not just some years, either, but every year. It has been impossible for any team since then to match that.

Thurs. 3/14/13

USHR 2012-13 Awards

USHR Prep Player of the Year:

Danny Tirone, Senior, Loomis Chaffee, 5’11”, 180 lbs. 

During the 2011-12 season, head coach JR Zavisza’s first behind the bench, Loomis finished a dismal 2-23-0, with its only wins coming against Kingswood-Oxford and Trinity-Pawling. The fact that Tirone, due to injury, was limited to only eight games didn’t help matters. For his senior year, however, Tirone, a Trumbull, Conn. native, was back at 100 percent – and the Pelicans made a statement right from the get-go, winning their first three games. After a dip during the second week in December, Tirone & Company headed to the Avon Christmas Tournament, where they faced a tough draw, opening up against Kent and Gunnery. They responded to the call, though, tying Kent, 3-3, and losing a close 3-2 decision to Gunnery. Realizing they could skate with the best, the young Loomis squad proceeded to reel off four straight wins. 

 During that run (the last two games at the Xmas Tournament, and the first two games of January), Tirone was squarely in the zone, allowing only one goal per game in wins over St. Paul’s, T-P, Kent, and Deerfield. In that span, he stopped 122 of 126 shots, posting a .968 save percentage and a 1.00 GAA.

In early January, Loomis’ record stood at 7-3-1. In addition, the Pelicans made their first-ever appearance in the USHR Prep Poll.

Things leveled out a bit after that as Loomis’ young, skilled players found it a little harder to sneak up on teams. Tirone, however, was a constant, playing in all but 87 minutes of the Pelicans’ games and finishing the season with a .933 save percentage. Loomis would finish the season with a 13-11-1 record and were one of the final teams eliminated from consideration for the Large School Tournament. With the jump from two to 13 wins, and more good young players heading toward Loomis, the future of the program suddenly looks very bright. With all that in mind, we feel secure in saying that no single player in prep school hockey meant more to his team in 2012-13 than Danny Tirone.

USHR Prep Goaltender of the Year:

Danny Tirone, Senior, Loomis-Chaffee

Runner Up: 

Tim Ernst, Senior, Berkshire 

USHR Prep Defenseman of the Year:

Noah Hanifin, Sophomore, St. Sebastian’s, 6’3”, 195 lbs.

The ’97-born defender is the most talented player in prep hockey and has all the earmarks of a high 1st round NHL pick, though that day won’t arrive until 2015. It is not very often that you can say a natural sophomore has outgrown prep school hockey, but that might be the case for the Boston College recruit. Hanifin, who led the Arrows in scoring from the back end, posting a 10-24-34 scoring line in 28 games played, is that good. The Norwood, Mass. native has been offered a spot with the NTDP.

Runner Up: 

Doyle Somerby, Senior, Kimball Union

USHR Prep Forward of the Year:

Nick Roberto, Senior, Kimball Union, 5’9”, 170 lbs. 

The Wakefield, Mass. native was a force all season long -- the straw that stirred the drink when it came to the Wildcats’ powerhouse offense. The University of Maine recruit racked up a 23-25-48 scoring line in just 28 games played this season. KUA was ranked #1 for the majority of the season and the Flood-Marr MVP was their most noticeable player night-in and night-out.

Runner Up: 

George Hunkele, Senior, Lawrence Academy

USHR Prep Rookie of the Year:

*This award is given to a player participating in their first season of prep school hockey, regardless of age or class in school.

Ethan Holdaway, F, PG, Westminster, 5’10”, 172 lbs. 

The former Glastonbury (Conn.) High School star and Trinity recruit was easily the top player in prep hockey over the final month of the season. The Martlets, with their backs to the wall, basically had to win out in February just to get into the playoffs – and they did exactly that, peeling off seven straight wins, a monumental achievement for head coach Tim Joncas’ squad. And then, to add a punctuation mark to the whole thing, Westminster made it eight in a row in the quarterfinals, punching their ticket to Salem, where they were finally defeated, bowing 4-3 to eventual champ Salisbury in the semifinals.

 Holdaway was the difference maker in some key games in that remarkable stretch. Particularly memorable were:

 -- An OT game winner vs. Loomis on Wed. Feb. 13th.

 -- The game-winning goal at Berkshire on Sat. Feb. 16th that put an end to Berkshire’s 20-game win streak.

-- A four goal, one assist performance in a 7-4 win at Gunnery on Wed. Feb. 20th.  Holdaway scored a natural hat trick in the second period.

 -- A key unassisted short-handed goal that knotted up a Fri. Feb. 22nd game at Deerfield at 2-2. Westminster would go on to add three more goals and take a 5-2 decision. 

 -- The OT game winner in the prep quarterfinals, a 3-2 win at Belmont Hill on Wed. Feb. 27th. Holdaway also scored Westminster’s first goal and assisted on the second. 

 For the season, Holdaway posted a 16-11-27 scoring line – the fourth-best on the team -- in 27 games played.

Note: Hockey is the ultimate team game, and we’d be remiss in leaving out the huge contributions of Holdaway’s linemates, seniors Vincent Gisonti and Ryan Mowery, or the team’s leading scorer, first team NEPSIHA West All-Star David Hallisey, who was terrific all season long, or Sean Orlando, or the d-corps, or goalie Zac Hamilton, and many others. We could easily give some kind of team award for ‘clutch performance’, but it’s not every year that a team pulls off what Westminster did, so we’ll avoid that temptation, and let this mention suffice.

Runner Up: 

Callum Booth, G, Sophomore, Salisbury

Wed. 3/13/13

Mass. Super 8 Review

 The U.S. Hockey Report has logged some hours at Lowell’s Tsongas Arena and the infinitely smaller Stoneham Arena over the last week or so taking in the Mass. Super 8 playoffs. The atmosphere at these games, especially in jam-packed, standing-room-only Stoneham, has been terrific, though if we were in the line outside waiting to get in – or insisted on valet parking -- we might wish for a larger venue. Whatever the case, it’s great to see Massachusetts high school hockey continuing its resurgence of recent years which, by the way, seems to have coincided with the downturn in the economy. It’s true what they say: every dark cloud has a silver lining, and if that’s what it has taken to reinvigorate high school hockey  -- and yes, we’re giving the Public/Catholic debate a wide berth – then so be it. With no further digression, here are the players we liked:

Elijah Harris, G, Soph. (Austin Prep) — For our money the athletic netminder has been the best player in the Super 8 playoffs thus far. He does not pass the look test in that he is very small -- 5’8” or so -- and wears an old Dominik Hasek-type helmet. That’s not going to win you any style points, but Harris just makes save after save, which is all that matters in the end. His technique is near perfect and his reflexes are as quick as they come. Word in the rinks is that there is a good chance he will be the starting goalie for Nobles next season.

Ara Nazarian, F, Soph. (Malden Catholic) — Malden Catholic’s leading scorer was dominant against Springfield Cathedral. Has taken a serious step forward in his progression. Not only has he added a step to his skating, but his confidence is sky high. We like the fact that he wants the puck at all times and is always thinking about scoring goals. Even last season when Ryan Fitzgerald and Brendan Collier were the stars of the team you could tell he had a slight chip on his shoulder, feeling perhaps that he should and could be the go-to guy. That’s how the great goal scorers approach the game. And we think he will be a goal scorer in Hockey East.

Casey Fitzgerald, D, Soph. (Malden Catholic) — Is an absolute game changer at this level. We would be absolutely shocked if the NTDP does not take him this year. Is head and shoulders the top defenseman in the Catholic Conference. We have said it before and we will say it again: the only thing that separates Fitzgerald from Noah Hanifin is about 4” in height. Could effectively run a college power play well before he sets foot on a college campus.

Brian Pinho, F, Sr. (St. John’s Prep) — We took in games #1 and #3 of the SJP-Central Catholic series and in the first game, a 4-1 Central Catholic win, Pinho was completely invisible. In game #3, though, he came to life and was a factor pretty much every shift. The Providence recruit is both quicker and has a better shot than we originally gave him credit for. Will likely follow in the footsteps of Colin Blackwell and Sam Kurker and be the third SJP player in the last three seasons to be selected in the NHL Draft. Pinho, a homebody, will likely play a season in the EJHL before matriculating at PC in the fall of ‘14.

Ryan Shea, D, Fr. (BC High) — The son of former Boston College star Danny Shea (190 career points at BC) is, in our opinion, similar to Brian Yandle (two time All-American at UNH) at the same age. He’s neither the smoothest skater nor the most rugged defender, but when he has the puck on his stick good things happen. Has a lot of moxie on the PP for a young kid.

Andrew Cross, D, Jr. (Austin Prep) — Played for Malden Catholic last season, which is of interest because the table could be set for a potential Malden Catholic-Austin Prep final. We did not rank the Saugus, Mass. native on our recent list of top juniors, which now looks like a mistake. Cross is an underrated D-I prospect. He can skate, makes a good first pass, and is a good defender.

Tom Besinger, F, Jr. (BC High) — Skilled and crafty. Must have drawn three or four penalties in the deciding game against CM. Really seems to enjoy playing hockey. Makes plays. Might not have the physical tools to be a D-I player, but he certainly has the mindset.

Tyler Bird, F, Jr. (St. John’s Prep) — The Brown recruit is still a project, but he is a project with a lot of upside. The rangy winger stands about 6’3” and has a smooth set of hands; when he fills out he could be a lot to handle. Does not have that quick twitch that you like to see, but that may come in time. Will be of interest to NHL scouts next year.

Liam Coughlin, F, Sr. (Catholic Memorial) — The big center was the top goal scorer in the Catholic Conference this season, finding the back of the net 25 times, thus doubling the output of Brian Pinho. Scored two goals in CM’s 3-2 win over BC High Sunday night, one with only 24 seconds remaining in the game. Has tools, but we aren’t sure he plays at a quick enough pace to succeed at higher levels. We also think if he has a chance to play D-I hockey it will be as a grinder, and right now that is not the role he is playing in.

Tim Weinstein, D, Fr. (Catholic Memorial) — Sharp and intelligent. Is very tiny right now – just 5’7” -- and struggles to defend against bigger forwards, but that will likely change when he adds strength over the years. Is exceptional with the puck on his stick and rarely makes a bad decision. Plays every other shift right now and is a major part of Catholic Memorial’s power play. CM Head Coach Bill Hanson has gone on record as stating that the freshman blueliner will be a D-I defenseman when all is said and done.

Matt Foley, D, Sr. (Springfield Cathedral) — Polished defender is going to do a PG year next season at either Exeter or Choate. In either case, he will step in and be an immediate contributor. Does everything well.

Bob Carpenter, F, Soph. (Austin Prep) — Works hard and can really fire the puck. Does not have high-end skill, but he makes a difference every shift and is a coach’s player in that he pays attention to the details.

Evan Morelli, G, Sr. (Reading) — The big netminder is the reason why the Rockets made it to the Super 8. He may not be the next coming of Jeff Wyer (currently a sophomore at UNH), but he’s a darn good high school goalie and would hold his own in junior hockey. Competes hard and fills the net nicely.

Tyler Sifferlen, F, Jr. (Malden Catholic) — The UMass-Lowell recruit is a hard worker who plays in the trenches, a guy you really want on your team. Is underrated in terms of his importance to MC’s team as he really makes the top line go. Does he have enough skill to be a factor in Hockey East play? Time will tell.

Peter Crinella, F, Soph. (Springfield Cathedral) — Knows what to do with the puck in a scoring area and has good size. Right now he is heavy footed and needs to improve his speed. Holy Cross is betting on the fact that the sophomore will be able to do that in a couple years time.

Kevin Hock, F, Fr. (Catholic Memorial) — Quick winger can make plays. Was CM’s second-leading scorer as a freshman. Is considering making the move to prep hockey next season and KUA is a probable destination.   

Cam Russo, F, Soph. (Austin Prep) — Hardworking forward with an above-average skill set. Is able to create offense at this level, but likely projects as a checking line forward who is able to chip in offensively at higher levels. Plays a complete game.

Beau Starrett, F, Jr. (Catholic Memorial) — Tall and lanky forward who is still in the gangly stage. Has a good set of mitts and can beat defenders 1x1. Still needs to round out his game. His brother, goaltender Shane Starrett (Catholic Memorial/Selects Academy), is a recent Boston University commit.

JJ Layton, F, Fr. (Austin Prep) — Young defender has a lot of tools, but is still quite raw. At times he shows flashes of being a D-I prospect; at other times he makes some questionable reads. In that sense, he is like 95% of defenseman his age.

Sam Topham, D, Jr. (BC High) — Skilled, puck-moving defender is a strong skater who defends well with his feet. Has some physical limitations in that he is only about 5’10”, but there is no question that he will be an attractive NESCAC recruit over the next 12 months.

Frank Cosolito, D, Fr. (Catholic Memorial) — Big, strong, meat-and-potatoes defenseman. Keeps things simple and defends well. His feet still have a way to go.

Jack McCarthy, F, Jr. (St. John’s Prep) — Has a lot of potential, but only plays to that potential in short spurts. Is a good-sized kid, a powerful skater, and has a hard and accurate shot. A productive player, but we think he could be yet more productive. There is a strong chance that he ends up at Kimball Union in the fall.

George Sennott, F, Soph. (Austin Prep) — A fun player to watch. Is very small, but the ‘97 just makes plays. Has a good compete level and does not shy away from getting his nose dirty. Is being recruited by a number of prep schools.

Johnny Leonard, F, Fr. (Springfield Cathedral) — Freshman forward potted 15 goals in the regular season. Is someone to expect big things from in the future.

Nolan Vesey, F, Sr. (Austin Prep) — Austin Prep’s leading scorer. Has some appeal to his game, but isn’t a factor every shift — and he easily could be. Seems to be a bit heavy and does not play with a ton of pace. Could end up being a late bloomer.

Brendan Collett, G, Fr. (Catholic Memorial) — ’98-born netminder has been impressive in the playoffs and has shown the ability to rise under pressure. Is not very big, but plays aggressively and confidently

Peter Cronin, G, Sr. (BC High) — The backbone of the Eagles. The senior is tall, lanky, and has some untapped potential. Will likely be playing with the South Shore Kings (EJHL) next season.

Patrick Kramer, F, Soph. (BC High) — First line winger and second-leading scorer as a sophomore. Has a good stick and is a very smart hockey player. If he can get a little quicker we think D-I schools will start sniffing around him.

Mike Iovanna, F, Sr. (Malden Catholic) — UMass-Amherst recruit has skill and can make a play. That said, being a D-I recruit and playing on a line with two other D-I players (Sifferlen and Nazarian) you would think he would pot more than nine goals a season.

Austin Goldstein, F, Soph. (Malden Catholic) — Quick forward who plays a gritty game. Is good in transition and especially effective on the PK. Does not get top-line minutes, but makes the most of his opportunities.

Andrew Brandano, F, Sr. (St. John’s Prep) — Energy forward with a quick stick. Really gets after it and is able to create a lot of turnovers.

Rob Devaney, F, Sr. (Reading) — A workhorse and a fast skater. Will likely end up doing a PG year at a New England prep school.

Jake McKenelley, F, Fr. (Austin Prep) —Skilled youngster is solid in all facets of the game. Has scored 12 goals in his freshman season.

Eric MacAdams, F, Fr. (Austin Prep) — Smart and reliable. Good player in all three zones. Producing nearly a point a game.

Sean Heelan, D, Sr. (Catholic Memorial) — Not an elite skater, but the senior defender is great with the puck on his stick. Sees the ice really well.

Tues. 3/12/13

Former Prep Stars Shine in BCHL

 The BCHL’s regular season is over, the league has handed out the hardware – and former New England prep players did very well.

 The League gives out two MVP Awards and two Rookie of the Year awards (one for the Interior Conference and one for the Coastal Conference).

 The MVP for the Coastal Conference is Chilliwack Chiefs goaltender Mitch Gillam who, in his second year in the BCHL, posted a 2.53 gaa and a .929 save percentage. Gillam, a late ’92 from Peterborough, Ont., graduated from the Berkshire School in 2011, and will be matriculating at Cornell in the fall.

 The Rookie of the Year in the Coastal Conference is Gillam’s teammate Luke Esposito, a Greenwich, Conn. native and 2012 Brunswick School grad. Esposito, a late ’93, finished fourth in league scoring with a17-54-71 line in 46 games played. Esposito will be at Harvard in the fall, along with his linemate at Chilliwack, Philip Zielonka, who has been lighting it up all season, came over to the Chiefs (from Coquitlam) in a January trade. A ’93, Zielonka, who graduated from Salisbury last June, has a 36-26-62 line in 45 games played.

 Former Gunnery and Providence College defenseman Craig Wyszomirski, who played for the Surrey Eagles this season (54 gp; 8-28-36) was named a Coastal Conference First Team All-Star.

 The BCHL Goaltending Award – it’s a non-voting award that goes to the goalie with the lowest gaa (minimum of 1,000 minutes played) goes to Surrey goaltender Michael Santaguida (2.28 gaa; .933 save percentage). Santaguida, a Mississauga, Ont. native who played at Avon Old Farms (’12), will be playing for Vermont this fall.

Note:

He's not a prep player, so perhaps we're veering slightly off topic, but he's American, so it would be wrong to let it pass without remark. So let it be noted that the Brett Hull Trophy, awarded to the league's top scorer, goes to University of Vermont recruit Mario Puskarich, a native of Cape Coral, Florida who played for the Chicago Young Americans U18s, then went on to the USHL and NAHL before blossoming in the BCHL. The '92 birthdate, who plays for Langley, finished the season with a 41-48-89 line in 58 games played. That's a full 16 points ahead of his closest pursuer, Chilliwack's Austin Plevy, who'll be at Merrimack in the fall.

Tues. 3/12/13

NTDP Evaluation Camp Roster

 Here’s the roster -- and schedule -- for USA Hockey’s 2013 NTDP Evaluation Camp, which will run from Sat. March 23 through Mon. March 25 at the Ice Cube in Ann Arbor, Michigan.

 The players, who represent 23 different states (Michigan leads with eight, followed by New York with six), will be divided into three teams (9 F, 6 D, 2 G). 

2013 NTDP Evaluation Camp Invitees:

Forwards:

Nolan Aibel Brookville, N.Y. NJ Rockets Jr. A (AJHL) 

Tarek Baker Verona, Wis. Omaha Lancers Midget Minor 

Jeremy Bracco Freeport, N.Y. NJ Rockets Jr. A (AJHL) 

Kevin Conley Wausau, Wis. Wausau West High School 

Ryan Dmowski East Lyme, Conn. Gunnery School (Conn.) 

Christian Fischer Wayne, Ill. Chicago Mission Midget Minor 

Brent Gates Grand Rapids, Mich. Compuware Midget Minor (Mich.) 

Carson Gicewicz Orchard Park, N.Y. Nichols School (N.Y.) 

Gordie Green Ann Arbor, Mich. Compuware Midget Minor (Mich.) 

Jordan Greenway Potsdam, N.Y. Shattuck-St. Mary's (Minn.) 

Jacob Henderson St. Louis, Mo. St. Louis Blues Midget Minor 

Robert Jackson Alameda, Calif. LA Jr. Kings Midget Minor 

Charlie Kelleher Longmeadow, Mass. Boston Jr. Bruins Midget Major 

Luke Kirwan Dewitt, N.Y. Middlesex Islanders (EJHL) 

Luke Kunin Chesterfield, Mo. St. Louis Blues Midget Minor 

Auston Matthews Scottsdale, Ariz. Arizona Bobcats Midget Minor 

Tom Novak River Falls, Wis. St. Thomas Academy (Minn.) 

Aaron O'Neill Franklin, Tenn. TPH Thunder Midget Minor 

Donovan Ott Lebanon, Pa. Selects Academy (Conn.) 

Chase Pearson Alpharetta, Ga. Atlanta Fire Midget Minor 

Ethan Price Lincoln, Neb. Omaha Lancers Midget Minor 

Jack Roslovic Columbus, Ohio Ohio Blue Jackets Midget Minor 

Brody Stevens Ann Arbor, Mich. Compuware Midget Minor (Mich.) 

Matthew Tkachuk St. Louis, Mo. St. Louis Blues Midget Minor 

Tanner Tweten East Grand Forks, Minn. East Grand Forks (Minn.) High School 

Colin White Hanover, Mass. Noble & Greenough (Mass.) 

Brendan Warren Carleton, Mich. Compuware Midget Minor (Mich.) 

Dennis Yan Troy, Mich. Belle Tire Midget Major (Mich.) 

Defensemen:

Tye Ausmus East Grand Forks, Minn. East Grand Forks (Minn.) High School 

Nicholas Boka Plymouth, Mich. Compuware Midget Minor (Mich.) 

Michael Davies St. Louis, Mo. St. Louis Blues Midget Minor 

Christian Evers Waukee, Iowa Omaha Lancers Midget Minor 

Logan Fauber Niwot, Colo. Colorado Thunderbirds Midget Minor 

Casey Fitzgerald North Reading, Mass. Malden Catholic High School (Mass.) 

Grant Gabriele Brighton, Mich. Compuware Midget Minor (Mich.) 

Colin Gallagher Mendota Heights, Minn. Henry Sibley High School (Minn.) 

Noah Hanifin Norwood, Mass. St. Sebastian's School (Mass.) 

Nick Heid Fridley, Minn. Spring Lake Park (Minn.) 

Troy Henley Paulsboro, N.J. Oakville Rangers Midget Minor 

Caleb Jones Frisco, Texas Dallas Stars Midget Minor 

Vasili Kolias Schaumburg, Ill. Chicago Mission Midget Minor 

Joseph Masonius Spring Lake, N.J. NJ Hitmen Midget Minor 

Ben Newhouse Edina, Minn. Benilde-St. Margaret's School (Minn.) 

Steven Ruggiero Kings Park, N.Y. Metro Moose Jr. B (MJHL) 

Zach Werenski Grosse Pointe, Mich. Little Caesar's Midget Major (Mich.) 

Spencer Young Brentwood, N.H. Phillips Exeter Academy (N.H.) 

Goaltenders:

Kris Carlson Centreville, Va. Washington Little Caps Midget Minor 

Matt Jurusik La Grange, Ill. Chicago Fury Midget Minor 

Michael Lackey Washington, D.C. Phillips Exeter Academy (N.H.) 

Conor O'Brien Pinellas Park, Fla. Northfield-Mount Hermon (Mass.) 

Luke Opilka St. Louis, Mo. St. Louis Blues Midget Minor 

Bailey Seagraves Hilliard, Ohio Ohio Blue Jackets Midget Minor 

2013 NTDP Evaluation Camp Game Schedule

Sat., March 23 Red vs. White* 10:45 a.m. 

  Red vs. Blue* 12:00 p.m. 

  White vs. Blue* 1:15 p.m. 

  Blue vs. White 7:00 p.m. 

Sun., March 24 White vs. Red 10:15 a.m. 

  Red vs. Blue 5:45 p.m. 

Mon., March 25 Blue vs. White* 4:30 p.m. 

  White vs. Red* 5:45 p.m. 

  Red vs. Blue* 7:00 p.m. 

* 30-minute sessions.

Fri. 3/8/13

An Update on Fitzy

We got a text this morning from Tom Fitzgerald, reporting on his brother, Boston Bruins scout Scott “Fitzy” Fitzgerald, who, in the wake of Sunday night’s horrific car crash, has been undergoing extensive operations all week at Mass General Hospital.

“Scott’s heel/ankle surgery was long yesterday,” Fitzgerald writes. “My sister in law texted me this morning.”

Here’s what Fitzgerald’s wife, Stephanie, reported: 

“Spoke to the nurse this morning! Scott responded well to the decrease of sedation and oxygen. He is awake, responding to neuros, pain level minimal but comfortable! Good neuro signs. Doctors rounding this morning and nurse said they will make decision to take/leave tube in! She said everything looks good. She (i.e., the nurse) told him that it snowed and his family will be in this afternoon. He understood that. I will call her around noon to see where (Scott) is at.” 

Tom Fitzgerald added that his brother “still has a long road ahead for himself. The foot doctor told Steph that he will need multiple surgeries in his heel/ankle moving forward. LONG ROAD!”

Fri. 3/8/13

How Moribund?

 We mentioned yesterday that Kent was a ‘moribund’ program before Matt Herr took over in the fall of ’05. How moribund? Well, how about over 20 consecutive losing seasons? And many of those losing seasons were extreme. In the two years before Herr arrived in the fall of ’05 Kent went 0-19-1 and 3-23-1. The school -- like others before it and others yet to come -- clearly needed the right person. And got it with Herr. 

 We missed talking to Herr Wednesday night because was putting his kids to bed. Since we had to get the story out, we went with what we had. But we caught up with Herr yesterday. Herr said he took the Kent job after talking to Jeff Kosak, who won two NEPSIHSA Div. I New England prep titles in the early ‘90s as the head coach at Hotchkiss – including one with Herr on his squad.

“He was a huge influence on me, along with Blair Torrey and Damon White,” says Herr. “And he described Kent as a sleeper of a program.”

So Herr took the job.

 In his first year at Kent, ’05-06, the Lions improved to 11-13-1. The following year, Herr had his first recruits on hand, headed up by Drew and Justin Daniels – and the Lions made another jump, to 14-10-0. The year after that, ’07-08, Kent went 18-7-0 and opened eyes by winning the Avon Old Farms Xmas Tournament, beating host Avon -- a NEPSIHA championship-winning squad featuring Cam Atkinson, Pat Mullane, and Parker Milner – 6-2 in the championship game. The following year, Kent fell back to 11-11-3, but since then have peeled off four impressive seasons in a row, going 21-5-0 in ’09-10 (but getting stymied by NMH goaltender Branden Komm in the quarters), going 21-6-0 in ’10-11 (but bowing to Milton in the NEPSIHA championship game in Salem). In the final two seasons Kent has gone 15-8-4 and 18-6-3 with, of course, another appearance in the prep title game. 

“I felt we were a nice competitive bunch,” says Herr. “And I really just want to thank the guys for their competiveness and passion, right straight through from that first group I recruited with Justin and Drew Daniels to the current players. And I have had great assistant coaches, too. Garrison Smith is still here, of course. Others, like Matt Greason, who’s now the head coach at Trinity College, were great too.”

Whoever takes over at Kent now will face the challenge of keeping it going, much as Andrew Will has done at Salisbury. That, of course, brings its own kind of pressure. Herr says Kent hopes to have a new coach in place within the next 3-4 weeks and that while AD Todd Marble will have the final say, Herr will play a role in the process as well.

 Herr said he would leave it to USA Hockey to announce details of his new position when they are ready to announce it, but it’s believed he will be taking over the NTDP U-17 Team (the ‘97s) in Ann Arbor in the fall. 

 Herr said his summer experiences with USA Hockey, both coaching at the Select Festivals and coaching teams in the Ivan Hlinka (U-18) and Five Nations (U-17) Tournaments, led to the new position. In 2010, Herr was an assistant to Sean Tremblay on the U-17 Team for the Five Nations Tournament. In 2011, he was an assistant on the Seth Appert-coached team that went to the Ivan Hlinka Tournament. And in 2012 was the head coach for the Ivan Hlinka Tournament squad. 

“I wanted to be involved because of all those great coaches and just try to learn,” Herr says. “How I coach has a lot to do with all the guys I coached with and also played under.”

Herr addressed leaving preps for USA Hockey, saying simply that, “It’s an opportunity to continue developing as a coach. I’ve played at all levels under many different coaches and I think the key as a coach is the same as that of a player – to keep developing. The thing I loved at the Festivals was hanging out with guys like Jerry York and Bill Beaney and guys like that. That’s the fun part of coaching: listening to other coaches.”

Herr said the thing he loved most about coaching at prep school was getting to know the kids. “You are part of every facet of their lives. You are their teacher, their coach, and you live in the dorms. You get to know them so well. If I move on to become a Div. I coach I will work to get to know every kid, because every kid is different. They all have a different button.”

And as for Kent, says Herr, “It will still be a great program next year.”

Fri. 3/8/13

All-New England Teams

“We didn’t get the email” sounds like “the dog ate my homework” but it’s totally true: we never did get the email. Lost in the shuffle last week was the All-New England Teams, as voted by the New England Prep Coaches. Here it is:

East All-Stars:

 F – Trevor Fidler, Dexter, Senior

 F – Niko Rufo, Kimball Union, Senior

 F – George Hunkele, Lawrence, Senior

 D – Doyle Somerby, Kimball Union, Senior

 D – Noah Hanifin, St. Sebastian’s, Sophomore

 G – Brendan McMenimen, Governor’s, Senior

 G – Merrick Madsen, Proctor, Senior

West All-Stars:

 F – Marc Cibelli, Gunnery, Senior

 F – Andrew Gaus, Taft, Junior

 F – David Hallisey, Westminster, Senior

 D – Dan Fritz, Canterbury, Senior

 D – Mike Graham, Kent, Senior

 G – Danny Tirone, Loomis Chaffee, Senior 

Wed. 3/6/13

Herr Leaving Kent

Kent School Head Coach Matt Herr, who led the Lions on a late-season push that got them home ice in the quarterfinals – and which they parlayed into an appearance in the NEPSIHA Championship Game on Sunday -- is leaving Kent for a position with USA Hockey.

 Here’s the text of the letter Herr, who has been at Kent for eight years, sent to players and parents tonight. 

 Dear Players and Parents,

I write this letter with a very heavy heart and with a full understanding of what a special group I was privileged to work with this year.  With much deliberation I regret to inform you that I will not be coming back to Kent next year and taking a position with USA Hockey. This is not easy to write because I understand this decision will also affect all of you in some manner. It is my hope with the core team returning that everyone sticks together, learning from this year and making another run at the title next season. Kent and especially Kent Hockey is a special group of people that goes well beyond me or any other coach. It is made up of players and people like you guys, as well as a large group of Alumni, some of them you met during our final game.

Over the next two weeks I will be working with the administration in order to help find a suitable replacement to lead this team next season. Everyone at Kent wants to make sure needs of current and future players are met. I will always be available to help if you have further questions and again would like to thank all of you for making this a wonderful experience for me and my family.

Warmest Regards,

Coach Herr

A New Jersey native, Herr, a center, played his prep school hockey under Jeff Kosak at Hotchkiss, notching 102 goals over four seasons. In 1992, his sophomore season, Hotchkiss won their second prep title. In June of his senior year, Herr was drafted in baseball by the Atlanta Braves (9th round; he was a pitcher) and in hockey by the Washington Capitals (4th round). Herr would go on to play a full four seasons for Red Berenson at the University of Michigan , winning an NCAA championship in 1996, his sophomore season, and being named captain in 1997-98. While at Michigan, Herr also played baseball, winning a total of eight varsity letters. Herr was the last Wolverine hockey player to play two sports for the school.

 After Michigan, Herr went on to play parts of four seasons in the NHL with the Washington Capitals, Florida Panthers, and Boston Bruins. After one final year as a player, in Germany, Herr, then 29, arrived at Kent in the fall of ’05 and immediately began turning the formerly moribund program around.

 Herr, who also taught AP Psychology and U.S. History at Kent and was assistant baseball coach, was one of the finalists for the assistants position at Michigan that opened up when Mel Pearson took the head position at Michigan Tech. However, the Wolverines' assistant's position instead went to Brian Wiseman, who was a center at Michigan shortly before Herr arrived in Ann Arbor.

Wed. 3/6/13

Bruins Scout Fitzgerald Critical But Stable

Scott Fitzgerald, Boston Bruins Assistant Director of Amateur Scouting, is in critical – though stable -- condition with serious injuries following a car crash Sunday evening at around 8:30 pm.

 The accident occurred when a 47-year-old Andover man driving a 2013 Toyota Corolla went out of control on Route 125 in Wilmington, Mass., where Fitzgerald lives with his wife and children, and crossed the median strip into incoming traffic. The car missed one vehicle, then crashed head-on with Fitzgerald’s Chevy SUV. The driver of the Corolla, identified as Robert Leon of Andover, Mass., was pronounced dead at the scene. 

 Fitzgerald, better known to all as simply “Fitzy,” and his 12-year-old son, Nolan, were rushed to Lawrence General Hospital. Nolan has a 15-stitch cut on his nose, and a broken thumb, but his father, who was transferred to Mass General Hospital, suffered extensive injuries including a broken tibia, broken femur, broken heel, broken pelvis, broken leg, and torn prostate. He has been undergoing extensive surgeries, which won’t be over until the end of the week. 

 Now for the good news. Tom Fitzgerald, Fitzy’s brother and currently assistant to the Pittsburgh Penguins general manager, told USHR that there was “no internal damage and no head trauma.” 

Still, Fitzgerald is reluctant to say definitively that his brother, who is heavily sedated, was out of the woods. For that, he’s waiting until all the surgeries are completed, though he does report that the doctors have said that each of the surgeries performed so far has been successful. Fitzgerald, who said he’d have an update at the end of the week, also reports that his brother will probably be at Mass General for several weeks and then be transferred to a rehab for a long stretch afterward. We will have more for you in a couple of days, including an address at which to send cards. For now, the family appreciates the fact that so many in the hockey community and beyond are holding Fitzgerald in their thoughts and prayers.

Mon. 3/4/13

Some Eye-Openers in Salem

Over the course of three straight days in Salem, NH watching the prep school playoffs, we were impressed by a number of players.

That said, in putting together the list below, we have tried to avoid writing about players who we have written about extensively in the past. There is no good reason for us to state, for the umpteenth time, that Avon’s Nick Hutchison has upside, or that Westminster’s David Hallisey is skilled, works ultra-hard, and is a key to his team’s success. Everyone who watches prep hockey knows that by now. 

 Instead, what we are doing here is highlighting players who  a) We already liked, but now like even more, i.e guys who significantly raised their stock or  b) Players we hadn’t really noticed that much before but who, through their post-season performance, forced their way into our consciousness.

Here’s what we have: 

Terrance Amorosa, D, Jr. (Holderness/uncommitted) 6-2/190 — The junior defender from Kirkland, Quebec has been flying under the radar this season, but that is no longer the case. Senior defenseman Phil Johansson is generally regarded as the team’s top prospect, but we like Amorosa more. The tall, slender defenseman is a fluid skater for a big kid and has a good stick. His game has come a long way in the last 12 months and we feel there is a good chance an NHL team will draft him with a late-round pick. D-I schools are very interested and we are told he has offers on the table.

Evan Smith, F, Jr. (Salisbury/uncommitted) 6-0/180 — The Stouffville, Ont. native was very noticeable over the weekend. We have always been high on Smith, but we feel this weekend really put an exclamation mark on his season and vaulted him to a higher level. The former Toronto Young National is a well-rounded player who plays hard in all three zones, makes great decisions with the puck, and has an excellent release on his shot. His twin brother, Mitchell, was also really good up in Salem. The line of Smith, Smith, and Derek Barach was the top line for Salisbury in Sunday’s championship game.

Ethan Holdaway, F, PG (Westminster/Trinity) 5-10/172 — An absolute steal for Trinity. With a year of juniors we feel the former Glastonbury High School star would be playing D-I hockey. He is an explosive skater who drives to the net without fear. Is excellent in transition and creates a ton of scoring opportunities. Has been the top player in prep hockey over the course of the last month.

Jon Barry, D, Jr. (Thayer/uncommitted) 6-1/185 — Is the top defenseman on a good, young Thayer squad. Every now and then he makes questionable decisions with the puck, but he has a lot of skill and physical ability. Is able to beat forecheckers with his feet and is very active on the offensive blue line. A D-I defenseman.

Lewis Zerter-Gossage, F, Jr. (Kent/uncommitted) 6-2/178 — The Montreal native turned it on down the stretch and really upped his stock in the last couple weeks of the season. 6’2” forwards with hands and vision are hard to come by -- and Zerter-Gossage is just that. Kent head coach, Matt Herr, a former NHL forward, certainly can offer insight into how to play as a big man. Boo Nieves, who has an 8-18-26 line in 34 games at Michigan (tied for leading scoring on the Wolverines – as a freshman), hasn’t done too badly.

Ryan Dmowski, F, Soph. (Gunnery/uncommitted) 6-0/175 — Gunnery’s top goal scorer as a sophomore. The puck always seems to be on his stick. Has a knack of finding seams and being in the right place at the right time. In Friday night’s game against Kent the East Lyme, Conn. native was easily Gunnery’s most noticeable player. It wouldn’t shock us to see the savvy winger sneak into the NTDP final 40-man camp.

Jack Fitzgerald, F, Soph. (Westminster/uncommitted) 6-0/171 — The Guilford, Conn. native is not someone who jumps off the page at you, but he consistently makes good plays. Plays hard, gets his nose dirty, and has some good offensive instincts.

Steve Cochrane, D, Jr. (Thayer/uncommitted) 6-4/200 — Back in November we would have told you there was no chance that Cochrane would be of interest to D-I and pro scouts — not anymore. The massive defender has come a longs way — and still has a way to go — but there is a lot more good to his game than bad. If the ’96-born rear guard continues to improve at this rate he stands a good chance to be drafted next year.

Vincent Gisonti, F, Sr. (Westminster/uncommitted) 5-9/178 — Is undecided as to his plans for next season, but we feel he is a top junior recruit. At the end of the day we think the Montreal native will be a D-I energy forward capable of chipping in some offense. Is in a very similar situation to that of Westminster grad Chris Izmirlian, a top D-III recruit who opted for a year in the EJHL and recently committed to Yale.

Ty Amonte, F, Fresh. (Thayer/uncommitted) 5-5/140 — Scored six goals this season and three of them came in the final two games. Looked like a confident player this weekend and was a threat with the puck his stick. Has a good sense of the game, quick hands, and excellent vision. Is just waiting on some size and strength.

Brendan Soucie, F, Jr. (Kent/uncommitted) 5-10/175 — The Oak Hill, Virginia native is your classic “does nothing great, but everything good” type forward. Ended up as the leading scorer (26 GP, 16-13-29) on the second best team in prep hockey. Will be a top NESCAC recruit headed into next season.

Patrick Lackey, F, PG (Exeter/Tufts) 5-8/172 — The Tufts recruit works, works, and then works some more. The small forward is relentless on the forecheck and creates a ton of turnovers. Is a nice addition for the Jumbos.

Mass. Super 8 Results & Schedule

Seeding:

1. St. John’s Prep

2. Springfield Cathedral

3. BC High

4. Austin Prep

5. Reading HS

6. Catholic Memorial

 7. Malden Catholic

8. Central Catholic

Quarterfinals: First Round – Sun. March 3 @ Tsongas Arena

Central Catholic 4, St. John’s Prep 1 

BC High 3, Catholic Memorial 1

Malden Catholic 3, Springfield Cathedral 2

Austin Prep 2, Reading 1 

Quarterfinals: Second Round – 

Wed. March 6 @ Stoneham Arena

#3 BC High vs. #6 Catholic Memorial, 5:30 pm

#4 Austin Prep vs. #5 Reading, 7:45 pm

Thurs. March 7 @ Stoneham Arena

#2 Springfield Cathedral vs. #7 Malden Catholic, 5:30 pm

#1 St. John’s Prep vs. #8 Central Catholic, 7:45 pm

Quarterfinals: Third Round – Sat. March 9 or Sun. March 10 @ TBD

#1 St. John’s Prep vs. #8 Central Catholic

#2 Springfield Cathedral vs. #7 Malden Catholic

#3 BC High vs. #6 Catholic Memorial

#4 Austin Prep vs. #5 Reading

Semifinals – Wed. March 13 @ Tsongas Arena

Four first round winners. Single elimination.

State Championship – Sun. March 17 @ TD Garden

Semifinal Winners. Single elimination.

Mon. 3/4/13

EJHL Semifinals Schedule

The EJHL quarterfinals, held over the weekend, were all two-game sweeps, i.e. no mini-games were necessary. Bay State tied the Junior Bruins 3-3 and beat them 1-0; The Valley Jr. Warriors defeated South Shore 4-3 and 3-2; the Islanders topped Rochester 8-3 and 6-0; and the Jersey Hitmen crushed the NH Jr. Monarchs, 9-1 and 8-0.

The semifinals are up next. Here's the schedule:

Sat. 3/9

Valley Warriors @ Middlesex Islanders, 3:50 pm

Bay State @ Jersey Hitmen, 7:45 pm

Sun. 3/10

Valley Warriors @ Middlesex Islanders, 11:00 am

Bay State @ Jersey Hitmen, 1:00 pm

The finals will be played during the Beantown Classic in Marlborough, Mass. Wed. through Fri. March 13-15. A traditional best-of-three format will be utilized.

The times for those games are:

Game 1: Wed. 3/13, 7:20 pm

Game 2: Thurs. 3/14, 5:10 pm

Game 3: Fri. 3/15, 2:20 pm

Thurs. 2/28/13

Prep Championship Weekend Schedule

All games at the IceCenter; Salem, NH. Please note that, after the quarterfinals, all teams were reseeded.

Fri. March 1:

Stuart/Corkery Tournament (Open Div.) 

Semifinals

#1 Kent vs. #4 Gunnery, 5:30 pm

#2 Salisbury vs. #3 Westminster. 8:00 pm

Sat. March 2:

Piatelli/Simmons Tournament (Small School Div.)

Semifinals

#1 Kents Hill vs. #4 Holderness, 10:00 am

#2 Brooks vs. #3 Tilton, 12:30 pm

Martin/Earl Tournament (Large School Div.)

Semifinals

#1 Cushing vs. #4 Exeter, 3:00 pm

#2 Thayer vs. #3 Avon, 5:30 pm

Sun. March 3:

Piatelli/Simmons Tournament (Small School Div.)

Finals, 10:30 am

Martin/Earl Tournament (Large School Div.)

Finals, 1:00 pm

Stuart/Corkery Tournament (Open Div.) 

Finals, 3:30 pm

Printable Brackets/Schedule for Prep Postseason

Prior Results:

Quarterfinals

Wed. & Thurs. Feb. 27-28, 2013

Stuart/Corkery Tournament (Open):

 #8 Gunnery 4, #1 KUA 1 -- final 

 #7 Westminster 3 @ #2 Belmont Hill 2 (OT) -- final 

 #6 Salisbury 3  @ #3 Berkshire 2 (OT) -- final 

 #4 Kent 7, #5 Dexter 1 -- final 

Martin/Earl Tournament (Large School):

 @ #1 Cushing 4, #8 Governor’s 2  -- final 

@ #2 Thayer 4, #7 St. Sebastian’s 3 (OT) -- final 

 @ #3 Avon 8, #6 Choate 0 -- final

 #5 Exeter 6 @ #4 Milton 3 -- final

Piatelli/Simmons Tournament (Small School):

#1 Kents Hill 4, #8 Millbrook 1 -- final

 #7 Holderness 4, @ #2 Rivers 3 (OT) -- final

 @ #3 Brooks 4, #6 Middlesex 0 -- final

 #5 Tilton 3 @ #4 Winchendon 1 -- final

Thurs. 2/28/13

EJHL Quarterfinals This Weekend

Here's the EJHL Quarterfinals Schedule for this coming weekend. The format will follow the old NCAA hockey quarterfinals tournament format, i.e. if you don't advance via the traditonal two wins, you can advance by being the first team to earn three points -- a minimum of a win and a tie. However, if after two games (60 min. plus five minute OT, if necessary) both teams have one win and one loss then, after an ice cut, a 20-minute mini-game will follow. This is officially considered a totally new game, to the point that a player who didn't dress for the first two games, can suddenly appear in the lineup. If nothing is decided after the 20-minute mini game, the two teams just keep playing 20-minute periods until a goal is scored -- it's sudden death.

The Schedule: EJHL Quarterfinals.

Sat. 3/2/2013, Game 1: 

Junior Bruins vs. Bay State Breakers, 2:40pm (@ Marlborough, Mass.)

Middlesex Islanders vs. Rochester Stars, 3:50 pm (@ Tyngsboro, Mass.)

Jersey Hitmen vs. NH Jr. Monarchs 5:00 pm (@ Wayne, NJ) 

Valley Warriors vs. South Shore Kings, 7:30 pm (@ Haverhill, Mass.)

Sun. 3/3/13, Game 2: 

Jersey Hitmen vs. NH Jr. Monarchs, 11:00 am (@ Wayne, NJ)

Middlesex Islanders vs. Rochester Stars, 11:30 am (@ Tyngsboro, Mass.)

Valley Warriors vs. South Shore Kings, 1:15 pm (@ Haverhill, Mass.)

Junior Bruins vs. Bay State Breakers, 3:00 pm (@ Marlborough, Mass.)

The following weekend, Sat.-Sun. March 9-10, the EJHL teams will play their semifinals under the same setup.

However, for the finals, which will be played during the Beantown Classic in Marlborough, Mass. Wed. through Fri. March 13-15, a traditional best-of-three format will be utilized.

The times for those games are:

Game 1: Wed. 3/13, 7:20 pm

Game 2: Thurs. 3/14, 5:10 pm

Game 3: Fri. 3/15, 2:20 pm

Thurs. 2/28/13

Sanford Makes His Choice

 6’3”, 190 lb. late ’94 LW Zach Sanford of the Middlesex Islanders (EJHL) has committed to Boston College for the fall of ’14.

 A year ago, Sanford, who made his final choice from between BC and UNH (after also visiting Cornell, UMass, Northeastern, PC, Harvard, and Brown), was a relative unknown playing for Pinkerton Academy in New Hampshire.

 Middlesex Islanders Head Coach Sean Tremblay, who was familiar with Sanford from seeing him at Pinkerton, as well as at New England district camps, is not surprised by the progress he’s seen in his forward this season.

“Zach has an NHL stick with an NHL shot,” Tremblay says. “He protects the puck really well -- when he gets his big body between the puck and the defender no one is getting it away from him. He also sees the ice tremendously well.” 

Tremblay says Sanford is a quick study. “I don’t think he had a point for the first 20 or so games, but he has just blossomed over the last couple months.”

 “He is still growing too. He has to be 6’4” now. He will gain strength throughout the summer and next season. He’s going to be so powerful when he steps in at BC in ’14. He’ll be playing in the top six there.”

Sanford, who visited the Heights this morning (Thurs.) and gave the Eagles’ staff the thumbs up, will return to the Islanders for his second season in the fall.

 A true senior in high school, Sanford says he tries to model his game after Pittsburgh Penguins forward Evgeni Malkin. The Auburn, NH native also says that his first year in the EJ began with a period of adjustment. “It was a huge leap from high school hockey to the EJ this fall,” he says “It took me awhile to get to that compete level and get adjusted to the speed. At least a month or so.”

Sanford says he sees his strengths as “protecting the puck, passing, a quick release, and size.” He also says he tries not to get caught up in the steadily-increasing amount of interest in his game from NHL scouts and teams. “I really just have to go out and try to improve and play my game,” he says.

 In mid-January, Sanford was ranked #83 among North American skaters in NHL Central Scouting’s Mid-Season Rankings. 

 With the Islanders, Sanford, a left-shot left wing, is skating on a line with Yale recruits Chris Izmirlian (ex of Westminster) and Michael Doherty (ex of Groton). In 37 games, Sanford has a 12-24-36 line with 22 penalty minutes. He projects to be among the league leaders in points next season.

Note:

Here, from the USHR Archives, is what we wrote about Sanford nearly a year ago, from the Middlesex Islanders tryout camp.

Zach Sanford, F -- Late ’94 is a sleeper who will garner the attention of NHL scouts and agents over the course of the next year. This past season the 11th grader played for Pinkerton Academy where he was named the New Hampshire Player of the Year en route to leading the Astros (yep, that’s what they are called) to a state title. Stands at 6’3” and is a fluid skater with a slick set of hands. His compete level will have to be raised, but he has all the earmarks of one who could develop into a high-end prospect.

Wed. 2/27/13

2013 Elite 8 Preview

 The NEPSIHA quarterfinals get underway this afternoon with, in the Stuart/Corkery Tournament, #8 Gunnery facing #1 KUA (@ Deerfield, 3:30 pm); #7 Westminster @ #2 Belmont Hill, 3:30 pm; #6 Salisbury @ #3 Berkshire, 3:00 pm; and #5 Dexter facing #4 Kent (@ Loomis, 3:30 pm). 

Here’s a capsule look at each team.

1. Kimball Union

NEPSIHA Record: 23-2-0

Leading Scorer: Niko Rufo (29 GP 17-34-51)

DI Committed Players: Niko Rufo (Providence), Nick Roberto (Maine), JD Dudek (Boston College), Jonathan Charbonneau (Mercyhurst), Casey Miller (UMass-Amherst), AJ Greer (Penn State), Gregg Burmaster (St. Lawrence), Doyle Somerby (Boston University), Brendan White (Bentley), Alex Carle (Merrimack).

Who’s Hot: The Wildcats’ top forwards are firing on all cylinders. Over the last five games Nick Roberto (4g,4a), Niko Rufo (2g,7a), JD Dudek (1g,7a), Jonathan Charbonneau (5g,2a), and Casey Miller (2g,5a) have been consistent scoring threats.

Scouting Report: Entering the season Mike Levine’s squad was ranked #1 in prep hockey and they have not disappointed. With 10 players committed to DI schools and a slew of top DIII recruits the Wildcats come at you with wave after wave of attack. There is no chink in their armor as three lines are capable of scoring, their top four defenders are among the best in prep hockey, and they have two senior netminders who boast a .943 and a .944 save percentage respectively. The Elite- 8 tournament is their’s to lose.

2. Belmont Hill

NEPSIHA Record: 23-3-1

Leading Scorer: Mike Najjar (26 GP 19-25-44)

DI Committed Player(s): Carl Hesler (Dartmouth)

Who’s Hot: The Hillies enter the tournament riding a four-game unbeaten streak. During that span the top line of Carl Hesler (1g,8a), Will Golonka (6g,2a), and Mike Najjar (4g,2a) have been red hot, accounting for 79% of the team’s goals.

Scouting Report: Jeremiah McCarthy has done a fantastic job of having his group buy into the team concept. There are no individuals that NHL scouts are flocking to see, rather there is one team that plays a sound system and has exhibits a persistent work ethic. The big question entering the season was whether or not senior goaltender Ryan McConnell could replace ISL MVP David Cunningham — and he has come through admirably, logging 1326 minutes of ice time and posting a .921 save percentage. As always, Belmont Hill’s Olympic sheet will play to the home team’s favor.

3. Berkshire

NEPSIHA Record: 22-3-3

Leading Scorer: Charlie Corcoran (28 GP, 16-31-47)

DI Committed Players: Charlie Corcoran (Brown), Quin Pompi (Princeton)

Who’s Hot: Charlie Corcoran (47 points) and Craig Puffer (46 points) have been consistent scoring threats all season long and make for arguably the best one-two punch in prep hockey. That said, the emergence of secondary scorers Tipper Higgins, Nick O’Connor, and Adam Tracey has been huge, accounting for half of the teams 16 goals in the last five games.

Scouting Report: The top story line entering Wednesday’s home tilt vs. Salisbury is that of senior goaltender Tim Ernst. The Berkshire MVP spent the last two seasons just a few miles away as the backup goaltender at Salisbury and will be playing with something to prove. Ernst has been the key to the Bears’ success this season, playing in 80% of the games and posting a .931 save percentage. The defense is led by junior Brian Gerstenfeld and senior Quin Pompi. Up front, head coach Dan Driscoll has a balanced attack with five forwards in double-digit goals.

4. Kent

NEPSIHA Record: 16-6-3

Leading Scorer: Brendan Soucie (24 GP, 15-13-28)

DI Committed Players: Mike Graham (St. Lawrence)

Who’s Hot: At the start of the year we had praise for Montreal native Lewis Zerter-Gossage, ranking him #4 on our list of top juniors. After posting just 10 points in his first 22 games played we begin to question whether we gave him too lofty a ranking. Regardless, the junior forward has caught fire at the right time, posting six points (1g,5a) in Kent’s last three games --- all Founders’ League wins.

Scouting Report:  Head coach Matt Herr has built a team with little starpower up front, but they do have nine forwards with between 16 and 28 points. The Lions have three lines that are capable of scoring and, with size up front and back on the blueline, often wear down smaller opponents by the time the third period rolls around. The defense is a veteran group led by seniors TJ Roche, Mike Graham, and Chris Capizzanno. In goal, senior Charlie Fennell has won the starting job, having posted a .918 save percentage this season.

5. Dexter

NEPSIHA Record: 21-1-5

Leading Scorer: Ryan Donato (27 GP, 29-31-60)

DI Committed Players: Trevor Fidler (Harvard), Tim Harrison (Colgate)

Who’s Hot: Dexter enters the tournament riding a 17-game unbeaten streak and has not lost a game since December 19th when they were defeated by Exeter. Top scorer Ryan Donato enters the playoffs on a nine-game scoring streak, having produced 19 points during that span. Junior goaltender Pat Fraser has also been scorching hot, having let in just two goals over his last four games played.

 Scouting Report: Dan Donato’s squad will only go as far as their stars will carry them – and the trio of sophomore Ryan Donato and seniors Trevor Fidler and Tim Harrison, who were playing as a line most of the season but have been spread out over the top two lines recently, are excellent, accounting for 68 goals this season (2.5 goals a game). The defense is led by top uncommitted senior Charlie Donners who is producing over a point a game. Seniors Mitch Barrington, Andrew Neary, and junior Liam Feeney round out the top four. In goal, junior Pat Fraser has gotten the job done, posting a .905 save percentage while playing in all but 122 minutes this season.

6. Salisbury

NEPSIHA Record: 18-5-3

Leading Scorer: defenseman Will Toffey (26 GP, 5-27-32)

DI Committed Player(s): Jason Kalinowski (UNH), Ryan Segalla (UConn), Aaron Titcomb (Merrimack), Mark Hamilton (UMass-Amherst)

Who’s Hot: Sophomore sensation Callum Booth has not let in more than two goals in any of his last six starts. During those six games the Montreal native has let in only six goals on 153 shots faced, for a .961 save percentage. The team in front of him helps as well, showing a defensive commitment in all three zones.

Scouting Report: Only one forward on the Crimson Knights has more than 30 points, but it is not because of lack of talent, rather too much talent. Seniors Jason Kalinowski is a UNH recruit, but Matt Pugh, Liam McDermott, and Jacob Hand could also all end up being DI players at the end of the day. Factor in a strong junior class that includes Evan and Mitchell Smith, Derek Barach, and Neil Robinson and you see real depth. Their third and fourth lines are very good, and gives them the deepest group of forwards in prep hockey -- and that includes KUA. The defense is led by the team’s leading scorer, junior Will Toffey. Rounding out the top four are future Hockey East defenders Ryan Segalla, Mark Hamilton, and Aaron Titcomb. ’97 born netminder Callum Booth might be the youngest starting goalie in the Elite 8 tournament, but he is also the most talented.

7. Westminster

NEPSIHA Record: 17-6-2

Leading Scorer: David Hallisey (25 GP, 15-20-35)

DI Committed Player(s): David Hallisey (Princeton)

Who’s Hot: Not only is Trinity recruit Ethan Holdaway the hottest player on Westminster, but for our money he’s been the top player in prep hockey over the last couple of weeks. At the end of January the Martlets were 10-6-2 and certainly on the outside of the Elite 8 tournament looking in. Suddenly, Westy got hot – and hasn’t let up. They enter the quarterfinals on an impressive seven-game winning streak and Holdaway is a big reason why. Against Loomis the PG forward scored the game-winning goal in OT, against Berkshire he scored a third period game-winner, against Gunnery he posted 4g, 1a in a 7-4 win, and in the season finale he potted another 1g, 1a in a 5-2 win over Deerfield.

Scouting Report: With the exception of Kimball Union, we think Tim Joncas has the best group of senior forwards in David Hallisey, Ryan Mowery, Vincent Gisonti, Sean Orlando, and the aforementioned Ethan Holdaway. The backend is anchored by talented sophomores Frankie Sullivan and Will Brophy, with seniors Danny Snyder and Xavier Morin providing depth. After waiting patiently behind Yale recruit Pat Spano, junior Zac Hamilton has seized the opportunity and more than proven that he has what it takes to be a #1 starter, posting a .916 save percentage while playing in all but two games this season.

8. Gunnery

NEPSIHA Record: 20-4-4

Leading Scorer: Marc Cibelli (29 GP, 15-28-43)

DI Committed Player(s): Brendan Shane (UConn)

Who’s Hot: The team isn’t, entering the quarterfinals having lost their last two games (4-1 to Westminster, 7-4 to Berkshire). As for individual players, junior forward Joey Fallon has produced a 2-5-7 scoring line over his last four games. The former Long Island Royal is well-suited for playoff hockey and Chris Baudo will look for him to be a primary scoring threat.

 Scouting Report: The all-senior line of Marc Cibelli (43 points), Robert Darrar (35 points), and Anthony Bird (33 points) has paced Gunnery all season long. With UConn recruit Brendan Shane out with a concussion, more will be expected from Fallon, top scoring sophomore Ryan Dmowski (18 goals) and junior power forward Chris Cobham. Senior defensive stalwarts Kai Frankville, Matt Williams, Max Freeman, and Marty Rubin are looking for a title before graduation. In net, Wesleyan recruit Dawson Sprigings has been the man all season long, posting a .915 save percentage.

Tues. 2/26/13- updated Thurs. 2/28.

MIAA Playoff Schedule

 In last night’s play-in games at the Stoneham Arena, #8 Central Catholic, down 3-0 late in the second period, fought back from a 3-0 deficit and beat #9 Hingham HS, 4-3 on a Corey Webber OT goal. In the nightcap, #10 Malden Catholic scored five times in the first period en route to a 9-1 romp over #7 Archbishop Williams, 9-1. 

 The field, with Malden Catholic now seeded #7 and Central Catholic #8, is now down to eight. The format has changed this year, with the quarterfinals now a best-of-three format. Here’s the remaining schedule. We will update with game times and locations as we get them.

Quarterfinals: First Round – Sun. March 3 @ Tsongas Arena

#1 St. John’s Prep vs. #8 Central Catholic, 12:00 pm 

#3 BC High vs. #6 Catholic Memorial, 2:15 pm

#2 Springfield Cathedral vs. #7 Malden Catholic, 4:30 pm

#4 Austin Prep vs. #5 Reading, 6:45 pm

Quarterfinals: Second Round – 

Wed. March 6 @ Stoneham Arena

#3 BC High vs. #6 Catholic Memorial, 5:30 pm

#4 Austin Prep vs. #5 Reading, 7:45 pm

Thurs. March 7 @ Stoneham Arena

#2 Springfield Cathedral vs. #7 Malden Catholic, 5:30 pm

#1 St. John’s Prep vs. #8 Central Catholic, 7:45 pm

Quarterfinals: Third Round – Sat. March 9 or Sun. March 10 @ TBD

#1 St. John’s Prep vs. #8 Central Catholic

#2 Springfield Cathedral vs. #7 Malden Catholic

#3 BC High vs. #6 Catholic Memorial

#4 Austin Prep vs. #5 Reading

Semifinals – Wed. March 13 @ Tsongas Arena

Four first round winners. Single elimination.

State Championship – Sun. March 17 @ TD Garden

Semifinal Winners. Single elimination.

Sun. 2/24/13-- Update: For quarterfinal schedule please go to USHR Prep Pages.

Prep Tournament Seedings

 Here the seedings for the New England Prep Tournament. These are now official.

Quarterfinals are on Wednesday.

Elite 8:

1. KUA 

2. Belmont Hill 

 3. Berkshire

4. Kent

 5. Dexter

6. Salisbury

 7 Westminster

8. Gunnery

Large School Tournament:

 1. Cushing

2. Thayer

3. Avon

 4. Milton

 5. Exeter

 6. Choate

 7. St. Sebastian’s

 8. Governor’s

Small School Tournament:

 1. Kents Hill

 2. Rivers

3. Brooks

4. Winchendon

5. Tilton

 6. Middlesex

7. Holderness

 8. Millbrook

Wed. 2/20/13-- Errata: We listed two of the players below -- Liam Murphy and Eric Esposito -- as going to specific prep schools for next year. They may be planning to go to those schools, but they have to get accepted first. Admission letters do not go out until March 10.

Some ‘98s to Watch

 Over Presidents’ Day weekend some of the top ’98 teams on the east coast (Team Comcast, Connecticut Wolf Pack, Little Flyers, Westchester Express, New Jersey Devils, and the Hamburg Hawks) descended on the Berkshire School to take part in a six-team showcase. Team Comcast (#3 in the country) was certainly the cream of the crop, but the NJ Devils (#10) and the Connecticut Wolf Pack (#13) were not far behind. We saw a number of players who have Div. I and NTDP potential and even more with the potential to be valued prep school players.

Here, then, are players who caught our eyes.

Cameron Dineen, D, ’98 (Team Comcast) 5-6/125 — Has grown past his listed height and is likely hovering around 5’9” at this point. The Kennett Square, PA native is an intelligent puck mover with a top-notch skill set. Is confident with the puck and really shines on the PP. His game will translate well to higher levels and though we have not seen all of the U.S.-born ‘98s, our guess is that Dineen is among the top defenders in his age group. 

Nick Sorgio, G, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) 6-0/160 — Sorgio first caught our eye last year at the Yankee Festival camp, and since then he has improved a great deal – and grown. Has great net presence and, when you watch him move, you see a big-time prospect. Thus far, Sorgio is the top ’98 goalie we have seen. Would challenge for playing time at most prep schools next season and will be watched closely by the NTDP over the next 12 months.

AJ Drobot, F, ’98 (Team Comcast) 5-7/135 — Does not scream ‘pro’ when you look at him, but we can confidently predict that the Churchville, PA native will score a lot of goals at the D-I level. The skilled forward has a quick stick and is a threat to score every time he touches the puck below the tops of the circles. Will find a way to score goals as he progresses up through the ranks.

Kyle Weller, F, ’98 (Team Comcast) 5-11/150 — Tall, lanky, center with soft hands and a good command of the middle of the ice. With the style of game he plays the Langhorne, PA native could not be playing for a better coach as former NHL power forward Keith Primeau is at the helm of the Comcast U14 squad. Projects as a top player in the ’98 group.

Liam Murphy, F, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) 6-0/190 — Big, strong, power forward who plays the game hard. Thrives in the tough ice. Is physically mature for his age, but at the same time is not someone who has hit his full potential. Will be playing for Salisbury next season. Could be an immediate contributor.

Billy Overby, D, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) 5-7/135 — Smart, heady defender with excellent poise. Is not very big, but thinks the game at a high level and is effective on the PP. As he matures we think he will develop into a top defenseman.

David Melaragni, D, ’98 (Team Comcast) 6-0/175 — Right now he could be Comcast’s most effective player. Is much stronger than his peers and has good offensive instincts. That said, he may have peaked physically, so it’s difficult to predict how much upside he has.

Brendan Less, D, ’98 (NJ Devils) 5-7/130 — Plays for Delbarton. We recently ranked the Kinnelon, NJ native among our top freshmen defensemen. Less is an effortless skater who has the ability to take the puck end-to-end with ease. Will need to get stronger and develop a harder shot in order to project as a PP defender at higher levels.

Sam Field, F, ’98 (NJ Devils) 6-0/155 — Has a lot of tools. The lanky forward has a quick shot release, protects the puck well, and has a good sense of the game. If he can improve his first step he will be a highly sought-after forward.

Andrew Petrillo, D, ’98 (NJ Devils) 5-9/150 — Is not very big nor a great skater, but the Delbarton freshman has excellent puck skills. Plays with Less on the PP and the two are very good together.

Augie Burkhardt, F, ’98 (NJ Devils) 5-10/150 — Gritty forward works his tail off and is always around the puck. Wills offense. Makes an impact almost every shift.

Eric Esposito, F, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) 5-9/148 — Skilled forward will join his older brother at Loomis next season. The West Haven, Conn. native is very good with the puck on his stick; makes a lot of plays. Certainly has to get bigger, stronger, and faster in order to make an impact next season, but the skill level is certainly there.

Justin Grillo, F, ’98 (Westchester Express) 5-5/120 — Intelligent center; makes plays. That said, he does not play for a strong team so oftentimes he moves the puck and does not get it back. When he gets bigger and stronger he will attract the interest of NCAA coaches.

Erik Lauk, F, ’98 (Little Flyers) — Lanky forward who can both distribute the puck and score goals. Will be more of a force when he fills out.

Zachary Berzolla, D, ’98 (NJ Devils) 6-0/170 — Big, strong, and solid defensively. Has a good stride, but his first step needs to improve. Makes a good first pass.

Alex Peterson, F, ’98 (Little Flyers) — Crafty and quick. Plays with a lot of energy and can make plays in tight spaces.

Jack Hoey, F, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) 5-8/150 — Heart-and-soul type of player. Plays with a lot of grit and is excellent on the PK. Someone you want on the ice in the last minute of a game while defending a one-goal lead.

Lucas Niezelski, D, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) 5-11/160 — Good-sized kid with a smooth set of hands. Good on the PP. Needs to add a step to his skating.

Greg Hendrickson, F, ’98 (Team Comcast) 5-9/162 — Is not the prettiest player to watch, but is always around the puck and knows how to finish. Has good hockey sense and is a ‘right place, right time’ kind of guy.

John Wojciechowski, F, ’98 (Westchester Express) 6-2/210 — Had not played all season because of a knee injury suffered because of growth plate issues. Right now his game looks very out of sync, but he has a nice set of hands and loves to play a power forward game. When he gets his coordination back he could be a heck of a prospect. A man amongst boys.

Mateusz Gosiewski, F, ’98 (Westchester Express) 6-0/185 — Good-sized kid with a nice skill set. Needs to add some sandpaper to his game and play with a little more pace; certainly has the tools.

Tues. 2/19/13

Running for a Cause

Josh Ciocco, former UNH captain and current Milton Academy assistant coach and valued USHR staffer, will be running the Boston Marathon on April 15th in support of the Joe Andruzzi Foundation. 

 Ciocco, 29, is entering the Marathon through its charity fundraising arm. 

“There are a select number of spots that go to charities,” Ciocco says, “ and I was fortunate to get a number. It’s really the first time I’ve been put in a situation where I have had to raise a significant amount of money on my own and it’s also the first time I’ve ever run a marathon! The farthest I’ve ever run is a 10K race at Milton last year.”

 “It’s a huge challenge. My body is built for short spurts -- you know, typical hockey player. When I arrived at UNH I was not a good runner at all, but during my time there I worked my way into running shape. And since my playing career ended, running has given me the kind of workout I’ve needed.”

We’re betting that Ciocco, who is currently following a marathon training program and raising the intensity level as April gets closer, does just fine. And we want to see him reach his goal of raising $5,000 – and then some -- mainly because it helps people who are in a tough spot, not just fighting the emotional toll of cancer, but the financial burden as well.

 Ciocco chose the Joe Andruzzi Foundation, founded by the former New England Patriots offensive lineman to provide financial assistance for patients and their families as well as funding pediatric brain cancer research, because cancer is a cause he relates to. When he was younger, two of his favorite aunts died of cancer. For the last two years, he has tried to get a number to run in Boston, and this year was able to get one. 

 For USHR, Ciocco, in his second year, has traveled extensively and written up hundreds of players he has seen promising things from. In addition to working with players at Milton, Ciocco has found players in his travels that have been excellent fits at other top prep programs. Now, if you’re the mother or father of one of those players -- and a good opportunity has sprung from his positive words -- we encourage you to ‘pay it forward’ by contributing what you can afford.

 We are hoping that former players, prep fans, USHR fans, and fans of the UNH Wildcats all chip in and join with team Ciocco and the Andruzzi Foundation. In addition to everything else, it’s fully tax-deductible.

 And yes, you should expect Ciocco to match up with Kenya’s Robert Kiproni Cherviyot – at least for the first hundred yards or so.  

 Here is the link to Ciocco’s page:

http://www.crowdrise.com/joshciocco.

Just copy the link into your tool bar, click the donate button, enter your information, and you are finished. It will take all of two minutes. 

“To those of you who donate,” Ciocco says. “I cannot thank you enough.”

Sun. 2/17/13

KUA Back on Top of USHR Prep Poll

The final USHR Prep Poll of 2012-13 has just been posted and Kimball Union finishes up just where they started the season -- at the top of the pack. But Gunnery, Berkshire, and Belmont Hill are all right there, nipping at their heels.

The week ahead promises to be an intriguing one, with a ton of potential for wild changes of fortune. 

USHR Prep Poll, Week of 2/18/13

Fri. 2/15/13

NTDP Camp: Our Predictions

Late every March, the National Team Development Program staff invites the top American 15 and 16 year olds (‘97s, this year) to Ann Arbor, Michigan for the NTDP Evaluation Camp.

While referred to colloquially as the ‘NTDP Final 40 Camp’ this three-day event has, over recent years, become a misnomer as the number of invitations has gone up and now exceeds 50 (it will be 51 this season). Some key players, of course, are invited to join the program well in advance of the camp, which runs from Sat. March 23 through Mon. March 25. A pre-emptive strike, this process contractually locks players into the program before major junior and USHL teams can begin recruiting them, and also holds them monetarily accountable should they decide to leave the NTDP early. These early invitations are kept quiet, but word does get out. We have heard seven names most prominently: F Brendan Warren (Compuware U16), F Brent Gates (Compuware U16), F Dennis Yan (Belle Tire U18), F Luke Kirwan (Middlesex/EJHL), F Jordan Greenway (Shattuck U16), D Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s/Mass HS), and D Zach Werenski (Little Caesars U18). Yan, a dual citizen (Russia/USA) is being represented by Igor Larionov, who also represents the likes of Nail Yakupov (Edmonton-NHL) and Alex Galchenyuk (Montreal-NHL), both former OHL stars. Hockey Canada has deemed Yan, a Belle Tire sniper, an import, which wouldn’t make him eligible to play in the O until he passes through the 2014 CHL Import Draft, thus Yan has signed on with the NTDP, though whether he stays for two years or not is a whole different question. Another major recruiting battle said to be won by the NTDP is that for Werenski. The Little Caesars’ defenseman has been heavily courted by the OHL, and would likely be the league’s 1st overall pick in the spring draft if he chose the major junior route. Warren, Kirwan, and Greenway – the other top players said to already be in the fold -- were our #1, #2, and #3 ranked forwards at last summer’s Select 15 Festival. The Chicago Mission’s top forward, Christian Fischer, has also been offered a spot. If they indeed have all these guys already locked up, the nucleus of the 2013-14 U.S. Under-17 Team looks very good. And it should – this is the cream of the crop we’re talking about here.

We feel that we have a pretty good grasp on the ’97 birth year and since the camp is not too far off – and it’s a quiet Friday -- we will, purely in the spirit of fun and intellectual curiosity, make our predictions as to who will be invited. Please bear in mind that we have had zero input from the NTDP staff on this. They are working on this 12 months out of the year and will almost certainly come up with some wild cards out of nowhere. This is entirely our list, but if past is prologue, the majority of the kids we have on our list below will be in Ann Arbor at the end of March.

So here it is -- USHR’s Top 49 American ‘97s. And yes, we could have gotten to 51 by throwing the names of two more goalies on the list (we have four on our list now, though there will be six at the camp). However, we don’t want to just ‘throw’ names at the list. We’d rather say we got stuck at four goalies and leave it at that. It’s a hard enough position to project as it is.

Forwards (27):

Nolan Aibel (NJ Rockets/MET), Cam Askew (Cushing Academy/Mass HS), Tarek Baker (Omaha U16), Koby Bender (Cloquet/Minnesota HS), Jeremy Bracco (NJ Rockets/AJHL), Christian Cakebread (Arizona Bobcats U16), Christian Fischer (Chicago Misson U16), Brent Gates (Compuware U16), Zach Goberis (Colorado Thunderbirds U16), Gordie Green (Compuware U16), Jordan Greenway (Shattuck U16), Lincoln Griffin (Thayer/Mass HS), Jacob Henderson (St. Louis U16), Robert Jackson, LA Jr. Kings U16, Charlie Kelleher (Jr. Bruins U16), Luke Kirwan (Middlesex/EJHL), Luke Kunin (St. Louis U16), Austin Matthews (Arizona Bobcats U16), Ryan Moore (Belle Tire U16), Chase Pearson (Atlanta U16), Ethan Price (Omaha U16), Jack Roslovic (Ohio Blue Jackets U16), Matt Tkachuk (St. Louis U16), Tanner Tweten (East Grand Forks/Minnesota HS), Brendan Warren (Compuware U16), Colin White (Noble & Greenough/Mass HS), Dennis Yan (Belle Tire U18).

Defensemen (18):

Ben Baker (LA Jr. Kings U16), Nick Boka (Compuware U16), Liam Darcy (Berwick Academy/Maine HS), Michael Davies (St. Louis U16), Tory Dello (Chicago Mission U16), Christian Evers (Omaha U16), Casey Fitzgerald (Malden Catholic/Mass HS), Grant Gabrielle (Compuware U16), Noah Hanafin (St. Sebastian’s/Mass HS), Nick Heid (Spring Lake Park/Minnesota HS), Troy Henley (Oakville Rangers Midget Minor), Caleb Jones (Dallas Stars U16), Jordan Klehr (Shattuck U16), Vas Kolias (Chicago Mission U16), Joe Masonius (Jersey Hitmen U16), Zach Osburn (Honeybaked U16), Zach Werenski (Little Caesars U18), Spencer Young (Phillips Exeter/New Hampshire HS)

Goalies (4):

Vaughan Ahrens (Wayzata/Minnesota HS), Michael Lackey (Phillips Exeter/New Hampshire HS), Luke Opilka (St. Louis U16), Bailey Seagraves (Ohio Blue Jackets U16).

Notes:

Several players on our list have been tendered by USHL teams (Cam Askew, Tory Dello, and Christian Cakebread). The NTDP, however, does not honor these tenders and will still recruit these players should they desire them in the program. Our sources tell us that Dello is fully committed to playing for Tri-City (USHL), but since he is a top defenseman we are including him on ‘our’ camp list. Also, we are 100% certain that a number of players on this list are being pursued by major junior teams -- and will end up north of the border. Needless to say, the NTDP Evaluation Camp, especially given its close proximity to OHL teams, is a must-see event for major junior scouts and GMs.

Mon. 2/11/13

A New #1 in USHR Prep Poll

There's a new #1 in USHR's weekly prep poll, as Kimball Union Academy, #1 in every poll of the New Year, has been toppled from the top spot. Of the seven polls we've done this season, KUA has been #1 in six of them, and Belmont Hill #1 in one.

And neither of them are #1 this week.

USHR Prep Poll, Week of 2/11/13

Sat. 2/9/13

USHR’s Top Freshmen

 When taking a look at New England’s top freshmen there are a couple of things to keep in mind. First, there are simply not a lot of freshmen playing in the prep ranks – it’s a small pool. The reason for this is that many of the better young players do not matriculate to prep schools until their sophomore and juniors years, electing to play bantam and U16 hockey in the interim. Secondly, many of the top young players have yet to emerge. We usually get a really good handle on each age group when we can see all the best players together, playing against each other at -- to give the most obvious example -- the Select 15 Festival. In the case of most freshmen (i.e. ’98-born players) we have not yet had that opportunity. That said, we have identified a small group of 9th graders we will surely be hearing a lot about over the course of the next few years.

1T. Colin White, F, ’97 (Nobles/Boston College) — An elite talent with first round NHL draft potential. An athletic specimen with one of the best first steps we have seen in a young player. Last season, as an 8th grader, the BC recruit put up 44 points while playing on the Bulldogs’ top line with fellow BC recruits and NHL draft picks Adam Gilmour and Chris Calnan. This year, with his linemates gone, White’s production has dropped off slightly, but is still very impressive for a freshman (he’s posted an 14-9-23 scoring line in 17 games played to date). Our guess is that the Hanover, Mass. native is a shoe-in to make the NTDP, if that is the route he wishes for himself.

1T. Cam Askew, F, ’97 (Cushing/Boston University) — While the South Boston native is a much different player than White, there is little that separates the two in terms of potential. They are both good players and deserving of the #1 spot. The BU recruit’s skating leaves something to be desired, but his shot release, toughness, size, and hockey sense make him a potential top round NHL draft pick. Has produced an 11-17-28 scoring line in 24 games played on a talented Cushing team. Has been tendered by the Indiana Ice (USHL) for next season, and that is where we expect to see him play.

3. Spencer Young, D, ’97 (Exeter/uncommitted) — Exeter head coach Dana Barbin has been coaching in the prep ranks for a long time and has guided a lot of excellent players, so when he says that Young has the potential to be the best of them all it is high praise indeed. The Brentwood, NH native, a 5’10”, 160 lb. defender, has excellent feet and thinks the game at a high level. Currently has D-I offers on the table. Will likely be included in the NTDP’s Final 40 camp.

4. Colin McCabe, D, ’98 (Thayer/uncommitted) — Smallish defender is offensively gifted and could be exactly the type of player head coach Tony Amonte needs to get Thayer competing for a Keller Division title within the next couple of years. A natural freshman playing in one of the top leagues in prep hockey, McCabe, a savvy defender, has displayed poise and confidence beyond his years. Has posted a 4-5-9 scoring line in 18 games played.

5. Cam Lee, D, ’97 (Northwood/Providence) — Played last season for Cardigan Mountain and was probably #3-4 on their depth chart. Has really come into his own in recent months. Put himself on the map early in a few prep school showcases and was a hot commodity amongst D-I recruiters. 

6. Luke McInnis, D, ’98 (Hingham HS/uncommitted) — The son of ex-BC and NHL winger Marty McInnis. Is still just a kid and has yet to mature physically, but when he does…look out. Already displays a strong understanding of the game and makes excellent decisions with the puck. Left-handed shot defender uses a nice long stick and is already playing on the top PP unit on a very good Hingham High squad.

7. Brian Matthews, D, ’98 (Belmont Hill/uncommitted) — Marshfield, Mass native has bypassed the Bel Hill freshman team and is holding his own on a powerful varsity squad. Being on a deep team, the 5’11”, 165 lb. defender does not see a ton of ice, but when he is out there he does not look out of place one bit. Is a D-I prospect who is going to shine when given a larger role.

8. Ben Finkelstein, D, ’97 (Cardigan Mountain/uncommitted) — What he lacks in size, the Cardigan defender makes up for in skill and smarts. Will be an impact player when he arrives in prep hockey next season. Is being heavily pursued by a number of prep schools, but our money is on him playing for Lawrence Academy next year. Robbie Barker, the coach who recruited him to Cardigan, is currently an assistant at LA and is coaching the team’s defensemen. 

 9. Ty Amonte, F, ’98 (Thayer/uncommitted) — The son of Thayer head coach and former NHLer Tony Amonte is still just a boy, but you can tell that when he gets bigger and stronger and adds some explosiveness to his skating -- and is able to physically protect the puck -- that he will shoot up this list. Has a good stick and is able to make skilled plays when the play is in front of him. He competes hard. It is only a matter of time before his game takes off.

10. Erik Foley, F, ’97 (Tabor/uncommitted) — He’s big, strong, and skilled, and those are three highly positive attributes when projecting a young player. Has made an immediate impact for the Seawolves and is currently third in team scoring with a 6-14-20 scoring line in 21 games played. Really nice first step; breakaway speed.

11. Connor Moore, D, ’97 (Brooks/uncommitted) — A great pickup for head coach Dave Ries. The dynamic defender is from Cumming, Georgia and played for the Atlanta Fire last season. Is on the smaller side and likely won’t get too much bigger, but he can really skate and is assertive in the offensive zone—demands the puck on the PP. A D-I prospect, Moore has posted an 8-4-12 scoring line in 20 games played.

 12. Josh Vertentes, F, ’98 (Portsmouth Abbey/uncommitted) — The Ravens (5-15-0) are not the strongest team, nor do they play the most difficult schedule, but numbers do not lie – or they lie just to a certain point. At any rate, the skilled ’98 is leading his team in scoring with an 18-8-26 scoring line in just 15 games played. That’s twice as many points as the next-highest scoring kid on the team who, as you may have suspected, is a senior. We feel Vertentes is worth going off the beaten path to take a look at.

13. Brendan Less, D, ’98 (Delbarton/uncommitted) — 5’8”, 135 lb. defender from Clifton, NJ has great feet. An effortless skater who makes a good first pass. 

 14. Ryan Shea, D, '97 (BC High/uncommitted) -- The son of former  BC forward Dan Shea, who posted 190 points for the Eagles in the mid-‘80s. A former forward, Ryan was recently converted to the backend and is running BC High's PP as a freshman. The Milton, Mass native has a great stick, and excellent offensive instincts. He has a lot to learn about the defensive side of the game, but it’s still all very new to him.

15. Taggart Corriveau, F, ’97 (Westminster/uncommitted) — 6’1”, 166 lb. forward from Newington, Connecticut. Has a high skill level for a big kid who is still growing into his body. Will benefit from his experience this season playing on one of the best teams in prep hockey.

16. Michael Snow, F, ’97 (Lawrence/uncommitted) — At times he has found himself playing on the Spartans’ top line with seniors Thomas Newton and George Hunkele. A solid contributor, Snow has a 5-5-10 scoring line in 20 games played. 

 17. Danny Petrick, D, '99 (Springfield Cathedral/uncommitted) -- 8th grader is playing a limited role for the #1-ranked Panthers. Head Coach Brian Foley has the young puck mover playing as a winger on his third line. The Wilbraham, Mass. native makes a good first pass and will eventually be quarterbacking the PP.

 18. Derek Osik, F, ’98 (St. Mark’s/uncommitted) — A well-rounded player who will come along nicely under head coach Scott Young. Is a bit of a sleeper right now, but we feel he has some upside. Freshman center has posted a 2-11-13 scoring line in 23 games played.

19. Jake Rainer, F, ’97 (Lawrence/uncommitted) — Played for the LA Selects last season. Has a good stick and a nose for the net. 6-6-12 in 21 games played.

20. Pat Murray, D, ’97 (Nobles/uncommitted) — 5’9” defenseman has matured early and likely won’t grow much more, but he has a nice set of mitts and plays with an edge. Has not gotten many minutes this season, but will make an impact when given an expanded role next year.

21. Anthony Vincent, F, ’97 (Salisbury/uncommitted) — Tiny 5’6” forward has a quick stick and makes plays. Plays on the fourth line and just needs time to mature. From the Mid-Fairfield organization.

22. Liam Moore, G, ’98 (Governor’s/uncommitted) — Is certainly not prepared to be a starting goalie right now, but we feel that the Syracuse, NY native is a good project to have. If the 6’3” 14 year old gets with the right goalie coach he could be molded into a gamer. Has the tools.

Fri. 2/8/13

BC High vs. Cathedral

Last night, USHR was in attendance as #1-ranked Springfield Cathedral faced #3-ranked BC High at UMass-Boston. The atmosphere was fantastic, with Cathedral bringing a couple of buses of fans to help counteract what appeared to be entire BC High student body. The level of energy that ensued was rare, difficult to manufacture, and just a lot of fun.

The game itself ended in a 2-2 tie and featured some of the state’s top players. Both of these teams -- they met previously on Jan. 12, with Cathedral taking a 3-2 decision at the Olympia in W. Springfield -- are capable of winning the Super 8. That said, there is no juggernaut in Mass high school hockey this season. Instead, there are a number of teams that could make a push for the title.

We feel that this year there is a gap between the top prep teams and the top Mass high school teams. While there has always been a gap in terms of depth, over the last couple of years we felt that teams like Malden Catholic and St. John’s Prep could have also been among the better prep teams. But that is not the case this season. Both Cathedral and BC High are good, solid high school teams but a notch below the Super 8 finalists of last season. And, in case you were wondering, there is simply no chance they could keep pace with the likes of KUA, Salisbury, Berkshire, Gunnery, Cushing, et al. There is just not enough depth. Of course, the better players on each squad would be just fine at that level.

Here, then, are the players who stood out for us last night.

Patrick Kramer, F, sophomore (BC High) — We recently ranked the Bridgewater, Mass native #39 on our list of top sophomores, but at the time we did not have a real good sense of what he could do. After paying closer attention to the 6’0”, 170 lb. forward we realize that we ranked him too low. For a good-sized kid he has a good sense of the game and makes a lot of smart decisions with the puck. Needs to add a step to his skating, but we think he will end up playing DI hockey.

Matt Foley, D, senior (Springfield Cathedral) — Right now, we feel that the son of head coach Brian Foley is without a doubt the Panthers' MVP. The ’95-born blueliner logs a ton of ice and plays in all situations. He has posted an 8-16-24 scoring line in 17 games played this season. The 6’1” 185 lb. team captain would make for an impact PG at virtually any prep school next season. His older brother, Mickey Foley, is currently co-captain at Choate.

Tommy Besinger, F, junior (BC High) — The smartest and arguably the most skilled player in the Catholic Conference. Is only 5’8” and is not exactly a burner, but the Milton, Mass native has excellent 1x1 skills and thinks the game at a high level. Our guess is that next season the Eagles’ leading scorer will be one of the most sought-after players amongst NESCAC schools. He and Kramer play on a line together and the two are a threat to score on most shifts.

Peter Crinella, F, sophomore (Springfield Cathedral) — This was our first real look at the Holy Cross recruit. There is definitely something interesting about the 6’3”, 180 lb. power forward. The East Longmeadow, Mass. native can really fire the puck and has a goal scorer’s knack around the net. Uses defenders as a screen nicely. Will need to improve his skating in order to have success at higher levels.

Peter Cronin, G, senior (BC High) — The 6’2” 170 lb. senior netminder is the backbone of the Eagles and has played every minute this season, posting an impressive .946 save percentage. If the season ended today there is a good chance that the Norwell, Mass. native would take home MVP honors in the Catholic Conference. Cronin has the ability to steal games all by himself, but at the same time we have seen him let in the odd softie. Gets a little criticism for not moving on to juniors or prep hockey, but at the same time it is hard to argue with his decision-making. When his name is announced as the starting goalie the BC High student section goes bonkers and begins chanting, “We’ve got Cronin!” You can’t put a price on that. Surely, he is enjoying his high school experience.

Sam Topham, D, junior (BC High) — Skilled, puck-moving defender sits #1 on the Eagles’ depth chart on the backend. Is not very big, but he has a good stick, keeps his head up, and makes a lot of plays. Logs a lot of ice time and plays in all situations.

Ryan Shea, D, freshman (BC High) — Young blueliner opened the scoring for the Eagles last night. Has a lot of confidence for a freshman, especially on the offensive blue line. When BC High needs a goal, Shea is on the ice. Already is running the PP. Should have a nice high school career. Needs to improve his skating and get better defending in transition.

Danny Petrick, D, 8th Grade (Springfield Cathedral) — Played forward last night, but Petrick is someone to keep on your radar. Has an elite stick and we think the ’98-born defenseman will be a DI hockey player at the end of the day.

Correction: Petrick is actually a '99, not a '98 as stated above. 

Wed. 2/6/13- updated 2/7: Mork has committed to Williams College. Updated: 2/8 Wahlin has committed to UMass.

USHR’s Top Uncommitted Players

 Each and every year DI schools work into the spring and summer months looking for that one extra piece to round out their incoming recruiting class. NCAA players routinely leave schools unexpectedly to sign lucrative NHL deals, forgoing their final years of eligibility. With that in mind, we here at USHR ask the question, “Who are the top players that are still uncommitted and could potentially step in and play DI hockey next season.” Here are our top 20 ‘free agents’.

1. Troy Stecher, D, ’94 (Penticton-BCHL) 5-11/180 — Decommitted this season from Nebraska-Omaha. Was recruited to the Mavericks by then-assistant coach Mike Hastings. Subsequently, the Richmond, BC native felt a disconnect to the program when Hastings left to be the head coach at Minnesota State. Stecher is college-ready and should make an immediate impact. Has produced a 7-30-37 scoring line in 41 games played this season. Won a national title last season with the Vees.

2. Frederik Tiffels, F, ’95 (Muskegon-USHL) 6-0/186 — Scouts have cooled on the skilled German as he has failed to produce as expected on North American soil. Has only scored one goal – and 16 assists -- in 32 contests this season. That said, Tiffels is only 17 years old and making the jump to the USHL from U18 hockey in Germany is a big step up. We think it is only a matter of time before he finds his way. Has the potential to be a top six forward at the NCAA level.

3. Arthur Brey, G, ’94 (Dubuque-USHL) 6-0/150 — When USNTDP netminder Thatcher Demko committed to Boston College it pushed Brey up to #1 on the goalie recruiting charts. The rookie tender from Yorba Linda, California has made a seamless transition to the USHL and is the starting goalie on the best team in the league. Has posted a 16-3-1 record with a 2.11 gaa and .907 save percentage this season.

4. Tyler Hill, F, ’95 (Chicago-USHL) 6-6/225 — It is fair to say that the Hagersville, Ontario native has not lived up to the hype this season, but his potential is too great to ignore. 6’6” forwards with soft hands simply do not grow on trees. Hill is a rare commodity who could blossom under the right coach — think Dustin Penner (University of Maine/LA Kings).

5. Zach Sanford, F, ’94 (Middlesex-EJHL) 6-3/190 — Played New Hampshire high school hockey last season and really struggled out of the gates this season in the EJ, failing to produce a single point in his first seven games. Since then he has found his groove and has been producing at just over a point-a-game pace. Was recently ranked #83 on NHL Central Scouting’s mid-term report. An Auburn, NH native, Sanford has upside.

6. Frankie Mork, D, ’94 (Holy Angels-Minnesota HS) 5-7/162 — Is physically limited and it is very easy to look at the smallish defender and discuss what he can’t do, but the bottom line is he does nothing but make plays. So far this season the fiery competitor has produced 50 points in only 21 games played.

7. Cam Darcy, F, '94 (Muskegon-USHL) 6-0/185 -- Has been through a lot in the last few years playing for Dexter, the NTDP, Northeastern, and now Muskegon. Has also been productive since leaving Northeastern, posting a 6-14-20 scoring line in 29 games played in the USHL. Might not have "All-America" potential at the NCAA level, but there is no doubt that he can make an impact.

8. Ben Ostlie, D, ’93 (Omaha-USHL) 6-1/187 — Reliable defender who could give virtually any NCAA team good minutes on a nightly basis. Will never be someone who brings a lot of offense, but the Edina, Minnesota native will a role as a #4-6 defender. Ready to play college hockey next season. Has a 1-6-7 line in 40 games.

9. Christian Wolanin, D, ’95 (Green Bay-USHL) 6-0/172 — Has not quite found his way in the USHL yet as the Rochester, Michigan native has only posted a 0-5-5 scoring line in 32 games played. While it would be premature for him to play college hockey next season, there is a chance he could really explode and make a huge impact in the latter years of his college career.

10. Dominic Trento, F, ’93 (NJ Hitmen-EJHL) 5-11/190 — Has posted an eye-popping 17-45-62 scoring line in just 38 games played for the 1st place Hitmen. The Brockport, New York native has proved that he is prepared to take his game to the next level. Is a versatile forward who could play a bottom six role next season, but also has a good enough stick to be inserted into a skill position.

11. Myles Fitzgerald, F, ’93 (Victoria-BCHL) 5-7/165 — The fourth-leading scoring in the BCHL with a 22-33-55 scoring line in 42 games played. In our opinion Myles is the best of the Fitzgerald triplets (his brothers Gerry and Leo are also top scorers for Victoria). The skilled energy forward does nothing but makes plays. NCAA schools may feel that they need to take all three of the Fitzgerald brothers and thus shy off of recruiting them as individuals.

12. Marc Biega, D, ’94 (Coquitlam-BCHL) 6-0/194 — The Point Claire, Quebec native, a Salisbury grad, has had an off year as he has had to adjust to a new league while battling through an injury-plagued season. However, his offensive flair has started to shine through as of late. Has had three brothers play at Harvard, but it does not look like the puck-moving defender is an Ivy League student. Has the potential to run a DI power play.

13. Zach Glienke, F, ’95 (Eagan-Minnesota HS) 6-3/200 — The Eagan captain is incredibly raw, but he has the tools to be a pro. Can really skate for a big man. Has posted a 23-26-49 scoring line in only 21 games played this season. Was recently ranked #115 on NHL Central Scouting’s mid-season Rankings.

14. Barrett Kaib, D, ’93 (Green Bay-USHL) 5-9/190 — Played last season for Providence College (Hockey East) and left because he felt it was not the right fit. The former NTDP blue-liner has made an easy transition back to the USHL and has since posted a 6-19-25 scoring line in 38 games played while manning the point on the Gamblers’ PP. Given the right social fit, the Upper St. Claire, Pennsylvania native could be an impact defender at the NCAA level.

15. Gus Correale, F, ’93 (Grand Prairie-AJHL) 5-10/175 — Character forward with good feet and capable of playing in all situations. Is one of the top scorers in the Alberta junior loop with a 22-24-46 scoring line in 48 games played. Has an older brother who is currently a freshman at UNH.

 16. Dakota Mason, F, ’92, (Brooks Bandits-AJHL) 6-1/161 -– Edmonton native, who will be 21 in a few weeks, has been producing points: 23-37-60 in 48 games.

17. Chris Izmirlian, F, ’92 (Middlesex-EJHL) 5-10/180 — Former Westminster leading scorer has moved on to the EJHL and currently sits 11th in the league’s scoring race with a 19-26-45 scoring line in 36 games played. Does he have the skill level to be a top six forward at the DI level or does he play with enough grit to be a 3rd or 4th liner? These are the questions that college coaches ask when referencing the Boca Raton, Florida native.

18. John Furgele, D, ’93 (NJ Hitmen-EJHL) 5-9/177 — Top scoring defenseman in the EJHL with a 12-31-43 scoring line in 38 games played. Skilled defender has a good enough stick to play a support role on a DI PP.

19. Brandon Wahlin, F, ’92 (Austin-NAHL) 5-9/175 — The top scorer in the NAHL with a 17-37-54 scoring line in 41 games played. Older, mature forwards with a proven scoring pedigree have done well at the NCAA level. Gabe Levin, the NAHL’s top scorer a year ago, was a late add for the University of Denver and has turned himself into a regular contributor for the Pioneers. Also, Wahlin’s younger brother, Jake, is one of the top ‘96s in the country.

20. Tyler Gjurich, F, ’92 (Buffalo-OJHL) 5-10/181 — The Hatfield, PA native is not pretty to watch, but at the end of the game his name is always on the score sheet. Currently leading the OJHL in scoring with a 37-30-67 scoring line in 40 games played. Last year we stated that Wellington (OJHL) forward Darcy Murphy would contribute at the NCAA level because he was scoring at a goal-a-game pace — impressive in any league. Colgate took a flyer on Murphy and thus far the freshman forward has produced 13 points in 26 games played. Gjurich is the same type of player.

Honorable Mentions:

Mario Bianchi, F, ’94 (Holy Angels), Charlie Donners, D, ’94 (Dexter), Gerry Fitzgerald, F, ’93 (Victoria-BCHL), Trevor Fitzgerald, F, ’92 (Nanaimo-BCHL), Daniel Fritz, D, ’95 (Canterbury), Ryan Renz, D, ’93 (Vernon-BCHL), Anthony Sabitsky, F, ‘94 (Milton Academy), Alex Smith, D, ’95 (Indiana-USHL), Regan Soquila, F, ’93 (Merritt-BCHL), Joe Widmar, F, ’95 (Indiana-USHL).

Tues. 2/5/13

USHR Top Sophomores Ranking

 Here’s USHR’s annual ranking of the top sophomores in New England preps and high schools. 

 We feel there’s quite a bit of talent here. That said, it’s always a tough age – once you get past the obvious high-enders – to project. There are kids who, a year from now, will have dropped off significantly while others continue shooting up the charts. It’s been that way forever, and will continue forever thus. 

 In arriving at a decision as to where to place a player on the list, we try to balance what he brings to the table right now with future potential. All of these guys have two more years ahead of them before even graduating from high school. A lot can, and will, happen.

 In addition, there’s a hefty spectrum of ages here, with most of the group -- ‘96s and ‘97s, primarily – spread out over 24 months or so. 

 Of course, there are players out there who get underrated, usually kids who are being brought along slowly and carefully by their current coaches and who, a year from now, are going to look pretty impressive when they are juniors and are playing more minutes and in key situations. And there will also be players we totally miss – we are 100 percent certain of that. There are always unknown players tucked away in some obscure location who will pop out of the woodwork and make an immediate impact as juniors. And that’s a great thing. We’re always looking for those late bloomers.

With all that in mind, consider this a finders’ list, though we have worked hard to slot the players in as best we can. The proof will come a year – or two, three, or more years – down the line.

1. Noah Hanifin, D, ’97 (St. Sebastian’s/Boston College) — For us, picking Hanifin as the top sophomore in New England is a no-brainer. We can extend that out: he’s also the top soph in the entire country. Hanifin, who looks like an NHL 1st round pick to us – he’s eligible in 2015 -- is leading the Arrows in scoring with a 3-20-23 scoring line in just 15 games played. Will likely suit up for the NTDP next season.

2. Ryan Donato, F, ’96 (Dexter/uncommitted) — Is currently the top scorer in prep hockey with a 22-25-47 scoring line in just 21 games played. The son of Ted Donato had a great summer and has continued his upward progression this season. Our guess is that he ends up playing for his dad at Harvard or just across town at Boston College.

3. Casey Fitzgerald, D, ’97 (Malden Catholic/Boston College) — With older brother Ryan Fitzgerald and Boston University recruit Brendan Collier off to the EJHL the limelight at Malden Catholic has swung toward the 15-year-old defenseman. MC has struggled this season, but Fitzgerald is always a bright spot. There is a strong chance he ends up in Ann Arbor next season.

4. Callum Booth, G, ’97 (Salisbury/uncommitted) — The Quebec native had his coming out party at the Flood-Marr tournament. Not a single ’97 born goalie has committed to a DI school, but our guess is that Booth is the most sought-after in his age group.

5. AJ Greer, F, ’96 (Kimball Union/Penn State) — The 6’3”, 180 lb. winger will be a hot commodity in his draft year (2015). The Montreal native has made a seamless transition to prep hockey, posting a 16-15-31 scoring line in 24 games played. Is only going to get better.

6. Lincoln Griffin, F, ’97 (Thayer/uncommitted) — Rugged winger is leading Thayer in scoring with a 7-18-25 scoring line in 17 games played. Has a quick shot release and thrives in the corners and in front of the net.

7. Sam Tucker, G, ’96 (Choate/Yale) — The Yale recruit was shaky at times during fall hockey, but has since returned to form and is posting an impressive .938 save percentage while getting 2/3 of the starts.

8. Michael Lackey, G, ’97 (Exeter/uncommitted) — Raw, but is explosive, athletic, and has a ton of upside. The 6’3”, 185 lb. goalkeeper played JV hockey at Exeter last season, but his worked his way up to #1 starter this year, appearing in about 75% of the games. 

 9. Miles Wood, F, ’95 (Nobles/Brown) — Repeat sophomore has caught the attention of NHL scouts, with his name recently appearing on NHL Central Scouting’s Mid-Season Rankings. Has posted an 8-10-18 scoring line in 15 games played. Unfortunately, the Brown recruit is done for the year with a broken foot. Since Wood’s injury, the Bulldogs have lost five of their last six.

10. Liam Darcy, D, ’97 (Berwick/UNH) — After an MVP performance during his freshman year Darcy has been just above average in relation to expected standards. That said, the UNH recruit is as smart as they come and is cool as a cucumber with the puck on his tape.

11. Frankie Sullivan, D, ’96 (Westminster/uncommitted) — Has made the transition from Notre Dame-Fairfield to prep play seamlessly. Is Westy’s leading scoring among defensemen. Brings a little bit of everything to the table.

12. Charley Borek, F, ’96 (Choate/uncommitted) — Borek is one of the surprises of prep hockey this year. After not making it to the USA Hockey Select Festival over the summer the hard-working winger – whose skating is vastly improved from a year ago – has produced an impressive 12-9-21 scoring line in only 13 games played at Choate.

13. Alex Esposito, F, ’96 (Loomis-Chaffee/uncommitted) — With the exception of senior Danny Tirone, Esposito could be the biggest part of Loomis’ turnaround this year. The former Notre Dame-West Haven sniper is leading the Pelicans in goal scoring. Has a younger brother who is currently playing for the Connecticut Wolfpack U14 team who will be joining him at Loomis next season -- and should also make an impact.

14. Ara Nazarian, F, ’96 (Malden Catholic/uncommitted) — A pure finisher. Played a second line role last season, but is now one of the foundation pieces for a young Malden Catholic squad.

15. Will Brophy, D, ’96 (Westminster/uncommitted) — If the 6’3”, 186 lb. blueliner continues his development, NHL teams will be paying close attention next year. Was at Fairfield Prep last season. There’s a lot of potential here.

16. Cal Burke, F, ’97 (Nobles/uncommitted) — One of the most intelligent players in New England. Does not have a ton of “flash and dash” to his game, but the Boxborough, Mass. native consistently makes the right decisions with the puck. Leads the Bulldogs in scoring with a 9-20-29 stat line in 21 games played.

 17. Drew Hotte, G, ’96 (Milton/uncommitted) — Young netminder has been the backbone of the Mustangs, playing in all but one game. The Gwynedd, Pennsylvania native is sporting a .919 save percentage go to along with a 9-7-3 record.

18. Joey Daccord, G, ’96 (Cushing/uncommitted) — The young netminder has been rock solid when given an opportunity this season, posting a .924 save percentage. Cushing has found themselves on the bubble of the Elite 8 tournament and our guess is that Daccord will start the majority of the Penguins’ remaining seven games.

19. Will D’Orsi, F, ’97 (St. Sebastian’s/Yale) — It took the Yale recruit some time to adjust to his new surroundings after transferring from Belmont Hill. The skilled center is currently playing on the Arrows’ second line and second PP unit. Will be a go-to guy for the next two seasons.

20. Joe Sacco, F, ’96 (Rivers/uncommitted) — Smart and intelligent. Makes a lot of plays. Was excellent in the fall playing for Neponset U16 where he was paired with UConn recruit Brendan Shane. Is currently leading Rivers in scoring with 23 points in 22 games played.

21. Peter Crinella, F, ’96 (Springfield Cathedral/Holy Cross) — The Crusaders feel they have landed a sleeper as the 6’3”, 180 lb. forward. Is leading Cathedral, the #1-ranked team in Mass high school hockey, in scoring. Has a good upside and should continue to develop.

 22. Ryan Dmowski, F, ’96, (Gunnery/uncommitted) --- Has the knack. Being the leading goal-scorer – he has 16 -- on a strong team like Gunnery means something. 

23. Harrison Markell, D, ’97 (Middlesex/uncommitted) — Above average at everything. Nothing flashy about his game. Makes a good first pass and rarely gets beat in 1x1 situations.

24. Charlie Barrow, D, ’96 (Belmont Hill/uncommitted) — Belmont Hill head coach Jeremiah McCarthy is easing his young defenseman into a starring role rather than rushing things. Bel Hill lost their top four D from a year ago, and Barrow is a big part of the reason they have not missed a beat -- and are one of the top teams in prep hockey.

25. John Rourke, F, ‘96 (St. Sebastian’s/uncommitted) — Repeat sophomore from Wellesley HS. Right now he is small and physically immature, but his skill set is top notch. When he adds some size and strength to his game we think he will move up this list.

26. Elijah Harris, G, ’97 (Austin Prep/uncommitted) — When evaluating small goaltenders a lot of scouts tend to focus on what the goalie lacks, sometimes missing what is there in the process. We know he is small, but he is also lightning-quick, has near perfect technique, and competes like a dog in the net.

27. Eric Shaw, F, ’96 (Middlesex/Brown) — Future Brown Bear has 15 goals in only 18 games played this season. There are times the 6’2”, 200 lb. power forward looks like a pro prospect and there are other times he is nearly invisible. Has potential, just has to consistently play a big-man’s game.

 28. Bob Carpenter, F, ’96 (Austin Prep/uncommitted) — We think the son of ex-NHLer Bob Carpenter will find a role in DI hockey as an energy guy who can score the odd goal, though with his bloodlines we’re hesitant to sell him short. Plays with grit, tenacity, and can shoot it.

29. Brendan Russ, D, ’96 (Choate/uncommitted) — In his first year at Choate (via Eaglebrook). Is a puck-moving defender who is effective on the PP.

30. Joe Lissak, G, ’96 (Taft/uncommitted) — Raw, but has potential. Was invited to the NTDP’s Final 40 camp last year. Is likely the most talented netminder on the Rhinos’ roster, but is paying his dues and playing behind two seniors this year. The job will be his to lose next year.

31. Ben Freeman, F, ’96 (NMH/uncommitted) — 6’4”, 180 lb. power forward from Falmouth, Maine. Is strong on the puck and has good hands. Interesting player. Raw right now, but has real potential if he keeps refining and working on his game. Has a 9-6-15 line in 22 games.

 32. Andrew Tucci, G, ’96 (Choate/uncommitted) — Played for the Don Mills Flyers (GTHL) last season. Has pushed Sam Tucker all season long for the starting job.

33. Conor O’Brien, G, ’97 (NMH/uncommitted) — Young 6’1”, 165 lb. goaltender from Florida has played a lot of minutes and has performed admirably.

34. Austin Rook, D, ’97 (Rivers/uncommitted) — Big defender has good offensive instincts. Will need to improve his skating in order to become more appealing to DI recruiters.

35. Alex Hreib, D, ’96 (St. Marks/uncommitted) — In his second season with Scott Young.  Was recruited out of the Fenn School. Crafty and skilled. Confident with the puck.

36. Tucker Weppner, G, ’96 (Avon/uncommitted) — 6’2”, 170 lb. goaltender from Amherst, NY has tools. Will have to bide his time and make the most of his opportunities.

37. Tim Larocque, F, ’96 (BC High/uncommitted) — Smooth-skating forward has a nice upside. Scored two goals in last week’s barn burner vs. Catholic Memorial.

38. James Anderson, F, ’96 (Taft/uncommitted) — Good stick. Has a nice head for the game and makes a lot of plays. Played for legendary Long Island coach Aleksey Nikiforov last season. Is third on the Rhinos in scoring with 15 points in 17 games played.

 39. Patrick Kramer, F, (BC High/uncommitted) – The Eagles’ leading goal scorer has a 10-6-16 line in 14 games. We expect we’ll have a stronger feel for what he does after seeing him in the Super 8 next month. 

40. Sean Brennan, F, ’96 (Milton/uncommitted) — Excellent skill set. Game is coming along nicely.

41. Mike Lee, D, ’96 (Gunnery/uncommitted) — Very good skater. His feet allow him to have strong gap control and be an aggressive defender. Played for Hamden (Conn.) High School last year.

42. JC MacLean, F, ’97 (Delbarton/uncommitted) — Big forward with soft hands and a good sense of the game. Needs to improve his feet.

43. Matt Muzyka, F, ’96 (Salisbury/uncommitted) — Plays on a very deep team and has not found his way onto the top two lines. When he played on the top line for the Connecticut Wolfpack U16 team he showed a lot of promise. Will have to wait for his opportunity.

44. Max Luuko, D, ’95 (Gunnery/uncommitted) — 6’2”, 170 lb. defender has a lot of positive attributes to his game. For a big kid he is a fluid skater with decent hands. If he can elevate the pace at which he plays he could go on to have a nice career. Still very much a project.

45. Kevin Hock, F, ’96 (Catholic Memorial/uncommitted) — First line winger for CM. Good vision. Makes plays.

46. Austin Ricci, F, ’96 (St. Paul’s/uncommitted) — Natural goal scorer has had an off year. Has the potential to put up some serious numbers, though.

47. Luke Stevens, F, ’97 (Duxbury/uncommitted) — The son of ex-NHL star Kevin Stevens is a tall, lanky forward with soft hands. Once he fills into his body he could shoot up this list quickly.

48. Shane Sellar, F, ’97 (Canterbury/uncommitted) — Not a pretty skater, but one of those guys who always seems to find his way onto the score sheet. Is producing over a point a game. From the Hershey Bears organization.

Sun. 2/3/13

Kimball Union Rolling Along

Kimball Union, now 19-1-0 in NEPSIHA play, remains #1 in this week's USHR poll.

USHR Prep Poll: Week of Feb. 4, 2013 

Sat. 2/2/13

USHL Fall Classic Update

We’re still in the process of teasing the truth from the shadows of yesterday’s USHL press release, which we felt to be overspun -- unnecessarily so.

 Reliable sources have indicated to us that the primary reasons the Fall Classic is getting shut down is that the Sioux City Musketeers have lost money on the event every single year and no longer wish to host it and, perhaps just as importantly – if not more so -- teams that travel the greatest distance to get to Sioux City are unhappy with forking over bus and hotel costs for games that are meaningless – i.e., that don’t count in the standings. 

 The obvious option, of course, would be simply to make the games count in the standings. Just do it. However, that doesn’t address travel costs. Clearly, the league is looking to kill two birds with one stone, and is searching for a means by which they can hold the event – or multiple events -- in a place and time that works for all and maximizes profit, or at least reduces losses. 

 Right now, word is filtering out that there may be two regional camps this September – perhaps in places that are easier to get to for scouts, in addition to dealing with the whole hosting/travel cost issue. Cities we’ve heard mentioned most prominently include Chicago and Omaha. However, given that the league has now clearly cited a desire to reduce the number of weekday games, it seems inevitable that the two-site approach means that the league would likely choose to run them on the same weekend. 

 As far as the league’s desire for fewer weekday games, the release cited a concern over “player safety and academics as well as on-ice development.” That’s all good and well --we’re 100 percent on board. However, those issues may be more of a byproduct than the controlling reason, which is simply that teams make less money at the gate on school nights. Owners do not like those weeknight games.  (Some NHL scouts and college recruiters, do like them, at least to varying degrees, as it enables them to be at college games -- or other sites/tournaments -- over the weekend.) Our take? The fewer weeknight games the better. School trumps all, whatever the motivation.

 As far as losing the Fall Classic is concerned, from a purely scouting standpoint, we always liked the event – a lot. Everyone was there – all the teams, in one town, at the same time. We’ll miss it this fall, and all the pro and college guys we’ve spoken to feel the same way. However, the USHL has an opportunity to take some time and come back with a new, improved version that works for everyone. Just as the Fall Classic was a step up from the Buc Bowl, perhaps the tournament’s next chapter will be better as well. It’s an opportunity, meaning there’s risk as well. Things don’t always change for the better.

Clearly, there are difficult and, at times, competing issues here. We’re just trying to shed a little light on it all.

Fri. 2/1/13

USHL Axes Fall Classic; Eyes Changes

 The USHL Fall Classic, which has been held in Sioux City, Iowa, for the last six years -- ever since the old ‘Buc Bowl’ closed up its tent in Des Moines – will not be held this fall.

 In a press release sent out today, the league said that the Fall Classic will be “deferred for one season” – specifically, until the fall of 2014. 

 It also said that when the event returns, it will be open for bid to all “USHL Member Club sites, and interested third parties and sites as well.”

In other words, it could reappear, well, just about anywhere. 

 The announcement also reports that the USHL 2013-14 regular season is now tentatively set to open on Fri. Sept. 20th, its earliest start in 11 years. “That change,” according the announcement, “will reduce the need for regular season mid-week games and travel in 2013-14, and was decided upon by the USHL Board principally in the interest of player safety and academics as well as on-ice development.  The revised schedule will reduce mid-week travel and missed school days by USHL players and cut down on the number of three-games-in-three nights series required by the current compacted schedule.”

One solution to the above-mentioned problem side-stepped in the announcement would simply be reducing the regular season from its current 60 games. That, however, would cut into the bottom line of each team’s owners. In addition, the league, despite its amateur status, fears deviating too far from major juniors’ 68-game regular season.

The USHL announcement also said, though less than explicitly, that the earlier start date to the regular season “forced a scheduling conflict with the Tyson Events Center in Sioux City, Iowa.”  However, it didn’t say exactly what that scheduling conflict is. It seems a little hard to believe, nine months out, that the event couldn’t be shoehorned into another suitable site somewhere across North America – if they really wanted to make it happen, that is. In its current format, the USHL, and member teams, do not make any money from the Fall Classic. On the other hand, the host team and, by extension the local economy, could – but we’re definitely not talking big bucks, certainly not in its present incarnation. From all outward signs, it appears that the league, which finalized this plan at its mid-winter meeting in Muskegon, Michigan last week, has a grander vision for the Fall Classic than that which we have come to know over the years.

The press release says the league, in an effort to provide game competition for teams and scouting opportunities for NHL and NCAA scouts and recruiters, has begun preparations to schedule “regional preseason events” for this coming fall. It noted that events are being considered “at locations both in and outside of the USHL’s current footprint and could potentially be expanded to include tournaments at the high school, bantam, and midget levels of hockey in addition to scheduled USHL games.”

The releases says that dates and locations of these events will be announced at a later time, adding that it intends to include placing “a regional event in Sioux City, time and facilities availability permitting.”  Looks to us a little like the home of Tyson Chicken, where the Lewis and Clark expedition passed through in 1804, is getting thrown a sop.

“By no means are we leaving the Fall Classic behind,” says USHL President and Commissioner Skip Prince.  “It has become an important part of the USHL culture, and evolved into the largest single gathering place for elite players, fans, National Hockey League and NCAA scouts in the world. The hiatus we’re taking here is to make it even bigger and better.”

Wed. 1/30/13

First JSPR Rankings of the Season

We know a lot of you have been waiting for these, and we are happy to be able to get them to you. We feel that the number of games in our database is large enough so that we are beginning to get a very strong feel for which teams have a strong chance to make it to Salem, NH for the Elite 8 on March 1-3. Enjoy!

 1. KUA – 15

 2. Belmont Hill – 14

 3. Berkshire --- 13

 4. Kent – 12

 5. Gunnery – 11

 6. Dexter – 10

 7. Salisbury – 9

8T. Choate – 7 (Choate wins direct comparison over Avon)

       Avon – 7

 10. Exeter – 6

 11. Cushing – 5

 12. Kents Hill – 4

 13. Westminster – 3

 14T. Milton – 2 (Milton wins direct comparison over Loomis)

         Loomis – 2

 16. St. Seb’s -- 0

Note: Results current as of Wed. morning 1/30/13.

Wed. 1/30/12

JSPR Explained

 Yesterday, we shared with you an explanation of the RPI and how those numbers are calculated. The RPI however, is only the first step when considering which teams are selected for the Stuart/Corkery or ‘Elite Eight” tournament.  This tournament is meant to showcase the top eight NEPSIHA teams, regardless of school size. So how are the teams selected?  This article explains the math behind the rankings.

Once the RPI numbers are calculated, the top 16 teams based on the RPI – referred to henceforth as "teams under consideration" or “TUC” for shorth -- are then put into what is known as the JSPR Rankings. This system, analogous to the Pairwise Rankings used by the NCAA to determine seeding for the Men’s Div. I hockey tournament, provides a second level of evaluating teams based on four criteria that will be discussed later and is This system is necessary, and helpful, because it enables a deeper comparison of the top RPI teams.  Only 16 teams are put into the JSPR system and analyzed because 16 teams gives a large enough sample size to determine the top eight teams overall.  It would be extremely time consuming (with no corresponding benefit) to evaluate all NEPSIHA teams under the JSPR system because if a team is out of the top 16 in RPI, there is virtually no chance that they would crack the top eight in the JSPR system. They simply would not have won enough games against the top teams. 

So how does the system work? Essentially, the JSPR Rankings are a means of doing a virtual comparison between any two teams. The ideal, of course, would be to have one large tournament, where each of the top 16 teams play each other but, as that is not going to happen, the JSPR system fills the breach by utilizing statistical data to figure out which team would win any theoretical matchup. It would be great to set up a computer simulation, knowing the strengths and weaknesses of every player on each team, or maybe even design a computer game simulation, but since that also is not possible, we can only look at the numbers to which we have ready access. The JSPR, then, uses four categories to compare any two teams, and therefore to determine who wins this ‘simulated game.'  This is the heart of the system, and the means by which the 16 Teams Under Consideration are arrived at, and, from that, the ‘Elite 8.”

The four categories that are included in the JSPR are:

1. Head-to-head result (i.e., if the teams have actually played each other on ice the winning team gets credit for that).

2. Comparing the two teams' RPI (i.e., how do the two teams stand against all other NEPSIHA teams, so that the RPI is still a critical component of the JSPR Rankings.)

3. Record against mutual opponents (i.e., if the two teams have played the same opponents on the ice, results vs. those teams are factored in.)

4. Record against teams under consideration (i.e., how have the two teams played against other top 16 teams as determined by the RPI.)

 The easiest way to show how the JSPR works is to do a comparison based on some current data.   Let’s compare Kimball Union and Berkshire, the current first place and third place teams in RPI.

These two teams have not played this year on the ice, so neither team wins the first comparison.  KUA currently has a higher RPI so they win that comparison and get a point.  Berkshire currently has a better record against mutual opponents so they win that comparison and earn a point.  And finally, KUA has a better record against the teams under consideration and therefore earns a point in that category as well.  So when doing this virtual comparison between KUA and Berkshire, KUA is declared the winner as they are ahead in two categories and Berkshire is ahead in only one.  

Kimball Union

Team

Berkshire

0 Wins

Head to Head

0 Wins

.62669

RPI

.61500

3-1-0 (.750)

Mutual Opponents

5-0-0 (1.00)

5-0-0 (1.00)

Teams Under Consideration

3-1-3 (.643)

2

Total Points

1

Kimball Union

Winner

Since there is an even number of categories being compared, there is always a chance that the two teams will be tied in our simulation. If that is the case, the first tiebreaker is head- to-head record (the best indicator of comparative strength of the two teams), the second is RPI (the most all-encompassing category), the third is record against mutual opponents, and the fourth is record against teams under consideration. This entire process is then carried out for KUA against each of the other 14 teams, and they are awarded their ‘JSPR points.' In the end the ‘winner' of each virtual comparison is shown in table form, as follows:

JSPR

KUA

BEL

BER

GUN

KEN

DEX

SAL

AVO

EXE

CUS

WES

KHL

CHO

MIL

LOM

STS

KUA

x

NOB

BEL

x

x

BER

x

x

 x

GUN

x

x

x

x

KEN

x

x

x

x

x

DEX

x

x

x

x

x

x

SAL

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

AVO

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

EXE

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

CUS

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

WES

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

KHL

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

CHO

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

MIL

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

LOM

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

STS

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Each team is therefore involved in 15 comparisons and, once the table is completed, the total number of ‘wins' for each team is added up. The team with the most matchup points garners top seed in the tournament, the team with the second highest amount of points gets the second seed, and so on. In the case of  teams winding up tied in points in the final table, the winner of their individual JSPR comparison gets the higher seed.  At the end of the computations, the top eight teams in the JSPR are ranked -- regardless of school size -- for the Elite 8 Tournament. At that point, the remaining NEPSIHA teams (Including the eight that were looked at in the JSPR and did not get into the Elite 8 tournament) are compared solely by RPI and school size. The top remaining large schools in RPI are selected to play in the Martin/Earl ‘Large School Tournament,’ while the top remaining small schools in RPI are selected to play in the Piatelli/Simmons ‘Small School Tournament.’ 

There is one final wrinkle that has been added this year by the NEPSIHA coaches. In seeding the individual tournaments, just as in the past, the top four seeds are considered home seeds and the bottom four will be the visitors. In the past, #1 played #8, and #2 played #7 etc. and if the travel distance was over 2 hours and 45 minutes the affected teams would play their quarterfinal matchups at a neutral site.  This year, the tournament committee has the power to shift the seeds so that more games will be played regionally at home sites. In other words, the #1 seed could be assigned to play the #7 seed rather than the #8 if,  by doing so, the need for a neutral site could be eliminated. Once the four semi-final teams are determined for each of the three tournaments in Salem, NH, the highest remaining seeds will play the lowest remaining seeds, as they always have.

In summary, the RPI portion of the playoff calculation system takes the results on the ice, and finds the teams that get the best results out of the most difficult schedule. Then the best teams are compared to each other through the JSPR, which rewards teams for winning games on the ice against the best teams in New England. In the end, the greater number of games that your team wins against the best teams in the league, the better off that you will be. That is the very heart of the system.

Please keep in mind that when USHR publishes the current RPI or playoff standings they are for that week only. In other words, the teams in the top 16 based on RPI can change each time a new set of games is played.  In fact, just one added game played can affect the rankings on a number of different levels. There's a real ripple effect. When teams in the top sixteen play each other it can change their comparisons and, quite possibly, their  JSPR ranking. The final JSPR ranking can only be calculated when the season is over since the more games that are left to be played, the greater the potential volatility in the rankings. When the final accounting is made, the most-deserving teams will have reached the playoffs and, with three tournaments, a greater number of teams will experience the joy of making the playoffs.

Wed. 1/30/13

Small School, Large School List

Each year, we are asked to provide a list of which teams, should they fail to reach the NEPSIHA "Elite 8", would land in the Martin/Earl 'Large School Tournament' and which teams would land in the Piatelli/Simmons 'Small School Tournament.'

Here, then, is the full list:

Small School-Large School List

Tues. 1/29/13

RPI Rankings: It’s That Time Again

 Given that the end of January is upon us and teams are beginning to separate themselves from the pack, we felt that it was time to calculate and post the current RPI rankings for the top 50 NEPSIHA teams. Before we get to the rankings, however, we feel a quick reminder of what goes into the rankings is in order, especially considering that every year we have some new readers. The RPI is set up as a way to rank the NEPSIHA teams in an equitable manner, one that attempts to take into account both how well a team has performed as well as the strength of their schedule. With that in mind, here are a couple of reminders before getting into it. 1) Only games against other NEPSIHA teams count towards playoff calculations and 2) games in tournaments decided after the first five minutes of overtime (i.e., via a shootout or extended overtime) count as ties for both of the teams involved.

The following RPI calculations, which include games through Sun. Jan. 27, are based on three categories: 

1.The first portion of the calculation is based on a team’s winning percentage. Simply put, this is how well a team performs in its own games. This is important because a team needs a strong winning percentage no matter who they play. A team’s winning percentage is calculated by adding the number of wins plus ½ the number of ties and dividing this total by the number of games played. Winning percentage accounts for 25% of the total RPI calculation.

2.The second portion of the RPI is a calculation of each team’s opponents winning percentage. In other words, how good are the teams that you are playing during the year in question? Winning percentage is calculated the same way as above, but this time the mathematics is based on the total number of your opponent’s wins, plus half the number of their ties. Next, divide that total by the number of games played by your opponents.  This category is worth 21% of the RPI calculation because how you play (your own winning percentage) should be worth a bit more than how your opponents play (the second category).  

3.The third portion of the RPI is based on your opponents’ opponents’ winning percentage.  This is basically set up as a ‘strength of schedule’ component, and is an attempt to eliminate much of the variation that can happen to teams on a yearly basis in terms of wins and losses.  This helps eliminate the need/desire to change schedules because one team may be stronger or weaker from one year to the next.  It also eliminates the possibility that you can decrease your own RPI by defeating another team. This third category is worth 54% of the total RPI calculation.

The above RPI calculations, as utilized by NEPSIHA, mirror those used by Division I college hockey and adopted for use in 2006. However, the Stuart/Corkery ‘Elite Eight’ playoff tournament seedings are not determined solely by RPI. To arrive at the final seedings for the Elite 8 another step is required. That’s where the JSPR system comes into play. Just as college hockey has a system for comparing the top teams and how they fare against one another -- i.e., the Pairwise Rankings – prep hockey utilizes the JSPR system as a means to compare the top teams and how they have played against each other. At this point of the season the RPI rankings give the best point of comparison, but in a week or two we will post the first set of JSPR rankings (along with an explanation of how those numbers are calculated).  In order for a team to be considered for the JSPR, however, they must finish among the top 16 teams in terms of RPI. When the season ends, and the top 8 finishers, as determined by the JSPR formula, are culled, all remaining schools are seeded, solely using the RPI, for the big school and small school tournaments. 

Here are the current RPI Rankings:

 1. Kimball Union  .626691

 2. Belmont Hill  .615006

 3. Berkshire  .614988

 4. Gunnery  .610596

 5. Kent  .599401

 6. Dexter  .591242

 7. Salisbury  .578370

 8. Avon  .566429

 9. Exeter  .564093

10. Cushing  .561085

11. Westminster  .559983

12. Kents Hill  .558666

13. Choate  .555037

14.  Milton  .548798

15.  Loomis  .545535

16.  St. Sebastian’s  .545131

17.  Canterbury  .544821

18.  Governor’s  .542990

19.  BB&N  .542180

20.  Rivers  .540369

21.  Thayer  .539157

22.  Millbrook  .538089

23.  Brooks  .536421

24.  Deerfield  .521852

25.  Taft   .513862

26.  Lawrence .513723

27.  Middlesex  .512406

28.  Nobles  .511557

29.  Trinity-Pawling  .510640

30.  Albany  .510503

31.  Winchendon  .509871

32.  Brunswick  .503901

33.  Hebron  .502346

34.  St. Paul’s  .501127

35.  Tabor  .498733

36.  Tilton  .497970

37.  NMH  .492032

38.  Berwick  .491777

39.  Holderness  .487501

40.  Andover  .487369

41.  Hotchkiss  .485047

42.  St. George’s  .473970

43.  Brewster  .470051

44.  Williston  .468865

45.  Proctor  .467257

46.  Hoosac  .462201

47.  New Hampton  .460130

48.  Vermont  .458975

49.  Groton  .450639

50.  St. Mark’s  .446335

Notes:

-- #1 KUA is solidly in first, .012 ahead of Belmont Hill. #2 Belmont Hill and #3 Berkshire are basically in a flat-footed tie, as a mere .00009 separates them. Berkshire and #4 Gunnery are also really close, with less than .005 percentage points separating them. Put more simply: KUA is a strong #1 with Bel Hill, Berkshire, and Gunnery basically inseparable. Interestingly, those four also comprise the top four slots in this week’s USHR poll. Next up is #5 Kent, and very close behind them – just .008 -- is #6 Dexter. Salisbury is #7, but significantly behind Dexter (.02, to be precise). Then Avon comes in at #8. The top eight teams in the RPI rankings, by the way, can also be found in the top eight teams in this week’s USHR poll. As a matter of fact, if we had placed Belmont Hill in front of Berkshire and Gunnery, we would have mirrored the RPI’s top 8  to a T. This typist can’t recall such a close match between the USHR poll and the RPI ever before occurring – and no, we didn’t see the RPI numbers until last night. That said, in putting together the poll, we definitely pay close attention to won-lost records, and even closer attention to strength of schedule and how teams do head-to-head and against top-rated competition. But there’s also a subjective aspect to the poll – and there isn’t in the RPI. We mention it because such a close correlation is rare, we noticed it, and if it sounds like we’re patting ourselves on the back, we apologize. It’s really just dumb luck.

In the end, there is a lot of time left to go, but the playoff picture is beginning to come into focus. It should all make for some exciting hockey down the stretch. 

 One other thing: We will also, as soon as we get a copy, be publishing a list for you of both the large schools and small schools. We can tell you that the lists will be the same this year as last, we just can’t find a copy lying around the office. This calculation is pretty straightforward. The top 31 schools in terms of male enrollment are large schools. The next 31 are small schools.

Sun. 1/27/13

KUA Tops USHR Prep Poll -- Again

Once again, powerhouse Kimball Union (17-1-0) sits atop the USHR Prep Poll.

There's some interesting movement this week, as things are tightening up with the stretch run looming.

Cushing, ranked #6 a week ago, has been horrible since, losing at NMH 6-4, @ Exeter 6-3, and @ Belmont Hill 8-2. As a result, they have been bounced out of the Top 10.

We wanted to give a shout out to some teams that are having very succesful seasons but, due to strength of schedule, have not cracked USHR's Top 10. They are: Kents Hill (13-4-1), Rivers (12-5-2), BB&N (11-5-2), and Brooks (9-4-3).

USHR Prep Poll, Week of 1/28/13

Sat. 1/26/13

Austin Prep Impressing; Cushing Struggling

 On Monday, we stopped in at the Stoneham Arena to watch a very young Austin Prep team, ranked #9 in last Sunday’s Boston Globe boys’ poll, take a 1-0 decision over unranked St. Mary’s of Lynn. How young are the Cougars? Fifteen of Head Coach Louis Finocchiaro’s rostered players are either freshmen or sophomores. That’s young.

 First off, the goalies on both teams, as the score indicates, played very strong games. They were the story. Austin Prep soph Elijah Harris, a ’97, is technically sound, tracks pucks well, has poise, moves very well laterally, and is quick as a cat. Very athletic, and, while he has the tools, he is also young, hence physically undeveloped. Harris’ neck looks about as thin as a pencil, but we are told his dad is a pretty big guy – and a former goalie himself – so he’ll grow and fill out. Harris has played all of his team’s games and has a 2.27 gaa and a .900 save percentage. He’s definitely a goalie who could turn out to be quite good. We’ll certainly  keep watching.

 We couldn’t get a St. Mary’s roster, but their goalie played well, too – and really kept his team in the game. We did some digging and got his name – Nick Holt, also a soph. He’s played 20 of his team’s 42 periods and has a 2.85 gaa and .895 save percentage. 

 As for the skaters one player who did NOT jump out at us – and we expected him to – was Austin Prep senior Nolan Vesey, their skilled co-captain and leading scorer. We have written about Vesey before. He’s the son of Jim Vesey, who put up enormous point numbers back in the mid-‘80s at Merrimack, when the Warriors were a Div. II powerhouse under Ronnie Anderson. The younger Vesey is also the brother of Harvard frosh and US WJC gold-medal winner Jimmy Vesey. Pretty good bloodlines! On Monday, though, if we didn’t already know who Vesey was, we wouldn’t really have noticed him. He played a lazy game. We didn’t have time to talk to the coaches afterward so, for all we know, he may have been playing with the flu. Regardless, Vesey is their usual go-to guy, but wasn’t on Monday. Luckily for Austin Prep, the young goalie came up big.

 Vesey is not the only Cougar with bloodlines. ’96 sophomore center Robert Carpenter, who was at Gov’s last year but injured for most of the campaign, is the son of Bobby Carpenter, a sensation 30 years ago when the St. John’s Prep center appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated -- – the “Can’t Miss Kid” – and jumped directly from high school hockey to the NHL. The younger Carpenter is also the younger brother of Boston College women's forward Alex Carpenter, one of the truly elite female players in the U.S. and a sure-fire future Olympian. So, as you can see, young Carpenter has big shoes to fill. Can’t say that we envy him that. Carpenter does not project as a star, but he certainly projects as a solid Div. I prospect. He does many things well. He took it hard to the net a couple times, he was strong along the wall, played a sound, smart game in all three zones, and has a good first step. Over the next couple of years, we expect he may learn how to take over games. 

 We liked freshman LW George Sennott, who scored the game’s only goal. He is about the size of a peanut, but has a nice stick, competes hard, and really forced us to take notice of his play every time he was on the ice. 

 There were a couple of other young forwards we noticed, but we want to hold off and see them a second time, before commenting.

 On the blue line, junior Andrew Cross is a legit Div. I prospect. Very well-rounded, Cross is solid defensively but also handles the puck with confidence, has some offensive upside, and runs things from the back end with aplomb. 

 Another D who jumped out at us is freshman JJ Layton, a right shot. As he matures, he’ll indreasingly become a factor more and more. A very nice prospect.

 Austin Prep, 7-1-3 on the season, is right there with the big boys. It will be interesting, and fun, to see how they do over the course of this season, and the seasons to come.

***

Over in the prep ranks, #6 Cushing has had a tough week, digging themselves a hole by losing at NMH 6-4 on Wednesday, and then losing again last night, this time at Exeter, 6-3. And this afternoon they go back on the road, to #4 Belmont Hill. 

 In both losses, the Penguins allowed their opponents to break out to an early lead, fought back enough to gain a lead a lead of their own, then gave it away. 

 In addition, the goaltending has gone stone cold – 12 goals surrendered over two games is no formula for success.

 We asked Cushing head coach Rob Gagnon about it this morning. 

“I am not happy that we got down early, we have to come out harder. However, we didn’t quit.”

 “In addition, the goaltending wasn’t good the last two games,” Gagnon added. “We just haven’t gotten the goaltending we had previously.”

Gagnon, who feels that this is the best team – on paper – that he’s had in his six years at Cushing, says it’s so important that the Penguins come out hard today and put in a consistent effort across all three periods. “We have to come together before it’s too late. I don’t think all the younger kids really know how important every single prep game is. The older kids do, though, as they experienced just missing out on the Elite 8 a few years ago. They know how important each game is.”

 “I would say the best thing about losing last night is being able to play again today.”

Game time is 5:00 pm.

***

 Recently, we mentioned that Nobles sophomore forward Miles Wood is out for the season, having fractured a growth plate in his foot when he lost an edge and hit the end boards. This is a big blow for Nobles, as Wood, a Manchester, Mass. native, was one of the keys to the team’s attack. 

 Wood committed the other day to Brown, where he will join older brother and Nobles teammate, ’94 senior RD Tyler Wood, in the Bears lineup in the fall of ’15. 

 This was a recruiting coup for Brown. The younger Wood, who was ranked #163 in NHL Central Scouting’s Mid-Season Rankings last week, was getting interest from all over, including generous offers from both Boston College and Boston University. 

 Clearly, playing with his older brother at Brown was appealing to Miles. And both brothers are perpetuating a family tradition by going Ivy. Older readers will recall that the boys’ father, Randy Wood, played at Yale in the mid-‘80s before going on to a 12-year NHL career. And really old readers will recall that the boys’ grandfather, Norman Wood, was the head coach at Princeton back in the early ‘60s. The way things are going, with another generation of two, the family could easily cover the entire Ivy League. 

Thurs. 1/24/13

Vanderlaan Tops Maritimes’ Prospects

 Ten days ago, USHR returned from a 1,400 mile road trip to Halifax, Nova Scotia, where we were able to take in the East Coast Ice Jam. All of the top midget AAA teams from New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland were on hand. Combined with our trip a couple of months ago to Quebec -- where we saw all of the teams in the Quebec Midget AAA loop -- we have now seen all of the top notable players available for this year’s QMJHL draft. With that in mind, we can tell you that the disparity between talent in the WHL, OHL, and QMJHL is significant—with the QMJHL lagging behind by a wide margin. We feel that at this point it is quite conceivable that the USHL has surpassed the QMJHL.

A recent example that would support this theory would be the case of ’96-born forward Conor Garland. In six USHL games this season -- and, yes, we realize that's a small sample -- the former Penn State recruit posted a 1-2-3 scoring line. In his first 13 games for the Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL) he is scoring at nearly a point-a-game clip with a 2-10-12 scoring line. A QMJHL advocate will state that in just 2011 the Saint John Sea Dogs won the Memorial Cup, thus indicating the league does indeed compete with the OHL and WHL. We would refute that by stating that Saint John was far and away the top team in the QMJHL that particular year and was in no way representative of the league’s overall level of play. If anything, their record exaggerated the lack of parity and depth within the loop. Such examples have always been around, in all sports. How often have we heard writers, broadcasters, and fans  breathlessly celebrating teams that compile jaw-dropping records without considering the context in the given time frame such records were compiled? Well, during the 2010-11 season there were only seven 1st round NHL draft picks playing in the “Q” and four of them played on Saint John. The Sea Dogs set a QMJHL record that season, posting a 58-7-1 record and dismantling every team they faced in the playoffs. So this was not a case of the QMJHL having a good year. It was a case of one team that was stacked with the league’s top talent in order to achieve competitiveness with the OHL and WHL, which they did.

Looking at last year’s NHL draft numbers are also telling. The USHL produced six first round NHL draft picks to the QMJHL’s one. Even if you don’t factor in the USNTDP kids the USHL still outdid the Q by a margin of 3:1. In total, 24 USHL players were drafted to the QMJHL’s 19. Meanwhile the OHL produced 48 NHL draft picks, nearly tripling the total of the Q. This leads us to this question: why would a New England-born forward, much less a 5’6”, 150 lb. one, ever give up his eligibility to play in the QMJHL when he could play in the USHL and retain his NCAA eligibility? In our opinion the USHL is as good as -- or better -- than the Q. 

Giving up a four-year scholarship to Penn State, Boston College, etc. that carries a value of roughly $200,000 makes little sense when comparing the NCAA vs. the QMJHL’s education policy. In Halifax we picked up a copy of the QMJHL’s education policy. It’s great that the league has an education policy at all. They could almost certainly exist without one. Still, when comparing two different products, it’s good to know the details. After all, the devil scan often be found there, usually in small print.

 Eligibility Conditions:

•The player must have significantly pursued his studies during at least four academic sessions at the major junior level in the QMJHL.(This means if you graduate high school and are not enrolled as a part-time student at a college you will not qualify for your education package.)

•The player must have played during his nineteenth year of age. (This means if you play as a 16, 17, and 18 year old and would like to move on to college you will not qualify for your education package — you must play as a 19 year old too!)

•The player must have started his courses no later than the second fall session following the end of his career in the QMJHL, and must be studying without interruption. (This means you have exactly one year to play pro hockey. If you would like to play more than one season of pro hockey, your education package is out the window. Also, if you decide to take a semester off of school to travel, etc., your education package is out the window.)

In regards to how much money a player can receive from the league towards his schooling the literature states this:

•The player who qualifies for grants, according to the criteria presented, is allowed one grant for each session he played in the QMJHL.(This means if you play one year; you get one year paid for. You play four years; you get four years paid for.)

•University studies: for each session a grant of $500 per succeeded course, with a maximum for $5000 per year and a maximum for four years. (This means you get $5,000 a year towards university – maximum. As just about any parent with a kid in a U.S. college knows, $5,000 does not, except in rare cases, even begin to cover room and board – forget about tuition, student fees, books, etc.)

The CHL enjoys selling kids on the fact that it is the quickest and most efficient route to the NHL. Before we move on to the players we liked this weekend we will leave our readers with a quote by Pat Hickey of the Toronto Gazette. “There are pros and cons to both systems (NCAA vs. major junior). There is no doubt that the CHL is #1 in developing players for the National Hockey League. There are approximately 250 major junior graduates in the NHL, which is impressive until you figure out that means an average of four players from each of the 60 CHL teams and, when you spread that number over the lifespan of an NHL player, it means that each team will produce one NHL player every two or three years.”

OK, on to the business at hand. Here are 10 players we liked. And yes, we were paying the closest attention to kids who we felt were – or might/should be – considering prep school, and the NCAA route, be it either Div. I or Div. III.

Mitchell Vanderlaan, F, ’95 (Rothesay Netherwood School) 5-8/155 — Vanderlaan is the only player we saw who we feel DI schools should be flocking to see. The Rothesay forward is an explosive skater with a quick stick. Has the ability to make plays at top speed and plays the game with a lot of pace. Could be an impact player at the NCAA level. Played for Team Atlantic at last year’s Under 17s. He will be down in the Boston area with his team from Feb. 1-3.

Colby Tower, F, ’97 (Cape Breton West Islanders) 5-7/150 — Our initial thought was that Tower would be one heck of a prep school player with Division I upside. After doing some digging we were told that he is arguably the top ’97-born forward from Atlantic Canada and will be a high pick in the QMJHL draft. The diminutive forward is skilled, tenacious, and makes a lot of plays.

Antoine Landry, G, ’96 (Miramichi Rivermen) 6-0/180 — Should be of particular interest to prep schools in need of a goalie as Landry is looking to head south of the border. Played for Atlantic Canada at the recent World U17’s and was Player of the Game in a 6-3 loss to the USNTDP. Team Atlantic is in over their heads each year at the U17’s, but we are confident Landry would be an excellent goalie in the prep ranks.

Nick Blanchard, F, ’96 (Valley Wildcats) 5-11/182 — Is the top scorer in the Nova Scotia league with a 37-32-69 scoring line. Has good vision and hockey sense. Recently burned his NCAA eligibility playing two games for Acadie-Bathurst (QMJHL).

Brett McNeil, D, ’95 (Halifax Titans) 5-8/175 — A good student who is looking to come to the US. Would make for a very good prep school PG or even a nice addition to a NESCAC school. Small, smart, skilled puck-moving defender who is comfortable on the PP.

Bradley Kennedy, F, ’96 (Cape Breton West Islanders) 5-9/185 — Has all the skill in the world and can make puck-watching defenders look silly. Has produced a 28-32-60 scoring line in 31 games played. Has D-I potential, but in the game we saw his work ethic was below average.

Jonathan Larter, F, ’97 (Charlottetown Islanders) 5-9/162 — Gritty and skilled. Plays an honest game and was one of the better ‘97s we saw. Quick hands -- and feet to match.

Devon Earle, F, ’95 (Rothesay Netherwood School) 5-7/132 — Another player NESCAC schools should get out and see. Would make for an impact PG at a US prep school. Is quick, elusive in traffic, and makes plays.

Ryan Kenny, F, ’98 (Miramichi Rivermen) 6-2/189 — Massive forward is playing up and is a good project to have. Does not make an impact right now, but has tools. Can really shoot it. Should be playing with his own age group.

Nick Cass, F, ’95 (Fredericton Canadiens) 5-9/165 — One of the top scorers in New Brunswick with a 14-17-31 scoring line in 23 games played. Creates scoring opportunities with his speed.

Wed. 1/23/13

Westminster-Avon MLK Day Melee

 On Monday afternoon, as many of you may have heard, #10-ranked Avon Old Farms edged #5 Westminster, 2-1, in a hard-fought, ultra-competitive game in a jam-packed rink at Avon (one of our favorite places to watch a game, by the way). The game ended unfortunately, in what could easily have turned into a full-tilt brawl, a rarity in prep and college hockey. This typist wasn’t at the game (though had earlier considered making the trip down). At any rate, we have been in contact with the two head coaches involved – and listened to college and pro scouts who were on hand in an effort to get a feel for the afternoon’s events, which weren’t all bad. Certainly, a lot of hyperbole gets thrown around when these things happen, and it’s our job to separate the wheat from the chaff, which in an athletic event usually involves understanding how things played out within the context of the game. The pro scouts, having no dog in the fight, were certainly very helpful in this regard. But, even they, though in general agreement on the larger picture, had slightly different takes concerning the details.

 We talked to Avon head coach John Gardner, to get his take. We also wanted to talk to Westminster head coach Tim Joncas in depth (we were only able to exchange text messages the following evening), because it certainly appears that his guys’ chances of a late comeback from a 2-0 deficit were stymied in part by a bad unsportsmanlike penalty as well as a botched icing call that went against them. It is certainly possible – likely, even -- that the Westminster players’ frustration over the calls may have had fed into the melee at the final buzzer when, with the play in the Avon end and two players tangled up with each other, the Avon players began spilling over the boards to head out to congratulate Winged Beavers’ junior goaltender Cody Doyle. From that task, they got sidetracked.

 We’re not excusing anything from either team here. We are trying to establish context. The two Top 10 teams, after all, will be meeting again in a week (Wed. Jan. 30, @ Westminster). We’re going to predict an absence of extra-curricular activities in that one. That’s just usually how things work out in the rematches of heated games. I guess you could say that there’s just not enough emotional capital left over. And, at the prep level, you can be sure that the heads of schools, coaches, and officials will all be on high alert. And the players will be on short leashes.

 At any rate, we reached John Gardner on Monday night, a few hours after the game. 

 Of the melee at the end, Gardner said, “It was an unfortunate situation that diminished the game. For specifics, I would have to look at the tape. I don’t think there were any kids going toe-to-toe on the ice. There were no cut hands or cut faces after the game. There was a lot of pushing and shoving and wrestling and headlocks, though. It was very bad timing. The puck was in the corner in our end as time ran out after Westminster had pulled their goalie and were pressing hard to tie things up. Suddenly, our players were streaming on the ice toward our goalie and, well, (expletive deleted) broke out. I don’t feel it was as bad as people are making it out to be. It was two rivals playing in a packed house, and emotions were running very high. It ended unfortunately. And I’m sorry that the whole situation happened. I will certainly be using it as a teaching moment.”

We asked Gardner if he felt the refs lost control of the game. “No,” he replied, “not at all, but they should have called more penalties.”

We asked Gardner for a couple more specifics concerning the game’s conclusion. Did Avon assistant coach Bill Maniscalco take a punch to the head? “First off,” Gardner replied, “all the coaches – me, Timmy (Joncas), everyone -- were out there trying to break things up, pulling kids off each other and trying to get them off the ice. My assistant, Bill Maniscalco, was accidentally punched in the head by a Westminster player (Sean Orlando – ed.) trying to break things up. I am telling you that things couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Have I seen worse? Yes, but off the top of my head I can’t tell you exactly when that was. I don’t want to remember such things. But I am not going to throw stones here. I will say that our kids were happy they won but they didn’t act in the proper way. They were more than happy to engage. We were just as wrong as they were.”

 “Timmy Joncas and I did all we could as coaches to break things up. As for the referees, they were faced with a situation where they had to figure out who was doing what in a very confusing situation. They were doing what they could but I don’t think they got everyone.”

When all was sorted out, two Avon players received game misconducts: 6’2” Jr. D Matt Cowles (#25), and 5’8” senior F Brennan Kee (#12). They will have to sit out Wednesday’s home game vs. Loomis.

 Two Westminster players were assessed game misconducts as well: Senior F Vincent Gisonti (#10), and sophomore defenseman Frankie Sullivan (#17). They will be sitting out Wednesday’s game at Deerfield.

“Coach Joncas and I will talk again before the next time we meet,” Gardner added. “Do I wish this whole thing didn’t happen? Of course I do. But, as I said, it’s a teaching moment. Both coaches on both teams can use it to teach the kids to do better.”

Tim Joncas said, via text message, “The bottom line is that it was a great prep school game marred by some unfortunate actions that are unbecoming of any student athlete in the Founders League or the NEPSAC. Both schools have responded appropriately and in a way that would be expected of any academic institution.”

In a follow-up text, Joncas added, “(Sean) Orlando is benched for the next game as a team penalty for his celebratory actions for which he apologized to his team as it left us shorthanded with under five minutes to go and down by one goal. The officials chose to give him a (minor) penalty for it which was 100% the right call and one I would never question, in any situation, of any game. Players need to respect the game and the excessive celebration and taunting has no place in the game of hockey. The missed icing call was a mistake the officials owned up to and in the end everyone makes mistakes and I appreciated Rich Petit for owning up to his mistake. As educators we can use this as a teaching moment and as a good reminder that there are more important lessons to be learned from athletics than just winning or losing.”   

***

As mentioned above, we contacted coaches and scouts on hand in an effort to gain a totally neutral viewpoint. We actually spoke to two scouts, one at a time. For obvious reasons, they requested anonymity. It’s interesting because even though both NHL scouts we talked to noticed much in common, each also noticed a few different things that we found illuminating. Both agreed that, from a spectator’s point of view, the game was a fun one to be at. Of course, unlike Gardner and Joncas, they don’t have to deal with any fallout from the incidents.

Let’s start with scout #1:

“First off, there was not a seat to be had in the building. It was just a great atmosphere. Kids, parents, and fans were lined up three deep around the whole building. All the Avon kids were there and it looked like Westminster had brought the whole student body along as well. It was a good game – fierce and competitive.

“I wouldn’t say it was a poorly officiated game. I would say it was a poorly managed game. They couldn’t control the game, which just stirs up the crowd. When Avon scored and went up 2-0 – well, actually both times Avon scored, they were pounding their chest and skating in front of the Westminster bench and pulling up their shirt, like basketball. Anyway, Westy scored late in the third period to make it 2-1 and the kid from Westy does the exact same thing with the shirt that the Avon players had done -- and they give him an unsportsmanlike. That would be Sean Orlando. The Avon players weren’t called for it earlier in the game, but Orlando was. Anyway, Westy kills off the penalty. And now there’s about 1:30 to play, maybe slightly less. Westy pulls their goalie and they get good pressure. But then there was a whistle, and two penalties were called. We have about a minute to go – and Westminster is applying great pressure. This forces Avon to ice the puck. But the refs don’t call it because Westy is skating 5-on-4 because they pulled the goalie. But they are not shorthanded! I’ve never seen this before. I was floored that they did this. Everyone was yelling “Icing! Icing! Icing.” Tim Joncas was going crazy – and rightfully so. But the play goes on! For like 20 more seconds. Finally, Westminster gets a shot on net, and the Avon goalie saves it, covers up, and there’s a whistle. So there’s 25 seconds on the clock now. And total confusion. (Westminster co-captain) Hallisey goes over and screams at the ref. And then the referees all get together to discuss the situation. And when they break from their huddle, they add 16 seconds to the clock and put the faceoff at center ice. Have you ever seen that before? I was sitting there and thinking, “You can’t do that!” But play starts up and Westy gains the zone and ends up applying good pressure again. Finally, with about five seconds left there’s a whistle and an offensive zone faceoff. The puck goes back to the point, the Westminster kid shoots it, the Avon kid goes down to block it. And the puck kind of dies there. However, the Westminster kid tries to get another swipe at it. And the two players end up sort of tangled. And then the buzzer sounds and they end up sort of wrestling. Keep in mind that there had been a lot of this stuff going on during the game. Not fights exactly, but big scrums in front of the net, at least three 4-on-4 wrestling matches. But this one was right in front of the Avon bench, right at the faceoff dot on that side of the ice. And kids are piling off the Avon bench to go congratulate their goalie and the wrestling match between the two original participants is escalating. And a kid coming off the bench literally ran into them and then all of a sudden there are 20 bodies on the ice. And these were legit fights. I don’t mean that gloves and helmets were flying off. But they were throwin’. And then the coaches were in the middle of it trying to break it up. It was wild. It was frickin’ wild. It wasn’t the worst thing by any means, but it was as wild as anything I’ve ever seen at the prep level.

“You asked earlier about the officials. I just feel they never had control. They were in over their heads. And it was a highly emotional setting. The players were very geared up, excited. It was a big, big crowd, as big a student representation from Avon as I have ever seen. You know that whole section when you walk in? They should do a better job of that at Avon. I know I digress, but you can’t easily get from the snack bar to the far end of the stands. You just can’t get through that crowd of kids. They should move them all down to the far end. And sort of keep them there. I love the energy and the enthusiasm in that building. But you can’t go get a hot dog, and they have the best hot dogs at any rink in New England! It was tough! But, really, it was a fun game to watch. It was not one of those vintage ‘seven Division 1 players on Avon and four on Westminster’ games. It wasn’t great hockey, but it sure was exciting.

“Anyway, back to the ending. It lasted a good 30 seconds. I thought it was really going to break loose. There was a point where I’m thinking “Uh oh, here we go.” All the coaches were on the ice. An Avon assistant (Maniscalco) was trying to break things up, and was holding a Westminster player down, and the kid took a swing at him! The coaches were trying to do the right thing, and they were all on the ice. We’re talking six coaches! And the referees were literally wrestling with guys trying to break it up. But like I said, the officials never really had control. The game was too much for them. It wasn’t poorly officiated. There weren’t many situations where you were freaking out and thinking, ‘Hey, that’s an awful call.’ You had your typical icings and your typical non-calls, for sure, and (Westminster forward) Hallisey ripped the face mask off an Avon player but didn’t get called. Instead, another Westy kid did. But the bottom line is that when the game tightened up, the officials never really took control. Like they gave Orlando, the Westminster kid, a two-minute unsportsmanlike minor when he scored the goal to cut it to 2-1. But Avon kids were doing the same thing, twice running around the ice pumping their chests, skating right in front of the Westminster crowd, and in front of the Westminster bench. And the refs didn’t do anything. Maybe they said something like ‘Don’t do that; if you do that we’re going to give you a penalty.” And then the Orlando kid did the same exact thing and they banged him. To me, it was definitely a penalty but give him a ten-minute misconduct! Don’t put his team shorthanded. And this was with three minutes to go and they had just made it 2-1!

****

 Let's check in now with Scout #2:

“I agree that the refs were unable to keep fully on top of the game. I think there were little things going on like when the kids celebrated goals there was a lot of ‘overcelebrating’ which just pissed the other team off so it just got to be an increasingly emotional game culminating at the end with everyone jumping on the ice and there suddenly wrestling matches seemingly everywhere. But nothing really major happened. Some kids dropped their gloves, some didn’t. Mostly there was just a lot of grabbing. #11 for Westminster – Orlando – got into it with one of the big D for Avon, #25 Cowles. #12 for Avon was out there too, a feisty little kid, the smallest player on the team.

“I had no idea how they were going to sort it all out. The coaches went out there just trying to get their own guys out of there and into their own area. All the coaches were on the ice -- and they did a real good job. It would have been a lot worse if the coaches were not on the ice. It would have been a free-for-all. But I think the coaches stopped it, and for a short time they tried to get both teams to shake hands and then the Westminster players were directed off the ice by their coaches. It looked like they were lining up to shake hands with the Avon players, but then the Westminster coaches just directed their players to the locker room. The Westminster goalie (Zac Hamilton) stayed on for a minute and shook hands with a couple of Avon kids, probably his buddies. He played well and they were congratulating him. He did a great job. Anyway, it was smart of the Westminster coaches to get the players off. They all handled it well. There had been so much going on all game – a lot of talking. It was a pretty spirited prep school hockey game. But there was just a lot of chirping going on throughout the game – and I mean a lot of it. I was wondering ‘Why don’t they just give some of these guys ten minute misconducts and just get them out of there? Give them a misconduct, an unsportsmanlike, but just get them out of there. Get rid of them. It’s no big deal. But they just didn’t do it. They actually didn’t do a whole lot and you know what it’s like with kids at that age. Holy cow. Give them an inch and they are going to take another inch, right? But I will tell you that the goalie for Westminster played really well. Really well. I thought he did a great job. Made some really fine saves. I also thought the Avon goalie probably played the best minutes he’s played all year. Both teams were storming each other’s net. It wasn’t a great game but it was very hard fought.. great battling. A lot of scrambles… a lot of loose pucks… that sort of thing.

“The kids from the schools, on both sides, were really out in force. Maybe there was nothing else going on -- maybe no basketball, wrestling, or whatever. This was an event, and it was loud. The fans were really into it. And it was a close game. It got to be 2-0 and then Westminster came back to make it 2-1 late. And though they had good chances before, they also had some really good chances after. At both ends, both goalies played well and it was a really highly-spirited, competitive game. I didn’t feel anyone crossed any crazy line or anything like that. It wasn’t that way at all. It was just so emotional. It was a situation in which you have a bunch of teenage boys together so there was a lot of testosterone, a lot of adrenaline…they were all into it. It was good for the fans. It was jammed in there, just jammed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen more people in that building.

 Though it was loud it appeared the kids in the stands were pretty well behaved, but I was pretty far away from them. I do think every single kid who goes to Avon was at the game. It was so packed. But I didn’t see anything getting out of control in the student section, just a lot of screaming and yelling and cheering for their guys. From where I was I couldn’t really see the student section well, and I am concentrating on the game anyway. And on the ice there was just a lot of chirping going on which didn’t need to happen but as I said the refs can eliminate that if they choose to. Looking back on I,t that was probably something they should have don but they didn’t.

****

Note: 

We are told the Avon Old Farms head of school called the Westminster head of school to apologize for Monday’s events. This is not something we have confirmed. And it’s also not something we would bother to confirm -- or read too much into, either. As the host school, you could say it’s incumbent on Avon to reach out to Westminster, to do the right thing. We did hear talk of incidents in the stands involving the two schools’ students. It all sounds totally plausible, as kids can always be counted on to do dumb things. Good kids do dumb things; bad kids do dumb things. And he more charged up they are, the higher the likelihood that they will do dumb things. But unless somebody winds up in the hospital or their civil rights are violated, it’s not really of great interest to us. What happens on the ice is our concern. And a lot happened on Monday

Tues. 1/22/13

Founders’ League Pow-Wow on Tap 

 Tonght at the Kent School, Avon Old Farms Head Coach John Gardner will be making a presentation to the Founders’ League heads of schools and athletic directors regarding the future direction of hockey – and of all prep sports, actually.

 Gardner, the dean of prep coaches and a former NEPSIHA president, has, as we wrote about in this space a couple months back, been homing in on the need to revamp fall hockey in prep school. Gardner places his proposal firmly within the context of larger changes in society – specifically, the steady increase in the specialization of youth sports. He’s not exactly alone. Virtually every prep school coach we talk to (i.e., a lot!) feels it is time to accept the fact that kids and their parents – call it the marketplace if you wish – are looking for more from prep school hockey programs than they are currently getting. We agree with them totally. If headmasters and ADs wish to stick their heads in the sand and just keep doing things the way they traditionally have, they will find it increasingly difficult to get the top players to continue to choose the boarding school route.

We recommend studying Gardner’s proposal in depth (the link follows this article). However, the three main points, along with a few thoughts of our own that have sprung from reading his proposal, are these:

1)  A fresh approach to fall prep hockey would help admissions at most schools. It’s simple: if a school is paying the significant overhead a hockey program with an on-campus rink requires, then they should also be working assiduously to attract good hockey players. Clearly, there are many compelling reasons to choose the private school route and if parents are fortunate enough to be able to afford it and/or get the needed level of financial aid, it’s an opportunity to really be excited about – on an academic and social level alone. But what about the kids themselves? You can talk to them about the academic advantage all you want, but a hockey-loving kid is just not going to go to boarding school for that reason  alone. And why should they? They – and their parents, of course – want the best of both worlds. If the high-end hockey players are not offered the means to compete at the same, or nearly the same, level as their peers in other leagues, they will stop choosing the prep route. It’s that simple.

 2) Gardner’s proposal would enhance the college admissions prospects of their hockey players. Every fall Div. I and III coaches are on the road, at junior, U18, and U16 showcases all over the US and Canada. They are even popping up increasingly at European tournaments. Because of the competition for athletes, coaches are making decisions on players earlier in the academic year. If kids can play for competitive U18 teams in advance of the start of the NEPSIHA season, the more looks a college coach can get at them. Often nowadays, a college will find a prep player they really like in December, January or February – but they will have already used up all, or most of, their scholarship money.  

 3) This last point is a constant source of worry, because it is a safety issue. Top prep kids now, in order to play on the best split-season teams in the region, are trucking all over the map, often under dubious circumstances. Who did you say was driving? Where are you staying? Who is in charge? Are you kidding me? We’ve heard some pretty hair-raising stories that we guarantee you are not getting back to most heads of schools or ADs. Which is a good thing for them, because they would not sleep well. You know, in loco parentis. It would be infinitely safer if prep teams were allowed to play together earlier in the fall, as they would be under the supervision of school employees.  

Hey, this typist is, at heart, old school. I love the traditional three-sport ideal, and, thankfully, there is room for the Brian Harts of the world in this proposal. Am I a little sad that virtually no prep hockey players are playing fall sports anymore? Yes, I am. However, I have also studied the arc of history, in both the macro and micro sense, and life is a constant series of change and evolution. Often, standing by hardened positions for no reason other than “Hey, this is how we’ve always done it” can leave one vulnerable. The world will rip past you. We don’t want to see that happen to prep hockey. It’s too much fun, and the tradition is too great. John Gardner has seen a lot of changes since he started coaching. He’s competitive as hell and may have irritated a ref or a colleague or a head of school or an AD here or there, but we listen when he talks. And we just feel he’s right on the money here.

John Gardner Proposal

Mon. 1/21/13

EJHL All-Star Game

 Yale recruit Michael Doherty scored a pair of goals to lead the North Division to a 5-2 win over the South Division at the EJHL All-Star game at Merrimack College today.

 All things considered, it was not a bad game. The tempo was good and the game clipped right along, though team defense was in short supply, hardly unusual for an all-star game.

 After BU recruit Kevin Duane (Junior Bruins) opened the scoring for the North, Doherty answered, scoring off a 3-on-2 with assists from Chris Izmirlian (Islanders) and Conor McPhee (Islanders).

 In the second period, goals by the South’s Jason Stephanik (Hitmen) and Josh Henke (Hitmen) were sandwiched around a goal from North’s John Jackson (Valley).

 In the third, North scored two goals to salt it away. Paul Russell (Junior Bruins) broke down the left side and tucked the puck past South goaltender Linus Lundin (Springfield). Doherty, the Islanders’ leading point producer, made it 5-2 with a snipe from the bottom of the right faceoff circle.

 USHR’s three stars of the game: 1) Doherty. 2) Paul Russell, Junior Bruins (1g,1a) and 3) Josh Henke, Hitmen (1g,1a thus figuring in both South goals). 

 Each team used three goalies, each for one period apiece. Of that group, two, the North’s Sean Lawrence (Junior Bruins) and Jake Soffer (Boston Bandits), were flawless, allowing no goals.

Notes:

Frankie Vatrano, who was named to the North All-Stars, couldn’t play in this game. Spring semester started at UMass-Amherst today and, while Vatrano has a pending NCAA appeal which he hopes will allow him to finish this season with the Junior Bruins and begin play at UMass in the fall, the NCAA has not yet returned to him with an answer. Until then, he’s on the shelf, possibly to stay until next January – or possibly not. He’ll just have to wait.

 Valley D Nick Pichette, a ’93; and BU recruit Kevin Duane, a ’94, were added to the North roster.

 On the South, Jersey Hitmen D defenseman Connor Costello, West Point recruit, is out with a bad shoulder. He was replaced by Pat Condon of the Bay State Breakers. 

 NHL scouts were not thrilled with the rosters, and were not present in significant numbers. There are three players in the EJHL the pro guys really wanted to see, and not one played. They are:

 1) The Valley Warriors’ F Ryan Fitzgerald, a BC recruit ranked #46 in last week’s NHL Central Scouting Mid-Season rankings, was picked for the team. However, Fitzgerald, a late ’94, got into a dustup with Junior Bruins’ goalie Sean Lawrence on Sunday, wound up taking a punch to the side of the head, and suffered a concussion as a result. On the surface of things, it’s not considered to be a serious concussion, though really, if you think about it, every concussion is serious – and, until this one resolves itself Fitzgerald will be out of the lineup.  

 2) 6’3”, 168 lb. late ’94 Zach Sanford, an EJHL rookie who played at Pinkerton Academy last year, earned himself a #83 ranking in Central’s list, but was not named to the team.

 3) 6’3” ’93 RC Chris LeBlanc, a Merrimack recruit who was playing for Winthrop High last year, also didn’t make the team. While not ranked by Central, LeBlanc, a player in his third year of eligibility for the draft, is still being closely watched.

 One NHL scout simply said. “I went to the game, but not one of the three players I really wanted to see was playing.”

Sun. 1/20/13

KUA Tops USHR Prep Poll Once Again 

It's probably no surprise to anyone that Kimball Union Academy (15-1-0) is once again holding the top spot in USHR's weekly prep poll. 

The top 8 are all repeaters, even if the order has been scrambled a bit. The biggest problem is at the bottom of the poll, where there has been a convergence of a half dozen deserving teams in Exeter (8-4-3), Avon (8-4-3), St. Sebastian's (9-5-1), Loomis (9-5-1), Choate (8-4-3), and Kent (8-3-3). And we had to pick two! Check the link below to see who made it.

This is a good time to mention the success this season of a few of the more succesful smaller schools in Kents Hill (12-3-1), Brooks (9-2-3), and Rivers (10-4-2).

USHR Prep Poll: Week of Jan. 21, 2013

Thurs. 1/17/13

The Changing Face of Hockey

 The CHL Top Prospects Game, which features 40 of the top major junior players eligible for June’s NHL draft, was played before 10,585 fans at the Metro Center in Halifax, NS last night.

 Now, because we’re keen on demographics and its impact on the future of hockey, it was pretty gratifying to see that, of the 40 players chosen, seven are minorities – five African-Canadians and two African-Americans.

 Clearly, the time is coming when hockey is lessof  a ‘white man’s sport’ – and that’s one development that can’t happen soon enough. When you have this many of the top young prospects in the game who are players of color, and a potential US-born-and-bred superstar in Seth Jones, it’s pretty clear that the train has left the station. 

 Here are the seven players, preceded by where they were ranked in the NHL’s Central Scouting Mid-Season Rankings released yesterday.

 Team Orr:

 1. Seth Jones, D, Portland Winterhawks (WHL) -- US native

 22. Madison Bowey, D, Kelowna Rockets (WHL) 

 35. Anthony Duclair, LW, Quebec Remparts (QMJHL)

 37. Justin Bailey, RW, Kitchener Rangers (OHL) -- US native

 Team Cherry:

 9. Darnell Nurse, D, Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (OHL)

 38. Stephen Harper, RW, Erie Otters (OHL)

 81. Jordan Subban, D, Belleville Bulls (OHL)

 The first hint that all this was happening came back in May of 2011 when three of the top six, and four of the top 12, players selected in that year’s OHL Draft were players of color: Nurse at #3; Nicholas Baptiste at #4, Subban at #5, and Harper at #12.

 That beat continued this year as the Windsor Spitfires made Josh Ho-Sang the #5 pick in this past spring’s 2012 OHL Draft. Ho-Sang, whose mother is Jewish and whose father is a Black Jamaican of Chinese ancestry, came down to Boston last January when his powerhouse team, the Toronto Marlies Minor Midget AAA squad, was entered in the USHR-hosted International Showcase at Boston University and Northeastern. (For the record, no fewer than six players off that squad – Ho-Sang, Connor McDavid, Jaden Lindo, Sam Bennett, Daniel DeSousa, and Roland McKeown – were representing Ontario at the 2013 World Under-17s a few weeks back.)

 Anyway, look for Ho-Sang, an exciting player and a Rainbow Coalition on skates if there ever was one, to be a potential first round prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft – and appear in the CHL Top Prospects Game at this time next season.

Notes:

 Team Orr blanked Team Cherry in last night’s game, 3-0. Quebec Remparts F Adam Erne banged home the rebound of a Seth Jones shot to put his team up 1-0 in the first period – an All-American goal. 

“I’ve been here 14 years and that first period is the best period I’ve ever seen,” said the one-time Bruins coach and current fashion curiosity. “You can see that this in not an All-Star game. There was more hitting tonight than you will see in ten games in the NHL.”

Wed. 1/16/13

Hill Departs

 6’6”, 220 lb. LW Tyler Hill left Hotchkiss yesterday, bound for the Chicago Steel (USHL), where he will complete the season.

 A junior at Hotchkiss, Hill a 4/13/95 birthdate, returned to the school for the second semester last week, and has played three games since, recording two goals (both in Saturday’s  4-2 win over Loomis) and no assists. On the season, Hill, who suffered a minor knee injury in the Flood-Marr, has a 5-1-6 scoring line, good for 5th on the team in scoring. Last season, Hill had a 4-12-16 line in 22 games played, also good for 5th on the team in scoring. 

 In NHL Central Scouting’s Mid-Season Rankings, released yesterday, the Hagersville, Ontario native was ranked #85 overall among North American skaters. 

 In November, over the Thanksgiving break, Hill suited up for the Steel and played two games, putting up a 1-1-2 line with 17 pims (15 came in a penalty-filled 7-3 loss to the US NTDP.) Throughout the summer, autumn -- and again in recent weeks -- there has been talk that he would be leaving Hotchkiss so his departure, the bad timing aside, is hardly a major surprise.

 Top colleges have shown an interest in recruiting Hill, but are a little unsure of exactly what they might be getting in return, not just in terms of overall skill level and vision, but also in terms of commitment to the NCAA route. A constant level of OHL speculation has followed Hill, and schools, while recognizing his undeniable size, soft hands, and upside, also fear getting burned.   

Tues. 1/15/13

Jones #1 in Central’s Mid-Season Rankings

 NHL Central Scouting released its Mid-Season Rankings today and 6’4” Portland Winterhawks (WHL) defenseman Seth Jones is the #1-ranked North American skater eligible for the 2013 NHL draft.

 Jones is followed by the Halifax Mooseheads (QMJHL) duo of Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin, natives of, respectively, Halifax, Nova Scotia and Saint-Agathe-des-Monts, Quebec. 

 If Jones holds his top ranking, the Plano, Texas native will be the first U.S.-born and raised defenseman to go #1 overall since 2006, when St. Louis selected U.S. NTDP defenseman Erik Johnson with the draft’s top pick. The following year, 2007, Chicago selected RW Patrick Kane #1 overall. Other Americans who have gone #1 overall were C Brian Lawton (1983, Mount St. Charles), C Mike Modano (1988, Prince Albert Raiders), D Bryan Berard (1995, Detroit Jr. Red Wings), and G Rick DiPietro (2000, Boston University).

 The highest-ranked U.S. goaltender eligible for the 2013 Draft is former Chicago Young Americans U18 and current Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL) netminder Calvin Petersen, a Notre Dame recruit pegged at #4 by Central. The next-highest ranked American – at #7 -- is Waterloo’s other goalie, Eamon McAdam, a Penn State recruit and former Team Comcast netminder. Both Black Hawks goalies are late ‘94s. And, since we know you were wondering, we should point out that Petersen is the top-ranked goalie who catches with his right hand – we used to call them silly-siders, but haven’t heard that terminology in a while. Petersen is actually one of three opposite-siders among the 35 goalies ranked by Central. That’s about right, as 10 percent of the population is left-handed, and has been since time immemorial. If you have a lot of spare time check out photos of ancient cave paintings: you will note that about one of ever ten hunters is holding their spear in their left hand. However, four of the last seven U.S. presidents have been lefties – Ford, Bush Sr., Clinton, and Obama. And while we’re on the subject, Jacob Lew, the next U.S. Treasury Secretary, would have to be considered ‘other’. Have you seen his signature? What the hell is that? 

 Anyway, we digress -- a lot. Back to hockey.

 Due to the lockout, the latest possible date that this year’s Stanley Cup final could extend to is June 28th. Hence, the 2013 NHL Draft, to be held at the Prudential Center in Newark, NJ, has been pushed back (from Fri-Sat June 21-22 to Sun. June 30th) with the entire draft – all seven rounds -- being compressed into one day. In addition, the draft lottery has been scheduled for Mon. April 29th – and any one of the 14 non-playoff teams will be eligible to win the #1 overall pick.

Note: For your convenience, the following are all printable PDF files. Also, each should open in a separate window. 

2013 Mid-Season Rankings: North American Skaters (by round)

2013 Mid-Season Rankings: North American Skaters (alphabetically sorted)

2013 Mid-Season Rankings: North American Goaltenders

2013 Mid-Season Rankings: European Skaters (by round) 

2013 Mid-Season Rankings: European Skates (alphabetically sorted)

2013 Mid-Season Rankings: European Goaltenders

Mon. 1/14/13

EJHL All-Star Game Rosters

The 20th Annual EJHL All-Star Game, to be hosted by the Middlesex Islanders, is scheduled for Mon. Jan. 21 (10:30 am) at Merrimack College in North Andover, Mass. 

 Here are the rosters:

NORTHERN DIVISION

Goaltenders: 

Jake Soffer (Boston Bandits), Colton Phinney (Islanders Hockey Club), Sean Lawrence (Junior Bruins).

Defensemen: 

Joona Kunnas (Islanders Hockey Club), Derek Stahl (Islanders Hockey Club), Jonathan Neal (Rochester Stars), Cody Smith (Junior Bruins), Josh Couturier (Junior Bruins), Kevin McKernan (Junior Bruins).

Forwards: 

Frank Vatrano (Junior Bruins), Paul Russell (Junior Bruins), Kyle Nickerson (Junior Bruins), Matt Salhany (Boston Bandits), Evan Schultz (New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs), John Jackson (Valley Jr. Warriors), Ryan Fitzgerald (Valley Jr. Warriors), Devin Tringale (Valley Jr. Warriors), Haralds Egle (Portland Jr. Pirates), Michael Doherty (Islanders Hockey Club), Chris Izmirlian (Islanders Hockey Club), Conor MacPhee (Islanders Hockey Club).

Alternates: 

Kevin Duane (Junior Bruins), Brendan Collier (Valley Jr. Warriors), Gus Harms (Valley Jr. Warriors).

Note: 

Ryan Cloonan (Junior Bruins) was originally selected to appear, but has been replaced due to injury.

SOUTHERN DIVISION

Goaltenders: 

Chris Funkey (Jersey Hitmen), Ben Halford (Bay State Breakers), Linus Lundin (Springfield Pics).

Defensemen: 

Trevor Owens (Jersey Hitmen), John Furgele (Jersey Hitmen), Wade Schools (Springfield Pics), Jake Kulevich (South Shore Kings), Kyle Menges (New York Apple Core), Connor Costello (Jersey Hitmen).

Forwards: 

Brendan Bradley (Jersey Hitmen), Andrew Black (Jersey Hitmen), Dominic Trento (Jersey Hitmen), Jason Stephanik (Jersey Hitmen), Josh Henke (Jersey Hitmen), Tim Clifton (Jersey Hitmen), Chris Calnan (South Shore Kings), Tyler Piacentini (South Shore Kings), Andrew Doane (South Shore Kings), Dan Mele (Springfield Pics), Austin Orszulak (Springfield Pics), Matt Lison (Bay State Breakers).

Sun. 1/13/13

Once Again, KUA  #1 in USHR Prep Poll

The Kimball Union Wildcats remain at #1 in this week's USHR Prep Poll. 

A newcomer this week is Exeter, making their debut this season in the #10 spot. They supplant Loomis, who lost a 4-2 decision at Hotchkiss on Saturday.

USHR Prep Poll: Week of Jan. 14, 2013

Fri. 1/11/13

Crusaders Enter Terra Incognito

 The committal of 6’3”, 180 lb. sophomore forward Peter Crinella of Springfield Cathedral to Holy Cross earlier this week could be a watershed moment for the Crusaders who, by committing such a young player, are going where the program has never gone before. 

 Crinella, a late ’96 and a native of East Longmeadow, Mass., projects to top out at around 200 lbs. In addition to size, he can produce offense: he currently leads Springfield Cathedral in scoring with an 8-6-14 line in eight games played. Cathedral, the top Mass. high school program west of Greater Boston, is coached by Brian Foley (the father of Choate co-captain Mickey Foley). So far this season, Cathedral is undefeated in high school play (6-0-1), and ranked #3 in the state. On Saturday they’ll be putting it on the line in a noon showdown against #1-ranked BC High (6-0-2) at the Olympia in West Springfield.  

***

BC High, playing at home (Clark Center, UMass-Boston) on Wednesday night, beat #5-ranked St. John’s Prep (5-2-0), 2-0, so they’re riding high. A huge factor in that 2-0 win, as you may have guessed, was 6’2” senior netminder Peter Cronin (25 saves; .972 save percentage on the season). Equally huge was the play of 5’8” junior captain Tommy Besinger, who may not be the biggest kid around, but is smart, skilled, and competes. Besinger, the team’s leading scorer, assisted on both of the Eagles' goals. 5’11” freshman D Billy Roche also had assists on both goals.

BC High’s two previous decisions had been ties – to Xaverian, and to two-time defending champ Malden Catholic. Head Coach John Flaherty’s team, now 6-0-2, looks to be making a run for a championship this season.

 Speaking of Malden Catholic, they’ve been off their feed over the past week. In the game following the aforementioned tie vs. BC High, the Lancers went on the road and were edged by St. John’s Prep, 3-2, before a packed house at Ristuccia Arena. The loss was Malden Catholic’s first MIAA loss since Jan. 15, 2011, a 24-game stretch. The Lancers have yet to bounce back: in their next outing, Catholic Memorial (8-1-0) came into MC’s barn (Valley Forum II) and knocked them off  7-4. Head coach John McLean’s squad will try to break their two-game losing streak Saturday at Xaverian (5:45 pm).

 Clearly, if you are looking for volatility in the standings, there’s a lot to be found this year in the Mass high school hockey ranks. The seeding process for the Super 8 is already looking to be quite interesting -- read controversy-filled -- this season. And we mean that in a good way.

Update Sat. 1/12/13 -- #3 Springfield Cathedral edged #1 BC High, 3-2, in the above-mentioned game this afternoon. 

Thurs. 1/10/13

Prep West Showcase On Tap Saturday

 The Prep West Showcase is Saturday afternoon at the Berkshire School. This represents a great opportunity to see all of the conference’s eight teams in one venue which, given that there are two sheets, will enable scouts and recruiters to see all eight teams in roughly a four-hour time slot. All games are full three-period NEPSIHA games. Two of this season’s top team’s, #3 Gunnery and #5 Berkshire, are among the teams that will be on hand. Canterbury is tough this year, too, having given Berkshire one of the Bears' two losses this season. On Wednesday, Canterbury came from behind to tie #9 Choate.

 Here is a link, courtesy of conference president and Williston-Northampton Head Coach Derek Cunha to a PDF which contains the schedule, and the rosters for all eight teams. Enjoy.

2013 Prep West Showcase Booklet

Wed. 1/9/13

Former Harvard Center’s Wife Dies at Age 32

 Many of you have probably heard, through the web or in today’s papers, that the wife of former Harvard center – and current NHL unrestricted free agent -- Dominic Moore died Monday after a nine-month battle with a rare liver cancer.

 What is less well known is that Katie Moore – the former Katie Urbanic -- was a top-flight athlete herself, having played on the Harvard Women’s Soccer Team at Harvard. Prior to Harvard, where she graduated in the class of ’03, the same year as her husband, she played at the Blake School. A native of Wayzata, Minn., she was 32.

 Our thoughts go out to Dominic Moore and the Urbanic family.

Tues. 1/8/13

Tying Up Loose Ends

 Between holiday tournaments, Christmas, New Year’s, the starting anew of prep games, we are finally getting our feet back under us here and would like to report on a couple of notable commitments that have happened in the last week or so.

First, and likely the most significant recruit of the bunch is 5’9”, 155 lb. St. Louis Blues U16 forward Matthew Tkachuk, who has committed to Notre Dame for the fall of the ‘16.

The son of former NHL and BU star Keith Tkachuk projects to be an impact player from the moment he arrives in South Bend, Indiana. A front-runner for next year’s NTDP, Tkachuk was our #10 ranked forward at this summer’s Select 15 Festival. This is what we had to say about his game, “Thinks the game like a pro and is exceptional with the puck on his stick. Right now his skating is pretty average, but when he matures and adds size and strength we think his game will take off. Is a December ’97 birthdate, making him one of the youngest players on hand.”

The freshman winger currently sits 4th in the Tier I Elite League scoring race with a 15-36-51 scoring line in only 28 games played. Boston University and Boston College both pursued Tkachuk hard, but in the end Notre Dame is closer to his family in St. Louis and with the Irish’s move to Hockey East he will have the opportunity to play in front of his extended family, many of whom live in the Boston area, virtually every other weekend.

***

 5’10”, 160 lb. Brampton 45’s midget minor goaltender Ben Blacker has committed to Western Michigan University for the fall of 2015.

This is a big get for the Broncos. We recently saw Blacker at the Marlies Tournament. Here is what we wrote:“Right now, he is the top ’97 goaltender in the province. Was the only goalie from Ontario selected to play in the All-State, All-Canadians game over the summer. Does not project well as he only stands at 5’9”, maybe 5’10”. That said, he is quick, athletic, has sound technique, and competes like a dog in the net.”

Blacker is really the first high-end midget minor player from Ontario that Andy Murray and his staff have snatched up. Just like the University of Michigan does every year, Murray and his staff will now have to fight the good fight to simply make sure Blacker shows up and does not get rerouted to the OHL. Blacker will certainly be selected in the OHL Draft this spring. It’s just a matter of how high and by whom.

***

Northeastern had a good week as they have added three players for next fall -- all should provide immediate help.

First, the Huntington Ave. faithful will be looking to 5’7”, 165 lb. Nepean (CCHL) forward Dalen Hedges to put up points. The 3/30/94 birthdate has been tearing up the Ottawa junior loop for three years now. The son of NHL agent Rolland Hedges currently sports a 17-22-39 scoring line in just 21 games played, good for 3rd in league scoring. Over the course of the last three seasons Hedges has scored 223 points in 138 Jr. A games.

Next, look for 5’9”, 170 lb. Valley Junior Warriors (EJHL) defenseman Jake Schecter to give the Huskies a reliable presence on the backend. The 3/9/93 birthdate was a vital cog in Lawrence Academy’s championship team last season. Through 20 games played this year the smooth-skating defenseman has produced an 0-9-9 scoring line.

Finally, the Huskies scooped up 6’0”, 170 lb. power forward Tanner Pond from the Sioux City Musketeers (USHL). The Commerce, Mich. native will be well accepted by the “Dog Pound” as he plays hard and without fear. A 5/31/93 birthdate, Pond has produced a 9-7-16 scoring line through 30 games to go along with 114 penalty minutes.

***

 6’0”, 192 lb. Kent School LD Mike Graham has committed to St. Lawrence University for this coming fall. 

 A tri-captain for the Lions this year, Graham is a 1/28/94 birthdate from Toronto who arrived at Kent from the Marlies Midget Minor squad three years ago and as a sophomore was a regular on the team that bowed to Milton in the prep finals.  

 A good all-purpose player, Graham is solid defensively, skates well, makes a good first pass out of the zone, blocks shots, and is the key to Kent’s power play.

Mon. 1/7/13

Selects Academy Tournament

 Selects Academy at South Kent School is hosting a U-16 Tournament – The South Kent School Legacy Elite Invitational (a mouthful, we know) -- from Fri. Jan. 18-Sun. Jan. 20 at the school’s campus.

 There will be six U-16s squads on hand: Wilkes-Barre, Belle Tire, New Jersey Rockets, Selects Academy, NJ Avalanche, and the Connecticut Oilers. 

 In addition, on Sunday afternoon, the Selects U18 team will face the Hill School U18 Team.

Tournament Schedule 

Sun. 1/6/13

Back on Top

Kimball Union Academy, #2 to then-undefeated Belmont Hill in the last USHR Prep Poll (posted Dec. 17th, after the Christmas tournaments), returns to the #1 slot in the first USHR Prep Poll of 2013. 

The Wildcats, 11-1-0 in NEPSIHA play, blanked Cushing 3-0 on the road on Saturday, and were in turn blanked 3-0 by the Junior Bruins in an exhibition game at Northeastern's Matthews Arena Sunday. 

This week Mike Levine's squad will host Vermont Academy on Wednesday before hitting the road to Tabor on Saturday. 

USHR Prep Poll

Sat. 1/5/13

Marlies Tournament: The Province’s Top ‘97s

 It was a battle, what with thick, falling snow making for horrendous road conditions both up and back, but USHR safely and successfully made its annual trip to Ontario for the Toronto Marlies Tournament. While this may be the ‘U.S.’ Hockey Report, we have great respect for – and interest in – our neighbors to the north. And, naturally, we enjoy getting an early line on the next batch of NHL talent currently gestating in Ontario. To that end, there is no better showcase than the Marlies Tournament, as we could put together an NHL all-star team solely drawn from players who have participated in the post-Christmas showcase. Jason Spezza, Rich Nash, Eric Staal, Jordan Staal, Marc Staal, Nathan Hortan, Mike Richards, Jeff Carter, Tyler Seguin, Jonathan Tavares, Taylor Hall, Matt Duchene, Sam Gagner, Logan Couture, and hockey’s next big thing Conner McDavid are names that immediately come to mind.

Interestingly, this is the first year that we have left Canlan Ice Sports, in Etobicoke, 15 miles nothwest of downtown Toronto, with the feeling that the American crop of ’97-born players eligible for the OHL draft are superior to those from the Province. Yanks such as Zach Werenski (Little Caesars U18), Jordan Greenway (Shattuck U16), Dennis Yan (Belle Tire U18), Luke Kirwan (Middlesex-EJHL), Gordie Green (Compuware U16), Brent Gates (Compuware U16), Brendan Warren (Compuware U16), Jeremy Bracco (NJ Rockets-MET), Matt Tkachuk (St. Louis U16), Luke Kunin (St. Louis U16), Ryan Moore (Belle Tire U16), Vas Kolias (Chicago Mission U16), Tory Dello (Chicago Mission U16), Zach Osburn (Honeybaked U16), Joe Masonius (NJ Hitmen U16), Michael Davies (St. Louis U16), and Luke Opilka (St. Louis U16) are all players who would get first round OHL consideration -- if the NCAA option were removed from the equation.

In view of Wednesday’s U.S. thumping of Canada at the World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia, more than a few Canadian hockey observers are in self-examination mode, wondering if perhaps USA Hockey has officially closed the gap with their country. It’s not an easy question to answer in the macro sense, but here at USHR we are deep enough into the grassroots of hockey that we can confidently look at just the ’97s and venture that it is an off year for that particular age group -- in Ontario, at least. We would also go a step further by stating that we have also not seen any ’98-born players better than Sean Day (Compuware U16) and Logan Brown (St. Louis U14). Is this a sign of things to come? If so, what forces are at work? Is it simply that the sheer number of kids playing youth hockey in the U.S. has increased faster than in Canada and that more talent is an inevitable by-product? Is it the fact the former NHL players have settled down in non-traditional hockey markets and are now coaching local youth teams, e.g. Keith Tkachuk (St. Louis U16), Keith Primeau (Comcast U14), Adam Foote (Colorado Thunderbirds U14)? It is our guess that the NTDP will get a lot of credit for the recent win over Team Canada, but the trends we are looking at are evident long before players reach the NTDP. The Ann Arbor-based program is not in the business of turning so-so players into superstars. It’s a finishing school, and the best players there arrived with special skill sets and desire. Also, on a side note, four of the top six forwards on the U.S. WJC roster never played for the NTDP (John Gaudreau, Alex Galchenyuk, Jimmy Vesey, and Sean Kuraly).

The USA Hockey Select Festivals, being broader-based and more inclusive, are perhaps a better gauge of where we are at not just in terms of comparison to Canada, but also in terms of how far we have come over the years. And things are looking good. Now, an idea: We feel placing players from all different districts onto Select Festival squads is causing vital information to be lost. Which districts are now the strongest? Which specific districts are producing the most talent, top to bottom? Which districts have come the furthest in the last 10 years? Which districts have accounted for USA Hockey closing the gap on Canada and, more importantly, why have those districts improved? There is no doubt that Michigan and Minnesota would still be the frontrunners, but have the Atlantic and Pacific regions surpassed Central, Massachusetts, and New York? It is our guess that the Southeast and Rocky Mountain districts would no longer be the doormats of the festival that they were when the current format was adopted.

About 10 years ago USA Hockey made the switch to the current format of mixing players up because they felt that the festival had become more about winning than developing talent. Certain districts were playing defensive systems, not playing their 4th lines, and perhaps overlooking certain players who had been pigeonholed through years of overfamiliarity. Here, then, is a suggestion: Switch back to the old format, but assign coaches from different districts to coach the teams. We would love, for example, to see Massachusetts coaches behind the Pacific bench – and vice versa. We’d like to hear the fresh perspective that would spring forth from that sort of cross-pollination.

Anyway, forgive the digression -- back to the Marlies Tournament. Due to the weather it took longer to get to Toronto (and also to get back home!) than expected. Therefore, we didn’t get to see every single team, and thus surely missed a few good players. However, we feel we met our overall goal, which was to evaluate the midget minor division – the Ontario ‘97s. This how we ranked them:

 1. Travis Konecny, F, ’97 (Elgin-Middlesex) — The top Ontario-born player available for the OHL draft. If Compuware’s Sean Day is granted exceptional player status and if Zach Werenski decides to go to the OHL, Konecny will likely fall to #3, but there is a chance he could go #1 overall if the team holding the pick is looking for a forward. The Elgin-Middlesex sniper is not very big at 5’9”, 170 lbs., but he plays the game extremely hard and could have the quickest shot release we have seen in a 15 year old. A complete player who is an explosive finisher, Konecny also capable of setting up his linemates.  Scored 152 points in only 64 games played last season.

2. Dylan Strome, F, ’97 (Toronto Marlies) — The younger brother of OHL scoring kingpin and NY Islanders (NHL) 1st round draft pick Ryan Strome. We remember watching Ryan at this very same tournament and feel that Dylan is a step ahead of him at the same age. The tall center thinks the game at a high level and has excellent vision. Is a strong player in all three zones. Will only get better as he fills out and adds muscle to his frame.

3. Blake Speers, F, ’97 (Soo Thunder) — The most skilled player in the draft, an absolute wizard with the puck on his stick. Last season the Sault Ste. Marie native posted nearly 300 points. Will add a dimension to any OHL team’s power play next season. The knock on him is that he is not very big or gritty, though he has grown a significant amount since our previous look at him.

4. Lawson Crouse, F, ’97 (Elgin-Middlesex) — Prototypical power forward with a lot of upside. Plays on the Chiefs’ top line along with Konecny and the duo was the best 1-2 punch we saw here. Is 6’2”, has a long, fluid stride and a soft set of hands with finishing abilities. Will only get better. Moved up the draft lists with a strong performance here. A likely top 10 pick.

5. Mitchell Stephens, F, ’97 (Toronto Marlies) — Brings a little bit of everything to the table. Is a very powerful skater, can undress defenders in 1x1 situations, and can really bury the puck with some authority when given an opportunity. We see him developing into a Scottie Upshall (Florida Panthers-NHL) type forward at the next level. Our only knock on him would be that he did not exhibit much vision.

6. Matt Spencer, D, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — Complete defenseman who is solid in all facets. Can skate, defend, plays tough, and routinely jumps into the offense in transition. Is already about 6’2”, so size is not an issue. Someone you want to have in the trenches with you. Is the captain of the #1-ranked team in Ontario. Is said to be considering the NCAA option.

7. Kyle Capobianco, D, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — Is about 6’0”, 155 lbs. and has a lot of upside. Is extremely light on his feet, sees the ice, and is really smooth with the puck on his stick. Has a lot of work to do in the weight room, but when he fills out he could go shooting up this list. Probably the most skilled blueliner in Ontario. Will eventually run a PP in the OHL, possibly as soon as next year.

8. Brett McKenzie, F, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — Big 6’2”, 175 lb. power forward – strong, and can really fire the puck. Plays with grit and is fantastic in the corners and in front of the net. Is one the most OHL-ready players available in the draft. Played last season for the Eastern Ontario Wild before jumping ship to #1-ranked Oakville.

9. Mitch Marner, F, ’97 (Don Mills Flyers) — One of the more exciting players we saw here. Is very small, about 5’7” is our guess, and physically underdeveloped in comparison to his peers. That said, he does nothing but make plays. Bobs and weaves through traffic with ease and has a really quick stick. Would be perfect for the NCAA; we feel schools would line up for his services.

10. Cole Mayo, D, ’97 (Elgin-Middlesex) — Regarded as the top defenseman in the Alliance League. Is on the smaller side, but can really skate and make plays. Is effective on the PP as he distributes the puck with the best of them. Joins the rush with regularity and is always moving on the offensive blue line.

11. Mitchell Vande Sompel, D, ’97 (London Knights Gold) — Was impressive at the Bauer Tournament back in November and we liked him here too. The London captain is not very big, but he really takes charge at this level, especially in the offensive zone. We are not sure how he projects as a pro, but if we were an OHL team we would not hesitate taking him with a high draft pick.

12. Nikita Korostelev, F, ’97 (Toronto Jr. Canadiens) — Russian forward living in Ontario. One scout told us he would be eligible for the OHL draft; another said it’s not going to happen. However that one shakes out, Korostelev is someone who will make an immediate impact when he does get to the OHL. Is flashy and has a high-end skill set, but is also not afraid to take a hit to make a play.

13. Andrew Burns, D, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — May get overlooked because he plays on a deep team with high-end defensemen. That said, Burns is very good in his own right. Can really zip the puck around and makes a great first pass. If he played on a different team and was the go-to guy we think he would be more highly regarded.

14. Riley Bruce, D, ’97 (Ottawa Valley Titans) — Massive defender is already about 6’4” or 6’5”. For a big kid he can skate and defend quite well. Does not try to do too much, just keeps the game simple and makes a good first pass. Attended Boston University’s camp over the summer and is strongly considering the NCAA route. Could end up being a Doyle Somerby (Kimball Union) type defenseman should he keep progressing. Has a lot of potential.

15. Drew Worrad, F, ’97 (Elgin-Middlesex) — Gets overlooked because he is on the second line and not playing with highly-touted forwards Konecny (#1 on this list) and Crouse (#4 on this list). We loved Worrad’s game and felt that he did everything well. If he slips into the 2nd or 3rd round of the draft he will be an absolute steal. Is a strong skater who sees the ice well and knows how to finish. Is excellent in the defensive zone. A complete player.

16. Conner Schlichting, D, ’97 (York Simcoe Express) — Rangy defenseman with long arms and a nice stride. Good with the puck on his stick. Has some maturing to do and is another player who could move up this list in a hurry when he gets bigger and stronger. Played for the Marlies last season, but was ruled ineligible to play in the GTHL and thus had to return home to his local team. York Simcoe won the tournament and we felt that Schlichting was their top defender.

17. Jesse Saban, D, ’97 (Toronto Red Wings) — Big, strong, 6’2” defenseman. Defends well, but also has a good stick and is relied upon to create some offense on his current team. Projects as a shut-down defender at the next level. A lot to work with here.

18. Joshua DeFarias, D, ’97 (Toronto Marlies) — 5’10” defenseman is an early developer who has likely peaked in terms of physical maturity. May not have the upside of some of the defensemen we ranked above him, but right now he is probably better than a few of them.  Is assertive, confident, and creates a lot of offense. Rips the puck around with ease on the PP. Will be drafted in the top two rounds.

19. Marcus Crawford, D, ’97 (South Central Coyotes) — Is not very big -- 5’10” or 5’11” -- but can really move the puck up ice. Runs the Coyotes’ PP and does a great job. Skilled, puck-moving defender who will either be a late 1st or early 2nd round pick.

20. Ethan Szypula, F, ’97 (London Knights Gold) — Crafty and slick. Elusive with the puck and difficult to contain. Is a bit slight right now and will need to get thicker in order to have an impact at the next level, but there is no doubt that he has 1st round type skill.

21. Graham Knott, F, ’97 (York Simcoe Express) — Tall and lanky forward who plays hard and will be a nice power forward when all is said and done. Will probably never be a top scorer, but he’s someone you want playing with your top scorer. Gets pucks back, plays in the tough ice, and can finish when given an opportunity.

22. Jesse Barwell, F, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — Plays on Oakville’s 2nd line and is not someone who gets a lot of ink, but in the games we saw him in he was their most productive player. Is on the smaller side, but he is very quick, has excellent hockey IQ, and is strong on the puck. Has a quick shot release and is good in tight areas.

23. Ryan Heeps, F, ’97 (Oshawa Kinsmen) — An absolute burner who creates a lot of offense using his speed. Blows by defenders and gets to the front of the net with ease. Plays on a weak team, thus does not get the recognition that he probably deserves.

24. Adam McPhail, F, ’97 (Soo Thunder) — The 6’2” forward plays on a line with Blake Speers and the two have great chemistry. Makes a lot of plays. Keeps his stick on the ice and is able to score a lot of goals.

25. Troy Henley, D, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — American defenseman who played for Team Comcast U16’s last season. Was our #15 ranked defender at the Select 15 Festival and is likely in the conversation to be invited to the NTDP Final 40 Camp. Another player who has been more physically mature than his peers for years, but now the gap is closing. That said, he is still a strong defenseman who is positionally sound and has some good skill. Our guess is that he is a 2nd or 3rd round OHL draft pick.

26. Christian Rajic, F, ’97 (Mississauga Rebels) — When we think of Rajic three words immediately jump into our mind: small, nasty, and skilled. Makes plays, can score goals, and plays much bigger than his size. The Rebels lost in the finals to York Simcoe and we felt that Rajic was their top player. Would be great for the NCAA, but odds are he will be in the OHL.

27. Ben Blacker, G, ’97 (Brampton 45’s) — Right now, he is the top goalie in the province. Was the only goalie from Ontario selected to play in the All-State, All-Canadians game over the summer. Does not project well as he only stands at 5’9”, maybe 5’10”. That said, he is quick, athletic, has sound technique, and competes like a dog in the net.

28. Adam Sinclair, F, ’97 (York Simcoe Express)—5’6” forward is crafty and fun to watch. Puts up a ton of points and is a threat every time he is on the ice. Is a top student who attends St. Andrew’s College. We are told that he will end up playing NCAA hockey.

29. Aaron Luchuck, F, ’97 (Kingston Jr. Frontenacs) — Going into the season the 5’9” forward was regarded as a sure fire 1st round pick — in our opinion that is not likely. We view him as someone who would be much better served heading south of the border and playing college hockey. Has quick feet, plays hard, and can make plays. Limited pro potential.

30. Joshua Gagne, D, ’97 (Toronto Marlies) — The son of one of great all-time NCAA defensemen, 5’9” Wayne Gagne. At Western Michigan the current Marlies head coach produced 241 points in 160 games played, including an 89 point senior season — and somehow he did not win the Hobey Baker award (The winner was North Dakota forward Tony Hrkac who put up 116 points in 48 games played). Joshua Gagne, like his father, is an offensive-minded defender with a good stick and is excellent on the PP. The downside is that his feet are just average and he struggles defending in transition against quicker forwards.

31. Ryan Orban, D, ’97 (Ottawa Valley Titans) — Good-sized defender with a slick set of hands. Makes great plays and always has his head up.

32. Alex Di Carlo, D, ’97 (Vaughan Kings) — A big defenseman who plays a lot of minutes. Defends well and makes a good first pass. Feet need to improve.

33. Adam Craievech, F, ’97 (Oakville Rangers) — Was one of 11 Ontario born players selected for the All-State, All-Canadians prospect game (the others were Konecny, Stephens, Strome, Capobianco, Blacker, McKenzie, Luchuk, Speers, along with Conner McDavid and Cameron Lizotte who were not here). Because of this, we had high expectations and assumed he’d be a likely 1st round pick. The 6’1”, 190 lb. forward did not make many plays while we were watching, but he is a big body who can grind it out in the corners and in front. Our guess is that he ends up being selected in the 2nd or 3rd round.

34. Anton Trublin, F, ’97 (Toronto Marlies) — Plays on a line with Strome and complements the Marlies star nicely. Has a good stick and a nose for the net.

35T. Josh Leblanc, F, ’97 (Kingston Jr. Frontenacs) — Would be a heck of a prep school/NCAA player. Is on the small side, but is gritty and makes plays.

35T. Jake Behse, D, ’97 (Thunder Bay Kings) — Big and raw. Would be a good project to have. Can really fire the puck. Needs to get quicker, but could be a draft day sleeper.

Fri. 1/4/13 

A Rare Tilt

EJHL vs. prep games used to be somewhat common. Now, they are as rare as hens' teeth. Today, though, the Junior Bruins and KUA, who have been looking for ice in the Boston area for several days, announced that they will be facing off against each other this Sun. Jan. 6 at Northeastern's Matthews Arena (1:45 pm).

"Because we just put all this together around 4:00 pm this afternoon, I haven't had a chance to think about it much," said Junior Bruins Head Coach Peter Masters. "But I plan to dress an age-appropriate lineup, and bring up some of our top '05s and '06s from the our U18 Team."

"KUA has, I think, 15 '94s and 15 seniors so, from an age perspective, they might be the most junior-like prep team," Masters added.

KUA Head Coach Mike Levine said, "Peter and I have been talking about this for awhile and saw this opening in the schedule and it seemed like a good opportunity. A lot of our kids are from the Boston area and it gives them an opportunity to play in front of their families. It's also attractive for college and pro guys to see kids play against older competition. Hopefully, we show up and play well."

One player -- and a key player at that -- who will be missing from the Junior Bruins lineup is Maine recruit Ryan Cloonan who was hospitalized for a week over the Christmas break with a serious bacterial infection. Masters said Cloonan had surgery, lost 15 pounds, and will be out of the linep for 4-6 weeks. Cloonan, 5'9", 145 lbs. (when healthy), is the Junior Bruins' leading scorer with a 6-17-23 line.

The Junior Bruins are 21-6-0 and in first place in the EJHL's Northern Division. KUA is 13-1-0 and over recent weeks has won both the Flood-Marr and Nichols Tournament. They will be at Cushing Saturday (4:00 pm).

Update Sun. 1/6/13 -- The Junior Bruins blanked KUA 3-0 this afternoon. Frankie Vatrano had a pair of goals and Chris Miller one. The Junior Bruins used both their goaltenders in the shutout. Their final goal was an empty-netter. The game was played in two halves. 

Wed. 1/2/13

USHL Top Prospects Roster

 On Wednesday, the USHL released the 40-man roster for the 2nd Annual USHL/NHL Top Prospects Game, which will be held Wed. Jan. 23rd at the LC Walker Arena in Muskegon, Michigan. 

 Of the 40 players, to be split shortly into two teams, 26 are eligible for the draft for the first time. Of the remaining 14 players, 13 will be going through the draft for the second time, and one, 6'2" Omaha Lancers RD Tucker Poolman, a '93, will be going through for the third time. All non-first year eligibles are noted below.

 All 16 USHL teams are represented, with Waterloo leading the way with five players. Dubuque, Lincoln, Muskegon, Sioux City, and Tri-City are each sending four players. 

Goaltenders:

Arthur Brey – Dubuque Fighting Saints -- 2nd year

Charlie Lindgren – Sioux Falls Stampede-- 2nd year

Eamon McAdam – Waterloo Black Hawks

Cal Petersen – Waterloo Black Hawks

Defensemen:

Ian Brady – Cedar Rapids RoughRiders -- 2nd year

Michael Downing – Dubuque Fighting Saints

Jordan Gross – Green Bay Gamblers

Gustav Olofsson – Green Bay Gamblers

Rinat Valiev – Indiana Ice

Justin Woods – Lincoln Stars -- 2nd year

Michael Brodzinski – Muskegon Lumberjacks

Ben Storm – Muskegon Lumberjacks -- 2nd year

Tucker Poolman – Omaha Lancers -- 3rd year

Blake Heinrich – Sioux City Musketeers

Ryan Ivey – Tri-City Storm

Ian McCoshen – Waterloo Black Hawks

Forwards:

Thomas Ebbing – Chicago Steel

Christian Heil – Chicago Steel -- 2nd year

Luke Voltin – Des Moines Buccaneers

Peter Quenneville – Dubuque Fighting Saints -- 2nd year

John Stevens – Dubuque Fighting Saints -- 2nd year

Gabe Guertler – Fargo Force

Brendan Harms – Fargo Force

Alex Kile – Green Bay Gamblers -- 2nd year

Luke Johnson – Lincoln Stars

Ross Olsson – Lincoln Stars

Vinni Lettieri – Lincoln Stars

Cam Darcy – Muskegon Lumberjacks -- 2nd year

Frederik Tiffels – Muskegon Lumberjacks

Drew Melanson – Omaha Lancers

Jake Guentzel – Sioux City Musketeers

Conor McGlynn – Sioux City Musketeers

Jake Montgomery – Sioux City Musketeers -- 2nd year

Jason Cotton – Tri-City Storm

Garrett Gamez – Tri-City Storm

Trevor Moore – Tri-City Storm

John Hayden – Team USA

Taylor Cammarata – Waterloo Black Hawks

Justin Kloos – Waterloo Black Hawks -- 2nd year

Austin Cangelosi – Youngstown Phantoms -- 2nd year

Tues. 1/1/13

Cushing/Watkins All-Tournament Team

 Here it is:

Tournament MVP: 

#19 Garrett Hehir, Cushing Sr. F

All-Tournament Team:

 #11 Jack Ford, Cushing Jr. F

 #33 Mike Dion, Cushing Sr. G

 #10 Daniel Fritz, Canterbury Sr. D

 #25 Greg Liautaud, Canterbury Sr. D

 #1 Eric Vierkant, Culver Sr. G

 #20 Kyle Bartelman, Culver Sr. F

 #9 Spencer Lee, NMH Jr. F

 #31 Conor O’Brien, NMH Soph. G

 #5 Geoff Sullivan, Governor’s Sr. D

 #12 Marc Cibelli, Gunnery Sr. F

 #14 George Hunkele, Lawrence  Sr. F

 #4 John Cunningham, Pomfret Sr. D

Mon. 12/31/12

Happy New Year, Everyone!

 We just want to take a minute to wish all USHR readers our very best wishes for the New Year. Without you we wouldn’t exist, and that is something we deeply appreciate. Have a great 2013, and may the river be long, glassy-smooth, and frozen -- and the wind at your back.

Sun. 12/30/12

BB&N Showcase All-Tournament Team

On Sunday afternoon host BB&N, in a back-and-forth championship game, tied Dexter, 4-4, on a Connor Hegarty goal with 15 seconds left in regulation. After a scoreless OT, the teams went to a shootout, which was won by Dexter 3-2, with Colgate recruit Tim Harrison notching the winner.

Tournament MVP: 

 Trevor Fidler, Sr. F, Dexter 

All-Tournament Team:

G: Pat Fraser, Dexter, Jr.

G: Matt DeLuccia, BB&N, Sr.

D: Nikko Markham, Tilton, PG

D: Charlie Donners, Dexter, Sr.

D: Connor Hegarty, BB&N, Sr.

D: Brian Rowland, BB&N, Sr.

D: Austin Rook, Rivers, Soph.

F: Miles Gendron, Rivers, Jr.

F: Tim Harrison, Dexter, Sr.

F: Ryan Donato, Dexter, Soph.

F: Blaise Healy, Tilton, Sr.

F: Brendon Kerrigan, BB&N, Sr.

F: Joe Czarnota, BB&N, Sr. 

Thurs. 12/27/12

USHR's Top Juniors

 Here is our second class list of the season: the juniors. Our methodology is the same as with the senior class list we published a little over two weeks ago. What we’ve done is simply combine what a player brings to the table right now – i.e., how much are they impacting the outcomes of prep/high school games -- with their potential. Some rankings are weighted a little more toward the former, others toward the latter. And when we talk about potential, we’re thinking primarily college.

 Interestingly, there aren’t many goalies in the 11th grade this year. There are plenty of seniors and sophs, but juniors are few to be found. With that in mind, perhaps it will come as less of a surprise that we have ranked none. We can’t just stick players on here without a compelling reason. However, we have four goalies in the “honorable mention” section who could move up. The majority of the season lies ahead of us, after all.

Skaters: 

1. Michael Ederer, F, ’96 (Nichols/St. Lawrence) — Ederer is following in the footsteps of former Nichols forward, Harvard recruit, and current NTDP forward Sean Malone in the sense that the NTDP might consider adding Ederer next season. The late-blooming forward is an explosive skater with a goal scorer’s shot release. Will be tracked by closely by NHL scouts next season. Keeps improving.

2. Joey Dudek, F, ’96 (Kimball Union/Boston College) — The former Pinkerton Academy star forward is ultra-skilled and dangerous on the man advantage. Has grown over the course of this season and as he fills out he will only get better. Is the top scorer on arguably the top high school team in the country.

3. Tyler Hill, F, ’95 (Hotchkiss/Uncommitted) — The 6’6”, 225 lb. forward was the #1 topic of discussion amongst scouts at the Flood-Marr tournament. For a big man, he has soft hands -- and it is very hard to come across players who combine those two attributes. One NHL executive swore to the moon and back that someone would take the Hagersville, Ontario native in the top two rounds of this year’s draft. Remains uncommitted.

4. Lewis Zerter-Gossage, F, ’95 (Kent/Uncommitted) — 6’2” forward is yet another big man with soft hands. The Montreal native has great poise, hockey sense, and knows how to protect the puck. If his pace improves NHL/NCAA teams will take notice. Is a project with a high upside.

5. Brendan Shane, F, ’96 (Gunnery/UConn) — Rochester, NY native can really fly and has the ability to make plays at top speed. The former Toronto Young National will be effective at the NCAA level because his feet are so good.

6. Andrew Gaus, F, ’95 (Taft/Yale) — Lanky forward is a smooth skater with a quick set of hands. Has begun to fill out and it is showing in his play as the Wexford, Pennsylvania native has produced a 6-8-14 scoring line through the Rhino’s first seven games. The next highest scorer on his team has seven points.

7. Evan Smith, F, ’96 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Smith, the top marksman for the Crimson Knights so far this season, is a natural junior who has seven goals in his first nine prep games. The Stouffville, Ontario native has strong hockey sense, soft hands, and a quick release.

8. Nicholas Hutchinson, F, ’95 (Avon/Uncommitted) — The former Long Island Royal is currently the Winged Beavers’ top scorer. The 6’2”, 185 lb. Hicksville, NY native is elusive in traffic, protects the puck well, and could end up being a heck of a player should he add another step or two to his skating.

9. Conner Wynne, D, ’95 (Milton/Uncommitted) — North Jersey Avalanche product is an effortless skater who has excellent glide speed. Moves pucks up the ice effectively, has a great stick, and displays poise on the PP. Is only about 165 lbs. right now and will be much improved when he adds weight and muscle to his frame.

10. JC Brassard, D, ’95 (Nobles/Uncommitted) — Crafty defender was a depth defenseman last season and has come out of nowhere and is currently leading the Bulldogs in scoring from the back end.  Scituate, Mass native sees the ice well and can really distribute the puck, especially on the PP.

11. Wiley Sherman, D, ’95 (Hotchkiss/Harvard) — At the end of the day, the Harvard recruit could be the next Hal Gill and have a long career in the NHL. As for now, the 6’6” defenseman still has a long way to go and must still be classified as a project — one  who will likely hear his name called in the NHL draft.

12. RJ Gicewicz, D, ’95 (Nichols/St. Lawrence) — Puck-moving defenseman can play in all situations. Has represented the US in international play each of the last two summers. A good support player on the PP.

13. Will Toffey, D, ’94 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — It is not easy to find 6’2”, 200 lb. defensemen who are explosive skaters, defend well, and have some offensive upside —Toffey fits that bill. The Barnstable, Mass native currently has 11 points in nine games.

14. Richie Boyd, D, ’95 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Character player who defends with an edge and has an absolute bomb of a shot. Thinks the game quicker than his brothers, both Cushing grads. Is a shoe-in to be the Penguins’ captain next season.

15. Charlie Corcoran, F, ’95 (Berkshire/Brown) — The Brown recruit had a fantastic summer and looked as if he was on the verge of a breakout season, but through nine games the New Canaan, Conn. native has yet to score a goal. When he plays with skill and grit he is a lot of fun to watch. Because he plays with Craig Puffer, who is a workaholic, Corcoran has found himself waiting for pucks instead of getting them himself.

16. John Zimmerman, D, ’96 (Culver/Uncommitted) — New England scouts will get a good long look at the Arlington, Texas native at the Cushing Tournament this weekend. The smallish (5’9”, 175 lb.) defenseman can be overlooked because of his size, but that would be a mistake. The natural junior is strong on his skates and as puck savvy as they come.

17. Jon Barry, D, ’95 (Thayer/Uncommitted) — Every time we have seen Barry at a showcase he has never really stood out. That said, when the 6’2” defender is in his comfort zone up at the Canton SportsPlex he can be downright dominant. A fast skater with a long stride who is very active on the offensive blue-line.

18. Corey Ronan, F, ’95 (St. Sebastian’s/Uncommitted) — “What is he at the next level?” “Can he be more than an energy guy?” These are the questions that surround the Arrows’ sparkplug. One thing we can say for sure is that there is no doubt he is a D-I player — and perhaps the quickest skater In prep hockey. Needs to add a little more finish.

19. Joey Caffrey, F, ’95 (Choate/Uncommitted) — With the exception of his size (5’9”, 170 lb.) there is nothing not to like about his game. The Ramsey, NJ native is smart, unselfish, quick, and can bury the puck when given an opportunity. The Wild Boars’ #1 center.

20. Trevor Yates, F, ’95 (Deerfield/Uncommitted) — Strong power forward takes care of the puck and is an excellent possession player. Is the top scorer and most consistent performer up front for the Big Green this season, posting a 7-5-12 scoring line in nine games played.

21. Daniel LaFontaine, F, ’95 (Avon/Uncommitted) — All by now know that Daniel is the son of Hall of Famer Pat LaFontaine. The former Long Island Royal will likely never be the type of player his father was, but he is still smart, honest, and has a lot of skill. Producing at a point-a-game pace thus far this season.

22. Adam Tracey, F, ’95 (Berkshire/Uncommitted) — Right place, right time kind of player. The puck seems to follow him all over the ice. Is playing on the team’s second line in order to balance out the attack. His numbers would be better this season if the threesome of Tracey-Puffer-Corcoran were assembled.

23. Mitchell Allen, F, ’95 (Kent/Uncommitted) — 6’2” forward has improved an awful lot over the last 15 months, but you still walk away after watching him wanting to see a little bit more. Has the makings of a D-I player, just has to put it all together.

24. Tyler Bird, F, ’96 (St. John’s Prep/Uncommitted) — Tall forward has a lot of upside, but is still working on figuring out how to effectively use his size to his advantage. In one year’s time he could move way up this list and onto NHL scout’s radar.

25. Jake McCarthy, D, ’96 (St. Sebastian’s/Uncommitted) — When we watched the Dedham, Mass native last season we felt he was a bit of a wild stallion. That is no longer the case. The 6’0” defender is playing a much more composed game this season. McCarthy, along with sophomore Noah Hanifin, could be the top D pairing in the ISL.

26. James Winkler, F, ’96 (Berwick/Uncommitted) — Berwick’s top scorer is a tall and lanky 6’3”, 185 lbs. and has a great reach. Could get NHL interest in his draft year. Has six goals in seven games this season.

27. Tommy Besinger, F, ’94 (BC High/Uncommitted) — As smart a player as there is in the Catholic Conference. Crafty little forward will need to bulk up and add a gear before D-I schools come knocking.

28. Matt O’Donnell, D, ’95 (Loomis Chaffee/Uncommitted) — Fountain Valley, California native is a big part of Loomis’s resurgence. The puck-wise defenseman leads the Pelicans in points and goals — an impressive feat for a d-man. Has seven goals in nine games played. Great on the PP.

29. Corey Moriarty, D, ’95 (NMH/Uncommitted) — A home-run defender at the prep school level. The Estero, Florida native has a reliable stick and makes a crisp first pass. At 5’10” tall he may not be dynamic enough for the D-I level, but he is certainly someone you want to take a look at.

30. Craig Puffer, F, ’95 (Berkshire/Uncommitted) — Someone you love to have on your team -- a tireless worker who hunts down pucks and spends a lot of his time in the tough areas of the ice, i.e. the corners and in front of the net. Has more offensive upside than he gets credit for. Quick stick.

31. David Storto, F, ’95 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — Skilled, offensive-minded forward is still adjusting to his surroundings up in Concord, New Hampshire. Once the fourth round QMJHL draft pick gets comfortable he could really break out of his shell offensively. Won a midget national title last year in Canada.

32. Will Golonka, F, ’95 (Belmont Hill/Uncommitted) — Carlisle, Mass. native anchors the second line of an undefeated Belmont Hill squad. Smart player with a lot of skill. Knows how to find time and space for himself.

33. Sam Lafferty, F, ’95 (Deerfield/Uncommitted) — Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania native can really fly and has an explosive first step. Has the skill set to be much higher on this list, but he needs to get stronger and play with more of an edge or else he will be rendered ineffective.

34. Neil Robinson, F, ’95 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Former Lac St. Louis forward plays hard and does not cut corners. Has produced a 6-4-10 scoring line in his first nine games. Has a good finishing touch around the net.

35. Michael Turner, F, ’95 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Is very effective when playing a strong, north/south, crash-and-bang type game. The 6’3”, 205 lb. forward could make the opposition very uncomfortable in some of those smaller NCAA barns.

36. Liam Feeney, D,  ’95 (Dexter/Uncommitted) — A smooth skater who makes a lot of simple yet effective plays. Is pretty good on the PP and has produced nine points in 10 games. Is tough to beat because his skating is so good.

37. Joey Fallon, F, ’95 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Small, wide-based skater who never gives up on plays. There are very few – if any -- high school players who play as hard as Fallon. Is an assistant captain in his first year on a veteran Gunnery team. That says something about his intangibles.

38. Carlos Fornaris, F, ’95 (NMH/Uncommitted) — Slick in traffic. NMH’s top scorer can make a lot of plays and he’d likely have far greater numbers if his supporting cast were a touch better.

39. Nick Quillan, D, ’96 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Dartmouth, Nova Scotia native is assertive offensively and wants the puck on his stick. Is playing for Team Atlantic at the World Under-17 Tournament.

40. Conner Collier, D, ’95 (Canterbury/Uncommitted) — New Jersey Devils product is sound defensively and pretty good with the puck on his stick. Has helped put Canterbury (5-1-1) back on the map while posting a point a game.

41. Matt Hoover, F, ’96 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — True junior can snap the puck off in hurry and plays a physical game. From Brantford, Ontario.

42. Conner Brassard, D, ’95 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Has always been a productive player offensively, and this year is no different as the Fitchburg, Mass. native is producing at a point-a-game rate. Needs to limit his turnovers.

43. Jack McCarthy, F, ’96 (St. John’s Prep/Uncommitted) — Has a lot of talent and shows flashes of having upside. Effort level needs to be more consistent.

44. Matt Brazel, F, ’95 (Hingham High/Uncommitted) — Smart player who has a good sense of the game. Should light up the Mass High School loop this season.

45. Chris Cobham, F, ’96 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Big, strong, and raw. Is on a deep team and is therefore seeing limited ice time, but we feel if his situation were different and he was on the ice in key situations, a lot of scouts would be intrigued by him. Played for the Toronto Young Nationals last year.

Honorable Mentions:

F Cody Todesco (Nobles), D Alex Mann (Milton), F Mitchell Smith (Salisbury), F Cole Maier (Taft), G Christian Short (Canterbury), G Drew Michaels (Lawrence), G Zac Hamilton, Westminster, G Brian Forness, Delbarton, F Sam D’Antuono (Hingham), D Cullen Geary (Deerfield), F Shane Kavanagh (Cushing), F Tommy DeFelice (Cushing), F Mark Bowen (Canterbury), F Dylan McCrory (Kent), F Phil Klitirinos (Kent), F Conner Irving (Beverly HS), D Bryan Gerstenfeld (Berkshire).

Thurs. 12/27/12 

At World Juniors, U.S. Too Much For Germany

Ufa, Russia – The U.S. opened play at the 2013 World Juniors with an 8-0 shellacking of an outclassed German squad. 

 The U.S. was in control from the opening faceoff, when Sean Kuraly scored on their first rush just 19 seconds in, a pretty play on which assists also went to Alex Galchenyuk and Riley Barber.

 The U.S. added a pair of goals 1:24 apart just before the midway point of the first period, from Jacob Trouba, a low hard shot from the point, and Galchenyuk, who curled off the wall, around the top of the left faceoff circle and then, from the slot, picked the top right corner – a snipe. 

  The U.S. scored an even quicker goal to start the second when Barber made it 4-0 just 14 seconds in. That was pretty much it for Germany. Shayne Gostisbehere and Ryan Hartman made it 6-0 before the eight-minute mark. Germany had a 5x3 powerplay later in the period and actually got off five shots on US starting goaltender John Gibson, who faced 19 over his two periods, allowing nothing. 

 Jon Gillies started the third, faced seven shots, and also allowed nothing. J.T. Miller and Seth Jones added third period tallies to make it an 8-0 final.

 The US outshot Germany, 46-26.

“Overall, we played a well-balanced game," said US Head Coach Phil Housley afterward. “We got the start we needed to build a good pace and flow to the game. One thing I was really proud of was that when we did have the lead we didn't get away from the team game. We realized what got us the lead and they really focused on being aware of that over the three periods so I was really pleased with that.”

Notes:

 The Galchenyuk (1g,2a)-Kuraly(1g,2a)-Barber(1g,2a) line was the top pairing for the US today. Galchenyuk was named player of the game.

 Other lines – and defense pairings – for US coach Phil Housley’s squad:

 Gaudreau-Miller-Grimaldi

 Biggs-Trocheck-Lucia

 Pietila-Bardreau-Hartman

 Murphy-McCabe

 Jones-Reilly

 Trouba-Gostisbehere 

 Jake McCabe is the US captain this year, with Jones and Miller the alternates.

 NHL Network is airing all U.S. games this year, along with select others. The schedule is below. The first time given is the time of the live broadcast, and the second time is when the game is rebroadcast at a more civil hour. The games involving the U.S. will also be streamed on nhl.com. Ufa, Russia, by the way, is 11 hours ahead of us in the Eastern Time Zone.

IIHF site

NHL Network TV Schedule

Thurs. Dec. 27, 9:00 am, USA 8, Germany 0 (8:00 pm)

 Fri. Dec. 28, 4:30 am, Slovakia vs. Canada (5:30 pm)

 Fri. Dec. 28, 9:00 am, USA vs. Russia (8:00 pm)

 Sat. Dec. 29, 9:00 am, Russia vs. Germany (5:30 pm)

 Sun. Dec. 30, 4:30 am, USA vs. Canada (8:00 pm)

 Sun. Dec. 30, 9:00 am, Germany vs. Slovakia (5:30 pm)

 Mon. Dec. 31, 5:00 am, USA vs. Slovakia (8:00 pm)

 Mon. Dec. 31, 9:00 am, Canada vs. Russia (5:30 pm)

 US Games will also be live streamed on NHL.com

QUARTERFINALS: Wed Jan. 2, 4:00 am & 8:00 am 

 SEMIFINALS: Thu Jan. 3, 4:00 am & 8:00 am

 MEDAL ROUND

 BRONZE: Sat Jan. 5, 4:00 am

 GOLD : Sat Jan. 5, 8:00 am

(Medal Round Replays To Be Announced)

Fri. 12/21/12

Flood-Marr Tournament Reviewed

 The field at this year’s Flood-Marr Tournament – i.e., Andover, Deerfield, Hotchkiss, KUA, Milton, Nobles, Salisbury, and Westminster (same as the last 19 years) -- entered the weekend with a combined record of 25-8-2, thus setting up a nice challenge for all. There was no shortage of NHL, NCAA and junior scouts present as the rinks at Nobles and Milton were packed virtually all weekend long. And, of course, USHR was there as well. Below is a comprehensive review of each team, sorted according to their finish and with their won-lost record at the tournament in parentheses. Enjoy!

1. Kimball Union (3-1) — Ten years ago KUA was the doormat of the Flood-Marr Tournament, typically rising before dawn to play in the 7th place game on Sunday. Those days are long gone, though. Mike Levine’s Wildcats entered the weekend #1 in the USHR Prep Poll and lived up to the hype, winning their first ever Flood-Marr Championship. Senior forward and Tournament MVP Nick Roberto, a Maine recruit,was terrific all weekend, playing with skill, energy and passion. In the most-scouted game of the tournament -- Friday’s tilt with Salisbury -- the senior forward scored two third period goals -- one with 30 seconds remaining -- to lead his squad to a 3-2 victory. In Sunday’s title game, a 4-2 win over Westminster, the 5’9” right wing from Wakefield Mass. figured in three of his team’s goals. His center, UMass-Amherst recruit Casey Miller, stood out as well – the senior from Billerica, Mass. has stick skills, sees the ice, and is consistently effective in all three zones. He’s a pure playmaker who, if he can add a step to his skating, could end up being a steal for the Minutemen. JD Dudek, the third member of the line with Roberto and Miller, is KUA’s leading goal scorer thus far this season. While highly skilled, there were long stretches during which we didn’t notice the Boston College recruit, a 5’11” junior. That said, the Auburn, NH native appears to have grown a couple of inches (he’s listed at 5’11”) and, through strength and the maturation process – he was playing at Pinkerton Academy last year -- should have a bright future in the game. Dudek, the son of the New Hampshire football legend, just needs to add a little sandpaper to his game.  6’1” Providence recruit Niko Rufo is the key to KUA’s second line, which is as dangerous as virtually any other prep team’s top line. Rufo teams up nicely with 5’8” senior forward Jonathan Charbonneau, a Quebec native who might not be blessed with the flashiest skill set, but works his tail off and scored some big goals over the weekend. The backend is anchored by the senior quartet of Doyle Somerby, Alex Carle, Conner Evangelista and Brendan White. Somerby, a BU recruit and New York Islanders (NHL) draft pick, has the ability to totally dominate games at this level. The massive 6’5”, 220 lb. defender from Marblehead, Mass. is a fluid skater for a big man, and has a soft set of hands. He should make a seamless transition to Hockey East next year. Carle is simply a player who does everything well. The brother of Matt Carle (Philadelphia-NHL) is uncommitted, but we are told that will likely not be the case for much longer as Denver (where his brothers went) may be honing in. Evangelista, one of the top puck-moving defenders in all of prep hockey, has a reliable stick, rarely making a poor decision with the puck. At 5’9” playing D-I hockey might be a challenge, but he is certainly a topflight D-III recruit. White, a nephew of Brown assistant coach Mark White and a member of the Malden Catholic squad that won the Mass. Super 8 in March, played extremely well over the weekend, displaying poise under pressure and earning a spot on the all-tournament team. When all is said and done, the 6’1” Wakefield, Mass native could end up as a D-I defender. Not many prep teams have the luxury of having two goalies capable of carrying the load, but Kimball Union can rotate between senior netminders Eric Bogart and Ryan Lund. Both Bogart, who is 6’5”, and Lund, who is 5’11”, each looked strong here.

2. Westminster (3-1) — Head Coach Tim Joncas, with a mix of old and new talent, has a team that we feel will be in the hunt for a berth in the Elite 8 tournament. While the Martlets lack the depth of KUA or even Salisbury, their top two lines are very dangerous and play with a ton of pace. Senior forward David Hallisey will likely take home team MVP honors at the end of the year, and deservedly so. The Princeton recruit had an excellent weekend and we feel that numerous Hockey East schools wished that they had shown him a little more love early in the recruiting process. The future Tiger is gritty, fast in transition, and displayed a quick release. Vincent Gisonti, a senior from Montreal, was nearly as impressive as Hallisey. If we could redo our list of top seniors the 5’9”, 178 lb. skilled centerman would find his way onto the list. Gisonti, who was named to the all-tournament team, is a top D-III recruit who will put up a lot of points this year. Another player who really jumped out at us was Ethan Holdaway, a PG from Glastonbury High School in Connecticut. Last season the Trinity (NESCAC) recruit posted a 33-26-59 scoring line in 25 games for Glastonbury. Holdaway is very fast, has good sense, and competes hard. First line center Sean Orlando shows flashes of having D-I potential, but does not give it to you on a consistent basis. While the senior forward is getting D-I interest, he may need some seasoning in juniors before he takes his game to that level. We also felt that senior forward Ryan Mowery was consistently noticeable. The San Diego, California native plays on a line with Gisonti and Holdaway and the trio created a ton of scoring opportunities. On the backend, Joncas has recruited a pair of blue-chippers in sophomore defensemen Will Brophy and Frankie Sullivan. Brophy is out of Fairfield Prep in Connecticut and has huge upside. The 6’3, 186 lb. defender is already running the Westy PP and looks as cool as a cucumber on the top of their pesky 1-3-1 set-up. The lanky sophomore has good vision, excellent instincts, and a great stick — he’s a surefire Hockey East candidate. Sullivan might not have the same pro upside as Brophy, but he will make an excellent NCAA player. The Fairfield, Conn. native played for Notre Dame Catholic last year and is a powerful skater who defends well and makes a solid first pass. Junior goalie Zac Hamilton, an Ottawa native who backed up Pat Spano last year, is now the #1 and came up with strong performances here, winning himself a spot on the all-tournament team.

3. Salisbury (3-1) — Andrew Will has assembled an army that is built to send out wave after wave of attack and wear teams down. The first thing you notice about the Crimson Knights is the slogan on their warmup shirts, “We Eat Now,” a clear statement that they expect nothing less than a championship season. On Friday, the first day of play, Salisbury was topped by KUA 3-2 in a potential prep championship preview, but the Crimson Knights were without arguably their best defenseman in 6’3” senior Mark Hamilton and a top returning scorer in 6’3” senior Jacob Hand. As for the players who did play, we felt that up front 6’0” sophomore Evan Smith really put himself on the map here. The Stouffville, Ont. native has great hockey IQ, a knack for being close to the puck at all times, and knows how to bury it when given an opportunity. New junior Neil Robinson from Lac St.-Louis has cemented himself as a scoring threat in the prep ranks. The 5’10” Point Claire, Quebec native has a good stick and plays with grit. 6’0” Matt Pugh, a PG from BB&N, is a solid, north/south power forward who can skate and is strong enough to hold his own at the D-I level. Another player who caught our eye on multiple occasions was PG forward Bryan Platt. The Turnbull, Conn. speedster is small at 5’7”, 160 lbs., but is very quick and his speed creates a lot of scoring opportunities. When UNH recruit Jason Kalinowski is playing with urgency and determination he is the team’s top forward. That said, the senior forward sometimes relies solely on skill – and becomes far less effective. The Salisbury blueline is seasoned, skilled, big, and fast. Junior Will Toffey played with a lot of jump and is a very fluid skater. The 6’2”, 200 lb. defender from Barnstable, Mass. also showed that he is effective on the PP. 6’1” senior captain Ryan Segalla is polished and ready to move on to the next level. The UConn recruit from Rockland, Mass. defends well, plays with an edge, and makes smart decisions with the puck. Arguably the most attractive uncommitted prospect in the Flood-Marr tournament, and quite possibly all of New England, is ’97-born sophomore goaltender Callum Booth. The 6’2”, 180 lb. netminder was expected to play this season behind PG Brandon Mueller, but it only took the Montreal native a handful of games to uproot his counterpart and take over the starting job. The ultra-athletic Booth will likely have a handful of full scholarship offers within the next couple of months, if not sooner. Booth has all the earmarks of a goalie capable of being a big-time D-I goalie, with pro potential to boot.

4. Milton (2-2) — Paul Cannata’s Mustangs are much improved from last year’s squad that finished tied for 7th place in the Flood-Marr. That said, their talent is centered on a small group of players, thus they lack the depth of each of the three teams mentioned above, which became evident as the tournament progressed. Much of the squad’s offense is generated by the all-senior line of Anthony Sabitsky, Elliot Vorel, and Cole Morrisette. Sabitsky, the Mustangs top player, really put on a show Friday afternoon, notching a goal and three assists in his team’s 4-3 win over Andover. The next day, the Sicklerville, NJ native potted the overtime winning goal and an assist in a 2-1 victory over Hotchkiss. We feel that the smart centerman, who was named to the all-tournament team, is one of the top uncommitted players in the Northeast. Vorel, a Wesleyan recruit, has quick hands and can really snap the puck off. The Boonton, NJ native is especially dangerous on the PP, but needs to develop a more profound defensive conscience. Morrisette is a stocky forward with a low center of gravity who is strong on the puck and has a soft set of hands in front, a solid NESCAC recruit. On the backend, junior defenseman Conner Wynne is the standout. The 5’11”, 170 lb. Pomona, NY native is an exceptional skater, very light on his feet, and has an explosive first step. Wynne, who exhibits poise under pressure and is a sure-fire D-I prospect, was injured in his team’s second game against Hotchkiss and missed the rest of the tournament -- the Mustangs were not the same team without him. Nova Scotia native Alex Mann also showed flashes of upside. The 6’0” junior rear guard was recently named to Team Atlantic for the World Under-17 Challenge taking place right after Christmas. In net, 5’10” Drew Hotte is one of the top sophomores in prep hockey.  The Gwynedd, PA native still has a way to go, but in time we think he could develop into a nice D-I prospect.

5. Nobles (3-1) — Brian Day’s Bulldogs put on a good showing here, topping KUA and only losing to a very strong Salisbury team. Like Milton, lack of depth could prove to be an issue when facing the iron in the New England tournament, but the Bulldogs will definitely challenge for the ISL crown. Freshman sensation Colin White continues to improve. The ’97-born forward scored an NHL-level goal against Hotchkiss in the 5th place game on Sunday. A Hanover, Mass. native, White is the top skater in all of prep hockey and is an athletic specimen. We would be very surprised if the Boston College recruit – and potential first round NHL draft pick in 2015 -- is back at the Dedham prep school next season as he will be pressured to leave from all angles, i.e. NTDP, USHL and QMJHL. Another forward who really established himself as a high-end recruit was sophomore Miles Wood. This summer we saw the Manchester, Mass. native at the Select 17 Festival and he looked about 5’11” to us. Now, he is all of 6’2”, 185 lbs. and has firmly entrenched himself as a legit NHL draft prospect. The big forward can skate, makes plays, and is versatile in the sense that he could, at the D-I level, play as either a top six forward or as a north/south third line power forward. Playing at Brown with brother Tyler will be an option, but we are told that Hockey East schools -- starting with BC and BU -- are now recruiting him. A player who, because eyes tend to be fixed on White and Wood, gets a little bit lost in the shuffle is 5’11” sophomore Cal Burke. The Boxborough, Mass native has gotten stronger, faster, and is as smart as a fox with the puck. 6’1” senior Will Sleeper is the type of player who falls right on the D-I/D-III bubble. D-I schools will likely consider him as a depth forward. Failing that, Sleeper will make a nice addition to any D-III club. Junior forward Cody Tedesco is fun to watch as the plays the game extremely hard. The 5’9”, 165 lb. grinder sets the tone for the Bulldogs. On the backend, senior Tyler Wood has made a big step in the right direction. It was not long ago that the 6’3”, 205 lb. defenseman was turning pucks over left and right up at Governor’s. Every year, the Brown recruit, a son of former Yale and NHL forward Randy Wood, has made positive strides and right now, much like brother Miles, he has NHL scouts taking a long look at him. Another defenseman who has made a dramatic improvement is 5’11” junior JC Brassard. The Scituate, Mass. native posted a 1-1-2 scoring line in 29 games played last year for Nobles but this season is leading the team in scoring with a 3-8-11 stat line in just eight games played. The former BC High defender has the tools to play D-I hockey. 6’0” senior goaltender Conner Maher, a Brown recruit, was a bit shaky through his team’s first few games, but put on a show against KUA as his team was outshot by a 2-1 margin.

6. Hotchkiss (1-3) — First-year head coach Mike Traggio has some talent to work with, but it will likely take the former Brown University defenseman a few years to get the Bearcats to the point where they can compete for a Founders’ League title. And, while Hotchkiss is not a strong team this season, there was a strong contingent of NHL scouts at each of their games over the weekend, eyes focused on 6’6”, 225 lb. junior forward Tyler Hill. College coaches were eyeing him too, looking to make a decision on the massive Hagersville, Ont. native. Hill is obviously very big, has soft hands, and can shoot the park extremely hard. The downside is his feet. We feel that each scout left the building questioning whether or not the Ottawa 67’s (OHL) draft pick will be able to adjust to the pace of the NCAA, much less the pro level. We are told that the Hotchkiss star is attempting to accelerate his studies in hopes of arriving at a college next fall. In addition to Hill, NHL scouts were watching Harvard recruit Wiley Sherman, who will also likely hear his name called at the NHL draft in June. The 6’5”, 175 lb. junior defenseman from Greenwich, Conn. looks like a baby giraffe on the ice – he will be a much different player when he fills into his body and his playing weight is up around 230 lbs. There is no doubt that Sherman is a project, but his puck skills and hockey sense are both pretty good, and physical maturation just needs to take its course. Another player who caught our attention a couple of times was sophomore forward Greg Pezza. The 5’7”, 155 lb. Greenville, RI native is small, but crafty and skilled. Over time we think he will develop into a productive player.

7. Deerfield (1-3) — Brendan Creagh’s squad had a tough row to hoe here – drawing Nobles, KUA, and Salisbury – en route to the 7th place game. In other words, the Big Green could turn out to be better than their record here indicated. For our money their top player over the weekend was 6’0” goaltender Jake Thoubboron. The Glen Rock, NJ native, who played against KUA and Andover, is aggressive in the crease, and can play the puck with the best of them. Senior netminder Adam Ellison, a 6’0” Shelburne, Vt. native being heavily pursued by NESCAC schools, played against Nobles and Andover, and also had a good weekend. Outside of the goaltenders we really like junior forwards Sam Lafferty and Trevor Yates. Yates, a 6’1” Beaconsfield, Que. native, is strong on the puck, has a good stick, and made a number of nice plays, but his pace needs to improve. Lafferty, a 6’1” Hollidaysburg, PA native, is quite the opposite — he has great pace, but needs to build up his strength as he tends to get muscled off of pucks in the corners. That said, both have the potential to be D-I players. 6’1” senior Alex Gonye is an interesting player. We can totally see why Union has scooped him up – the Dutchmen need skill at center, and Gonye has big-time potential. However, there are times when he needs a GPS to find the corners and the front of the net. If he fills out and adds some grit to his game we think the New Canaan, Conn. native will be very good for the Dutchmen and pro teams will begin to take interest in him. Junior defenseman Cullen Geary is a nice addition to the Big Green blueline. The 6’3” former Springfield Cathedral defender is strong on his skates and flattens oncoming forwards in the corners.

8. Andover (0-4) — Yes, Dean Boylan’s Big Blue did indeed go 0-4. That said, not a single team beat them by more than two goals and Andover could have easily gone 4-0 if their luck had been slightly different. There was not a single player who really jumped out at us, but there were a few solid prospects. 6’2”, 200 lb. Harvard recruit Eddie Ellis is the team’s most-scouted player and a lot is expected of him. We feel the senior forward will be much better when he is not relied on to score goals. At Harvard Ellis will be asked to simply go up and down the wing, finish his checks, and bang in the odd goal. 6’5”, 205 lb. senior defenseman Conner Light is an interesting prospect. The Sudbury, Mass native has been injured much of the last two years, but we feel there is something there. He is very raw right now and may require some seasoning in junior hockey but, because of his size and athleticism, he will have a chance to play at higher levels. A player we think will have a good prep school career is sophomore forward Zachary Weinger. The 5’10” Hollywood, Florida product has a crafty stick and creates offense. Look for him atop the Andover scoring charts for the next few seasons.

Tues. 12/18/12

Askew Picks A College...Again

 Cushing Academy 6’3”, 190 lb. freshman forward Cam Askew, who decommitted from Northeastern three weeks ago, has committed to Boston University for the fall of ’16.

 Askew, watched by BU assistant Mike Bavis at the Lawrence-Groton Tournament over the weekend, is one of the top ‘97s in the country, a tall, lanky right-shot center who has terrifically soft hands and vision to match. His passes are right on the money, and he can finish too. He has good skating form, but is still growing into his body so that part of his game will only get better as he adds muscle to his frame. For now, he lacks explosiveness. Last season we compared Askew to a young Joe Thornton (San Jose-NHL), and we’ll stick with that comparison. If Askew continues to develop he could very easily go in the first round of the 2015 NHL draft. 

 Askew, who visited BU yesterday, is a 5/13/97 birthdate from South Boston, Mass. Last season, as an 8th grader at St. Sebastian’s, he posted a 12-13-25 line in 28 games. He also played for the über-talented Valley Jr. Warriors ’97 team that made it to Nationals. This season, skating for Cushing, Askew has, in 9 games, a 5-11-16 line.

 Askew originally committed to Northeastern in the fall of his 8th grade year – on Nov. 19, 2011, to be precise. It is believed that Northeastern was the first school to offer him, and he jumped on it.

 If and when Askew, who grew up a Boston University season ticket holder, arrives on Commonwealth Ave., all of the current Terriers will be gone, either via graduation, or through other routes. 

 Askew will almost certainly be drafted into the QMJHL this coming spring. The major question will be how high – and by whom -- he will be selected.

 Over the past two seasons, Askew has had three different family advisors, two different prep schools, two different split-season teams and, now, two different colleges. Will there be a third? Or will there be no college at all? 

Mon. 12/17/12

A New #1 in This Week's USHR Prep Poll

Belmont Hill, returning from Lawrenceville, NJ with the Christmas Tournament hardware and an undefeated record (7-0-1), takes over the top spot from Flood-Marr champs Kimball Union in this week's USHR Prep Poll.

The next poll will be on the week of Jan. 7, 2013, at which point it will appear weekly until the end of the regular season.

USHR Prep Poll: Week of Dec. 17, 2012

Wed. 12/12/12

USHR’s Top Seniors

 Here’s our first “class” list of the season – the seniors. And, while we’re comfortable with the ranking today, a slew of tournament games are imminent, meaning things could change. Some kids will move up, others down, and a handful will emerge and play their way into it. 

 Our methodology? We’ve combined what a player brings to the table right now – i.e. how much are they impacting the outcomes of prep/high school games? -- with their potential. Some rankings are weighted a little more toward the former, others toward the latter. And when we talk about potential, we’re thinking primarily college – and that could mean D-I or D-III. Additionally, there are some projects – often PGs -- and sleepers at the bottom half of the list, as well as a few players we just want to see a bit more of.  

Skaters:    

1. Trevor Fidler, F, ‘95 (Dexter/Harvard) — The most productive player in prep hockey, plain and simple. The Harvard recruit is a buzzsaw who produces offense every time he jumps over the boards. Scored 55 points last season and will likely match or exceed that output in the current campaign.

2. Anthony Florentino, D, ’95 (Selects Academy/Providence) — Providence recruit is the complete package. Has turned down the NTDP two years in a row and has continued to improve while at South Kent. Could be the first New Englander to hear his name called at the NHL draft this summer.

3. Doyle Somerby, D, ’94 (Kimball Union/Boston University) — The New  York Islanders (NHL) draft pick is the best player on the best team in New England. 6’4”, 210 lb. defender is just coming into his own. Will make the jump directly from prep hockey to BU next year.

4. Thomas Aldworth, F, ’95 (Cushing/Providence) — Dynamic forward has the ability to break games open single-handedly. Providence recruit has all the talent in the world and if he can improve his all-around game his name will shoot up NHL draft lists.

5. John Baiocco, F, ’95 (Delbarton/Yale) — Yale recruit had a strong showing at the Select 17 Festival over the summer. Thus far the crafty forward has posted a 7-7-14 scoring line in just four games played. Say what you want about NJ High School hockey, but those kind of numbers are impressive in any league.

6. Griff Martin, D, ’94 (Avon Old Farms/Union) — The Avon captain grows on us more and more each time we see him play. His game is going to translate very well to the next level. The future Dutchman defends well, can run a PP, and makes a great first pass.

7. Carl Hesler, F, ’94 (Belmont Hill/Dartmouth) — Is in his second year at Belmont Hill since transferring in from Middlesex. Hesler, the center on the top line of a team with a deep and talented group of forwards, has been the go-to guy from Day One.

8. Nathan Ferriero, F, ’94 (Governor’s/Northeastern) — There is no player in prep hockey with a more lethal shot than the Northeastern recruit. When he plays smart and stays out the penalty box he is a lot to handle.

9. Brian Pinho, F, ’95 (St. John’s Prep/Providence) — With Ryan Fitzgerald, Brendan Collier and Sam Kurker all having moved on, Pinho steps into the spotlight as the top player in the Catholic Conference. Providence recruit has quickly risen up the recruiting charts since last year’s Super 8 tournament.

10. Casey Miller, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/UMass-Amherst) — With newly-arrived JD Dudek and AJ Greer joining a strong group of returning forwards, Miller’s workload and point production may take a hit, but -- make no mistake about it --- when the Wildcats need a goal, Miller will be the guy they look to in order to make something happen.

11. Anthony Sabitsky, F, ’94 (Milton/Uncommitted) — Gets our nod as the top uncommitted senior in prep hockey. Scored at a goal-a-game pace last season and has been hot out of the gates with a 3-7-10 scoring line in just five games played this year.

12. David Hallisey, F, ’94 (Westminster/Princeton) — The Princeton recruit is a workhorse and a complete player. Projects as a third line forward at the next level, but for now he is Mr. Does-It-All at Westminster — kills penalties, finishes checks, blocks shots, and is the team’s most consistent scoring threat.

13. Alex Carle, D, ’94 (Kimball Union/Uncommitted) — Smooth-skating puck mover is the top uncommitted senior defender in prep hockey. The KUA captain will have a lot of eyes on him this weekend at the Flood-Marr Tournament as D-I recruiters look to shore up their back end.

14. Jason Salvaggio, F, ’94 (Selects Academy/UConn) — UConn recruit put himself on the map with a strong summer and fall. NHL scouts have been playing close attention to the skilled late bloomer.

15. Mark Hamilton, D, ’94 (Salisbury/UMass-Amherst) — The future Minuteman brings a little bit of everything to the table. Hamilton has size, can skate, makes a heads-up play, and has a bit of an edge. Has improved a great deal over the last two years.

16. Ryan Scarfo, F, ’94 (Governor’s/Union) — Governor’s head coach Leon Hayward has asked Santa Claus for a high-scoring forward for Christmas and he will get his wish as Scarfo is set to resume play after the holidays. The Union recruit will provide an immediate lift to the Governor’s offense.

17. Dalton MacAfee, D, ’94 (St. Sebastian’s/Boston University) — This summer, when BU committed to MacAfee, formerly committed to Notre Dame for lax, some were surprised. After watching him closely in the early going this season we think the Terriers have found themselves a good one. NHL scouts should be tracking the all-around athlete’s progress closely.

18. Niko Rufo, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/Providence) — The fourth Providence recruit ranked in our Top 20. The Stoneham, Mass. native would pile up more points this season if he were not on such a deep team.

19. Eddie Ellis, F, ’95 (Andover/Harvard) — Big, strong workhorse will make a case for himself to be drafted into the NHL. The Harvard recruit can really skate for a big man and projects as a solid power forward at the next level.

20. Zachary Sabatini, F, ’94 (Tabor/Sacred Heart) — John’s Creek, Georgia native is dynamic and skilled. Tabor is winless in five games this season, but the Seawolves have played arguably the toughest schedule in prep hockey thus far. Look for Sabatini & Company to break out of their shells soon.

21. Tyler Wood, D, ’94 (Nobles/Brown) — The Brown recruit continues to improve. With Tim Boyle, PJ Falvey and Phil Sciretta off to college the door is now open for Wood to be the #1 guy. Tyler and brother Miles Wood get our vote for top “sibling combo” in prep hockey this year.

22. Charlie Donners, D, ’94 (Dexter/Uncommitted) — Smallish, competitive defender is limited in terms of upside, but at this level he is an all-league defenseman. Plays in all situations and has great feet. Will make a strong case for himself as a D-I prospect.

23. Jason Kalinowski, F, ’95 (Salisbury/UNH)—On a very deep team the UNH recruit has emerged as the star player and go-to guy up front. In just two games the gritty forward has posted a 3-5-8 scoring line. Is not slated to enroll at UNH until the fall of 2015.

24. Tim Harrison, F, ’94 (Dexter/Colgate) — Big, strong, north/south power forward recently committed to Colgate, a good get for the Red Raiders. Is skilled and plays with a bit of sandpaper. Stands a chance to be a late round pick in the NHL draft this summer.

25. Vincent Russo, F, ’94 (Avon Old Farms/Uncommitted) — Savvy puckhandler is one of the top uncommitted players in prep hockey. His feet and strength need to improve, both of which can, but he already possesses a D-I mind and hockey IQ.

26. Nick Roberto, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/Maine) — Gritty forward can really shoot a puck. The Maine recruit gets under opponents’ skin. Someone you love to have on your team and hate to play against. Will be a good fit for the Black Bears.

27. Tommy Kelley, F, ’94 (St. Sebastian’s/Boston University) — Will arrive on Commonwealth Ave. next fall. With the departure of Danny O’Regan, Kelley is now the Arrows’ top scoring threat.

28. Alex Gonye, F, ’94 (Deerfield/Union) — We will be very interested in following the Union recruit’s career. Has all the potential in the world, but has yet to put it together. Is producing at a two points-per-game pace in the early going.

29. Daniel Fritz, D, ’95 (Canterbury/Uncommitted) — The Harwood, Maryland native has a lot of raw talent. For a big kid he is a smooth skater and is confident with the puck on his stick. Has five points in his first four games for a revamped Canterbury squad.

30. Quin Pompi, D, ’94 (Berkshire/Princeton) — Another defenseman with a lot of ability. Is a powerful skater with a wide frame. Will continue to get bigger and stronger. Will develop into a reliable, meat-and-potatoes defenseman for the Princeton Tigers.

31. Anthony Bird, F, ’94 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — One of the more underappreciated players in the prep hockey circuit. Does everything well, has good feet and can make a play. We are confident that he will be a D-I player at the end of the day.

32. Matt Pugh, F, ’93 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Was BB&N’s top player last year. Is reliable defensively and is usually the hardest worker on the ice. Has success offensively, but projects as a defensive forward at the next level. We think because of his size and work ethic he would make an excellent fourth line player at a Hockey East school.

33. Ryan Segalla, D, ’94 (Salisbury/UConn) — All-around defenseman was UConn’s first ever Hockey East recruit. The future Husky has a reliable stick and plays with an edge.

34. Charles Alexandre-Plaisir, F, ’94 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — The Laval, Quebec native has taken charge up in Concord, NH and has produced a 3-6-9 scoring line in his team’s first three games. Plays with a real edge and has a superb work ethic. Never gives up on plays. Should be a top NESCAC recruit.

35. Elliot Vorel, F, ’94 (Milton/Wesleyan) — The Mustang’s highly-skilled goal scorer committed early decision to Wesleyan a few weeks ago. Has D-I skill and is a scoring threat at all times at the prep level. Put up 41 points last season.

36. Garrett Hehir, F, ’93 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Productive forward has excellent hockey sense and makes a lot of plays. Will look to get the Penguins to Salem in his final year of prep school hockey.

37. Mike Iovanna, F, ’94 (Malden Catholic/UMass-Amherst) — Played on a line last year with Ryan Fitzgerald and Brendan Collier. With both off to juniors MC will look to the UMass recruit to key their offense.

38. Jacob Hand, F, ’94 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Big, strong forward has soft hands and is a smooth skater. If he can up his pace D-I schools will come knocking. Has talent.

39. Will Sleeper, F, ’94 (Nobles/Uncommitted) — Was named the MVP of the Flood-Marr Tournament a year ago. The opportunistic forward would love to have a repeat performance this weekend.

40. Mitch Nylen, D, ’94 (Brooks/Sacred Heart) — Small, skilled, puck-moving defenseman. Sacred Heart recruit is the captain at Brooks this year and will look to lead his squad to an Eberhart title.

41. Mike Najjar, F, ’94 (Belmont Hill/Middlebury) — Has combined with Carl Hesler to give Belmont Hill a dangerous first line.

42. RJ Bishop, D, ’94 (Trinity Pawling/Uncommitted) — Is hidden on a weak team, but the sleek puck mover would make for an excellent D-III recruit.

43. John Cross, F, ’94 (Exeter/Uncommitted) — With Brian Hart and Matt Beattie off to college Head Coach Dana Barbin will look for Cross to increase his offensive production.

44. Mike Graham, D, ’94 (Kent/Uncommitted) — Big, strong defender has a bomb of a shot from the point. Runs the Kent PP and has been a big part of their early season success.

45. Mitch Barrington, D, ’94 (Dexter/Uncommitted) — Tall and lanky defender is a smooth skater with good poise and vision.

46. Phil Johannsson, D, ’94 (Holderness/Uncommitted) — St. Lazare, Quebec native has popped up onto the radar of NHL teams.

47. Willie Brooks, D, ’94 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — The type of defenseman who rarely receives accolades, but eats up quality minutes and is a big part of overall team success.

48. Gregg Burmaster, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/St. Lawrence) — Has speed and some scoring abilities. Provides the #1 ranked Wildcats with quality secondary scoring.

49. Greg Zaffino, D, ’94 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — Tall defender does not make many mistakes. Has a nearly perfect SAT score which will be attractive to Ivy League schools.

50. Aaron Titcomb, D, ’93 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — PG defender out of Charlestown, Mass. and Brewster Academy has been intriguing in the early going.

Honorable Mention: 

Dan Doherty (Belmont Hill), Colby Cretella (Exeter), Cole Anderson (Gunnery), Cody Champagne (Avon), Danny Casey (Kent), Connor Evangelista (Kimball Union), George Hunkele (Lawrence/Williams), Shamus Maloney (Tabor), Sean Orlando (Westminster), Liam Coughlin (Catholic Memorial), Jay Mackie (St. Andrew’s), Josh Melnick (Delbarton/Princeton), Alex Hagerty (Delbarton), Liam McDermott (Salisbury).

Goaltenders:

1. Michael Pinios, G, ’94 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — Has not been at his best in the early going, but we have seen him win games by himself. When he catches fire St. Paul’s will be difficult to beat.

2. Merrick Madsen, G, ’95 (Proctor/Harvard) — Sometimes he looks like playing D-I hockey will be a stretch, other times he looks like he could be an NHL draft pick. Tough to figure out, but there is no denying his potential.

3. Peter Cronin, G, ’94 (BC High/Uncommitted) — Led BC high to within a goal of a Super 8 Championship last season and will look for a title this year. Big and athletic netminder has a lot of tools to work with.

4. Shane Starrett, G, ’94 (Selects Academy/Uncommitted) — Tall netminder played for Catholic Memorial last season. Has shown flashes of having D-I capabilities.

5. Eric Bogart, G, ’95 (Kimball Union/Uncommitted) — 6’5” goalies are not easy to come by—especially one with some athleticism. Will likely require a couple seasons of junior hockey before he is college ready, but we think he will find his way into a D-I school.

6. Dawson Sprigings, G, ’94 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Gunnery is 5-0 so far this season and Sprigings has played every minute, posting a .933 save percentage.

7. Danny Tirone, G, ’94 (Loomis Chaffee/Uncommitted) — Played at Shattuck a couple of seasons ago. Is tutored by goalie coach Mike Buckley, a UMass alum. Now plays for JR Zavisza, a UMass alum — connect the dots. Has been a big part of Loomis’s quick turnaround. Will need to turn in an MVP-like season to keep the Pelicans above .500 with a difficult Founders’ League schedule approaching. 

8. Adam Ellison, G, ’94 (Deerfield/Uncommitted) – Was excellent all fall, leading the Neponset Valley River Rats to the U18 Nationals. Has also been excellent in the early season, with a .940 gaa to date. Trending upwards.

9. Gryphon Richardson, G, ’93 (Brunswick/Uncommitted) — Is small and physically limited, but gets the absolute max out of what he has to work with. Sports a .944 save percentage thus far.

Sun. 12/9/12

Wildcats #1 in First USHR Poll of Season

 Kimball Union, 4-0-0 on the young season, tops the first USHR Prep Poll of the season. 

 It’s early and the statistical sample is small, so look for a lot of movement by next week’s poll, which will be ready on Mon. Dec. 17 – after all the Christmas tournaments.

Prep Poll: Week of Dec. 10, 2012 

Thurs. 12/6/12

New Turn in the Life of Riley

Rob Riley, a scout for the Columbus Blue Jackets (NHL) and a former college and pro head coach, has been named Athletic Director at Regis College in Weston, Mass.

 Riley, the former head coach at Babson and Army, has been, for the past three seasons, the head coach of the Springfield Falcons, the Blue Jackets' AHL affiliate. Last spring, Riley led the Falcons to their first winning season in 13 years.

 Regis, a D-III school, is small, with just 1,100 undergrads and 600 plus students in graduate programs. For the school’s first 80 years – until 2007, to be precise – it was a women’s-only school. This is the sixth year that it has been coed.

 Regis wishes to increase enrollment and sports is one avenue to that end. The school does not own a rink but, should they decide to add hockey, could play out of one nearby.

Regis could not ask for an athletic director better suited toward starting up a college hockey program. College hockey is the lifeblood of the Riley family. Riley’s father, Jack Riley, now 92 and living on Cape Cod, was head coach at Army for nearly four decades and became nationally known for coaching the 1960 U.S. Olympic Team to the gold in Squaw Valley. 

 Rob Riley was co-captain of the 1977-78 Boston College team that reached the NCAA championship game -- only to lose to a BU team that would finish the season 30-2. He began his head coaching career as an assistant at BC and St. Lawrence, before getting hired as head coach at Babson. There, in 1983-84, his first season, Riley won a D-III NCAA title and Coach of the Year honors. 

 Two years later, in the fall of 1986, Riley took over the Army program from his father. He would stay at West Point for 18 years -- until 2004, when he handed the job off to his younger brother, Brian, and moved back to the Boston area, settling in Needham.  

By the way, another generation of coaching Rileys is coming along, and Rob's son Brett, a junior forward for the currently undefeated Hobart Statesmen, is actively involved in coaching summer teams.

Note:

Speaking of Army hockey, senior defenseman Cheyne Rocha was a finalist for a Rhodes Scholarship this fall. The son of former Berkshire School head hockey coach Larry Rocha, Cheyne attended St. Paul's School and played a PG year in the EJHL with the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs. An engineering major, he is currently carrying a 4.0 GPA. 

Thurs. 12/6/12

Big D for Tigers

 Berkshire School 6’2”, 195 lb. senior RD Quin Pompi has committed to Princeton University for the fall of '13.

A 9/21/94 birthdate from Springfield, PA, a Philadelphia suburb, Pompi has size, strength, and skating ability. Sometimes overcomplicates the game. Is playing the PP at Berkshire, but doesn’t project as that kind of player at the D-I college level.  

Pompi will be playing for the Mid-Fairfield U18s at Nationals in the spring.

 Is said to be an excellent lacrosse player as well. 

In addition to Princeton, Pompi visited Harvard, Yale, and Brown.

Wed. 12/5/12

Standouts at Quebec Midget AAA Showcase

 The struggle US colleges face in attracting high-end French-Canadian players was exemplified last season when top prospects Jonathan Drouin (Halifax-QMJHL), Frederik Gauthier (Rimouski-QMJHL), and Anthony DeLuca (Rimouski-QMJHL) used NCAA schools as a bargaining chip with the QMJHL. This low yield per hour invested goes a long way toward explaining the lack of US colleges recruiters on hand in Quebec City for this past weekend’s Reebok Cup, a showcase involving every midget AAA team in Quebec, as well as a few from Nova Scotia.

USHR, however, made the 400-mile trip, because there are good prospects there. Sure, most will likely head to the “Q” next year, but there is also a layer of players right under that top group who are considering prep schools and the NCAA route — we will include both in our report. 

Notes: 

Forestiers d’Amos’s 6’4”, 168 lb. forward Nicolas Roy is the frontrunner to be taken #1 overall in the QMJHL draft next spring, but he was injured so we didn’t get to see him. However, we have been told that for a big kid his skill level is top-notch -- comparisons have been made to Vincent Lecavalier (Tampa Bay-NHL) at the same age. Because we did not see Roy play we do not know exactly where he stacks up against the top New England players (the Q’s region in the US). However, we saw enough of the top Quebec kids to say without a doubt Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s), Colin White (Nobles), Casey Fitzgerald (Malden Catholic), and Cam Askew (Cushing) would all likely be top 10 picks if they stated their intentions were to play major junior hockey.

Methodology:

We have separated the top players into two separate groups. The first group (List A) is simply the best players we saw, regardless as to whether they are planning on going to the Q or to college – or are undecided. The second group (List B) includes players who are reportedly looking south to New England prep schools and colleges.

On our lists, we have NOT included players who have compromised their NCAA eligibility by playing games in the QMJHL.

List A: Top Players Overall

Jeremy Roy, D, ’97 (Collège Antoine-Girouard) 5-11/179 — The latest of French-Canadian talent to state an interest in going to a US college. We are told that both Harvard and Yale have expressed interest in him. A local QMJHL scout chimed in on that, however, informing us there is but a slim chance he will wind up in the US as he will be selected either 2nd or 3rd overall in the QMJHL draft. Roy is an offensive minded defender who loves to join the rush and is very active in the offensive zone. Defensively, he is all over the map, but his self-confidence is very high -- and it is far easier to reel in a player than let one loose. If an NCAA school were able to land him it would be a coup. Roy is the top scoring defenseman in the league — as an under-ager.

Daniel Sprong, F, ’97 (Tigres du Lac St-Louis) 6-0/165 — The case of Daniel Sprong is an interesting one. If you recall, he was our #1 ranked player at the U14 Nationals last spring as he helped the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins win the national title. This year, Sprong is playing in the Midget Espoir circuit, which is essentially midget AA. There was an Espoir all-star team here over the weekend and Sprong was easily their top player. The reason he is not in the QMAAA is because he is not a Canadian citizen and thus did not meet the citizenship requirements to play midget AAA. His father and mother are both Dutch, born in Amsterdam. The younger Sprong played for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last year under his own visa and therefore had to leave midway through the season and return to Canada. He is now working on getting Canadian citizenship. Hockey Canada included Sprong in the Allstate All-Canadians mentorship camp over the summer, which is Canada’s equivalent of the NTDP’s Final 40 Camp. Hockey Canada certainly wants to make sure Sprong is wearing the maple leaf on the front of his sweater when the time comes for  international tournaments. Sprong is said to be a lock to be in the QMJHL next season and is expected to be selected #2 or #3 overall. The Tigers star forward is explosive and skilled, a high-end talent with NHL potential.

Emile Bourque, D, ’98 (Commandeurs de Lévis) 5-7/145 — One of the top ’98 born-defenseman we have seen. While he is not in the same class as Sean Day (Compuware) or Chad Krys (Connecticut Oilers) he is elite, and a lot of fun to watch. As a 14 year old playing with predominantly 16 and 17 year olds, Bourque is as cool as a cucumber with the puck on his stick. It has taken him some time to settle in and get comfortable, but over the weekend he established himself as the power play quarterback. His skills are increasingly moving to the forefront. Bourque is surely going to be a name we will be hearing more as he gets older.

Jason Bell, D, ’97 (Rousseau Royal Laval Montreal) 6-1/161 — Laval was the first team we watched over the weekend and Bell was the first player to really grab our attention. The big defender is a decent skater, but his vision and puck skills are extremely good. Will be a top 10 pick in the Q draft this spring. Once he fills out there is a good chance NHL teams will start to track him closely.

Guillaume Brisebois, D, ’97 (Collège Antoine-Girouard) 5-11/144 — While teammate Jeremy Roy gets most of the attention on the Antoine-Girouard blueline, we feel that Brisebois is right there with him and very well could end up being the better defenseman in the long run. He is very light on his feet and is an effortless skater, but the best part of Brisebois’s game is his stick, which he uses extremely well on both the offensive and defensive side of the puck. He’s just 144 pounds, and sure to fill out so there’s a high upside here.

Anthony Beauvillier, F, ’97 (Collège Antoine-Girouard) 5-10/148 — Was one of six Quebec players selected to attend the Allstate All-Canadians mentorship camp along with Nicolas Roy, Jeremy Roy, Sprong, Julien Gauthier (see below), and Salisbury goaltender Callum Booth. The Antoine-Girouard star forward is 2nd in the league scoring race with a 24-14-38 scoring line in just 26 games played. For a smaller forward he protects the puck very well, has outstanding vision/poise and knows how to finish around the net. Will put up a ton of points in the Q.

Julien Gauthier, F, ’97 (Rousseau Royal Laval-Montréal) 6-2/204 — The sky is the limit in terms of potential. His skating form is excellent and for a big man his hands are very soft. In addition, he knows how to use his size to his advantage. While all of those are tangible assets his intangible assets are a question mark to us. His pace and compete level need to be raised a great deal in order to experience success at higher levels.

James Povall, G, ’97 (Lions du Lac St-Louis) 5-11/137 — With Callum Booth adamant about going to college, Povall may be the top goalie selected in the Q draft. The athletic netminder is quick and reads the play well. Technically sound, he passes the “look test” with flying colors: he just looks like a gamer.

Jeremy Bouchard, F, ’97 (Grenadiers de Chateauguay) 5-6/159 — A fun player to watch. Reminds us a lot of Boston College forward Steven Whitney. Has a high skill level and competes extremely hard. Is producing at a point-a-game rate and is said to be a 2nd round Q prospect. Would make for a fantastic college player.

Julien Nantel, F, ’96 (Rousseau Royal Laval-Montréal) 6-0/183 — Laval’s top scorer is the only player in the QMAAA loop to be named to Team Quebec for the World U17 Challenge. Through 27 games he has posted an 18-16-34 scoring line. Is a 2nd round pick, 30th overall to Rouyn-Noranda where he will likely suit up next season. Has a good stick and a nose for the net.

Gabriel Gagne, F, ’96 (Vikings de Saint-Eustache) 6-3/166 — The 26th overall pick to the Moncton Wildcats in last year’s draft. Played in the Espoir league last season and is a late bloomer with a ton of potential. Is very long and gangly, but a smooth skater. Once he fills out and acclimates himself to the pace of AAA hockey -- and then the Q -- he will emerge as a top NHL prospect.

David Henley, D, ’97 (Forestiers d’Amos) 6-3/166 — A big d-man who keeps it simple, Henley could prove to be very useful at the next level. A good skater with a good stick, he does not complicate the game and makes a good first pass. Is playing on his team’s top PP right now, but likely projects as more of a shutdown defenseman. Is a 1st round prospect for the Q draft.

Brandon McCulloch, F, ’96 (Grenadiers de Chateauguay) 5-8/151 — Was passed over in the Q draft last spring, but it will likely not happen again this year. That said, he does speak English, is on the smaller side, and may consider the NCAA. He is lethal with the man advantage and has exceptional vision.

Maxime Fortier, F, ’97 (Lions du Lac St-Louis) 5-10/165 — Smart and crafty. Will get better as the season progresses and he settles into the league. Is projected to be a 2nd round pick this spring. Would make for a nice college player should he choose to head to the NCAA.

Nicolas Meloche, D, ’97 (Vikings de Saint-Eustache) 6-1/196 — Big, steady, shutdown defender. Has good feet and makes smart decisions with the puck. Has a heavy shot. Could be selected as high as the 1st round in the QMJHL.

Gabriel Fontaine, F, ’97 (Cantonniers de Magog) 5-10/145 — Light on his feet and has a lot of room to get bigger, stronger, and faster. The skill level is already there. Was Magog’s top player and should be a top two round pick in the Q.

Samuel Blais, F, ’96 (Estacades de Trois-Rivières) 5-9/160 — English isn’t spoken much in Trois-Rivieres so the NCAA might not be an option. That said, this kid has all the earmarks of a late bloomer. He is not very big and went undrafted in the Q, but Blais has excellent hockey sense and holds his stick with those really high hands that scouts love to see. He can really handle the puck.

Brandon Gignac, F, ’97 (Phenix du Collège Esther-Blondin) 5-8/130 — Small forward has some jump to his game and is leading Esther-Blondin in scoring this season. Has a ’96 brother, William Gignac, who is pretty crafty and the two play well together. College Esther-Blondin is not the team they were one year ago when we they boasted a handful of top players from the province.

Xavier Desy, F, ’97 (Alabatros du College Notre-Dame) 6-0/135 — Tall and lanky with a very long stride. Is only 135 pounds and will be a much different player when he fills out.

Maxime Presseault, F, ’95 (Forestiers d’Amos) 5-9/154 — Is one of the older players in the league, but can really scoot and has a high skill level. Is someone we think NCAA schools should take a look at. Is a Val-d’Or (QMJHL) draft pick, but has never suited up for a game.

***

List B: Players of particular interest to prep schools and NCAA coaches -- there is a strong chance members of this group are looking to play college hockey.

Vimal Sukumaran, F, ’96 (Lac du St-Louis) 5-9/187 — Could very well be the most realistic and viable prep school/NCAA player in the QMAAA. Was drafted by Victoriaville (QMJHL) last year and did not even attend their camp. Is a strong student who has been very clear about wanting to head to the US. Lac St-Louis has been known to send a couple of players a year to US prep schools and Sukumaran will be heavily pursued for multiple reasons. First, he is the Lions’ top scorer with an 18-17-35 scoring line in just 24 games played. Secondly, he is of Indian decent and anyone familiar with prep school admissions knows this, on the diversity front, is a huge plus. At the NCAA Div. I level Sukumaran projects more as a 3rd line energy player who can chip in some offense.

Jeremy Davies, D, ’96 (Lac du St-Louis) 5-11/157 — Lac St-Louis’ top-scoring defenseman is another player on the Lions squad who wishes to attend a US prep school. Makes some questionable decisions, but there is no doubt that he has tools. Has good feet and runs the PP. A player NCAA schools should be paying attention to.

Daniel Sarracco, F, ’95 (Lac du St-Louis) 5-9/166 — An older forward who has every intention on doing a PG year in prep school next year. Applied to three schools last year and was wait-listed, but all of the schools were a reach for him academically. For prep school this kid is a no-brainer. He may not have D-I upside, but he would fit right in at a NESCAC school. Is the Lions’ top center and 2nd on the team in scoring.

Charlie Roy, D, ’97 (Vikings de Saint-Eustache) 5-7/152 — Smart, skilled, puck-moving defenseman. Has the ability to run a PP. His coach told us that the young defender goes to an English-speaking school, is a top student, and would be open to going to a prep school.

Jack Patterson, F, ’95 (Halifax Titans) 6-2/185 — A power forward with upside. Is a big kid who protects the puck well and has a pretty good stick. Would have to be a PG, but his coach informed us that he is keeping his options open and is a strong student.

Brett McNeil, D, ’95 (Halifax Titans) 5-8175 — Another PG candidate who is said to be a top student and interested in coming to the U.S. Is excellent on the PP. Has quick hands, good vision, and is active on the offensive blue-line. Is on the small side and is not a burner, which will likely limit his D-I options. That said, he would put up a lot of points at the prep level and find a home in college hockey somewhere. Is producing over a point-a-game from the backend.

Skylar Strumas, D, ’97 (Lions du Lac St-Louis) 6-0/143 — Right now the lanky defender is keeping his options open and is listening as prep schools make their pitch. He is someone who projects well and has a lot of upside. Uses his long stick to his advantage. Could end up being a D-I defenseman should he pass on the Q.

Trevor Butler, D, ’97 (Espoir Tigres) 5-7/155 – Smart and skilled. Very offensive minded, but responsible defensively. An excellent skater -- light on his feet. Will be playing prep hockey next winter. Shares the same advisor, Chad Levitt, as Salisbury goaltender Callum Booth. Levitt is someone with a good reputation for guiding his players toward the NCAA route.

Tues. 12/4/12

Going to the Q – and Some Commitments

 5’6”, 150 lb. forward Conor Garland, a Penn State recruit for fall ’15, has left Muskegon (USHL). Look for him to sign with the Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL).

 A 3/11/96 birthdate, Garland had a 1-2-3 line in six USHL games this season. A Scituate, Mass. native, he went out west and put up 116 points in 52 games with Shattuck’s Bantam Team in ’10-11, then returned home to play for the Junior Bruins Empire Team last year, where he scored 94 points in 40 games. This season, in going out to the USHL, he skipped a necessary step – he should probably be playing in the EJHL right now. Instead, with Moncton, he’ll be playing on his fourth team in three years – and turning down a college scholarship.

***

 St. Cloud State has received a commitment from 5’7”, 140 lb. California Titans U16 forward Brendan Harris for the fall of ‘15 or ‘16.

 A 7/10/96 birthdate, Harris has been pretty much an unknown. That will not be the case for much longer as the Las Vegas, Nevada native is one of the most skilled ‘96s that we have seen. Back in September USHR headed out to Minnesota to scout the Minnesota High School Elite League as well as the North American Hockey League. It just so happened that in another rink, in the same facility, the NAPHL was having a league showcase and we stumbled upon the super-skilled forward. While we were watching the Titans star forward we couldn’t help but notice that St. Cloud assistant coach, Mike Gibbons, was also in the building — and watching like a hawk. The Titans head coach, Peter Torsson, is a St. Cloud alum and clearly gave his alma mater a heads up.

 Harris has elite hands and scoring ability. When he turns it on he is very difficult to contain. Right now he is very small and frail, but when he fills out a bit we think he will be a lot of fun to watch. In time he could be a dominant player at the NCAA level.

***

 The Indiana Ice, who are 7-16-1 and in seventh place in the Eastern Conference, are changing head coaches again, yesterday replacing head coach Ron Gay with former NHL defenseman Jeff Brown, who was named head coach/GM.

 Brown, 46, played major junior and was a second round Quebec Nordiques pick who went on to play for seven NHL teams between 1986-98. 

 Last season, Brown, originally from Ottawa, coached the St. Louis Bandits to an NAHL title. 

***

 6’1”, 170 lb. Team Comcast U18 forward Eric Robinson has committed to Princeton for the fall of ‘14.

 The 6/14/95 birthdate has posted a 6-15-21 scoring line through 21 games played this season while skating on Comcast’s top line with Dartmouth recruit Kevin Neiley and Dwyer Tschantz. The two schools he visited were Princeton and Lake Superior State, but in the end an Ivy League education proved too much to pass on. Robinson has an older brother, Buddy, who is a sophomore at Lake State.

Robinson is the sixth player on Comcast’s U18 team to make a D-I commitment, joining the aforementioned Neiley, Dylan Plitt (Vermont), Kenny Citron (Colgate), Kevin Kerr (Penn State) and Tommy Panico (UMass-Lowell).

***

 6’0”, 178 lb. Topeka Roadrunners (NAHL) center Sean Gaffney, the leading scorer in the NAHL, has committed to UConn for the fall of ’13. Gaffney, a Plymouth, Michigan native, played at Detroit Catholic Central HS before starting his junior career two years ago. A 9/29/92 birthdate, Gaffney has played 24 games with Topeka this season, posting a 15-18-33 line. He will begin play next season as a 21-year-old freshman. He also reportedly received offers from Holy Cross, Niagara, Bemidji State, Air Force, and Army.  

Tues. 12/4/12

U.S. National Junior Team Preliminary Roster

 USA Hockey released its 27-man roster for the 2013  U.S. National Junior Team training camp, which runs for three days in Tarrytown, NY (Dec. 16-18) before continuing in Helsinki, Finland Dec. 19. 

 The final 23-man roster will be announced on Dec. 23, and the U.S. will play its first tournament game – it's in Ufa, Russia this year -- on Dec. 27. 

 There are three returnees from the 2012 U.S. National Junior Team: G John Gibson; D Jacob Trouba; and F JT Miller. Trouba, a '94, will be eligible again next year.

 As for birthdates, there are 17 ’93s on the preliminary roster, and 10 ‘94s. The d-men are particularly young – there are five ‘94s among the nine blueliners chosen. 

 Of the 27 players chosen, all but two – forwards Riley Barber and Rocco Grimaldi – were at August’s evaluation camp in Lake Placid. Grimaldi was still recovering from a knee operation.

 Here’s the 27-man roster:

Goalies (3): John Gibson ’93 (Kitchener – OHL); Jon Gillies ’94 (Providence); Garret Sparks ’93 (Guelph – OHL).

Defensemen (9): Shayne Gostisbehere ’93 (Union); Matt Grzelcyk ’94 (BU); Seth Jones ’94 (Portland – WHL); Jake McCabe ’93 (Wisconsin); Connor Murphy ’93 (Sarnia – OHL); Mike Reilly ’93 (Minnesota); Patrick Sieloff ’94 (Windsor – OHL); Brady Skjei ’94 (Minnesota); Jacob Trouba ’94 (Michigan).

Forwards (15): Cole Bardreau ’93 (Cornell); Riley Barber '94 (Miami); Tyler Biggs ’93 (Oshawa – OHL); Alex Galchenyuk '94 (Sarnia – OHL); John Gaudreau ’93 (BC); Rocco Grimaldi ’93 (North Dakota); Ryan Hartman '94 (Plymouth – OHL); Sean Kuraly ’93 (Miami); Mario Lucia ’93 (Notre Dame); Stefan Matteau '94 (Blainville-Boisbriand – QMJHL); JT Miller ’93 (Connecticut – AHL); Stefan Noesen ’93 (Plymouth – OHL); Blake Pietila ’93 (Michigan Tech); Vince Trocheck ’93 (Saginaw – OHL); Jim Vesey ’93 (Harvard).  

Notes:

 -- There were 20 players at the Evaluation Camp who did not make the team. Fifteen were ‘93s; they will not have another chance to make the team. Five were ‘94s, who will have one more crack at it next year.

‘93s:

 D Brian Cooper – Nebraska-Omaha

 D Garrett Haar – Western Michigan

 D Mike Paliotta -- Vermont

 D Robbie Russo – Notre Dame

 D Joakim Ryan -- Cornell

 D Jordan Schmaltz – North Dakota

 D Andy Welinski – Minnesota-Duluth

 F Colin Blackwell – Harvard  injured

 F Reid Boucher – Sarnia (OHL)

 F Travis Boyd -- Minnesota

 F Alex Broadhurst – London (OHL)

 F Steve Fogarty – Notre Dame

 F Brian Hart -- Harvard

 F Logan Nelson – Victoria (WHL)

 F Adam Reid -- Northeastern

‘94s: 

 G Anthony Stolarz – Nebraska-Omaha

 D Connor Carrick – Plymouth (OHL)

 F Thomas DiPauli – Notre Dame

 F Nicholas Kerdiles – Wisconsin

 F Henrick Samuelsson – Edmonton (WHL)

 -- Phil Housley (Stillwater HS) is the head coach of this year's US National Junior Team. Assistant coaches are Mark Osiecki (Ohio St.), Grant Potulny (Minnesota), and David Lassonde (Denver). Video coordinator is Dan Muse (Yale).  Director of Player Personnel is Tim Taylor.

 -- The U.S. will play in the same pool as Canada, Russia, Germany, and Slovakia at the World Juniors.

 -- Here’s the schedule. All games will be broadcast live on the NHL Network, some well before breakfast time.

Thurs. Dec 27 – Germany (8:00 pm/9:00 am EST)

 Fri. Dec. 28 – Russia (8:00 pm/9:00 am EST)

 Sun. Dec. 30 – Canada (3:30 pm/4:30 am EST)

 Mon. Dec. 31 – Slovakia (4:00 pm/5:00 am EST)

 Wed. Jan. 2 – Quarterfinals 

 Thurs. Jan. 3 – Semifinals

 Sat. Jan. 5 – Bronze and Gold medal games

Sat. 12/1/12

A Good Name in Boston

 5’10”, 175 lb. Chilliwack Chiefs forward Luke Esposito – the leading scorer in the BCHL  -- has committed to Harvard for the fall of ‘13.

 A 10/18/93 birthdate, Esposito is a Greenwich, Conn. native and graduated in the spring from the Brunswick School, where he was the third-leading scorer and co-captain of the team last year. Esposito plays a good all-around game, competes hard, and, as he’s grown stronger, has continually improved his skating. His strength is his ability to make plays. He has good bloodlines too. NHL Hall of Famer Mark Messier is his uncle. Doug Messier, Mark’s father -- and recently coach of the Mid-Fairfield Blues U18s -- is his grandfather.

 Last season at Brunswick, Esposito had a 14-33-47 line in 29 games played. In the BCHL this season, he’s played 27 games thus far, and has a 10-27-37 line.

 Miami was recruiting him, as well as other Ivies. In addition to Harvard, Princeton and Cornell were reported to be in the picture.

 By the way, 11 of the BCHL’s top 12 scorers sorted by points per game are now committed to Div. I schools. The only one who isn’t is West Kelowna Warriors LC Seb Lloyd, who we wrote about back in September from the BCHL Pre-Season showcase. A ’94, he’s a top student – look for him to go Ivy too.

Note:

 Harvard sophomore defenseman Max Everson, who has played in all the Crimson’s games thus far this season, was added by the Omaha Lancers (USHL) to their protected player list this week.

Fri. 11/30/12

A Look at The Founders' League Jamboree

We are loath to jump to conclusions off the Founders’ League Jamboree, given that they are scrimmages played in running-time halves – hockey’s equivalent to speed-dating (not that we’d know anything about that). 

 We did gather up a few impressions, however.  

 The most pleasant surprise was Loomis Chaffee. The group head coach JR Zavisza inherited last year was pretty awful, finishing 2-23, so we were a little bug-eyed watching a youthful, high-energy squad fighting for every square inch of ice against a deeper Salisbury team. At the half, Loomis held a 2-1 lead and, while they eventually succumbed 4-3, at game’s end we had checks and comments next to a half dozen skating Pelicans – probably more than over the last decade combined. The key? The vast majority of the squad’s best players are newcomers.

 5’9” Cory Swift, a new junior from West Seneca, NY, was a constant presence, working hard, creating opportunities, and pushing the Salisbury D back on their heels. Ditto for 5’11” sophomore RC Alex Esposito, a newcomer from Notre Dame-West Haven. That duo alone gives Loomis a brand-new look. The squad had no players even remotely like those two up front last season. The only forward we even remembered from Loomis last year was 6’2” junior Kristofer VanGameren (St. Lazare, Que.), and we remembered him more for size/potential than anything else. So here we are a year later, and VanGameren has improved. His feet are still a bit heavy, but you can see he’s growing into his body, and is not afraid to use his size – he put some heavy hits on Salisbury players and gives the squad a big, physical presence up front. For good measure, he blasted a short-handed goal from the top of the right face-off circle – top shelf. 

 On defense, we liked 6’2”, 195 lb. PG Max Harrington, formerly of the Blake School. Harrington has a lot to like, and could be a real find for the right school. A left shot, he can move the puck, will key the Loomis power play (he scored the first goal on Wednesday), and uses his size effectively in his own end.

 A new junior we liked was 5’10” Matt O’Donnell, a savvy right-shot D from California who was able to consistently move the puck up ice to Swift, Esposito, et al.  

 In net, 5’11” senior Danny Tirone, who was the squad’s best goalie last season and blanked Tabor on Monday, was in net for the first half against Salisbury – and again allowed nothing to get past him. We are in an era when everyone is looking for the athletic goalie who stands 6’0” or better. Tirone isn’t that, but he’s not small either, and he stops the puck. He’s worth following.  

 Will the Pelicans jump from 2-23 to .500 this year? We’re not betting on it, as they are young and it’s a tough league. But these are not your father’s Pelicans. 

 -- Westminster was another team that looked very good, blanking Hotchkiss 5-0. The Martlets have lost talented senior Chris Izmirlian and his 48 points to graduation but Princeton recruit David Hallisey is back for his senior year and the offense will flow through him. He’ll need help though, and head coach Tim Joncas will look to guys like 6’0” 187 lb. senior Sean Orlando, who came out of AA hockey in the Philadelphia area and had a strong junior season last year, to be a key contributor. Orlando is a Div. I prospect who will be watched closely. Hallisey and Orlando were linemates on Wednesday, along with 6’2” returning junior Mario Benicky, from Slovakia.

 5’10” PG Ethan Holdaway, who lit it up at Glastonbury High last season, is a nice little buzz bomb who made the Fall Prep League all-star team that played at Northeastern a couple weeks ago. 

 On the blue line we were intrigued by 6’3”, 186 lb. sophomore Will Brophy, who was at Fairfield Prep last season. He’s gawky and still growing into his body but showed poise with the puck and certainly has upside.

 Westminster has another excellent new sophomore defenseman in 5’11’” right shot Frankie Sullivan, who was at Notre Dame-Fairfield last season. Sullivan can skate and handle the puck – a good Div. I prospect.

 Westminster looks like, well, Westminster. They move the puck well, and work well as a unit. As for goaltending, they lost Yale recruit Patrick Spano to graduation. We are not very familiar with goalie Zac Hamilton – Spano’s backup last season – but he looked fine on Wednesday against Hotchkiss. We’ll just have to see how that plays out over the season.

 -- And Hotchkiss? Not a good day. They just couldn’t get untracked against Westminster, who won the battles, kept the pressure on – and had better goaltending.

 As everyone knows, 6’6”, 225 lb. junior LW Tyler Hill, a ’95 birthdate from Hagersville, Ontario, is getting a lot of attention for the NHL draft and is going into the season as the highest-ranked pro prospect in prep hockey, getting a B ranking (i.e. potential second/third rounder) from Central. While it’s hard to overlook a kid that size who can skate a bit, we really didn’t see much hockey savvy from him on Wednesday. Unless he’s paired with someone who can get him the puck, not much is going to happen. There are tools, for sure, but he has a way to go. 

 We watched 6’6”, 195 lb. LD Wiley Sherman, a Harvard recruit and a C prospect for the NHL draft, and noted that he’s grown into his body a bit. Sherman has legs like a giraffe and a nice long stride, but last year seemed to have difficulty with pucks around his feet. The distance was just too great. He has made progress there. There’s more fluidity to his game.

 As we already mentioned, the Bearcats had a bad day. We’ll reserve judgment for another day, and hope that it’s a better one.

 -- Choate lost 53-point scorer and Cornell recruit Alex Rauter to Omaha (USHL), which leaves a gaping hole in their attack. Senior Luke May is the squad’s leading returning scorer (21 points) and was on the top line with new junior Joe Caffrey, from the North Jersey Avalanche, and sophomore Charley Borek (son of UNH assistant Scott Borek) from Cardigan Mountain. A lot will be needed from those three. 

 The Wild Boars are very strong in goal with sophomore – and Yale recruit -- Sam Tucker, a ’96 from Wilton, Conn.

 -- T-P could be a little better this season, as many of their top players from last year – small forwards like 5’6 junior Charlie Zaccarini and 5’9” senior Andrew Zona as well as 6’0” senior defenseman RJ Bishop – are back.

 -- Taft’s skill is found among their younger players, which head coach Dan Murphy will look to be building upon for the future. Yale recruit Andrew Gaus, the team’s leading scorer as a soph last season, will have to lead the way. He didn’t actually jump out at us much on Wednesday, but certainly has in the past. New junior Cole Maier, a forward from the NY Saints, and new sophomore James Anderson, a forward from Suffolk PAL, caught our eye. They will have to mature into key players as the season goes along. Returning junior Matt Liebers will have to take a larger role on the blue line. Joseph Lissak, a big sophomore, is the Rhinos’ incoming goalie.

 -- For Salisbury, a lot of the big names from last year are gone, like leading scorer Philip Zielonka, top-scoring defenseman Marc Biega, forwards Zack Pryzbek, John Stevens, Aaron Berisha, and Anthony DiFruscia…goalie Justin Nichols, defenseman Thomas Welsh.

 In addition, Salisbury was missing returning seniors Mark Hamilton and Jake Hand, and PG forward Matt Pugh (from BB&N) -- all out with injuries.

 Sounds like a lot, doesn’t it? And it is. But it’s also Salisbury we’re talking about here, and head coach Andrew Will has brought in plenty of new players. 

Of special interest to us was 6’4”, 195 lb. right shot PG defenseman Aaron Titcomb, a Charlestown, Mass. native who notched an 11-18-29 line on the blue line last year at Brewster Academy where he was co-captain. Titcomb, a 5/16/93 birthdate hence a bit on the old side, was at Austin Prep a few years back and then left for the EJHL where he broke his neck in an early-season game – and wound up missing an entire season. Titcomb, who scored Salisbury’s final two goals, both on low shots from the point, in Salisbury’s 4-3 win over Loomis Wednesday, has definite upside. We liked his athleticism, and his ability to both make and attempt plays. Sometimes he gets ahead of himself – he committed a careless turnover in his own end – but, that said, Titcomb has assets that can’t be taught and deficits that can be worked on. He could quickly mature into a nice Div. I prospect under Will, who was a textbook defenseman in his years at Union.  

 The most polished players on the Salisbury blueline – and the top pairing -- are senior Ryan Segalla and junior Will Toffey, both returnees from last season. Each scored a goal on Wednesday, which means that, along with Titcomb’s pair, all the scoring came from the point. Which brings us to this: despite the fact that a couple of veteran forwards were sitting out with injuries, we don’t really see a pure goal scorer in the current Salisbury lineup, someone like Zielonka who had a 26-24-50 line last season. It will be interesting to see how all that shakes out.

6’2” late ’94 senior Liam McDermott, who played for the Cleveland Barons U-18 team last year (he’s the brother of CC’s junior d-man Eamonn McDermott), put up points last year in the MWEHL, and could do the same in prep hockey. As for the Smith twins, new juniors from Stouffville, Ontario, and new junior Neil Robinson, from the Lac-St. Louis Lions, the three were linemates on Wednesday, but we didn’t get a strong sense of what they could do. 

 We also didn’t get a strong feel for the goalie situation. All three played on Wednesday. ’97 sophomore Callum Booth, a Montrealer, comes highly touted, but he only played one half of one half – i.e., 15 running times minutes. PG Brandon Mueller, from the Nichols School, played the first half of the game and let in two, with one being a short-handed blast from above the faceoff circle that he had a clear look at.

 -- Kent and Avon played the first game of the day, and at a nice tempo, too. There was a lot to look at. 

 Starting with Kent, 6’2”, 178 lb. new junior Lewis Zerter-Gossage, a 5/23/95 birthdate who played Quebec midget AAA for Laval last winter and was one of the team’s leading scorers, is hard to miss. We wrote about him at the Berkshire tournament Monday, where we found him pretty intriguing. He’s drawing attention from NHL and college guys alike. Kent’s powerplay, with Zerter-Gossage, 6’2” junior Mitch Allen, new junior 5’11” Phil Klitirinos (from the Lac-St. Lions), and forward Danny Casey and d-man Mike Graham playing the points could be tough to defend against. 

 And once again, Kent has size, particularly on the blue line. Both goalies are returnees – junior Stephen Morrissey and senior Charlie Fennell.

 -- Avon has several ‘95s from last year’s Long Island Royals U-16 team coached by NHL Hall of Famer Pat LaFontaine. All are new juniors, too. One, 6’2” Nick Hutchison, make his presence felt right away, scoring Avon’s first goal on a rebound. He’s a strong Div. I prospect. Ditto for 5’10” RC Daniel LaFontaine, who’s not flashy or fast, but is a smart, efficient player who could really develop under John Gardner and his staff. Ex-Royal Aidan Salerno, a 6’2” late ’95 defenseman, played well, too. Senior Cody Champagne, a 5’11” ’94 who was formerly at South Kent, is a great skater – fast in both directions and highly mobile. Union recruit and senior Griff Martin, who we have written about, anchors the blue line, which is the team’s strong suit. If he has a great season, so might the Winged Beavers, because a lot flows through him. 

Up front, 5'10", 170 lb. uncommitted senior Vincent Russo led the Winged Beavers in scoring last season with 38 points. Not many teams are able to return thier leading scorer so Russo, a tri-captain, will be a key to Avon's season. 

 The goaltending? Junior Cody Doyle started, and new sophomore Tucker Weppner, a 6’2” ’96 from East Amherst, NY played the second half. Each allowed one goal.

 Note:

 There’s talk about next year playing the Founder’s League Jamboree on the first Monday after Thanksgiving, which would allow for a longer day and give scouts and recruiters a chance to see all teams for a full game. Sounds like a great idea to us. 

Mon. 12/31/12

Happy New Year, Everyone!

 We just want to take a minute to wish all USHR readers our very best wishes for the New Year. Without you we wouldn’t exist, and that is something we deeply appreciate. Have a great 2013, and may the river be long, glassy-smooth, and frozen -- and the wind at your back.

Sun. 12/30/12

BB&N Showcase All-Tournament Team

On Sunday afternoon host BB&N, in a back-and-forth championship game, tied Dexter, 4-4, on a Connor Hegarty goal with 15 seconds left in regulation. After a scoreless OT, the teams went to a shootout, which was won by Dexter 3-2, with Colgate recruit Tim Harrison notching the winner.

Tournament MVP: 

 Trevor Fidler, Sr. F, Dexter 

All-Tournament Team:

G: Pat Fraser, Dexter, Jr.

G: Matt DeLuccia, BB&N, Sr.

D: Nikko Markham, Tilton, PG

D: Charlie Donners, Dexter, Sr.

D: Connor Hegarty, BB&N, Sr.

D: Brian Rowland, BB&N, Sr.

D: Austin Rook, Rivers, Soph.

F: Miles Gendron, Rivers, Jr.

F: Tim Harrison, Dexter, Sr.

F: Ryan Donato, Dexter, Soph.

F: Blaise Healy, Tilton, Sr.

F: Brendon Kerrigan, BB&N, Sr.

F: Joe Czarnota, BB&N, Sr. 

Thurs. 12/27/12

USHR's Top Juniors

 Here is our second class list of the season: the juniors. Our methodology is the same as with the senior class list we published a little over two weeks ago. What we’ve done is simply combine what a player brings to the table right now – i.e., how much are they impacting the outcomes of prep/high school games -- with their potential. Some rankings are weighted a little more toward the former, others toward the latter. And when we talk about potential, we’re thinking primarily college.

 Interestingly, there aren’t many goalies in the 11th grade this year. There are plenty of seniors and sophs, but juniors are few to be found. With that in mind, perhaps it will come as less of a surprise that we have ranked none. We can’t just stick players on here without a compelling reason. However, we have four goalies in the “honorable mention” section who could move up. The majority of the season lies ahead of us, after all.

Skaters: 

1. Michael Ederer, F, ’96 (Nichols/St. Lawrence) — Ederer is following in the footsteps of former Nichols forward, Harvard recruit, and current NTDP forward Sean Malone in the sense that the NTDP might consider adding Ederer next season. The late-blooming forward is an explosive skater with a goal scorer’s shot release. Will be tracked by closely by NHL scouts next season. Keeps improving.

2. Joey Dudek, F, ’96 (Kimball Union/Boston College) — The former Pinkerton Academy star forward is ultra-skilled and dangerous on the man advantage. Has grown over the course of this season and as he fills out he will only get better. Is the top scorer on arguably the top high school team in the country.

3. Tyler Hill, F, ’95 (Hotchkiss/Uncommitted) — The 6’6”, 225 lb. forward was the #1 topic of discussion amongst scouts at the Flood-Marr tournament. For a big man, he has soft hands -- and it is very hard to come across players who combine those two attributes. One NHL executive swore to the moon and back that someone would take the Hagersville, Ontario native in the top two rounds of this year’s draft. Remains uncommitted.

4. Lewis Zerter-Gossage, F, ’95 (Kent/Uncommitted) — 6’2” forward is yet another big man with soft hands. The Montreal native has great poise, hockey sense, and knows how to protect the puck. If his pace improves NHL/NCAA teams will take notice. Is a project with a high upside.

5. Brendan Shane, F, ’96 (Gunnery/UConn) — Rochester, NY native can really fly and has the ability to make plays at top speed. The former Toronto Young National will be effective at the NCAA level because his feet are so good.

6. Andrew Gaus, F, ’95 (Taft/Yale) — Lanky forward is a smooth skater with a quick set of hands. Has begun to fill out and it is showing in his play as the Wexford, Pennsylvania native has produced a 6-8-14 scoring line through the Rhino’s first seven games. The next highest scorer on his team has seven points.

7. Evan Smith, F, ’96 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Smith, the top marksman for the Crimson Knights so far this season, is a natural junior who has seven goals in his first nine prep games. The Stouffville, Ontario native has strong hockey sense, soft hands, and a quick release.

8. Nicholas Hutchinson, F, ’95 (Avon/Uncommitted) — The former Long Island Royal is currently the Winged Beavers’ top scorer. The 6’2”, 185 lb. Hicksville, NY native is elusive in traffic, protects the puck well, and could end up being a heck of a player should he add another step or two to his skating.

9. Conner Wynne, D, ’95 (Milton/Uncommitted) — North Jersey Avalanche product is an effortless skater who has excellent glide speed. Moves pucks up the ice effectively, has a great stick, and displays poise on the PP. Is only about 165 lbs. right now and will be much improved when he adds weight and muscle to his frame.

10. JC Brassard, D, ’95 (Nobles/Uncommitted) — Crafty defender was a depth defenseman last season and has come out of nowhere and is currently leading the Bulldogs in scoring from the back end.  Scituate, Mass native sees the ice well and can really distribute the puck, especially on the PP.

11. Wiley Sherman, D, ’95 (Hotchkiss/Harvard) — At the end of the day, the Harvard recruit could be the next Hal Gill and have a long career in the NHL. As for now, the 6’6” defenseman still has a long way to go and must still be classified as a project — one  who will likely hear his name called in the NHL draft.

12. RJ Gicewicz, D, ’95 (Nichols/St. Lawrence) — Puck-moving defenseman can play in all situations. Has represented the US in international play each of the last two summers. A good support player on the PP.

13. Will Toffey, D, ’94 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — It is not easy to find 6’2”, 200 lb. defensemen who are explosive skaters, defend well, and have some offensive upside —Toffey fits that bill. The Barnstable, Mass native currently has 11 points in nine games.

14. Richie Boyd, D, ’95 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Character player who defends with an edge and has an absolute bomb of a shot. Thinks the game quicker than his brothers, both Cushing grads. Is a shoe-in to be the Penguins’ captain next season.

15. Charlie Corcoran, F, ’95 (Berkshire/Brown) — The Brown recruit had a fantastic summer and looked as if he was on the verge of a breakout season, but through nine games the New Canaan, Conn. native has yet to score a goal. When he plays with skill and grit he is a lot of fun to watch. Because he plays with Craig Puffer, who is a workaholic, Corcoran has found himself waiting for pucks instead of getting them himself.

16. John Zimmerman, D, ’96 (Culver/Uncommitted) — New England scouts will get a good long look at the Arlington, Texas native at the Cushing Tournament this weekend. The smallish (5’9”, 175 lb.) defenseman can be overlooked because of his size, but that would be a mistake. The natural junior is strong on his skates and as puck savvy as they come.

17. Jon Barry, D, ’95 (Thayer/Uncommitted) — Every time we have seen Barry at a showcase he has never really stood out. That said, when the 6’2” defender is in his comfort zone up at the Canton SportsPlex he can be downright dominant. A fast skater with a long stride who is very active on the offensive blue-line.

18. Corey Ronan, F, ’95 (St. Sebastian’s/Uncommitted) — “What is he at the next level?” “Can he be more than an energy guy?” These are the questions that surround the Arrows’ sparkplug. One thing we can say for sure is that there is no doubt he is a D-I player — and perhaps the quickest skater In prep hockey. Needs to add a little more finish.

19. Joey Caffrey, F, ’95 (Choate/Uncommitted) — With the exception of his size (5’9”, 170 lb.) there is nothing not to like about his game. The Ramsey, NJ native is smart, unselfish, quick, and can bury the puck when given an opportunity. The Wild Boars’ #1 center.

20. Trevor Yates, F, ’95 (Deerfield/Uncommitted) — Strong power forward takes care of the puck and is an excellent possession player. Is the top scorer and most consistent performer up front for the Big Green this season, posting a 7-5-12 scoring line in nine games played.

21. Daniel LaFontaine, F, ’95 (Avon/Uncommitted) — All by now know that Daniel is the son of Hall of Famer Pat LaFontaine. The former Long Island Royal will likely never be the type of player his father was, but he is still smart, honest, and has a lot of skill. Producing at a point-a-game pace thus far this season.

22. Adam Tracey, F, ’95 (Berkshire/Uncommitted) — Right place, right time kind of player. The puck seems to follow him all over the ice. Is playing on the team’s second line in order to balance out the attack. His numbers would be better this season if the threesome of Tracey-Puffer-Corcoran were assembled.

23. Mitchell Allen, F, ’95 (Kent/Uncommitted) — 6’2” forward has improved an awful lot over the last 15 months, but you still walk away after watching him wanting to see a little bit more. Has the makings of a D-I player, just has to put it all together.

24. Tyler Bird, F, ’96 (St. John’s Prep/Uncommitted) — Tall forward has a lot of upside, but is still working on figuring out how to effectively use his size to his advantage. In one year’s time he could move way up this list and onto NHL scout’s radar.

25. Jake McCarthy, D, ’96 (St. Sebastian’s/Uncommitted) — When we watched the Dedham, Mass native last season we felt he was a bit of a wild stallion. That is no longer the case. The 6’0” defender is playing a much more composed game this season. McCarthy, along with sophomore Noah Hanifin, could be the top D pairing in the ISL.

26. James Winkler, F, ’96 (Berwick/Uncommitted) — Berwick’s top scorer is a tall and lanky 6’3”, 185 lbs. and has a great reach. Could get NHL interest in his draft year. Has six goals in seven games this season.

27. Tommy Besinger, F, ’94 (BC High/Uncommitted) — As smart a player as there is in the Catholic Conference. Crafty little forward will need to bulk up and add a gear before D-I schools come knocking.

28. Matt O’Donnell, D, ’95 (Loomis Chaffee/Uncommitted) — Fountain Valley, California native is a big part of Loomis’s resurgence. The puck-wise defenseman leads the Pelicans in points and goals — an impressive feat for a d-man. Has seven goals in nine games played. Great on the PP.

29. Corey Moriarty, D, ’95 (NMH/Uncommitted) — A home-run defender at the prep school level. The Estero, Florida native has a reliable stick and makes a crisp first pass. At 5’10” tall he may not be dynamic enough for the D-I level, but he is certainly someone you want to take a look at.

30. Craig Puffer, F, ’95 (Berkshire/Uncommitted) — Someone you love to have on your team -- a tireless worker who hunts down pucks and spends a lot of his time in the tough areas of the ice, i.e. the corners and in front of the net. Has more offensive upside than he gets credit for. Quick stick.

31. David Storto, F, ’95 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — Skilled, offensive-minded forward is still adjusting to his surroundings up in Concord, New Hampshire. Once the fourth round QMJHL draft pick gets comfortable he could really break out of his shell offensively. Won a midget national title last year in Canada.

32. Will Golonka, F, ’95 (Belmont Hill/Uncommitted) — Carlisle, Mass. native anchors the second line of an undefeated Belmont Hill squad. Smart player with a lot of skill. Knows how to find time and space for himself.

33. Sam Lafferty, F, ’95 (Deerfield/Uncommitted) — Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania native can really fly and has an explosive first step. Has the skill set to be much higher on this list, but he needs to get stronger and play with more of an edge or else he will be rendered ineffective.

34. Neil Robinson, F, ’95 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Former Lac St. Louis forward plays hard and does not cut corners. Has produced a 6-4-10 scoring line in his first nine games. Has a good finishing touch around the net.

35. Michael Turner, F, ’95 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Is very effective when playing a strong, north/south, crash-and-bang type game. The 6’3”, 205 lb. forward could make the opposition very uncomfortable in some of those smaller NCAA barns.

36. Liam Feeney, D,  ’95 (Dexter/Uncommitted) — A smooth skater who makes a lot of simple yet effective plays. Is pretty good on the PP and has produced nine points in 10 games. Is tough to beat because his skating is so good.

37. Joey Fallon, F, ’95 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Small, wide-based skater who never gives up on plays. There are very few – if any -- high school players who play as hard as Fallon. Is an assistant captain in his first year on a veteran Gunnery team. That says something about his intangibles.

38. Carlos Fornaris, F, ’95 (NMH/Uncommitted) — Slick in traffic. NMH’s top scorer can make a lot of plays and he’d likely have far greater numbers if his supporting cast were a touch better.

39. Nick Quillan, D, ’96 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Dartmouth, Nova Scotia native is assertive offensively and wants the puck on his stick. Is playing for Team Atlantic at the World Under-17 Tournament.

40. Conner Collier, D, ’95 (Canterbury/Uncommitted) — New Jersey Devils product is sound defensively and pretty good with the puck on his stick. Has helped put Canterbury (5-1-1) back on the map while posting a point a game.

41. Matt Hoover, F, ’96 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — True junior can snap the puck off in hurry and plays a physical game. From Brantford, Ontario.

42. Conner Brassard, D, ’95 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Has always been a productive player offensively, and this year is no different as the Fitchburg, Mass. native is producing at a point-a-game rate. Needs to limit his turnovers.

43. Jack McCarthy, F, ’96 (St. John’s Prep/Uncommitted) — Has a lot of talent and shows flashes of having upside. Effort level needs to be more consistent.

44. Matt Brazel, F, ’95 (Hingham High/Uncommitted) — Smart player who has a good sense of the game. Should light up the Mass High School loop this season.

45. Chris Cobham, F, ’96 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Big, strong, and raw. Is on a deep team and is therefore seeing limited ice time, but we feel if his situation were different and he was on the ice in key situations, a lot of scouts would be intrigued by him. Played for the Toronto Young Nationals last year.

Honorable Mentions:

F Cody Todesco (Nobles), D Alex Mann (Milton), F Mitchell Smith (Salisbury), F Cole Maier (Taft), G Christian Short (Canterbury), G Drew Michaels (Lawrence), G Zac Hamilton, Westminster, G Brian Forness, Delbarton, F Sam D’Antuono (Hingham), D Cullen Geary (Deerfield), F Shane Kavanagh (Cushing), F Tommy DeFelice (Cushing), F Mark Bowen (Canterbury), F Dylan McCrory (Kent), F Phil Klitirinos (Kent), F Conner Irving (Beverly HS), D Bryan Gerstenfeld (Berkshire).

Thurs. 12/27/12 

At World Juniors, U.S. Too Much For Germany

Ufa, Russia – The U.S. opened play at the 2013 World Juniors with an 8-0 shellacking of an outclassed German squad. 

 The U.S. was in control from the opening faceoff, when Sean Kuraly scored on their first rush just 19 seconds in, a pretty play on which assists also went to Alex Galchenyuk and Riley Barber.

 The U.S. added a pair of goals 1:24 apart just before the midway point of the first period, from Jacob Trouba, a low hard shot from the point, and Galchenyuk, who curled off the wall, around the top of the left faceoff circle and then, from the slot, picked the top right corner – a snipe. 

  The U.S. scored an even quicker goal to start the second when Barber made it 4-0 just 14 seconds in. That was pretty much it for Germany. Shayne Gostisbehere and Ryan Hartman made it 6-0 before the eight-minute mark. Germany had a 5x3 powerplay later in the period and actually got off five shots on US starting goaltender John Gibson, who faced 19 over his two periods, allowing nothing. 

 Jon Gillies started the third, faced seven shots, and also allowed nothing. J.T. Miller and Seth Jones added third period tallies to make it an 8-0 final.

 The US outshot Germany, 46-26.

“Overall, we played a well-balanced game," said US Head Coach Phil Housley afterward. “We got the start we needed to build a good pace and flow to the game. One thing I was really proud of was that when we did have the lead we didn't get away from the team game. We realized what got us the lead and they really focused on being aware of that over the three periods so I was really pleased with that.”

Notes:

 The Galchenyuk (1g,2a)-Kuraly(1g,2a)-Barber(1g,2a) line was the top pairing for the US today. Galchenyuk was named player of the game.

 Other lines – and defense pairings – for US coach Phil Housley’s squad:

 Gaudreau-Miller-Grimaldi

 Biggs-Trocheck-Lucia

 Pietila-Bardreau-Hartman

 Murphy-McCabe

 Jones-Reilly

 Trouba-Gostisbehere 

 Jake McCabe is the US captain this year, with Jones and Miller the alternates.

 NHL Network is airing all U.S. games this year, along with select others. The schedule is below. The first time given is the time of the live broadcast, and the second time is when the game is rebroadcast at a more civil hour. The games involving the U.S. will also be streamed on nhl.com. Ufa, Russia, by the way, is 11 hours ahead of us in the Eastern Time Zone.

IIHF site

NHL Network TV Schedule

Thurs. Dec. 27, 9:00 am, USA 8, Germany 0 (8:00 pm)

 Fri. Dec. 28, 4:30 am, Slovakia vs. Canada (5:30 pm)

 Fri. Dec. 28, 9:00 am, USA vs. Russia (8:00 pm)

 Sat. Dec. 29, 9:00 am, Russia vs. Germany (5:30 pm)

 Sun. Dec. 30, 4:30 am, USA vs. Canada (8:00 pm)

 Sun. Dec. 30, 9:00 am, Germany vs. Slovakia (5:30 pm)

 Mon. Dec. 31, 5:00 am, USA vs. Slovakia (8:00 pm)

 Mon. Dec. 31, 9:00 am, Canada vs. Russia (5:30 pm)

 US Games will also be live streamed on NHL.com

QUARTERFINALS: Wed Jan. 2, 4:00 am & 8:00 am 

 SEMIFINALS: Thu Jan. 3, 4:00 am & 8:00 am

 MEDAL ROUND

 BRONZE: Sat Jan. 5, 4:00 am

 GOLD : Sat Jan. 5, 8:00 am

(Medal Round Replays To Be Announced)

Fri. 12/21/12

Flood-Marr Tournament Reviewed

 The field at this year’s Flood-Marr Tournament – i.e., Andover, Deerfield, Hotchkiss, KUA, Milton, Nobles, Salisbury, and Westminster (same as the last 19 years) -- entered the weekend with a combined record of 25-8-2, thus setting up a nice challenge for all. There was no shortage of NHL, NCAA and junior scouts present as the rinks at Nobles and Milton were packed virtually all weekend long. And, of course, USHR was there as well. Below is a comprehensive review of each team, sorted according to their finish and with their won-lost record at the tournament in parentheses. Enjoy!

1. Kimball Union (3-1) — Ten years ago KUA was the doormat of the Flood-Marr Tournament, typically rising before dawn to play in the 7th place game on Sunday. Those days are long gone, though. Mike Levine’s Wildcats entered the weekend #1 in the USHR Prep Poll and lived up to the hype, winning their first ever Flood-Marr Championship. Senior forward and Tournament MVP Nick Roberto, a Maine recruit,was terrific all weekend, playing with skill, energy and passion. In the most-scouted game of the tournament -- Friday’s tilt with Salisbury -- the senior forward scored two third period goals -- one with 30 seconds remaining -- to lead his squad to a 3-2 victory. In Sunday’s title game, a 4-2 win over Westminster, the 5’9” right wing from Wakefield Mass. figured in three of his team’s goals. His center, UMass-Amherst recruit Casey Miller, stood out as well – the senior from Billerica, Mass. has stick skills, sees the ice, and is consistently effective in all three zones. He’s a pure playmaker who, if he can add a step to his skating, could end up being a steal for the Minutemen. JD Dudek, the third member of the line with Roberto and Miller, is KUA’s leading goal scorer thus far this season. While highly skilled, there were long stretches during which we didn’t notice the Boston College recruit, a 5’11” junior. That said, the Auburn, NH native appears to have grown a couple of inches (he’s listed at 5’11”) and, through strength and the maturation process – he was playing at Pinkerton Academy last year -- should have a bright future in the game. Dudek, the son of the New Hampshire football legend, just needs to add a little sandpaper to his game.  6’1” Providence recruit Niko Rufo is the key to KUA’s second line, which is as dangerous as virtually any other prep team’s top line. Rufo teams up nicely with 5’8” senior forward Jonathan Charbonneau, a Quebec native who might not be blessed with the flashiest skill set, but works his tail off and scored some big goals over the weekend. The backend is anchored by the senior quartet of Doyle Somerby, Alex Carle, Conner Evangelista and Brendan White. Somerby, a BU recruit and New York Islanders (NHL) draft pick, has the ability to totally dominate games at this level. The massive 6’5”, 220 lb. defender from Marblehead, Mass. is a fluid skater for a big man, and has a soft set of hands. He should make a seamless transition to Hockey East next year. Carle is simply a player who does everything well. The brother of Matt Carle (Philadelphia-NHL) is uncommitted, but we are told that will likely not be the case for much longer as Denver (where his brothers went) may be honing in. Evangelista, one of the top puck-moving defenders in all of prep hockey, has a reliable stick, rarely making a poor decision with the puck. At 5’9” playing D-I hockey might be a challenge, but he is certainly a topflight D-III recruit. White, a nephew of Brown assistant coach Mark White and a member of the Malden Catholic squad that won the Mass. Super 8 in March, played extremely well over the weekend, displaying poise under pressure and earning a spot on the all-tournament team. When all is said and done, the 6’1” Wakefield, Mass native could end up as a D-I defender. Not many prep teams have the luxury of having two goalies capable of carrying the load, but Kimball Union can rotate between senior netminders Eric Bogart and Ryan Lund. Both Bogart, who is 6’5”, and Lund, who is 5’11”, each looked strong here.

2. Westminster (3-1) — Head Coach Tim Joncas, with a mix of old and new talent, has a team that we feel will be in the hunt for a berth in the Elite 8 tournament. While the Martlets lack the depth of KUA or even Salisbury, their top two lines are very dangerous and play with a ton of pace. Senior forward David Hallisey will likely take home team MVP honors at the end of the year, and deservedly so. The Princeton recruit had an excellent weekend and we feel that numerous Hockey East schools wished that they had shown him a little more love early in the recruiting process. The future Tiger is gritty, fast in transition, and displayed a quick release. Vincent Gisonti, a senior from Montreal, was nearly as impressive as Hallisey. If we could redo our list of top seniors the 5’9”, 178 lb. skilled centerman would find his way onto the list. Gisonti, who was named to the all-tournament team, is a top D-III recruit who will put up a lot of points this year. Another player who really jumped out at us was Ethan Holdaway, a PG from Glastonbury High School in Connecticut. Last season the Trinity (NESCAC) recruit posted a 33-26-59 scoring line in 25 games for Glastonbury. Holdaway is very fast, has good sense, and competes hard. First line center Sean Orlando shows flashes of having D-I potential, but does not give it to you on a consistent basis. While the senior forward is getting D-I interest, he may need some seasoning in juniors before he takes his game to that level. We also felt that senior forward Ryan Mowery was consistently noticeable. The San Diego, California native plays on a line with Gisonti and Holdaway and the trio created a ton of scoring opportunities. On the backend, Joncas has recruited a pair of blue-chippers in sophomore defensemen Will Brophy and Frankie Sullivan. Brophy is out of Fairfield Prep in Connecticut and has huge upside. The 6’3, 186 lb. defender is already running the Westy PP and looks as cool as a cucumber on the top of their pesky 1-3-1 set-up. The lanky sophomore has good vision, excellent instincts, and a great stick — he’s a surefire Hockey East candidate. Sullivan might not have the same pro upside as Brophy, but he will make an excellent NCAA player. The Fairfield, Conn. native played for Notre Dame Catholic last year and is a powerful skater who defends well and makes a solid first pass. Junior goalie Zac Hamilton, an Ottawa native who backed up Pat Spano last year, is now the #1 and came up with strong performances here, winning himself a spot on the all-tournament team.

3. Salisbury (3-1) — Andrew Will has assembled an army that is built to send out wave after wave of attack and wear teams down. The first thing you notice about the Crimson Knights is the slogan on their warmup shirts, “We Eat Now,” a clear statement that they expect nothing less than a championship season. On Friday, the first day of play, Salisbury was topped by KUA 3-2 in a potential prep championship preview, but the Crimson Knights were without arguably their best defenseman in 6’3” senior Mark Hamilton and a top returning scorer in 6’3” senior Jacob Hand. As for the players who did play, we felt that up front 6’0” sophomore Evan Smith really put himself on the map here. The Stouffville, Ont. native has great hockey IQ, a knack for being close to the puck at all times, and knows how to bury it when given an opportunity. New junior Neil Robinson from Lac St.-Louis has cemented himself as a scoring threat in the prep ranks. The 5’10” Point Claire, Quebec native has a good stick and plays with grit. 6’0” Matt Pugh, a PG from BB&N, is a solid, north/south power forward who can skate and is strong enough to hold his own at the D-I level. Another player who caught our eye on multiple occasions was PG forward Bryan Platt. The Turnbull, Conn. speedster is small at 5’7”, 160 lbs., but is very quick and his speed creates a lot of scoring opportunities. When UNH recruit Jason Kalinowski is playing with urgency and determination he is the team’s top forward. That said, the senior forward sometimes relies solely on skill – and becomes far less effective. The Salisbury blueline is seasoned, skilled, big, and fast. Junior Will Toffey played with a lot of jump and is a very fluid skater. The 6’2”, 200 lb. defender from Barnstable, Mass. also showed that he is effective on the PP. 6’1” senior captain Ryan Segalla is polished and ready to move on to the next level. The UConn recruit from Rockland, Mass. defends well, plays with an edge, and makes smart decisions with the puck. Arguably the most attractive uncommitted prospect in the Flood-Marr tournament, and quite possibly all of New England, is ’97-born sophomore goaltender Callum Booth. The 6’2”, 180 lb. netminder was expected to play this season behind PG Brandon Mueller, but it only took the Montreal native a handful of games to uproot his counterpart and take over the starting job. The ultra-athletic Booth will likely have a handful of full scholarship offers within the next couple of months, if not sooner. Booth has all the earmarks of a goalie capable of being a big-time D-I goalie, with pro potential to boot.

4. Milton (2-2) — Paul Cannata’s Mustangs are much improved from last year’s squad that finished tied for 7th place in the Flood-Marr. That said, their talent is centered on a small group of players, thus they lack the depth of each of the three teams mentioned above, which became evident as the tournament progressed. Much of the squad’s offense is generated by the all-senior line of Anthony Sabitsky, Elliot Vorel, and Cole Morrisette. Sabitsky, the Mustangs top player, really put on a show Friday afternoon, notching a goal and three assists in his team’s 4-3 win over Andover. The next day, the Sicklerville, NJ native potted the overtime winning goal and an assist in a 2-1 victory over Hotchkiss. We feel that the smart centerman, who was named to the all-tournament team, is one of the top uncommitted players in the Northeast. Vorel, a Wesleyan recruit, has quick hands and can really snap the puck off. The Boonton, NJ native is especially dangerous on the PP, but needs to develop a more profound defensive conscience. Morrisette is a stocky forward with a low center of gravity who is strong on the puck and has a soft set of hands in front, a solid NESCAC recruit. On the backend, junior defenseman Conner Wynne is the standout. The 5’11”, 170 lb. Pomona, NY native is an exceptional skater, very light on his feet, and has an explosive first step. Wynne, who exhibits poise under pressure and is a sure-fire D-I prospect, was injured in his team’s second game against Hotchkiss and missed the rest of the tournament -- the Mustangs were not the same team without him. Nova Scotia native Alex Mann also showed flashes of upside. The 6’0” junior rear guard was recently named to Team Atlantic for the World Under-17 Challenge taking place right after Christmas. In net, 5’10” Drew Hotte is one of the top sophomores in prep hockey.  The Gwynedd, PA native still has a way to go, but in time we think he could develop into a nice D-I prospect.

5. Nobles (3-1) — Brian Day’s Bulldogs put on a good showing here, topping KUA and only losing to a very strong Salisbury team. Like Milton, lack of depth could prove to be an issue when facing the iron in the New England tournament, but the Bulldogs will definitely challenge for the ISL crown. Freshman sensation Colin White continues to improve. The ’97-born forward scored an NHL-level goal against Hotchkiss in the 5th place game on Sunday. A Hanover, Mass. native, White is the top skater in all of prep hockey and is an athletic specimen. We would be very surprised if the Boston College recruit – and potential first round NHL draft pick in 2015 -- is back at the Dedham prep school next season as he will be pressured to leave from all angles, i.e. NTDP, USHL and QMJHL. Another forward who really established himself as a high-end recruit was sophomore Miles Wood. This summer we saw the Manchester, Mass. native at the Select 17 Festival and he looked about 5’11” to us. Now, he is all of 6’2”, 185 lbs. and has firmly entrenched himself as a legit NHL draft prospect. The big forward can skate, makes plays, and is versatile in the sense that he could, at the D-I level, play as either a top six forward or as a north/south third line power forward. Playing at Brown with brother Tyler will be an option, but we are told that Hockey East schools -- starting with BC and BU -- are now recruiting him. A player who, because eyes tend to be fixed on White and Wood, gets a little bit lost in the shuffle is 5’11” sophomore Cal Burke. The Boxborough, Mass native has gotten stronger, faster, and is as smart as a fox with the puck. 6’1” senior Will Sleeper is the type of player who falls right on the D-I/D-III bubble. D-I schools will likely consider him as a depth forward. Failing that, Sleeper will make a nice addition to any D-III club. Junior forward Cody Tedesco is fun to watch as the plays the game extremely hard. The 5’9”, 165 lb. grinder sets the tone for the Bulldogs. On the backend, senior Tyler Wood has made a big step in the right direction. It was not long ago that the 6’3”, 205 lb. defenseman was turning pucks over left and right up at Governor’s. Every year, the Brown recruit, a son of former Yale and NHL forward Randy Wood, has made positive strides and right now, much like brother Miles, he has NHL scouts taking a long look at him. Another defenseman who has made a dramatic improvement is 5’11” junior JC Brassard. The Scituate, Mass. native posted a 1-1-2 scoring line in 29 games played last year for Nobles but this season is leading the team in scoring with a 3-8-11 stat line in just eight games played. The former BC High defender has the tools to play D-I hockey. 6’0” senior goaltender Conner Maher, a Brown recruit, was a bit shaky through his team’s first few games, but put on a show against KUA as his team was outshot by a 2-1 margin.

6. Hotchkiss (1-3) — First-year head coach Mike Traggio has some talent to work with, but it will likely take the former Brown University defenseman a few years to get the Bearcats to the point where they can compete for a Founders’ League title. And, while Hotchkiss is not a strong team this season, there was a strong contingent of NHL scouts at each of their games over the weekend, eyes focused on 6’6”, 225 lb. junior forward Tyler Hill. College coaches were eyeing him too, looking to make a decision on the massive Hagersville, Ont. native. Hill is obviously very big, has soft hands, and can shoot the park extremely hard. The downside is his feet. We feel that each scout left the building questioning whether or not the Ottawa 67’s (OHL) draft pick will be able to adjust to the pace of the NCAA, much less the pro level. We are told that the Hotchkiss star is attempting to accelerate his studies in hopes of arriving at a college next fall. In addition to Hill, NHL scouts were watching Harvard recruit Wiley Sherman, who will also likely hear his name called at the NHL draft in June. The 6’5”, 175 lb. junior defenseman from Greenwich, Conn. looks like a baby giraffe on the ice – he will be a much different player when he fills into his body and his playing weight is up around 230 lbs. There is no doubt that Sherman is a project, but his puck skills and hockey sense are both pretty good, and physical maturation just needs to take its course. Another player who caught our attention a couple of times was sophomore forward Greg Pezza. The 5’7”, 155 lb. Greenville, RI native is small, but crafty and skilled. Over time we think he will develop into a productive player.

7. Deerfield (1-3) — Brendan Creagh’s squad had a tough row to hoe here – drawing Nobles, KUA, and Salisbury – en route to the 7th place game. In other words, the Big Green could turn out to be better than their record here indicated. For our money their top player over the weekend was 6’0” goaltender Jake Thoubboron. The Glen Rock, NJ native, who played against KUA and Andover, is aggressive in the crease, and can play the puck with the best of them. Senior netminder Adam Ellison, a 6’0” Shelburne, Vt. native being heavily pursued by NESCAC schools, played against Nobles and Andover, and also had a good weekend. Outside of the goaltenders we really like junior forwards Sam Lafferty and Trevor Yates. Yates, a 6’1” Beaconsfield, Que. native, is strong on the puck, has a good stick, and made a number of nice plays, but his pace needs to improve. Lafferty, a 6’1” Hollidaysburg, PA native, is quite the opposite — he has great pace, but needs to build up his strength as he tends to get muscled off of pucks in the corners. That said, both have the potential to be D-I players. 6’1” senior Alex Gonye is an interesting player. We can totally see why Union has scooped him up – the Dutchmen need skill at center, and Gonye has big-time potential. However, there are times when he needs a GPS to find the corners and the front of the net. If he fills out and adds some grit to his game we think the New Canaan, Conn. native will be very good for the Dutchmen and pro teams will begin to take interest in him. Junior defenseman Cullen Geary is a nice addition to the Big Green blueline. The 6’3” former Springfield Cathedral defender is strong on his skates and flattens oncoming forwards in the corners.

8. Andover (0-4) — Yes, Dean Boylan’s Big Blue did indeed go 0-4. That said, not a single team beat them by more than two goals and Andover could have easily gone 4-0 if their luck had been slightly different. There was not a single player who really jumped out at us, but there were a few solid prospects. 6’2”, 200 lb. Harvard recruit Eddie Ellis is the team’s most-scouted player and a lot is expected of him. We feel the senior forward will be much better when he is not relied on to score goals. At Harvard Ellis will be asked to simply go up and down the wing, finish his checks, and bang in the odd goal. 6’5”, 205 lb. senior defenseman Conner Light is an interesting prospect. The Sudbury, Mass native has been injured much of the last two years, but we feel there is something there. He is very raw right now and may require some seasoning in junior hockey but, because of his size and athleticism, he will have a chance to play at higher levels. A player we think will have a good prep school career is sophomore forward Zachary Weinger. The 5’10” Hollywood, Florida product has a crafty stick and creates offense. Look for him atop the Andover scoring charts for the next few seasons.

Tues. 12/18/12

Askew Picks A College...Again

 Cushing Academy 6’3”, 190 lb. freshman forward Cam Askew, who decommitted from Northeastern three weeks ago, has committed to Boston University for the fall of ’16.

 Askew, watched by BU assistant Mike Bavis at the Lawrence-Groton Tournament over the weekend, is one of the top ‘97s in the country, a tall, lanky right-shot center who has terrifically soft hands and vision to match. His passes are right on the money, and he can finish too. He has good skating form, but is still growing into his body so that part of his game will only get better as he adds muscle to his frame. For now, he lacks explosiveness. Last season we compared Askew to a young Joe Thornton (San Jose-NHL), and we’ll stick with that comparison. If Askew continues to develop he could very easily go in the first round of the 2015 NHL draft. 

 Askew, who visited BU yesterday, is a 5/13/97 birthdate from South Boston, Mass. Last season, as an 8th grader at St. Sebastian’s, he posted a 12-13-25 line in 28 games. He also played for the über-talented Valley Jr. Warriors ’97 team that made it to Nationals. This season, skating for Cushing, Askew has, in 9 games, a 5-11-16 line.

 Askew originally committed to Northeastern in the fall of his 8th grade year – on Nov. 19, 2011, to be precise. It is believed that Northeastern was the first school to offer him, and he jumped on it.

 If and when Askew, who grew up a Boston University season ticket holder, arrives on Commonwealth Ave., all of the current Terriers will be gone, either via graduation, or through other routes. 

 Askew will almost certainly be drafted into the QMJHL this coming spring. The major question will be how high – and by whom -- he will be selected.

 Over the past two seasons, Askew has had three different family advisors, two different prep schools, two different split-season teams and, now, two different colleges. Will there be a third? Or will there be no college at all? 

Mon. 12/17/12

A New #1 in This Week's USHR Prep Poll

Belmont Hill, returning from Lawrenceville, NJ with the Christmas Tournament hardware and an undefeated record (7-0-1), takes over the top spot from Flood-Marr champs Kimball Union in this week's USHR Prep Poll.

The next poll will be on the week of Jan. 7, 2013, at which point it will appear weekly until the end of the regular season.

USHR Prep Poll: Week of Dec. 17, 2012

Wed. 12/12/12

USHR’s Top Seniors

 Here’s our first “class” list of the season – the seniors. And, while we’re comfortable with the ranking today, a slew of tournament games are imminent, meaning things could change. Some kids will move up, others down, and a handful will emerge and play their way into it. 

 Our methodology? We’ve combined what a player brings to the table right now – i.e. how much are they impacting the outcomes of prep/high school games? -- with their potential. Some rankings are weighted a little more toward the former, others toward the latter. And when we talk about potential, we’re thinking primarily college – and that could mean D-I or D-III. Additionally, there are some projects – often PGs -- and sleepers at the bottom half of the list, as well as a few players we just want to see a bit more of.  

Skaters:    

1. Trevor Fidler, F, ‘95 (Dexter/Harvard) — The most productive player in prep hockey, plain and simple. The Harvard recruit is a buzzsaw who produces offense every time he jumps over the boards. Scored 55 points last season and will likely match or exceed that output in the current campaign.

2. Anthony Florentino, D, ’95 (Selects Academy/Providence) — Providence recruit is the complete package. Has turned down the NTDP two years in a row and has continued to improve while at South Kent. Could be the first New Englander to hear his name called at the NHL draft this summer.

3. Doyle Somerby, D, ’94 (Kimball Union/Boston University) — The New  York Islanders (NHL) draft pick is the best player on the best team in New England. 6’4”, 210 lb. defender is just coming into his own. Will make the jump directly from prep hockey to BU next year.

4. Thomas Aldworth, F, ’95 (Cushing/Providence) — Dynamic forward has the ability to break games open single-handedly. Providence recruit has all the talent in the world and if he can improve his all-around game his name will shoot up NHL draft lists.

5. John Baiocco, F, ’95 (Delbarton/Yale) — Yale recruit had a strong showing at the Select 17 Festival over the summer. Thus far the crafty forward has posted a 7-7-14 scoring line in just four games played. Say what you want about NJ High School hockey, but those kind of numbers are impressive in any league.

6. Griff Martin, D, ’94 (Avon Old Farms/Union) — The Avon captain grows on us more and more each time we see him play. His game is going to translate very well to the next level. The future Dutchman defends well, can run a PP, and makes a great first pass.

7. Carl Hesler, F, ’94 (Belmont Hill/Dartmouth) — Is in his second year at Belmont Hill since transferring in from Middlesex. Hesler, the center on the top line of a team with a deep and talented group of forwards, has been the go-to guy from Day One.

8. Nathan Ferriero, F, ’94 (Governor’s/Northeastern) — There is no player in prep hockey with a more lethal shot than the Northeastern recruit. When he plays smart and stays out the penalty box he is a lot to handle.

9. Brian Pinho, F, ’95 (St. John’s Prep/Providence) — With Ryan Fitzgerald, Brendan Collier and Sam Kurker all having moved on, Pinho steps into the spotlight as the top player in the Catholic Conference. Providence recruit has quickly risen up the recruiting charts since last year’s Super 8 tournament.

10. Casey Miller, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/UMass-Amherst) — With newly-arrived JD Dudek and AJ Greer joining a strong group of returning forwards, Miller’s workload and point production may take a hit, but -- make no mistake about it --- when the Wildcats need a goal, Miller will be the guy they look to in order to make something happen.

11. Anthony Sabitsky, F, ’94 (Milton/Uncommitted) — Gets our nod as the top uncommitted senior in prep hockey. Scored at a goal-a-game pace last season and has been hot out of the gates with a 3-7-10 scoring line in just five games played this year.

12. David Hallisey, F, ’94 (Westminster/Princeton) — The Princeton recruit is a workhorse and a complete player. Projects as a third line forward at the next level, but for now he is Mr. Does-It-All at Westminster — kills penalties, finishes checks, blocks shots, and is the team’s most consistent scoring threat.

13. Alex Carle, D, ’94 (Kimball Union/Uncommitted) — Smooth-skating puck mover is the top uncommitted senior defender in prep hockey. The KUA captain will have a lot of eyes on him this weekend at the Flood-Marr Tournament as D-I recruiters look to shore up their back end.

14. Jason Salvaggio, F, ’94 (Selects Academy/UConn) — UConn recruit put himself on the map with a strong summer and fall. NHL scouts have been playing close attention to the skilled late bloomer.

15. Mark Hamilton, D, ’94 (Salisbury/UMass-Amherst) — The future Minuteman brings a little bit of everything to the table. Hamilton has size, can skate, makes a heads-up play, and has a bit of an edge. Has improved a great deal over the last two years.

16. Ryan Scarfo, F, ’94 (Governor’s/Union) — Governor’s head coach Leon Hayward has asked Santa Claus for a high-scoring forward for Christmas and he will get his wish as Scarfo is set to resume play after the holidays. The Union recruit will provide an immediate lift to the Governor’s offense.

17. Dalton MacAfee, D, ’94 (St. Sebastian’s/Boston University) — This summer, when BU committed to MacAfee, formerly committed to Notre Dame for lax, some were surprised. After watching him closely in the early going this season we think the Terriers have found themselves a good one. NHL scouts should be tracking the all-around athlete’s progress closely.

18. Niko Rufo, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/Providence) — The fourth Providence recruit ranked in our Top 20. The Stoneham, Mass. native would pile up more points this season if he were not on such a deep team.

19. Eddie Ellis, F, ’95 (Andover/Harvard) — Big, strong workhorse will make a case for himself to be drafted into the NHL. The Harvard recruit can really skate for a big man and projects as a solid power forward at the next level.

20. Zachary Sabatini, F, ’94 (Tabor/Sacred Heart) — John’s Creek, Georgia native is dynamic and skilled. Tabor is winless in five games this season, but the Seawolves have played arguably the toughest schedule in prep hockey thus far. Look for Sabatini & Company to break out of their shells soon.

21. Tyler Wood, D, ’94 (Nobles/Brown) — The Brown recruit continues to improve. With Tim Boyle, PJ Falvey and Phil Sciretta off to college the door is now open for Wood to be the #1 guy. Tyler and brother Miles Wood get our vote for top “sibling combo” in prep hockey this year.

22. Charlie Donners, D, ’94 (Dexter/Uncommitted) — Smallish, competitive defender is limited in terms of upside, but at this level he is an all-league defenseman. Plays in all situations and has great feet. Will make a strong case for himself as a D-I prospect.

23. Jason Kalinowski, F, ’95 (Salisbury/UNH)—On a very deep team the UNH recruit has emerged as the star player and go-to guy up front. In just two games the gritty forward has posted a 3-5-8 scoring line. Is not slated to enroll at UNH until the fall of 2015.

24. Tim Harrison, F, ’94 (Dexter/Colgate) — Big, strong, north/south power forward recently committed to Colgate, a good get for the Red Raiders. Is skilled and plays with a bit of sandpaper. Stands a chance to be a late round pick in the NHL draft this summer.

25. Vincent Russo, F, ’94 (Avon Old Farms/Uncommitted) — Savvy puckhandler is one of the top uncommitted players in prep hockey. His feet and strength need to improve, both of which can, but he already possesses a D-I mind and hockey IQ.

26. Nick Roberto, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/Maine) — Gritty forward can really shoot a puck. The Maine recruit gets under opponents’ skin. Someone you love to have on your team and hate to play against. Will be a good fit for the Black Bears.

27. Tommy Kelley, F, ’94 (St. Sebastian’s/Boston University) — Will arrive on Commonwealth Ave. next fall. With the departure of Danny O’Regan, Kelley is now the Arrows’ top scoring threat.

28. Alex Gonye, F, ’94 (Deerfield/Union) — We will be very interested in following the Union recruit’s career. Has all the potential in the world, but has yet to put it together. Is producing at a two points-per-game pace in the early going.

29. Daniel Fritz, D, ’95 (Canterbury/Uncommitted) — The Harwood, Maryland native has a lot of raw talent. For a big kid he is a smooth skater and is confident with the puck on his stick. Has five points in his first four games for a revamped Canterbury squad.

30. Quin Pompi, D, ’94 (Berkshire/Princeton) — Another defenseman with a lot of ability. Is a powerful skater with a wide frame. Will continue to get bigger and stronger. Will develop into a reliable, meat-and-potatoes defenseman for the Princeton Tigers.

31. Anthony Bird, F, ’94 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — One of the more underappreciated players in the prep hockey circuit. Does everything well, has good feet and can make a play. We are confident that he will be a D-I player at the end of the day.

32. Matt Pugh, F, ’93 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Was BB&N’s top player last year. Is reliable defensively and is usually the hardest worker on the ice. Has success offensively, but projects as a defensive forward at the next level. We think because of his size and work ethic he would make an excellent fourth line player at a Hockey East school.

33. Ryan Segalla, D, ’94 (Salisbury/UConn) — All-around defenseman was UConn’s first ever Hockey East recruit. The future Husky has a reliable stick and plays with an edge.

34. Charles Alexandre-Plaisir, F, ’94 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — The Laval, Quebec native has taken charge up in Concord, NH and has produced a 3-6-9 scoring line in his team’s first three games. Plays with a real edge and has a superb work ethic. Never gives up on plays. Should be a top NESCAC recruit.

35. Elliot Vorel, F, ’94 (Milton/Wesleyan) — The Mustang’s highly-skilled goal scorer committed early decision to Wesleyan a few weeks ago. Has D-I skill and is a scoring threat at all times at the prep level. Put up 41 points last season.

36. Garrett Hehir, F, ’93 (Cushing/Uncommitted) — Productive forward has excellent hockey sense and makes a lot of plays. Will look to get the Penguins to Salem in his final year of prep school hockey.

37. Mike Iovanna, F, ’94 (Malden Catholic/UMass-Amherst) — Played on a line last year with Ryan Fitzgerald and Brendan Collier. With both off to juniors MC will look to the UMass recruit to key their offense.

38. Jacob Hand, F, ’94 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — Big, strong forward has soft hands and is a smooth skater. If he can up his pace D-I schools will come knocking. Has talent.

39. Will Sleeper, F, ’94 (Nobles/Uncommitted) — Was named the MVP of the Flood-Marr Tournament a year ago. The opportunistic forward would love to have a repeat performance this weekend.

40. Mitch Nylen, D, ’94 (Brooks/Sacred Heart) — Small, skilled, puck-moving defenseman. Sacred Heart recruit is the captain at Brooks this year and will look to lead his squad to an Eberhart title.

41. Mike Najjar, F, ’94 (Belmont Hill/Middlebury) — Has combined with Carl Hesler to give Belmont Hill a dangerous first line.

42. RJ Bishop, D, ’94 (Trinity Pawling/Uncommitted) — Is hidden on a weak team, but the sleek puck mover would make for an excellent D-III recruit.

43. John Cross, F, ’94 (Exeter/Uncommitted) — With Brian Hart and Matt Beattie off to college Head Coach Dana Barbin will look for Cross to increase his offensive production.

44. Mike Graham, D, ’94 (Kent/Uncommitted) — Big, strong defender has a bomb of a shot from the point. Runs the Kent PP and has been a big part of their early season success.

45. Mitch Barrington, D, ’94 (Dexter/Uncommitted) — Tall and lanky defender is a smooth skater with good poise and vision.

46. Phil Johannsson, D, ’94 (Holderness/Uncommitted) — St. Lazare, Quebec native has popped up onto the radar of NHL teams.

47. Willie Brooks, D, ’94 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — The type of defenseman who rarely receives accolades, but eats up quality minutes and is a big part of overall team success.

48. Gregg Burmaster, F, ’94 (Kimball Union/St. Lawrence) — Has speed and some scoring abilities. Provides the #1 ranked Wildcats with quality secondary scoring.

49. Greg Zaffino, D, ’94 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — Tall defender does not make many mistakes. Has a nearly perfect SAT score which will be attractive to Ivy League schools.

50. Aaron Titcomb, D, ’93 (Salisbury/Uncommitted) — PG defender out of Charlestown, Mass. and Brewster Academy has been intriguing in the early going.

Honorable Mention: 

Dan Doherty (Belmont Hill), Colby Cretella (Exeter), Cole Anderson (Gunnery), Cody Champagne (Avon), Danny Casey (Kent), Connor Evangelista (Kimball Union), George Hunkele (Lawrence/Williams), Shamus Maloney (Tabor), Sean Orlando (Westminster), Liam Coughlin (Catholic Memorial), Jay Mackie (St. Andrew’s), Josh Melnick (Delbarton/Princeton), Alex Hagerty (Delbarton), Liam McDermott (Salisbury).

Goaltenders:

1. Michael Pinios, G, ’94 (St. Paul’s/Uncommitted) — Has not been at his best in the early going, but we have seen him win games by himself. When he catches fire St. Paul’s will be difficult to beat.

2. Merrick Madsen, G, ’95 (Proctor/Harvard) — Sometimes he looks like playing D-I hockey will be a stretch, other times he looks like he could be an NHL draft pick. Tough to figure out, but there is no denying his potential.

3. Peter Cronin, G, ’94 (BC High/Uncommitted) — Led BC high to within a goal of a Super 8 Championship last season and will look for a title this year. Big and athletic netminder has a lot of tools to work with.

4. Shane Starrett, G, ’94 (Selects Academy/Uncommitted) — Tall netminder played for Catholic Memorial last season. Has shown flashes of having D-I capabilities.

5. Eric Bogart, G, ’95 (Kimball Union/Uncommitted) — 6’5” goalies are not easy to come by—especially one with some athleticism. Will likely require a couple seasons of junior hockey before he is college ready, but we think he will find his way into a D-I school.

6. Dawson Sprigings, G, ’94 (Gunnery/Uncommitted) — Gunnery is 5-0 so far this season and Sprigings has played every minute, posting a .933 save percentage.

7. Danny Tirone, G, ’94 (Loomis Chaffee/Uncommitted) — Played at Shattuck a couple of seasons ago. Is tutored by goalie coach Mike Buckley, a UMass alum. Now plays for JR Zavisza, a UMass alum — connect the dots. Has been a big part of Loomis’s quick turnaround. Will need to turn in an MVP-like season to keep the Pelicans above .500 with a difficult Founders’ League schedule approaching. 

8. Adam Ellison, G, ’94 (Deerfield/Uncommitted) – Was excellent all fall, leading the Neponset Valley River Rats to the U18 Nationals. Has also been excellent in the early season, with a .940 gaa to date. Trending upwards.

9. Gryphon Richardson, G, ’93 (Brunswick/Uncommitted) — Is small and physically limited, but gets the absolute max out of what he has to work with. Sports a .944 save percentage thus far.

Sun. 12/9/12

Wildcats #1 in First USHR Poll of Season

 Kimball Union, 4-0-0 on the young season, tops the first USHR Prep Poll of the season. 

 It’s early and the statistical sample is small, so look for a lot of movement by next week’s poll, which will be ready on Mon. Dec. 17 – after all the Christmas tournaments.

Prep Poll: Week of Dec. 10, 2012 

Thurs. 12/6/12

New Turn in the Life of Riley

Rob Riley, a scout for the Columbus Blue Jackets (NHL) and a former college and pro head coach, has been named Athletic Director at Regis College in Weston, Mass.

 Riley, the former head coach at Babson and Army, has been, for the past three seasons, the head coach of the Springfield Falcons, the Blue Jackets' AHL affiliate. Last spring, Riley led the Falcons to their first winning season in 13 years.

 Regis, a D-III school, is small, with just 1,100 undergrads and 600 plus students in graduate programs. For the school’s first 80 years – until 2007, to be precise – it was a women’s-only school. This is the sixth year that it has been coed.

 Regis wishes to increase enrollment and sports is one avenue to that end. The school does not own a rink but, should they decide to add hockey, could play out of one nearby.

Regis could not ask for an athletic director better suited toward starting up a college hockey program. College hockey is the lifeblood of the Riley family. Riley’s father, Jack Riley, now 92 and living on Cape Cod, was head coach at Army for nearly four decades and became nationally known for coaching the 1960 U.S. Olympic Team to the gold in Squaw Valley. 

 Rob Riley was co-captain of the 1977-78 Boston College team that reached the NCAA championship game -- only to lose to a BU team that would finish the season 30-2. He began his head coaching career as an assistant at BC and St. Lawrence, before getting hired as head coach at Babson. There, in 1983-84, his first season, Riley won a D-III NCAA title and Coach of the Year honors. 

 Two years later, in the fall of 1986, Riley took over the Army program from his father. He would stay at West Point for 18 years -- until 2004, when he handed the job off to his younger brother, Brian, and moved back to the Boston area, settling in Needham.  

By the way, another generation of coaching Rileys is coming along, and Rob's son Brett, a junior forward for the currently undefeated Hobart Statesmen, is actively involved in coaching summer teams.

Note:

Speaking of Army hockey, senior defenseman Cheyne Rocha was a finalist for a Rhodes Scholarship this fall. The son of former Berkshire School head hockey coach Larry Rocha, Cheyne attended St. Paul's School and played a PG year in the EJHL with the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs. An engineering major, he is currently carrying a 4.0 GPA. 

Thurs. 12/6/12

Big D for Tigers

 Berkshire School 6’2”, 195 lb. senior RD Quin Pompi has committed to Princeton University for the fall of '13.

A 9/21/94 birthdate from Springfield, PA, a Philadelphia suburb, Pompi has size, strength, and skating ability. Sometimes overcomplicates the game. Is playing the PP at Berkshire, but doesn’t project as that kind of player at the D-I college level.  

Pompi will be playing for the Mid-Fairfield U18s at Nationals in the spring.

 Is said to be an excellent lacrosse player as well. 

In addition to Princeton, Pompi visited Harvard, Yale, and Brown.

Wed. 12/5/12

Standouts at Quebec Midget AAA Showcase

 The struggle US colleges face in attracting high-end French-Canadian players was exemplified last season when top prospects Jonathan Drouin (Halifax-QMJHL), Frederik Gauthier (Rimouski-QMJHL), and Anthony DeLuca (Rimouski-QMJHL) used NCAA schools as a bargaining chip with the QMJHL. This low yield per hour invested goes a long way toward explaining the lack of US colleges recruiters on hand in Quebec City for this past weekend’s Reebok Cup, a showcase involving every midget AAA team in Quebec, as well as a few from Nova Scotia.

USHR, however, made the 400-mile trip, because there are good prospects there. Sure, most will likely head to the “Q” next year, but there is also a layer of players right under that top group who are considering prep schools and the NCAA route — we will include both in our report. 

Notes: 

Forestiers d’Amos’s 6’4”, 168 lb. forward Nicolas Roy is the frontrunner to be taken #1 overall in the QMJHL draft next spring, but he was injured so we didn’t get to see him. However, we have been told that for a big kid his skill level is top-notch -- comparisons have been made to Vincent Lecavalier (Tampa Bay-NHL) at the same age. Because we did not see Roy play we do not know exactly where he stacks up against the top New England players (the Q’s region in the US). However, we saw enough of the top Quebec kids to say without a doubt Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s), Colin White (Nobles), Casey Fitzgerald (Malden Catholic), and Cam Askew (Cushing) would all likely be top 10 picks if they stated their intentions were to play major junior hockey.

Methodology:

We have separated the top players into two separate groups. The first group (List A) is simply the best players we saw, regardless as to whether they are planning on going to the Q or to college – or are undecided. The second group (List B) includes players who are reportedly looking south to New England prep schools and colleges.

On our lists, we have NOT included players who have compromised their NCAA eligibility by playing games in the QMJHL.

List A: Top Players Overall

Jeremy Roy, D, ’97 (Collège Antoine-Girouard) 5-11/179 — The latest of French-Canadian talent to state an interest in going to a US college. We are told that both Harvard and Yale have expressed interest in him. A local QMJHL scout chimed in on that, however, informing us there is but a slim chance he will wind up in the US as he will be selected either 2nd or 3rd overall in the QMJHL draft. Roy is an offensive minded defender who loves to join the rush and is very active in the offensive zone. Defensively, he is all over the map, but his self-confidence is very high -- and it is far easier to reel in a player than let one loose. If an NCAA school were able to land him it would be a coup. Roy is the top scoring defenseman in the league — as an under-ager.

Daniel Sprong, F, ’97 (Tigres du Lac St-Louis) 6-0/165 — The case of Daniel Sprong is an interesting one. If you recall, he was our #1 ranked player at the U14 Nationals last spring as he helped the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins win the national title. This year, Sprong is playing in the Midget Espoir circuit, which is essentially midget AA. There was an Espoir all-star team here over the weekend and Sprong was easily their top player. The reason he is not in the QMAAA is because he is not a Canadian citizen and thus did not meet the citizenship requirements to play midget AAA. His father and mother are both Dutch, born in Amsterdam. The younger Sprong played for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last year under his own visa and therefore had to leave midway through the season and return to Canada. He is now working on getting Canadian citizenship. Hockey Canada included Sprong in the Allstate All-Canadians mentorship camp over the summer, which is Canada’s equivalent of the NTDP’s Final 40 Camp. Hockey Canada certainly wants to make sure Sprong is wearing the maple leaf on the front of his sweater when the time comes for  international tournaments. Sprong is said to be a lock to be in the QMJHL next season and is expected to be selected #2 or #3 overall. The Tigers star forward is explosive and skilled, a high-end talent with NHL potential.

Emile Bourque, D, ’98 (Commandeurs de Lévis) 5-7/145 — One of the top ’98 born-defenseman we have seen. While he is not in the same class as Sean Day (Compuware) or Chad Krys (Connecticut Oilers) he is elite, and a lot of fun to watch. As a 14 year old playing with predominantly 16 and 17 year olds, Bourque is as cool as a cucumber with the puck on his stick. It has taken him some time to settle in and get comfortable, but over the weekend he established himself as the power play quarterback. His skills are increasingly moving to the forefront. Bourque is surely going to be a name we will be hearing more as he gets older.

Jason Bell, D, ’97 (Rousseau Royal Laval Montreal) 6-1/161 — Laval was the first team we watched over the weekend and Bell was the first player to really grab our attention. The big defender is a decent skater, but his vision and puck skills are extremely good. Will be a top 10 pick in the Q draft this spring. Once he fills out there is a good chance NHL teams will start to track him closely.

Guillaume Brisebois, D, ’97 (Collège Antoine-Girouard) 5-11/144 — While teammate Jeremy Roy gets most of the attention on the Antoine-Girouard blueline, we feel that Brisebois is right there with him and very well could end up being the better defenseman in the long run. He is very light on his feet and is an effortless skater, but the best part of Brisebois’s game is his stick, which he uses extremely well on both the offensive and defensive side of the puck. He’s just 144 pounds, and sure to fill out so there’s a high upside here.

Anthony Beauvillier, F, ’97 (Collège Antoine-Girouard) 5-10/148 — Was one of six Quebec players selected to attend the Allstate All-Canadians mentorship camp along with Nicolas Roy, Jeremy Roy, Sprong, Julien Gauthier (see below), and Salisbury goaltender Callum Booth. The Antoine-Girouard star forward is 2nd in the league scoring race with a 24-14-38 scoring line in just 26 games played. For a smaller forward he protects the puck very well, has outstanding vision/poise and knows how to finish around the net. Will put up a ton of points in the Q.

Julien Gauthier, F, ’97 (Rousseau Royal Laval-Montréal) 6-2/204 — The sky is the limit in terms of potential. His skating form is excellent and for a big man his hands are very soft. In addition, he knows how to use his size to his advantage. While all of those are tangible assets his intangible assets are a question mark to us. His pace and compete level need to be raised a great deal in order to experience success at higher levels.

James Povall, G, ’97 (Lions du Lac St-Louis) 5-11/137 — With Callum Booth adamant about going to college, Povall may be the top goalie selected in the Q draft. The athletic netminder is quick and reads the play well. Technically sound, he passes the “look test” with flying colors: he just looks like a gamer.

Jeremy Bouchard, F, ’97 (Grenadiers de Chateauguay) 5-6/159 — A fun player to watch. Reminds us a lot of Boston College forward Steven Whitney. Has a high skill level and competes extremely hard. Is producing at a point-a-game rate and is said to be a 2nd round Q prospect. Would make for a fantastic college player.

Julien Nantel, F, ’96 (Rousseau Royal Laval-Montréal) 6-0/183 — Laval’s top scorer is the only player in the QMAAA loop to be named to Team Quebec for the World U17 Challenge. Through 27 games he has posted an 18-16-34 scoring line. Is a 2nd round pick, 30th overall to Rouyn-Noranda where he will likely suit up next season. Has a good stick and a nose for the net.

Gabriel Gagne, F, ’96 (Vikings de Saint-Eustache) 6-3/166 — The 26th overall pick to the Moncton Wildcats in last year’s draft. Played in the Espoir league last season and is a late bloomer with a ton of potential. Is very long and gangly, but a smooth skater. Once he fills out and acclimates himself to the pace of AAA hockey -- and then the Q -- he will emerge as a top NHL prospect.

David Henley, D, ’97 (Forestiers d’Amos) 6-3/166 — A big d-man who keeps it simple, Henley could prove to be very useful at the next level. A good skater with a good stick, he does not complicate the game and makes a good first pass. Is playing on his team’s top PP right now, but likely projects as more of a shutdown defenseman. Is a 1st round prospect for the Q draft.

Brandon McCulloch, F, ’96 (Grenadiers de Chateauguay) 5-8/151 — Was passed over in the Q draft last spring, but it will likely not happen again this year. That said, he does speak English, is on the smaller side, and may consider the NCAA. He is lethal with the man advantage and has exceptional vision.

Maxime Fortier, F, ’97 (Lions du Lac St-Louis) 5-10/165 — Smart and crafty. Will get better as the season progresses and he settles into the league. Is projected to be a 2nd round pick this spring. Would make for a nice college player should he choose to head to the NCAA.

Nicolas Meloche, D, ’97 (Vikings de Saint-Eustache) 6-1/196 — Big, steady, shutdown defender. Has good feet and makes smart decisions with the puck. Has a heavy shot. Could be selected as high as the 1st round in the QMJHL.

Gabriel Fontaine, F, ’97 (Cantonniers de Magog) 5-10/145 — Light on his feet and has a lot of room to get bigger, stronger, and faster. The skill level is already there. Was Magog’s top player and should be a top two round pick in the Q.

Samuel Blais, F, ’96 (Estacades de Trois-Rivières) 5-9/160 — English isn’t spoken much in Trois-Rivieres so the NCAA might not be an option. That said, this kid has all the earmarks of a late bloomer. He is not very big and went undrafted in the Q, but Blais has excellent hockey sense and holds his stick with those really high hands that scouts love to see. He can really handle the puck.

Brandon Gignac, F, ’97 (Phenix du Collège Esther-Blondin) 5-8/130 — Small forward has some jump to his game and is leading Esther-Blondin in scoring this season. Has a ’96 brother, William Gignac, who is pretty crafty and the two play well together. College Esther-Blondin is not the team they were one year ago when we they boasted a handful of top players from the province.

Xavier Desy, F, ’97 (Alabatros du College Notre-Dame) 6-0/135 — Tall and lanky with a very long stride. Is only 135 pounds and will be a much different player when he fills out.

Maxime Presseault, F, ’95 (Forestiers d’Amos) 5-9/154 — Is one of the older players in the league, but can really scoot and has a high skill level. Is someone we think NCAA schools should take a look at. Is a Val-d’Or (QMJHL) draft pick, but has never suited up for a game.

***

List B: Players of particular interest to prep schools and NCAA coaches -- there is a strong chance members of this group are looking to play college hockey.

Vimal Sukumaran, F, ’96 (Lac du St-Louis) 5-9/187 — Could very well be the most realistic and viable prep school/NCAA player in the QMAAA. Was drafted by Victoriaville (QMJHL) last year and did not even attend their camp. Is a strong student who has been very clear about wanting to head to the US. Lac St-Louis has been known to send a couple of players a year to US prep schools and Sukumaran will be heavily pursued for multiple reasons. First, he is the Lions’ top scorer with an 18-17-35 scoring line in just 24 games played. Secondly, he is of Indian decent and anyone familiar with prep school admissions knows this, on the diversity front, is a huge plus. At the NCAA Div. I level Sukumaran projects more as a 3rd line energy player who can chip in some offense.

Jeremy Davies, D, ’96 (Lac du St-Louis) 5-11/157 — Lac St-Louis’ top-scoring defenseman is another player on the Lions squad who wishes to attend a US prep school. Makes some questionable decisions, but there is no doubt that he has tools. Has good feet and runs the PP. A player NCAA schools should be paying attention to.

Daniel Sarracco, F, ’95 (Lac du St-Louis) 5-9/166 — An older forward who has every intention on doing a PG year in prep school next year. Applied to three schools last year and was wait-listed, but all of the schools were a reach for him academically. For prep school this kid is a no-brainer. He may not have D-I upside, but he would fit right in at a NESCAC school. Is the Lions’ top center and 2nd on the team in scoring.

Charlie Roy, D, ’97 (Vikings de Saint-Eustache) 5-7/152 — Smart, skilled, puck-moving defenseman. Has the ability to run a PP. His coach told us that the young defender goes to an English-speaking school, is a top student, and would be open to going to a prep school.

Jack Patterson, F, ’95 (Halifax Titans) 6-2/185 — A power forward with upside. Is a big kid who protects the puck well and has a pretty good stick. Would have to be a PG, but his coach informed us that he is keeping his options open and is a strong student.

Brett McNeil, D, ’95 (Halifax Titans) 5-8175 — Another PG candidate who is said to be a top student and interested in coming to the U.S. Is excellent on the PP. Has quick hands, good vision, and is active on the offensive blue-line. Is on the small side and is not a burner, which will likely limit his D-I options. That said, he would put up a lot of points at the prep level and find a home in college hockey somewhere. Is producing over a point-a-game from the backend.

Skylar Strumas, D, ’97 (Lions du Lac St-Louis) 6-0/143 — Right now the lanky defender is keeping his options open and is listening as prep schools make their pitch. He is someone who projects well and has a lot of upside. Uses his long stick to his advantage. Could end up being a D-I defenseman should he pass on the Q.

Trevor Butler, D, ’97 (Espoir Tigres) 5-7/155 – Smart and skilled. Very offensive minded, but responsible defensively. An excellent skater -- light on his feet. Will be playing prep hockey next winter. Shares the same advisor, Chad Levitt, as Salisbury goaltender Callum Booth. Levitt is someone with a good reputation for guiding his players toward the NCAA route.

Tues. 12/4/12

Going to the Q – and Some Commitments

 5’6”, 150 lb. forward Conor Garland, a Penn State recruit for fall ’15, has left Muskegon (USHL). Look for him to sign with the Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL).

 A 3/11/96 birthdate, Garland had a 1-2-3 line in six USHL games this season. A Scituate, Mass. native, he went out west and put up 116 points in 52 games with Shattuck’s Bantam Team in ’10-11, then returned home to play for the Junior Bruins Empire Team last year, where he scored 94 points in 40 games. This season, in going out to the USHL, he skipped a necessary step – he should probably be playing in the EJHL right now. Instead, with Moncton, he’ll be playing on his fourth team in three years – and turning down a college scholarship.

***

 St. Cloud State has received a commitment from 5’7”, 140 lb. California Titans U16 forward Brendan Harris for the fall of ‘15 or ‘16.

 A 7/10/96 birthdate, Harris has been pretty much an unknown. That will not be the case for much longer as the Las Vegas, Nevada native is one of the most skilled ‘96s that we have seen. Back in September USHR headed out to Minnesota to scout the Minnesota High School Elite League as well as the North American Hockey League. It just so happened that in another rink, in the same facility, the NAPHL was having a league showcase and we stumbled upon the super-skilled forward. While we were watching the Titans star forward we couldn’t help but notice that St. Cloud assistant coach, Mike Gibbons, was also in the building — and watching like a hawk. The Titans head coach, Peter Torsson, is a St. Cloud alum and clearly gave his alma mater a heads up.

 Harris has elite hands and scoring ability. When he turns it on he is very difficult to contain. Right now he is very small and frail, but when he fills out a bit we think he will be a lot of fun to watch. In time he could be a dominant player at the NCAA level.

***

 The Indiana Ice, who are 7-16-1 and in seventh place in the Eastern Conference, are changing head coaches again, yesterday replacing head coach Ron Gay with former NHL defenseman Jeff Brown, who was named head coach/GM.

 Brown, 46, played major junior and was a second round Quebec Nordiques pick who went on to play for seven NHL teams between 1986-98. 

 Last season, Brown, originally from Ottawa, coached the St. Louis Bandits to an NAHL title. 

***

 6’1”, 170 lb. Team Comcast U18 forward Eric Robinson has committed to Princeton for the fall of ‘14.

 The 6/14/95 birthdate has posted a 6-15-21 scoring line through 21 games played this season while skating on Comcast’s top line with Dartmouth recruit Kevin Neiley and Dwyer Tschantz. The two schools he visited were Princeton and Lake Superior State, but in the end an Ivy League education proved too much to pass on. Robinson has an older brother, Buddy, who is a sophomore at Lake State.

Robinson is the sixth player on Comcast’s U18 team to make a D-I commitment, joining the aforementioned Neiley, Dylan Plitt (Vermont), Kenny Citron (Colgate), Kevin Kerr (Penn State) and Tommy Panico (UMass-Lowell).

***

 6’0”, 178 lb. Topeka Roadrunners (NAHL) center Sean Gaffney, the leading scorer in the NAHL, has committed to UConn for the fall of ’13. Gaffney, a Plymouth, Michigan native, played at Detroit Catholic Central HS before starting his junior career two years ago. A 9/29/92 birthdate, Gaffney has played 24 games with Topeka this season, posting a 15-18-33 line. He will begin play next season as a 21-year-old freshman. He also reportedly received offers from Holy Cross, Niagara, Bemidji State, Air Force, and Army.  

Tues. 12/4/12

U.S. National Junior Team Preliminary Roster

 USA Hockey released its 27-man roster for the 2013  U.S. National Junior Team training camp, which runs for three days in Tarrytown, NY (Dec. 16-18) before continuing in Helsinki, Finland Dec. 19. 

 The final 23-man roster will be announced on Dec. 23, and the U.S. will play its first tournament game – it's in Ufa, Russia this year -- on Dec. 27. 

 There are three returnees from the 2012 U.S. National Junior Team: G John Gibson; D Jacob Trouba; and F JT Miller. Trouba, a '94, will be eligible again next year.

 As for birthdates, there are 17 ’93s on the preliminary roster, and 10 ‘94s. The d-men are particularly young – there are five ‘94s among the nine blueliners chosen. 

 Of the 27 players chosen, all but two – forwards Riley Barber and Rocco Grimaldi – were at August’s evaluation camp in Lake Placid. Grimaldi was still recovering from a knee operation.

 Here’s the 27-man roster:

Goalies (3): John Gibson ’93 (Kitchener – OHL); Jon Gillies ’94 (Providence); Garret Sparks ’93 (Guelph – OHL).

Defensemen (9): Shayne Gostisbehere ’93 (Union); Matt Grzelcyk ’94 (BU); Seth Jones ’94 (Portland – WHL); Jake McCabe ’93 (Wisconsin); Connor Murphy ’93 (Sarnia – OHL); Mike Reilly ’93 (Minnesota); Patrick Sieloff ’94 (Windsor – OHL); Brady Skjei ’94 (Minnesota); Jacob Trouba ’94 (Michigan).

Forwards (15): Cole Bardreau ’93 (Cornell); Riley Barber '94 (Miami); Tyler Biggs ’93 (Oshawa – OHL); Alex Galchenyuk '94 (Sarnia – OHL); John Gaudreau ’93 (BC); Rocco Grimaldi ’93 (North Dakota); Ryan Hartman '94 (Plymouth – OHL); Sean Kuraly ’93 (Miami); Mario Lucia ’93 (Notre Dame); Stefan Matteau '94 (Blainville-Boisbriand – QMJHL); JT Miller ’93 (Connecticut – AHL); Stefan Noesen ’93 (Plymouth – OHL); Blake Pietila ’93 (Michigan Tech); Vince Trocheck ’93 (Saginaw – OHL); Jim Vesey ’93 (Harvard).  

Notes:

 -- There were 20 players at the Evaluation Camp who did not make the team. Fifteen were ‘93s; they will not have another chance to make the team. Five were ‘94s, who will have one more crack at it next year.

‘93s:

 D Brian Cooper – Nebraska-Omaha

 D Garrett Haar – Western Michigan

 D Mike Paliotta -- Vermont

 D Robbie Russo – Notre Dame

 D Joakim Ryan -- Cornell

 D Jordan Schmaltz – North Dakota

 D Andy Welinski – Minnesota-Duluth

 F Colin Blackwell – Harvard  injured

 F Reid Boucher – Sarnia (OHL)

 F Travis Boyd -- Minnesota

 F Alex Broadhurst – London (OHL)

 F Steve Fogarty – Notre Dame

 F Brian Hart -- Harvard

 F Logan Nelson – Victoria (WHL)

 F Adam Reid -- Northeastern

‘94s: 

 G Anthony Stolarz – Nebraska-Omaha

 D Connor Carrick – Plymouth (OHL)

 F Thomas DiPauli – Notre Dame

 F Nicholas Kerdiles – Wisconsin

 F Henrick Samuelsson – Edmonton (WHL)

 -- Phil Housley (Stillwater HS) is the head coach of this year's US National Junior Team. Assistant coaches are Mark Osiecki (Ohio St.), Grant Potulny (Minnesota), and David Lassonde (Denver). Video coordinator is Dan Muse (Yale).  Director of Player Personnel is Tim Taylor.

 -- The U.S. will play in the same pool as Canada, Russia, Germany, and Slovakia at the World Juniors.

 -- Here’s the schedule. All games will be broadcast live on the NHL Network, some well before breakfast time.

Thurs. Dec 27 – Germany (8:00 pm/9:00 am EST)

 Fri. Dec. 28 – Russia (8:00 pm/9:00 am EST)

 Sun. Dec. 30 – Canada (3:30 pm/4:30 am EST)

 Mon. Dec. 31 – Slovakia (4:00 pm/5:00 am EST)

 Wed. Jan. 2 – Quarterfinals 

 Thurs. Jan. 3 – Semifinals

 Sat. Jan. 5 – Bronze and Gold medal games

Sat. 12/1/12

A Good Name in Boston

 5’10”, 175 lb. Chilliwack Chiefs forward Luke Esposito – the leading scorer in the BCHL  -- has committed to Harvard for the fall of ‘13.

 A 10/18/93 birthdate, Esposito is a Greenwich, Conn. native and graduated in the spring from the Brunswick School, where he was the third-leading scorer and co-captain of the team last year. Esposito plays a good all-around game, competes hard, and, as he’s grown stronger, has continually improved his skating. His strength is his ability to make plays. He has good bloodlines too. NHL Hall of Famer Mark Messier is his uncle. Doug Messier, Mark’s father -- and recently coach of the Mid-Fairfield Blues U18s -- is his grandfather.

 Last season at Brunswick, Esposito had a 14-33-47 line in 29 games played. In the BCHL this season, he’s played 27 games thus far, and has a 10-27-37 line.

 Miami was recruiting him, as well as other Ivies. In addition to Harvard, Princeton and Cornell were reported to be in the picture.

 By the way, 11 of the BCHL’s top 12 scorers sorted by points per game are now committed to Div. I schools. The only one who isn’t is West Kelowna Warriors LC Seb Lloyd, who we wrote about back in September from the BCHL Pre-Season showcase. A ’94, he’s a top student – look for him to go Ivy too.

Note:

 Harvard sophomore defenseman Max Everson, who has played in all the Crimson’s games thus far this season, was added by the Omaha Lancers (USHL) to their protected player list this week.

Fri. 11/30/12

A Look at The Founders' League Jamboree

We are loath to jump to conclusions off the Founders’ League Jamboree, given that they are scrimmages played in running-time halves – hockey’s equivalent to speed-dating (not that we’d know anything about that). 

 We did gather up a few impressions, however.  

 The most pleasant surprise was Loomis Chaffee. The group head coach JR Zavisza inherited last year was pretty awful, finishing 2-23, so we were a little bug-eyed watching a youthful, high-energy squad fighting for every square inch of ice against a deeper Salisbury team. At the half, Loomis held a 2-1 lead and, while they eventually succumbed 4-3, at game’s end we had checks and comments next to a half dozen skating Pelicans – probably more than over the last decade combined. The key? The vast majority of the squad’s best players are newcomers.

 5’9” Cory Swift, a new junior from West Seneca, NY, was a constant presence, working hard, creating opportunities, and pushing the Salisbury D back on their heels. Ditto for 5’11” sophomore RC Alex Esposito, a newcomer from Notre Dame-West Haven. That duo alone gives Loomis a brand-new look. The squad had no players even remotely like those two up front last season. The only forward we even remembered from Loomis last year was 6’2” junior Kristofer VanGameren (St. Lazare, Que.), and we remembered him more for size/potential than anything else. So here we are a year later, and VanGameren has improved. His feet are still a bit heavy, but you can see he’s growing into his body, and is not afraid to use his size – he put some heavy hits on Salisbury players and gives the squad a big, physical presence up front. For good measure, he blasted a short-handed goal from the top of the right face-off circle – top shelf. 

 On defense, we liked 6’2”, 195 lb. PG Max Harrington, formerly of the Blake School. Harrington has a lot to like, and could be a real find for the right school. A left shot, he can move the puck, will key the Loomis power play (he scored the first goal on Wednesday), and uses his size effectively in his own end.

 A new junior we liked was 5’10” Matt O’Donnell, a savvy right-shot D from California who was able to consistently move the puck up ice to Swift, Esposito, et al.  

 In net, 5’11” senior Danny Tirone, who was the squad’s best goalie last season and blanked Tabor on Monday, was in net for the first half against Salisbury – and again allowed nothing to get past him. We are in an era when everyone is looking for the athletic goalie who stands 6’0” or better. Tirone isn’t that, but he’s not small either, and he stops the puck. He’s worth following.  

 Will the Pelicans jump from 2-23 to .500 this year? We’re not betting on it, as they are young and it’s a tough league. But these are not your father’s Pelicans. 

 -- Westminster was another team that looked very good, blanking Hotchkiss 5-0. The Martlets have lost talented senior Chris Izmirlian and his 48 points to graduation but Princeton recruit David Hallisey is back for his senior year and the offense will flow through him. He’ll need help though, and head coach Tim Joncas will look to guys like 6’0” 187 lb. senior Sean Orlando, who came out of AA hockey in the Philadelphia area and had a strong junior season last year, to be a key contributor. Orlando is a Div. I prospect who will be watched closely. Hallisey and Orlando were linemates on Wednesday, along with 6’2” returning junior Mario Benicky, from Slovakia.

 5’10” PG Ethan Holdaway, who lit it up at Glastonbury High last season, is a nice little buzz bomb who made the Fall Prep League all-star team that played at Northeastern a couple weeks ago. 

 On the blue line we were intrigued by 6’3”, 186 lb. sophomore Will Brophy, who was at Fairfield Prep last season. He’s gawky and still growing into his body but showed poise with the puck and certainly has upside.

 Westminster has another excellent new sophomore defenseman in 5’11’” right shot Frankie Sullivan, who was at Notre Dame-Fairfield last season. Sullivan can skate and handle the puck – a good Div. I prospect.

 Westminster looks like, well, Westminster. They move the puck well, and work well as a unit. As for goaltending, they lost Yale recruit Patrick Spano to graduation. We are not very familiar with goalie Zac Hamilton – Spano’s backup last season – but he looked fine on Wednesday against Hotchkiss. We’ll just have to see how that plays out over the season.

 -- And Hotchkiss? Not a good day. They just couldn’t get untracked against Westminster, who won the battles, kept the pressure on – and had better goaltending.

 As everyone knows, 6’6”, 225 lb. junior LW Tyler Hill, a ’95 birthdate from Hagersville, Ontario, is getting a lot of attention for the NHL draft and is going into the season as the highest-ranked pro prospect in prep hockey, getting a B ranking (i.e. potential second/third rounder) from Central. While it’s hard to overlook a kid that size who can skate a bit, we really didn’t see much hockey savvy from him on Wednesday. Unless he’s paired with someone who can get him the puck, not much is going to happen. There are tools, for sure, but he has a way to go. 

 We watched 6’6”, 195 lb. LD Wiley Sherman, a Harvard recruit and a C prospect for the NHL draft, and noted that he’s grown into his body a bit. Sherman has legs like a giraffe and a nice long stride, but last year seemed to have difficulty with pucks around his feet. The distance was just too great. He has made progress there. There’s more fluidity to his game.

 As we already mentioned, the Bearcats had a bad day. We’ll reserve judgment for another day, and hope that it’s a better one.

 -- Choate lost 53-point scorer and Cornell recruit Alex Rauter to Omaha (USHL), which leaves a gaping hole in their attack. Senior Luke May is the squad’s leading returning scorer (21 points) and was on the top line with new junior Joe Caffrey, from the North Jersey Avalanche, and sophomore Charley Borek (son of UNH assistant Scott Borek) from Cardigan Mountain. A lot will be needed from those three. 

 The Wild Boars are very strong in goal with sophomore – and Yale recruit -- Sam Tucker, a ’96 from Wilton, Conn.

 -- T-P could be a little better this season, as many of their top players from last year – small forwards like 5’6 junior Charlie Zaccarini and 5’9” senior Andrew Zona as well as 6’0” senior defenseman RJ Bishop – are back.

 -- Taft’s skill is found among their younger players, which head coach Dan Murphy will look to be building upon for the future. Yale recruit Andrew Gaus, the team’s leading scorer as a soph last season, will have to lead the way. He didn’t actually jump out at us much on Wednesday, but certainly has in the past. New junior Cole Maier, a forward from the NY Saints, and new sophomore James Anderson, a forward from Suffolk PAL, caught our eye. They will have to mature into key players as the season goes along. Returning junior Matt Liebers will have to take a larger role on the blue line. Joseph Lissak, a big sophomore, is the Rhinos’ incoming goalie.

 -- For Salisbury, a lot of the big names from last year are gone, like leading scorer Philip Zielonka, top-scoring defenseman Marc Biega, forwards Zack Pryzbek, John Stevens, Aaron Berisha, and Anthony DiFruscia…goalie Justin Nichols, defenseman Thomas Welsh.

 In addition, Salisbury was missing returning seniors Mark Hamilton and Jake Hand, and PG forward Matt Pugh (from BB&N) -- all out with injuries.

 Sounds like a lot, doesn’t it? And it is. But it’s also Salisbury we’re talking about here, and head coach Andrew Will has brought in plenty of new players. 

Of special interest to us was 6’4”, 195 lb. right shot PG defenseman Aaron Titcomb, a Charlestown, Mass. native who notched an 11-18-29 line on the blue line last year at Brewster Academy where he was co-captain. Titcomb, a 5/16/93 birthdate hence a bit on the old side, was at Austin Prep a few years back and then left for the EJHL where he broke his neck in an early-season game – and wound up missing an entire season. Titcomb, who scored Salisbury’s final two goals, both on low shots from the point, in Salisbury’s 4-3 win over Loomis Wednesday, has definite upside. We liked his athleticism, and his ability to both make and attempt plays. Sometimes he gets ahead of himself – he committed a careless turnover in his own end – but, that said, Titcomb has assets that can’t be taught and deficits that can be worked on. He could quickly mature into a nice Div. I prospect under Will, who was a textbook defenseman in his years at Union.  

 The most polished players on the Salisbury blueline – and the top pairing -- are senior Ryan Segalla and junior Will Toffey, both returnees from last season. Each scored a goal on Wednesday, which means that, along with Titcomb’s pair, all the scoring came from the point. Which brings us to this: despite the fact that a couple of veteran forwards were sitting out with injuries, we don’t really see a pure goal scorer in the current Salisbury lineup, someone like Zielonka who had a 26-24-50 line last season. It will be interesting to see how all that shakes out.

6’2” late ’94 senior Liam McDermott, who played for the Cleveland Barons U-18 team last year (he’s the brother of CC’s junior d-man Eamonn McDermott), put up points last year in the MWEHL, and could do the same in prep hockey. As for the Smith twins, new juniors from Stouffville, Ontario, and new junior Neil Robinson, from the Lac-St. Louis Lions, the three were linemates on Wednesday, but we didn’t get a strong sense of what they could do. 

 We also didn’t get a strong feel for the goalie situation. All three played on Wednesday. ’97 sophomore Callum Booth, a Montrealer, comes highly touted, but he only played one half of one half – i.e., 15 running times minutes. PG Brandon Mueller, from the Nichols School, played the first half of the game and let in two, with one being a short-handed blast from above the faceoff circle that he had a clear look at.

 -- Kent and Avon played the first game of the day, and at a nice tempo, too. There was a lot to look at. 

 Starting with Kent, 6’2”, 178 lb. new junior Lewis Zerter-Gossage, a 5/23/95 birthdate who played Quebec midget AAA for Laval last winter and was one of the team’s leading scorers, is hard to miss. We wrote about him at the Berkshire tournament Monday, where we found him pretty intriguing. He’s drawing attention from NHL and college guys alike. Kent’s powerplay, with Zerter-Gossage, 6’2” junior Mitch Allen, new junior 5’11” Phil Klitirinos (from the Lac-St. Lions), and forward Danny Casey and d-man Mike Graham playing the points could be tough to defend against. 

 And once again, Kent has size, particularly on the blue line. Both goalies are returnees – junior Stephen Morrissey and senior Charlie Fennell.

 -- Avon has several ‘95s from last year’s Long Island Royals U-16 team coached by NHL Hall of Famer Pat LaFontaine. All are new juniors, too. One, 6’2” Nick Hutchison, make his presence felt right away, scoring Avon’s first goal on a rebound. He’s a strong Div. I prospect. Ditto for 5’10” RC Daniel LaFontaine, who’s not flashy or fast, but is a smart, efficient player who could really develop under John Gardner and his staff. Ex-Royal Aidan Salerno, a 6’2” late ’95 defenseman, played well, too. Senior Cody Champagne, a 5’11” ’94 who was formerly at South Kent, is a great skater – fast in both directions and highly mobile. Union recruit and senior Griff Martin, who we have written about, anchors the blue line, which is the team’s strong suit. If he has a great season, so might the Winged Beavers, because a lot flows through him. 

Up front, 5'10", 170 lb. uncommitted senior Vincent Russo led the Winged Beavers in scoring last season with 38 points. Not many teams are able to return thier leading scorer so Russo, a tri-captain, will be a key to Avon's season. 

 The goaltending? Junior Cody Doyle started, and new sophomore Tucker Weppner, a 6’2” ’96 from East Amherst, NY played the second half. Each allowed one goal.

 Note:

 There’s talk about next year playing the Founder’s League Jamboree on the first Monday after Thanksgiving, which would allow for a longer day and give scouts and recruiters a chance to see all teams for a full game. Sounds like a great idea to us. 

Tues. 10/30/12

The Fall Beantown: 20 Names

 USHR spent the past weekend at the Beantown Fall Classic. While always a good take, it is also a challenging tournament to cover, with 70 teams spread across seven different rinks. Forced to make a decision, we chose to spend the vast majority of our time at the Haverhill Valley Forum covering the U16 division, though we did manage to leave and see a couple of marquee games at the U19 level as well. In writing about the tournament, we have, instead of writing about players that we have previously covered, decided to focus on writing about players that are either new to us -- or at least fairly new – or players that we showed us something that we hadn’t seen from them before, the guys who forced their way into our consciousness. 

Jakob Chychrun, D, ’98 (Little Caesars U16) — No height or weight was listed, but our guess is that he’s approaching 6’2” already. The son of NHL veteran Jeff Chychrun, a 6’4” enforcer who saw his career cut short due to concussions, Jakob is a different player. For a big kid he gets up and down the ice nicely and is not shy about getting involved in the offense. Will get a lot of attention from the NTDP in the coming years and will also likely be a top round OHL draft pick (his father played three seasons for the Kingston Rangers). While Chychrun may not be the top ’98-born defenseman we have seen -- that distinction would go to Chad Krys (Connecticut Oilers-Empire) -- his name is certainly in the conversation. Has all the physical tools needed to develop into a high-end prospect. Played his minor hockey in Florida for the Florida Jr. Everblades organization before making the move to Michigan.

Luke McInnis, D, ’98 (East Coast Militia U16) 5-8/145 — The son of former Boston College star and NHL veteran Marty McInnis. Does not have the same physical tools as Chychrun, and likely never will, but the Hingham High freshman is as smart as they come. Cool, calm and collected with the puck on his stick. Knows how to play the game and has clearly been schooled well. Reminds us a lot of Malden Catholic’s Casey Fitzgerald. A fluid skater who always has his head up, McInnis needs some time to physically mature, but once he does there is a good chance he will be on a short list of NTDP candidates.

Dante Palecco, F, ’98 (North Jersey Avalanche U16) 5-9/152 — Have seen the Avs play previously, but never realized the Whippany, NJ native was only a ’98. Possesses high-end skill and is very talented for a 14 year old. Has a soft set of hands and is very dangerous in 1x1 situations. Could stand to add a little more sandpaper to his game, but there is no doubt his is a name we will be hearing a lot more of over the next few years.

Brendan van Riemsdyk, F, ’96 (New Jersey Devils U16) 6-3/189 — We have written about the younger brother of James (Toronto-NHL) and Trevor (UNH) on a number of occasions, but his game has really taken a step forward. Over the course of the last six months his feet have improved significantly. He looked fantastic playing the point on the PP and in our opinion would be better served playing defense. His game is finally coming together and D-I schools definitely took note of it over the weekend. Would be very surprised if he is not the third van Riemsdyk to don a UNH sweater. 

James Mainland, G, ’97 (TPH Thunder U16) 6-4/165 — Only got to see the massive netminder play one game, but in that game he was awfully intriguing. He obviously takes up a lot of net, but he also looked athletic and seems to have a good understanding of the game. He was able to read the shooter on a regular basis. Definitely worth taking a look at.

Kevin Hock, F, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers U16) 5-11/165 — A good all-around player who will make a name for himself this year playing for Catholic Memorial. We are told that he has grown about five or six inches in the last year and that his game is really coming together. Will surely be heavily pursued by New England prep schools.

Sam D’Antuono, F, ’95 (East Coast Militia U19) 6-3/185 — The Hingham High junior is blessed with a lot of physical tools and natural ability. In the game we saw him play his team was skating with only five forwards, which allowed us to see an awful lot of him, though his pace was slowed as the game went along. D’Antuono is an interesting player who is worth keeping tabs on this season. If a prep school can get him to repeat his junior year he will make an immediate impact.

Ross Colton, F, ’96 (New Jersey Rockets U16) 5-8/155 — Crafty and smart playmaker. Is undersized and has been passed over for USA Hockey Select Festivals – a mistake, in our opinion. Colton has a good mind for the game and a great skill set. Once the physical maturity comes along he will be regarded as one of the top ‘96s in the Atlantic District.

Tim Laroque, F, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers U16) 5-11/165 — Fluid skater who has a lot of upside. You can tell he is still growing and has a lot of filling out to do. Once everything comes together he could develop into a D-I player. Plays for BC High.

Robert Hampton, F, ’97 (New Jersey Rockets U16) 5-11/160 — Late ’97 forward is tall, can skate, and has a crafty set of hands. If he were just two months younger and thus a ’98 scouts would view him in an entirely different perspective. Has the earmarks of a D-I prospect.

Ryan Conlin, F, ’96 (Team Comcast U16) 5-11/180 — A power forward with an explosive first step, Conlin also possesses a good sense of the game. He’s a north/south player who gets the puck to the front of the net.

Elijah Harris, G, ’97 (Valley Jr. Warriors U16) 5-8/150 — Is not blessed with a lot of size, but the Austin Prep starter is lightning quick. You are not going to find a sophomore goalie that can get from post-to-post as fast as he does. Has a ton of athleticism and is technically sound. Extremely competitive. Will fight the size battle for the rest of his career.

Colin McCabe, D, ’98 (East Coast Militia U16) 5-8/150 — Is a freshman at Thayer and will quickly put himself on the radar of D-I coaches. Has excellent speed and is assertive in the offensive zone. Will be running the Thayer PP in the not-too-distant future.

Chris Gratton, D, ’98 (Valley Forge Minutemen U16) 6-0/180 — Would have liked to watch him a little bit more, but in our brief viewing we can tell you that he has good size and uses it to his advantage. Gratton, who has a good stick and can get pucks on net, is considered to be one of the top ’98-born defenders in the country.

Matt Hoover, F, ’96 (Greater Boston Jr. Bruins U16) 5-8/165 — Brantford, Ontario native is a junior at Cushing this year. Plays the game hard, is extremely competitive and can really shoot it. Will need to improve his foot speed to attract the attention of D-I coaches, but our guess is that he will score a good amount of goals this season for the Penguins.

Corey Moriarty, D, ’95 (Greater Boston Jr. Bruins U19) 5-10/170 — We have seen GBL Bruins play a number of times and have never really honed in on the junior from Northfield -- Mt. Hermon. That said, the more you watch him the more you begin to appreciate his game. Moriarty has a great stick, makes crisp outlet passes, and never complicates the game. He has good feet and is capable of quarterbacking a PP. Could end up playing D-I hockey, but if he doesn’t he will be a top NESCAC recruit.

Richie Boyd, D, ’95 (Greater Boston League Jr. Bruins) 6-2/170 — Has had two brothers graduate from Cushing, RJ (Michigan State) and Sam (Connecticut Oilers-EJHL) and we can confidently say that Richie is far and away the best of the Boyd brothers. He is big, can skate, plays with an edge and processes the game much more quickly than either of his brothers. Will play D-I hockey. Right now he is playing a PP/offensive role, which we feel is likely not what he projects as. We see him as a physical, shutdown defender at the next level, but one who can really shoot a puck and will chip in with the odd goal. 

Liam Feeney, D, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats U19) 6-2/195 — Keeps improving. Continues to grow and has excellent feet for a 6’2” defender. Plays a simple and subtle game, but is effective. Is a junior a Dexter. 

Trevor Yates, F, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats U19) 6-1/195 — Watched the junior from Deerfield on Friday night against the GBL Bruins and the power forward was difficult to contain. A Montreal native, Yates is learning how to use his size and strength to his advantage. 

Nolan Vesey, F, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats U19) 6-0/185 — A smart hockey player -- and also one who keeps getting bigger -- Vesey has a strong center of gravity and is difficult to move from the front of the net. It is difficult to ignore how much better his older brother, Jimmy, got between the ages of 17 and 20 and not think that Nolan could also be a late bloomer. By the way, Jimmy, the EJHL MVP last year, scored two goals and had an assist for Harvard in his college hockey debut on Saturday. 

RJ Bishop, D, '94 (Connecticut Wolfpack U19) 6-0/185 – A senior at Trinity-Pawling, he led all blueliners on his team in scoring last season. Look for him to do the same again this year. Bishop has a good head on his shoulders, moves the puck up ice effectively, has good vision, and is capable of running a PP. Will likely fall right on the D-I/NESCAC bubble, but will be one of the top defensemen in prep hockey this year.

Tues. 10/30/12

Vatrano Sticking Close to Home

 Boston Junior Bruins (EJHL) winger Frankie Vatrano visited UMass this afternoon and told the coaching staff he would be coming on board.

Vatrano, who was enrolled at Boston College for several weeks earlier this fall before running afoul of NCAA Clearinghouse problems that would have kept him from playing for the Eagles, will be leaving the Junior Bruins and enrolling at UMass for the second semester.

 Under the standard NCAA transfer rules between Div. I schools, Vatrano must be in residence for one year – and have no contact with the hockey program, or play junior hockey – before being allowed to practice with and play for the Minutemen. He will be eligible to step on the ice at the Mullins Center in January 2014.   

 However, there is a possibility that he may be allowed to play before that, as UMass, once Vatrano enrolls, will be able to submit an appeal of the clearinghouse issue to the NCAA. 

 Vatrano is a native of East Longmeadow, Mass., about 30 miles southwest of Amherst.

In seven games with the Junior Bruins, Vatrano has a 4-2-6 line. He has also played five games, with an 0-4-4 line, for the U.S. Under-18 team. Four of those games were against college opponents. Vatrano also played in the USA Top Prospects game in Buffalo on Sept. 29th. 

Tues. 10/30/12

Two Top ‘96s Commit

5’11”, 182 lb. US National Team Development Program U17 defenseman Nathan Billitier has committed to the University of Notre Dame for the fall of ‘14.

This past summer we gave the 5/20/96 birthdate high praise, ranking him #1 among all defensemen at the US Select 16 Festival. Here is what we wrote: “A prize recruit who is uncommitted. Whoever lands the Spencerport, NY native is going to get a serious injection of talent. Does not have the size that makes you immediately think “first rounder,” but he just does everything so well. Is an excellent skater who likes to join the rush, is physically rock solid and wins all the 1x1 battles. Skilled enough to run a PP and defends well. Played for Rochester (EJHL) last season as a 15 year old and is on his way to Ann Arbor this year. Right now, Billitier is the best, most-polished defenseman in his age group. We are told he is not committed to going the college route and is definitely considering major junior after he graduates from the NTDP. Brampton took a flyer on him in the ninth round of this year’s OHL draft.”

If we were an NHL GM we might prefer the likes of Ryan Collins (NTDP/Minnesota), Jack Glover (NTDP/Minnesota) or John Macleod (NTDP/BU), but in terms of college impact Billitier would be our pick. He will be an immediate contributor when he arrives in South Bend, Indiana. 

Through five USHL games the left shot defender has posted a 1-0-1 scoring line and is a +1. 

 ***

 6’2”, 200 lb. Ridley College goaltender Cameron Hackett has committed to Cornell for the fall of ’14 or ’15. 

The Vaughan, Ontario native will make a stop in Green Bay (USHL) before arriving in Ithaca, NY. The Gamblers selected the former Vaughan King in the 6th round of last spring’s USHL draft. The hulking netminder suited up for the Gamblers during the Fall Classic and even played one regular season game.

We have scouted the 6/1/96 birthdate on numerous occasions and ranked him #5 overall in our “Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Players” list, which can be found in the USHR News of 9/25/12. Here is what we had to say: “Played for the Gamblers in the preseason, but will be furthering his development back in Ontario at Ridley College this season. Excellent prospect played for the Vaughn Kings (GTHL) last season. Is a fourth round pick of the Owen Sound Attack (OHL) but Hackett has done everything to prove he is serious about playing US college hockey. Was at the Road to College Showcase this summer. Is big, technically sound, and really competes in the net.”

Hackett will look to add to an impressive run of goaltenders for the Big Red. With the BCHL’s top goalie, Mitch Gillam (Chilliwack), set to arrive next fall it would appear that the Cornell staff can take a deep breath knowing that their crease is in good hands for the next five or six years.

Thurs. 10/25/12

Ries Steps Down

 New England Prep School Ice Hockey Association (NEPSIHA) President Dave Ries is stepping down after one and a half years. 

 This had been in the works for a while, and a new president should be named soon.

 Ries, who works at Raytheon, says that, “Over the last ten months I have taken on significant new responsibilities at work, and my wife had our second child, who is now eight weeks old. There is no way I would have the time and energy to give the NEPSIHA job what it deserves, and also both coach at Brooks and be there for my family. Something had to give.” 

Thurs. 10/25/12

Lee to UMass

 5’9”, 155 lb. LW Patrick Lee of the Brooks Bandits (AJHL) has committed to UMass for the fall of ’14.

 A 10/8/94 from Calgary, Alberta, Lee has an 8-7-15 line in 13 games this season for Brooks. A late bloomer, Lee scores highlight reel goals – he’s a shooter. He needs to work on playing at a higher tempo, however, so he’ll be playing juniors again next year.

Lee, who visited UMass over the weekend and saw the Minutemen play BC, was also recruited by Ohio State and Mankato State.

 This is his second year of juniors. Last year he didn’t make the Calgary Royals Midget AAA team – and wound up playing juniors for the whole season.

Wed. 10/24/12

Cornell’s Loss is Michigan’s Gain

6’2”, 180 lb. Victoria Grizzlies defenseman Nolan DeJong has decommitted from Cornell, opting for the University of Michigan instead.

This may appear like the classic modern “hockey decision,” i.e. a young kid choosing a Big 10 school and noted NHL production factory over an Ivy League education and the extra hours in the library that entails. However, that’s not exactly the case here, as the Victoria, BC native’s first choice all along was Cornell. The hitch lies in the fact that DeJong’s father owns his own business and, over the course of the last year his finances have seen a considerable improvement. This is great for his wallet, but under the Ivy system it means he can afford to pay more for his education. It came down to simple economics — pay a lot to go to Cornell, or take a full scholarship elsewhere. DeJong is taking the full scholarship elsewhere.

The suitors lined up quickly for the services of the left-shot defender and we are told he made his final decision between Michigan and Boston University. At the BCHL Showcase last month we ranked him #4 among BCHL defenseman and had this to say about him: “A Cornell recruit and Victoria, BC native, DeJong is big and has an excellent stick. He delivers the puck with authority and could be running the Big Red’s PP in the not too distant future. An adequate skater, he still has a lot of filling out to do. He could also be the first BCHL defenseman to hear his name called at the 2013 NHL draft (he’s a slightly safer pro prospect than Bo Pellah).”

Through 15 games this season the 3/25/95 birthdate has posted a 2-9-11 scoring line. NHL Central Scouting has him pegged as “B” prospect, meaning they feel he will likely be selected in the 2nd or 3rd round.

 ***

UConn Goes Back to the Farm

6’0”, 155 lb. Selects Hockey Academy U16 forward Karl El-Mir has committed to the University of Connecticut for the fall of ‘15.

The Quebec native as seen his stock rise since returning to the South Kent boarding school this fall. When asked to describe the left shot forward head coach Devin Rask says, “He’s agile and has great speed. He competes hard every game and has improved exponentially over the last year. He is one of our top scorers and is a leader on and off the ice.”

The 3/14/96 birthdate made his final decision between UConn and St. Lawrence. Providence and Quinnipiac also expressed interest in the junior forward. The Huskies have had a lot of success recruiting players out of Selects Hockey Academy landing El-Mir, Jason Salvaggio and Anthony Siderio all within the last two months. 

Given UConn’s shift to Hockey East and the direction Selects Hockey Academy is headed in, we feel this is a wise strategic move by David Berard, a veteran recruiter. 

Mon. 10/22/12

Plenty New in Newington

 Over the weekend, USHR headed down to Newington, Conn. to take in the action at what is officially known as the New England Prep League (NPL) but referred to by pretty much everyone as the Connecticut Fall Prep League. It was a good weekend, too, with the league putting on a two-day showcase. Not only did we get a look at the top new recruits from the Founders’ League and the Western Mass boarding schools but, to make the weekend more competitive and diverse, U16 and U18 teams from the US Elite Hockey League (Junior Bruins, Middlesex Islanders, Selects Academy, Hill Academy, Suffolk PAL, and the Jersey Hitmen) were brought in to spice things up. The U16 teams played strictly against each other while the U18 teams played each other on Saturday and then, on Sunday, faced the prep teams. And the games, we’re happy to report, were hard fought and played at a fast pace. 

 One observation from this showcase that we can’t avoid mentioning – it’s really the elephant in the room – is the fact that one of the NPL teams, The Big Green, is comprised entirely of players from Avon Old Farms. Yes, you heard that correctly: 23 players from Avon are playing games together, as a group, on weekends, throughout the fall. Furthermore, all of the Winged Beavers’ top players were on hand – or at least 95%. This was not the Winged Beavers JV. 

Surely the above statement will raise the eyebrows of numerous prep coaches within New England. Some may accuse Avon head coach and former NEPSIHA president John Gardner of breaking the rules. But that doesn’t appear to be the case. Gardner, before entering his entire team in the fall league, asked for – and got – approval from current NEPSIHA president Dave Ries. And while the Big Green are the only team in the NPL composed solely of players from one school, they are not alone in deviating from NEPSIHA’s long-held gentlemen’s agreement dictating that only a small percentage of players from any one particular school could skate together on a single team in the fall. That’s all out the window now: The Black Bears (NPL) have 16 players from Salisbury, the Purple Eagles (NPL) have 14 players from Gunnery, and the Falcons (NPL) have 13 players from Kent.  

What does this mean for the future of prep school hockey? It’s an important question, and a topic we plan to cover in extensive detail once we finish speaking with different coaches, ADs, and heads of schools over the next month or so. That said, we can almost guarantee that in the near future – likely next fall – Avon and perhaps other prep teams will be skating together as U-18 teams affiliated with the nearest local youth organization (Avon Youth Hockey, in this case) up until the official start of prep play in mid-November and then, if qualifying for Nationals, once again in March. No longer will players from schools adopting this model need to be fanning out across New England in order to play for split-season teams like the Connecticut Bobcats, Greater Boston Junior Bruins, Mid-Fairfield, etc. 

 Is this a good thing, a bad thing, or just an inevitable – perhaps necessary -- reaction to the specialization that is taking place in youth sports, and one dictated by the marketplace? Right now, prep schools, in competing for players with top U16 and U18 programs are at a bit of a disadvantage when it comes to hockey. Obviously, top prep schools offer an entirely different experience than a player can get back home, but, to get the top players from around the country, it’s necessary to offer something similar to Shattuck-St. Mary’s. What will be interesting to see is how the various heads of school and athletic directors respond to all this. Nothing happens without their imprimatur. We feel that the heads of more hockey-driven schools will probably sign on quickly, while the St. Grottlesex faction won’t even consider the notion, which could ultimately result in the creation of a de facto Div. I/Div. II split. The truth of the matter is that, wonderful exceptions like Brian Hart aside, hockey players rarely play fall sports anymore. They’re in a conditioning program at school – and then they head out to their midget teams on the weekends. So yes, it is very much within the realm of possibility that a prep school could win a NEPSAC championship in March and then, a few weeks later, a national U18 championship.  

 Our game is changing, that’s for sure. Stay tuned because this will be a hot-button issue for the foreseeable future. 

Now, back to the business at hand. Here are the players who stood out in Newington this weekend:

Callum Booth, G, ’97 (Salisbury) 6-2/170 — “Great teams don’t rebuild, they reload.” It’s a cliché, but one that holds true when referring to Salisbury. When Justin Nichols left for Sault Ste. Marie (OHL) last spring head coach Andrew Will was left with a serious hole to fill. Well, consider it filled – and by one of the top ’97-born goalies in North America, no less. Booth was one of six goaltenders selected to participate in the NHLPA’s Allstate Insurance All-Canadians mentorship program — the Canadian equivalent of USA Hockey’s NTDP Final 40 camp. A Montreal, Quebec native, Booth will be a top pick in the QMJHL draft this spring and will then, just like Nichols, be forced to decide between the NCAA and the CHL. We only were able to see the athletic netminder play a 1/3 of a game, but his skill set is obvious and we are confident that he will see the majority of the minutes for Salisbury this season.

Nick Hutchinson, F, ’95 (Avon Old Farms) 6-2/180 — The former Long Island Royal is all about potential right now. Far a tall kid he has a nice set of mitts, sees the ice well, and is not shy about mixing it up and playing a gritty game. If he can add some strength and explosiveness to his skating, his game could really take off. A D-I prospect, Hutchinson will likely be listed by NHL Central Scouting and be tracked by NHL teams as a potential late-round pick. 

Anthony Florentino, D, ’95 (Selects Academy) 6-2/217 — Passing up playing for the NTDP two years in a row to play prep and, now, U18 hockey certainly shows that Florentino is cut from a different mold than most of his contemporaries. The Providence College recruit is likely a lock to be drafted into the NHL in June and, along with Ryan Fitzgerald (Valley Junior Warriors-EJHL) and Tyler Hill (Hotchkiss), will compete to be the first New Englander to hear his name called. He did not play particularly well in the game we saw, but we have seen him enough over time to know he is a ball player. Florentino does it all. He can skate, he can shoot, he plays with his head up -- and he can be aggressive when needed.

Jason Salvaggio, F, ’94 (Selects Academy) 5-11/195 — We did not get a chance to see South Kent’s late bloomer last season but we were impressed with his skill level over the weekend. With his upside, UConn could have a steal on their hands. The 10/1/94 birthdate is in his draft year and is another player who will generate NHL interest.

Joe Masonius, D, ’97 (Hitmen U18) 5-11/160 — We have written a lot about the UNH recruit over the last few months in this space, so there is no need to repeat ourselves with another detailed report. Suffice to say, his command for the game at such a young age is impressive. Masonius will develop into a dynamic, offensive-minded, power play defenseman. 

John Deroche, F, ’98 (Jr. Bruins U16) 5-3/120 — Here’s one to keep an eye on over the next few years. Deroche is small and has yet to physically mature, but his skill level is very good and there is a strong chance he will develop into a D-I player. 

Adam Tracey, F, ’95 (Berkshire) 6-2/190 — Will make an immediate impact this year. Has a slick set of hands and a knack for scoring goals. Strong around the net and in scoring areas. Will likely be paired with Brown recruit Charlie Corcoran -- and the two will put up a lot of points. 

Vincent Russo, F, ’94 (Avon Old Farms) 6-1/190 — Elite hands and vision. Very dangerous when he has the puck on his stick and the play is in front of him. Led Avon in scoring last season and will likely improve on his numbers this season. Has D-I skill. The Team Comcast alum needs to improve his speed and add a step.

Joe Caffrey, F, ’95 (Choate) 5-10/170 — Will be one of the top scorers in the Founders’ League. Intelligent player who has good speed and vision. Could end up making more of an impact for the Wild Boars than Alex Rauter (Omaha-USHL/Cornell) did last year as Caffrey is sound in all three zones. Should be on the recruiting list of Ivy League schools.

Daniel LaFontaine, F, ’95 (Avon Old Farms) 5-10/160 — The son of NHL Hall of Famer Pat LaFontaine is going to be a nice addition at Avon and will likely end up at a D-I school. Played with more grit this weekend than we have grown accustomed to seeing from him. Players on the other teams really seemed to be riding him and he responded well, finishing all of his checks, and scoring a few goals, too. He does have a bit of a temper and was goaded into taking some penalties. Plays a complete game, pays attention to detail,  and is effective on the PP.

Matt Pugh, F, ’93 (Salisbury) 6-1/190 — A PG who graduated from BB&N last spring. Put up a 17-23-40 scoring line in 28 games for the Knights, and will be looked on to provide immediate offense for Salisbury. We feel the Watertown, Mass. native has a future in D-I hockey. He is big, strong, fast, and absolutely works his tail off. Has the ability to really grind opponents down. Pugh is someone you hate to play against — relentless. 

Griff Martin, D, ’94 (Avon Old Farms) 6-1/195 — Was formerly committed to Yale and is now a free agent. The Connecticut native is getting D-I interest and with good reason. Passes the puck firmly and tape-to-tape. Will be able to play a complementary role on the PP at the next level. Will be Avon’s top defenseman this season.

Shane Starrett, G, ’94 (Selects Academy) 6-5/190 — Towers over the opposition. We did not get to see him in action as long as we would have liked, but there is no doubt that he is interesting. Played for Catholic Memorial last season and stood on his head against St. Sebastian’s, leading them to a 2-1 victory in a game we were in attendance at. Tons of upside here. His older brother, Peter, played defense (sparingly) at Harvard, and graduated this past spring. 

Christian Short, G, ’95 (Canterbury) 6-3/180 — Did not start at Canterbury last year, but the Woodbridge, Ontario native appears ready for that role now. Moves well for his size and takes up a lot of net. Was impressive over the weekend.

Thomas Parizek, D, ’94 (Middlesex Islanders U18) 6-2/200 — We can’t quite figure out why Parizek is playing U18 instead of in the EJHL. We have seen him on at least three occasions now and each time he’s impressed us. For a big kid he can really skate, he carries the puck with confidence, and he makes a good first pass. We feel that he has D-I potential. Time will tell.

Evan & Mitchell Smith, F, ’96 (Salisbury) 5-11/180 — The twins from the Toronto Young Nationals (GTHL) are smart hockey players who can really hunt pucks down. They play well together and have a knack for finding one another. They play hard in all three zones and are complete players. There is not much that separates the two; it’s challenging to tell them apart on the ice. 

Nicholas Quillan, D, ’96 (Gunnery) 5-11/185 — Dartmouth, Nova Scotia native and 3rd round pick of the Rimouski Oceanic (QMJHL). Has a good stick and pushes the pace offensively. Makes a heads-up first pass and is good in transition. Is a bit of a wide-base skater. Will help fill the void left by the early departures of Dakota Ford (Middlesex-EJHL) and Cam Romoff (Portland-EJHL). 

Hamilton Whyte, F, ’95 (Jr. Bruins U18) 6-2/180 — Big, strong, and can really fire the puck. Needs to work on his quickness; if he succeeds at that he will become a player to track closely. Right now he is a raw power forward with a scoring touch.

Robert Smits, F, ’95 (Selects Academy) 6-2/190 — An ox of a center. Good in the faceoff circle, protects the puck well, and is difficult to move when planted in front of the net. Will make for a good two-way shutdown forward at the next level.

Max Luukko, D, ’95 (Gunnery) 6-1/180 — Probably bigger than 6’1” and pretty smooth for his size. Right now, he is a bit of a project, but a good project to have. Has potential. Brother of Gunnery alum and current UVM defenseman Nick Luukko. 

Wade Novak, F, ’97 (NJ Hitmen U16) 5-10/140 — Interesting player. High skill level. Good skater with a quick set of hands. Our guess is that his name will be one we hear a lot in the coming years. 

Robert Demontis, F, ’96 (Hill U16) 5-9/158 — Played for the Vaughan Kings (GTHL) last year and was one of their top forwards. Good all-around skill level. Works on both sides of the puck. A coach’s player.

Bobo Carpenter, F, ’96 (Middlesex Islanders U18) 5-10/170 — Son of former St. John’s Prep and NHL star Bobby Carpenter, and younger brother of BC women’s star forward Alex Carpenter. Good bloodlines, we’d say. Bobo can really fire the puck. Plays with a lot of energy and is as tenacious as they come. 

Dylan Bengston, F, ’94 (Selects Academy) 6-1/190 — Big, strong power forward who made plays. Just kept noticing him.

Danny Moynihan, F, ’95 (Middlesex Islanders U18) 6-0/175 — Had a nice goal while we were watching. Has a good stick and can really pick corners when shooting.

Jack McCarthy, F, ’96 (Junior Bruins U19/St. John’s Prep) — No doubt there is something here. Has a nice combination of size and skill—he just has to play with more consistency.

Bryan Lemos, F, ’96 (Jr. Bruins U18) 5-10/160 — Always makes plays and has a quick stick. Works hard and thrives in the tough ice. Is physically limited in terms of upside.

Joey Fallon, F, ’95 (Gunnery) 5-7/170 — A heart and soul player. Works extremely hard and will be a big piece of the Gunnery team. Will fight the size battle for the rest of his career. Was a big part of the Long Island Royals national championship team last year.

Cam Burke, F, ’99 (Jr. Bruins U18) 5-5/120 — Yes, we wrote that correctly—he’s a ’99 playing U16 hockey! The younger brother of Nobles sophomore forward Cal Burke is similar to his older brother in that his best attributes are his stick and his mind for the game. It was tough to get a read on his upside as he is not capable of creating a lot of offense against players two and three years older than he. We would like to see him with his own age group, and we are sure we will have plenty of time to do that in the upcoming years.

Dylan McCory, F, ’95 (Kent) 5-8/157 — Energy forward with a touch a skill. Should be a productive player at Kent this season. Along with Anthony Rinaldi, who was not here, the two should make an immediate impact.

Cody Champagne, D, ’94 (Avon Old Farms) 5-11/180 — Transferred from South Kent. Has excellent feet and will add some experience to the Avon blue line. Gets up and down the ice very well.

Willie Brooks, D, ’94 (Salisbury) 5-11/190 — Plays textbook defense and is difficult to beat in 1x1 situations. An underrated player who goes about his business without getting much recognition. 

Tucker Weppner, G, ’96 (Avon Old Farms) 6-2/170 — Big goaltender from Amherst, NY has some big shoes to fill with all-league goaltender Michael Santaguida having graduated. The young netminder fills the net well and has some tools to work with.

Kai Frankville, D, ’94 (Gunnery) 5-9/185 — Good feet; makes a good first pass. A solid NESCAC-type recruit.

Mon. 10/22/12

A Nice Haul for the Gophers

 Big blueliners Jack Glover and Ryan Collins, teammates last season at Minnesota Class AA champs Benilde-St. Margaret’s, and this season with the U.S. Under-17 Team have committed to the University of Minnesota for the fall of ’14.

 Both are right shots. Glover is 6’3”, 173 lbs., a 5/17/96 birthdate, and a native of Golden Valley, Minn. Collins is 6’4”, 179 lbs., a 5/6/96 birthdate, and from Bloomington, Minn. Collins’ father, Dan, attended Connecticut College and played hockey for the Camels in the early ‘80s. His uncle, Jim Warner, was a forward at Colorado College in the ‘70s and reached the NHL, playing with the New England Whalers (WHA) and the Hartford Whalers (NHL) in the late ‘70s.

 We ranked the two defensemen #3-4 at the U.S. Select 16 Camp this summer at Rochester, NY. This is what we had to say of Collins: A 6’5” beanpole right now. Has a ton of upside and by the time he reaches pro hockey the Benilde-St. Margaret’s product could weigh 225. Skates well and is pretty smooth for a guy his size. Do not know if he will have the same nasty edge, but reminds us of Jared Tinordi (NTDP/London Knights-OHL) at the same age. Will play for the NTDP this season. A top uncommitted defender who certainly has top two round NHL draft potential.

Of Glover we wrote: Played on the same team as Collins at Benilde last season. Is probably further along than Collins at this point in time and is certainly more confident and offensively assertive. A big defenseman who skates very well and likes to have the puck on his stick. Headed to the NTDP this fall. 

Fri. 10/19/12

Heart of a Champion

 Anyone who was lucky enough to see Tommy Cavanagh (March 24, 1982--Jan. 6, 2011) play – be it at Toll Gate High School, Phillips Exeter Academy, Harvard, the AHL, or the NHL – will want to see this excellent, and moving, video.  

Heart of a Champion: The Tom Cavanagh Story

Thurs. 10/18/12

U.S. Hopes for World Jr. A Challenge

 The U.S. Roster for the 2012 World Junior A Challenge, which will be held Nov. 5-11 in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, was released today.

 Of the 22 players, 21 are from the USHL, and one, Valley Jr. Warriors forward Ryan Fitzgerald, is from the EJHL. Fitzgerald was named MVP of the USA Top Prospects game on Sept. 29 and was also a factor while playing for the US Under-18 Team in games against NCAA competition. Fitzgerald is the first EJHL player -- that we are aware of -- to have played in this tournament. (For the record, the BCHL has sent three: Mario Lucia and Mike Reilly last year, and Beau Bennett in ’09). 

 The U.S. won the tournament for three straight years -- 2008 in Camrose, Alb.; 2009 in Summerside, PEI; and 2010 in Penticton, BC – but last year, in Langley, BC, had to settle for the bronze medal.

 Here’s the roster:

Goaltenders (2): Michael Bitzer (Lincoln), Eamon McAdam (Waterloo).

Defensemen (7): Ian Brady (Cedar Rapids), Mike Downing (Dubuque), Blake Heinrich (Sioux City), Dan Molenaar (Sioux City), Ian McCoshen (Waterloo), Jaccob Slavin (Chicago), Justin Woods (Lincoln).

Forwards (13): Robbie Baillargeon (Indiana), Taylor Cammarata (Waterloo), Austin Cangelosi (Youngstown), Sheldon Dries (Green Bay), Thomas Ebbing (Chicago), Ryan Fitzgerald (Valley Jr. Warriors – EJHL), Vince Hinostroza (Waterloo), Luke Johnson (Lincoln), Alex Kile (Green Bay), Justin Kloos (Waterloo), Nick Schilkey (Green Bay), J.T. Stenglein (Youngstown), Zach Stepan (Waterloo).

Click here for:

Printable roster with heights/weights, birthdates, and more 

This is the seventh year of the tournament, and the sixth year the U.S. will be competing. After a couple of practices, the team will play an exhibition game on Nov. 3 before starting the tournament two days later. Head coach Brett Larson (Sioux City) and his assistants, Derek Lalonde (Green Bay) and R.J. Enga (Chicago), won’t have a lot of time to get the team to jell. 

 Up front, the squad is fast and tenacious, but small -- no player is over 6’0”. Among the forwards, Cangelosi and Hinostroza are returnees from last year’s team. Seven other forwards – Baillargeon, Cammarata, Dries, Johnson, Kile, Schilkey, and Stenglein are USHL vets who had success in the league last year. The forwards that ‘came out of nowhere’ and played their way onto the team were – and we’ll give you the teams they played on last season – Ebbing (Brother Rice HS – Michigan), Fitzgerald (Malden Catholic HS – Mass.), Kloos (Lakeville South HS – Minn.), and Stepan (Shattuck-St. Mary’s).

 On the blue line, there were three easy picks in McCoshen, a returnee from last year’s team, Downing, and Slavin. McCoshen and Downing are both big, tough, defensive d-men. Slavin has size and smarts. Molenaar, who’ll help on the power play, and Brady (over 100 games) are both USHL vets. The defensemen who ‘came out of nowhere’ are Woods, a late bloomer who last year was playing for Fairbanks (NAHL); and Heinrich, who stepped out of Hill-Murray HS, adjusted quickly to the USHL and, in the early going, has been Sioux City’s best  defensemen. 

 Of the two goaltenders, Waterloo’s McAdam, now in his second full season in the league, is the vet, the known commodity. The rookie is Bitzer, who, playing for the Moorhead Spuds, was the best goalie in Minnesota high school hockey last year.

The U.S. Schedule

Sat. Nov. 3 -- Canada West (exhib.)

 Mon. Nov. 5 -- Canada East

 Tues. Nov. 6 -- Switzerland

 Thurs. Nov. 8 -- Quarters

 Fri. Nov. 9 -- Semifinals

 Sat. Nov. 10 -- 5th Place & Bronze medal game

 Sun. Nov. 11 – Gold Medal Game

 The U.S. is in a pool with Canada East and Switzerland. 

 The opposite pool consists of Canada West, Russia, and the Czech Republic.

Note:

 Hockey Canada will be approaching the World Jr. A Challenge differently this year, opting for a pair of pre-tournament tryout camps, one in Toronto and one in Calgary – and both running simultaneously. The Canada East camp will feature the top 55-60 Jr. A players from the Maritimes, Ontario, and Quebec. They will start camp in Toronto on Sun. Oct. 28, and cut down the squad over the ensuing days. Those making the cut will head to Nova Scotia. The same thing will be going on in Calgary, with the top 55-60 players from Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia fighting for spots on the Canada West team. You can be sure that just about every NCAA Div. I school will be sending one of their assistants to Calgary, and the other to Toronto.

Wed. 10/17/12

Yet Another Commit From Team Comcast

5’11”, 170 lb. Team Comcast U18 forward Dylan Plitt has committed to the University of Vermont for the fall of ‘14.

The Philadelphia, Pennsylvania native has posted a 6-7-13 scoring line through nine games played this season, good for 11th overall in the Tier 1 Elite League. A 5/1/94 birthdate, Plitt is in his second season with Comcast’s U18 team and was one of their top offensive weapons last season. He is a bit of a later bloomer as just two years ago, then playing for Comcast’s U16 team, he only managed a 1-6-7 scoring line in 29 games played. In a nutshell, he has gotten significantly better in a short period of time.

This is what we wrote about Plitt in March when he skated at the Spring Beantown Showcase: “We’d venture to say he is probably more like 5’10” as opposed to 6’0”, but he is fast and skilled. Will eventually be a D-I player, but is probably two years away from doing so.” 

Plitt was rated as a “C” player in NHL Central Scouting’s “Players to Watch” list, meaning their staff feels he has the potential to be drafted in rounds 5-7.

Tues. 10/16/12

How Perfect Is This?

 The wake for Chris Serino will be held at Malden Catholic High School; 99 Crystal St.; Malden, Mass. on Sun. Oct. 21 from 1-6 pm.

 If we may say so, this is perfect. It’s home. Serino may be a Saugus guy who starred at Saugus High, but sometimes it’s about where you end up. And Serino, who had a way of making home wherever he was at the moment, ended up in style at MC. It was there where he rebuilt the hockey program to the point where, in a month or so, the Lancers will be getting ready to go after their third straight title. Quite a nice legacy to leave. Plus, on a purely practical level, it’s a large venue, hence everyone will be more comfortable. 

 The funeral will be held the following day, Mon. Oct. 22, at 10:00 am at St. Joseph’s Church; 790 Salem St., Malden, Mass.

 Burial will be at Woodlawn Cemetery.

Tues. 10/16/12

Saints Land Buccaneer

 5’9”, 165 lb. Des Moines Buccaneers (USHL) forward Michael Marnell has committed to St. Lawrence for the fall of ‘14. 

The 5/18/95 birthdate and native of Huntington Station, New York won a national championship last season playing the Long Island Royals U16 team coached by Pat LaFontaine. 

Marnell emerged in the second half of last season, becoming the Royals’ most consistent scoring threat down the stretch run. At Nationals in March, the diminutive forward was lights-out, scoring the biggest goal of the season, an OT winner over tournament favorite Chicago Mission. Had a tournament MVP award been handed out Marnell would have been the obvious choice. Here is what we had to say about him six months ago, “Came through with his best weekend of the season when it mattered most. Was productive, posting a 4-4-8 scoring line through six games played—including scoring his team’s 4th and 5th goals in an exciting 5-4 OT win vs. the Chicago Mission in the semifinals. Is on the small side, but has a quick first step, above-average vision and the ability to make plays at top speed.”

The strength of the Bucs rookie forward is the quickness of his hands and feet. He is ultra-shifty, can turn on a dime, and has the ability to make plays in tight spaces. To emerge as an impact player at the NCAA level he will need to get bigger, stronger and develop pull-away speed, something he lacks right now. 

Through six games this season he has posted a 1-1-2 scoring line with nine shots on goal. A number of schools expressed interest, but the Saints were the first to make a significant offer. Marnell adds to an impressive recruiting coup up in Canton that features NHL prospect Gavin Bayruether (Cedar Rapids), USA U18 & U17 Selects alum RJ Gicewicz (Nichols) and up-and- coming star Michael Ederer (Nichols).

Mon. 10/15/12

Chris Serino Dies at 63

Chris Serino, a star three-sport athlete at Saugus (Mass.) High School who went on to make his mark as a head coach at Northfield-Mt. Hermon, as an assistant at UNH, and as head coach/AD at both Merrimack College and Malden Catholic High School, died peacefully shortly after 8:00 pm this evening at the Brigham & Women’s Hospital in Boston, surrounded by his family. He was 63. The cause was complications from the same throat cancer that he courageously fought and overcame during the 2001-02 season, his fourth season as head coach at Merrimack.

 Serino, after getting through the arduous treatment, would continue on at Merrimack for three more years before stepping down after the 2004-05 season and immediately embarking on a ‘second career’, taking over as AD and head hockey coach at Malden Catholic. While there, he was able to coach two of his sons, all the while steadily builing the program up. In 2010-11 the Lancers won the State Championship, edging St. John's Prep 4-3 in OT. 

 But several months later, in the summer of 2011, Serino, who was losing weight rapidly, was diagnosed with a serious case of double pneumonia, and was unable to go behind the bench for the ’11-12 season. John McLean took over on an interim basis for the year. Serino still came out to some games, but, between Christmas and New Year’s, his throat cancer, in remission for a decade, returned. The Malden Catholic team, who had dedicated the season to their coach, went on to repeat, with the title game taking place within the setting of their coach’s illness. Malden Catholic, with Serino in attendance, topped BC High, 3-1, putting an emotional exclamation point on Serino's career.

Funeral plans are being worked on and we’ll have more information tomorrow afternoon. Right now, it looks like the wake could be held either Friday or Saturday at Bisbee’s Funeral Home in Saugus, with the funeral service to follow.

Mon. 10/15/12-- Updated Wed. 10/17/12

Minutemen Get Their Man

 When John Micheletto and Joey Gasparini were assistants at the University of Vermont, they had their eyes on Ben Gallacher, a puck-moving power play defenseman playing in the Alberta Junior Hockey League. This was in the fall of ‘09 – three years ago. Things didn’t fall UVM’s way, however, and, several months later, the Calgary native, then playing for the Camrose Kodiaks, committed to Ohio State, then in its final year under John Markell. 

 After one more year in Camrose, Gallacher, a fourth round pick of the Florida Panthers in the 2010 NHL draft, arrived at Ohio State. But the Buckeyes staff that had recruited him was gone, and new head coach Mark Osiecki reportedly challenged the freshman, who had played for Canada West at the World Junior A Challenge, to be a key part of the Buckeyes blueline. Gallacher was not quite ready for the challenge, and took it the wrong way.

 After the season, Gallacher, who is 5’11”, 185 lbs. and a 9/11/92 birthdate, left Ohio State and signed on to play this season in the USHL with the defending champion Green Bay Gamblers. 

 On Saturday, the night after the Minutemen’s home-opening win over UConn before 7,123 fans at the Mullins Center, Gasparini was in Green Bay to see Gallacher who, coming off shoulder surgery, was only playing his second game of the season. After watching the game (and after seeing Gallacher get a cross-checking major and a game misconduct in the third period), Gasparini got a commitment from the defenseman, who, as a 4-2-4 transfer, will arrive at UMass as a sophomore next fall (’13) and be eligible to play right away.

 Not surprisingly for fourth round NHL draft pick with a full year of Div. I play under his belt, Gallacher was getting a lot of attention. Boston College, Michigan, Western Michigan, and Michigan Tech were among the schools onto him.

 Gallacher, in his year at Ohio State, saw a lot of different campuses, but UMass wasn’t one of them. And he still hasn’t seen the UMass campus, but things are looking up there, there’s excitement in the air, and it has filtered down to the student body. Over 7,100 were on hand for the opener and the Mullins Center (capacity: 8,373) is already sold out for the next two weekends, for games against BC (Fri. 10/19) and BU (Sat. 10/27).

Update -- Wed. 10/17/12: As a result of the two third period cross-checks to a Cedar Rapids player referenced above, Ben Gallacher has been suspended 10 games by the USHL (Attempt to injure/Deliberate injury of opponents), and won't be eligible to suit up again until Nov. 16th.  Gallacher was one of four Green Bay players to be suspended today. Forward Seth Blair (5 games), forward Sheldon Dries (3 games), and forward Ryan Siroky (1 game) will also be sitting. One Cedar Rapids player, forward Davy Middleton (3 games), was suspended. Most of the suspensions stemmed from a second-period line brawl.

Sun. 10/14/12 Updated

Record Number of Yanks in the CHL

We have completed our annual census of Americans playing major junior and, with 122, believe we have a new record. Last year we counted 110 at this time, and the year before, in ‘09-10, we counted 115 (at least two more U.S. players headed to the CHL during that season, setting the previous record.)

 This season, breaking it down by leagues, we counted 42 Americans in the WHL, up from 29 last year. In the OHL, the numbers are down --- last year at this time there were 73 Americans in the league; this year it’s dropped to 64. In the Q, however, the numbers have doubled, from 8 to 16.

One other thing: this is a pretty strong group of players at the top end, and boasts depth as well. It could well be the strongest group of Americans ever playing in the CHL at one time.

Update/Correction: 

Brandon Saad (on Saginaw's roster), and J.T. Miller (on Plymouth's roster) are both in the AHL, so we've removed them. We've also removed Eric Comrie (Tri-City) because, even though he played his youth hockey in the U.S. and his family lives in Newport Beach, California. So the number is down to 119. Rosters are fluid things, really just a snapshot in time, so let us know if you see anything else amiss.  

WHL (41)

Brandon Wheat Kings (0)

Calgary Hitmen (0)

Edmonton Oil Kings (2)

Henrik Samuelsson, ’94, F, Scottsdale, Arizona

Cody Corbett, ’93, D, Lakeland, Minnesota

Everett Silvertips (0)

Kamloops Blazers (1)

Chase Souto, ’94, F, Yorba Linda, California

Kelowna Rockets (2)

JT Barnett, ’92, F, Scottsdale, Arizona

Colten Martin, ’94, D, Arlington, Texas

Kootenay Ice (0)

Lethbridge Hurricanes (0)

Medicine Hat Tigers (4)

Steven Owre, ’96, F, Rocklin, California

Jacob Doty, ’93, F, Billings, Montana

Miles Koules, ’94. F, Los Angeles, California

Matt Staples, ’95, D, Coppell, Texas

Moose Jaw Warriors (0)

Portland Winterhawks (9)

Paul Bittner, ’96, F, Crookston, Minnesota

Chase De Leo, ’95, F, La Mirada, California

Keegan Iverson, ’96, F, St. Louis Park, Minnesota

Alex Schoenborn, ’95, F, Minot, North Dakota

Dominic Turgeon, ’96, F, Cherry Hills, Colorado

Seth Jones, ’94, D, Plano, Texas

Josh Hanson, ’94, D, Eagle River, Alaska

Brendan Burke, ’95, G, Scottsdale, Arizona

Mac Carruth, ’92, G, Shorewood, Minnesota

Prince Albert Raiders (0)

Prince George Cougars (3)

Zach Pochiro, ’94, F, Las Vegas, Nevada

Colin Jacobs, ’93, F, Coppell, Texas

Michael Mylchreest, ’95, D, Gilroy, California

Red Deer Rebels (1)

Brandon Underwood, ’92, D, San Marcos, California

Regina Pats (1)

Henry Hardarson, ’94, F, Phoenix, Arizona

Saskatoon Blades (1)

Shane McColgan, ’93, F, Manhattan Beach, California

Seattle Thunderbirds (3)

Tyler Alos, ’93, F, Spokane, Washington

Seth Swenson, ’93, F, Parker, Colorado

Kevin Wolf, ’96, D, St. Paul, Minnesota

Spokane Chiefs (3)

Liam Stewart, ’94, F, Hermosa Beach, California

Tanner Mort, ’93, D, Post Falls, Idaho

Adam Power, ’95, D, Post Falls, Idaho

Swift Current Broncos (3)

Tri-City Americans (4)

Beau McCue, ’95, F, Missoula, Montana

Justin Gutierrez, ’95, F, Anchorage, Alaska

Brian Williams, ’95, F, Claremont, California

xxx -- Eric Comrie, ’95, G, Newport Beach, CA

Vancouver Giants (2)

Trevor Cheek, ’92, F, Vancouver, Washington

Taylor Vickerman, ’96, F, Kennewick, Washington

Victoria Royals (6)

Ben Walker, ’93, F, Edina, Minnesota

Logan Nelson, ’93, F, Rogers, Minnesota

Austin Carroll, ’94, F, Scottsdale, Arizona

Taylor Crunk, ’95, F, San Jacinto, California

Brandon Fushimi, ’96, F, Thornton, Colorado

Jack Walker, ’96, D, Edina, Minnesota

OHL (62)

Barrie Colts (1)

Alex Lepkowski, ’93, D, West Seneca, New York

Belleville Bulls (0)

Brampton Battalion (2)

Blake Clarke, ’96, F, Wildwood, Missouri

Dylan Blujus, ’94, D, Amherst, NY

Erie Otters (7)

Nick Betz, ’95, F, Clinton Township, Michigan

Mitchell Eisenberg, ’94, F, Raleigh, North Carolina

Nathan Glass, ’94, D, Weston, Florida

Jimmy McDowell, ’93, D, Dimondale, Michigan

Travis Wood, ’95, D, Hudson, Wisconsin

Troy Donnay, ’94, D, Fenton, Michigan

Devin Williams, ’95, G, Saginaw, Michigan

Guelph Storm (1)

Garrett Sparks, ’93, G, Elmhurst, Illinois

Kingston Frontenacs (2)

Trevor Morbeck, ’93, F, Jackson, Wisconsin

Ryan Hutchinson, ’95, D, Bloomingdale, Illinois

Kitchener Rangers (5)

Nick Czinder, ’92, F, West Bloomfield, Michigan

Darby Llewellyn, ’96, F, Ann Arbor, Michigan

Justin Bailey, ’95, F, Williamsville, New York

Max Iafrate, ’94, D, Livonia, Michigan

John Gibson, ’93, G, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

London Knights (2)

Alex Broadhurst, ’93, F, Oak Lawn, Illinois

Miles Liberati, ’95, D, Cheswick, Pennsylvania

Mississauga Steelheads (0)

Niagara IceDogs (1)

Aaron Haydon, ’96, D, Plymouth, Michigan

Oshawa Generals (5)

John Urbanic, ’95, F, Overland Park, Kansas

Tyler Biggs, ’93, F, Loveland, Ohio

Cole Cassels, ’95, F, Columbus, Ohio

Chris Carlisle, ’94, D, Fort Lee, New Jersey

Colin Suellentrop, ’93, D, Plantation, Florida

Ottawa 67’s (1)

Taylor Davis, ’95, D, Trenton, New Jersey

Owen Sound Attack (1)

Brandon Hope, ’95, G, Canton, Michigan

Peterborough Petes (2)

Chase Hatcher, ’94, F, Haddonfield, New Jersey

Greg Betzold, ’95, F, Bel Air, Maryland

Plymouth Whalers (11)

Cody Payne, ’94, F, Weston, Florida

Stefan Noesen, ’93, F, Plano, Texas

xxx -- JT Miller, ’93, F, East Palestine, Ohio

Danny Vanderwiel, ’95, F, Island Lake, Illinois

Ryan Hartman, ’94, F, West Dundee, Illinois

Alex Aleardi, ’92, F, Farmington Hills, Michigan

Nick Malysa, ’93, D, Bridgewater, New Jersey

Mitch Jones, ’95, D, Rochester, Michigan

Austin Levi, ’92, D, Aurora, Colorado

Connor Carrick, ’94, D, Orland Park, Illinois

Matt Mahalak, ’93, G, Monroe, Michigan

Alex Nedelijkovic, ’96, G, Parma, Ohio

Saginaw Spirit (8)

Garrett Ross, ’92, F, Dearborn Heights, Michigan

Jimmy Lodge, ’95, F, Downingtown, Pennsylvania

xxx -- Brandon Saad, ’92, F, Gibsonia, Pennsylvania

Vincent Trocheck, ’93, F, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Sam Povorozniouk, ’95, F, Northbrook, Illinois

Brandon Archibald, ’92, D, Port Huron, Michigan

Grant Webermin, ’94, D, Novi, Michigan

Dalton Young, ’93, D, Marysville, Michigan

Ramon Lopez, ’95, D, Fort Lauderdale, Florida

Sarnia Sting (4)

Reid Boucher, ’93, F, Grand Ledge, Michigan

Bryan Moore, ’94, F, Indian Trail, North Carolina

Craig Duininck, ’93, D, St. Cloud, Minnesota

Anthony DeAngelo, ’95, D, Sewell, New Jersey

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (1)

Mark Petaccio, ’94, F, Sicklerville, New Jersey

Sudbury Wolves (2)

Michael Kantor, ’92, F, Lake Forrest, Illinois

Charlie Dodero, ’92, D, Bloomingdale, Illinois

Windsor Spitfires (6)

Ben Johnson, ’94, F, Calumet, Michigan

Brady Vail, ’94, F, Palm City, Florida

John Bowen, ’94, D, Auburn, New Jersey

Patrick Sieloff, ’94, D, Ann Arbor, Michigan

Nick Ebert, ’94, D, Livingston, New Jersey

Saverio Posa, ’92, D, Grand Blanc, Michigan

QMJHL (16)

Acadie Bathurst Titans (1)

Myles McGurty, ’94, D, Weehawken, New Jersey

Baie-Comeau Drakkar (1)

Chris Kravtchouk, ’93, F, Chicago, Illinois

Blainville Armada (1)

Stefan Matteau, ’94, F, Chicago, Illinois

Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (0)

Chicoutimi Saguenéens (0)

Drummondville Voltigeurs (0)

Gatineau Olympiques (0)

Halifax Mooseheads (1)

Anthony Terenzio, ’93, G, New Canaan, Connecticut

Moncton Wildcats (0)

PEI Rocket (1)

Patrick McGrath, ’93, F, Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania

Quebec Remparts (3)

Brandon Shea, ’95, F, Marshfield, Massachusetts

Adam Erne, ’95, F, West Haven, Connecticut

Duncan MacIntyre, ’96, D, Chicago, Illinois

Rimouski Océanic (0)

Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (0)

Saint John Sea Dogs (1)

Steven Duda, ’94, D, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Shawinigan Cataractes (4)

Alex Pawelcyzk, ’95, F, Richmond, Virginia

JC Campagna, ’93, F, Dallas, Texas

Dillon Donnelly, ’93, D, Amherst, New York

William King, ’94, G, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Sherbrooke Phoenix (0)

Val-d'Or Foreurs (1)

Skyler Spiller, ’93, F, Pleasanton, California

Victoriaville Tigres (2)

Vytel Cote, ’95, D, Hollywood, Florida

Troy Vance, ’93, D, Goshen, New York

Sat. 10/13/12

‘Mayor of Langley’ Coming to UConn

 6’0”, 180 lb. Langley Rivermen (BCHL)  RW Austin Azurdia has committed to UConn for the fall of  ‘13.

 A 7/27/93 birthdate from Wenatchee, Wash., Azurdia has a 7-4-11 line in 10 games played, which ties him in team scoring with Langley’s highly touted duo of ’92 forward Mario Puskarich and ’95 defenseman Bo Pellah.

 Azurdia was the BCHL Player of the Week last weekend, and the must-see game-winning goal with under one second left that you will see in this clip is part of the reason why. And how about the Langley play-by-play man? He is the one who should run for mayor. Can you imagine the city council meetings? Scary.

Azurdia Highlight-Reel Goal

Fri. 10/12/12

Masonius to UNH

5’11”, 175 lb. Jersey Hitmen U18 left shot defenseman Joe Masonius has committed to the University of New Hampshire for the fall of ’15.

A 2/17/97 birthdate and a native of Spring Lake, NJ, Masonius also plays for Christian Brothers Academy.

 Masonius is one of the top ’97 d-men in the U.S., which is saying something because we’re talking about a deep group, with guys like Noah Hanifin, Zach Werenski, Casey Fitzgerald, Christian Evers, Vas Kolias, et al. Some of those guys are obvious slam dunks should they choose to go to Ann Arbor, but there should be some good battles for spots, and it’s always possible that a contender or two comes out of nowhere as the season moves along. At any rate, Masonius is legit.

In July, at the Select 15 Festival in Rochester, we ranked him #7 among all defensemen. His strength is his skating, which is phenomenal. He has a great stride, exceptional agility, plays physically, with confidence, and has a ton of offensive upside. Right now, he’s a wild horse who is all over the ice. He'll have to rein in his game as he goes up against stronger competition. Right now, with his skating, he can get back and cover a lot of his defensive mistakes. He’s very athletic, and spends as much of his summer surfing on the Jersey Shore as he can. He's reported to be quite good, too. And his hometown is right on the ocean.

 A number of schools were interested in Masonius, but his final choice came down to UNH, Penn State, and Quinnipiac.

Fri. 10/12/12

Out West This Weekend

 The New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs USHL Showcase is set to begin today in Hooksett, NH, but two of the league’s marquee players will be missing, as forwards Ryan Fitzgerald (Valley Junior Warriors) and Frankie Vatrano (Junior Bruins) will be out west, with the U.S. Under-18 Team, preparing to play at the University of North Dakota Friday and Bemidji State Saturday.

 Both Fitzgerald and Vatrano are ‘94s, thus are not Under-18s. In games against college teams – and junior teams, too, for that matter – that is a moot point. However, it is a new tack for the NTDP. In these situations in the past they limited their call-ups to Under-18s. 

 Fitzgerald is actually playing his second weekend with the Under-18 team, having skated with them at Wisconsin on Oct. 6, a 5-0 loss, and at Notre Dame on Oct. 7, a 1-1 tie. The BC recruit will return to the Valley Warriors after this weekend’s games.

Vatrano, who spent two years with the NTDP, is arriving for this weekend’s games and will stay through next weekend, so he’ll be in uniform when the Under-18 Team comes east for the first time this season. They’ll be at Cornell on Fri. Oct. 19, and at Oswego State the following night. Vatrano has a 3-2-5 line in four games with the Junior Bruins so far this season.

Also playing with the Under-18 Team on an interim basis is Edina HS forward Connor Hurley, a ’95. He joined the team Oct. 1 and, like Fitzgerald, will be returning home after this weekend.

 All of this shuffling comes as a result of injuries to forwards J.T. Compher, Dawson Cook, and John Hayden.

 By the way, in case you missed it, Fitzgerald, who has a 1-7-8 line in five games with the Valley Warriors this season, was named MVP of the USA Hockey Prospects game in Buffalo, NY on Sept. 29, assisting on three of his team’s five goals and winning 10 of 14 draws. 

“People haven’t seen me play against these type of kids and I just wanted to show I can hang with the big boys out here and just play with the best,” the former Malden Catholic star said afterward. “You don’t have to move away to showcase your skills.”

Thurs. 10/11/12

New England Fall Prep Hockey League

 The U.S. Hockey Report traveled up to Salem, NH over the past weekend to get a taste of the New England Fall Prep Hockey League (NEFPHL). We left with mixed views. On the plus side – and of no small importance -- is the fact that there some talented players on hand. In addition, the league is well organized and gives the kids an excellent opportunity to get ice time before the season begins in November. The negative side? Well, compared to the positives, some fall on the picayune side of the ledger. Nonetheless, we have to point out that we felt the compete level to be low at times, player attendance was hit or miss and, at last on some teams, players’ jersey numbers didn’t match up with the names in the program – always an irritant to scouts and recruiters. Looking to future years, we also feel that, one way or another, the talent must be spread out more evenly through the league. If you look at the list below, it’s hard to miss the fact that half of the players we felt to be the best were drawn from just one of the league’s teams – i.e. Mass North, coached by league president Peter Ferriero. Two other teams, Mass East, comprised mainly of Belmont Hill and St. Sebastian’s players and coached by Dan Ronan; and Mass South, coached by Randy Wood, and featuring both of his sons, were solid.  Breaking it all down, 17 of the 21 players we ranked came from those three teams – ten from Mass North, four from Mass East, and three from Mass Central. We understand the logistics of getting kids to and from boarding schools creates difficulty, but, somehow, for the league to truly reach its potential, a serious effort at creating parity must be undertaken. 

Our List:

 The NEFPHL will be assembling an all-star team to play the Southern New England Fall Prep League All-Star Team at Northeastern’s Matthews Arena on Sun. Nov. 11 at 10:00 am. What we have done here is take a stab at predicting the league’s all-star team. Our methodology? We simply took what we saw this past weekend and combined it with our prior knowledge of the players. Please note that we were able to see each team play at least once (except Ulysse Prep), and have only ranked players who we got a chance to see over the weekend. We chose 21 players (13 F, 6 D, 2 G). Some are young and, when it comes to all-star consideration, may get overlooked in favor of older players who need a showcase viewing. We should also point out that there were some fine players who were missing from the weekend’s action. Examples would include Governor’s senior Ryan Scarfo, Kimball Union senior Doyle Somerby (Round 5, NY Islanders), Cushing senior Garrett Hehir, and ’97-born sophomore Austin Rook (Rivers). Since they were not here, they are not ranked. No doubt other players talented enough to make the all-star team were also missing. We understand they likely had other obligations, but we can only go with what we see. At any rate, here’s what we came up with. Enjoy. 

Forwards

1. Carl Hesler, 6/17/94, Sr. (Belmont Hill/Mass East) 5-11/185 — Dartmouth recruit looks to be on the verge of a breakout season. Belmont Hill was strong last season and Hesler led the team in scoring with a 12-18-30 scoring line in 31 games played. We feel he will approach the 40-50 point plateau this season and be one the ISL’s top scoring threats.

2. Brian Pinho, 5/11/95, Sr. (St. John’s Prep/Public-Catholic) — Providence’s most recent recruit will look to lead the Catholic Conference in scoring this season. Keeps improving. NHL scouts will keep an eye on him this season, but being drafted could be a long shot. 

3. Nathan Ferriero, 8/28/94, Sr. (Governor’s/Mass North) 5-9/175 — Northeastern recruit has a lot of skill and will pile up points in his senior year. Does not have the size of his older brothers Ben (San Jose-NHL) and Cody (Northeastern), but everything else is very comparable. If he can play smart and consistently throughout the entire season he too will be atop the scoring charts in prep hockey.

4. Miles Wood, 9/13/95, Soph. (Nobles/Mass South) — The top newcomer to prep hockey that we saw at the NEFPHL. We saw the 9/13/95 birthdate at the Select 17 festival this summer and liked him there, but it appears he’s already grown an inch or so since then. Has high-end potential. The former Salem Icedog (Empire) will look to fill a void at Nobles created by the departures of Adam Gilmour (Muskegon-USHL) and Chris Calnan (South Shore-EJHL). 

5. Nick Roberto, 4/4/94, Sr. (Kimball Union/Mass North) 5-9/170 — Maine recruit is a gritty forward who can really shoot a puck. Will likely not play a skill role up in Orono, but he certainly will this season at KUA. Is at his best when playing with a lot of energy and getting to loose pucks.

6. Tommy Kelley, 9/15/94, Sr. (St. Sebastian’s/Mass North) 5-10/185 — All-purpose forward will be very valuable to the Arrows this season. At the prep level he will play in every situation. Plays with a lot of heart and energy. A borderline D-I player who will certainly get a lot of looks this season.

7. Will Golonka, 2/2/95, Jr. (Belmont Hill/Mass East) 5-10/165 — Has a good head on his shoulders. Is not blessed with blazing speed or superior size, but he thinks the game well and has a quick stick. Created a lot of offense with Hesler; the two will likely do the same all season long. Will likely get D-I consideration, but could also be a great NESCAC player.

8. Dan Doherty, 4/28/94, Sr. (Belmont Hill/Mass North) 6-2/185 — A solid hockey player with some upside. For a big kid he is a fluid skater and is figuring out how to use his size to his advantage. Was good around the net and protected the puck well.

9. John Cross, 11/19/94, Sr. (Exeter/Mass North) 5-10/170 — Is Exeter’s leading returning scorer (26 GP, 17-15-32) as head coach Dana Barbin has lost his top five point producers from last season’s squad. Smart, crafty and skilled. The Quebec City native will be a top recruit among the NESCAC schools.

10. Tyler Bird, 8/14/96, Jr. (St. John’s Prep/Mass North) 6-2/194 — Tall, lanky forward is a work in progress. Did not look particularly great on Sunday when we saw him, but his potential is obvious. Has raised his stock significantly since the end of last season and will be watched closely this winter by Hockey East and ECAC schools.

11. Mike Najjar, 10/19/93, Sr. (Belmont Hill/Mass East) 5-11/177 — 19-year-old senior is entering his fourth season on the Belmont Hill Varsity team and has played a part in 61 wins over his first three years. Was second on team scoring last year producing a 13-15-28 scoring line through 31 games played.

12. James Winkler, 4/22/96, Jr. (Berwick/Mass Central) 6-2/175 — Tall forward has a very long wingspan and a soft set of hands. We think he could develop into a D-I player when he fills out and figures out how to use his size and reach to be a power forward. Very intriguing.

13. Colby Cretella, 12/4/94, PG (Exeter/Mass North) 5-10/170 — Looked out of sync here. Was working hard but not accomplishing a lot. That said, the Connecticut high school state MVP has some skill and potential. Led Notre Dame-West Haven to a state title last year. Certainly will not fill the shoes of Matt Beattie or Brian Hart, but it will be interesting to see how he performs once he settles into the much faster pace of New England prep hockey. 

Defensemen

1. Alex Carle, 5/26/94, Sr. (Kimball Union/Mass North) 5-11/190 — The best defender we saw here by a wide margin. Very surprised a D-I team has not scooped him up yet. Polished rear guard has decent size, poise, and vision with the puck -- and quick-twitch muscles. Certainly will be a candidate for USHR Prep Defenseman of the Year. 

2. Philippe Johansson, 9/8/94, Sr. (Holderness/Northern New England) 6-1/185 — Put himself on the map with a strong showing at the Summer Beantown. With Gavin Bayreuther (Cedar Rapids-USHL) out the picture it will be up to the St. Lazare, Quebec native to lead Holderness’s D-corps. Is big, strong and can skate. Will get D-I interest this year.

3. Charlie Barrow, 4/11/96, Soph. (Belmont Hill/Mass East) 5-10/155 — Played on the Belmont Hill freshman team last year. Has excellent puck skills and vision. Will likely run the PP for the next three seasons for the varsity team. Just has to get bigger and stronger, which will come in time.

4. Liam Darcy, 2/26/97, Soph. (Berwick/Mass Central) 5-11/160 — UNH recruit exhibits a ton of confidence for a 16-year-old kid. Has a great sense of the game and an excellent stick. Berwick’s MVP as a freshman last year.

5. Tyler Wood, 3/23/94, Sr. (Nobles/Mass South) 6-2/200 — Brown recruit has the physical tools to be a pro. Has improved dramatically over the past two years. Puck skills and decision-making still need work. Will be interesting to see how he handles being the Bulldogs’ top defender with the departures of stalwarts Tim Boyle, Phil Sciretta and PJ Falvey.

6. Conner Evangelista, 7/21/93, Sr. (Kimball Union/Mass North) 5-9/170 — A top-notch prep school defenseman. Will give KUA head coach Mike Levine a lot of good miles this season. Moves the puck well and is capable of playing in every situation at this level. May get some D-I interest, otherwise he will be a top D-III recruit.

Goalies

1. Eric Bogart, 6/5/95, Sr. (Kimball Union/Mass South) 6-5/189 — London, Ontario native is certainly interesting. Played the majority of KUA’s minutes last season. Takes up a lot of net.

2. Brendan McMenimen, 4/5/95, Sr. (Governor’s/Mass North) 6-2/200 — Big, thick netminder is improving. Held his own at the Select 17 Festival over the summer. Will play a lot of minutes this season and Gov’s will only go as far as he takes them.

Thurs. 10/11/12

Two Commit, and One Decommits

 Today, we have two commitments, and one decommitment – a proportion that seems to reflect the times we live in.

 Both the commitment and the decommitment come from UMass-Lowell.

 Committing to the RiverHawks -- for either the fall of ‘14 or ‘15 -- is 6’1”, 185 lb. Team Comcast U18 defenseman Tommy Panico. 

The 3/24/95 birthdate from Manasquan, NJ, who played for the New Jersey Titans U16 team last season, has flown under the radar for a while – e.g., he’s never made it to a USA Hockey Select Festival. However, he’s improved by leaps and bounds over the past year. We first took note of the rangy blueliner at the Liberty Bell Games over the summer, writing at the time:“ (Panico) is a good-sized defender with a long stride and the ability to move the puck up the ice efficiently. Is a bit raw right now and still has a long way to go, but is certainly worth keeping an eye on. Will play for Team Comcast U18 in the fall.”

Panico has posted a 3-4-7 scoring line through eight games played this year. Next season, he will take his talents to the junior level where he wishes to play in either the USHL or the BCHL. The big defender is someone who will likely pop up on NHL Central Scouting’s radar because of his size, skating ability and the fact that he is rapidly improving. Other schools in the mix for his services were UMass-Amherst and Providence. 

It should be noted that Comcast it set up to make a run at a national championship. With Panico, Ken Citron (Colgate), Kevin Kerr (Penn State) and Kevin Neiley (Dartmouth) already committed to D-I schools and Dylan Plitt, Dwyer Tschantz, Keith Calvaruso, and Ron Greco all getting interest, the shelves are as stocked as they ever will be in Voorhees, NJ. Long time Comcast head coach Jared Beach lost in the national title game at the U16 level back in 2009 and has been itching to get back on the big stage ever since. Shattuck, the defending champs, are usually the favorite to take the crown at the U18 level, but Comcast might be able to give them a run for their money.

-- Decommitting from UMass-Lowell is 6’0”, 200 lb. Youngstown Phantoms (USHL) forward J.T. Stenglein, a fall ’13 recruit who is currently second in scoring in the USHL (5-2-7 in four games), trailing only teammate Austin Cangelosi, who has 10 points thus far.

 A native of Greece, NY, a suburb of Rochester, Stenglein committed to Lowell this past January. A 7/11/93 birthdate, he finished up with 51 points last season. This is his third year in the league. Before going to the USHL, he played in the Maksymum organization.

***

 5’11”, 180 lb. West Kelowna (BCHL) forward Brett McKinnon has committed to Holy Cross for next fall.

McKinnon is a significant get for the Crusaders as the Kelowna, BC native will make an immediate impact. So far this season the 10/16/92 birthdate has posted a 4-6-10 scoring line in only nine games played. After watching the BCHL Showcase last month we felt he was among the league’s top forwards. Our notes: “Plays the game hard. (McKinnon) is a tough player who is tenacious on the puck. Had a monster weekend and currently leads the league in scoring with a 2-4-6 scoring line in two games played. Will have a hard time keeping his current scoring pace up.”

Holy Cross assistant coach Jason Guerriero was on hand at the showcase and moved quickly in recruiting him before others could really get involved. McKinnon, a third year BCHL veteran, is also reported to have strong leadership abilities

Tues. 10/9/12

A Defenseman for Colgate

 6’1”, 190 lb. Team Comcast U18 defenseman Ken Citron has committed to Colgate for 2015.

 The 5/19/95 birthdate is the third member of his team to commit to a D-I school, joining Kevin Kerr (Penn State) and Kevin Neiley (Dartmouth). So far this season the former Lawrenceville School defender has posted a 1-4-5 scoring line through eight games played. 

 A native of Hartsdale, NY, Citron has a lot of talent, but is very raw. A powerful skater, he plays an up-tempo game and is aggressive in his own end. While he plays an offensive role at the U18 level, we see him as more of a puck-moving, shutdown defender at the college level. 

Citron will either play his junior hockey in the USHL or the BCHL. Other schools he visited were Princeton, Union, Yale and Dartmouth.

Sun. 10/7/12

A Point Machine

 5’7”, 182 lb. RW Michael Pontarelli, who led New England prep schools in scoring last winter with a 45-31-76 line in 27 games while a junior co-captain at St. Mark’s School, has committed to Union College for the fall of ’14.

 Pontarelli, who was asked to leave St. Mark’s in June due to an incident involving the purchasing of alcohol, is a 12/22/93 birthdate from Laval, Quebec. This season, Pontarelli is in Ontario playing Tier II for the Cornwall Colts (CCHL). He has missed seven games in the early going with a case of mono, but he is still his team’s second-leading scorer with a 5-5-10 line in only four games played. (If measuring on a points-per-game basis, Pontarelli is the #1 scorer on the Colts – and, for that matter, the league too.) 

 A pure offensive player, Pontarelli has really quick hands and can stickhandle in a phone booth. His shot is not hard, but he has a quick release and great accuracy – he does not miss the net. On the powerplay, he’s lethal.

 Pontarelli has to learn how to become better defensively. His skating is not great, but in the smaller rinks of the ECAC he will be fine. After he finishes his senior year this season, he will have another year in which to continue working on his skating, his strength, and his defensive play.

 All the qualities he lacks are things he can work on. What Pontarelli has in his favor is a dimension: a proven ability to put up a lot of points. Union is betting on that skill carrying over to ECAC play.

 Reportedly, the Union staff did due diligence on checking out Pontarelli in light of his dismissal from St. Mark’s and found that everyone speaks highly of the 18-year-old. His coach at St. Mark’s, former NHLer Scott Young, is a huge supporter. Pontarelli wasn’t a co-captain as a junior for nothing. 

 Sacred Heart reportedly recruited him hard as well.

Fri. 10/5/12

A Look at the Tier I U16s

 USHR spent last weekend in West Chester, Pennsylvania, taking in the Tier 1 Elite League 16U Super Showcase. All 24 teams league teams were on hand, but, due to scheduling conflicts, there were a few we were unable to spend a lot of time with – the Colorado Rampage, Dallas Alliance, Philadelphia Jr. Flyers, and Milwaukee Jr. Admirals, to be specific. Of the teams we did see, we were most impressed by the Colorado Thunderbirds, St. Louis Blues, and the LA Jr. Kings—each has a slew of D-I prospects. Here are the players who commanded our attention over the weekend. All should be of interest to NCAA, USHL, EJHL and prep school coaches.

(Note: One player we did not get to see was Belle Tire’s Ryan Moore, who was suspended for accumulating too many penalties. The ’97 born forward, a standout at the Select 15 Festival over the summer, will undoubtedly be one of the top players in the league this season.)

1. Fredrik Olofsson, F, ’96 (Colorado Thunderbirds) 6-1/185 — The younger brother of Green Bay (USHL) defenseman and Colorado College recruit Gustav Olofsson. The Boras, Sweden native is an elite talent who will be pursued heavily by NCAA schools, though one would think CC might have an edge. We feel Olofsson – a top USHL, NCAA and pro prospect -- would make for a better defenseman than forward. The big, skilled centerman plays the point on the PP and looks great controlling the play from the blue line. Is tied for second in league scoring with a 4-11-15 scoring line in eight games played.

2. Matthew Tkachuk, F, ’97 (St. Louis Blues) 5-9/150 — No secret here: the son of NHL veteran Keith Tkachuk is a ballplayer. Is only going to get better as he gets bigger, stronger, and faster. His hockey IQ is at the highest level. Processes the game quickly and has the hands to make elite-level plays. Has already been offered by numerous top D-I schools. Will certainly be included in the NTDP Final 40 camp and is a favorite to make the team. Tkachuk is torching the Elite League with a 6-8-14 scoring line in only four games played!

3. Luke Kunin, F, ’97 (St. Louis Blues) 5-9/150 — As skilled has they come. Was excellent this summer at the Select 15 Festival. Has great speed and is able to pick up steam with the puck on his stick. Plays on a line with Tkachuk and the two are dominant at the U16 level. Another NTDP prospect who will have the luxury of choosing a school of his liking.

4. Michael Eyssimont, F, ’96 (Colorado Thunderbirds) 5-10/173 — Top-notch stick skills. Is very dangerous on the PP when given time and space to operate. His feet are just OK and he is not physically developed. As such, he could be flying slightly under the radar. This season will be his coming out party. Would be surprised if Denver or CC let him out of Colorado. Leads the league in scoring with a 8-8-16 scoring line in eight games played.

5. Bailey Seagraves, G, ’97 (Ohio Blue Jackets) 5-11/174 — Reminds us a lot of Chris Birdsall (Cedar Rapids-USHL) one year ago. His physical tools are not off the charts, but he tracks the puck very well and makes good reads. Has a good feel for the game and can anticipate whether or not the shooter will shoot or pass. Has good posture in net. Was the top statistical goalie at the Select 15 Festival. Most likely a shoe-in for the NTDP Final 40 camp.

6. Jack Roslovic, F, ’97 (Ohio Blue Jackets) 6-0/155 — Very high skill level. Needs to improve his consistency as there are times he goes unnoticeable for long stretches. One of -- if not the most -- skilled player in the league. Could develop into a game changer. Another forward the NTDP will pay close attention to this season. His skill level alone will likely get him a tryout.

7. Michael Davies, D, ’97 (St. Louis Blues) 5-8/155 — Small, dynamic defenseman. His feet are exceptional and he can really zip the puck around. His pro potential might be limited due to his size, but he certainly has all the earmarks of an impact defender at the NCAA level. Will get strong consideration from the NTDP.

8. Brandon Carlo, D, ’96 (Colorado Thunderbirds) 6-4/178 — A pro prospect, no doubt about it. For a 6’4” defenseman he has a good stride, is coordinated and has a good stick. A first round draft pick of the Youngstown Phantoms (USHL) in the 2012 futures draft and also a tenth round pick of the Tri-Cities Americans (WHL). Is not draft eligible until 2015.

9. David Ovsjannikov, G, ’97 (Oakland Jr. Grizzlies) 6-4/205 — Huge specimen from Plzen, Czech Republic. Competes hard in the net and for a big kid he gets from post-to-post quickly. There is a lot to like about his game -- and where it could go. Does not get much help as he is on a weak team.

10. Jake Coleman, F, ’97 (Pittsburgh Penguins) 5-7/140 — Quick, skilled, and makes a lot of plays. Could develop into an Austin Cangelosi (Youngstown-USHL) type forward. Has been productive at both the Select 14 and 15 Festivals.

11. Ben Baker, D, ’97 (LA Jr. Kings) 6-0/165 — Tall, lanky defenseman continues to improve each time we see him play. His game has come a long way in one year’s time. Still has a lot of filling out to do. In our opinion he has more potential than any other player on the Jr. Kings.

12. Luke Opilka, G, ’97 (St. Louis Blues) 6-2/158 — Did not get to see him tested much, but what we did see we really liked. Regarded by many as the top ’97 goalie in the country. Was at his best at Nationals last year, but followed that up with a below-average showing at the Select 15 Festival. That said, the stock of a player should be based primarily on how he performs in the winter, and, by that benchmark, Opilka is the man.

13. Michael Montambault, F, ’97 (Victory Honda) 6-3/180 — The first we have seen of the tall, skilled sleeper. Every shift we watched him we liked him more and more. For a big kid he has a soft set of hands and good offensive instincts.  Is just figuring out how to use his size. If he keeps at it, he can only get better.

14. Laythe Jadallah, F, ’96 (Belle Tire) 6-1/175 — At the 2011 Select 15 Festival we were pretty high on the former Carolina Jr. Hurricane’s star forward. Last season, while playing for the Gunnery, we felt his game was out of sync. He looked disinterested and rarely engaged in physical battles. This past weekend, though, was the best we have seen him in quite some time. The good-sized forward has a long and smooth stride coupled with soft hands and good vision. We feel that NCAA schools should give him another look as his stock is once again on the rise. An Ivy League-level student.

15. Blake Siebenaler, D, ’96 (Belle Tire) 6-1/180 — Played for the Cleveland Barons U16 team last winter and has since decided to head north to the Mitten state. Has yet to commit to an NCAA school, but he is being courted by many and has made numerous unofficial visits. Would be a good get for anyone. A superb skater who is a sound defender with a touch of offensive skill.

16. Austyn Playfair, F, ’97 (Phoenix Jr. Coyotes) 6-3/185 — The best way we can describe the Scottsdale, Arizona native is to say that he is ‘a good project to have.’ We highly doubt a D-I school will take him as is, but he has a lot of potential and very likely will get there in time. We’ll be very interested to see what happens when he fills out and his coordination comes together.

17. Logan Fauber, D, ’97 (Colorado Thunderbirds) 5-9/165 — Very solid across the board. Has a good stick, a nice sense of the game, and is positionally sound. Will probably not get much bigger, but we see him as someone who will be a contributor at the USHL and NCAA level.

18. Nicholas Azar, D, ’97 (Belle Tire) 6-3/195 — Massive defenseman is a good skater for his size. Given time to develop, he could become a solid, physical, stay-at-home defender. We think he will get consideration for the NTDP Final 40 camp.

19. Alex Bates, D, ’97 (Colorado Thunderbirds) 5-9/150 — Heads-up defenseman can really zip the puck around. Makes plays. We feel the undersized defender would be more than capable of running a PP, but is not in that role on his current team.

20. Luke Radetic, F, ’97 (St. Louis Blues) 5-9/150 — Fun player to watch. Plays the game hard and with a lot of pace. Gritty forward is not afraid to get his nose dirty. Gets pucks back and has a quick set of hands. Has a knack around the net. 5’9” may be a touch generous.

21. Joseph Matthews, D, ’97 (St. Louis Jr. Blues) 5-8/150 — Small, crafty defender has an outstanding stick and makes a lot of plays in heavy traffic areas. Good on the PP as he exhibits vision and poise. Will need to get bigger and stronger in order to be able to defend at higher levels.

22. Nathan Krusko, F, ’96 (TPH Thunder) 5-9/160 — Not a burner, but is shifty and always seems to have the puck on his stick. Good offensive instincts and is dangerous below the tops of the circles. 6-5-11 scoring line through 10 games played.

23. Quin Foreman, F, ’96 (Boston Advantage) 6-1/167 — Not a pretty player to watch as his skating has a long way to go. We are told he has recently undergone a growth spurt and is still adjusting to his new-found size. That said, he knows how to play the game and makes a lot of plays when the puck is on his stick. When everything comes together he could turn out to be one heck of a player. Has posted a 4-5-9 scoring line through just four games played.

24. Cameron Spicer, D, ’96 (RM Rough Riders) 6-0/172 — Rough Riders captain does everything well, but nothing great. Logs a lot of minutes and is capable of playing in any situation at this level. Spicer is the team’s top defender as well as the leading scorer among blueliners with a 1-4-5 scoring line through eight games played.

25. Adam Roeder, D, ’96 (St. Louis Blues) 5-11/165 — Because the Ballwin, Missouri native plays on such a deep team he gets overlooked. Has great feet and makes a good first pass. Is gaining offensive confidence and has posted a 1-3-4 scoring line in just four games played this season.

26. Brian Williams, F, ’96 (LA Jr. Kings) 5-9/170 — Last season we saw Williams pursue pucks with reckless abandonment. He was tenacious, gritty and had the skill to make plays. Since then, we have not seen the California native play this style of hockey. At the Select 16 Festival in July -- and again this past weekend -- he floated around and tried to get by on skill alone. If he can return to form he will quickly become one of the top NCAA prospects in the ’96 age group.

27. Maxim Letunov, F, ’96 (Dallas Stars) 6-2/150 — Russian forward has a dangerous stick. At 150 lbs. there is still a lot of room to add muscle. Has produced a 3-7-10 scoring line in eight games played. Grew up playing for CSKA (Moscow), one of the top youth organizations in Russia.

28. Keoni Texeira, D, ’97 (LA Jr. Kings) 5-11/195 — Assertive and confident. Coming up through the ranks he was regarded as one of the country’s top defensemen in his age group, but he had also physically matured much quicker than his peers, an important point to keep in mind. Was drafted in the second round (26th overall) by the Portland Winterhawks (WHL) and will go that route.

29. Bryan Sienerth, F, ’96 (Pittsburgh Penguins) 5-10/165 — Dynamic and skilled. Is excellent in transition and effective in 1x1 situations. Has posted a 5-5-10 scoring line through eight games played.

30. Owen Green, F, ’97 (Buffalo Jr. Sabres) 6-3/180 — Power forward with good hands. His feet have a long way to go, but if he can get them going he will be high-end. Currently leads the Jr. Sabres in scoring with a 3-3-6 scoring line in eight games played.

31. Michael Merulla, F, ’96 (Comcast) 5-11/176 — Comcast’s top player. Has a good stick and thinks the game well. Makes sound decisions with the puck and is capable of playing in all situations. Currently leads the team in scoring with a 2-7-9 scoring line through eight games played.

32. Anthony Song, F, ’96 (Russell Stover) 5-11/150 — His compete level has to come up a bit, but the Ames, Iowa native certainly has skill. Looked good playing the point on the PP.

33. Eric Szczecinski, F, ’96 (Buffalo Jr. Sabres) 6-0/175 — Interesting player. Tall and skilled. Has a lot of filling out to do, but there is something here. Someone to keep tabs on.

34. Dan Miller, F, ’97 (Pittsburgh Jr. Penguins) 6-3/200 — Big, strong, and can skate. Is still adjusting to the speed of the U16 level, but has displayed a scoring touch in the past. A power forward in the making.

35. Keenan Murray, D, ’96 (Pittsburgh Jr. Penguins) 6-2/175 — Effortless skater who is very light on his feet. Makes heads-up plays. Needs to add some grit to his game.

36. Alec Mono, D, ’96 (Las Vegas Storm) 6-0/185 — Is a bright spot on a fairly weak team. Handles the puck with confidence and has the ability to skate it coast-to-coast with regularity. Effective on the PP, but his supporting cast is limited.

37. Keanu Yamamoto, F, ’96 (LA Jr. Kings) 5-6/135 — Small, but at the U16 level he is very effective. Has quick hands and makes a lot of plays. Will need to become a more explosive skater in order to make the jump to the USHL.

38. Sean Ross, D, ’96 (LA Jr. Kings) 5-11/180 — Rangy defender makes a strong outlet pass. Has the ability to play a support role on the PP. Keeps improving.

Tues. 10/2/12

Salvaggio's Fast Start Gets Desired Result

 6’0”, 187 lb. senior LW Jason Salvaggio of the South Kent Selects U-18 Team has committed to UConn for the fall of ’14.

 A 10/1/94 birthdate from Hanson, Mass., Salvaggio played for Xaverian HS before arriving at South Kent as a true junior last year.

 In the early going this season, Salvaggio has been on fire, and leads the prep team in scoring with a 17-7-24 line in 13 games played.

“He’s an up-and-down the wing type with pretty good size,” says his coach, Matt Plante. “He plays a very good north-south style of game and possesses a wicked release to his shot. This year he’s really identified his strength as a player. He’s looking to shoot more and to get in good shooting areas. He can grind, he’s physical, he’s around the puck a lot, and he plays with energy and jam. He flew under the radar for awhile, but now he's really started to blossom. UConn got him at the right time.”

In NHL Central Scouting’s Players to Watch list, released two weeks ago, Salvaggio was ranked as a “C” prospect, meaning Central sees him as a having 4th to 7th round potential.

Salvaggio will play in the USHL for a year before matriculating at UConn.

Sat. 9/29/12

Hey Ho, Let's Go: Part I

It's opening weekend in the USHL and, just for fun, we've ranked the league's teams. We've done this before, with varying degrees of success. And here's the one thing we've learned: it's a long haul in the USHL, and the teams you see at the Fall Classic look very different by the time April comes around. Why? These are teenage athletes playing a sport in which the group dynamic plays a key role -- and many of the most skilled are, for the first time in their life, far from home, getting pushed outside their comfort zones. 

That's the macro viewpoint, and it applies to pro athletes, too, but not to the same degree as it does to younger athletes. (Sharp readers will now see that we're just pointing all this out so that, when April comes, and we're off the mark on anything, we have a handy out.)

Of far greater importance to us than which team wins the Clark Cup is the fact that we have watched the bulk of this league's players for a long time, in many different settings, and at many different levels. We've taken that knowledge, combined it with what we saw at the USHL Fall Classic, and have identified those players we feel will go on to become top college and pro players.

For purposes of classification, we've broken those players down into three categories: returning players, newcomers, and top uncommitted players.

The first two categories are pretty self-explanatory, but the last one -- uncommitted players -- begs for an explanation, this because we wrote extensively about those uncommitted players on Tuesday, when ranking our Top 25. Naturally, all of those players would also fall into one or the other of the first two categories. 

Still, they have their own grouping, which is a bit of an artificial construct. And, in an effort to avoid repeating ourselves word for word, yet also provide a handy guide to the league, we edited down our Tuesday report, thus cannibalizing some of our own work.

We did this in order to present a concise picture of the league, and keep it all within one article that, while lengthy, is hopefully informative enough to keep you, the reader, entertained. 

We hope you enjoy it. And by all means, haul it out again at the end of the season. We always do that ourselves, to see where we hit the mark -- and where we missed.

#1 Cedar Rapids RoughRiders

 Our pick to take home the Clark Cup. The RoughRiders are just solid throughout the lineup. We see no chinks in their armor. They have an older, mature team that is well coached and disciplined. Look for Mark Carlson's squad to sit near the top of the division all season long and turn it on down the stretch.

 Top Returners

 Landon Smith, F, 10/18/93 (Denver) 5-11/178 - Played a limited role last year as an energy/PK guy. That will not be the case this season. The future Pioneer, who really explodes out of the gate, created a ton of scoring opportunities at the Fall Classic. Look for the Greenwood Village, Colorado native to emerge as one of the league's stars.

 Ian Brady, D, 5/22/94 (Nebraska-Omaha) 6-0/194 - In his third season with the RoughRiders, Brady has blossomed into one of the league's smartest, most consistent defenders. Is reliable on the PP, PK and 5x5 situations. Will make a smooth transition to D-I hockey next season.

 Gerald Mayhew, F, 12/31/92 (Ferris State) 5-9/157 - Scored 20 goals last season and will be a consistent scorer this season as well. The Wyandotte, Michigan native is the type of player that the Ferris State staff has made a living off of recruiting.

 Top Newcomers

 Gavin Bayreuther, D, 5/12/94 (St. Lawrence) 6-0/184 - Looked really, really good at the Fall Classic. The Holderness School product was confident, poised, and decisive. In our opinion the Canaan, NH native is among the top five defenseman in the entire league. Will only get better as this will be the first year of his life that hockey is his sole focus (Bayreuther was a lacrosse star at both Cardigan Mountain and Holderness). Was passed over in June's NHL Draft, but we do not think it will happen twice.

Andrew Poturalski, F, 1/14/94 (New Hampshire) 5-10/176 - Did not play this past weekend, but that does not mean the Williamsville, New York native will not make an immediate impact. Those who know Mark Carlson know that he is not a man of many words. Indeed, he holds his cards so tight to his chest that it's remarkable that he can even breathe. This summer we asked Carlson who he was impressed by at camp/tryouts and he was only willing to give us one name: Poturalski.

Chris Birdsall, G, 11/24/96 (Boston College) 5-11/160 - Stopped 27 of 30 shots in a 4-3 win over Lincoln. At just 15 years old the Glen Rock, NJ native is mature beyond his years. It is not out of the question that the Long Island Gulls product will emerge as the RoughRiders starting goaltender. Is the top '96 goalie in the country right now.

Corey Petrash, F, 12/29/94 (Bemidji State) 5-10/164-Fits perfectly into the mold of a Cedar Rapids player. Plays the game fast, hard and is a pest to play against. Will likely not light it up this season, but you will always notice him. Played last season for the Winnipeg Saints (MJHL).

Top Uncommitted Players

Davey Middleton, F, 5/21/92, 6-3/202 - #10 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Could be a classic late bloomer. Hit his stride last year after a mid-season trade from Tri-City to the RoughRiders. Is a big kid with soft hands, a hard shot, and pretty good feet. Would not be the least bit surprised if the former Detroit Catholic Central HS player got some NHL free-agent interest down the line.

Dylan McLaughlin, F, 6/5/95, 5-11/172 - #11 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Was committed to Northeastern, but has since decided to test the college free agency market. The former Buffalo Regal played a limited role last season as a 16 year old for Sioux Falls (USHL). We feel this season will be a breakout year for the talented centerman with high-end vision. Is a hockey player, someone you can put on the ice in any situation and know he will get the job done for you.

#2 Green Bay Gamblers

It is truly a coin flip as to who we think the top USHL team is: Green Bay or Cedar Rapids. Derek Lalonde will be looking to go 2-for-2 as a USHL head coach, and he has a really good chance to make it happen. The Gamblers return nine players from their championship team and have brought in a slew of USHL-ready recruits.

Top Returners

 Sheldon Dries, F, 4/23/94 (Western Michigan) 5-10/170-Our guess is that the Western Michigan recruit will finish in the top 10 in league scoring. Has the skill level to be a special player in college. Will shine when he is pushed into a leading role with the departures of Alex Broadhurst (London-OHL), Nolan Laporte (Western Michigan) and Sam Herr (Notre Dame). Has All-America potential.

 Kyle Novak, F, 10/13/92 (Western Michigan) 5-10/178-Not sure why the St. Louis, Missouri native is still in the league -- he is clearly college ready. Will pile on the points this season, and make an immediate impact at the NCAA level next fall.

 Nicholas Schilkey, F, 5/12/94 (Ohio State) 5-10/175-The Honeybaked product is primed for a breakout season. Is one the most underappreciated skill guys in the league. Does not have a lot of cachet surrounding his name, but we think he should. Does nothing but make plays. A good get for the Buckeyes.

 Top Newcomers

Nick Schmaltz, F, 2/23/96 (North Dakota) 5-11/170-There might not be a player with more skill in the entire league than the Verona, Wisconsin native. Is in a good situation for a 16 year old as he is on a veteran team and will not be relied too heavily. Has all the flash and dash in the world. If the Chicago Mission product would like to get 1st round consideration for the 2014 NHL draft he will have to round out his game. Got his toes wet playing 11 games for Green Bay last season.

 Gustov Oloffson, D, 12/1/94 (Colorado College) 6-2/190-An NHL draft prospect from the Colorado Thunderbirds organization. For a big man he skates well and has a good stick. The Boras, Sweden native has been stateside for two years now and will be a nice addition to the Tigers' blue line in 2014.

Jake Linehart, D, 1/17/96 (Wisconsin) 5-10/160-One of many young players oozing with confidence at the Fall Classic. The Brookfield, Wisconsin native has great feet and really quick hands. At just 16 the Chicago Mission product already seems like the logical choice to run the Gamblers PP.

 Brendan Lemieux, F, 3/15/96 (North Dakota) 6-0/190-Would you be surprised if we told you that the son of NHL veteran Claude Lemieux played a gritty game with a mix of skill? Has already developed a reputation as someone who is willing to take on all challengers. Our guess is that he finishes up near the top of the league in fighting majors. But by no means is he just a goon. The former Toronto Red Wing is a strong skater who thrives in the tough ice. He's someone you want on your team come playoff time.

Top Uncommitted Players

Cameron Hackett, G, 6/1/96, 6-2/200 - #5 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Played for the Gamblers in the preseason, but will be furthering his development back in Ontario at Ridley College this season. Excellent prospect played for the Vaughn Kings (GTHL) last season. Is a fourth round pick of the Owen Sound Attack (OHL) but Hackett has done everything to prove he is serious about playing US college hockey. Was at the Road to College Showcase this summer. Is big, technically sound, and really competes in the net.

Christian Wolanin, D, 3/17/95, 6-1/175 - #13 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Rochester, Michigan native is tall, slender, has a good reach and a little bit of offensive sizzle to his game. If he can get a step faster he may begin to attract the interest of pro scouts. Played last season for Little Caesar's U18 team.

#3 Waterloo Black Hawks

Will be a priority team for NHL scouts to watch this season as the Black Hawks are stocked with NHL prospects. No team will get a free pass against Waterloo as they have two top tier goaltenders in Eamon McAdam and Cal Peterson, both of whom -- along with Ian McCoshen and Taylor Cammarata -- will appear in USA Hockey's Top Prospects game on Saturday. After losing in the finals last season PK O'Handley's bunch will challenge for their first title since 2004.

Top Returners

Taylor Cammarata, F, 5/13/95 (Minnesota) 5-8/160-The league's top returning scorer posted a 27-42-69 scoring line in 60 games last season and will look to improve on those already-impressive numbers. Has a great mind for the game and the skill set to execute high-level plays. Will make for a really great college player. The Vegas odds are certainly on the Plymouth, Minnesota native taking the league scoring title. He's listed at 5'8", but we'd knock an inch off that.

Vince Hinostroza, F, 4/3/94 (Notre Dame) 5-10/170- Hinostroza, along with Cammarata, comprise the most dynamic duo in the league - hands down. The Chicago Blackhawks (NHL) draft pick has an elite skill level and plays with an edge. We feel the Bartlett, Illinois native would make an impact this year for the Irish.

Eamon McAdam, G, 9/24/94 (Penn State) 6-2/190-Over the last two seasons the Team Comcast alum has developed into an NHL prospect. Was excellent this summer at the Junior Club World Cup, leading the Black Hawks to the final game, only to lose to Sudbury 2-0. The Nittany Lions will look to the Perkasie, PA native to keep them competitive as they enter the Big Ten conference.

Top Newcomers

Justin Kloos, F, 11/30/93 (Minnesota) 5-9/177-The Lakeville South HS product is not big, not particularly fast, nor does he have a good shot, but somehow the puck is always on his stick. May have the highest hockey IQ in the league - and a lot of poise to go with it. For an undersized forward the Gopher recruit is excellent at protecting the puck. Was Mr. Hockey last year in Minnesota. In three seasons at Lakeville South, Kloos compiled a 97-122-219 scoring line in just 75 games played.

Zach Stepan, F, 1/6/94 (Ohio State) 6-0/170- A 4th round pick of the Nashville Predators (NHL) and the cousin of New York Rangers forward Derek Stepan. And just like his cousin the Hastings, Minnesota native played for Shattuck-St. Mary's, last season helping lead them to a national championship. Will play in the Black Hawks top six and will be a constant presence on both sides of the puck.

Top Uncommitted Players

Ian McCoshen, D, 8/5/95, 6-3/205 - #1 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Hudson, Wisconsin native has a good chance to be selected in the first round of the 2013 NHL draft. Is not likely to be a PP defenseman at the NHL level, but will log a lot of minutes, play against the opposition's top lines and be a mainstay on the PK. Has good hockey sense, doesn't complicate the game, and would be a top four d-man on any college roster next fall. Like Seth Jones (Everett-WHL) last year, he's leaving the major junior option open.

John Wiitala, F, 3/27/95, 5-11/155 - #21 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Quick and shifty. Protects the puck well and has the ability to beat defenders 1x1. Played on Lakeville South HS last year.

#4 Omaha Lancers

Top to bottom there is not a single team in the league with a deeper group of forwards. Fifteen players on their current roster have already secured D-I commitments (only Cedar Rapids, with 17, has more). Head coach Mike Aikens, who took over behind the bench early last season, has his troops from the get-go this time around. And he has a lot of talent at his disposal. The challenge, as most of the top players are newcomers, will be getting them to gel.

Top Returners

Victor Newell, D, 2/23/93 (Harvard) 5-10/177-Is entering his fourth season of junior hockey-two years in Nanaimo (BCHL) and two in Omaha. Will be very prepared to contribute next year when puts on the Crimson uniform. The Burnaby, BC native is on the small side, but his feet and stick are both outstanding. Will run the Lancers PP this season and will likely play a similar role at Harvard.

Top Newcomers

Phillip Zielonka, F, 1/28/93 (Harvard) 5-11/180-The Salisbury School graduate is a goal scorer, no doubt about it. Has made a seamless transition to USHL play. Has a great stick and will look to be the Lancers' leading scorer.

Alex Rauter, F, 6/17/94 (Cornell) 6-1/185-Played the wing on Zielonka's line in the Fall Classic and the two Founders' League rivals worked nicely together. Rauter, who played at Choate, led Omaha in scoring through the preseason and should put up big numbers throughout the regular season. The Cornell recruit has high-end offensive skills, but needs to work on developing a defensive conscience.

Jake Bishoff, D, 7/25/94 (Minnesota) 6-0/185-New York Islanders (NHL) draft pick starred at Grand Rapids HS last season posting an 11-27-38 scoring line in just 24 games played. The Gopher recruit brings a little bit of everything to the table as he is strong on the offensive and defensive side of the puck. An all-around, puck-moving defender.

Kyle Osterberg, F, 9/5/94 (Minnesota-Duluth) 5-8/170-The NTDP product will make an immediate impact for the Lancers. The former Lakeville South HS star is dynamic, quick, and makes plays. Will log minutes in every situation this season.

Top Uncommitted Players

Ryan Tait, F, 6/1/96, 5-10/170 - #14 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Is quick, shifty and can turn on a dime. The Santa Clara, California native is more of a passer than a goal scorer. Darts in and out of holes very quickly. Played last season for Shattuck's U16 team.

Ben Ostlie, D, 4/2/93, 6-1/195 - Tied for the #25 slot on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Second-year Lancer defenseman plays a simple, efficient game. Skates well, defends well and makes a good first pass. Edina HS product projects as a tough, shutdown defender at the next level.

#5 Dubuque Fighting Saints

The Fighting Saints certainly have the talent to make some noise in the league, but with only five returning players, head coach/GM Jim Montgomery's job will not be an easy one. That said, we are talking about the same coach who won a title with an expansion team just two years ago. The Saints recruiting class competes for tops in the league, so we look for them to be competitive night in and night out and hover around the top of the pack.

Top Returners

Mike Downing, D, 5/19/95 (Michigan) 6-3/185-All eyes will be on the Canton, Michigan native this season. Entering his draft year the Michigan recruit is projected as a top two round guy. We believe that the former Detroit Catholic Central star has more natural ability than any other '95 born defender in the US. That said, his game is raw and some of his decisions are risky and questionable.

Shane Sooth, F, 4/18/92 (Northern Michigan) 6-1/197-Yes, the Canyon Country, California native is still in the league. Over the last five years Sooth has been to the Salisbury School, the NTDP, Sioux City (USHL), Texas Tornado (NAHL) and, for the last two seasons, Dubuque. With all that adversity the Saints' captain has remained productive, posting 87 points over his last two years in the league.

Top Newcomers

Seamus Malone, F, 5/6/96 (Wisconsin) 5-10/170-We wrote about his performance a couple of days ago, but man was he good at the Fall Classic. The Chicago Mission product was lights out, just as he was at Nationals and the Select 16 Festival. Will be a point machine in this league. 

Mike Szmatula, F, 8/10/92 (Sacred Heart University) 5-10/183 -- Sacred Heart dug up a diamond in the rough in Szmatula who, last winter, was plying his trade way up on Prince Edward Island, playing for the Summerside Western Capitals of the Maritime Junior Hockey League where he led the league in scoring with a 36-51-87 line in 52 games played. (For more on Szmatula, a '92 from Commerce Township, Michigan, see the USHR News of this past Monday.) 

Peter Quenneville, F, 3/9/94 (Quinnipiac) 5-11/176-Lit up the Alberta Junior Hockey League last year posting a 31-50-81 scoring line in just 53 games played for Sherwood Park. The Bobcats have a good one here as the Edmonton native is a constant scoring threat who explodes out of the gate. Will pot a ton of goals in the ECAC.

Jeff Taylor, D, 4/13/94 (Union) 6-0/160-The Albany Academy grad looked like a seasoned veteran in his first weekend of junior hockey. A real steal for the Dutchmen. Does everything really well. A fluid skater with a good stick and a good sense of where to be in his own end, Taylor is a touch underappreciated. We feel he could get consideration on the NHL draft floor in June.

Top Uncommitted Players

Matt Benning, D, 5/24/94, 6-0/218 - #4 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. The sixth round pick of the Boston Bruins (NHL) has played the last two seasons in the Alberta Junior Hockey League for Spruce Grove. Does everything well. Plays solid defense, but also has a good stick and makes a hard, tape-to-tape first pass. Is the son of former NHLer Brian Benning, and the nephew of Jim Benning, also a former NHLer and now the assistant GM of the...Boston Bruins.

Arthur Brey, G, 2/13/94, 6-1/154 - #15 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Came into camp undrafted and could end up being the Saints' go-to guy in net. It's a great story: the Yorba Linda, California native played last season for Orange County (NAPHL) and has come out of nowhere. Brey is no longer a secret and will be watched closely early in the season.

Frankie DiChiara, F, 9/22/93, 6-2/215 - #16 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. DiChiara is a big, strong power forward with a heavy shot who recently decommited from Princeton. When he is playing hard and getting his nose dirty the Ronkokoma, NY native is very effective. The pace of his game can tail off -- the hulking winger may be carrying a touch too much weight.
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#6 Sioux City Musketeers

We may be picking the Musketeers a touch low - they definitely have some firepower and we envision them going deep into the post-season. Our only real question mark surrounding Brett Larson's squad is between the pipes. Neither Kyle Hayton (Shattuck) or Joe Ballmer (Jamestown-NAHL) have USHL experience and in their 5-4 loss to the Under-18 team at the Fall Classic goaltending was an issue. If one of their new netminders steps up they could move into the top four.

Top Returners

David Goodwin, F, 2/27/92 (Penn State) 5-10/180-Our bet to take home league MVP honors. Was certainly the most impressive player at the Fall Classic. Has this league figured out and would make an impact in D1 hockey this season. The Des Peres, Missouri native makes the players around him better. Every time he was out there the ice appeared tilted. Will be an immediate contributor at Penn State.

Jordan Boucher-Gould, F, 2/21/94 (Clarkson) 6-0/170-Is a fast skater with good stick skills. Was playing on the top line with Goodwin and the two fed off each other's skills. The St. Therese, Quebec native is especially effective on the PP. Looked confident over the weekend and could have a big year.

Dan Molenaar, D, 7/5/3 (Minnesota-Duluth) 5-11/185-Solid, veteran defender brings a lot of everything to the table. Is a strong skater who defends well and is comfortable on the PP. Committed last weekend to play college hockey for the Bulldogs.

Cliff Watson, D, 12/21/93 (Ohio State) 6-2/210-Appleton, Wisconsin native is in his second season with the Musketeers and looked very good here. Is still a bit of a project, but the San Jose (NHL) draft pick has a strong chance to be a pro. Skates well for such a big body. Could develop into a force for the Buckeyes.

Top Newcomers

Ryan Mantha, D, 6/18/96 (North Dakota) 6-5/210- We saw him last winter playing forward for Belle Tire's U16 team and can report that his future lies on the back end. The nephew of NHL veteran Moe Mantha is a man-child, one the biggest players in the league at just 16 years old. Is a perfect fit for North Dakota as he really fits their mold of defenseman - big and mean. His feet have a long way to go, but the Clarkston, Michigan native is still young and has an ultra-high upside. Very well could be a top two round NHL draft pick in 2014.

Cam Brown, F, 3/25/93 (Maine) 5-7/150-Tiny, super-skilled forward will make an immediate impact. Is technically a rookie, but has already played a couple seasons of junior hockey in the EJHL and we are certain he would do just fine at Maine right now. Works hard, is tenacious, and could be the most agile player in the league. Is a product of Tim Lovell's Boston Advantage organization.

Blake Heinrich, D, 2/17/95 (Minnesota-Duluth) 6-0/185-Hill-Murray product looked mature beyond his years. The Cambridge, Minn. native is more of an offensive d-man, but his skating is so good that it makes defending an easier task for him. Heinrich is a player we feel NHL scouts will be taking a long look at.

Jake Guentzel, F, 10/6/94 (Nebraska-Omaha) 5-9/155-An Intelligent player who is responsible in all three zones. The son of University of Minnesota associate head coach Mike Guentzel. Played the point on the PP here and showed top-notch vision and poise. Lit up Minnesota high school last season posting a 21-46-67 scoring line in only 25 games played.

Top Uncommitted Players

Michael Kapla, D, 9/19/94, 6-1/195 - #6 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Has an exceptional stick and a great mind for the game. Last season he played for Eau Claire (Wisc.) Memorial HS - ‘the Old Abes' -- and posted a 4-34-38 scoring line in just 21 games played. His skating is not very good, but his hands and PP skills more than compensate.

Tanner Pond, F, 5/31/93, 5-11/182 - #24 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Plays the game hard and with a lot of energy. Makes a living in the tough ice. Commerce, Michigan native has played for Cedar Rapids the last two seasons.

#7 Chicago Steel

Steel head coach Scott McConnell has a sound, solid lineup loaded with 18 and 19 year olds - generally a recipe for success in this league. The Steel also have two goaltenders capable of seeing a lot of minutes, a talented group of defenseman, and a lot of forwards who can make plays.

Top Returners

Jacob Slavin, D, 5/1/94 (Colorado College) 6-2/170-Would be surprised if the Carolina Hurricanes (NHL) draft pick is not named the team's MVP at season's end. The Colorado Thunderbirds product will eat up a lot of minutes in all situations. The CC recruit will be on the first PP, top PK, will play against the opposition's top lines, and will be on the ice when his team is down a goal. A huge get for the Tigers.

Christian Heil, F, 3/25/94 (Colorado College) 6-1/180- We feel Heil's best hockey is ahead of him and that he is poised for a breakout season. The Westminster, Colorado native has a long reach and smooth hands. There's upside here and Heil is someone NHL scouts will pay close attention to.

Phillip Marinaccio, F, 4/14/93 (Bemidji State) 5-11/180-A complete player who should finish atop the team's scoring charts. Last season the Woodbridge, Ontario native produced a 10-28-38 scoring line in 44 games played. The former Vaughan Viper (GTHL) is an absolute steal for the Beavers.

Top Newcomers

Mackenzie MacEachern, F, 3/9/94 (Michigan State) 6-3/180-A year in the USHL will serve the future Spartan well. Was drafted in the 3rd round of the 2012 NHL draft by the St. Louis Blues. Absolutely dominated Michigan high school hockey for Brother Rice, compiling a 42-48-90 scoring line in 29 games played. Has a boatload of offensive ability.

Johnny Wingels, D, 2/2/94, 5-10/185 - A defender who brings a lot of positives to the table, Wingels is a strong skater who is versatile and extremely smart with the puck on his stick. In his first week of play is already looking like a seasoned USHL veteran. Is the younger brother of former Miami-Ohio captain and current San Jose (NHL) forward Tommy Wingels. Played for Team Illinois U18s last season. Was #7 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List earlier in the week, but then, a few days ago, he followed in his brother's footsteps and committed to Miami-Ohio.

Chris Nell, G, 4/24/93 (Uncommitted) 6-3/165-Was the Steel's 1st round draft pick (6th overall) last year. The gangly, athletic tender was rock solid playing Wisconsin high school hockey at Notre Dame Academy last season, posting 1.58 GAA and a .923 save percentage. Missed making our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List but could get there before long.

Top Uncommitted Players

Jeff Kubiak, F, 1/18/94, 6-3/205 - #23 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Is tall, rangy, and has a lot of upside. Is still pretty young and we feel the Chicago Fury product, a native of Tinley Park, Ill., is poised for a breakout season.

#8 Lincoln Stars

We envision Lincoln getting better as the season moves along, but there will certainly be some growing pains as the Stars have a young, inexperienced group of defensemen. Head coach Chad Johnson has a lot of firepower up front, which will win him games. The "X" factor for the Stars will be between the pipes. If rookie Michael Bitzer can perform like he did at Moorhead HS, where he posted a 2.06 GAA and a .930 save percentage, Lincoln might have something. However, third-year veteran Jackson Teichroeb will likely start the season.

Top Returners

Luke Johnson, F, 9/19/94 (North Dakota) 6-0/175-The Grand Forks, North Dakota native -- and son of Steve Johnson -- will be expected to compete for the league scoring title before he departs to play for his hometown team. Was rated an "A" player by NHL Central Scouting, meaning their staff feels he has the potential to be a 1st round pick. That may be a bit lofty in our opinion, but he's definitely a ballplayer. Can skate, competes, plays in all situations and can really shoot it.

Mike McKee, D, 8/17/93 (Western Michigan) 6-4/230-Say what you want about the former Kent School defender, but the bottom line is that his presence is felt every time he is on the ice. Is a feared player in this league. Yes, he will struggle at first at Western. Yes, his skating and agility need a lot of work. That said, his hands and head are both assets. Could play in the NHL should he choose to get there using his fists.

Dominik Shine, F, 4/18/93 (Ohio State) 5-11/180-Savvy veteran is entering his fourth season in Lincoln and will eclipse the 100 career point total this season. Has been a constant producer over the years. Only played in 32 games last year and managed to post an 11-21-31 scoring line. Has quick hands and will feed Johnson a lot of goals. Is ready to play for Ohio State.

Will Suter, F, 1/22/92 (Uncommitted) 5-10/180-The Omaha, Nebraska native will probably never be a prolific point producer, but we feel he would be a nice addition for the right D-I program. Really plays the game hard. Pays attention to detail and appears to be someone you might want on your team.

Top Newcomers

Daniel Willet, D, 2/23/96 (Northeastern) 5-6/150-We were shocked by how comfortable the Long Island Gulls product looked. Really made an impact and is arguably Lincoln's top defenseman at just 16 years of age. Ran the PP with a lot of confidence and got a lot of pucks on net. We have been guilty of questioning how the Bayville, NY native will ever defend and have an impact at his size, but that his no longer a concern of ours. Willet will be an impact player for the Huskies when he arrives on St. Botolph Street.

Vinni Lettieri, F, 2/6/95 (Minnesota) 5-9/170-Not very big or fast, but his stick skills are elite - right near the top of the league. Has a quick release combined with lethal accuracy. It's a sure thing that he will score -- a lot. The Excelsior, Minnesota native made a smooth transition to the USHL at the end of last season posting a 4-4-8 scoring line in 15 games played.

Top Uncommitted Players

We didn't rank any Lincoln player among the top 25 uncommitted players in the league

#9 Muskegon Lumberjacks

Jim McKenzie has one of the top group of defensemen in the league, which can carry a team deep into the post-season. Some younger, inexperienced players will have to play a big role in order for the Lumberjacks to actually compete for a title. As for scoring, a lot of responsibility will fall on the young shoulders of rookie Frederick Tiffels. The Lumberjacaks will have to win the low-scoring battles.

Top Returners

Rasmus Bengtsson, D, 5/14/93 (Florida Panthers-NHL) 6-2/195-If we were building a USHL team from scratch and were able to pick one single player to build around the Panthers 2nd round pick in 2011 would be our guy. For our money the Lanskrona, Sweden native is the top player in the league - as he should be. Bengtsson has already competed on the international level for Sweden at the Under-17s and Under-18s and he stands a good chance of making ttheir World Junior team this year. Will almost surely sign with the Panthers at the end of the season.

Mason Jobst, F, 2/17/94 (Uncommitted) 5-7/160-We expect to see the Speedway, Indiana native improve on last year's numbers -- 2-8-10 in 32 games played. He's crafty, skilled and can fill a top six role and make a difference on the power play.

Top Newcomers

Patrick Koudys, D, 11/15/92 (Uncommitted) 6-3/200-Has already played two seasons at RPI. A 5th round pick of the Washington, Capitals, Koudys will need some time to regain the confidence he had while playing for the Burlington Cougars (OJHL) two years ago, but once he does he could be a force. The Smithville, Ontario native is big, strong, skates well and is difficult for forwards to avoid in the defensive zone. Not someone who is enjoyable to play against.

 Adam Gilmour, F, 1/29/94 (Boston College) 6-3/190-The Minnesota Wild's fourth round pick has a ton of pro potential, but it will take the former Noble & Greenough star some time to adjust to the speed of the USHL. Once the Hanover, Mass native does adjust to the pace his play will take off. The Boston College recruit has that rare combination of size and skill. Needs to add some sandpaper to his game, though.

Ben Foster, F, 5/27/93 (Princeton) 6-0/187 - Choate graduate is a smart, reliable, two-way centerman who is capable of making plays and creating offense. Not many 19 year olds play as consistently as Darien, Conn. native. You know exactly what you are getting out of the future Tiger every night. Was slotted in as the Lumberjacks first line center at the Fall Classic.

Mike Brodzinski, D, 5/28/95 (Minnesota) 5-11/190- An all-purpose defender. Can play the game anyway you want. Has a nice blend of skill and toughness. Is still just 17 years old, but we envision him logging a lot of minutes as the season progresses.

Top Uncommitted Players

Frederik Tiffels, F, 5/20/95, 6-0/190 - #3 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. We wrote about him at length Monday (see Tiffels Shines at Fall Classic, USHR News, 9/24/12) yesterday, so don't have too much to add. But we will reiterate: Tiffels has an extremely high skill level coupled with a strong desire to create offense. The Cologne, Germany native has a quick set of hands and slips checks neatly. Will be an impact player at the NCAA level playing a top six role as early as next season. Our one knock on him is that he does not shoot the puck much nor does he engage in physical battles as often as we'd like.

#10 Youngstown Phantoms

Youngstown coaches Anthony Noreen and Rob Rassey have a group that is well coached, competes, and will never quit on a game. This team is built from the net out as Sean Romeo and Patrick Spano are a fantastic combination to have. In addition, there is a solid core of returners and enough skill to score go als. The challenge in Youngstown will be getting 16 and 17 year olds to play like men.

Top Returners

Austin Cangelosi, F, 8/27/94 (Boston College) 5-7/170-When you ask scouts who they feel will win the scoring title this season Cangelosi's name is always in the conversation. The Estero, Florida native is dynamic, skilled, and competitive. The Florida Everblades product and former Northfield-Mt. Hermon star will replace Steven Whitney in the BC lineup next season. The two are very comparable.

Todd Koritzinsky, F, 9/1/93 (Uncommitted) 5-10/175-Quick and shifty forward played with a lot of pace and energy. Was consistently noticeable. Will be interesting to see how the Verona, Wisconsin native responds to a larger role this season. Posted a 5-6-11 scoring line in 37 games last year.

Top Newcomers

Kyle Conner, F, 12/9/96 (Michigan) 6-0/165-The high school sophomore is a high-end college/pro prospect. We felt he should have been named to NTDP for this season. Is not eligible for the NHL draft until 2015, but all indications are that he will be ranked very high. At the Fall Classic, Conner, a Belle Tire product, adapted quickly to the pace of the USHL as he consistently created offense. The best part of his game is how reliable he is in his own zone. At 15 years of age, the Shelby Township, Michigan native could play against other teams' top lines and hold his own.

Patrick Spano, G, 3/9/93 (Yale) 6-1/180-Big, athletic netminder from Montreal, Quebec. Graduated from Westminster last year after an impressive prep school career. The Yale recruit plays his angles well and takes away most options. It will be interesting to see which goaltender in Youngstown is the guy come playoff time.

JJ Piccinich, F, 6/12/96 (Boston University) 5-11/175-Did not stand out in his first weekend of junior hockey. However, we know his game well and feel confident the Paramus, NJ native will make his presence felt before long. Piccinich is a complete, highly-competitive player who will chew your leg off to score a goal.

Top Uncommitted Players

Sean Romeo, G, 11/7/94, 6-1/165 - #22 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Some scouts feel the Cary, North Carolina native is ready to step into NCAA action next season and make an impact.

James Mazza, D, 7/7/94, 6-2/185 - Tied for the #25 slot on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Intriguing player who could blossom this season. Has a good stick and the makeup of a PP quarterback type. Will be someone to watch closely. Kings Park, NY native played last season for the NY Bobcats (AJHL).
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#11 Tri-City Storm 

The Storm have a strong chance to finish much higher than this, but a #1 goalie will have to step forward (four goalies were rostered at the Fall Classic). And young players will be counted on to score a lot, which is not something you want to hang your hat on. Nonetheless, head coach Josh Hauge could have a lot of fun coaching this group as his squad will be fast, skilled and upbeat. T

Top Returners

Trevor Moore, F, 3/31/95 (Denver) 5-9170-Produced a 12-20-32 scoring line in 49 games played last season, which is extremely impressive for a 16 year old. This season, we expect Moore to explode. Every time he steps on the ice the former LA Selects star creates offense. He plays hard and excels in traffic and, because his skill level is so high, we wouldn't be surprised to see the 5'9" Californian get his name called at the NHL draft.

Dylan Maller, D, 4/15/94 (New Hampshire) 6-1/185-An effortless skater who gets up and down the ice very quickly. His feet will carry him a long way. The Team Maryland product needs to improve his play with the puck, but should have no problem transitioning to higher levels.

Top Newcomers

Garrett Gamez, F, 2/17/95 (Denver) 6-1/175-It did not take the coaching staff long to combine Gamez and Moore, their two most skilled players. The former LA Junior King was quiet in his first game at the Fall Classic, but looked much improved in the second, a 3-0 loss to Cedar Rapids. Will score a lot of goals at Denver. Has a great shot release and is intelligent with his puck decisions.

Garett Cecere, D, 1/5/95 (Colorado College) 5-10/175-Played last season for the Janesville Jets (NAHL) and has already established himself as Tri-City's PP quarterback. The West Des Moines, Iowa native is slick and creative with puck. Will have to get stronger to have an impact at CC, but his offensive instincts will make him an asset immediately.

Brian Ward, F, 2/14/92 (Uncommitted) 6-1/195-Was the final member on the Moore/Gamez line. Do not know if he projects as a finisher at the D-I level, but the Haverhill, Mass native has a heavy shot and will likely pot quite a few goals if he sticks on that line. Scored 26 goals in 28 games as a senior at Governor's Academy.

Joel L'Esperance, F, 8/18/95 (Michigan Tech) 6-2/195-Big, strong power forward is a bull on the puck and like an ox in front of the net. His feet need to get quicker, but the Brighton, Michigan native will likely be playing a large role in his rookie season.

Top Uncommitted Players

Josh McCardle, D, 5/8/94, 6-1/190 - #18 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Roscoe, Illinois native is in his second year with the Storm. A no-nonsense, meat-and- potatoes, workmanlike defender, he is a good skater who keeps things simple and plays with an edge.

Nolan Gluchowski, D, 1/24/94, 5-11/185 - #19 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Played for Detroit Catholic Central HS last season. Is confident on the offensive side of the puck and looks good on the PP. Will have to tighten up his d-zone play, but has good hands and a head for the game, so the rest should come with seasoning.

#12 Fargo Force

John Marks has a big, strong group, but we felt there were pieces missing. We did not see a dynamic, offensive defenseman who will run their PP or a forward ready to be a difference-maker and compete for the scoring title. That said, there is talent in this bunch and certain players will likely prove us wrong.

Top Returners

Justin Wade, D, 4/13/94 (Notre Dame) 6-2/210-Meat and potatoes defenseman who is rock solid in his own end. Will likely never put up big numbers, but at the end of the day the Chicago Mission alum will likely lead the team in minutes played. Has good feet for someone his size and does not try to do too much. A pro prospect.

Gabe Guertler, F, 5/3/95 (Minnesota) 5-9/175-Has a lot of expectations on his shoulders. Some have suggested that the Plantation, Florida native has the talent to lead the league in points. However, Guertler did not demonstrate that game-breaking ability over the course of the pre-season or at the Select 17 festival over the summer though that could change as he adjusts to the bigger role and higher expectations.

David Gust, F, 2/21/94 (Ohio State) 5-8/168-Skilled and crafty playmaker. Was called up last season from midget hockey and immediately contributed, posting a 14-16-30 scoring line in 43 games played. Has been combined with Guertler and rookie Michael Booth on the top line.

Taylor Fleming, D, 2/17/93 (Air Force) 5-10/185- A player who we had planned to rank in our list of top 25 uncommitted USHL players - but then he committed to Air Force over the weekend. The Waconia, Minn. native will QB Fargo's PP. He's smart, he's intelligent, and he has a good stick.

Jordan Nelson, F, 4/16/92 (Uncommitted) 6-0/185-Williston, North Dakota native plays with a ton of energy and competes hard. Could play a role at the next level.

Top Newcomers

Victor Bjorkung, D, 4/7/93 (Maine) 6-0/170-Swedish defenseman is a powerful skater with excellent feet -- his skating really stands out. A Stockholm native, Bjorkung is being asked to run the PP, a role he did not seem totally comfortable with. Played last season in the top junior league in his native country.

Dominic Toninato, F, 3/9/94 (Minnesota-Duluth) 6-1/170- A fifth round pick of the Toronto Maple Leafs in June. Has skill and will be called up to produce right away. Played for Duluth East HS last year, posting a 27-34-61 scoring line in just 25 games played.

Top Uncommitted Players

Michael Booth, F, 3/20/96, 5-10/172 - #9 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. We have been watching the former Team Illinois forward for quite a while and he keeps improving. A Cary, Illinois native, Booth is developing into one of the top NCAA prospects in the '96 age group. At the Fall Classic, Booth was on Fargo's top line with Gabe Guertler (Minnesota) and David Gust (Ohio State) and he did not look one bit out of place. Is fast and quick enough to be a PK/energy forward at the next level, but is also skilled and poised enough to play in the top six.

#13 Indiana Ice 

Indiana has a lot of unproven players and first-year head coach Ron Gay faces a challenge in building an identity for his squad. Many players will have to take huge steps forward in their development for the Ice to contend. That said, they are one of the better teams to watch, as some of their players are exciting.

Top Returners

Robbie Baillargeon, F, 11/26/93 (Boston University) 6-0/175-The Ottawa Senators (NHL) draft pick is one of the most talented players in the league and will put up a lot of points. However, for the Ice to be successful the former Cushing Academy star will have to do more than just put up points-he will have to be responsible in all three zones, create his own opportunities and lead by example.

Woody Hudson, F, 8/10/92 (Cornell) 6-3/225-Will not be a prolific scorer or put up a lot of points, but the former Milton Academy forward impacts the game in a positive fashion when he is on his game. With the possible exception of McKee, also a former New England prep school player, there is not a more intimidating physical presence in the league. When the Rochester Alliance product gets to the ECAC and plays in some of those small barns he will make life difficult on the opposition.

Top Newcomers

Joshua Jacobs, D, 2/15/96 (Michigan State) 6-2/194-Looked excellent in his USHL debut. A complete defenseman who can skate, make a solid first pass and defend with the best of them. Does not project as an offensive PP type, but does have pro upside. Played for Honeybaked U16 team last year.

Joshua Shellman, D, 4/26/94 (Uncommitted) 5-7/202-A pleasant surprise. Short and stocky defender has excellent feet and can really zip the puck around.

Top Uncommitted Players

We didn't rank any Indiana player among the top 25 uncommitted players in the league.

#14 Sioux Falls Stampede

It is only a matter of time before Cary Eades has the Stampede contending for a title. However, based solely on talent alone we think that immediate success might be difficult to attain. Still, there are positives here and it starts with goaltending. Charlie Lindgren and Jan Obernesser both have the ability to steal games. In addition, Sioux Falls has a good stock of young prospects who, as they become acclimated to the league, will make their presence felt.

Top Returners

Charlie Lindgren, G, 12/18/93 (St. Cloud) 6-3/180-Has the tools to be a pro -- when he's on his game he is as good as anyone. Lakeville North HS alum is big, athletic and technically sound. Could be a difference-maker for St. Cloud.

Matt Van Voorhis, D, 1/19/93 (Denver) 5-7/170-19-year-old defender has been committed to Denver since he was 16. The NTDP grad has a lot of experience in junior hockey and - as he should -- looked confident over the weekend. The Grand Forks, North Dakota native may never be the defenseman the Pioneers envisioned years ago, but that doesn't mean he won't help the cause.

Top Newcomers

Cody Milan, F, 4/11/96 (Michigan State) 6-1/166-The 16-year-old Orchard Lake, Michigan native did not look young and inexperienced over the weekend. Played with confidence in his abilities. Milan, who will be an NHL draft prospect next season, skates well, has quick hands, and, for a big kid, is shifty and difficult to hit.

Ryan Siiro, F, 2/12/93 (Princeton) 6-2/212-Has improved by leaps and bounds over the last couple of seasons. Is still a project, but his upside is higher than most and he will be given an opportunity this season to play in a scoring role.

Top Uncommitted Players

Sam Rothstein, F, 8/31/93, 5-9/162 - #8 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Quick, smart and productive. Is slippery in traffic and is especially tough to contain in transition. Played last year for Minnetonka HS, producing a two-points-per-game pace, and finished last season with Sioux Falls compiling a 3-4-7 line in 14 games. Will be one the Stampede's most consistent offensive threats from Day 1.

Jan Obernessor, G, 12/3/92, 6-1/170 - #12 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Originally from Homberg, Germany; has since relocated to Calgary. Played the last couple of seasons in the AJHL, where he led the Brooks Bandit to a league title last season. Is athletic, moves fluidly, and has good posture in the net. His game could really take off in the USHL.

Connor Valesano, F, 2/10/95, 5-10/165 - #20 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. Will need some time to settle into the USHL, but the skill is there. Posted a 12-24-36 scoring line in 31 games played last season for Duluth East HS.

#15 Des Moines Buccaneers

Our gut tells us this will be a long season for the Buccaneers. The first game of the Fall Classic featured Des Moines vs. Cedar Rapids and the difference between the two teams was substantial. Jon Rogger does have some skilled players and some exciting recruits, but their chances of making noise in the playoffs are slim.

Top Returners

Luke Voltin, F, 4/13/95 (North Dakota) 6-0/195-It was difficult for the Blaine, Minnesota native to generate much offense in the games we saw, but his talent is obvious. Would like to see him play with more pace and intensity because his hands and feet are both high-end.

Zach Saar, F, 6/22/93 (Penn State) 6-5/205-Not really sure what type of player he will become for the Nittany Lions, but we are certain the Richland, Michigan native will be very important to the Bucs this season. Will be called upon to stand up for his teammates as well as bang in goals in front of the net. Like most big men he needs to work on his feet and overall coordination.

Top Newcomers

Luke Shiplo, D, 5/31/95 (Western Michigan) 5-9/170-Skilled, heady defenseman. Will likely see a lot of the time on the power play. Played last season for the Toronto Lakeshore Patriots (OJHL).

Michael Marnell, F, 5/18/95 (Uncommitted) 5-10/165-Has really quick hands and is a dangerous player in tight spaces. Played last season for the Long Island Royals U16 team where he played a large role in their winning a National Championship. Needs to get bigger, stronger and more explosive. 

Top Uncommitted Players

Nolan Valleau, D, 11/15/92, 6-2/180 - #17 on our Top 25 USHL Uncommitted Player List. The Novi, Michigan native put himself on the map at the Fall Classic. Has good size, pretty good feet, and a really good stick. Will need to learn to defend better, but that is coachable -- the other things he brings to the table are not.

Fri. 9/28/12

Vatrano’s Uncertain Future 

 Forward Frankie Vatrano, who earlier this week withdrew from Boston College due to NCAA Clearinghouse issues less than a month into his freshman year, will be playing in USA Hockey’s Top Prospects game in Buffalo, NY Saturday night.

 What he does after that, though, is up in the air.

What is known for certain is that Vatrano will not be returning to Boston College this year -- or any other year.

However, he still wishes to play college hockey next year. UMass wants him, and Providence has interest, too.

To get to another college, though, will require a lot of paperwork, requests for waivers, and jumping through hoops. The kid’s head has to be spinning. 

 When schools were recruiting Vatrano a couple of years ago it was well known that he was a less-than-stellar student, but the connection between a student’s academic ability and his making it through the Clearinghouse can be tenuous. (Remember last season, when Brown’s Greg Tang, a top student, failed to get through the NCAA Clearinghouse?) 

Part of the problem can be clerical. Players lack complete control over when the Clearinghouse gets the material they need in order to make a decision by the time the student-athlete matriculates in college. Sometimes the player’s high school fails to submit the info in a timely manner; other times, kids lack core credits, or have to retake ACTs or SATs – there are myriad reasons things can go awry, and we don’t pretend to be specialists in this complicated arena.   

 However, we know it’s not uncommon for players to arrive at college as freshmen with their NCAA status ‘pending.’ Usually, though, those players are deemed ‘close enough’ and everything gets happily cobbled together before the season begins. If we recall correctly, in 2005 Nathan Gerbe got through the Clearinghouse at the last minute – like around Labor Day. Vatrano, however, was not among the fortunate ones and, though we’ve tried, we cannot recall a situation totally analogous to his – and we’ve been doing this gig for a long time now.

Being unable to get through the Clearinghouse didn’t necessarily preclude Vatrano, an admitted student, from staying at BC. He probably could have, but as a ‘non qualifier’ he would not have been able to play hockey, and he would not have had an athletic scholarship. He could only have continued as a regular student, and his family would have been on the hook for up to $55,000.

 That’s a major part of the reason why UMass, near the Vatrano’s East Longmeadow, Mass. home, looms as a possibility. 

 Vatrano could enter there in January, get the clock moving as a student paying in-state tuition, sit out a year, and then be eligible to suit up with the Minutemen in Jan. ’14. Sitting out is grim, though. Vatrano would not be allowed to play junior hockey, nor would he be allowed to practice with the Minutemen. Ineligible players are not even allowed to have contact with anyone in the athletic department. 

 It’s almost certain that Vatrano and his advisors, Global Hockey Consultants, are working on getting a waiver from the NCAA that seeks to wipe the slate of the two weeks he was enrolled at BC, thus setting up a situation where the clock would start a semester earlier and he could play next fall after spending the spring semester in college. It’s even possible that the NCAA might grant a waiver allowing him to play NCAA hockey next year without sitting out at all, thus allowing him to play a full year of juniors – that’s certainly the best-case scenario. We are unaware of any pertaining precedent, but again, this is an odd case, and we have a strong hunch that the possibility is being pursued.

Nobody appears to have any answers right now. There is a lot of conjecture, and people are working to get things to a point where they fall in place for the kid, who is well-liked and can obviously help a D-I team.

Also up in the air is where Vatrano will play right now. He is practicing with the Junior Bruins but hasn’t played a game with them yet. He obviously won’t be playing with them on Saturday, but he would be able to join then for their following game on Wed. Oct. 3 – if he isn’t in the USHL playing with the Dubuque Fighting Saints, that is.

 On Tues. night Sept. 25, Dubuque head coach Jim Montgomery, on learning that Vatrano was leaving BC, added him to the Fighting Saints’ protected list.

“When we claimed him,” Mongomery told USHR. “I thought we had a twenty percent chance of getting him. We’ve had healthy conversations since then. Now I’d say it’s sixty percent in our favor.”

 “I think,” Montgomery added, “that with everything that’s happened, they are probably saying ‘Let’s stay close to home while figuring things out.’ We counter with ‘Why not do that figuring out here in Dubuque, playing a key role in a higher-level league?’”

If the NCAA situation looks dim, Vatrano can always fall back on the Q. Moncton, one of the well-heeled teams in the league, owns his rights. We don’t like to see that, not at all, but we can also see that sitting out a year is a tough thing to ask of a kid who has played hockey every winter of his life, especially one who has hopes of perhaps making a little money playing the pro game some day. 

Thurs. 9/27/12

Go Big Or Go Home

The University of Notre Dame has received a commitment from 6’4”, 215 lb. goaltender Chad Katunar of the Penticton Vees (BCHL) for next fall.

We stated in our review of BCHL goaltenders (USHR News, 9/14/12) that there were some that are college ready. Well, schools are picking them off like flies, with Katunar being the second BCHL goalie to commit this week. We ranked the Victoria, BC native #5 among goalies and had this to say about him: “The massive tender was the backup last season for the Vees and is now moving into the spotlight. He is off to a good start too, going 3-0 with a .939 save percentage and a 1.86 GAA. It is no secret that he plays on the top team in the league and may not be asked to do the work of some of the other goaltenders, but there is something to be said for someone who delivers when asked. Is very raw right now, but at 6’4” there is a lot to like about where his game could go. Uncommitted.”

Last season with the Vees the 8/14/93 birthdate compiled a 12-2-0-1 record with a 1.73 GAA and a .938 save percentage. Penticton head coach Freddie Harbinson had this to say about his starting netminder via press release, “Chad competes extremely hard day in and day out; he showed great patience throughout last season and excelled when called upon.  Chad has now solidified himself as one of the top goaltenders in Jr. ‘A’ hockey.”

Thurs. 9/27/12

A Big Sleeper for the Warriors

 6’4”, 205 lb. South Shore Kings (EJHL) RC Chris LeBlanc has committed to Merrimack for next fall (’13).

 LeBlanc, a 9/12/93 birthdate, has been flying under the radar for the last four years, playing at Winthrop (Mass.) High School. Winthrop’s head coach is Dale Dunbar, a Winthrop native who went on to play defense at BU, as well as some minor pro (and a few NHL games). Dunbar has also coached in the OHL, worked as a D-I assistant, and is an agent.

“Dale sold him to me,” says South Shore head coach Scott Harlow. “I took him and he had a good summer camp with us and a good start and (Merrimack head coach) Mark Dennehy jumped on him. (LeBlanc) has unbelievable offensive ability, great vision, and can really shoot it for a big guy. He’s kind of a late bloomer. Coming from Winthrop High he wasn’t exactly on the map. He’s kind of an unknown. But even the NHL scouts are watching now.”

Harlow has LeBlanc centering South Shore’s top line, with Chicago Blackhawks third round pick Chris Calnan on his wing. Neither has great numbers so far in the young season. In five games, LeBlanc has an 1-0-1 line, while Calnan is 0-1-1. 

Note:

 Harlow also wanted to announce that Nobles senior goalie Connor Maher, who recently committed to Brown for the fall of ’14, will be playing for South Shore next season.

Wed. 9/26/12

Clearinghouse KOs Vatrano at BC

Incoming Boston College freshman LW Frankie Vatrano has left the Heights after learning that he had failed to get through the NCAA Clearinghouse.

Whether the 5’10”, 216 lb. native of East Longmeadow, Mass. returns to Boston College next fall would, assuming he gets through the Clearinghouse in the meantime, be up to the school. However, college hockey is reportedly still in his future plans, whether it is at BC or elsewhere. 

Vatrano, who was added last night to the Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL) protected list and whose major junior rights are held by Moncton Wildcats (QMJHL), will be playing this season for the Boston Jr. Bruins (EJHL), the organization for which he played before heading out to the National Team Development Program two years ago. 

Chris Masters , who coached Vatrano with the Junior Bruins Empire Team for two years, reports that Vatrano dropped off his equipment at Marlborough, Mass. this morning and “looked really good, like he’d lost 12-15 pounds.” 

Masters said Vatrano was “bummed” that he wouldn’t be playing at BC this year, but will suit up and be at practice with the Junior Bruins this afternoon. Vatrano, a ’94, was bypassed in the NHL Draft in June but is listed as a “C” prospect for next year’s draft. 

 Vatrano will miss the Junior Bruins game this Saturday as he will be playing in USA Hockey’s Top Prospects game in Buffalo, NY that night.  

 The Boston College coaching staff can’t talk about a student’s academic situation. 

 We’ve put in a call to Vatrano, but haven’t yet heard back from him. 

Tues. 9/25/12

A Big Goalie for UNH

The University of New Hampshire has received a commitment from 6’5”, 210 lb. goaltender Adam Clark of the Salmon Arm Silverbacks (BCHL) for the fall of ‘14.

We were unable to lay eyes on the 3/26/93 birthdate from Sherwood Park, Alberta at the BCHL Showcase a couple of weeks ago as he only played one game, a 2-1 loss to Nanaimo in which he kicked out 38 of 40 shots. Our sources, however, tell us that the Moose Jaw Warriors (WHL) fourth round pick is big, athletic and has a real chance to be a pro should his development continue to head in a positive direction. When Clark arrives in Durham, Casey DeSmith, UNH’s current starting goalie, will be a senior and the crease will essentially be Clark’s for the following three seasons. We are told that he compares favorably to Northeastern senior netminder Chris Rawlings.

Through three games this season Clark has posted a 1-2 record with a 3.00 GAA and a .924 save percentage.

Tues. 9/25/12

The USHL's Top 25 Uncommitted Players

As you know, USHR was in Sioux City, Iowa for the 2012 USHL Fall Classic. Before we provide a detailed review of the top players in league -- the majority of whom are well known and already verbally committed to colleges -- we felt it best to assess those players we feel comprise the top uncommitted prospects in the league. With that in mind, here is our Top 25. We feel all will be committed by the season’s end -- some much sooner. Enjoy!

1. Ian McCoshen, D, 8/5/95 (Waterloo) 6-3/205 — What more can we say about the Black Hawk’s franchise defender that has not been said already? Is arguably the most coveted college prospect in the world. Has a good chance to be selected in the first round of the 2013 NHL draft. Is not likely to be a PP defenseman at the NHL level, but what he will do is log a lot of minutes, play against the opposition’s top lines and be a mainstay on the PK. Has good hockey sense, doesn’t complicate the game, and would be a top four defenseman on any college roster next fall. For our money he is the top ’95 defenseman in the US and could compete for a World Junior roster spot. We are told he has not selected an NCAA school because, much like Seth Jones (Everett-WHL) last year, he’s leaving the major junior option open. As a Hudson, Wisconsin native he is also a top OHL recruit.

2. Thatcher Demko, G, 12/8/95 (NTDP) 6-3/190 — Regarded as the top ’95 goalie in the country. Has colleges lined up for his services. Last season, the San Diego, Calif. native played for the LA Junior Kings U16 team and the Omaha Lancers (15 games, 2.87, .899). Played this summer for the U.S. U18 Selects at the Ivan Hlinka tournament where he emerged as the starting goaltender. Was invited to the US U-18 Team for this season. Looked good shutting out Sioux Falls on Saturday. Will likely enter next season as a potential first round NHL draft pick.

3. Frederik Tiffels, F, 5/20/95 (Muskegon) 6-0/190 — We wrote about him yesterday, so don’t have too much to add. But we will reiterate what we said. To wit, Tiffels put on a show on the final day here. Has a high, high skill level coupled with a strong desire to create offense. The Cologne, Germany native has a quick set of hands and could avoid a check in a phone booth. Will be an impact player at the NCAA level playing a top six role as early as next season. Scored a goal early in the game on Saturday and played the rest of the game like a shark in bloody water, pouncing on loose pucks. Our knock on him as that he does not shoot the puck much nor does he engage in physical battles as often as he should. Is a top NCAA prospect, but slightly less desirable in the eyes of pro scouts.

4. Matt Benning, D, 5/24/94 (Dubuque) 6-0/218 — Got better and better as the weekend progressed. The sixth round pick of the Boston Bruins (NHL) has played the last two seasons in the Alberta Junior Hockey League for the Spruce Grove Saints. Does everything well. Plays solid defense, but also has a good stick and makes a hard, tape-to-tape first pass. Will only get better playing in the USHL for Saints third-year coach Jim Montgomery. He’s the son of former NHLer Brian Benning, and the nephew of Jim Benning, also a former NHL and now the assistant GM of the…Boston Bruins. Will not be uncommitted long.

5. Cameron Hackett, G, 6/1/96 (Green Bay) 6-2/200 — Has the makings of a top NCAA goalie. Played for the Vaughn Kings (GTHL) last season and will likely be sent back to Ridley College for this year. Is a fourth round pick of the Owen Sound Attack (OHL) so any NCAA school interested will have to out-recruit them. That said, Hackett has done everything to prove he is serious about playing US college hockey. Was at the Road to College Showcase this summer and has stated his desire to play in Green Bay. We only saw him play one game here, but he stopped 19 of 22 shots. Is big, technically sound and really competes in the net.

6. Michael Kapla, D, 9/19/94 (Sioux City) 6-1/195 — Has an exceptional stick and a great mind for the game. Not many d-men in this league process the game as quickly as the Eau Claire, Wisconsin native. Looked excellent running the Musketeers top PP unit. Last season he played for the Eau Claire Memorial HS – ‘the Old Abes’ --  and posted a 4-34-38 scoring line in just 21 games played. His skating is not very good, but his hands and his ability to get the puck up ice more than make up for it.

7. Johnny Wingels, D, 2/2/94 (Chicago) 5-10/185 — A defender who brings a lot of positives to the table. Is a strong skater who is extremely smart with the puck on his stick. Versatile and could play a lot of different roles. Looked like a seasoned USHL veteran in his first season of play. Is the younger brother of former Miami-Ohio captain and now San Jose (NHL) forward Tommy Wingels. Played for Team Illinois U18s last season.

8. Sam Rothstein, F, 8/31/93 (Sioux Falls) 5-9/162 — Quick, smart and productive. Is slippery in traffic and is especially tough to contain in transition. Played last season for Minnetonka HS, producing a two-points-per-game pace with a 26-30-56 scoring line in 28 games played. Finished last season with Sioux Falls compiling a 3-4-7 line in 14 games. Will immediately be one the Stampede’s most consistent offensive threats.

9. Michael Booth, F, 3/20/96 (Fargo) 5-10/172 — We saw the Cary, Illinois native last October at the Beantown Fall Classic and thought he was Team Illinois’ top forward. Saw him at the Select 16 Festival and liked him a little bit more. Saw him again this weekend and -- sure enough -- his game has taken another step forward. Is developing into one of the top NCAA prospects in the ’96 age group. Played all weekend on Fargo’s top line with Gabe Guertler (Minnesota) and David Gust (Ohio State) and did not look one bit out of place. Is fast and quick enough to be a PK/energy forward at the next level, but is also skilled and poised enough to play in the top six. Will be a big get for whoever lands him.

10. Davey Middleton, F, 5/21/92 (Cedar Rapids) 6-3/202 — Could be a classic late bloomer. Hit his stride last year after a mid-season trade to Cedar Rapids and finished the year with a 15-12-27 scoring line in 39 games played for Mark Carlson’s RoughRiders. Looked college ready over the weekend. Is a big kid with soft hands, a hard shot and pretty good feet. Would not be the least bit surprised if we heard the undrafted Novi, Michigan native was getting NHL interest in a couple of years.

11. Dylan McLaughlin, F, 6/5/95 (Cedar Rapids) 5-11/172 — Was committed to Northeastern, but has since decided to test the college free agency market. The former Buffalo Regal played last season as a 16 year old for Sioux Falls (USHL) and posted a 1-6-7 line in 48 games played in a limited role. We feel this season will be a breakout year for the talented centerman with high-end vision. Is producing at nearly a point-a-game pace throughout the preseason. Is a hockey player, someone you can put on the ice in any situation and know he will get the job done for you. Will be a hot commodity after his performance at the Fall Classic.

12. Jan Obernessor, G, 12/3/92 (Sioux Falls) 6-1/170 — Originally from Homberg, Germany and has since relocated to Calgary. Played the last couple of seasons in Alberta for the Brooks Bandits. Led his team to a league title last season, posting an impressive 2.16 GAA and a .915 save percentage through 14 playoff games. Is athletic, moves fluidly, and has good posture in the net. His game could really take off in the USHL.

13. Christian Wolanin, D, 3/17/95 (Green Bay) 6-1/175 — The defending champs top uncommitted player. The Rochester, Michigan native is tall, slender, has a good reach and a little bit of offensive sizzle to his game. If he can get a step faster he may begin to attract the interest of pro scouts. Played last season for Little Caesar’s U18 team.

14. Ryan Tait, F, 6/1/96 (Omaha) 5-10/170 — Is as quick and shifty as they come. Can really turn on a dime. The Santa Clara, California native is more of a passer than a goal scorer. Darts in and out of holes very quickly. Has a couple of seasons to get bigger, stronger, and improve his shot. Played last season for Shattuck’s U16 team.

15. Arthur Brey, G, 2/13/94 (Dubuque) 6-1/154 — Came into camp undrafted and could end up being the Saints’ go-to guy in net. The Yorba Linda, California native played last season for Orange County in the NAPHL and has sort of come out of nowhere. Thursday night’s 7:00 pm game featured Dubuque vs. the NTDP. Brey was given the nod and did not disappoint. The confident tender out-dueled highly-touted Thatcher Demko as he stopped 30 of 32 shots en route to a 4-2 Dubuque victory. Brey is no longer a secret and will be watched closely early in the season.

16. Frankie DiChiara, F, 9/22/93 (Dubuque) 6-2/215 — We are puzzled as to why anyone would decommit from Princeton, but we suppose everyone has their reasons. DiChiara is a big, strong power forward with a heavy shot. When he is playing hard and getting his nose dirty the Ronkokoma, NY native is very effective. The pace of his game seemed to tail off a bit as the weekend progressed -- our guess is that the hulking winger may be carrying a touch too much weight.

17. Nolan Valleau, D, 11/15/92 (Des Moines) 6-2/180 — The Novi, Michigan native put himself on the map here. On Thursday the Bucs defeated Youngstown 4-1 and the former Port Huron (NAHL) defender put on a clinic, posting a 2-1-3 scoring line. Has good size, pretty good feet and a really good stick. Will need to learn to defend better, but that is coachable -- the other things he brings to the table are not.

18. Josh McCardle, D, 5/8/94 (Tri City) 6-1/190 — Roscoe, Illinois native is in his second year with the Storm and will be heavily relied on. A no-nonsense, meat-and- potatoes defender, he keeps things simple and plays with an edge. Will never be the flashiest player on the ice, but he conducts himself with a workmanlike approach. A good skater who can really defend.

19. Nolan Gluchowski, D, 1/24/94 (Tri City) 5-11/185 — Played for Detroit Catholic Central last season. Is confident on the offensive side of the puck and looked good on the PP. Will have to tighten up his d-zone play, but we are sure that will come with seasoning. Has the hands and mind to play D-I hockey.

20. Connor Valesano, F, 2/10/95 (Sioux Falls) 5-10/165 — Will need some time to settle into the USHL, but there is no doubt that the Duluth, Minnesota native has skill. Posted a 12-24-36 scoring line in 31 games played last season for Duluth East HS.

21. John Wiitala, F, 3/27/95 (Waterloo) 5-11/155 — Quick and shifty. Protects the puck well and has the ability to beat defenders 1x1. Played on Lakeville South HS last year along with current Black Hawk Justin Kloos.

22. Sean Romeo, G, 11/7/94 (Youngstown) 6-1/165 — Some scouts feel the Cary, North Carolina native is ready to step into NCAA action next season and make an impact. Through two preseason games the second year netminder has posted a 2.50 GAA and a .906 save percentage, pretty consistent with his numbers last year.

23. Jeff Kubiak, F, 1/18/94 (Chicago) 6-3/205 — Has led the Steel in scoring through four preseason games, posting a 3-1-4 scoring line. Is tall, rangy, and has a lot of upside. Is still pretty young and we feel the Chicago Fury product, a native of Tinley Park, Ill., is poised for a breakout season. Is the brother of Bentley University sophomore forward Alex Kubiak.

24. Tanner Pond, F, 5/31/93 (Sioux City) 5-11/182 — Plays the game hard and with a lot of energy. Makes a living in the tough ice. Commerce, Michigan native has played for Cedar Rapids the last two seasons.

25T. Ben Ostlie, D, 4/2/93 (Omaha) 6-1/195 — Second-year Lancer defenseman plays a simple, efficient game. Skates well, defends well and makes a good first pass. Edina HS product projects as a tough, shutdown defender at the next level.

25T. James Mazza, D, 7/7/94 (Youngstown) 6-2/185 — Intriguing player who could end up blossoming this season. Has a good stick and the makeup of an offensive PP quarterback type. Will be someone for scouts to watch closely. Will be interesting to see what he is capable of when he gains confidence in the USHL. Kings Park, NY native played last season for the NY Bobcats (AJHL). 

Mon. 9/24/12

Tiffels Shines at USHL Fall Classic

Sioux City, Iowa -- The USHL Fall Classic is over. We will have more on the tournament coming up – e.g., lists of the top committed and uncommitted players – but for now here are some highlights and random thoughts. 

 First off, there is considerable buzz surrounding Muskegon Lumberjacks 5’11”, 180 lb. LW  Frederik Tiffels, a 5/20/95 birthdate from Koln, Germany.

 Tiffels, drafted this past spring in the first round of the CHL Import Draft (by Moose Jaw) and by the Lumberjacks in the second round of the USHL Draft, really stood out here. A dynamic player, Tiffels is a quick skater with fast hands. He’s slippery, too – very difficult to get a piece of. His forte is making plays – lots of them. He doesn’t shoot it that much, or at least didn’t here.  

 Tiffels projects as a high-end top six forward for a top D-I program and will be in college next fall. He’s eligible for June’s NHL Draft and we see him as someone who could get selected in the middle rounds. But he will be an excellent college player. Keep an eye on where he winds up. The suitors lining up to talk to him after Saturday’s game against the Lincoln Stars were numerous.  

 Boston University and Western Michigan, whose head coach  Andy Murray reportedly speaks fluent German, are said to be the two schools who were on Tiffels first. 

 Muskegon assistant coaches  David Noel-Bernier and Steve Palmer, both of whom played pro in Germany and have numerous contacts there, saw Tiffels at the 2011 Five Nations Tournament in Ann Arbor and worked to get him to Muskegon.

 Tiffels’ family adviser is  Eddie Ward, who has insisted all along that Tiffels is here to play college hockey. The Lumberjacks have hired Joe Abdelkader, the father of former USHLer and current Detroit Red Wings forward Justin Abdelkader, to be the team’s academic counselor this season. The senior Abdelkader, who just retired after nearly forty years of teaching high school in Michigan, is working to set Tiffels up with tutors. Tiffels’ English is passable, but he’s determined to go to college – and do well once he gets there -- so look for that to improve.

 If everything lines up academically, he could be in college next fall. If not, look for him the year after.  

***

6’0”, 175 lb. RC J.T. Compher is the brightest light on this year’s U.S. Under-18 Team, and looks like a cinch to be the team’s top draft pick – a likely first rounder. 

 Compher is explosive – he has an excellent first step -- and makes plays. He is physical, along the lines of the New York Rangers’  Ryan Callahan. We’re not sure if Compher, a Team Illinois product, has the shot or stick of a first line NHL center, but he definitely projects as a second-line pivot. 

 We also wouldn’t be shocked to see Compher, a Michigan recruit, skating with the U.S. National Junior Team in December. No ‘95s were invited to the evaluation camp in Lake Placid in August, and it’s unlikely one will be in the lineup when the tournament gets underway Dec. 26 in Ufa, Russia, but if we had to bet on one ’95 making the team, we’d go with Compher. We can see him sneaking in as the 13 th forward.

***

 How about the Gophers? Are they are shaping up as Boston College’s doppelganger or what, going after skill over size? With the exception of 6’3”, 195 lb. NTDP winger  Hudson Fasching, all of the U’s recruits for ’13 and ’14 are on the small side.  Line ‘em up. Fargo’s Gabe Guertler is 5’9”; Waterloo’s Taylor Cammarata is 5’7”; Lincoln’s Vinnie Lettieri is 5’9”; Waterloo’s Justin Kloos is 5’9”; Penticton’s Louie Nanne is 5’10”. 

On the blue line Grand Rapids’  Jake Bischoff is 6’0” and Blaine’s Michael Brodzinski is 5’11”.  

And some of those heights could be inflated.  

 The Gophers could be a fun team to watch for quite a while. As always, the pressure is on to win. The Gophers won back-to-back NCAA titles in 2002-2003, but haven’t reached the title game since. In Gopher-time, that’s a very long time. And the natives do get restless.  

***

 Muskegon Lumberjacks 6’3”, 196 lb. LD  Rasmus Bengtsson, a 2011 Florida Panthers second round draft pick, might be the best player in the league this season.

 A 5/14/93 birthdate from Landskrona, Sweden, Bengtsson is already a pro, having played for Rogle in Sweden’s Elite League. He’s played for Sweden in the World Under-17 Challenge, the Ivan Hlinka Tournament, and the IIHF World Under-18s, and is a candidate for their National Junior Team this year. 

 Bengtsson came over to Muskegon on loan from Rogle last January 13 and in 34 games put up a 3-8-11 line. In June, the Victoria Royals (WHL) selected him in the CHL Import Draft but he elected to return to Muskegon for another season, mainly because he felt his game improved by leaps and bounds under Lumberjacks coach  Jim McKenzie, a 15-year NHL veteran and Stanley Cup winner.

 Since Bengtsson, a co-captain with the Lumberjacks, hasn’t signed with Florida, he can play pre-season in the AHL as a non-contract guy. Look for him to take a brief hiatus from Muskegon and suit up with the San Antonio Rampage for upcoming exhibition games. 

***

 Look for 5’10”, 187 lb. Sioux City Musketeers LC  David Goodwin to put up big numbers this season. 

 Goodwin, shipped to Sioux City from the Green Bay Gamblers in the blockbuster  Jordan Schmaltz trade last fall, committed to Penn State in January for the fall of ’13.

This is his third season in the league but he is actually ready for Div. I play right now. Clearly Penn State doesn’t want him burning a year of his eligibility while they are still an independent.

 A 2/27/92 birthdate from Des Peres, Missouri, Goodwin played for the St. Louis Jr. Blues organization before heading to Green Bay in the fall of 2010. He’s one of those players who sees the ice extremely well, and anyone playing on a line with him is bound to see their point totals shoot up as well. 

*** 

 5’9”, 170 lb. Tri-City forward  Trevor Moore was very impressive. A 3/31/95 birthdate and a product of the LA Selects U16 Team, Moore put up a 12-20-32 line in 49 games with Tri-City last season as a 16-year-old. Look for the Denver University recruit to put up big numbers this year and arrive in the Mile High City ready to contribute next fall.

Moore, who had fellow Californian – and fellow future Pioneer – Garrett Gamez  and former Governor’s Academy winger Brian Ward as his linemates, is dynamic and has a great stick --  he just has the puck on a string. 

 Another Denver recruit who was very good here was Cedar Rapids’ 5’11”, 178 lb. LC  Landon Smith, the former Colorado Thunderbird now in his second year in the USHL. Smith, a 10/18/93 birthdate from Greenwood Village, Colorado, played a third/fourth line role for Mark Carlson’s squad last year, putting up an 8-13-21 line in 55 games. Look for him to really explode this year. He’s fast, pushes defenders off nicely, and creates a ton of opportunities. And the RoughRiders look to have a strong team this year.

***

 Dubuque’s leading scorer over the weekend was their youngest forward, 16-year-old  Seamus Malone, who played last year for the Chicago Mission U16 team. The 5’10”, 160 lb. Wisconsin recruit (for ’15) put on a clinic in Dubuque’s win Thursday over the U.S. Under-18 Team, assisting on the first Dubuque goal, then scoring an unassisted goal, and finally adding an empty-netter to make it a 4-2 final. We ranked Malone #4 among all forwards at the Select 16 Festival in June and felt he should have been named to the NTDP (he was invited to the March evaluation camp in Ann Arbor, but wasn’t chosen for the program). Perhaps that snub gave him a little bit of extra motivation in Saturday’s game vs. the U18 Team. A 5/16/96 birthdate from Naperville, Ill., Malone is just great in traffic -- very slippery and with exceptional puck skills. He had the attention of everybody in the building, including all the NHL scouts, in that game. Malone is Dubuque’s leading scorer in the pre-season, with a 5-1-6 line in four games.

***

 The Sacred Heart University coaching staff –  C.J. Marottolo, Lou Santini, and Scott McDougall – all have keen eyes when it comes to evaluating players, and they have come up with a diamond in the rough in Dubuque Fighting Saints 5’10”, 183 lb. forward Mike Szmatula, a ’92 from Commerce Township, Michigan who, last winter, was plying his trade way up on Prince Edward Island, playing for the Summerside Western Capitals of the Maritime Junior Hockey League where he led the league in scoring with a 36-51-87 line in 52 games played.

 Szmatula is good enough to be playing right now for Sacred Heart, which has won only six games in each of the last two years. We expect that Szmatula, playing for  Jim Montgomery’s squad, will continue to develop by leaps and bounds. We also expect that other big conference NCAA schools will start sniffing around, and we could have another potential Kevin Roy situation in the making. In the NCAA, it’s the Wild West.

Mon. 9/24/12

A Look at the NAHL Showcase

 While in Minnesota the weekend before last (Sept. 12-14) USHR took in the 2012 North American Hockey League Showcase at the Schwan Super Rink in Blaine. All 24 NAHL teams were present, playing four games apiece throughout the showcase. The event was well organized and we especially appreciated the leather binder filled with player information that was handed out to all scouts -- a first class job. 

We do have a couple of observations we feel most scouts would agree with. First and foremost is the timing of the event. The NAHL has essentially become a feeder league to the USHL — all the top-end talent moves through the league quickly. Nonetheless, there are good players who remain behind, and certain colleges have done an excellent job mining the NAHL for undervalued prospects. We feel it would be easier for colleges to canvas the league if they knew what they were looking for. With around 500 players in the showcase, bleary-eyed recruiters are forced to sift through a lot of players at once. Our suggestion is a simple one: give the players time to settle in and allow the best to put some statistical separation between themselves and the pack. That would enable scouts to fly in and have a better sense of which players are worthy of further attention. In September, NAHL coaches still haven’t quite figured out their own team, therefore we suggest mid-November as a more logical time to host a league showcase. We also feel that four games going on at once is just too much hockey. Nor does each team need to play four games in four days either. It would be preferable to cut it back and have each team play two -- or maybe three -- games apiece, and also have only one or two games running at a time. When four games are going on simultaneously, scouts ending up running around too much, doing an average job evaluating two or three games when they could be doing an excellent job if they were able to watch one whole game at a time. Finally, it should be noted that the Air Force staff has done an excellent job in this league—particularly grabbing the top players from Wichita Falls and Wenatchee. Ben Kucera, Will Vosejpka, Tyler Ledford, Ryan Dau, Ross Luedtke and Tyler Rostenkowski will all make solid contributions at the next level. All are good finds and go a long way toward illustrating why Air Force is in the national picture year after year. 

Below, we have broken down the top uncommitted players in the league into two groups: the “A” players who could potentially be recruited right now, and the “B” players, who are guys we feel could either be good walk-ons, top D-III players or simply players who could emerge with additional time to develop. It’s inevitable -- with 24 teams and limited time – that we missed some worthy players. We can only report what we see, and in these mega-showcases a solid player could have an off-game at the wrong moment – and be totally missed out on. We should also point out that the league, due mainly to the fact that there are only a limited number of USHL jobs available, is particularly strong with goaltenders. Only one of them really jumped out and grabbed out attention, but we are sure more will emerge as the season progresses. Anyway, here it is. Enjoy.

“A” Pool

Evan Crowley, G, ’95 (Wichita Falls) 6-4/185 — Certainly created the most buzz in the scouting room, though we are not sure the hype is totally warranted. We feel many colleges are still kicking themselves for missing the boat on Anthony Stolarz (Nebraska-Omaha) and are thus making Crowley out to be the second coming. The Evergreen, Colorado native came into the season a virtual unknown and still has much to prove. That said, he has a ton of upside. For a big kid he moves pretty well and certainly takes up a lot of net. There’s a lot to work with here and if Crowley gets with the right people his game could really take off. An uncommitted college prospect, he will likely get a lot of feelers after his performance at the NAHL showcase. Has already been rated as a “B” player by NHL Central Scouting , meaning Central’s staff feels he could be drafted in the 2nd-4th round. Was just recently added to USA Hockey’s Top Prospects game this Saturday in Buffalo, NY. 

Alex Robert, D, ’95 (Soo) 6-0/175 — We loved the Traverse City, Michigan native at the Select 17 Festival over the summer. However, likely because it was his first weekend of junior hockey, he was not as assertive here. As he becomes more acclimated, that aspect of his game should emerge. Robert has really good feet and an absolute bomb for a shot. Was very close to making Green Bay (USHL) this season. An uncommitted prospect who should get a lot of looks throughout the next couple of months.

Brett Beauvais, D, ’95 (Kalamazoo) 5-11/164 — Hands down the top defender for the K-Wings. Has good vision and is poised with the puck on his stick. Nearly two years ago the Summerside, PEI native was a member of Team Atlantic at the World Under-17 Challenge. Will likely need a year or two of seasoning in the USHL before he is ready for D-I hockey. Has produced a 0-5-5 scoring line through just five games this season.

Brett Skibba, F, ’93 (Springfield) 5-11/185 — Traditionally has not put up big numbers, but that could change this season as the Verona, Wisconsin native is off to a good start, posting a 2-3-5 scoring line in his first six games. Is not very big, but has quick hands and is shifty. Is certainly worth a look from a D-I school in need of a forward.

Kyle Bauman, F, ’93 (Wichita Falls) 5-9/170 — The Apopka, Florida native played last season for the Jersey Hitmen (EJHL) and posted a solid 5-15-20 scoring line in 28 games played. Could be coming into his own this season as he looked great over the weekend, potting four goals in as many games. Plays the half-wall on the PP and displayed a quick, hard release. Uncommitted. 

Jonathan Davis, F, ’92 (Wenatchee) 5-8/155 — He’s 20 years old, so he’s likely stopped growing, but you can’t argue with his production. He torched the showcase, posting a 4-5-9 scoring line in just four games played. The La Verne, California native has an impressive scoring pedigree: last season he put up a 14-15-29 scoring line in 42 games for Dubuque (USHL). Played for the Colorado Rampage U18 Team before going to the USHL.

Carson Vance, D, ’96 (Kenai River) 5-10/170 — We felt the 16-year-old defender is too young to be playing junior hockey as he seemed more worried about defending himself than making plays. The Tempe, Arizona native has a good mind for the game and has the ability to run a PP. Will need to add a step or two to his skating to attract the big-time D-I schools, but he will get there in time. Played for the Phoenix Coyotes U16 team last year.

Mark Evan Euk, D, ’95 (Port Huron) 6-1/170 — Young defender has transitioned to junior hockey with ease, compiling a 2-4-6 scoring line through his first eight games played. Grosse Pointe Park, Michigan native has a good combination of size and skill. Is someone to keep a close eye on.

“B” Pool

Austin Vieth, F, ’93 (Janesville) 6-0/185 — Has a good stick and is skilled in the scoring areas. Creates opportunities and is always involved in his team’s offense. 

Jake Clifford, D, ’94 (Minot) 6-1/180 — December ’94 birth date. Is an average skater, but keeps his head up and can make a great first pass. Has a good stick and is capable of running a PP. Brecksville, Ohio native leads Minot in scoring with an 0-5-5 scoring line through five games played this season.

Shane Omdahl, F, ’92 (Bismark) 5-11/190 — Older player with good offensive instincts. The puck seems to follow him around the ice. Roseau HS product lit up the Minnesota high school loop prior to embarking on his junior hockey career.

Casey Nelson, D, ’92 (Johnstown) 6-1/174 — Mature defender has good feet and can make a play. Is in his third season of NAHL play as the Wisconsin Rapids, Wisc. native played the previous two for the Alaska Avalanche. 

Brandon Parker, D, ’93 (Brookings) 5-8/170 — Small, heads-up, puck-moving defender who makes a good first pass and is effective on the PP. May not be dynamic enough for D-I play, but would certainly be a high-end D-III recruit.

John Grebosky, F, ’93 (Corpus Christi) 5-11/185 — Has a slick set of hands and can make a play in tight. Pittsburgh, PA native does not skate particularly well, but we see him as someone with upside if he improves on his deficiencies. 

Ryan Nick, D, ’93 (Port Huron) 5-11/180 — Logs a lot of minutes for the Falcons. Is a fluid skater who defends well. Has really good feet which enables him to jump into the offense often.

Jonathan Kopacka, D, ’93 (Port Huron) 6-1/185 — Conservative, smart defenseman. Is partnered with Nick and the two work well together. Metamora, Michigan native has a good head for the game and makes a lot of smart decisions. Has a good stick and while he may not be capable of running a PP he can certainly play a support role.

Tyler Andrew, F, ’94 (Topeka) 6-6/205—His size makes him intriguing. For a tall kid his hands are pretty good too. Plays in front on the PP and creates havoc in front of the goalie. His feet are not very good right now and it takes him a long time to get going, but if his coordination comes together he could make for an interesting player.

Nicholas Kuchera, F, ’94 (Wenatchee) 5-10/166 — Eagan, Minnesota native has gotten off to a slow start for the Wild, but we are not giving up on the skilled playmaker. Plays on arguably the top team in the league and did not get much of an opportunity last weekend. Was excellent at the Road to College showcase in Boston over the summer and we feel he will take advantage of his opportunity when it presents itself. Played for Eagan HS last year in Minnesota and displayed a scoring touch. posting an 17-38-55 scoring line in 31 games played.

Hunter Anderson, F, ’94 (Coulee Region) 6-4/215 — Big power forward who displayed some skill. Will likely develop into a third or fourth line shut-down winger at the next level. Was good along the walls, in the corners and in front of the net. Played for Burnsville HS in Minnesota last season and put up an 18-30-48 scoring line in just 28 games played.

Luke Veitch, D, ’93 (Topeka) 6-0/180 — Good skater who can defend well. Nothing flashy, just makes the simple plays. Has a high compete level.

Chris Jones, D, ’96 (Wenatchee) 5-10/187 — 16-year-old defenseman playing on the top team in the league. Does everything well, but nothing great. Would like to see him later in the season after he has settled into junior hockey.

Fri. 9/21/12

Aibel’s Able

5’9”, 142 lb. New Jersey Rockets (Met League) RW Nolan Aibel has committed to Yale University for the fall of 2015.

A 10/25/97 birthdate, Aibel made his final choice from amongst Yale, Cornell, and Brown.

Aibel played for – and went to the U14 Nationals with – the Long Island Gulls last season.  

 We’ve seen him a bit, and here are some of our comments: 

Bauer Invite in Chicago, Ill. (Nov. ’11).

“Smart, crafty center who is very smooth in all areas of the game. Does not immediately jump out at you, but is one of those kids who keeps making plays which leave you saying to yourself, 'That was #9 again.'” 

At U14 Nationals in Buffalo, NY (April ’12).

 “An excellent skater and an intelligent playmaker. One of the best games we saw over the weekend was the quarterfinal matchup between the St. Louis Jr. Blues and the Gulls, a game in which Aibel scored the game-tying goal with eight seconds remaining to send it to OT. Finished the tournament with a 4-3-7 scoring line in four games played. Will be a top recruit among Ivy League schools as he carries a 4.0 GPA.”

At Select 15s in Rochester, NY (July ’12). We ranked Aibel, who posted a 5-4-9 line,  #14 among all forwards in camp. 

 “Played on a line with Ryan Moore and Luke Kunin and that trio could have been the top line in camp. A very fluid skater with a mind for the game, Aibel needs to add a little bit of sandpaper to his game. Played for the Long Island Gulls last season and is moving over to the NJ Rockets (MET) this year. Is a stellar student who will be a top Ivy League recruit.”

Fri. 9/21/12

Murphy Rising

6’0”, 180 lb. RW Wade Murphy of the Penticton Vees (BCHL) has committed to the University of North Dakota for the fall of ’13.

 A 10/22/93 birthdate from Victoria, BC, Murphy committed to Merrimack last October and went on to have a great season, raising his stock while putting up big numbers as he split the season between the Victoria Grizzlies and Penticton. So far this season, he leads Penticton in scoring with a 3-4-7 line in four games played. 

We ranked Murphy #3 among all forwards we saw at the BCHL Showcase, Sept. 7-9 in Chilliwack, BC. Here are our comments:

“The most college-ready player we saw here, Murphy, who decommitted from Merrimack just two weeks ago, is now an extremely hot commodity. There were whispers in Chilliwack that a certain WCHA school may have nudged the Victoria, BC native to decommit. Murphy has good speed, is gritty and can really shoot a puck. Will make an immediate impact in college hockey. Played on Penticton’s National Championship team last season, finishing fourth in league scoring with a 36-55-91 scoring line in 56 games played. Will contend for the league scoring title.”

Thurs. 9/20/12

NHL Central Scouting Players to Watch List

Yesterday, NHL Central Scouting released its Players to Watch List. Please click the link below for the document, which is a 19-page PDF file. As is customary, it is broken up into leagues and players are listed simply as A, B, or C prospects. 

 The four sections are:

1) OHL, QMJHL, WHL, USHL.

 2) North American Junior Leagues, High School, and Midget Leagues

 3) NCAA (Note: they are all overagers.)

 4) European Leagues

Central Scouting Players to Watch, 9/19/12 (PDF)

Thurs. 9/20/12

Always Remembered

Since June’s NHL draft there has been a big change in Central Scouting, that being the retirement of Gary Eggleston and Jack Barzee.

 To say that these two men were part of the landscape is a bit of an understatement. Like many long-time scouts, they  are the landscape. When you went to any major tournament you expected one or the other – or both – to be there. Now, they no longer are, and it’s a bit jarring. They are missed. 

Both Eggleston, 77, and Barzee, 71, are walking encyclopedias. Each has seen a virtually unimaginable number of hockey players in their professional careers, and can recall the best with the finest of detail. If either were to write a book, this typist would be first in line to buy a copy. 

 Last spring, Mike Morreale of NHL.com wrote fine pieces on both Eggleston and Barzee and we include the links here:

Gary Eggleston

Jack Barzee

Wed. 9/19/12

Minnesota Elite League Review

 The U.S. Hockey Report traveled out to Blaine, Minnesota last weekend and took in the Upper Midwest High School Elite League. As usual, it was a pleasure. While we have written about the Elite League for years now, it is once again worth emphasizing how well organized and elite the fall circuit truly is -- our guess that forty or more players taking part in the league will, in time, find their way onto D-I rosters nationwide. It is also refreshing to see that in Minnesota hockey is left as it should be — a predominantly winter sport in which kids play 30-40 games and then enjoy the other months becoming better athletes by playing other sports. Yes, it may make them late bloomers as far as hockey is concerned -- see Anders Lee, for a recent example -- but it’s also a refreshing contrast to the Northeast, where hockey has become a money-making machine stoked by parents who feel their burned-out kids will be left behind if they fail to play fewer than seventy games during the regular season plus another thirty or so in summer showcases. We sincerely wish parents in the east could visit Minnesota, watch the Elite League and realize that their time and money could be better spent elsewhere during the summer – like on the lake or on the ocean, hanging out as a family. It is also revitalizing to see that kids in Minnesota, where AAA hockey has been unable to gain a toehold, have not bought into committing to college before they are mature enough to know what a course catalogue even looks like. Get this: the entire Elite League has, as of now, about five kids committed to D-I colleges. It’s not for lack of talent, either. If this same league were in the Northeast, at least thirty kids would be claimed by an NCAA school by now. There’s a real disconnect here. We’ve said it before, and we’ll say it again: while many parts of the country are ‘getting there’ hockey-wise, Minnesota has been there for years. They do it better simply because they have a system that is sane. Anyway, enough of our ranting. Herewith are our thoughts on the players we saw over the weekend, broken down by team. All are potential D-I prospects. Because of our unfamiliarity, relatively-speaking, with the Minnesota loop we are sure we missed a player here or there, but we feel we caught the cream of the crop. Enjoy.

Team Great Plains:

1. Austin Poganski, F, 2/16/96 (St. Cloud Cathedral) 6-1/194 -- Just oozes with talent. Right off the hop you will notice his skating, which is exceptional. The ’96 forward has an explosive first step and is learning how to use his size to his advantage. Plus he really sees it. We have been told that the NTDP expressed interest in having him join the National U17 team this fall. Still seems to be figuring out how to dominate games, but his potential is very high. One of the top uncommitted ‘96s in the country.

2. Alex Ziegler, F, 11/16/94 (Roseau) 6-2/185 — The late ’94 is entering his draft year and we think NHL teams will take a long look at him. The tall, lanky centerman is a great skater who is aggressive on the forecheck and gets to loose pucks. Appears to be a bit raw right now, but has a lot of tools to work with. Uncommitted.

3. Alec Rauhauser, D, 3/7/95 (Bismarck Century) 6-3/192 — Colossal defender who has a good stick and is sharp with the puck. The senior’s feet are still a work in progress, but there is a lot to like about his game. Is in his first season of being draft eligible and is someone we think will draw interest from Central Scouting. Uncommitted.

4. Chris Forney, D, 11/20/94 (Thief River Falls) 6-2/176 — Younger brother of former North Dakota Fighting Sioux forward Michael Forney, a third round pick by the Atlanta Thrashers/Winnipeg Jets The younger Forney is draft eligible and, like his older brother, will make a case to hear his name called. An imposing presence on the blue line, Forney also brings some offense to the table. In his last two seasons at Thief River Falls he has been close to a point a game. Uncommitted.

5. Will Hammer, F, 2/6/96 (St. Cloud Cathedral) 6-0/190 — Power forward needs to work on his feet, but his hands are soft and he is difficult to move in front of the net. Played on the top line with Poganski and Ziegler and managed to create time and space for his linemates. Uncommitted.

6. Colton Poolman, D, 12/18/95 (East Grand Forks) 6-0/175 — Nothing flashy, just solid and good in his own zone. Did not get beat in 1x1 play and makes a good first pass. Is two weeks away from being a ’96 birth year. Uncommitted.

Team North:

1. Avery Peterson, F, 6/20/95 (Grand Rapids) 6-2/193 — We really liked the junior forward this summer at the Select 17s and those feelings were affirmed here. When you watch him the first word that jumps into your mind is “pro.” Just has that look in that he is big, strong, can skate, and is effective driving the net. A definite NHL draft prospect. Uncommitted.

2. Matt Serratore, F, 6/21/94 (Bemidji) 5-9/150 — The son of Bemidji State head coach Tom Serratore. Would you be shocked to hear that the younger Serratore works hard, pays attention to detail, and does not give up on pucks? Funny how coaches’ kids always seem to play that way. Has some skill to his game too as he scored a nice goal here on Saturday night. We are surprised that the senior forward has not committed to play for his father as he will surely be an effective D-I player.

3. Karson Kuhlman, F, 9/26/95 (Cloquet) 5-10/170 — Powerful skater is a bull on the puck—can really take it to the net. The Dubuque (USHL) draft pick uses a nice, long stick and is able to handle the puck in high traffic areas. Just committed to Minnesota-Duluth.

4. Phil Beaulieu, D, 9/2/95 (Duluth East) 5-9/185 — Smart, heady defenseman is excellent with the puck on his stick. Moves it up ice nicely and has the vision and mitts to run a PP. Uncommitted.

5. Jake Zeleznikar, D, 9/26/94 (Hermantown) 6-1/179 — Does not exactly jump out at you, but made consistently good, subtle plays that made you look down at your book and say to yourself, “Who was that?” Senior defenseman is uncommitted.

Team Northeast:

1. Jake Wahlin, F, 11/9/96 (White Bear Lake) 5-8/162 — One of seven 10th graders in the Elite League—and it just so happens that he is his team’s top player. Wahlin is just one of those guys that is always dangerous. Simply knows how to create offense and score goals. Would not be surprised one bit if he led Minnesota High School hockey in scoring this year. A top recruit who will undoubtedly end up at Minnesota, North Dakota or Wisconsin. Put up a 15-30-45 scoring line in just 26 games played as a freshman.

2. Seamus Donohue, D, 6/1/96 (St. Thomas Academy) 5-10/168 — Only a sophomore, but already exudes confidence with the puck on his stick. Has ice running through his veins as he is cool, calm and collected under pressure. Will run a PP both at the high school and college level as he exhibits the poise needed to do so. Is a high-end prospect in our opinion. Uncommitted.

3. Mitchel Slattery, F, 4/20/96 (Hill-Murray) 5-11/185 — Not a burner, but someone who is always on the puck and in the thick of things. The junior forward has great hockey sense and can really rip the puck. Will score a lot of goals. Uncommitted.

4. Hans Gorowsky, F, 12/20/94 (Centennial) 5-8/174 — 12/20/94 birth date is very close to being a ’95, which would put him in a whole new light. Smart hockey player who is slippery in traffic. Just makes play after play—always creating offense. Put up an 18-17-35 scoring line in 26 games played as a junior last year. Uncommitted.

5. Jake Cass, D, 2/2/96 (Stillwater) 5-10/185 — Smallish defender creates a lot of offense and is not shy about jumping into the play. A very confident player who took the puck coast-to-coast on a number of occasions. Passes the puck hard and tape-to-tape. Uncommitted.

6. Dylan Woolf, D, 5/3/96 (Holy Family Catholic) 6-0/188 — An absolute killer. Someone you want on your team and not someone you want to play against. Caught a forward with his head down on Friday night and reminded everyone in the building that hockey is indeed a dangerous sport.

7. Rory Davidowski, G, 12/4/94 (Totino-Grace) 6-1/158 — Certainly looks the part. Tall, athletic and competitive. Made some nice saves here.

Team Northwest:

* Grant Besse, F, 7/14/94 (Benilde-St. Margaret’s) — A Wisconsin recruit; missed the weekend. The future Badger put up a 40-35-75 scoring line in just 25 games played last season. We wished we had been able to see him, because the Benilde-St. Margaret’s star is just fun to watch – and always at the top of our list of players to see.

1. Tommy Vannelli, D, 1/26/95 (Minnetonka) 6-2/165 — Reports from the Ivan Hlinka Tournament indicated that Vannelli struggled in his first international tournament. That said, there is not a defenseman in this league with more upside than the Minnetonka senior. He is big, can skate, has a good stick and can make plays happen in the offensive zone. He could very well be a first round draft pick next June -- and we would be very surprised if his name was not called in the top three rounds. We are told that his grades need to come up, otherwise he would be committed to a school of his choice.

2. Andrew Zerban, F, 3/22/96 (Elk River) 5-10/170 — Junior forward is an absolute sniper. Scored a goal on Saturday night -- going short side, bar down -- that had everyone in the building scribbling on their note pads. Is not big or particularly fast, but when given time and space knows what do with it. Will always score goals wherever he plays. In 26 games last season the sharpshooter potted 24 goals—impressive for a sophomore. Certainly has the potential to play in the Big 10 or the WCHA, but is also a top student who could be a key target for Ivy League schools.

3. Johnny Austin, D, 7/22/95 (Benilde-St. Margaret’s) 5-8/182 — Dynamic, offensive defenseman who is great on the PP and a lot of fun to watch. Has a quick set of hands and is elusive in traffic. The junior defender was partnered with Vannelli and the two spent 70% of their shifts in the offensive zone. Uncommitted.

4. Jack Ramsey, F, 11/2/95 (Minnetonka) 6-1/172 — The son of Mike Ramsey, a 1980 Miracle on Ice US Olympic Team gold-medal winner, longtime NHL player, and coach. The younger Ramsey is a junior forward who is a big, strong, north/south power forward. Excellent along the walls, in front of the net and in the corners. Ramsey is also someone who is very difficult to play against. Is not eligible until the 2014 NHL draft and we think he has a strong chance of being selected. Uncommitted.

5. Mason Bergh, F, 3/6/95 (Eden Prairie) 5-11/160 — An all-around player who could be effective in a lot of roles at the next level. Has the skill to be a top six forward, but is also big and fast enough to play on the third line in a defensive aspect. Has upside and could end up being a bit of a sleeper. Uncommitted.

6. Matt Koch, D, 3/22/95 (Hastings) 6-0/190 — The more we watched him, the more we liked him. Does not complicate the game. Can really zip the puck around and makes firm, tape-to-tape passes. Vannelli and Austin logged most of the PP time, but our guess is that the senior defenseman is more than capable of running a PP. Uncommitted.

7. Chase Perry, G, 2/8/96 (Andover) 6-2/175 — Regarded as one of the top goalies in the state. Did not disappoint here as he showed athleticism and sound technique.  Has been the starting goaltender at Andover since his freshman year. Last season, in 27 games played, he posted a .919 save percentage and a 2.80 GAA. A Sioux Falls (USHL) draft pick. Uncommitted.

8. Tyler Cline, F, 9/3/95 (Blaine) 5-7/160 — Remarkable skater who can really fly. Puts defenders on their heels and can push the pace of the game. His skating will carry him a long way -- likely into the USHL and then to D-I hockey. Uncommitted.

9. Travis Brown, D, 5/6/96 (Rogers) 6-0/190 — Solid defender who is good in his own zone. Brings his hard hat and lunch pail to work everyday. Good shot from the point. Uncommitted.

Team Southeast:

1. Teemu Kivihalme, D, 6/17/95 (Burnsville) 5-11/155 — In our opinion it is a toss up as to who is the top defenseman in Minnesota high school hockey -- Kivihalme or Vannelli. Our thought is that right now the Burnsville junior might have a step on Vannelli, but Vannelli’s high end might be higher. As a sophomore last season, Kivihalme put up an 8-21-29 scoring line through 25 games played. The Colorado College recruit is a beautiful skater — he really catches your eye immediately – and is a huge get for the Tigers as he has All-America potential. Will hear his name called at the NHL draft in June.

2. Luc Snuggerud, D, 9/18/95 (Eden Prairie) 5-11/165 — Really entertaining to watch. Has a lot of fast twitch to his game. His play on the offensive blue line is spectacular. Exhibits a lot of poise and confidence. Is your stereotypical offensive defenseman. The junior is a big recruit who has high-end upside. A Muskegon (USHL) draft pick. We are told that he made the team, but elected to stay home. Is the son of Bo Snuggerud (University of St. Thomas), and the nephew of Dave Snuggerud, former Gopher, ’88 U.S.Olympian, and NHLer. Uncommitted.

3. Jack Dougherty, D, 5/25/96 (St. Thomas Academy) 6-1/184 — Is gaining confidence and developing a name for himself. Represented Team USA at the Five Nations tournament this summer where he tied for the team lead in points. The junior defenseman is tall, lanky, smart and has a good stick. Makes the correct play 97% of the time when the puck on his stick. Is a 2014 NHL draft prospect. Uncommitted.

4. Tyler Sheehy, F, 11/20/95 (Burnsville) 5-9/173 — Competes like a dog. Is constantly hungry to have the puck on his stick and is not shy to go and get it himself. Has a good set of hands and excels in the tough ice. Is a Waterloo (USHL) draft pick and played seven games for P.K. O’Handley’s team last season. Uncommitted.

5. Zach Glienke, F, 12/2/94 (Eagan) 6-3/190 — Big, powerful skater who is undoubtedly a pro prospect. It is not often you see someone this size skate so fluidly. Is very raw right now, but could develop into a big-time power forward. Last season at Eagan he put up a 27-15-42 scoring line in 31 games played. Will be watched closely by NHL scouts this season. Uncommitted.

6. Tony Bretzman, D, 11/10/94 (St. Thomas Academy) 5-10/150 — Smart, puck-moving defender. Makes crisp passes and always has his head up. As a junior last season he posted a 3-16-19 scoring line through 31 games played. Uncommitted.

7. Jake Kielly, G, 9/10/96 (Eden Prairie) 6-1/172 — Good presence in the net. Does not give shooters much room to shoot at. Still very young as he is only a sophomore.  

8. Hunter Warner, D, 9/21/95 (Eden Prairie) 6-2/189 — Long, athletic defender can skate and gets up the ice quickly. The junior is a bit of a project, but our guess is that when he fills out he will be a nice player.

Team Southwest:

1. Shane Gersich, F, 7/10/96 (Holy Family Catholic) 5-10/165 — Very well could be the top uncommitted college prospect in the country—and he’s only a sophomore! Our opinion of him is a bit skewed because we have seen him at his best. He sort of went through the motions here. Nonetheless, Gersich just has so much skill – an absolute stud. Played for Team USA at the Five Nations tournament and led the team in scoring. Was outstanding at the Select 16 Festival over the summer. As a freshman last season. Gersich posted a 30-30-60 scoring line in just 21 games played. Might outgrow Minnesota high school hockey after this season and be forced to move on to the USHL or the NTDP.

2. Connor Hurley, F, 9/15/95 (Edina) 6-1/170 — A ton of potential. We were shocked this summer when the junior forward was not selected to Team USA for the Ivan Hlinka tournament. Has all the tools to one day be an NHL player. Another Minnesota high school player who could go as high as the first round in June’s NHL draft. As a sophomore last season, he posted a 26-32-58 scoring line through 30 games played. Will be a huge get for whichever college lands him.

3. Parker Reno, D, 1/20/95 (Edina) 6-1/190 — Top defenseman who is solid in all areas. The senior is big, strong, skates well and is developing the offensive side of his game —he’s an all-around defenseman. Is steadily rising up scouting charts. Played on Team USA this summer at the Ivan Hlinka tournament. Has an excellent chance of being drafted into the NHL in June. Uncommitted.

4. Tony Haeg, F, 1/3/95 (Holy Angels) 6-0/160 — Battles, battles and battles some more. Never gives up on pucks and is quite the presence in front of the net. Is not afraid to mix it up and score a dirty goal. Finished second in scoring for Holy Angels last season posting a 22-22-44 scoring line in just 25 games played. Uncommitted.

5. Dylan Malmquist, F, 8/18/96 (Edina) 5-9/161 — An excellent skater. When he hits top speed there are not many in high school hockey that are faster. Has a smooth set of hands and is really intelligent with the puck on his stick. Would like to see him play with more urgency and get to top speed on a consistent basis. Is only a sophomore this season. Put up a 26-23-49 scoring line as a freshman last year. Uncommitted.

6. Frankie Mork, D, 7/23/94 (Holy Angels) 5-7/162 — Really liked the small spark plug over the summer when he attended the Road to College Showcase in Massachusetts. Certainly is not very big, but he plays with a ton of energy and does not shy away from the physical side of the game. Is a competitor. Makes a good first pass and is assertive in the offensive zone. Is a top student who would be a great player in the ECAC. Put up an impressive 12-28-40 scoring line in 25 games played last year.

7. Jimmy Shuldt, D, 5/11/95 (Minnetonka) 5-11/195 — Consistent and reliable defenseman. The senior is one of those guys that you love to have on your team. Does not try to do too much, just makes a good pass and defends very well. Someone you feel comfortable with every time he jumps over the boards. Uncommitted.

8. Daniel Labosky, F, 5/24/95 (Benilde-St. Margaret’s) 5-6/145 — Has great stick skills and makes a ton of plays in tight spaces. Colorado College has done a great job in plucking two of the top high school players out of the state of Minnesota in Kivihalme and Labosky. Labosky has torched Minnesota high school hockey during his time at Benilde-St. Margaret’s, posting a career scoring line of 32-81-113 in 85 games played.

9. Bo Brauer, F, 4/20/95 (Edina) 6-2/195 — A behemoth. Is strong on the puck and could develop into a power forward who plants himself at the net front and picks up goals. Scored a nice one on Saturday night by holding off two defenders in the slot and firing a hard shot low blocker. Uncommitted.

10. Mario Bianchi, F, 9/3/94 (Holy Angels) 5-7/160 — Really small, but is crafty and skilled. Has a good mind for the game and possesses a road map in the offensive zone. Just knows where to be. Led Holy Angels in scoring last season, putting up a 25-34-59 scoring line in only 23 games played. Uncommitted.

Team Wisconsin:

1. Charley Graaskamp, F, 1/31/96 (Eau Claire Memorial) 6-2/170 — Has all the earmarks of a late bloomer who could be a high NHL draft pick in 2014. Tall, thin and has a slick set of hands. Can handle the puck in a phone both. Has a large frame and will probably add 30 pounds of muscle before he sets foot on a college campus. Big time potential. Will be surprised if the Wisconsin Badgers let him out of the state. Plays for the Eau Claire Memorial Old Abes. Reminds us of Minnesota Wild (NHL) forward Charlie Coyle at the same age.

2. Luke Davison, D, 12/26/96 (Notre Dame) 5-11/165 — When we are wrong we have no problem admitting it. We completely overlooked Davison at the Select 16 Festival over the summer. In our defense, there’s a lot of hockey to take in there, a lot of players, and not a lot of time. Any scout knows your eyes get a little hazy after the third or fourth game, three cups of coffee, and greasy food in your system. Anyway, we can now tell you that the junior defender is high end, a sure fire D-I prospect who will run a college PP as his hands are soft and he has a good command of the puck in the offensive zone. Uncommitted.

3. Cooper Watson, D, 4/18/96 (Appleton) 6-1/170 — Raw right now, but sky is the limit in terms of where he could end up. Seems to be a lot bigger than 6’1”. Has good feet for a big body. Someone to keep tabs on as his game could really take off over the next year or two. In our eyes he is certainly an NHL prospect. Is the younger brother of Cliff Watson, an Ohio State recruit now playing for Sioux City (USHL). Uncommitted.

4. Jake Bunz, D, 4/5/95 (Middleton) 6-3/192 — Our sources tell us that he keeps improving. Big, skates well and is hard nosed. A meat-and-potatoes defender who is very tough to beat in 1x1 situations. Bunz is someone we think NHL teams will watch over the course of the season. Looked really good here. Uncommitted.

5. Michael Wilson, F, 6/6/95 (Fond Du Lac) 6-0/172 — Big, can really shoot the puck, and works his tail off – a complete player. Produced a 19-19-38 scoring line in 27 games played as a sophomore last season. Uncommitted.

6. Zac Keryluk, F, 7/19/94 (Verona) 6-2/195 — Powerful skater, a north/south power forward who excels along the walls. Has an explosive first couple of steps. Scored 20 goals last season in just 28 games played. The senior forward is uncommitted.

Tues. 9/18/12

A Steal for the Saints

 St. Lawrence has received a commitment from 5’11” 162 lb. Nichols School junior forward Michael Ederer for the fall of 2015.

The Saints were on Ederer early and used a geographical advantage – and perhaps the fact that they had committed R.J. Gicewicz, Ederer’s classmate at Nichols, this past spring -- to attract the Lancaster, NY native to the North Country. We feel that St. Lawrence, had they waited, might have had competition from the top Hockey East schools.

USHR first noticed the 3/3/96 birthdate playing on the first line with NTDP/Harvard recruit Sean Malone last year at the Berkshire Jamboree. Here is what we had to say about him back then: “The ’96-born winger did not look out of place playing on the top line with Malone. He has skill and we feel his game will come along nicely over the next few years. Definitely a player worth tracking.” 

Over the summer’s Select 16 Festival we felt that Ederer solidified his status as a player with D-I and pro potential. We had him at #30 among a very deep group of ’96 forwards and wrote: “Another sleeper from upstate New York. We noticed the Nichols School winger in the fall playing on a line with Harvard recruit Sean Malone and liked him then. Well, we like him more now. Ederer is an explosive skater who can really turn it on when he wants to. Will be back at Nichols for the upcoming season.”

 Other schools in the hunt for the Buffalo Saints product were Penn State and RPI.

Tues. 9/18/12

Pinho Picks Providence

St. John’s Prep senior Brian Pinho has committed to Providence College for 2014. The 6’0”, 170 lb. forward made the announcement last night tweeting “Committed to Providence College. Thank you everyone for the help and support over the years! #friars”

 The North Andover, Mass native was excellent at the Super 8 last year. Here is what we had to say about him: “Plays center on Sam Kurker’s line and the two are a threat to score every shift. Was SJP’s top player against Cathedral as he was constantly involved in scoring opportunities. Scored the game-tying goal in which he displayed a quick release; also assisted on Kurker’s OT game-winner. One of those players who does everything well, but nothing great. Has decent size (6’0”), skates well, makes plays, has a good shot, but does nothing to really wow you. If he can get slightly bigger, slightly stronger, and slightly faster he will be heavily recruited.”

 Nate Leaman’s staff is going to be bringing in a serious influx of talent over the next few years with the likes of Mark Jankowski (Stanstead College), Paul Dejersey (Prince George-BCHL), Nick Saracino (Cedar Rapids-USHL), Jon Gillies (Indiana-USHL) Anthony Florentino (South Kent), Thomas Aldworth (Cushing) and now Pinho.

Other schools in the mix for the Catholic Conference’s top returning scorer were Brown and Holy Cross.

Mon. 9/17/12

Hallisey Commits to Tigers

5’10”, 185 lb. David Hallisey, a senior and captain-elect at the Westminster School, committed to Princeton this morning. 

 An 8/18/94 birthdate, Hallisey, a native of Wethersfield, Conn., is a right shot forward, who played on either wing last season and, in 27 games, posted a 25-16-41 line. Among Founders’ League skaters, only Salisbury’s  Philip Zielonka (Harvard), with 26, had more goals. Hallisey’s future teammate at Princeton, Choate’s Ben Foster, tied him with 25 goals.

 Hallisey, who is a fourth year student at Westminster and playing this fall for the U18 Wolf Pack, made his final choice from among Princeton, Vermont, and St. Lawrence. 

 Hallisey was highly-touted as a 15-year-old coming out of the Mid-Fairfield organization, but he never grew much and the hype dropped off a bit when he was injured in his sophomore year. 

 His coach at Westminster,  Tim Joncas, who also has him as an academic advisor, speaks really highly of his captain.

“He’s a great story because he developed later and committed later than a lot of other high-end players,” Joncas says. “He had 41 points last season in a tough league. He has speed and ability to get to the net, and he’s really smart. He reads plays well and has an innate ability to step into holes and see seams – he goes to where the puck will be. He reads situations very well. He understands and operates at a high level. He’s a complete player.” 

 “He’s also a great kid – committed, with a great work ethic…very determined and gritty. His sportsmanship is great. He’s a very good hockey player – and an even better person.” 

Hallisey will arrivve at Princeton in the fall of '14.

Fri. 9/14/12

The BCHL Showcase

USHR traveled 3,159 miles to Chilliwack, British Columbia for the First Annual BCHL Showcase last weekend (Sept. 7-9). Never before had the league gathered all 16 of its teams to play a season-opening three-day showcase in one location. And these weren’t exhibition games either. The games – each team played twice -- counted in the league standings. Not surprisingly, the event was a success – 95 percent of NCAA schools were represented and over 120 scouts in total attended the event. The menu at the scouts' buffet could use an upgrade for next year, and the sight lines in one of the two rinks weren’t very good, but, apart from that, no complaints. 

The level of play in the BCHL is very good, the general consensus being that the only Tier I junior league that trumps it is the USHL – a sentiment we line up with. Nonetheless, the BCHL has made positive strides in the last 10-15 years and there are five or six teams that would do quite well in the USHL.

Ten years ago you could count the number of Americans playing in western Canada on your fingers, but that is no longer the case. The league is now littered with Americans from all over the country, hailing from states such as New Jersey, Massachusetts, Minnesota and California. What is even more telling is the number of NCAA schools that are now sending their committed players to the BCHL. The thought appears to be that it is more beneficial to send a player out to BC and play on the first line vs. placing him in the USHL in a second or third line role.

Each year the BCHL has between 40 to 60 players commit to D-I colleges. Those numbers are about equal to the EJHL, and half as much as the USHL. The significant difference lies in the amount of scholarship money given out. Many of the EJHL and USHL committed players are walk-ons or on partial scholarships. The committed players in the BCHL tend to be full scholarship players, or close to it. D-I schools have a recruiting budget and it does not make financial sense to mine the BCHL for a recruited walk-on when you can spend far less money scouting the USHL, EJHL, or high school hockey for a player of equal skill.

Now that we have given you some background on the league, let’s discuss the play. First off, the league's top player, Alex Kerfoot of the Coquitlam Express, sat out the weekend (a minor shoulder injury; he’ll be ready to play Friday). The New Jersey Devils draft pick – and Harvard recruit -- is said to have the makings of a Hobey Baker candidate. Last season, in 51 games with Coquitlam, Kerfoot put up a 25-44-69 scoring line. Another top NCAA recruit on Coquitlam who was also injured was Adam Rockwood. The late ’95 forward played for the Vancouver NE Chiefs last season and put up a 16-70-86 scoring line in 40 games played, leading the BC Midget Major League in scoring. The 5’10”, 160 lb. Rockwood, a Coquitlam native, will be able to pick his college – the top college suitors are all lined up. Coquitlam, coached by Jon Calvano, is loaded with talent and our pick to win the Mainland Division. The Penticton Vees will once again be the team to beat in the Interior Division. Last season, the Vees set a junior hockey record by winning 42 straight games en route to a National Championship. While Freddie Harbinson’s squad will be good again this season, we do not expect them to be as dominant as last season's team, mainly because the Vernon Vipers and the West Kelowna Warriors have narrowed the gap.

Below are our rankings of the top players in the Showcase. While the league is stronger and deeper up front, we also saw some very good d-men – about ten are probably full scholarship guys, and several are potential NHL draft picks. After that, however, there is a bit of a drop off on the blue line. As for the goaltenders, the best were older and seasoned, and some are ready – or nearly ready -- to play in college. (Note: Since we have not scouted the BCHL in the past we have included players in our rankings who are already committed to colleges. Our aim in doing this is to give U.S. college hockey fans a good sense of the players who will be heading south in the next year or two.) 

 Forwards:

1. Ryan Gropp, F, ’96 (Penticton) 6-2/175 — Has the earmarks of a first round NHL draft pick. Is a 9/16/96 birthdate, so his draft year is not until 2015. Was the top pick (#6 overall) of the Seattle Thunderbirds in the 2011 WHL Bantam Draft. Finished third in scoring at the Youth Olympic Games last winter, posting a 6-3-9 scoring line in just six games played. His father, Brent Gropp, played for Colorado College in the ‘80s. Is playing on Penticton’s top line and he is still just 15 years old. Is the complete package -- a tall, lanky fluid skater with a smooth set of hands and a scoring touch. Once the Kamloops, BC native fills out he will be a force. It appears that he will go the NCAA route and whichever school lands him will be getting one of the top ‘96’s in the world.

2. Mathew Barzal, F, ’97 (Coquitlam) 5-9/152 — Is listed as an AP (affiliate player) with Coquitlam, but there is no denying that his skill level is tops in the league. Was the first overall pick in the 2012 WHL draft by the Seattle Thunderbirds, though he has yet to sign with the club. That said, the consensus opinion is that the Coquitlam, BC native will indeed end up playing in the CHL. Barzal has elite vision, is strong on his feet, and has a nose for the net. Played last season for the Burnaby Winter Club and put up a 38-63-101 scoring line. Is also a 2016 draft prospect. We have said this before, but with the likes of Gropp, Barzal, Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s), Jack Eichel (NTDP), Connor McDavid (Erie-OHL), Daniel Sprong (Wilkes-Barre U16) and whatever talent lies across the puddle, the 2016 NHL draft is going to be an extremely strong one.

3. Wade Murphy, F, ’93 (Penticton) 6-0/180 — The most college-ready player we saw here, Murphy, who decommitted from Merrimack just two weeks ago, is now an extremely hot commodity. There were whispers in Chilliwack that a certain WCHA school may have nudged the Victoria, BC native to decommit. Murphy has good speed, is gritty and can really shoot a puck. Will make an immediate impact in college hockey. Played on Penticton’s National Championship team last season, finishing fourth in league scoring with a 36-55-91 scoring line in 56 games played. Will contend for the league scoring title.

4. Adam Tambellini, F, ’94 (Vernon) 6-4/177 — Listed at 6’4”, but we think he's probably closer to 6’2.5” or so. The North Dakota recruit, the son of Edmonton Oilers GM Steve Tambellini and the younger brother of former Michigan forward Jeff Tambellini, is a pro prospect who should hear his name called in the first half of the NHL draft in June. For a big kid he can really skate and is strong in scoring areas. Is Vernon’s first line center and the Vipers will be leaning on him this season as he looks to improve on his 56 points from a year ago.

5. Evan Richardson, F, ’94 (Powell River) 5-8/170 — The Boston College recruit makes a ton of plays and is very dangerous when given time and space. Will put up a lot of points this season and could challenge for the scoring title. Has a great stick, high-end vision and is strong on his feet. Is short, but very stocky. We feel Richardson’s game needs to take another step forward before we can comfortably say he will be a top six forward at BC.

6. Dexter Dancs, F, ’95 (Penticton) 6-2/190 — Michigan recruit is in his rookie season on a very deep team and will have to battle to get into a top six role, which could impact his statistics. That said, we are confident he will get there. The Vancouver, BC native is a big, fast, strong power forward who is not afraid to mix it up. Thrives in the dirty areas of the ice, but also has a high skill level. Is playing on the fourth line right now, but we believe his game will take off once that changes. Is in his draft year and there is a good chance he will hear his name called.

7. David Pope, F, ’94 (West Kelowna) 6-2/193 — Really opened some eyes here over the weekend. A 9/27/94 birthdate entering his draft year, Pope is a tall, lanky forward just coming into his own. Has a slick set of hands and makes a lot of plays. Is uncommitted, but our guess is that a number of schools watching him at the Showcase are on him now. West Kelowna traded for the Edmonton native last season and in the final 20 games of the Warriors’ season, Pope put up a 6-12-18 scoring line.

8. Demico Hannoun, F, ’95 (Surrey) 5-11/175 — Another top uncommitted prospect. The late ’95 is in his second full year of BCHL play. Last season, in 49 games, the North Delta, BC native produced a 12-14-26 scoring line. A gritty goal scorer with skill, Hannoun is playing on Surrey’s top line and we feel he will produce accordingly. We only got to see him play one game as he did not dress for the Eagles' second game. In the game we did see he was very impressive. Scored the OT winner on an absolute bomb of a one-timer from the top of the left faceoff circle.

9. Craig Martin, F, ’95 (Vernon) 5-11/165—The Vipers top recruit is skilled and intelligent. Knows his way around the offensive zone and has a lot of hockey sense. Scored a nice goal in Vernon’s first game. Played Junior B for the Beaver Valley Night Hawks (KIJHL) last season and finished second in league scoring with a 48-48-96 scoring line in 50 games played. Also dressed for nine games as an AP for Trail (BCHL) and compiled a 2-5-7 scoring line. Almost a year ago we had Martin on our list of “Top Uncommitted ‘95s.” He was an unknown then. That is no longer the case.

10. Zack Pryzbek, F, ’94 (Coquitlam) 6-4/205 — The big Brown recruit looked fantastic over the weekend. A Niagara on the Lake, Ontario native, Pryzbek was passed over in June’s NHL draft, but we do not think that will happen twice. The former Salisbury School winger just keeps getting better – he’s particularly difficult to deal with in front of the net and in the corners. It is our guess that Pryzbek will play with Kerfoot once the latter returns to the lineup. If so, Pryzbek will get more than enough opportunities to work on his finishing abilities.

11. Brandon Morley, F, ’94 (Surrey) 5-9/160 — Another top uncommitted forward who was once committed to Merrimack. A Burnaby, BC native and Surrey’s captain, Morley is in his third season in the BCHL. The shifty center is ultra-competitive and will certainly play a role in D-I hockey. The question is, does he have enough skill to be a top six forward, or will he be a third line player?  

12. Seb Lloyd, F, ’94 (West Kelowna) 5-10/185 — Shifty and crafty. Highly skilled center. Played on a line with David Pope and the two created a lot of offense. Is a top student and will be a targeted recruit among ECAC schools.

13. Sam Mellor, F, ’92 (Penticton) 5-10/180 — Centers the top line in the league with Ryan Gropp and Wade Murphy on his wings. Will not blow you away with speed, but manages the middle of the ice very well and is skilled enough to distribute the puck. Played last season for Alaska-Anchorage in the WCHA and was a regular in the line-up, producing a 5-4-9 scoring line in 33 games played as a freshman. Before going to Alaska-Anchorage, Mellor played for Trail (BCHL) as a 17 and 18 year old and compiled a 61-69-130 scoring line in 104 games played. Still has three remaining years of eligibility.  Will be ready to contribute immediately at whichever school he winds up at next fall.

14. Brad McClure, F, ’93 (Penticton) 5-11/175 — Created a nice buzz over the weekend. Plays on a very deep team, but the Stratford, Ontario native made his presence felt right out of the gate. A quick skater, McClure has a high-end release to his shot. Gets it off in a hurry and has already displayed a goal scorer’s pedigree. Last season, playing in Ontario for the Stratford Cullitons, McClure torched the league for 45 goals in just 51 games played. It will not be long before a school grabs him.

15. Louie Nanne, F, ’94 (Penticton) 5-11/175 — The grandson of former Minnesota North Stars player/coach/GM Lou Nanne. Played last season for Edina HS. Was a seventh round pick of the Minnesota Wild in June’s NHL draft. Is deceptively fast and shows intelligence with the puck on his stick. The Gopher recruit played the point on the PP and looked good doing so. Has some filling out to do.

16. Michael McNicholas, F, ’94 (Nanaimo) 5-10/175 — The UNH recruit played last season for Muskegon (USHL) where he had a difficult time finding a spot on the top two lines, thus made the move to the BCHL. The El Segundo, California native settled in over the weekend and by his second game displayed the stick skills that enabled him to lead USA Hockey’s Select 17 Festival in scoring just two years ago. Needs to play with more of an edge, but those who know the BC loop know that when it comes to adding grit there is no better coach to play for than Nanaimo bench boss Mike Vandekamp.

17. Aaron Hadley, F, ’93 (Vernon) 6-3/200 — Western Michigan recruit will make his way south and be college ready and prepared to contribute. Is a gritty, two-way power forward who has some versatility, and is not pleasant to play against. Projects as a second or third line forward at the next level.

18. Matthew Grant, F, ’93 (Cowichan Valley) 6-3/207 — Big, skilled power forward is the top player for the Capitals. Played a season in the WHL back in 2010-2011 thus is off the board for NCAA schools. That said, we feel he will be a top player in the BCHL for the next couple of seasons.

19. Cody Depourcq, F, ’95 (Penticton) 5-6/160 — Small energy forward plays much bigger than he is. Does not shy away from traffic and is a bit of an agitator. The Denver recruit has a good stick and will need to rediscover his scoring touch in order to make an impact in the Mile High City. Still has two full seasons in the BCHL.

20. Jace Henning, F, ’95 (Coquitlam) 5-10/175 — Merrimack may have lost some recruits out in BC, but they have also landed quite a few good ones – Henning, for example. The Coquitlam, BC native played last season with Adam Rockwood for the Vancouver NE Chiefs and put up a 24-28-52 scoring line in 25 games played before finishing the season in the BCHL for Coquitlam. Will likely put up big numbers this season, but will benefit from being the go-to-guy for the Express in 2013-14.

21. Jedd Soleway, F, ’94 (Vernon) 6-2/208 — Very powerful center. Strong as an ox on the puck and a good skater for someone so thick. Is Vernon’s second line center and will look to improve on his 25 point rookie season. Uncommitted.

22. Austin Plevy, F, ’94 (Chilliwack) 5-10/175 — Merrimack recruit has a high skill level and is crafty with the puck. Will need to get stronger in order to make an impact in Hockey East, but his skill level is evident. Handles the puck well and makes plays at full speed. Does not have a lot of help on the Chiefs offensively as he is clearly the top forward. Played last season for Langley and produced a 13-30-43 scoring line in 58 games played.

23, 24 and 25. Myles, Leo and Gerry Fitzgerald, F, ’93 (Victoria) 5-8/170—There is no point in writing the Fitzgerald triplets up separately as they are all virtually the same exact player. The only difference is that Myles and Gerry shoot right and Leo is a lefty. It is almost as if their father knew one of them needed to play the back door on the PP and thus made Leo a lefty. We are told the triplets are not strong students and thus Ivy League schools are out – otherwise, these guys would be committed. The rest of the schools only get 18 scholarships and it is difficult to give 1/6 out in one shot. The triplets are fun and exiting to watch and – as you probably guessed -- play together on Victoria’s first line. We feel someone will step up and take these guys, even if it is a top D-III school like Norwich or St. Norbert.

26. Dante Hahn, F, ’95 (Victoria) 6-1/190 — This will either turn out to be a feel-good story, or show us to be totally wrong, but we felt Hahn looked like a D-I prospect here. The Victoria, BC native was at Shattuck-St. Mary’s last season where he did not make the prep team (he played on the second midget team). In 18 games played he put up a 2-0-2 scoring line; we couldn’t quite figure out why as he looked big, fast and skilled here. Either we are wrong on him, or Shattuck was. Time will tell.

27. Evan Tironesi, F, ’95 (Alberni Valley) 5-9/163 — RPI recruit has excellent vision and high-end hockey sense. Last season the Qualicum Beach, BC native compiled a 14-28-42 scoring line in 60 games played — impressive numbers for a 16-year-old rookie. We only got to see him play one game this weekend and it was on the rink with the poor sight lines, thus we did not get a great feel for his game. He could end up being much higher on this list. 

 28. Steen Cooper, F, ’95 (Cowichan Valley) 5-9/170 — A late ’95 who is still just 16 years old, Cooper plays a large role for the Capitals. A small, quick forward who projects as an energy player at the next level. 

 29. John Siemer, F, ’92 (Coquitlam) 5-9/175 — Glendora, California native will look to build on his 59 points in just 50 games played last season. Is a gritty forward with a good stick who really gets after it. Could play a role on a D-I team.

30. Max French, F, ’92 (West Kelowna) 5-10/180—Had a huge weekend, scoring four goals in two games. Will be a good player for Bentley University. Works extremely hard and thrives in the tough ice. Is the captain of the Warriors and leads by example. Is physically limited in terms of upside.

 31. Ryan Lough, F, ’93 (Alberni Valley) 6-0/170 — St. Lawrence recruit will be effective in college because he gets around the ice so well. That said, we did not see him make a ton of plays, and have a difficult time projecting the Bulldogs captain as a top six forward.

32. Brady Shaw, F, ’92 (Coquitlam) 6-2/200 — Ottawa, Ontario native is big, strong and knows how to score goals. Would have a difficult time at the D-I level right now because his feet are pretty heavy, but if he can fix that problem he could turn into a steal. Scored 33 goals last year for Coquitlam.

33. Shawn Hochhausen, F, ’92 (West Kelowna) 6-1/185 — A smart, intelligent center. Has a good stick and is an all-around player. West Kelowna bench boss Rylan Ferster can’t say enough good things about the Kelowna, BC product.

34. Michael Rebry, F, ’93 (Penticton) 5-11/175 — Scored the OT winner against Vernon in the weekend’s marquee matchup. Played for Brantford (GOJHL) last season and put up a 28-30-58 scoring line in 48 games played. Someone to play close attention to. Uncommitted.

35T. Brett Mckinnon, F, ’92 (West Kelowna) 5-11/180 — Plays the game hard. A tough player who is tenacious on the puck. Had a monster weekend and currently leads the league in scoring with a 2-4-6 scoring line in two games played. Will have a hard time keeping his current scoring pace up.

35T. Lars Hespo, F, ’92 (Alberni Valley) 6-0/170 — We may have the Penticton, BC native low on the list as he has the potential to turn out to be a steal. Has a feel for the net and is strong on the puck. Scored four goals over the weekend.

Defensemen:

1. Troy Stecher, D, ’94 (Penticton) 5-11/180 — The Nebraska-Omaha recruit is the most college-ready defenseman in the league. Could play in the WCHA this season with no problem. Will be an immediate contributor for the Mavericks next fall. Does it all for Penticton in the sense that he is the team’s #1 defender, the captain, and runs the PP. The third-year player from Richmond, BC was a big cog on last season’s national championship team, posting a 5-37-42 scoring line in 53 games played.  

2. Adam Plant, D, ’95 (West Kelowna) 5-9/155 — The Harvard recruit is a lot of fun to watch. He is a small, puck-moving defender who can effectively run a PP. Has excellent feet and does not think twice about joining the offense. It is scary to think what the Crimson will do when Plant and NTDP defenseman Brandon Fortunato are paired together on the PP. Plant, through three games played, already has five points. For a rookie defender in such a good league, Plant just oozes with confidence. Is not slated to come to Cambridge until the fall of 2014, but if the Penticton, BC native keeps up his current pace the Harvard coaching staff may, with Danny Biega graduating, have no choice but to bring him in a year early. 

3. Bo Pellah, D, ’95 (Langley) 6-1/165 — An effortless skater who, with the puck on his stick, exhibits no shortage of confidence. Is capable of being a one-man breakout as he takes the puck coast-to-coast with regularity. When Penn State landed ’96 born defenseman Kevin Kerr we felt he was the program’s most significant recruit, but that is no longer our opinion: Pellah is the man. The Hornets’ top player does have some filling out to do and also needs to gain a better understanding of the defensive side of things, but there is no denying the natural talent he possesses. Will improve on his 3-22-25 scoring line in 57 games played that he posted as a 16-year-old rookie. There is a strong possibility that the New Westminster, BC product will be selected in next June’s NHL draft.

4. Nolan Dejong, D, ’95 (Victoria) 6-2/180 — A Cornell recruit and Victoria, BC native, Dejong is big and has an excellent stick -- he delivers the puck with authority and could be running the Big Red’s PP in the not too distant future. An adequate skater, he still has a lot of filling out to do. He could also be the first BCHL defenseman to hear his name called at the 2013 NHL draft (he’s a slightly safer pro prospect than Pellah). 

5. Brett Corkey, D, ’92 (Vernon) 5-11/192 — The Vipers’ captain is in his third year of BCHL play and his experience really shows. The Calgary native has a lot of poise to his game and looked good on the PP. Is committed to Colgate where we feel he will step right into the lineup and play a large role, most likely along the lines of current Colgate senior Jeremy Price. 

6. Dylan Chanter, D, ’95 (Merritt) 6-3/195 — UNH has a stereotype of being a highly skilled team, but a touch on the soft side. Chanter will change that. The big, tough defender plays hard and is very effective in the defensive zone. Is at his best when he keeps things simple and quickly moves the puck up the ice. His skating keeps improving which, combined with his size, makes him a pro prospect. His offensive play is still a work in progress and definitely not his forte. That said, he will likely not play on the PP at UNH. Rather, he will be relied upon to be a big, mean, shutdown defenseman who plays against the opposition’s top lines. Brooks Orpik is a good comp. Chanter is not draft-eligible until 2014.

7. Luke Ripley, D, ’94 (Powell River) 6-3/195 — The top uncommitted defenseman in the BCHL. However, after last weekend, it is our guess that the Kitimat, BC native will be heavily recruited. The bottom line is that it is very challenging to find a defenseman who is 6’3”, can skate and can make a heads-up play — and Ripley can do that. Played for Dawson Creek (NAHL) last season, posting a 2-11-13 scoring line in 56 games played. Will likely surface on NHL Central Scouting’s players to watch list.

8. Marc Biega, D, ’94 (Coquitlam) 6-0/192 — The former Salisbury School captain looked really impressive at the showcase. His first couple of shifts were shaky, but after that he really settled in and got back to doing what he does — making plays and moving the puck up ice. The Pointe-Claire, Quebec native has seen his three older brothers move on to Harvard and it is no secret that he would like to do the same. We have heard from sources that his SAT score needs to come up quite a bit, but also that Biega is doing everything he can to get the score he needs. If he comes up short he will become a hot commodity for other schools.

9. Cam Marks, D, ’95 (Coquitlam) 6-0/175 — Rookie defenseman is still gaining confidence, but at times shows flashes of brilliance. Does a lot of things you can’t teach. The UNH recruit has high-end vision and will run the Wildcats’ PP at some point in his college career. Will benefit from playing two more seasons of junior hockey as the North Vancouver native needs to get bigger, stronger, and faster. By the end of his first game he was moved on to Coquitlam’s top PP unit, paired with Marc Biega. 

10. Jordan Klimek, D, ’95 (Surrey) 5-11/165 — An offensive defenseman who is a good skater and makes an excellent first pass. Is in his first season of play in the BCHL. Played for the Valley West Hawks (BCMML) last season and put up an 8-34-42 scoring line in just 40 games played, finishing as the top scoring defenseman in the league. Uncommitted.

11. Sean Flanagan, D, ’92 (Salmon Arm) 6-1/170 — The Minnesota State recruit is a bright spot on a weak Salmon Arm team. The 20-year-old defenseman is an elite skater who has excellent gap control and likes to jump into the rush. Some of the top teams in the league will likely look to acquire the Kindersley, Saskatchewan native as they begin to build for a playoff push.

12. Alexandre Perron-Fontaine, D, ’92 (Chilliwack) 5-10/185 — RIT recruit was great here as he displayed poise and vision, especially in the offensive zone. 5’10” may be a bit of a stretch, but for an undersized defenseman he is strong on his skates and defends well. A good get for the Tigers.

13. James De Haas, D, ’94 (Penticton) 6-4/210 — Big, strong and reliable. Keeps things simple and does his job. The sixth round pick of the Detroit Red Wings was partnered up with Troy Stecher over the weekend and proved to be efficient on the PP. Headed to Clarkson next fall.

14. Ryan Renz, D, ’93 (Vernon) 6-3/205 — The big, stay-at-home defenseman committed to Northeastern a couple of years ago, but reneged on his commitment when the entire coaching staff that recruited him departed. Won a national title with the Vipers back in 2011 and is the type of defenseman that all successful teams have. Uncommitted.

15. DJ Jones, D, ’92 (Victoria) 5-8/170 — Plymouth, Minnesota native was solid as a rock here. One of those defenseman that you love having on your team. Strong, smart and reliable — eats up minutes and plays textbook defense. Does not get beat in 1x1 situations and makes a good, strong first pass. Headed to Army next fall.

16. Devon Toews, D, ’94 (Surrey) 5-11/165 — Quinnipiac recruit grew on us the more we watched him. Makes good decisions every time the puck is on his stick. Capable of playing the power play at the D-I level. Has talent, but we would like to see him step up and be a bit more assertive.

17. Jared Wilson, D, ’94 (Alberni Valley) 6-2/187 — Did not get a good feel for his game, but the Calgary Royals product is intriguing. Certainly has size, and is also getting a good opportunity to play on the Bulldogs PP – he has four points through his first four games. Last year he put up a 12-20-32 scoring line in 34 games played for the Royals Midget AAA squad. Someone to keep an eye on.

 18. Kevin Guiltinan, D, ’95 (Vernon) 6-3/205 — Harvard recruit is still finding his way in his first season of junior hockey. Is young (17) and very raw, but he plays with an edge and will fill a role for the Crimson when he arrives in Cambridge. Right now, though, he’s a bull in a china shop. We were told that he made his presence felt throughout training camp and has already built a reputation around the league as someone you do not want to be on the ice with.

19. Craig Wyszomirski, D, ’92 (Surrey) 6-4/215 — The former Providence College defenseman looked good in his BCHL debut, scoring one of the weekend’s nicest goals. Will need to improve his composure and decision making, but the Gunnery School grad has a lot of positive physical attributes.

20T. Noah Henry, D, ’94 (Penticton) 6-0/185 — An excellent skater who is very athletic. Played for Shattuck St. Mary’s last season and won a national title. His skating allows him to defend at a high level, but we did not see much sizzle on the offensive side of his game. The Seattle, Wash. native is uncommitted. 

20T. Blake Thompson, D, ’92 (Victoria) 6-1/185 — Great feet for a big guy. Listowel, Ontario native makes some questionable decisions, but at times looks really good. Was partnered with DJ King at the showcase and the two developed some chemistry.

20T. Dan O’Keefe, D, ’94 (Surrey) 6-2/200 — The Team Comcast product looked much improved. Will greatly benefit from two seasons of junior hockey before arriving at Yale. A big defenseman who can skate, O’Keefe is getting better at defending. Could be a solid, consistent presence for the Bulldogs in the future.

20T. Chase Van Allen, D, ’92 (Alberni Valley) 5-10/190 — Smallish, undersized defender has a good stick and makes a lot of plays happen on the offensive blue line. Playing D-I hockey could be a challenge, but the Anchorage, Alaska native should be at the top of the charts for D-III schools.

It should be noted that there were some top 16-year-old defenders omitted from this list. Both Victor Dombrovsky (Langley), who recently committed to Yale, and Mike Meetch (Victoria) will eventually be standouts in the league. However, it was difficult to get a good sense of what they could do given their limited playing time and lack of play on special teams, thus they are not ranked.

Goalies:

1. Mitch Gillam, G, late ’92 (Chilliwack) 5-11/181 — Has improved dramatically since his days at the Berkshire School. It is not like the Peterborough, Ontario native was bad while playing prep hockey, it’s just that he has become infinitely more consistent. Cornell has had a lot of success at the goaltending position as David LeNevue, Mike McKee, Ben Scrivens (all signed NHL contracts) and current netminder Andy Iles have been the last four starting goaltenders. It would appear that Gillam, now in his second year at Chilliwack, is the heir apparent in the crease in Ithaca, NY. 

2. Cole Huggins, G, ’92 (Coquitlam) 6-0/180 — It would be difficult for us not to put the Express backstop near the top of our list: he did not let in a single goal during the showcase. It appears that, in his third season of BCHL play, Huggins is well on his way to having a career year. The uncommitted Englewood, Colorado native put up very respectable numbers last season, posting a 2.99 GAA and a .918 save percentage while going 21-6-2. Coquitlam has a shot to win the league this year and if they do Huggins will play a starring role.

3. Brady Rouleau, G, ’93 (Victoria) 6-2/180 — The journeyman goaltender appears to be settling into his new digs nicely. Only played one of two games at the showcase, but he was excellent in his Grizzlies debut. In two games thus far the former Canmore Eagle (AJHL) has posted a 1.49 GAA and a .934 save percentage. Is a college free agent.

4. Tyler Steel, G, ’93 (Merritt) 6-2/175 — Has a bit of a buzz surrounding him as he finished last season on a high note. Did not look particularly strong at the showcase, but it is evident that the Vernon, BC product is big and athletic. Will look to earn a scholarship in his third season of junior hockey.

5T. Chad Katunar, G, ’93 (Penticton) 6-4/215 — The massive tender was the backup last season for the Vees and is now moving into the spotlight. He is off to a good start too, going 3-0 with a .939 save percentage and a 1.86 GAA. It is no secret that he plays on the top team in the league and may not be asked to do the work of some of the other goaltenders, but there is something to be said for someone who delivers when asked. Is very raw right now, but at 6’4” there is a lot to like about where his game could go. Uncommitted.

5T. Jayson Argue, G, ’93 (Nanaimo) 6-0/175 — Veteran goaltender was excellent in the Manitoba junior loop in Swan Valley and will now look to conquer the BCHL. Is off to a good start going 2-1 in his first three starts and posting a .953 save percentage and a 1.34 GAA. Competes very hard; has a strong drive to win games.

Fri. 9/14/12

A Big Centerman for the Crimson

 6’2”, 193 lb. LC Francois Lemelin of the Kanata Stallions (CCHL) has committed to Harvard for ’14 (most likely) or possibly ’15.

 Lemelin -- a 2/15/96 birthdate and one of three ‘96s on the Stallions -- is a French-speaking native of Petawawa, Ontario, which is about 100 miles northwest of Ottawa on Rt. 17 (the Trans-Canada Highway). Last season, playing midget minors, Lemelin, in 27 games, had an 11-18-29 line. This season, his first in juniors, Lemelin has one assist in the three games the Stallions have played to date. 

We wrote about Lemelin when he was down in the Boston area for the Junior Chowder Cup in July, ranking him among the top ten players we saw there -- #7, to be precise (see USHR News of 7/9/12).  Our comments: “Big kid who protects the puck well and has a good understanding of the game, i.e., he made plays. Played last winter for the Ottawa Valley Titans midget minor team, one of the best squads in Ontario. Feet need to get quicker. Is slated to play for the Kanata Stallions of the CJHL, where he was drafted in the first round, #6 overall (the CJHL draft is just two rounds).”

Thurs. 9/13/12

Brown Bears Go Overseas For Blueliner

 Brown University has received a commitment from 6’2”, 179 lb. Finnish defenseman Aleksi Rossi.

 Rossi, who played the last two seasons for KalPa U20 in Finland’s top junior league, is a big stay-at-home D. 

 He’s en route to the U.S. and will arrive in Iowa tomorrow and join the Waterloo Black Hawks. He’ll play his first game on U.S. soil at the USHL Fall Classic next week.  

 A 3/15/93 birthdate, Rossi is fluent in Finnish, Swedish, and English. He will matriculate at Brown in the fall of ‘13.

Mon. 9/10/12

Homegrown Talent for the Wildcats

 5’10”, 165 lb. LD Liam Darcy, who is going into his sophomore year at Berwick Academy, committed tonight to the University of New Hampshire. The year he matriculates has yet to be determined, but it will likely be ’15 or ’16.

 A 2/26/97 birthdate, Darcy, in 21 games played, had a 5-17-22 line last season – not bad for a freshman D.

Here are our comments on Darcy from the Yankee Conference tryouts in Burlington, Vermont, held in late March: “Was the MVP at Berwick Academy as a freshman, which is no small accomplishment. Very, very intelligent player who is just beginning to realize how good he is. Has a smooth set of hands and is difficult to get the puck from. Does an excellent job of sucking forecheckers in before moving the puck up ice. Will be another defenseman who will get consideration from the NTDP.”

At the Select 15 Festival, we ranked Darcy #10 nationally among blueliners there. “[Darcy] has a great stick and makes consistently smart plays. Already has a Div. I hockey mind, just needs to get bigger, stronger and faster.” 

Darcy, from South Berwick, Maine, about a 20-30 minute drive to the Whittemore Center, plays his fall hockey with the Seacoast Spartans organization and has grown up as a lifelong UNH fan. The Wildcats had the inside track all along. 

Maine, however, also recruited him.

Mon. 9/10/12

Ford Following in Father’s Footsteps

 5’9, 180 lb. LD Keegan Ford, who will be playing for the Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL) this season, has committed to the University of Wisconsin for 2014 or ’15.

 Ford, a 5/30/96 birthdate out of Waunakee (Wisc.) High School, is the son of Pat Ford, a Badger centerman from ’84 to ‘88. The senior forward, who went into college coaching after retiring as a player, is now in private business.  

 The younger Ford had a terrific Select 16 Festival in July – we ranked him #5 among d-men there -- and was named to the Five Nations Team, which went undefeated in the Czech Republic last month.

Here are our comments on him from the 16s: “Listed at 5’9”, which could be a generous. Small, dynamic defender who is excellent with the puck and will be an impact defender at the D1 level. Very similar to Denver’s WCHA Rookie of the Year Joey LaLeggia. Is strong on his feet and skates well enough to defend against bigger forwards. Will play for Dubuque (USHL) this season and it would not surprise us one bit if he ran their PP. Played for Waunakee HS in Wisconsin last year and put up a 34-40-74 scoring line in just 27 games played—eye popping numbers for a defenseman at any level.”

His coach this year at Dubuque, says, “I think the biggest compliment I can give him is that he’s a hockey player. He competes, and he has a high level of hockey sense. He likes to play the whole two hundred feet and his vision in the offensive end is high-end. In his own end is where most of the learning curve will come into play.”

Mon. 9/10/12

Nixing Princeton

6’1”, 218 lb. Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL) LW Frankie DiChiaria, who committed to Princeton in May (for the fall of ’13) has decommitted – and is in play.

 A 9/22/93 birthdate, DiChiaria, a native of Ronkonkoma, NY (that’s on Long Island), played for  Aleksey Nikoforov and Suffolk PAL in ’09-10 and then the LI Royals 2010-11 MJHL Championship team in ’10-11. DiChiaria spent last year with the St. Louis Bandits (NAHL), where he was third on the team in scoring with a 23-28-51 line in 59 games played. Dubuque selected him in the second round of May’s USHL draft.

 Since DiChiaria decommitted last week, he’s been getting a lot of attention – primarily from Hockey East, ECAC, and the CCHA schools. We’ve heard Penn State, Union, and Vermont are all interested. 

“He’ll get his choices,” says Montgomery. “I’ve been really surprised with how quickly he picks up on things – penalty killing, for example. He sees the ice. And he makes plays all over the ice. If he has a shot he will take it – and it will be a scoring opportunity. He has hockey sense.”

If there’s a knock on DiChiaria it’s that, at 218 lbs., he’s carrying too much weight.

Thurs. 9/6/12

It’s That Time of Year

 USHR has been busy over the past week, hitting both the Neponset Valley River Rats Showcase as well as the 15th Annual Massachusetts Labor Day Tier 1 Invitational Face-Off in Marlborough. Now, with summer winding down and split-season hockey winding up, we can say with certainty that the starting gate for the new season has swung open. Forthwith, we offer our review of the split-season teams and players we feel fall into the “must see” category. Naturally, with well over a hundred teams at the Tier 1 Face-Off, we did not get to see everyone – it just felt that way. 

Note: We were only able to catch the Boston Little Bruins play about one half of a game, thus we will not attempt to cover them like the five teams below. However, based on their roster alone, they are right in the mix with the top U18 teams.

Neponset Valley River Rats U18 — We have seen the River Rats play at three different events over the past week, so yes, they have been playing a lot of hockey. And, in taking down the Connecticut Wolf Pack 3-1 in the finals, they were in midseason form. The River Rats are led up front by UMass recruit Casey Miller (Kimball Union), though his supporting cast of Zach Sabatini (Tabor), Shamus Maloney (Tabor), Trevor Yates (Deerfield), Nolan Vesey (Austin Prep) and Jordan Jancze (Deerfield) is very strong. All will make a significant impact on their respective teams this winter. On the back end we continue to be impressed by Jon Barry (Thayer) and Mitch Nylen (Brooks). 6’2”, 195 lb. Liam Feeney has also caught our eye(s) on numerous occasions -- the ’95 birthdate plays a conservative game and has some nice physical tools. In goal, Lawrence Academy’s Drew Michals, who played last season for the Junior Bruins Empire team, has been solid. The 6’1”, 165 lb. junior has big shoes to fill as Nathaniel Heilbron, who led the Spartans to a New England prep title in March, has graduated. 

Connecticut Wolf Pack U18 — The Wolf Pack may lack the star power of some of the other teams here, but they played a cohesive game – and that got them to the finals. The player who impressed us most was Canterbury’s Daniel Fritz. A 6’1”, 188 lb. ’95-born defenseman from Harwood, Maryland, Fritz seems to have put in a lot of work over the summer – he looks bigger, faster and stronger. Mitchell Allen (Kent) is another player who appears to be coming along nicely. The 6’2”, 180 lb. forward from Clifton Park, NY is figuring out how to use his size to his advantage and, while we feel he still has a way to go, we also see his numbers taking a large leap forward this season. ’94-born forward David Hallisey (Westminster) is someone who has been on our radar for quite some time, but has yet to find a D-I home. We feel that could change. The 5’11”, 180 lb. utilityman gives a good, honest effort each game and has an above-average skill set.  Owen Powers (Choate), a ’95, is another player who we feel is a touch underappreciated. The 6’2”, 195 lb. power forward protects the puck well and plays a strong defensive side game. A player you can trust, Powers, from Cheshire, Conn., will need to add speed to his game to attract the attention of D-I coaches. A goaltender to keep an eye on this season is Loomis-Chaffee’s Danny Tirone. The 5’11”, 170 lb. Trumbull, Conn. native was injured most of last season, but when he did play he was good (a .921 save percentage in only 435 minutes).  Tirone, a ’94, came to Loomis via Shattuck-St. Mary’s. Finally, we have always liked the play of William Toffey (Salisbury). The 6’1”, 190 lb. junior from Barnstable, Mass. was a bit rusty here (from a summer of baseball), but he has natural ability and will only get better as the season moves along.

Greater Boston Junior Bruins U18 — We were in attendance at the GBL Bruins’ first three games (all wins) and missed out on their final two games (both losses), thus our opinion could be a bit skewed. That being said, there was not a team here that impressed us more. We watched them torch a supposedly elite Mid-Fairfield team by six goals in just two periods of play (any game with a six-goal differential after two periods was called under the tournament’s mercy rule). Heading into the final day, the GBL Junior Bruins would have been our pick to win the tourney -- good thing there wasn’t a Vegas line here. As for the players, Cushing senior forward  Thomas Aldworth, a ’95, generated the most buzz here. The Keller, Texas native – he’s listed at 5’11”, 175 lbs., but 6’1”, 185 lbs. is probably more like it – has taken a huge step forward in his development. He just looks a lot faster and stronger than he was a year ago. His challenge will be competing on a shift-to-shift basis, but if he can play a consistent game he could hear his name called in the first half of the NHL draft in June. The All-Milton line of Anthony Sabitsky (’94), Elliott Vorel (’94) and Sean Brennan (’96) was GBL’s most consistently effective line – they were just all over the puck. Vorel, a senior, looks to have shed some pounds over the summer and added a step, which will help him improve on his 41 points from a year ago. Sabitsky, also a senior, works extremely hard in all three zones and has high-end hockey sense. Another key player on the Junior Bruins is ’97-born freshman forward Cam Askew, who, in case you missed our report earlier in the summer, has transferred from St. Seb’s to Cushing. Askew was his usual self here, playing a high-skill game leavened with grit. It’s clear to see that the South Boston native is getting stronger as he can now hold off defenders in the corners with ease. Tommy Besinger (BC High), a ’94-born junior forward, is a pleasure to watch. A smart playmaker, the Milton, Mass native makes something happen every time he touches the puck. We see his game going in one of two directions — either he stays as is and becomes a high-end NESCAC recruit, or he adds strength and develops into a Jason Guerriero (Northeastern ’05) type player. A defenseman to keep on eye on at the start of the season is Milton Academy junior Connor Wynne, a Pomona, NY native who played for the North Jersey Avalanche U16 team last season. Wynne, a ’95, is very light on his feet and savvy with the puck. When he adds weight to his 5’10”, 160 lb. frame we think he will be a legitimate D-I prospect. A pair of ’95 defenseman from Cushing -- Richie Boyd and Steven Windt --- also looked good. Boyd, a Delray Beach, Florida native is big, strong and at his best when he keeps things simple. Windt will be new to prep hockey this season, coming from the New Jersey Devils U16 team. A 5’11”, 170 lb. defender, Windt needs to improve his feet, but he has a great stick and is capable of orchestrating a power play.

Cape Cod Whalers U18 — The Whalers are loaded with talent, but went 2-2-1 here and failed to qualify for the semifinals. 6’2”, 175 lb. freshman forward Colin White is the Whalers’ top forward. While we did not see the BC recruit at the Tier 1 Face-Off, we did see him at the River Rats Showcase and can report that he continues to improve. Not only that, but Nobles’ young star has done some filling out over the summer and no longer has the look of a young kid. The top skater in prep hockey, White will have a difficult time putting up the same numbers as he did last season when he was on a line with NHL draft picks Adam Gilmour (Muskegon-USHL) and Chris Calnan (South Shore-EJHL). With those two leaving Nobles, White, a Hanover, Mass. native with all the earmarks of a top round pick in the 2015 NHL draft, moves to center stage. The Whalers have another high-end recruit in 5’8” 165 lb. speedster Corey Ronan is. The fact that the St. Sebastian’s forward remains uncommitted is puzzling to us, but our hunch is that he has offers on the table and is a) either holding out for a better deal or b) has his heart is set on a specific school. 6’3”, 175 lb. Dexter power forward Tim Harrison is also someone to track. For a big man, Harrison, a Duxbury, Mass. native, can really skate, but we have yet to see him make plays. Dexter will be one of the top teams in prep hockey this season and we should be able to get a better feel for his hockey IQ by then. Speaking of Dexter players, leading scorer Trevor Fidler will look to improve on his impressive 24-31-55 scoring line from a year ago. The Harvard recruit makes the puck look like it has Velcro on it. Plus he just doesn’t go away. It was also nice to get a look at 5’10”, 170 lb. Lincoln Griffin again. A top ’97-born forward, Griffin is also an elite baseball player, thus did not attend the Select 15 Festival. The Thayer winger is a smart player who just wills offense – he competes extremely hard and has an excellent release on his shot. On the back end ’97-born Noah Hanifin is the show. The 6’2”, 190 lb. defender will be back at St. Seb’s this season despite being pulled in every direction by USHL and EJHL teams. We applaud the Norwood, Mass. native’s decision to stay put as he was good last season — 5-24-29 in 28 GP — but did not dominate. This year he has a chance to do something special and very well could be the first sophomore to win the USHR Prep Defenseman of the Year award. This weekend also provided us the opportunity to take another gander at Mike Bavis’s latest get in ’94-born Dalton MacAfee. The St. Sebastian’s senior is a smooth skater who makes a good first pass, but has yet to wow us like most BU recruits tend to do. That being said, Bavis has an impeccable record of identifying top defenseman that other programs overlook, e.g. Matt Gilroy and Garrett Noonan. 5’10”, 185 lb. defenseman Charlie Donners was very good here, especially on the offensive side of the puck. The ’94-born Dexter senior is a D-I player as his feet are very good and he plays with heart and tenacity. Michael Menter, a 6’2”, 205 lb. ’95-born d-man for the Middlesex School, is big, solid, and keeps things simple. Coming off a good showing at the Select 16 Festival, Menter, from Lake George, NY, is someone to keep an eye on. In net, 5’11”, 185 lb. senior Conor Maher is underappreciated. The ’95-born netminder never repeated at Nobles and led the Bulldogs to a 23-5-1 record as a 16 year old. He isn’t flashy, but always appears calm in the net and has improved his rebound control. 

Connecticut Yankees U18 — The Yankees are an extremely good team as NHL Hall of Famer Pat LaFontaine took many of the top players from his national champion Long Island Royals team and combined them with some top prep players from the Founders’ League. Choate incoming junior Joey Caffrey is someone we expect will put his stamp on prep hockey right out of the gate. A ’95 center from the North Jersey Avalanche U16 team, Caffrey has hockey sense and is deceptively fast. ’95-born center Nick Hutchinson, who will be a junior at Avon, has very soft hands and is shifty in traffic, especially when you consider that he is 6’2”, 180 lbs. An interesting player with a lot of upside, Hutchinson, if he can become more explosive out of the gate, will begin to gather attention from D-I schools. ’95 Daniel LaFontaine and ’94 Vincent Russo were playing together here over the weekend and our guess is that they will be paired together on Avon’s top line this season. It’s worth noting that LaFontaine and Russo are very similar players in that they both process the game at a high level and have the hands and vision to make plays happen. That said, neither is a pure finisher or an explosive skater. On the back end, we really liked the play of Avon senior Griff Martin. The 6’1”, 195 lb. Fairfield, Conn. native recently decommitted from Yale and is someone schools should be tracking closely. Martin has a great stick, moves the puck up ice quickly, and will run the Avon PP this season. Another Avon defenseman we liked was Sam Loizeaux. The junior from North Salem, NY has size at 6’0” and 180 lbs., can skate, and makes plays with his head up. With the departure of Colin Sullivan (BC), we would expect Loizeaux to step up and improve on his 1-7-8 scoring line from a season ago. 

Note:  Earlier, we had reported that the Connecticut Yankees U18 Team had lost every game they played at the tournament, and indeed their official record was 0-5. What happened was this, because they chose not to play a game scheduled for 8:30 pm on Sunday night (reportedly because some players had to be back at their boarding schools Monday morning) all their games were entered into the official record as 1-0 forfeits. On the ice, they lost 2-1 to the Wolf Pack, beat the Little Bruins, 4-3, beat Buffalo, 6-1, and lost to the Cape Cod Whalers, 6-0.

Joey Dudek, F, ’96 (Boston Little Bruins) 5-11/175 — While we did not spend much time watching the Little Bruins as a whole, we did take the time to hone in on Dudek. The former Pinkerton Academy star is as smart as they come and is getting stronger and faster. You can see -- from playing at the Select 16 Festival and the Five Nations Tournament – that his game has taken a significant jump over the summer. His decision-making appears to be faster already. The BC recruit will have an immediate impact at KUA this year and will compete with Casey Miller (UMass) as the team’s top center. There is a strong chance that he will only play one season of prep hockey before the NTDP scoops him up à la Sean Malone (Nichols) and Shane Eiserman (Cushing) this summer. 

Timothy Shoup, D, ’95 (Pittsburgh Penguins Elite) 6-0/175 — We first saw the Pittsburgh, PA native this summer at the Select 15 Festival and liked what we saw. This weekend just affirmed our feelings. Shoup is not someone who will catch your eye as he doesn’t really have a flashy skill set, but he is someone who gets the job done. He defends well, moves pucks up ice, and eats up minutes. You can trust him to not make mistakes. 

John Baiocco, F, ’95 (New Jersey Freeze) 5-8/165 —  We expect the Yale recruit, who elected to stay home for his senior year as opposed to heading out to the USHL, to put up massive numbers and lead Delbarton to another state title. Baiocco has great hands and vision and continues to get quicker and faster. In time, he will likely develop into a top six forward for the Bulldogs.

Charlie Kelleher, F, ’97 (Boston Junior Bruins) 5-8/140 —  We only caught him once over the weekend, but he was without a doubt his team’s top player. The UNH recruit has very quick hands and really knows how to track loose pucks. The play just seems to follow him around the ice. We can’t say for certain that he is going to develop just like his brother, Tyler, but we can say that he is only going to get better as he adds weight and muscle to his 140 lb. frame.

Frank Sullivan, D, ’96 (Southern Connecticut Stars U16) 6-0/185 — The top “new prospect” we saw this weekend, Sullivan is a Fairfield, Conn. native who played last season for Notre Dame Catholic. A powerful skater who makes things happen on the offensive side of the puck, he’s a player who has slipped through the cracks – e.g., he was not at the Select 16 Festival this summer, but he should have been. Now is a good time for schools to see him, while he is still a relative unknown. He will be attending Westminster this year.

Joseph O’Connor, D, ’96 (Southern Connecticut Stars U16) 6-1/170 — Is not as assertive as Sullivan, but his upside is still high. For a tall, slender defenseman he moves well and is effective on the PP. Plays for Hamden HS and will be a top prep recruit for the 2013-14 season.

Drew Hotte, G, ’96 (Greater Boston Junior Bruins U16) 5-11/175 — Was at the Select 16 Festival where he played in the All-Star game. Will be at Milton Academy this year. Fundamentally sound and does not get rattled easily. Has good net presence and knows how to control his rebounds. Was not playing on a particularly strong team, but still managed to get them to the finals.  

Guy Roby, F, ’96 (Philadelphia Little Flyers U16) 6-1/195 — The Philadelphia, PA native is a big power forward who can make a play and shoot a puck. Is a strong north-south skater, but could use some work on his east-west movement. Has already begun to generate a little bit of a buzz among prep schools that will be competing for his services. Played Tier II hockey last season for the Old York Road Raiders.

Kyle Martin, D, ’96 (Philadelphia Little Flyers U16) 6-1/190 — Big defenseman from Lancaster, PA has very good feet for someone of his size and age. Keeps things simple. Has a lot of upside and could be a classic late bloomer. 

Kevin Hock, F, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers U16) 6-0/165 — The sophomore at Catholic Memorial was on a line with Dexter sophomore sensation Ryan Donato and the two generated a lot of offense every time they touched the ice. Hock is a tall, slight winger who is light on his feet and has a nice set of mitts. When he fills out he will be an attractive player. We would expect him to establish a name for himself in the Boston area this season.

Dennis Gilbert, D, ’96 (Amherst Knights U18) 6-0/180 — Was at nationals last season at the U16 level and while his team was overmatched the Williamsville, NY native stood out. Has good offensive instincts and is a fluid skater for someone his size. 

Corey Gehringer, F, ’95 (Igloo Jaguars U18) 6-0/180 — We do not think that the Igloo Jaguars are on anyone’s must-see list, but any school looking for a prime PG candidate needs to get down to Medford, NJ and take a look at Gehringer, who also plays for Gloucester HS, the same New Jersey high school that produced BC recruits John and Matt Gaudreau. The Jaguars’ top forward could have a Matt Beattie (Exeter/Yale) like impact for a New England prep school.

Peter Cronin, G, ’94 (South Shore Dynamos) 6-2/170 — Led BC High to the finals of the Super 8 last season. This year – now that Malden Catholic’s Ryan Fitzgerald and Brendan Collier are out of the picture – there is a window of opportunity for BC High. Cronin, a big, athletic goalie who has the ability to steal a game, will be a big part of that. NHL scouts were paying attention to him this weekend.

Ben Cirba, G, ’96 (Philadelphia Little Flyers U16) 6-3/170 —  A big goaltender who takes up a lot of net, Cirba is very raw right now, but the potential is certainly there. Goaltenders traditionally take longer to develop and Cirba is worth keeping tabs on.

Matt Brazil, F, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers U16) 6-0/175 — Was the top forward on Hingham HS last season. A smart player who is strong in all areas. 

John Carlson, D, ’96 (Cape Cod Whalers U16) 6-2/190 — Also played for Hingham HS last year. Carlson needs to continue to work on his feet, but he can really shoot it. Also has a nice reach which he uses to his advantage. 

Anthony Vincent, F, ’97 (Mid Fairfield U16) 5-5/125 — Played bantam major for Mid-Fairfield last year and was a top performer. Will be at Salisbury this year where, given his size, it will be hard for him to adjust. In time, though, we think he will be a factor. Is very agile, has a quick stick, and makes a lot of plays. 

Daniel Eruzione, F, ’96 (Greater Boston Junior Bruins U16) 5-7/145 — Will be at Cushing this season. Is GBL’s top forward on the U16 squad. An energy player who can make plays.   

Shawn O’Meara, D, ’96 (Florida Alliance U16) 6-0/163 —  A big defender who can skate and make a heads-up play, O’Meara would be right at home on any prep roster. 

Wed. 9/5/12

Brown Bears Land A Sleeper

5’10”, 160 lb. Berkshire School center Charlie Corcoran has committed to Brown University for the fall of ’14 or ’15. 

As a sophomore last season the New Canaan, Conn. native finished second in team scoring, posting an 11-14-25 scoring line in 31 games played. Six of Berkshire’s top eight scorers have been lost to graduation and Corcoran will be expected to carry the load this season.

The Mid-Fairfield product is someone you appreciate more and more each time you watch him play -- someone skilled enough to play in the top six, but also fast and gritty enough to be a bottom six forward. In other word, a highly versatile coach's player. 

Brown assistants Mark White and Mike Souza, who were teammates at UNH and very much on the same page when it comes to evaluating players, have been tracking the skilled centerman for quite some time and their hard work has paid off as they have landed one of the most undervalued prospects in the New England prep school circuit. The Kevin Roy situation earlier in the summer was a tough break, but Brown is plowing forward. Brendan Whittet and his staff have done an excellent job in the recruiting department, bringing in top players like Nick Lappin (Tri-City-USHL), Mark Naclerio (Waterloo-USHL), Brandon Pfeil (Merritt-BCHL), Zach Pryzbek-‘13 (Coquitlam-BCHL) and the aforementioned Corcoran.

Wed. 9/5/12

Welsh Decommits

Former Salisbury defenseman Thomas Welsh, who at this time last year committed to Penn State for the fall of '13, decommitted this morning.

A 6'0", 190 lb. '95-born defenseman from Toronto, Welsh played the past two seasons -- his sophomore and junior years -- at Salisbury, but returned to Ontario for his senior year. He's rostered with the Georgetown Raiders (OPJHL), and they begin their regular season on Saturday night.

Welsh was drafted by Sarnia in the fifth round of the 2011 OHL draft. This past June, Sarnia traded his rights to Mississauga for a fifth round pick in 2013.

We have not heard, however, heard anything about Welsh signing with Mississauga. He's played 

***

Updated Woodchuck Schedule

Here's an updated schedule for this weekend's Woodchuck Classic:

2012 Woodchuck Schedule

Tues. 9/4/12

Another Top Recruit for the Terriers

 5’11”, 170 lb. RW JJ Piccinich, who will be in his rookie year with the Youngstown Phantoms (USHL), has committed to Boston University for the fall of ‘14 or ‘15. 

A 6/12/96 birthdate from Paramus, NJ, Piccinich played last season for the North Jersey Avalanche U16’s and posted a 57-49-106 scoring line in 56 games played. A gritty, hard working, intelligent player, Piccinich can really shoot a puck and make plays. In July, we had the Atlantic District’s top forward ranked #26 at the Select 16 Festival in Rochester, NY, where we had this to say about him: “Every time we see the NJ Avalanche product he creates offense and makes plays. Is always in the thick of things. Here, he was predominantly on a line with Patrick Grasso and Ryan Donato and the three played at a high tempo and were constantly in the offensive zone, though they didn’t combine for many goals (4). Was tendered by Youngstown (USHL) and will likely play there this season.”

Anytime you commit to a 16 year old there is risk involved, but not in this instance. For BU, in a worst-case scenario, Piccinich develops into a third line workhouse who puts up 20 points a year and plays in all situations. In a best-case scenario, Piccinich’s skating improves and he plays in BU’s top six. Either way, the Terriers are getting a player who is nearly guaranteed to play in the top nine and is as versatile as they come.  

A top student, Piccinich had offers on the table from a lot of the Ivies, but at the end of the day was attracted to Hockey East, and the bright lights of Boston.

Tues. 9/4/12

Two Prize Recruits Make Their Choices

6’0”, 175 RW/C Thomas Aldworth, who will be a senior at Cushing Academy this fall, has committed to Providence College for the fall of ’14.

 A 4/30/95 birthdate from Keller, Texas, a Dallas suburb, Aldworth played in the Texas Alliance organization before heading off to Cushing last fall where, in 30 games played, he posted a 10-19-29 line in 30 games. Although he was inconsistent at times, he also exhibited game-breaking skill. In the Cushing-Lawrence game at the Lawrence-Groton Tournament on Dec. 16 th, Aldworth scored a pair of goals 16 seconds apart to put his team, then down 4-0, on the board. Cushing would eventually come all the way back, with the game ending in a 5-5 tie.

 Aldworth had his tonsils out in March and missed playing with the GBL Bruins at Nationals. However, he was drafted in May by the Tri-City Storm (USHL), went to their camp in Las Vegas early in the summer, and made the team. He decided to return to Cushing, however. He will join Tri-City for the ’13-14 season.  

 In the first game of the Select 17 Festival in Rochester, NY over the summer, Aldworth -- after scoring two goals – broke his hand and missed the rest of the tournament.  

 This past weekend, with the Providence College staff in attendance Aldworth had a strong showing at the Labor Day Tournament in Marlborough, Mass.  

“He’s a three-tool player,” says Cushing head coach  Rob Gagnon. “He has speed, hands, and a shot. He could become one of the most dynamic players in prep school hockey this year. I wouldn’t be surprised to see him score 50-70 points. If he plays like he did this past weekend, he could get drafted in the top three rounds.”

Aldworth visited Providence and Northeastern last season. Denver and Colorado College saw him at Tri-City’s camp and really liked him, but Aldworth, who projects as a top six player, wanted to play in the East.  

***

 5’10”, 170 lb. right shot forward  Brendan Shane, who will be a junior at Gunnery this fall, has committed to UConn (Hockey East) for the fall of ‘14.

 A 3/9/96 birthdate from the Rochester suburb of Pittsford, NY native, Shane is playing this fall for the Neponset Valley River Rats, where he centers  Nolan Redler and Joe Sacco.

 We actually wrote about him just last week, in the  USHR News of 8/29/12 East Coast Tier I Showcase Review. Our comments: “Gunnery forward was very good at the Select 16 Festival where we placed him at #33 among the forwards. We are not sure who is recruiting him, but our guess is that he will be committed somewhere by the end of the year. The former Toronto Young Nat is an explosive skater with a good touch around the net. Will make an immediate impact in prep school hockey this year.”

Mon. 9/3/12

Melnick Picks Tigers

 5’9”, 160 lb. Delbarton School RC Josh Melnick, who will be a senior this season, has committed to Princeton for the fall of ’15.

 A 7/10/95 birthdate, Melnick, who posted a 22-25-47 line in 28 games for Delbarton last season, was the team’s third-leading scorer, trailing only RPI recruit Drew Melanson (57 points) and Yale recruit John Baiocco (57 points). Melnick scored the game-winning goal with 1:15 left to play in Delbarton’s 3-2 win over Christian Brothers Academy in the New Jersey State Championship Game last March.

 Princeton had been watching Melnick since last January, and that’s where the Clinton, NJ wanted to go – unequivocally, we’d say: the forward was scheduled to visit UVM the day after he visited Princeton last week, but cancelled. 

 With Melanson going to the USHL (Omaha) and Chad Otterman leaving for the Jersey Hitmen (EJHL), the plan is for Melnick to center Biacco and Alex Hagerty on Delbarton’s top line this winter.

“[Melnick] is a tremendous skater,” says Delbarton head coach Bruce Shatel. “And for his size he’s very strong on his feet. He’s very reliable defensively, but his biggest attribute is the fact that he always does something positive with the puck. He protects it, and he makes the simple play.  He’s also totally unselfish, and makes others better. He’s a complete player. The more you see watch him the more you appreciate him.”

Sun. 9/2/12

A Power Forward for the Big Red

 6’1”, 200 lb. Selects Hockey Academy U16 forward Donovan Ott has committed to Cornell University for the fall of ‘15.

A 2/21/97 birthdate from Lebanon, PA, Ott played for the Philadelphia Junior Flyers Bantams last winter.

 A right shot, Ott can play center or wing, but projects as the latter.

“He’s going to be a big power forward,” says Selects U16 head coach Devin Rask. “He has a lot of potential because of his size. He’s not a flashy player, but he can score because he gets in the right place. He plays hard, he plays physically, and he’s an unbelievable kid, too. He’s very coachable. He’s a team guy. He wants to get better.”

Ott, who is entering the 10th grade, visited Cornell over the summer. Other schools that had inquired about him included Yale, UNH, and UConn.

 Selects Hockey Academy begins play this coming weekend at the Woodchuck Tournament in Burlington, Vt.

Sat. 9/1/12

Mighty Joe

 6’2”, 172 lb. former Boston Advantage Midget AAA goalie Joe Young has committed to Union College for the fall of ’14.

 A 4/16/94 birthdate, Young played 22 games for the Advantage last season, posting a 2.33 gaa, three shutouts, and a .932 save percentage. In NHL Central’s Scouting’s Final Rankings of North American goaltenders, Young was ranked #31. However, he went undrafted in June. 

 Young will be heading out to the BCHL this fall, where he will be playing for the Vernon Vipers. A Hanson, Mass. native, Young has a good frame, tools, and the upside that goes with it. He has two years of junior in front of him to refine his game. 

Thurs. 8/30/12

A Pure Athlete for the Terriers

6’0”, 180 lb. defenseman Dalton MacAfee, who will be a senior at St. Sebastian’s this season, has committed to Boston University for the fall of ’13.

A year ago at this time, MacAfee, a 7/8/94 birthdate from Needham, Mass., had committed to Notre Dame for lacrosse. A midfielder, he had also been recruited by Maryland and Johns Hopkins.

 At St. Seb’s last winter, MacAfee, who has played varsity hockey since his freshman year, posted a 1-15-16 line in 28 games played and was the Arrows’ second-leading scorer among d-men, trailing only BC recruit Noah Hanifin. 

 To be honest, this typist didn’t really notice MacAfee that much in his freshman and sophomore seasons, but last year felt that he really came on with a rush, a pattern frequently seen among kids who are multi-sport athletes. However, as MacAfee had committed to Notre Dame for lacrosse, we didn’t figure he’d be giving that up for hockey, especially considering that his father, Ken MacAfee, an oral surgeon in the Boston area, was an All-American football player for three consecutive years with the Fighting Irish. A tight end on Notre Dame’s 1977 National Championship team for which Joe Montana was the quarterback, the senior MacAfee – who finished third in the Heisman balloting that year -- went on to become a first round draft pick of the San Francisco 49ers, and played two years for them. However, in his third NFL year, MacAfee, who had been going to medical school in the offseason -- to the consternation of 49ers head coach Bill Walsh -- was asked to play guard, a position for which he reportedly felt ill-suited. MacAfee retired from football, went to medical school at Penn, and eventually returned home to the Boston area, where, in the 1970s, he had starred at Brockton High. MacAfee was elected to the College Football Hall of Fame in 1997. 

 Forgive the digression there. That may have added up to a bit more info on the dad than the situation warrants. After all, though it’s a good story, it’s still the son’s moment in the sun. With that in mind, what BU fans can look in MacAfee is a highly-mobile, puck-moving defenseman who is also very good in his own end. MacAfee played very well at Harvard’s camp a couple of weeks ago, where BU assistant Mike Bavis watched him closely. In short, MacAfee looks like one of those players who, now that his mind is centered on hockey, will just keep improving.

 BU moved fast. MacAfee is a good student, and the Ivies were reportedly starting to move on him.

Wed. 8/29/12

East Coast Tier I Showcase Review

USHR was in attendance at Peter Alden’s East Coast Elite Tier I Midget Showcase (U16 and U18) at Brown University and Providence College on Monday. We were able to see all of the U16 games but, due to time restrictions, didn’t get a chance to see all the U18 games. Here are the players we felt stood out.

Chad Krys, D, ’98 (Connecticut Oilers U16) — Krys’s name has already begun to populate our site as the BU legacy is establishing himself as the top ’98 in the country. A big kid and a great skater with excellent offensive instincts, Krys has some bad habits – e.g. toe-dragging the puck in center ice -- that will get ironed out as he moves up through the ranks. A great talent, we feel Krys will either end up going to BU or playing in the NHL as a teenager via major junior.

Patrick Harper, F, ’98 (Connecticut Oilers U16) — Really small -- our guess is 5’3” -- but incredibly intelligent and a lot of fun to watch. Has a strong understanding of the game and creates a lot of offense. Dangerous when given time and space. We are just getting familiar with the ’98 age group so it is difficult to figure out exactly where Harper fits into the big picture, but there is no doubt that he has a D1 skill set.

Brendan Shane, F, ’96 (Neponset Valley River Rats U16) — Gunnery forward was very good at the Select 16 Festival where we placed him at #33 among the forwards. We are not sure who is recruiting him, but our guess is that he will be committed somewhere by the end of the year. The former Toronto Young Nat is an explosive skater with a good touch around the net. Will make an immediate impact in prep school hockey this year.

Grant Jozefek, F, ’97 (NJ Avalanche U16) — Played on a line last year with Jeremy Bracco and Nolan Aibel for the Long Island Gulls and was a bit overshadowed by them. This year, the Chester, NJ native is the center of attention for the Avalanche and proving he is a D1 prospect in his own right. Had a strong showing at the Select 15 Festival, where we ranked him #27 among the forwards. Made a lot happen here and was consistently the top player on his team.

Connor Moore, D, ’97 (Neponset Valley River Rats U16) — There was a very deep group of ’97 defensemen at the Select 15 Festival this summer and Moore did not crack our top thirty, but he easily could have and it may prove to be a mistake on our part that he did not. Played for the Atlanta Fire Bantams last year and will be at Brooks this season. Moore is a great skater who likes to join the rush and sneak into the play. Will play a ton at Brooks this season and could run the PP as well.

Jon Barry, D, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats U18) — Thayer’s top defenseman has a lot of ability and is piecing it all together. Has a good first step and loves to push the pace offensively. Barry needs to improve his play on the defensive side of the puck, but at 6’2” he could be someone that NHL Central Scouting takes a look at in the fall. 

Trevor Yates, F, ’95 (Neponset Valley River Rats) — A big kid with a smooth set of hands and the ability to make plays around the net, Yates had a good season at Deerfield last year, averaging a point per game. Last season we ranked fellow Deerfield sophomore Sam Lafferty pretty high on the recruiting charts, but all the while Yates was out-producing him. The Quebec native needs to improve his foot speed, but if he does he will be an attractive prospect.

Joe Sacco, F, ’96 (Neponset Valley River Rats U16) — The son of Colorado Avalanche head coach Joe Sacco does not immediately jump out at you, but he is a smart player who makes a lot of good decisions. Played for a young Rivers team last season and put up respectable numbers. Will move into the limelight this season as expectations increase for Sean McEachern’s squad.

Mitch Nylen, D, ’94 (Neponset Valley River Rats U18) — Small, smart, puck-moving defender. Was Brooks’ leading scoring defenseman last season and we expect his numbers to increase this year when partnered with the aforementioned Connor Moore. Nylen may have a long road to D1 hockey, but he will certainly be right at the top of the charts of NESCAC schools.

Shamus Maloney, F, ’94 (Neponset Valley River Rats U18) — With the departure of Matt Salhany and Kevin Salvucci at Tabor, both Maloney and fellow Neponset teammate Zach Sabatini will have to step up and fill the void. The good news is that both appear to have made improvements in the offseason. They were certainly noticeable here.

Charles McAvoy, D, ’97 (NJ Rockets-MET) — Is a 12/21/97 birth date, meaning he is almost a ’98. Played last season for the Long Island Gulls U14 team and along with Jeremy Bracco, Nolan Aibel and Troy Conzo made the move to the Rockets. McAvoy may fly under the radar a bit, but the more you pay attention to him the more you like him. He’s a strong skater, and confident with the puck. 

Brendan Russ, D, ’96 (Connecticut Wolf Pack U16) — A smart, smallish puck mover, Russ has a good stick and will be right at home on the PP. Played for Eaglebrook last year. Heading to Choate this fall, where he will look to fill the spot on the blue line vacated by the graduation of Joe Depietto.

Alex Esposito, F, ’96 (Connecticut Wolf Pack U16) — Loomis-Chaffee will be much improved this season as head coach JR Zavisza has added a number of solid recruits, with Esposito potentially being the cream of the crop. A good skater with a slick set of hands, Esposito skated on a line here with fellow Loomis recruit Stephen Marsico and the two were consistently noticeable. 

Dominic Franco, F, ’96 (Rhode Island Saints) — A tall, lanky forward with a good set of hands, Franco played for Pomfret last season where he was listed at 5’10”. He appears to have grown quite a bit over the summer. We are also told he played quite a few games for the Pomfret JV team last year. At any rate, Franco looks to have improved and could be someone to keep an eye on.

Matt Kidney, F, ’97 (NJ Titans U16) — A smart hockey player who does not immediately grab your attention, but just quietly goes about the business of creating offense. We also liked Kidney at the Liberty Bell games earlier in the summer. 

Brendan Leach, D, ’96 (Neponset Valley River Rats U16) — The son of former NHLer Steve Leach is a long term project, but he is already 6’1” and still has some growing left to do. Is not very polished right now, but we think he has a chance to develop into the same type of player as his cousin, former Providence Friar Jay Leach. Played for Reading HS last year and has transferred to Austin Prep. 

Wed. 8/29/12

Fall Prep League Showcase Schedule

The New England Fall Prep Hockey League (NEFPHL) will be holding its showcase this coming weekend -- Fri. Aug. 31 to Mon. Sept. 3 -- at the IceCenter in Salem, NH. 

The schedule can be found on the league's website at www.nefphl.org; ditto for rosters (complete with birthdates and schools).

-- Note that at 10:00 am on Sun. Nov. 11 at Northeastern's Matthews Arena, the First Annual Prep Fall Classic All-Star Game will be held, pitting the NEFPHL All-Stars against their counterparts from the Connecticut fall prep league.

Mon. 8/27/12

Winnipesaukee Waterbug

 5’5”, 137 lb. right-shot C/W Patrick Grasso, who will be playing for the Omaha U16s this season, has committed to the University of New Hampshire for the fall of ’15 or ’16.

Grasso, a ’96 who played for the NPI Leafs (Des Moines Youth Hockey AAA) last winter, was a standout at the Select 16 Festival last month in Rochester, NY, where we ranked him #23 among forwards. Here’s what we wrote at the time: “[Grasso] is really fun to watch. The Ankeny, Iowa native plays the game with a ton of pace. He just flies around the ice. Can turn on a dime and has the ability to break the ankles of anyone trying to defend against him. Makes a lot of plays. Right now he is just so small and skinny that he really struggles shooting the puck (we are pretty sure he uses a junior stick) and being effective in the scoring areas. However, he will not be this size for his whole life -- some kids mature much later than others. His father, Michael Grasso, is a New York, NY native who left home to play in the USHL and settled in Iowa.”

Grasso’s father, Mike, coached him last winter.

We also watched Grasso at the Marlies Holiday Tournament in Etobicoke, Ont. and wrote about him in the USHR News of 1/3/12: “[Grasso] is small and physically immature, but he can play the game. Is tenacious and makes a lot of plays. Will surely grow, and when he does he could be a difference maker.” 

Other schools in the picture for Grasso included Colorado College and Minnesota-Duluth.

 If you’re looking for a comp BU’s Cason Hohmann would be a good one, ditto for former UNH forward Jacob Micflikier.

Look for Grasso to play ten games for the Des Moines Buccaneers (USHL) this season. 

***

Mon. 8/27/12

Planning Ahead

It will be a busy weekend, what with all the prep tournaments in full swing, but you may want to squeeze this one onto your itinerary: Don Bosco (NJ) will face off against BC High, and Delbarton will take on Malden Catholic in a twinbill tentatively scheduled for Sat. Dec. 15th at Harvard's Bright Hockey Center.

Sun. 8/26/12

Sudbury Comes Out on Top

 6’3” goaltender Joel Vienneau kicked out all 29 shots he faced to lead the Sudbury Wolves (OHL) to a 2-0 shutout of the Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL) in the championship game of the 2012 Junior Club World Cup in Omsk, Russia.

 Vienneau, you may recall, was a University of Minnesota recruit who played in the USHL in ’10-11, posting a 3.70 gaa and .889 save percentage in 39 games with the expansion Muskegon Lumberjacks. However, the Gophers lost interest in the native of Hearst, Ontario and the Lumberjacks, after he failed to fulfill a couple of the team’s summertime off-ice obligations, let him go prior to the start of last season. Within days, Vienneau signed with Sudbury.

 The game was 0-0 until 7:56 of the third, when Josh Leivo, a Toronto prospect, beat Waterloo goalie Eamon McAdam on a breakaway. Just 34 seconds later, with Waterloo’s Kyle Schmidt off for tripping, Frank Corrado, a Vancouver draft pick, notched a power play goal, scoring on a wrist shot from the slot.

 The Wolves were 1-for-4 on the power play, while Waterloo went 0-for-5. 

 Waterloo outshot Sudbury, 29-24.

 Sudbury forward Michael Kantor, a ’92 right wing from Lake Forest, Ill. who played for the Albert Lea Thunder (NAHL) in ’09-10, was named tournament MVP (4-4-8 in five games).

 Waterloo’s McAdam, a 6'2" Penn State recruit from Perkasie, PA, was named the tournament’s top goaltender (.920 save percentage).

Sat. 8/25/12

USHL vs. OHL on Tap

Set your clocks early for Sunday morning, as the championship game of the 2012 Junior Club World Cup in Omsk, Russia will feature a USHL vs. OHL matchup.

At 8:30 am EST the Waterloo Black Hawks will face off against the Sudbury Wolves. You can watch it online at the Kontinental Hockey League video site on YouTube --  www.youtube.com/khlofficialvideo

Waterloo earned their way into the title game, beating Linkopings (Sweden) 5-4 in a shootout Saturday.

With 1.7 seconds left in regulation and an extra attacker on the ice, Waterloo's Vince Hinostroza scored to tie the game at 4-4. After a 10-minute 4x4 OT, the game went to a shootout and Hinostroza, a sixth round Chicago pick in June's NHL draft and a Notre Dame recruit, came through again, scoring twice in the four rounds, including the winner.

Waterloo head coach P.K. O'Handley, referencing tournament rules that allow teams to give their top players multiple shootout opportunities after the first three rounds, said, "(Hinostroza) is usually our first or second shooter. It was certainly to our benefit today to be able to use him again."

After a scoreless first period, the Black Hawks scored three unanswered goals in the second period -- by Jake Horton, Justin Kloos, and Kyle Schmidt -- to take a 3-0 lead. Linkopings came out in the third period with four straight goals to take a 4-3 lead, all goals coming within the first 10:15 of the period. Then Hinostroza, a Bartlett, Ill. native, came through to tie

In the overtime Waterloo had to kill off a kneeing penalty (plus game misconduct) to Horton.

Waterloo outshot Linkopings 39-24. Penn State recruit Eamon McAdam had 20 saves for the Black Hawks.

Here's how the shootout went:

Linkopings -- Russell (no)

Waterloo -- Cammarata (no)

Linkopings -- Pettersson (yes)

Waterloo -- Hinostroza (yes)

Linkopings -- Blomberg (yes)

Waterloo -- Papa (yes)

Linkopings -- Pettersson (no)

Waterloo -- Hinistroza (yes)

Fri. 8/24/12

Schedules Galore

 A new U16/U18 Showcase will be held this weekend at the brand new Chelsea Piers Rink in Stamford, Conn. There will be seven U16 Teams and eight U18 Teams.

 Please note that there are different tabs at the bottom of the Excel document, one for each age group.

Aug 24-26 Chelsea Piers Tournament (Excel doc)

***

Kevin Magnani, the head coach at Worcester Academy, is hosting his fifth annual Prep Prospect Hockey Invite Tournament at the New England Sports Center in Marlboro, Mass. this weekend (Sat. and Sun. Aug. 25-26). 

 Ten squads – all ‘98s and ‘99s -- will be on hand. There will be about 15 prep school coaches in attendance and, in addition, a prep fair and seminar will be held on Saturday. 

Aug. 25-26 Prep Prospect Tournament   (PDF file)

***

Peter Alden and the Connecticut Wolf Pack are hosting a one-day showcase at Providence College and Brown University this coming Monday, August 27th. There will be six U16 Teams and eight U18 teams participating. Each team will play two games, one at PC and one at Brown. 

Aug. 27 -- PC & Brown Showcase   (PDF file)

***

 The Neponset Valley River Rats are hosting a U16, U18, U19 Jamboree next Tues. and Wed. (Aug. 28th and 29th) at the Foxboro Sports Center.

Aug 28-29 River Rats Jamboree   (PDF file)

***

This year’s Woodchuck Classic (Burlington, Vt.) will run from Thurs. Sept. 6th through Sun. Sept. 9th. Here’s the schedule:

Sept. 6-9 Woodchuck Classic   (Excel doc)

Thurs. 8/23/12

A Big Change at Hotchkiss

 Hotchkiss head coach Damon White, a key part of the school’s hockey program for a long time – and head coach for the last 14 seasons -- has taken an early retirement from the school so that he and his wife can help with his in-laws’ care. 

Mike Traggio, an assistant under White for the last nine years, will be the Bearcats new head coach. Traggio will also continue to direct the school’s Mars Athletic Center.

 Traggio’s assistants will be Mark Knapp and Nat White.

 Traggio, a defenseman, was a 1991 graduate of Hotchkiss who went on to star at Brown University where he was All-Ivy and First Team All-ECAC as Brown, which had endured their 14th straight losing season when Traggio arrived as a freshman, peeled off three straight winning seasons under head coach Bob Gaudet. After Traggio graduated, Brown immediately embarked on a string of seven more consecutive losing seasons, but that's a story for another day.

 Hotchkiss has not had many head coaches over the past four decades or so. Blair Torrey was succeeded by Jeff Kosak. Then, when Kosak, after 14 years behind the bench, retired in 1998, White, whose father was a headmaster as well as a basketball and baseball coach at Hotchkiss, took over. We expect Traggio, highly respected in the game, will be around for quite a while, too.

Thurs. 8/23/12

Vickers Takes Over at Rice 

Earlier this week, Rice Memorial (Midwest Prep Hockey League) head coach Damian DiGuilian moved on, taking the head coaching position at Div. III St. Michael’s College. With that, Rice’s newly-appointed associate principal, Gino Riffle (ex of Kimball Union) had to move quickly, and he did, naming Dennis Vickers as the new boys prep hockey coach. Vickers, originally from St. Louis, Missouri, played his hockey at NCAA Div. III St. Mary’s (Winona, Minn.). After his college career, Vickers moved on to Miami-Ohio where he coached the club team. From there, he moved on to Nashville to take over hockey ops at the Nashville Predators practice facility.  

 Rice Memorial will be getting their season underway very soon – Sept. 6-9 at the Woodchuck Classic in Burlington, Vt.

***

Murphy Decommits

Merrimack fall '13 recruit Wade Murphy, a right wing from the Penticton Vees (BCHL), has decommitted.  

Murphy, a 10/22/93 birthdate, committed to Merrimack last October

Thurs. 8/23/12

The Rich Get Richer

 5’11”, 175 lb. forward Joey Dudek has committed to Boston College for the fall of ‘14 or ‘15. 

 Dudek, a 1/29/96 birthdate from Auburn, NH, will be heading to Kimball Union Academy this fall. He is the second incoming KUA player to commit to a Div. I school this week as he joins Quebec native A.J Greer, who chose Penn State.

USHR was told that BC head coach Jerry York made the trip to the Five Nations Tournament in Chomutov, Czech Republic earlier this month to make a decision on two promising prospects on the undefeated U.S. Under-17 Selects: Dudek and goatender Chris Birdsall.  The trip was worthwhile, as both will be suiting up for the Eagles. When you string together the success that BC has had recently – i.e., four of the last 11 national championships -- you pretty much have the luxury of picking the players you want. And BC is certainly cashing in on their position of power.

Dudek, a right shot forward who played for Merrimack alum Casey Kesselring at Pinkerton Academy last season, posted a 21-34-55 scoring line in 24 games en route to a Division I New Hampshire state championship.  Dudek combined with incoming Middlesex Islander (EJHL) forward Zach Sanford to form the most dangerous high school duo in New Hampshire.

 At June’s Select 16 Festival in Rochester, NY we ranked Dudek #17 among forwards after he posted an impressive 4-4-8 scoring line. After the Festival a batch of schools tried to get into the mix for the New England district’s top forward, but in the end it came down to BC, UNH, Maine and Brown. While it was difficult for the son of Plymouth State Heisman finalist and NFLer Joe Dudek Sr. to pass on staying home and playing at UNH, BC’s string of success was simply too enticing. 

This season, Dudek will be a sophomore at Kimball Union and will be looking to strengthen the Wildcats. Mike Levine’s squad, which finished 25-4-3 last year, will feature NCAA Div. I committed players Casey Miller (UMass-Amherst), Niko Rufo (Providence), Nick Roberto (Maine), A.J Greer (Penn State), Greg Burmaster (St. Lawrence), Joey Dudek (BC) and Doyle Somerby (BU) along with top prep defenseman Alex Carle and Connor Evangelista.

Thurs. 8/23/12

Harvard Gets Big and Mean

 6’2”, 192 lb. LD Kevin Guiltinan, a London, Ont. native who played at the Hill Academy last season and will be joining the Vernon Vipers (BCHL) this fall, has committed to Harvard for the fall of ’13 (possibly ’14). 

A native of London, Ontario, Guiltinan played in ’10-11 for the London Jr. Knights midget minor squad, posting – in 29 games -- a 1-0-1 line with 84 pims.  Last fall, he took his game to the Hill Academy (Vaughan, Ont.).

In October, we watched Guiltinan at the East Coast College Cup (see USHR News, 10/19/11) and this is what we had to say: “The London Knights (OHL) draft pick plays an old-time style of hockey — solid defensively, and mean. Kept things simple here, but was physically involved. Not someone you want to have catch you with your head down.”

Other schools reported to be in the picture for Guiltinan were Cornell, Princeton, Union, Michigan, and North Dakota.

 A 4/25/95 birthdate, Guiltinan is eligible for next June’s NHL draft.

Thurs. 8/23/12

UConn’s ‘First Recruit’

6’1”, 174 lb. Salisbury School defenseman Ryan Segalla has committed to UConn for the fall of ’14. 

 A 12/29/94 birthdate, Segalla will be a senior at Salisbury this season. After a year of juniors, Segalla will join the Huskies for their first year of play in Hockey East.

 Segalla, the Huskies first scholarship player ever, is also the school’s first recruit since they were officially accepted into Hockey East in June. 

 Segalla, in 28 games played, had a 6-6-12 line at Salisbury last winter, his second year at the school.

 A hard-nosed, physical defenseman with mobility, Segalla has, in his time at Salisbury, transformed himself from a high-risk/high-reward type with great physical tools into a more mature defenseman who excels at both ends of the ice. The Salisbury staff expects the senior from Rockland, Mass. to be a key to their defensive corps in the coming season.

 Segalla is eligible for the NHL draft next June.

 UConn will be playing their home games at the 15,635 capacity XL Center (formerly the Hartford Civic Center) until they either upgrade their on-campus rink or build a new one from the ground up.

Thurs. 8/23/12

Walker Takes A Hike

 5’8”, 150 lb. Edina High School LD Jack Walker has given up his NCAA eligibility in order to go major junior with the Victoria Royals (WHL). 

 A 7/30/96 birthdate, Walker was a standout at last month’s Select 16 Festival -- we ranked him #13 among d-men there – and was named to the Under-17 Select team that went undefeated at the Five Nations Tournament a couple of weeks ago.

 Last season at Edina HS, Walker posted a 2-12-14 line in 29 games played. Lincoln drafted him in the fifth round of this spring’s USHL Futures Draft.

 At Victoria, Walker will be a teammate of his older brother, Ben, a ’93 forward who went major junior last year.

Thurs. 8/23/12

A Latecomer for the Terriers

 The Terrier Hockey Fan Blog is reporting that 6’2”, 185 LD Ahti Oksanen, a native of Espoo, Finland, will be coming in right away to help fortify the Terriers defensive corps this fall.

 Oksanen, a puck-moving offensive defenseman with size, was the top-scoring d-man for the Espoo Blues U20 team in the Jr. A Super-Liga. In 47 games played, Oksanen posted a 14-25-39 line with an impressive +42. 

 A league all-star, Oksanen, a 3/10/93 birthdate, was passed over by NHL teams in both the 2011 and 2012 draft. However, he was ranked #66 in Central’s Final Rankings of European skaters, and will be draft-eligible for the final time in 2013. 

 Oksanen was also recruited by UMass-Lowell and St. Cloud State.  

 By the way, former BU d-man Peter Ahola, a teammate of current Terriers assistant Mike Bavis, is part-owner of the Espoo Blues. However, Ahola’s group only recently took ownership and Bavis has been watching Oksanen since last December.

 BU has had success with the Finns who have come over – Ahola, Kaj Linna, and Tommi Degerman all played on Frozen Four teams. Surely, the BU staff hopes Oksanen can help them get back there.

Tues. 8/21/12

Kravchenko Decommits

 5'8”, 168 lb. C/LW Dennis Kravchenko, a fall ’13 recruit for the University of Vermont, has decommitted from the Catamounts. 

Cary Eades, the new head coach of the Sioux Falls Stampede tweeted the news last night, saying that Kravchenko ‘s decision was “due to coaching staff turnover” at Vermont. 

 A 3/30/94 birthdate from the Los Angeles area, Kravchenko played his sophomore and junior seasons at Kimball Union Academy, leading the team in scoring both seasons with, respectively, 54 and 58 points. Kravchenko left KUA for his senior season, playing the first half of the year with the Wichita Falls Wildcats (NAHL). On Jan. 7, he joined the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders (USHL).

 Kravchenko was originally recruited to UVM in October ’10, right before his junior year. The Vermont assistants at the time were current UMass head coach John Micheletto and current UMass assistant Joey Gasparini. 

 The early money is on Kravchenko following Micheletto and Gasparini to UMass.

Tues. 8/21/12

Nittany Lions Pounce

Penn State University has received a commitment from 6’2”, 185 lb. winger A.J. Greer for the fall of ‘15. The Repentigny, Quebec native will be a sophomore this season at Kimball Union Academy. 

 Penn State assistant coach Matt Lindsay was on Greer early as he made the trek north of Montreal to see the 12/14/96 birthdate play for the College Esther-Blondin Phenix  (Quebec Midget AAA) back in November. After a strong showing at the Summer Beantown last week Lindsay moved in and quickly snatched up the forward.

Greer is a low-risk, high-reward type for Penn State. In a worst-case scenario he will be a big, strong, north/south power forward who is very effective on the 3rd or 4th line. In a best-case scenario he will become a pro. Greer is not draft eligible until 2015, but we feel he will be a draft prospect. 

 Last season College Esther-Blondin won the Telus Cup, the Canadian Midget National Championship and Greer put up a 15-13-28 scoring line in 42 games played. In seven games played at the Telus Cup he dished out a 0-5-5 scoring line.

 Greer also visited St. Lawrence University.

Sun. 8/19/12

Vecchione Finds a Home

 Former Malden Catholic RW Mike Vecchione has committed to Union College for the fall of ’13.

 Vecchione, a 5’11”, 209 lb. 2/25/93 birthdate, originally committed to UNH for the fall of ’12 after his junior season at Malden Catholic. In his senior season, the Lancers, with Vecchione leading the way as captain, went 20-2-2 and won the school’s first Super 8 title with a 4-3 OT win over St. John’s Prep. Vecchione, along with BU recruit Brendan Collier and BC recruit Ryan Fitzgerald formed a potent top line, potting 68 goals on the season. Individually, Vecchione put up a 26-44-70 line.

 Last season, Vecchione went to the USHL, where he played for the Tri-City Storm. In 49 games, Vecchione had a 10-19-29 line with 28 pims. In December, after UNH had let the Saugus, Mass. native know they felt he needed another year of juniors, Vecchione decommitted from UNH, announcing publicly that the Wildcats had overrecruited for this fall. Vecchione also said that when he had originally committed to UNH it was for the fall of ’12 and, furthermore, he was ready to play NCAA hockey this fall.

Union began watching him closely at that time, and, while Vecchione won’t be playing college hockey as he had hoped this fall, he has landed with a top-flight program at Union, where he will matriculate in the fall of ’13, after one more season with Tri-City.

 Vecchione is a hard-working grind-it-out power forward who will fit in well with the Union style. He competes hard, plays both ends of the ice, and will chip in offensively. 

Sat. 8/18/12

Following in Brother’s Footsteps

 5’8”, 145 lb. right-shot forward Charlie Kelleher has committed to UNH for 2015.

 Kelleher, a 2/4/97 birthdate and the younger brother of UNH recruit Tyler Kelleher (US NTDP), played last winter for Longmeadow (Mass.) HS and, as a freshman, led the team in scoring with a 24-32-56 line in 23 games played. Kelleher, who projects as a center, will be playing the upcoming season with the Junior Bruins Under-16 Team.

 Kelleher is along the same line of development as his brother. If there is a difference between them it’s that Tyler is more of a finisher, whereas Charlie is more of a pass-first guy – he’s quick, has a quick stick, can make plays in tight spaces, and has a good mind for the game.  He plays hard in all three zones. He is also young, and over the next few years will need to improve his strength, shot, and explosiveness. 

 We had Kelleher ranked #16 among forwards at last month’s Select 15 Festival in Rochester, NY. 

 Prior to the festival Kelleher had visited Yale University.

Fri. 8/17/12

U.S. Under-18 Selects Finish 7th

Breclav, Czech Republic -- The U.S. Under-18 Select Team, after going winless in round-robin play, beat Slovakia 5-3 in the seventh-place game at the 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Cup here today.

 Adam Erne (2g,1a) and defenseman Anthony DeAngelo (3a) led the U.S. attack.

“We learned to play together and really accomplished for 60 minutes today,” said U.S. head coach Matt Herr. “We didn’t let down. We capitalized on the power play and were successful on the penalty kill to say focused on what we needed to do to win.”

The U.S. scored three of their six goals on the power play. Slovakia capitalized on two of eight power play chances. The U.S. took 15 penalties (69 total minutes), while Slovakia took 14 penalties (26 total minutes). With 55 seconds left, a Slovakian player was called for roughing, while three U.S. players, Trevor Moore (major/slashing/game misconduct), Vinny Lettieri (roughing/double minor), and DeAngelo (leaving bench/game misconduct) were all banished. 

U.S. Under-18 Ivan Hlinka Roster:

Goaltenders (2): Thatcher Demko (LA Jr. Kings U16/Omaha - USHL), Devin Williams (Metro Jets – NA3HL/Erie -OHL).

 Defensemen (7): Tommy Vannelli (Minnetonka HS), R.J. Gicewicz (Nichols School), Parker Reno (Edina HS), Michael Downing (Dubuque - USHL), Teemu Kivihalme (Burnsville HS), Anthony DeAngelo (Sarnia - OHL), Connor Clifton (Jersey Hitmen – EJHL).

 Forwards (13): Trevor Moore (Tri-City - USHL), Jimmy Lodge (Saginaw - OHL), Andrew Oglevie (Cedar Rapids - USHL), Karson Kuhlman (Esko HS/Dubuque - USHL), Jason Cotton (Colorado Thunderbirds U16), Justin Bailey (Long Island Royals U16/Indiana - USHL), Vinny Lettieri (Minnetonka HS/Lincoln - USHL), Sean Malone (Nichols School), Drew Melanson (Delbarton School), Gabe Guertler (Fargo - USHL), Adam Erne (Quebec - QMJHL), Matt Weis (Corpus Christi - NAHL/Green Bay - USHL), Corey Ronan (St. Sebastian’s School).

 Head Coach: Matt Herr (Kent School)

 Assistant Coaches: Bob Corkum (University of Maine) and Nick Fohr (NTDP). 

-- U.S. Results

 Sat. Aug. 11 – U.S. 6, Slovakia 0 (exhib.) 

 Mon. Aug. 13 – Russia 2, U.S. 1 (SO)

 Tues. Aug. 14 – Czech Republic 5, U.S. 2

 Wed. Aug. 15 -- Finland 8, U.S. 6

 Fri. Aug. 17 -- USA 5, Slovakia 2 (7th Place Game)

-- U.S. Scoring

Forwards:

Erne 3-1-4 

 Lettieri 1-3-4

 Guertler 2-1-3

 Lodge 0-2-2

 Bailey 1-0-1

 Ronan 1-0-1

 Moore 1-0-1

 Kuhlman 0-1-1

 Malone 0-1-1

 Melanson 0-1-1

 Cotton 0-0-0

 Oglevie 0-0-0

 Weis 0-0-0

Defensemen:

DeAngelo 0-3-3 

 Clifton 0-0-0

 Downing 0-0-0

 Gicewicz 0-0-0

 Kivihalme 0-0-0

 Reno 0-0-0

 Vannelli 0-0-0

Goaltenders:

Demko 103/115 (.896) 

 Williams 7/11 (.637)

U.S. Players of the Game:

Mon. 8/13 – Thatcher Demko (38/39)

 Tues. 8/14 – Drew Melanson (0g, 1a)

 Wed. 8/15 – Adam Erne (2g,1a)

 Fri. 8/17 – Adam Erne (2g, 1a)

Thurs. 8/16/12

New Blood at the Beantown

 At this summer’s Beantown Classic, held earlier this week in Marlborough, Mass., we saw a lot of the usual top local prospects, guys we have been writing about here at USHR for quite a while  now. However, for this write-up, we’re going to take a different tack and, rather than stomping over well-trod ground, will instead turn our attention to those players who we feel 1) either used the tournament to put themselves on the map or 2) played in such a way that we changed -- or revised -- our opinions of them.  So here goes:

Tyler Bird, F, ’96 (St. John’s Prep) 6-2/196 — We recently saw Bird at the Select 16 Festival and although he was intriguing he did not stand out as one of the top players in his class right now. The big forward is instead more of a long-term project, a kid who could develop along the  lines of BC recruits Chris Calnan and Adam Gilmour, neither of whom were standouts at 16. Bird has a lot of tools and if he can put them all together he will be an NHL draft prospect in two years time. With the departure of Sam Kurker (to BU) Bird will be taking on a bigger role at St. John’s Prep this season. It will be interesting to see how he handles it. 

Brian Pinho, F, ’95 (St. John’s Prep) 6-0/175 — A player who continually impresses, but will never blow you away. Pinho has good offensive instincts, makes the players around him better, and has a knack around the net. Will certainly be a DI player, but we have not yet been able to put our finger on his upside with any degree of confidence, so we will keep watching closely. Pinho was SJP’s first line center last season and will surely fill that role again in his senior year. 

Charles Corcoran, F, ’95 (Berkshire School) 5-10/155 — Similar to Pinho in that he will never blow you away, but he continually makes plays when the puck is on his stick. Is versatile and could fill a lot of different roles in college. Has a slick set of hands. Will be interesting to see how he performs in a starring role this season.

Harrison Markell, D, ’97 (Middlesex School) 5-11/183 — Played for the Valley Junior Warriors ’97 team and flew under the radar as all eyes were fixated on BC recruits Noah Hanifin and Casey Fitzgerald. The Middlesex sophomore is tall, thin, skates well and makes a lot of heads-up plays. Is a high-end student and will be an attractive Ivy League recruit. 

Matthew Muzyka, F, ’96 (Salisbury School) 6-1/185 — Was buried on the fourth line at Salisbury last season where, in 28 games played, the Cheshire, Conn. native was only able to muster a 0-1-1 scoring line. That will not be the case this season. Muzyka did nothing but score goals here. Our guess is that he will play in top six this time around. Muzyka has good size and a strong stick. 

AJ Greer, F, ’96 (Kimball Union) 6-2/185 — A Montreal-area native who played for College Esther-Blondin -- the Canadian national midget champs – last season. In the process, Greer put himself on the map and has had quite a bit of buzz surrounding him. He’s still a bit of a project and quite raw, but he certainly is an appealing prospect. He has that pro look to him. Is going to Kimball Union, where it will be interesting to see how he blends in with Casey Miller (UMass), Niko Rufo (Providence), Nick Roberto (Maine) and Joey Dudek, clearly a potent group. 

Josh Henke, F, ’94 (Jersey Hitmen) 5-10/200 — Has been committed to Ferris State for nearly two years. Played last season in the USHL with Muskegon and Tri-City where he put up a 6-12-18 scoring line in 41 games played. At 14-15 years old Henke was one of the elite scorers in the Michigan AAA loop. He still has great offensive instincts and finds the net in scoring areas. Henke could be one of the top scorers in the EJHL this season.

Tommy Kelley, F, ’94 (St. Sebastian’s) 5-11/190 — A complete player who brings a lot to the table. Will be excellent for St. Seb’s this year. Is gritty and physical, but also has a hard shot and a nose for the net. Potted 19 goals for the Arrows last season. We do not know how much better the Natick, Mass native will get, but he could play a role at the next level.

Tyler Drevitch, F, ’95 (Boston Bandits) 5-11/149 — Something tells us that Drevitch is going to be a late bloomer and a lot of colleges will kick themselves for not tracking him more closely. He has a great stick, is slippery in traffic, and makes a ton of plays. While he is very thin and weak right now, he still finds a way to compete. Will undoubtedly get bigger, stronger and faster. What kind of player will he be when all of that comes together? Time will tell.

John Carlson, D, ’96 (Hingham HS) 6-2/175 — Carlson caught our eye at the Mass High School Super 8 tournament and again this week at the Beantown, where he held his own. While making the jump from Mass high school hockey might take a little while, Carlson possesses physical tools that you cannot teach. Has a hard shot and makes simple plays. Good reach. 

Kyle Lemelin, F, ’96 (Lewiston HS) 6-0/170 — With a good first step and a nice skill set, Lemelin should light up Maine high school hockey this season. We expect prep schools and EJHL teams to recruit him hard for the following season.

Charlie Barrow, D, ’96 (Belmont Hill) 5-10/155 — Barrow, who stood out for us at the Select 16 Festival, played for the Belmont Hill freshmen last season. We are told he has grown about six inches in the last 12 months. While he still has a long way to go strength wise, he has a really good stick and will be right at home on the Belmont Hill PP this season. 

Nick Bingman, F, ’93 (NH Jr. Monarchs) 6-1/185 — Played for Jamestown (NAHL) last season and Compuware U18’s prior to that. First time we have seen him. Looked good here. Curious to see how the Bedford, NY native performs in the EJHL.

Nathan Ferriero, F, ’94 (Governor’s) 5-8/165 — Is a little bit shorter than his brothers Benn and Cody, which may limit his draft potential. That being said, he may also have the best stick skills in prep hockey. He has that same shot that his older brothers both have. If he can play a composed game this season he could be one of, if not the, most lethal scorer in New England.

Austin Ricci, F, ’96 (St. Paul’s) 6-1/195 — Is not very fleet of foot, but he has a quick set of hands and can really get his shot off in a hurry. Has always scored goals and will surely score a ton this season. Is a little too bulky for our liking. If he trims down we think his skating will improve, thus elevating his whole game. 

Philippe Johansson, D, ’94 (Holderness) 6-2/190 — Will be a senior at Holderness this year. Put up 24 points in 29 games last season. Caught our eye on numerous occasions. 

Reed Harper, F, ’93 (CT Oilers) 5-9/160 — Was Proctor’s leading scorer last season where he compiled a 23-23-46 scoring line in 22 games played as a PG. Prior to heading to Proctor he played on Salisbury’s JV team. We are told the reason for that was his attitude. We view Harper as a high risk/high reward type player. The rumors could be true, but even if they are a quality coach could break through to him. Is on the smaller side, but has excellent vision and is a big-time playmaker. Could be a star at a NESCAC school.

Thurs. 8/16/12

Birdsall to BC

 5’11”, 160 lb. ’96 goaltender Chris Birdsall, who played last season for the North Jersey Avalanche U-16 Team as well as Glen Rock (NJ) High School, has committed to Boston College for the fall of 2015.

 Birdsall, who went to the NTDP 40-man camp in March (he didn’t make the team) and then went to Nationals with the Avalanche, has parlayed all of that into a tremendous summer. 

 At the USA Hockey Select 16 Festival last month, Birdsall was USHR’s #1-ranked goalie – and it wasn’t even a contest. The native of Glen Rock, NJ (it’s near Paramus) did not allow a goal through the first four games and finished with a 1.00 gaa and a .952 save percentage.

 Off his play at the tournament, Birdsall was named to the Under-17 Select Team that just finished first at the Five Nations Tournament in Chomutov, Czech Republic. Birdsall finished 3-0-0, had one shutout, and stopped 54 of the 58 shots he faced (.931).  Boston College head coach Jerry York was in attendance at the tournament.

 The Cedar Rapids RoughRiders signed Birdsall to a tender prior to last spring’s USHL Futures Draft, and that is where Birdsall will be playing the upcoming season. Birdsall, an 11/24/96 birthdate, will be entering his sophomore year of high school.

 Birdsall is technically sound, strong positionally, and extremely competitive. He plays an aggressive style, and likes to make himself bigger by challenging shooters.

Wed. 8/15/12

UNH Camp Draws Top ‘98s

 USHR recently spent a few days up in Durham, NH at the Fourth Annual UNH Team Camp. In the past this camp has seen the likes of Connor McDavid (1st overall pick in the 2012 OHL Draft), Aaron Ekblad (1st overall pick in the 2011 OHL Draft), Josh HoSang (Windsor-OHL), Rowland McKeown (Kingston-OHL), Sonny Milano (NTDP/Notre Dame), Brandon Fortunato (NTDP/Harvard), Ryan Hitchcock (NTDP/Yale), Chris Birdsall (Cedar Rapids-USHL), JJ Piccinich (Youngstown-USHL), Jake Linhart (Chicago Mission/Wisconsin), Robert Nardella (Chicago Mission/Notre Dame), Noah Hanifin (St. Sebastian’s/BC), Casey Fitzgerald (Malden Catholic/BC), Cam Askew (Cushing/Northeastern), Jeremy Bracco (NJ Rockets/Harvard) and Luke Kirwan (Middlesex-EJHL). In short, each and every year there are high-end players in attendance -- and this year was no different. 

(Note: There were eight teams on hand split up into ’98 and ’99 divisions.) 

-- There were four players in camp that we felt were absolute standouts. If you are looking for difference-makers in the ’98 age group, you will want to watch the following:

Chad Krys, D, ’98 (TC All-Stars) — Right now the son of BU alum Mark Krys sits atop the charts in the ’98 age group. Krys is a big kid for his age -- roughly 6’0”, 165 lbs. -- but he does not appear to be physically topped-out. He could still grow some. A powerful and fluid skater, Krys carries the puck end-to-end at will. BU head coach Jack Parker made the drive up I-95 to the Whittemore Center to get a look at the ’98 sensation --- and Krys had a goal and an assist in his first two shifts. We have a hunch Parker was impressed. Krys is in the same class as Noah Hanifin – i.e. he’s as close as you can get to a can’t-miss prospect. It’s completely understandable that BU would want to lock him up ASAP.

Adam Fox, D, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) — Played for the ’97 Gulls last season. Is not a physical specimen like Krys, but at this age level he can be just as effective. Fox, who can really dangle with the puck, is very slippery in traffic. He’s excellent on the PP, too. His pro potential is not off the charts as he is probably about 5’9” or so, but there is no doubt he will be a high-end DI player. We are told that schools are already on him.

Sam Sternschein, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) — A player we were not previously familiar with.  A big kid – 6’2” -- with a soft set of hands, Sternschein needs to add some quickness and tenacity to his game, but his potential is very high. It is not easy to find players with his frame – and an elite skill set. Sternschein will be followed closely over the next two years, but we think he will be someone the NTDP takes a long look at.

Liam Murphy , F, ’98 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — Murphy is a big, powerful forward who is very productive. He’s always around the puck, he makes plays, and he is strong in the scoring areas. While he is not a pretty player -- his skating is very raw – he has upside and we feel he could be in the mix for the NTDP in a couple of years.

-- If Krys, Fox, Sternschein, and Murphy were the cream of the crop – the “A” players – then the following would be a very strong “A-/B" group.

Jake Rathbone, D, ’99 (South Shore Kings) — The son of former BC forward Jason Rathbone is quite small, but then again he is only 13 years old. Rathbone is someone we will be hearing about over the next four years. Has a nice skill set and really controls the game from the back end.

Jake Ryczek, D, ’98 (TC All-Stars) — Was partnered up with Krys and was therefore overshadowed on most shifts. That being said, Ryczek is solid in all facets. He’s a good-sized kid who can skate and make a good outlet pass.

Phil Kemp, D, ’99 (TC All-Stars) — Plays for Mid-Fairfield during the season. Kemp is a good skater who is already approaching 6’0”. Projects nicely.

Danny Petrick, D, ’99 (TC All-Stars) — Handles the puck with confidence. Skilled and involved offensively.

Jay O’Brien, F, ’99 (South Shore Kings) — Small, but very skilled. Has quick hands and can make plays in tight spaces.

Joey Cipollone, F, ’99 (Connecticut Wolf Pack) — Cipollone is not very big, but exhibited excellent poise with the puck. He made plays and was consistently noticeable.

Derek Osik, F, ’98 (EC Wizards) — A strong, complete player. Works hard in all three zones and has some skill with the puck.

John Scala, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) — A strong, stocky forward, Scala is a powerful skater who, at 14 years, shoots the puck like a man.

Eric Linell, F, ’98 (Long Island Gulls) — The younger brother of BC’s Danny Linell. He’s very small right now, but has a good stick and makes plays.

John Wojoiechowski, F. ’98 (TC All-Stars) — An absolute manchild. It is surprising he is only a ’98 in that he could well be 6’3”, 190 lbs. right now. Wojoiechowski has a pretty good set of hands, plays with grit and can shoot it. His skating has a long ways to go, but he is certainly worth keeping tabs on.

Justin Grillo, F, ’98 (TC All-Stars) — Skilled. Quick hands. Makes plays.

Jimmy Scannell, G, ’99 (South Shore Kings) — Kind of a stand up goaltender – and you do not see many of those anymore. Extremely competitive;  good net presence.

Wed. 8/15/12

Garland Chooses Nittany Lions

 5’6”, 150 lb. Junior Bruins (Empire) forward Conor Garland has committed to Penn State for the fall of 2015.

 Garland, a 3/11/96 forward from Scituate, Mass., lit it up in the Empire League last winter, putting up a 42-52-94 line in 40 games to lead the Junior Bruins in scoring (he finished eight points ahead of linemate Jack Eichel) as the Chris Masters-coached squad  finished the regular season with a 34-4-1-1 record. In addition, Garland’s 94 points placed him third in the league in scoring.

 The previous year, ’10-11, Garland, who had long been in the Junior Bruins organization, went west and played for the Shattuck-St. Mary’s Bantam A team.

 In May, the Muskegon Lumberjacks selected Garland in the USHL Future’s Draft. Garland had a strong camp and made the team.

 Garland, who will be a sophomore in high school this fall, has a good stick and a knack for scoring. A gifted offensive player, he finds a way to finish off his scoring opportunities, and makes plays – always has, at every level. Though Garland is on the small side, he uses it to his advantage – he’s slippery and elusive. 

Sat. 8/11/12

Under-17s Place First at Five Nations

Chomutov, Czech Republic -- The U.S. Under-17 Select Team defeated Slovakia, 4-2, in the finale of the Five Nations Tournament here this afternoon. 

 With the win the U.S. Selects, drawn from the top players at last month’s Select 16 Festival in Rochester, NY, finished the tournament in first place at 4-0-0, outscoring their opponents 20-6 in the process. 

 In today’s action, Seamus Malone and Dylan Pavelek each had a goal and an assist, while Joey Dudek and Austin Poganski added single goals. The U.S. outshot Slovakia, 41-18. Eric Schierhorn, in his first game action of the tournament, had 16 shots.

“The term we came up with was ‘relentless’ and we were just that,” head coach Barry Smith said. “Our work ethic was second to none, and when you combine talent with work ethic, that’s tough to beat.”

U.S. Under-17 Five Nations Roster: 

 Goaltenders (2): Chris Birdsall (Cedar Rapids-USHL), Eric Schierhorn (Russell Stover U18).

Defensemen (7): Jack Dougherty (St. Thomas Academy - Minn.), Keegan Ford (Waunakee HS – Wisc.) Brandon Fortunato (LI Royals), Butrus Ghafari (Compuware U16), Robert Nardella (Chicago Mission U16), Blake Siebenaler (Cleveland Barons U16), Jack Walker (Edina HS – Minn.).

Forwards (11): Michael Booth (Team Illinois U18), Kyle Connor (Belle Tire U16), Ryan Donato (Dexter School), Joey Dudek (Pinkerton Academy – NH), Shane Gersich (Holy Family Catholic HS – Minn.), Alex Jasiek (St. Louis Blues U16), Seamus Malone (Chicago Mission U16), Cullen Munson (Edina HS – Minn.), Dylan Pavelek (Belle Tire U16), Austin Poganski (St. Cloud Cathedral – Minn.), Taylor Vickerman (Cleveland Barons U16).

Click here for:

Official Roster with birthdates, hometowns, heights, weights, etc.

U.S. Results:

 August 7-11, Chomutov, Czech Republic.

Sun. Aug. 5 – US 6, Czech Republic 2 (exhib.) 

 Wed. Aug. 8 – US 6, Germany 2 

 Thurs. Aug. 9 – US 5, Switzerland 0 

 Fri. Aug. 10 – US 5, Czech Republic 2 

 Sat. Aug. 11 – US 4, Slovakia 2 

U.S. Scoring: 

Forwards: 

 Connor 4-2-6

 Gersich 1-5-6

 Poganski 4-1-5

 Malone 2-2-4

 Dudek 3-0-3

 Vickerman 2-1-3

 Pavelek 1-2-3

 Munson 1-0-1

 Donato 0-1-1

 Jasiek 0-1-1

 Booth 0-1-1

Defensemen: 

 Dougherty 0-6-6

 Fortunato 0-3-3

 Siebenaler 1-1-2

 Nardella 1-1-2

 Ghafari 0-1-1

 Walker 0-1-1

 Ford 0-0-0

Goaltenders: 

 Birdsall 54/58 (.931) with one shutout and a 3-0-0 W-L record

 Schierhorn 16/18 (.889) with a 1-0-0 W-L record

US Players of the Game:

Wed. 8/8 – F Austin Poganski (2 goals)

Thurs. 8/9 – G Chris Birdsall (20 save shutout)

Fri. 8/10 – D Brandon Fortunato

Sat. 8/11 – F Seamus Malone (1g,1a)

Sat. 8/11/12

Big Changes at St. George’s

Ryan Mulhern, newly-promoted to director of admissions and financial aid at the St. George's School, is stepping down from coaching after 12 years (five as an assistant and seven as a head coach).

 The new head coach will be Justin Cerenzia, a 2001 St. George’s graduate. Cerenzia has spent the last seven years years at the Hill School, where he was primarily an assistant on the boys team -- coached by Matt Mulhern, Ryan’s brother --- though he also pitched in and was head coach of the girls team last year.

“I was able to lure him away and back to St. George’s,” said Mulhern, who coached Cerenzia when he played for the Dragons. Cerenzia will also be teaching history. 

 Mulhern, who played his prep hockey at St. George’s before starring at Brown in the early to mid-‘90s, says he will be working to find athletes to round out all the teams at St. George’s. As for hockey, he says, “We want to find kids who are smart, play the game at a high level, and want to come to St. George’s.” Mulhern turns over a lot of stones – he had players from Quebec to Texas, Maryland, and Florida on his roster last season. 

 Former Yale defenseman Jeff Dwyer has also been hired by St. George’s and will work as an assistant director of admissions. “I am not yet sure what his role will be with the hockey program,” Mulhern said. Dwyer has worked at College Hockey, Inc. for the past two years. Prior to that he was an assistant coach in the Coast League and in the USHL.

Fri. 8/10/12

2013 Maccabiah Games Tryouts Coming Up

 In the summer of 2013 ice hockey is returning to the Maccabiah Games – often referred to as the Jewish Olympics -- and the U.S. is now recruiting top Jewish hockey players at the Junior (’95 through ’98), Open (all ages, generally 18+), and Master (40 and over) levels. 

 This is a great opportunity. The Maccabiah Games – the third largest sporting event in the world with over 7,000 participants – are held every four years in Israel and draw top Jewish athletes from all over the world. Over 35 sports are represented. The countries participating in ice hockey are the United States, Russia, Canada, Israel, and France.

 Tryouts for all USA Divisions will be held next weekend -- Aug. 17-19, to be precise – at The Rink (Warwick, PA). An official application and tryout registration form must be filled out in advance. The form can be found at the “Ice Hockey” page in the ‘Sports Explorer’ section at www.maccabiusa.com 

Notes:

There will be no Women’s ice hockey at the 2013 Maccabiah Games, female athletes are invited to participate in the tryout weekend.

Maccabi USA can also be reached by phone at 215-561-6900

 Players selected will leave for Israel on or around July 10, 2013. The tournament takes place July 17-30. 

Fri. 8/10/12

Pratt to Play in EJHL

 6’2”, 180 lb. Northfield-Mt. Hermon defenseman Derek Pratt will take his senior year with the New Hampshire Jr. Monarchs. 

 Pratt, a Div. I prospect who had a strong camp this summer with Muskegon (USHL), is a ’94 birthdate from Mt. Hermon, Mass. 

 He has been playing for his father, NMH head coach Tom Pratt, a former Div. I defenseman.

“It’s time for Derek to be coached by someone who is not his dad,” said the senior Pratt, who added, “It’s a little bit of a conflict in that the team is poised to take a step forward this season even without Derek, but, yes, he would have helped.”

The younger Pratt, a steady, consistent defensemen with size and good skating ability, will attend Concord High School.

Wed. 8/8/12

Compuware Quartet Commits

 Four players from last season’s Compuware U14 team have made their college choices: 6’1”, 170 lb. forward Brent Gates will be headed to Notre Dame; 5’7”, 148 lb. forward Gordie Green chose Miami-Ohio; 6’0”, 170 lb. defenseman Nicholas Boka picked Michigan State and the prize of the bunch, 6’0”, 170 lb. forward Brendan Warren will suit up for the maize and blue at the University of Michigan. All four players will play for Compuware’s U16 team this season.

Warren, our #1 ranked forward at the Select 15 Festival last month, is dynamic and crafty. The Carleton, Mich. native, who started out with Belle Tire last year, had an 8-5-13 scoring line in his ten games with Compuware later in the season. The Wolverines staff will have to recruit Warren until September of 2015 as he will be ranked high on OHL draft lists and it would be naïve to think the usual suspects – i.e. London, Kitchener and Windsor -- will not try to lure the top American forward north of the border. We are told he has already been offered a spot on the NTDP.

While Warren certainly is the flashiest of the bunch, Brent Gates is not far behind in terms of pro potential. The Notre Dame recruit’s skating has been significantly improved and he is well on his way to becoming a premiere power forward. Last season the Grand Rapids, Mich. native registered a 13-16-29 scoring line in 22 games of HPHL play. Overall on the season he posted a 38-33-71 scoring line through 62 total games. Gates was our #7 ranked forward at the Select 15 Festival. His hands are soft for a big man and he knows how to use his reach to his advantage in the scoring areas. Gates is a front-runner to play for the NTDP, and will also be pursued by the OHL.

Miami-Ohio could have the steal of the group and we will be the first to admit we may have underestimated Gordie Green. The Ann Arbor, Mich. native was our #29 ranked forward at the Select 15 Festival where he played on a line with Brent Gates and Koby Bender, two high-end forwards, and showed himself to be an excellent playmaker. Our initial reservations surrounded the fact that he is on the small side -- and not a burner, either. However, Green was Compuware’s leading scorer last season, posting a 21-14-35 scoring line through 24 HPHL contests and a 44-44-88 scoring line through 59 total games. He’s clearly a productive player. And he possesses an elite stick to go with great vision.

Michigan State went with big and physical Nicholas Boka. We first saw Boka back in November as a forward and liked him at that position as he simply punished defenders on the forecheck. At the Select 15 Festival he played a simple and composed game and we pegged him at #30 in a deep group. Has good feet for a big guy and plays a pro-style game. Boka is a bit of a projection pick by the Spartans, but a good project to have. The Plymouth, Mich. native put up a 14-22-36 scoring line through 61 games played -- at both forward and defense.

Tues. 8/7/12

Milano Cookie

 5’10”, 154 lb. Cleveland Barons U16 forward Sonny Milano has committed to Notre Dame for the fall of ‘14.

 Milano, the leading scorer in the Tier I Elite Midget Minor League last season with a 44-43-87 line in 40 games, will be playing the next two seasons for the National Team Development Program. 

 A 4.0 student, Milano made his final choice from among Michigan, Yale, Cornell, and Notre Dame.

 Milano, a left-shot and a 5/12/96 birthdate, is a native of Massapequa, Long Island who played for the LI Gulls before going out to Cleveland last fall. 

 A fun player to watch, Milano is a swift, graceful skater and, with his stickhandling and playmaking skills, is extremely tough for opposing defensemen to deal with. In other words, he’s an excellent college prospect.

Sun. 8/4/12

Don’t Forget These Guys!

 This past week, when USA Hockey released the roster for the first annual All-American Prospects Game (Buffalo, NY; Sept. 29), we countered with an article discussing why we were perplexed by the fact that nearly 25 percent of the 40-man roster consisted of overage players – i.e., guys who, just six weeks ago, had been passed over by all thirty NHL teams in June’s NHL draft. 

 We certainly understand that players who are a year older might be “better right now” but this is all about projecting. And USA Hockey seems to share this view – at least on paper – as the press release accompanying the roster boasted that “40 of the top American prospects eligible for the 2013 NHL Draft” would be on hand. 

 We can put ourselves in the shoes of a hockey fan in Buffalo who lays out $20 for a ticket to the late September game and then feels cheated when June 2013 rolls around and he or she realizes that a number of highly-drafted U.S. kids were not invited to the All-American Prospects Game – and we’re not talking about total unknowns either.

In Canada, for two decades now, the CHL has held an annual Top Prospects Game featuring the top draft-eligible players from the WHL, OHL, and QMJHL. It’s a huge success, and attended by nearly every NHL GM and battalions of scouts. For the All-American Prospects Game to reach this level of success we felt it necessary for USA Hockey to hit the ball out of the park on the first go-round. On this point, we are skeptical.

 One NHL scout remarked that the roster looked “like an advertisement for the NTDP.” It is true that over half the roster consists of NTDP players. Add the USHL kids to the Ann Arbor boarders and the two groups combined account for roughly 80 percent of the roster. Then keep in mind that the weekend before (Sept. 19-22) all of those kids will be facing off against each other at the USHL Fall Classic in Sioux City, Iowa. There, on the banks of the Missouri River, scouts will be able to see each team at least three times. Taking that into account -- along with the fact that the U.S. Under-18 Team is perpetually scouted -- and the “must see” aspect of the game is diminished considerably. For the CHL’s Top Prospects Game you have players coming in from Victoria, BC in the west to Cape Breton, Nova Scotia in the east. Up there, a geographical imperative nudges scouts toward the Top Prospects Game. That won’t be the case in the U.S., thus making this game a harder sell. 

 Below, we have listed players who were not invited to Buffalo on Sept. 29th. We have broken them down into two groups: The “A” pool consists of players we feel with 100% certainty should have been invited. To our eyes, they are potential high NHL draft picks. The next group – the “B” players – consists of players we feel are interchangeable with a handful of players in the game — especially the overagers.

“A” Pool 

Thomas Vanelli, 1/26/95, 6-2/170 — The sky is the limit for the Minnetonka HS product. Was our #1 ranked defenseman at the Select 17 Festival this summer. It’s extremely difficult to find defenders with his size and skating ability — he simply has great feet. We expect Vanelli to boost his draft stock at the Ivan Hlinka tournament this month. Going in the first round of next June’s NHL draft is not out of the question.

Connor Hurley, 9/15/95, 6-1/175 — Is eligible for the 2013 draft, but had he been born on September 16th the Edina HS star would have had to wait for 2014. Has size, can skate and definitely makes plays—all good indications that he will be a high NHL draft pick. Is being advised by CAA, the same agency that represents the likes of Sidney Crosby, Patrick Kane, Evgeny Malkin and Jonathan Toews. CAA tends to go for high profile players who are all but locks to be high draft picks -- and Hurley fits that bill.

Teemu Kivihalme, 6/17/95, 6-1/167 — Recently committed to Colorado College, which was a huge get for the Tigers. Plays for his father at Burnsville HS and is a flawless skater. We had him ranked as our #4 defenseman at the Select 17 Festival. Like Vanelli, Kivihalme was also selected for Team USA for the Ivan Hlinka tournament.

Brett Pesce, 11-15-94, 6-2/175 — Late ’94 could be the top player in New England to be drafted next summer. Will be a freshman at UNH where he was brought in a year early after an impressive stint with the NTDP. The New Jersey native is a smooth, puck-moving defender who has the ability to run a power play. Should make an immediate impact for the Wildcats. Was injured most of last season and may have fallen off the radar a bit.

Anthony Florentino, 1/30/95, 6-1/205 — In hopes of upgrading their defensive corps the NTDP asked Florentino to join the program for the second year in a row, and Florentino declined for the second year in a row. Seven defensemen from the NTDP were asked to play in the All-American Prospects game. If all seven of those defensemen are better “prospects” than the South Kent defender than why was the NTDP recruiting him? The West Roxbury, Mass native is a strong skater who plays with an edge and has a bomb of a shot. The Providence College recruit will likely be the top New England prep player selected at the draft.

Tyler Hill, 4/13/95, 6-6/225—There are some players who will be playing in the All-American Prospects game who are long shots to be drafted. Hill, though, is pretty much guaranteed to be selected. The question is simply how high. Hill has soft hands and, for a 6’6” forward, pretty good feet. He scored a highlight reel goal at the Select 17 Festival that would have made ESPN’s top 10 plays -- if the video had been sent in. Played for Hotchkiss last year and is undecided as to where he will be this fall.

“B” Pool

Michael Brodzinski, 5/28/95, 5-11/195 — Tough as nails. Plays a shutdown style of defense and opposing forwards find him unenjoyable to play against. Does not get beaten in 1x1 situations. Has a good stick and makes a good first pass, but the future Minnesota Golden Gopher will likely never be running a PP. We think an NHL team will want him in their system. Plays for Blaine HS.

Connor Clifton, 4/28/95, 6-0/180 — The Quinnipiac recruit is arguably the top prospect the Bobcats have ever landed. Has great legs and really pushes the pace of the offense. Is equally effective at passing the puck up ice or skating it coast to coast. Will be joining the NTDP for his senior year. Played last season for the Jersey Hitmen (EJHL). 

Garret Gamez, 2/17/95, 6-1/175 — Played his first season of Tier 1 hockey last year with the LA Junior Kings U16 team. A late bloomer, Gamez has the potential to win the Rookie of the Year award in the USHL – he’ll be suiting up for Tri-City. The Denver recruit is a big kid with great hands and a high-end release. Will score a lot of goals throughout his career. 

Jason Cotton, 2/7/95, 6-3/180 — Too intriguing for NHL teams to overlook. Has a high skill level for a 6’3” forward. We think the Tri-City (USHL) forward has only shown us a glimpse of what he can actually do. When the Northeastern recruit fills out and gets bigger and stronger we think he will be a much different player. This will be a telling year for him as we will get to see how he reacts to the pace of the USHL.

Drew Melanson, 1/10/95, 5-11/160 — Delbarton product is an exceptional skater who is really light on his feet. Is very slight right now which could affect his ability to hold off opponents in the USHL this season as he will suit up for Omaha. NHL teams are looking five to six years down the road, and surely by then the RPI recruit will have bulked up and enhanced his game-breaking speed.

Note:

 The date of this game should be a topic of discussion. Players need time to emerge and show the progress they have made during the off-season. We can almost guarantee that there is a player out there who is relatively unknown now but who will hear his name called in the top two or three rounds of the draft. It happens every year (see Mark Jankowski). By holding this game in September there is no chance that the “player who comes out of nowhere” will be present, much less able to show what he can do. And who is this year’s Jankowski? We have no clue, but here is a bonus -- a few players who merit a look: Zach Sanford (Middlesex-EJHL), Tim Harrison (Dexter School) and Merrick Madsen (Proctor Academy). 

Sat. 8/4/12

Harvard Lands a Blue-Chipper

 5’9”, 155” Coquitlam Express (BCHL) LC Alex Kerfoot has committed to Harvard for the fall of ’13.

 Kerfoot has been at the center of a lengthy recruiting battle between Harvard, Yale, and Boston College. In the final stages, the battle was narrowed to Harvard and Boston College.

 Kerfoot represents a major get for the Crimson – a blue-chip recruit who, along with fellow fall ’13 forwards like Sean Malone and Tyler Moy will make the Crimson a potent offensive team. 

 Kerfoot is one of those players that every school in the country would have liked to have been able to get in on recruiting. For instance, last October (10/25/11), we had Kerfoot #2 on our list of top uncommitted players in North American, trailing only NTDP defenseman Seth Jones. When we re-did that list in February (2/7/12), Kerfoot was again at #2, and once again trailed only Jones, who, of course, is the presumptive #1 (possibly #2) pick in next June’s NHL draft. Jones, of course, recently opted to go major junior for the upcoming season.

 That left Kerfoot, who chose to play another year of juniors in order to get stronger for NCAA play, as the top available recruit for the fall of ’13. 

 Last November, at the World Junior A Hockey Challenge in Langley, BC, Kerfoot, the second youngest player on his team, scored an OT goal to lift Canada West to a key win over Sweden. In the championship game, a 4-2 win over Canada East, the West Vancouver, BC native notched a highlight reel goal and added an assist. He was named to the tournament’s all-star team.

 In 51 games for Coquitlam last season, Kerfoot posted a 25-44-69 line and cleaned up at the BCHL post-season award banquet, being named Coastal Conference Rookie of the Year, First Team All-Star, and Most Sportsmanlike Player (he had 24 pims). In June, Kerfoot, an 8/11/94 birthdate, was selected by the New Jersey Devils in the fifth round of the NHL Draft. 

In ’10-11, Kerfoot, playing for the Vancouver Northwest Giants of the BC Major Midget league, posted a 36-72-108 line in 38 games, smashing the record previously held by Edmonton Oilers C Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who had a 40-47-87 line in 36 games with the ’08-09 Northwest Giants. In the ’10-11 Telus Cup, Canada’s national midget tournament, the Giants finished fourth. Even so, Kerfoot, who had notched 26 points in seven games, was named tournament MVP.

 Kerfoot’s coach in midgets, Jon Calvano, is also his coach with Coquitlam, where Kerfoot will be returning for the upcoming season before matriculating at Harvard. Former Salisbury defenseman Marc Biega will also be playing for Coquitlam in the upcoming season, hoping to improve his game and test scores and perhaps become the fourth Beiga brother to suit up for the Crimson.

 For Harvard, Kerfoot is a key recruit in another sense. The Crimson have never had a great deal of success in British Columbia, where they have traditionally been trounced by schools like BC and UNH. This may open up fertile ground for their staff out there. 

 Kerfoot, who is creative and elusive, has excellent hockey sense, great wheels, and skill to match. A dynamic offensive player he really pushes the pace, and makes plays at high speed.  

 Kerfoot’s father, Greg Kerfoot, is a major Vancouver businessman who heads up the ownership group of the Vancouver Whitecaps (Major League Soccer). The senior Kerfoot, who is building a 32 story office building overlooking Vancouver Harbor, is, variously, described by the Vancouver press as "shy," "mysterious," "media-shy," and "unassuming," owns a mansion that is far from unassuming: it comes complete with an NHL sized rink.

 Speaking of rinks, when Kerfoot arrives at Harvard, he will be playing at a spiffed-up Bright Hockey Center as the university, over the next year, will be putting 12-14 million into bringing the 1980 rebuild of the old Watson Rink up to date. Much of the effort will be down below, where new locker rooms, video rooms, and a weight room will be constructed. Upstairs, the lobby will be expanded, and the concession area will be improved.  Now, it is up to the players. If they live up to their potential, Bright could again become as lively as it was in the ‘80s, when tickets could be very tough to come by. 

Fri. 8/3/12

Roy Brothers to Northeastern

 High-scoring forward Kevin Roy and his older brother, goaltender Derick Roy, who decommitted from Brown University on July 22nd, officially committed to Northeastern University this afternoon.

 A Northeastern source contacted USHR this afternoon stating that the two brothers, natives of Lac-Beauport, Quebec who prepped at, respectively, Deerfield and St. Paul's before playing juniors, have decided to play for the Huskies starting this fall.

 There are a lot of issues here (see USHR News of 7/22/12) and the coaching staff, due to the fact that the two players have yet to be formally admitted into the university, were unwilling to address our questions on the record. 

 It is expected that the brothers will be accepted at the school, and that the paperwork will be wrapped up by Monday or Tuesday of next week. At that point, coach Jim Madigan is expected to discuss the Northeastern side of the story.

 Stay tuned.

Thurs. 8/2/12

Hitmen Take a Hit

 5’11”, 163 lb. Jersey Hitmen (EJHL) RD Connor Clifton will be heading to Ann Arbor as a late add-on for this coming season’s U.S. Under-18 Team. 

 A 4/28/95 birthdate and Quinnipiac recruit for the fall of ’13, Clifton played primarily for the Hitmen last season (1-11-12 in 28 games played), but also filled in with the U.S. Under-17 Team for a lengthy stint. 

 Clifton had a strong performance at the USA Hockey Select 17 Festival in Rochester, NY this June, where we rated him #8 among the defensemen there.  Here are our comments: “Great feet. Elusive with the puck. Right when you think you have him he manages to escape and head up ice. A huge get for Quinnipiac; has the ability add a new dimension to their team. Produced a 1-4-5 scoring line in five games played.”

Clifton, off his play in Rochester, was named to the U.S. Under-18 Select Team heading to the 2012 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament Aug. 13-17 in Breclav, Czech Republic.

 He is the younger brother of Tim Clifton, a ’92 forward with the Hitmen and also a Quinnipiac fall ’13 recruit.

***

Hitmen Happy to Host

 The schedule for the 2012 Jersey Hitmen Classic has been released. The tournament, which runs from Thurs. Sept. 13 through Sun. Sept. 16, has doubled in size, growing from 25 to 50 teams, and as a result will be utilizing both the Ice Vault Arena (the Hitmen’s home rink) and the Floyd Hall Arena (@ Montclair State University). Both facilities house two sheets and are roughly eight miles apart. Look for a lot of EJHL/AJHL and Empire/MET games. 

 Click below for the full schedule (Excel doc).

Schedule: 2012 Jersey Hitmen Classic

Wed. 8/1/12

USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game Rosters

Today, USA Hockey unveiled the 40-man roster for their All-American Prospects Game, to be held on Sat. Sept. 29 at the First Niagara Center in Buffalo, NY.

The rostered player are, according the press release, "40 of the top American prospects eligible for the 2013 National Hockey League Entry Draft."

At this moment, we don't want to get into analyzing and second-guessing the choices. But we will. We just have to deal with the great white shark off Truro first. This time of year, our priorities lie with the Massachusetts beachcombers.

That said, we do have a few quick observations. First of all, the stats: 22 of the 40 players (55%) are from the NTDP, nine (22.5%) are from the USHL, four (10%) are from the CHL, and five (12.5%) are from prep/parochial schools.

Of special note is the fact that nine of the 40 players on the roster are overagers, passed over in last month's NHL draft. We find it extremely curious that nine players who couldn't get selected among the top 210 NHL draft picks last month can, a mere five weeks later, shoot up the charts and suddenly be among the top 40 US-born prospects for the 2013 NHL Draft. Those players must have had an unbelievable July!

All facetiousness aside, there will be overagers who have great seasons in 2012-13 and force their way into the picture by next June. It happens every year. The process, however, starts in September. Jimmy Vesey, for example, started the past season strongly, kept it up throughout the season and it all paid off for him when he was drafted by Nashville in the third round in June. We just don't think there are nine of them among the top 40. Three or four? Maybe. But let the season unfold before making that call. There are plenty of first-year eligibles out there who deserve first consideration.

One other key point we noticed is that there will not be a single player -- excepting NTDP kids -- from a Minnesota high school appearing in Buffalo. Anyone who was at the Select 17 Festival in Rochester, NY a few weeks ago can tell you that there are Minnesota high school kids who will go extremely high in next June's NHL draft. And not one has been invited to the game in Buffalo. That's too bad, as they have far more to gain from a strong performance there than the NTDP kids, who can be seen in numerous high-profile events throughout the season.

Anyway, we will have more on this shortly. For now, here is the roster:

USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game Roster

Wed. 8/1/12

Sneddon to Hire Two Veterans

 Look for University of Vermont head coach Kevin Sneddon to name Kevin Patrick and Kyle Wallack as assistants on his staff.

 Both were head coaches in the USHL last year, with Muskegon and Indiana respectively. Both were fired in-season, though it would be unfair to draw any conclusions from that.

 Sneddon and Patrick go way back, as Patrick was an assistant on Sneddon’s staff at Union from 1998-2002. A 43-year-old native of Schenectady, NY, Patrick went on to serve as an assistant at Bowling Green for three years and Wisconsin for five before accepting a head coaching position with the Muskegon Lumberjacks (USHL) in the ‘10-11 season.

 A former defenseman at Notre Dame, Patrick got his start in coaching at Deerfield Academy from 1993-97, where he also taught science.

 Wallack made his name during his five years as an assistant at Yale (’06-11). During his last two seasons there, the Eli led the nation in scoring. 

 Before Yale, Wallack worked at Holy Cross. In this second and final season on Paul Pearl’s staff, the Crusaders went 27-10-3 and knocked off the University of Minnesota at the 2006 West Regionals.

 Before that, from ’02-04, Wallack was an assistant at UConn.

Wed. 8/1/12

Gasparini Hired as UMass Assistant

Joey Gasparini, who has spent the past three years as an assistant at the University of Vermont, where he worked along with John Micheletto on Kevin Sneddon’s staff, has been accepted Micheletto’s invitation to join his staff at UMass.

 Gasparini, a forward for the Catamounts from 2002-06 and an assistant captain his senior year, is a native of Grand Forks, ND. He is the son of former University of North Dakota head coach and USHL commissioner Gino Gasparini, and the younger brother of Los Angeles Kings scout Tony Gasparini (who, by the way will get his day with the Stanley Cup on Aug. 28th).

 One other important fact: Joey skated for the world-famous USHR.Dotcoms at the Prospects Tournament in the late ‘90s.

